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ABSTRACT

Within New Worlds: Difficulties and Challenges of Translating Two of Pierre
Nepveu's Literary Essay

Cybele Lanthier

This project provides a translation of two of Pierre Nepveu's essays taken from
his book Intérieurs du nouveau monde published in 1998. The translation is
followed by a commentary that outlines some of the difficulties and challenges
that his work presented in the translation process. The work involved in
translating these essays not only required effort at the level of the text itself, but
also meant delving into the literary corpus on which the author based his ideas.
The readings and research involved prior and during translation affects the
syntax, word choice, and overall voice of the text in the receiving language.
Translation involves much more than a simple transfer process and requires
relying on a wealth of background work that engages the translator as a reader
and as a writer. Pierre Nepveu's essays are filled with literary references and

information that proves to be interesting and multifaceted reading.
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Is Void our Vocation?

This is the story of a young, single woman who writes poems, in the
middle of the 19t century, in a newly settled, crude and disorganized small
town, as pioneer towns ordinarily were. The young woman is named Almeda
Roth. She was born in Kingston, the former capital of Upper Canada, but her
father, a harness and leather-goods shopkeeper, reader of Shakespeare and the
Bible, moved his family out "West," that is to Lake Huron and the Meneseteung
River region in 1854. Almeda's brother and sister died very young from a fever,
and her mother, tormented by grief, survived them by only a few years. Her
father finally slipped away in his sleep twelve years later, so that Almeda, who
had never married, was to live the main part of her life as a recluse in her
tamily house.

Almeda is a sensitive, delicate woman, who lives in an environment
unfavourable to culture. Her celibacy further accentuated her isolation. The
local newspaper, the Vidette, was fond of gossip and miscellaneous news. No
matter how much the paper insinuated the possibility of a wedding between
the young woman andk her newly settled neighbour, Jarvis Poulter, an oil
prospector turned salt merchant, all this was just conjecture, based on the fact
that he would sometimes accompany her to church on Sunday.

One Saturday evening in summer, a big commotion can be heard coming
from the disreputable part of Pearl Street, the working class street that runs

behind Almeda's house and which her garden gave onto. Two shrill voices -



that of a man and a woman fighting - soon detach themselves from the general
uproar and moved towards her house. A fight broke out and the woman,
tattered and bloodied, is left for dead close to Almeda's garden fence. Almeda,
who witnesses this from her window, is paralysed with fear by the whole scene.
She runs to tell her neighbour Jarvis of the tragedy that has just taken place.
They discover that the beaten woman is not dead or even seriously hurt, she is
more than anything else completely drunk, and, with a bit of help, manages to
stagger home. This scene was pivotal to the story as a whole: the scene shows a
spike of violence which is immediately defused, and tinted with discreet
eroticism, for never until that moment had Jarvis Poulter been so attracted to
his neighbour, who was in her nightdress her hair loose about her.

For her, however, this episode marks instead the beginning of a more
resolute and definitive withdrawal. During that same night, she suffers from a
particularly heavy and painful menstrual period, and she decides to leave a
message on her front door telling Jarvis not to bother calling on her the next
morning, since she is not feeling well enough to go to church. Her body as well
as the whole familiar universe - its noises and its concrete things - take on a new
intensity for Almeda. She sits, in the grip of insomnia, until daylight, drinking
tea and listening to the least noise: the tick tock of the clock, the drops of grape
juice falling into a basin that she has set up in the kitchen to make jelly, and

later the steps of Jarvis Poulter coming up to her door, and then fading away.



It is not that she is starting to lose her mind or even that something
within her has broken. Rather, she is experiencing the birth of an extraordinary
receptivity that is literary in nature, since immediate sensations are
transforming themselves into necessity, into words, and into a desire for poems.
Almeda even imagines "one very great poem that will contain everything,"
(Munro, 1990, 70) not only in what she sees and hears, but in a thousand images
of a real or imagined world: the trees and the birds, angels in the snow (her
brother and her sister dead years earlier), the mental universe of Jarvis Poulter
and even, much further back, the legendary voyage of Champlain on Lake
Huron going up to the mouth of the Meneseteung river.

"Meneseteung": this aboriginal word provides the title of this admirable
short story written by Alice Munro, which at the same time becomes the
metaphor for a poetic stream, a verbal flow born from the violence of the world
and from the vigil of the mind. At the very beginning of the story, the narrator
evokes the bygone days of Almeda Roth based on old issues of the Vidette, all
the while describing in detail the collection of poems, Offerings, that she finally
publishes in 1873. That book, we understand at the end, contains many of the
images and scenes the young woman imagined during the long hours of
immobility that followed the scene of nocturnal violence. In this collection, we
find, notably, a poem entitled "Angels in the Snow" and another on the fictive
voyage of Champlain, "Champlain at the Mouth of the Meneseteung." Yet another

poem describes the flora and fauna of the region, while the last presents a list of



the plants imported from various corners of Europe to erﬁphasize the
Canadianness that resulted from this mixture.
* % % %

Published in Friend of my Youth in 1990, Alice Munro's short story brings
us back to a universe which we have little difficulty recognizing, that of the
New World and its small pioneer towns at the frontier of civilization, with their
gravel roads, their improvised and disparate constructions that make them look
like "encampments" (54), and their communities of new arrivals, who have in
common only youth and the ambition to succeed. Many of them, or their
children, will set out again, going further west, further into Ontario and all the
way to the Prairies. That world was rich with promise and possibilities, but it
was also fundamentally disorganized, uncertain, dangerous even, with its
absence of traditions and solid rules. Almeda and her neighbour Jarvis live on
a respectable street, Dufferin Street, whereas Pearl Street, whence the vulgar
and angry couple would emerge, plunges into a marshy zone that was no
doubt beautiful, seen from Almeda's window under the hazy morning sun, but
which also indicate the extreme social and moral desolation that threatened
every new town.

The references to Champlain and the flora transplanted from Europe
give this story mythical or archetypal shading. The same is true, though less
explicitly, of Almeda's family status: the tragedy that took away her family has

made her an orphan and her subsequent celibacy only confirms this state. Like



many American heroes, she thus faces the new reality that surrounds her alone.
At the same time, she obviously has nothing of the adventurer, and in this sense
she is not only a contemporary but also a cousin of Emily Dickinson, even if her
small town has a form and conventions much cruder than those of Amherst,
Massachusetts. We are not in New England or in Kingston, a city that already
has roots and traditions, but in a sort of "Frontier Town," at the edge of
Canadian civilization, which explains Almeda's insecurity and fear. As she
grows old, she will become marginal and eccentric, treated at best with
tolerance, at worst with sarcasm by her fellow citizens.

With a refinement characteristic of her art, Alice Munro, has not
suggested any explicit link between her heroine and Emily Dickinson.
However, each of the six sections of the short story begins with a quatrain
which functions as an epigraph that allows Almeda Roth's poetic voice to be
heard. The poem at the beginning of the fifth section displays obvious affinities
with the style of the American poet:

I sit at the bottom of sleep,

As on the floor of the sea.

And fanciful Citizens of the Deep

Are graciously greeting me. (Munro, 1990, 68)

These "Citizens of the Deep" are doubly significant: this figure in capital
letters reminds us of the way Emily Dickinson had of magnifying ordinary
reality, by using striking imagery. Moreover, in creating an oneiric community

associated with dreams and the maritime world, the poetic world was conjured



up as a veritable answer to what was precisely most problematic in the little
town in which Almeda lives (though not by choice): the idea of citizenship, of
belonging to a common order and destiny. Besides, this town, described in
great detail and with great realism, does not have a name in Alice Munro's
story, and only her local newspaper, which does have a name, makes this area
exist as an entity. The newspaper is at best held together by a jumble of trivial
events, gossip, and conjectures: the Vidette [where we perceive the etymology of
"voir" (to see)] is the faithful though narrow-minded newspaper of a town that
seeks to define itself as a real town, with its diverse lives and its inevitable
deaths, and with its still uncertain civic life that has to be roused on occasion
with advice and warnings, as for example those addressed with a touch of
humour to Jarvis Poulter, who should not use the public tap or pick up loose
coal fallen along the railway track without offering compensation in the form of
free salt to the municipality and to the railway company.

In this little world on the margins of an immense and still barely known
and poorly inhabited space, a world without cowboys, Indians, or heroes of any
kind, Almeda Roth writes a poetry that her very name, with its initial and final
'A', seems to symbolize. Her experience has something of the Borgesian Aleph
where the very big, the multiple, the Whole is unfurling in the very small, in a
room where she remains motionless and as if in rupture with the world. The
bitterness of this emerging society, the vulnerability that such bitterness

provokes in a woman alone, and the prudishness that she experiences in the



face of life's realities: all this nourishes an acute perception and a fervent
imagination that allows her to take everything in. No doubt Almeda's only
book, Offerings, is not the unknown masterpiece of a literature in the making,.
Almeda herself in her preface modestly declares that poetry was for her an
alternative to embroidery for which her hands were too clumsy. But no matter,
these poems of a fictitious author invented by a prose-writer at the end of the
19% century speak of the force of a literary motif of which we have seen other
examples: that of an America not embraced with abandon and lived as an
exalting even ecstatic adventure, but rather experienced from a fragile
subjectivity, an America often folded in upon itself and its own intimate
universe. This very resistance to the natural continuum and to a space of
salvation made it possible to seize the world in its vivacious, and at times
stunning otherness: here was the birth of a culture, of a spirit, in the very midst
of the chaos of a poorly structured and disunited reality. Admittedly this
culture was the product of an isolated woman whose father read the Bible,
Shakespeare and Edmund Burke, and nothing suggests that it will become
generalized. And yet we could also conclude that if Alice Munro invented this
19t century Almeda, it was to note both an origin and a filiation; she writes
today in a little town in the same south-west Ontario area (in Clinton, on the
road between Stratford and the shores of the immense Lake Huron.) The
narrative finds its source in a poetry of space and time; it provides a kinship

between two authors while developing itself as the archaeology of a collective



memory, a discreetly ironic archaeology that measures the distance between the
world then and the world today. In this respect, the reference to
"Canadianness" at the beginning of the story is important. It designates a
particular way of living in the New World, somewhere between Kingston and
the Prairies, in an anonymous little town where a solitary woman discovers she
is a poet.

* % % %

An inevitable question comes up and has often come up: can
"Canadianness" be fundamentally distinguished from "Americanness," or is it a
barely distinguishable form of Americanness? Obviously this question does not
leave Alice Munro indifferent, though her style and intellectual universe
oppose the militant nationalism that brandishes an identity or a flag. In another
short story in Friend of my Youth, "Hold Me Fast, Don't Let Me Pass," we read
the following conversation which takes place in a bar in Scotland between a
regular and a Canadian from Ontario, Hazel, who has just crossed the Atlantic
to visit the old village where her now deceased husband had lived and had had
a mistress during the Second World War:

"So have you come over here looking for your roots?" he said. He gave
the word its most exaggerated American pronunciation.

"I'm Canadian," Hazel said quite pleasantly "We don't say 'roots' that
way."

"Ah, I beg your pardon," he said. "I'm afraid we do that. We do tend to
lump you all together, you and the Americans." (79)



The Scot, however, quickly forgets Hazel's remark, and the same day, in a
conversation taking place over supper on the popularity of frozen foods, he
again consider her as an American, without paying the least attention to
another correction ventured by the increasingly weary Canadian.

The very banality of the topics in question (the pronunciation of a word
or eating habits) does not make Hazel's affirmation of identity insignificant
because it is apparent that her insistent clarification - "I am Canadian (and not
American)" - has a more general and profound scope, though never clarified.
Yet if Alice Munro shows sensitivity to this question of identity, treating it with
a discreet irony - English Canadians are North Americans who must always
remind the world that they are not Americans - in no way is this explicit point
of view manifest in a short story such as "Meneseteung," despite the botanical
allusion to a certain "Canadianness." What Almeda Roth's story makes one
aware of is a more distinctive way of envisaging the world of our origins and
our pioneers, a way characterized by reserve and modesty, by a violence kept at
arm's length while giving rise to both fear and a movement of creative
interiorization.

So far I have emphasized that such a relation to the New World is far
from being absent from American literature, and we cannot reduce it to pure
epic, to the grandiose affirmation of energy drawn from nature. The Whitman
model of a sublime and pan-psychic occupation of space is seriously

counterbalanced (as pointed out by novelist Joyce Carol Oates) by an inverse



movement of interiorization, of going deeper into the "mind" and place,
especially where writers of New England and more generally of the North-East
are concerned. The affinities, albeit discreet, that Alice Munro's story sketched
between Almeda Roth and Emily Dickinson seem to suggest at the same time
that there is no radical opposition between a certain type of relation to the New
World in Canada or in the United States, and all the more reason if we examine
the issue from a feminine perspective. Evidently this relationship is not
surprising if we consider women throughout history but also more broadly the
history of North-East America and of the triangle made up of New England,
Lower, and Upper Canada. These regions are separated by more or less solid
political boundaries (and for Lower Canada a linguistic boundary,) but they
also present a number of affinities - religious, sociological, and cultural - and
between these regions there was an important movement of population.

Yet there is something in Alice Munro's short story (as there is moreover
in the rest of her work) that illustrates the best of a tradition that was strongly
asserted by writers and critics wanting to show the existence and specificity of a
Canadian literature in relation to an American one, or squarely opposed to it.
For example, as early as 1943, Northrop Frye evoked in an article (later
published in his classic The Bush Garden) the great Whitmanesque current in the
poetry of our southern neighbours, and tied Whitman to poets such as
"Sandburg, Lindsay, Jeffers or Macleish," (137) only to then characterize

Canadian poetry by opposite traits:
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Nature in Canadian poetry, then, has little of the vagueness of great
open spaces in it: that is very seldom material that the imagination can
use. One finds rather an intent and closely focussed vision, often on
something in itself quite unimportant. 1
Note that this characterization was made possible by the fact that Frye, a critic
of great scope and immense culture, consciously or not reduced all modern
American poetry to Whitman and his inheritors while ignoring the problematic
and often critical relation that some of the best American poets of the twentieth
century have entertained with the poet of Leaves of Grass, such as Frost, Stevens,
Crane, Williams and many others.

In fact this reductive view of American poetry allowed Frye to shed light
on the colonial character of Canadian literature, which had evidently not
known, any more than Québécois literature, the remotest equivalent to Walt
Whitman. Canada's political history is such that withdrawal, interiority,
modesty, and conformity have become, not a tradition, but a veritable illness,
the symptoms and modes of which Frye studied in 1943. Does this not also
suggest that American poets, who experienced liberty early on, are healthier?
In other words, they fully assumed and accepted exteriority and nature? Here
Frye became complex not to say complicated. What's more, he asserted that
political emancipation and maturity have not given rise, as far as Americans are
concerned, to a greater poetic maturity. He especially warned Canadian poets

against "two North American monsters" (135) that they will have to kill once

free from the colonial condition. These monsters, or more precisely these
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"dragons," were the clichés of newness and youth, and of the dictatorship of
nature. These two dragons were close relatives. Being young and new was a
cliché implying that you had to spend several centuries cutting down trees and
building roads before attaining the era of leisure and culture. The dictatorship
of nature proclaimed, as Mephistopheles did to Faust, that one must embrace
life anew and directly, not through the intermediary of books and culture.

No doubt the apparent confusion in Frye's proposal when referring to
Americans was less revealing as a fault in logic than it is of a necessary
identification process, one that uses the other for contrast even at the price of a
few contradictions. Not only that but Frye's proposal seemed to be evidence of
a knot situated at the very heart of the North American experience and of the
never ending virulent debate that this experience arouses between nature and
culture. We could account for this knot, or this double constraint, in the form of
two propositions:

1. America, as space distinct from Europe, represents nature and vital
energy, which Europeans failed to take on because of fear, timidity,
Puritanism, and a retreat into the self; this inadequacy in the face of a
powerful and absolute requirement (who can really be against life?) was
the distinctive illness of the North American being.

2. Yet, this call of the wild, this offering of raw life was the great North
American illusion, and led very often to a loss of all interiority and to a

naturalism or primitivism that were disastrous aesthetically. Nature was
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not a given to the writer or the artist, and one must make a detour

through literary works, through the past and therefore also through

Europe, to tell about "real life" in the New World.

With great lucidity, and now dealing with North American poetry overall, Frye
summed up this tension in two words that translated "two irreconcilable views
of literature" (136), one which wants poets to be original, and one which wants
them to be aboriginal, or "native" if we want to avoid this term. Frye noted that
any originality implied a return to the origins, in other words, to the past, to the
ancient poets, which meant that North American poets were never the "natives"
that they wanted to be, unless precisely succumbing to the naturalist mirage
that leads the poet down the road to ruin.

Without underestimating in the least the Canadian difference, not to
mention the Québécois difference (which I will get back to,) we cannot fail to
see at this level a certain number of convergent experiences. We saw that
William Carlos Williams considered the American individual as sick, dying,
handicapped by a Puritanism that prevented Americans from being equal to
life's tremendous demands in the New World; in the same breath, Williams
nevertheless criticized Whitman, an anti-puritan par excellence, for his
excessive naturalism and primitivism.

In Québec, this North American "knot" was fully manifest in Saint-Denys
Garneau and the group of La Reléve. In his letters to André Laurendeau on July

6 and 11, 1931, Garneau pointed to a powerful natural setting: a virgin
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Laurentian landscape of "extraordinary force" (1967, 45) which called for the
birth of a "new man" (1967, 14) and which fell under perception, or of "feeling"
(1967, 15) rather than "literature" (1967, 16). And yet, over the years, Garneau
would come to perceive himself as increasingly incapable of embracing life,
guilty of distance, of retreat, of inadequacy, and guilty, precisely, of "literature."
It goes without saying that the interpretation of this adventure suggested by
Jean Le Moyne, and at the same time by F. Scott Fitzgerald, was interesting
from that perspective: the acceptance of life in its totality was posited as a norm
that Garneau failed to reach. Yet, still according to Le Moyne, Fitzgerald's
literary and human destiny told us that openness to life, this typical and
tyrannical North American requirement, would lead straight to disaster unless
there was a nourishing return to books and European sources.

In short, even if the "disease" (134) Frye diagnosed in 1943 while
observing the Canadian imagination, was mainly, according to him, due to
Canada's colonial position, a larger dimension cannot be dismissed, one in fact
suggested in Frye's thoughts on America. There existed a point of convergence
where this "disease" (Frye, 1971, 134), this "morbidity" (Lemoyne, 1964, 228),
this "agony of self-realization" (Williams, 1967, 109) found a common ground:
early European settlers botched the New World adventure; they did not
respond to its open call, and grave, even deadly, suffering was the consequence
of this failure. From this perspective, Puritanism, Jansenism, and colonialism

appeared as successive or partial explanations of the same affliction identified
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in rather different contexts. This affliction was always paradoxical because the
doctor or the observer asserted that the mistake consisted of not having known
how to answer the call of nature and life, but they hasten to add that to answer
this call body and soul was also an offence against the mind. One must both
yield to and resist the grandiose exteriority that America offered: a difficult
position where perhaps only a slight space was cleared, a place of writing and
imagination.

In light of these thoughts, one can better see how Alice Munro's short
story can awaken quite a mythical horizon. Does Almeda Roth, single and a
poet, suffer from this disease of the New World? Is Almeda too timid to take a
chance, to simply live in her little town that trails off into a swamp, at the
frontier of civilization and wilderness? She could have married her
entrepreneur neighbour, let her own body bloom, have children, embark upon
this grand adventure which could have perhaps brought them even farther
West, as it did so many others.

Almeda suffers from those minor ailments, which single women
frequently complained of in another era: she suffers from frequent and
persistent insomnia, her eyes sting and her joints hurt. Her doctor prescribes
some pills and gives her the typical advice to read less and get married (the
narrator notes ironically in passing that the doctor prescribed most of the same
medications to married women...). Yet Almeda is not depressive or desiccated,

and by describing this world of pioneers from the point of view of this single,

15



slightly hypochondriac woman, Alice Munro gives her position of withdrawal a
creative value. In the house, an intimate and separate place, Almeda becomes
an uprooted person who can just as well make an inventory of the flora and
fauna of the New World, as imagine what she has not seen, from her familial
past to another of Champlain's explorations. No doubt an heir of the Loyalists
and the Puritans (though her family name also mysteriously suggests some
Jewish ancestry, specifically from two great Jewish American writers of the 20t
century, Henry and Philip Roth), Almeda turns her modesty into strength and
her conservatism becomes a personal and original route towards the exterior
world, reinvented through a keen sense of observation and focus.

*ox % %

Northrop Frye's article, written following the publication of an
anthology of Canadian poetry, The Book of Canadian Poetry by A.J.M. Smith,
illustrated just how the American reference was important in the affirmation of
a typically Canadian imagination. This reference was complex, distorted, and
consisted of many dimensions. On the first level, it simply showed the desire of
Canadian writers, as well as post-war Québécois writers, finally to emancipate
themselves from the European motherland, a rupture that would henceforth
find its primary justification in the awareness of a different space, of a different
"tellurism," to borrow a word used by Gaston Miron when speaking of

Québécois poetry.
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Falling into a romantic view of the New World was out of the question.
By criticizing the clichés of the young and the new, Frye wanted to relativize
the idea that the Canadian writer of the Americas was deprived of a past and a
tradition. In a passage where he mentions Canadian poets such as Lampman
and Pratt, but also Octave Crémazie, Frye suggests that it was not so much the
rupture with the tradition of the motherland, or more broadly Europe, but the
loss of a "linear sequence" (136), of a necessary, neat and significant,
configuration that characterized the writers of the Americas (after all, books
and the classics were just as available to the writer if he or she were in Paris or
London, an affirmation that would, however, require some nuance in the
Québec prior to 1960.) Writing in America was to find oneself not without
tradition, but before all traditions, as if in front of a market or a chaotic bazaar, a
"kaleidoscopic whirl with no definite shape or meaning" (136). France,
England, Europe were not absent, but appeared now as arbitrary, contingent,
multiple. Hence a bit of fantasy as far as cultural references were concerned, as
well as a playful liberty which Frye found examples of in Pratt and in the
Jewish Montreal poet A.M. Klein, but which could also be extended to a
number of other writers in the Americas, very different from each other, from
Ezra Pound to Borges, from Saint-John Perse to Julio Cortazar or Réjean
Ducharme, from Carlos Fuentes to Robertson Davies and Hubert Aquin.
Playful styles and collages, pluralistic and ironic references, bulimia or

confusion of cultures: does this not give the Borgesian figure of the Aleph a
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resonance so typically American? Sitting alone in the corner of a room as if the
world had become empty and absent, and feeling all things unfurl, all histories,
all cultures, jumbled together - a catastrophe of the imagination and erudition, a
wonderful arbitrariness of traditions. There was always an imminent risk in
the New World of uncontrolled cultural enthusiasm, a panic over this
"enumerative function" the role and forms of which André Brochu
demonstrated in the modern novel and which would merit one day an
American chapter?. It is revealing that under Alice Munro's pen, a woman
discovering herself a poet in a world of pioneers reached the same conclusion,
and received in a room within a closed house the multiplicity of things and
histories - the names of flowers, and the thoughts of Jarvis Poulter, including
reminiscences on the Bible, on Shakespeare, and on Edmund Burke, the literary
heritage passed on by her father.

% % % %

I now arrive at the second level where the American reference was
manifest, this time in a resolutely adversarial manner. As seen with Frye, the
community of North American destiny made room for the affirmation of
difference. Canadian interiority was opposed to American exteriority (the
United States), timidity and conformity to liberty, the victim mentality and of
the colonized to the spirit of affirmation and conquest. Here we must
appropriately answer this burning question: how can one be North American

without being American, to break literally with England without falling into the
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arms of the poetic or romantic models of the United States? We can easily
understand how this dilemma arose with particular acuity in English Canada
and strongly inhibited any euphoria for Americanism; any recourse to this
concept was even less distinct in Québec where there was no precise literary
model to measure up to.

Yet a certain Canadian response was all the more interesting because it
intersected with a process that has played an essential role in the invention of
modern Québécois literature. It consisted of turning the failings of the
imaginary not into qualities but at least into creative sources, making the little,
the small, the almost nothing, a space for writing. On this level, Northrop
Frye's The Bush Garden was the cousin of Gilles Marcotte's Une littérature qui se
fait where a hardly glorious and rather sickly literary or poetic tradition, a
heritage of the "interior exile" (1968, 91), of the "creative schizophrenia" (Frye,
1971, 133), and the congenital condition that resulted in a difficulty to take
shape and to embrace space and life, were as many traits that were not
categorically condemned and rejected, but rather perceived as a true and
specific condition, and better yet, as a history to assume, to explore, and to
write about. Here the Canadian or Québécois imagination found its own
configuration; from these hardly engaging beginnings, literature became
thinkable and possible, not only in the future but also retrospectively.

At the turn of the 70s, such a reversal struck a sensitive chord in writers

such as Margaret Atwood and Dennis Lee, who, following Frye, asked the
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American question from a Canadian viewpoint, and more specifically from a
Torontonian one. From a political and economic perspective their anti-
Americanism was notorious, and Lee in particular denounced the stranglehold
of the United States on Canada in Civil Elegies with almost as much vigour as
Paul Chamberland did when he decried "the Yankee hydra" or the "Big Brother
jackass" in L'afficheur hurle (71). Even more noticeable, and richer from a poetic
standpoint, was how much the negative themes which Frye spoke of - timidity,
prudishness, fear, victimization - served once again to express, with some
exaggeration, a difference between Canada and the United States, and allowed
the reinvention of an experience of the New World proper to Canada
characterized by what Margaret Atwood called "paranoid schizophrenia,"
(1970, 62) as opposed to American megalomania which she mentions in the
afterword of her collection of poems The Journals of Susanna Moodie.

By poetically rewriting the adventure of a pioneer leaving England in
1832 to settle with her husband in Upper Canada, Atwood wanted to
reconstruct from the inside this Canadian mental illness, and to attempt the
archaeology of an arrival and a settlement. Here we are again in Almeda Roth's
era, in the same fledgling society, still shapeless, except for the fact that Susanna
Moodie really did exist and wrote accounts of her experience as an immigrant
and a pioneer, one of which, Roughing it in the Bush, is a classic of the mid-19th

century. Atwood freely draws inspiration from this book, by conserving certain
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key moments, but also by giving the whole adventure a much more intimate
and subjective turn.

The Journals of Susanna Moodie, published in 1970, poetically captured
moments of consciousness that have been dragged out from the subjectivity of
her familiar world. During the great cholera epidemic that ravaged Lower
Canada in the years 1830 to 1840, the immigrant briefly lands in the City of
Québec and compares herself to "a word/in a foreign language" (1970, 11). The
New World presented itself to her as "a large darkness" and she adds "it was
our own /ignorance we entered" (1970, 12). This pioneer's adventure was one
of a de-centred self, invaded by uncontrollable and disorderly forces, which
found expression, so typical of Atwood, in the very shape of the poems, with
their staccato style, their nervous reflexiveness, as if they had been hallucinated.
Susanna Moodie, as well as Marie de I'Incarnation and many others after her,
must endure the real, but also profoundly symbolic, hardship of damaging
fires, one of which completely destroyed her house. "I, who had been
erased /by fire, was crept in upon by green," (1970, 26) Atwood then describes
in a poem how Susanna discovered herself more vulnerable than ever to nature.
From that moment on she must turn away from this wild and turbulent fallow
land, in order to find refuge in a city (after having lived "in the bush," Susanna
Moodie settles in Belleville, on the shores of Lake Ontario.) Wilderness now
revealed itself in a series of dreams where vegetables grow in a bloody,

anarchical fashion, and where the apparition of a bear in the night produces
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terror. Susanna Moodie now only inhabits an intimate world, the world of her
own cramped, aging body, and that of her family, of her children (one of her
sons drowns) and her grandchildren, while on the outside the new arrivals are
"day and night riding across an ocean of unknown/land to an unknown land"
(1970, 33).

Was not this whole destiny simply diminishment and shrinkage as a
result of a complete lack of domination over the milieu? No doubt this would
result in a certain literary contradiction because to choose to make Susanna
Moodie speak through fiction was not only to give her a voice, but by the same
token to enter into the logic of conscience and being, and therefore also of
permanence. In fact, the last part of the collection constructed, so to speak, the
immortality of the pioneer, and established her perennial subterranean
consciousness. In her old age she already sees herself "eaten away by light"
(1970, 48), an image that conjured up both disappearance and access to the
supernatural. Then, having become deaf and senile, having arrived at the last
stage of shrinkage, and conscious of her own "puckered mind/scurrying in its
old burrows" (1970, 49), she imagines herself as a heraldic emblem, an
"uncorroded" gold bird (1970, 49).

Even underground Susanna Moodie will not die. This permanence is
not, however, a triumph, or the mythical and monumental advent of a founding
figure: this is the permanence of ambiguity, of a love-hate relation to the

country, of an unresolved conflict between the soul and progress. Beneath the
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cities that were starting to resemble real cities, beneath Kingston and Belleville,
and especially in the underground, and the vast space that was Toronto,
glinting with glass and steel, the immortal voice of Susanna Moodie still speaks
about nature, and paradoxically, about disappearing. In the end, having
become an old woman on a bus, she whispers to her fellow citizens words that
conclude the book:

Turn, look down:

there is no city;

this is the centre of a forest

your place is empty (1970, 61)
A surprising ending to settlement in American territory: in this new country,
the city exists and does not exist.

% % w

In the first of his Civil Elegies published in 1972, Dennis Lee wrote "... we
have no notion of what we might have come to be in America" (34). What is
striking with Atwood and Lee, both direct inheritors of Northrop Frye, was the
insistence and the intensity with which "Canadian interiority" - interpreted as
withdrawal or retreat in comparison to "American exteriority" - was itself
poetically dragged towards radical devastation. "Your place is empty," suggests
Susanna Moodie in the ear of Torontonian citizens, and Dennis Lee begins one
of his Elegies with this question: "Among the things which/hesitate to be, is
void/our vocation?" (43), an echo, barely distorted, of Saint-Denys Garneau's

question: "Have I the vocation for poverty?" (133). The term "vocation" has a
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religious connotation and also the unexpected avatar of the "admirable void"
invoked by the mystic voice of Marie de I'Incarnation. Such a link with New
France and its religious figures was not a given. In Survival. A Thematic Guide to
Canadian Literature, Margaret Atwood ironically asserted that in some way,
THE Canadian poem was Brébeuf and his Brethren by EJ. Pratt. In 1943,
Northrop Frye admired this long narrative poem that seemed to him exemplary
of the Canadian experience in the New World, and that tells of the
evangelization of the Indians by the Jesuits, beginning with father Brébeuf at
the head of these events to the final massacre and destruction of the Huron
nation (Pratt, 1940, 57). What can be more Canadian, Atwood asked ironically,
than the story of a "French Catholic priest killed by the Indians, as seen by a
white English speaking Protestant Canadian from Newfoundland3?" (1972, 93).
Nourished by the reading of Relations des jésuites, Pratt's long poem was
much more than an edifying story, nor was there an equivalent in Québécois
literature. Atwood, in Frye's footsteps, insisted mainly on the sanctification of
the victim and on the relation to a hostile environment (nature, Indians) which
Pratt's poem typically attested to. A vocation of suffering, a vocation of void,
and from there the long ancestry of the Canadian New World took shape up
until the present, in other words the beginning of the 1970s. At the end of the
road was the great city, Toronto, which rose in all its splendid and prosperous
vacuity, Toronto where the voice of Susanna Moodie survived and where

Dennis Lee lived, in front of the two beautiful semi-circular towers and the
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arches of City Hall, in order to think about the amazing destiny of his fellow
citizens on American soil.

Among all these new, small, dusty, or muddy cities that were built in
Upper Canada, Toronto (the old York), was the most successful and most
resembled an American city. Dennis Lee used the city as an echo chamber, a
place of consciousness from where Canadian history and an entire vast space
could be conceived and imagined. "The continental drift to barbarian normalcy
frightens me," (49) he confessed from his perfectly situated central place: the old
theme of "barbarism" (1966, 37) in America and the democracy of the
uncultured, the symptoms of which Tocqueville had already uncovered. One
would think that the Toronto area where the poet had taken up residence, with
its elegant architecture, its sculpture by Henry Moore (The Archer), the
courteous and quiet way of passing citizens stopping in front of it then
returning to their occupations, would constitute enough of an answer to this
barbarity. But to simply oppose order to an anarchical space was not in the
least enough for Lee, because this place was essentially unreal, artificial, empty.
From this point of view, one could not take refuge in an aesthetic of the
immediate, of the here and now, where things and people shine by their
presence. Historical consciousness spoke too much of failures, of lives unlived,
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