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Sometimes you can
go home again

With Winter,

Massey Lecturer Adam Gopnik

reclaims his Canadian Self

3 issues  in  2012  March,  Ju ly,  October

It’s 1887, Pontiac County, anEnglish-speaking community onthe Quebec side of the OttawaRiver, teenage Joe O’Brien and hisfour younger siblings are waltzingto the Victrola of an exiled NewYork Irish priest who has takenthe orphans under his wing. Therest is about how Joe welds thatadvantage to a hard core of ambi-tion fuelled by poverty and hisfather’s abandonment of the fami-ly. How he seeks out and marriesa woman who will provide theirchildren with a civilized upbring-ing while he devotes his energy toearning money. And how the scarsof struggle are worn in later life.Behrens follows his many char-acters with the dogged passion ofan aged aunt bent on huntingdown and revealing all the juicyparts of life. The patriarch fadesin and out of the focus. Sometimeswe are taken into Joe’s torturedpsyche; elsewhere, he is observedfrom a distance, appearing to thosewho live with him – and the reader– cold, aloof, indecipherable.The O’Briens is very much astudy of character, and there aremany great ones: Gratton, theoccasionally irresponsible secondson, free of Joe’s sense of responsi-bility, thus lacking his focus; Tom,the obligatory priest, estrangedfrom the worldly ambition thatspurs the main branch; Iseult, thewoman Joe loves and yet does notunderstand; their children, as com-plex and unwieldy as their elders.This is the story of a family’sprogress from poverty to bour-geois ease, a mansion in West-mount, and enough money tomake the idea of divorce in the1930s not only possible, but com-fortable. Then the brutal democra-cy of war, exposing the young mento battle and their women to

worry and waiting. Behrens is adiligent researcher. Leaving thepersonal for public history, heinspires confidence with deftdescriptions of how Joe makes hisfirst fortune in railroads, whatMontreal is like for a successfulpostwar industrialist, and how awealthy, Catholic family partici-pates in the Francophone worldwithout ever fully crossing over.Although social history isn’t itspurpose, The O’Briens gives a finepicture of Anglo Montreal beforethe Quiet Revolution, a subtle yetimportant corrective to the stereo-typical images thrown up by amore politicized time. The war-time chapters are reminiscent ofGwethalyn Graham’s 1944 novel,Earth and High Heaven, exceptthat Behrens injects a dose of exis-tential angst into those romantictimes, to create a contemporarysensibility.
Some reviewers have found thatthe novel loses steam in the lastthird, where the story approachesliving memory. I thought Behrensdid a fine job of finding a freshidiom for times closer to our own.Conveying events through letters,snippets, brief scenes, quickchanges, the various episodesappear like a series of photo-graphs, from sepia to crisp blackand white to Kodak colour. As thethird-generation O’Brien childrengrow up, both the family and theirstory fragment into competingnarrative lines, as they would inlife. The final chapter is thrillingand poignant. A narrow escape forthe patriarch, the ending couldeasily have turned tragic, makingthis a better book but probablynot a more popular one.Behrens’ first novel, The Law ofDreams, was written during a lullin the fifteen-year labour of bring-

ing The O’Briens to fruition. Ittells the story of Fergus O’Brien,grandfather of Joe, who left Ire-land for America during the pota-to famine of the 1840s, passingbriefly through Montreal. A tightlyfocused story proceeds with brief,punchy sentences, poetic language,snappy dialogue; an effective blendof intellect and emotion. Apicaresque tale replete with thenail-biting swings of fortune anda high gore factor, it reads like aminiseries in waiting, at least com-pared to The O’Briens, an epicstory best suited to the novel form.Epic. Episodic. These wordsare generally bad news in the filmindustry, where Peter Behrenstoiled for fifteen years, during aninterlude between the publicationof his short-story collection NightDriving (1987) and The Law ofDreams (2005). Learning this bio-graphical detail after reading bothbooks, I was tempted to speculateas to where that experience of sto-rytelling had influenced his writ-ing, and where it had not. Hisstyle is consummately visual, aseries of scenes, as if the omnipo-tent author is holding a camerathat can travel into people’s heads.By and large, he resists Hollywoodconventions in The O’Briens; atleast the story is epic enough to

feel potentially true, and notjust filmic.
Meeting Behrens this summerduring his brief visit to Montrealfor the Canadian Association ofIrish Studies conference at Concor-dia University provided furtherinsight into at least one reasonwhy the novel feels true: he liftedhuge chunks of detail from hisown family history, using boththe first and last names of familymembers, telling some secrets,spinning some lies.

Born and educated in Montreal,Behrens left as a teenager to workas a cowhand in Alberta, beforesettling in California. With his wifeand their four-year old son, he nowdivides his time between a smalltown in Maine and small-townTexas. Keeping Montreal at a dis-tance allows him to re-imagine thepast with a certain amount of free-dom, to fill in the gaps noticed byhis youthful, observant self.“In my grandfather’s genera-tion, the famine was always the

unspoken presence,” he said. “Ourfamily culture was shaped by thefamine experience. I rememberdriving by the Black Rock with mygrandfather. He seemed to have avisceral reaction to the mementoof suffering. That and his own tra-vails may explain the tendency ofsilence in our family. There arethings you just don’t talk about.”Though personal history provid-ed material, he was not constrictedby truth, cutting and amending thefacts where necessary.
“Genealogy bores me,” he says.“Family history is my thing. Iguess it’s my way of staking aclaim.” His next novel will drawon the paternal side of familyhistory, the story of his fatherHerman Behrens who married anIrish woman. A tale no less rivet-ing than Joe O’Brien’s.

Marianne Ackerman’s novel Piers’Desire is published by McArthur& Co.
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Behrens follows his many characters withthe dogged passion of an aged aunt benton hunting down and revealing all the juicyparts of life.

Talking
‘Bout My
Generations

O ne of the downsides of being a lifelong readeris that one rarely approaches a book inno-cently, free from the spoiler effects of hypeand reputation. I was out of the country,away from the news this summer, when Peter Behrens’novel The O’Briens came to me in a near pristinestate. His first novel, The Law of Dreams, won aGovernor General’s Literary Award, but literary prizesbeing only a hair’s breadth away from a lottery, thatmeant little. It was the promise of a brick-sized talespanning many decades in the life of a big IrishMontreal family that piqued my interest, and Behrensdelivered beautifully.

THE O’BRIENS
Peter Behrens
Anansi
$32.95, cloth, 514pp
978-0-88784-229-0

feature by Marianne Ackerman
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A
dam Gopnik has been reliably
surprising us for so long now
that there might be a danger of
taking him for granted. Step

back a bit from his work, though –
whether it’s his expository essays in
The New Yorker (dogs and the alleged
decline of America post-9/11 being
two recent subjects), the personal
accounts of living in Paris and New
York collected in Paris To the Moon
and Through the Children’s Gate, or
his groundbreaking cross-disciplinary
art criticism – and it becomes clear just
how unusual the fifty-five year-old’s
approach is. In ways different from,

yet kindred to, those of fellow
Canadian Malcolm Gladwell, Gopnik
takes an old form and makes it new,
choosing counterintuitive routes into
his subjects and proceeding, through
the marshalling and interpretation of
both high- and lowbrow sources, to
make us wonder how we ever saw it
any other way. Winter: Five Windows
on the Season, the book version of
Gopnik’s upcoming series of Massey
Lectures (lectures he first practiced
“mock-Massey”-style in front of select
friends and family at home in New
York) turns out to be an ideal venue
for the display of his strengths. A

potentially awkward hybrid form – in
Gopnik’s words “amended transcripts
of lectures I once gave, designed to be
the vocal templates of lectures I have
yet to deliver” – is made pleasurably
readable through sheer enthusiasm and
freshness of thought. Goethe, Dickens,
Milton, Beethoven, and Napoleon are
explored, but so are Joni Mitchell, the
origins of central heating, the evolu-
tion of our perception of icebergs, the
formation and popular mythology of
snowflakes (turns out they’re not all
different), and the birth of modern
hockey – not on country ponds,
Gopnik insists, but in Montreal neigh-

borhood rinks, in a process leading
directly to his beloved Montreal
Canadiens. That last example illus-
trates something that’s been evident
in Gopnik no matter how far afield
he has ranged: that his perspective
as a Canadian, and more specifically
as a Montrealer, informs and under-
pins what he does. The Massey selec-
tors made an inspired choice for 2011.

Ian McGillis: What was your
initial reaction when asked to be a
Massey lecturer? How familiar were
you with the history and lineage of the
series? Are there any of your predeces-

Adam Gopnik Makes Winter Fresh AgainBy Ian McGillis

WINTER

Five Windows on

the Season

Adam Gopnik

Anansi Press

$22.95, paper, 256pp

978-0-88784-974-9
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SUMMER: The Art of Living Edition

publication date July 20

Artwork due June 28
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FALL: Fall Releases
publication date October 12
Artwork due September 20 
Ad reservation September 13
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