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THE WRITER AS
CONSCIOUSNESS

A View of “October Ferry to Gabriola”

Matthew Corrigan

]HERE IS LITTLE EVIDENCE that Lowry could have turned
the unfinished manuscript of October Ferry to Gabriola into as fine a novel as
Under the Volcano. Lowry was simply not of a mind to finish things the last ten
years of his life. There is not the same urgency in Gabriola as in the great novel,
Volcano’s faults are justified by the character’s propulsion toward self-destruction,
a propulsion that will probably read to a later age as clearly as Ahab’s does to
our own, despite some of the same kinds of language excess. We never doubt the
seriousness of Geoffrey Firmin’s katabasis. Gabriola has the same seriousness but
the action is missing to anneal the whole, the action-toward-death. Gabriola rep-
resents the volcanic state of mind drawn out to a fine tremor of existence: given
the option of joy over the earlier novel’s imperative of despair. We know Dante’s
paradise is duller than his inferno and we know why it has to be so. Religion and
art do not overlap without some loss of nerve. This is not to say that Gabriola
doesn’t work. It does work but it works as something different from what it pre-
tends to be.

Because he laboured on it painstakingly for the last ten years of his life,
Gabriola manages to survey beautifully that period of Lowry’s creativity, a period
that represents in many ways his conversion back to life. If there are any doubts
after reading the letters and short stories that it was a fertile period, Gabriola
puts these to rest. As a piece of writing it achieves moments of lyric and philo-
sophic grace that equal anything written in the twentieth century; moments that
spring from such a quietness of spirit (a guietus, even) that it is difficult to peruse
them in the context of a work that describes itself on the surface as a novel.

The infernal and paradisiacal (Eridanus) poles that divided and ruled Lowry’s
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