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W . J . K e i t h (ed.), A Voice in the Land: Essays By and About 
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I n a 1982 Journal of Commonwealth Literature symposium on 
the work of R u d y Wiebe, A n d r e w G u r r began an article on The 
Blue Mountains of China w i t h a reference to Wiebe winn ing 
Canada its first Nobe l Prize for Li terature i n the year 2002. Y e t 
The Annotated Bibliography of Canada's Major Authors does not 
include Wiebe among its chosen fifty writers. Such disparity of 
opinion is typical of the cr i t ical response to his work and no case 
of a prophet not being honoured i n his own country. Indeed Wiebe's 
reputation is, despite his having a number of admirers among 
academic critics elsewhere, an almost exclusively Canad ian one. 
T h e variety of response to his novels wou ld seem rather to be an 
index of the unusualness of such fiction i n the contemporary period. 

Wiebe's wr i t ing deals wi th minorities. Y e t for the most part his 
minorities are not fashionable. I n one of his articles, included i n A 
Voice in the Land, he records how early on i n his career a N e w 
Y o r k publisher told h i m he would be a best-seller i f he "were 
wr i t ing as well about Jews as about Mennoni tes ." T h e M é t i s must 
rank only slightly higher than Mennonites i n a league table of 
marketable minorities and even Wiebe's Indians have failed to 
minister to the tastes of popular mythology — Sit t ing B u l l is a 
minor character i n The Temptations of Big Bear and the epony
mous hero was comparatively little known pr ior to publicat ion of 
the novel. 

M o r e generally there is the problem that Wiebe's West is one 
w h i c h stubbornly refuses to conform to received archetypes of the 
region, whether they be the ant i -Indian orthodoxies of the pre-
sixties era or the revised mythologies popular since the N e w Sociol
ogy of that decade inverted traditionally accepted roles. If super-
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ficially i t seems to fit the latter model , i n that it is a West seen 
through the eyes of Indians, Mennonites, and Mét i s , i t is also a West 
mediated by a Chris t ian vision, characterized by a mora l earnestness 
wh ich some readers find anachronistic today. Ye t , far from being 
o ld fashioned, Wiebe's novels essay dar ing technical innovations, 
wh ich have the effect not only of deconstructing inherited versions 
of history, but also of questioning the modes of narrative discourse 
i n w h i c h such accounts have been constituted. A n d the problems 
do not stop here w i t h the "difficulty" of Wiebe's fiction. Even 
among those who take the view that his concerns necessitate new 
structures and justify the demands w h i c h he makes on his readers, 
there is debate as to whether the work itself succeeds and some 
critics feel that the ponderousness of his style is, quite simply, bad 
wri t ing . 

A l l i n a l l , then, the interpretation and evaluation of Wiebe's 
fiction is a far from straightforward matter. I n the hands of writers 
l ike Wiebe, Robert Kroetsch, and a younger generation of post
modernist authors wr i t ing under their influence — particularly that 
of Kroe tsch — Western Canadian fiction has come a long way from 
the social realism and Depression themes w h i c h seemed to typify 
the genre. Cr i t i ca l commentary is m u c h needed and W . J . Kei th ' s 
two books represent important contributions, wh ich w i l l play a part 
i n helping to i l luminate and assess the nature of Wiebe's achieve
ment. 

Epic Fiction is a cri t ical introduction to Wiebe's novels and stories 
up to The Scorched-Wood People. Its central concerns are to illus
trate the "epic" or "giant" qualities of Wiebe's fiction from The 
Blue Mountains of China onwards and to examine the "literary 
problems" generated by his approach to structure and genre. It 
approaches the issue of Wiebe's difficulty by locating it wi th in a 
Modernis t context and arguing that he expects of his readers the 
same k ind of attention as is demanded by a Joyce or Faulkner . T h e 
impl ied cul tural thesis, that the regional wri ter has the problem of 
his audience's expectations w i t h regard to form being parochial , is 
an interesting one. When , however, K e i t h suggests i n his Preface, 
albeit tentatively, that Wiebe is the first Canad ian novelist to make 
such unequivocal demands on his readers, one begins to have slight 
doubts as to the framework to be applied. 

Such doubts prove to be founded as one reads the ensuing chap
ters, though this does not prevent the study from being a very 
useful introduction to Wiebe's fiction. K e i t h provides workmanlike 
accounts of each of the novels, does a fine job of g iv ing some idea 
of their cri t ical reception and of t racing Wiebe's movement from 
the comparatively conventional narrative mode of his first two 
novels to the dar ing experimentation of his "epic fiction," beginning 
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wi th The Blue Mountains of China. H e gives an interesting sum
mary of the Mennoni te controversy over Peace Shall Destroy Many 
and helps to rehabilitate Wiebe's most neglected novel, First and 
Vital Candle, by provid ing a discriminating account of the novel's 
strengths as spiritual allegory and its weaknesses of excessive sche
matism and didacticism. In discussing each of the later novels he 
ranges widely, among other things examining the charges brought 
against Wiebe — and also levell ing a few of his own — and gener
ally ar r iv ing at a reasoned conclusion which makes the case for 
Wiebe. Thus , the issue of the alleged clumsiness of Wiebe's language 
is directly confronted and justified, not unreasonably, on the grounds 
that one of his concerns is to unsettle his readers' habitual percep
tions and that such language has a "creative boldness" about it . 
A n d Kei th ' s final estimate is along the same lines: the scope and 
ambitiousness of Wiebe's work are seen to outweigh any linguistic 
inelegancies ; the passion of his moral vision is viewed as more 
important than the formal qualities of his work. 

U p to a point this may be justified by reference to Wiebe's P u r i 
tan contempt for what he sees as moral tr ivia, his belief that 
"Words . . . are too important for sheer entertainment" and his 
adherence to a theory of literary decorum which insists on "a hier
archy of standards," especially since such an approach makes the 
categorization of Wiebe as a writer of epic, traditionally the loftiest 
of genres, particularly apposite. K e i t h incorporates Wiebe's com
ments on a l l these subjects. T h e problem is, however, that Wiebe is 
taken far too much on his own terms. Moreover , the criteria for 
praising h i m are distinctly impressionistic and the case for his major 
stature needs to be argued more strongly on the basis of the manner 
i n wh ich his technique realizes his moral vision. Otherwise one is 
left i n danger of endorsing such remarks as Wiebe's deprecating 
reference to those who "write about the kinds of petty bedroom-
bathroom problems small people have." I f the spiri tual quality of a 
work's content is to be a pr imary criterion of its value and such 
spiritual concern is narrowly defined, then one might have to deny 
serious consideration, not only to a major Western writer l ike 
Rober t Kroetsch, but also to the R u d y Wiebe who has more 
recently writ ten My Lovely Enemy. Content can only be accorded 
this level of prominence i n cr i t ical evaluation, when one is consider
ing the achieved content of art, not the raw content of mora l vision 
and i t is a pity that Kei th ' s otherwise excellent introduction fails to 
argue for Wiebe on the basis of the technical innovation wh ich 
enables h i m to discover his content. 

A Voice in the Land blends articles by Wiebe wi th interviews 
and cri t ical pieces to produce a collection wh ich speaks w i t h as 
many voices as The Temptations of Big Bear. M o s t of the selections 
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are reprints, but some have been specially writ ten for this collection, 
while others, inc luding some interesting examples of Wiebe's early 
wr i t ing for Mennoni te periodicals, have hitherto been virtually 
unavailable. L i k e NeWest Press's Labyrinths of Voice: Conversa
tions with Robert Kroetsch, this is a volume wh ich employs a form 
ideally suited to the approach of the author concerned. Labyrinths 
of Voice aims to deconstruct the tradit ional adversary situation of 
the interview ( in which the subject is interrogated by a single inter
viewer) by replacing it w i th a three-handed conversation and the 
same approach is adopted i n an interview wh ich concludes A Voice 
in the Land, i n wh ich Wiebe converses w i t h Kroetsch and Shirley 
Neuman . M o r e generally, A Voice in the Land is, l ike Wiebe's own 
novels, especially The Blue Mountains of China, a work which 
achieves a cumulative effect from the juxtaposit ion of a number of 
autonomous sections. It is a tribute to Ke i th ' s editorship that both 
the overall conception of the volume and the choice of particular 
extracts enable it to work i n this way and finally it is a much more 
satisfying book than Epic Fiction. 

T h e Wiebe essays provide a good deal of interesting background 
to the novels. " M o r o s and Mennonites i n the Chacos of Paraguay," 
an article writ ten dur ing Wiebe's seven-month stay i n Paraguay, 
casts light on sections of The Blue Mountains; two essays on B i g 
Bear chart Wiebe's quest to unearth the historical material for his 
fourth novel ; " R i e l : A Possible F i l m Treatment ," wh ich Wiebe 
produced for a projected C . B . C , documentary prior to wr i t ing The 
Scorched-Wood People, i l luminates his treatment of the M é t i s hero 
i n the novel. A n d the interviews, despite some repeated informa
tion, never fail to br ing alive Wiebe's moral passion and his devotion 
to excavating the neglected half of Canadian history. 

Also among the volume's h igh spots are fine cr i t ical essays by Ina 
Ferris on The Blue Mountains of China and by D a v i d Jeffrey, 
mainly on The Scorched-Wood People. In both cases Wiebe seems 
to have found critics who do justice to the formal complexity of his 
work. Ferris argues that he overcomes the difficulty of conveying 
religious experience in the secular genre of the novel by making 
narrative itself the problem and examines the procedures he em
ploys to disorient the reader's expectations. Jeffrey also discusses 
Wiebe's technique as a form of religious discourse by arguing that 
his employment of what Bakht in terms "non-dialogic" speech repre
sents a departure from normal novelistic procedure, i n wh ich the 
anti-genre of the novel "breaks from canonical conventions." In 
other words, both critics provide stimulating accounts of the formal 
aspects of Wiebe's novels without indulging in the k ind of formalism 
i n wh ich medium is divorced from message. By identifying the rela-
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tionship of his language to Bib l i ca l speech, they offer formal 
analyses which are consonant w i t h Wiebe's o w n vision. 

It would not be difficult to find fault w i t h A Voice in the Land 
on the grounds that the choice of material appears rather hap
hazard. I n some instances background material proliferates; i n 
others cri t ical discussion of the novels themselves. However , such a 
complaint would be of the same order as taking Wiebe to task for 
the mult i-optic method of his fiction. A l l i n a l l , this is a valuable 
collection wh ich opens up numerous perspectives on Wiebe's wri t 
ing. Perhaps the most interesting emerge i n the final piece, the 
three-way conversation w i t h Robert Kroe tsch and Shirley Neuman . 
Th i s helps to show the extent to wh ich Wiebe's exploratory mode 
is a natural enough product of his Prair ie background, while at the 
same time, wi th Kroetsch championing the importance of the word 
rather than the W o r d , indicat ing other directions i n wh ich a post
modernist Plains sensibility might move. 

After reading Epic Fiction one feels that the case for Wiebe has 
been fairly comprehensively made and yet one remains not fully 
convinced. After reading A Voice in the Land one feels that there 
has been less attempt to evaluate his achievement, but that the 
range and diversity of the contributions have established the ind i 
vidual i ty and interestingness of his work beyond doubt. 

The Polytechnic of North London J O H N T H I E M E 

H e n a Maes-Jelinek, Wilson Harris. Boston: G . K . H a l l & C o . 
(Twayne W o r l d Authors Series), 1982. pp. 191. $17.95. 

Wilson Harr i s has, for some time, been considered as one of the 
most original and profound writers of this century. H i s opus i n 
cludes fifteen novels, two volumes of short fiction, several collections 
of poems, and essays on art and the imaginat ion. H e has been the 
topic of many cri t ical examinations throughout the wor ld . M a n y 
readers find h i m "difficult ," mostly because he refuses to simplify 
complex issues for the sake of clarity. H e requires the same k ind of 
attention and insight from his public as he himself applies to his 
craft. I n 1975 M . Gilkes published Wilson Harris and the Caribbean 
Novel (Longman) , the first book examining the works of Harr i s 
up to Black Marsden. Gilkes's approach is inspired by Jungian 
theories and convincingly takes up the alchemic process as a repre
sentation of artistic work. H e n a Maes-Jelinek's study is the result 
of many years' familiari ty w i t h the author's fictional wor ld and 
theories. She has already published extensively on Har r i s and is an 
authority on M o d e r n Bri t ish, Amer ican , and Commonweal th F i c 
t ion. H e r Enigma of Values (Dangaroo Press, Univers i ty of Aarhus, 
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Denmark, 1976) was a landmark i n the assessment of Harris 's first 
novel, Palace of the Peacock. She has also edited Explorations 
(Dangaroo Press, 1981), the author's recent collection of essays. 
H e n a Maes-Jelinek's Wilson Harris demonstrates the critic's deep 
knowledge of her subject and sensitive approach to complex issues. 
She follows the meanders of the texts wi th meticulous attention 
and w i t h much respect for the subtleties of the writer's vision. She 
immerses herself i n the networks of images and i n the concepts 
fashioned by the novelist, w i t h a desire to avoid reductionist inter
pretations. 

T h e preface underlines the basic issues such as Harris 's desire to 
regenerate the imagination and to reconcile contraries through 
evanescent moments of vision w h i c h lead to constantly evolving 
patterns of separation and reunion. Subsequently Professor Maes-
Jelinek divides Harris 's works into three periods: the first includes 
Palace of the Peacock ( i960), The Far Journey of Oudin (1961), 
The Whole Armour (1962), The Secret Ladder (1963), and Heart
land (1964). I n this in i t ia l phase, each novel is examined sepa
rately. Such problems as the ambiguities of conquest, of authority, 
and of guil t constitute essential questions. These early works are also 
shown to contain the seeds of most later developments, both i n 
character-treatment and i n images. T h e second period is explored 
i n detail and H e n a Maes-Jelinek's approach is most successful when 
she studies such dense novels as The Eye of the Scarecrow (1965), 
The Waiting Room (1967), Tumatumari (1968), or Ascent to 
Ornai (1970), wh i ch she rightly rates among the most daring 
experiments i n Harris 's corpus. T h e deliberate break i n linear pro
gression is l inked wi th a dislocation of conventional time. F ic t ion 
and meta-fiction are combined i n a masterful attempt to revitalize 
such concepts as history and character. Harris 's heroes become 
"agents of sensibility" whose separate existences fade as they take 
part i n reversible roles. T h e setting of the novel becomes the stage 
of a vast "drama of consciousness," the seat of specific functions and 
the functions themselves. H e n a Maes-Jelinek points out the various 
styles used, discursory passages as wel l as moments of i l luminat ion, 
dialogues, and wholly poetic passages whose logic becomes mostly 
metaphoric. 

I n a more synthetic final chapter, the cri t ic takes up Harris 's 
image of the novel as paint ing and shows how m u c h the theme of 
resurrection depends on successful vision. Th i s is followed through 
The Sleepers of Roraima (1970), The Age of the Rainmakers 
(1971), Black Marsden (1972), Companions of the Day and Night 
(1975), Da Silva . . . and Genesis of the Clowns (1977), and The 
Tree of the Sun ( 1978). W i t h a move to different settings (Mex ico , 
Ed inburgh , L o n d o n . . . ) , Harris 's themes are enriched by new 
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layers of experience. T h e novellas i n part icular show an opposition 
between a conception of history based on a given authoritarian 
consensus of opinion and fables or myths as carriers of renewal. 
Correspondences through time are pursued as the various heroes 
"fa l l in to" the past. Creat ion, for Wi l son Harr is , requires such 
radical revisions of premises. H e n a Maes-Jelinek's book closes on a 
very complete primary and secondary bibliography wi th brief notes 
of contents for each cri t ical essay mentioned. Th i s volume is the 
best introduction to Harris 's works because of the author's constant 
concern to explain most of the difficult aspects of the novelist's art. 
It is also invaluable for the more advanced reader since, wi th in the 
l imited volume of pages available, Professor Maes-Jelinek has pro
vided so much detailed analysis. 

University of Dijon J E A N - P I E R R E D U R I X 

E . D . Blodgett. Configuration: Essays on the Canadian Literatures. 
Downsview, O n t . : E C W Press, 1982. pp. 223. $9.95. 

O n the book cover, Ph i l ip Stratford praises the breadth of scope 
of E . D . Blodgett's study and his international perspective wi th 
references ranging from O v i d and the Chansons de geste to Lacan . 
Th i s is indeed the strength of Configuration, an essay i n comparative 
Canad ian literatures, wh ich aims to escape the binarism of E n g l i s h / 
French language comparisons, by shifting the focus to include 
minori ty literatures, notably German . But it is also the book's ma in 
weakness. M a n y of these allusions appear gratuitous, as for example, 
one made to e.e. cummings, whose word-plays on "death," "dy ing , " 
and "dead," we are told, we do not need to know i n order to under
stand W . O . M i t c h e l l . Unnecessary, the allusion appears to be mot i 
vated by the rhetorical strategies of the academic essay, where 
quotation from wide-ranging sources, an appeal to authority, 
grounds the truth of the essayist. 

I n fact, Blodgett has already forestalled this objection in his epi
graph from Robert Vignaul t , who describes the existential nature of 
the wr i t ing i n the essay, w h i c h is an opening up of questions. T h e 
essays we are to read, he thus concedes, are not the final word on 
the issue, but an exploration. W e are then led through seven essays, 
from a theoretical discussion of comparative study, on to discussions 
of specific texts, as i n "Intertextual Designs i n M a c L e n n a n ' s The 
Watch That Ends the Night," and studies of the oeuvre of authors 
as var ied as H é b e r t , M u n r o , and Grove, into a series of essays on 
the prairie i n fiction — "Fict ions of Ethnic i ty i n Prair ie W r i t i n g , " 
" C o l d Pastorals," and "Gone West to Geometry's Coun t ry" — i n 
what proves to be a " long journey . . . of self-reflections, of finding 
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one's self lost." I n its own design, Configuration exhibits the self-
cancelling structures, the dualities that render the comic character 
of a novel problematic, "the technology that contradicts, and finally 
destroys, the past-world it claimed to create," that it uncovers i n the 
western novel wri t ten i n Engl ish . Despite a l l this, Configuration is 
not a deconstructive approach to Canad ian literatures, but one 
grounded in certain structuralist practices. 

I n raising this issue of cri t ical methodology, I am exposing an
other paradox wi th in Configuration. T h i s involves two distinct 
questions, one being the method of textual analysis, and the other 
the issue of comparison. I n both cases, there is a gap between theo
retical presuppositions and actual practice, a common feature these 
days when cri t ical praxis lags behind for many of us. T o a certain 
extent, this is not surprising, given the history of this text. T h e 
essays were writ ten and published individual ly before being collected 
together. As the introduction informs us, they have been rewritten 
for the present occasion. Th i s revision, however, frequently takes 
the form of a postscript. T h a t on M a c L e n n a n , for instance, includes 
correspondence between the author and M a c L e n n a n which reveals 
that the latter was not familiar wi th Ri lke ' s use of Orpheus, and 
thus the allusion on wh ich Blodgett's study is based is not really an 
allusion. Th i s sends the reader west into the country that blows the 
mind . T h e writer, however, has not gone there himself to rewrite 
the essay from the new perspective, or even to offer a self-reflective 
comment on the way i n wh ich intertextual design is reader-
activated. Similar ly, "Prisms and A r c s : Structures in H é b e r t and 
M u n r o , " a study i n w h i c h Blodgett explores the different figure of 
the house in the two writers, metonymical i n H é b e r t , metaphorical 
doubl ing in M u n r o , is extended into a discussion of Lacan's descrip
tion of the stasis of metonymy, metaphor being active condensation 
effecting signification, and a spatialization of the subject. Leav ing 
aside Lacan 's identification of the subject and the phallus wi th in the 
symbolic order, wh ich might have led h i m back into the novels in 
pursuit of the absent female desire, since she is "the other thing," 
— an appropriate reading of two female authors — Blodgett sets 
off on a way he himself terms "excessive," to make an analogy 
between Lacan's "subject" and the house. I n fact, this proves to be 
an aside, for the analysis reverts to the original discusión of figures, 
identifying i n the metaphorical mode of M u n r o openings onto an
other scene outside of language, i n gesture. Th i s same distinction 
between wr i t ing in French and i n Engl i sh might have been arrived 
at through an exploration of the different theories of language 
operating i n the two groups, and /o r the subsequent variations be
tween post-modernist and modernist poetics, by way of definitions 
by D a v i d Lodge. I n fact, the addi t ion of L a c a n does nothing to 
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alter the fine textual analysis of the two writers, for wh ich the essay 
is most memorable. Incidentally, t rying to track down al l the a l lu
sions to L a c a n made by Blodgett was most frustrating. I n the 
absence of an index, comparing references to seek out consistencies 
and divergences i n their application is l ike hunt ing for a feather i n 
a haystack. 

Despite such allusions to post-structuralist theorists, Configuration 
is firmly grounded i n earlier theories. T h e influence of Gera rd 
Genette's structural analysis of figures is clear i n "Prisms and Arcs . " 
Nor throp Frye's spirit breathes through the volume, especially in the 
prair ie essays. T h r o u g h subtle textual analysis, they develop that 
metropolis/hinterland, cul ture/nature split wh ich has been a charac
teristic of the much castigated "thematic cr i t ic i sm" that has fol
lowed upon Frye's description of the "garrison mentality." Themat ic 
cr i t ic ism is often misunderstood, as Blodgett points out i n his post
script. ( H e takes up its defence i n a forthcoming essay.) I n Con
figuration, he goes to the Frye of the Anatomy of Criticism and 
applies the theory of genres to Canad ian literature, as Frye d i d not, 
showing us how theme becomes rhetorical gesture, a figure of the 
imaginat ion i n a formal and modal act. Consequently, Blodgett 
analyses ethnicity as a fiction, something produced i n art i n wh ich a 
semantic and ideological code is transformed, the ethnic "other" 
being moved closer to the position of subject. Th i s he sees happen
ing i n the shift i n emphasis from patriarchal giant in the anglo
phone novel to adolescent gir l i n the ethnic novel by writers such 
as M a r t h a Ostenso and V e r a Lysenko. (The potentials for a femi
nist analysis are ignored.) T h e other two essays explore wr i t ing 
about the prairie i n Engl ish and French, establishing generic distinc
tions between them, the closed space of the past i n francophone 
texts becoming the "unreali ty" of myth, whi le the optative, repeti
tive future i n anglophone texts gives rise to the timeless wor ld of 
"pseudo-reality," romance, pastoral, and comedy, self-reflexively 
turned back on themselves by novelists such as Ross, Wiebe, and 
Kroetsch. Al though the themes of false-fronts, ambiguity, abstrac
tion, are famil iar to readers of R i c o u and Harrison's studies of 
prair ie wr i t ing , and R . E . Watters long ago noticed a Canadian 
predilection for romance (against Austra l ian natural ism), the atten
t ion to their rhetorical figuration i n Configuration continually 
makes us aware of their literariness, their word-boundedness. 

As has often been remarked, Frye himself changed hats when he 
came to talk about Canad ian literature, leaving behind his struc
turalist typologies to wade into the waters of cul tural history. T h e 
importance of Blodgett's study is to show that Canad ian literature 
is not second rate, but can stand up to rigorous analysis of its struc
tures. I n fact, as Blodgett concludes, this literature easily lends itself 
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to a structuralist approach. T h a t character calls out for an approach 
w h i c h views it as figure, as abstraction, tells us much about the 
distinctiveness of Canad ian literature. Nonetheless, this tendency to 
see character as idea, and not as psychology, may lie i n the eye of 
the cride as he constructs the object of his study. Certainly, B l o d 
gett avoids discussion of Laurence and Rich le r . But then, Hagar 
and D u d d y are the exceptions critics often hold up to this rule to 
prove that Canadians can create "believable character." 

Configuration also makes a major contr ibution to the theory of 
comparative literature i n Canada . " T h e Canad ian Literatures as a 
Li terary Problem," gives an overview of the theoretical history of 
the field, exploring the implications of comparison where there is 
no border, and hence no figure for contiguity. Consequently, as he 
points out, i n the search for national identity, the metonymy of 
Front ier has turned into metaphor, or emblem of identi ty: main
stream, parallel lines, staircase of Chambord . F o r Blodgett, a l l these 
figures are marred by their tendency towards symmetrization or 
homogenization. T h e y ignore difference and the complexities of a 
mul t i l ingual situation i n Canada . T h e binary pai r ing of anglophone/ 
francophone, the usual approach of Canad ian comparatists, con
ceals the hegemonic position of Engl ish, w h i c h has made the 
Québéco i s into the impl ied audience of a translator. I n reply to this, 
Blodgett invites us to consider the ideological implications of our 
methodology. H e himself opts for a pluralist position using, as 
model, the lattice or gr id wh ich has the advantage of challenging 
the notion that culture and the state are inevitably l inked. L i te ra 
ture and language choose their own frontiers, Quebec and Engl ish 
Canada often meeting through a third culture, that of L a t i n 
A m e r i c a or the Amer ican South. W h i l e this is a most accurate 
picture of the relationships between the two literatures, the gr id may 
not be the best model for conveying it (pace Foucau l t ) . Indeed 
Fredr ic Jameson uses this figure to express a homogenizing, unifying 
element i n culture. W h e n he posits connections i n the realm of the 
literary, from w h i c h all sexual and pol i t ical difference has been 
excluded, Blodgett introduces the principle of identity and unity. 
Indeed, Configuration, l ike Frye's Anatomy, could be attacked by 
both feminists and nationalists for its championing of universals. 

A n d here is where Blodgett's theory and practice diverge once 
again. W h i l e his model and method tend to the universal rather 
than the local or particular, to deep structures and not surfaces, 
both the shape of his book and his literary analysis are based i n the 
discrete, the local . Presented as a collage of fragments wi th no two 
essays (except the prairie ones) fol lowing the same mode of relating 
texts, so that binary contrast, study of a single oeuvre produced i n 
two languages ("Alias G r o v e : Varia t ions i n disguise"), or explora-
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t ion of a group of books i n varying languages are juxtaposed, the 
book defies the tight unity and homogeneity of the usual academic 
study. Similar ly, by focusing on prairie wri t ing, on work in Ge rman 
related to Canada, Blodgett shifts away from the usual pol i t ical 
Quebec /Onta r io tug-of-war to take a place on the margins. H o w 
ever, w i t h i n the focus of his analysis, this decentring has not been 
taken far enough. M o s t of the fiction Blodgett refers to was writ ten 
by immigrants in Engl ish . A n d most of it is available i n reprint 
editions as part of the established national canon i n Engl ish . Here, 
there is no exploration of the wealth of Mennoni te wr i t ing of both 
Onta r io and the prairies i n German . Th i s is not a mul t icul tura l 
history of Canad ian wri t ing, a group project currently underway. 

I n fact, Configuration points out the limits of a l l literary endea
vours, that they bear the shape of the m i n d conceiving them. Th i s 
book is writ ten by a Germanicist and mediaevalist, who has brought 
his part icular interests to bear on the wr i t ing of the region where 
he settled. T h a t Blodgett's is a lively, intelligent, literary mind , 
means that the textual analysis i n Configuration is among the most 
sophisticated studies of Canad ian literature yet to be published. For 
this, as wel l as for its synthesis of the theoretical problems of com
parative literature i n this country, Configuration commands our 
attention. 

York University B A R B A R A G O D A R D 

Jars Balan , ed. Identifications: Ethnicity and the Writer in Canada. 
E d m o n t o n : T h e Canad ian Institute of U k r a i n i a n Studies, 1982. 
pp. 158. Unpr i ced . 

Identifications presents selected material from a conference on 
"Ethn ic i ty and the Wr i te r i n C a n a d a " wh ich took place i n E d m o n 
ton, Alber ta i n September of 1979. A l t h o u g h Jars Balan's intro
ductory statement that "ethnicity has historically been and con
tinues to be an important and dynamic element i n the evolution of 
Canad ian culture" is a truism, this volume fails to identify. It fails 
to identify exactly what ethnicity is and it fails to identify ethnicity's 
impact on our literature. Certainly, the impulse to "challenge the 
perception of anglophone Canada as a cul tural mono l i th" is an 
admirable one, but this volume and the conference i t represents 
seem to have gone around and around the monol i th of the Canadian 
identity question instead. 

T h e problem that these proceedings make most apparent is that 
ethnicity is a catch-all, ill-defined term that is misused more widely 
a l l the time. Apparently, ethnicity covers racial , national, pol i t ical , 
religious, and linguistic boundaries without differentiation or defini-
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tion. Mennonites, Indians, Icelanders, and German-speaking people 
may al l be considered "ethnic" but these groups have very different 
parameters and lumping them together does not make them similar. 
O u r romantic "Canad ian mosaic" encourages us to fit together the 
most disparate fragments but that diffusion is what destroys some of 
the intelligent questions raised i n this volume. 

Papers by Y a r Slavutych, George Bisztray, D a v i d Arnason, Danylo 
Struk, Judy Young , and Seymour Lev i t an provide omnibus lists of 
Ukra in i an , Hungar ian , Icelandic, U k r a i n i a n E m i g r é , and Y i d d i s h 
writers who deserve recognition i n Canada . T h e information is un
doubtedly useful but the approach uninspired. T h e transcripts of the 
panel discussions wi th participants R u d y Wiebe, M a r i a Campbel l , 
Pier Giorg io d i Cicco , A n d r e w Suknaski, M a a r a Haas, M y r n a 
Kostash, George Ryga , and Y a r Slavutych are more interesting, 
mostly because their fierce disagreements raise some inevitable 
questions about ethnicity. Unfortunately, the "Li te rary Passport" 
panel disintegrates into concerted wh in ing about the writers' works 
being misunderstood or badly treated because of their "ethnic" 
content. T h e panel discussion on "Hyphenated Canadians" is 
heated and hilarious; it identifies most of the problems only too 
evident i n the rest of the text. 

One of the major problems is that what is confronted here is not 
the literature itself so much as the identity of the writer. T h e fun
damental cri t ical premise that the wri ter and his work should not 
be confused has been freely ignored. Jars Balan's forced analogy 
between George Ryga's work and his personal past underscores the 
futility of such cr i t ic ism; it provides us wi th no new insights into 
George Ryga's novels and plays. Indeed, the text is used to gloss the 
author's life, a reversal that wou ld only be appropriate i n a post
modern novel. 

T h e ethnic posture as a parody or a fixation on the exotic and 
picturesque is a question that is too quickly dismissed. After a l l , as 
Danylo Struk points out, " emig ré literature is always a dying litera
ture, dying wi th the very people who produce i t . " T o embrace that 
unique position on a cont inuing basis as an "ethnic" writer en
hances the danger of parody. T h e attendant difficulties of distin
guishing nostalgic or sentimental folklore from literature are also 
evident. Ethnic i ty as the basis of literary cr i t ic ism is not v a l i d ; its 
l imi ta t ion calls into question the nature of such a literary category 
at a l l . 

T h e papers and discussions represented here do not place enough 
emphasis on the linguistic influences of ethnicity on language. Th i s 
seems to me the interesting cr i t ical question; what effect do various 
languages and peoples have on the way language is used i n art? 
Does the ethnic element affect cadence, rhythm, tonality, connota-



114 B O O K R E V I E W S 

tion, and how does that affect the art that results? O f this entire 
volume, Henry Kreisel 's essay, " T h e 'E thn ic ' Wr i t e r i n Canada , " is 
most satisfying because he talks about language and the writer's 
relationship to it, how an artist must appropriate a language for his 
art at the same time as the artist must be adopted by the language 
that he uses. T h e essential int imacy of language and the question 
of how to maintain the vitali ty of a language or a part icular 
(ethnic) experience come closest to touching the real issues at stake 
here. Wi thou t Kreisel 's essay, this volume would be as fragmented 
and disparate as the enormous number of ethnic groups i n Canada . 

W h a t is finally evident is that further definition is needed. E t h n i 
city does not lead to a literary genre, nor should i t be the basis for 
literary cri t icism. O u r zeal for mul t icul tural ism as a policy threatens 
to invade good literary judgment. L e t us attempt to define the 
ethnic further before we use it as a tool. It can as quickly ghettoize 
good literature as it can praise bad. 

A R I T H A V A N H E R K 
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