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Zusammenfassung 

Historiographic metafiction ist eine Form des historischen Romans, welche geschichtlich 

überlieferte Gegebenheiten und Personen rekonstruiert und dabei in besonderem Maße selbst-

reflektierend über diesen dynamischen Prozess des historischen Erzählens sinniert. 

Ursprünglich ein Produkt der Literatur der Postmoderne, welche absolute Wahrheiten infrage 

stellt und den Versuch unternimmt, sogenannte Masternarrative zu dekonstruieren, wurde der 

Begriff historiographic metafiction erstmals von der kanadischen Wissenschaftlerin Linda 

Hutcheon in den 1980ern geprägt. Angesichts der Vielzahl an literarischen Werken und 

Hutcheons weitreichender Arbeit läutete ihre Forschung eine Ära ein, in der es 

wissenschaftlichen Auseinandersetzungen mit historischen Romanen nahezu unmöglich war, 

nicht auch diese Texte zu berücksichtigen. 

 Insbesondere in den USA und Kanada wurde diese Form des historischen Erzählens 

populär und nordamerikanische Autorinnen und Autoren neigten besonders in den letzten vier 

Dekaden des 20. Jahrhunderts zu einer kritischen Auseinandersetzung mit geschichtlichen 

Ereignissen und deren Darstellung. Die Literaturen beider Länder bedienen sich ähnlicher 

Themenfelder, welche in den vorliegenden Kapiteln dieser Studie widergespiegelt sind: die 

Kolonialisierung des nordamerikanischen Kontinentes, die Beteiligung der USA und Kanada 

am Ersten und Zweiten Weltkrieg, der Einfluss von Zuwanderern am gesellschaftlichen und 

kulturellen Leben Nordamerikas sowie die Infragestellung archivischer Daten als Methode der 

Geschichtsschreibung. 

Bisherige Studien analysierten historiographic metafiction im Hinblick auf die jeweiligen 

nationalen Kontexte der Autorinnen und Autoren und ihrer Werke. Diese Arbeit schließt somit 

eine Lücke in der literaturwissenschaftlichen Forschung und bietet einen systematischen 

Vergleich einschlägiger Texte aus den USA und Kanada. Darüber hinaus betrachtet die 

vorliegende Studie transnationale Tendenzen innerhalb der literarischen Werke und eröffnet so 

eine Leseweise dieser Texte in einem nordamerikanischen und globalen Kontext.  

Historiographic Metafiction in North America: A Comparative Approach sieht sich also 

als einen weiterführenden Teil der Forschung zum historischen Roman in den USA und 

Kanada. Außerdem stellt die Studie einen zeitgemäßen Forschungsbereich der „Comparative 

North American Studies“ dar und leistet einen theoretischen Beitrag dazu.  
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1. Introduction: Comparing Historiographic Metafiction in Canada and the United States  

1.1. Write Your Own History: Relevance and Aims of this Study 

To writers of fiction, the past is an imaginative space with numerous opportunities for exploring 

the stories by which cultures create meaning in the present. To locate oneself within a larger 

story of historical and global importance can be humbling and mortifying, as it makes us feel 

small and insignificant. Yet, at the same time, imagining ourselves within world history can 

also be bold and empowering, because it demonstrates our ability to create stories of historical 

events and thereby interact with history. 

“Historical fiction” is a term whose oxymoronic quality is one factor that makes the 

historical novel a notoriously vague category. The novels that we typically understand by that 

term are set in a recognizable time in the past with potentially veri fiable circumstances and 

events, but the writers also create entirely fictitious characters and immerse them in this 

historical setting. Attempts at definition have thus spurred academic debate in the last decades, 

and the only agreement about the genre is that it deals with the past. 

Postmodern writers, like Robert Coover and Kurt Vonnegut in the United States as well 

as George Bowering and Timothy Findley in Canada, suggested a style that was considerably 

different from modernist approaches to historiography and the writing of historical fiction. 

Their novels agreed with postmodern theories that sought to destabilize conventional notions 

of history. In her analysis of this literary phenomenon, Linda Hutcheon thus prominently coined 

the term “historiographic metafiction” (Hutcheon 1988a, 105), defining these texts as “not quite 

historical novels in the traditional sense, for they are also very metafictional in their attention 

to the processes of writing, reading, and interpreting” (Hutcheon 1988b, 13). Further, Hutcheon 

comments on the structural similarities inherent to narratives in history and literature, arguing 

that “to write history (or historical fiction) is (equally) to narrate, to re-present by means of 

selection and interpretation. History (like realist fiction) is made by its writer, even if events are 

made to seem to speak for themselves” (Hutcheon 1988b, 66, original emphasis). As this form 

of historical fiction is, therefore, preoccupied with the discursive aspects of historiographical 

methods and practices, it can thus be understood as actively participating in the social 

construction of history (see also Nünning 1995, 10). Not only the writers of such self-conscious 

novels are drawn to the act of creating meaning, but the “readers become the actual and 

actualizing links between history and fiction, as well as between the past and the present” 

(Hutcheon 1988b, 65). Historiographic metafiction refers to an extratextual reality and 

explicitly problematizes and questions this reference. Intertexts and parody became essential 
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tools for postmodern literature, and historiographic metafiction is demonstratively apt for 

“us[ing] and abus[ing]” (Hutcheon 1988a, 3) concepts of history and any textual traces of the 

past. While historical fiction functions by generating an illusion of a possible past, 

historiographic metafiction is doubtful of any “truthful” representations of historical events. 

Instead, it disturbs its own fictionality to explore the functions of this illusion, to destabilize 

dominating narratives, and to self-consciously practice its findings in literary texts. 

In the United States and Canada, a conceptualization of “North America” as shared space 

with different nations has shaped the development of historical fiction and historiographic 

metafiction in distinct ways. The novels discussed in this study reimagine scenarios that trace 

the formation of US American, Canadian, or indeed North American cultures, thereby actively 

participating in constructing the cultural, social, and national identities. The novels are 

concerned with themes relevant to both countries, such as the exploration and settlement of the 

continent, and show how the writers respond to them with varying tactics of representation. It 

is the aim of this study to explore historiographic metafiction in the United States and Canada 

from a transnational perspective. I understand historiographic metafiction as a variation of the 

historical novel, rather than a separate genre, but with striking differences in form, function, 

and politics. While other scholars have contributed to nuanced distinctions of the novels that I 

subsume under the term “historiographic metafiction,” my focus lies in developing a 

comparative approach to those texts written by authors from the United States and Canada. This 

approach ultimately legitimizes the text selection following in the analysis chapters. I see the 

value of a comprehensive survey in its potential for comparison, enabling me to create 

connections between numerous texts and to discuss novels whose formalist, generic boundaries 

might have otherwise prevented them from being compared. 

While this form of the historical novel first emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, it has never 

lost its appeal, and writers continue to turn to self-reflexive engagements with the past in their 

literary texts. This study therefore discusses not only postmodern works from this early period, 

but also novels from the 1980s and 1990s, as well as more recent texts published after 2000. 

More than 50 years after the initial phase of publications during the period of postmodernism, 

there are more than 40 examples of historiographic metafiction in Canada and the United States 

today, and I believe the time is now ripe for assessing the field. 

Scholarly literature on historical fiction and historiographic metafiction often focuses its 

attention to national readings. In Linda Hutcheon’s extensive body of work, she defines and 

discusses historiographic metafiction in detail, while locating it within the context of 

postmodernism in Canada. Other scholars, following Hutcheon’s lead, continued to discuss the 
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peculiarities of the historical novel and its contexts in Canada. Noteworthy examples, whose 

perspectives are discussed at a later point in this study, include Jutta Zimmermann’s Metafiktion 

im anglokanadischen Roman der Gegenwart (1996), Marie Vautier’s New World Myth: 

Postmodernism and Postcolonialism in Canadian Fiction (1998), Nicola Renger’s Mapping 

and Historiography in Contemporary Canadian Literature in English (2005), Herb Wyile’s 

Speculative Fictions: Contemporary Canadian Novelists and the Writing of History (2002), 

Gordon Bölling’s History in the Making: Metafiktion im neueren anglokanadischen 

historischen Roman (2006), Renée Hulan’s Canadian Historical Writing: Reading the Remains 

(2014), Nora Tunkel’s Transcultural Imaginaries: History and Globalization in Contemporary 

Canadian Literature (2012), and David Lucking’s The Serpent’s Part: Narrating the Self in 

Canadian Literature (2003). Scholars interested in US American historical fiction produced 

works that include, for example, Metafiction, Moving Pictures, Moving Histories (1995) by 

Thomas Irmer, Bernd Engler’s and Oliver Scheidig’s collection Re-Visioning the Past: 

Historical Self-Reflexivity in American Short Fiction (1998), Ana Nune’s African American 

Women Writer’s Historical Fiction (2011), and Birgit Spengler’s Literary Spinoffs: Rewriting 

the Classics—Re-Imagining the Community (2015). 

A contextualization of the historical novel in comparative frameworks has been motivated 

by various reasons. Ansgar Nünning’s comprehensive study, Theorie, Typologie und Poetik des 

historischen Romans: Von historischer Fiktion zu historiographischer Metafiktion (1995), is 

impressive in its scope and aims. While concentrating on literature written in English, he 

discusses a wide range of literary texts from different national contexts. Yet, his focus lies on 

offering typological distinctions as he addresses questions of genre and poetics of the historical 

novel vis-à-vis historiographic metafiction and further variations thereof. Imre Szeman’s Zones 

of Instability: Literature, Postcolonialism, and the Nation (2003) uses a comparative method to 

discuss works by writers from Nigeria, Canada, and the British Caribbean. Hamish Dalley’s 

The Postcolonial Historical Novel: Realism, Allegory, and the Representation of Contested 

Pasts (2014) compares the developments in the historical novel in former colonies of Africa 

and Australasia. Susan C. Brantly’s The Historical Novel, Transnationalism, and the 

Postmodern Era: Presenting the Past (2017) discusses how the historical novel in various 

countries responds to the pressures of postmodernism and transnationalism, and her analysis is 

chiefly interested in literature from English-speaking countries and Sweden. 

North America, rather than the United States or Canada alone, is seldom the focus of 

scholarly work on historical fiction. Until today, Engler’s and Müller’s collection from 1994, 

Historiographic Metafiction in Modern American and Canadian Literature , is the most 
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comprehensive study addressing the literatures from both countries. In their work, they identify 

how Canadian literature is characterized by a constructive aspect in the representation of 

historical narratives, whereas US American literature “tends to accentuate the concept of 

deconstruction in its metahistoriographic discourse” (Engler and Müller 1994, 11). The book 

edited by Engler and Müller provides a valuable overview over a wide range of subjects and 

writers. However, the individual authors’ approaches to the literature from Canada and the 

United States are seldom comparative and remain focused on specific works and contexts. My 

approach and interests differ from the previously published works in scope and focus. A 

comprehensive comparative study of historiographic metafiction in the United States and 

Canada thus fills a vacant position in scholarly works on historical fiction. 

In Canadian literature, George Bowering’s Burning Water, published in 1980, is one 

prominent example of the kind of novels discussed in this study. It was one of the early novels 

that prompted Hutcheon to articulate a definition for “historiographic metafiction.” The novel 

is a retelling of Captain George Vancouver’s 1792 voyage to the Northwest Pacific through the 

perspective of a contemporary narrator. In the prologue of the novel, George Bowering as 

implied author sees a connection between his first name which coincides with the first names 

of King George and George Vancouver. He states, “that made me feel as if current history and 

self were bound together, from the beginning” (2007, 1). He outlines the process of writing a 

first version of this novel and openly admits that “of course that book had a lot of myself mixed 

up in it” (2007, 2). He directly addresses the readers of the text and explains that he is not 

interested in claiming absolute authority over the story of this exploration, but  that he shares 

this responsibility with his readers. In explaining the function of his narrative perspective, 

Bowering states: 

We cannot tell a story that leaves us outside, and when I say we, I include you. But 

in order to include you, I feel I cannot spend these pages saying I to a second person. 

Therefore let us say he, and stand together looking at them. We are making a story, 

after all, as we always have been, standing and speaking together to make up a 

history, a real historical fiction (2007, 2, original emphasis). 

“George Bowering” thus writes history as much as he writes about history and refers to his text 

as a “work of imagination, if that is what we are engaged in, that being the entire issue we test 

here” (2007, 69). 

He narrates Vancouver’s story from the perspective of a contemporary Canadian narrator 

who travels to Italy for imaginative inspiration. He states at the beginning that he was impel led 

to “get away from Vancouver, […] and [go] back to Trieste, as far eastward as you can go in 
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western Europe […]. It was my idea to move my body a long way from the putative setting of 

the story” (2007, 2). He not only removes himself from the level of narration, but he creates a 

spatial distance from the Pacific coast. Realizing that “without a storyteller, George Vancouver 

is just another dead sailor” (2007, 1), the narrator understands his own authorial role as relevant 

for writing, and thus creating, his own history. In traveling to places other than Canada and 

North America for this composition, he recognizes that border crossings are necessary for 

understanding the transnational imaginaries of North America. 

1.2. Historiographic Metafiction and Comparative North American Literature 

This work contributes to the study of historiographic metafiction beyond a national framework 

and offers an application of and contribution to recent developments in Comparative North 

American Literature. Its purpose is to widen the scope of analysis and allow for various 

perspectives within an international academic framework. Reading historiographic metafiction, 

the self-conscious narrating of past events, with a comparative methodology connects rather 

than separates cultural approaches to the histories and identities of the United States and 

Canada. American and Canadian novels employ several common themes, and they, explicitly 

or implicitly, comment on structures of society in the past and present. In doing so, they make 

a strong claim for their own contribution to social change and show their relevance in the 

discourse. Each chapter of this study therefore analyzes a set of novels from the United States 

and Canada, demonstrating that the authors and characters on both sides of the border are 

dealing with similar concerns.  

In a comparative reading, the North American continent functions both as setting and 

productive factor of the novels. Often, the creation of either the United States or Canada is at 

the center of inquiry. Historiographic metafiction thus frequently reimagines formative 

moments and periods in the nations’ histories. National beginnings are often arbitrary, 

depending on the historian’s ideological filters, and the novelists are curious to trace how a 

common ground, a colonial past with similar starting points, has resulted in different outcomes. 

What happened at the historical moment of this rupture and how do novelists reimagine it? At 

stake are nothing less than national, regional, and ethnic identities as well as the power relations 

that include and exclude certain populations from articulating such national narratives. Many 

writers therefore employ this form of fiction to establish a sense of identity, both for themselves 

and in relation to a national or international community. 

The purpose of this study is to demonstrate that the comparative approach is particularly 

suitable for analyzing historiographic metafiction from North America. The theoretical 
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framework is largely based on Reingard M. Nischik’s work on Comparative North American 

Studies, especially her most recent books The Palgrave Handbook of Comparative North 

American Literature (2014) and Comparative North American Studies: Transnational 

Approaches to American and Canadian Literature and Culture (2016). As a central thesis for 

the present study, I will argue that the principles and aims of Comparative North American 

Literature mirror those propagated by historiographic metafiction: the urge to disturb static 

narratives, to dislocate agents of power, and to create multiple conceptions of national spaces. 

The analysis of historiographic metafiction through a comparative approach reveals that 

a nation-based approach is possible, yet insufficient to account for the many stories created in 

North American novels. Historiographic metafiction in North America is shaped by the paradox 

that the nation is an important factor in many of these texts, even though the texts try to disturb 

common conceptions of national identities. Because of postmodern trends in US American and 

Canadian literature, Imre Szeman argues, 

what the novels after 1967 reveal are not characteristic qualities of Canadian culture 

and nation, but rather that the nation has disappeared. In other words, novels 

continue to be seen as mimetically reflecting the national situation, even if what 

they reflect is that the ‘national-ity’ of this situation has been placed in jeopardy, if 

not dissipated entirely (2003, 160). 

In postcolonial theory, as Szeman argues, the nation is still an essential parameter for the 

writers, characters, or stories. Yet he acknowledges that 

the challenge posed by globalization is that new approaches must be taken and new 

discourses devised to explain the present. Everything is suddenly up for grabs, open 

to doubt, in need of revision. It is no longer possible to imagine the world as a 

collection of autonomous, monadic spaces, whether these are imagined as nations, 

regions within nations, or cultures demarcated by region or nation (2003, 202, 

original emphasis). 

Comparative North American Literature is therefore not the only possible lens through which 

US American and Canadian literature can be read. 

Nevertheless, the novels discussed in the following chapters show that they are timely 

examples well suited for a comparative reading. Many of these novels reveal that “North 

America” is more than a geographical place; its boundaries are contested, and the  characters 

negotiate the cultural meaning of the continent as a cultural space. Migration and race are 

among the concepts apt for transnational readings, because the characters frequently seek to 
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dismantle national narratives and defy political borders. People of diverse backgrounds were 

long excluded from such narratives of identity formation, while having significantly contributed 

to the development of both North American countries. Indigenous peoples, Asian immigrants, 

and Black descendants of former slaves are essential for the history of Canada and the United 

States, and they have faced discrimination and racism, the consequences of which are tangible 

today. As the two countries remain attractive for migrants from around the globe, their 

narratives should not be unheard. Following political attempts of redress in forms of national 

policies such as the Canadian Multiculturalism Act or various Civil Rights Acts in the United 

States, writers of diverse backgrounds have rightfully established their cultural position through 

literature. Arguing for Comparative American Literature, McClennen emphasizes the plurality 

of perspectives in the Americas. She writes, “rather than official history, then, we have official 

histories, and if we want to counteract them we need to be vigilant of the ways that they are 

difficult to contain and to pinpoint” (2005, 396, original emphasis). Roy Miki strongly argues 

for Asian Canadians as the “face of literary and cultural possibilities with the power to critique 

as well as overcome the past” (2011, xii). Recognizing the energies of diverse perspectives, he 

writes that the texts produced by Asian Canadian writers “function to make the nation strange 

to itself so that its limits become apparent […] To this extent, it becomes possible to read Asian 

Canadian literature out of a subjugated national past and into alternate transnational formations”  

(2011, 11-12). Here, writers of historiographic metafiction demonstrate their sensitivity for 

heterogeneity and their ability to undermine any deadlocked national myths. 

Following this introduction, chapter 2 establishes the methodological framework for this 

study and develops a comparative approach to the literatures from Canada and the United 

States. As the writers of the literary works and their characters are concerned with their 

individual understandings of “America,” this chapter fundamentally introduces nuanced 

definitions of the concepts of “America,” “Canada,” and “North America.” In delineating the 

reasons for comparing Canada and the United States in this context, I will also outline why 

Mexico is excluded in this constellation. Furthermore, I will argue that the field of Comparative 

North American Studies has developed out of American Studies and Canadian Studies and 

propose ways in which we can work with a comparative methodology in mind without losing 

sight of the respective national fields. The chapter also offers an overview of related approaches 

such as continentalism, hemispheric studies, inter-American studies, postnationalism, and 

global studies. 

Chapter 3 takes a look at the forms and functions of historical fiction and explores the 

similarities and differences between historical fiction and historiographic metafiction. It will 
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become clear that I approach the novels from a transgeneric position. Rather than delineating 

the boundaries within the genre, I investigate what common themes and practices arise in a 

diverse set of texts that can be best described within the productive confines of the term 

“historiographic metafiction.” One advantage of working with a rather broad-ranging definition 

lies in representing the scope of historical fiction and historiographic metafiction that speaks to 

their high popularity and sustainability. I therefore supply a contextualization of historical 

fiction and historiographic metafiction in relation to transnational developments in the United 

States and Canada. 

The analysis chapters are arranged by common themes that are addressed in the novels 

from both countries. Chapter 4 interprets how literary texts imagine the processes and methods 

of research on historical data. The focus of this chapter lies in comparing Solomon Gursky Was 

Here (1988) by the Canadian writer Mordecai Richler and Libra (1989) by the US American 

writer Don DeLillo. The novels are concerned with the archival work of researchers, such as 

scholars or government officials, who reveal the challenges of reassembling the fragments of a 

historical past. Libra is concerned with the Kennedy assassination and narrates how, decades 

later, a former CIA agent, Nicholas Branch, is given the task to “write the secret history” 

(DeLillo 2011, 15) of the events. The novel recreates a poignant event in modern US American 

history and traces how transnational movement and politics are responsible for Kennedy’s 

death. In Solomon Gursky Was Here, the protagonist, Moses Berger, begins to write the 

biography of Solomon, whose Jewish grandfather was supposedly a survivor of the doomed 

Franklin Expedition to the Arctic in the nineteenth century. Moses Berger thereby insists on a 

past in which diasporic Jewish people are foundational for the nation’s formation. The historical 

contexts in both novels, Kennedy’s assassination and the expedition to the Arctic, are narratives 

rooted in the countries’ national identities. However, this comparative analysis reveals that 

these national stories ultimately rely on transnational encounters and relations. 

Chapter 5 is concerned with the exploration and colonization of the North American 

continent by European and US American explorers and settlers. The chapter discusses two 

novels which criticize efforts of nation-building in the nineteenth century, often at the expense 

of marginalized people. Chester Brown’s Louis Riel: A Comic-Strip Biography (2003) is a 

graphic novel about the infamous leader of the Métis resistance against the Canadian 

government. The text critically comments on the legitimacy of the US-Canadian border by use 

of maps and graphic images in the context of Indigenous land rights. Louis Riel ultimately 

attempts to reconcile Anglo-Canadian policies of nation-building with land appropriation and 

injustice towards the multilingual Indigenous population. David Ebershoff’s The 19th Wife 
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(2008) is set among the polygamous Mormon community in Utah in the mid-nineteenth century, 

centering on Ann Eliza Young, one of the wives of the religious leader Brigham Young. The 

religious community represents an alternative system to the secular nation of the United States 

during a time in which the country struggled for unity prior to and after the Civil War. In a 

parallel plot, the protagonist, Jordan, explains the consequences of plural marriage to families 

in the United States in the twenty-first century. His contemporary perspective shows how Ann 

Eliza’s fight for women’s rights still resonates with young Americans today. Comparing the 

two novels, one Canadian and one American, challenges unifying narratives of nation-building 

and shows how both countries asserted their territorial and national domination in the West.  

Chapter 6 looks at novels in which the characters embark on journeys and travel across 

or outside of North America, thereby creating different conceptions of “America.” The 

comparison of Jacques Poulin’s Volkswagen Blues (1984), Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous 

Life of Oscar Wao (2007), and Jonathan Safran Foer’s Everything Is Illuminated (2002) 

demonstrates that a multicultural and multilingual society defines the demographic composition 

of North America. A bilingual approach to North America is realized in Poulin’s Québécois 

retelling of Jack Kerouac’s On the Road. Multiple languages are also employed by the 

immigrant stories of Jonathan Safran Foer and Junot Díaz. Foer’s novel portrays the history of 

anti-Semitism in a Ukrainian village in the eighteenth century, during the Holocaust, and today. 

Díaz understands contemporary American societies as the result of colonial practices in the 

Caribbean. The characters in the two US American novels struggle with their multicultural 

backgrounds and diasporic families to reconcile competing national identities. 

Finally, chapter 7 discusses the involvement of Canada and the United States in global 

armed conflicts, concentrating on national self-conceptions, intercultural communication, and 

the crossing of national borders. Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) by Kurt Vonnegut and The Wars 

(1977) by Timothy Findley focus on soldiers in Europe during the First and Second World 

Wars. The comparative approach respects the novels’ places within their literary traditions, 

which are formative of the novels’ critical stances towards nationalism. At the same time, the 

texts acknowledge that narratives of war continue to shape the countries’ national identities. 

The chapter also looks at novels in which the civilian population is at the center, such as Art 

Spiegelman’s two-volume graphic novel Maus (1986 and 1992), Anne Michaels’ Fugitive 

Pieces (1996), and Madeleine Thien’s Dogs at the Perimeter (2011). Spiegelman and Michaels 

deal with the Holocaust and its consequences for the characters’ immigration to the United 

States and Canada. Thien illuminates the stories of refugees from the Cambodian civil war of 

the 1970s and Canada’s involvement in that war. 
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The analysis of the novels takes into account works published between 1969 and 2011. 

Considering this time span, the concluding chapter offers an overview of the three major phases 

in the publication history of historiographic metafiction. Finally, the conclusion takes a closer 

look at the most recent literary developments, that is, the works written after 2000. These novels 

were in part influenced by the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of 9/11. A short discussion of 

M.T. Anderson’s two-volume young adult novel The Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing 

(2006 and 2008) suggests that even young readers are now acknowledged in the production and 

reception of historiographic metafiction. 

A function of storytelling is to suggest and produce alternative narratives to our realities. 

Diana Brydon states that the “defenders of literature […] write as if it had the power, if not to 

create a better world, then at least to disturb complacent understandings and enable imaginings 

of alternatives” (2007, 11–12). Historiographic metafiction succeeds in achieving all of these 

goals. It self-consciously traces the methods of historiography while highlighting the pitfalls 

resulting from an adherence to ideologically motivated official histories. The novels challenge 

the meaning of “America,” “Canada,” and “North America” as well as the discursive 

boundaries that surround these terms. Their stories and the narrated past are inhabited by 

characters who try but often fail to make sense of their environment. They illuminate what lies 

beyond the national boundaries by moving through historical, yet imaginative spaces of North 

America. Through metafictional elements, they inform our present, highlighting the 

constructedness and changeability of our reality. 
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2. Mapping North America: Comparative North American Literature and its Contexts 

2.1. Defining “North America” and its Constituents 

George Bowering’s novel, Burning Water, about Captain George Vancouver’s voyage begins 

as a “vision, com[ing] out of the far fog” (2007, 5) and materializes as the British explorers’ 

ships arrive on the coast of the Northwest Pacific. The characters begin to obsessively chart and 

name all rivers, islands, and inlets, not knowing what it is exactly that they concoct on their 

maps. As the narrator explains, “they followed the shoreline because what else was there? 

Especially with the clouds and rain and sometimes fog, and all the time the riptide and all the 

islands, what else was there? They followed the shoreline of the continent, if that was what it 

was, and the shoreline was seldom a question of north and south; it went through every degree 

on the compass. How it got eventually and generally north was difficult to see, or often so” 

(2007, 103). This is how the author imagines the journey to have taken place, an exploration 

with imprecise objectives and an unknown outcome through an unnamed territory hidden 

behind fog. The nebulous continent reveals an outline with a rugged shore rather than clean-cut 

edges; any inlets that promise to lead far into the interior often end up as small streams. 

Although a general location, north, may be discernible, to fully make sense of the land, the 

explorers need to go in all directions. Nevertheless, the historical George Vancouver, unlike his 

fictional counterpart, returned to Britain and created maps that would long remain among the 

most accurate of the Pacific coast. 

Let us take George Vancouver’s voyage as a starting point for discussing Comparative 

North American Literature. Although its central subject, “North America,” is blurry at best, 

American Studies and Canadian Studies have become solid disciplines to chart the territory and 

create maps for navigating through the respective national literatures. A Comparative North 

American Studies approach does not proclaim the nation an insignificant category for 

investigation but accounts for cultural and social differences between the United States and 

Canada. The merit of this comparative approach lies in addressing the ways in which the two 

nations differ but are nonetheless connected in a North American context. Through comparison 

of their respective literatures, differences between the seemingly similar cultures become 

apparent, for instance in how the individual nations react to space and in how this is reflected 

in different national myths and literary canons. Stories such as Bowering’s reimagine a 

historical past in which the nation-states of contemporary North America, namely, the United 

States and Canada, did not yet exist in their current forms. What is at stake is therefore the 



 
 

12 
 

creation, rather than the discovery, of North America through discursive systems and inherent 

power relations. 

Literature in the United States and Canada approaches questions of cultural identity in 

various ways. Some contemporary novels are adamant in creating conceptual spaces for either 

Canada or the United States, often in direct opposition. Others focus on the similarities between 

the two countries. To analyze the novels in national isolation would mean to construct one 

culture while neglecting another. Consequently, in this context, the methods of approaching the 

literatures of Canada and the United States are situated in a transnational context and explore 

alternatives to the unquestioning acceptance of national myths. 

In this chapter I will discuss the field of Comparative North American Literature by 

defining its inherent concepts. Even more so than Transnational American Studies or 

Transnational Canadian Studies, respectively, I understand that this particular framework 

functions only in tandem. It relies on the United States and Canada equally in order to 

understand their interdependent relations with one another. Comparative North American 

Literature thus avoids the “conceptual labyrinth” (Pease 2011, 5) of an isolated use of the term 

“transnational” and instead denotes its aims and loci of investigation more clearly. Although 

Comparative North American Literature examines cultural relations and historical bonds 

beyond national borders, it depends on the nation as category that establishes identity. At the 

same time, it emphasizes the nations’ interdependencies with other cultures and countries 

worldwide. 

Comparative North American Literature is shaped by developments from within the 

respective national fields as well as international engagements with and between the disciplines. 

Therefore, I will first define “North America” as a dynamic term, which includes similarly fluid 

conceptions of “America” and “Canada.” Further, a comparative approach to the literatures of 

North America is influenced by other approaches such as continentalism, hemispheric studies, 

inter-American studies, postnationalism, and global studies, and I will summarize how their 

assumptions can be used to explore the literatures produced in these spaces. Third, I will provide 

reasons for choosing a transnational and indeed comparative perspective, discussing what a 

comparison entails, what it can offer, and how it changes the perceptual field in dealing with 

different national literatures. 

2.2. National Dimensions: “America,” “Canada,” American Studies, Canadian Studies 

“North America” is a signifier which first denotes the land mass surrounded by the Arctic as 

well as the Pacific and Atlantic oceans. Other demarcations are more problematic to pinpoint. 
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Since 1959, the state of Hawaii is part of the United States but it is not located on the US 

mainland. Unincorporated territories of the United States further complicate definitions of 

North America. Puerto Rico, the US Virgin Islands, Guam, the Northern Mariana Islands, 

American Samoa, and numerous smaller islands and atolls are located in the Atlantic and 

Pacific oceans and under US administration. In the North, the Arctic is a disputed territory to 

which Canada has made claims, but other nations contest this northern Canadian border. The 

title of Stephen Clarkson’s 2008 study Does North America Exist? seems provocative at first, 

but the author shows that North America is not a community whose members identify primarily 

as North American, despite being on an identifiable geographical continent and having close 

political, legal, and economic relations. He further traces the development from an old North 

America to a new North America, seeing the former as a cooperation of the United States and 

Canada while the latter also incorporates Mexico (2008, 7).1 With a stronger interest in 

establishing a common ground, Robert A. Pastor, a former member of the US National Security 

Council, advocates the formation of a North American community. He urges the governments 

and peoples of the three countries to face contemporary problems as partners rather than 

opponents (2011, 168).2 

To define “North America,” one might consider geographical, historical, and political 

parameters as well as economic associative ties that constitute common spaces of interaction. 

Additionally, cultural and linguistic factors are highly relevant to understanding the processes 

of international relations. This study is foremost concerned with the two neighboring countries, 

the United States and Canada, setting aside Mexico’s role in Comparative North American 

Literature. The reasons for this are, first, grounded in sociocultural realities and, secondly, 

constitute a claim to create a distinct theoretical and practical framework. The United States 

and Canada initially appear to have similarities that are worth scrutinizing. They share a history 

of colonialism, partly by the same colonizing forces, which, among other factors, has led to the 

makeup of the current societies. The United States and parts of Canada use the same language, 

but both cultures are multilingual in their social composition. The English language functions 

as facilitator for border-crossing cultural production, which is noticeable, for example, in the 

creation and publication of literature and film. These similarities help to legitimize Mexico’s 

 
1 As a professor of Political Economy, Clarkson is primarily interested in political, legal, and economic realities, 
largely ignoring the definitions useful for literary criticism. Mexico’s inclusion in his definition of a new North 
America is therefore based on free trade agreements and institutional entities rather than sociohistorical or cultural 
discourses. 
2 This community, as Pastor conceives of it, is not a union as modeled on the European Union or the United States 
of America in its political federalism. The sovereignty of the three states is left intact, but he advises a closer 

political and economic cooperation. 
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absence in such a comparison. The United States and Canada, however, differ prominently in 

their narratives of political and cultural nation-building. Whereas the United States typically 

narrates its national origins in terms of the thirteen colonies’ striving for political independence 

from Britain, Canada has maintained some of those colonial ties until the present day, despite 

Canada’s de facto independence in political matters. Thus, the national histories and self-

conceptualizations of the United States and Canada as well as their cultural production and 

knowledge about the respective other diverge substantially. Comparative North American 

Literature gains important insights from explaining the origins and implications of those 

historical, social, and linguistic similarities and differences. Other approaches, such as 

hemispheric studies and inter-American studies, differ in their aims and, therefore, include 

Mexico in their investigations. Their principles, as will be argued below, work towards 

destabilizing the dominant study of the Anglo-speaking countries in North America, and 

necessarily add other participants and languages to the field. 

There are, however, also linguistic and cultural differences within the United States and 

Canada that frustrate any attempts to qualify the nations as internally homogeneous. It is 

necessary to stress that “North America” in this sense also acknowledges all cultures, 

languages, and literatures on both sides of the border, including Quebec, the Indigenous 

populations, and speakers of languages other than English or French.3 As Rachel Adams notes, 

“to become a citizen of this North America […] means developing multiple linguistic and 

cultural literacies, a deep knowledge of history, and a commitment to looking across, if not 

necessarily eroding, national borders” (2014, 44). To become an informed scholar of North 

American literature, to expand on Adams’s thoughts, demands an intimate understanding of the 

cultural interdependence of multiple participants in a discursively constructed area that has 

become known as North America. 

No less problematic, the names given to “America” and “Canada” were historically 

chosen to denote power relations by evoking an internally homogeneous, “united” region. The 

terms, however, differ in scope and can be approached from historical, political, geographical, 

sociological, and linguistic vantage points. “America” has multiple meanings, one of them 

being the political entity “The United States of America.” Through the terminological proximity 

to “North America,” it becomes inevitable to simultaneously consider additional definitions; if 

“America” meant only “The United States of America,” then “North America” would end at 

the forty-ninth parallel and refer to the northern US states, such as Minnesota, Montana, North 

 
3 For a detailed overview and analysis see Werner Sollors’s Multilingual America: Transnationalism, Ethnicity, 

and the Languages of American Literature (New York: New York University Press, 1998). 
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Dakota, or Washington. The plural form, “the Americas,” encompasses multiple continents, 

countries, and nations. Infused with New World rhetoric, “America” connotes imperialist 

ideologies and politics. Scholars of transnational American Studies are therefore inclined to 

understand America as a “placeless place” (Fojas and Guevarra 2012, 3), since it encompasses 

the Caribbean as well as the American Pacific. The adjective “American” in Comparative 

American Literature or Comparative North American Literature allows for the possibility to 

alternate between concepts and to dislodge “America” from the United States in its current 

political state. The polysemy of the term “America” is an essential feature of Comparative 

North American Literature, precisely because its meaning is open for negotiation. The 

terminology is ideologically loaded and thus becomes a problem for American Studies. Liam 

Kennedy argues that Americanists too often approach the term with “suspicion, fear, even 

anger” (2009, 1) and he bluntly remarks that “America does not make Americanists happy” 

(2009, 1). 

While “Canada” and its adjective “Canadian” do not evoke the same hemispheric scope  

as “America,” the terms are far from being ideologically innocent. Between 1783 and 1867, 

“North America” referred to the continent, but “British North America” designated the 

remaining British colonies only. Moreover, “the Canadas” also exists in the plural form and 

denotes Upper Canada and Lower Canada as separate colonies from 1791 until 1841, when they 

were united as the “Province of Canada.” With the Constitution Act of 1867, “British North 

America” was ultimately named the “Dominion of Canada.” The problems surrounding the 

country’s name thus result from changing power relations and dynamics within the nation. 

Nischik notes that “whereas the instability concerning the term ‘America’ centrifugally points 

toward the entire hemisphere, with respect to Canada the instability is inward-oriented” (2016, 

12). Here, she refers especially to the province of Quebec, since “Canadian” is often used as a 

metonym for “Anglo-Canadian.” 

The relation between literature and nation is an intricate one and has historically 

undergone fundamental changes in Canada and the United States. Comparative North American 

Literature develops out of two disciplines, American Studies and Canadian Studies. In the 

United States, writers of the nineteenth century developed a literature that was distinctively 

American and created a literary canon that was later adopted by scholars as the foundation for 

the study of American literature. The establishment of American Studies in the United States is 

rooted in the nationalism of the Cold War period, supporting claims for US exceptionalism 
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(Radway 2002, 47).4 Institutionally, Henry Nash Smith and the emerging myth and symbol 

school of the 1950s and 1960s were formative of the academic establishment of American 

Studies departments (Radway 2002, 47; Sadowski-Smith and Fox 2004, 27). Smith declares 

that “the best thing we can do […] is to conceive of American Studies as a collaboration among 

men working from within existing academic disciplines but attempting to widen the boundaries 

imposed by conventional methods of inquiry” (1957, 207). Apart from his strong focus on 

“men” in academia, this interdisciplinary aspiration is remarkably fitting for an understanding 

of contemporary transnational approaches to American Studies. From its beginnings, the field 

received external support through numerous disciplines that complemented the study of 

literature with cultural and social studies. American Studies also responded to changing 

conceptions of the nation during the twentieth century, while adapting its aims, curricula, and 

methods towards a more transnational orientation.5 The field has thus developed from a national 

to a transnational enterprise while revealing that the fundamental task of transnational American 

Studies lies precisely in the continuing negotiation of what “America” means. Defining, 

delineating, and ultimately transcending the boundaries of both “America” as an object of study 

and American Studies as the subject that investigates remains an important concern for 

Americanists both within the United States and abroad. 

The literary output by Canadian writers in the second half of the twentieth century and 

the development of a literary canon in Canada was more immediately formative of Canadian 

Studies departments and their curricula, which were established during that time. In Canada, in 

the 1960s and 1970s, a sense of cultural protectionism and a positioning vis-à-vis a dominating 

US culture was influential for the institutional establishment of Canadian Studies. Following 

nationalist impulses in the 1950s, national policies sought to establish and strengthen a 

Canadian identity (Sadowski-Smith and Fox 2004, 17).6 Literary criticism and scholarship that 

made claims for Canada’s place in world literature and the proponents of thematic criticism in 

the 1960s and 1970s wanted to investigate Canadian literature as a separate, culturally 

 
4 Some scholars locate the field’s conceptual origin in the Great Depression and the emerging labor movement; 
see, for example, Michael Denning’s The Cultural Front: The Laboring of American Culture in the Twentieth 
Century (London: Verso, 1996), 423. 
5 Donald E. Pease identifies three phases of the “transnationalization of the field of American Studies” (2011, 11): 
first, in the period from 1968 to 1979, when a countercultural opposition to the state formed during the Cold War; 

second, from 1981 to 2001, when multicultural American studies developed alongside socioeconomic policies that 
downsized the welfare state in response to a changing global economic system; third, in the aftermath of the 
terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001 (2011, 11–12). 
6 The Canadian government also invested in cultural production, such as media outlets, the arts, and education. 
Through such policies, the government actively sought to preserve Canadian history and identity, and the country 
witnessed the opening of theaters, museums, galleries, and libraries. Canadian literature was heavily subsidized, 

and “CanLit” started to flourish in this period. 
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independent entity in North America. Indeed, Imre Szeman suggests that the nation is 

continually reaffirmed in Canadian criticism rather than in literary texts (2003, 165). 

In addition to postcolonial discourses on ethnicity and nationality, international 

developments in the decades following the Cold War fostered an economic and political climate 

of globalization. American Studies and Canadian Studies responded by integrating 

transnational and postnational approaches into their methodologies. In an increasingly 

interconnected and interdependent world, according to this idea, single nations can no longer 

account for the kinds of literature that are produced, distributed, and shared across borders. 

Unlike American Studies and Canadian Studies, Comparative North American Literature 

Studies does not regard one nation as the center of inquiry. It eschews US imperialist tendencies 

inherent to the field of American Studies without replacing it with another national framework. 

Instead, Comparative North American Literature is based on the primary assumption that both 

literary studies, American and Canadian, are viewed as equally entitled to participate in the 

cultural construction of North America. 

2.3. International Dimensions: Continentalist, Hemispheric, Inter-American, Postnational, and 

Global Approaches 

While Comparative North American Literature largely depends on the two national disciplines, 

American Studies and Canadian Studies, for its foundation, its methodology is also influenced 

by continentalist, hemispheric, inter-American, postnational, and global approaches to 

literature. Although sometimes used synonymously (see for example, Siemerling and Casteel 

2010, 25), the concepts reveal differences regarding their starting points and aims. 

The continentalist approach, to use Nischik’s definition, “takes a—largely politically, 

economically, and historically oriented—view of Canada in relation to the United States (and 

vice versa), thus of the North American continent. […] Continentalism is a policy or ideology 

(on both sides of the border) rather than a specific approach to the study of literature—though 

it may, of course, have an effect on literary and cultural production” (2016, 13–14). The policies 

emerging from continentalism have real consequences for the populations of both countries, 

notably in the context of national borders and borderlands, where the continent experiences its 

most severe form of artificial cultural separation. The discourses on how the North American 

borders, that is, the US-Mexican border and the US-Canadian border, have been perceived by 

government officials, the general population, and artists are subject to historical change and 

influence the outcome of literary production. 
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Hemispheric studies focuses on the Western Hemisphere, thereby widening the scope 

geographically and institutionally. It enables the dialogue among the literatures and cultures 

from North America and South America, including the Caribbean. Having its roots in 

postcolonial theory, hemispheric studies traces complex relations between peoples and their 

literatures, without, it is promised, prioritizing any one nation over others. In practice, scholars 

have noted the absence of Canadianists and Canada in hemispheric studies (see Nischik 2016; 

Siemerling and Casteel 2010; Sadowski-Smith and Fox 2004), possibly due to a strong US 

academic presence. Critics of the model fear US imperialist tendencies (see also Nischik 2016, 

15; Wyile 2010, 49) and that it might be “simply the other side of the coin to American 

exceptionalism” (Fox 2005, 388). Put to a more productive use, hemispheric studies opens up 

the way for alternative scholarly frames such as inter-American studies, global studies, and 

Comparative North American Literature. 

Inter-American studies intends to ideologically relativize the position of the United States 

by promising a “displacement of U.S. culture as the central signifier in the region” (McClennen 

2005, 394). Critical of the power relations inherent to hemispheric approaches, McClennen 

urges the “need to re-examine the ways that the world is both one and many, recognizing that 

this dialectic can be viewed from imperialist as well as anti-colonial vantage points” (2005, 

396). Inter-American studies confronts the semantic “problem of America” (2005, 396) by 

welcoming critical, dissenting voices that challenge monolithic claims of any official history of 

the Americas (McClennen 2005, 396, 401). In practice, inter-American studies provides the 

framework in which it becomes possible to compare Québécois literature with Mexican 

literature, without having to include the United States. Moreover, such an inter-American 

analysis could be done without having to use the English language. 

A postnational approach to literature is based on the conceptual erosion of nation-states 

as the central vantage point of literary analysis. Recognizing an international 

interconnectedness in politics, economics, and culture, literature recreates the “effects of 

complex migratory movements and the way national borders have suppressed Indigenous 

conceptions of what is now designated ‘North America’” (Nischik 2016, 1). The nation as a 

useful category is replaced by a broader understanding of the world that seeks to highlight and 

challenge national borders as the site of cultural separation. The prefix “post-” signifies a 

temporal moment when the nation-state seems to have served its time, but postnationalism does 

not represent a call for a real destruction of political borders. In 2015, Canada’s prime minister, 

Justin Trudeau, identified certain characteristics that define Canadian society while recognizing 

its multicultural diversity. He said in a conversation with the New York Times that “there is no 
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core identity, no mainstream in Canada. […] There are shared values—openness, respect, 

compassion, willingness to work hard, to be there for each other, to search for equality and 

justice. Those qualities are what make us the first postnational state” (Trudeau in “Trudeau’s 

Canada, Again,” Guy Lawson, December 8, 2015). 

Szeman is highly critical of postnational approaches and regards the nation as essential 

for an understanding of literature, especially in postcolonial contexts (2003, 29). Postcolonial 

theory and studies investigate the relationships between two or more nations that are connected 

via former and current colonizing practices. Attempts towards decolonization can thus 

necessitate calls for national sovereignty and self-governance. But is a postcolonial framework 

applicable to an exploration of US and Canadian literature?7 Some literary texts rework 

conceptions of the nation, situating their fictions in crucial moments of nation-building in the 

context of colonialism out of which the two North American countries emerged. The texts are 

also adamant in expressing the consequences of North America’s colonial legacies for their 

respective contemporary societies. Postnational ideas can thus be applied to formulate 

comparative inquiries for discussing the impact of colonialism and postcolonialism on various 

nations.8 Comparative studies can address the implications of colonialism in the United States 

and Canada, for instance by comparing the different motivations for the nations’ independence 

from the European colonizers as well as the historical and contemporary treatment of 

Indigenous peoples by the United States and Canada as colonizing forces. 

Global studies acknowledges the interconnectedness of literatures across the globe and 

undermines nation-based literary studies. It is closely related to postnationalism in its efforts to 

denationalize cultural discourses in literature. Nischik distinguishes three branches of global 

studies: first, global studies as a field that investigates the influences of globalization on 

institutions and the production of literature; second, global studies as interested in the content 

of literature, analyzing how globalization as a theme is narrated and created through literary 

texts; and third, global studies that compares the literatures of different countries (2014, 13). 

Global studies combines the inter-American urge to widen the scope of literary analysis with 

postnational assumptions about the constructed nature, and therefore, impermanence of borders. 

 
7 See also Laura Moss’s collection Is Canada Postcolonial? Unsettling Canadian Literature (Waterloo: Wilfrid 
Laurier University Press, 2003) in which she and others “unsettle” Canadian literature and culture through critical 

applications of postcolonial frameworks. See also chapter 3 for a discussion of postcolonial theories and historical 
fiction. 
8 Other scholars show that postnational arguments are also applicable to national contexts. In his study of Anglo-
Canadian literature since 1967, Frank Davey observes that “gender, class, religion, ethnicity , and economic 
structures can mark texts as decisively as can nation or ‘world culture,’ that the codes of literature are shared, and 
produced in concert, with the other written and unwritten texts of a society. […] This contestation is frequently 

more intense within a society than it is between it and other societies” (1993, 18). 
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In global studies, however, the frame is far more encompassing. Rather than focusing on the 

Americas only, the whole world can be taken into consideration and national boundaries are 

regarded as arbitrary. In Through Other Continents: American Literature across Deep Time 

(2006), Wai Chee Dimock starts with the inadequacy of nation-based approaches to literature. 

Due to their limited scope, she argues, they represent “a kind of scholarly unilateralism” (2006, 

3), and she identifies as unit of analysis not the nation, but the human species. Through a spatial, 

temporal, and cross-cultural widening she traces migratory movements of peoples and 

languages, as well as associative ties that are not based on territorial jurisdictions but instead a 

“residually common world” (2006, 107). She therefore investigates loyalties other than the 

nation-state and places concepts of multiculturalism in a transnational setting. Diaspora 

literature is pertinent to this discussion and highlights the relevance of themes such as race, 

hybrid identities, and creolization. The value of such a large-scale analysis is obvious to 

Dimock: “It changes the perceptual field, changes the threshold of differentiation, raising the 

bar so high that what once looked like huge differences now fall below the line” (2006, 55). In 

contrast to the other approaches, including Comparative North American Literature, global 

studies is the most radical in its encompassing of contexts other than national ones. As a result, 

however, this global perspective may fail to acknowledge cultural differences that are often 

crucial for the formation of literary canons and national identities. However, Dimock’s global 

approach highlights the potential of considering different scales. She argues that other scholarly 

disciplines, such as “aeronautics, economics, engineering, and physiology all benefit from this 

duality of scale. Literary studies would do as well, for this discipline, like the others, is 

energized by the feedback loop between the very large and the very small” (2006, 77). 

A global environment is institutionally relevant for literary criticism in the field of 

Comparative North American Literature, as Americanists and Canadianists based outside of the 

United States or Canada have recently contributed significantly to the field (see Giles 2002, 

2010, 2011, 2013; Nischik 2014, 2016). Nischik’s work demonstrates that an international 

expertise can lead to “a different, perhaps broader and less personally invested perspective” 

(Nischik 2014, 20). Indeed, European Americanists (and others based outside of the US) will 

not be part of a “we” that works from within any of the national contexts in comparison. Our 

“we” refers to us as outsiders, and we thereby hope to contribute to Comparative North 

American Literature Studies through that perspective. Giles claims that Americanists from 

around the globe are even in a “better position to avoid the tautologies of American 

exceptionalism” (2010, 40). Further, Banerjee notes that “each discipline, perhaps each country, 

has its own blindspots” (2009, 14), showing that the fields are biased and influenced by their 
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location and national contextualization.9 More positively speaking, not only the scholars’ 

location but also their various academic backgrounds can enrich our understanding of the field. 

Particularly through a comparative rather than a hemispheric, inter-American, or postnational 

approach, globally located Americanists and Canadianists may be able to avoid nationalist 

impulses to prioritize or deemphasize one specific country. 

2.4. Transnational Approaches and Comparative North American Literature 

Comparative North American Literature draws on the above-mentioned approaches. It is 

interested in a scholarly framework that crosses boundaries to investigate new ways of 

understanding the literatures of the United States and Canada. Comparative North American 

Literature is not hemispheric or global in its scope; neither does it deny that national borders 

fulfill a function in national discourses of nation-building. What it does is compare the 

literatures of Canada and the United States while recognizing their territorial and cultural 

boundaries. In her seminal work Survival (1972), Canadian author Margaret Atwood observes 

that “the study of Canadian literature ought to be comparative, as should the study of any 

literature; it is by contrast that distinctive patterns show up most strongly. To know ourselves, 

we must know our own literature; to know ourselves accurately, we need to know it as part of 

literature as a whole” ([1972] 2012, 10). In the introduction to the 2003 edition, Atwood 

explains that the “revolutionary concept” (2012, xviii10) of the book lay in its aims, namely, 

“the identification of a series of characteristics and leitmotifs, and a comparison of the varying 

treatments of them in different national and cultural environments. I was familiar with this 

approach, having studied American literature at the Harvard Graduate School” (2012, xx). The 

Canada that Atwood describes in Survival has changed since 1972, but her comparative 

methods for approaching its literatures still resonate with scholars today. In the following, I will 

discuss assumptions of transnational approaches to the literatures of the United States and 

Canada in order to identify the terminological and methodological value of Comparative North 

American Literature Studies. 

Wendt criticizes that “comparative approaches are mistakenly labeled as transnational 

perspectives” (2014, 13) and that the terms are often used interchangeably. Nischik contests 

that the comparative view is “one particular kind of transnational American Studies and 

 
9 Banerjee, for example, compares German Studies based in the United States with Germanistik based in Germany, 
showing that German Studies enabled the study of Asian German literature, a field that has only recently begun to 
emerge in Germanistik (2009, 14). 
10 The most recent edition of Survival, published by Anansi Press in 2012, includes a reprint of the 2003 

introduction in addition to a new preface. 
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transnational Canadian Studies” (2016, 1), thereby stressing not only the two disciplines’ roles 

for comparative approaches, but also the underlying transnational developments in both fields. 

Moreover, it is important to add that the comparative approach acknowledges its familiarity 

with the two respective national disciplines without reproducing nationalist aspirations. It 

aspires to reflect the diverse literary landscape of North America while accepting the spaces 

within national borders and their respective mythologies as relevant for cultural production. 

Transnationalism investigates ideologies and policies that can be measured outside of the 

scope of literary production. The very real relations between nations (political, economic, 

institutional), across nations (border crossings, migration patterns), and beyond nations 

(seeking to find common denominators in cultural exchange other than nation-based 

assumptions) are at the center of transnational inquiries. Therefore, it is not primarily a set of 

methodologies for literary studies, but its effects are tangible in political and economic 

circumstances as well. As advocates of Transnational American Studies, Americanists such as 

Winfried Fluck, Donald Pease, and John Carlos Rowe support transnational and comparative 

studies of Canada and the Americas. Pease is critical of the available terminology and argues 

that “the ‘transnational’ only makes sense with a specific historical context” (2011, 3). 

Moreover, he continues that “endowed with minimal analytical consistency, the ‘transnational’ 

is as devoid of semantic coherences as it is of social existence. ‘The transnational’ does not 

represent consistent political attitudes, and it lacks thematic unity. The term’s definitional 

variousness has generated a surfeit of representations, meanings, definitions, and attributions 

[…] to accomplish disparate aims” (2011, 4).11 Comparative North American Literature offers 

more coherence with respect to its aims and methods. The approach draws from transnational 

assumptions, which can be used in dealing with the relations between any nations, but adjusts 

this transnational framework to address concerns relevant to the study of North America. 

Although Pease is critical of using “transnational” in isolation, the term remains an 

integral part of literary analysis invested in approaches that move beyond national borders. The 

transnational “forecloses the possibility that either nation in the transaction will remain self -

enclosed and unitary” (Pease 2011, 5). Moreover, Pease continues that “the transnational is not 

the Other of the nation. The transnational names an undecidable economic, political, or social 

formation that is neither in nor out of the nation” (2011, 5). Comparative North American 

Literature Studies, on the other hand, does not negate an enclosed exploration of the literatures 

 
11 Similarly, Fluck reminds us that “the meaning of transnationalism shifts, depending on the purpose for which it 
is being used” (2011, 143). He differentiates between a “transnational enthusiasm” or “aesthetic transnationalism” 
that positively “points to the cultural riches it can reveal” (2011, 144), and a “political transnationalism” for which 

the framework offers the possibility of political and cultural resistance (2011, 145). 
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of Canada and the US respectively. This approach is not “undecidable” but functions only with 

two nations in tandem and it denotes them more clearly. 

In economics, trade between nations has been commonplace for centuries and provided 

the basis for the enterprise of colonization and imperialism. Within the last thirty years, various 

free trade agreements demonstrated a further economic cooperation between the United States, 

Canada, and Mexico,12 and Paul Giles in 2011 argues that the United States “has entered what 

we might call a transnational era” (2011, 12). However, Kit Dobson “rejects the reduction of 

cultural debates to an economic base” (2009, xiv) and calls for transnational literary theories as 

a viable option. Aware of this concern, Giles identifies a nationalist phase of US American 

literature between 1865 and 1981, followed by a transnational phase which “actually has more 

in common with writing from the periods on either side of the War of Independence, when 

national boundaries were much more inchoate and unsettled” (2011, 21). 

Transnational movements and global scenarios cannot be denied considering the social 

history of human mobility around the globe. Economic relations, the slave trade, waves of 

migration, and the dislocation of refugees worldwide testify to the fact that national borders 

have always existed and have always been crossed. Literature realizes transnational discourses 

in its themes and structures (see Nischik 2014, 13). Not only are writers integrated in 

international markets (which would be another indicator for an economic transnationalism), but 

their works create international spaces. Writers make use of new spatial possibilities as their 

narratives, poems, or plays are situated in dynamic, changing locations. Therefore, the 

institutional analysis of literature has to make room for global examinations as well. 

Transatlantic North American Studies, for example, is a productive field of transnational 

research that re-visits the “historical and cultural bonds that have tied Europe and North 

America together for centuries” (Straub 2016, 7). Moreover, Straub and other contributors in 

her Handbook of Transatlantic North American Studies (2016) focus on “the processuality of 

cultural production, the modes of circulation and exchange that enabled cultures to develop the 

materialities of Atlantic culture as well as different facets and forms of mobility” (Straub 2016, 

7). 

 
12 Giles takes as a starting point the Canada-United States Free Trade Agreement (CUSFTA) of 1987 and the North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) of 1994. Most recently, the negotiations for the Comprehensive 
Economic Trade Agreement (CETA) between Canada and the European Union as well as the Transatlantic Trade 

and Investment Partnership (TTIP) between the United States and the European Union point towards a further 
economic interconnectedness among North America and Europe. The negotiations and ratification processes were 
met with massive criticism in some European countries. On February 4, 2016, representatives of Canada, the 
United States, and other nations signed a free trade agreement forming the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) in 
Auckland, New Zealand. Within days after taking office in January 2017, President Donald J. Trump announced 
the withdrawal of the United States from the agreement. As of 2018, it remains unclear whether his  administration 

will continue to oppose the partnership.  
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Transnational content in literature can also be discussed by scholars without any need of 

literary comparison. While the prefix “trans-” in this context is usually inscribed with spatial 

meaning, across nations, Kamboureli and Miki call for a TransCanadian literature that is 

directed towards an “elsewhereness that is not yet legible, […] an alternative cognitive space” 

(2007, x). They argue that Canada “is an unimaginable community, that is […] always 

transitioning” (2007, x). Here the prefix receives a metaphysical dimension, as something that 

transcends, transitions from one state into another. For literary criticism, Diana Brydon argues 

that scholars “need to rethink Canadian literature beyond older forms of nationalism and 

internationalism. […] Writers and critics […] are not transcending nation but resituating it” 

(2007, 14–15). 

The aims and methods of Comparative North American Literature Studies are embedded 

in its terminology, while offering space for numerous focal points. The approach compares 

literature from North America, and the subjects for investigation can be multifarious. US 

American and Canadian novels employ several common themes, and they comment explicitly 

or implicitly on societal structures past and present. In doing so, they make a strong claim for 

their own relevance in and contribution to social change. However, the literary treatment of 

such themes reflects the respective cultural identities and often differs in the two nations. Pease 

sees the value of a transnational approach in American Studies in that it “can also call forth 

different representations of the past […] [and] foster[s] a rethinking of the national in light of 

newly invented spatial and temporal coordinates” (2011, 5). The same is true for Comparative 

North American Literature Studies, which enables resistance against dominant national myths, 

while locating such contestation in a national and cultural identity. A comparison of postmodern 

war literature from the United States and Canada, for instance, has the potential to unsettle the 

nations’ self-conceptions regarding their involvement in global conflicts. The United States’ 

role as heroic ally in the Second World War is challenged by novels such as Kurt Vonnegut’s 

Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) or Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 (1961), while Canadian novels, such 

as Timothy Findley’s The Wars (1977) contest Canada’s idyllic image of a “peaceable 

kingdom.” 

In the following, I would like to stress what is to be gained by Comparative North 

American Literature Studies, beyond mere terminological coherence. Allowing transnational 

concepts and comparative approaches into disciplinary structures that were previously 

dominated by national discourses enriches our understanding of these cultures. Claire Fox 

identifies two possible outcomes of comparing literatures, aiming for difference or similarity. 

She suggests that transnational research either endorses comparativism “as a decentering 
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methodology or a means to reveal structural similarities across national, disciplinary, linguistic, 

and other boundaries” (2005, 389; see also Adams and Casteel 2005, 7). Yet, Giles urges that 

comparative literature not result in a “nationalistic synthesis” (2010, 34). He defines 

contextualism in opposition to comparativism as a shift “from studying objects within their 

natural or national arena to an analysis of how such an arena is constructed” (2010, 34). 

Canadian Studies and American Studies can benefit from an active role and participation 

in Comparative North American Literature Studies, with both unifying and decentering effects 

to be expected. A comparative approach recognizes national distinctions and uses them 

productively. John Carlos Rowe observes that “a comparative study of the Western Hemisphere 

is not a question of identifying their deep-structural unity or their distinct ‘national 

exceptionalisms’” (2011, 330). Rather, Comparative North American Literature Studies goes 

beyond comparing the cultures and highlights the interdependent cultural construction of 

Canada and the United States. Various case studies illustrate similarities, differences, or 

parallels among different nations in the Americas resulting from their historical circumstances. 

These include, but are not limited to, a colonial past, the treatment of Indigenous peoples, 

slavery, movements of nation-building and political independence, and the countries’ current 

entanglements in international, intercontinental, or global affairs, as well as economic relations. 

Historically, Canada and the United States have dealt with those circumstances in different 

ways, thereby creating distinctive national myths and identities. 

Giles argues that “to reimagine American Literature as a comparative field of study is, 

oddly enough, to take the subject back to its earliest manifestations. The first American 

Literature group which met at the MLA in 1926 believed their field should not be understood 

primarily in nationalistic terms, but rather as one of the branches of literature in English” (2010, 

38). Unlike the United States, Canada never fought a military war of independence and instead 

remained part of the Commonwealth. In the 1960s and 1970s, Canadians marked their cultural 

independence first from the colonial parent and later from their southern neighbor, and some 

scholars argue that this recent development is the reason for Canada’s absence in hemispheric 

studies (see, for example, Siemerling and Casteel 2010, 9). Yet, Canadian participation in 

hemispheric studies does not have to result in the demolition of Canadian Studies, and the same 

goes for American Studies based in the United States. Some Canadian scholars envision a 

“TransCanadian” approach, “going further through and across Canada” (Siemerling 2007, 133) 

to use comparative methods within one national framework. This perspective “suggest[s] 

neither remaining within the boundaries of Canada nor departing into postnational approaches” 

(Siemerling 2007, 140, original emphasis). A North American framework, often from a 
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comparative perspective, has proved to be advantageous to the study of Canadian and US 

American literature. 

When comparing literatures and cultures, we may recognize intertextual relations and 

thereby understand the value of cultural exchanges for the respective national identities. Giles’s 

continuing interest in a transnational approach develops towards a “deterritorialization” (Giles 

2011, 1) of US American literature that benefits greatly from comparisons with other literary 

traditions. He argues that intertextual tendencies “disturb and dislocate the national identity of 

the United States” (2011, 14) by reconceptualizing the discourses from which it is constructed. 

Consequently, he also emphasizes that an enlarged context does not aim to incorporate more 

territory (spatially or culturally) into US American rhetoric. It is the comparison of  literatures 

that establishes connections between different texts and derives meaning precisely through this 

approach and no other. Yet these connections are more than artificial links by scholars. Works 

of literature often self-consciously refer to their embedded intertexts, for example, in parody, 

and thus position themselves in comparison to other literary texts. 

Supporters of comparative approaches to the literatures in North America, unsurprisingly, 

seem to agree that “little is gained by splendid isolation, however, either for United States 

Americanists or for Canadianists” (Siemerling and Casteel 2010, 13). And yet, there are valid 

reasons for analyzing US American and Canadian literatures in their national contexts. Turning 

towards the nation can be motivated by the fear of giving up scholarly sovereignty or a replacing 

of academic institutions. Due to the relatively recent establishment of Canadian literature 

departments, this field of study “may be more vulnerable than other comparable fields” 

(Siemerling and Casteel 2010, 9). Consequently, coming from a US Americanist perspective 

that seeks dialogue with Canadian Studies, Siemerling and Casteel wonder whether scholars of 

other fields “have the right” (2010, 11) to dismiss the disciplinary concerns of Canadianists 

who seek to preserve the “advances in their hardwon field” (2010, 9). McClennen and Torres 

similarly express cautious critique and consider whether inter-American studies poses a threat 

to the field of Latin American Studies or, by extension, Canadian Studies (McClennen 2005; S. 

Torres 2003). Other scholars find value in the potential analytical outcomes of national foci, 

since the nations provide the cultures from which literary texts emerge. Szeman even argues 

that failing to locate postcolonial literatures in their national contexts risks the “danger of 

misunderstanding the significance of the aesthetic and political problems confronted by the 

writers of the fifties and sixties” (2003, 29), a time period he identifies as crucial for the rise of 

postcolonial nationalism. His work demonstrates, however, that comparativism is a viable 

option even while focusing on the nation. 
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Underlying these concerns are different positions towards the nation and the nation-state. 

Through Transnational American Studies, US-based American Studies in its more recent 

incarnations can open itself towards self-reflexive criticism of the nation and imperialism. It 

acknowledges writers and scholars from various backgrounds who seek to enter a field formerly 

dominated by nationalist impulses. Canadian Studies and Latin American Studies may show a 

rather positive attitude towards the nation-state, conceiving of it as a protector of its citizens 

from cultural, political, or economic domination by the United States. Brydon emphasizes the 

distinctive history of the Canadian nation-state as having shaped the culture significantly. She 

argues that, institutionally, it “should be neither dismissed nor underestimated” (2007, 3). As a 

scholar, she demonstrates loyalty to the nation by describing the responsibility of her 

standpoint: “Personally committed to the importance of maintaining a Canadian-based 

perspective in research on globalization and cultural studies, I find Canadian literary studies 

both enabling and constricting. I want to resist both commodified forms of nationalism and calls 

to postnationalism” (2007, 7). When the nation, however, fails to defend its citizens, or chooses 

to exclude some populations from such protection, the state’s nature and legitimacy are 

questioned. Cavell illustrates that the idea of the nation is “far more fluid than its geographical 

locatedness might suggest, something we have seen time and again in the appropriation of the 

term—by lesbians and by gays, for example” (2007, 89). Dobson, who is critical of capitalist, 

globalizing tendencies, argues that “it is important to look beyond the nation (without forgetting 

that it’s still there)” (2009, xvii), because “the nation/globe dichotomy […] is a false one” 

(2009, 208). 

Scholars recognize their often paradoxical situation in which they have reason to protect 

national literatures and scholarship even while they seek to broaden their scholarly focus to the 

wider transnational context of the Americas. In response to those concerns, it is crucial to 

remember that the comparative path enables scholars to return to national literary studies when 

such an approach is desired. What I find most intriguing and promising about Comparative 

North American Literature Studies is the duality of approaches that complement each other in 

meaningful ways. I see the merit of this approach in the multiple dimensions it has to offer for 

analyzing North America and its components rather than by a clear-cut separation of methods. 

Comparative North American Literature is primarily sustained by national literary studies and 

depends on them for its own existence and legitimization. Yet it also functions to challenge or 

even irritate its founding fields when necessary. American and Canadian literature can be read 

regionally, nationally, or transnationally, in isolation or in comparison, resulting in different 
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vantage points and outcomes. Multiple analytical frameworks therefore offer additional but not 

necessarily conflicting interpretations of these texts. 

Enlarging the scale of analysis does not defy difference. Rather, a comparative approach 

to the literatures of the United States and Canada celebrates diversity and the multiplicity of 

stories, showing that broader cultural parameters contain multitudes of perspectives that are 

mutually shaped by “North America.” Hence, I support a federalist conception of comparative 

literature: neither the national disciplines nor its constituents (that is, the literatures or other 

cultural texts and practices) have to give up their sovereignty to create a transnational, analytical 

forum. 

2.5. Conclusion: Finding a Common Ground for Distances and Differences 

Bowering’s Burning Water is framed by a narrator who researches the story of Captain George 

Vancouver. To do so he travels to contemporary Italy, a place that is “an ocean and a continent 

away” (2007, 33). The narrator’s methods to make sense of the past consist of creating a spatial 

and temporal distance between him and the subject he studies. While reimagining Vancouver’s 

arduous and solitary voyage, the narrator reflects on his own travels and is “amused to consider 

that he had flown over the Rockies and the Alps in one day” (2007, 88). In his transnational and 

global conception of the world, distances and borders have become increasingly irrelevant, and 

he tells the story of a much earlier time when the boundaries he now easily crosses were not yet 

defined. Like Vancouver, many characters in contemporary US American and Canadian 

literature are frequently aware of their surroundings and reflect on their place in North America 

and the world. Their location can be measured geographically, socially, or conceptually, while 

the characters try to make sense of the environment and their own role in it. Movement is a 

trope in the narratives that signals progress, development, and transformation, but it is also the 

source of anxiety and confusion. In order to live with this paradox, the writers acknowledge 

that they need to expand their parameters and consider new frames to better understand all 

possible meanings of “America,” “Canada,” and “North America.” 

Comparative North American Literature Studies is a promising approach because it is 

informed by contemporary developments in and transformations of American Studies and 

Canadian Studies. While almost a century separates the emergence of American literature in 

the mid-nineteenth and its earliest institutional study in the early to mid-twentieth century, 

Canada’s canon formation coincided with the development of Canadian Studies departments in 

the twentieth century. These were necessary steps to delineate the fields and establish national 

identities. In the twenty-first century, literary criticism incorporates transnational realities in its 
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structures and turns outward in various ways. Like inter-American studies, hemispheric studies, 

and global studies, Comparative North American Literature Studies has an interest in widening 

the scope of literary analysis and shares many of their assumptions. It decentralizes national 

agents and locations of power, it destabilizes claims for dominance both within the countries 

and among them, and welcomes dissenting and marginalized perspectives. 

However, Comparative North American Literature Studies differs in important aspects 

from other transnational approaches outlined in this chapter. The comparative analysis of 

selected literary texts and themes has the potential to uncover the two countries’ different 

responses to narratives and concerns common to them. Comparative North American Literature 

thus connects cultural approaches to the history and identity of both countries, but also 

distinguishes how those cultural identities came into being and have taken shape. The 

comparative approach decentralizes the United States as vantage point for the literatures created 

in North America, but it does not simply replace this position with Canadian scholarship. It is 

not in the agenda of Comparative North American Studies to give strength to one nation in 

order to weaken another, as is the case in inter-American studies. In this dual, comparative 

perspective, Canada and the United States are understood to have equal claims in the cultural 

formation of the continent, thus avoiding the terminological void of an unqualified 

“transnational” approach. 

Scholarship on Comparative North American Literature scrutinizes both national 

distinctions and the idea of a common ground, a cooperative construction of North America. 

While drawing its strength from American Studies and Canadian Studies, Comparative North 

American Literature Studies transforms our understanding of the disciplines in a transnational 

present. 
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3. Historical Fiction and Historiographic Metafiction: Transnational Perspectives 

3.1. Historical Fiction: Creating the Illusion of a Past Reality  

3.1.1. Definitions and Developments in Europe and North America 

Historical novels often immerse fictional characters in a real, historical context to offer a 

glimpse of past times. But at which point precisely does a novel become “historical” and what 

are the time frames necessary to apply for that category? Margaret Atwood offers an answer in 

her 1996 Bronfman lecture and remarks that 

all novels are in a sense ‘historical’ novels; they can’t help it, insofar as they have 

to, they must, make reference to a time that is not the time in which the reader is 

reading the book […]. But there is the past tense—yesterday and yesterday and 

yesterday, full of tooth flossing and putting the antifreeze into the car, a yesterday 

not so long ago—and then there is The Past, capital T and P (2005, 163, original 

emphasis). 

For Atwood, the time frame covered in historical fiction is “roughly, […] anything before the 

time at which the novel writer came into consciousness; that seems fair enough” (2005, 167). 

Other scholars offer similar defining time frames. Fleishman, for example, explains that “most 

novels set in the past—beyond an arbitrary number of years, say 40–60 (two generations)—are 

liable to be considered historical” (1971, 3). His criteria might therefore correspond to 

Atwood’s capitalized Past. Atwood’s and Fleishman’s broad and intuitive assessments of the 

genre might explain why so many writers and readers, either private or academic, have 

continued to be drawn to historical novels for entertainment or scholarly scrutiny. Thus, 

Fleishman asserts that “everyone knows what a historical novel is; perhaps that is why few have 

volunteered to define it in print” (1971, 3). But if we take Atwood’s quote to be somewhat 

ironic, we realize that time cannot be the only defining characteristic of the genre. Some novels 

use a historical past merely as a scenic backdrop for their stories rather than establishing them 

as essential for plot, themes, or characters (Bergmann 2008, 56). Therefore, other defining 

characteristics must take into account the historical and fictional content as well as the forms 

of such texts. 

In academia, the term “historical fiction” is under constant debate, and few have raised 

their concerns more elaborately than Ansgar Nünning. He disapproves of unclear and vague 

definitions of the genre and identifies a discrepancy between intuitive pre-knowledge and 
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precise terminology (1995, 92). In response to hybrid genres that deliberately evade a clear 

definition, he proposes a systematic approach to the texts in his 1995 study. He acknowledges 

that the postmodern historical novel makes generic definitions even harder, and he is critical of 

Hutcheon’s coinage and broad use of the term historiographic metafiction, which he curiously 

refers to as “terminology of anarchy” (1995, 209).13 

What all historical novels have in common, however, is that they immerse characters in 

a world with recognizable, public events. The content of the novels can be real, historical 

incidents or fictitious events that are nevertheless embedded in historical circumstances. 

Likewise, the characters can be fictionalized versions of real persona or entirely fictitious 

characters against the backdrop of verifiable situations, such as public events. Historical fiction 

does not attempt to explain larger historical trends in totality but breaks up the complex relations 

of causality and selects specific elements for fictionalization (Nünning 1995, 71). While in 

some novels, the historical setting functions merely as a background for any interchangeable 

plot,14 the term historical fiction is appropriate for those novels whose historical situation 

facilitates the story. In other words, historical novels are successful when they convince the 

reader that a story could only have taken place at a particular time and age, because the historical 

circumstances empower the characters to act in a certain way. 

In Georg Lukács’s fundamental theory, The Historical Novel (1937),15 he locates the 

beginnings of the genre in Europe. In the late eighteenth century, Germany and France 

underwent significant political, economic, and social transformations that provoked an interest 

in history among the public. An emerging nationalism following the French Revolution led to 

a sensibility and urge for understanding social changes, simultaneously creating a new national 

identity and confidence. History became a “mass experience” (Lukács 1983, 23, original 

emphasis) for the public and created a market for national narratives of the past. Yet, it is in 

post-revolutionary England that the historical novel flourished in its fictional form in the early 

nineteenth century, beginning with the Scottish writer Sir Walter Scott and his novel, Waverley 

(1814). Lukács argues that the “relative stability of English development during this stormy 

period, in comparison with that of the Continent, made it possible to channel this newly-awoken 

historical feeling artistically into a broad, objective, epic form” (1983, 32). In the novels of 

Scott, the specifically historical is the “derivation of the individuality of characters from the 

historical peculiarity of their age” (Lukács 1983, 19). For Lukács, Scott’s achievement lies in 

 
13 The translation is mine. In the original, Nünning uses the term “Begriffsanarchie” (1995, 209).  
14 For those novels, Bergmann uses the term “Kostümromane” (2008, 56), that is, “novels of costume.” 
15 Lukács’s book was first published in Russia, translated from the German, in 1937. The first German edition 
was published in East Germany in 1955, and a second German edition was published in West Germany in 1961. 

Finally, an English translation from the second German edition was first published in 1962. 
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making the historical circumstances essential for the overall story. “Historical necessity […],” 

according to Lukács, 

is not otherworldly fate divorced from men; it is the complex interaction of concrete 

historical circumstances in their process of transformation, in their interaction with 

the concrete human beings, who have grown up in these circumstances, have been 

variously influenced by them, and who act in an individual way according to their 

personal passions (1983, 58). 

Lukács further links the origin and development of the genre to established literary periods and 

practices in continental Europe, arguing that “Scott’s historical novel is the direct continuation 

of the great realistic social novel of the eighteenth century” (1983, 31). 

In North America, the literary situation was very different. While fictional literature in 

Britain started to take root in the early seventeenth century, the first US American novels were 

published in the 1790s by writers such as William Hill Brown, Susanna Rowson, Hugh 

Brackenridge, and Charles Brockden Brown. What is more remarkable, however, is that US 

American literature produced its first example of historical fiction shortly after Scott. James 

Fenimore Cooper’s The Spy (1821) is the first US American historical novel and starts the 

genre’s long and successful literary tradition with a story about the US American Revolution. 

While historical fiction can hardly be considered an exclusively North American genre, Lukács 

believes that Cooper is Scott’s “only […] worthy follower in the English language” (1983, 64). 

He thereby bestows a certain gravitas to Cooper in assessing his impact on the historical novel 

and US American literature. 

Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlett Letter (1850) is another early example of US 

American historical fiction. In the introductory chapter, “The Custom-House,” the author sees 

himself in the duty of recollecting his ancestors’ stories and he imagines  what they would have 

thought of his professional occupation. 

‘What is he?’ murmurs one grey shadow of my forefathers to the other. ‘A writer 

of story books! What kind of business in life—what mode of glorifying God, or 

being serviceable to mankind in his day and generation—may that be? Why, the 

degenerate fellow might as well have been a fiddler!’ Such are the compliments 

bandied between my great grandsires and myself, across the gulf of time! And yet, 

let them scorn me as they will, strong traits of their nature have intertwined 

themselves with mine (2008, 10–11). 
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The introductory chapter defines the kind of text Hawthorne presents, and he announces the 

content of the novel, namely the story of Hester Prynne against the backdrop of America’s 

Puritan age. The above quote is remarkable for three reasons. First, the narrator confronts the 

reader with the Puritans’ notorious aversion towards fiction, but simultaneously addresses his 

contemporary readers in legitimizing the profession of the (historical) novelist. Second, the 

narrator realizes that his present is informed by events in the past. This relation between past 

and present serves as ultimate motivation for him to narrate. Third, to tell a meaningful story, 

to be “serviceable to mankind,” he seeks the dialogue with the past (“let them scorn me as they 

will”) rather than nostalgically recollect what had happened. These features are inherent to 

many historical novels across literary periods. Hawthorne in this quote thus includes self -

reflexive commentary on historical writing, showing that this is not exclusively a postmodern 

phenomenon.16  

Historical novels have appealed to readers since the beginnings of the genre’s literary and 

academic reception. After the initial boom by writers such as Cooper and Hawthorne, there was 

less literary production within historical fiction in the decades that followed. In 1937, Harlan 

Hatcher speaks of a revival of US American historical fiction in the 1930s. On the literary 

market, Hatcher observed that “each publishing season offers a few novels of this type, but at 

certain intervals the interest gets out of hand and a runaway vogue is on. Roughly speaking, this 

has happened at least once in every generation in the last century” (1937, 775). An “orgy of 

historical romance” (Hatcher 1937, 776) thus dominated American literature in the 1890s, but 

at the turn of the century this interest stagnated. Hatcher sees the beginning of modernism as 

influential for this shift, because 

we became absorbed in the immediate present, a new generation of writers was 

coming into power, and the big, world embracing realistic movement with the 

center of interest in the complex contemporary scene became dominant. This 

movement seized and held the public attention for about twenty-five years, until the 

beginning of the depression. Since the debacle, the mysterious pendulum has swung 

back again, and a new concern for the historical past has appeared (1937, 776). 

The development of historical fiction, the continuous interest in the past as narrative content, 

shows that the genre proliferates across literary periods and styles. Often, even similar themes 

and time periods are at the center of the fictional stories, such as America’s colonial past, the 

settlement of the West, or the US American Civil War as well as the antebellum years in the 

 
16 See also Bernd Engler’s and Oliver Scheidig’s collection Re-Visioning the Past: Historical Self-Reflexivity in 

American Short Fiction (Trier: WVT Wissenschaftlicher Verlag Trier, 1998). 
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South (see Hatcher 1937, 776–7). However, the perspectives and shifts in representation 

change, other “blind spots” (Hatcher 1937, 778) of each generation come into focus , and the 

attention is turned to peripheral characters and events. For Hatcher, this is crucial in his 

explanation of a renewed interest in the genre in the 1930s. 

In contemporary literature, Ina Bergmann similarly identifies a revitalization of the 

historical novel since the 1990s (2012, 139). Her coinage of the term “new historical fiction” 

refers to novels published within the last two decades, “which presents a turn away from the 

preoccupation with historiographic metafiction of the 1970s and 1980s” (Spengler 2015, 117). 

According to Bergmann, US American historical fiction of the twenty-first century is not just a 

phenomenon of a second postmodernist turn, but it represents the avant-garde of US American 

literature that seeks a change of paradigm beyond postmodernism (2008, 73). These novels do 

not simply mark a return to realist predecessors of the genre, but present new distinctive 

characteristics in form and content. 

Historical fiction is a highly sustainable genre and can be found across various literary 

periods. Whether we consider Hawthorne’s The Scarlett Letter (1850), Lew Wallace’s Ben Hur 

(1880), Willa Cather’s Death Comes for the Archbishop (1927), or Kurt Vonnegut’s 

Slaughterhouse-Five (1969), what the novels have in common is an interest to aestheticize the 

past. This concern is not exclusive to North America, yet US American historical novels are 

distinctive from European texts “by merit of both the identity problems peculiar to America and 

the fact that America is often considered a comparatively ‘young’ nation” (Kirwan 2012, 127). 

The same can also be said for North America generally when, momentarily, we focus on non-

Indigenous nation-building, cultures, and literatures. 

In Canada, historical novels emerged in the nineteenth and early twentieth centur ies, 

typically narrating stories of colonization and early settlement, often set in New France. John 

Richardson’s Wacousta (1832) is one of the first historical novels published by a Canadian-

born author. Dennis Duffy calls the novel “one of the strangest of English-Canadian fictions” 

(1986, 3) but acknowledges that its historical setting “is more than a backdrop” (1986, 3). He 

further emphasizes “its unique sense of Canadian history” (1986, 4), creating a “pseudo-

historical novel [which] delineates a reality in which history […] seems a remote process” 

(1986, 4). Three years before Confederation, Philippe Aubert de Gaspé published Les Anciens 

canadiens (1864). Within the following decades, several authors likewise presented tales of 

early colonization. Among them are William Kirby’s The Golden Dog (1877), G. Mercer 

Adam’s and Ethelwyn Wetherald’s An Algonquin Maiden: A Romance of the Early Days of 

Upper Canada (1887), Gilbert Parker’s The Seats of the Mighty (1896), and numerous texts by 
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Thomas Guthrie Marquis, the most notable being Marguerite de Roberval: A Romance of the 

Days of Jacques Cartier (1899). Some of those titles demonstrate a generic trend, namely, that 

“during the nineteenth century, the Canadian historical novel was invariably a romance” (Duffy 

1986, 1). This initial interest in Canadian historical fiction in the late nineteenth century slowed 

down after 1900. Duffy observes that “most novels between 1900 and 1970 repeated similar 

formulas; only a few novels took the form in new directions” (1986, 25). Hulan offers an 

explanation, arguing that “historical novels proliferated in the late nineteenth century as the 

prospect of annexation with the United States loomed and at the end of the twentieth century 

when globalization threatened to undermine national sovereignty” (2014, 16). 

Although historical novels decreased in the early twentieth century, they never 

disappeared and, in fact, fulfill numerous functions. In 1970, Anne Hébert’s Kamouraska 

initiated a “rebirth of the historical novel in Canada” (Duffy 1986, 54). While this novel is not 

attributed to postmodern writing, it was indeed in the postmodern years of the 1960s and 1970s 

as well as in the 1980s that the genre flourished and focused on particularly Canadian themes. 

Historiographic metafiction began to take root and became a strong foundation of contemporary 

Canadian literature. Those novels display a more skeptical approach to not only the content of 

well-known historical events and narratives, but also to the processes and politics that influence 

them. While not all historical fictions since the 1970s are historiographic metafiction, the novels 

published after Hutcheon’s coinage and theories could not possibly ignore the development 

within the genre. Hulan argues that this allowed criticism “to broaden the definition of 

postmodern literature to include works that thematize political and social relations whether or 

not they employ explicit postmodern techniques” (2014, 27). The works by Jane Urquhart, for 

example, such as Away (1993) or The Stone Carvers (2001), demonstrate skepticism towards 

well-established aspects of Canadian history and seek to rewrite and complement it with the 

perspectives of marginalized characters, while refraining from overt metafictional elements.  

Furthermore, Herb Wyile, in Anne of Tim Hortons: Globalization and the Reshaping of 

Atlantic-Canadian Literature (2011), discusses the impact of globalization on Atlantic Canada 

and its literature. While tracing the political, economic, and cultural ambivalences and changes 

in the region, Wyile argues that “creative representations of the history of the Atlantic region 

arguably have a different set of preoccupations and resonances from their counterparts in the 

rest of the country […]. In short, there is a pronounced sense of loss, of rupture, informing the 

turn to history in the literature of the region” (2011, 171). 
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3.1.2. Forms and Functions: Offering a Glimpse of Past Times 

In Harlan Hatcher’s 1937 article, he laments that, structurally, most historical novels in the 

United States are “sorrowfully deficient in art. They are formless, without stylistic distinction, 

and sprawl through a third more space than is good for them because the novelist has not taken 

the trouble to select and achieve perspective” (1937, 785). In evaluating the novels for their 

aesthetic value, one certainly notices, as in all literary genres, that there are differences in 

quality among historical novels and historiographic metafiction as well. Yet, Hatcher’s 

criticism seems to originate from approaching the novels by considering their date of 

publication without assessing their discursive origins. In other words, he seems to suggest that 

the new wave of historical fiction is a continuation of old forms or, worse, an attempt at copying 

previous examples without proposing new purposes of narrating the historical content. 

While Hatcher evaluates the new vogue of novels in contrast to historical romances of the 

nineteenth century, a more nuanced inquiry of a larger corpus of texts reveals indeed a multitude 

of forms. The most comprehensive formalist analysis is Ansgar Nünning’s study in which he 

proposes a typology of the English historical novel since the 1950s, featuring five distinctive 

types: (1) the documentary historical novel, (2) the realist historical novel, (3) the revisionist 

historical novel, (4) the metahistorical novel, and (5) historiographic metafiction (Nünning 

1995, 256). First, in the documentary historical novel, there are specific temporal, spatial, or 

figural references to real events or people. The aim is to achieve an appearance of objectivity 

and authenticity, and this type of novel functions not unlike a non-fiction novel that is concerned 

with the present. The documentary historical novel refers to or incorporates its evidence, that 

is, other textual sources, and claims an unmediated, undistorted view of reality. It upholds an 

illusion of fiction and avoids metafictional elements (Nünning 1995, 259). Second, the realist 

historical novel privileges fiction and is not necessarily based on verifiable truths. Its content 

and characters can be entirely fictitious and incompatible with an ontological assessment of 

reality, but this status is neither thematized nor problematized on the intradiegetic level. In style, 

it resembles Sir Walter Scott’s archetype and provides a linear, chronological plot. The 

narrators are more prominent than in the documentary historical novel, and they can be a moral 

authority that provides advice or judgment. The realist historical novel is an imaginative 

immersion of a fictitious plot in a historical past, but it can also be compatible with 

historiographic knowledge (Nünning 1995, 262). Third, the revisionist historical novel takes a 

critical stance towards historiography and specific historical incidents. It attacks established 

conceptions of historical events or periods and provides alternative perspectives, for example, 

feminist perspectives in male-dominated discourses. In its perceptions of memory and time, 
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subjectivity is at the center, however maintaining a marked fictionality that largely avoids 

metafictional elements. It is revisionist in form by oscillating between different temporal 

frames, thereby diverging from the realist historical novel. Other examples of this type break 

entirely with factual evidence and offer counterfactual narratives.17  

Bergmann’s study of US American literature understands the various forms of historical 

fiction as a spectrum between allegedly realistic narration and postmodern play (2008, 59). 

Historical fiction broadly ranges from 

seemingly traditional historical novels that retell the respective events in an almost 

old-fashioned, chronological way, often in an imitation of nineteenth century 

diction; to more inventive models that use two or more parallel plots from different 

time levels, often including the present time or even the future; or novels that even 

recreate a past that does not have its roots in reality itself but in another work of 

fiction (Bergmann 2012, 145). 

Bergmann identifies a heightened public interest in historical fiction since around 2000, to the 

extent that it dominates the North American literary market and bestseller lists. The new 

historical fiction is both a continuation of older traditions as well as a formal break that 

introduces new styles, themes, and approaches to possibilities of narrating the past. Its main 

categories have come to be the “multi-time-level historical novel, historical biofiction, 

historical crime fiction […], reanimated classics, historical novel with a magic twist, and 

alternat(iv)e history” (Bergmann 2012, 145). Genre hybrids, in this new understanding of an 

old tradition, can be described under the umbrella term historical fiction, yet propose news ways 

of discussing the past by evading clear cut definitions.  

Bergmann underscores that “besides nostalgia and historical voyeurism, the promise to 

learn the truth about the past, as vague as it may be, seems to be one of the main motivations to 

peruse historical fiction” (2012, 144). For many novelists, adherence to truth is an essential 

responsibility of their writing and a defining characteristic of the genre. Mary Renault, author 

of The King Must Die (1958), explains that “I have never, for any reason, in any historical book 

of mine, falsified anything deliberately which I knew or believed to be true” (1969, 84). 

Whenever her story was at odds with the information she gathered in her research, “there was 

no alternative but to re-write from the beginning” (Renault 1969, 84). She regards 

historiographic discourse in her novels as a means to reach a state of a more complete truth, and 

“it is inconceivable to [her] how anyone can decide deliberately to betray it” (1969, 84). While 

 
17 I will return to Nünning’s definition of the fourth and fifth type, the metahistorical novel and historiographic 

metafiction, in chapter 3.2. 
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Renault therefore receives her legitimacy to write historical fiction from her observance of 

factual evidence, other writers experience a sense of artistic liberation by challenging the 

limitations of factual constraints. 

While in academic historical writing, it is possible and can be a straightforward process 

to verify or falsify certain aspects of the content, a writer of historical fiction has much more 

imaginative leeway. Ontological assessments are necessary in scholarly work, but unlike a 

historian, the novelist is not restricted to the limitations of factual observations. Canadian 

historical novelist Jane Urquhart states, “I gave myself too many facts, and therefore I didn’t 

have enough leeway for fiction” (Urquhart in Wyile 2007, 89). Historical  fiction therefore goes 

beyond a mere recounting of empirical data and has more room to explore conceivable stories 

and developments. It shows that literature has the potential of creating knowledge systems and 

an understanding of the world where other modes are insufficient. 

Historical novels work in ways analogous to other works of fiction whose aim it is to 

create the illusion of the imaginary and yet probable. Regardless of the author’s agenda in the 

treatment of factual evidence, it is his or her task to create a story that is coherent within its own 

logic, and not necessarily to make statements that claim to be in accordance with the reader’s 

reality. One of the main functions of literature is, in its most basic form, to make sense of the 

world and explain possible causalities that are unclear. Historical fiction is predominantly 

concerned with present discourses rather than the past, although often this presupposition is 

implied rather than openly discussed in the texts. It acts upon the reader’s wishes to trace the 

development of the past up until the present to create national, regional, personal, or collective 

identities. Hatcher thus explains the renewed interest in historical fiction in depression ridden 

America. Readers in the 1930s, he believes, turned to historical novels to answer the question 

“where did she [America] take the wrong turn and leave the main road for an impasse?” (1937, 

777). Similarly, Bergmann shows that the themes in contemporary historical fiction focus on 

moments of nation-building in nineteenth century America. In the twenty-first century, she 

argues, readers are again longing for cultural anchors which they seek in literature (2008, 170). 

Finally, Margaret Atwood finds that “by taking a long, hard look backward, we place ourselves” 

(2005, 170). 

Since Hayden White’s assessment in the 1960s that historiography, either academic or 

literary, follows the rules of emplotment, writing about the past can no longer be measured by 

factuality alone. Perspective and ideology purposefully select the content of the stories, color 

the texts according to the inherent discourses, and limit the form of an event’s narration. An 

objective, unfiltered description of facts is impossible, and the emphasis lies more strongly with 
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the teller and aims of telling a story. Bernd Engler follows Hayden White’s argumentation who 

asserts that historiography has a symbolic function, because the recording and representing of 

historical events is always interpretation and bound to narrative emplotment. Consequently, two 

conceptions of historiography emerge: “It could either be an act of man’s self-assurance of a 

coherently ordered world […], or it could be an act of self-empowerment by which man proves 

to himself that he is capable of ordering and structuring what by itself has no inherent order or 

structure” (Engler 1994, 26). This further provides a culture with two functions of 

historiography and historical representation, a “sense-making function” (Engler 1994, 26) and 

a “culture-sustaining function” (Engler 1994, 26). The first is “an act of affirmation by which a 

culture succeeds in assuring itself of its ability to transcend (by making sense of) the experience 

of an utterly chaotic and contingent reality” (Engler 1994, 26) . The second hinges on the 

understanding that “cultures only exist because they can offer their members a common means 

of structuring and communicating their experience and that, as a consequence, cultures 

necessarily strive to affirm the validity of their most fundamental patters of establishing 

coherence and producing meaning” (Engler 1994, 26). If it is the function of historical fiction 

to make sense of a reality, to establish order in a chaotic world, and thereby affirm a cultural 

identity through common narratives, then such texts aim to mask their fictionality, that is, their 

techniques and processes of fiction-making.  

Of course, it is not a requirement or directive for historical novels to reaffirm established 

narratives to ensure lasting societies. Instead, historical fiction often tackles blind spots of a 

generation’s understanding of history and fills them with content from different perspectives. 

This is not a result of postmodernism, but an inherent feature of the genre. Historical fiction is 

thus concerned with themes of social relevance, often revising history from the perspective of 

marginalized people. It aims at uncovering different versions of history that complement 

established narratives rather than devaluating all previous accounts. 

3.1.3. Problems: Nostalgic Illusion or Critical Engagement? 

Historical fiction has drawn suspicion and criticism from academic historians for its artistic 

leeway in combining fact and fiction. David Harlan explains that, at best, they tend to view 

historical fiction as “little more than historical melodramas, long on misty nostalgia and short 

on critical analysis” (2007, 109). Delighted by a growing popular interest in the past, he notices 

the opening of new museums in the last decades as well as the book market where historical 

fiction is thriving. Yet, he also refers to a critical tradition among historians who are suspicious 

of this trend. Historical fiction, in their view, is “appreciative rather than critical, descriptive 
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rather than analytical, reassuring rather than demanding—and worst of all, intellectually 

debilitating” (2007, 110). While there are differences in quality or style, historical fiction , at 

large, is far from being poorly written or researched. This study, among many others, hopes to 

convince its readers that outstanding historical fiction is being produced by writers who are 

“making increasingly sophisticated claims to intellectual legitimacy” (Harlan 2007, 110). 

Nevertheless, the historians’ reservations about the genre should not be easily dismissed. 

Neither should historical fiction and historiographic metafiction devaluate the work of 

historians by prioritizing fiction at any given time. Future readers, writers, students, and 

historians can benefit from one another by locating explanatory models of the past in either 

domain while being able to communicate in the realm between academic discourse and literary 

creation. Some concerns arise from the genre’s deliberate deconstruction of events of public, 

national, or international interest. The adjective “historical” evokes possible truth claims toward 

a factual presentation of a past reality, one the readers can recognize and make sense of. It is 

through a co-reading of discourses that they can “hope to develop a historical imagination that 

is morally coherent and politically effective” (Harlan 2007, 123). 

Historical fiction narrates the past in a rather coherent way, usually with linear plot 

developments. In doing so, it provides the reader with historical information and the impression 

of a straightforward progress of events. However, the origins or veracity of the empirical data 

are not problematized in the text. This is one concern for the historians’ reservations about the  

genre. Many writers of historical fiction thus emphasize the extent of their research in the 

paratexts, as in the acknowledgments or an afterword. Yet, even well-researched works of 

historical fiction still differ methodologically from academic studies, undermining the 

novelists’ claim for authenticity. Historiographic metafiction, in contrast, challenges any such 

claims at their very core, offering a critical stance toward narration of the past in general and 

the tradition of the realist historical novel in particular. George Bowering’s narrator in Burning 

Water, for example, ironically states that “novelists have the privilege of knowing everything” 

(2007, 51) and he laments the bygone times of “the good old days, when the realist novelist just 

had to describe the setting and introduce into it the main characters” (2007, 14). Bowering’s 

quotes reveal that the boundaries between different forms of “past writing,” fiction/non-fiction 

and history/literature, are difficult to delineate, which is precisely the starting point for 

historiographic metafiction. 
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3.2. Historiographic Metafiction: Self-Consciously Reconstructing the Past  

3.2.1. Definitions and Postmodern Origins 

As a variation of the historical novel, US American and Canadian historiographic metafiction 

shares some characteristics and functions with the more traditional form. It is a response to 

those established forms of writings of the past and thus always exists in relation to them. As the 

previous subchapter demonstrates, historical fiction in the United States and Canada has been 

part of the nations’ literatures since the nineteenth century. Postmodern theory and aesthetics 

had a profound impact on literature and literary studies in the twentieth century and continue to 

shape contemporary historical fiction. The genre branched off in a variation, embodying 

changes in the texts’ content, form, and politics, initiated by and constitutive of postmodern 

aesthetics. Because of the popularity of historiographic metafiction in postmodern literature and 

the prominence of scholarly work related to it at the time, Robert David Stacey points out that 

“in the minds of many, postmodernism itself is reductible to the fictional genre of 

‘historiographic metafiction’ and/or to [Hutcheon’s] tropes of irony, parody, metafictional self-

consciousness, and thematic ‘ex-centricity’” (2010, xiii, emphasis added).18 

Yet, postmodern influences and their logic certainly gave way to more than one genre and 

more than one possibility to realize postmodern aesthetics, and postmodernism does not 

singularly account for the diverse historiographic metafictions written until today. Linda 

Hutcheon responds to Stacey’s provocative statement, acknowledging that “as almost everyone 

who has written on postmodernism has rightly pointed out, there is more to the postmodern 

than ‘historiographic metafiction.’ Mea culpa!” (Hutcheon 2010, 41, original emphasis). 

Additionally, Monika Fludernik observes that historiographic metafiction “appears to be simply 

the updated late-twentieth-century version of precisely the same genre (the historical novel) 

which has meanwhile adapted to twentieth-century conceptualizations of the novel and of the 

 
18 Some scholars note that other genres are influenced by postmodernism as well. Frank Davey counters the critics’ 

heavy reliance on prose fiction for a definition on postmodernism and wonders “what if they are wrong in making 
this emphasis? What if most postmodernist writing has been done—as it has been in Canada—in poetry? […] 
What if the most postmodern of Canadian writing is arguably genreless?” (2010, 24). Additionally, Richard Paul 
Knowles discusses “historiographic metadrama” (1987, 229) in his application of Hutcheon’s terminology and 
theory to plays and argues that Canadian drama “has always occupied alternative spaces and played an alternative 
role culturally” (1987, 229). As a result, the plays demonstrate a tendency that “has under the circumstances quite 

naturally been toward both politically alternative deconstructions of mainstream national myths, and metatheatrical 
questionings of mainstream dramatic forms that it views as oppressive or colonial in impact” (Knowles 1987, 229–
30). Finally, Hutcheon, some twenty years after her seminal work on postmodernism and historiographic 
metafiction, acknowledges that the graphic novel is “a postmodern genre par excellence” (2010, 45), critically 
acclaimed and propelled by the publication of Spiegelman’s Maus for which he won the Pulitzer Prize in 1984. 
Hutcheon also notes that “even opera got postmodernized: what I would call ‘historio-sonic meta-operas,’ if I were 

feeling really perverse” (2010, 48). 
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historical” (Fludernik 1994, 93). It is thus influenced not only by postmodernism, but also 

postcolonialism, as well as discourses on gender, sexuality, and feminism. Moreover, this study 

highlights the impact of transnationalism and globalization, including the consequences thereof, 

on the development and content of US American and Canadian historiographic metafiction. 

The novels discussed in this study share five characteristics, that is, features that 

legitimize the foundation for the text selection and analysis in the following chapters. (1) 

Historical content: the stories are set in the past, not unlike in historical fiction, and narrate 

historical content based on some recognizable accounts of verifiable settings, people, or events. 

(2) Historical self-reflexivity: the stories are aware of the construction of historical narratives 

and concerned with the processes of retelling historical events. Rather than the mere recounting 

of what happened, they highlight the challenges of using (archival) material to create coherent 

narratives. They emphasize that the co-existence of multiple interpretations and perspectives is 

possible and necessary. (3) Textual self-reflexivity: the novels’ critical stance toward history is 

complemented by metafictional elements that highlight the texts’ own status as fictional 

creation. (4) North America: the novels discussed in this study were written by US American 

and Canadian authors. Their stories are concerned with themes close to the two nations’ 

concerns, but, as we will see in the analysis, the settings are certainly not confined to the 

geographical borders of North America but reach out to other places worldwide. (5) 

Transnationalism: as outlined in the previous chapter, my approach to these novels lies in a 

comparative, North American framework. But the literary analysis also demonstrates that the 

writers are actively participating in the negotiation of cultural spaces in North America. They 

reflect, for example, on worldwide migration patterns, colonialism, political relations, 

economic ties, armed conflict, and the resulting self-conceptions of people as US American, 

Canadian, or a combination thereof. National myths and cultural identities are at the center of 

the characters’ engagement with their place in Canada or the United States in relation to their 

neighbors in North America and in the world. 

The first three aspects are present in the novels with varying degrees of manifestations. 

In some texts, the metafictional qualities are either more or less overtly employed. Similarly, 

some texts express their doubts of the “official” versions of historical events more vehemently 

than others and they are, therefore, not equally critical of how those accounts came into place. 

In Herb Wyile’s study of contemporary Canadian historical fiction, he also recognizes that 

“some texts are more historiographically skeptical, anti-mimetic, or revisionist than others, and 

hence it is necessary to explore in more detail the nature and implications of that variety” (Wyile 
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2002, 33). Therefore, the substantial literary corpus selected for this study reflects the variety 

of historiographic metafiction beyond generic boundaries.19 

Historiographic metafiction not only immerses characters in historical circumstances and 

situations but focuses on the (re)construction of history. The novels are historiographic in that 

they are not only concerned with the historical content on the level of narrative, but with the 

writing of history, both within the story and on the level of text production. In many cases, the 

texts’ interest in writing history is delegated to the characters within the story. Historiographic 

metafiction is often populated with narrators and protagonists who become researchers, 

historians, or artists in a contemporary setting whose undertaking is to investigate events or 

people from the past. Consequently, the spaces they inhabit are those typical for many 

academics and professional historians: libraries, archives, museums, and universities. 

Confronted with archival material, such as letters, photographs, journal entries, and newspaper 

articles, the characters are determined to make sense of the historical traces, fail more often 

than succeed, and learn to activate their imaginative capabilities to account for the stories they 

create. Following the argumentation by Hayden White in his seminal work Metahistory: The 

Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (1973), the novels wonder how any 

historical event becomes history, how accounts of the past are eventually storified, and which 

factors (such as ideology and politics) contribute to the process. Ultimately, rather than claiming 

authority on an undeniable succession of events as portrayed in many plots of historical fiction, 

historiographic metafiction questions the validity of historical sources, lays bare the 

mechanisms of writing history, and reveals them as performances of writers with specific aims. 

The (re)construction of history and historical events is mirrored within the structures of 

the texts. Patricia Waugh defines a metafiction as a fictional text that “self-consciously and 

systematically draws attention to its status as an artefact in order to pose questions about the 

relationship between fiction and reality” (1984, 2). Furthermore, metafictions “explore a theory 

of fiction through the practice of writing fiction” (Waugh 1984, 2, original emphasis), thereby 

making statements about the forms and functions of fictional texts generally. Many arguments 

used by Waugh to describe, explain, and theorize metafictional texts are not only applicable, 

but particularly well employed in historical novels. If, as I stated above, historiographic 

metafiction always stands in relation to historical fiction, Waugh’s argument holds that “in 

metafiction it is precisely the fulfilment as well as the non-fulfilment of generic expectations 

 
19 As mentioned before, the term “historiographic metafiction” often denotes novels rather than other genres, such 
as poetry or drama (although such forms exist). Yet the texts complicate any such categorization through their 
complex combination of factual and fictitious content and a self-conscious undermining of fiction and nonfiction. 
The corpus for this study overwhelmingly consists of novels, and the analysis chapters additionally discuss two 

graphic novels. 
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that provides both familiarity and the starting point for innovation” (1984, 64 , original 

emphasis). Consequently, not only the creation of a fiction, but also the creation of reality is 

scrutinized and revealed as consciously fabricated through textual means. Metafictional 

elements are a useful tool for authors and narrators whose concerns lie with scrutinizing the 

creation of historical content based on a reality recognizable to an external reader. Therefore, 

in historiographic metafiction, the texts celebrate the ontological differences between events 

with real references and those that spring entirely from the author’s imagination.  

Theoretical approaches to metafiction were prominent in the 1980s, also as a scholarly 

response to the literature of postmodernism. Critics, however, emphasize that “metafiction” is 

not a literary genre but a quality inherent to many texts. Waugh understands metafiction as a 

“tendency within the novel” (1984, 14). While narrative commentary is “present in much 

contemporary writing” (1984, 15), metafiction functions as “continuous involvement in—and 

meditation of—reality through linguistic structures and preexistent texts” (1984, 15). The 

expression of this involvement is “the dominant function in the texts defined here as 

metafictional” (Waugh 1984, 15). Hutcheon discusses “narcissistic narratives” (1984, 1) and 

defines them as “fiction about fiction—that is, fiction that includes within itself a commentary 

on its own narrative and/or linguistic identity” (1984, 1). Similar to Waugh’s argument that 

metafiction can potentially be a feature of all texts, Hutcheon states that it is “a continuation of 

an already existing narcissistic trend in the novel” (1984, 153) and she argues, “if self -

awareness is a sign of the genre’s disintegration, then the novel began its decline at birth” (1984, 

18). Rüdiger Imhof supports this claim, and his study argues that self-conscious elements in 

fiction, for example in the works by Laurence Sterne or Henry Fielding, have provided the basis 

for early English literature. Although metafictional elements have gained prominence in 

postmodern works in Europe and North America, self-reflexivity in fiction is “not a 20th 

century phenomenon” (Imhof 1986, 33). 

Self-conscious narration is not only a feature in metafictional narratives, and not all 

commentary by the narrator on the development of the story qualifies a text as metafiction. 

Ansgar Nünning distinguishes two types of self-reflexive narration: metanarrative commentary 

and metafictional form. He defines the former as “the narrator’s commenting on the process of 

narration” (2004, 12) and the latter as “comments on fictionality of the narrated text or the 

narrator” (2004, 16). Both have in common that they involve processes of literary self-

referentiality, but there are differences in their functions in a text (2004, 16). Nünning argues 

that metanarrations do not necessarily disturb aesthetic illusions by disclosing the fictionality 

of the characters, but they can create new types of illusions by “triggering a different strategy 
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of naturalization” (2004, 17). Further, metanarration is also possible in nonfictional contexts as 

a guidance through the text. In contrast, metafiction can only appear in the context of fiction 

where it focuses on its own energies to create or subvert the story and text. Nünning discusses 

quantitative methods and criteria for identifying metanarrative commentary and argues that the 

integration is a matter of degree. Consequently, the narrators can use metanarrative commentary 

in their delineation of the story’s development, but they also go further in assessing their own 

role in that creation. Historiographic metafiction can make use of both forms of textual self -

reflexivity. Whereas The Wars, for example, is a powerful novel that has its strengths in its 

metanarrative potential, Slaughterhouse-Five is even more radical. Its metafictional elements 

are employed in such a way that foregrounds the productive energies of the implied author.  

Not all critics agree on the usefulness of a broad-ranging definition for historiographic 

metafiction and provide more differentiated terms. Nora Tunkel mentions studies published on 

the “postmodern historical novel” (2012, 11) and acknowledges “the broad spectrum of inter- 

and, as one might add here, transgeneric variety found in the historical genre today” (2012, 48, 

original emphasis). Therefore, she does not entirely oppose a broad term, but proposes that “a 

more flexible understanding of historical fiction as fictions of the past should be considered” 

(2012, 48, original emphasis). However, Tunkel does believe that “the term (and concept) of 

‘historiographical metafiction’ is no longer as adequate as it used to be and […] needs 

considerable rethinking in relation to the multiplicity and complexity this genre shows in 

present-day Canadian literature” (2012, 57). Another critic, Amy J. Elias in der work Sublime 

Desire: History and Post-1960s Fiction, defines the “metahistorical romance” (2001, 46), a 

form of the historical romance novel tied to postmodernist fiction.20 Herb Wyile analyzes 

Canadian historical novels as “speculative fictions” (2002, xi), openly referring to similarities 

between historical fiction and science fiction. Wyile argues: “The notion that historical 

discourse is essentially speculative rather than mimetic has certainly given novelists the elbow 

room to develop their own speculative fictions, probing the gaps or ‘dark areas’ of received 

history” (2002, 13). 

Finally, in addition to the three kinds of historical fiction elaborated upon by Ansgar 

Nünning (see subchapter 3.1.), he defines the metahistorical novel and historiographic 

metafiction separately. First, the metahistorical novel turns its attention from historical persons 

to an engagement with the theory of historical discourse (1995, 276). In contrast to the three 

forms discussed in subchapter 3.1., Nünning argues that the metahistorical novel is more 

 
20 In the study, Elias’s focus lies on late twentieth century fiction published in mostly English -speaking “so-called 

First World capitalist nations” (2001, x), such as the United States, Great Britain, Australia, and Canada. 
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retrospective and incorporates a narrative level set in the present as well as a level set in the 

past, creating a tension between a main plot and minor plot lines in favor of the concerns of the 

present (1995, 277). Finally, the texts are primarily autoreferential and are marked by 

metafictional elements (1995, 277). Second, Nünning explains that, more than the 

metahistorical novel, historiographic metafiction is defined by self-reflexive reconstructions of 

history and addresses the methodological problems of historical discourses (1995, 282–3). 

Ultimately, Nünning summarizes that historiographic metafiction uses the means of  fiction to 

discuss theoretical questions and problems of historiography (1995, 284). 

The literary corpus for this study reflects a variety of those definitions for “historiographic 

metafiction,” based on the five criteria I established above. I believe Hutcheon’s original term 

is fitting to describe numerous texts that share features of historical and textual self-reflexivity, 

while being able to accommodate a substantial literary corpus within a single study. 

3.2.2. Forms and Functions: Oscillating Between Fictionality and Factuality 

Metafiction challenges the fictionality of a text, that is, undermines possible claims for “truth” 

in fiction and discloses the text and its content as the writer’s creation. Whereas different forms 

of historical fiction typically strive towards claims for objectivity and avoid ontological 

assessments of reality within the level of narrative, historiographic metafiction questions any 

such assumptions. The narrators in metafictional texts realize that access to their reality depends 

on their individual preconceptions, filtered through social and linguistic perceptions. In this 

manner, ontological questions (“what can be known about the world?”) are accompanied by 

epistemological and methodological problems (“how can we know anything about the world at 

all?”). If the fiction is revealed as construct, then reality is just as shaped by the social and 

linguistic context we ascribe to any events. Thus, a narrator requires metalanguage that 

“explore[s] the relationship between the world of the fiction and the world outside the fiction” 

(Waugh 1984, 3, original emphasis). Consequently, historiographic metafiction places a strong 

emphasis on explanations that describe current events and realities by looking back towards the 

past while addressing both levels of context and narration. David Harlan argues that those 

claims for historical truth and the doubtful inquiries thereof are the main motivation for writers 

to pursue the genre. He says that the authors of historical novels in the 1970s “were not much 

interested in the past. They were interested in the nature and validity of the claims they were 

making about the past” (2007, 113, original emphasis). However, he is also critical of the self-

reflexive turn the genre has taken and describes them as “fiction in which the past has become 

little more than a playful artifice” (2007, 114). 
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In Hutcheon’s seminal work on (Canadian) postmodern literature, she asserts that 

historiographic metafiction “install[s] and then blur[s] the line between fiction and history” 

(1988a, 113). Although this is a feature fundamental to literature from its earliest 

manifestations, she holds that “the simultaneous and overt assertion and crossing of boundaries 

is more postmodern” (1988a, 113). Hence, to Hutcheon, the distinction between historical 

fiction and historiographic metafiction is based on the protagonists and characters . While 

historical fiction employs representative figures in historical settings, historiographic 

metafiction focuses on figures who are “the ex-centrics, the marginalized, the peripheral figures 

of fictional history” (1988a, 114). While revisionist aims can be an important politics in 

historical fiction (see, for example, Nünning’s definition of the “revistionist historical novel”), 

they are more foregrounded in historiographic metafiction. However, Herb Wyile reminds us 

that the genre is also subject to historical changes and thus varies in its functions and politics. 

He observes that “more recent high-profile historical fiction in Canada [like Urquhart’s The 

Stone Carvers or Boyden’s Three Day Road], while still characterized by a self-conscious and 

contestatory attitude toward traditional history, is conspicuously less experimental, less radical, 

less historiographically discomfiting” (Wyile 2010, 186). Rather than manifestations of a new 

genre, the more recent novels represent developments within historical fiction and 

historiographic metafiction that become apparent when considering the corpus of texts written 

over a period of more than 50 years. 

What are the purposes of different forms of historical writing? The previous subchapter 

argues, while consulting Bernd Engler’s article, that fictional historical representations strive 

to affirm narratives of the past. Historical fiction intends to bring order to fragmented versions 

of historical accounts to make sense of unclear causalities in a society. Yet if it is the function 

of literature to create an illusion of a coherent narrative to make sense of chaos, then what is 

the purpose of historiographic metafiction that, after all, tries to disturb this achieved sense of 

a structurally ordered reality? With this question in mind, historiographic metafiction appears 

as a highly disappointing and distressing way to approach history, because it is a historical 

representation “with a revenge that boomerangs on itself” (Engler 1994, 32). This form of 

thinking of and realizing the past can be discomforting as it confronts the readers with a “sense 

of ultimate powerlessness and failure. It leaves us with the very opposite of the dream of self-

empowerment” (Engler 1994, 33). Linda Hutcheon addresses similar concerns, describing the 

need for structured narratives as “a mode of ‘totalizing’ representation […] by which writers of 

history, fiction, or even theory render their materials coherent, continuous, unified” (1989, 62). 

How can readers achieve narrative closure and develop meaningful strategies for empowerment 
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from stories that deliberately and openly hinder them from doing so? Hutcheon finds this 

realized in the genre’s “urge to foreground, by means of contradiction, the paradox for and the 

suspicion of narrative mastery—and master narratives” (1989, 64). 

Historiographic metafiction reminds us that the past informs our present, that the, often 

negative, repercussions of past events and decisions are visible today. This might be true for 

historical novels as well, but what is stressed in the self-reflexive stories is a sense of agency. 

According to Waugh’s argumentation, “metafiction helps us to understand how the reality we 

live day by day is similarly constructed, similarly ‘written’” (1984, 18). In other words, self -

referential representation emphasizes a denaturalized version of history. This is crucial for 

stories that counter nationalist developments and narratives whose politics are driven by 

nationalist ideology. Herb Wyile observes that historical fiction in the past “has certainly played 

a role in the cultivation of […] political and cultural nationalism” (2002, 110). This function 

was deliberate, and Wyile continues that “emblematic of a unitary national destiny, then, the 

historical novel compels readers to emulate the patriotic sentiments and accomplishments of its 

heroes as standard-bearers of that destiny” (2002, 110). Historiographic metafiction, in contrast, 

is highly skeptical of totalizing national narratives. Wyile argues that national agency “has been 

redefined in contemporary theory and the contemporary historical novel” (2002, 111) and “the 

allegorizing of nation is […] being substantially refigured” (2002, 111). This is true not only 

for works written and published in the United States and Canada but is a constitutive function 

of historiographic metafiction from other countries. Notable examples include works from 

postcolonial contexts (for example, Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children from 1980) or the 

former Yugoslavia (for example, Borislav Pekić’s Zlatno runo [The Golden Fleece] from 1978). 

Jasmina Lukić thus analyzes recent historical fiction and historiographic metafiction from the 

Balkans and argues that “in a region where competing versions of history still tend to impose 

themselves as grand national narratives, metafiction can offer a much-needed distance from the 

totalizing projects of the ideologies of power” (2004, 493). 

Similar arguments hold in stories about war and trauma. The novels serve as reminders 

that human atrocities, such as the genocide of Indigenous peoples, slavery, and the Holocaust 

are not natural phenomena or occurrences but human-made events. They were avoidable. 

Focusing on narrative agency therefore implies the existence of historical agents, allowing the 

reader to add a sense of accountability to historical events and their narrative legacy. The novels 

explore and frame the conditions under which any event could have taken place and call for 

transparency in the construction of reality and the accounts that circumscribe it. Hence, this is 

a model that, in retrospect, uncovers the steps taken in the past. From a perspective that 
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encompasses both the past and the present, the writers ask how the course of events and human 

history have developed until the point of outcome in the present. How is our present shaped by 

our past? Who was responsible? At the same time, it is also a model that emphasizes our 

ongoing creation of the present and the consequences for the future. Unsatisfied with current 

social conditions, we realize that intervention is possible, and this is stressed strongly through 

the metafictional qualities in the texts. Hence, historiographic metafiction is sustainable in its 

refusal to accept an ending to any discussion; there is always room for more thought, there are 

always invitations for new interpretations. 

An additional method for the novels to realize those goals is the juxtaposition of different 

kinds of texts within the narrative, often written by different authors. The fictional stories are 

accompanied by nonfictional texts in forms of journal entries, newspaper articles, letters, or 

pamphlets. For Hutcheon, this is another significant feature that distinguishes realist historical 

fiction from historiographic metafiction: “Historical fiction […] usually incorporates and 

assimilates these data in order to lend a feeling of verifiability […] to the fictional world. 

Historiographic metafiction incorporates, but rarely assimilates such data. More often, the 

process of attempting to assimilate is what is foregrounded” (1988a, 114, original emphasis). 

The original function of the texts in the context of their historical publication is embedded in 

the fictional narrative and evaluated by fictitious characters. In this manner, the purpose of those 

texts is mirrored in the novels and may serve to verify or falsify the narrated events by providing 

information derived from outside the narrated world. In their original publication, these texts 

were not used in a fictional context but were clearly intended to make statements about the 

world as it is (or as it was perceived). In this new textual environment, the extratextual material 

fulfills a role alongside the sphere of the imaginary. Therefore, these novels not only cross 

ontological boundaries, but mix various genres and modes of writing. The origins of the texts 

are comprehensible, and the individual authors are made accountable by references and 

bibliographical information. On the page, the borders between fiction and nonfiction are clear, 

but the result of this immediate juxtaposition transcends both the real and the imaginary. 

The historical documents and textual traces in these novels are more than just allusions 

or references to other texts. Instead, their function lies in their overt juxtaposition, and thus they 

can accompany or, in most cases, challenge the narrated stories themselves. For Hutcheon, the 

application of intertextual relations in historiographic metafiction results in the desired effect 

of parody. She writes, “it offers a sense of the presence of the past, but a past that can be known 

only from its texts, its traces—be they literary or historical” (1988a, 125). Consequently, she 
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recognizes the utility of the concept of parody especially in historiographic metafiction that 

incorporates external documents. Thus, she demands 

of the reader not only the recognition of textualized traces of the literary and 

historical past but also the awareness of what has been done—through irony—to 

those traces. The reader is forced to acknowledge not only the inevitable textuality 

of our knowledge of the past, but also both the value and the limitations of the 

inescapably discursive form of that knowledge (1988a, 127). 

Hutcheon further distinguishes between five types of references that can appear in 

historiographic metafiction: “Intra-textual reference, self-reference, inter-textual reference, 

textualized extra-textual reference, and what we might call ‘hermeneutic’ reference” (1988a, 

154). Her idea of self-reference coincides with Nünning’s idea of “metafictional reflexivity” 

(1995, 65)21 and refers to those aspects of the text that disclose it as fiction. Hutcheon’s 

definition of inter-textual references “points to a specific intertext” (1988a, 155) without textual 

incorporation of a separate trace. While a textualized extra-textual reference can thus be more 

obviously indicated, she emphasizes that 

the difference [to inter-textual references] is one of emphasis. The first is history as 

intertext; the second is historiography as presentation of fact, as the textualized 

tracing of event […]. This is not the kind of reference that attempts to derive 

authority from documentary data (1988a, 156). 

The novels’ obsession with such additionally provided textual material is emblematic of the 

functions of this form of self-reflexive historical fiction. It acknowledges the desire and need 

for multiple perspectives to avoid distorted accounts of past events. 

There is one problem, however. If historiographic metafiction purposely insists that an 

objective “truth” is unreachable and that existing accounts of history are nothing but 

compositions of texts motivated by certain ideology and politics, how can we still rely on 

“facts?” In other words, an overt emphasis on fictionality can create dangers of deniability 

rather than help understand the complexities of social and historical realities. As will be 

discussed in chapter 7, historiographic metafiction that narrates stories of war and trauma 

addresses these concerns in different ways. The protagonists in Art Spiegelman’s Maus or Kurt 

Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five urge to remember that the Holocaust and its more than six 

million Jewish victims were real, that the city of Dresden was bombed by the allied forces, 

 
21 The translation is mine. In the German original, Nünning speaks of “metafiktionale Rückbezüglichkeit” (1995, 

65). 
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killing thousands of people. The categorization of a text as fiction or nonfiction can thus have 

serious implications that raise ethical and political concerns. Hence, in some cases, 

historiographic metafiction functions by an overt insistence on factuality since only that 

prevents the reader from redirecting the story to the realm of the imaginary. This also means 

that the labelling of texts as historical fiction can create problems of classification. 

Historiographic metafiction, however, can raise those concerns within their narratives and 

challenge the texts’ assumed status as fictional constructs. 

3.3. History across Borders: Postcolonial and Transnational Perspectives  

Beginning in the 1960s, the historical novel underwent transformations with lasting 

consequences regarding its form, content, and politics. US American and Canadian writers 

eagerly turned to postmodern ideas and sought ways of practicing the influential assumptions 

in literature. Their narratives of the past involve a skepticism towards historical truth, 

authenticity of representation, and language. Julia Breitbach demonstrates the value of 

comparing the cultural output of postmodernism in North America. From the 1960s to the 

1980s, she argues, literature in Canada “played a major role in the building, or ‘writing,’ of a 

nation. In the United States, by contrast, postmodernism developed in close alliance with the 

concerns of an iconoclast counterculture and a general disenchantment among writers and 

intellectuals with contemporary US society and politics” (2014, 277–8). The construction of 

literary culture in Canada thus stands in opposition to a “deconstruction and ‘rewriting’ of 

national myths” (Breitbach 2014, 278) in the United States. US American authors such  as 

Thomas Pynchon, Robert Coover, and Kurt Vonnegut turned the historical novel into a highly 

self-reflexive form. Among their most notable works of fiction published in the 1960s and 

1970s, several novels are examples of early historiographic metafiction: Thomas Pynchon’s V 

(1963) and The Crying of Lot 49 (1966), Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) and 

Robert Coover’s The Public Burning (1977). In Canada, writers of postmodern historical novels 

turned to a critical evaluation of the nation’s postcolonial situation and its legacies. Leonard 

Cohen’s Beautiful Losers (1966), Michael Ondaatje’s The Collected Works of Billy the Kid 

(1970), Rudy Wiebe’s short story “Where is the Voice Coming From?” (1971) and his novel 

The Temptations of Big Bear (1973), Robert Kroetsch’s Badlands (1975), Jovette 

Marchessault’s Comme une enfant de la terre (1975), Timothy Findley’s The Wars (1977), and 

George Bowering’s Burning Water (1980) are exemplary for historiographic metafiction in its 

early development in Canada. 
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With Linda Hutcheon’s groundbreaking work, historiographic metafiction became 

intricately intertwined with the theory and politics of postmodernism. More recently, however, 

she explains that “anyone daring to write about postmodernism today would be seriously 

delinquent if he or she ignored these new aesthetic forms and these changes in the old ones” 

(2010, 49). Historiographic metafiction has had its own development in literary history, proving 

that it is “far from identical with postmodernism” (Nünning 1995, 287, original emphasis).22 

Nevertheless, its origins in postmodernism are crucial and continue to shape the literary 

landscape until today. Hutcheon writes that the postmodern is “both an historical category 

describing something that has happened and a current phenomenon: it is still with us” (2010, 

49). Additionally, Davey reminds us that postmodernism “is characterized by a specific 

epistemology: it is not a period, not an aesthetic, but an understanding of how meaning is 

constructed. How meaning is constructed is an ethical matter and is connected directly to how 

texts are constructed” (2010, 10). This latter aspect is present in all novels discussed in this 

study. The blending of different genres (for example, science fiction and historical fiction in 

Slaughterhouse-Five) or the creation of hybrid genres with stable formulas (for example, crime 

fiction and historical fiction in The 19th Wife) are also an important outcome of postmodern 

discourses and their ongoing development. “Has the postmodern run its course?,” asks 

Hutcheon and continues, “perhaps, but it isn’t showing signs of going away any time soon” 

(2010, 50). Consequently, Dalley calls for approaches that “broaden the definition of 

postmodern literature to include works that thematize political and social relations whether or 

not they employ explicit postmodern narrative techniques” (2014, 27). 

To describe the poetics of a North American past by tracing the development of 

historiographic metafiction means to acknowledge that there is no singular  formula. Tunkel 

finds that the popular and academic interest in historical fiction is “rooted in its generic 

diversity, and, in the Canadian sense, in its potential to unite so many issues that lie at the center 

of Canadian society, culture, and literature” (2012, 11). Many cultural and discursive influences 

thus contributed to the emergence and success of as well as the continued interest in historical 

fiction and historiographic metafiction: postcolonialism, gender, sexuality, and feminism are 

crucial for approaching the genre’s later manifestations (see also Wyile 2002, xiii–xiv). Their 

connections to postmodernism, however, remain undeniable. Hutcheon finds that “the 1990s 

saw—in the opposition between the postmodern and the postcolonial—what was really a repeat 

of the 1980s’ debate between postmodernism and feminism […]: it was bound to happen” 

(2010, 44). 

 
22 The translation is mine. 
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Transnationalism and globalization, as concepts and as observable policies and realities, 

are fundamental for understanding the novels in a North American framework and legitimize a 

comparative approach. As Hillary Chute explains, “where the dominant rhetoric of modernism 

is temporal, […] postmodernism adopts a rhetoric of space—of location, multiplicity, 

borderlands, and, I would add, boundary crossings” (2006, 202). Although Herb Wyile’s 

Speculative Fiction is concerned with novels focusing on aspects in Canadian history, Wyile 

acknowledges that these texts “serve as an important reminder that these novelists are also 

citizens of a larger world, their concerns far from limited to the borders of Canada” (2002, xvi). 

A comparative study of historiographic metafiction in the United States and Canada, therefore, 

investigates how the writers envision transnational spaces in their texts and how those are 

formative of the cultural spaces in North America. 

Writers of historiographic metafiction address North America’s postcolonial situations 

and the rewriting of colonial myths in their novels. The theory and scholarly framework of 

postcolonial studies corresponds with the literary genre’s functions and goals. Hamish Dalley 

investigates the historical novel as postcolonial writing because “the postcolonial world is 

characterised as a space in which history can never be taken for granted” (2014, 4) and further 

argues that “postcolonialism is thus, to a large extent, a discourse of and about the writing of 

history in multiple forms—one that necessarily engages with debates in which aesthetics are as 

much at stake as politics” (2014, 4). Marie Vautier similarly approaches Canadian literature 

with a postcolonial framework, but her focus lies on myths and the (re)creation thereof. The 

function of myths is “to attempt to make unified sense of the world” (1998, 34), and she finds 

that Canadian writers locate themselves in the spaces provided by postcolonialism and 

postmodernism. She argues that in English Canadian and Québécois literature “a self-conscious 

postcolonial urge to myths coexists with a postmodern play with myth” (1998, 25, original 

emphasis). The novels, Vautier continues, “strongly thematize the reshaping of that elusive 

Canadian imagination through their retelling of Canadian history” (1998, 27). 

A problem emerges however, when considering the literatures from Canada and other 

settler-invader countries through the lens of postcolonial studies. Laura Moss and other critics 

“unsettle” Canadian literature by exploring the fundamental question whether Canada can be 

described as postcolonial (see Moss 2003). One central concern for postcolonial literature is the 

“rewriting of European-inspired history” (Vautier 1998, 32), but in the case of Quebec there is 

“at least a double historical colonization, with the French preceding the British factor” (Vautier 

1998, 39). Further, a postcolonial framework is helpful only if it acknowledges colonization as 

continuing process, rather than a remnant of the past. Moreover, a process which works towards 
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decolonization must recognize Indigenous strategies to combat colonizing practices. In Canada, 

it is thus unclear to whom claims for decolonization apply, who is “writing back” to whom, and 

whether “post-”colonial is a temporal, spatial or a social marker. Diana Brydon identifies the 

risks of employing postcolonial theory in Canada and sees potential dangers of it “being 

hijacked […] by devotees of postmodernism, who would transform it into a complementary 

form of relativism, which celebrates the belief that all truths are only truth-claims, that 

everything is relative, and that there are no principles on which universal consensus may be 

achieved” (2003, 73). Instead, postcolonial theories insist that “all truths are complicated and 

contingent” (2003, 73). 

To tackle the problem, Judith Leggatt asks us to “rethink nomenclature” (2003, 125). 

Instead of “postcolonial,” she suggests names “that emphasize process and resistance such as 

‘decolonizing,’ ‘anti-colonial,’ or ‘anti-racist’ [because they] avoid the temporal ambiguities of 

‘post-colonial’” (2003, 125). In fact, those terms also mirror the interests and politics of 

historiographic metafiction. The consequences of colonialism in North America are, for 

example, openly discussed in novels that resituate the North American West and its 

representations.23 Writers such as George Bowering and Rudy Wiebe ask us to consider the 

legacy of colonialism for the recreation of national myths and spaces, while also considering 

the implications for the Indigenous populations. South of the political border, US American 

writers remind us that a consideration of postcolonial frameworks is likewise indispensable. 

Further, narratives of slavery are prominent in US American historical fiction and understand 

postcolonialism through anti-racist discourses. Dalley finds that postcolonial writing offers “an 

appeal to plausibility” (2014, 14) by presenting a “version of history—notwithstanding its 

fictionality—as true, or at least as more true than the racist lies it supplanted” (2014, 14, original 

emphasis). Thus, M.T. Anderson rewrites a Revolutionary America from the perspective of a 

black slave, and Ishmael Reed favors an African American perspective in his rewriting of the 

US Civil War. Other novels recreate moments of nation-building in the United States and 

Canada in response to political and social influences by Britain. Their novels show that “the 

postcolonial approach can open out the categories of region and nation again, and differently” 

(Besner 2003, 47), thus recalibrating our usage and conception of the “nation” as vantage point 

for a discussion of the texts. 

Postcolonial perspectives necessitate an investigation of the relationships between two or 

more nations and are thus “essential to understanding the historical novel’s global inflections” 

 
23 See also chapter 5, “Prophets of the New World: Mormon and Métis Resistance to the United States and Canada 
in the North American West.” 
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(Dalley 2014, 8). In Speculative Fictions, Herb Wyile echoes the problems discussed above and 

explores Canada’s role in postcolonial studies. He writes, “if postcolonialism involves a writing 

back to the empire, this gesture is obviously complicated when those doing the writing are of 

the same cultural background and heritage as those being addressed” (2002, 35). Additionally, 

he emphasizes that in Canada, “colonialism is a kind of palimpsest, a writing over the aboriginal 

past” (2002, 36), and Canadian historical fiction thus investigates “the history of colonialism 

and of relations between native people and the dominant culture” (2002, 36). He notices that 

other nations, like Australia and New Zealand, deal with similar problems and “have occupied 

an uneasy place” (2002, 35). Hamish Dalley recognizes the potential for this observation and 

highlights that “it is both possible, and highly worthwhile, to compare literatures from very 

different parts of the postcolonial world” (2014, 12). 

Postcolonial theory and studies have thus influenced the ways in which “history” and “the 

past” can become a subject in literature. Indigenous authors such as Lee Maracle, Thomson 

Highway, and Leslie Marmon Silko write about the past and its implications for today’s 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous societies. But can works by Indigenous authors be understood 

as historiographic metafiction? Marie Vautier criticizes, “although the historical colonization 

of the Amerindian and Inuit peoples by the British and French is openly signaled in many 

contemporary texts (which often challenge the traditions of historiography), they sometimes 

use the figure of the Amerindian or Métis to further the postcolonial arguments of the nonnative 

cultural majorities of their traditions” (1998, xv–xvi, original emphasis). Non-Indigenous 

authors such as George Bowering, Rudy Wiebe, Jacques Poulin, Chester Brown, and Diane 

Glancy discuss in their novels the consequences of colonialism and the resistance to colonial 

practices by Indigenous peoples. However, their perspective remains shaped by non-Indigenous 

discourses. Since Indigenous epistemologies are at stake in the decolonizing process, we must 

recognize that storytelling about the past can be self-reflexive and anti-imperialist while the 

definitions of historical fiction and historiographic metafiction need not apply. 

For Herb Wyile, several aspects are interconnected to understand the representation of 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous relations in Canadian literature. He investigates “the redefining 

of Canadian history through the lens of a social history that emphasizes concerns of gender, 

sexuality, ethnicity, race, and class; and, finally, the reconfiguring of nation and national 

identity” (2002, 36). Confronted with the question whether Canada is postcolonial, Neil Besner  

responds, “no. It is not only that” (2003, 48, original emphasis), stressing that the term  suggests 

a monocultural and monocentric conception of Canada. Hence, in addition to postmodern and 

postcolonial impulses that undoubtedly contributed to the development of historiographic 
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metafiction, additional frameworks are worthy of consideration to understand Canada, the 

United States, and North America more fully. 

Discourses on gender, sexual orientation, and feminism have significantly shaped the 

production and reception of the literatures of the United States and Canada. Historiographic 

metafiction understands that, at the heart of those discourses, constellations of power govern 

the social structures that also determine the creation and development of national myths. Hence, 

the novels undermine such claims for power and rewrite historical narratives from the 

perspectives of women and the LGBTQ+ community. Wyile recognizes that “largely as a 

legacy of colonialism, the building of Canada and the whole edifice of Canadian history have 

been narrowly defined along lines of gender, race, ethnicity, region, class, and sexual 

orientation” (2002, 65). Nicola Renger investigates the relationship between geography and 

imperialism through the tropes of mapping and historiography in Canadian literature. The 

novels, she argues, “rethink space and place” (2005, 22) . She finds similarities between 

postcolonialism and feminism, since “the different ‘grounds’ mapped within the novels […] are 

space, place, landscape and body” (2005, 28). The texts thus “overtly present spatial perception 

and production as historical, social and cultural expressions which serve to establish, perpetuate 

or challenge power hierarchies. Space, history, society and politics are interdependent” (2005, 

29). Postcolonialism and feminism have in common their “endeavor to demystify and dismantle 

authority” (2005, 48), the difference being that “while postcolonialism directs its critique at 

colonial structures and ideology, feminism challenges patriarchal structures and ideology” 

(2005, 52). 

US American and Canadian women writers employ historiographic metafiction to address 

a lack of female representations in historical narratives. Daphne Marlatt’s Ana Historic (1988) 

“remaps the female body into a site of power” (Renger 2005, 265). Joy Kogawa’s Obasan 

(1981), Sky Lee’s Disappearing Moon Café (1990), and Margaret Atwood’s Alias Grace 

(1996) resituate women in historical accounts in which their perspectives and voices were 

systematically neglected. George Bowering’s Caprice (1987), Diane Glancy’s Stone Heart 

(2003), and David Ebershoff’s The 19th Wife (2008) institute women in narratives of the West, 

thereby challenging male-dominated narratives and stressing the historical role of women 

during the nineteenth century. 

In her book about cultural history and theory, Lynn Hunt discusses the “various and often 

confusing labels” (2014, 9) that emerged in the new cultural theories, such as “the linguistic 

turn, poststructuralism, postmodernism, postcolonialism, cultural studies, or just plain ‘theory’” 

(2014, 9). Instead, she proposes another alternative: globalization. This framework makes sense 
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to Hunt, because it “tells a global story, even though it often still privileges the West, and it 

offers a return to the ‘big questions,’ such as how and why the West rose to global hegemony. 

Where cultural theories emphasize the local and the micro-historical, talk of globalization 

inherently underlines the importance of the transnational and macro-historical developments. It 

also offers a new purpose for history: understanding our place in an increasingly interconnected 

world” (2014, 10). For a comparative literary analysis of historiographic metafiction, a 

transnational framework is compelling and resituates the characters and their stories on a larger 

scale. 

Tunkel argues that present day Canadian “‘fictions of the past’ represent a point at which 

all ‘posts’ meet at an angle—postmodernism, poststructuralism, and post-colonialism—and 

have thereby developed into an integral part of the de/construction site that is ‘Canada’” (2012, 

38). She explains the evolution of historical fiction by linking it to the development of critical 

thought: “If critical discourses on historical fiction in the second half of the twentieth century 

centered on metafictional and historiographical concerns and then increasingly on postcolonial 

and subaltern perspectives, today the impact of these discourses on the genre has altered due to 

changing global concepts and perceptions” (2012, 46). She defines “fictions of the past” as 

“writing that dissects, negotiates and evolves identities as constructions of the past in the 

provoking context of contemporary extended as well as densified choices and identitary 

building blocks. This process is achieved through continuous […] divisions and revisions of 

complex, constructed cultural spaces of existence that function as discourses in the tense 

struggle between global and local forces” (2012, 119, emphasis added). These novels, in 

Tunkel’s framework of transcultural imaginaries, “must be understood as the sum of multiple 

developments in the genre of historical fiction toward a remarkably open fictional form that 

unites postcolonial contents and postmodern aesthetics” (2012, 118) . 

Tunkel’s work, published in 2012, demonstrates that historical fiction is a viable focus of 

scholarly scrutiny, especially when acknowledging changing perceptions of global concepts. 

One of the most recent studies on transnationalism and the historical novel, Brantly’s study , 

“seeks to examine some of the ways in which historical novels can be transnational” (2017, 3). 

Her comparative study of Swedish and American novels shows that works of historiographic 

metafiction had emerged in Sweden in the early 1960s. She thus argues that the historical novel 

“is not just a local, regional phenomenon but has become, during the postmodern era, a 

transnational tool for exploring how we should think of nations and nationalism and what a 

society should, or should not, look like” (Brantly 2017, 16, emphasis added). 
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In discussions on globalization, Tunkel identifies two extreme positions: “Either they 

focus on the negative effects of globalization as a (continued) form of imperialism in the name 

of capitalism, leading to worldwide cultural sameness; or globalizing forces are heralded as the 

ultimate solution for humanity in that they foster a cosmopolitan cultural understanding and a 

new variety of cultural differences in the global community” (2012, 75). These aspects are also 

present in the novels discussed in the upcoming chapters. However, the literary analysis also 

reveals that the novels express a more nuanced engagement with transnationalism and the 

impact of globalizing forces. 

As the following chapters demonstrate, the concerns of postmodernism, postcolonialism, 

and transnationalism are intertwined in all of the novels. In fact, the novels are conscious of 

some of the symbols associated with the critical discourses described in this chapter. A 

postmodern critique of textual material and historical traces is reflected upon in Solomon 

Gursky Was Here and Libra as the characters struggle to make sense of archival sources (see 

chapter 4). The concerns raised in postcolonial theory and postcolonial studies are crucial for 

understanding Louis Riel: A Comic-Strip Biography and The 19th Wife because of the authors’ 

retellings of the settlement of the North American West and its consequences for the Indigenous 

populations (see chapter 5). The realities of transnationalism and globalization take center stage 

in Volkswagen Blues, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, and Everything Is Illuminated. 

In these stories of migration and travel the characters reflect on the multiple languages with 

which “America” can and must be described (see chapter 6). Finally, stories of war emphasize 

the fundamental impact of global armed conflict on the national identities of the United States 

and Canada. The countries participate in the wars by sending soldiers to places outside of North 

America, but they also become the new home for refugees from places of war (see chapter 7).  

The writing of history can be a creative process that requires the crossing of boundaries. 

Historiographic metafiction shows us that those borders can be rooted in questions of genre and 

form. But the novels described above are also acutely aware of national borders and show that 

these can be challenged to understand the interconnectedness of our world. 
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4. Re-Searching and Rewriting National Myths: Transnational Encounters and the 

Archive  

4.1. A Roomful of Documents: How to Make Sense of History in the Archive 

In the fall of 2017, US President Donald J. Trump announced on Twitter that he was going to 

allow the “long blocked and classified JFK files to be opened” (@realDonaldTrump, October 

21, 2017), according to a 1992 law which requires the release of the documents after 25 years. 

On October 26, thousands of documents held in the National Archives in Washington, D.C. and 

related to the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in 1963 were thus made available to 

the public. President Trump initially maintained that his hope was “to get just about everything 

to public” (@realDonaldTrump, October 27, 2017). He explained that he was “doing this for 

reasons of full disclosure, transparency” (@realDonaldTrump, October 28, 2017a) and “in 

order to put any and all conspiracy theories to rest” (@realDonaldTrump, October 28, 2017b). 

The National Archives and Records Administration soon relativized Trump’s statements, 

emphasizing that many of the five million pages of documents have been available to the public 

since the late 1990s (“New Group of JFK Assassination Records Available to the Public,” Press 

Release, November 17, 2018). Some of the new documents (including documents from the FBI, 

CIA, and other agencies) had been partially released prior to October 26 and were put online 

within the subsequent months. Nevertheless, the New York Times finds it “only appropriate that 

the remaining papers from one of history’s most infamous mysteries would be made public by 

the administration of a president who dabbles in conspiracy theories himself” (“A Half-Century 

Later, Documents May Shed Light on J.F.K. Assassination,” Peter Baker and Scott Shane, 

October 25, 2017). 

More than fifty years ago, the assassination of President Kennedy entered the national 

consciousness as a decisive moment in modern America and has captured the imagination of 

US Americans and people beyond the United States. Journalists have recently described 

Kennedy’s death on November 22, 1963 as “the holy grail, one that has produced an endless 

string of books, reports, lectures, articles, websites, documentaries and big-screen Hollywood 

movies” (“J.F.K. Files, Though Incomplete, Are a Treasure Trove for Answer Seekers,” Peter 

Baker and Scott Shane, October 26, 2017). One of the novels inspired by this “granddaddy of 

all conspiracy theories” (“The J.F.K. Files: Decades of Doubts and Conspiracy Theories,” Lori 

Moore, October 25, 2017) is Don DeLillo’s Libra, published in 1988. DeLillo envisions a 

conspiracy gone rogue by a group of former CIA agents unsatisfied with Kennedy’s policies 

and actions towards Cuba. Their plan to “set up an attempt on the life of the President” (27) is 



 
 

60 
 

hijacked by other characters, who dismiss the initial goal to shoot at but not hit Kennedy, 

eventually enabling Lee Harvey Oswald to kill the president in Dallas. The novel thus 

chronicles the conspirators’ plans and actions as well as Oswald’s life, portraying his youth 

when he first educated himself on Marxist theories, his time in the military, his defection to 

Russia, return to America, and the final days in Dallas. Framing Oswald’s story in Libra, a 

retired senior analyst of the CIA, Nicholas Branch, is “hired on contract to write the secret 

history of the assassination of President Kennedy” (15) decades after Kennedy’s death. 

Commissioned by the Central Intelligence Agency, Branch is given thousands of documents, 

an insurmountable mass of evidence, which he has gathered in an adjoining room to his house, 

a “book-filled room, the room of documents, the room of theories and dreams” (14). 

This chapter discusses how historiographic metafiction envisions the processes, methods, 

and spaces of historical research. It compares fictional characters and their archival work as 

they dig deep into old files and documents, laying bare the pitfalls of researching a historical 

past. The analysis of DeLillo’s Libra is paired with the novel Solomon Gursky Was Here (1989) 

by the Canadian writer Mordecai Richler. The historical context for Richler’s novel is the 

Franklin expedition to the Arctic in 1845. The two vessels involved in the infamous journey 

under Captain Sir John Franklin, the HMS Terror and HMS Erebus, were lost and the fate of 

the crew uncertain, a failure that was “a major event in the United Kingdom, perhaps akin to a 

moon landing gone wrong today” (“Long-Lost Franklin Ship Found in Arctic, Solving 169-

Year-Old Mystery,” Steven Chase, March 25, 2017). In 2008, the Canadian government under 

the administration of prime minister Stephen Harper, Parks Canada, and the Arctic Research 

Foundation renewed the search for the ships with the support of Inuit knowledge, which 

culminated in finding the HMS Erebus in 2014 and HMS Terror in 2016. Since the 

disappearance of the ships, narratives of the crew’s fate have “long been a touchstone of 

Canadian history” (“HMS Terror Discovery Could Be Last Piece in Franklin Expedition 

Puzzle,” Tu Thanh Ha, March 24, 2017) and the expedition is “arguably one of the most 

frequently textualized exploration feats of the 19th century” (Korte 1994, 495). Barbara Korte 

further describes the expedition as “a (tragic) milestone in British-Canadian colonial history” 

(1994, 496) and stresses its power to have generated cultural myths in Canada. Mordecai 

Richler created a contemporary protagonist, Moses Berger, who begins to research and write 

the biography of Solomon Gursky. The novel first introduces Solomon’s grandfather, Ephraim 

Gursky, who supposedly was a survivor of the expedition but whose presence on board was 

unacknowledged by the fictitious historiographers. 
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The two novels chosen for comparison were written by canonical writers in the United 

States and Canada and published at the end of the 1980s. While in more recent historiographic 

metafiction, such as in David Ebershoff’s The 19th Wife, the characters have access to digital 

archives, web-based search engines, and digital files, the characters in Richler’s and DeLillo’s 

novels have to rummage through their piles of books and paper. The archive is not just a 

metaphorical space of remembering and forgetting, but the novels highlight its materiality. For 

Moses Berger and Nicholas Branch, the mass of documents is tangible and contingent. In Libra, 

Branch is spatially confined in his archive, but the room itself is dynamic in its expansion as 

Branch has the room built and outfitted for his purposes as his work develops. In Solomon 

Gursky Was Here, Moses’s work space stores a private collection of gathered material which 

resembles the functions of an archive without being institutionalized or supervised by external 

agents. 

In the following, I suggest that a comparative approach to the novels by Richler and 

DeLillo reveals how the reconstruction of history through archival research may result in 

different outcomes. Moses and Branch24 understand that access to the past is available to them 

mainly through texts. Both characters are overwhelmed with the collected material and struggle 

to arrange it in a coherent, meaningful order. In the end, however, Moses succeeds in writing 

the biography by using his imagination to fill the gaps of his research. In contrast, Branch fails 

to activate his creative imagination and surrenders to the archive, convinced that the case “will 

haunt him to the end” (DeLillo 2011, 445). Second, both novels recount stories that have shaped 

the national identities and cultural consciousnesses of the United States and Canada in distinct 

ways. Kennedy’s assassination and the expedition to the Canadian Arctic are narratives 

formative of the countries’ national identities. Yet, an analysis of the novels in the context and 

framework of this study shows that these stories of national importance are ultimately narratives 

of transnational encounters. Solomon Gursky Was Here underscores a Jewish participation in 

the cultural construction of Canada and insists on giving Jewish people a place in Canada’s 

culture by inserting decidedly Jewish characters in one of Canada’s most foundational national 

myths. Libra retells a momentous event in the history of the United States and considers 

transnational relations in politics and society at the root of Kennedy’s death. Nicholas Branch 

never leaves the archive, but the reader follows Lee Harvey Oswald from New York City to 

Japan, to the Soviet Union, and back to the United States. The two historical fictions, and 

likewise the other novels discussed in this study, narrate national moments of cultural identity 

 
24 In keeping with the tone of the novels, I will use the first name when referring to Moses Berger and the last 

name when referring to Nicholas Branch. 
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formation. Yet, they require transnational dimensions, border crossings, and cross-cultural 

experiences by the characters to culturally create the United States and Canada as well as the 

specific events of which they attempt to make sense. 

In many historiographic metafictions in North America, the archive becomes a powerful 

source of knowledge. It is a facilitator for contemporary characters to understand the events to 

which they have access only through archival material. One prominent example in Canadian 

literature is Timothy Findley’s narrator in The Wars who recreates the life of a soldier during 

the First World War. In his search, the narrator “begin[s] at the archives with photographs […]. 

Boxes and boxes of snapshots and portraits; maps and letters […]. All you have to do is sign 

them out and carry them across the room […]. As the past moves under your fingertips, part of 

it crumbles. Other parts you know you’ll never find” (Findley 1986, 4). In postmodern fiction, 

Linda Hutcheon identifies a characteristic occupation with the archive, in that researching 

characters recognize that facts are made through the selection and interpretation of found 

material. She acknowledges that “of course, documents have always functioned in this way in 

historical fiction of any kind. But in historiographic metafiction the very process of turning 

events into facts through the interpretation of archival evidence is shown to be a process of 

turning the traces of the past (our only access to those events today) into historical 

representation” (1989, 57). Throughout her work on postmodernism, Hutcheon maintains that 

“we only have access to the past today through its traces—its documents, the testimony of 

witnesses, and other archival materials. In other words, we only have representations of the past 

from which to construct our narratives or explanations” (1989, 58). As a result, historiographic 

metafiction is frequently occupied with the question “whether the historian discovers or invents 

the totalizing narrative form or model used” (1989, 64, original emphasis). Aleida Assmann 

seems to support and expand on Hutcheon’s thoughts by arguing that the archive “is not just a 

place in which documents from the past are preserved; it is also a place where the past is 

constructed and produced” (2011, 13). The protagonists in Solomon Gursky Was Here and 

Libra are confronted with a whole range of media carrying information about the past. They 

recognize the value of the documents as empirical evidence, allowing them to support their 

interpretations. However, both novels understand that the facts cannot stand by themselves and 

require explanation. Moses Berger in Richler’s novel realizes that he needs to invent where the 

documents fail him, whereas Nicholas Branch in Libra tries to discover a final truth in his 

archive and, therefore, fails to create meaning through his research. 

When it comes to archival research, “a confrontation [with the past] involves an 

acknowledgment of limitation as well as power” (Hutcheon 1989, 58). Both aspects are present 
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in the texts by Richler and DeLillo in the protagonists’ attitudes toward their work as well as to 

the access to information. In Assmann’s work, Cultural Memory and Western Civilization, she 

regards the archive as storage for memory. She refers to the Greek word arkhé and its two 

meanings: “beginning” and “government” (2011, 327). In Libra, the “government” functions 

as gatekeeper in control over the stored documents, and this role is fulfilled by the character of 

the Curator who provides Branch with any documents. Although Branch never meets the 

Curator, and likely never will, 

when he needs something, a report or transcript, anything, any level of difficulty, 

he simply has to ask. The Curator is quick to respond, firm in his insistence on 

forwarding precisely the right document in an area of research marked by ambiguity 

and error, by political bias, systematic fantasy. Not just the right document, not just 

an obscure footnote from an open source. The Curator sends him material not seen 

by anyone outside the headquarters complex at Langley, material that includes the 

results of internal investigations, confidential files from the Agency’s own Office 

of Security (DeLillo 2011, 15). 

Assmann describes three functions of the archive: selection, conservation, and accessibility. 

The archivist’s task is to protect the “cultural heritage” (2011, 330) against any threats and to 

“secure it against potential natural or manmade catastrophes” (2011, 330). The function of the 

archivist, or the Curator in Libra, is to differentiate between levels of power according to 

specific hierarchies of knowledge. The unnamed Curator is in charge of the contents of the 

archives, whereas Branch, who seems to be given full access, is nevertheless subject to his 

authority. This process is, ultimately, political. Assmann describes how “a political shift of 

power can lead to changes in the structure of legitimation being accompanied by changes in the 

content of the archive. After political change a new hierarchy of values is constructed and what 

was once kept secret—for instance, the Stasi files [or the JFK files, one might add], now 

becomes accessible to the public” (2011, 328). Different government systems additionally 

determine the accessibility to the archives: “In illiberal, totalitarian states the contents are kept 

secret, whereas in democracies—at least theoretically—they are public property that can be 

used and evaluated by individual citizens” (2011, 329). However, the handling of the JFK files 

shows that democracies also restrict the access to the archives or make the documents available 

exclusively to certain members. 

In Solomon Gursky Was Here, this aspect of governmental interference in research is 

remarkably absent from Moses’s work on his biography. One reason for this might be the 

government’s prior ignorance of the role Jewish people have played in Canada, and Richler’s 
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interest may thus lie in reclaiming a place for Jewish people in Canadian history. This 

perspective then emphasizes the need for Jewish agency and authorship over the cultural 

narratives in which Jewish people were involved. Moreover, Richler criticizes not only the 

Canadian government’s role in excluding Jewish refugees from Canada, based on their 

classification as “nonpreferred immigrants” (Richler 1991, 344) prior to and during the Second 

World War, but also the absence of Jews in official cultural narratives since the mid-nineteenth 

century. Moses and Richler construct their stories in a way that seeks to challenge discourses  

on established myths in Canadian history. In addition to well-researched, actual historical 

documents, Richler invents archaeological evidence and sources to place Jewish immigrants 

into a narrative of the Franklin expedition and other moments in Canadian history. The 

juxtaposition of real and invented textual evidence results in a destabilization of dominant 

narratives that have focused on Protestant British and Catholic French influences in the 

founding moments of Canada’s past. In its place, as an act of “fictional revenge for this anti-

Semitic policy” (Korte 1994, 495), Richler decisively reinscribes Jewish people in the 

conceptionally conquered myth of the North, “spots of time where official Canadian 

historiography quite obviously does not want them to be” (Korte 1994, 495). 

4.2. Jewish Canadians, the Imagined North, and the Franklin Expedition: Mordecai Richler’s 

Solomon Gursky Was Here 

Moses Berger, an alcoholic writer from Montreal, is introduced in his office, looking for a 

salmon fly that he uses to go fishing. However, he is unable to find it under the considerable 

amount of material he has collected about the Gurskys. His cabin in the woods of Quebec 

becomes symbolic for his obsession with the family. Here, “his worktable, made up of an oak 

door laid on two steel filing cabinets, was strewn with pages from Solomon Gursky’s journals, 

tapes made by his brother Bernard, clippings, file cards, and notes” (Richler 1991, 8). One 

impressive item in the room is dominating his workplace, namely, “an enormous map of 

Canada, circa 10,000 B.C” (7). From the beginning, this map places the story in the context of 

fundamental Canadian myths, drawing our attention to the land prior to European colonization. 

By referring to it as “Canada” despite its pre-national dating, the map evokes a landscape that 

is nonetheless inevitably to become a nationalized space. 

Moses’s interest in Solomon and his family, who had become wealthy in the liquor trade 

in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, is fueled when he learns of gaps in the family’s official 

history, and he becomes determined to fill in the blanks of the story. As a twelve-year-old boy, 

Moses becomes acquainted with the upper-class Montreal family through his father, a renowned 
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writer who is asked by Bernard Gursky to furnish his library with books. As guest in the Gursky 

household, the young Moses is looking at paintings, but “what caught his eye was a clearly 

outlined blank space on the wallpaper. Obviously a big picture had once hung there” (23). In 

the decades to come, as he alienates himself from his father, Moses openly focuses on a new 

father figure and seeks “salvation by writing a biography of the fabulous Solomon Gursky” 

(Craniford 1992, vii). He starts his research with newspaper articles of the trial of 1934, during 

which the Gursky brothers were charged with tax fraud and the evasion of customs duties. 

However, upon reading the files, “he discovered that somebody had cut out the relevant stories 

with a razor blade. He was hooked” (29). He transfers the information he finds in the 

newspapers and files onto the journal pages, so that “the margins of each page of the journals 

were crammed with notes and queries and cross-references in Moses’s untidy scrawl” (72). 

Moses does not receive much support from the Gursky family in his endeavor, and when he 

admits that he might be the only one interested in the stories, another character acknowledges 

that this might just be “the only valid reason for embarking on such a project” (362). 

Korte points out that, in the beginning, Moses is “presented as a failed historiographer” 

(1994, 500, original emphasis). Despite the mass of collected material on the Gurskys and the 

Franklin Expedition, he has “not yet translated it into a coherent hi/story” (1994, 501). Moses 

is aware of his struggles and convinced that “his wasting life had been drained of potential years 

ago thanks to his obsession with the Gurskys. Even so, it could still be retrieved from 

insignificance, providing he managed […] to complete his biography of Solomon  Gursky” 

(Richler 1991, 7). In order to reconstruct the Gurskys’ story, Moses depends on the support and 

testimony of other characters, but he also relies on the accounts written by those scientists, 

scholars, and writers who have found their way into the novel by means of authorial 

rearrangement. Craniford observes that “Richler—the conscience behind Solomon and 

Moses—reveals with witty exaggeration the kind of tools he must have used himself” (1992, 

116). Wyile notes that it is not unusual for historical fiction to openly expose the underlying 

research and to point out “at least the appearance of historical fidelity” (2002, 29), but Craniford 

emphasizes that Richler employs this practice “while not hiding the weariness and self -distrust 

engendered by the task” (1992, 138). In Richler’s novel, the research is a messy and neglected 

process. It contains “dusty stacks of Gursky memorabilia that  cluttered Moses’s cabin” (342), 

his bookcase which is “crammed with books and newspaper and magazine clippings” (457) and 

the occasional cognac flask (132). Among the sources used by Moses are written documents, 

conversations with family members, and archaeological evidence that all challenge each other 

and bring Moses to the point of almost despair. 
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Richler mixes real excerpts from accounts of the expedition and fictitious documents 

produced by the characters. The transcripts of the real documents are “for the most part, letter-

perfect” (Korte 1994, 494), but their language and contents are changed to fit the purposes of 

the story. Korte assumes that Richler must have had knowledge of some specific historical texts  

in which he inserts the character Ephraim Gursky (1994, 500). She emphasizes that 

the traces of Jewish participation in the Franklin expedition are purely imaginary, 

but within the novel’s plot and for Richler’s revisionism it is essential that the 

presence of Jews in the Franklin expedition be acceptable as ‘fact’ (1994, 498, 

original emphasis). 

Therefore, Richler at times replicates actual texts incorrectly and does not make these changes 

visible. His characters add to the ontological confusion and become known for the forgery of 

documents. Ephraim Gursky’s talent for disguise and imitation of other people’s writing 

enables him to smuggle himself on Franklin’s ship, and the narrator later evaluates that “his 

letters, the penmanship exquisite, were signed with the names of sea captains, rectors, major 

generals, and lords of the realm; and they were garnished with heartrending appeals, nicely 

tuned Latin phrases, and suitable biblical quotations” (312). Not only the characters in the novel 

are struggling to make sense of the contradictory evidence produced by one individual, but the 

actual reader of Richler’s novel is likewise occupied with the sorting out of the material. Advice 

for both Moses and the reader eventually comes from Moses’s father, who states that “there are 

many versions of that story” (18), and Moses realizes that “it depended on whom you talked 

to” (137). Moses becomes aware that the sources need to be evaluated carefully since they are 

always filtered through a teller. Consequently, Moses’s overflowing, yet incomplete collection 

of texts illustrates that an ontological assessment of historical events will never reach the status 

of absolute truth. Despite his elaborate research, “his annotated Franklin library [is] all but 

definitive” (398). 

To create a coherent narrative of all the story fragments, Moses realizes that he can and 

must activate his creative energies to complement the tales of Ephraim and Solomon Gursky. 

The lack of official evidence for Ephraim’s presence on Captain Franklin’s ship at first hinders 

Moses in his search. In the historical muster books, Moses is unable to find the names of 

Ephraim Gursky and his friend, but “they had been there, Moses knew, oh yes Ephraim Gursky 

had been there, and Izzy Garber as well” (380). Monika Fludernik argues that in historiographic 

metafiction, the “reinvention of myth [is] a viable attitude in relation to the past” (1994, 94). 

Further, “myths frequently become major reading models that require operative assent within 

the fictional world even if this suspension of disbelief is soon counteracted by the audience’s 
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‘real world’ experience” (1994, 94). The reader of Solomon Gursky Was Here therefore 

understands that Ephraim is a fictional character but acknowledges Richler’s changes to the 

official story as cultural reinvention. Moses then can be understood as accomplice to Richler if 

the reader accepts his capability and authority to finish the tale. As the nonlinear development 

of the plot mirrors the fragments which Moses finds randomly during his research, the structural 

arrangement suggests a close relation between the found facts and the imagined narrative. Korte 

observes that “Moses and the fictional narrator, then, appear to be unrelated focalizers” (1994, 

503), but because some of the information within the fictional world is accessible only to 

Moses, “the question thus arises whether the narrator is the creation of Moses who has, at long 

last, regained the powers of his creative imagination” (Korte 1994, 503). 

Throughout the novel the characters, whose histories Moses is trying to reconstruct, 

employ various disguises that reflect their transformative powers. These metamorphoses 

ultimately serve to legitimize Moses’s use of his imaginative energies. Against all suspicions, 

it is revealed that Solomon Gursky did not die in a plane crash but went into hiding while 

assuming a new identity. One such persona is the obscure figure of Sir Hyman Kaplansky, a 

British curator and “a collector of rare books, primarily Judaica, but also something of an Arctic 

enthusiast. He owned one of the largest private collections of manuscripts and first editions 

dealing with the search for the Northwest passage” (172). Moses had been in contact with 

Kaplansky for years. When he eventually realizes he is talking to Solomon and grasps the 

implications of his discovery, he is given the ultimate permission to activate his imaginative 

capacities in the narrative. After having been associated with ravens throughout the narrative, 

Kaplansky/Solomon tells Moses that “the raven speaks in two voices, one harsh and 

dissembling, and the other, which he used now, seductive” (456). Trickster figures, such as the 

raven, serve important functions in Indigenous storytelling, and this allusion reinforces the 

notion that this novel is concerned with the origins of cultural mythologies in Canada. Through 

a series of scattered notes left for Moses, Kaplansky/Solomon reverses the roles of writer and 

the one written about and says, “I once told you that you were no more than a figment of my 

imagination. Therefore, if you continued to exist, so must I” (507). In another note, he 

fundamentally authorizes Moses’s account of the events by suggesting, “if not me, who? If not 

now, when?” (305). 

“Were he an objective observer” (7), Moses would stick to the scientific approach that 

could only result in ontological limitations and failure. However, equipped with fictional 

liberties and privileges, Moses begins to imitate Kaplansky’s behavior, while seeking to mimic 

his telling of the stories through his own narrative: 
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Moses was enchanted. He was spellbound. But he also came to be possessed. He 

discovered, to his consternation, that he had picked up some of Sir Hyman’s 

patterns of speech […]. Even more chilling, leaning against the bar in the Bale of 

Hay, he once found himself passing off a witticism of Sir Hyman’s as his own (450). 

Prior to the recognition of Kaplansky’s identity, Sir Hyman keeps asking Moses for the 

biography’s manuscript, but at this point it is not clear whether Moses has written anything at 

all. Unlicensed at first, Moses is then given the leeway that he had needed to begin writing, and 

this “collaboration between Sir Hyman and Moses became so intricate that […] it became 

impossible to tell who had actually chosen whom” (Craniford 1992, 124). 

Moses’s search for the salmon fly is situated in the novel’s present and constitutes the 

point from which the story is narrated retrospectively. Throughout the novel he “continue[s] to 

rummage through his desk” (132) looking for his hook before “it finally struck him that he 

wasn’t the angler but the salmon. A teasing, gleeful Solomon casting the flies over his head, 

getting him to roll, rise, and dance on his tail at will” (501). Following this realization, he senses 

a looming responsibility that will prompt him to finally accomplish his project, and “free 

himself of his Gurskymania” (Korte 1994, 503). He feels that “the black salmon is now obliged 

to sit down, sort things out, and write Solomon’s tale or what he knows of it. Or to risk the open 

sea, swimming out of his Gursky mausoleum never to return” (Richler 1991, 501). Casteel 

foregrounds “the novel’s celebration of hybrid identities and its falsification of myths of cultural 

purity and authenticity” (2009, 786). An understanding of Moses as contributor to the story 

shows that the hybridity is mirrored in the narrative form of the novel and its complex approach 

to historiography. Unable to find the hook himself, it is finally returned to Moses by his 

girlfriend who had accidentally taken it with her. Like the surprising end of his search for the 

salmon fly, the result of his study about the Gurskys cannot be predetermined by what he wishes 

to find through the factual evidence and his thorough research. Neither will the result be a 

“hagiography that the Gursky family desires, [because] Moses seeks a different, unofficial 

version of their story” (Casteel 2009, 790). Instead, he is aware that this “unending story” 

(Richler 1991, 7) is based on different and often incompatible sources “suggesting that both 

versions are incomplete and unreliable” (Casteel 2009, 790). 

The historical starting point for Solomon Gursky Was Here, the Franklin expedition, has 

contributed in shaping cultural myths of the North in Canada. In the attached “Author’s Note,” 

Mordecai Richler explains his intentions for taking artistic liberties in his fictional variation of 

the events. He writes, “I made the Gurskys up out of my own head, but I did not invent 

everything in Solomon Gursky Was Here. I dug deeply into Franklin, M‘Clure, Back, 
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Richardson and the rest on the doomed expedition to circumvent the globe through the 

Northwest Passage, putting my own spin on events” (Richler 1991, 508). Moreover, the novel 

acknowledges the need for transnational relations to account for the nation’s myths. Richler’s 

narrative follows the characters from England to the Arctic and thereby creates a reasoning for 

also circumventing “Canada” as cultural and conceptual space. The author’s “own spin” then 

lies in filling this space with Jewish characters who participate in Canada’s foundation. By 

extension, his protagonist, Moses, participates in this reconstruction by adding his interpretive 

imagination to his elaborate research. Moses’s “heroic dimension” (Korte 1994, 505) therefore 

lies in undermining “a version of the past as promoted by Canada’s two official ‘founding’ 

nations (i.e. the British and the French) […] by a hi/story told from a Jewish, de-centralized 

perspective” (Korte 1994, 495). 

In Burning Water, George Bowering famously retells the story of Captain George 

Vancouver while mocking literary traditions of exploration narratives and North American 

Indigenous mythology. Richler similarly uses extensive parody in his reappropriation of 

Canadian settler narratives following the failed expedition to lay bare that Canadian exploration 

history has been “sifted through a screen of anti-Semitic prejudice” (Korte 1994, 497). To 

position Canadian Jews as fundamental for the cultural makeup of the country, Richler ties them 

to North American Indigenous people. Prior to his arrival in the Arctic, Ephraim Gursky is 

described as wandering through London, where, “one night, he was drawn into his first, 

admittedly spurious, acquaintance with Canada through a theatrical poster” (313). He reads the 

announcement that “Canadian North American INDIANS” (313) had just arrived and will give 

performances “IN FULL NATIVE COSTUME, displaying all the Implements of War” (313). The 

poster also notes that “entirely due to Sacred ABORIGINAL RITES There will be no 

Performances, Wednesday Oct. 6 or Thursday, Oct. 7” (314, original emphasis). At this point, 

Ephraim suspects that the people behind the proclaimed “Indians” are a group of disguised 

Jews, among them his friend Izzy Garber. When Ephraim finds and asks him about the 

suspended performances on Wednesday and Thursday, Izzy replies that “it would be most 

inappropriate for us to perform the war dance on Yom Kippur” (315). Parody, in Solomon 

Gursky Was Here, then comes in the form of “repetition with critical distance [that] 

paradoxically enacts both change and cultural continuity” (Hutcheon 1986, 185). After 

Ephraim’s arrival in the Arctic, he leaves the unfortunate ship and seeks shelter among a tribe 

of First Nations. His notorious promiscuity leads to generations of offspring whose surnames 

are “Gursky or variations thereof, including Gor-ski, Girskee, Gur-ski, and Goorsky” (55). In 

an analogous extension of biblical narratives, “the story of the ten lost tribes of Israel takes a 
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giant step into biblio-historical parody [because] the born-again Innuit [sic] Jews now become 

a new Northern Kingdom of Israel, a new tribe of Ephraim” (Craniford 1992, 122). Casteel 

furthermore situates the novel in a larger tradition of North American Jewish literature of the 

twentieth century within the “context of the fantasy of indigenization” (2009, 779). She 

compares Solomon Gursky Was Here with other novels (such as Michael Chabon’s The Yiddish 

Policemen’s Union) characterized by “an anxious awareness of [their] lack of legitimacy and 

by a desire for an authentic connection to the new land” (2009, 779), but stresses how Richler 

successfully challenges the “highly charged spaces of the Canadian Arctic” (2009, 779). As 

part of Ephraim’s cultural intrusion, he establishes a cult-like community among the Indigenous 

population. Functioning as their spiritual leader, he postulates the Second Coming of Christ in 

the year 1851 and he “later revised the date to 1852 and, finally, February 26, 1853” (162). 

However, to the congregation’s disappointment, “they were stood up once more” (165). In this 

novel that carefully crafts the retelling of historical events, the characters’ failed predictions 

about the end of the world serve as metaparodic commentary that scratches the limits of 

epistemological knowledge and transnational boundaries. 

Parody is prominently “the mode of the marginalized” (Hutcheon 1986, 206) and one of 

its purposes is “to signal that this kind of self-reflexive discourse is always inextricably bound 

to social discourse” (Hutcheon 1986, 204). Richler portrays his Jewish characters not only as a 

group that was excluded from the country, but also as a community whose entrance to Canada 

and its cultures went unacknowledged. The anti-Semitism that Moses Berger experiences in 

present-day Canada then lies in the active denial of any cultural influences of Jewish people on 

the heterogeneous society. While the novel does not explicitly address Quebec’s tensions with 

English Canada, Richler illustrates the situation of English-speaking Jews in Montreal who are 

subject to policies and practices of anti-Semitism. Both Solomon and Moses are interested in 

counteracting the discrimination, but none is entirely successful. Solomon attempts to actively 

encourage legislation on Jewish immigration prior to the Second World War, and Moses 

confronts his academic colleagues’ denial of Jewish accomplishments, which leads to his 

expulsion from the Arctic Society. When artifacts are discovered at the gravesite of Isaac Grant, 

assistant-surgeon on HMS Erebus, Moses identifies a garment found with the body as “a tallith, 

the traditional prayer shawl common to the Ashkenazic Jews of northern Europe” (47). Letters 

at the gravesite show that Grant had obtained his medical degree from Scotland, but “a 

researcher who had the wit to write to the College of Surgeons in Edinburgh” (48) is unable to 

confirm the surgeon’s education at the College for lack of documentation in the British Medical 
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Registry’s Archives. “Put plainly,” the novel explains to its readers, “except for the evidence 

of his corpse, it seemed that Isaac Grant, M.D., had never existed” (48). 

The novel’s title refers directly to a positional claim, positioning Jewish people in Canada 

and the formative moments of its history. Bernard Gursky states straightforwardly that “the 

Gurskys didn’t come here steerage fleeing from some drecky shtetl. My family was established 

here before Canada even became a country. We’re older, how about that?” (207). To solve his 

scholarly blockade and to do right by marginalized Canadian Jews, Moses feels that he has a 

right to correct official histories. Initially, his research is not approved by the Gursky family, 

and Bernard Gursky even emphasizes that if someone were to write his biography, “for this job 

I don’t want a Canadian. I want the best” (142). Yet, after Bernard’s death he leaves “his 

mementoes” (144) to Moses who weaves them into his work about Solomon. Thus, Moses’s 

biography eventually acknowledges the potential and capability of Canadians to narrate their 

own stories. Moreover, “improvising on a bellyful of Scotch, he advanced a proposition of his 

own” (46), namely, that Jews had a participatory role within the founding myths of Canadian 

history. The novel later suggests that Moses found a way to account for assistant-surgeon Isaac 

Grant: Izzy Garber, together with Ephraim Gursky, had managed to sneak aboard the ship under 

false names. 

4.3. American Secrets, Conspiracies, and the Kennedy Assassination: Don DeLillo’s Libra 

In Don DeLillo’s Libra, knowledge is delegated within clearly structured administrative 

institutions. Moreover, access to information equals potential vulnerability and liability, 

because 

knowledge was a danger, ignorance a cherished asset. In many cases, the DCI, the 

Director of Central Intelligence, was not to know important things. The less he 

knew, the more decisively he could function. It would impair his ability to tell the 

truth at an inquiry or a hearing […]. The Joint Chiefs were not to know. The 

operational horrors were not for their ears. Details were a form of contamination. 

The Secretaries were to be insulated from knowing. They were happier not  

knowing, or knowing too late. […] The White House was to be the summit of 

unknowing (DeLillo 2011, 21). 

Nicholas Branch, the researcher working on the history of Kennedy’s assassination, occupies a 

precarious position in this hierarchy and has virtually unrestricted and unlimited access to data 

on the case. Within the logic of the system, where knowledge and power are divergent 
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determinants, Branch is unimportant enough to know this much (unlike the White House as the 

“summit of unknowing”), yet important enough to have any access at all (unlike, for example, 

the general population). As he has been working on the case since 1973, he has become a rather 

stable entity in a system that otherwise experiences great fluctuation in personnel. Perhaps the 

changes in staff will make his project ultimately meaningless, because Branch by now is “on 

his second Curator, his sixth DCI […]. Branch doesn’t know whether these men were told that 

someone is writing a secret history of the assassination. Maybe no one knows except the Curator 

and two or three others in the Historical Intelligence Collection at CIA. Maybe it is the history 

no one will read” (59–60). The choice for his name, “Branch,” evokes an image of the branches 

of a tree, which, in combination with this hierarchy of knowledge, exemplifies the fragmented 

nature of his endeavor and the disorientation he experiences. Moreover, in the larger context of 

the novel, the word simultaneously refers to the various “branches” of government and the 

“branches” in a library system, where knowledge is stored. Like Moses Berger in the beginning 

of Solomon Gursky Was Here, Branch has not yet produced a coherent written text. 

Institutionally, Branch is well-equipped to receive any information he desires. Yet, despite the 

elaborate infrastructure for intelligence and his extensive notes, “no one at CIA has asked to 

see the work in progress. Not a chapter, a page, a word of it” (59), and Branch is anxious that 

his work “will always be premature” (301). 

Three problems account for Branch’s inability to make sense of the gathered material and 

fragmented story parts: (1) Branch denies the need for selection in the process of evaluating the 

incoming information; (2) he lacks proper guidance from higher levels of authority in the 

institutional hierarchy; and (3) he lacks the skills for imagination and narrative closure. Both 

protagonists, Moses and Branch, are described as obsessed with their work, but while Moses’s 

obsession is directed toward a subject, Solomon Gursky and his family, Nicholas Branch 

becomes preoccupied with the process. He continuously ponders strategies for how to 

“approach this kind of data. He wants to believe the hair belongs in the record. It is vital to his 

sense of responsible obsession that everything in his room warrants careful study. Everything 

belongs, everything adheres” (182). He refuses to be selective with the material, although he 

seems to occasionally recognize that some of the documents “do not pertain to the case” (59) . 

Nevertheless, he “must study everything. He is in too deep to be selective” (59), convinced that 

“it all matters on one level or another” (378). Through this denial, Branch neglects one of the 

functions of archival storage. Through his inexhaustible source of material and his obsessive 

compulsion for conservation, Branch strives for cultural permanence. Assmann observes that, 

within the field of culture, permanent conservation is “the ultimate aim” (2011, 334) and an 
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expression of “art’s longing for eternity” (2011, 334). Branch seems to conceive of himself as 

a cultural preservationist and regards his work as “the megaton novel James Joyce would have 

written if he’d moved to Iowa City and lived to be a hundred. Everything is here” (181). Rather 

than selecting the documents for their worth and usefulness, Branch must “force them in, insert 

them sideways, squeeze everything” (378). This struggle for completion becomes an almost 

aggressive act that warrants all of Branch’s attention and renders him powerless.  

In writing his secret history, Branch becomes increasingly frustrated with the lack of 

supervision from higher levels of authority. Mirroring the nature of his work, a possible 

conspiracy to assassinate the President, Branch feels a looming sense of treachery f rom the 

Agency concerning his own role in the project. When he finds “worrisome omissions” (442), 

he can rationalize those informational gaps, because he “understands that the Agency is a closed 

system. He knows they will not reveal what they’ve learned to other agencies, much less the 

public” (442). But he suspects that some data is withheld from him on purpose and he comes 

to think that “there’s something they aren’t telling him […]. What are they holding back? How 

much more is there?” (442). Adding to his suspicions, Branch becomes annoyed by the quality 

and kind of material he receives from the Curator. Looking at autopsy reports and photographs, 

Branch thinks that “we are on another level here […]. Beyond documents now. They want me 

to touch and smell” (299, original emphasis). Unable to gain knowledge from this material, the 

photographs instead “seem to mock him. He begins to think this is the point. They are rubbing 

his face in the blood and gunk. They are mocking him” (299). Eventually, he begins to question 

the value of his approach to the data and his work in general. While evaluating the grisly autopsy 

reports, he senses that “this is the true nature of the event. Not your beautiful ambiguities, your 

lives of the major players, your compassion and sadnesses. Not your roomful of theories, your 

museum of contradictory facts. There are no contradictions here […]. This is what it looks like 

to get shot” (299–300). In addition to scholarly work on the case (“a four-hundred-page study 

of the similarities between Kennedy’s death and Lincoln’s” [379]) and works of fiction 

(“twenty-five years of novels and plays about the assassination” [442]), the Curator sends him 

FBI reports about the “dreams of eyewitnesses” (441, original emphasis). At this point, Branch 

falls into despair and “has no voice but to study this material” (442), regardless of its perceived 

value for his work. 

While Moses accepts that he must somehow make do with fragmented parts of history to 

finish the biography of Solomon, “or what he knows of it” (Richler 1991, 501), Branch reminds 

us that his work is “the Joycean Book of America, […] the novel in which nothing is left out” 

(182). Unlike Moses, Branch lacks the creative energies and powers to emerge as narrator and 
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finish his history. In his analysis of Libra, Heinz Ickstadt recognizes that “fiction is needed to 

create meaning from the mass of documents” (1994, 303). Furthermore, he proposes that the 

overall narrative is told by Nicholas Branch, “whose plotting imagination despairingly tries to 

create sense and order out of a meaningless mass of information” (1994, 306) and who has, at 

last, mastered the data. As one result from this study’s comparison of Solomon Gursky Was 

Here and Libra, I have come to disagree with Ickstadt on this point. From the beginning, Branch 

knows that it is “impossible to stop assembling the data. The stuff keeps coming” (DeLillo 

2011, 59). Unlike Moses, Branch is physically confined to his room, never leaving his archive, 

and neither are there any flashbacks or discernable digressions from the chronology in Branch’s 

plot line. In other words, Nicholas Branch shows no signs of personal development that would 

legitimize his finally being able to achieve narrative power. Instead, “Branch is stuck all right. 

He has abandoned his life to understand that moment in Dallas, the seven seconds that broke 

the back of the American century” (181). In anaphoric repetition, the novel reminds us that “the 

data keeps coming” (301) and precludes an end to Branch’s impasse resulting from his denial 

to select material. Ickstadt understands that “history, in Libra, is ultimately chaos” (1994, 309), 

and that the events that ultimately take shape are inevitable: “Neither have the conspirators 

control over their plotting, nor does Oswald have control over his life—the fatal plot receives 

its form and final shape through chance” (1994, 304). If the characters within the main plot are 

assumed to have no control over their circumstances, it is therefore possible to conclude that 

Nicholas Branch is not exempt from this chaos. He is essentially trapped in his small room. No 

one seems to care whether he produces any results, and although his work is commissioned by 

higher authorities, he doubts that they will ever read his final work. 

Yet, Branch is indeed essential for the overall meaning of the novel. If not as narrator, he 

can be understood as a surrogate personifying a simmering desire in the United States to 

understand what happened on November 22. By appointing Nicholas Branch in this manner, 

DeLillo imagines a scenario in which it were possible to obtain all the necessary information 

concerning the assassination, but a scenario nonetheless that yields no satisfying results. And 

perhaps this is precisely the point. Unlimited access to the Kennedy files may not provide the 

American people with answers to decades-old questions that have shaped the course of US 

American political and cultural life. DeLillo grants his readers a version of the past, offering an 

account of Oswald’s life and the conspirators’ plot to recruit him. This version remains 

inaccessible to Branch; DeLillo shows no such mercy to him and instead “built this room for 

him, the room of growing old, the room of history and dreams” (445). 
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Linda Hutcheon argues that in postmodernist fiction, “there is a contradictory turning to 

the archive and yet a contesting of its authority” (1989, 81). In Libra, however, Branch does 

not contest the authority of the Curator and, therefore, fails to create meaning through an active 

engagement with the politics of governing cultural memory. Both novels, Solomon Gursky Was 

Here and Libra, are historiographic metafictions that problematize working with uncountable 

and incoherent information. Whereas Moses Berger succeeds in superseding the authority of 

the archive, Nicholas Branch painfully reaches the possible limits of archival work. Moses, 

after all, manages to solve the three problems that Branch encounters. He is being selective in 

assessing the archival and scholarly work of the Franklin Expedition and the Gursky family; he 

finally receives guidance from Solomon who permits him—even encourages him—to invent 

parts of the story where the facts are inconclusive; and Moses therefore gains imaginative 

powers and can be understood as narrator of large parts of the text. 

One character in Libra would have had the potential to narrate the story and offer narrative 

closure if it were not for his untimely death: Lee Harvey Oswald. The novel pairs Branch and 

Oswald as antagonists who are inextricably and fatefully connected not only by the events in 

Dallas but also by their conceptions of history and learning. After Kennedy’s death and 

Oswald’s arrest, he ponders his fate while in the prison cell. Oswald reasons that his prospect 

does not seem too dire, because 

after the crime comes the reconstruction. He will have motives to analyze, the whole 

rich question of truth and guilt. Time to reflect, time to turn this thing in his mind. 

Here is a crime that clearly yields material for deep interpretation […]. This was 

the true beginning. They will give him writing paper and books. He will fill his cell 

with books about the case […]. Whatever pertains to the case he will examine and 

consume. […] He no longer saw confinement as a lifetime curse. He’d found the 

truth about a room. He could easily live in a cell half this size (435). 

While Oswald thus conceives of his cell as a productive space that activates his creative and 

narrative energies, Branch’s room will remain the “room where it has taken him all these years 

to learn that his subject is not politics or violent crime but men in small rooms. Is he one of  

them now? Frustrated, stuck, self-watching, looking for a means of connection, a way to break 

out” (181). 

Perhaps Branch’s archive is the “room of theories” rather than the “room of dreams,” a 

characteristic that better fits Moses’ creative approach to the collected information in his cabin. 

But there is a space that might truly qualify as “room of dreams” in Libra, namely, the place 

that forms Oswald’s learning and that inspires him to seek transnational encounters: in the 
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library near his school, the young Oswald finds “books that put him at a distance from his 

classmates, closed the world around him. They had their civics and home economics. He wanted 

subjects and ideas of historic scope, ideas that touched his life, his true life, the whirl of time 

inside him” (33). Here, he first comes across Das Kapital and The Communist Manifesto, 

making his first acquaintance with ideologies from around the globe. He feels inspired by the 

“men of history and revolution” (34) and their books that to him were “masses of dense theory, 

unyielding” (34). DeLillo crafted Nicholas Branch and Lee Harvey Oswald as sharing a 

compulsion to read and analyze. At first, there seem to be apparent similarities between the two 

men because, like Branch, Oswald regards the books he reads as “struggles. He had to fight to 

make some elementary sense of what he read” (41). Despite the open, public spaces of the 

library, Oswald considers the works to be “private, like something you find and hide, some 

lucky piece that contains the secret of who you are. The books themselves were secret. 

Forbidden and hard to read” (41). In stark contrast to Branch, however, Oswald realizes that 

reading alone will not suffice to make sense of the historical magnitude. He seeks a change of 

perspective and reasons that he must change his location as well. He decides that “the branch 

was small and he began to use the main library at Lee Circle” (33–4, emphasis added). The text 

here consciously refers to the two men’s names and thereby establishes a hierarchy among 

them. Unlike Branch, Oswald leaves the confines of his library, one that he begins to regard as 

limited in scope, and encounters the world around him. 

The Marxist pamphlets and theories spark an interest in the young Oswald about the 

“people of Russia, the other world, the secret that covers one-sixth of the land surface of the 

earth” (33). He not only seeks knowledge in other libraries, but joins the US military, spending 

a little over a year on a military base in Japan. Here, Oswald feels disconnected from his fellow 

Americans and begins to think about defection, until he eventually travels from “Le Havre, 

Southampton, London, Helsinki—then by train across the Soviet border” (151). He knows that 

he is drawn to the idea of Russia more than to the realities of the country’s culture and daily 

life. Yet, he believes that 

I’ll never be able to live in the U.S. I want a life like these students, political, 

working in the struggle. I’m not an innocent youth who thinks Russia is the land of 

his dreams […]. I do think there is something unique about the Soviet Union that I 

wish to find out for myself. It’s the great theory come to life (110). 

In a reversal of the fundamental national myth of American exceptionalism, Oswald does not 

accept the United States as exceptional. Instead, the Soviet Union represents to him open 

possibilities for achievement. There he hopes to find the ideology and institutions needed for 
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self-actualization and accomplishment. In contrast, Oswald describes New York City as an 

international harbor of exploitation with “people who wore berets, who did not speak ten words 

of English. Down at the blocks, he saw oppressed workers unloading ninety-pound banana 

stems from Honduras” (35–6). Once Oswald arrives in Russia, disillusionment sets in and he 

realizes the precarious situation he has put himself in. In Moscow he is simultaneously 

indistinguishable from anyone else and yet a “foreigner” (152) who does not belong. Emigration 

to Oswald means “coming to a new country, always being the outsider, always having to adjust” 

(152). Having renounced his US American passport, Oswald is in a state of transnational 

liminality, since he is not yet eligible for Soviet citizenship and “instead he was given Identity 

Document for Stateless Persons Number 311479” (167). 

Oswald’s travels abroad offer the ultimate rationale for the novel’s conspirators to recruit 

him for their plans. His defection to the Soviet Union and following return to the United States 

suggest a curious sense of disloyalty, and “naturally the Agency is interested” (56) in having 

someone “talk to the boy” (56). At this point, Oswald has caught the attention of numerous 

people, including the resentful Larry Parmenter and Win Everett, former “military analysts and 

intelligence men” (20) who built their careers on the planning of “secret invasions” (20). 

Parmenter and Everett are determined to plan every step of their grand scheme leading up to 

the (attempted) assassination. While the two men are unsatisfied with Kennedy’s policies 

toward Cuba, their interest lies neither with Kennedy as a person nor with his position as 

President. Rather, Parmenter and Everett are veterans of the failed military invasion in the Bay 

of Pigs in 1961 and convinced that “the movement needs to be brought back to life” (27). It is 

their goal to provoke “an electrifying event” (27) that would ultimately lead to a second 

invasion attempt. From the beginning, the novel refrains from portraying Kennedy as a 

meaningful character and merely uses him as a prop to have the narrative culminate in the final 

execution of a plan. In other words, this novel is not about John F. Kennedy and his death 

(which was not even part of Parmenter’s and Everett’s original plan). Rather, it is about CIA 

archivist Nicholas Branch, who is convinced that the story must be about Kennedy and thus 

fails to create a coherent narrative of the events. It is also about Parmenter and Everett, whose 

outrageous plan to revive US American imperialist aspirations in Cuba fails due to unforeseen 

circumstances. 

In an almost mocking tone, the novel self-consciously alludes to the complex levels of 

reasoning that set in motion the cataclysmic chain of events. Like Branch and Oswald, 

Parmenter too is a man of obsession. He believes that it is “the job of an intelligence service to 

resolve a nation’s obsession. Cuba is a fixed idea. It is prickly in a way Russia is not. More 
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unresolved. More damaging to the psyche. And this is our job, to remove the psychic threat” 

(258). In response, Parmenter’s wife offers a critique of transnational relations because, in her 

understanding, they have the aim to reinforce colonial structures. She admits, “maybe what I 

don’t understand is why Cuba. Do I know the first thing about this island? Is it West Indian , is 

it Spanish, is it white, is it black, is it mulatto, is it Latin American, is it Creole, is it Chinese? 

Why do we think it belongs to us?” (258–9). In an interconnected, global world, she finds 

reassurance in “small dusty rooms, layered safely in, out  of the reach of dizzying things, of heat 

and light and strange spaces” (260). This allusion to Branch’s own “small dusty room” 

reinforces the argument made earlier about Branch’s unwillingness to leave the archive and 

inability to find meaning in his work. Both characters, Branch and Parmenter’s wife, are 

comforted by the confined spaces of an enclosed space. The quote might therefore suggest that 

Branch’s strategy for understanding the historical events is not exclusive to him. Other 

Americans share Branch’s interest to find narrative order in a complex world. However, as his 

work yields no satisfying results and will likely not be read by anyone outside of the CIA, the 

entire purpose of such work in a small room is called into question. 

4.4. Conclusion: How to Discover and Invent Truth in the Archive 

The assassination of John F. Kennedy and the following investigations were “simultaneously 

some of the most secretive and public events in modern history” (“The J.F.K. Files: Decades of 

Doubts and Conspiracy Theories,” Lori Moore, October 25, 2017). The deaths of Kennedy and 

Oswald were filmed and, almost instantaneously, publicly broadcast on television; today, the 

famous Zapruder film and other recordings are widely available online. In 1964, the Warren 

Commission Report concluded that Oswald acted alone in killing the president and that neither 

he nor Jack Ruby were “part of any conspiracy, domestic or foreign” (President’s Commission 

on the Assassination of President Kennedy 1964, 21). Rather than reassuring the American 

people with the results, the investigation instead created “a cottage industry of skeptical 

questioning of the official version of events” (“J.F.K. Files, Though Incomplete, Are a Treasure 

Trove for Answer Seekers,” Peter Baker and Scott Shane, October 26, 2017). 

Don DeLillo’s Libra participates in a general atmosphere of suspicion. As historiographic 

metafiction, it is inclined to doubt national histories and illustrates that official channels of 

information have no interest in making their delicate intelligence public. With this perspective, 

Libra offers a narrative of conspiracy that imagines how a plot to kill the president might have 

unraveled. In doing so, it seems to be in keeping with polls that have “consistently shown that 

most Americans still believe that someone other than Oswald must have been involved” 
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(“J.F.K. Files, Though Incomplete, Are a Treasure Trove for Answer Seekers,” Peter Baker and 

Scott Shane, October 26, 2017). However, while the novel participates in discourses that favor 

a conspiratorial scheme, it does not, in fact, fully endorse any conspiracy theories and offers no 

fact-based evidence for its fictional plot. Instead, it frustrates the supporters of such theories by 

letting the novel’s senior analyst, the only man who has the resources and stamina to investigate 

whether a conspiracy exists, fail in his task. One reason for Branch’s failure to make sense of 

the archival material lies in the deliberate falsification of documents prior to them being 

archived. Larry Parmenter’s and Win Everett’s detailed plan includes the creation of a persona 

that might be framed as sole culprit. They consciously decide to produce ambiguous evidence 

and “do the whole thing with paper. Passports, driver’s licenses, address books” (28). In 

scripting a person “out of ordinary pocket litter” (28), they hope to complicate a later assessment 

of the events and mock any future analysts by also creating “a shadowed room, the gunman’s 

room, which investigators would eventually find, exposing each fact to relentless scrutiny” (78). 

By thus conceiving of archival material as textual and therefore subject to manipulation, the 

novel is in keeping with Hutcheon’s assumptions. Textual traces of an event are found in an 

archive and “made into facts” (Hutcheon 1989, 80, emphasis added), which often constitutes 

the starting point for the problematizing of history in postmodern fiction. “If the archive is 

composed of texts,” Hutcheon reminds us, “it is open to all kinds of use and abuse” (1989, 80).  

The two novels compared in this chapter, Solomon Gursky Was Here and Libra, imagine 

the determination of two men to uncover the truth behind their nation’s mysteries. Moses Berger 

is forced to acknowledge that the discoveries he makes concerning the Franklin expedition, 

such as identifying the prayer shawl with the body of Isaac Grant, will not be recognized by the 

historical association because of anti-Semitic prejudice. His research about Solomon Gursky 

and his family is difficult to assemble, because the family is uncooperative and because 

Solomon made sure to cover his tracks. Realizing that he may be unable to discover one definite 

truth about Solomon’s biography, Moses begins to favor a version of the events that allows him 

to invent plausible additions to his story. This change in perspective then makes possible his 

“rebirth as a creative artist” (Korte 1994, 505) and legitimizes an interpretation that understands 

Moses as narrator of those parts of the novel seemingly attributed to an unrelated focalizer. 

Nicholas Branch is not so lucky. Unable to gain mastery over the archival texts, he longs to 

discover an inherent truth and is unwilling to add to the mass of documents his own, creative 

powers. 

But what if inventing meaning and truth, as opposed to discovering them, becomes the 

kind of abuse that Hutcheon warns us about? What if facts are ignored or deliberately changed 
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to create “a truth” that suits certain political or social purposes? And can the release of all 

possible information really avert looming conspiracy theories? When the Kennedy documents 

were posted online by the National Archives and Records Administration on October 26, 2017, 

New York Times journalists described their survey of the released records as “a little like 

exploring a box of random documents found in an attic” (“J.F.K. Files, Though Incomplete, 

Are a Treasure Trove for Answer Seekers,” Peter Baker and Scott Shane, October 26, 2017). 

Hoping to find more coherence, other reporters equate the diverse files with “an unassembled 

million-piece puzzle” (“J.F.K. Files Released, Highlighting Hoover, L.B.J. Among Others,” 

New York Times, October 26, 2017). They admit that “no doubt there are thousands of 

tantalizing tidbits. But are they true? How do they augment our current knowledge, if at all? Do 

they somehow help us answer the larger questions about the assassination?” (“J.F.K. Files 

Released, Highlighting Hoover, L.B.J. Among Others,” New York Times, October 26, 2017). 

After the successful finding of the ships involved in the Franklin Expedition, it is expected that 

the artifacts will shed further light on theories about the crew’s fate. The archaeological 

evidence will be invaluable to researchers and scientists. But we might also wonder—and 

perhaps this is a job best done by novelists—whether or how the wrecks of the HMS Erebus 

and HMS Terror will shape the existing cultural myths and future narrative representations of 

the expedition. 

Solomon Gurksy Was Here and Libra succeed in fulfilling the functions of historiographic 

metafiction. They recognize that “if ‘history’ is death, confusion, chance, then all efforts to 

discover order in it can produce only fictions of coherence” (Ickstadt 1994, 310). They respond 

to our inherent “will to give shape to reality and to control chance by imposing plot on what 

would otherwise be a mere sequence of meaningless occurrences” (Ickstadt 1994, 310). 

However, it is not the goal of the novels to convince us of the veracity of their accounts. Instead, 

Ickstadt argues that Libra helps us “understand a state of collective consciousness which gave 

birth to the event” (1994, 303). Moreover, Hutcheon assigns writers with an accountability that 

grants them the power to “fill the gaps and create ordering structures” (1989, 87). Yet, she 

emphasizes that this process necessitates “a recognition of a central responsibility of the 

historian and the novelist alike: responsibility as makers of meaning through representation” 

(1989, 87). 

Moses Berger comes from a family of artists, and his creative turn to fiction is made 

plausible and further legitimized by this family background. Nicholas Branch, on the other 

hand, is neither novelist nor proper historian; as retired intelligence analyst, his work is 

concerned with hard facts. Faced with the “endless suggestiveness” (57) of the material, he 
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longs for simple answers. He wants to accept that “there is enough mystery in the facts as we 

know them, enough of conspiracy, coincidence, loose ends, dead ends, multiple interpretations. 

There is no need, he thinks, to invent the grand and masterful scheme, the plot that reaches 

flawlessly in a dozen directions” (58). Branch and DeLillo are not associates, forming the  

novel’s narrative cooperatively. Unlike his fictional opponent, DeLillo has, after all, managed 

to activate his imaginative powers to “invent the grand and masterful scheme” that is Libra. 

Despite the research that DeLillo must have undertaken in composing the story, the result of 

his work is not all based on factual evidence. It is neither a groundbreaking study or report that 

shatters what we have officially come to know about the assassination, nor is it a serious attempt 

at adding yet another conspiracy theory to the circulating speculations. Libra remains a work 

of fiction, a plausible narrative of what might have happened, but nevertheless the product of 

imagination. As writer and researcher, Don DeLillo has, in the final analysis, more in common 

with Moses Berger and his biography of Solomon Gursky than with Nicholas Branch and his 

unfinished history. 
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5. Prophets of the New World: Mormon and Métis Resistance to the United States and 

Canada in the North American West 

5.1. Two Nations Under God: Creating and Contesting the Nation in the Nineteenth Century 

Formally and institutionally, the drafting of the constitution of the United States in 1787 began 

the realization of the Declaration of Independence formulated eleven years earlier as well as the 

beginning of the United States as a sovereign political state. In Canada, the Constitution Act of 

1867 paved the way for a state that sought to shed its identity as “British North America” and 

instead create the “Dominion of Canada.” However, initially, both countries in North America 

were far from identifying themselves as “nations.” The nineteenth century was a time of nation-

building, both for the United States and Canada, and the violent colonial occupation of territory 

on the North American continent was an essential aspect of the countries’ paths to nationhood. 

Thomas Jefferson “dreamed of an ‘empire of liberty’” (Boyer 1996, 241) which was “not 

to be gained by military conquest but by the inevitable expansion of the free and virtuous 

American people” (Boyer 1996, 241). While the United States named “one people” in its 

founding documents to whom the claims for an expanding state applied, it was unclear who 

“this problematic ‘people’ asserting nationhood” (J.G. Kennedy 2016, 20) was. The founders 

of the United States were inspired by the misconception that “something as powerful and 

complex as a nation could be invented from whole cloth by people who had (besides English 

language and culture) little in common except their rootlessness and lack of collective identity” 

(2016, 18). For Kennedy, this initial lack of collective national identity was a decisive factor in 

the formation of early American nationhood, exemplified by “the unprecedented circumstance 

of a mixed colonial population gaining independence and establishing a culture before it had 

achieved national solidarity” (2016, 18, original emphasis). 

In Canada, the also often-violent path to Confederation required compromise and 

negotiations and was not consensually supported by all colonies in British North America. 

Jennifer Reid argues that economic rather than ideological reasons led to Confederation. By 

1872, “the need to express a distinctive [Canadian] national character was clearly intertwined 

with the desire to define Canada as a nation in relation to both its colonial parent and the 

powerful nation to the south, but in this early articulation, nationalism was cast in the language 

of economics” (2008, 88). She maintains that even contemporary Canada is perhaps mistakenly 

labeled as “nation” or “nation-state.” Internally, she certainly recognizes the existence of 

nations within Canada (such as the First Nations, Inuit, Métis, Québécois, and Anglophone 

Canadians) that have a common culture, language, and land. However, she differentiates 
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between “states” as political bodies with authority that request allegiance from its citizens, and 

“nations” which are “communities of individuals who regard themselves as  being united by ties 

of culture, language, and a general consciousness of being a nation [...]. Canada is simply not a 

nation; it is, nonetheless, a state” (2008, 203–4). 

The United States and Canada pursued the development of their states and nations through 

territorial expansion. However, not everyone agreed with the ambitious plans of the newly 

created governments to enlarge their territories in the western parts of the continent. This 

chapter will discuss two movements for sovereignty that complicated the process of nation-

building for the two countries in the nineteenth century: (1) the Métis resistance against the 

Canadian government in the North-West, which culminated in the Red River Resistance of 

1869–1870 and the North-West Rebellion of 1885, under the leadership of Louis Riel, and (2) 

the establishment of the Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-day Saints under the leaderships 

of Joseph Smith and Brigham Young in the attempt to create a theocratic state in the North 

American West. 

On a structural level, the reasons for the comparative constellation of these two 

movements seem obvious: Louis Riel and Joseph Smith (who was succeeded by Brigham 

Young as Church President after Smith’s death in 1844) viewed themselves as “prophets” with 

a religious mission for the New World. While the Métis leader based his land claims on 

Aboriginal titles, the Letter-day Saints made claims for ancient, divine ownership of the land 

and a quasi-ethnicity separate from the rest of the American population.25 Riel and Smith both 

ran for high office, thereby seeking to participate in the political landscape of Canada and the 

United States, but they drew criticism from the national governments and were regarded as 

traitors, while their supporters saw them as martyrs. Ultimately, military interventions by 

government troops were enforced to restrain territorial and political claims for sovereignty. 

Reid also finds similarities between Smith and Riel but sees a difference in that “Smith was 

able to avoid a comprehensive government-initiated military assault and, consequently, 

successfully established a community based on his visions; whereas Riel could not contend 

with the full force of the Canadian military, and was destroyed” (2008, 183). 

 
25 For the purposes of this chapter, I will use the term “Mormons” interchangeably with “Letter -day Saints,” or 
“Saints” for brevity, whenever referring to Church members prior to 1890. Today there are several denominations 
and religious groups that emerged from Joseph Smith’s original church. Therefore, in contemporary usage, 

“Mormon” typically refers to members of the largest Church headquartered in Salt Lake City, the “Church of Jesus 
Christ of the Latter-day Saints” or also “LDS Church.” Multiple splinter groups were established in the nineteenth 
and twentieth century, particularly after the Mormons’ renunciation of polygamy in 1890. Those fundamental 
sects, whose members often continue to practice plural marriage today, might refer to themselves as “Latter-day 
Saints” (without recognizing the authority of the LDS Church), but are typically not accepted as “Mormons” by 
the LDS Church. The sects will be highly relevant for a discussion of Ebershoff’s novel, which complies with this 

general terminological distinction. See also Campbell et al. 2014, 10. 
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However, upon closer scrutiny, this analysis of the two leaders, their constituents, and 

their aims reveals the distinct agendas of the movements. Moreover, a direct comparison needs 

to acknowledge the different colonial situations for each movement in the United States and 

Canada in the nineteenth century. The Indigenous people of North America have populated the 

continent for millennia, and the Métis are making claims for the territory in Canada based on 

this heritage. In addition to their part-European ancestry, Riel and the Métis are an Indigenous 

people and, during the time of the rebellions, had only marginal status and rights within the 

Canadian society. The resistance movement in Red River and the Saskatchewan Valley was 

thus motivated by gaining access to civil rights denied to them by the Canadian state, to regain 

the land claimed by the Crown in an area already populated with the Métis and other Indigenous 

people, and the rights for self-governance. In contrast, Joseph Smith and Brigham Young were 

born into US American society of the early nineteenth century, were US citizens, and, as white 

males, had considerable privileges that other people living in the United States and its territories 

did not. Among the Saints living in the Great Basin in the mid-1800s were people born into 

Mormon families, converts, and immigrants from Europe. Most of the Mormons were white, 

but the Church allowed the adoption of Native children and marriages between white men and 

Indigenous women, and some concessions were made to black people. However, non-whites 

were largely excluded from fully participating in Church rituals. Despite their privileges, the 

Mormons were encouraged in resisting the United States because they perceived the 

government as an imperial force hindering them on their divine path to establish a Kingdom of 

God in the Salt Lake Valley. At the same time, the mistreatment of the Indigenous population 

and Mormon claims for land already inhabited by the Shoshones, Utes, Southern and Northern 

Paiutes, and other bands is part of the Mormons’ own colonial assertion of power and control. 

This chapter ultimately compares two fictional representations of the events in Red River 

and Utah, Chester Brown’s graphic novel Louis Riel: A Comic-Strip Biography (2003) and 

David Ebershoff’s The 19th Wife (2008), set in the historical contexts just described. I will 

argue that a comparative reading of the novels challenges unifying narratives of nation-building 

by offering alternative models to the states that ultimately emerged. The novels respond to the 

political and religious dimensions of the proposed forms of nation and community and how 

they collide with the United States and Canadian governments. However, they also illustrate 

the imperialist agendas of both countries and explicitly criticize how they used violence against 

minority groups and employed systematic means of oppression to assert their claims for 

nationhood. Moreover, the texts also explore the economic and global capitalist aspirations of 

Canada and the United States in creating the nations. Ultimately, the novels subvert popular 
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national myths of the process of nation-building in the two countries by stressing the resistance 

to the expanding American and Canadian nations from dissenting religious communities and 

Indigenous people. Since the historical facts themselves were often disputed, distorted, or 

challenged by the people involved at the time or historians in the decades that followed, the 

historical contextualization of the novels will demonstrate that the metafictional elements used 

by Brown and Ebershoff are emblematic of the fabrication of the historical events they are 

retelling and the cultural myths that were generated since.26 

Reid questions the suitability of the term “nation” as an overarching concept applicable 

to all people in Canada, but she emphasizes a distinctive sense of a cultural and ethnic identity 

of the Métis since the early nineteenth century in Red River (2008, 84). By the time of the 

resistance in 1869, the Métis did not primarily identify as European nor Native, but rather 

claimed belonging to a culture “that many have argued constituted a ‘national identity’” (Reid 

2008, 85). Today, there is no consensus on the definition of the term “Métis” in Canada, a 

people which has commonly and insufficiently been described as people of racially mixed 

backgrounds. Reid explains that “the Métis are that portion of the Canadian population whose 

distinct culture traces back to Native-European unions of the fur trade period, and who 

subsequently married others of the same ancestry [...]; they represent a distinct ethnicity” (2008, 

160). Chester Brown’s character Louis Riel similarly speaks of the Métis as “t’ose of us wit’ 

French and Indian blood” (2013, 16). Generally, “Métis” thus refers to an Aboriginal people in 

Canada as defined by the Canadian constitution per the Constitution Act of 1982. The resistance 

in Red River was also formative in further strengthening a distinctive identity and, in 1984, the 

“Métis National Council suggested that a differentiation should be made between uppercase 

Métis who are the descendants of the Manitoba and Saskatchewan peoples displaced by the 

Canadian government after 1869, and lowercase métis who are the descendants of all other 

Canadian peoples of similar ancestry” (Reid 2008, 160). 

 
26 Extensive scholarly work has been done on the Métis resistances and the history of the Latter-day Saints. Notable 
examples include Maggie Siggins, who offers a sympathetic v iew of Riel’s biography, and Thomas Flanagan, who 

is more critical of the Métis’ claims of oppression. In his book Louis ‘David’ Riel: Prophet of the New World 
(1979) he focuses on the development of Riel’s religious thinking and in Riel and the Rebellion: 1885 
Reconsidered (1983), he locates Riel more directly in his role as leader of the rebellion. Jennifer Reid’s Louis Riel 
and the Creation of Modern Canada (2008) discusses the mythical dimensions of Riel’s biography and their impact 
on Canada and its cultures. She argues that “both the myths and the man point to the profound inadequacy of the 
concepts of nationalism and the nation in the Canadian situation” (2008, 5, original emphasis). Albert Braz focuses 

on the literary reception of Riel in Canada in The False Traitor: Louis Riel in Canadian Culture (2003). 
Noteworthy biographies of Brigham Young include Leonard J. Arrington’s favorable view of the second Church 
president in Brigham Young: American Moses (1985). John G. Turner, in his book Brigham Young: Pioneer 
Prophet (2012), offers a more nuanced analysis of Young and delves into controversial aspects of his life which 
Arrington largely ignores, such as the events surrounding the Mountain Meadows Massacre. David L. Bigler and 
Will Bagley provide a critical analysis of the Utah War and the colonial ambitions of the Mormons in The Mormon 

Rebellion: America’s First Civil War, 1857–1858 (2011).  
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Reid’s distinction of “nation” and “state” makes sense for describing Canada’s situation 

in the context of engaging with postcolonial theories and her definitions are valuable for 

understanding the process of reconciling Indigenous peoples and the Métis in Canada’s social 

and political domain. In defining essential features of “the Mormon nation” (1996, 39) in Utah, 

Donald W. Meinig’s terminology is fit for describing the American West by considering the 

desires of the Latter-day Saints. He defines a “nation” as “a body of persons who see themselves 

as a distinct people, bound together by a common heritage, set apart by their own special 

character, and by laying claim to a particular homeland” (1996, 39). While Meinig here only 

vaguely hints at characteristics based on race and ethnicity, the last aspect of his definition is 

particularly apt for the purposes of the Latter-day Saints, however disregarding the rights of 

Indigenous peoples. He defines the process of “nation-building” as “necessarily a geographic 

phenomenon […] [which] forms the basic nucleus of the nation from which expansion extends 

outward the aspired bounds of the idealized homeland” (1996, 39). He regards the Mormon 

homeland as exceptional in North America, but dares to make a comparison with circumstances 

in Canada, arguing that the situation of the Mormons was “unequaled in any other North 

American region and rivaled only by that other peculiar self-conscious captive nation of North 

America along the lower St. Lawrence” (1996, 43–45). Considering the processes of nation-

building in the North American West from a transnational perspective thus acknowledges 

different forms of nationhood, shows where they might collide, and explains how those nations 

can potentially be reconciled. 

Both novels discussed in this chapter describe the conflicts that arise when various nations 

aspire to expand their territory or resist the expansion of others into their homeland. Louis Riel 

and The 19th Wife are situating their narratives in communities that claim nationhood and a 

homeland for their people not in isolation of but in resistance to political governments following 

imperialist aims. Upon hearing the news that Rupert’s Land was acquired by the Canadian 

government, Brown’s characters exclaim, “what if we wanted to join the States? [...] What if 

we didn’t want to join anyone?” (9). Riel eventually declares that he and the Métis resist 

“Canada’s attempt to impose a despotic government on us, but I would like to state that our 

new provisional government remains loyal to the British Crown” (32). In explaining the Métis 

resistances in the imagination of Canada’s cultures, postcolonial theories are a valuable 

framework. Reid, for example, considers “a confederation as a postcolonial alternative to the 

normative model of the modern nation-state” (2008, 6, original emphasis). She further suggests 

that Riel envisioned an exemplary form of government for other nations and “discerned within 

the experience of the Métis a foundational meaning of not only Canada, but the entire 
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postcolonial New World” (2008, 199). A postcolonial framework can also be useful for 

discussing the history of Mormonism, for example, in describing the often-violent encounters 

of Latter-day Saints and the Indigenous peoples of the Great Basin. Despite common narratives 

within the Mormon community, which had long understood the Latter-day Saints primarily as 

victims of US imperialism, it is important to keep in mind that the Mormons had their own 

colonial ambitions at the expense of the Indigenous people in their attempt to create an openly 

theocratic form of government. Ebershoff’s characters are conscious that “the Territory of Utah 

stands defiant as a Theocracy within the borders of our beloved democracy, imperium in 

imperio” (Ebershoff 2008, 16). This perspective, of two opposing imperial powers on the North 

American continent which is already populated with Indigenous peoples, thus necessitates an 

application of postcolonial theories to the history of the Mormons. Ebershoff focuses on the 

process of nation-building in the context of the controversial practice of plural marriage. He 

stresses how this family model was essentially used to justify and realize the expansionist 

aspirations of the newly formed Mormon nation. In this focus, however, he only infrequently 

mentions the Mormons’ relations with Native peoples in the novel. 

Alex Hunt describes the US American West as a “landscape that is a mosaic of 

overlapping histories, cultural identities, and degrees of power, self-determination, adaptation, 

and hybridity” (2011, 231). In a US context, the continuing work of postcolonial theories and 

studies lies in “employing a postcolonial theory to decolonize US rhetoric and territories, to put 

western literatures in dialogue with other postcolonial literatures, to take regionalism, with its 

defense of indigenous peoples, local cultures, threatened places and environments, and 

marginalized lives, transnational—in other words, to compare deserts” (2011, 231). Moreover, 

Hunt continues his argument by “put[ting] the American West in a particular global context” 

(2011, 231). Eventually, postcolonial theory offers “a means to a further reckoning and 

reconciliation of an ongoing colonialist history, creates a methodology for reading a multiethnic 

regional literary tradition, and provides a necessary bridge from region to world” (2011, 231–

2). Similarly, transnational and comparative approaches to the literatures and cultures of North 

America have the potential to enrich such aims by identifying similarities between political 

resistance movements in the United States and Canada while valuing their goals and ambitions 

as separate and distinct. Since both movements in this chapter are essentially transnational 

enterprises whose leaders know that their nations must function within the confines of two 

dominating states, a transnational framework is well suited for explaining how contemporary 

writers make sense of the emergence of nations and nation-states in the North American West. 

Additionally, a perspective informed by the aims of Comparative North American Studies 
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enables the comparison of two religious and political leaders, whose ideological kinship has 

already been noted by scholars, but whose literary representations were not compared until now. 

The early history of the Latter-day Saints and their antagonistic relationship with the US 

government in the nineteenth century point to the shortcomings of accepting the democratic 

ideals of the early American nation. The processes of US American state-formation and nation-

building were restricted to white males, a fact that Ebershoff alludes to in his choice of 

characters and their perspectives, most notably his protagonists Ann Eliza and Jordan. Yet, 

Ebershoff subverts the roles of his characters. Both protagonists originate from communities 

that sought to undermine the authority of the US government but suffer under the authoritarian 

rule of their church leaders. Ann Eliza Young prominently speaks through the form of her 

published book in narrating her biography as a plural wife of Brigham Young. The novel’s 

second protagonist, Jordan, is a young gay man who was excommunicated and exiled by his 

fundamentalist community and family. In reporting the problems within their theocratic 

societies, they simultaneously make a case for American ideals of civil liberty and democracy, 

while laying bare that the contemporary western United States was built on theocratic values 

and ideals and has had a more problematic position on matters of religious freedom than 

commonly believed. 

Nation-building on the North American continent has had transnational religious 

dimensions from the beginning of European colonization. Ideas of “the West” were grounded 

in religious aspirations and beliefs in the hierarchy of the races. Such a view culminated in the 

idea of the United States as the most final stage of a translatio imperii (Engler and Scheiding 

2005, 360), resembling the Roman empire’s conquests in western Europe. The idea of an 

unknown land that is yet to be settled and formed by a group of virtuous people has been a 

prominent feature in American national narratives. Imagined as a counterpart to sinful and 

oppressive Europe, the so-called New World invited people to project their dreams and hopes 

for a new beginning on this continent. Puritan ideas and the notion of a Divine Providence 

ultimately evolved into another important narrative as Americans began to legitimize policies 

of expansionism with the idea of a “Manifest Destiny,” the idea of America as the chosen 

benevolent nation to advocate liberty and democracy. 

Both peoples discussed in this chapter, the Métis and the Mormons, lay claims for the 

North American continent through a double reasoning by ancient claims for nationhood and by 

their conception of religion as a transnational mission. The Métis rightfully establish their 

nation and homeland by Native rights to the land of their Aboriginal ancestors. At the same 

time, Riel’s interpretation of European Catholicism is translated into a form fit for the New 
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World without necessarily undermining the Catholic Church in Rome. The Mormons, in their 

curious Book of Mormon narrative of migration from the Holy Land to the choice land of North 

America, also make a case for their right and duty to establish a Zion in the Salt Lake Valley. 

Brett Lunceford argues that geography is a decisive factor for Mormons in that the conception 

of America as choice land determines not only the theology of the church but also its 

paradoxical relationship with the US government (2011, 49). According to Mormon theology, 

the founding of the US government and the creation of the constitution by the founding fathers 

are part of a “divinely appointed system” (Lunceford 2011, 60) . According to Lunceford, 

Mormons believe that “they are the chosen people of God, placed on His chosen land, with a 

government established by His hand to bring forth His one true church” (2011, 59–60). 

Despite their struggle for sovereignty and opposition to the Canadian state, Jennifer Reid 

suggests that “the Métis might be regarded as ‘quintessential’ Canadians” (2008, 186), while 

Albert Braz reminds us that mainly Euro-Canadians tend to favor this perspective of Louis Riel 

as “some sort of quintessential Canadian, particularly the ‘archetypal’ outsider” (2003, 5) . In 

the United States, scholars suggested that the Latter-day Saints take the position of “model 

citizens” in the national mythology for “belonging to the ‘quintessentially American’ church” 

(Campbell et al. 2014, 4). At the same time, and herein lies a paradoxical characteristic of 

today’s Mormons, their members are also described as “peculiar people” (Campbell et al . 2014, 

5), as being “simultaneously peculiar and as American as apple pie” (Campbell et al . 2014, 

256). As Lunceford shows, the American state, the Mormon nation, and the LDS Church have 

been interlocked from the religion’s founding moments until today, in a political system that 

constitutionally adheres to a separation of church and state. Mormon scholar Leonard J. 

Arrington speaks favorably of the second Church president, Brigham Young, when he describes 

him as “an expression of some of the most deeply held characteristics included in the word 

‘American’” (1985, xiii) while shortly thereafter referring to him as “husband and father of one 

of the most unusual families in American history” (1985, xiii, emphasis added). 

In 1892, for the 400th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’s arrival in the Americas, 

the “Pledge of Allegiance” was written for nationwide ceremonies and celebrations. After some  

revisions of the original text, the most recent change in language was made in 1954, when US 

Congress passed a law and added the short, yet poignant phrase “under God” to the text. When 

reciting the words, speakers now “pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America 

and to the Republic for which it stands, one Nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and 

justice for all” (U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs, emphasis added). In the nineteenth  century, 

both “quintessential” peoples, the Métis and the Mormons, based their nation’s claims for 
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sovereignty to some extent on their religious beliefs. This is reflected in their proposed forms 

of community, nation, and government system. The title of this chapter’s introduction, “Two 

Nations under God,” thus purposely alludes to religious pluralism as well as national pluralism 

on the North American continent, pluralisms which have been crucially intertwined since the 

nineteenth century. The United States’ and Canada’s histories of nation-building were 

influenced by religious movements from the beginning of colonialism in the Americas. Claims 

for sovereignty within the countries then sought to undermine the legitimacy of the national 

governments in Ottawa and Washington. Their aims, among others, was to create separate 

nations within each country, distinct religious nations with autonomous governments, which 

are yet quintessentially North American. 

5.2. Canadian Nation-Building and Métis Rights: Chester Brown’s Graphic Novel Louis Riel 

The years of nation-building in the United States and Canada, especially in the context of the 

westward expansion, offer engaging opportunities for the writers of the twentieth and twenty-

first centuries. Ina Bergmann, for example, finds in her study of American historical fiction a 

dominant preoccupation with the nineteenth century that she attributes to the genre of “new 

historical fiction” (2012, 141). Canadian Western writers have come to reject narratives of 

popular Westerns and instead favor “stories that are multiple, multivocal, hybrid, and 

antihegemonic […]. In place of a frontier rolling inexorably westward to produce America and 

Americans, they suggest a borderlands model of the West as a wavering and elusive site of 

hybridity, cross-fertilization, complication, and ideological contestation and transformation” 

(Davidson 1994, 35–6). George Bowering, in his book Stone Country: An Unauthorized History 

of Canada (2003), also makes a case for Canadian history and literature and promises some 

excitement: “If you like history, you will find a lot to enjoy in the last third of the nineteenth 

century. If you are the kind of person who thinks that ice hockey is exciting, you might wake 

up for a while during the Riel Rebellions” (2003, 164). Similarly, in Survival Margaret Atwood 

describes Riel as the “perfect all-Canadian failed hero—he’s French, Indian, Catholic, 

revolutionary and possibly insane, and he was hanged by the Establishment” (2012, 186). Albert 

Braz’s study of the cultural reception of Louis Riel in Canada reminds us, however, “that 

purported representations of the politician-mystic are less about him [Riel] than about their 

authors and their specific social reality [...]. [It] seems incontestable that there is a direct link 

between the fact [that] the discourse on Riel is dominated by Euro-Canadians and the fact [that] 

he is usually situated not in a Métis context but in a Canadian one” (2003, 3–4). Braz criticizes 

Euro-Canadians who “have come to embrace Riel as an ancestor, the quintessential Canadian” 
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(2003, 204), and who are “using the Métis leader to indigenize themselves” (2003, 5) rather 

than recognizing him for his cultural belonging to an Aboriginal people. Braz acknowledges, 

however, that those representations are nonetheless “important not so much because of what 

they tell us about Riel but because of what they reveal about Euro-Canada, the dominant sector 

of Canadian society that for over a century has been able to create essentially the Riel it 

wished—or needs—to see” (2003, 3–4). In a similar manner, Reid warns that “there are serious 

cultural and political issues involved in the definition and portrayal of the Métis in Canada” 

(2008, 164). Not only writers risk creating an inaccurate or incomplete image of the rebellion’s 

leader, but academics must also recognize that those representations are works of fiction which 

further contribute to the mystification of Riel. 

Who then is the Louis Riel whom Chester Brown wishes or needs to see? Brown created 

a “comic-strip biography” of Louis Riel, complemented with a bibliography, notes on Brown’s 

archival resources, scholarly work on the Red River settlement, and an index although “it is 

unusual for a comic-book to have one” (Brown 2013, “Foreword”). In his foreword, Brown 

acknowledges the difficulties in assembling an accurate biographical portrayal of the Métis 

leader and admits that “long periods of time are skipped over, and many aspects of his life are 

completely ignored” (“Foreword”). Brown’s story describes the events unfolding in Red River 

between 1869 and 1885, and the author relies largely on the biographies by Maggie Siggins and 

Thomas Flanagan, sources which Brown openly acknowledges in his foreword. He concentrates 

on Riel’s “antagonistic relationship with the Canadian government, and even that has been 

simplified and distorted in order to make it fit into a 241-page comic-strip narrative” 

(“Foreword”). Although Brown is critical of how the Canadian government imposed its political 

system onto the Métis people, in analyzing the novel I will argue that Brown does not undermine 

the national aspirations of the Canadian government to expand to the West. Simultaneously, the 

novel reinforces the US-Canadian border as stable demarcation line. Although the text provides 

frequent moments of and opportunities for border-crossings, the national border’s legitimacy is 

ultimately left intact. 

After Riel’s arrival in Red River in 1868, he became a spokesperson for the Métis after 

the Canadian government had acquired Rupert’s Land from the Hudson’s Bay Company. The 

Métis were not consulted in the sale and worried about having to cease their rights to self-

governing the land and feared annexation from Canada. Their concerns were not unfounded, 

and the Métis soon established a provisional government, the Métis National Committee, which 

initially rejected Canada’s claims to govern the territory. Riel was first appointed secretary to 

this government and later elected president. Resistance to the Métis claims for an autonomous 
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government came from within the colony, led by pro-Canadian white English settlers, which 

crucially ended in the execution of one of their members, Thomas Scott, in 1870. 

As demands for successful negotiations with the Canadian government during the 

resistance, the Métis sought the establishment of a self-governing province to enter 

Confederation, recognition of the French language in the form of policies of bilingualism, rights 

to exercise Catholicism, land-titles in Red River received from the government, and amnesty 

for Louis Riel and other participants for the acts committed during the insurrection (Flanagan 

1983, 30). Particularly, this last demand was problematic for Ottawa because Scott’s death led 

to controversy in how to properly deal with the Métis. In May 1870, the Manitoba Act was 

based in parts on the demands of the Métis. The Métis in Manitoba were granted 1,4 million 

acres of land, and the province thus entered the union. 

In 1875, the federal government granted amnesty to Riel conditional on a five-year exile 

from Canada. Riel, under a secret name, subsequently managed to schedule an appointment in 

Washington with President Grant, unsuccessfully trying to receive support from the US 

government for the Métis in Manitoba. In Washington, Riel described having religious visions 

and claims “that his mission was to break with Rome, to establish on the soil of the New World 

a successor to the Catholic Church” (Flanagan 1983, 73). Rather than merely creating a sect, 

Riel sought to establish a new religion. He envisioned the creation of a state based on religious 

principles because he believed that “nations could not simply be willed into existence, but that 

they required the intervention of a preexisting generative power—more specifically, God” 

(Reid 2008, 195). Shortly after his revelatory visions in Washington, Riel returned to Canada 

in secret, where he was admitted, against his wishes, to a hospital in Montréal and later to an 

asylum in Beauport, Quebec. Riel’s mental state was subsequently the focus in his later trial, in 

the scholarly treatment of his role in the rebellions, as well as in literary representations of his 

life, including Chester Brown’s graphic novel. 

After further years in exile, which he spent in Montana, Riel married, worked as a 

schoolteacher, and became a US American citizen. In 1884, he was invited by acquainted Métis 

in the Saskatchewan Valley to return to Canada, and in 1885, the Métis and allied Indigenous 

tribes formed a provisional government under Riel’s leadership. A battle ensued between the 

Métis and members of the North-West Mounted Police at Duck Lake, which ended deadly for 

twelve members of the Canadian forces, five Métis, and one Aboriginal warrior. Riel was tried 

at a court in Regina for high treason, and this episode receives particular attention in Brown’s 

graphic novel. Riel eloquently insisted on being of a sound mind and in full control of his senses, 

while his defense attorneys had attempted to use his time in a Quebec asylum to avoid 
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sentencing. Nonetheless, Riel was sentenced to death and was hanged in Regina on November 

16, 1885. 

Flanagan emphasizes that the North-West Rebellion, at least for Riel, “was as much a 

religious movement as a political uprising” (1983, 121) since Riel understood himself as 

“prophet” to the New World, revealing God’s will to the people. According to Flanagan, Riel 

sought a reform of the family and even suggested the institution of polygamy in which “an 

ordinary man would be allowed to have up to five wives, while certain individuals like a king 

or governor-general could have more” (1983, 89). Flanagan attributes Riel’s interest in 

polygamy to his personal history, and he does not connect Riel’s beliefs with those of Joseph 

Smith and the Latter-day Saints’ infamous practice of polygamy, which was also motivated by 

“imitations of the Hebrews” (Flanagan 1983, 86). Moreover, Flanagan describes Riel’s 

understanding of government and state as “frankly theocratic, as is typical of millenarian 

thinkers” (1983, 95). 

As Brown relies on Flanagan’s sources and follows this chronology in his graphic novel, 

Louis Riel adopts many of his interpretations and incorporates the historical details described 

by Flanagan. Nonetheless, Brown’s approach to the contextualization of the events relies on the 

geographical dimensions of the land. He structures the text according to a logic drawn from 

maps. There are two “map sections” in the book, each of which begins with a panel showing an 

excerpt of “Northern North America” (3), that is, the territory of Canada and parts of the United 

States. The first map, portraying the land in 1869, distinguishes between claims for land and 

presumed ownership and shows “land that Britain claims to own,” “Rupert’s Land—which the 

Hudson’s Bay Company claims to own,” “Canada,” and “The United States of America” (3). 

The second map section is an illustration of the same excerpt of North America; however, 

Brown here differentiates between “Canada” and “Not Canada” (117). In both cases, Brown 

makes clear that his interest lies with the colonial usurpation of Aboriginal lands by the 

Canadian government. In this conception, “North America” is malleable and disputed only in 

its northern lands. Land claims or distinct sovereignty movements within the United States are 

not discussed and the US-Canadian border remains politically unpenetrated on each side. Thus, 

the novel is indifferent to Indigenous lands that are traditionally located in that region and were 

virtually divided by this constructed, political line of demarcation. “Canada,” although it is 

expanding in Brown’s drawings, is a stable entity in that the author does not question its (and 

the United States’) presence on the continent. It is not land that Canada “claims to own,” as is 

the case with Britain and the Hudson’s Bay Company, but Canada is simply there. Moreover, 
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there is no indication that the ownership of the land would or should change to the territorial 

disadvantage of the Canadian and US American governments. 

An acceptance of US American claims to the continent is also expressed by Louis Riel in 

his discussion with US President Grant. Riel seeks support from the United States government 

in the form of “money and a promise t’at you will not let Canadian troops travel over American 

soil to our territory […]. We intent to fight for our independence as a state separate from 

Canada. If we win, we would be … deferential to your government in a way t’at we are not as 

a Canadian province” (105–6). Grant is unmoved by Riel’s offer and determinedly replies that 

the United States at this point has “no desire to earn the hostility of Canada” (106) and instead 

suggests that Riel become a US American citizen. 

In Brown’s interpretation of the events in Red River, he criticizes the Canadian 

government for maintaining and fostering colonial practices. While racist and nationalist 

motives contribute to the government’s reluctance to grant the demands  of the Métis, Brown is 

most critical of Ottawa’s interest in monetary gains. The characters representing the Canadian 

government are either caricatures who are ambitious for power and prestige, indifferent to the 

circumstances in Red River, or outright sinister in their blatant dishonesty. Leading up to the 

resistance, William McDougall is quoted as saying “I’m going to be the king of the North-

West” (12), thus reinforcing the colonial and monarchical situation of Canada. However, 

considering the rhetoric of Louis Riel, Joseph Smith, and Brigham Young in the context of 

religious millennialism, McDougall’s comment is far from being exceptional. Much of Brown’s 

criticism is cast in the language of irony and humor. While prime minister John A. Macdonald 

is reluctant to negotiate with the Métis, because “they’ll want all kinds of stuff I don’t want to 

give them” (73), the Colonel Secretary for the British government, Lord Granville, replies, 

“since when does a politician have to keep his promises?” (74). Riel’s response to the scheme 

fits the pattern with his naïve assumption of trust; he wonders, “why would the Canadian 

government negotiate with us unless they meant to deal with us honourably?” (79). Brown’s 

often mocking tone stops, however, when the concerns of the Métis and Native people are at 

stake. The acquisition of Rupert’s Land forms the starting point of his plot, and Brown’s story 

thus revolves around the implications of colonialism and global trade. The Métis are appalled 

by the sale because their “ancestors were here long before the Hudson’s Bay Company was” 

(9) and they cannot understand why a “bunch of businessmen in England can decide what 

happens to the land that we live on” (9). 

A central aspect of Brown’s treatment of the resistance is the planning and construction 

of the Canadian railroad as means of imperialist power implemented in a global capitalist 
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system. In 1869 the Red River Settlement is not easily accessible to Canada, because “there are 

no direct roads or rail-lines” (12), and to reach its territory one “has to travel through the United 

States” (12). The construction of the Canadian Pacific Railway and the role it played in sending 

troops to the North-West has been covered extensively by scholars and has manifested itself as 

a foundational myth in the unification of a Canadian nation. Reid emphasizes that the myths 

about the CPR were self-created and sustained while “the fact that the railway was constructed 

principally with British funds, and by exploited Chinese laborers on land that was unethically 

obtained from Aboriginal peoples, was never accounted for within the substance of these 

histories that cast the railway as the creator of a nation” (2008, 60). Rather than a unilateral feat 

serving Canada only, the enterprise was in fact transnational in its design, financing, and 

performance. The construction and ownership of the railroad is also a source for criticism in 

The 19th Wife. Ebershoff illustrates that the absolute control needed for governing a remote part 

of the American West depends not only on ideological commitment, but on economic revenue. 

Brigham Young “owned the [railroad] line between Salt Lake and Ogden” (Ebershoff 2008, 

437) and thus controls much of the incoming population to Utah. As in the Canadian West, the 

influx of new immigrants to the land of the Mormons was reason for conflict. Primarily because 

of the completion of the railroad in the isolated territory, “Saints who had never known the 

outside world suddenly were sharing a home with Babylonian strangers” (Ebershoff 2008, 403). 

Brown and Ebershoff both understand the business aspect of the railroad as source for 

mischievous behavior. In his daily business, Young is thus described as working on “a railroad 

deal or a building contract or […] a bargain concerning a man’s soul” (Ebershoff 2008, 343). 

In Louis Riel, Brown suggests that prime minister Macdonald deliberately provoked the 

rebellion in 1885, thus favoring a perspective that regards the Canadian government as initiator 

of the rebellion rather than the Métis. Brown envisions a conspiratorial trade deal between 

prime minister Macdonald and George Stephen, the president of the Canadian Pacific Railway. 

In six almost identical panels, Macdonald explains that when the Métis rebel, “we’ll send 

soldiers out on our trains. The soldiers will easily defeat the half-breeds, and the whole nation 

will cheer. But the people won’t just be cheering for the brave Canadian soldiers—they’ll also 

be cheering for the railway […]. Parliament will then gladly give you all the money you need 

to finish your railway” (136), to which Stephen replies, “you devious bastard” (136). Instead of 

addressing the legitimate demands of the Métis regarding land and language rights as well as 

religious liberties, or at best in addition to them, Brown shifts the direct causes for a resistance 

toward the government and ultimately economic interests. In executing his plan, Macdonald 
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purposely avoids crucial aspects of the Métis demands and says, “to be quite frank, I want the 

half-breeds to rebel” (140). 

Brown admits in an attached endnote that the historical evidence is somewhat murky, but 

if the plan outlined in the panels “had occurred to him [Macdonald] in real life, it’s hard to see 

how he couldn’t have been tempted by it” (258). Macdonald’s plan to combine both interests, 

to build the CPR and to find a solution for the unrest in Manitoba, therefore rationalizes the 

violence and oppression against the Métis people and serves as justification for Canada’s 

expansionist policies in the west. Although Brown disapproves of the corruption and lack of 

integrity among Canadian politicians and government officials, he nevertheless accepts 

Canada’s territorial aspirations and realizations in the west as inevitable. In another endnote, 

Brown explains that “I disagree with much of what he [Macdonald] did and stood for, but I 

recognize that he tried to do what he thought was best for the country. And, quite frankly, I’d 

rather have lived in a state run by John A. Macdonald than one run by Louis Riel” (259, original  

emphasis). 

Does this firm authorial voice alter the way in which we perceive Riel? Understanding 

the graphic novel by Chester Brown within the genre of historiographic metafiction reminds us 

of the strategies of “emplotment” that Hayden White famously assumes for historians and 

writers of fiction alike. White complicates a distinction of historians and novelists by rejecting 

the idea that “the historian ‘finds’ his stories, whereas the fiction writer ‘invents’ his” (1980, 

6). Linda Hutcheon joins White in dismissing a strict ontological binary and wonders, “must a 

historical account acknowledge where it does not know for sure or is it allowed to guess?” 

(1989, 72). Regarding Brown’s accusation of conspiracy in Macdonald’s decision making, he 

notes that “the choice seems to be between believing that Macdonald abused his power or that 

the government operated inefficiently. People in positions of prominence frequently abuse their 

power, and governments always operate inefficiently, so both choices seem possible” (259). 

Brown meticulously consults multiple works of archival and scholarly material in assessing the 

turn of events and proves how he, as a novelist, goes beyond “inventing” a plot. At the same 

time, he admits to certain artistic liberties when he explains that he arranged his plot and panels 

in this manner, because “it makes Macdonald seem more villainous—villains are fun in a story, 

and I’m trying to tell this tale in an engaging manner […]. I don’t think that he actually was a 

villain” (259). Hutcheon also describes that a performance of the act of writing within a 

historical novel is a characteristic of historiographic metafiction. Brown and other authors of 

the genre “establish a relationship between the past they write about and the present in which  

they write” (Hutcheon 1989, 70). Brown’s graphic novel was first published as a comic book 
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series between 1999 and 2003 and is an example of a form of historiographic metafiction that 

evolved from an artistic exploration of postmodern theory toward a self-reflexive engagement 

with the past that is less concerned with overt metafictional devices. Unlike other writers of 

historiographic metafiction, Brown does not cross the threshold of the literary story world, and 

instead frames his narrative with paratextual information in which he places his endnotes and 

sources. His work is perhaps best understood not only in terms of deconstructing historical 

accounts but also as deconstructing different conceptions of the “nation,” as well as the 

processes of transnational business and politics in the dynamics of nation-building. 

Despite Brown’s rather negative portrayal of the Canadian government and a somewhat 

favorable view of Riel, it would be inaccurate to imply that Brown is biased toward one 

perspective. Although his portrayal of Riel is generally sympathetic, he recognizes that his 

character is complex. Riel emphasizes early that the Métis aspire to forming a “democratically 

elected government […]. We’re not necessarily opposed to joining Canada, but we want to do 

it on our terms” (16). Because of the complex notion of national identity, “treason” becomes an 

ambiguous concept in the novel. Riel’s initial proposal to accommodate the Métis nation within 

a Canadian nation and government system is not mutually exclusive with his conception of a 

transnational identity. The possibility to identify oneself with more than one nation and culture 

alters Riel’s sense of loyalty, and any claims for disloyalty are harder to maintain. Riel therefore 

insists that he “acted in self-defence, while t’e government, being irresponsible and insane, 

cannot but ‘ave acted wrong, and if treason t’ere is, it must be on its side and not on my part” 

(229). 

Brown does not recoil from showing the principles upon which Riel seeks to establish his 

community and government. His reluctance to depict Riel in an overwhelmingly positive view 

is based on Brown’s perception of the religious dimension of Riel’s ideology and the theocratic 

structures he envisions for his nation. Early in the novel, Riel resorts to drastic measures to 

silence his opponents by closing the Northwester, because “I don’t like t’e Canadian 

propaganda t’at you print in your newspaper” (25). While this restriction of constitutional rights 

and freedom of speech is not further commented on in Brown’s text, it nevertheless immediately 

precedes the establishment of a provisional government with representatives of the French 

parishes in Red River. A similar incident is prominent in The 19th Wife. In June 1844, dissenting 

Mormons published an issue of an opposition newspaper, the Nauvoo Expositor. The publishers 

were critical of Smith’s theocratic ideas to establish a Kingdom of God, and Smith consequently 

ordered the destruction of the newspaper’s printing press. Ebershoff’s narrator, Ann  Eliza 

Young, explains, “with the Expositor’s unconstitutional destruction, Joseph’s enemies had 
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reason to pounce. Threatened by Joseph’s accumulation of power, the Governor of Illinois 

could no longer tolerate a Prophet of God as a rival. The Governor charged Joseph with riot and 

treason, ordering his arrest” (128). 

Both leaders, Riel and Smith, order the closing of the local newspapers, but their fictional 

representations differ in assessing the significance of the events. This discrepancy is indicative 

of the authors’ perception of Riel’s and Smith’s conceptions of community-building. At this 

point in the plot, Smith opposes the US American government more vehemently than Riel does 

in Brown’s graphic novel. Ebershoff also gives more attention to Smith’s closing of the 

newspaper, because his arrest shortly thereafter is indirectly responsible for the death of the 

powerful church leader. Riel seems to understand religion and nation as transnational effort that 

can be reconciled with other political systems. After he is exiled to the United States, Riel is 

depicted as hovering above the ground while God appears to speak to him. Riel is instructed 

that he has a “mission to accomplish for the benefit of humanity […]. David is the name I give 

you as my prophet of the new world […]. I am transporting you to the fourth heaven to explain 

the nations of the earth to you” (107). Riel’s solution to the conflict with Canada therefore lies 

in creating a new church, the establishment of a new pope, and his own role as “Prophet for the 

New World” (144). In laying down his reasoning for the need to create a new religion, Riel’s 

speech echoes the Mormons’ legitimization of forming a religious nation. Riel exclaims, “God 

supports our cause! The Métis are his new chosen people! He will help us now as he once 

helped the Jews! Just as the Jews did, we will live by the laws of Moses! And people from all 

of the nations will come to help us when they hear of our struggle—The religious Irish, the 

pious Bavarians, the faithful Poles, the wise Italians, the sincere Belgians, the intrepid French, 

the hard-working Scandinavians” (144). Riel’s perspective of religion, as interpreted by Brown, 

is a project that requires the support of multiple cultures of diverse national origins. In Riel’s 

trial, however, it is exactly this perspective that causes concern for the government authorities. 

The crown witness (note the double meaning here), Charles Nolin, is asked about Riel’s “policy 

regarding the division of the country” (209) and replies that Riel “said t’at after ‘e ‘ad conquered 

England and Canada, ‘e would divide Canada and give Quebec to t’e Prussians, Ontario to t’e 

Irish, t’e Nort’ West to … to different European nations. I don’t remember them all. T’e Jews 

would ‘ave a part—t’e ‘Ungarians, t’e Bavarians—all t’e world would ‘ave a piece of the cake” 

(209). 

Brown here alludes to the subjective properties of memory also inherent to accounts of 

historical events and their narrativization. Whether or not the contents of Nolin’s statements 

were distorted, taken out of context, or generally untrue, Brown suggests that the trial and its 
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outcome were constructed rather than objectively assessed. The prosecutor and Riel’s lawyer 

alike are shown to pose suggestive questions and to respond negatively if the desired answer is 

not provided by the witnesses (206, 210). 

Although Brown relies on historical sources and scholarly work for his depiction of Riel’s 

trial, the final chapter, illustrating the court proceedings, becomes a proxy trial for the reader.  

Graphically, the panels are coherent in showing a black background and basic court furniture 

merely indicating the room’s features. Brown explains in an endnote that “the black 

backgrounds that I’ve used here might give the impression of a spacious room. The court-room 

was actually very tiny and very crowded” (265). An audience for the trial is missing in the 

images, and the prosecutor, in his closing statement, thereby seems to address the reader rather 

than a judge. He instructs the implied audience to not “think of the government in Ottawa simply 

as a government” (229) but of the people living in the country, and finally says “you have to 

ask yourselves, can such things be permitted?” (229). The text is conscious of its status as 

fictional construct and the limits of its capability to reflect historical realities. Albert Braz notes 

that the difficulty in understanding historical figures such as Riel “resides in the medium in 

which they are commonly portrayed, historical fiction. A hybrid, half of whose name qualifies 

if not nullifies the other half, historical fiction is a problematic if not ‘impossible genre’” (2003, 

8). Nevertheless, this form of portraying historical events in literature reflects the shortcomings 

of empirical research as well as the conscious retelling and reworking of narratives into 

culturally constructed imaginary spaces. 

The comic-strip biography of Louis Riel ends with his execution, but the epilogue 

reinforces the notion that this is a graphic novel not only about Riel but also the process of 

nation-building in Canada. The final two panels return to the setting of the supposed 

conspiratorial conversation between John A. Macdonald and George Stephen. Following up on 

the events of the North-West Rebellion and Riel’s death, Brown informs his readers of the fate 

of the two men: 

In the 1887 and 1891 elections, Sir John A. Macdonald held onto his position as 

prime-minister, even though his conservative party lost seats in Quebec. Macdonald 

died in 1891 at the age of 76. Because of the Canadian Pacific Railway’s role in 

rushing the Canadian Army to the North-West, the C-P-R received substantial 

financial assistance from the Canadian government. This made it possible to 

complete the railway’s line on November 7, 1885. As a result, George Stephen 

became one of the wealthiest men in the world. He was 92 when he died in 1921 

(241). 
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By thus closing the graphic novel, Brown reminds the reader of the rebellion’s planning and 

design and repeats his previous suggestion that politics and business deals were formative of 

the beginning and outcome of the Métis resistance. Moreover, by directly juxtaposing Riel’s 

death with the monetary gain and longevity of George Stephen, the text succumbs to a powerful, 

globally operating capitalist system against which resistance seems futile. Brown is critical of 

the methods employed in advancing the expansionist aspirations of the Canadian government. 

In addition to motives based on racist ideologies, he is conscious that a Métis nation cannot 

exist independently of a state embedded in an economic system of global trade. Further, the 

panels reinforce narratives of nation-building that emphasize the continued perseverance of the 

Canadian state. Despite Macdonald’s losses in the elections following Riel’s execution, he 

remains in power and continues to support the Canadian Pacific Railway’s role in forming 

national myths about the formation of the country. The Canadian state is being created at the 

expense of an Aboriginal people making claims to a land which they have populated for 

millennia, but it remains unresolved in Brown’s narrative whether Canada succeeds at thus 

becoming a “nation.” 

5.3. An American Kingdom of God in the Mormon West: David Ebershoff’s The 19th Wife 

What makes the LDS Church so “quintessentially American”? According to Mormon beliefs, 

Joseph Smith had a series of visions by an angel who revealed to him the secret location of an 

ancient book written on gold plates. After supposedly finding and translating the text, Smith 

published it in 1830 as The Book of Mormon. Narrated in large parts by the prophet Mormon, 

the book contains the chronicle of an ancient Hebraic people whose ancestors had allegedly 

traveled from the Middle East to the Americas in approximately 600 BC. This people broke off 

into several tribes, among them the pious Nephites who, after centuries of battles, were 

destroyed by the darker skinned Lamanites, who remained on the continent. Early Mormonism 

came to understand the Indigenous peoples of the Americas as descendants of the Lamanites, 

who had lost their traditions and stories of origin.27 The last remaining Nephite, Mormon’s son 

Moroni, guarded the gold plates, added the story of Mormon’s death in the final battle, and 

buried the plates in a secure hiding place, before appearing to Joseph Smith in Palmyra, New 

York, 1400 years later. With this story of origin, the Mormons legitimized their claim for 

America as homeland to their people “without the intruding filter of European religious history” 

(Shipps 2015, 8). 

 
27 Other than Mormon mythology, there seems to be no scientific basis for such claims. 
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The 19th Wife chronicles parts of the early history of the LDS Church and focuses on the 

controversial practice of plural marriage. The novel is set among the polygamous Mormon 

community in Utah in the mid-nineteenth century, centering on Ann Eliza Young, the 19th wife 

of the religious leader Brigham Young. Born in 1844, the historical Ann Eliza was the child of 

early converts and among the pioneers who migrated to the Great Basin to establish towns in 

the Salt Lake Valley. In 1868 she was married to Brigham Young and infamously filed for 

divorce five years later. After being excommunicated from the Church, Ann Eliza traveled 

across the United States and spoke about Mormonism and polygamy in a series of lectures. In 

1875, she published Wife No.19, an autobiographical text which inspired Ebershoff’s 

fictionalization of the events in Utah. The novel is a rewrite of the original memoir and opens 

with a title page, informing the reader that the book was written by Ann Eliza and includes a 

fictitious introduction by Harriet Beecher Stowe. In a parallel plot, the protagonist, Jordan, is 

an excommunicated member of a fundamentalist sect in twenty-first century Utah. His 

contemporary perspective shows the relevance of Ann Eliza’s fight for young Americans today. 

His narrative begins after he learns of the death of his father, the patriarch of a polygamous 

household who was supposedly killed by Jordan’s mother, his 19th wife. However, the novel 

contains numerous other narrators as the overall text is an amalgamation of fictional documents 

of firsthand accounts, supposedly obtained from church archives, a Wikipedia entry on Mormon 

history, and a term paper by a graduate student at Brigham Young University. 

In analyzing Ebershoff’s The 19th Wife, I will argue that, in the context of the novel, the 

theological foundation of the church has given way to a community that is firmly rooted in the 

North American landscape while creating a distinct cultural identity for its members. In its 

political structure, this Mormon nation understands itself as opposing the imperialist agenda of 

the US government to expand to their holy land in the nineteenth century. In Jordan’s narrative, 

subnational aspirations within the contemporary United States uphold the resistance to a secular 

nation. In contrast to Brown’s graphic novel, Ebershoff thus destabilizes narratives of unified 

US nation-building by subverting popular national myths of the westward expansion. His 

contemporary characters participate in a continuous resistance to the US American nation and 

state. Second, Ebershoff’s use of the archive and archival material within the novel and his 

fictionalization of historical events criticize LDS Church policies of maintaining closed 

archives from the nineteenth to the twenty-first centuries. Since access to the church archives 

is restricted to Latter-day Saints, Ebershoff imaginatively fills historical gaps by creating a web 

of perspectives. Third, the process of Mormon and US nation-building in this form of 

fragmented narration is informed by an understanding of transnational realities. In case of the 
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Mormons, transnational inquiries can thus address the relations between the American nation, 

represented by the federal government in Washington, and a Mormon nation based on religious 

affiliation. At the same time, the Mormon church has reached out to other nations outside of 

North America for the recruitment of new converts from the time of the church’s founding until 

today. Furthermore, a transnational perspective on Mormon history needs to consider the 

relationship between the Saints and the local Indigenous population. A significant omission 

from the narrative, Ebershoff pays almost no attention to Native peoples in his novel, which 

reveals the shortcomings of this fictional representation of Mormon history. 

After the publication of The Book of Mormon, Joseph Smith soon found supporters who 

accepted him as prophet and were eager to convert to his church. From the beginning of the 

church’s history, the Mormons were regarded with suspicion, and began fleeing westward, 

creating a recurring pattern of establishing a community and coming into conflict with the non-

Mormon population. Fighting with American government authorities “spread from town to 

county to state and finally to national levels” (Bigler and Bagley 2011, 6). In Nauvoo, 

opposition to the Saints grew as rumors of the practice of polygamy arose (a practice which 

Joseph Smith had begun in the 1830s). Moreover, it had become apparent that Smith envisioned 

a “theo-democracy,” a term of his coinage that “rested on the belief that God had inspired the 

framers of the US constitution to create a land of religious freedom where His kingdom could 

be restored and supersede, as it prevailed to universal dominion, all earthly realms, including 

the American republic” (Bigler and Bagley 2011, 24). 

The year 1844 marks a crucial turning point in Mormon history. Joseph Smith attracted 

wide national attention by his announcement of his candidacy for President of the United States. 

He launched an independent campaign, but the unconstitutional demolition of the opposition 

newspaper The Expositor by Smith gave the Governor of Illinois a reason to launch an attack 

on the prophet. He had Smith and his brother Hyrum arrested and brought to jail in Carthage. 

On June 27, 1844, a mob of vigilantes broke into the prison and murdered Joseph and his 

brother. 

Brigham Young emerged as Church President in the months after Smith’s death. Seeing 

that he and the Saints had no other option but to flee Illinois and, in fact, the territory of the 

United States altogether, Young began to plan the “Exodus” to the Great Basin. He continued 

to follow Smith’s plan to create a theocratic community, as his “highest loyalty was to his 

church and its kingdom, not to the United States” (J. Turner 2012, 5). In 1846, the Saints left 

Nauvoo and began their trek westward, finally arriving at the Great Salt Lake in 1847, where 

they founded the state of Deseret. Echoing Frederick Jackson Turner’s mythical thesis of a new 
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race being created by migrating to the American West, Jan Shipps explains that a process of 

assimilation took place for newly-arriving converts from Europe who “rather than being Saints 

first when they arrived in Deseret, they were Welsh Saints or German Saints or Danish Saints. 

In time, their primary identity was simply Saints” (2015, 18). In contrast to Frederick Jackson 

Turner’s ideal of an Americanized people in the West, promoting liberty and democracy in the 

world, the Mormons, under the leadership of Brigham Young, had something else in mind. It 

was their destiny “to prevail over the United States and all other manmade systems of 

government and establish God’s Kingdom as a literal political entity to rule the world upon the 

return of Jesus Christ, which was imminent” (Bigler and Bagley 2011, 5). 

The arrival in the Great Basin in 1847 turned out to be the “great geographical irony of 

Mormon history” (Meinig 1996, 45). The Saints had fled the United States to a territory which, 

by the time of their arrival, was under Mexican control. After the Mexican-American War, 

Mexico ceded ownership of the disputed lands to the United States, and the new home of the 

Saints thus became a US territory. The Mormons were again administered by the nation which 

had failed to accept and accommodate them for as long as the church had existed. By 1850, 

Congress had ignored the Mormon petition for statehood, which was subsequently withdrawn 

as the Mormons instead sought more sovereignty and independence. Eventually, in September 

of the same year, Congress created the Utah Territory, while also ignoring the demands of the 

Indigenous people of the Great Basin. 

The Kingdom did not agree with this arrangement and, in the following years, isolated 

itself entirely from the United States and effectively severed all ties. This Mormon Rebellion, 

also known as the Utah War or Mormon War, has entered Mormon mythology as a standoff 

that “shed not a drop of blood” (Bigler and Bagley 2011, ix), a hero tale which was a “storied 

mix of legend and fact” (2011, ix), celebrating the Mormon pioneers who bravely “brought 

America to its senses” (2011, ix). In debunking the myths revolving this supposedly bloodless 

rebellion, revisionist historians of the Utah War have reworked how both sides, the United 

States and the Mormons, made use of practices that provoked fears of the Indigenous population 

to legitimize their claims to the territory. John Turner, for example, speaks of Mormon support 

of the removal of the Indigenous peoples, arguing that Young’s stance was in keeping with 

policies of the US government. A central aspect within the Mormon Rebellion were the events 

of the Mountain Meadows Massacre, illustrating the ways in which Mormon settlers refocused 

the attention from their own wrongdoing to the Indigenous people. 

The mistreatment of the Indigenous people by the Mormons and the US government 

complicates a comparison of Brown’s Louis Riel and Ebershoff’s The 19th Wife. The 
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problematic relations of the Métis in Red River and the Mormons in the Great Basin with the 

respective governments in Canada and the United States result from different power dynamics 

and colonial hierarchies. Rather than comparing the Métis and the Mormons, it can be 

worthwhile to compare the situation of the Métis and Indigenous people in Manitoba under the 

oppression of the Canadian government with the situation of the Indigenous people in Utah 

who struggled with the US government as well as the Mormons. However, Ebershoff here 

hinders such an aspect in the comparison, since he barely pays any attention to the Native bands 

in the area. Moreover, Ebershoff’s disregard for such concerns is strangely plausible, precisely 

because the historical evidence has been deliberately neglected and misconstrued by the LDS 

Church. Only once does Ebershoff describe how the characters, in the newly settled Salt Lake 

Valley, built an “imposing fort to defend against Native American attack” (155). One reason 

for this inadequate treatment of this aspect of Mormon history lies in Ebershoff’s potential 

sources. As indicated by one of the novel’s footnotes, Ebershoff seems to base his general 

information about Brigham Young on Leonard J. Arrington’s biography. This is noteworthy 

and problematic since Arrington’s apologetic perspective of Young is insufficient to fully 

describe the social and political dimensions of Mormon settlement. 

Additionally, the events of the Mormon Rebellion are largely overlooked in Ebershoff’s 

novel and none of the narrators mention any details concerning the armed resistance to the US 

government. Instead, Ebershoff constructs incidents in the plot that resemble some historical 

realities, such as the circumstances of the Mountain Meadows Massacre. Ebershoff offers a 

fictionalized and somewhat altered history of the early years of the Church, and his main interest 

lies on the issue of polygamy and its consequences for Americans today. The social controversy 

over the Mormon practice of plural marriage, a form of “celestial marriage,” was arguably one 

of the main factors for Congress to delay Utah from becoming a state. 

In outlining the history of the Mormon exodus to Utah, Ebershoff responds to Frederick 

Jackson Turner’s “The Significance of the Frontier in American History” (1893), and he 

parodically applies Turner’s ideas to the Mormons while subverting his thesis fundamentally. 

Ebershoff’s story of the early converts’ migration from New York to Ohio, Missouri, Illinois, 

and Utah almost mockingly mimics Turner’s claims that not only American, but also Mormon 

social development “has been continually beginning over again on the frontier” (F.J. Turner 

2008, 2). The assumption of an area of uninhabited, “free land” (F.J. Turner 2008, 3) in the 

Great Basin resurfaces problematically in the novel as the Indigenous peoples are scarcely 

mentioned by Ebershoff. As envisioned by Turner, Ebershoff’s Mormons successfully 

“transformed a basin so arid and inhospitable that even the most intrepid and resourceful Indian 
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nations had avoided it for thousands of years, into the City of the Saints, a metropolis of some 

twenty thousand souls” (Ebershoff 2008, 195). However, Ebershoff’s narrator quickly 

emphasizes that the result is not an outpost of American democracy but “a thriving theocracy 

for him [Brigham Young] to rule with, he assured us, Divine legitimacy” (195). The isolation 

of the frontier creates a peculiar relationship with the government in Washington, since “the 

West and the East began to get out of touch of each other” (F.J. Turner 2008, 17). Ann Eliza 

similarly describes that “the men of Washington are distant to us. Certainly we know they exist, 

for we read of their declarations and pronouncements. Yet to many they do not feel alive, no 

more than a Roman statesman depicted in the History book feels alive to a student today” (398). 

In Utah, a new order of anti-Americanism arose that Frederick Jackson Turner had not 

acknowledged in his essay. Toward the end of the novel, when Brigham Young’s power seems 

to be fading, he appeals to his Saints to be ready for a violent confrontation and to “defy the 

authorities, the army, even the great General President Grant! If we must, we will take up arms 

to fight in the name of God!” (530). According to Frederick Jackson Turner, the purpose of 

studying the “steady growth of independence” (2008, 4) on the frontier, and with it the “men 

who grew up under these conditions, and the political, economic, and social results of it, is to 

study the really American part of our history” (2008, 4). Ebershoff’s novel takes a firm stance 

in challenging Turner’s assumptions by narrating the story of a woman, growing up under 

authoritarian conditions in a religious community that undermines any attempts at 

Americanization. To understand the really American part of the history of the west, Ebershoff 

seems to declare, is to acknowledge that there were and still are aspirations to resist not only 

the American nation but also its monolithic narratives of nation-building. 

Aware of US American political advances to the Utah Territory, which were to open the 

land to non-Mormon immigrants, Brigham Young and his Saints pursued their own imperialist 

agendas. Since in Mormon theology the existence of an American polit ical state was not 

mutually exclusive with a religious nation but in fact appointed by the same divine force, it was 

no contradiction for Joseph Smith and Brigham Young to defend their Mormon nation by 

appealing to their rights as granted by the US constitution. For Smith, US American law 

provides him with the rights and freedom to resist the state he seeks to overthrow. Thus, he 

assures his supporters, “I am a son of Vermont’s Green Mountains. I was raised with a deep 

awareness of the rights afforded to all by our nation’s Constitution” (169). A comparison of 

Riel and Smith therefore must acknowledge that Smith was not only aware but making full use 

of his status as US American citizen, while the Métis had fought to gain civil rights in Canada. 

Smith continues that “the right to religious freedom is a right guaranteed to all […]. Brothers 
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and Sisters, go forth and defend these rights, for they are ours to claim” (169). With those rights, 

Smith at this point is referring to the practice of polygamy, which he made public and thus 

further strained the church’s relations to the US government. As reasoning for introducing “the 

Principle,” Smith claims to have had another divine revelation in 1844, explaining that “the 

Lord has commanded us to expand the Kingdom” (123) by increasing the population of the 

Saints through plural marriage. Smith and Young thus recruited their disciples through means 

of conversion, the introduction of polygamy, and rigorous emigration programs by sending 

missionaries to Europe. 

In Ebershoff’s novel, Ann Eliza’s father is instructed to go to England, spread the word 

of God, and return to Deseret with willing converts. Brigham Young, who is then Church 

President after the exodus to the Great Basin, also explains to him the difficulty of his  task 

because “far away, across the oceans […] you will find the stranger cannot imagine the reds of 

Zion, nor the snowy heights of our peaks, nor the vastness of our great basin. […] Speak not of 

the plural wife until our foreign brothers and sisters have arrived in Deseret and can see for 

themselves how red our sand blows” (227). In this statement, Ebershoff manages to convey the 

significance of the North American geography for Mormon theology and the need for 

transatlantic infrastructures to maintain a steady flow of new immigrants. 

American opposition to polygamy in Mormon communities was not merely based on 

hostility toward a religious group and their practices but was tied to a discussion on federal 

interference in social rights. In 1856, the petition for statehood of Deseret was disregarded in 

the House of Representatives controlled by the Republican Party, because the admission of new 

states rested on a clear prohibition of polygamy and slavery. In The 19th Wife, Ann Eliza’s text 

is preceded by a fictional introductory essay by Harriet Beecher Stowe in which she speaks of 

polygamy and slavery as “relics of barbarism. We were right to conquer slavery first, but now 

with its eradication, we must set our sights on its twin” (37). Ann Eliza Young’s Wife No. 19 

was published in 1875, and Ebershoff’s novel complies with this date in his narrative, thus 

situating Stowe’s essay in post-Civil War America. Although this introduction is not originally 

found in Wife No. 19, Harriet Beecher Stowe did write a preface to another memoir by a former 

member of the Mormon church, Tell it All A Woman’s Life in Polygamy written by Fanny 

Stenhouse and likewise published in 1875. Ebershoff speaks in the attached “Author’s Note” 

of “the documents (or ‘documents’) that run throughout the novel” (601) and explains that 

“although I am the author of these […], many are inspired by an actual text or a kind of text” 

(601). Within the novel, Stowe’s voice as author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin lends authority to issues 

of social rights, arguing that “many people call this the Mormon Question, just as, for many 
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years, slavery was called the Southern Question. In fact it is a question concerning all of us, as 

a nation and a people” (37). 

Paradoxically, the government’s comparison to slavery and this rationale of therefore also 

abolishing polygamy, was the same logic for Young to maintain the practice. The Mormon 

argument rested precisely on the practice of slavery in the Southern states; slavery retained 

“constitutional protection because it was within the domain of the individual states” (Feldman 

2015, 611). Since states had jurisdiction over family law, that was the platform the Mormons 

sought to use. One of Ebershoff’s contemporary characters, the Brigham Young University 

student Kelly Dee, writes a women’s studies term paper on Ann Eliza Young with the purpose 

to “raise up the subject of polygamy as a legitimate and unfinished topic of inquiry for LDS 

scholars and writers” (157). Moreover, in today’s America, she also recognizes potential 

similarities in the need to address both slavery and polygamy. She writes, “just as a long and 

sustained critical inquiry into slavery has helped to fortify the national psyche and shore up our 

nation’s moral standing, so too would an examination of our founder’s role [the founders of the 

LDS Church] in this deplorable practice help clear, at last, the misperception that Mormonism 

and polygamy remain somehow entwined” (158). 

For the purposes of the novel, a perspective that positions Ann Eliza as one of the main 

forces in ending polygamy would have had the potential to offer narrative closure if it were not 

for Jordan’s parallel plot proving that polygamy is still prevalent in today’s United States and 

responsible for creating isolated communities. He locates his narrative in the fictional town of 

Mesadale, Utah, which is “let’s just say—way the fuck out in the desert” (18), in a place that is 

otherworldly to other Americans, because “it was hot as Mars out there” (265). The Mormons 

of the nineteenth century had sought isolation from the United States and were successful, 

because “the boundaries that set Mormons apart were not merely symbolic, but instead the very 

tangible Rocky Mountains” (Campbell et al. 2014, 35). In addition, Ebershoff’s novel 

emphasizes that polygamy was the primary boundary dividing Mormons and non-Mormons in 

the nineteenth century, and that this boundary is still present in fundamentalist sects. Jordan 

identifies his home town and community as belonging to the “First Latter-day Saints, but 

everyone knows us as the Firsts. I should tell you right off we weren’t Mormons. We were 

something else—a cult, a cowboy theocracy, a little slice of Saudi America” (18).28 

 
28 The “First Latter-day Saints” are an appropriation by Ebershoff who seems to have modeled this sect on the 
Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-day Saints (FLDS Church) under the former leadership of 
Warren Jeffs. Jeffs was arrested in 2006 and, in 2007, he was sentenced to 10 years in prison for sexual assault of 
a minor whom he took as bride and for the arrangement of under-age weddings. In 2011, after subsequent trials, 

he was ultimately convicted and sentenced to life in prison. 
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In a recent study on Mormonism and US American politics, Campbell et al. note that 

contemporary Mormons are a distinctive subculture with “the high level of group solidarity 

typically associated with ethnicity, nationality, or race, but this ethnic-like character is the 

product of religion” (2014, 25). Like Meinig’s Mormon-based definition of “nation” and 

“nationalism,” Campbell et al. argue that Mormonism is more than one of the Christian 

denominations and characterized by a collective belonging and a strong sense of internal 

solidarity. In contrast to other ethno-religious groups, such as Irish Catholics, the Mormons do 

not identify through hereditary ethnic qualities and “do not have a single nationality. However, 

Mormonism does have a nation of origin—the United States. Mormonism was founded in the 

dynamic context of the new American nation” (Campbell et al. 2014, 28). Today’s members of 

the LDS Church, as portrayed in Ebershoff’s character Kelly Dee, are firmly rooted in American 

society, perceived as a patriotic people with a strong sense of family values, conservative 

orientation in politics, and high levels of education. In Jordan’s sect, however, he describes the 

incestuous relationships within his extended family and the town of Mesadale as a result of  their 

strictly maintained isolation and the “limited gene pool [which] produced a common look—

white-gold hair and fair, almost translucent skin” (96). Jan Shipps, scholar of the history of 

Mormonism, notes that early Mormon communities and converts created a “ghetto-like 

atmosphere” (2015, 13) in Kirtland and other places of gathering. Ebershoff seems to accentuate 

this characteristic of Mormon community-building in his description of Mesadale. When Jordan 

returns to Mesadale for investigating the murder of his father, he observes that the people he 

sees “looked familiar. It was perfectly possible that they were my aunts, cousins, or half -sisters, 

or all three […]. I have no idea how many brothers and sisters I have. There is no good way to 

count” (48–9). 

Life in Jordan’s former sect is characterized by a suppression and denial of transnational 

realities, and this ideology is the reason for the sect’s continued resistance to the US government 

and nation. Jordan’s father is married to dozens of wives and is the undisputed patriarchic head 

of the household. In the social hierarchy above him, an unnamed “Prophet” is the absolute ruler 

of the community in Mesadale, having inherited the position from his father. In the children’s 

home education, Jordan explains how the Prophet had “told us that Europe had been destroyed 

in a battle of good and evil. He said it didn’t exist anymore. France—no longer on the map […]. 

I had no reason—no ability—to doubt any of it” (51–2). In a similar scenario, the Prophet 

further describes that “although England had managed to avoid total destruction in the last war, 

there was nothing there now other than a ruined people living in huts and sheds” (100). This 

form of “brainwashing” (52) serves to maintain a secluded community willing to  obey its 
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church authorities. Despite their isolation, the Prophet warns his disciples of trusting the US 

government. One of the Firsts’ major sources of income, apart from working in the few shops, 

construction sites, and service facilities around Mesadale, is based on their large families. 

Jordan describes how the Prophet “used to preach about welfare, claiming it was our religious 

duty to cheat the government […]. The sister wives passed around a cassette of him teaching 

how to lie on a single-mother form. The checks arrived so frequently you had to wonder who 

in Salt Lake and Washington had been paid off” (96). Ebershoff thus presents a form of civil 

resistance against the US government which nonetheless requires total obedience by and 

oppression of the community’s members. At the same time, he acknowledges a system of 

complicity; someone in the state and federal governments must be collaborating with the sect 

for their scheme to succeed and not raise any suspicion. Jordan’s accusations point to one of 

the paradoxes in the relationship between the Latter-day Saints and the government regarding 

a de facto tolerance of polygamy. He explains that single mothers are eligible for government 

aid in form of welfare checks and, since the government recognizes only one legal wife per 

family, “the other nineteen can receive assistance. The more wives and kids, the more welfare 

checks” (180). 

Jordan maintains his misidentification with the US American nation, not quite viewing 

Mesadale as part of the United States. Returning to Mesadale after years of exile, Jordan finds 

that “except for the prairie dresses, it looked like a busy afternoon in Anytown, USA, women 

shopping, kids playing, men bitching at the fence” (555). But he cannot unburden himself from 

his formerly limited worldview and remembers that the town is still the “polygamy capital of 

America” (557). For US American authors, especially in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, the American West was a place which “provided a screen onto which to project  myths 

of plenitude” (J.G. Kennedy 2016, 328), liberties, and opportunities. Ann Eliza, in recounting 

her early days in the Salt Lake Valley describes her family as “an American family waging 

everything on the West” (193) with the purpose “to build a home while establishing a colony 

where we could be free in our beliefs” (193). In Ann Eliza’s narrative, Ebershoff echoes myths 

of an American Dream but alludes to the shortcomings and nightmares of the community in 

which Ann Eliza tries to achieve her goals. Jordan, after having left Mesadale and moving to 

San Francisco, reflects on the national myths with which he grew up. As a child, he used to 

dream about his father as a cowboy. He would “imagine him out in the barn saddling his roan 

with the white socks, readying himself for a ride of justice. But my dad never rode anywhere 

for justice. He was a religious con man, a higher-up in a church of lies” (18). His parents become 

simulacra to Jordan who attempts to reconcile his memories of his father and mother with the 
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realities of his newly obtained outsider perspective. When he finds his mother’s police 

photograph online after her arrest, he comments on her “Little House on the Prairie dress” (25), 

thus subverting the archetypal representations of the West in America’s contemporary popular 

culture. His identity, including his past among a fundamentalist sect in the Mormon West and 

his present as young gay man living in San Francisco, seems like an “oxymoron” (369) to him 

as he begins to accept the realities of his unstable American identity. 

Ebershoff’s novel is an amalgamation of voices speaking on behalf of the Mormon church 

(in providing interviews with Joseph Smith or diary entries by Brigham Young), its past 

members (Ann Eliza’s narrative and the diaries of her  family members) and contemporary 

active or excommunicated members (Kelly Dee and Jordan Scott). Those perspectives are 

accompanied by other “documents” such as newspaper articles, applications for access to the 

church archives in Salt Lake City, and email exchanges. Historical narratives about the church’s 

history are central for Mormon theology, and Ebershoff’s novel receives meaning precisely 

through this fragmented form of storytelling. John Turner argues that “history remains a live, 

contentious issue for the LDS Church in a manner foreign to the present experience of most 

other American Christians” (2016, 320). Narratives of Mormon prosecution in the nineteenth 

century and their subsequent exodus to Utah constitute a central aspect of the Saints’ faith. 

Simultaneously, Bigler and Bagley contend that this relationship with historical truth can be 

strained in religious communities, because “when god in person governs, history itself becomes 

a record without meaning or purpose” (2011, 8). 

Mormon scholarship struggled with “crises of historical consciousness” (J. Turner 2016, 

339) because the church insisted on a strictly monitored, restricted access to its archives. 

Scholarship has frequently been done under church auspices and, in the past, few non-Mormon 

scholars were able to obtain historical documents that would enable critical inquiries into 

controversial aspects in the church’s history, such as its positions on polygamy, slavery, and its 

relations with the Indigenous population in the Great Basin. This aspect is reflected in the novel 

through the character Kelly Dee in her research for her women studies’ term paper. Although 

she as character is fictitious, many of her sources are real. She explains that much of her general 

information about Brigham Young, which then becomes available to the reader in form of the 

novel, comes from Arrington’s 1985 biography of the Church President (138). 

John Turner legitimizes scholarly work on the history of Mormonism, because “for 

Letter-day Saints, matters of faith and prophetic authority remain inextricably bound to 

nineteenth-century historical events, thus always creating space for members and critics alike 

to question the meaning of those events and the character of those leaders” (2016, 340). 
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Ebershoff’s novel falls within that discourse and practice to address the crisis of historical 

consciousness in Mormon history. Ann Eliza’s son, the fictional character Lorenzo Dee, years 

after his mother’s disappearance from public life, adheres to the conviction that history  as a 

subjective art is inherently flawed. Like Chester Brown, Ebershoff thus echoes Hayden White 

when Lorenzo finds similarities between the work of the historian and that of the novelist. He 

says, “the historian writes a truth. The memoirist writes a truth. The novelist writes a truth” 

(428). His mother’s book, he continues, “is not the truth, certainly not. But a truth, yes” (428, 

original emphasis). 

Conventional channels of information, such as the consultation with a lawyer or 

investigations among the inhabitants of Mesadale, fail to bring Jordan closer to the truth in 

proving his mother’s innocence. Similarly, Kelly Dee struggles with the information she 

receives from the church archives. Web content on the internet, however, is interwoven into the 

fabric of the novel so as to virtually create transnational spaces of information. Not only does 

Ebershoff provide Wikipedia entries concerned with Mormon history, but transcripts of chat 

sessions in online poker games finally bring clues to solving the crime at the heart of the novel. 

Jordan’s father is revealed to have had conversations with multiple people about his life in 

Mesadale, confiding in his online poker mates across the country and speaking openly about 

his lifestyle and marriages under the pseudonym “menofthehouse2004” (17). Jordan reaches 

out to his most recent chat partner, wondering whether he was “nearby or around the globe” 

(545) and realizing that he was “learning more about my father than I had ever known” (546). 

In contrast to the limited and fabricated church archives that Kelly Dee is working with, within 

the secure spaces of the internet Jordan has found a means to access an approximation of the 

truth. When the chat partner refuses to meet Jordan in person, he explains that “I’ll talk to  

anyone online but I always want to remain anon[ymous] but I’ll tell you this much I’m not like 

other people online I always tell people the truth for me it’s a place I can really tell people what 

I think and feel” (544). The internet also becomes a safe space for women and men trying to 

escape from the confines of their families, their inevitable marriage into a polygamous 

household, and the sexual assault and violence that often comes with it. The website 

“19thwife.com” is an online community “of explural wives (and their children) telling THE 

TRUTH about polygamy in America today” (355). Kelly Dee also uses the platform for 

discussing her Mormon faith and the circumstances of plural marriage with other women. In 

one post, she tries to explain that “our theology is not static. It’s an evolving, changing entity 

[…]. Why should religious doctrine be static when nothing in the natural world, including Man, 
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is static? Throughout time, in every culture, religions and theologies of all sects and creeds have 

always evolved” (356). 

Metafictional qualities in Ebershoff’s novel are thus often implied either through the form 

of the text or the statements of its characters. Toward the end, however, Kelly Dee reveals that 

the entirety of those fragments, that includes all texts within the novel such as Jordan’s first-

person account, Kelly’s term paper, her archival sources, and perhaps even Ann Eliza’s book, 

are one text which she submitted at her university as an “unorthodox thesis” (590) to complete 

her graduate studies. She recounts how she “tried to tell his [Jordan’s] story in an analytically 

detached way” (590) but, bearing no satisfying result, she says, “I abandoned my voice for his. 

I edited the transcripts of our interviews into an early draft […] [and] together we edited the 

draft into a final narrative” (591) which she calls Wife #19. Like Chester Brown addressing the 

reader in Louis Riel’s trial, Kelly speaks to the implied audience in her women’s studies 

department. She says, “I ask you to consider the questions Wife #19 asks of the reader, and of 

itself. In my opinion, these inquiries are serious and urgent and worthy of a scholar’s attention” 

(591). 

5.4. Conclusion: Writing the North American West Today 

A “nation” contains the relations of people within given boundaries, such as a political border 

or naturally existing geographic features that serve as borders, and the culturally appointed 

criteria for belonging and identity, such as common languages, values, and a shared history. 

However, the ties that bind nations together are malleable, and nations though stable as they 

might seem, will inevitably change. Nation-building, therefore, is a continuous discourse and 

process that requires active participation from its members on all levels, be it legislators, 

government officials, and the general population, which includes its artists and writers. 

Democracies are not exempt from being deliberately designed and their composition is an 

ongoing story. George Bowering writes that “without too much exaggeration, you might say 

that Mr. Macdonald was an author and Canada was his book, just as Thomas Jefferson had 

written the USA ninety years before” (2003, 160). Such a “national book” contains a variety of 

texts with potentially contradictory perspectives and opinions that come together in forming 

narratives of the nation’s past and present to secure the continuity of the nation in the future. 

Writers such as Chester Brown and David Ebershoff remind us that the United States and 

Canada are states founded on colonial practices and imperialist aims. George Bowering also 

acknowledges that “Mr. Macdonald was determined to write an English book” (2003, 160). 

While struggling to reconcile the interest of the Francophone population in Quebec and the 
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Anglophone population in Ontario and other provinces, Macdonald was weary of 

acknowledging a rightful place for the Aboriginal peoples and Métis of Red River in a unitary 

nation, which he was working towards and hoping for. Meinig argues that the US government, 

while pursuing its imperialist agenda, was resolutely opposed to the “creation or formal 

recognition of any kind of ethnic territorial unit” (1996, 41). Determined to expand further to 

the west, it is “hardly a surprise that ordinary Americans demonstrated that they would not 

tolerate a militant, gathered, expansionist subnation claiming absolute control over its members 

and proclaiming itself as the nucleus and vanguard of a theocratic empire” (Meinig 1996, 41). 

Moreover, quite problematically, Meinig equates the US government’s treatment of Indigenous 

peoples with its opposition to a Mormon nation. He reasons that “Native American reservations 

were regarded as a necessary anomaly, a temporary measure grudgingly sustained until tribal 

cultures could be dissolved and Native Americans transformed into individual citizens. To 

many Americans, Mormonism’s centralized authority and bloc-voting represented a species of 

‘tribal culture’ that similarly had to be broken up” (1996, 48). Meinig understands Mormonism 

as a victim of US American imperialism despite the realities of expansionist aspirations inherent 

to the early theology of the Mormon church. He implies that the Mormons were effectively 

othered by their fellow Americans based on their distinct theology, geographical isolation and 

self-proclaimed ethnicity inherent to the land. In thus equating the fate of the Mormons with 

the eradication of the Indigenous people in the West, Meinig fails to acknowledge their different 

status in the colonial endeavor of the United States in which the Latter-day Saints were 

complicit despite their confrontations with the US government. 

Imperialism is “as old as history itself” (Meinig 1996, 34), and the consequences of 

colonialism and subjugation of people and territory remain visible in North America. Historical 

narratives of the past are therefore relevant for conceptions of Canada and the United States as 

nations today. When leaving Mesadale, Jordan accentuates how he perceives his hometown and 

the nearby town of Kanab, which he describes as a “high-desert town that’s one part granola-

hiker-ecotourist, two parts LDS […]. Arriving there is like time travel, whooshing in from the 

nineteenth century and landing in the twenty-first” (103). While the town of Mesadale is 

fictitious, Kanab is an existing town in Southern Utah, and Ebershoff thus links not only past 

and present but also fact and fiction in his story. Moreover, Jordan’s perspective on this part of 

Utah reveals a consciousness of contemporary transnational realities in an age of global terror. 

His previous description of Utah as “Saudi America” is not an isolated statement but is 

embedded in a larger discourse that gives an urgency to his and Kelly Dee’s mission to draw 

attention to polygamous communities in the Western United States. In describing the 
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authoritarian structures in Mesadale, he describes the women’s clothing as a “Utah burka” (96) 

and says, “no one would believe this goes on today. They’re still looking for the Taliban, right? 

Well, hello? They’re right here” (106). 

Chester Brown and David Ebershoff use literature to comment on the ethical concerns in 

processes of nation-building and problematize the “writing of history” in their novels. Brown 

suggests that the Royal Proclamation, which he uses as one initiating event prior to the 

resistance in 1869, was a forgery created by Colonel Dennis and William McDougall who are 

“sure she [Queen Victoria] won’t mind if I sign her name on it for her” (22). This statement 

seems to complicate the responsibility for the injustices in Red River by absolving Queen 

Victoria from any wrongdoing. However, the statement also demonstrates how efficiently 

British and Canadian imperialism operated in enabling its loyal constituents to act on behalf of 

the Crown. Moreover, Riel decides to “act as if the Queen didn’t write this” (25) and uses the 

accusation of forgery as reason for closing the local newspaper office, setting in motion the 

rebellions. Ebershoff criticizes the lack of transparency in the history of the LDS Church by 

providing multiple texts with often-contradictory positions in his novel. He fictionalizes major 

events in Mormon history to create a connection between Ann Eliza, Kelly Dee, and Jordan 

Scott in the fictitious town of Mesadale. His appropriation of history is necessary considering 

the exclusive access to church archives and he thus has to invent a character who is eligible for 

working with the documents. Imagination becomes a necessary tool in making sense of not only 

the Mormon Church but also of the US American nation in the nineteenth century. This 

imaginary fabrication of events, Ebershoff and Brown remind us, is not only a creation by the 

authors but also a result of the deliberate retelling of the events by people involved at the time 

and subsequent scholars. 

The religious dimension in the foundation of political states and in the development of 

nations is unmistakable in the novels by Brown and Ebershoff. Despite apparent similarities, 

the theocratic states envisioned by Riel and Young are different in their theology, level of 

autocratic power, and political control. Therefore, this comparison focused on how both authors 

address the aspirations of religious communities to confront the nationalistic ambitions of the 

United States and Canada at crucial stages of the countries’ histories. The major finding of this 

chapter lies in identifying the differences in the authors’ assessment of the historical events in 

Red River and Utah for the contemporary societies in North America. Brown’s novel about the 

national development of Canada does not erode the foundations of the country. His graphic 

images stabilize national borders and affirm Canada’s presence on the North American 

continent, and he thus becomes an accomplice to colonial endeavors. Yet, Brown rejects British 
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claims to the lands and other claims made by transnationally operating corporations, such as 

the Hudson’s Bay Company. Therefore, he also promotes a conscious reworking of Canada’s 

history of colonialism. In accepting Canada’s presence on the continent, his narrative becomes 

a constructive effort to understand the development toward a Canadian nation.  

In contrast, Ebershoff is more destabilizing of contemporary national narratives. In his 

story of the Mormon’s government system as alternative nation on the North American 

continent, he creates a community in contemporary America that still  denies the authority of 

the US government. Although Mesadale is fictitious, it is deliberately modeled after 

fundamentalist sects and communities throughout the United States that practice polygamy in 

various forms. In thus challenging the United States as imperial power, he offers a 

deconstructive perspective on US American nation-building. Combined, the comparative 

analysis of the novels unhinges unifying national myths of the two countries in highlighting 

that there were attempts to challenge the dominance of the emerging nations, even if those 

forms were complicit in colonial practices, as is the case with the Latter -day Saints. The 

knowledge of those movements for sovereignty becomes crucial for situating both the historical 

conceptions of the countries and their present cultural narratives in a transnational 

understanding of North America. 

While necessarily acknowledging the movements as distinct, a comparison enables an 

understanding of the United States and Canada as having struggled with systems that, for 

different reasons, contested national ambitions for state-formation and nation-building. The 

sovereignty movements in Red River and Utah had far-reaching consequences for the 

contemporary United States and Canada, their national identities, and cultural self-conceptions. 

Scholars have noted that the movements heralded the start of modern Canada and the United 

States. About Canada, Reid argues that “the uprisings constituted a foundational moment of 

violence in the country’s development into a postcolonial state; but more than this, it might be 

argued that Canada did not fully emerge as a modern geopolitical entity in 1867, but did so 

rather in the period of the North-West Rebellion” (2008, 183). The antebellum years of the Utah 

War from 1857–58, in turn, have been described as “America’s first civil war” (Bigley and 

Bagley 2011, 355), largely forgotten but anticipating the Civil War of the 1860s. This later 

conflict jeopardized the unity of the country, a unity, as the Mormon Rebellion demonstrates, 

that was even more fragile than previously thought. Reid situates the problematic 

conceptualization of a Canadian nationhood in the “discussion of the apparent lack of collective 

identity [that] has pitted Canada against the United States” (2008, 52), echoing Northrop Frye’s 

and Margaret Atwood’s claims that Americans have had much firmer notions of their national 
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identity. However, an investigation of the Mormon experience in the United States, especially 

in comparison with attempts to create a sovereign nation in nineteenth century Canada, has the 

potential to demonstrate that American identity is less stable and agreed upon than many 

Canadians would think or admit.   
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6. Word Travels Fast: Languages and Translation in North American Travel Stories 

6.1. Américanité, Americanity, and Americanness: Conceptualizing a Multilingual “America”  

In the beginning of Jack Kerouac’s On the Road (1957), Sal Paradise ponders the options he 

has for starting his journey from New York City to Los Angeles. He explains: 

On the road-map was one long red line called Route 6 that led from the tip of Cape 

Cod clear to Ely, Nevada, and there dipped down to Los Angeles. I’ll just stay on 6 

all the way to Ely, I said to myself and confidently started (2011, 11). 

Shortly thereafter he realizes that Route 6 is not much frequented, and his opportunities for 

hitchhiking, in the rain, are limited. He finally acknowledges, “it was my dream that screwed 

up, the stupid hearthside idea that it would be wonderful to follow one great red line across 

America instead of trying various roads and routes” (2011, 12). He initially visualizes his 

journey as a direct and unhindered line, envisioning America as an accessible space that awaits 

his discovery. Conscious of his American “dream,” the road map becomes a fantasy rather than 

an accurate representation of the continent lying ahead. The only possible way for him to 

continue his trip and to arrive at his destination in California lies in diverting from the straight 

route and instead understanding America as a decentralized space. Throughout Kerouac’s 

oeuvre, “traveling” is a symbolism that structures much of his writing. Lonesome Traveler 

(1960), for instance, starts with a poem in which Kerouac contemplates the various “VISIONS 

OF AMERICA / All that hitchhiking / All that railroadin / All that comin back / to America / Via 

Mexican & Canadian borders” (1960, 1). For traveling to be purposeful, a return to one’s point 

of origin and a reflection thereupon seems necessary. During his “big trip to Europe” (1960, 

135) on a Yugoslavian freighter, he muses that “of course world travel isn’t as good as it seems, 

it’s only after you’ve come back from all the heat and horror that you forget to get bugged and 

remember the weird scenes you saw” (1960, 141). 

This chapter discusses novels in which the characters embark on journeys and travel 

across or outside of North America. The comparison of Jacques Poulin’s Volkswagen Blues 

(1984), Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007), and Jonathan Safran Foer’s 

Everything Is Illuminated (2002) focuses on the “weird scenes” and languages that the 

characters encounter on their travels, the difficulties they have to communicate effectively, and 

their efforts of translating foreign languages. Poulin’s novel was written and published in 



 
 

118 
 

French and narrates the story of Jack Waterman and his travel companion Pitsémine29 during 

their journey from Gaspé, Quebec to San Francisco, California in a Volkswagen minibus. In 

1988, four years after the novel’s publication, it was translated into English by Sheila Fishman, 

and it is noteworthy that the translation in many instances reflects the original instances of 

language switches from English to French and vice versa. Because the story is situated almost 

entirely outside of Quebec, the characters move through “the constantly shifting world of 

‘Amérique’” (Vautier 1999, 24). Díaz’s novel narrates the story of Oscar, a Dominican 

American young man, whose mother migrated from Santo Domingo to New Jersey during the 

Trujillo dictatorship. Oscar and his family take multiple travels to the Dominican Republic, 

each having a significant impact on the characters’ lives and sense of identity. Although the 

primary language used for Díaz’s novel is English, the author refutes a clear linguistic 

preference by inserting untranslated Spanish and numerous registers and intertexts that 

necessitate knowledge of multiple levels of meaning. Other scholars have noted the political 

dimension of this decision, and Díaz thus effectively “makes Spanglish an American language” 

(Ch’ien 2004, 22). Finally, in Foer’s novel, the protagonist Jonathan30 is a twenty-year-old US 

American, traveling to the Ukraine to visit the village where his grandfather was born and 

raised, before he fled the Nazi regime and escaped to the United States. On his journey, Jonathan 

is accompanied by a young Ukrainian translator, Alex, whose often inaccurate use of the 

English language provides “comic relief” (Safer 2006, 116) and illustrates the communicative 

barrier between the two characters. 

In this chapter, I will argue that the novels create different conceptions of “America” as 

the characters inhabit not only their homes in Canada and the United States but develop a sense 

of belonging for the places to which they travel. The characters navigate these transnational 

spaces through language and translation and make sense of their environment through 

transcultural relationships. To those places, they have a personal bond through historical family 

structures. Their identity as “(North) Americans” is therefore shaped by their individual short 

journeys and their families’ memories of migration. Their narratives thus contribute to an 

understanding of an “America” that clearly expands the national confines of the United States 

and Canada. 

 
29 The male protagonist is referred to as “the writer” (Poulin 2004, 27), and his name is unknown. Instead, he 
identifies himself by his chosen pseudonym “Jack Waterman” throughout the text. “Pitsémine” is the female 
protagonist’s given name in the Montagnais language, and she is also frequently referred to as “La Grande 
Sauterelle” (27), that is, “The Great Grasshopper.” 
30 The protagonist of Everything Is Illuminated has the same name as the author, Jonathan Safran Foer. To 

distinguish between them, I refer to the author as “Foer” and to the protagonist as “Jonathan.”  
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To frame the comparison of the novels, in this introductory chapter I will discuss three 

interrelated sets of semantic fields, delineating my approach to the texts. First, I will outline the 

concepts of “Americanity,” “américanité,” and “Americanness” that have developed as 

expressions of continental belonging and (trans)national identity in the Americas. Second, I will 

describe forms of travel writing and their significance for conceptualizing the North American 

continent in American literature. Third, I will illustrate the realities of a multilingual America 

and show how a dynamic understanding of language and translation becomes necessary for 

approaching North American travel stories. 

Aníbal Quijano and Immanuel Wallerstein conceptualize the Americas in the modern 

world system, arguing that “Americanity has always been, and remains to this day, an essential 

element in what we mean by ‘modernity’” (1992, 549). The Americas, they explain, were 

necessary for the establishment of a capitalist world economy. The construction of economic 

and political institutions in the Americas took place “virtually ex nihilo everywhere” (1992, 

549). Overall, Americanity can thus be defined as “the erection of a gigantic overlay to the 

modern world-system. It established a series of institutions and worldviews that sustained the 

system, and it invented all this out of the American crucible” (1992, 552, emphasis added). This 

“American crucible” involved the creation of modern forms of “coloniality, ethnicity, racism, 

and the concept of newness itself” (1992, 550). To Quijano and Wallerstein, these concepts are 

interrelated. Coloniality created a socio-cultural hierarchy, which gave way to the concept of 

ethnicity as a “set of communal boundaries into which in part we are put by others, in part we 

impose upon ourselves, serving to locate our identity and our rank within the state” (1992, 550). 

The emerging ethnicities (Native Americans, white Europeans, Blacks, and mixed-race 

populations) “did not exist prior to the modern world-system. They are part of what make up 

Americanity” (1992, 550). To serve and uphold the new structures, the concept of racism was 

the “latest contribution of Americanity” (1992, 551). Quijano and Wallerstein thus offer a 

narrative that forms an identity for the Americas, rooted in the historical circumstances, socio-

political conditions, and cultural realities of colonialism. The Americas can thus be understood 

as “the historical product of European colonial domination. But they were never merely an 

extension of Europe, not even in the British-American zone. They are an original creation, 

which have taken long to mature and to abandon their dependent posture vis-à-vis Europe” 

(1992, 556). 

José Saldívar’s work is largely based on the concept of Americanity as outlined above. 

Like Quijano and Wallerstein, Saldívar emphasizes the colonial relationships and power-

couplets among the Americas and in relation to Eurocentric forces that represent an ongoing 
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conflict as well as a set of rules governing this relationship. Despite processes of decolonization, 

“the coloniality of power did not end” (Saldívar 2011, 122). In the twenty-first century, Quijano 

and Wallerstein expect that “the Americanization of the Americas is coming into full bloom” 

(Quijano and Wallerstein 1992, 556), and that the United States continues to occupy the top of 

the hierarchy whereas Latin America remains subordinated. Moreover, Saldívar emphasizes 

that “adding to this [economic] integration of the Américas […] is, of course, a continuing 

massive migratory flux from Americanity’s South to Americanity’s North” (2012, xv). 

Saldívar’s contribution to a further understanding of Americanity is relevant for the purposes 

of Comparative North American Studies. He argues that the conceptualization of Americanity 

is useful to scholars of American studies, because it “might help us broaden, open, and 

outernationalize our internally colonized horizons” (2012, xiii). Moreover, his work 

demonstrates that the introduction of Americanity to literary studies can “bring about a shift in 

the framework and perspective as well as the object of analysis of world-system literatures and 

the US Latino/a novel” (2011, 121). In his discussion of Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life 

of Oscar Wao, for example, Saldívar compares Quijano and Wallerstein’s Americanity and 

Díaz’s “fukú americanus, […] the Curse and the Doom of the New World” (Díaz 2008, 1), 

which “set[s] up a field of power in the novel” (Saldívar 2011, 126). 

Fuyuki Kurasawa sees the value of Americanity in its ability to “provide a rich intellectual 

terrain through which to reinterpret the Americas as intercultural and transnational space, 

composed of syncretic fields of tension whose hemispheric social imaginary is defined by a 

sense of pluralism and identitarian ambivalence” (2008, 357). He understands Americanity as 

a Pan-American term that accounts for regional variations of the concept, including “antillanité 

and créolité in the French Caribbean” (2008, 348). Therefore, the term can also be applied to 

discuss English Canada’s relation to the United States, as it expresses a “desire to ma intain the 

border in order to insulate the domestic sphere against US influence” (2008, 352). Moreover, 

Americanity in this understanding “can be used to interrogate dystopian narratives of 

Americanisation found in anti-American forms of nativist nationalism across the hemisphere” 

(2008, 351). 

While Kurasawa explains that Americanity has equivalents in other languages and 

cultures in the Americas, such a Pan-American application of the term perhaps undermines 

regional conceptualizations of this sense of an “American” identity. One problem lies in the 

fact that the United States has “dominated the idea of America” (Cuccioletta and Desbiens 

2000, 7). Because “Americanization” typically denotes the imposed cultural influence of a 

United States culture onto other countries and nations, Quebec scholars of the 1980s began to 
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describe their self-identification as Québécois with a sense of “Americanness” rather than an 

identification with their French colonial and cultural heritage. Similar to Americanity, the 

concept “américanité,” therefore, refers to “a trait that the Québécois share with the other 

inhabitants of North America, the people of the United States and the Canadians” (Rioux in 

Cuccioletta and Desbiens 2000, 3). In contrast to “Americanization,” the Québécois concept of 

“américanité” 

relies on a much broader definition, one that is not a product of national citizenship 

but of a belonging and a consciousness of that belonging to the continent, North 

and South. Américanité is not a product of domination but one of equality, 

pluralism, and ‘métissage.’ Américanité recognizes a specificity related to the 

Americas while Americanization designates a relationship between a stronger and 

a weaker partner (Cuccioletta and Desbiens 2000, 7). 

While Americanity and américanité thus share this idea of a sense of belonging to the Americas, 

a differentiation rather than a collapsing of the terms is necessary to emphasize the specificities 

of the Québécois term. Cuccioletta and Desbiens emphasize that américanité denotes “the 

pertinence of the continental relationship in the development of a Québécois identity” (2000, 

4). This identity is a response to French cultural influences on Quebec and its cultures, which 

was a prominent theme in the literature and history from Quebec prior to the Quiet Revolution. 

Since the 1960s, scholars have articulated that “Quebec is what it is because of this continent. 

Quebec is part of ‘une terre d’Amérique’ and neither some folkloric European foothold in 

America nor a simple reproduction of America as seen through the prism of the United States” 

(Cuccioletta and Desbiens 2000, 10). Nevertheless, Cuccioletta and Desbiens explain that 

we appreciate that this concept of américanité is not exclusive to Quebec. All 

inhabitants and cultural groups in the Americas have their own américanité, their 

own vision and relationship with the Americas […]. Because améritanité is an 

active form of culture in constant evolution across the Americas, it is contrary to 

Americanization, and therefore creates another symbolism, another mythology, 

another America, many Americas (2000, 10). 

Unlike Americanity and américanité, the concept of americanidad therefore further differs 

from the two related concepts, because “Latin Americans have always recognized their 

existence as rooted in the historical circumstances of this continent […]. In Canada and Quebec 

it is the complete opposite. Quebec history is anchored in its colonial past” (Cuccioletta and 

Desbiens 2000, 10). 
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While the concepts of Americanity and américanité can be used to engage with Díaz’s 

The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao and Poulin’s Volkswagen Blues respectively, Foer’s 

novel seems to eschew its continental identity in the Americas by locating its narrative in 

Eastern Europe. Yet, the characters are acutely aware of an “Americanness” which they 

continuously negotiate during their journey. In the beginning, Alex exclaims that he “would be 

electrical to meet an American” (Foer 2003, 27) and fantasizes about migrating to the United 

States after his graduation from university. When he finally meets Jonathan, Alex is nervous 

but determined to “show him that I too could be an American” (28). Alex’s knowledge of 

America is derived from American television programs (which he watches in English with 

Russian subtitles), music, and popular culture. Yet, the idea of America as “someplace superior, 

with superior things, and more things” (29) where he “can do something unordinary” (29) 

structures not only his thoughts but also the narrative of the novel. To his disappointment, 

however, Jonathan’s descriptions do not always match Alex’s fantasies, and the latter must 

eventually realize that his planned migration to America “is a dream that I have woken up from. 

I will never see America, […] and I understand that now” (241). The novel thus constructs 

“Americanness” largely through non-American characters whose preconceptions are the result 

of US American national myths, such as the American Dream. Those narratives inform the 

characters’ knowledge of America from spaces outside of the United States, but, in a globalized 

world, remain part of a US American cultural reach. 

The study of national literatures remains an integral part within transnational approaches 

to North America, especially in Comparative North American Literature. Iulian Cananau also 

recognizes that “the study of national culture has a lot to teach us, especially now, in the age of 

globalization; all the more so if the object of study is the United States” (2015, 3). Cananau’s 

study approaches “Americanness” primarily in terms of interrelated concepts, such as “Manifest 

Destiny, imperialism, democracy and equality” (2015, 135) by discussing antebellum US 

American literature. He, for instance, refers to a self/nation binary drawn in Emerson’s works, 

notions of a US American national identity as expressed through the novels and short stories 

by Herman Melville, Henry David Thoreau’s stance on the self-reliant individual, and Margaret 

Fuller’s and Harriet Jacob’s constructions of womanhood. As the word “Americanness” 

“appears to have been coined in the second half of the nineteenth century” (2015, 9), he traces 

how the term was used for describing an emerging US American literature. He critically 

distinguishes between “Americanism” as “the nationalist ideology that we know today” (2015, 

99, emphasis added) and “Americanness” as “a term designating the essence of being 

American” (2015, 99, emphasis added). Furthermore, Cananau circumscribes several semantic 
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fields that define representations of “Americanness” in antebellum US American literature: 

individualism and self-reliance (2015, 163), sympathy (2015, 173), slavery, race, and racism 

(2015, 191), and gender and womanhood (2015, 217). In addition, he identifies “one historical 

circumstance that had a significant impact on the concept of Americanness” (2015, 235), 

namely, “the new order of free enterprise capitalism” (2015, 235).31 

Those aspects are relevant for a discussion of Foer’s novel because they appear, in varying 

degrees, as recurrent themes. Moreover, Cananau’s study also discusses Jewish Americans as 

an ethnic group who “have looked upon their hyphenated identity with peculiar intensity” 

(2015, 39). As the protagonist Jonathan clearly identifies as Jewish, and the purpose of his 

journey is to find the shtetl where his grandfather had grown up, his cultural identity and Alex’s 

response to it are an integral part of the novel’s narrative. As Cananau reminds us, “one of the 

most distinctive traits of Jewish American literature […] may be the outsider’s perspective from 

which those writers continue to approach American culture even as they had taken position at 

its very center” (2015, 41). Werner Sollors, in his study of multilingualism in America, argues 

that “ethnic literature provides us with the central codes of Americanness” (1986, 8). The 

literatures in the United States written in languages other than English or in a combination of 

multiple languages introduce decentralized voices and perspectives to American Studies. As 

these languages and narratives respond to places outside of North America, a transnational 

dimension is inherent to multilingual writing. For the purposes of Comparative Literature and 

Comparative North American Literature, an engagement with the literature by writers who, in 

their works, evoke places other than North America is crucial. Sollors explains, “if North 

American literature and culture are, indeed, dramatically different from European and other 

old- and new-world counterparts, then we can investigate the Americanness of American art in 

different ways […]. But whenever it was that America was born or came of age, […] we may 

look at the writings of and about people who were descended from diverse backgrounds but 

were, or consented to become, Americans” (1986, 6–7). This sense of an acquired 

Americanness is relevant for understanding the motivations of both Jonathan, who seeks to 

unravel his family’s past during his travel, and Alex, who aspires to become an American. 

Traveling as a literary theme is certainly not exclusive to North American literature, and 

the metaphorical dimension of journey narratives can be traced back to Homeric myths and 

legends. Nevertheless, Janis Stout argues that particularly US American literature is “a literature 

of movement, of motion” (1983, 3) because it is “characterized by journeys, even obsessed with 

 
31 Cananau acknowledges that his list may be incomplete and can be expanded by approaching further concepts 

such as “‘utopia,’ ‘awakening,’ ‘(manifest) destiny,’ and ‘civilization’” (2015, 259). 
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journeys” (1983, ix).32 Peter Freese identifies three basic journey types in American literature 

and acknowledges that these forms “often exist simultaneously and in various combinations” 

(2015, 18): “The journey as an escape from a given place with casual motivation, the journey 

as a search for a particular place or object with final motivation, and the aimless movement 

between two places with inherent motivation” (2015, 18, emphasis added). While Volkswagen 

Blues and Everything Is Illuminated can be readily identified as “journey as a search,” Díaz’s 

novel incorporates elements from all three categories. 

According to Stout, the preoccupation with travel narratives in American literature goes 

back to European colonialism in the Americas and the accounts of exploratory journeys. As 

such, colonial exploration in the form of travel writing is also critically commented on in the 

beginning of Díaz’s novel. In his description of the “fukú americanus,” Díaz’s narrator makes 

clear that the consequences of colonization are still evident. The narrator, Yunior, explains that 

“the arrival of Europeans on Hispaniola unleashed the fukú on the world, and we’ve all been in 

the shit ever since” (1). The westward expansion of the United States has produced further 

narratives that are, in their essence, “a reflection of our national history” (Stout 1983, 4). Stout 

therefore argues that space “has pressed on us, and spatial movement has been the characteristic 

expression of our sense of life. The migration to the home country, which commonly forms a 

part of a people’s mythology or prehistory, was for us an observable and much observed fact” 

(1983, 4). While the characters in Poulin’s Volkswagen Blues imitate the westward journeys 

that the nineteenth century settlers had undertaken to create a new home in the American West, 

Díaz’s and Foer’s protagonists subvert Stout’s celebration of a “migration to the home country” 

by moving back to their ancestor’s home countries in the Antilles and Eastern Europe. Although 

colonial journeys are at the root of Poulin’s and Díaz’s novels, this chapter focuses primarily 

on the contemporary characters and their short-term travels. The fact remains that in the three 

novels discussed presently, the characters are, prior to beginning their journeys, united in their 

implicit intents to return to the United States and Canada. While not all characters do return 

home after their journeys (Oscar dies in the Dominican Republic on his final trip, and Pitsémine 

chooses to stay in San Francisco after she and Jack reach their destination), it is the action of 

traveling that epitomizes the characters’ identities. Because the journey motif remains useful 

“for conveying nonspatial experiences” (Stout 1983, 13), the novels show that traveling enables 

the characters to experience and create many Americas. 

The numerous Americas that are constructed in the novels enable a reading of those texts 

as multiple and multilingual sites for identity formation. For Sollors, a discourse on cultural 

 
32 See also Freese 2015, 18. 
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diversity necessitates conversations about language, and he sees potential dangers of favoring 

an English-only approach in American Studies. Moreover, as the United States is “a hostile 

climate for multilingualism and diverse cultures” (L. Torres 2007, 76–7), literature that blends 

two or more languages has been “classified as ethnic or minority literatures, and their 

vernaculars are objects of cultural rather than literary study” (Ch’ien 2004, 4). Evelyn Ch’ien 

addresses the neglect of studying multilingual writing in literary studies and coined the term 

“weird English” for a language that “is derived from nonnative English” (2004, 11) and mixes 

multiple languages or registers within one primary language. It is used by writers who “adopt 

voices that diverge from standard English […] but with specific intentions” (2004, 11–12) in 

“a calculated effort […] [and] a conscious appropriation of hybridity” (2004, 5). She argues 

that weirding “deprives English of its dominance and allows other languages to enjoy the same 

status” (2004, 11). It forms the identities of weird-English writers, because they “become 

conscious of language as a practice of their ethnicity” (2004, 20). 

The existence of numerous cultures and ethnicities as well as multiple conceptions of 

“America” therefore necessitate the knowledge of more than one language to grasp the full 

potential of cultural and literary works in North America. In recognition of cultural diversity, 

Sollors points toward a social responsibility to learn foreign languages and wonders, “how can 

one advocate a better understanding of others without learning the others’ language?” (1998, 

4). In the absence of sufficient second language training, translation can form connections 

between seemingly unbridgeable gaps in knowledge. Moreover, the interpretive function of 

translation is also useful in dealing with “weird English,” because it “possesses the extra 

dimension of a foreign language, it requires not only interpretation but also translation […]; we 

see through the eyes of foreign speakers and hear through their transcriptions of English a 

different way of reproducing meaning” (Ch’ien 2004, 6–7). However, Ch’ien also warns us that 

the concept of translation is often “crafted by a dominant culture; in practice, translation is 

erasure” (2004, 209, original emphasis). Consequently, weird English writers are careful to 

stress the deliberate use of non-standard English and “do not ultimately want to be labeled 

untranslatable, for their concerns are eminently social […]. They also know that those who call 

them untranslatable are excusing themselves from engaging in acts of interpreta tion” (2004, 

26). The novels by Poulin, Díaz, and Foer are not only conscious in their deliberate 

appropriations of English, French, and Spanish, but they create, within their story world, a need 

for translators by their monolingual and multilingual characters alike. 
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6.2. Road Trip Through L’Amérique: Jacques Poulin’s Volkswagen Blues 

Volkswagen Blues is among Jacques Poulin’s best-known novels and is typically described as 

being “inspired by Kerouac” (Skinazi 2010, 33) as one of several Canadian “historical revisions 

of On the Road” (2010, 33). Kerouac’s novel stretches across the continental United States, 

while Canada “lingers as that ghostly presence in the text” (2010, 32). On the Road focuses on 

the characters’ engagement with the geographical and social realities of the United States, and 

the novel thus envisions Kerouac’s “‘America’ via its physical boundaries that separate and 

link the United States to its southern and northern neighbors” (Skinazi 2010, 32). As Kerouac 

identifies himself as “Franco-American” (1960, iv), he has been of interest to Quebec writers 

and Quebec Studies, because he “straddled the Canadian-American border, and complicated 

the idea of national separation on a continuous field” (Skinazi 2010, 53). Like On the Road, 

Volkswagen Blues is a goal-directed and episodic road novel (Hyman 1999, 121). Jack 

Waterman and Pitsémine begin their journey in Gaspé, Quebec, travel to Toronto and through 

Ontario, cross the border into the United States, and continue their journey through “the middle 

of America” (Poulin 2004, 115) until they reach their destination in San Francisco. In their 

Volkswagen minibus, Jack and Pitsémine follow the Oregon Trail, a route that was “as old as 

the Indians and probably as old as America” (174), as they search for clues that help them to 

determine the whereabouts of Jack’s brother, Théo. 

Their quest guides them to local museums, libraries, and historical sights, and the novel 

thus indirectly alludes to the constructedness of historical narratives. Pitsémine and Jack 

frequently make references to history books, correcting one another when necessary. In their 

discussions with museum staff, the authority and knowledge of public institutions are often 

questioned. Moreover, the language switches in the novel are most apparent and significant in 

the characters’ encounters with official authorities, such as at the US-Canadian border. 

Volkswagen Blues creates and juxtaposes different forms of a “North American Other” with 

whom a critical engagement becomes necessary in order to conceptualize multiple versions of 

“America.” This happens primarily through the bilingual use of language and strategies for 

translation. 

In the Gaspé museum, in the beginning of their journey, Jack and Pitsémine seek the 

assistance of someone to help them decipher the writing on a postcard that Jack had received 

from Théo. An image of the postcard is printed in the novel, but the text is “totally illegible” 

(3) to the reader and the characters alike. In the museum, they show the card to a young man at 

the information counter, who, upon glancing at the card, says that he “do[es]n’t understand a 

word” (7). Jack explains that the writing is old, implying that he is searching for information 
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on the source of the text, but the young man simply answers, “so what?” (7). In the original 

French language text, his indifference is more explicit than in Fishman’s translation, because 

the young man’s statement is uttered in English in an otherwise French conversation. Moreover, 

as he loses interest in Jack and Pitsémine, he shrugs and continues to read a Superman comic. 

The symbolic value of the comic book and his choice of language lies in identifying the young 

man as an accomplice to imposing a US American culture onto Quebec. His indifference to the 

history of Quebec (after all, the handwriting on the postcard turns out to be a copy of Jacques 

Cartier’s account of his first voyage in 1534) turns him into an “Other” who aligns himself with 

English-speaking narratives of US American dominance and power. Different institutionalized 

authorities also fail to provide assistance, because the museum’s curator is “away” (7), or, as 

the French text refers to his absence, “il est en voyage” (Poulin 1998, 16, emphasis added). 

Finally, help is offered by a cleaning woman who, by her appearance, is identified as 

Native and later revealed to be Pitsémine’s mother. She correctly recognizes Cartier’s 

handwriting and guides Jack and Pitsémine to the main hall of the museum. Here, the official 

history of Quebec is displayed and “arranged in chronological order, from the early days of 

America to the present time” (8). “America,” at this point in the novel, remains an unqualified 

signifier, and the text does not further differentiate between North and South America or any 

spaces created within those geographical categories. Instead, “America” seems to refer to the 

entirety of the so-called New World as conceptualized by the European explorers. In keeping 

with the novel’s stance on language variation and juxtaposition, Cartier’s text on the postcard 

is provided in two forms. There are two placards in the main hall, on one, the text is “written in 

old writing […] and on the other in … ordinary writing” (8). 

After leaving the main hall, Jack and Pitsémine encounter another set of complementary 

versions of America. The museum’s exhibition features two large maps of North America, one 

“on which one could see the vast territory that belonged to France in the mid-eighteenth century, 

a territory that extended from the Arctic to the Gulf of Mexico and west as far as the Rocky 

Mountains” (9). The other map is “equally impressive” (10) and depicts “North America before 

the arrival of the whites; the map was strewn with the names of Indian tribes, names the man 

knew […] but also a large number of names he’d never heard of in his life” (10). While the 

novel seldom highlights French colonial endeavors, the juxtaposition of the two maps signifies 

a common narrative of forcibly having to cede one’s territory to another nation. The vast 

territory of New France in the mid-eighteenth century, as represented by the first map, precedes 

the Louisiana purchase in 1803 and the expansive consequences thereof, initiating the rapid US 

American settlement of the West. In portraying New France as a nation overwhelmed by US 
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American power and influence, the novel neglects to account for the role New France had 

played in colonizing the continent since the sixteenth century. That is why the second map, 

representing Indigenous nations and lands, is crucial. Focalizing on Jack Waterman, the novel 

first highlights an official French Canadian narrative of French power and achievements (Jack 

and Pitsémine had, after all, just found the placards with Cartier’s account of his first voyage 

before looking at the maps) before acknowledging the existence of Indigenous peoples, their 

history, and land rights. 

These maps are emblematic for the road journey across North America upon which Jack 

and Pitsémine will embark shortly after leaving Gaspé. Although their trip mainly takes place 

outside of Quebec, in the United States, the novel is “in large measure about the understanding 

of North America through French Canadian culture” (Weisman 1995, 496). Additionally, 

Volkswagen Blues oscillates between the European colonization of the continent and 

contemporary Quebec’s attempts at reconciliation with Indigenous tribes and communities. 

Because Pitsémine’s father is white and her mother “a Montagnais” (16), that is, a member of 

the Innu tribe, Pitsémine identifies as “Métis” (17).33 Her emotional reaction to the maps in the 

Gaspé museum is widely different from Jack’s, and she later explains that she has “nothing in 

common with the people who came looking for gold and spices and a passage to Asia. I’m on 

the side of the people who were robbed of their lands and of their way of life” (17). During 

several stops on their journey, Pitsémine challenges the narratives of the territorial expansion 

by the British and American colonizers, revealing “the link between travel and conquest in the  

Americas” (Barrenechea 2016, 74). Traveling across the continent enables Poulin’s characters 

to engage with the migration that “has been central to all of the Americas since the sixteenth 

century” (Barrenechea 2016, 76). Moreover, as Jack and Pitsémine leave Québec City and head 

for San Francisco, they are equipped with “the most recent road map of the United States” (23), 

and the novel thereby addresses the continuous appropriations of Indigenous land and culture 

by mainly Anglophone colonizers. 

While traveling from Québec City to Detroit, the various border crossings and changes in 

location create circumstances for the characters that prompt them to evaluate their identities 

and self-perceptions. Jack and Pitsémine spend the night in a Toronto YMCA, and this location, 

rather than a conventional hotel, is a subtle allusion to the Christian Church and its role in 

colonizing practices in Canada. The YMCA’s strict politics of gender separation give weight to 

Jack’s and Pitsémine’s implied sexual contact, which is markedly initiated by switches in 

 
33 For a discussion on representations of Métis land rights in Canadian literature and historiographic metafiction 

as well as nuanced distinctions for the term “Métis,” see chapter 5. 
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language and identity. In the elevator, on their way from the reception to their separately 

assigned rooms, the following conversation ensues between Pitsémine and Jack:  

‘Which floor?’ she asked in English, pretending she didn’t know him. 

‘Fourth,’ he replied, very vexed. 

‘I see,’ she went on in English. ‘You’re single?’ 

He shrugged […]. She pulled her dress midway up her thighs. […] 

‘You missed your floor,’ he said as the elevator started up again. 

‘I have a better idea,’ she said (44). 

In Poulin’s original French language text, the language switches are more clearly recognizable, 

but the text refrains from commenting on the switches. Jack refuses to participate in Pitsémine’s 

use of English and continues to speak French, while nevertheless understanding her clearly: 

- Which floor? demanda-t-elle en faisant semblant de ne pas le connâitre. 

- Quatrième, dit-il avec un air dépité.  

- I see, dit-elle. You’re single?  

Il haussa les épaules […]. Elle retroussa sa robe jusqu’à mi-cuisse. […] 

- Vous avez manqué votre étage, dit-il, tandis que l’ascenseur reprenait sa course. 

- J’ai une meilleure idée, dit-elle (Poulin 1998, 68–9). 

It is remarkable and significant for their relation that Pitsémine finally returns to her French 

speaking self, right before entering his room and taking off her dress. The sexual nature of their 

relationship is thus markedly not part of their switches in identity and language. 

Before reaching the United States, Jack perceives the Saint Lawrence River as “an 

imaginary boundary divid[ing] Canada and the United States” (36). However, the official 

border crossing at Windsor, Ontario and Detroit, Michigan is more definite, and Jack’s reaction 

is characterized by nervousness and tension. Entering the United States necessitates another 

language switch, and the novel here sharply contrasts Canada and its southern neighbor. When 

talking to a customs officer, Jack is hesitant to discuss the reason for entering the country and 

his professional occupation. Upon telling the officer that he is a writer, he is directed to the 

Immigration Service where a female officer proceeds with the screening. She is described as a 

“girl with very short hair and a severe expression” (63). Jack smiles and explains, “I don’t know 

why they sent me here. I don’t want to emigrate to the United States” (63). She continues to ask 

him about his profession as a writer, pressing him for a short response. As Jack begins to 

contemplate an elaborate answer, she is increasingly irritated by his vague statements, looking 

at him with eyes that were “as grey and cold as steel” (63–4). Jack, the smiling, creative artist 
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from Quebec thinks he is under suspicion because of his work, and he thus stands in direct 

opposition to the orderly, unemotional young woman. Moreover, the mentioning of “steel” is a 

reference to Michigan’s widely known automotive industries and the socio-geographical 

identity of this region. In the context of this conversation, the allusion thus signifies manual 

labor and manufacturing in the United States in opposition to an unpragmatic Québécois author 

to whom “writing was not a means of expression or communication but rather a form of 

exploration” (63). 

Despite these marked contrasts among the two countries, the novel allows for hybrid 

identities that are created through the novel’s understanding of multiple conceptions of North 

America. Having established the connection between Michigan and its automotive industries, 

Pitsémine’s profession as a mechanic is noteworthy, because she reconciles her interests in the 

construction and repair of vehicles with her passion for books and storytelling. Unlike Jack, the 

writer, and the customs officer, with eyes reminiscent of steel, Pitsémine embodies both 

spheres. 

Additionally, Pitsémine’s métissage is constructed in terms of race and gender, as she is 

described via her mixed heritage but also by her androgynous features. Poulin’s representation 

of Pitsémine has been met with praise and criticism. Weisman regards Pitsémine as an 

“ambassador to the future” (1995, 493), because the novel “suggests through its selective 

recuperation of voyageur history and its valorization of métissage […] a unity of destiny among 

French Canadians and native peoples in North America” (1995, 493). Rather than identifying 

herself as an Indigenous woman, Pitsémine chooses hybridity and says that “she was neither 

Indian nor white, but something in between and that, in the end, she was nothing at all” (Poulin 

2004, 169). Jack replies that she is “something new, something that’s beginning. You’re 

something that has never been seen before” (169). Written in post-referendum Quebec of the 

1980s, we may contextualize Poulin’s stance on hybridity as an exploration of “the possibility 

of a movement away from a ‘pure-laine,’ homogeneous, French-Canadian Quebec toward a 

nation characterized by hybridity in its attempts to deal with its ever-increasing immigrant 

population” (Macfarlane 2009, 5–6). Nevertheless, his description of Pitsémine highlights an 

ignorance toward Métis people who have a rich history and contemporary culture. Although 

the novel acknowledges the violence toward and genocide of Indigenous peoples, his approach 

ultimately “leads to the erasure of Indigenous cultures and nations. By portraying Native culture 

as dying or dead and presenting hybrid culture as the only viable solution for Quebec, Poulin 

threatens to eliminate the Native, replacing it instead with a new, generic hybrid” (Macfarlane 

2009, 6). At one point, Poulin describes how Jack, in a dream, perceives of Pitsémine as an 
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“extraterrestrial” (170), thereby ultimately othering her by denying her the rights for a place in 

this world. 

Historiographic metafiction questions not only historical narratives, but also the value of 

linguistic entities as they are the primary means by which said narratives are created. An 

engagement with the self-reflexivity of language is made explicit throughout Poulin’s 

Volkswagen Blues. As Jack and Pitsémine travel across Canada and the United States, they 

encounter people on their journey with whom they negotiate their various identities as “North 

Americans.” In a conversation with ranchers in Nevada, for example, Jack and Pitsémine are 

confronted with the Americans’ preconceptions of Quebec and Canada. While the rancher’s 

daughter is working in Halifax and his son in Calgary, “in the oil business” (190), Jack reminds 

him that “Calgary is in the West, you know, whereas Quebec … […]. Well, it’s true Halifax is 

in the East, but you know, Quebec actually isn’t that far east: it’s somewhere between the two. 

See what I mean? Get the picture?” (190). Indeed, Poulin’s novel urges us to “get the picture,” 

that is, to understand Quebec’s position and role on the North American map. To do so, the 

novel reminds us of the value of different linguistic possibilities for expressing North American 

imaginaries. Francophone characters have to use the English language for bridging gaps in 

knowledge and, in such instances, the novel “evokes a disdain for the encroachment of English 

into French speaking Canada while concurrently incorporating it into the vernacular of the text” 

(Sapp 2008, 347). At the same time, however, the novel’s “North America” is also populated 

with Anglophone Canadians and US Americans whose knowledge of the French language 

enables them to communicate with Jack and Pitsémine in their familiar tongue (in a notable 

encounter with Saul Bellow in Chicago, the Nobel Prize winning author informs Jack that he 

was born in Montreal). 

Poulin’s mainly bilingual novel therefore creates challenges for a translator to make the 

novel understandable for an Anglophone audience. Weisman reminds us that “it would be a 

mistake to assume […] that ‘le Grand Rêve de l’Amérique’ is a translation into French. In fact, 

Poulin makes it clear that, to the contrary, ‘le Grand Rêve de l’ Amérique’ cannot be translated 

out of French” (1995, 495). For a translator like Sheila Fishman, then, the difficulty lies in 

rethinking “the basic question of what is entailed by ‘translation’” (Chan 2002, 66). The 

following discussions of Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao and Jonathan 

Safran Foer’s Everything Is Illuminated too highlight the political implications of writing and 

translating multilingual texts. Focusing on single-language models in the literatures from North 

America “will fail […] to account for what happens in translation to a language that is bifurcated 

[…] by at least two tongues” (Chan 2002, 66). The novels by Jacques Poulin and Junot Díaz  
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are indeed influenced by more than one language, and the authors strategically choose moments 

when translation becomes necessary (either for enabling the characters’ communication or for 

enhancing the readers’ understanding of the multilingual text) or when they deliberately refrain 

from offering a translation. The novel by Jonathan Safran Foer, on the other hand, is written 

mainly in English but its Ukrainian protagonist frequently reflects on his linguistic rendition of 

Ukrainian into English. 

6.3. Traveling to My Grandparents’ Home: Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar 

Wao and Jonathan Safran Foer’s Everything Is Illuminated 

In Poulin’s novel, the term “America” is used to circumscribe the northern part of the 

continents. It encompasses mainly the national territories of Canada and the United States, thus 

largely ignoring the numerous countries, cultures, and languages of South America and the 

Caribbean. Junot Díaz’s understanding of “America,” on the other hand, is more encompassing, 

and the Antilles (and specifically the Dominican Republic) are the central location of his novel. 

Santo Domingo, the “Ground Zero of the New World” (1), is a mythical place as one of the first 

places in the Caribbean to be “discovered” and colonized by Spanish explorers. Additionally, 

the Dominican Republic is also the characters’ home prior to their migration to New Jersey. 

Oscar’s family had lived on the island since at least 1791, and his grandparents were “practically 

royalty” (212) until they were killed during the Trujillo dictatorship, leaving Oscar’s mother, 

Beli, to live in hiding and poverty. After Beli, years later, is also almost killed by the Trujillos, 

her aunt, La Inca, decides to send her into “exile to the North! To Nueva York, a city so foreign 

she herself had never had the ovaries to visit […]. In her mind the U.S. was nothing more and 

nothing less than a país overrun by gangsters, putas, and no-accounts. Its cities swarmed with 

machineries and industry” (158). 

Unlike Volkswagen Blues, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao and Foer’s Everything 

Is Illuminated can be read as immigrant writing from the United States.34 Their main characters 

are second or third generation US Americans, having grown up with narratives of their parents’ 

and grandparents’ youth outside of the United States. In coming to terms with their transcultural 

understanding of “America,” Jonathan, Oscar, and Oscar’s sister, Lola, each undertake journeys 

to their families’ homes “before there was an American Story” (Díaz 2008, 77), that is, prior to 

the families’ migration. Through an engagement with those foreign, yet not entirely unknown, 

 
34 Mukherjee proposes the term “Literature of New Arrival” “for the current direction in US immigrant literature” 
(2011, 683). This literature “embraces broken narratives of disrupted lives, proliferating plots, outsize characters 

and overcrowded casts, the fierce urgency of obscure history, the language fusion […], the challenging 

shapelessness, and complexities of alien social structures” (2011, 683–4). 
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places, each journey uncovers aspects of their “American” identity. Significant for 

understanding Díaz’s and Foer’s conceptions of the characters’ homelands is a uniting narrative 

of colonial power imposed on their families’ homes in the Ukraine and the Dominican Republic. 

Although both countries, in the present time of the novels, are sovereign nations, they have a 

history of autocratic rule: Beli’s family suffers under “the longest, most damaging U.S.-backed 

dictatorship in the Western hemisphere” (Díaz 2008, 3), Jonathan’s grandfather was prosecuted 

by the Nazis during the occupation, and Alex and his grandfather contemplate the present and 

future of the Ukraine in a post-Soviet world. Unlike Poulin, who creates and juxtaposes 

different forms of a “North American Other,” Díaz’s Oscar Wao struggles to reconcile this US 

American identity with his “nativeland” (272) during his three trips to the Dominican Republic. 

Finally, Foer’s protagonist, Jonathan, negotiates his cultural identity and “Americanness” with 

non-Americans on a heritage tour in the Ukraine “for the Jews, who try to unearth places where 

their families once existed” (3). 

As the family’s migrant experience in Díaz’s novel is articulated “by means of the novel’s 

multiple registers” (Graulund 2014, 31), language plays a significantly different role as in 

Poulin’s novel. Mukherjee emphasizes one important motivation for writers with an immigrant 

family background to retain a familiar language in their narratives, because “immigrants are 

determined to remake their identities […]. If they wanted to confine their interest exclusively 

to events in the homeland, and to communicate only in the mother tongue, they would be exiles 

or expatriates, not immigrants” (2011, 689). By adopting a transnational and transcultural 

identity, immigrant writers are drawn to combine aspects from various cultures and languages, 

thereby creating the means by which communication becomes possible. The Brief Wondrous 

Life of Oscar Wao not only mixes multiple languages, mainly English and Spanish, but employs 

several registers within those languages. Díaz thus combines elements from different genres 

and communities, thereby creating “a space in which standard Spanish, Dominican Spanish, 

street-speak English, Spanglish, standard English, academic jargon, and any number of nerd-

speaks will be forced to interact, the very notion of a mainstream (singular) is undermined. 

Consequently, all of these registers are deemed of equal importance” (Graulund 2014, 34–5). 

Bautista, too, connects the writers’ linguistic liberties to their experience of migration , arguing 

that as “new ‘Americans,’ […] the most recent generation draws on the alternate, lowbrow, and 

popular cultures of the young and marginalized in order to make sense of their own realities” 

(2010, 50). 

In his New Jersey home, Oscar Wao is marginalized by other Dominicans because of his 

physical appearance (as an obese, black teenager), his non-conforming behavior in an overly 
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masculinized community of “Latin hypermaleness” (30), as well as his articulation and 

interests. Upon personal scrutiny, Oscar is ready to make some changes and determined to 

“embark […] on a new cycle of my life” (30). His first trip to Santo Domingo is thus a “turning 

point” (31) for him, because there, despite his lonesome activities, he is accepted by his abuela, 

who reassures him that “in this world there’s somebody who will always love you” (32, 

emphasis added). The return to the United States exemplifies that this newly experienced sense 

of belonging is exclusive to Santo Domingo. At the airport in New York, he is “almost not 

being recognized by his uncle. Great, his tío said, looking askance at his complexion, now you 

look Haitian” (32). 

Besides offering Oscar an escape from his social exclusion in the United States, his first 

trip to Baní serves an important purpose. The trip establishes the Dominican Republic as 

alternative space for Oscar to reimagine himself through his writing as “a young man fighting 

mutants at the end of the world (neither of them survive)” (32). The last statement in brackets 

foreshadows Oscar’s own premature death during his third and final voyage to Santo Domingo. 

The implied spatial categorization of the Antilles as the “end of the world” emphasizes that the 

Dominican Republic is “a nation and people marginalized in global and even North American 

politics and culture” (O’Brien 2012, 89). Moreover, Díaz’s use of science fiction elements and 

narratives here stands in contrast to Poulin’s reference to the Superman comics. Unlike the 

nationally charged US superhero, Oscar’s “mutants,” and the many other science fiction 

characters mentioned in the novel, are predominantly multiracial and hybrid characters. Díaz 

“is careful to reference sf/f [science fiction and fantasy] texts that do not utilize stereotypical 

alien other vs. human oppositions, allowing him to look towards a new, more inclusive tradition 

of sf/f” (Sanchez-Taylor 2014, 97). 

Oscar’s second trip to Santo Domingo, during which he accompanies his mother and 

sister, marks a transformation in his self-perception as Dominican and American. The novel 

narrates three individual journeys to Santo Domingo undertaken by Oscar. However, the 

narrator suggests that there must have been other trips between his first and this second, narrated 

trip. At this point in the novel, Yunior mentions that “Oscar hadn’t been home in years, not 

since his abuela’s number-one servant […] died, and they’d all gone to the funeral” (270). 

Oscar, having grown up in New Jersey, has known the Dominican Republic from visits, 

and his reaction to their departure at the airport therefore differs significantly from his mother’s. 

While he is “scared shitless and excited” (272), his mother behaves “l ike she was having an 

audience with King Juan Carlos of Spain himself. If she’d owned a fur she would have worn it, 

anything to communicate the distance she’d traveled, to emphasize how not like the rest of these 
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dominicanos she was” (272). Despite this distance, a tension arises among possible ways to 

represent Santo Domingo. At once, it is a place that Oscar barely recognizes from his last visit, 

but also the family’s “home” (274) to which they have finally returned. This conceptual 

development is also reflected in the chapters’ titles, as they progress from describing Oscar’s 

“vacation” (270) as a “return to a nativeland” (272). Additionally, Oscar’s perception that he is 

“in Heaven” (275) is unmatched by his local cousin who responds, “esto aquí es un ma ldito 

infierno [This here is a damn hell]” (275, original emphasis, the translation is mine). Lourdes 

Torres argues that literary texts by Latina/o writers represent a “contact zone where English and 

Spanish confront each other and comfortably or uncomfortably coexist” (2007, 92). By 

articulating the concepts of heaven and hell in two languages, Díaz creates a space for both 

understandings to exist alongside one another rather than an irreconcilable, monolingual 

dichotomy. 

Díaz’s choice and representation of language is an important element in his 

conceptualization of the histories and cultures of the Americas. The narrator establishes a 

narrative for the colonial past with his description of the fukú americanus and emphasizes its 

present repercussions. One such consequence is the annual influx from Dominican Americans 

traveling to the Antilles, in which Oscar and his family participate. Díaz’s narrator informs us 

that every summer “Santo Domingo slaps the Diaspora engine into reverse, yanks back as many 

of its expelled children as it can” (271) until the island is “swarm[ed] with quisqueyanos from 

the world over” (271). While keeping in mind Quijano and Wallerstein’s concept of 

Americanity, Díaz’s “Diaspora engine” complies with José Saldívar’s observation of  a 

“migratory influx” from the South to the North. Yet, Díaz subverts the direction in this cyclical 

migration and stresses the Diaspora’s desire to be part of this “big party” (272). Despite Oscar’s 

mother’s insistence on establishing a distance between her US American and Dominican 

identities, the novel highlights the diasporic community’s temporary return to their families’ 

homes. Another consequence of the coloniality of the fukú lies in excluding those from the 

Santo Domingo summer party who have never been “fuera” (289), that is, “outside” of the 

island, because they are “the poor, the dark, the jobless, the sick, the Haitian, their children, the 

bateys” (272). In his “Heaven,” Oscar thus also experiences the “mind-boggling poverty” (277) 

in Santo Domingo and the “asshole tourists hogging up all the beaches” (277). 

To this community, Spanish is an integral part of their cultural identity and marker of 

belonging in the Americas. Spanish is one language with which “America” was created and 

Indigenous languages were displaced, and it is thus as essential to the American paradigm of 

coloniality as English, French, Portuguese, Dutch, and Creole. Hence, Díaz’s combination of 
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multiple languages in his novel is, on the one hand, a refusal to translate a variety of languages 

into one language and register. On the other hand, his choice is a representation of transnational 

and multilingual realities that “reforms the idea of what constitutes American language by 

asserting that his Dominican and homogenized Spanish is American” (Ch’ien 2004, 204). In an 

often-quoted moment in an interview with Ch’ien, Díaz explains that the unmarked, that is, 

non-italicized use of Spanish in his text is “a very important political move. Spanish is not a 

minority language. Not in this hemisphere, not in the United States, not in the world inside my 

head. So why treat it like one? Why ‘other’ it? Why de-normalize it?” (Díaz in Ch’ien 2004, 

204). 

With the “normalization” of Spanish in the United States, and the recognition of the 

Dominican Republic as integral part of the Americas, Díaz rejects a continental construction of 

a South and North America. Jana Evans Braziel suggests that the Caribbean occupies a liminal 

space in the Americas, arguing that it “remains betwixt and between these forces of difference, 

yet offers a third way (one mapped in the archipelagoes of memory)” (2005, 33). In her 

reference to Victor Turner’s concept of liminality, Braziel echoes Édouard Glissant’s work Les 

Discours antillais, summarizing his observation that “the Caribbean is both (continental) 

continuity and (oceanic) rupture from the American continents to its north and south: it bears a 

continuity to other parts of the Americas, and yet it is the archipelago that eludes the continents’ 

contained borders” (Braziel 2005, 32). Díaz’s novel, however, insists that the Caribbean is not 

“between” continents or transitioning from one America to another. Rather, it stresses that the 

islands and nations in the Antilles have created distinct spaces and identities, whi le sharing 

legitimate cultural claims within the Americas as product of the American paradigm. 

In footnotes, the narrator confronts the readers with their lack of knowledge about the 

cultures of the Antilles and therefore offers a summary of “your mandatory two seconds of 

Dominican history” (2). While Díaz’s multiple registers potentially speak to a diverse 

readership, he occasionally addresses US American readers directly. He is critical of their 

presumed ignorance of the global involvement of US military forces, saying “you didn’t know 

we [the Dominican Republic] were occupied twice in the twentieth century? Don’t worry, when 

you have kids they won’t know the U.S. occupied Iraq either” (19). Díaz’s representation of 

Dominican history does indeed occupy the liminal textual space of footnotes in offering 

historical information that is “not essential to our tale, per se” (90). However, through his 

critical tone and insistence to add those footnotes to the narrative, Díaz raises the Antilles out 

of continental obscurity and a liminal geographical space and into an enlarged acceptance and 

understanding of the Americas as diverse, yet shared cultural space. 



 
 

137 
 

Díaz actively includes multiple languages in his text, and his “refus[al] to translate and 

explain therefore can be interpreted as a profoundly political act” (Graulund 2014, 34). Foer’s 

novel, on the other hand, foregrounds the necessity of translators and translations to enable the 

communication between Jonathan and Alex. Their conversations are not l imited to offering 

information to which Jonathan has no access. Rather, communication between Jonathan and 

Alex results in cultural interpretations of the respective other. Moreover, their communication 

is not based on linguistic reciprocity, as the language of the novel is English, and Foer offers 

no instances of Ukrainian or Russian switches. 

During Jack’s and Pitsémine’s journey across North America, Volkswagen Blues is 

chiefly concerned with the repercussions of colonial contact and the consequences for  

contemporary Indigenous peoples in Canada and the United States. In addition, Hyman 

identifies another essential framework for understanding the novel’s concerns with historical 

narrativization. He foregrounds Poulin’s “fundamental engagement with some aspects of post-

Holocaust thought, in particular the relationship between historical and providential authority 

and individual moral responsibility, and the possibility of knowing and certainty” (1999, 107). 

He refers to Jean-Franҫois Lyotard’s claim that “the Holocaust opened up a new post-modern 

era […]. [A]s a result of the destruction of a people (the Jews) by the Germans […], history 

ceases to have meaning, that there is a crisis in the legitimization of knowledge” (Hyman 1999, 

110). In Foer’s novel, the protagonists, Jonathan and Alex, attempt to resolve that crisis in their 

collaborative work to reconstruct the history of the destroyed shtetl of Trachimbrod. Their 

intention to write an account of their journey is made explicit in a series of letters wri tten by 

Alex to Jonathan after the latter’s return to the United States. Although the reader is not given 

a direct response from Jonathan in the same epistolary form, Alex’s comments suggest that the 

novel’s chapters concerned with the historical narrative of Trachimbrod are in fact written by 

Jonathan. Their time together had a lasting impression on Alex and continues to unsettle him 

while reading Jonathan’s chapters. He admits that there “were parts that I did not understand, 

but I conjecture that this is because they were very Jewish, and only a Jewish person could 

understand something so Jewish” (25). Lack of understanding is, therefore, not primarily based 

on language alone, but must be addressed by engaging with the cultural myths, narratives, and 

identities of others. 

While keeping in mind that Everything Is Illuminated is a contemporary novel, Iulian 

Cananau’s criteria for establishing “Americanness” in American fiction can nonetheless help 

us understand the ways in which Foer’s characters construct and idealize their cultural 

identities. As I mentioned earlier, Cananau defines Americanness in terms of individualism and 
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self-reliance, sympathy, race and racism, gender, and an order of free enterprise capitalism, all 

of which are aspects present in Foer’s novel. The fall of the Soviet Union opened up the 

possibilities for globalized, transnational businesses to thrive in the Ukraine. One such 

enterprise is the travel agency of Alex’s father, “denominated Heritage Touring. It is for Jewish 

people, like the hero, who have cravings to leave that ennobled country America and visit 

humble towns in Poland and Ukraine” (3). While for Alex and his family, traveling is primarily 

regarded in economic terms as a stable source of income, for their customers it facili tates the 

search for historical knowledge and cultural identity. Menachem Feuer accordingly identifies 

the quest Romance as one narrative inspiration for Foer, because it “commonly includes the 

hero, his antagonist, and others, who travel to find a lost object and who, in the process, 

transform the land, which has become depleted, back to its original splendor” (2007, 25). Alex 

admits that his knowledge of Jewish people is limited to his father’s business, and at first 

Jonathan fails to meet his presupposed conceptions. When first meeting Jonathan, he “did not 

appear like either the Americans I [Alex] had witnessed in magazines, with yellow hair and 

muscles, or the Jews from history books, with no hairs and prominent bones. He was wearing 

nor blue jeans nor the uniform […]. I was underwhelmed to the maximum” (32). The sheer 

existence of a Jewish American is first inconceivable to Alex as he fails to reconcile his ideals 

of America as a land of successful businessmen and his preconception of Jewish people as 

victims of genocide and discrimination. 

However, reconciliation becomes possible in moments of silence, when language fails to 

describe loss and grief. In their conversations about US American culture, Jonathan describes 

his family’s experiences in Europe and his own memories of growing up as the grandchild of 

Holocaust survivors. At this point, Alex acknowledges his role as careful listener, observing 

Jonathan’s desire to tell his and his grandparent’s stories. Alex is determined not to interrupt 

Jonathan’s narrative, which “was so difficult at times, because there existed so much silence. 

But I understanded [sic] understood that the silence was necessary for him to talk” (157). For 

much of the novel, Alex’s way of using the English language serves a comic purpose, but here 

his decision to be silent is not the result of his inability to speak. Rather, in moments like these, 

the novel “illuminates the inadequacy of our language” (Safer 2006, 120) and offers sympathy 

beyond the humorous and satirical perspective on US American culture. Moreover, by inserting 

the corrected verb form, the novel self-consciously refers to the characters’ progress of mutual 
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understanding, signifying an important move in the novel’s agenda to reconcile contemporary 

descendants of Holocaust victims, survivors, and perpetrators.35 

Americanness in Foer’s novel is not constructed through continental belonging and a 

paradigm of Americanity. Instead, Cananau’s approach accounts for the influences of European 

immigrants in shaping America’s multilingual and diverse cultures. In Jonathan’s and Alex’s 

conversations about their lives in the United States and the Ukraine, the novel thus constructs 

race as identifier for a person’s nationality and cultural identity. Realizing that  Jonathan “would 

be Ukrainian” (59) if it were not for the war, Alex nevertheless maintains that, due to his 

religion, Jonathan would be “a farmer in an unimpressive town” (59), whereas Alex would “live 

in Odessa, which is very much like Miami” (59). The position of the characters in this post-

Soviet Ukrainian society is assumed to be based on race, which sharply limits their expressions 

of individualism and self-reliance. As a contemporary American, however, Jonathan has more 

liberties and opportunities in his life choices. An aspiring young Jewish writer in New York 

City, Jonathan emphasizes, “I want to express myself […]. I’m looking for my voice […]. I 

want to do something I’m not ashamed of” (70). His assertion of individual identity and choice, 

through the anaphoric use of “I,” stands in contrast to Alex’s fatalistic belief that he himself 

“was born to be an accountant” (70). 

Alex expects to find a purpose through his profession, not only in his future plans but also 

in the present while working for his father’s travel agency. In his and Jonathan’s collaborative 

writing, Alex admits that he has “considered making you [Jonathan] speak Ukrainian […], but 

that would make me a useless person, because if you spoke Ukrainian, you would still have 

need for a driver, but not for a translator” (101). However, in the composition of their writing, 

Jonathan and Alex are “being very nomadic with the truth” (179), which also influences Alex’s 

policies on translation. Since Jonathan and Alex’s grandfather are monolingual, and Alex the 

only one capable of understanding Ukrainian and English, it is Alex’s role to translate their 

conversations as well as provide information from others. Because of his insecure use of the 

English language, Alex’s translations are at times incorrect or insuff icient. In other moments, 

he chooses to interpret information rather than translate it and deliberately offers contradictory 

information. During a car ride from Lvov to Lutsk, for example, the following conversation 

ensues between Jonathan, Alex, and the grandfather: 

 
35 The novel clearly highlights the Ukrainian role in tolerating, if not supporting, Nazi terror and is critical of the 
contemporary society’s ignorance of crimes committed against Jewish people during the war. At the beginning of 
their journey, Jonathan tells an incredulous Alex that the “Ukrainians, back then, were terrible to the Jews. They 

were almost as bad as the Nazis. It was a different world” (62). 
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‘I hate Lvov,’ Grandfather rotated to tell the hero. ‘What’s he saying?’ the hero 

asked me. ‘He said it will not be long,’ I told him, another befitting not-truth. ‘Long 

until what?’ the hero asked. I said to Grandfather, ‘You do not have to be kind to 

me, but do not blunder with the Jew.’ He said, ‘I can say anything I want to him. 

He will not understand.’ I rotated my head vertically to benefit the hero. ‘He says it 

will not be long until we get to the superway to Lutsk’ (57). 

Beyond literal translation, Alex understands that his role as translator requires him not only to 

construe meaning from circumstantial communication, but also to avoid conflict and create 

harmony among the participants in a conversation. 

This situation is exemplary for Foer’s use of irony and humor. But when confronted with 

historical realities, the novel remarkably recognizes the need for translations as source of 

knowledge and the truthful representation of speech. Toward the end of their journey, the three 

men meet an old woman who had once lived in Trachimbrod and is “the only one remaining” 

(153). Standing in the middle of a field, where the village of Trachimbrod had once stood, the 

woman recounts Trachimbrod’s destruction by the Nazis and the killing of its Jewish 

inhabitants: 

‘They made us in lines,’ she said. ‘They had lists. They were logical.’ I translated 

for the hero as Augustine spoke. ‘They burned the synagogue.’ ‘They burned the 

synagogue.’ ‘That was the first thing they did.’ ‘That was first.’ ‘Then they made 

all of the men in lines.’ You cannot know how it felt to have to hear these things 

and then repeat them, because when I repeated them, I felt like I was making them 

new again (185). 

In this situation, Alex reflects upon his translation and its purpose to “repeat” Augustine’s36 

statements for Jonathan to understand. Hearing her story is painful to the three men, and Alex 

is burdened with the moral obligation to listen to and narrativize her tale. Only Jonathan, who 

has grown up with survivors’ memories of the Holocaust, is given the right not to listen, and 

when he refuses to hear more “it was at this point that I ceased translating” (186). Alex, on the 

other hand, must listen and dutifully record Augustine’s story. He is a representative of a 

contemporary generation of Ukrainians whose ignorance of historical realities is rooted in their 

ancestors’ role as perpetrators during the war.37 Their collaborative writing, therefore, is an 

 
36 The old woman later reveals that her name is, in fact, “Lista” (193). 
37 Following Augustine’s tale, Jonathan and Alex find out that Alex’s grandfather had grown up near Trachimbrod 
and was, during the war, directly responsible for the death of his f riend Hershel. This recognition is further 

complicated by the novel’s suggestion that the grandfather may be Jewish. 
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attempt at reconciliation in which Alex recognizes their need to talk “together, and not apart. 

We are with each other, working on the same story” (214). An American and a Ukrainian, a 

Jew and the grandson of someone involved in the killing of Jews, Jonathan and Alex share a 

common responsibility to narrate the story of a destroyed shtetl in Europe. In their collaborative, 

transnational work, they interpret one another’s perspectives and eventually reveal more than a 

village’s past history, but also confront their respective families’ ghosts that have haunted them 

for years. 

Everything Is Illuminated is conscious of the transformative power of words and 

language, and Alex’s repetitive, translated speech is a monumental performance of memory. 

After finishing her tale, Augustine leads the men to an inconspicuous stone monument in the 

field. In remembrance of the 1,204 victims in Trachimbrod, the inscription of the stone is 

written “in Russian, Ukrainian, Hebrew, Polish, Yiddish, English, and German” (189), 

highlighting the necessity for multiple languages to make sense of tragedies and suffering. The 

various translations serve to address and inform as many people as possible, leaving no one the 

possibility of claiming ignorance. Erected in 1992 with a dedication from the “Prime Minister 

of the State of Israel” (189), the monument furthermore marks a transitory moment in the 

Ukraine between the fall of the Soviet Union and the establishment of the young nation’s 

“ultramodern constitution” (4) in 1996. 

6.4. Conclusion: Translating Stories of Injustice into Languages of Understanding 

The three novels are concerned with social and political injustices, the oppression of peoples, 

and the conflict between survivors and perpetrators in the process of reconciliation. As a form 

of resistance, Volkswagen Blues, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, and Everything Is 

Illuminated self-consciously reflect upon their use of language to rewrite historical wrongs. 

Díaz, for instance, introduces the fukú as grand narrative, the “Great American Doom” (5), 

serving as foundational myth of the Americas. The narrator directly challenges this narrative 

by insisting that “despite ‘discovering’ the New World the Admiral [Colón] died miserable and 

syphilitic, hearing (dique) divine voices” (1). Yet, Yunior relativizes the “doom -ish” (5) and 

all-explaining powers of the fukú by offering a “counterspell that would keep you and your 

family safe. Not surprisingly, it was a word. A simple word […]. Zafa” (7). Díaz’s narrator, in 

his self-reflexive suggestion that “this book [is] a zafa of sorts” (7) makes clear that narratives 

have the power to create and shape realities and histories. 

In telling the stories, these examples of historiographic metafiction need to be discussed 

in terms of their narrative perspective and motivations to pursue cultural resistance. To Díaz’s 
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characters, the “nativeland” carries meaning as continuous influence on their cultural identities. 

The novels’ combination of multiple languages refuses an assimilatory approach to 

immigration, but creates a complex understanding of a diverse, contemporary “America” that 

addresses numerous readerships. While some people would “judge the interference of Spanish 

in English as a deficit” (Aparicio 1994, 797), Aparicio argues that an important contribution of 

Latina/o writers lies in the “new possibilities for metaphors, imagery, syntax, and rhythms that 

the Spanish subtexts provide literary English” (1994, 797). Graulund, however, reminds us that 

the novel is not a “utopian celebration of multiculturalism living in carefree harmony, or for 

that matter, a move toward a globalized unity of sameness. On the contrary, Díaz’s diverse 

range of registers insists that difference persists: that difference cannot and should not be 

eradicated” (2014, 42). In its narrative perspective, the novel favors Yunior’s voice, while some 

chapters are also narrated by Lola. Focalizing on several characters in different historical time 

periods, Yunior’s tone is present throughout the text. At the end, he reveals that he has received 

parts of a manuscript written by Oscar and sent from Santo Domingo, a package that “contains 

everything I’ve written on this journey. Everything I think you will need. You’ll understand 

when you read my conclusions” (333). Yet, the novel refutes a definite ending and all -

explaining resolution, because Oscar’s concluding chapters were lost in the mail. 

Similarly, in Everything Is Illuminated it remains unclear whether Jonathan’s and Alex’s 

story is concluded in any other form than as Foer’s novel. In Alex’s final letter to Jonathan, he 

voices his disappointment over some of Jonathan’s narrative choices, but also expresses 

understanding for “what you are attempting to perform” (241). After he informs Jonathan of his 

grandfather’s recent suicide, Alex’s motivation for writing to Jonathan becomes explicit: at the 

end of his last letter, he promises that “I will now tell you, for the first time, exactly what I think 

[…]. I ask for your forgiveness” (242). Not only does the novel withhold a reply from Jonathan 

in answer of Alex’s plea, but it ends in mid-sentence. Alex’s grandfather, in a suicide note 

addressed to Jonathan and translated by Alex, tells Jonathan that he prays for his grandsons to 

live in a world without war and violence: “Peace. That is all I ever want for them […] It is still 

possible […]. They must begin again” (275). Finally, he concludes his letter (and thereby Foer’s  

overall novel) by saying, “I will walk without noise, and I will open the door in darkness, and 

I will” (276). In Everything Is Illuminated, the attempted reconciliation between Jews and non-

Jews becomes “a question of friendship and writing” (Feuer 2007, 24–5, original emphasis). 

The purpose of Alex’s translation, not only of the spoken conversation in the Ukraine, but also 

the written account of their journey, is “an opportunity to change their relationship” (Feuer 

2007, 27). While Jonathan, with his initial request for a translator and driver, initiated their 
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journey in his search for his family’s origin and cultural identity, Alex and his grandfather’s 

lives were ultimately transformed by their own engagement with the past. 

Poulin’s Volkswagen Blues differs significantly from Díaz’s and Foer’s novels, because 

it is more definite in its narrative perspective and closure. Written by a non-Indigenous 

Québécois, the novel is successful in representing a French Canadian perspective in its 

engagement with North America. Yet, in its representation of Indigenous peoples, it fails to 

offer Pitsémine’s perspective as Native woman and instead “perpetuate[s] damaging 

stereotypes” (Macfarlane 2009, 15). Macfarlane is critical of  Poulin’s portrayal of Pitsémine 

and the consequences of misrepresenting contemporary Indigenous nationhood. She remarks 

that it is “important to problematize the continuing domination of portrayals of Indigeneity by 

non-Aboriginals and to read such portrayals critically in order to deconstruct representations of 

Native experience that don’t accurately reflect Indigenous world views” (2009, 15). The novel 

celebrates Pitsémine’s decision to remain in San Francisco at the end of their journey as 

embracement of cultural diversity and hybridity. Macfarlane, however, reads this ending as 

denial of contemporary Indigenous cultures and “a model of assimilation” (2009, 15), because 

Pitsémine is “no longer looked upon as Indigenous, she is ultimately identified as just another 

hybrid—a part of just another ethnic group” (2009, 14). Rather than addressing the urgency in 

Canada and the United States to work toward reconciliation between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous peoples, the final conflict in Volkswagen Blues ultimately lies in Pitsémine’s 

struggle “to become reconciled with herself” (Poulin 2004, 220). San Francisco, unlike any 

cities in Canada and Quebec, is a place “where the races seemed to live in harmony [and] […] 

a good place to try to come to terms with her own twofold heritage” (220). 

Volkswagen Blues and its literary inspiration, On the Road, share the idea of exploring 

the “Great Dream of America” (Poulin 2004, 71), and Jack and Pitsémine realize that “travelers 

crossing America found traces of the old dream scattered here and there” (71). On the road to 

San Francisco, the pair invites a hitchhiker to join them on their journey. After he initially 

addresses them with “Howdy!” (171), he quickly realizes that the pair is “from the East” (171) 

and begins to speak French. He informs them that he learned to speak the language in France, 

and the three travelers contemplate the various words to describe traveling as a way of living. 

Finding an English word, to ramble, they add numerous French expressions in comparison, 

vagabonder, se promener, errer à l’aventure, aller de-ci de-là (171). 

The novels’ expressions for and of traveling reflect their distinct motivations and 

purposes to move across and beyond this vast continent. Similarly, the terms “Americanity,” 

“américanité,” and “Americanness” describe distinct identities and sense of belonging while 
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simultaneously revolving around the common denominator “America.” A comparison of these 

terms and their applications in literature offers the possibility for cultural exchange and insight 

into different experiences. The resulting diversity in perspectives might lead to a more 

multifaceted narrative landscape with various points of view. These narratives will continue to 

shape the different understandings of “America” as they constantly negotiate not only the 

spaces of cultural belonging, but also the ways in which we give names and meaning to them. 
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7. The Global Spaces of War: Creating North America Elsewhere 

7.1. Nation-Building Abroad: North American War Literature in a Transnational Context 

War and military conflict play a central role in North American historiographic metafiction, 

and “few forms of historical fiction have a greater following than fiction about war” (Jason 

2001, ix). The recurring images in war literature reveal that war “is not the worst but the most 

inviting place for representation, because wounds are where flesh bleeds into symbol” (Limon 

1994, 57). Philip Jason agrees with this notion and calls the theme of war in literature a 

“storyteller’s delight” (2001, xi), because the stories emerging from this field go beyond mere 

combat literature and cover a wide range of genres and topics. 

In times of war, no one stands still. People from different nations move across great 

distances, and the spaces they inhabit span the entire globe. Soldiers move to hostile territory 

and occupy foreign spaces, and refugees are forced to escape the war zones to reach safer, yet 

unfamiliar destinations. In the context of war, the crossing of national borders and creating 

transnational spaces are often inevitable. Alongside soldiers who actively participate in war, 

the “most visible repercussions” (Rellstab and Schlote 2015, 4) are migrants and refugees 

fleeing from spaces of conflict. Their perspectives in and through literature are crucial because 

representations and texts are also necessary in order to find ways out of war [...]. 

Any simplistic representation of war, migration, and refugeehood in terms of 

conventional and problematic dichotomies such as ‘us versus them’ or ‘good versus 

evil’ need to be (en)countered in a spirit of critical contestation (Rellstab and 

Schlote 2015, 6). 

Historiographic metafiction offers a critique of literary (mis)representations and contests 

cultural binaries and monolithic narratives. It is fundamentally interested in creating and 

subverting the ways in which historical events can be made sense of in literature. Since global 

armed conflict involves several nations, a transnational perspective offers a suitable framework 

for approaching and analyzing stories about war. 

This chapter aims at a comparison of war literature from the United States and Canada. 

The chosen novels are canonical texts in the United States and Canada and well-known, well-

researched representatives of the genre of historiographic metafiction. Published at the height 

of postmodernism, Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) by Kurt Vonnegut and The Wars (1977) by 

Timothy Findley focus on soldiers who are deployed in Europe during the First and Second 

World Wars. The two-volume graphic novel Maus by Art Spiegelman (1986 and 1992) and 
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Fugitive Pieces by Anne Michaels (1996) deal with the Holocaust and its consequences for the 

characters’ immigration to North America. Finally, Madeleine Thien’s Dogs at the Perimeter 

(2011) focuses on the civilian population in the Cambodian civil war of the 1970s and Canada’s 

involvement in that war in form of humanitarian aid. The dates of publication of the discussed 

novels, covering a time span of almost three decades, indicate that war literature exists 

independently of literary trends and periods, although it is stylistically and thematically shaped 

by them. 

All five novels are influenced by postcolonial and anti-racist discourses as well as an 

awareness of transnational relations and global entanglements of people worldwide. In sum, 

they recollect three different wars and are set in North America, Europe, and Asia. The novels 

by Findley and Vonnegut represent soldiers during the war and show how their participation 

shapes their understanding of America and Canada. Others, namely, the novels by Spiegelman, 

Michaels, and Thien illustrate the characters’ migration to North America as refugees and how 

their countries of origin contribute to shaping the US American and Canadian societies.  This 

chapter is especially interested in the global spaces occupied by the characters. These, I argue, 

are formative of the characters’ conceptions of North America and its cultures.  

This introduction provides a survey of US American and Canadian war literature to 

understand the development towards historiographic metafiction in general and the novels 

above in particular. It lies beyond the scope of this chapter to give a full overview of the literary 

periods and diverse literary responses to all wars in which the United States or  Canada were 

involved. Therefore, this introduction seeks to situate war literature in a transnational and 

ultimately global context. In its literary analysis, this chapter first discusses the soldier 

narratives by Canadian writer Timothy Findley and US American writer Kurt Vonnegut. Then, 

the chapter proceeds to analyze stories of refugeehood and migration by Art Spiegelman, Anne 

Michaels, and Madeleine Thien. In both subchapters, the analysis focuses on four aspects 

inherent to the novels. 

(1) Literary form: The chapter explores the novels’ literary strategies to make sense of 

violence, pain, and military conflict. For one, the soldiers participate directly in combat and are 

the principal agents of war. In their specific cases, the narrative perspectives are thus motivated 

by their inability to describe their own actions and the ethical concerns of inflicting pain on 

others. The stories of refugeehood, in contrast, are concerned with ways to cope with the 

personal or familial trauma of victims of war. (2) National and cultural identity: The analysis 

traces how the characters conceive of themselves as US Americans or Canadians while 

recognizing their multicultural, global origins. The novels are set in North America, but, 
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additionally, their locations abroad shape our understanding of the United States and Canada 

through their global perspectives. The soldiers identify as US Americans or Canadians, and 

national symbols are employed in describing uniforms or language patterns. Migrants import 

their customs to North America, struggle to adjust to their adopted country, and contribute to a 

multifaceted society. (3) Transnational spaces: My focus lies on transnational spaces and how 

they contribute to shaping a US American or Canadian identity. The soldiers travel to the places 

of war to serve their countries, and the novels create a tension between the spaces in which the 

war is fought and the cultural spaces in the United States and Canada that are shaped by the 

soldiers’ experiences. Refugees escaped the horrors of war in coming to North America. Their 

stories of migration reveal the differences in the nations’ immigration policies, the cultural 

integration of the newcomers, and the shifting national self-conceptions. (4) Self-reflexivity: 

The novels are self-reflexive in constructing the historical content and their own textual form. 

The soldier narratives explicitly problematize the soldiers’ moral obligation to legitimize their 

participation in the war and the narrators’ interests in exploring it. Refugees openly discuss their 

struggles of accessing their memories, and their motivation to create literary texts stems from 

their commitment to be witnesses of violence. These four features often intertwine, and overall, 

this chapter demonstrates that the sources for North American history and identity are, to a large 

extent, located globally and created in the context of war. Moving through global spaces is what 

constitutes war, but movement also becomes a strategy for coming to terms with trauma and 

history. 

North America does not exist in isolation. The fifteenth century marked the beginning of 

the invasive colonial movements of Europeans to the North American continent, and the 

following centuries were shaped by an effort towards political power and military strength, 

crucially at the expense of Indigenous peoples. For thousands of years, Native societies have 

been an integral part of the populations in the Americas, and the current social makeup of the 

United States and Canada is also the result of the continuous migration of people from abroad 

to the two countries. Considering the migrants’ global origins, a transnational perspective shows 

how other cultures move into the discursive spaces of the United States and Canada. In a social 

and literary context, transnationalism refers to two or more nations that inform one another and 

transform one another through cultural exchange. Transnationalism has also tangible 

consequences in political and economic relations. Despite a reluctance to participate in certain 

wars, global armed conflict remains a part of the United States’ and Canada’s engagement with 

other nations. Georgiana Banita argues that “in looking at literature in the United States and 

Canada as a North American unit, we cannot, therefore, ignore that to a large extent, this unit 
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owes parts of its constitution and importance to histories of global conflict in which both nations 

became embroiled” (2014, 333). It is in the context of war that transnational movement receives 

meaning that is loaded with conflict and violence. US American and Canadian literature 

represents a condition of globality, and historiographic metafiction is acutely aware of these 

circumstances and actively constructs them in its literary contents. However, the countries’ 

approaches to transnationalism in the context of global conflict are symptomatic for the nations’ 

discourses on national identity. 

The numerous wars in which the United States was involved led to a significant output in 

literary works. John Limon argues that “America is ‘a country made by war’ […] [and] for an 

American novelist to miss war is to miss, apparently, America” (1994, 7). Peter Aichinger links 

the emergence of the genre of war fiction directly to the US American experience and argues 

that “the war novel began to appear at a time when the frontier as a locus of violence had 

disappeared” (1975, ix). Once the assumed territory of the United States was perceived to be 

settled and brought under genuinely US American political control, artistic representations 

shifted from the struggles and burdens on the frontier to global battlefields and conflicts. 

The American Civil War prompted immediate literary responses. One notable example is 

Stephen Crane’s realist approach in The Red Badge of Courage (1895). Once the immediate 

accounts of the war had faded, the conflict came under literary scrutiny in the form of historical 

fiction. One of the most prominent representations of the American Civil War is Margaret 

Mitchell’s historical novel Gone With the Wind (1936) and its famous film adaptation (1939). 

Although the American Civil War was a domestic military conflict, the secession of the 

Confederate States of America simultaneously created transnational spaces and a political 

situation that necessitated newly drawn borders and a separate government. A postmodern 

treatment of the war in historiographic metafiction is Ishmael Reed’s Flight to Canada (1976) 

that represents the Civil War as an alternative, ironic, and postnational reality. 

The world wars of the twentieth century led to a highly diverse literary examination by 

writers embedded in the literary periods at the time. Many of those conflicts were also re -

examined by later authors through different forms of historical fiction. The “Lost Generation,” 

including John Dos Passos, Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and William Faulkner, 

sought innovative ways to comprehend the horrors of the First World War. Their modernist 

approaches differed from some of the more romanticized representations of the Civil War and 

they put a stronger emphasis on the authenticity of illustrating military life. In the immediate 

aftermath of the Second World War, strong pro-war feelings were dominant among the US 

American population. Moreover, since the 1990s, “the celebration and even glorification of 
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America’s involvement in World War II has increased rather than waned” (Oostdijk 2006, 9), 

and the war has become a US American myth as “one of the most climactic events of American 

and world history, in which an American generation now slowly passing from the scene 

sacrificed hundreds of thousands of its young in order to intervene successfully—and many of 

us believe—beneficially in history” (Axelrod 1999, 1). 

Possibly because of such US American glorification, “American ‘world war’ literature 

often blocked from view precisely the ‘world’ of the war” (Banita 2014, 322) and focused on 

the experiences of US American soldiers or civilians on the home front rather than on the 

victims of allied attack. Nevertheless, in terms of form, US American representations of the 

enlisted soldiers and their experiences continued in a “realistic-naturalistic ‘war is hell’ mode 

of the American war novel” (Carpenter 2001, 351). 

While scholars often note the connection between the First World War and literary 

modernism, Paul Crosthwaite theorizes a link between the Second World War and 

postmodernism. He refers specifically to an altered perception and representation of time in war 

fiction, arguing that 

the temporal conditions of World War II can be seen to anticipate [...] those that 

coincided with the emergence of a distinctively postmodernist time-sense in fiction, 

and [...] key writers of such fiction have been more attuned to these elements of the 

war than many theorists of the postmodern (2006, 167). 

John Limon makes a similar argument and speaks of a “postmodernization of combat writing” 

(1994, 139). He bases his observation on the “inescapabilty” (1994, 129) of the Second World 

War, saying that 

there was a modernist and a postmodernist World War II: the Second World War 

may have set the terms of post-war writing, but post-war writing conceived and 

reconceived the Second World War. The difference is in the rendering of 

inescapability—since inescapability is the shibboleth of all postmodern doctrine 

(1994, 129). 

Postmodern writers, such as Joseph Heller or Kurt Vonnegut, became known for their critical 

works displaying the absurdities of war. 

The publication of Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) coincides with yet another 

war in which the United States was involved at the time: the Vietnam War from 1964 to 1974, 

which “provoked an American literary expression almost from its inception” (Carpenter 2001, 

349). Walsh locates the reason for this strong interest in the unconventional character of the 
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wars in Korea and Vietnam, arguing that Vietnam “demonstrated both the limits of American 

power and the moral ambivalence of advanced technology” (1982, 185). Journalists introduced 

innovative narrative structures by combining fact and fiction, most notably expressed in 

Michael Herr’s Dispatches (1977) and Norman Mailer’s The Armies of the Night (1968). This 

form of nonfiction war literature was enabled by Muckraking journalism of the turn of the 

century and the New Journalism of Tom Wolfe. Mailer’s text thus “successfully integrates self-

reflection with nuanced reportage” (Tonn 1994, 202). 

While “the theme of warfare has been fair game for all” (Aichinger 1975, 107), it is also 

true that “war literature is by and about men at the front […]. And since soldiers write our story 

of war, theirs is the perspective that prevails” (Hanley 1991, 6). In a US American context, 

Aichinger argues that the “masculinity of pioneering life” (1975, 108) is combined with “a 

dream of bravery, simplicity, and devotion” (1975, 109) and transferred onto the battlefield. In 

women’s writing about the American Civil War, the conflict was often used as a symbol for the 

struggle of women in the nineteenth century, and the domestic nature of the war was apt in 

connecting gender and nation. Although the experience of war is, of course, not exclusive to 

men or to the culture of the United States, scholars have noted recurring images and concepts 

in US American war literature. Themes such as innovation, independence, and liberty are 

familiar from frontier stories and were reiterated in war novels. Consequently, Aichinger argues 

that this genre is fitting to address US American themes. He finds this mirrored in the fact that 

many US American novelists, at some time in their career, are drawn to writing a war novel. 

Although “actual wartime service was not a necessary qualification for authorship” (Aichinger 

1975, 107), several authors and protagonists were, in fact, veterans who wrote about their 

experiences. As a result, many of these stories, such as Vonnegut’s, were at least semi -

autobiographical and, it “has become a form of apprenticeship” (Aichinger 1975, 106) for 

writers to address stories about war in a particularly US American context. 

Common to all wars and their US American response in and through literature is a 

transnational dimension that inevitably reinforces national borders. Adam Piette claims that 

warfare is very obviously spatiotemporal; less obviously, it could be said to 

structure geopolitical spaces even outside the space-time of war zones. This is the 

case both because political borders are often traced and redefined by acts of war 

and the treaties that ensue; and also because nation-states, in their war planning and 

defence strategies, must continually act as if their own borders were fluid, as though 

their own territories were future theatres of war and as though their neighbouring 

states were potential enemies (2016, 427). 
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Georgiana Banita claims that global armed conflict involves “both North American nations in 

ways that allow them to define and locate their ‘worldliness’” (2014, 315) and  she dismisses 

the binary conception of the nation and the world. Her interest lies with “the more precise 

features of war—spatial deterritorialization, linguistic chaos, and moral ambiguity—as an 

approach to the aesthetic of transnational North American literature” (2014, 321). Narratives of 

global war will inevitably create spaces outside of North America, and a comparative reading 

of US American and Canadian war novels “takes us out of the comfort zone of a monolithic 

US-Canadian reading of transnationality” (2014, 317). 

In Sherrill Grace’s volume Bearing Witness, Aritha van Herk argues that Canada’s 

memory of war is influenced by its location and lack of wars on its homesoil. She writes that 

Canada “has hosted only a few skirmishes and suffered no occupation or widespread 

destruction” (2014, xiii) and that Canadians document war “from a safe distance, an almost 

impregnable complacency” (2012, xiii).38 Canadian memories of the First World War differ 

from their US American neighbors for many reasons. Commonly, the war is narrated in terms 

of Canada’s birth as a nation and its “coming of age.” Such perspectives stem from the fact that 

this was the first war in which Canadian soldiers were not merely an adjunct to British military 

troops. By now, some writers and critics have questioned the dominance and even meaning of 

this narrative. Margaret Atwood, for example, wonders what “coming of age” means, “that we 

could vote and drink and shave and fornicate, perhaps” (2005, 166). Nevertheless, images and 

stories of the First World War center on “the concept of nationmaking abroad […], a discourse 

that stresses foreign events as shaping a young country’s identity on the national and 

international stages” (Grace 2014, 293, original emphasis). Canadian novels following the First 

World War were thus stimulated by the conflicting poles of celebrating the nation’s 

emancipation while maintaining old world loyalties. The immediate literary responses were 

notably stories of patriotism, honor, triumph, and heroism, structurally embedded in romantic 

rhetoric and traditions (Novak 2000, 7). Between the two world wars, novels such as Charles 

Yale Harrison’s Generals Die in Bed (1930) were more realistic in their attempt at conveying 

authentic descriptions of the gas attacks in the trenches. 

The 1970s marked a turning point in Canadian cultural awareness and created possibilities 

for literary returns to the Great War. More specifically, the year 1977 signals a “breakthrough 

in a general English-speaking Canadian awareness—or fresh assessment—of the two world 

wars” (Grace 2014, 11). The year marks the publication of Timothy Findley’s seminal novel 

 
38 This is true for the Canadian “nation” (2014, viii), as van Herk clarifies. Before Confederation, the colonial 
forces certainly invaded lands of the Indigenous peoples and fought to conquer their territories. In her assessment, 

van Herk thus seems to refer to wars post-1867, that is, post-Confederation. 
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The Wars and like many other texts at the time, it was motivated by postmodern discourses. 

Moreover, Sherrill Grace adds, 

when the subject is war, these [narrative] techniques usually expose serious gaps 

and suppressions in the historical record and in ideologically motivated 

obfuscations of events and experiences. Moreover, many post-1977 works 

participate in a system of cultural retrieval, reconstruction, and rewriting of official 

history, and they do so not only to revise history, to set the record straight […], but 

also to rework ideas of nation, national identity, and national memory (2014, 78). 

Historiographic metafiction aims at revising official histories and offers alternatives for the war 

narratives of literary romanticism or realism. The novels are not glorious stories of adventure 

or the fight for a good cause. They are about displacement and exile. Grace employs the 

metaphor of a landscape of war and memory, arguing that “the landscape of war memory is, 

uncannily like an actual battlefield, still a mnemonic minefield” (2014, 30) .39 

The Second World War was “very different from the First” (Grace 2014, 294). Its 

representation in Canadian literature was influenced by the scale and scope of the war as well 

as the systematic and strategic killings of Jews and other ethnic or political groups of people. 

Grace explains the lesser interest in the Second World War and the belatedness with which it 

entered Canadian literature by the strong dominance of US American fiction (2014, 296). Grace 

argues that US American stories of war, such as the novels by Vonnegut or Pynchon, led the 

discourse and hindered Canadian writers and critics to contribute to the large corpus of war 

literature. Regarding Canada’s national memory, Novak explains the differences in depicting 

the wars by claiming that “the Second World War appears not to have shocked the Canadian 

psyche as the Great War did the British, or Vietnam the Americans” (2000, 95). While this 

argument might hold in stories of English Canadians who remained in Canada for the duration 

of the war, the same cannot possibly be true for Japanese Canadian writing that reworks 

narratives of racial discrimination and internment. Joy Kokawa’s Obasan (1981), for example, 

“refuses to portray the war as a series of battles between men fighting in foreign countries with 

no consequences for those at home” (Grace 2014, 311). The Holocaust has become an integral 

part of Jewish Canadian literature, and A.M. Klein’s The Second Scroll (1951) is haunted by its 

aftermath and how it affects the following Canadian-born generation. Anne Michaels’s Fugitive 

Pieces was published 51 years after the end of the war and illustrates the cultural consequences 

for contemporary Canada while investigating the ethics of narrating war. Michael Ondaatje’s 

 
39 The connection between places of war and their influence on a nation’s collective memory has been established 

since Pierre Nora’s coinage of the term lieux de mémoire. 
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The English Patient (1992) provides another transnational perspective of the Second World 

War in historiographic metafiction in its representation of a Canadian nurse stationed in Italy. 

Since the Second World War, Canada’s self-identification has been articulated as a 

perceived reluctance to go to war. Peacekeeping, human security, human rights, and 

international law have become cornerstones of Canadian foreign policy, and the Vietnam War 

and Canada’s refusal to participate strengthened this stance. Banita concludes that Canadian 

war literature, as a result, “has less to say about global warfare than do American writers, partly 

also because Canada less often perceives itself […] as deeply embroiled in transnational 

conflicts” (2014, 324). Nevertheless, Canadian literature, particularly its historical fiction, is 

aware of global politics and international entanglements. Contemporary Canadian novels are 

infused with the rhetoric of national and transnational relations. Travelling, exploration, and 

migration are allegories in Canadian historical fiction that inevitably create transnational spaces 

and representations of national borders. Banita, however, claims that “Canadian war literature 

and literary scholarship do not always convey a clear sense of how war has shaped Canadian 

history and consciousness by opening up borders with nations other than the immediate 

neighbor to the south” (2015, 324). I hope to address this discrepancy by offering a framework 

in which it is possible to show how war is influential for Canadian history and culture. 

Kit Dobson argues that “writing in Canada has become transnational […] in terms of its 

interests and politics” (2009, x). Canadian authors create national and international spaces, that 

is, the stories are set in Canada, but the writers also situate their narratives in changing locations 

worldwide. Dobson considers this approach as a “means of recognizing and coping with the 

global world system into which people are increasingly interpolated as citizens, refugees, 

undocumented migrants, or otherwise” (2009, xvii). In addition to transnational approaches to 

the study of war literature, Nora Tunkel suggests a conception of “transcultural imaginaries” 

(2012, 85). Her argument is based on the assumption that 

the plurality of globalization processes has had an effect not only on our perception 

of time and space and on our construction of identities across borders of all  sorts 

but also on our imaginaries, which are ultimately expressed in the literatures we 

read and write (2012, 85). 

Since the 1990s, Canadian literature has begun to be “more transcultural, transhistorical, 

transgeneric and, in some cases, increasingly ethical” (2012, 85). The novels by Findley, 

Michaels, and Thien are not denationalized spaces void of national identifications. The world 

is rather partitioned into nations that interact with one another. Tunkel’s concept explains the 

circumstances that allow for an “exchange of cultural images and representations across socially 
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constructed fields of difference” (2012. 15). A transnational perspective towards 

historiographic metafiction therefore seeks to acknowledge the nation, while making a case for 

how Canada is created in and through global spaces. 

Martin Löschnigg investigates the effect European spaces and their associations had on 

Canada’s memory of the First World War, illustrating “the way in which ‘over there’ […] 

became part of the Canadian collective consciousness” (2015, 107). The novels in this chapter 

have in common that, for the characters, war happens elsewhere but not independently of US 

American or Canadian involvement. The two countries are participants in wars abroad as direct 

military engagement in combat is filtered through the perspective of soldiers. The United States 

and Canada also receive people who are victims of war. The countries become destinations for 

refugees who were forcibly removed from their home and ended up halfway around the world. 

The historical novels thus share a concern for making sense of the contemporary United States 

and Canada by going back in time and locating the countries’ cultural origins. The characters 

contribute to a culture that, although geographically and temporally removed from the locations 

of war, is shaped by those remote events in the past. Sherrill Grace writes, “if war has taught us 

anything it is that battles and battle fronts never stay put over there or back then. The ghosts 

can never be simply pushed aside” (Grace 2014, 25, original emphasis), and she thereby 

underscores Hutcheon’s argument that the historical past continues to influence our present. 

7.2. Soldiers on the Battlefield: Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five and Timothy Findley’s 

The Wars 

Kurt Vonnegut was born in Indianapolis, Indiana in 1922 and served in the US military during 

the Second World War. Taken as prisoner of war in Germany, Vonnegut witnessed the 

destruction of Dresden by the allied forces in 1945. Shortly after the end of the war, he sent a 

letter to his family, explaining his whereabouts and the circumstances of his imprisonment. He 

writes, “on about February 14th the Americans came over, followed by the R.A.F. their 

combined labors killed 250,000 people40 in twenty-four hours and destroyed all of Dresden—

 
40 In 2004, the city of Dresden commissioned a group of historians to investigate the exact number of people killed 
in the bombings between February 13 and 15, 1945. The initial estimate of 200,000–300,000 deaths seems to have 
been propagated by the Reich’s government. The government of the German Democratic Republic corrected the 

numbers to approximately 25,000–35,000 casualties. Although historians criticized the inquiry for its lack of 
transparency, the numbers were not systematically questioned for decades. The goal of the 2004 commission was 
to provide final data lest the numbers of casualties were to be abused by nationalist groups. 60 years after the 
bombing, the aim was to provide a more accurate scale to describe the magnitude of the attacks with a considerably 
lower range of variation. In 2010, the commission finished the project and published its findings to be accessible 
online, in print, and in the Dresden city archives. Individually operating projects with varying approaches and sets 

of data finally conclude that as many as 25,000 people were killed in the bombings (Landeshauptstadt Dresden). 
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possibly the world’s most beautiful city. But not me” (2009, 12). The letter is dated May 29, 

1945 and includes detailed yet demure descriptions of killings, beatings, and bombings by the 

Germans, British, and Russians. Vonnegut finishes the letter by writing, “I’ve too damned much 

to say, the rest will have to wait” (2009, 12). 

In 1969, he published his most famous novel, Slaughterhouse-Five, in which he 

documents his struggles to meaningfully report what he had seen in Dresden. He realizes that 

what seemed like a calm and unemotional report in his letter becomes unmentionable in fiction. 

In the first chapter, Vonnegut as author of the book recounts, “I thought it would be easy for 

me to write about the destruction of Dresden, since all I had to do would be to report what I had 

seen” (2000, 2). Despite his difficulties in documenting the events, the result  is a novel in which 

he insists that “all this happened, more or less” (1). Of course, this is not how the rest of the 

book continues. Instead, Slaughterhouse-Five is a “failure, and had to be” (16), because any 

attempt to fictionalize historical events of such magnitude and calamity is “bound to fail, for 

the sheer number of casualties transcends the limits of personal empathy” (Freese 1994, 210). 

This standpoint is inherent to many examples of postmodern fiction, and stories of war are 

pertinent to a discussion on the ethics of narrating historical trauma. Whose perspective prevails 

in literature after war? How can we ensure that not only the triumphant narratives of the victors 

are heard but also the voices of the victims of war? How can the personal or national suffering 

of the survivors be translated into works of fiction? And, what are the implications of the works’ 

commercial success? Not only Slaughterhouse-Five raises these questions in its first chapter, 

Art Spiegelman’s Maus also self-reflexively responds to the problems. 

The Canadian writer Timothy Findley was born in Toronto, Ontario in 1930 and his 

personal and artistic interest in the First World War was influenced by his uncle, Tif Findley, 

who served in the Canadian forces in the trenches of Europe. Dedicated to the memory of his 

uncle, The Wars (1977) is Findley’s most acclaimed, most discussed and widely cherished work 

of fiction although he wrote a wide range of novels, short stories, and plays. One reason for the 

novel’s success in the years following its publication is its focus on the Great War at a particular 

time in Canadian literary and cultural history. Published in 1977, the novel “captures that 

moment of cultural and historical awareness by re-presenting Canada’s early twentieth-century 

past from a late twentieth-century perspective” (Grace 2014, 121). 

Linda Hutcheon, too, was conscious of the discourses that led to the novel’s publication 

and reception and prominently locates Findley’s novels in the context of a typically Canadian 

postmodernism. She writes that “the questions of whose history survives is one that obsesses 

postmodern novels” (1988a, 120) and this is true for The Wars and Famous Last Words (1981). 
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In her works on postmodernism and historiographic metafiction, Hutcheon frequently refers to 

both novels by Findley. In the context of the present chapter, it is worth noting that both are 

novels about war in which the textual performativity is a feature of the texts and the characters’ 

engagement with their place in history. Hutcheon writes that “the act of making fictions is an 

unavoidably ideological act, that is, a process of creating meaning within a social context” 

(1988b, 10, original emphasis). 

The preoccupation of Canadian literature in the 1960s and 1970s to reflect upon its 

cultural traditions is implicitly mirrored in The Wars. Like other Canadian novels at the time, 

Findley’s texts seek to “deconstruct British social and literary myths in order to redefine their 

colonial history” (Hutcheon 1988b, 6, original emphasis). Findley raises similar questions as 

Vonnegut about surviving accounts of history and the power dynamics involved. Yet, in 

comparison, he is more concerned with the archival work needed for historical reconstruction. 

While the premise of Vonnegut’s novel is to report events that the author had witnessed, 

Findley’s task is that of uncovering memories and traces that are intact in textual form or 

through recordings on cassette tapes. Like Vonnegut’s beginning that “all this happened, more 

or less” (1), Findley begins the novel with an assertion of truth, echoing Vonnegut in the first 

chapter by saying, “all of this happened a long time ago. But not so long ago that everyone who 

played a part in it is dead” (1986, 3). Both are ethical approaches to narrativizations of the past. 

Vonnegut’s main problem is whether we should and can represent history in literature, whereas 

Findley wonders how we can gather information on events that we have not personally 

witnessed. Postmodernism has taught us that neither attempt is closer to the “truth” or more 

authentic in its representation of historical reality. Yet neither denies the horrors of war and the 

injustices bestowed upon its victims. 

Critics have noted the symbolic nature of the name chosen for Vonnegut’s protagonist, 

Billy Pilgrim. Rather than using the full name “William,” Billy opts for the abbreviation 

because of “business reasons” (33). During a party, he explains that his father told him “to 

encourage people to call him Billy—because it would stick in their memories. It would also 

make him seem slightly magical, since there weren’t any other grown Billys around” (33–4). 

Harold Bloom argues that Billy thereby remains in a “state of perpetual childhood” (2009, 217), 

echoing the first chapter’s idea that “children, or babies, are the ones sent to war and not men 

or grown-ups” (Bloom 2009, 217). However, Bloom understands the name choice as having 

been motivated by aesthetics of reception. “Billy” is a common US American name and allows 

for the reader’s possible identification with the protagonist, who becomes an “Everyman” 

(2009, 217). Peter Kunze, who approaches the novel by assessing its articulations of 
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masculinity, finds that Billy is “unable to enact an acceptable example of American 

masculinity” (2012, 51) by choosing the name’s diminutive form. His last name, Pilgrim, 

alludes to John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678) and, in a US American context, 

specifically evokes meanings of the first European settlers on the North American continent, 

the Pilgrim Fathers. Vonnegut, however, subverts the trope of travel and colonizat ion. Billy’s 

“pilgrimage,” his travels through time and space, are not spiritually motivated nor voluntarily 

undertaken. Instead, he is abducted by extraterrestrial life forms and forcibly taken to their home 

planet, Tralfamadore. Rather than fully accepting the symbolism of his name as spiritual 

growth, critics have noted Billy’s “lack of personal development, while subtly and humorously 

emphasizing the escapist time-travel motif in the novel” (Gallagher 2012, 79). Since Billy, 

through his traumatic experiences in the war and his encounter with the Tralfamadorians, 

regards war as inevitable, Gallagher sees no progress in Billy’s personality. 

The name for Findley’s protagonist is likewise revealing of the novel’s important motifs. 

Two of the main concerns of The Wars are Robert Ross’s role within the military and his 

compassion for animals, and they are encapsulated within his name. His last name, Ross, 

directly translates into German as “horse,” moreover, one whose connotation is of a rider being 

a knight in armor. Due to his rank, Robert “had every right to be in charge of a convoy of 

horses” (Findley 1986, 210). On the voyage to England the animals are on board the ship, and 

Robert becomes “intrigued with this world of horses” (63). When one of the animals breaks its 

leg, Robert is chosen to shoot it, and “something insidious remarked in [his] mind as he did this 

how crazy it was to shoot a horse with a Colt” (67). A horse is the first living being Robert kills 

and an animal with which he identifies the most. Bruce Pirie examines the novel as a “parody 

of romance” (1981, 70) and draws on myths and legends in Robert’s relationship with horses, 

an animal frequently employed in romance traditions. At the climax of the novel, Robert breaks 

ranks, releases horses from a barn on fire, kills his superiors, and barricades himself in another 

barn with a group of runaway horses. There, he exclaims, “we shall not be taken” (212). From 

the beginning, Robert’s conception of comradeship is extensive enough to include not on ly 

soldiers but animals of all kinds. But being raped by his fellow soldiers triggers Robert’s 

following actions: he rejects all duty towards his human comrades and, in the barn, his only 

obligation is towards protecting the animals. Pirie argues that “to recognize oneself as an animal 

is to recognize one’s kinship with and duty towards all life; a recognition threatened by the 

‘ethics’ of war” (1981, 74). 

In 1917, the Canadian Military Act was passed and effectively introduced conscription 

into the armed forces, making military service mandatory for men. It was heavily debated in 
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the House of Commons and led to a parliamentary crisis. Moreover, protests emerged in Quebec 

where people were reluctant to “fight for England in a foreign war that was not our business” 

(Grace 2014, 14, original emphasis).41 In the United States, drafting soldiers for military service 

during the Second World War, even prior to US participation starting in 1941,42 was less 

controversial than in Canada. However, public opinion was divided during the war in Vietnam, 

and thousands of men eligible for service sought to circumvent conscription by “draft-dodging,” 

that is, fleeing the country and going to Canada. Due to these historical circumstances, the 

novels’ approaches to their characters’ motivations to enlist in the military and their nations’ 

responses to their service are widely different. Vonnegut’s protagonist, Billy Pilgrim, is drafted 

for military service and honorably discharged after his release in 1945. In contrast, Findley’s 

protagonist, Robert Ross, voluntarily joins the war effort prior to the introduction of 

conscription and is later court-martialed and found guilty after disobeying orders and releasing 

the horses trapped in a burning barn. 

Neither novel portrays enlistment as a noble service for a patriotic cause, but they are 

adamant in their critical stance towards global armed conflict. This is reflected in the 

protagonists’ appearance, highlighting their unpreparedness and unsuitability for war. Since the 

Canadian military is a “‘people’s army’—not an army of professionals” (Findley 1986, 33), 

Robert is initially unarmed and asks his father to send him a revolver, an exchange via postal 

mail that produces some panic at home. Similarly, Billy Pilgrim’s appearance is “preposterous” 

(Vonnegut 2000, 24) and, due to his position as a chaplain’s assistant, he has “no helmet, no 

overcoat, no weapon, and no boots […]. He didn’t look like a solider at all. He looked like a 

filthy flamingo” (24). Another consequence of the novels’ critical stance towards war is their 

unclear definition of the soldiers’ enemies. Billy Pilgrim and Robert Ross are aware that the 

German army is their primary military target. Yet they also recognize that potential for violence 

is not based on nationality. Instead, they experience threats from various sources. Although 

Billy is a soldier and prisoner of war, the narrative refrains from depicting scenes of combat in 

which Billy is directly involved. His rank and position as a chaplain’s assistant make him “a 

figure of fun in the American Army […]. He was powerless to harm the enemy or to help his 

friends” (22). Instead, as a POW, he is a victim of allied bombing rather than encountering the 

German enemy at the front line. Unlike Billy, Robert is at the front amidst his comrades where 

they experience attacks and shelling in the trenches. Throughout the novel, Robert’s adversaries 

are ambiguous, and Robert fails to find rational reasons for their attacks. His only direct contact 

 
41 For a discussion of Québécois positions and literary responses to the First World War, see Grace 2014, 14. 
42 In 1940, the Selective Training and Service Act passed in Congress, enabling compulsory military service for 

men between the ages of 21 and 36. In 1942, the minimum age was lowered to 18. 
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with a German soldier, the official enemy, is non-threatening. Although the German soldier is 

armed, as Robert later finds out, he watches the small group of Canadians and signals them to 

move along. Robert thinks “there has to be a reason” (143) for his behavior and concludes that 

“maybe he’s crazy—but he isn’t going to kill us” (144). The motif of insanity as an explanation 

for irrational choices reverberates throughout the text and crucially leads Robert to a mental 

hospital in which soldiers and patients are accommodated. Here, Robert is brutally raped and 

realizes that the assailants are not “crazies” (191) but his comrades. 

The narrative in The Wars takes place in Canada, England, and France as well as in the 

spaces in between, that is, on the Atlantic while the soldiers travel to Europe and in-between 

the front lines. 

In The Wars, Robert Ross’s self-characterization as a Canadian and his conceptualization 

of war are formed within those spaces that are not clearly marked as discernible nations, that 

is, on the Atlantic and in the borderlands of France and Belgium. The journey to Europe can be 

described by the state of liminality, a transitioning from one place to another, in a place that is 

“neither here nor there” (V. Turner 1969, 95) and yet formative of the soldiers’ conceptions of 

war. A liminal space is also where “established paradigms become meaningless and hierarchies 

are leveled” (Gruber 2007, 359). On the Atlantic, there exists an intermediate realm where the 

men discard their prior notions of war as they struggle to place themselves between the borders 

of nations. The soldiers in transit are not prepared for the liminal state they encounter on high 

sea. The conditions on board and the raging storm take a toll on all passengers, including the 

horses, and Robert Ross is acutely aware that with no solid ground underneath, “there was no 

survival in the water” (60). At this point, Robert must euthanize one of the animals, forcing him 

to readjust his notions of potential enemies and “whatever it was you killed in wars” (64). It is 

also an act that triggers a memory of home: “He fired. A chair fell over in his mind” (68); in 

his mind, he is in Canada, reminded of the accident that had killed his sister. Yet, despite the 

ship’s liminal location in international waters, the ship itself is not a denationalized space. As a 

Canadian military ship, it is highly nationalized and infused with the politics of warfare. Upon 

arrival in England, the war takes its first human victim. Robert’s comrade and friend, Harris, 

dies of pneumonia because of the harsh conditions at sea. Robert’s expectations of his first 

contact with war and the first casualty are thus notably unrelated to combat or contact with the 

expected German enemies. In fact, Robert writes in a letter home, “the war seems awfully far 

away. Even further off than when we were at home” (71). 

During his deployment, he finds himself not only amidst front lines, but also in the narrow 

borderlands of France and Belgium. The troops’ position is described as follows:  
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The front, after all, was rather commonplace […]. It was here that most of the 

Canadian troops were deployed. Their objectives were the towns and villages, 

ridges and woods for roughly ten miles either side of them. That was the larger 

picture. In terms of individual men and companies, their worlds could be limited to 

quarter-miles. In Robert’s case, the furthest extent of his world was the four miles 

back to Bailleul (90). 

It is in this limited space that he most clearly identifies as Canadian, and Robert’s participation 

in the war in Europe both creates and disturbs his sense of national identity. He encounters a 

French-speaking Flemish man, who assumes Robert might be English and therefore insults him. 

Robert thinks, “if he could identify himself, it might explain his innocence. So he  mustered the 

only coherent sentence he knew in a foreign language and shouted […]: ‘Je suis canadien!’” 

(78). The French language is foreign to this (Anglo-)Canadian, yet unavoidable for his self-

characterization, echoing contemporary discourses of locating Quebec within the formation of 

national myths in Canada and a further self-differentiation from those aspects that are British 

or US American. For the protagonist, his efforts are in vain since the Flemish man disregards 

his attempt at self-identification and continues to refer to him as “maudit anglais” (78, original 

emphasis). 

The novel situates the characters in places that are not clearly identifiable as belonging to 

one particular nation. Robert is confronted with borders, both territorial and linguistic, of which 

he is constantly reminded. Those borders continue to reverberate throughout the novel and force 

him and others to reposition themselves as Canadians. Another character, Marian Turner, 

observes, 

language is a strange thing, isn’t it. Bois de Madeleine … Magdalene Wood. Take 

your pick. Now, I say Mag-daleen Wood if I’m speaking what you might call 

Canadian; you know, North American. But the English say it’s Maudlin Wood. 

Maudlin—Mag-daleen—Madeleine. They’re all kind of nice—but I like 

Madeleine. […] I served at Bois de Madeleine from the spring of 1916 to the fall of 

1917 (213, original emphasis). 

The former nurse negotiates the different linguistic features of the French town’s name and she 

favors a pronunciation she defines as neither Canadian nor British. To her, and to Robert in his 

encounter with the Flemish man, the process of formulating national identities demands 

language, communication, and discourse and is enabled by European spaces of war. 
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Ultimately, the novel’s self-reflexive recreation of history and its locations outside of 

Canada are crucial for Canada’s self-conceptions in relation to its southern neighbor in North 

America and among its European allies. Donna Pennee writes that “memory work is also crucial 

to the narration of nations” (2006, 93) and that Robert’s fictional biography “allegorizes a story 

of Canada’s development” (2006, 90). The main plot is set in 1916, notably before the battle of 

Vimy Ridge. The novel thus recreates a historical moment in Canadian history, avoiding 

narratives of the nation’s “coming of age.” Simultaneously, however, this time also coincides 

with the absence of US American troops in the war, and the Canadian soldiers are effectively 

the only North American forces in Europe. 

An important literary strategy of the novel to make sense of war and trauma is the 

allocation of narrative power. Robert is unable to return to Canada to tell his perspective of the 

events. Instead, the task is delegated to an unnamed researcher who becomes the primary, and 

yet anonymous, filter of the story. Robert differs from his comrades not only in receiving a 

court-martial, but also because he, after surviving the war, never returns to Canada. Unlike other 

veterans who “return home bringing their memories and trauma with them” (Grace 2014, 25), 

he remains in his European exile. Due to his severe injuries, “he was tried in absentia and—

since he could not be kept in prison” (1986, 216), he spends his last years under the care of 

nurses. Rather than importing his memories to a nation that might “create myths of a glorious 

past” (Grace 2014, 25), he refuses such a participation and withholds his experience from the 

post-war discourse in Canada. It is only decades later that the unnamed researcher, the second 

protagonist of the novel, investigates what happened to Robert. His initial interest in Robert and 

motivation to pursue the story remain unresolved in the narrative and the same is true for his 

identity and location. Small details in the novel as well as the novel’s paratextual information 

and the historical context of publication suggest the researcher be a male Canadian concerned 

with creating a story of Canadian interest. Yet his nationality is never mentioned explicitly and 

to do research he travels within Canada (assuming the location of the archive to be somewhere 

in Canada) and to England where he meets his interview partners. Within the logic of this 

chapter, he is another character whose transnational movement is enabled by war and its 

consequences. If, in fact, the archive is in Canada, this means Robert’s exile in Europe has not 

hindered his and his family’s memories from becoming a part of Canada’s memory of the First 

World War. However, if it is in Britain, like the researcher’s interview partners, it means that, 

in turn, Canada’s culture has manoeuvred its way into British memories of the war and created 

long-lasting transatlantic connections. 
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The first sentence of The Wars reads, “she was standing in the middle of the railroad 

tracks” (1). The pronoun “she” refers to a horse and locates the animal in the center, the 

“middle” of the story, and the situation foreshadows the plot’s climax after Robert has 

committed his act of desertion. In Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five, horses are not quite as 

prominently placed as in Findley’s novel, but Billy Pilgrim is far from indifferent towards their 

treatment during the war. After the bombing of Dresden, Billy and other US American POWs 

leave the ruined city on a wagon with horses. When two Germans approach them, the narrator 

describes how 

they [the Germans] were noticing what the Americans had not noticed—that the 

horses’ mouths were bleeding, gashed by the bits, that the horses’ hooves were 

broken, so that every step meant agony, that the horses were insane with thirst. The 

Americans had treated their form of transportation as though it were no more 

sensitive than a six-cylinder Chevrolet (143). 

In this encounter, the novel shows important parallels to The Wars. National distinctions are 

emphasized and their supposed roles in this war are subverted. Vonnegut’s novel focuses on 

US Americans as prisoners of war, as victims of German brutality, yet they are unable to detect 

the animals’ misery. The German characters, on the other  hand, are sensitive of the animals’ 

needs and unforgiving of the US Americans’ neglect. Moreover, the Germans command them 

to recognize their failures and therefore “made Billy get out of the wagon and come look at the 

horses. When Billy saw the condition of his means of transportation, he burst into tears. He 

hadn’t cried about anything else in the war” (144). The atrocities of war are not reserved for 

human misery and violence, but the military conflict affects animals as well. After everything 

Billy had seen and experienced during his imprisonment and immediately following the 

destruction of Dresden, he is undone by the sight of the soldiers’ neglect of the animals. 

In Slaughterhouse-Five, the characters’ conception of themselves as US Americans is 

complicated by the novel’s stance towards citizenship. The novel applies different scales that 

enable the characters to position themselves in relation to others. Identity is based on nations, 

planets, and species. When adjusting the scale, identity becomes relative. The novel thus creates 

a tension between identifications based on different parameters. 

Within the spaces of war, Vonnegut’s characters identify primarily as US Americans, and 

national distinctions are emphasized. The book is inhabited by people of various nationalities, 

many of whom are also imprisoned as POWs. It is in the camp that visible, national distinctions 

are most prominent. Upon arrival in the camp, Billy Pilgrim’s uniform is in a bad condition and 

he must improvise to replace his clothes. In a theater, he finds the stage set for a play, 
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Cinderella, and he finds that Cinderella’s silver boots fit him “perfectly. Billy Pilgrim was 

Cinderella, and Cinderella was Billy Pilgrim” (105). This explicit intertextual reference 

accentuates the instable genre boundaries of the novel and adds to Vonnegut’s mix of war 

writing and science fiction an element of fairy tales. Billy’s final appearance is clownish, and a 

civilian character eventually takes offense at Billy’s “costume” (110) and politicizes his  choice 

of clothing. He says, “I take it you find war a very comical thing […]. Do you feel proud to 

represent America as you do?” (110). In contrast, English prisoners are described as “exactly 

what Englishmen ought to be. They made war look stylish and reasonable, and fun” (68). 

Consequently, the German guards enjoy the Englishmen’s company and are “apologetic about 

the Englishmen’s having to put up with the American enlisted men” (93). Paul Fussell confirms 

the historical context and the Germans’ preference for their English prisoners. He writes, “down 

below, where the troops were, the Germans had some respect for the British soldiers but none 

for Americans. The Americans were spoiled, lazy, ignorant, unpolitical loud-mouths” (1989, 

122). In Vonnegut’s novel, the Americans are described as “weak, smelly, self-pitying—a pack 

of sniveling, dirty, thieving bastards […]. They’re worse than the bleeding Russians” (92). 

A uniform is the soldier’s primary and tangible signifier of belonging to a national group, 

but during his imprisonment, Billy gradually loses the military’s characteristic clothing. His 

Cinderella costume consists of his silver boots and “a muff, and a piece of azure curtain which 

he wore like a toga” (107). Crucially, the novel features another character whose costume 

carries political and symbolic value and signifies his ideological belonging. Howard W. 

Campbell is a “former American who had risen high in the German Ministry of Propaganda” 

(93). His appearance is described as follows: 

Campbell was an ordinary-looking man, but he was extravagantly costumed in a 

uniform of his own design. He wore a wide ten-gallon hat and black cowboy boots 

decorated with swastikas and stars. He was sheathed in a blue body stocking which 

had yellow stripes running from his armpits to his ankles. His shoulder patch was a 

silhouette of Abraham Lincoln’s profile on a field of pale green. He had a broad 

armband which was red, with a blue swastika in a circle of white (118). 

In addition to intertexts of fairy-tales, Vonnegut employs images of comic books, superheroes, 

and villains that further distort any conventional conception of US American soldiers in war 

literature. Adhering to postmodern politics, the comic-book dress culminates in its 

consolidation of US American symbols (the cowboy boots, stars and stripes, blue, white, and 

red colors, the image of Lincoln) and the swastika in the red armband, creating a travesty of 

national identities. Paradoxically, it is in the context of this surreal outer appearance of an 
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American Nazi that the novel is most appreciative of US American values. Edgar Derby, one 

of Billy’s comrades, confronting Campbell, 

spoke movingly of the American form of government, with freedom and justice and 

opportunities and fair play for all. He said there wasn’t a man there who wouldn’t 

gladly die for those ideals. He spoke of the brotherhood between the American and 

the Russian people, and how those two nations were going to crush the disease of 

Nazism, which wanted to infect the whole world (120–1). 

To Vonnegut, in his burlesque creation of Campbell, US American values and fascist ideologies 

are not irreconcilable, yet the assertive statement made by Derby runs counter to the novels’ 

parodic stance. The novel, however, does not resolve the situation or offer an interpretation as 

to whether Derby’s passionate speech is to be taken seriously. Instead, it is neither met with 

criticism nor enthusiasm by his fellow comrades but overshadowed by Dresden’s air-raid sirens 

that momentarily begin to howl “mournfully” (121). 

Once the characters leave the spaces of war, their perception of identity changes. Dimock 

recognizes the impermanence of the nation as associative form and explores “other ties, other 

loyalties and commitments, based on non-national ideals” (2006, 7). To her, the human species 

is an “integral unit of analysis whether or not we like it. We stand or fall as one” (2006, 28). 

This idea is reflected in the opening chapter of Slaughterhouse-Five, when Vonnegut as author-

character discusses his education as a student of anthropology at the University of Chicago in 

the post-war years. He writes, “at that time, they were teaching that there was absolutely no 

difference between anybody. They may be teaching that still” (6). Shortly thereafter, he states, 

“we were United World Federalists back then. I don’t know what we are now. Telephoners, I 

guess” (8). Therefore, in addition to “US American,” “Earthling” emerges as an alternative 

identity for the characters. 

The crucial passages from the first chapter proclaim that it lies within the author’s 

conceptual framework to allow for planetary identifications even without adding elements of 

science fiction. In the Pilgrim-narrative of the novel, this attitude develops into a more nuanced 

critique, demanding cultural diversity. Eliot Rosewater, Billy’s fellow patient in a veterans’ 

hospital, introduces him to the writings of the science fiction writer Kilgore Trout. Although he 

cherishes his books, Rosewater exclaims, “I don’t think Trout has ever been out of the country 

[…] My God—he writes about Earthlings all the time, and they’re all Americans. Practically 

nobody on Earth is an American” (80). The categories are not mutually exclusive, and identity 

is not fixed but rather malleable. The novel thus creates a space that enables a critique of a 

concept of citizenship and the forms it takes. The quotes from the opening chapter can be read 
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with a pacifist standpoint that deescalates cultural conflict. But, taken somewhat ironically, 

Vonnegut’s comment on his study of anthropology has the potential to use cultural differences 

productively. If there is a difference between peoples, we can learn from one another and make 

use of that comparison to better understand conflict. What matters to Rosewater in his critique 

of Kilgore Trout’s writing are quantifiable proportions and representations of people other than 

US Americans who are crucially missing in literature. 

With Billy Pilgrim’s travels into outer space the novel certainly necessitates a planetary 

category of identification, adding another dimension to the concept of an Earthling identity. 

When Billy is abducted to the planet Tralfamadore, he is put in a zoo and lives “in a simulated 

Earthling habitat” (80) equipped with objects stolen from a warehouse in Iowa City, such as a 

picture of a cowboy. Earth and Tralfamadore are “both very small” (22) and “very far apart” 

(22) and therefore mutually undetectable. Billy travels to the planet first  when he is kidnapped 

by a flying saucer and because he is “unstuck in time” (17). Due to this condition, a kind of 

uncontrollable time-travel, cultural identity is not only the result of global relations and 

transnational practices. In the vacuity of transplanetary spaces, the protagonist recognizes that, 

according to the Tralfamadorian conception, “there is no beginning, no middle, no end, no 

suspense, no moral, no causes, no effects” (64). Because he is dislodged from time and space, 

he can reposition himself culturally, creating a simultaneity of identitary belonging. The 

absence of spatial and temporal parameters coincides with the Tralfamadorian concept of time 

and space. Rather than comprehending time in a chronological, linear manner, the simultaneity 

of all events, whether past, present, or future, is structurally perceivable, and it is possible to 

understand time as a “denationalized space” (Dimock 2006, 28). Vonnegut takes this notion to 

an extreme, and Billy learns that the Tralfamadorians are fully aware of the spatial and temporal 

limits of the universe. They know that the universe ends when a Tralfamadorian, in an 

experiment, presses the wrong button which causes a devastating explosion. All-encompassing 

destruction affects Tralfamadorians along with Earthlings, which implicitly creates the widest-

possible identitary category: belonging to the Universe. The destruction thereof is not only 

inevitable but has Billy question his existence and all actions on earth, and he concludes, “I 

suppose that the idea of preventing war on Earth is stupid, too” (84). 

While transplanetary spaces and movement add another layer to Billy’s sense of being a 

US American and Earthling, it is the war that effectively dehumanizes people and deglobalizes 

the earth, that is, renders the world unrecognizable to the characters. After the fire-bombing of 

Dresden, the surviving POWs emerge from the slaughterhouse in which they were waiting out 

the raid and assess the damage. When they ascend from their shelter, “the sky was black with 
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smoke. Dresden was like the moon now, nothing but minerals. The stones were hot. Everybody 

else in their neighborhood was dead” (129). The men are described as “moon men” (131) who 

“climb over curve after curve on the face of the moon” (131) while searching for food and other 

survivors. The city is not recognizable, national symbols fail to describe the place, and the 

environment is all but earthlike. The purpose of the bombing was to kill everyone on the ground, 

and “there were to be no moon men at all” (131). 

Like Robert Ross in The Wars, Billy Pilgrim is confronted with national borders during 

his time in the war. The war and the German occupation of territory create seamless 

borderlands, so that when Billy and other POWs climb over a hill and reach the top, “they 

weren’t in Luxembourg any more. They were in Germany” (47). Later in the POW camp, 

borders are demarcations for the nationalized spaces among the diverse prisoners. Once the US 

American soldiers arrive in Dresden, 

they came upon an Englishmen who was hacking a groove in the Earth with the 

heel of his boot. He was marking the boundary between the American and the 

English sections of the compound. Billy and Lazzaro and Derby didn’t have to ask 

what the line meant. It was a familiar symbol from childhood (104–5). 

Time and space become blurry in Slaughterhouse-Five due to Billy Pilgrim’s involuntary time-

travels, yet the text reinforces national boundaries on various occasions. In the quotes above, 

Vonnegut acknowledges the significance of borders in Billy’s past, before and during the war. 

Borders are also relevant in the novel’s present. The first chapter, locating the text at the time 

of publication, mentions the Russians “who occupied Dresden after the war, who are in Dresden 

still” (139), thereby implicitly referring to the post-war creation of the German Democratic 

Republic. Within Billy’s narrative, the novel also imagines a future that is far from postnational 

ideals. Billy knows that he dies in 1976, and at the time of his death, he travels from Ilium, New 

York, to Chicago, Illinois. He describes his travels as follows: 

He had had to cross three international boundaries in order to reach Chicago. The 

United States of America has been Balkanized, has been divided into twenty petty 

nations so that it will never again be a threat to world peace. Chicago has been 

hydrogen-bombed by angry Chinamen. So it goes. It is all brand new (103). 

Not fewer, but more nations are necessary to avoid conflict initiated by the, now former, United 

States and to secure peace. Rather than pointing out similarities among people and accepting 

the anthropological conception of sameness, national divisions create security through 

decentralization and compartmentalization of power. The novel embraces the paradox that 
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makes possible an identity as “Earthling” in denationalized spaces of the universe, while 

necessitating nationalized spaces on earth. Perhaps the concept of “nation,” the novel seems to 

suggest, is a fundamental paradox in human understanding, a category that initiates conflict and 

secures peace. 

Besides constructing cultural identity through transnational spaces, the novel addresses 

the characters’ experiences by being openly self-reflexive. This is an important strategy of the 

novel to make sense of war and trauma. It comments on the ethics of its creation not only in the 

initial chapter but throughout the narrative. It starts with the assumption that “there is nothing 

intelligent to say about a massacre” (14) and reinforces this belief later, when Billy recognizes 

after the fire-bombing, that “there was nothing appropriate to say” (131). However, Vonnegut 

solves the problem of unnarratability with an assertion of space. In a hospital in Vermont, Billy 

shares the room with another patient, Professor Rumfoord, a historian on the Second World 

War, who writes a book about the bombing of Dresden. Rumfoord has an academic interest in 

disclosing the event to a largely uninformed US American public, but he is unwilling to 

integrate personal, emotional perspectives into his research and ignores Billy’s attempts to 

communicate with him. Finally, Billy says, “we don’t ever have to talk about it […], I just want 

you to know: I was there” (141). Billy acknowledges that an event of this magnitude is hard to 

grasp and impossible to put into words, so he verifies the academic accounts by insisting on his 

spatial location. 

In times of war, people are the “listless playthings of enormous forces” (119) and “one of 

the main effects of war, after all, is that people are discouraged from being characters” (119). 

Therefore, the author, Vonnegut, also inserts himself into the narrative, when he describes how 

Billy watches a person in the POW camp, and Vonnegut exclaims, “That was I. That was me. 

That was the author of this book” (91). Another strategy for Vonnegut to cope with the problem 

of unnarratability is the genre-blending that combines autobiography, historical fiction, and 

science fiction which enables the protagonist to travel through time and space. Critics have 

noted that “it is impossible to decide whether Billy really travels in time or only hallucinates 

his extragalactic journeys, whether Slaughterhouse-Five is a science-fiction novel or a novel 

with a mentally disturbed protagonist who is haunted by science-fiction fantasies” (Freese 1994, 

211). Freese describes Billy’s experiences in the war and his captivity as an “unbearable ordeal” 

(1994, 211) that can only be explained by “storify[ing]” (1994, 209) the events. Within the 

narrative, Billy and Rosewater turn to their favorite author, Kilgore Trout, in the veterans’ 

hospital. The novel explicitly states that “they were trying to reinvent themselves and their 

universe. Science fiction was a big help” (72), which Freese evaluates as the “crucial raison 
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d’être for linking the Dresden firestorm with science-fiction motifs” (1994, 212). At the same 

time, it also provides the actual reader with an epistemological framework to approach and 

assess historical calamities of this magnitude. Billy Pilgrim travels into outer space as the war 

and his trauma necessitate a voyage to places elsewhere and, like Billy, the reader needs 

explanatory models that are entirely otherworldly to account for unspeakable events. 

Published in 1969 and 1977, Slaughterhouse-Five and The Wars also partly owe their 

popular and critical success to the war in Vietnam, to which both novels offer a response. 

Vonnegut explicitly mentions the war when Billy, at a Lions Club meeting, listens to a major 

in the Marines speak about his deployment: 

He told of many terrible and many wonderful things he had seen [in Vietnam]. He 

was in favor of increased bombings, of bombing North Vietnam back into the Stone 

Age, if it refused to see reason. Billy was not moved to protest the bombing of North 

Vietnam, did not shudder about the hideous things he himself had seen bombing 

do. He was simply having lunch with the Lions Club, of which he was past president 

now (43–4). 

Billy’s inability to narrate the events in Dresden is accompanied by his lack of response to the 

major’s endorsement of military actions. Again, it is inappropriate to say anything and unethical 

to compare the outcome of different wars. Perhaps, Billy is unmoved by the events in Vietnam 

and “not complaining” (144) about Dresden since he has internalized the Tralfamadorian credo 

that all events, including wars and conflict, are inevitable. This acceptance, however, is not 

necessarily paired with approval. At the end of the novel, Vonnegut writes that “every day my 

Government gives me a count of corpses created by military science in Vietnam. So it goes” 

(154). Through the vehicle of science fiction, Vonnegut “predict[s] the widespread use of 

burning jellied gasoline on human beings” (122) and mentions the fictitious novel The Gutless 

Wonder by Kilgore Trout, supposedly written in 1932. In this novel, robots are responsible for 

executing military operations, because “they had no conscience, and no circuits which would 

allow them to imagine what was happening to the people on the ground” (215). 

In The Wars, Findley does not mention Vietnam explicitly, but the scope of the novel is 

encompassing to be aware of its contemporaneity. The novel’s ambiguous title, using the plural 

form “wars,” leaves room for the First World War to be but one of the many possible conflicts 

in which Robert Ross is embroiled. He is uneasy with his family, he defends suffering animals, 

he struggles to come to terms with his and others’ sexuality, and ultimately fights against his 

fellow soldiers when they attack him personally. Along those figurative meanings of the title, 

The Wars also mentions its historical context that positions the First World War as one among 
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other wars. At the end of the novel, the narrator “remember[s] something written long after 

Robert Ross was dead. It was written during another war—in 1943—by the Irish essayist and 

critic Nicholas Fagan” (218). Like Slaughterhouse-Five, Findley’s novel makes statements 

about the constructedness of war and is conscious of war as a general phenomenon that is not 

particular to a time or culture. Novak argues that a “full appreciation” (2000, 132) of the novel 

is not possible without the context of the Vietnam war. The war had a strong impact on 

Canadian culture of the 1960s and 1970s, creating political tensions between the governments 

of Canada and the United States. Protests emerged in Canadian cities, and thousands of US 

American men rejected being drafted into the war and immigrated to Canada. Contrary to the 

First and Second World War, television became the primary medium with which people in 

Canada and the United States received their information of events taking place in South Asia. 

Images were broadcast to people’s homes, making the war even more accessible and immediate. 

In both novels, Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five and Timothy Findley’s The Wars, 

the temporal distance between the war and the time of narration adds meaning to the text. The 

post-war years and the economic depression of the 1920s and 1930s, the Second World War 

and its aftermath, including new military technologies and advances in media broadcasting, as 

well as the war in Vietnam shaped the discourses from which the authors produced their works 

and the reasons for the narrators to tell their stories. Their contemporary perspectives influence 

their approaches to historical writing, and the novels’ stance towards war ensures their 

continuous relevance and popularity even four decades after their publication. As the United 

States and Canada are involved in global military conflict in the twenty-first century, literary 

representations of the wars will continue to construct the nations’ cultural identities.  

7.3. Refugees and Migration: Art Spiegelman’s Graphic Novel Maus, Anne Michaels’s 

Fugitive Pieces, and Madeleine Thien’s Dogs at the Perimeter 

Soldier narratives bring forward protagonists and plot lines, such as the direct contact with war 

and the captivity as prisoners of war, which are characteristic of the novels’ categorization as 

war literature or as “anti-war books” (3), as Slaughterhouse-Five self-reflexively claims. In this 

subchapter, the focus lies on civilians affected by war who ultimately become refugees. These 

stories of migration are a different kind of war literature and do not fall into that  category per 

se nor do they claim to be representatives of that genre. Yet the characters are profoundly shaped 

by war time events and transport their memories of the war and their customs from their 

countries to North America. Therefore, one fundamental difference between soldier narratives 

and migration narratives is that Vonnegut’s and Findley’s protagonists came  to the war and 
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participated as part of the governments’ efforts. The characters in Art Spiegelman’s Maus, Anne 

Michaels’s Fugitive Pieces, and Madeleine Thien’s Dogs at the Perimeter, on the other hand, 

escaped from the war and came to North America as migrants. Their starting points and 

perspectives result in different possibilities for representing war, but also provide a different 

urgency for transnational movement and the creation of geographical and cultural spaces. 

Representations of the Holocaust are neither specific to one country, nor to one language. 

Berger and Cronin connect writings by Jewish American authors with Holocaust literature and 

hold that, “written in many languages, this literature [Holocaust literature] underscores the fact 

that no field of human endeavor remains untouched by the extermination of the Jewish people” 

(2004, 2). In North America, Jewish and non-Jewish writers from the United States and Canada 

have created a large corpus of poems, plays, novels, short stories, films, and works of nonfiction 

that portray the Holocaust and its impact on forthcoming generations. The texts by Art 

Spiegelman and Anne Michaels are historical representations in the sense that they produce 

events, imageries, and places situated in Europe during the Second World War. They also 

include contemporary characters and their narratives in search of explanations to account for 

their families’ and communities’ (collective) memories and experiences. Such stories of trauma 

that result in refugeehood and migration are also not specific to narratives of the Holocaust, and 

an investigation of Madeleine Thien’s novel in this chapter adds another account that is more 

recent (in terms of its date of publication and content) and yet more remote from its audience 

(regarding a larger quantity of and familiarity with literature about the Holocaust than about the 

civil war in Cambodia in American Studies and Canadian Studies). Problems and consequences 

of transnational movement due to war, the unnarratability of trauma, and the ethics of literature 

are prevalent in all three novels examined in this subchapter. 

The first volume of Art Spiegelman’s graphic novel Maus was published in 1986, 

followed by the second volume in 1992,43 the complete edition in 1996, and MetaMaus in 

2011.44 In the text, the narrator, Artie Spiegelman, records his father’s testimony of his 

memories of the Holocaust. The plot focuses on Vladek’s narration of his life in pre-war Poland, 

his captivity in Auschwitz, and his family’s migration to the United States. Often, the text is 

interspersed with Artie’s and Vladek’s conversations and discussions on the purposes and 

appropriateness of writing a comic book about Auschwitz; moreover, one in which the 

characters are rendered into symbols such as mice (Jews), cats (Germans), pigs (Poles), or dogs 

 
43 In the second chapter of Maus II, Spiegelman states that he started working on Maus I eight years prior to its 
publication. His work on Maus II began in 1987 (201) 
44 MetaMaus includes an interview with Art Spiegelman and Hillary Chute  as well as a DVD that offers The 
Complete Maus (1996) and audiovisual material, such as pictures, notebook sketches, and recordings from 

conversations with Vladek Spiegelman. 
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(US Americans). The publication of Maus I and its combination of autobiography and comic 

book promptly created a “classification problem” (Doherty 1996, 69) not only for academics 

but for bookstores and publishers of newspapers. Spiegelman responded to the “problem of 

taxonomy” (“A Problem of Taxonomy,” December 29, 1991) in a letter to the editor of the New 

York Times. Irritated that his graphic novel was classified as “fiction” in the newspaper’s 

bestseller list, he writes, 

if your list were divided into literature and nonliterature, I could gracefully accept 

the compliment as intended, but to the extent that ‘fiction’ indicates that a work 

isn’t factual, I feel a bit queasy. As an author I believe I might have lopped several  

years off the 13 I devoted to my two-volume project if I could only have taken a 

novelist’s license while searching for a novelistic structure (“A Problem of 

Taxonomy,” December 29, 1991).45 

The categorization of the text as fiction or nonfiction has important ethical and political 

implications, echoing the very tension that demarcates one difference between historical fiction 

and historiographic metafiction. Whereas other historiographic metafictions emphasize their 

construction and fictionality, Maus’s insistence on factuality is grounded in its motivation to 

create a testimony of violence in Nazi Germany. The text thus maintains an adherence to truth 

and authenticity as a way of legitimizing itself as text. 

Furthermore, Vladek is adamant in locating himself in the spaces of war not unlike the 

characters in Slaughterhouse-Five. While Billy Pilgrim and Kurt Vonnegut as author-character 

claim, “I was there” and “That was me” on separate occasions, Vladek states, upon arriving in 

Auschwitz, “this was 1944… We knew everything. And here we were” (Spiegelman 2003, 159, 

emphasis added). Vladek’s assertion of space and Spiegelman’s self-reflexive 

problematizations of writing the text within the narrative of Maus have the purpose of removing 

any possibility for doubting Vladek’s testimony. In his letter to the New York Times, 

Spiegelman addresses the problem and writes, “I shudder to think how David Duke […] would 

respond to seeing a carefully researched work based closely on my father’s memories of life in 

Hitler’s Europe and in the death camps classified as fiction” (“A Problem of Taxonomy,” 

December 29, 1991). The reference to the anti-Semitic former Ku Klux Klan leader Duke 

 
45 I agree that the classification as “fiction” is unsuitable for a discussion on Maus. For the sake of readability, I 
believe the terms graphic novel and novel are acceptable, especially in the context of the other texts discussed in 
this study, which are concerned with historical circumstances and provide explicit commentary on their fictionality 
or factuality. In keeping with Spiegelman’s criticism, I will avoid the term “fiction” when referring to Maus, while 
recognizing that it is a well-suited text within the corpus of historiographic metafiction. For the same reasons, 

although the text is (auto)biographical, this chapter refers to the persons in the narrative as “characters.” 
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signals that labelling literature as fiction or nonfiction is a political act which, at best, is ignorant 

of the survivors’ experiences and, at worst, potentially enables a denial of the Holocaust in 

toto.46 It is also a warning that post-Holocaust societies are not immune to rising nationalism, 

racism, and anti-Semitism. Aware that the form as a graphic novel is not solely accountable for 

the ethical problems involved (because non-graphic forms of historical fiction and 

historiographic metafiction routinely must defend themselves against accusations of 

inaccuracy), Doherty maintains that “no matter how traditional the format, any representation 

of the Holocaust attracts a special measure of critical scrutiny” (1996, 71).  

In the case of Maus, the discussion on its genre was certainly prompted by its graphic 

images, which contribute to its wide acclaim and popularity. It is a historio-graphic novel in 

which graphic stands isolated, meaning that it pertains to “drawing, painting […] or writing” 

(“graphic”), but also as a suffix -graphic that delineates its belonging to graph, and thus refers 

to that which writes and “records something or by some means” (“-graph”). Maus self-

consciously inhabits the terminological ambiguity and uses symbols and graphics to make sense 

of the characters’ identities and histories. Several critics have noted the medium’s  role in the 

reception of the text.47 Doherty argues that the use of images “evokes rather than records the 

human form” (1996, 74). Hillary Chute finds the form to be particularly apt for describing the 

Holocaust, and “the medium of comics can approach and express serious, even devastating, 

histories” (2006, 200), stressing the value of its “aesthetic capabilities—its innovations with 

space and temporality” (2006, 200). Graphic art and symbolism are Spiegelman’s way to assert 

identity and represent spaces of war. He counters the Nazis’ attempt to dehumanize Jewish 

people by giving a face and history to his characters, which are depicted as animals. Rosenbaum 

explains the use of symbols by way of understanding the work as a response to the limits of 

language in the face of trauma. He writes, 

in the world of madness and atrocity, the only language worth speaking is the 

metaphorical tongue, which provides instant code words and sign language for 

ready, unobscured speech. When everyday language fails, because ordinary words 

 
46 See also Amy Hungerford’s The Holocaust of Texts: Genocide, Literature, and Personification (2003). She 
argues that “literary representation denies the historical facts their specific content, their individuality; in essence, 
it denies them the marks of personhood […]. Such treatment of historical representations—of the facts those 

representations contain—is understood by [Berel] Lang as a kind of murder, not simply a denial but a repetition 
of the Holocaust” (2003, 75). She refers here to the ending of Maus I, when Artie calls his father a “murderer” 
(2003, 161) after he confesses to his son that he destroyed his mother’s diaries. 
47 The collection of articles by Baskind and Omer-Sherman shows that the Jewish graphic novel is an established 
genre within the comics world. While Berger and Cronin argue for an interconnection between Jewish American 
and Holocaust Literature, Baskind and Omer-Sherman emphasize the similarities and inseperability of Jewish 

American writing and the form of graphic novels. They state that the tension “between memory and aspiration, 

center and margin […] both describes and defines contemporary American Jewish comic books” (2008, 3–4). 
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can’t express the enormity of extraordinary events, we are forced to rely on 

metaphors, which are immediately recognizable for their unambiguous meaning 

(2004, 131). 

Similar strategies are found in Slaughterhouse-Five and The Wars. Vonnegut’s characters are, 

at various times, described as “moon men” (131), “non-persons” (15), or “not a human being 

anymore” (139). Instead, Vonnegut introduces extraterrestrial beings and animals to describe 

the indescribable effects of war on the human population. In Findley’s novel, all humans but 

Robert Ross are, to some degree, insane and untrustworthy, and animals are worthy of empathy 

and to be protected. 

The graphic form enables a representation of the spaces of war that embodies 

transnational movement and its obstruction through territorial borders and combines it with 

national symbols. The novel makes extensive use of maps, which are available to the reader yet 

not to the characters within the story.48 Vladek originally comes from the Polish town 

“Czestochowa, a small city not far from the border of Germany” (14), and moves to Sosnowiec 

after he marries Artie’s mother, Anja. In the early stages of the war, Vladek is taken to 

Nuremberg as prisoner of war, and his return home is complicated by the German and Russian 

annexation and the resulting territorial claims. The text offers a map showing the newly drawn 

borders within Poland (62). The national Polish border is drawn in bold, defiantly proclaiming 

its territorial legitimacy. Yet the inner divisions reveal that all Polish jurisdiction ceded to the 

occupying forces. While the eastern part of the country is “annexed to Russia” (62), the western 

part is divided into the annexed lands to the German Reich and the Protectorate, that is,  the 

General Government, an occupation zone under Nazi Germany. Sosnowiec is now located in 

the small area between the former German border and the new border to the German-controlled 

government. In Spiegelman’s map, Slovakia is also nearby, creating a claustrophobic space that 

embodies the entrapment of the Jewish population, who are encircled first through national 

borders, then within the Sosnowiec ghetto, and ultimately in the concentration camps. 

Maus I ends with Vladek’s and Anja’s arrival in Auschwitz, and the second volume 

commences with another map (166). It shows a bird’s view diagram of the concentration camp, 

but crucially, a map of the borderlands between the US states of New York and New Jersey is 

immediately added. In the bottom right corner, the map’s excerpt includes Rego Park, the 

characters’ contemporary home in New York City and, in the top left corner, the prominently 

 
48 In this regard, they differ significantly from other drawings in the novel that Vladek shows to Artie. In one series 
of panels, he takes Artie’s notebook and draws a detailed sketch of a cellar, in which he and others were hidden, 

to instruct Artie how to build one “just in case” (112).  
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featured “Catskill Mountains” in the northeastern Appalachian Mountains. This fragment of the 

US American map next to the map of Auschwitz serves two purposes. First, the striking name 

“Cats kill” fits Spiegelman’s symbolic paradigm and seems to legitimize his graphic approach 

through reference to geographical realities. Second, the fact that this area is located in the United 

States but juxtaposed with the death camps in Europe emphasizes the country’s relation with 

and its response to the Holocaust. While New York City became a home for thousands of Jewish 

refugees fleeing from Nazi terror, Spiegelman’s map is a reminder tha t the threat of anti-

Semitic, nationalist sentiments exists today in the United States and is an integral part of the 

political landscape.49 

In addition to graphic images and self-reflexive references to its textual form, another 

strategy for the characters to make sense of and overcome their traumatic experiences is their 

leaving the spaces of war, both physically and discursively. Vladek and Anja survive the death 

camps and eventually immigrate first to Sweden and then to the United States. Twice Vladek 

refers to himself and others as “refugees” (283 and 289). In Florida, while talking to Artie, he 

points to an airplane taking off nearby. He says, “on such a tiny plane we went out in 1946 from 

Poland to Sweden. It was maybe ten of us, refugees… we never went before in a plane” (283). 

While the others are worried the plane might crash, Vladek feels he has nothing to lose by 

leaving Poland, because “it was nothing anymore there for us after the war” (283). As a child 

of Holocaust survivors, Artie struggles to comprehend his parents’ trauma and seeks refuge in 

comic books. Prior to his work on Maus, Spiegelman published the comic Prisoner on the Hell 

Planet: A Case History (1972), which is reprinted in Maus and deals with his mother’s suicide. 

The text is autobiographical, but its title evokes science fiction elements and thereby resembles 

a coping strategy seen in Kurt Vonnegut. To make sense of the event, Spiegelman creates a 

discursive space, a “Hell Planet,” that is otherworldly, yet suitable to describe his  state of mind 

in dealing with the guilt of his mother’s suicide and his parents’ captivity in the death camp. 

On another occasion, Auschwitz is described as “that other world” (90) from which “people 

came back and told us [about the gas chambers]. But we didn’t believe” (90). 

The characters’ conception of the United States and their identification with their new 

home is constructed from abroad, while living in Poland, and from within the United States 

after their immigration. The characters’ idealization of the United States as a safe place for Jews 

is mentioned early in the story when Vladek describes his son’s aunt and uncle: “Herman and 

Hela were lucky. They were visiting the N.Y. World’s Fair when the war came. This saved 

 
49 Spiegelman’s reference to David Duke in his letter to the editor of the  New York Times further supports this 

interpretation. 
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them” (76). Language is a valuable tool for surviving the war, the camps, and to organize his 

immigration. In Poland before the war, Vladek learns English because he “always dreamed of 

going to America” (18).50 At the end of the war, Vladek encounters US American soldiers and 

they spend some time on a farm once inhabited by Germans. The panel that introduces the 

soldiers has US American stars and stripes in the background, the only national flag featured in 

the graphic novel apart from German flags with swastikas. Once again, his language skills are 

beneficial to Vladek, who works for the US Americans. Vladek takes advantage of the soldiers’ 

gifts, and they further provide him with new identitary possibilities: “They gave to us food cans 

and gifts and called to me ‘Willie’” [sic] (272). Before eventually departing for the United 

States, Vladek and Anja live in Sweden for a few years. He has professional and economic 

success working as a salesman and is “sorry to go” (285) to the United States. The couple is 

well off in Stockholm, and Vladek admits that he “never […] had it again so good” (285), but 

the main reason for their departure is his wife’s only surviving family member living in the 

United States. 

Vladek’s and Artie’s identities as US Americans are further constructed through an 

exposure and assimilation to US American culture. The US American spaces inhabited by the 

characters are Florida and New York City, both symbolic for the novels’ perception of the 

United States. Several critics have noted the connection between Spiegelman’s mice and Walt 

Disney’s Mickey Mouse,51 and the text itself refers explicitly to the world-famous cartoon 

character who is, spatially, inseparable from Orlando, Florida. New York, on the other hand, 

was known for its vibrant Jewish community long before the Second World War. Since Artie’s 

narrative is located in Rego Park, the story is told in hindsight by way of letting Vladek speak. 

An embeddedness in a US American culture shapes his narrative decades after the war and 

influences Artie’s perception of the events and his reconstruction thereof. Vladek’s language 

pattern reveals his cultural origins in Poland, but the new culture of the United States, in turn, 

has an impact on his language and the choices he makes for narrating the events from his past. 

He describes how he, early in the war, receives a draft notice from the Polish army and is 

deployed “to the frontier against Germany” (40). The word “frontier” is used synonymously  

with “national border” and, in a military context, also with “the front” as the primary space of 

war. This word choice, however, is emblematic for a US American context: the word “frontier” 

has meaning in narratives of the US American West and is an indication that Vladek has adopted 

the language and concepts of America. Doherty notes how Vladek’s language is “infused with 

 
50 He repeats his wish in Dachau when he says, “I dreamed always to go one day to America” (253).  
51 See Doherty 1996, 71. 
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the music of second-language English and Yiddish syntax” (1996, 80) and celebrates 

Spiegelman for “his unobtrusive modulation of Vladek’s voice” (1996, 80), yet he overlooks 

the influence that the US American culture, in turn, has on his speech and thought. 

The Second World War and the Holocaust had far-reaching consequences for peoples 

from all over the world, and North America became a home for hundreds of thousands of 

displaced persons. The United States and Canada initially opposed large-scale immigration of 

Jewish people from Europe and ignored pleas to shelter the Jews trapped in Germany, Poland, 

and other countries. Eventually, public pressure by Jewish communities and policy changes in 

both countries made possible that, between 1948 and 1952 80,000 Jewish people settled in the 

United States (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum) and, by the 1950s, 40,000 

Holocaust survivors immigrated to Canada (Government of Canada). Today, there are some 

370,000 Jewish Canadians mainly living in Quebec and Toronto (Government of Canada). One 

novel that encapsulates Jewish post-war immigration to Toronto is Anne Michaels’s Fugitive 

Pieces published in 1996. It narrates the stories of Jacob, a young Polish Jew, whose family 

was murdered by the Nazis, and of Ben, whose parents are Holocaust survivors and migrated 

to Toronto. Jacob survives because he can hide in the cupboard of his family’s home and  later 

by digging a hole in the earth before he is rescued by Athos, a Greek geologist. Athos smuggles 

him into Greece, becomes Jacob’s foster-father, and later they immigrate to Toronto together. 

“Mud” provides the starting point for the novel, and Jacob refers to himself as a bog-boy, 

“the boy in the story, who digs a hole so deep he emerges on the other side of the world” 

(Michaels 1996, 6). The mud and dugouts are also central places of war in Findley’s text; it is 

here where the earth collapses after an attack, burying the soldiers and creating a place where 

all hierarchies become truly meaningless. The Wars takes an earthly stance in highlighting the 

significance of the four elements: earth, air, fire, and water. The mud of the dugouts, the deadly 

gas attacks, the rain and urine in the trenches, and the all-consuming fire are featured 

prominently in Findley’s novel. Historical fiction is familiar with the trope of a buried past that 

is uncovered by archaeological means, one prominent Canadian example being Robert 

Kroetsch’s Badlands (1975). Yet Fugitive Pieces is unique and more encompassing in 

establishing a connection between the geography of the world and its human population. The 

spatial associations and metaphors are neither national nor international, but earthly, and the 

novel employs geology as an explanatory model for global migration and national identity. 

In considering geographical and geological models, the novel argues that the land mass 

that would become North America and the cultures that inhabit the continent have 

geographically been created elsewhere. Athos conceives of the world as a “terra mobilis” (21), 



 
 

177 
 

and by referring to plate tectonics, he explains that the earth is not stable but constantly and 

inevitably moving: “Imagine solid rock bubbling like stew; a whole mountain bursting into 

flame or slowly being eaten by rain” (21). Moreover, this happens so slowly that it is barely 

noticeable, a gradual process of the earth’s “staggering patience” (35). In his teaching and 

education of the boy, Athos further provides a socio-cultural aspect of history and human 

migration, and his personal family history is likewise characterized by patterns of migration. 

Like “most Greeks, [Athos] rose from the sea” (19), as he comes from a family of mariners 

dating back to the 1700s, “when Russian vessels sailed the Turkish Straits from the Black Sea 

to the Aegean” (20). To Jacob he passes on his inherited sea charts, and Jacob realizes, “as my 

blood-past was drained from me […], I was being offered a second history” (20). By associating 

the transnational history of Athos and his family with the movement of continents, the novel 

calls into question the stability of national identities and the persistence of nationalist 

assumptions. If the rocks and ground underneath are not solid, how are nations supposed to be? 

And wherein lies the worth of waging war about an ever-changing territory? 

Metafictional elements in the novel emphasize its construction as text, while mirroring 

the characters’ awareness and understanding of how the world came into being. This 

conceptualization supports the characters in their process of making sense of war and trauma 

and to position themselves as Canadians. Hiding becomes a strategy of survival for Jacob in 

Poland and later in Greece. He is a “hidden child” (Berger 2004, 13) of the Holocaust in the 

sense that the hiding experience “had a profound impact on [the children’s] sense of identity 

and consequently, for a long time, left them uncertain as to what exactly they were bearing 

witness” (Berger 2004, 13). In Canada, Jacob learns to confront his spatial exile through an 

engagement with language. First, after moving to Greece and then Canada, Jacob realizes the 

importance of language for not only understanding the world but creating it. He practices his 

English skills by writing poetry, when “a quick clarity penetrated; the difference between a 

Greek dog and a Canadian dog, between Polish snow and Canadian snow” (100). Language 

allows him to “restore order by naming” (111), enabled precisely by the foreign English: “It 

was a revelation. English could protect me; an alphabet without memory” (101). As Kandiyoti 

illustrates, Jacob not only finds solace in the new spaces but also “by immersing himself in the 

consciousness of his places of exile” (2004, 309). In literary language, he eventually finds a 

way to confront trauma, because “in poems [he] returned to Biskupin” (Michaels 1996, 111). 

Second, Athos’s pacifist stance echoes Canada’s perceived self-identification as a nation 

reluctant to go to war. Athos links geography and pacifism and he adheres to “the belief that 

science must be used as a peace measure” (82). The fictitious book, Bearing False Witness, is 
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about the German occupation of Poland and the rendering of archaeological facts in Biskupin. 

Written by Athos, Bearing False Witness highlights the construction of space through the 

distortion of historical facts, a recurring theme and concern of many examples of 

historiographic metafiction. Kandiyoti identifies one of the most fundamental lessons of the 

novel and argues that “the destruction of place does not signify its disappearance” (2004, 310). 

Finally, the third metafictional element is Jacob’s testimony in form of his journals. They are 

rediscovered by Ben, who restores the text while adding and integrating his own narrative to 

come to terms with his family’s memory of the war. 

Spaces are not neutral, and the novel is conscious of the politics of space. The novel first 

offers the impression that global movement is natural and deeply human, that “we long for 

place; but place itself longs. Human memory is encoded in air currents and river sediment” 

(53). However, it soon problematizes this notion, because migration can be instrumentalized to 

serve colonial aims. The German territorial conquest during the Second World War and the 

falsification of archaeological evidence by the Nazis show that places are being appropriated 

for ideological reasons. The novel is a reminder that, in the context of war, territorial conquest 

forces people to relocate, because places are seized, and spaces imposed upon existing cultures. 

Across Europe, Maus and Fugitive Pieces trace the deportation of Jewish people by train to the 

concentration camps across Europe, 

that wailing migration from life to death, the lines of steel drawn across the ground, 

penetrating straight through cities and towns now famous for murder: from Berlin 

to Breslau; from Rome through Florence, Padua, and Vienna; from Vilna through 

Grodno and Łódź; from Athens through Salonika and Zagreb (Michaels 1996, 51–

2). 

Places and their names are bound to a collective memory of trauma, and the distance between 

them covers the European continent. Fugitive Pieces argues “History is amoral, […] but 

memory is moral” (138), and, to continue in that logic, I suggest that geographical places are 

amoral, but the social construction of space is moral and should be subject to contestation. 

Transnational spaces are crucial for the characters’ movement to Canada and their 

placement within the new culture. Eventually, it is the study of the earthly movement that 

enables the characters’ move to Toronto, and the reason for going to Canada is “salt” (79). 

Jacob emphasizes that Athos and he were “invited” (79) to the University of Toronto after his 

foster-father was offered a position at the department of geography, precisely because of his 

“geopacifism” (82). The text evokes Canada’s multicultural makeup and describes Toronto as 

a city “where almost everyone has come from elsewhere” (89). In the second part of the  novel, 
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Ben’s narrative begins by acknowledging Canada’s own colonial past involving territorial 

conquest and genocide, when he describes its Indigenous peoples: “For three thousand years, 

isolated communities, mills, and palisades were scattered along [the Humber River’s] banks” 

(201). The significance of spatial representations is crucial in literary responses to the Holocaust 

as the survivors try to make sense of their trauma and their new environment. As Kandiyoti 

argues, “it is precisely because the disaster annihilated place that we need to consider how place 

figures in fictions of the Holocaust and of its survivors” (2004, 300–1). The characters’ places 

of origin are featured in Ben’s family’s Toronto apartment, where he is surrounded by “images 

of Europe, postcards from another world” (217). Immigrants are “bringing with them their 

different ways of dying and marrying, their kitchens and songs” (89) to this “city of forsaken 

worlds” (89). 

As a child of Holocaust survivors, Ben “confronts the problem of post-Holocaust 

spatiality” (Kandiyoti 2004, 301) and he is conscious of his parents’ sense of exile. Their new 

home in Toronto is meant to become a safe space, yet it is invaded by their memories and hostile 

fellow citizens. The novel’s most threatening moment occurs in Toronto, when Ben’s father 

applies for his senior’s pension. He is described as a man “who had erased himself as much as 

possible within the legal limits of citizenship” (232), not fully accepting Canada or any other 

nation in formal terms. When he gathers all the necessary documents, he discovers that the 

officer in charge of his case is a former German soldier: “He handed his birth certificate to the 

man at the desk. The man said, ‘I know very well the place you were born.’ […] The man 

lowered his voice, ‘Yes, I was stationed there in 1941 and ’42’” (232–3). Fugitive Pieces 

acknowledges that North America not only became a home for European refugees after the war, 

but also for the perpetrators, whether voluntarily or not, thereby creating a space for victims 

and agents of war. 

The impact of the earth’s geographical features on Jacob’s and Athos’s narrative has 

important parallels in Ben’s story and his strategies to address his and his family’s trauma. Upon 

arrival in Canada, spaces are relevant for the characters’ sense of perceived security. Ben’s 

parents had chosen their house for its location apart from other Jewish immigrants to avoid 

ghettoization, and also because “they wouldn’t even have the trouble of rounding us up” (243). 

The identity of the subject “they” in this quote is not further specified. While the word “they” 

evokes the family’s memories of Nazi terror, it signals a mistrust towards national authorities 

and agents of power. Ben’s parents do not perceive the Canadian nation-state as a protector of 

its citizens and refugees. Rather, the community’s spatial, decentralized distribution of people 

is reassuring to the displaced characters. While Athos and Jacob are interested in the relation 
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between geography and peace, Ben studies “weather and war” (234). He focuses on weather-

related phenomena that are used as means of warfare, and he understands that hurricanes, 

avalanches, and hailstorms have the potential to become the “real enemy” (235). This 

conception widens the range of adversaries and extends it to ideologically unbiased but 

nevertheless malevolent forces of nature. This stance is reinforced, perhaps triggered, by the 

fact that his family’s house in Toronto was destroyed by a hurricane. He describes the incident 

with language that evokes elemental forces and movement by saying that the neighborhood 

“floated away” (245), was “washed away” (246), and became “a night planet of water” (245). 

Preceding the destruction of the Toronto home, an earthquake had destroyed Athos’s house in 

Greece. Before he and Jacob left for Canada, they had arranged for their books to be stored on 

the island Idhra, as a precaution of Zakynthos’s notorious vulnerability to earthquakes. Jacob 

and Athos later learn that, in 1953, “the ground hoisted up Zakynthos in spasms like a car jack, 

then threw the entire town to the ground” (83). After Athos’s death, Jacob travels to Greece and 

spreads his ashes on the ruins of the little house, and to him “it seems proper that with Athos 

gone, the house should also be gone” (154). 

Fugitive Pieces establishes the Canadianness of the characters and the country’s culture 

strongly in contrast to one US American character, and Petra’s presence is crucial for Ben’s 

ability to finally conclude his work on Jacob’s biography. Petra is Ben’s lover while he is doing 

research in Athos’s and Jacob’s house in Idhra, and “one could tell immediately from her 

clothes and manner that she was American” (274). Elemental images are used to describe her 

appearance as “a sleek curve of water […]. The sun was in her skin […]. My desire a rough 

edge of metal” (274). Moreover, Ben establishes a connection that was earlier introduced in 

Jacob’s narrative: “Single words rise into consciousness: Petra, earth. Salt” (275), thus linking 

the United States and Canada. The earth serves as a site of transnational connection and is the 

foundation of both North American countries, without denying their cultural differences. 

Petra’s importance lies at the end of the novel when she rummages through Jacob’s study and 

“desecrate[s]” (281) the carefully arranged bookcases. Mortified, Ben chases her away, but in 

assessing the extent of her rampage, he eventually finds Jacob’s lost notebooks and is able to 

conclude his research and provide the beginning of Fugitive Pieces. 

Madeleine Thien’s Dogs at the Perimeter draws important parallels to Fugitive Pieces in 

its focus on refugees and immigrants arriving in Canada. However, while Athos and Jacob, in 

their flight from Poland to Greece and their moving to Canada, have specific destinations, Janie 

is leaving from rather than going towards a particular place. While she leaves Cambodia on a 

ship, Thien’s text evokes liminal spaces not unlike Findley’s passage on the Atlantic. Janie 
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comments that she moves through “a turbulent world, forever adrift” (Thien 2011, 137) and 

wonders if her “wandering would last forever” (74). She is moving in spaces whose boundaries 

are unclear. One of the dominating images in Thien’s novel is that of borders, of perimeters 

within which the characters are trapped. The civil war in Cambodia and the totalitarian regime 

of the Khmer Rouge provide the context for the story, and the nature of the conflict emphasizes 

that this war has both international and domestic dimensions. Moreover, all the characters have 

a history of transnational migration as a result of war, and the novel establishes contrasting 

continental spaces: Japan and Cambodia in Asia as well as Canada and the United States in 

North America. Dogs at the Perimeter not only compares the nations’ responses to war, it also 

reflects upon the characters’ conceptions of the cultures. The United States is seen as aggressor, 

while Canada is described in terms of its efforts in humanitarian aid. 

Janie introduces Canada as a space informed by her memories and inserts concepts of war 

into the landscape of Montreal, describing it as a “world of constant surveillance and high 

security” (1). This urban space is inhabited by police “officers” (1), thus highlighting a semantic 

proximity to the executive forces of the government and war. Further, the text uses binary 

oppositions to compare Canada with Cambodia: the “freezing rain” (5), the winter, and the cold 

in the urban spaces of Montreal against the heat and humidity in the Cambodian forests after 

the people were “expelled out of the cities” (79). Finally, the narrator’s identification with 

Canada is double-coded. She emphasizes that, after her arrival in Vancouver, she assumes a 

new “Canadian name” (64) but struggles to use it when she is confronted with Cambodians. 

During a phone call she says, “my English name feels awkward so instead I say, ‘I’m calling 

from Canada’” (36). 

Canada’s self-conception and its role in international peacekeeping is highlighted by 

Janie’s friend and his brother. Hiroji is a Japanese Canadian scientist who used to work in a 

refugee-camp on the Thai-Cambodian border during the war, and James worked for the Red 

Cross. Rellstab and Schlote comment on the administrative procedures and aspects of war and 

refer to refugee-camps as places of “standardized means of power” (2015, 4). Canada is 

embedded in a system that creates the circumstances and reasons for migration as well as the 

procedures of dealing with refugeehood. Even while not on Canadian soil, the system applies 

for people abroad and processes the refugees within its own administrative conventions. 

Similarly, the characters in Art Spiegelman’s Maus are subject to the US government’s 

regulations. After leaving Poland, Vladek tells his son that “we wanted here [to the United  

States] to come, to uncle Herman, but there was quotas, so Herman helped us to have a visa to 
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Stockholm to wait” (284). In order to apply for a visa that allows the people to reach a safe 

destination after the war, they must abide by the politics of institutionalized rules. 

Through Hiroji’s and Janie’s experiences in Cambodia, the novel contrasts Canada and 

the United States and constructs two opposing scenarios for how newly arrived immigrants can 

shape the nations’ identities. None of the characters had any prior notions of Canada, and it is 

never depicted as a destination of choice. Hiroji, for example, recalls how his family had left 

Japan after the Second World War, how they were first denied entry to the United States, then 

England, and had eventually “settled for Canada” (182). Although the characters, upon their 

arrival in Canada, suffer from their traumatic experiences in the war, they make sense of their 

new home through their transnational memories. Hiroji’s brother, James, remembers a moment 

when he was smoking pot in Vancouver: “When he gets high it reminds him of how the air 

burned his throat in Tokyo, and then the long journey by boat and plane and bus that took them 

to Vancouver where everything was green” (182). Smells are independent of places but can 

trigger the characters’ spatially informed memories. 

The United States is introduced as an active participant in the war, as an enemy perhaps 

just as threatening as the Cambodians: “People [were] mutilated by the Khmer Rouge or 

bombed into hysteria by the Americans” (177). While Canada contributes peacefully to the 

humanitarian crisis, the United States has left the country “in disrepair” (80) after having 

“bombed our schools, our roads and reservoirs” (80). However, the United States also becomes 

a destination for refugees. In Cambodia, Hiroji talks to a young boy, Nuong, who is sent to 

Boston, Massachusetts, to live with a foster family. When he leaves, he asks Hiroji, “why are 

you so sad all the time? […] Is it so very bad where you come from? […] Thank you heaven I 

am not going to Canada” (233). In North America, however, he is distressed by “the vastness 

of this new country. America’s bright smiles and proud efficiency, its endless flowing water, 

cinemas, fairgrounds, and easy optimism, shamed him. He felt out of place, unknowable” (162). 

Later, the plot returns to Nuong, who never formally applies for US citizenship and is deported 

back to Cambodia after committing a felony. Thien’s text offers two North American models 

for immigration and refugeehood by comparing the United States and Canada. Janie’s and 

Nuong’s final destinations in North America are randomly chosen, but they reveal differences 

in the characters’ long-lasting identifications with the newly chosen homes. 

The characters’ memories of their migration to Canada are passed on to the next 

generation, and the novel insists on mutual accommodations of Asia and North America in one 

another’s discursive spaces. Janie’s son, Kiri, is aware of his mother’s post-traumatic stress 

disorder, and has learned to understand “what we were going through” (153). Moreover, he 
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grasps not only the spatial dimensions of the earth and the transnational interconnectedness of 

Canada and Cambodia, but the location of the earth within the universe. Before Janie travels to 

Cambodia, she explains to Kiri where she is going: “I put my fingers to the globe, turned the 

earth on its pedestal, and showed him the place. The names inscribed were in French. 

Cambodge, he read. Viêt Nam. Laos” (165, original emphasis). He then hands her one of his 

drawings and explains that the sky naturally “goes off the edge of the page […]. Like a galaxy, 

and you can go forever but the universe, it just never ends” (166). Hers is a model that enables 

multicultural and multilingual readings, one that reflects the “cultural diversity and side-by-

sidedness (of its separate components)” (Tunkel 2012, 104). Her son, however, recognizes the 

potential of a transcultural understanding that “acknowledges difference and at the same time 

lays a stronger emphasis on complex cultural interactions and the resulting hybridizations” 

(Tunkel 2012, 104). He combines his mother’s memories of migration with his own knowledge 

of the world (at school he was shown images of the Hubble telescope) and creates the possibility 

for postnational realities in non-national spaces outside the earth’s boundaries. 

The novel’s location in transnational spaces of war is extended to other conflicts 

worldwide, and the characters mention other wars in Asia and, problematically, weigh them 

against each other. In Cambodia, James recalls his mother’s testimony from Tokyo during the 

Second World War, wondering how she would respond to his situation. He thinks, “she saw the 

war in Tokyo. She saw much worse than this” (178). The current war is relativized with 

reference to global spaces and other conflicts. His own participation in the war suggests that his 

statement is an ironic comment on attempts to compare different wars with one another, and he 

thus problematizes the ethics of narrating memory and trauma. He further criticizes his own 

role in the Cambodian conflict by referring to himself as the “noble Red Cross doctor healing 

children who will be pushed to the front lines tomorrow” (177). 

A comparison of the three novels shows that Canada is home and exile for the characters 

in Fugitive Pieces and Dogs at the Perimeter, and the United States is the country of choice for 

Vladek and Anja in Maus. This circumstance finally raises the question whether “transnational” 

equals “placeless.” In this chapter, I suggest that the novels produce alternative spaces for those 

who are displaced from their home because of war. One strategy for the characters to cope with 

the new environment is by employing multiple languages for their self-identification. They 

speak Yiddish, Polish, Japanese, Cambodian, and of course French and English, at times even 

with Canadian language features. Transcultural communication is necessary for security and 

survival in Maus, but also central for Michaels’s characters to make sense of the new 

environment. In Dogs at the Perimeter, the linguistic diversity of the world shapes how Janie 
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and her son view themselves in relation to Canada and Cambodia. All the novels contribute to 

an awareness that many people in North America have more than one or two sets of linguistic 

and cultural patterns at their disposal to create transnational and transcultural spaces. The 

characters not only import their customs to North America, but their languages and cultural 

concepts contribute to forming a multicultural society. 

The textual strategies to approach violence and war lie in accommodating various 

perspectives that ultimately cooperate to form a consistent, yet diverse set of  narratives. Typical 

of historiographic metafictions, the three texts, Maus, Fugitive Pieces, and Dogs at the 

Perimeter, are layered with numerous perspectives and competing histories. They force the 

reader to accept that there is no final solution for the causes of and responses to war, but also 

serve as warnings of authoritative positions that distort the representation of historical reality. 

The metafictional elements immediately evoke a response from the readers, urging us all to 

make sense of wars of the past and to participate in the ongoing creation of the United States 

and Canada. History and memory are not imposed upon the reader by an authoritative voice. 

Instead, their creation is a process of constant negotiation. 

Transnational spaces are most explicitly employed in the borderlands of nations, and they 

are decisive markers of national identifications. Here, national distinctions become culturally 

blurry and reasons for conflict, but this is also a realm that enables the characters to form their 

identities. Those spaces support a transnational argument that insists on national distinctions, 

while also allowing for mutual constructions of cultural identities. Dogs at the Perimeter shows 

that borders are vulnerable points but can have the potential for strength, because they must 

create places for defense. In captivity, Janie’s brother finds a map and remembers his mother 

while studying it: “Our mother had told him that a rope almost never breaks within the knot 

itself. Instead a rope is weakest just outside the entrance to a knot, where the load is greatest. 

The map showed a way to the heavily guarded Vietnamese border” (112). The image of borders 

is useful as a model for cultural understanding, but also for understanding the formal strategies 

of the texts. By brushing up against and crossing generic boundaries, these historical fictions 

mirror postmodern aesthetics by diverging from static, conventional forms. 

In Dogs at the Perimeter, Janie’s father regrets not having fled Cambodia sooner and 

gone to France: “I should have carried your mother to Paris and we would have been poor 

together. You two, you and Sopham, you would have been born in the West, like champions! 

[…] We would have flown Air France […], on top of the world, sipping champagne” (66). 

Maus, Fugitive Pieces, and Dogs at the Perimeter demonstrate that a culture can be enlightened 
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by an influx from abroad and that migration narratives continue to be relevant in light of 

ongoing and current movements of refugees worldwide. 

7.4. Conclusion: The Ethics of Narrating and Comparing Tragedies 

Historiographic metafiction often has the purpose of disclosing powerful narratives as 

constructed fictions. Records of historical events exist in form of private testimonies (such as 

letters or diaries), public documents (such as archival material, for example, newspapers and 

pamphlets, government publications, or administrative documentations) or literary works. Yet 

they are texts in need of an interpreter. Historiographic metafictions demonstrate that those 

documents or images cannot always withstand a test of truth and accuracy, arguing instead that 

“there is no good picture of this except the one you can make in your mind” (Findley 1986, 75). 

Many historiographic metafictions insist on their fictionality, even question the value of 

factuality entirely. In this regard, stories of war are often different from other forms of 

historiographic metafiction. The novels by Vonnegut and Spiegelman explicitly criticize the 

public’s lack of knowledge about the terrible events discussed in the texts. They insist on their 

factuality and warn of labeling the narrative as fiction. The novels by Spiegelman, Michaels, 

and Thien seek ways to mourn the many lives lost during war. Their grief is directed towards 

groups and individual people, and they try to reconcile their absence within new spaces of 

comfort. 

In all five novels, global armed conflict is the reason for the characters’ movement within 

transnational spaces. In turn, the malleability of those spaces determines the progress and 

outcome of the war, because national borders are not perceived as stable demarcations but 

subject to political and ideological fluctuations. The characters’ experiences within those spaces 

fundamentally shape their understanding of North America. Banita argues that “to reimagine 

North American literature transnationally is thus to approach it also through the prism of war 

not as temporary blockage in the flows of globalization, but as one of their fundamental 

conditions of being” (2014, 333).  

The US American texts are consciously embedded in a large tradition of war literature, 

including historical fiction and non-historical fiction, and a diversion from that corpus is 

reflected within the texts. Vonnegut’s classification as an “anti-war book” is the first marker of 

a deliberate change, and he further promises that in his book “there won’t be a part for Frank 

Sinatra or John Wayne” (11). Explicit intertextual references are not reserved for war literature, 
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but extended to other historical fiction,52 science fiction, and comic books. Consequently, 

Vonnegut’s text is loaded with well-established national symbols of US American culture and 

destabilizes their ideological value, for example, by creating the caricature-like appearance of 

Howard W. Campbell. Similarly, the intertextual references in Maus are explicitly US 

American. Spiegelman refers to Walt Disney’s Mickey Mouse by openly mentioning “the big-

shot cartoonist” (135) and subverting the mouse as a symbol of racist persecution in h is own 

graphic text. The outright mocking of specific national signifiers is missing entirely in the 

Canadian novels. 

Spiegelman’s text is also rooted in other Holocaust literature, and Artie in a moment of 

artistic and emotional crisis questions the value of his work, exclaiming, “look at how many 

books have already been written about the Holocaust. What’s the point?” (205). In contrast, 

Canadian writer Timothy Findley’s The Wars “remains firmly rooted in the traditions of the 

genre” (Novak 2000, 132) and “employs the characteristic motifs” (2000, 132) established by 

formative Canadian writers. Yet his text is less explicitly intertextual regarding the, 

undoubtedly, large corpus of Canadian war writing. Findley responds to previous narratives by 

creating a protagonist who is heroic in his own right (saving the horses rather than his 

comrades), and he differs from other protagonists in Canadian texts in that he does not return 

to Canada but remains in European exile. In Slaughterhouse-Five and Maus, the authors insert 

themselves in the narrative and employ self-conscious, textual allusions directly. The Wars, 

Fugitive Pieces, and Dogs at the Perimeter are no less metafictional, metahistorical, and ironic 

regarding the historical reconstruction of the content and their own textual form, but they 

delegate their self-reflexivity to the narrators and characters who are located within the story 

world. 

Significant differences in the five novels stem from the protagonists’ perspectives and 

roles during the war. The present chapter differentiates between stories of soldiers, that is, North 

Americans who travel to Europe, and stories of refugees, that is, European or Asian civilians 

who, through various administrative procedures, arrive in North America. Common to both 

soldier narratives, The Wars and Slaughterhouse-Five, the roles of the participating parties in 

the war are subverted. To Robert Ross and Billy Pilgrim, it is not entirely clear who they fight 

against and from whom they fear attack. Unclear borderlands and territories make it difficult 

for them to navigate in the global spaces of war, both geographically and culturally. Upon his 

return to the United States, Vonnegut explains his struggle to make sense of the bombing of 

 
52 Billy Pilgrim and his comrades are referred to as “The Three Musketeers,” however bearing no resemblance to 
the adventurous and heroic characters of Alexandre Dumas. Rather, Slaughterhouse-Five repeatedly refers to the 

popular US American “Three Musketeers Candy Bar” (7). 
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Dresden and how it should affect him as a US American citizen. He writes a book to make sense 

of his memories, but his protagonist remains quiet on his experiences. Billy accepts that he is 

unable to control his travels through space and time and learns to adapt to the multiple 

possibilities that the travels on earth and into outer space provide him to create identities. The 

migrants are aware of their globally originating identities and seek ways to accommodate them 

in their new environment. They import their customs and languages and are attuned to the 

importance of cultural and geographical spaces. The characters in Maus and Dogs at the 

Perimeter specifically mention the United States as destination of choice, as a place that could 

potentially harbor their hopes and dreams. Canada, on the other hand, becomes the default 

destination out of sheer pragmatism (a job offer in Fugitive Pieces) or because other countries 

reject their applications for visas (Hiroji’s family in Dogs at the Perimeter). 

Two additional aspects are intertwined with one another and woven throughout the five 

texts in my corpus: the role of the artist in times of terror and the role of the critic, who assesses 

the events and its representations from a distance. After the terrorist attacks on September 11, 

2001, the US American novelist Thane Rosenbaum explains the writers’ inabil ity to make sense 

of terror by considering their culture and nationality as formative of their immediate responses. 

He writes, “unlike the fiction writers of other nations around the world, American novelists 

have not been known for writing serious political novels […] What we do best are ironic, 

domestic satires, and neurotic and unselfconscious, self-referential dramas” (2004, 130). First, 

he attributes this preference to America’s remote geographical location, since US Americans 

have been “free to write about the insular, moral struggles of the domestic private life, rather 

than […] threats from an external world” (2004, 131). Writers of Holocaust literature, however, 

“were not able to write from a safe distance” (2004, 131).53 His second explanation is based on 

a specific US American mentality, arguing that “Americans aren’t well-suited to be mourners. 

True grief demands silence […]. Instead, we generate noise” (2004, 132). 

How, then, is an artist to respond to tragedy? Rosenbaum categorically wonders, “is there 

a proper role for the artist, and specifically the novelist, at this time in our nation’s history? Can 

we make art in a time of atrocity?” (2004, 130). Was it really a “storyteller’s delight” (Jason 

2001, xi) for Kurt Vonnegut and Art Spiegelman to recount the events of the Second World 

 
53 Rosenbaum recognizes that 9/11 “is not a, or the, Holocaust […]. It is unfathomable. And it is mass murder. 
And it is an act of war. But it is not genocide” (2004, 128). Nevertheless, the attacks have had a profound impact 
on US American culture, and forms of remembrance are in place to face the implications on US American policies, 
the economy, and individual people’s lives. Rosenbaum thus worries that “our perception of the Holocaust has 
changed” (2004, 126) after and because of 9/11 and that “the Holocaust may no longer be front and center in the 
cultural consciousness, but yet our imaginations will always be active when it comes to dealing with human 

tragedy. And I’m not so sure that’s such a good thing” (2004, 127). 
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War? Spiegelman argued in the letter to the New York Times that a novelistic license would 

have possibly made his undertaking easier since he was bound to factual accounts. Vonnegut, 

however, believes that representations of war are cause of more conflict, that “wars were partly 

encouraged by books and movies” (11). 

Although the stories of war discussed in this chapter inform the reader of the horrible 

events of the past, they each have their own ethical boundaries. What are the books unwilling 

to say and show? And can we, the artists, readers, and critics, compare unnarratable events? Is 

it possible to weigh one horrible event against another? In Findley’s novel, the solution to the 

problem lies in masking the researcher. The reader never knows the identity of the person in 

the archive reconstructing Robert Ross’s story. We do not know his name, nor age, nor where 

he comes from. He is the story’s primary filter, and by rendering the filter anonymous, the story 

remains in control. This effect is even enhanced by the narrative perspective of a distant narrator 

addressing the reader (and himself) as “you,” rather than a narrator who might omnisciently, 

and with authority, observe the researcher in his task. In Slaughterhouse-Five, Billy is unable 

to discuss the witnessed events with his wife, and when she asks him about the war, a “crazy 

thought now occurred to Billy. The truth of it startled him. It would make a good epitaph for 

Billy Pilgrim—and for me, too” (89). The epitaph is printed on a separate page in the novel, not 

mentioned within the confines of the text. It is a drawing of a tombstone in which the following 

is written: “Everything was beautiful, and nothing hurt” (88). The event is unmentionable, and 

the tombstone suggests that Billy does not intend ever to put into words what he had seen in 

Dresden. Instead, he becomes famously vocal about being kidnapped by a flying saucer and 

escapes in narratives that take him into outer space. The characters of Michaels and Thien 

struggle to recall their memories and are therefore unable to narrate what had happened. Ben 

has no direct access to his father’s memories of the Holocaust, and silence becomes a metaphor 

employed in his part of the story. Janie in Dogs at the Perimeter learns that people can vanish 

at any time, that new identities can be created and tossed aside when necessary, and that, 

forever, “everyone is searching” (214) for someone lost. 

Spiegelman probably invests the most energies in questioning the ethical boundaries of 

his work. He states that he feels “so inadequate trying to reconstruct a reality that was worse 

than my darkest dreams” (176), and Hillary Chute explains that his self-reflexivity is a “strategy 

specific to representing the Holocaust” (2006, 208). For Spiegelman, the problem is heightened 

through the graphic form, and the important question for him becomes, what is the book 

unwilling to show? Rosenbaum echoes the question and asks, “how far should the artistic 

license extend, or is it limitless, constrained only by the limits of imagination itself?” (2004, 
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132). In Spiegelman’s graphic novel, the boundaries are clearly drawn in the Holocaust’s most 

emblematic spaces: the gas chambers. Vladek tells Artie, “you heard about the gas, but I’m 

telling not rumors, but only what really I saw. For this I was an eyewitness” (229, original 

emphasis). He then proceeds to tell Artie about what had happened in the gas chambers, 

accompanied with drawings of the facilities. Although Spiegelman insists on narrating, on 

telling how people were systematically murdered by gas in the supposed shower rooms, he 

refuses to show their deaths in drawing. On the next page, Spiegelman portrays people who are 

burned alive and thrown in graves. Yet, the one space most associated with the Holocaust and 

people’s deaths is exempt from representation, impossible to be created and performed through 

images. 

While one role for the artist in times of and after terror is to make sense of the violence 

and trauma, it is the critic who can subsequently attempt to categorize and systematize the 

stories of war. A comparison is one way of a systematic comprehension of war, but we can 

address moral questions to ourselves and ask, is it ethical to compare different (stories of) wars 

with one another? Rosenbaum claims that the attacks on September 11 “may be this country’s 

single greatest tragedy, but a comparison with the Holocaust, and genocide, is ludicrous on any 

scale” (2004, 129). The novels are conscious of other wars and tragedies that affect the 

characters’ responses to their experiences. Dogs at the Perimeter refers to the war in Tokyo and 

how Hiroji’s mother experienced “much worse” (178) than he does in Cambodia. In Maus, 

Vladek mentions his mother’s death of cancer shortly after the start of the war. Almost relieved 

he says, “she never knew how terrible everything soon would be” (67). In Slaughterhouse-Five, 

a comparison to other catastrophes serves as a coping mechanism for Billy and Vonnegut as 

author-character. In the first chapter, Vonnegut describes his part-time job as police reporter, 

explaining that the incoming news did not bother him because he has “seen lots worse than that 

in the war” (7). The novel mentions the air strikes on Tokyo during the Second World War, the 

dropping of the atom bomb in Hiroshima, and the war in Vietnam, all of which are justified as 

“one of those terrible things that sometimes happen in wartime, brought about by an 

unfortunate combination of circumstances” (137, original emphasis). Freese critically assesses 

the novel for “balanc[ing] one atrocity against another and thus expediat[ing] guilt by mutual 

neutralization” (1994, 213). Other critics have also noticed the “grotesque mathematical 

exercise” (Rosenbaum 2004, 129), arguing that “numbers have a way of becoming numbing” 

(2004, 129). As I have argued in my discussion on Dogs at the Perimeter, these problematic 

statements on the comparison of war are often ironic and reveal the characters’ inability to 

otherwise comprehend the horrors of war. Yet, the authors and protagonists are simultaneously 
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serious in challenging the reader to become aware of the “inhuman book-keeping” (Freese 

1994, 213). Therefore, Hungerford states that, “what looks, in Maus, like that form of self-

reflexive irony in fact produces sincerity, and indeed, a kind of literalism” (2003, 96). 

Wherein lies the worth of a comparison of representations of war if this exercise is 

“ludicrous” (Freese 1994, 213) on any scale? Memories of war and their fictionalizations reveal 

certain power dynamics in the creation and distribution of such narratives. Hungerford extends 

the question morally and asks, 

why should any culture survive? Why should Jewish culture in particular survive? 

[…] It can be necessary only insofar as we believe that certain cultural practices are 

not only ephemeral but also inherently valuable, and in fact more valuable than 

those which threaten to replace them (2003, 77). 

Hungerford acknowledges that her statements are problematic, because the advocates of 

cultures “rarely wish to denigrate other cultural practices in the process” (2003, 77). In response 

to fears of dominating cultural narratives that emerge through comparisons of literature, she 

understands the value of comparison as protecting its constituents rather than denigrating one. 

As self-conscious historical narratives, the texts by Findley, Vonnegut, Spiegelman, 

Michaels, and Thien create a bridge between the times and events depicted in their texts and 

involve the contemporary reader in the topicality of the events. Any comparison of tragedy also 

depends on the cultural location of the interpreter. Maus wonders how young Germans should 

respond to the testimony and “why should they feel guilty” (202). None of the novels provide 

comforting messages of hope. Rosenbaum claims they do not have to: “We want to feel better 

about the world, but the world doesn’t deserve it […]. The victims deserve more than banalities 

and platitudes, or distortions and trivializations of truth” (2004, 135). The novels try to honor 

the victims precisely by narrating the survival of atrocities as anything but normal or honorable, 

and they finish with the belief that “so life goes” (Spiegelman 2003, 122), a sentiment that 

echoes Vonnegut’s famous credo of “so it goes.” 

US American and Canadian participation in and responses to the wars of the twentieth 

century are constitutive of the countries’ national and cultural self-conceptions. One way of the 

countries to engage in global war is the deployment of troops to the front lines, as is the case in 

the novels by Vonnegut and Findley. Another perspective lies in responding to refugees and 

migrants escaping from the spaces of conflict, as the works by Spiegelman, Michaels, and Thien 

demonstrate. The novels’ literary forms enable possibilities for not only the characters but also 

the readers to make sense of violence and war. All five novels include a contemporary 

perspective from which the wars of the past are assessed. In the soldier narratives, Vonnegut’s 
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author-narrator and Findley’s researcher-narrator trace the circumstances of the soldiers’ 

enlistment and participation in the war. In the migration narratives, survivors or their family 

members are focalizers for coping with their personal narratives of trauma. Additionally, 

historiographic metafiction uses self-reflexive commentary to problematize the access to 

memories of the past and to raise ethical questions in narrating it. Since global armed conflict 

involving two or more nations necessitates the crossing and redrawing of borders, transnational 

spaces are an important facilitator of the stories. The characters move in places whose 

boundaries are unclear and whose national demarcations are shifting due to war. To escape the 

resulting liminal and claustrophobic spaces of war, Vonnegut resorts to having his characters 

leave the earth altogether. Yet they discover that war and the memory thereof are inevitable no 

matter how much distance lies between the past and the present as well as between the spaces 

of war and extraterrestrial planets. The characters in the works by Vonnegut, Findley, 

Spiegelman, Michaels, and Thien experience war outside of the confounds of North America. 

Their cultural knowledge of spaces outside of Canada and the United States is formative of their 

integration to their adopted countries. Nevertheless, in their new home, particularly Michaels’ 

and Spiegelman’s characters emphasize that North America is all but a haven . Although they 

managed to escape Nazi terror, their fellow citizens in Toronto and New York are threats to 

their personal and collective safety. 

The four points analyzed in the present chapter, literary form, self-reflexivity, 

transnational spaces, and the formation of cultural and national identities, are not exclusive to 

narratives of war. As mentioned in chapter 3, these aspects are crucial in many examples of 

historiographic metafiction in North America. Yet in stories of war, they receive an urgency in 

wanting to connect the reader with the characters set in past times. The stories of war show that 

literature is a mirror of society, that the construction of a cultural identity is also informed by 

other people’s experiences of and responses to war and trauma. However, in this self-reflexive 

form literature is a warning, a moral compass that actively constructs spaces and cultures and 

connects us today to the wars over there, back then. 
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8. Conclusion: Historiographic Metafiction in North America since 2000 

8.1. Write Your Own America: Results of Analysis and Key Findings of this Study 

In Don DeLillo’s novel, Libra, the protagonist, Nicholas Branch, searches for a conclusive 

answer to the events surrounding John F. Kennedy’s assassination. Researching a poignant 

event in American history, Branch fails to create a plausible narrative and eventually surrenders 

to the overwhelming archival and cultural material that documented the infamous November 

day in Dallas. Published in the late 1980s, we can contextualize DeLillo’s quest for meaning at 

the end of Ronald Reagan’s presidency. In 1981, Reagan survived an assassination attempt, and 

his assailant, like Lee Harvey Oswald, was described as a lone gunman. For the second time 

within twenty years, the American public witnessed an attempt at the life of a president on 

television. While this event was not mythologized in the same way as Kennedy’s death, it 

revived the public’s memory of a national moment of crisis and mourning. 

Another factor that shapes the creation of DeLillo’s novel is the looming fall of the Soviet 

Union in the late 1980s and the shifting global power dynamics. During Reagan’s presidency, 

the administration implemented strategies, the so-called Reagan Doctrine, that sought to 

diminish a Soviet influence on other countries by financially supporting anti -Communist 

regimes in South America, Africa, and Asia. Libra, however, recounts a time when the Soviet 

Union and the United States were fierce opponents in international politics, economy, and 

ideology. Within the novel’s historical plot line, Oswald regards the Soviet Union as favorable 

alternative to the United States. Moreover, the conspirators recognize that the Soviet Union is 

a strong power to be reckoned with, and their plans are aggressively directed toward 

destabilizing Communist aspirations in the Americas. 

To Junot Díaz’s narrator, Yunior, in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, the answer 

to one of America’s greatest mysteries is blatantly obvious: “Who killed JFK? […] It wasn’t 

the mob or LBJ or the ghost of Marilyn Fucking Monroe. It wasn’t aliens or the KGB or a lone 

gunman. It wasn’t the Hunt Brothers of Texas or Lee Harvey Oswald or the Trilateral 

Commission. It was Trujillo; it was the fukú” (Díaz 2008, 4). Published twenty years after 

Libra, Díaz’s novel rejects any explanations rooted in popular myths or Cold War anxieties. 

Instead, it proposes a far more encompassing explanation for American disasters: the 

consequences of European colonization in the Americas. Both novels thus stress the 

transnational implications of global trade and politics and are influenced by their respective 

contemporary discourses. Libra was written at a time when the United States anticipated the 

fall of the Soviet Union and thus prepared to rise for global power. Created in the 2000s, The 
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Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao is wary of the strong, imperialist agenda of the United States 

after the Cold War. At a time when scholars in American Studies and Canadian Studies began 

to articulate concepts of “globalization” and “transnationalism” for literary studies, Díaz’s 

novel illustrates how writers can envision the historical interconnectedness of the Americas. 

The characters of the novels discussed in this study recognize that they are involved in the 

ongoing creation of cultural spaces in the United States and Canada. In a self-reflexive way, 

epitomized in what is here framed as historiographic metafiction, the writers and characters not 

only write their own history, but also their own America. 

The novels discussed in this study are embedded in national myths that have shaped the 

national identities of Canada and the United States in distinct ways. Chapter 4 and 5, “Re-

Searching and Rewriting National Myths: Transnational Encounters and the Archive” and 

“Prophets of the New World: Mormon and Métis Resistance to the United States and Canada 

in the North American West,” deal with the crucial moments of political and cultural nation-

building in the United States and Canada, while relying on established cultural mythologies. 

Although the novels by Don DeLillo, Mordecai Richler, David Ebershoff, and Chester Brown 

frequently aim to subvert popular narratives and rewrite historical accounts of those moments, 

they nevertheless participate in the ongoing discursive continuation of those myths. 

In a US American context, the novels by Don DeLillo and David Ebershoff are concerned 

respectively with the death of President Kennedy and the establishment of the Church of Jesus 

Christ of the Latter-day Saints in Utah. For US history, the assassination of John F. Kennedy 

has created strong symbolisms, signaling a moment of rupture in the nation’s perception of 

power in the midst of the Cold War. Countless conspiracy theories emerged in the aftermath of 

the events in Dallas, reflecting the public’s desire for narrative closure and explanation while 

mourning the loss of their president and center of executive control. The 19th Wife chronicles 

the United States’ effort at political nation-building in the acquired and conquered western part 

of the continent. The novel participates in the rhetoric of the westward expansion, for example, 

by representing the trail of the Mormon pioneers and their life on the frontier. Moreover, the 

novel largely ignores the presence of the Indigenous population in the Great Basin and neglects 

to discuss their systematic displacement and mistreatment by the Mormons and the US 

government. Instead, it focuses on the confrontation of the US government with the LDS 

Church in Utah. Despite popular conceptions that Mormons are a community conscientious of 

US American values of democracy and religious freedom, Ebershoff’s novel suggests that there 

are still fundamentalist communities today that reject the US government in its political form 

and ideological principles. 
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Popular national myths of Canadian nation-building are the subject of the novels by 

Mordecai Richler and Chester Brown. The Franklin Expedition, as represented by Solomon 

Gursky Was Here, has incited the Canadian imagination, because the circumstances of the ships’ 

fates and their whereabouts are still shrouded in mystery and speculation even after the 

momentous discoveries of the HMS Erebus and HMS Terror in 2014 and 2016. Richler 

appropriates the known facts of the exploration by imagining a story in which it were plausible 

that Jewish people were on board the ships, thus claiming a place for them in the heroic 

mythology of British exploration. The Arctic is a symbolic space in national myths of Canada 

as one of the final frontiers on the continent. Historical novels concerned with the exploration 

of such remote places, like Solomon Gurksy Was Here, participate in forming cultural narratives 

of the Canadian North. Chester Brown’s graphic novel, Louis Riel, likewise, circumvents 

another geographical space in Canada that has shaped the country’s imagination. The conquest 

and settlement of the West by the Canadian government is problematized by focusing on the 

perspective of the Métis resistance in the Red River Valley. Although Brown is critical of the 

government’s territorial aspirations, his novel reinforces the notion that Canada’s control over 

the West was inevitable and had the aim of creating a Canadian nation. The novels by Richler, 

DeLillo, Ebershoff, and Brown strongly focus on the impact of such international encounters 

on the national self-conceptions of Canada and the United States respectively. However, they 

are not confined exclusively to the geographical spaces of the United States and Canada, but 

the characters occasionally move to and across other nations. 

This latter aspect is even more prominent in the novels discussed in chapters 6 and 7, 

“Word Travels Fast: Languages and Translation in North American Travel Stories” and “The 

Global Spaces of War: Creating North America Elsewhere,” because the stories are primarily 

situated abroad. In Volkswagen Blues, the characters leave Canada and retrace the westward 

expansion of the United States, while reflecting on the position of Indigenous people and the 

French-speaking population of Quebec in the imaginary of America. The Brief Wondrous Life 

of Oscar Wao, Everything Is Illuminated, Slaughterhouse-Five, Fugitive Pieces, and Dogs at 

the Perimeter narrate historical events which take place outside of North America. 

Nevertheless, these stories insist that these historical circumstances abroad were either 

influenced by Canada and the United States or have shaped the two countries in North America. 

In the novels by Jonathan Safran Foer and Junot Díaz, for example, the protagonists are the 

children or grandchildren of immigrants to the United States. The perspectives of Jonathan and 

Oscar illuminate how their families’ upbringing abroad has shaped their own understanding as 

US Americans, and their travels “back” to their families’ homes in Europe and the Dominican 
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Republic enable them to reflect on their cultural identities. The novels by the Canadian writers 

Anne Michaels and Madeleine Thien similarly insist on immigrant writing as source of cultural 

influence in Canada. Finally, the soldier narratives by Kurt Vonnegut and Timothy Findley 

address the direct military intervention of the United States and Canada in the world wars. All 

the novels discussed in this study understand that historiography in North America must 

recognize transnational paradigms. Despite the novels’ investigations of cultures in the United 

States and Canada, the narrated histories are ultimately stories of border crossings and cultural 

exchange. In representing the histories of other people and cultures outside of North America, 

the texts emphasize the influence of those cultures on American and Canadian identities. The 

novels do not advocate the erosion of national spaces, but instead foreground their ability to 

reach across borders and stress the existence of cultural ties. 

A comparative approach to the literatures of Canada and the United States shows that in 

addition to “writing history,” the characters and narrators of historiographic metafictions in 

North America recognize their potential for “writing” their own “America.” The novels are 

adamant in constructing multiple conceptions of “America,” “Canada,” and “North America,” 

and for doing so, they require the participation of voices and languages that were previously 

excluded from national narratives. These include, but are not limited to, Indigenous languages 

and cultures, the concerns of women in patriarchal social structures, as well as the neglect and 

racial discrimination of Black people and immigrants in the Americas. Many of the novels 

discuss the history of colonialism in the Americas and its consequences for the contemporary 

societies. Volkswagen Blues, for example, explicitly addresses colonial histories in North 

America by mirroring the path of past pioneers. Yet, in its representation of the Indigenous 

character Pitsémine, the novel reveals its inaptitude to acknowledge Aboriginal epistemologies 

and concerns and thus fails to work towards a process of true reconciliation and decolonization. 

Other novels, such as Junot Díaz’s treatment of Dominican history, shift the focus towards a 

critique of US imperialist practices. Although Díaz describes colonial endeavors in the 

Americas with his conceptualization of the “fukú americanus,” he denounces not only European 

explorers and conquerors, but also US American military interventions in the Caribbean.  

As mentioned in the introduction of this study, Engler and Müller identify a constructive 

effort in the historical representation of Canada and a deconstructive effort in the United States. 

While Engler’s and Müller’s work from 1994 does not, of course, consider the more recent 

works analyzed here, this study finds that the authors’ claim remains true for many works 

discussed in the previous chapters.  
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The Canadian historical novels (Solomon Gurksy Was Here, Louis Riel, Volkswagen 

Blues, The Wars, Fugitive Pieces, and Dogs at the Perimeter) are concerned with the 

transnational influences that contributed in conceptualizing and creating modern Canada. They 

are often critical with the ways in which the Canadian government and public institutions 

enforced their policies and aims in their efforts of nation-building. Nevertheless, they trace the 

development of historical events in the past to understand the contemporary present represented 

in the novels. Of the Canadian novels, Solomon Gursky Was Here by Mordecai Richler perhaps 

stands out the most in this regard and challenges Engler’s and Müller’s claim. In Richler’s 

recreation of the Franklin Expedition, he uses common national myths and narratives of the 

doomed expedition as starting point for his novel. Yet, the deliberate changes he makes toward 

the known facts (letting his Jewish characters not only board the ship but survive the fatal 

journey) reveal an interest in destabilizing the Canadian national myths surrounding the 

expedition and conceptions of the “North” while also raising awareness for anti-Semitic 

tendencies in Canada’s imaginary of “multiculturalism.” 

The US American historical novels (Libra, The 19th Wife, The Brief Wondrous Life of 

Oscar Wao, Everything Is Illuminated, Slaughterhouse-Five, and Maus) to a large extent have 

in common their focus on challenging US American myths. In fact, as the next subchapter will 

demonstrate, the deconstructive effort has become even more prominent in the novels published 

after 9/11. As with the Canadian novels, however, not all US American texts fit this pattern 

entirely. Of the six US American examples of historiographic metafict ion, Everything Is 

Illuminated by Jonathan Safran Foer lays its focus not quite on the deconstruction of US 

American historical narratives but focuses on the descendants of perpetrators in the Second 

World War in the Ukraine. The novel frequently ridicules common stereotypes of the United 

States (through Alex’s comical obsession with popular US American culture and his 

disappointment over Jonathan’s unfitting appearance). Nonetheless, the United States is the 

undisputed home of Jonathan and his family after their emigration to which he returns after his 

journey to Europe to establish himself as a writer. 

An important concept in the comparison of literature was introduced in the last chapter, 

and it is concerned with the representation of historical truth and claims for accuracy or 

authenticity. Some of the novels deliberately purport known facts and add imaginative elements 

to the historical content. Prominent Canadian examples are Solomon Gursky Was Here, with 

Richler’s appropriation of the Franklin expedition, and George Bowering’s Burning Water, a 

novel which parodically changes significant aspects of the known facts about the 1792 voyage 

of Captain George Vancouver. In US American literature, Kurt Vonnegut’s sci-fi rendition of 
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the bombing of Dresden serves a comic purpose, but also addresses the ethical difficulties in 

narrating massacres and tragedies. And Art Spiegelman’s Maus self-consciously reflects on the 

purpose of art in remembering the Holocaust and war. Despite the author’s use of animal 

symbolism, the graphic novel is adamant in visually portraying the genocide and murder of the 

Jewish people in Europe as well as the contemporary consequences for the survivors and their 

families. 

Despite the deliberate changes of historical facts, such as Vonnegut’s introduction of 

flying saucers, it is important to keep in mind that historiographic metafiction is, ultimately, 

referential and does not fall entirely into the realm of the absurd. In Roger Hyman’s analysis of 

Volkswagen Blues, he draws attention to the fact that “Poulin emphasizes that there is a base of 

historical actuality—one can interpret, but one can only interpret on the basis that something 

actually happened […]. There may no longer be an historical master narrative, but there was 

none the less historical exploitation and victimization” (1999, 116). Rather than denying 

historical facts and thus potentially minimizing the consequences of tragedies, historiographic 

metafiction is critical of the processes of historical research and narrativization. This function 

is “an inherent attack on the master narrative, on the reductionist single explanatory system, 

not on the historical events that gave rise to it” (Hyman 1999, 116, original emphasis).  

As we have seen in this study, this aspect is addressed explicitly in literature of war. 

Nevertheless, the other novels are also critical of official histories, favor the perspective of so-

called outsiders, and foster a multifaceted understanding of national spaces. From 

Slaughterhouse-Five to Dogs at the Perimeter, historiographic metafiction in North America 

continues to transform our understanding of and engagement with historical events in the 

United States and Canada. 

8.2. Past and Present Developments in Historiographic Metafiction in North America 

Despite the continuing interest in historiographic metafiction by writers and critics alike, the 

fact remains that the most comprehensive scholarly overview today is Engler’s and Müller’s 

work from 1994. Their collection, Historiographic Metafiction in Modern American and 

Canadian Literature, offers analyses based on a large text corpus published between the 1960s 

and 1990s. While my study is not a conclusive literary history of historiographic metafiction, 

the previous chapters discuss novels that have shaped and challenged the genre of historical 

fiction in the United States and Canada. Therefore, here I want to draw attention to the novels 

published since 2000 and offer some concluding remarks about the present state of North 

American historiographic metafiction and perhaps its future. 



 
 

198 
 

More than half a century has passed since the publication of the novels that we may now 

refer to as historiographic metafiction. Before and since the coinage and theorization of the term 

in literary studies by Linda Hutcheon in the 1980s, numerous novels and graphic novels were 

written in North America. In this concluding chapter I suggest three phases in the publication 

history of historiographic metafiction in North America, as this structuring may help us 

understand any current developments and trends: (1) from 1963 to 1989, (2) from 1990 to 1999, 

and (3) from 2000 to 2011. 

In the United States, the first phase is prominently represented by works by Thomas 

Pynchon and Kurt Vonnegut, such as V (1963), The Crying of Lot 49 (1966), and 

Slaughterhouse-Five (1969). Published in the 1960s, these are early examples of 

historiographic metafiction before a term for this new form of historical fiction had been coined. 

Besides Pynchon and Vonnegut, John Barth’s The Sot-Weed Factor (1976) was a “prototype” 

(Müllenbrock 1994, 163) of historiographic metafiction in the United States. First published in 

1960, then revised extensively and republished in 1976, the novel “exhibit[s] practically at one 

broad, audacious stroke the whole potential of the genre” (Müllenbrock 1994, 163). The US 

American early phase is further represented by E.L. Doctorow, Susan Daitch, Ishmael Reed, 

and Robert Coover, whose textual experimentations cooperate with an interest in historical 

revisionism. Additionally, US American non-fiction and documentary writing during the 

Vietnam War, such as Norman Mailer’s Armies of the Night (1968) “come very close to 

historiographic metafiction in their form and content” (Hutcheon 1988a, 117). Finally, Richard 

Powers’s Three Farmers on Their Way to a Dance (1985), Spiegelman’s first volume of his 

graphic novel Maus (1986), and Don DeLillo’s Libra (1988) mark the last US American fictions 

in this phase. 

Since the 1960s, writers from both sides of the border were eager to rework historical 

events in a critical manner. Canadian writers proliferated in their conscious reworkings of 

Canada’s historical past, and the first representative is Leonard Cohen’s Beautiful Losers 

(1966). Other works, such as Michael Ondaatje’s The Collected Works of Billy the Kid (1970), 

Rudy Wiebe’s short story “Where Is the Voice Coming From?” (1971) and Temptations of Big 

Bear (1973), Robert Kroetsch’s Badlands (1975), Francois Barcelo’s La Tribu (1981), Jacques 

Poulin’s Volkswagen Blues (1984), George Bowering’s Burning Water (1980) and Caprice 

(1987), and Mordecai Richler’s Solomon Gursky Was Here (1989), investigated Canada’s 

colonial past in retellings of French and British exploration narratives on the coasts and in the 

Western parts of the continent. Others, like Michael Ondaatje’s Coming Through Slaughter 

(1976) and In the Skin of a Lion (1987), Joy Kogawa’s Obasan (1981), and Daphne Marlatt’s 
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Ana Historic (1988), turned their attention to urban centers in North America, representing 

immigrants and women in the social history of New Orleans, Toronto, and Vancouver. Timothy 

Findley’s novels, especially The Wars (1977) and Famous Last Words (1981), are concerned 

with Canada’s involvement in the world wars in Europe. Although Margaret Atwood’s The 

Handmaid’s Tale (1985) can be regarded as speculative fiction set in a dystopian future, its 

structure suggests an even more remote future that looks back on the events depicted in the 

book. The narrative of Offred makes up the most part of the novel, but Atwood’s text finishes 

with “Historical Notes,” that is, the transcript of conference proceedings, happening some 200 

years after the events depicted in the book. By looking back at a past which is nonetheless 

narrated as possible future for the actual reader of The Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood’s novel is 

remarkable and unmet in its critical perspective on historical and futuristic narratives.  

Hutcheon’s coinage of the term “historiographic metafiction” initiated a transitionary 

period between 1984 and 1989, which marks her theoretical approaches to those novels. 

Hutcheon’s earliest mentioning of the term dates from an article in Essays on Canadian Writing 

from 1984, entitled “Canadian Historiographic Metafiction.” Subsequently, she further 

theorized the term in her work on postmodernism, theory, and history in 1986 and 1987. Most 

notably, however, Hutcheon’s triage of The Poetics of Postmodernism (1988), The Canadian 

Postmodern (1988), and The Politics of Postmodernism (1989) finally launched the successful 

implementation of the term “historiographic metafiction” in literary studies. 

The 1990s can thus be described as the second phase in historiographic metafiction. North 

American writers continued to express their interest in self-reflexive historical fiction. Michael 

Ondaatje and George Bowering, for instance, published The English Patient (1992) and Shoot! 

(1994), thus reinforcing their previous interest in historical fiction. Especially in Canada, 

authors still showed enthusiasm for subverting misrepresented perspectives through historical 

revisionism, and notable works were written by women, such as Sky Lee, Lee Maracle, 

Margaret Atwood, and Anne Michaels. In Sky Lee’s Disappearing Moon Café (1990), for 

example, the narrator is a Chinese Canadian woman, Kae Ying Woo, living in Vancouver in 

1986 and she retraces her family’s story to understand her own life. The plot is situated in the 

historical context of Chinese exclusion in Canada in the early twentieth century and comments 

on discriminatory immigration policies and questions of citizenship. The immigrants’ sense of 

identity is initially established through official documents received upon their arrival in Canada. 

Rather than being granted an individual identity, one woman is referred to as “simply the mother 

of Gwei Chang’s only son. Stamped on her entry papers: ‘A merchant’s wife’” (Lee 1991, 28). 

Atwood’s Alias Grace (1996) is another example of how women were misrepresented in 
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official historical accounts. The novel reconstructs the story of Grace Marks who was charged 

as accomplice to a double murder in Ontario in the nineteenth century. The crime and trial were 

covered extensively in the newspapers at the time, and the story has since then led to a number 

of written accounts, such as Susanna Moodie’s Life in the Clearings Versus the Bush (1853). 

Atwood weaves together a complex web of narratives and perspectives, a composition of 

different reliable and unreliable narrators as well as interspersed documents, letting the reader 

puzzle over “what he will make of all that” (Atwood 2010, 328). Finally, Lee Maracle’s 

Ravensong (1993) employs Indigenous myths in its portrayal of a Native village in British 

Columbia in the 1950s.54 In her novel Maracle addresses the process involved in social 

transformation, both in the Native village as well as among the white community. Through the 

eyes of trickster figures, such as Raven and Cedar, Maracle explains a series of epidemics in 

the Native community. The tricksters’ powers transcend their role of mere characters in  a 

narrative, and the functions of the storyteller are transferred to Raven and Cedar. They thus 

become agents within the story and work towards community-building. 

After the initial surge of postmodernist writing, US American interest in historiographic 

metafiction seems to have slowed down. In 1992, Art Spiegelman published the second volume 

of his graphic novel, Maus, bringing his work to a long-awaited and critically acclaimed 

conclusion. Enigma Variations (1995), by the two anthropologists Richard Price and Sally 

Price, combines the authors’ scholarly and literary interests. The novel’s text is accompanied 

by photographs and drawings of artworks. Another work of fiction that stands out in US 

American literature in the 1990s is Philip Roth’s American Pastoral (1998). The events in the 

novel’s plot are fictitious rather than based on reality, but the narrative perspective reveals an 

imaginative approach to remembering and creating personal stories. Narrated by Nathan 

Zuckerman, Roth has chosen a character with whom frequent readers of Roth's novels are well 

familiar. In Zuckerman’s account of the life of his high school idol, Seymour “The Swede” 

Levov, he invites the reader to his Newark neighborhood in the 1940s. On their high school 

reunion years later, Zuckerman is informed of the Swede’s recent death. On that occasion, 

Zuckerman also learns about the Swede’s daughter, who was responsible for an explosion in a 

post office. From this moment on, Zuckerman begins to wonder about the Swede’s life, thus 

creating a narrative, that is imaginary even within the novel’s story world, which makes up 

most of Roth’s novel. Finally, The Watermelon Woman (1996) by the US American director 

and actress Cheryl Dunye is a remarkable portrayal of self-conscious historical narrative in the 

 
54 See also chapter 3, “Historical Fiction and Historiographic Metafiction: Transnational Perspectives,” for a 

comment on the concerns involved in classifying Indigenous writing as “historiographic metafiction.” 
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visual arts. The film focuses on the experience of a young lesbian African American filmmaker 

and her effort to find historical persons with whom she can identify. Consequently, she says 

that her project “has to be about black women, because our stories have never been told” 

(00:05). Starring Cheryl Dunye as character “Cheryl,” the film uses elements of satire and 

parody to blur the boundaries between fiction and documentary in her search for the 

Watermelon Woman. 

The most recent historiographic metafictions, published after 2000, are still influenced by 

the aims and methods of their predecessors. They seek to subvert national narratives and myths, 

while displacing monolithic claims for truth and historical accuracy. However, their cultural 

contexts have changed. As a sign post for this third phase, the beginning of the new millennium 

coincides with the proliferation of Transnational American Studies and was sharply marked by 

the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. The events of 9/11 and the following “War on 

Terror” contextualize a revived eagerness of US American writers to turn their attention to self -

reflexive forms of historical fiction. Simultaneously, we can observe a decrease of 

historiographic metafiction in Canada. 

Chester Brown’s graphic novel Louis Riel (2003) is Canada’s first historio-graphic novel 

and makes extensive use of maps to visualize the country’s history and territorial expansion. 

Additionally, Michael Redhill’s descriptions of nineteenth century Toronto in Consolation 

(2007) bring to mind Ondaatje’s recreation of the city in In the Skin of a Lion. Redhill’s novel 

is, for large parts, reminiscent of a realist novel and reveals its self-conscious reworking of 

historical sources towards the end. Madeleine Thien’s Dogs at the Perimeter (2011) is the most 

recent example of historiographic metafiction in Canadian literature selected for this study. In 

her following work, Thien continues to be interested in historical fiction. Her latest novel, Do 

Not Say We Have Nothing (2016) chronicles the lives of several families in China in the 1940s 

and thereafter as well as a young Chinese woman in contemporary Vancouver. The open 

evocation of musical compositions in the structure and content of the novel perhaps resembles 

metafictional qualities. In contrast to Dogs at the Perimeter, Do Not Say We Have Nothing does 

not quite reflect on the narrative possibilities and challenges of recreating history in the same 

way. 

US American writers, on the other hand, were once again drawn to this form of historical 

fiction in the new millennium. Similar to Chester Brown’s interest in depicting the lives of 

Indigenous people in the Canadian West, Diane Glancy’s Stone Heart: A Novel of Sacajawea 

(2003) seeks to represent the perspective of Native women in nineteenth century exploration 

narratives. Glancy’s novel immediately juxtaposes the historical journal entries of Meriwether 
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Lewis and William Clark on their expedition with fictionalized accounts of their guide, 

Sacajawea.55 Her perspective resembles spoken language and the progress of her thoughts due 

to her choice of language and syntax, and Sacajawea’s narrative thus stands in direct opposition 

to the official, written journals by the two explorers. 

Jonathan Safran Foer’s Everything Is Illuminated (2002) reflects on a time of cultural 

change in the Ukraine of the 1990s after the collapse of the Soviet Union. As discussed in 

chapter 6, “Word Travels Fast: Languages and Translation in North American Travel Stories,” 

the novel is conscious of shifting power dynamics in global politics and trade. These changes 

also coincide with transnational economic ties that were implemented in the 1990s, such as 

NAFTA and other free trade agreements. The consequences of a global capitalist economy 

driven by US American interests is critically addressed in the cultural confrontation of Jonathan 

and his Ukrainian travel companion, Alex. While Everything Is Illuminated is the product of 

the market economics at the turn of the millennium, Foer’s second novel, Extremely Loud and 

Incredibly Close (2005) is a direct response to 9/11. In its primary narrative, the novel follows 

Oscar, whose father was killed in the attacks in New York City. A parallel plot, told in a series 

of letters, recounts Oscar’s grandparents’ experiences during the Second World War and their 

relationship, until the two narrative strands ultimately converge in Oscar’s present . 

Other US American historiographic metafictions after 2000 refer explicitly to the cultural 

trauma of 9/11 and the US American-led wars in Afghanistan and Iraq in the aftermath of the 

terrorist attacks. As we have seen in the previous analysis of Junot Díaz’s novel, The Brief 

Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007) confronts its readers with their presumed lack of 

knowledge about the wars in Iraq. Since the novel’s primary plot line is situated in the 1980s 

and 1990s, Díaz’s narrator seems to refer to the Gulf War in 1990/91. However, due to the 

novel’s publication in 2007, Díaz also evokes the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq that had begun 

in 2001 and 2003. Similarly, David Ebershoff’s The 19th Wife (2008) can also be described as 

a post-9/11 novel. In its depiction of religious fundamentalism in the American West, the 

Prophet becomes a Wanted Man for the FBI and although he “wasn’t on the Most Wanted list, 

[…] he was a Featured Fugitive, and his picture was right beneath Osama bin Laden’s” 

(Ebershoff 2008, 360). Recent scholarship on early Mormonism is aware of the comparison of 

Mormonism and fundamentalism in Islam. Bigler and Bagley, for example, situate their 

scholarly interest on the Mormon Rebellion precisely in the aftermath of 9/11. Once again, 

 
55 There are various possibilities for spelling the female guide’s name, such as  “Sakakawea,” “Sacagawea,” or 
“Sacajawea.” For the purposes of this chapter, I am opting for the spelling primarily used in Diane Glancy’s novel, 
that is, “Sacajawea.” Glancy discusses the several spellings in the afterword of her novel, reflecting also on  the 

different spellings used by Lewis and Clark in their journals.  
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Bigler and Bagley argue, “the United States finds itself engaged in a battle with theocrats, 

engaging fanatics who are much more dangerous and perhaps even more committed than the 

religious rulers [of Utah]” (2011, xi). In comparing early Mormonism with fundamentalist 

Islamic terrorism, their research is “relevant today as the nation faces the relentless element of 

a worldwide religion determined to spread a theocratic form of government over the earth” 

(2011, 6). 

In Andrew Johnston and Kai Wiegandt’s recent collection The Return of the Historical 

Novel? Thinking About Fiction and History after Historiographic Metafiction (2017), the 

authors reflect, as a starting point, on the fact that “the last decade or so has seen the advent of 

new ways of thinking about the historical novel” (2017, 9). While Georg Lukács’s fundamental 

theorization of the historical novel and Linda Hutcheon’s concept of historiographic metafiction 

have long “dominated attempts to conceptualize the genre” (Johnston and Wiegandt 2017, 9), 

Johnston and Wiegandt argue that now “we are entering into a new phase in the critical 

reception of historical fiction as the discussion of the historical novel is rapidly becoming more 

inclusive, more tolerant and, above all, more diverse” (2017, 14). 

Let me, therefore, discuss one final novel in this concluding chapter to demonstrate trends 

and changes in self-reflexive historical fiction after 9/11, namely, M.T. Anderson’s The 

Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing: Traitor to the Nation, a two-volume young adult 

historical fiction. The first volume, The Pox-Party (2006), is set shortly before the American 

Revolution and chronicles the life of a young boy, Octavian, in Boston of the eighteenth 

century. It is a time “when we did not know that the war [of Independence] would be won by 

the colonies—or what that victory would bring about” (Anderson, “Author’s Note”). The 

complex relations between nationality, class, race, and loyalty are bound in a narrative that does 

not take an independent United States for granted nor does it describe an independent United 

States as desirable. Octavian is an African boy, born to a young slave who was shipped to the 

colonies. He and his mother live in a mysterious estate with wealthy intellectuals, the 

“Novanglian College of Lucidity” (2008, 8). Octavian first does not know that he is a slave but 

then finds out that he has been the “subject of a zoological experiment” (2008, 51) since his 

birth. His masters not only measure any physical development of the boy, but they also educate 

him in theology, Greek and Latin, history, philosophy, and music to “divine whether you are a 

separate and distinct species. Thus, we wish to determine your capacity, as an African prince, 

for the acquisition of the noble arts and sciences” (2008, 49). After his mother dies attending a 

“pox-party,” where Africans and white Americans alike were infected with smallpox so that 

the scientists were to examine the course of illness, Octavian flees from his masters. The second 
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volume, The Kingdom on the Waves (2008), is set during the War of Independence, and 

Octavian and his tutor find shelter in British-occupied Boston, where he joins the British troops, 

swears loyalty to the Crown, and is promised his freedom. 

Both volumes incorporate some aspects that were discussed individually in each analysis 

chapter of this study. First, The Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing highlights the construction 

of narratives by juxtaposing different perspectives and types of texts. The story is told primarily 

by Octavian’s first-person account, but it is complemented by other textual sources that 

demonstrate the necessity of accounting for multiple perspectives in reconstructions of 

historical narratives. 

Second, the two volumes discuss a time in pre-revolutionary America, when the creation 

of the United States was not necessarily the most desirable outcome. It shows resistance to 

attempts at independence and challenges the myth of American democracy and liberty as 

valuable ideologies. While escaping from his masters and the American Rebels, Octavian 

frequently crosses the borders of the colonies, thus emphasizing the malleability of national 

boundaries. 

Third, Octavian constantly negotiates his identity in America based on his race, but also 

because his classical education and his ability to speak Greek and Latin mark him as unusual. 

Raised in the belief that his mother was an African princess, Octavian says that “of my origins, 

I know only the stories my mother told me; and she did not speak often of the past” (2008, 30). 

Another African character in the book, Bono, is aware of Octavian’s unusual upbringing and 

refers to him as “His Highness, King of Nowhere, Monarch of Nothing, Lord of the Shit-hill 

Isles” (2008, 179). When confronted with the question of his citizenship, Octavian wonders, 

“am I not an American? […] I belong […] to the nation of whosoever—without profit—pursues 

the good and the right” (2008, 339) to which his instructor replies, “then […] you are a member 

of an even more bedraggled and inconsequential diaspora than I had imagined” (2008, 339). In 

the second volume, when enlisting in the British army, an officer writes down Octavian’s full 

name as “Octavian Negro” (2009, 143) to which the boy requests that “‘I would rather be called 

nothing than be named for my race […]. Octavian Nothing,’ I agreed. And thus it was inscribed” 

(2009, 144). 

Fourth, The Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing is a story of war. The novel 

problematizes the characters’ participation or non-participation in the American fight for 

independence, offering arguments for both sides of the conflict. The Boston Tea Party, an event 

that has been mythologized in national narratives of the American Revolution, receives 

attention in the book through its direct juxtaposition to the looming pox-party. The events in 
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the Boston Harbor are described as “charade” (2008, 173) that is nothing but “a pleasant 

interlude from the more brutal games of the Sons of Liberty” (2008, 173). Moreover, Octavian 

has little sympathy for the rallying cries to end the unfair taxation of the colonies, because “I 

had no memory of the conflicts, and no property with which to pay, and so taxation or no 

seemed all the same to me” (2008, 71). Instead, what he did understand was that “there was a 

movement abroad for liberty from oppression and from bondage […], and tears [would] be put 

behind us, and we should, if we wished, sail back to Africa” (2008, 72–3). The notions of 

“independence” and “freedom” thus seem mutually exclusive to Octavian, and the novel 

ultimately argues that the United States is a nation founded on a war fought for strongly disputed 

reasons. 

The Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing is the first and only novel in this study that is 

marketed as young adult fiction. Published by Candlewick Press, a publisher of children’s 

literature, historiographic metafiction has left the realm of the experimental and postmodern 

and has become an accessible form of historical fiction for young readers. Sara Schwebel 

discusses the novel in the context of post-9/11 literature, arguing that the book “encourage[s] 

readers to consider 9/11 alongside both the War on Terror and the American Revolution […]. 

It was in this post-9/11 moment—a period during which, in many eyes, the United States ceased 

being a victim of violence and commenced being a perpetrator of it—that Octavian Nothing 

emerged” (2014, 208). The struggle of the book’s teenage protagonist resonates with 

contemporary young readers and emphasizes their potential to participate in social change. As 

the contemporary United States finds itself at war and in a domestic crisis after 9/11, Schwebel 

argues that Anderson “call[s] attention to teenagers’ ability to participate fully in the thoughtful 

repair of national integrity and the rebuilding of international trust” (2014, 219). 

At this point we can only speculate whether historiographic metafiction will start a new 

chapter in its successful literary history. The novels promise to challenge official truths and 

established narratives to identify social injustices and work towards cultural diversity. Yet, with 

the introduction of “fake news,” “alternative facts,” and “post-factualism” as viral concepts in 

media communication, a renunciation of historical truths has received a meaning that may divert 

from the original fictional contract. In the United States, the idea of “fake news” emerged 

around the electoral campaign of President Donald J. Trump and has since then garnered 

attention as the deliberate spreading of wrong information in news media, with the alleged goal 

of ideological and political manipulation. In addition, Trump’s inauguration gave way to the 

conceptualization of “alternative facts.” White House Press Secretary Sean Spicer thus 

articulated the possibility to “disagree with the facts” (“Sean Spicer, Trump’s Press Secretary, 
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Reboots His Relationship With the Press,” Michael M. Grynbaum, January 23, 2017), even if, 

logically, such a claim may be “pure nonsense” (Hendricks and Vestergaard 2018, 94). Further, 

Hendricks and Vestergaard define a “postfacual state” as a condition when “instead of facts, 

politically opportune, but factually misleading narratives serve as the foundation for political 

debate, the shaping of public opinion, and legislative power” (2018, 17).56 

In other words, what seemed liberating about the promises of postmodernism and the 

agenda of historiographic metafiction has perhaps now returned with a vengeance. An interest 

to rewrite history with a creative use of sources and an acceptance of the unknowability of a 

monolithic truth, now, in a perverted manner, dangerously undermines any serious attempts to 

engage with the past. Moreover, accusing the news media of spreading “fake news” has 

frequently been the strategy of the current US administration to postulate an allegedly unfair 

depiction of events in the White House. This represents an attack on the integrity of an 

independent press and “will put tremendous power in the hands of government officials to 

punish journalists and publishers” (“The True Damage of Trump’s ‘Fake News,’” The Editorial 

Board, April 4, 2018), simply for being indebted to “the truth” and adhering to the facts. 

How can writers then continue to express a skepticism toward official histories without 

becoming an accomplice to the undermining of democratic institutions such as a free press? 

Will these current developments herald a fourth phase for historiographic metafiction? One of 

the biggest challenges for historiographic metafiction in times of “fake news” and “alternative 

facts” may be to consolidate “historical fact” and “historical fiction” in a way that does not 

undermine a legitimate search for truth. The writers of the previous decades have shown that 

an imaginative engagement with the past can create powerful stories of the ongoing search for 

cultural and national identities. The novels discussed in this study demonstrate the writers’ 

struggle for social and narrative justice, while filling the gaps of historical knowledge. For these 

stories to lead to redemption and reconciliation, rather than merely a growing distrust toward 

all private and public institutions, historiographic metafiction is able to self-consciously reflect 

on our treatment of facts and data. Systematically comparing such stories with those of other 

cultures then opens our eyes to the diverse range of creative expression and the multifaceted 

perspectives that make up “America,” “Canada,” and “North America.” 

  

 
56 The translation is mine. 
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Appendix: A Selected List of Historiographic Metafiction in the United States and Canada 

from 1963 to the Present 

The following list is a chronological representation of works of historiographic metafiction. 

The foundation for the selection is this study’s definition outlined in chapter 3, “Historical 

Fiction and Historiographic Metafiction: Transnational Perspectives.” The three phases of 

publication that separate the entries are surveyed in chapter 8, “Conclusion: Historiographic 

Metafiction after 2000.” 

This appendix outlines the scope of historiographic metafiction while visualizing a 

comparison of US American and Canadian texts. As discussed in chapter 3, the classification 

of individual works as historiographic metafiction is subject to scholarly debate. Nevertheless, 

it is the purpose of this appendix to demonstrate the range of self-reflexive historical fiction and 

to offer incentives for further reading. 

First Phase from 1963 to 1989 

 
The United States Canada 

1963 Thomas Pynchon, V  

1964   

1965   

1966 Thomas Pynchon, The Crying of  

Lot 49 

Leonard Cohen, Beautiful Losers 

1967   

1968   

1969 Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five  

1970  Michael Ondaatje, The Collected Works 

of Billy the Kid 

1971 E.L. Doctorow, The Book of Daniel Rudy Wiebe, “Where Is the Voice 

Coming From?” 

1972   

1973  Rudy Wiebe, The Temptations of Big 

Bear 

1974   

1975 E.L. Doctorow, Ragtime Robert Kroetsch, Badlands 
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1976 John Barth, The Sot-Weed Factor 

Susan Daitch, L.C. 

Ishmael Reed, Flight to Canada 

Michael Ondaatje, Coming Through 

Slaughter 

1977 Robert Coover, The Public Burning  Timothy Findley, The Wars 

1978   

1979   

1980  George Bowering, Burning Water 

1981  Timothy Findley, Famous Last Words 

Joy Kogawa, Obasan  

Francois Barcelo, La Tribu 

1982   

1983   

1984  Jacques Poulin, Volkswagen Blues  

1985 Richard Powers, Three Farmers on Their 

Way to a Dance 

Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale 

1986 Art Spiegelman, Maus I  

1987  George Bowering, Caprice 

Michael Ondaatje, In the Skin of a Lion 

1988 Don DeLillo, Libra Daphne Marlatt, Ana Historic 

1989  Mordecai Richler, Solomon Gursky Was 

Here 

 

Second Phase from 1990 to 1999 

 
The United States Canada 

1990  Sky Lee, Disappearing Moon Café 

1991   

1992 Art Spiegelman, Maus II Michael Ondaatje, The English Patient 

1993  Lee Maracle, Ravensong 

1994  George Bowering, Shoot! 

1995 Richard Price and Sally Price, Enigma 

Variations 

 

1996 Cheryl Dunye (dir.), The Watermelon 

Woman 

Margaret Atwood, Alias Grace 

Anne Michaels, Fugitive Pieces 

Guy Vanderhaeghe, The Englishman’s 

Boy  
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1997   

1998 Philip Roth, American Pastoral Wayne Johnston, The Colony of 

Unrequited Dreams 

1999   

 

Third Phase from 2000 to 2011 

 
The United States Canada 

2000   

2001   

2002 Jonathan Safran Foer, Everything Is 

Illuminated 

 

2003 Diane Glancy, Stone Heart Chester Brown, Louis Riel: A Comic-

Strip Biography 

2004   

2005   

2006 M.T. Anderson, The Astonishing Life of 

Octavian Nothing: Traitor to the Nation, 

Vol. I: The Pox Party 

 

2007 Junot Díaz, The Brief Wondrous Life of 

Oscar Wao 

Travis Holland, The Archivist’s Story 

Michael Redhill, Consolation 

2008 M.T. Anderson, The Astonishing Life of 

Octavian Nothing: Traitor to the Nation, 

Vol. II: The Kingdom on the Waves  

David Ebershoff, The 19th Wife 

 

2009   

2010   

2011 Seth Grahame-Smith, Abraham Lincoln: 

Vampire Hunter 

Madeleine Thien, Dogs at the Perimeter 
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