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Introduction


Strange Things consists of four lectures which I delivered in the spring of 1991, at Oxford University, as part of the Clarendon Lecture Series in English Literature. This series is designed as a kind of half-way house between the non-specialist public and the ivory tower - between those who gobble up the literary comestibles, in other words, and those who inform them about the structure and nutritional content.

Most of those who have given lectures in this series have been working academics, that is, people who actually teach at universities and write scholarly texts. I am not one of these; rather, I am no longer one. The best I can do is to paraphrase the Mock Turtle and say, ‘Once I was a real academic.’ The tears I shed in this respect are oddly crocodilian.

Having agreed, in a moment of curiosity and rashness, to deliver these lectures, I got cold feet. Here was I, a non-scholar - and a Canadian non-scholar at that - presuming to address an audience that might contain not only some real scholars, but some real scholars from England. What did I have to say to such people about English literature that they would not already know? Precious little, but I had an ace up my sleeve: these people might know everything about Beowulf and Virginia Woolf and even Thomas Wolf, but I could bet a few wooden nutmegs on  the fact that they probably wouldn’t know much about that other literary animal, Black Wolf, not to mention Grey Owl. If I were to talk about Canadian literature in English, instead of English literature proper, I could count on my material being almost completely terra incognita, which meant that I would be able to stick in lots of quotes to make the lectures longer.

Although a few individual and stalwart Canadian writers have managed to thrash their way eastwards across the Atlantic - one might mention, for instance, Michael Ondaatje, Robertson Davies, Mordecai Richler, and Alice Munro - Canadian literature as a whole tends to be, to the English literary mind, what Canadian geography itself used to be: an unexplored and uninteresting wasteland, punctuated by a few rocks, bogs, and stumps. Note that I do not speak of the Scots, Welsh, or Irish, nor of the ordinary reader; however, for a certain kind of literary English person, Canada - lacking the exoticism of Africa, the strange fauna of Australia, or the romance of India - still tends to occupy the bottom rung on the status ladder of ex-British colonies.

Knowing this, what then could I say? What, that is, that would occupy the attention of the sceptical and the bored-in-advance? For one wild moment I thought of pulling a Grey Owl impersonation, turning up in buckskin and a feather head-dress and beginning, ‘I come in peace, brother,’ which was how Grey Owl himself - that devious shape-changing Englishman - once greeted the King of England. He got away with it, too. The English have always liked what they used to call Red Indians, and I felt I would probably be more acceptable in that disguise than in an ordinary, tedious old dress.

But a greater inspiration soon struck. The English, I knew, were very fond of cannibalism. If I could put some of that in, I was off on the right foot. And so it turned out; at the sherry party  after the first lecture, I was treated to the spectacle of a number of Oxford academics nibbling hors-d’oeuvres and delicately discussing the question of who they would be prepared to eat.

‘I wouldn’t eat anyone I know.’

‘I would eat someone if they mixed the bits up so I didn’t know what I was getting. I mean, I wouldn’t want to think I was eating a toe.’

‘I wouldn’t eat the liver. I hate liver.’

As they say in the how-to books on public speaking, you need to know your audience.

These lectures, then, are about a few of the more outré menu items to be found in Canadian literature. The entire series is called Strange Things, which is a quote from a Robert W. Service poem about the Canadian North. The first lecture, called ‘Concerning Franklin and his Gallant Crew’, is about the mysterious and disastrous Franklin expedition of the nineteenth century - the intent of which was to discover the North-west Passage, though the result was death for all - and its later echoes in Canadian literature. Why has this story had such resonance, and what sort of resonance has it had? Why is being lost in the frozen North - and going crazy there - still alive and kicking as a Canadian theme, even though most Canadians now live in cities? How did the North come to be thought of as a frigid but sparkling fin de siècle femme fatale, who entices and hypnotizes male protagonists and leads them to their doom? (Do not despair: there is some cannibalism in this lecture, since it is now a proven fact that some of the expedition members ended up inside some of the others.)

The second lecture is entitled ‘The Grey Owl Syndrome’. Grey Owl was a famous Native Canadian who, in the 1930s, almost single-handedly saved the beaver from being trapped to extinction in central Canada. He was also, in reality, an  Englishman named Archie Belaney, who wore his assumed mask successfully until his death. This lecture is partly about how some writers have attempted to see Native people, and partly about how some have attempted to be Native people. What accounts for this urge to claim kinship, and to see wilderness as salvation - in direct opposition to the Franklin story? (The cannibalism in this lecture is metaphorical, since we learn how Ernest Thompson Seton’s Woodcraft Indian Movement got eaten by Teddy Roosevelt and Lord Baden-Powell, and turned into the Boy Scouts.)

The third lecture is called ‘Eyes of Blood, Heart of Ice: The Wendigo’ and is about the dreaded and overtly and voraciously cannibalistic snow-monster of the eastern boreal forest, which has appeared in many stories and poems, with many variations. What is a Wendigo, and what does it eat when it isn’t eating you? And, even more importantly, how can you avoid turning into one?

The fourth lecture is called ‘Linoleum Caves’, a title suggested by a sentence in Alice Munro’s The Lives of Girls and Women. ‘People’s lives, in Jubilee as elsewhere, were dull, simple, amazing and unfathomable - deep caves paved with kitchen linoleum.’ I was intrigued by the contrast between the domestic linoleum and the natural and potentially dangerous cave, and in women-in-the-North stories there is often such a contrast - sometimes with the linoleum being the more treacherous feature. In this lecture I attempt to look at what happens when women writers choose the wilderness as a locale. What becomes of the body of imagery built up by male writers, in which a female Nature opposes a male protagonist? If the North is a cold femme fatale, enticing you to destruction, is it similarly female and similarly fatal when a woman character encounters it? It is possible to make love with a bear? And, if there’s any cannibalism to be  done, what happens when it’s women doing the eating? This lecture talks about how some women writers have adapted the imagery and mystique of the North, both positive and negative, to their own complex and devious purposes.

 



While I was still in the process of giving these lectures, I was interviewed by a young man from Canada who was studying at Oxford. He told me that he had a friend - also Canadian - who was concerned about the subject-matter I was discussing. This friend felt that I should not be talking about the North, or the wilderness, or snow, or bears, or cannibalism, or any of that. He felt that these were things of the past, and that I would give the English a wrong idea about how most Canadians were spending their time these days. What then - I asked - did this young man think I should be discussing? ‘The literature of urban life,’ was the reply. I said I thought that the English had quite a lot of urban life themselves, and that they didn’t need to hear about it from me. I failed to say that the right idea could often be right from a sociological point of view, but was not necessarily right from a literary one. Given a choice between a morning spent in the doughnut shop and a little cannibalism, which would you take - to read about, that is? Alice Munro of course could handily work in both - but as a rule?

These lectures, then, leave out much. They leave out the literature of urban life, for one thing. They also leave out what I actually said at the beginning of each lecture. I felt, with Grey Owl, that a certain amount of ceremonial dress was required, and took care to wear earrings appropriate to each occasion. For the Franklin lecture I wore my Baffin Island Inuit female skinning-knife earrings; ‘Inuit female skinning-knife’ means knife used by Inuit females for skinning other things. They were made of polished bone. The Grey Owl lecture was a little easier: fringed  leather jackets are readily available, and to go with mine I also wore some fringed leather earrings.

The Wendigo lecture posed a challenge: it would have been very bad luck to have worn a pair of miniature Wendigoes in the ears for the third lecture, even if such existed, so instead I wore some earrings depicting what Wendigoes eat when there are no human beings around: frogs. For this lecture I also dressed in Wendigo colours: white for the heart of ice, red for the bloodshot eyes, and black for the decaying teeth. For the fourth lecture, which dealt with northern-oriented women’s writing in Canada, I looked for some miniature women - in the best of all worlds these would have been miniature women wearing parkas, mittens, and snowshoes - but none were available. I had to settle for abstraction, and came up with some ovoid aluminum shapes with squiggly things at the bottom. Matching one’s earrings to one’s lecture topics would not of course have been done by a respectable person, but, as I have pointed out, I am not an academic.




1

Concerning Franklin and his Gallant Crew

This is the first of four lectures which I will be delivering over the course of the next two weeks, barring sudden illnesses or hurricanes. These lectures are roughly grouped around certain image-clusters that have appeared and reappeared in Canadian literature, and which are connected with the Canadian North.

A great deal has been made, from time to time, of the search for ‘the Canadian identity’; sometimes we are told that this item is simply something we have mislaid, like the car keys, and might find down behind the sofa if we are only diligent enough, whereas at other times we have been told that the object in question doesn’t really exist and we are pursuing a phantom. Sometimes we are told that although we don’t have one of these ‘identities’, we ought to, because other countries do. Those doing the telling are usually academics or newspaper columnists, who seem to be under the illusion that everyone knows what ‘the British identity’ or ‘the French identity’ is, and that these things are concrete and indivisible nouns - something you could put on a tourist brochure, like the Eiffel Tower or a beefeater, rather than aggregates of a great number of different items, cultural artefacts, places, and memories. If all we want is a costume for the Miss Universe contest, there’s always the Mounties.

But surely the search for the fabled Canadian identity is like a dog chasing its own tail. Round about and round about it goes, with the tail whisking out of sight; whereupon it proclaims the tail elusive, fragile, threatened, or absent. And yet, as everyone can plainly see, there is the tail, as firmly attached to the dog as ever, continuing to wag or on the contrary to droop, according to the climate - climate is very important in Canada - or the climate of opinion.

What, then, does everyone else - that is, those not obsessed with the hopelessness of the quest - plainly see? What we plainly see, when we look for this ‘identity’ anywhere else, is, on first sight, a collection of clichéd images - that is, images that have been repeated so often and absorbed so fully that they are instantly recognized. These clichéd images - or cliché-images, to coin a phrase - are usually based on fact or historical reality of some sort, and they need to exist before art or literature can play with them, that is, make variations on them, explore them more deeply, utilize their imaginative power - for they do have imaginative power - or turn them inside out. What art can’t do is ignore them altogether; unless, of course, the artist chooses to play with someone else’s cliché-images, as some do.

What do we mean by ‘the North’?

Until you get to the North Pole, ‘North’, being a direction, is relative. ‘The North’ is thought of as a place, but it’s a place with shifting boundaries. It’s also a state of mind. It can mean ‘wilderness’ or ‘frontier’. But we know - or think we know - what sorts of things go on there. In the Canadian North of popular image, the Mounties with their barking dog teams relentlessly pursue madmen through the snow, prospectors stumble raving out of the bush clutching their little bags of gold-dust, jolly voyageurs rollick in their canoes, Indians rescue hapless whites who get endlessly lost in the woods, wolves devour lone hunters, or not,  as the case may be; Eskimoes . . . well, you get the picture. The picture is that such pictures, and many more, exist and are fully recognizable to their society, and get used by politicians, by picture postcards, by cartoonists, by contestants in the Miss Universe beauty pageant, and also by literary writers. The ends pursued by literature are more obscure, its pathways more oblique, but the chief features of the terrain - the signposts - have remained strangely constant although the values ascribed to them have varied considerably.

I realize that I am addressing a British audience, not a Canadian one, and I will try to avoid using specialized vocabulary, such as ‘toe rubbers’, ‘blackfly’, and ‘Chinook’, without clarification. But I’m aware also that there may be some closet Canadians lurking incognito in the audience - they’re everywhere, after all, and it’s hard for the uninitiated to tell them apart from Americans or shrubs - and I apologize to such persons in advance for telling them things they may already know, such as the answer to the question ‘When was the War of 1812?’

My first lecture will introduce you to some motifs of the North through the disastrous Franklin expedition of the mid-nineteenth century. The second one will explore the curious and anxiety-ridden phenomenon of whites reinventing themselves as Native people, and seeing the wilderness not as where you go to die but as where you go to renew life. The third will trace the fortunes of the legendary and cannibalistic Wendigo - in the land of the Wendigoes, it’s not who you know but who you eat. And the fourth will explore a subject that at least half the audience will probably have been expecting - that is, how Canadian women  writers have bent these wilderness literary traditions to their own sometimes devious purposes.  But before I start talking about Franklin, his dire fate, and his literary life after death, I think it would be helpful for me to say in advance what these lectures are not.

First, they are not an attempt to prove to you that such a thing as Canadian Literature actually exists. If I’d been delivering them twenty or thirty years ago, they might have been. Back then, it was a standard witticism in some quarters - even in Canada, especially in Canada - to say that the term ‘Canadian Literature’ was an oxymoron. Poets wrote satirical poems about its shoddy and derivative state, including recipes for its concoction that included such ingredients as one beaver, two Mounties, a sprinkling of maple leaves, and so on. In 1972 I myself published a book called Survival, which was dedicated to the premiss that there really was a Canadian Literature, that it was not the same as either American or English literature, and that it reflected some disquieting as well as some enlightening things about the society that had produced it. This book was bought and read by a great many people, hundreds of whom wrote me letters saying they were glad to know there was a Canadian Literature, because their high-school teacher had told them there wasn’t. I wouldn’t have got the same kind of letters in 1920 or even 1930, when school readers were full of Canadian pieces which were later tossed out because they were not considered modern enough. And I doubt that I would get the same kinds of letters today, although you never know. High-school teachers still seem dedicated to the premiss that what the young mind really craves is  The Catcher in the Rye.

Second, these lectures are not a survey of what is usually called ‘the field’. No four lectures could be, unless they were to consist of nothing but titles. Nor do they attempt to be fair or all-inclusive in their coverage, even of their own topics. I am neither a scholar nor a specialist, and my choices are the result,  not of extensive research, but of my own amateur enthusiasms. If you ask a writer to give a lecture, you’ll get a writer’s lecture; and as we all know, the insides of writers’ heads resemble squirrels’ nests more than they do neatly arranged filing-cabinets.

Third, I have not dealt with works written in French - not only because of the political ambiguities involved, but also for the simple reason that to do so would have kept you in your seats much longer than would be conscionable. The human rear can only endure so much reality. Fourth, these lectures are not about style, nor are they about individual authors and their oeuvres; but neither do they take the point of view that individual authors can’t be said to exist. (As an author, I’ve always had some difficulty with that.) They are not about rhetoric; they do not deconstruct anything, they do not problematize texts, and they will not leave you gazing vertiginously into the linguistic abyss or watching in alarm while the meaning of ‘meaning’ pops like bubble-gum and language vanishes up its own nether end.

These lectures depart from the position that, although in every culture many stories are told, only some are told and retold, and that these recurring stories bear examining. If such stories were parts of a symphony you’d call them leitmotifs, if they were personality traits you’d call them obsessions, and if it were your parents telling them at the dinner-table during your adolescence you’d call them boring. But, in literature, they hold a curious fascination both for those who tell them and for those who hear them; they are handed down and reworked, and story-tellers come back to them time and time again, approaching them from various angles and discovering new and different meanings each time the story, or a part of it, is given a fresh incarnation.

 



In Canadian literature, one such story is the Franklin expedition. For Americans, of course, the word Franklin means Benjamin, or  else a stove. But for Canadians it means a disaster. Canadians are fond of a good disaster, especially if it has ice, water, or snow in it. You thought the national flag was about a leaf, didn’t you? Look harder. It’s where someone got axed in the snow.

The facts of the Franklin fiasco are fairly well known. In May of 1845 Sir John Franklin and 135 men, including the other Arctic veterans Captain Francis Crozier and Commander James Fitzjames, sailed from England on a voyage of discovery. Their two ships were named, with horrible prescience, the Terror and the Erebus. These ships had fortified hulls which were supposed to be able to withstand the tremendous pressure of pack-ice; they were provisioned for three years; and they contained many extras, such as hot water, steam heating, instruments for scientific research, and two libraries with a total of 2,900 volumes. For their time, they were the most technologically advanced and luxurious ships ever sent on such an expedition. They even had steam-driven screw propellers, a striking innovation for 1845.

Franklin’s intent was to discover the North-west Passage, which Europeans had been trying to do without success for over 300 years. If charted, such a passage - in those days before the Panama Canal - would have made trade with China and India much faster, and therefore much more lucrative. The real goal of the expedition, then, was financial; but both the excited press of the time and later recountings have glorified it with other and loftier adjectives, of the brave, heroic, gallant, daring, and selfless  variety. At the time, this venture was launched with unqualified optimism: the Franklin expedition, it was felt, would run no real risks and could not possibly fail, due to the wisdom of its leaders and, especially, to the up-to-date nature of its ships and supplies.
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