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2014 Winter Session (2014-2015 Academic Year) 
ENGL 492A: Senior Honours Seminar – Research (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Marlene Briggs 
Section: 001 
Term: 1 
 

Beyond Flanders Fields:  
Contemporary Canadian Literature and the First World War (1977-2007) 

 
Course Description: 
This seminar invites students to mark the centenary of the First World War in 2014 by exploring 
contemporary Canadian auto/biographies, novels, and plays. Writers ranging from Joseph Boyden to 
Jane Urquhart share a compelling fascination with the so-called "War to End all Wars." Battlefield relics, 
eyewitness testimonies, family letters, period photographs, and public memorials preoccupy these 
authors working several generations after the 1918 Armistice. As Stephen O'Shea remarks, "The 
grandfathers of the Great War have come back to haunt contemporary writing [. . .]." Addressing 
skeptical, celebratory, as well as more ambivalent attitudes to 1914-1918 will be important to our 
efforts to chart the changing meanings of this watershed event from 1977 to the present. 

Combining critical readings on the First World War, contemporary, postcolonial, and postmodern 
literatures, indigenous studies, memory studies, trauma studies, and Canadian studies, our topics will 
include: (1) masculinity, combat, and collective memory; (2) women, war, and the cultural archive; (3) 
photography, pilgrimage, and the intergenerational legacies of trauma; (4) and indigenous peoples, 
minority narratives, and orthodox histories. Our readings invoke battles such as Ypres (1915), Somme 
(1916), and Vimy Ridge (1917): selected cultural and social histories will enable us to situate specific 
geographical sites, popular symbols, and hallowed myths in context. We will also discuss several 
Vancouver landmarks that commemorate the conflict. 

Why study the First World War in Canada after one hundred years? Although the last Canadian 
volunteer died in 2010, annual memorial rites still attract large crowds on 11/11. State occasions such 
as the Burial of the Unknown Soldier (2000), the opening of the Canadian War Museum (2005), the 
anniversary of Vimy Ridge (2007), and the recent establishment of the Canadian Museum of History 
(2017) continue to underscore the national significance of this event. In the twilight of the conventional 
nation-state, however, both local and global perspectives increasingly undermine the triumphant and 
unified story of "a nation born." Along with the descendants of soldiers and other interested parties, we 
will subject established interpretations of the conflict to critical scrutiny, re-examining the past by 
questioning the themes of heroism, sacrifice, consolation, and empire. 

Required Texts (subject to minor modifications): 

 Boyden, Joseph. Three Day Road. 2005. 
 Findley, Timothy. The Wars. 1977. 
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 Macfarlane, David. The Danger Tree. 1991. 
 McKay, Ami. The Birth House. 2006. 
 Thiessen, Vern. Vimy. 2007. 
 Urquhart, Jane. The Stone Carvers. 2001. 
 Critical Readings (TBA). 

Course Requirements (subject to minor modifications): 

 Participation and Comment Sheets - 20% 
 Seminar Presentation - 20% 
 Annotated Bibliography/Research Proposal - 20% 
 Research Essay - 40% 

 

 


