Helen Weinzweig (1915 – 2010)

By Dave Carley
Of all the writerly adjectives that could be attached to Helen Weinzweig, ‘prodigious’ is not one of them. Her oeuvre was mighty, but it was also mighty small. Nevertheless, her death in February marked the passing of one of this country’s most inventive writers of fiction, a woman who was a muse and inspiration to many, and a talented writer who was a goad to our received notions of story and character.
I met Helen in the mid-1980s, when I was the editor at the Playwrights Union of Canada. Helen had already established herself as a writer of fiction, and was trying her hand at plays. A one-act, My Mother’s Luck, had already been produced, and she was working on a full-length piece. She would often visit us at the PUC offices, up on the 6th floor of the old building at 8 York. Bringing her big smile and delightful laugh. Offering no end of juicy stories. Bearing food. Dispensing health advice on topics mundane and salacious. Sharing her time, genuine interest, and compassion. One staffer was having a rough go of things; Helen became her confidante and began taking her to the McGill Club, where I’m told they glided about the pool like literary manatees, scandalizing the more diligent lap-swimmers with their conversation.
And then Helen sent us her letter of resignation from the Union. An artistic director had made a pronouncement: she would never become a playwright. Helen was humiliated, and decided she had no choice but quit the Union. As it happened, the executive director of the Union was on holiday at that time, so the staff formulated a plan, and executed it on letterhead. We told Helen that not only was she too talented for the Union to lose, she was far too much fun. And we said that the Union’s staff were the arbiters of who stayed and who went – so she wasn’t going anywhere. We may have forged the executive director’s signature. It worked; Helen remained a member for a few more years and the visits and advice and trips to the spa continued.
I kept up my friendship with Helen, post-PUC. Her collection of short stories, A View From The Roof, was nominated for the Governor General’s Award in 1989. I adapted some of the stories for CBC Radio’s Morningside and, later, for stage. It was a fascinating partnership, not without a degree of terror on my part. Helen was ever charming, always generous, but asking her to interpret her own work was trouble. Depending on the day or the progress of lunch, I would get a radically different interpretation of a story that I felt I’d nailed according to the interpretation I’d received just a week earlier.
But, of course, that’s the beauty of Helen’s stories. They are deep and opaque. Like chips of mica. You strip off a layer, hold it up to the light, and what you discover is something that didn’t exist at last glance. Peel it back and things will look both the same, and very different.  I don’t know many writers that can do that, whose stories can be closed yet so open at the same time, and so obliging in yielding up new insights to the repeat reader. So sure, Helen only wrote two novels and one collection of short stories, but if you multiply that by all the layers, she was, in fact, ‘prodigious’.
An American theatre producing A View From The Roof wanted to feature Helen in the programme, and asked me to supply her picture. Helen grumbled; self-promotion was not her strong suit. But you have to know this about Helen: not only did she never act her age, she never looked it. Not remotely. One of the first thing you noticed about her (after the smile, the laugh and the stories) was her skin; it was translucent and unlined. She said she didn’t have a picture but, when pressed, eventually turned over one that she thought might do. It was a dismayingly severe black and white portrait. I told her it made her look like a ‘Presbyterian schoolmarm’, to which she burst into delighted laughter.  She had been taught by Presbyterian schoolmarms, and credited them for her lifelong love of books and learning. But I did manage to convince her to step outside and smile for the camera, and that’s the picture here: Helen Weinzweig at 88. It’s a snapshot that tells its own thousand, changing words: a wise woman, with a sense of mischief, and layers of character. And, on the tip of her tongue if not on her typewriter (because she could procrastinate like nobody’s business): a new story.
Helen was born in Poland in 1915 and came to Canada with her mother when she was ten. She was predeceased by her husband, composer John Weinzweig, and is survived by her sons Paul and Daniel, and five grandchildren. Her sons are in the process of creating a website in their mother’s name, a place that will both honour her life and preserve her writing legacy. In a nation that suffers cultural amnesia, it will go a long way to keeping Helen alive, for all of us. I only wish you could hear the laugh
