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DEDICA1'ION

To my very dear an d well-loved son , Theo

" Set me as a sea l upon th ine he art , as a
s ea l upon thine arm : for love is s t rong
as deat h."

So ng of So lomon

and t o Ronald

"and when yo u have gone t o the e a r t h I
will let my ha ir grow l ong f or your
sake , I will wa nde r through the
wilder ness in the s ki n o f a lIon . "

Ep i c of Gil gam esb



ABSTRACT

. Reading ba ck ward from the t wentie t h-ce ntury f ictions o f

Ma rgaret At wood , Margare t La ur e nce , sheila Watson and Ethel

Wil sr.m t o n i ne t e e nt h-ce ntury writer s l i ke Rosa nn a Leprohon ,

Anna Jame son, a nd Li l y Doug all , i t be c ome s ev ide nt that from.

t he be g i nn ing o f letters i n Canada to t he pre s ent time,

literature is dens e l y popula t ed with a host of oracle s ,

d i v iners , magicians, a n d seers . Although t hey o fte n occupy

au xil iary role s, at least in early ninetee nth-century texts,

they perfo rm , in the se works, significant funct ions - - they

a r c ances t ra l shades , c artographers, mediators, healers ,

harbingers , gu i de s, h ysterics , magicians , and holy women .

Disrupt i ng t h e d omina nt d iscourse o f the na r r a t i v e s , they

mu t t e r and malign , gest u re and prcp aeafae , When t h e i r

voices are suppressed or igno r e d , chaos a nd loss abound .

As t his study will shew, t h e ora c l e that appears so

f r equent l y i n ou r literature respects no boundaries.

Appearing in wor ks wri tten by men and women , t h e f i gu r e can

be either ma l e or r eaefe , She is mi no r a nd major character,

c e nt ra l a nd pe r ipheral. Sh e i s young a nd old, innoce nt and

e xpe r ienced . Most i mp o r t a nt l y , she is powerful. She voices

her warn ings, u t t e r s h er prophecies in a number of ways :
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oral l.y (through verbal articulation) I through signs (Le .

na t u r a l ph en one ma) : through dreams , fantas ies ••eaari es,

e pip hani es: and t hrough a ncestral shades, ghosts or

a ppa r itions .

curious as to where this visionary figure originated in

Cana d ia n l iter ature . I decid e d to sta rt at t he beginning - ­

i n t he j ou r na ls a nd d iaries o f t he e a rly explorers an d fu r ­

traders , an d i n the hit t e r s an d s katches of woma n pIonee r s .

Res tricted t o the years prior to 19 0 0 , thi s s urve y fo cu s es

on the movernont o f t hese sibyll in e figu r e s who are so

closely linked with their ancient f oremothers . They are

active , though often s ubvers i ve agents ; their aes s eqee ,

co vert and palimpsest , are reveal ed i n strang e dreallls and

through mys tica l experiences - - messages that are pre s ente d

i n eniq1llat i c f or.s that r equ ire dec i pher i ng, divining .

The se f igu r e s a re capable of s t rangeness and transro~at i ',n :

t hey are a s sociated wi th naming as a aea ns of kno1dnq; the y

a r e visionaries who possess a mysterious secon d s ense .

Invariably thoy a re c onnected t o t he cycl i c a l world of

nature, t o a past ora l world as wel l as t o a n un ruly world o f

darkness and despa i r . Just as often , they a re found wi t h i n

s ettlenlents where t he y are perce i ved by the pcpurece as

models of virtue a nd morality . By examini ng the t ext ual

positions of t h e se figures , and the context and the na tu r e

o f the i r (m]utteran ces, it is pos sible to s ee how prophe cy,

heeded or ignored, c ontributes t o the s ha p i ng of a Can adia n
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literary tradition. Going back to tht! seventeenth century,

to the beginning of letters in Canada , I discovered what a

few critic s ha ve tentatively observed - - that what has

e volved In Canada is a d i stinctly feminine tradit ion of

writing , a tradition which, I suggest, is intimately l inked

to this perva s i ve prophetic presence .

Most of th& ch aracters exam ined I n this study are

f eminine . I have deliberately de cided to treat them as

active agents who po sses s "mi ddle voices" -- that is, as

c ha ract e rs in which s ub j ect and object positions are often

the same . occupy ing s hi f ting spa ces, these c h a r ac t e rs

disrupt the harm ony of c onv e nt i ona l b i nary systems ; they ac t

as destabilizing a s well a s s t ab i l izing age nt s; t hey

challenge fundamental a ssumptions , undermine established

authoriti es , often while und er the explicit threat of

s i l e ncing or excl us i on . others, through private ceremonies

or r ituals, create the illus ion of conformity and stability.

Assuming postures and positions Which s uggest openings

rather than c l osur e , these conservative/radical figures

create fiss ures, ruptures and raptures , and magnificent

transformations . Moving erratically an d elusively between

confinement an d freedom, they c ross herders, v i o l ate

c u l t ur a l c ode s , transmit trea s onous me ssages, i ns t i ga t e

revolution, create epectec a e a , and i ns t i tute change .

This ana l ysis of what I call the "fugitive fem inine" in

early Canadian writing will demonstrate that the actions of
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these unruly f igures belie the notion that Canadian

liter.. ture is essentially conservative. It will also negate

the ~yth of t .he Canadian as either strictly law-ab jding or

victi miz ed by a profound f ear of ch ao s or wildernes s .

Janus-like, t hese figure s rebel while p retending to uphold

the law. Of ten pe rceived by the status quo as modelll of

morality, they secr e t l y transgress, defy, and r evolt . The ir

c ove r t actions necessarily require s ome form of s Ub t e r f uge

or masquerade. Li ke spies , mol es, voyeurs, they perform

their dupl icitous ac t s :l:" r om within shadowy sphere s a s w~ll

as in open sp ac es . When their pe r f ormance s are censured by

a restrictive and r egu l a ti ng s oc i a l order, they wil fully

become ex-centric, ea Le n, and anom a l ous .
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PREFACE

• • . culturally Canada has always been

:~~;:;~:si .th~U~e;i~i~:~~fe • .•

Lorna Irvine, "Surfacing, surviving,
surpassing: Canada 's Women Writers"

" . . . it seems entirely appropriate that
Atwood should choose a woman as sUbject
for her poetic meditation on the
Canadian psyche. .. . It might be argued
that women's stories could provide

~~i~~aioid;~~i~~~;,rof Canada 's

Coral Ann Howells , Pr ivate and
Fictional words

"The feminine gift is a distinct

i~~i~~n;nd-a i~o~~et~~b¥~~~i~it~~:fe ,

Thomas O'Hagan , "Canadian Women writers"

"Females in fragments on the page /

~~~:~~h:~:s~;fpped between

Louky Bersianik , "wl>menI s Work"

"When cenadl en s figure their country to
themselves , they call up no cypher of
population, no symbol of territory, no
statistic of trade, but the iml':tge of a

~~~~~~ey~~n~e~n~a~:~;;~ wi th flush of

Archibald MacMechan,~
of Canadian Li tetature
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"Our heroic men a re women. "l>

Adele Wiseman , "Word Power: Women
and Prose in Canada Today"

" . .. pe rhaps the fact that ;;0 many major
Canad ian writQrs are vca en (and s o muc h
of their work de voted to studies of

i~~:~:n~~a~~~t:~:~n~:P~~~:p:c~l~~~~~t

Lorna Irvine , "A Ps yc h ol ogica l Journey :
Mothe rs and Daughters in
English-canadian Fiction"

. •. in a mas cul ine world of the e eser-uve
will and the cu t t i ng edge of t he i ntellect, a
c e r e e dn Canadian tende ncy to t he amorphous
pe.rmiss ive femi nine principle of op enness a nd
toleration and ac c eptance o f fers the
possibility of he aling . "II

Will iam Kilbour n . Canada ' A Guide to
the Pea c e a ble Kin adom

"If meaningful i nt e ract i on can be achieved
between these two h i storical p roblems then
pe r ha ps s ome more precise i mage of Canada _.
a b i s ex ual Canada - - will finally ell'erge . lI ll

v e r on ica St r ong - Boag ,
"Cousin cinderella"

"In America ,
ther e a r e many ro ad s
a nd women c an stride along with men ."lO

Cathy Song , "Lost Si ster"

"If we turn to the work of women novel i s t "i,
we f ind not victi ms, not just survivors , but
heroines • •• the denouement is not death , but
birth . 11

11

Elizabeth Waterson, "Women in
Cauad ian Fiction"
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liThe true voice of Canada is a mut ter ."12

Anonymous

" Canadian l i t er a t u r e is a deterritorialhed
l iterature . At the ce nt re o f its concerns is

~~ep~~~~~e- ; ~~~~~d . ~i\tives and immig rants --

Barbara GOdard, "struct ura lism/
Post-structuralism : Language,

Reality and Can adian Literature"

" I ' ve been screaming r a pe about fo r e i gn
domination of Cana dian cu lture for years .
But the trouble i s there' G something feminine
i n the Canadian menta l i t y . II'4

Hugh nectennen , "Sees Canada
as I Fe minine I II

lilt h as be e n acknowledged that caneeare
strongest fiction wr i t e r s are women . ..ts

Arit ha van Hark , "Myt hology of Our Own"

"The l angu a ge we await is feminine. I t
i s not pure 1..Q.9Q.§. , but muthos -loqos , or
mythological. I t i s a n evocative
l anguage . • • . ,, 16

Nor Hall, The Moon and the virgin

"The figure of woman as strong and
competent is centra l to the Canadian
tradit ion ...11

Lorraine MCMUllen, "Images of Women in
Canadian Literature: Woma n as Hero ll

"She is pieces . He is order . she is
absence . He abstract ." la

Madeleine Gagno n, "My Body
in Wri t ing II
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"(The Canadian literary] tradition is
profoundly marked by the inability to
repress in some unifying manner the
other language, whatever it is
called . . . . Had Jacques Cartier only

e~:~ isw~:i~gi:ai~~~~ be easler to read

E. O. Blodgett, "A.fter Pierre Berton What?
In Search of a Canadian Literature"



INTRODUCTION: INTERROGATING TEXTS

" • .. i n order to know who we a re , we
must f i nd ou t where we have be en . "

Rota Herzberg Lister, "Erika
Ri t ter and the Come dy of

Se l f-Actualizat ion."

"Our r epeated desire as critics of
Ca nadian literature ha s been t o de / s ire,
to dis co ve r ou r own iden t ity . II

Pa u l Hj i!'t."t ar son , "The Fic t i on
o f Pr09 _es s: Not es on the

Composition of~
~."

As a s t uden t beg inning to re ad Can ad ian l iterature, I

be came immediately aware of a n emphas is on the f eminine

within many Cana d i an works . There i s an u nu sual number of

women writers who are central to our literary tradition;

woman is the s ubj e ct of many texts: female experiences ,

f ema l e traditions are d e scribed ; femin ine forms are us ed

(L ve , diaries, l etters, journal s , romanc e, sent i men t a l

fictions) : writers, both mal e and female, employ spatial

imag e r y whict traditi onally is associat e d with women (L e .

gar de ns , convents, houses, forests, towers, lakes and

rive r s ): a nd man y work s add ress a s pec i fic fe male audience .



There also seems to be a pervasive presence of one

particUlar fictional fiqure that manifests i t s e l f in any

number of forms -- this is a character that possesses a

prophetic or sibylline voice . I

'In John Richardson's Wacousta : or The Prophecy (1832),
Ellen (lithe light") Halloway, OUcanasta, and Madeline De Haldimar
share the r~le of visionary: Ellen is the mad prophetess ;
oucanasta, the Indian guide and savior; and Madeline represents
the release of intuition and div ination within the garrison. In
Ralph Connor's The Man from Glengarry (1901), Mrs. Murray
possesses insight into religion and the hearts of the people.
Her capacity for love and forgiveness distinguishes her from
Reverend Murray who preaches a rational Christianity. In Sara
Jeannette Duncan's The I mpe ria lis t (1904), Advena Murchison
(whose name recalls the mid -century Adventists, religioUS groups
who believed in the second coming of Christ and who were div ided
on Ellen Gould White's prophecies) is a modern-day woman who docs
not sacrifice feeling for intellect . In Frederick Philip Grove's
prairie novels, women, who are often bridal slaves tn myopic men,
learn to become true diviners. In ~tlers of the Marsh (1925)
Ellen Al1Iundsen, a woman with "sky-blue eyes" (56) is associated
with insight. Both Neils Lindstedt and Ellen deny their visions
until the end of the novel. In Fndts of the Earth (1933) there
is the crone, Mrs. Grappentin, a prophetess of forebodinq and
evLt . In Martha Ostenso's~ (1925) another Ellen
represents a woman who refuses to s ee, perhaps because this gift
has been crushed within Amelia , her mother, by Caleb Gare, a
brutally oppressive father. Hence the transition of knowledge
from mother to d2.ughter has not occurred. Here the true oracle
figure is Mrs. Bjarnasson, the grandmother who "spins" and
foretells the future. In Ethel Wil son's Hetty Doryal (1947 )
Frankie Burnaby learns to divine during her initiation into
wcnenhccd , I n Wilson's~ (1954) Mrs . Severance is the
sibylline voice. In Ernest Buckler's The Mountain and the Valley
(1952), again it i s an Ellen, David Canaan 's grandmother, who
weaves the past and the present of tne family in the fOnl of a
rug and in the storIes ehe tells. In W.O. Mitchell 's~
Seen the Wind (1947). Mrs. MacMurray, another grandmother, is
also the repository of tales and signifies the continuity of life
and the shaping of destiny . Throughout Shelia watson's ~
Double Hook (1959) Mrs . Potter, "the old lady" (19) is Been
fishing with the double hook that catches both "the darkness" and
"the glory" (15). Margaret teurence in The piviners (1974)
explores the nature of divining, "the gift, or portion of grace"
(452). She equates divining with the creation o f the poet or
storyteller. The female artist reconstructs stories from
fragments of the past . However, she is never sure whether the



Reading backwa r d from the tw entieth-century f i c t i on :.; of

Mar g aret At wood , Margaret Laurence, Shei la Watson an d Et h el

Wilson to nine t e e n t h-c e ntur y writers l i ke Ro s a nn a Leproh on,

Anna Jameson , a nd Li l y Dougall , i t be c omes evident t hat from

the "beq inning of l ett e r s in Canada to t he pre s ent time, o ur

lit~rature is densely po pulated wi t h a host of oracles ,

diviners , magicians, a nd seers . Al though t h ey often oc c upy

auxiliary roles , a t l e a s t in ear ly ninete enth-century

tcxts,2 they perform, in these works , significant

final prod uc t is tru t h or illus i on . I n Robe rts on Dav ies ' tlill
Business ( 1970 ) Ma r y Dempster possesses " c l a r ity of v is i on " (52)
while Liesl 1s a n agent of r e s t or at i on . Margaret Atwood's works
contain a myriad of oracle figures. Their po wers fa ll i nto four
categories: oral (the vo i ce); signs (i.e . au t oma tic
handwriting) ; dreams ; a nd g hosts o r a nc e s tral s hades . J a ck
Hod g i ns' ladies are n early a ll magica l a nd many possess ora cular
names : L;» . Phcmie Porter , Crysta l an d Mrs . Starbuck in~
Delaney 's Island ( 1976) . In c ontra st , h is mal e c haracters are
either maimed or blind. I n Timothy Findley 's~ (1 977)
Mrs. Ross is t h e central diviner with "Delphic concentr a tion"
(27) while women like Julie t d 'orsey and Marian Turne r als o play
prophetic r ol e s . I n Robe rt Kroetsch's~ ( 1975)
prophetesses abound : Anna Yel lowbird, America , the blo nd e
prophetess who tu rns into the "Sc a rle t Lady" (83 ), lithe woman in
green" (76) , a nd e ventually Anna nawe ,

2There is a change in the i r textual s tatus from the
nineteenth to t he t went ieth c e ntur y . In the early fic t ions ,
generally t hey are mi nor characters, pe riphe ral f igures who
perform as disruptive agents . The t r ut hs t hey r epr esent are not
al ways immedia tely acknowledged; instead the ir messages are
perceived a s madness, intu ition, mag ic o r mys ticism. However ,
the e nd i ng s of t hese narr a t i v e s affirm the validity of the i r
uceerences , There appears to be some i nitia l r eluctan c e on the
part of early wr ite r s to foreg round thes e figure s. By t he
twent ieth-century, th i s r elucta nc e d i s appe a r s a nd the oracl e
assumes t he role o f a central characte r , o r an imp ortant
secondary character who is c losel y L'ln ked to the i de nt i t y of the
protagonist .



f u nctions -- the.y a re ances t ra l shades, cartograp hers ,

medi ator s , healers , h arbing ers, g uid e s , hys terics,

magician s, an d holy women. Dis r up ting the domin ant

d iscourse of the narr a t i ve s , they mut te r and mal i gn , gestur e

a nd prophesize . 3 When the i r voi c e s a r e supp ressed c r

i g nored, chaos and z.c e s a bound.

When t h i s di s s e r tatio n bega n, i t was t entativ e l Y t itled

"T he Voi c e of Cassandra in Dupl icitous Fic tions : Or acle s ,

[M] utterings, Mad prophecies." I began by tracing t he

'see H. H. Bakhtin, Th e Dia l ogi c Imagination' Four Essays,
ed . Mi chael Holquist, t.r a ns . caryl Emerson an d Mi ch ael Holqu i s t
(Aus t i n : University oi. Texas Press, 1981). Bakhtin wr i t es :
" Litera ry language i s no t r epr e s e nt ed in the nove l as a uni ta ry,
comp let e ly fi nished-off a nd indisputable l a nguag e . - i t i s
r ep re sented p recisely as a living mix of varied a nd opposing
voices , developi ng and r enewi ng itself (49) . " He desc ribes
s ingle- voiced d iscourse as the dream o f the poet, and d ouble­
voi ced discou rse, the realm of t he nove l. I n Rabalola and His
H2..r.l.d , t r ans. Helen Iawo1sky (Cambr i dge: Th e H.I.T. Press ,
1 9 68) , Bakhtin identifies the car niva l as a t r ans gress i v e
d iacourse which cha llenges t he offic i a l rule s of lingu i s tic
c odes, l aws, an d socia l morality . He associates l aughter , a
d omina n t aspect of carnival, '"i th the popu lace a nd the
ma rke t p lace . It functions to create "ano ther ....o r ld.. outside
c hu rch, s tate, and socia1 order. Through ritua l spec tacles,
com i c v erbal compositions, cu rses, oaths , p opUl ar blazons, p lay,
comic i magery, and par od y , t he c ar ni v a l mocks, derides , asserts,
denies , bu r i e s and r evi v e s. I n Canad ian l iterature pro phet s and
d i vi ners are o f t en a ssociated with carniva1istic momenta wit hin
texts . For a n app lica t i on of Bakhtin 's t heory i n Canad i an
1 iterature , see Sherril l Grace , " 'Listen to the Vo ice' :
Di alog i sm an d the Ca nad i an Nov e l , " Fyture Indica tiye " Li t erary
Th eory a nd Can ad ian I,i t eratur e , ed , and introd . J ohn Mo s s
(Ott awa : Univer s i ty of Ott awa Press , 1987) 117-~36 . Gra ce
s uggests t hat "pol iti cally, geographically , and l i ngu i st i cal l y
Ca nada • • . constitutes the perfect dialogic space • . . we believe
t h at we lack a t ruly uni fying mythology; we behave as if
politically d e ce ntred, a n d we try to allow for (or ac tualize )
e t hni c and lingu i st i c diversit y" (13 1) .



oracle figure t hr ough a numbe r of twentiet h-ce ntury t e x t s ,

b e g i nni n g with Ralph ccnnor r s The Man from Glenga rry (1901)

and continuing to i n c l ude contemporary works by Ti mot h y

Findley, Robert Kroetsch , Margaret Lau rence and Margaret

Atwood . The oracle respected no boundaries. Appearing in

works wr itten by men and women, the figu re was male, she was

f e male . She was minor and major cha racter, centra l and

peripheral. She wa s young and o ld, i nnocent and

experienced . Most importantly, s he was powerful. She

voiced h er warnings, uttered her prophecies in a number of

ways: o rally (through verbal articulation); through signs

(i .e. natural phenonema) : t hr ough dreams, fan tasies,

memories, epiphanies; and t hr ou gh ancestral shades, ghosts

o r apparitions . My i nitial title recalled a p olemic t r act

by Flo rence Nightinga le e ntitled "Ca s s a ndra, " a work which

warned against the nineteenth-century femin ization of

women . 4 Yet my s tUdy intended t o celebrate r a the r t h a n

lament t he f e mi ni ne power of prophe cy associated with t he

virgin-priestess of Apollo . Combi ning t h e c lassical f igure

o f Cassandra , dishonored p rophetess wi t h sibyl , the Delphic

4Flore nce Nigh t ingale ' s " Ca s s andra M was origina lly part of a
wo rk entitled suggestions for Thought t o Searchors aftgr
Re lig i oy s Truth , written c. 18 51 and 1852 . This three-volume
book has never been prin ted pUblicly. However " Ca s s a ndra " was
included in Ra y strachey t s The Cause ' A Sho rt Hi s tory of t he
Women I s Moyeme nt i n Great Britain (1928), and excerpts a re
included i n~n Anthology of Literature by Wome n: The
T ra di t i on in English , ede , Sandra M. Gilbe r t an d Susan Gubar (New
York : W.W. Nor ton and Co., 1985 ) 804-813 .



rr

orac l e , I arr ived a t a Ca nad i a n fi9\lre wh i c h embodied an

ambJ.valent r e s pons e t o s Ubj e c t ive Anowledge, and a

reluc tance t o r .. ly solely on "truth wrapped in o bscu r ity . ..~

Curious as t o where this visionary tiqure o rig i nated in

Canadian literature, I decided to start a t the begin ning -­

i n the j ournals and diaries of the early explore rs a nd fur ­

t rade rs, and i n the letters and sk etches of women p ioneers . 6

Re str i c t e d to t he ye a r s prior t o 1900 , th i s s u n,."",y focuses

on the moveme nt o f t hese s i bylline figures who a r e s o

r.l os e l y l inked wi th the ir a nc ient foremot he rs . The y are

activ e , though o f ten subversive 8ge nts r the ir me s sag e s,

SVi rqil , I:bLAmU.d. t r an s . W. F. Jackson Knight (Midd lesex:
Peng-u in, 1970) 150.

'In the first written accounts In the ne w world, the
sibylline figure i s a ssociated wi th t he wilderness, otte n I n t h e
tOr1ll Clf a n I nd ia n woman or a holy ma n . The wi l derne s s was not
i JlUlledlately perceived by the hewco _ers as an o.ph.lo. , a
po tQ nt i a l s i te tor revelation or self-discovery. I ns t ead , i t was
eruen desc r ibed as a maze or labyrinth, a place dangerous and
formless. To contro l the anxiety c reated by the alien
e nvi ronme nt , the European tried to i .pose hIs notions of order on
i t . He b uilt 9arrisons to separate himselt trom the wild e rn e s s ;
he e ncouraged the wand e r ing tribes of I ndians to c r e a te pe ra ane nt
dwe l ling places; and he tri e d t o r epl ace a comp lex native
mythology with Cathol i cism. When the Jesuit fathe r s encouraged
t he Huro ns t o aba ndo n t he ft· nomadic way o f li fe and their
r e l igious belief system, r el i g i ous woman Ma r i e de 1 " I ncarnat i o n
astutel y observed the fu tility of such ac tions . By late
nineteenth- ce ntur y, the wilderness be gan t o be openly
acknowl ed ged a s a s i t e at healing an d r estoration, a ta ct
observed earl i er by many wornen pione ers who set tled i n Ca nada .
In Lily DougaU ' s The Madonn a of a pay (1 895 ) , the wilderne ss is
the site ot Mary Howard 's na t ur a listic ep i pha ny . Th i s scene i s
an t icipated by t he works of earlie r writers in Cana d a, t ho s e l i ke
Pie r re Espri t Radisson and c athar i ne Parr Train wh o cele brat e
r a t her tha n deny t he powerfu l lure ot t he land .



co vert a nd palimpsest , ar e revealed in strange dreams and

through mystical e xpe r i ences -"" e e eeea e s that are presented

i n enigmati c forms that r equire dec iphering , divining.

These figures a r e capable of s t r a nge ness and transformation;

they are ass ociat e d with nami ng' as a mean s of knowing , the y

are visio narie s lfiho po s s ess a myst e r i ous second s ense .

Invariably they are connected to the cyclical world of

nature, to an unruly world o f da r k ness and de spair . J ust a s

often, t h e y a re f ound wi t h in se t t l ements where they a r e

perceived by the pop u lace a s mode ls o f v i r t ue and morality .

By e xamining' the t e xtual po s i t ions of the se f i gur es, and the

c on t e xt a nd the nature o f the i r [tn]u tteran ce s, 7 i t is

possible t o see how prophecy , he ed ed or ignored, contribute s

to the shaping of a Canad ian lit era ry tradition. Goi ng' b a c k

7Bakhtln use s utterance to refer to a speech act (parole
v e rsus lanqu. , the wr itten) which i s specifically s o c ial ,
historical, concrete , and d ialoq i zed . I am also r e call i ng an
epigraph from stanley Fogel's A Ta l e of Tyo countries, tha t lit he
true vo ice of Canada i s a mutter . " Someti mes, in Canadian
l iterature, utterance be cca es sile nce, performance , even extra­
l inguistic. S ome early explorers and pioneers a ccompany their
written t exts wi t h drawI ng s, ch a r ts, maps, s ke tches , and water­
colors , a s if a ware of the limi t a t io ns of l anquag e . Sometime s
s ecul a r as well as religiou s men and women us e ritual and
ceremony as alternate forms o f e xpression (see Chapter II liThe
Medial Feminine and Her Anc es t ra l Sha des" ) . When members of
different cultures coll ide, s ilen ce and gesture are employed ( see
Ch apt e r III "Femal e Sav i o r or Redemptrix"J . Ot her c ha r a c t er s
resort to prophecy, curs e e , and s pec t a c l es o f the body (see
Chapter I V II I A Torn Presence' : Madwomen in the wildernes s) ;
magical spells (s ee Chapter V "Mag ic Women a nd Female Power" ) ;
and the poser- of the gaz e , subversi ve cod es , an d paradox (see
Chapter VI "Spirit u a l Fortress Inviolate: Fall ing i nto
[W]holiness") •



r
r
;.

to the seventeenth ce nt u r y , to the beginning of l e t t er s i n

canada , I d i s covered what a few critics have t entatively

observed -- that ....hat has e volved in Canada is a distinctly

feminine tradition of writing, II a tradition which, I

suggest, is intimatelY linked to this pervasive prophetic

presence .

This study examines the origins of t he oracular figure

foregrounded in contemporary fiction by t hinking back

t hrough h istorical and literary texts written from the

seventeenth through to the end of the nineteenth century.

I t adopts what Catherine Belsey, r eferring to texts, calls

an i n t e r r og at i v e stance9 as well as a revision lAt approach. 10

IIs ee t h e preface for a number of comments regarding Canada I s
feminine nature: Lorna Irvine, "surfacing, Survi ving,
surpassing: Canada' s Women writp.rs" and "A Psychological
Journey: Mothers and Daughters in Enqlish-canadian Fiction";
l':.D . BlodgQtt, "After Pierre Berton What? In Search of Canad ian
Literature": William Kilbourn, I ntroduction , Canada · A Guide to
the Peaceable Kimdom; and Coral Ann Howells ,~
Fictional Words . In A Ma zing Space · Writi ng CAnadian Wome n
HI.:1.t.in9 (Alberta: Longspoon/Newest, 1986) Shi rley Heuman and
Smaro Kamboureli edit a collection of articles which "reread our
literary tradition in the context of co ntemporary feminist
criticism" (ix), and which perceive our writers, male and female ,
as "femininely speaking" ex).

9Se e Catherine Belsey, cr1tica l Practice (Lond on: Met hu en ,
1990) 95-102 . Drawing on Emile Benveniste' s k'roblema in Genenl
Linguistics (Miami : university of Miami Press, 1971) which
identifies three fundamental functions of discourse, Belsey
suggests three kinds of texts : declarat i ve, i mperative and
i nterroqative . A declarative text "imparts knowledge t o a reader
whose position is thereby stabilized, through a privileged
discourse which is to va ry i ng degrees i nv i sibl e " (91). An
i mperative text, "giving orders to its readers , is wha t is
commonly thought of a s 'propaganda ' " (91) . See also Louise H.
Forsyth, "Feminist criticil:>m a s creative Process," In....tb.l
Femi nine · Women and words, ed s , et al. Ann Dybikowsk! (Alberta :



An interrogative text , suggests Belsey, "disrupts the unity

of the reader by discouraging identification with a unified

sUbject of enunciation. The position of the 'author '

Longspoon sreue , 1985) 87-94. Forsyth suggests that it is "the
role of the critic to be, above all [a] serious and appreciative
r eader . In order to play this role, the critic must actively
participate in the text ; s he must enjoy and v i br at e vith its
c r ea t i v e power; she must celebrate its strength and put herself
into the place from vh i ch the text emerges, even though that
place may not be s ee n as legit imate by the dominant culture .• • •
The feminist critic r eceives the creative text actively , and she
is, in turn, a vriter. She produces her own text" (87).

"see Adrienne Rich , "When We Dead Awaken; writing as Re­
Visi on , " College English 34.1 (October 1972); rpt. in~
Secrets and S ilencfr Selected Prose 1966-1978 (Nev York: W.W.
Norton and Co., 1979) 33-49 . Rich compares vomen ....riting today
to "sleepwalkers (Who] are coming eveke , and for the first time
this awakening has a collective reality" (35). She defines re­
v i s i on as "the act of looking back, of £eeing ....ith fresh eyes, of
entering an old text from a new critical direction -- [this] is
for women more than a chapter in cultural history: it is an act
of survival" (35) . See also Judith Fetterley, The Resist ing
Reader' A Feminist Approach to American Literatun (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press , 1978) for discussions regarding the
need to resist the s exist designs of a text : "the first act of
the fem inist critic must be to become a resisting rather than an
assenting reader and, by this refusal to assent, to begin the
process of exorcizing the male mind that has been implanted in
us" (xxii) . "Feminist criticism represents the
dh.covery/recovery of a voice , a unique and uniquely powerful
voice carable of cancelling out those other voices • •. " (xxiii).
This rf .· .1slonist approach is evident in A Mazing space, eds ,
Neuman and Mmbounli, and GynocritJcslI,a Gynocritigue + Feminist
Approaches to writing by Canadian and oueeecefse Women, ed ,
Barbara Godard (Toronto: ECW Press, 1987). Canadian historians
are also involved in this process. See veronica strong-Boag and
Anita Clair Fellman , eds. , Rethinking Canada ' ThQ Promise of
Women's History (Toronto: Copp Clark Pitman , 1986), a collection
of essays which "r e f l e ct a shared view of Canadian women as
actors rather than merely as the acted-upon" (5). While
recognizing the subordinate status of women in Canadian life,
they tend to shift away frl)m "the woman as victim" (5-6) motif
popUlar in the 19605 and 70s.
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Inscribed i n the text , if it can be l oc ated at all, is seen

as questioning or as literally contradictory. nil What

emerges from this interrogation of nineteenth-century texts

i s a fugit ive figure whi ch occludes definition , a figure

c ha r a c t e ri z e d by mUltiplicity , ambivalence and

contradIction . An elusive web connects h,,'r to powerful

ancestral s h ades , both historical and literary, who

initiated the ma pp i ng of uniquely feminine spaces in

Canadian literature , and who c ont i nu e to contribute to the

literary shaping o f this coun t r y .

In the past, thematic criticism in Canada s ea rched for

coherence in what s eeme d to be fixed pat ter ns of images and

1deas. ' 2 Recently, contemporary critics , beginnIng with

Frank Davey and Rus sell Brown, empha size the need to ee-ee aa

Canadian literature f or contradiction rather than ccneetcn ,

and to shift the c r i tic a l focus from meaning to form .1] By

llBelsey 91.

lZSee Margaret Atwood, Survival - A Thematic Guide to
Canadian Literature (Toronto : Anans!, 1972) ; John Moss,~
of I solation in English Canad ian Fiction (Toronto: McClelland
and Stewart, 1974) ; Northrop Frye, The Bush Ga r den · ES§aya 00

the Canad ian Im~ (Toronto: Anansi, 1971); D.J . Jones ,
Butterfly on Rock· A Study of Themes tlnd Images In Canadian
~ (Tor o nt o : Univers ity of Tor ont o Press , 19 70)_

USee Frank Dave y, "Surv i ving the Paraphrase,"~
~ 70 (Autumn 1976) : 5-13. Davey d i s c us s es the
reluctance of Canadian literary critics to focus on "lIlatters of
form , language, style, structure , and consciousness as these
arise from the work as a unique CO;1struCt" (5). He accuses
thematic critics of being overly concerned with what literary
works "say" about Canadians , whil e ignoring what literary works
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t ocusinq on va r i ations of the s iby l line or or acula r fiqu r e

as cartogra phe r, gos s ip , ancest ra l shade , ae d i a t rix ,

r ed e lllptr l x , hyster ic . so r c e r es s , mothe r a nd mag ici a n . th i s

s t ud y propo s e s to coMb ine t h emati c . and f o rw.. ' 4 While

a t tracted t o t h e l arqe l y lanqu aqe- based t heory of many

French fe. in i st c ritics , l5, I do not r e j e c t the imp o rtance

"mf;ianll ( 6 ) . So me of t he ve axne e s e s of t hematic c r i tici sm t hat he
i de nt i f i e s are a hu mani s t i c bias , a disrega rd t or l i ter ary
history , a tendency t owa r d socio l ogy -- usua lly bad soc i ology , an
a t tempt 'Jt " c u l t ur e -fixi ng ," and litera ry dete rminism. As
a l t e r na t iv es to t h i s r estrict ive appr o ach , Davey s uggests
histor ical, a na lytic a l, g e nr e , phenomen ol og i c a l a nd a rch et ypa l
c r i t i c ism. See a lso Russell Brow n , " c r i t i c , CUl ture , Te xt :
Beyo nd The lllat i c s , " ESSAYS on Ca nad i an Wri ting 11 (Summer 191 8) :
151-1 83 , J ohn Mos s , " Bushed i n t h e Sa cred Garden , "~
~ Secon d se ries, ed . David Hel wig (o t tawa : Obe ron Pres s ,
1981) 16 1- 17 8 , and Heath e r Hur r a y, "Reading fo r Contradi cti on i n
t he Li teratu re of Co l onia l Spac e ," Futur e I nd i cat ive 71-84 .

" a ee Te rry Go l die, "Signs of the Themes : The Val u e of a
Polit i c a lly Ground e d Semiotics , " Fut u re I ndi cllt:1y @ 85-9 3 . In
e xami ning the b ag e s of na tive pe oples i n Canadia n , Aust r al ian ,
and Ne w Zea l a nd l i t erature s , Go l die propos e s a need " t o co nt i nue
t o l oo k f or mea ning but as the contex t of e v e ryth ing t h at
oc curred" (86). In the ill4 ge of the indigene , he l ooks " f or
lIleani nq i n a s JDany a spects a t co ntext " (8 7 ) as possibl e , a
p r oc ess he calls, qu oting Annet t e Kolodny , " t ur n ing t h e l ens"
(90 ) . See An nette Ko l od ny, "Tu r ni ng t he Le ns on the ' Panther
c aptiv ity ' : A Fe. i o ist Exerc i se i n Practica l Cr i t i c ism,"
Cr itiCAl Inqu i ry 8 ( 1981 ) : 329 - 45 .

15See u e t e ne c b ous and Ca therine Clement , Th e Newly Bo r n
imIu.D. , t rans. Betsy Wing (Minneapol is : uu i va r.ity of Minne s ota
Pr es s . 198 6 ) ; J ulia I<ris teva , pes i r e in I.ang unae · A Semio t i c
Approa ch to Li t e ra t ure Bnd Art , t ra n s . Thomas Cora , Alice
J a r di ne , and Leon S . Roud i e z, e d , Leon S. Roud i e z (New York :
Co1umb..... Un ivers i t y Press , 1980) ; Luee I rigaray , Thi s Sex Whi ch
~, trans. Cat he ri ne Por t e r (New York: Cornell
University Press, 1985) a nd Spe cu lu m o r t h e Ot he r Woman , tra ns .
Gill i an C. Gill (New Yor k : Cor ne ll Univers ity Press , 1985 ) ;
El aine Marks and I s abe lle de Cou r tiv r on , e d s . ,~
Feminhms' An An t h ol ogy (Hev Yor k: s eheexe n Books , 198 1) ;
Ni co le Brossard , Tbese Our Mgthprg p r t he Di sintegrating
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of the exper i enc e s behind the t ext or t he significance of

t he author beh ind the work. Although dev oted to a s pecific

image , each cha pter exa mi nes how that parti cul ar imag e

e eru e e e t o remaIn fixed i n a nu mber of l i tera ry work s . Each

chapter also examines whi ch connecti ons, if any, exist

between real-life fig-ure a and the s e l itera ry const r ucts. I n

sese c a se s, connections be t wee n various literary t exts

r eveal how and why a f eminin e trad iti on in Cana da evolved .

Throu gh a r e-r ead ing of b ot h mainstream und por ipher a l

t exts, 16 wo rks written by wome n an d men , th i :~ s tudy a lso

endea v o r s to create new poi nts of e ntry i nto the t exts, to

produ c e ' o t her' t e xts ou t of the f ramewo rk of f i rst t e xts . 17

.thSUi1&:t . trai lS . Barba r a Godard (To r ont o : Coach House , 1983) and
The Aeria l Letter , t rans. Marlene Wildema n (Toron t o: The \lomen I L
Pr es s , 198 8).

16Examples of pe ripheral t exts a re include d i n the primary
bibliog raphy. For i ns tance in Chapt er I "Oth er ca r togra phers, "
sect i on iii , "Rambling Epist les," I use Anna Leve ridge 's lett ers
and He nriette Dessau lles ' journals t o provi de a n al ternative v i e w
of life i n Cana d a ot her t han those views us ua lly provided b y
Susanna Mood Ie a nd Cat harine Par r T r a ill. ot hers i n c lu de~
Monck My Cana dian I,eayes ' An Acc ount o f a Yi sit t o Canada i n
~ (Lo ndon : Ri chard Bentley and SOD, 18 91 ) : J ames De
Mille, The Ieady o f the I ce (New Yo r k : D. Apple t on, 1870 ) : Lily
Douga ll , Th e Ma donna of a Day (New York: O. Appl eton, 1895) ;
Agnes C. Laut ,~~ (To ronto: Ryerson , 190 0) ; a nd
Maria Monk, Awf u l pisc l osure s of the Hotel pieu Nunn ery of
~ (18 36 ; r pt. New York : Ar no Press , 19 77 ) .

"aareees, Roland , The Pl easure of t he Text, trans. Ri ch ar d
Hiller (Ne w York : Fa rrar , Straus a nd Giroux , 1975) . aer-en ee
propo ses a n "erot ics of r ead i ng": t he t e xt de sires a r ea der , it
sedu c es a reader (6). Pl ea sur e is d erived when br eaks or
col l isi ons occur , when antipa t hetic codes come into co ntact , whe n
langu a ge i s r ed i s tributed . He defines a text o f pl e a sur e as one
..that co ntents, f ills, grants euphoria ; t he t e xt t hat comes f rom
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In do i ng s o , it returns to circula tion forgotten , i gn or e d,

or deliberately excluded works t hat can i ncrease our

understanding of Can adian liter ature , and~ i n f a ct, which

may challenge t r a dit i on a l assumptions r egard ing out' l itera ry

h c r Ltiuqe , lin e x ce l l e n t example i s Ab raham Ho lm es '~

or ' Th e Ri vals (1843), a t ext which was de l iberately

ex cluded from our canon , and Gi lbert Pa r ker's The Seats of

.tl!.!L.l1.i.9htY. ( 1896) , a novel which has r e c e i v e d l i t tle

c ri t i c a l a ttention. Both of t hes e t e xt s c onta in un usual

female characters that d isprove Margaret Atwood's conf i dent

assertion that " no Can adian writer has s e e n fi t -- o r found

it imaginable -- to produce a Venus in Canada, 11
18 In J ohn

cu lture and does not break with it , [orie that ) is linked t o a
co mfortable practice of reading" ( 14) . I n c ontrast, a t e xt of
bliss " i mp o s e s a state of l os s, • . • discomfor ts (pe rhaps t o the
poin t of a certain boredom) , unsettles t h e r ea d e r' s h i sto r i cal ,
cultura l , psychological assumptions , t he consistency of h i s
tastes, values, memories , b rings to a c r isis his r ela t i on wi th
l a ng u age" (14 ) . Barthes rejects the notion o f text as "a
product , a ready-made veil , be h i nd which l i e s , more or l e s s
hidd e n, meaning (trut.h) ." Inste ad he tran slate s tex!: as t issue,
"th e ge nerative i d e a t.hat t h e t ext is made, is worked out in a'
perpetual interweaving;' l os t in t h i s tissue -- th i s t ext ure -­
the SUbject unmakes him~elf, like a sp ider d issolving i n t h e
constructiv e secretions ,~ f its web " (64) . Nancy K. Mille r ,
"Arachnologies : The Woma n, the Te xt, and t he c r i tic , " .TIl,g
Pn~tic!'l nf Gender, ed , Nancy K. Miller (New York : Co l umbia
Unive r sity press, 19 8 6 ) 270-295 takes exception t o Barthes '
erasure of t he pro ductiv e agent . Mi ller p roposes, i n t h e p lace
of Barthes ' hypoholOqy ( 64 ) , a mode l of femi n i st po etics termed
"arachnol ogy" which emphasizes ....oman 's role as s pider artist , t he
wea ver' o f texts .

18Margaret Atwood, Survival ' l!. The matic Guide t o Canadian
t, i t c r a t u r e (Toronto: Anans i , 19 7 2 ) 11 9 -12 0.
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Ric:hardson ls Waco usta (1 8 3 2) , Madeline Do lIaldlma r , lit h o

Med i c e an Ven us " , l' is as e r otic a l ov e goddess as Parker 's

Al ixe Duva rney or Holmes' Bel i nda , a y ou ng woman o f

questionable beh av i or.

The un ea r t h ing of journa ls and diaries by previous l y

unknown wr ite r s a lso provides a re-examina tion of t he

r ela t i onsh i p between women a nd wi lde r ness. 20 'I'he captivity

narr a tive s wri tten by PIerre Esprit RadIsson and Ma r y

Jemison descrIbe a wi l d e rne s s which does not nec c e e a r f.r y

ev ok e t e r r o r , or- make a man o r a woman fee l " a s he Lp.Lcua as

a trapped mi nk and as l one l y as a l o on . 11
21 Certainly Ann..

Leveri dge I S lett ers home to Europe , written from an isolated

pioneer fa rm, r e ve al a more real istic port raya l o f t he

ex pe r iences o f ordi nary women i n c an a da than the accounts

19J o h n Richardson, Wac ousta l or The Pro~T,'ll Q of the
Canadas, ed . Douglas Cronk (lD 32; rpt . attawi\ : Carleton
Universit y Press, 1987) 295.

20I n " Tr avele r s' t a l e s : s howing and tel ling , nlammi ng a nd
questing, II A Mazing Space · Writing Canadian WomAn writing, eds .
Sh i rley Neuman a nd Smaro Karnbourel i (Albert a : Longspaon/ Newes t ,
1986) 51 -60, Marni L. stanley examines t h e ope n ing up of once
restricted ge nres such as travel l ite r a ture to i nc lude fo rgotten
or ovorlooked wor ks. She a lso i denti f i es the d i a r i es a nd let ters
written and pUb l ished by wome n who trave l led through Canada
during t he n i nete enth - c entury . Ma ny of t he s e a ccounts are now
ava i lable i n archives but need t o be r e i s s ued. Fo r e xample , tho
diaries o f Elizabeth smit h , A Woman with a Purpose· Th e plari es
o f Elizabeth Smith 1 8 72-1 8 8 4 ha v e been edited by Veron i c a Strong ­
Boag a nd i s s ued by Universi ty of Toro n to, 1 98 0 .

21No rth r op Fr y e , The Bush Garden; Es say s on the Canadign
Imag ingt i on (Toronto : Anansi , 1971 ) 138 .
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