TPC Studies in Literature B


 E. Annie Proulx, The Shipping News

The first criterion asks you to analyse the ways themes, language and structure create meaning.  Firstly, you could consider how the themes of the novel work together to create an impact on the reader and convey an overall meaning or meanings.  It helps to stand back from the text and reflect on what it means for you: is it primarily a love story, a story about a particular character, a story about a community and its place in the world, a story about the change from old traditions to modernity?  In which case, what does the story say about these things - about love, about the self, about communities and the world they are a part of, about change? And does the novel offer a view of life in general - what's good, what's bad or evil, how things are, what experience is like, what things are of value, what we as individuals should do?  

To guide us to the themes the question we ask is: what is this novel about???  But we are asking it on a deeper level than will be satisfied by the answer given in the opening sentence of the novel itself.  When you sit down to address the main concerns of a text, the first step is to take a longer view than  those details in the text which may be isolated or incidental, or relevant only to plot, or character, or setting.  Poring over the incidence and placement of the word "the" will not get you very far towards an account of the meanings shaped by the text - probably.  You need to get a sense of what elements seem to be important and recurrent.  What elements seem to be acting as signifiers,  the signs that tell the reader something is a "theme", and what are some examples?

Self-Worth; Work; The Individual and Society; Success (and failure); values of community

Consider the account of Quoyle's upbringing, appearance and life-experience in the early chapters of the novel.  There are many details which are incidental, and not really developed later on.  But many are:  his physical strangeness, for example. "A failure of  normal appearance." What are the effects on his self-consciousness of his "freak" status?  How does he cope with it?  What theme is suggested here?  He is a character who is marked as different; in society such people are often stigmatised, isolated, made the scapegoat, victimised.  As Quoyle's life in these chapters  rushes past the reader, (and Quoyle himself) in a series of disconnected fragments, it is clear that as a person he does not seem whole, integrated, complete - and that the society around him seems - apart from Partridge - callous and indifferent.  Quoyle lives in  a harsh, unsympathetic world where anything may happen-  most of it bad, some of it appalling.  (Annie Proulx in these chapters has a talent for exhibiting the comic frightfulness of people's lives, for example, the father leaving his suicide message on the answering machine, (which runs out of tape before the end) Petal selling the children to a child pornographer, etc.)

The motif of the "freak" who is a victim leads one to the theme of the heartlessness and disconnectedness of contemporary society,  and the isolation of the individual within, painting it very much as something which it would be good to leave behind if one could.  The novel focusses strongly on Quoyle's failure to achieve any kind of solid relationship, (even his friendship with Partridge is odd somehow, fragmentary), either in love, with work, in friendship or in terms of a sense of place, of belonging; most importantly of course with himself.  This is such a strong element of the narrative that it establishes the idea of relationship as a really significant theme, which will be developed as Quoyle, one by one, establishes meaningful relationships in all of the areas above.  And the notion of failure, and its opposite, success, is also established as an important theme.  For the ways in which Quoyle fails, and later succeeds, point to an overall notion of what it means to be a fulfilled human being - in an almost philosophical sense, what it means to be happy - to have friends, to have work, to have love and most of all to have the sense that one is developing, changing and growing as a person.  In Quoyle's movement,  from his early "learned helplessness"  and passivity to the strong, capable and independent human being, loving and worthy of love that the novel shows at the end , we can trace an overarching theme which touches on practically all of the other issues in the novel.  What would you call this theme?  At this point could you say perhaps that it is more than just a theme - it points to a fundamental value: the value of a human being; that a person in their own right is worth something, and always has the potential to grow and change; that the individual deserves a place and deserves to be valued and respected - and that as individuals we have the capacity to win that place and respect for ourselves.  

Quoyle’s transformation from loser to modest bourgeois success as managing editor of the local paper takes  place in a society which is anything but idyllic, and its past is not romanticised.  (That Proulx has succeeded in NOT romanticising the place is probably borne out by the locals' less than total endorsement of her  picture of Newfoundland life.)  It is a society caught up in the changes that have resulted from the intrusions of the outside world, the destruction of the environment and of peoples' livelihoods caused by globalisation, the introduction of modern technology (Diddy Shovel's computer - as well as the hand-written record kept in the Harbour Master's office), the impact of Government bureaucracy.  Newfoundland retains a sense of its own history, and there is a strong sense of community among the old-timers like Alvin, Jack and Billy Pretty.  But  Terd Card is a Newfoundlander as well, and takes a far more jaundiced view of the old way of life.  

So it is very much up to Quoyle to find his place in this community.  The notion of community in the novel is balanced by the idea of self-reliance; Quoyle must do something for himself, and use his own initiative, if he is to succeed - and he must do it in a way which establishes for him a place in a community of self-reliant and independent individuals who have a history of coping in a harsh environment.   His first success as a journalist  sees him taking the initiative, striking out on his own with an original article, risking the scorn of Tert Card and the possible disapproval of the papers’s owners.   It’s a success; the piece gets a good response from the readers,  “Mrs Buggit liked it”, and Jack approves, though Quoyle is still fearful of having made a mistake and is too dependent on Jack's approval  for his sense of worth.  “the first time anyone had told him he’d done it right”.  But one step at a time… 

The rest of the novel makes a point of now and then featuring one of Quoyle's "pieces" - in each case they highlight an aspect of Newfoundland society, or in some cases deal with issues where global concerns touch on the local scene - e.g. the tanker piece, and in each case they further strengthen our sense of Quoyle's developing self confidence and sense of belonging.  As the novel progresses, Quoyle's "voice" as a writer becomes stronger; his place in the community is more and more secure, he writes more and more with an insider's perspective (but not in a parochial way: his changes to the paper as Managing Editor make it  less eccentric but more responsible and less exclusively local) and his self-esteem rises to approximately "normal" levels.  

In fact, looking at Quoyle's career at the Gammy Bird is a good example of how a strand of the narrative - almost a sub-plot - can act as a motif in the text and point to or signify themes - in this case the newspaper becomes a narrative device, weaving together the historical and cultural background and ambience of the novel with Quoyle's development.  A total failure in his jobs up till now, Quoyle finds a measure of success here; not just as a writer but in terms of the acceptance by his colleagues and the rest of the community of his role and status.  He also gets to know the community he works in, so that his success and happiness there is tied up with his work. (It is perhaps a truism to say that work when it is meaningful is tied up with the notion of  community.) 

Quoyle's boats are another significant element in showing his integration into the community.  A boat is a necessity - despite the dangers inherent in the tricky waters and treacherous weather it is just impossble to get around without one - but the first boat Quoyle buys is obviously the boat he thinks he deserves - i.e. one that is no good.  His purchase of it seems to invite the scorn and criticism of his work colleagues.  It reflects his overall "learned helplessness".  And it nearly kills him.  The second boat on the other hand is a labour of love, built with the care and skill of a craftsman, and its building coincides with his developing relationship with Wavey, and further integration into the community.  The boat is left unfinished at the end of the novel as a sign that this is all part of a continuing process.

An element in the text which becomes siginificant in the novel as a whole is food – from the meals shared with Partridge, to the bag of peanuts Quoyle munches in despair as his wife fucks one of her pick-ups in the next room.  In the beginning we are told that “Quoyle liked a ham-knuckle; buttered spuds…”  Food can be something you punish yourself with – as seems to be the case with Quoyle’s peanuts and most of the Newfoundland diet (“eat fish or die”) – fried bologna, the famous squidburgers, cod cheeks, the restaurant, for want of a better name, hilariously reviewed in The Gammy Bird, or like Beatty’s bread, the seal-flipper pie, Partridge’s meals,  it can be celebratory of life, of community, of friendship, love, family.  

Love and Relationships
A central aspect of the novel is its treatment of love and relationships.  Quoyle’s relocation to Newfoundland is precipitated by his disastrous marriage to Petal and its tragi-comic ending.  But love in all its aspects is a notion strongly developed by the novel.  We are shown the strength of Quoyle’s love for his children, especially Bunny.  As a dad, Quoyle scores highly with the reader, even before he begins to show signs of coping effectively in the rest of his life.  The novel succeeds very well in portraying this relationship; Quoyle comes across as concerned, gentle but responsible, with considerable inner strength.  The novel gives a humorous, unsentimental account of the developing relationship between Quoyle and Wavey – it’s interesting how we see this from the outside – from others’ points of view – from Billy Pretty “perhaps she’s the strong and silent woman”, to Alvin Yark, “Have you and Wavey done the deed?” as well as from Quoyle’s.  We get a strong sense of the ties that bind people in the community and the workplace, as we trace Quoyle’s developing relationships with Nutbeam, Jack and Billy, and see the four of them form a kind of alliance, with Tert Card more and more on the outer.  The later chapters of the novel are almost a celebration of the community spirit of Killick-Claw, as evidenced by the variety evening, the building of Quoyle’s boat, Quoyle’s and Wavey’s efforts to do something about Nolan (prompted in part by Billy??? Jack???). But there is also the dark side; Agnis’ abuse by her brother, Herrold’s brutal infidelities, the stream of sex-abuse stories in The Gammy Bird, which clearly hark back to a sordid and repressed past.    

The “love stories” in the novel form a more or less symmetrical pattern; Quoyle’s relationship with Petal and Wavey’s with her first husband share many similarities.  Both partners are outrageously promiscuous; they both die violent deaths, and  leave Quoyle and Wavey with powerful and unresolved feelings of grief, as well as offspring who have problems but to whom they are utterly devoted; (each of  them shows a capacity to  give love in a supporting way, as parents, before finding mutual happiness.)  Agnis’s past abuse by her brother is reflected by the Gammy Bird’s current obsession with sexual abuse and incest as a part of  Newfoundland’s old  way of life which has unfortunately survived.  She has returned to Newfoundland to try and resolve the pain by confronting it; (and also to deal with her grief at the loss of her partner Warren) but perhaps her attempt at direct confrontation fails; is this the reason why Agnis’ furniture never arrives, and why she finally relocates to St John’s?  In her case her own past sexual abuse may have turned out to be something she simply has to learn to live around – she cannot finally challenge it and achieve resolution.  As well as Agnis, and Quoyle and Wavey, issues around love and relationships are explored through the minor characters and their stories; Billy – writing the “Home” column in the paper though for obscure reasons he has never had a relationship with a woman –or at least never married; Jack and Mrs Buggit; Beatty and Dennis; Tert Card – where there are dark hints of sexual abuse and neglect in his relationships with his wife and children – it is as if Tert is somehow “infected” with the unsavoury aspects of Newfoundland’s past and present (it is interesting that when Quoyle becomes managing edtor the sex-abuse stories are dropped); Nutbeam, with his own history of abuse as a child.  The .  “happy ending” of the main “love story” is a qualified happiness, meant to be seen in the whole context of relationships.  

Stories - past and present - healing and renewal - change

One of the most appealing aspects of the novel is the way in which its “stories” and themes balance and complement each other.  Community, love and relationships, the sense of self and of self-reliance, the past and present of Newfoundland, are presented in a series of interwoven “stories” at the same time as the “story” of the central character is presented to us.  Many of these stories are self-contained – as “tales” within the main narrative – and perhaps could have stood alone as short stories.  One has the sense that the novel is a bringing together of many strands of material, united by the story of the central character.  Does Annie Proulx, then, successfully establish Quoyle as the main interest of the novel?  Does it matter, for example, that some of the “stories” are more developed, while some are reduced to the merest hint.  (Who is Skipper Alfred, for example?   What might his story be?)  

Part of our sense of Quoyle as the centre of the novel comes from his role as listener to others’ stories, and finally as the writer of his own – in both senses; his own stories as a journalist, and his “ownership” of his own story, the "script"of his life, in Eric Berne's sense.  The narrative technique of the novel reflects this transformation; there is increasing use of Quoyle's point of view, and a stronger and stronger sense of his voice and indivudality within the novel, as it develops.  It could be said that the ownership and authorship of Quoyle's story passes from the third person omniscient narrator (where Quoyle is a passive object) to Quoyle himself as an active subject, and that at the same time as he becomes the writer within it, he becomes the writer of it.  The centrality of Quoyle as a character also comes from the attempt to connect Quoyle's return to the land of his ancestors with some of the social and historical background of the novel - a suggestion of a theme of displacement, alienation and recovery - summed up in the various journeys, returns, escapes or evasions undertaken or planned by the characters or told as the stuff of history or legend.  Quoyle’s story is linked with the old Quoyles – the “wrackers”   who were expelled from the community and driven off Gaze Island.  Quoyle reverses this process, finding a place for the new Quoyles and  so in a sense healing an ancient breach – restoring a part of the fabric of community against the tide of displacement.  It is significant that before he and Wavey “settle down” he and she attemtp to do something about old Nolan.  In this way Quoyle recognises and accepts his family’s past, as well as becoming even more a part of his community.  

The novel and American "myth"

At times The Shipping News harks back to aspects of American culture and literature which celebrate the notion of the escape from "sivilisation" - the journey of self-discovery, the virtues of self-reliance and independence.  The first chapters, by contrast, seem to place us in very different territory - with pathetic, downtrodden Quoyle stumbling from one disaster to another.  It's a tradition too in American literature and cinema - and for a while we seem to be in the fictional world that gives us the American Nightmare - the other side of self-reliance, the individual who doesn't make it and is crushed by social or natural forces that are just too powerful 

(American Beauty, Magnolia, The Bonfire of the Vanities, What I Lived For)  while the narrator or camera stands by dispassionately observing.  So it's a fairly bold stroke of the narrative by which Proulx wipes out the awful Petal, provides Quoyle with a rescuer in Agnis Hamm, and sends him off to Newfoundland for a new start.  Giving Quoyle's ultimately successful journey such a bad start seems to enable the novel to have it both ways - setting the traditions of dream and nightmare against each other.  Does this temper the happy ending of the novel away from sentimentality?  One has the sense that this does, after all, constitute something of a lucky escape, and that the success of Quoyle's existence takes place in the context of the failure of others'- (Nolan's for example, or Tert Card, or Quoyle's parents).  Love doesn't always equate with misery, says the novel at the end - but it does so often enough. Within the pages of the novel itself love coexists with sadism, incest, pornography, rape, as the lives of the characters and the stories in TheGammy Bird attest.    

Qualities of style

Vigourous, energetic writing full of verbs and movement - brilliant use of imagery, wonderful evocation of details, some superb presentations of scenes where dialogue, description and point of view are woven together seamlessly.  It is a condensed and concentrated style which demands at times close attention from the reader - some have commented that this is not an easy book to get into - the style is always arresting and at times there is a sense that we are being given more material than we can handle.  But it stands up very well to re-reading: for close attention look for example at Chapter 16 ('Beety's Kitchen') as well as the marvellous description of Quoyle's walk in Chapter 26.  The language is concrete and vivid, and the novel succeeds in creating a visual sense of place for the reader - which in itself is one of the most enjoyable aspects of fiction.  Proulx succeeds at times in animating the landscape so that the sea, for example, becomes a live creature.  Indeed the setting is as much a character of the book as Quoyle himself.  Strange that the film version of the novel succeeded so little in capturing this aspect; it is almost as if the novel's prose works better here at presenting the visual image.

What the novel does not indulge in is any of the "tricks"of post-modernist fiction.  The device of the knots is quirky and amusing but it does not really intrude on or disrupt the normal flow of the narrative.  The method is a quite subtle mixture of 3rd person omniscient narrative, with point of view, limited point of view and some use of stream of consciousness - though all is presented in the 3rd person.  But none of these techniques are anything that literate novel readers are unaccustomed to, and we can quite easily assimilate shifts in point of view that are in practice quite difficult to describe.  There is often a blend of voices in the novel- Quoyle's,  the Aunt's, the narrator's, various Newfoundland characters and dialects- but this dialogism is by no means a significant element in itself - it is all just a part of giving the different points of view some authenticity. The time scheme of the novel does jump around a little at the beginning but there is nothing to really stretch or challenge the reader - no metafictional games, intertextuality.  It is a well-crafted novel which belongs broadly to the representational realist genre focussing on contemporary life that is one of the staples of the fiction publishing industry, along with romance, adventure, thriller, and among whose representatives one could cite Margaret Atwood, Joyce Carol Oates, Carol Shields, Vickram Seth, Margaret Drabble, Martin Amis, Tom Wolfe, Martin Boyd, (if you think of the Booker Prize shortlists you'll get my drift) etc. etc..   

What status does The Shipping News deserve as "literature", and is it still legitimate to ask such a question?  I think there are some technical and thematic issues in the novel, among which you might like to consider these:

The similarity in the "inner voices" of the characters - Agnis and Quoyle seem similar in their "stream of consciousness".  Is the characterisation of the novel weak and/or rushed?  Are all characters sufficiently differentiated? Developed, so that we as readers have a real sense of who they are?  Or are their similarities making a point?

Integration of "Newfoundland" material into the main narrative of the novel.  Is this always done seamlessly and relevantly?  Are the ways this material is brought into the novel always plausible?

Development of material - does the novel "take on too much" - leaving certain sections/aspects undeveloped?  what might be some examples? 

Is the novel overburdened with motifs and symbols, and do these always have a point?  e.g. the use of knots.  Make a list of these; for each try and say how they are used and what they signify, e.g. meals; the weather; Quoyle's boats…

Is there enough variety in the tone and pacing of the novel - or does it vary from hectic and intense to even more hectic and intense?  

Is the writing too self-consciously "literary"- as though written to win a fiction prize?  

Does the novel attempt too much of a mixture of genres and modes?  For example it seems at times to be a fusion (or mish-mash) of the following elements:

picaresque (a series of adventures undergone on a journey)

the quest - seeking one's fortune

the frontier tale

gothic elements

representative realism

the "tall tale"

romance - the "happy ending"

the novel of self-discovery

historical fiction(s)

myth, legend and folklore

- if all these are present, how do these come together to create an overall unity???

