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2011 Winter Session (2011-2012 Academic Year) 
ENGL 490: Majors Seminar (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Sarah Banting 
Section: 002 
Term: 1 
 

The Haunting of Canadian Culture: Canadian Historical Fictions and their Ghosts 

 
Course Description: 
Canadian poet Earle Birney complained in 1962 that Canadian literature was only haunted by its “lack 
of ghosts,” but time and many writers have proved Birney wrong. In this course we will study a 
selection of novels, plays, and poetry that call up forgotten or silenced histories or summon into view 
the spirits of the recent, uneasy dead. Among them: the grim reflections of Susannah Moodie, as 
imagined by Margaret Atwood, and the figures left invisible in the white spaces between the lines of 
her journal; the mournful ghosts showing on every surface of Jen Sookfong Lee’s Chinatown; and the 
Frankenstein’s monster of Montreal’s past rising up to stalk the living in Michel Basilière’s Blackbird. 
Whether presented in writing or theatrical performance, Canadian historical fictions ask us to consider 
both the function of haunting in the evolution of a national culture and how the act of summoning 
ghosts may allow a minority experience, repressed from official histories, to take the stage.  These 
texts also invite us to examine the play of fiction and fact in history-telling. To borrow from George 
Bowering in Shoot!, what is the “true story” fiction tells? 
 
As seminar members, you will be invited to contribute to the material and direction of this course by 
reporting on the historical contexts of the events these works recall, leading us in close readings of our 
primary texts, and introducing theoretical perspectives that might guide our critical work. The instructor 
will also present selected theoretical approaches. 
 
Required Texts: 
Primary texts will be selected from among the following. Please check with the instructor or the 
bookstore in late August for the final list. 

 Margaret Atwood, The Journals of Susannah Moodie 
 Joseph Boyden, Three Day Road 
 Robert Kroetsch, The Man from the Creeks 
 Michael Ondaatje, The Collected Works of Billy the Kid 
 George Bowering, Shoot! 
 Michel Basilières, Blackbird: A Novel 
 Jen Sookfong Lee, The End of East 
 Judith Thompson, Lion in the Streets 
 Marie Clements, The Unnatural and Accidental Women 
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Course Requirements: 

 Consistent, focused, thoughtful participation in the seminar, 20% 
 Class presentation and short follow-up report,  20% 
 Two short critical reflections plus feedback on one of your peers’ reflections, 20% 
 Paper proposal and final research paper, 40% 

 


