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There is no absolute, positive past available to us, no matter
how rigorously we strive to determine it—as strive we must.
Inevitably, the past, so far as we know it, is an inference, a
creation, and this, without being paradoxical, can be said to
be its chief value for us. In creating the image of the past, we
create ourselves, and without that task of creating the past
we might be said scarcely to exist.

Robert Penn Warren, “The Use of the Past”

Why does Katherine Govier have such a hard time being taken
seriously? Is it because early in her career she was pegged as “a
chronicler of 30-something angst” (Collinson) and written off as
treating seriously a generation whose crises are considered frivol-
ous, self-indulgent, and materialistic? Or is it because of her high-
profile and highly regarded life-style journalism, which allows some
to consider her fiction the work of a slumming features writer, “a
second-rank, [if] not second-rate, author” limited by the limita-
tions of her subject-matter, the consumptive banality of the lives
of “urban baby boomers” (Dunphy C1, C6)? While much re-
viewed, Govier’s Between Men (1987) has yet to receive the kind of
close critical attention accorded works by her peers, novelists like
Jane Urquhart, Daphne Marlatt, Susan Swan or Gail Scott, for
example. This is particularly surprising when a work as complex
as Between Men combines the elements of the novel of feminist
empowerment, historical fiction, contemporary romance, the aca-
demic novel, and historiographic metafiction, and when it pre-
sents so vividly as well a character working her way through a
crisis of self-understanding that is profound, historically rooted,
and as emotionally complex as it is realistic.
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Reviewers recognized Govier’s development of two narrative
lines in the novel, but there are really three. There is the contem-
porary story of the protagonist, Suzanne, a Calgarian who returns
to her native city after graduate study in Toronto to teach western
Canadian history at Foothills College and, at the same time, divorce
Ace, her husband of ten years. Shortly after her return, she meets
and begins an affair with Simon, a former federal civil servant
who has come to Calgary to parlay his insider-knowledge of the Na-
tional Energy Policy he has helped to formulate into a new career as
consultant. Still sexually attracted to and emotionally confused
about her husband, Suzanne must sort out which, if either, man
she wants in her future. She imagines that future to be in academ-
ia, but is insecure because of the academic establishment’s attitude
to her interest in exploring “’certain left-alone areas’ (85) in local
history rather than “‘the coronations . . . campaigns . . . politics and
military matters” (84) that most male historians privilege.

The second narrative line in the novel is Suzanne’s research
project in local history: an attempt, in her view, to get to the truth
behind the murder of a native woman, Rosalie New Grass, in Cal-
gary in 1889; and it is Govier’s development of the inter-connect-
ions between Suzanne’s own story and her archivo-imaginative
reconstruction of this nineteenth-century ‘mystery’ that leads to
the third narrative line in Between Men, the story of the story-making,
and a reading of the novel as an example of what Linda Hutcheon
has defined as historiographic metafiction.' Through the characters
of Suzanne and Rosalie, Govier braids (she uses the metaphor ex-
plicitly) fiction and history into a composite narrative, a ‘story,” that
blurs the boundaries between the discourses. Like her contempo-
raries, Daphne Marlatt, in Ana Historic (1988), and Jane Urquhart, in
Changing Heaven (1990), Govier dove-tails two narratives and
their time-lines in a way that draws attention to narrative process
itself. It is the latter which comes to move “between life and
death” (2), the present and the past, and this movement becomes
the dangerous alternating current (xvi) of imaginative energy
which generates the light that illuminates the shadow land where
Suzanne’s identity is shaped.?

The Metafictive Braid

The metafictive subplot in Between Men is introduced in
Chapter 4. If, at the beginning of the novel, Suzanne understands
herself to be a different kind of historian from her traditional male
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counterparts, she is nevertheless like them in her belief that his-
torical facts are the basis of historical research, and that these exist
but are usually hidden from plain sight and require the archival-
archaeological skills of the research historian to turn them up. In
the case of Rosalie New Grass’s murder, however, Suzanne is
stumped: “Fact, the supposedly irreducible thing, was not so eas-
ily preserved” (38); instead, she has only words: “On the prairie
the longest surviving relic was the printed word; it had replaced
the artefacts of history; it was the object of her search” (38).

The only other time “relic” appears in the novel is as a meta-
phoric description of the murdered Rosalie’s braid (52), and the
braid image comes to symbolize the narrative process, both Su-
zanne’s and Govier’s, through the doubleness of the historian’s
use of language. The historian’s words braid past and present, are
her own invention as well as her appropriation of the words of
the past. Suzanne’s search is for her own words as much as for
those of Rosalie’s story. This ambiguity is expressed in her under-
standing of the words of the past as agents of mediation: “These
written words were her mediator when she sought to confront
that bygone world. They were her medium in an occult journey
backward, her tour guide, translator, her means of transport too”
(38). Suzanne’s “occult journey backward” is Govier’s feminist re-
vision of an Orphic descent, but Suzanne’s words do not become
the medium of that journey until she abandons her passive quest-
ing for “the supposedly irreducible thing” and accepts the risk of
re-imagining the event. When Suzanne takes up this challenge, she
releases her own ventriloquial powers and speaks for the silenced
woman within history, and within herself; then she writes a his-
tory that is the opposite of reduction, that is the expansion and
efflorescence of the untold into narrative.

Ironically, Suzanne's first powerful act in this direction is her
appropriation of a male voice, that of the anonymous journalist
whom she names “Murphy.” The irony is managed brilliantly by
Govier, who develops the theme of history and history-writing
throughout the novel in feminist terms. Govier’s reviewers tended
to misrepresent her use of Murphy. Adachi and French both
thought Suzanne invented him, but she does not. The journalist
and his accounts of the trial exist; Suzanne finds them in the
archives. Her significant act is to re-name him and, by that, write
him into her own writing; more important, through this act of ap-
propriation she elects her “guide.” Suzanne’s writing is her own
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journey; she writes her way back into history in order to write her
way out of the crisis in her life in the present.

If we hear the banal homophony of writing/righting in this,
it is nevertheless precisely what this character’s project is about;
not in the naive sense of ‘correcting’ the record, although Suzanne’s
version of Rosalie’s story does provide a closure to what has been
a historical mystery, but rather in the sense of righting an off-bal-
anced life, of regaining emotional and psychological equilibrium.
It is this version of feminist historiography which draws together
all three narrative lines: Suzanne’s journey into “that dark club
and the men who frequented it” (39) in 1889 mirrors her journey
into the Calgary of her own lifetime, which she also describes as
a “club” (77). Her nostos thus follows the archetypal pattern found
in Homer, Virgil, Dante and Joyce: the return to home cannot be
achieved without a journey to the dead. Suzanne senses that Ro-
salie’s story “had a shape which, laid bare, might explain more
than itself” (39), and that “more” which it might explain is her
own life. The mysterious “shape” she moves toward is something
in her own mind which she wants to unwrap (25); ultimately, it is
the shape made by the braided narrative of her subject and herself.

Suzanne considers herself at a disadvantage as a woman his-
torian in a profession dominated and defined by men; but though
she thinks of herself as a historian against this establishment, she
is self-deluded. Her imagery expresses how she remains a victim
of masculinist perspectives: Rosalie’s story, hidden between the
lines in newspaper accounts, needs to be “laid bare” (39); she sen-
ses that it represents a moment in the past where the superficial
civility of her society “broke open, revealing the core” (39). The
past is a dark, concealed, feminine cavity. Typically, the historian
is the male quester who penetrates and illumines this dark space
with the light of his analytical intelligence. Unknowingly, Suzanne
aspires against her gender in two ways here: in setting out to know
the past in this way she imitates the patriarchal historiography
she professes to reject, and in the process, jeopardizes her self-un-
derstanding as a woman: “But to see that core, Suzanne needed a
way in. Something was missing. She needed a guide, a torch, a
pick-axe. Something, or someone” (39).

One does not need Lacan to figure out what Suzanne is
“missing”; her sense of her own lack derives from the persistence
of phallogocentric thinking in her view of her occupation. But when
she solves her writer’s block by re-naming the journalist, Suzanne
finds a way out of the phallogocentric maze by appropriating the
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very principles that would keep her trapped “between men,”
serving what she mistakenly thinks is “her kind of scholarship”
(41). In need of a phallic “torch” to illuminate the “dark byways”
(39) of the past, in need of a male guide “to lift the story out of its
gloom and perversity” (39), Suzanne decides to invent what cir-
cumstances and patriarchy have denied her. Having identified an
anonymous journalist who “was a spectator to the entire sequence
of events” (39), Suzanne appropriates this “invisible man” (39) to
serve as her missing part, her “torch,” “her man” (41), her “way in":

She could use him, but only by breaking the rules of her kind
of scholarship. . . . She would have to make assumptions, to
invent. But she was sure that if she did, this man would be
her vehicle to carry her past the great century behind her. He
could cut through the intervening rings of darkness and light
- - . . But if he were to be the means for this ungeographical
journey, and she to follow him, she would have to make him
her own. (41)

With this archetypally patriarchal act of possession, Suzanne appro-
priates patriarchal power and, as she recognizes, breaks the rules
that would limit her power. She discovers that she has not been
practising “her kind of scholarship” at all, and because of that,
while she has identified the historical subject she wants to pur-
sue, she has been impeded in that pursuit by following rules that
preclude her learning what she wants to know.

What needs to be recognized in this is how Govier, in a
subtle and profound way, is showing us a woman leading herself.
It is as if in the deepest recesses of her self, Suzanne already
knows where she needs to go, both as a historian and as a woman.
To get there, she summons someone who has already been there.
That guide is a product of her own imagination; indeed, he is her
historical imagination, though the history she is setting out to ex-
plore is as much a life that has yet to happen, her own future, as
it is a life that ended, violently, a century before. This act of pos-
session is Suzanne’s first step in repossessing, re-inhabiting herself.

The True and False Guides: Murphy

Govier’s protagonist may not find herself in the midst of a
dark wood, but her condition is nevertheless Dantescan in that
she realizes she is lost and in need of a guide to find her way for-
ward. Along with Murphy, all the other characters in the novel
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perform this role. What is difficult for Suzanne, however, is not so
much determining who are the true and who the false guides, as
discovering how all guides may be both. When the narrator re-
marks that “Suzanne’s search for true love and freedom too led
down the rabbit hole of history” (65), the allusion suggests that
Suzanne, like Alice, needs to regard whomever she meets as poss-
ibly offering her much-needed direction, but also that only she can
determine the meaning of the advice; that is, it is Suzanne herself
who has the power to make the advice into true or false guidance.

In the course of the novel Murphy comes to function as what
Freud, in The Interpretation of Dreams, calls a Sammelperson, or ‘compo-
site’ (Gay 83; see also Freud 399-403, 431-38). Beginning as a wit-
ness to the events in the past she wants to understand, Suzanne
uses him to project her reading of those events into the present;
then, gradually, he becomes a composite projection of her under-
standing of the men in her life, Simon and Ace, back into that
history, as she begins to discover how the secrets of the historical
and her personal past are linked.” But even as a composite figure
containing elements of Ace and Simon, Murphy is primarily a pro-
jection of his creator, Suzanne. Like her, he is an insider/outsider in
Calgary (42). He describes his interest in Rosalie as “academic”
(91). The movement from journalism to art in his editorial attempt
to cast the event in terms of Greek tragedy, with Fisk (Rosalie’s
murderer) as the scapegoat who must be banished if the commu-
nity is to be cleansed (268-69), reflects Suzanne’s abandonment of
traditional historiography in the quest for her own sense of nar-
rative truth.

But Murphy is Suzanne’s guide to more than the historical
mystery of Rosalie New Grass. Her self-projection into the char-
acter becomes clearer as his guilt becomes more explicit, and this
suggests that he is a figure who rises as much from within her
own unconscious as from the Calgary archives. When, as a result
of his increasing guilt, he hallucinates an encounter with Rosalie
that leads to an admission of his sexual liaison with her (219), his
mental instability is immediately paralleled by Suzanne’s in the
next chapter (226). When he admits that his writing is confes-
sional—"I need to do this writing. I need to confess, yet I am not
even sure as to why. I imagine that if I just keep writing I will ar-
rive at what I want to say” (272)—Murphy’s role as his creator’s
surrogate is clear.

The narrative structure of Between Men reflects the protago-
nist’s use of Murphy as a psycho-heuristic device; the chapters
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written from his perspective often follow important developments
in her self-understanding. We are meant to read these ‘historical’
passages as Suzanne’s reconstruction, but she is writing through
Murphy. In Chapter 12, for example, Murphy’s account of Fisk’s
trial, follows the important episode in which Suzanne, spurred on
by Simon’s encouragement, decides to proceed with her use of
Murphy as her illuminator. Murphy’s statement that “The most
amazing thing, to me, was that there seemed to be no reason [for
Rosalie’s murder]” (172) becomes Suzanne’s starting point for her
final push to finish her investigation. We can see Suzanne project-
ing herself into her guide when Murphy tries to categorize the
event as an instance of “those lost to mental disturbances brought
on by an excess of sexual feelings” (172). His generalization—"There
was no simple explanation for behaviour in sexual matters” (172)—
reflects her own bewilderment at her sexual recidivism with Ace
while beginning the new relationship with Simon, as well as her
inability to understand Ace’s original infidelity; both are concealed
within Murphy’s reference to “the sudden lust displayed by my
previously obedient and intelligent wife!” (172). In the midst of
these ruminations, Murphy lets out that Rosalie was his wife’s maid;
but what this signals is Suzanne’s intuitive leap to a connection
between Rosalie and Murphy which he is concealing (174).*

In Chapter 19, Suzanne describes Murphy’s return to Ro-
salie’s grave; then, in the following chapter, Suzanne makes her
own pilgrimage to the riverbank. The parallel scenes remind us
that Murphy is still Suzanne’s guide, but the differences within
them announce that this marks the end of her dependence upon
him. Earlier, in Chapter 15, Murphy hallucinated Rosalie’s pre-
sence in his house; at her grave, he calls to her again, but this time
is unsuccessful: “I heard nothing, but I sensed that she was there”
(274). To Suzanne, however, Rosalie not only appears, chanting
the same prayer that Murphy heard at the funeral, but tells the
story of what happened to her. Of course, what Rosalie tells is
what Suzanne has already ‘worked out’ for, and from within, her-
self: it was Murphy who was responsible for Rosalie’s pregnancy,
and he had given her the money for the abortion. Suzanne’s con-
clusion, however—”It would have to be Murphy. Causing it all,
then writing about it” (278)—should also be read as a gloss on her
own actions up to this point, as well as on what follows.

The nineteenth- and twentieth-century storylines merge ex-
plicitly in this visionary scene. Suzanne ‘sees’ and ‘hears’ Rosalie
tell her story, but “It was her own voice speaking, not the ghost”
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(281). As Suzanne hears herself tell the truth of Rosalie’s story,
like Murphy, she is confessing her own.” The memories she has
been repressing are finally released. The mystery of Rosalie’s
murder is also the secret of Suzanne’s abortion: “The doctor had
told her it was too late, it was dangerous. But she could not have
this child. She was not ready” (282). The language completes the
braid of past and present, history and historian: “Suzanne was
raving. There’d been nothing to see. There was no child, only
blood taking fabulous shapes on the sheets” (282). Those “fabu-
lous shapes” of Suzanne’s repressed memories have been the
shapes she has been trying to unwrap from before she began her re-
search into Rosalie’s murder: “Shapes that had been there before
she returned to her hometown, that led her here, that she came
back to finally see, and make clear” (25), but which the historical
work itself releases: “Because of the work, a part of her was al-
ways living in another story” (25).

Suzanne’s progress as a historian does not begin until she
takes the leap of creating her own guide or medium into the dark-
ness of the past; it concludes when she herself becomes the
medium for the story she is telling. Rosalie needs Suzanne to get
her from the “limbo” (282) of the forgotten into the spirit world of
story, and with that passage Suzanne is released from the mourn-
ing that has oppressed her all these years without her consciously
knowing it: “A lightness spread on her, as if from a kindly, restful
spirit. . . . she wished she could be Rosalie again. Only this time
she. .. would bear her child. She would go on living and the child
would go on living, and there would be more life after that” (283).
Suzanne has braided the Calgary Turf Club of 1889 and the Calgary
hospital in the twentieth century into a continuity of women’s tra-
gedy between men. Her question to Rosalie is a modern woman'’s
question to a pre-modern woman: why didn’t you fight back? But
Suzanne is really asking herself how she got into her own predi-
cament.

Simon

If Murphy is Suzanne’s guide to the truth buried in the nine-
teenth century past, her lover, Simon, serves the same function in
her life in the present; moreover, it is Simon who encourages Su-
zanne to accept the challenge of the double descent into the
world of public and private history. Like Murphy, however,
Simon is a true and false guide whose help is not without danger.
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He is a narcissist—he talks to her “as if pledging into a mirror”
(27)—whose solipsism threatens to imprison her in an illusion of
love. Ironically, Suzanne turns this to her advantage when she
draws her lover into the looking-glass world of her nineteenth-
century story by merging him with Murphy in the final stages of
her journey when she abandons both as her guides.

Before this, however, Simon functions as a true and false
guide to Suzanne in a number of important scenes. In Chapter 6,
when he invites her to “’rewrite my character’” (83) and seems to
offer her power over him, the invitation ironically puts him on
the same level as Murphy, whom Suzanne is already ‘rewriting.’
Her rhetorical reply: “/Don’t you think I'd have a better chance of
rewriting my own?’” (83) allows Simon to suggest shrewdly that
that is precisely what she’s doing with her research paper. In this
exchange Simon is already acting as the ironic guide and Suzanne’s
relationship with him is a mixture of acceptance and resistance.
His language has a way of entering her own: he tells her that she
is someone who will ““reverse the pattern’” (81) of his relationships
with women, but just as she redirects his metaphor of rewriting his
character to her own situation, so she takes up the pattern meta-
phor and uses it to describe herself: “I'm only interested in laying
out a pattern’” (84). The difference between them is that Suzanne
understands her pattern as internal, personal, and not intended
“’to take hold of other lives'” (84).

Simon connects Suzanne's desire for pattern and order with
her choice of profession, but here, too, Suzanne asserts her dif-
ference. She argues that she is not ““a typical historian™: “’I only
care about real life’” (84). When Simon describes this view as
naive, he is actually pushing her to define her values in more de-
tail; and when she caves in, he criticizes her: “‘Just when you've
got a good point to make, you undermine yourself”” (84-5). This
gives Suzanne her second wind:

“I have to start from tiny clues, events that stand out for their
bizarreness, because they’ve never been explained. I have to
weave my way through the sources, visiting the living, the
dead, sifting the detritus. I have to interpret a lot from a very
little.” (85)

In this and later scenes, Simon guides Suzanne toward self-defini-
tion and self-discovery, but he does this as much by giving her
pointers on the way as by being someone whom ultimately she
will have to reject.
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When he replies to Suzanne’s description of her method—
““You work by instinct. . . How very female of you' (85)—Simon
reveals himself as the true and false guide, for the remark is pa-
triarchal and patronizing but also true. What Suzanne must come
to recognize and hold to is that her approach is intuitive and her
own, but not in the patronizing-patriarchal sense—i.e. illogical, ir-
rational, ‘feminine’; rather, her intuitive historiography is an
expression of her living connection to the past she is trying to un-
derstand. (She also knows that “Men do it too. They just have
fancy names for it’” [85].) Her method has less to do with being a
woman than with her becoming the kind of historian she wants
to be. Suzanne obviously needs Simon’s support and even appro-
val. This scene ends with her relapsing into self-deprecation and
Simon once again supporting her; when she tells him of her De-
partment Head’s opinion of her, Simon replies: “I think he’s
wrong . ... I think you've got a great deal of drive” (85). This has
a powerful effect upon her: “He stood up, touching the top of her
head. The touch went down to her heart. His unpredictable kind-
ness had the force of blows. He made her valuable. He had that
power” (85). Suzanne eventually has to discover her own value,
but at this stage she needs to be helped on her way to that inde-
pendence. Govier’s paradoxical method is also emotionally real-
istic: Suzanne will discover her independence through her relation-
ships, to the living and the dead, all of whom she will come to re-
write as she takes charge of her own life-story.®

Simon reveals himself as guide, again ironically, in Chapter
10, when he teaches Suzanne to walk in the dark: “she shuffled
behind him, holding a candle. “You’ve got to put that out,” he
said. . . . He blew on the candle. ‘Now. Stare directly into the dark.
Let it enter you. Let your eyes adjust. In a minute you’ll be able to
make out shapes’” (148). The language shows how Simon will
become encoded in the figure of Murphy: trying to find a way
through the dark recalls Suzanne’s frustration with the “dark by-
ways” (39) of Rosalie’s story in Chapter 4; Simon shows her the
literal way here in the same way that Murphy shows her the fig-
urative light in the dark; and learning “‘to make out shapes’”
recalls her description of her work as unwrapping the “shapes in
her mind” (25), shadows which come from her own repressed
past as well as the dark of public history. As guide here, Simon is
evoking a talent that Suzanne does not know she possesses: she
“let go of his waist; she could walk by herself now. The whole
night had become transparent” (148). He is also building her con-



