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Introduction

Towards the end of Carol Shieldso last novel, Unless, Reta Wintersd two
younger daughters arrive home from school, laughing and shouting fiKronk
Cityo, kronk being their catch-all slang word for anything they want to dis-
parage. It means, says Reta, fishit or something like that. Kronk you they say
to each othero (Unless, 168). The word is first used by Natalie, the youngest
daughter, who calls Jean Chr@tien fiPompous. A kronkheado (Unless, 113).
When the girls call their father fithe Kronkmeistero, he filoves ité does a little
salute and clicks his heelso (Unless, 168), but the phrase fikronk cityo first ap-
pears in reference to a meeting with their elder sister Norah, who has dropped
out of university and now sits begging on a street corner in the centre of To-
ronto: fiShe stanké Kronk City,0 says one, while the other disagrees: fiShe
doesnit stinké 1tés just the street smello (Unless, 107).

As far as | can determine, this use of the word kronk is Shieldsd own coinage.
It is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as a variant of cronk, the cry
of the wild goose, and in German, it is a surname, derived from an adjective
related to the English crank, with the extended meaning of weak or sick.! Ex-
amples of the word that might have been available to Shields as she was writ-
ing Unless include the name of a well-known Detroit boxing team, a line of
skateboard and skateboarding equipment, a brand of dstreetd clothing imported
to Canada from the UK, and the name of a comic character in a Disney film,
The Emperor® New Groove (2000). | would hesitate to say which inspired her
coinage, but I suspect that it is a combination of the dstreet-wised connotations
of skateboarding or boxing with their suggestion of urban égrungeé and the
strident dgoose-calld onomatopoeia that prompted her to use it. The harshness
of the word, particularly the repeated k sound, gives Shieldso teenage char-
acters a convincing vocabulary which is suggestive of real adolescent slang
without being either offensive or dated, but in this paper | intend to adopt
Shieldsé coinage to convey the low regard in which Canadians have frequently
held their cities, and which has made it difficult for both readers and writers to
consider them as suitable settings for a national literature.
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Carol Shields is primarily known as a celebrant of the commonplace, show-
ing the extraordinary quality of apparently ordinary lives, but she consciously
set out not only to celebrate the lives of ordinary women and their families,
but their cities as well. Born in Chicago, she came to Canada on marriage and
lived in Ottawa, Toronto, Winnipeg and Vancouver, all cities that she featured
in her novels. Like her character Reta Winters, who wants to write fiction
fiAbout something happening. About characters moving against a éthereo (Un-
less, 8), Carol Shields carefully placed each of her novels in a recognisable
(though slightly fictionalized) setting. If Northrop Frye asks, fiwhere is here?0
Carol Shieldsd novels answer, fiHere is whereé 0.

Shields deliberately places her novels in settings that clearly identify the
cities in which she lived, a decision that contrasts with the practice of most
Canadian novelists (at least until towards the end of the twentieth century)
either to ignore the urban in favour of the rural or to disguise their cities as
some anonymous location. Through much of their history it could be said that
Canadian cities have been regarded as kronk, not least by the writers and crit-
ics who have established Canadais literary canon. Margaret Atwood famously
declared that iCanada is an unknown territory for the people who live in ité to
know ourselves we must know our own literature,0? but Canadian readers are
accustomed to knowing more about the literary topography of foreign cities
than they do of their own. With the exception of Montreal and Toronto, Cana-
dian towns and cities are not often seen in our literature and Canadian students
may know Joyceds Dublin or Virginia Woolfés London far better than they
know the literary cityscapes of their own country.

fiA colony,0 E.K. Brown believed, fisets the great good place not in its present,
not in its past nor in its future, but somewhere outside its own borders, some-
where beyond its own possibilities,0 *and for Canadians, that somewnhere has
traditionally been Britain, though more recently, as Margaret Atwood puts it,
Canadians are finow very close to being an economic and cultural colony of
our huge neighbour to the South.6* Consequently, Canadian education has
been biased towards the canon of British literature: it has only been during
later part of the twentieth century that Canadian literature began to be studied
in Canadian universities.® Canadian writers have also had to contend with the
greater buying power of the United States, and felt the need to tailor their
writing for that market. As Robert Fulford reminds us: filn the middle of the
20th century it was assumed that people elsewhere didnét want to read about
Canada. Many authors, anxious for international audiences, felt called upon to
minimize whatever was Canadian in their work.o Fulford gives as an example
the experience of Hugh MacLennan (1907790):
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He was usually published in the U.S. and he made some appear-
ances on New York best-seller lists, but he often complained that
American publishers greeted Canadian characters and settings with
apathy. He summed up the American attitude as fiBoy meets Girl in
Winnipegd and Who Cares?0°

It would be misleading to suggest that Canadian cities are always ignored or
disparaged in literature. W.J. Keithés Literary Images of Ontario’ (to give just
one example) surveys a variety of literary portraits of Toronto and smaller
Ontarian cities and shows that Canadian writers have not been totally averse to
their cities. But Graham Huggan contends that Canadian writers fiseem less in-
terested in evoking a sense of place than in expressing a kind of placelessness
through which the notion of a fixed location, and the corresponding possibility
of a fixed identity are resisted.0?

Richard Dennis observed this shrouding of the cityés identity in Morley Cal-
laghands Toronto, and suggests that in his six pre-war novels Callaghan never
mentions that the setting is his home town fifor fear of alienating a mainly
American readership, or because he wanted to suggest a generic American
city,0°and Robert Fulford supports him:

In the middle of the 20th century it was assumed that people else-
where didndt want to read about Canada. Many authors, anxious for
international audiences, felt called upon to minimize whatever was
Canadian in their worké . Morley Callaghan (1903190) circumvent-
ed that problem. He saw himself as a kind of universalist writer, and
he made the settings for his work anonymous. He used Toronto as
the background in most of his novels and stories while eliminating
place names: An innocent reader couldndt tell whether his characters
were walking around Cleveland or Seattle. Callaghan argued that it
didndt matter. 1

This situation is not unique to Canada. As Perry Nodelman says,

For most readers in most places, fiction is about somewhere else:

it occurs most often in a place made safely fiction-worthy by the
thousands of stories already set there: the old West, the Deep South,
Paris, Shanghai, Los Angeles, New York. Or else it happens in some
generic nowhereé too perfectly generic to seem much like the place
we call home."
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This may be why Americans greet Canadian settings with apathy bordering
on antipathy: they seem too similar to the American model, sharing as they do
the same generic North American architecture and street furniture so that Ca-
nadian cities (Vancouver and Toronto in particular) can usefully be substituted
for Chicago or Boston as film sets.

It is only towards the last quarter of the twentieth century (coincident with the
rise of feminism and the emergence of feminist writers like Carol Shields) that
the Canadian city has begun to appear in literature, not as a disparaged kronk
version of a British or American model, but in its own right.

In their introduction to Downtown Canada: Writing Canadian Cities, Justin
Edwards and Douglas Iveson point out that although Canada can be regarded
as fione of the most urban countries on earth, with the vast majority of its popu-
lation concentrated in a handful of cities,0 Canadians need to be reminded
fithat 80 per cent of Canadians live in cities,0 a truism expressed with a fisense
of discovery and loss [that] suggests that this is a new and radical shift in Ca-
nadian demographic patterns,0 but which fireveals, in fact, that the city is not
yet truly accepted as Canadian.o*

Why do Canadians resist accepting the urban as Canadian? That the 80 per
cent of Canadians living in cities mainly live in places that seem, superficially,
to be almost identical to cities in the United States, makes it difficult for them
to appreciate the subtle ways in which their national identity differs from that
of their southern neighbour:

There is a widespread perception that Canadian and American cities are more
or less the same. Large North American cities are widely thought of as form-
less, sprawling entities that eat up valuable farmland and cherished natural
features to churn out monotonous subdivisions, malls and office parks.*

This is not the whole picture, of course, and | will return to this point later, but
itis clearly natural to privilege as essentially Canadian the wilderness over this
sort of city environment, and this is what, in general, Canadians have done.

Canadians are accustomed to having more information and consequently
knowing more about the world in general (and Americans in particular) than
either the Americans or the rest of the world seem to know about them. Carol
Shields, in her poem fiComing to Canadad Age Twenty-two0 sums up the
kind of vague notion of Canada that was hers before she made the place her
home:
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It was cool and quiet there

with a king and queen

and people drinking tea

and being polite and clean

snow coming down everywhere.

Margaret Atwood summarizes the comparable British attitude bluntly: o[F]or
a certain kind of literary Englishperson, Canadad lacking the exoticism of
Africa, the strange fauna of Australia, or the romance of Indiad still tends to
occupy the bottom rung on the status ladder of ex-British colonieso.™ Against
this background of indifference or ignorance, Canadians have tended to rely
on the wilderness to give them the distinction that they seemed to lack in other
areas of their life. Rupert Brooke visiting Ottawa in 1913 said:

They told me, casually, that there was nothing but a few villages between me
and the North Pole. It is probably true of several commonly frequented places
in this country, but it gives a thrill to hear it.'

In the 1930s Susan Buchan, wife of author and Governor-General John
Buchan, reported a very similar experience:

It is possible to live in one of her great cities and to forget how near
the wild country is to your home. | remember we once went to a ski-
ing camp, andé | heard someone say, fiThere are no houses between
us and the North Pole,0 and then someone else remarked that a bear
had come down from the woods and devoured part of the contents
of the camp store cupboard. We were not far fromé Ottawa."

Lady Buchan concluded that the wilderness gave Canada her greatest charm,
and so have countless Canadians who relied on it to give them a distinction
they felt unable to claim for their culture.

A fictional, but nonetheless characteristic, example of the instinct to exploit
the interest value of the wilderness is Monica Gall in Robertson Daviest A
Mixture of Frailties (1958) who is sent abroad as the beneficiary of a bequest
fithat she may bring back to Canada some of the intangible treasures of Eu-
ropean tradition.0' Spending her first Christmas abroad with a volatile Welsh
family, Monica attempts to compete with her hostsé exotic glamour by giving
rather embroidered accounts of Canada:
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She deepened the snow, intensified the cold, and enthused retro-
spectively about winter sports in which she had never taken parté .
Ma Gall began to appear as a wonderfully salty character, a lady, of
course, but with the strength of pioneer ancestry behind her.**

The impulse behind Monicads exaggeration is much the same as that behind
the thrilling information imparted to Rupert Brooke and Lady Buchan by their
hosts. And if we are tempted to regard these attitudes as out of date, in 1991
Margaret Atwood chose to take ¢the Malevolent Northd as her theme for the
four lectures she delivered as part of the Clarendon Lecture Series in English
Literature,®and in 1996 she was, if not playing the wilderness card, using its
alternative, the harsh Northern climate:

[A]ll Canadians share a northern land which can be harsh and
unforgiving. Eleven feet of snow fell on the city of Thunder Bay

last winter. Even in the most temperate parts of southern Canada the
darkness and extreme cold of winter last from November to March.
All water, and even the trees, are frozen. When traveling in more
temperate climates, Canadians take an extravagant pride in telling of
temperatures falling to minus forty-five degrees, with the result that
tires freeze on parked automobiles and the flat part that rest [sic] on
the road goes thump-thump as you drive away.*

As Atwood points out, 0Canadians have longé invested a large percentage of
our feelings about identity and belonging in [the North],é2? but Justin Edwards
suggests that the fiprivileging of the wilderness and nordicity as defining char-
acteristics of Canadian identity not only fails to recognize the lived experience
of the vast majority of Canadians, but also distances Canadian readers from
their literature,0 and quotes from Andrew Pyperds Lost Girls:

I recall novels and poemsé which involved lonely settlers and
their wives, the difficulties in building a log cabin, and the eventual
freezing to death of the protagonist. This, | believed throughout my
schoolboy career, was the single plot and full extent of Canadian
Literature...?

In Small Ceremonies Carol Shields uses Judith Gillés acerbic deflation of Fur-
long Eberhardtés Prairie novel to make a similar point:
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fiFirst, therets the waving wheat. He opens, Chapter One, to waving
wheat. Admit it, Meredith, Saskatchewan in powder form. Mix with
honest rain water for native genre.o

fiHe grew up there.o

fil know, Meredith, | know. But he doesnit live there now, does he?
He lives here in the east. And he isnft a farmer. Heds a writer. And
when he isngt being a writer, heds being a professor. Dondt forget
about that.o

fiRoots matter to some people,o she says in a tone which accuses me
of forgetting my own. Nurtured on the jointed avenues of Scarbor-
ough, did that count? %

Coinciding with this fascination with the wilderness, however, like the oppo-
site side of the same coin, is the Romantic tendency of Canadians to disparage
their cities or to fear them as destroyers of nature; their attitude perhaps best
summed up in John Robins 1943 declaration:

I can approach a solitary tree with pleasure, a cluster of trees with
joy, and a forest with rapture; | must approach a solitary man with
caution, a group of men with trepidation, and a nation of men with
terror.?®

Cities belong somewhere between trepidation and terror on this continuum,
being less than a nation but more than a group of men. Even at their best they
are regarded as something to escape from, as in Archibald Lampmands often-
quoted poem, 6Freedomd (1888):

Out of the heart of the city begotten

Of the labour of men and their manifold hands,

Whose souls, that were sprung from the earth in her morning,
No longer regard or remember her warningé

Out of the din and the glare of the street;

Into the arms of our mother we come.

Our broad strong mother, the innocent earth,
Mother of all things beautiful, blamelessé
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Of course, one reason for the reluctance of Canadians to view their cities as
appropriate literary settings is that, for many years, these were like the King-
ston of Charles Dickensd tour, fihalf burnt down and half not builto® or, as
they grew, failed to compete with the cultural vibrancy of European cities or
their neighbours in the United States. Robertson Daviesé curmudgeon Samuel
Marchbanks sums up the inferiority complex of Canadians towards their cities
with this diatribe of 1947:

Riding up Yonge Street in the trolley, past all those postage stamp
stores, dress-suit renters, car bazaars, pants-pressing ateliers, bathtub
entrepreneurs and antique shops specialising in leering china dogs,
my heart was heavy. This, | thought, is Canadads answer to Bond
Street, to Fifth Avenue, to the Rue de la Paix.?

Kronk, indeed, as Marchbanks might have said, had the word been invented.

Not only did they suffer by comparison with foreign cities, they couldnét even
compete with each other: il dondt want you to think of it as typicalé .You
ought to see Montreald* says Louise of the unnamed western city (probably
Calgary) in Margaret Atwoodds short story fiPolaritieso:

They talked as usual about the city: they were both still looking for
things to do, a quest based on their shared Eastern assumption that
cities ought to be entertainingé . The films changed slowly; the one
theatre, with its outdated popular comedies, they had sneered at.
They had gone to the opera together when it had come, though: local
chorus and imported starsd Lucia it had been, and really quite well
done, considering. At the intermission Morrison had glanced around
at the silent, chunky audience in the lobby, some of the women still
in early sixties pointed-toe spike heels, and murmured to Louise that
it was like tourist brochures from Russia.*

Good Cities

A truism that is received with less shock than that of 80 per cent of Canadi-
ans living in cities is that goodness usually has a bad press and that villains
are always more attractive than saints. As Reta Winters observes: iRude and
difficult people are more likely to be taken seriously. Curmudgeons are posi-
tively adored. ldve noticed this.0% Carol Shieldsé interest in goodness, fiin why
people seek to be goodod,* and her belief in ordinary lives as a proper subject
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for fiction is unusual. fil dondt very often see decent people in novels, and why
not?0 she asks. iSome people dondt believe in them, but | do.ot3*

In the late 1960s Mordecai Richler, in spite of his earlier ridicule of Canada
for its provincialism, icompared Canada to the Americans and concluded that
fiwe are nicerd,*but in 2003, Russell Smith accused Canadian writers of being
fiso lofty-minded that they are unwilling to sully their hands with contact with
the corrupt and superficial Cityo* and described the bombing of a restaurant
as the sort of subject they ought to be taking up, once again making the old
Romantic connection between city and sin, and reinforcing the impression
that the only way to deal with the urban was to direct attention to the grittier
realities of urban life. Smith contrasts this subject matter with fithe brilliant
but somewhat turgid ruminations on family, loss and memory that crowd our
bestseller listsé .The lag, this disconnect, between the real and the fictitious
baffles me.o¥’

This is a direct attack on Carol Shieldsd writing, and in this section | will ex-
plore Shieldsd defence of her subject matter to show how it can be related to
her portrayal of the city in her novels.

Weighed in the balance with nature, Canadian cities have generally come out
second best, in the opinion of novelists and poets, rather in the same way that
the feminine has tended to take a back seat to the masculine, or the domestic
to the realms of paid employment. Reta Winters comes to realize this in the
course of Unless. When her editor, Arthur Springer, wants to turn her roman-
tic light fiction into fione of those signal books of our timeé a monument.o®
his first thought is to disguise the authords gender with initials, the second, to
change the focus of the novel so that the main character is a man, the third, to
change its setting from the fictional Wychwood City to fiNew York. Or Bos-
ton. Chicago? Well, maybe Chicago. Even Toronto, though that would limit
its readershipd 6* In other words, fiBoy meets girl in Wychwoodd and who
cares?0 to which Reta rather feebly protests, iOh, I dondt think so, not any-
more.0 Here gender and location are bound together.

Reta Winters comes to the conclusion, in Unless, that women can be great
or they can be good, not both* and it seems to me that in Canadian literature
this is true of cities as well. The good canit be great, and the great candt be
good: after all, fiToronto the Goodo is not a term of approbation, but a jibe at
the repressive legislation that kept the city sober and quiet, and the hypocrisy
depicted in novels like Callaghands Such is My Beloved (1934). During the last
half of the twentieth century Torontods reputation for smug conservatism was
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replaced by a more cosmopolitan population and more liberal drinking laws,
but the loosening of conventions, which was regarded by some as essential
to the creation of a great city, brought with it a less salubrious by-product.
By 1985, Robertson Davies was to footnote Marchbanksé comment on Yonge
Street with the revelation that iThe area so described is now called The Strip,
and its transvestite population alone rouses the envy of Hamburg, Copenhagen
and other foreign sin centres.0* This is a dubious claim to fame indeed, but
one which might well be regarded as a sign of the cityds coming of age: after
all, London has Soho, Paris has Pigalle, and so on, but it does not sit well with
either the view of Canadians as finicero than Americans or with the image of
the northern wilderness as their defining characteristic.

Though Shields always presented a spirited defence of her choice of subject,
her concentration upon domestic themes, or fihousewivesi fiction,0 has often
been considered limiting and Shields herself wondered fiwhether a woman
who was comfortably and happily married, leading a contented suburban life,
could ever be a great writer.0*? Like Margaret Atwood, who once thought her
choices were fiexcellence and doom on the one hand, and mediocrity and cozi-
ness on the other,0*® Shields also worried that figreat art was stacked in favour
of the neurotic,0* and that her work would not be taken seriously. She once
remarked in an interview: iWhen men write about ¢ordinary peopled, they are
thought to be subtle and sensitive. When women do, their novels are classified
as domestic,0% as if the domestic were, by definition, the trivial. She put all her
annoyance with this prejudice into one of Retads finest unwritten rants:

Way back in high school we learned that the major themes of litera-
ture were birth, love, understanding, work, loneliness, connection
and death. We believed that the readers of novels were themselves
fismall individual lives,0 and so were the writers. They did not
suffer, as you intimate, from a lack of range in their subject matter.
These lives apprehended the wide world in which they swamé

Ottawa in The Stone Diaries

It was Carol Shieldsd sense of place that first won me to her fiction, but it was
not the sort of place | had been led to expect. Among the reviews quoted on
the flyleaf of my edition of The Stone Diaries is one that confirms Edwards
and lvesongs opinion that the city has not been accepted as Canadian: fiéé a
vigorous prairie sagaé it moves and moves and moves like a rumbling freight
train through the distant wheatfield.0d Vancouver Review.0 Perhaps it does,
but only the first chapter takes place in a rural setting. Daisyés childhood is
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spent in central Winnipeg, her adolescence in Bloomington, Indiana, and her
married life in Ottawa in a large house on the Driveway near Dowds Lake.

Ottawa, described by Goldwin Smith as fia sub-arctic lumber village converted
by royal mandate into a political cockpito*” and known to its inhabitants as
one of the coldest capital cities on earth, and certainly the snowiest,* was also
known to Duncan Campbell Scott as iThe maiden queen of all the towered
towns,0* and described by Archibald Lampman (whose antipathy to cities
has already been mentioned) as AA city set like a star/Of stone on a soft grey
hill,0*° but neither the political cockpit nor the towered architecture and its
noble setting are mentioned in The Stone Diaries. Instead, the middle chapters
of the novel never depart from a neighbourhood that is clearly recognisable as
the Glebe (Fig. 1).

The chapters of The Stone Diaries entitled fiMotherhood, 19470, fiWork,
1955719640 and fiSorrow, 19650 are all set in the filarge house on the Drive-
wayo, but Carol Shields wastes little description on Daisyés surroundings out-
side the bounds of her house and garden. Real places are mentioned, either in
these chapters, or in lists toward the end of the novel, but there is little more
than a sketchy or generalized description of the area. Nevertheless, these few
details speak volumes to someone familiar with the Glebe.>

The Driveway, for example, is one of the prime scenic routes in Canadads capi-
tal, designed by a Montreal landscape architect following the great fire of 1900
when the Ottawa Improvement Commission endeavoured to make the nationds
capital live up to the standard of its parliament buildings. The Driveway fol-
lows the course of the Rideau Canal from its beginnings at the foot of Parlia-
ment Hill all the way to Dowds Lake, an inlet which replaced Dowds Great
Swamp, once the breeding ground of the swamp fever which plagued the
canalds builders in the 1830s. The canal itself is the waterway to which Ottawa
owes its existence: built to provide a safe route between Kingston and Mon-
treal following the War of 1812, it was never used for this military purpose.
Instead it became a tourist waterway, one of the cityds prime attractions. The
Driveway is also the closest thing to a ceremonial route the city possesses.®

Neither the richest nor the oldest district in Ottawa, the Glebe is a highly de-
sirable area, for the most part comfortably middle class. Houses in the Glebe
appreciate in value according to their proximity to the Driveway and distance
from Bank Street, the main shopping artery which runs through the middle of
the community. The streets are leafy (lined with elms in Daisyds time) and the
houses range from small semi-detached houses (known as doubles in Ottawa)
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to more imposing structures with wide verandas or pillared porticoes that are
somewhat incongruous with their comparatively small gardens. The Flettst
triple lot is indeed a rarity.

By placing her in a house on the Driveway, Carol Shields puts Daisy firmly
in the wealthiest area of an affluent community, but she does not describe
the neighbourhood in anything but the most general terms. The Flettsd house
is given a numberd 5838 and we are told it is near the corner of Torrington
Crescent, where little Joan goes to roll down the hill across the lawn of fiMrs.
Bregmans big brown houseo>and Daisy walks to post her Mrs. Green Thumb
columns to the Ottawa Recorder.> There is a Torrington Place which joins the
Driveway near Dowds Lake, but number 583 does not exist: all the houses on
the Driveway are even-numbered as all front the Rideau Canal. iMrs. Breg-
mands houseo may be seen, but only a five-year-old would consider its sloping
front lawn a fihillo.

Perry Nodelman finds similar discrepancies in the Winnipeg street names in
The Republic of Love:

[T]here are a surprising number of inaccuraciesd what appear to be
silly mistakes. € How could Shields be so accurate about so much,
evoke such a convincing picture of our cityd and then screw it up
by getting other things so wrong?®

Nodelmanés suggestion, with which | agree, is that Shields fidid it on purpose.
She wanted us to be bothered.0 Nodelman suggests that Shieldsd Winnipeg is
fiboth real and not quite what it really isd and as such it is Shieldso best repre-
sentation of her main topic: love itself.0®® With The Stone Diaries, | am not so
sure this is the case.

In The Stone Diaries we are told that Daisy fiis not always reliable when it
comes to the details of her life.0%” Like the unsettling photographs that do not
correspond exactly to Daisyds description, and yet are so plausibly authentic
that they confuse the reader as Shields intended (iMy hope was that the reader
would just fall upon them so that for a moment they would not be sure what
to believeo®), the street names remind the reader that this city, this neighbour-
hood exists in the parallel universe of fiction, where things are like and yet un-
like the reality they know. This is the Glebe, but the Glebe seen, to use another
Shields simile, as though in a bevelled mirrorés edge.*
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Torrington Crescent becomes the example of the social milieu to which she
belongs, and yet this fact of Daisy6s life is apparent only to those who know
the Glebe. Torrington Crescent is only mentioned once, other than as a loca-
tion. While the Fletts have a relaxed and informal suppertime conversation,
their habits are contrasted with other families, like one on Torrington Cres-
cent where they speak French at the dinner table.®® Torrington Crescent thus
becomes a token of the aspirations of the neighbourhood, to which the Fletts
are apparently indifferent. This indifference is further illustrated when Daisy6s
daughter Alice recalls the family walks fiin the neighbourhoodo or fin the
woods of the Experimental Farmo® when no one they knew went for family
walks. The Fletts are therefore set apart from their neighbours in manner and
custom.®?

In 1945 Queen Juliana of the Netherlands gave one million tulip bulbs to Ot-
tawa in gratitude for the hospitality shown by the city to the Royal Family of
the Netherlands during the Second World War. Though there was some objec-
tion to the idea of decorating Parliament Hill with masses of tulips, the gift has
been repeated annually, and as the custom gained popularity the Ottawa Tulip
Festival expanded to include the whole city. A welcome spring entertainment
after months of winter, the festival was celebrated with a parade winding along
the Driveway, past what | was told as a child were fithe longest ornamental
tulip beds in the worldo. The centrepiece of the festival is found almost on
Daisyds doorstep.

Daisyés career as gardening columnist 60Mrs. Green Thumbd (AiWork, 19557
19640) begins when she is asked to review the Tulip Festival, which was still
in its infancy at the opening of the fiMotherhoodo chapter. This job leads her
into a new phase of her life, but there is no account of the festival or its place
in the social life of the city. Apart from the brief references in the letters to
Mrs. Green Thumb, it is never described. Indeed, it is a curious feature of all of
Shieldsd city portraits in this novel that, however closely they can be identified
with real places, there is little attempt to describe the particular details of the
place. Perhaps following Johnsonds dictum in Rasselas that fithe poeté does
not number the streaks of the tulip,0® Carol Shields so far refrains from num-
bering the streaks that she scarcely mentions the tulips at all. What she does,
however, is concentrate on the interiors, the furnishings and the particular sur-
roundings of her characters.

For example, although the towns passed on the train journey from Tyndall to
Winnipeg are carefully listed, and can be found on a map, descriptions of the
city are vague:
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Increasingly, though, the city is growing mannerly. A series of wide,
new boulevards has been proposed, and an immense new legisla-
tive building in the neo-classical style is underwayé . Scanning the
municipal horizon, you canbt help thinking: isndt this astonishing! A
stone city rising out of our soft prairie loam!®

In bringing Daisy Goodwill Flett to Ottawa, Shields transferred her from a
background imagery of stone to one of flowers.®® In Ottawa flowers surround
her, though her house, appropriately, has a limestone foundation. Indeed, Daisy
fiis not much interested in her houseé She lives for summeré for her garden,
if the truth were known.% The Glebe, of all neighbourhoods in Ottawa, is the
setting that makes it possible to continue this floral theme while keeping her in
an environment as apparently unexceptional as Daisy is herself. Her son War-
ren described her as fia middle-aged woman, a middle-class woman, a woman
of moderate intelligence and medium-sized ego and average good luck.o®
Where else but in the middle-class Glebe with its moderate pretensions and
aspirations could Daisy Goodwill live?

Winnipeg in The Republic of Love

Shieldst domestic view of cities is also noticeable in Larry® Party (1998), as
Larry moves from one city to another, namely Winnipeg, Chicago and To-
ronto, but we are only shown his houses and his places of work. Nevertheless,
the sketch map that accompanies the invitation to the eponymous party, for
all its intentional resemblance to a maze, fits quite neatly into the real map of
Toronto. In The Republic of Love,® however, the city, in this case Winnipeg,
almost becomes a player in the narrative as its closely intersecting social cir-
cles conspire to bring the two protagonists together.

Winnipeg is perhaps the archetypal kronk city:

Take Winnipegd | feel tempted to add, in this context, fiplease.o
Itds cold here. There are mosquitoes. There are cankerworms. The
land is flat and bleak. The rivers are brown. In Winnipeg, webre too
distracted by the insects to concentrate on suffering truly fiction-
worthy angst; and our lovemaking never has the intensity fictional
characters achieve, simply because it takes us too long to shed our
parkas and long johns. Winnipeg is too real to be fictional %
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The plot of The Republic of Love tells of the fiBoy meets girl in Winnipego
romance of Fay McLeod and Tom Avery, so how does Carol Shields make
anyone care? First of all, she tells the story in alternating chapters, each from
either Fay or Tomds point of view. The reader is able to see them approaching
their inevitable meeting, but tension is created when this meeting is delayed
until near the middle of the novel. When they do meet, they discover that all
this time they have been living across the street from each other.

Throughout these early chapters it becomes apparent that Fay and Tomds so-
cial circles already intersect. For example, in Chapter 3 we learn that Peter
Knightly, Fayés former lover, is lodging with his ex-wife, Fritzi, who is mar-
ried to Sammy Sweet. In Chapter 8 Tom meets Sammy, who is taking part in
a marathon during which he later has a heart attack and dies. filn a city this
size,0 (the population, about 600,000, is the size of Glasgow) as characters fre-
quently remind us, such coincidences are commonplace, as is the coincidence
that Fay and Tom have, all this time, lived across the street from one another.™
When Fay learns that Tom has been married before, she is obscurely troubled
that fishe is connected, albeit tenuously, with all three of Tomds ex-wives.o™

The Republic of Love was written partly as a result of Shieldso response to the
film Four Weddings and a Funeral, which she left fiin a rage because no one
had a job. They had money. They had jobs, but we just never saw them.6™ In
writing The Republic of Love, she decided to fiwrite about work in a serious
wayeé to show these two peopleé really embedded in their work lifed™ but,
in embedding them in their work life, Shields also embedded them in their
social life and their city environment in a way that also recalls the meeting and
crossing of social paths in Four Weddings and a Funeral, and it is tempting to
wonder what the response to the film would have been had it been set in Win-
nipeg and not in Notting Hill.

Curiously, the film version of The Republic of Love directed by Deepa Mehta
changed the setting to Toronto, and had a limited screening in Canada only:

[A]lthough early scripts called for Winnipeg as the setting, the fund-
ing was not available to move the entire film crew and cast to the
boonies. fiWWe agreed that it was more important to put the money
on the screen,0 said [the Producer], who was working with a limited
budget of $5,000,000.7

The change was perhaps of no consequence to viewers who had not read the
book, but the result was a changed atmosphere:
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Mehtads visual skills are stronger than her talents for pacing and
comedy: her beloved Toronto landscape (altered from Shieldsd more
intimate Winnipeg setting, a fact that should rankle the authords
die-hard fans) is an alienating place of skeletal November trees and
subway tunnels.”™

It might be argued that fithe essence of love can easily travel from one province
to another and plunk down, even in Hogtown. Love is a universal, obviously,
and it should be no surprise that it can survive even in this beleaguered cityo,
but one has to ask, when the city itself plays as significant a role as Winnipeg
does in this novel, if the film does not, in effect, tell a different story.”

Shields does not flatter Winnipeg. More than once Tom Avery asks himself
why he stays in a place with a fishort history and a pug-faced name. Elsewhere
people blink when you say where youdre from and half the time they dont
know where itisé 0You dondt mean to tell me you live north of North Dakota!¢
=78 The discomforts of cankerworms, mosquitoes, the bitter winter winds on
the corner of Portage and Main, are all acknowledged, but nevertheless, Tom,
who has no family ties to the place, filoves this light-filled city,0 this finorth-
erly splotch on the map where, for the past seventeen years, [he] has elected
to live.o

Fay, who has been brought up in Winnipeg, reacts with less surprise to the fact
that she continues to live there, and her footprint on the city is more compact
than Tomds (Fig. 2). Though Tom walks and jogs in a wide circuit around the
city, and works in a radio station some distance down Pembina Highway (the
location of the folklore centre where Fay works is never identified), Fay only
makes one foray out of central Winnipeg, but makes a tour of Europe that
roughly replicates the pattern of Tomés peregrinations (Fig. 3).

Perry Nodelman describes Shieldsé careful placing as a firelentless litany of
nameso,” but the names are used to peculiar effect in two incidents that indi-
cate the gender differences in the two charactersd relationship to the city. The
first follows Fayds thoughts as she strolls with Peter Knightly on the
evening before he moves out of their flat:

They walked southward first, down a street quaintly named Ger-
trude, and then up a parallel street called Jessie. Many of the streets
in this part of the city were similarly named: Minnie, Agnes, Flora,®
& immortalizing, Fay has always supposed, the patient or demand-
ing wives of early twentieth-century developers, women who
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would feel proud to walk down streets that bore their names, or else
ashamed and self-conscious, but in any case assured of their thread
of connection to a place where they had, however accidentally,
found themselves.®

Later, as Tom and Fay walk home together from the birthday party in Yale
Avenue, this first walk together recalls Fayés last walk with Peter, as Tom too
reflects on the origins of the street names:

It occurred to Tom for the first time that someone had sat down and
planned these streets, inked them on a master plan and given them
namesd Harvard, Yale, Kingsway, Oxfordd suggestive of older,
more settled, more easterly territory. Sixty or seventy years earlier,
someone, thinking of families and the needs of small children, had
picked up a ruler and marked off lot sizes, allowing for garages and
back lanes and for space where raspberries might be grown and
front yards that were broad enough to give the houses a touch of
dignity, of unassuming definition.®

The native Winnipegger, or anyone equipped with a map of the city, will soon
realize that the streets described above do not exist in these locations:

[1]t isndt true that Aimany of the streets in this part of the city were
similarly named: Minnie, Agnes, Flora, Bella and Lizzie,0 although
there are streets with some of those names and similar ones else-
where in the city, and local mythology always suggests that they
may well be fiimmortalizingé the wives ofé developers.o®

Shieldsb use of these names, however, allows her to draw attention to the dif-
ferences in the two responses to the city: Fay, having just ended a relationship,
is placed where she can reflect on women whose lives were dominated by their
relationship to men; Tom, just beginning a relationship, is placed where it can
fioccur to him for the first timeo to consider the city in terms of fatherhood and
family, and making plans for posterity.

In neither of these passages do we find any suggestion of Lampmands fihorri-
ble crash of the strong mands feet,0 or the fistruggle for goldo that kills beauty,
but a common awareness of a city designed for family life, and, in Tomds case
in particular, an appreciation of its graciousness that echoes the Winnipeg re-
called by Nellie McClung in 1922:

101



LONDON JOURNAL OF CANADIAN STUDIES 22: 2006/2007

When [ first knew it there were no skyscrapers or picture shows or
juvenile courts or votes for women, but it was a great city, a dim,
rich city to me. | wish I knew as great a city now. | would like to
find a city where shop windows are as beautiful and the streets as
broad as Winnipegds were then, and | would go far to see itd but
there arendt any, any place.®

In spite of the fipug-faced name,0 the harshness of the climate, and the claus-
trophobia of a small community, Winnipeg is portrayed as a good city in which
it is possible, not only to live a decent, contented life, but in which love and
tenderness can flourish.

Toronto in Unless
Rupert Brooke famously (or perhaps infamously) said of Toronto:

Itis all right. The only depressing thing is that it will always be what
it is, only larger, and no Canadian city can ever be anything better or
different. If they are good they may become Toronto.®

It is not surprising, then, that Shieldsd last novel, with its exploration of the
conflict between goodness and greatness, should take place in Toronto, the
city for so long described, disparagingly, as fiToronto the goodo. But where
The Republic of Love ranged over the whole city of Winnipeg, it might be said
that the there of Unless is reduced to a square of pavement on the corner of
Bloor and Bathurst Streets, opposite Honest Edés, where Retads daughter sits
begging, wearing a placard that reads simply: 6Goodnesso.

Street beggars have become a commonplace of city life, and no doubt con-
stitute the sort of reality Russell Smith would prefer Canadian novelists to
write about. In Margaret Atwoodds The Robber Bride (1993) the three main
characters each take a different attitude to them. To Tony they are fispies,
scouting the territory before a mass invasion; or else they are refugees, the
walking wounded, in retreat before the coming onslaughté Desperate people
alarm heré Theydll hit out, theydll grab at anything.0® Roz arms herself with a
handful of two-dollar bills fiso she doesnit even have to slow down to open her
purse.0 And feels the beggars either fihate you because you are able to give. Or
else theybre professionals and they despise you for believing them.¢® Charis
fismile[s] weaklyo at them but gives nothing, partly because she has no change,
and partly because she fidoesndt believe in giving money to panhandlers, being
of the opinion that money, like candy, is bad for people.0® It is characteristic
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of Carol Shields that when she came to consider the plight of street beggars as
a subject for fiction, she focused the novel on the beggards mother.

While her daughter sits mute and unwashed in Toronto, Reta, her daughterds
absence fivery like having a cold knife in [her] chesto,® tries to hold the fam-
ily together and despair at bay in Orangetown, a place an hourés drive away.
Her thoughts constantly run between Orangetown and Toronto as she tries to
imagine what has prompted her daughterés withdrawal. ® She has come to
believe that her daughter, recognizing that women can have goodness or great-
ness, but not both, has decided to choose goodness. fiThereds nothing natural
about her efflorescence of goodness,0 says Reta, fités killing uso, but what will
really Kill Reta fiis the day we donét find her sitting on her chosen square of
pavement.o®

The chosen square of pavement is in the geographical centre of Toronto, but
Norahs street corner is described in only general terms as a finervous, feverish
corner of the city, rowdy, cheap and lonelyo, and Honest Edés is given a similar
treatment: fian immense and eccentric discount department store with uneven
flooring and everything on sale, from clothes pegs to TV setso (Unless, 120).
Like the Glebe in The Stone Diaries, Bloor and Bathurst is a real location that
carries its own freight of associations for natives; for others, as an inner-city
setting, though it can be plotted on a map, photographs obtained, and its his-
tory learned, it needs little description, because such settings are so familiar in
fiction and in life.

Reta cannot understand the reason, but iiNorah, in the cold and snow of down-
town Toronto, has gone as far away as she could go. As was possible to goo;®
fi[s]he was lost.0 ® From Catherine Parr Traillis Canadian Crusoes (1852) to
Farley Mowatbs Lost in the Barrens (1956), Canadian fiction and folklore as
well as history abounds with stories of children lost in the wilderness, but in
Unless Norah, the lost child, is not lost in the wilderness, but in the heart of
the city, and in her absence, her mother and her motherés friends recount the
various terrors against which they feel they are too naively trusting:

AANd why is it,0 Lynn went on, fithat 10m not afraid of riding my
bike down Borden Road and turning on to Main Street?0 € owhat if
a driver suddenly decides to go into road rage and ram straight into
me?0%

They consider thieves, road rage, and mad attackers with Samurai swords
(iwe wouldndt have a chanceo) in the way characters in earlier novels might
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have considered the prospect of bears, wolves, or hostile natives, but while
Reta and her friends call up the terrors of the city, Norah makes the street
corner her home. Everything revolves around her; the question why she is
silently begging, the meaning of the placard reading 6Goodnessdd but Norahds
Toronto, like the nature that surrounds it, is indifferent to her plight. She comes
to no harm, but she does not find any cure there.

Just as Norahds corner occupies the geographical centre of the city, the central
pages of the novel recount Norahds sisters Saturday morning visits to her:

They take mats to sit on. And blankets, now that the weatherds
turned. They pack sandwiches, bottles of water, a thermos of tea,
a stack of magazines and books, toilet paper and tampons; theydve
thought of everything. Theydve ransacked Norahds dresser drawers
for socks, underwear, sweaters.*

Their preparations recall the early explorers or settlers starting out to establish
a homestead, and underline the fact that this, the darkest and most urban of
Shieldsd novels is also the most domestic.

Both the writing of romantic fiction and housework have been dismissed as
fiwoments worko, but they are equally important to Reta, and are in fact the
twin consolations in her distress:

Writing a light novel isé a diversion, a forgiving place with fine air
and moisture and attractive people seen through nicely blurred light.
I can squeezed my eyes shut, pop through a little door in the wall,
and stand outside my childés absence.®

Writing (even in such an arguably trivial genre as romantic fiction) is usually
considered of greater importance than housekeeping because it is of the mind,
and because it has commercial value, but Reta values both equally:

& dusting, waxing, and polishing offer rewardsé | especially love the ma-
noeuvring of my dust mop over the old oak floorsé With my dampened dust
cloth in my hand 16m keeping myself going. | reach under the sink and polish
that hard-to-get-to piece of elbow pipe. Tomorrow Iom planning to dust the
basement stairs, swiftly, but getting into the corners.*
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