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ABSTRACT

As a novelist primarily concerned with moraiity and" -

-

the survival of the individual in a hostile world; Mordecai
’ Richler repeatedly demonstrates the tena%on between the
fantasies of his chafgctara and th; actualities that
confront them. For the purposes of this atudy.ffantasy is
taken to represent the thought processes that produce
daydreams, 1rr#tiona1 fears; and wish-fulfillment, while °
reality is the actual world of the novel against which Yhe
characters pit tpemsel@es in their struggle for self-
knowledge or success. The characters who are successful -

. iﬁ Richler's terms are those who are not so trapped in

" .’their fantasy worlds that they cannot transcend their

(limitat;ons and the restrictions of their society to

affirm the values of human[decency. moral integrity, and §
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perseverance.
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Comme romancier dui se préoccupe surtdu%tde la

moralité et de la survivance de 1'individu dans un

monde hostile, Mordecai Richler montre & plusieurs

reprises la tension entre les fantaiaies‘de ses ,

persgfnages et les actualités qui- qu affrontent. . ‘§//

Pour les objets de cette étude, la fantaisie représente

les pchés mentals qui produisent les reveries. lye /

peurs/irraiaonnables, et 1l'accomplissement des désirs,’

tandis que la réalité .est le monde actuel du roman ,

coptre lequel les personnazés se luttent pour la ./

connaissanee ou le succds. Les personnages qui y
réussissent d'apres Rfchle# sont ceux qui ne sont pas

8l attrapés par leurs mondes de fantaisies qu'ils nev«(x
peuéqnt pas dépasser leurs limitations et les restrictions
de lépr aociété pour afrirmer les valeurs de la

blenséance humaine, 1l'intégrité morale, et }quereévﬁrapce.
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A number of Richler's critics have drawn attention /

€

to the development of his fiction as a progression "from

|
a rather melodramatic realism towards gatirical fantasy

and farce."1 In this view, The Apprenticeship of Duddy

Kravitz is seen as his key work, in its successful fusion
of the elenents of the réglistic and<tﬁe fantastib. The ’
same critics have focused on tﬁé»use of fantasy as an
exclusively satiric device. But if it Lé true that %he

Ve

action of Coc¢ksure and The Incomparaﬁie Atuk is set

against "a background of total fantasy as the satirhst\@

\
appropriate framevork,"2 it is equally evident that

L3

another use of fantasy is made in dealing with the inner

lives of the characters, especially noteworthy in St.

Urbain'sIHorseman, a novel that Richler ha® asserted is }
;8

1 pavid Myers, "Mordecai Richler as Satirist," Ariel &, No.1
(January 19735 p.-47. See also George Woodcock, Mordeca

Richler (Toronto McClelland & Stewart, 1971) an vid
Sheps, Introduction to Mordecai Ricgler (Toronto: HcGraw—
Hi11, 1971), pp.ix-xxvi. ) B

»2 Woodcock, p.46. In this respect, Woodcock follows’ the(lead
of Northrop Frye, in Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (New
York: Atheneunm, 1969), 554, who maintains that "Satire
demands- -at least a token fantasy, a content which the reader
recognizes as grotesque, and at least an implicdit mbral
standard, the latter being essential in a militant attitude
to experience." See also Matthew Hodgart, Satire (New York: -
Mciraw-Hill, 1969), pp.10-14.
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not satirical in intent.

Horseman.

6

13707, p.117.

: -2 /

3

Georgze Woodcock has noted tHat "Richler is less

successful as a writer of satigical fantasy than .he is as

7

, - .
a novelist in the old sense’ag a chronicler of human
conflict."® Woodcock, perhapglthe most perceptive of

Richler's critics, sees him as a novelist in the tradition

. of Balzac, "highly conscious . . . of the interplay between

an individual's will and the social and historical .

imperatives that bear upon him."? It is this tension,

between the inner and outer world, %he e}pectation and

the result, that this atudy seeks to exglore. It will be i
necessary at once theq to clarify my use of the terms

nfantasy" and "reality".

-

4

In the usual literary sense of the word, "fantasy

"includes, in the action, -the characters, or the setting,

things that are 1mpossi$1e under ordinary/conditione or

in the normal course of human eéents."6 I shall 1imit my use

E See Donald Cameron, Convereations with Canadian Noveliste
(Torento: Macmillan, 1373), rart 11, pp.119, 121. Cf. warren
Tallman, "Need for Laughter," Canadian Literature, No.56
{spring 1973), pp.71-83, who compares Richler to Swift in many
of the attitudes expressed in the book.

4 Woodcock, "The Wheel of Exile," Tamarack Review, No.58 ’
(Winter 1971), p.68. It will be noted that Woodcock has Q
modified his approach to ‘Richler in the light of St. Urbain's '

-

> Ibid., p.68.

Ernest Bernbéun, "Fantasy," victionary of WOrld teral \\
Terms, ed. Joseph T. Shiplcy, rev. ed. iBoston. on: The r o ’
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of the word, gg%evef} to its psychological action in the
thought processes of the literary characters I discuss.

My definition is that of Arthur Clayborough in The Grotesque

-in English Literature: "Dream or fantasy thinking is the

~activity which characterigzes the regressive aspect of mind,

expressing itself in wilful distortion, 'wishful thinking’',
qnd a rejection of the 'natural conditions of organisation'

7 a definition which covers

of the external world,"”
satisfactorily the range of fantasy in Kichler's characters.
Luddy Kravitz's dream of possessing land, Mortimer Griffin's
fear of impotence, and Jake Hersh's Horseman are all examples

of what I mean by fantasy.

A different set of problems arises in connection with

the use of the word "reality” in literary criticism. In recent

_years, it has become increasingly {qifficult to speak of

"reality" and ﬁrealism" as cr;tical‘%erms. A recent s
symposium on "Realism, Reality and the Novel"™ gou;d only
conclude that "as certainty about any objective reality no
longer seems possible and as distinctions b?tveen inner aﬁ€ m
outer realities have broken down, there is much in lifq--

especially in public life--that cannot be represented
satisfactorily in fictio more."8 A relatively simple

; )

Arthur Clayborough, The crotesque in 1lish -Literature
(oxford: (larendon Press, 1965), P.76. cgaySOrougE follows .’
Jung in his terminology. .

8 Park Honan, "Realism, Reality and the Novel: A Symposium,”
Novel: A Forum on Fiction 2 (Spring 1969), p.200Q.
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definition of literary realism as the "willed tendency of
art to approximate'reality,"9 is unacceptable if at the
same time we assert that "Reality in the artist's aenaehf;
always something created; it does not exist g’griori.'1°
Thﬁs, Ian Watt's formal realist approach to the novel
as- "a full and authentic report of human experience,"‘11
leaves no room for the works of KurtTVonnegut, John bLarth,
John.ﬁawkes or Iris Hurdoch, to name a few of tﬂE:ﬁodern
novelists |whom Robert scholes has termed "fabulators®.'Z
Maintainir, that the cinema has usurped from literature’
the attempt to ;epresent reality, Scholes praises the
writing that "tends away from the represe;tation of
reality but returns toward actual human life by way of
ethically controlled fantasy. nl3 ‘
Scholes's statement is appropriate to this diééussion
insofar as it parallels the critical view of Richler's’

work presented above, that he is primarily a satirist in

9 Harry lLevin, The Gates of Horm: A Study of Five French
.Realists (New York: Oxfo rﬂ'UniversTty rPress, 1363), P.3.

10 A.A. Mendilow, Time and the Novel (London° Peter hevill
1952), p.36.

11 Jan Watt, The Rise of the Novel: Studiea in Defoe,
Richardson, aﬁH’FIETEigg (Berkeley: University T Ealifornia
[ p' .

Press, 1357)

12 See Robert Scholes, The Fabulatora (uew York. Oxford
University Press, 1967). '

13 Ivia., p.11.
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»
the Swiftian vein. But this study seeks to show Ricgler as
a moralist, concerned with the inner lives of his Eharactera;

~and the ways in which they react to tgeir environment. Thug,

if we maintain with U.C. EKnoepflmacher that the novel "is a
*fiction,' not a chronicle, and as such offers a dimension‘
of expériqnce different'f;om an objective recording of fact!"
then it can be seeﬁ that %he‘"reali?y" of the novel is simply

$

the pattern imposed by the novelist on the world of his

creation. In this case, the world of The Acrobats, written

in a "dominant narrative mode of realistic characterigation,

verisimilitude of action and psychological plausibility,"15

]

is no more "real" than the world of Cocksure, in "a dominant

mode of conscious caricature in characteriggtiﬁﬁ; purposeful
L
It is the

implausibility of action and fantasy in events."1°

painful reality of their world that conflicts with the

fantasies of Richler's characters, and it is this conflict

that I intend to explore in terms of the irrevocable opposition

of fantasy and reality.

\ -

‘ -

14 : " | : .
U.C. Knoepflmacher, Laughter and Despair: Read;gie in Ten
Nevels of the Victorian Era erkeley: University of California
Press, 1971), p.o. - .

15 Sheps, p.ix:

6 1pid., p.ix. ; ‘ B
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The Early Novels: The Acrobats

Chapter I

o

-

a

Mordecai Richler has stated that "any serious writer 18

1

a moralist,”  and the greater part of his own work'explores

the breakdown of moral values in the post-war world, and the
problems of a generation without commitments..In a 1957

interview with Nathan Cohen, Richler explained his outlook:

I think what is emerging from this breakdown
is a much more complicated and closely held -
personal standard of values. Even in small
things. 1 think we are coming bagk to a very
personal and basic set of values because the
exterior values have failed. There has been
a collapse of absolute values, whether that
value was sod or Marx or gold. We are living.
at a time when superficially life seenms
meaningless, and we have to make value

4 ° judgements all the time; it seems in relation
to nothing. Do you understand what I am 2
saying? This seems to me the big problem.

*

-

|

"Richler's solution to the problem lies in a search for "the

values with which a man can 1ive with honour.">. From this

stance, he presents a series of heroes who seek to define
~ \ . B )

\

1 Mordecai Richler, Shovelling Trouble (7bronto: McClelland
& Stewart, 1972), p. P ¢

2 Richler in Nathan Cohen, "A Conversation with Mordecai
Richler," 'Tamarack Review, No. 2 (Wintez 1957), p.19.

A
¥
-
'1
d
:
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~

> Ibid., p.20.
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. validity, to thensclves." If this is a' fault in Richler's ,
, /
- writing, it is one he shares with Jéan-Paul Sartre, who ig, -

“
-3

17084
4

o ! ©

Of these, only the last, Jake Hersh of St. Urbain's

themselves through the chojces they are forced to make.

Horseman, emergés tr}umphant from his ordeal, having

preserved his
The heroes of -
have ‘the will

are of failed

sense of honour in a world of absurdity.

the early novels fail because they‘do not

to make the neceébaryfghoiges. Their 8stories
Q . o

rebellion, because they are not evem sure o

what they are

‘oné thing, as 1 pointed out, that Richler's protagonists

André Bennett, he confronts the reality of his situation

Peter Dale Scott, "A Choice aof Certaintiea;F,gggfggﬁg aview,
'No.8 (Summer 1958), pp.73-82, and George ¥oodcock, Mordecal -

against. Nathan Cohen has pointed out the
essential irony that "the charges the heroes 5f the Richler .

§ts apply, with équgJ

vieﬁlmakg agaiqef‘their antagoni
g

O
1]

[ 4

in more than Bnekgense fichler's literary maﬁger.s
y .

Existentialism involves the making of choices, and this is

éepe?ally shy away from. Yet, as Sartre points out, "I can

always choose, but I ought to know that if I db not choose, ~

J am still chobéing."6 Thﬁa, Norman Price at least salvages e

gome 'sense of existential self-definition; because unlike

v

' ’
&

4 Cohen, "Heroes af the Richler View," Tamaraékiﬁeview. No.b ot
(Winter 1958), p.59.

5 Por a discussion of ijichler's literary influences, see’

Richler, pp.25-29.

6 Jean-Paul Sartre, Existentialism, trans. by Bernard Frechtman
(Néw York: Philosophic rary, 1947), p.48. .
Ne\ P |
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and decfdee to‘go on-33iving, aqknowle ging ﬂls fantasies as
i
1naubstantia1 qualities by which to 1ive. Noah. Adler'nearly

falls prey to André's weaknese but recovers in.time to make
- his escape from the ghetto. As he sgys’to his friend Mr.

Panofsky, "'If you choose no% to-choose then there is no

truth at all. There are o ”y'poinfqgof view. . . .7 Still,

(=

nis escape can easily be seen as an ironic trFiumph, for the ,
fate of anothef expatriate, André Bennett, surely hangs

over his head. He can only rationalize his escape through

the vision of EBurope as somehow morally‘éﬁglfu;turally Séb

' superior to Canada, a view that is qujckly seen to be

fantasy in the 1ight of The Acrobats.

Set against the tempestuous backéround of festival time

in the Spanish town of Valencia, The Acrobats reveals the

emptiness of life in post-war Europe, emphasigzing as well

- the sordid lives of North Americans who have come to Spain

to find some meaning to their existence. Like the enormous

papier maché fallas that are blown up on the final day of _
the festival, R;iZIer's hollow characters, as George Woodcock

8 Unfortunately, °

& .
has pointed out, ‘are also doomed to fall.
this metaphor is carried too far in the hands of an
inexperienced novelist, and instead of sympathetic human

-~

p.99.

8 Woodcock, Mordecai Richler, pp.13-14. l ) f,%%
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beings, Richler too frequently creates caricatures. .
André Bennett, a young Canadian paintervfrom a wealthy
Westmount family, has come to Spain in search of meaning, to-
find himself. Here he meets Barnéy Larkin, a middle-aged
Jewish businessman, and his Genti}e wife Jessie, who’seegf
the mental and physical pxcitement foreign to their marriage.
An ex-Nazi named Roger Kraus,‘ﬁominated by his Eanatical.
aister, competes with André for the favours of Toni, a
young prostitute.—Jessie's homoseiual brother Dpref, hardened
by the outcome of thé Spanish Civil war, drinks heavily and
berates everyone with cynical Jﬁdgments of the world. The
town itself seems ‘to be inhabited exclusively by whores,
pimps, ragged children, beggars, and sweating American tourists.
The buildings are painted in faded, sickly colours, and the
atmo;phere of dingy bar-room odours and sour cigarette

smoke sets the emotional tone of the novel:

t

Ragged guitarists serenaded the tourists

and leered for the occasional snapshot,

cunning children of the poor played an

earnest game of tag in and out amongst - "

the crowd, lifting wallets on their way,

sluts bargained here and there with fading

¢allants, and the aloof bourgeois in their

mean black suits, sweating, unimpressed,

just a blt too conscious of the stink of .
other bodies, idled about glumly, their . |
pious wives gangling like dumplings from |
their sides.”’’

‘ (
E Richler, The Acrobats (London: André Deutsch, 1954), p.9.
Subsequent garen nthetical references in this chapter vill bo
to this edi y o

J . A

.
[y \ . . . o g
A L o TR A L ey aeadan,
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Richler, also, is 4 bit too conscious of the stink of the

bourgeois, and somehow the world he creates seems mucg too

artificial, a despairingly romantic view of the post-

Hemingway uhiverse, *without even the desperate gaiety of the

Jake Barnes crovd.'10 His best wrifing is a description of

the painful, throbbing enerxrgy of th; dance, in which all

the pent-up demonic forces are loosed, and the sweatigg

of the dancers seems a natural, human act, rather than a

symbol of the guilt-ridden insecurity of the American tourists.
At the same-time. the dance acts as a ritual fantdsy,

a purging of reality so that when the dance concludes, the

gloomy day is seen to be uncommonly beautiful:

« . - they danced until they were too drumk

to stand (and they believed the sun was hot

and the earth was friendly and the grass was

green in spring), they danced until Sunday's

dawn filled the sky gloomily and without

promise (and they believed in the day and

God and they were no longer afraid). (44)
Participation in the dance effectively separates the two
races for there can be no release from tension for the
North American characters in the book; they are too
uncomfortably aware of thelir sordid surroundings.

André Bennett, the hero of the novel, tries repeatedly

to eacape from reality and from the necessity of choosing

10 George Rowering, "And tp§ Sun Goes Ddun.' Canadian
Literature, No.29 (Summer 1966), p.9. _

P
Feewa A v




-ff—-

fr

’

a course of existence. He is firsf seen sitting on a bar
stool, his'aacétic pose suggesting a decadent Buddha. "His
brown and brooding eyes stared ahead vacantly, probing
for something apart, inwards, as if they had temporarily
rejected reality " (11). André's spiritual potential is
emphasized by his mentor Chaim: "'It is that he knows and
understands all the things that he is against but he still
doesn't know what he is for. André has the temperament of
a priest but none of the present churches will do'" (36).,.
Having withdrawn from active participation in the world
around him, André is perhaps more a monk than a priest.
Retreating to the privacy of his room, André conjures
up a fantasy world in which he assumes an Odysseus-like
role, the romantic advehturer in foreign lands, a vision
quickly vanquished by a glance around his room, littered .
with greasy rags and garbage. His bed is surrounded by rat- '
traps, bottles, books and Euitcases, protection against the
rats that he fears may attack him. Tgere are no rats, of
course; they are merely part of André's persecution complex,
his fear of the ravenous world ouiside. These fears are the .
result of guilt feelings over the abortion death of his
Jewish girlfriend Ida. The memory of her parents' accusations
assumes nightmare proportions, and coupled with resentment
towards his father and the bourgeois upbringing he has
enjoyed, produces an overpowering feeling of vulnorability

in André, a feeling that his own generation been trapped



i
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into a false commitment t6 a wofld they did not help to
<

Often it appeared to André that he
belonged to the last generation of
,men. A generation not loat and not
“unfound but sought after sealously,
sought after'so that it might stand

up ‘and be counted, perjuring itself

and humanity, sought after by the
propagandists of a faltering revolution
and the rear-guard of a dying
civilisation. His intellectual leaders
had proven either duds or counterfeits--
standing up in the thirties to cheer
the revolution hoarsely, and in the
fifties sitting down again to write

a shy, tinny, blushing yes to

capitalistic democracy. (32) p

The theme of generational decay is an important one in
Richler's fiction, always pointing to the inapility of
the generation born in the 1930's to live by the ideala
and dreams of their immediate predeceaaérs, dreams which
are in any case shown to be fantasies, inadequate to deal
with the harshness of post-war life.

In response to a world seemingly devoid of traditional

values, Richler offers a plea for humanitarianism--a sense

of respect for the individual man. This point of view is ¢

frequently expressed by André, who nevertheless lacks the

courage of his convictions:

'Christ, there's nothing unusual about
being .a boqrbeois or a worker. It is the
man who is 'unusual--~the man who rises
above the restrictions of his own class
to assert himself as an individual and

‘,
e Y . Y
Ty o A RN VA D Ve TP
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humanitarian. It's pretty damn elementary T

to be aware of soci&; injustice and pgetic : ;

truth and beauty but’ to be capable of ) .

empathy, to understand the failings of a

men--any man--even as you condemn him,

well . . . Look, every human being is to

be approached with a sense of wonder. The

rest is crap, or incidental.' (73)

b .
The point is made in conversation with Guillermo, ‘g_'_ ‘
revolutionary socialist who despises André's bourgeois
morality and aesthetic sensitivity. Ironically, it is
Guillermo who insists that André's body be treated with
respect,'and vows revenge on his murderer, only to be
arrested for his revolutionary activities before he can
carry out his plan. Neverthelesa, Guillermo is the prototype
of the flawed ideal that so many of Richler's characters
desire to emulate--the man of action and decision. Beside
him, André's pious platitudes are exploded like the giant
fdilas, a point made explicit by Richler in the appear&ﬁ:e
of a "gaudy cardboard fantasy" (72) outside André's window
as he attempts to explain his failure to act. Like the
caricature of the bullfighter, André's romantic self-image
is destined for destruction.
The haunting falla returns to mock him in the Larkins'

hotel room: "'You are without hope or reason or direction'®
(89). Unable to take advantage of Jessie's advances, he makes X

&an embarrassed retreat when her husband enters. Again, the

s.g
scene emphasiges André's indifference, a malaise which extends ,é
to his rel with Toni, the Spanish prostitute who ‘é
K
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loves him, knowing that\ngr‘iove will not be returﬁéd;
Having had enough of killigg\and destruction, Toni wants .
tonly‘the clean things" (48), the security that Anéré has
abandoned in his search for meaning. At thelsame tinme,
André has lost the ability to communicate, to express any
of the love he professes for mankind. '

N&r dpes thére seem to be any satisfying human
relationship between any of the other characters in' the novel.
They are all equally victims of their own neurotic fantasies,
none more so than Barney Larkin, who is portrayed with some .
measure of sympathy. He is not one of thvse characters whom
Nathan Cohen claims to be "so sqall, so worthless, 8o

obviously . . . undeserving of compassion, that they are

not worth caring about."11 Unlike André Bennett, Barney

cannot help but be what he ia. a middle-aged bourgeois
intimidated by intellectuals and crooks alike, a man without
tangible defenses against the world. He is incapable of
pleasing his wife Jessie, either sexually or intellectually,
and retreats into self-pity and resentment of his imagined
tormentors. His bourgeois guilt complex forme the buft of
Richler's first attempts at satire, and his Jewish self-
conseiousness prefigures the Jacob Shalinskys and Wolf
Adlprs of subsequent novels. The sight of his wife in
André's arms kindles the feeling of persecution that he

1" Cohen, "Heroes of the Riechler View," p.56.

3
1
P
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bears: "For us Jews, only sadnéssf (93). Driven to stert
his manhood, Barney receives a blagw to hig/%maginﬁtion in
a sordid escapade in a Spanish brothel. The temptation of
the girls, who are obviously forbidden fruit to Bérney;
is effectively undercut by the reality of their slovenly

appearance, and evident boredom with their work.

Barney's confession to verek reveals his awareness
ihat life's dreams are not fulfilled; that, in fact, movie
stars are really whores, marriage is not fun and games, and
communists eventually become clothing manufacturers. The
failure of his own marriaée serves to emphasigze the
impossibility of realigzing one's dreams. Jessie was a status
symbol to him, their marriage a step on his ladder to suecesa;
NSw her maiden name--Migs Jessica Raymond of the Jacksonville
Raymonds~~returns to haunt him with the recognition of his
own inferiority. '

- His pathetic attempts to better his situation are further
exemplified in the changing of his name from Lasarus to
Larkin, for which he is repeatedly ridiculed by his wife =
and brother-in-law. és.George Bowering points out, the Q

absence of Lagarus assures that no spiritual resurrection
12

will take place, 'S and the .introduction of Larkin points %
the fri‘blit}’afﬁparney'a life. Yet he is not without virtues,
)}

remaining devoted to his wife and children, and proud of the

Y

12 Bowering, p.7.
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accomplishments of his race. He deserves better at the hqnds‘

of Jessie - and Derek. ]

It is ironic that Barnef‘s confession shogld be made
to his cynical brother-in-law lerek who has long hgo turned
to drink as a buttreass against reality. He is all too
painfully aware of the falsity of a romantic view of the.,
world, as seen in his sarcastic recitation of a typical
Hollywood movie plot. At one time an idealist, Derek has

been hardened by the experiences of the war:

One afternoon, an afternoon whén the air-

raids were still a joke, he had held hands

with Eric in the cinema, watching Fred

Astaire and Ginger Rogers in Gazﬁggvorce. . .
That night they had returned to the front

by street car. At six d.m. Eric's leg had

been shot off, and Derek had watched as he
scrambled after it and threw it away. (130)

I~

A representative of that generayion condemned by André for

its betrayal of soclalist idedis, Derek is now content to

play the rolq}of a bropﬁ%t of doom:

'The deémocracy of the philistinea/{a reaching
its logical conclusion. A kind of sugar-coated
fascism doled out by mediocrity. But the Q\\
. tyranny of the proletariat-will exceed the
boorishness of the pe ~bourgeois. The hunger
. is older, there ar ore accounts to be settled.
I'1]1 tell yo at; D.J. Enjoy yourself madly,

__because pretty soon the hillbillies aie going '
-7 to storm the Winter Palace. Afterwardp, darkness.' (130)

e

Derek's homosexual assisnation with Juanito is .equally

indicative of moral degenefation in the post-war world.

%, ol . 4 .
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Ein sexuality is devoid of energy, as shown by Jeasie's
vain attempts to seduce André,_gnd the prostitute Lolita's
photograph album that preserves the meno¥ies of men 8she a
imagines as-lovers. Jessie, like Lolita, has spent‘hei

iife "accumulating memories,” and only the séving grace

of her fantasies keeps her from going down. In every crisis,
Jessie'; father has'appéared in a dream to guide her, but

on the brink of marital breakdown, the vision deserts her,
and she is helpless in the face of reality. )

A similar neurotic dependence exists between Roger
Kraus and his sister Theresa. He is unable to act without
her encouragement, while she only lives vicariously from
his actions. As a rival for Toni's affection, Kraus is
not unlike André in many ways. His hatred for the’Jews
is combined with a good measure of guilt, simiiar to what
André feels at the memory of his encounter with Ida's
parents. Also, Kraus's slaying of André recalls not only

the younger man's irrational violence at their first

encounter, but also the bunch he directed at Ida's father.

k4

Lach outburst is prompted by a guﬁlt‘feeling increased ?y
the presence of an imagined tormentor. Thus, Kraus gotuonly
hat;s André as a rival, but also sees in his friendship
with Chaim a connection that makes André his accuser, the
avenger of all the Jews that Kré;s has murdered. *"‘'What if
the things I did were wrong,'" he says, "'what if the dead
really weren't bad?'" (66). Confronted with his sister's

- .
L]

;
;
.
:
;
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suicid?X Kraus is forced to ask himself the same questions

that ha.ve plagued  André, and is left to, gfnder his fate.
Richler refrains from an overly pessimistic view of

life by providing a coda in which;two babies are born to

take the places of the two characta;s who have died. Toni —

bears Xraus's child, and Andre'a.friégds, Pepe and Maria,

also p}oduce a baby. Both children aré\Qélled André, and

under the spiritual guidance of Chaim, a new world appears

for Toni and her baby.” As Chaim inéists, "‘There is always

hope'"{(204).

Aé G¢6rge Woodcock says, The Acrobats is ainovel in

wﬁich gantasy appears in abundance,” 13 especially in the
|

dreams! and aspirations' that can never be realised. In this

first book, Richler outlines all of his subsequent thenmes, .
none more important than the necessity of choosing, of
defining oneself for, ra;her than against something. Although
André Bennett fails to do this, his struggle approaches
tragic‘ﬁroportions in its enlightenment of a universal | .

search for meaning.

') . . .
13 Woodcock, Mordecai Richler, p-19. ) : "%
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Chapter IT -
“
Son of a Smaller Hero R '

) .

on of a Smaller Hero takes up where The Acrobats

————

leaves off. Thé epigraph of the novel, "If God did not
N,

exist, everything would be“lawful," is a favourite
quotation of Richler's, and suggests the same concern
with moral values that underlies the earlier work. But

Son of a Smaller Hero is a more obvious firat novel, a

bildungsroman in the tradition of Joyce's A Bortrait of

the Artist as a Young Man. Before Noah Adler can make his

escape from the ghetto, he must first free himself from
the nets of religion, family and culture that threaten to
ensrnare him in his search for self-identity. Essentially
all these things are merely the cement holding the prison
wall together, and that prison wall was Richler's own--
the Jewish ghetto of Montreal.

Richler has said that "To be a Jew and a Canadiaﬂ is
to emerge from the ghetto twice,"'and while the Canadian
ghetto mentality might not;be familiaf-to a foreigner, it
is»not‘necesaary to be Jewish to understand the reasons

for Noah's flight. George Woodcock maintains that "the

1
McClelland & Stewart, 1

S

Richler, Foreword to 53'5)'& Tigers Under ;asg (Toronto:
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" “themes of 1aolationT and division . . . are also'the themes
from which it is difficylt for any writer in Canada to
escape."2 The sengy/of Canadian 1solation and inferiority
has haunted Ricpler as much as his owy Jewigpneae, and in
this first Mo#treal -based novel, he sets the tone for much
of his subsequent work.
RichTer's descriptive passages ring truer in this book,
as he is so obviously describing something he: knows wel}.
Nﬁ\?ét there is more than a hint of self-consciousness in his

prose when he tries to get at the essence of the environment:

! ‘ - °

The ghetto of Montreal has no real walls
and no true dimensions. The wdlls are the habit
of atdvism and the dimensions are an illusion. o
bBut the ghetto exists all the same. The )
fathers say: 'I work. like this so it'll be
better for the kids.' A few of the fathers,
the dissenters, do not crowd their days with
k work. They drimkK instead. But in the end it 3
amounts to the same thing: in the end, york, _
drink, or what have ygu. they are all trying
to fill in the wvodd. )

EPI

PV

¢

The void'is the apirifual emptiness- concomitant with an
;gundue emihasis on moneétary success, and it is this vacuum
. that noah adler seeks not to fill, but to avoid altogether.

ln doing 8o, Noah faces "the predicament of the man who sets

2 woodco;k Mordecai Richler, p.21. j/”

3 Richler, Son of a Smaller Hero (London: André Dentsch. 1955%), °

p.14. Subsequent parenthetical references in this chapter
will be to this edition. .

-
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‘ out honestly to find and to be himself in a world where
o most men fear their own natures and try to live by ’ :
" Pt

comfortable falsenoods."* " -
As 1n The Agrobats Richleér's targets are the Iutile

" dreams and aspirations of -men and women alienated from the

real world Noah'a grandfather, Helech Adler, resents this

youngqr generatlon for its diarespect and disregard for

.- . g T

tradm{on, vhj.‘ie his thgughts ‘return to _the Gentile gn;,l
he. once loved back in P,oland. Outwardly tlye most orthocfﬁx
of Jews, ‘Melech is stiilnhcaptive 76"1113 .memory of the
L blonde girlfriend of his 'youth, fantasy that he preserves
) in letyers that are written an stowed avgay in a box. Noah's
father.wolf ;iépends on Melech for a living a.nd imagines
that money will brmg hﬂr the happineas he lacka.

o i

Rationaliz his 1 bility to cope with strangers as the

s °

! he rest of Malpch'a o"lder childrqn rally around Max, /
*an uns’cr?npulous buqinesam whose success epitomisges tho _
' nateri&flistic credo that Ho;h rejects. The younger children
are equally corrupt, but without theg initiative to> snpport
@hemélves. Ida spends her days lollyins on her bed eating
o~
. . 4 'yoodcock, Mordecai Richler, Pa21.

N . o . .
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chocolates, and her nights in sordid sexual encounters on .
_Mount Royal. "In her dreams there were many -young men and
she was no longer fat" (22). Shloime's ambition is "to
own a bRager with fhe name KID LIGHTNING printed on the
back of 1%" (23).
Noah's boyhood friends offer no comfort to him now.

They are captivated by idealistic slogans and visiong of
the Promised Land in Israel. Noah realiges that the;gihve
only sacrificed their individuality to a c¢ollective fantasy, ,
one that can have no personal significance for him. Noah
must have tangible'evidence of an individual freedonm, "some\
knowledge of himsei? « +» . independent- of others" (203%).

_ As the novel opens, Noah has already made his escape
from his family, and is living 1n'a roominé—house on
Dorchester Street. But already he finds that his dream of

a beautiful world of freedom is punctureﬁ.ﬁ}‘%he same petty

-

squabbles and human foibles that assailed him at home. Noah
feels lost because he has always defined himself in opposition
to his family; apart from them, he is helpless and in need

of their suffocating presence:” 3

At home his indignation had nourished

him. Being wretched, and in opposition,

had organigsed his suffering. But that world,
that world against which he had rebelled

80 vociferously, was no longer his. Seen

from & distance, it sesmed full of tender
possibilities, anachronistic but beautiful. (31)

'\‘q
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‘ Like André Bennett, Noah recognizes that "It is {necea-ary
* - to say yes to something" (31), and yet he cannot find

anything worthy of his commitment.

Without a sense of direction, Noah's search for self-
definition involves the ruthless destruction of ideals and
‘dreams that seem hollow or hypocritical to him. This
destructive aspect, to be more fully developed ix'1 the ¢ ‘
character of Duddy Kravitg, is demonstrated here in a
series of encounters in which NoahJ £ains experience at
the expense of others m-ore vulnerable than he.

The first of Noah's victims is T}‘xeo Hall, an English
professor at Wellington College who adopta Noah as one of
his protégés. Like Barney lLarkin of The Acrobats, Theo is

intellectually and sexually impotent. All his great ambitions.
of bringing culture to the philistines have fallen short. '
The little magazine he starts makes no significant '
contributign to literature. His students prove to be leas
brilliant than he had expected. Frustratign weighs him

down:

' {
Susceptible to the exasperations of spirit
which characterize most reformers, he

-~ - tended to suffer vulgarity in smaller
spirits as a personal affront. He was a
social democrat. Encounters with almost
any amusement designed for the crowd made
him choke up and clench his fists. He diad .
= not find it easy to cope with society. (47)° - !
| . S

‘Theo's neurotic compulsion to s\xrround himself with disciples
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4

brings about his downfall, for Noah's ruthlessness is
attractive to Theo's long-suffering wife Hiiiam.
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Miriam, too, is a victim in Noah's étruggle. and
"like André Bennett she is a casualty of the past and of’
her own incapacity to tame 1t.'5 Having been brought up
in a fantasy world by her father, protected by her brother
Paul and worshipped by the neighbours, Miriam possesses a
distinctly distorted world view. Her need for security has
brousht her an unfulfilled‘marriage with Theo, held together
‘ only by a shared set of nostalgic fantasies about the group
they were once part of, and whqse efberiences they shared
vicariously. In leaving Theo for Noah, she tries to realige
the dream of romantic love she has never enjoyed. But her
own possessiveness destroys the relationship, as Noap feels
his own freedom threatened, ironically at the poimnt in the
( novelhghen family responsitilities make‘their strongest
appeal to him. Miriam returns to Theo a confirmed n&upho-
maniac, while XNoah gains valuable experience in‘the

exposure of this sham relationship.

During a short stay with his mother's family, the
Goldenbergs, Noah manages to shock their sensibilities

by exposing the hypocrisy of the moral code by which they \\\\_;>§
live.‘Tenuously held together by lies, the community's

surface tension is broken by Noah's hints at its weaknesses:

5 Woodcock, Mordecal Richler, p.22.
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He finally realized that the secret of

their humanity was that each one had a

tiny deviation all his and/oxr her own.

None conformed completely. Marsha, the

little bitch, had love being made to her

by a McGill gquarterback whilst she was

trying to hook Noah: (That finally

¢éendeared her to him.) His Aunt Rachel

obeyed in all things except that she

secretly read the most blatantly

pornographic literature, and Mrs Feldman

beat her PFrench poodle with a whip. Terror

lurked behind their happiness. (204)
Noah rejects the temptation of middle-class conformity in
which individuality implies aberration. "Each orthodoxy
and each conformity survives only because its supporters
have found the appropriate evasions that allow them to
retain the illusion of individuality, but, while their
evasions keep them human, they also make them culpable."6

The most effective unmasking of illusion is the central

episode of Wolf Adler's death, in which the elemental
fantasies of man are depicted against the seething background
of the Fontreal ghetto. It is Wolf's lust for money that '
leads him to a suicidal plunge into Melech's burning
office, and ironically makes him a hero in the ghetto.
Buy there is another twist to Richler's » in that
money, not the Torah, is the actual object of worship in
the society, so that in reality, the ghetto residents are
deifying their own greed in their apotheosis of wdlt Adler.

5

Fl

6 Woodcock, Mordecai Richler, p.25.
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Wolf's Ji;th is a great deal more useful to his
family than his 1life ever was, and the hypocrisy of the
.mourners is neatly expressed in the counterpoint of their

thoughts to the epﬁech of the rabbl at Wolf's funeral:
1

R TR AT B R BETo b 5T T

MAX

Me, I put my trust in Dow Jones. I don't
go for all that hocus-pocus about God
being such a big deal and being shipped
downstairs-~C.0.b., I'll bet--just for
laying somebody else's goods on the q.t.
b Anyway, it's kind of nice for the family.
Publicity for me, too. . .

A

* L L) L] L] [ ] * L * L ] L) L] L . L) - L] L] L ] L ]

HARRY GOLDENBERG

I'11l obviously have to give her another

shot after the funeral. That girl. First

she fell for Father's fantastic delusions
about his own sainthood--thank God the Jews
have turned away from Chassidism--and now
she must try to reconcile the Wolf she knew
with the man who died for the Torah. She's

a difficult woman, but Wolf was a fool. . . .

- L L * - * . L L] . - L] L] . L] » L] *, & - [

He shall call u'on me, and i will answer him: ‘
Y will be with EI Ii’trouﬁfe' will deliver o

Jhim, and honour nﬂm@ 1¥e wi

satis?y hIET-_-d"_EewPFIh my salvgtion. -

!
+

NOAH

I am thankful, Daddy, that if you were here
you would have had the good sense to have
turned your back on it. Speeches, you would
have said. Prayers. You would have walked v
. away. But I can't. Ironic that you who suffered
, .o so much all your life for what people said g

"W N e el s

' should not be capable of hearing when they, the :
p people, are at last saying fine thinga about you. %

(168-70) N

4
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Only Noah sees the falsity of the whole affair, and
it is he who confronts his closest relatives with questions
about Wolf's death. Max agrees not to use Wolf's name in
his political campaign, but Noah cannot broacp the subject
so diréctly to his mother and grandfather. Melech is aware
6f the lie, but cannot bring himself to acknowledge it in

front of Noah, for that would imply a confession of his

.own guilt in connection with the lettsrs in the box. Noah's

mother is only too willing to cling to the fantasy of Wolf's
heroism for it provides her with the social status and

respect she has always longer for. The difference between <,
Leah's desperate attempts to capitalize on her husband's

fame and the imnnocent fantasies by which he lived is
emphasizcd in another of Richler's finely orchestrated

ironic scenes. As Noah's mother speaks to her friends of{
fiemorial ambulanceg and scholarships in Wolf's name, in the
next room Noah pofés over tﬁe contents of his father's

diary, recording time wasted, average number of quarrels

per day, volume of urine passed, and other aspects of the
petty concerns that made up Wolf's existence. The exploitation
of Wolf's supposed herqiem stands as the prime example of
Richler's use of fantasy and reality in Son of a Smaller Hero.
If Noah learns anything at all in the course of the novel,

it is that the actual situation can only be reconciled with
the dream at a cost of tremendous mental anguijh.

Thus, at the end of the novel, Melech Adler is left to

c\ H




. consider his own shattered dream of power and a);thorit!.
“\ Abandoned by his family, he finds himself bound by the

1 )
fate he has chosen, and envious of Noah's aﬁil;ty\to'

pufsue his own dream in KEurope, where Melech's thoughts of
freedom.sfill lie. The gift of tye scroll symboliges the
passing of moral authority from ﬁheﬁold to the young, an
-““*“"“’*~%-fauxhnriix~&l£géqy»yeakened by Noah's knowl;dge of Melech's
dishonest dealings in the scrap-yard. The scroll-is also
a token of remembrance for Noah, 1ﬁdicat1vc~of the respect
he still retains for his randfather, not so much by
virtue o{ Melech's astatus in the\family, but as a true
regard of one man for another.
while we may sympathigze with Mélech, Son of & Smaller
Hero is very much the story of a young man's struggle.
¢ Although his search i; not at an end, Noah has learned
to beware the fa}ae genase of security that masks a dead
end for characters lik; Shloime and Itzik Adler, both of
whom are narrow-mindedly oppoaed(to\Noah's quest for the
self. Even Noah'!s friend Mr. Panofsky, a man who "knew
what he wanted," and "required a bigger reply than No" (203),
is shown to be a dreamer, stil] believing in the virtues
of communism, while his son Aaron, crippled in the Spanish
Civil War, sits in a wheel-chair beside him. -

It cannot be said that Noah has really triumphed in

his escape, for, &s the episode of the scrolls shows, the

. ties with his family and cultural heritage are still strong,
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5‘. and his choice of flight to Europe seems t6o facile:a ‘
way out. Noah's fantasy of freedom in Europe reminds us
of André Bennett's fate on a similar quest. But if Noah
understands what his struggle has/been about, he will kmow ‘ .
that he cannot satisfactorily cope with reality by
| building his 1ife on dreams. ‘ ) |
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A Choice of Enemies

In A Choice of Ememies, Richler returns to Europe for

his setting, focusing on a colony of left-wing American
expatriates in ILondon. -Although the novel deals peripheraliy
with political beliefs in the post-McCarthy era, it would

be a mistake to assume, as George Woodcock has done, that
this is merely "a novel /about what politics does to paople,"‘|
or as Pierre Cloutier insists, that it is "a novel of the
end of 1deologiea."2 For the struggle of the hero, !?orman
Price, is in lhany ways similar to those of André Bennett
and Noah Ad}er in previous books: how to live withvdignity
;’md honour in a fallen world. Norman's quest for self-
knowledge, if not self-defj:nition, is essentially moral
rather than political, as Hax;xie’n ‘Nis oniy one of several
ideals tha’.t Richler shows to be false,

Norman Price is a middle-aged Canadian expatriate,
forced to g.t;andon a teaching post in America because of
his refusal to divulge his politics. Reduced to writing
thrillers and film-scripts, Norman's adolescent wish for

fame and sexual potency has given way to more realistic

1 ioodcock, Mordecai Richler, p.30.

2 Pierre Cloutier, "Mordecai Richler's Exiles: A Choice of
Enemies," Journal of Canadian Piction, 1, No.2 (Spr 1972),
PA3.
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desires: a wife and children, and .time to complete a
scholarly work on Dryden and his times. Norman's fantasies-
take the form of guilt feelings over his own failings and

sl

the inedéuacies of his gaheration. Remembering his father
who died in defence of Madrid, and Hornatein, the high-
living pilot who crashed his plane in the Thames rather
than endangering the lives of innocent citlzena, Norman

suffers fronm the knowledge of his own lack of courage and
. e . oo

*

commitmentﬂ

Rl

But in those days, Norman remembered
fondly, the choice of enemies had bheen
clear. Today you were no longer altogether
'sure. You signed the petitions, you

defended Soviet art to liberals, and you
didn't name o0ld comrades. But your loyalties,
like those of a shared childhood, were 3
sentimental; they lacked true éonviction.\

Norman's friends are also. aware that he ‘is not the
samecman he used to be. Joey Lawson, the wifo“of/;;;nan's
good friend Charlie, and at onme time in love with Norman
herself,yreflecta that "there had used to ﬁe things yﬁu
couldn't do or write or say'becauao_norman. qorman Price,
Asst Prof. Norman Price, would call them dishonest. Today -
he wro%e thrillers” (17). Horman recognizes this defect

in himself and admires those who, like Charlie, are

1 - )
P \ B R AN
S

3 Richler, A Choice of% mies (London. André Deutsch, 1957), ' .
P.76. Subseguent parenthetica referencea in this chapter .

will be to this edition\ : o
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. Norman takes vicarious delight in

participants in 1i

the 1ife of his brother Nicky, seeing in him the part

of his father that he himself can never emulate. Nicky's

death destroys this part of Norman's fantasy world, and
£1ves him an -excuse to run awa} from his girl-friend,

Sall& MacPherson. AN
Sally, an innocent young Canadian; has come to Europe

to experience those thin;;s that she imagin could never
"hapﬁen at home. Her dreams of glamour and exc;tement are
directly opposgq to Norman's wish for the secﬁfity of
-marriage. "For her a rénted room was an adventurq. He

remembered it as 'a place where you were alone. Terribly
~ /’_’/—’

e

—
S

alone" (53). e AN
Although Sally is at first disappointed that Norman

15 not the mixture of ‘Hemingway and Fitzgerald that she o

S
s T

had hoped for, she turns to him for companionship and
affection. Their first attempt at love-making is }nterruptad
by a phone-call that leaves Norman with a neurotic fear of
rcjection, baIapced by an equally powerful desire for
maxriage with Sally. As with so many of Richler's characters,
the fantasies of guilt and viah—fulfillmenﬁ battle in

Norman's mind, and cause his inability to act: =

~

Norman, after the first night's failure, k -
had shied away from trying to make love

to her again. lHe lived in perpetual fear
of rejection. With the fear, though, he
also had his dream. He and Sally were
marxried, they had three children, and they
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. ) were unmiquely happy. They did not hang
impressionist prints on their walls.
Sally, like him,-enjoyed making love
in the mqrnings. But when the kids came
that was'geldom possible. The kids woke
them early each morning, jumping up and
down on their not-Swedish Modern doubdble

- bed. (54) ¥

. It ig interesting to note that Norman's dream of bourgeois
'seCurity specifically excludes the trappings of middle-
class furniture, a typically liberal gesture of ;on-
commitment. |
Sally's dreams are quickly ‘oured when she is faced
with the reality of the London streets. "At night the
parade of depraved itchy faces, men in black rubbef ~
trenchcoats and whores past the indecent age, was the
- ~__.-—most appalling she had ever seen" (67). The London theatre
is no more than a second-rate Broadway, and like other

Canadians, Sally feels a strong sense of betrayal:

Ed

%\

The choice of coming to England, where
the streets were paved with poets, rather
than to the ited States bespoke of a
certain spiritual superiority, so they
were appalled to discover that this
country was infinitely more materialistic
than their own, where possessions were
functional), naturally yours, and not the
prize of single-minded labour. They were
surprised to discover that they had arrived
too late. (158)

Sally begins to miss the comfort and security of the world
in which she was raised, but in Norman's absence ehé makes

, ‘ a desperate attempt for novelty in an affair with a young
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f . . o
- East German refugee, Ernst Haupt. : .

~ ;
Ernst, a former H;tler Youth a ﬁ Commun;st Party E
member, has fled East Germahy in search of freedom in the
West. He is unéomfortable with ideolégies. having seen
his father, who refused to take a stand, imprisoned by
both the Nazis and the communists: Ruthless and 1mpetuous,
Ernst seems on the surface to nghuite the Opposite of
Norman, who nevertheless befriengs him for Sally s sake.
By a cruel irbny, it is Ernst who is the murdérer'of

Norman's brother Nicky. However co;trived a plot device

this may seem, it allows Richleruto reveal mahy'glmilarities
between‘Ernst and Korman. that aﬁé far more s8triking in

the context of their expected antipathy.

Ernst's afifection for his fathé; a;d resentment at
the treatment accorded the old man parallel Norman's
{éverence.fonshis opn father, and in killiﬁg Nicky, Einat
indirectly forces Korman to come to terms with himself.
Ernst's nightmares over the murder of Nicky are counter-
pointed to Norman's memory of Hprnatein, and his own
crash. Both acted impulsively--one killed to Bave his life;
the other saved his life by putting others in danger. Both
bear scars,‘emotional as weil ‘as ph&sical Irom their

vartime experiences. And Ermnst, like Nornan. entertains

fantasies of success and contormity.
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Por years he had dreamt that one day -~ /?
he would be introduced into an intelligent
soclety of artists and professional >
people. In this fantasy he saw himself
as 8 man with a faithful wife and .
children, giving small dinner parties Lo
and being invited to others. There were
_no uniforms. All crimes, all hungers,
“and penniless days were dome. People
like Norman enjoyed his company. They oo o
did not think of him as @ German. He
was well-liked. lHonourable. Another
happy conform:lst (93)
pat in anothér way, Ernst bears more resemblance to
Karp, Norman's grotesque’landlord. Both are "survivars"
from the second World War, living in fear of renewed )
persecution. They are unable to assimilate as they would
like to do, and are consequently branded- as outsilters.
&rnat is disparaged-as "a little Nazi" because he was in
the Hitler Youth and fled the communist. worlde. Karp is ‘
rejected in Israel because he survived the concentration
'camps. Richler's survivors must live by their own wits,
without help or comfort. "They are frequently the floating
debris of the wreckage of the modern period and this mental’
set conditions them to rumm{w, emotional detachment

and scepticism.® nd They have no use for sentiment or pfﬁ&ical-
‘ Y

ideals.
On the other hand, Norman's émigré friends are 'eqn‘ally
ivors, but in their blimd acceptance. of left-wing ¢

el

4 Sheps, Introduction to Mordecai Richler, p.xv. ,

wi
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politics, they are oblivious to the real world, which is
why Ernst presents such a threat to their community, and

wWhy they close ranks against him. Their left-wing prejudices

are as ludicrous as the acguaations of the McCarthyites
who forced them out of thevStates not long before. Colin
Horton's pompous praise of the Communist Party seems. absurd
in the face of Ernst's experience. Ostracized for his
championing of Ermst, Norman comes to the understanding _
that politics is got a question of ideals, but power, and
he must look elsewhere for the values by which a dece%/‘”'
man can live.

Another kind of idealism is reflected ih Charlie
Lawson's dream of success as a writer. Unsuccessful in
Canada, Charlie has come to London to prove to himself and
the world that he is capable of greatness. But his script
olB secretly given to Norman to improve, and Charlie winds
up taking Winkleman's children to the 200 rather than
din%ng with him. In ‘a desperate attempt to hide his
inferiority complex, Charlle tells funny stories, turning
the harsh reality of the” present into the fantasy of a
hatd-luck past: "Once more the cold-water flat and the. hack
work were, as Charlie put it then, fodder for the sensationsl
autobiography he would write afferwards, like Sean O'Capey"
(139) Like Theo Hall, Charlie fears cuckoldgy, and constantly

oexposes himself to ridicule. His only Juatification is

thdt he is at least willing to get his hands dirty, rather.
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\
than run away as Norman does.

From the examples of his friends, Norman learns !
that he cannot live by extravagant fantasies, that he must

set ?19 sights lower, and taking & cue from Ernst, that

- survival is the essential triumph of man. 1ln his amnesiac

state, Norman becomes obsessed with retrieving a balloon
from the roof of the train station, symbolically showing
modern man, stripped of his identity, in a despérate
struggle to reach an impossible goal which is in reality
only air and must disappear anyway. Norman recovers his
identity the morning after the incident, and now seems

awqré of what the age demands:

Slumped glumly in the corner Norman
recalled something he had once read
in an Atlas somewhere. Off Vancouver
Island there was a vast area of sea
known as the zone of silence. No sound
penetrated this sea. A stillness prevailed.
And since no siren or bell warned
ships of dangerous reefs the floor
of the gone of silence was strewn

. with wrecks. This, he thought, was
surely an age of silence, A time of
collisions. A place strewn with wrecks.
This time of opinions, battle-stations,
and no absolutes, was also a time to
consolidate. This time of no heroes
but hyperbole, where treason was only
loyalty lecked at closely, and faith,
honour, and courage had become the
small change of“crafty politicians,
was also a time to persevere. To
persevere was a most serious virtue. (253)

A Choice of Enemies embodies Richler's most devastating

assertion that those who build their lives on fantasies are
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inevitably destroyed. Only Norman, who finds himself
by losing his identity, is granted a reprieve. Sally
Mac?heféon, hoping to jar her lover into allowing her
to have his child, mixes sleeping pills with gin, and
dies while he is attending a party. Winkleman's communist
beliefs are shattered when he learns about anti-Semitism
in the U.S.S.R., and Colin Horton realigzes he has foughf
‘\iQ{\Fhe ruling power in a totalitarian state. Charlie
Lawéon has to return to Toronto to become a success,
‘while Ernst saves the life of a Montreal Jew, and is
forced into marriage with a Nagi sympathizer.

In accepting married life with Vivian, Norman,

espouses the virtues of "moral privacy and a capacity

for compromise"5 that seem to fit Ric’xler'a own conception
of what&' is needed for survival. horman is no longer
intétested in pursuing the dreams of his youth, while
vivian sees him, ironically, as the answer to her dreams
of excitement and glamour, just as Sall} has done.

0

Nevertheless, liorman's "triumph" is really a rejection of

commitment, and as one critic puts it, Richler's achievement

P

may lie in the ambiguity of his conclusion.6 Norman may
possess "the strength of Leing not-quite-wholly defined."7

but his choice of enemies has yet to be made.

> Cloutier, p.49.

. 6 See Peter Dale Scott, "A Choice of Certainties," Tamarack
Review, No.8 (Summer 1958), p.81.

T 1bid., p.24.
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In these first three novels, Richlerlpresentﬁ a
world whose inhabitants are strikingly alike in. their
feelings of guilt and inferiority, their need for self-
expression and self-definition, and their éueatiohiﬂg of
hypocrisy and bourgeois values that attempt to claim
their allegiance. In his most successful characterigzations,
"The figures of the romantic individualist and the survivor

merge."8 If, as David Sheps insists, these characters wish

"to exist in a state of disembodied ecstasy,'9 Ricﬁier
demonstrates the impossibility of this dream, and the
mental tensions it produces. For, as Peter Scott says,
"their own need for self-expression is at war with another

need, the need to belong."1o

Thus, they may fail as rebels, za
for they are unable to burn their biidges behind thenm. '
Recogniging the limitations of this approach, Richler

turns to a different kind of dream in his next novel,

involving a more subtle exposition ;f the existential

concerns of his earlier work. We shall see though, that

the same tension between the dream and its realisatiomn

is a major theme of this more mature work.

8 Sheps, p.xvi.

9 Ibid., p.xx.
10
Scott, p.79+
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Chapter IV
The Apprenticeship of puddy Kravits

The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravits represents a

sixnificant advance in Richlor'e.ératt; it towers over

its predecessors in the superd handling of character,
dialogue and tone.1 The most obvious difference in technique
between this and the earlier novels is the sense of an
ironic balance, the detachment of author and protagonist

in their points of view, which allows Richler the mature
writer to view his hero with a slightly more jaundiced

eye. Certainly Richler shows himself to be more adept at
manipulating his readers' responses to the characters he .
creates. In this novel, the fast-paced switches of scene,
quick exchanges of dialogue, and othér film technigues

"are aptly suited to depiction of the frantic pace of Duddy's
life. But despite these Btylistic differences, and the
uniqueness of the chief character, Duddy Kravits is

- similar to the other novels in its examination of the tﬁelo
this study has sought to trace. We shall see that this

work is equally concerned with the gap bepween the fantastic

Ny
1 In conversation with Graeme Gibson, Richler has said, "I
don't think I really found my own style until, ;;gifgg.
and then it all became easier in a way because, was a

my own. I felt confident then for better or for worse, this

was the way 1 wanted to write.™ See Gibson, Eleven Canadian
Novelists (Toronto: Anansi, 1973), p.279. ' >
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element of Duddy's dream and the reality of his achievenment.
Perhaps Richler's greatest triumph in his fourth novel

i1s the creation of Duddy Kravite, whon? ruthlessness

reoalls Noah and Ernst, but whose vibrancy and indomitable

energy are unique among Richler's heroes. Not at all "resigned

and defeated"? as David Sheps infers, Luddy is incredibly

buoyant and manages to evoke our sympathy despite his harsh

treatment of some of the weaker characters in the book.

In fact, Duddy's ruthlessness provides much of the humour.

As Warren Tallman suggests, "the comedy consists mostly in

a reversal of the usual tragic dilemma in which a protagonist

wears his hopes and chances away against the high shores of

this unobliging world. in.this novel the protagonist

proposes and the world serves up suitable viotima."3
When we first see Duddy Kravitz, he is the leader of

his high-school gang, seemingly because of his quick wits,

and his ability to tell a better tale than the next boy.

Theufictitioua‘brother Bradley is an attempt on Duddy's

part to raise himself in the estimation of his peers: "'As

2
Sheps, Introduction to Mordecai Richler, p.xi. Sheps goes
on to say that "Richler's characters, or’all their ambition

and energy, really know from the beginni that either they
are defeated or their outcomes wiIi be much drearier than

their appsrent victories might indicate." (pp.xi-xii) Although

he then cites Duddy Kravits as an example, it is difficult

to believe that, given his innocence, Duddy knows beforehand C

the true nature of his victory.

3
Warren Tallman "Richlor and the Faithless City," Canadjan
Literature, No.3 (Winter 1960), p.63. ’
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soon as I;n finished ;B at Fletcher's Field he wants me
to come down to Arizona to help out on the ranch like. ' n*
Tﬁe other boys recognigse the lie, but they never challenge
Duddy, as he is their unquestioned leader.

His viciousness is manifested in his destruction of
Mr. HacPhereon'; dream. As the first representative of
stagnant liberal values in the novel, MacPherson plays a
similar role to that of Theo Hall in Son of a Smaller Hero,
the victim who compromises his integrity as well as his
marriage in an effort to assimilate the hardened ghetto. . -~
youth into bourgeoie Anglo-Saxon society. Like Theo,
MacPherson dreams of friendly get-togethers with his
students, of forming a club "as was usualry'dong in movies'
about delinquents" (32). At the same tiic‘ he ackno;ledgea
that he is a failure in life, an alcoh&lic'eaddlod“with an
invalid wife, clinging only: to the ona<}dea1 of his youth{
that of never strapping a boy. In fact, it is Duddy's
insolence that causes MacPherson to break this resolution
of twenty ye‘re' standing, but not untii'aftor a miénight
phone call from Duddy results in the death of his wife.
~ A broken man, MacPherson is-left in Duddy's wake considering
his shattered ideals, but his last words to Duddy are - .

. u
Richler, The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravit ﬁ (Boston:
Little, Brown, 18§§J p-11. guf?oquon* parenthetical .
references in thia chaptor will be to this edition. )

2
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prophetic: "'You'll 8o far, Kravits. You're éoing to go
very far'® (39). The irony should not go unnoticed, even
at this early point in the novel.

Duddy accepts this sacrifice as a necessary stage in
his apprenticeship. Duddy's stature increases by fits and
starts, as, one by onme, Richler destroys the illusions
of his other characters, reducing their status to that
of/g;girul—loEera. But Duddy clings defiantly to his

grandfather's words: "'A man without land is nobody.

4

Remember that, Duddel'" (48). As Duddy tramples over the

bodies of enemies and friends alike, he always keeps his
eventual goal in mind--to turn fantasy into reality. And
unlike Richler's other heroes, Duddy is apparcptly
succeasfui. \

&o understand the measure of Duddy's success though,
it is essential to determine the exact nature of his
dream. Duddy wants to be a somebody, but the examples he
has to draw fron are not encouraging. There is8 Mr. Cohen
who is synpathetic to Duddy's struggle, but has only

“cunning without energy. Having worked hard all his liro,

buying off imspectors and cheating the goyim, to build a
dréam house for his wife, Cohen finds that he only feels
af hpne in the kitchen. He cannot even 1ndu1¢c his passion
for smoked meat unleas his wife is .out of town. Rngh Thomas
Caldor, the ‘rich Westmount tycoon, haa also found that

. ‘money can't buy him happiness. !o amuse himsolf. he drops
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hundred-dollar bills into urinals, and tries to guess ﬁhmh
plucked them out. DPuddy despises these rich men, and uses

”

them, not as models, but as pawns in his struggle to
bocomé a somebody.

At one point, Duddy feels that he might want to be
another Jerry Dingleman, but changes his mind when he
finds that the celebrated Boy wWonder is unknown outside
of St. Urbain Street. Duddy's dreams extend further than
the boundaries of the ghetto, but unlike Noah Adler, he
knows exactly what he wants--not wealth, but status. In his
dream of turning Lac St. Pierre into another Grossinger's,
Duddy reflects more on the fame that this will bring him
than the material rewards. He would be a philanthropist:

Thexre could have been his grandfather on
the farm and everybody saying how Duddy
was the easiest touch in town, allowing
ten St. Urbain Street dboys into the camp
free sach season, helping out Rubin with
his mortgage after the fire there, paying
a head-shrinker fortunes to make a man out
of Irwin Shubert, his enemy of old ("Throwing
good money after bad," people said), bg:%ding
a special house for the epileptic who
been working for him in those bygone days
of his struggles, and giving so many benefit
nights for worthy causes. They would have
said that he was cultured too. "4 patron of
Hersh in the early days. The great man's

. best friend” (330¥

His ventures into film-making and pinball machines are never
nore than ploys to get the money which he immediately turns
into land. Although he doesn't hesitate to swindle his’

?
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friends if necessary, Duddy wins our sympathy by his
steadfast commitment to one goal, and can even bé‘soen as

moré moral than the other characters "because he is moved

. by natural and spontaneous desires while‘thay'aro moved

by dead precepts whose validity they have never éxamined.'s
A case in point is DPuddy's cameraman, Peter John Priar,

-

another alcoholic like MacPherson, who tries to mask his
failure by invoking his own pretended ideals. The scene
in which/ Friar stands naked amidst the debris in his room,
deeryinguthe injustice of his "persecution®, is a master-
{ '
piece of comic irony:
*] am a card-holder,” Mr. Friar said
in a booming voice. He stood up and the New
Yorker dropped to the floor. "I tell you
ere but no co ttes could drag it
out of me with wild horses. Do you realisze
what that means?" Mr. Friar touched Duddy's
knee. He lowered his voice. "I fled the
United States one step ahead of the FBI. -
I'm on the blacklist."
"No kidding!" “

*] must be. I've never attempted to
conceal m Eeliers.f (133=-34)

o

The desperate "musi" undermines Friar's integrity; it
is the only way he can rationalize his failure. Similarly,
Duddy's epileptic friend Virgil, whose 1ife embition "is
to organigze the epileptics of ?he world. . . . to be their
Sister Kenny" (242), is shown to be incapable of achievement.
A poet mangué, a crusader without a sword, Virgil 1q ginply
v

to0 kind a person to ever be more than a loser, and proves

> Woodcock, Mordecai Richler, p.37.



a w{lling victim for Duddy's schemes. 4
Duddy's léyalty to his family may seem curious as

both Max and Lennie Kravits are losers in the same sense

as Virgil is. Both cling to dreams which are shown to be

false in the course of the novel. Lennie, who has always

had the benefit of his Uncle Benjy's patronage, dreams f

becoming a doctor and ends up botﬁhi;é an abortion. Lennie )

cannot come to terms with the predatory world of the ghetto,

and instead tries to escape through assimilation as Irwin

Shubert has done. But he finds to hia‘éorrow~th§t he has

begged entrance to an equally ha;ah society, in which he

is at best a second-class citigen. Finally he settles for

an escape, which, like Noah's, avoids the necessity of

moral choice. His platitudes about Israel recall the

fantasies of Noah's achool-rriende,\vho are so caught up

in the illusion of a fairy-tale land of milk and honey,

‘that ‘they cannot see the obvious hardships that await them.

| Max Kravits's credp, "This world is full of shits,”

functions like Lennig'a "Anaiony is the big killer," as -

a rationaligation of his own failure. Max's dream is not

of his own success, however, but éf his relationship with

the Boy Wonder, whose intimate he pretends to be. Max's -

forte is his ability to forge the myth of the Wonder's

success story, a tale that Duddy takes to heart in his wish

to be a somebody. But in the course of tio novel, Duddy

realises that his father enjoys no special relationship )
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with Dingleman, and that the Boy Wonder himself is unworthy
of adulation. !hua,’it is doudbly ironic that Max should
begin the atori of Duddy's success in exactly the same
way he always tells the famous transfer story about the
Wonder. Max's inability io see¢ Dinygleman and his own son
for what they really are is symptomatic of the kind of
blindness to appearances that characteriges nearly everyone
in the book except Duddy. "All of the other people in the
novel cannot possess themselves because their vital
energies aggﬂgg%oted full-time.to maintaining the false
appearances in terms of which they identiry fhemaelves."b
There are twoi;Pparent exceptions to this statement
who immediately spring to mind-~-Duddy's girl-friend Yvette,
and his grandfather Simcha Kravits. On closer examination,
however, these two prove equally flawed in their approach
to 1ife. wWhile Yvette is sympathetically portrayed as a
long-suffering, devoted Girl Friday, who gives ﬁp her job
and her family to help Duddy, she has more than a trace of
Miriam Hall's possessiveness and dream of romantic love.
Her fondness for Friar, who professes to adore her, touches
off a quarrel with Duddy, whose love-making is as fast and
furious as his business wheeling and dealing. And her

RN

aympathy for Virgil is almost maudlin in its 1ntcnalt§h .
-

6 Warren Tallman, "Wolf in the Snow,* Part 1I1--"The House

Repossessed," Cansdian Literature, No.6 (Autumn 1960), p.45.
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Yvette sees through Duddy and is not afraid to stand

up to him, but to accept her judgment of his\;ctions is to
ignore her own blindness to reality. In the dog-eat-dog
world of the ghetto, her retreat is quite as nnacccpt@blo\'
as Friar's, Lennie* 8, or young Hersh's. In Duddy Kravits s
world, the meek never inherit the earth.

Duddy's grandfather is equally horrified by the
unscrupulous methods used to obtain the land, but as A.R.
Bevan points out, "Ironicaylé‘ %$ is the comment of Simcha
Kravitz, the chief representative in the novel of the old
lost world of solid virtues and sound values, that turns
his grandson into a person poasoéaga of a mqtééialistic
demon."7 Although the seyda turns éxay from the ldnd that
Duddy has promised him, having learned from Yvette the

N

circumstances of its gcquisition, there remains the very

real suggesfion made by Dingleman th‘t the 0ld man cannot

cope with a dream come true; that for so many years he aﬁd

the rest of his generation have treated the 1dea of possessing

'land as a fairy-tale to improaa their grandchildrqn.uthnt

the realigation of the dream is an affront to their sheltered, .

“‘acquiescent lives:

! ¢ o

U A.R. Bovun. Introduotion to the HcV"Canadi&n Library edition
of The A2¥§cnticeship ot Qg_gxhgggvitl (Toronto. HcClolland &
’poc ,

~ Stewart
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*Sitting in their dark cramped ghetto
corners, they wrote the most mawkish,
schoolgirlish stuff about green fields
and sky. Terrible poetry, but touching-
when you consider the circumstances
-under which it was written. Your
grandfather doesn't want any land. He
wouldn't ¥now what to do with it." (369)

There Eemains Uncle Benl}y, perhaps the most unjustly
. treated of Duddy's "victims". Stuck with a barren,
unfajthful wife and forced to feign :}mpoten;:y ~thro'ughout‘
rtl's ;larried 1ife, Uncle Benjy ignores Duddy to lavish
« his affection on Lennie, who proves a disappointment to

him. But in the end, -it'is Beujy who really understtmda S

‘_tb

,the tension in Duddy's character--the two very dirforent
* , O

people he can be:
. ‘« .
There's more to you than mere money-
lust, Duddy, but I'm afraid for you. . (
You're two people, that's why. The \ .
* scheming little bastard I sgw so _ .
. easily and the fine, intelligent
: boy underneath that your grandfather,
bless him, saw. But you're coming of
age soon and you'll have to choose. .
A boy. can be two, three; four potontial
people, but a man ip only one. He
murders thé others. (328¥

BenJjy's comments point An She anbi,valbnoo of Duddy's

triumph. Unlike Simcha Kravits and the others, Duddy-has

succeeded dn turning f;n%aay into reality.' But at what

;

. . %

cost? Perhaps, &8s William H. llcv says, "The identity o j
th&t he finally achievoa. succeaarul m spite of ite

- . A diarega.rd for social eonventlon. 13 both typical of the

¥
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| . " society he has been scorning and yet beyond it‘s’l"a It is
possible tha¥ Duddy has become another Jerry ﬁlnglqun. C
an inhuman grotesque devoid of compassion and moral | )
standards. Like many another picaresque hero, he may .be
merel& "a rogue in a world full of roguery" Lwlioﬁ"cannot
love \or feel :%rong emotion."“9 But Duddy has already ~,
shown, in the affection he bears his family and the gu‘ilt
he feels about Virgil's situation, that he is at times ‘ f
capable of very human qualities o{/love and con;paaaion; o
Indeed, it may be the dream itself, and not the man, that \
«# 18 corrupt. What Richler seems to be saying he;e, as in .
" his other works, is that a-dream never takes shape in thq‘_‘; ‘
m‘-,ﬂ' wvay we wish it, and that those who dare to reach Btheir
dream do not emerge unscathed. "When the self is born;———

the struggle is only Jjust bégun."1° . e

X &

.
e . M
s , i1

. 8 William H. New, "The Approntlceahip of Discovery," i

‘Cansdian Literature, No.29 (Sunmer 1966), p.20.

3 Stuart m]_.;é.",_mhc caresjue Novel (Cleveland: Case-
Western Reserve Unlversily Press, 7)., p.131.

10 pallman, "Richler and the Faithless City,™ p.64.
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Chapter V
—
The Incomparable Atuk

If The Incomparable Atuk has suffered from a lack of
critical attention, it is probably for the better. The book
is, as George‘ Woodcock delicately remarks, "slight alike
in physical bulk and literary weight."1 But a study of this
work does add to the understanding of the theme of fantasy
and reality in Richler's fiction. On the surface, it would
seem that in its framework of wild exaggeration of
characterigation