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Commonwealth 18-2

themselves 'But could you rent Paradise at twelve dollars a month?', 1 a question
that would have disturbing consequences after 19540

The Lowrys moved fIrst to Italy, where Malcolm was deeply unhappy, leading
to another move, to England, in 19550 After some hospitalization on Malcolm's
part, the Lowrys settled for a while in Ripe, Sussexo Shortly before his death in
June 1957, Malcolm and Margerie went on a tour of the Lake District and
surrounding areas, still in search of the fallen paradise of the beach at Dollartono
In this sense, the Last Notebook is a travel narrative, describing the vacation, and
narrating nostalgia, structured much like the 'Journal of Sigbj0rn Wilderness' in
'Through the Panama,:2 'Tuesday/June 40 HawkesheadlMuch colder day,
showersooo/June 50 Wednesday:/Again took the bus to/Amblesideooo/000-took a bus
to/Newby bridge, then walked/in a shower, eating/sandwiches, to lakesideooo
/Thursday June 6 -/set off to Rydal water, crossed/the little bridge, by this time
our/little bridge, came out on to a/clear space ofmeadowsooo ' (ppo 23-4)0 The Last
Notebook opens on Ascension Day, at Lindesfarne, where the Lowrys visited a
bird sanctuary and the monastery 0 The physical attempt at recovering the
paradisiacal home is thus matched by a visit to a religious or metaphysical site:
the Last Notebook maps the attempted recovery of a prelapsarian innocence:
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Importance for the writer, once having
learned something, to
repossess the position of his own free
ignorance: the impressions life
makes on the uninstructed consciousness,
viz upon ones ignorance may have
a poetic truth in the presentationooo(po3)

This physical and metaphysical longing for 'ignorance' is not merely an
individual response to a nightmarish situation; it also places Lowry fmnly in the
tradition of a long line of modernists, who sought their answers outside of the
modem worldo In this case, the fmal pages of the Last Notebook, which are
usually ignored by those scavenging for biographical information, may actually
be the most signifIcant. Lowry cuts into the narrative of the vacation with a
typical quotation within a quotation: 'Protection through the ages No 7', which is
one in a series of advertisements from the 'London & Manchester Assurance
Company' 0 Number seven in the series is 'The Fetish':

The Fetisho
The West Afrikan
native Fetish worn as a
misfortune consists of a
carved hwnan body
purseooo(po26)

Afternoon
Margieto
aluminhm
Onisland:
wonderful
with wild

On the left-hand page is a rough sketch of 'The Fetish' done in the style of a naIf;
two arrows lead from the base of the quotation to the right-hand page, where there

I Malcolm Lowry, Hear Us 0Lord, po2280
2 Malcolm Lowry, Hear Us 0Lord, ppo29-980
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In October Ferry to Gabriola, the idealised island as an escape from the
protagonist's problems can never be reached; here, in the Lake District, the island
is not only reached far too easily, but it has also been reached and textually
interpreted prior to the Lowrys' arrival.
Lowry's Last Notebook seems to be caught between its own modernist

assertions and their relative failure (which does not necessarily mean it is not a
modernist text; DoH. Lawrence's various Mexican 'Primitivist' adventures were
also failures in many ways) 0 Steven Connor notes that 'the principle of the
modernist artwork is that it be complete in itself 01 With its theoretical preface
and poetical main text, the Last Notebook fulfils this requirement. But, as a text,
the Last Notebook is also aware of the failure of uncovering the 'free ignorance'
preceding knowledge, discovering only more texts in the processo Perhaps in this
latter sense, the Last Notebook is an early or proto-postmodern document.

Sue Vice, in 'The Volcano of a Postmodern Lowry' argues that Lowry's texts
do indeed show the signs and wonders of postmodernityo She notes that 'Criticso ..
have identified elements in postmodern writing of pastiche, self-reference, a
schizophrenic attitude to history, the death of the author and of the subject,
collage, and allegory'02 While Vice's main concern is Under the Volcano,
Lowry's various notebooks are also exemplary collages and thus deserve to be
investigated in a similar wayo In the Last Notebook we have already seen how the
landscape is always already textualized; this connects with Lowry's use of a
tangled web of 'commodified' texts in Under the Volcano, '0.. those tangible
reminders that our knowledge of the world consists only of the already written,
the textual... ,3 Landscape is also contextualized, where local dialect competes
with geological analysis, enframing the Romantic poetic traditiono All the
different discourses and fragments of text are thus composed into a collage - but
the collage technique was a modem as well as postmodern tool. Postmodern
collage is all to do with the ' ..0 severing of materials from their original
contexts ...' ,4 as a way of stressing the importance of the signifier and the surface,
and a blurring of the differences between primary source, and secondary critical,
textso In other words, postmodern collage deconstructs the binary oppositions
which maintain the art-work as a separate entity from other modes of
representation (such as advertising)o But while all this undoubtedly happens as
such in Lowry's text, the question remains, is this done with the desire for
'severance and discontinuity' ,5 the shocks and fractures of a postmodern
hypertext, or is this collage constructed to function in other ways? The modernist
collage is exemplified by the work of the Surrealists: 'Breton once remarked that
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I Steven Connor, Postmodernist Culture: An Introduction to Theories of the
Contemporary, Basil Blackwell (Oxford, 1989), po1070
2 Sue Vice, 'The Volcano of a Postmodem Lowry' in Swinging the Maelstrom: New
Perspectives on Malcolm Lowry, po1230
J Sue Vice, po1230
4 Steven Connor, po2130
5 Steven Connor, po2140
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Commonwealth 18-2

Wiebeo Lowry's experimental techniques, are neither realist nor postmodernist;
the fact that he can never recover some kind of 'free ignorance' because 'nature'
and ..'the primitive' are constructs, does not automatically make him a
postmodernist, as this would deny the pathos of his texts, the nostalgia for that
'free ignorance' 0

Sue Vice argues that postmodernism provides '0.. a new and refreshing'
interpretive model for approaching Lowry's work.oJ This is certainly the case in
relation to biographical criticism, where Lowry's texts are often seen as literally
reproducing Lowry's lifeo Vice notes that in the case of Under the Volcano, 'the
events of Lowry's life did not become mimetically transferred to that novel but
instead reappear in altered forms, similar to the way in which infant traumata
reappear in neuroses in the adult'? 'Lowry' is, rather, a character in each of his
textual collages, and that character can never be entirely equated With some other
subject named 'Malcolm Lowry' 0 But I would also argue that the proper name
'Malcolm Lowry' is too strongly emblazoned across his texts, implicated in too
many narrative perspectives, to allow for an entirely postmodem, death-of-the-
author style, interpretationo For example, to return to the 'Forest Path from the
Spring' quotation, where the narrator invites the reader to view the beach at
Dollarton, and the 'squatters': '000 that would be ourselves, my Wife and me,
waving to you gaily' 0

3 While it is wrong to equate these characters in an entirely
mimetic sense With Malcolm and Margerie, there is no doubt that the biographical
fact that the Lowrys did leave the beach, and the shacks were destroyed, adds to
the pathos of the 'Forest Path' scene 0 Further, the fact that the narrator is on the
boat With the reader, saying in so many words: 'look - there's me, on the beach,
happily waving at you' only adds to the sense of separation and division from that
moment of happinesso In the Last Notebook, there is the sense that the narrator is
always distanced from such happiness, either temporally or spatially (or both),
and this distancing can indeed be related to the transference of infant traumata to
adult neurosis as Vice suggestso Vice rejects biographical realism in favour of the
'altered forms' of post modernism; Iwould argue that Lowry makes those 'altered
forms' works of art in a modernist senseo Thus, in the 'Forest Path' scene, the
narrator is both inside the scene (on the beach) and outside (viewing/narrating at a
distance)o He is like Breton's 'man cut in two by a window' where '''0 the subject
is somehow split both positionally - at once inside and outside the scene - and
psychically - 'cut in two" 0

4 This is the fantasmatic subjectivity of the Last
Notebook and Under the Volcano 0 Vice argues that the mixture of high and low
voices in Lowry creates a polyglossia, which destabilizes the master narrative
voice( s) of modernity 0 Yet the surrealist model also explains the fluidity of
subject positions and voices in relation to the 'altered forms' of traumata; Freud
proposed that the primal scenes of infant traumata may be fantasies which '000
have all the effectivity of real events' 0 Inprimal fantasy, '''0 the subject not only is
in the scene but also may identify With any of its elements' 0
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I Sue Vice, po1230
2 Sue Vice, po1270
3 Malcolm Lowry, Hear Us 0 Lord, po2190
4 Hal Foster, Compulsive Beauty, po590
5 Hal Foster, Compulsive Beauty, ppo58 & 590
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