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Barometer Rising is a seminal work by Canadian author Hugh MacLennan,
published in 1941. This novel is not only a cornerstone of Canadian
literature but also a profound exploration of identity, conflict, and the
human condition during a tumultuous period in Canadian history. MacLennan's
narrative is rich with themes that resonate deeply with the Canadian
experience, particularly in the context of World War I and its aftermath.
This article delves into the intricacies of "Barometer Rising," examining its
characters, themes, and the historical backdrop that informs its narrative.

Overview of Barometer Rising

"Barometer Rising" is set in the city of Halifax, Nova Scotia, against the
backdrop of World War I and the catastrophic Halifax Explosion of 1917. The
novel weaves together the lives of its characters, reflecting their struggles
and triumphs amidst the chaos of war and societal change. MacLennan's prose
brings to life not only the physical landscape of Halifax but also the
emotional and psychological landscapes of his characters, making the novel a
rich tapestry of human experience.

Historical Context

Understanding "Barometer Rising" requires an appreciation of its historical
context. The Halifax Explosion, which occurred on December 6, 1917, was one
of the largest man-made explosions prior to the atomic bomb and had a
devastating impact on the city and its inhabitants.

- Key Historical Events Influencing the Novel:
- World War I: The war significantly shaped the lives of the characters,
reflecting the broader societal changes and the realities of war.
- Halifax Explosion: The explosion served as a pivotal event in the
narrative, affecting the characters’ trajectories and the city's recovery.
- Post-war Realities: The aftermath of the war and the explosion led to a
reevaluation of Canadian identity and societal values.

Characters and Their Development

The characters in "Barometer Rising" are multifaceted, each representing
different facets of Canadian society during the early 20th century. The main
characters navigate their lives against the backdrop of war, loss, and the
search for identity.

- Key Characters:



1. Duncan Macrae: A war veteran grappling with his experiences and the impact
of the war on his psyche. His journey reflects the struggle of many returning
soldiers.
2. Margaret Macrae: Duncan's love interest, representing the women left
behind during the war and their resilience in the face of adversity.
3. Cormac McRae: Duncan's brother, who embodies the spirit of the younger
generation facing the challenges of a changing world.
4. Dr. Michael McRae: A character who symbolizes the conflict between
tradition and modernity, as well as the moral dilemmas faced by those in the
medical profession during wartime.

As the novel progresses, these characters undergo significant
transformations, shaped by their experiences and the world around them. Their
stories intertwine, illustrating the interconnectedness of individual lives
within the larger context of history.

Themes Explored in Barometer Rising

Hugh MacLennan's "Barometer Rising" encapsulates several prominent themes
that reflect the complexities of Canadian identity, the effects of war, and
the search for meaning in a changing world.

Identity and Nationalism

One of the central themes of the novel is the exploration of identity, both
personal and national. The characters grapple with their sense of self in the
wake of war and disaster.

- Key Points:
- The impact of the war on personal identity: Characters like Duncan struggle
with PTSD and the disillusionment that accompanies returning home after
experiencing the horrors of war.
- The quest for a national identity: The novel reflects the broader question
of what it means to be Canadian in a world torn apart by conflict.

The Effects of War

War is a pervasive theme in "Barometer Rising," influencing the characters'
lives and the societal landscape. MacLennan does not shy away from depicting
the brutal realities of war.

- Key Points:
- The psychological toll on soldiers: Duncan's character embodies the trauma
faced by returning veterans.
- The impact of loss: The explosion and the war lead to significant personal



losses for many characters, highlighting the theme of grief and resilience.

Change and Modernity

The novel also delves into the theme of change, particularly the tension
between tradition and modernity. The characters find themselves at a
crossroads, navigating the societal shifts brought on by war and
technological advancements.

- Key Points:
- The conflict between old values and new realities: Characters like Dr.
Michael McRae represent the struggle to reconcile traditional beliefs with
the demands of a modern society.
- The emergence of a new Canadian identity: The transformation of Halifax and
its inhabitants signifies the broader changes occurring in Canada during this
period.

Literary Style and Techniques

Hugh MacLennan's writing style in "Barometer Rising" is characterized by its
eloquence and depth. His use of language and literary techniques enhances the
narrative and engages the reader.

Imagery and Symbolism

MacLennan employs vivid imagery and symbolism throughout the novel to evoke
emotions and convey deeper meanings.

- Barometer as a Symbol: The title itself, "Barometer Rising," serves as a
metaphor for the changing social and emotional climate of the characters and
the nation.
- Natural Imagery: The descriptions of the Halifax landscape reflect the
internal states of the characters, creating a strong connection between the
environment and their experiences.

Characterization

The depth of characterization in "Barometer Rising" allows readers to connect
with the characters on a personal level. MacLennan’s nuanced portrayals
reveal their inner conflicts and motivations.

- Complex Characters: Each character is multidimensional, representing
various aspects of Canadian society and the human condition.



- Dialogue and Interaction: The interactions between characters are carefully
crafted, revealing their relationships and the societal norms of the time.

Conclusion

"Barometer Rising" is a powerful exploration of the human experience, set
against the backdrop of war and societal change. Hugh MacLennan's masterful
storytelling, rich character development, and profound themes make this novel
a significant contribution to Canadian literature. As readers journey through
the lives of Duncan, Margaret, and the other characters, they gain insights
into the complexities of identity, the effects of war, and the quest for
meaning in a rapidly changing world. The novel not only reflects the
historical context of its time but also resonates with contemporary themes,
making it a timeless work that continues to captivate readers.

In conclusion, "Barometer Rising" stands as a testament to the resilience of
the human spirit and the enduring quest for identity and belonging,
solidifying Hugh MacLennan's place in the canon of Canadian literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Barometer Rising' by Hugh
MacLennan?
The main theme of 'Barometer Rising' revolves around the impact of World War
I on Canadian society, exploring issues of identity, nationalism, and the
personal struggles of its characters in a changing world.

Who are the central characters in 'Barometer
Rising'?
The central characters include Paul, a young Canadian man, and his love
interest, a woman named Ellen, along with various other figures who represent
different facets of Canadian society during the war.

In what historical context is 'Barometer Rising'
set?
The novel is set during World War I, particularly focusing on the events
leading up to the Halifax Explosion in 1917, which serves as a pivotal moment
in the story.



How does Hugh MacLennan portray the concept of
Canadian identity in 'Barometer Rising'?
Hugh MacLennan explores Canadian identity through the struggles of his
characters, highlighting their relationships with each other and their nation
amidst the backdrop of war and social change.

What literary techniques does MacLennan use in
'Barometer Rising'?
MacLennan employs a mix of symbolism, vivid imagery, and rich character
development to convey the emotional and societal turmoil experienced by
Canadians during the war.

What is the significance of the title 'Barometer
Rising'?
The title symbolizes the rising tensions and the impending crisis that
characters face, much like a barometer indicating a change in weather that
foreshadows the dramatic events to come.

How does 'Barometer Rising' reflect the impact of
war on personal relationships?
The novel highlights how war creates rifts and challenges in personal
relationships, showing how characters must navigate love, loyalty, and loss
in the face of external conflict.

What role does the Halifax Explosion play in
'Barometer Rising'?
The Halifax Explosion serves as a critical turning point in the novel,
representing both a literal and metaphorical explosion of chaos that affects
the characters' lives and the larger Canadian community.

What is the narrative style of 'Barometer Rising'?
The narrative style of 'Barometer Rising' is a blend of third-person
omniscient narration and character-driven storytelling, allowing readers to
gain insights into multiple characters' thoughts and feelings.

What are some of the critical responses to
'Barometer Rising' since its publication?
Since its publication, 'Barometer Rising' has been praised for its deep
emotional resonance and historical relevance, though some critics have
pointed to its melodramatic elements as a point of contention.
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