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Addressing Canadian History: The Contemporary ‘Historical’ Novel 

In this seminar we will examine some of the ways in which contemporary Canadian novelists have revisited and 
rewritten “accepted” or “official” versions of key moments in Canadian history.  While some of the works to be 
studied could be categorized as historiographic metafiction, others need to be read within the parameters of 
“writing back” and are more mimetic/realist than metafictional.  However, all of these writers invite readers to 
rethink their assumptions about history, Canadian identity, and hegemonic discourse; all open up new ways of 
imagining and including voices and stories hitherto neglected; and together they expand the boundaries of 
narrative conventions and conceptions of national identity. To varying degrees, each addresses the current “ethical 
turn” in literature. 

The seminar’s work will be organized around 4 central topics, all of which involve Canada’s multiple histories and 
also confront current social issues: WWI and II; the North; selected national “icons”; and uncovered/discovered 
voices.   Some of the theorists to be considered alongside the primary texts are Agamben, Bakhtin, Chambers, 
Egan, Hutcheon, LaCapra, Said, and White; where necessary, xeroxes of selected chapters will be provided.  We 
will also read Herb Wyile on the theory of historical fiction and Margaret Atwood’s essay “In Search of Alias Grace” 
(no connection with the instructor for this seminar!). 

Possible primary texts (a selection of 8 will be made):  

• Margaret Atwood, Alias Grace 
• George Bowering, Shoot 
• Joseph Boyden, Three Day Road 
• Michael Crummey, The Wreckage 
• Timothy Findley, The Wars and Famous Last Words 
• Lawrence Hill, The Book of Negroes 
• Jack Hodgins, Broken Ground 
• Robert Kroetsch, The Man from the Creeks 
• Daphne Marlatt, Ana Historic 
• Roy MacGregor, Canoe Lake 
• Jane Urquhart, The Stone Carvers 
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• Guy Vanderhaeghe, The Last Crossing 
• Rudy Wiebe, The Scorched Wood People and A Discovery of Strangers 

  

Evaluation: there will be two in-class seminars: a short one on background historical/factual research relevant to 
one novel, and; a longer presentation of research and interpretation of a novel.  There will be final research essay 
(ca 5,000 words), which can be developed from the longer in-class seminar presentation. 

A bibliography will be available in December 2010 and also distributed in January 2011. 
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