Living on the lceberg
“TheArtist asCritic and Witness’ 36 YearsL ater

Rudy Wiebe

For three weeks during this past summer | was part of a Geological
Survey of Canadacamp on the northeastern coast of Ellesmere Island, inone
of the many areasin our giant country where no human beings havelived for
at least athousand years. From the gravel beaches of the Nares Strait, which
at that point narrowly separates Canadafrom Greenland, | watched thewinter
seaicegradually shatter into pansand drift south; oftenitsflatnesswas studded
by icebergs broken away from someimmense glacier even farther north, that
sailed imperceptibly by like white craggy islands lost forever to the ocean
blazing blue in the niveous summer sun. But there was one iceberg, not
discernibly larger than the rest and despite all the ice grinding past, which
remained motionlessin the middl e of the channel; obviously, it wasgrounded.
After somedays| beganto feel | wanted to stand there, onit. It was not until
several monthsafter | had returned to my homein Edmonton that my imagination
penetrated what, beyond the cold facticity of ice, | had been looking at, and
flt.

Much of the fiction | have written in the last four decades rests on
facticity — or perhaps | had better say hinges (“rests’ implies far too much
fixedness—too grounded if you please), much of thefiction | write hingeson
facticity: data such as exact dates, precise places quite accurately described,
the actual actsthat living people have (insofar asthey can still be established)
literally, historically, done. Infact (1), | have often found far moreimaginative
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stimulusin such historical, geographical datathanin any fictional structurel
might invent —though | do love inventiveness. My thinking often goes: why
expend energy in concocting aworld and people (as specul ativefiction does,
for example) whenweactually livein such amarvel ousy evocative oneaready,
one more dense with mystery and secrets and contradictions than anything
most of us most of the time could possibly make up?

So, let me offer you afurther, personal, fact (not afactoid): on the day
| turned 28, October 4, 1962, | received in Winnipeg from my publisher
McCleland and Stewart in Toronto, copies of my first novel, Peace Shall
Destroy Many. Further copies appeared in Canadian bookstores at the same
time, and after that many people asked me two questions:

1) “Why did you writeanovel ?’

2) “Isittrue?’

That isoneof thethings| liked about theliterary scholar Bill Smyth of
Elora, Ontario: he never asked methose questions. Of course, Dr. Smyth was
anintelligent and highly skilled reader from whom you might not expect such
gueries, but | can assure you that numerous literary scholars have asked me
exactly those questions, albeit using somewhat longer words such as
“autobiographical” or “ historiographic meta-fictions.” Thefactis, Bill Smyth
never asked me, personally, any question at all, and the first | heard of him
was in atypically cryptic note of two sentences which John Howard Yoder
wrote me from Notre Dame University on June 11, 1995. The first sentence
(the second, and last, referred to a completely different matter) John wrote
was: “Dear Rudy: Just met one T. W. Smyth who seemsto have agood grasp
of your work.” Among other things, that iswhat | greatly admire about the
scholar in whose honor this lectureship is established: it seems he read the
novelswith great intensity, and whatever they told him, that he dealt with; he
did not contact me —as he easily might have — and expect meto give reasons
for actions perpetrated perhapsthirty years ago which are often asinexplicable
to me now as anything | might have imagined then. Indeed, if | answer at al
now, | have to make it up — as | sometimes do, especialy in quick media
interviews. Smyth studied the text, asit stands, or asit falls—no matter —the
novel text is what matters, not what the writer can elaborate about it half-a-
lifetime after the fact. He did what | have at times advised scholarsto do: “If
you want to, write about what is published, but leave me personally out of it;
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just pretend I’'m dead.”
Well, time inevitably, and certainly, teaches us our mortality. But in
1962 | was too young to think that way. Besides, a Mennonite novelist was
such an oddity, especially to Mennonitesthemselves, that speaking personally
was demanded, and though | resolutely kept silent for six months after
publication, | did write a piece about writing my first novel for the weekly
newspaper The Canadian Mennonite (April 11, 1963), though | prefaced my
short commentswith acareful:
Any work of art worthy the name ... bearswithinitself itsreason for
existence and itsown justification ... If (Peace Shall Destroy Many)
does not say it [that is, explain why it exists], (then) why burden a
dead matter with the appendage of an explanation?
Five months later, however, | was a professor of English at Goshen College,
Indiana, an institution sponsored by the Mennonite Church, and so, morethan
ever, | was expected to speak professionally, or as it were, “professingly,”
about what | wrote; | tried to do that, in an arm’s-length, third person kind of
way, in an invited lecture first given in November, 1963 at Tabor College,
Kansas (a college sponsored by a different branch of Mennonite church),
entitled “The Christian as Novelist.” In the following year this talk
metamorphosed itself variously and was finally published in 1965 under the
more encompassing title of “TheArtist asa Critic and aWitness’ (Christian
Living, Scottdale, Pa.,, March, 1965; an earlier, and lengthier, incarnation
appeared somewhat later in print, in The Journal of Church and Society,
Fresno, Cdlif., v. 1, n. 2, Fal, 1965). To judge from hisfootnotes, Dr. Smyth
used the Christian Living form of this essay as a certain basisin reading my
novels, and, when considering thislecture, | thought it might beinteresting to
look at the essay again after all these decades.
If I may quote myself from an unpublished lecture called “Words to
the End of the World” (1982):
In hisessay, “ TheWind at Djemila,” Albert Camuswrites:
A man lives with afew familiar ideas, two or three at the most, and
here and there, in contact with the world and men, they are polished,
shaped, changed. It takes years for a man to evolve an idea he can
call hisown, one he can speak of with authority.
| take the term “a few familiar ideas’ to refer to large concepts, the
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great bonesand spinal cord that hold an individual’s human shape erect

inthefactual andideological confusion of contemporary life.

So now, if Camusisright, can | in 1999, beginning with ideasfirst expressed
in 1963, can | seeany imaginative evolvement of “afew familiarideas’ inthe
hundreds of thousands of fictional words| have since written?

(Asapredictive aside: if no discernible imaginative change has taken
placein my thinking and writing since 1963, then we are all wasting our time,
mewriting, you reading.)

The piece“TheArtist asaCritic and aWitness’ triesto explicate three
fundamental principlesabout art:

1) that the work itself, not the artist as a person or a personality, isthe
crucia matter in artistic creation;

2) that thereisno one, single“meaning” to acomplex artisticwork. “Its
meaning depends upon the interaction between the work and beholder”;

3) that thereisan inherent moral quality in al art. “Literatureis never
amoral; itiseither moral or immoral. Bad artisinevitably immoral.”

It seems to me that in 1963 | had a much clearer concept of both
morality and meaning in art than | have now; certainly amuch more dogmatic
one. | went on to speak specifically about the novel (the art form | am till
struggling with), and asserted that the novelist was not ateacher of anything
because the medium (that is, the art form itself) did not alow it, and that in
order for the novelist to be acritic of and awitness to society, he must allow
thenovel tobeanovel, that is, not try to makeit apropagandizing or sermonic
instrument but rather | et it speak:

1) through the metaphor of story;

2) by showing life asit truly is. That meant, showing us man (I meant
all human beings of course) both as heis and as he may be. “ The artist must
havethe gutsto ook at everything man can do, in hisbest momentsaswell as
hisworst. He cannot allow himself to be stared down by life.”

Thisisahasty summary of what | saidin 1963, and it till ringsbasically
true. What seemsclear now isthat, after publishing onenovel, | had learned at
least oneirreduciblefact.

The controversy Peace Shall Destroy Many created in the Mennonite
community taught me once and for all that, to a very large extent, every
reader reads their own novel. If you can imagine the writer as an organ-
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master playing aconcert on the pipe-organ consciousness of the reader, then
not even the greatest of masters—Tolstoi or Faulkner or Dickens, or take your
pick —ever plays exactly the same concert twice: every pipe-organ-reader is
simply too drastically different to sound the same.

But, however prescient these principlesin that 1963 talk were, | did not
understand their implicationsfor trying toliveawriter’slife. However separated
writer and fictional text may be, the writer’'s personality is nevertheless
absolutely crucial tothetext: every text begins (ascreative writing instructors
awaysunderline) with “what thewriter knows,” but thatissimply the beginning.
What | understand from over forty years of writing fiction isthat the best texts
go oninto what the writer does not, indeed cannot, know when beginning to
write. To speak personally, the fiction must move into worlds that perhaps |
don't like, that | wouldn’t ever want to explore, perhaps could not even have
imagined existed until fictionitself forced them into visibility. In other words,
“Writewhat you know” isbarely adoorstep into the house of fiction — better
weshould say “mansion of fiction” or “skyscraper,” because certainly fiction
at itsmost magnificent isawaysabuilding complex and immense beyond any
of our known conceptions, and that includesthe writer.

Oddly enough, it was the book which | wrote together with Yvonne
Johnson, Solen Life: the Journey of a Cree Woman (1998), which forced me
to realize thismost clearly. The book is called nonfiction because it tellsthe
factsYvonneremembersof her literal life, and also thefacts of my searching it
out with her, an overwhelming and wrenching life which, truly, | would not,
could not have imagined on my own. And oddly, in asimilar way, | realized
that the fiction | have tried to write al my adult life is also that: though |
alwaysbeganwith “what | knew,” or at least thought | knew, aseach particular
fiction developed, | always at some point found myself trying to write what
for me was, in the first place, unknown and therefore, through ignorance,
essentially unimaginable. The act of making fiction made the knowledge for
theimagining unavoidable.

In that sense, writing Peace Shall Destroy Many gave me small
experiencefor writing any subsequent fiction. Following the concept of “write
what you know,” | wrotethelast chapter of that novel first; then, knowing the
end, | backed up just far enough until | had abeginning fromwhich | could get
thewholestory into explaintheending | had already made. Simple, eh? That
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— and inexperience, of course —was why | could write it so fast: | beganin
July, 1959 and by March, 1960 it was finished. At one point | re-wrote a
complete draft in 2 1/2 months.

WEell, may the Creator be praised, writing novels is not a stopwatch
competition with Donovan Bailey. It is not speed but nerve that counts, the
courage of your imagination in exploring the black, mysterious, mostly opague
room of the house of fiction that opens before you, a room, you gradually
realize, which cannot and will never exist in any human imagination unless
you and you alone go in there and exploreit.

The other implication of the writer principles | could not quite
comprehend in 1963 wasthe one about not letting life stare you down. Again,
trying to put Yvonne's life into words proved to me, in my soul as in my
digestion, how grotesquely difficult that can be. Youwill understand if | mention
one of the most unbearable human events of this century: how do you write
about the holocaust? The ancient Jewish tradition that speaking about evil
may in itself evoke that very evil, so great is the power of language — well,
what if you write about it? Not only hear the words, but hold them in black
and white before your eyes, make an indelible record which can belooked at
and contempl ated again and again? Should one actually remember, look into
the very face of such absolute evil? Iswriting about it not dignifying it? The
“better” you write, isit not possible you will so much the more awaken, stir,
that very spirit of inexpressible evil within yourself, and within your reader?
Therefore, must you — as so many survivors have found it necessary — must
everyoneremain silent?

Thousands of European refugees came to Canada after the war, and
around 1950 in the prairie town of my teens| remember that, among many
others, three Mennonite refugee sistersarrived with some seven or eight children
between them; but no husbands. The oldest boys were my age, their fathers
had been destroyed by thewar, and their mothersas| saw them were beautiful
women. They cameto Canadasponsored by our church, and therewasatime
when | heard one male church member say to ancther about those three: “I
wonder what they did to make it through the war.”

I do not know, now, whether it was an older or ayounger man speaking;
or if perhaps he said, “| wonder what they had to do to make it through the



Living on the Iceberg 91

war.” But no matter, his meaning was in his tone, that tone makes those
wordsindelible till, ahalf century later.

I once asked my friend Harry Loewen if his mother had ever talked
about what happened to her, personally, on their trek in 1943 from the Ukraine
with theretreating German armies, of being overrun by the Red Army, of their
yearsin hiding and the eventual refugee camps. He told me essentially what
he wrote in a book he edited called Road to Freedom (to be published in
September, 2000):

“Mennonite women were willing and able to describe vividly many

aspects of the terror they experienced, except for their sexual

victimization. | know my mother knew much about this horrific aspect
of thewar, but she never spoke about it even when | asked her directly
to tell me.”

So, nothing remains except to say, with Hamlet, “Therestissilence’?

But — human beings are animals that talk; for me, language is what
makes us as god-like as we can conceive of God to be; in Genesis Elohim
creates our entire world by his spoken Word. For human beings to remain
wordless in the face of the greatest evil that humanity can perpetrate upon
itself isto deny humanity its greatest gift: the very image of God in us. Asa
writer, a human being who all hislife hastried to make things with words, |
must dareto explore my greatest terror, even asit may proveto be my greatest
ignorance. | may well make agrotesgue mess of it —but | must try, or indeed,
as Jesus himself told us, the very stoneswill cry out against me.

So, by way of illustrating what | mean by my title, “Living on the
Iceberg,” | want to read ashort piece of anovel | amtrying towrite. Thispart
issetinthemidst of horrifyingwar, which | have never personally experienced,
and is told from the point of view of a person hamed Elizabeth Katerina
Wiebe.

| dedicatethefirst reading of thisstory in progress
tothememory of Bill Smyth:
Woman, You Come

*
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When | left Ellesmere Island on July 17, 1999, all the pack-ice of the
Nares Strait had streamed south, but the solitary iceberg remained initsspot,
grounded. | had tried to persuade our helicopter pilot to fly me there; | had
never, | told him, touched an iceberg. But he refused.

“Any weight onit, it could shift, roll, and you’ re diding hell-and-gone
for icewater.”

“So hover, I'll stand with one leg on a pontoon.”

Helaughed:; like every pilot I’ ve met, he knew himself to bein absolute
control of his particular mechanical world, and he did not bother answering
me. But late one afternoon, after the helicopter had been repaired for a
malfunction and he was testing it with the mechanic aboard, he roared away
low over the strait and landed on theiceberg; when they returned, he had ajug
of water collected fromits surface pools: perfect, clear water, totally empty of
tastein itsniveous purity. | found it hard to forgive him.

Could onelive on aniceberg theway awriter liveson fiction?

Purely; obsessively; trying to speak the hitherto unspeakabl e, to inscribe
the hitherto unfaceabl e until both becomethewriter’sand reader’sunknowable
but neverthel ess determining mystery, as the genetic codesin our every cell
determine our ancestry even asthey focusour imagination? Theineffablejoy
of being a writer even as the iceberg of fiction breaks loose at last from its
stolid grounding in sea-bottom mud and moves out between landmassesinto
the immense waters that girdle the earth, even as it sails on into its slow,
inevitable, and human, dissolution.



