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Nature’s True Nature

In Margaret Atwood’s Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature, Atwood introduces the “Nature pattern” with a short, three-line poem by Alden Nowlan: “Spring is distrusted here, for it deceives - / snow melts upon the lawns, uncovering / last fall’s dead leaves” (Atwood 49). As Nowlan reflected in his poem, there is always a dark side to what may first appear as picturesque. The novel Rockbound by Frank Parker Day tells the Bildungsroman of the young fisherman David and his struggles against the sea. The play Inexpressible Island by David Young dramatizes the fight for survival of a group of pioneer Antarctic scientists and explorers led by British Naval officer Campbell. As true pieces of Canadian literature, both the novel and play reflect the dark, menacing nature of Nature. In the exploration of new frontiers, Nature plays the role of the Devil, bringing punishment to adventurous humans for their daring sins. In the mist of defining self-identity, Nature becomes the Giantess, over shrouding the thoughts of humanity with her sheer size and power. In times of greatest importance, Nature transforms into the Killer, effortlessly defeating the best of the best and extinguishing the hopes and dreams of mankind. In both Rockbound and Inexpressible Island, Nature takes on the role of the merciless, indisputable antagonist against whom humans are powerless.

Although seen as a heavenly force in English literature, in Canadian literature, Nature plays the opposite role. In Rockbound, David describes his initial perceptions and stories of the sea soon after he first landed on Rockbound:

Sometimes he [the devil in the sea] seemed asleep on a sunny, windless day, but you had to watch for him, for he sprang at you treacherously out of a fog bank, or in a dead calm sent a sudden roller against you to swamp your boat, low down with fish. (Day 72)

To Day, the sea is a manifestation of the Devil’s destructive will against humanity, using the elements of water to wreak havoc. Such devious actions contradict the false, gentle mood set by the “sunny, windless day,” catching fishermen off-guard. The previous luck of the bountiful catch turns into a curse. The devil-like treachery of Nature, represented by the sea in Rockbound, makes her a feared enemy for those who seeking the sea’s wealth. Such fear is not limited to fishermen, however. In Inexpressible Island, Dr. Levick reads to the men an old journal entry as the crew squander time in their cave:

LEVICK:
(Reading.) …

those who committed carnal sin are tossed about

ceaselessly by the most furious winds in the second

circle of hell. The corresponding hell on earth is to

be found in the Southern Ocean which encircles the

world without break. (Young 41).

To Young, the circle of the Southern Ocean is the circle of hell. Nature’s “gales” and “great cyclonic storms” (42) act as the cage that surrounds and traps amidst mass chaos. Those who sin are sent to the circle as punishment for their actions. The crew have sinned in trying to explore the virgin Antarctic. They are stranded on the Antarctic floats with little food and supplies as punishment for their attempts at civilization. Through the cold and bitter Antarctic elements, Nature imprisons the invaders, bringing hell to humanity.

When not trying to destroy humanity’s mentality, Nature does her best to destroy humanity’s identity. In the beginning of Rockbound, David experiences firsthand the overwhelming size of Rockbound’s fog on his first fishing trip at the island:

The southwest breeze had caught the fog bank half an hour before it touched the sails of the Phoebe, and the fog travelled faster than the boats. Presently the sun sickened, the islands dimmed to a dull gray, and the black specks that meant boats were blotted out. (Day 31)

Like a blanket, the sea’s fog blocks out all surroundings and sense of direction. Despite David’s plentiful and heartening first catch, the fog is able to drastically transform the mood from one of gaiety to one of gloom. With its blanketing reach, the fog is able to sicken the source of guidance, dim the sight of home, and blot out signs of comrades. A day originally meant to prove David’s worthiness as a fisherman becomes a day of melancholy. The uplifting spirits of fishermen quickly disappear in Nature’s overwhelming presence. In Inexpressible Island, Nature’s sizeable reputation is that of legendary status. Before the crew’s departure for Antarctica, Dr. Levick describes their destination to the men:

LEVICK:
… The highest,

driest, coldest desert on earth. A frost so powerful

that it coagulates time itself…

A place to set ourselves against the greatest

possible emptiness… (Young 42-43)

To even the well-educated doctor, Antarctica is known as a vast, empty land holding great prominence but even greater power. The continent is described with elements so commanding as to be able to distort the supposedly unchanging flow of time. Even as an intelligent scholar, Levick can only define his and the crew’s identity in terms of Nature’s great vastness. Levick fears that the group is doomed to fail and perish as specks on the face of the vast land. Through the Antarctic land and frost, Nature is shown as an overwhelmingly large and powerful force against which humans become pitifully insignificant.

When belittling human existences fails, Nature often tries to remove such existences all together. Seen as the best of Rockbound’s fishermen, David is sent alongside Martin to join a special fishing expedition but their ship is caught in a hurricane and shipwrecked:

Within ten seconds of her striking, every man of the crew was in the sea. Away they went, young Martin still lashed to a bit of bulwark among them, poor scraps of humanity… hoarse cries that made no sound in the fierce tumult, and they were gone. (Day 196)

Despite being the pride and hope of Nova Scotia’s southern shore, the Sylvia Westner and her crew were vanquished at the hands of the sea. All happening “within ten seconds,” the sea efficiently and effortlessly ends the futile struggles of the ship’s “poor scraps of humanity” with deadly swiftness. Even after living on the sea all their lives, the fishermen drown with their pleas masked by the uproar of the storm. Through the sea’s unyielding wrath, Nature expresses her fearsome fury and chilling capability at bringing doom and destruction. In Inexpressible Island, Nature is equally devastating to individual heroes. After leaving the cave’s safety alone to try and continue the scientific work, Campbell is caught in a snowstorm on his way back:

CAMPBELL:
Raise the bar! I command it! We have our training!

Up, up, up, up, UP! Mind over matter!

(Sound: massive wind burst.

CAMPBELL leans into the wind, his face a foot

from the ground.)

Pull with me…and be remembered!

(Sound: wind burst.

CAMPBELL falls to his knees and crabs forward

into the gale.) (Young 90)

Campbell, a courageous and well-seasoned officer, recalls his military training as inspiration to fight against the Antarctic winds. Despite his admirable will power and efforts, he is soundly defeated, reduced by the wind’s hostile force to his knees. In her murderous rampage, Nature shows no mercy to those of humanity who try to stand out and persevere.

Like most writers, Frank Parker Day wrote many drafts of his novel during the early stages of Rockbound. A number of his original drafts of Rockbound were titled The Devil’s in the Sea (Frank Parker Day Digital Collection). Like many playwrights, David Young built his play from stories of renowned events. Young’s Inexpressible Island is based on the true story of a failed 1912 Antarctic expedition that ended in tragedy (Wikipedia sect 3.4). Although Day’s novel and Young’s play were written during completely different time periods (1928 and 1997 respectively), Nature’s dark side played a prominent role, on paper and off, in both works of Canadian literature. Atwood’s Survival describes Nature as humanity’s undefeatable enemy. Nature fulfills such expectations as the Devil, Giantess, and Killer. In the pre-word of Inexpressible Island, Young quotes poet Wallace Stevens: “The true religious force in the world is not the church but the world itself” (Young 11). While some people may hold in fears and awe the power and presence of the church, humanity’s greatest fears and awe lie in none other than Nature herself. As Canadian literature shows, more so in fear. Fear of Nature’s true nature.
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