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The Coming of the Book: Bible and Literature in the (Canadian) West 

 Emerging out of regions that had not been known to exist, Europeans by their 
very presence compelled Indians to try to make sense of a cosmos broader 
than their mythology envisaged. Christianity was well equipped to meet this 
need. Its dynamic view of history helped to make change comprehensible, 
while the permanence and uniformity of its documents made traditional myths 
seem evanescent and unreliable. “The Great Spirit has not given you any such 
Book, but he has given it to us,” was an argument that Indians found difficult to 
answer. 

John Webster Grant, Moon of Wintertime: Missionaries and the 
Indians of Canada in Encounter since 1534 (Toronto, 1984)  

  

“The course was westward, that the sunne might light / As well our understanding as our sight,” wrote George 
Herbert in “The Church Militant,” capturing a traditional Western sense of the westering of Christian religion and, 
with it, human enlightenment. The roots of this occidental Occidentalism lie on the one hand in the Christian Bible 
itself, in which the apostle Paul’s sea-voyage to Rome (Acts 27-28) simultaneously overwrites Homer’s Odyssey 
and prefigures Shakespeare’s Tempest, and on the other in Augustan Roman imperial ideology of the type most 
pregnantly expressed in Virgil’s Aeneid, a text that has served (as David Quint, Richard Waswo and others have 
shown) as “the founding legend of western civilization.” A primary catalyst for the fusion of missionary and colonial 
traditions of thought was Augustine’s City of God, misread as a charter for Christian imperialism. To Augustine, 
too, may be attributed the classic dichotomy in Western literary and cultural theory between “The Bible” and 
“Literature” (e.g. City of God 11.1: “The expression ‘City of God’ which I have been using is justified by that 
Scripture whose divine authority puts it above the literature of all other peoples and brings under its sway every 
type of human genius... by a disposition of Divine Providence.”)  

http://www.english.ubc.ca/grad/handbook09_section4.htm%234.4


 
 

The outworkings of the occidental doubling / antithesis of Bible / Literature can be read across all post-Roman 
literatures and cultures of “The West,” including those of the (Far) Wests successively represented by Britain, 
North America, and Western Canada. The Venerable Bede’s account of the biblical conversion of Anglo-Saxon 
poetry in the person of the cowherd Caedmon (Ecclesiastical History 4.24), which now stands at the front of our 
anthologies of English Literature, has near-counterparts in nineteenth-century and later missionary histories of 
most if not all Canadian regions (see epigraph above). Even before English Literature departments in Canada 
began to take serious account of First Nations Literatures, or indeed of Canadian Literature as such, Canadian 
historians and literary critics were reckoning with the complex legacy of biblical and literary canons transmitted 
westward to an uncultivated northern continent. “Vergil gives authentic expression not merely to the Latin 
temperament, but in considerable degree to that of western civilization as a whole,” wrote C. N. Cochrane in an 
issue of University of Toronto Quarterly for 1933, before touting Augustine as the inventor of a “philosophy of 
progress [which], even through its perversions, has been one of the chief sources of inspiration to the mind of 
modern man.” Cochrane’s Christianity and Classical Culture (Oxford, 1940) would resonate far beyond Canada (it 
was one of the major impulses behind W. H. Auden’s Homage to Clio [1960]) but it was not overlooked at home by 
Northrop Frye, whose lifelong preoccupation with “The Bible and Literature” provides the essential context for his 
lifelong preoccupation with the potentialities of Canadian literature and society in particular (as also vice versa). 
There are some rich themes here, which still need to be explored. 

The course will develop in three phases. First, we shall look at representative scholarship on the historical 
processes by which biblical and classical literary canons and narratives were orchestrated into programs of 
western (and westward) civilization and colonization, between the time of Augustine and that of T. S. Eliot (whose 
Waste Land and 1944 lecture “What Is a Classic?” stand central to this tradition of thought). Secondly, we shall 
track some of the specifically Canadian developments in historical and literary thinking about western civilization, 
colonization, and the respective functions of the Bible and Literature in the making of Canadian society, between 
the early twentieth and the early twenty-first century. Thirdly, and within the framework thus established, we shall 
begin to address issues specifically relevant to the missionary, colonial and literary histories of the Canadian West. 
This last part of the seminar’s work will, I hope, contribute to a project on which I am collaborating with Ralph 
Stanton, Head of the Rare Books and Special Collections Division of the UBC Library, in view of an exhibition of 
books and archival materials relating to Christian missions in encounter with indigenous peoples in British 
Columbia, for which funding has already been secured. There may be opportunities for students from the course to 
undertake (paid) research in connection with that project. 

The course is designed to appeal to anyone with interests in the Bible; the classical tradition; the history of book-
culture; ancient, medieval and modern literatures; comparative literature; literary and cultural theory, including 
postcolonial studies; history of religions and religious culture; literacy and orality; First Nations studies; Canadian 
literature; Canadian and especially British Columbian history. 

Readings: 

A reading-list will be available later in 2010. Students interested in the course are invited to contact the instructor: 
mvessey[at]interchange.ubc.ca 
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