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2011 Winter Session (2011-2012 Academic Year) 
ENGL 545E: Studies in Canadian Literature (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Sherrill Grace 
Section: 005 
Term: 2 
 

From Autobiography to Apocalyptic Fable: 
The Fiction, Drama, and Non-Fiction of Timothy Findley 

 
Course Description: 
Findley (1933-2002) is one of the most important literary figures of post-WWII culture in Canada.  He 
began his career as an actor and went on to write over 10 novels, many plays, short stories, 
autobiographies, scripts and essays, and he intervened in some of the most significant cultural debates 
of late 20th century life—in Canada and internationally.  In his fiction, non-fiction, and plays, he often 
stretched the limits of narrative and dramatic conventions in fascinating ways.  His plays are among 
leading examples of post-modern Canadian drama, and they explore timeless questions of gender, 
identity, history, and performance. 
 
In this seminar we will examine representative examples of his work against the background of 
Canadian literary and theatrical developments during the last decades of the 20th century to explore, 
not only the texts themselves, but also the ways in which he established new ‘norms’ and broke new 
ground for postmodern narratives.  Among the issues we will address are: the impact of The Wars on 
writing about war in Canada; the ethics of fiction and postmodern narrative strategies; the challenges 
presented to History by Findley’s historiographic aesthetics in his plays and novels; the function of 
memory and the process of autobiographical constructions of identity; and the role of the writer as 
public intellectual (eg. re the protests against and Senate inquiry into the film, The Valour and the 
Horror). 
 
Findley and his work will provide the lenses through which we can interrogate and debate some of the 
important aspects of contemporary narration, memory work, ethics, historiography, and what it means 
to speak of “identity” in a post-national literary context.  
 
Required Texts: 
Primary texts: 
The Wars, Famous Last Words, Not Wanted on the Voyage, The Telling of Lies, Headhunter; Can You 
See Me Yet? The Stillborn Lover, Elizabeth Rex, Inside Memory, and The Journeyman.  Other texts can 
be drawn upon as needed—eg. The Butterfly Plague, Stones, or The Trial of Ezra Pound.  Amongst 
films to be screened will be the film adaptation of The Wars (with a score by Glenn Gould), his 
play Elizabeth Rex, and episodes from The Valour and the Horror. 
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Secondary texts: 
There is an extensive critical literature on Findley and this will be provided before the 
seminar.  Theoretical readings will include Chambers on “haunting,” Eakin and Gilmore on 
autobiographics; Felman on witnessing & trauma; Hutcheon on historiographic fiction; LaCapra on 
history/ethics; Nunning on cultural memory; and Wyile on Canadian historical fiction. 
 
Course Requirements: 
class presentations and a research essay. 


