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Ironie ,Technique "in the Short Staries and Novels--- of E~nest 

Buckler hy Susan Cleevel~, C.N.D. 

Abstraet 

.\E,~es t Buc k 1 er freq u en tly ref ers to the pres en ce 0 f i rony 

and its effects in his writings. Sine~ ironie literature has 

gr.eat potentlal for reader vlctimization, the question is an 

important one. The firat 'chapte-r Is' a rev1.ew of the_ basic 

dynamlcs of Bucki;r's fietional world e~bodied in his short 

-.tories, two novels, The Mountain and the Valley and The Cruelest 

Montn, and in his fictive memoir, Ox BelIs and Fireflies. 

Tbe second chapter provides a synthesis of various theories 

of irony as a basis for discussion in the third chapter of 

..... - -' 
Buckler's explieit understanding of irony and ironie technique 

as manifest in his notes and correspondence in the Thomas Fisher 

Rare Book Library of ~he University of Toronto. The four th 

chapter is a further discussion of specifie examples of irony 

-and ironie technique in his fiction wlth the conclusion ~hat 

Buckler must be seen within the tradition of classical and 

modern literary ironists if his efforts and achievements are 

to be truly evaluated and fully appreciated. 
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Les Techniques ironiques dans les contes et romans d'Ernest 

Buckler par Susan ,Cleevely, C-.N.D. 

Résumé 

'{\ '. 

.. 

Ernest Buckler parle fréquemment de la présence de l'ironie 

et des effets ironiques dans ses écrits. Cette· question e~t 

importante car la littérature ironique a 1a{ pouvoir de duper 

" Le premier chapitre e~t un court résumé des 

dynamiques fondamentales qu'on peut découvrir 4~ns le monde 

• 
littéraire de Buckler: ses contes, ses deux romans, The 

Mountain and the Valley et The Cruelest Month. et ses mémoires 

fictifs" Ox BelIs and P1reflies. Le deuxième'chapitre p~ésente 

une synthèse de quelques théories d'ironie comme base de 

discussion pour le troisième chapitre sur la compréhension de 

Buckler lui-mème à ce sujet. Ses idées sont manifestées dans ses 

documents personnels trouvés dans la Thomas Fisher Rare Book 

Library de l'université d~ Toronto. Le chapitre final présente 

une discussion plùs élaborée au sujet des examples d'ironie­
J 

cités, ,et des techniques ironiques dans les écrits de Buckler. 

Comm~ conclusion, disons qu'on doit considérer Buckler comme 

appartenant à la tradition des écrivains ironiques des époques 

c+assique et moderne., si ses efforts et ses suc;cès sont juste-

ment évalués et appréciés. 
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" 
In his n~teSt correspon~ence and ~n some of his fict~on, 

Ernest Buckl'er makes explicit referen.ee to the presence of 
, , 

irony and- its effeets in his 'writings. The q ues tion this 

raises i8 an important one 9i~ce lronic I1terature 19 not what 

i t appears ta be on firs t r,eading and the potential for reader 
Il 
victlmization is great. The question i6 also a comprehensive 

'one since consideration of it calls for a knowledge of the 

writer's work diS a whole. for some knowledge of the concept'of 

irony and of lronie literature. and finally, for an evaluation 

of the author's work wlthin that tradition. As a result, this 

study ahall proceed in several stages. First ~ there will be 

a review of the basic dynamica of Buckler's fictiorial world 

as it ls embodied in his short stories l two nov~ls, The 

2 3 
Mountain and the Valley and The Cruelest Month, and his 

"fictive memolr," 'Ox BelIs and Fireflies. 4 The second stage 

will be an attempt to synthesize various theories of irony 

with p~ticular emphasis on common basic elements. The th~rd 

viII be an anaiysis of Buckler's explicit understanding of 

irony snd ironie technique, e8pec~al1y as it is manifest ln his 

notes and correspondence deposited in the Thomas Fisher Rare 

5 Book Library of the University of Toronto. Flnally, there will 

be further discussion of specific examples of irony and 11\onic 

technique in Buckler's narrative fiction, and a tentative 

evaluation of his standing ip the world of iro~ic ~iterature. 
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Chapter 1: The Fictional World of Ernest' B\lckler ( 

"The fictional world of Ernest' Buckl,er is hi~hIy structured. 

,l, 
Despite apparent differences, the basic dynamics of his themes 

and techniques are always the same, The core of his short 

stdries, anecdotes, novels and fictive memoir i9 a probing 

analysis of human experlence: a "searching for the answers 

to ourselves" (OB, p. 300). This q~est is einbodied in ,Buckler's 

almoat exclusive focus on character,and "revelatory moments 

1 
of tension." His work reveals a preoccupation with human 

i 
limitations in the ,realm of consciousness and behaviour with 

j 

particular emphasis on the relationships of mind, heart and 

w11l. It also reflects aIl the major literary themes: the 

creative and des tructive potentials of love and freedom, the 

- -
effect of time, place and other cllaracters, the elusive nature 

of happiness, the question of free will ànd determl.nism: and 

the certainty, but incomprehensibility, of death. In addition, 

Buckler frequently usas the theme of the literary artist 

trying to capJure reality as a frame within which ta view 

these 0 ther themes. B~ckler's longer works differ only in 

the number of these "moments" which he frames in patterns of 

repetition and/or contradiction. This accounts for the 

episodic land circulat; structures in much of his -fiction. even 

in the more complex short staries. He s'hapes dif~erent 
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{ 
resol'utions for essentially similar ~!tuatlons. Some are 

, 
final within the context' of the work while others are ambigu-

oU9. Some of the short staries or anecdotes which he lncor-

porates into the ~onger -warka take on an entirely dlfferent 

cha~acter in the new context. His variations of slml1ar 

situations underline the quest in the "searching for the 
c 

answers ta ourselves." In some stories, the very intensity, 

lyric.af 'or'''h'e~ tic, of the search 

from the-, "answe rs "; 

becomes a means of escape! r and, ta some questions, there are no 

answers. 
" 

The least of R~c~ler's interests ls suspense wlth respect 

to action. A cryptic 'trote alludes ta this: "Re suspens e ln 

novel. Not much point when éan turn . • pag.es . wha t 
, 2 

can' t get by turning the pages are intu! tions on each." 

Frequently and pointedly, Buckler undermln~s the suspense of 

action through the dreams and premoniti-ons; of charactera, his 

f ' 
ep isodic and ci rcular struc tures, and t he di rect ln trusion of 

the narrator. He wr.! tes ln the Forster style, which he des-

cribes in The Mountain and the Valley as having "more'to do 
Il 

) 
\ 

\ 
\ 

with the shadow of thought and feeling which a,ctions cast 

than with the actions themselves"· (MV,. p. 244). 'In Buck1er's 

fiction, even the suspense relate,d ,to character reaçtion 

assumes a certain predictability; it 18 8 theme that Buckler 

10 ves to explore. this p,ttern can be aeen primari1y 

,J 
However, 

in retrospect sinee ~he 1ntenslty of eaeh moment can be 

blind1ng, another favorite theme. 

.. 
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Buckler speaks of two basic techniques: "multum in pSl'VO" 
, '3 

and a type of p'ointil11Sl1l-o-~ Both are essential to an under-

standing of the themes and structures of his works. 

creates the potential for allegory. The truth of a moment 

becomes a part of a larger pa'tter~ of ·the tru tfi of many. 

momen ts wh i ch de fine a par tieula l' cha ra c ter; ~ becomes a 

symbolic figure with signifieance beyond Buckler's fictional 

wo'rid which is rooted primarily' in rural Nova Sçoti~ of 'the 

first half of this century. AU his fiction, regardles~ of its 

tone, l'eflects man's attempt to come to terms with himself an.d 

others' in a world of time and space. Th:Jts tech1\ique reflects 

his strong sense of the universal in the part,1cular that 

extend's to the smallest d~tai18. 'Ilhen questioned about his 

expression" 'Bible' tripe" (~I p. 284) to describe part 

of a steel" s int.estines, 'Buekler responded: "( l ~ ra ther 

like tO,keep the expressioIi, because it tics in wjth my 

obs es sion abo ut inter -rela tednese This te c ho iq ue 
.. 

also aecounts for the epieo'die structure and the growing 

significance of particular symbols within 8' work, as well as 

:3 ue kl er 's remin der to hims el f to "Em'p has i ze an thropomorp hi_sm 

5 
of mind in metaPtLor." In this w~y, Buckler, bo'th within and 

beyond a work, se ta up çhe "coneen t;ric 
6 

reverberations, " 

charaeterist~e of literature with depth and universal 

aigni fican ce. 

Suckler's literary adaptation of pointilliam enables him 

to arrange and re:-arrange tnsights" actions and details such 

that light and shade alt!ernate, or ~ma predominates~ withi,n a 
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context. As a result, within and between episodes, Buckler's 

\ 
p,tterhs are kaleidoscopic. This techni~ue, which he uses 

to "illuminat~ the ~ore of ~erson an'd place" through' .. 
"juxt~posed clusters of carefully selècted and particularly 

allusive detail . .' which will BummoncPp their whole context, ,{7 • • 

frequently accounts for the different resolutlons of s,imilar 

situa tions. lt should be noted, as weIl; that at the heart 

of both visions of reality and the techniques that embody 

them there can be a relati-Qnship of contradiction or opposition. 

There are four distinct "worlds Il in Buckler' s fic tion: " 

the'~hysi~al world of nature, time and space; the part~cular 

social context; the world within man; and the worid of the 

literary artist. Moments of perfection, even ones of simple, 

happines s, are charac teri zed 'by the happ.y concurrence' 0 f ,aIl 
,~./-Î ~ 

'four, while moments of desperation are characterized by an 

awareness of the utter isolation of éach wor1d from the 
J 

,0 ther. The mos t ext reme human condi tion ls chara c teri zed by 

" the mood after" defeat, despair and apathy when all_four 

worlds Cease to exis t: "The in si de wa s no thing bu t one g rea t 

w'h;lt.t-e ~naked eye of self-consciousness, with on1y its own 

Ip 0 ki n g toI 00 kat Il ("tlY, p. 281). The coun tleBs p ermu ta tions 

and combinations within';'"and 
" 

in Buckle'r,',s pre.occupation, 

between these ~orlds\ are evident 

especially through ht wri ter 

o 

characters, with-..tinding the "right" focus to capture reality. 
'f., 

The problem of capturing reality in life becomes the problem 

of art. 

... 
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The physical world has laws of ita own aver'which man 

has no control. oHe may learn the laws to his açivantage or 

1 l ' 

o to avoid çoming to'grief, but he cannot defy--them without 
iî 

consequence. Naturé may appeat~~~nbe ~ hostile or a~ben18nant 

-force bu~ its ~ssential na~ure 18 exemplified in the tree 

that kills Joseph in The Mountain and the Valley: "He dldn 1 t 
, ,.;,- ,l, 
() r,... If , ' , 

in the b re eze.- _~, il :; no~ice how t~e kee~-piece ~~~ s~a~ing 
.. ~J :. 

Thé tree'had no obedi~n~e in its heart, except to physica. 

It fell exactly_~hen:"1t\must" (MV, p. 220). Àlso, time tnight 
co ~~~ -

Beern to stand still for sorne of Buckler's characters, but 

generations stretch from the Old Worid through a pioneer 

society to a rurai- one which, itself" has ceased te> exista 

Both the passage of time and the significance of place are 
, 

hig~lighted in a rural setting. Time may not bring progress 

but ita procession cannot be hàlted by any hurnan desire, and 

despite the "beauty of nature" one must be aware of ''the 

death and the coldness and the indifference always ins,ide it. ,,8 

Buckler tends to focus on characters in tightly-knit 

social contexts, especially that of the family, or on 

characters who are "outsiders" in a relatively cohesive 

community. A character's stamp of orig~n ia never lost and 

only a few manage to move gracefull' and unselfconsciously 

between country a~d' town or city, between the simple and the 

SO*histicated, and'between a cultured civilization and a 

Pio\eer one. On a few occasions, characters who had known 

n ' 
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each other in the past in a fairly close relationship are 

Teuni ted • There are some, but very few, contrived social 

situations in which there has been no previous connection 

between characters. A variation of the Iast two situations 

i8 the social context for The Cruelest Honth il"l. which some of 

the characters had ,already met in a contrived situation five 

y,ears eariier. 

The physical world of time and spa ce and that of tbe 
1 

social contex; take on a new dimension as tb'ey are transformed 

and assimilated by buman consciousness. The human perception 

of time, one of Buckler's preoccupati6ns, is one of the most 

perplexing, frustrating and frightening questions faoing man. 

There are signifi~ant similarities betveen his notions of 

time as reflected in his characters, events, settings. style, 

symbollsm and pplnts of viev and those of T.S. Eliot as 

expressed in "Burnt Norton" and "Little Gidding5" of his 

9 
Four Quartets. The reluctance or refusa~ of many ~f Buckler's 

characters to accept time as a continuum ls often manifest 

in their exclusive focus on the past or 'the present or the 

future. In contrast, a fev, consciq,usly or unconsciously, 

"reali~e Eliot's notion: "Time present and time past! Are 

both perhaps present in time future.! And time future contained 

in t;i.me past'· ("BN" 1.1-3). The very intensity characte;ristic 

of an individual '5 experience of "now" or the dull,lng effect 

"of cultivated routine seems to stop time, perhaps ta echo the 
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meaning of Eliot's words: "To be conscious i5 not to be in 

time" ("BN" II. 8~). Buckler's €haracters who experience the 

shattering of an exclusive focus on the present that attempts 

ta obscure an unhappy past or presumes an unlimited future 

al'so bea r 'Wi tne 55 ta Elia t: "Wha t migh t have been i5 an 

abstraction 1 Remaining a perpetuaI possibility 1 Only in a 

world of speculation" ("BN" 1. 6-8). Eliot's belief that 

"0n l y through time time is conquered" ("BN" II.89) becomes 

Buckler's theme. 

Since. ult1mately. man cànnot escape this central problem 

of time. 1t is one af the most pervasive and threatening 

themès in literature. Paradoxically, it ls through artistic 

creation, ElIot be1ieves, that man within his o'Wn limited 

p e rio d 0 f t i mec and e f e a t t i me, hi s des t r 0 y e r. s 1 n ce" On 1 y b y 

the f 0 rm , the pat te rn J 

ness" ("BN"'V. 140-42); 

1 Can 'Words or music reach 1 The st111-
/ 

1 1 
and, "at the still point, there the 

dance ls, / . • where pest and future are gathered" 

( "B N" l 1. 6 3 , 6 5) . Eliot a1so suggests that tbls same victory 

ov~r time can be achieved thraugh love which ."is itself 

unmoving, / Only the cause and end of movement" ("BN" V. 163-64), 

and through memory, "For I1beration - not 1ess of love but 

expandlng / Of love beyond deslre. and 50 1iberatlon 1 From 

the future as weIl as ,the past" ("LG" III. 1.29-61). Buckler 

frequently uses memory ta undermine or pervert a character's 

resolve. The attempt to stifle memory becomes an attempt 

t? stop time for memory Is the evldence of the passage of tiae. 
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His most sympathetic characters are the rare ones, like the 

grandmother in The Mountain and the Valley, who consistently 

weave memory and, love, in crea ti ve pa t terns. His li tera ry 

artists, who always fail, reinforce Eliot's reflection: ''Words 

strain, 1 Crack and sometimes break, under the burden" C"BN" IV. 

i49-50), and "Shriek,ing voic..~s 1 Scolding, mocking, ~r merely 

chattering, / Always assail them" ("BN" IV. 153-55). In 

generaI, Buck.ler's characters reflect one or a number of these 

perceptions of time. 

Place assumes an importance far beyond the physical 

world of weather, nature and specifie areas 'or locales. n Place 

and character become ine:xtricably linked to the point that they 

can become interchangeable. Each cao change or reflect the 

o ther. The only characters free from the bonds of place are 

those who attain a self-possession suc~ that they become place 

and refuge for themselves and the~r loved ones. Thus, love 

can conquer bath time and place. 

Characters cao see themseives and others in different 

ways as a result of changing circumstances or changes withiil 

themseives and others. The absence, presence or intrusion 

of others can alter a situation; and the convergence of time, 

place and,character(s) becomes a regular pattern. In general, 

the complexity of these fusions becomes an index of the degree 

of development of character. 

" 
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The fourth "world" in Buckler's fiction i8 that of the 

! 

literary artis~'s perception of time, place and human 

consciousness. Buckler shapes the charaèters and situations 

9 

ta become his own commentary. In addition, he frequently uses 

po in t a f v iew ta eommen t> di ree tly on wha t 1s go tng on; this 

can range from simple explanation to the mocking of eharacters. 

Finally, through his eharacters, Buekler becomes the self--

conscious literary artist as he commen'ts on his \own difficult1es 

in trying to capture "the essence of time, place, and human 

10 
equation. " 

Buckler seeks maximum tension in his interweaving of these 

wor\ds. He crea tes confliet between the objective worlds of 

time, space and social eontext and the human experience of 

them. He exploits the range and variety of this human àware-

ness within and between characters. With special interest, 

, he focuses on the dizzying whirl of atoms of insight that 

coll ide, fuse or explode and create an aura of lunat1e frenzy 

wi thin the conse1ousness of a particular ehara'cter. The 

variations are endless ~nd the attempt to capture them 

becomes a literary voyage of hurtling through the space of 

human character. The impossible task of the literary artist 

increases the wire-tight tension. The effects can be tragic, 

comie, or melodramatic, frequently in combination. 

In this context, it 18 important to understand Buckler's 

, 
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, 
nstlon of in8ight and human avareness. An insight i8 

frequently prefaced by some variation of the verb " to know" 

but it is used to describe many kinds of knowi'ng: p rac tical; 

fnteIIectual, intcitlve and llluBory. The gre~ter an individ-
" 

" 
ualts capacity i8 for awareness. the g~eate~ 18 its potentiai 

Il -. 

for being a curse. The insight of each moment is charged by 

lts lmmediacy. For the highly intelligent and sensitive 

persan, insights and fee~ings become kaieidoscopic. With 

ea~h twist. an entirely n~w pattern seems"to emerge. What 

appears to be absolutely certain one moment can be upended 

by the next "certainty." Con~rastlng thoughts follov one 

upon another and yet remain separate with each being the 

" rea lity" for the moment. Contrasting feelings appear to be 

'aimost simultaneous. Buckler's notion of human awareness 

insures a certain degree of lllusion 81~c& the thoug~t or 

feeling of each moment takes on ·the aura of reality. "In 

The Cruelest Month, there ls reference to this: "B ut r ig.h t 

there was the ~rowning trlckery ln thought. YO,u never co ul d 

believe that what you thought at any g1ven moment could pe 

wrong, for that was aIl that conBciousness conslsted of: what 

you presently believed; and thought was nothing but the sound 

of t ha t bel i e f" (C M, pp. 2 95 - 96) • The greater the conviction 

that it is truth becomes the greater potential for 111usion." 

Even past experience ~ay not be strong enough to underline the 

absurdity; in a cryptlc note, Buckler reflected:' "No"t see 

sil-liness of own ideas as you see sil11nesli of prevlous 1deas 

, u ll later in lite. 
- , 

, ' 

, 

1, 

l 
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Some charact'ers are able to art1culate the1r awareneSf3 

while others cannat. although they may express .it in other , 

ways. The articu1ate on,es tend to be condescending ta others 

while thos~ who are intuiti,ve1y sensitive but inartlcu1ate 

show a certain sbuffli~g embarrassment in the presence of 

o thers. The level of "knowing fi among cha rac ters can range 

trom the fa1rly primitive ta the highly complex but 1t has no 

necessary connection wlth the ab1lity ta articulate. Thus, 

within and between characters, Buckler sets up confliets not 

only among the levels of knowing but also among the abilities 

ta articulate. 

While insigbt is important, it is not the on1y factor , 
, 

in human behav10ur. It i8 on1y through choice, reflective 

or impulsive, that insight leads to action wh1ch may or may 

, . 
not embody the original insight. A charaeter can avoid 

action by cultivatiog 1nsights in a way that 1eads to paral-

ysis or a hectic rest1essness or he can atifle ,insight by 

cult1vating habit. Sometimes, the intervention of some 

1rrat1ona1 force prevents action or resu1ts in a perverse 

reversaI of the truth of the In81ght. An 1081ght: may be 

cultivated to the extent that it becomes synonymous w1th 

action or an ilÎusory ins1ght may gain aseendancy over a true 

one. Collecting "epiphanies" for safe-keeping and only 

occasiona1 forced scrutiny can become a way of life. Some 

characters become so agile that they can simultaneou$ly 

( dece1 ve themselves and know tha t they are decei ving t hemsel ves ~. ' 
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1 In his o'riginal version of The Crueles t Honth, Buckler 

describes Paul: "Knowledgeable and intelligent as he was 

(enough e;~n t~ be able iruly to de~eive himself and truly 

to see the'deception and maintain both at exactly the sa~e 

time). . The variations depend upon human ingenuity 

wh:1.ch ls especially fertile in this area •. The scope of the 

longer works provides for greater comp1exity but the dynamics 

are the same. Further, the Imposslbil1ty of contalnlng aIl 

the Insights can be the writer-character's excuse for his 
, , 

inabl1ity to capture reality. It Is a1so the reason that It 

is so dlfficult for the reader te begin to have a comprehensive 

view of Buck1er's fictional works. 

His most sympathetlc cbaracters are those who, despite 

these almost insu,rmountab1e obstacles, reach out te others 

by choosing to make creptive insight a 11ving reafity. Although 

they are few, they come to be seen as truly heroic, especially 

when such action has become the pattern of their lives. 

Those who do change the course of their lives by acting in 

this way are freq uen tIy ins~ed by "mino r inci den ts" ra ther 

, 13 
than by "the provocations with the trumpet note about them." 

It ls interesting, and perhaps pertinent, to note that Buckler 

14 
did graduate work on Aristotle's notion of "akrasia" which 

deals with exactly this prob1em: the actions of those who 

know what 15 right but for some reasen, usually' irrational, 

fail te act upon the good. For Aristotle, "Akrates" 1s "the 

m~n who 1acks strength of will. ,,15 In Buckler's. characters, 

(' 
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13 

the irrational forces can be cruelly destructive when the 

impulse is protection of self. ,They can lie dormant and surface 

at the most inopportune times; they can also become a way of 

lif e t ha t "-corrodes everything and everyone within :teach. In /' 

Buckler's notions of fate and habit as second nature, , addition, 
, 

bear striking resemblance to those of Aristotle. 

These seeds of conflict grow as Buckler fashions another 

levei of potential conflict vith even more poignant effect: 

lt would appea!, that conilict within character ends with death, 

the final resolution for the shape of a person's life in that 

his insight and pursuit of happiness can no longer be under-

mined. 
\) 

However. this is not so in one important social context; 

family members reach beyond the grave in ~ucceeding generations. 

Not only is the potential for a particular confllct passed on 

but new and destructive comb1nations are generàted. This may 

explain, in part, his preoccupation with family but the al-

mast total absence of birth. In his story "The Dream and the 

Trtumph" which ends on a happy note of birth, the reader ia 

told explicitly that this 1s another story (m, p. 81). 

Other references to birth are in retrospect and trigger-ed 

by an unhappy insight or shattered hopes of the present moment. 

On a fev occasions, death accompanies birth: in The Mountain 

and the Valley, miscarriage fo1lows the marr1age prompted by 

the pregnancy CMV, p. 202) and in "The Rebellion of Young David," 

the mother had died giving birth (RYD. p. 8). 

"-. 
\ 

Î -' 
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Buckler's earliest stories refleet his preocçupation 

with the potential for eonfliet within family. He sketches 

a genetie scenario that ensures binding ties and riving 

eonflicts. Characters inherit physical. emotional and 

i'ntellectual traits. In some, a simple trait is a dominant 

force while in others~ a number of traits are combined in a 

complex of forces that can be explosive. Buckler's interest 

is evident in his first sketches for a novel, Excerpts From 

a Life: a young boy inherits the tendency toward loneliness 

16 
from his mother who died at a young age. The inherited 

• 

14 

traits are not restricted ta pne generation, nor ta one social 

se t ting, nor ta one coun t ry. W i th each genera tion. the t rai ts 

become more complex and stronger, or sa diluted that they have 
~~ 

lost their original strength. Rowever, it would be incorrect 

ta say that character development is dependent entire1y upon 

genetic determinism. Different resolutions of similar situa-

tions in the family context show the importance of facJ:-o--rs 
r' 
\ 

such as the particular complex of human awareness, circumstances 

and persona! choice. 

Acrass and within the generatlons' of grandpare~ts, parents 

\ 
and siblings, there are also the confliets generated by the com­

\ 

\ '--
plex of human awareness, th~abillty ta artie~late and ta act 

upon lnsight. In many cases, the intensity ofl the con,flict l.s a 
i' 

func tian of the fam!l y or ma i ta! rela tionship; "vi th ref erence to 
\ 

"the closely-knit country famlly" in "The Quarre!," Buckler speaks 

\ 

~ 

\ 
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of "The special havoc of a quarrel amang them, which 18 really 

a fun'ction 17 of thelr flerce affective bond." Since the 

family i8 the unit of "belanging," the pain and the happfness 

are intensified. Between grandparen;s and grandchildren, there 

is an almost intuitive understanding. More clearly than the 

parents, the grandparent sees in the grandchild the traits of 

dif'fer'ent members of the family. A child often has an insight 

into parents that surpasses the understanding the parents have 

of themselves or of each ather; this intensifies his expe,rience 

of conflict within the famlly situation. At times, Buckler 

pursues the Biblical notions of children as a form of immortal-

ity or of the~r being made to bear the sins ~f their [athers; 

the rural community highlights bath. Sorne of Buckler's 

children characters are pr~cocious in a frightening, ,but 

credible, way. He explores the terror of the child who does 

not have a past to judge the "now" nor a realistic future ta 

redeem it. He recreates the wonder of the child in the "now" 

of happy moments. In contrast,' sorne of his adult children 

become parodies of themselves as they refuse to mature. 

Buckler's preoccupation with "the en1gma of Death, the one 

thing that i8 unfathomable" i8 an integral part of his view 

of life.
18

, In notes for The Ciuelest Month, he reflected: 

"Death such a slow,dlsease. born with it.,,19 A man may choose 

ta ignore its omnipresence in every aspect of life but he 

annat escape its final reality. Death's presence or immInence 

o 

\ . \ 
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... ~ -r 
may cast an eerie glow for the moment, but the Intensity of 

a person 's const.antly facing .it cannot b-e maintalned. 

Buckler's frequent and detailed attempts to understand it 

reinforce the mystery. In a poem; "Th1s Later Lycidas," he 

touches on the major ~lements that recur in his treatment of 

dea th: 1 t soc c ur r en ce, \\ 
the immediate perception and ensuinJ \ 

rltual, and the quickly "fading vision, "the gospel of forgett-

ing/ That" devours subtler than th~ wo~m. ,,20 

family'settings highlight deatJ the cycle 

, . 
His rural and 

of the seasons, 

hazarda 6f living on the ,land, the colonial pas t and the 

generations within-a family. Death, although resolving the 

cDnfIict of an individual, can create conflict for others as 

death frequently occ'urs at the best of times when, " 'they 'd 

just got where they could live~ 0 (OB,' p. 246), or -at the 

the 

worst of times when the survivors are -left with heavy respon-

sibility or a crushing sense of guilt. 

Buckler's raferences to fate and the frequent'oc~urrence 

of ·accidents seem to suggest some perverse externa~ force that 

affects men's lives. In The.Cruelest Month, he refers to the 

"r-e-i-g-n of accident',' (CM, p. 248); a'nd"in his notes, he 

speaks of "the senselessness of planning: how aIl your life 

imrortan t turnin g poin ts have been due to the pures t of chance 

, 21 
happenings.~ Upon analysis, however, it i8 clear that 

Buckler's 
. 22 

"thesifi of accidentaI determlnation" 18 always 

qualified in practlce by some human factor. There may be innocent 

l> 

victims but accidents .re caused by human weakniss, carelessDess. 

o 

-. 
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ignorance. perversity or preoccupation that defies or clashes 
. 

wfth the laws of physical nature. ~n the case of disease, liA 

traitor cell unlocks itself and death is inside" an individual 

( OB.. p. 2 2 0 ) • AccidentaI encounters always involv~ some 

personal decision ta do something or to go somewhere. For 

everything thax happens there is a reason. 
1 

Sorne 5 i tua tions 

may be more plausible than others but even in 'coincidenc.e, 

there is SOrne factor_of choice or weakness. ,- The or5ginal 

impulse m~y .have be~ of little consequence but the. c;h8;.nëe . 

,happening or encounter can bec-0D!..e increal?ingly impor~a::;t- às _. 
Buckler .veaves i.t into more complex' patterns. 

: 

His emphas 1-s on ac ciden t ténds ta avers ha dow '..ana ther 

human factor:' a character-'s. react1Ç,.n: Indlviduals ~ almos,t 

always aet in a characte~~stic w~y in a cris1s to ref~eét 

Buekler'i.beiief: "the poin t :ts thaf in th-e. ernergency they . 

-
don't -su~fer a change in pers~nality; they are more Lake them-

-. 23' 
selves than ever." . As a result of the situati,on, a' character's 

attitude or hehaviour May appear, at least for a time, to be 

/ different but once the crisis has passed, and even if eircum-

stances hav~ ehanged, he usually retIeats ta his earlter self • 

. . 
--

apparently blind and capricious turns of their fortune are the 

Inevitable out cOme o-f circumstance and inheritance. ,,25 What 

-
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might have been viewed as an inevita~i1ity borne of !ate 

-:---~ 

becomes in fact a c~ncern with the psycho10g~ca1 inevitabi1-

~~, 
ity inher_ent"w:i.th!:-n" a~ld between_ :r among -characters in a 

particuJar s~tuat,on. Bu~k~er;s world is very much man-

s;entered-. _ 

«' ~. 

18 

~ ;Buc It1er. exp~ores minu tely the ways in whi ch va rious types -"" , 

of people fa~_ t3e.challenge of living in the physical universe, 

- of livilÎ~ with ot~her people and of living with themselves. 

-
~Theserdifferent _aspeèts can. hecome intertwined to the point -- ~ 

_ _0 f being ins ep Ç-ra b4.e. While his- focus i'8 not overtly religions, - - -

- there is a strong sense oi man as_a creature whose spirit 

hungers for a close and~eaningful relationship-~ith others. 

His -eharacters ~hO~ c:':: i;f rrom o~hers ~xperi~nce él 

profound lonel:iness an~ sense of is~atl_o~. In a descrip tion 

of love in ~x BelIs and Fireflies, he remarks: "Look S"t the 

lonely to know wha t _i.:t was: wha t i t was, no t to have i t • 

'-Ûllly in the lack of,,_it there vas the true w:"ea1th of it ~seë.n" 

(~, p. 179). There 18 something of the sacred i~ the moments 

that characters experience a sense of co~plete unit y of heart, 

mind and body. Al thf'ugh' i t - canno t _las t, t_here is ~ev&rt;heles s 

~_.feeling of ~cstasy in ~hich one is~liter~ll~ taken out of 
. 

.. nes el f and freed in the mo st li be;ra t ing. wtry, by b eiIlg lia t home" 

with anothet. 

The bellef that man-is tt;.appe'd by his own nature and that 

:~ 

i 
1 
! , 

, , 
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'" , 
only death resol~es thi~ confliet would seem to invite despai~. 

Buck~er himself recognizes "the challenge of nihilism wh~ch, ~. -

26 
at times, 8eems to be the only logi~al cteed." Howeverf"hi~ 

real. if at times"muted, admiration is for loving individuals , 

who take delight ~n t'e little things of everyday life and who 

face their sorrows and reversaIs with courag~ and digni~y. 

" . 

1heir sorrow beeomes a way of learning about the human heart _~~== 
-~-~~~ 

:;ueh that they reaeh out to others. With great 8pi'ri~~they' , 
o 

live their conviction that "you can bear ~Ore than you can 
\ 

bear" (.Q!, p. 227). \' 

In aIl his longer ficrion and in many of his shorter 

wo rks. Buekler p,resent's the's e bas ie ~nd recurring themes' 

vi.thin th~ ~ontext of the difficulty of the oboserver/';"riter 

! " 
~o gras? ~h~m and ta express them in a way that captures the 

reality of a particular situation and, by e~tension,-'of the 

human condition. Buckler sometimes refers ta wri~ing as a 

disease that is hoth congenital and not toci r~speet~bl •. ,'he , 
social position of one who is not seen ta work is ambig~ous 

at best; and in a rural community,' which tends to measure 

manhood by physical strength, it is decidedly feminine. These J 

reir{Vations aside, but incorporated into the fiction, Buckler 

Is always trying to fashion a style that not on1y renders the 

real,i ty in summary form bu t; also recrea tes the moments tha t 

together constitute human experience as weIl as the difflçul-
1,' 

ties a f cap turing them "exac tly." The crea tor may be handi-
/"'''' 

cappep by a consclousness that,is tOO diffuse" and lacking in 

, .... --

~, 
, ..... ./.'-
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focus or Fe may be stymied by an .inablllty ta su.mon an 

adequate awareness of anything. , l,n the bid ta ach1eve sOllle' 

'balanc~ between the need for a ~nlfying focus and the inunda­

tion of myriad detalls, there is a tension that ranges fram-

,delicate interplay ta an overt and sometimes heavy-handed, 

1=========:o==:::s:s:eet:l1:::J' fb-!!:Cco:o:nnr1ist(,~:ll:cae:j1;il, ,~s!::-Cc 0 n cern. FC? r the crea t 0 r, con ver i: in g a Il the 

,f 

, 

'C 

, , 

. fla~hing insights into coherent and meaningful patterns in 
" .;J' 

fiction is at~least as difficult as converting them into 

~reative buman behaviaur. His presence is a constant reminder 

that,a writer is imposing limits on a potentially unlimited 

world of reality~ 
o ' , 

In Many instances, Buckler's ach~evement 

in cap tu ring reality ~s highlighted by his m~king onè aware 
:j 

of ",the p e ril,s which he a t times indulges in bu t manages to , 

~ame in some lar~er focu~. 
, 1 J . \J • 

Not only does he take us on the 

journey between Scylla and Charybdis but he provides the 

commentary for the .journey. _ ,Buckler uses every tool available 

to ,fiction i~ order ta r~flect and recreate his vision of life. 
1 
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Cbap'ter II: 
, / 

8uckler and Llterary Irony 

Any ~valuation of Buckler's vork must take lute account 

bis claims about the presence of lrony ln his vork sinee ironie:: 

vision points ta conclusions that lllay be directly opposite \0 

those derived from a literaI reading. Furthermore, a writer's 

ironie technique ls determlned by his particular understanding, 

consc::ious or, unconseious, of the nature. of lrony. This f 

relatively simple notion b~come~ complex vhen one tries to 

define irony. Historically, lt Is a term that'has been used 

to ~over everything from deceitfu~ behaviour in a particular 

situation ta a compr'ehensive philosophy or world view. 

c:ontèxt, it i8 important to analyse Buckleor's use of the ,term 

"irony" as weIl as various theories of irony in already 

es ta blished, philo sophi cal and li terary tra di tians' to de termine 

the sophistication of Bucklèr's use of the term. Wlthout 

imposing a partlcular concept of lrony on Buckler's work, it 

fs possible through the synthesis and reconstruction of 

various theories of irony to isolate certain common basic 

elements that can provide a context within which to view 

1 
Buckler's ideas. 

In general, this cio~cept-of irony calls for an obs~rver~ 

stated or implied, who ia aware within a ,sped,fic: context of 
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a clash between appearance and reality. At the same time, the 

observer i5 aware of a vietim who is himself either unaware of 

the clash or àware but incapable of avoiding the consequences. 

The particular configurations of these elements invite varring 

2 
"philosophical-emotional" responses. Various qualific~tions 

are to be made vith regard to each of these elements~ 

Theorists frequently divide irony into two broad cat~gor-

, ies: verbal and situational. The distinction 'is made that in 

verbal irony, one perceives the ironist's point of view, wh,eress, 

in situational irony, one perceives the ironie observer's 

3 
point of view. tlowever, it would seem that Any ironist, 

consciously or unconsciously, must first be an ironie observer. 

The sharp~ess of his irony ~ill depend upon the sharpness ot' 

his observation. The comprehensiveness of thé irony will 

depend upon the specifie context within whieh the ironie 

.observer operates; this can range from a specifie instance tO,a 

total world view characterized by "the perception of crOBS 

purposes, of absurdity, of tragic suffering, in the enigma of 

events that happen to us and in 'the crazy fabric of human 

nature' 
4 

ltself. " 

The clash between appearance and reallty can take many 

forms and it will b~ dependent, ta a certain extent, on the 

ironie observer's notion of appearance and reality. The clash, 

" 

... 

<1 
. 
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which is in the na ture o-f the oppos i ti~n of "con tradic tion, 

5 
incongruity or incompatib:Uity," can be hetween _appearance 

and reality, between appearance and appearance, or between 
~. 

rea11 tY, and real i ty. l t is no t always as simpl e as saying 
~ 

one thlng and meaning another; it can be a matter of ~aying 

23 

. . 6 
two things and meaning neither or of saying many things and 

meaning only sbme or none of them. Terms assaciated wlth irony 

such as double vision, double layer~ or levels, and multi-

l~yers or levels, suggest allegory as weIl. The dis tin c tian 

is that in irony there must always be some form of opp'osition 

7 
between the layers. To reflect this necessary opposition, 

terms such as asserting and undermining, validating and 

invalidating, demolishing and reco~structing. creating and 

d e-c rea t ing 0 r mea ning an d coun J: ermea ning. are us ed. . Th e 

clash results in two posslbllitles: resolution or endless 

dialectic. The resolution can come through the ascendancy of 

the real meaning over the apparent meaning or by the synthesis 

of the opposing forces at a higher level. In en~less dialectic. 

there la no final resolution since any appearance or reality 

can be undermined or annihilated by another. 

The ironie observer imposes his own limits upon the 

extent of his ironie vision. If he views reality as limited, 

knowable and defineable, his ironie vision will have definite 

limits beyond which some truth cannot be undermined or 

invalidated further. 
'-,. , 

Platols Socrates believed that ultimately 

, 

~ 

1 
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truth could be attained; the Christian bel:(eves that he flnds 

life in death; Hegel believed that from the antithesis 

generated by some thesis. a hlgher synthesls emerged. Even 

the true sense of the irony of fate has such limitations: trie 

decrees of a personified, if unknowable. fate. Despi te 

obvious disparities, these visions have definite limite beyond 

,which truth cannot be undermined. 

For those who conceiYe of the univeree as "uncontrolled 

flux," the response may be posi ti ve and crea ti ve or nega ti ve 

and fearful to the point of being nihilistic. In her book, 
~ 

English Romantic Irony, A.K. Mellor suggests that Friedrich 

Schlegel's positive and éreative concept of romantic irony was 

shared by English writers such as Keats, Byron and Carlyle 

whose works "exhibit a structu're that is deliberately open-

8 
ended and inconclusive. Il Schlegel believed that reality can 

be conceived of only as an infinite becoming. In 'con traa t. 

man's nature i8 divided; ~e i8 attracted to and experiences 

the freedDm oi: becoming but he also experiences a basic need 

for order and being. As a result of the latter, he is driven 

to try ta capture a reality that constantly defies his efforts 

because of its Infinite flux and his own finite, even if 

expanding, consciousness and language. He must capture and 

express reality; and he cannot. These opposing forces are 

never resolved but "stay in constant conflict; and the function 

of philosophical irony i8 to examine their intrinslc and 

« 

i) 
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, 9 
Insuperable contradiction. Il In addition, the examination 

must be pursued with enthusiasm as a result of the infinite 

flux, and with skepticism as a result of man's limitations. 

According to Mellor, the Ii~ary version of romantic irony 

includes-, "a philosophical conception of the universe afil 

becoming, as an infinitely abundant chaos; a literary structure 

that reflects both tbis chaos or process of becoming and th~ 

systems that men imp'ose upon it; and 'a language that draws 

10 
attention ta its own limitations." The writer becom~s 

creator of his fictional worid and its de-creator by cailing 

attention, in diverse ways, to it as fiction. 

Since such a balancing of the creative and the de~ 

creative can be difficult ta maintain, it i8 more Iike~y to 

characterlze a particular phase of one's life or work. 

Enthusiasm can give way to skepticlsm and negative feelings 

of dread and des pair borne of man's helplessness as he faces' 

the absurdity of the universe, which is indifferent at best. 

This can lead either ta nihilism or ta the acceptance of 

traditionai religious or philosophical systems or to the 

creation of some personal system as a means of coping with 

Il 
the vision of chaos. In addition, between the extremes of 

en thusiasm and ni hili sm and in thei r in te rpIay. there are 

countless variations of intellectual. emotional and moral 

responses. A li terary ironis t can reflee t and recrea te thes e 

convictions and attitudes with respect to reality in his work 

! 
" 

l 
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in the same way the literary" romantic ironis t embodies 

romantic irony. 

The Most à,bvious vlctim in irony ls the one who is "confi­

dently unawa~ of his situation.
12 

However, there is also the 

possibillty of the victim who becomes his own ironic observer. 

He ls aware of his situation but for some reason he is unable 

to aet upon his awareness and to resolve the confliet. Sinee 

the reasons might be physical, psychological or moral, number-

less possibilities exist. Also, the notion of t~e ironist as 

himself a victim ca'n become a protective stanc~; he may,be a 

powerless victim but he is not a witless victim. 

In summary, irony in literature reflects the ironie visio~ 

of the literary artist. AlI literature ls a construct: it 

i8 both a reflection and creation of the writer; It is conseiou~ 

and unconseious, and planned and inspired. The presence of 

irony may be consciously created or it may be an uneonscious 

reflection. Frequently, it Is both. In litera tu're, the 

distinction between verbal and situational irony is irrelevant 

sinee the ironie literary artlst 15 both lronist and ironic 

observer. There can be no such thing as the irony of fate, 

exeept in the secondary sense of the writer's depiéting his 

own version of the irony of fate. AlI forms of verbal and 

situational irony become subsumed in thé notion of a more 

comprehensive literary irony since the writer has ereated them. 

" 

. ' 
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The limitations of the ironie und~rmining of truth and reallty 

will be' determ'ined' by his ironi'e vis ion. He may say and show 

,that fa,te ls inexorable; however, he may' a1so say or suggest 

that fate is inexorabLe while at the same time showing how a 

particular fate is the result of some human fa~toi. The 

dyn~mics wit~in and the limita of the world he ereites will be 

the reader.f's guide1ine for understanding the limits of the' 

potential irony within the literary work. 

The narrative writer has almost unlimited possibilities 

for fashioD;ing his' work. In any short or long work, he chooses 

13 
a fictive narrator or "implied author" certain avents and 

the i r s e que ne e, dive r sec ha ra ete r s w i th var y in g , de g r e e S 0 f 

development and possibi1ities for relationships, a partieular 

setting in time and place, symboliç. motifs, a particular style 

and tone, as weIl as a title and perhaps an epigrap~. He can 

use aIl these elements to'fashion irony in a limited sense or 
"', 

to construct and reflect a world of unlimited irony. He can 

do it in an overt manner that ia fairly straightforward, or in 

a covert manner of deception that is meant ta be Been through. 

or in a way tha t i5 me an t to be ambiguous. The overaii tone 

can be negative or positive, skeptical or enthusiastic with a 

particular emphasis or in balance. 

AlI suecessful literary ironists, romantic or otherwise. 

prove the power of fiction to withstand their own ironie efforts 

, . 
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to underll!ine i t. As .they,fQcus, expli(!itly or impl1citly, on 

the Impossibility of capturing-and- expre~Blng eve~ sone 8mall 

aspect of reality and on the ~retension of anyone who thinks 

,he can succeetl, they ,a're' in fact creating. Some go further 

to include a foeus on irony itself as a philosophie and literary 

vision., With reference ta their ,own views or those of other 

ironic writers, they calI attention to- th'e presence. possibil-

ities, limitations and negative or positive effects of an 

ironie view of life refleé.ted in fiction. This can also be 

a self-protective stance to anticipate the objections of those 

who, question the validity or morality of an ironie view of 

life. Thus, the self-conscious literary ironist affirms 

and undermines not only his own wo'rk but aIl literature as 

well. He b ecomes Muecke' 5 figure of the i ronis t as a e lown on 

a tight-rope who must be even more skilful than the ordinary 

14 
tight-rope aerobat. 
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Chapter III: Bucklert~ Understanding of Irony 

Buekler's polnted use of the term "irony" in his notes, 

correspondence and fiction reveals that he 16 aw~re of it6 

philosophieal and literary implications. Attention will be 

direeted ta his understanding of irany and its effeets; his 

status as ironic obf>erver 'will be dependent on wh~ther what 

he refers ta as ."irany" 0I:'as ,"ironie" ts sa in fa~t. 

Buc'kler s_etimes sugges ted al terna te' endin,gs for liis . 

short piece8 ~n arder ta increase his chances for publication. 

since his longer works took years to complete "with time out 

1 
ta forage for food with short stories." The ehapter entitled 

"Another Man" in Ox BelIs and Fireflies was .first a· story called 

"The Balance" that was rejeeted for publication. In a letter 

aceompanying the story, he suggested: "There's the other 

possiole ending, of course: the ironIe one; that the coet'cion 

of habit in the, lonely man would be stronger even than the 

revelation . In another letter, with referencè ta, 

this suggested ending, he noted that the "psychologieal twist 

3 
18 stronger." He uses the term "irony Il in thls context to 

describe the clash between the creative potential of tlfe 

revelation and the negative influence of the character's habit-

ual behaviour. Despite the chaTacter's in81ght, his des1re 
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for a meaningful exis tence.: and his clear vision of how ta 

resolve- the confliet,· he chooses the securJ.ty of his old 

habits _ 
, .. .. ~ 

ne i8 the prototype of Buckler's most cqmpelling 

ironie victims: those who see their illusi.ons shatter-ed 

and resolve to break their bonds only to fall préy· once- mo!,e 

"to the destructive power and security of habit. Buckler 

portrays the ironie.viet~m who 1s. at least in part and for 

. ~ 

a time, his own ironie observer but the awareness is del-iber-

ately and quickly dulled DY the retreat t~ habit'whieh has 

,beeome second nature. The intensity of the revelation and 

-resolve aeeen ts the reversaI. The irgny of the resolution 

is more obvio.us when it i5 eOijlpared to that of a similar 

eonfliet in "Lasinelivery Before Christmas": a 5 imilar 

charaet'er aets upon his in.sight in a p.ositive and creative. 

way (RYD. pp. 97-113). Mtieh of Buckler's fiction consists· 

of va ria tions of this theme of the def ea t 0 r tri umph of a 

character's re~olve. 

Correspon~enee coneerning Buckler' s sho~t story "Glanee 

in the Mirror" also reflects this understanding of lrony; in 

addition, it introduees his recurring theme of the self-

conaeious artist. who, in this ·case, is married ta an appa-

rently superficial wife (~, pp. 133-38). In a span of . 

almast ten years. Buekler suggested· three possible endings . "' 
and their effects. AlI the rèsalution:; are ironie. One. 

\ 

.J 
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lettel' propose~ two v~riations: 

If the ending should bê too grim • • . the pi-ece 
coüld be given an.. equs-l-ly plausible happier one 

.. l " bJ al t;erlng the w0!l1an a ittl e and- having her 
pretend to rewrite what he has written, ~o_ show 
him how he has always misunderstood her. 

31 

In the "grim" version, the'wife is the iron~c victim while in 
1 

the "happier'! one, the writer is the ironie vietim. The- empha-

sia on reversaI ls highlighted, if not appreciated, by an 

earller crltic who d1.smlssed the story beeause of the "ph.ony 

5 
effect of a trick ending." In another letter, B"uckler 

c, 

off ered the fo llowin.g eommen tary: 

This ls a §otbewhat ironie a,nd off-trail story, 
but l g'a th ered. . tha t you were aiming at ra ther 
a sophi~ticatecf (ln the best sense of the word) 
~udiençe an d tha L yC/u wouldo no t ~ t·he "formula" 
piece -with -the built-in slushy endiag'. 

_ For "'the irony to be s~ay;pest,- of cou.rse, the 
story should end w1.th the line, "Why don' t you ever 
vri te one aJ>out -you and me?'~ l added the final­
toue b- beca us'e l though t i t was some thing which, 
under -the _c1rcumstanc.es. --mt'gnt very weIl happen; 
and l th"lnk_:i.t-does-give the reader astimulating 
èxe-rci~e 0 f che :tce: l s wha t Jeff wri tes a t the 
end indeed vaUd [};1Ç] truth, or Is 1t the elimactle 
instance of Sheila's subtlest victory of aIl over 
his objective judgtnent? However, If you feel this 
part shoul d be excised. to gi ve thg s tory more 
telling punch, l shouldn't object. 

In each. theré is a reversaI of expee ta tions in th.e clash 

between what is pereeived an-d reality.- In each, there is an 

ironie victim: the wife 0 l' the h usband and in the las t 

verslon. bo th are péten tially ironie vi e tims. As weIl, the 

reader who iden tifies vi th one or the 0 ther may be co-vic tim 

_ . 
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~n a11 the versio~s. 

-The' three endings sh""owBuckler's awareness of the differ-

,ent -limits for undermining a truth. In the '~sharpest" and 
cl . 

in the "happy" versions, the .ironie reversals are complete 

within the sto:ry. The truth'of eaeh reso1ution, cannat be 

underm~ned further within the context estab1ished by the 

s.tory. In contrast, the résolution is not complete within 

the con'text of the !?tQry in the version which offers "the 

reader a stimuiaUng exercise of choice.)' There ls, instead, 

the po ten tial for- further- undermlning 0 f tru th and for a 

si tuat ion of end1es s dial ec tic. Buckler himself suggested a 

more precise ending in notes for The Cruelest Month: "wife 

7 
ki1led Morse's urge and talent- ('Glanee in 'the Mirror')." 

However, .this comment is beyond the context of the story and 

does not alter the essential ambigulty of the third' version, 

the one finally puhlished. Thus, i't may be said that Buckler 

is aware of the difference betwe.en limited and unlimited 

ironie vis ion .. In addition, he makes a distinction hetween 

the positive and negative effeets of irony. One en ding may 

he, "happier" but it is still ironie and he elear1y dissoci-

ates this kind of writing from "the 'formula' piece with the 

built-in slushy ending." 

The comment in Buekler 's notes can he he~pful in under­

standing the element of the ironie self-eonscious. a'r-t:ist 
., 
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,tn this story. In a number of his works., he in tertwinés the 

themes of whether à love re1ationship and commitment to art , 

are compatible'. of which of the two :1s rea1:1ty and whic~ ~s 

shadow,? and ~f the, fleeting passage of time. Despite reject-, 

\ 

ions of tbe story becaus,e of the husband as wr:Ltel;'. Buck1er, 

did not wish to change that as-pect of the story. On \. 
. e mag~-

, 
zine ed~tor had commented that stories about writé~s did 

~ ,-

'" not interest its readers, "~hereas the basic sit~atian 

a sensitJve~~an married to ~ather 8uperf1cial female • 
,-r- , .' 8 . 

could be v-ery gaod for us,." , 

" 

Earlier. an'other, editôr had advised: 

• the idea you present, a basi~ problem which 
any creative pe'rson always faces •• ,o, 1s one worth 
developing. ,1 think that you must do it implic:1tly 
rather than explicitly, through the characters them-
selves, and not through you, the writer ••• you 
should begin the story . wit;h the parâgraph 
beginning "He was reading " •. letting the 
s tory tell i tS,~lf in 9 this in terview between the 
writer and his wife. 

Despite Buckler's' desire to have the story published he did not 
'"\.rv' , 

m~ these changes; the version accepted,for publication ln 

1956 retained the husband-writer writing prior to the wife's 

intrusiqn. 

The editor who wanted the story ta start at "'Be was 

reading . . • .'" to make i t "a more in tegra ted piece of work ,,10 
l' 

èonfused the narra ti ve vo iee, th e husband-wri ter' scons cious-

ness, with Buckler's voiee; a1so, he dld not reali~e the 
, , 

, 
ft ' 

, ' 
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importance of the firs t part to th in tricate interwe~ving 

of themes. Pr:[or" tl> this par4graph. Buckler establishes a .. 
seesaw rhythm ,of chang:l,ng and 

1 

from the ideal to the· real ;1n 

and in a lOVe relationship'. 

'1nsights which ~lt 

f literar~atiotl 

A short per10d of Ume 18 mâde" 

to appear much longer by his anàtomiz1ng the situation. The 
! 

~, tune bf every mood 1s recrea ted i!l Buckler' s style and }lis 

freque~t _use of ·words. sucbas "And," "The~." "And tben" and 

34 

"B u ~" ùnderl~n~"" a . sense of p1ling on and cou,nt erp~inting •. 

w'pieb' 1s reinfo'rced by bis sh1fting between "could,'11 "shou'l.d;" 

and "woul-d" 'verb .forms and !Ilore active and immedi~te vetbs:. , 
~:''-'" ln t'he husband-wri ter' s initial mus1ngs. Buckler b'as 
~, ",,' 

.......... ~him refl ect on the wonders and lonelines s of wri ting. and on 

. , 

.' 

..... 
its''Q-llal:,ltyof "shadow" 1n contrast to the "real thing" of 

----

love and a 11fe already half over. Tl1e charac ter al terna tes 

between a frustration borne of the halting, painful. "crippling 

stillness" of wr1ter' s black and a lyricism borne of the sheer 

joy of when "time Hself could be caught and said" (RYD, p. 133). 

He dèlights in his romantic vision of love: " •• i t mean t 

a face • ; and the inimitable safety. The sreat sweet 

wOnderful safetI from the crI of t h1nss not understood . 
and the sound of time and the sound of t1me sone bI .. 
The tri~mph of capturing this vision in words makes him feel 

"ftee l1ke no one else, " such that he "wouldn' t exchange places 

withrapyone" (RYD. p. . -- 134) • While he 15 reading it over, hia 

" 

-: . 

, 
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vif e enters bringing wha t he la ter d eseri bes as "the love---

and the destruction both" (RYD, p. 136). In every way. Buck~er 

sets up a contrast between the husband's romantic vision of 

a l.oved one and ,his weal thy, well-meaning but ra ther unreflec-

tive wife whose first act is to "glance at the mirror, instinc-

tively" (RYD, p. 134). To excise this part of tbe story 
;­

would.destroy its rhythm and full impact. 

Through the character of the husband-writer, Buckler 

pecomes the se.lf-conscious literary ironist who calls attention 

to t;he dilemma of the wri,ter who. in order to cap ture reality, 

1Ilust be a participant in life and yet an observer. In addition. 

in this story the wrlter ls also a participant in and observer 

of a love re1atlonshlp. In both cases. the questlon that 

surfaces ls whether "watc hlng" dlmln:1shes or ch'anges radlcally 

the reallty of what ls being watched. If one ls tota11y 

illl.ers ed 11('- 1 t, can one IfS ee Il lt? And if one can "see"it. , 
ls he reall~~)experlencing it? And, especia11y ln the case of 

a vrl te r, i6 "any kind of love" (RYD. p. 138) better than 
'., 

love even if 1t brings destruction with it? 

Important images are those of "shadow " 
, ' IImlrror" and 

"window. If AlI are reflected images revealing only partial 

,'aspects of reality as' the husband tri.es to catch "aIL the 

incommunIcable 'sh8o'dows on the heart that the face hid-" 

no 

(UD, p. 133). "Buck-1er seems to suggest that literature at 

, 
• 
l 
'j 

,. 

~~ 
~ 
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the mirror image of life i8 deficient. The wife sees only 

the reflec,tion of her own ,perception of the rea11ty and the 

husband's f1rst "m1rror" of what his life i6 like i8 a 

refl ec tion 0 f his p ereep tion 0 f her,' Perhaps Buckler is 

36 

suggesting the possibility of the ~mage of the m1rror as that 

which yields an opposite refleetion. The titie 1tself provides 

a posltive/negative twist which i8 50 balaneed as to re1n-

force the essential ambiguity of the re8olution; the noun-

verb value of "Glanee" also emphasizes this. Nevertheless, 

it is one of his favori te images tha t triggers yet one more 

draft or mirror of reallty; the husband is toueh'ed by 
r--

"watching her through a' window. wa1king away trom hita, 

so defence1ess1y baek-to, 80 vulnerably small with distance" 

(RYD, p. 138). 
/ 

/ 

Within the story, the writer's repeated efforts to 

'capture and express reality and the suggestion of his fai1ure 

become an ironie commentary as Buckler sueceeds in eapturing 

that struggle. On a Iighter note, he also draws attention to 

writing as a 1ess th an honourable position with 1ittie remun-
) 

eration and as a nasty habit when the wife is made to exc1aim: .. 
Il you'd think it was something l 'd eaught you at" 

(RYD, p. 135). He a1so echoes a fair!y frequent critica! 

remark about his own staries: "grim" (RYD. p. 138). 

Respondi~g ta the, editor who accepted the story alaost 

r, 

.' 

" 

.J 
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ten years later and who pralsed it as "fragile and 8ophis­

ticated,,,llBuckler remarked that the magazine "will be one l 

37 

can aim at with a blessed freedom from the eramps of aIl those 

Procrustean moulds which the 'commercial' magazines hew 

every thing 
12 

down t 0 • " Within a relatively simple situation 

and narrow framework, Buekler has interwoven, in ironie 

fashion, at least three major literary thernes: the nature of 

love and of literature and man's attempt to come to terms 

with time the destroyer. The ironie vision is evident not 

_ooly'in his suggested resolutlons but It Is embedded ln every 

aspect of his work~ 

13 
Buckler described himself as the "poor man 's Henry James" 

and The Mountain and the Valley, his first novel, as "not the 

popu1ar novel type, because its action 16 60 largely that of 

psychologieal interaction of eharacter." i4 
The ironie 

ilbserver's sense of clash and opposition ls evident in his 

comment,s on the main character, David: If sel f - con t rad i c to r y 

nature, If "divided sensitivities," "diehotornically fascinated," 

15 
"divided allegianee"j and "divided sensibi1ities," "tragie 

diehotomy," and Ifrecurrent 
16 

dichotomy. " 

~:... 

He elearly defined the nature a~~ limits of this oppoâ1-

tion. He refuted the notion "that David '9 death was an arb1-

trary device to end the Btory" and asserted that it was "the 

very first thing l wrote: 
17 

the foundation of the whole thesis." 

Buekler did not intend the truth of the resolut1on to be 
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undermined' fu'rtner,; i t 'was no t to be an ambiguous ending. 

Pavid is not the only lro~ic' victim but he is the most impor-

tant one. At that last moment, David experiences "one final 

transport of self-deception: that he would be the greatest 

writer in the whole world" sinee "the writing business was 

just another instance of his fatal self-deluding blinding by 

~ransports of enthusiasm 
,,18 

His final illusion was 

19 
meant to be "an authent:Lc and crowning dramatic irony" and 

20 
"the crowning point of the whole dramatie irony." Buckler 

noted that s~ch an ironie resolution i6 tragic anli that the 

victims are "aIl . 
21 

finally trapped by their own nature." 

His whole purpose was "to show how the apparently blind an-d 

capricious turns of their fortune are the Inevitable outcome 

22 
of cireumstanee and inheritance." The distinction and 

opposition between appearance and reality are clear. 

In response to a request to print excerpts. he reeog-

nized the negative effect of the tragic note: "One trouble 

ia that the individual chapters are pretty much dependent for 

tlteir force on context, and that, though l think the overall 
,r 

impression • i9 positive, a good many of them end on what 

23 
i8 sort of a downward traj ectory." An earlier comment 

reflects this a1so: " their lives are aIl a sort of 

de_c rescendo ( ) Yet if you consider the peaks of partic-

ularly vivid happiness, l figure their balance of satisfaction 

24 
is act;:ua1ly positive," \> 

:: - j 
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Buekler also commented on a number of techniques used. 

heyond the central one of David 's death, to embody his ironie 

vision: "The most minor incidents and references were chosen 

as carefully as the major ones from the point of view of 

25 
illumination or appositeness." In his notes on the galley 

proofs, he remarked: "My point (or eounterpolnt) here was • 

In a letter he wondered if a quotation from Osear'Wilde's 

"The Ballad of the Reading 
4 

Gaol" might be a hetter title: 

\ 

" , Sorne \Hth a Sword' (from 'For each man kills the thing he 

10 ves, ) .,,27 etc., • ~He wan t ed to retain in a certain passage 

the third person pronoun where it "left no ambiguity and, in 

fact, served ta emphaslze the fluctuation ln degree of the 

immediacy of David's memories 
,,28 A few exarnples will 

show that rnany of his cryptic notes or "touches," as he refers , 

to them, have a buil t-in opposition whether they are referring 

to what he labels "themes," "ideas and situations," or "devices": 

"the good-day fear," "comie and tragic genius combined," 
f 

"the new. house (symbolic moving from old ta new)," or "scenes 

29 of what might have happened. I
• 

Buckler is also the self-conscious literary ironist in 

The Mountain and the Valley. He commented on David's failure 

to become a writer: 'tw'el1, for one thing, only one in a 

million, however potentially talented, in actual life ever, 

does' . • An d hi s a t te m pts a t w r ,i tin g are rat h e r p 0 in t e dl Y 

referred to no less than four or five times. In one case, 
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30 
ta the extent of a whole chapter. ft In his notes, he 

referred to the "Pathetic contras"t between things as they are 

and the way David writes them " •• love, war etc. 

David's final climb ta the top of the mountain embodies every 

n e g a t ive as p e c t 0 f the w r 1 t 1 n g pro ces s exp e rien ce d b Y Buc k 1 e r : 

the paralysis generated by the "one great white naked eye of 

self-consciousness l1 (MV. p. 281) and the "exquisite guilt" 

genera ted by "the swarming mul ti tude 0 f aIl the voices " (MV, 

p. 291). Buckler triumphs by completing his story that shapes 

"the swarming multitude" which David believes "would make hlI11 

the greatest writer in the whole world" (MV, p. 299). The 

parallel has a certain self-protective ironic quality as 

Buckler calls attention, half-mockingly and half-aeriously, 

ta the difficulties, pretens10ns and dreams of aIl writers. 

The Mountain and the Valley ls both a reversaI and a realiza-

tian of a writer's highest expectations. 

With reference to The Cruelest Month, his second novel, 

Bu s kl er commen t ed: "1 realize that lt 1B largely a novel of 

ideas and that such are not especlally marketable 

In many ways, the novel ia a compendium of most of his recurr-

lng thoughts, characters and situations ,with a strong emphasis 

on innat:e contradiction. Almost aIl of the hundreds of themes 

and techniques itemized in his notebooks for t:he novel are 

embodied in some way in the final version. They range from 

his desire to "Anatomize loneliness" and to have" A chapter 

Î 
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about '~eing' like the Grand Inquisitor," to, the reminder that 

"Ellip'sis may' tell more than anatomizing." In this sense, the 

novel Bucceeds in fulfil1ing anot"her note: '~ork into dialogue, 

in a 1ine or two, each of the philosophiea1 thoughts listed 

in 'Ideas and Touches'." Although one must not confuse the 

intent with the actual result, it wou1d be interesting to 

. pursue the no tion tha t it i8 a dialogue wi t-hin hims elf for 

in an early note, he remarked: "one of my own persona1 traits 

33 
projected as the predominant feature of each character." 

The na tu r e 0 f the nove 1 ca Il s for cha r a ete r s who are à b 1 e t 0 

carry on such dialogue. Soon after the first novel, he wrote 

that he was "half inclined to try a novel with a setting some-

where 1ike Greenwich .. with eharacters more articula te, 

if not more complicated" Binee "(It iB Bometimes rather limit-

ing to have to avoid aIl observations in dialogue whieh wouldn't 

34 
come natural1y to a rural spokesman •••• )" 

1;n The Cruelest Month. the dynamics of contrast show Buekler 

at his most intense. His note, 
35 

"Saw death in spring' settio8." 

applies not only to time and place but ta character and situà-

cion as weil. Beyond the fact that l11ae8 are present ln 

Eliot' s The Waate Land, Buekler 1a reported to have cbosen 

them as a symbol because " 'the1r aonual growth and rebirtb 

moeks the inability of the charactera to imltate the oatural 

cycle.' 
,,36 His notes on devices show a repeated concern 

with "(S'omething contrasted),,37 vithin and -between charaeter ... 
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and situa tians. He acknowledg ed tha t "The love bi ts . 

may be a bit gaga in spots; but again this was in l~rge part 

38 
ta set up the later irony. Il He thought of the whole novel 

as a view of "how contrastingly each character reacts to the 

big 108S that has made his or her abdicatory 'retreat' 

instinctive. 
,,39 

However, at the end, these same 

charac ters "in the emergency . . don't suffer a change in 

personality; they are more like themselves than ever." 
40 

AlI through the novel there is contrast not only between appear-

ance and reality but also within each. 

The notion that a victim le an essential element of irony 

i8 very explicit in his correspondence which deals with a re-

working of the ending: 

l tried first to keep the "irony" (rather relue­
tant to give up the mild "you can't win" twist) and 
proteet Letty (. .) at the same time. But it 
refused ta come right. So flnally l decided that l 
W8S probably trying to rework the unreworkable and 
took another tack. l scrapped the irony (telling 
myself that maybe it was Zïrap-irony anyway) and 
simply wrote it straight. 

The ironie ending prevailed in the final vers~on. He rea1ited 

the need for a victim in irony and a1so acknow1edged the relat-

ed ,difficulty: the degree of severity with which a victim i8 

dealt and the effect of this on the positive or negative ironie 

tone of the novel as a whole. He wanted to "proteet" Letty; 

and, in an earlier letter he conceded that he migh~ have 

"dealt a bit tao harshly" with two other women characters 
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bu t tha t ,. each paragraph makes sorne per~lnent polnt 

about them and s~ts up the irony later on. 
,,42 

He in t en d e d the end in g t 0 b e ira n ici n an un 1 i mit e d wa y • 

Although the characters embark on what they think of as a new 

and 'd i f fer en t b e gin n in gin ., the i r 1 ive s, Buc k 1 e r wa s no t S 0 

sure: " the original idea, (vide 'this tricking morning' 

par • .) was that the ending tao should be, again for want 

of a better ward, 
43 

ironic." This paragraph which appears on 

the second last page of the novel is echoed in the very last 

paragraph: "For a moment the April morning seemed ta preen 

itself . • ," (CM, p. 298). The last two sentences of the 

novel are taken ~lmost ward for ward from the high flown 

romantie vision of love in "Glanee in the Mlrror." The 

ambiguity 15 under1ined by the final punctuation: ellipsls. 

La ter, in a letter he reflected on an important theme in the 

novel : "The question of change; do people, ever, much? 

• the irony that Paul thinks he's found an answer in 

Letty when, anyone shou1d see . • that this ls maybe an 

ignis fatuus tao,) The 'way people continue ta fool themselves." 

In a postscript, he undermined an aspect of his original inten-

tion ta include "the idea of the soundness of the 'natural' 

country persan weighing more than the specious complexity & 

cha tter . • of the sophisticated" with the comment: "( . 
l'm not st aIl so sure about this now. Not a t' a Il. ) ,, 4 4 In a Il 

Buckler's fiction, it is only death that limits the ironie 
\. 
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/ 
potential in individual characters; in The Cruelest Month, 

.::Ï\ 

surviva\l ensures no clear resolution but only a llngering and 

\ 
teasin"gr amblguity. 

Buckler's preoccupation with the titie highlights his 

concern that it not only mirror the ironie nature of the work 

as a who~e but also indlcate the tone. An early title, 

Cells of Love was chosen "to cover (in a kind of double, some-
----~--~~~~I 

what ironic-, application) both the cellular variegation of 

love and love's sometimes prisoning 

his other suggest~ons for titles and 

45 
aspects." 

epigraphs, 

In some of 

he wa s more 

explicit about their relation to the ironie tone. His reserva-

tian about the final title, The Cruelest Uonth, with Eliot's 

epigraph was that perhaps "it put too sobersides a face on the 

book." He played with the titIe, "The Only t.Jear, (with epigraph 

'Motley'5 th_e' Only Wear'- from Jaques' speech in, As You Like 

l t • )" since 'it: "seems to represent Paul's phil050phy 

(the dominant one in the book;) very succinctly - and to convey 

the light, though no t really frivolous, ironie touch which 

the book may need. Il He also suggested adding ta the above the 

Iines of John Gay: "LifEt ls a jest . / . now l know 

i 
,,46 

t. Buckler himself is'calling attention to the tone of the 

irony which ls one of. th:e central problems ln Interpreting 

the nov el. It is slashing, gllb, mocking, and tender by turns 

suc h tha t therè is amb igui ty in the ton e as weU as ~in the 

resolutlon of the situation. 
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In The Crtielest Month, Buckler, the self-conscious 

literary ironist, writes a book about a book being written. ---
He not only discours es on the joy and agony of writing but 

also. through his characters, offers different possibilities 

for the ending and then ends it himself with '~another. As weIl, 

" in keeping with his own ending, he undercuts the wri ter figure 

aIl through the narrative; no one is sa wrong, so often, about 

sa much as Morse, the novelist, who alternates between being 

observer and participant, creator and destroyer, recorder and 

manipula" tor. In Buckler's notes, therè-is a terse but telling 

comment: "wri ters: 
47 

Peeping Toms. voyeurs of suffering." 

In a sense, Buckler "unwrites" the book that Morse is writing 

by exposing the latter's blindness. Towards the end, Kate 

\ 

comments: "No writer ever gets it right. How can they get 

it true ta life when life's not true or faithful to itself? 0 

----
. or' people ta themselves? When there's no consistency in 

anything?" (CM. p. 284)f~ Buckler then shapes an ending that 

shows that apparent inconsistency 1s in fact cons1stency. The 

resolution may be ambiguous but i t i8 nevertheless consis tent 

when the novel ia seen in retrospect. Much of Buckler's 

fiction has to be re-read in retrospect a number of times before 

the patterns are clear. 

Another element of self-conscious literary irony is 

Buc1tler's consciau8 use of the "play motif" which "op~rated 

ra ther openly • because lite ia so of ten 1 ike a play 
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48 
of i tself. " In answer to one query concerning the appropi-

ateness of this motif in a particul~r situation, Buckler 

replied that he felt it was "particularly flttlng here, because 

it is in just such ~oments of shocking reality that life ls apt 

49 to take on for the participant the unreality of a play. Il 

The distinctions and connections,between life and art are 

interwoven throughout the novel. One of the contexts in which 

th"is occurs i8 in the awareness of and understanding not on1y 

of irony but of its effectt both in life and in literature. In 

an early draft, Buckler was explicit about a character's under-

standi~g of irony 'as a mode of behaviour: 

Knowledgeable and intelligent as he was (enough 
even to be able truly to deceive 'him~elf and truly 
to see the deception and màintain both at exact~r 
the same time), whenever the moment for shucking 
concealment came, he just physically couldn't do 
it 

• he had "acted" for more than half his Tife. 
He had ,iacted" as if his condition were true,~and 
yet somehow he had maintained to himself, by never 
a1lo~ing ~he name for it to be ~6~nounced in his 
consciousness, tha t i t was no t. ' 

Although this passage was deleted, primari~y because Buckler 

had changed the problem ta be coneealed, it shows an aware-

ness of the ironie interplay between knowing and atting and 

between living and acting. In another passage, discarded for 

the same reason. Buckler pushed this n~tion further: 

Paul was fluent enough in the gibberish of irony. 
He could have written a book about the accident that 
had turned his life full circle ••• He wouldn't 
have pronounced the phrase "trick of ~ate" in a 

.. 
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bare-faeed way • but he'd have implied it in 
the proier Hemingway fashion; and his hero would 
have had aIl the proper ~ixed-up attitudes toward it. 
This was so admittedly supreme among the Christer 
tricks fate had in its repertory that you half­
saluted it. With the back of your hand: But command­
ing a 15te irony insidF biaself was a differ~nt 
matter. ,/ / 

ln a varia.tion of the latJ:er whieh served as a preface to the 
r _ 

t 
previous quotation, Buckler had intensified the "half-saluted" 

by adding, "Faced i t down with a gr:i'tty slashing insolence. 
, 

Brandished,1t o~enly, and then eut it to ribbons with knowledge-
, 52 

ableness." 
1 

ln these passages and others, 1iterature goes 
t 

b~yond b~,i~g a reflectipJ:l of life and bec01lles an agent that 

actually intensifies an indivi4ual's conllict. 

o 

Other eharaeters also show an awareness of an ironie view 

and its effects, in life and in literature; this i8 evident in 

their numerous references to well-known 1iterary ironists: 

d' Swift. Ibsen, Proust, Tolstoy, O'Neill, Thomas KanD, Faulkner, 

~ Helllip~way and Compt~n-Burnett. Shortly before publication of 

the novel, Buckler 'descr:1bed i t as tian inves tiga tion of the 

way in which various people" of various tell1peralllants ,meet 

pefsonal 108s and the challenge of nihilism whieh, at times, 

seems to be the ohly lOiical creed. tlS3 Tbe only ch11d in the 

noYel puts it most starkly: "Bones make you feal funny, don't 

they • • .?" (CM, p. 37). At vario~s times, the charaeters 

respond with anger. frustration, resignation, bittemess, 

,cynicis., glibDesB, courage and love or seek escape in roles, 

,-

• 



1 

'1 

( 

l 
-1 

48 

neurosis and alcohol. ~n each case, Buckler also foeuses on 

the ironie effects of'" each stance. As a result, Buckler :,k "-'~ • . '~ ,- , 
managés to be ironie with regard ta nihilism on two level~. 

Through one of the charâcters, he calls attention to the 

ultimate ir.~ny of nlhilism !tself tdth its " , nothing matters' 

argument." The narrator pursues the point: " . it was one 
, ' 

of those c~njurer's tricks . You didn' t ~ convinced 

about it . The n~gging command was to act Q agalnst It. And 

who was ~o say that this command was not a sounder authority 

than logic?" (CM. p. 138). Buckler shows an awareness of the 
/, 

erities of an ironie view of life·whieh can be negat1ve~,'and 

destructive. However, by noting the ironie effects of each 

stan~e, negative and positive, he also h1ghlights ihe inevit-

~able irony related ta the imposs1bility of man's ever realiz-

ing his best hopes. The ironie view of life is upheld but 

tlie tone is an ambiguous bl end 0 f po si ti ve ,and negL ti ve. 

An interesting aside in the context of irony in life and 

literature i8 speculation about the rueful feel~ngs Buckler 

must halTe experienced, in th'e final edit1ng of the book.' The 

first editor, Jaek Rackliffe, who had been ~ympathetic and 

eneouraging, was replaced because of illness., lt is ironie 

that a novel sa shaped by ironie vision ehould fall into the 
. . 

hands of another who appears to be exeeptionally literal-

minded and not eapecially conversant with literature, ancient 

or .Ddern. The new edi tor didn' t know "Ro bert Jo rdan Il and 

(, 
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remarked that the· YOTd 'cojones' doesn 't mean anything to me"; 
-' 

'* 
he pointed out that Buckler must have meant "the hare and the 

tortoise" when he used "Ach1lles and the tort01se." With 

reference to "aIl the perfumes of Arcadia." he:'~nderl1ned 

the fact that "even school ehildren know It's 'ARABIA' ,,;54 

Buekler answered with restraint: "1 wanted the variation 

('Arcadia') here - i.e., the ruralidyll.,,55 In aIl cases, 

Buckler responded patiently ~lthough. at one point. he did 

1nqu1re: "(May I ask who the freelance editor preS'ently 

56 
vo rlcing on the book is 1)" 

Of the three long pieces of Buclcler's fiction. The Cruelest 

Month comes closest to a literary expression of romantie irony 

sinee t'here 15 constant hovering between the creative and the 

de-creative, the positive and the negative. There is the 

possibility for an alm~st endless dialectic. Buckler himself 

felt that, on the whole, the novel '5 "essential stance is 

positive . in the before-Peale sense of the word. ,,57 In 

an early note, he had remarked: liA sort of satire like 

58 
The Sun Also Rises." The tone of Buckler. the romantie 

literary ironist, is captured by the last words of Hemingway's 

novel: " ?,,59 Isn' t it pretty to think 50. 

Although Buekler's ironie vision is less evldent at 
, 1',-, " 

first. it is present in his fictive memoir', Ox BelIs and~re-

flies. Ostensibly, it is an attempt to capture the Sova Scotia 
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village of Buckler's youth; aore profoundly. it is tbe 

atte.pt ta capture one's youtb. Echoes of Dylan Thomas' 

poe. "'Pern Hill,,60 recur as nature. youth and innocence are 

celebrated vith exuberant. lyrical and religious overtones. 

Buckler' s vorklng tltle "Singing. As the Farm Was Home,,61 

vas taken from the poe.. Buckler's insertion of the coama 

after "Singing" reflec ts his dominan t tone, his van tage 

50 

point in present time and the poignant sense of los, -of "bome". 

Ox BelIs and Flreflies Is both a celebration of what vas and 

a lamentation over the loss of that world. 

What mlght bave been only "a medley of fragments" (OB, 

p. f97) or a "clinical documentary" ls integrated through his 

. "approach . ---~--- ' . nearer tne novelistic. using fact, incident 

62 
and chara,cter as thé prism of theme." The theme ls the 

celebration of the past from the perspective of a clearly 

inferior present and vith a sense of apprehens10n v1th regard 

to the future: ''We no longer see the things we used to see 

We see th1ngs we never used to see . • "( OB. p. 300). It 

is the vision of one whose "flesh . . has seen its ovn bone" 

(OB. p. 299) and who 1s Iooking back upon his youth vhen 

"everything vas alvays and forever Now" (OB, p. 23). 

In his attempt to defy the ~avages of t1me by capturing 

a vanlshed vay of life. Buckler uses what he calis the "short-

63 
hand" of "multum in parvo" to elllbody "the macrocosms in tbe 
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m in u t 1 a e ~ the ex 0 tic in the 0 r d ~ na r y; the far 1 n the n e a r ; 

the uni ver s al' f 0 rm s' ( wh eth erg e 0 met r i C. 8 en sor y 0 r met a -

physical) in the local partlcular . 
,,64 

The emp ha sis 

which 18 on the slmilarlties withln apparent contrasts extends 

fr~m the titie to the Most minute detail, as has been noted 

with regard to his expression Il 'Bible tripe' " (OB, p. 284). 

Buckler a1so celebra tes the rea1 contrasts in hls characters 

since "it was just these opposites that made them.real" (OB, 

p. 20). In general, the life depicted is a kaleidoB'cope of 

wonder in -..,hich "everythlng, animate or inanimate, cast a 
( 

dtfferent shadow of itself as its context varied" (OB, p.20), 

sinee Buekler believed that "in the country especially, a 

single entity May . have the variety of 
,,65 

thousands . 

Contrast which is the source of conflict in most of Buckler's 

fiction becomes an object of celebration, "the spark of 

marvels" (OB, p. 57). 

In the human experience of time, an individual's vision 

of the past and future is a function of his perception of the 

present: the past ls what was as it now appears while the 

future is -what ia to come as it now appears. Thus, the present 

Is prelude to memory. Buckler, the self-conseious literary 

ironist, explicitly calls attention to the deficiency of 

memory as the "blurred teleseope of the mind" (OB, p. 21); 

he proposes that the past can be eaught ooly through a 
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"slelght of heart" (.2!. p. 22) whlch penetrates" the skin 

the fles~. the bone -- stralght back to the pulse-of 

another time. and takes aIl of you with lt. . Not long 

enoug'h to take lt aIl down. but long enough to glve memory 

a second chance" COB, p. 21). The three d1mensions of the 

present. the past of memory, and the past reached through 

"sleight of heart" are clearly reflected in Buc'kler's style. 

Wi~ the exception of the Iast chapter, the narrator begins 

each çhapter from the vantage point of the present. His 

roIe, reIayed ln the present tense. 18 that of a commentator 

~ _ho Introduces some aspect of the past and who may a180 

lntrude perlodically in a chapter. Even ln the châpters that 

are stories of the "third-per8on." this sense of the present 

52 

summoning the past is caught in the cr~tic note that prefaces 

the s tory: "CalI the man . . ." (.Q!, p. 234). Simple memory 

18 reflected usually in the use of the simple past or the use 

of the auxiliary "would" to crea te a sense of repeated past 

action. The "sleight of heart" memory is rendered in the 

present tense with the result that this past takes on the 

immediacy of the present. It ls the presence of the reflec-

tive narrator that becomes the unifylng force of Buckler's 

66 
theme as the narrator indulges in "irony-assisted recall" 

in which a sense of loss both summons and i8 emphasized by his 

celebration of what was once his heritage and hope. 
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One aspect of Buckler's vision that a1so serves as 

, 
counterpoint to what might have been "just another wispily 

elegaic excursion into 
67 

'the happy valley' of childhood" 

53 

is the pervasive presence of death. The narrator begins his 

story of the past with a childhood dream that ~ncompa8se8 a 

day-nigbt-day cycle in winter and from which he awakens to 

life and death in May. From then on, death becomes part of 

the fabric of life but inasmuch as not even a "sleight of 

heart" can penetrate the mystery of death, it remains a 

"conundrum" (OB, p. 131), fi a secret never ta be told" (OB, 

p. 18). Death can be known only ln its occurrence and in the 

1mmediate human ritual surrounding it. 

Buckler, the self-conscious 1iterary ironist, a1so has 

the narrator comment on the impoverishment of a 1ife lived 

through books, which were not much in evidence in Norstead: 

,"But what was the lack? l1hen everyone had read with his 

.nerve ends the only great wr1ters -- earth, sky, rock, and 

tree (not these the pett1coated l1ttle penmen mooning about 

doubt and heartburn) - and been strengthened by them" (OB, 

p. 193). He ends that particu1ar chapter on the note of '~ho 

needed bo·oks, when he had memory?" (..Q!, p. 195). Again " 

Suckler, while seeming ta downplay the role of literary 

artist actually highlights it, especially as the creator and 

guardian of collective memory. Only death makes patterns of 

the past c1ear whether it be in society or in the life of 
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a person. In his poem "This Later Lycidas," Buckler mourns 

not only the death of a particular man but more especially 

the death of his memory: "And now -- already he is 

'yesterday. ' ISoon he will be 'then.' lAnd, ah, 50 soon he 

will be faceless with 'ago.' 
,,68 

Individual memory dies with 

the death of a persan but it is the artist who defies time by 

capturing it and, in one sense, making it "always and forever 

No w" (OB. ,p. 23). 

Buckler's desire to avoid 'a dominant "iron-grey" tone 

(CM, p. 192) in Ox BelIs and Fireflies is apparent in his 

choice and arrangement of chapters toward the end and in the 

exclusion of one chapter from the final print~g. In one of 

his f1rst drafts, Buckler had four staries or character 

sketches that he intended ta use for four of the last six 

chapters. liA Man li had already been published as "The Bars and 
o 

69 70 
the B ri dg e " and "A H 0 ma n .. as" ALi t t l e Fla g for Mot h e r. Il 

The other two stories had not been published: "Th e Balan ce" 

became "Another Man" and the second, "Children," which 

71 
~ Buckler referred to as "(The David and Effie Piece)" was to 

be included as weIl. liA Man" and liA Woman" clearly celebrate 
Ir 

the lives of the characters; to counterpoint thls, Buckler 

inserted "Another Man" which is in itself an ironie story. 

However, in Ox BelIs and Fireflies Its purpose 15 not 50 much 

to portray the poverty of one man as to highlight the riches 

of others who enjoy love and family. Perhaps for this same 
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reason,_ Buckler included in the last manuscript the chapter 

"Like Spaees, Other Cases," a sketch of very different 

cha ra ete r s : "To look at them and their like was to see better 

what Norsteaders and their like were not" (OB, p. 265). 

These chapters do not undermine the truth of the previous 

ones but serve to quieten disbelief that aIl could havè been 

so idyllie in the past and to emphasize, by eontrast, the 

riches of mostNorstead characters. 

" 

The chapter that Buekler finally excluded would have 

gone beyond simple contrast and disturbed the tonal balance 

by undermining, at least suggestively, aIl that had come before. 

The David and Effie relationship of The Mountain and the Valley 

~aQ three titles and two versions in its short story form: 

"Children, " 
72 

"The Day Before Never" and "Rares and Rounds. Il 

In an early draft and in the manuscript version of Ox BelIs 

and Firef11es, Buckl er ha d incl uded one or 0 ther 0 f the s tories. 

Although he called both "Children," he used the two different 

versions. In one, he used the original "Rares and Rounds" 

variation in which a young boy tries to,protect the girl 

from seeing her mot~er in a eompromising position; later that 

night, he himself comprqmises the girl. The story does not 

belong in Norstead although it might have had its place in 

Claymore of "Like Spaces, Other Cases." The other version 

ends on the note of the young boy trying to comfort the girl 

by promising to, marry her. This variation belongs in Claymore 

" 
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for the incident, but in Norstead for the young boy's response. 

, ' 

Neither version contributes to the theme of celebration of 

the pasto and the sense of present 10ss would be seen as having 

its counterpart in the pasto Either version would have 

mined the total work; in a sense, the absence provides an 

example of how Buckler's ironie vision shapes most of his other 

work S. 

Ox BelIs and Fireflies i6 a celebration of the past in 

which the patterns are given final shape by the perception 

of a very different present. In the 1ast chapter. the narrator 

cames back ta "an 'l' 73 
incident -- as in the beginning" but 

he reverses his usua1' time pattern. He begins in the past 

that has the immediacy of the present but the time i8 August 

"before the season tips toward fall" (OB, p. 293). Saon the 

narrator, whose dreams as a childwere full of life and wond'èr 

before waking to life and death, becomes an adult like the 

others: "Sorne nights we lie awake. searching for the answers 

ta ourselves in the dark" while "aIl days we are asleep, 

sleepwalking among the things that now are aIl alike . " 

(OB, p. 300). This unhappy present trlggers the last notes 

of celebration: "But then there were . . "( OB, p. 300); 

the litany continues unt!l the penultimate line of the memoir: 

"And fireflies and freedom . "( OB, p. 3 0 2 ) . The final 1ine 

-

i8 a repetition of this last phrase but without the ellipsis 

8u~h that the finallty of the past 15 underlined. The 

,/ 
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,-

destructive quality of the contrasts between the present and 

the past is heightened by the creative quality of the contrasta 

w~thin the past, the "sparks of marvel" (OB, p. 57). Ox BelIs 

and Fireflies, Buckler's last long work, ends where his fi!st, 

The Mountain and the Valley, begins' before he goes on to chron­

iele the ravages of time even in that part of the world. 

Buckler's three long works bear testimony to the diffieulties 

of balancing the creative and the de-creative in romantic 

irony. In contrast to the essential ambiguity of The Cruelest 

Month, there ls the tragedy of The Mountain and the Vallëy 

and the hymn 0 f cel ebra tion 0 f Ox-B ella and Firefl ies. 

- ... 
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Chapter IV: Buckler's Ironic Techniques 

At least two major difficulties present themselves as 

one t~ies to analyse the techniques that Buckler uses to embody 

his ironie vision in his work. On e i s the g r e a t nu m ber 0 f 

the techniques, compounded by their variations, and the other 

is the difficulty of extricating specifie ones since they are 

frequently part of a complexe As a result, the choice has 

been made to be arbitrary' in the selection and at the same 

time to try, 

tha t canno t 

in s u\a ry form, 

be fUll;)ex p lored 

to point toward implications 

within the range of this study. 

Al s 0, i t i sim po r tan t t 0 k e e pin min d th a tin hi s car e full y 

structured. but deceptive1y simple, ,vay Buckler repeats basic 

narrative patterns and the basic dynamics of his ironie 

techniques. In a number of ways, these points have already 

been al1uded to in earlier parts of this study. 

Buçkler's obsession with time is evident in every aspect 

of his fiction. In general, he deals with four aspects of 

time: clock time, the human experience of time, the attitude 

toward time as an index of character and the personification 

of time as a character in its own right, usual1y as destroyer. 

The latter ls evldent in his preoccupation with change, 
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with the factor of "minutes" in accidents and the futile 

attempt ta replay them as t.hey might have been, and with , * , 
death and its "crush of 'never'" (MV, p. 149). Buckler 

gen~ates ironie tension by interweaving these aspects in a 

way that one undermines another in varying patterns of 

counterpoint. 

Buckler's choice of language and fictive narrator re-

Inforces the interweaving of 'these aspects of time. Separately 

and in combination, simple words such as "n~w " "th en " "an d , , 

then," "not yet," "aga," "mo·ment" and the omnipJ;'esent "suddenly" 

and "exactly" become a form of, punctuation. As ha s been 

pointed out with r~ard to Ox BelIs and 

can be 50 vivid thd Buckler conveys it 

Flreflies, the past-

in the present tense. 

With the self-conscious ironie, flourish of trying to capture 

and pralong the reality of a moment, the narrator tries ta 

co~vey aIl the nuances of a particular moment with'i~mediacy 

and intenslty: "In that instant suddenly, ecstatically, burst-

, ingly, buoyantly, enclosingly, sharply, sa~ely, stingingly, 

watchfully, batedly, mountingly, 'softly, ever sa softly, it 

was Christmas Eve" (MV, p. 65). In a similar way, but with a 

mocking overtone, the narrator portrays a character's attempt 

to prolong lB moment of self-pit y: "H e cau g h t hi m sel f clos e 

ta the wispl1y elegaic plaintiveness that unconsciously 

poeticizes l,tself, frighteningly close ta rehearsing his 

deprivation with that toxic 'lingering' regard of the 

J 
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self-commiserative" (C~. p. 66). Buckler's repeated use of 

"would" can set up patterns of characteristic action not tied 

to any particular time or create a sense of tentativeness, 

especially visible in the use of the rhetorical technique 
t 1 

correctio to define something or someone: "If l say that 
-, 

it would make him sound ... you'd think that • " (RYD. p. '3). 

Sometimes the repeated pattern of "It got sa • Il (RYD. p. 63) 

is used to pile on, details that lncrease the tempo and tension 

of time not pa8sing quickly enough. Freq uen tly, the wo rd "breeze,"" 

or some variation of it, i8 used to foreshadow rea1 or sym~olic 

death, an echo of the Psalmist's reference to the insignificance 

of man's span of life: "as for man, his days are as grass: as 

a flower of the field. the wind passeth over it, and it is 

gone . 
2 

Il (Ps. 103: 15-16)., In The Mounta1n and the Valley, 

the narT8tor echoes this 1magery: "Swif tly as a breeze, Pet er 

and Spurge passed from fact to memory" eMV, p. 44). In addition, 

the fraquent use of the omniscient narrator, ~ware of the past, 

" present and future, enables Buck1er to distort linear narrative , 
"time and also to comment on particular characters with respect 

to their understanding, or misunderstanding, of time. 

Buckler uses aIl the variants of seasons, days and \ 

times of day as literaI and symbolic frames for character and 

action. In The Mountain and the Valley, David i8 introduced' 
'-\II 

jult before he di'es one late December 'afternoon, 8 contrast 
. -\ 
to~the following scene of his happy childhood early one bright 

. April morning. Buckler' s use of April or spring i8 always 

consc ious. In "By Any Other Name," spring ls referred to as 

\ 

\ 
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3 
a "catalyst"; and iJl his notes for Tbe Cruelest Konth • 

. 
Buckler re!lected th4't 1"April hastens things,l' as vell as 

_ - - l, v..;;:~ 

, " 4"', 
'''Sa,lI death in a spring setting." Ox BelIs 'and Flreflies 

~ 
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begins v,it-h a young boy falling asleep one nigbt ln Kay ta 
"'~ 1 or 

dream of vin ter and ta vaken to death. Using sl.ple detal1, 

Buckler frequently juxtap~sea physical tlme and the hu.an . 
experience of it to intensiiy eonfliet-. In "The R,~belllQn of 

Young, David," the call -of a, young boy, frightened by the effect 
, 

of the pright spring mornlng Bun on the skeleton of a horse. 

is lost in the wind (RY,D, p. 16). Later, ~he "eer~e after­

supper .1ight" reaetivates and intensifies hls tear (ID. p. 15). 

At other times, the sun mocks a charaeter; David the "would-

be'f writer remarks that it "w..ould come OUt brlghter than usual 

the day your fatber dled . " (.!!.Y. p. 261). 

Ruckler's preoccupation vith time Is evid~nt in tbe 

structu.re of his narratives'. 'l'hrough various techniques. he 

alternates betveen stressing the passage of time and not 

stressing it. Using an episodie structure, be.alternates , . 
( betveen summary to telescope time and anatomizing to expand it~ 

ln The Mountain and the Valley he creates the iliusion of a 
, 

tlghter time span than ls the reali ty. Technlcally. the tlme .. 
fra1De '!.!t the story Is only a part ~f one a{ternoon. 

Eliot's notion that "\that we calI the 

~ f l.,ee-Mn g 
1 . 

beginnlng 15 often the 

'end" (~'LG" ,v. 216). Buckler 'starts from the end and returns 

to 1t. Wlthln that short .span of tilD.e and througb variou. 
1 
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, 
ep1.sodes amountin,g to no more than thirty days. Buc:kler covers 

, 
approx1111.ately nineteen year.8 of David'a. life, and lII.any more 

of bis fa.11y's •. He fleahes out character and establisbes 

rep'ltt1tlve patterns through the constant Int,erweav1ng of 
1 

'me.orles, which alsO' underline the passage "Of tille. 
~ - For .ost 

"'b,f B uck1e.r' S lIlain cha rac ters.' melllo ry a1111.0s t al ways un de rmines 

the resolve of a mOlllent or provldes a contrast to it. In his 

notes, for Ox BelIs and Flreflies, he referred to this technique: ,J-J 

5 
"1 remeDlber - parenthetlcal, apposite episodes." Buckler 

alternates between dwelllog on th~~ Intenslty of part1cular 

mOlllents and having years elapse between chapters. In the 

1 a 6 t fou r cha pte r S 0 f Par t F 1 ve , .. Th e S car." the a Il but 

cÔlII.plete dlslntegration of the faaily in one afternOoD Is 

achieved vithout melodralla si~ce·the episodic structure mutes 

the senIJ.e of the' events bav:1ng happened at the.salle time; 

even the careful reader ~ill likely have to reconstruct- in 

orde-r· to see this. Nevertheless. the reader's expectaticHl ls 

that this afternoon will have a profound effect on aIl' the 

eharaetera, espec1ally David. On the neIt page, he i8 doing> 

. 
routine chores. five years l,ater; the time detail 1a buried 

discreetly one page lat-er (MV t p. 225). Thus. Buekler not 

ooly recreates Davld's illusions vith respect to time but al~ 

uoderllnes his unchanged, even if oider, character . Rela ted 

. 
to this 'technique ls the potential for reader victimization. 

In Tbe Cruelest Month, Bucitier be8~ns by teIescop1ng 
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t five years into episodes, and thelr attendant memories, cover-

lng four days. However, the mot'e frequent techai/que ls to . 

expand time by anatomlzlng partlcular ep1sodes and moments. , 

The last tbirteen chapters cover ooly part of'two,days and a 

morning. Thu8, Buckler manages to create the illusion of a 

much longer span of t1me whlch also has potential for .eader 

victimizat1on; l1ke the cha,ratters, one ,might believe t:hat 

answers have been fouod. ~, 

In The Mountaio and the ~alley and Ox Bells and F1refl,ies 

which have closed t1me frame's, thE! t1me pattern is circular. 

tn The Cruelest Honth, whiçh 18 open-ended, the pattern 

appears to be linear but- there i6 a 9trong suggestlon of the 

circular w1thin the ep1sodes since the characters keep revert-

ing ta the1r unchanged sely~s. The Bountain and the Valley 

depiets the tragedy of a character who refuses to Lace the 

passage of time.' However, in the The Cruelest Honth, Buckl~r 

seems to question whether the recognition of time passing or 

even the threat of imminen,t death, the outer limit of personal 

time, really makes any difference for most charae ters: "You 

coul do' t grasp the fae t .0 f dea th .. The rushing current of 

the actual moment BO persisted in its seotienee of unllmited 
\~" ... 

fu ture that you went on doing exactly as you Id always 

done . " (CM, p." 1 77- 78) • 

Buckler uses a variety of time frames, separate and 
{ , 
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( 
combined. w1th1n wh1ch he explores place and character. Some-

times he uses that of the photog-raph to freeze. or "frieze" (CM, 

p. 24 8 ). the "n ov Il • At others, he uses that of the film in 

which someth1ng "seemed to have faded out and in again in the 

vay t ha t 110 vie s den 0 te a 1 a p seo f t im e" (C M , p. 1 (, 0). 0 r b e 

uses "fast-forvard" and "flashback" tOI capture action and 

though t. At times, he alternates.the rhythm of speeding up 

and 510vint down to ellphasize the intensity of tbe conflict 
", .. 

and the alibi valence vithin it. Good exallples of this lIay be 

seen in David's attellpted running avay frOID home (~V, pp~ 166~71), 

Martha '5 searching for t10seph (!!y, 'pp. 221-22) and Kate and 

Morse's journey through the fire (CM, pp. 279-82); it, is 

used vith great effectiyeness in David's final walk up the 

mountain, whieh beeomes a reereation of aIl the st4ges of his 

life and his part1cular attitudes to time in each CHV, pp. 289-

300) • Thè alternating perceptions of time standing still, 

opening up and rac1ng ahead out of reach are aIl reflected 

in the sentence structure ranging from the prosaie to the 

hect1c and lyrical. Buckler counterpoints the past and 

present, memory and desire, the "m1ght-have-been" and the "was," 

and the "m1gh t- be" an d the "won' t -be". 

Sometimes, the photograph technique of "now" becomes 

related to a more artistic approach as Buckler tries to 

capture and describe the elusive and changing qualities of 

time, character and landscape affected by light and weather 

, .. 
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• or .oae other circuastance. lt beco.es a combination of the 

\ 
artistic approach of the art1st "c" (!!!. p. 31), 11kely 

Conatable, and the one apparent in the plctur~ "Nude 

Descending a Stairc.se" (KV, p. 296) whlch Buckler referred 

to a. a " s hifting aontage. ,,6. Even in his actual description., 

Buc~ler calls attention to these technique.: 

A montage of all the things . flashed on the 
8creen of his brain. Then they fragaented int~ 
plctures. Each one va. reallzeA coapietely and 
.imuitaneously in a single instant, a. a wbole 
day , s'happenings .ay pass in the elastic tiae of 
a moaent's dream. (KV. p. 275) ) 

The structure-and ttme frame of the play is evident as 

vell in the extensive dialogue, conflned space and indivld-

ual scenes in The Cruelest Honth. The narrator calls atten-

tion to the hiatus of five years between encounters as a type 

of abridged intermlsslnn: "The whole thing was like one of 

those performances wherein the curtain has been momentarily 

lowered to mark the passage of time and the make-up man works 
.\ 

fast" (CM, p. 117). lt i6 a fair summary of the narrative 

structure and technique in the novel as weIl as a pointed 

r~fefence ta the question of whether people really change 

except in appearance. 

Buckler uses the human e~'peri'ence of time as an index 

of characrer and as potentiai for conflict betw~en and within 

charac ters. Implicit ln the human experlence' of time 18 the 
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duality of the inevitable passage of physical time and a 

person's experience of lt which may or may not be in harmony. 

The lack of barmony is normal in moments of stress or bappi-

neS8 but it is destructive as a vay of life. For the very 

fev of Buckler's characters vho manage to achieve this barmony. 
1 

it is a mark of thelr .atu~1ty. The most notable figures 

are the grandmothers in Tbe "ountein and the Valley and 

"The Dream and the Triumph" and the "old-man" f~rmer Bu1tors 

in "Last Deiivery Before Christma's" and "Blame lt on the Snov." 
• 

In The Mountain and the Valley. Ellen, the grand.other, 
1 

intima tes that she had made 8 dlfflcult declsion 8S 8 yaung 

vOIDan because of a nev avareness of time: "Someday m, youth 

vould be gone. 1 vouldn't even notice vhen" (~, p. 33). 

Buckler opens the novel vith her thirty-year old grandson 

at a window, staring vacantly: " . any impulse to move-

ment receded before the compulsion of the emptiness: to 

suspend the moment and prolong it, exactly as it was, in a 

kind of spell" (HV, p. 14), David's childhood tendency, 

understandable at that stage. to want to possess aIl his 

~h81>PY "now' s" and to rej ec t the unhappy momen ts as never having 

been, and aIl under the rosy hue of an always promised future, 

grows until he becomes the parody of an adult. The precoclous 

ohild has become an adult "child"; even the physi~!", descrip­

tion reflects this: "The longer you looked, the less you 

could be sure whether the face was young or old" (MV, p. 14). 

Buckler uses this same device in The Cruelest Honth to describe 
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'a similar figure. Paul. as "macabrely youthful" (CM. p. 10). 

David has become like Herb Hennesy, an "old-man" flg~re: 

"Not because,he vas really old. but because he lived to him-

self" (MV, p. 233). David'a complexlty ia evldent in that. 

whlle he has the, potential to conquer time through love. 

memory and art. he embodies aIl the destructive attitudes 

tovarl! time, In contr.st. his grandmother through her rug 

18 fashioning as best she cao a pattern of the past to out-

live the past; lt lB through her effo ru ta si tua tél peop le 

o <, 

ln tiâe and place that Buckler introduce8 aIl the aajor 

chara,cters vit h fleeting references to tbe .OBt iaportant 

aspects of their family hlstory., In tbis vay. he rebukee 

David who coul d have been the literary iottrpreter of .his 

"grandmo ther' 8 _ rugs; in fac t. i t i8 he who has dravn the 
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simple circular patterns for the last one. Ellen's 4tion 

of the rug ls a Pyrrhlc .victory; lu meaning ls hldden, never 

to he discovered. At the same time , Buckler underlines his 

ovn victory. 

One affliction that a number of Buckler 'a charaetera 

share is that of "spells", fi Davld f s mother. Martha. durlng one 
'S. 

of her spells of thundering silence gathers up aIl the hurts 

of the past ln lncreasingly destructive patterns. At such 

times, her husband, Joseph. whp' is like his mother., Ellen. 

in this regard, "borrowed ahead from times when somehow 

(~how, as always) this thing now vould be resolved and past" 

(MV, p. 2 1 9 ) • In their 1as~ conflict, physical reality 
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intervenes with fatal effects. When finally overcomes 

herself and calls him, "The vind vas bloving away from him" 

(!!Y, p. 219); and later his preoccupation with,a gift for her 

prevents him from seeing the tree sway. In The Cruelest Month, 

Bruce's, and Peter's "spells" also have fatal effects. Buckler 

seems to sugges t that in such confliets, "once more" viII 

ultimatelv have trag1~ consequences. For the most part, 

Buckler's characters die in a way that is characteristic of 

tbe vay they 1 i ve. David's sister Anna wins a victory over 

ber "spells" through a childhood me.ory. an ironic ,twist of 

Buckler's u8ual pattern; hovever, one suspects that Buckler 

under.ines the victory by suggesting that it vas vasted on 

an "unvorthy." even if be vas her husband. In bis notes. he 

frequently al'luded to people who vaste thellselves on people or 

pursuits "unworthy" of them.
1 

In the case of most of the 

charac ters vho do not ,achieve barmony in the human experience 

of tilDe, some memory undermines the resolve of the moment; 

it 18 this basic pattern that i, the core and the stucture 

8 
of The Cruelest Month. lt is also the reason he suggested 

"Memory and Des1re" as 8 title and finally inclu'ded it as an 

9 
ep igrap h. 

Buckler characterizes time as it is related to the 

perception of a eharacter or the narrator in a particular 

situation and reflects this in his style. Objects can become 

clocks that "tick." often vith ominous overtones (MV, pp. 13,217'); 

.. 
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in contrast, sometimes, "the clock-face of everything seems 

stopped forever ." (OB, p. 300). An object ~uch as a 

suitcase can be a symbo1 of opposite perception~ of time: 

future adventure or past 108S (CM, p. 217). In sorne contexts, 

'time is viewed as impersona1 1ike sorne type of arithmetic 

(...91, pp. ,13, 42, 140) or 1ike a "meter "(CM, p: 9). In 

others, i.t can be more sinister and destructive: a cage 

) .. (OB, p. 299), "landslide" (OB, p. 179), "treacherous cliff" 

(MV, p. 90), "bacon slicer tide . . inexorable 

snow ." (CM, p. 153), "leeches" (CM, p. 257), "jaws open 

for the strike" (CM, p. ~19), or the "rat's tooth ofO time."IO 
- 1 

Time can paralle1 mood fa in times of frustration or discontent 

it t'akes On "the pace Jf an ox" (MV, p. 1')8, 162), or as anger 

subsides, "time sto~P Id running with him and sett1ed back 

into its own pace" ( V, p. 166). At other times, il person 

tries to match the ace: "Time was moov1ng aga1n, faster than 

/ 
ever now. Each moment just escaped the reach of th!' moment 

b e fore -1 t. And David's legs began ta move fâster" (MV, p. 292). 

In The Cruelest Month, Rex'a driving a car 15 descrlbed in the 

same way (CM, p: 81). Buckler a1so persop.--if1es t ... me in ... ays 

that indi,cate a range of attitudes. Tije' c;)~e ta Buckler's 
~. -~ 

part of the world with Champlain when 'fl "set the f1rst 

dl"Bcoverer's foot on thls whole time-Iess land" (OB. p. 22)., 

In one's youth. "Time 18 young" (OB, p. 3), whlle in deat~ 

"Now and ~ever went their separate ways" (OB, p. 132), Tille 

can 1ntimidate as it "shoved its face r1ght up against 

.' 



70. 

yours" (CM, p. 153). or be a haunting void whe~ "thF robbins 

sunlight had taken the eye of Time away and put its empty 

80cket there instead" (CH, p. 252). 

, 
Another ironie technique Buckler uses to couple character 

and perception of time is to make time the captive of a parti-

cular type of character: the one who fashions his spaCe and 

life to contain Lt with apparent success. Time is something 

tha t a cha racte r like Rachel "were away t hi t by slow bi t, wi th 

èach movement of her rocker" (MV, p. 71), or that David and 

Buckler's "old-man" characters keep at bay through routine 

and meticulous'tidiness while still believing, initially at 

least, in an unlimited future. Their victory is their own 

destruction; an infrequent and unsuccessful attempt to break 

out of their self-imposed restraints on1y rein forces the vice-

like bold of the illusion because of aIl it protects them from. 

Another'variation is the character of Paul in The Cruelest Month. 

Buckler in bis notes pointedly referred to Paul's being like 

the character in Renry James' story, " 'The Beast in the Jungle' 

. nothing had happened to him. ,,11 Paul t s desire to be 

inviolable and free for the big choices becomes its own form 

of enslavement. 

1-1 

Buckler sometimes fuses time and place such that one 

beco.es the other. In some cases, it underlines the illusion 

as in the first part o'f David's walk up the mountain: "r t was 
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as if tlme vere DOt a move.ent DOW, but flat.t Llke space .. 

You could walk from roolll to room .• " CMV, p. 287). After 

David's only attempt to leave home, it heightens his frustration . 
as time becomes claustrophobie: "He felt as if time had 

turned into space, and vas crushing against him. He felt &s 

if he must leap sOlIIewhere out of the now, but everywhere it 

vas now" (MV, p. 170); Buckler had tirst establ1shed this 

repetitive pattern for David in his childhood. In "Last 

D~livery Before Christmas.'; space beeomes time: "It got 80 

the only things of any reality ln the whole house seemed to 

be Syd 's unspoken nallle and the tiek of the clock" (RYD, p. 110). 

Even when time Is not êxpllcit1y portrayed as a malignant 

and destructive force, it ls always associated vith loss. Time 

,is not progress, in the sense of improvement. but a procession 

<, 

that brings graduaI deterioration to people and place. In 

addition, in The Mountain and the Valley, Buckler suggests, 

through scattered detail, the loss of a civilized past in his 

referen~es ta the grandmother's family in England and ta the 

present generations of the Goldsmith and Swift clans. S imilar-
} 

ly, he suggests, the 10ss of the adventurous past of early 

explorers and colonlals. The changes in the country settings 

and in the quality of the people relnforce this sense of 1088. 

ln The Mountain and the Valley, Anna aske her grandmother for 
q --- "Well, tell me about somewhere . • No t about here" 

p. 32). Instead, the grandmother weaves a simple story 
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about \'here" that ties together the bld and New Worlds and' 

that holds within it a.al the major the.mes of 11terature: 

youth and mortality, love and betrayal, kindness and harshness. 

insight into others an9 self, and travel that transcends time 

and place through story. In addition, there 15 the effort 

of the story teller to grasp and convey its significance 

and the presence of a critical audience. Buckler uses this 

very setting of rural Nova Scotia for the same themes. 

Buckler's rural setting re1nforces the relationship 

between time and plaee sinee "the day itself 1s an extra 

eharacter in every situation, 
.. 

these people living as -they do, 

'in the very house of the weather . " 12 The seasons, 

light, shade, dar,kness, cloud and storm continually change 

the aspect and atmosphere of thç day and the place. Although 

it is not always with reference to a rural setting Buckler 
) 

establishes the context of illusion whenever he speaks of 

place as an escape from time; the references are countless, 

especially ln The Cruelest Month. Natura1 forces which are 

tamed or aIl but invisible or inconsequential in the city 

can be a matter of life and death in the country. Buckler 

uses this reality to affect and reflect human behaviour. 

Buckler ranges between and interweaves the terrar and the beauty 

of these forces. He also uses ta effect their basic indiff-

erence, a tapie that interests David, the "would-be"writer: 

"Hoy you could love the land's face and the day's face, but 
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hov they never loved you back; the sun vould come out brighter 

than usual the day your father died, and the wind vould eut, 

. 
as blind and relentless as ever, the night your brother vas 

los t in the woo ds . Il (MV, p. 261). 

Buckler uses time and place to affect behaviour. Their 

fusion can provoke memory. In The Cruelest Month~ Bruce thinks 

that, he can escape this by telling his story in, a moving car: 

"His vords would not fall aIl in one spot, a' cache for memory 

to return to later and regret" (CM, p. 107). In keeping with 

the pattern of that novel, he is proved wrong (CM, p. 111) but 

such.a fear is weIl founded in Buckler's fictional world. 

Buckler purposely chose April with its "temperamental . 

, 13 
weather" as weIl as the country, the "worst place for 

. people who don' t get a10ng, ,,~.4 to hasten and intensif y 

conflict, especially that of "memory and desire." The 

convergence of a particular time and place, some naturai 

force and human behaviouT also accounts for signaIs missed. 

as in the case of the wind blowing voices away. and for 

tragic accidents • 

. Buckler consistently changes descriptions of time and 

place to refiect human perception of a particular situation. 

He uses the hills in "The Echoing Hills" in this way and the 

happy ending of "Last Delivery Before Christmas" is intensified 

by the very forces that on1y recently mocked and thwarted: 
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"the ~ree had suddenly become an inti1nate again - and now the 

- Q wind and the cold and the dark were not ene1nies cenymore .• 

their violence merely heightening the sense of . contain-

,.-,ment" (RYD, p. 111). In "The First Born Son," Buckler uses. 

the same'images of sun, sky, stone and wagon wheels in differ-

ent contexts and comoinations ta project and reinforce the 

opposite reactions of the father and the ~on. 

He frequently uses place as an index or symhol of 

character. As a child, David likes ta sit "on the top beam 

~ 

of the haymow" to watch what is going on beneath h::lm sa that 

he can be "in it, but above it and outside it at the same time" 

(MV, p.' 59). Jprogressively, Buckler uses this "early imflge ta .. 

ironie advantage with respect ta David's part in the play, 

his relationships ~ith others, his ehoice of the attic in the 

-new house, his fall from the beam and his final appearan~e 

on the mountain. The title of the novel reinforces this 

aspect of his charaeter. At the beginning of the novel, 

Buckler associates Joseph with his land an~ he introduces the 

story of the sailor, continued through the symbol of the c 

locket whieh is given to several eharacters in turn, to set 

up David's growing confliet between the power of the land { 

over him and the lure of adventure, symbolized by the sea. 

In Nova Seo tia: Win dow on the S ea-, Buc kler exten ds this bas ic 

dichotomY,to reflect the people of his province as a whole; 

as weIl, universal implications are sounded. ln a similar 

( 
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way, Bu·CkiQr. ln The Cruelest Honth, assoclates Paul vith 

the ,timb'er lines araun,cl his property which "he kept . 

as distinct as the Iines round h1mself" (-CM. p. Ill). AlI 

the characters in that novel choose EQdlav as an escape from 

.' \ 
some aspect of time and from some place associated vith that 

t i me . . Th e hop el e s 5 na t ure .0 f t hl s que s t i s un cl e r lin e d ln th e 

-
quip that "aIl the perfum,es of Arcadia could never . fi 

'(CM, p. 238), ~n effect, change a character. It mlght c.leanse 

tbe vision b~t it will not ch~nge fundament~l behaviour 

pa t terns. 

Much more ~xpliclt 18 Buckler's Use of city, town and 

country to define character and to set up conflict within and ~ 
between cba ra c ters. Whenever '" t~wn" i8 gi ven mo re than 

casual reference, the attitude is clearl~ negative. 
'~ 

The town 

ls a neutered version of city and country. With two exceptions, 

Backler's country people are uncomfortable among town people._ 

David's attitude is typical, even if more intense and artic-
'" 

ulate: "He d'esp ised them, but he hated them too: they cO,uld 

'make bim feel 50 self-conscibus" (MV. p. 200). In "The Quarrel, Il 

the h:PPY ironie, ~eversal is triggered b§ the Coujtry family's 

sense of displacement among the town people. 

The city has a dual and contradictory roIe: i t, temp ts 

and it repels. It promises bright ligbts and women ~o a 

young boy frust~ated by tbe rigours and monotony of farm workj 

~, 

,J 
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it p'r01llises' a man escape fr01l1 the stigma attached to learning 
li . 

-in the country. On the other hand, it can be a beartles8 

expanse of stone that destroys; or it can be a superf1cial. 

ehattering' world that intensifi~..r" nostalgia for the lost 

country of one 's youth. ln effect. city and éountry beeo.e 
. .., ',. Buckler 1nterweaveâ these ~ttltudes to generate 
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ironie tension. It is important to see that in Any comparison 

of the tvo,' Buckler uses each in a restrict~~~e "context. He 

tl~~~~1 ~ 
co.pares the worst of. one with the best of ·t'he" other such 

that tbere i8 only an apparent contrast. As he tries td 

"flesh out" his country peo~le to reveal thelr psychological 

complexities, he al1l1ost ~l.ays stereotypes his city eharacters. 
, 

'In a sense, he juxtaposes two worlds at points at which they 

do not meet such that both characters and readers ean be 

victimized. 

The characters who do go to live in the city experience 

an insecurity and a sense of betrayal vith respect to their 

origins. None of Buckler's male country characters are shown 
\ 

to achieve harmony in this conflict. There ~s always the 

sense of the "less-than-male" character of learning and prOr 

fessional work for those who stay in the city and that of not 

being one's own "boss" in manual labour for those who return 

to the land. The dichotomy ln the comparlson is onee again 
~ 

evident. Buckler focuses on the pro~essional who cannot 

compete in the country and on the farmer who. as a labourer, 
'" 

\ 

JI J 
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cannot eompet~ in the city. 

Onl'y one of Buckler 's charaeters is able to move free!y 

and unselfconsciously across country, tovu and city boundaries: 

the grandmother figure, of "quiet authority" CHV, p. 200) in 

The Mountain and the Valley and her counterparts in "The 

. ' Dream and the Triumph" and in "A W'oman" of Ox BelIs and Fireflies • 

Buckler uses a younger vers10n of this female f1gure to 

bring about the only happy ironie reversaI of the~city-country 

conflict. The irony 1s intensified in "You Could Go Anywhere 

Now" because 1 t 1s the city woman, who has bette r cha rac ter 

than an earlier country rival and it ls she who becomes "home" 

for her country husband. 

This latter theme is the core, of another of B~ckler's 

pE!l\I'cep tions: the ~oved one as place and refuge. A simple 
, 

v,ariation of this caO. he seen in "The Eehoing Hills." The 

bas i c d yn ami cs 0 f " CIe f t Ro e k, W i th S p ri n g" con sis t 0 f a po in t by, 

point parailei between the deterioration of a couple's marr1age 

and the countryside of their youth. The unexpected dlscovery 

of the spring, the one thing that has not changed, suggests 

a happy ironie reversaI in their own relationship. In "The 

Flrst Born Son," the son's rejeetion of his father's gift 

of land ls not only a rejection of the father but a1so a 

refusaI ta give him immorta11ty in his ~ons and grandsons. 

The apparent happy resolution of "The Rebellion of Young David" 

ls one in which love becomes a forro of omnipresence: "He hadn' t 

p 
j 
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the slightest doubt that no matter what he d1d, wherever l 

was l w(luld know it, and that wherever l was l would come" 

(RYD. p. 17). 
'\ 

Buckler reverses this technique to reflect unfavorably 

on~he character for whom place becomes person. "Paul' s 

place" is a phrase that introduces The Cruelest Month (CM, p. 8) 

and anticipates the final irony of Paul's risking his life 

no t for the 0 ne he la v es but t 0 ·s a v e hi spI ace. In his notes, 

Buckler commented: "Paul pathetic, 'ta have no thing but a 
.... 

Elaee ta love. , ,,15 
The description of Paul's body, his sense 

'·oi,self, and his fear of illness and others, reinforces the 

sense of his being a captive within himself, within his own 

place. Although the novel ends on the note of his apparently 

having found love and a place of safety, his test for himself 

is still "That inviolacy business" (CM, p. 297). Tha t' he do es 

not feel "invaded" does not mean necessarily that he has given 

himself without reserve. The opposite is suggested and rein-

forced by the phrase "this tricking morning" (CM, p. 297). and 

by the very last words to descrioe that "safety" as a refuge 

from "the sound of time, 'and the sound of time gone by " 
( CM , p. 2 9 8) • The words are almost a direct quotation from 

the romantic vision of love in "Glanee in the' Mirror"; the 

ellipsis as final punctuation contradicts any sense of fina1ity 

,in time and insight. Buck1er a1so fuses time, space and person 
f 

in this way to underline David's emptiness and to foreshadow 
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his end in The ,Mo un tain an-d the Vall ey. Prior to his final 

8scent. time Decomes "not a mo'Vement, but a feature of the 

frozen fields," and "as he looked a t the f ro zen landscape 

" 

lt vas as if the outlfne of the frozen landscape became his 

consciousness . ." (MV, p. 281). The "as if" becomes 

realicy as David lies dead under the snow which, with its 

natural indifference, "grew smoothly and exactly over him and 

over the fallen log that lay beside him until the two outl1nes 

we re as one" (HV. p. 301). 

Buckler's eharaeters range from those who exhibit a 

dominant single trait, either in stereotype or in depth, ta 

those who emhody a complex of traits, very often with destruc-

tive effeets. The family situation, reaching across genera-
" 

tians, is espeeially fertile for complex combinations: It also 

provides an opportunity for seeing differences and similari-

ties in a way that can intensif y confliet; but it can also hide 

a groving divergence betveen characters who, initially, 

appear to he similar. Buckler translates these same dynamics 
{ 

into situations in which the social context goes beyond that 

of the family. With reference to The Cruelest Mon~h, he noted: 

"one 0 f my 
1 

own personal traits projected as the predominant 
. 

feature of each eharacter.,,16 The depth of his,., stories and 

his characters in terms of their potential for "concentric 

reverhera tion s" is largely dependen t on the camp lexi ty of 

the characterization and their confliets. If one uses this 

" 



( 

( 

o • 

80 " 

as a Bcale, the least complex stories feature singIè traits 
. 

and primarily one theme wh~le the more complex on~s exhibit 

an interweaving of variOU5 traits, within and between characters, 

in conflicts that 'shift dependent on" different contexts. 

Buckl~r. especially in The Cruelest Month, focuses 

exp11citly on the various forces that have been considered 

as influences on human behaviour and the outcome of events. 

~ Reference has been made aiready to his consideration of 

aoccident, fate and heredity, which Morse summarizes in a 

flippant question: '~hich do you think is more important, 

heredity or environment? Aie MOst people's megrims due to 

circumstance? Or is it just their blue genes?" (CM, p. 250). 

Very early in the novel, he and Kate are divided on "what 

identifies people": 
fi 

For Morse, it is the kind of thing that 

happens to them The kind of thing they attract"; while 

, 

for Kate, it is "simp'ly the thing that troubles them" (CM. p. 14). 

Also, Paul, in his notebooks, reflects: "His Achilles heel 

the first keel laid in everyone" (CM, p. 273); and with 

respect to Kate's decision to go to Endlaw, the narrator 

comments that "She had become her own pawn" (CM, p. 78). 

AlI of these stances are highlighted and~ wi~hin various 

contex~s, given a certain immediacy that can victimize both 

the characters and the readers. There is constant need, 

in fact, to revise one's est~mation of any one of them and 

its effect on character in light of the total ~tructure of 

\ ' , , ' 

.' , l'~-
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" \ 

Buckler's fict~onal ~orld which would seem to suggest that 
, 1,." \ 

reality ls t~ be.fodnd in a composite of them. vith parti~ular 

emphasis 'on B.,eing one's "own pawn." 
~ ..... 

~, 

Accident may alt~r the 

course of ev~~ts but it alone. does not produce substantial 

change in character. . , 

In addition to the interweaving of time, place and 

character, Buckler uses Many other techniques to develop 

character with ironi~~effeet. Ris ironie vision is embodied 
"'\ 

even in the.physical de~criptian of his more important charac-

ters: the young in the old, the oid in the young, the dark 

in the lig~;:b~ light in the dark. the gentie touch in the 
,\ , 

physically strong, the dogged strain ln the physieally veak. 
---", 

and the transparency and mystery of features. To underline 

the delicate shading and balance, he frequently uses the 

. ~ 
rhe torical tee hnf\,e a f co rrec tio whic h enables him al terna tely 

ta assert and ta iàalify or ta undermine. He uses It to achieve 

negative effects with respect to David in The Mountain and the 

Valley and Paul in The Cruelest Month; their neither old nor 
" 

young faces highlight their ref~sal to grow. 
.. 

He also uses it 

for positive effects: in The Mountain and the Valley, Ellen's 

eyes, in her old age, "disclosed an ... o.;çiglnal b'rightness" q .. '. 

(MV" p. 15), and Joseph's physical'~trength is matchéd with a 

kindness and tenderness that shauld not be confused with a 

" S 0 f t n e s s" (MV, p. 25). 

In the extremes, Buckler's charactera tend to articula te 

.. 

l 
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. ei ther through wo rds 0 r thei r hands. A few. 1ike E1len'in 

The Hountain and the Val1'ey, osci11ate between the two modes 

without conf1ict; for others, there is conf1ict, as in the 

case of Bruce in The Crue1est Honth: "He seems to have a 

clot in his speech stream. One minute smooth as anything. 

and the next minute it blocks the whole main arterylt (CM, p. 120). 

An extension of this technique is the association of a character 
/ 

with a particular activity, manual or mental, and a particular 

space where it is exercised: 
; 

the land, the kitchen, the sea, 

a car, or the world of &choo1, ~ccounting or 1iterary books. 

A simple ironic technique that Buekler uses is the 

mistaken~impression as weIl as the unwitting remark that is 

actua11y prophetie. In most instances, the impression is a 

function of the person's own character. In The Moun tfl"U and 
C/ 

David, as a child, wrongly assumes that the trip 

ta the mountain would mean as much to his sister as it does ta 

him; their separate trips ta it as adults under1ine the diver-

gence and ironie reversaI in their development. When hj.s 

grandmother sees his mother and father kneeling as they gather 

potatoes, she thinks o'f them as praying; in fact, the scene 

is a prelude to. one of their few, but searing, conflicts. In 

"The Rock" episode, the alternating views of David's and his 

father's perceptions under1ine the chasm between them. The 

~nability of a pour country woman ta grasp and remember a 

word like " 'leukemia' " (MV, p. 152) intensifies David's / 
/ 

1:;/ < 
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~ 

sense of guilt with respe,ct to Effie's ·death. In some cases. 

, the mlstakeri impression Is due to the tendency of s group 

to stereotype those, like bachelors and splnsters, who are 

outside it. ln The Cruelest Honth. Buckler uses Morse 

<eonsistently to pronounce in jest what is actually going 

to happen or ta pronounce definitively upon things about which 

he', will be shown to be mistaken, espeeially with regard to 

character, an important failing in a novelist. He is right 

in his jest about their fleeing "the first puff of smoke . 

like, lemmings" (CM, p. 247) and SQ wrong in his understandi 

of Rex and Paul., The prophetie' note ean a1so be ehil~ing 

as in David's, " , l've got !c:'~'\(MV, p. 223). when he 

helps his grandm'other down from. the wagon Just before fin ing 
~i 

out about his father's death and his mother's' hysteria. 
f l' '<- • 

chapter ends on that note; on the next pàg~, they have 0 

each other and it is five years later. 

Buckler also fashions ironie reversaIs as a funct on of 

a trait within 8,' charaeter or a relationship. The foc s i's 

on the con t ras t,.1ng impulse such as when a keen sense f be-

trayal 
/ 

fieree loyalty; forvard triggerr a a going pro/mp ts 

exub~rance li sense of be;traying the pas t; or a character 's 

becomes a da k, siniater and compulsive intensity. The ability 

ta use vords ta heaI, soo the or create is Iy to' be 

used ta des roy or obscure. Likewis e, in aIl Buc er's'family 

ai tua tions , the intensity of the conf lie t ction of 

1 ~ 
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thelr degree of closeness. I~ other ca~es, the deg~ee to 

wh..1ch the "mystery" of someone or somethlng i8 stres8ed 18 in 

inve"rse proportion to either the "nothingneas" or to on~'s 

Inabllity to comprehend. Paul, in Th~ Cruelest Honth, i8 

8uch a character; in his notes, Buckler commented ~hBt the 

"mystery about Paul vas that there was none" and compared 

him to Henry James' character i~ "The Beast in Th/JUngle" and 

17 
to Tolstoy's character Vronsky in Anna Karenina. Also, Paul, 

like 8 number of Buckler's characters~ pursues the mystery of 

death in a way that promises enlightenment but always ends on 

the note of one's inability to comprehend it. 

In character development. Buckler generates ironie tensi~n 

by setting up a dichotomy between extremes such that there ls 

no Middle ground. The core iB a refusaI to accept human limit-

ations; for characters like Faul in The Cruelest Honth and 

David in The Mountain and the Valley, !reedom becomes synonymous 

.with not choosing sa as to be free when the great opportunity 

presents itself. The "non-choice" becomes a choice maklng 

the character his own victim as a slave to his "freedom." 

Love is seen as both a creative and destructive force; in The 

Cruelest Honth, the love relationship in marriage i8 described 

as 'either a "bell-jar" (CM, p. 222) or ':the one inimitable 

safety" (CM, p. 298), a highly idealized romantic vision. 

, (') 

Some characters like David in The Moun,tain and th.e Valley, 

Bruce in The Cruelest Month and some of Buckler's writer­

characters perversely try to destroy what'is not perfect or 

-. 
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they refuse to attempt something that by its very natur~ 

cannot be perfect, once and forever. The very intensity of 

the focus on the extremes of the conflict obscures the reallty 

of the shade of most human behaviour and sets the \r~ader up 

as a potential v1ctim aa weIl. 

Another 1ronic technique that Buckler uses 1a mlsmatch-

ing; he sets up contrasta and equations that appear to have 
\ 

va 11 dit Y . Th us, hep 1 ta the' art i cul a t~ a g a 1 n a t the in art i cu-

late, an obvious and real contrast; however, being articulate 

becomes synonymous with being sensitive in a way that suggests 

being inarticulate is synonymous with being insensitive. ln 

addition~ being articulate is ass'ociated with physical weakness 

and being inarticulate, with 'physical strength. Up and down 

the scale and across the parallels (Buckle~ compares elements 
,~ '~ 

that have nothing ta do with each other in any necessary or 

meaningful way. It becomes another instance-of the technique 

of no middle ground but it intensifies the effect by a cross-

breeding of incompatibles. A character may compete in the 

area of physieal strength with no hope of winning or even of 

being an equal; a eharacter 1 s "knowledge" may be undermined 

~-----
by another's intuitions; and sensitivity may be exposed as 

selfishness. The ironie tension in aIl the father-son and 

brother confliets i5 generated by this technique. The victim 

is a loser on aIl counts because of his own faise associations 

or analogies. In these conflicts. the resolution shows clearly 

/ , 

\ 
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that artiç:ulate means sensitive-in-th-e sense of 'self-conscious . , 
and selfish. while inarticulate means sensitive in the sense 

of selfless. AIso, if there is a happy r~solution, it is 

brought about by the inarticulate character of the father Dr 

brother or the young son in "The Rebellion of Youn& David." 

o 
In his comparisons of apparently similar things which 

in essence belong ta different levels of reality, Buckler's 

"-favorites include the intellect versus intuition, reason 

versus emotion, and knowing versus action. In thie context, 

he exploits the notion that the greater the range for insight, 

the greater the potential for irony and for characters to 

become their own ironic victime with varying degrees of aware­
'Ii 

ness. 

In the conflict hetween intellect and intuition Buckler 

uses ta full advantage the semantic similarity of the word 

"knowing, " or one of its variations. The character who prides 

himself on his ability t-o know bases it on his knowledge of 

mathematics Dr the world of books and he looks upon the less 

"knowing" with condescension who, in turn, are shawn ta possess 

an instinctively correct, if inarticulate, insight into the 

nature of a character or event. In The Mo~ntain and the Valley, 

David is shawn to be consistently wrong or belittling in his 

estimation of his brother who shows real insight into and 

concern for n.vid; in fact, David is wrong about everybody. 
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.. 
The greater -the character' 8 confidence in inte1lectua1 know'ing 

as an in de-x 0 f his knowing h uman cha rac te r or the significan ce 

of events, the greater is,his victlmlzation. Even when he i8 

forced to admit his own deficiency. the emphasi8 Is on the 

amazement over the other's insight rather than on his own 

defiency. Such a c11-aracter !rIvays "knows" but never learns. 

another distinction that Buckler blurs with ironie effect. A 

-
good example of this technique can be found in "The Clumsy One. Il 

Buc k 1 er' s fic ti onal cha rac te rs de fy in eve ry way the 

no tion tha t to know good i5 tà do good. On the sur f ace, the 

differences between the intellectual and the emotiona1 and the 

behavioural levels of reality may be obscured but beneath that 

sur.face, Buekler establishes an order of priorities among the 

~ 
,eonfliets. The imminent "resolution" of one confliet can be 

undermined by a change in eontext that triggers a stronger 

impulse: for example, in The Mountain and the Valley, just 

after David's diseovery that he ean "surmount everything" 

(MV, p. 195) through writing, an unwelcome intruder triggers 

his impulse to collect his hurts and to retreat. This vic to ry 

of sorne irrational force over what ought to be is usually 

obs,cured by a character's reflection that he "can't" or 

"couldn't" when, in fact, the'truth ls he "won't" or "wou'idn't." 

In David's case. Buek1er begins this pattern very early in 

childhood. At the conclusion of Part One, when his "anger 

began to settle" (MV, p. BS), David i5 repentant tiut unyield­
,.; 

ing: "He wished the door cou1d blow open, but it wouldn 't. 
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He wished he could make out he "wanted a drink and go down-

ataira and leave the door open when he came up again, but he 

coul,4in 't. He wished • . but he couldn' t. He wished 

but he couldn' t" (MV, p. 86). The t1e between impulse and 

behaviour 1s underlined by the description of him the next 
, 

day: "The anger was no longer there to inE?tI:uct. him" (MV, p. 86). 
p 

In his anger, he "knows" wha t he ia doing. In contrast, 

Buckler's good characters ,choose "will" 'over "can't"; it isn't 
;{7 

without struggle, but the choice 1s always cle~r. 

There are a number of ways in which Buckler's characters 

avo1d reai ins1ght. Some collect and li~t 1ndi~idual 1n~1ghts 

sa as ta avoid seeing patterns and a poss1ble larger s1gn1f1-

canee. In fact, the pur,?uit o~ insights can Decome an avoid-

ance of real insight. In The Cruelest Month, this dynamic 

operates in the group as.they indulge in'8 dialogue of the 

deaf and try to outdo each other in the collecting, of insights. -i., 

--~~--~--

Buckler uses words like "barrage," "detonations" (CM. p. 252), 
"' -

or "Ambushes" (OB p. 300) to describe the warJlike assault "'" -' 
pf a constantly changing consciousness.\ A succession of • 
contradictory insights can have the same effect with the possi-

bility, as weIl, of crea'ting a keen sense of ambivalence 

frequently described as being in "no-man 's-land" or in some 

emotional state_prefaced by the ward "half-." Another way 

of avoiding real fns igh t is to glos s ove r, mis :r'·ead 0 r dis regard 

facts that contradict the mind 's scenario before, during or 
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af ter t:he fact. The iapulse behind it i, u.ually self-
t? 

protection that ranges fro. the de.ire to preserve sOlle hara-

" lesa ,fantasy to the des ire to be perverse and cruel. In Tb .. 

Mountain and the Valley, Anna diacovera as a ch.1.1d that rearlity 
; 

" 
ra rely aeasures up to the fan tasy: "But soaetblng in the 

circ:uastance's being actu.~ robbed it of the exciteaent 

sbe'd'expected" (KV. p. 29). However. her tvin David and the 
. 

cbarac ter naniel il1 "The Clua.y One" bec;oae aa. ters 0 f the full 

rauge of this patte11l. 

Buckler fashions the aoaenta of a c~aracter'a knoving 

"the answer" vith such intensity that he deflects attention 

froll the character's not acting upon it. This illusion 

cau have the same b1inding effect on the, readers as it 

does upon the characters since il appears to provide a 

final context. In most cases of soaring insight, "The pendulull 

arc-ed back" (CM, p. 174) almost imllediate1y or very soon 

.IPer; in other situations, it is described as being 1ike a 
, 

"boomerang" (CM, pp. 148, 249). One of the most frequent 

reasons for 10sing the momentum of the resolve is memory. 

Buck1er uses memory not only to reflect patterns of behaviour 

for a character in general but a1so as an excuse for putting 

aside a resolye in a particular situation. l t may be the 

memory of a past fai1ure, or some hurt, or a false sense' of 

loyalty, especta-lly to one's origins, that overpowers. After' 

the disastrous play scene ,C!!y, p. 85), and after David's 

1 

. " 

;; 
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~ 

unluc:c:essful attempt to run avay from home {]!Y. p. 170lh-

vhole paragraphs of sentences" beginning w1.,th "He tbought of 

.n emphasize the undermlning effect of memory. This lron~c: 

technique ls at the very heart of much of Buckler t s fiction as 

he indicates in his cholce of Ellot's words for title and 

epigraph in The Cruelest Honth. For most characters, the hand 

of the past ·~ontrols the future. Memory becomes espef:ially 

destructive when lt not only recaptures incidents or hurts of 
._vt 

th~ past but also fuses them ln new oppre~sive and dest~uctlve 

patterns. In addition, the attempt to avoid memory or to 

change it underllnes Its power: in Davidts adolescent dreams 

of making love ta a girl. he tries to see her "( ... shorn of 

features, in the se crecy and in the photography-without-depth ., 
of memory)" (MV. p. 107); and after' Eff;e's death. "He tried 

to prete~ that, by sheer will, he could reach back through 

the transparent (but so maddeningly Impenetrable) partition 

of time, to switch the course of their actions at some place 

oro the r " (MV, p • 1 4 8) • 

In contrast, the absence of memory or the refusal to 

accept it breeds a hectic restlessness. Buckler's aallor 

~ 
figures are constantly,drawn by the proml~e of the next 

aoment sinee "every place you come to. as soon as it is here 
~.~ 

18 
and now the faces are not quite real, like the ones ahead" ; 

they are restless w1.thout end. This same rest1essness is 

evident in the pursuit of happiness when it 1s imagined as 
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( , ' 
.. ha static goal. somethlng you could achieve thel'e 

vaiting for you, still and certain • .. 19 In this unpub:" 

1ished piece. "Woulda,you Kno,"" Tt l,f ,You FeIl Over lt," the 
. 

chal'acter Karl pursues happiness in education, health, business, 

vriting, the country village of his youth and in heavy labour 

until there is only the desire for "iBol~tion frotlÎ appetlte"; 

flna11y, the pursui~ ends in physieal hllndness. Frenzied' 

ac ti vi ty impell ed by cons.tan t ly chang~ng inslghts ia as futile 

as no activity. 

, 
It i8 in this context that Buckler's pteoccupation vith 

charactera of habit and routine 8hou~d ~vie~ed. 
/-

Habit and 

routine can be both self-protective and self-destructive. In 

r their extreme form, 
Cl 

they becomè a way of keeping the demons 

at bay but the cure is as bad as the disease sinee the victime 

become imprisone'd by their own methods. Through attention 

to trivial details, a character is able ta ~tifle meaningful 

insights. When remlnded by hls grandmother of signifieant 

memories, David l'esponds vith a laeonie and splritle~s, "1 

re.eaber" (MV, pp. 203, 223). He sees aIl the details and 

misses important things in a way that 18 truly tragie: even the 

minor reference to his cr08sing the road on his way to the 

mountain st the end underlines this: he noticed thst the 

mailbox needed to be straightened but he didn't hear the 
\ 

car bearing d'own on h.1m. (!IV, p. 281). 
-",~ 

Habit and routine 

also create a false sense of accomplishment that obscul'ea its 

'. 
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worthlessness a~d strengthens the illusion of one's being 

able to stop time. In the rare moments' that such characters 

see into the truth of what they are doing, they destr~y their 

labour or some symbol of it 1n a way that puts the accent on 

the object and not on their own self-betraya1. In ,,'Another Man," 

Syd threw his account scribb1er lnto the fire for "That 's whàt 

had bet:rayed him!" (OB, p. 261); and in The Mountain and the 

Valley, Davi~ "Quickly, almost running, rushed ur the 

row wit~ a w11d comical stagger . . slashed at the pulpy 

f1esh of the parsnipe blindly, wherever the hack fell, the 

whole length of the long even row" (MV, p. 278) Predictably, 

Syd bought a new scribbler and David. almost immediately, "was 

on his knees, patting the torn flesh of the parsnips back Int~ 
f 

shape as best he could" (KV. p. 278). 

Extreme caution or'fear of testing can also prevent the 

conversion of insight into action. The man who' won' t ma rry 

until he has a certain amount of money ends up without his 

girl who marries, usually unhappily and in straitpned cireum-

stances, the dashing outsider, but on1y after she has tried 

ta suggest to the first that he ia her ch~ice. The f ea r of , 

testing also becomes a way of postpon1ng action and faeing 

failure. In The Mountain and the Valley, David 'e fantasies 

.' about being the best in everything are secure a~ long as they 

are not tested in reality. Ris few attempts at writing ~re 

( e1ther aborted or destroyed because they could never match 
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his fantasy of being "the greateat writer in the whole wbrld" 

(MV. p. 2 9 9) • In The Cruelest Monta, Paul's fear of Involve-, , 

ment 1s a variation o~ caut10n and fear. 

In 8ummary. it might be sa1ù that the variations of 1n-

s1ght and ensuing,act1on or the lack of it are numerous. 

Buckler's most sympathetic characters are t~e few who act upon 

gbod insight in a creative vay. In a fev cases, a character 

overcomes some overrlding impulse that has been prevent1ng 

creative action only ta discover that it i8 too late, uaually 

vith tragie consequences. For the most part, characters do 

not act upon a good Ins1ght or they act in a way that is a 

perverse reversaI of the original insight. Frequently, charac-

ters act upon the wron~ insights they have about themselves, 

about the significance of events in their lives, and abqut 

other characters or tlme or place. In T~ Cruelest Month 

especially. some characters are sa ri~ht about some things and 

sa wrong about others that Initiiilly it is as difficult for 

the reader as it 18 for the charscters ta sscerta1n vhich 18 

vhich; needless ta say, méat of the time they act upon the 

vrong ones. A true victory for characters depe~ds on the 

fusion of good lnsight and selfless action. 

Particularly in his staries that desl vith families, 

'Buckler aehieves i rani c ef'f ee ts by pai ring charae ters in teraa 

of apparent sim1lar1ty and contrasta W~thln th1s context. he 

" - , 

,;;. 

, \ 
" 
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hlghligh'ts 'distinctd've tf'ai·ts in certain characters and 5'l'ënds 
, ., ~ 

them in ~ote~tially tragl~ c~mplexes in ~thers. The,emotional 

intensi ty of "The Quarrel" is heightened by the chil d' s under-

standing of and being tom between his parents. His s~ifting 

loyalties give rise to feelings that are painfully ambivalent. 

This same technique iB used in "Last Delivery Bef'ore Chrlsf1Das" 

in which the child's preoccupation with ~ow his traits are a 

blend of those of his now dead father and his mother ~bscures , 

his stepfather 'e selflessness'; the happy outcome becomes a 

v1ndicat1on of his lovable but feckless father's at~ltude 

that, "Everything always t.Jrns out right" (!!]l. p. 113). 

Frequently Buckler starts with an explicit statement 

vith respect ~o sim1lsrity or ~o~trast. hut then he proceeds 

to blur or undermine snd perh~p8 to reverse the original 

similarlty or contrast; In t'erme of contrast, a variat:1,on 

of this has already been noted with respect to the father-son 

and broth~r stories. ~he technique Is an important one in 

The Hountain and the Valley ln whlch he has greater scope to 
~ 

explore these paraileis. The grandmother sees most vivldly 

the particular traits of individual characters of severai 
, " 

generations and thè biend of them in the' ~ounger generatlon 

particularly: "It"was qu.er • how each of them ~arried 

hidden in his face the look of aIl the others .• It flasbed 

out 8uddenly sometimes though none of the physical features 

• 1 
altered" (MV. p. 122). She unclerlines thé potential conf1lct 

, , 

1\ 

". , 

/' 

1 
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, ' 

within David when she notes that, compared to his sis ter and 

br~ther, "David seemed to have no face of his own" (MV, p. 123). 
',' 

David 's assurance tbat he and h'is twin Anna are exactly alike 

is slowly undermined Dy their growing divergence that ia 
r , 

evident even early in childhood in their different attitudes 

to the trip to the mountain and their reac~ions to death; 

the g'ap widens with Anna 's ,leaving hDme and 'her marrlage. The 

contrasting development ia completed by h~r victDry over the 

impulse, shared with David and their mDther, to hurt a loved 
, 

one in order to protect self and to try to prolong a happy 

moment fDrever. Ironically. in the context of Buckler's 

fictlon~ her vict~ry ie achieved through Interspersed fragments 

of memory Df her and David in chlldhood; ironically, in 'keep-

Ing w~th Wuckler's vision, the victory se~ms to be for an 

unwDrthy. In contrast, David who, wlth attitudes ranging 

" from awe to condescension, sees hemself as
J

belng SD dif~erent 

from his father becomes a parody of his father.- While Joseph is 

not able to artlculate his' satisfaction, David chooses nO,t to 

articulate his dissatisfaction. It is David, and not his 
/-

fa ther. who bellrl,; fhis 10 t wi th as -li ttle complain t and rebell-

ion as the Dxen he 80 despises. As JDseph admirably'pits 

himself against the physical forces of nature, David des truc-

ti vely pi ts himsel f against the crea ti ve forces of' ohis OWll 

nature. He becomes a travesty of aIl that is good in Joseph. 

In a similar reversaI in Tbe Crueles-t Month, Sheila exits 

in the very spirit of re8ignation that she has helped Bruce to 
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In a iighter ve.ln, vhen Mo'rse chooses for his 

s'tory an end'ing that reflects ,Kate'a vision, she lamentfâ the 
\ 

o 

reversaI; "Her Pyrrhic victory • • Morse on the slde of 

the angels!, It vould sound ab'~olutely false" (CM, p. 284) • 

" 
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Buckler specializes in ironic. reversaIs vith!n and between his 

characters. 

For the most part, Buckler's plot structures mirrrir the 

particular patterns and rhythms of insight; even the moat 

~lnute deta!ls must be seen in this context. The architec-

tursi order of Ruckler's fiction c~n be seen only in retro-

spect; frequently. it takes 8 rium~er of re~dings before the 

symm~try of ail the patterns can be giasped. Even in many 

of his ahorter works, Buckler uses the eplsodic structure 

which 18 the basic pattern of his longer works. He uses a 

parti culaI' inc iden tOI' lRs igh~, whi ch in i tia lly, may appear 

to be trite, to estab~ish a basic motif for each character 

and.pattern,of action. By r~peating the basic dynamics, 

Buckler intensifies the slgnlficance of earlier incidents 

and q~~lif!es one's understanding of a character and events.' 

The careful reader must be avare con~tantly of the need to 

re-evaluate a particular insight or incident in light of a 

growing sense of the whole; the potential fO,r reader victlm-

i~atlon la great. 

In The Hountain and the Valley. each part -repeats the 
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basic patterns but emphaslzes some particular aspect to widen . 
the con text. Every det~:f,.l of David 'e .childhood increases in 

" ironie eignift'cance. It Is indicative of ~he pover of the 

episodic structure-that Buckler dares to begin at the end vh~n 

David has become a parody of himself. However, the very 
. 

intenelty of the description of his chl1dhood which followa 

tend~ to'd!spel the reader's f~rst image of him. Buckler usee 

the eplsodic structure both to set up the' promise of character 

development and creative change and ta destroy tt. After 

repeating the basic pattern vhich features ~ome new insight or 

drama tic happening, he ,then shows exp ~ i ci tly the charae ter" 8 

defeat or he en~s on a note of promise that le undermlned by 

the long passage of tlme before the next ep~sode or by a shift 

of context in whieh some other confliet takes priority. He 

tends to e.phasize the firet pattern of undermlning in The 

Mountaln and the Valley and the second in The Cruelest Month, 

, but they are frequentIy intervoven. 

In The Mountain and t~e Valley, the detaila of tbe 

Prologue lneresse in symbolie signiflcance; the use of a 

simple word like "child" can be attributed to ,the old lady'a 

age but in the Epilogue. in which th~ firet 8cene i8 repeated 

exactly, the word becomes a symbol of supreme irony. The 

p~ecoclous child, more adult than cbl1d, has become the adult 

child who h~s refused to mature. In The Cruelest Honth, < 

Buckler uses the understandable fear of a chl1d in the Bruce 
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" , 
and Peter epi~ode as the core of the theme of trying to co*e 

, , 
to terms ~ith one's mortality: "Bones make you feel funny. 

don' t they ?" (CM. p. 3 7) . 

Within the episodic struéture. ~uckler presents scenes 

in which a single individusl can be viewed in different con-

texts. He may set up conttasts hetween the fantasies of a 

peraon's mind with respect to a particular situation. either in 

prospect or retrospect, and the actua~ experience of it. At 

other times, a charact:er t.a made, to act ln different ways 

dependent upon factors such as his perception of time, place 

and other characters. Sometimes, in one scene. the particular 

view of one character about snother can be given promlnence 
t 

such that thi!-. reader can 'he misled. In The Kountain and th~ 

Valley, bath David and Anna initially create Toby in their 

own images. The Toby that Buckler portrays hardly aeeme worth 

their eff~rts although Toby dose not in any vay aciively 

, provoke or support their efforts. In The Cruelest Konth, 

Morse puts such emphasis on the mystery b~hln~ Paul that it 

deflects atrention frpm the lack of mystery. In fact, in this 

novel, almost everything that ls sald in one· context i8 refuted 

in an,other, while what is said in jest frequently turns out ta 

be true. The reader must be aware that a character may have 

to be reconstructed if he i8 to be understQod properly; 
~' 

hovever. the intensity of the scenes or vie~~works against 
1 

this avareness. 
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Buckler sometlme~ uses a single scene to show the con-

traats among characters to a particular situation; what appears 

to be a common e~erience becomes instead an occasion to high-

light different and often clashing perceptions of it. The 

""-
annual visi t to the graveyard in The Mo un tain and the Valley 

0;: 

evokes not only memories of local and family his tory but also 

differen t ~eactions to dea th.- The reactlons reflect not only 

age and experience but also particular aspects of personality; , ' 

also, Buckler often uses these reactions to foreshadow either 

explicitly or implicitly. This structural technique is clear­

"\ 
ly seen in "The Fi rat Born Son" and la frequen tly used in The 

Cruelest Honth to register everything from different attitudes 

toward the place to the final vildly dlfferent individual 

insights triggered by the deer and the fire. 

Buckler juxtaposes scenes and elements vithin scenes to 

ac:hieve various effects.' Frequentl!. he uses the juxtaposition 
') 

to set up and highlight contrast betveen and within characters , 

w~th respect to perception and action. At times, he recreates 

the rhythm of intensity or mindless frenzy and the en~uing 

lull ~ In some cases, he shift~ emphasis from a moment Qr situ-

atlon of intensity to another that has no Immediate or necessary 

connection. Often, he uses i t to dis tort the passag'e 0 f time 

or to plghlight the interweaving of past, present and future, 

in fact and in fantasy. Some times , even vi thin a sc:ene, an 

, 
J , 
fi 
~! • .. 
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apparently meaningles's and minute d(tai1 1s repeated in juxta­

position with some other detai1 sueh that it assumes ironie 

significanee. In The Crue1est Month. there is a seeming1y 

need1ess referenee to Rex and Sheila 's not having seen "the 

sna:f.l with the perfect Spiral of Arehimedes. r • e. marked on 

the back of the house it. was inching across their path" (CM. 

p. 87). Three pages later, immediately after Rex says to Sheila, 

J 
"1 wish you and l could live forever," their car "crushed the 

sna11" (~. p. 90). The significance might have .been more 

obvious. but less in keep1ng with the spirit of the novel, if 
9 

Buck1er had used bis description of the snai1 in Nova Scotia: 

Window on the Ses: "The spiral marking on the snail 's snug 

house infinity .. ,,20 The Spiral of Archimedes is a1so 

a symbol of perfect relationships. 

In his plotting of scenes, Buckler actually intensifies 

the poignancy of a particular situation by dispelling the 

suspense normal1y rela ted to developmen t of ac tion. ,In The 
, 

Mountain and the Valley, the shifting of scenes between and 

within the minds of Martha and Joseph in their last quarrei 

intensifies the ominous note; and yet at one point the narra-

tor intrudes to say n(She didn't know that Joseph was dead .)" 
~ 

( HV. p. 2 2 0) • lnstead of defuslng the situation or making the 

rest of the action anticlimactic, .this ~nowledge actually 

takes the reader immediately into tb~ mind and hear~ of Martha 

in her tragic journey. Buckler matches the pace of his prose 

! 
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to th~ rhythm of her alternating moods within the context of 

a growing anxiet,y. At this stage, it is Joseph's dea~h that iB 

anticlimactic and the reader becomes co~victim with Martha. 

The technique of dealing with,:Peter and Molly's deaths in The 

Cruelest Month is the same. Also, in both. the, tragedies 

occur at a time that will insure the ~ost intehse guilt for-
. J 

the survlvor. Buckler portrays the prelude to tragedy wlt~ 

such intensity that by breaking'the suspense. he actually draws 

the reader more deeply into the traiedy itself. In a sense. 

he is showing that to "know" is not really to know until one 

has fully experienced a reality at many'leveis. 

Another technique that Buckler uses is to shape symmetri-
.. 

cal scenes whofe superficial similarity underlines the ironie 

contrast. In this way, dn The Mountain and the Valley, Buckler 

emphasizes the basic differences between Chris and David in 

their first sexual experlences. The two scenes, in adjoining 

chapters but separated by a year. are ~lotted in a similar 

fashion; however. the emphasis in one lB on the physlcal enjoy-

ment of it while in David's case, the emphasls Is on his try­
~ 

ing to experience it while being divorced from It. Buckler 

also sketches the contrasts in characte~ between the two girls. 

In both episodes, there is an ominous 'toÀe reinforced by earli-

~ er dreams and premonitionW, aIl confirmed by later experiences: 
1 

Towards the end of the novel, Buckler uses this technique to 

show the final divergence ~nd ironie reversaIs in the 

" . 

, 

i 
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rf!!lationships of David and Toby and of David and Anna. Hé 

uses Tob~ and Anna."'s, walk up the mountain as prologue to David 's 
.. '~ 

Ep.ilogue. He sepa,rates the scenes by only one chap,ter but, 

in,fact, three years have lapse9. Using ~xplicit parallels 

21 
of'physical signposts, thoughts and words, Buckl,r clearly 

s<hows the difference, between David and Toby, and Anna' s coming 

to; terms with herself wpith regard to the nature of love and 

time; it is in marked contrast to Davia's final journey 

through aIl the illusions of his life. Anna, with both courage 

and fear, returns to the valley while' David, balancing 

"exqùisite guilt;" (MV, p. 291) and cpndescension with regard 

to the life and people of the valley. dies at the top of the 

mountain. Just prior to his death, David, from his great height, 

looks down upon the tiny figure of his grandmother aI}d laments, 

ironically, her growing blindness; she is actually calling him 

to say she has completed her rug. The last two circles are 

> 

a ,scarlet piece from David's cloak from the play, his life in 

émblem, and a scrap of fine white lace, the last remnant from 

ber early and privileged past in the Dld World . Buckler chooses 

to end David's life, and the novel, with the image of a par-

tridge: 

rts heavy body moved str'ight upward for a mi~ute, 
exactly •.. And then its grey body fell swiftly in 
one B&aight movement, as if burdened with the weight 
of it own flight: down, between the trees, down, 
swoopi gly, directly, intensely, exactly down 9ver the 
far si e of the lDountain. (MV, pp. 301-2) 

, " 



( 

'"/ 

103 
,. 

It i8 a final ironie parody of David: the partridge is return-

ing to the "fairy-tale" orehards which "Nothing visited .•• 

but the timid partr1dges, to bud in the apple trees, at duak; 

and the soft-eyed deer" ,(MV, p. 254). 

Buekler uses this salDe setting of a walk to the top 9.:f." 

the hardvood bill bathed in the vash of happy childhood 

lDe.àries to conclude Ox BelIs and Fireflies. The details used 

to contrast in this ease are taken from the unhappy present of 

an adult whose "flesh • has see,n its ovn bone" o(OB, p. 299). 

In eaeh of his three longer pieees of fiction, Buekler easta 

tbe final scene in some form of journey. Even the two eharac-

ters, Letty and Paul, who appear to remain behind in The Cruelest 

Month go on a journey~ It is.suggested in Buekler's imagery 

to deseribe their sexual union whieh he explicit1y refera to as a 

journey in Ox BelIs and Fireflies: "Coup les, finlding sex in 

bed with them, took each other to the one place where the two 

of them cou1d become one -- and brought each other back from 

the journey farthest west from Death" (OB, p. 171). In each, 

the final scene beeomes a summary of the conf1icts faced by 

the different eharaeters and the eontrasting attitudes as weIl 

as an undermining of each attitude to a greater or lesser degree. 

Buekler shapes the endings of his stories so that the 

ironie reversaIs are either complete within the stories them-

selves or ambiguous with the possibility of further undermin1ng 
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,1 
beyond the story. The tones range from the profoundly tragte 

in The Mountain and the Valley to the facile and slapstick.comic, 

in stories like "The Eruption of Albert Wingate" or "Choose 

YoU! Partners. 11 An essential difference between his short 

stories -and longer fiction is that some of the former whieh 

see. to end on ~ happy note of ironie reversaI may be part of 

a pattern of illusion in the longer ones. Tvo of his short 

staries are especlally Interesting in this regard. In The 

Mountain and the Valley. Buck1er incorporates much of "The 

First Born Son" in "The Rock" episode. In its original short 

story form, the ending is ambiguous with the suggestion that 

the father has indeed lost his son and aIl that he symbolizes. 

However, in the novel Buckler changes the ending of this 

episode to make it conform to the pattern of David's depend-
--

ence on others, much less articulate than himse1f, to heal or 

restore a relationship, and to the pattern of his repeated 

illusions '" InJcontrast. "The Rebellion of Young David" i8 a 

sequence of insights that appears to end on a happy not •. 

Buckler changes it slgnificant1y in The Cruelest Month to make 

it a chilling part of Bruce Mansfield's character pattern. In 

this case, Buck1er extends the story such that, despite Brucè's 

previous inslghts and resolve that "He would see to ft that 

enough un ders tandin g too k tha t smashing, un rliUlchabl e look from 

his ('Peter's) face forever" (.,Ç!!, p. 38), his inabi1ity to triu..mph 

over some selfish, irrational impulse that Peter's actions 

trigger in him leadB to the terrible accident in whieh his wife 
( 

J 
.; 

• 
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( 
and son are killed. Buck1er even intensif1es' the guilt vith 

the death of the vife who. in the short stori~ 18 already 

dead. It i5 at least open to question whether Bruce can func-

... tion S8 a ch1ld psychistrist • He see.s' to pe better at patch-
~ 

1ng bodies as he 18 shown tend1ng to Rex's superfici~l wound. 

He shows himself to be Just as closed to the inner" turmoil of 

Rex, the very person vho, from the beginning, has' reminded hi.~d 

of Peter. The irony would only be intensified if he were able 

to function aS,a psychiatrist. Thus. the extended story DOW 

conforms to and re1nforces the patterns of illusion in ~ 

Crueles t Mon th: the characters are only more like themselves 

in crisi8 despite the illusion of ch,ange before or after the 

crisis. 

In The Cruelest Honth aIl the characters seem to change 

as a result of their experience at Endlaw. However. as in the 

case of Bruce, Buckler underminee each "victory" in some vay. 
J 

Sheila,who is so wrong about her husband, diagnoses correctly 

the destructive effects of Bruce's spirit of resignation but 

it i8 that very spirit she embraces as she lèaves. As weIl, it 

has always been her pattern to have a protective feeling toward 

Rex when others snub him; she herself projects the pattern into 

the future as she contemplates the attitude of their barely 

conceived child toward Rex. Rex'~ de8perate need to belong is 

satisfied after his fashion, and his carelessly thrown cigarette 

( 
ignites the fire that the others must face. Horse'a books are 

'. 
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still more important than any woman, and Kate's "sudden wild 

centaur of decision" (CH. p. 279) proves that her desire to 

get married is stronger than her fear that she will be of no 

use to Horse after she is no longer of any story value. In the 

,narrator's comment, "As if the fire had tempered her" (CM, p. 281), 

ambiguity ia certainly suggested. Paul rationalizes that he 

can't possibly marry the woman he loves because he would 

"probably die smack in the middle of the boneymoon· aet" (CH. 

p. 258); but he almost dies of a heart attack saving his house 

which has become "something. some~ almost tha t. giving him 

bpck his will to live, he'd risk his life to save" (~, p.286). 

At the end, he proposes to marry another woman who could not 

possibly "invade" him in any other way than the physica1 and 

partly because he does not "die smack in the middle of the. 

act." Even the early bee incident witnessed by Letty(CM, p. 15) 

reappears in the fire scene (CM, p. 287) a~thoU&h Letty takes 

a more active part this time. Only Letty ia as unselfish as 

she has always been; but in her bid to please Paul she become8~ 

8elf-conscious about her grammar, a fitting note on which to 

end a book that specializes in talk which alternates between 

the vacuous and profound truth, but truth that i8 never really 

understood or pursued by the characters. 

The illusion of change in Buckler's charaeters i8 direct-

ly related to the intensity and eertainty they experience in 

their moments of illumination. Since some readers and er1tic8 

r 
question David's final visions as his last grand illusions in 
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The 'Mountain and the Valley and some lament that be dies jU8t 

, 22 
when he is ready to act, it is even more comprehensible that 

some fail ta see the ironie possibillties in The Cruelest Month. 

23 
especially ainee the eharaeters survive. In The Mountain and 

the Valley the central irony resides in the eontrast between 

what David thinks and what th~ reader knows. if he has not been 

victimized as weIl. In The Cruelest Month what the characters 

knov keeps changing such that it becomes a problem as to how 
, 

much the reader can know vith any certainty. Hopes are present-

ed and undermined but there ls no final synthesis, other than 

that Buckler vrltes the book that Morse missed the significance 

of in terms of a human dimension; but Buckler does It without 

being "on the aide of ,-the angels" (CM, p. 284). In much of 

his fiction, Buckler only appears ta provlde the final eontext; 

when he does provlde it as in The Mountain and the Valley. 

it Is not always aceepted. Perhaps this is irQnic evidence 

of his power to ereate and sustain illusion. 

Buekler also uses point of view t~ effect different ironie 

overtones. In his short staries, he sometimes uses the firat 

persan narrator for two contradictory purposes: creation and 

vict-imization. The creative narrator belongs in the realm 

of 11terary irony since Buckler uses him to illustrate the 

intense des ire and the struggling, halting and elaborate 

attempt to piece together the details of the story, to grasp 

their significance and to find exactly the right vords to 

con vey that understandlng. The narrator's struggle becomes 

• 
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a donscious ref1ect~on on the d~fficu1t1es of I1terary crea­

'i: 
tion; in addition, the reader becomes co-creator as he enters 

into that world which·goes beyond the mere "knowing" about 

human character. The narrator is often forced to contemplate 

emot1ons that, he himself does not completely understand but 

vhich he senses are significant. To underline the inadequacy 

of vorda to catch the essence of anything or anybody. Buckler 

has the narrator use repeatedly the rhetorical technique of 

correctio. The emphas1s ia on qualifying, veighing and shading: 

" 
say 

in no vay • . and yet Il. . .... ~ 

• none of that would be t'rue. 

"if l say . if l 

Il • . . , and "sort of" and 

"kind of"." The technique provides for greater subtl~ty in 

rendering aIl the t~ists and turns of characters and situations. 

In "Would You Know lt If You FeIl Over lt?", concern i8 express-

ed about the too clever character: 

Be had lost the antennae of sympatby that informs 
every serious novelist. He bad a vay vith vords 
but no feeling for material •• Re turned to facts. 
But there, . he found that facts too are fiction. 
The same tincture of imagination, warm and near to 
things, Is necessary to tell the real truth. 

In "The Wild Goose." expres s ions su ch as "1 don t t know • Il 

and "Do you know • Il become an tiphons as the narra tor aaks 

questions of his listener/reader; he creates a conversational. 

digressive structure marked by an a1ways tentative and groping 

expression which results in a sense of resl immediacy and grow-

ing clarity in the emerging portrait. With respect to this 

particular narrator. Buckler noted that "the repet1t1ve phrases 
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were intentional, to empha"ize the groping nature of the 

nar"rator's effort. His desperate urge to communicate. though 

be's not exactly sure how ta go about it best. is meant to be 

24 
part of the point." His effort is also related ta his vague 

intuition that his brother's death wi'll be reversed-in t"he 

ilRmortality that art implies. Buckler makes effective use of 

this type 0 f narra tor in "Penny in the Dus t. Il "The Bars and the 

Bridge" and especially in the complex of themes in "The Quarrel" 

and "The Wild Goos"e." 

"-
The creative narrf.tor of "The Wild Goos~" becomes the 

victlmized narrator of "The Clumsy One." The, narrator, Danny. 

destroys himself as hé sings, unwittingly, a bymn in praise 

of the bllndnes8 of the mind, especially a "quick" one, ln 

geometry CRYD. p. 54). Like the narrator of "The Rebellion of 

Young David," he understands nothing of the significance of 

wbat be bas no trouble remembering. His lack of Insight into 

himself 18 not only powerful1y re~ealing but slso cbilling at 

times as he consistently·~rots out aIl the signiflcant details 

about bis own character and his bro ther 's only to dismiss their 

sig""ificance. After betraying his brother. wallowing in his 

own shame is more important than seeking forgiveness. For 

his own consolation, he recreates tbe scene with himself as 

bero and each point of the betrayal reversed. He considera 

himself so successful that, without realizing the irony of 

the imagery. he rhapsod:f.zes. "Tbe sharp aword of my mind shone 
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B·nd sang dolng ft, and l vas rea1ly proud of its quickness" 

(..!!.!!, p. 60). His unwitting exposé of the kind of person he 

really i8 becomes the strongest possible ev.1dence of the 

go~d character of his brother. Buckler reinforces the irony / 
by having hlm exit as obtuse "as ever. ~till scratching his 

"qulck" mind as he asks incredulously, "Did l say i t vas David 

who was the clumsy one vith a~ything that could~tt be held 

ln his hands?" (RYD. p. 64). The emphasis ia still on David 

and his " c l ums iness." Danny ls Buckler's most odioue type of 

charac ter: confidently lf1ç.now,lng" but bllnd to hlmself and 

others and selfish to the point of being perverse. Desp i te 

this, there ls t~e real possibillty of reader victlmization 

as one tends to be swept along by the narrator's abundance 
", 

of detail and commentary such that the patterns are mi8sed or 

d1.smis sed. 

In a somewhat similar. but not as extreme, ways the adult 

narrator, reflectlng upon a period of hiB youth, in "Last 

Delivery Before Christmas" is the reverse Qf the creative 

narrator in "The Quarrel. If The former'a tone~ conversational 

and tentative. 18 marked by parenthetical asides and frequent 

use of expressions such as "1 think, ',' "1 believe," "1 suppose," 

as weIl as "Come to think of it" (.!!!.!!, p. 105) or "Maybe 1 only 

seem to remember" (RY D, p. 113), in a way tha t quaI ifies his 

apparent assurance and reflects his groving awareness in retro-

( 
speet of the significance of a pérticular memory. He i , 

i 
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acknowledges that he was the de1iberate agent of 'tension in 

the relationship bétween his mother and stepfather; however. 

his numerous allusions to the "ne'er-do-well" character of his 

father, without consideration of the destructive effects which ..... 
he himself suggests, reveal that he also has been deceived by 

his father who "(. could do tricks that no one could see 

through)" (RYD, p. 99). Re is won over not by his stepfather's 

reliability but by his apparent "unpredictability" which, in 

retrospect, should be seen as part of a consistent pattern of 
~ 

unselfish action. The real triumph of ~he stepfather can be 

seen more clearly by looking at "The Balance" or "Another Man" 

in which the point of view-fa centered ln the lonely bachelor 

figure. Perhaps it is for this reason that Buckler reVised~ 

an earlier "ers1on called "The Christmas Order" in which the~ 

youthful narrator was much more explic~t in his attempt to 

25 describe the lonely bachelor who became his stepfather. 

When Buckler uses a third person narrator, he incorpor-

ates many of the aspects ai the first person narrator by his 
. 

use of dialogue, especlally by the almost constant inner 

dialogue of a character. In The Crueles t Mon th, the narra tor 

reflects that "Each persan Is a twosome. Rimself and the over-

rid1ng concern vith which he's in such constant dialogue that 

it becomes personifled inslde hlm" (CM, p. 110). In the 

dramatic presentation of the quarrel between father and son in 

"The First Born Son," Buck.ler alternates thelr points of view 

\ 
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to highligQt the ironic confliet wlthin and between them. The 

few wards that are spoken Bummon, for each, a myrlad 'of images 

that not only embody and intensif y the contrast between them 

but a1so taucb on so Many of Buckler's themes. At the very 

moment the son vows to himself never to be like bis father, 

hwith that 8tupid look on his face, tike one of the oxen . " 

(RYD" p. 23), the, father tells him that the land will be his 

gift to his son. The father who mistrusts vords because of aIL 

they cannot convey provides repèated openi~gs for the son who 

~ ~efu8es ta speak except ln vicious retorts, each one more 

vounding than the last. The father. recognizlng the destruct-

Ivenes~ of such a quarrel, tries ta understand as the son 

deliberately mlsunderstands and miscoastrues in his total 

preoccupation vith self. 

even more chi~ling tale. 

The inconcluslve en ding makes it an . 

Buckler's use of thlrd persan narrator enlarges the poten-

tial for lrony and resder vietimization sinee the fictive 

narra~or may provlde eommentary st a number of levels. He mày 

be used ta give faetual description. to explain or reflect 

upon the thoughts and actions of characters. to correct mlscon-

ceptlons. to give advanee information, to critlc1ze snd even 

ta mock characters. Buckler also uses him. at times, to inun-

date the reader with detail in a vay that may highlight one 

focus at the expens~ of another or he may have him adopt a 

styl& of high burlesque to obscure the basic triviality of the 
o 

8 ubj e-c t. It 18 fairly simple to isolate some" of these 
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teehniques but Buckler frequently combines them for maximum 

ironie advantage. The reader can be lu11ed into a sense of 

partnership only to become ancrther victim of il~usion. 

mocking tone in parent~etlca1 ssides becomes more dominant as 

David grows in.age and illusion in The Mountaln and the Va~ley. 

Infrequent insight into hlmse1f only intensifl~s bis need for 

and the power of his illusions: II(ButJn tenser' still. then: 

tomorrow. tomorrow. .)''' (MV, p. 23 ; the iron!ic effect 15 

intensifled ss the narrator only points ta the substance of a 

well-known Shakespearean quotation. His,mocking tone continues 
/ 

to the end; with reference to David's final 1llusion about 

f{nding "A single beam of light • . enough to ~_l8,.ht a11 the 

shadows" whlch "would make him the· greatest writer in th& wholeo 
..... 

world," tbe narrator comments: 

He didn 't conslder hov he would flnd it. (The words' 
be'~ put in the scribbler before now had never fallen 
a.ooth over the shape of the remembrarice. or enclo~ed 
it aIl. But the minute he put the 8cribbler away the 
perfect ones seemed Burely possible to be found the 
next time.) Nor how long It might take. (If you 
took a hundred years. then --'though nelther thls 
thought vas expliclt norQreason's denial of ft. for 
tbe swelling moment to transcend -- he vould li~e a 
bundred years.) He knew only that he would do it • 
(MV. p. 2 9 9) • 

) 
For the most part, the narrator of The.Cruelest ~ntb - (1 

1s no t q ul te so heavy-handed~ whicb i8 p erhaps more in -keep ing 
~ 

with a novel that puts more emphasis on fostering illuslon than 

on overtly deriding 1t. Tbere are occasions vben he 1s ,expllclt 

as in hls remark about Kate: "If sbe had stopped to th1nlt 1 t 

" " 

.. 

" 
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-
through, she'd have seen that Endlaw had more the features of 

a cul-de-sac than of a launching site" (CM, p. 76). The l-an-g-

.uage and tone of the narrator in the love scene betveen Bruce 

and Sheila combine most of the techniques in tones that range 

and alternate betvee~ high and'lov burlesq~e. Even the care­

fuI reader can be a long time reconstructing the scene which 

ends with ellipsis, Buckler's frequent si:gnal for i11ua~on, 

ambiguity and interruption; in thls case, it probab1y meane 

aIl three. , To intensif y the irony, it i8 the cuckol-d 's cough 
1 " , that interrupts the "lovet:'s" and their discussion about the 

future; the i'tarrator observes that, "They sprang to their feet; r . -
and as if at a signal, the woods struck their sets. This pla~ 

vas over" (CM, p. 215). In this particular novel, the tone 
, 

and t he tune ':lf the na rra tor change rep ea.tedly to reflec t and 

relnforce the ambival~nt attitudes toward the individusl t~agic 
-'~ 

situations. ~and'life in general: glibness. self-torture, escape 

thr~ugh~illusion. sex o~ alco~olism, resignation or nihilism . 
... ---- / 

ln tbe suppqsed "domicile of peace" (CM, p. Il), the point is 

confus~on; B uckle r uses the na rr'a tor to in tens if Y the confus ion": 
/' -

B uckl er' s p reoccup.a tion wi th the "mul tum in parvo" and 

"cqncen tric reve rbera tions" 1s obvious i~ his themes an d thei r 

eablematic patterns. 'His style embodies and refle~ts his 

enthusiasm and skepticism depe·ndent upon the j~y of creation 

and the recognition of hu'man limitations in th.is regard. His 

style which is an extension ~f his themes and techniques has 

( 

. . 
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already been considered implicitlYi ta do it ,full justice 

would require a full length study of its ow~. In general, his 

pattern~ o~ language alternate between passages ~f summary and 
..:) 

eommentary a'nd passages in whieh Buekler strives for an i'mmedi-

acy and intensity with diffetent tonal effects. The style may 
" 

1 

l?e lyrical, frenetie, halting, burlesque or abstracto As has 

been noted, the lyrical may be used in an attempt to capture, 

in aIl its shades, ,a chi1d's delight in Christmas (>MV, p. 65), 

" whil ~ a bur 1 esq ue ,version 0 f the style cap ref 1 e et ace r tain 

'self-i-mockery in a charaeter taking himself too s'eriously (CM, 

p. 66). His patterns that recreate ~ se6se of groping may be 

used to describe as aecurately as possible a genuine attempt to 

come to ter~s with.some aspect of reality. At t~mes, he reCre-
( 

ates the problem of focus by calling attention either ta the 

lack of it, sueh as in David's vision, or to t~e other extreme 

.. of a narrow foeus or "squint" (CM, p. 274), or to t'he absence 

of foeus in face of the great white emptiness "b'eeause that 

master page inside you stays white • . whi te . . white" 

-( GM , p. 1 53) • Buckler incot'porates aIl these in'to his' own 

style sueh that nothing becomes'something and that whieh has 

no focus becomes part of his focus. At times, he creates from 

the inability tQ create. There is ~ doubt that his efforts 

eannot always succeed but any judgment on his style must be 

made on the basis of the context of the passage. 

One aspect of Buckler's style that should be stressed i9 
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his concern with meaningful detail. especfally in the realm 

of. symbols. A1most every detail bas its echo either ln para-

11e1s or rever~a1s'ahd frequ~nt1y in tHeir combination; also 

;wlthin the context of his entire body of fiction, sorne symbols 

signifydifferent things and must be evaluated in context. 

In "Penny in the, Dust," the penny is not on1y an eloquent 

aymb01 of enduring, if 'lnarticu1ate, love but a1so a symbol 

pf golden hopes onceagdin being buried but tbis time willingly 
o / 

and in the "du'st" of mortal man. There are also Bib1ical 
'l. 

reverberations ln "The First Born Son": there is the Christmas' 

birth. of a long awaited son who in time,rejects his father an~ 

denie s 'h lm immor tali t'y; al so, ,the pl oughsha re "shone un der-

neath • . Iike a sword" (RYD, p. 26), and the rejected father 
-- 0 

~ 

"scraped the ~irt' fro'm his, be-els" (RYD, p.2,7). In additi'on.· 

in this story BuC~l~~ uses the,symbol of place "as persan, 

~o~trasts the symbols of' city and country~ and reverses the 

aymbol of ~prl1 as a tlme of creation and h~pe. Th~ son's 
,~ 

t 

view of the father as being like the oxen Is reversed as the 

son, in a number of tel1ing details, i5 shown to be ox-like; 

he is fina11y reduced by his own perverslty to a token geBtur~ 

: I\Of rebe11ion as he "jerked the yoke-straps" (RYD, p. 27). 
i \ \ 
, However, in Ox BelIs and Flref11es, to reflect the creative 

\ , 
\ 

-'1\ 
" Il 

eontrasts and tone, Buckler uses the image of the oxen and their 

be11s in a positive vay: "The slow, measured pace. of the oxen 

and the silencing sound of the bel1s set your ~h~ughts lapping 

,11.ke windless waves against a peaceful shore" ÇOB, p. 93). 
/ 

., . 

) 
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In The Mountain and the Valley, Buckler uses a silllpl"e 

thing like a wristwateh to link ironieally the eharacters of 

Toby, David. Chris and Dld Herb Hennessey (MV, pp. 140, 233, 294); 

whether a watch is working or has stopped, it cannot affect the 

kassage of time. In a s imila r way. he uses th'e locke t which 

symbolizes adventure ~nd the recognition of passing tilllej the 
1 ~' 

grandlllother~gives it to David who at fir5t sees himself in it 

and who, in tu~n, Ogives it to Anna who sees Toby's likeness in' 
CD' 

it. The reader becomes àware that the grandmother's hopes for 

David have been dLmmed when Toby reminds her of someone (MV. 

p. 264); in aIl likelihood. it is her early sailor friend who 

had givei her the locket. The symbol of train as adventure 

becomes the symbol of pain for a character like Rex in The 
- ~ v 

Cruelest Honth and i
' David. in The Hountain and ,the Valley. for 

whom pain has become the one adventure not to be missed. ln 

the latter novel~ the keel kills Joseph in a physical and 

psychologieal sense sinee he is distracted by his unselfish and 

forgiving eoncern for anotherj it also becomes symbolie in the 

light of Paul's aphorism in The Cruelest Month: "His Achilles 

heel the firs,t keel laid in everyone" (CH, p. 273). Mathemati-

cal terms are frequently used as analogies for characters in 

particular situations or for the development of eharaeters in 

fiction; they promise.a eert~in stability and predictability but 

they are always found wanting ln the end sinee "There are no 

equatlons for feeling" as Paul f\lnds out in "The Dream and the 

<. 
'" ' Triumph" (RYD. p. 68). 
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Kany symBole take on a number of meanings. "Breeze" can 
/ . 

sy.601ize the shortness of man's life; at other times, it 

assumes a literaI or metaphorical association with the trigger-

ing of an illumination, genuine or illusory. ''Window'' can 

evoke a sense of physical or psychological protection or 

obscurity; it m4Y reinforce the sense of being spectator; or 

it may ereate a sense of distance that triggers in a character 

" • an intense feeling of loyalty after betrayal, especially if 

the other character is seen "baek-to". As it has already been 

noted, "mirror" evokes an ambiguity of whether it gives an 

accurate reflection of re~lity, or a reflection of one's per-

ception of reality, or an opposite reflection. The notion of 

the "play" is likewise ambiguous; in The Mountain and the Valley, 

the fictional play becomes reality while in The Cruelest Month. 

the two are so closely intertwined that one becomes the other 

and both become intertwined with the narrative structure. 

''W a ter" i s pro te an in i t sas soc i a t ion s • As the sea, it symbol-

iz~s both adventure and separation or death in some form; as 

the "Baptizing Pool" (MV, p. 10'3)" it is associated with youth 
- 1 

and has sexual overtones which are also evident in the water 

in the dreams and premonitions of Chris and Anna. Ice evokes 

memories of both carefree and careless youth as weIl as the 

self-assurance engendered by mastering figure eights. while at 

other times it accentuates the emptiness of a frozen landscape. 

Snow and rain enhance a sense of security or vulnerability, 

( 
both of which come tog~ther in David's final appearance as a 
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snow-eovered log. Buck1er's variations are countlesso, 

Espeeially in his longer works, an 1nteresting variation 

of symbo1s and style informs Buckler's fiction; he adapta and 

sometimes reverses the central symBols of other ironie writers. 

The most obvious adaptation ia his titie The Cruelest Month. 

He takes not only the title and other lines for an epigraph 

from T. S. E1iot's TheWaste Land but also ineorporates the 

imagery of April, lilaes, bones, wind, fire and water, f~horns 

26 
and motors"; there are a1so echoes of "Shal1 l at least set ·[_t( 

27 
my lands in order?" in Paul' s apparently find1ng peaee in 

saving his place wh1.eh, in the smoke. seemed "like a Gothie . 
cas tle- emerging from some Arthurian lake If (~, p. 285). However, 

the adaptation and tone are distinetly Buekler's as lilaes are 

uprooted and the bones of a horse have been exposed by dogs 

and the true signifieanee of the bones is ~pparent to the ehild 
.j 

but lost on the father. The flre of sex and passion Is stoked 

by a real fire which Morse and Kate f-lee like "lemmings" while 

engaging in a wild exchange of "horns and motors"; the fire 

ranger who has already eoupled them as man and wife is right 

out of the "music-hall" form. Let ty an d Paul engage ln a 

similarly ironie battle vith both kinds of fire., Within a fev 

paragraphs. Buckler veaves the serious and the farcieal: Wryly, 

Paul thlnks of himself as looking "like some craekpot native in 

a fertility dance" (CM, p. 289), but almost immedi'ately he i8 

barely breathing with the pain, his life-saving pills have been 

L/ ., 
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'dealt a "Death by Water" and he ls revived ~y a rather comica1 

looking "fairy princess.tt Buck1er translates T. S. Eliot's 

symbols 1,nto facts in a way that can easily victimize the 

reader who has certain expectations because of his knowle~ge 

of Eliot. In a sense, Buckler strips aIl these images of 

their Wéighty llterary significance. 

He also undercuts the belief of those characters who 

feel that they have found the answer in sexual union, within 

and wlthout marriage, through his previous development of Rex, 

Sheila and Bruce, and through his scattered referenees ta Bru~e's 

, family life, and to Letty's marriage; even with reference ta 

Paul. it ls noted that "Ca{3ual, therapeutic sex. . (and it 

was abundant hereabouts) had never threatened control of his 

own boundaries in the least" (CM, p. 59). 

Another explicit allusion to a majo~ ironie writer 19 

Mbrse's vision of Paul as being 1ike that great literary 

pur sue r 0 f i Il u s ion s cre a te d b Y l b se n : "1 f h e ha d t 0, h e cou 1 d 

load himse1f and Letty on that deer and take off like Peer 

Gyn t" (CM, p. 278). As usuaI, Morse spea~s the truth in jest. 

Buckler uses the deer to trigger a characteristic "illumination" 

in each eharacter and like the deer, as Morse 81so correctly 

notes, at "The least seent of sm,oke, they take to their heels" 

(CM, p. 276). Buck1er has aIl the characters "get sorne kind of 

seat • on some kind of deer going the other way(CM, p. 278). 
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Also, 1n retrospect, much of Paul's character~zat1on 1s a 

reflection of Peer's: the world-wide search for self, the 

keep1ng of self free in order to choose with the result that 

one is not even a great sinner aince he i8 '~etwixt and between 

. half and half. ,,28 Ibsen has Peer refer ta himself as 

"an empty house 1 where no one within might be warmed and 

gladdened- 1 the owner, they say. was never at home" (PG, 219); 

Peer is also told to "Set your house in arder" (PG. 220). When 

Peer ia taken in by the woman who has never ceased ta love h1m 

despite his wanderings, his pIes to her, ss wife and mothe~ 1s 

"hide me. oh hide me. within your love" (PG, 222), but the 

Button Holder suggests that the final verdict is not yet in. 

In The Cruelest Month, Letty has always felt excluded from paul's 

"country of those people who seemed to know exactIy what the 

world was say1.ng" and she knows that she belongs only "in the 

k1.tchen of his mind" and not in "its liv1.ng rooms" (..9!; p.24). 

It 1.s she thst Paul envisions as wife and "safety." Buckler's 

"final ellips 1.s. without a per1od, s trongly 8 ugges ts the absence 

of a final verdict. 

·l 
Peer and Paul are also fa1led recorders. lovers and doersj 

David. in The Hountain and the Valley, 1s like them. Wh1le 

Peer is qu1ckly running out of cros's-roads. David has conv1nced 

h1maelf that "aIl the crossroad junc1:ions had been left irre-

tr1evably far behind" (MV p. 274). When the Broken Straws tell 

Peer that "On Judgement Day 1 we ahall flotlt to voiee our 
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accusation" (PG, 195), Peer responds: ~An empty threat; you 

daren't accuse a man of what be hasn't done!" (PG, 195). 

This echoes Eliot's "shrieking voices" ("BN", V. 153-55) and 

the voices that pursue David on his 1ast journe~. In a vari-

ation of the Particular Judgment scene, Buckler does accuse 

David of having failed as a doer, lover and recorder-writer. 

In the Prologue, David Canaan'g name and age have Bib1ical 

'overtones that are highlighted by his failure in the Epilogue. 

He has rej~cted the gift of words, even of music (MV, p. 251), 

characteristic of his prototype, the Psalmiste Moses-like, 

he dies on the mountain loaking into the Promised Land because 

he too has doubted his gifts; David tapped the rock not twice 

but seventy times seven times. Buckler uses the same setting 

of the walk up the mountsin to underline the narrator's 

tr1umph in Ox BelIs and Fireflies. David is made to fulfil 

Peer's cry before the nearly blind Solveig takes him in: 

l will climb up high to the steepest peak 
and watch the sun rise once again; 
l will stare till l tire, at the promised land, 
then let the snow drift over me • 
And there they may write: 'Bere lies-No One.' 
(PG, 219-20) 

Once again, Buckler fashions literaI renditions of major 

literary ironie symbols. 

It is David's grandmother, towards whom he has been so 

condescending because "she sees everything-so dimly," who, 

through her rags, finishes the story that David has never 

i 
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If 
attempted Q!y. p. 299). Rer hopes had always rested upon him; 

as a child he had delighted in n~r stories and it was to him 

that she had given th~ locket. At the time of David's fall, 

s~e had "put her hah/not to her head or her heart. . but 

to her mouth, as if it were her breath that was threatened" 

( KV, p. 1 93) • Ellen's rags have no meaning because they have 

no voice. The physical scar that resulted from David's fall 

becomes a mocking emblem of his life: " the scar 

sickled, like a smile-scar. from the corner of his mouth to bis 

left temple" (MV, p. 14). As a Fates figure, Ellen completes 

the simple and circular patterns but it is David who drew them 

for her in keeping with Buckler's belief that "the apparently 

blind and capricious turns of their fortune are the Inevitable 

outcome of circumstance and inheritance.,,29 

Buckler ia always conscious of the wonder and the curse 

of being a writer who feels that he has something to say only 

to be' frustrated by the thought of aIl the literary iiants who 

have said it so mûch bett~r; and yet. he is compelled by the 

conviction that no one can say it aIl forever. Re mocks aIl 

writers for their "scavengery" (CM, p. 158); he mocks those 

who refuse to try as weIl as those who think they can write 

with ease. Despite the limitations and the vulnerability,' 

Buckler chooses to create, believing that "In the way that 

termites are not architects though they both have to do with 

30 
the same medium. cri ti c sare no t wri ters. " A cri tical s tudy 

such as this one can obscure the essential unit y ~nd cohesive 
~ 

" . 
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pover of the best of Buckler's fiction. Ruckler d~scribed him-

• self as an "omnivorous" reader of "Anything that's well-written. 

vith that unfakeable spark of conviction, slxth sense of how 

31 
thlngs are. and vital pulse. fi His favorite authors range 

from "C .• Shakespeare and Dante ànd the great Russians 

like Tols toi)" to ma dern Canadian wri ters. He admired Hemingway 

as "he was the first ta write BO deceptively simply yet give 
1 

the meaning between the lines SUChl tremendous impact";~ he 

rema~ked that James Joyce had "first estahlished the Infinite 

variety and complexities of even the most ordinary man," and 

that T.S. Eliot had "first established the fre,quent deserts in 

32 
a man' s soul." Using a distin~tly Canadian setting which, 

like aIl settings,-no longer exists in its particulars, Buc1<ler 

"mirrors, '~ in every one of his senses of the word, the universal 

eoncerns and the various styles of major world writers. Liter-

a1ly and metaphorically he begins and ends where Yea~s said, 
'--"'. 

probably ironically, that he had ended: "Now tha t my ladder' s 

gone, / l must lie down where aIl the ladders start, / In the 

33 
fouI rag-and-bone sbop of the heart." The deceptively simple 

appearance of Buckl~r's fiction should not be allowed to obscure 

the intellectual. psychologieal and aesthetic complexity that 

is characteristic of his best fiction. Ernlest Buekler must be 

seen within the tradition of the classieal and modern literary 

ironists if his efforts and aehievements are to be tru1y 

evaluated and fully appreciated. 

- .:. 
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Ernest Buek1er. The Rebellion of Young David and Other 
Stories, sel. and arr. Robert Chambers (Toronto: MeCle11and 
and Stewart, 1975); hereafter c1ted as RYD and 1ncorporate'd 
fnto text. Quotations from published stories not in this 
collection will he noted separately. For a comprehensive 
bibllography of aIl Buckler's writings, see John Orange, 
Ernest Buckler: An Annotated Bibliography (Downsvlew: ECW 
Press, 1981). 
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Ernest Buckler, The Mountain and the Valley, introd. 

Claude Bissell, NCL, No. 23 (Toronto: McClel1and and Stewart, 
1961); hereafter cited as MV and incorporated into text. 
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Ernest Buck1er, The Cruelest Honth, introd.Alan R. Young, 

NCL, No. 139 (Toronto: McCle1land and Stewart, 1977); hereafter 
~ited as CM and incorporated into text. 
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Ernest Buekler, Ox BelIs and Fireflies: A Memoir. 

Introd. Alan R. Young, NCL, No. 99 (Toronto: McClelland and 
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text. Buckler himself refers to it-;s a "fictive memoir" in 
Donald Cameron~ Conversations with Canadian Nove1ists - 1 
(Toronto: Macmillan, 1973l,p. 9. 

5 Ernest Buckler Manuscript Collection (MS Collection 99), 
Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto; here­
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tion in this study were based on the present arrang.ment of the 
collection as outlined in John Orange. Ernest Buckler: An 
Annotated Bibliography; however. the citations in this final 
form have been given in terms of their context sinee the 
arrangement has not yet been finalized. 
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Chapter II~ Buckler and Literary Irony " 
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Douglas C, Muec)e, The Cqmp&ss of lrony (Loqdon: Methuen, 
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