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embody the triumph of good over evil. My reservation in recom mend
ing this as juvenile literature stems from Malcolm's grizzly description
of the coroner's inquests. Not only does he detail the sawing, chise lling
and probing that took place, but adds how the coroner peeled the scalp
forward to cover the face since "it was far easier to detach oneself from
a faceless corpse" or how the skull cap popped off "as he might remove
the top half of a walnut shell" (pp. 132-133).

Malcolm's book deals with an important theme in Canadian
history but contributes little to our knowledge of crime and crim inal
justice. What we need is more attention to the criminal's perspective,
his circumstances and the social forces that motivated him rather than
more stories glorifying the Mounted Police.

Thomas Thorner
Department of Humanities
Mount Royal College, Calgary

Epic Fiction: The Art of Rudy Wiebe by W.J. Keith. Edmonto n:
University of Alberta Press, 1981. Pp. 148, $10.00, paper.

Rudy Wiebe, the Saskatchewan-born "storyrnaker" (as he calls
himself), is a writer who grows on one, even though his personal
beliefs, especially his strong evangelical faith, might not be congenial
to every reader. There are places, as in the early novels Peace Shall
Destroy Many (1962) and First and Vital Candle (1966), where Wiebe
gets too didactic and the preacher shows through the artist. But Wiebe
is not always uncritical of his religious position and, in fact, Peace
Shall Destroy Many caused a furor among his folk and led to his
resignation as editor of the Mennonite Brethren Herald. the offic ial
voice of the faithful. Over the years Wiebe has also moved beyond the
confines of a particular sect and has come to grips with a variety of
human conditions.

The widening of Rudy Wiebe's interests and the development of
his artistry as storymaker are the subjects of a recent book by W.J.
Keith called Epic Fiction: The Art of Rudy Wiebe. Professor Keith
takes a long and critical look at Wiebe's writings from the early stories
to the later and larger ("epic") novels and he is primarily concerned
with the author's "art," more specifically, such literary problems as
"structure" (how the parts of the stories are fitted together) and "genre"
(that is, the names we give to such great, sprawling works as The Blue
Mountains of China, 1970, which chronicles the Mennonites' pilgrim
age from old Russia to the New World, and The Temptations of Big
Bear, 1973, the saga of that great Indian leader's struggle against the
white man and his inevitable and therefore tragic defeat). Keith's book
is organized along chronological lines with each of the five main
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cha pt ers devot ed to one of Wieb e's nove ls fro m th e first, Peace Shall
Destroy Many. to the most recent book, The Scorched- Wood People
(1977), which appeared just before Keith began his study. Such a linear
arrangement is, of course, not too imaginative, but it does work si nce
Wiebe's writings deve lo p along the lines which the cri tic fo llows.
Although the book is written by an academic critic, the non-specialist
should find The A rt of Rudy Wiebe surprisingly easy to read.

If Professor Keith does not impose artificial patterns upon his
materials, as some critics do (to the distraction of their readers), he
does build a rather heavy case for Wiebe's complexity as a writer. For
example, he notes that Wiebe is "traditional" but not "conventional,"
he is "unique" yet "representative," and he is sometimes, as in The
Temptations ofBig Bear. "technically non-Christian but none the less
visionary" (as if only Christians were open to visions!) (pp. 7, 13). At
times it seems that the critic must prove that Wiebe is really a heavy
weight contender in the so-called CanLit arena . The storymaker has
gone beyond the lyric mode to create, in Wiebe's words which Keith
quotes, the "giant fiction" (p. 8). Wiebe's attempts to capture vast
historical expanses, such as the whole Louis Riel story in The
Scorched- Wood People. make great "demands" on the reader, as
Keit h points out, and in the case of many passages it takes a second
reading for Wiebe's reader, as the critic again notes, to find out just
what is actually happening in the first place. In other words, Wiebe
uses modern storytelling techniques (e.g., indirect quotations or inte
rior mono logue, impressions mixed with facts, mingled "voices" to
suggest divergent points of view) to bring life to the dead statistics and
vanished witnesses of the straightforward history book.

However, the critic is probably closer to both the difficulty and t he
power of Wiebe's writing when he suggests that the later novels call for
an imaginative sympathy, on the reader's part, with the experiences of
the heroes. Wiebe had made a major effort to catch an alien conscious
ness. Despite the often stilted way in which his characters think and
speak, Wiebe really seems to zero-in on the Indian and Metis experien
ces of the fabled Great-Plains days. Keith talks about Wiebe's major
theme of the "possibly life-transforming influence of one person upon
a nother" (p . 48), and it's just possible that reading Wiebe might radi
cally affect one's awareness of Big Bear, Gabriel Dumont, Louis Riel
and the Eskimo "Oolulik" (the last-named being a character unsur
passed , in her kind, by even Yves Theriault's "Agaguk") .

As a trai ned critic, Professor Keith is aware of considered opposi
tio n to some-of Wiebe's creations. He notes, for exa mple, that critics
have a rgued that Big Bear's "pacifism" might be closer to Wiebe's
Mennon ite fa ith than to a ny C ree belief. But, of course, we are readi ng
a giant art ifact a nd we sho u ld as k whet her t he charac ter wor ks in th e
novel. T o so me reader s Wiebe, born a Mennonite, seems to hav e an
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a lmos t ge ne t ic a ffinity for ot her et hnic minorities! It is si lly to try to
di ctate tast e a nd th e indivi d ual reader will pass his own j udgment on
the success or failure of The Temptations of Big Bear.

Or agai n, t he fa te of The Scorched- Wood Peop le does not depend
so lely o n t he cha racterization of its hero , Louis R iel. P rofessor Keith
sums up t he deep poetic truth of this novel when he writes t ha t "the
pa tt ern of R iel's life suggests a mysterious association between his own
fortunes and t hose of his race, though by a tragic irony Riel's deat h
coincides wit h th at of his nation instead of being a surrogate fo r it" (pp.
94- 95). When it comes to naming the genre to which this novel belo ngs.
t he critic melds ca tegories: "historical novel." "epic," "elegiac lament,"
"domestic tragedy" (a rather loose usage on Keith's part), and "scriptu
ral sto ry" (a somewhat cumbersome parallel on Wiebe's part). Let the
reade r decide if the critic is correct in saying that "no other Canadian
novelist - indeed , no ot her novelist - now wri ting. .. has attem pted,
let a lo ne ac hieved, th e heightened effect Wiebe produces here" (p. 104).

Professor Keith is obviously a wri ter with a ca use to fight for. The
Art ofRudy Wiebe contains a num ber of inte res t ing o bservatio ns (e.g.,
Did you ever th in k of the relatio n between R iel's sex ua lity a nd his
prophetic visio n?) a nd the book is a definite cont ributio n to an under
sta ndi ng of Wieb e, even if the critic protests too much. The book
certainly proves th e inadequacy of t he co mment. made by o ne promi
nent crit ic, th at Rudy Wieb e is "c hic ."

Don Murray
Department of English
University of Regina

The Last Great Frontiersman: The Remarkable Adventures of Tom
Lamb by Leland Stowe. Toronto: Stoddart Publishing, 1982. Pp . 272,
$16.95, cloth.

This might have been a very good book. Certainly th e subject,
Tom Lamb of The Pas, Ma nitoba, had a long, co lo urful and signifi
cant career. In Mr. Stowe's boo k there is co lo ur a plenty; but the
significa nce of Lamb's career is co mpro mised by th e a ut ho r's unhappy
determination to draw him larger than life. A nd Mr. Stowe's less than
adequate knowledge of Canadian political institutions robs th e con
text of credibility.

Tom Lamb clearly de serves a book. As most westerners are aware.
he was much more than simply the founder of a successfu l regional
airline, although that, in itself, wa s a subs ta nt ia l achievement. Without
Lamb, and other bush pilots and flying entrepreneurs, the develo p
ment of the northern mining frontier would have been ver y different
and much delayed . It was also Lamb who initiated the technique of
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