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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation is intended to demonstrate the 

presence of a contemporary gnostic spirit in the nove1s of 

Robertson Davies. 

The dominance of Protestant puritanism in Eng1ish 

Canadian culture is a frequent theme in the literature of the 

nation. In his writing, Robertson Davies counters the 

repreSSlve dynamics of a society shaped by puritanism with an 

appea1 to an alternate vision. This vision, which places 

great value on self-know1edge, bears a strong affinity to 

the precepts of the anClent gnostics. 

Davles' critique of an English Canadian context which 

appears to place higher value on mora1ity th an on spirItual 

adventures can be compared to the gnostlc rejection of the 

materia1 wor1d in favour of knowledge of the inner self in 

relation ta the diVIne. 

The commitment to gnosis as a means of escape from a 

repreSSlve environment ta one of spiritual freedom is another 

mark of the connection between Davies' nove1s and the gnostic 

spirit. 

The presence of revea1er figures who initiate their 

hearers into the way of gnosis lS found in both the writings 

of the ancient gnostics and in the novels of Robertson 

Davies. 

Davies' treatment of the concepts of dua1ism, the nature 

of evi1 and human destiny bears a c10ser re1atlonship to the 



ideas found in gnostic literature than to the doctrines of 

Judeo-Christian orthodoxy. 

Finall y. Davie s' emphasis on the irnpor tance of the 

i n div i d u a 1 i;1 the que s t for sel f - k n 0 w 1 e d g e r e f1 e c t s a g nos ti c 

suspicion of communal values. 

The Identlfication of the re1ationship between Davies' 

writIng and the spirit of gnosticism provides a good case 

study of the way in WhlCh theological notions influence and 

are influenced by a particular cultural contexte 

ABSTRAIT 

Cet te dis se r ta t ion a pou r but de d ~ mon t r e rIa p r~ sen c e 

d 1 une s p rtt g nos tl que dans 1 e s rom ans deR 0 ber t son D a VIe s . 

La pr~dominance du puritanisme protestant dans la 

culture canadienne anglaise est un th~e fr~quent dans la 

lit~rature nationale. Dans ses ~crits, Robertson Davies 

d6crlt la dynamique r~pressIve d'une SOCI€t'€ mod~l€e par la 

puritanisme en offrant une vision diff~rente. Cette vision, 

qui accorde beaucoup d'importance ~ la connaissance de soi, 

s'apparente beaucoup aux pr~ceptes des anciens gnostiques. 

La critique de Davies du contexte canadien anglais, 

1 a que Il e sem b 1 e d on n e r plu s d' i m p or tan ce fi' 1 a m 0 raI i t'é qu'a u x 

aventures spirituelles, peut ~tre compar~e au rejet gnostIque 

du materia1isme en faveur de la connaissance de son fort 

int~rieur en relation avec le divin. 

L'adh~rance au gnosis comme moyen d'~vasion d'un 

( env i r 0 n n e men t r~ pre s s i f pou r und e 1 i ber t'é spi rit u e Il e est un 



autre exemple de la relation entre les romans de Davies et 

l'esprit gnostique. 

La prf?sence de figures r'év~latrices qui initient leur 

auditeurs au gnosis se retroune if' la fOlS dans les 'écrits des 

anciens gnostiques et dnns les romans de Robertson Davies. 

L'approche de Davles concernnnt le concept de dua]it~, 

entre la nature du mal et la destln'ée humair 

d'a van t age a u x l d-(; es r e t r 0 une e sdn n s 1 a 1 j tel 

s'apparente 

Jre gnostique 

qu' a u x doc trI n e s deI '0 r t h 0 ct 0 XIe .i u d'é 0 - c h r~ t i e n ne. 

FI nalement, ]' emphase que Davies met sur l'importance cte 

l 1 l. n dIV i d u dan s sa q u~ t e deI a con n ais san c e des 0 l. r e f 1 è"t e u n 

docete gnostique des valeurs co~munautalres. 

L'identifIcatIon de la relation entre les 'écrits de 

Dav1.es et l'esprIt du gnostiClsme nous fournie une 'étude de 

cas de la faion par laquelle la lit€rature peut ~tre utiUs'ée 

par les th~ologiens afIn de dIscerner comment les notions 

th'éolog1.ques lnfluensent, et sont Influen5~es par un contexte 

culturel partIculier. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

A • The Thesis 

This dissertation finds lts genesis in two interests of 

the author. The flrst is the concern of contemporary 

Christian theology for context--the identification of the 

influence of time and place on theological discourse. This 

interest flnds a more particular focus in the English 

Canadlan culture and the way in which it informs the 

rellgious sensibIlities of the members of that culture. The 

second phenomenon promptlng this work is the relatlonship 

between literature and theology. Story-telling as a \\ay of 

understandlng God and the self is an anCIent praxis ,,,hich has 

been the subJect of considerable modern analysis. A s the 

concern for context is focused on Engllsh Canadian culture, 

50 the exploratIon of the relatlonship between literature and 

theology IS Ilmlted in thls work ta Engllsh Canadian 

llterature. 

These two interests have a natural affinity. The 

concern for context leads ta the necessity of an ongoing 

dIalogue between a world bound by time and space and talk 

about God. Literature, ln the modern era, has become an 

increasingly frequent vehicle which can glve shape ta the 

dIalogue. Flannery O'Connor suggests: 

If the novelist 15 doing what 
as an artist he lS bound to do, 
he wIll inevitably suggest that 
Image of ultimate reality "s 
it can be glimpsed in sorne 
aspect of the human situation. 
In this sense, art reveals, 
and the theologlan has learned 
that he can' t ignore i t. 

l 
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The "image of ultimate reality" which is "glimpsed in sorne 

aspect of the human situation" is the concern of both the 

theologian seeking the relatlonship between context and 

theology and the theologlan who finds a bond between theology 

and llterature in the potential of both to reflect the 

tension between essence and existence. 

The contextual nature of theology blended together with 

the relatlonship between theology and literature and cast in 

a uniquely English Canadian mold requlres more refinlng. In 

arder to pursue these interests ln a fashlon that avoids 

ImpreCIse generalizatlons about Canadlan literature, culture 

and theology, particular theological and literary themes need 

to be identified. A narrowlng of focus upon the dynamics of 

the culture occurs when the work of one novellst provIdes the 

materlal for the theologian's reflection upon the 

relationshlp between context and theology. Characters seen 

from the unIque vantage point of an indIvidual novelist raise 

questIons which WIll cause the theologlan to concentrate upon 

that dynamic in the Chrlstian traditIon which encompasses 

best the primary concern of the novelist. A dissertation 

which limits its discourse to an examInation of one novellst 

and the theological questIons and statements prompted by his 

or her writing produces a case study which, whIle limited by 

the exclusion of themes not relevant to the novelist in 

question, does open a window on the ways in which the 

interplay between context, the literature of that context and 

theology can occur. 

2 



The case study undertaken by this dissertation involves 

t the novels of Robertson Davies. The picture of English 

Canadian culture which emerges from the writlogs of Robertson 

Davies will define that part of the context which is ta be 

examined in detail. The theological thrust of the case study 

involves a critical examination of the ways in which the 

culture described by Davies reflects the influence of 

particular religlous traditions. This critical examination 

is extended to include the theological under-pinnings for the 

counter-cultural blases of Davies' characters. What is 

gained from this study is a picture of the relationship 

between a culture (lncluding the InternaI protests against 

the culture) erj that part of religious tradition which lS 

elther consciously or unconsciously domInant in the culture. 

It is the objective of this dissertation to paint this 

picture and, by sa dOIng, demonstrate a process by which the 

context, revealed in the work of an artIst, and theology 

inform each other. 

The world of English Canada, about which Davies speaks 

in his novels, is one which bears the marks of the influence 

of Protestantism. ln the dissertatIon the ways in which 

DavIes, along with other Canadlan writers, characterizes the 

culture in terms of the dominance of a Calvinist Christianity 

will be explored. More important, however, will be the 

delineation of the theological character of the resistance ta 

the dominant culture. This shadow side of the culture 

{ • 
portrayed by Davies in his novels can be imaged theologically 

as a modern gnostic rebellion against orthodoxy. The 

3 



theologian can observe in Davies' novels both the lmplicit 

and explicit re-enactment of ancient gnostic themes in a 

contemporary Canadian setting. The dialogue between context 

and theology, then, occurs both at the level of the 

relationship between the public face of English Canadian 

culture and the theology of Reformed Christianity 

and at the level of the relationship between the reslstance 

to the culture and a theological tradition of resistance to 

orthodoxy. 

The thesis of this dlssertation ref]ects the author's 

understanding of the relationship between Davies' novels and 

theological concepts as an important example of the way in 

whlch theology and context relate to one another. The 

Importance of this relationshlp will be demonstrated when the 

reader discovers that an anCIent religlous traditIon such as 

gnosticism can provlde the images and vocabulary for a 

contemporary Canadian revoIt against the dominant culture 

and, that a story set in the present time and place of the 

reader can raise questions whlch have the power to prompt 

responses from a partlcular part of hlS or her theologlcal 

memory. The thesis of this dissertation can be stated in 

this way: In the novels of Robertson Davies one can discern 

a resistance to a culture percelved ta be dominated by an 

orthodox Protestantism. ThIS resistance is seen in an 

attraction to a contemporary gnostic spirit marked by an 

interest in the individual (as opposed to the institution) as 

the reciplent of revealed knowledge, cosmological constructs 

4 
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(archetypes) as purveyors of truth regarding the human 

condition and the possibility of escape, through knowledge, 

from a negatIve human destiny. The identification of this 

resistance and attraction will be done under the rubric of 

the theologian's need ta inform and be informed by the 

context of time and space in which he or she lives. 

B. The Theologian's Task: Discovering the Context 

i. Contextuality in ChrIstIan Theology 

H. Richard Nlebuhr, in The Meaning of Revelation, has 

argued that one of the most important questIons facing 

theology in the twentleth century is that engendered by the 

existence of historical relativism. The stress placed on 

relatlvism in the sClentiflc world of the twentieth century 

18, for Niebuhr, a manifestatIon of a much larger phenomenon 

WhlCh Includes theology. Niebuhr states: 

No other influence has affected 
twentieth century thought more 
deeply than the discovery of 
spatial and temporal relativity. 
The understanding that the 
spatio-temporal point of view 
of an observer enters into his 
knowledge of reality, 50 that 
no universal knowledge of things 
as they are in themselves lS 

possible, so that aIl knowledge 
is conditioned by the stand­
point of the knower, plays the 
same raIe in our thlnking that 
the idealistic discoveries of 
the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries and the evolutionary 
discovery of the nineteenth 
played ln the thought of 
earlier generations. 

2 
This twentieth century sensitivlty ta the "spatio-temporal 

point of view" leads the theologian, along with other 
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observers of the human condition, ta be conscious of the 

particular time and place which are the content of the 

"standpoint" of the observer. If aIl knowledge is 

conditioned by this standpolnt, then any articulation of what 

we know is incomplete wIthout an articulation of the context 

in WhlCh the knowing takes place. 

The theologian who affirms Niebuhr's assertion of the 

Importance of the "spatio-ternporal point of view" needs, as a 

part of his or her discipline, to posit a describab1e 

context. Theo10gy, as the narne of the discipline imp1ies, has 

as its focus God. For the Christian theologIan, the bib1ical 

witness dIrects this focus toward a God who is percelved to 

act and to speak. ThIS same biblical wltness also c1aims 

that the speech and actIon of God take place in the context 

of God's creation--the world. This is not to say that God's 

activIty and speech are dependent upon the wor1d. ChristIan 

theology wIll not admit to such a lImItatIon on the diVIne. 

Speaking of the questIon which is engendered by the existence 

of the world and human experience ln that world, Paul Tillich 

Ieminds us that "the existentia1 questIon, namely, man 

himself in the conf1icts of his existential situation, is not 

the source for the revelatory answer forrnu1ated by 
3 

theo10gy." However, Tillich goes on to say, "It is equal1y 

wrong to derIve the questIon irnp1ied in hurnan existence frorn 
4 

the reve1atory answer." In other words, neither the 

question nor the answer are derived from the other. And yet, 

an answer without a question ceases to be rneaningfu1. 

6 
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The revelatory answer of God is independent of the human 

question. It needs the question of human existence in order 

to truly be an answer. Tillich uses the term "correlation" 

to describe this interdependence of two independent factors. 

The concept of correlation drives the theologian to take 

seriously the place in tIme and space in which humanity finds 

itself. For, \vithout any sense of self-understanding vis a 

vis the existential reality of our lives we are left with a 

revelatory answer and no human questions to which it might be 

addressed. God is percelved ta be answering questions which 

haven't been asked--a meanIngless situation! For one to 

speak meaningfully about Gad and God's revelation, then, one 

must take serlously the world in which men and women live. 

It is in the experience of finite creatures llving in the 

midst of creatIon, that the question emerging from human 

estrangement is raised. With the raising of the questIon, 

God's answer enters lnto adynamie relationship. It takes on 

a form WhICh IS accessible to the fInite creature. Because 

the form of the answer is dependent upon the form of the 

question, the theologian who would speak about Gad must 

understand the existential situation from which the form 

arIses: 

The material of the existential 
questIon is taken from the whole 
of human experience and its manifold 
ways of expression .••.. The choice 
of the material, as weIl as the 
formulation of the question, is 
the task of the systematlc theologian •• 
.• . He must participate in man's 
finitude, which is also his own, 
and in its anxiety as though he 

7 
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had never received the revelatory 
answer of 'eternity'." 

5 
The Juxtaposition of finitude and eternity in Tillich's 

statement indicates a concern for the moment in history in 

which the questions and answers of theology are to be ]Ived. 

ii. LiberAtion theologies and contextuallty 

The recent emergence of liberation theologles adds a 

dimension to Tillich's concern for the temporal pole in a 

correlatlon-shaped theology. Liberation theologles, WhlCh 

begin from the perspectIve of those who are oppressed in 

hlstory, are interested not Just ln the time in which people 

live, but also in their place in relation ta the rest of 

humanity. One's nationality, class and sex become as 

Important to the dynamic of the relationship between 

Gad anG humanity as the time ln human history in which the 

divine-human relationship is articulated. For the liberatlon 

theologians of our present era, the corporate nature of human 

existence as manifested ln nation, class, race or sex becomes 

the focus for our understanding of the theological 

Impllcations of the promise of the Klngdom. The Roman 

Catholic theologlJn, Gustavo Guttlerez, maintains that the 

Biblical notlons of both creation and redemption are centered 

in the llberation of the Hebrew people from bondage in Egypt: 

Creation .... is regarded ln terms 
of the Exodus, a hlstorical-salvific 
fact WhlCh structures the faith 
of Israel. AJ'd thlS fact i5 a 
political libe"ation through 
which Yahweh exoresses his love 
for his people and the gift 
of total llberation is 
received. 

6 
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For Guttierez and other liberation theologians, this Biblical 

image of a corporate Ilberatlon of an oppressed people is 

critically important. From their pOInt of view, much of 

classical western theology has tended to neglect this image 

and, thereby, ignore the socIal dimensIon of the saving work 

of God in histary. Guttlerez states: 

Those who reduce the work of 
salvation are indeed those who 
Ilmit It to the strictly 
" re ligious" sphere and are 
not aware of the unlversallty 
of the process. It lS those 
who think that the work of 
Christ touches the socIal 
order in whlch we lIve only 
indIrectly or tangentially, 
aGd not in its roots and basic 
structure. 

7 
The drive of Ilbcratlon theology lS toward an understanding 

of the human conditlon WhlCh sees the basic fact of 

estrangement not only ln tecms of a sense of personal 

alienatlon, but also ln terms of allenation experienced in 

the social arder. LIberatIon theology would demand that the 

language used ta describe e5trangement be not only individual 

but also political. "If \ve are to talk of revolution today 

our talk wIll be meanIngles5 unless we effect sorne union 

between the macro-social and micro-social, and between 'inner 
8 

reality' and 'outer reallty'." From liberation theology a 

new dimension i5 added ta the conviction that human existence 

is important as the sphere in which the questions involving 

the relationshlp with the revelatory and liberating answer of 

Gad are shaped. It i5 not Just individual human experience 

which is the focus. Human experience must include a 

9 



corporate dimension. Estrangement takes on concrete form in 

human experience in bath the inner reality of the intensely 

personal dark night of the soul and in the outer reality of a 

world in which groups of people are crushed by the forces of 

classism, raClsm and sexism. Grace cornes not only in the 

personal spiritual experience, but also in the act of 

polltical llberation. Ta ignore one dImensIon of reality for 

the sake of the other lS to distort our understandlng of what 

It means to be human and, thereby, ta distort the questions 

to WhlCh the revelatory ~nswer of Gad is addressed. 

When consldering the contributIon of llberation theology 

to our dlscussion, It is important to note that thlS 

partlcular theological development does not represent a 

return to liberallsm. There lS a profound regard for the 

limltations of humanity in a theologian such as Guttierez: 

Without llberatlng hlstorical 
events, there would be no 
growth of the Klngdom. But 
the process of liberation 
will not have conquered the 
very roots of oppression and 
the exploItation of man by 
man wlthout the comlng of the 
Klngdom, which lS above aIl 
a gift. 

9 
The existence of the struggle for liberatlon lS not ldentlcal 

wlth the Klngdom. It lS, however, the sphere in WhlCh the 

promIse of the Klngdom takes on human expressIon. God's 

promises and human praxIs are linked inextricably. Jurgen 

Moltmann makes this point ln ReligIon, Revolution and the 

Future: 

One cannot grasp freedom in 
faith without hearing 

10 
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simultaneously the categorical 
imperative: One must serve 
through bodlly, social and 
politlcal obedience the 
llberat10n of sufferlng 
creatlon out of real 
afflIctIon. If one 
grasps only the promise of 
freedom in fa1th and 
forgets the reallstic 
deQand for the llberation 
of thlS world, the gospel 
becomes the religlous bas1s 
for the JustIfIcatIon of 
sOcIety as It lS and a 
mystIfIcatIon of the sufferlng 
reality.lO 

In Latin American liberation theology, the simultaneous 

nature of the relatlanship between the promIse of freedom and 

the demand for llberatlon is crucial. Our drive toward 

liberatlon daes not follow the promise of freedom found ln 

the gospel. God's promIses and human praXIS cannat be viewed 

sequentially. Jose Mlguez Bonlno argues that classical 

western theology has neglected this dlalectlc. Mlguiez 

Bonino characterlzes the domInant epistemology of western 

Christian orthodoxy ln thlS manner: 

Truth lS, therefore, pre-existent 
ta and independent of its hlstorieal 
effectiveness. Its legltimacy 
has ta be tested in relation 
to thlS abstract "heaven of 
truth", quite apart from its 
hlstoricization. 

Il 
There are two basIc problems with thlS understanding of 

truth. Flrst, it seems quite allen to a Blblical conceptIon 

of truth. God cornes to Israel not ln the form of 

communicatIon of a "heaven of truth", but rather in the mldst 

of liberating acts in human history. "The faith of Israel is 

consistently portrayed, not as a gnosls, but as a 

Il 



.. .. way .••.. This way of conceiving truth finds an expllcit 

confirmation in the Johannine emphasis on 'doing the 
12 

truth'." 

Second, the epistemology reflected in Bonino's critique 

of western theology can be questloned from a phenomenological 

point of view. Are humans able te concelve anything apart 

from a glven context of relations and actIons? Bonlno would 

argue that the human experience of knowlng can never escape 

the historical realltles of tjme and place in which we find 

ourselves. Thus, knawledge of the truth--knowledge of God--

never precedes human praxIs. Rather, our understandlng of 

Gad and Gad's promises lS dlscovered in the midst of our 

actlvity--our praXIS. God's liberatlng ward only makes sense 

in the cantext of conerete aets of Ilberat10n. 

The refusaI ta maIntaln the viability of any kerygmatic 

truth apart from the events of human hlstory ralses the 

Important question of verlfiablllty. How can one be certain 

that God's promises are true, or that human actions are 

rlght, if there is no externa1 measure unaffeeted by the 

relatlvity of human action in the world? Bonino admits 

honestly that there is, in his theology, no external truth 

against which one can Judge the Christlan's activity in the 

world. He argues, hawever, that there is a posItIve 

consequence of thlS 1ack: 

Withln the historlcal mediation 
of our ChristIan obedience, 
i.e. the struggle for liberatlon 
ln the terms that have been 
defined, there lS an 
ideologica1 prOjectIon {now 

12 
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in a positive sense) which 
provides the terms for a 
signiflcant critlclsm of 
our praxis. The 
social (collective) 
approprJation of the means 
of productIon, the 
suppressIon of a classist 
SOcIety, the de-allenation 
of work, the suppression of 
a slave conSClousness, and 
the reinstallatlon of man 
as agent of his own hlstory 
are the theoretlcal hypotheses 
on the basls of WhlCh 
revolutlonary praxIs is 
predicated. They become, 
therefore, intrlnSlc 
tests for such praxIs. 

13 
In other words, in the encounter between the hlstorlcally 

conditloned Bibllcal struggle for liberation and the socio-

econornlc realities of the present struggle our understanding 

of truth--our perception of God's will--lS discerned. 

IiI. Contextuallty ln orthodox ProtestantlsM 

The stongly contextual dynamic in liberation theologies 

may not be as distant from the kerygmatic emphasis found in 

orthodox and neo-orthodox Protestantlsm as might be assumed 

at first glance. 1 n h 1 S art IcI e, " \~ hoT e Ils the W 0 r 1 d ' s 

Story", Douglas Hall argues that the orthodox suspIcion of 

apologetic theology should not be Interpreted as a reJection 

of the world's role in the dIalogue in WhlCh theological 

truth IS discerned. Ha1l comments: 

.... my only observation would be 
that even if a strong dimension of 
mistrust agalnst the apologetic 
tradition is present in Luther and 
others, It is not a reJection of 
the dialogical principle as such 
but of the speciflc conventIons 
of the dialogue with the world 
developed by Thomas and other 

13 



Schoolmen ....... Only the most 
hardened forms of kerygmatic 
theology would want to deny 
altogether the theologian's 
need to learn from the world 
of which he is part. 

14 
The difference between liberation theology and the kerygmatic 

theology of orthodox and neo-orthodox Protestantism on the 

issues of the locus of revelation and external verlfication 

of human perceptions of truth does not necessarily preclude 

a common interest in context on the part of both theological 

traditlons. Karl Barth, for example, is able ta hald 

together his concern for the primacy of divine revelation ln 

Christian theology with a recognition that the Christian 

message is also centered in a particular context: 

It [the Christian message] includes 
a statement about themselves [the 
Chrlstian communityJ, about the 
lndlvidual existence of these men 
in their own tlme and sltuation. 
And it is essential to it that this 
should be so. But it only includes 
it. For primarily it is a statement 
about God: that it is He who IS 

with them as God. 
15 

The concern for context, then, is not restrlcted ta the 

correlational method of Tillich or to praxis-oriented 

liberatlon theologies, but lS, rather, an on-going need in 

theological reflection which has recelved a particular 

emphasis in those theologies. 

C. The Dialogue Partner in Contextual Theology 

This need for theology to he in dla10gue with the world 

if its utterances are to be meanlngful has always been 

present. The contemporary concern for an understanding of 

context, found particular1y in 1iberatian theologies, is not, 

14 



f 

b 

in this sense, new. What is innovative i8 the demand that 

the dialogue be much more self-conscious than it has been. A 

part of our self-consciousness regarding the relationship 

between theology and Its context is a recognition of the fact 

that every theologlan, who would take his or her setting 

serlously, needs to know where to look for expressions of the 

ethos of the partlcular part of the world and the particular 

part of hlstory ln which theology is being done. Douglas 

Hall comments: 

The need for thlS dialogue 
always drIves the Christian 
communlty to the doorsteps of 
partIcular representatives 
of the world--to persons, 
schools of thought, or 
movements in whom the wor1d 
becomes most artlculate about 
itself. 

16 
In other words, theology always needs secu1ar dialogue 

partners for lts task. If we examine the history of 

theological thought, we begIn to discover such partners. The 

theologlcal system developed by Thomas AquInas owes a great 

deal to the re-Introduction of Aristotelean logic into his 

world. Paul TIllich and Karl Rahner acknowledge their debt 

to existentialist thought in their dlscovery of the nature of 

their world. LiberatIon theologians rely nn MarxIst analysis 

to understand their socIal and political milieu. 

Philosophers, soclologlsts, economists, anthropologists and 

rnany others have provided theologians with indispensable data 

through WhlCh the theologian is able to enter into dialogue 

with the context. 

15 
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i. Literature ~ ~ dlalog~ partner 

The choice of dialogue partners is a subjective matter 

in the sense that it is based on the theologian's intuitive 

sense regarding WhlCh of the human disciplInes has the best 

grasp of the signs of the times. The subJectivity of the 

choice is ameliorated somewhat by the fact that in a 

particular age, sorne disciplines are more willing to assume 

the task of seeking a comprehensive viSIon of the world than 

others. For example, Nathan Scott argues that lIving in a 

culture such as ours, in which there is no clearly 

discernible core of accepted truths or values, it IS 

dlfficult for the philosopher or the sociologist to avoid the 

temptation to deal slmply with disconnected segments of 

reality Inthout regard for the need to find a centre of 

mealliïici wlth regard to human experience: 

In such an age, when aIl IS in 
doubt and when, as Yeats says, 
'Things fall apart' and 'the 
center cannot hold' --in such 
an age, the philosopher may not 
be utterly crippled, lf he is 
wllllng to have hi s vocation 
contlned ta the analysis of 
nothlng more than the structure 
of sentences; and the social 
cr!tlC can always be kept busy 
in notatlng the tICS and the 
spasms that are the signs of 
our distress. 

17 
Philosophy and the social sciences are able to survive an age 

without a cohesive cultural vision of the meaning and purpose 

of reality by turning to functional tasks. When this happens 

these dlscipllnes become· unhelpful for theo]ogy whlCh, 

because of its essentially teleological nature, requlres a 

16 
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radical concern for meaning and purpose ( even if it takes the 

forrn of an existential 1 CI.1 g ln g for that which one does not 

believe exists) in its assessment of reality. Scott argues 

that, in a setting sueh as the one described above, it is the 

artists--particularly the writers--who have a much more 

difficult time settling for a purely functional vision of 

theiI task: 

But when th'e traditional premises 
regarding the radical significance 
of thi ngs have coll apsed and \vhen 
there is no longer any robust common 
faith ta orient the imaginatIve 
facultles of men wlth respect 
to the ultimate mystenes of 
eXlstence--\vhen, in other words, 
the basic presupposltions of a 
culture have become Just a 
yawning question mark, then the 
literary artist lS thrust upon a 
most desolate frontler indeed. 
For, though he lS sometimes 
spoken of as presiding over an 
act of communication this lS 
a vulgar version of his role that 
could pass muster only in an age 
of televlsion and of what is 
called 'the mass audience.'" 

18 
In an age without telos the wrlter may be seen as simply a 

communicator or entertainer in the same way that a 

philosopher or soclologist may be reduced to the role of an 

analyser. Scott' s argument is that lt is very difficult for 

the literary artlst to maintain such a conception of his or 

her task because, by its very nature, literature drives 

toward images which are more than a mere collection of words 

shaped in a particular style. In The Critical Path Northrop 

Frye points out that a structural study of literary patterns 

leads one ta an understanding of the way in which literature 

17 



moves toward a sense of Identity: 

Still less rloes the study of the 
recurring structural patterns of 
literature lead the readcr to the 
conviction that Ilterature is 
everywhere much al ike. For such 
study, as Just said, does not 
keep bringlng the student back 
to simllar points, but to the same 
point, to the sense of an Identlty 
which lS the obJertive counterpart 
to hlS own identlty. Thal variety 
and novelty can be found only al the 
place of Identlty is the theme of 
much of the most influential 
wrltlng in our century .... " 

1 9 
The structural patterns of literature le,ld the SlUc!OIlI, in 

other words, not slmply ta an underslandlng of structurp but, 

more importantly, to an understandlng of self. Fl[1nn('ry 

O'Connor states that the wrlter is drlven by the naturp of 

hl sor he r cr a ft bey 0 n d the mer e arr an g e m p nt 0 f w 0 r cl s t () t Il (' 

creation of a "believable world": 

Nevertheless, the novel ist a lways 
has to create a world and a believ<lhlp 
one. The virtues of art, ] i kt' the 
virtues of falth, are such that 
they reach beyond the llmltatlons 
of the intellect, beyond any mere 
theory that a wrlter may enterlrlÎn. 

20 
If we accept 0' Connor' s notIon that 1 i t eralure suggpsts il 

"bellevable \~orld" which transcends humélll Intellec..t élnd 11 

Scott is correct when he suggests that literaturp, more th;ln 

other torms of human expression, flnds Il dlffJrult lo 

abandon thlS task even when the the cu1ture J5 indIffprcnt tn 

the Idea of "ultlmate rpal Ity", then It coulci be arguC'r! t tlnl 

literature mjght prove to be one of the mnst npprOprléll1' 

dia log u e par t n ers for t h C' 0 1 () g yIn 0 Il r t 1 m (' fi n cl p 1 n ( (' . 
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Tbe appropriateness of literature as a dialogue partner 

for theology lies, then, in the observation that, like 

Christian theology, literature describes particular time and 

space and, yet, is not confined to that time and space. The 

same dialogical relationship between immanence and 

transcendence \~hich is the essence of theology exists ln the 

human experience of story-telling. This correspondence 

between literature and theology is reflected in the following 

statement of Amos Wilder: 

If one is thus led to speak 
technically of the "phenomenology 
of st ory ," must one not say that 
it is lnseparably related to our 
sense of time and orientatlon 
ln time? The more acut~ our 
awareness of ti~e and change 
and of what Eliade calls "the 
terror of history", the more 
we are impelled to locate 
ourselves in the flood of 
successlon, to grasp at ante­
cedents and establish connections 
with what has gone before. 

21 
The connectedness between present reality and that which 

transcends it is integral to both theology and literature. 

The Importance of this connection to the Christian community 

is reflected in the central place accorded story-telling in 

scripture and tradition. From the creation stories in 

GeneSls to the parables of Jesus, the story has been used to 

illume the human situatlon ln which the divine Word is made 

manifest. In western religious tradition the stary is that 

mode of human communication which is used more widely--

whether through re-telling the biblical story in words, 

drawing the story in art or singing the st ory in hymns--than 

19 



any other in the attempt to express human and divine truth. 

Psychologically, the act of story-tclllng in the fnith 

communlty brings with it an element of kathnrSlS which Nnthnn 

Scott describes as the "profound rel1cf that is to he hnd 

when we succeed in simply contemplatlng the lntractahlp 

givenness of reality, as it transeends clll our sClcntlfJ(, 

philosophie prOpos1tlons about Il <'lnd our ('fforts at pOC'tlL 

evocation of It making its mélJesty known through what IIpgC'i 
22 

called the 'concrete unlversal ," Amos WIlder makes a 

slmilar point regarding the reJatIonshlp hctwppn slory élnd 

human eXIstence when he speélks of the cRpaclty of thE' slorv 

to "light up our own adventure": 

The storyteller does more than 
organi ze hlS tale and plot. III S 

fable responds ta and organl~es 
an inchoate fund of longlngs, 
angulsh, obseurltles, dreaMs. 
His narratIons orchestrale, as 
by so many rehearsals and trial­
runs, our most urgent Jmpasses 
and groplngs. The story "hold!'>" 
us because It Ilghts up our own 
adventure. FictIons do not 
take us out of tlme and the 
world. TheIr sequences and 
vicissltudes are woven o{ the 
same contlngencies, surprises 
and reversaIs which attend our 
own uncertaIntIes.23 

It lS thlS sense of kathdrSl~ wh](h makes the' story 

telling found in the scripturcs such a po ..... crful medIum. 
24 

When Jesus tells the story of the prodlgal ~on , for 

example, it evokes in the llstencr not slmply an nnaloglcal 

des crI pt ion 0 f the rel a t j 0 n ShI r 1, (> t w (' p n Go ri ri n d hum an i t y, but 

also a profound Insight lntn th(> often painful1y Jcnlous 

fee11ngs of one brothcr towélrrl another whl(1i (nn have the 
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t power to expose paraI leI feelIngs in the lite of the 

listener. In other words, the story has the power to bear 

wlthin it elements of both the human question and the dIvIne 

response. In thIS sense story, whether from a rel1g1ous or a 

secular source, 1S a potent ally when the theologlan sees, as 

a part of h1S or her task, the exploratIon of the human 

context ln Whlch God acts and speaks. 

Il. The partlcular star] as dialogue partner: the 
novelsof Robertso'l Davles 

In order to understand the nanner ln whIch literature 

works as a dIalogue partner for theology, a partlcular 

llteraq corpus has been selected as the focus for thlS 

dIssertatIon. Just as t~e selectIon of theology' s dIalogue 

partners has an element of sutJectIvlty InV0l\ed, 50 also 

does the choosIng of a partIcular representatlve of that 

dIalogue partner In\ol\e questIons of the theologlan's 

IntuItIve blases regardlng the approprlateness of one 

llterar} eÀpreSSIon o\er anot~er. The sUbjectIve nature of 

the selectIon does not preclude. however. the prOVISIon of 

sOl':le ratlonaie for the cholce. 

a . DaVIes' Interest ln the context: 

The navels of Robertson Davies ha\e been selected for 

thlS work bath because the~ are of Interest to the wrIter and 

because the goal of the theologlan to artlculate the dialogue 

between a glven context and Christian faith and tradition 

flnds consclOUS expreSSIon in Da\des' art. Davles Vlews as 

important both the cultural mIlIeu ln WhlCh hlS characters 

21 



act out thelr roI es and the SpIrItual dynamlcs whlCh 

transcend the partIcular tIme and place of hlS drélma. ln ,1 n 

address to the ASSOCIatIon for Canadlan Studles ln tht t'nltf'd 

States ln 19ï7, DaVles spo!-.e of hlS Interest ln hlS olo.n 

herItage and ln the v.orld ot myth Io.hlCh tri1nscends :lnci 

Infl)rms tllat herlta2e: 

\\ell, tn beglfl .... lth. l M1 Cananléln 
b\ bIrth. and, nn m~ m0ther's side. 
b \ Ion g des c e nt. l h a \ e l 1 \ e c! b \ 
far the greater part of m\ llfe ln 
Canada, and r hine snrne factual 
kno .... led2e nf lt th:3t l hé1\E' ~êllned 
flrst as a ]nurnallst and latter1\ 
as a Unl\erslt\ teacher; l han> 
also annther knn .... led~(' of Canada 
that Ica'! nnl: calI a fecl1n~ ln 
r;, y b () n es, a c () n '2 e r 1 E' c; n fin t u 1 tin n s 
and hunche!3 bel"n\!lnc tn r": ral11n\2 
as an aut;'nr. l afT' nelther a 
polltlclan nor an eCnnnf'l1st, anri 
l cannnt spea~ v.lth an\ nt the 
splendld autnrJrlt\ thi'lt belnn\2e; tn 

suc h pel) ~ 1 e . B '1 t r <3 f"1 a Ca n a ri 1 an 
ru;ht enou:::~: l shi1re él11 the 
Canadla:l perple", Itles and dnubts: 
l approach therrJ. hO\o.e'ver, \0.1 th one 
e\e cfJcke'":! to .. arrl the C0nce;;t of 
n \ th, \0. h l C h ha <:: b e e n r. ~ s t u ,1 y f (l r 
r:l a n y ~ e ars, a n cl the () the r e) P. cIe i.l r • 
l hope, (Jf that ratPir;:jrt crn· ... th 
of un\o.;:JrrFlntatle onde whlCh 1" 
SUC"', a hlnGranCe ln an', ,,-(,rt nf 
natIonal self-Inc::pertp')n, 

-; ~ 
~ ) 

D a vie s'c rIt 1 c s h a \ e () b S é r \ e ri t h a t the piC t Il r e (1 f 

contel"1porar) En211sh Cani'!r1a fn\Jnri ln the nfl\f_,1 c:: (j'lPS rpf 1 f>rl 

a deslre, on DavIes' part, tn \Ie\o. hIS t1mp and plarc 

S e rIO u 5 1: w 1 t hou t suc C Il m b 1 n ç:: t rJ t h p "11 n ... ;j r r d nt;:] hIe p r 1 d p ft 

WhlCh he fears. Hallvard Dahllc c(jmments: 

In a sense, Davlee; stands r.Jld-Wi1\ 
bet ... een the Serl('US (lë>lebratrJrs 
() f Ca n a ci 1 a n 1 ~ rr and t h {J seVI h rJ ci (. n \ 
1 t a 1 t 0 g et:, e r, a n ri he h FI S the b f' c; t 

1) ft .... (J YI {J 1" 1 d s, a c; 1 t ... E' r e . fl p 
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can proceed with his accurate 
shooting of sitting Canadian 
ducks, but one senses that he 
doesn' t really want to destroy 
them. 

26 
For Davies, the particularitles of English Canadian culture 

provide metaphors which enable him to explore universal 

themes. In his own interpretation of his work, Davies speaks 

of the characters of his novels in relatl0n to facets of what 

he enVlsions es the Canadian personality. Referring to the 

major protagonlsts of the Deptford trilogy, Davies comments: 

..... all the three principal 
characters are Canadians, one 
of whom has been shaped by 
Canada's unquestl0ned virtues, 
but also by its want of spiritual 
self-recognItion; the second, 
exposed to the same virtues, 
yields to Canada's allurements 
of gloss)' success; the third 
feels the lash of Canada's 
cruelty, WhlCh is the shadow 
side of its virtues, and arises 
trom Canada's lack of self-
knowledge. Nelther the virtues 
nor the shadows are solely 
Canadian; the)' are universal, 
but in Canada they bear the 
authentic Made in Canada mark. 

27 
Davies' evocation of a particular vision of Engllsh Canada 

provides the theologlan a descrlption of context. Davies' 

interest in myth gives the theologian a sense of one 

religious posslbllity WhlCh emerges from that context. 

b. Davies' Interest in myth 

In an address to Glendon College ln York University, 

Robertson Davies described the world of his experience and 

the world which shapes his writing in these words: "It is a 

tough world, and it only seems irrational or unreal to those 

23 



who have not grasped sorne hints of Hs remorse]ess, 

irrevers1ble, and often cruel logic. lt i5 Cl ",orld ln ",hirh 

Gad is not rnocked, and in ",hHh él man reaps--onlv too 
28 

obviously--what he has 50wn." ThIS world which CHvles 

describes 1S portrayed in dlfferent fnrms throughollt hlS 

work. Universltles, carnlvélls, dark Célves élnn small lowns 

provide some of the setUngs for Davles' pnrtl( 1I1nr vislo!l o! 

the w 0 r 1 d. Te a che r s, h u S l n e s f, t Y c 0 0 n S, m cl g 1 C 1 ans <1 n cl ". 1 S (' 

w 0 men are but som e () f t h (' c h él ra ete r s 10.' h 0 a C t 0 li t 1 Il P 1 r r () 1 C' f, 

in this ",or1d. Thrnugh the colourlul IHndscape:' of 11Ier.lr\, 

scenes and charélcters crcélted by DavIes, <1 COPlmon Ihrrélel 01 

I."hat Davles calls the "consclence ...... the wrltpr's slruggl<, 
29 

to",ard self-knolo:ledge and self-recognItion" 1 n 

or der t 0 exp] 1 c a t eth 1 s th r e <1 ct, D a VIC S ma k e s (' x t (' Il S i v (' LI S (' () 1 

a mythological universe whi ch hélS the power of ('xpO~) ng 1 t1f' 

ways ln which the personnl1ty élnd élC.tlvlty of (,<1(h of hls 

characters contrlbute to the:' "COnSClf'nc.c" of hls wl)r~. 

Davies' commltment ta myth ac; a prlmélry vehl( If' 01 

understanding can be !'H~en ln hls sltllemf'nt th,ll "myth ilnd 

fa l r y - t ale s are no t IlJ n g 1 es s l h <1 n l h (' dIs t 1 1 1 (' d 1 rut h ;J1JO Il t 
ln 

what we ca1] 'real lifp'." Th (' m y t li <, 10.' h 1 (11 D d V 1 ("-. e rn p 1 () \' <, 

ln hlS nflrratIve Are Vdrlf>d. JI c) 10.' (' V f' r mil (h olt h (' 

m y t h 0 log 1 cal mat f> ria liS ri r éi 10.' n e 1 t h (' r cl 1 r (' l t 1 Y r) r 1 n ri 1 r (' r 1 l V 

from the tradItIons of wC'stC'rn (hri<;llilnity. ln d broilel 

sen se, Da\' 1 es' u S f' 0 1 m y l li f rom th!' C h ris t l,Hl t r;1 el 1 t Ion ((J Il 

be seen as consIstent "'lth l'orll1rof! l'"rvr'c; (l<Jlm that III 

Blbl1cal Imager)' and narraI IVf> lhf'rp (,XI~ts "<111 lmaglndl \VP 

framework--a mytho]oglcaJ unlversC', ilS ( ;\ l J 1 t - - W 1 t li j Il 

24 



which western literature had operated down to the eighteenth 
31 

century and is to a large extent still operating." However 

Davies' use of this mythologlcal universe lS unique. For 

Davies the post-biblical myths and theologlCal reflection of 

Christendom are more dominant in his writIng than those of 

the bibllcal narrative. As weIl, the spectrum of 

mythological material lS not restrictive in the sense of 

excluding elther pagan material or obscure Christian myths 

which might be unfamiliar ta the average reader. Finally the 

myths used by Dav1es more often than not carry with them 

theologlcal interpretation which runs counter to the 

interpretatlons offered by Christian orthodoxy. These 

distinctive characteristics of Davies' use of the 

l'lythological universe will become evident as \ve examIne in 

greater detall the relatlonshlp between myth and the drIve 

t 0 w a r d sel f - und ers tan d l n g \v hic hop e rat e sas the " w rit e r ' s 

conscience" in the body of literature created by Davies. 

The combinatlon of Davies' use of English Canada as the 

context for his stories and the Interest in myth revecled ln 

hlS wrltlng, provides a fascinatlng dialogue partner ln the 

attempt ta discern the relationship between context and 

theology in the contemporary Canadian scene. 
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II. The Heeting Place for Theology and Literature: Symbols 
and My ths -- --

A. The Roles ~ Symbol and ~ 

Robertson Davies' employment of a mythological uni verse 

in his writlng provides the starting point for a dialogue 

between literature and theology. The symbols and myths found 

in Davies' work can be explored in relation to the concern 

for symbol and myth which is an integral part of the task of 

a theology WhlCh takes serious]y the legacy of a story-

telling traditIon in which the inter-play bet\~een spiritual 

and temporal realms cannat be adequately expressed in 

rational discourse. 

Both theology and literature recognize what Krumm calls 
1 

"the Inadequacy and the Inevitability of language." When we 

speak about God, we cannat say everything and, yet. we must 

say something. Slmilarly, when we speak of human experience 

our necessary use of language limits the scope of \vhat we are 

able to say. Language lS a visible manIfestation of the 

llmlts of human mortality. John Crossan recognizes the way 

in which our language expresses human llmits when he says, 

"This IS thE: Ilmit of language, that IS, the limit which i5 

language itse] i. Our intentions, our theories, our Vlsions 
2 

are nlways confined within both language and story." Fr ye 

sreaks of humanlty dwelling in two worlds. Each \vorld 

requires a different language. "For the objective wor1d he 

[humanity] develops a 10gica1 language of fact, reason, 

descrIption and verification; for the potentially created 

world he develops a mythical language of hope, desi re, 
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belief, anxiety, polemic, fantasy and construction." r t i fi 

this latter "potential1y crcélted worIel" whlch If, lhf' 

principle concern of both theology nnd litC'J"atuJ"e, for Il lA 

i n th i 5 W 0 rI d t ha t t Il e p () S fi 1 b i lIt Y Cl f t (' 1 () '" il fi d t r <1 Il S ( (' Illl (' Il ( (' 

dwell. It 15 ln this world that (lur llmlt!'(\ language 1:-' 

shaped lnta symbols and myths Whl ch pos..,pss ~lf' p()s~lbilll\' 

of identifying, ln <l more prnfnund W,I)' thnn ',(Hlld he' pOSSlb11' 

in the arellB of ObJcctlve langllilgp, th0 Id0ntlty of 111(' world 

out of which languélgf' emrrgcs. Jt lS 111 tlilS "'olld thdt (lUI 

limited language IS shnped inl0 symhols and myth:-. wlilch 

possess the p05S1hll1tV of flndlng in (onu('t{' n>dllty, 

Images of transcendcncc. 

For bot h the () log y () n d ] 1 t r r d t II r (', t Il (> 1 a n g u éI g 0 (r C dt 1 (J 11~; 

of symbol and myth CIre crucial (OI;]pClnpnt~ ln s('11-

understandlllg. Just as a wrl(cr 1lkp RO!>f>r(<;oll ():lVI(,~ rp-

tells myths in the journeYf> of hl.., (l1<1ril(((,I"'" lownrd ..,('If-

understanding 50, a1so, do('s th('ologv 

starIes of lhe tradltJon when 1t wlc,h(", to "'pC'ilK of hllllldll 

q II est ion san ct cl 1 V j n c H n s w (' r s . P- () 1 1 () ~1 ri Y c; t <l t {' ~ (Il'II ~ Y m Il Cl l " 

"a r eth e 1 an g U éJ g e 0 f l h 1 S f <l pa c J t Y f (j r sc' 1 f - ( () Il ',( 1 Cl Il .., n {' ..,.., , 

the ablllty to queSll(Jn whlrh arlS('~ ():Jt III rlnd \<.; mnrlp 
4 

nec es sa r y b Y the ri 1 st 1 net] f) n () f su Il 1 (' r l il Il cl () Il 1 P ( 1 " 

J r gue s th a t the s y m bol s Will C. h (() n trI b LI t (> t () ..; (. J f -

understanding i1rise from lltrp(· rll ff('rpnt 1('v('l!-> (If hllman 

experience: 

r () r l h e 1 n cl i v !fI u a 1 (> x IH> r 1 (> n ( f> S Il 1 rl S (' 1f 
as a sel f ln lerm..; ol <"ymbol ~ 
Wh l Z h ---arl s (> f r n m l Il r (> e J (> v (> 1 ~ :l ( () Il ( (> ; 

t h 0 s e f r () m arc h a 1 ( fl Il cl il r ( h (. t \' P ri 1 
d (' pt h s W] t h i n h J ms (' 1 f, S y Til li rd <, 
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arising from the personal events 
of hlS psychologieal and 
biological experlence and the 
general symbols and values 
which obtaln in his culture. 

S 
We c~n readily see these three levels in the symbols which 

form an important part of theological discourse. The 

ChrIstian symbo] of the cross, for example, is evocative of 

the sense of estrangement experlenced in the personal llfe of 

Jesus. The physical paIn involved in the symbol touches the 

biological experience of paIn whlch is a part of creaturely 

eXIstence. The fact that the cross is a form of public 

executlon gives a publIC and political dimension ta the 

symbol. A symbol such as the cross has the power to open the 

awareness of the Indlvldual or community to the human 

experience evoked by the symbol at one or more of these 

levels. In hlS research, May has discovered that in western 

culture the availabiiity of symbols which have the power ta 

grasp us and ta point to human reallty at one of these levels 

lS ln decllne. liA second observation impressed upon us by 

our psychoanalytic work is that contemporary man suffers fro~ 

the deterioration and breakdown of the central symbols in 
6 

modern \vestern culture." \v h en t h i S h a p pen s, M a y c lai ms, 

there is an attempt to fill the void with "tools" designed to 

help the Individual exercise power over nature. "Too1s" are 

distinct from symbols in the sense that they arise out of the 

Individual's perceptIon of him- or herself as an obJect. The 

subjective element of hurnan experience is lost. "The person 

may establish sorne power over nature (say, power over his own 

body, which our patients often desperately seek); but he does 
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1 so at the price of separatlng himse]f ('ver marC' fil] ly from 
7 

nature, including hIS own body." ThIS psychological insight 

lS consIstent with the theological notion lhélt genllinc' s('1 1-

understanding lS dependenl upon an appreciatlon of the fnel 

the we are at one and the same tlmf' both obJect--created hy 

and addressed by God--and slIhJect--the one who asks lhp 

que S t ion raI s e d bye x i ste n ce. S y m b () 1 san d S y r:J bol i c ] a n g \1 H ~~ (' 

maintaln the tensIon belween these two parls 01 our being. 

Llke symbols and symbollC language, mylhs drIve' loward H 

self-understandlng WhlCh respecls our beIng as holh SlIh Jocl 

and abJect. SClentlflc language has, as Ils goal, the 

description of what obJectl vely lS. The language of myth, on 

the other hand, revolves around the sUbjectIve humnn 

questions ralsed by the eXIstence of whal is. In Splfltus 

Mundl, Northrop Frye speaks about myth ln this way: "For 

mythology is not primarily an attempt ta picture realily: It 

lS nat a prImItIve form of Sc.Ience or phl1osophy, however 

crude. It is, rather, an attempt to artIculale what is of 
8 

greatest human concern to the soclely thal produces Il." 

My th and mythical language, llke symbol, lead us toward a 

concept of self-understanding WhlCh includcs bath the glven 

objective nature of our belng and the VISIon and ImaglnéltIon 

contained withln the subjectIve questIons regardIng the gi ven 

realltles of our eXIstence. 

Symbol and myth are crucla] ln the realm of theo]ogy. 

They are crucIal for literature as weIl. Theology uses 

symbol and myth ln arder ta léllk About a dlvlne-human 
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relationship whose subjective nature cannot be adequately 

expressed in objective language. Literature differs from 

theology in that it does not necessarily want to talk about 

the relationship between God and humanity. It is similar, 

however, ln the sense that symbol, myth and the corresponding 

concern for a vIsion of reality which i8 both objective and 

subjectIve are essential to literature if it is to be 

distinguIshed from other forms of human language. "~1ythology 

is a form of Imaginative thinkIng, and it5 dIrect descendent 

ln culture lS llterature, more partlcularly fiction, works of 
9 

literature that tell staries." The common concern for 

symbol and myth as the vehicles through which human self-

Identlty 15 explored glves further weight to the 

approprlateness of literature as a dialogue partner for 

theology. 

B. The Use ~ My th in Robertson Davies' Novels 

The fact that myth IS an important dyna~lc in Davies' 

work can be seen by a brlef survey of the ways in WhlCh myth 

lS used and of the variety of mythological expression. 

art icI e e n t i t 1 e d " ~1 Y the rit ici sm: L i mit a t Ion san d 

P 0 s S I b i lit 1 es", E. \.:. H e r d d e 5 cri b e s f ive bas icI i ter a r y 

situatIons ln which myth crltlcism can be used; 

First, there IS the work which 
avowedly sets out to retell an 
acknowledged myth ..... Secondly, 
there are works ln which the author 
uses myth as a means of literary 
allusion, intended to attract the 
attention of the reader and to add 
signiflcance ta a theme or sItuation 
by means of Illustration or 
parallel .... More interesting ta 
the cri tic than either of these 
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uses af myth lS its canscious use 
as a structural clement. ThIs us~ 
may be avawed or taclt. 

10 
The other two Ilterary sItuations which Berd describes--tllc 

uncanSClaus use of myth by an author and the attempt of an 

author ta create new myth (if thlS IS, Indeed, posslble)--nrc 

not as relevant ta our dIScussIon as are hlS firsl three 

categorIes. An examlnatl0n of DavIes' novels revcnls lhnt 

myth IS used ln al l three ways descrI bed by Ilerd. 

In DavIes' wark, the flrst tlvO uses of rnyth arc c]oSL'ly 

al1ied. There is a sense ln which Davies wants not only tn 

retell acknawledged myths but ta do so ln su ch a way that the 

reader IS challenged to make the connectlon between lhe 

ancient myth and the contemporary st ory in a very conSClOUS 

manner. Anthony Dawson comments: "DaVIes' texts (liko thosC' 

of Fowles and others) are hlghly self-conscious and rlever, 

alert to their o~n alluslveness and sonewhat coy ln thelr 
Il 

relatIon tü their readers." DavIes' particular style, 

therefore, tends to blur the lIn€:' between the re-tellJng of 

old myth and the use of that myth as literary allusion. For 

example, ln Fifth BUSIness, the narrator of the talc, 

Dunstable Ramsay, followlng h]s recovery from a war wnund 

WhlCh has almost taken hlS l]fe, changes hIS na me tn Dllnstnn. 

In arder to make the signiflcance of the name change clear tn 

the reader Dunstan' s nurse and lover lets us know thnt "St. 

Dunstan was a marve110us persan and very much likc YOIl--mnd 

about learning, terrIbly stlff and stern ann scow1y, and nn 
12 

absolute wizard at withstanding tcmptatloll." Thr> litprnry 

a Il u s Ion i s m a d e 0 b v i 0 l'. • lIowever, there lS é:llf-.o n scnsp ln 
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which the star y of St. Dunstan is retold in Ramsay's life. 

The Devil who cornes ta tempt the saint in the form of a woman 

cornes in Ramsay's life ln the person of Liesl. Just as St. 

Dunstan twists the nase of the Devil-woman sa also does 

Ramsay conclude a brawl with Liesl by seizing hpr nose and 
13 

twisting it. 

The use of myth as both literary allusion and as a 

vehIcle for re-telling story abound in Davies' work. The 

myth of re-birth and the assumption of new names can be seen 

in the above mentioned re-birth of Ramsay in Fifth Business, 

the transformation of Pearl Vambrance into the newly 

confident Veronica in A Leaven ~ Malice and Paul Dempster's 

emergence through several name changes into the persona of 

the magician, Magnus Eisengrim, in \~orld ~ Wonders. 

As Herd argues, however, it is the use of myth as a 

structural element in the story which is most interestIng ta 

the critic. We can observe the "re-birth" myth most clearly 

re-created structurally in the story of DavId Staunton in The 

Manticore. In this story Llesl, the sa me DevII-woman first 

discovered in Fifth Business takes David, the emotlonally 

repressed lawyer from Toronto, into a dark and narrow cave ln 

the mountains of Switzerland. Recalling Dawson's comment 

regarding the highly self-conscious nature of Davies' 

connections between old and new stories, the reader is not 

surprlsed that the entry Into the womb-like caves takes place 

on Christmas Eve. The narrow part of the cave eventually 

opens into a chapel-like room in which, according to Liesl, 
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the ancients warshipped bears. Growing increasjngly nnxio\ls 

ta escape from the dark and damp cave, David hpgins the 

Journey back. At a c]jmactic moment he> becol!les sa frighlC'I1C'l! 

that he is unab1e ta move> and ln hlS terror, he defecnlps. 

He turns to L1esl and says, "'] can' l, Li esI. l'm donc.'" 

L1es1 replies, "'You must.'" "'1I0\.?' 'What gives strenglh? 

Have you no God? No, l suppose not. Vour kincl hnve nC'ltl!pr 
14 

Gad nor Devil. Have vou no ancestors?'" ln his momelll of 

desperation, Davld r('calls [1 forebeélrer--Fl British bnrmllld 

who bore a child \Vlthout "nowIng the Jr!entitv nf tll(' fath('r. 

\vith th1s 11n" to l'he past DaVId emergC's from the (clVe'. 

In this partlcular narratIve the "re-htrth" story IS told nol 

on1y uSlng the phases of physlcal blrth as thc f rarnpwork for 

D a vi d 's a d ven t ure but a] soc m plo Y 1 n g the 1 m a g (' s - - cl l' S (' P nt J n t () 

he]l, the presence of the unf1arrled mOlher, !Jecomlng chilcl-

like (in David's case, through the 10ss of !Jowp] \nntr(Jl), 

the emergence lnto bright llght--of transformnti()n (1 .P. 

lncarnatIon, resurrectlon or converslon) ln Chrlstian 

mythology. Thus Davjes tnkes the myth of rp-bl rth flnd 

rete1ls it through the story of St. Dunst(ln'f, lwcélklng of tllP 

De v l 1 - W 0 man 's nos E' • }I e (' m plo Y s t h p m y t h t () s h () W l tH' 

rel a t 1 0 n shi paf the cha r (J ( t f' r 0 f D Il n s t Il Il R il ri f, <l Y loS t 

Dunstan through ]iterélrv allUSIon and h(' 1I~('c.; ll!r mytli,Je; Itl(' 

s t rue t u ra] bas i s t h r 0 u g h v: hic h h l f, C h (l r il c t (' r s m Fl k f' t li (' 1 r 

journey toward sel f-discovery. 

Along wjth the "re-bJTth" r.lyth, thf're are, ln DilVJPS' 

w rit 1 n g, 0 the r m y t h s w h i r h r C' ( li r 0 f l (' n (' n n lJ g Il t () b p 

conS1dered representatlve 01 domlllnni lhl'mf:'s ln tht' allthor'e., 
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understanding of what is essential in the longing for self-

understanding. The Devil, for example, makes frequent 

appearanees in Davies' novels. Davies' understanding of the 

Devil will be explored more thoroughly in Chapter VI. In 

brlef, however, one ean say that Davies never views the Devil 

as the personification of an evil force disconnected from the 

forces of good in the world. There lS always adynamie 

connection between the Devil and Gad. In World of Wonders 

Liesl says to Ramsay: 

God wants to intervene in the 
world, and how is he to do it 
exeept through man? l tblnk the 
Devil is ln the same prediearnent. 
It would be queer, wouldn't it, if 
the Devil had only made use of 
Magnus that one time? And God, 
too: yes, certainly God as 
weIl. It's the moment of 
deeision--of will--when those 
Two nab us, and as they both 
speak so compellingly it's 
trieky work to know who's 
talking. Where there's a will 
there are always two ways. '" 

15 
ln psychologiea) terms the Devil becomes synonymous wlth the 

shadow side of one's personality. In Flfth Business, Llesl 

advises Ramsay to look at the unlived side of hlS ]lfe ln the 
16 

form of shaking "hands with your devil." Whether in 

relation to God or as a part of the human persona lIt y the 

Devil is, for Davies, a figure more to be understood and 

acknowledged as real than as a force to be avoided. From 

thlS example we are able to see that Davies makes use not 

only of the mythologieal images of western religious 
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tradition but also of particular theologicol and 

psychological interpretations of the image. 

The Devil 15 not alone in the pantheon of mytho10gicn1 

figures used by Davies. Saints, anCIent and modern, fIgure:' 

promlnently ln Flfth Business. In What's Bred in the Bone an 

angel and a dai~on help to tell the story. Simon Darcourt ln 

The Rebel Angels speak<5 of ImItating ChrIst as a port of hls 

Journey toward prlesthood. "Crucifixion was not <1 modern 

method of socIal betterment, but al least T could push for 

psychological crucIfIXIon, and l did, and hung on my cross 

untIl lt began to dawn on me that l was a social nUIsance, 
17 

and not a bit li"e Christ . .. " For Davles the use of ongC'ls 

and daimons, the Devll and ChrIst, ref1erts a strong protest 

against an a-mythlcal modernity. Simon Darcourt in 

con ver s a t ion w I t h Mar i a Cor n 1 shi n \J h a t 's R r e d 1 n t h (' Bon C' 

expresses thlS atlltude when he says: 

'It's wonderful ta talk to you, 
my dearest, because you thlnk 
medieval 1 y. You have a 
personiflcatlon or a symbol 
for everythlng. You don't 
talk about ethics: you talk 
about saInts and their pro­
tectlve spheres and theIr 
influences. You don't use 
lettuce-Julce words like 
"extra-terrestlal"; you talk 
frankly ahout Heaven and Hel1. 
You don't blether about 
neuroses; you Just say demons.' 

1 fi 
The mythologlcal fIgures WhlCh frequent Davles' prose 

r e pre sen tac 0 n cre t i z a t j 0 n 0 f hum fi n r e a 1 1 t Y w II 1 C h s t rI n cl sIn 

sharp contrast tü a rellancp on th(>oretical 1f1ngungp as th(' 

sole purveyor of lruth. 
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As important as Davies' use of the stories and 

characters from western religious tradition, is his use of 

theological concepts from that same tradition. Theological 

ideas shape his narrative. For example, an important step 

along the way to self-understanding lS the notion of fate. 

In Leaven ~ Malice Cobler says to Brldgewater, "You thlnk 

life has trapped you, do you? WeIl, my frlend, eveqboèy is 

trapped, more or less. The best thing you can hope for is to 

understand your trap and make terms with i~1 tooth by 
19 

tooth. "' This notlon of entrapment in a partlcular 

circumstance in life i5 given theological expression by 

Darcourt ln The Rebel Angels when he says, "As Calvln said 

that mankind was divided between the Elect, chosen to be 

saved, and the Reprobate Remalnder of mankind, so lt 

seemed ta me to be wlth knowledge; there were those who were 
20 

born ta it, and those who struggled to acquire it." The 

notion that fate 15 one of the dimensions of human existence 

which must be recognized in the quest to achleve self-

understanding recurs throughout Davies' writing in different 

forms ranging from the practical testimony of the worldly 

wise ta statements WhlCh employ the language of 

predestination theory. The manner in whirh these various 

literary manifestations of Davles' interestin fate relate to 

a theological understandlng of the subJect will be explored 

in Chapter VII. 

For Davles, then, myth--whether it he embodied in a 

particular form such as the Devll or in a vision of a 

particular facet of life su ch as fate--is a critical tool in 
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the desire to understand an individual life. Di scuss i ng TIlf' 

Manticore, Peter Baltensperger comments on David Staunton's 

search for self-understanding: 

The Jeap lnto splrituality requires 
more than wlsdom and more than a 
Magus figure. It requires a flash 
of insight which is not of the 
mind but of the SpIrIt Itself, 
a mystlcal revelation of the 
essence of eXIstence which cannat 
be forced because lt transcends 
existence and IS beyond ImmedIAt~ 
comprehensIon. 

21 
The tool WhlCh, for Davles, opens a wIndow on the "myst I(ill 

revelation of the essence of eXIstence" j s the mytholnglral 

unI verse from WhlCh one draws Images and storles WhlCh enter 

into a dynamic relationshlp wlth one's own lived Images and 

storles. The nature of the relatlonship hf'tween myth élnd 

human experlence IS expressed succlnctly by the Junglan 

analyst, Dr. von Haller, ln The Mantlcore when she reminds 

David that "great myths are not Invented storles but 

obJectlvizations of Images and sltuatlons that 11(' very de('J! 
22 

in the human spirIt." 

C. The Cor(' Symbnl 

\v h e n lit e rat ure l s sel e c t e cl a sad 1 a log u (' p (] r t n e r for 

theology, the flrst task faclng the theolngian lB lhat of 

finding a pOInl of enlry Into the dlalogue. The (ommon 

interest of Ilterature and theology ln symhoJ and myth s(>(>mc.; 

to provlde an approprlate place tn slart. Thf're are, 

however, many symbols and myths from whirh lo chonse in any 

body of Ilterature. ThIs 15 parllculary truc wIlh regard tn 
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Robertson Davies who makes such conscious use of a rich and 

varied mythological universe in his writing. What is needed 

is a central or core symbol which will provide a focus for 

the questions and answers which theology and literature 

present ta one another. 

i. Survival ~ ~ ~ symbol 

In her important critical study, Survival, Margaret 

Atwood maintains that every culture has at the centre of its 
23 

consciousness a core symbol. Influenced by the history and 

geography of the community, such a symbol acts as a pOInt of 

~dent~ty for the members of the culture and is, thereby, 

reflected ~n the literature of the culture. She argues, for 

example, that the core symbol for Brltain lS the "Island". 

ThIS symbol evokes images of self-sufficiency and cornmunity 

compactness--images WhlCh do, indeed, recur ln the various 

artistic expressions of that culture. In the United States 

the core symbol is "frontier". This image which speaks of 

self-reliance and entrepreneurialism permeates the dlfferent 

artlstic manifestations of American culture. Margaret Atwood 

chooses the ward, "survival", ln arder to describe the core 

symbol for Canada. This symbol is appropriate for a nation 

WhlCh has never taken a deflnite step in the direction of 

either expansion beyond its boundaries or dramatic revoIt 

against greater world powers. Rather, it has continued to 

exist under the shadow of power fuI mother countries and a 

neighbouring giant. The geographical reality of Canada also 

serves to reinforce the valldity of Atwood's core symbol. A 

sparsely populated land of great distances with a harsh and, 
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at times, life-threatening cllmnte WIll vnlue survivol. 

Atwoad's thesis regarding the core symbol ln Canndlan 

culture lS applled in her book to sc:>veral works of Canaoiall 

literature. It 15 signlflcant that DtlVleS is not onp of 111r 

authors she ehaoses in arder ta 111uslratc:> her pOInt. 

Examlning two dimenslons of "sllrvlval" as a (orr symhol wIll 

help to illustrate the fart thnt Dnvios do('s not fit .1S wC'11 

as other Canadlan \.rltprs lnto é1 system bUllt on tho nollon 

t h a t sur v i val i s the c e n t raI t h {' m (' 1 n t Il c 1 i t (' r a \lI r {'of t Il {' 

culture. 

The f a c t s 0 f g e 0 g r él p h Y él n cl n él t U r (' p 1 él Y é1 n i m port il Il t r () 1 (' 

in Atwood's descrlptlon of lhe cthos of CanadItln culture> and 

Ilterature: 

Not surprislngly ln a country 
\>:lth sueh a high rnt]o of trecs, 
lakes and rocks la people, Images 
[rom Nature are almost everywhere. 
Added up, they deplet a Nature 
that i5 often dcad and llnanswerlng 
or actlvely hostile to man; or, 
seen in its gentler spring and 
summer aspects, unreal. Thf>rc 1 S 
a sense ln Canadian literalure 
thRt the truc and only seélSOIl 
here is wlnter: the olhers nrr 
ellher preludes to 11 or mlrngC's 
concen11ng It. 

24 
The f r e que n t r e fer c n ces t n n FI t u r (' (J n cl l m éJ g r c; 0 f n éJ 1 Il r p 

ranglng from Jndlfference tn hostll1ty arc, for thf' mO.--,t 

part, mlsslng from Davlcc;' wrltlng. vlhf'n the nnturnl world 

does enter lnto hlS nnrri'llive, Jt lpnds to fIL lnln lhf' 

s t r u c.. t ure 0 f the s l (J r y ri S él n <l s 1 ri (' a n cl n f) 1 fi S il n 1 m,] g (' f n r , 

or a sac on l r ] bu lIn g f FI r l f) r l (), t Il (' cl r éJ m.lt 1 ( ((' n t r f' () f 1 1If' 

lives of hlS (h(Jr~(tpr~. In thl~ rf'gnrd Il le, lnlprpsling If) 
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contrast two prairie novels with Davies' account of an 

English touring company's journey across that same prairie. 

In Sinclair Ross' novel about a depression era minister and 

his wife, As For Me and ~ House, the natural descriptions of 

the narrator-wife evoke a sense of isolation and despair 

which is central to the novel' s theme: 

It's nearly mldnlght. Paul's 
gone, and l've put Philip to bed. 
There's a high, rocking wlnd that 
rattles the wIndows and creaks the 
walls. It's strong and steady llke 
a great tlde after the wlnter 
pouring north again, and l have 
a queer, helpless sense of belng 
lost miles out ln the mlddJe of 
It, flattened agalnst a llttle 
peak of roc.k. 

25 
In W. O. Hi t che Il ' s Wh 0 Ha s S e e n the 'Vi n d, a y a un g boy f a c i n g 

the reality of death in his world wanders out, alane, onto 

the prairie surrounding the small town in WhlCh he lives. As 

ln Ross' novel, the natural descrJptian lS evocative of the 

feelings af the young boy and, in turn, ta the intent of an 

author wanting to talk about the meaning of life and death: 

High above the prairie, platter­
fIat, the wind wings on, bereft 
and wild Its lonely song. It ridges 
drIfts and licks their ripples off; 
It smoothens crests, piles snaw against 
the fences. The tinting green of 
Northern Lights slawly shades and 
fades against the prairie nights, 
dyIng here, imperceptibly reborn 
over there. 

26 
These descriptions can be contrasted with a brief reference 

to the prairie culture in Davies' World of Wonders. The 

English troupe of actors travelling across Canada is, by 

Davies' account, "out of tifTle" in the modern world. However, 
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its creations still possess power in thr Canadlan communities 

it visits: 

It still had magic here in 
Canada, not because the people 
were unsophisticated (on the 
whole they were as acute as 
English audiences ln the 
provinces) but because, in 
a way 1 cannot expIa1n, it was 
speaklng to a core of Ioncl1ness 
and deprlvatlon ln these Canadidns 
of which they wcrc only falntly 
aware. l thInk It WdS 

Ionellness, not Just for 
England, because 50 many of 
these people on the praIrIes 
were not of EnglI5h or1g1n, 
but for some faraway and 
long-1ost Europe. The 
Canadlans knew themsc]ves 
ta be strangers in thelr 
o\vn land, \Vlthollt bClng 
at home anywhere clsc. 

27 
DavIes' referenc..e to 10!l('11nes5 in pralrl0 cull\lre dlff('r~ 

from the spIrlt of 10nellness evokC'cJ in thf' wrlting of hoth 

Ross and MItchell. FI rst, thcrf' ducs !lot cx 1s1 1 he st rong 

connection between the landscnpf.:' éJTlcl thC' 5(>n~(> of ISO!flllcln 

found in the people. For Davles 1115 the r('mc)tenf'S~ frclm 

a no the r cul tu r e - - t h él 1 Cl f [u rOll e - - will (h Il r n v 1(1c.' c., t Il(' !TI (' t a Il II {J r 

for prairIe lonellness. Second, the r!f'5Crlptloll of pralrlC' 

cul t ure i n VI 0 r 1 cl 0 f \~ () Il cl crs i s s C e Il f r () 1'1 the v n Il t a g p pOl n t Cl f 

a detached observer. The n il r r il t () r, 1-1,1 g Il Il f, E 1 S (> Il g r 1 !TI, wh 1 1 (' 

barn ln Canada, dcmonstratcs no CfTlCltlOné11 ilffinItv wlth tllC' 

culture which he descrlbcc.,. "Th(> edniHl i éJns" of hl s 

descriptIon eXIst in the' third person. ln contrasl, thf' 

cha r a ete r S l Il A s F () r :-1 (' il n cl 1'1 \' " () Il <:; (' fi n cl \,' Il () Il éI f, S (' (' n t h f' 

\~lnd are IlltImatel~ Illvo1vpr! loo'It" what <--lIrroundf, ther.1. 
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In an article on Hugh MacLennan, Dorothy Farmiloe states 

that "a unique Canadian myth must recognize the place the 

rivers and the wilderness which surrounded the early 

settlements have played in our development; Northrop Frye 

wonders if any other national consciousness has had so large 

an amount of the unknown, the unrealized, the humanly 
28 

undigested, built into it." This reference to nature is a 

critical element of the "survival" myth posited by Atwood. 

The lack of promlnence of such reference in Davies' work 

makes it difficult to apply such a core symbol to hlS work. 

The second dimensIon of Atwood's core symbol is that of 

the lack of heroism in the major characters of Canadjan 

literature. Atwood argues that, unlike Amerlcan literature, 

Canadlan wrjting is not populated with aggressJve, 

entrepreneurial and successful individuals. Rather, she 

says, "Canadian authors spend a disproportionate amount of 
29 

time making sure that their heroes die or fall." A t wood 

comments that even the death of a character is usually 

aCCIdentaI and, thereby, lacking any heroic proportions. 

The dominance of the st:rvival motif in Canadian literature 

means that "a character who does much more th an surVIve 

stands out almost as an anomaly, whereas in other literatures 

(those in WhlCh European Prince~ are common, for instance) 
30 

his presence would be unremarkable." 

While much of Canadian liter~ture may he populdted by 

"losers" for whom mere survival mlght hé their greatest 

achievement, the characters in Davies' fiction do not fit 

into thlS pattern. Magnus Eisengrim becomes a world fa mous 
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magician; David Staunton, the successful lawyer, does emrrge 

from the psychological straight Jacket in which he finds 

himself; MonlCa Gall succeeds ln her singing career; Francis 

Cornish excells as an art critic and forger. Even Dunstan 

Ramsay, who, on the surface, seems to have had a rather 

pedestrian career as a history master, succeeds in the flrld 

that really interests him--hagiography. Davies' characters 

rarely fail and rarely dIe. When death does come--as in the 

cases of Boy Staunton, John Parlabane and Urky McVarIsh -

there is usually a Jr'lmat1c involvement of fou] play. 

Sur v 1 val - - in rel 1.' t ion t 0 an in di f fer e nt 0 r, ev en, 

hostile environment or ln relation to a culture orlented 

toward failure--1s not a domInant concern ln Robertson 

Davies' worl d. Therefore, the core symbol descri bed hy 

Atwood is not hel pful ln the quest for the central symbol or 

myth which will have the power ta provide an entry point into 

DavIes' world. 

ii. The Calvlnlst heritage 

a. North American puritanism 

An alternative to the symbol embodled ln the term 

"survival l1 mlght be found not primari ly ln nalure but rather 

in the rellgious culture brought to North Amf>rlca by the 

early settlers. The Engllsh-speaklng ImmIgrants who were 

ultimately to predominate polltica]ly and culturally ln thAt 

part of the continent north of Mexico came ta North America 

bearing the marks of a post-ReformatIon culture. A 

". 
particular brand of Chrlstianity arrived wlth the lmmlgrnnls 
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and was to have a pivotaI influence on the ethos which 

deve10ped in the new land. In a capsule statement Paul 

Tillich identifies this legacy: "We have in America, which 

is mostly dependent on Calvinism and related outlooks, the 

moralistic and oppressive types of Protestantism which are 

the result of the complete victory of the philosophy of 
31 

consciousness in modern Protestantism." Tillich descrIbes 

the essential ingredient of the Calvinist Protestantism about 

which he is speaking in this way: 

The history of industrial society, 
the end of WhlCh we are experlencing, 
represents the history of the victory 
of ti.e philosophy of consciousness 
over the philosophy of the unconscious, 
irrational will. The symbolic name 
for the complete victory of the 
philosophy of consciousness is Ren6 
Descartes; and the victory became 
complete, even in religIon, at the 
moment when Protestant theology became 
the ally of the Cartesian emphasis 
on man as pure consciousness on the one 
hand, and a mechanical process called 
body on the other hand. In Lutheranism 
It was especially the cognitive side of 
man' s consciousness which overwheimed 
the early Luther's understanding of 
the irrational will. In Calvin it 
was the moral consciousness, the moral 
self-control1ing center of consciousness 
that predominated. 

32 
When this cul tural Calvinism landed on North American soi 1 it 

quickly became the dominant religlous and societa! chord in 

the newly emerging culture. 

The Canadian philosopher, George Grant, also argues that 

CalvInlst Protestantism became a dominant force on the North 

American contInent with the arrIvaI of European settiers: 

For us the pflmal was much different. 
It was the meeting of the al ien and 
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yet conquerable land wlth English-
speaking Protestants. Since the 
crossing of the ocean we have been 
Europeans who were not Europeans. 
But the Europeanness which remained 
for us was of a special kind because 
Calvinist Protestantlsm was itse1f 
a break in Europe--a turning away 
from the Greeks ln the name of what 
was found in the BIble. 

33 
Grant goes on to say that one of the effects of thls "turning 

away from the Greeks" was to move the emphasis in theology 

from contemplative thought to "a prophetic and lega1 

expounding of a positively concelved revelation, the purpose 
34 

of which was to make Its practical appeal tr> men." A 10ss 

of the contemplative dimension of the theologlcal enterprlse 

resu1ted ln the encouragement of a SOcIety ln which actlvity 

beeame more important than reflectlon. ThIs, for Grant, 

represents a cultural prerequislte for the creation of a 

technologlcal SOClety--a society in whieh politlcal and 

economie decisions are based upon teehnical possibillty 

rather than upon value ]udgements. The moral consequenc e of 

sueh a development, for Grant, 1S the creation of a SOCIPty 

ln WhlCh those remnants of tradi t ional moral codes WhlCh <lre 

preserved are those WhlC.h serve technologieal progress: 

"'\.]orldly ascetIclsm' was to bpcome ('ver 
more worldly and less aseetie in the 
graduaI dlssolvlng of the (entrill 
Protestant VlSlon. ThE" control of 
the passions ln Protestantlsm became 
more and more concentrated on the 
sexual, and on others whlCh mlght 
be conducive ta sloth, whJle the 
paSSIons of greed and mastery werc 
emancipated from trildltionrtl 
ChrIstIan re'3tralnts. 

15 
The notIon that Calvlnlsm 1S a c.ritlra] element ln thr 
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understanding of Canadian culture has also found support in 

the reflections of literary critics. In The New Hero, Ronald 

Sutherland argues that Puritanism has been a dominant 

influence on the literature of both the United States and 

Canada. "In Canada, the Calvinistic doctrine also prevailed, 

bath among Protestants--Scottish Presbyterianism being 

especially strong--é:lnd among Roman Catholics--Jansenism, or 

Rigorisme as it is sometimes called in French Canada, 
36 

condltioning both Irish and French Catholicism." Through a 

study of the literatur~ of the two cultures, Sutherland 

concludes that there are parallel themes in bath English 

Canadian and Quebec culture WhlCh emerge fror.! the Calvinlst-

Jansenist heritage. The insignlficant state of· humanity, 

predestination, the reslgnation ta dut y and sobriety--1...§. 

resignation chretienne-·-as a sign of election, and the 

suspicion that idleness or personal pleasure seeking are 

signs of predestined damnation, are aIl t~emes which can be 

found in bath literatures. 

In his study, Sutherland also makes a clear distinction 

between the manner in which the Calvinist hentage has been 

lived out in the United States and in Canada. Sutherland 

argues that the American culture derived from its Calvinist 

heritage a strong emphasis on self-reliance and 

individual1sm. He points out that two streams of puritan 

tradition emerged jn American culture. The first, 

represented by BenJamln Franklin, took the notion of 

industry, self-reliance and matenal success as a sign of 

God's grace and then: 
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.... dropp[ed] Gad from the 
picture . ...• . Meanwhile [Jonathan] 
Edwards went ta the opposite 
extreme, movlng further and 
further away from the pragmatlsm 
of the Pllgrlm Fathers, tormenting 
himself with the Impossible 
task of harmonizlng dark CalvinIsm 
with enllghtened ratlonallsm, 
and inaugurating a tradItion of 
highJy disciplined intel1ectualism. 

37 
These two pales of the CalVlnist heritage and the strugglcs 

between them contInue to domln8te the American scene. As one' 

examines Sutherland's analysis of the legacy of Calvlnlsm ln 

the United States, two Important f&ctors in the dcvelopmpnt 

of that legacy emerge. The Influence> of the Enllghtenmpnt 

with ItS hlghly developed ratlonalism and its dislnterest ln 

the mysterlous and subjective dimensIons of western rellglo\ls 

tradition is apparent in the writings of the key AmerI(an 

thinkers of the elghteenth century such as Franklin anù 

Jefferson. As weIl, the drIve toward politj(éll indcpe>ndpncr 

encouraged a SUspicIon of aIl systems of authorlty In~luding 

those of the church. Thus, It ]S not surprls1ng thélt il 

stress on the self-relIant and Indlvidual1stlc dImension of 

the CalvlnIst herltage would take precedencf' over an emphasl~ 

on humllIty and duty. 

In Canada the loyallst SpIrIt took precedencp ovcr the' 

desire for Independence durlng the turbulent polItltal 

struggles of the elghteenth century. Thf' Canadian polltl(ill 

path lay ln a very dIfferent dIrection from that of thr 

United States. Sutherland argups that the church in hnth 

French and Engl1sh Canada WélC) ahle to expr( ise morf> 
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institutional authority than was possible south of the 

border: 

Canadian churches, bath Protestant 
and Catholic, were careiul not ta 
risk cutting thelr own throats by 
encouraging intellectual self­
reliance. The stress, in fact, 
was eVIdently placed upon the 
human-Insignificance-and-impotence 
part of the Puritan ideology, 
making man more than ever 
dependent upon the church Institution 
as custodian of God's grace. 

38 
This dependence on the church lnstitution is paralleled in 

the political history of Canada by a willingness on the part 

of Canadians to defer to palitical authority. In his book, 

Deference to Authority: The Case ~ Canada, Edgar 

Friedenberg contrasts Canadlan and American attitudes ta 

government: 

The Government of Canada cornes 
to resemble the good, Victorian 
mother to whom it is impossible ta 
attrlbute the sort of conduct 
that is necessary even ta account 
for one's awn birth. Conversely, 
there is a strong tendency to 
feel that whatever 15 really vital 
about oneself and realistlc about 
one's respanse to others and to 
social situatIons is wrong, 
punlshable, and, at worst, ego­
alien. Realism, especially 
political realism, cornes to seem 
un-Canadian. 

39 
The politlcal caution and the wl11ingness of people to accept 

more readily than their neighbours ta the south the authorlty 

of church and governmental institutions has led, as 

Sutherland points out, ta an emphasis in the Canadian culture 

on different aspects of the the Calvlnist heritage than those 

adopted by American culture. In a very general sense 
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Canadian culture has been guided by an interpretation of the 

Calvinist heritage which stressed control and caution in 

respanse ta the human prapensity ta sin. As George Grant 

comments in Lament for ~ Nation, "Nathlng was more Dlion ta 

them [the Canadians] than the 'emancipation of the pas~nons' 
40 

desired ln Amerlcan liberallsm." 

b. Puritanism ln Canadian literature 

Sutherland 's thesis regardlng the impact of the 

purltanism engendered by the dominance of the Calvinlst-

Jansenist herltage ln Canada can be demonstrated by refcrence 

to several Canadian wrlters. For the most part the 

purltanlsm of Canadian culture eliclts a strong reaction from 

those who descrl be it. The novelist, Margaret Laurenc(', for 

exalTlple, has said: 

Yau Just ahsorb it [puritanism] 
through the pores. 1 come 
from a peoplc who feel guJlty 
at the drop of a hat, who 
reproach themsel ves for the 
slightest thing, and for whom 
virtue arises from work; lf 
you're not worklng twenty-
six hours a day, you Just 
aren't vIrtuous. 

41 
Hugh MacLennan betrays hlS bias regardlng r.alvinism with th!> 

following scathlng comment: "Calvin, of courSf>, was 

dreadful, thaugh the doctrIne of the elect was sort of :J 

barbarIe forerunner of Darwlnlsm, l suppose. 
42 

But l thlnk l 'm 

at least over Calvlnlsm." This attitude lS reflected in 

MacLennan's novels. In Each Man's Son Dr. MacKenzie SRyS to 

Dan Alnslle: 
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'Dan, you haven't forgotten a single 
ward you've ever heard from the pulpit 
or from your own Presbyterian father. 
You may think you've rejected religion 
with your mInd, but your personality 
has no more reJected it than dyed 
cloth rejects its original colour.' 
MacKenzle's vOlce became more sonorous 
with lrony as he trled to remember 
CalvIn: 'Man, havlng through Adam's 
fall lost communion with Gad. abideth 
evermore under HIS wrath and curse 
except such as He hath, out of his 
intlnite loving-kindness and tender 
mercy, elected to eternal llfe through 
Jesus Christ--I 'm a ChrIstIan, Dan, 
but Calvin wasn't one and neither 
was your father. It may sound 
ridiculous ta say, in cold words, 
that you feel gUIlty merely because 
you are alive, but that 's what you 
were tau~ht to believe until you 
grew up, 

43 
Finally, a poem entitled "The Mlnister" by R. S. Thomas 

angrily lashes out at the puritan protestantism WhlCh has 

exercIsed such a powerful hold on the conSClousness of a 

people: 

Protestantlsm--the adroit castratIon 
Of Art; the bitter Ilegation 
Of song and dance and the heart 's 

innocent joy--
You have blotched our flesh and left 

us only the soul's 
TerrIble Impotence ln a warm world. 

44 
The above illustrations are a small sample of the perceptIon 

of many Canadian writers regardlng the strong influence of 

puritanlsm on the consciousness of a culture. The emphasls 

on guilt and impotence in the descrIption of Calvinist 

puritanIsm offered by writers such as Laurence and MacLennan 

serves ta emphasize the point that the Canadian verSIon of 

the religious heritage of North America is perceived ta be 
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self-effacing in the literature of the nation. Ronald 

Sutherland argues that the conditioning of the Canadian brancl 

of puritanlsm has lead ta a victim mentality in the 

protagonlsts of most pre-1970 Canadian literature: 

Because of the conditlonlng force 
of the peculiar Canadian Calvinlst­
Jansenist tradition, when a protagonlst 
discovered that he was ln disagreempnt 
with the dictates of the system, 
instead of defying it or fightIng 
it as do American protagonlsts from 
Hester Prynne ta Hd1urphy, the 
Canadian protagonist blamed himself. 
The tenSIon thus used ta bec orne 
Internallzed, the character engaging 
ln palnful and destructive soul­
searching in an attempt to dIscover 
his own defIciencles. 

45 

c. Puritanlsm ln the wrltings of Robertson DrlVICS 

The theme of puritanism and its effect on its Inherltors 

is certalnly present in the wrltings of Robertson Dav\cs. 

Davles' deSCrIptIons of the village of Dcptford, the homp 

town of the mAjOr characters ln hlS second trllogy, rcflect il 

SOcIety WhlCh values hard work and which ]5 sllspillOlJS of thp 

more frivolous aspects of I1fe: 

l have already said that Whll e 
our VIllage contained much of 
what humanlty has to show, It 
did not contaln everything, and 
oile of the thlngs lt consplcuolIsly 
lacked was an aesthetlc. sense; 
we were a]l too much the descendr>nls 
of hard-bltten ploneers to wlsh 
for or encourage any suc.h thlng, 
and we gave ha rd names to qualltles 
that, ln a more sophlstlcated sorlPt y, 
might have had value. 

46 
In world of Wonders Ramsay speaks of "thp da î 1 y, hrpc!-l n-thf'-

47 
bone purltanism we Ilved ln Deptford." LI k (> t-1 a r I.e n n an, 
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Davies often focuses the puritanism of his culture on the 

issue of predestination and guilt. In Fifth Business, Ramsa y 

recalls that, as a child, "1 was alone with my guilt, and i t 

tortured me, l was a Presbyterian child and l knew a good 
48 

deal about damnation." Davies is also similiar to 

MacLennan in the vehemence of his attack on the effect of a 

Calvinist culture on individuals. In Fifth Business, Liesl 

responds to Ramsay's statement, "'1 wasn't brought up to blow 

a trumpet if l happened to do something for somebody, "' with 

this dramatic declaration: 

'Upbrlnging, so? Calvinism? l am 
Swiss, Ramsay, and l know Calvinism 
as weIl as you do. It lS a cruel way 
of life, even If you forget the 
religion and cal! it ethics or decent 
behaviour or somethlng else that 
pushes Gad out of it ...... Oh, this 
Christianlty, Even when people 
swear they don't believe in it, 
the fifteen hundred years of 
Christianity that has made our 
world is ln thelr bones, and they 
want to show they can be Christians 
wlthout Christ. Those are the 
worst; they have the cruelty of 
doctrine wlthout the poetlc 
grace of myth, 

4q 

Whlle there are slmilarities between Davies' assumptions 

regarding the puritanism of hlS culture and those of other 

contemporary Canadlan writers, there also eXlsts a critical 

difference. This difference can be described in terms of the 

vantage point from which comment on the nature of Canadlan 

culture occurs. Whlle thelr roots are in the culture, 

Davies' characters are often found viewing the culture from a 

distance. The distance may be physlcal, as in the case of 

the Deptford trilogy ln WhlCh the three major characters make 
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their greatest self-discoveries in Europe, or the distancf' 

may be related ta vocation. Dunstan Ramsay, for exampl e, 

views the Protestantlsm of his roots as one who has chosen ta 

become a hagiographer. The distance may also be 

institutional. In The Rebel Ange]s, Ijfe is viewed from 

within the walls of a hlghJy urbane university community. 

John Watt Lennox contrasts Margaret Laurence and Davlf>s 

in this regard ln hlS article, "Manawaka and Deptford". 

Lennox states: 

There is a way ln which Laurence 
works out from her partlcuJar 
place and Hs times to touch 
what they, and we, represent 
universally. Davies works the 
other way--from the outslde ln-­
and the e[fect lS quite different. 
W1thln this distinction, place and 
voice identify sorne of the 
dlfferenc-es between the Deptford 
and Manawaka worlds. 

50 
Lennox cJa1ms that whlle Davies has an a1ternalc wor1d 

dedlcated to "the extraordlnary mysterles and pcoplp of o1dpr 
')1 

cultures Imbued \vlth a thoroughgolng aesthetlc sense" f rom 

WhlCh the rather pedestrian world of Ci'lnadian sma11 lown 11[f' 

lS vlewed, Laurence's charactcrs remaln in one world flnd nre 

able to dlscover the extraordlnary ln life from w1thin. 'l'1If' 

effect of thlS dlfference Cdn be seen ln the way in wlllc.h th(' 

mythologlcal world enters inlo the work of the respeclivp 

writers: 

Deptford' s mythologi es ore 
ecc1es18stlcal, psycholog1ral, 
theatrical And folkloric. The 
story o[ St. Dunstéln and the 
Junglan procf'ss ln FI fth 
Business, the structural 
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use of Jungian archetypes 
in The Manticore, the 
legends of Sir John Tresize 
and Merlin in World of 
Wonders are the mythOTogies 
of Europe, the country of 
'big spiritual adventures.' 
Manawaka' s mythologies are 
those of Scots-Irish Canada-­
the small town, mercantile 
Calvinism and the Old 
Testament world associated 
wi th both. 

52 
With regard to the vocational distance which often 

exists between a dominant culture, characterized by 

puritanism, and Davies' characters John Harris comments: 

In the main, the heroes and 
heroines of Robertson DavIes' 
novels, the characters through 
whom he chooses to tell his 
staries, are scholars. They 
are also pedants. They have 
many opinions, whereas scholars 
in the strIct sense have only 
a few, closely rclated to their 
discIplines ..... Furthermore, 
since the habit of forming 
opinions extends most easIly 
into matters of human 
behavior (politics and 
propnety), DavIes' oplnionated 
scholars are Inclined to 
prIggishness. They editorialize 
extensIvely and gratuitously on 
hygiene, unIversity budgets, 
women's lib, wisdom, contemporary 
music and a thousand other 
subJects. 

53 
This image of Davies' characters as pedants is consistent 

with Davies' style of writing which Robert Cluett describes 

as "a muted, Anglo-Tory style" with a syntax that is 
54 

"archaic, Romanesque, and formaI". In other words, both 

Davies and his characters speak a language which is quite 
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removed from that of the small Canadian town from which they 

carne. 

This sense of distance between Davies :lnd the culture of the 

country which is the birth place of his characters noted by 

his critics raises a question regarding the use of puritanism 

as the core symbol in relation ta his work. While, like 

Laurence and MacLennan, Davies acknowledges that the effects 

of a culture informed by Calvinism are bred into the bones of 

the members of that culture. he allows his characters ta 

create distance between themselves and the culture by 

entering into another world--a world quite different from 

that of their birth. 

iii. The ~ symbol: the gnostic spirit 

The distance which Davies ereates between the places 

where "the big spiritual adventures" of his characters' I1ves 

occur and the places which manifest their cultural heritagc 

cannat be explained as a simple reactlon against the 

puritanism of that heritage. A broader eonfliet lS involved. 

In an article in which Davles discusses his early readlng 

career, he describes his attitude toward the Bible: 

About the religious approach of the 
Bible--because despite lts immense 
variety, it has a preval1ing 
attitude--there is something 
rebuking, and there are often 
times when l want samething 
nearer ta my own frailty than 
that ....... But i t j s not easy 
ta follow Jung and be a stTlctly 
Orthodax Chrlstlan; ln much of 
Chrlstianity there 18 a considerable 
measure of the splrit of the Little 
Red Hen, an lndlfference to the 
vagarious nature of the human sou1. 
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Davies' 

l determined, when composing 
this address, ta he as honest 
with you as l could, and sa l 
confess that there are times when 
l wonder whether polytheism 
has not a great deal ta hE' said 
for it. 

55 
statement indicates something more than an uneasiness 

with the Calvinist stream of Christian tradition. It 

indicates a reaction agalnst Christian orthodoxy ln general. 

In an interview Davies focused this reaction on the problem 

of evil: 

Orthodox Christianity has always 
had for me the difficulty that 
i t r e a Il y \J 0 n 't C 0 me, i n w h a t 
is for me a satisfactory way, 
ta grips with the problem of 
evil. It knows an enormous 
amount about eVil, It discusses 
evil in fascinating terms, but 
evil is always the other thing: 
It is something which lS apart 
from perfection, and man's dut y 
lS to strlve for perfection. 

56 
Davies' assessment of the attitude toward evil in 

orthodox Chrlstianlty can be questioned. The representatives 

of orthodoxy are not uniform in their approach to the 

subJect. Significant differences exist between a theology 

which places a strong emphasis on the possibility of moral 

perfectlon in the light of the triumph of Gad over evil 

(theolog1a gloriae) and a theology which takes the reality of 

eVl1 very seriously ln lts incarnatlonal emphasis on God 

entering into human suffering (theologia crucis). The 

crltlque of Davles' simplistic analysis of Christian 

orthodaxy on this subject will be put forward in greater 

detail in Chapter VI. What is fasclnating, at this point in 
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our discussion, however, is the fact that Davies chooses to 

center his uneasiness with orthodoxy on the issue of the 

nature of evil. HIS concern prompts, for the theologian, an 

interesting memory from the history of the early church. 

One of the central issues for the gnostic movement--a 

movement WhlCh arose bath wlthin and outside Christianity--

was the problem of evil. The ascriptIon of perfection ta the 

Creator ln Judeo-Christlan orthodoxy and the notion that the 

creation Itself was good were reJected by the gnostics. The 

gnostlcs preferred to thlnk in terms of a fallen and 

caprI ClOUS creator--a demiurge--separated from an unknowable 

and perfect Gad by layers of worlds and Archons. ThIS system 

resul ted in an 11verSlon of traditional ChristIan doc trine. 

For example, thE' Cre:Jtor's declaratlon in Genesls that there 

are no other gods becomes an IndIcation of the Creator's 

vanity and ignorance for the gnostlcs. 

One must be cautious about drawing too close a paraI leI 

between what Davies lS saying in his novels and the 

statements of gn0stlcs in the early part of the ChrIstian 

era. DaVIf'S, for example, gIves no indIcatIon of adherlng ta 

the radlcally negatlve 8ttitude toward the creatIon posited 

by the early gnostics. When one examines, however, the 

mythologJcal unlverse created by the gnostlc., definlte 

connectIons between the myths which attract Oavies and Üose 

of the gnostlcs do emerge. In World ~ Wonders, for example, 

Llesl speaks of "a sense of the unfathomable wonder of the 

InvIsible world that eXIsted sIde by sIde wIth a hard 

recognItion of the roughness and cruelty and day-to-day 
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demands of the tangible world." The world which Liesl 

describes is populated with angels and demons in much the 

same way as the world of the gnostics consists of mythical 

figures which flll the distance between the world and the 

remote realm of the unknowable God. This relationshlp 

between the mythological fIgures found in gnostic writings 

and those which populate the literature of Robertson Davies 

will be examined in Chapter V. 

There is another level on which a relationship between 

early gnosticlsm and the wrlting of Robertson Davles can be 

seen. In hlS major work on gnostlcism, Hans Jonas offers 

thlS basic definition of the movement: 

The name 'Gnostlcism' which has 
come to serve as a collective 
heading for a manifoldness of 
sectarlan doctrines appearing 
withln and around Christianlty 
durlng its crItical flrst centuries, 
lS derived from gnosls, the 
Greek ward for 'knowl edge'. The 
emphasls on knowledge as the 
means for the attalnment of 
salvatlon, or even as the form of 
salvation itself, and the clalm 
to the possessIon of thlS 
knowledge ln one's own articulate 
doctrine, are common features of 
the numerous sects in WhlCh the 
gnostic movement historically 
expressed Itself. 

58 
By Davles' own admissIon, the quest for self-understandlng 

lies at the heart of his writing. The quest for self-

understandlng, however, takes place in a particular way. It 

does not take place in the context of the formaI educatlonal 

structures of contemporary SocIety. Davies comments on the 

nature of formaI educatIon in A Mixture of Frailties: 
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'If formal education has any 
bearing on the arts at aIl, its 
purpose is to make erities, not 
artists. Its usual effeet is to 
cage the spirIt ln other people's 
ideas--the ideas of poets and 
phl1osophers, WhlCh were once 
splend1d Ins1ghts into the 
nature of llfe, but which people 
who have no insights of their 
own have hardened into dogMas. 

59 
Rather, for Davies, self-knowledge cornes when the ind1vidual 

15 able to reflect on his or her experience with the aid of 

wise men and women (in mythologieal terms, the Magus and the 

Sybil) and the resourees of a mytholog1eal un1verse. 

There lS a conneetion between Oavies' eplstemological 

assumptions and those of the aneient gnost1es. George Grant, 

whose ideas about contemporary educatIon bear a close 

resemblance to those of Oav1es, has said, "In man)' liberal 

mlnds wIdespread universIty education was seen as fulfllllng 

the role which had been played by revelatlon ln the once 
60 

dOffilnant Calvlnlst Protestant15m." Just as Davles c1a1ms 

that the individudl's reflection on experience 15 a much more 

effectIve route to self-understanding than that offered by 

the liberal educatIon systems de5enbed by Grant, 50 also dId 

the early gnostics see self-understandlng aehieved al an 

indIvIdual level as opposed ta a rellanee on the 

InterpretatIon of revelation offered by the Instltutional 

church. Elaine Pagels states: "How--or where--ls one lo 

seek self-knowledge? Many gnostirs share with psychotherapy 

a second major premise: both agree--agalnst orthodox 

Chrlstianlty--that the pysehe bears wlthin Itself the 
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potential for liberation or destruction." The compari s on 

between the epistemology of gnosticism and the educational 

assumptions revealed in Davies' novels will be explored in 

Chapter IV. 

Elaine Pagels malntains that, following the decline of 

the gnostic movement, "the concerns of gnostic Christians 

survived only as a suppressed current, like a river driven 
62 

underground ." This underground current of resistance to 

orthodoxy surfaces from time to tlme. Carl Jung, for 

example, found in the world of gnostlcisrn symbols and myths 

which contributed to his pyschological investIgations: 

Jung' s partlcular interest ln 
Gnostlclsm flts Inta his larger 
atternpt tD understand why 
tradltional religlous symbolisms 
do not seem ta meet the spirItual 
needs of moderns and yet patients 
contInue to calI up rellgious 
symbols and images to focus psychic 
growth and dlstress. Jung thinks 
that the Gnostlcs were able to 
bring forth symbols crUCIal ta 
pSyChlc growth because they were 
still ln close touch with the 
Instlnctual dynamics of the 
unconscious. 

63 
Davies, llke Jung, has an interest ln the "suppressed 

current" of reslstance to orthodoxy and the mythological 

images WhlCh it can offer in the artist's quest for self-

understandIng. It is the contentIon of thlS writer that it 

18 thI5 "ill-deflned, amorphous movement with 
64 

indivldualistic, mystlcal and syncretlstic overtones" 

which lS the core symbol offering the theologian a point of 

entry into the work of Robertson Davies, the novelist. 
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A note of caution must be entered at this point. Twenty 

centuries separate the gnostic movement and the world in 

WhlCh Davles tells his stories. Pheme Perkins warns that one 

must be wary of claiming a strong contlnuity between ancient 

gnosticism and modern manifestations of the gnostic spIrIt. 

Speaking of those who make thlS mistake he says: 

Passing over the lImItations of 
anClent Gnosticism, they see It 
as a sponsor for aIl protest 
agalnst the aIl too VIsIble 
defects of the orthodox ChrIstian 
synthesis. ReadIng Gnostic 
texts through the glasses of 
modern subJectivlsm and dellght 
in 'creatlvIty' 1 they mlstake a 
genuine oral mystIcism and the 
free variatIon of its tradItion 
as the celebration of Individual 
inventiveness. 

65 
In the light of thlS statement regardIng the distance between 

the world and anCIent gnosticism and the cantext out of which 

Robertson Davles lS wrltIng, It WIll be Important ln thlS 

study to stress that the similaritles between Davles and the 

gnostics are ta be found in the SpIrIt of gnosticism and its 

challenge to orthadoxy. DIscerning that spIrit in the 

Ilterature af the gnostlcs and relatlng that SpIrIt ta the 

pIcture of Canadlan culture found in DavIes' novels WIll be 

the goal of thlS dIssertatIon. 
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III. The Present Reality: The Gnostic Understanding of 
~reation and Robertson Davies' Interpretation or 

Canada 

A. The Evil CreatIon 

1. The contrast between o,thodox and gnostic 
---understandlngs ~ creation 

In the prevlous chapter, one of the significant tension 

points between gnosticism and orthodoxy was seen to be their 

strongly dIvergent views regardlng the nature of creatIon. 

The Judeo-Chrlstian tradItIon lS based upon a particular 

understandlng of creatIon. The bibllcal tradition and 

orthodox InterpretatIon of that tradItIon malntaln two 

Important concepts regardlng the material world ln WhlCh 

humanlty lIves out its temporal existence. The fIrst is that 

the earth has been created by God and that the creatIon 

Itself lS good. In the flrst chapter of Genesis each stage 

of creation ends wIth the declaratlon: "And (,od sa \0: that It 

,,"'as good l :2..')'0 ]." At the conclusIon of the creatIon 

pro cess the whole of the created arder lS surveyed by God 

and, ln order ta emphasize the pOInt, declared ta be I1very 
• . l 

go 0 d" [ï~ J? 1.> b 1 • . 
The second concept held by Judeo-Chrlstian tradItion is 

that of "the fall". Through the willful disobedlence of the 

human part of the creatIon, a gulf IS created between God and 

the creatIon WhlCh becomes the source of evil in the world. 

It is the tension between the essentIal goodness of creati,)): 

3nd the existence of evil promulgated by "the fal1" whlch 

fo~ms the basls of the Judeo-Christlan understandlng of the 

existentlal situation of humanity. 
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The result of these two assertions is what Tillich calls 

"the victory of the idea that the world is a divine creation 

over the belief in the resisting power of an eternal 
2 

matter." The Judeo-Christian understanding of creation 
3 

"places an essentlally positive valuation on existence." 

This posItive valuatIon combined wIth the notion of the 

fall leads to the assumptIon that humankind is able to 

experience both relationship with the divine and estrangement 

from God ln the same context of earthly existence. The 

responses to divlne-human relationship and divine-human 

estrangement are acted out on the same stage of creation. 

Paul TillIch expresses this paradoxical human condItIon in 

creation when he states that "history is the sphere in which 

man determines hlmself in freedom. And hlstory, at the same 

tlme, lS the sphere in WhlCh man is determined by fate 
4 

. h' f d " agalnst IS ree omo 

The most dramatic pOInt of divergence between orthodox 

Christianlty and the gnostic movement occurs over the 

conception of the world and, in particular, the role of good 

and evil in creatIon. Where orthodoxy would posit the 

goodness of creatlon, gnostlcism reverses the concept and 

Vlews the creation of matter and the world as a malignant 

process. 

In contrast to the positIve view of creation in Judco-

Chrlstlan orthodoxy, there existed in the ancient near east 

two alternative myths of creation. The first account is a 

radlcally dualistic one which found favour in oriental 
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movements such as Zoroastrianism and Manichaeanism. Two co-

eternal powers of good and evil are posited. It is the eVll 

power which is responsible for creation. In western gnostic 

movements--movements which shaped the gnostic rebellion 

within Christianity--evil is perceived as having developed in 

an evolutionary fashion. A series of emanations from the 

divine result in the emergence of beings who, as the 

emanations multiply, become Increasingly distant from theIr 

source. There is a resulting diminutIon of good the further 
5 

the process moves from the dlvlne source. The creatIon of 

earth Itself occurs when one of the descendants of the divine 

source--the "demiurge"--becomes angered over his inability to 

bridge the gulf between himself and the realm of the divIne 

and seeks to create his own verSIon of that realm. Because 

of the anger and jealousy of the demIurge, the creation i8 

flawed. BenjaMin Walker states: 

In short, the demiurge, wishing 
to copy the endlessness of 
eternity, the limitlessness of 
infinlty, and the changelessness 
of permanence, only succeeded ln 
making a world of time and its 
larger and smaller divisions, 
space and its larger and lesser 
divIsions, and flux, making for 
change and decay. Slnce his plan 
was the offsprlng of defi~lency 
(elliepsis), his world is the 
world of kenoma or emptiness, as 
compared with the pleroma or 
fullness of the stauros and beyond. 

6 
In the gnostic movements within Christianity this 

understanding of the purp08e of creatlon results in an 

inversion of orthodox perceptIons of the nature of the world. 

The good intention of the creator becomes, ln the gnostlc 
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view, evil. As a result, the actions of those who inhabit 

the world recelve fro~ the gnostics an interpretation which 

lS diametricaIIy opposed ta that offered by Christian 

orthodoxy. Perkins comments: "The Old Testament is 

rejected. AlI its heroes from Adam to the Baptist are 

mocked. They share the folly of the boastful archon who 
7 

inspired the Old Testament." Adam's rebellion, for 

example, becomes an BCt of resistance against the tyrannical 

intentions of the creator. The law given through Moses 

becomes a restrlctlve force Intended to restrain human 

striving for divine 11ght. Hans Jonas describes thlS 

reversaI of the orthodox understandlng of the scriptural 

story ln these words: 

It is almost by exaggeratlon that 
the dlvinity of co smic arder is 
turned ln ta the opposite of divIne. 
Order and law i5 in the cosmos 
here but rlgld and inlmical arder, 
tyrannlcal and eVll law, devold of 
meaning and goodness, alien ta the 
pnrposes of man and ta his inner 
ef '!~nce, no abject for his 
communlcatlon and affirmation .... 

B 
The d~stlnction between orthodox Judeo-Christian teaching 

regarding the nature of the world and that of the gnostics is 

clear. Whereas orthodoxy holds ta a myth of essential 

goodness in the creation ItseIf, gnosticlsm views the 

intention behind creation as evil in nature. 

ii. The corrupt ~ 

This attitude toward the material world extends, for the 

gnostic, to the body. As a part of creation, the human body 
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shares creation's essential flaw--that of being the product 

of a malevolent creator. As such the body, like the world 

itself, is seen as a prison which prevents the inner self--

that part of humanity which carries a remnant of divine light 

and the potentlal for re-connection with the divine--from 

escaping eVIl and suffering. Elaine Pagels comments that 

"the gnostlc tended to mistrust the body, regarding it as the 
9 

saboteur that inevitably engaged him in suffering." The 

best that can be hoped by any human creature is that the 

body, llke the world itself, mlght be seen as alien to one's 

true being. To perceive one's essential being as that of a 

dlsembodied spIrit was the goal of the gnostic: 

For the gnostics stood close to the 
Greek phIlosophic tradition (and, for 
that matter, to Hindu and Buddhist 
tradition) that regards the human 
spirIt as residIng 'in' a body--
as if the actual person were sorne 
sort of dlsembodled beIng who uses 
the body as an instrument but does 
not identify with it. 

10 

Gnostlcs fInd themselves turning away from the rnaterlal world 

and the body itself in order to discover true being in the 

non-corporal. 

ThIs assertIon that the body cannot be more th an a shell 

unrelated to the true person results, in Christian 

gnosticism, in a re]ection of the incarnational d~mension of 

the Christ event. As one who is claimed ta be greater than 

any of the other aeons and powers separating creation from 

ultimate divinity, Christ's body cannot be seen ta possess a 
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reality beyond that of an image without substance. The 

Christian gnostics adhere to a docetic Christol ogy which 

culminates in the dramatjc picture of the "rea!" Christ 
11 

laughing whlle the archons crucify a shadow. 

iii. The response: alienation 

The relationship between the gnostic and the material 

world is characterlzed by a sense of alienatlon. The 

gnostics felt estranged from the world in which they must 

live and from the bodles which restrain the spirit. The 

image of the "sojourner" WhlCh appears in gnostic writings 

reflects this strong sense of alienation. Hans Jonas argues 

that the estrangement from the material world in gnosticism 

often found a sympathetic ear in that period--the first two 

centuries of the common era--in the ancient near east wh en 

the polltical stagnation fostered by the Roman Empire and the 

incursion of oriental religion into the west has fostered an 

atmosphere in which the real world could not sustain a sense 
12 

of meaning and order. In other words, the social and 

political milleu encouraged the image of the world as a 

hostile environment which could not possibly he the true home 

of the human splrit. In The Forbidden Gospel Burns comments 

that the understanding of alienation in gnosticism strikes a 

fami.liar chord for modern readers. He says, "Alienation is a 

key word in every analysis of our modern society ....... The 

ancient world, the world in which Christianity came upon the 
13 

scene, was seized with the same malaise." While there may 

be sorne similarity between the world of the first twc 

centuries of the common era and the twentieth century with 
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regard to a sense of malaise regarding the relationship 

between humanity and its place of habitation, the quest for 

solutions to the disease takes divergent courses. "Today the 

cause of the disease is sought in political and economic 

systems; two thousand years ago it was sought in the very 
14 

fabric of the universe." 

The gnostic understanding of the world i8 one which 

holds interest for the modern scholar both in terms of its 

similarity ta modern perceptions of the world--particuJarly 

with regard to the concept of alienation--and, in terms of 

its dissImilarity to contemporary thought--particularly with 

regard to its cosmological assumptIons. 

Iv. The rebellious human spirit ln gnosticism 

In The Gnostic Dialogue Perkins states that within this 

general interest in gnosticism there exist different 

emphases: 

Contemporary discussions of 
Gnosticism typically come at 
it from two different angles. 
The biblical scholars and Church 
historians use the tools of 
philology and hlstoricai 
crIticism to flnd the place 
of Gnostlcism within the 
broader spectrum of ancient 
leligion and church history. 
From quite a different point 
of VIew, philosophers, 
psychologists, and creatIve 
artists look at Gnosticis~ as 
a manifestation of rebellious 
human spIrit. The former 
seek to understand how the 
later orthodox consensus 
emerged out of the poly­
morphous collection of 
sectarlan options that dominate 
the earliest ChrIstian cen­
turies. The latter see the 
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Gnostic as the human spirit 
perennially able to manifesl 
its own transcendence and 
freedom when aIl the 
tradltional symbols of 
cosmic and psychic order 
break down. 

15 
The scholar, when con:erned with the relationship between 

gnosticism and the emerging "orthodox consensus", is 

primarily Interested ln the points of divergence between the 

essentially negatIve evaluatlon of the creatIon found in 

gnostlc thought and the assumption of the goodness of the 

created order which was to dominate western rellgious 

thought. When the scholar adopts PerkIns' latter posltion--

an interest in gnostlclSfTl as "a manifestatIon of rebellious 

human splrit"--the emphasls Shlfts from a theological 

understanding of the creatIon of the world to a concentratIon 

on the dynamIc of human rebéllion in the \vorld. Whereas the 

cosmologlcal constructs unùerlying the gnostic and orthodox 

theorles regarding creation often appear distant and esoteric 

to the chlldren of modernity, the desIre ta rebel against or 

escape trom the world does touch upon contemporary parallels 

ln western culture. In The Gryostic RelIgIon, Hans Jonas 

argues that the anClent gnostlc, who felt estranged from a 

hostile unlverse, and the modern nih.llst, who feels alone ln 

a universe WhlCh is indlfferent, share a disregard for nature 

and an inability to find significance in the present 
16 

moment. 

When dealing with the nature of creation in a 

dissertatIon which has as its goal a theological 

understandlng of the Vlew of the world and its inhabitants 

69 



found ln one contemporary novelist, the gn0stic understanding 

r 
1. of place does not play the role of a touchstone wlth regard 

to its negative assumptions regarding the creation of the 

world. Rather, it beeomes lmportant when one looks at the 

ways in WhlCh human characters reaet ta the place in whieh 

they find themselves. At this point the difference between 

orthodoxY--ln WhlCh humanlty is seen exercising its freedom 

ln the [orm of a destructive rebellion against the essential 

goodness of creatlon--and gnostieism--in WhlCh humanity, at 

its best, reslsts the malevolence of creatIon through 

eseape--is crltieal when assesslng the theological 

understanding of the world and human behavlour Impliclt ln 

the work of Robertson Davles. 

The theologlan, in an analysis of the \Hltlngs of 

Robertson Davies, seeks ta discover, through an examlnation 

of the ways ln WhlCh his characters react to the world, the 

theological assumptions which lnform the author's narrative. 

Do Davles' characters react ta their world--the context ln 

WhlCh they have been placed--by attempting to gaIn mélstery 

over their environment (as ln the myth of the Fall), by 

seeking a transformatIon of thelr reallty (as in the myth of 

Redemptlon), or by trpng to escape from a mundane realm 

which seems to imprlson the individual (as in the gnostic 

myth of the trapped Alien)? In ordpr to respond to thlS 

question, it lS necessary to examine the world in which 

Davies' characters are formed and, then, ta dlscover their 

response to that world. 
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B. The Vi sion of Canada in the Novels of Ra ber t son 
----Uavies 

To the Canadlan reader, Davies' world is bath exotlc and 

common-place. HIS novels are set in familiar terri tory. All 

of his novelc:; begin in twentieth century Ontario. Wlth the 

exception of The Rebel Angels, thlS Ontario context is 

expressed more particularly ln the culture of the small town. 

The dominant rellglous presence ln the early lives of the se 

small town Canadians is Protestant Chrlstlanity. In a nation 

which, untll the mld-20th century, had been predamlnantly 

rural and which, in terms of politlcal and economlC 

lnterests, had experlenced a hegemony of folk afflilated wlth 
1 7 

Protestantism. the cantexts of Davles' navels can be seen 

to be weIl wlthin the l'lalnstream of anglophone Canadian 

culture. 

DaVIes' characters, however, do not always remaln in the 

small Protestant towns lnto WhlCh they were barn. Indeed, 

most of the major protagonists of the novels move away. When 

they move, their destinatIons tend ta be places which are not 

only physically (lIstant from the vlllage environment. There 

is a dIstinct cultural dlfference as weIl. DavIes' 

characters maye ta settlngs quite forelgn to the milieu of 

the Protestant Canadlan town. The world of monasteries, 

theatrjcal companles and the Jung Instltute is a place very 

different from village life in Ontario. 

The prosaic world of the small town and the exotic 

world ta which Davies' characters travel stand in relation to 
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each other in much the same manner as two seemingly opposite 

components of a human personality. In other words, one world 

can be seen as the shadow of the other. The move~ent of his 

characters from one setting ta the other can be seen as a 

paradigm for the tenSIon which exists in bath the individual 

and the culture. In an IntervIew with Peter Newman, Davies 

speaks of the Canadian natIon in terms of the paradoxlcal 

nature of human personallty. DaVles describes the nation as 

fl torn between a very northern, rather extraordinary mystlcal 

spIrIt \,hIch it [eo:rs and ItS deSlre ta present ltself ta the 
18 

world as a Scottish banker." 

The lmage of the "ScottIsh banl<er u IS glven expressIon 

ln the public culture of tne small Ontario towns such as 

SaI tellon and Deptford. The "mystlcal spirit", feared and, 

there[ore, suppressed by the ScottIsh banker SI de of the 

Canadian persona, IS dèscovered ln those other worlds to 

which the maJor protagonists of Davles' wrlting are drawn. 

The worlds o[ the maglclans, saints and artists are not helc 

in esteem by the world of the ScottIsh banker and, yet, those 

reared ln the publ1c world of Canadlsn culture flnd ln these 

other worlds the Integration of the human personality which 

cornes when one dIscovers and accepts the suppressed shadow. 

Just as the gnostic notIon of the world is viewed both 

ln terms of the eXIstence of a restrictIve mundane realm and 

the reality of a dIvine l1ght, obscured by the malevolent 

machinations of the evil creator, ln WhlCh humanity can [ind 

release from its state of estrangement, 50 Davies' world can 
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be seen as composed of a public culture Ylhich, through its 

fear of the shadow side of Its being, obscures that other 

reality which, when discovered by the individual, brings 

release from the bllndness engendered by a one-dimensional 

vision of life. 

The comparison between the gnostic viSIon of the world 

and the world as seen in Davles' novels lS, at thlS point, 

limlted. Davies does not betray any interest ln the hIghly 

negative attItude toward the created order. The search for 

release from the restrictIve culture of the small Protestant 

town and the co~respondlng discove_y of alternate worlds 

occurs within the mundane realm. For the gnostlC, the 

alternatIve to a world which prevented one from reunlon wIth 

the dIvIne was not to be found in another manIfestatIon of 

earthly eXIstence. Rather, it lay in a non-corporeal 

progress~on, resulting from increas~ng gnosis, through the 

aeons toward the divine. If a cornparison between DavIes' 

world-vlew and that of the anClent gnostics is to be made, It 

will be at the level of tre dynamic of release from a 

restrictIve world found ln these widely diverse bodies of 

Ilteral.Ure. 

This dynamic bec ornes clearer as we examine the 

relationshlp between the world which values the image of the 

"Scottish banker" and the Vlorld attuned to an "extraordinary 

mystIcal spIrit", In the novels these worlds take on 

concrete form. The movement between them by Davies' 

characters is transformed from psychological theory into 

lived experience. 
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i. The world of the Scottish banker 

Addressing the AssociatIon for Canadlan Studies in the 

United States ln 1977, Roberston Davies spoke of Canada in 

terms of the myths whirh dominate its national psyche. He 

referrtd, first, ta the "My th of Innocence": 

There lS, for Instance, our My th of 
1 n n 0 c e n c e 0 r t-l a raI S u p e rIO rit Y ; d e e p 
ln our hearts we Canadlans cherlsh 
a notlon--you see that 1 do not calI 
It an 1dea, because an idea may be 
carefully formulated, whereas a 
notIon lS an eluslve thlng that 
takes farm from every mlnd that 
embraces It--we cherlsh a notion 
that we are a SImple folk, nourished 
on the simpler truths of Chrlstlanlty, 
ln whom certaIn rough and untutored 
instIncts of noblllty assert them­
selves. Now of course you [AmerIcans] 
are rather ln that 11ne yourselves, 
sa you WIll readlly understand 
what 1 am talkIng about. But 
you will not understand It qUlte 
as a Canadlan understands it, 
because of course such a My th of 
Innocence IS really a manIfestatIon 
of prlde, and It means Innocence ln 
comparison wlth the flawed vlrtue 

of somebody else. And for us the 
somebody else IS YOU. 

19 
This diSCUSSIon of the "My th of Innocence" ends wlth a 

reference ta another myth which, for Davles, must be held ln 

tenSIon wlth the notion of Innocence. Thls myth IS based on 

a cultural IntUItion that there eXlsts a signlficant 

difference between the "innocence" of the United States and 

that of Canada. 

74 



The world of English Canadian culture is, according to 

Davies, dependent for its identity on the notion that, 

des pit e 0 u t w a r d a pp e a r a n ces, " i n som e i m p 0 r tan t r e s p e c t sou :-

ways are not your [Amerlcan) ways, nor are our thoughts your 
20 

thoughts." ThIS assertion of the concomitant myths of 

innocence and dlfference ln a culture set against a powerful 

nelghbour echoes Ronald Sutherland's contention that "whlle 

Amerlcans and Canadlans had the Purltan ethos ln 

common .... there were signiflcant dIvergences ln emphases and 
21 

InterpretatIon." 

The Image of the ScottIsh banker which Canada would 

present to the world dlffers from correspondlng images in 

Amerlcan culture. Davles, ln hlS speech, uses a femInIne 

counterpart to the "Scottjsh banker" ln order to personlfy 

the historlcal roots of this sense of difference between the 

two cultures. He de scribes Canada as spinster naughter who 

dutifully remalns home wlth mother while her self-willed 

slster rebels against parental authority. The adventuresome 

and inde pendent sibling makes a spectacular success of 

herself, mother becomes more interested in contInental 

frlends than in her acquIescent daughter, and "the Good 
22 

Daughter Who Stayed At Home" becomes "rather a bore". 

These two imdges--the Scottlsh banker and the Good 

Daughter--reflect a SpIrIt of caution in the face of the 

Inde pendent SpIrIt of the southern nelghbour. In the context 

of Sutherland's analysls of the cultural backdrop of Canadlan 

literature, they represent a form of puritanism which pre fers 
23 

to colour life "ln greys rather than in black and white." 
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In contrast to the self-reliant individual fighting against 

conformism in social systems portrayed by American novelists 

such as Melville and Twain, the Scottish banker and the Good 

Daughter are images of the typlcal pre-1970s characters of 

Canadian fIction who, according ta Sutherland, are "self-

effacing, struggling within [themselves) to find an 

accommodation [with socIal and polltlcal systems) of sorne 
24 

sor t". 

One myth leads to another. The myth of innocence--

supported by a reJectlon of the shadow side of human 

existence--ls shared by Amerlcan and Canadian cultures. The 

fact that thlS Innocence lS percelved dIfferently in the 

wrItten expressIons of the two cultures leads ta a myth of 

dlfference. When the baSlS for the dlfference between the 

two cultures lS IdentIfied in terms of contrasting aLltudes 

wlth regard ta the posslblilty of IndivIdual freedorn over 

agalnst the confarmism of the socIal order, we are led ta the 

positlng of a myth of freedom espoused by one culture and 

held in SUspIcIon by the other. ThIS myth of freedom, WhlCh 

we shall examIne, 15, in turn, based upon a notIon of hurnan 

innocence. 

~ The American myths ~ innocence and freedorn 

The Amerlcan historian, SIdney Mead, suggests that one 

of the basIc facts of American history is that "Americans 
25 

never had time to spare." In a society which has been 

dominated by the notion of conquerable frontlers (from the 

westward migration of pioneers to the present fascinatIon 
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with space exploration) time is consumed in the business of 

"taming" the wilderness and expanding into it. 

What America has had in the deve10pment of its history, 

Mead argues, is space. For three centurIes the existence of 

vast under-populated land provided Americans with the 

opportunity ta move. If llfe ln one locality became 

unbearable, movement to another place was always an option. 

Thus the concept of freedom in American thought has always 

been llnked to space and movement. 

This orIentation toward seemingly limitless space in 

Amerlcan history had an effecl on the dominant theologlcal 

assumptions WhlCh emerged ln the culture. The earliest 

Engllsh speaklng ImmIgrants to the contInent were 

predomlnantly Protestant. As we have seen, the partIcular 

brand of Protestantism which they brought to the new world 

was marked hy the influence of Calvlnlsm. 

Two legacies from Europe--Calvinist puritanlsm and the 

rationallsm of the Enlightenment--shaped the theological 

presuppositions of the American natIon. These two pales of 

the American thealogical heritage are fi1tered through the 

hermeneutIc of a nation committed ta fll1ing space. Thus, 

Mead is able to characterize AmerIcan Protestants in the 

nineteenth century as theological pletists who "tended to 

endorse the moral and social Ideals and attitudes of the 
26 

emerging modern age." The maturing nation still possessed 

the language of Reformation Christianity; however, the 

experlence of rapid expansion in the natIon had the effect of 
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emphasizing the activist dimensions of reformed Christianity. 

Revlvalism, missions and voluntarism became the hallmarks of 

Protestant Christianity in nineteenth century North Amerlca. 

Those elements of the tradition which encouraged a 

contemplative rather than active response were neglected. 

This lS particularly true with regard to the Reformation 

understandlng of the potentlal for SIn ln every human 

aetlvlty and the tragedy Implieit ln every human attempt to 

achieve mastery over elther nature or hlstory. Douglas Hall 

ln Lighten Our Darkness describes this neglect of the 

tradltlon: 

Wlse men who knew weIl enough the 
traditions of Athens and Jerusalem, 
in their zeal for the new, llberating 
vision, neglected ta cri ticlze the 
lmage of man they championed. TheIr 
statements sound ta us exaggerated, 
naively heroic. Yet we recognize ln 
them the very stuff out of WhlCh 
this contlnent was made. Anyone 
over fort y years of age ln North 
America has heard wlthout disbellef-­
often from pulpits: 

l am the master of my fate; 
l am the captaln of my soul. 

27 
The optimism of the new land brought about by the 

experience of wilderness conquests results ln a dlminution of 

interest in the concept of human limitation found in the 

bIblical understanding of covenant. In thls evolution, what 

remains and lS strengthened lS the sense that material wealth 

and technologieal progress exist as signs of the chosen 

status of the Protestant immigrants to the new world. Dennls 

Duffy describes the nature of this evolution of understanding 

in relation ta covenant: 
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While the New England covenant had 
been between God and HIS people, 
the new one lay between the 
imperial power and its subJects. 
The descent from the sacred to 
the secular in the figuration 
of the partIes to the contract 
off ers another instance of a 
pattern of cultural dIscourse 
central to the experlence of 
the Romantlc era, but the old 
feature of the reductIon of the 
naturai enVlroment ta token 
status abides. Materlai 
development remalns an Implicit 
good, a confirmatIon of fidelity 
ta the covenant, a progress with 
no IntrInSlC limlts and prohIbItions. 

28 
As the "covenant" becomes secularlzed, It is not only 

the Ideas of human lImitatIon and dependence upon God which 

are lost, but also any notion of human inter-dependence 

within a community. The North Amerlcan's understanding of 

self orlginates in the Individualism of the post-feudal 

western world. ReInhold Nlebuhr sees the origin of this 

indlvidualism in the "Illusions which seemed plausible enough 

in the early stages of the bourgeois rebellion against 
29 

feudalism." The new commercialism, which was a critical 

factor in the rebellion, opened up new vocational 

possibilities and made possible the accumulation of wealth 

through IndivIdual enterprise. The individual1sm which 

results reaches its zenith in the most entrepreneurial of the 

western cultures--Engl1sh North AmerIca. The "liberal idea 

of a self-sufficient Individual" combines with the "bourgeois 
30 

sense of IndivIdual mastery over historical destiny" to 

form the secular basls for a "covenant" which stresses the 

material rewards implied in "chosenness" and which neglects 
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the burden of dependence upon either God or the community. 

Carl Rashke, in The Interruption ~ Eternity t 

indicates that the real1ty of conquerab1e frontier in the 

Amerlcan scene has led to an adoption of a type of realized 

eschatology in the image of the 'new Adam' 

A paramount Amerlcan myth has 
been that of the 'new Adam' 
arrlving after aIl the hardships 
and tribulations of history 
in the new Eden that was the 
unspoiled wl1derness sprawling 
from the Carolinas to the 
Roches. And there in the 
garden the American Adam wou1d 
be free to develop and express 
himself wlthout restrlction. 

31 
Raschke, in an attempt to draw a connection between ancient 

gnostlc1sm and Amer1can attltudes toward the new world c1aims 

that "the presumption of already eX1sting in the true, 

spultual kingdom rather than await1ng it with faith and 

humil1ty has marked both the Gnostic and, in a certain 
32 

measure, the American world picture." For the gnostic, a 

creation which is negative ln ItS genesis is owed no 

allegiance and can, thus, be neglected as one enters a new 

kingdom through the acquisition of spiritual knowledge. For 

the new Amer1can, the tragic dimens10n of human hlstory--

symbolized by the Fa11--can simi1ar1y be regarded as 

un1mportant since it lS located ln an oid place--Europe--and 

the new Amer1can lS no longer there. It lS unwise to draw 

this compar1son between the Gnostic and the new American too 

far. As Raschke h1mself warns, "if the Amer1can stance can 

be called 'Gnostic', it has been a vibrant t outgoing version 

of Gnost1cism. The c1assic Gnostic cowers before the flood 
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33 
of historical life and rues the concept of progress." 

While Arnerican mythology rnay uphold a notion of having 

escaped the consequences of the Fall, thls escape does not 

involve a rejecUon of the natural world. Rather, the 

natural world and its resollrces--the untamed wilderness--are 

seen as allies ln the attempt to find freedom from the tragic 

consequences of hlstery. In other words, there is a sharp 

contrast between gnostic pessimism regarding the possibillty 

for redemption 10 the created order and American optimism 

regarding the same lssue. 

This point of contrast between classical gnosticisrn and 

the American ethos can also be drawn in terrns of the 

relationship between American mythology and Chflstian 

orthodoxy. The sarne optimism which distinguishe~ the 

theologlcal perceptions of American society from those of the 

gnostlcs, also marks a point of separation between the 

anthropological assumptions of culture holding a myth of 

freedorn expressed in the primary symbols of space and 

movement and the understanding of the nature of humankind 

found in Protestant Chrlstianity. Reinhold Niebuhr reminds 

1..5 that what emerged in the new world was fi "modern 

civilization" which "was ushered ln on a wave of boundless 

social optimism ll and which reJected the Christian doctrine of 

original sin. This has led to a distorted (in relation to 

Christian orthodoxy) vislon of human nature: 

The conf1dence of modern secular 
idealism in the possibility of an 
easy resolution of the tension 
between individual and community, 
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or between classes, races and 
nations is derived from a tao 
optimistic view of human nature. 
This too generous estimate of 
human vlrtue lS intimately 
related to an erroneous estimate 
of the dimensions of the human 
stature. The conceptlon of 
human nature WhlCh underlles 
the sonal and political 
attitudes of a liberal democratic 
culture is that of an essentially 
harmless indlvidual. 

34 
The American understandlng of their context--that of a 

new world which, through the symbol of llmitless 1:lpace, gives 

humanity the opportunity to escape the tragie consequences of 

existence--differs from ooth gnostic and orthodox Chrlstlan 

conceptions of the world. The gnostic reaction ta place lS 

one of complete re]ection. The world can only be vlewed as a 

prison which prevents the human sou1 from achieving re-

unification with the dIvine. The orthodox definition of 

place IS found in the paradox between the essential goodness 

of creation and the reality of the Fall. Out of these 

differlng perceptions of place emerge three distinct notlons 

of freedom. For the gnostic freedom is found outslde the 

present world while the orthodox ChrIstIan expects the 

release from bondage ta come in the redemptlon of the world. 

The American myth of lnnocence is based on a new world in 

which human freedorn has already been realized through the 

process of human movement and conquest. 
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ir.Jmi5T'ant~ were, for the most parl, Protestant. Indeed, as 

Dennis Duffy reminds us, these first settlers carried wjth 

them not Just a Protestant heritagc but a Protestantisrn 

interpreted through the American experience: 

The first anglophone social groups 
that WE'rc not congeries of mercantile 
or JnllltéHy tranSlents came not from 
the imperial motherland, but from 
the counter-revolutlonary remnants 
of a rehelilous colony ...... The 
mythologles--that IS, not the lies, 
but the symbol1c pattern of 
meanlng--that the United EmpIre 
Loyallsts \Vould copstruct became 
the SpIrItual backhone of Upper 
Canaan, ln tIme to become the 
most po ... erful and prosperous of 
the a n g l 0 ph 0 neC a '1 a dia n dom a i n s . 

36 
The mythologies WhlCh the United EmpIre Loyalists brought 

wlth them were those shaped lly the combination of puritanism 

and the Enlightenment filtEred through a myth of freedom 

based upon movement into ne.~ space. With this common 

inheritance, any significant ciifferences between the two 

nations with regard to thelr perceptions of the world and 

human behaviour would emerge as the nations matured. On the 

one hand, the socIal dynamics and the ongoing interpretation 

of the tl1eological heritage seem to have developed in a 

similar manner in both countries. The description of 

nineteenth century Canadian Protestantism given by John Moir 

would, for example, betray no difference between the 

individualism and adherence to puritanical values of the 

Canadian and that of the American experience: 

Without exception the Protestant 
churches in Canada believed 
fervently in the nineteenth 
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century ideals of individualism 
and self-he1p, and with their 
Roman Catholic brethren shared 
a puritanlCal approach ta moral 
and social issues that has 
often been credited or blamed 
on the ever-present frontier. 

37 
George Grant argues that, in spite of a rhetodcal commitment 

ta communal v?lues on the part of the architects of the 

Canadian confederatIon, the powerful pull of the culture to 

the south combined wlth the fact that modernity had also 

expressed itself in the British empire has resulted in an 

interest in individualism and entrepreneurialism similar to 

that which has developed in the United States: 

lndeed, when one reads the speeches 
of those founders whom we celebrated 
ln 1967, one lS aware of their 
continuaI SUspiclon of the foundatlons 
of the Ameflcan republlc, and of 
their deslre to build a polltlCal 
society with a clearer and fIrmer 
doctrlne of the common good than 
that at the heart of the Ilberal 
democracy to the south ..... 
Nevertheless, having asserted these 
differences, what is far more important 
lS to repeat that the Engllsh 
emplre was a domInant source of 
modernlty. The early Canadian 
settlers may have wanted to be 
different f~om the AmerlCans 
in detall but not ln any 
substantial way which questioned 
that modernity. 

38 
Grant's argument regarding the substantial similarity 

between Canadian and American cultures found in their mutual 

adherenee to technologieal solutions to human problems is 

persuasive. Yet, the perception of difference remains. A 

unique Canadian identity continues to be named as a 

possibility in forms beyond the empty rhetoric of 
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politicians. In his ]977 speech, Davies identified the 

literature of the nation as the primary realm in which the 

question of identity is kept alive: 

People who look deeper into 
our national predicament desire 
more durable evidences of 
identity. They seek it in 
the arts. Science IS of no 
nelp bccausc sClentists, benign 
or rnalignant, refuse ta play 
the natIonal game. Music 
is a lost cause, because the tlJlle 
for national schools of music 
seems to have passee!; music 
is of international worth or 
it is nothing, and sorne of 
our contemporary music has 
won gratifylllg acceptance in 
the larger muslcal world. 
Paintlng i8 a dlfferent matter, 
and certalnly sorne of the 
paintIng done ln Canada ln the 
present century has strong 
national Inspiration and 
individuality. But it is 
ln poetry and fiction that the 
questers repose their greatest 
hopes. A Canadian literature, 
recognizable as such at home 
and abroad, is what they want. 

39 
The desire for Identity--a sense of distinction with 

regard to the powerful neighbour--remains in spite of the 

uni ver saI i Z ln g t end e n cie S 0 f the m 0 der n we ste r n wo r 1 d. \.J h .1 1 e 

such a quest experiences frustration in the face of the 

congruency of social and economlC goals in two nations 

comrnitted to the same adherence to modernity, it finds 

greater acceptance in the llterature of the nation. l t i s 

not surprising, for example, that from a Canadian point of 

view, "cultural industries" (particularly publishing) becorne 

the most sensitive battleground in free trade negotiations 

between the two nations. 
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The literature of the nation continues ta manifest an 

identifying "myth of difference" in Canadian culture. When 

the literature is examined. it becomes apparent thdt the myth 

is based upon perceived differences in degree as opposed ta 

differences in kind between the two cultures. For example, 

Dooley speaks of a greater sense of materlalism ln the 

southern c\...lture as a slgn of difference. Referring ta Hugh 

MacLennan, in this regard, he says: 

In The PrecIpice he [Hugh MacLennan] 
showshow the legacy of PUrltanism has 
produced a sense of guilt dnd fatalIsm 
in the twentleth century American; but 
the Amerlcan has succumbed to materlallsm, 
and therefore is close ta the edge of 
of a preCIpIce. Paradoxlcally the 
Canadian, who has been delayed ln hlS 
development and, there[ore, retalns 
even more of Puritanism, is less 
ready ta succumb to contemporary 
materiallsm. 

40 
Do ole y 's c 0 m men t rel ter a tes the po i n t th a t \1 hi 1 eth e t w 0 

cultures share a cammon legacy of cultural and theological 

influences, the formatlve experience of frontier and conquest 

in American experience changes the way ln which the common 

tradition is interpreted. The devolution of cavenant 

theology into an assumption about the primacy of material 

success as a sign of God's favour lS felt more strongly in 

the United States because the herrneneutic of a prosperity 

arising from control of nature, through which theological 

concepts are filtered, has greater historical veracity than 

is the case with the northern culture which has been 

dominated by a sense of physical survival and an ambivalent 
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relationship with more powerful mother and sister nations. 

c. The marks of the Scottish banker: subdued 
materlalISm~ubdues IndividualIsm and 5ubdued 

paSSIons 

Subdued materlallsm, as a mark of the difference between 

the cul tures. takes shape in the lives of the major 

protagonists of Davies' Deptford trilogy. Dunstan Ramsay, 

DavId Staunton and Magnus Elsengrlm have achieved a state of 

financial securlty ln thelr lIves. The means by which this 

security is achieved olffer. Ramsay becomes affluent through 

prudent investment of his teacher's salary, DavId Staunton 

through a legal practice and Eisengrim as a result of his 

genius as a magIcian. What 15 significant. however, is that 

flnancial success in a~.l cases remains a secondary interest 

ln their lIves. Haglography, the law and magic are valued 

intrinsicaJly ralher than fOf any monetary rewards involved. 

Wh en affluence 15 pursued as a prlmary goal, as in the case 

of Boy Staunton, It lS accompanled by a resistance ta the 

Splfltual dimenSIon of human eXIstence and a resultlng lack 

of self-knowledge. 

A counterpoint ta subdued materialism as a mark of 

difference between Canadian and American cultures is ta be 

found ln a sense of subdued indlvldualism. Ronald Sutherland 

pOInts to the issue of indivIdualism as a traditional 

distInguishing feature between American and Canadian 

literature: 

Viewing the main bodies of AmerIcan 
and Canadian literature side by side, 
then, the salient dIfferentiating 
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feature is in the attitude of the 
protagonlsts. The American is 
defiant. hurllng challenges not only 
at the system but sometimes even 
in the face of God. The pre-
1970s Canadian lS self-effacing, 
struggling wlthin himself ta flnd 
an accommodation of sorne sort. 
ThIs dlfference ln attItudes IS 
the result of the dIvergent 
devolutlons of the Purlldn ethos 
in each country, the glorIfIcation 
of Indivlduallsm and self-rellance 
on the one slde and trust in 
authority and systems on the other. 

41 
The significant phrase ln Sutherland' s analysls is "pre-1970s 

Canadian". HIS argument lS based on the assumptlon that a 

change in Canadlan self-perception can be percelved in the 

evolution of the natIonal literature in the modern perlod. 

Using Dunstan Ramsay as an example, he indicates that, in 

modern CanadIan novels, the need to accommodate oneself ta 

the social arder or ta suppress the shadow side of one's 

beIng is broken. "Protagonist Dunstan Ramsay lives a 

dIfficult life, but he does not submit to the smothering of 

his human desire ta seek deeper truths, and he flnds wIthin 

himself the imaginative capacity to avoid drab survIval or 
42 

self-destruction. " An indivIdualism, based on a refusaI Lo 

bind oneself withIn the confines of a society marked by a 

rigid puritanism, does characterize Ramsay, as weIl as the 

other major characters of Davies' novels. It is, however, an 

individualism which is not marked by a spirit of "defiance" 

or by "hurling challenges" at societal systems. Davies' 

characters do not engage in an outward rejection of the 

social order. Wh en Liesl speaks ta Ramsay regarding his 

"unlived life," she trivializes the flauntjng of social norms 
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as a response to his lack of self-understanding. "! don't 

mean you should have secret drunken weeks and a widow in a 

lacy fIat who expects you every Thursday, like sorne suburban 
43 

ruffian." Rather, she suggests thélt Ramsay understand and 

appreclate the role which he is already p1aying in the human 

drama. The raIe i5 that of "flfth business"--the equlvalent 

of the baritone in an opera who tles together the 11Ves of 

the more major characters. Ramsay's awareness of hlmself--

hlS individualism--ls found ln the reél ,tian of the role he 

plé1yS ln relation to others rélther than in a dramatlc 

reJection of the course of the drama Itself. It is thlS type 

of Indlviduallsm--marked more by internaI than 

externat change--whlch deflnes what Sutherland calls "the new 

Canadlan hero": 

there lS a marked parallel between 
Flfth Business and current tcndencles 
ln Canada. We have already noted 
the b1ossoming spuit of national 
lndependence and self-esteem, signalled 
ln llterature by the emergence of 
the new Canadian hero. There lS 

81so abroad a new spirit of inquiry, 
a deslre ta probe and ta know the 
darker aspects of the Canadian totality .44 

The subdued Indlviduallsm and subdued materialism of 

Canadlan culture find expression in Davies' image of the 

Scottish banker. The banker is concerned wlth material 

security. He differs from the entrepreneur with regard ta 

the level of caution associated with the concern. The 

difference is also noted ln the faet that the banker works 

within an established financial system. The entrepreneur, on 

the other hand, strives to be as independent as possible of 
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institutions which would restrict enterprise. Mordecai 

Richler reinforces this cultural stereotype of the American 

entrepreneur contrasted with the Canadian banker when he 

claims that "if the pr€:-World War l American boy, at the age 

of sixteen, was dreamlng of how to conquer and market the 

rest of the globe, hlS CanadIan equIvalent, at the same tlme, 

was already seek1ng a posl~lon with an unrivaled penSIon 
45 

scheme. " 

The banker IS an Image Intended to define a world 

domlnated by restraint and cautIon 1n the area of lndlVldua] 

enterprise. In his use of the image, Davies attaches a 

natlonallty ta the banker. The Scottlshness of the banker 

becomes, for Davies, an ethn1c metaphor for the subdued 

passions of the culture. 

The fact that the banker of Davies' Image is Scottlsh IS 

consistent with bath the raIe accarded ta this ethnie group 

in Davies' wrIting and a soclological analysls of the role 

played by folk of ScottIsh descent in the CanadIan story. In 

the socIal heirarchy of Davies' world, people of Scottish 

descent are prominent. T'le ideas and social mores of thlS 

national group are accorded an ascendant position in the 

culture of small Lown Engllsh Canada. In Fifth Business, 

Davies describes Deptford, the "home town" of hIS second 

trilogy, in this way: 

Our household, then, was representative 
of the better sort of lite ln the village, 
and we thought well of ourselves. Sorne 
of this good opinion arase from beIng 
Scots; my father had come from Dumfries 
as a young man, but my mother's family 
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hAd been three generations in Canada 
without having become a whit less Scots 
than when her grandp~rents left 
Invern~ss. The Scots, l belleved untll 
l was aged nt lcast twenty-flve, were 
the sfilt of the enrth, for although 
thlS was never sald ln our househola 
It was one of lhosc ~rccpted truths 
which do not ne('d to h~ lahoured. By 
far the méljOrlty of the Deptford 
people had come> to \o.'estern Ontnrlo 
from the south of England. 50 we were 
not stJrprls~d lhflt they looh.('d to us, 
the Rnmc;avs, for common sensc, prudence, 
and rlght"oplnlons on vlrtually 
evC'rythlng. 

4 () 
The pOSItIon of moréll and soc iül lead~rship accorcied to the 

Scots ln Davles' novels reflects an unoerstanding of the 

histortc role WhlCh people of ScottIsh descent havp played ln 

Canadlan SOCIety. \~. Stanford ReId comments that among the 

early ImmIgrants to BrItIsh North America the Scots, more 

than anv other ethnIc group, tended to spread out lnto every 
47 

part of the natIon. The\' were, ln other words, the least 

ghettolzed of the ImmIgrant populatIons. Thus, Hargaret 

Laurence can descrIhe a mythlcal town in Manltoha, over él 

thousand mIles from Deptford, and find a domlnant ScottIsh 

presence not unllke that descrlhed by Davles. Her character, 

Rachel Cameron, ln A Jest of God observes that, ln Manawaka, 

"'half the tawn is Scots descent and the other half is 

Ukralnlan ..... The Ukralnlans knew how to be the better graIn 

farmers, but the Scots know how ta be almightier than anyone 
48 

but Gad.'" 

The politics of the nation have been influenced 

proportionally more by the Scots than by any other ethnie 

group. In the report of the Royal Commission on Bllingualism 
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and BiculturaliGm, Richard Van Loon comments that, during the 

first four decades of this century, persons of Scottish 

descent accounted for over 25% of the membership of the House 
49 

of Commons. This represented a larger group than the 

Members of Parliarnent of elther English or French descent. 

The educational instItutions of the young nation were 

influenced by the strong priority placed on learning by the 

Scottish immigrants. W. Stanford ReId comments: 

One of the reasons for Scotland's 
development was lts unique emphasls 
upon educatIon ever Slnce the 
establIshment of the Reformed Church 
which had sough~ ta set up a 
natlonwlde parish school system .•.. 
. . The result was Scottish intellectual 
expanSIon and development which 
sometirnes produced the sceptlclsm 
of the philosopher David Hume and 
at others the plety and rel iglOUS 
vIgour of the preacher Robert 
Haldane, but laId a large part 
of the foundatlons for the development 
of English-speaklng Canadian 
education in the nineteenth 
century. 

50 
This influential ethnIe mlnorlty ~n the cultural fabrlc 

of Canada takes on a particular face when described ln the 

Ilteraturc of the natIon. The Scottish visage lS domlnated 

by an unadventurous materialism and a high degree of self-

righteousness. Mordecai RichIer speaks of the domInatIon of 

the Scots in bUSIness and politlCS uSlng this image. He 

argues that it was an unImaginative prudence on the part of 

the ScottIsh mercantile class which led ta a slgnificant 

difference between the aspirations of Canadians and 

Americans: 

Our probIem, unique in the Western 
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world, perhaps. was not an indigenous 
buccaneering capitalist class. indifferent 
ta those they exploited; yet Intrepid 
and imagInatIve natlon-bullders. 
Our problern was the Scots; the most 
inept and tlmorous capltallsts ln 
the West. Not hllllders, but vendors, 
or, at best. cirrumspect investors 
ln Insurance and trust COmp<lnIes. 

51 
In Two SolItudes this Image of the Scots--an Image 

characterIzed by cautious materlallsm and self-

righteollsness-- lS rejtcrflted ln lIugh MacLennan' s description 

of the Methuen faml] y: 

The ~Iethllens feH themselves as 
much an Integral part of Montreal 
as the mountaln around WhICh 
the Clty was buUt. They had 
been wealthy for a sufflcIent 
numher of generatlans ta 
pride themselves on never 
mahlng a dlsplay. Instead, 
they incubated thelr money. 
increasIng it by compound 
Interest and the growth of 
the Canadlan Pacific Rai1way. 
They were aIl Scotch-Canadians 
who went ta a Preshyterian 
church every SlIndfly and 
contrlbuted regularly Lo 
charlties and hospltals .... 
... . No Methuen fOllnd a 
possIble to feel 1nferlor 
to the EnglIsh 1'1 any 
respect whatever; rather 
they considered thcmselves 
an extension of the British 
Isles, more vigorous than 
the English because their 
blood was Scotch, more 
moral because they were 
Presbyterlans. Every 
branch of the famlly 
enJoyed a qUIet satIsfaction 
whenever Vls1ting Englishmen 
entered thelr homes and 
rernarked in surpnse that 
no one could possibly 
mistake them for Americans, 

52 
The ScottIsh Protestants of Canadian literature are also 
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portrayed as the exemplars of those who would repress the 

passionate side of life. Control of the passions is an 

important value embedded ln the live,s of Davies' Lharacters. 

5uch control is a legacy of the dominant social and 

theological ethos represented by the Scottish Presbyterian. 

William Westfall in an article entitled, "Order and 

Experience", uses the examp1e of the most powerful Anglican 

cleric of the 19th century, Bishop 5trachan, to illustrate 

this emphasls on the rational control of hUlT'étlJ appetite 

prevalent in the formative period of reli 6 ious development l!ï 

English Canada. Strachan, the ecclesiastical power in the 

con se r vat l V e " Fa mil Y Co m p a ct" 0 f U pp e r Ca nad a, ha d b e g u n hi s 

career as a Presbyterian mlnister. His writings bear the 

mark of this CalvInist background. With reference to one of 

Strachan's sermons, Westfa11 states: 

It is 'the purpose of creation,' 
John Strachan explalned in a sermon 
in 1825, to 'confer happIness upon 
a greater number of rational belngs.' 
Religlon, he believed, should restrain 
selfishness and the paSSIons, it 
should instruct the people in the 
benefits of livIng a rational and 
pl0US llfe--and these beneflts he 
expressed in terms of 'true happiness' 
in thlS world and ln the world to 
come. In articulating these words 
and phrases, Strachan set out in 
shorthand fashion a pattern of 
religious InterpretatIon that he 
shared not only wlth his AnglIcan 
brethren and the vast maJorlty of 
the Presbyterlan clergy but also with 
most educated people throughout the 
English-speaklng world. 
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This style of religion melded weIl with the needs of a 
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culture confronting the frontier. George Grant reminds us 

that a puritanical SUspiCIon of bodily passion could be used 

in a society which needed to control non-productive human 

desires and ,\ctIvity in order to mai.ntain its over-riding 

commltment to the conquering and tamIng of territory. 

Control of the body and an Ideological adherence to the 

technIques of mllndane conquest are comp] Imentary: 

Where the ordlnary Catholic might 
restraIn the body wlthln a corporately 
ordalned tradItIon of a Jlturgy rhythmlc 
in its changes between control and 
release, the Protestant had snl1tary 
responsibllty aIl the tIme tn Impose 
the restraInt. When one contcmplates 
the conquest of nature by technoJogy 
one must remember that the conquest 
had ta include our own bodIes. 

54 
For DavIes, a worJd-vlew dominated by the need for 

control of the lrratlonal Impulses of humanity is 

characteristic of the smal1-town Protestant culture about 

WhlCh he writes. Emotional outbursts are ta be discouraged. 

In Fifth Business the use of the phrase "reading the RIot 

Act" ln an interchange between the ScottIsh doctor, 

Mee a u s 1 and, and .\ mas a D e m pst e r, the Ba p t i s t par s 0 Il , 

exemplifies the high stock placed on ernotional cortrol: 

He l Dempster] labollred these themes 
with as much eloquence as he could 
summan, until Dr. McCausland was 
compelled ta read the RIot Act to 
hIm, in such terms as a tight-llpped 
Presbyterlan uses when reading the 
RIot Act ta an emotional BaptIst. 
This term--'readIng the Riot Act'-­
was my mother's; she had thoroughly 
approved of the dactor's performance, 
for she had the real Scots 
s9tisfactlon ln hearIng somebady 
JustIfiably scolded and set to 
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rights. 
55 

Expression of feeling is suppressed in characters such as 

Hector Mackelwraith, in Leaven of Malice, who pn1claims, "1 

will submit to anything rather than make a dis play of my 
56 

feelings" and ln Magnus Elsengrim who, ln World.<2.!. Wonll~, 

manifests a cool detachment with regard ta the subJ~ct of the 

mother he has not seen since the age of ten. 

In The Manticore, David Staunton describes a visual 

remlnder of the Canadlan attitude toward human passion 

revealed in the Canadlan Royal Arms in which the Lion and the 

Unicorn: 

are shawn wi thout thel ~ prlvy parts •. 
.... 1 have sat ln cauri: and looked 
at those pltifully deprived 2.1limals 
and thought how they exemplified our 
attItude toward Justice. Everything 
that spoke ai passlon--and when you talk 
of passion you talk of morality in 
one way or another--was ruled out of 
order or dlsguised as something else. 

57 
The lack of passion promoted by the cultural milleu of 

Davies' characters is expressed in every aspect of life from 

familial relatlons to the Justice system. Staunton's comment 

about the Royal Arms points to one of the most sensltive 

representations of this dlspassionate ethos. The missing 

parts on the Ll0n and the Uni corn represent an asexuality 

WhlCh permeates the lives of Davies' characters. 

Sexual activity does not play a significant role in the 

lives of many of Davles' characters. Ramsay disposes of aIl 

but one of the casual sexual encounters of his life, prior to 

his "liberating" experience with Liesl, in one off-hand 
58 

remark in his memoi~s. The one affair receiving greater 
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attention--that with the English nurse, Diana Marfleet--is 

short lived due ta the Oedipal nature of the relationship. 

The sexual lnitiation which occurs with Diana does not carry 

as much lasting significance as the name =hange which occurs 
59 

just before they part. David Scaunton, in The Manticore, 

admIts ta only one sexual encounter--a scene manufactured by 

a crass father wishing to initiate his teenage son--1n his 

account of his life during his analysis with Jo von Haller. 

The characters who do engage in frequent sexual activity 

do sa as a symptom of leading a non-reflective life, as in 

the case of Boy Staunton, or as the acting out of physical 

urges consciously divorced from any sense of moral value, as 

in the case of John Parlabane in The Rebel Angels. DavIes' 

characters are marked by a sexual represslon which expresses 

ltself in either a neglect of the physical cimension of llfe 

or a promlscuity which expresses an unIntegraced persona. 

Repression of the sensual is also reflected in attItudes 

toward physical appearance in Davies' version of Canadian 

culture. Physical beauty is seen ta be a trivial matter. 

Physical features which connote a sense of vulnerability to 

the joy and paln of human existence are viewed with disfavour 

in the society represented by Deptford. In his description 

of Mrs. Dempster, Davies speaks of the "uncommonl! quality of 

her physlcal appearance and of its effect on the community: 

Mrs. Dempster was not pretty-­
\oie understood prettIlless and 
guarderlly admitted It as a 
pleasant, If needless, thlng in 
a woman--but she had a gentleness 
of expression and a dellcacy of 
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colour that was uncommon. My 
mother, who had strong features 
and stood for no nonRense from 
her haïr, said that Mrs. Dempster 
had a face like a pan of milk. 
Mrs. Dp~~ster was small and slight, 
and ~ven the clothes approved 
for ~ ~r8acher's wife did not 
con~eal the fact that she had a 
girlish figure and a light step. 
When she was pregnant there was 
a bloom about her that seemed out 
of keeping wlth the seriousness 
of her state: lt was not at aIl 
the proper tr.ing for a pregnant 
woman ta smile so much, and the 
least she could have done was to 
take a stronger line with those 
waving tendrils of halr that 
seemed sa often to be escaplng 
from a properly severe arrangement. 
She was a ni ce llttle thlng but 
was that soft voice ever gOlng ta 
dorninate a difficult meeting of 
the Ladies' Aid? And why did she 
laugh sa much when nobody else 
couJd see anything to laugh at? 

60 
This attitude toward physical appearance is consistent with 

the cultural expectations expressed by other Canadian 

writers. In Two Solitudes, Hugh MacLennan's Methuen family 

prides itself on a lack of frlvolous beauty in its women: 

Methuen women never ran ta beauty 
because tao much in the way of 
looks in a woman was distrusted 
by the family. They were expected 
ta be irreproachable wives and 
solid mothers of future Methuens, 
not females who might stlmulate 
those pleasures the men of the 
family believed had caused the 
ruination of the Babylonians, 
Greeks, Romans, French, Italians, 
Spanish, Portuguese, Austrlans, 
Russlans and varlOUS other minor 
races of the world. 

61 
Margaret Laurence's Hagar Shipley, conscious of the cultural 

demand that physical appearance must be subdued, carefully 
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chooses a "muted and suitable" gray flowered dress for the 

occasion of a visit from the minister. The dress must 
62 

contain "nothing to Jar God's little man". 

Suspicion of physical beauty extends ta every part of 

life in the small Protestant town. In Deptford there is, 

what Ramsay calls, a conspicuous lack of an aesthetic sense 

because "we were aIl too much the descendents of hard-bitten 

pioneers ta wish for or encourage any such thing, and we gave 

hard names ta qualitles that, in a more sophisticated 
63 

soc iety, might have had val ue." This aesthetic poverty in 

Canadian culture is revealed in Davies' early dramas which, 

accordlng to Morley, have a recurring theme of "the state of 
64 

cultural malnutrition which prevails in his land." 

The architecture of the land reveals this resistance ta 

imagination in the realm of human creation. In World of 

Wonders, Eisengrim is struck by the fact that many of the 

theatres ln the small Canadian towns seem to have been built 

with big ideas "and then abandoned before the y were 
65 

equipped." This description is reminiscent of a commentary 

on Canadian architecture found ln Leaven of Malice: 

Now the pecullar quality of this 
plcturesqueness does not lie in a 
superfIcial resemblance ta the 
old world; It is, rather, a compound 
of colonlallsm, romantlclsm and 
sturdy defiance of taste; It is 
a fascinating and distinguished 
ugliness which lS best observed 
ln the light of Canadlan November 
and December afternoons ..... This 
is the architecture of a Northern 
people, upon which the comfort of 
England and the luxury of the 
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United States have fallen short 
of their full effect.66 

Passion is ruled out in every aspect of life including 

religion. In Fifth BusIness Dunstan Ramsay differentiates 

between his growing intellectual interest in religion and the 

possibillty of "becomlng religious". He makes the point that 

"the Presbyterianism of my chi1dhood effectively J.nsulated me 
67 

against any enthuslastic abandonment to faith. fi In A 

Mixture of Frailties, Davies parodies the non-rational 

excesses of a Christian sect which is placed clearly outsidc 

the mainstre8m of Protestantism in Canadian culture. Monica 

Gall bplongs to a sect, The Thirteeners, founded by a 

salesman who had been inf1uenced by Henry Ford's comment that 

history was bunk: 

History was indeed bunk; the 
seeming division of history 
lnto years and eras was an 
illusIon; the whole world of 
the senses was an illusion, 
obviously created by the 
Devil ..... Christ, Moses, 
Jeremiah--they were aIl right 
here, living and breathing 
beside us, if we could Just 
"make contact". 

68 
In a culture suspicious of passion, the Scottish 

Protestants, according to Davies, become the self-appointed 

arbiters of propriety. In Deptford, the Scottish 

Presbyterians consider themselves to the mode]s of moral 

rectitude and self-control for the rest of the community. In 

an earlier novel, Tempest Tost, Hector Mackliwraith, the son 

of a Presbyterian minister, ftels both the status and the 

responsibility of his relationship to the clergy elite of the 
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sma1l town of Salterton. As a son of the manse, "he was 

expected to be an example not on1y ta aIl Presbyterian boys 
69 

in the district but a reproach to boys of lesser faiths." 

When he is punished by strapping in the local school, his 

fall from grace is far greater than would have been the case 

for one not sa directly related ta what Davies calls the 

"Sanhedrin"--the clergy of the small community: 

But both the principal and Hector 
knew what was happening; a 
reputation was falling ta ruin; 
Hector Mackilwraith, a preacher's 
son, was Gettlng the Strap, and 
the shadow of corporal punishment 
had fallen across a pulplt. In 
such a community as that, the 
preachers formed a Sanhedrin, 
and as they were severe towards 
others, they were harshly 
Judged when disgrace touched them. 

70 
Binding aIl of these strands together 1S the dynamic of 

guilt. A comment in World ~ Wonders regarding Eisengrim's 

background is representative of the burden carrled by DavIes' 

protagonists. As one "brought up in a strict, unrelenting 

form of puritanism," Eisengrim finds that many years after 

his escape from Deptford, "he still blames himself whenever 
71 

he can." In the aftermath of the snowball incident in Fifth 

Business, Ramsay speaks of the power of guilt when he 

comments that he was "alone wlth my guilt, and it tortured 

me. 1 was a Presbyterian child and l knew a good dea! about 
72 

damnation." The Protestant protagonists of DavIes' novels 

express an awareness of the raIe played by guilt in 

exercising control over the emergence of the emotive side of 

life. In Liesel's encounters wlth Ramsay she must counter 
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his guilt-driven need to make himself responsible for other 
73 

people's troubles. 

ii. The reslstance 2! the northern mystic 

In the shadow of the Scottish banker, in Davies' 

assessment of Canadian identity, lies the image of the 

northern mystic. It is the mystic who challenges the subdued 

materlalism and emotional inhibitions of the banker. In 

Fifth Business Dunstan Ramsay offers this description of the 

contrast between Boy Staunton and himself: "the reallty of 

life [for Boy] lay in external things, whereas for me the 
74 

only reality was of the spirit". Boy's life has been 

drlven by the acquisition of worldly success and an 

accompanying dlsinterest in the inner life. When Ramsay 

suggests to Staunton, '''l'm simply trying ta recover 
7S 

something of the totality of your lIfe, '" he i s 

articulating the dichotomy between an external world in which 

there lS active engagement and an internaI world which has 

suffered neglect. For Davies, Staunton represents the 

Scottish banker--albeit, an adventuresome version of that 

image--sIde of the Canadian personality which requIres the 

presence of the northern mystic in arder ta live an 

integrated llfe. Ramsay, on the other hand, represents the 

resistance in the culture to the banker. His life betrays an 

early rejection of the practical dimension of living in 

favour of a graduaI dlscovery of non-material reality. Early 

in the novel Ramsay comments: "The Scottish practicaljty 

that l had imitated from my parents was not really in grain 
76 

with me; l cared tao little for difficulties." Thus, magic 
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and hagiography become the focal points of RamsaY'3 life. 

Ramsay, however, does not neglect entirely the pursuit of 

material prosperity. With Staunton's help, he actually 

amasses a small fortune through prudent investments. Davies 

does not make Ramsay a caricature of the transformed mystic 

who bears no resemblance to the culture which nurtured him. 

Commenting on his modest prosperity, Ramsay says, "1 make no 

apology for benefiting from the advIce of a man 1 sneered at 

in my mind; l was too much a Scot ta let a dollar get away 
77 

from me if It came into my clutch." Ramsay does not 
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abandon the culture of the Scottish bankerj rather he is able 

to discover another dimension of himself which, neglected in 

his upbringing, becomes primary in his life and provides a 

balance to the restralned practicality of hlS background. 

Nancy Bjerring in her article, "Deep in the Old Man's 

Puzzle" argues that Ramsay' s new wor1d--the mystIcal side of 

hlS being--represents a possibility which stands as an 

entIcement to a whole culture reared with a strong emphasls 

on practicality: 

And we realize that Davies means 
that aIl Canadians who have grown 
up in a stolid, practica1 atmosphere 
crave a knowledge of the marvellous. 
and that this cravIng for the 
marvellou8 18 really a cravIng 
for self-knowledge--for the 
knowledge of somethlng which has 
been repressed but manIfests 
itself in a fasCInation with 
the mystical. 

78 
Davies gives this fascination with the mystical a 

geographical focus. Just as the Scottish banker side of the 
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Canadian persona is to be found in the sma11 town life of 

Salterton and Deptford, 50, the realm of the mystic is ta be 

found in the urbanity and sophistication of the old world--

Europe. As a young boy, Dunstan Ramsay 1S aware of the 

difference which exists between rural Ontario and Europe. 

When the Baptist parson lashes out at Ramsay for showlng card 

tricks to his young son, Ramsay's response contrasts a 

romantic vision of Paris with the mundane reality of 

Deptford: 

AlI that dim but glittering 
visIon l had formed of Paris, 
with Robert HoudIn doing marvels 
to dellght grand people, had 
been dragged down by this 
Deptford parson, who know 
nothing of such things and just 
hated whatever did not belong 
to life at the $550-a-year 
level. l wanted a better 
life than that. But l had 
been worsted by moral bullying, 
by Dempster's convictIon that 
he was right and l was wrong, 
and that gave hlm an authority 
over me based on feeling rather 
than reason: it was my first 
encounter with the emotional 
power of popular morality. 

79 
In The Manticore, David Staunton is drawn to the Jung 

Institute for what he calls two negative reasons. "The 

Jungians had two negative recommendations: the Freudians 
80 

hated them, and ZurIch was a long way from Toronto." This 

pattern is repeated in A Mixture of FraIlties in which the 

liberation of MonIca Gall's repressed passion i8 coincidental 

with her move from Salterton to London. 

The vocabulary employed by Davies' characters indicates 

the attractIve possibility of a mystic spirit to be found in 
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places other than the small Canadian town. John Lennox in 

his description of the use of language by Davies' 

protagonists claims: 

Impllcltly or explicitly, the 
vocabulary, idiom and tone of the 
Deptford narrators claim 
lnternatlonal cltizenship rather 
than any speclfic patriotism. 
As a consequence, thelr stories 
are lnflected and deflected out 
of Canada ta a country 'where 
big spirltual ad ventures are 
po s s i b 1 e . ' " 

81 
The wise men and women of Davies' narrative who are able to 

discover the numinous in spite of their prosaic backgrounds 

speak in a voice which stands in sharp contrast to the casual 

conversational tones of mainstream Canadian culture. Clara 

Thomas comments: 

The Dorndaniel voice [in A 
Mixture of Fralltles] is­
a famillar one in aIl of 
Davies' writing and some­
times preJudlclal, in its 
set didactlc passages, ta the 
flow of his narrative. It 
is close to the VOlce of 
Samuel Marchbanks, though 
Marchbanks often has a 
self-consclously comle 
tone; it is the VOlee of 
the author himself in 
A VOlee ln the Attie; 
it is echOe~n the Deptford 
trilogy by Father Blazon 
and, sometlmes, by the voice 
of Dunstan Ramsay hlmself. 
It is an elghteenth eentury 
voice of reason and balance, 
certain of lts moral and 
ethical standards but 
broadly and humanely aware 
of the complexitles lnvolved 
in translating them into 
Ilfe and action. 

82 
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Davies' characters discover the hidden rnysticism of 

their personalities in physical movement away from a context 

which is, from Davies' perspective, too much the one-sided 

world of the Scottish banker to allow such discoveries. This 

phenomenon of the necessity of movement distinguishes him 

from other English Canadian writers who, while recognizing 

the repressive puritanism of their culture, maintain the 

possibilty of alternative vIsions emerging without the 

necessity of movement ta other societies. Margaret 

Laurence's tenacious women, for example, discover intimations 

of grace and freedom from repression where they live. The 

mystical dimension of life can be found, for W. O. Mitchell, 

in the landscape which surrounds the Protestant prairie town: 

WeIl, the prairIe does create 
mystics ....• You walked out 
onto the praIrie, onto great 
areas of still-untllled land, 
with the prairle wool stuff, 
and l guess that makes mystIcs, 
people who, wlthout being aware 
of it, in sorne strange way 
are in tune with wlnd and 
grass and sky. 

83 
Davies' characters do not experience new possibilities by 

remaining where they are. Restricted vision is 50 power fuI 

in the formative communltles of DavIes' people that physical 

movement to another place where "spiritual adventures are 

possible" is essential. Ramsay, Staunton, Eisengrim, Gall, 

Cornlsh and Parlabane must aIl travel away from the small 

Canadian environment ta another place in order to seek 

wholeness. 
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but a1so the same destination--Europe. Europe is an 

appropriate place in which to discover the hidden mysticism 

of the Canadian because it is not a completely a1ien land. 

Europe, in fact, represents a memory of the world prior ta 

the emergence of the age of progress and the new world. In 

Technology and Empire, George Grant expresses this notion: 

By touching Europe l do not 
mean as a fascinating museum 
or a place of diversion, but 
to have felt the remnants of a 
Christlanlty which was more 
than slmply the legitlmizlng of 
progress and which stIll held 
in itself the fruits of 
contemplatlon .... But the 
remnants of such a Europe 
were only one removed from 
what was one's own. It was 
the seedbed out of which 
the attenuated Christianlty 
of our secularised Calvinlsm 
had come. 

84 
Europe stands as a reminder that, for DavIes, the mysticlsm 

found in the Canadian ethos lS rooted ln the past rather than 

in nature. 

C. ReactIon ta the World ln Gnosticism and the Novels of 
Robertson DaVies: The Dynamic of ESëap;-

The distance between the perception of the world found 

in gnostic literature and that found in Davies' novels 1S 

obvious. The radical dualism of the gnostic cosmology does 

not a1low for a tension between good and evil within the 

mundane realm. There are no redeeming features in the 

gnostic picture of creation. 

The Canadian context, out of which Davies writes, is not 

portrayed as a valueless environment. His characters do 
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receive something of worth from their culture. Deptford may 

lack an aesthetic sense and it may encourage a cautious 

approach ta life, but it a1so has "much to show of virtue, 
85 

dignity, and even of nobility." 

Nonetheless, the smal1 town birthplaces of Davies' 

characters are not sufficient in themselves as a setting for 

an existence characterized by self-knowledge. Recognizing 

both sides of the Canadlan personality--the Scottish banker 

and the northern mystic--requires a ]ourney. That which 

obscures the mystical in the culture must be escaped. 

Another place is needed to balance the place of one's birth. 

It is in the dynamic of escape that the affinity between 

Davies' novels and the gnostic spirit becomes apparent. The 

gnostic must escape the captivity of ;arthly existence in 

arder ta dlscover his or her true self. The protagonist of 

Davies' novels ~ust escape the repression of small town 

puritanism in arder to discover those dimensions of one's 

being which will enable life to be possessed "as a whole--the 
86 

bad with the good." 

While the understanding of the world may be very 

dlfferent for the character in Davies' novel, he or she does 

share the gnostlc urge to free oneself from an unsatisfactory 

environment for the sake of something better. The need ta 

escape is a shared rea1ity for both Davies and the ancient 

gnostic. 

, 
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IV. The WaL ~ Escape--Gnosis 

~ !he Concept ~ Gnosis in Gnostic Literature 

A negative valuation of the existing order--whether that 

arder is perceived to be the whole of creation as in 

gnosticlsm or the repressive small town culture found in the 

novels of Robertson Davies--leads ta the desire to escape. 

The notion of the earth resulting from a creative act born 

out of ignorance and vanlty and the corresponding sense of 

alienation felt by the creatures of the earth are marks of 

the gnostic spirit. The vision of return to the true God 

prompted by the existence of the divine spark within the 

alienated creature represents another mark of the gnostic 

spirit. These two marks--a perception of creation as evil 

and a vision of a true home beyond the realm of creation--can 

be identified as opposite poles in the geography of 

gnosticlsm. Movement from one pole ta the other is bath 

possible and deslrable. A way can be found for the homeless 

creature to move from the sojourn on an earth which is not 

home to the ultimate spirItual plane in which reunion with 

the source of the di vine and true home are to be found. In 

"The Exegesls on the Soul". an anonymous tractate which has 

been dated as early as 200 C. E .• the soul is cast in a 

feminine form which has her origin as an androgynous virgin 

dwelllng alone with the Farher. Her fall is characterized by 

embodiment on earth and serJuction into a life of 

prostitution. In the midst of carnaI captivity on earth, the 

s ouI i s remin ded of h er h ea venl y origiij. Thi s is f ollowed by 

{ a casting off of the false earthly home and a return to the 
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true home of heaven: 

Now its is fitting that the soul 
regenerate herself and become 
again as she formerly was. The 
soul then moves of her own accord. 
And she received the dIvine nature 
from the Father for her re]UVenatlon, 
sa that she might be restored to 
the place where originally she had 
been. ThIs is the resurrection 
that is from the dead. This lS 

the ransom from captivity. This 
is the upward Journey of ascent to 
heaven. 

1 
This uI-ward movement occurs as a result of the resources of 

the inner self--the soul. The energy which propels the 

movement of the soul is gnosls. 

An earth horn out of ignorance can only be challenged 

and ultimately abnnooned through the employment of 

ignorance's opposite--gnoE~. Gnc.sis is the modus operandi 

by which the alienated creature can make the transition from 

the homeless state of existence on earth to the homecoming to 

be found in union with the divine. Gnosis is the vehicle 

which propels the human creature on his/her long journey of 

the spirit. 

The uniqueness of this pivotaI concept of gnosis found 

in the gnostic literature of the ancient world can be 

observed when it is examined in contrast to the evolution of 

the Judeo-Christian understanding of knowledge. 

i. Gnosis in the Judeo-Christian scriptures 

In the Hebrew scriptures the ward which most closely 

corresponds to anosls is ~ [~j~ ]. Yada is a 

term which is characterized by an active, concrete 
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relationship. It has a dynamic rather than a contemplative 

emphasis. In his study, Gnosis, Rudolf Bultmann comments: 

"When knowledge [in the Old Testament] is referred to in a 

special sense, it means knowledge of God, not as existing for 

ever, but a ma king a demand, whether through commandments or 
2 

through mighty aets ••• Il 

Knowledge is given in the midst of divine activity. God' s 

acts of justice in human history make human knowledge of God 

possible. Human acts of obedience are the sign that sueh 

knowledge has been recelved. The Dictionary of Hebrew 

emphasizes this active, relational quality of yada when it 

contrasts knowledge and ignorance of God: 

"Ta know Yahweh" refers to a practical, 
religio-ethical relationship. Yahweh 
will dellver (pIt; plel) and protect 
(sgh; piel) those who know (yd!) his 
name and cleave (hsq) to him (Ps. 91: 14) 
•.... AlI who are upright of heart 
(yisre-1eb) know hlm (Ps. 36: 11 [IO}) 
•...• "Not ta know Yahweh" appears ln 
combinatlon wlth paraI leI verbs as a 
way of ex pressing apostasy and religio-
ethlcal decline. Those who do not 
know Yahweh "s1n" (hata) agalnst him 
Cl S. 2: 25), they are "ungodly" (awal) 
(Job 18: 21), they "swear, lie, kill, 
steal, and commit adultery" (Hos. 4: If.), 
they are treacherous adulterers (Jer 9: l [2]), 
they "d8celve" (v. 2 [3]) and "slander" 
(v. 3 [4]). Whole series of Slns stand 
in parallel wlth la yd 

3 
The use of ~ in the Hebrew scriptures assumes an integral 

relationship between morality and knowledge. "Doing" is the 

verbal prerequisite for knowledge. 

In Hellenic thought the essential verbal form is 

"seeing" . As Bul tmann points out in his study of the concept 

of knowledge: "Ultimate truth for the Greeks means the 
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reality which underlies aIl appearances, and this determines 
4 

the nature of knowledge of the truth." If knowledge, for 

the Hebrews, is to be found in divine activity and human 

response, for the Greeks, It ls in the discovery of the forms 

and principles WhlCh shape that which we perceive wIth our 

senses. The forms transcend the mundane. They are not, 

however, as radically distinct from their earthly 

counterparts as ls the case in gnastic dualism. The 

transitory counterparts of the eternal forms are Dot cast in 

a negative light. Kurt Rudolph comments: 

It [the philosophically oriented 
dualism of Plata] knaws the two 
levels of eXIstence: the spHitually 
eternal ideas and their transitory 
material (spatial) caunterparts, 
which form the cosmos; the latter 
do Indeed slgnlfy a Joss of being, 
but nevertheless belong ta the 
good part of creatIon .... 

5 
In the New Testament, numerous references can be cited 

which indlcate a contlnuity with the Hebrew bias toward th€' 

essential relationship between knowledge and moral activlty. 

The New Testament verSIon of this connection can be seen in 

passages such as Paul's letter ta the PhillPpians in which 

the apostle wrltes: "r pray that your love wIll keep on 

growing more and more, together with true knowledge and 

perfect judgement, sa that you WIll be able ta choose what lS 

6 
best." Knowledge is dependent on the moral commélnd of a God 

who articulates divine will in the midst of human hjstnry. 

"But it was the Law that made me know what SIn s. If the 

Law had not said, 'Do not deslre what belongs ta someone 
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else,' l would not have known such a desire." In contrast 

to the correlation between knowledge and moral activity 

revealed in these passages, there are other references in the 

Christian script ures which would seem to lean toward a more 

speculative notion of knowledge. In Paul 's discussion of the 

issue of food offered to idols (1 Corinthians 8) the contrast 

made between those who, through weakness of conscience, 

believe that food can belong ta an idol and those "who have 
8 

so-called 'knowledge'" does seem ta imply that, for Paul, 

there are those whose knowledge of the reality ("one Gad") 

behind appearance (food sacrificed to idols) puts them into a 

category which has moved away from a Hebraic identification 

of knowledge with law toward a more Hellenic understanding. 

It is lmportant, however, ta make the point that while Paul' s 

understanding of knowledge does bear the influence of 

Hellenized Judaism, it remains distinct from the perception 

of knowledge found in gnostic literature. In this regard, 

Matthew Black comments, "1 am, in any case. convinced that 

virtually everything in l Corinthians thought ta represent a 

'gnostic way of thinking' Cdn be explained on the basis of 

Hellenistic Jewish speculative wisdom su ch as that 
9 

encountered in Philo." The distance between Paul's Hellenic 

Judaism and gnostic speculation can be observed in the fact 

that the theological argument encountered in Paul 's letters 

often finds itself focused on gnostic opposition to his 

ministry. Bultmann itemizes the points of tension between 

Paul and the gnostics: 
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His [Paul'sJ enemies are provcd 
to have been Gnostics by the 
way in WhlCh they strove after 
speculative wisdom (1 Cor 1: 17ff.), 
boosting of their gnoS1S and of 
the authorlty WhlCh it gave them 
in matters of persona] behavlour 
(1 Cor 6: 12 ff.; 8:1ff.); and 
to proofs drawn from the spIritual 
sphere (2 Cor. 10 - 13) may be added 
a certaIn tendency toward asccticism 
(1 Cor 7), and the denial of a 
bodily resurrection (1 Cor 15). 
In his opposition to them Paul 
held fast to the special quality 
of genuine Christlan knowledge, 
but at the same time appropriAted 
to a certaln degree Gnostlc terms 
and ways of presentlng problems. 

10 
The fact that those ln the community with gnostic tendencies 

are perceived to be among the primary opponents of Paul' s 

teaching relnforces the notion that while Paul 's definition 

of knowledge does bear the marks of a Judalsm lnfluencc>d by 

Hel1enlsm, it remains distlnct from the perception of 

knowledge found in early gnostic literature. 

The issue of the Bibllcal understandlOg of knowledge 

also arises in relatIon ta the Gospel of John. The gospel 

places a strong emphasis on the epistemologieal gulf betwecn 

humanity and God. Unmediated knowledge of Gad on the part of 

humankind does not exist. Jesus, the one who does know the 

Father, speaks of the reality of "not knowing" among the 

people: 

As Jesus taught in the Temple, 
he said ln a loud voiee, 'Do 
you really know me and know 
where l am from? l have not 
come on my own authority. He 
who sent me, however, lS truthful. 
You do not know him, but J 
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know him, because 1 come from 
him and he sent me. 

Il 
Jesus' mission is ta make the unknown God known. "No one has 

ever seen God. The only Son, who is the same as Gad and is 
12 

at the Father' s side, he has made him known." The Gospel's 

proclamation of Jesus as the one who mediates knowledge of 

God has led Rudolf Bultmann to specula te about the possible 

influence of a gnostic redeemer myth on the writing of the 

Gospel. The redeemer myth posi ts the concept of the Son of 

God appearing in corporeal form in order to liberate the 

fragments of light imprisoned in human bodies and to return 

them to thelr heavenly home. John's gospel which speaks of 

Jesus as the pre-existent Word whose life brings light to 

humankind seems, according to Bul tmann, to re flect the 

influence of the redeemer mythe The ambiguity regarding the 

nature of pre-Christian gnosticism makes Bu1tmann's thesis 
13 

difficu1t to prove. The connection between gnosis in the 

Gospel of John and in gnostic literature is not dependent, 

however, on the credibility of an influence of one literature 

upon the other. Frederik Wisse maintains that the issue is 

not whether or not the gnostic redeemer myth influenced 

John' s Christology. Rather, given the heterodox nature of 

ancient gnostic thought, the concern should be around the 

ways in which the gospel reflects a gnostic spirit: 

The question should be whether 
the Gospel of John stands in the 
uncontro11ed speculatIve tradition 
of Gnostic literature and whether 
is shares in sorne way the Gnostic's 
pessimistic wor1d view and e1itist 
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self-understanding. l think 
the answer is affirmative. 

14 
Wisse's statement reflects the dlffieulty of making fi c1eélr 

distinctlon between the literature which found itR way into 

the Christian canon and that literature idenllfH'o as 

gnostic. \oJhile specifie differenees may be ohviollS in ar('(lS 

sueh as the interpretation or allegorizé1tlon of lIenre ..... myths. 
the general mood of the two 1 iteratures can bear marks of 

siml1arity. This eommon spirit can be attributed lo th0 inet 

that the Gospel of John, like the letters of PélU], cm('rgC's 

from a period in which a stong HelJenistic influence wns 
1') 

being felt in the Judaism of the tIme. The gnostic wrltt'r!-. 

reflect the same background. George McRae stresses the 

importance of recognizing the eommon ancestry of bolh 

biblieal literature and gnostle writings: 

For my part, l belleve that 
Gnosticism arose as a revolutionnry 
reaction ln Hellenized Jewish 
wisdom and apocalyptlc eircles. 
It became a rival of Christianlty 
not only in the second century 
when the ecclesiastical wrlters 
su eh as Justin And Irenaeus 
identified Gnostic leaders and 
sects, but from the very 
beginnings of Chrlst1an 
reflection on the significance 
and message of Jesus. What 
made the rivalry more acutC' 
--and paradoxically the more 
influential ln shaping the 
formulations of some eArly 
Christlans--was the natural 
afflnity arislng from a certain 
common parentage. The 
Gnosticism of the Nag 
Hammadl documents lS not 
a ChristIan heresy but, 
if anything, a Jewl sh 
heresy, Just as pr1mltive 
Chrlstianity Itself should 
be regarded as A Jewlsh 
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heresy or set of Jewlsh 
heresies. 

16 
The evolution of the Biblica1 understanding of knowledge is 

characterized by a tension between the concrete, relational 

and ethically based word, yada, in the Hebrew scriptures and 

the more speculative and esoteric concept of gnosis. At the 

time of the writing of those letters and gospels which wou1d 

bec orne a part of the New Testament canon and the gnostlc 

texts, this tension was pervasive. As McRae argues, 

Hellenized Judalsm--characterized by the tension between ~ 

and gnosis--formed the common parentage for two bodies of 

literature which were ta be later characterized by the Church 

fathers as antithetical. The distinction between orthodox 

Chr~stianIty and gnostlcism with regard to the defjnition of 

gnos~s is most appropr~ately seen as a difference in degree 

rather than kInd. G. C. Stead argues, for example, 

that "the fragments of Valentinus, taken by themselves, would 

give us no ground for supposing anything but a Platonizing 

biblical theologlan of sorne originality, whose work hardly 

strayed bey and the still undefined limits of Christian 
17 

orthodoxy." 

ii. The dIstinctive character of the gnostic 
---understandlng ~ gnosis 

Just when one becomes comfortable with the notion that the 

gnostic spirit was so generalized in the first and second 

century world of the near east that any distinction between 

the understanding of knowledge found the Christian canon and 

that found in gnostic texts must be seen in terms of nuance 

rather than dramatic divergence, one is reminded that, at the 
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level of function, a dichotomy between the two lilcratures is 

real. It 1s the purpose more than the content of gno~ds 

which betrays the difference between orthodox Chrlstianlty 

and ancient gnosticlsm. In the Chrlstlan scriptures the 

ethical dImension of knowledge is not lost. Knowled~c of A 

God who is righteous leads to right behaviour in the 

recipient: 

We ask God to hll you wlth the 
knowledge of his w111, with aIl 
the wlsdom and understandlng 
that his Spirlt gives. Then 
you w:il1 be able ta live as the 
Lord wants and wIll a1ways do 
what pleases hlm. Your lives 
will produce aIl klnds of 
good deeds, and you will grow 
in l'our knowledge of God. 

18 
This IdentifIcation of ethical behaviour as one of the fruits 

of knowledge is reiterated ln other scrjptural texts. In hlS 

commentary on 1 Corlnthians 8, Bultmann Indicnles that, in 

the letter, Paul affirms that "knowledge of the one Gad 15 

not a theoretical speculatlon which glves its possessor 

llberty to live as he llkes (verse 9), but is on]y genulne 

when accompanied by love;" and that, "love of God 11" not <l 

mystical reJationshlp, but expresses itself ln brotherly 
19 

love." The retention of thlS Hebralc emphasls on an 

ethlcal response ta knowledge of God provides us wlth onf' of 

the clearest marks of distInction betwccn gnOGlS ln the Nf'w 

Testament and gnosis in the gnostic texts. 

The anClent gnostlc texts reveal an undcrstanding of 

gnosis which is pnmarily ontologlcal ln rharacter. Jf the' 

goodness of creatIon, affirmed in Judco-Chrlstian orthodoxy, 
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has no place in ancient gnosticism, then, the notion of the 

possible goodness of human activity in creation must be seen 

as equally alien. The issue, for the gnostics, is not right 

behaviour l.n a world which is hopelessly flawed. Rather, the 

emphasis lS on escape from the world altogether. In this 

sense, knowledge has no this-worldly quality. In his 

discussion of Valentian1sm, Hans Jonas says. "'knowledge'. 

together w1th its privative, 'ignorance', is raised to an 

ontologlcal positlon of the first order: both are principles 

of objective and total existence, not merely of subjective 
20 

and private exper1ence." 

The gnostic concern that the outcome of gnosis be seen 

in exclusively cosm1C terms results from the perception of 

what it is that gnosis stands over against. In Judeo-

ChrIstian orthodoxy, it is human sin which is the reality to 

which "knowledge of God" adresses 1tself. In gnosticism, the 

problem ta be addressed by gnosis lS not to be found in the 

this-worldly activlty of humans but, rather, in the divine 

ignorance which results ln the fall. Jonas describes this 

re1ationship in mathematlcal terms: 

This the grand 'pneumatic equation' 
of ValentInIan thought: the human­
indIvidual event of pneumatic 
know1edge IS the inverse 
equlvalent of the pre-cosmic 
universal event of dlvlne 
ignorance, and ln its redeeming 
effect of the same ontological 
order. The actualization of 
know1edge in the person is at the 
same time an act in the general 

ground of being. 
21 
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Gnosis, in this sense, is focused on knowledge of the 

unknowable God. 

The notion of knowing an unknowable God lS the content 

of what Hans Jonas calls the paradox of gnostic religion. 

"The beginnlng and end of the paradox that is gnostic 

religion is the unknown God hIm5elf who, unknowable on 

principle, because the 'other' to everything known, is yet 
22 

the obJect of a knawledge and even ask5 to be known." 

Paradox is not, however, unique to gnostic religIon. The 

tension between the h1dden and revealed God of BIhllcal faith 

also falls under the category of paradox. Li ke the proce'ss 

of knowing, the obJect of knowing ln both gnostlc and 

orthodox llterature 15 cast in a simllar mode. Valentinus' 

assertion that the "pre-existent perfect aeon" 18 
23 

"inconceivable and InvisIble, eternal and uncreated" pa l nt s 

a plcture of an unknowable God which 15 not that dlSSlmllar 

ta the notion in Judeo-Chrlstian thought of a Gad who is 

beyond human comprehenSIon. When Valentlnu8 speélk~ of the 

other slde of the paradox and proclaims thal truc spIritual 

redemption has been achieved wh en "the knowlcdgC' of the AlI 
24 

is sufficlent for them," the reader 15 reminded that the' 

telos of the Judeo-Christian Journey i5 unIt y with God. 

Despite such seeming parallels, there lS an essential 

difference to be dIscerned between the gnostic understanding 

of knowledge of the d1vine and that found ln orthodox 

theology. Jean Danlelou Identifies thlS difference by 

renllnd1ng us that for Jewish tradition, the transcendent God 
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is incomprehensible in the sense that God cannot be measured 

by human standards. God's existence is made known ta 

humanity through the acts of God in human history. Later 

Hellenic influence on the biblical tradition carries the 

Platonic notion that, while God is greater than any concept 

the mind can form, freedom from the restraints of the 

sensible world does allow one to know the essence of the 

divine. Danielou argues that these possible ways of knowing 

are denied in gnastlc thought. "For the Gnostic, both God' s 

essence and his eXIstence are unknown. 
25 

Only gnosis overcomes 

the situation." In other words, Biblical theolagy finds 

the paradox of knowing and not knowing God played out in an 

interplay between transcendence and immanence. Gnostic 

thought, which allows no possl.billty of divine immanence, 

locates the paradox completely ln the transcendent realm. 

Such a radical separation is alien to bath the Hebrew and 

Platonic mind. Perkins makes thlS point wh en he says, "If 

thl.S rupture between the transcendent divl.ne and the cosmos 

might seem strange to pagans, the philosophie passivity of 

the Gnostic Gad is quite antithetical to the biblical stories 
26 

of divine activity." 

~ Knowledge of God and knowledge Ei the self 

The location of "knowledge of God" in an extra-mundane 

context is paral1eled by the gnostic understanding of the 

appropriate environment for that part of the human which is 

related to the divine. "Knowing God" is integrally related 

to self-knowledge. Both aets of cognition occur outside the 

realm of earthly existence. In "The Paraphrase of Shem", for 
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example; Shem's experience of being close to the Light orcurs 

during an experience in which his mind has been ecstatica]} y 

separated from hi s body: 

My mind which was in my body 
snatched me away f rom my race. 
It took me up to the top of the 
world, WhlCh is close ta the 
1Ight that shone upon the 
whole area therc. r snw no 
earthly 1Ikenf'Ss, but there 
was llght. And my mInd 
separated fJom the body of 
darkness as though in s]eep. 

27 
It is in the midst of thlS trance thôt inslghl into the 

nature of the self occurs. Seth sees, for the fIral tln1P, 

the power of the 11ght and the correspondlng clarknpss inlo 

whlCh he, like aIl humans, has fallen: 

And when he st irred, the 
llght of the SpHIt appeared 
ta hlm. When he saw It 
he was astonlshed. Ile did 
not know that another Power 
was above hlm. And when 
he saw thélt his likeness 
was dark compared with the 
Spi.rIt, he ieJ t hurt. 

28 
The anthropoJogy of gnosticlsm corresponds wlth the theoJogy 

in the sense that knowing the self, llke knowlng God, 

requires a divorce from the realm of Darkncss, the earlh. 

Such a separatIon remlnds us once agaln of the dl stinct 

character of gnosticism derlved from Its antl-mundane hins. 

The rhetorical questions of the psalml st j n the Hebrew 

scriptures, "Where could 1 go to escape from you? Where 
29 

could l get away from your presence?" reveal a strong 

immanental dImension ln the Hf'hrew's self-recogn:ition as one 

whose eXlstence is known by God • 1'0 express such an 
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assertion of self-knowledge through the recognition of divine 

knowledge in the midst of earthly existence wauld be anathema 

ta the gnastic. 

The gnostic perceptIon of self-knowledge also represents 

a departure from the Greek concept of the psyche. The 

absolute split of the true self from earthly existence is 

closer ta an oriental cast of mind. Hans Jonas argues that 

the novelty of gnostic understanding of the self is revealed 

by the lack of an lndlgenous ward in the language t0 describe 

an awareness of self dependent upon a separation from the 

mundane: 

Obviously the Greek meaning 
of psyche, with aIl its dignity, 
dld nat suffice to express the 
new conceptlan of a prInciple 
transcendIng aIl natural and 
L~smIC associatIons that 
adhered to the Greek concept. 
The term pneuma serves ln 
Greek Gnastlclsm generally as 
the equlvalent oi the expressions 
for the spirltual 'self', 
for which Greek, unllke sorne 
orlenta1 languages, lacked 
an Indigenous word.30 

For the gnostic, self-knowledge cannot be achieved by living 

with the tension between flesh and spirit. Just as the 

eterna1 princlple cannat be found in creation, so, the 

individual appreciation of the true self can only happen when 

corporeal existence is overcome. 

b. Gnosis and salvatlon 

Moving from one realm to another happens through gnosis. 

This gnosis differs from the "knowledge of God" found in 

Biblical theology wlth regard to context--gnosis in 
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gnosticism requires a complete abandonment of creation in 

contrast to Judeo-Christian orthodoxy which affirms the 

recognition of the goodness of creation as a mark of divlne 

presence--and with regard ta function--for Judeo-Christian 

orthodoxy "knowledge of God" drives the recipient to an 

ethical response in the midst of earthly existence while 

gnosticism does not envIsage any temporal activity as 

appropriate to gnosls . Greater similarity between orthodoxy 

and gnosticism is observed wh en one examInes the way in which 

gnosis lS approprlated by the individual spirit. Gnosis, 

like "knowledge of God" ln orthodox theology, i8 not acquirecl 

solcly through intellectual work on the part of the 

reciplent. The blindness implicit in the fallen condition 

dop.s not permit thlS in gnostic accounts of salvation. For 

Judeo-Christlan orthodoxy the potentlal of self-deception 

implicit ln the concept of human sin does not allow for a 

self-help approach to saving knowledge. In both religious 

tradItions a need exists for external help in the acquIsition 

of knowledge of the divine. ThIs neeel represents a point of 

similarity between gnosticlsm and orthodoiY. 

states: 

In general, Gnostics seem to have 
shared with Christians at large 
the conviction that, how€ver it 
becomes avallable, some assistance 
from the dIvine Spirlt is required 
for salvatlon. ln many respects, 
th en , Gnostics come very close 
to the soteriologlcal language of 
their orthodox counterpa!Ls. 

31 
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In "The Hypostasis of the Archons ll
, for example, the 

knowledge of the "Spirit of Truth ll requi.res a revelation from 

the "True Man": 

"You. together wi th your offspring, 
are from the Primeva] Father; 
from Above, out of the imperlshable 
Light, their souls are corne. 
Thus the Authorities cannat 
approach them because of the 
Spirlt of Truth present within 
them; and aIl who have become 
acquainted with this Way exist 
death1ess in the mldst of 
dying Mankind. Still that 
Sown Element will not become 
known now. 

"Instead, after three generations 
it will come ta be known, and 
free them from the bandage of 
the Authori ties' error." 

Then l said, "Sir. how much 
longer?" 

He said ta me, "Unti1 the moment 
when the True Man, within a 
modelled form, reveals (?) the 
existence of (the Spirit of] 
Truth, which the Father has 
sent. 

"Then he will teach them about 
everything: And he will 
annolnt them with the unction 
of Life eternal, given him 
from the undominated generation. 

32 
The "True Man" of 1IThe Hypostasis of the Archons" is the 

intermediary who reveals the Splrit of Truth and, thereby, 

al10ws the individua1 to assume the gnosis which will 

liberate him from the blindness of earthly existence. This 

theme of a descending revea1er is repeated in other gnostic 

writings. In the Sethian documents a picture is painted of 

Seth as the "heavenly son of the incorruptible Man, Adamas" 
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who i8 sent into the world to "put on" Je-sus as Il garmC'nt 111 

33 
order to rescue the elect. Hans Jonas describes a similor 

pattern in Valentlnianism in which a docetic Jesus i8 

required in order to give the pneuma captured in human fOTm 

information WhlCh will allow the posslbiJity of escape: 

The pneuma sojourns in the wor11 
in order to be pre-formed theTP 
for the flnal 'informatIon' through 
the gnosls. ThIs was the secret 
aim which the Mother had ln mind 
with the demiurglcal creation. 
The gnosis itself i8 flnally 
brought rlown ta a suff]Cl~ntly 

readled mankind by Jesus unified 
with Chrlstos, descendIng upon 
the human Jesus at hlS baptlsm 
in the Jordan and departIng 
from hlm before his passion 
sa that Death was deceived. 

34 
ThIS pattern of revelation through a heaven-sent intermedJary 

does bear a close resemblance to the soteriological role of 

Christ proclaimed by orthodox Chrlstianity. It is important 

to note, however, that while the need for a revealer 1.s the 

same ln both orthodox and gnostIc literatures, the 

incarnatlonal dimension of the Christian notion of Christ as 

a mediator of "knowledge of God" is resisted in gnosticism. 

As Jonas points out in hlS descriptIon of ValentlanJan 

Christology the union of the Christos with the earthly Jesus 

ends before Jesus' de::lth as an indication of the belJef that, 

"the suffering of tlle mortal Jesus had no other significance 
35 

than that of a stratagem." In gnosticism the revealcr who 

opens up the passlbility of gnosis, like gnosis itself, 

cannat be tainted wIth Any hInt of accommodation wlth 

creation. 
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The revelatory component of saving ]nosis begins with a 

"calI". Gnostic literature often uses the images of sleep or 

drunkenness to describe the imprisonment of humanity in the 

midst of creation. One needs to be called forth from the 

somnolent state ln order be open to the possibility of 

redeeming gnosis. The calI is, according ta Rudolph, "the 

simplest representation of the redeemer, its minimal form 50 

36 
ta speak." The form of the calI can be seen in this 

passage from "The Concept of Our Great Power": 

Yet you (pl.) are sleeping, dreaming 
dreams. Wake up and return, 
taste and eat the true food! 
Hand out the word and the water 
of life! Cease from the evil 
lusts and desires and (the 
teachlngs of) the Anomoeans, 
evil heresles that have no basis! 

37 
Hans Jonas identifles three doctrinal components tied to the 

calI to awake. The recipient of the calI is reminded first 

of his heavenly origin. A promise of redemption follows this 

reminder of origins. These two parts of the calI are summed 

up in one phrase from "The Gospel of Truth": "Each one's 

name cornes ta hlm. He who is to have knowledge in this 
38 

manner knows where he comes from and where he is going." 

The self-knowledg~ and redemptive parts of the calI are 

followed by "practlcal instruction as ta how to live 

henceforth in the world, in conformity with the newly won 
39 

'knowledge' and in preparation for the eventual ascent!" 

The practica1 instruction referred ta by Jonas is focused on 

the need ta maintain a conscious distance between a spirit 
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which has been awakened ta its true nature and a world wl.irl\ 

has the power ta corrupt the gnostic spj rit. ln "The GOH)H>l 

of Truth" the reader is cautioned about this npcd for 

separation from the former life ln the world: 

Be concerned with yourselves. 
do not be concerned wlth other 
things which you have reJected 
from yourselves. Do not 
return to what you have vomited 
to eat it. Do not be maths. 
for you have already cast 
lt off. Do not become a 
(dwelling) place for the 
devil, for you have already 
destroyed hlm. Do not strengthen 
(those who are) obstacles to 
you who are collapsing, as 
though (you were) a support 
(for them). For the unJust 
one is someone ta treat 11] 

rather than the Just one. 
For the former does hlS works 
as an unJust persan; the 
latter as a righteous person 
does his works among others. 
So you, do the will of the 
Father, for you are irom him.40 

The calI, then, arouses the sleeper, speaks of hlS heavenl y 

or1g1n and a promise of return to that SltC of wholeness 
4 1 

(where II t he perfection of the aIl is in the Father" ), an d 

advises him ta llve in such a way that thlS knowlcdge of pAst 

and future will not be obscured by earthly eXlstence. 

The concepts of a revealer and a calI do not lead to the 

same assert10n of human dependence upon divine he]p found in 

orthodox Christianity. The revealer and the calI arc needed 

to awaken that part of the human creature WhlCh. at one time. 

experienced unit y wlth the Father. However, once awakened. 

the pneumat1c presence wlthin the lndlvldual allows a sense 

of self-sufflciency ln its quest for escape from the world 
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and return to wholeness. In this regard, John Dart refers to 

the gnostic as a half-breed. As one encapsulated in a body, 

outside help is needed to shake off corporeality. On the 

other hand, as an inheritor of divine light, the gnostic 

individual also possesses self-actualizing power: 

Man has a nature inherited from 
bath the warldly archans and the 
hlghest light. 'The primary task 
of man in the warld is to 
repudlate the archons,' said 
lOrval] Wintermute. Man needs 
power from above to da lt, but 
being a half-breed, he lS also 
'the agent of a pecullar Justice' 
by denouncing hlS makers, the archans. 

42 
In his study of "The Treatlse on Resurrection", Bentley 

Lay ton c.omments thélt the Christology of the tractate 

envislons a Christ who passesses the power to ralse himself 

from death. This possibility of self-resurrection extends ta 

the believer who also has an internaI divine power: 

So too, the believer will raise 
hlmself through his newly 
acquired 'acquaintance' 
with his t rue sel f, imparted 
by the Savior's teachlng: 
Paul by contrast has God 
ralsing Jesus; but the first 
princjple of our author's 
theology is too far removed 
from the mundane realm for 
such aggressive interventIon. 

43 
c. The anti-Institutional bias of the gnostic 

---understandIng ~ gnosrs--

Through gnosis, the indivldual acquires a self-

sufficiency with regard to salvation which would be forelgn 

to orthodox Christianity. In her study on gnosticism, Elaine 

Pagels points ta this spiritual independence in the gnostic 
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as one of the most slgnificant issues over which Rnosticlsm 

and orthodoxy parted company. Pagels characterlzes the suIf 

between the two in the following discussion of Valentlnus' 

theology: 

For orthodox Christians insisted 
that humanlty needs a way beyond 
its own power--a divinely glven 
way--to apprnach God. And thls, 
they declared, the cathollc church 
offered ta those who would be 10st 
wlthout lt ....... The gnostlc 
ValentInus taught that humanlty 
itself manIfests the dIvIne 
1ife and divIne revelation. 
The church, he says, conslsts 
of that portion of humanIty 
that recognizes and celebrates 
ItS dIvine origln. But Valentinus 
dld not use the term ln its 
contemporary sense, ta reter tn 
the human race taken collectivcly. 
Instead, he and hlS followers 
thought of anthropos (here 
translated 'humanlty') as the 
under-JYIng nature of that 
collective entity, the archctype, 
or spIrItual essence, of human being. 

44 
Pagels argues that this divIne posslblilty withln the human 

was one of the most threatening notIons within gnostJcjsm 

insofar as the cathollc chur ch was concerned. The churchls 

reJection of gnosticism was promptcd, accordlng to Pagels, by 

the anti-institutional blas Implled in a doctrIne WhlCh 

entertalns the possiblllty of redemption wlthout externa1 

alds. Orthodox Chr~stlans, convinted nf their inabl11ty ln 

save themselves, would need the outslde help represented on 

earth by the church. Gnostics wjthout such an assumption 

regardlng human 11mltatJOn would not have thr same ties to an 

institution claimlng ta be the earthly repr~sentative of an 

essentlal savlng power. Pagels c1aims that "only by 
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suppressing gnosticism did orthodox leaders establish that 

system of organization which united aIl believers ioto a 
45 

single institutional structure." 

B. The Role of Knowledge in Davies' Novels 

i. Slmilarlty and dIsslmilarlty with the gnostic 
conception of gnosls 

In Chapter Three the Important distInction between 

DaVIes' invocation of a gnostic spirIt in his novels and the 

content of anCIent gnostic texts was made with regard ta 

their respective attitudes toward the world. DavIes does not 

exhibit the radical antl-mundane bias of the early gnostics. 

However, the dynamic of movlng from one repressive 

enVlronment ta a place in which wholeness of self is possible 

is a part of the ethos of Davies' world. 

A slmilar distInction needs to made regarding the way in 

which Davles percelves knowledge. Knowledge, for Davies. is 

not dIvorced from the created order. Indeed. Davies exhIbIts 

respect for knowledge gained from the experience of living. 

In ~ Mixture ~ Frailties, for example, he contrasts Eros and 

Thanatos people, identIfying his protagonist, Sir BenedIct 

Domdaniel, with those who are for life: 

There are, the world over, only 
two important politlcal parties 
--the people who are for life, 
and the people who are against 
it ...... You know about Eros 
and Thanatos? •... l'm an Eros 
man myself .•... But there are 
Thanatosses everywhere--the 
Permanent OppositIon. The very 
worst Thanatosses are those who 
pretend to be Eros men; you 
can sometImes spot them 
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because they blather abour 
the purpose of art being to 
lift people up out of the 
mIre, and reflne them and make 
them use lace hankIes--to 
castrate them, in facto 

46 
Art, WhlCh, for Davies, lS one of the important ways ln whlch 

knowledge about the world and the self is imparted, dors nol 

e X i s tin a n e sot e r i cre a 1 m dIV 0 r c e d f rom the II mir f'" 0 f hum il Il 

eXIstence. (This theme is central ta the novel, Whnt 's Br<><1 

The experlenccs of 1 Ife in thIS world arr 

integral to the acquIsitIon of knowledge about God and lh!' 

self. In thlS respect, Davles does not share the gnosllc 's 

need for spiritual separatIon from the earth ln order to 

know. 

What Davles daes share wlth the gnostlCs IS the dynnml( 

of g n os 1 sas C en t raI t 0 the r e a Il Z a t l on 0 f wh 0 1 r ne s s wh eth (. r 

that be expressed in the gnostlc phrase, "the perfection of 

the aIl", or ln DaVles' notIon of possesslng "lt {lifel as il 

47 
whole." Mo vern e n t f rom the cap t l VIt Y a f the m und n n (> t 0 t Il (' 

p e r f e c t ion 0 f the s u pra - m li n dan f' 1 n g n a s tIr i s man cl m 0 v (' m (' Il t 

from a place of repressed self-awi'lreness ta a plnce of 

realized self-understandlng ln DnVICS' novels holl, rC'(jllJrf' 

the same Ingredlent--gnosls. 

DaVIes also shares with gnostlclsm n rcslstancr ta lllf' 

Hebralc emphasis on the rclatlonshjp between "knowlng God" 

and the concept of rlghteuusness ln both the dlV]n~ and humnn 

sphere. In \>"orld 2i Wonders, DunstAn Rflmc;é.lY reflccts upon 

the deflnltlon of Gad found ln the Wcstmlnl~trr C()nfeSf->lOTl. 

He places partlcular emphi'lSlS on th(> ndJ('(lIVeC; r(>~fltccl 1(1 
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God's righteousness: "'Host Joving, most gracious, merciful, 

longsuf fering, abundant in goodness .•...•. '" Ramsay has, in 

his lifetime, attempted to seek God through his study of 

saints--earthly creatures who manifest divine attributes. He 

eoncludes, however, that "aIl l had found in that lifelong 
48 

study was a eomplexity that brought God no nearer." Just 

as the gnostie does not perceive God in the midst of a 

corrupt world, so knowledge of God does not, in Davies' 

novels, evolve from a manifestation of righteous aets in the 

world. Righteous acts are not the vehicle which bring about 

knowledge of God or the self. Similarly, what is eommonly 

called goodness in human existence is not a sign of the 

possession of such knowledge on the part of humanity. 

Indeed, goodness is portrayed as a sign of 19noranee. "And 

what 1s this goodness? A squalid, know-nothing acceptance of 

thlngs as they are, an operatic version of the dream which, 
49 

ln North America, means Mom and apple pie." The ethical 

dynamic in the Hebraie definltion of knowledge is reJected by 

Davies' characters in favour of an approach closer to the 

gnostlc emphasis on an inner spiritual drama as the 

appropriate context for gnosls. 

ii. The location ~ savlng knowledge in the inner self 

Central to the gnostic understanding of gnosis is the 

sense that saving knowledge in the earthly sphere is located 

in the inner self. As Jonas reminds us, "The goal of gnostic 

striving is the release of the 'inner man' from the bonds of 

the world and his return to his native realm of light. The 

necessary condition for this is that he knows about the 
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transmundane Gad and about himself." While Davies doe5 not 

share the anti-mundane bias implicit in this statement, he 

does agree that the deepest farm of knowledge--the knowle~gc 

WhlCh has the power ta transform life--is to be found in nn 

interna1 rather than external realm. Toward the end of the 

navel, The Mantlcare, David Staunton writes in his dlary of 

his family's housekeeper, Netty. Ile percelves Netty's 

understandlng ot the world to be thoroughly objective: 

Thinking of Netty puts me ln mind 
of Pargetter's warning about the 
witnesses, or cllents, whose creed 
is esse in re; to such people 
theworI'd-lsabsoJutely clear because 
they cannat understand that our 
personal pOlnt of view colours 
what we perceive; they think 
everythlng seems exactly the sa me 
to everyone as it does ta them5elves. 
After aIl, thcy say, the world is 
uttcrly obJectIve; It 15 plaln 
before our eyes; therefore what 
the ordinary intelilgent man 
(this is always themselves) sees 
15 al] there i5 ta be seen, 
and anyane who sees dlfferent]y 
15 mad, or mal ign. or Just 
plain stupid. 

'j ) 

This simple obJectivlty lS rejected by DaVId. /lIA mentor, 

Pargetter, observes that DaVId has prcferred to VIe\\' the 

world in relatIon to Ideas. ln an Arlstotelean manner, Davlrl 

sees reality as jntellectuallv 10g1CB] theorlcs into whlrh 

experienc.e fltS: 

Pargetter rebuked me for belng 
an equal1y [with Netty] wrong­
headed, thnugh more cnmplex 
and amuslng creature, whose 
creed IS esse ln Intellectu 
solo. 'y'Oi:ïthlnk the wnrlrl 
lSYour idea.· he sald one 
November dey al a tutorlo1 
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when l had been offering him 
sorne fancy theorizing, 'and 
if you don't understand that 
and check it for now it will 
make your whole life a giant 
hallucination. ' 

52 
For Davies, both of these epistemological positions are 

unacceptable. Just as the gnostics were uncomfortable with 

definitlons of knowledge which were tied to the world either 

through relationship to concrete activity as in the Hebrew 

world view or through the Platonic notion of forms existIng 

behlnd sense-percelved reality, Davies exhibits, through his 

characters, a resistance to tying the most important farm of 

knowledge to the things perceived by the senses. Whlle 

Davies may not share the radIcal anti-mundane blas of the 

gnostics in the sen~~ that the quest for knowledge undertaken 

by his characters IS influenced by the mire of eXIstence, he 

does come close to the gnostic 's sense that the focal point 

for saving gnosis is to be found in the interior life of the 

individual rather than in the externally perceived world. 

HavIng reJected ~ ~ re and esse in intellectu solo, DavId 

Staunton explores a new possibility which will come closer to 

Davies' deslre for an interior locum as the ground of 

knowing: 

But what am l headed for? 
Where has Dr. Johanna been 
taking me? l suspect toward 
a new ground of belief that 
wouldn't have occurred to 
Pargetter, WhlCh mlght be 
called esse ln anIma: 
l am beglnnlng ta recognize 
the obJectlvlty of the world, 
wh11e knowlng also that because 
l am who and what l am, l 
both percelve the warld in 
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terms of who and what l am 
and proJect onto the world 
a great deal of who and what 
l am. If l know thlS, 1 
ought to be able to escape 
the 5tuplder klnd5 of Illusion. 
The absalute nature of 
thlngs is independent of my 
senses (WhlCh are aIl l 
have ta percelve wlth), and 
what l perceive IS an image 
in my own psyche. 

AlI very fIne. Not too 
hard to formu]ate and 
accept intellectually. 
But to know it; ta 
brlng i~to dally llfe 
--that's the problem. 
And it would be real 
humillty, not Just the 
mock-modesty that generally 
passes for humll1ty. 

53 
For Davies, knowledge of God i5 to be found in the knowledgc 

of self. The eg(ism of Davies' approach to knowledge 15 

remlniscent of the gnostlc deSlre ta see the appropriate 

receptacle for gnosls located ln the Inner life of the 

indivldual rathel than in community or institution. James 

Neufeld comments on this eplste~ologjlal blas toward the 

individual in Davles' navels when he says: 

But the most important value which 
the trilogy Rsserts i5 expressed 
through the concept of egolsm. Only 
through a genu)nely humble awarcness 
of the importance of the sel f can 
the IndivIdual reconcllc the 
conflicting claims of subJectivlty 
and obJectlvlty and achieve the 
klnd of wholeness Implied by DaVId 
Staunton's esse ln anIma. --- 54 

The Indivldual lS the stage upon WhlCh the quest for 

knowledge 15 acted out. In gnostlc lJterature the drama 

follows 3 pattern WhlCh lncludes a cal1 tn awaken From the 
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sleep of ignorance which is earthly existence. The caU 

includes. a reminder of heavenly origin, a promise of 

redemption and practical instruction. This same pattern can 

been seen in the Journey of the individual spirit in Davies' 

novels. 

iii. The revealing 2i knowledge 

In the Deptford trilogy t each central character is 

awakened from the dreary, repressive environment illàLJced by 

the puritan small town. In each of the three books this 

awakening lS initiated by a revealer from outside the sphere 

of Deptford society. In Fifth Business, Mary Dempster is the 

"salnt" who opens up to Dunstable Ramsay the pORsibility of a 

world of esoteric knowledge hitherto unknown, Ramsa y 

describes his relationship with Mary as "my first encounter 

with a particular kind of realJ.ty, which my religIon, my 

upbringing, and the callo\\11y romantlc cast of my mind had 

declared obscene. Therefore there was an aspect of Mary 
55 

l)empster which was outside my ken ••.. " David Staunton, on 

the eve of his encounter with Jo von Haller in The Manticore, 

has a dream in which he encounters a gypsy woman who speaks 

an lncomprehenslble language. The significance of the woman 

in the dream is revealed when David says to his female 

Jungian analyst, "If l understand the dream, l cannot make 

head nor tale of the gypsy woman with the incomprehensible 

conversation, and go back to my familiar world." Von Haller 

responds: "Your state of mind at present is very much that 

of a man who wants no conversation with incomprehensible 
56 

women. But your state of mind may change. n As David' s 
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story unfolds, it is, indeed, women, speaking language qui te 

remote from the rational discourse of the Canadian court 

room, who open up the possiblity of self-discovery. For Paul 

Dempster, it is the Mephistophellan character, Willard, who 

opens up the possibility of the alternative world of the 

circus. When Paul first sees the conjurer he uses the 

biblical imagery of his parsonage upbringing to describe one 

who would transport him ta a world beyond the boundaries of 

that same ministerial home: 

But Wi lIard! For me th e Book 
of Revelation came alive: here 
was an angel come down from 
heaven, having great pO\o/er, 
and the earth was lightf'ncd 
with his gloTy; if only l 
could be like him, surely 
there would be no more sorrow, 
nû! Crj'l.'g, nor any more pain, 
and aIl former thlngs--my 
dark homE, my mad, disgraceful 
mother, the torment of school-­
would pass away. 57 

These initial revealers are followed by others sueh as Padre 

Blazon in Flfth Business and Sir John and Milady in World of 

Wonders. The revealer motif in each novel converges in the 

person of Liesel. It is Liesel who leads Ramsay ta a sclf-

identity characterlzed by the notion of Fitth Business, Davld 

Staunton ta hlS second birth in the Swiss cave and Eisengrlm 

to an articulation of the Magian world view as the central 

theme in his life. 

The awakening moments in the lives of the protagonlsts 

of the Deptford trilogy bring torth the reminder of origins 

sa central to self-understanding in a gnostic world view. 

Neufeld Identifies this concern for origins as a stnble point 
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Neufeld identifies this concern for origins as a stable point 

of reference in the trilogy which, along with Davies' 

consistent identification of the inner self as the proper 

sphere for saving knowledge, prevents the novels from being 

based on a "hopeless relativity." Throughout Davies' work 

there is a steady emphasis on "the importance of the past as 
58 

a shaplng influence on the present and the future." ThIS 

"past" is not one which consists only of a recollection of 

concrete events ln a personal or corporate history. It 

consists, rather, of those events as they are shaped and 

informed by mythic patterns of (in Jungian language) the 

collective unconscious. Like the gnostic stories of a 

corrupt creation, the myths which surround the orlgins of 

Davies' characters are Intended ta illumine the present 

circumstances of humanity and allude to a possible future. 

Ramsay, when talking about his commitment ta hagiography, 

describes hlS rationale ln these words: 

l clung to my notIon, ill 
defined though it was, that 
a serlous study of any 
Important body of human 
knowledge, or theory, or 
bellef, if undertaken with 
a critical but not a cruel 
mlnd, would in the end yield 
sorne secret, sorne valuable 
Insight, into the nature 
of llfe and the true end 
of man. 

59 
The abject of this senous study is expressed in several 

ways. It is sometimes characterized by Ideas or systems of 

belief which have become so ingrained in a people that they 

are possessed by individuals in an almost unconscious manner. 
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One of the most common phrases used by Dav}(~s to descrJ be 

this phenomenon is found ln thIS descri ption of MOIlHil in A 

Mixture of Frailties: 

ChristIan myth and Chr1stinn 
morallty were part of the 
fabrlC of her l1.fe, dlmly 
apprehended and taken for 
granted behind the externals 
of bellef. And lt 15 what I S 

taken for granted ln our homes, 
rather than what w(' are palnstaklngly 
taught, WhlCh supp11es the bones 
of our fa1th.bO 

Throughout Davies' fictIon It IS the dlscovery of mylhil 

patterns WhlCh places the protagonlst on the' path towélrd il 

knowledge of "the nature of life and the truc end of man". 

In Firth Business, for cxample, the rE'vealer, Llesl, lakps 

the notion of "fifth busIness" from opera and uses Il ilS él 

label for a necessary raIe ln the humiln dr8ma amd WhICh fIllds 

expresSIon ln the partIcularlty of Ramsé.ly~s 11fe. ThIS 

concept of a pattern recurr1.ng ln dlfferent human stories 15 

re-iterated later in the novel when Ramsay descrl hes la Padre 

Blazon hlS crackIng of LIes} 's nose. BJs'/on Immedléltely 

identifIes Ramsay's re-enactm('nl of él humiln f>ccnf' whlrh IS a 

thousand years old: '''Oho, Ramczély, no wonder you wrllp so 

weIl of myth and legend' ] t was St. Dunstan selllng the 

Devil's snout in his tongs, fi thousilnd yeclr~ aflpr hl~ 
61 

t l me." Just as the gnostlc rcvealer hrlngs to 

con sc i 0 u sne 5 5 a pat ter n () f b e i n g b p for c t h l' t l m ('of ni Il n dan (' 

captlvity, 50 DaVles' reveéllers awaken él knowledgf' of mythlc 

patterns .... hllh are bred Intn th(' bancs of hIC> chara< t('r~. 
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The recognition of where one fits "into poetry and 
62 

myth" --the connecting of one's life st ory with recurring 

human story patterns--is the first step on the road to a 

self-knowledge which has the power to redeem one from the 

restraints of the world of small town protestantism. 

Following his identification of Ramsay's physical encounter 

with Liesl with the mythic story of St. Dunstan and the 

devil, Padre Blazon declares that Ramsay is ready for the 

heroic life. The herolc life is characterized by the self-

knowledge to be had ln the recognition and acceptance of 

one's shadow side: 

You met the Devil as an equal, 
not cringing or frightened or 
begging for a trashy favour. 
That is the heroic life, 
Ramezay. You are fit to 
be the Devil's frlend, without 
any fear of losing yourself 
to Him! 

63 
The theme of origins is seen in The Manticore in the 

climactic encounter between David and Liesl in the cave. 

When Liesl describes the bear worship which occurred in the 

cave, DavId expresses the Vlew that 8uch ancient practlces do 

not mean much to him. This dlslnterest ln ancestral patterns 

of worshlp IS, for Liesl, an indIcation of the long Journey 

which, in spite of intensIve Junglan analysis, still lies 

before David If he is to achleve self-knowledge. Lie s 1 

counters David's dls1nterest by saying, "You don't know 

enough for it to mean anything to you. \Vorse for you, you 
64 

don't fee! enough for It ta mean anythIng ta you." 

Knowledge of and a sense of Identification wIth the st orles 
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of the ancestors is, for Davies, an essential part of the 

Journey toward self-knowledge. 

As seen in Fifth BusIness, the awakening prompted by the 

presence of a revealer can lead ta a promise of redemption 

exemplifled by the herolc llfe. LIesl cantrasts the heroie 

life ta be had ln the 1nner Journey townrd snosis with thr 

contemparary preoccupatIon with what she calls th€' "nnll-h('TO 

and the "minl-soul": 

But Just because you [DavId) are 
not a roarlng egolst, you needn' t 
fall for the fashianable modern 
twaddle of the antl-hero and the 
mIn1-soul. ThAt is what we mq!,ht 
calI the Shadow of democrRcy; 
It makes it 50 laudable, so cosy 
and right and easy to hl a 
SpIrItual Tunt and lean OP al] 
the other runts for support and 
applause ln a splendld apotheoslS 
runtdom. Thlnklng runts, of 
course--oh, yes, thlnklng away 
as hard as a runt can wllhollt 
gett1ng Into danger. But there are 
heroes, st111. The modern hero 
15 the man who (onquers ln the 
Inner struggle. How do you know 
you aren't that klnd of hcro? 

(J 5 
Dav1es, 1Ike the gnostlcs, locatec; tht' most Importunt hUOIilll 

Journey ln the context of the' 1 nncr sp! j. li 1 c; (II it r (J ( t t' r S il r (> 

dependent upon reveél]cTs who have' thC' (dpaclty to bring to 

consc10usness an essence of the ~f'lf whlch h<l~ becn O!JS(IlTC'c! 

by a represslve culture. ThIS HWilkf>nlng 18 followed Ily thl' 

pOSSlblllty of B klnd of herolsm whl(h lS m~Tk('d hy ronfj\l('st 

not in the machlnfltions of worlel hl..,tnry hllt, rnthpr, ln th!' 

abllity to know oneself. 
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iv. Davies' anti-institutional bias 

Elaine Pagels argues that the conflict between orthodoxy 

and gnosticism in the early church was "between those 

restless, inquiring people who marked out a solitary path of 

self-discovery and the institutional framework that gave to 

the great maJority of people religious sanctIon and ethical 
66 

direction for their daily lIves." In Davles' attractIon to 

an understanding of knowledge characterized by an inner 

awakening and an indlvidual heroic Journey of the human 

spirit, we experience a slmilar resistance to institutions 

and a corporate approach to human learning. Stephen 

Bonnycastle, ln his article, "Robertson Oavies and the Ethics 

of Monologue," makes this pOInt when he asserts: 

These novels set themselves 
against socIal instItutions, 
and Individuals flnd the 
answers ta thelr problems 
by escaping from socIety .. 
... . The rellgion of these 
novels proposes a new ideal, 
somethlng prlmitlve and sublime, 
ln which society and ItS 
instItutions are insignlficant, 
and dialogue and the reasoning 
powers of the mlnd are eliminated. 

67 
The focus of an antl-instltutional bias in DaVles' wrlting is 

dlrected toward the systems of the modern liberal education. 

At best, Davies views formaI schoollng as necessary for those 

without the Intellectual and spIrItual resources for the 

inner Journey. In \.Jorld of Wonders, Elsengrim expresses this 

pOInt of view when he speaks of the advantage he had in being 

denied much formaI education: 
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l suppose the greatest advantage 
1 have had over other people who 
have wanted to do what l can do 
is that l really had no education 
at a11, and am frep of thp Illusions 
and commonplace values that education 
brIngs. l don't speah against 
education, for most people It 1S 

a necessIty; hut jf you're gOlng 
ta be a genlus you shauld try 
elther to avold educatIon entlrely, 
or else work hard tü get rId of 
any you've been glven. EducatIon 
is for commonplace people and it 
fortIfies thelr commonplsceness. 
Makes them useful, of course, in 
an ordinary sort of wa)'. 

68 
Con t e m par a r y 1 I ber ale duc il t Ion rel i e son the n a t Ion (J f t h (' 

deSIrabillty of common values and common goals ln the> 

communlty it serves. The instItutIon of orthodoxy by thp 

church assumes the same possibillty. The rsdlcal 

l n dIV i d ua 1 i sm lm plI e d Ina n e Il l ste mol a p, y wh i c h <- e nt c r ~ t h C' 

Journey taward knowledge ln thf' 1nner self and whlch Vl('Wf-, 

community ideologles--whe'ther they be the redemptlvP 

posslbilitles lr.1pliC1t ln creatIon and the earthly churlh ile, 

expounded by ChrIstIan orthodoxy or the "C ommanplac pn(lss" of 

contemporary llbersl educatlon--As barr1(~fS ta truth WhlCh 

mus t be overcome. l n bot h g nos t ] <- l sm a n ri j n D él V )(' co; , ;1 Il Il f (J d r Il 

ta knowlcdge a strong arIstocratIe.. spIrIt 15 fOllnd whlch 

reslsts communAl values. Bannycastl(' dcscribcs this Splflt 

wh e n he ca nt ras t ~ Nor th f r) Tl Fry e> 's d (' fin i t Ion 0 f aIl bcr:l l 

educatIon wlth Davlcs' indIVldui'llIc;tIc b1AS: 

N [) r t h r 0 p F f Y (' e c h 0 e ~ t h (' S P W () f d s 
[of Matth~w Arnold] when he says, 
"The ethlcal pUrp05f.' of (] llheral 
education IS ta llhefrlte, WhlCh 

can onl)' mean tn make one capable 
of concelving SOcIety as fre(', 
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classless and urbane. H The 
Magian trilogy sets ltself against 
these ideals in an uncompromising 
and clear-eyed way, and promotes 
a fierce aristocracy of the spirit. 

69 
This individualistlc bias with regard to education is 

accompanied by an anti-rational bias. Davjes' characters 

perceive contemporary educatlon to be an assault on the 

lntuitlve and imaginative dimension of human knowlng. In 

World of Wonders Liesl proclaims that "we have educated 

ourselves into a worl d from which wonder, and the fear and 

dread and splendour and freedom from wonder have been 
70 

banished." The style of education which has banished 

wonder lS characterlzed by Davles' vocabulary of a science 

which is technological rather than imaginative. In Bred ln 

the Bone Father Darcourt, speaking ln the context of a modern 

Canadian universIty, gives an Image of a pedestrian sort of 

SCIence WhlCh he believes shapes the dominant vocabulary of 

the culture: 

WeIl SCJence lS the theology 
of our tIme, and like the old 
theology 1 t' s a muddle of 
confllcting assertions. What 
gripes my gut lS that lt 
has such a miserable 
vocabulary ..... It's the 
most overweenlng, pompous 
prlesthood mankInd has 
ever endured in aIl its 
recorded history, and lts 
lack of symbol and metaphor 
and ItS zeal for abstractlon 
dri ve mankl nd to a barren 
land of starved Imagination. 

71 
Davles uses the term "science" to deflne the theology of our 

era. A more appropriate term might be technology (the ward 

used by George Grant to deflne the dominant ethos of 
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contemporary North American culture) sloce, 10 other plnc~R 

J.n hlS writing, Davles Includes sClentlsts ln hlS collection 

of those who stand over against the common culture in thelr 

imaginative quest for true knowledge. ln TI1P Rebel Angpls, 

for example, Darcourt Includes the sc)entist when he élSSf'rts: 

"1 had become convlnced, in some ",ords Eloste1n WilS food of. 

that the serlOUS researrh scholar 10 our geof'rall y 

materiallstic age IS the only decply re}lgiolls humdn 
72 

bejng." 

The po ver t y of 1 ma gin él t ion f 0 Il n ct ln t h (' 1.\ n g Il a g (' of 

modern technology i5. for DdVics, symbollc of a dominant 

cul tu r e wh l ch p rIZ e san li n cl ers t fl n d 1 n g () f k n ow 1 (' ri g e (-i S cl 

rat l () n cl 1 c omm 0 dIt Y w hIC h c a n h e 1 m )JiH t e ri i 0 él Il 1 n s t 1 tilt i () n (J 1 

set t lOg 0 ver a gal n 5 t a m 0 r (' lOt li 1 t 1 V (' S (' n ~ (' () f k 0 Cl W 1 (' cl !)J' 

WhlCh relIes on éln 10ril\'ldudl's grac.,p of th!' InnC'r s('1f. Thp 

p e J 0 rat ive ri E' ., r r 1 p t Ion 0 f t h p 1 él 0 g Il <1 g ('of t Il (' "t It (' (J log y () f 

our lIme" lS parflllelcd by DaVIes' dlsllke of il ~y<.;t('mêltl( 

clpproach ta leornlog. ln an f'arllf'r novpl, Tpmp()~t-T()SI, 

DaVIes' character, HumphrC'y Cobblf'f, "I)I'dh.~ of the dl fl('f('n(' 

bctwcen Ornarnpntnl and llsPlu1 KJ)ov.Jf'dgp. 00(' dc'! Jill t iOIl of 

knowleogC' relIes on él r<it]OfldJ ~\· ..... t('rn whll(' tllr (Jlller I~ 

e ( (' 1 e c tIC d n cl r es] s t s e x t (' r n il 1 G t r II ( 1 li r C' : 

You are an Hdvo(atp of 11~('flll 

Know]edge ........... :elJ. rlllnw JlJl' II) 
] 0 l r n ri u r. (' m y sel f t 0 v () u n ~ 1111 

a d v 0 rat (> () fOr n il men t ,Il 1\ fi (J w 1 (' d g (' . 
y 0 U 1 1 k (l t h C' min d t Cl lH' il rlf' a 1 
machIne, ('qUI pper! ln work 
cff 1 ( l en t 1 y, l fil;] r r (,,,. 1 y, il n cl 
\<. 1 t Il fi () ex t r ri h 1 t s ri r Il ..... pIe" c., 
par t s . J 1 l k (> t h (' mIn cl t 0 b f' 
é! dustbln nf sc.rnp<.; of brllllclnt 
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fabric. odd gems. worthless but 
fascinating curiosities. tinsel, 
quaint bits of carving, and a 
reasonable amount of healthy 
dirt. Shake the machIne and 
it goes out of order; shake 
the dustbin and It adJusts 
itself beautifully to its new 
posltlon. 

73 
This attraction to the dustbin over agalnst the machine 

betrays a strong anti-technological bent. This bent IS also 

characterized by a promotIon of the value of feeling in a 

world tao orlented ta mechanistie thlnking. In A Mixture of 

Frailties. MonIca Gall, sIttIng in the church, dlscovers: 

Here was feeling, and feeling was 
reallty. If only life could be 
lived in terms of those windows, 
of that asplring, but not 
frlghtening, screen! If only 
thlngs and feelIngs existed, and 
thaughts and judgements dld not 
have to trouble and torture. 

74 
Monlca's experlence ln the church is set in the context of a 

warld WhlCh always seems ta be demandlng a cold ratlanallsm. 

Monica pratests against thlS world in favour of her feelIngs: 

"Must one live always by balancing fact against fael? Had 
7) 

the lrratlonal side of llfe no right ta be lived." This 

emphasls on the em0tlve dlmenslon of human knowlng ln the 

midst of a world WhlCh ooly waots cald reason is developed 

further ln World of Wonders ln the sLory of the English 

theatre company touring Canada. The theatre group 

speclallzes ln old-fashioned romance. They are travelling in 

a land populated by the "descendants of hard-bitten 
76 

pioneers" who lacked "an aesthetic sense." The VIsion of 

the world presented by the theatre company lS perceived ta be 
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quite removed from the day ta day lIves of the audJence. One 

of the marks of thlS distance between the play and the 

audience is the theatrc company's emphasls on feelings: 

SIr John's theatre didn't deal 
in idees, but ln feelings. 
Chlvalry and loyalty and selfless 
love don't ran" as idcHs, but 
lt was wonderful how they 
se1zed on our audIences; 
they loved such thlngs, 
even If they had no intentIon 
of trylng them out ln thelr 
Qwn llves. 

77 
The confllct between the thlnklng Hnd f('('l1ng dlffipnsions 

of the human personality recelves Its most Intensivp 

treatment ln The Mantlcore. DavId Slnunton's cxppricncp of 

J u n g l a n a n a 1 y SIS raI ses t h p que s t Ion () f f p (' lIn g a s il m ( ) d (' () f 

sel(-knowledge. DaVId 15 portrayed flS él réltlonéll ].lwyC'r who 

has, ln an extremp mflnner, repressC'd thp fe('1Ing SI<!(' of hlS 

belng. Pet e r B r 1 g g d (' S ( r 1 b (' sDn v 1 <! 's cha r <l c t (' r : 

DnVld'c; rea(tlon to hcing 
Judged dnd governed by il most 
lrratlonal <lnd capriclolls 
fathcr 15 to seek th!' heIghtc, 
of the greflt stone mountHln 
of the tablel~ of Idw élnd 
precedencc, wherc he Céln 
eXlst ln the clerlr aIr (Jf 
reason, forma11ty flnn 
tradItIon, frep of the 
mlsts of pnternal ('mot I()n 

and CFlprlre. 
78 

In her trPfllm\. '- of DélVld, Jo von /lrJl 1er empha~l/(,<'; tlip [ole 

plajcd by fee1Ing ln onp's )oUrnCï to know onp<'l'l f. Bp III g 

a b 1 e lo und e r ~ t H n d cl n d t ° ri (' c; c r JI) f' P fi 1 (. <, j n r () m JI él rIS (J n t () t Il f' 

abl11 tv tn f('(>1. Jf the 1nner journp'y' rep[espnts th<' 

approprlilte path tl') redempt Ive knowlC'dgp, the mond whJ( h 

accompan1CS one on th(' journe}' lS on(> of [,,(>} lng. Th(' 
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exaltation of feeling over understanding is seen in von 

Haller's declaration that David, who can think but not feel, 

is stupid. His learning and his ability to reason will not 

lead him toward self-knowledge. Only 'feeling can accomplish 

-that task. "Understanding and exper1encing are not 

interchangeable. Any theologian understands martyrdom, but 
79 

only the martyr experiences the fire." Patrie i a Nonk, in 

her study on Davies' use of Jung in his writing, eomments 

that this emphasis on feelIng in The Mant1eore is not seen 

only from the perspective of psychology. A sense of 

psychologlcal wholeness does requHe the openness to the 

feelIng si de of one's being. However, an understanding of 

self-knowledge wh1ch enter tains the possibility of a heroic 

denouement to the ]ourney--a sense of meaning and fulfillment 

to be achleved as a result of knowing oneself--implies a 

spintual as well as psychologieal dImension ta the emphasis 

on feeling: 

Dr. von Haller ean educate 
David to allow himself to 
feel and to understand his 
feeling, but she cannot 
educate hlm to feel. .... 
.. . The only way that he 
can really learn to feel 
lS to be so overwhelmed 
by an emotlon that he lS 
willlng to abandon thought 
and common sense altogether 
and trust hlS feelIng 
as a mode of functloning. 
What he needs for this IS 

somethlng qUlte other 
than common sense--a sense 
of the numlnous. 

80 
Knowledge about the emotions can be imparted. 
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tht::mselves ean only be experienced. When an understandiJlg of 

knowledge exhibits a bias towards feeling over rationnlity, 

the possibility of systematlzing what we know becomes 

exceedingly difficult. Institutions su ch as the chureh and 

the sehool dea} in systems of thought which can be ordered 

and eommunieated. Feeling--the shadow of our thlnking 

selves--cannot be conveyed ln any systemnlic way by 

lnstitutions. Thelr reality cornes only through the persona1 

experlence of the Inner self. An understandlng of knowledgp 

which stresses feelIng 18 conslstent with the indlvidual1stic 

bias ln Davles' novels. 

T h i SIn dIV l d u a 1 i s m d 0 e s n 0 t, h 0 W E' \' e r, l m p] y t h a t 0 Il C i s 

on one's 

personal 

both the 

novels, 

own ln the quest for gnosls. Even ln sowething ns 

as feeling knowledge, outslde help i8 possIble. ln 

literature of the ancient gnostics and in Devies' 

the asslstance of external revealers and mythil 

patterns proves Indjspenslble. 

l ') 1 
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~ The Helpers: Revealers and Mythic Patterns 

Roberston Davies exhibits an affinity ta the gnostic 

spirit in his characters' de.=;ire ta escape from a one­

dimenslonal world in which the shadow side of existence is 

denied to a world in which spiritual adventures and self-

knowledge are possible. This affinity is strengthened in 

Davies' adoption of the gnostic attractIon ta gnosls as the 

prlmary vehIcle for escape. Gnosis, for bath Davies and the 

ancient gnostics, is to be discovered internally. The spark 

of divinlty which has been covered over by the ignorance 

engendered by earthly existence (or by the existence of a 

represslve culture as in Davies' imaging of the gnostic 

story) IS discovered by the IndIvidual. The spark of 

dIvinity is not Imparted by Institutlonal authority. 

The egolsm implied in the above description and the 

corresponding suspIcion of human institutions and communitles 

could lead ta the assumptIon that the escape from ignorance 

and the Journey ta self-dIscovery are solitary endeavours. 

While it is true that the mediations of church or school do 

not play an essentlal raIe in either ancient gnosticism or in 

DavIes' novels, there are individual helpers \l'ho become 

strateglC in the drama of se1f-discovery. \~hile it is true 

that orthodox doctrine does not order the journey of either 

the gnostic or Davies' protagonlsts, there are metaphors 

which illumine the Journey. 

A. The Gnostic Revea1er 

The most obvious example of the individual helpers in 

the prùgress of the sou1 toward gnosis is to be found in the 
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notion of the external revealer. The revealer is the one who 

issues the calI and, thereby, begins the awakening process. 

The revealer of gnosticism bears a resemblance to the 

redeemer raIe played by Jesus in the ChrIstian story. 

Indeed, Christ often fulfills the raIe of redeemer ln the 

Christianized gnostic tracts. Kurt Rudolph, however, makes 

the point that the gnostic understanding of the redeemer 

bears sorne characteristics which distlnguish It from the 

Christian: 

In the area of Christian Gnosis 
the Idea [of the redeemer] is 
certainly to be found, but it is 
only one form and not the 
normative one. Preponderant 
in Gnosis are qUlte other 
conceptions, which are clear1y 
dIstInct from the ChrIstian and 
therefore cannot derive from 
Christianitv ....... The ancient 
idea of the-"redee[Tler" corresponds 
more ta the concept of "llberator" 
or "de1I verer", and thIS 
actually fIts the gnostic 
"redeemer"-fIgures a1so. They 
are those who for the first 
tIme show ta [Tlen ln general 
the way to Iiberation from the 
cosmos. One [Tlay calI them Just 
as weIl revealers or emlssaries 
or messengers, who at the com[Tland 
of the supreme God irnpart the 
saving message of the 
redeeming knowledge. Since, 
however, thIS IS beyond doubt 
an act of redemptIon 1 they 
can also wIth Justice be 
descrlbed as "t"edeemers" 
(sorne of them indeed are 
active as "helpers" in the 
accornplishment of the ascent 
of the soul). 

1 
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The variety of titles--redeemer, revealer, liberator, 

dellverer and helper--suggested by Rudolf is matched by a 

variety of mythic and hIstorie figures who undertake this 

raIe ln the gnostic 11terature. Gnosticism does not adhere 

ta a single, Indispensable redeemer figure as is the case ln 

orthodox Chrlstianity. Rudolf reminds us that "the various 

schools and wrltlngs have different Vlews about the fIgures 
2 

and the form of the redeemer or emissary of llght. 

1. The variet)' of revealer fIgures 

An examlnatlon of gnostlc literature reveals the 

richness of the varlet y of fIgures asslgned ta help in the 

ealllng and awakenlng process. In "The Apoealyse of Adam", 

for example, Eve plays the role of a revealer-helper ta Adam 

who, ln turn, plays the sa me raIe with his son, Seth: 

'Llsten ta my words, my son 
Seth. When Gad had created 
me out of the earth along with 
Eve your mother, l \Vent about 
with her ln a glory WhlCh she 
had seen ln the aean from 
whieh we had come iorth. 
She taught me a ward of 
knowledge of the eternal 
God ...... No"' then, my son 
Seth, l will reveal to yau 
the things which those men 
whom l saw before me al flrst 
revealed to me .. 

3 
ln other gnastIc tractates, the revea]er cornes III the form of 

a heaven1y belng. In "The Paraphrase of Shem", the VOlee of 

Derdekeas cornes ta Shem ln the eontext of an ecstatic trance: 

l heard a voice saylng ta me, 
Shem, sinee you are from an 
unmlxed power and you are the 
first being upon the earth, 
hear and understand what l 

154 

----------------........... 



t 

shall say to you first 
concerning the great Powers 
who were in existence in 
the beginning, before l 
appeared. 

4 
Derdekeas descends from his posItion close ta the Light and 

goes ta Hades ln arder "ta rescue the fallen and entrapped 
5 

light of the Spirit and of the mind of Darkness." 

Along side the Blblical characters such as Adam, Seth, 

Baruch and Melchlzedek and mythic occupants of Heaven such as 

Derdekeas, there also exist ln sorne later gnostic wrltlngs 

historIe fIgures such as SImon Magus and Zoroaster who play 

the raIe of the redeemer/revealer/helper. The varlet y of 

figures, mythlc and historIe, ta play this raIe is emphasized 

ln Rudolph' s reminder th~t " the gnostlc religlous founder 

ManI accepted a great number of 01d Testament personalitles 

into the chaIn of the revealers or 'apostles of light', but 
6 

also Zoroaster, Buddha and Jesus." 

ii. The raIe of the revealer 

Whatever the name give~ ta the revealer, the raIe lS 

crltlcal ln the process whleh will enable the hearer to 

escape captIvlty in the world and, through gnosis, approaeh 

the realm of the Light. The fallenness of everythlng 

connected with creatIon only serves ta emphasize the 

Importance of the revealer. Because the lmmedlate 

environment of the hearer is radically frought with 

ignorance, the only \"ay in WhlCh he or she can be exposed to 

the realm of the Llght is to be told of It. It cannat be 

experienced in the day to day events of human history. Pheme 

Perkins comments: 
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Typically for Gnostic apocalypses, 
the vislonary element is missing 
throughout. The seer learns or 
hears about different waters and 
types of soul in the heavenly 
reglon. He does not see them 
and then seek interpretation 
as a Jewlsh v1s10nary would do. 

7 
The revealer's task, therefore, 1S removed from the 

machinations of human hlstory. The images of escape and 

return are other-worldly and cannot be found in any Image of 

creatIon. They must be descrIbed in words. \hthout the 

revealer's word plctures, the hearer would have no contact 

wlth that from WhlCh he has descended. 

B. OavIes' Revealers 

The prosaIC small towns of Oavies' world are, llke the 

VISIon of creatIon artlculated by the gnostics, devold of 

avert manifestations of an alternate vision to that which 

eXIsts. When Dunstan Ramsay discovers The Secrets ~ Stage 

ConJurlng by Robert-Houdin hIdden away ln the local Deptford 

Ilbrary, he dIscovers a world of magic hitherto unknown. The 

dlscovery arIses from reading and not from any experience of 

living ln Deptford: 

When he [Robert-Houdin] insIsted 
on the necessity of things that 
were unknown ta Oeptford, l 
assumed that It was because 
Oeptford was a village and 
ParIs was a great and 
sophistlcated capItal .... 

8 
In arder ta dlscover the thIngs "unknawn to Deptfard" OaVIes' 

pratagonIsts need the assistance of those who are not bound 

by the vIllage. Ju~t as the earth-bound soul of the gnostic 

imagInation needs to be called and awakened by a revealer, 50 
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Davies' characters need to hear from someone from the 

outslde. Davies' didactic style of writing re-en forces the 

conviction that the knowledge of alternate visions i8 sparked 

by the external revealer rather than by eXIstential 

experience. 

~ The varlet y ~ revealers ~ Davies' narrative 

The revealers ln Davles' storles take various forms. 

Teaehers, prlests, psychoanalysts and maglcians are aIl 

called upon to perform this function. The common bond among 

the revealers lS theIr knowledge of something outslde the 

village. ThIS knowledge cornes not only from a llfe lJved ln 

a different place but, also and more partlcularly, from a 

relationshlp ~lth mythlc patterns WhlCh have been forgotten 

in the small town enVIronment. The revealers may have 

hlstorlc roots but thelr real slgnlflcance lies in thelr 

connectlon wlth mythology. Terry GoldIe comments that 

Ramsay' S Inter est in saints in FI fth BusIness is an 

IndIcation of the iPlportance WhlCh Davies attaches ta these 

mythic fIgures: 

In Flfth BusIness, Dunstan's 
maIn Interest 15 hagiography, 
or the study of saints. He does 
not limlt hlmself ta the 
perusal of dry documents of 
faet, but instead lS often 
drawn more ta those saints' 
legends WhlCh seem ta have 
least historleal substance, 
such as that of St. Uncumeher, 
the woman who grew a beard 
ta protect her ChrIstian 
chastity •.•... Ramsay cornes 
ta recognize that the validity 
of legends is found not in 
theIr hlstorieal aeeuracy 
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but in the role they play 
in the folklore, the guiding 
myths, of SOcIety. 

9 
The revealers of Davies' novels have a connection with a 

mythlc unlverse ln which patterns which transcend the 

partlcularlties of time and space can be found. Davies is 

attracted to Jung's notIon that ln folklore "the movements of 

the psyche can be understood as general human processes more 
10 

easily ln It than ln Indivldual case historIes." PatrIcia 

Monk, in her study on Davies and Jung goes on to say that 

"for Davles it [folklore] has mO r ? genera: value as an 
1 1 

extenslon of ourselves as human beings." 

In the same manner that the gnostic wrlters adopted 

mythIc characters such as Adam, Seth and Derdekeas ta play 

the role of revealer ln their dramas, Davies makes extenSIve 

use of mythlc images in the character develapment of hlS 

revealers. In the Deptford tnlogy, for example, the 

character of LIesl adopts a last name WhlCh cornes from a play 

uron which Goethe based hIS poem, Faust. Vltzliputzl1 is 

descrlbed as one of the lesser demons who served the great 

musIcl8n. Gertrude Lewls, ln an artIcle entltled 

"VltzllputZl Revlsited," pOInts out that Davles' use of the 

name extends beyond the explanatlon glven by Llesl. The name 

ean also be attrlbuted ta an Aztec god who devours human 

belngs. Ramsay and Liesl flrst meet ln MeXICO. As well, the 

name IS used in Europe to glve a colloquial label ta a 
12 

"sma1l, mlschlevous but endearing fIgure." LeWIS concludes 

her study by commentlng that Davles' "allusions [in ti". use 

of the name] comprIse the mythologieal, phIlologIcal and 
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colloquial aspects of Vltziliputzli and are united in one of 
13 

his great character studles." This name with several 

reference points serves as an Indication of Davies' desire ta 

connect hlS revealers--those who tell the hearer of an 

alternative viSIon--to a body of mythology which ls 

pprsonlfied ln the revealer but WhlCh also transcends the 

particular. 

This pattern of attaching the revealer fIgures ln the 

novels to mythic characters, as seen in the case of Llesl, is 

repeated as the characters for whom Liesl acts as a revealer 

become, in turn, revealers themselves. The connectlon 

between Ramsay's adopted name of Dunstan and St. Dunstan (a 

connectlon dlscussed ln Chapter One) lS related to Ramsay's 

role as a conveyor of knowledge about the world beyond 

Deptford. Those qualltles attributed to St. Dunstan are the 

ones WhlCh enable Ram~ay to play out his role as a revealer. 

\,7 1 1 f r e d Cu d e l n h l S art icI e, fI !"lI s t 0 rIO g r a ph yan d Th 0 s e Da m n e d 

Sal.~ts: Shadow and Light ln Flfth BUSIness, comments: 

Ramsay, whom Father Blazon 
proclalms as "St. Dunstan .. 
... , a thousand years after 
hlS tIme,' (223) has the 
essentlal qualltles of hlS 
medleval predecessor: bIrth 
in the dIstant Celtlc west 
of the Engllsh Imperium, an 
InfatuatIon wlth magIc, 
unquestloned herolsm, a 
dedicatlon ta the lives of 
the saints, good works, a 
productIve scholarly career, 
and partjclpatlon ln three 
mIracles.14 

Wlth these attrlbutes symbollzed by the connection wIth St. 
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Dunstan, Ramsay is able ta take on the role of a revealer 

enabl1ng, in particular, the reader of Davies' novels to 

contemplate the possibility of liberating self-discovery. 

~ The magus ~ revealer 

Davies' revealers take dlfferent forms in each of his 

novels. The most frequent persona adopted by the revealer in 

his staries lS that of the rnagus. The magus, as a myth1c 

figure, is character1zed by wisdom and wlzardry. The magus 

also exhIbits a darK slde to hlS or her personality. In 

psychologlcal terms, the magus is indlviduated ta the extent 

that there lS an awareness of bath darkness and light, 

outward reallty and shadow. ThIs descrlpt10n is consistent 

wlth the plcture of the revealer ln gnostlc mythology. The 

revealer is the one who brIdges the gap between darkness and 

llght. In "The Paraphrase of Shern", for example, the 

revealer, Derdeheas, descends from the light ta rescue the 

entrapped llght in creation. In arder ta accompllsh hlS task 

"he puts on 'the beast', apparently the body, and in that 
15 

dlsgulse he advances the cosrnic work of salvation." 

The magus fIgure ln Davles' narrative, llke the fIgure of 

Derdekeas, takes on the raIe of the dark figure ln arder ta 

achleve the goal of self-knowledge. 

The Importance of the magus can be seen ln the Deptford 

trllogy. Peter Baltensperger ln hlS artIcle, "Battles with 

the Trolls," suggests that, in Flfth BUSIness, the raIe of 

the magus is comblned with the raIe of hero in the persan of 

Dunstan Ramsay. Ramsay does encounter those Indivlduals such 
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as Padre Blazon and Liesl who do play the magus role in 

relation to him; in addition, however, the magus function is 

internalized for Ramsay: 

In Ramsay's narrative the Magus 
figure is fused wlth the hero and 
Ramsay acquires the self-knowledge 
and insights previous1y provided by 
Domdanlel [ln A MIxture of 
FraIltIes1 largely on hlS-
own. The mentors are at the same 
tlme de-emphaSlzed, though they 
appear at the approprlate phases 
of Ramsay's Journey .... 

16 
In The Mantleore, Baltensperger argues, the magus takes the 

form of the Jungian analyst, Jo von Haller: 

The fIgure of the Magus re-appears 
as a separate entlty ln DrtVld's 
psychoanalysls in the form of 
Dr. von Haller; not as a guide 
through external experlence 
llke Domdanlel, but rather as 
an interpreter of the dark 
symbollsm of the Interlor 
spaees of the mInd. 

17 
In whatever character the magus lS cast--Liesl, Ramsay or 

von Haller--the function remalns the same. The magus serves 

as a revealer who opens up a part of the being of the hearer 

which has hltherto been neglected in a culture which foeuses 

primarlly on e~ternal deflnltions of the human character. 

The magus lS characterlzed by an ewphasis on the dark 

SI de of the hUMan personality. In Fifth Business RaMsay is 

struck by the physlcal appearance of the magus character, 

Liesl, in thelr first meetIng. He clalms that she was 
18 

"certainly the ugliest human creature l had ever seen." 

Her physlcal appearance lS matched by a personality which can 

be abrasive. The emphasis upon the unattractiveness and 
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acerbic tongue of Liesl is not intended to convey a picture 

of the magus as a one-dimensional devil. Rather, the dark 

traits are stressed in the magus in order to paint a picture 

of balance. In gnostic mythology the descending revealer 

often has to "put on the beast" in order to accompllsh the 

task of llberatlng the entrapped light in creatIon. In this 

sense the revealer acts as a bridge between the corrupt world 

and the heavenly realm. The magus character, ln Davles' 

novels, also acts as a bridge. Like the gnostlc revealer, 

the magus puts on the beast. Like the gnostic revealer, the 

magus aets as a bridge between two VISIons of the human 

personality. ThIS analogy IS, of course, tempered by the 

fact that the reasons for the display of the dark side are 

dlfferent for Davles' magus. Unlike the gnostlc reveAler, 

DaVles' charaeters do not live ln a creatIon which is evil. 

Indeed, they aetually Ilve ln an environment in which 

darkness IS suppressed. Where the gnostic revealer displays 

a dark side in arder ta expose the 115ht, the magus figure 

shows this slde ln order ta expose the false light of a 

soclal order which denies the eXIstence of the darkness. The 

central Issue for the magus lS nnt one of promoting darkness, 

but, rather, of providlng a VISIon of balance. Ramsay makes 

this pOInt when, ln his falled attempt ta act as a magus to 

Boy Staunton, he says, ''l'm simply trylng ta recover 

something of the totality of vour life. Don't you want ta 
19 

possess it as a whole--the bad with the good?" Thus, the 

emphaSls on the dark slde in the magus IS not intended ta 

portray the magus as a one-dimenslonally evil being. Indeed, 
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Ramsay's negative description of Liesl ls immediately 

followed by the statement that "her voice was beautiful and 

her utterance was an educated speech of sorne foreign 
20 

flavour." Similarly her abrasive personality is 

ameliorated by moments in which she lS tender and caring. 

The Image of the magus as a wise wlzard lS strategically 

intended to awaken hidden parts of the human personality in 

the hearer. 

The drIve toward balance ln one's self-knowledge 

requlres dlfferent emphases at dlfferent points in the human 

Journey. Because Davies percelves his culture to be one 

which has great dlfflcu1ty wlth the dark slde, the revealer 

as magus lS most prominent in his stories. The revealer 

does, however, come in other forms. The saint also plays a 

role ln the human drama of self-discovery. 

b. The saint as revealer 

There are three dimensions to salnts which are Important 

for Davles. The flrst 15 theIr attachment to a world qUlte 

alien to the hard-headed rea11sm of DavIes' small town. 

Ronald Sutherland makes the pOInt that Davies' saint, Mary 

Dempster, represents the same qualltles that are found ln 

Leonard Cohen's saint, Kateri, ln Beautiful Losers. These 

saints are, according ta Sutherland, "symbolic of the 
22 

capacity for mystery and faith, miracles and magIc." The 

magus reveals the dark side ln a world which would deny It. 

The saint reveals mystery and magic in a world unaccustomed 

ta thinking in such terms. A contrast eXlsts between the 
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raIe played by the doctors--men of science--and Mary 

Dempster--the demented saint--in relation ta the illness of 

Dunstan Ramsay's brother. The doctors are seen to be 

rational and, yet, strangely Impotent: 

Dr. McCausland sent to Toronto 
for a speciallst--an alarming 
move in our vIllage--and the 
specialist had very llttle ta 
suggest except that immersions 
ln warm water at four-hour 
Intervals mlght help; he 
dId not advise an operation 
yet, for at that tjme the 
removal of a kldney was an 
extremely grave matter. 

23 
When Willie, Dunstan's brother, takes a turn for the worse, 

Dunstan summons Mary Dempster. Her calm demeanour has an aIr 

of unreallty about it and, yet, in Ramsay's account, she lS 

able to accomplish what the doctors cannat: 

Mrs. Dempster looked at hirn 
solemnly but not sadly, then 
she knelt by the bed and took 
his hands in hers and prayed. 
l had no way of knowlng how 
long she prayed, but it was less 
than ten mInutes ..... After a 
whIle she raised her head and 
called hlm. 'Wlll1e,' she in 
a low, Infinitely klnd, and 
indeed almost cheerful tone. 
Again, 'Wlllie.' l hoped till 
l ached. She shook his hands 
gently, as if rousing a sleeper. 
'Wlllle.' Willie slghed and 
moved his legs a 11ttle. l 
fainted. 

24 
The saInt is an affront to a rational world in which mystery 

is suspect. Ramsay's trust in the ministry of Mary Dempster 

and his subsequent conviction that she must be a saInt 

separate hlm from the mainstream of his own culture. When 

the Chairman of the Board of the Col borne College informs 
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1 
Rams.ty that he is not ta be appointed headmaster following 

the "ar, It is Ramsay's inter est in saints which is clair .. ::d 

ta bt. the stumbling block: 

'It's thlS saint business of 
yours ....... ReligIon in the 
school is one thing; there j s 
a well-understood place for 
relIgion ln educatIon. But 
not this misty world of 
wonder-workers and holy 
wlzards and JUlceless women. 
SaInts aren't in the picture 
at aIl. 

25 
ln a world in WhlCh saints are not 'in the picture,' a 

charrcter designated a saInt becomes another form of the 

reveé 1er who pOlnts toward a part of being denled by the 

domlrant culture of that world. The saInt Introduces mystery 

lnto a cantext devoted to the concrete. 

fhe second way in which Davles' saJnts serve as a 

revea: ers is to be found in the alternate visIon ta orthodox 

moral- ty engendered by the b.fe of the saint. In arder ta 

avold tlie attachment of conventional moral codes ta hlS 

saint Mary Dempster, Davies qualifies her 5ainthood with the 

attrihutes of the foo1. Father Regan explalns the fool-salnt 

ta Ramsay: 

'Ever hear of a foo1-salnt? 
l thought not. As a matter 
of fact lt's a Jewish idea, 
and the Jews are no foo1s, 
y'know. A fool-saint is 
somebody who seems ta be 
full of hollness and loves 
everybody and does every ~' dd 
act he can, but because he s 
a fool it aIl cornes ta 
nothlng--to worse than 
nothing, because it 15 vlrtue 
tainted with madness, and you 
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can't tell where it'll end 
u p. ' 

26 
In Ma r y 's ca 5 eth e "v i r t 11 e ta i n te d w i th ma d ne s s Il man i f est s 

itself in the act of givIng herself sexually to a tramp and, 

thereby, transforming his life. Her act is one of generosity 

which results ln the conversion of the tramp, but it assaults 

the moral standards of Deptford. The Protestants of 

Deptford can be characterIzed by Liesl's descrIption of those 

who "have the cruelty of doctrine without the poetlc grace of 

myth" and who "want ta show they can be Christians wIthout 
27 

Christ." Mary's act lS both graceful and counter to 

tradltional codes of morallty. As a fool-saint, Mary reveals 

a world beyond the one controlled by the moral and 

theologlCal doctrines of orthodox Chrlstianity. 

Finally, the saInt as revealer 15 the one who exposes 

pure goodness. In thlS sense, the saint IS concerned wlth a 

dlfferent emphasls th an that 01 the magus. Both, however, 

help to engender the pursult of what Davles calls the 

totallty of llfe and both counter a culture WhlCh stnves to 

he one-dimensional. The magus Introduces the dark side lnto 

a world WhlCh attempts to deny ItS own darkness. The saInt 

embodies goodness ln a world WhlCh, because of Hs denial of 

darknes'5, 15 unable to distlOgUISh true goodness from 

adherence to moral codes. WiJfred Cude descrlbes DavIes' 

understanding of the role of the saInt ln thlS way: 

There is much more than 
perverslty or sensationa1Ism 
ta Davies' varlegated 
depiction of hIS saInt. 
Davles sees with wonderful 
clarity the beauty of a 
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human striving heroically 
for the good: he sees 
that beauty, in fact, 
precisely because he also 
sees the limItatIons and 
obstacles such heroism 
must encounter and flnally 
vanquish.28 

The saint is the revealer of innate goodness in a SOCIety 

bound by moral legallsm. The saInt is a symbol of mystery in 

an culture c..O'lcerned only wlth the explIcable. 

c. Extra-terrestrlal revealers 

The magi and saints of Davies' novels are cast ln human 

forme They are, however, connected ta fIgures WhlCh 

transcend the human ln much the sa me way that the descended 

gnostlc revealers have an Identlty ln the archons beyond the 

sphere of creatIon. The mythlc unlverse ta WhlCh earthy 

staries are connected recelves more expllclt emphasis ln 

Davies' later novels. ln The Renel Angels, the revealers v/ho 

ln Inhabit the parcIcu]ar farm of the small OntarIo tOIVn 

known as the unlverslty have a connectiop ta descendlng 

angels who carry wlth them the task of revealing dIVIne 

secrets ta mortals. Mana Theotoky links the academlc 

priest, SImon Darcourt, wlth these rebel angels: 

Oh, SImon, you must remember the 
Rebel Angels? They were real 
ange] s, Samahazai and Azazel, and 
they betrayed the secrets of Heaven 
ta King Salomon, and God threw 
them out of Heaven. And did 
they mope and plot vengeance? 
Not they' They weren' t sore­
headed egoists like LucIfer. 
Instead they gave manklnd 
another push up the 13dder, 
thc]' came ta earth and taught 

if tangues, and healing and laws 
'1\ and hygiene--taught everything--
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and they were often special successes 
with the 'daughters of men.' 
It's a marvellous piece of 
apocrypha, and l would have 
expected you to know It, because 
surely It is the explanation of 
the orlgin of universItIes. 

29 
Davies carries the relatlonshi.p between the mythlc universe 

and the contemporary Canadlan story one step further ln 

What' s Bred ~ the Bane in WhlCh beings who transcend 

humanlty serve not on] y as raIe models for the human 

characters of the nove1 but actua11y play a raIe in the 

narratIve. Dalmon's comments on the human action taklng 

place beneath hlm serve as a remlnder to the reader that 

there are forces beyond our own wl11s whieh he1p to determine 

the course of our storles. Darcourt exp1alns the role of the 

dalmons. HIS deserlptJ.on wIth lts emphaSIS on the goal of 

self-knowlng rather than moralitv is conSIstent , .. dth the 

roles asslgned ta the magus, the angel and theIr human 

counterparts: 

Of course yau know what Heslod 
calls dalmans: spIrits of the 
Golden Age, who aet as guardlans 
to morti:J1s. Not tedlous 
manIfestatIons of moral conSCIente, 
llke Guardlan Angels, always 
pull1ng for Sunday Schoo] 
rlghtness and goodlness. No, 
manIfestatIons of the artlstlc 
conscIence, who supply you 
wIth extra energy when It IS 
needed. and t l P you of f when 
thlngs aren' t g<llng as they 
shauld. Not wedded to what 
Chrlstians t~lnk of as what 
IS nght, but ta what lS your 
destIny. 

30 

The dalmon, Malmas, takes on the major functlon of the 
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~------------------........... 
revealer in the life of Frances Cornish by ensuring that he 

will be one of the ones chosen to see beyond the world of his 

birth. Wlth the dairnon's help, he will be enabled to escape 

the strictures of village (in this case, Blairlogie) life and 

escape to another world (once again, Europe) in which self-

knowledge lS possIble. The revea12r, whether ln human or 

extra-terrestrlal form, is essential. The dalmon, Maimas 

comments on hlS task: 

My dear Zadklel, we haven't even 
touched on Blairlogle. There was 
dullness for you! But it's been 
my experlence, over several 
aeons, that a goDé du11 beglnnlng 
does no harm ta an Interesting 
llfe. l'our man runs 50 hard to 
get away from the dullness he was 
barn to that you do very Intnresting 
thlngs ~lth hlm. Put them lnto 
hlS head to do hlmself, that's to 
say. \hthout me, Francis \"ould 
Just have been a good, SOlld 
cItizen llke the rest of them. 

31 
In a varlet y of Images Davles repeats the story of the 

gnostlc revealer. The escape from the mundane ta a place 

where the SpIrItual adventure Involved ln knowlng oneself is 

possible 1S an indlvldual task. There 15 a need, however, 

for help along the way. ThIS phe~omenon lInks Davies wlth a 

gnostle tradItIon ln Whlch, aceording to Perkins, "those 

affllcted by the arehons never escape by their own power. 

They are always plucked from the SituatIon by angellc 
32 

revealers. " Davles' characters, afflicted by the mores of 

the 5mall town, need a slml]ar klnd of assistance. They 

receive that assIstance from t'lf' magi, angels and daimons who 
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enter into the novels in bath human and supra-human forms. 

d. Women as revealers 

In The Rebel Angels SImon Darcourt speaks of his 

attraction ta the Gnostics. One of the primary components of 

thlS attraction IS what Darcourt perceives ta be the role of 

the femlnlne ln gnostlc ]lterature: 

But he who troubles his head 
wlth apocryphal texts wIll not 
do so long before he peeps lnto 
heretlcal texts, and wlthout 
any IntentIon of becomlng a 
GnostlC l found myself greatly 
taken up wlth the Gnostlcs 
because of the appea] of sa 
much that they had to say. 
TheIr notIon of SophIa selzed 
upon my ~lnd because lt sUlted 
some ldeas that T had tentatlvely 
and fearfully developed of my 
o",n accord. 

1 llke women, and the lack 
of a femlnlne presence ln 
C h rIS t l a nIt Y ha!, 1 0 n g t rOll b 1 e d . . 
.... The Gnostlcs dld hetter than 
that; the) offered thelr fol1owers 
SophIa. 

Sophia, the temlnlne persnnl[lcatl0n 
of God's Wlsdom ..... . 

'31 
The contrast whleh Davles makes between orthodo~ Chrlstlanlty 

and gnosticlsm wlth regard tn women lS slml11ar ln nne made 

by Elaine Pagels ln The Gnostlc Gospels: 

ln ~lmplcst farm, many gnostl( 
Chrlstlans correlate thelr 
descrIptIon of Cod ln both 
masculIne and femlnlnc terms 
wlth a compllmontary dC.3Crlptlon 
of human nature. Most often 
they refcr to thp creRtlon 
account of Gcne~ls l, WhIC~ 

suggests an equal or androgynous 
human crcatlon ....... The 
arthodox pattern lS strIklngly 
dlfferent: lt descrlbes Gad 
ln excluslvely masculine terms, 
and typIcally refers to Genesls ~ 
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ta describe how Eve was created 
from Adam, and for his fulfillment. 

34 
Davies' female characters, particularly tho5e who play a 

magian or saintly revealer role, reflect a gnostic 

understandlng of the role of the femlnine ln the transcendent 

realm and ln creatIon. It is an understandlng which, for 

bath Davles and the gnostics, 15 based on a paradoxical 

notIon regardlng the femlnlne prlnciple. This paradox can be 

observed ln the story of the SophIa fIgure to whom PavIes 

refers. 

In the Vaientinlan corpus SophIa is deslgnated as a part 

of the Godhead and as a player in the fa11 from dlvlnity. Jn 

"The Apocryphon of John," Barbelo (who was prohably "from the 
35 

begInnlng one persan wlth SophIa" ) appears as a part of an 

androgynous Godhead: 

lThe flrst powerJ. the g]ory, 
Barbel0, the perfect glory ln 
the aeons, the glory of the 
revelatlon, she glorlfled the 
vIrgInal Splrlt and pralsed 
h1m, because thanks ta hlm 
she had come forth. ThIS 1S 
the fIrst thnught, hlS Image; 
she became the ~oMb of everything 
for she 15 pflor tn them al], 
the Mothcr-f<lther, the first 
Nan. the ho] y Sr1 Tl t. the 
thrice-male, the thrlce-powerful, 
the thrlce-named androgynous 
one, and the cternal éleon among the 
invIsIble ones, and the flrst 
ta come forth. 

36 
Barbelo IS a part of the process wldch leads to the begetting 

of a dIvIne snn (ldentlfied ln the "Apocryphon of John" wlth 

the heavenly ChrIst) who, in turn, 1S followed by the layers 

of aeons which form the structure of the gnostic cosmogony. 
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It is at this point in the narrative that a critica1 

event occurs in which the feminine dimension of the Godhead 

displays another side. Sophia, driven by her passion, 

determines to create a 1ikeness of herse1f without the 

consent of her consort. \Vith tins actIon, the bi-sexual 

harmony of the Godhead is broken. The creature, fashioned in 

the shape of a serpent and a lIon, is c-a11ed Jaldabaoth. 

Jaldabaoth 1S the DemIurge, the eVII creator of the world. 

The passlon-fJ.lled, lndependent action of Sophia IS 

characterlzed by the lntroductlon of a curtain or shadow lnto 

the gnostlc unlverse WhlCh deepens and more profoundly 

dIstances the rea1m of L1ght ln the descent through the aeons 

to the 10\o,'est leveJ--earthly creatIon. Hans Jonas descrlbes 

thlS de\'olutlon as It élppeélrs ln "The Hypostasls of the 

Arc h 0 n s" and the " 0 r ] gIn 0 f the \\ Cl r 1 d " : 

The HypostasIe; ~ the Arc.hons and 
the 0 r l gIn 52..l the \.; 0 rIs bot h 
tell us that PlStlS SophIa (a) deslred 
to produce alonc, wlthollt: her consort, 
a wor" thé1t v,'ould he llke unto the 
flrst-exlstlng Llght: lt came forth 
as a celestlal lmage Whlch 
Cb)) constltutecl a curtaln 
between the lllgher r('<dms of 
11ght and the later-born, Inferlor 
aeons; and a shadow extends 
beneath the> curtaln, that is, 
on ItS outer slde WhlCh faces 
a\"ély from the Jlght. The shadow, 
v,'hlCh was céllled 'Darhness,' 
becomes mntter; and out of 
thlS matter come; forth, as an 
a bort] on, the llun-shaped 
Ialdabaoth 

37 
Sophia eventual1y reallzes the 10S5 that has occurred as 

a result of her action and, through repentance, is restored 

ta the Pleroma. 

172 



The image of Sophia as a part of the God-head and as one 

involved in redemptlon and restoration and as one culpable in 

the events leading to the fall represents the paradox which 

is an essentlal pôrt of the ieminine in the gnostic 

imagination. In Valentlnian gnosticism this paradox IS 

expre~.sed ln the notIon of an upper and lower SophIa. The 

paradox lS not resolved by making these two sides of SophIa 

two separate entItles. Jonas states that the lower SophIa 

remalns "the Callen shope of the former [the upper SophIa) 

and the bearer of aIl the dIVIne dIstress and 1ndignitles 
38 

followlng from the fal1." 

The paradox1cal nature of the feminine prlnClple ln 

gnostlciSrl 15 most \lddly expressed ln a short tractate, 

"T h eTh un cl e r, Pe r f e c t ~h n d " . In the tractate, a female 

revealer exposes her dual nature: 

For l 
l am 
1 am 
l am 
l am 
l am 
l am 

afll the fi r st and the last. 
th e honored one and the scorned 
the "hore and the ho] )' one. 
the "1 [e and the virgln. 
< the mother" and the daughter. 
the 'l1embers of m)' mother. 
the ba r re n one 
and mnny are her sons. 

39 

on e. 

ThIS dual nature of the femlnlne becomes crjtlcal ln a system 

ln WhICh v.'lsdOrl requlres an unclerstandlng of bath darkness 

and llght. The lower part of the SophIa--the scorned one, 

the whore--stands ln relatlonship ta humanklnd whlch has 

become ensnarEd in creatIon. The upper part--the honoured 

one, the hol)' one--glves a viSlon of the Light ta whjch the 

awakened soul IS cal1ed to travelo This paratloxical 
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character ln the gnostic story 1S the one who brIdges the 

realm of L1ght--unknowable ln solely human terms--and the 

fallen creation. 

In the gnostic staries, the warnan who is bath divIne and 

fallen appears in different forms. In his dISCUSSIon of 

SImon Magus, Hans Jonas comments: 

A singular feature of Slmon's 
terrestrIal jaurney was that he 
took about with h1m a ""ornan called 
Helena who he sald he had found 
in a brothel in Tyre and ",h(), 
accordlng ta him, was the latest 
and lowliest lncarnation of the 
fallen '1hought' of Gad, redeemed 
by hllll and a means of redemptlon 
for aIl who belleved ln them bath ... 

40 
The prostltute becomes a redeemer. The parada>. eXl sts in the 

persan of Helena. 

The wrltlngs of the ChrIstIan gnostlcs revea1 both poles 

of the paradoxlcal femlnlne character. ln "The Gospel of 

Mary", for example, It ls the woman who pos5es5es knowledgf> 

hldden from the rest of the dIscIples: "t-ldry answered And 
41 

saJd, 'What 15 hldden from you 1""111 proclalm ta you." 

She 15 clalmed ta he the one loved by Jesus more thFln an\ of 

the a the r s . T h 1 sIm age a f the h 0 n 0 u r p ct ~1 a r y C i'l n b e (0 u n ter e d 

w1th another Image from "The Gospel of Thomas" Jn whlch ~lary, 

whlle worthy of salvatlon, 1.5, ln her human nature, lower 

than the males ln the company: 

SImon Peter sald to them, "Let 
~l a r y 1 e a v eus, for wo men are n a t 
worthv of Llfe." 

Jesus said, "1 myself shall 
lead her ln arder to make her 
male, 50 that she too mAy become 
a living splrit resemhling you 
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males. For every woman who will 
make herself male will enter the 
KIngdom of Heaven." 

42 
These two images of Mary are remlniscent of the upper and 

lower Sophia. The feminine 15 seen to be close to the 

Godhead and, yet, also the representatlon of the corruption 

of creatIon. 

Two princlples Inform Davies' attitude toward women and 

hlS employment of women characters as revealers. The fIrst 

prInClple lS derIved from Davies' attractIon to the Image of 

SophIa. The paradoxlcal nature of belng both honoured and 

scorned reflects, for DavIes, the reallty of those who 

possess self-understandlng and who are able to bridge the 

world of SpIrItual Imprlsonment and the world of 1lght. 

Those femlnlne characters in DavIes' novels who bear the dual 

descrIptIon of helng scorned and honoured are the ones who 

are able ta help others ln the Journey to self-realizatlon. 

The ~econd prlnclple malntalned by Davles ln the 

creatIon of hlS femlnIne characters lS thDt when the duallty 

of character lS repressed, the woman becomes a moral monster. 

The contrast between these two princIples can be seen by an 

examinatlon of the way ln which the women characters are 

developed ln the flrst novel of the Deptford trllogy. 

DunGtan Ramsay's mother appears ln Fifth BUSIness as a 

woman whose character reflects the second principle. V/hen 

f rst encountcred ln the novel, she lS portrayed as strong 

sensible woman who IS able to display compassIon. When Dr. 

McCaus1and requires assIstance for the care of the premature 

Paul Dempster, Mrs. Ramsay 18 called. Dunstan describes the 
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attributes which suited her to this task: 

She was not, l must make clear, 
in any sense a midwlfe or a 
trained person--slmply a woman 
of good sense and klndness of 
heart who enJoyed the authority 
of nurslng and the mystery which 
at that tIme stIll hung about 
the pecullarly femlnine functions. 
She spent a great part of each 
day and not a few nights at the 
Dempsters during that SIX monthsj 
other women helped when they 
could, but my mother was the 
acknowledged high priestess .. 

43 
ThIS Image of competent goodness Shlfts dramatlcally after 

Mary Dempster's sexua1 adventure wlth the tramp. Mrs. 

Ramsay's leadershIp ln care-glvlng lS converted to leadership 

ln Deptford's st rang dlsapproval of the actIons of the 

Baptlst minlster's wlfe. Dunstan recalls an argument between 

his parents on the subJect of Mary Dempster's behavlour: 

My fa~her accused my mother of 
wanting charity; she replled that 
as the mother of two boys she had 
standards of decency ta defend. 
That was the meat of the quarrel, 
but bel ore It had go ne very far 
It reached a point where she SSJd 

that If he wss gOlng ta stand 
up for fllthy behavlour and 
adultery he was a long way [rom 
the man she had msrrled, and he 
was saying that he had never 
known she had a cruel streak. 
(1 could have told him something 
about that.) 

44 
The key ta understanding the character of Mrs. Dempster is ta 

be found ln her adherance to a strIct moral code which can, 

3t one time, elicit acts of kindness, and, at other tImes, 

the cold shunning of those who do not fit within the code. 

There is an absolute quality ta the definition of goodness in 
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the code and the entertalnment of possibilities arising from 

the other side--the shadow of the code--is repressed. This 

strict devotlon to one moral path is reflected in R. L. 

Radford's comment on Mrs. Ramsay's reactlon ta Mary Dempster: 

Led by Mrs. Ramsay, thelr [the 
people of Deptford] hysterlcal 
reactlon to her [Mary Dempster's) 
free actIon, in offerlng herself 
to a sex-starved tramp Just 
because 'he wanted It 50 badly', 
follows exactly Freud's definitlon 
of the treatment of the taboo­
breaker ...... HIS {Ramsay's] own 
mother rules by dogma and follows 
the most conventlonal values of 
her SocIety. 

45 
Hrs. Ramsay's world view 1'0 defined by the mores of Deptford. 

In her actions, she shows herself to be defined by a puntan 

m 0 raI i t Y wh i chi s r. 0 t t r é:I n s c end e d b Y 0 the r spi rit u a 1 vis ion s . 

Mrs. Ramsay, in other words, resembles a lower Sopina in the 

sense that she is held captIve by one world view. Her 

Inablilty to see redee~lng posslbillties in Mary's actions is 

an IndIcatIon of her bllndness to that which exists beyond 

her world. 

David Monaghan makes the point that the character of 

Ramsay's mother 18 re~eated ln his encounter with Diana 

Marfleet. DIana lS the volunteer nurse who cares for Ramsay 

as he recovers froJTl hlS war injuries. Like Nrs. Ramsay, she 

is a competent, caring fIgure. Her background differs from 

that of Deptford, but, llke the world of Mrs. Ramsay, it is 

seen to be self-contalned: "But she had been raised on a 

mental diet 

superiority 

of heroism, Empire. decency and the emotional 
46 

of womanhood •.. " Her devotion to Dunstan 
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reflects the mores of charity found in her world rather than 

a mysterious attraction which transcends that world: " She 

had fallen in love with me because she felt she had made 

whatever l was out of a smashed-up and insensible hospital 
47 

case ... " Managhan cornments: 

Having escaped his rnother, Ramsay 
falls under the equally destructive 
influence of Dlana Marfleet, who 
teaches him to cult~v?te the 
outer man at the expense of the 
inner ..... The fact that Ramsny 
grants his sexual inltlation the 
same importance as seelng 
'Chin-Chin-Chow' indicates the 
lack of any deep spirltual 
impllcations in his relationship 
with Diana. 

48 
Neither Mrs. Ramsay nor Diana are women who can play the raIe 

of significant helpers ta Dunstan on his splritual quest. 

They remain too one-dimensional in their uncritical 

attachment to a familiar world. 

Mary Dempster represents the other side of the coin. 

Unlike Mrs. Ramsay and Diana, she is not tied ta the culture 

in WhlCh she lives. lndeed. her personality and her actions 

run so counter ta her culture that she i5 seen by the 

townsfolk to be mad. Dunstan describes Mary's role in 

relation to her world ln this way: 

She knew she was in disgrace 
with the world, but did not 
feel dlsgraced; she knew she 
was Jeered at, but felt no 
humiliation. She llved by a 
llght that arase wlthin ... 
.. • It was a though she were 
an exile from a world that 
saw things her way, and though 
she was sarry Deptford did 
not understand her she was 
not resentful. 

1..9 
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Mary plays a significantly different role in Ramsay's life 

than that of his mother or Diana. Her estrangement from the 

world of Deptford prompts Dunstan ta imagine another world in 

which saints are taken seriously. While her counter-cultural 

existence is lmportant in Dunstan's spirItual explorations, 

she does not play the role of an act:lve helper in those 

exploratIons. WhiJe dIstinct from the other women in the 

early stages of Dunstan' s life, she j s simi Jar ta them il: the 

sense that she, too, IS perceived to be one-dimensional. 

Where Dlana and Mrs. Ramsay are defined by the dominant 

culture in which they li.ve, Mary is defined by being 

completely outslde thal cu] ture. She represents a form of 

goodness which has no place in Deptford. The paradoxical 

character of the Sophia figure cnnnot be applied ta Mary 

Dempster because she has never dèscended to and taken on the 

lower world. She remains isolated among the saints who never 

become engaged in the hard realitJes of lhe world. There is 

only one side of Mary presented to the reader. For Ramsay, 

"his 'salnt' is no more al10wed full humanity than Staunton's 
50 

'whoor'''. 

Marilyn Chapman, in her article, "Female Archetypes in 

Fifth Business reminds us of Carl Jung's contention that the 

anima--the feminine part of our belng--goes through stages of 

development: 

Jung suggests that the first 
stage in the anima's normal 
development emerges as a 
result of man's need for 
instinctual, biological 
relations and is represented 
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by Eve; the second stage 
emerges from his need for a 
romantie, sexual relationship 
and is represented by Helen; 
the third stage emerges from 
his yearning for spiritual 
growth and lS represented by 
the Virgin Mary; the fourth 
stage emerges from his thirst 
for wisdom and self-knowledge 
and is represented by Sapientia. 

51 
The women ln the early part of Ramsay' s life can be seen as 

symbols of the fust stages in the development of Ramsay' s 

anima. H1S mother is connected to the early need for 

instinctual, biological relations; Diana relates to the need 

for romantic, sexual relations and Mary to the yearning for 

spiritual growth. AlI three women are limited to their 

specifie raIe in the drama and, once the stage represented by 

that role is passed, they disappear from the seene. 

lt is at the final stage that the complex woman--the 

woman capable of holding bath sldes of tr.e Sophia within her 

personali ty--emerges. F. L. Rad[ord comments: 

Divided into saints, clemons, or 
nonentities, \oJomen acquire 
individuality and importance 
for him ooly ",hen they bring to 
the surface the [ear and desire 
associated \o,'lth the mother 
image. It lS only after he 
passes the test of "the loathly 
lady" ln meeting, fighting and 
embracing Llesl that he is able 
ta reconcile the demonic and 
angelic sldes of the Magna 
Mater and accept woman as a 
whole being. 

52 
The women before Liesl play important raIes in Ramsay 's life. 

It is Liesl, however, who is the revealer most akin ta a 

gnostic Sophia. 
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Liesl contains the paradox of Sophia within her. In 

physical appearance and in manner she is the one who evokes 

scorn. In her beauty of voice and her ability to enable her 

hearers to understand themselves, she is honoured by Ramsay 

and the other Deptford protagonists who follow him. 

Liesl's emergence as the primary revealer of the 

Deptford tn]ogy is predicted in mythic terms. When Dunstan 

engages in his study of saints, he becomes particularly 

fascinated by a Portuguese hermaphrodite, Wilgefortis. 

Wilgefortis represents the holding together of opposites 

which will be realized in the person of Liesl. Nancy 

BJerring states: 

Dunstan plcks up bits of 
information about saints, 
and soon becomes intri gued 
by one particularly odd 
sajnt: \Vilgefortis, a 
Port uguese herma phrodl te. 
Although on the surface, 
Dunstan's search is an 
lntellectual preoccupation 
with the dlscovery of 
knowl edge, the nature of this 
saint is a clue to Dunstan's 
actual search. Th!" hermaphrodite 
lS classically the symbol for 
the whole self--the totallty 
of male and female, reason 
and passion, which since their 
dinsion has caused much of the 
misery of mankind. Dunstan's 
search is for the 'whole' 
selfhood, but he does not yet 
see it in these terms." 

53 
Wlsdom is to be found in the paradoxical meeting of 

opposites. This image is personified in Liesl. Because she 

contains both scorn and honour within her she can talk, with 
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authority. about the worlds which restrain self-knowing (the 

"cruel way of life" engendered by an uncompromising 

Calvinism) and those in which one can discover how "you fit 
54 

into poetry and myth". 

Gnosticlsm finds two places--the higher unknowable realm 

and Light and the lower realm of the darkness of creation--

reflected in the same persan of Sophia. As one who retalns 

the memary of the higher while enmeshed ln the lower, Sophia 

is open to the redemption that cornes through gnosis. The 

presencE' of her story in gnostle mythology serves the 

function of revealing the same possibllity of redemption 

through gnosls to the hearers. For DavIes, the revealer 

woman, imaged in the person of Llesl, serves the same 

functlon. Her story, as the one who has known both seorn and 

honour, has the power to Impart a slmilar kind of knowlng to 

her hearers. In bath gnostlcism and Davies' writing, the 

promlnence given to the feminIne character distlnguishes them 

from those forms of orthodoxy which are characterized by a 

neglect of the feminine in relatIon to both the Godhead and 

humanity. Carl Jung made particular note of the importance 

of the feminine in gnostie systems in relation to the 

significance lt held for hlS psychology. Dart contrasts 

Freud and Jung on this point: 

Jung credited Sigmund Freud 
\-'1 th Introducing the classical 
Gnostic motif of the wicked 
paternal authorlty into modern 
psychology. The evil Creator 
God of the Gnostics 'reappeared 
in the Freudlan myth of the 
primaI father and the gloomy 

182 



superego deriving from that father,' 
Jung said. 'In Freud's myth 
he became a demon who created 
a Vlorld of disappolntments, 
illusions and sufferlng.' 

Missing from Freud's 
system, Jung Sélld, was another 
essentlal aspect of Gnosticism-­
the prImordIal femlnlne spirit 
fram anothèr, higher god who 
gave humans the posslbility of 
spiritual transformatIon. 

55 
The women of Davies' narratlve--Llesl in the Deptford 

trilogy, Mary Dempster ln Fifth Business, Jo von Haller in 

The Man tIC 0 r e, N lIa d yin \.] 0 r l d ~ Won der s , and ha ria 's mot h e r 

in The Rebel Angels--are dlverse characters who hald in 

common the fact that they aIl perform the raIe of agents of 

"splri tua] transformatIon." 

S The Revealing Impact ~ Mythic Patterns 

The Journey toward wholeness is alded not only by 

individuals fulfilling mythlC raIes, but, also by patterns of 

transformation along the way WhlCh fInd their roots ln 

anclent storles. Davles, in his nove]s. flnds significance 

ln traditlonal symbols for change which have the power ta 

remlnd one that that which is repressIve in the current 

environment can be transformed. through gnosis. into 

SOm€thIng else. Three of these patterns are granted 

particular attention--name changinr. alchemy and magic. 

~ Changing names 

The changing of one's name as a sign of transformation 

has deep roots in western tradition. In the Hebrew 

scrIptures, the establishment of the covenant between God and 
. 

AbralT' i8 marked by Abram becoming Abraham and Sara, Sarah. 
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In the Christian scriptures the converted Saul becomes Paul. 

In gnostic writing the new name is a sign of the conviction 

that one's earthly name, like everything else in creation, is 

tainted with corruption. The new name lS a sign of true 

identity which cornes from the knowledge of whence one has 

come and whither one is going. ElaIne Pagels comments on the 

phenomenon in the "Gospel of Truth": 

The Gospel EL Truth also 
expresses this 1 n meta phor: 
each persan must rece1ve 
'hIS own name'--not, of course, 
one's ordinary name, but one's 
true ident1ty. Those who are 
'the sons of interior knowledge' 
gaIn the power to speak their 
own names. 56 

The new name IS the mark of the authentic sel f released irom 

the captivIty of creatIon. 

PatricIa Monk tles the practice of changing one's name 

to the psychic and SpIrItual notion of re-bIrth. The second 

birth marks the beginning of that part of one' s 1 ife ln WhlCh 

seeklng self-understanding and wholeness lS the primary 

agenda. This 1S a common phenomenon in a number of human 

myth systems. Monk comments: 

.... the journey represents a 
second birth into a higher stage 
of development. In primItive 
societies It lS visIble as the 
rite of initiation ln which the 
the child or adolescent is 
acknowledged as an adult member 
of the group .... In symbolic 
form It lS presented as pseudo­
death or a death-analogue, and 
in mythic and literary material 
often inaugurates the full 
hero-Journey. In Flfth Business, 
Ramsay' s long coma (after beIng 
wounded at Passchendaele) and 
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return to COnSCI0USneSs constitute 
a second birth WhlCh forms the 
prologue to the quest for a whole 
self that takes hlm almost the 
rest of h1S llfe. 

57 
Ramsay takes a new f13me after he has died figuratively at 

Passchendaele and 1S brought to 11fe again through the 

spIrltual mJn1stratIons of the image of Mary Dempster and the 

phYSlcal care of his nurse, DIana Mar-'eet. This pattern i5 

repeated ln other places in Davies' na J t ive. In Leaven of 

MalIce, the insecure fIgure of Pearl Vambrance reaches a 

turnlng pOInt in her Ide in WhlCh she is able to challenge 

her overbearing father and d1srover a new confident way of 

llving. She ]s aided ln thlS by the love of Solly 

BrIdgewater. ThIS transformatIon 15 marked by the taking of 

a new name, VeronIca. In World ~ Wonders, Liesl reveals 

that her name change came followlng her dlscovery, through 

the attent10n and love of Elsengrlm, that her lIfe did not 

need to be deflned by her ape-llke appearance or the 

bItterness of her adolescence. 

The metaphor of naming is not always used to denote a 

move toward authenticity. Davies aIso uses the choosing of a 

new name to Indicate an opposite movement. In the case of 

Boy Staunton, the change from Percy Boyd Staunton to Boy is 

an l.ndieatlon of what Monaghan ealls "the false adulthood 

which most of us achleve by choosing to shape ourselves 
58 

according to the demands of a specifle social code." Boy 

adopts a childlSh name to Indicate his avoidance of the 

posslbility of self-knowledge in adulthood. His life i5 

defined by the expectations of a repressive world rather than 
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by the freedom of his own soul. 

ii. Alchemy 

In historieal terms alchemy is often seen as the 

chemlstry of the middle ages. Functionally, it was rentered 

around the proeess of transforming baser metals Into gold. 

As a metaphor, alchemy means a great deal more than a 

primitive science whieh, to the modern mind, seems 

nonsensieal. 

Carl Jung became fascinated with alehemy because he saw 

in it an important Insight into the psychology of the 

alchernlst. The issue, for Jung, was not sa mueh the 

posslbility of the transmutation of physical obJects, as the 

existence of this medieval science as a sign of the 

projections of the human unconsClOUS. In his study, 

Psychology and Alchemy, Jung states: 

The real nature of matter was 
unknown to the alchemist: he 
knew it only in hints. In seeking 
to explore it he projected the 
unconSClOUS inta the darkness of 
matter ln arder to illuminate it. 
In arder to explaln the mystery 
of matter he proJected yet another 
mystery--hls own unknown psychic 
background--into what was ta be 
explained: Obscurum ~ 
obscurius, 19notum ~ 19notis! 

59 
Alchemy pOInts to the eXIstence of something beyond the 

sensible world. Jung comments: 

The alchemist dld not practise 
hlS art because he belleved on 
theoretical grounds in correspondence; 
the point is that he had a theory 
of correspondence because he 
expenenced the presence of pre­
existing ideas in physical matter. 

186 
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This metaphorlcal understanding of alchemy gives it a 

significance which extends beyond its per10d of prom1nence in 

hlstory. Jung tles the Image of alchemy ta gnostic themes of 

redempt ion. Stephan Hoeller describes thlS connection: 

Wl th Paraeel sus [a sixteenth eentury 
SWISS alchemIst], Jung held that 
ln human l]fe we possess two 
sources of Gnosl!:>, or salvlflc 
knowledge. One of these 15 

Lumen Del, the lIght proceedlng 
[rom t~unmélnlfest Godheao, the 
other 1 s Lumen Naturae, the light 
hldden ln matter and the forces 
of nature. Whllc the DIVIne 
Llght may be dlSCf>rned and 
apprcclated ln revelation and ln 
the mystery of the IncarnatIon, 
the J,lght of Nature needs to be 
reIeased through aIchemy heforc 
It can berome fully operatlvc.61 

TransmutatIon of the physlcôl world para11els the movement of 

the soul from the realm ai Ddrkness to the lIght. The i dea 

of gold trapped ln a baser metaI becomes a powerful metaphor 

for a viSIon of the world ln WhlCh the Llght 15 caught ln a 

corrupt creatIon. 

Robertson Davles makes use of the alchemy metaphor ln 

hlS novels. The most obvious example occurs ln The Rebel 

Angels. One of tht:- minor characters, Professor Froats, is a 

scientist who does experlments wlth human excrement. HallIer 

compares hlS attempts to find something of worth jn the 

material with which he works ta the practlce of alchemy: 

'It's astonishingly slmilar to 
alchemy in basic prlnciple--the 
recognition of what 15 of worth 
in that WhlCh lS scorned by the 
unseeing. The alchemi5t's long 
quest for the Stone, and the 
bibllcal stone which the builders 

187 



1 

refused becoming the headstone 
of the corner.' 

62 
The alchemicdl allusion in The Rebel Angels is obvious. 

A broader and more subtle use of the alchemy rnetaphor is 

found in the Deptford trilogy. One physical object remains 

in the story from the first pages of Fifth BusIness to the 

end of World of Wonders. It lS the stone which Percy 

Staunton [who will become Boy Staunton] throws at Dunstable 

Ramsay [who wIll become Dunstan Ramsay J ln the form of a 

snowball. Ramsay ducks and the stone hlts Mary Dempster 

causing the premature dellvery of her chlld Paul [who wIll 

become Magnus Eisengrlm] and settlng Nary on the path toward 

madness. Ramsay keeps the stone. At the end of \vorld of 

Wonders, he comments: 

Magnus thInks l kept the stone 
for spite, and l suppose there 
was something of that ln it. 
But l also kept It ta be a 
continuaI remlnder of the 
consequences that can follow 
a sIngle actIon. 

63 
The stone becomes, for Ramsay, a symbol of the dramatic 

transformatIons WhlCh are possIble in life. This inanimate 

abJect, having been thrown, affects the outcomes of several 

lives. Jung' s observatIon that the mystery of the stone IS a 

projection of the mystery of the unknown psychic background 

of the alchemlst is translated, in Davies' fiction, into the 

convictIon that the thrown stone uncovers futures for those 

affected by it, far removed from what could have extrapolated 

from their environment. The wife of the Baptist parson 

becomes a fo01- saint who gives herself ta a tramp in a 
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garbage dump. Dunstable, the child of Scottish practicality, 

becomes a hagl0grapher. Paul, the son of the Baptist parsan, 

becomes a magiclan. 

The stone, in a particular way, manIfests its power over 

Boy Staunton who suppresses Hs signi fIcanee until the last 

moment. When, at the end of FIfth BusIness, Dunstan 

confronts Boy with the story of the stone, Boy c1aims to have 

forgotten about the InLident. Shortly after thlS encounter 

Boy lS found dead ln h1S submerged car with the stonC' 

clenrhed between hlS teeth. When Magnus Elsengrim is asked, 

at hiS performanLe on the Saturday evening following Boy's 

funeraI, the Identlty of Boy's kIller, his answer contains 

alluSIons to the repressed parts of Boy's persona, to the one 

who was the keeper of a conscience for whieh Boy refused 

responslblllty. The keeper of the conscience is also the 

keeper of the stone: 

'He was kj l1ed by the usual 
cabal: by himsel f, fl.rst of 
aIl; by the woman he knew; 
by the waman he djd not know; 
by the man who granted his 
Inmost wIsh; and by the 
inevItable fifth, who was 
keeper of his conscience and 
keeper of the stone.' 

64 
At the end of World of Wonders, Eisengrlm recounts hlS 

attempt ta persuade Staunton to take the power of the stone 

seriously by throwing it a second tIme ln a ritual which 

would involve hitting himself. Boy's weariness with a world 

i n wh i c h s ex u a l p r :) W e s san d soc i a 1 a chi e vern e n t s are n 0 Ion g e r 

sustaining can be umeliorated hy the power of the stone to 

reveal the inner life. Eisengrlm's final advice to Stauntnn 
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is ta swallow the stone. Ta the end, Staunton remdins tied 

ta the world in which such spiritual adventures are 

impossible and in which, therefore, metaphors have no 

meaning. As a result. he takes Elsengrim's advice literally. 

The stone of the Deptford trilogy is the inanimate 

equivalent of the revealer figures in the novels. Its 

presence points toward the possibility of escape from the 

mundane and recovery of an inner agenda obscured by the 

world. Mary, Dunstable anù Paul are touched by the stone in 

such a way that this agenda i8 revealed. Boy, on the other 

hand, is unable ta hear the message of the stone. 

hi. Magic 

Just as alchemy lS a science beyond the ken of the smaU 

Ontario towns of Davles' flctlon, magic would be perceived ta 

be slmilarly esoteric. The books on magic in the Deptford 

library were dlscovered by Ramsay ln a locked c1oset: 

My special treasures were The 
Secrets of Stage Conluring"""1i"Y 
Robert-Houdin and Modern MagIC 
and Later MagIC by Professor 
Hoffman; they had been banished 
as uninterestlng--uninterestlng!-­
and as soon as l saw them l 
knew that fate meant them for me. 
By studYIng them l should become 
a conjurer, astonl sh everybody, 
win the breathless admiration 
of Leola Cruickshank, and become 
a great power. 

65 
Magic, like the alchemlst 's stone, promises the 

transformation of the commonplace. This promise is locked 

away in closets in the libraries of DaVles' small towns, but. 

when dlscovered, it offers a new-found power ta the' 
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recipient. For Ra'llsay, this power is never exercised beyond 

the form of a hobby. For Paul Dempster, it becomes the 

primary metaphor of his escape from a world in which he is 

not at home. 

ln hJS stud)' of the socIal theory of magic, Daniel 

O'Keefe relates hlS definltion of magIc ta the survival of 

the l nner sel f. He says: 

What, then, 15 magIC? If religIon 
is the prOjectIon of the over­
whelmlng power of the group, 
and if magic derives fr<)m rellgI0n, 
but sets Itself up on a some-
what lndependent basis ta help 
IndIvlduals, and IS, at the same 
time, frequently reported to be 
hostile toward rellglon ... then lS 
not the answer apparent? Magic 
is the expropriatIon of religious 
collectIve representatlons for 
indivldual or subgroup purposes-­
ta enélble the indlvjdual ego ta 
resist psych1c extinctIon or the 
suugroup to resIst cognItive 
collapse. 

66 
In a world hostIle to mystery, magic functlons as that which 

keeps allve the interest in the mysteries of those parts of 

the self not deflned hy the external world. 

Magic has an ObVIOUS appeal to the gnostlc spirIt. 

Gnostlcism's conviction that crpation is a prIson in which 

the true self is he Id captive would find the magic metaphor, 

which overturns the natural arder and gives honour to the 

mysterious definltion of the inner self, attractive. 

comments: 

Implicit in aIl magical theosophies 
East and West is a recognition of 
the arti.ficial ("magical") and 
oppressive nature of social reality. 
Magic theosophies arise when the 
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social weight becomes too heavy, 
and they teach man ta fight magic 
with magic ..... Gnosticism is an 
anti-rellgious theosophy, a theology 
of magic masquerading as a 
religion. It attacks God and 
religJon as projections of an 
oppressive socIety, as many magic 
protest sec.ts do. 

67 
The relationship between the oppressiveness of a social 

arder and an interest in magic is born out in the story of 

Magnus Elsengrim. The only child of a strict and 

unimaginative father, Paul Dempster leads a lonely existence. 

He is scorned by Deptford society as a result of his 

relatlonship to the fallen wornan, Mary. His vlsit lO the 

touring faIr, "Wanless' s World of Wonders," provides Paul 

with an opportunity for escape from a world in which he is 

not welcome. It is the magician, \.Jil1ard, who, by hlS magic, 

revea1s a world beyond Deptford: 

Willard laughed a mocking laugh. 
Oh, very Mephistophelian! It 
sounded like a trumpet calI ta 
me, because l had never heard 
anybody laugh like that before. 
He was laughing at us, for having 
been decelved. What power! What 
glorious command over lesser 
humanity! Silly people of ten 
say that they are enraptured by 
something which has merely 
pleased them, but l was truly 
enraptured. l was utterly unaware 
of myself, whirled into a new sort 
of cOJTlprehension of life by what 
l saw. 

68 
For Paul, magic i5 the metaphor of escape. The world in 

which "God's tender merCIes had never reached the Deptford 
69 

school-yard" offers no hope ta the outcast. It is only 

when magic exercises its power of deception in that sensible 
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world that the possibility of another world is opened up. 

When the magician reveals things ta be not as they seem in 

the immediate world, a new reality emerges. It is this 

metaphoric understanding of magic which gives it power. 

Eisengrim comments that the practice of magic loses that 

power when an audience receives it on a literaI Ievel. After 

working w~th children, he states: 

Children are a miserable audience 
for magic; everybody thinks they 
are fond of marvels, but they are 
generally literal-ffilnded 1Ittle 
toughs who want to know how 
everything is done; they have 
not yet attained ta the sophIstication 
that takes pleasure ln be~ng 
deceived. 

70 
The pleasure in being deceived cornes with the real~zation 

that present reality can be over-turned. Magic, llke alchemy 

and name-changing, reveals a level of conSClousness which 

serves as a haven from the oppressive social consciousness of 

the Protestant vIllage. 

For DavIes, as for the gnostic writers, help is needed 

in the process of spIritual transformation. In gnosticism, 

revealers are required ta awaken the acosmic light in the 

inner self. In DavIes' novels individuals who play a 

revelatory raIe and mythic patterns serve to expose the 

unlived side of the lives of their hearers. It is the 

knowledge of the self and, especially, those repressed parts 

of the self which is the goal of the revelation which cornes 

from the revealers--human and extra-terrestrial--and from the 

recurring patterns to be found in the human story. 
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VI. Dualism and the Nature of Evil 

A. Gnostic Dualism 

The gnostic spirit is essentially dualistic. The evi1 

creation and that to which the entrapped sou1 is called are 

opposed ta one another as darkness is ta light. The way of 

escape--gnosis--is conscious of bath the dark human condition 

and of the spark of light within. The revealers who aid the 

escape manifest both the "putting on ll of corrupt corporality 

and the raIe of emissarles of the divine. 

The dualism of ancient gnosticism lS not an aberration 

in relation from the milieu in which it arose. Hans Jonas 

makes the point that the religlous c1imate at the beginning 

of the Christian era in the ancient near east was 

characterized by religious movements that exhibited a highly 

transcendent conception of Gad and which were concerned 

mainly with salvation. They were also dualistic: 

Final1y, they maIntaIn a radIcal 
duallsm of realms of being--
God and the world, spIrit and matter, 
soul and body, light and darkness, 
good and evil, lIfe and death--and 
consequently an extreme polarizatlon 
of existence affecting not only 
man but real1ty as a whole: the 
general relIgion of the period 
18 a dualistic transcendent 
religion El salvatlon. 

1 
The dualism found ln anCIent gn08tic literature is consistent 

with contemporary religious patterns. The conflict with 

Jewish and Christian orthodoxy cornes with regard to the 

manner in which dualistic themes are expressed. Where the 

Hebrew and Christian scriptures envision a good God who is 

knowable by humanity in active countering of eVil--"[God has] 
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scattered the proud with aIl their plans~ --the unknown God 

remains remote, with the descended and corrupt fragments of 

the Godhead most accessible to humankind. A created order in 

which good and evil do battle in the day to day lives of 

people is countered, in gnosticism, with a profoundly evil 

creation which can only be escaped. 

Within gnosticism itself, as weIl, consistent dualistic 

patterns do not exist. As mentioned in Chapter III, the 

origins of dualism differ among the various bodies of 

literature. Iranian gnosticism contains a radical dualism 

based on the assumption that good and eVll originated at the 

same time and are, thus, on an equal footing. Armstrong 

comments: 

In aIl forms of Iranian dualism 
evil is quite ferociously positive 
and aggressive. It is confllct­
dualism of the most pugnacious 
kInd. (Iranian-style confllct­
dualism, with a strongly positIve 
concept of evil, seems still to be 
curlously papular among sorne 
Christia ns, though i t is not 
favoured by the greatest 
theologians of the classical 
Christian traditIon .••. ) 

3 
This Iranian version of dualism appears in the Sethian and 

Ophite streams of gnostic tradition and is picked up by Mani. 

Hans Jonas c1aims that the simplicity of this understanding 

of the relationship bet\.een good and evil helps to explain 

the fact that "Mani' s is the only gnostic system which became 

a broad historical force, and the religion based on it 

[Zoroastrianism] must, in spi te of its eventual downfall, be 
4 

ranked among the major religions of mankind. 
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Valentinianism, on the other hand, developed an 

evolutionary theory behind its dualism. Conflict wlthin the 

Godhead, rnarked by Sophia's dis-harmonious generation of the 

Demiurge, starts a chain reaction which results in a deep 

separation of earthly darkness from the originating light. 

The divine drama imp1icit in Valentinianism is more complex 

than that found in Iranian gnostic systems. 

In The Gospel of Philip, a tractate in the Valentinian 

tradition, a sense of unit y preceding and following division 

can be seen: 

Light and darkness, life and death 
right and left. are brother of one 
another. They are i nsepara ble. 
Because of this neither are the 
good good, nor the evil eVll, nor 
death death. For this reason each 
one wIll dissolve Into its original 
nature. But those who are exalted 
above the world are indissoluble, 
eternal. 

5 
This theme of unit y and division is lived out in the hu~an 

story ln "The Gospel of Philip". The separation of Eve from 

Adam is a mark of the breakdown of an original androgynous 

unlty. Salvation in this system cornes when the shattered 

unIt y of the Godhead and the correspondlng disunlty of 

humanity represented in the separation of the sexes is 

restored through gnosis. Jonas describes this process of re-

unification as it occurs in "The Gospel of Truth": 

The spirits transformed by knowledge 
rest in the rniddle region of the 
Ogdoad, where their Mother the Sophia 
clothed with them awaits the con­
summation of the world. Her own final 
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salvation takes place when aIl the 
pneumatic elements in the world have 
been "formed" by knowledge and 
perfected. Then the spirits, 
stripped of thelr souls, with their 
Mother enter the Pleroma, WhlCh 
bec 0 rn est h e br i d a 1 cha m ber i n ',1 hic h 
takes place the marriage of Sophia 
with Jesus and that of the SpIrits 
Wlth their bridegrooms, the angels 
around Jesus. 

6 
The profound unit y of the Plemora is restored and the earth 

ceases to e\ist. Just as disunity in the human persan 

results from disunity in the Godhead, so the inclusion of the 

individual in the Plerorna follows the re8toratlon of the 

unit y of the Godhead. 

The particular nature of gnostic dualism is revealed in 

the contrast which Jonas makes between the Hellenic 

understandIng of the relatlon between God and the world and 

that of the gnostics. In Greek thought the world is a 

manifestation of the divIne: 

In the passage frofTl Cicero we 
found that the cosmos lS the 
AlI, 1. e., that there is nothing 
beside it and nothlng which is 
not a part of It, and that this 
all-embracing whol e is Gad. 
ThIS is the speciflC position 
of Stoic pantheism; but also 
in the Aristotelian scheme the 
relation of Nature to the divine 
Nous, though the latter 18 not 
Itself Immanent ln the world, 
leads essentlally ta the same 
result of rnakIng the world a 
manifestation of the divine; and 
even the supreme transcendentalism 
of Plotinus left thlS relation Intact. 

7 
The gnostlc understanding of the rclationship between God and 

the world takes on a dramatically different cast. The 

unknowable Gad of the gnostics is not only extra-mundane but, 
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a1so, contra-mundane. There i8 no compatibi1ity between Gad 

and the world. When this relationship is mirrored 1n the 

human exper1ence, the connectl0n ta a Gad utterly other than 

creation is to be found in the inner ~elf. The spark of 

divinity in the human has no relationshlp to the corporal. 

Indeed, just as God stands in una1terable opposition to the 

world, the inner being of the human can suffer no 

accommodation with the world and achieve restoration ta the 

Fullness. Jonas expresses this separatlon of the inner self 

from the world in radical terms: 

And the anthropologieal aspect 
ho1ds that man's Inner self 15 

not part of the world, of the 
demiurge's creation and domain, 
but lS with1n that world as totally 
transcendent and as Inco~mensurate 
ta aIl cosm1C modes of being as 
is its transmundane counterpart, 
the unkown God wlthout. 

8 
The fact that the separatIon of the unknown God from 

creation is mirrored ln the alienation of the Inner self from 

the world puts a particular cast on the anthopological 

dualIsm found ln gnostlcism. The struggle between true 

identity and degenerate illusion, insofar as human 

understanding is concerned, must be played out in an aeosmic 

drama. It cannot be simply a human story since that WhlCh 

distingulshes humanity from the trans-mundane rea1m lS 

defined by only one sIde of the struggle. Creation itself, 

by Its nature, lacks the resources ta Ilberate the inner 

self. A psychic escape from creation is the only way in 

which the other side of the gnostic dua1ism--the divine spark 
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buried within--can be revealed. 

As we have seen in the preceding chapters, the dualistic 

gnostic anthopology, implies that when the created order is 

considered, the alternative ta that order is ta be found in 

acosmic pre-history. When a means of escape from the created 

order is required, a gnosls focused on that in relation to 

WhlCh the present earth lS without redeeming value is the 

way. When reveaiers are needed to awaken the inner self to 

the way of escape through gnosis, those revealers must not be 

of the world (although, llke Derdekeas, they may put on the 

beast--the body--in order to accompllsh their redeemlng 

mission) . The dualism of gnosticism, in other words, cannat 

be experlenced ln earthly eXlstence. 

B. Davies' Duallsm 

1. IdentIflcation of the shadow 

Authentic belng ln Davies' novels lS tled to an 

unresolved dualism. The human personality contains two 

sides. Self-understanding Implies a recognltion of human 

paradoxes cast in a number of different ways. Terry Goldle 

comments that "throughout the [DeptfordJ trllogy, Davles 

asserts the need to achleve a proper balance between varlOUS 

polarities, such as masculine and feminlne, reason and 

emotion, light and dark, saint and magus, and good and 
9 

evil." ThIS concern to avoid a one-dimensional definition 

of true humanlty is evident in Davies' prose from his first 

publications. In the "Samuel Marchbanks" columns, for 

example, Marchbanks plays the role of an alter-ego for 

Davies' himself. Davies' descrIbes this role assigned to 
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Marchbanks when he has his protagonist say about Davies: 

He is incllned ta be moderate 
in pretty nearly everythlng; 
l regard maderation as a sIgn 
of physical or Intellectual 
weakness. He is Just about 
everythlng WhICh l detest; l 
am everything WhlCh he fears 
and seeks ta avaid. 

la 
Human beings are never, for Davies, what they seem. 

every obvious character traIt, there lurks a shadow. 

Beneath 

In The 

Manticore, DaVId Staunton recalls Ramsay's description of 

Canadlan PrIme Minister Mackenzie King: 

l remember Ramsay saying, nYou'd 
better face It, Boy; Mackenzie 
KIng rules Canada because he 
hlmself is the embodlment of 
Canada--cold and cautious on 
the outslde, dowdy and pussy 
in every overt action, but 
inside a mass of Intuition and 
dark intimations. KIng lS Destiny's 
child. He WIll probably always 
do the right thing for the 
wrong reasons." 

Il 
In The Rebel Angels, MarIa expresses a similar sentiment when 

she wonders "what it was like ta be one of those smiling, 

pale-sklnned, and often pale-eyed Canadian mothers, whose 

outward pleasantness sa often enclosed a hard and narrow 
12 

spirIt." 

Wholeness ln the human can anly he percelved If one is 

aware of both the outward face and the inward shadow. 

Wholeness also consists ln resistlng the temptation to 

resolve the paradox implied ln a personality WhlCh cantains 

two sides. In The Mantlcore, Dr. von Haller explains ta 

David Staunton: 
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To bànlsh your Shadow would be 
of no pyschological service to 
you. Can you 1maglne a man without 
a Shadow? Do you know Chamisso's 
story of Peter Schlemihl? No? 
He sold hlS shadow to the Devil, 
and he was mlserable ever after. 
No, no; your Shadow is one of 
the thlngs that keeps you ln 
balance. But you must reeognize 
him, you know, your Shadow. He 
is not sueh a terrible fellow If 
you know hlm. He is not lavable; 
he 18 quite ugly. But aceepting 
this ugly creature lS needful if 
you are really looking for 
psychologieal wholeness. 

13 
Davies' attachment to the acceptance of duallty in the 

personality ta human wholeness lS consIstent with hi; 

attraction to Jung. Jung held strongly to the notlon that 

any attempt to deny or ta suppress the shadow lS ta retreat 

from belng human. Patricia Monk eomments: 

Jung was under no lllusions about 
human nature: "man lS not fundamentally 
good, almost half of him is a devil," 
but that "almost half" cannot be ignored 
because "ruere suppressIon of the 
shadow is as little of a remedy as 
beheading would be for a headache." 

14 
Jung's identifIcatlon of the shadow wlth the devilish "almost 

half" of the human raises an Interesting question regarding 

his (and Davies') understandlng of the dualism wlthin the 

human and that espoused in gnostic llterature. 

ii. The shadow as the dark sldc 

Bath Jung and Davies express an affinity to gnosticism. 

A part of this affinlty would seem to involve parallel 

understandlngs of the human psyche. At the most basic level 

it would be true to say Jung and Davies would be harmonious 

with the gnostic spirit in the sense that they do not limit 
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the psyche to that part which is influenced and formed by the 

immediate social environment. Jung's respect for the 

"collective unconscious" and Davies' inclusion of a mythic 

world in the development of his characters point ta an 

anthropology in which surface appearances never provide 

sufficlent data to understand the whole persan. 

When one looks at the specifie ways in which this 

paradoXlcal understandlng of humanity is expressed in Davies' 

writing so~e Important dIstinctions between h1S anthropology 

and that of the anClent gnost1cs emerge. 

In gnost1c literature the paradox 1S expressed ln a 

stralght forward manner. A dlvlne spark lS trapped in a 

corrupt and eVll body. In other words, that which lS hidden 

is good and that WhlCh lS concrete and vIsible IS evil. 

ThIS partlcular dynamlc does flnd expressIon in Davies' 

novels. In World of Wonders, for example, Liesl, the ugly 

woman who possesses a capaclty for gentleness, makes 

reference ta the Magian World Vlew of Oswald Spengler. 

Spengler, the twentleth century German philosopher of 

hlstory, critlqued llnear interpretations of hlstory and 

advocated a notion of cultural cyles which, when understood, 

enable one ta predetermine the course of a particular 

historical period. The cycle which Interests LIes] i5 the 

one characterized by the Middle Ages. In her descriptIon of 

thls world view, gnostic themes e~erge: 

It was a sense of the unfathomable 
wonder of the InvIsible world that 
eXlsted side by side wlth a hard 
recognition of the roughness 
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and cruelty and day-ta-day 
demands of the tangible world. 
It was a readiness to see 
demons where nowadays we see 
neuroses, and ta see the hand 
of a guardlan angel ln what we 
are apt ta shrug off ungrate-
fully as a stroke of luck. It 
was relIgion, but a religIon 
with a thousand gods, none of 
thern all-powerful and most of 
them ambiguous ln thelr 
attItude toward man. It was 
poetry and wonder WhlCh mlght 
reveal themselves in the 
dun ghi 1l, and 1 t was an 
understandIng of the dunghill 
that lurks ln poetry and 
wonder. It was a sense of 
livIng in what Spengler called 
a quivering cavern-llght 
WhlCh lS always ln danger of 
being swallowed up ln the 
surrounding, Impenetrable darkness. 

15 
This descriptIon lS personallzed in the characters of Liesl 

and Eisengrim. Thelr lives are marked by the cruelty of the 

tangible warld. Their personalltles are shaped by the 

struggle with the world wlth the result that they frequently 

exhlblt the characteristics of those who have "put on the 

beast". Eisengrlm is even descrlbed as belng walfish in 
16 

character. Out of these characters hardened by the world 

emerges poetry and wonder. Like the gnostlc revealer clothed 

in the world, they carry withln them the vision of another 

sid e . 

In the characters for whom life has been harsh, a 

gnostlc model for the paradox found within their being does 

seem appropriate. DaVles' protagonlsts do not, however, aIl 

fall into this category. Those characters more closely 

allied with the contemporary world of small town North 
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Arnerican culture do not possess the same affinity to 

Spengler's description of the medieval world as do the 

counter-cultural figures such as Liesl and Eisengrim (John 

Parlabane of The Rebel Angels could be included in this 

group). The worlds, of Salterton, Deptford, Blairlogie and 

the University of Toronto, are not perceived by thelr 

citizens to be cruel dunghills. Indeed, precisely the 

opposite is the case. 

In a culture shaped by an optimistic view of the world 

and human hlstory, the dunghill becomes the least appropriate 

description of the visible part of one's bejng. The culture 

of North American ProtestanLism has been shaped, according ta 

Douglas Hall by an image in WhlCh the human persan "is a high 

and noble heIng, and history is the progressive march toward 
17 

the realization of hlS grandeur." In arder ta maintain 

thlS image, the negative parts of existence which would 

counter the image must be suppressed. D. G. Jones speaks of 

an Apollonian vision, current in modern society, dediLated ta 

the suppression of aIl that might tempt us to think of this 

world as a dunghIll: 

For it lS one of the problems 
of established culture that it 
has distinguished the world sa 
thoroughly lnto black and white 
and attacked so much of life as 
a darkness, telllng us ta desire 
only the light. And the Apollonian 
vision and the Impulse ta over­
power the past lends itself only 
tao easily to an excessive and 
at ti~es almost paranoiac deslre 
for light: the deslre to analyse 
Lt lnto a serIes of ratIonal 
elements that can then be dealt 
with systematically by a series 
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of rational techniques, sa that 
man can control life as it were 
from the outside, rather than 
participate in it. Then, whatever 
is dark, if It cannat be eliminated 
1.n fact, disappears from the 
vocabulary and from consciousness. 

18 
This process identifled by Jones in WhlCh intimations of 

darkness in the world are suppressed produces a world view 

very different from the Magian world described by Spengler 

and qUl.te opposite to the vision of the world found in 

gnosticism. 

ThIS dIfferlng world Vlew produces different assumptions 

regarding what is obvious and what is hidden ln the human 

person. In a world perceived to be dark, it is the light 

which must be uncovered. In a world which proclaims itself 

ta be fil1ed the light of human progress, it is the dark slde 

of reality which Iles concealed withln the indjvidual. 

Jung's Identification of the shadow with the devllish part of 

our being makes sense in the modern era in WhlCh the 

Enlightenment and doctrines of human progress have shaped 

human self-perceptIon. To identify the shadow with the dark 

si de becomes even more appropria te ln the North Arnerican 

context where the horrors of the latter part of the twentieth 

century have not had the same critical Impact upon the modern 

image of human reality, as has been the case in other parts 

of the world. 

Davies' world found in Deptford and the other towns of 

his fiction contains this modern (and, particularly, North 

American) desire ta suppress the darkness. David Staunton in 

The Manticore is portrayed as a Chlld of the Apollonian 
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vision in which order overcomes chaos and in which dark 

impulses are repressed. David's refusaI to recognize the 

hidden part of himself leads to psychic illness. In his 

therapy with Dr. von Haller, his encounter with the Shadow 

becomes an important part of the process. This encounter 

reaches its climax, however, not in therapy with von Haller 

but, rather, in an experience with Liesl. Liesl takes David 

to caves associated with anClent religious practises. When 

David becomes fr1ghten~d of the darkness in the caves he 

cries out. "'But for the love of God let 's get back ta the 

light.'" Liesl responds,"'For the love of Gad? Is not Gad 

to be found ln the darkness? WeIl, you mighty lover of the 
19 

light and the 1aw, away we go.'" The gnostic images of 

light and dark are Inverted ln David. What 15 not inverted 

is the sense that the experienced world is not real. For the 

light of David' s world is not similar ta the hidden light of 

the gnostic. The light of David' 5 world does not point ta a 

dIvine genesis. It lS, rather, a contrived, manufactured 

llght intended to obscure rather than illumine reality. 

This lmage of light portrayed in The Manticore is 

characterized, in other places, by the notion of pure 

goodness. John Parlabane's experience with a religious 

arder, "The Soc1ety of the Sacred MIssion", exposes hlm ta a 

world in which the moral dimension of light is promoted ta 

the exclusion of any other possibility: 

The SOClety offered a good life, 
but that was precisely the 
trouble--it was 50 unremlttlngly 
~. l had known another 
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wor1d, and l became positively 
sic k for the ex i ste nt i al g 1 oom , 
the malicious JOY at the misfortunes 
of others, and the ga11ows-humour 
that gave zest to modern 
intellectual life outside the 
monastery. l was llke a 
chi1d who lS given nothlng but 
the most wholesome food; my 
sou1 yearned for unwholesome 
trash, to keep me somehow 
in balance. 

20 
Parlabane abandons the monastery because, in its quest for 

pure goodness, it loses that balance that cornes in living 

with the paradox of IJ.ght (or goodness) in tension with dark 

(or enl). 

iii. Differing goals: paradox and resolution 

The fact that this tensIon is accepted by both Jung and 

Davies as integral to a \~hole llfe points to another 

difference between ancient gnosticism and the gnostic spirIt 

embodied in contemporary fi!.Sures such as Jung and Davies. 

The human paradox ref1ected in the presense of divine light 

in a corrupt body is not, in gnostic systems, a naturai 

state. The eschatology of gnostic thought assumes a 

resolution of the paradox. Kurt Rudolph refers to the vivid 

descriptions in the literature (particularly the Mandean 

literature) in which the sou1, freed from the body, ascends 

to an original home. This ascent implies the destruction of 

the dualism created by the descent from the Godhead: 

The laying aside of the body is 
for Gnosis not only tantamount 
ta a release of the "sonl" but 
is equally a judgernent against 
the forces which created the body. 
It is a victory for the world 
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of light and heralds the bna1 
destruction of darkness. 

~1 

-~ 

In Davies' novels the knowledge of the 11~radox IS an end in 

itself. Just as Davies does not share ancient gnosticu,m's 

negative valuation of creation, so Davies does not adhE.>rc ta 

a denouement in which creatIon is destroyed. Even the 

repressive parts of creation such as Deptford do not comp to 

an end. Rather, they are put into perspectIve and he1d in 

balance wIth the places where spirItual adventures are 

possible. 

c. The Nature ~ Evil ~ Gnostic Thought 

The contrast between an ancient gnostlC understandlng of 

the dualistic nature of human existence and that espoused by 

Davles ln his novels is reflected ln the attitudes toward the 

dark side of the paradox found in gnostlclsm and ln Davies' 

writing. 

The evolutionary development of evil espoused by the 

Syrian branch of gnosticism (the branch reflected ln 

Valentinianlsrn and most of the ChristIan gnostic systprns) 

moves natural1y Into the eschatology of gradual restoration 

of the fallen light. The resolved paradox Impliclt ln such 

an eschatology means that evn lacks a substantIve quallty. 

Walker describes the nature of evil in these systems: 

In the occidental (Alexandrien, 
PalestinIan, Syrian) theory, wh:ich 
is the one commonly held by gnostlC&, 
It is believed that evll j s not 
an intrinSIc or absolute quality 
in ltsel f. On the contrary, it 
is a privative conditIon, arlsing 
out of the absence or attenuation 
of the dIvine qual1ties. Thus, 
evil 15 the natural consequence 
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of the descent of the emanations, 
so that as the emanations recede 
from the primary dlvine source 
there lS a progressive dimunition 
in their goodness and light. 

22 
Ta perceive evil as the absence of divinity is to imagine the 

conflict between good and evil in cosrnic rather than human 

terrns. The definition of evil lacks the moral impllcations 

present in orthodox Judaism and Christianity. Evil is not 

defined in the context of inter-personal relationships or 

even ir the context of divine-human relatlonships (WhlCh, 

because of the unknowability of God, are impossible without 

escape from humanity itself). Elaine Pagels argues that the 

gnostics defined evil in terms of the anxieties connected 

with being human: 

The Greek term kakia (like 
the English term "ill-ness") 
originally meant "what is bad"-­
what one deslres ta avoid, such 
as physical palO, sickness. 
suffering, misfortune, every 
kind of harm. When followers 
of Valentinus asked about the 
source of kakia, they referred 
ta emotlonal harm--fear, 
confusion, grief. Accarding 
to the Gospel of Truth, the 
process of self-discovery begins 
as a persan experlences the 
"anguish and terror" of the 
human condition, as if lost in 
a fog or haunted in sleep by 
terrifying nightmares. 

23 
The experiences of these terrors are first felt in the body. 

Valentinus clairns that the gnostic's first steps toward 

redemption occur as a result of the realization of the 

temporality of the body. ThE' association of ernotional terror 

with the body and the realization that the body 18 ultimately 

209 



destroyed lead ta the identification of the body with what 18 

bad. Combatting evil corresponds to escaping from the body. 

Pagels argues that this notion of evil lends itself to a 

solltary perception of the human ]ourney. Because the 

definition of eVII does not contain a social dimensIon, the 
, 

responsibility for the resolutlon of evil bec ornes an 

indIvidual concern. This indivIdualism finds expressIon in n 

saying from "The Gospel of Thomas": "Jesus said, 'Blessed 

are the solitary and elect, for you wi Il fi nd the Kingdom. 
24 

For you are from it, and ta lt you wi 1l return. ' " The bod y 

and its earthly home do not contain the resources for 

salvation. Thu s, communal relationships in the sphere of 

creation sImIlar1y have no value insofar as the dlscovery of 

the true self 15 concerned. The resolution of the paradox of 

1ight and darkness is 10dged with the indIvidual as he or she 

moves away from aIl earthly connectIons and towards the 

Li ght. 

i. The human expreSSIon of eVl1: Ignorance 

When evil is defined as an absence of divlnity rather 

than as the intentional breaking of relatlonlll bond", thcn 

the descrlptlon of the hUMan condition under such a 

conception of evil is marked by the term ignorance, rather 

than sIn. The evolutionary dualism of the SyrIan-Egyptian 

version of gnosticism envisions a descent toward creation in 

which the light becomes Increaslngly dlm. CreatIon ltself 

represents the lowest and darkest level of thls dcscent. The 

children of creatIon, by thcIr nature, estnbl1shed by this 

l descent from the LIght, perceive no eVldencp of the Light in 
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their earthly environment. They are ignorant of that from 

which they have descended. Jonas claims that this ignorance 

takes on a metaphysical quality: 

And it lS the Syrian-Egyptian type 
which. with its subtle and more 
intriguing deductive task, i8 
not only more ambit10uS speculatively 
and more differentiated psychologically 
than the rlgid Iran1an type of 
dualism but also the one of the 
two WhlCh can do full sy8tematic 
justice to the redemptIonal claim 
of gnosls 50 central to gnostic 
religIon: this, because 1tS 
opposite, "Ignorance' as a 
divine event 18 accorded a 
metaphysical role ln the very 
or1ginatlon of the cosmos and in 
sustalning the dualistic situation 
as such. 

25 
The Light and Darkness images ln gnostic dualism find 

expression in the presence of ignorance or gnosis in the 

indivldual. The solitary Journey of the gnostic lS one which 

moves away from Ignorance and toward gnosis. 

The ignorance which characterizes the condition of 

humanklnd is not benign. The metaphors for ignorance 

employed in gnostic writing Ind1cate an element of volition 

in the maintenance of a state of ignorance. Sleep, as a 

metaphor for Ignorance, is not a state of being which simp1y 

occurs. Rather, it i8 seen to be desired. In a Mandean 

hymn, a messenger of light speaks to the sou1. In one 

sectIon of the hymn, sleep is seen to be desired: "Because 

you loved dreams and phantom8, you will sink into the 
26 

cauldron, as it seethes." Drunkenness as a metaphor for 

ignorance also carrles with it sorne sense of willful action 
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on the part of the one who has been drunk. In "The GospC'1 of 

Truth" act of drinking ta excess must be abandoned in order 

to start the journey toward the true sel f: 

He who is ta have knowl ed ge in 
this manner knows where he cornes 
from and where he 18 going. He 
knows as one who having become 
drunk has turned away from hlS 
drunkenness, (and) havlng returned 
to hlmself, has set nght whal 
are hlS own. 

27 
Sleep and drunkenness are chosen forms of ignoranlf: whlrh 

rnake It clear "that ignorance 15 not él neutré11 state, thp 

mere absence of knowledge, but is Itself a posltlvP countpr-

condition ta that of knowledge, actlvely inducecl and 
28 

rnaintained ta prevent It." This active Ignorance must b(· 

countered by the awakening call of the rcvealer lf 011(' 1S lo 

experlence ignorance's OpposIte, gnoSls. 

ii. The contra8t with orthodoxy 

In the substItution of Ignorance for sin the: divergen(f' 

of gnosticism from orthodoxy i5 clear. Jonas pOl nl~ <Iut that 

this divergence lS particulary eVIdent in gnostlc 

Interpretations of Chrlstology and sotcrlo1ogy: 

Slnce the gnostic concept of sa]v8llon 
h a 5 no t h i n g t 0 d 0 W l t h the r (' mis s ] 0 n 
of sin ("sin" Itself havIng no plé1ce 
in gnostlc doctrIne, WhlCh puts 
"ignorance" ln lts place), thf'rc is 
in the savlor's desccnt nothing of 
vlcarious sufferJng, of atonemcnt ilS 

a conditIon of dIVIne forglv(,TlPS~1 

and, with the one exceptIon of Marcion, 
nothlng cvpn of a ransorl by WhlCh 
the captlve sou15 have lü be brought 
bac k . Rat he r, the i d ('8 1 sei t h (> r l h a t 

of a technIcal nec.essity imposed by 
the conditIons of the mISSIon ... or that 
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of a ruse by which the Archons are to 
be deceived. 

29 
Sin, in the orthodox sense, is countered by redemption and 

reconciliatlon. The essential goodness of creation allows 

this to be experienced in the midst of human existence. 

Ignorance, on the other hand, can only be countered by 

gnosis. The essential fal1enness of creation does not allow 

this to be experienced in the midst of human existence. 

Gnosls, the antIdote to ignorance, must be experienced beyond 

existence in the pre-historIe realm or in the remnant of the 

cosmic light to be found in the inner self. For Christian 

orthodoxy, salvation from sin lS found in an essentially 

this-worldly context. For gnosticism, salvation from 

ignorance is set in an essentially other-worldly context. 

D. Davies' Understanding of Evil 

1. Recognition of evil 

Robertson Davies has expressed frustration with what he 

perceives to be the response of Christian orthodoxy ta the 

problem of evil. As mentioned in Chapter Two, Davies 

characterizes the orthodox approach to evil as one in which 

there is a great deal of talk, "but evil is always the other 

thing: it IS something which lS apart from perfection, and 
30 

man' s dut y is to strive for perfection." 

This attltude toward orthodoxy's treatment of evil is 

r e fIe c t e d i n D a vie s' fic t ion . l n \.J 0 r l d 0 f Won der s, R am s a y 

speaks of the storIeS which involve saints and dragons. In 

his interpretation, the dragons represent the shadow of the 

saint: "it doesn' t take much penetration ta know that the 
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dragons represent not simply evi! in the world but their [the 
31 

saints] personal evil, as weIl." Ramsay says that he 

doubts the claim that the saints kiIIed thelr dragons. He 

uses, as evidence of hlS doubt, the plctures of St. Georgp 

and St. Catherine with the1r dragons on chalns. His doubt 

also reflects his conviction that If the dragons !lad hecn 

killed, it would have destroyE'd the paradoxlcal persona which 

makes the saint human: 

But l am strongly of the opinIon 
that St. George and St. Catherine 
did not ki11 thase dragons, for 
then they would have been whol1y 
good, and inhuman, and use] ess 
and probably great sources of 
mischief, as one-slded peop1e 
always are. No, they kept the 
dragons as pets. 

32 
In this passage, Davies re-lterates his convIction thnt 

maintalning the paradoxlcal relatlonshlp bet',oIeen one's 

outward self and the shadow, between good and evil, i5 -

essential to human health. In thls conviction he sC'es 

himself running counter to ChrIstian tradition. In a 

sarcastlC comment on the saint's kceping the dragons as pris, 

Ramsay says: 

Because they were Chrlstians, 
and because Chrlstlanlty enJojns 
us to seek only the good and 
ta have nothlng whfltever ln do 
with eVll, they doubtless rubhed 
it lnto the dragons that it was 
uncommonly broadmlnded and decent 
of them to let the dragons 
live at a]l. 

33 
In The Rebel Angels, the reslstance of convent1.onal religion 

ta the dual:ity of llght and dark in the hur.wn personn] il y j f, 

revealed ln SImon Darcourt' s romant H rpf 1 cct Ions on Mar la 
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1 
Theotoky. Darcourt sees Maria as an incarnation of the 

tallen Sophia, possessing both earthiness and the capacity to 

redeem. This image, Darcourt reflects, lS foreign to his 

religious milieu: "For me Maria was wholeness, the glory and 

gift of God and also the dark earth as weIl, sa foreign to 
34 

the conventional Christian mind." 

Davies' advocacy of the importance of recognlzing evil 

is consistent with Jung's convlction that it is the 

unexamined life, rather than evil itself, which presents a 

danger to human wholeness. Patricia Monk describes Jung's 

position in this way: 

To succumb to good is to act 
wi thout examining it, as though 
it were the only possibllity, 
and good, if unexamlned, turns 
to evil ...• On the level of 
the personal unconscious, the 
unexamined side of psychic 
life is represented by the 
archetype of the shadow. 

35 
ThlS conscious openness to the shadow represents, for Davies, 

a reJection of an orthodoxy which he perceives to prefer 

re.., "ession rather than the recognition of evil. 

ii. Davies' critique of orthodoxy regarding evil 

Davies c1aims that the recognltion of evil and the 

willingness to take it seriously distinguishes his characters 

from the representatlves of orthodox Christianity who 

surround them. In relation to the culture out of which 

DaVles writes, there are grounds for this claim. The Engl1sh 

culture of North America is rooted in the Enlightenment and 

the Age of Progress. As such it exhibits a strong bias 
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toward metaphors of light and away from metaphors of 

darkness. The dominant religion of this culture has tended 

to adopt this hias. l n Li g h t en 0 li r Dar k n es s, Do uRI a s Il H 1 1 

refers to this phenomenon in his descrIptIon of thp officIn1 

rellgion of an optimistic society. ~E'ferrll1i~ ta humnnkino '1' 

desire to gain mastery over the earth in lhe mndC'rn era, he' 

says: 

Is man good enough to mélstor 
the e a r t1i'? The que s t Ion W r1 f, n 0 l 
ralsed. If that question h:-=tci b(>on 
raised wIth sufficlent seriollsnes<; 
by Christlans <lt the outset of 
the modern epoch, it is possib1e 
that we should not today hnvt' 
come ta the conclusion thélt 
nature's greatest probIem is 
man-the-master. 

Instead, the doctrine of 
SIn was dlspensed with as quickly 
and quietly as possIhle. 

'J() 

Hall goes on ta argue thal the concept of SIn d Id not 

dlsappear altogether from contcmporary Chrlstlfln thoughl. Il 

is, rather, reduced ta a domesticated stat(' d('f l ncd by ei t her 

a pietistic prIvatIsm or a secularlzeo notlon of persona1 

immorallty. When Davles claim~ thélt the ChrIstian commllllity 

experienced in contemporary North Amerlcn dOCfl not take ('v Il 

se rio us 1 y, he I S r 1 g h t 1 n the sen set h rI t <> HI n s n JI èl r t Il f t h (' 

human condItion has been oownplayed when 1 t ha!'> bf'f'1l SC'Pll riS 

an impediment ta human progress. 

Wh a t i s ml S S l n gin D a VIe s' crI t 1 que () for t h () cl 0 x y 1 S t h (' 

recognltlon that the resources to rountf'r the neglcct of ('V il 

found ln popular relIgion ln North Americll arf' nnt only fOlJlld 

out S Ide the b 0 und s () f () r th () cl r) y y • W i t Il 1 n th (' (J r th () cl fi X 

tradItIon, the reality of cvil rail bp dnd, hifltoTlra) Iy, IS 
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taken seriously. In his commentary on North American 

Christianity, Hall counters the attempt of that version of 

Christianity to possess light without darkness with what he 

calls a "thin tradition" withln Christian theology: 

What follows i8 written ln the 
conviction that at Ieast there 
has been in Christian history 
a thin traditIon which tried ta 
proclaim the posslblIity of hope 
without shutting its eyes to the 
data of despalr, a tradItion 
WhlCh Indeed In8Isted that 
authentic hope cornes in ta view 
only in the mldst of apparent 
hopelessness and probably over 
against what announces itself 
as hope ln a glven SOcIety. 

37 
Hall chooses as exemplars of this thin tradition (thin, in 

the sense that It has never been dominant in Christendom) 

Ma r tin Lut h e r, Sor e n Ki e reg a a rd and Ka r 1 Bar th. These three 

flgures, coming from dlfferent eras in the history of the 

western church, are aIl representatlves of a theology which 

would take the reality of the cross as a symbol of the human 

darkness as essential to an understanding of Christian faith. 

For Luthel. theologia crucis stood as a necessary alternative 

to é1 theologla gloriae which. represented in Luther's time by 

Scholasticism and papal Christendom, promised humankind an 

access, through reason and good works, to the power and glary 

of Gad. In theologia gloriae. the irrational power of evil 

and the reality of inexplicable suffering are tamed. Luther 

found in the tradition of the cross (particularly Paul' s 

interpretation of that tradition) a theological position 
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which did not trivialize the Oarkness he knew ta be real. 

Luther writes: 

(20) He deserves to be cal1ed El 

theologlan, however who 
comprehends the vIsIble and 
manifest th1ngs of Gad seen 
through sufferlng Hnd the cross. 
(21) A theology of glory calls 
evil good and good eVII. A 
thealogy of the cross ca] ls the 
thIng what It actual1y IS. 

38 
Kierkegaard InherIts the theology of the cross and, ln 

h i sni net e e n the e n t li r y con tex t, cas t S 1 tin t h (' ] a n g \1 ,1 g (' (l f 

existential despair. Against a contemporary church WhlCh 

praclaims an unrea! message of 1Ight and glory, Klcrlu'gn<lrd 

posits a faith WhlCh takes with utmost serjollsness the' 

feelings of meanInglessness ln the face of il world whlch 

seems absurdo Gad, Incarnate through ChrIst on the (r(Js~, IS 

ln the mlùst of thlS abyss. Hall comments: 

The pOInt is, ChristléHity a~ 

KIerkegaard understands it is 
a catalyst which awakens mftn 
to the real despéur, danger [lnd 
Ignominy of hlS eXIstence. It 
begins wlth the exposure of a 
human beIng ta the abyss ov('r 
which hIS llfe lS suspendcd--and 
thaugh It do('s nnt end thcr<', 
it causes hlm to )lVP alwftys 
wi th the conse 10usness of thAt 
abyss ...... Onl y ln the darkn('s~ 
does the fHlth that seps bcyond 
darkncss become il posc;lbi lit y ••• 

V) 
In his descrjpt]on of the thlrd expmplar, Karl Ildrth, 

Hall speaks of the ways ln Whl(h BrJrth stands O\'I'r ngrllllst a 

theology of comfortabl<, thelf;m: 

Theism of the sort presupposf'd 
in most Anglo-Saxon Christ 1<l111t y-­
thlS pervaslvP. somehow natural 
and ov p ral1 romfortftble spns(> of 
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the Divine--has never had difficulty 
overcoming the cross: the cross 
of Jesus or the cross of man. 

40 
In the version of Christianity characterized by comfortable 

Theism, the d131ectic between good and evil loses a sense of 

intensity or immediacy in the culture. The negative side of 

the dialectic (characterized, ln the modern era, b) the 

combination of suffering and a sense of rneaninglessness) is 

devalued and, thereby, repressed. The theology of Barth, 

along with that of Luther and Klerkegaard, stands in 

opposition to this Interpretation of Christian faith: 

Like Luther and Kierkegaard, 
Barth wishes to avoid theological 
Solutl0ns to life's questl0ns 
WhlCh could only be received 
at the expense of truth about 
the world. The theology of the 
cross is comnitted to calling 
the thlng what it really is. 
It must correspond with reality. 
It is better to lose something 
of the posItlve Christian 
message than to lose touch with 
the negative ln which we really 
part lcipat e. 

41 
In the face of the verSlon of the Christian message which, in 

DaVIes' eyes, seerns unable to come to terms with the reality 

of ev il, the set h e 0 log i ans ( al 0 n g w i th a t h e,r s) e mer g e f rom 

the annals of ChrIstian orthodoxy as ones whose theological 

enterprise is centered on the maintenance of a dialectic in 

which suffering and evil are taken sa seriously that they are 

embodied in the primary symbol of the tradItion--the cross. 

The recognltion of the existence of a critique of the 

"Official ReligIon of the Officially Optimistic Society" 

comlng from within Christian orthodoxy itself leads to a 
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que st ion reg a r d l n g the rel a t ion shi P b e t w e e n t h i s cri t j q li (' il n d 

the counter-cultural re]lgious notions of DevIes' 

protagonlsts. ls there, ln other words. an essential 

slmilarity between Davies' resistance to a relIgion whirh 

does not take the reality of evil seriously and the protpsts 

of Luther, Kiekegaard and Barth agRlnst il religion whlrh dors 

not take the theology of the cross 8criously? 18 thcr{' nny 

affinity between Davies' attractIon to the gnostlc emphasls 

on the hiddenness of light and the admonItion on the part of 

those in the "thin tradition" that the llght of hope 18 only 

seen from the perspective of the darkness? 

It might seem, at first glance, that very 11tt1(' exists 

to dlstlngulsh the crltlque of one-dimenslonal Chrlstianlty 

found in Davies' novels from that part of the orthodox 

Protestant tradltion WhlCh would argue agalnst a [alth WhlCh 

wants only light and g10ry. Both DaVles and the theologlans 

wou1d poslt the experientla1 reallty of eVll. Both Adhere LO 

the notion that the repression of that reality leads to 

inauthentlcity--for Davies, an inauthentic hfe; for the 

theologlans, an inauthentlc 1aith. 

The difference between what Davles i5 saying in hlS 

novels and what is being sald in the critIque of optlmistlc 

religion by the theo]oglan ln the orthodox tradition rests 

not in that WhlCh is belng attacked but, rather, ln the'ir 

respectIve understandings of that which i5 to be upheld. 

Davies is concerned wlth the represslon of the dark shadow. 

The theologian fights against the denJa] of the real1ty of 

the cross. In bath cases, there lS a cal] for the dé:lrkncsc:, 
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to be recognized and taken seriously. The noticeable 

difference between the novelist and the theologian cornes over 

the question of the definitlon of the darkness which is to be 

taken seriously. The dark shadow found in Davies' characters 

and the cross of Christlan faith are not synonymous. 

~ii. The devil metaphor 

The exploration of the difference between the dark 

shadow and the cross begIns with an examination of one of 

Davies' most frequent metaphors for the dark side--the devil. 

Davies' use of the devil as a symbol for the darkness which 

must be encountered on the road to human wholeness is 

consistent wIth his deliberate choice of words and symbols 

which have gone out of fashion in the context out of WhlCh he 

is writIng. The use of the devil metaphor helps to emphasIze 

the fact that he lS attemptIng to counter cultural 

repressions. His use of the devil is also consistent with 

hlS attractIon to the images used by Jung in his psychology. 

In hlS Seven Sermons to the Dead, Jung explores gnostic 

themes in a style siMilar to that of the gnostic tractates. 

One theme developed by Jung is that of the Dev]l in relation 

to God. He envisions God and the Devil as constant 

Opposltes: "AlI thIngs which are brought forth from the 

Pleroma by differentlation are pairs of opposites; therefore 
42 

God always has with hirn the Devil." For Jung, the 

significance of the close dialectic connection between God 

and the Devil is to be found in what It says about the human 

personallty. The constant tension between God and the Devil 
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is lived out in the inner self: "This relfltionshljl 1S RO 

close, as you have learned, it 1S sa Indissoluable ln your 
43 

own lives, that it 15 even as the Pleroma itself." In hIS 

cammentary on the Seven Sermons ~ the Dean, Stephnn Hot>11C'f 

speaks af the importance af thlS image of thp co-eXJstlng Gad 

and Devil for the human psyche: 

In the Second Sermon Jung 18 
concerned wlth the existence 
of a primaI dIchotomy withln the 
psyche, a dichotomy Whlch 15 

unIted by a mysterlous reconciJjng 
power of eXlstentlaJ actlvity, 
named by Jung on the Baslildian 
model as Abraxas. The two 
polar deit1es of Gad and Devil 
are deflnite, because they force 
human beings ta endure psychic 
canfllct and to make palnful 
decislons. 

44 
For Jung this dichotamy in the psyche represented by Gad and 

the Devll does not occur on a llnear plane: 

Rather they m1ght be said to 
resemble a circle whereln going 
far enough ln elther direction 
is IlkeIy ta associate one wlth 
the OpposIte polarlty. As Jung 
himself phrased lt, ln the 
last resort there 15 no good 
that cannat produce evil, and 
no evil that cannot product' good. 

45 
This Image lS contrasted with ;3 type of relIgIon WhlCh 

enviSlons good and eVll as opposing poles. ln thlS concept, 

one is able to move progresslvely away from ono pole toward 

the other. With Jung's circ1e one cannat turn his or her 

back on either Gad or the DeVII. 

The role played by the Devil ln Jung's psychology bt>ars 

a close resemblance to the Tole assumed ln DavIes' navels. 

The raIe ls intimately tied ta the Inner Il fe of the 
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protagonists. Patricia Monk comments: "Davies, as we have 

seen, considers the devll ta be 'not the commonplace symbol 
46 

of evil but the symbol of . , " unconSC10usness ••.• In the 

quest for wholeness, Davles' characters are enjoined to 

embrace their persan al devils. When Liesl admonishes Ramsay 

to examine the unlived side of his life, she uses the 

metaphar of the devil: 

"But every man has a devil, and a 
man of unusual quallty, like 
yourself, Ramsay, has an unusual 
devil. You must get ta know your 
personal devll ..... Why don' t you 
shake hands with your devil, Ramsay, 
and change this foolish life of 
yours? \oJhy don' t you, just for 
once, do something inexplicable, 
irratlonal, at the devil's bidding, 
and Just for the heU of it? 
You would be a different man." 

47 
The d ev i 1 the m e i s exp 1 0 r e d fur the r i n \V 0 l' 1 d 0 f Wa n der s w h e n 

Ramsay explains to Eisengrim that he has become fascinated by 

the attributes of the devil: 

"1 am simply trying to get a 
better hold on his [the Devil's] 
attrlbutes. The attr1butes of 
God have been very carefully 
explored. But the Devil's 
attributes have been left 
vague. l thlnk l 've found 
one of them. It is he who 
puts the prlces on things." 

48 
Elsengrim responds ta Ramsay's reflections on the devll by 

commenting that he has become a theologian. When Ramsay 

replies that he 15, rather, a dlabalogian ("It's a fairly 

clear field, these days.") Eisengrim expresses a ward of 

caution: 

Do you think you can study evil 

223 



l 

without living it? How are you 
going to discover the attrlbutes 
of the Devil without getting 
close to hlm? Are you the man 
for that? Don't hother your 
old grey head, Dunny." 

49 
In both passages the devll is relatecl to the personal 

struggle for an integrated psyche. The devJ1's prImary VPllUC 

is the Inner self. The locatlng of the sYMhnl of darknl'ss--

the devll--in the mldst of a pSyChlC dramn rcvcals a biHS 

with regard to the nature of eVII on Davles' part. 

It is a conceptloQ of eVll whleh 15 close t0 thot of thr 

gnosties. In the gnostic ethos the world lS idcntIf I('c) 

totally with the darkness. One of the ImplicatIons of thls 

be1lef lS that the struggle between light and darkness 18 nol 

perceived ta have anythlng ta do with socIal relationships 

or social structures. Such relatlonbhlps and structures are 

identlfled with the evil creatIon and, as 8ueh, do not carry 

the potential for e~bodying the dlalectic bctween lighl and 

darkness. Because the light is found beyond human hlslory 

elther ln the cosmos or in the Inner self, thp tensIon 

between darkness and light does not Decur ln hlstory. 

While Davies does not share the gnostlc'h negatlvc 

perceptlon of creatIon, he does demonstrate a blélS loward 

casting the duallsm of 1jght and darkncFs ln a psychologl(al 

rather than sociologieal mode. The devi1's r01e ln hiS 

novels 15 oriented toward the psychic growth of his 

individual eharacters rather than the transformation of 

social structures. Ljke the gnostlcs, Davles' orlentatlOTl 

with regard to human sf'Jf-understandlng 1"; C's<.,pntlidly 
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individualistic. Like the gnostics, the social structures of 

Davies' world--the small town, the church, the school and the 

nation--are often perceived to be a part of what inhibits 

growth in the individual. 

iv. The indlvidualism of evil in Davies' novels 

An indivldualistic interpretation of the dlalectic 

between light and dark marks the contra st between Davies' 

gnostic vision of the struggle and the theology which emerges 

from the theologia crucis tradItion of Christian orthodoxy. 

The theology of the cross can be viewed as an expression of 

indivldual piety: 

Combined with indiv~dualism and 
otherworldly pietlsm, as It has 
been frequently enough, the theology 
of the cross can breed that posture 
of knowlng plty which shakes its 
head mournfully at every attempt 
of man ta better his condition, 
and scorns aIl dreamers. It is 
never surprised by eVll. 

50 
The social conservatism of Martin Luther adds weight to the 

notion that theologia crucis can lead to an individualism as 

profound as that prompted by gnosticism. Douglas Hall, 

however, ralses the iMportant question as to whether or not 

the very real temptation to prlvatize theological insights lS 

inherent in the theology of the cross. Hall suggests that 

when the cross is viewed wIthin the context of incarnation, 

the tendency toward pietlsm is challenged. The message of 

the incarnatIon IS that God enters into human hlstory. The 

cross, as a part of the incarnational experience, i8 God 

entering into human suffen.ng. The suffering of the cross 

into which God enters is bath personal and relational. The 
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indIvidual. religious structures, politIenl structures, th~ 

mob and God are aIl intertwined in the story of the cross. 

The incarnational understandlng of the cross leads to nn 

ethlc which breaks the boundaries of indivldual plety. 

comments: 

The point of departure for the 
ethic of the cross is not 
rnerely an aXlom, a lesson, nn 
insIght; It 15 not merely the 
concept that God's work ln the 
world always reflects creallon 
out of nothlng. the resurreclI0n 
of the dead. the Justlflcatlon 
of the unnghteou5. The pOlnl 
of departure is rdther the suh]crtion 
of the ChrIstIan and the Christlan 
kOlnonIa to the experlcnce of the 
cross ..... the pOInt of dcparturf:' 
for th1S socIal ethlc may be 
the only one thal 15 flnal1y 
legit1JTJate. even ln tcrms thAt 
secular men, such as Marxlsts, 
can recognlzc: namely, a rca] 
solidarity wlth those who-stiTfer. 

-- -- 51 

Il d l l 

The the 0 log y 0 f the c r 0 S S j m p ] ] e::; are 1 FI t Ion shI P b (' t w (' (' Il il 

suffering Gad and suffering humanlty. l'Ill' ~('porat 1011 of 

h u rn a nit yan d the G 0 d h e a ct i n t 0 d) s t J net C éI PI P ~ () f cl rJ r k n (' <., ~ d Il ri 

light--central ta a gnostlc understanoliig of the d),Jle(tlr--

is broken down ln the theology of the (rose:;. Cod ,Ind 

humanity share ln the reality of good and f'vJl. Thl' npgl ('( t 

o f the soc i a J d i men s ion 0 f s u f fer J n g w h lf Il C fi mes w Il l' Il 

everything human is seen to be cOl'lpl~t('ly SP\léHrlt('c\ froJTJ 1 h(' 

Li g h t 1 s, sim 1 1 a r 1 y br 0 ken do W n 1 n fl t h (, 01 (j g y () f t tH' r r () ~ <., • 

God shares ln human sufferlng ln aIl ItS HSfll'rl"--pprson,Jl 

and corporate. 



1 

This understanding of the theology of the cross is 

pronounced in the theological movements of this century. 

What moves Karl Barth to a study of Romans and Pau1's cross 

theology is the reality of human suffering in the First World 

War. ReInhold Niebuhr's experiences of the social problems 

of working class Detroit lead him in a simllar path. More 

recently, the systemic poverty and injustIce in Latin America 

have led to the Ilberatlon theologies which take God's 

participation in human suffering seriously. 

The notIon of evil represented in the theology of the 

cross in Its various forms differs from the picture of the 

dark side found in Davles' novels in tWQ connected respects. 

The corporate dImension of human suffering stressed by 

contemporary proponents of the theology of the cross gets 

little recognition ln the psychic drama of the interplay 

between two sides of the human personality. The social 

structures of Davies' novels exist as representations of that 

which must be overcome ln the individual. Referring to these 

structures, Liesl says to RaMsay, "That horrid village and 
52 

your hateful Scots family made you a moral monster." In 

Ramsay's encounter wlth his personal devil there 1S no 

suggestion that these structures of family and community will 

be affected. The recognition of the shadow results in a 

personal transformation represented in Liesl's statement to 

Ramsay that, "it is not too late for you to enjoy a few years 
53 

of almost normal humanity." Wlth the focus of 

transformation on the personal life, polltlcal structures 

eXlst as backdrops to the individual struggle with the shadow 
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rather than as an integral part of the struggle. Thus, wlH'!1 

Ramsay asks Liesl to keep the secret of Paul Dempster's 

premature birth, she phrases her response using the Imdges of 

national realitles but without Implying any Involvemcnt ln 

change: "Now, tell me how you are gOlng to get the infant 

Magnus Elsengrlm out of that dreadful Canada and into a 
54 

country where big SpIrItual adventures are possible." The 

natIon is a static entlty whose on1y raIe IS ta provide 

symbols for the drama gOlng on in the Inner se1f. 

One of the effects of lodglng the paradoxlcal 

relatlonship of darkness and Ilght ln the Inner self l~ thp 

loss of a strong sense of the SOCIal dimenslon of ('vI1. TlllS 

10ss IS revealed in DavIes' treatment of his prlmary Met<lphof 

of darkness--the devl1. When Ramsay dc~crlbes ln Padre 

Blazan hlS encounter \V1th the devl] ln the persan of I.I(>sl, 

there is a benign quality ta hIS descrIptIon and tn HliJ/,on'f.., 

reply: 

"The Devi 1 proved ta be a very 
good fellow. He suggested that 
a lIttle compro~lse would not 
hurt me. He even suggested that 
an acqualntance with Him mIght 
improve my character." 

[Blazon repl1ed,)"] flnd 
no fault wlth that. The DevI1 
knows corners of us aIl of WhlCh 
ChrIst Hlmse]f lS Ignorant. 
lndeed, l am sure Chrlst ]earned 
a great dea) that was sall1tary 
about Himself when He met the 
DevIl in the wilderness .... On 
the who]e, we treat thp DeVI] 
shameful]y, and the worse wp 
t r e a t fh m the m Cl r c !! pla Il g h s 
a t us. 

5') 
T h l SIm age 0 f the d c vil a S il P f 0 cl der () f h Il r.1 il n (() Il S (. j 0 Il S Il (> f, ~ 
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is characterized by cleverness and wit. In World of Wonders, 
50 

the devil is ôp.scribed as "a very clever fellow." Later in 

the novel, Ramsay wonders "if humour isn' t one of the most 
57 

brililant inventions of the Devil." In these descriptions 

an image of the devil emerges which is dominated by his role 

as a mischief maker ln the human psyche and a counter to the 

sobriety and morallty of conventl0nal livIng. The horrors 

engendered by human actions ln the world do not seem to enter 

into the definitlon of the devil. Even when Ramsay, ln World 

~ Wonders, ponders the relationship of the devil to the 

external world of human suffering, the examples of suffering 

chosen are natural and not the result of human sin: 

What about eVll, then? ls the 
devil the origin and ruler of 
that great realm of manifestly 
dreadful and appalllng thlngs 
which are not, so far as we can 
determlne, anybody's fault or 
the consequences of any sin? 
Of the cancer wards, and the 
wards for children born 
misshapen and mIndless? .. 
These are eVll things within 
my knowledge: l am certain 
there are worse things l have 
never encountered. And how 
constant this evil is! Let 
manklnd laboriously suppress 
leprosy and tuberculosis 
rages: when tuberculosis is 
chained, cancer rushes to take 
its place. One might almost 
conclude that such evils were 
necessities of our collective 
life. 

58 
The world of dlsease can involve terrIble sufferlng and when 

Ramsay conte~plates the possibillty that the devil might be 

responsible, he does admit that that would make him "a 
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59 
serious adversary indeed." Such possibilities, however, do 

not have much effect on the central ro1e which the ôPvll 

plays in bring1ng wholeness to the indlvidunl. There, tllp 

issue is one of the devIl's relationsnlp ta personal 5('11-

consciousness and not to the cillamitles thdt affl ict thf' 

world. 1ft h e no t ion 0 [ the cl (' V] 1 é1 S the il g (' Il t () f n d 1 Il r il 1 

c a tas t r 0 p h e d 0 e S n 0 t s e e m t 0 Il e l m p 0 r t cl n tin t \J (' roI p IH' 

plays ln DaVles' novel s, even }PSS lmp()rtdn\ l s the> 

relationship of the devl! to the syslemlc ('VJ) of tllf' worlel. 

The novels make no mentIon of AUf,chwltz, 1I1fosillma or Hnv of 

the 0 the r s y m bal S 0 f cor po rat (' ev j l 1 n t Il e m 0 ril' r n w (} r l cl. 

ThIS 1S nor surprIs1ng. In thc fBcf' of slIch horrors, 

references ta the metaphor of ('vi I--lhe dpv II--as fl !Ir )evf'r 

fel10w" or an "Inventer 01 humour" wOllld !Jfl hop('lcss1y 

inadequate as responses tn eVll ln thfl wnrlr1. 1\ 15 (lnly 

when evil 15 restflcted tü the pl'rsanal Ipvl'l thd! the' !lPVJ 

can be Invested wlth qUillitlPt-. that spcm cllmosl pnr!parlng. 

The con t e m po r a r y t h (' (J log i é1 nt-. 0 f t hl' c 1 (J!-. <; li S C' ni C' t il Il Il () f S 

far €' VIl wh 1 ch ta k e ace () u nt () j th p s () ( i ,II cl 1 m (' fi <; 1 () n () f (' Vil • 

For Douglas Hélll, Auschwlt/. <Jnd III Tot-.hlllld ,Hf' SC('!1 iI~ modr-TII 

Images of the Lrost-.. Th (' fol 1 () will g '111 Cl t p f r Cl m t Il {' .J L' W 1 SIl 

novel ist, El le \-hesel 1 nrll L <J t ef> t h(' pnWL T of t ho<,,. 

metaphors: 

Our generat Ion •••• 1 S t hr- gf'll('r nt 1011 

of Auschv!1t/., or of IIITo<,hlrn.l, 
tomorrow's HIToshlmd. 'l'hl.' future 
frlghtcns us, the' paf>t f 111 <., \Je., 

with sham(': and thf><,(' twu 
f e (' 1 l n g s. 1 1 k (' t h Cl S (> t wC) {' v (' Il t ~~ , 
are c los ply ] 1 n k (> ri, 1 i k e r.l U !-> (. 

1.0 effert. lt It-. AII<.,(hwlt/ 
that WIll pror!u(f' IIlr()<,hlmd. 



and if the human race should 
perish by the nuclear bomb, 
this will be the punishment 
for Auschwltz, where, in the 
ashes, the hope of man was 
extinguished. 

60 
Hall comments that the religion of the optimistic society 

which attempts to suppress negatlvity, stands "speechless in 
61 

the face of the experience of evil" represented by 

Auschwitz and Hlroshima. HIroshIma and Auschwitz, because 

they represent evil which exists bey and the confires of the 

individual psyche, produce a different effect than does the 

metaphor of the devil. Bath types of metaphors assault the 

temptation ta suppress evil. Davles' devil, related, as it 

is, to IndivIdual se1f-awareness, produces a reaction of 

embarrassment in the child of modernity who would like to see 

him or herself as basically good. The modern rretaphors for 

the cr ss slJch as Auschwitz and !Hroshima, because of the 

horror they represent and because they reflect evil beyond 

individual control, produce a reaction of silence. 

Davies' charge that Christian orthodoxy fails ta take 

evil seriously lS prafoundly challenged by the representative 

of the "thin traditian"--the tradition of theol.9~':~ ~.:~~2-~--

within orthodoxy. The charge is not only challenged but, 

also, turned around and addressed back ta Davies. The 

g nos tic spi rit wh i chi n for m s D a vIe l" J: € r ce}: t i 0 Il 0 f ev i 1 i s 

limited by its lack of a social dimensIon. In a world whicr. 

is a corrupt creation, Auschwitz and HiroEhirr.a lose any sense 

of uniqueness. Good and evil in the soclal order are 

meaningless. The only way ln ~hich evil is taken seriously 
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i5 in the way in which the eV11 world inhibits the individual 

soul. While DaviEs do€s rot adopt thE gnostic world Vl€W, he 

does adhere ta the gnostic notion that eV11 i8 encountered 

primarily on ar IndIvidual level. Evi1 iE cneountered and 

taken seriously in arder ta redeem the unlived llfe of the 

indi'Jidual. What is wissing from thlS understnnding of eVl\ 

lS a corporate dImension in which systemlc evil ln the world 

iE €ncountEred and taken seriously ln crdcr tü dlseover the 

possibl1ity of the redemption of the world. 

The ab1:enc€ of a social d,namic Implled in thC' I.!.lJostje 

reJection of the world is accompanled by R lack of concC'rn 

for mundarc worality. Hans Jonas speaks of the absence of n 

doctrIne of virtue ln gnosticism aB resu]tlTlg from the Tlot Ion 

of a negative creation: 

The absence of a doctrIne of vlrtuc 
ln gnostic teachlng ls connected with 
the antl-cosmlC attitude, that 18, 
the denial of any worlh tn the thjngs 
of this world and consequently also 
ta man's doings in thlS world. 

62 
This lack of concern for moral1ty in relation ln humnn Intcr-

action in the world could lead ln one of two dlrectlnn~. 

Libertinlsm and asceticlsm, though opposites, arc b~th 

natural outcomes of the anti-cosmlc hl<lS 01 ~nostlCJSm. 

Jonas comments: 

Libertlnlsm harl lts alternatIve 
in asceticIsm. Opposlte as the 
two types of conduct are, they 
yet ~ere ln the gnostlc case 
o f the sam e r 0 0 t. and t h (' f, a ni e 
basic argument supports them 
both. The one replJdiFltes al1eglanc{' 
to nature through exce~s, the 
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other, through abstention. Both 
are lives outside the mundane 
norms. Freedom hy abùse and 
freedom by non-use, equal in 
their IndiscriminaLeness, are 
only alternative expressIons of 
the sa me acosmism, 

63 
In terms of the actual practice of the gnostlcs, the choice 

of the ascetic option seems to have been dominant. The 

altern3tive of I1bertinism, while consistent with gnostic 

attitudes toward the world, was probably honoured more in the 

slander of the ChUICh Fathers (particl1larly, lrenaeus) than 
64 

in actual practice. 

These two possibi1ities--asceticism and libertinism--are 

p}ayed out in DavIes' nove.Ls. An asceticism 15 observed jn 

the preponderance of hachelor protagonists ln the books. In 

the Deptford trilogy Dunstan Ramsay, David Staunton and 

Magnus Eisengrlm are not only l'nmarried but, also, lead lives 

devoid of romantic entanglements. When David Staunton, for 

example, goes J nto therapy in his forties he admits to on1) 
65 

one sexual encounter ln hlS life. When Eisengrim has a 

sexual re1ationship ldth Liesl it is hjs fjrst with a woman, 

despite a career ln the more libertlne ftelû uf the 
66 

theatre. Simon Darcourt of the' Cornish trilogy entertalos 

a romanlic fantasv of Maria (induced, in part, because of her 

rnythic relatlonshlp to Sophia) but. in rea1ity, remains a 
67 

solitary priest wlthout personal attachments. The quest 

for self-knowledge which dominates the characters of these 

bachelor figures is accornpanied by an ascetic approach ta 

1 He. 

The libertine opt10n also receives attention from 
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Davies. The dlssolute ex-monk, John Parlabane is, perhaps. 

the best representatlve of thlS al ternatlve. As il gay mnn, 

Parlabane does not want his homosexuality tu be moré111y 

rationalized. He 18 interested in sex without an attach('d 

relatlonal ethic: 

"1 want no truck wIth Gay 
Liberatlun or hokum about 
alternative llfe-styles: 
l want neither the Jove that 
dare not speak Its name nor 
the love that blats its namp 
to every gr1cvance committee. 
Gnosce telpsum says the 
Oracle at Delphl; know thyself, 
and l do. l'rn Just a grosb 
uld ù'.!;ger and 1 like 1t 
rough--I like the mess and 
the st1nk. But don't ask me 
to like the pecple. They 
aren't my k1nd." 

68 
The libertlnlsm of John Parlabane lS not an Issue ln a milIeu 

ln .. dnch self-knowledge rather than moral rect1t'Jde 15 th<, 

important human agenda. 

Whether expressed ln lIbertine or ascetlc wavs, the 

rnorality derived from the gnostlC spirit reflects the 

indIV1dual1sm of the gnostic understandlng of evil. In the 

language of anClent gnostlcIsrn, morallty lS not linked to 

communal relationships. It is derlved, rather, from the nf>ed 

ta escape mundane entanglements. Human action 15 good onl,! 

lnsafar as it serves ta rhstance one from humanity. In 

theary, elther libertlnlsm or ascetlClsm can serve thlS 

pur pose . 

In Davjes' novels, moral1ty lS tlelÎ trI the goal of self-

kno...:ledge. Stephen Bonnvcastle, ln hl:' artlcle, "Robertson 



Davies and the Ethics of Monologue," argues that while Davies 

does u se th e lang ua ge 0 f rela t ionsh i p in th e deve lopmen t of 

his characters, the dominant thrust in bis writing is 

centered on the individual. He uses Liesl' s designation of 

Ramsay as "fifth business" as an example. This designation 

can suggest a role in l.ife which involves serving others. 

The thrust of the novel, however, vlould indicate that the 

identifl.cation of this role serves primarlly ta serve Ramsay 

himself in his quest for self-knowledge. Bonnycastle 

comment:s that " a l t hough the principle of relational identity 

lies behl.nd many of the most forceful moral statements in the 

two books, th,-~ relations between characters suggest that they 
69 

have absolute identitles." The lack of a seriotls 

relational dimensl.on to Davjes' concept of evil leads to a 

sense of morality which is strongly individualistic in tone. 

Davie8' treatment of evil in his novels serves as another 

mark of the gnostic splfit l.n his art. 
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V 11 • H ml AND E S Tl N Y AND THE l N TER R II PT ION 

OF GNOSIS 



VII. Human Dest!~ and the Interruption of Gnosis 

The world of the ancient near east i8 characterized by a 

sense of an ordered universe in which the activity of 

humankind is integral1y related ta the whole. A picture of 

this conception of the cosmos i8 revealed in this well-known 

statement of Plato in the Laws: 

The ruler of the universe has 
ordered aIl things with a view 
to the excellence and preservation 
of the whole, and each part, as 
far as may be, has an action 
and passion appropriate to it. 

1 
The part played by humanity may be small in relatlon tQ the 

whole but it, nonetheless, contributes to and 1.5 dependent 

upon the whole: 

And one of these portions of the 
universe i1'1 thlne own, unhappy man, 
which, however l.ittle, contrlhutes 
to the whole: and you do not seem 
to be aware that thlS and every 
other creat:;..on i5 for the sake of 
the wholE', and in order that the llfe 
of whole may be blessed; and that you 
are created for the sake of the whole 
and not the whole for the sake of 
y ou. 

2 
The challenge to the human in this conception of the universe 

is to perceive the course of his or her life ln relation to 

the orderly movement of the cosmos. IndIviduals are not 

independent agents of free will. They are. rather, tled to 

forces greater than themselves. These forces of the universe 

are not Immediately obviolls te the lndividual. Plata speaks 

of the human frustration resulting from ignorance with regard 
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to the relationship between human destiny and the movement ot 

the unIverse: 

And you are annoyed because you 
are ignorant how what is best for 
you happens to you and to the 
universe, as far as the laws of 
the common creation admIt. 

3 
What emerges from this sense of an ordercd universe WhlCh lS 

both greater than and dependent upon Its lesscr parts and 

from human Ignorance regarding this relationship i5 the 

development of the notion of helmarmene--fatc. Bf'CflUSC wc 

are part of a whole, the movement of our lIves must he Jn 

accord wlth the movement or the whole. 

ThIS understandlng of fate ln antlqulty IS made concretc 

ln astrology. The sensible unlverse is ref]ected ln the 

orderlng of the heavens. The (hanges in the (ourse of 1 lie 

on earth corresponds to the chang]ng course of the st.ars ln 

the heavens. 

Gnostlc literature come~ out of thJb world of hClmnr~cnr 

and astrology. It posesses its own partIcular Interprctnllon 

of these concepts. The cosmof, 15 ordered and Goes lnf 1 ucnr t' 

the course of ealthly existence. l' h e 0 r der l n g. h () w (' v (' r, 1'" 

negatlve in ItS Intent. " h té' r 0 s m {) s t 0 W h 1 r h h Il m ,1 n k 1 n cl 1 c; 

bound 15 mallgnanL 

fa te WhlCh lS Implled ln an ordercd unlversr of WhlCh. 

humanlty 15 a part ]5 Slmllarly cast. Quollng fro:n thr 

" P a p y rus Ber 0 lin e n S l S 11 S 0 2", K Il r t R u d 0 J P Il d (' S ( r 1 Il (. c; l h 1 S 

gnostlc verSIon of hClmHrmcnp: 

A pJrtlcuJéirly féJr-reéirhlng me<JTlf, 
a ri r) p t (' cl h Y t li (' d éJ r k n p s c; t () H ( Il 1 f' V (' 

l t s (> n cl SIC; th (> !3 {, t tIn g Il il 0 f 1 il p 



1 

2 

well-known sideresl power of fate 
or Heimarmene. Ac.:ordJng ta our 
text it i5 a creation of the 
Demiurge in opposition to the 
successful work among me~ of the 
spJ_rlt, or of the Eplnoia of light 
which lS Identlcal wlth it. In 
order to gaIn possesslun of their 
Hpower of thought", the chief 
archon forms a resolve wlth his 
powers: "They caused Heimarmene 
to come i nto be'lng, and wi th a 
measure, tlmes and seasons they 
bound the gods of heaven, the 
angels, clemons and men, that they 
might alJ. be ln its (Heimarmene's) 
fetter and it be Jard over the[J1 aIl: 
a plan wi cked and perverse." 

4 
In gnosticism, the ordered uni verse and corresponding fate 

takes on the raIe of that which separa tes the soul from the 

Pleroma. Fate becomes a component part of the earthly prison 

in which the soul finds ltself trapped. The escape resulting 

from gnosls implies a breaking wlth the course of the cosmos. 

Rudolph comments: 

The whole world Vlew of late 
antiquity, with Its idea of 
the power of fate (Greek 
helmarmene) whlch dominates 
the gods, the world and men, is 
here, as it were, bracketed 
together and marked wlth a 
negatlve sign. 

5 
The astrological reflection of arder and tate also 

receives a unlque gnostic interpretation. In classical Greek 

thought the rationsl movement of the stars and the solar 

system ~as a reflectlon of dIvine reason and providen~e. In 

gnostlcism, this notion is overturned. Hans Jonas descrlbes 

this transformation: 

The starry sky--which from Plata 
ta the Stoics wes the purest 
embodlment of reason ln the 
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easmIe hlerarehy, the paradigffi 
of Intelligibility and therefor~ 
of the dlvipe aspect of the 
sensible realm--now stared man 
in the face wlth thp flXpd 

glare of al1en power and 
necesslty. It~ ruIe lS lyranny, 
and not providence. 

6 
The sky becomes, for the gnostlcs, rC'presf'ntntive of thl' 

terrors of earthly eXIstence. Mytholog1cill1y, the' pfltt!'fllS 

o f pla net san d s t ars a f eth e ni il fi 1 f (' s t il 1 l () n 0 f .J S y s t (' ln ; 1 1 1 ( 

separation of the Inner se1f from thC' LIght. Thf' \0(' 1 ght of 

t h i S sep a r f:l t Ion r c fIe c t e cl 1 n t h (' () 1 der 0 f t Il (' (0 s m 0 sis 

emphosized by the complexlty of gnost IC cosmo).!,ony. r\ m \1 1 t 1-

l a y e r fi ct unI ver se, CO mm 0 n 1 n an cie n t cl 1 :q~ r am:-1 () f t Il (' C () ~ m () h , 

ha s the e f f e ct. l n g Il 0 s tIC 1 sm, :-> f hI g hl i g h tIn g t h (' h d r r 1(' n; 

WhlCh have bcen createrl ln orcier to keep thf' carlhlv rreilllOIl 

ln darkness. 

A de~,(rlptlon of thlS cosm()~f)nv [rom "l'olfTIdndn't'o" rd Ihe 

" Il e r met 1 c W rIt 1 n g s" m a k est h (' C CI n fI(' ( \ 1 () n bpI w (' (' Il t Il (' 1 il Y l' r s 

of crpatlon scparatlng humanIty fr()m thp I.lght éllle! t!lf' 

concept of eélrthly fate or ncstlny: 

B li t ~11 n cl , wh 1 (h 1 ~ C ( J ri, Il (' 1 Il g 
both fTlale and fcméilp, dllrl 

eXlsting as 11fp And Ilgh!, 
hpg()t bv d .... fJrrl 1 Lugo<., J illlOt hpr 
Mlnd, the f)pmlurgc; and hl' 
b e ] n g (; ()(I () f f 1 r (' il fi ri () f <; P 1 rIt , 
crented rC'rt<lln goverJJorc" <"PVPfI 

ln number, tn <;urro\lnd thr> 
senslblp 'v/(,rlrl wlth thplr 
clrcles. Th('jr gfJvernlng 1<., 
callcd D('st Inv ••.•• Hut thf' 

Demlurg,. Mlnd, ]olTled ""Itlr 
the I.(lgos, surrnundJllg tlrf' 
C l r <.. les il ri ri (() m Tl plI 1 n g t ~ f' III 

t 0 l \J r n il s t h (' Y r Il c; h H 1 fi n g , 
thu<; sct hIS (rf><ltllrpc, 
r e \' 0 1 \' 1 n g, <l TI ri 1 (. t l h fI m t Il r Il 
about frfJm <ln Invlsll'!f> [InInI 
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of departure to dn unfixed 
goal; for their revolution 
begins where It ends. 

7 
In this description t.he correspondence between the motions 

perceived in the visible universe and the motion of the 

earthly activlty is apparent. The rotation of the stars, 

because it begins \/here it ends, is decribed in "Poimandres" 

as being "without reason." The corresponding rotatlons 

Implicit ln the mundane realm are also irrational. The 

effect of the cosmogùny is clear. Separation from the Light 

produces a creation wh2ch has no inherent reason or purpose. 

Destlny or fate in this conception implles the unwllied 

participatl0n of humanklnd in a cosmos which is cruel and 

without meanin3· In "Polmandres" Destiny takes on the raIe 

of the counter ta "Chat in human1ty WhlCh is immortal and 

holds the possibility of eonnectlon to the Light: 

For this reason man, unl1ke aIl 
oth~r creatures on earth, 18 dual 
in nature, mortal because of the 
body and 1mmortal becalJse of the 
essential Han. For being Immortal 
and havlng authority over aIl 
things, he suffers the condltlon 
of mortals sinee he is subJect 
to Destlny. Though he lS 
superior to the frame\vork, he 
has become a slave ln l t. 

8 
Freedom from the corporal, then, entails freedom from the 

tate associated with involvement 1.n the material realm. 

B. Davies' Concept of Human Destlny. 

1. • Resistance to thp modern teleologlcal shift 

In the contemporary western world, the assumptions WhlCh 

lay behind the ancient undprstand1ng Lf helmarmene are no 

longer dominant. A dIvine realm and a nulti-layered cosmos 
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are no longer taken for granted. In spite of the on~oing 

interest ln astrology, it cannat be said thaï: the 

relationsh1p between the stars and human destlny 15 tak0n 

seriously in the domlnant culture of th(' west. George Gron! 

argues that, ln fact, whélt has happenpd ln lhe mod('rn w('st i.., 

that a teleoJoglc.al bhlft has tak('n p1a("('. Th<:' r('11g10\l1-. 

culture has been rcplaced wIth a SLlpntifl( on('. No lO!1gc'r 

does humanklncl VIel.' Itsclf as bounr! ln él divInf' systpm--

whether that system be pOSItIve or n('gatlVP. R él t h (' 1. ,\ <-, t il (> 

ch l l d {" en 0 f the Ag c 0 f Pro g r e 8 c; W (' S (l (> nu r s (' 1 V (' S é1 ~ "t Il (' 
g 

makers of hlstory, the maker<., of our own ]aws," Il li m il n t r p ,. 

will 18 not bound by élnvtl-tlng outf:ldf' Itself. 

The r e d r (' cl l S S (' n ter s t 0 t 11 j s 1 d e 0 log y (J f t h (' 

technologlca1 age. Rohertson DaVles 15 onf' of thpm. 1 n d Il 

1 n ter v 1 (' 1.', D a VIC:; s p (' a ,,~ 0 f t h (' 0 C ( Il r r e rH P 0 f COI n r 11\ e 1)( (' d"" 

a mé1rk of thp real1ty of destIn)': 

1 [Davles] thlnk of (o)Tlcldf>n(f' 
as a powerful elC'ment ln I1f(', as 
15 nlsn the opprdtlon of destlny. 
wh l c h m a y 0 r m il y n () t li C' b]] n cl, 1) Il t 
wh) ChI sun q \1 C f, t l Cl Tl <1 b ) Y P f) W (' r f Il 1 • 
Th) S cl 0 (' S no t m d k (. In C' d t h n r fil) g lI­
g n 1 Tl g ri e t (' r m l Il 1 ~ t. Il u t r (' r t n 1 n 1 y 
l mean tü suggpc,t t hill thr ! ()r( (!'i 
th il t <; h (-) pP il m d fi • <., Lit!, ,if (' Il 0 t loi li fi 1 l y 
und e r hl:' C 0 Tl 1 r (J 1. h (' ( il U St' .., Il "J(' (l f 
the m r e <,[ rj (' l n t h d t P d r t () f 111 <., 

psyche that dppth-pc,\,rh,,)uglsls cal 
the l'ncnn<-,cICJUf,. 

l () 
D a v 1 P S rem;:] l n s t r Il (' t () h l f, fi g r'. ~. p (' rdt ) fi g (If Il (. <-; tIn y () r f;Jt f' 
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freedom determining the pattern of life is, in a 

technologlcal age, a radical thought. 

Throughout Davies' novels, this appreciation for an 

externally conditioned destiny recurs. Humphrey Cobler, ln A 

Leaven of Malice, 15 witness ta the reality of forces beyond 
- --- Il 

human control, when he speaks of the entrapment of life. 

In Fifth Business, Dunstan Ramsay resIsts the modern 

temptation to attempt to take control of life in favour of 

acknowledging the role of fate or chance: "But l was Tlot 

sure l wanted to issue orders ta lite; l rather llked the 

Greek notIon of allowing Chance to take a formative hand in 
12 

myaffalrs." Simon Darcourt, in The Rebel Angels, speaks 

of the ImItation of Christ ln relation ta the acceptance of 

destiny Implied ln the lmagp: 

Gradually it came to me that the 
ImitatIon of ChrIst mlght not be 
a raad-company performance of 
Chrlst's Passion, wlth me as a 
pitlfully badly cast actar in 
the princlplc role. Perhaps what 
was ImItatable about ChrIst was hlS 
firm acceptance of his destlny 
and hIS adherence ta lt Even 
when it led to shameful death. 
It WdS the wholeness of Christ 
that had il1umin8ted sa many 
millIons of lives, and it was 
my Job ta seek and make manlfest 
the wholeness of Simon Darcourt. 

13 
Through Darcourt, Davies revealE his convIction that an 

acknowledgemcnt of the role of destiny in an IndivIdual llfe 

is one of thE' camponents of human wholeness. 

ii. ~2thic shapers of destiny 

Destlny and its rclatIonship to the humRn drama is a 

theme which recelves particulaI emphasis in Wha~ BrE'd in 
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the Bone. In this novel, the eternal forces shaping human 

destiny are characterized in the Lesser Zadkiel and the 

Daimen Haimas, two supra-mundane figures who have had a rolc 

in forming the life history of Francis Cornish. They play 

different raIes ln relat10n to Francis. The Daimon Malmas 

creates the substance of the lndividual whlle the LC'sscr 

Zadkiel distIlbutes character traits which have a tcmporary 

quallty. The Daimon Môlmas compares thelr work to that of 

Greek sculptors: 

We work llke the classical Gleek 
sculptors, yOll and 1. i must hew 
the creature out of my own Intractablc 
piece of rock and put a fine 
surface on It. Then you apply 
the rich colours, of whlCh Pit y 
and CharIty are v€'ry popular 
pigments. They seem ta glve my 
creation a life thl3t human 
beings undeIsland élnd love, but 
when the coJours arc washed 
away by tIme, the rea]lty 18 
revealed, and J know that the 
reallty has becn lhere since 
the beginnJng. 

14 
The eXlstence of the twn fIgures lnvolve<! in Früpels' llfp 

corresponds to Davles' understilndlng of the esscntléll dU<3] Ity 

ln humaoIty. The atlrlbutps jlillnterl on hy the !,psser Znoklel 

are those rn' st eVldent ln the \Jorlrl. ThC'y arc il part of thp 

publlc persona of the Indlvlclual, but they do not dpf]l1C' tll(. 

per son. There is a sc.ulptpd tnnC'r cor('--the preserve of thl' 

Dalmon Malmas--whICh rnav bu (ont e<l1ed ror él t lme hy thro 

externaJ face. Bath fnccts of our belng hnvc a relatlonr;hlp 

t 0 br 0 ad e r m y t h 1 r r e aIl t 1 (; S r {., p r {> s (> n t (' d i n the cre Cl tITi g 

sculptors. 

2 4'~ 
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It is not just the human personality which bears this 

relationship external to itself. What happens to the 

person--the drama of his or her life--is related to patterns 

which exist beyand a particular personal history. In What's 

Bred in the Bone, the Lesser Zadkiel and the Daimon Maimas 

speak of the propensity of people ta resist the notion of 

patterns in life: 

Odd, isn' t it, that they [people on 
Earth] are glad enough ta have 
their scientists show them evidence 
of pattern in the rest of Nature, 
but they don't want to recognize 
themse] ves as part of Nature. They 
seern persuaded that they, alone of 
aIl Creation, so far as they know 
it, are unlnfluenced by the Anima 
Mundi. 

15 
When the pattern is percelved, people tend to calI it 

coincidence, a ward which the Lesser Zadkiel ca1ls a 

"dlsmissive word for people who cannat bear the idea of 
16 

pattern shaping their own lives." For Davies, speaking 

through the Lesser ZadkIel and the Daimon Maimas, pattern 

does eXlst and the occurrances of coincidences in li fe stand 

as VIsIble evidence of that pattern. 

iii .. Th~ role of astro]ogy 

The ancient correspondence between a sense of arder in 

human llfe and the patterns obser\'ed in the skies is also 

rai sed in What' s Bren in the Bane. Davies suggests an 

approach to astro1ogy similar to that taken with alchemy. In 

a conversation with Francis Cornish, Ruth Nibsrnith speoks of 

her study of astrology: 
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Astro1ogy is part of the sciencf> nf 
the past, and of course the scif:'oce 
of the present has no place for it, 
because it is rooted in a discredited 
notion of the universe. and puts 
forward a lot of Neo-Platonlc ideas 
that don't make much sense--until you 
live with ttlem for a whl1e. 

17 
Cornish asks Nlbsmith if these tomments mean that she 

believes in aSt:Tology. NIbsmith, in her response, lT'ake::o a 

discinction between a modern notion of science and 

psycho1ogy. Her belief in astro]ogy is relflted to her 

conviction that astrology, like alchemy, i8 a manifestation 

of the intùitIvE part of the human persona1ity. The 

intuition i8 as impoTtant ta human self-understanding as is 

reason. The cru c i ale 1 e men t i rt a s t roI 0 g y i s n 0 t the ph yS] c: a l 

arrangement 01 stals as such but the intuitIon of the 

astrologer called upon to l"1-erpret tht."m. 

The ancient science of 8strology in Davies' writjng. 18 

used to challenge the modern assumptIon of human self-

sufficlency irnplicit in a technologjcô1 id~ology. Astrology 

and the concept of destiny which it represf'nts retalD, in 

Davies' writing, sorne of the old vocabulary of the supra-

rnundane forces lnfluencing human personallty and artion~. lt 

is, however, also set ln thE- c.ontemporary context of deprh 

psychology. Patterns beyond the indIvidual are sti Il at worl< 

to shape human existence, but these pé'ltterns are soughL more 

in the inner self than ln the structures of the cosmos. 

Davies' nave1s do exhIbit an affinity to the 'idea of 

heimarmene resultlng from an ordered cosmos whether that 
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cosmos 1s experienced in the skies as is the case in 

astrology or in the inner self as is the case in Jungian 

psychology. As we have seen, the gnostics placed their own 

negative mark on these classic.al concepts. The question 

arises as to whether 01 not Davies, in his evocation of 

cosmic patterns and desti.ny, shares any of the gnostic bias. 

One must be caucious about making too close a 

connection. The human dl ama, for Davies, does not possess 

the unrelenting negativity proclaimed by the gnostlcs. 

Davies' concern is focused on the recognition of the patterns 

as a component in the quest for human wholeness. In this 

sense, his understnndlng of destlny cannat be called gnostlc. 

There is, however, a component ln Davies' understandlng 

of human destlny which does sound a famlliar ring in relation 

to the 8nostlc treatment of destlny. Davies claims that he 

18 not a "thorough-going determlnist". By this, he means 

that the mythic patterns WhlCh shape the human drama are not, 

like jntultlon itself, abso] ute. Surprises and interventions 

can occur in the patterns of life. 

Using the metaphoI of a card game, Simon Darcourt 

engages in a revealing conversation \·:ith Arthur Cornisn ln 

What's Bred in the Bone. Cornish argues thaL the patterns ot 

Jife are set: 

We are aIl dealt a hand of cards 
at birth; if somebody gets a 
rotten hand, full of twos and 
threes and nothing above a five, 
what chance has he against the 
fellow with a full flush? 

18 
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Ta this cynical attitude of total determinism, Darcourt 

responds by speaking about the unexpected entering the game: 

Not a card-p]ayer, l admit, but 
l am a theologian, and rather a 
good one. Consequently l have 
a different idea of the stakes 
that are belng played for than 
you have, you banker. Of course 
everybody lS dealt a hand, but 
now and then h~ has a chance ta 
draw another card, and its the 
card he draws when the chance 
cornes that can makc aIl the 
dlfferf>nce. 

19 
lJslng Frances Cornlsh as an example, he argues that Cornish, 

horn under the slgn of Mercury, had the pattern of hlS life 

upset when he drew Joker card S Infl uenced by Mercury, "the 

mischlef maker, who upset5 aIl calcul'ltions" and who, 

accordlng ta Maria, "lS a1so Hermes. the reconciler of 

opposltes--somethlng out of the scope of convenLlonal 
70 

morallty." The astrologlCal melaphor. at this pOInt, 15 

confuslng. Astrology lS a SClence of correspondlng orders ln 

the cosmos and ln human eXIstence. DaVles 15 using an 

astrologlCal image to speak of the dlsruptlon of arder. What 

lS lInporlant, though, lS not whaL lS belng sédd abO!lt 

astrology but, rather. what IS belng sald about mUfldanl? 

pat ter Tl S • for D a v les. t h~' J 0 k e r car ct l n t r 0 ct u c e cl l n t 0 a 

neatly arranged hand of cards or the Mercury and Hermes 

figures djsrupting a carefully plotted lire represent an 

unexpected break ln the pattern of ~undane destlny. 

It is at thlS pCJlnt that connectl0n with the gnostlC 

splrlt lS made. For the gnostlcs, carthly destiny lS a 

dismal affalr. Left lo its own devJces, It simp]y runs in 
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21 
cirles--"their revolution begins where j tends." It is the 

interventi.on of gnosis which makes the difference. The 

pattern is broken and restoration to the AlI becomes 

possible. In this sense, gnostir.ism is not a system of total 

determinism. The revealer brjngs an external element to bear 

on the pattern lmpliclt in human destiny and, thereby, 

enables the grlp of destlny ta be loosened. Davies' concept 

of destiny does not have the assumed malignancy of the 

gnostics but It docs allow for a break in the pattern of llfe 

for the sake of human wholeness. Characters who remaln tltd 

completely to the mythic patterns of IJfe are the ones who do 

pot achleve self-understandlng because the y never stand 

outside a determlned life course and recognlze both the 

pattern of one's llfe and lhe opportunities ta break wIth 

that pattern. In hlS altlcle, "Robertson Davles and the 

EthlCS of Honologue," Stephen Bonnycastle makes the point 

that the mythlc patterns ln the lIves of the .iotagonlsts of 

Fifth BusIness are mosl evident in the life of Boy Staunton: 

M)'ths, he lRamsay] real:izes, 
lndlcate patterns in human 
events, and If you can 
recognlze the pattern at the 
out set, Y 0 u c a rI pre cl i c t the 
flndl resu]t. .... Réir.1Say 18 

particularly successful at 
seelng patterns ln Boy 
Stauntan' s llfe. 

22 
1he patterns ln Boy's life dre sa evident ta Ramsay because 

there has been no devlatlon tram the pattern which would 

cause the plcture of Boy's life to become more cornplex. It 

lS also eVldent that tnese patterns sa obvious lo Ramsay dre 

not seen by Staunton. Ramsay's confrontatIon wlth Boy over 
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the symbolic meaning of the snowball and its consequences is 

met with a reaction of amneS18 on Boyls part. Because h~s 

life pattern--his destiny--has never been interrupted, Boy 

has never been forced ta stond outside the ordered movement 

of his lite and look at it. 

This portralt of the individual who sees the world ln 

prosaic terms wlthout the benefit of the extraordinary 

interventIon WhiCh Ilfts hlm or her out of the conventIona1 

path IS repeated in other characters. In The Mantieore, 

DavId tells Jo von Haller about the housekeeper, Netty: 

Thlnking of Nettv put me ln 
mind of Pargetter's warning 
about the \\Jtnesses, or cllents, 
whose creed lS esse ln re: 
ta sueh people ~worl~IS 
absolutely elear because they 
cannot understand thal our 
personal pcnnt 0f view eolours 
what we perceIve; the)' think 
everything seems exactly the 
same ta everyone as It does ta 
themselves. 

23 
In Davl/~s' world, characters sueh as Boy and Netty, \\hlle 

dIverse ln thelr respectIve statIons ln llfe, lIve unexamlned 

lives. A sense of the relatlonshlp between thelr destlnies 

and a mythir world beyond the sensIble world of day to day 

lIte 18 lost to them because they have never taken the 

opportunlty ta break wlth the flow of their life pattern and, 

by so dOlng, observe it from a dlfferent perspectIve. 

The deslrability of occasional irterruptions in human 

destiny are a mark of bott. gnostlc.lsm and Davles' novels. 

For the gnostic, the lnterruptlon takes the form of a 

revelation of ~~is WhlCh has the power ta break the tyranny 
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of the destiny pattern. For Davies, the break with destiny 

is represented by an intervention whlCh allows the 

protagonist to step outside of the patterns of his or her 

eXlstence and gain the knowledge of the ways jn which a 

partIcular llfe tItS lnto a scheme of myth beyond the self. 

Such knowledge leads to greater human wholeness. 

D. Th~ ~~vi~ or Humani~L Re~ated to DestIny 

1. GnosUc divIsIons 

Tbe OPpol"tunity to break wIth patterns of human destiny, 

c 0 nI mon t 0 bot h D a v lES and the g nos t l CS, d 0 e b n 0 t c 0 met 0 

every Indlvldual. In both the gnastic liter?ture and in 

DaVles' novels an elemept of elltism seems to be present. A 

rloser examlnaLio!l of bath sets of literature with regard to 

those who break ~Ith destlny lS necessary ln order to 

determine whether or not the propenslty of sorne to gaIn 

~~ and ot"hers not i5 the result of a forrn of electlon 

bU21t inta the system. 

llke the ldea 'Jf human destlny, the notlon that hurnanlty 

is divlded along spirItua) lines lS a comman theme ln antlent 

western thought. Plato identIfIes three classes of hurnanIty 

when he dIscusses spJ.ritual a\\oareness. 

PhIlo's Jnterpretatlon of these classes: 

AlI three classes share the 
comman denominator of souls, 
but those of the flrst class 
refuse aJI de311ngs with the 
eDrth, and are appolnted to 
walt u~on thelr creator. A 
second group emerge witt"! 
diffjculty from the whlr]pool 
of bodlly paSSlons and return 
to the1.r source .... ThE" thlrd 
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class are completely over­
whelmed by the body and 
worldly coneerns • 

24 
The divisinn of humanity in this manner is found in 

gnostic literature. The most extenelve treatment of the 

theme oecurs ln "The Trlpartj te Tractate". This traetate 

bears Valentlnlan characterlstlcs. It varIes, however, from 

other ValentlnJan material in lts vl~ion of a solltary mBle 

Godhead w1thout a consort. The author also transfers the 

devolutionary activl~y of Sophia ta the Logos. In th e 

tractate the development of gnostlc cosmogony lS related ta 

the perce1ved dlfferences wlthln humanity: 

Manklnd came to he ln tnree 
essentlal types, the splritual, 
the pSyChIC, and the material, 
conformlng ta the trIple 
arrangement of the Logos, from 
WhlCh were brought fOTLh 
the mBterlal ones and the 
pSyChlc on es and the spIrItual 
ones. Each of the three 
essentlal types lS knov:n by 
"lts fruJ.t. 

25 
Burns, ln The Forbidden Gospel, descrlbes the attributes of 

these three levels of humanlty: 

... some men had no "spark of 11fe" 
ln theP1, that is, no part of 
SophIa (WhiCh 15 to say, the 
P1eroma). These they calI 
"wooden men' (Gr. hY]lkoJ.). 
Of and from them nothlng ·was 
to be expected. Thnse who 
understood the sItuatIon 
intultively (the Sp1rItuals, 
Gr. p n e u n. a t 1 k 0 1) [e 1 t calle d t 0 

Instruct the great number of 
human beIngs "ln thé mlddle" 
( the p sye hl k 0 1 o'r Il P s y chi cs" ) . 

26 

"The TrIpartIte Tractate" c1alms that these lhree levels are 
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made known by the way they respond to the revealer. Because 

the tractate deals with Christlan themes the revealer in this 

case is Christ. The pneumatikoi are most closely tied to the 

Pleroma and, as such, most readily recognlze Chrlst as COml!1g 

from that realm of light: 

The spl.ritual race belng light 
from lIght and like spirit from 
splrl t, when 1 ts head appeared, 
J t ran toward hlm lmmediately. 
It Im~edlately became a body of 
Its head. It suddenly received 
kno\dedge ln the revelatlon. 

27 
The psyehles ~ho correspond ta the middle ground between the 

Pleroma and the corruptIon of creatIon take more time and 

requIre InstructIon ln arder to respond: 

The psychle race 15 llke llght 
from a flre, Slnee it hesItated 
to aecept kno\-:ledge of hlID who 
appeared ta it. (It hesltated) 
e ven m ore t 0 r u n t 0 v: a r d h 1 mIn 
fal th. Rather-, through a VOlee 
It was Instructed and thlS was 
sutfle1ent, Slnee lt 15 not far 
from the hope accordlng to the 
promIse, Slnee lt recelved, 50 

to speak as a pledge, the assurance 
ai the things WhlCh were to be. 

28 
That part of humanlty most closely tled to creatIon itself--

the hyllkol--resI5t redemptlon: 

The materlal race, however, i5 
allen in ever)' way; SI nce 1 t is 
dark, lt shuns the shinlng of the 
llght because its appearance destroys 
It. And Slnce ] t has not received 
Its unJty, lt 1S something 
excessive and hateful toward the 
Lord at hlS revelation. 

29 
At flrst glance, Ir would seem that the categories described 

above would indleate a pre-ordalned status wlth regard to 
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salvation in the form of the ability to receive gnosis 

Certainly, this was a charge brought against the gnostics by 

the Chu!ch Fathers. Recent research, however, has begun ta 

question this interpretation of the three levels of humanity. 

Pheme Perkins in The Gnostlc DIalogue descrlbes an alternate 

understandlng: 

A common charge agalnst the 
Gnostlcs is that they claImed 
that there were subsLantlally 
different types of soul, and 
that only the spIritual type 
would be saved. ThIs substantiallst 
lnterpretatlon seems ta be common 
among the hereslologlstS. We have 
seen that Clement accuscd the~ 
of a doctrIne of plerlestinatlon 
that would even render gnosls 
unnecessary. Recently. Int~r­
preters have begun ta questIon 
this assessment of the G~ostlC 
evidence. 1he doctrIne of tvpes 
of soul can appear as a deslgnatlon 
for dlfferent types of people or 
as a descrIptIon 0f the varled 
Inner ren]ltles of th~ same 
humnn person ln a sIngle Gnostlc 
treatlse. 

30 
The esoterlC nature of gnostlc I1terature encourages a 

varlet y of InterpretatIons of the sa me materlal. The lIteraI 

InterpretatIon of the descrIptIons of the three levels by the 

hereslologlsts was not prompted by a dlSpa&SIonate academic 

Interest in the mater laI. lndeed, it can be argued that the 

charge of elltIsm directed at the gnostics arase out of a 

need tu protect another form of hlerarchy. It IS Elaine 

Pagel IS contention that the Church Fathers' resistance to 

snostic~sm arose as much from a need ta protect the churchls 

raIe as an intermediary between humanity and Gad as lt dld 

from a convictIon that, in gnostlclsm, only a portIon of 
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hurnanity would have access to gnosis. Pagels states: 

Pagels' 

But in lerms of the social arder, 
as we h~ve seen, the orthodox 
teaching on resurrectlon had a 
dlfferent etfect: It legltimized 
a hlerarchy of persans through 
whose authorlty aIl cth~rs must 
approach Gcd. Gnostlc teaching, 
as Ireneaus and Tertulllan 
reallzed, W8S potentLdlly 
subverslve of this orrler: it 
clalmed ta offer to every 
initiate dIrect access to Gad 
of WhlCh the prlests and blShops 
themselves mlght be Ignorant. 

31 
comments add strength ta Perkln's suggestion that the 

relating of levels of humanlty ta a cosmological scheme 

should not lead to the assumption that, ln actua) human 

experlence, sorne IndivIduals, by thelr nature, are denled the 

posslblllty of Bnosls. In fact, tbe three levels of hUma:11ty 

are not tled to any mundane hlerarchy. The recognlticn of 

the three levels cames, according ta "The TrIpartIte 

Tractate". at the tlme of redemptlon. At the level ai 

earthly eXIstence, no such eVIdence for distlnguishlng 

between persans (or, in the alternate Interpretatlcn, 

dlstingulshlng between levels in the S3me IndIvidual) eXlsts. 

Il. DIVISIons ln Davies' wot"ld 

In Davles' descriptions of contemporary society, an 

Image of dIstInct categorIes of people wlth regard ta 

spirItual development does arIse. In The r'lanticorc', LIcsl 

speaks of the "félshlonable modern twaddle of the antl-hero 

and the mini.-soul" ,~hich makes !lIt so laudablé, so cosy and 

right and easy t r be a spIritual ruot and lean on aIl the 

other runts for support and applause in a splendld apotheosls 
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32 
of runtdom." In the midst of this disparaging pi ct ure of 

contemporary mass culture, there are heros who run against 

the a-sp1ritual gra1n of the culture: "But there are heros, 

st11J. The modern hero i5 the Man who Lonquers in the inner 
33 

strugg]e." L1€sl advises Davjd St&unton that he can be the 

hero of his own epJc. In order ta do it, however, he wlll 

have te recognlze and malntaln his own distinctive character 

ln relatlon to the antl-hero blas of the spiritual runts. 

Llesl proclalms: 

" Th e he roi C w 0 r 1 dis a Il a rc) un d 
us, walting to be known." 

[DaVld responds:) "But we don' t 
llve like that, now" 

"\·,rho says sa? A few do. Be the 
heIo of your own epic. If others 
wlll not, are you ta blame? One 
of the great foIl1es of our t1me 
lS this bellef is sorne levelllng 
of Destlny, sorne democracy of 
wvrd. 
-34 

Davies' characters who are able to percelve the1r own destiny 

and to take ho]d of the s!gnjficant lritervent10ns ln that 

destlny are portrayed as unique in relatlon ta their society. 

ThIS Splcltual understanding1-anosis--displayed by the 

major characters of the novels is not democratlc. The 81ft 

o f g nos ,i S I ~ the pre S e r v e 0 f a S fi e C 1 a 1 b r e e d . L 1 e sIr e m 1 Tl d s 

Ramsay in Flfth Busi~~ that her reveal1ng words to him are 

not lntended ta be used ln a gener~l fashion. They are, 

rather, Intended onlv for the spiritual1y acute: "What 1 (lm 

sayIng lS not for everybody, of course. Only for the tWlce 
35 

born." 
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ln What's Bred in the Bone, th~ supra-mundane sub-text 

of the novel suggests that there may even be other-worldly 

forces which push an Individual ta break away from the 

mainstream of humanlty in arder to achieve another level--

that of the hero. The Daimon Malmas speaks of the prompting 

of FrancIs Cornlsh ta distance himself fram the dull 

enviranrnent of the small town, Blairlogie: 

There [in Bloirl08ie] was 
dullness for JOu' But it's 
been my experlence, over several 
aeons, that a good dull 
beglnning does no harm ta an 
Interestlng Jlfe. Your man 
runs so hard ta get away from 
the dul1ness he was born ta 
that you can do very interesting 
thIngs wlth him. Put them into 
his head ta do hlrnself, that '8 

ta say. WIthout me, Francis 
would Just have been a good 
solld cltlzen like the rest 
of [hew. 

36 
~hatever the source, there are, in Davies' world, 

distlnctlOn& ta be made wlth regard ta the spirltual 

awaren~ss "f people. 

The issue as ta whelher or not thlS therne ln Davies' 

novels reflects a system of predestlnation in WhlCh sùrne 

persons are doomed to DaVIes' verSIon of ~amnation--3 llfe 

deVOlù of self-understanding--raises the same questIon as has 

been previously put wIth regard ta gnosticism. lt i8 

possIble, ln gnostlc1sm, ta interpret the levpls of humanity 

as being not necessarily connected to particular indlviduals. 

The levels can be vlewed as a rnetaph0r fOT the varlOUS 

spIrItual posslbllltles which eXIst within the human psyche. 

The fact that the levels are not tled to actual structures in 
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the mundane realm makes such an interpretation possible. 

The same analysis can be made with regard to the 

distinctions between persons made i~ Davies' fiction. They 

can b~ viewed as personifjcations of a variety of spiritual 

stances present in the human story. This possibj]ity becornes 

stronger when one r€dl~zes tnat the distinctions made between 

characters in Davies' navels are nol tIed to social 

distinctions. Indeed, they often run counter to the 

caLegorlzation of persons ln the social arder. 

the PresbyterIans of BlaIrlogie, Davies states: 

These Presbyterians might have 
had sorne trouble in formulatlng 
the doctrine of predestInatIon 
or foreordlnation WhlCh lay 
deep ln the~r oe]lef, but they 
had no practlcal difficulty in 
knowing ~ho was of the elect, 
and who helonged to a creation 
w~th a less certain future in 
Etern~ty. 

37 

Referring to 

Davies' characters achleve spIrltual rnaturIty not as a result 

of thelr mernbershlp in the rJght church. In fact, such 

attnchments are often seen to be a hJ ndrance. 

Slmi1arly, the knowledge Whlch 15 a crltical component 

of that WhlCh makes his characters dIstInct is not dependent 

upon categorIes of excellence establlshcd by institlltions of 

learr:ing. The blilllant maglcian, Elsengrim, has ]lttle 

formaI ed~cation. Evep Lhose whose settIng is the university 

sueh 8S Simon Darcourt do not mnrry thpir quest for knowing 

to the agenda of academe. Encounters with Maria's gypsy 

mother perform a mULh more crltical function in Darcoùrt's 

pursuit of self-knowledge than does any classroom activity. 
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This distance between the distinctions made in the 

noveis and the distinctions pcomulgated by the religious and 

educationai institutions of Davies' world cau even be seen in 

autobiographie comments made by Davies. When an interviewer 

asked him about his image as a man of formidable intellect, 

Davies\ first response was ta speak of his indifferent record 

as a formally educated student: 

l am nat of form1dable learning; 
l am a very scrappily educated 
persan, and l am not of formidable 
intellect; l really am not a very 
good thinker. In Jungian terms 
l am a feeling persan with strang 
1ntuit10n. 

38 
\vhat Davies is say) ng in this comment i8 what he 18 

commun1catIng ln his uavels. The distinctive qualities which 

raise one above the SocIety of runts, make one the hero of 

one's own epic, and lead one ta self-knowledge, are not 

derived from any hJ.erarchal social system. They are related, 

rather, to levels lodged in the uTiconscious just as the 

levels of humanity in gnostJcism are celated to levels 

established in the devolutlon of the cosmos. 

This approbch ta the natare of the distinctions between 

people can be seen as a part of Davies' critjque of a social 

order which promûtes an institutional stratification of 

people. This celtique highl1ghts the affinity between Davies 

and the gnostic spirlt. Elaine Pagels points out that o~e of 

the features Wh1Ch distinguished Gnostic Christians from 

thejr orthodox adversaries was their refusaI to objectif y 
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that which would distinguish the true Christian from the rest 

of humanity: 

But orthodox Christians, by 
the late second century. had 
begun to establish objective 
criteria for church membership. 
whoever confessed the creeà. 
accepted the rItual of baptlsm. 
part1cipated in worship. and 
abeyed the cle~gy was accepted 
as a fellow Chrlstlan ..... 
Gnostic ChrIstIans. on the 
contrary, assert that what 
distingulshes the false from 
the true church 1S not its 
relationshlp ta the clergy. 
but the level of understanding 
of 1ts members, and the quallty 
of their relationship with 
one anuther. 

39 
In Oavies' work qualitatlve distinctions do exist between 

characters. The distinctions are not. however, related to 

any criteria established by the culture. They are tied, 

rather, tn the presence or lack of a spirItual awareness in 

the individual which allows one ta sense the dynamJc between 

one's destiny and the revelatory interventions which free one 

from a deterministic interpretation of that destiny. 

E. Response ~ Human Destiny: Gnostic Laughter 

In his novels. Robertson Davies reveals himself as a 

humourist in the traditIon of Stephen Leacock. Da vie s 

satirizes the English Canad1an society which pravides the 

context for his storles. This is particularly evident in the 

Samuel Marchbanks stories and the Salterton trjlogy. The 

camlC stance continues, however, in a more sub~ued form in 

the later novels. In his interVIew with Davies, Donald 

Cameron refers ta his savage humour. Davies r~sponds by 
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agreeing with this characterization of his comic writing and 

by painting ta the connection between humour and the 

existence of a narrowness of spirit ln the social order: 

.... there 1 s also a thing which 
l expect you have experlenced, 
and which certainl)' l've 
experienced: the narrow outlook, 
and Ilmited sympathies, and 
want of charlty, and general 
two-bit character of what 15 

going on under your very eyes, 
WhlCh drlves you ta the pOlnt 
of great extravagance. It cornes 
out in terms of savage, bitter 
humour, Just because you don't 
qUlte want to go to savage 
denunciatlon, but you want to 
blast them 11ke an 01d Testament 
prophet. lnstead you just swat 
them éJround with the Jester's 
bladder. But the impulse is 
the same. 

40 
ThIS use of humour in relation ta a context WhlCh exhiblts, 

in Davies' portrayal of it, a narrowness of VISIon and él 

reslstance ta exper.lences WhlCh do not fit inLo that vision 

can also b~ oberved in gnostlc literature. 

John Dart, ln The Laughing Savior notes that there lS 

the presence ln sorne of the gnostle tratates the use of 

laughter ln relation ta a creation WhlCh is seen to be 

defectIve. Dart pOlnts out that this sardonlc expressIon of 

humour 18 not paralleled ln the script ure of the orthodox 

church: 

Another less tangible but 
Intrlguing diseovery in the 
tractates is the mocking 
laughter in Gnostic myth 
Inélking. This may be a 
significant clue ta the 
Cnostic attltude, for it 
stands in stark contrast to 
the near absence of laughter, 
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mocking or otherwise, in 
the New Testament. 

41 
The mocking laughter of the gnostic texts is related to él 

contenpt for creation. Just as humour serves as a vehicle 

for denunciatlon in DBvies' observation of the narrow parts 

of his context, sa, in the gnostic literature, does laughter 

reveal contempt when It is applled ta the creation. The 

vanity of the creator and the meagreness of his creation 

provide the occaSIon fûr derisive laughter ln "The Second 

Treatise of the Great Seth": 

And then a vaice--of the Cosmocrator--
came ta the angels: "1 am God and 
there lS no other beside me." 
But l laughed Joyfully when 
l examlned hlS ernpty glory. 
But he vient on to say, "Who 
is man?" And the entlre hast 
of his angels who had seen Adam 
and hls dwelllng \vere laughlng 
at hls s~allness. 

42 
Every aspect of creatlon 18 the subJec~ of berrused contempt 

ln thlS treatlse. The notIon of incarnation--God assoclating 

with corrupt creatio ois seen 8S partlcularly ludlcrous. A 

docetic ChrJ st lS portrayed laughin& at lhe dpceptlon 

involved in hIS apparent cruclfixlon: 

Yes, they saw me; they punlshed 
me. It was dnother, thei r father, 
who drank the gall and the vinegar; 
It was Ilot]. They struck me with 
the reed; It was another, Simon, 
who bore the cross on his shoulder. 
It was another upon whom they 
placed the crown of thorns. But 
1 was reJoicIIlg ln the helght over 
aIl the wealth of the arehons and 
the offsprlng of theJ.r r.rror, of 
their empty glory. And l was 
laughing at the1r 19f10rance. 

~ 43 
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The treatise goes on ta label a litany of the heros of the 

Hebrew scriptures from Adam to John the Baptist 

laughingstocks. The patriarch and the prophets are similarly 

labeled because their role of leadership in the nation i5 

c.ounterfelt. Their role Il ke their creatIon is tied ta the 

perversity of creation. The assumption of the l'ole of 

patriarch or prophet is IronIe because, ln fact, they torm a 

part of the earthly veil which obscures the truly prophetie 

VOlee comlng from heyond the cosmos: "The twelve prophets 

were laughlllgstocks, since they have come fortp as Imltatl.Ons 
44 

of the true prophets." The reactlon to this Ironie 

deceptlon lS laughter. 

Those who possess g~osis and. therefore, know the sham 

of earthly existence ".;atch the ciLJzens of the world taking 

Lhe structures and leadership of the \vorld serlously. They 

observe the chi ldren of creation held captive to the notiofl 

that the earth, so ObVlously flaVled ln the eyes of one wlth 

gnosis, is a naturai enVirODl7iellt. Thelr sense of superlority 

and contempt for the ~oolishness of others fjnds expresslon 

in the sardonlC humour behind gnostlc laughter. 

Robertson Davles reacts wlth humour in his accounts of 

t h 0 s e who P 1 ace a s lin pIe t rus t in fla W e ct hum an i n S LIt u t i on s • 

In A Mixture of Frailties, the picture of the shallow piety 

of a relJgious sect is painted in comir tones: 

It [the sect] lS very good in 
i t S 0 w n wa y • Th a t 's t f) s a y, i t 
primes the pump ot sweet seIf­
plty, mlngled with tremulous 
self-reproach and a strong sense 
of DeveT having got a square 
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deal from life, which passes for 
religion \vith a lot of people-­
housev/lves mostly. It 18 run 
by an unctuous gorilla who 
cal] s himself Pastor S~dney 
Beamls; he dlshes (lut the Hope 
ln a short, Il'oderately d..l.sgusting 
prayer ln which he tells God 
that we're aIl pretty Bwful 
but that the ThJrteenth Apostles 
are havlng a bash at sBlnthùod. 

45 
The pretensions of malnstream religion receive the same dose 

of sarcasm from Davles. In Fifth BusIness, he desc.ribes lhe 

formatIon of the UnItp.d Church of Canada as a "mystet"lum 

coniunctionis .... wlth a doctrIne (soother than crearny curd) 

in vlh l cil the harshness oE Presbyterja'1isfT1 and the hlCk pl e t y 
46 

of Nethodism had httle pa r t . " 

In The Re be I Ange1s, thé unIversity and government ---
bureaucracy are the abjects of Davies' wit. <\r: é'l Cuest Nlght 

at Ploughwrlght College, one of the prÙJessors deserlbes hlS 

experienees wlth the Canada Council: 

'fou kno\" ho\o.' the y [the Coune11] 
work? It's really like an 
episcopal VIsItatIon ln the 
~11 d d ] e A, g es. Y 0 U s pen d m 0 Tl t h s 
prepar"ll1g a11 the material for 
an applJcation for money to carry 
on sorne specJal plece of work, and 
the n wh e f. e" e r y t h 1 Il g 's 1. n 0 r der 
they send a commitcee of SIX or 
s~ven to meet your commlttee of 
six 0 r 5 e ven, d n cl " 0 U vl j net hem 
and dine them and laugh at thelr 
Jukes and tell them everythlng 
you've already told them aIl over 
again, and treaL them as frJends-­
even equals. Then they go back 
ta Ottawa and wrlte ta you lr.at 
they really don't thlnk your 
plan lS qUlte strong enolJgh ta 
merlt thelr aSsIstance. Overpa1.d, 
overpensioned runnlng dogs of 
bourgeois phllistinism. 

4ï 
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The laughter engendered by these descriptions is prompted by 

the discrepancy between the pretentions of people and 

institutions in Davies' context and the way that they appear 

in the context or 1:1 wider vision. Just as gnostic laughter 

is related ta a viSIon of the world from outside the 

constraits Dt the world produced by gnosls, the abjects of 

Davies' humour are viewed from a vantage point WhlCh pl~ces 

Canadlan society ln the context of a wIder mythIc unIverse. 

Ifl the laugPLer engefldered by the carJ.cature of one aspect of 

SOCIety, a wider viSIon is made possIble. In her commentarv 

on DavIes' plays, PatrIcia Morley makes this pOInt: 

DaVH'S' masques dramatlze an 
Jmage 1)1 5"ciety and Jraw the 
8 u ct -i e n cel '1 t ,) l t . Hum .-1 n fol l Y 
8nd vanlty and pretensJ..ons are 
exposed, through laughter, and 
a VIS ion 0 f b eau t yan cl CI f a 
deslrable society 15 revealed. 

48 
ThIS eamle tone 18 the mark of one who sees beyond human 

destIn y • The ablilty to stand apart from the flow ot an 

unexamlned human Ilfe exposes that which 18 shallow and 

pretentlous Jn human actlv1ty. The gnost1c spIrit whlch 

promotes the possIblllty of this klnd of dIstance produces an 

irreverent laughter WJ th regard ta human aetj VIt Y . 

Dart speaks of the contrsst between gnostic laughter and 

the absence of laughter ln the arthodox canon. ln a slmilar 

manner, Davies contrasts the dellght ln the camic exhibited 

by sorne of his characters and the sobrlety of mueh of 

Cônadien 'culture. In Leaven of Malice, Solly Bridgewater has 

an Interest in the early CanadIan dramatist, Charles 

f-leavysege. Bridgewater eontrants Heavysege's ccrnlC treatlliPnt 
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of the devil ln his drama with the sobering effect of the 

Canadlan temperment on the developrnent of the fIgures from 

thE Old Testament in his play, SauI: 

Heavysege was awed by angels, 
sobered by Saul, but rlght ln 
hlS Element wlth the devils. 
He makes them comlC, ln B 

Jaunty, slangy nlneteenth-
cent ury way; her provldes love­
affaIrs for thorn. ln fact, he 
lS at hlS best wlth hlS devIls .. 
.. . Does not Jehovah behave llke 
a Canadlan when he refuses to 
cheer when hlS nelghbours are 
watchIng hlm? Is It not typlcal1y 
Canadlan of Heavysegc's Hebrews 
t h a t t h 0 Y ta!, e e x Lep t Ion t a 
Saul 's "raglng ln a publIC 
place"? ls It not Canadlan 
self-control thot DavId dlsplays 
when, Instead of makIng a nOlsy 
fuss he "lets hlS spIttle fall 
upon hlS bCArd, and scrabbles 
on the door-post"? Frlends, these 
are the flrst eVIdences of the 
actIon of our clImate and our 
temperament upon the natIve 
drama. 

49 
Humour serves as a remlnder of the fact that the social order 

of Canadlan SOCIety rnay deflne the destiny of many of the 

natlon's cltIzens. A destiny detecmined by socIal 

structures. however, IS pot one WhlCh encourages the self-

reflectlon lecessary ta dlscover the tr0e self. It is the 

reveallng InterruptIon of destlny WhlCh povldes such an 

oppoctunity. Laugbter st the constralnts of SOCIety is one 

of the marks of thase who have witnessed a break wlth mundane 

dest~ny and have been given the chance stand outside the 

patterns of human life. Standing outside the malnstream, 

they ob.serve the absurdity of t'le unexarnIned life and laugh. 
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VIII. ConclusIon: The VJCtüry of_ the Self 

~ The Goal .si. Self-Knowledge 

1. Knowled~ ~ self 2~ gnosticis~ 

ln the mldst of the elaborate cosmology of gnostic 

1iterature, the devaluation of creation, the struggle wlth 

human Ignorance, and the InterceSSIon of revea1er figures, 

one central goal emerges--gn051s. Knowledge for the gnost1c 

inc.ludes bath the realizatlon of the captlvity of creation 

and the remembrance of that from WhlCh he or she has 

descended. Such knowledge lS personal. Because the creatIon 

15 corrupt. tI-Je kno\dedge sought by the gnostic 15 unrelated 

to the experience of human collectlvity. As weIl as belTig 

IndlVlduallstlc, the gnosls 15 also divIne. Because the 

ultlmé'lte result of gnosls lS reùnion with the unknowable 

dIvine, gnosls Itself is a pé:lft of dlvlnlty. The locdle for 

the encountcr wlth dHlne gnosls 15 the inner self. 

ElaJne Pagels argues tho'C the result of thI'5 gnostlC 

equation IS that self-knowledge bec0mes an expression of the 

knowledge of God. She contrasts this posItIon Wlth an 

orthodox Christianity WhlCh :llnslsted that human1ty nepds a 

way beyond its own power--a divinely given w8y--to arproach 
1 

God." GnostlC Chr1stlfll.S reJected the relatlonal 

implIcatIons of this ort!1odox pOSItion. The drama of 

salvation, for the gnostlc, does not occur in the course ùf 

human hlstory. It does not occur as a result of a 

relatlonship between humanity in history and God. Pagels 

reminds us that the "gnostlC Valentlnus télllght that humanity 
2 

itself manifests the divine l1fe and divine revelation." In 
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sorne gnostic literature thlS idea is taken to a radical 

conclusion: 

But sorne gnostic Christians went 
so far as ta c1aim that humanity 
created God--and sa, from its own 
inner patential, discaver\~d for 
Itse1f the revplatlon of truth. 
This conVIctIon may under1ie the 
jronlc CuITment in the "Gospel of 
Philip": II. _ •• Gad createà hurnanJty; 
[but now human belngsj Cleate God. 
That 15 the way it is Jn Lhe 
wor] d--human beIngs make gods. 
and worshlp their creatlon. It 
'.ou1d be appropriate for the 
gods ta worshlp human beings!" 

3 
ThIS stress on the IndIvidual as the locus for the story of 

sa1vatlon reinfarces the observation that the gnùstic spirit 

lS characterlzed by an aversion ta a SOc..ldl dynamic in its 

VISIon of reallty. The IndIvIdual sou1 and Hs journey ta 

wholeness lS, ln the end, aIl that really matters. 

~ Kn awled~ ~ se l f .ior J 1lng 

By Carl Jung's own admisslon, he had a strong 

fascin3tion with the gnostic story. One of the primary 

affinlties wIth gnostlclsm. for Jung, is related to the 

gnostic jf!lage of the self. It is not, however, a simple 

matter of Jung incorporat.ing the gnosl~ic notion of the 

pIvotaI nature of seJf--knowledge into bis psychalogy. The 

influence can be seen as a two-way dvnamlc. Jung has also 

been able to shape the \oIay in which gnostici sm is perceived 

in the modern era. In other words, Jungls emphasis on the 

self as the repoEltory of the tools needed to achleve human 

wholeness has gJven a part1.cular stress to elements in the 

gnostic literatüre sympathetic to Jung's position. In hlS 
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article, "Gnosis and Psychology," GiJles Quispel explains: 

50 Jungian psychology has 
already had a considera hIe 
impact on Gnostie research. 
The term, Self, lS llsed by 
practically everyone; the 
insjght that GnOSlS ln the 
la st analysls expresses the 
union of the conscious Ego 
and the uneonscious Self 18 

commor.ly accejJted; nobody, 
Ilot Even the fiercest 
eXlstentlallst, can deny thot 
Jung 15 helpful ln discernlng 
the real meaoing of myth. 

4 
For Jung, the self 18 the place where the connection with the 

mythic patterns which can provide spJritual order and unit y 

in an indlvidual Ilfe occurs. This concept is complernented 

in gnosticism by the emphasis on fin~ing the divine wlthln. 

This connection between Jung and gnosticism can be observed 

in Edward Edinger1s de8crlptlon of Jung's concept of the 

sel f : 

The Self i8 the ordering and 
unifylng center of the total 
psyche (conscious and uncon8cious) 
Just as the ego is the center of 
the conSClOUS personality. Or, 
put in otper wcrds, the ego 18 
the seat of sUbjectIve 
Identity while the Self lS the 
seat of objective identity. 
The Self i8 thus the sllpreme 
pSyChlC authority and s~borQinates 
the ego to it. The Self is rnost 
simply described as the ioner 
empldcéJl (hety and is identical 
wlth the ~~~ Dei. 

5 
There are, of course, differences between Jung's notion 

of the self and the anClent gnostic's understanding of the 

SOlI 1 é:I S the r e po s j t 0 r y 0 f the d l vin e . As a modern, Jung does 

not share the aC08f01C hies of the gnostics. Where the 

268 



afflnity does lie between the gnostic writers and the modern 

psychoanalyst is in the convIction that the defining of true 

identity is an internaI rather than externa] matter. 

iii. Knowle~ ~ self in Davies' ~vels 

In the preceding pages we have observed that the 

characters ln Davies' novels journey ta exotic places and 

have encounters wlth unvsual people. The central drama, for 

Davies, however, does not lIE' ln the interaction between his 

characters. The focus is, rather, on the implications of the 

interplay bet\-leer pecple anà the experiences of living on the 

growth of the inner self. Commenting on the Deptford 

trilogy, Jean Strouse, ln a Newsweek article say: 

You could call the trilogy 
modern Gothlc--a mIxture of 
mysttry. grotesqup.rie, desolation 
and psychologlcal sagacity. 
As the three storles spin out, 
Davies pla ys wlth Aldous 
Huxley's idea that "Exnerience 
is not what happens to a man: 
it lS what a mdn does with 
what happens to hlm." 

6 
In A Mjxture of Frailties, tvlonica Gall's first sexual 

experience 15 notable not for what it says about her 

relatlonship wi th her lover. but, rather, for the 

Impl.Lcations it holds for Monica, herself. The experlence 

brings about a sense of internaI liberatlon from the 50cia1 

repressiveness represented by her mother and her strict 

pastor: 

She shouid feel evil, depraved-­
she knew it. But, miraculously, at 
this moment when she should have 
stood in awe of her mother, and 
Pastor Beamis and the whole m()ral 
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code of the Thirteeners, she 
felt, on the contrary, free of 
them, above and bey and them as 
though reunited with something 
,.hieh they s0ught ta deny her. 

7 
In this and ether passages from Davies' novels, human 

relationships play a secendary Tale ta the important drama of 

self-dlscovery. Peter Baltensperger identifies this prirnary 

concern with the growth of the inner self as a central therne 

in Da'des' writing. He stat-es: 

The assertion of Magnus 
Eisengrim near the conclusIon 
of The Manticore, "1 am 
whatl have made myself," 
and Liesl's postulate ln the 
same chapter that "the modern 
hero IS the man who conquers 
in the ioner struggle" 
crystallize the theme which 
underlies aIl five novels 
of Robertson DaVles from 
Tempest-Tost (1951) to 
'fheMâfïtTëëi'r e (1 9 7 2) • l t 
~the therne "of psychological 
growth to,,~ard wholeness which 
is based on the existential 
struggle carried on in the 
Interlor spaces of the mind 
and wnlch culmlnales in the 
fulfillment of the "yearning 
for greater enllghtenment 
through mystical experience." 
(Tempest-Tost) 

8 
In his literature, Davies reveals an identification the 

psychologie al bias of Jung and with the spJritual bias of the 

gnostlCs. In human existence, it is the inner struggle which 

is critIcal. The external conf]icts of the world may be 

important but, in the end, they serve as props in the 

individual soul's journey toward lndividuation (in Jung's 

terms) or reunion with the AlI (for the gnostic). 
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,1 One of the implications of this emphasis upon the self 

is a telos which is quite solitary by nature. If the 

struggle for wholeness is an internaI matter, then the 

victory at the end of the conf11ct is an unshared one. Hans 

Jonas bas said tbat aloneness is one of the results of the 

gnostic desire to break with the world. He comments: 

The panthelstic 01 panlogistic 
confiden,e of antiquity is 
shatt('red in Gnosticism. The 
self i.r. discovered as J.n­
commensurable with aIl things 
of nature. This discovery at 
fjrst makes the self emerge in 
Hs utter solltude: the self is 
discoveled by a break with thè world. 

9 
Elaine Pagels argues ,hat break with antiquity leads to an 

internaI concept of Kingdom whlch is radically different from 

the biblic:al understanding of the image of Kingdom. In "The 

Gospel of Philip,'Il Jesus' disciples ask about entl?ring the 

Kingdom. Jesus responds that this will happen "'When you 

make the two one, and whE>n you make the lnside like the 

outside and the outside like the inside, and the above like 

the below, and when you make the male and the female one and 
10 

the same ... '" Pagels contrasts tIns gnostic answer with 

the descriptions of Kingdom in the synoptic gospels: 

According ta Matthew, Luke and 
Mark, Jesus proclaimed the coming 
Klngdom of God, when captives 
shall gain their freedom, when 
the diseased shall recover, the 
oppressed shall be releasecl, and 
harmon}' shall prevail over the 
whale world. t-Iark says that the 
dlsciples expected the Kingdom ta 

fi come as a cataclysmic event ln 
Ji thclr own lifetime > sinee Jesus 
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had said that sorne of thern would 
live to see "the Kingdom of God 
come with power." 

Il 
The difference between the two vjsions of Kingdom is obvious. 

In one version the Kingdom cames in relation to hurnan history 

and one of its fruits lS right relations among the children 

of God. In the other gnostic version the Kingdom cornes Hl 

spite of human history and is rnarked bv the solitaTiness ot 

the Goul re-uniting with ItS source. 

C. The Hero-Journey Toward K~ngdom 

The individuali.sti.c version of Kingdom is the 

appropriate 3etting for the metaphor of the hero-journey. 

The individué:sl seeking wholeness is the solitary hero in 

search of the Kingdom. In Fifth Business, Padre Blazon uses 

this image in a conversation with Ramsay. When Ramsay tells 

Blazon of his encounter wlth Lies] and of its transforming 

effect, Blazon exclairns: 

You met the Devil as an 
equal, no cringing or 
or fnghtened or begglng 
for a trashy favour. That 
lS the herolc life, Ramezay. 
You di€: .fit to be the 
Devil' s friend, wi thout 
any (ear of losing yourself 
t 0 Hlm. 

12 
The heroic Ilfe 15 one ln wlllch the integrity of the Inner 

self lS not saerlfjced to the externa1 world. Meeting the 

devil as an equal irnplles a refusal to be held captive ta 11 

destin y in whieh the devll plays a deciding role. Meeting 

the devil at aIl lS an ael of deftance ln a world which 

prefers denial and repression of the evil one. 

Patricia Monk argues that the hero-Journey is, in 
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reality, the o!Jjectification of the individuation process. 

She states: 

Individuation is a subjectively 
known processj the hero-journey 
an obJectively observed processj 
hence the myth of the hero­
Journey can be S31d 10 ob]ectify 
the sUbjectIve state of the 
indlvIdual undergoing the process 
of in d l VI du a tian. 

13 
A further addition can be made ta the connection which Monk 

proposes between the hero-journey and the process of 

Individuation. The hero-Journey also objec.tlfies the gnostic 

quest for gnosls. 

The picture of the hero, like the p_ cture of the Kingdom 

belng sought, 15 a 50] i tary one. The cnaracters of Davies' 

novels reinforce thlS Image. Born Into communities, the 

pro t a go n i s t S 0 f D a vie s' nove 1 5 ma k e d ra.n a tic b r e a k 5 W i t h the 

people and places of their youth. The1e i8 no physical 

return to Deptford or Blairlogie for Ramsay, Staunton. 

Elsengrim or Cornish. The towns may be bred in their bones 

but they cease to be a lIving reality. 

As has been mentioned, the solitary path of these men 

lS emphasized further by thei r unmarried state (Cornish's 

attempt at marriage was brief). The relational dimension is 

foreign to their misbion in life. A relationship in life 

would be an intruslon of the relationship with the inner 

self . This fact is demonstrated in the description of Simon 

Darcourt's infatuation with Maria Theotoky. In his 

reflections on hlS feelings toward Maria, Darcourt compares 

her to the fallen SophIa and tells her of this association. 
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Maria makes it clear that a physical relationship between 

them would. therefore, be impossible: 

Simon, you called me Sophia: 
the Divine Wisdom, God's 
partner and playmate in 
Creation. Now perhaps l am 
going to surprise you: 
l agree that l am Sophia 
to you, and l can be that 
ior as long as you wIsh, 
bLt l must be my own human 
Maria-self as weIl. and if 
we go to bed J t. ma y be 
S (1 phi a who l ~_ es d 0 w n but 
it \Ji 11 certétinly be Maria-­
and not the oest of her-­
who get.:: up, and Sophia will 
be gone forever. 

14 
Following this conversation, Darcourt sleeps like a child and 

wakes up immeasurabJ y refreshed. As a hero seeking psychic 

and spiritual wholeness, Darcourt cannot be encumbered with 

serious relationships in the world. The danger is 

dramatically put. To enter lnto relati.onship with the 

mundane Maria would destroy the feminine part of his soul--

the Sophia. The inner journey would be in peril. 

The gnostic spirit in Davies' writing is shown 

forcefully in bis dramatization of the central goal of hls 

major character~. As the gnostic divorces him- or her-self 

from the world and enters into a solitary, internaI Journey 

toward the kno\Vledge of self and God, sa do Davies' 

characters distance themselves from mundane commitments to 

cammunitjes and fellow travellers in arder ta engage in the 

pSyChlC drama of the inner self which leads ta self-

recogni tian. 

D. The Theological Implication 
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.i.:. The gnostic spirit 

At the beginning of th':'s dissertation, a thesis was 

stated which was centered on the conviction that the nl)vels 

of Robertson Davies contain the marks of a contemporary 

gnostic spirit. This spirit is shawn most strongly in the 

individualism of Davies' world. The collective oppression of 

the small town is escaped in favour of environments where the 

indIvidual journey will be unfettered by social expectation. 

In gnosticism, the imprisonment of aIl of creation including 

the communities of humanity is abandoned for the sake of the 

Indlvidual sou1. In Davies' navels, the revea11ng helpers 

along the way act as instructors who point the way to an 

individuated 1ife. They are portrayed rare1y as fallible 

fellow creatures with whom the mystery of life is shared. In 

Christian gnosticism, the primary revea1er, the Christ, is a 

passlon1ess redeemer who leads the discIple out of the world, 

rather than the fully human one who suffers with humanlty on 

the cross. The encounter with evil in Davies' wrlting IS 

found in an internaI struggle involving one's own 

relationship with a personal devil. The corporate dimension 

of eVll is subordinated to the personal need for internaI 

balance. In gnosticism, the particular expression of evil in 

the human community is of no account in the light of the need 

of the soul to escape an evi1 creation altogether. Finally, 

the telos of the heroic journey is ta be found in the 

wholeness of individual being and not in reconciliation on a 

social or politica1 plane. For the gnostic, the Kingdom 

275 



possesses no this-worldly connections. It is, rather, the 

return of the soul to its acosmic source. 

Robertson Davies' art is representative of a gnostic 

spirit. In relation ta contextual theology in the Canadian 

context, it is representative of a particular way of 

responding ta a technological culture in which myth and 

mystery have little place. It is also representative of a 

response ta a rellgious culture which would deny the 

possibility of human wholeness by replacing the mythic drama 

of human spirit wlth either a liberal accommodation ta the 

offical optlmism of modernity or a conservative imposition of 

moral codes. 

Davies' gnostic response to the domInant culture and 

religlon of his society is one in which distance from the 

society lS created in arder that the solitary life of the 

spirIt may be given room to develop. What is sacrlficed in 

this response is a social dimension ta spiritual 

transformation. The individual may becorne whole but no 

attempt lS made ta bring this possibility to the community. 

il. ~ alternative ~ the gnostic spirit 

An alternative to Davies' response does appear ln other 

representatives of Canadlan 11terature. In Margaret 

Laurence's The Stone Angel, her major protagonist, Hagar 

Shipley is, like Davies' characters, the product of a small 

Protestant town. Unlike Davies' characters, her life 

adventures do not take place in exotic settings. As was 

mentioned in the reference to Lennox's article in Chapter 

Two, Laurence's characters don't leave their setting in the 
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way that Davies' people do. Even a move to the west coast in 

old age does not really take her away as she i5 living with 

her son and daughter-in-law. 

In the novel, the minister, Mr. Troy, represents the 

reJigious community of llttle vision. He is described as 
15 

"the little minister straight from the book." His attempts 

at pastoral care are fumbllng and show little recognition of 

what lies under the surface of the human story. Hagar 

r e f 1 e c t s t h a t " th a t p e a r l:' M r. T r a y wou l d b e wa s tin g h i s t 1 m e 
16 

in offerlng me hlS murmured words." Toward the end of the 

novel, however, lt 15 thi5 uncertaln mlnister who, by slnging 

a p5alm in a hospital room, opens up a moment of self-

recognitlon and grace for Hagar. Her revealer is not someone 

who knows, but 15, rather, a strugg)ing fellow traveller. 

Self-recognlton cornes ta her not ln a place of "big spiritual 

ad ventures" but in her own culture ln the presence of one 

representing an often repressive part of that culture. In 

"the knowing" that cornes upon Hagar "sa forcefully" there 1S 

a VISlon not of the kingdom of the lndlviduated sou) but, 

rather, of the joy of llfe enacted in reJationship. The 

repressivene5s of soclal conventions is not only that which 

keeps us from ourselves but, also that which keeps us from 

others and from the creatIon: 

How long have l known? Or 
have l always known, in sorne 
far crevice of my heart, 
sorne cave too deeply buried, 
tao concealed? Every good 
JOY l might have held, in 
my man or any chi Id of mine 
or ev en the plain light 
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of morning, of walking the 
earth, aIl were forced to a 
standstill by sorne brake of 
proper appearances--oh, proper 
to whom? When dld lever 
speak the heart 's truth? 

17 
Laurence and Davies begln their stories in the same 

cultural contexte TheIr characters face the same limitatl0ns 

presented by the world of the "Scottish banker" and the 

"daughter who stayed at home with mother." What 

distinguishes the two Canadian novelists is thelf response to 

that world. Laurence' s characters stay where they have been 

placed. They expenence grace from others who share their 

contexte LIberatIon cornes ln the struggle to live in the 

midst of that WhlCh represses. Human wholeness lS acted out 

in the human community. 

Davies, on the other hand, moves his characters away 

from their contexts. SpIritual awakenlng cornes to them from 

those who know. Freedom is to be found in self-knowledge. 

Human wholeness lS the preserve of the Inner life. 

Theologically, the cantrast is signlficant. Hagar's 

discovery of self withln her own context from one who stands 

by her bed wlthout hnowing what to say is, in literary form, 

a manIfestatIon of incarnatlonal theolagy in which divInity 

is to be found in the midst of broken humanity. 

The recognition of self in DavIes' writing through 

confident revealer figures who direct the attention of their 

hearers away from theIr context and toward the inner self is 

representative of a gnostic myth of escape from the world to 

the divine wlthln. 
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It is the individualism of Davies' understanding of the 

possibility of freeing oneself from a restrictive environment 

which distinguishes the counter-cultural dynamic in his 

novels from that found in other wrlters such as Laurence. 

ThIS difference between Davies and Laurence is simllar to the 

difference between the gnostic myth of the indlvidual soul 

seeking reunion \llth the dIvIne and the orthodox myth of the 

church as a corp e body (the "bnde") recelving the 

promIse of an eschatologlC"al unIt y wlth the Godhead. 

The Indlvlduallstlc bias ln Davies' approél,h to the 

forms of captivity found ln his culture and hlS advocacy of 

self-knowledge as the means of escape from socletal prisons 

is a powerful mark of the gnostic SIJlrlt ln hlS novels. 

~ The gnostJc SpIrIt: particular and general 

The sIgnlfIcance of thlS gnostlc sprirIt, for the 

theologian, 15 to be found ln the contrl butlon WhlCh it makes 

to the articulatIon of the ChrIstian traditIon in the 

contemporary Canadlan context. In the introduction ta thlS 

dIssertatIon, the term "case study" was used to descrlbe the 

e>.ploratlon of the theologlcal implcations of the writing of 

one Canadlan writer. Ry restncting the scope of the 

dIssertatIon to the novels of Robertson Davies, there was a 

recognition that this would mean that sorne theologlcal themes 

would be emphasized and sorne neglected. What emerges from 

thlS approach 1S a partIcular response to the reality of 

llving in the present Canadian scene. The challenge ta the 

theologian is ta reflect upon thlS response and to place it 

theologically in the larger context of the tradItion' s 
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ongoing struggle to understand the relatianship between God 

and humanity. 

In Thinking the FaIth, Douglas Hall speaks of the 

relatlonsl1ip between the particular and the whole in 

Christian theolagy. In speaking of the particular. which is 

the cancern of any theology WhlCh claims to be contextual, 

Hall makes the pOInt that the particular does not stand alone 

wIthout any reference ta a larger reality. Hall states: 

Whlle contextualizatlon Immedlately 
suggests the partlcu1arizatlan of 
theological reflection, lt does not 
do 50 ln a narrow or Isolationistic 
manner. A rontext implles both the 
partIcular and that by which the 
partlcular IS surrounded. 

18 
WhIle It lS true that the whole can never be grasped fully 

(if such were possIble. there would be no need for partIcular 

Images of Gad). the drIve toward seelng indivIdual contexts 

in relation ta a more global perspective remalns an important 

part of the theologlcal dIscipline. 

In relation to the preceding case study involvlng 

Robertson DavIes' evacatlon of a gnostic spIrit in his 

writing, this need ta see hlS particular picture of reallty 

ln relation to a trans-contextual understandlng of the 

divine-human relationship WhlCh theology attempts, wIthin the 

lImitatIons of human knowledge, ta discern, can be realized 

in the followlng manner. 

The central problem identIfied in the cultural context 

of Davies' novels--the repression of parts of ane's belng and 

the subsequent 10ss of human wholeness--can be related a more 
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general theological concern for human limitation. Davies' 

response to this cultural condltion--exercising the dynamic 

of escape from repression through self-knowledge--can be held 

in tension wlth the response to 1imItation found engendered 

h) ChristIan falth and tradItIon. 

The restlpssness of Davles' protnganlsts ln relation to 

the worId of the smail OnlFlrlo town 11' partlcular ln the 

sense that It lS FI response to an elhos WhlCh IS historlca1ly 

condltloned. In ~orld of ~ondrrs, Ramsay expresses the 

uniqueness that cultural rondltlonlng brlngs ta the domInant 

ldeas ln il pdrtlclllClr lIme and place whon ho contrasts the 

purItanlsm of Deptford v.'lth an understandlng of puritanlsm 

acqulred ln an fngl1sh universItv: 

'lngestree talked for QllltC a Whl]O 
about the nClture of purltClnlsm. Ile 
doesn't know anylhlng About It. It's 
Just A theoIogicCll whlmwham tn hlm. 
Hc's talked about purltanlsm at Oxford 
to Ronny Knox and Monsignor D'Arcv. 
b li t t h Cl t s tuf f m (' d fi S no t h i n gIn ter m s 
of the dally, brcd-ln-the-bone 
purltanlsm we I1ved ln Deptford. 
North American purltanlsm and the 
pUrltanlsm the [ngllsh know are worlds 
apart.19 

At the same tIme. the restlessness lS a150 related to a more 

general sense of human unease with the discrepancy between a 

VISIon of full humanlty artlculated ln the starIes of the 

tradItIon and the obstructed VISIon engendered by the self-

deflnition of the socIal arder. The resistance of Davles' 

characters ta their world IS not restrlcted ta the phenomenon 

of small tawn Protestantlsm. It is also a manifestatIon of a 

human reaction to the realization of the dlchotomy between a 
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vision based on sorne sort of eschatological hope and an 

ideology engendered by the desire for social accomodation. 

In the North American context, this dichotomy is 

expressed ~n the contrast between a theological tradition 

based on a vision of God-gjven freedom and hope emerging from 

the darkness of human folly represented by the cross and an 

ideology of modernity based on the assumption that human 

freedorn and hope are to be found ln an optimlstlc view of 

history and a confidence in technology. The horrors of the 

twent~eth century have tended ta weaken confidence in the 

Ideology of modernlty. ThIS has Ieft an opening for the 

other sIde of the dichotomy which has, hltherto, been qUIte 

averwhelmed by the forces of the "officIal religion of 

optimlsm." Douglas Hall identIfies thlS opening in Thinking 

the Faith: 

The crIS1S of the dominant culture 
of North Amerlca-~ ~ partlcular species 
of the fallure of the modern VISIon . 
.,...- -- -- --
~lnce mainstream Chrlstlanlty on thlS 
continent permitted itself ta be 
absorbed Into modernity, lt has been 
helpless, for the most part, to come 
ta terms wIth this failure. Nevertheless, 
there exists for us a persIstant and 
urgent calI for originality as a 
dIscIple communlty at the nerve center 
of the FIrst World; and there are 
slgns that thlS calI is being hear1. 

20 
The fallure of the modern VIsion leads ta a re-examinatian of 

the ather contrasting vision ta be found in the origins of 

the relIgion co-opted by the agents of madernity. 

The relationship between the particular and the general 

is apparent. Chrlstian thealogy asserts that it is a part of 

the esse of human existence ta experience the tension between 
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a vision of humanity and divinity implicit in creation and an 

obscuring of that vision by structures and ideologles created 

as a result of human SIn. In the North American culture this 

dynamic takes on a partIcular charaeter. The confIlet 1S 

more precisely deflned by the hlstorical deve]opment of a 

sOClety commltted to an Idcology of progress and the 

correspondlng neglect of those parts of the tradition which 

pOlnted to human lImitation ano dependence upon God. In the 

novels of Robertson Dnvlcs tins unlversal dlchotomy between 

revealed VISIon and human repreSSIon r('ceives the specifie 

descrIption ta be found ln the Canadian verSIon of 

acculturated Calvlnlsm and ln the alternatc vlsion of gnostic 

mytholagy. 

The relationshlp between the general and the particular 

is also Important ln relatIon to the choice whleh Davies 

makes with regard ta the alternate viSIon with which ta 

counter the dominant culture of his nove]s. Faeed with the 

restlessness engendered by a social order whIeh would repress 

any viSIon not contalned by Its self-deflnitIon, DavIes, 

alang wIth other sensitIve tellers of the human story, has 

selected the Ideas and myths whIch have the power ta reslst 

repression. The argument of this dissertatIon is that 

Davies' novels reveal the selectl0n of a gnostic myth as the 

theological ground for this counter-cultural VISIon. This 

chaice has signIhcance not only within the confines of 

Davies' literaryenterprise. It is also a part of the 
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broader history of mythic alternatives revealed in other 

times and places. 

In the early church, orthodoxy and gnosticism 

represented alternate responses ta the reality of human sin. 

One vision held the reality of evil in tension with the 

goodness of creation and maintalned that glirnpses of human 

liberation from the captIvity of sin could be seen in the 

divine-human experience of Christ 's death on the cross and ln 

the corporate Image of the chur ch as the body of Christ. The 

other vision reJected the notIon of a this-worldly tension 

between good and evil ln whlCh glimpses of the divine rnlght 

be conternplated ln either lndlvldual or carporate human farm. 

Instead. the gnastIc VISIon countered the reality of evil 

with an individual acosmic escape. The amorphous, antl-

Instltutional nature of the gnostlc vision comblned wlth 

antl-gnostic campalgn of the early heresiologlsts deprived 

this VlSlon of any offlCial status in Christendom. In terms 

of the rhetorlc of the church, it could be assumed that the 

arthodox viSIon achIeved a fIrm ascendency over the gnostic 

VISIon. 

We need, at thIS pOInt. ta be reminded of Elaine Pagels' 

contentIon that the gnostlc vision, while granted no official 

status by the church. dld not disappear from the scene but 
21 

remained "as a suppressed current." In our own age, It has 

made a particularly strong re-appearance in various parts of 

the secular and religious world. In the psychology of Carl 

Jung, the novels of Herman Hesse and, even, according ta 

Philip J. Lee, in sorne manifestations of conternporary 
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22 
Protestantism, gnostic themes can be d~scerned. 

The alternat~ve of the gnostic vision has been made more 

attractive by the dimming of the orthodox vision in those 

situations in WhlCh Christendom has opted ta resolve the 

tension between the social order and the insights of orthodox 

faith and tradition by accommodatlng the message of the 

church ta the needs of the culture. A gnostic vision which 

was never accepted by the church often appears a clearer 

alternat~ve te the message of a repressive culture than an 

orthodox view which has become blurred by the machinations of 

pol~tlcal and social compromise. 

Davies' cholce of the gnostic myth ta counter the 

barriers to self-knowledge which he perceives in his culture 

represents the participat~on of an ~rt~st of a particular 

culture ~n a more general form of revoIt which i5 ta be found 

ln wIdely dIverse soc~etles and t~me periods. Davies' 

attraction to the gnostlc spIrit over against the form of 

resistance chosen by sorne of his fellow Canadian writers such 

as Margaret Laurence--a farm which discavers the resaurCAS 

for the challenge to a compromised orthodoxy within orthodoxy 

itself--reflects the concerns represented in a broad 

definition of gnostic~sm which encompasses particular 

manifestations of it. The notion that "the psyche bears 
23 

within itself the potential for liberation or destruction" 

points to an individua] ism and an irdependence of nature and 

community which provides a common thread ta the emorphous 

movement carrying the gnostic label. Davies' particularly 
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Canadian version of the individual and internaI search for 

human wholeness is a part of this broader response to an 

orthodoxy which would insist upon human relationship with the 

rest of creation as an essential part of true humanity. 

This case study based upon the discovery of the gnoE'tic 

spirit in the wrltings of Robertson Davies demonstrates the 

way in WhlCh the themes engendered by Judeo-Christian 

orthodoxy and by the varlOUS forms of reslstance to that 

orthodoxy are realized in a particula; culture. With a body 

of llterature providing a window throuJh which ~ partlcular 

world is glimpsed, the theologian enters into a dialogue in 

whlrh the visIons prompted by the tradition and the realities 

of life are able ta inform and challenge each other. 
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