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Reading Ernest Hekkanen’s Life of Bartholomew G is like volunteering for an afternoon of laughter and tears with a manic depressive who is both elated by and ashamed of himself. In its existentialist qualities, the text is like reading James Welch’s Life of Jim Loney or Camus’ L’Etranger. Of course, Hekkanen draws on Kafka’s work in writing the book, creating a parallel between “Mewgy,” his antihero, and Kafka’s protagonist in Metamorphosis in some ways and in others with the Kafka’s protagonist in The Penal Colony. 

Clearly, the influence of existentialism is obvious as Mewgy struggles to make sense of his own life where he is an underemployed ESL teacher who moonlights as a gardener or any handyman occupation he can find to be able to meet his rent payments on time. But it isn’t the obvious and studied reference to Kafka that I find most remarkable, although understanding the reference is important to understanding the work. The steady and irrevocable development of the plotline toward Mewgy’s certain demise is riveting in its reflection of Sartre’s Les Jeux Sont Faits. Regardless of what Mewgy might do from the moment we meet him, we know what his fate will be in the end.
We can not hope that his young lover will return from Switzerland, nor that his eldest son will no longer use drugs following in his father’s path of disappointment in life. We know that his ex-wife will continue to harangue him and that his father’s disappointment in him will be perpetual. We know that, even if he would complete his thesis for a master’s degree thirty years in the making, he would still be a disappointment to his family and that his sister will still ridicule him when he asks for her help in meeting the due date for the rent for his ratty apartment. 

In the detail and the pacing with which Hekkanen writes to portray the three hours that the text encompasses in the life of Mewgy, though, I find a similarity to another work. Hekkanen does not use the experimental prose that is found in the specific work by Joyce to which I am referring, but the attention to detail, to each individual disgusting detail, reminds me of the kind of detail used in Ulysses by James Joyce. In the scene where Mewgy finds he has lumps in his nose by cramming his left finger into his nostril up to the knuckle, I hear echoes of Stephen on the toilet. When Mewgy crams the other index finger into the other nostril, I am sure that this is not what I want to read, but the intimate view is what brings Mewgy’s dementia to life.  
The novel is a brilliant portrayal of a man who almost was what he wanted to be, even though no one else wanted the same for him. He represents, perhaps, the fate of man who won’t live up to others’ expectations and can’t live up to his own. Mewgy is, nevertheless, a likeable guy who just can’t seem to get it together. As we watch him disappear from rationality, we are both morbidly attracted to and repelled by his actions. Mewgy is not an accident waiting to happen—he is an accident that happens again and again and again. 

The book is published by Hekkanen’s imprint, the New Orphic Publishers, and is available by writing to the Publisher at 706 Mill Street, Nelson, British Columbia, V1L 4S5, CANADA. The ISBN is 1-94842-06-5. The New World Finn bookstore also carries the volume. The cost is $18 US. 
