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' FroM “CoONCLUSION TO
A Literary History of Canada”*

Northrop Frye

;Sumeyeam ago, a group of editors met to draw up the first tentative plans for
-a history of English Canadian literaturé. What we then dreamed of is sub-
stantially what we have got, changed very little in essentials. I expressed at the
“time the hope that such a book would help o broaden the inductive basis on
-which some writers on Canadian literature were making generalizations that
‘bordered on guesswork. By “some writers” I meant primarily myself: I find,
however, that more evidence has in fact tended to confirm most of my intu-
“jtions on the subject.
:"To study Canadian literature properly, one must outgrow the view that eval-
1uannn is the end of criticism, instead of its incidenal by-product. If evalua-
tion is one’s guiding principie, criticism of Canadian literature would become
only a debunking project, leaving it a poor naked afoustte plucked of every
feather of decency and dignity. True, what is really remarkabie is not how lit-
tle but how much good writing has been produced in Canada. But this weuld
not affect the rigorous evaluator. The evaluative view is based on the concep-
tion of criticism as concerned mainly to define and canonize the genuine
classics of literature. And Canada has produced no author who is a classic in
the sense of possessing a vision greater in kind than that of his best readers
_{Canadians themselves might argue about one or two, but in the perspective
of the world at large the staiement is true). There is no Canadian writer of
‘whom we can say what we can say of the world’s major writers, that their read-
erfs can grow up inside their work without ever being aware of a circumfer-
ence, Thus the metapior of the critic as “judge™ holds better for a critic who
is never dealing with the kind of writer who judges him.
This fact about Canadian literature, so widely deplored by Canadians, has
ore advantage. It is much easier to see what literature is trying to do when we

% Litgrary History of Canada: Canadian Literature in Engdish, ed. Carl F. Klinck {Toron-
to: U of Toronto P, 1865}, 821-49; rev. and rpt. in The Bush Garden: Estays on the
Ceradian Imaginetion (Toronio: Anansi, 1971}, 21351, [Editor’s note: T have cho-
sen Frye’s revised version of the Conclusion, published in The Bush Garden, as my
copy text, in part because Frye's revisions make the text more readable as a self

standing essay.]
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are studying a literature that has not quite done it ¥ no Canadian author
pulls us away from the Canadian contexi toward the centre of literary expe- -

rience itself, then at every point we remain aware of his social and historical
seiting. The conception of what is literary has to be greaty broadened for
such a literature, The literary, in Canada, is often only an incidental quality
of writings which, like those of many of the early explorers, are as innocent

of literary intention as a mating loon. Even when it is literature in its orthe-
dox genres of poetry and fiction, it is more significantly studied as a part of

Canadian Jife than as a part of an autonomous world of literature. [, , ]
The question: why has there been no Canadian writer of classic propor-

tions? may natrally be asked. At any rate it often has been. Our authors reat

ize that it is better to deal with what is there than to raise speculations about

why something else is not there. But it is clear that the question haunts their:
minds, And we know so litthe about cultural history that we not only cannot

answer such a guestion, but we do not even know whether or not it is 2 rex
question. The notion, doubtless of romantic origin, that “genius™ is a cerin

quantum that an individual is born with, as he might be bom with red hair, &

still around, but mainly as a folktale motif in fiction, like the story of Finch in

_ the Jalna books. “Genius”® is as much, and essendally, 2 matier of social con-
text as it is of individual character. We do not know what the social conditions
are that produce great lterature, or even whether there is any causal relation
atall. If there Is, there is no reason to suppose that they are good conditions,
or conditions that we should try to reproduce. The notion that the Hterature
one admires must have been nourished by something admirable in the social
environment is persistent, but has never been justified by evidence. One can
still find books on Shakespeare that profess to make his achievernent more
plausible by tatking about a *background” of social euphoria produced by the
defeat of the Armada, the discovery of America a century before, and the con-
viction that Queen Elizabeth was 2 wonderful woman. There is a genent
sense of filler about such speculztions, and when simifar arguments are giver
in a negative form 1o expleain the absence of a Shakespeare in Canada they
are no more convincing. Puritan inhibitions, pioneer life, “an age too late,
cold climate, or years"—these may be important as factors or conditions of
Canadian culre, helping us to characterize its qualities. To suggest that any
of them is a negative cause of its merit is to say much more than anyone
knows. {...]

Canada began as an obstacle, blocking the way to the treasures of the Easi,
to be explored only in the hope of finding a passage through it. English
Canada continued e be that long after what is now the United States had
become 2 defined part of the Western world. One reason for this s obvious
from the map. American culture was, down to about 1900, mainly a culture
of the Atlantic seaboard, with a western frontier that moved irregularly but
steadily back until it reached the other coast. The Revolution did not essen

17 From " Conclusion fo A Literary History of Canada™

- tially change the North Atiantic that had London and Edinburgh on one side
‘of it and Boston and Philadelphia on the other. But Canada has, for alt prac-
stical purposes, no Atlantic seaboard. The traveller from Europe edges into it
Jlike 2 tiny Jonah entering an inconceivably large whale, slipping past the
-Straits of Belle Isle inte the Gulf of St Lawrence, where five Canadian

provinces surround him, for the most part invisibie. Then he goes up the St

Lawrence and the inhabited country comes into view, mainly a French-speak-

ing conntry, with its own cuttural traditions. To enter the United States is a
matter of crossing an ocean; to enter Canada is a matter of being silently swal-
lowed by an alien continent,

It is an unforgetrable and intimidating experience to enter Canada in this

‘way. But the experience initiates one into that gigantic east-to-west thrusc
-which historians regard as the axis of Canadian development, the “Laurent-
ian” movement that makes the growth of Canada geographically credibte.

This drive to the west has attracted to itself nearly everything that is heroic
and romantic in the Canadian tradition. The original impetus begins in
Enrope, for English Canada in the British Isles, henrce though adventurous it
is also a conservative force, and naturally tends to preserve its coloniai link
with its starting-point. Once the Canadian hss settled down in the conntry,
however, he then becomes aware of the longimdinal dimension, the south-
werd pull toward the richer and more glamorous American cities, some of
which, such as Boston for the Maritimes and Minneapolis for the eastern
prairies, are almost Canadian capitals. This is the axis of another kind of
Canadian mentality, more critical and analytic, more inclined to see Canada
2 an unnatural and politically quixotic aggregate of disparate northern

.extensions of American culture—"seven fishingrods tied together by the
.ends,” as Goldwin Smith put it.

The simuitaneous influence of two larger nations speaking the same lan-
guage has been practically beneficial 1o English Canada, but theoretically
confasing, It is often suggested that Canada's identity is to be found in some
vin merdia, or via mediocris, between. the other two. This has the disadvantage
that the British and American cultures have to be defined a5 extremes, Hal-
iburton seems to have believed that the ideal for Nova Scotiz would be a com-
bination of American energy and British social structure, but such a chimera,
or synthetic monster, is hard to achieve in pracdce. It is simpler merely to
notice the alternating current in the Canadian mind, as reflected in its writ-
ing, between two moods, one romantic, traditional! and idealistic, the other
ghrewd, observant and hvmorous. Canada in its attimde o Britain tends o
be more royalist than the Queen, in the sense that it is more atracted to it as
a gymbol of traditien than as a fellownation. The Canadian attitude to the
United States is typically that of a smaller coundry to a much bigper neigh-
bour, sharing in its material civilization but anxious to keep clear of the huge
mass movements that drive a great imperial power. The United States, being
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founded on 4 revolution and a written constitution, has introduced a*?;'
tive or e priori pattern into its cultural life that tends to define an Am:ﬁ
way of life and mark it off from anti-American heresies, Canadz, having ase§
on the sidelines of the American Revolution, adheres more to the inducis
and the expedient. The Canadiar genius for compromise is reflected in i
existence of Canada itself. [. . .] g
Gultural history, we said, has its own rhythms. It is passible that one of theg
thythms is very like an organic thythm: that there must be a period, of 2 oot
tain magnitde, as Aristotle would say, in which a social imagination can take
root and establish 2 tradition. American Jiterature had this period, in ¥
north-eastern part of the country, between the Revolution and the Civil Wait
Canada has never had it. English Canada was first 2 part of the wildernes]
then a part of North America and the British Empire, then a part of the
world. But it has gone through these revolutions ioo quickly for a traditionof;
writing to be founded on any one of them. Canadian writers are, even now;
still trying to assimilate a Canadian environment at a time when new tedy|
niques of communication, many of which, like television, constimte a verh)!
market, are annihilating the boundaries of that eavironment. This foreshgn
ening of Canadian history, if it really does have any relevance to Canadian culd
ture, would account for many features of it its fivation on jts own past, i’

penchant for old-fashisned literary techniques, it preoccupation with the:
theme of strangied articulateness. It seems to me that Canadian sensibility has:
been profoundly disturbed, not so much by our famous problem of identin:

rnperiant as that is, as by a series of paradoxes in what confronts that jdent..
5. It is less perplexed by the question "Who am I3 than by some such riddie*
as “Where is herep”

We are obviously not to read the mystique of Canadianism back into the -

pre-Confederation period. Haliburton, for instance, was a Mowa Scotian, 2
Bluenose: the word “Canadian” to him would have summoned up the figure

of someone who spoke mainly French and whose enthusiasm for Haliburton's -

own political ideals would have been extremely tepid. The mystique of Canz
dianism was specifically the cnltural accompaniment of Confederation and
the imperialistic mood thaz followed it. But it came so suddenly afier the pio-
neer period that it was still full of wilderness. To feel “Canadian™ was to feel
Part of'a no-man’s land with huge rivers, lakes, and islands that very few Canz
dians had ever seen. “From sez to sea, and from the river unto the ends of the
carth"—if Canada is not an istand, the phrasing is still in the etymological
sense isolating, Omne wonders if any other national consciousness has had so

built into it. Rupert Brooke speaks of the “unseizable virginity” of the Cana-
dian landscape. What is imporeant here, for our purposes, is the position of
the frontier in the Canadian imagination. In the United States one coukd
choase to move out to the fronter or to reireat from it back to the seahoard,

13 Pom ‘Gon;huﬁ:rﬁ-taﬁ Literary History of Canada®

Ferst i such migrations have fascinated many American now
\mﬁo}gsstﬁlﬁ?lfthe Canadasmlgr , e¥en in the Maril:imc.?., th:e ﬁ‘ﬁ]:ltiﬂ'l’ wWas
Al 4round one, a part and a condition of one’s whole imag{nauve being. The
Hrbiitier was primacily what separated the Canadian, ph}rsw_aﬂy or mentally,
% Great Britain, from the United States, and even more 1m¥:0rtant, from
Biher Canadian communities, Such a frontier was the immediate datum of
i iiaagination, the thing that had t0 be dealt with first. [...]

%glme is born in leisure and an awareness of standards, and pioneer con-

iifions tend 1o make energetic and uncritical work an end it itself, to preach -

%ﬁmpel of social unconscicusness, which Iingers long after the pionc_er con-
%ilions have disappeared. The impressive achievements of such a society are
ﬁelgto be technological. It is in the inarticulate part of communication, rail-
%iays-and bridges and canals and highways, that Canada, one of whose sym-
Tiois is the tacitarn beaver, has shown: its real strength. Again, Canadian cul-
e, and fiterature in particular, has felt the force of what may be called
Fimerson’s law. Emerson remarks in his Jjournals r.h.at i_n a provincial soclety it
5 extremely easy to reach the highest level of -::ulu_vauﬂn, extremely clhﬂicu]t
it take one step beyond that. In surveying C.anadmn‘p-oetr}r z_md fiction, rv:le
Jeel constandy that alt the energy has been absorbed in meeting a‘sranda ,
aselt-defeating enterprise because real standards can only be estabhshe?], not
met. Such writing is acadernic in the pejorative sense of the term, an imita-
tion of a prescribed model, second-rate in conception, not merely in exec}l—
tiar. It is natural that academic writing of this kind should develop “:here liv
‘erature is a social prestige symbol. However, it is not tilie h;:mdlcaps of
Canadian writers but the distinctive feapares that appear in spite of them
which are our main coencern at present. {. . .]

-Whémhli]izalian in Canada, as elsewhere, has advanced gf.:ometﬁc:cll-]}r_acm the
courtry, throwing down the long parallel lines of thF railways, dmdmg up .r_he
famm lands into chessboards of square-mile secBons - and concession-line
‘roads. There is Jitte adaptation to nature: in both architecture and arrange-
ment, Canadian cities and villages express rather an, arrogant abstxaction, the
conguest of nature by an intelligence that does not love it. The word con-

. quest suggests something military, as it should-~one thinks of General Brad-

i i ihi the natural

referring to have his army annjhilated rather than fight :
:;‘;k- 031 his [}WE asymmetrical ground, There are some features ojf I;hls gen-
erally North American phenomencon that have a particular emphasis in Cana-

" da. It has often been remarked that Canadian expansion westward had a tight

grip of authority over it that American expansion, with its outlaws and shFr-
iffs and vigilantes and the like, did not have in the same measure. America
moved from the back country to the wild west; Cznada moved from a New
France held down by British military occupation toa nartl'lwc.s‘t parrolled by
mounted police. Canada has not had, strictly speaking, an ]nt%aan war: ihe?'e
has been much less of the *ancther redskin bit the dust” feeling in our his-
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I5  From = Conclusion to A Lirerary History of Canada™

torical imagination, and only R i ok
: . y Riel remaing to haunt the later period of k.

?;](:Eg]l; he is :11] Zuzmdab{e ﬁgl;re enough, rather like what 3 co:ininaﬁon:'{
m Brown anzett would be in the American consci e
the conquest, for the last two centuries, has been mainly ofe;fﬁl?cmmﬂlﬂ?::;

forces of nature, onified i
e me].]te; fied by the dragon of the Lake Superier rocks in.

On the Norith Shore a repiile lay asieep—

A hybrid that the myths might have conceived
But not delivered. ,

Yet the conquest of nature has its oW perils for the imagination, in a coug

try where the winters are so cold and where iti i
conditions of tife have :
been bleak and comfortless, where even the mosquitoes have te:een d:cﬁ'

as “mementoes of the £ll.” I have long been impressed in Canadian

by 2 tone of deep terror in regard Lo nature, a theme to which we shall retury,

;.tu 5 not terror of the dangers or discomforts or ever the mysteries of nature,
- :; terror ﬂf.the soul at something that these things manifest. The human
-nt;u_l has: nothing hl_u hun_lan and moral values o cling to if it is to preserve
1S integrity or even its sanity, yet the vast unconsciousness of nature in fro
of it seems an unanswerable denial of those values. A sharp-witted MethodiI:

circuit rider speaks of the “shurtin o - Med
loneliness of the forests, g out of the whole moral creation” in the

I we put together a few of these impressions, we may get some approach :-

to fcha;factenmng the way in which the Canadian imagination has developed
in its hteratu_re. Small and isolated communities surrounded with a hDE al
or ps;.rcholog‘u:‘ai “frontier,” separated from one another and from lhﬂifﬁ}:cﬁ-
:.:ZI:L :;i Enus}l culbueral sources: communities that provide all that their
et fﬂ:‘m in the way of distinctively human values, and that are com-
pelled to feel a great respect for the law and order that holds them together,
yet confronted with a huge, unthinking, menacing, and formidable %:3 cai
settln.g—s!.lch communities are bound to develop what we may rtwi};i{a}F51
er.;]] a garnson mentality. In the earliest maps of the country the En]}! iﬂi:jm:‘iilt}r
latecez}u'cs are fors, and that remains true of the cultural maps for a much
o T time. Fr_ances Brooke, in her eighteenth-centry Emily Montague, wrote
what was literally a garrison; novelists of our day studying the impact of
Monl:rea.ll on j‘-"uﬂmmmum write of a psychological one. e
alﬁ garrison isa cl::)seI}r knit and beleaguered society, and its moral and social
vatues are unquestionable. In 2 perilous £nterprise one does not discuss
es or motves: one is either a fighter or a deserter, Here again we m o
Ifrar.t, with his infallible instinct for what is cenitral in the Canadiana?rmagmmrfl .
oi. The societies in Pratt’s poems are always tense and tight grou :’:n :
In war, rescue, martyrdom, or crisis, and the moral values expressI:i mﬁ-

*ply those of that group. In such a society the terror is not for the common
‘enemy, even when the enemy is or seems victorious, as in the extermination
of the Jesuit missionaries or the crew of Franklin {a great Canadian theme
that Pran pondered but never completed). The real terror comes when the
‘individual feels himself becoming an individual, pulling away from the group,
lasing the sense of driving power that the groep gives him, aware of a conflict
within himseif far subter than the struggie of merality against evil. It is much
‘gasier to muitiply garrisens, and when that happens, something ant-cultural
‘comes inte Canadian life, 2 dominating herd-mind in which nothing original
cam grow. [. . .}

Canada, of course, or the place where Canada is, can supply distinctive set-
tings and props to a writer who is looking for local colour. Tourist-writing has
its own importance (e.g., Maria Chapdelaine), as has the use of Canadian his-
tory for purposes of romance, of which more Jater. But it would be an obwvi-
ous fallacy to claim that the setting provided anything more than novelty.
When Canadian writers are urged to use distinctively Canadian themes, the
fallacy is less obwicus, but still there, The forms of literatre are autonomous:
they exist within Lterature itself, and cannot be derived from any exparience
outside literature. What the Canadian writer finds in his experience and envi-
ronment may be new, but it will be new only as content: the form of his
expression of it can take shape only from what he has read, not from what he
has experienced. The great technical experiments of Joyce and Proust in fic-
tien, of Eliot and Hopkins in poetry, have resulted parily from profound lit-
erary scholarship, from seeing the formal possibilities inherent in the lilera-
ture they have studied. A writer who is or who feels removed from his literary
tradition tends rather to take over forms already in existence. We notice how
often critics of Canadian ficiion bave occasion to remark that a novel con-
tains a pood deal of sincere feeling and accurate chservation, but that it is

spoiled by an unconvindng plot, usually one too violent or dependent on

. coincidence for such material, Whar has happened is that the author felt he

could make a novel out of his knowledge and abservation, but had sa story
in particular ro tell. His material did not come to him in the form of a story,
but as z consolidated chunk of experience, reflection, and sensibility. He had
o invent a plot 1o put this material in causal shape (for writing, as Kafka says,
is an art of causality), to pour the new wine of content into the old bottles of
form. Even Grove works in this way, though Grove, by sheer dogged persis-
tence, does get his action powerfully if pondercusly moving.

Literature is conscious mythology: as society develops, its mythical siories
become soructural principles of storytelling, its mythical concepts, sun-gods
and the like, become habits of metaphorical thought, In a fully mature liter-
ary tradidon the writer enters into a structure of traditional stories and
images. He often has the feeling, and says 5o, that he is not actively shaping

his material at alf, but is rather a place where a verbal structire is taking its
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own shape. If a nowvelist, he starts with 2 ing i
ovelis, storytelling impers; if itha
:;.E;:;@a f?{l}rﬂcrystt;ﬂmclﬁ Impetus, Down to the begingnm' gpofutl;,c t':-.fena Pﬁﬁ::
cast, tae Lanadian who wanted to write smrted wi ing of

ana with a fe
;i;taﬂ;z;loent from his literary tradition, which existed for him ::ai:f h:::ghﬁ'
00l books. He had probably, as said above, been educated in a “}';y thar’
EE .Ztlmm how the Indians began with a mythology which included all the,
&gmmi&hements of our own. I-t was, of course, impassible for Canadizns lu;
o any real continuity with it: Indians, like the rest of the CORNMTY, Were.
1 a5 nineteenth-century literary conventions, Certain elements in Cr:m di-'-:
an culture, too, such as the Protestant revolug "

minimized the importance of the oral tradition in ballad and folk song, whic |
In Canada the taythical -

seems to have stmfi'tr-ed best in Catholic communities.
was simply the “prehistoric” {this word, we are told, is a Canadian coinage),-

:;d the writer had to attach himself 1o his literary tradition deliberately an -
untarily. And though this may be no longer true or necessary, attil:uder suE-

viving from an earlier period of isolation still have their influence

The separation of subject and object is the primary fact of conscionsness, -

for anyone so situated and so educated, Writing for him does not start with ; -
a.

thythmical movement, or an impe
2 tus caught fr
of contemporaries; it starts wiﬂ-,l; reP“rtaggc, om or encouraged by a group

dependent on the gathering of a certain amount of €xperience, granted

some inborn sensitivity toward that experience. We note how many Canadian -

novelists have writien only one novel, or only one good novel, how

Canadian poets have written only one pood book of poems, generally their

first. Even the dream of “the great Canadian novel,” the feeling that some-

body some day will write 2 Canadian ficdonal classic, assumes that whoever

does it will do it only once. Thisisa cha isti

v nl . : racteristic of writers dominared
;:;;:i;;;z: ::)f ku;ung Up experiences of observations: nobody has enbgut;]:

P On writing about § i8 writing i inci
cu;;mmnmqr on anon—ljtem.qriarezz [ft: ']-IDIP-'SS his "HARE B an incidennl

eading through any good colection {;f
_ : medern Canadian poe

Eles, we find every variety ::'-f tone, mood, attitude, technigue, ani:l selz:?nor ;t;
€re 15 2 certain unity of Lmpression one gets from it, g

oraci s wi a singie mind reacti i .
ZEE mfer‘agam_s.t it. Such a writer does not naturally think mempsgﬁtza‘;]}:ﬁ :
escriptively; it seems obvious to him that writing is a form of self-expression :

17 From"Conclusion fo A Literary History of Canada”
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7-land where empty space and the pervasiveness of physical nature have
dmpressed a pastoral quality on their minds, From the deer and fish in isabel-
ifa Crawford’s “The Canoe” to ihe frogs and toads in Layton, from the white
“aarcissus of Enister to the nightblooming cereus of Reaney, everything that
‘is central in Capadian writing seems to be marked by the imminence of the
:natural world. The sense of this imminence organizes the mythology of Jay
‘Macpherson; it is the sign in which Canadian soldiers conquer Itly in Dou-
‘plas LePan’s The Net and the Sword; it may be in the foreground, as in Alden
Nowian, or in the background, as in Birney; but it is always there.
" 'To go on with this absorbing subject would take us into another book: 4 Lit
“erary Criticism of Canada, let us say. Here we can only sum up the present argu-
‘ment emblematically, with two famous primitive American painiings. One is
istorical Monument of the American Republic,” by Erastus Salisbury Field.
‘Painted in 1876 for the centennial of the Revolution, it is an encyclopaedic
portrayal of events in American history, against a background of soaring tow-
ers, with clouds around their spires, and connected by railway bridges. Itisa
prophetic vision of the skyscraper cites of the future, of the remendous tech-
- nological will 1> power of our time and the civilization it has built, 2 civiliza-
tion: now gradually imposing a uniformity of culture and habits of life all over
the globe. Because the United Siates is the most powerful centre of this civi-
lization, we often say, when referring to its uniformity, that the world s
becoming Americanized. But of course America itseif is being Americanized
in this sense, and the uniformity imposed on New Delhi or Singapore, or on
Foronto and Vancouver, is no greater than that imposed on New Orleans or
Rallimore. Anation 30 huge and so productive, however, is deeply committed
o this growing technological uniformity, even though many tendencies may
pull in other directions. Canada has participated to the fult in the wars, eco-
nomic expansions, technological achievements, and intemna} stresses of the
modern world. Canadians seem well adjusted to the new world of technology
and very efficient at handling it. Yet in the Canadian imagination there are

deep reservations to this world as an end of life in itself, and the political sep- -

aration of Canaca has helped to emphasize these reservations in its literature.

English Canada began with the influx of defeated Tories after the Ameri-
can Revolution, and so, in its literature, with 2 strong anti-revolutionary bias.
The Canadizan radicalism that developed in opposition to Loyalism was not 2
revival of the American revolutionary spirit, but a quite differenit movement,
which has something in common with the Toryismn it opposed: one thinks of
the Tory and radical elements in the social vision of William Cobbeit, who
also finds 2 place in the Canadian record. A revolutionary tradition is liable
1o two defects: to an undervahuing of history and an impatience with law, and
we have seen how unusually strong the Canadian attachment to law and his-
tory has been. The attitude to things American represented by Haliburton is
not, on the whole, hestile: it would be better described as non-committal, as
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whaen Sam Slick spezks of a Fourth of July as “a splendid spectacle; fifteen mik
lions of freemen and three millions of slaves a-celebratin’ the birthday of fis
erty.” The strong romantic tradition in Canadian literature has much to 8§
with its original conservatist. When more radical expressions begia to creeg
nto Canadian writing, as in the poetry of Alexander McLachlan, there is sif
much less of the assumption that freedom and national independence ar
the same thing, or that the mercantilist Whiggery which won the Americar
Revolution is necessarily the only emancipating force in the world. [n soné
Canadian writers of our own time—I think particularly of Earle Birney’s Trd
of g Gityand the poetry of ER. Scott—there is an opposition, not to the deme
cratic but to the oligarchic tendencies in North American civilization, not &
liberal but to laissex-faire political doctrine, Perhaps it is a little easier toses
these distincions from the vantagepoint of a smaller country, even one
which has, in its material culture, made the “American way of life” its own. -

The other paiating is the much earlier “The Peaceable Kingdom," by
Edward Hicks, painted around 1850. Here, in the background, is a treay
between the Indians and the Quaker settlers under Penn. In the foreground
is a group of animals, Kons, tigers, bears, oxen, illustrating the prophecy of
Lsaiah about the recovery of innocence in nature. Like the animais of the
Douanier Rousseau, they stare past us with a serenity that transcends con
sciousness, It is a pictorial emblem of what Grove's narrator was trying to find
under the surface of America: the reconciliation of man with man and o
man with natere: the mood of Thoreaws Walden retreat, of Emily Dickin-
son's garden, of Huclleberry Finn's maft, of the elegies of Whitman, This
mood is closer to the haundng vision of a serenity that is both huran and
namral which we have been struggfing 1o identify in the Canadian tradition.
If we had to charzcterize a distinctive emphasis in that tradition, we might cal
it a guest for the peaceable kingdom.

The writers of the last decade, at least, have begun to write in a world which
is post-Canadian, as it is post-American, post-British, and post everyehing
except the world itself. There are no provinces in the empire of aeroplane
and television, and no physical separation frem the ceatres of culture, such
as they are. Sensibility is no longer dependent on 2 specific environment or
£¥en on sense experience itself. A remark of one eritic about Robert Finch

iliustrates a tendency which is affecting literature as well as painting: “the.

interplay of sense impressions is so complicated, and so exhilarating, that the
reader receives no sense impression at ail.” Marshali Mcl uhan speaks of the

world as reduced to a single gigantic primitive village, where everything hs-

the same kind of immediacy. He speaks of the fears that so many intellectuabs
have of such a world, and remarks amiabiy: “Terror is the normal state of any
oral society, for in it everything affects everything ail the time.” The Canadt
an spirit, to personify it as 2 single being dwelling in the country from the

early voyages o the present, might well, reading this sentence, feel that this:

"*‘i
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Efiﬁiswher'r: he came in. In other words, new conditions give the old ones a new

iportance, as what vanishes in one form reappears in another. The moment
t the peaceahle kingdom has been completely obliterated by its rival is the
‘boment when it comes into the foreground again, as the eternal frontier, the
3:5( thing that the writer's imagination must deal with. Pratt’s “The Truant,”
alréady referred to, foreshadows the poery of the future, when physical
%amre has retreated to outer space and only individual and society ave Jeft as
agll‘e:uvc factors in the imagivation. But the central condlict, and the moods
finr which it is fought out, are still unchanged.
@ - One gets very tired, in oldfashioned biegraphies, of the dubious embryol-
‘ogy that examines a poet’s ancestry and wonders if a tendency to fantasy in
_hrm could be the result of an Jrish great—grandmuther A reader may feel the
famie unreality in efforts to attach Canadian writers to a rradition made up of
tarlier writers whom they may not have read ot greatly admired. I have felt
lilns myself whenever E have written about Canadjan literarere. Yer I kf:ep com-
mgbadt 1o the feeling that there does seem to be such a thing as an imagr-
fiative continuum, and that writers are conditioned in their attitudes by their
predeccssurs, or by the culturzl climate of their predecessors, whether thers
‘i§ consciows influence or not. Again, nothing can give a writer’s experience
1*a.|1||:l sensitivity any form except the study of literature itself. In this stedy the
g.reat classics, *monuments of its cwn magnificence,” and the best conlen-
pnmms have an obvious prority. The more such monuments or such con-
tempnranes there are ir a writer’s particular cultaral traditions, the more for-
‘unate he is; but he needs those traditions in any case, He needs them most

ipf all when what faces him seems so new as to threaten his identity. For pre- _

‘gent and future writers in Canada and their readers, what is irportant in
“Canadian literature, beyond the merits of the individual works in it, is the
‘nheritance of the entire -enterprise. The writers of Canada have identified
‘the habits and attiudes of the country, as Fraser and Mackenzie bave identi-
‘fied its rivers. They have also left an imaginative legacy of dignigy and tugh

mutage,
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