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1.

West wind, blow from your prairie nest,
Blow from the mountains, blow from the west.
The sail is idle, the sailor too;
O! wind of the west, we wait for you.2

Those lines many will recognize as coming from the first verse of the poem 
“The Song My Paddle Sings,” thought of, I suggest, as one of the first old 
standards of First Nations writing in Canada, a piece inspired in part by 
the author’s youthful experience of the Grand River that’s still winding 
through this southern Ontario territory. Those lines of verse also come, 
for this occasion, from my own memory, although I did afterward check a 
published version of the text for the punctuation. Who uses semicolons and 
exclamation marks with such ease these days? These lines make up one of 
the few fragments of poetry I carry with me a good half century since I was 
in primary school, which I mention because that’s likely where I learned 
the poem while a student of Mrs. Minnie Green. This would have been at 
Number Four School over on Fifth Line just this side of its intersection with 
Seneca Road. (I think the building is used as a residence now.) I was one of 
Mrs. Green’s students for six years, six grades all squeezed into one room 
where a lot of our learning was by rote or, in this instance, by heart.

It marks me, I fear, as odd to admit carrying it. Who knows poems by 
memory anymore? “Memory work?” My own students resisted the time I 
assigned the practice as an exercise. I was trying to help them be storytellers, 
to develop their memories. But they didn’t bring enough poetry from high 
school. They hadn’t been taught poetry as something connected to life. 

A Ride Like Miss 
Johnson’s “Wild Cat”1

D a n i e l  D a v i d  M o s e s
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Their teachers, it seemed, had been wary, didn’t really know how to handle 
it, beyond treating it as a language puzzle. What do you think the poet really 
meant by that? As if the sense had to be immediate as prose and there was no 
need to hold onto it. And “You can always google stuff ” seemed to be their 
understanding. “You don’t need to know it by heart. You don’t need to own 
it.” But for me, the knowing it or at least some of it by heart is part of how 
this all makes human cultural sense.

This particular poem, “The Song My Paddle Sings,” is not one, I admit, 
I’d argue for as an example of a masterwork of art. The poet does have a few 
of those later on in her life, but this early poem is a mere good attempt. It’s 
the work of a talent, but it’s also small “r” romantic, composed in that late 
Victorian register—the Queen’s Prince Albert died the same year our author 
was born—that personifies nature in a way that seems, to my ears, a bit 
perverse if not simply naive.

I have wooed you so,
But never a favour you bestow.

Our scientific knowledge of the chaotic complexity of the natural world 
and the complications of our own social world, has expanded, as they say, 
exponentially since my poet’s time, beginning its expansion in that time. 
She was able in her time to be almost self-educated as a poet, attending only 
five years in sum at the nearby Indian day school and the central school in 
Brantford, by reading whatever verse might have been shelved around her 
parents’ house. My own more recent education added up to nineteen years 
and, like many of my contemporaries, in the face of so much information, 
often I feel I’m still not as knowledgeable as I should be. Biographies suggest 
my poet read, for one tradition’s sake, Scott, Longfellow, Byron, Shakespeare. 
She could also have learned the basics of poetic technique from such 
readings but had, until she left home, no way to be formed directly by the 
established norms of the Canadian colony, which must have helped her, now 
that I think about it, preserve her sense of self as a Mohawk and a woman. 
There are stories of her closeness to her Grandfather “Smoke” Johnson which 
suggest how she might have learned the Iroquoian traditions she testified 
were the ground out of which her understanding grew. Like the White Pine 
Tree of Peace, let’s say.

The most puzzling reality “The Song My Paddle Sings” suggests is that 
of a canoe on which you can install a “lateen.” A lateen is, my dictionary 
assures me, a triangular sail. In the tippiness of a canoe, how do you erect a 
mast? Do you rig one of your paddles vertical, assuming you carry a spare? 
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When you think about a sailor in a canoe, does that make sense to you, oh 
Canadian listener? Maybe she’s not talking about a canoe at all but, say, a 
skiff, although in a photo I recall she’s got ahold of the sort of paddle you 
would canoe with. She named her own canoe “Wild Cat”—did I see that 
name written on the bow in the photo? Is “canoe” in lieu of “skiff,” that 
misspeaking, as we say, a mistake, a debilitating defect for the artwork in the 
context of our postmodernity? We do try for accuracy. Something to do with 
our inheritance from that age she was one flower of, that legacy including the 
accurate results of the scientific method.

The poem uses repetition, rhyme, and alliteration like, well, we still are 
allowed to do mostly in the nursery. Yes, the writer of that early poem is 
young, too inexperienced to make the mature statement one might prefer. 

But this Song, with its froth of wordplay—this line about the rapids to my 
ears is still well done:

They seethe, and boil, and bound, and splash.

—this Song is still part of me, too, something I admit I own. Looking at 
it again, earlier this year, I remembered that there’s a good bunch of my 
own poems focused through the image of that same actual river, a bit more 
dammed since her time and therefore not quite so rapid an experience. My 
songs are not quite as consistently lyric or romantic. A few of them even 
have the image of a canoe in them, a vessel I can assure you that is not fit 
for the rigging of a sail, a definite canoe from real life experience, since my 
poetic canoe’s material source belonged to my dear sister Debora, the—in 
our youths—athletic one of us two. And my own poems, many of them, are 
also focused through the similar old-fashioned lyrics metaphor. Maybe it 
was the example of “The Song My Paddle Sings” and her other poems that 
gave me permission to use such conventional or traditional language without 
the fear of cliché stopping me at the water’s edge. 

Perhaps the reason I’m going on this way about her is that my own 
education at Number Four and then Ohsweken’s Central School might be 
as focused or out of focus as hers, in that it did not supply me with all the 
knowledge I’d likely need to be a postmodern mainstream writer (“main 
stream”—now there, in this Grand River context, must be a pun!), including 
the clear knowledge of what a cliché might be and why it might be perceived 
as a problem, unlike my own writing students. As soon as they’ve expressed 
something in a way they suspect has been said or felt before, they halt and 
delete, and remain silent and feeling inadequate. They fear cliché and the 
embarrassment of not being original. I don’t even mention that what they’re 
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seeing as cliché might be merely conventional or even expected expression, 
protocol. Instead I try to assure them that they are as original as they need 
to be—who else is each one of them if not her- or himself?—and that clichés 
are part of our social culture, that they ease communication, they’re worn 
and slippery, and that it’s no shame for a first draft to be “not unique.” That’s 
why writing’s about rewriting, revising, revisioning. But they want to get it 
right the first time, they want to be that kind of smart from the start, and 
don’t want to be seen as ordinary. No one wants to say something the usual 
way, at least until they eventually realize how much work revision is and 
just how lonely it can be to actually be extraordinary. There’s no shame in 
honestly feeling something that’s usual, in being part of a commonwealth, 
a community. There’s even sometimes a comfort. Most don’t at first want to 
believe me. 

The word “lyrical” and the title with “song” in it, though, remind me of 
one thing I did learn at Central School or just a bit later. Wasn’t it Edgar Poe 
who theorized that poetry in its essence is energized by great emotion, a 
measure of ecstasy, by in this case the need to sing, that sort of not-prosaic 
expression? I imagine myself like any reading teenager, having heard about a 
scary story, say “The Tell-Tale Heart,” wading through that early-nineteenth-
century prose and being only a bit disturbed by it. Young folk have the 
instinct for the uncanny or the creepy, but you really need some years of life 
experience to appreciate “the horror.” Then, despite the disappointment of 
that smallish disturbance, I’d go on to find stuff like “The Raven”: 

[”]Leave my loneliness unbroken!—quit the bust above my door!
Take thy beak from out my heart, and take thy form from off my door!”

            Quoth the Raven “Nevermore.” (Poe n. pag.) 

(My friend Lenore Keeshig—you’ll recall that her first name is used in Poe’s 
poem, which in part explains this—once suggested that a white guy who 
writes such a poem about one of our very North American birds and gets a 
lot of its mysterious power right, even in such an old-fashioned style, should 
really be given some respect.) 

Those poems by Edgar Allan with their insistent rhythms, persistent 
rhymes, and expression of extreme romantic and gothic emotions in spite 
of their great formality, those singing, dramatic poems must also have been 
some sort of permission for the by-that-time high-school me, even if I didn’t 
need the extremes Mr. Poe’s life forced him to operate within. 

And our author didn’t go to the same emotional territory either. Being the 
youngest of four children in her household, despite its (at that time, we’re 
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told) rather unusual ethnic make-up, our author seems to have lived—we 
should all be so lucky—a relatively sheltered early existence. (There is some 
drama around her father’s political work, some violence for him, but that’s 
his story.) Would she have even been exposed to Poe’s work? His seems to be 
the writing of a wild and perhaps, even then, crazy guy while hers—canoe 
lyrics, love songs, eventually some Indian politics, history and culture, 
expressions of patriotism and dramatic monologues—the subject matter 
and/or genres and the tools at hand all seem the work of a young, and then 
more mature, Victorian-age, middle-class, middlebrow lady. 

But clearly from her example in this paddle song, there are qualities 
beyond emotional and technical maturity that might make a poem 
memorable. And of course there are non-literary values that make some 
works of literature notable and even lasting. Such as being the first nationally 
acclaimed woman poet in the country. (I’m quoting from one rendition of 
the pamphlet you can pick up if you visit the Chiefswood historic site.) Yup. 
The first. One of our women did that. 

2.

I’ve not been naming her. Strange hesitation. 
Perhaps I didn’t want to overemphasize her influence, wanted to try for 

some objectivity? Or I feared that talking too much about her and/or her 
work might mark me as a bit of literary bumpkin. But perhaps it’s too late 
to avoid that. I know that for most other Canadian writers—if I can include 
myself among them (I do have a passport)—she’s a sideshow, not on the 
carnival’s mainstage. They assume that’s the way the world has always 
worked. She was a woman, she was an Indian, she’s history. 

I half remember a rumour I heard during the time Margaret Atwood 
was editing (I’m fairly sure) the anthology of Canadian poetry that Oxford 
University Press put out. I was paying the rumour attention because, it 
turned out, a poet I’d been to school with, former California girl Roo Borson, 
did get included, last one in, in Ms. Atwood’s version of poetic Canada, 
while a number of Roo’s contemporaries, including yours truly, didn’t. You 
do catch yourself comparing your accomplishments against those of your 
friends and peers and start rationalizing things by, say, finding small comfort 
in the number of poems you’ve published in magazines, not going into other 
reasons like fashion or not really being seen as part of the country’s story.

The other more relevant rumour that came along at the same time was 
that my poet almost got dumped as not really a part of the Canadian story, 
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but that rumour hardly seemed likely, what with editor Atwood’s feminist 
cred. And really, my poet’s been on a Canadian stamp—1961’s five-cent, for 
her centenary—she’s had that much recognition. She’s definitely a phrase, 
say, in the song of the country.

But it’s probably healthier to just think about the influence of her 
reputation on me as a member of just our local community. What luck for 
us, really, a bunch of lower- and middle-class folks but Indians as defined by 
the Indian Act, inhabitants of this place we’re gathered today, the Six Nations 
of Grand River Territory, once a “land grant,” somehow transformed by the 
magic of legislation into a “reserve,” to have had our very own poet for so long. 

It’s only much more recently, when you think about it, that the mainstream 
hasn’t had to look back to their Mother Countries for voices that might 
help them define themselves, even if the definitions they found there don’t 
quite connect to who they are, living here. Perhaps they get to some point 
where they enjoy the feeling of being deracinated, strangers in a strange 
land, immigrant imaginers. I’m not sure that even today they’re sure enough 
in their presence on Turtle Island to be happy if we, say, suggested Peggy 
Atwood, as her friends call her, might be the one to do the job. No, she hasn’t 
got to be the poet laureate yet. But she is a woman.

And are any of my poet’s contemporaries, any of those guys, still 
part of the public conversation the way she seems to be, at least in this 
neighbourhood? Yes, in this neighbourhood we do talk momentarily 
about Duncan Campbell Scott, though not as a poet but as the formulator 
of the Indian problem. My poet, on the other hand, has been part of our 
community’s permission to think about ourselves as cultured, despite what 
the settlers said so insistently about us, to think of ourselves, our knowledge, 
experience, and history as bits of our civilization. It seems those new folks 
weren’t listening all along or just didn’t want to hear us when we used words 
like “intelligentsia” in connection with their word “Indian.” It often seems 
that despite some of them talking about our eternal souls, all they really had 
on their minds was our land. 

But let me try to get more personal, less political. Let me say the name 
Emily Pauline Johnson, E. Pauline Johnson, Pauline, a.k.a. Tekahionwake, 
which means Double Wampum, who her friends, it seems, called “Polly.” The 
lady was born at Chiefswood, Grand River Territory, Ontario, 10 March 1861, 
and died in Vancouver, British Columbia, 7 March 1913. 

Let me say Pauline had been gone, as a person, on the road for a couple of 
the later decades of her shortish life, and then was ensconced and then dead 



Canadian Literature 230/231 / Autumn/Winter 201612

O p e n i n g  N o t e

and buried in beautiful Stanley Park in Vancouver a good four decades past 
by the time I was born at our Lady Willingdon Hospital in 1952. So it’s not 
like anybody I ever knew would likely have known her as a living person or 
professionally, at least as an adult who could talk about her or about those who 
knew her. Someone might have encountered her sister who did outlive her 
and who seemed to spend her time protecting Pauline’s name and reputation 
as a lady. My grandparents were certainly alive at the same time Pauline was, 
having all been born around the turn of the twentieth century, but as 
youngsters would not have encountered her since they were here and she was, 
it seems, on the road, away in the wider world where one could earn a living 
and be a performer, the cultural worker’s version of hunting and gathering.

But her name and her work were around here, starting with her father’s 
house, the famous two-faced, in a good way, Chiefswood miniature mansion 
house, with its two front doors, one facing the white man’s preferred mode 
of travel, the road, and the other facing the river, in stories the Indian’s 
version of the highway. (In the Iroquois creation story, after they were first 
created, the currents in rivers flowed—useful as and more beautiful than 
those moving walkways in airports—both up- and downstream at the same 
time!) That house where she spent her childhood is still here, important in 
the public historical sense, another site for the community to fly its Hiawatha 
Wampum banner from. 

But here are some more personal memories of how her work or image or 
name came up for me during my own early years. 

Another one of her verses I’m recalling set to music. My father’s youngest 
brother, my Uncle Jack, a violinist, was a music teacher. He would travel around 
visiting each of the numbered schools in a circuit. Do they teach music that 
hands-on now? Do they teach music? I remember him being there instructing 
me the first time my throat emitted something like a note. In the memory, 
I’m standing beside the grade one row of desks in that room at Number Four 
and I think we both or maybe even all, the rest of the kids in that room as 
well as Mrs. Green and my Uncle, are a bit delighted by the sweetness of the 
sound. Where did that come from? Was it under his tutelage that we 
memorized and sang the song made from Pauline’s “Lullaby of the Iroquois”? 

Little brown baby-bird, lapped in your nest,
               Wrapped in your nest,
               Strapped in your nest,
Your straight little cradle-board rocks you to rest;
               Its hands are your nest,
               Its bands are your nest;
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It swings from the down-bending branch of the oak;
You watch the camp flame, and the curling gray smoke;
But, oh, for your pretty black eyes sleep is best,—
Little brown baby of mine, go to rest. (Johnson, “Lullaby” n. pag.) 

Were we part of a competition of choirs, kids assembled from our scattered 
Six Nations schools to a gathering in Brantford, singing our four harmonic 
parts in the gymnasium of, yes, the Pauline Johnson Collegiate? So Pauline’s 
in that moment twice, text and context.

In another moment I notice that in some photographs she looks—she’s 
so young—a lot like one of my second cousins, despite a high collar and an 
old-fashioned, pinned-up coiffure. My cousin I usually picture in a denim 
jacket, her hair in a loose perm. In the pictures of Pauline’s stage costume, 
an “Indian” dress thrown together with lots of Iroquois silver brooches and 
a bear claw necklace, fringes and fur tassels, a blanket (they’re black and 
white photos but I imagine the blanket’s red), and what looks like a wampum 
belt used as a belt, her hair loose, she looks like someone’s fantasy “Indian 
maiden.” Do I remember correctly that what looks like the small pelt of an 
animal dangling from that belt might actually be a scalp that someone out 
West gave her as a gift and that she was thrilled to have? Show business is 
partly about knowing what your audience expects and partly about finding 
ways to surprise them. Her stage costume seems a compendium of the 
expectedly Indian. Those contrasting images of her in versions of a Victorian 
lady’s street clothes seem equally romantic. Who would think that that 
glamorous girl in the winter fur coat and jaunty cap was one of those people, 
an Indian? 

I found this quote in the Wikipedia article about Pauline. Margaret 
Atwood again muses, it says, trying to explain why her thesis about 
Canadian literature, the book Survival—where all the white settler people 
huddle in their forts afraid of the surrounding wilderness—did not take 
Native literature into account: 

“Why did I overlook Pauline Johnson? Perhaps because, being half-white, she 
somehow didn’t rate as the real thing, even among Natives; although she is 
undergoing reclamation today.” Atwood’s comments indicated that Johnson’s 
multicultural identity contributed to her neglect by critics. (“E. Pauline” n. pag.)

“Multicultural identity”? Pauline presented herself, while acknowledging her 
English mother, as a Mohawk woman, which makes sense in our community. 
There’s an oft-quoted essay where she sounds offended when someone tells 
her how white she seems. Historically, the Iroquois are known for absorbing 
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people of other cultures. It’s a practical strategy when you’re living closer  
to nature. You don’t want to waste anyone’s talents if they can get along with 
the group. 

But our country’s take on history or mainstream culture doesn’t have the 
same attitudes, doesn’t take Pauline at her word. “Half-white.” What a thing 
to say. At least Ms. Atwood didn’t think she could say “half-breed” and get 
away with it. Even Atwood, someone who’s usually cool, who’s certainly 
culturally powerful, smart, even she, all those years ago, had had her 
attitudes about identity limited by mainstream ones of racism.

Race, in my experience, is not an idea we give much credence hereabouts, 
unless we’re trying to deal with the Indian Act. I had and have aunts and 
uncles who were white people and we only occasionally worried about 
them because sometimes they might act a bit uppity (“But just think about 
where they came from!”), as if they didn’t quite understand the right ways 
to behave. But otherwise the issue of their origins didn’t really raise much 
concern. We’re practical, finally, willing to adopt those who can fit in.

And then there was a version of Pauline’s life story as told by our yearly 
Six Nations Indian Pageant in the Forest Theatre, hers the only woman’s 
story among those of Tom Longboat, Joseph Brant, Cornplanter, Seneca, 
Tecumseh, the Peacemaker and Hiawatha, stories from recorded and local 
history or from so far back that the records don’t hold the story to one shape 
and it starts to shift into mythological territories. 

The Forest Theatre is in a woodlot with a stream, a natural amphitheatre 
with plank bleachers, the stage a grassy spot on the in side of a crescent-
shaped pond. Canoes would come around that curve, gliding elegant 
entrances useful for performing Pauline’s most famous poem. The recorded 
narrator over the public address system always interrupted the particular 
story being told to give an explanation of a scene that took place in an 
Indian village as an educational illustration of traditional culture. Audiences 
included first-timers as well as veterans from other years, tourists and folks 
from Brantford, Hamilton, Buffalo, the States, and often a busload from the 
Toronto Indian Friendship Centre. 

What excitement for us kids. We get to costume up to tell the history and 
during intermission wander, still in our outfits, among the visitors along 
the midway between the theatre and the parking lot where my Grandpa 
George directs traffic. For the audience, crafts are available, some having 
already been promoted with explanations in the Indian Village Scene. Is it 
the winner of a beauty pageant, one of our young women ruling this year as 
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Miss Ontario, who poses and portrays Pauline on the August evening I’m 
remembering?

And much later on, with my friend Lenore, I get to experience the clear 
strengths, despite the old-fashioned aesthetic, of Pauline’s poetry in more 
mainstream venues. Lenore had graduated from York University as a teller 
of traditional stories, focused on Nanabozo, the Anishinaabe’s trickster. 
But her presentation was contemporary. She would show up for gigs in a 
skirt and sweater, despite expectations she might dress like an Indian. No, 
she didn’t need to use the ladies’ room to change, thank you. And I had 
no costume either. I’m not quite sure how it was arranged but I know we 
travelled together—maybe Vancouver, certainly Regina, with a stopover in 
Winnipeg—giving poetry readings, of our own poetry separately and of 
Pauline’s work together, Indians and poets despite expectations.

They were coming across the prairie, they were galloping hard and fast;
For the eyes of those desperate riders had sighted their man at last—
Sighted him off to Eastward, where the Cree encampment lay,
Where the cotton woods fringed the river, miles and miles away. (“The Cattle 
Thief” n. pag.)

I recall doing a reading, trading lines, on a stage of the theatre of the 
Museum of Civilization in Hull, across the Ottawa River from Parliament 
Hill, all of it accomplished dressed in street clothes, denim, cotton, and wool, 
not a feather in sight. 

And a final moment from my memory or my imagination: here’s my sister 
again, without the canoe, although she may have used it to get there since 
this was probably before the bridge was built. She’s working one summer 
across the river as a guide in the Chiefswood mansion. 

“Is it haunted?” I ask her. 
Not by Pauline but by her sister Eva, goes the rumour. You could enter the 

empty sitting room at some quiet late point in the afternoon and the chair 
there in the corner would be rocking, rocking of its own accord. 

“Did you see it, the chair?” I ask my sister. 
“Me? No way,” she says. “I’m not the one who’s off my rocker.” 

 3.

Pauline has never quite disappeared from my life. 
On one bookshelf, there’s a copy of Pauline Johnson: Her Life and Work, Marcus 

Van Steen’s 1965 biography, probably a gift from my Grandmother Bee. 
At one point I had thought I might try to write about Pauline and got 
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ahold of Betty Keller’s 1981 Pauline: A Biography of Pauline Johnson. But I 
felt like I’d been beaten to the punch by Joan Crate with her 1989 book of 
poems Pale as Real Ladies: Poems for Pauline Johnson. And Pauline was, it 
seemed, in those feminist hazy days, the property only of women writers. 
So I stepped back and don’t think I even tried to find a copy of Sheila 
Johnston’s 1997 Buckskin & Broadcloth: A Celebration of E. Pauline Johnson—
Tekahionwake 1861-1913. 

And then Allan Collins, a movie editor who had also produced a few short 
film dramas, proposed we do a project together. Did I suggest Pauline or did 
he? I think he did. So I gathered all these materials and more and came up with 
what we hoped might be a different take on Pauline’s story. We were three, 
since we now had Vancouver-based Loretta Todd, a Métis woman director of 
documentaries who wanted to get into features, “attached to the project.” 

In film, they’re always looking for the new but ending up with the old, 
another version of the Fear of Cliché aesthetic, I guess. I admit that my script 
was probably a bit literary but I thought I’d written a draft. I figured once 
we got the go-ahead, I’d just edit out all the flowery bits that I needed to feel 
the story out, but the script editors we worked with kept complaining about 
the style. “That’s not how you write a film!” They did give the playwright me 
points for my repartee. 

But perhaps it was the challenge of a story that was historical, “a costume 
drama,” which would so up the financial ante, all those costumes, all those 
locations. That’s why all these years of Murdoch Mysteries deserve our admiration. 

Was it, finally, that a movie about a relatively obscure woman of colour—
teenagers hadn’t heard of her—just didn’t look viable? After all, who could 
carry such a millions-of-dollars property? There were no Native actresses with 
that sort of profile. Could we refocus the story on the white guy character 
and get Ethan Hawke? Yeah, he was an up-and-comer, that’s how long ago 
this was. Hawke might even be an Indian name. At length we ran out of 
development funding and I had learned a bit about the business of the movies. 

Allan and his family shortly thereafter moved to the East Coast. When I 
get to Vancouver, I have a drink with Loretta if she’s in town. The project, 
though, disappeared. I want to say “like the morning mist on the Grand 
River in the light of the sun” just to affirm something of its qualities.

But after that, I did find that I had rediscovered my interest in Pauline, not 
just the history but—is this the right word?—the meme of her. So I know I 
chose to read Paddling Her Own Canoe: The Times and Texts of E. Pauline 
Johnson Tekahionwake (2000), by Veronica Strong-Boag and Carole Gerson. 
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And then my civil-servant cousin, Judith, who was friends with Charlotte 
Gray, who put out Flint & Feather: The Life and Times of E. Pauline Johnson, 
Tekahionwake in 2002, got me my own autographed copy. 

After my frustrating movie experience, all this Pauline stuff started to feel 
like the culture mocking me. And then someone pointed out to me a 2011 
brand-new edition of Flint and Feather: Collected Verse by E. Pauline Johnson. 

Okay, she’s just not going to go away, is she?
In just these last few months, when I noticed that the Agnes Etherington 

Gallery at Queen’s University, had included one of Pauline’s performing 
costumes in its spring exhibit on images of women artists—that little 
broadcloth dress, decorated with silver Iroquois brooches and fur, with the 
bear claw necklace to top off the ensemble—I had to see it; when I stood 
there in the gallery, I realized that what I wanted to gather were clues to her 
size. Five feet and a bit, probably about average for women of her generation. 
How small was she and yet she made such a splash!

And then I was asked, as part of a gathering on Manitoulin Island held by 
the De-Ba-Jeh-Mu-Jig Theatre Group and the National Arts Centre English 
Theatre, to help discuss a play the Turtle Gals had once put together, The 
Triple Truth, about the dilemma of the show business Indian, having to 
embody the mainstream’s images of Indians and women but to still somehow 
be true to themselves as Indigenous individual artists. Of the four characters 
presented, one was Pauline, defending herself from accusations of being a 
sell-out with her strategy of presenting her show in two acts, one in which 
she dressed as a contemporary Victorian woman and one in which she 
dressed to evoke but not illustrate her aboriginality. Who comes up with that 
savvy liminal strategy, who does that trick? Do you believe your eyes or your 
preconceptions?

And then there was the historic poster encouraging tourism to Vancouver 
in the early twentieth century I saw at the McMichael Gallery in Kleinburg, 
Ontario. It featured the emblematic West Coast totem pole, of course, but 
also and without comment had an image of the E. Pauline Johnson Memorial 
with its cameo portrait on the stone that one finds near Siwash Rock in 
Stanley Park. Is the thing just a memorial or is she actually the lone person 
who’s buried there in the park? A poet got such a public memorial in the 
early twentieth century, when most such stones were put up to remember 
royalty or politicians or military heroes. And that memorial was assumed by 
the makers of that travel poster to be one of the sights of Vancouver that the 
traveller needed to see.
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And this note from moments ago, really, 26 August 2015, on the Two Row 
Times site: 

The Fish Quill Poetry Boat’s 5th annual Fish Quill Canoe Tour . . . musicians and 
poets who travel via canoe visiting . . . communities alongside the Grand River. 
. . . “Actually the inspiration for the tour was originally Pauline Johnson and 
her poem ‘The Song My Paddle Sings,’” tour coordinator Dana Sipos explains. 
(Monture n. pag.)

Pretty persistent a presence in the broader culture for someone once 
dismissed as “half-white,” who “somehow didn’t rate as the real thing.” So 
is she an unreal thing? Or a human thing, outside the limitations of race or 
even almost gender. 

Hey, a couple years ago, she became unreal enough that even Ms. Atwood, 
I’ve heard, found her own way back—or forward—to Pauline and wrote a 
libretto about E. P. J. and her sister Eva.

4.

There was a time I thought I knew what was going on, understood enough 
of it, the process by which culture shifts and changes. I am probably 
remembering a sociological study that talked about the effect of the first 
satellite television signals, their content, on the communities of Inuit that 
had been assembled by moving the people in off the land into those newly 
created institutions, towns, which the Canadian government found much 
easier to administer. 

There was a time I imagined all these folks no longer practising their 
ancient economy and customs, hunting and gathering no longer the spiritual 
centre of their lives. I imagined them faced with black and white and 
certainly spooky images on tiny screens. All the consumerism of southern 
culture, the strange behaviours of the people portrayed in stories about 
products no Inuk could afford or find any real use for, how were they to 
know it wasn’t a documentary, the truth? How were they to know what they 
saw as both overwhelming and puzzling was a slow-mo wave that even we 
who live in it also have to resist? A tsunami of meaning or chaos, it’s all in 
whether you find yourself facing it or riding it. I imagined feeling lost and 
frightened by this inundating strangeness and thought it all made horrible 
sense that there would be, as there still is in their and many of our poorer 
communities (who can afford this stuff?), a plague of suicides. It made a 
horrible sort of sense, this image of the cultural wave upturning the old and 
not giving us time to find our footing. This understanding was something to 
stand on.
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It became part of that different take on Pauline’s story I’d found. When I 
had tried to write that movie which I called “West Wind” after the invocation 
she herself wrote in her most famous poem, I had a similar cultural shift 
in mind, a wave or a wind, in her time most incorporated by Sir John A.’s 
railway from sea to sea, clearing the plains of its traditional people and 
buffalo. The people living in the vicinity of the third sea we talk about 
today had to wait for the technology of television before being inundated 
in the flood of Canada, twisted up in and half strangled by the net of the 
Dominion. Or as they called the event back in Pauline’s day, the Frontier.

In the précis of Pauline’s life I’d developed, her overall movement was 
westerly, almost as if she, too, travelled in response to that old instruction to 
the extra sons of a certain class, “Go west, young man.” Yes, like a man or a 
warrior, hunting and gathering and bringing stuff back, this Mohawk woman 
went out into the world and made her way and made her name. 

My director, Loretta, and my producer, Allan, wanted this former 
tomboy—imagine her in her canoe “Wild Cat” on the rapidly flowing Grand 
River, imagine some spot where she encounters joyfully the rapids the poem 
celebrates—to be a bit more of a lady. More conventional women, perhaps 
like her sister Eva, do perceive her story as doubly tragic in that not only did 
she die young, she also died unmarried. (I do point out that fifty-two years of 
age isn’t exactly young even in our era, but we are dealing now with the story, 
the myth of Pauline, more than her actuality.) 

Imagine her equally maiden sister Eva sighing after the family’s name 
when Pauline came home on a rare occasion with money but no ring on that 
finger. Neither brother left any heirs, either, at least to speak of. 

Pauline, according to the story of history, did, for a time, enjoy an 
engagement. But then it didn’t happen, the marriage, no explanation, and 
so it was that void into which, I suggested to Loretta and Allan, I could try 
to throw some light. Make forceful Pauline the heroine of a sort of reversed 
Harlequin Romance—all those love poems could mean something more 
than hormones. That would make a movie. 

And I did find her Bobby, a young Victorian English Canadian 
businessman chafing at the bourgeois restraints of his upwardly mobile 
Toronto family. That’s why he’d taken that job in Winnipeg where I have 
him intrigued by Pauline’s theatricality both on the winter street and on the 
performing stage. He’s attracted to this surprisingly worldly, by then modern 
woman—my story starts days before the New Year in 1897. She’s his vision of 
the coming century. And Pauline finds someone courtly as her father who 
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she enjoys teasing—she likes the way he at first blushes—although perhaps 
it’s largely because he’s of a class her mother, in her dotage, would approve of. 

What I had in mind, beneath the surface of romance, was to find the 
reason Pauline had gone west, ending up on the coast, an inhabitant of 
Vancouver and friend to Chief Joe Capilano. Her book Legends of Vancouver, 
“a classic of Canadian children’s and native literature,” including her 
rendition of “The Legend of Siwash Rock,” is one result. Was Chief Joe for 
her a replacement for the grandfather and family, the roots she’d left behind? 
Pauline had gone west, riding that wave of transforming culture, following 
the trajectory of the frontier. She was, with two cultures, her Mohawk father’s 
chiefly assumptions and her mother’s English middle class, the incarnation 
of that changing frontier reality, a liminal creature, the child of the 
Dominion and Indian all in one, a confederation in herself, nothing halfway 
or half-breed about her. Hey, that’s a practical Mohawk. Canada had been 
made a reality mere years after her birth. John A. Macdonald should have 
paid her example some attention. 

Unfortunately for my reversed romance of “West Wind,” it’s that 
unconventional doubled culture—recall that her Mohawk name, 
Tekahionwake, is translated as “Double Wampum”—that finally becomes 
something Bobby can’t deal with, that new braiding a confusing binocular 
vision, and his father’s attitude toward Pauline as “just a bit of brown.” Did 
that set of conventionally ugly motivations kill the funding stream deal for 
Loretta and Allan and me as well?

But what did all that have to do with the reality of her as a woman of a 
certain age in that era? I didn’t find evidence of her coming home much to 
her mother and sister in that little house they’d retreated to on Napoleon 
Street in Brantford. Once Pauline’s father passed and with her brothers, 
one dead and the other gone out into the world, there was no way the 
women could keep up the mansion. Polly may not have been able to afford 
to visit, always on the road, performing, earning a living, sending anything 
extra home, though Eva was also probably earning something, say, as a 
bookkeeper.

But I imagine Pauline coming home as she was entering her middle age, 
still having to deal with those questions we all get but of which women are 
particularly the focus. Are you seeing anyone? Are you engaged? As she got 
older, perhaps that was the reason she retreated from the pressures of her 
career and her family to the far end of the frontier, as west as you can get and 
still be here in the Dominion. 



Canadian Literature 230/231 / Autumn/Winter 201621

And then there is that final image of her funeral, the members of Chief 
Capilano’s community along with hundreds of others lining the Vancouver 
streets to watch the cortège pass by. Who was this woman that she could inspire 
such sombre celebration, such memorialization? The evidence of her life that 
still surrounds us does not suggest failure. How about an artist’s triumph? May 
we, some of us, do as much. May her example, all these years later still, give us 
some direction. Can we be somehow, even us guys, like the lady in question? 

I started this investigation when I wanted to finally write a poem about a visit 
I had made to Alberta more than a decade ago. “The Song My Paddle Sings” 
and something of Pauline arrived, helping me be both there again and here. 

A Ride Like Miss Johnson’s “Wild Cat”

Who knew —not me, did you?— the wind 
Would be this rough? Outside Lethbridge, 
It blows, it cuffs, it rocks the truck, 
Shoves it sideways toward the ditch and, 

Dear Pol, it’s clear, this overcast
Afternoon, out here’s no easy
Lullaby drift. Out here we veer 
Back toward the centre line, spraying 

Gravel from a tire, the wind
Shield all a shudder, living 
Up to its name. Ahead of us 
A destination I won’t get

To ever, Big Chief Mountain bright 
With snow in that dark Rocky range 
Below a break in November’s 
Cloud. Awake now to this foothill 

Place, its force, that flat of parched grass 
The driver points out to the right?
The Sun Dance grounds, of course. It all
Makes sense, close to the Great Divide.

How else would you praise the source of
The wind? Out here our mere canoes,
So true to the Grand River’s flow, 
Need to unbraid their bravery.

Out here they offer their bodies,
With whistles and rattles and drums, 
Their songs climbing onto branches 
The wind reaches into the sky. 

—July-October 2015
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notes

 1 This paper was first delivered as a keynote address at “The Arts of Community,” the 
inaugural gathering of the Indigenous Literary Studies Association (ILSA) at Six Nations 
Polytechnic in Six Nations of the Grand River Territory (1 October 2015). The signifiers 
of that oral delivery are retained in this print version to stress the importance of the 
community context within the author’s home territory.

  2 Unless otherwise indicated, quoted lines of poetry in this paper’s first section are from 
“The Song My Paddle Sings” (n. pag.). 
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Into Out of the Woods

earth shows us 
how young she still is 
gases rising 
flying off 
in all six directions 
not reckless but careless 
she can’t help it 
can’t help it 
one bit 
this is pre-racial
post ice-age
still expressing 
vaporous residue 
the people      see 
the people      move 
land has 
natural valleys 
where spirit travels 
into and out 
ancient walls 
miles high solid 
hidden doors 
portals for passage 
she knows this 
she saw this too 
minds stretched 
in expansive 
comprehension 
these visions               I get it 

surpassing limits 

weaving through forests 
towards advancements 
she asked 
if I wanted to keep going 

I already am 

the road 
behind with distance 
grows 
she knows  
she saw this too 
sees it now 

she is first
leads search parties 
research we call it 
finding
never discovering 
the people see 
the people move 
mountain crests 
point
up there 
we say 
where
technology wants this 
so bad
it rattles
no way to take it 
but you can buy air
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shake shake Shakespear 
knows the sound of 
Shhhhhh,
Shhhhhh, 
and 
Shhhhhh

swallowing air
gallons of it
breathing green
acres of it
looking out
to speak
from a place
of absolute truth
free of metaphor
and hyperbole
seeing rock writing

detecting words
relevant and meaningful
realizing it’s not war at all
but theatre
and television reality
it is a gapping-mouthed
monster
nothing to do 
with dreams
no dreams I’ve seen 
sacred is different
than secret
left to the existence
on another plane
up there
the mountain points
up there
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                                   In her editorial introduction to Canadian Literature’s 
“Indigenous Focus” special issue (2012), Margery Fee writes that “[g]iven 
that history lessons have tended to focus on Sir John A. Macdonald and the 
railway rather than Louis Riel and the buffalo, it’s not surprising that many 
Canadians don’t know much about Indigenous peoples in Canada” (6). Fee 
continues that Canadians, for the most part, have been “kept in the dark” (6). 
Recently a shift has occurred in Canada whereby greater attention has been 
paid to issues facing Indigenous peoples, ranging from the establishment and 
subsequent findings of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), to 
recognition of the Tsilhqot’in Nation’s title to their ancestral homelands, and 
to wider social movements like Idle No More. Increasingly, there has been an 
acknowledgement of the need to affirm Indigenous voice within the discursive 
terrain of Canada’s larger social-public spheres. Yet, however one feels about 
these incremental changes/movements, one baseline assertion Indigenous 
peoples continue to make is the need to pluralize this “Indigenous voice”—
that is, to recognize the diversity and complexity of Indigenous voices in Canada. 

While figures like Sir John A. Macdonald loom over Canadian history, it 
could also be argued that Louis Riel casts a large shadow over the multiple 
Indigenous histories in Canada. As more and more Canadians celebrate 
the various different provincial days dedicated to Louis Riel (Gaudry 66), 

Nikîkîwân1

Contesting Settler Colonial Archives 
through Indigenous Oral History

D a l l a s  H u n t

Kinship, like Fire, is about life and living; it’s not about something 
that is in itself so much as something we do—actively, thoughtfully, 
respectfully. 
—Daniel Heath Justice, “‘Go Away, Water!’ Kinship Criticism and 
the Decolonization Imperative”  
 
“The logs were cut / And the house was raised / By pioneer men / 
in the olden days” 
—James S. Tippet, Old Log House, qtd. in Sodbusters



Canadian Literature 230/231 / Autumn/Winter 201626

N i k î k î w â n

more obscure though no less important people are sometimes lost in the 
narrative of Canada’s relation (or lack thereof) to Indigenous peoples. In 
response to these oversights and the tendency to address colonial elisions by 
incorporating well-known Indigenous people into the “great men of history” 
genre, I present here an abridged version of the history of my grandmother 
and great-grandparents. By putting selections of their life stories into 
conversation with a small-town archive, I seek to illuminate the everyday 
apparatuses of settler colonialism, and the sacrifices that Indigenous peoples 
have had to make in order to survive in spite of them. In the archives of 
settler nation-states like Canada, Indigenous peoples are often either absent, 
depicted as ciphers of the real individuals they are meant to represent, 
or presented as always already disappearing from the landscape. Yet the 
archives themselves also provide a means to trace how colonial “space is 
produced and productive,” and thereby enable us potentially to “unbury the 
generative roots of spatial colonization and lay bare its concealed systems” 
(Goeman 171). This unearthing is one way Indigenous peoples can enact 
“resurgent histories” (A. Simpson 107) to contest our erasure, assert our 
presence, and call upon an Indigenous archive of memories, including those 
held by elders and by the land itself, beyond what settler histories allow.

Methodology

This article is concerned with unsettling and contesting the role of the 
small-town archive in the production of local knowledges, especially the 
ways in which these archives conflict with the narratives told by Indigenous 
elders in surrounding reserve communities. I use the methodologies I have 
learned in Indigenous studies to reread my grandmother’s account of her 
displacement from the “Swan River Settlement” and from the township that 
would eventually come to be known as Kinuso, Alberta, in Treaty Eight 
territory. I present here what Dian Million has referred to as a “felt archive,” 
which offers “a narrative that appeals as a history that can be felt as well as 
intellectualized” and takes “down the barriers between the personal and 
the political” (59, emphasis original). Million notes that a “felt analysis” 
honours the complexity of lived experience under colonial conditions 
(54). Elaborating on the barriers posed to felt analysis, Million writes: “felt 
scholarship continues to be segregated as a ‘feminine’ experience, as polemic, 
or at worst as not knowledge at all” (54). Important to note is the communal 
or collective aspect of these felt archives, as “[i]t is not just the individual 
that feels displacement, but also the community, who has lost a connection 
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and it is for this reason that we must unmap settler spaces and find new ways 
to (re)map our communities” (Goeman 178-79). Thus, felt analyses help 
individuals to theorize their own experiences, but they are also produced in 
conversation with our larger collective cultural contexts (Million 61). 

Felt theory puts forth its own archives, which often contest those archives 
that are constructed according to colonial logics of history, settlement, 
and knowledge production. Given the conditions of their production, the 
decolonization of these latter archives may only ever be partial. Thus, this 
paper follows Indigenous feminists Crystal Fraser and Zoe Todd in their 
suggestion “that rather than decolonise the archives, the application of a 
decolonial sensibility is necessary to attend to the complex relationships 
between archives and Indigenous peoples” (n. pag.). A decolonial sensibility, 
they add, must go “deeper than simply digitising content or hiring 
Indigenous archivists. It also requires us to question how Indigenous peoples 
can meaningfully access, and hold accountable, the institutions running the 
nation’s archives” (n. pag., emphasis original).

Therefore, in keeping with the work of Fraser and Todd, I situate my 
grandmother’s narrative against local history texts, specifically Sodbusters: 
A History of Kinuso and Swan River Settlement (1979), to locate the ways 
in which familial and colonial histories intersect and are embodied by 
community members of the Swan River First Nation. My account begins 
by detailing the life of my great-grandfather, August Sound, and how 
the policies of the Indian Act affected him and his succeeding relations 
profoundly. I plot the historical trajectories of my grandmother and great-
grandfather to demonstrate how personal archives can illuminate the 
processes of settler colonialism in detailed and nuanced ways, and how 
these personal histories can contest the dominant narratives propagated by 
settler colonial imaginaries. This paper will prioritize the “narrative history” 
of my grandmother while weaving this oral and experiential knowledge 
with theoretical and historical texts. The words of my grandmother are 
taken from an interview I conducted with her in 2011, as well as from many 
subsequent conversations “at the kitchen table” (Brooks 234).2 However, 
because not every conversation at the kitchen table is meant to be shared, I 
will outline briefly what this project will not do in relation to the archive. 

While I am interested in the way that official archives consolidate claims 
over space in a macropolitical context, this paper will focus predominantly 
on the specific experience of my grandmother and that of the community 
from which she comes. Indeed, it is in the micropolitical, everyday realm 
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where “Indigenous peoples’ resistance to colonialism . . . unfold[s] in 
daily acts of embodying and living Indigeneity, honoring longstanding 
relationships with the land and with one another” (Hunt and Holmes 157). 
And as Sarah Hunt and Cindy Holmes assert, “[w]hile large-scale actions 
such as rallies, protests, and blockades are frequently acknowledged as sites 
of resistance, the daily actions undertaken by individual Indigenous people, 
families, and communities often go unacknowledged but are no less vital 
to decolonial processes” (157-58). Further, I aim to show rather than tell of 
the various ways in which the archive prioritizes particular knowledges and 
ideas about space and belonging over others. When one writes about the 
archive, one necessarily and unavoidably creates an archive in the process 
(via endnotes, footnotes, bibliographies, works cited lists). It is with this in 
mind that I refer to Sara Ahmed’s idea(l) of citational practices, of creating 
a body of knowledge that does not rest on the laurels of the oft-cited and 
oft-repeated cadre of theorists. As Ahmed writes, citational practice is 
a “rather successful reproductive technology, a way of reproducing the 
world around certain bodies” (n. pag.). These citational practices form 
disciplines: “The reproduction of a discipline can be the reproduction of 
these techniques of selection, ways of making certain bodies and thematics 
core to the discipline, and others not even part” (Ahmed n. pag., emphasis 
original). With that said, the archive with which I engage here will be 
comprised necessarily and intentionally by not only the voices of my 
ancestors, but also by the voices of historically marginalized peoples akin 
to, but not necessarily the same as, those same ancestors. And while Gayatri 
Spivak and others may be skeptical of treating “‘concrete experience’ as the 
final arbiter” (168), this project is very much interested in the experiential 
knowledge of my grandmother and great-grandparents as a viable response 
to the settler archive—indeed, as archives in and of themselves. As Glen 
Coulthard and Leanne Simpson have argued, “elders are professors” (qtd. in 
Ritskes n. pag.), and I contend that elders are also, in many cases, archives. 
However, part of my practice of disrupting traditional archives is to raise 
questions about the ethics of archiving. These questions are particularly 
pressing when the archive is a living person; the responsibilities here 
are relational, reciprocal, and informed by positionality and histories 
that exceed the individual person. Throughout this piece, I have made 
intentional choices to share particular elements of my family’s story and  
not others, as a means of asserting intellectual sovereignty and honouring 
my relations.  
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Historical Context

My grandmother, Helen McRee (née Sound), was born July 13, 1937, at the 
Swan River Reserve in northern Alberta. Helen was an only child born to 
August and Louise Sound, who spent most of her early childhood on her 
family’s farmlands located in Swan River. Recalling her earliest memories 
of her life growing up on the farm, Helen proclaims: “I remember we had 
horses. My dad put me on a horse and he would walk the horse and I would 
ride. We had dogs, a couple of dogs, but not too many horses. We had cattle 
too, and chickens. We used to pick eggs, my mom and I. She used to go 
milk the cows, and I would go with her” (McRee).3 In addition to raising 
cattle, Helen also recounts her father and others “threshing,” whereby they 
would “put bundles [of] wheat or barley into a machine . . . and make grain” 
(McRee). Describing her fondest memories of her life on the reserve/farm, 
Helen also recalls that every year “at treaty time” the family would “go riding 
on a wagon into town,” and nearby, Helen would watch her father and 
mother dance at powwows (McRee). Treaty time, Helen clarifies, was when 
the members of the reserve/band received their annual allotment of five 
dollars from the government, and, in the case of her father August, a twenty-
five dollar allotment. The Sound family (August, Louise, and their daughter) 
lived on the farm until Helen reached the age of six years old, at which 
time she was mandated to leave her home and attend a residential school. 
However, instead of allowing Helen to be taken away to a residential school, 
my great-grandfather August and my great-grandmother Louise opted to 
give up their treaty rights and those of their daughter, leaving the reserve and 
moving to Kinuso, Alberta—a town adjacent to Swan River First Nation. 
 According to the small-town archive Sodbusters: A History of Kinuso and 
Swan River Settlement written by Jean Quinn,4 August Sound was born “on 
January 10, 1904 in the Kinuso area” of Alberta (60). Kinuso exists as a rural 
“village and the centre of the Swan River Valley,” and its name is “of Cree 
origin meaning fish” (2). Initially, the Swan River Valley was known as 
“Wapisew Sepi,” but upon the arrival of settlers was renamed to its English 
translation, “Swan River” (1). August Sound originally served as a headman 
for his community and then “was a councillor for the Swan River Band,” 
eventually “bec[oming] its first chief in 1936” (61). A year after August became 
chief of Swan River, his daughter Helen, my grandmother, was born. Detailing 
August’s responsibilities as chief, Quinn, head researcher and editor for the 
town archive, writes: “As a chief, it was August’s duty to distribute food and 
clothing rations to the people. He organized the hand games and tea dances 
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for the first of July celebrations. He also held dances at the U.F.A. Hall” (61). 
August was chief of the Swan River First Nation until 1943, at which time he 
and Louise left the reserve and relinquished their treaty rights so their 
daughter would not have to experience the conditions August faced as a 
child at a nearby residential school—or, put more succinctly, my great-
grandparents (in)voluntarily enfranchised themselves in order to preserve 
their kinship relations.5 

When my grandmother describes the conditions that her father 
experienced at residential school, she recollects with palpable disdain that 
he “had a few stories, like nuns hit[ting] him over the head with a ruler or 
hit[ting] his hands—they were mean” (McRee). My grandmother calmly 
added that “children got abused,” noting that the residential schools would 
“take your Cree away” (McRee). Relating the conditions of her family and 
the duress placed on her father, Helen explains: 

When I turned six [my dad] gave up his treaty rights because, in those years, the 
commission and the federal government would come and take your kids away 
as soon as you were six and put you in a mission. My dad did not want me to go 
to a mission because he was there when he was a kid, and he said it was not for 
him. He had to give up his rights and move into town. He had to give up his farm, 
because he could not live on the reserve. (McRee)

Up until August Sound enrolled Helen at the Kinuso public elementary 
school in 1943, Helen had only spoken Cree, but after her enrolment she “spoke 
mostly English at home . . . which is why [she] cannot speak Cree now” 
(McRee). August and Louise Sound predominantly spoke English at home to 
help facilitate Helen’s learning of the language so she would be teased less at 
school, limiting her contact with the Cree language and, inadvertently and 
ironically, contributing to the language loss she still mourns.      

Oral vs. Written Archives

My grandmother encouraged me to locate an edition of the archival text 
Sodbusters with the idea that it would elucidate further the history of my 
great-grandparents, and I could potentially corroborate her account with 
“written evidence.” Although Sodbusters was commissioned by the community 
of Kinuso to represent the town and its surrounding populations accurately 
according to available archives, the many biases as well as absences within 
the text (whether intentional or not) are salient. Originally established to 
celebrate the seventy-fifth anniversary of Alberta in 1980, Sodbusters was 
produced by a committee featuring members from the area known as the 
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Swan River Settlement. The credits to Sodbusters list researchers, proofreaders, 
typists, photo editors, co-editors, and the primary editor, Jean Quinn. While 
the text was intended to celebrate the “accomplishments” of the Kinuso/
Swan River Settlement area, it also functions as an archive that consolidates 
settler claims to the territory and history of the Swan River Valley. 
 There are many instances throughout the Sodbusters archive that 
naturalize colonization and settlement, including the paratext. In a note 
before the preface of the book, then MLA, and Minister of Utilities, Larry 
Shaben writes: “It is not at all surprising that many early Albertans settled in 
the beautiful Swan River Valley . . . The rich soil, so suitable to the growth of 
the healthy livestock industry, must have been a welcome sight to the early 
pioneers who struggled into the North” (n. pag.). Shaben continues, 

In today’s era of modern conveniences and plenty, it is only proper that we 
reflect upon the hardships endured by the pioneers in building this land of ours. 
To the writers and the contributors to this volume, I extend congratulations for 
recognizing the outstanding achievements of those who helped pave the way for 
a better life for future generations. (n. pag.)

Unsurprisingly, and in keeping with the rest of the text, Shaben omits 
the long histories of violence that subtend these histories of boosterish 
“settlement.” Additionally, the pronoun “ours” reaffirms the sense of ownership 
and property extending from hearty pioneers to the current white settlers 
of the Kinuso township. Primary archivist Quinn echoes Shaben’s rhetoric 
of “taming the North,” writing in the preface: “This book is dedicated to the 
early enterprising pioneers and their families. Through their untiring efforts, 
united with community spirit and co-operation, they battled the elements 
with a minimum of essentials . . . We would like to extend a heartfelt thank 
you to the many people who have recorded and preserved our past, honoring 
our forefathers and pioneers” (n. pag.). 
 As Daniel Coleman has remarked, the imagery of rugged (predominantly 
male) Canadians braving the elements and settling the North has a long 
history in a variety of Canadian texts, from popular literature to everyday 
items such as brochures (24). At work in this rhetoric of the “rugged” pioneer 
are echoes of R. G. Haliburton’s assertion that the men of the north are “a 
hardy, a healthy, a virtuous, a daring, and a dominant race” (103). Implicit in 
Haliburton’s statement is the ascription of “men of the north” to a race that 
is predominantly white. Since the men of the north are not discouraged in 
the face of harsh temperatures, the pioneer’s hard-fought struggle to remain 
on cold “deserted” land works to legitimize the dispossession of Indigenous 
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others. Nicholas Blomley notes “the importance of settler stories . . . as self-
justifying accounts, told by a colonial people” (115). Although it may be easy 
to dismiss works like Haliburton’s “The Men of the North and Their Place 
in History” as racist rhetoric, it is worth investigating how the language 
of Sodbusters echoes the narratives of settler dominance that such writers 
employ. Sodbusters repeatedly exalts “the years of great expansion” by settlers 
into the Swan River Valley, and the ambition of  “white settlers in seeking 
virgin lands of gold and furs” (Quinn 80). The resulting mythic history 
naturalizes an ideal of Canada as yielding “an abundance of free land,” 
whereupon the attributes of “hardness, strenuousness, endurance . . . so vital 
to dominance” could be developed and perpetuated into the future (Berger 
18). When Sodbusters does provide minimal space for Indigenous peoples 
and histories, the information is often insufficient, inaccurate, or, at best, 
truncated. For example, while chapter 2 is written primarily on “Pioneers,” 
it is preceded by the (oxymoronically named) prelude entitled “Early Native 
Pioneers with No Recorded History.” This brief section comprises one page 
and includes nine names listed at the bottom, a brief reprieve before the 
eighty pages of (white) pioneer history that follow in the chapter.

Depicting Cree ceremonial habits and customs such as the “Tea Dance,” 
Sodbusters reads: 

They will build a large bonfire and hang a pail of tea and water on to brew; this is 
kept on all night. To one side of the fire, two and sometimes three, or even four 
Indian men, will sit and play the drums. Anyone wishing to dance will form a 
circle around the fire and do a sort of side shuffle, all the while singing a kind of 
crooning song. It sounds like the wind blowing through the trees. [We] used to 
think there were no words to the singing, but there are “Cree” words especially 
for funerals when they bury their dead, and, at their marriages. (339) 

The use of the pronoun “they” establishes a hierarchical settler-Indigenous 
dichotomy in the text that persists throughout the book. While the text 
purports to include the broader community of the Swan River First Nation 
and Kinuso settlement, the many Cree families are routinely referred 
to as “they” in the text, in a sense designating them as out of place and 
naturalizing the space as one of white settlement—a space hospitable to 
the mostly white “we” occupying the Kinuso township. In effect, Sodbusters 
takes on an almost ethnographic style when discussing Cree people: “When 
anyone gets tired of dancing, they slide out of the circle of dancers and drink 
tea from the ‘cup of friendship’ that others have used, and more dancers 
will join the circle. The very old people who are too old to dance will sit 
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on the side lines around the fire also drinking ‘tea’ and smoking their pipes 
‘of peace’ . . . As the years go by, one seldom hears the sound of the drums 
and the enchanting voices of the ‘Indians’ singing” (339). The forlorn tone 
of this passage highlights the imagined inevitability of the disappearance of 
Indigenous peoples—here an abstraction, but in real terms my community—
while obfuscating the role of settler violence in provoking the supposed 
vanishing of these “enchanting voices” (339). Inexplicably, the section from 
which these passages are taken ends with the subheading “Joke” and is 
followed by what must have been, to the writer, a homey, well-worn lark. 
This does not, however, blunt its obvious racism or the fact that it undercuts 
the preceding expression of sadness at seeing Indigenous peoples disappear: 
“When the white men first put up telephone wires across the country, the 
Indians said, ‘White man fool, cows go under fence’” (339). Aside from 
the prolonged engagement with “The Tea Dance,” explicit references to 
Indigeneity in Sodbusters are few and far between, with one of the only 
other examples being the shockingly curt declaration, “In 1918, the flue [sic] 
epidemic took approximately half the Indian population” (Quinn 2), which 
is left unelaborated as the text moves on to other matters. The passivity 
of the sentence, which isolates influenza as the main cause of Indigenous 
material and social death, and which fails to register the role of settlement in 
bringing disease or the likely maldistribution of health resources, functions 
to naturalize Indigenous disappearance, a central yet unacknowledged theme 
throughout the text. 
 The account given of August Sound in Sodbusters states that he held the 
position of chief for “10 years,” and thereafter “August quit Treaty in 1946” 
(Quinn 61). The colonial conditions surrounding August’s relinquishment 
of “Treaty” are not mentioned at all, and he is described as simply “mov[ing] 
to Assineau, [a small town in Alberta], and work[ing] on the railroad” 
(Quinn 61). This account, however, exists in opposition to the oral account 
provided by my grandmother, wherein she dates August’s (and Louise’s) 
departure from the reserve to 1943, the year she would have been forced by 
law to attend residential school.6 The text also provides no mention of the 
residential schools in the area and yet has an entire chapter devoted to the 
Kinuso public elementary, thereby ignoring a large population of peoples it 
purports to represent (Quinn 87).7 Numerous members of the Swan River 
First Nation attended one of the nearby residential schools in northern 
Alberta, predominantly in Grouard, Joussard, or Lesser Slave Lake. The 
omission of residential schools serves the text’s projection of a white washed 
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history of the Swan River and Kinuso settlements and Treaty 8 area more 
broadly. Although the text was funded in an attempt to provide evidence of 
the accomplishments of the families and businesses within the Kinuso area, 
the lack (or distortion) of Indigenous representation reproduces colonial 
narratives that naturalize settler presence and Indigenous erasure. 

Furthermore, the mislabelled photographs throughout Sodbusters and the 
inaccurate attendant annotations make clear the instability of the written 
archive, while attesting to the value of oral histories provided by people 
like my grandmother. In one photograph, dated 1939, my grandmother is 
pictured next to a log cabin with her mother, Louise, and their dog Sport 
(Quinn 61). I showed this photograph to my grandmother and she verified 
the “log house” in the picture as the farmhouse in which she grew up. 
However, in another photograph of a young Indigenous girl standing next 
to an older, non-Indigenous man, my grandmother is identified alongside 
“Father Kinderwater”; this photograph is dated as 1938, which would make 
my grandmother one year old in the picture (Quinn 81), and yet the child 
in the picture is clearly much older than that. When I showed this to my 
grandmother, she stated that the person in the photograph resembles one of 
the girls with whom she grew up. In this instance, the ability of Indigenous 
bodies, especially girls’ bodies, to be read as so similar as to be substitutable 
for one another is troubling, and mirrors broader issues of the replaceability 
of Indigenous bodies in colonial texts and environments. The inaccuracy 
of Sodbusters as Kinuso’s primary archival text is displayed again in its 
representation of my great-grandfather, August. In one photograph, dated 
1946, an Indigenous man identified as August is shown with a few horses. 
My great-grandfather, however, lost his farmlands in 1943 when he  
(in)voluntarily enfranchised, which suggests that the purported date of  
the picture is incorrect. 

I am not arguing that the contributors and editors of Sodbusters intentionally 
“distorted” the history of my great-grandparents and grandmother, but 
rather that they did not treat this area of history (i.e., of the first chief of 
the Swan River First Nation) with the due diligence and respect that it 
deserves. Further, the presence of my great-grandmother Louise in the 
text is marginal, and she is only referenced in her proximity to August and 
her father.8 More to the point, these mistakes are symptomatic of the way 
Canadian institutions treat Indigenous peoples and handle Indigenous 
histories and knowledges more broadly. The multiple inaccuracies in the 
written archival text highlight the importance of oral histories, not only 
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as alternatives to the inconsistencies in the narratives settlers often tell of 
themselves, but also as valuable historical texts that make claims to spaces of 
belonging that assert long-held notions of Indigenous community.     
 

“Small Gifts Of Wisdom”: Agency, Voice, Refusal

The emerging recognition of the necessity of addressing the past and 
present of settler colonialism in Canada involves multiple complexities 
and contradictions. Because different kinds of conversations—“unsettling” 
conversations—must occur if any shift in the colonial relation is to take 
place, questions about “how” and “on whose terms” become extremely 
important (Eigenbrod 17). Before anything else, my grandmother’s story 
is a gift that nurtures the health of our kinship relations, extending to our 
ancestors, our living relatives, and our relatives yet to come. As Leanne 
Simpson states, stories are “small gifts of wisdom, but they only have 
power if the ones that hear those stories, embody them and act” (“RBC 
Taylor” n. pag.). To be a good relation, one does not treat such gifts lightly.9 
Treating stories as gifts also means confronting the danger that our stories 
will be used against us, whether through whitewashed incorporation 
of representations of Indigenous peoples back into settler narratives, 
or through a re-enactment of dehumanization at the very moment that 
historical violence is revealed. These tendencies have led critics like Audra 
Simpson to advocate the need for Indigenous peoples to consciously engage 
in moments of “ethnographic refusal” (95), or what Saidiya Hartman has 
referred to as “narrative restraint” (14), when revisiting the archive with the 
intention of composing a counter-historical project. It is clear that efforts to 
share Indigenous stories with broader audiences come with both risk and 
possibility, and it is my ongoing responsibility to negotiate this challenge in a 
“good” way (L. Simpson 20).

 Settlement, in the archive, is often presented as something that is always 
already coming into being, just as Indigenous peoples are often presented 
as always already disappearing. I have shared these particular excerpts of 
my grandmother’s story first and foremost as a means to honour that story 
and to assert our family’s presence and our ancestral and ongoing kinship 
ties to the land that is currently known as Swan River. In the process, 
her story offers an important interruption of the idea that settlement is 
complete, contesting the often taken-for-granted authority of the official 
archive. Beyond simply contesting the accuracy of dates and names, and 
pointing to the tactical absence of Indigenous peoples, this story leads 
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to larger questions about the social function of archives in settler states. 
Historical accounts often purport to document events as they unfold 
linearly through time and space. This tendency projects an inevitability, a 
history of the present that could not have been any other way, foreclosing 
a critical examination of colonialism as an active and ongoing project. As 
Fraser and Todd suggest, when “Indigenous people are present in historical 
records, they are often depicted as passive bystanders, rarely free agents in 
their own right and far removed from narratives that highlight agency or 
sophistication” (n. pag.). Indeed, in the narrative of the Sodbusters text, there 
is no place for a complex or nuanced account of my great-grandparents and 
the difficult choices they made in an effort to preserve kinship relations and 
protect their daughter from the harms of residential schooling. Yet, as my 
grandmother’s story about her father and mother attests, they acted within 
the small space of possibility circumscribed by the colonial state. 
 Is my great-grandparents’ choice an example of “agency” within a 
circumscribed grammar or language, an act akin to what Million describes as 
the movements made by our loved ones to avoid “those states that consumed 
them” (Million 76)? Or do we need a new vocabulary that can properly 
attend to lived Indigenous histories of resistance under colonization? How 
might my great-grandparents’ decision to take extreme measures in the face of 
violent colonial conditions teach us something about the strength of 
Indigenous peoples’ commitment to “keep the fire” of our kinship relations 
(Justice 2)? Any effort to find definitive answers to these questions will likely 
be met with frustration, yet even the ability to ask them opens up alternative 
readings of history that in turn create the possibility of alternative futures 
and decolonial horizons. 

Cultivating Decolonial Sensibilities 

By identifying the inaccuracies and elisions in the official archive of Kinuso 
history, I have sought in this paper to document what Dwayne Donald calls 
an Indigenous “pentimento,” whereby “Indigenous history and memory 
begins to show through in the ‘official’ history of Canada” (“Edmonton” 
23). This Indigenous history and memory has been presented as a “felt 
analysis,” one that is routinely dismissed as too subjective for the empirical 
expectations of academia. Million elaborates: 

academia repetitively produces gatekeepers to [Indigenous women’s] entry 
into important social discourses because we feel our histories as well as think 
them. How is it that our oral traditions and our literary and historical voices are 
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suppressed? What are the arguments that have been used to reduce what we say to 
the margins of public and academic discourse in the United States and Canada? 
Our voices are still positioned in a particular way, definitely reminiscent of the 
past silences we know so well, contingent to our colonized position now. (54) 

A felt analysis can be one way to depict what Hartman notes as “a history of 
the present [that] strives to illuminate the intimacy of our experience with 
the lives of the dead, to write our now as it is interrupted by this past” (4). 
As I have hoped to make apparent with my grandmother’s story, our nows 
are always interrupted by the peoples and places that precede us. These 
disruptions lead to knowledges inflected by and produced through feeling 
and experience of an understanding that exceeds the parameters of the state-
sanctioned stories that are continually told and retold to naturalize the settler 
nation-state. 

What I have offered is one history of a marginalized chief and, perhaps 
more importantly, an awareness of the often neglected traumas and turmoil 
engendered by residential schools and displacement. I am taken back to 
the resonant phrase uttered by my grandmother: they would “take my 
Cree away.” In this story, there are multiple instances in which Indigenous 
people were at risk of having their Cree language taken away, including both 
through forced enrolment in residential schools where speaking Indigenous 
languages was forbidden and through the ironic loss of Cree through 
the attempt to adapt to and ultimately survive in the dominant (settler) 
culture. And we can identify a triple loss as the small-town settler archive 
proves unable (or unwilling) to tell the history that it purports to know and 
once again erases a family and a larger cultural history. If we consider the 
complexity of this one simple story, it is staggering to imagine just how many 
erasures are at work in other stories across Canada and Turtle Island more 
broadly.10 

Importantly, Indigenous peoples’ recounting of our own histories 
demonstrates “our ability to speak to ourselves, to inform ourselves and 
our generations, to counter and intervene in a constantly morphing 
colonial system” (Million 54). “To ‘decolonize,’” Million continues, “means 
to understand as fully as possible the forms colonialism takes in our own 
times” (54-55). Although my grandmother was fortunate enough to avoid 
attending residential school, the effects of the near-destruction of her and 
her parents’ culture still manifest themselves in the lives of her children 
and grandchildren. As Jim Silver succinctly states, the “residential school 
experience is intergenerational and pervasive” (22). The stories of Helen’s 
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children’s and grandchildren’s lives, however, are not my stories to share, and 
are instances when narrative restraint and processes of refusal are at their 
most necessary. And while I believe the narrative of my grandmother and 
great-grandparents is important to tell, it is also necessary to recognize that 
“[n]o situation is ‘innocent’ of a violence of form, if not content, in narrating 
a history or a present for ourselves” (A. Simpson 99). To return to Million, 
routinely “[w]omen and men who cho[o]se to speak their experience often 
revea[l] social distress that has been equated with individual pathology. The 
mainstream white society read[s] Native stories through thick pathology 
narratives” (Million 56). Eve Tuck points out that mainstream narratives 
of Indigenous peoples tend to be “damage-centred,” framing Indigenous 
communities “as sites of disinvestment and dispossession . . . saturated 
in the fantasies of outsiders” (412). In response to this, the assertion of a 
“communal memory,” Goeman notes, “[is] necessary to escape the trap of 
colonialism as ‘tragic figures’” (186). In the telling of these narratives we 
must resist the narrativization that results in tragic figures, characterizations 
that paint a reductive view of history and obscure the historical resistances 
and present vibrancy of Indigenous communities. In this way, we are able 
to “begin shifting the discourse away from damage and toward desire and 
complexity” (Tuck 422). 

I used the term (in)voluntary enfranchisement above to characterize 
August and Louise’s effort to preserve kinship relations through refusal of the 
formal mechanisms of colonial recognition that would have required Helen’s 
enrolment in a residential school. This decision, no doubt a difficult one, was 
not made in abstraction, but rather as an act of Indigenous resistance and 
reaffirmation in the context of an impossible colonial imposition. Hoping 
to maintain ties to their daughter, August and Louise Sound gave up what 
little material wealth they had, contested the colonial authority of the state, 
and invested in the ongoing practice of Cree kinship relations, even though 
this meant leaving their territory and moving to the growing municipality of 
Kinuso and eventually Edmonton.

Thus, against a settler imaginary in which Indigenous peoples who move 
to the city sever all ties with their land, extended family, communities, and 
ultimately, their Indigeneity, August and Louise’s mobility was actually a 
reaffirmation of their Cree relations and responsibilities. Indeed, Indigenous 
peoples’ personal and familial migration has often been motivated by 
the desire to affirm sovereignty, agency, and traditional land relations. As 
Daniel Justice writes, “Kinship, like Fire, is about life and living; it’s not 
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about something that is in itself so much as something we do—actively, 
thoughtfully, respectfully” (3). August and Louise sought to preserve this fire 
in the face of colonial efforts to extinguish it.

Coda: Canada #150 

Difficult narratives prompt Hartman to ask: “What are the stories one tells 
in dark times? How can a narrative of defeat enable a place for the living 
or envision an alternative future?” (14). I have worked to transcribe the 
trajectory of my family’s history as a means to honour my grandmother and 
our other relations. I consider it part of this work to counter the dominant 
narratives of state- and civic-sponsored archives and chart new ways forward 
by presenting alternative stories. As Jo-Ann Episkenew notes, “Everyday 
stories . . . have transformative powers, but they must first implicate the 
audience before transformation can occur” (15). It is not lost on me that the 
onus for unsettling colonial narratives is often placed on Indigenous peoples. 
It is far less common for settlers to offer an account of how they and their 
families actively engaged in and benefited from processes of displacement 
and settlement, or to consider their own place in the Indigenous stories they 
have heard. This results in an uneven distribution of labour in the process of 
transformation—intellectual, affective, and political. 

In particular, Indigenous peoples are often expected to perform for settler 
audiences a rehearsal of their own traumas in ways that can be comfortably 
consumed and incorporated into existing Canadian national myths. When 
Indigenous stories are not packaged in this way, settlers often respond 
defensively or dismissively, unable to grapple with the destabilization of those 
myths, and unable to conceptualize what might be crafted in their place. My 
primary intention with this piece is not for my family history to “correct” an 
existing archive, but rather to sketch the porous boundaries where family 
histories and colonial narratives converge, to demonstrate the limitations 
of existing settler archives, and to point to the immensity—but also the 
importance—of the challenge of “rereading, reframing, and reimagining” 
relations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples (Donald, “Forts” 
5). Such work cannot be reduced to a protocol for reading settler archives or 
a scholarly practice for engaging Indigenous narratives, but rather requires 
a sustained and situated ethical and political commitment to “uproot settler 
maps that drive our everyday materialities and realities” (Goeman 170). 
To return to the editorial introduction to Canadian Literature’s “Indigenous 
Focus” special issue, Fee quotes Thomas King’s well-known phrase about the 



Canadian Literature 230/231 / Autumn/Winter 201640

N i k î k î w â n

necessity and circulation of stories: “Take it. [The story is] yours. Do with it 
what you will. But don’t say in the years to come that you would have lived 
your life differently if only you had heard this story. You’ve heard it now” 
(qtd. in Fee 10). And while I must adamantly refuse that anyone come to 
call the specific story of my grandmother and great-grandparents their own, 
it is necessary to recognize how this one story is emblematic of the larger 
narrative of Canada, a narrative wherein settlers become great “pioneers,” 
and Indigenous people ghosts. 
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  notes

 1 Nikîkîwân translates to “I went home” in Cree.
 2 According to Lisa Brooks, the kitchen table is a space where “ideas are exchanged” and 

“where all the stories are made” (231). For more on the metaphor of the kitchen table see 
Brooks’ afterword to American Indian Literary Nationalism titled “At the Gathering Place.” 
See also David Gaertner’s book review in Canadian Literature entitled “Reconciliation at 
the Kitchen Table.”  

 3 The responses provided by Helen McRee have not been altered in any way, and were 
edited neither for content nor grammatical issues (except in cases where it would help 
make her narrative less ambiguous). 

 4 Like many archives, Sodbusters itself is an archive as well as a narrative produced through 
multiple different archives. The important point is that Sodbusters presents itself as a 
“history” comprised of, and consolidated by, predominantly settler archival materials. 

 5 Daniel Justice describes kinship as a “web of . . . rights and responsibilities that link the 
People, the land, and the cosmos together in an ongoing and dynamic system of mutually-
affecting relationships” (6). Kinship emphasizes relationships to land as living relations 
(i.e., not property), to whom responsibilities are maintained even as colonialism tries to 
sever them. I would like to thank Tasha Hubbard for helping me to think of my great-
grandparents’ actions in these terms (i.e., [in]voluntary enfranchisement). 

 6 This assertion is buoyed by the fact that my great-grandfather’s name also vanishes from 
Treaty Annuity Paylists at this time.

 7 This is not to say that there were no “critiques” in the Sodbusters archive. In a long section, 
“submitted by” Cheryl Sheldon and Ruby Sound entitled “The Cree,” a more or less 
conventional description of Cree cultural practices is provided (Quinn 2). Yet, in brief 
moments, Sheldon and Sound provide sentences that clash with the overarching narrative 
of the Swan River Settlement. After describing the “traditional” lifestyle(s) and practices 
of the Cree, Sheldon and Sound end the description as follows: “Today the children of the 
hunting Cree have two lives to live. Their home is oriented to hunting, trapping and fishing 
while they go to school in a white urban center. It is hard for them to continue the two 
and it has caused many problems for them. This is heightened by the fact that many attend 
boarding schools.” This mention of “boarding schools” is the only direct reference to 
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the longhouse

there are people who will try to hurt you because of the good they see in you, needing that 
good for themselves. they’ll try to beat it out of you. when you come to know that, don’t 
become like those people.
–evelyn t.r. boyce

I dream of a large room, where the wind blowing indoors doesn’t seem out 
of the ordinary. though the room is full of people, I feel alone, lonely for a 
friend. my childhood home was like that, like I didn’t belong, with my mom 
stretching out a silence I wasn’t meant to break. the silence concerned me, 
mom teaching the older ones, the younger ones the dangers of me. my biggest 
flaw was I was too nice, too kind. not natural, my mom would say. born evil, 
that one. watch your back.

in dreamworld there are mirrors up above in the large room. I can see myself 
and each strand of my hair contains volumes of knowledge forming along the 
waves. the wind picks up words, like dust from my hands, my skin, my hair––
swirling them into a tiny twister whose point reaches into my left eye. and 
rather than close my eyes, I hold them open to the harshness of those words, 
the blinding sting that opens a doorway to the past.

I’m reminded of a story I heard some years ago, where trickster loses her 
eyes after juggling them for too long––even though she’s warned this will 
happen––and her eyes don’t return. she starts to go around with flowers in 
her empty sockets, telling the people she encounters how special her eyes are 
and how she can see things no one else can see. person after person offers 
to trade one eye for one of hers, until, one day, a girl offers to trade both her 
eyes for these special eyes that can see things no one else can see. when the 
trade is made, the girl is left without sight.
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but the girl knows that darkness holds stories and songs of great power, and 
when she recounts them in her mind, they shift her thoughts away from 
herself to the voices of the women who came before her.

she dreams about her grandmother. in the dream, she’s a teen and there 
are other kids, lots of them, maybe sisters and brothers and cousins. her 
grandmother has them all helping to clear out a canoe, a very, very long 
canoe that’s large enough for an extended family. the canoe is made from 
bark, not from wood. because she’s the oldest, her grandmother asks her to 
go out with the canoe and retrieve a medicine from the bottom of the water. 
the water is dark and murky. it takes several dives before the girl is able to 
pull up the medicine for her grandmother. she knows this is a powerful 
healing medicine. when she reaches the surface after her final dive and opens 
her eyes, she’s in a circle of women. 

she goes around the circle shaking the women’s hands, introducing herself. 
she reaches her mother, surprised she’s there. when they shake hands, they 
laugh and shake hands again. her mother’s hand feels like her own hand, like 
she’s shaking her own hand. her mother’s talking and the girl leans down 
to hear what her mother is saying, her left ear to her mother’s mouth. her 
mother makes a joke in her ear. the girl tells a joke back. wakes herself up 
laughing.
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Semi-polemical Introduction: Critical Conversations

The call for papers for this issue of Canadian Literature on Indigenous 
Literature and the Arts of Community invited contributors to “explore 
new ways of thinking about Indigenous literary arts and community 
engagement,”1 stressing decolonization strategies. Related topics such as 
“the responsibilities of artists and/or scholars to the communities of which 
they are part and to the communities addressed by and in their work” leave 
ample room for different kinds of interventions by both settler scholars 
and Indigenous community members, as well as for alliances of several 
kinds in shared projects for “unsettling” institutions associated with the 
history of colonialism. However, many Indigenous scholars, intellectuals, 
and artists remain—with reason—uneasy about Western-based academic 
and educational structures that tend to reproduce more than to challenge 
neo-colonial agendas, given the history of residential schools and related 
state agendas linked to cultural and other forms of genocide. Similarly, 
especially in more traditional, rural, land-based or reserve contexts, some 
Indigenous community members feel that literary studies in graduate 
English departments is not the best way to protect and develop Indigenous 
language, culture, and community, although for others post-secondary 
education in the humanities is not necessarily incompatible with community 
perspectives. When addressing methods of building “relationships among 
scholars, artists, educational institutions, and Indigenous communities and 
nations based on reciprocity and respect,” we need to consider the multiple 
kinds and locations of Indigenous communities and perspectives. Stressing 
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nation-to-nation relationships is one way of “moving beyond academic lip-
service” regarding “community consultation” that all too often replicates 
colonial power structures and agendas.   

Inescapably, proposals such as the call for papers for this special issue 
emerge from contexts and are couched in discourses that reflect uneasy power 
relations.  If “moving beyond academic lip-service” calls for a decolonizing 
of academic-community and settler-Indigenous relations, it also remains 
discursively embedded within Western academic frameworks that contain 
contradictory ways of talking about Indigenous literatures. Such contradictions 
at times are associated with approaches to scholarly protocols meant to 
acknowledge Indigenous sovereignty. Honouring the homelands of specific 
Indigenous communities where academic conferences are being held, for 
instance, can be a deeply political and respectful gesture, or a form of academic 
lip-service; sometimes it is both simultaneously. Similarly, statements of 
positionality prefacing conference talks can seem disconnected from the 
academic papers they serve to introduce, even when that is not the scholars’ 
intention.2 According to Chickasaw scholar Sákéj Henderson, “[c]olonial 
dominators have an answer for everything because they constantly change 
their level of coherence to favour their domination”; he adds that “[i]n 
Aboriginal thought, this process creates the ‘anti-trickster’ or the imitator of 
the Imitator, its twin” (71). Indigenous writers and scholars sometimes feel 
the need for a separate, safe space in which to meet and talk, a space in 
which a greater diversity of Indigenous storytelling traditions, a more fluid 
approach to Indigenous literary-critical methodologies, and a less censored 
critical stance can emerge. At the same time, as Plains Cree Métis scholar 
Emma LaRocque reminds us in “A Personal Essay on Poverty,” “The 
Colonization of a Native Woman Scholar,” and When the Other Is Me: Native 
Resistance Discourse 1850-1990 (2010), Indigenous writers and scholars also 
want and need to engage in necessary, productive, “unsettling” dialogue with 
the community of non-Indigenous academic friends and allies, but also to 
partake in and contribute to the pleasures and beauties of Indigenous literary 
aesthetics both within and beyond the academy. Such dialogue begins to 
change power relations and perspectives on both sides—although the 
conversations are seldom easy.   
 As part of that dialogical process, journals such as this one play an 
important role, as do organizations like the Indigenous Literary Studies 
Association (ILSA), in making space for Indigenous voices and views within 
structures that strive not to recolonize Indigenous people in the process of 
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discussing and debating key aspects of Indigenous literatures. That said, 
complexities, contradictions, paradoxes, and imbalances inevitably emerge 
and need to be addressed in these as well as other overlapping institutional 
spaces where, as Blood/Blackfoot scholar Leroy Little Bear reminds us, 
“colonization left a heritage of jagged worldviews among Indigenous peoples”: 

Yet all colonial people, both the colonizer and the colonized, have shared or 
collective views of the world embedded in their languages, stories, or narratives. 
It is collective because it is shared among a family or group. However, this shared 
worldview is always contested, and this paradox is part of what it means to be 
colonized. Everyone attempts to understand these different ways of viewing the 
world and to make choices about how to live his or her life. No one has a pure 
worldview that is 100 percent Indigenous or Eurocentric; rather, everyone has 
an integrated mind, a fluxing and ambidextrous consciousness, a precolonized 
consciousness that flows into a colonized consciousness and back again. (84-85)

Little Bear’s notion of ambidextrous consciousness anticipates critical emphasis 
on decolonizing processes in more recent commentaries about Indigenous 
literatures. The state of decolonial love invoked by Leanne Simpson and 
associated with resurging First Nations, Métis, and Inuit cultures and 
societies entails occupancy of Indigenous lands, revitalization of Indigenous 
languages, and expressions of cultural continuity. Resurgence acknowledges 
coexistence with Western perspectives and dialogue with settlers; however, 
decolonial aesthetics, like Indigenous activism, does not necessarily take 
colonialism as its central starting point. The decolonial love specifically 
associated with literary resurgence stresses the persistence and relevance of 
ancestral knowledge and cultural memory as embodied in story and spirit. 
Contemporary Indigenous literature written in English is one vital vehicle 
among many for articulating resurgent Indigenous cultures and identities.

Aspects of Little Bear’s ambidextrous consciousness can be seen in each 
of Simpson’s three epigraphs to her 2013 book of songs and stories, Islands 
of Decolonial Love, which underscore and celebrate relationships with 
other Indigenous writers as well as with anti-racist immigrant and refugee 
perspectives. Ambidextrous consciousness is implicit in Simpson’s first 
epigraph, an evocative, short citation from Sto:lo essayist, poet, and fiction 
writer Lee Maracle’s poem “Blind Justice” from her 2000 book Bent Box: 
“still, i am not tragic” (qtd. in Islands n. pag.). A second epigraph, taken 
from Dogrib (Tlicho) writer Richard Van Camp’s 1996 novel The Lesser 
Blessed (made into a feature film in 2012), reminds me of a passage from 
Simpson’s Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back (2011), in which she notes that the 
Anishinaabe3 word for truth is linked to the sound of a beating heart. Here, 
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the Van Camp citation—“i have to tell you something, i said. i’m not going 
to lie. i have to tell you. i have this god-shaped hole in my heart, and i think 
you do too” (qtd. in Islands n. pag.)—simultaneously acknowledges the 
God-shaped hole linked to the ravages of Christian missionaries, residential 
schools, and their legacy, and a “god-shaped hole” that by contrast invokes 
the permeability of spiritual and physical being within Indigenous ontology 
and epistemology. Simpson’s third epigraph, taken from Dominican 
American writer Junot Díaz, reminds us that resisting colonialism is an act 
not of hatred but rather of solidarity and of love: 

the kind of love that i was interested in, that my characters long for intuitively, is 
the only kind of love that could liberate them from that horrible legacy of colonial 
violence. i am speaking about decolonial love . . . is it possible to love one’s 
broken-by-the-coloniality-of-power self in another broken-by-the-coloniality-of-
power person? (qtd. in Islands n. pag.) 

The qualified answer provided to this not-so-rhetorical question is “yes,” 
with the proviso that such love extends beyond sexual relationships between 
humans to include one’s relationship to the earth and to other aspects of 
kinship, as defined by Cherokee scholar Daniel Heath Justice (2008) among 
others. Dene scholar Glen Coulthard and Simpson, for instance, state that 
Anishinaabe, Wendat, and Haudenosaunee nations exist “in deep reciprocal 
relationships with the Great Lakes . . . and foster deep relations to the St. 
Lawrence River leading to the Atlantic Ocean, the diverse plant and animal 
nations within their territories, the thunderers and rains, and all the spiritual 
and physical forces that connect them to this place,  
their place of creation, in an intimate and meaningful way (249).4 I propose 
that Simpson’s artistic treatment of decolonial love, in speaking to the  
G/god-shaped hole in our hearts, resists tragedy and revisits concepts such 
as ambidextrous consciousness. Her writing foregrounds a distinctive, novel 
approach to Western poetic practices, Indigenous storytelling traditions, 
and loving relations in a number of contexts, including spiritual dimensions 
of Creation. Simpson’s generation of writers and intellectuals is in dialogue, 
both implicitly and explicitly, with many other Indigenous authors such 
as Anishinaabe scholar John Borrows, Coulthard, and Cherokee scholar 
Jeff Corntassel, whose works theorize, each in their own way, relationships 
between settler and Indigenous nations from the standpoint of their own 
traditions. These intellectuals and writers also challenge and unsettle 
boundaries between and across Western and Indigenous literary genres and 
academic discourses. While Simpson’s work is not inconsistent with the 
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decolonial perspectives of both Díaz and Walter Mignolo, the American-
based Argentine scholar who has coined the phrase decolonial aesthetics, 
her own focus is on Anishinaabe women’s somewhat different relationship 
to decolonial love as experienced within rather than across different borders 
and boundaries on Turtle Island.5    

Simpson’s story-poem “leaks”—which captures in condensed form 
the decolonial aesthetic deployed in Islands of Decolonial Love—realigns 
Anishinaabe relationships to land, history, self, and community. It challenges 
neo-colonial binaries and hierarchies that would separate and isolate 
traditional Indigenous territories from contemporary urban cultural spaces; 
as she stresses in several of her essays, Simpson sees all of “Canada” as 
Indigenous land. While she writes primarily for an Indigenous readership, 
her work encourages all readers to hear and heed the multi-layered echoes 
and repetitions of older creation stories that “leak” through and reframe 
the static of neo-colonial violence. Decolonial love governs relationships 
between mother and child, between people and land, between physical and 
spiritual aspects of being, and between ancient and new art forms. While 
scholarship has stressed Simpson’s essays as key documents in resurging 
Indigenous thought and knowledge, making her work required reading in 
the Indigenous studies curriculum, her books of poems and stories—which 
are taught in many English courses and which, in my view, are continuous 
and contiguous with the essays—have received less attention in published 
commentaries on her work. 

Like the poem, the film Leaks, which premiered at the imagineNATIVE 
Film and Media Arts Festival in Toronto in 2014, is informed by knowledge 
of the verbal violence directed at one of the author’s Elders, a highly 
respected male teacher, storyteller, and knowledge-holder in her community. 
This incident occurred when Simpson, her young daughter, and the Elder 
were gathering leeks, and was traumatic for the child. While not necessary 
to the audience’s interpretation of the film, this context adds a layer of 
meaning inaccessible to those who access the film only via the author’s 
website. Ancestral knowledge transmitted from one generation to the next 
is a key cultural value and methodology in Anishinaabe oral tradition, and 
often entails the performance of a song or the telling of a story on occasions 
such as the seasonal gathering of food and medicines. Healing ceremonies 
that have always aided Anishinaabeg in leading the good life are now 
needed to address racism in Euro-Canadian society, reinforcing the desire 
to protect sacred knowledge from further intrusion, appropriation, or other 
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forms of violence. The story of Leaks, then, or rather the telling of it, not 
only responds to the need for individual and collective healing in the wake 
of colonialism but also, in keeping with Simpson’s decolonial aesthetic, 
contributes to resurgence and a new creation that counters colonialist 
violence by quietly underscoring the continuity of cultural traditions in 
the face of such violence. In the film, when the site of the racist incident is 
revisited, the viewer witnesses the tentative first steps of the child’s jingle 
dress dance and her spontaneous interpretation of the thunderbird hoop 
dance. The jingle dress dance, traditionally associated with healing, entails 
wearing ceremonial regalia; the playful, free-form interpretation of the hoop 
dance does not. In these film sequences, Simpson sits on the ground, quietly 
observing and smiling from her own vantage point under a tree. Métis 
filmmaker Cara Mumford, whose skilled direction, camerawork, and editing 
weave into a seamless whole these narrative segments, remains silent and 
invisible throughout.    

In opening my argument by comparing “leaks” in the published version of 
Simpson’s 2013 book with Mumford’s Vimeo (featuring a spoken word version 
of the poem performed by Simpson, song and music by Anishinaabe-
Nehiyawak singer-songwriter Tara Williamson, and dance by Simpson’s 
daughter Minowewebeneshiinh), I wish to underscore how collaboration 
between urban/land/community-based storytellers working in different media 
opens up a space for youth to find their own voices and resurges Anishinaabe 
cultural values. Before undertaking a reading of the film and the poem, let 
me conclude this semi-polemical introduction with a brief comment on some 
of the creative and critical challenges facing Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
scholars and academics, challenges being addressed by the overlapping 
audiences, shared interests, and constructive dialogue taking place in 
organizations such as ILSA, as reflected in this special issue of Canadian 
Literature. Some of these challenges have to do with taken-for-granted 
differences in theoretical frameworks, methodologies, and terminologies—
the discourses that, for better or for worse, have come to define key aspects 
of Canadian and Indigenous literary studies. Such differences extend to 
diverging understandings of peer review, the critic’s intention and positionality, 
and accountability to the author and her community, among other issues  
in Indigenous and Western scholarship. This divide—whether real or 
perceived—between “Indigenous” and “Canadian” scholarly protocols is 
arguably much deeper than that between competing theoretical formations 
within Western literary criticism, although Indigenous scholarship of course 
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also comes with its own theoretical debates and discursive diversity. My own 
critical stance, as an older tenured academic trained in Western literary 
methodologies and cross-appointed to both Indigenous Studies and 
Canadian Studies departments, and as a self-identified “small-m métis” 
(mixed-blood) Acadian-Maliseet woman, inevitably entails compromises, 
uneasiness, and complicity in the academic politics and other power 
relations invoked earlier in this essay.6 That younger First Nations PhD 
candidates interested in literature are affiliated with English departments in 
some instances, with Indigenous studies programs in other cases, and with 
both in yet other contexts speaks to the complexities that continue to inform 
the “discipline” of Indigenous literary studies and fertilize ILSA. Simpson, for 
her part, commenting on the desire to follow up the more academic essays in 
Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back with a book of stories and songs, observes that 
“within Nishnaabeg thought, theory is generated and regenerating from the 
ground up, and it has to be carried with you through your relationships and 
your life. . . . Rather than writing about gendered colonial violence, [in 
Islands] I created characters that had experienced that kind of violence but 
didn’t let it define them” (qtd. in Winder n. pag.). In Dancing on Our Turtle’s 
Back, invoking Edna Manitowabi, one of her Elders, teachers, and co-authors, 
Simpson explains how creation stories are intimately understood by a self 
not caught up in the Cartesian mind-body split embedded in European 
languages and post-Enlightenment European thought. This is the 
perspective foregrounded in “leaks,” both in Simpson’s poem and in the film 
version by Mumford.7

Situating Anishinaabeg Literary Methodologies

I believe that it is important to use Anishinaabe sources to discuss 
Anishinaabe literature, although critics from other nations also offer 
valuable insights on Simpson’s work as well.  One useful source is the 
critical anthology Centering Anishinaabeg Studies: Understanding the World 
through Stories (2013), co-published by the University of Manitoba and 
Michigan State University, and emerging from the 2011 Native American 
and Indigenous Studies Association (NAISA) conference. According to 
Anishinaabe editors Jill Doerfler, Niiganwewidam Sinclair, and Heidi Stark, 
stories are “being used as theoretical frameworks guiding questions in 
law, history, anthropology, environmental studies, and other fields” in the 
work of Anishinaabeg scholars, such as the contributors to their anthology, 
“many of whom [have been] exploring issues and interests of their own 
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communities” in ways that reveal “stories operating as different entryways, 
foundations, beginning points—as centers—to Anishinaabeg Studies” 
(xvi). Their introduction to the anthology explains the difference between 
aadizookanaag—“‘traditional’ or ‘sacred’ narratives that embody values, 
philosophies, and laws important to life . . . stories [that] are most often 
classified as animate in Anishinaabemowin”—and dibaajimowinan—
everyday narratives that are considered “histories” and “news” (xvii-xviii). 
Commenting on the essay by Leanne Simpson and Edna Manitowabi in their 
volume, the editors note that Simpson considers “these two types of stories 
as interrelated forces, echoes, and parts of a greater whole,” as she also states 
in Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back (xviii). In keeping with this methodology, 
I read “leaks” as reflecting several related aspects of Simpson’s work as an 
Anishinaabe-kwe. For me, this poem-story intersects with the “spontaneous” 
resurgent eruptions of inter-tribal, urban, Cree-inspired flash round dances 
associated with Idle No More; with long-standing “grassroots” forms of 
cultural, political, and spiritual resistance; with “traditional,” land-based 
Indigenous knowledge, language, and spirituality; and with contemporary 
Indigenous literary theory. I emphasize its significance as performance 
that enacts a positive form of continuity in Indigenous worldviews and 
change in settler-Indigenous relations. Like many of Simpson’s other stories 
and essays, “leaks” allows for the presence of ceremony in everyday life, 
in contemporary art, and in community politics. It interprets, adapts, and 
applies grandmother teachings about reciprocity and respect that cannot 
entirely be translated from Anishinaabemowin into English, but that 
reverberate and hold meaning on different levels for diverse readers. Poems 
such as “leaks” spark new kinds of conversations between Anishinaabeg, 
but also between writers from different First Nations, as well as between 
Indigenous and settler readers and critics.  

Poetry, Music, Dance, Film

In Simpson’s work, we hear echoes of the manidoog and of the Anishinaabe 
Creation Story and the vast collection of related stories that Doerfler, 
Sinclair, and Stark characterize as reliving, changing, and growing “through 
continuous retellings” in the many versions of various tellers (xviii). If as 
previously suggested these echoes do not always drown out neo-colonial 
static, they nevertheless resonate strongly enough to survive on their own 
terms and to help generate newly decolonizing political moves and art forms. 
In Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back, Simpson notes that performance is “most 
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powerful in terms of transformation in its original cultural context because 
that context places dynamic relationships at the core,” although “a song, a 
dance, or a spoken word story,” like “theatre, performance art, visual art, 
music and rap, film and video,” allows us to partake in an “individual and 
collective experience” that can lift “the burden of colonialism by visioning 
new realities” (34). Cherokee literary critic Daniel Heath Justice offers a 
similar insight: 

There’s a traceable and hopeful genealogy of Indigenous critical thought that 
moves from the self to the complications of community . . . to community-in-
relationship. . . . This model places the People into the web of familial rights and 
responsibilities that define that particular tribal community, while acknowledging 
the reality of changing historical experiences and their impacts on the various 
threads of that relational web. (Our Fire 210-11) 

Simpson’s spoken-word performance of “leaks” testifies both to the strength 
of cultural memory and to the legacy of colonialism, revealing, as Jarrett 
Martineau and Eric Ritskes argue, how the “task of decolonial artists, 
scholars and activists is not simply to offer amendments or edits to the 
current world, but to display the mutual sacrifice and relationality needed to 
sabotage colonial systems of thought and power for the purpose of liberatory 
alternatives” (qtd. in Simpson, “Land” 22).  
 Both the poem “leaks” and the film Leaks can be accessed on Simpson’s 
website.8 The collaboration between spoken-word artist and filmmaker 
further illustrates Simpson’s decolonial, Anishinaabe understanding 
of contemporary artistic practices, which in this instance relates to the 
implicate order, ancestral memory, personal experience, neo-colonial 
violence, and intergenerational trauma and healing. Like the poem, the 
film turns to contemporary art forms to evoke land, language, community, 
and cultural knowledge grounded in Anishinaabe being. Some of these 
perspectives, embedded in an oral tradition that cannot fully translate into 
Euro-Canadian cultural contexts, are also given voice in Simpson’s essays, 
which, like the film, blend autobiography, storytelling, community history, 
and critical theory. In keeping with the creation story at the Heart of Dancing 
on Our Turtle’s Back, dance functions both literally and metaphorically in 
Simpson’s thought and in Mumford’s film. The film juxtaposes contrasting 
emotions, experiences, and art forms: Simpson’s ambidextrous oral rendition 
of the poem, a lullaby-like song composed and performed on the piano by 
Tara Williamson, images of family gathering leeks in the forest in the spring, 
and instances of Simpson’s daughter Minowewebeneshiinh dancing in the 
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woods. Métis choreographer/dancer Rulan Tangen and Mohawk dancer/
designer Tammy Beauvais also contributed other aspects of the process, 
underscoring the relationships between artists from different Indigenous 
nations and territories and making use of different media. The film and 
the poem use a layered storytelling technique that speaks to overlapping 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous audiences as well; this technique could be 
described as dialogical, contrapuntal, or call-and-response, depending on 
one’s point of reference. Simpson compares the layering technique in some of 
her own creative work to that used in petroglyphs she has visited (DaCosta 
n. pag.); it could also be compared, in my view, with the cut-out and overlay 
techniques seen in underlying and surface decorative layers (and layers 
of meaning) of bark in birch canoes, cradleboards, and dishes variously 
used in sacred and everyday contexts. The dialogue between traditional 
and contemporary art forms generates a multi-dimensional palimpsest of 
meaning. For Simpson, “storytelling, or ‘narrative imagination,’ is a tool to 
vision other existences outside the current ones by critiquing and analyzing 
the current state of affairs, but also by dreaming and visioning other realities” 
(Dancing 40). While respecting distinctions between sacred stories told in 
ceremony and personal or “everyday” stories that also entertain and instruct, 
Simpson considers “Dibaajimowinan as echoing the Aandisokaanan” 
(Dancing 40; emphasis mine).  
 The word “leaks” carries multiple meanings and usages here. It connotes a 
sudden or an ongoing flow of water, whether in the form of human tears, 
amniotic fluid, breast milk, or the rain showers associated with thunderstorms. 
It also signals the piercing through of a ray of light, as in sunlight breaking 
through the clouds, creating a rainbow, or filtering through a kaleidoscope 
or camera aperture. “Leaks” reminds us of the fluid boundaries characterizing 
relationships between mother and child, between lovers, between humans 
and other life forms, and between European and Anishinaabe peoples and 
worldviews, as seen from an Indigenous perspective. There is a play of words 
on “leaks” and “leeks,” the latter of which is an endangered species of plant 
that in the spring serves as both food and medicine to Anishinaabe people. 
Repairing “tears” in the fabric or web of life—renewing the skin of the earth-
mother—means crying “tears” of sadness and joy, bringing back the balance 
of pain and pleasure associated with birthing. The sacredness of water, 
traditionally associated with women and with rivers as the life-blood of the 
earth, also means that women, water, and earth all were (and sometimes still 
are) deeply cherished and highly respected. Citing Wendy Geniusz’s book 
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Our Knowledge Is Not Primitive, Simpson reminds us that “Aki [earth] includes 
all aspects of creation: land forms, elements, plants, animals, spirits, sounds, 
thoughts, feelings, energies and all of the emergent systems, ecologies and 
networks that connect these elements” (qtd. in “Land” 15). Each individual 
has “their own personal stories or narratives that communicate their own 
personal truths, learning, histories and insights,” while the story of the gentle 
lowering to earth of the first Nishnaabe, “this most perfect, beautiful, lovely 
being,” is spoken of as “not just any ‘First Person,’ but that it was me, or you” 
(Dancing 41-42). Linking the story of the first being to one’s own story and 
place in the implicate order reveals how “we were created out of love.” Repetition 
and re-enactment of sacred stories in everyday contexts open up space  
for new meaning and understanding, mitigating more coercive forms of 
repetition in the repertoire of Western libidinal and other economies tied to 
patriarchal power structures.9 

Textual Analysis of “leaks”: Resurging Ogichidaakwe

By way of introduction to the print version of the poem published in Islands 
of Decolonial Love, the layering of perspectives is signalled by the author’s 
diction, indentation, spacing, italics, lower case, and punctuation. Due to 
space constraints, I limit my own reading here mostly to diction, although 
features such as recurring shifts between first, second, and third person, 
between positive and negative grammatical formulations, and between 
tenses—especially the present continuous and simple future—underscore 
Indigenous ontology more generally as well as the particulars of the specific 
story being told. Like these features, the layout of the poem on the page, 
together with its syntax and diction, underscores its dialogism while 
hinting at the difficulty of translating into European languages the kinds of 
relationships built into Indigenous languages such as Anishinaabemowin. 
In an interview about the book in which this poem was published, Simpson 
comments on how traditional approaches to language, vision, and technique 
inspire some of her own literary experiments:

I wanted to use Anishinaabek esthetics or Anishinaabek ways or techniques of 
storytelling. Those are encoded in the language, and encoded in the way our 
traditional storytellers tell stories. A lot of our stories take place on Ahki (on 
the land) but there’s also other things happening in the spirit world, in another 
dimension. I wanted to have that multi-layered, multi-dimensional technique.  
I wanted to reference our stories, and repetition was really important in mirroring 
the poetry, a technique I learned by spending a lot of time at the petroglyphs—  
I wanted to use some of that. Metaphor is also really important in our traditional 
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stories . . . all of those things are conceptualized really well in the language, 
so what if even though it’s in English and in print, what if I use some of those 
techniques that my ancestors used. (qtd. in DaCosta n. pag.)

Fully cognizant of the complexities of conveying Indigenous knowledge in 
English, Simpson incorporates echoes of stories and linguistic structures into 
her work. The poem “leaks” references the persistence of colonialism using 
a poetic technique that allows for the palpable, wordless, ongoing, spiritual 
presence of Aki. In the poem, some of this earth- and language-based 
holistic knowledge “leaks” through into English-language usage.   
  Simpson’s storytelling practices layer contemporary societal realities, 
Anishinaabe Creation stories, the author’s personal creation story, and 
elements of her daughter’s story. Like the film, the poem at times merges the 
story of the ancestors, of the earth, of people today, and of women; cultural 
memory is embodied in the mother’s and the child’s distinct, interrelated 
dreams and realities. Its double-voiced discourse points to modernity and 
to ancestral knowledge, often in the same utterance. The poem’s structure 
reflects its discourse. Aligned on the left-hand side of the page we find the 
story of what happened to Simpson’s daughter, a story that hints at the poet’s 
own unstated childhood traumas. The italicized words on the right point to 
the significance of this history with reference to Anishinaabe understandings 
of the sacredness of children, of women, and of the earth. Recent events 
are viewed from a temporal vantage point anchored in the distant past and 
looking to the future, which are all conflated in the continuous present 
as sacred time. The opening line’s reference to a “dirt road,” for instance, 
evokes the unpaved routes of reserves as well as the good red road associated 
with Indigenous cultural and spiritual pathways—countering colonialist 
negative images of the earth and Indigenous people, especially women, 
as “dirty” or unclean. The second line’s “open windows” invoke clarity of 
vision, unrestricted breath, and a measure of freedom in the family vehicle 
travelling down country roads, breaking down barriers between “inside” 
and “outside.” The dirt road and open window of the poem’s opening lines, 
like Simpson’s tricky use of the second-person pronoun “you” in some of 
her italicized lines, evoke Anishinaabe critic Gerald Vizenor’s theory of 
transmotion, which he defines as presence, survivance, and sovereignty, 
rather than as imitation, hybridity, and cultural mimicry. For Vizenor, “the 
native you is a trickster pronoun with no obvious antecedence. The you 
is the transmotion of the other, the transcendence of the indian as other” 
(36). He adds that “native identities are in words, to be sure, and in traces 
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of wind and water; the distance of pronouns in a summer rain, the run of 
a thunderstorm, is as much assurance of native survivance as the chiastic 
inversions of the names” (36). Simpson’s own poetic discourse challenges 
neo-colonial social constructions of Indigenous being, offering the reader 
her own vision and version of Anishinaabe cultural identity today. 
 The third line of “leaks,” “beautiful one, too perfect for this world,” does 
not refer to the fallen nature or lost garden of Christian iconography—or 
to stereotypes of the vanishing noble savage—but rather to the innocence 
of a young child wounded by colonialism. This child has to deal with a 
number of experiences, challenges, and hurts that should not be part of her 
world, such as racism, disrespect directed at her beloved Elder, and the lack 
of positive images of her culture reflected in mainstream Canadian society, 
as well as human struggles including the compromises negotiated daily by 
family and community members. The line “immediacy of mosquitoes / 
humidity choking breath” reminds us that life entails struggle and sacrifice 
and calls for patience, but that there is magic in the cycle of the seasons 
allowing for the return of “my beautiful singing bird.” The next lines refer 
to this bird, which presumably relates to the daughter’s spirit name, 
Minowewebeneshiinh. The poet identifies this “five year old ogichidaakwe” 
as holy woman occupying her own special place in the circle of life and cycle 
of human regeneration.10 That she is “crying silent, petrified tears in the 
backseat / until the dam finally bursts” brings home the terrifying impact 
of colonialism; it signals the reaching of a crisis point that gives voice to 
trauma, breaks a long silence, and releases pent-up emotion. The flood of 
tears flows into and signals both individual and collective healing, as well as 
recognition of the beauty of Creation. The link between the spirit of earth, 
mother, and child becomes explicit in the poem’s images of decolonial love: 

you are the breath over the ice on the lake. you are the one 
the grandmothers sing to through the rapids. you are the
saved seeds of allies. you are the space between embraces

The gestational cycle of the seasons is layered with that of humans and of the 
earth-world, embodying presence and continuity through women’s work, 
words, cries, and pregnant silences. The line “saved seeds of allies,” referring 
to settlers who support Indigenous values, alludes to the need to protect 
traditional subsistence crops such as corn and “wild” rice (manoomin) from 
genetically modified and commodified seeds spawned by monocultural agri-
business as well as from unsustainable commercial harvesting by outside 
interests. The phrase also acknowledges the possibility of more positive, 
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loving relations between settlers and Indigenous people, while signalling 
solidarity between different racialized and oppressed groups resisting the 
forces of globalization. 
 I am once again reminded of the title of Simpson’s collection and the 
epigraph upon which it is based. Simpson explains:

I started with a different title for the manuscript, and when I was in the final stages I 
happened to read an article by the Dominican-American author Junot Díaz entitled 
“Decolonial Love.” He was talking about his own experience as an immigrant and 
a male, trying to find love and intimacy with a romantic partner, despite having 
the damage of colonialism, rape culture, and gendered violence as a starting 
point. The interview really resonated with me . . . I started to see Anishinaabe 
women—whether it’s their love of land, culture, Elders, or partners—as little 
islands of hope, little islands of love. Maybe we don’t always get it right, but we 
get glimpses of love, so the title really seemed to fit. (qtd. in DaCosta n. pag.)

The next few lines of the poem comment on the significance of the events 
alluded to earlier: “she’s always going to remember this” and “her body 
will remember” could refer to the embodied memory of the ancestors, 
of sacredness, of trauma, and of healing. There is also an allusion to the 
knowledge that individual and collective refusal can be empowering, 
as suggested in the intervening lines “you are rebellion, resistance, re-
imagination” and “you are dug up roads, 27-day standoffs, the foil of industry 
prospectors.” We are forever forced to dig up the dirt of colonialism, which 
desecrates earth and people alike: “she can’t speak about it for a year, which 
is 1/6 of her life.” The layers upon layers of meaning are hinted at but 
deliberately not revealed: “for every one of your questions there is a story 
hidden in the forest.” Her response to this—as a mother, an activist, and a 
poet—makes use of the imperative grammatical mood, underscoring the 
necessity of remembering and of acting: “use them [these stories hidden 
in the forest, including the story of gathering leeks every year] as flint, 
fodder, love songs, medicine.” Like the repetition of the pronoun “she,” 
the recurrence of the pronoun “you” is layered, multiple, and inclusive, 
affirming the collective vision and untiring work of Indigenous women and 
Indigenous artists: “you are from a place of unflinching power, the holder of 
our stories, the one who speaks up.” Besides her daughter, Simpson includes 
other potential readers in this “you,” although she speaks primarily to 
the Indigenous readership that she identifies as her first audience: “I also 
encourage non-Native readers to seek out the histories and perspectives of 
the Indigenous Peoples’ territory they call home and work towards becoming 
a decolonizing influence where they live” (Gift 5). 



Canadian Literature 230/231 / Autumn/Winter 201659

 The last three lines of the poem compound the storied layers built up by 
the author: 

the chance for spoken up words drowned in ambush
             you are not a vessel for white settler shame,
even if i am the housing that failed you.

It is possible to interpret “drowned in ambush” and “housing that failed you” 
as the recognition of human frailty in general and the daunting task facing 
Indigenous mothers in particular. Being human, we are all blindsided from 
time to time, subject to the vagaries of chance and of choice; a mother feels 
this especially keenly, an Indigenous mother doubly so. It is also possible 
to interpret these lines as implying the deeper ravages of colonialism, 
generating a sense of inescapable violence and irreparable loss in the 
community, something that we all feel at times, as Simpson notes elsewhere: 
“storytelling becomes a space where we can escape the gaze and the cage of 
Empire, even if it is just for a few minutes” (Dancing 34). However, I also 
interpret “spoken up words drowned in ambush” as Anishinaabemowin, and 
“the housing that failed you” as English. Here, language is not the clothing 
so much as the housing of thought—if language functions, according to 
Heidegger, as the house of being, then English betrays the Indigenous 
subject. While we can never fully convey the mystery and beauty of Creation 
in any language, spoken or written, the silences no less than the words carry 
a heavy burden of meaning for the poet, her daughter, and her Elder here: 
“you are not a vessel for white settler shame.” The sounds of the jingle dress, 
the Elder’s words, the wind in the woods—these are not seen or heard but 
are palpable beneath the words and rhythms of the poem.  

Pedagogy as Embodied Flight

In “Land as Pedagogy,” Simpson reminds us that relationships are based 
upon consent, that “[r]aising Indigenous children in a context where their 
consent, physically and intellectually, is not just required but valued goes a 
long way to undoing the replication of colonial gender violence” (15). Having 
experienced the biases and power relations inherent in Western educational 
systems, Simpson has produced alternative pedagogical tools and stories 
suitable for both children and adults, stories learned from the Elders. These 
include oral and written performances of Nanabozho (Elder Brother) stories 
which, like the essays in Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back, revisit the significance 
of key words and concepts from Anishinaabemowin. In “Land as Pedagogy,” 
Simpson refers back to a story about the gift of maple syrup retold in her 
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2013 book The Gift Is in the Making, emphasizing how we relate to these stories 
on a deeply personal, gendered level. In the essay, Simpson’s use of the name-
word Kwezens [girl], together with her commentary on the story, makes it 
clear that Kwezens simultaneously refers to herself, her daughter, and the girl 
in the older traditional story passed on by her Elders and reinterpreted 
here—reminding me of the layering of meaning in “leaks.” As she suggests, 
land is both context and process in this story about the joy and the 
responsibilities of sustaining and being sustained by the sugar maple bush:  

It is critical to avoid the assumption that this story takes place in pre-colonial 
times because Nishnaabeg conceptualizations of time and space present 
an on-going intervention to linear thinking—this story happens in various 
incarnations all over our territory every year. . . . Kwezen’s presence (and the 
web of kinship relations that she is composed of) is complicated by her fraught 
relationality to the tenacity of settler colonialism . . . and her very presence 
simultaneously shatters the disappearance of Indigenous women and girls from 
settler consciousness. (“Land” 8)

In a further comment on decolonial aesthetics, Simpson cites Martineau 
and Ritske’s claim that “the freedom realized through flight and refusal 
is the freedom to imagine and create an elsewhere in the here; a present 
future beyond the imaginative and territorial bounds of colonialism. It is a 
performance of other worlds, an embodied practice of flight” (qtd. in “Land” 
23). For me, this “embodied practice of flight” is suggested by the “beautiful 
singing bird” of the poem and by the girl’s thunderbird hoop dance in the 
film. Tara Williamson’s lyrics, not always clearly audible beneath the overlay 
of music and spoken-word poem, include the words “Nagamon binesiioons” 
[sing, little bird] as well as the Nishnabemowin words for “don’t cry” and 
“don’t forget,” serving to remind that child of who she is no matter what 
transpires.11 The reverberations of such decolonial aesthetics, as part of a 
larger movement, have yet to be fully realized in both settler and Indigenous 
community contexts, but the seeds of song have been planted. According 
to Simpson, in order to access knowledge from a Nishnaabeg perspective, 
“we have to engage our entire bodies: our physical beings, emotional self, 
our spiritual energy and our intellect. Our methodologies, our lifeways 
must reflect those components of our being and the integration of those 
four components into a whole” (Dancing 42). This places the dancing, 
singing, and storytelling self at the heart of resurgence, bringing family and 
community back into the circle of life.

The introduction to this essay mentions my own uneasiness with some 
of the contradictions inherent in turning to Western academic frameworks 
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to discuss Indigenous literatures; because I am not versed in Anishinaabeg 
methods, I use theory and criticism by Anishinaabeg scholars who do have 
knowledge of those traditions. Even for those interested in other approaches, 
it is evident (at least to me) that the relation of academic studies to 
Indigenous communities, and of disciplines to interdisciplinary frameworks, 
is called into question by Indigenist perspectives, as Simpson’s 2008 critical 
anthology Lighting the Eighth Fire: The Liberation, Resurgence, and Protection 
of Indigenous Nations clearly illustrates. While we now have at our disposal 
numbers of books by Indigenous literary critics, such as the Doerfler, 
Sinclair, and Stark volume, there is still the tendency for Indigenous studies 
methodologies to be associated with the social sciences more than the 
humanities—although recent publications such as Chris Andersen and Jean 
O’Brien’s Sources and Methods in Indigenous Studies (2017) includes work by 
literary scholars such as Daniel Heath Justice and Heidi Stark among others. 
At the risk of sounding even more polemical than in my introduction, I 
would argue that more needs to be done in support of Indigenous academics 
and activists in the humanities and in literary studies. I wonder whether—
the economics and politics of scholarly publishing aside—we might wish to 
consider a new “Canadian-based” journal whose mandate would be to create 
space for Indigenous literary scholars, while also leaving room for work by 
settler allies wishing to support such a project? 
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notes

 1 See “Indigenous Literature and the Arts of Community” for the call for papers cited in 
this introduction.

 2 Leanne Simpson and Glen Coulthard make a more pointed comment about their own 
experience of a conference organized in Toronto, one where historic Wendat, Mississauga 
Anishinaabe, and Haudenosaunee relationships to each other and to settlers in that place 
were not acknowledged by the organizers, who apparently did not see these Indigenous 
nations as hosts. See Coulthard and Simpson.   
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Anishinaabe territory. Finally, it should be noted that as someone born on the Maine-New 
Brunswick-Quebec border, I have always been drawn not only to nation- and place-specific 
literatures in general, but also to Indigenous writing that traverses and challenges geo-
political boundaries such as the 49th parallel.

 7 This Vimeo was screened at Laurentian when Edna Manitowabi was awarded an honorary 
doctorate by the University of Sudbury in 2014, and during which Dr. Manitowabi 
delivered her convocation address entirely in Anishinaabemowin. I attended both the 
ceremony and the screening on this occasion.

 8 http://leannesimpson.ca/
 9 I am reminded of Cree playwright Tomson Highway’s contribution to Sam McKegney’s 

Masculindians (2014), an anthology of conversations with Indigenous authors, in 
which Highway explains the implications of the deep difference between Western and 
Indigenous stories and narratives, including foundational creation stories and discourses 
associated with monotheism, pantheism, and animism.

 10 A footnote appended to this one-page poem explains that in Anishnaabemowin 
“ogichidaakwe is holy woman” (21).  

 11 I am grateful to Cara Mumford for this information about the meaning of Tara’s words, as 
I do not speak any Indigenous language.
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J o r d a n  A b e l

Empty Spaces 1

Up stream. Clear tide. Beneath some low bushes is a silent river. Branches 
wave in the current. They call this river by a name. For many moments, the 
branches bend in the eddies, and the arm of the silent river turns towards itself. 
For many moments, the name of the river hangs in the air. Every few yards, 
bubbles appear on the surface, are filled with light, and disappear. At the shore, 
there is a dead silence, and then there are low voices. The voices are obscured 
somewhere below the ragged treetops. The rise of air. Somewhere under the 
ragged treetops is the growing sound of voices. Somewhere on the river, bark 
can be seen floating along with the current. The down stream current. The 
far down current, sinking again beneath the air. The current that swells and 
sinks and crashes against the rocks, echoing through the vaults of forest and 
the sweetness of nature. Still, there is breath. There are voices. In the caverns 
below there is air that rises up to meet those voices. But the voices are just 
sounds in the woods, sweeping through the branches. The air. The sparks. The 
flames. The smoke. The cool evening breeze sweeps along the surface of the 
river. Thunder rumbles beyond the distant hills. Any signal. Any water. Any 
alarm far down the current. Still, the air sinks into the caverns below and the 
voices sink too. What hazardous undertakings. What trusted intent. Which 
current glides towards fortune and which current turns treacherous. The river 
plunges into the ravine and the mist rises like smoke. For a few moments, the 
mist is the smoke before it falls back into the river. For a few moments, there is 
a plume of water crested by the light that cuts through the forest.
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                                   Engaging centuries of settler-invader attempts to 
dispossess and destroy Indigenous communities, Nisg_a’a poet Jordan Abel 
makes appropriation and erasure his central thematic and formal 
preoccupations in The Place of Scraps (2013). The text itself consists of a 
series of erasure poems and collages that take much of their source material 
from Québécois anthropologist and salvage ethnographer Marius Barbeau’s 
canonical Totem Poles (1950). Barbeau, both in Totem Poles and throughout 
his career, studied a number of Pacific Northwest “tribes,” including the 
Nisg_a’a. Abel’s appropriation of Totem Poles constitutes a pointed entrance 
into and reconfiguration of settler-colonial discourses that fabricated the 
myth of the perpetually vanishing Indigenous body, a myth that was 
instrumental to the construction of a robust nationalism in the interwar 
period. By demanding that readers look again and again at multiple re-
presentations of language from Totem Poles, Abel’s poems enact the 
endurance and embody the presence of the Indigenous subject under 
erasure. Following Roy Miki’s call for “an aesthetics that both acknowledges 
the colonialism embedded in Canadian cultural nationalism and draws 
attention to a ‘present-tense’ relationship to the lands that were appropriated” 
(163-64), I read Abel’s poetry as both a discursive repatriation of ancestral 
artifacts, cultures, and histories, as well as a tactical disruption of colonial 
epistemologies that depend on the erasure of Indigenous presence. As this 
double reading suggests, Abel’s return to textual and physical sites of 
colonial erasure and appropriation is not simple gamesmanship; it is a 
powerful poetic act that reverberates in the contemporary moment, a 
moment understood by scholars such as Taiaiake Alfred, Leanne Simpson, 
and Glen Coulthard as one of Indigenous resurgence. 

 “Split With the Kind Knife”
Salvage Ethnography and Poetics  
of Appropriation in Jordan Abel’s  
 The Place of Scraps

M a x  K a r p i n s k i
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Before venturing into the theory and criticism that ground my thinking 
about Abel’s text, I feel impelled to address my own positionality. As a 
non-Indigenous scholar, I am aware of the necessity to tread lightly in 
approaching and analyzing texts by Indigenous writers. This tension is 
compounded by the fact that the text I am reading has received very limited 
scholarly attention. In one sense, the lack of criticism addressing Abel’s 
poetry is fortunate; it forces me to foreground the context surrounding 
both the text’s production and the events and histories that the poems 
explore. Jo-Ann Episkenew suggests that a lack of historical and cultural 
context is the primary reason why non-Indigenous scholars often engage in 
rampant misreadings of Indigenous texts. Furthermore, as she argues, these 
misreadings constitute socially and ethically questionable acts that have 
material, real-world effects: 

If one examines the text of works of Aboriginal literature without examining 
the context from which it is written, Aboriginal people become abstractions, 
metaphors that signify whatever the critic is able to prove they signify. However, 
to write in this way shows a lack of social responsibility because it has an effect 
on the living people who are the subjects of Aboriginal literature. (65) 

Writing about Indigenous texts and authors requires, in my own understanding, 
awareness and self-reflexivity with regard to the non-Indigenous critic’s self-
location. To engage in criticism of Indigenous texts, I must reorient my notion 
of critical authority and put myself in a position of listening and learning. 
But I also believe that, within this reorientation, it is still possible for me to 
write valuable, passionate, and invested criticism. I bring to Abel’s text my 
own personal history, as a settler born elsewhere but raised in Canada from  
a young age, and as a scholar of both contemporary Canadian experimental 
poetry and the politics of poetic form. I offer my interpretations as one 
entrance into The Place of Scraps, welcoming both conversation and correction.  
 In light of my scholarly investment in the political potential of poetic 
forms, I am further aware that an emphasis on the aesthetics of Abel’s 
erasure poetry must also be interrogated as a possible act of critical 
colonization. I follow Sam McKegney, another non-Indigenous scholar, 
in foregrounding the negative implications of performing purely aesthetic 
or formal analysis of Indigenous texts. In his “Open Letter” discussing 
“strategies for ethical engagement” for the “non-Native critic of Native 
literatures” (63), McKegney quotes Helen Hoy’s concern that the “application 
of irrelevant aesthetic standards” might be a “means of domesticating 
difference, assimilating Native narratives into the mainstream” (57). 
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McKegney urges non-Indigenous scholars to “privilege[] the work of Native 
scholars, writers, and community members—not as a political gesture, but 
as a sincere attempt to produce the most effective criticism” (63-64). To 
counter the possibility of producing a myopic reading, I link Abel’s poetry 
to the Nisg_a’a Nation’s recent efforts to repatriate ancestral artifacts that 
had been taken and scattered among museum collections across Canada. 
As McKegney warns, “narrow historicization won’t reverse the system’s 
corrosive social and political effects unless harnessed to a clear vision for the 
future and mobilized in the service of Indigenous empowerment” (Magic 6). 
The association of Abel’s contemporary poetry with the collective struggle 
towards forms of Indigenous self-recognition constitutes, I argue, one way to 
extend Abel’s poetics beyond the space of the page and out into the physical, 
contested spaces of communal self-actualization.  
 Taking up Alfred’s and Simpson’s work on Indigenous resurgence, political 
theorist Glen Coulthard emphasizes the need to think critically about the terms 
employed by resistance or empowerment movements. In his transposition of 
Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks onto the contemporary relationship 
between Indigenous peoples and the Canadian nation-state, Coulthard suggests 
that governmental policies that emphasize the state’s “recognition” of 
Indigenous communities are implicated in strategies of continued colonization: 
“in Fanon recognition is not posited as a source of freedom and dignity for 
the colonized, but rather as the field of power through which colonial relations 
are produced and maintained” (17, emphasis original). Quoting Fanon, 
Coulthard argues that recognition does not constitute a revolutionary demand 
as it has been co-opted by juridical and political forces and transformed into 
a new means of colonial containment: “far from being emancipatory and 
self-confirming, recognition is instead cast as a ‘suffocating reification,’ a 
‘hemorrhage’ that causes the colonized to collapse into self-objectification” (139). 
His emphasis on “the cultural practices of critical individual and collective 
self-recognition” (131) echoes the distinction made by Daniel Heath Justice 
between “colonialist recognition” and “kinship” (“Rhetorics” 245). Referring 
specifically to the United States, Justice argues that governmental policies of 
Indigenous recognition construct Indigeneity as a measurable quantity tied to 
blood or genetics, constantly under threat of being withdrawn. Kinship, however, 
is “more conditional, more intimate . . . [and] embedded in both a local and 
localized matrix of relationship. . . . Recognition in this context is thus a 
context- and community-specific response” (245). Both Justice and Coulthard, 
then, desire an alternative valuation of “recognition”; they seek to shift the 
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term’s discursive associations towards modes of communal articulation that 
foreground self-definition and reciprocal rights and obligations. 

For Justice, particularly, kinship as an alternative mode of recognition 
deviates from national policies that identify Indigeneity genetically as “a 
fixed state of being” (“Rhetorics” 245). Justice’s argument that colonialist 
recognition is grounded in “fixed state” notions of Indigeneity exposes how 
governmental policies continue to be premised on obsolete concepts of 
corporeal difference. In their expectation of quantifiable otherness, governmental 
invocations of recognition gesture towards what Sherene H. Razack terms 
“the importance of the visible in colonial encounters—who and what is seen 
and not seen” (Looking 11). Working within an intersectional feminist critical 
framework, Razack borrows Mary Louise Pratt’s construct of the “seeing man” 
to demonstrate the interlocking systems of imperialism, capitalism, racism, 
and masculinism. The “seeing man” coalesces these intertwined ideologies in 
his power and ability to represent, filtered through “imperial eyes [that] 
passively look out and possess” racialized and minoritized bodies (qtd. in 
Looking 15). Lee Maracle responds to precisely this simultaneous erasure and 
possession effected by colonial representations of Indigenous bodies when 
she describes the urgent need to write the self into literature as a defiant force. 
Writing enacts a persistent visibility, addressing, as Maracle says, “my need 
for you to see me—really see me . . . my need to carve images of myself on the 
panes of your books, never to be forgotten” (207). In this context, extending 
from Maracle’s statement and echoing Fanon’s concern with the ways in 
which the colonized comes to internalize the violent, degrading, and racist 
rhetoric of the colonizer, Indigenous literature might be read as offering a 
resistant counter-narrative to the lasting influence of colonial representations. 
Abel’s erasure poems, consequently, can be read as one attempt to confront 
the colonially imposed and fabricated notion of the ontological invisibility of 
the Indigenous body, through a calculated, subversive deployment of 
imperial language and the tactics of early ethnographic discourse.
 As Razack has shown, the vanishing or making invisible of Indigenous 
bodies is not to be dismissed as a figurative description of colonial policies. 
Quoting anthropologist Dara Culhane, she notes that 

in the case of British colonialism, already inhabited nations “were simply legally 
deemed to be uninhabited if the people were not Christian, not agricultural, not 
commercial, not ‘sufficiently evolved’ or simply in the way.” In land claim cases 
launched by Aboriginal nations in Canada, . . . when Aboriginal people “say today 
that they have had to go to court to prove they exist, they are speaking not just 
poetically, but also literally.” (“When” 3, emphasis original)
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Culhane’s example is the juridical extension of terra nullius or “empty land,” 
a fundamental distortion of settler-colonialism. Coulthard refers to terra 
nullius as the “racist legal fiction that declared Indigenous peoples too 
‘primitive’ to bear rights to land and sovereignty . . . thus rendering their 
territories legally ‘empty’ and therefore open for colonial settlement and 
development” (175). While Abel announces an explicit engagement with 
terra nullius in the title of his second book of poetry, Un/Inhabited (2014), I 
see this “racist fiction” as an equally viable entryway into The Place of Scraps 
for a number of intertwining reasons. First, terra nullius operates through 
a startling conflation of erasure and possession, a conflation that is also 
recognizable as the ideological underpinnings of salvage ethnography, and 
that is readily apparent in the form and method of Abel’s poetry. Second, to 
think the juridical invocations of terra nullius alongside the appropriations 
of salvage ethnography helps to articulate the degree to which Barbeau and 
other early Canadian anthropologists are themselves implicated in a colonial 
project always directed towards the acquisition of territory. Terra nullius and 
salvage ethnography are thus intimately linked in a concerted program of 
dispossession: whereas, in invoking the former, the state refuses to recognize 
Indigenous presence, the salvager is actively involved in erasing it. 
 In highlighting the twinned literal and poetic utterance of Indigenous 
activists, Culhane’s comments quoted above also gesture towards the “often 
vexed relationship” of many Indigenous peoples to the imperial and imposed 
English language (Justice, “Introduction” 4). In the simultaneous taking up 
and taking apart of Barbeau’s anthropological and ethnographical colonialist 
discourse, I read Abel’s poetics of appropriation as confronting precisely this 
vexation, the concurrent urgency and difficulty of the poetic act. Much of the 
Indigenous literary scholarship that discusses the decision of Indigenous 
writers to work in English, importantly, does not present this choice as conflicted. 
Rather, many scholars and writers foreground the vital necessity of writing. 
Early in Our Fire Survives the Storm, Justice quotes the Muscogee Creek and 
Cherokee poet Joy Harjo: “When our lands were colonized the language of 
the colonizer was forced on us. . . . It was when we began to create with this 
new language that we named it ours, made it usefully tough and beautiful” (12). 
Harjo’s description of a defiant and “tough” poetic utterance presents 
Indigenous literature written in English as always already politicized. Justice 
develops this notion, similarly reading a liberatory potential in the 
production of Indigenous literature in English: “when we question the stories 
that erase us and replace them with stories of both our past and current 
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presence, we speak ourselves into an existence that reaches to the future” 
(Our 46, emphasis original). We can arrive, then, at an encapsulation of 
Abel’s poetic project: The Place of Scraps inserts ancestral pasts and 
Indigenous presents/presence into the colonial utterance predicated on their 
denial. Following Harjo, this might indeed constitute a literature for 
resurgence, a literature both “usefully tough and beautiful” (qtd. in Justice 12).
 In the context of Abel’s appropriation and transformation of text from 
Barbeau’s Totem Poles, those “stories that erase us” are the stories constructed 
by the disciplines of anthropology and ethnography, particularly the 
methodology of salvage ethnography. Andrew Nurse, who writes about 
Barbeau’s involvement in the attempted dissolution of a Huron reserve 
in Lorette, Quebec,1 initially defines the salvage ethnographical method 
rather benignly as “the making of a record of a culture on the verge of 
disappearing” (“But Now” 435). Rapidly, however, it becomes apparent 
that the salvage ethos is heavily implicated in those colonial and imperial 
discourses that manufacture the erasure of Indigeneity. As Nurse styles 
it, salvage ethnography “posited that authentic aboriginal cultures had 
once existed in a sort of timeless and holistic prehistoric state that had 
been corrupted by progressive interaction with white culture and society” 
(“But Now” 444). Contact, for Barbeau and others, rendered Indigenous 
cultures illegitimate or inauthentic. “Culture” becomes static and inflexible, 
incapable of adaptation, evolution, or the integration and transformation 
of settler influences. Similar to governmental policies reliant on genetics,2 
salvage ethnography constructs Indigeneity as a fixed state; in order to 
justify “salvaging,” practitioners of salvage ethnography are invested in the 
fabrication of a coherent Indigenous culture as always removed in time and 
space, always simultaneously prior or previous, yet still visible, and hence, 
always on the brink of disappearing. 
 Pauline Wakeham’s study of the late 1920s silent film documentaries that 
Barbeau made of the Nisg_a’a along the Nass River interrogates one example 
of the contradictions of salvage ethnographical methodology. Wakeham 
reads Barbeau’s films through the lens of Renato Rosaldo’s “imperialist 
nostalgia” to reveal the troubling logic that allows the salvage ethnographer 
to present himself as a heroic figure while contributing to the settler 
culture’s perception of Indigeneity in decline: “mourning the disappearance 
of aboriginal authenticity, Barbeau and his colleagues attempt to distance 
themselves from the colonial violence that has altered native lifeways and, 
in turn, present themselves as sympathetic saviors of the remnants of 
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indigenous tradition” (Wakeham 131). This logic reroutes us once more into 
the twinned settler impulse of erasure and possession. The Indigenous body 
is “reproduced onto celluloid and wax cylinders for future safekeeping while 
the real referents are erased” (152). If we consider yet another articulation 
of the salvage methodology by Nurse, however, then the salvager’s mimetic 
or objective motivations, suggested by Wakeham’s “reproduced” and by 
the medium of documentary film itself, get thrown into question. Nurse 
reveals that Barbeau’s transcriptions of Indigenous narratives followed 
“an interpretive method” that itself amounted to a process of erasure 
(“Marius” 62). Parsing Barbeau’s manipulation of the narrative of the 
Salmon-Eater, Nurse notes that Barbeau actively altered the story’s language 
to suit his preconceptions. Furthermore, Barbeau understood his act of 
interpretation—that is, the purging of the narrative’s “derivative elements”—
as “restoring its original and authentic form” (“Marius” 62). Not only is 
erasure intimately linked to possession, in the sense of a claim to knowledge 
or comprehension of Indigenous history and tradition, but the salvage 
ethnographer sees his disregard as beneficial, even restorative.3 When the 
narratives contained in Totem Poles are themselves seen as always already 
partially erased, Abel’s erasures might be understood as an act of requiting: 
the poetics of appropriation constitute an appropriate return. 

While Abel’s formal poetic praxis points to an engagement with the 
discursive erasures of cultural salvagers, his text also traces the movements 
of material, ancestral objects. As Douglas Cole shows in his history of 
anthropological exploration and collection along the northwest coast of 
Canada, Barbeau’s salvage ethnography occurs towards the end of the peak 
period of the “scramble” for artifacts (286). After more than fifty years 
of settler-colonial accumulation of goods, the salvage methodology had 
become “to an extent self-fulfilling. Much had disappeared . . . because it 
had already been swept up by other museums” (287-88). Beyond exposing 
the irony inherent in the ethnographer’s act of salvage as self-necessitating, 
Cole also gestures towards the movement of many Indigenous artifacts into 
institutional spaces. Barbeau’s collections, many of which were procured 
thanks to the “new urgency of poverty” of the late 1920s (Cole 269),4 are 
often transferred to museums where they serve as nostalgic reminders 
of national prehistory; they are harnessed into a system invested in the 
construction and cultivation of a national imaginary. Acknowledging that 
these items have been implemented as objects of a large-scale cultural and 
social project of nation-building invites considerations of the reverberations 
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of salvage ethnographical methodology in the contemporary moment. 
Wakeham makes clear the political stakes of refusing to “bracket[]” salvage 
ethnography “within the discrete parameters of the past” (155). The salvage 
impulse can be understood within a long lineage of imperial, nationalist 
projects predicated on the destruction, dispossession, and representational 
erasure of Indigenous peoples, a lineage that might continue to be read in the 
ever-expanding policies of extractionism that continue to adversely impact 
Indigenous bodies and communities. 
 Salvage ethnography can thus be defined in relation to other colonial and 
juridical structures or regimes that continue to operate by denying the rights, 
or simply the presence, of Indigenous communities. As Wakeham shows, 
Barbeau understood this erasure as fundamentally constitutive of the Canadian 
nation-state: “the vanishing Indian . . . was a figure of colonial poesis for 
Barbeau—a tragic figure around whom an aestheticized narrative of extinction 
was writ large as a ‘picturesque chapter’ of New World beginnings” (131). 
Wakeham’s comment mirrors the strands of imperial discourse that I have 
been tracing throughout this essay: the extermination of Indigenous presence 
is poesis, the making of the (New) World. Abel’s rewriting of Totem Poles thus 
emerges as a writing against the grain of the twin thrust of salvage ethnography. 
The Place of Scraps is creation via erasure, the regenerative reclamation of 
those cultural narratives and artifacts removed from their ancestral homes 
and altered by salvage ethnographers. In the context of Barbeau’s Totem 
Poles, the central prize is “the Sakau’wan [sic] pole,”5 described by Barbeau 
himself as the “tallest and finest on the Northwest coast” (qtd. in Nowry 235). 
This pole, which still “towers from basement to roof . . . in the main stairwell 
of the ROM [Royal Ontario Museum]” (Nowry 235), is the subject of the first 
entry appropriated and transformed in The Place of Scraps (see Figure 1). In 
his biography of Barbeau, Laurence Nowry describes how, after its purchase,6 
the Sagaween pole was “floated down to Prince Rupert, cut into three sections 
for rail transportation and resurrected in Toronto” (235). In light of the pole’s 
significance to Barbeau’s (and thus Abel’s) text, the context of its removal and 
transport to Toronto might offer another angle through which to understand 
the poems’ formal properties. “Erasure” of text can also be termed “cutting”; 

Figure 1 (facing page)
From The Place of Scraps by Jordan Abel, published by Talonbooks, reprinted with 
permission of the publisher. This series of erasures (clockwise from top left: pages 5, 7, 15, 
13) takes as its source text Barbeau’s “A feud over this pole.” In their original format, these 
erasures are opposite a blank page, surrounded by a sea of white. 
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read against Barbeau’s salvage ethnographical representations, it might more 
properly be understood as a “cutting away” or excision. 

The excision or targeted ruin of Barbeau’s Totem Poles can also be linked 
to the phrase, originating in the Cree hero myth of the Son of Ayash, that 
gives McKegney the title of his monograph Magic Weapons: “‘The world has 
become too evil. With these magic weapons, make a new world’” (Tomson 
Highway qtd. in McKegney 8). While it might be tempting to align cutting 
and excision with a poetics of violent revolution, I read Abel’s erasures as 
fundamentally generative, exemplary of what Taiaiake Alfred describes as 
wasáse: “Wasáse is spiritual revolution and contention. It is not a path of 
violence. And yet, this commitment to non-violence is not pacifism either. . . . 
I believe there is a need for morally grounded defiance and non-violent 
agitation combined with the development of a collective capacity for self-
defence” (27). Alfred’s intertwining of “agitation” and “self-defence” finds an 
analogue in the blockade, an on-the-ground, tactical expression of Indigenous 
sovereignty that has recently received considerable critical attention. 
Coulthard returns to the blockade at multiple points throughout Red Skin, 
White Masks, initially presenting it as a calculated disruption of “the power 
of state and capital” to operate in and through “Indigenous territories” (117). 
The blockade might also offer a productive model through which to 
understand the work of Abel’s text. In writing over Totem Poles, Abel effects a 
discursive denial of the continuing operations of those intertwined 
ideologies that underwrite the salvage ethnographical methodology. And 
yet, as Coulthard shows, it is important to recognize that the blockade is 
never simply negation; in its refusal of the exploitative intimacies of state, 
capital, and land, the blockade as tactic can be read as an “affirmative 
enactment of another modality of being, a different way of relating to and 
with the world” (169). To read Abel’s text as echoing Indigenous political 
tactics takes seriously the notion, earmarked by Gabrielle L’Hirondelle Hill 
and Sophie McCall, that “spaces of dissent can be generative and creative” 
(6). To reclaim community in and through a text “belonging” to the 
colonizer is both a targeted disruption of the logic of settler-colonial 
capitalist structures, including intellectual property rights, and an opening 
onto a different mode of relating to ancestral histories, spaces, and objects.  
 The tension between individual settler rights and Indigenous collectivity is 
foregrounded in Abel’s opening series of poems. The series, which grows out of 
Barbeau’s description of the origins of tribal feuds along the Nass River, hinges 
on the question of ownership. Following Glenn Willmott, appropriation, the 
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term I am using to describe Abel’s poetics, carries an “inescapable association 
with ‘property,’ which comes from the same root . . . (Latin proprius, meaning 
‘one’s own’)” (131 n6). Indeed, Barbeau’s naming of this section of the text “A 
feud over this pole” anticipates the question of possession or property, as well 
as the struggle for reclamation and repatriation (The Place 5). In his multiple 
treatments of the passage, however, Abel shifts focus slightly by dramatizing 
the representational appropriation of Indigenous images and cultures by 
ethnographic discourse. The first erasure, in its “alli[ance]” of “the river,” “the 
country,” and “the canyon,” immediately contextualizes Barbeau’s ethnography 
within settler-colonial nation-building. The rewriting of “Sakau’wan [sic]” 
and “Sispagut” as “allied” effects an imagined erasure of Indigenous histories 
and genealogies; the names are emptied of their specificity, dehumanized 
into signifiers of an exotic, prehistoric, Canadian otherness.7 While the 
poem’s opening on “or” suggests the possibility of an alternative history, 
which might invite resistant readings of the “allied” landscape, its formal 
balance ultimately relies on the concluding line “by Marius Barbeau,” which 
advances the ethnographer’s simultaneous claims to authority and authorship. 
Semantic meaning is not at stake here; Abel is not unearthing a challenge to 
Barbeau’s original text from between the lines. Rather, Abel’s first poetic 
erasure re-enacts the violent erasures of Barbeau’s own methodology and so 
reveals the obstruction of vision that informs the internal logic of Totem Poles; 
written over Totem Poles, the erasure uncovers how Barbeau’s text operates as 
a writing over in the double sense of obfuscation and the exercise of power. 
 Abel’s first series of erasures concludes with a pair of poems that lays 
bare the underlying forces of dispossession and accumulation, forces 
embodied by the salvage ethnographical impulse. In perhaps the most 
visually striking erasures of this first series, he strips language letter by 
letter, shaping the excerpt into the sibilant repetition of “his.” Barbeau’s 
“hisses”—a connotation that becomes available in voicing the poem—are 
broken by a single confected “their               s,” a suggestion of an alternative 
communal ownership, as well as a formal embodiment of expansive 
potential, signified by the white space that has been placed within the limits 
of the word. As with the earlier poem, in which the possible resistance or 
alternative genealogy embodied by the opening “or” is undermined by 
Barbeau’s assertion of ownership, the expansiveness of “theirs” is reined in 
by an appended footnote: “For a fuller account see Alaska Beckons by Marius 
Barbeau” (13). The alternative model of collective possession, set against 
the settler model of inviolable individual rights, is reduced to an oddity 
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or quirk. The footnote becomes another way of claiming ownership via 
authority, a gesture towards an elsewhere text that allows both compre- and 
appre-hension. Beyond asserting authorial control over representations of 
Indigenous culture and society through the footnote that directs the reader 
to another of his texts, the descent into “hissing” opens the poem to multiple 
significations. Buried among the settler-invader’s hisses as expressions of 
disapproval, or perhaps even intense anger or hate, the assertion of “theirs” is 
silenced. Once more, resistance is curtailed. The reader turns the page and is 
greeted by the final erasure in the series: “In summary, his” (15).
  The silencing of Indigenous assertions of presence, enacted in the 
relationship between the “hisses” and the solitary “theirs,” might be read 
productively against Abel’s reliance on the speech of the colonizer. Reading 
Barbeau’s silencing of Indigenous subjects in his silent films, Wakeham 
considers the histories of European racism with regard to racialized others. 
She quotes Félix-Louis Regnault, “one of the earliest pseudoscientists to 
study” film footage of colonial encounters: “[A]ll savage peoples make recourse 
to gesture to express themselves; their language is so poor it does not suffice 
to make them understood” (qtd. in Wakeham 145). Regnault’s preposterous 
assertions can be understood as one of the foundational influences on what 
Wakeham describes as “the stereotype of the muted savage who engages in 
crude gesticulation” (145). Indeed, the silence or the inscrutability of the 
Indigenous body is also a central feature of that other infamous stereotype, 
the noble savage. To read Abel’s excisions as gestural, however, would be to 
read the poems as engaged in an imaginative challenge to precisely these 
reductive notions that dictate or circumscribe the limits of conduct for 
Indigenous bodies. Furthermore, to consider the erasure poems as gestural 
resonates with the extensive histories of the silencing of Indigenous voices 
within settler-colonial society. One series of erasures, rooted in Barbeau’s 
description of “The myth of the Dragon-Fly” (67), explores precisely these 
overlapping topics, opposing settler appropriation of Indigenous storytelling 
with the concerted disciplinary regimes designed to eradicate the possibility 
of the trans-generational acquisition of ancestral languages (see Figure 2).

Abel’s first treatment of Barbeau’s retelling of the Dragon-Fly narrative 
silences the ethnographer, scouring the page of language and leaving behind 

Figure 2 (facing page)
From The Place of Scraps by Jordan Abel, published by Talonbooks, reprinted with 
permission of the publisher. This series of erasures (clockwise from left: pages 67, 69, 73) 
takes as its source text Barbeau’s “The myth of the Dragon-Fly.”
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only grammatical marks: the excerpt’s commas, periods, and a single colon 
and semi-colon (69). Willmott argues that

modern imperialist assimilation, by effectively silencing the languages of Native 
groups and imposing English education in residential schools, appropriated the 
power of a good perhaps as ‘supreme’ as that of the land; in this light, one can 
also see why the aboriginal storyteller has generally been as concerned with 
language as with content. (92)

Willmott’s final statement returns us to the “vexed relationship,” as described 
above, of Indigenous peoples to creation with/in the English language. 
Nonetheless, I contend that Abel’s erasure, in its expurgation of all language, is 
concerned equally with content. This erasure denies Barbeau the history he has 
“salvaged” in order to retell. It refuses the possibility of the ethnographer as self-
styled “sympathetic savior[]” (Wakeham 131), withdrawing the narrative from 
his grasp. In its place, the poem returns to the colonizer the very grammatical 
system that was used to discipline the Indigenous body into colonized subject. 
In a later erasure of the same excerpt, a phrase appears from within the midst 
of these content-less grammatical glyphs: “one by one their bodies split with 
the kind knife” (73). In my reading of the text, this sentence carries two 
utterly opposed significations. It returns us once more to the “scramble,” the 
accumulation of poles by supposedly sympathetic or “kind” salvagers—poles 
that are then cut or “split” for transportation. But it also gestures to the political 
desire that emanates from the core of The Place of Scraps: “One by one,” Abel 
cuts apart the bodies of text appropriated from Barbeau’s Totem Poles. This act 
is not fundamentally violent but, following Alfred, might approximate “self-
defence.” Most importantly, however, it is “kind,” a textual, gestural enactment of 
a regenerative act, rooted in the reassertion or endurance of ancestral genealogies. 
 I close with an attempt to shift the discussion away from Abel’s reliance on 
Barbeau and towards his identification with the Nisg_a’a community, past and 
present, in the hopes of addressing Sophie McCall’s disparagement of the 
“limited and limiting prescription” of certain postcolonial criticism that 
“assumes that the main aim of Native American writers is to ‘challenge 
Eurocentric discourse’” (28). To reduce an analysis of The Place of Scraps to 
the dissolution of imperial discourses would be a disservice to the multiple, 
intertwined forms of art that run throughout Abel’s text (see Figure 3).  

Figure 3 (facing page)
From The Place of Scraps by Jordan Abel, published by Talonbooks, reprinted with 
permission of the publisher. Pictured (left to right: pages 169 and 177) are two collages 
that overlay erasures, excerpts, and images, and that demonstrate the richness and variety 
of Abel’s formal experimentation.
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It would also be a disservice to the contemporary work of the Nisg_a’a, who in 
2011 opened Hli Goothl Wilp-Adokshl Nisg_a’a, or the Nisg_a’a Museum, 
which houses artifacts repatriated from institutions such as the Royal BC 
Museum and the Canadian Museum of Civilization. In an essay detailing her 
own involvement in the repatriation process of the Marius Barbeau 
Collection of the Royal Ontario Museum, Nisg_a’a activist and scholar Allison 
Nyce writes movingly of the vital importance of the articles’ return: “We 
must reintegrate the artifacts into our society as they will reintroduce 
language that has not been heard in over a century” (263). Nyce’s construction 
offers one final link between the work of repatriation and the emergent 
scholarship on Indigenous resurgence. The movement of return in the 
repatriative act is neither a retreat nor an indulgence of nostalgia. Rather, as 
suggested by Coulthard, “[r]esurgence . . . draws critically on the past with 
an eye to radically transform the colonial power relations in the present” 
(157). In his shift from the discourses of recognition and reconciliation to a 
“resurgent politics of recognition” (18), Coulthard advocates a “‘turn[ing] 
away’ from the assimilative reformism of the liberal recognition approach” 
(154). For one example of what I consider this “turning away” from state-
sanctioned approaches to Indigenous recognition, we might look to the final 
collage in Abel’s text (see Figure 4). This final section of The Place of Scraps, 
composed entirely of collages, moves between ostensibly archival documents 
and contemporary photographs of tourist spaces; in the backgrounds, against 
emptied skies, individual letters and punctuation marks float aimlessly. The 
final collage, however, foregrounds the administrative speech of the Vancouver 
Park Board: “Please STAY OUT of the Totem Pole Area” (255). Through its 
tactical engagement with Barbeau’s Totem Poles, Abel’s The Place of Scraps 
refuses precisely this injunction: it refuses official declarations about the 
appropriate use of texts and spaces, and it refuses the reification of ancestral 
objects as static images of historical interest. And yet, in linking Abel’s 
erasures to the repatriation efforts of the Nisg_a’a, The Place of Scraps might be 
read not simply as the targeted ruination of the colonizer’s language, but rather 
as a creative exploration of the potential for new utterance. The Place of 
Scraps expunges Barbeau’s stolen histories and salvaging narratives, releasing 
his words from their imperial obligations. From the interstices of re-
appropriated text, fresh language flows anew, harnessed not towards violent 
or destructive ends, but always towards the production of new forms of 
regenerative kinship and alliance.  
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Figure 4
From The Place of Scraps by Jordan Abel, published by Talonbooks, reprinted with 
permission of the publisher. The text’s final collage (page 255) foregrounds governmental, 
disciplinary rhetoric. 
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notes

 1 Nurse traces the multiple settler-colonial fictions that coalesce in Barbeau’s 
recommendation to dissolve the Huron reserve at Lorette. A subscriber to the belief in 
the necessity of visible otherness, Barbeau believed that “an Amerindian person should 
not look like a white person. Amerindians should have a brown complexion, dark 
eyes, and dark hair” (“But Now” 452). Disappointed with the appearance of the Huron 
peoples, as well as with what he claimed was a “widespread” practice of “defraud[ing] 
white creditors” in which an Indigenous person could pass as white to obtain loans and 
then default without fear of property seizure, he recommended that the government use 
recently obtained legislative power to enfranchise the community as Canadians (458). 
Most troubling, however, is the fact that Barbeau did not see the situation at Lorette as 
unique: “The plan [he] laid out for the disestablishment of Lorette could have, he felt, a 
more general applicability in the near future because of the demise of aboriginal cultures 
across Canada. In his opinion the best course of action for the federal government was 
not to treat Lorette as an isolated case but instead to pass ‘a general law covering all such 
cases as will eventually crop up’” (462). Thus, in the early 1920s, Barbeau advocated a 
concerted, nationwide program for the disestablishment and forced enfranchisement of 
Indigenous communities, a program that strikingly literalizes the dual notions of erasure 
and possession. 

 2 In order to make this comparison, I read Nurse’s description of salvage ethnographical 
methodology against Justice’s description of the American policies of blood quanta: “one 
can never gain more Indigenousness—one can only lose it. . . . Indians can vanish only in 
this rhetorical and epistemological construction, as they become increasingly distanced 
from the terms of identification, which are themselves static and frozen” (“Rhetorics” 245-46).

 3 I would like to acknowledge and thank one of the anonymous readers of my initial 
submission for pointing me to this valuable article. Barbeau’s manipulations, as detailed 
by Nurse, include the shift from “foam” to “sea,” and from “toad” to “frog” (“Marius” 62). 
These shifts are necessary because Barbeau came to the story with the understanding that 
it “illustrated the Asiatic origins of First Nations” (62). As Nurse points out, “[t]he logic 
behind these arguments was, however, circular. Stripping the narrative of its imagery—
that is, changing it—to give access to its primary meaning in turn provided the rationale 
that sustained the original change and sanctioned further ‘corrections’” (62). 

 4 Cole’s comment, although presented in passing, styles Barbeau’s salvaging as especially 
exploitative, rooted in the intensification of economic difficulties among Indigenous 
communities. Even more damning is the rather evasive admission that “just when 
[Barbeau] began to take a cut for himself is difficult to determine with exactness” (270).

 5 Nisg_a’a scholar Allison Nyce represents “Sakau’wan” as “Sagaween” (264). I follow her 
spelling in my own writing.

 6 Nowry describes Barbeau’s first attempt to purchase the Sagaween pole from Chief 
Mountain in 1927. His response was: “Give me the tombstone of Governor Douglas; I will 
give you the totem of my grand-uncles” (235). Chief Mountain died during that same 
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North and south spread over either side of the great lakes. In the east, 
there are as many trees as there are leaves. In the fields, rumors bloom like 
truth. On the broad side of the trail, the air tastes sweeter and the holy 
lake occasionally reflects the light of the north star at midnight. Air and 
beasts and rumors that bloom like truth in the fields. Light in the fields. 
Numberless breaths and thoughts and voices and presences. Stars will shine 
at night. Evergreens will grow. North and south will spread through glimpses 
of the western sky as seen through the branches of trees, and the west will 
wait. Above the pines, the sky is bright and delicate. Where are the deep 
shadows? What forms out of the damp morning air? What bitterness? What 
glory? What country? The rippling stream bends towards every vista. The 
sun sets in a flood. Coolness spreads through the beach. The woods and 
the broken masses of rock and the distant western hills and the spectacle of 
darkness and the pure exhalations of spring and western shore and the north 
island and the mountains and silent moments and the shaggy outlines and 
the tall pines and nearly everything in between.

J o r d a n  A b e l

Empty Spaces 2
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Mes lames de tannage (slam)
 My tanning knives (slam)

Natasha Kanapé Fontaine
 Translation Lianne Moyes1

Qui es-tu?. . .
 Who are you? . . .
Pourquoi me demandes-tu d’où je viens
 Why do you ask me where I come from 
quand c’est toi-même qui m’a désarmée de mes armes de chasse?
 when it is you who stripped me of my hunting arms?

Territoire. . . Territerre terrimaterre terrirame terrame terripagaie-moi2

La vie l’existence entre les lignes de ma sale ignorance sur mes propres terres.
 Life existence within the lines of my shameful ignorance on my own land 
Terrislamme-moi la preuve que tu en connais plus que moi-même,
 LandSlam-me proof that you know more than I do 
Enterre-toi les épreuves de mon holocauste et de mes derniers vestiges territoriaux.
 Bury yourself the struggles of my holocaust and the last remains of my land. 

Oui ! Fais-toi des bibliothèques des archives sur le prologue – préface-toi l’oralité de 
ma mémoire
 Sure! Build yourself libraries archives on the prologue – preface yourself the 
 orality of my memory
la territorialité de ma langue pendue aux dernières cimes identitaires
 the territoriality of my tongue hanging on the last few peaks of identity 
Alors ne t’étonne pas si je te rappelle que JE-ME-SOUVIENS
 So don’t be surprised if I remind you that je-me-souviens3 

Listening to “Mes lames 
de tannage”
Notes toward a Translation

L i a n n e  M o y e s
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Je me souviendrai à l’évidence
 I will remember incontestably 
Toi-même tu te caches un regard fuyant les loups de ma colère. . .
 You, you hide yourself behind a look evading the wolves of my anger

Nunavikopolis par David Goudreault
 Nunavikopolis by David Goudreault 
il y a enfin quelqu’un qui a compris le nom des cours d’eaux
 finally someone who understands the names of waterways 
du littoral des douleurs du coeur de mes préoccupations
 from the shorelines of pain of the heart of my preoccupations 
L’ignorance est funèbre où est la différence je suis zèbre de langue et couleurs de 
peaux
 Ignorance is deadly where is the difference I am zebra-ed by language and 
 skin colours 
Je suis blanche l’hiver et brune la terre je me mets à me (la) taire et le ciel
 I am white in winter and brown the earth I set about silencing (myself) earth 
 and sky 
Sont scindés en deux brise-rives frêles couchées sur l’éternel éther délibéré.
 Are split in two broken shorelines lying frail on the undying spirit of counsel

Je les aurais faites miennes ces cavernes aux mains soufflées de jouvence
 I would have made them mine these caves with hands blown full of youth 
Mais voici on vit mieux sur tes villes que sur tes réserves mon people
 But there it is we live better in your cities than on your reserves my people 
Surpeuplé dans ses propres demeures délabrés villages renfermés
 Overcrowded in their own homes dilapidated villages closed in

Quoi ? Tu te prends pour le castor avec tes barrages tu te prends pour l’orage
 What’s that? You think you’re a beaver with your dams you think you’re a storm 
Pour détourner les rivières cesse donc de te croire maître des étendues sauvages
 Diverting rivers stop believing you’re the master of the wilderness will you 
Et reconnais donc notre existence!
 And acknowledge our existence! 
Car plus rien n’existera. . . Plus rien n’existera pour ta propre descendance!
 Because there will be nothing left . . . Nothing left for your own descendants! 

Combien de fois dois-je te le dire combien de fois dois-je le HURLER
 How many times do I have to tell you how many times do I have to HOWL 
Combien de fois te l’écrire JE SURVIVRAI
 How many times do I have to write you I WILL SURVIVE 
Je survivrai parce que je dois me battre pour enfin entendre le battement
 I will survive because I have to fight to finally feel the beat 
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De nos coeurs emplis d’espoir le battement de nos tambours venus d’un autre temps
 Of our hearts filled with hope the beat of our drums come from another time 

Je vibre aux murmures imperceptibles, ceux que je n’entends plus que j’oublie dans 
le creux
 I vibrate with imperceptible rumblings those I no longer hear those I forget 
 in the hollows 
de ces tambours et ces chants qui s’éloignent sur le fleuve. . .inaudible hurlement. . .
 of these drums and these songs retreating into the distance on the river. . . 
 inaudible screams. . . 

Ne regardons plus en arrière mais regardons en avant
 Let’s stop looking back and rather look ahead 
Cependant je me dois dénoncer les grattoirs à peaux qui liment
 At the same time I owe it to myself to denounce these fleshing knives that 
 file away 
La résistance de mes frères!
 The fight in my brothers! 

Ne défie pas les larmes qui trébuchent sur les tombeaux de mes ancêtres
 Do not defy the tears that stumble on the graves of my ancestors 
Que je ne connais plus
 Who I no longer know 
Connais et reconnais mon droit d’expression je t’en prierai
 Know and acknowledge my right to speak I would ask you 
Mais tu ne portes même une oreille à tes enfants tachés d’un carré de sang. . .
 But you don’t even listen to your children stained with a carré4 of blood

Au nord de ma famine mes barricades se feront revendications!
 North of my hunger my roadblocks will be claims! 

Je ne suis pas une peau à vendre une nation à suspendre
 I am not a skin for sale a nation to nail 
Sur le mur d’un salon! Je te le dis tout de suite:
 On a living room wall! I’m telling you right now 
Je ne resterai pas une Crise d’Oka enfermée dans un livre d’histoire de toute façon.
 I will not remain an Oka Crisis shut away in a history book in any case. 

Et quand on me regardera
 And when you look
On regardera un peuple uni et debout fort de la force du tonnerre.
 You will see a people united and standing strong with the strength of thunder. 
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Mes chants de paix seront la sève de ma survivance fière
 My songs of peace will be the life-blood of my proud act of survival 

Et quand on me regardera
 And when you look 
On regardera un peuple uni et debout devant le feu sacré de l’aurore.
 You will see a people united and standing ahead of the sacred light of dawn 
Je ne resterai pas une Crise d’Oka enfermée dans un livre d’histoire de toute façon!
 I will not remain an Oka Crisis shut away in a history book in any case! 

Et si tu dors, c’est parce que mes chants de paix auront été tes berceuses
 And if you sleep, it is because my songs of peace will have been your lullaby 
Et la sève de ma survivance fière.
 And the source of my proud act of survival. 

6 juillet 2012
 July 6, 2012

Signed and posted to the Internet on July 6, 2012, “Mes lames de tannage” is 
one of Innu poet Natasha Kanapé Fontaine’s most important slams, a slam 
she knows by heart and has performed at many landmark events (Kanapé 
Fontaine, Saint-Éloi, and Moyes n. pag.). The first video recording of it was 
posted as “Slam de poésie-2” in November 2012 at the time of the Rimouski 
book fair (Lamy, “Les poètes amérindiens” n. pag.). And it was the slam 
she delivered in November 2013 during a demonstration in Kanehsatake 
protesting government policies on resource extraction and the failure to 
consult Aboriginal communities about projects such as hydraulic fracturing 
or the transport of bitumen on their lands. Footage of Kanapé Fontaine’s 
performance at Kanehsatake circulated as a short video known as “Je ne 
resterai pas une crise d’Oka” (99%Media) and was integrated into the 
documentary “La charte des distractions” (99%Media), an independent film 
made in late 2013 in response to the highly divisive debates in Quebec on the 
proposed Bill 60, known as “La charte des valeurs.” “Mes lames de tannage” 
is also the slam Kanapé Fontaine performed in Quebec City in October 2015 
at the lecture series “Creative Mornings” (“Natasha”; see also “CHOC” 21).  
I emphasize these platforms of performance and dissemination because a 
slam such as “Mes lames de tannage” is a fleeting form whose impact derives 
from its many instances of performance and viewing.

In what follows, I would like to engage with Kanapé Fontaine’s slam 
from the perspective of a settler reader who has also attempted to translate 
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it into English. The process of translating a writer whose mother tongue 
is Innu but who was raised in French outside her community of Pessamit 
from the age of five, a writer who works primarily in French but is also 
in the process of reclaiming her Innu language, brings to the fore all the 
pitfalls of moving between colonial languages. It is a compromised gesture, 
this “arrival” in English. Indeed, when I had the opportunity to participate 
in a panel discussion with Kanapé Fontaine and her publisher Rodney 
Saint-Éloi in 2016, I spoke publicly about the risk of adding another layer 
of colonial relations in translating her slam into English (Kanapé Fontaine, 
Saint-Éloi, and Moyes n. pag.). In negotiating these risks and pitfalls, I take 
guidance from an essay by Michèle Lacombe focusing on the translation 
and critical reception of Indigenous poetry written in French. Lacombe 
is attentive to the phenomenon “in francophone publishing circles, of co-
publications, collective work, and side-by-side edited volumes in which 
Indigenous poets and non-Indigenous poets encounter or talk about each 
other’s work” (“Pimuteuat” 164-65).5 It is a phenomenon that in her view 
serves “to sensitize a francophone readership about the legitimacy as well 
as the particular perspectives of Indigenous literary voices that all too often 
have been overlooked or distorted in the midst of ongoing French-English 
political and linguistic debates” (“Pimuteuat” 165). Lacombe is also at 
pains—in this essay and in “Indigeneity in Dialogue”—to foster dialogue 
between French-speaking and English-speaking Indigenous poets and 
writers in Canada. Although she recognizes the challenges of such dialogue, 
she nonetheless considers that “the work of translation cannot help but 
facilitate dialogue between Indigenous poets in Canada” (“Pimuteuat” 161). 
In responding to Lacombe’s project, I am also inspired by Renate Eigenbrod’s 
sense of the role of the “facilitator” (8) and it is in this spirit that I offer a 
translation and a discussion of Kanapé Fontaine’s slam. Translation carried 
out by the Innu poets themselves is preferable, Lacombe notes, but where 
self-translation is not a priority for the writer, academics can play a role “in 
promoting the work of translation” (“Pimuteuat” 161).

Modes of Circulation

Although it has not been the subject of sustained analysis, “Mes lames de 
tannage” has been cited by a number of literary critics, including Isabelle 
St-Amand, Jonathan Lamy, and Sarah Henzi. The different titles given to 
this slam in the work of these three critics is further evidence of the fleeting 
quality of the form. St-Amand uses the title “L’âme en tannage” from Kanapé 
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Fontaine’s blog “Le tannage fier des derniers vestiges territoriaux”; Lamy 
uses “Mes lames de tannage”; and Henzi uses “Innu Spoken Word,” another 
sub-heading from the blog-style entry on Kanapé Fontaine’s original website. 
My point is how fragile—and wonderfully unruly—the slam form is when 
approached from the standpoint of written culture. Self-published on the 
Internet, Kanapé Fontaine’s slams change names, versions, and websites, 
and this makes them difficult to pin down in purely scholarly terms.6 It 
also makes them radically engaging for readers/auditors interested in what 
Kanapé Fontaine calls her “poétique de la relation au territoire,” a poetics at 
work, for example, in the oscillation between the soul, “l’âme,” of one title 
and the blade, “lame,” of another. 

The modes of circulation of slam poems, in addition to making them 
ephemeral, also make them less likely to be translated. Kanapé Fontaine’s 
first book of poems, N’entre pas dans mon âme avec tes chaussures (2012), 
appeared in translation in 2015, but the slams she wrote over the same 
period have not. Yet it is precisely because the slams exist simultaneously 
as poetry, performance, video, and blog/Internet post that they merit 
translation. They hold within them the written and the oral, the visual and 
the auditory, the virtual and the material, the performance and the protest, 
the traditional and the contemporary. Asked in a 2015 interview at the Salon 
du Livre de Rimouski “Why slam?” Kanapé Fontaine draws a link between 
slam and oral traditions, and suggests that although she had little direct 
transmission of her own culture growing up, the practice of slam spoke to 
her immediately when she encountered it at CEGEP in Rimouski around 
2010 (“Entrevue”). Slam, she explains, affords the possibility of connecting 
with others through poetry as well as conveying ideas while playing with 
words, sound and rhythm (“Entrevue”). It is a politically engaged form with 
a declamatory power she can carry with her anywhere. This is part of the 
specificity of Kanapé Fontaine’s slams: their delivery not just at festivals and 
in bars, cafés, theatres, and bookstores, but also at political demonstrations 
and during marches. Kanapé Fontaine takes slam outdoors, into open 
spaces, and into the very territories at stake in the poetry of the slams 
themselves. 

“Slams territoriaux”7

Highly charged political spaces are no stranger to slam, a practice which has 
historically combined oral forms and militancy. As François Paré argues in 
an essay on the aesthetics of slam in the border region of Gatineau-Ottawa,
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Si le mouvement slam a pu trouver au sein d’autres cultures . . . un terreau 
favorable, c’est que sa diffusion s’accompagne d’un ensemble de préoccupations 
plus vastes et plus profondes sur la transmission des traditions orales, fracturées 
et même annihilées par le colonialisme, les migrations forcées et les guerres. 
En ce sens, la résurgence des pratiques de l’oralité et du spectacle en poésie 
contemporaine ressort bel et bien au champ politique. (93)8

Paré’s essay, insofar as it underlines the importance of oral forms and of “la 
prise de parole” (90) in the literatures of Quebec and francophone Canada, 
provides a sense of what Kanapé Fontaine might have heard in the slams at 
her CEGEP in Rimouski. The slam poetry of the 2000s in French-language 
contexts, Paré argues, is shaped by a culture of storytelling, poetry reading, 
and song at the same time that it moves beyond these practices (90-92). 
The idea that slam is not a simple transcription of spoken French but rather 
represents “une construction culturelle de l’oralité” (91) also resonates with 
Kanapé Fontaine’s art of writing the spoken and speaking the written. 

It is not within the scope of Paré’s study to explore the aesthetics of Kanapé 
Fontaine’s “slams territoriaux,” but his article does point toward what is at 
stake in her appropriation of oral forms of poetry:

Il n’est pas étonnant . . . que, délaissant graduellement le livre, la poète innue 
Natasha Kanapé Fontaine . . . se soit jointe plus récemment au mouvement 
slam, car la présence de l’écrivaine sur la scène publique et médiatique semble 
répondre à l’urgence de dénoncer les inégalités sociales et la dépossession 
identitaire et territoriale auxquelles font face les communautés innues. (92)9

The challenge posed by Kanapé Fontaine’s slams is to respond to the 
specificity of her project, that is, her poetic exploration of the interrelation of 
imaginary and territory. Her practice does not fit easily into settler histories 
of slam. It is part of an interdisciplinary, interarts practice10 that actualizes 
for her ancient ways of relating to the land; it is not so much a contemporary 
form as a traditional form into which she breathes new life (“Poétique”). 

“Poétique de la relation au territoire”

In her 2015 lecture “Poétique de la relation au territoire” at the Centre d’art 
actuel Bang in Chicoutimi, Kanapé Fontaine recounts how she was inspired 
to political action by the blockade in Spring 2012 of Highway 138 on the 
north shore of the St. Lawrence estuary. In fact, she references this event in 
a line of “Mes lames de tannage”: “Au nord de ma famine mes barricades 
se feront revendications.” The blockade was organized by Innu women 
protesting the ravages of hydroelectrical dams built on their ancestral 
territory: the flooding of land by reservoirs, the rerouting of water through 
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canals and spillways, and the cutting of forest for kilometres of high-tension 
transmission lines. Kanapé Fontaine was especially moved by the women’s 
insistence that if they allowed all this, they would have nothing to pass on 
to future generations; if they gave up the land, they would be giving up 
their heritage, the territorial basis of their culture and language. Slam, she 
explains, becomes a way of conveying the emotion these women carry with 
them in their protests as well as a way of guiding people into their bodies 
and their bodies into relation with the land. 

In “Poétique,” Kanapé Fontaine also speaks of the impact of participating 
in the 2014 “Marche des peuples pour la terre mère,” a 700-kilometre march 
from Cacouna11 to Kanehsatake along the St. Lawrence valley to protest 
marine terminals for pipelines carrying bitumen from Western Canada. 
Moving across the land, she explains, echoed for her with the thousands of 
years her people have moved on the land; and she came to see her body as 
her portal to the land, as a kind of intergenerational inheritance that persists 
in spite of the losses and lacunae she felt returning to her community of 
Pessamit after growing up in Baie Comeau. To be in relationship with the 
land for Kanapé Fontaine is not just to travel across it but also to dream it 
and imagine it. And insofar as her community’s ancestral territory inhabits 
her imaginary, poetry gives her access to it. Poetry also enables her to heal 
the land, to imagine it unnamed, unbroken, undivided (“Poétique”).

The biographical note on Kanapé Fontaine’s website provides further 
insight into the material practices that speak through her slam: “Sa démarche 
artistique et littéraire tend à rassembler les peuples divergents par le 
dialogue, l’échange, le partage des valeurs, en passant par le ‘tannage des 
peaux,’ manière métaphorique de gratter les imperfections des pensées et des 
consciences” (n. pag.).12 This image, she explained to students in July 2016, 
is drawn from an early memory of watching her grandfather skin a beaver 
by carefully separating skin from fat and flesh so as not to damage the pelt 
(Kanapé Fontaine, Saint-Éloi, and Moyes n. pag.). The slam’s title refers to 
the knives used in this process. In the terms of the metaphor, the writer is 
a blade working with exactitude to transform thought and consciousness, 
and to bring to light the beauty of Innu philosophical practices. Genuine 
collaboration, Kanapé Fontaine suggests, happens by way of a mutual 
scraping of skins, a mutual transformation and exchange (“CHOC” 21). 
Poetic language is crucial to this process because it can evoke that which 
is not easily apprehended and make available ways of knowing that might 
otherwise be lost. The memory of her grandfather working the beaver skin is 
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foundational to “Mes lames de tannage.” However, the slam does not idealise 
these tools; the speaker also uses the image of “grattoirs à peau” to denounce 
everything that undermines the fight in her people. Far from prompting 
nostalgia or producing artifacts, the memory inhabits the present and creates 
conditions of possibility for the future. Toward the end of the slam, the 
speaker is explicit in her refusal of any system that would turn her or her 
people into objects of knowledge or exchange: 

Je ne suis pas une peau à vendre une nation à suspendre
Sur le mur d’un salon! Je te le dis tout de suite: 
Je ne resterai pas une Crise d’Oka enfermée dans un livre d’histoire de toute façon. 

The word “tannage” from the slam’s title, it is worth noting, conveys a sense 
of being completely fed up (“tannée”) as well as the literal sense of tanning. 
As a living practice that makes reference to other living practices, Kanapé 
Fontaine’s slam counters such processes of merchandising and reification. 

Undoing Settler Time 

In building a space of potential community across difference, “Mes lames 
de tannage” invests considerable energy in creating and maintaining a 
strong connection between the speaker and her public. This energy is 
evident, for example, in the direct address of “Je te le dis tout de suite” in the 
passage cited above. In the opening lines, the speaker turns questions often 
addressed to her—questions such as “Who are you?” and “Where do you 
come from?—back on the audience inviting us to confront our relationship 
to place while elaborating her own: “Pourquoi me demandes-tu d’où je viens 
/ quand c’est toi-même qui m’a désarmée de mes armes de chasse?” The 
double movement of self-reflexivity and resistance works to destabilize the 
identity and location of “you,” and to unsettle habitual relations of power and 
address. “You” is the settler who has so often asked the speaker who she is, as 
if that settler has precedence in this place and is more entitled to it than she. 
And “you” is the Innu speaker who pushes back in ways that undo settler 
claims of priority and entitlement. In this exchange, questions about space 
also turn out to be questions about time. 

Subsequent stanzas maintain this intensity of address but use other 
strategies for holding the attention of the audience. The slam makes 
extensive use of pronominal verbs, that is, verbs in which the action is 
reflected back on the subject: “je me souviendrai,” “tu te caches,” “je me 
mets,” “tu te prends,” “je dois me battre.” In Kanapé Fontaine’s practice, such 
verbs create a back-and-forth movement between addressor and addressee 
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that fosters solidarities and serves as an invitation to self-reflexivity. There 
are also, especially early in the slam, a number of imperatives through which 
the speaker engages directly with her audience.13 Two of these imperatives, 
“enterre-toi” and “préface-toi,” involve pronominal verbs and are worth 
taking time to unpack: “Enterre-toi les épreuves de mon holocauste et de mes 
derniers vestiges territoriaux. / Oui! Fais-toi des bibliothèques des archives 
sur le prologue—préface-toi l’oralité de ma mémoire.” The verb “enterrer” 
can operate in pronominal or non-pronominal form in the imperative: “bury 
the struggles” or “bury yourself.” But the two forms would not usually be 
used in conjunction with one another: one does not bury something and 
oneself at the same time. Similarly, one does not “preface something” and 
“preface oneself ” at the same time. These illogical combinations are precisely 
what Kanapé Fontaine explores in the second stanza of her slam. And, like 
the questions of the first stanza, they foreground the problem of precedence, 
the failure of the settler colonist to see that its discourse constantly elides the 
priority of Indigenous people on the land. 

In translating these imperatives, I have tried to render the combination of 
pronominal and non-pronominal forms: “Bury yourself the struggles of my 
holocaust and the last remains of my land. // Sure! Build yourself libraries 
archives on the prologue—preface yourself the orality of my memory.” In 
both cases, the combination emphasizes the question of whose interests are 
served in the process of writing history and producing knowledge. What 
is more, “préface-toi” hints at other imperatives such as “efface-toi” (erase 
yourself) and “fais-toi face” (face up to). Read alongside “enterre-toi” (bury 
yourself), these imperatives bring to the surface of public memory the 
attempt to erase Indigenous people from the land. It is in this context that 
Kanapé Fontaine’s speaker foregrounds the evasive look of the settler and 
asserts not only that she will remember what others forget—the genocidal 
designs of the settler colony—but also, and quite simply, that she will survive. 
The slam is a gesture of fighting back and a mechanism, through poetry, of 
remembering what the history books do not. 

If the speaker of “Mes lames de tannage” challenges the audience to “Build 
yourself libraries archives on the prologue,” it is a way of highlighting the 
appropriation of the stories of Indigenous people. It is also a way of undermining 
the heavy investment of the settler colony in documenting and archiving the 
oral memory of Indigenous people. Prologues and prefaces are about 
beginnings, introductions, or openings. They are also strategies—mobilized 
by papal bulls, historians, translators, editors, collectors, and co-authors—for 
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“coming before,” authorizing one’s perspective and curbing the resistant 
potential of Indigenous texts (See Maracle 19-20; Keeshig-Tobias; McCall). 
In translating and analyzing Kanapé Fontaine’s slam, I run the risk of 
framing that slam in my own terms, in settler terms. In an effort to confront 
that risk, to inhabit it rather than run from it, I have taken up the challenge 
of collaboration and reciprocity extended by Kanapé Fontaine’s speaker, and 
listened to her poetics of relationship to the land. Regardless of these efforts 
and whatever their success, Kanapé Fontaine’s slam comes before the 
translation and the analysis. Its power of oratory precedes and outstrips 
anything I say about it. 

Resisting Translation

There is one line in “Mes lames de tannage” that I did not translate. For a 
moment, at the beginning of the second stanza, the addressee of the slam is 
not the “other” who has dispossessed the speaker’s community of its land, 
but rather the land itself: “Territoire. . . Territerre terrimaterre terrirame 
terrame terripagaie-moi.” Densely poetic, this line interrupts the slam’s 
opening questions and moves in the direction of chant. The terra firma of 
language gives way, as “territoire” breaks down into its root words and their 
variations. The line is not about making sense or settling on meaning, but 
rather about movement, sound, and rhythm. It asks that we listen to the 
speaker instead of seeking to know about her. In addition to internal rhymes, 
alliterations, and other forms of insistence, the line harbours shifters such as 
“toi,” “ma,” and “moi,” which signal immediacy and familiarity. In this way, 
the line invites the audience into a new relationship with the land, where 
land is a verb (“terrir,” to land) as well as a noun (“terre”).

Whereas “territory” is often taken to be a claim one stakes upon the 
land, this line shifts the sense of land from an object over which one has 
title to a subject with which one is connected materially and spiritually: 
“terrimaterre” brings into play the Latin word “mater” and “terrame” holds 
the French word “âme,” part of the slam’s original title, “L’âme en tannage.” 
What is more, the “rame” in “terrirame” and “terrame” can refer variously 
to an “oar” (or paddle), a “stake” (in agriculture), a “train” (of a metro), a 
“tenter” (for drying and stretching cloth), or a “ream” (of paper). In this way, 
the line interweaves many different technologies related to rural and urban, 
movement and settlement, orality and writing. The final gesture of this line 
is the imperative “terripagaie-moi,” where the speaker asks the land to paddle 
or propel her. 
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I made the decision not to translate this line because of the difficulty of 
rendering the extraordinary polysemy of words such as “rame.” But also 
because of my desire to leave within the English-language text some trace 
of French, the language of composition, and some sign that there are non-
European languages and worldviews in play. I am limited in the project 
of translation and analysis by my inability to hear the cadence or syntax 
of Kanapé Fontaine’s first language, Innu, in her French-language poetry. 
The untranslated line becomes a way for me to make legible the potential 
of translation to fail and, worse, to obscure the decolonizing work of the 
Indigenous writer, something I return to below.

It might be argued that the line in question is part of a network of 
wordplay throughout the slam and should therefore be translated. The music 
of this line can be heard, for example, in all the words with the same root as 
“terre” (“terrislamme,” “territorialité,” “enterre-toi”), in words which contain 
the sound “ter” (“éternel,” “éther,” “existera”), and in puns such as “me (la) 
taire.” One colleague, concerned about what was lost in not translating the 
line, proposed “Land(rights). . . landedland landmyland landedme landme 
land row me,” with a preference for the word “row” over “paddle” because it 
contains echoes of “dispute.” The word “land” does figure in the translation 
of the neologism “Terrislamme-moi” as “LandSlam-me.” Yet there is no 
single, elegant solution for translating all of the words related to “terre”: the 
pronominal construction “me (la) taire,” for example, which sounds like 
“me la terre,” makes the earth into a verb as well as a noun, as if “me terre” 
is something one does to oneself, as in the expression “je me terre dans le 
silence.” All of these connotations resonate with Kanapé Fontaine’s practice 
of “territorial slam.”

Within the Lines

In what ways might a practice of translation highlight rather than obscure 
the decolonizing work of the Indigenous writer? The case of the word 
“désarmée” in the first stanza of “Mes lames de tannage” comes to mind. I 
might have translated this word simply as “took”: “when it is you who took 
my hunting arms from me.” I chose “stripped” in order to foreground the 
vulnerability of the one whose hunting arms were taken and not just the 
force behind the taking. In using the word “désarmée,” Kanapé Fontaine’s 
speaker underlines the history of dispossession that leaves her squeezed, 
with little space to exist, in her own territory: “La vie l’existence entre les 
lignes de ma sale ignorance sur mes propres terres.” This line, the second in 
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the second stanza, poses several problems for translation, especially with the 
word “sale.”14 In what sense does the speaker use the word “sale”? The most 
obvious translation, “shameful,” left (and continues to leave) me extremely 
uncomfortable. Shame is an emotion given by the other, in this case, by 
settlers to Indigenous people; it is a projection internalized by a people over 
time. For me to translate “sale” as “shameful” is to reproduce the colonizing 
movement of projecting shame onto Indigenous people. At the same time, 
this slam is not about me or my settler worries; it is about Kanapé Fontaine’s 
speaker, an Innu woman whose words proliferate meanings—and thereby 
decolonize them—rather than pinning them down.15 What matters to her, 
more than the question of shame, is the relationship to the land and the need 
to take shared responsibility for it (“CHOC” 21).

Kanapé Fontaine’s speaker inhabits the line cited above in all its complexity. 
Through the reference to “ma sale ignorance sur mes propres terres” (my 
emphasis), she acknowledges that she does not know enough of her people 
and territory. At the same time, she conveys anger at being treated as ignorant 
on her own lands. The speaker’s choice of the preposition “sur” makes it 
possible to hear the line as an expression of the speaker’s outrage at her  
own ignorance, at the ignorance of settlers, and at the settlers’ projection  
of ignorance onto her. In the subsequent line, the speaker challenges her 
audience to “Terrislamme” her proof that they know more about her existence, 
about her lands, than she does. In other words, “sale ignorance” describes the 
worldview of settlers as much as that of the speaker. It implies the failure of 
the settler colony to admit that knowledge is grounded in relationships to the 
land and that there is always more than one way of coming to know. 

Throughout “Mes lames de tannage,” Kanapé Fontaine’s activist 
slam poetics make legible what it means to be caught between different 
epistemologies of the land and to live “within the lines” of settler colonial 
imposition: “Mais voici on vit mieux sur tes villes que sur tes réserves mon 
peuple / Surpeuplé dans ses propres demeures délabrés renfermés.” These 
are the conditions of the speaker’s “sale ignorance” both on and of her own 
lands. But the reference to living within the lines is also a reference to writing, 
to poetry, and to what can be read between the lines. Along with borderlines, 
pipelines, hydroelectric lines, and the lines of legal documents, “l’existence 
entre les lignes” brings to mind traplines, storylines, lines of poetry, and 
lines of thought, all of which allow the speaker a wide imaginative reach. 
Through this multiplicity of reference, the speaker negotiates for herself the 
sovereign terms of her existence.  
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Decolonizing the Beaver

In “Decolonization is not a metaphor,” Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang argue 
that any use of the verb “to decolonize” needs to be invested specifically in 
the repatriation of Indigenous land and life (21). With this in mind, I want 
to suggest that Kanapé Fontaine’s slam decolonizes the beaver, an animal 
featured on the coat of arms of the Hudson’s Bay Company, the coat of arms 
of New France, the first Canadian postage stamp, the CP rail insignia, the 
nickel, and the Roots logo (among others). The slam makes this intervention 
via the assertion “Je ne suis pas une peau à vendre une nation à suspendre” 
and via the direct address to settlers:

Quoi? Tu te prends pour le castor avec tes barrages tu te prends pour l’orage 
Pour détourner les rivières cesse donc de te croire maître des étendues sauvages 
Et reconnais donc notre existence!

Charged with emotion, the speaker’s questions and exclamations register 
frustration and disbelief, anger and laughter, at an addressee whose strategy 
for gaining a monopoly over the resources of the entire territory is to ignore 
Indigenous people, an addressee so busy damming waterways it cannot see 
its resemblance to the beaver.

At stake here is the whole myth of Canadian industry and resourcefulness, 
and the environmental price of believing ourselves “masters of the 
wilderness.” The irony, of course, is that Canada does think it’s a beaver. 
In the Government of Canada’s 1985 “National Symbol of Canada Act,” the 
beaver is enshrined as a symbol of Canadian sovereignty.16 Celebrated as 
unaggressive, hard-working, and as a kind of wilderness engineer, the beaver 
is also taken to be a symbol of “Canada’s natural bounty” (White n. pag.). 
Kanapé Fontaine does not talk about “decolonizing” the beaver. But her 
slam undercuts the beaver’s symbolism as a trophy of Canadian resource 
extraction by returning it to its waterways and its practices of damming, 
and by re-appropriating it for Indigenous philosophies of life and land. The 
beaver figures, for example, in Kanapé Fontaine’s early memories of her 
grandparents’ house—in the use of fleshing knives and the smell of game 
(Béchard and Kanapé Fontaine 89)—and in her project of walking the land 
where her grandfather kept his traplines (“Réciprocité”).

Decolonization is not a metaphor, but Indigenous writers certainly 
mobilize poetic language in projects of decolonization. Waterways are crucial 
both to the poetics of “Mes lames de tannage” and to Kanapé Fontaine’s 
role as a Quebec spokesperson for the movement Idle No More. In Quebec, 
waterways were at the heart of the Spring 2012 protests of Innu women 
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against the hydroelectric development on the Romaine River, the January 
2013 demonstrations against Bill C-38’s changes to the Environmental 
Assessment Act and Bill C-45’s reduction of federally protected waterways, 
and the demonstrations throughout 2013 and 2014 against pipelines and 
their scheduled marine terminals. Making common cause with Québécois 
slammer David Goudreault, the fourth stanza of “Mes lames de tannage” 
speaks to the degradation and loss of shorelines and riverbanks: 

du littoral des douleurs du coeur de mes préoccupations
L’ignorance est funèbre où est la différence je suis zèbre de langue et de couleurs 
de peaux  
Je suis blanche l’hiver et brune la terre je me mets à me (la) taire et le ciel
Sont scindés en deux brise-rives frêles couchées sur l’éternel éther délibéré.

The last two lines remind me of the performance of “Mes lames de tannage” 
filmed above the dam on the Rimouski River (“Slam de poésie-2”). The dam 
has the effect of breaking both the horizon and the shoreline and, as the lines 
suggest, creates a disjointed, irreconcilable space where the usual relations 
between earth and sky, river and shore do not obtain. Structured like the words 
“brise-glace” (“ice-breaker”) or “brise-lame” (“breakwater”), the neologism 
“brise-rive” suggests a tool or mechanism that breaks the shore and leaves it 
“frail.” Yet, two lines earlier the word “préoccupations” points to Kanapé 
Fontaine’s ongoing and future-looking activism as well as to a time before 
occupation when the river was not dammed and the shoreline not broken.17 

Conclusion

Perhaps the most memorable line from “Mes lames de tannage”—and 
certainly the most cited—is the speaker’s repeated assertion “Je ne resterai 
pas une Crise d’Oka enfermée dans un livre d’histoire de toute façon.” 
This line speaks to the slam’s critique of prevailing modes of knowledge 
production as well as to its assertion of oral forms of memory. The line 
conveys the speaker’s restlessness, her refusal to be relegated to the history 
books or to be bound by dominant narratives of the crisis. Moving beyond 
the terms of Oka, the slam suggests, means focusing on Indigenous 
resistance rather than on settler-provoked crisis. In the same way that 
Lee Maracle’s preface to the 1990 edition of Bobbi Lee: Indian Rebel turns 
attention away from conflictual images of warriors and soldiers toward 
solidarity between non-Indigenous and Indigenous people in the Peace 
Camp outside the barricades at Kanehsatake, Kanapé Fontaine’s slam 
characterizes itself as a “chant de paix.” There is nothing innocent about 
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such a song of peace. Reading Kanapé Fontaine’s correspondence with 
Deni Ellis Béchard—along with lines such as “Enterre-toi les épreuves de 
mon holocauste et de mes derniers vestiges territoriaux”—makes clear the 
complex and painful legacy of colonial violence out of which songs of peace 
are offered. 

Moving beyond the terms of Oka also means addressing the mutual 
ignorance between communities, breaking the silence of “Je me mets à me 
(la) taire,” and confronting the question of difference. Throughout “Mes 
lames de tannage,” the speaker challenges her audience to recognize the 
specificity of Innu history, language, and memory. And she offers some sense 
of her own story: what it means, for example, to be born of Innu parents, to 
speak French, and to have lived in Pessamit as well as in the city. If, in the 
words of the speaker, she is “zèbre de langue et de couleurs de peaux,” this 
is not to say she is “hybrid” or “mixed.” It has to do with tensions within the 
self: “C’est en effet une étrange vie que celle d’être toujours assise entre ‘deux 
chaises,’ de danser constamment entre deux rives” (Béchard and Kanapé 
Fontaine 113). This movement back and forth is part of the work of repairing 
the shorelines of her self as well as the relations between communities. 
Language plays a crucial role in making the movement possible and, through 
poetry, in allowing the speaker to negotiate the dance. 

On January 11, 2013, standing amidst a crowd of protesters at a 
demonstration organized by Idle No More in front of the Palais des Congrès 
in Montreal, Kanapé Fontaine addressed her fellow protesters with a slam 
(“11 janvier/January 2013 IDLE NO MORE”; Lamy, “Les poètes amérindiens” 
n. pag.). It is significant that she let poetry speak rather than making a 
speech—as if poetry could speak the territory on which they were standing, 
could reach across the crowd and voice their anger and their desire, could 
remember the differences among them. At this January 2013 demonstration, 
the Idle No More protesters wore a red feather evocative of the “carré rouge,” 
the red square of felt worn by student protesters in Spring 2012 (Montpetit 
n. pag.). In “Mes lames de tannage,” a slam written months earlier in July 
2012, Kanapé Fontaine refers to these students “tachés d’un carré de sang,” a 
reference lamenting the failure of Quebec society to recognize and listen to 
them. Kanapé Fontaine’s gesture of solidarity with others looking for change 
in Quebec anticipates the gesture of solidarity of the January 11 Idle No More 
demonstration. In fact, in the assertion “Je ne resterai pas une Crise d’Oka,” 
Kanapé Fontaine’s “Mes lames de tannage” effectively anticipates the spirit of 
Idle No More across Canada. I do not want to suggest that Kanapé Fontaine 
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was the only one in tune with the growing movement. Rather, I want to note 
that there was a perception in Quebec in December 2012 of being “behind” 
in taking up the movement (Montpetit n. pag.), when in fact there were Innu 
women blocking Highway 138 in March and April of that same year, and 
there was poetry making connections among all of these acts of resistance: 
Oka, the “carrés rouges,” and the blockades. And I want to note that in 
books such as #IdleNoMore and the Remaking of Canada and The Winter We 
Danced, there is little evidence of the movement in Quebec. My intention 
here is not to critique the latter retrospectives but rather to voice the hope 
that projects of translating and listening to writers like Natasha Kanapé 
Fontaine will facilitate the process of making connections, a process that is 
already underway in the writers’ work.

  notes

 1 I am deeply grateful to Richard Cassidy, Bronwyn Haslam, Sarah Henzi, Valérie Lebrun, 
Marie Leconte, and Geneviève Robichaud for their readings of the translation and for 
their suggestions. The comments of an anonymous reviewer were also invaluable to me in 
revising the work.

 2 Given the musicality of this line, I have chosen to leave it in French. This effect of 
defamiliarization serves as a reminder that the language of composition is French and 
that there are other, non-European languages at work in Natasha Kanapé Fontaine’s slam.

 3 The speaker uses the expression “je-me-souviens” to emphasize her difference, that is, 
what the Quebec motto means from where she stands. An English translation of the 
motto would risk depriving her of the power of her gesture.

 4 A reference to the “carré rouge,” the square of red felt worn by participants in the student 
protests of Spring 2012 in Quebec.

 5 See for example the epistolary dialogue between Deni Ellis Béchard and Natasha Kanapé 
Fontaine, Kuei, je te salue: conversation sur le racisme.

 6 Over the course of four years, the internet address of the slam in question changed 
from http://mamawolfunderline.wordpress.com/innu-spoken-word/ in Autumn 2014 
to https://natashakanapefontaine.wordpress.com/2012/07/ in Summer 2015 to https://
natashakanapefontaine.com/2012/07/ in Spring 2016.

 7 This expression is used widely by Kanapé Fontaine. See for example the biographical 
notes under the headings “Natasha Kanapé Fontaine, auteure en résidence” for the 
Centre Bang in Chicoutimi; and “Do Not Enter My Soul in Your Shoes: Natasha Kanapé 
Fontaine” for Mawenzi House Publishers in Toronto.

 8 “If the slam movement has been able to find fertile ground in other cultures . . . it is because 
it carries with it more broadly based and deeper preoccupations with the transmission of 
oral traditions that have been broken, even extinguished, by colonialism, forced migration 
and war. In this sense, the resurgence of practices of orality and performance in 
contemporary poetry genuinely springs from the realm of the political.” My translation.

 9 “It is not surprising . . . that Innu poet Natasha Kanapé Fontaine . . . has gradually moved 
away from the book form and recently joined the slam movement, given that her presence 
in the public sphere and in the media seems to respond to an urgent need to speak out 
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on days like these my heart thinks of you;

when the rest of the world grieves for a world they think is gone, 
when we’ve awoken to a nightmare we didn’t think was possible, 
when i am afraid that i can’t make it to the next sunrise and i don’t 
know if the tears will ever stop,
when smiling seems like it might be a failure.

on days like these i find strength in your presence—
like a lighthouse on fire in 
a storm i couldn’t find my 
way out of alone.

You once told me the kitchen floor is the best place to cry;

recommended crawling to the refrigerator and crying to the beat of its hum. 
gave us all songs to introduce us to the grief you fell in love with,
your generosity flowing from fingertips on that piano you don’t play, in poems 
and recordings, wrapping its arms around me, and telling all of us we can stay.  
it is possible even when you’ve known
a grief such as this.

you told me i was like your child, so close to his age;

opened the door and hugged me and let me lie hungover on your couch until i 
got sober again.
texted “i need you” and trusted me enough to ask for help.
you were honest when you told me you needed to go to his gravesite alone; 
it’s his mommy time.
you gave me the only picture i have of he and i together told me stories of 
memories i don’t have anymore, and you gave me three more cousins, too 
to hug and to hold and to laugh with and even if i don’t see you enough 
you’ve given me family here.

and on days like these i think of you, my girl;

a n g e l a  s e m p l e

there are hierarchies of grief
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the length of you wrapped in scarves and borrowed jewelry, a skirt made of  
stars.

i think of the trust you refuse to stop
giving as you get in the car on the bus
on the plane i think of the ocean your
voice keeping us warm like the
mediterranean sun\\back in september
when i went to the west coast i found
some little path to the ocean between
great big houses on our way to the ferry
so i could swim for you both.

i think of shooting stars
of our star
of the way you laugh
and how you get
quiet.

i think of how you taught me to carry
and take care of the feathers, and
showed me where your little star so
strong brought down a tree so we
could be with the water.

on days like these, my girl,
i close my eyes and listen for your harmonies,
as we learn to sing together in north dakota,
in flint michigan, somewhere in wisconsin,
where you kept us warm and i kept us covered,
where you kept us fed and i kept us moving.

on days like these my heart thinks of you and the love i am filled with because 
you are here.
and i know there have been mornings worse than this one.
i know that there is more strength in us than we can ever imagine.
i know that the only truth is the sun will rise and fall and rise again, spring will 
come and winter and fall again, and i’ll keep giving and loving and singing and 
crying and swimming and visiting.
i’ll keep on.

hu sukǂqǂukni ʔaǂ ka manaǂa 
thank you, our mothers.
i love you.
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                                   In a scene from the unpublished 1992 movie treatment  
of what would become Tomson Highway’s 1998 novel,1 Kiss of the Fur Queen, 
Pamela Buckskin and Simon Okimasis try out the script for The Theft of 
Children “at a sleazy dive of a bar . . . on a bunch of Indian street drunks, 
having them read the various parts, to much hilarity” (52).2 While it is 
unclear which character utters the parenthetical words “This show won’t 
mean anything unless it comes from ‘the people’” (52), Simon, Pamela, and 
Simon’s brother, the playwright Jeremiah, insist on building connections 
between their artistic work and the larger Indigenous community in Toronto. 
Like Highway himself, who insisted that the initial run of The Rez Sisters be 
performed at Toronto’s Native Canadian Centre (Mietkiewicz D1) for an 
Indigenous audience, Simon, Pamela, and Jeremiah ground their theatre 
productions in wâhkôhtowin, “the Cree value of kinship or interrelatedness” 
(Reder ii). Through wâhkôhtowin, the brothers, both fictional and real, engage 
with various communities to create art that exposes residential school abuses 
and foregrounds Two-Spirit,3 lesbian, gay, trans, and queer (2LGBTQ+) rights. 
The film treatment enables the reader to understand how wâhkôhtowin 
counteracts the active assault, particularly toward 2LGBTQ+ people, on Cree 
kinship systems. The devastating effects of this attack render Gabriel and 
Jeremiah less equipped to confront colonial oppression. Reading the novel and 
the film treatment together illuminates how Highway’s work insists on the 
importance of wâhkôhtowin in decolonization.

wâhkôhtowin means kinship beyond the immediate family or the state 
of being related. Cherokee scholar Daniel Heath Justice elaborates the 

 “This show won’t mean 
anything unless it comes 
from ‘the people’”
wâhkôhtowin in Tomson Highway’s 
Kiss of the Fur Queen Movie 
Treatment

J u n e  S c u d e l e r
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parameters of such relationality by defining kinship as “an understanding 
of a common social interdependence within the community, the tribal web 
of kinship rights and responsibilities that link the People, the land, and the 
cosmos together in an ongoing and dynamic system of mutually affecting 
relationships” (“Go Away” 151). Relationships with other people and other-
than-human beings, in Justice’s formulation, are based on reciprocity—an 
integral part of kinship responsibility. For Simon and Jeremiah, their kinship 
network extends throughout Toronto’s Indigenous theatre community, which 
constitutes a family that nurtures them, especially Simon as a gay Woods 
Cree man. While it is clear that Simon and Jeremiah’s Roman Catholic 
parents love them very much, Simon is unable to tell his parents that he is 
gay. To support his adult identity as a gay man in the city, he must form a 
kinship network based on artistic and emotional bonds, while honouring 
wâhkôhtowin by mentoring other Indigenous performing artists. 

Although the novel includes Woods Cree stories and ways of knowing, the 
movie treatment’s portrayal of an outspoken and assertive HIV-positive gay4 
Woods Cree dancer would have been truly path-clearing if it had been produced. 
In the novel, the residential school challenges the familial and kinship ties 
Gabriel and Jeremiah have with their reserve community and family, with 
harmful results for both brothers: Gabriel becomes sexually masochistic, and 
Jeremiah clings to Catholicism and denies himself any bodily pleasure. The 
movie treatment is an unexplored and important piece of Highway’s artistic 
evolution, particularly as a way to understand the unsettling nature of 
Gabriel’s sexuality. By focusing on the movie treatment and the changes 
between Simon and Gabriel, I argue that wâhkôhtowin is essential for Simon 
to actively criticize colonization, homophobia, and the residential school 
system. Gabriel, who seems to lack such an extended supportive kinship 
network, which includes his brother, articulates racism and homophobia, but 
does not confront the forces behind them. Winona Stevenson (Plains Cree) 
explains that because “most Indigenous cultures are collectively-oriented 
rather than individualistically-oriented, individual stories reflect concern for 
community welfare” (266). While Gabriel’s personalized critique of 
Catholicism is powerful, the movie treatment shows that collective action 
against heteropatriarchy and colonialism is even more so. 

I became aware of the treatment while working in the René Highway 
collection at the University of Guelph’s library archives, and given my 
interest in René Highway’s choreographic and performance work, I 
was intrigued by the profound differences between his portrayal as the 
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sexually promiscuous Gabriel in the novel and as Simon, who has a more 
conventionally monogamous relationship, in the movie treatment. My 
research on the Highway brothers prompts me to conclude that the movie 
treatment is much more autobiographical than the novel. The treatment’s use 
of real names—Joe and Pelagie, René and Tomson Highway’s parents’ real 
names, instead of the novel’s Abraham and Mariesis, as well as Brochet, their 
reserve located in northwestern Manitoba, instead of Mistik Lake—inspires 
a more non-fictional reading. Highway even portrays the real-life Guy Hill 
residential school that he and his brother attended. 

Highway describes the proposed “four-hour miniseries” as a “a semi-
autobiographical drama of epic proportions, opening with grand shots of 
caribou herds in the North and moving to lavish scenes of professional 
theatrical productions in Toronto” (Gessell D4). The treatment and the 
novel follow the same general trajectory, but use very different narratives to 
tell Simon and Gabriel’s stories. Simon and Jeremiah are born in northern 
Manitoba to semi-nomadic, Cree-speaking, Roman Catholic parents; 
they are abused culturally and sexually at residential school. Highway first 
mentioned the project that led to the novel in a March 1991 article: “Tomson 
Highway’s beginnings are in him still. Theatrical, marvelous beginnings. Call 
them, he says, The Kiss of the Fur Queen” (Hannon 28). In 1992, two years 
after René Highway’s death, Highway turned these beginnings into a play 
script, then into a treatment for a two-part television movie (Stoffman E4). 
Unable to have the movie produced, Highway then made Kiss into a novel. 
While critics like Sam McKegney have recounted the various iterations that 
led to the novel, the unpublished movie treatment has not been analyzed 
until now.  

Highway reveals that he thought “about writing a non-fiction memoir, but 
it seemed too far-fetched. . . . Then I tried to write it as a stage play,5 then as a 
movie. I actually did four drafts of a script but my way was blocked. Finally, I 
did it the only way possible” (qtd. in Stoffman E4) by making Kiss a novel. A 
fictionalized first-hand account of residential school in the early 1990s would 
have been revelatory. Television would have provided an ideal medium 
for reaching a large audience. Highway states “for once or twice I’d like to 
take a show into every living room in Brochet and to every reserve in the 
country. You can only do that with television” (Prokosh C28). He positions 
his audience as Indigenous communities, especially ones that are not able to 
see his theatrical productions (Prokosh C28), both in remote communities 
and in the city. Highway’s movie would have enacted a form of kinship by 
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bringing together an Indigenous audience across Canada. Residential school 
survivors would have seen their stories reflected on TV. 

The intimate reading experience of a novel means a different audience. 
Although Highway states that he wrote the novel for a “Cree readership. . . .  
I hope to reach the kids in the mall in Saskatoon and Winnipeg” (qtd. in 
Stoffman E4), a television movie in the 1990s would have been more accessible 
to remote reserves. McKegney explains that between 1991 and the publication 
of the novel in 1998 a “great deal had changed in the discursive environment,” 
including apologies from many churches and the “publication of historical works 
like J. R. Miller’s Shingwauk’s Vision” (107). He goes on to argue that, although 
the failure to produce the movie meant that Highway was unable to reach a 
larger audience, the novel format allowed him to “deal far more extensively 
with Aboriginal heritage materials and to illustrate their ongoing utility in the 
struggle toward Indigenous empowerment” (107). Though the novel certainly 
shows the survival of Woods Cree ways of knowing, it also demonstrates the 
damaging effects of the breakdown of kinship ties for both brothers. 

Isabelle Knockwood (Mi’kmaq) remembers, “traditionally . . . older brothers 
and sisters were absolutely required to look after their siblings. When they 
went to residential school, being unable to protect their younger brothers 
and sisters became a source of life-long pain” (60). The brothers are guided 
by their close relationship throughout the movie treatment because “the 
relationship between brothers [was] regulated by the laws of kinship, which 
recognized the close yet separate and independent existence of each” (Cardinal 
and Hildebrandt 34). Jeremiah’s ability to save his brother from a caribou 
herd foreshadows his later inability to rescue Gabriel from abuse. The 
caribou and their energy save Gabriel by inspiring him to dance, while, as 
Justice stresses about kinship, also keeping him connected to his traditional 
territory, a connection that Jeremiah in the novel attempts to suppress. 
Jeremiah remains connected to his parents’ Roman Catholicism, which 
alienates him from Gabriel. But by the end of the novel, Jeremiah looks after 
Gabriel by ensuring that a medicine woman performs ceremony when 
Gabriel is dying, rejecting their mother’s insistence that a priest be present.

The caribou scene in both versions illustrates how Jeremiah protects his 
younger brother before they go to residential school. In the novel’s caribou 
scene, Jeremiah plays his composition “‘Ateek, Ateek II,’ written in G major, 
Jeremiah’s favourite key because it made him think of oranges” (42), while 
Gabriel, “three years of age and graceful as a birch sapling” (41), imitates a 
caribou with his hands above his head. Jeremiah, Gabriel, and their parents 
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are caught unawares by the arrival of the caribou. Jeremiah “can just make 
out Gabriel sitting, legs spread on the ground not ten feet in front of him, 
his tear-stained face bewildered, his mouth open like a little beak, expecting 
food, his arms spread like small wings” (45). Separated from their horrified 
parents, Jeremiah rescues Gabriel, holding him on top of the rock, safely 
above the caribou herd. The caribou, whose 

blur without end took on form, but what? Dancers? Spirits? Whirlpools of light 
and air and shadow? The shapes became one pulsing wave of movement, 
throbbing, summoning him, beckoning him on. “Come with us, Gabriel, Gabriel, 
Gabriel Okimasis-masis-masis.” . . . Slowly releasing his hold, Gabriel opened his 
arms to embrace this immense field of energy. And he began to weep. (46) 

The novel depicts the encounter as life changing, with the caribou energy 
entering Gabriel and engendering a restlessness that endures until he finds 
an outlet through dance.6

Highway entitles the equivalent movie scene “Jeremiah Okimasis, at the 
age of 4, saves the Okimasis family from destruction,” dating the event May 
30, 1956. Jeremiah, “now 4 years old, plays at miming a dancing caribou 
using twigs for antlers . . . he now has a responsibility: a little brother named 
Simon Okimasis, 2 years old, who sits right there beside his mother nibbling 
on a bannock” (3). Pelagie and her other children “shriek with horror” when 
the herd arrives but “above the absolutely heart-stopping writhing mass of a 
million antlers, Jeremiah hovers like a little angel, holding his little brother 
in his arms, both boys laughing with glee at the miracle unfolding all around 
them. . . . How Jeremiah got his little brother up there in the nick of time 
is the talk of the hour” (3). The movie treatment is couched in decidedly 
Catholic terms, with Jeremiah depicted as an “angel” and the caribou energy 
described as a “miracle.” Highway uses the miraculous to stress that the 
Catholic view of the other-than-human world as less important than the 
human world is contradicted by his insistence on animal autonomy. 

Although Gabriel, “through dance, music, sex, and the renewal of Cree 
traditions . . . crafts for himself a range of personae that appear to blur 
defiance and submission” (McCall 67), Simon and Jeremiah actively and 
unequivocally challenge racism and homophobia in the film treatment. 
Simon is more than able to take care of himself when he confronts a racist 
bartender at a western-themed gay bar where the cast of one of their plays 
celebrates. Jeremiah’s drunken antics become out of control and when the 
bartender asks Jeremiah to leave, Simon points out the racism in white 
gay culture: “An argument ensues, etc. until, before we know it, Simon is 
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vamping all the way down the long bar to the pounding beat of k.d. lang, 
kicking piles and piles of beer glasses, baskets of popcorn and what not all 
over the place, shouting at the cringing bar-tender as he passes him ‘you 
don’t like Indians? Well fuck you, sweetheart!’” (42). Simon uses dance in a 
decidedly decolonizing manner. 

Dance is a tool of decolonization for Gabriel, even though it is connected 
to the first time he is abused by Father Lafleur. Inspired by his dance in the 
residential school Christmas pageant, the six-year-old Gabriel is dreaming 
of doing a do-si-do with Carmelita Moose, except she keeps “floating up 
balloon-like, so that, while his feet were negotiating quick little circles, his 
arms had to keep Carmelita Moose earthbound” (77). Dancing while trying 
to keep Carmelita Moose earthbound is echoed by Gabriel’s pleasure at being 
masturbated by Father Lafleur, a sinister figure who is nameless until the end 
of the passage. However, not everything is unknowable: 

The undisputed fact was that Gabriel Okimasis’s little body was moving up 
and down, up and down, producing, in the crux of his being, a sensation so 
pleasurable that he wanted Carmelita Moose to float up and up forever so he 
could keep jumping up, reaching for her and pulling her back down, jumping up, 
reaching her, pulling her back down. (77)

Jeremiah disassociates when he sees his younger brother being sexually 
abused. While Jeremiah “wanted—needed—to see more clearly” (79), he 
ultimately cannot comprehend what he is seeing: “he had not seen what he 
was seeing” (80). 

In the movie treatment, the brothers’ relationship makes them strong 
enough to confront Brochet’s Father Bouchard and, by extension, the 
Catholic Church about their sexual abuse. While the treatment does not 
mention Jeremiah’s abuse, it depicts Simon’s abuse from his own point of 
view. The scene is entitled “Simon Okimasis ‘meets’ Brother Nadeau”:

The night of December 8, 1964, in a dormitory of the Guy Indian Residential 
School. . . . Simon, now 10 years old, kneels in the middle of the room. They 
finish the last prayer. As the boys climb into their beds, Brother Nadeau tells them 
that, as a special treat—because it is the Feast of the Immaculate Conception—
he will play music in his room just next door that they can hear through a little 
speaker he has hooked up in the dormitory, to lull them to “sleep like a lullaby,” 
Brother Nadeau says.

The lights in the dormitory now out, a tinny distant version of “I Wanna Hold Your 
Hand” by the Beatles seeps out into the room. Simon’s POV [Point of View], the 
dark figure of Brother Nadeau, dressed in his black robe, glides into the room and 
goes silently from bed to bed, kneeling and appearing to bless each sleeping boy. 
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Brother Nadeau appears at Simon’s side holding a small bible in one hand, puts 
his other hand under the sheet and whispers into Simon’s ear. Simon pretends to 
sleep but through the slit in his eyes, he can see Brother Nadeau’s shadowy face, 
caught in the grip of a kind of “holy ecstasy.” (8-9)

Unlike the depiction in the novel, Simon’s abuse is portrayed in this passage 
solely from his point of view, without being witnessed by Jeremiah, whose 
own abuse is not depicted in the movie treatment. Like Father Lafleur, 
Brother Nadeau is a wîhtikow, the Cree cannibal monster, eerily gliding 
the dorm in his black robe, insatiably using the boys in his care for his own 
pleasure. Highway stresses the links between the residential school abuses 
and the Catholicism by having Brother Nadeau hold a bible in one hand 
while he masturbates Simon with the other.

Jeremiah and Simon challenge Father Bouchard, the priest at their reserve, 
at the annual Lac Ste. Anne pilgrimage in Alberta, where “St. Anne, the 
mother of the Blessed Virgin Mary, is reputed to have made an appearance 
years ago and whose waters are said to have miraculous powers of healing” 
(50). While Simon pleases his mother by attending mass, Jeremiah “sits on 
the shore close by watching all this, writing it all down in a steno pad” (50). 
Father Bouchard’s appearance triggers the brothers to confront the priest 
about colonialism and residential school, saying:

that the priests and brothers at that boarding school Father Bouchard sent the 
boys to years ago molested them sexually, that the way Father Bouchard and the 
missionaries converted the Indians to Catholicism is dishonest and immoral, that 
using the children of a people to conquer the hearts, minds and entire culture 
of that people and thus subject them to the status of third class citizens—in 
their own country—is not right, the boys even go so far as to say that if “the 
Apocalypse” as predicted in the bible is to be averted, that a religion that relates 
more realistically to the Earth as a living, FEMALE, PRO-CREATIVE, animate being 
will have to be seriously reconsidered, and soon, etc. (51)

Highway describes the argument as “fierce . . . bloody” and “unrelenting” 
(51), but it is one-sided. The brothers—Jeremiah is twenty-five and Simon is 
twenty-three—have all the power in the scene, as the Father’s responses are 
not included; an Indigenous version of history triumphs. It is also the only 
time Jeremiah’s abuse is mentioned, though it is unclear which brother (or 
it may be both) discloses this trauma. The brothers’ assertion of Indigenous 
rights by situating Canada as Indigenous territory (“their own country”), in 
which Indigenous people are treated like “third class citizens,” is provocative 
politically. Highway doesn’t focus on sexual abuse, but places it within the 
larger spectrum of genocidal strategies.  
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 In a CBC TV interview on 30 October, 1990, residential school survivor 
Phil Fontaine (Anishinaabe), then the Manitoba Regional Chief for the 
Assembly of First Nations, publicly disclosed the sexual abuse he suffered at 
residential school. He told Barbara Frum, “in my grade three class, if there 
were twenty boys, every single one of them would have experienced what 
I experienced. They would have experienced some aspect of sexual abuse” 
(n. pag.). René and Tomson Highway were also among the first residential 
school attendees to speak frankly in public about their abuse; they were also 
among the very few 2LGBTQ+ people to do so.7 In a June 1990 interview 
(posthumously published in March 1991) for the monthly Toronto Life, René 
Highway told Gerald Hannon of a 

dream he had just had. In it, he is flying above a priest, a handsome man stripped 
down to his underwear and white socks. And in the dream, they begin to fight 
and the struggle is charged with eros. He spoke to [Hannon] of the first time 
he heard a Beatles song8—he was in the car, being masturbated by one of the 
teaching brothers from school. (33)

René Highway’s account is initially framed like the novel’s depiction of 
Jeremiah seeing Gabriel’s masturbation by Father Lafleur: through the 
distancing lens of a dream. But then René Highway, whom Hannon 
describes as willing to answer any question (36), becomes explicit in his 
description. René Highway’s dream is mixed with desire, but he places 
himself in a position of power as he is the one flying over the priest.9

 The relationship between Simon and Jeremiah in the film treatment, 
however, is not fractured in a similar way, even though tensions pertaining 
to erotic desire persist. For example, when Jeremiah spots a teenaged Simon 
leaving a Winnipeg gay bar with theatre director Gregory Newman, Simon is 
more ashamed by his brother’s drunkenness than about being seen with his 
male lover outside a gay bar:

Jeremiah walks homeward down Portage Avenue when he runs into Simon 
exiting from the city’s only known gay bar, in company with an older, non-native 
man named Greg Newman. Jeremiah, half-cut, berates Simon (“aren’t you a little 
too young to be going into a bar?”) but Simon merely fights back (“You should 
talk. Look at you, you’re drunk. Go home. I’ll talk to you when you’re sober”). 
Simon, embarrassed, walks away without even introducing his new friend. And 
Jeremiah pretends he doesn’t know that this is a gay bar. (22)

Later, Jeremiah attempts to confront his brother about this incident while 
Simon dances and Jeremiah plays piano for their high school production of 
Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Gondoliers: “in Cree, Jeremiah asks him who that 
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man was that Simon was with the other night and what kind of bar that was. 
Simon manages to evade both questions and is saved in the nick of time by 
the next ‘episode’ of the gavotte. He glides onto the stage” (22). While such 
avoidance and tension betrays difficulty within the brothers’ relationship—
extending from the trauma they endured at residential school and the 
heteropatriarchal teachings they had encountered therein—the brothers 
from the film treatment do not separate for an extended period as do the 
brothers from the novel after Gabriel’s queerness is revealed. 

Jeremiah, in the film treatment, appears to be more upset that Simon 
is not spending time with him than that he is gay. He appears hurt, for 
example, when he telephones Newman’s place to tell Simon about the death 
of their older brother: “It’s just . . . well . . . you’ve been spending an awful lot 
of time over there. You hardly ever sleep here anymore” (23). After his initial 
discomfort, however, Jeremiah supports Simon:

March 12, 1972, in a practice room at the University of Manitoba School of Music, 
Jeremiah practices the Chopin “Winter Wind Etude.” The door opens and Simon 
enters: “you wanted to talk to me?” Simon says. Jeremiah asks Simon about his 
relationship with Greg Newman. They have a violent argument and Jeremiah 
eventually forces it out of his brother that he, Simon, is a homosexual and that 
Greg Newman is his lover and that, yes, he will be moving to Toronto with him as 
soon as Simon graduates from high school. The two boys fall into each other [sic] 
arms crying. (24)

Two-Spirit Swampy Cree scholar Alex Wilson explains how Cree people 
position an ethic of principled non-interference as a way of life, in which 
community members should not “interfere in any way with another person” 
(307). Moreover, principled non-interference would require family, friends, 
and community members to “respect and trust the choices [a Two-Spirit] 
person makes” (Wilson 310), providing a way for 2LGBTQ+ people to be 
seen as integral to their communities rather than as anomalous. Highway 
highlights the power of principled non-interference by having Jeremiah 
understand the importance of protecting Simon, which includes accepting 
Simon’s sexuality. While it is not apparent why the brothers fall into each 
other’s arms and cry, based on Jeremiah’s sorrow that Simon is not spending 
enough time with him, Jeremiah seems more upset that Simon will be 
moving from Winnipeg than that Simon is gay.
  Like his brother, Simon’s community is supportive of his sexuality, 
enabling him to be openly gay. Highway portrays Simon’s monogamous 
relationship with musician Robin Beatty as loving and nurturing. While 
Robin only plays a small role in the novel and is not part of the larger 
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Indigenous community, he actively contributed to the brothers’ artistic 
process in the film treatment by playing the music during Ulysses Thunderchild. 
Furthermore, Robin encourages Simon’s dance career, telling him “not to 
despair about his choreographic skills, that he has to try . . . right up until the 
day he dies” (29). While Robin is absent from the novel when Gabriel is ill, 
except when Gabriel is dying, in the film treatment Robin looks after Simon, 
accompanying him to the doctor, and poignantly, helping him with his 
AZT10 inhaler while Simon cries (46). 

The movie treatment confronts homophobia and AIDS discrimination 
within the Indigenous community by depicting the ways in which Simon 
and Jeremiah’s friends learn to honour wâhkôhtowin by including 2LGBTQ+ 
people as part of their community. The Indigenous drag queen Mama 
Teresa becomes an integral part of their community; she wears a sandwich 
board and flags down potential audience members to attend Simon and 
Jeremiah’s first production. Simon and Jeremiah meet Mama Teresa at one of 
Robin’s shows at Toronto’s iconic Horseshoe Tavern: “A young man with an 
outrageous sense of humour, whom we will get to know as Mama Teresa, sits 
with them” (30). The death of Mama Teresa’s lover of an AIDS-related illness 
also foreshadows Simon’s own death as “the gang”—“Jeremiah, Pamela, 
Robin, [lawyer] Lena Big Horne, actors, etc”—attends the funeral, which 
is centred in Indigenous spirituality: “[Elder] Ben Ghostrider, waving an 
eagle feather over a burning braid of sweetgrass, stands beside Mama Teresa 
and explains the meaning of death, from the Native viewpoint, that death 
is not necessarily the end, but the beginning of a new form of life etc” (45). 
Ghostrider’s ceremony provides comfort to Simon and his friends, who are 
aware at this point that Simon has AIDS.11

Simon’s friends, particularly Pamela Buckskin, honour wâhkôhtowin 
by defending Simon from homophobia and AIDS discrimination. At a 
fundraiser for The Killing of the Last Shaman thrown by Mama Teresa, all 
the attendees cross dress, including Jeremiah, who is “in a long black gown 
and fake pearls” (43) while playing piano. Pamela Buckskin has a drunken 
argument with the “butch macho actor” in one of their productions about 
Simon’s gender, declaring “that Simon’s disease, now publicly known, affects 
all people, regardless of gender. The butch actor makes a strong case for the 
rights of heterosexuals and Pamela shoots all his theories down with aplomb 
(‘if all men were ‘faggots’ like Simon, we wouldn’t have women going around 
being killed and raped with screwdrivers!’). The butch actor finally admits 
defeat and Pamela toasts her victory with a glass of champagne” (44). 
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Highway shows the homophobia within Indigenous communities 
but also the love and support within the community, particularly from 
Indigenous women. While Pamela is initially homophobic, she becomes a 
fierce advocate for Simon through the reciprocal responsibilities emergent 
from their relationship, which becomes a form of kinship; he becomes an 
integral part of her community, her family. For example, when Pamela, 
Simon, and Jeremiah rehearse Ulysses Thunderchild, “the story is about how 
Weesageechak [Elder Brother or the Cree trickster] first came to the city of 
Toronto, ‘As man? Or as woman? Which gender? Is God male? Or female? 
Maybe like Simon, he/she is half and half . . .’” (31). Pamela initially finds the 
idea blasphemous, but her relationship with the brothers changes her into 
one of Simon’s staunchest defenders.
  After Simon’s death, the movie treatment ends with a tribute performance 
of the triumphant The Theft of Children. Jeremiah and the cast stand on stage 
while he makes a speech: 

“this is Simon Okimasis’ last show, that though his body may have left this Earth, 
he is still here, right here on the stage of the Royal Alexandra Theatre in Toronto, 
that his work is not done yet, that he has at least 37 more shows to do. And that 
these 37 shows will get done. Thank you very much, ladies and gentlemen. Good-
night.” (60)

Simon lives on through his art and the people with whom he has acted and 
choreographed, showing the power of wâhkôhtowin to create a supportive 
urban Indigenous community.

Highway’s portrayal of Gabriel as a promiscuous gay man who has 
unprotected sex while he is HIV positive is highly controversial. Justice 
believes Kiss “insists on the inextricable association of pedophilia and assault 
with either twisted and exploitative homosexual desire or excruciating 
self-hatred, repression, and denial. . . . There is no room in the novel for 
gay desire that is not deeply condemnatory and compromised by abusive 
relations” (“Literature” 106). I believe Gabriel turns around the idea that 
AIDS is god’s punishment for being gay to reflect on a colonial culture 
built on aggression and heteropatriarchy. Mark Rifkin offers a reading 
of Gabriel that does not label him as damaged. Rifkin not only positions 
Gabriel as “making room for Cree homosexuality,” but also argues “Gabriel’s 
insistence on the legitimacy of his pleasure, despite priestly efforts to claim 
his body and insist that he understand his own sexuality through a non-
Native narrative of Indian defilement, expands to a broader critique of the 
colonial regulation of Indigenous pleasure” (142). Seeing Gabriel as exploited 
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and self-hating neglects the necessary historical context for his actions, 
particularly the sexual freedom before the discovery of HIV/AIDS in the 
early 1980s.12 
 In the novel, Highway clearly shows the devastating consequences of 
Jeremiah neglecting his brotherly responsibilities, creating the opportunity 
for the conflicted depictions of queer sexuality. Rather than uniting 
against colonization, Gabriel and Jeremiah split apart because of Jeremiah’s 
homophobia, caused by the traumatic colonizing tactics of the residential 
school system. Jeremiah contravenes the ethic of principled non-interference 
because he can’t tell Gabriel how to be without breaking their bond and 
disrespecting his brother’s autonomy. For example, rather than accept his 
brother’s sexuality, Jeremiah abandons Gabriel when homophobic young 
men confront the latter at the Wasaychigan Hill pow wow. Jeremiah is 
“embarrassed to be in cahoots with a pervert, a man who fucked other 
men . . . On an Indian reserve, a Catholic reserve” (250). Jeremiah only 
begins to truly care for his brother when Gabriel is dying; he fights to have a 
traditional ceremony for his brother in the hospital.

The novel shows how the erasure of wâhkôhtowin leads to less safe 
space for Gabriel to live as a gay man. He has the strength of character to 
critique colonization, but because he doesn’t have the support of a larger 
community, he is reduced to confronting the emotionally stunted Jeremiah.13 
Gabriel taunts the scandalized and religious Jeremiah: “Do you wonder 
why the world is so filled with blood and war and hate when it has, as its 
central symbol, an instrument of torture?” (184). Although Gabriel rails 
against Catholicism, his sexuality is intimately bound with Catholicism’s 
masochistic tendencies. But as Simon’s confrontation with the priest and 
the racist bartender show, he is more than willing to confront colonization, 
racism and homophobia outside of the theatre because his communities 
enact wâhkôhtowin. Reading the movie treatment alongside the novel shows 
the power of community and kinship in helping Simon and Jeremiah to 
stay connected to Woods Cree ways of knowing despite residential schools’ 
genocidal assault.
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notes

 1 A film or movie treatment can be “a lengthy document that is a scene by scene breakdown 
of a script,” as in the sixty-page Kiss (Horowitz n. pag.). A movie treatment is the step 
before a screenplay, which contains complete dialogue, descriptions of locations, and 
camera shots. Highway’s movie treatment contains few shooting directions.

 2 The Theft of Children, inspired by Sweeney Todd, is a “musical about a priest / barber who 
steals Indian children, bakes their flesh in pies and, claiming these pies are made with the 
choicest of northern Manitoba caribou meat, sells the pies to convents and seminaries 
across the country” (51). 

 3 Two-Spirit is a specifically Indigenous term that is different from gay, lesbian, trans, 
bisexual, or queer. Qwo-Li Driskill (Cherokee) defines Two-Spirit as an “umbrella term 
for Native GLBTQ people as well as a term for people who use words and concepts from 
their traditions to describe themselves. Like other umbrella terms—including queer—it 
risks erasing difference. But also like queer, it is meant to be inclusive, ambiguous and 
fluid” (72). Two-Spirit Swampy Cree scholar Alex Wilson defines Two-Spirit as a “self-
descriptor increasingly used by Aboriginal gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered 
Canadians who live within a traditional Aboriginal worldview. It asserts that all aspects 
of identity (including sexuality, race, gender and spirituality) are interconnected and that 
one’s experience of sexuality is inseparable from experiences of culture and community” (iv). 

 4 I describe Simon and Gabriel as gay because the characters die before the term Two-Spirit 
was coined at the 1990 gathering of Indigenous LGBTQ+ people in Winnipeg.

 5 The scenes in Highway’s movie treatment are written more like a play, which is not 
surprising given Highway’s work as a playwright. Thanks to Tasha Hubbard (Nehiyaw / 
Nakawe / Métis) and Ric Knowles for explaining the unusual nature of the Kiss treatment 
during my paper presentation at the 2015 Indigenous Literary Studies Association 
gathering.

 6 René Highway recounted his own version of the caribou story in an article he wrote 
when he was twenty-one: “It happened so fast that all I saw was a moving mass of solid 
animal energy. It was an overwhelming feeling to watch this mass of thundering hooves 
and flashing antlers rush past me, so close that I could have reached out to touch it. This 
energy seemed to stir something within me. It was like watching life rush past, exciting 
and stimulating. It felt so attractive and compelling that I wished I had some too. . . . The 
energy I had seen and felt was, and still is, within me. For the energy was life itself ” (13).

 7 In a March 1990 article in the Toronto Star, seven months before Fontaine’s disclosure, 
Judy Steed writes, Tomson Highway “was taken away to a Roman Catholic residential 
school for native children, where he was, along with generations of native children, 
sexually abused by the priests who were his teachers” (D1). René Highway’s own 
choreography, such as in 1988’s New Song . . . New Dance, confronted residential school 
abuses through the use of Woods Cree language and stories, which he shared with 
Indigenous peoples in the city.

 8 The Beatles’ “I Wanna Hold Your Hand” is playing when Brother Nadeau assaults Simon, 
showing the more autobiographical nature of the movie treatment.

 9 See Scudeler, June. “‘Fed by Spirits:’ mamâhtâwisiwin in René Highway’s New Song . . . 
New Dance.” Native American and Indigenous Studies 39.4 (2016): 1-22. 

 10 AZT is azidothymidine, an “anti-HIV drug that reduces the amount of virus in the body. 
Anti-HIV drugs such as AZT slow down or prevent damage to the immune system, and 
reduce the risk of developing AIDS-related illnesses” (“Zidovudine (AZT, Retrovir)” n. pag.).
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 11 Simon shares his HIV-positive status with his friends: “After [Robin’s] show, Simon, Robin, 
Pamela and Jeremiah decide to walk home. Through their chatter, Simon inadvertently 
reveals that he is HIV positive, that he thinks he has AIDS. ‘What do you mean, you 
think?’ Jeremiah asks him. Swallowing their terror, they grapple with the huge question. 
They walk on in silence” (40). Gabriel keeps his HIV-positive status hidden until he is 
close to dying because doesn’t feel he has support from Jeremiah and his community.

 12 Gabriel’s sexual life is part of the times of greater sexual freedom for people of all 
sexualities. The 1969 decriminalization of contraception made the birth control pill easily 
available, enabling women’s sexual and reproductive freedoms. In the same year, Pierre 
Trudeau’s decriminalization of some aspects of same-sex activity between consenting 
adults led to greater sexual freedom, but not necessarily for 2LGBTQ+ people, who still 
faced considerable discrimination. However, between the advent of the birth control pill 
and the discovery of AIDS in the early 1980s, it was possible to have sex without fearing 
either pregnancy or a likely fatal illness. For about twenty years then, a generation grew 
up that could free itself from many constraints on an active sex life with more than one 
partner.

 13 Jeremiah becomes “intellect—pure, undiluted, precise” (205) when he sees Gabriel kissing 
Gregory Newman, an act that reminds him of his sexual abuse at residential school.
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Standing Rock 

the song too near
sorrow’s bones 
ivory dust clings to prairie rose
the scent of death lingers 
the heart of a nation
unwavering 
a time of war
declared 
oil or water?
above it all  
the fire’s lyrics blue 
the harmony of night fades
sparks small and tight
alive, in the brief of dawn
Standing Rock
standing up
armless warriors
heartening faith 
renamed this world
for the love of this land 
small words melt at midnight
melt into another song
sounds arise out of dying pink
pedals blanket 
yesterday’s bones
winter is here 
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                                   When Creek-Cherokee scholar Craig Womack published 
Red on Red: Native American Literary Separatism in 1999, he issued a passionate 
call for attention to “tribally specific literatures and critical approaches” that 
are cultivated by “working from within the nation, rather than looking 
toward the outside” (225, 12). In so doing, Womack built upon Robert Warrior’s 
advocacy of the use of Indigenous scholarship to study Indigenous texts in 
Tribal Secrets: Recovering American Indian Intellectual Traditions (1994) and 
Jace Weaver’s foregrounding of the relation between Indigenous literature 
and Indigenous communities in That the People Might Live: Native American 
Literatures and Native American Community (1997). Womack, Warrior, and 
Weaver subsequently united their voices in the publication of American 
Indian Literary Nationalism (2006), thereby consolidating a literary-critical 
movement of the same name. American Indian literary nationalism, variously 
known as Native literary nationalism or Indigenous literary nationalism, 
continues to exert a powerful influence on Indigenous literary studies, 
offering a much-needed corrective to modes of scholarship that unquestioningly 
impose Euro-Western theories upon Indigenous texts or that homogenize 
culturally-specific writing by reducing it to a “pan-tribal stew” (Womack 62).1 

Almost two decades after the publication of Womack’s book, Native 
literary nationalism continues to offer vital principles for reading Indigenous 
literature. At the same time, this duration is substantial enough to prompt 
reflection about the movement’s possibilities and challenges. One challenge, 
for example, has concerned the fraught resonances of the Euro-Western 
“historical ‘nation-state’ model, which depends upon unifying patriotism, 
coercive policing of perceived deviance, and hegemonic allegiance to  
the structures of the state at the expense of kinship and other loyalties” 

Beyond Comparison
Reading Relations  
between Indigenous Nations

P a u l i n e  W a k e h a m
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(Fagan et al. 21). Distinguishing Indigenous nationhood from “industrialized 
nation-states,” Cherokee scholar Daniel Heath Justice avers that “Indigenous 
nationhood is more than simple political independence or the exercise of a 
distinctive cultural identity; it’s also an understanding of a common social 
interdependence within the community, the tribal web of kinship rights 
and responsibilities that link the People, the land, and the cosmos together” 
(“Go Away, Water!” 151). Despite these distinctions, scholars have expressed 
concern over the “dominance of male perspectives” in much Native literary 
nationalist criticism, as well as the movement’s primary focus on American 
texts and contexts (Fagan et al. 26, 21)—features that risk perpetuating the 
exceptionalism of Euro-Western nationalism. 

Critics have also discussed the ways that Native literary nationalism has 
seemingly overshadowed cosmopolitanist literary analyses that, broadly 
construed, focus on “situating . . . Indigenous literatures within broader 
multicultural, transnational, and global contexts” (Allen, “Decolonizing 
Comparison” 379).2 According to Chickasaw scholar Chadwick Allen, 
these two modes—the nationalist and the cosmopolitanist—have, over the 
past two decades, often been framed as antithetical. Sketching out this “rift 
hypothesis,” Allen describes the 

recent truism that a great rift now exists between competing schools of 
scholarship on . . . Indigenous literatures . . . Each side is easily caricatured. The 
nationalist position can be dismissed as having little to say about Indigenous 
literatures ‘as literatures’ . . . The cosmopolitan position can be dismissed by 
its detractors for foregrounding the study of purely literary matters, such as 
style or aesthetics, and for minimizing the importance of specific tribal contexts. 
(“Decolonizing Comparison” 379)  

Such a rift, however hypothetical or real it once was, now appears to be on 
the decline, as Justice contends that there is a “growing understanding in 
critical circles that literary nationalism and cosmopolitanism are—or can 
be—complementary approaches” (“Currents” 338). 

While recent currents in Indigenous literary scholarship are warming to 
the idea that literary nationalism and cosmopolitanism can be complementary, 
much less has been said about how, in literary critical practice, scholars might 
formulate reading methods through which such complementarity could be 
enacted.3 The objective of this essay is to derive one such possible methodological 
approach from Indigenous literature itself while engaging with recent 
Indigenous scholarship along the way—notably that of Allen and Māori 
scholar Alice Te Punga Somerville, who have each formulated methods for 
reading “Indigenous-Indigenous encounter[s]” (Somerville, “The Lingering” 23). 
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By reading Indigenous literature for what it teaches about critical methods,  
I seek to translate Native literary nationalism’s call for prioritizing 
Indigenous knowledges and methods into a reading practice that carefully 
attends to how Indigenous literary texts articulate, on their own terms, 
interactions with diverse Indigenous communities. Attention to such 
interactions may, in turn, contribute to more inclusive versions of Native 
literary nationalism, demonstrating how distinct, local forms of Indigenous 
nationhood may be strengthened and enriched, rather than diluted, through 
exchanges across different Indigenous cultures. At the same time, carefully 
considering how Indigenous authors and texts depict such Indigenous-
Indigenous interactions may also help to generate a more accountable and 
responsive method of reading with and beyond the nation. From this 
perspective, I argue for a methodological shift away from “comparative” and 
“cosmopolitan” frameworks, and toward readings of Indigenous-Indigenous 
encounters that foreground the terms of engagement and the particular 
modes of relationality articulated in and by Indigenous authors and literary 
texts themselves.

Considering the Trans-Indigenous: Recent Methods and Debates

In his 2012 book, Trans-Indigenous: Methodologies for Global Native Literary 
Studies, Allen advocates the pursuit of Indigenous literary studies on a global 
scale, “not to displace the necessary, invigorating study of specific traditions 
and contexts but rather to complement these by augmenting and expanding 
broader, globally Indigenous fields of inquiry” (xiv). In formulating a new 
approach to studying the “global Indigenous” (xix), Allen recommends a shift 
away from the term “comparative,” which, from “its Latin roots,” etymologically 
“unites ‘together’ (com-) with ‘equal’ (par)” (xiii). According to Allen, the 
idea of “together equal” “sounds like a noble goal” but, “in the actual practice 
of literary scholarship, it is often impracticable—or simply uninteresting” (xiii). 
As an alternative, Allen introduces the concept of the “trans-Indigenous.” 
Like the terms “translation, transnational, and transform,” Allen contends, 
“trans-Indigenous may be able to bear the complex, contingent asymmetry 
and the potential risks of unequal encounters borne by the preposition 
across” (xv, emphasis original). Despite his advocacy of a shift in nomenclature 
from “comparative” to “trans,” in his 2014 essay, “Decolonizing Comparison: 
Toward a Trans-Indigenous Literary Studies,” Allen recommends engaging 
“on Indigenous terms, the ideals and best practices of comparative approaches 
to literary studies,” which he identifies as “focused attention to language and 
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idiom, close reading, interpretation, and contextualization” (382). While none 
of these analytic techniques is the sole purview of comparative literature, the 
question of what it means to engage them “on Indigenous terms” remains 
unclear. The essay’s title, however, suggests that the “trans-Indigenous” reading 
practices formulated by Allen in his 2012 book might map a “decolonizing” 
direction “toward” which critics might move.

In his monograph, Allen argues that trans-Indigenous literary studies 
hinge upon “a methodology of focused juxtapositions of distinct Indigenous 
texts, performances, and contexts” (Trans-Indigenous xvii). Building on 
the etymology of the word “juxtapose” that “unites ‘close together’. . . with 
‘to place,’” Allen asserts that “Indigenous juxtapositions place diverse texts 
close together across genre and media, aesthetic systems and worldviews, 
technologies and practices, tribes and nations . . . and historical periods 
and geographical regions” (xvii-xviii). Like the question of what it means 
to engage the “ideals and best practices” of comparative literature “on 
Indigenous terms,” it is also important to ask: what makes a “juxtaposition” 
an “Indigenous juxtaposition”? Is it the content of what is being juxtaposed or 
the subject position of the critic doing the juxtaposing? Or, are “Indigenous 
juxtaposition[s]” those enacted by Indigenous texts themselves through 
allusion, intertextuality, and other ways of addressing multiple Indigenous 
cultures? In theory, the answer could be any or all of the above. Throughout 
Allen’s book, however, juxtaposition is primarily developed in terms of the 
critic’s act of “placing together” or “staging” (xix). Allen at times tempers his 
use of “staging”—a word that could suggest a constructed combination—
with the adjective “purposeful,” while, in other instances, he speaks of “an 
explicit process of experimentation with different forms of juxtaposition” 
(xix). The modifiers “purposeful” and “experimental” generate potential 
contradiction for understanding how critics should select the texts and 
contexts to be “placed together,” while the question of what constitutes 
purposefulness and for whom lingers. 

The dilemma regarding the extent of critical agency exercised in “staging” 
juxtapositions comes to the fore in chapter 3 of Trans-Indigenous, wherein 
Allen analyzes Kiowa and Cherokee author N. Scott Momaday’s poem 
“Carnegie, Oklahoma, 1919.” Throughout his corpus, Momaday recursively 
returns to the scene depicted in this poem: the ceremonial honouring of  
his Kiowa paternal grandfather, Mammedaty, “who was a member of the 
Tian-paye, or Gourd Dance Society,” at a giveaway, “an ancient Plains 
tradition of giving gifts as a public expression of honor and esteem” (“Sacred 
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Places” 113). Although this event took place before Momaday was born, the 
scene is transmitted to him via his father’s stories, through which Momaday 
“could see . . . [the giveaway] as vividly as if [he] had been there” (“Sacred 
Places” 113). 

In chapter 3, Allen draws out the dual resonances of “trans-Indigenous” as 
both “trans-national” and “trans-media,” with the latter term referring to a 
movement across art forms. Allen analyzes Momaday’s poem in relation to 
Kiowa pictographs, Navajo weaving, and Māori carving—or what Allen calls 
“aesthetic systems” (106)—that he employs as “analytic tools” to generate 
new interpretations of the poem (131).4 Although “Carnegie, Oklahoma, 
1919” does not reference these art forms, Allen asserts that “Kiowa and 
Navajo systems of aesthetics can be connected to Momaday’s biography 
and poetic process, and their use in the interpretation of his work can be 
justified by appealing to the tribal affiliation, family history, and personal 
experience of the author” (131).5 Certainly, Momaday does combine elements 
of multiple Indigenous and Western cultures in some of his work, including 
his Pulitzer Prize-winning novel, House Made of Dawn (1968), wherein 
he interweaves Kiowa, Navajo, and Jemez Pueblo influences. “Carnegie, 
Oklahoma, 1919,” however, is a very different text that focuses upon familial 
memories related to a specific time and place. With regard to his final turn to 
Māori carving, Allen states, “as far as I am aware, Momaday has no personal 
or professional experience” with and “no particular stake [in]” Māori culture 
(Trans-Indigenous xxviii). The connection, instead, is a product of Allen’s 
own interests and training—a move that is in keeping with Allen’s framing 
of trans-Indigenous scholarship as “grounded in” the Indigenous critic’s own 
cultural context (xix), while also “radiat[ing] outward” in ways that may reflect 
her “biography” and routes (xvii). Such recognition of the Indigenous critic’s 
positioning as rooted in her own culture resonates with the principles of 
Native literary nationalism. However, the question remains of how the move 
outward is negotiated, especially for non-Indigenous critics such as myself, 
as I discuss below.

The chapter’s first interpretive experiment seeks “to conceive the poem as 
a contemporary, literary version of the kind of pictographic marker used in 
the customary Kiowa winter and summer counts” (111). In this vein, Allen 
analyzes the poem “as a mnemonic device designed to help organize an 
event of communal, familial, and personal importance within a temporal 
framework” (111). Allen’s reading here is more persuasive than the subsequent 
juxtapositions because it remains conceptually associative, considering how 
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Kiowa pictographs depict culturally specific perspectives on temporality and 
communal remembrance, which resonate with the notion of genealogical 
memory that Momaday expresses in “Carnegie, Oklahoma, 1919.”  The 
emphasis is on a culture’s way of understanding time—a topic Momaday has 
spoken of in interviews and discussed in references to Kiowa calendars in his 
writings (Woodard 55)—rather than a schematic formal correlation between 
two different “aesthetic systems” (i.e., poetry and pictographs). 

The chapter’s next interpretive step, however, seeks to demonstrate how 
“we can read Momaday’s Kiowa poem as though it were conceived as . . . 
a Navajo textile” by employing a formalist experiment (116). In describing 
this interpretive process, Allen uses the active voice when discussing the 
readerly/critical “we”; but, when discussing the poem’s conceptualization, he 
uses passive and conditional wording (“as though it were conceived”), which 
risks displacing Momaday’s creative agency. In this section, Allen translates 
the poem into numerical data by counting lines and syllables, asserting that 
“[t]he twelve lines of the poem are divisible in multiple ways, and Momaday’s 
sequences of odd- and even-numbered syllables per line lend themselves 
to multiple patterns” (120). Allen’s admission that the poem’s lines could be 
divided in “multiple ways,” ranging from the “obvious” to the “elaborate,” 
acknowledges that, in this reading methodology, the critic makes decisions 
about separating and schematizing the lines of a poem that the author 
chose to write without stanza breaks (120, 121). By “group[ing] the lines into 
sequences,” Allen creates “‘active’ and ‘static’ blocks or spaces” that mimic 
“Navajo textile designs” (120). He then draws “a line to connect the number 
of syllables per line” (124), forming circles and triangles that resemble 
common symbols in Navajo weaving, thereby revealing what Allen calls  
“[d]eep [p]atterning” (115). While Allen’s use of the term “deep patterning” to 
describe the connections between different art forms from distinct cultures 
appears to veer toward the revelation of a universal Indigenous aesthetic 
unconscious, he proactively rebuts such an interpretation: 

Let me be clear: I do not argue for an understanding of aesthetics that is pan-
Indigenous, which would suggest a single aesthetic system applicable to all 
Indigenous cultures in all historical periods. On the contrary, I argue for the 
possibility of engaging distinct and specific Indigenous aesthetic systems in 
the appreciation and interpretation of diverse works of Indigenous art including 
written literature. (106) 

His distinction, then, seems to lie with the power of the critic who “engag[es]” 
“Indigenous aesthetic systems” as “analytic tool[s]” (131) in order to re-read 
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Momaday’s poem in new ways rather than revealing something operative 
within the poem itself (126). Perhaps that is precisely Allen’s point: namely, that 
the critic’s experimentation in applying different “aesthetic systems” to texts 
is a form of engagement and readerly “pleasure”—a term he uses repeatedly 
throughout the chapter (104, 107, 112, 131, 135)—that is, in itself, worthwhile. 

When might certain forms of “staging juxtapositions” shift the power 
dynamics of interpretation too much into the hands of the critic and, in 
so doing, too far away from the artists and cultures whose works are being 
discussed? As a settler scholar, I am differently positioned than Allen to the 
work of Indigenous literary studies and I therefore have a responsibility to 
interrogate how I exercise critical agency. For these reasons, I feel cautious 
about incorporating Allen’s experiments in “staging juxtapositions” (Trans-
Indigenous xix) into my own reading methods. If I am correct in interpreting 
Allen as suggesting that the critic’s experimentation in applying different 
“aesthetic systems” to texts constitutes a mode of generating “meaning and 
pleasure for multiple audiences” that is, in itself worthwhile (136), then it 
is important to consider when such a project’s worth might be outweighed 
by its risks. While Allen focuses upon Indigenous critics and “multiple 
audiences who identify as Indigenous” (136), I worry that in its least reflexive 
(mis)interpretation by non-Indigenous readers, Allen’s methodology of 
“staging juxtapositions” could enable forms of cultural appropriation or 
tokenistic cultural tourism. To guard against such problems, I am searching 
for methods that prevent different texts and contexts from being “plac[ed] 
together” in ways that are determined arbitrarily by the critic. Moreover,  
I am interested in considering how modes of reading Indigenous-Indigenous 
interactions might do more to actively incorporate the principles of Native 
literary nationalism. 

Reading Self-Recognition in Indigenous-Indigenous Literary Relations

In Tribal Secrets, Warrior expounds two inter-connected principles that are 
key to affirming what he calls Indigenous “intellectual sovereignty” (xxiii). 
The first principle is that “critical interpretations of . . . [Indigenous] writings 
can proceed primarily from Indian sources” (xvi). The second is “that Native 
American writers be taken seriously as critics as well as producers of literature 
and culture” (xvi). In a similar vein, Justice argues that “Native literature is 
an expression of intellectual agency as well as aesthetic accomplishment” and 
“it has a role to play in the struggle for sovereignty, decolonization, and the 
reestablishment of Indigenous values to the healing of this wounded world” 
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(“Currents” 336-37). Engaging these principles from the perspective of a non-
Indigenous scholar, Sam McKegney contends that “[t]he non-Native ally 
must respect the creative integrity of the Native author, not by uncritically 
agreeing with everything she or he says, but by analyzing closely the significance 
of her or his representations” (“Writer-Reader” 45-46). Quoting Kimberly 
Blaeser, McKegney calls for “attentiveness to critical methods arising ‘out of 
the literature itself ’” (“Writer-Reader” 47) that respect the complex ways that 
texts “call into being” the varied “communities toward which . . . they are 
oriented” (Magic Weapons 54). 

Such a reading strategy affirms what Yellowknives Dene political theorist 
Glen Coulthard refers to as a turn toward Indigenous self-recognition in 
which Indigenous people reject the modes of identification prescribed by 
the settler state and, in turn, set the terms through which they envision 
and represent themselves. According to Coulthard, “the pathway to self-
determination” hinges upon “Indigenous peoples empowering themselves 
through cultural practices of individual and collective self-fashioning” (18). 
In this context, Coulthard cites Anishinaabe writer Leanne Simpson, who 
contends that “[b]uilding diverse, nation-culture-based resurgences means 
significantly reinvesting in our own ways of being: regenerating our political 
and intellectual traditions; articulating and living our legal traditions; 
language learning; [and] creating and using our artistic and performance 
based traditions” (qtd. in Coulthard 155). I want to mobilize Coulthard’s 
concept of self-recognition to illuminate the work that Indigenous literature 
performs in giving voice to the manifold ways that Indigenous peoples 
envision and enact individual and collective identities. Literary scholars,  
I contend, have an opportunity to support Indigenous self-determination by 
highlighting the particular terms of self-recognition and relationship that 
Indigenous authors express.

What would it mean, then, to translate these principles articulated 
so cogently by Native literary nationalism into a reading practice for 
analyzing literary representations of Indigenous-Indigenous engagements? 
In envisioning this translation, I take a cue from Somerville’s Once Were 
Pacific: Māori Connections to Oceania (2012), in which she foregrounds the 
importance of studying “Māori articulation of connections with the Pacific” 
(xxvi). Somerville italicizes the word “articulation” to foreground “the 
extent to which our worlds are themselves produced by language” and how 
“texts are engaged not only with the description or representation of things 
(communities, histories) but with their very production” (xxvi-xxvii). In 
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other words, Somerville reads Māori literature with a view to understanding 
how writers express affinities and disjunctures between Indigenous peoples 
across Oceania. Attending to both the artists’ and the texts’ articulations 
need not entail a reductive assumption that authors determine the totality 
of all possible meanings that their articulations may effect. Rather, it entails 
pushing beyond simplistic understandings of authorial intent or coherent, 
bounded texts while carefully considering the intricate ways in which 
texts themselves speak—as well as the contexts out of which these textual 
commentaries emerge and the layered ways they may generate meanings in 
relation to multiple readerships. 

To put these principles into reading practice, I want to return to the 
textual example at the heart of chapter 3 of Trans-Indigenous: Momaday’s 
poem, “Carnegie, Oklahoma, 1919.” My goal in doing so is to consider what 
Momaday’s writing teaches readers about how to approach his art, thereby 
forwarding a method of reading for connections between Indigenous 
communities that foregrounds the text’s complex articulation of Indigenous 
self-recognition. The title of the poem itself issues a call to specificity of 
time and place, signalling the location of the Kiowa Tribe of Oklahoma’s 
headquarters at a historical moment when, according to Momaday, “the 
Plains Indians had lost their freedom, their economy, their religion, and, 
very nearly, their spirit” (“The Testament” 75). By the early twentieth 
century, the Kiowa’s land base had been decimated by allotment policies and 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs was aggressively targeting Indigenous dances 
for eradication, including what Indian Commissioner Charles Burke called 
“so-called religious ceremonies” that involved “the reckless giving away of 
property” (qtd. in Kracht 326). Although agents like Burke attempted to 
dismiss the giveaway as a “reckless” pursuit, settler anxiety hinged upon this 
ceremony’s integral role in “maintaining and building intertribal relations” 
between the Kiowa and their Plains allies, the Comanches, Cheyenne, and 
Apache nations (Meadows 115). By invoking such a specific time and place 
in the poem’s title and yet focusing upon intensely personal memories in 
the body of the poem itself, Momaday’s text simultaneously alludes to and 
yet also decentres the context of colonial oppression. In so doing, the poem 
reclaims the giveaway in a sacred space of ancestral memory and reaffirms 
this ceremony’s embodiment of longstanding Kiowa principles of relational 
engagement. In this way, the poem acts as a “vital testament of survival” 
(Momaday, “The Testament” 75) for Kiowa nationhood and its foundational 
practices of relationality, both within the Kiowa community and as the nation 
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constituted itself in and through diplomacy with other Indigenous nations. 
With regard to Allen’s trans-media analysis of Momaday’s poem, there is 

much about Momaday’s corpus that invites critical consideration of the use 
of multiple art forms. Momaday’s work often interweaves photographs and 
drawings—the latter created by both the author and his father, renowned 
painter Al Momaday, throughout his writing. What seems surprising about 
Allen’s analysis, however, is that in choosing to use different “aesthetic systems” 
as “analytic tools” to read the poem, he does not engage substantially with the 
one art form the poem does explicitly invoke—namely, beadwork. The speaker 
of the poem remarks: “In the giveaway is beaded / the blood memories of 
fathers and sons” (In the Presence 136). Allen notes that the poem establishes 
a “genealogical sequence” of “grandfather, father, I” that is “‘beaded’ together” 
across space and time (Trans-Indigenous 115). In this sense, the poem invokes 
Kiowa beading to emblematize the intergenerational transmission of history 
via “blood memory”—what Allen elsewhere has described as Momaday’s 
“signature trope” that resists “the U.S. government’s attempt to systematize 
and regulate Indian identities through . . . blood quantum” and “redefines 
Indian authenticity in terms of imaginative re-collecting and re-membering” 
(Blood Narrative 178). Despite this crucial linking of beadwork and blood 
memory, Allen instead focuses his discussion of the poem’s “genealogical 
sequence” in terms of Kiowa pictographs. With regard to beadwork, Allen 
notes briefly that the poem’s reference to beading is “most obviously 
associated with Plains Indian arts but also can be associated with Navajo 
weaving” (129) in order to proceed with his analysis of Navajo patterns.6 

What might be learned from taking the poem’s own trans-media cue 
and considering beading in the context with which it is “most obviously 
associated” in the text—namely, Kiowa culture? In her study of Kiowa 
art between 1875 and 1935, Jenny Tone-Pah-Hote argues that “[t]oo often, 
[Kiowa expressive culture . . .] has been seen as decontextualized objects, 
items of purely aesthetic value” rather than considering the vital role it has 
played in “the social and political history of the Kiowa” (3). Returning to 
Momaday’s poem with Tone-Pah-Hote’s insights in mind, it is important 
to recall how the poem invokes beadwork to describe “the blood memories 
of fathers and sons,” or the forging of a paternal line of intergenerational 
memory, much like beads held tightly together on a string. In Kiowa culture, 
however, beadwork is an art form largely practiced by women. By 1919, in 
the wake of land dispossession and the decimation of traditional hunting 
economies, Kiowa women had transformed traditional beadwork into a 
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crucial economic support by producing large quantities of goods for trade 
in souvenir art markets (Rand 132-39). While Kiowa women “engag[ed] 
with the capitalist market,” their “beadwork . . . defied capitalist principles” 
by refusing to “conform to the dictates of white customers” (Rand 139). 
Moreover, Kiowa women retained their more elaborate designs, such as 
those displayed on infant cradleboards, for work within their own nation, 
thereby using beadwork to “cement and communicate the importance of 
family and community relationships” (Tone-Pah-Hote iv). 

Speaking of cradleboards—“fully beaded baby carriers” that are one of the 
most significant forms of beadwork in Kiowa culture (Tone-Pah-Hote 205)—
Momaday has remarked: 

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, when the old way of life and hope 
itself were lost, the old women, the grandmothers, began to make cradles. They 
made them for children yet unborn. . . . They were gifts to those, beyond their 
own time . . . who would bear and determine the future, who would restore their 
world, if their world could be restored. (“The Testament” 75)  

In this context, Momaday asserts: “I have come to think of the Indian cradle as 
a relic of recovery, a symbol of simple survival, an ancient faith in the continuity 
of generations” (“The Testament” 75). Referencing this discussion, Jenny 
Tone-Pah-Hote contends that Momaday “acknowledged that women’s artistic 
labour linked generations of Kiowa men and women over time” (205). 
Returning to Momaday’s reference to beading in “Carnegie, Oklahoma, 1919,” 
then, it might be possible to discern an additional layer of meaning embedded 
in the poem’s vision of intergenerational connection between “fathers and 
sons.”  Specifically, the image that entwines blood memory with beading  
may braid not only the past with the future but also the paternal with the 
maternal, thereby articulating the principle of “[b]ilateral descent” in Kiowa 
society that “allowed an individual to maintain strong ties to both sides of 
her family” (Rand 29). In this way, the poem might offer a tribally-specific 
articulation of kinship affiliations that resists the imposition of colonial 
heteropatriarchy and affirms a self-determining vision of Kiowa nationhood. 

In addition to the textual cues within “Carnegie, Oklahoma, 1919,” 
Momaday’s recursive return to the scene of Mammedaty’s honouring 
throughout his corpus generates a rich contextual apparatus through which 
to read the poem and guide the development of what McKegney calls 
“critical methods arising ‘out of the literature itself ’” (“Writer-Reader” 47).7 
For example, Momaday re-embeds his poem within his essay “Sacred Places” 
in ways that further translate its key theme of relational engagement outward 
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into a broader context of Indigenous-Indigenous connection. To illustrate 
the concept of “sacred places,” Momaday begins his essay by re-imagining 
the giveaway once again. Locating this site, Momaday remarks, “[t]here is a 
place, a round, trampled patch of the red earth, near Carnegie, Oklahoma, 
where the Kiowa Gourd Dances were held in the early years of the century” 
(“Sacred Places”113). Momaday then re-cites his poem to convey how this 
event “relates [him] to the sacred earth” (113). From this grounding in a 
familial and tribal centre, Momaday gestures outward to articulate what he 
understands as a shared value amongst Indigenous nations across North 
America. Momaday asserts: “In Native American oral tradition the reverence 
which humans have for the earth is a story told many times in many places 
in many languages” (115). One of these languages, Momaday suggests, is 
pictographs. Thus, by reading “Carnegie, Oklahoma, 1919” in dialogue with 
“Sacred Places,” a re-framed trans-media analysis of pictographic art emerges 
that foregrounds the text’s own articulations. 
 Grounded in personal knowledge of Kiowa pictographs, Momaday 
registers a connection to a sacred site outside of Kiowa territory marked by a 
different pictographic aesthetic—namely, “the great gallery of rock paintings 
at Barrier Canyon, Utah” that were created by an Indigenous society 
potentially millennia ago (115).8 These rock paintings become a source of 
inspiration for Momaday, who expresses both a connection and difference to 
them and the peoples, distanced by time and space, who made them. Rather 
than attempting to map Kiowa pictographic aesthetics onto the great gallery, 
Momaday respects the cultural specificity of this art, which remains, on one 
level, opaque. Specifically, he remarks:

The figures in the eternal procession at Barrier Canyon are related to us in story. 
We do not know the story, but we see its enactment on the face of the earth, that 
it reaches from the beginning of time to the present to a destiny beyond time. We 
do not know what the story means but more importantly we know that it means, 
and that we are deeply involved in its meaning. (115, emphasis original)

Momaday’s method for approaching “the story” inscribed in the Barrier 
Canyon pictographs, therefore, avoids any attempt to dissect the 
design schematically. Instead, he focuses upon the effect created by the 
pictographs—namely, the honouring of sacred earth. As Momaday avers, 
“[s]acred ground is in some way earned. It is consecrated, made holy with 
offerings—song and ceremony, joy and sorrow, the dedication of the mind 
and heart, offerings of life and death. The words ‘sacred’ and ‘sacrifice’ are 
related” (114). In this way, Momaday recognizes the principle of consecration 
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while the particular ceremonies involved in that honouring remain respected 
from a distance, without translation or dissection. Momaday’s articulation of 
Indigenous-Indigenous connection therefore remains subtle and complex, 
acknowledging the story of the other without attempting to tell it himself.
  Issuing an explicit message to scholars, Momaday cautions: “the sacred . . . 
transcends definition. The mind does not comprehend it; it is at last to be 
recognized and acknowledged in the heart and soul. Those who seek to 
study or understand the sacred in academic terms are misled. The sacred is 
not a discipline. It is a dimension beyond the . . . mechanics of analysis” (114). 
Thus, rather than marking the pictographs as an “aesthetic system” that can 
be neatly juxtaposed with Kiowa culture through an examination of “[d]eep 
[p]atterning” (Allen, Trans-Indigenous 115), Momaday’s essay offers cues for 
moving beyond the “mechanics of analysis” and toward an understanding of 
Indigenous-Indigenous connection articulated in terms of Indigenous 
epistemologies and practices.

Although Momaday wrote “Sacred Places” more than two decades ago, 
his work offers important insights for re-imagining methods for reading 
Indigenous-Indigenous interactions today. For instance, Momaday’s writing 
offers an alternative vantage point to Somerville’s discussion about the basis 
upon which Indigenous-Indigenous connection might be forged. Focusing 
upon the shared experience of colonialism linking diverse Indigenous 
communities, Somerville asserts:

colonialism is necessarily at the centre of ‘Indigenous-Indigenous’ identity, not 
because it belongs at the centre of how specific Indigenous communities think 
about themselves, but because it is the basis of inter-community connection. 
When colonialism is excluded from the framing of Indigenous-Indigenous 
connection, there is a concerning tendency to homogenise Indigenous communities 
as connecting ‘because we all love the earth mother’ regardless of our actual 
cosmological beliefs. . . . Certainly there are spaces outside of colonialism where 
Indigenous communities might meet, but these meetings are dependent on first . . . 
recognising each other in the context of (de)colonisation. (“The Lingering” 24) 

While responding to colonization’s impacts is often a powerful impetus for 
collaborative engagement amongst Indigenous nations, Momaday’s writing 
demonstrates how decolonial connection may be enriched by grounding 
solidarity in reciprocal Indigenous-Indigenous recognition of distinct Indigenous 
“values and practices” (Coulthard 154). Here, Momaday’s practice resonates 
with Coulthard’s advocacy of a “turn away” from the “colonial politics of 
recognition”—a turn that does not deny or forget about colonialism but, 
rather, grounds resurgence in what Leanne Simpson calls a turn toward  
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“a flourishment of the Indigenous inside” whereby Indigenous communities 
“decolonize ‘on [their . . .] own terms’” (qtd. in Coulthard 154). Although 
Coulthard’s call is formulated primarily in terms of self-recognition within 
Indigenous communities, Momaday’s writing offers a vision for extending 
Coulthard’s argument toward decolonial solidarity between Indigenous 
nations. Specifically, Momaday’s essay gestures toward respectful modes of 
Indigenous-Indigenous diplomacy founded upon reciprocal recognition of 
“the very best practices of our traditional cultures, knowledge systems and 
lifeways in the dynamic . . . [and] fluid context in which they were originally 
generated” (Simpson qtd. in Coulthard 155). Rather than appropriating the 
practices of other Indigenous nations, Momaday’s essay enacts recognition 
that acknowledges shared values while also respecting each nation’s autonomy.

Momaday’s essay, “Sacred Places,” offers a powerful example of articulating 
connections centred on affinities between Indigenous epistemologies and 
lifeways. For Momaday, reverence for the sacred generates a reaching out to 
the sacred sites of other Indigenous peoples, tempered by respect for cultural 
specificity that allows other nations’ understandings to remain “profoundly 
mysterious” (115). Although Momaday’s invocation of the sacred risks being 
construed as a “homogenis[ing]” stereotype of Indigenous peoples’ love for 
“the earth mother” (Somerville, “The Lingering” 24), his discussion formulates 
connection in particularly nuanced ways. In Momaday’s suggestion that “[w]e 
do not know what the story means but more importantly we know that it means,” 
the sacred remains an open site of possibility rather than a homogenization 
of all Indigenous “cosmological beliefs”: each nation’s narratives orbit 
differently around the concept of the sacred, thereby “transcend[ing]” any 
singular or universally translatable “story” (“Sacred Places” 115, 114). While 
this belief in the sacred is anchored in a space outside of colonial thought, it 
becomes, in turn, the basis for resisting colonial encroachment. In this sense, 
Momaday’s perspective overturns the assumption that colonialism is the 
necessary catalyst for Indigenous-Indigenous connections, giving priority 
instead to Indigenous solidarity grounded in Indigenous terms, which may 
then be used to resist colonial power. Momaday ends his essay with a call to 
Indigenous communities to “take steps to preserve the spiritual centers of 
our earth, those places that are invested with the dreams of our ancestors 
and the well-being of our children” (116-17). The sacred, then, becomes a way 
of asserting Indigenous land claims, not by capitulating to the terms set by 
settler state law but, rather, by grounding Indigenous rights and responsibilities 
to land in Indigenous ethics.
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I want to be clear that I am not proposing “the sacred” as a new paradigm 
for reading all Indigenous-Indigenous interactions. Such a proposal would 
inscribe a new homogenizing approach to Indigenous literary studies and, 
thus, overwrite the intellectual sovereignty of Indigenous authors. Instead,  
I am seeking to demonstrate how Momaday’s writing forges its own 
pathway out towards other Indigenous communities. In retracing this 
route, I want to underscore the importance of attending to how Indigenous 
authors may articulate their own terms of recognition and relationship 
with other Indigenous communities—articulations that will certainly vary 
for different authors. In the case of Momaday’s writing, his articulation of 
“sacred places” offers something much more complex than the founding of 
Indigenous-Indigenous connections upon a fixed and universalized spiritual 
belief. Rather, the particular example of Momaday’s invocation of the 
“sacred” offers a broader lesson about the process through which Momaday 
reaches outward to other Indigenous communities. This teaching is about 
relational engagement, framed through a nested set of familial, tribal, and 
inter-national Indigenous affiliations. In so doing, Momaday expresses 
respect for difference and cultural specificity while also giving voice to what 
he perceives as shared values grounded in respect for and responsibility 
to the land.9 The particular terms through which Momaday expresses this 
reaching outward are his own, but the idea of relational engagement, I want 
to suggest, may have broader implications. 

Literary scholars have already attempted to create critical approaches 
informed by Indigenous philosophies of relationality. For example, Justice’s 
concept of “kinship criticism” attends to the active, living, and ongoing 
“relationship of our literatures to our communities—and the role of that 
relationship in ensuring the continuity of indigenous nations into the 
future” (“Go Away, Water!” 150). While Justice’s primary focus is on the 
relationships within nations, Tol Foster develops a literary critical approach 
of “relational regionalism” that studies regional “interzones where different 
constituencies [including settler, diasporic, and Indigenous groups]  
collide and, as a result, renegotiate their communal cultural frames” (272). 
For both scholars, foregrounding relationality means understanding 
Indigenous belonging in terms of a relationship to community that “isn’t a 
static thing; it’s dynamic, ever in motion” (Justice, “Go Away, Water!” 150), 
a process that Foster describes as “transmotion” (292). By highlighting 
Momaday’s mode of relational engagement formulated throughout 
“Carnegie, Oklahoma, 1919” and “Sacred Places,” I wish to complement 
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these discussions by focusing specifically on the relational engagements 
between and across Indigenous nations that are enacted within Indigenous 
literature. 

With regard to the particular task of studying relations between 
Indigenous nations, it seems especially important for Indigenous studies 
to generate its own modes of analysis rather than reiterating the logics 
inscribed in disciplinary formations like comparative literature, which have 
historically studied national literatures articulated in terms of Euro-Western 
nation-state models. Taking up the call of Native literary nationalism to 
ground critical practices in Indigenous knowledges, then, I have sought 
to demonstrate how reading Indigenous-Indigenous interactions might 
be revitalized by attending to Indigenous practices of self-recognition and 
relationality as articulated within literary texts themselves. By reading 
Indigenous literature as a rich archive of stories of interaction between 
diverse Indigenous communities, it might be possible to generate critical 
interpretations from the ground up rather than imposing paradigms upon 
literary texts that may exceed or complicate their parameters. Attending 
to the specificities of texts’ articulations is not only vital for respecting 
Indigenous authors’ intellectual sovereignty; it is also crucial for sketching 
a more robust picture of what Indigenous self-recognition looks like in 
practice when negotiated between and amongst collectivities with a range of 
internal differences—of gender, sexuality, age, and mixed ancestry, to name 
only a few. Additionally, by reading Indigenous-Indigenous encounters in 
terms of Indigenous articulations of relationality, it might be possible to 
further distinguish Indigenous formulations of peoplehood from Euro-
Western nationalisms, thereby underscoring what Justice calls “the ability 
of Indigenous nationalism to extend recognition to other sovereignties 
without that recognition implying a necessary need to consume, displace, or 
become absorbed by those nations” (Our Fire 24). Reading relations between 
Indigenous nations thus opens pathways to other worlds of belonging 
breathed to life in Indigenous stories. 
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  notes

 1 The term “Indigenous” and, hence, the phrase “Indigenous literary nationalism,” is often 
used by critics in Canada in order to reference internationally recognized Indigenous 
rights in documents such as the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (see Fagan et al.). Though I am a settler scholar living in Canada, throughout this 
essay, I use the phrase “Native Literary Nationalism” because it more accurately signals the 
US context in which Womack, Weaver, and Warrior originally formulated this paradigm.

 2 In debates about the “supposed conflict” between the “broadly conceived ‘nationalist’ 
and ‘cosmopolitanist’ schools of Native literary criticism” (Justice, “Currents” 338), 
“cosmopolitanism” is used as an umbrella term for a range of critical practices that read 
Indigenous literary texts from more than one tribal or national location in conversation. 
For these reasons, the terms “cosmopolitanist” and “comparativist” are frequently 
used interchangeably, though this interchangeability and the absence of more specific 
definitions may in part be a result of the type of caricaturing that, Allen contends, has 
occurred in the framing of this conflict. Rather than speaking in generalities, this essay 
will engage with specific methods for reading Indigenous-Indigenous interactions 
developed by Allen and Somerville.

 3 Craig Womack has modelled some critical possibilities in his reading of Joy Harjo’s “vision 
of pan-tribalism” grounded in “Creek specificity” (Red on Red 235). My essay seeks to offer 
additional possible methods while engaging with recent work on “Indigenous-Indigenous 
encounters” that has been published since Womack’s book.

 4 Allen has written extensively about Momaday’s work, and specifically with regard to 
“Carnegie, Oklahoma, 1919” in chapter 4 of Blood Narrative and “N. Scott Momaday: 
Becoming the Bear.”

 5 Allen elsewhere notes that “Momaday spent his own formative years moving between the 
Kiowa country of his father’s native western Oklahoma . . . and Indian reservations located 
in Arizona and New Mexico,” including the Navajo reservation and Jemez Pueblo, where 
his parents taught (“N. Scott Momaday” 208).

 6 Citing Kate Peck Kent’s The Story of Navajo Weaving (Heard Musuem, 1961), Allen asserts 
that “[i]n Navajo textiles ‘beading’ can refer to ‘a narrow band in which tiny blocks of 
color alternate’” (Trans-Indigenous 129).

 7 While “Carnegie, Oklahoma, 1919” appears as a stand-alone poem in Momaday’s 
collection In The Presence of the Sun: Stories and Poems, 1961-1991 (1992), the poem is 
also embedded without a title, though set off in italics and indented, in an essay entitled 
“Sacred Places” in his book The Man Made of Words: Essays, Stories, Passages (1997). 
Additionally, Momaday discusses the giveaway in his 1976 memoir, The Names (94), and 
his poem “The Gourd Dancer.” 

 8 The cultural attribution and dating of the Barrier Canyon rock art has long been a matter 
of archaeological debate. In 1971, Polly Schaafsma argued that the “Barrier Canyon 
Style” constituted “a unique style of prehistoric pictographs” that “was distinct from that 
of the Anasazi, Fremont, or Numic inhabitants” of the Archaic Period (Manning 43). 
Later, petroglyphs as well as pictographs in the “Barrier Canyon Style” were discovered. 
In 1988, Schaafsma dated the art to between 2000 BC and AD 1, and in 1989 Schroedl 
suggested that this art could date back “as early as 6,000 to 8,000 years ago” (qtd. in 
Manning 45). In 2014, Pederson et al. suggested that the art was produced between AD 
1-1100, (12986). However, Pederson et al. also note that “[a]s more age constraints are 
obtained on BCS panels, we can test whether it was produced over a considerable span 
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when you passed out
drunk halfway up the stairs,
a displaced Mi’kmaq
hung over a staircase
on Northern Dancer Boulevard

afraid you’d choke
to death on Dentyne,
I’d chew cinnamon-fused hops
before spitting leftover gum into the toilet

I knew you’d hate to let a corporation
have your last fire breath

S h a n n o n  W e b b - C a m p b e l l

I Used to Take the Gum  
From Your Mouth
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                                   Following the 1978 publication of Mini Aodla Freeman’s 
memoir, Life Among the Qallunaat, something strange happened: the then-
Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development bought three 
thousand copies (almost half of the print run) directly from the publisher 
and then tucked them away for many months, effectively limiting the book’s 
circulation (Aodla Freeman xvi).2 In an interview prefacing the 2015 edition 
of the book, Aodla Freeman comments on this embargo: “I think they thought 
I wrote something bad about residential schools, which I should have, but I 
didn’t [laughing]” (xvi, emphasis original). Indeed, Aodla Freeman’s account 
of her time in the two residential schools that she attended is notably forgiving 
of the institutions and their staff. Her brief signalling of an omission within 
the text—the decision to withhold the full story of her time at residential 
schools—although softened by laughter, nonetheless alerts readers to the 
many strategic silences within Life Among the Qallunaat.
 Throughout the book, the protagonist Mini3 routinely employs silence as a 
strategy for dealing with difficulty. This is something that she has been carefully 
instructed in since childhood: in Inuit society, she explains, silence is often a 
sign of self-restraint—an indicator of maturity and intelligence (8); meanwhile, 
complaining or tattling is a behaviour attributed to children or “soft-headed” 
teenagers and thus is strongly discouraged (Aodla Freeman 229). As Mini’s 
father says to her when she departs for residential school the second time: 
“Do not bring home tattletales, it is ugly on you” (117). In the era of the 
book’s 2015 republication, however, silence is more commonly imagined as a 
condition within which survivors like Aodla Freeman no longer have to 
suffer: in the wake of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) on 
Indian Residential Schools, wherein thousands of former residential school 

The Rhetoric of Silence in 
Life Among the Qallunaat 1

K e a v y  M a r t i n
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students have “broken their silence,” and in a time when speaking up about 
trauma is broadly considered to be emancipatory, healing, and ultimately 
necessary (even as the dangers of retraumatization threaten), Aodla Freeman’s 
silences—though consistent with her rhetorical traditions—are striking, even 
troubling. Why maintain silence when one has the freedom to speak?

According to numerous scholars of rhetoric, the Western binary between 
active speech and oppressed silence is in need of reconsideration: as Cheryl 
Glenn argues, “[s]ilence is too often read as simple passivity in situations where 
it has actually taken on an expressive power” (xi). Yet while silence has rhetorical 
potency, its multiple interpretive possibilities still render it risky, as it can 
easily be missed, misread, or understood to be synonymous with passivity—
even complicity. This paper therefore explores the problems but also the 
possibilities of not speaking within Life Among the Qallunaat, a text that 
strongly (and, at times, disconcertingly) foregrounds the practice of silence 
both as a pedagogical approach and as a moral stance. In subtly suggesting 
that this practice be considered—and perhaps even adopted—by readers 
likely more attuned to resistance via articulation, Aodla Freeman offers an 
alternative (and perhaps even more abiding) strategy for creating change.

Silence as a Rhetorical Strategy

In “Significant Spaces Between: Making Room for Silence,” Daniel Heath 
Justice points out the ubiquitous emphasis on voice within Indigenous 
writing and literary criticism: “Given the fact that most of settler North 
America has consistently been either wilfully or circumstantially deaf to the 
words and perspectives of Indigenous peoples throughout colonial history, it 
is hardly surprising that the issue of voice is both profoundly personal as well 
as political in Indigenous writing and oratory today” (116). Having been 
strategically and deliberately silenced for centuries, Indigenous speakers and 
writers have brought about tremendous social transformation by taking the 
risk of speaking up and speaking back to settler colonialism. In the last 
decade, we have seen some especially potent examples via the implementation 
of the Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement (IRSSA), which has 
created multiple venues (most notably, the TRC) for survivors to break their 
silence, tell their truth, and so to be paid compensation and/or to further their 
healing journey.4 In this way, Canadian narratives of benevolent colonialism 
and/or of Indigenous dysfunction seem to have been permanently disrupted, 
re-cast by public, archived, and accessible testimony about the misguided 
premises of the residential school system, the abuses that survivors faced, 
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and the resulting intergenerational trauma. This rewriting of the national 
narrative, so heavily dependent on the willingness of survivors to speak, 
might be understood in Scott Richard Lyons’ terms as an act of rhetorical 
sovereignty—an undertaking which, he says, “requires above all the presence 
of an Indian voice” (462).
 Voice, or speaking, is evidently a powerful tool of emancipation, leading to 
the possibilities of being heard, being recognized, and being respected. Audre 
Lorde stresses the importance of speaking up—of sharing what is most important 
to her—despite the fear of being misunderstood, of being exposed, of facing 
censure or violence: “while we wait in silence for that final luxury of fearlessness,” 
she writes, “the weight of that silence will choke us” (44). Her influential essay, 
“The Transformation of Silence into Language and Action,” posits language 
as commensurate with action, as an escape from or an antidote to silence, that 
state of oppression into which Black women (like other marginalized groups) 
have been forced. Language, after all, is a tool of great potency and therefore 
a primary means whereby oppression is perpetuated and liberation is 
pursued. Glenn locates this formulation as central to Western culture; given 
the emphasis on the sacredness and power of language in the Classical and 
Judeo-Christian traditions, she says, it’s “[l]ittle wonder, then, that speaking 
or speaking out continues to signal power, liberation, culture, or civilization 
itself. . . . In other words, speech—and only speech—keeps us humanly 
together. Most language users agree: language is all, silence is nothing” (3).

While in no way attempting to downplay the very real ways in which 
marginalized peoples have been purposefully and unjustly silenced, or the 
courage of those who stand up to speak back, we have to wonder—and 
many scholars have—whether this representation of silence tells the whole 
story. As Justice writes, “What strikes me as particularly interesting (and 
increasingly troubling) . . . is how the idea of silence (or, perhaps more 
neutrally, quiet) is so often lost or vilified in the privileging of voice” (117, 
emphasis original). In persistently centring speech, we risk ignoring the 
rhetorical capacity of silence, which, as Peter Elbow notes, “is an equal part 
of conversation, not just the space around it. . . . The silences within speech 
are speech acts themselves” (180).5 Indeed, silence, rather than being passive 
and impotent, can be purposeful, strategic, communicative, and compelling. 
It can function as a way of gaining or maintaining certain kinds of power 
and is not necessarily an oppressed state.

Speech, furthermore, is not always emancipatory. In the context of the IRSSA, 
it is clear that survivors have faced significant dangers when deciding to 
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speak about their experiences: in a study by the Aboriginal Healing Foundation 
of the impacts of the Common Experience Payment (CEP) process, “[o]ver a 
third of the study group shared that the CEP and reconsideration application 
process triggered negative reactions . . . . While for some these triggers led 
Survivors to seek counselling and were later seen as a step along their healing 
journey, for others the pain was unbearable and led to a relapse of addictive 
behaviours or thoughts of suicide” (36). Some—how many is not known—lost 
their lives as a result. The Assembly of First Nations’ 2012-2013 Annual Report 
notes, furthermore, that the Healing Centre programs operated through the 
IRS Resolution Health Support Program “have experience [sic] a demand in 
services resulting from the [Independent Assessment Process] deadline as well 
as the TRC and Commemoration events, all of which trigger trauma that requires 
treatment provided by the Centres” (85). While the experiences of survivors 
participating in the IRSSA processes vary enormously, many of them trouble 
the idea of the talking cure that continues to dominate healing paradigms.6

For these and other reasons, there has been some resistance to the 
invitation to speak offered by the national process for Indian residential 
school redress.7 The TRC’s Final Report details a teaching by Mi’kmaq 
elder Stephen Augustine at its Traditional Knowledge Keepers Forum in the 
summer of 2014: 

He said “silence” is a concept, and can be used as a consequence for a wrong 
action or to teach a lesson. Silence is employed according to proper procedures, 
and ends at a particular time too. Elder Augustine suggested that there is both a 
place for talking about reconciliation and a need for quiet reflection. . . . We must 
enlarge the space for respectful silence in journeying towards reconciliation, 
particularly for Survivors who regard this as key to healing. (122)

These lines gesture toward the importance of silence within Mi’kmaq 
Indigenous rhetorical traditions, hinting at the pedagogical and even activist 
implications of refraining from speech.8 But how does silence teach—and 
how might listeners attune their ears to its rich complexities, particularly in 
a time when institutions of all kinds are hurriedly, finally, exhibiting a desire 
to make space for Indigenous voices? When speech is expected, how might 
silence be effective? In thinking through these questions in an Inuit context, 
I turn now to Mini Aodla Freeman.

A Pedagogy of Silence in Life Among the Qallunaat 

There are numerous and diverse kinds of silence deployed within Life Among 
the Qallunaat; in this paper, I’m interested primarily in the silence that 
Aodla Freeman uses when handling bad behavior or situations of conflict: 
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the moments when, instead of speaking back, calling out, or trying purposefully 
to correct, embarrass, shame, or educate with words, Mini chooses to say 
nothing. This, for me, is one of the riskiest and most challenging silences, as 
it is so easily misunderstood as passivity (or even acceptance). Yet Aodla 
Freeman’s reflections on silence as a purposeful practice invite her readers to 
linger on this difficulty, to grow more accustomed to the absence of clever 
retorts, and to reconsider the possibilities that silence offers.

When Mini arrives from James Bay at her boarding residence in Ottawa, 
the other girls crowd into her room to watch her unpack, expecting to see 
something far more exotic than what she has brought with her:

I am afraid that I was as disappointed with their questions as they were with my 
clothes. One of them insisted, “Where are your own clothes?” and I replied, there, 
pointing to the locker. But she kept on insisting, “Where are your, you know, 
clothes where you come from? Skins.” She practically vomited out the word, and 
her face had a sick look. Well, it was too much for me. One of the girls seemed to 
have the knack of saving everyone from the feeling of intrusion and said, “How 
awful we are, watching her unpack.” The others took the hint, said goodnight, 
and left. (4)

Notable here are the multiples layers of meaning that are spoken, not 
spoken, and relayed only to the reader. Aodla Freeman tells us, her uniquely 
privileged audience, that she feels disappointment at her floormates’ 
questioning, that the lead questioner’s desire to encounter a stereotypical 
“Eskimo”—“expect[ing] to see sealskin clothing, maybe along with a 
folding igloo” (4)—appears to be tainted with illness, the girl’s blurted 
request betraying not only her revulsion at the thought of skin clothing 
but also symptomizing her rhetorical dysfunction—her inability to control 
her utterance. With contrasting restraint, Aodla Freeman remarks simply, 
definitively, that “it was too much for [her].” None of this, however, is 
conveyed to Mini’s impertinent interlocutors—except through her silence—
and it appears to be silence that compels one of the visitors to reflect 
upon the imposition and so to bring it to an end. The others take the hint, 
however, not from Mini’s silence but from the somewhat-more-insightful 
qallunaaq’s speech.
 What’s notable here is how, even in a state of “too much for me”—a feeling, 
perhaps, of being overwhelmed, shocked, at the end of one’s wits—Mini is 
compelled not into an outburst or similarly demonstrative act of resistance, 
but simply (or perhaps not at all that simply?) into silence. And, indeed, the 
situation resolves itself, while allowing Mini to retain her self-control—an 
attribute strongly emphasized during her upbringing. Throughout her 
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meditation on qallunaat culture, Aodla Freeman provides commentary 
about her people, noting, for instance, the way in which they think about 
speech, and about questioning in particular. Children in the South, she says, 

were not free to be normal the way children in my culture are allowed: free to 
move, free to ask questions, free to think aloud, and most of all, free to make 
comments so that they will get wiser. As they grow older, questioning becomes a 
boring habit—they have gained wisdom and eventually become more intelligent. 
The more intelligent they become, the quieter they are. (8, emphasis mine)9

Mini demonstrates her own intelligence consistently, almost never asking 
the questions that she has in mind but instead observing the world quietly 
and carefully, not seeking explanation but rather relying upon her own mind 
to puzzle through and to problem-solve. This is evidence of the possession 
of isuma—sometimes translated as intelligence or thinking—and further 
explained by Rachel Qitsualik as “the innermost thoughts and feelings a 
person has—their mindset. A fundamental tenet of Inuit society,” she says, 

was the sacred nature of isuma: that another’s mind was not to be intruded upon. . . . 
This dynamic of respect runs throughout Inuit society and lies at its very core. Its 
influence can be seen in the unwillingness of Inuit to offer opinions as to what 
others may be thinking, or in the quiet contemplation of Inuit during a meeting or 
general discussion. (“Living” n. pag.) 

In not responding to her rude qallunaat floormates, then, Mini models for 
her questioners a respectful non-intrusion, rather than attempting verbally 
to take control of or impose upon their minds. While this lesson in Inuit 
pedagogy is likely lost on them, the readers might take note.

Aodla Freeman explains elsewhere about the use of silence to deal with 
those who are exhibiting a lack of isuma, suggesting that when a young 
person is being 

makkutuk . . . a soft-headed teenager . . . [t]heir daring, noisy, impulsive and 
easily-led behavior eventually come to be ignored by adults, as Inuit believe 
that if a person who is acting like a teenager isn’t ignored, they become all the 
more challenging to deal with. . . . Although the teenager is not ignored on a 
human level, his or her behavior is ignored, so that the teen will become a better 
citizen. It is like telling them quietly, but with firm actions, “We are not impressed 
anymore. The novelty has worn off. So grow up, show us your ability to be 
adults.” (229-30, emphasis mine)

The silence of ignoring, here, is characterized as a form of telling but also 
as an action. A deliberate form of communication, it encourages a shift in 
behaviour without infringing aggressively, embarrassingly, on the intellect of 
another person, as the case might be in a direct reprimand, which the youth 
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may well resist. Jean Briggs notes the use of this technique in her time with 
an Inuit family: “Often, childish misbehavior was met by silence, not the 
heavy silence of gathering tension but an apparently relaxed and rational one 
that seemed to recognize that the child was not being reasonable but that 
sooner or later he would come to his senses and behave more maturely again” 
(Never in Anger 139). Indeed, the notable silence of the adult’s non-response 
seems to frame the makkutuk actions—making them more visible not only 
to others but, most importantly, to the youth themselves. While a rebuke 
from an adult might spark defensiveness in a young person, heightening 
conflict and making self-reflection unlikely, silence creates a space in which 
the youth is allowed—and expected—to think things over. As Susan Sontag 
argues, silence “provid[es] time for the continuing or exploring of thought. 
Notably, speech closes off thought. . . . Silence keeps things ‘open’” (19-20). 
Silence, then, functions as a sort of censure but also as an invitation for 
reflection and improvement. In this quiet space, the young intellect has the 
opportunity to re-activate; meanwhile, the adult has modelled self-restraint, 
and direct conflict has been avoided. 
 One might read Mini’s silence, then—when the other girls bully her 
terribly at residential school (117-20); when she is kept for weeks in southern 
hospitals without seeing a doctor or hearing anything about why she is there 
(185-90); when the British mother who has hired her as a nanny suggests 
that Mini might make a better match for the woman’s Cree husband (243); 
when her picture is used without her permission to sell Canada Savings 
Bonds (65); or when her roommate insists that Mini should wear lingerie 
(59-61)—as marked with disapproval, but also as remaining true to her 
family’s teachings by allowing these individuals the cognitive space to reflect 
on their own behaviour. As a pedagogical strategy, this tactic gives a large 
amount of credit to the intelligence of the misbehaving person: in order for 
it to be effective, the person who has inspired the silence must (a) notice 
that it is occurring, and (b) reflect on it at length, eventually to gain greater 
self-awareness (and, as a result, better behaviour) through a process that is 
self-motivated—and therefore more likely to be permanent. While an angry 
reprimand easily inspires either resistance or meek obedience, the pedagogy 
of silence creates the possibility of self-actualized change. 

Since the success of strategic silence is contingent on the willingness of 
the blunderer to reflect critically on his/her own behaviour, however, there 
is a very real danger that this tactic may not be effective when used upon 
qallunaat, who come from a different rhetorical tradition and therefore may 
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not have a clue what is going on. As Barry Brummett theorizes, “[s]trategic 
silence occurs when people expect talk and get none. . . . [T]hey are not 
strategic if they follow the rut of custom” (290). In order to be effective, then, 
silence must be noticeable. This is where Aodla Freeman’s narration comes 
in, framing for the reader Mini’s series of decisions not to speak. “I wanted to 
tell her my feelings, but I could not” she writes of her qallunaaq friend (60), 
and this sentiment is reiterated a dozen times: the result is a strange sort of 
second-hand experience of silence, wherein readers have an opportunity 
to reflect on the silences so often missed by Mini’s interlocutors.10 In effect, 
Aodla Freeman’s consistent, seemingly paradoxical discussion of her own 
silence models this practice for her readers and so marks Life Among the 
Qallunaat as a story with something to teach. 

On the Problems and Possibilities of Silence

In one of a handful of passages in which Aodla Freeman ceases to speak 
directly from her own experience, she creates a fictionalized parable based 
upon her observations of mid-century life in Iqaluit (formerly Frobisher 
Bay). She writes about an unidentified qallunaaq government employee—
perhaps based on a particular person or an amalgamation of several—who, 
having spent significant time in the North, including travelling with Inuit on 
the land, finds his attitudes beginning to shift. Back home in Ottawa, he 
becomes bewildered by the plans that are described by his superiors at the 
Department of Northern Affairs—plans, he now knows, that are made with 
no real understanding of the North or of Inuit society. Aodla Freeman writes:

Though the qallunaaq man who had begun to understand Inuit had so many 
suggestions to make about how to cope with Inuit, he cannot even mention one 
idea in front of his boss. He feels very withdrawn after having to listen to his 
boss’s big plans. He wonders how his boss will understand him if he makes any 
comments on how to cope with Inuit. He becomes very quiet and cannot bring 
himself to try and explain the things he has seen happen when other new ways of 
the South are being put to work in the old North. What he says will affect his job, 
which he cannot afford to lose. He lets his colleagues and boss dream on with 
their big plans, and he agrees to them. He is trained to respect his heads—what 
they say is always right, what they say has to be the way. No matter how he feels 
and how much he understands the Inuk way, he chooses to be quiet and to sit 
back and listen. He is now “Inuk-washed.” (55-56)11

During the editing of the 2015 edition, we retrieved the term “Inuk-washed” 
from Aodla Freeman’s original typescript; the 1978 Hurtig publication had 
instead rendered that line, “He is now Inuit” (56). And indeed, the process 
of becoming accustomed to Inuit ways of thinking is not exactly the same 
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as being Inuit: while qallunaat who follow Inuit customs are typically 
praised, and even sometimes called Inuk, it’s not safe to assume that they are 
considered to be Inuk. Inuk-washed, furthermore, connotes a process both 
of cleansing and of involuntary transformation (like brainwashing might); 
as such, the qallunaaq has been purged of some of his immature tendencies, 
and his behaviour is now conditioned unavoidably by his experience in the 
North. Paradoxically, the first-hand knowledge that should inspire him to 
challenge his boss’s plans instead renders him silent. Although he perceives 
that these initiatives are, like most northern policy emanating from Ottawa, 
quite misguided, he tacitly agrees, saying nothing.
 Although I assume that Aodla Freeman considers Inuk-washing to be an 
improvement, the silence of this parabolic government man troubles me. 
Surely, in this situation, a decision not to speak—no matter how inspired 
by time spent in the North—risks complicity with those southern policy-
makers wreaking havoc on Inuit lives. That he seems to be partly motivated 
by the fact that he “cannot afford to lose his job” reveals that he is in fact 
profiting off these activities. And if respect for or adoption of Inuit ways 
means refusing to risk one’s white-collar salary, which itself is borne up by 
nefarious dealings in Inuit lands, then the ethics of this imitation become 
questionable indeed. Is it not his responsibility to use his privilege to 
dissuade his superiors from their misguided plans—or, in contemporary 
anti-racist online parlance, to come collect his fellow white people? Why 
does Aodla Freeman tell this story—and why does she turn it into a parable, 
thereby enhancing its didacticism? Even for Mini’s grandparents, there are 
moments when rhetorical silence must be abandoned—for instance, when 
the missionaries wish to speak with her grandfather Symma about collecting 
the children for the residential school: “Grandfather went alone,” she writes, 
“and as he was leaving our tent, Grandmother urged him to be strong: ‘For a 
change, don’t let them take you over!’ She knew him well, that he always gave 
in to what he called authority for the sake of keeping peace and to prevent 
bad feelings” (114). Surely, for the government man, this would be a good 
moment to follow suit and speak up?

Aodla Freeman meditates elsewhere upon this difficulty, at times debating 
with herself as to whether she should practice southern outspokenness or 
remain true to her grandmother’s teachings. When her qallunaat roommates 
at the Hamilton sanatorium urge her to inquire with the doctors about her 
condition and planned treatment, she struggles: “[m]y culture told me not to 
ask, that in this situation I might cause the people who were taking care of me 
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to alter their behaviour completely, that I should accept what was happening 
and not force the hands that I was in to take a different course” (190). When 
her Moose Factory nannying job has become unbearable and she yearns for 
a way to leave it, Mini agonizes: 

Was I beginning to think of just me, me, me, and mine, mine, mine? Was I going 
to force something to happen when the very idea was against my culture? 
Grandmother had always said that nothing ever stays the same, good or bad. I 
was getting greedy for my own freedom, when I should be learning lessons from 
my unhappiness. (239)

I am interested in the problem that these moments may present to a new 
generation of readers, who may be dismayed at Mini’s apparent passivity and 
long for her to break her silence. And while Aodla Freeman does relate some 
wonderful moments of wordless resistance—such as when Mini responds 
to the lectures of a racist piano teacher by pounding out a tune with great 
enthusiasm before making her wordless exit (220)—for the most part, the 
protagonist reflects deeply on the troubles that she is facing but never allows 
herself to say what’s on her mind. 

Rachel Qitsualik confirms that this strategy of greeting qallunaat 
aggressiveness with silence is a long-established Inuit practice. Citing the 
case of an Inuk hunter who quietly allows southern tourists to photograph 
him—even as it slows his work down considerably—Qitsualik explains that 
the hunter is acting upon the feeling of ilira: “the need to obey in order to 
avoid a messy confrontation. . . . an efficient and very old cultural method of 
dealing with strangers” (“Nunani” n. pag.). She notes that this should not be 
mistaken for passivity (or for approval); the goal, rather, is the avoidance of 
open conflict. Qitsualik notes, furthermore, that the technique is distinctly 
ineffective with qallunaat, who are not attuned to it. She suggests that Inuit 
must instead adapt their rhetoric in these moments and “communicate with 
[qallunaat] in their own way—by telling them to jump into the nearest lake” 
(“Nunani” n. pag.). Certainly, there are moments when Inuit have elected to 
adopt southern rhetorical practice for strategic purposes—but not without 
difficulty.12 When the 2013 Idle No More protests were sweeping the nation, 
many Inuit expressed discomfort with the idea of their own people angrily 
calling down the government; as Laakuluk Williamson Bathory notes, “the 
Inuit approach to social change is not reliant on public protest and agitation 
and, on the contrary, focuses on patience and quiet negotiation; it is a non-
Inuit thing to gather on the street with raised fists and posters” (41). As necessary 
and justifiable as it may be for Inuit activists to speak strongly in order to be 
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heard by powerful qallunaat, traditions associating “complaining” or anger 
with immaturity can make this a fraught and uncomfortable activity.

There is some tension here with the assertions of contemporary anti-racist 
and decolonial critical theory: for instance, Audre Lorde’s powerful and 
persuasive writings about the uses and legitimacy of anger (124-33), or, more 
recently, Sara Ahmed’s reclaiming of the feminist killjoy in Willful Subjects, 
or Glen Coulthard’s lauding of resentment in Red Skin, White Masks, all of 
which emphasize the necessity of speaking up, or speaking back, with all of 
the anger that a profoundly unjust situation begets. My suggestion here is 
that scholars and activists also consider the legitimacy of silence and restraint 
as courses of action, as difficult and discomfiting as they can be. After all, 
while some Inuit (like Qitsualik, or like the fearless and wonderfully outspoken 
Tanya Tagaq) make the decision to speak strongly, others continue to employ 
a more restrained rhetoric. As filmmaker Alethea Arnaquq-Baril says to a 
group of Inuit students whom she is escorting to an anti-sealing protest in 
Toronto, “we don’t have to behave the way other protestors behave. Just be 
true to yourself, remember how your parents and your grandparents would 
want you to behave . . .” (n. pag.). This evocation of grandparents is not a 
blind or uncritical adherence to tradition—after all, many Inuit cite 
adaptability as a key attribute of their tradition;13 rather, it’s an important 
assertion of rhetorical difference, one that challenges academics and activists 
more attuned to brilliant reasoning and compelling tweets. And the 
moments when elders’ instructions or community-based practices are at 
odds with academic norms must be attended to with care, lest we replicate 
the dismissive practices of the past (and miss something important).

Does this mean that the qallunaaq government man is justified in saying 
nothing to his boss—in acting upon an assumed feeling of ilira? Should 
Indigenous rhetorics be adopted by qallunaat, and will they function in the 
same way? These problems remain prominent as we consider Aodla Freeman’s 
parable. However, it seems safe to assume that the author does not equate 
being “Inuk-washed” with being complicit in oppression; rather, I would 
argue that she tells this story to reflect on the problems of silence and also to 
encourage her readers to take it seriously. What, then, are the possibilities 
that a rhetoric of silence offers? While I look forward to other opinions on 
the subject, I will imagine here, in closing, five possible benefits of silence: 

 1. Silence is humble—especially for qallunaat. A mid-century government man 
who remains silent at a Department meeting is doing something quite 
unexpected and unusual in not speaking for Inuit. As troubling as his silence 
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 Ultimately, Life Among the Qallunaat suggests to its readers that the 
practice of silence is not inaction in the face of settler-colonial domination; 
rather, for Aodla Freeman, silence is a form of action—one that honours the 
teachings of her elders, that preserves her self-control, that inspires reflection, 
and that even respects and mobilizes the intellectual autonomy of others by 

might be, it may at least function as part of a process of opening up space for 
Inuit to speak for themselves—and for federal power holders to listen to them. 

 2. Silence allows rhetorical space in which learning can take place. It opens an 
interpretive expanse upon which listeners must employ all of their energies 
to make sense of things. While this practice may not provide the same 
immediate satisfaction as a slicing retort, and while it may not garner as 
many followers on Twitter, it may impart the longer-term benefits of hard-
won wisdom.

 3. Silence is an Inuit rhetorical tradition. The linguist Louis-Jacques Dorais 
relays that this practice of silence is rooted in the great reverence within Inuit 
society for the power of the word, which—it is known—can have tremendous 
impacts, including being very dangerous (264). It is best, then, to be often 
quiet and to choose one’s words with the utmost of care. Silence is not the 
absence of language but rather a necessary condition of using language wisely.

 4. Silence can function as a sovereign space. For Indigenous agents, specifically, 
silence functions as one way to construct what David Garneau calls 
“irreconcilable spaces of Aboriginality,” in which one’s thoughts are 
purposefully withheld from the eager ears of (white) settlers, who may or 
may not be trusted with them (“Imaginary Spaces” 26). In this way, silence 
might offer a kind of relief or respite from the draining practice of having 
constantly to speak with and back to oppressive power, and so may constitute 
a practice of self-care. To that end:

 5. Silence is a reprieve from the responsibility of trying to change other people’s 
minds. This, for me, is the most radical and most significant idea: that it 
may not always be possible to make people think otherwise. While in no way 
do I dismiss the possibility of language to make change, both activists and 
teachers know, on some level, that shifting another person’s thinking through 
lecturing requires not only great rhetorical skill but also extraordinary 
luck, and it is successful only once in a while. Perhaps, if we question and 
even abandon this practice of arguing—of imposing aggressively (and 
often futilely) on another person’s isuma—other means of interacting, of 
persuading, and of creating spaces for others to learn may become visible. 
While perhaps more subtle, these methods may well be more effective.
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not attempting to force them to change. By highlighting the difficulties and 
possibilities of silence, Aodla Freeman encourages her readers to take it 
seriously—and so offers another possible tool in the struggle for social 
transformation. Although the loquacious culture of the academy makes 
silence a difficult practice to adopt, this may render its potential impact that 
much greater. And while the terms of silence—like the terms of speech—
must always be rigorously considered, there is nonetheless much to be said 
for not saying anything. 

notes

 1 “Qallunaat” (singular: “qallunaaq”) is the Inuktitut word for “white people” or 
“southerners.” See Aodla Freeman’s longer meditation on the term (86-87). Unless 
otherwise indicated, all citations from Life Among the Qallunaat are from the 2015 edition, 
which I co-edited with Julie Rak and Norma Dunning.

 2 Now, at the time of publication, Julie Rak’s and my investigation into the story of what 
happened to these books—and to other Inuit (and also First Nations/Métis) publications 
in the 1970s—is still underway. However, whether Northern Affairs officials meant to 
limit the book’s circulation or, alternately, to support/enable the publication by purchasing 
a large order, the result was that those books did not make their way into the hands of 
numerous readers and that the author—having never been consulted on or informed 
about this activity—experienced this action as a kind of silencing.

 3 I refer to the main character in the memoir as “Mini” and to the author as “Aodla 
Freeman.” 

 4 These phrases abound in the TRC’s many publications, as they do in other documents 
related to the IRSSA. See, for instance, the Assembly of First Nations’ 1994 report Breaking 
the Silence.

 5 Thanks to Angela Van Essen for drawing my attention to this source.
 6 As Naomi Angel writes, “The testimonial genre has been criticised for over-emphasising 

the role of language in the process of healing. By promoting a ‘talking cure,’ an emphasis 
on testimony can overlook other forms of healing, including traditional rituals and 
embodied practices” (205). Notably, Bertha Pappenheim’s phrase “the talking cure”—
which Sigmund Freud and Joseph Breuer then firmly established as central to psychoanalytic 
practice—exemplifies the way in which the Eurowestern theory at times obscures its own 
cultural context, presuming instead the universal applicability of a single experience (in 
this case, that of Pappenheim, also known as “Anna O”) (see Breuer and Freud). 

 7 Scholars like Dylan Robinson, Naomi Angel, and Pauline Wakeham, have delineated 
the ways in which some survivors at the TRC events either refused, resisted, or adjusted 
the strictures of the sharing panels—at times speaking to other topics (such as ongoing 
Indigenous rights violations) rather than providing the expected narratives of trauma 
(Robinson 61-63, Angel and Wakeham 110-117). 

 8 For more on silence within Indigenous rhetorical traditions, see Keith Basso, Cheryl 
Glenn (107-49), Daniel Heath Justice, Adam Jaworski (22-24, 53-56), and Dee Horne (51-70).

 9 Aodla Freeman clarifies that this does not mean that talkative or outspoken people are 
considered to be unintelligent; rather, like her outspoken aunt (who appears throughout 
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For Annie Pootoogook

I swam summer in Rideau River

                 where you were found a few days ago.

Back when sun held promise,

                           before leaves became shapeshifters.

Everything’s falling

                       since you’re gone.

You died three thousand miles

                             away from Kinngait.

Newspapers don’t call

you missing

                                 or murdered,

                                           your small body was taken by river.

Your drawings took many of us,

                                       far from the colonial imaginary

                         observers of Coleman stoves

                         into intimate spaces,

       tents in living rooms

                                      whalings and matchbox houses.

we witnessed

S h a n n o n  W e b b - C a m p b e l l

Bottle Breaking Memories  
of Life
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              portraits of life’s complexities.

                                      Family moments, abusive relationships,

a pencil, a bra, a wood stove.

               Pencil crayon-coloured drawings,

                                           sketching every day rawness.

Curators imagine you swimming

                       laced with Sedna, Arctic mother of the sea.

                                Together, your fingernails are growing more

              walruses and whales.

You’re no longer drowning,

                              taking strength,

                                                                 floating on your back.

Your body wrapped in seal skin

                    your bones warmed by a fire keeper.

You’re spirit fierce,

           dancing with Northern Lights,

                                                               drinking in vast night colours.
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                                   Markoosie’s 1970 novella Harpoon of the Hunter is 
the coming-of-age story turned survival narrative of Kamik, a young Inuk 
whose community is attacked by a rabid polar bear. Though the polar bear 
surfaces in a potentially symbolic manner, I argue in this paper that the 
increasingly literal depiction of a sequence of bear attacks strips away such 
symbolic resonance, indicating that the bear ought to be read as a sentient 
character.  By complicating such symbolism with a relationship between 
Kamik and polar bears, Harpoon of the Hunter invites readers to shift from 
symbolic to material models of relationality. I extend this invitation to a 
reading of the final scene, Kamik’s suicide, to suggest that scholarly readings 
of the text have tended towards symbolic interpretation in ways that flatten 
Kamik’s complexity and ignore kinship relations. I reflect on the limitations 
of symbolic readings of Kamik’s suicide, ultimately proposing that literary 
scholars have a responsibility to revisit Inuit and Indigenous texts to flesh out 
symbolic interpretations with fuller investigations of material relationships.

My approach draws on a kinship model of literary analysis that emphasizes 
such relationships. According to Daniel Heath Justice (Cherokee) in “‘Go 
Away, Water!’: Kinship Criticism and the Decolonization Imperative,” kinship 
is a deliberate and ongoing maintenance of relationships “best thought of as 
a verb rather than a noun” (150); kinship, he continues, constitutes a “delicate 
web of rights and responsibilities” (154). While Justice celebrates Indigenous 
literary nationalism for its ability to explore and maintain kinship relations, 
he also warns of the danger of reading such rich texts: “As a literary critic 
studying literature in which metaphor and symbolism are so powerfully 
evocative, I too easily fall back upon uncritical language, assume an easy, 

Beyond Symbolism
Polar Bear Characters and  
Inuit Kinship in Markoosie’s  
Harpoon of the Hunter

B r a n d o n  K e r f o o t
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uncomplicated certainty that so rarely exists in the messy realities of life” 
(153-54). In Animal Capital, Nicole Shukin similarly critiques reductive 
symbolism with regard to animals. Analyzing the intersection of animal 
signs, colonialism, and capital, she argues,

What makes animal signs unusually potent discursive alibis of power is not 
only that particularist political ideologies, by ventriloquizing them, appear to 
speak from the universal and disinterested place of nature. It is also that “the 
animal,” arguably more than any other signifier by virtue of its singular mimetic 
capaciousness . . . functions as a hinge allowing powerful discourses to flip or 
vacillate between literal and figurative economies of sense. (5)

Shukin thus complicates Justice’s concerns about symbolism by suggesting 
that literary critics of animal signs must be careful not only to avoid 
generalizations, but to avoid analyzing animals exclusively in a symbolic 
register as well, for to do so erases the kinship networks in which animals 
participate. Such erasure is not incidental. Shukin continues, “the animal 
sign, not unlike the racial stereotype theorized by Homi Bhabha, is a site 
of ‘productive ambivalence’ enabling vacillations between economic and 
symbolic logics of power” (5). If the animal sign is an ambivalent site that 
strategically codes select relationships as material and others as symbolic, 
then flipping the switch of the animal sign makes visible a different set 
of relationships. I contend that scholarly treatment of Harpoon to date 
has emphasized symbolism in a way that obscures material relationships 
between human and other animal characters, and I seek to bring kinship 
back into focus by reading the polar bear as a character possessing isuma.

In Never in Anger, anthropologist Jean Briggs defines isuma1 as “all functions 
that we think of as cerebral: mind, thought, memory, reason, sense, ideas, 
will” (359). Though Briggs discusses isuma in its human manifestation, 
Frédéric Laugrand and Jarich Oosten show that polar bears also possess isuma. 
In Hunters, Predators and Prey: Inuit Perceptions of Animals, Laugrand and 
Oosten compile interviews about Inuit relationships with animals, illuminating 
that “the bear was considered the most intelligent of the animals . . . said to 
have isuma (the capacity to think like humans)” (184), and that they “taught 
Inuit many hunting skills” (201). Such similarities are more than coincidental: 
in an interview with Darren Keith, Mary Kamookak (Gjoa Haven) attests, 
“the first polar bear was a human that turned into a polar bear. That is where 
we believe they came from” (Inuit 73). Scholarship surrounding Inuit 
relationships with polar bears, such as Bernard Saladin D’Anglure’s article 
“Nanook, super-male: the polar bear in the imaginary space and social time 
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of the Inuit of the Canadian Arctic,” engages with a complex network of 
material and symbolic relationships including hunting, shamanism, and 
gender identity, each interacting around established protocols of respect. 
Such studies indicate that polar bears are complex beings whose appearance 
in Inuit literature cannot be explained adequately by way of symbolic gestures. 
Since polar bears, like humans, possess isuma, I read them as fully developed, 
psychologically complex characters: though they carry symbolic meaning, 
they are also beings whose experience of the world must be taken into 
account and whose participation within webs of kinship must be respected.

Reading Relationships in Literature and Scholarship

Harpoon of the Hunter begins when a rabid polar bear attacks Kamik’s 
community. A hunting party initiated by his father Suluk sets out to kill 
the bear, and they succeed, but Kamik is the expedition’s sole survivor. 
Without dogs or hunting companions, he survives alone until he is found 
by a rescue party initiated by his mother, Ooramik. Kamik is saved, and he 
becomes engaged to Putootkee, a young woman from a neighbouring camp, 
Kikitajoak. While the two groups are returning to Kikitajoak to live together, 
Ooramik and Putootkee die as they attempt to cross a dangerous channel 
that never freezes over. Kamik decides that he has nothing left to live for, and 
he kills himself with his harpoon.

Markoosie Patsauq is a writer and pilot who was born in Inukjuak and 
relocated to Resolute Bay in 1953, at the age of twelve.2 In addition to a 
series of six short stories in North magazine, he has published two serials 
in Inuktitut magazine, Harpoon of the Hunter and Wings of Mercy, both of 
which were written in Inuktitut syllabics (McGrath 82). Markoosie translated 
Harpoon of the Hunter into English and published it as a book, complete 
with illustrations by Germaine Arnaktauyok that depict vast tundra, Inuit 
camps, and battles with polar bears.3 Thus far, scholarly treatment of the text 
has followed two main trends: ethnographic readings and symbolic analysis.

Ethnographic reading seeks primarily to assess a text or author’s 
ethnographic reliability. In his essay “In Search of the True Hunter: Inuit 
Folktales Adapted for Children,” Jon C. Stott advocates teaching cross-
cultural narratives to students, arguing that one of his priorities as a teacher 
is to locate sources that are “true reflections of a culture which is vastly 
different from any most of them have experienced”(430). Stott contrasts 
Harpoon and Maurice Metayer’s translation of stories, Tales from the Igloo, 
with widely taught yet what he considers culturally inaccurate Arctic 
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narratives, in order to map out the ethnographic errors within non-Inuit 
texts and to advocate for literature written from the perspectives of insider 
(438). This advocacy for Inuit literature is important in the context of a 
settler colonial nation that has spent centuries dismissing or undermining 
Indigenous literature, art, religion, and intellectual histories. It is worth 
stating explicitly that Inuit life narratives exceed the impoverished 
imaginings of settler Canadian ones about what it might be like to live in 
the Arctic. There is a danger, though, in relying on authors to function as 
“Native informants” and expecting literature to offer glimpses into other 
cultures, for such an approach obscures the artistry of literature, conflating 
fiction with cultural authenticity.

Such conflation is pervasive in criticism of Harpoon, as scholars debate 
the accuracy with which Markoosie reflects the lived experience of Inuit. In 
another essay, “Form, Content, and Cultural Values in Three Inuit (Eskimo) 
Survival Stories,” Stott compares three stories to determine their degree of 
what he calls “cultural accuracy” (Harpoon falls in the middle as mostly 
accurate), and he reveals his two guiding questions when interpreting 
Arctic survival literature featuring an Inuk protagonist: “to what extent 
is the story an accurate portrayal of the culture, and to what extent is it 
shaped or distorted by the conventions of the Robinsonade?” (216). Robin 
McGrath similarly points out Markoosie’s adherence to and deviation from 
Inuit literary traditions. In Canadian Inuit Literature: The Development of 
a Tradition, McGrath writes that Kamik’s engagement to Putootkee is a 
European love motif added to a traditional Inuit story about the bear hunt 
and the tragedy on the ice (81). Listing the inaccuracies noted by reviewers of 
Harpoon,4 McGrath suggests that Markoosie’s education at a EuroCanadian 
high school in Yellowknife accounts for textual inaccuracies regarding 
hunting and animals (82). Though she notes that informed readers may be 
dissatisfied with such inaccuracies, she speculates that “most non-Inuit and 
many Inuit would not notice such mistakes” (82). Margaret Harry responds 
to this claim in “Literature in English by Native Canadians (Indians and 
Inuit),” where she critiques McGrath for deciding what counts as traditional 
on behalf of Inuit and for presuming that Inuit are unaware of their own 
traditions (n. pag.). Harry notes that Indigenous peoples are frequently held 
up to ethnographic scrutiny in a way that white settler communities are not, 
with problematic consequences: “one of the effects is to focus attention on 
the traditional culture as if it were the only valid one. In addition, since white 
anthropologists, ethnologists, and folklorists conduct most of the research, 
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what is identified as traditional, and therefore valid, is what they select, not 
necessarily what is meaningful to the native peoples themselves” (n. pag.). 
The danger of reading a text with an expectation for cultural authenticity 
is that it serves ultimately to support dominant, external narratives about 
Indigenous traditions.

I would add to Harry’s criticism that McGrath’s analysis becomes 
preoccupied with ethnographic accuracy in a way that overshadows literary 
interpretation. Literary analysis trains us to suspend our disbelief and to 
engage with a text on its own terms. In this framework, deviations from the 
author’s cultural norms are celebrated as the workings of imagination and as 
roadmaps to alternative modes of critical thought and social organization. 
Yet McGrath implies that Inuit writers do not enjoy the same artistic 
freedom. If they deploy configurations that fall outside of what she defines 
as Inuit tradition, then it is a shortcoming: Markoosie is seen as a limited 
writer because he is a partially assimilated Inuk who attended school in 
Yellowknife. McGrath seems to have dismissed in advance the possibility 
that Markoosie’s choices are deliberate and meaningful. This essentialist style 
of literary analysis has historically accumulated around Indigenous-authored 
texts, and it is one of the analytical frameworks that has dominated scholarly 
treatment of Harpoon.5

Just as there is a danger in overreliance on ethnographic literary 
approaches, there is a danger in depending on Canadian-bred symbolism 
to interpret Inuit literature. Seth Bovey analyzes Harpoon in relation to 
naturalism and the quest narrative in “Markoosie’s Harpoon of the Hunter: 
A Story of Cultural Survival.” Explicitly identifying the story as a piece of 
fiction that cannot be reduced to an expression of Inuit tradition, Bovey 
turns to Northrop Frye’s delineation of the romantic quest narrative to  
make sense of Kamik’s ordeals. Bovey’s reading of Harpoon indeed treats it 
as fiction, yet it complements McGrath’s and Stott’s analyses with an inverse 
problem by avoiding Inuit literary history, relying instead on the frameworks 
of prominent settler critics like Frye. Scholarship on Harpoon has historically 
fallen into these categories, either reading the text ethnographically 
without accounting for its fictional elements, or reading it as fiction but 
contextualizing it within settler Canadian literary traditions. 

Both of these approaches nonetheless engage in political work. Readers 
need to acknowledge Inuit literature as a distinct tradition, and they 
should do so with the realization that Inuit writers are artists rather than 
strictly Native informants. I am concerned, however, with the cumulative 
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effect of multiple analyses that foreground ethnography as the preferred 
relationship between settler scholars and Inuit writers, and that champion 
settler symbolism as the preferred lens for interpreting texts. Read in 
terms of kinship, this treatment of Harpoon celebrates settler relationships, 
as settler scholars position themselves as the holders of knowledge and 
literary decryption codes, and imagine Inuit as symbolic projections or 
ethnographic fantasies.6 This essay attempts to scale back such approaches 
by foregrounding the relationships modelled in the text. 

Reading Polar Bear Characters

Unsurprisingly, the rabid polar bear and the battle scenes in Markoosie’s 
novella have attracted scholarly attention for their symbolic vitality. Stott, 
for example, interprets the abrupt phrasing of Ooramik’s plummet through 
the ice, “then without warning disaster struck” (Markoosie 80), as harkening 
back to the other catastrophes in Harpoon, including the polar bear attacks: 
“The bear appears without warning in the village; the second bear crashes 
into the igloo of the unwary hunters, and the final destruction of the hunting 
party takes place when the men are caught off guard” (Stott, “Form” 220). 
While Stott considers the polar bear attacks sudden, I argue conversely that 
all of the polar bear attacks are predicted either by narrative techniques or by 
the characters directly. 

The first attack is foreshadowed by Kamik and Suluk’s carelessness, and 
it is forewarned by Suluk’s dogs’ vigilance. The story opens with Kamik, 
Suluk, and Ooramik waiting out a blizzard at home. As Kamik and Suluk 
sharpen their harpoons, Kamik advertises his ambition: “‘I hope we will 
get polar bear the next time we go hunting, Father,’ Kamik said hopefully. 
‘I hope so, too,’ Suluk said. ‘Polar bear meat lasts a long time and the skin 
is good for clothing’” (12). This exchange determines their fate. According 
to many Inuit hunters and elders, polar bears are omniscient: they know 
when they are being belittled, and they retaliate. In Inuit Qaujimaningit 
Nanurnut: Inuit Knowledge of Polar Bears, Mary Kamookak from Gjoa 
Haven tells interviewer Darren Keith, “There was also a saying—even if 
you want to see a polar bear you were not to say ‘I wish I could see a polar 
bear’ or ‘I wish I could kill a bear this way or that way,’ because the polar 
bear will probably end up killing you before you get a chance to kill [it]” (76, 
brackets in original). Settler scholar George Wenzel also reports, “on the 42 
polar bear hunts I observed while in the eastern Baffin area, virtually every 
hunter reminded me never to joke about bears because to do so would bring 
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misfortune in polar bear hunting” (75). In this way, when Kamik and Suluk 
speak of killing a bear as though it were a simple task, they are committing 
an offence that summons the bear. This foreshadowing is the first warning 
of a polar bear attack. The second warning comes from the dogs, who 
bark as the bear approaches at night. Suluk knows immediately that this 
alarm signals a polar bear attack, and he is dressed and armed by the time 
the bear reaches them (13). The phrasing of this warning is significant 
because it draws on the motif of abruptness, as Stott notes, “That night, as 
Kamik lay awake, tragedy struck. Suddenly the silence was disturbed by the 
sound of dogs howling” (13). Though tragedy and suddenness correlate in 
this passage, their relationship is not causal: it is not the tragic polar bear 
attack that is sudden but the sound of dogs howling. It is the warning that 
punctures the silence rather than the attack itself. This first polar bear attack 
is not as sudden as Stott suggests; it is foreshadowed and forewarned. 

The second polar bear attack is sudden but anticipated by the community. 
Suluk had wounded the polar bear that attacked the settlement, but the bear 
survived. The night before the hunters set out to track it, Soonah, the eldest 
man in the settlement, explains what precautions the community must take:

 
‘We will have to be very careful from now on, and here is what I want everyone 
of you to do. Don’t go out alone at night, and if you must go out, be sure to look 
around. Don’t go far from the settlement during the day. And in case we are under 
attack, we must fight together. Anyone who spots a bear must send out an alarm. 
If attacked, we must fight the bear from all sides. And, most important of all, don’t 
panic. I hope we don’t have to fight any battle, but we must be prepared.’ (17)
 

The narrative continues with the hunters being awoken by the “barking of 
dogs . . . all of a sudden. Before anyone realized what was happening, the 
igloo came down on top of them. A great roar followed. Kamik knew what 
was happening. He had heard stories. This had happened too often. They 
were under attack by the bear” (17). This passage is rife with anticipation. As 
with the earlier attack, the sudden action comes not from the bear but from 
the dogs, though this warning is not ultimately helpful to Kamik, Suluk, and 
Ooramik, as the igloo collapses on them immediately after. Also paralleling 
the first attack, the dogs are not the only ones to warn the settlement about 
the bear: Soonah offers his extensive knowledge, telling the community what 
precautions they should take to avoid being ambushed and instructing them 
on how to proceed if they fall under attack. The section break between the 
two paragraphs quoted above intensifies the warning of the approaching 
bear by placing the dogs’ howling sequentially after Soonah’s instructions. 
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Furthermore, Kamik does not express any surprise at this attack. Though 
the igloo collapses before he has found his bearings, he knows immediately 
what is happening because it corresponds to stories he has heard about polar 
bear attacks, which occur frequently in this region. These stories are perhaps 
the most significant indication that the polar bear attack is not a shock, for 
they show that the community does not brace itself only when an attack 
seems imminent; Kamik has been mentally preparing for a polar bear attack 
throughout his childhood. 

The third polar bear attack is the most unambiguously foreshadowed. 
Though the community kills the bear that attacks their settlement the second 
time, a victory that comes at the cost of Suluk’s life, they discover that he is 
not the same bear who attacked the first time: he does not bear the wound 
that Suluk had inflicted (19). The hunting party then tracks the first bear and 
promptly loses their dogs (23-24). Unable to travel and track effectively, the 
group begins the return trip. On the way, they are ambushed by the polar 
bear that attacked their settlement, and all but Kamik are killed (33-36). 
This third attack is the only true ambush that Kamik and the hunters face, 
since there are no dogs to warn them, but it is also the only attack explicitly 
revealed in advance by the narrative, for it comes at the conclusion of a 
lengthy stalking sequence that features the polar bear’s thoughts. In effect, 
Harpoon deploys a wandering third-person narrator that attaches itself to 
various characters throughout the story. This shifting narrative focus is one 
of the ways that Harpoon emphasizes a network of community relationships, 
a network in which the polar bear is included:

Close by, the big animal lies waiting for the right time to strike. That time will 
come; he must wait and be sure. Eight hunters can kill him, he must be careful. 
He wants to live and eight hunters will fill his stomach for many nights. Surprise 
is his best weapon. He must strike when they are at their weakest. He must not 
slip. Another few miles and he will have a chance to kill. (33)

This passage demonstrates that the polar bear’s motives are the same as 
the other characters’: he wants to live, and hunting is the only way he can 
survive. Though the polar bear is a killer, he is not malicious: he is simply 
hungry. Markoosie’s inclusion of such narrative focalization establishes the 
polar bear as a sentient character, thus making it difficult to read Harpoon’s 
polar bear as primarily symbolic.7 During the stalking scene, the narrative 
shifts back and forth between the polar bear and Kamik, slowly building 
suspense toward the attack (31-36). Though the hunting party is ambushed, 
the reader is not. We, like the polar bear, know it is coming. 
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Though the first polar bear attack may appear sudden when read symbolically, 
there is no room for such a reading of the third attack, for the polar bear has 
been identified as a thinking character by this point. Although Markoosie 
introduces the polar bear with a potentially symbolic significance as a natural 
danger, he then slowly strips away the symbolism to reveal the character that 
has been there all along. In other words, he shifts the polar bear trope from a 
symbolic to a literal register, effectively undermining symbolic readings of 
animals while affirming that polar bears possess isuma. The significance of this 
shifting register is not restricted to the polar bear, for once the text is resituated 
to focus on material relationships rather than symbols, the vast network of 
relationships celebrated in the text comes into focus. Nowhere is this 
articulated more powerfully than in the pairing of animal characters with the 
suicide motif, which culminates when Kamik stabs himself with his harpoon.

Reading Kamik’s Suicide 

Though thoughts and discussions of suicide are repeated throughout 
Harpoon, I focus on two major moments: first, when Naoolak, a member of 
the hunting party, attempts to kill himself after an unsuccessful seal hunt, 
and second, the conclusion, when Kamik commits suicide. In each of these 
moments, community ties direct Kamik’s actions. In effect, the suicide motif 
is paired with community investments when Kamik prevents Naoolak from 
killing himself. As Kamik and Naoolak hunt for seals at their breathing 
holes, Naoolak becomes frustrated:

    Naoolak fought against the cold wind. His feet wanted to move, but he fought 
to keep still. Finally his mind began to go.
    ‘Come on, you dumb animal,’ he whispered. ‘You better come up. If you don’t 
come up, I’ll kill you!’ At that moment he lost his temper. He broke his harpoon in 
half as he yelled and went down in the snow, beating his head against the ice and 
crying. (21)

Naoolak’s outburst suggests an infantile temperament, for emotional control 
marks maturity in Inuit communities. Jean Briggs relates her experience 
living with Utkuhikhalingmiut (Inuit from the mouth of Black River), 
writing that anger is one of the most damning traits among Inuit (Never 195). 
Community members who were prone to anger were dismissed as childish 
and lacking good sense (196), as Briggs discovered when her adopted father, 
Inuttiaq, scolded and lectured her when she acted in anger (257, 272). By 
“letting his mind go” and succumbing to anger, Naoolak becomes child-like, 
and it falls on Kamik to intervene and return him to his senses. When Naoolak 
breaks his harpoon in half and holds the tip to his throat, Kamik wrestles him 
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to the ground, retrieves the weapon, and lectures him (22). With this action, 
Kamik, the youngest member of the hunting party, behaves as an adult 
should even when his older companions falter. He scolds Naoolak for losing 
his temper, demands that he regain control, and, more importantly, appeals 
to the needs of the community, which has seen enough death already (22).8 

Immediately after Kamik prevents Naoolak from killing himself, he 
catches a seal (22-23). Peter Aninga (Paallirmiut) relates that seals do not 
present themselves to lazy or selfish people: “All animals are like that. They 
don’t like going to lazy, selfish people whose only concern is to survive 
alone. An animal will refuse to go to a person who is only concerned with 
his own survival” (qtd. in Bennett and Rowley 45). It is no surprise, then, 
that Naoolak fails to catch seals while calling them “dumb animal[s].” In 
contrast, a seal presents itself to Kamik at precisely the moment he proves he 
is able to act maturely and responsibly in the service of others. This moment 
marks Kamik’s full integration into a community of hunters: he is accepted 
not only by the other hunters but by the animals as well. The scene marks a 
powerful point of departure between symbolic and material interpretations 
of animals and their bonds of kinship. Read materially, it invites us to 
consider the relations between Naoolak, Kamik, and the seal, emphasizing 
the needs of the community and the impact Naoolak’s suicide would have on 
it. A symbolic reading of animals, on the other hand, does not account for 
the seal’s gift and therefore ignores the validation that Kamik receives in this 
moment, artificially isolating him in the story.

Kamik’s success in dissuading Naoolak from suicide makes the narrative’s 
closing scene, when Kamik kills himself with his harpoon, all the more 
potent. While crossing a channel that never freezes over completely, Kamik 
watches Ooramik and Putootkee disappear beneath the currents. He allows 
himself to drift out to sea on an ice floe, and there he kills himself:

He was carried out to sea and soon disappeared from the rest. He had waited until 
he was out of sight to do what he had to do. ‘Before my father died, he said only 
dead people find everlasting peace. He said he was going where there was peace. 
And he said he would wait for me.’ Kamik looked at the harpoon in his hands. Now 
the time had come. Now was the time to find peace, and to find the family and 
people he loved. He kneeled and put the tip of the harpoon to his throat. Suddenly 
he pushed it in. And, for the last time, the harpoon of the hunter made its kill. (81)

Bovey argues that Kamik’s suicide is a rational decision that contrasts Naoolak’s 
emotional outburst and that it comes from the calculated realization that life 
without family is not worth living (221-22). Critically responding to a 
naturalist reading of Harpoon, Bovey concludes that Kamik’s rationalism is 
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“paradoxically an assertion of his will over the conditions of his life. . . . 
Kamik’s suicide, therefore, shows that his will is more powerful than natural 
forces” (222). Though I agree that Kamik’s suicide enacts his desire to be with 
his family, I find Bovey’s reading of Kamik unpersuasive at the level of both 
character and narrative. Whereas Naoolak’s suicide attempt stemmed from a 
moment of despair at the prospect of imminent starvation, Kamik’s suicide 
follows the deaths of his last remaining family members and, with them, his 
hope for a future worth living. What Bovey calls a rational exertion of will 
strikes me as crushing despair long in the making: Kamik watches his father 
killed before his eyes, collects and buries the slashed and broken bodies of 
his friends, and witnesses his mother and fiancée disappear into the currents 
as they are on their way to what they hoped would be a better life. These 
deaths are not merely symbolic; they are graphic reminders of the hardships 
and heartbreaks of Kamik’s life and of the ubiquity of death that he 
encounters. Kamik ultimately kills himself not to exert his will over nature 
but rather because he has slowly, over the course of the text, been battered 
over and over until finally he breaks. Bovey’s slip into symbolism at the level 
of character serves to dismiss the hardships that Kamik faces, demonstrating 
how easy it can be for literary scholars to eclipse depictions of suffering in 
their haste to position analyses within established interpretive frameworks.

At the level of narrative, Bovey’s reading betrays his reliance on a symbolic 
register as the standard for literary analysis. Reading Kamik’s suicide as 
willful, he suggests that the ending shows how the community of Kikitajoak 
will continue even without Kamik and his family, and he concludes that 
“Kamik’s story, though relentlessly grim, is not the entire story; it is the 
backbone of a larger narrative that gives Kamik’s story meaning and a 
purpose for being” (222). Such a reading seems almost to revive the happy 
ending teased at when Kamik reunites with his mother and becomes 
engaged. Though the deaths of Ooramik and Putootkee mean that Kamik 
can no longer live happily ever after, Bovey implies that Kamik’s final act is 
not a true suicide but an expression of will that immortalizes him within the 
pages of Harpoon and positions him as the “backbone of a larger narrative” 
about Kikitajoak. It is not unusual, however, for Inuit literature to end 
with sudden violence. McGrath argues in Canadian Inuit Literature that 
Markoosie plays with the Western heteronormative ending by killing off 
almost all of the main characters in “a rather unexpected [Inuit] twist which 
was appreciated by most reviewers” (82). Such violent endings indeed are 
abundant in Inuit literature: for example, celebrated short story collections 
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like Alootook Ipellie’s Arctic Dreams and Nightmares and Ajjiit: Dark Dreams 
of the Ancient Arctic by Sean Tinsley and Rachel Qitsualik brim with violent 
and horrifying endings. I would suggest that the impulse to read Kamik’s 
suicide as a happy ending is a decontextualizing gesture that undermines 
longstanding trends in Inuit literature and imposes upon it an external 
expectation for a happy ending. Kamik’s suicide is not a willful gesture that 
shows his triumph over nature, nor does it ensure the survival of Kikitajoak. 
He dies, literally, to be with his family. This ending does not lend itself to 
symbolic insights as much as it invites a compassionate understanding of 
Kamik and the importance of his bonds to loved ones. If there is a lesson to 
be found in this violent ending, it is that material relations are a matter of life 
and death for Kamik; without them, he perishes.

Conclusion

Harpoon of the Hunter flips the switch of the animal sign from its symbolic 
to literal register, reorienting the text toward a rich engagement with webs 
of kinship. This flip occurs gradually over a sequence of polar bear attacks, 
as the symbolic resonance of polar bears slowly dissolves to expose their 
psychological complexity. Analytical approaches that lean towards the 
symbolic have therefore failed to account adequately for the polar bear 
characters and the kinship network in which they participate. This tendency 
to see only symbols in depictions of material relations has extended to 
interpretations of Harpoon’s human characters, undermining Kamik’s ties 
to family and community and romanticizing his death. Though scholars 
should not discard such interpretations, the overabundance of symbolic 
readings of Harpoon compared to the dearth of interpretations of kinship 
betrays a history of settler scholars engaging with each other in material 
ways while reducing their relationships with Indigenous writers and texts 
to a set of symbolic interactions. In such analyses, the relationships with a 
strong foundation are the relationships between scholars, whereas Kamik, 
the polar bears, and, at times, Markoosie himself, become symbols to be 
assimilated into established frameworks. Such a pattern implies that settler 
scholars value primarily their relationships with one another, shrinking 
away from difficult and necessary reflections about the Indigenous kinship 
networks into which they intervene. The field of Indigenous literary studies 
has taken great strides to strengthen these relationships and to repair the 
damage caused by settler-centred analyses, but one could read through the 
interpretations of Harpoon published to date without guessing that such 
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changes are well underway. Part of our work as literary scholars, then, is to 
revisit our archives and flesh out symbolic readings of Indigenous texts with 
interpretations of the material relations they portray.

notes

 1 Briggs uses the term “ihuma,” as expressed in Western dialects. I use “isuma,” as expressed 
in Eastern dialects, to remain consistent with the majority of research regarding the isuma 
of polar bears.  

 2 Markoosie Patsauq’s family is one of many relocated by the federal government from 
Inukjuak to Resolute Bay in what is now infamously termed the High Arctic relocations. 
He has shared his story on iqqaumavara.com, an online repository of Inuit testimonies 
about the relocation.   

 3 Germaine Arnaktauyok is an artist from Igloolik whose work includes drawings, 
paintings, prints, and the polar bears on Canada’s two-dollar coin. 

 4 Fred Bruemmer notes that harpoons have detachable heads and cannot be used to strike 
a bear multiple times in succession, as they do in Harpoon, and that musk-oxen are 
herbivores who do not eat meat, as the story implies (“Harpoon” 288).  

 5 Craig S. Womack criticizes the conflation of essentialism with bad scholarship when he 
defends Paula Gunn Allen’s The Sacred Hoop against critics who dismiss her work as 
essentialist because she deploys pan-Indigenous figurations of tribalism placed in contrast 
to a monolithic settler state. In “A Single Decade: Book-Length Native Literary Criticism 
between 1986 and 1997,” Womack historicizes Allen’s project, clarifying that The Sacred 
Hoop was published when Native Studies departments were establishing themselves and 
benefited institutionally from strong claims that define how Native Studies differs from 
other disciplines (23). McGrath adheres to a similar form of strategic essentialism when, 
in 1984, she broadly distinguished Inuit literature from the English canon. Though this 
style of essentialism does important work, I worry that in the contemporary moment 
it reads more as ethnocentric than strategic when it emphasizes Inuit authors as Native 
informants at the expense of their status as writers.  

 6 Contemporary settler scholars of Inuit literature have criticized such approaches while 
addressing material and symbolic kinship in their analyses. In Far Off Metal River: Inuit 
Lands, Settler Stories, and the Making of the Contemporary Arctic, Emilie Cameron argues 
that stories are “material, relational practices through which we order our relations with each 
other and with the land,” and she brings this framework to her analysis of Samuel Hearne’s 
infamous account of a massacre at Kugluk (Bloody Falls) (11). Keavy Martin’s Stories in a 
New Skin: Approaches to Inuit Literature has also been influential in undermining settler-
focused methodologies by centring Inuit literary and intellectual traditions and the 
relationships strengthened by them. The approaches for which I advocate are therefore 
not new, but neither have they been applied fully to an analysis of Harpoon. 

 7 The attempt has nevertheless been made. R. W. Noble writes in her review “The Way 
to the True North” that the polar bear is “suggestive of evil,” though he falls short of 
becoming an “allegorical emblem” (79). Noble does not deploy a reductive reading of the 
polar bear as an emblem, but her claim that the bear is “suggestive of evil” merely scales 
back such a reading without offering an alternative. I find this moment intriguing and 
indicative of the way that many scholars are hesitant to read animals as characters. Noble 
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I met a woman once who drove an old car 
over a mountain to go to school. She said 
she wanted to do something with her life. 
Once coming over on a winter morning 
she almost slid off the icy road.
Her story was one of survival 
with some luck and laughter 
thrown in for good measure.
I marveled and wondered about her 
and all the things
she didn’t say.

In the old days a Dakelh woman
carried her husband’s ashes for one year.
A sack tied with a gut cord slung on her back. 
The weight of grief always upon her.
Each knot of muscle a keen remembrance.
Whether in the midst of sleep
or journey, the Carrier woman held her sorrow closely 
to be sent finally on the wind
in a breath of release.
Mourning given
over to the other side.

I was thinking about the old ways
when we met. I am like that sometimes.
For a while we stayed in touch 
and then like two feathers
we both got blown into the rhythm 
of our own lives.
I still think about her when the sky is right: 
who is filling her life
who has filled it 
if she’s married
if she’s buried a husband
if she carried his sad bones.

A r m a n d  G a r n e t  R u f f o

Carrier Woman
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                                   Nehiyaw (Cree) activist Sylvia McAdam’s resistance 
against the actions of the conservation officers, who, ironically, were working 
in tandem with the logging industry, calls attention to profound shifts in the 
struggle for Indigenous rights and sovereignty in Canada. McAdam is well 
known for her role as a co-founder of the Idle No More movement, which 
first came to public attention with the demand to repeal significant sections 
of Canadian federal omnibus legislations (Bills C-38 and C-45). Idle No More 
is just one dimension of a larger social transformation in which Indigenous 
people are seeking new pathways to assert their rights in the face of the state’s 
continued drive to harmonize Indigenous rights, title, land, and governance 
with Crown sovereignty. The uneasy relationship between Indigenous rights 
and corporate rights in an age of global capitalist “development” continues to 
create deeper points of fracture in these debates. As McAdam demonstrates, 
Idle No More has underlined the importance of direct, collective action, 
and has shown its continued relevance and its challenges as a strategy in 
asserting land and governance rights. In conjunction with longstanding,  

Land, Memory, and 
the Struggle for 
Indigenous Rights
Lee Maracle’s “Goodbye, Snauq”

S o p h i e  M c C a l l

When my father and I went back to his traditional hunting lands, 
his cabin was gone. There was just a huge burn mark on the 
ground. When my father saw it, he just stood there, so quiet, so 
upset. It was terrible to watch. I started investigating, and I learned 
that the conservation officers had blocked hunting roads to keep 
the traditional indigenous hunters away, and the lands were being 
logged. I felt intensely protective of the land and the water, so I 
went around nailing boards on trees, saying, “No Trespassing. 
Treaty 6 Territory!”
—Sylvia McAdam (qtd. in Van Gelder)
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on-the-land practices of Indigenous rights, creative expressions of sovereignty, 
through dance, song, and other performative acts, have emerged as potent 
tools for shifting the discourse of rights away from a politics of recognition 
and towards one of enactment. 

These multiple spaces of transition in the struggle for Indigenous rights 
have contributed to the growing sense that the well-established legal and 
political approaches of fighting for the “recognition” of Indigenous rights 
have stagnated and that “new” emergent tactics are necessary. For Dene 
scholar Glen Coulthard, the language of “recognition” has exhausted its 
usefulness. Drawing on Frantz Fanon’s theories of decolonization, Coulthard 
argues that “the politics of recognition in its contemporary form,” which 
usually includes a combination of “land claims agreements, economic 
development initiatives, and self-government processes,” “promises to 
reproduce the very configurations of colonial power that Indigenous peoples’ 
demands for recognition have historically sought to transcend” (“Subjects” 
438-39). In rejecting a “liberal recognition-based approach to Indigenous 
self-determination” (Red 23), Coulthard instead calls for “self-recognition 
on the part of Indigenous societies” as a more sustainable pathway to 
liberation (48, emphasis original). Stó:lō writer Lee Maracle likewise affirms 
self-recognition; however, the self becomes a point of contention as she 
confronts forms of co-optation, the politics of gender and language, and the 
challenge of creating relations of affiliation across differences. In this paper, 
I argue that Maracle’s “Goodbye, Snauq” articulates an alternative politics of 
recognition as an embodied practice of sovereignty that creates a sense of 
agency, belonging, and connection among Indigenous peoples on unceded 
territories. First published in 2004 soon after the federal court released its 
decision regarding the land dispute, Mathias v. The Queen (2001), “Goodbye, 
Snauq” is a story that proclaims Indigenous presence, history, and land 
title in Vancouver. It contributes to a paradigm of resurgence in imagining 
and practising Indigenous rights, while at the same time compelling 
settler and diasporic self-reflexivity. I thus read Maracle’s story as offering 
alternative visions of sovereignty and Indigenous rights that exceed legal and 
reconciliatory routes. Furthermore, I argue that the story’s purpose is to act 
as a catalyst for readers (Indigenous and non-Indigenous) to reckon with 
internalized settler ideologies and contend with the mixed, urban spaces of 
Vancouver and Snauq.

 Although in many respects Maracle’s “Goodbye, Snauq” is a eulogy 
mourning the loss of Snauq—the dredged, drained, and resculpted inlet 
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of water now aptly renamed False Creek—it also imagines vibrant models 
of embodied sovereignty. Articulating her connection to Snauq through 
visceral and sensory memories, the narrator conveys her mixed feelings of 
both belonging (in reminiscing) and alienation (post-land dispute). The 
story, which moves fluidly between textualized oral history, essay, fiction, 
and nonfiction, reclaims cultural memory through song and ceremony. Her 
vision of an embodied practice of sovereignty makes possible a more open-
ended and critically informed conception of the politics of recognition in a 
time of transition and change. 

A critically informed, self-reflexive politics of recognition compels me, as 
a non-Indigenous scholar, to think deeply about my own position in writing 
about Maracle’s potent story on unceded Musqueam, Tsleil-Waututh,1 and 
Squamish territories, as I live nearby Snauq (also known as səŉaʔqw, Sen’akw, 
Sennock, Sun’ahk, False Creek, and Kitsilano Indian Reserve 6) and I travel 
along the seawall on virtually a daily basis. Maracle’s story asserts that 
Indigenous communities, lands, and stories are here, in the city, and not 
just on a reserve or other colonially designated parcel of land. As a Scottish-
descended guest and inhabitant of this city, as well as a teacher, reader, 
and scholar of Indigenous literatures, I am mindful of my responsibility to 
acknowledge the horizons of my knowledge and to articulate my process of 
learning about the land on which I live. Maracle’s text is intelligible to me 
through the prism of my experiences, shaped by the places I have lived, the 
body and skin I inhabit, and the pasts I have inherited. I thus write of this 
story through these limits and possibilities, and offer my thoughts through 
layered acts of cultural translation that are only ever partial and incomplete. 

The Politics of Recognizing Indigenous Rights: The Role of the Courts

In 1982, Section 35.1 of the Constitution Act was amended to read: “the 
existing aboriginal and treaty rights of the aboriginal peoples of Canada are 
hereby recognized and affirmed.” Political scientist Peter Russell states: “I 
know of no other country that so powerfully and directly affirms the rights 
of Aboriginal peoples” (11). Yet, he points out, there is much confusion 
about what these rights are, how they are to be practised, and upon what 
basis these rights exist: prior occupancy, underlying Aboriginal title, the 
Royal Proclamation of 1763, treaties, land claims, the Constitution? Most 
Indigenous nations define their rights as inherent rights, not granted from 
an external source or legislation, and as collective rights, flowing from their 
continued use and occupation of lands and territories, and existing before 
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contact with Europeans or other groups. Indigenous rights are challenging 
to define because of the diversity of Indigenous cultures and systems of 
governance, as well as the fractured, contested nature of the discourses 
operating within colonial legal realities.2 Within this complex context, 
what does it mean to “recognize” Indigenous rights? As Coulthard argues, 
the politics of recognition often function as a deeply uneven relationship 
between the colonial state and Indigenous peoples, in which agency is 
granted to federal or provincial governments, while Indigenous people are 
positioned passively in receiving this recognition (“Subjects” 438).

The court transcripts of the Supreme Court decisions concerning 
Indigenous rights and title—from St. Catherine’s Milling in 1888, to the 
Nisg_a’a land claim, known as Calder, in 1973, to Delgamuukw in 1997, and 
to Tsilhqot’in in 2014—provide powerful repositories for understanding 
Indigenous nations’ approach to sovereignty and rights. Yet there is no 
clear story of progress or loss here. Indigenous plaintiffs have won and they 
have lost at this game, which in the end is weighed heavily against them 
(Kulchyski 9-10). It is important to point out that at least until 1951, it was 
illegal for Indigenous people to raise funds for the purposes of land claims, 
to become lawyers, or to pursue legal avenues in fighting for their land and 
rights.3 In spite of these prohibitions, community land claims negotiators 
have reclaimed the legal processes and spaces of the court and have achieved 
landmark agreements in the struggle for Indigenous rights. They have 
become experts in the Comprehensive Land Claims process and have taken 
their cases through complicated, adversarial, and colonial legal processes. 
These achievements should not be underestimated.4 Likewise in Mathias v. 
The Queen (2001), a case concerning the conflicting claims of the Squamish, 
Musqueam, and Tsleil-Waututh First Nations regarding the expulsion, 
surrender, and loss of use of the False Creek Indian Reserve (which includes 
Snauq), Elders and other community representatives took to the stand and 
retold many oral histories that describe how their ancestors lived, built 
housing, and gathered food in Snauq and surrounding areas. Elders from 
each nation offered compelling testimony to illustrate that the Squamish, 
Musqueam, and Tsleil-Waututh peoples, although assigned reserves in the 
1860s, have never ceded title to their much larger traditional territories, 
including the entire city of Vancouver. To what extent, however, can words 
that originate from tribally specific languages, cosmologies, and stories be 
reckoned with adequately in a settler-colonial court of law? Maracle, after 
having read six hundred pages of documents and court hearings from 
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Mathias, wrote “Goodbye, Snauq” as an alternative form of honouring the 
missing voices from this land dispute (Maracle, “How” n. pag.).5 She also 
aimed to galvanize Indigenous and settler responses to the decision (n. pag.).

Recognizing land rights and title in a court of law, in a liberal democratic, 
settler-colonial nation like Canada, demands a dramatic simplification not 
only of the “shared and mixed use of the area” that the testifiers in Mathias 
suggested (para. 257), but also of the oral history presented to the court. 
In her Reasons for Judgment, which recognizes only the Squamish Nation 
as having title, Judge Simpson mentions more than once the difficulty in 
“rely[ing] on undated, and sometimes confused, evidence to show who was 
resident at the False Creek Site in 1869 and at the Reserve in 1877” (para. 
39). Though the Supreme Court ruling of Delgamuukw instructs judges to 
put oral history “on equal footing with” historical documents (para. 87), the 
rules of evidence often prioritize written sources over the testimony offered 
by living descendants (Mathias para. 41-45). As a result, often in such court 
cases, Elders or tradition bearers are subjected to a process of scrutiny, in 
which their credibility as experts becomes the foremost question, rather 
than the evidence they present.6 In other writings Maracle has sharply 
criticized settler-colonial language of evidence, law, and governmentality, 
which requires the removal of spirit from words, the excision of story from 
language, and the erasure of Indigenous nations from maps.7

To return to Coulthard’s critique of the recognition of Indigenous rights, 
the historical precedents within the legal framework have created a number 
of challenging contradictions. For instance, until recently, the courts have 
recognized Indigenous land title at the precise moment of extinguishing it. 
Even though the Tsilhqot’in decision affirms the Tsilhqot’in Nation’s title to 
land in groundbreaking ways,8 Tsilhqot’in maintains the right of the Crown 
to suspend land title for economic reasons, including “the general economic 
development of the interior of British Columbia, through agriculture, 
mining, forestry, and hydroelectric power.” This precise line, originally part 
of Judge Lamer’s ruling in the Delgamuukw case (para. 202), appears again in 
Tsilhqot’in (para. 83).9 

Carole Blackburn, in her article “Searching for Guarantees in the Midst of 
Uncertainty: Negotiating Aboriginal Rights and Title in British Columbia,” 
argues that the provincial government’s drive to create a sense of “certainty” 
with respect to Indigenous rights by drafting modern treaties primarily 
aims to facilitate large-scale economic development of natural resources in 
sectors such as forestry and mining. Blackburn contends that “[a]chieving 
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certainty in Aboriginal rights is a mechanism of security because it removes 
a condition that interferes with the processes of the economy” (587). In this 
analytical context, treaty negotiations act as “a form of governmentality 
that helps regulate a population, mediates between Aboriginal-rights 
claims and the demands of global capital, and produces effects of state 
sovereignty” (586). “Certainty,” for the provincial and federal governments 
of Canada, confers a final solution to a climate of economic insecurity 
created by Indigenous legal claims to land, on the one hand, and Indigenous 
social movements, on the other, both of which disrupt land and resource 
development. As Coulthard and others argue, resource development projects 
on Indigenous lands are often facilitated by self-government agreements and 
other negotiated settlements that apparently “recognize” Indigenous rights. 
Thus, Indigenous peoples’ struggles in the face of development projects 
are being carried out on shifting terrain in which the state no longer takes 
responsibility for development, while transnational corporations increasingly 
define the terms according to which Indigenous rights are practiced. What 
these and other examples demonstrate is that a deep divide exists between 
Indigenous peoples and Canadian governments about the nature of 
Indigenous rights and how best to “recognize and affirm” them. 

In contrast to Coulthard’s critique of state forms of recognition, Maracle 
turns her attention to the politics of language and story. She writes: “When 
the phrase ‘land claims’ is used, images of Indigenous people pop up”; 
however, “[t]he difference between white settler claims and Indigenous 
claims is really about whose story is told. Those who hold the power to 
decide the validity of story claim the land” (Memory 78). For Maracle, the 
politics of story—whose story is told and how that story is legitimated or 
de-legitimated through language—is paramount to any discussion of land, 
rights, and governance.

The Turn to “Reconciliation”10

Although “reconciliation” is associated closely with the legacy of residential 
schools, it also is embedded deeply within discourses surrounding the 
struggles over Indigenous rights, land, and governance. In the 1997 
Delgamuukw Supreme Court ruling, for example, Judge Lamer writes: 
“aboriginal rights . . . are aimed at the reconciliation of the prior occupation 
of North America by distinctive aboriginal societies with the assertion of 
Crown sovereignty over Canadian territory” (para. 81, emphasis mine). 
There exists convincing evidence that the federal government deployed a 



Canadian Literature 230/231 / Autumn/Winter 2016184

L a n d ,  M e m o r y,  a n d  I n d i g e n o u s  R i g h t s

policy of reconciliation as a means of rerouting negotiations with Indigenous 
nations away from issues of land and restitution, and towards the building 
of relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. The 
discourse of reconciliation, often shaped by a teleological pursuit of closure 
and of a unified nation, seeks certainty by placating social unrest while 
simultaneously reinforcing the image of the state as making every effort 
to address Indigenous concerns. For Indigenous communities who are 
witnessing the eclipsing of Indigenous rights by corporate rights, appeals 
to “reconciliation” come across as a tactic to distract attention away from 
ongoing violations of land and governance rights.

Discourses of Indigenous-state reconciliation rose to prominence in 
Canada as part of the official governmental response to the Oka crisis. In 
January 1991, a few months after the violent end of the standoff in Quebec, 
the embattled Mulroney government struck the Royal Commission 
on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) and asked the commissioners to “make 
recommendations promoting reconciliation between aboriginal peoples 
and Canadian society as a whole” (Canada, “The Commission’s” 699). 
Following Oka and the RCAP’s recommendations, a series of reconciliation 
initiatives were created.11 Many of these programs either bracket questions 
of land or attempt to impose closure with regards to Indigenous land rights. 
Coulthard, who also discusses the Oka crisis as a point of origin for Canada’s 
policy of reconciliation, notes that Oka came at a time of heightened land-
based Indigenous insurgence: from “the vantage point of the colonial state, 
by the time the seventy-eight day siege at Kanesatake started, things were 
already out of control in Indian Country” (Red 118). For Maracle, Oka was a 
catalyst not only in reinvigorating talks on land and sovereignty, but also for 
Indigenous writers finding their voice. Despite the “threat of annihilation” 
that the standoff posed for the Mohawk people (Maracle, Sundogs 134), Oka 
awakened Indigenous communities “after a long period of numb existence, 
paralyzed survival” (141). The true danger posed by these instances of 
insurgence, argues Coulthard, was not in the potential for violence, but 
in the “breakdown of colonial subjection and thus . . . the possibility of 
developing alternative subjectivities and anticolonial practices” (115). Thus, 
for Coulthard, Canada’s politics of reconciliation indeed diverts attention 
away from the underlying question of land while aiming to produce 
cooperative Indigenous subjects. 

Similarly, Anishinaabe writer and activist Leanne Simpson identifies the 
impossible predicament in which Indigenous peoples are being pressed 
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simultaneously to embrace discourses of reconciliation and relinquish claims 
to land. In her talk “Restoring Nationhood: Addressing Land Dispossession 
in the Canadian Reconciliation Discourse,” Simpson does not mince words 
when she states: “For three hundred years we have been engaged in reconciliation 
processes. We have no land to show for that. We have no land to show for 
that” (“Restoring” n. pag.). For Simpson, the state-sanctioned, official routes 
to asserting Indigenous land rights against encroachment and environmental 
devastation have proven ineffectual and too easily circumvented. She describes 
Indigenous communities attempting to register their dissent through Canadian 
legal strategies and environmental impact assessments, but states: “Our dissent 
is ignored. . . . Slowly but surely we get backed into a corner where the only 
thing left to do is to put our bodies on the land” (n. pag.). Although she 
acknowledges the important work that the TRC has done and its transformative 
effect on many, Simpson approaches this “new” era of reconciliation with 
suspicion. Will the apologies be followed by action, she asks? What is more 
important for Simpson is practicing traditional knowledges like medicine 
gathering and ceremony on the land as a way to assert Indigenous rights and 
sovereignty. However, she reports experiences of harassment and surveillance 
by police as well as by settlers when she attempts to do so. She asks, “How 
can we be living in a time of reconciliation when I am harassed every time  
I go out on the land?” (n. pag.). The high level of harassment and state 
surveillance that Indigenous people experience on the land thus exposes the 
state’s official discourses of reconciliation as disingenuous. 

In her reference to putting “bodies on the land,” Simpson prioritizes 
embodied conceptions of sovereignty and a politics of enactment that 
have gained greater traction recently. Idle No More has rendered more 
visible direct, collective action in asserting land and governance rights 
irrespective of governmental forms of recognition. In “Land as Pedagogy,” 
Simpson argues that resurgence of Indigenous nationhood and governance 
cannot be thought of as another disembodied, theoretical framework by 
which academics analyze texts or social movements. Rather, resurgence is 
intimately connected to a process of “coming to know” using “whole body 
intelligence” and “practiced in the context of freedom” (“Land” 7). In this 
framework, “land must once again become the pedagogy” (14, emphasis 
original). If land becomes the teaching, or knowledge-in-action, then the 
practice of Indigenous rights takes precedence over the recognition of those 
rights. In this way, like Coulthard, Simpson is critiquing state recognition 
as an approach to Indigenous self-determination in Canada; however, by 
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foregrounding key questions of who is recognizing whom and for what 
purposes, she is also asserting the ongoing relevance of alternative forms of 
recognition in generating a sense of agency and belonging for Indigenous 
people struggling to affirm their rights to land. Simpson’s “whole body 
intelligence” creates embodied forms of sovereignty that resonate strongly 
with Maracle’s approach to land rights.

The Practice of Indigenous Rights

The idea of exercising Indigenous rights directly as a way of asserting Indigenous 
rights is not new. There is a long history of Indigenous intellectuals and 
activists who have continued to practice Indigenous rights in spite of laws 
and regulations that have attempted to ban these practices. George Manuel, 
in his formative work The Fourth World (1974), cites many instances in 
which Indigenous people have practiced their rights as a way of proclaiming 
those rights, including the defiance of the potlatch ban from 1884-1951 (74). 
In Conversations with Khahtsahlano, a compilation of oral histories from 
August Jack (Khahtsahlano) recorded by the City of Vancouver’s archivist, 
Major J. S. Matthews, between 1932 and 1954, provides an example of how 
a naming potlatch took place during the ban as a way to assert land title 
and rights. Khahtsahlano told Matthews about the beginnings of the village 
at Snauq, describing how Chief George, also known as Chief Chip-kay-m, 
moved from the Squamish River early in the nineteenth century. In the 
middle of the reserve was a Long House where several families lived. August 
Jack gave himself a naming potlatch there circa 1895:

I give away about one hundred blankets. I buy them Hudson’s Bay store on 
Cordova Street; two dollars each; double blankets. Then besides that I pay for 
eighty pound sack of flour; thirty pounds tea, and I buy dishes and spoons, 
give them away; down at False Creek . . . in the big long house. The old man he 
act as my interpreter (spokesman). He make speech. He say this boy called by 
whitemans’ name—August—now they going to give him his proper name, Indian 
name; same name his grandfather [Khahtsahlano], and he put his hand on my 
shoulder, and I stand still. . . . I don’t remember how many peoples come, but 
lots. Come from Squamish, Musqueam, Nanaimo. (qtd. in Matthews 56; qtd. in 
Barman 10)

This passage illustrates how the potlatch functioned not only to assert 
Indigenous rights to land, but also to reclaim Khahtsahlano’s name. Maracle, 
writing “Goodbye, Snauq” more than a century after this naming potlatch 
took place, similarly proposes embodied practices of sovereignty as a way 
of countering some of the official discourses around the recognition of 
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Indigenous rights, turning the reader’s attention instead to the importance 
of (re)naming and belonging. The narrator of the story undertakes a process 
of self-reflection and community investigation in order to demonstrate 
the multiple and complex linkages that exist between Snauq and several 
Indigenous nations, while gathering stories of how these populations lived 
on and with this land. Thus, recognition in “Goodbye, Snauq” plays a key 
role, but not primarily as a tool to dictate or frame land claims. Rather, 
recognition is understood as one way to create a sense of agency, belonging, 
and connection for those seeking Indigenous rights on unceded territories.

Lee Maracle, “Goodbye, Snauq”

In a comparable manner to Simpson’s “Land as Pedagogy,” the concept of 
enacting Indigenous rights and sovereignty through symbolic action plays  
an important role in “Goodbye, Snauq.” The story provides a starting place 
for thinking through the implications of a paradigm of resurgence in 
reconceptualizing Indigenous rights, while at the same time opening up the 
possibility of crafting a more insurgent model of imagining the politics of 
recognition. The narrator says that it is a story about “‘Snauq . . . a village we 
just forfeited any claim to, and I must say goodbye’” (Maracle, “Goodbye” 215). 
The unnamed, first-person narrator had received a letter from her own 
Squamish Nation’s government informing her that “a deal had been 
brokered” (206). This deal took ninety years to determine and is deeply 
controversial for the narrator because of what has had to be given up in 
exchange. She comments: “this court case indicates we never will be . . . able to 
acquire the place other nations hold” (216). Here is an example of “winning” 
the recognition of Indigenous rights and title at the same moment of losing 
claim to it. None of the Indigenous nations that shared Snauq has ceded their 
land to the Crown; yet none can continue to occupy and use the land. The 
Canadian courts recognize only the Squamish Nation as having title; yet the 
Squamish nation must extinguish its claim for a monetary settlement.
 The complexity of the land’s history, once a shared space for different 
nations but transformed by settler colonial structures, is mirrored in the 
narrator’s layered history and identity. The narrator describes herself 
as Sto:loh12 but also shows that her ancestry is more complex than that 
designation suggests. She writes: 

I am Squamish descended from Squamish chieftains—no, that is only partly true. 
I am descended from chieftains and I have plenty of Squamish relatives, but I 
married a Sto:loh so really I am Sto:loh. Identity can be so confusing. For 



Canadian Literature 230/231 / Autumn/Winter 2016188

L a n d ,  M e m o r y,  a n d  I n d i g e n o u s  R i g h t s

a long time the Tsleil Watuth [sic] spoke mainly Squamish—somehow they 
were considered part of the Squamish band, despite the fact that they never did 
amalgamate. . . . I am not sure who we really are collectively and I wonder why I 
did not choose to study this territory, its history, and the identity changes that this 
history has wrought on us all. (211)

Her question as to why she has not examined her own territory, history, 
and identity speaks to Coulthard’s call for the need for self-recognition as 
a precondition for rebuilding Indigenous presence, history, and land title. 
For Coulthard, self-recognition provides an alternative, resurgent model 
for Indigenous peoples empowering themselves. Likewise, Khahtsahlano 
affirms at once his family’s history, the history of the land, and his personal 
history through his shrewd reclaiming of the naming potlatch. For Maracle’s 
narrator, self-recognition is complicated by incomplete translations, gender 
imbalances, and missing pieces from her individual and collective genealogy.

Maracle writes that before 1800, “downriver Halkomelem-speaking 
peoples” inhabited the land of the city of Vancouver as part of a larger, 
loosely affiliated group of five nations (203). Following a smallpox epidemic, 
the Squamish people, including Maracle’s ancestor, Khahtsahlanogh 
(Khahtsahlano’s father) from Lil’wat, occupied Snauq, which was known 
as the “supermarket of the nation” (203). In 1869, it became a reserve, and 
between 1913 and 1916, it was sold and Khahtsahlano was forced to move. 
This sale was later declared illegal in Mathias, and the land was awarded 
to the Squamish exclusively, because it was determined that they had 
“occupied” it continuously. Historically, the Squamish, Tsleil-Waututh, 
and Musqueam Nations had shared the land and together had gathered, 
cultivated, and fished the many foods it produced. In Mathias, the judge 
notes that the testimony from the expert witnesses suggests that the “mixture 
of Halkomelem and Squamish place names in Burrard Inlet and English 
Bay suggested shared and mixed use of the area, as opposed to exclusive 
occupation by one group or the other” (para. 257). With growing tensions 
between the three nations as a result of their competing claims, the Tsleil-
Waututh and Musqueam Nations tried unsuccessfully to sue the Squamish 
Band Council. Ultimately, “[t]he Squamish Nation . . . won the Snauq lawsuit 
and surrendered any further claim for a fee . . . [of] $92 million” (Maracle, 
“Goodbye” 206). The narrator feels dispossessed by this outcome, saying that 
she wants to “remove [her]self from this decision” (206).  

Although the story mourns the loss of Snauq, it also reimagines the nature 
of Indigenous rights and how they are to be enacted. The narrator is an 
MA graduate student in an Indigenous governance program on Vancouver 
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Island. Profoundly rattled by the deal brokered by her nation, she faints 
while leading a seminar as a TA in front of her undergraduate students. The 
class, a mix of Indigenous and settler students, resolves to take a ferry to 
Vancouver, visit Snauq, and perform a ceremony to say goodbye. Rather than 
sit under the fluorescent lights of the university to read, study, and discuss 
different forms of Indigenous governance, the class goes to the land to 
practice that governance—even if the land in question has been transformed 
unrecognizably by industry, the real estate market, transportation systems, 
and toxic waste. This is, crucially, both a moment of transformative praxis, of 
embodied traditional knowledge, and an attempt at reconciliation between 
settler and Indigenous students. 

The story affirms the persistent interconnections among land, memory, 
and body, specifically in urban, environmentally degraded, and gentrified 
spaces. Like a dreamscape, the present-day landscape of False Creek is 
superimposed upon an earlier landscape, as if visually manifesting the 
idea that Indigenous land title underlies Crown title, and not the other 
way around. The narrator recalls the variety of Indigenous collectivities 
that passed through and took advantage of its abundance of sea asparagus, 
camas plants, berries, and medicines. Maracle also invokes the violent 
transformation of the original inhabitants, ironically labelled “squatters,” 
who were forcibly removed from their homelands, and the history of 
resistance through figures such as Khahtsahlano and his wife Swanamia. In 
a recent interview, Khelsilem Rivers, a local Squamish community organizer 
who focuses on decolonization and language revitalization, recounts the 
story of the displacement from Snauq of his great-grandfather, when he was 
twenty-one years old, in 1913: 

We had a community that had been for generations living over in the Kitsilano 
area, over there close to the planetarium and present day Vanier Park. And [when] 
in 1911 there were eleven families living there, government authorities came in 
and they told those eleven families: “We’re going to give you some cash. You 
have to get on this barge and we’re going to ship you out and we’re buying the 
land from you. And if you don’t leave, we’re going to forcibly move you, or kill 
you.” (qtd. in Crompton and Wallstam n. pag.) 

The sense of land title in Maracle’s story is invoked less through dominant 
conceptions of landownership than through people’s stories and practices 
on the land that enabled the communities to live. In addition to fishing, 
tilling, and hoeing Snauq, the people would gather the fur that the mountain 
goats left on the hillsides when the animals rubbed their bodies against long 
thorns (Maracle, “Goodbye” 211). The women then would spin goat and 
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dog fur together to weave the clothes. “‘Everything begins with song,’” the 
narrator recalls her grandmother Ta’ah saying (218). “Songs rolled out as the 
women picked berries near what is now John Hendry Park. In between songs 
they told old stories, many risqué and hilarious” (212). The story ultimately 
asks the reader to reconsider how to define land title by highlighting the 
role of song, language, craft, and the interconnections between beings in 
expressing embodied forms of sovereignty. 

Although Maracle is very clear that the land was stolen, degraded, set 
fire to, and polluted by settlers, she suggests that the mixed reality of False 
Creek, then and now, holds out hope for some sort of reclamation. Snauq, 
she suggests, has always been a collective, layered, and contested space. 
Invoking Canada’s dishonour in transforming not only Indigenous peoples 
but other racial minorities into illegals, the narrator delights in the irony 
that a Chinese multibillionaire, who would have been labelled a “non-citizen 
immigrant resident” during the time of the Head Tax and the Exclusion 
Act, rose as the owner and developer of False Creek (218). The hope here is, 
I think, a radical one: to first expose the silence and denial that perpetuate 
Canada as a settler colonial state, before then reconceptualizing this “shared 
and mixed” space under different terms (Mathias para. 257). The narrator 
in “Goodbye, Snauq” points out that not only were the excluded Chinese 
people labelled “non-citizens”; settlers also declared Indigenous peoples 
“non-citizens unless we disenfranchised our right to be Squamish” (209). 
Maracle is well known for her materialist and anti-racist stories that build 
relations of solidarity between racialized immigrants and Indigenous peoples 
in collectively opposing a repressive state apparatus.13 She is also known 
for her sharp critique of neoliberal states, like Canada, that facilitate the 
concentration of wealth (defined solely in monetary terms) in the hands of a 
few. In the Author’s Note to “Goodbye, Snauq,” Maracle asserts that “Canada 
must face its history through the eyes of those who have been excluded and 
disadvantaged as a result of it,” highlighting the complexity of the issues 
embedded within discourses such as reconciliation, which have played a 
shaping role in the state’s policy-making in recent years (204). 

The story, shot through with ambivalence, contradiction, and double-talk, 
mirrors the spaces of transition that characterize the current struggle for 
Indigenous rights in Canada. The narrator’s feelings are profoundly mixed 
when she says: “I am not through with Canada. I am not a partner in its 
construction, but neither am I its enemy” (218). The invitation to become  
a participant is, she says, “fraught with difficulties,” but still, she “accords 
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[her]self a place” (219). Part of that place is as a teacher of students of diverse 
backgrounds who must, the narrator realizes, “face themselves” and their 
stories as part of a larger project of unlearning the false histories they have 
been fed (215). As such, the story imagines an insurgent politics of recognition 
in the context of the practice of Indigenous rights and in creating political 
affiliations across Indigenous and diasporic groups. Through the process of 
daring to imagine Snauq as it was and ceremonially saying goodbye to it, the 
students and their teacher simultaneously reclaim Snauq. Maracle has noted 
that this story, as a critique of the Squamish Nation’s leadership, became a 
catalyst in “waking the Squamish nation up” (“How” n. pag.). She talks about 
what this story has accomplished politically in creating new platforms in 
practicing Indigenous rights and creating movements for social change. She 
states: “‘Snauq’ was one of those stories that affected a lot of people from all 
directions. . . . It sparked a lot of collaborations between people, Asian and 
Native, and White and Native . . . [to] talk about our responsibility to the 
water and how we can work with that story in the restoration of Snauq and 
other areas in the Vancouver region” (“How” n. pag.). 

Though the story marks an ending, a goodbye, it also has incited a new 
beginning—a more active exercise of Indigenous rights and a more engaged 
democratic process within the Squamish Nation. Furthermore, Maracle 
hints at the ceremonial context and meaning of saying goodbye from the 
standpoint of local Indigenous traditions. One of the narrator’s students, 
Hilda, who is described as Nuu-chah-nulth, asks: “Doesn’t [saying goodbye] 
require some sort of ceremony?” (215). As a form of ceremony on the land, 
this goodbye provides an opportunity to remember Snauq in sharper 
definition. For the narrator, the students’ presence at this goodbye “would 
somehow ease the forfeiture and make it right” (215). 

Ultimately, the story demonstrates the many fracture lines within a 
politics of recognition: fractures created by and through the struggle for 
decolonizing Indigenous lands, peoples, and histories in Canada. A key 
point of fracture is the discourse around “reconciliation.” To Canada’s offer 
of a reconciliation based on closure and unity, Maracle makes a counter-offer 
of conflict and disjuncture, acknowledging the experience of colonialism 
as ongoing, and dissent as a righteous and productive space from which 
we might continue to forge a different social order. The idea that spaces of 
dissent can be generative and creative has informed Maracle’s story deeply. In 
an interview for CBC’s 8th Fire, Maracle rejects the notion of reconciliation 
as settled discursive territory, while insisting on the importance of land to 
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any discussion of the relations between Indigenous people, settlers, and 
the state. Refusing the empty words and gestures of reconciliation as a 
substitute for action and change, Maracle insists that an insurgent form of 
recognition will shake the very foundations of the construction we now 
call Canada. Addressing her readers in an interview, Maracle expresses this 
hope and exigency: “If someone reads it [“Goodbye, Snauq”] I want them 
to ask: what does this mean to me and how do I work with it?” (“How” n. 
pag.). This is not a story to read passively; it demands a response and an 
acknowledgement of responsibility.

Maracle’s question challenges readers to take seriously new, emergent 
paradigms in conceptualizing the struggle for Indigenous rights. In previous 
decades, much energy was put into official channels for the recognition of 
Indigenous rights—Coulthard lists, among other programs, land claims, 
self-government packages, economic development initiatives, and modern 
day treaties. While there have been both successes and losses in these battles, 
some have argued that these processes have become compromised by the 
increasing scope of corporate rights, as well as intolerably constrained by 
legal definitions and loopholes. Scholars and activists have turned to tactics 
that involve a more direct practice of Indigenous rights as part of a larger 
politics of resurgence. A politics of resurgence has a different conceptual 
starting point than a politics of recognition, prioritizing self-determined 
notions of Indigenous rights and, in the words of Coulthard, enabling 
Indigenous societies to “find in their own transformative praxis the source 
of their liberation” (“Subjects” 456). That said, a politics of recognition may 
retain usefulness in creating a sense of agency, belonging, and connection 
among Indigenous peoples engaged in the fraught struggle for Indigenous 
rights on unceded territories (such as those of Vancouver and British 
Columbia). A critically informed, self-reflexive politics of recognition might 
also challenge non-Indigenous settler populations (including myself, a 
resident of False Creek) to determine their own roles and responsibilities as 
allies in the struggle for Indigenous rights. Acknowledging the divergence of 
roles and responsibilities makes possible a more open-ended conception of 
Indigenous rights in a time of transition and change.  

  notes

 1 I use the spelling Tsleil-Waututh, following current spellings favoured by the Tsleil-Waututh 
First Nation. However, Maracle uses Tsleil-Watuth. It should be noted that, in most cases, 
transcribing Indigenous-language words using the Roman alphabet is an approximation.
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 2 The question of Indigenous rights in Canada—how to define them and upon what basis 
they exist—is taken up in multiple, even contradictory ways in scholarship. One point 
of fracture is whether to use Canadian legislation as a starting point, or alternatively, 
whether to begin with Indigenous nations’ concepts of rights, land, title, use, and 
occupation. See Asch (ed.); Blackburn; Borrows; Coulthard; Kulchyski; Russell; A. 
Simpson; L. Simpson; Slattery.

 3 In 1951, certain sections of the Indian Act were repealed that enabled Indigenous people 
to access the legal system in prescribed ways, though formidable institutional barriers 
persisted well into the late-twentieth century, and arguably continue today. In 2001, John 
Borrows asserted that real change will only occur once Indigenous people participate 
more fully in the running of the legal system, as lawyers, judges, and other legal experts in 
positions of influence (31).

 4 A good example is Frank Calder, best known for his role as named plaintiff in the 
1973 Supreme Court decision, Calder v. The Queen. In fighting for the recognition of 
the Nisg_a’a Nation’s land title and governance, he transformed the discussion around 
Indigenous rights. To read his biography, see Harper.

 5 In an unpublished interview Maracle states: “It took about six hundred pages of documents 
to get this story. . . . You have no idea how much research you have to do to get a short 
little story. You have to go to the whole banquet to just give it a flavour” (“How” n. pag.).

 6 John Borrows maintains that while cross-examination is difficult for most people, for 
Elders, it can amount to discrediting their standing in their community. Borrows argues 
that as keepers of wisdom, Elders are ethically bound by a set of moral and spiritual 
laws that in some cases cannot be fully articulated in a foreign court of law. Aggressive 
questioning, which seeks to discover how an Elder knows something, may come into 
conflict with the laws to which the Elder is primarily responsible (32).

 7 See Maracle, Memory, particularly “Who Gets to Draw the Maps: In and Out of Place in 
British Columbia” (65-84), and “Oratory: Coming to Theory” (161-67), the latter originally 
published in 1990.

 8 In her Reasons for Judgment, Judge McLachlin states unambiguously: “I would . . . grant a 
declaration of Aboriginal title over the area at issue, as requested by the Tsilhqot’in” (para. 153).

 9 The main difference between Delgamuukw and Tsilhqot’in on the question of 
infringement is that Judge McLachlin in the latter judgment emphasizes to a much 
greater extent the Crown’s “procedural duty to consult with” land title holders and to 
“accommodate the right” if an infringement of Aboriginal title has been proposed (para. 
125). It remains an open question how, and to what extent, this emphasis on “consultation” 
and “accommodation” changes Lamer’s conditions, by which the infringement of 
Aboriginal rights is justified. Catherine Bell, at a public talk at Simon Fraser University (8 
January 2015), examined closely how “consultation and accommodation” might play out 
practically speaking in cases where infringement is deemed to be justified.

 10 Part of this section is based on my co-authored Introduction, with Gabrielle L’Hirondelle 
Hill (Métis), to The Land We Are: Artists and Writers Unsettle the Politics of Reconciliation. 
I thank my co-author for giving me permission to borrow from this text.

 11 In 1998, Jane Stewart, then Minister of Indian Affairs and Northern Development, 
delivered the “Statement of Reconciliation”; in 2005, British Columbia created the 
Ministry of Aboriginal Relations and Reconciliation, which was mandated with the task of 
modern treaty making; in 2008, the Indian Residential Schools Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (IRS TRC) was formed; and Prime Minister Stephen Harper delivered a 
formal apology in the House of Commons. See Henderson and Wakeham.
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stone mountain top, stone family
so very much time and so very many meals 
together

zero below, one ten above, fahrenheit 
we crack, fill, melt, fissure, split
we do it all

boulders, our children, our selves, find independence 
break, tumble, fall and rest
knowing better than most, eternal return 
imagining ourselves
sand

spaces between our lives’ fallen beings 
are a sun, rain, heat shelter
grave
final Earth home for those who prefer to stay here as the soul flies there
— skeletons, basket parts, rock bowls and paints 
you may trust us.

our dear relative 
ponderosa pine
bark like long scales of a dinosaur
their pelts could have been made of ferns 
licorice roots, and reflecting streams

wind works and winds, exciting clouds 
encouraging pine to spin, twirl, tour jete 
roots, not dancers outside of dreams, let go, 
freedom, sorrow
snap snap,snap, crack

a n n i e  g r a c e  r o s s

land is more than land
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our fallen pine drinking water, 
revealed spring

how was i to know, what i would become? 
medicine woman
man who knows tomorrow 
finder of all lost items
a baby born, already dead 
these, hollow places
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                                   En 2002, la rubrique sur la littérature autochtone 
dans l’encyclopédie des littératures du Canada de W. H. New qualifiait 
ces littératures « sous hiatus » jusqu’à la deuxième moitié du 20ème 
siècle (370). Ceci vient du fait que la notion de « littérature » fût jusqu’à 
récemment définie par et catégorisée selon des normes littéraires 
eurocentriques. Ces dernières ne prennent pas pour compte que les 
interventions telles que l’oralité, les récits de vie, les performances 
et témoignages, les discours et manifestes, sont de la « littérature ». 
Cette absence de reconnaissance a mené à l’impression erronée que les 
cultures autochtones nécessitaient d’être préservées. Bien au contraire, nous 
assistons aujourd’hui à un réel engouement d’interventions artistiques 
qui étirent la notion de « littérature » ou, plutôt, de récit : on y retrouve, 
entre autres, bande dessinée (Gord Hill), science-fiction (Grace Dillon), 
fiction spéculative (Daniel Heath Justice), roman graphique (David A. 
Robertson), roman érotique (Virginia Pésémapéo Bordeleau), slams 
territoriaux (Natasha Kanapé Fontaine). Nous pouvons ajouter à cette liste 
le film d’animation, le film expérimental et les jeux vidéo, car l’attrait pour 
la nouveauté et le rythme rapide du développement dans le domaine des 
études cinématographiques et médiatiques autochtones font en sorte qu’une 
nouvelle génération d’écrivains, de cinéastes et d’artistes crée et contribue 
à un corpus qui repousse toutes les limites — qu’elles soient nationales, 
génériques, linguistiques ou institutionnelles. La recherche littéraire 
traditionnelle dans laquelle les littératures autochtones furent subsumées 
jusqu’à récemment aux champs d’étude des littératures américaine, 
canadienne ou québécoise se trouve ainsi délogée de sa zone de confort 
et se voit propulsée dans une zone liminale, une zone dans laquelle ces 

Entre orature et écriture
souveraineté, décolonisation  
et culture populaire autochtones

S a r a h  H e n z i
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« performances littéraires » s’affirment et se distinguent comme discipline 
à part entière. On retrouve donc, dans ces différentes instrumentalisations 
du textuel et du visuel, un bouleversement entre genres, et une invitation à 
repenser leur champ d’application : cette notion étendue de la « littérature », 
du récit, peut être vue comme étant un amalgame complexe de genres 
alternatifs qui renverse les genres traditionnels et informe (voire 
complémente) ce qui a déjà été fait en termes de critique théorique autour 
des productions artistiques autochtones nord-américaines. 

En 1980, la parution de Maus de Art Spiegelman a lancé le débat à savoir 
si la bande dessinée pouvait être un support adéquat pour des sujets tels 
que l’Holocauste. Cette question peut se poser aussi par rapport aux œuvres 
qui explorent des thèmes tels que les pensionnats, l’aggression sexuelle, les 
femmes disparues, les femmes assassinées, le génocide colonial — comme 
le  font (entre autres) la bande dessinée The 500 Years of Resistance Comic 
Book de Gord Hill (Kwakwaka’wakw), le roman graphique 7 Generations: 
A Plains Cree Saga de David Alexander Robertson (Swampy Cree) et le 
long-métrage Rimes pour revenants (v.o. Rhymes for Young Ghouls) de Jeff 
Barnaby (Mi’gmaq). L’analyse de ces trois exemples permettra de mieux 
comprendre l’apport des nouveaux genres alternatifs au discours critique 
des études autochtones; car, à ce jour, les théories conventionnelles sur 
les études culturelles et la culture populaire n’ont pas pris en compte les 
spécificités historiques et politiques de ces productions. Qu’est-ce que la 
culture populaire — « pop culture » — amène à la recherche, et comment 
peut-elle servir à aller au-delà des frontières linguistiques, culturelles et 
intergénérationnelles? Comment ces genres alternatifs participent-ils à la 
récriture de l’histoire coloniale et à la réaffirmation culturelle? Selon Gord 
Hill, ce sont « des antidotes nécessaires à l’histoire conventionnelle des 
Amériques » (quatrième de couverture) : nous pouvons donc considérer 
de telles œuvres comme non seulement des exemples de dénonciation du 
pouvoir colonial canadien, mais aussi comme « des actes de résurgence » 
(Corntassel), des instances de décolonisation.1
 « L’indien, » selon l’écrivain Chocktaw Louis Owens, « est le produit de 
la littérature, de l’histoire et des arts, un produit qui, en tant qu’invention, 
n’offre que très peu de ressemblance aux Amérindiens réels et vivants » 
(Owens 4).  De fait, les images « d’indiens » représentent, pour la plupart 
du temps, les hommes comme rusés, féroces, fourbes, ou menaçants; les 
femmes, quant à elles — et toujours avec un certain degré de nudité — sont 
dépeintes soit comme la quintessence de « l’autre » exotique, fragile, soumise, 



Canadian Literature 230/231 / Autumn/Winter 2016200

E n t r e  o r a t u r e  e t  é c r i t u r e

en harmonie avec la nature et les animaux, soit comme des amazones 
rebelles et hypersexuées, soulignant une fois de plus l’objectification de leurs 
corps et le fait qu’elles sont, à la base, des « femmes faciles ». « Dans les arts et 
les médias, » écrit Kateri Akiwenzie-Damm, poète Anishnaabe, 

il y avait très peu de représentations positives . . . Les hommes dépeints comme 
violents, étalons monosyllabiques, abuseurs de femmes autochtones et 
ravisseurs de femmes blanches, ou encore comme noble sauvage, shaman, 
guerrier ou chef . . . et les femmes comme prostituées, dévergondées, alcooliques, 
ou encore comme modèles asexuées de la Terre Mère, tous ces stéréotypes et ces 
images . . . nous font paraître comme beaucoup moins que les êtres entiers, 
complexes, affectueux, sexuels, spirituels que nous sommes. » (146)2

La culture populaire est particulièrement problématique dans la 
dissémination de stéréotypes — ceux-ci sont encore beaucoup trop présents 
dans notre société, y compris au sein d’institutions qui se doivent de nous 
équiper de moyens pour non seulement répondre, mais contrer de tels 
actes : on se souviendra, en septembre 2013, que les campus de l’Université 
de Montréal et de l’Université de Colombie-Britannique (UBC) furent le 
théâtre d’évènements perturbants durant la semaine d’initiation.3 Ces deux 
incidents, d’après Daniel Heath Justice, écrivain-chercheur Cherokee et 
directeur du programme de First Nations and Indigenous Studies de UBC, 

révèlent une incompréhension importante à propos des peuples autochtones 
et un manque apparent d’empathie ou de contexte expliquant pourquoi ces 
situations pourraient être offusquantes . . . Cela indique également un problème 
beaucoup plus important, d’envergure nationale, non isolé à un seul campus ou 
à une seule région du pays . . . l’utilisation du stéréotype de la princesse indienne 
Pocahontas comme mascotte démontre à quel point le sexisme imprègne les 
représentations anti-autochtones dans la culture populaire, car ces dernières 
sont couramment utilisées pour exoticiser et érotiser le colonialisme à travers 
l’avilissement du corps des femmes autochtones . . . Qu’apprennent donc les 
élèves au sein du système scolaire, les rendant aveugles au racisme de tels actes, 
au racisme tout court? Qu’est-ce que ces élèves n’apprennent pas dans leurs 
cours universitaires? Les instigateurs de ces initiations étaient des étudiants aux 
cycles supérieurs, donc ils font déjà partie de notre système d’éducation et ne 
sont pas des nouveaux arrivants. (Justice)4

De tels évènements justifient donc la nécessité d’un processus de 
décolonisation de la culture populaire et des représentations médiatiques. 
De fait, afin de répondre à de tels travestissements, il est nécessaire, selon 
l’auteur Caddo de Native Americans in Comic Books Michael A. Sheyashe, en 
entrevue avec Elizabeth LaPensée, que « les auteurs autochtones s’impliquent 
davantage de manière créative dans ces différents aspects de la culture 



Canadian Literature 230/231 / Autumn/Winter 2016201

populaire » (LaPensée). Ainsi, la bande dessinée The 500 Years of Resistance 
Comic Book fut conçue non seulement pour offrir une récriture de l’histoire 
coloniale, mais aussi pour offrir un « antidote » aux idées erronées ancrées au 
plus profond de notre conscience collective : 

Afin de mieux comprendre le monde dans lequel nous vivons aujourd’hui, il est 
crucial de connaître notre histoire. Malheureusement, ce que l’on nous enseigne 
à l’école ou par le biais de l’industrie corporative du divertissement est faux 
. . . L’histoire de nos ancêtres est minimisée, voire éradiquée entièrement . . . 
L’objectif de la bande dessinée The 500 Years of Resistance fut de rehausser le 
niveau de compréhension historique et d’évoquer l’esprit du guerrier chez les 
peuples autochtones et les autres. (Hill 5-6)5 

Pour Hill, la force concurrentielle de la bande dessinée se trouve dans la 
combinaison d’un minimum de texte avec de l’art séquentiel, ce qui offre 
un « tableau d’ensemble » accessible à tous, sans pour autant enlever de la 
magnitude de l’histoire coloniale et ses conséquences. À titre d’exemple, 
l’usage dont fait Hill de l’espace, ou plutôt du nombre de pages dévoué 
à chacune des quatre sections de la bande dessinée, est révélateur : il est 
intéressant de noter que, sur un total de soixante-dix pages, la période 
« Assimilation » n’en occupe que deux. Ces pages sont cependant chargées 
d’informations et de stéréotypes ironisés : on y voit un prêtre lisant la Bible 
à des étudiants; les photographies « avant » et « après » de Thomas Moore6; 
deux hommes regardant un film « d’indiens » à la télévision en buvant de la 
bière, les murs de leur salon dotés de symboles contradictoires (le drapeau 
canadien, une croix et un ornement style Haida d’une baleine); des images 
« avant » et « après » des modes de vie (traditionnel vs. civilisé); et enfin, un 
homme vêtu d’habits traditionnels tenant d’une main un traité et de l’autre 
le drapeau canadien avec, en arrière-plan, un fonctionnaire gloussant. Les 
illustrations de Hill dénoncent les nombreuses mesures destructrices menant 
à l’assimilation, et leur dense juxtaposition fait que le lecteur ne peut qu’en 
réaliser l’ampleur accablante. 

Cette brièveté, choisie par Hill pour cette section, souligne d’autant plus 
l’importance cruciale accordée à la continuité et à la transmission des récits 
de résistance. Elle va à l’encontre des théories qui voient la résistance autochtone, 
tout comme l’intervention artistique, comme des produits de la colonisation 
qui dépendent du moment fatidique de la rencontre, effaçant ainsi toute 
notion de continuité ou d’existence précolonisation. Cet exemple souligne 
l’importance de ce médium et du visuel comme instruments nécessaires à la 
sensibilisation de l’histoire coloniale et, en même temps, témoigne des 
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nombreux efforts envers la transmission des récits au profit des générations 
futures. Dans sa deuxième bande dessinée, The Anti-Capitalist Resistance 
Comic Book, Hill met en lien l’historique récent des luttes autochtones dans 
une perspective de décolonisation, tout en se demandant quelle fut la 
participation anarchiste à celles-ci. Plus fondamentalement, il cherche à 
montrer l’historique de solidarité qui existe entre ceux qui sont opposés aux 
mouvements capitalistes et aux institutions étatiques et les autochtones 
anticolonialistes, tout en mettant l’emphase sur des pratiques collectives et 
communales. Il suffit de penser au récent mouvement Idle No More pour 
constater la naissance de nouvelles solidarités issues d’une réflexion sociétale 
entre un passé colonialiste et une contemporanéité indéniable impérialiste. 

Alors que la bande dessinée de Hill se concentre en grande partie sur 
l’histoire des luttes — passées et présentes — des peuples autochtones à 
travers le monde, d’autres auteurs et illustrateurs autochtones choisissent de 
se concentrer sur des réalités plus socioéconomiques. Le roman graphique 
de David Alexander Robertson, 7 Generations: A Plains Cree Saga, prend le 
point de vue d’un adolescent perdu, déraciné, dont on peut dire que « l’esprit 
du guerrier » s’est dissipée. Il s’agit donc d’une approche beaucoup plus 
focalisée et individualisée, contrairement à l’approche fiévreuse et contestataire 
de Gord Hill. Plus précisément, Robertson met l’emphase sur la transmission 
collective et le patrimoine identitaire : ses œuvres cherchent à restaurer 
l’équilibre et l’appartenance, non seulement au profit de l’individu, mais aussi 
au profit de la communauté, dans un but de réinstaurer les concepts de kinship.7 

La saga est construite autour de quatre livres qui retracent l’histoire des 
hommes de la famille Blackbird : le premier livre, Stone, présente les frères cri 
Stone et Bear — ce dernier se fera assassiner par un groupe de guerriers Blackfoot 
et Stone doit apprendre les protocoles en place avant de pouvoir venger son 
frère. Le deuxième livre, intitulé Scars, se penche sur la dernière grande 
épidémie de variole de 1870 qui rase les communautés autochtones restantes; 
White Cloud sera le seul à survivre de la sienne. Le troisième livre, Ends/
Begins, décrit la vie de deux frères envoyés au pensionnat, James et Thomas, 
la mort de ce dernier, et les séquelles qui hantent James, qui n’est autre que le 
père d’Edwin. Chacun des protagonistes de ces trois livres est apparenté à 
Edwin et leurs histoires respectives de courage, de survie et de résistance lui 
sont contées, au fur et à mesure qu’il se remet de sa tentative de suicide. 

7 Generations s’ouvre donc avec violence : Lauren, la mère d’Edwin, 
découvre son fils ayant tenté de se suicider. Les récitatifs — Edwin, en voix 
off — offrent au lecteur un point d’entrée au malaise d’Edwin : sa lettre de 
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suicide dévoilera un sentiment de déconnection spirituelle, idéologique et 
matérielle. « L’espoir n’est jamais réalisé . . . Je ne veux plus être perdu ou en 
attente que quelqu’un me trouve » (3-4). La case est fracturée, faisant miroir 
au cadre brisé sur la table de chevet; un capteur de rêves est suspendu à la 
fenêtre, aux côtés d’affiches de Nine Inch Nails, représentatifs d’un jeune 
entre deux mondes, entre deux cultures. Cette intersection de l’image 
et du texte — tout comme l’intersection de l’écrivain et de l’illustrateur 
— permet d’explorer la complexité souvent rencontrée lors du processus 
de textualisation ou de matérialisation des récits oraux ou des récits de 
vie. Robertson, à travers son récit, met l’emphase sur l’importance d’une 
conscience collective, qui sert de lien entre les générations et de balise à 
l’individu — un manque dont souffre Edwin. Afin de souligner la nécessité 
de cette connectivité entre les générations, Scott Henderson, illustrateur de 
7 Generations, fait usage de plusieurs techniques d’art séquentiel; la planche, 
composée d’images se miroitant, juxtapose la détresse d’Edwin et le chagrin 
de sa mère avec celle de Stone et de sa mère, et suggère que chacune des 
difficultés, chacun des obstacles, rencontrés par la famille Blackbird, sont 
liés, de même que leur résilience à survivre. Lauren rappellera à Edwin, à la 
fin de ce livre, que « nous avons tous des cicatrices et des souvenirs de temps 
difficiles; l’important c’est de ne pas se laisser définir par ces séquelles » 
(63). La combinaison du visuel et du textuel offre ainsi plusieurs points 
d’entrée non seulement à l’interprétation du récit, mais aussi à l’humanité des 
protagonistes — chaque élément, chaque trait, participe à les rendre réels, 
crédibles : expressions faciales, horizons, sons, dialogue, langage corporel, 
relations. L’image renforce ce que les mots tentent de convier, et donne au 
récit une impression « d’être là » — mais d’être nous aussi piégés, et de ne pas 
pouvoir rejoindre ni Edwin, ni les autres protagonistes, dans leur détresse.

Dans Ends/Begins, l’ampleur de la détresse de James est justement 
« racontée » à travers l’image seulement; il n’y a pas de mots [Figures 1&2]. 
Ayant découvert que Thomas se faisait agresser par le prêtre, James le bat 
férocement — tant et si bien que Thomas prend peur et fuit. James le retrouvera 
dehors, dans la neige, sa tête ayant heurté un rocher. Son sang s’échappe 
même des bordures de la case. « Il est mort dans la peur cette nuit-là, » 
racontera James dans The Pact, « peur de ce qu’ils me feraient . . .  ou bien peur 
de moi . . .  de la violence en moi qu’il a vue trop souvent en d’autres » (108). 
Cet exemple démontre bien la tâche difficile — voire parfois impossible — de 
réellement dépeindre l’héritage des pensionnats et l’envergure des séquelles 
chez les survivants et les générations suivantes.
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Figure 1
“Ends/Begins” (Livre 3), 7 Generations (2010), par David Robertson & Scott Henderson. 
Portage & Main Press: Winnipeg, p.27
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Figure 2
“Ends/Begins” (Livre 3), 7 Generations (2010), par David Robertson & Scott Henderson. 
Portage & Main Press: Winnipeg, p.29
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Mais l’œuvre rend aussi justice à la résistance et à la survivance. Le quatrième 
livre, The Pact, voit Edwin et son père se réconcilier et admettre leurs rôles 
au sein d’un cercle de violence. « Les aînés disent que ce qui nous est arrivé 
affectera les sept prochaines générations. De la même façon, la guérison à 
laquelle nous procédons aujourd’hui réparera notre peuple avec le temps» 
(126). Edwin suit le conseil de son père : «  Ce qui t’est arrivé ne te définis 
pas. Tu te définis toi-même. Nous ne sommes pas notre hier, nous sommes 
notre aujourd’hui, notre demain » (126). L’émancipation d’Edwin est marquée 
par la dernière image du livre, qui reflète — une fois de plus — l’étape d’un 
de ses ancêtres. Tout comme Stone, Edwin part en quête de sa force intérieure; 
et, comme pour fermer le cercle des Blackbird — il ne porte plus l’amulette 
en forme de tête d’aigle non plus — c’est l’ours qui lui apparaît. Cette connexion, 
cette transmission, qui demeure, quoi qu’il advienne, entre les générations 
— les générations passées, ainsi que celles à venir — est représentée dans 
l’illustration elle-même; le dessin “saigne” au-delà des bordures de la page. 
Cet élément évocateur du dessin renvoie donc à un récit plus ancien, plus 
profond et différé, et nous invite à l’explorer au-delà de nos attentes discursives. 

Pour de nombreux écrivains qui choisissent la bande dessinée ou le roman 
graphique, la tâche la plus difficile — selon Darren Préfontaine, chargé du projet 
Stories of Our People: A Metis Graphic Novel Anthology — « est de raconter 
l’histoire sans dévier de son intention première en prenant soin de sélectionner 
les images et les mots à utiliser. Dans un contexte autochtone, il est crucial de 
respecter l’histoire elle-même et celui qui la raconte, et de ne pas dévier du 
message originel ni d’approprier la voix du conteur » (v). Plus précisément, il 
est question de négocier le traditionnel avec le contemporain ou, en d’autres 
termes, faire dialoguer le protocolaire avec des formes nouvelles et alternatives 
d’ « orature ». L’auteure Haisla Eden Robinson, par exemple, avec son roman 
Monkey Beach, parvient à résister à toute tentative de catégorisation en 
expérimentant avec une variété de genres littéraires — roman gothique canadien, 
bildungsroman, roman autochtone/Haisla, roman féministe et roman de 
résistance — et en y insérant non seulement des questions universelles telles 
la souffrance humaine ou les relations familiales, mais aussi des legs plus 
contextualisés tels les pensionnats, la dépossession culturelle et la destruction 
du territoire traditionnel. Ainsi, cette œuvre ne peut être subsumée à un seul 
genre et ne peut que déloger le lecteur de ses attentes. L’auteure elle-même résiste 
aux catégorisations: du récit plus « traditionnel » de Monkey Beach, elle traite 
de psychopathes et d’horreur dans son recueil Traplines et d’un sado-masochisme 
futuriste dans le Downtown Eastside de Vancouver dans « Terminal Avenue ».8 
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Cette approche d’entre-genre est pratique nouvelle chez les écrivains et 
artistes de la génération contemporaine et force « un degré considérable de 
scepticisme » (Churchill dans Hill 2010 : 7). Plus précisément, selon Ward 
Churchill,

Gord [Hill] a mis au point une méthode de combinaison graphique et narrative 
qui lui permet de présenter une vue panoramique de l’histoire, non seulement 
avec une précision impeccable, mais d’une façon très concise et avec un impact 
extraordinaire. Cela . . . rend « le Big Picture » – oui, le jeu de mots est voulu – 
accessible à quiconque qui veut et qui est physiquement capable de le regarder ... 
Intrinsèquement, mon approche du même sujet empêche mon travail d’atteindre 
quelque chose de la même portée. (Par contre, sa méthode empêche l’inclusion 
de détails considérables.) (20)9

Le cinéaste Mi’gmaq Jeff Barnaby applique ces mêmes principes à son 
premier long-métrage Rimes pour revenants (2013) dont le script, les images 
et le contenu ressemblent au « grit lit » de Robinson, au détail graphique 
de Hill et surtout au « anyone willing and physically able to look at it » (20) 
décrit par Churchill. Qualifié de « bare-knuckles cinema » Rimes comporte 
tous les éléments d’un film d’exploitation — jusqu’au bluegrass des années 
70 — et tout comme « Terminal Avenue » expose une violence hyperbolique 
sans filtres au bénéfice d’une génération devenue désensibilisée à cette même 
violence. Mais cette dernière n’est point gratuite : « Comment passer au 
travers de telles atrocités puis faire semblant que nous sommes tous bien 
équilibrés? » se demande Barnaby (DaCosta). De fait, il s’agit d’un portrait 
percutant et visuellement évocateur de la survie, et ce malgré la saturation de 
stéréotypes pour laquelle il a été largement critiqué :

Je ne m’exprime pas sous forme de stéréotypes. J’exprime ce que j’ai vécu de 
première main. Si vous y voyez un stéréotype, c’est vous qui mettez vos conneries 
sur la table. Ceci a toujours été un point de discorde avec la façon dont je choisi 
de me prononcer sur le film (. . .) Ça ne m’intéresse pas, l’idée du tambour et de 
l’indien à plumes, je préfère mettre mes efforts dans la langue Mi’kMaq. C’est 
l’indien après la cérémonie qui m’intéresse, pas pendant. Les cérémonies sont 
sacrées et prennent place dans des lieux et des moments spécifiques, mais ce qui 
m’intéresse, c’est ce que ces gens font quand ils rentrent chez eux. Quand la 
fanfare n’est pas là. Ça m’intéresse beaucoup plus d’humaniser les autochtones 
que de perpétrer l’idée que nous allons bien. (DaCosta)10

Né en 1976, Barnaby dit décrire ce qu’il a vu et vécu dans sa propre communauté 
de Listuguj, au Québec. Suite au mouvement des droits civiques aux États-
Unis, les années 70 ont vu se former des groupes de résistance tels que le 
American Indian Movement : « Les personnes des Premières Nations, » dit 
Barnaby, « y ont trouvé un repère et ont commencé à s’exprimer en termes 
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d’appartenance et d’identité, ce qui a résulté en des personnalités qui ont tout 
simplement refusé d’être opprimés » (DaCosta). C’est cette génération-là, avec 
leur personnalité « bare-knuckled » qui ont « tracé la ligne dans le sable ».11 
Cette résolution féroce se retrouve dans Aila, la protagoniste de Rimes, qui 
déjoue la loi en payant une « taxe d’absentéisme » à l’agent Popper, responsable 
du pensionnat St. Dymphna, et en orchestrant son humiliation.12 Jusqu’à sa 
propre « capture » — le seul moyen d’infiltrer le pensionnat — Aila reste en 
contrôle de sa situation, et ce malgré les nombreuses raclées dont elle écope 
dès les premières minutes du film. Milch, l’acolyte de Popper, sera le seul à 
sentir le poids de sa vengeance13; Aila n’est, de fait, jamais l’instigatrice de la 
violence physique. Selon Sean Carleton, « Rimes pour revenants cherche à 
choquer le public non avec la violence des pensionnats mais à travers l’habilité 
[et la détermination] de l’individu à résister, de se battre, avec violence ». 
Rimes est ainsi plutôt une révérence aux femmes « dures à cuire » qui, selon 
Barnaby, demeurent les « gardiennes de notre langue et de notre culture . . . 
les épicentres de notre . . . société » (DaCosta). « Elle va manger le monde 
après l’apocalypse, » dit Burner à propos de sa nièce Aila qui est, dans tous 
les sens du terme, l’épicentre du « Kingdom of the Crow » (Barnaby, Rimes). 

Ainsi, bien que surpublicisé comme « revenge fantasy thriller », Rimes fait 
beaucoup moins état de la vengeance comme telle; plutôt, il y est question de 
survie à tout prix au sein d’une société dysfonctionnelle, où règnent violence, 
abus et désespoir. Le cinéma, pour Barnaby, est donc une forme de « protestation 
sociale » au détriment d’œuvres qu’il qualifie de « pornographie positive » 
(DaCosta) : Barnaby n’exploite ni ne romance la violence; il la souligne certes, 
mais dans le but de prévenir les formes de violence horizontale et/ou rhétorique 
qu’il considère beaucoup plus dangereuses, car celles-ci ne peuvent qu’exacerber 
les conditions qui font que l’individu s’isole davantage. Pour Barnaby, la 
langue Mi’gmaq — et sa prédominance dans le film — est cruciale et sert de 
lien entre les générations; pour reprendre les mots de l’écrivain Anishinaabe 
Basil Johnston, la langue et les récits « sont l’essence et la substance des idées, 
des concepts, de la perspicacité, des attributs, des valeurs, des croyances, des 
notions, des sentiments et des témoignages tribals de leurs institutions, de 
leurs rituels et de leurs cérémonies » (13). De fait, malgré l’absence de ses 
parents, Aila a su préserver sa langue et les histoires qui s’y rattachent — 
même si, dans ses dessins, ceux-ci prennent la forme de zombies et de 
monstres carnivores. Cette actualisation des récits que reçoit Aila par l’entremise 
de sa « grand-mère » Ceres fait état d’une « traduction simultanée », telle que 
décrite par Tomson Highway; oralement, nous assistons, comme Aila, à la 
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narration (en Mi’gmaq) de l’histoire du loup qui, en état d’hallucination, 
mange tous les enfants Mi’gmaq, pensant qu’il s’agissait de champignons. 
Visuellement, sous-titrée en anglais, nous assistons à une version plutôt 
« steam punk » du récit : le corps du loup est fait de morceaux insolites, de 
pics et d’alliages métalliques, et son territoire est une sorte de wasteland, un 
paysage urbain défriché (évocateur de celui de File Under Miscellaneous)14  
où les enfants Mi’gmaq pendent de poteaux télégraphiques. L’horreur du 
génocide d’enfants est mis en parallèle avec une destruction et une mutation 
environnementale à une échelle tout autant étourdissante et effrayante. Tout 
comme Aila, nous sommes laissés, interrogateurs, à notre propre interprétation; 
lorsqu’Aila demande d’où vient cette histoire, Ceres lui répond, « Avant qu’ils 
ne m’emmènent au pensionnat, ma mère m’a raconté cette histoire. Ta mère 
te la raconte maintenant, aussi » (Barnaby, Rimes). Selon Chelsea Vowel, 
chercheure et écrivaine Métis, « cette nouvelle forme d’une très ancienne façon 
de raconter les récits atteindra un public plus large et nous forcera à regarder 
les vérités qui ont été ignorées depuis trop longtemps » (n. pag.). La vision 
d’Aila du récit peut être vue comme une mise en abîme de ce qu’entreprend 
Barnaby avec Rimes pour revenants : l’utilisation de genres alternatifs, 
troublants, offrent un point d’entrée exceptionnel dans ces lieux et territoires 
imaginaires (qu’ils soient spatiaux, discursifs ou esthétiques) où vision et 
rêve — ou cauchemar — servent de véhicules de transmission du savoir. 

Dans son ouvrage Unsettling the Settler Within: Indian Residential Schools, 
Truth Telling, and Reconciliation in Canada, Paulette Regan fait allusion à 
cette nouvelle pédagogie pratiquée par les écrivains et les artistes de la 
génération de Barnaby comme un processus de « perturbation » (unsettling) (12). 
Les Canadiens, dit-elle, doivent encore « apprendre à confronter » l’histoire 
coloniale et ses conséquences et cela ne peut se faire que par l’entremise de 
pratiques qui perturberont le lecteur/spectateur : « la façon par laquelle les gens 
apprennent les injustices de l’histoire est tout autant important que le contenu . . . 
reconnecter la raison avec l’émotion — la tête et le cœur — est crucial à toute 
pédagogie de perturbation (unsettling pedagogy ) » (11-12; souligné dans le 
texte). Bien que, selon Barnaby, « les récits devraient avoir précédence sur la 
politique » (DaCosta), ses œuvres nous « rendent inconfortables » (Sium et 
Ritskes iv), impitoyablement : la façon qu’il a choisi — film d’exploitation 
dans le cas de Rimes pour revenants et d’horreur dans le cas de son court-
métrage File Under Miscellaneous — de présenter son point de vue sur le legs 
des pensionnats et des pratiques assimilationnistes est dans le but de susciter, 
de provoquer une réaction chez le spectateur, que ce soit de dégout, 
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d’épouvante ou de frayeur, car le récit « détaché, rationnel . . . désincarné . . . 
n’est simplement plus possible » (Sium et Ritskes iv). L’engagement 
émotionnel du spectateur est suscité, provoqué, voire forcé, afin de « rendre 
manifeste cette violence-là, que nous vivons tous les jours » (Picard-Sioui), et 
c’est en cela que réside le potentiel pédagogique et transformateur de Rimes 
pour revenants. Ce qui importe le plus à Barnaby, c’est que la résistance — 
aussi violente soit-elle — soit elle aussi rendue visible, et que cela puisse 
continuer à inspirer les nouvelles générations à défendre leurs langues, leurs 
territoires et leurs communautés contre l’agression coloniale et le legs 
intergénérationnel des pensionnats.

Conclusion

Selon Gord Hill, il est crucial « d’utiliser un maximum de média disponibles 
— manifestes, affiches, bannières, t-shirts, films — car combinés, le message est 
certain de passer » (6). Les œuvres discutées ici diffèrent tout autant qu’elles 
se complémentent; là où Ward Churchill exprime, par l’écriture, son engagement 
activiste et académique contre l’assimilation, le génocide, l’injustice, le vol du 
territoire et le joug colonial, Gord Hill l’exprime avec autant d’éloquence, de 
force, et de précision à travers ses illustrations. Pour Hill — de même que 
pour le duo Robertson-Henderson — la force de la bande dessinée, c’est 
qu’en employant très peu de texte combiné à de l’art graphique, l’histoire est 
accessible à tout le monde — aux jeunes, mais aussi à ceux qui ne peuvent ou 
ne veulent pas lire et rechercher tous les aspects du colonialisme. En ce qui 
concerne Barnaby, les films comme Rimes pour revenants sont « significatifs 
car, à titre de formats accessibles, ils peuvent être utilisés par des historiens, 
des enseignants et des activistes pour affronter le legs horrifique du colonialisme, 
et pour créer un dialogue de décolonisation entre Autochtones et non-
Autochtones qui servira à établir une relation plus positive » (Carleton 5).15 
Ainsi, la bande dessinée, le roman graphique et les autres formes de 
« storytelling » discutés ici sont non seulement des instances de décolonisation, 
ce sont des outils cruciaux et nécessaires à la diffusion, la transmission et à la 
continuité parce que, dans les mots de Michael Sheyashe, « la culture populaire 
est tout autant importante aux récits contemporains que le sont les pratiques 
artistiques traditionnelles » (LaPensée). Il faut néanmoins rappeler que même 
si certaines œuvres peuvent être considérées pour leur impératif pédagogique, 
et peuvent certes servir comme instrument envers la décolonisation et la 
contestation des erreurs du passé, il faut aussi souligner l’importance de la 
fonction du texte à un niveau individuel et personnel; l’individu ne doit pas être 
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relégué à l’arrière-plan dans la tentative d’afficher l’œuvre artistique comme 
bannière envers un acte de résistance. Plutôt, c’est dans cette zone de contact, 
entre le réel et la fiction, l’écriture et la performance, que prend racine la résistance. 

  notes

 1 Toutes les traductions dans cet article sont de l’auteure. 
 2 « [the] images of Indigenous men as violent, monosyllabic studs, abusers of Indigenous 

women and ravishers of White women or as noble savage type shamans, warriors and 
chiefs, . . . [and] of Indigenous women as promiscuous, drunken whores or sexless Mother 
Earth types; [all] of those stereotypes and images . . . make us less than the whole, complex, 
loving, sexual, spiritual beings we are » (146). 

 3 Un groupe d’étudiants fût filmé devant le Pavillon Marie-Victorin de l’Université de 
Montréal. Ceux-ci étaient déguisés en « peau rouge » (redface), incluant pagnes, coiffes 
et peaux d’animaux (« Costumes Mocking Traditional Native Dress Photoed At UdeM 
Frosh »). La même semaine, à l’Université de Colombie-Britannique, la chanson « homme 
blanc, prend nos terres » de l’équipe « Pocahontas » a suscité une vive réaction de la 
communauté universitaire (Ball).

 4 « a profound lack of understanding about Indigenous peoples, as well as a seeming lack 
of empathy or context for why these matters might be offensive [. . . It also] indicate[s] a 
broader national problem, not one isolated to a single campus or region of the country 
[. . .] the use of the stereotyped Indian Princess version of Pocahontas as a frosh mascot 
demonstrates just how deeply sexism permeates anti-Aboriginal representations in 
popular culture, as such figures are routinely used to exoticize and eroticize colonialism 
through debasing Indigenous women’s bodies [. . .] What are students learning—or not 
learning—about Aboriginal peoples in the public school system that either blinds them to 
the racism of these acts or leads them to disregard the racism entirely? What are students 
not learning in their university courses? The frosh leaders were upper-year students, so 
they are already part of our education system, not just newcomers to it »

 5 « [In order] to understand the world we live in today, it is vital to know our history. 
Unfortunately, the history we are taught through the educational system and corporate 
entertainment industry is false . . . The story of our ancestors’ resistance is minimized, at best, 
or erased entirely . . . The purpose of The 500 Years of Resistance Comic Book is to raise the 
levels of historical understanding and warrior spirit among Indigenous peoples and others »

 6 Étudiant « modèle » dont la photo fut publicisée en 1897 par l’École industrielle de Regina 
dans le but de maximiser l’inscription d’étudiants (Where Are the Children 23-24).

 7 Traduit usuellement par « parenté » la notion de kinship qui m’intéresse ici comprend 
une réciprocité, un affect, qui s’étend au-delà du sens familial — sanguin, d’adoption ou 
d’accueil — et s’applique plus généreusement à la communauté, à la société. 

 8 « Terminal Avenue » ne fut pas publiée dans la collection Traplines, bien que la nouvelle fût 
écrite « durant le troisième anniversaire de la crise à Oka [1993] » (Hopkinson et Mehan 62).

 9 « Gord [Hill] has perfected a method of combining graphic and written narrative that 
allows him to present a sweeping view of history, not only with impeccable accuracy, but 
with very concise and extraordinary impact. This lends his material an equally extraordinary 
accessibility, thereby making “the Big Picture” available—yes, the pun was intended—to 
anyone willing and physically able to look at it [. . .] My own approach to the same subject 
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matter inherently precludes my work from attaining anything resembling the same reach. 
(On the other hand, his method precludes the inclusion of considerable detail) »

 10 « I am not expressing myself in stereotypes, I am expressing what I have experienced 
firsthand. If you see it as a stereotype, that’s you bringing your bullshit to the table. It has 
always been a point of contention with the way I chose to express myself on film. [. . .] I 
don’t cater to the idea of the drum and feather Indian, I put all that expression into the 
language of Mi’kMaq. I am more interested in the Indian after the ceremony, not during. 
Ceremonies are meant to be sacred, and take place in a specific space and time, but I am 
interested in what those guys do when they go home. When the pomp and presentation 
of ceremony is not there. I am more interested in humanizing Native people rather than 
perpetuating this idea that we’re doing ok »

 11 Barnaby reconnaît ici l’importance de la résistance à Listuguj en 1981, documenté par 
Alanis Obomsawin dans Incident à Restigouche (1984). Un homme avait tracé une ligne au 
sol avec sa hâche pour empêcher les policiers d’avancer.

 12 Cette séquence donne à Rimes, au-delà de sa noirceur, un caractère humoristique typique 
de l’adolescence : Aila et ses compères remplissent les tuyaux du pensionnat d’excréments 
en vue de la douche quotidienne de Popper. 

 13 Milch fait basculer Aila de son vélo au début du film, puis la frappe de sa botte en plein 
visage. Aila lui rendra la monnaie de sa pièce vers la fin du film, en lui fracassant le crâne 
avec une batte de baseball. 

 14 Le court-métrage de Jeff Barnaby, File Under Miscellaneous (2010), propose une vision des 
pratiques d’assimilation à travers le modus operandi de l’horreur : le protagoniste, de son 
plein gré, se fait arracher la langue et on lui en implante une nouvelle, avec laquelle il peut 
parler l’anglais. Il subit aussi des greffes de peau « blanche » après qu’on lui ait ôté sa peau 
« rouge ». À la fin, on retrouve le protagoniste assis avec d’autres ayant subit les mêmes 
opérations, en train d’écouter un discours en allemand sur un grand écran (finale inspirée 
très probablement par 1984 de George Orwell).

 15 « significant because they can be used by historians, teachers, and activists as accessible 
methods in which to confront Canada’s horrific history of colonialism and to create 
decolonizing dialogue between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples about how to 
establish more positive relations in the present and future »
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medicine man’s, desert home, kitchen 
open to all who come
medicine waters, beetles, snakes 
here

idle hands and all
so i’m washing kitchen shelves, not soaking aches
my heart hurts as if it always sees tomorrow’s change of worlds. 
it’s coming in,
hard.

someone places a mouse trap out, because someone else said to. 
i say no.
clack, it goes, right away
a man said, ‘these mice have a suicide wish’ 
‘i hadn’t even placed the cheese in it, yet’ 
mices walk into their neck-breakers
clack, again; clack, again.
i too do not want to see, that which we have become

sometimes the fridge is too full 
skunks like their slightly bitter celery
raccoons treasure apples, mushroom stems
perhaps i purchased too much or grew them especially in my garden 
with them in mind

box full of rat smash traps, oh my
you my little mammals with your little-er babies 
with so much in the kitchen to eat, why did you 
all take this way
out.

i wash dishes, making food scrap piles
these pyramid Beings, set out gingerly for mice, flies, ants 

a n n i e  g r a c e  r o s s

flower headband
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whom i imagine too will be food, for foxes, birds
as will my body, as was my Lord’s 
soon

fly splat swatter
inner organs smear, stop!
corner bolted grave sign 
giftwrap red ribbon - prayer flag
dollar store flowers - death marker 
broken neck, car crash
with all of this wide road around, why here?

drive by a midnight funeral pyre against desert hills 
we would all dance, but we have no more cause 
walks past graveyard road signs
hoping black shapes and shadows jump out, 
so we can say
i will never die.

fly off, fly swatters 
one more day
lay offerings for that world, 
to come
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                                   Digital media provide the latest in a long line of 
storytelling tools that Indigenous peoples have taken up and adapted to  
their own cultural frameworks.1 In the early days of cyberspace, some 
Indigenous critics, including Loretta Todd, worried that the nature of 
computer spaces, built on binary code in response to “a fear of the body, 
aversion to nature, [and] a desire for salvation [from] the earthly plane,” 
could be “anchored to re-enactments of western cultural consciousness”(155, 
162). Todd questions whether Indigenous “narratives, histories, languages 
and knowledge” can “find meaning in cyberspace” and asks, “what ideology 
will have agency . . . ?” (153, 154). In other words, is the ideology of online 
space shaped by the software, or by the creator and audience? Conversely, 
Steven Loft repositions cyberspace outside a Western framework by arguing 
that digital technology “is a part of the makeup to the universe, a tool of 
survival and self-determination” (“Aboriginal Media Art” 93). More recently, 
Loft has argued for an Indigenous understanding of new media focusing 
on the land: “For Indigenous people the ‘media landscape’ becomes just 
that: a landscape, replete with life and spirit, inclusive of beings, thought, 
prophecy, and the underlying connectedness of all things—a space that 
mirrors, memorializes, and points to the structure of Indigenous thought” 
(“Introduction” xvi). Both readings focus on the relationship between 
cyberspace and material reality.2 Where Todd worries about the possible 
dislocation of the two realms, Loft focuses on the connections made possible 
by cyberspace and those between that landscape and the material world. 
This paper will examine the relationship between digital and physical worlds 

Material Connections  
in Skawennati’s  
Digital Worlds

J u d i t h  L e g g a t t
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in the context of Imagining Indians in the 25th Century and TimeTravellerTM3 
by Mohawk artist Skawennati Tricia Fragnito,4 whose work imagines ways 
in which humans’ interactions with and within cyberspace can change social 
systems in the physical world. 

The most obvious and widely studied way in which new media technology  
supports change in the material world is through democratizing dissemination, 
so that Indigenous people can more easily control the images that circulate 
about them. Skawennati, who has been creating digital worlds since the 
mid-1990s, believes that cyberspace “offers Aboriginal communities 
an unprecedented opportunity to assert control over how we represent 
ourselves” (Lewis and Fragnito 29). She helped found CyberPowWow, an 
online gallery, and then, with Jason Edward Lewis, Aboriginal Territories in 
Cyberspace (AbTeC). AbTeC’s “main objective is to identify and implement 
methods by which Aboriginal people can use new media technologies to 
complement our cultures” and find home territory in the digital world 
(AbTeC n. pag.). To this end, AbTeC has acquired space—AbTeC Island— 
in the online virtual world Second Life, thus making a literal land claim in 
digital reality. Imagining Indians in the 25th Century and TimeTravellerTM 
overtly reclaim Indigenous history and posit a future where Indigenous 
nations have self-determination; the political thrust of these pieces 
is supported by the nature of the media in which they are produced. 
Skawennati draws attention to the digital forms of both works with allusions 
to Neal Stephenson’s 1992 novel Snow Crash. By rewriting this canonical 
science fiction text, and reclaiming its Aleut antagonist Raven, Skawennati 
critiques and provides an alternative to mainstream representations of 
Indigenous people as romanticized and as savage representations of the past. 
More importantly, by reframing Stephenson’s concept of the Metaverse—a 
digital world which, as David Gaertner notes, has “its own geopolitics” and 
“social terrain” (n. pag.)—Skawennati Indigenizes understandings of the 
supposedly “new world” of cyberspace. 

The term “new world,” with its obvious echoes of the invasion of the 
Americas, and the conception of cyberspace as a digital landscape raise 
questions of land claims, and how people live with the territories they 
occupy. The words cyberspace and virtual reality suggest an alternative 
universe, an idea that is intensified in both Second Life, which people can 
use as an alternative to their physical lives, and the cyberpunk genre, in 
which human consciousness inhabits cyberspace in ways on the cusp of 
becoming possible with current technology. E. L. McCallum argues that 
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most cyberpunk texts “rehearse old geographic interpretations of space” 
that replicate the social structures of colonial adventure narratives (350). 
In a worst-case scenario, cyberspace could be seen as akin to the substitute 
land “given” to many of the First Nations in treaty negotiation processes. 
Viewed this way, virtual reality and cyberspace become dangerous 
territories, ones that might allow other territories to be lost. On the other 
hand, acknowledging the ongoing connections between the virtual and the 
physical, “the idea that data in cyberspace, like narrative itself, is a mapping 
or reconstruction of elements of the real,” can give those connections 
purpose (McCallum 364). If they are conceived of as interconnected with 
physical space, as supplemental realities rather than substitute ones, virtual 
reality and cyberspace provide the possibility of new territory on which to 
stake a claim, and to complement the ongoing land claims happening in 
the physical world. One prominent and recent example of the community-
building possibilities of cyberspace is the Idle No More movement, in which 
Indigenous people organized and communicated their message online. 
But Idle No More began in response to numerous problems in the material 
conditions of Indigenous people and included activism in the physical 
realm—round dances, hunger strikes, and blockades. Such a movement 
could not have mobilized as quickly without an already existing network 
of Indigenous thinkers and activists online. Skawennati helped in the 
establishment of this network in her work with CyberPowWow, which was 
created as a space for Indigenous artists to publish and Indigenous people 
to “interact . . . in real time” (CyberPowWow), and was supplemented with 
events in physical galleries across Canada. In both cases, the cyber world 
and material world supported each other and allowed for the formation of 
communities across physical distance. 

Skawennati’s art uses the speculative trope of time travel as a metaphor 
for the way cyberspace can collapse physical distance and imagine new ways 
of being in the world. Imagining Indians in the 25th Century consists of a 
virtual paper doll named Katsitsahawi Capozzo who travels in time over a 
millennium, from immediately prior to contact to five hundred years in the 
future. Each stop in the timeline provides a brief historical context and an 
outfit in which to dress the Katsitsahawi doll. Skawennati creates a positive 
version of Indigenous futures at odds with the image of “the vanishing 
Indian” common in both historical narratives and mainstream science 
fiction texts. Imagining Indians is situated roughly at the quincentennial 
of Columbus’s landing; it looks back to the past five hundred years of 
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colonization, and forward to five hundred years of future opportunity 
and growth. Lewis notes that one of the goals of AbTeC is “to consciously 
imagine ourselves in and into the far future,” in part by “engaging deeply 
with the technologies that are giving form to the future” (58-59). By having 
Katsitsahawi living in the text’s present, but also being able to occupy 
positions in the past and future, Skawennati shows how all identity is not 
only a static snapshot of who a person is now, but is also an amalgamation 
of where she has come from, and where she is going. Katsitsahawi’s timeline 
emphasizes “the role that art can play in the creation and documentation 
of history” (Claxton 38). When the timeline switches from past to future, 
Skawennati shifts her focus from historical figures to science fiction ones, 
without distinguishing between the two. She emphasizes the fictional nature 
of past history by evoking Pocahontas, a woman whose identity has been 
overwritten by colonial narratives. Her future history provides an alternative 
to mainstream science fiction, which, on the rare occasions that it allows 
for future Indigenous peoples, presents them in ways that reflect past and 
present stereotypes.5 By eliding fiction with history, Skawennati suggests to 
the interactive viewer that there is something inherently similar about the 
act of imagination that allows one to put oneself in the shoes (and other 
clothing) of both Pocahontas and Y.T. from Snow Crash; but in both cases, 
she rejects a colonial perspective.

Skawennati emphasizes the positivity of her version of Indigenous 
futurism, and the importance of Indigenous control over such representation, 
by having Katsitsahawi explore both Chakotay from Star Trek: Voyager and 
Stephenson’s Raven. Raven and Chakotay represent two different sides of 
the stereotypes of the science fiction “Indian,” living in the future, but as 
stereotypes from the past. Chakotay, who collaborates with colonizing forces 
by becoming second-in-command of a Federation vessel and who carries  
a high-tech medicine pouch to enable instant vision quests, conforms to 
many of the positive stereotypes of the “good Indian.” Raven, an Aleut, is 
one of the main villains of Neal Stephenson’s novel. He is identified as “the 
baddest motherfucker in the world” and is so dangerous that he has had 
“POOR IMPULSE CONTROL” tattooed on his forehead as a warning to 
others and as a punishment for crimes (Chapter 36, 15).6 Raven’s stereotypical 
character might, as Lisa Swanstrom argues, be created in part to “undermine 
such stereotypes,” as readers’ sympathies shift when they learn his backstory  
(61, 63). His past alcoholism and present violence stem from his anger at 
American colonial practices. He says that his people have been “fucked 
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over . . . worse than any other people in history,” and lists the injustices they 
have faced, including Russian occupation, smallpox, slavery in the sealing 
industry, and nuclear testing on their land (Chapter 47, 50). His destructive 
behaviour could, therefore, be read as justified, as activism rather than 
terrorism, and as a rare example of an Indigenous person having advanced 
technology and agency in a science fiction future. 

Stephenson’s cyberpunk classic does imagine Indigenous people surviving 
into the future, but in a way that links them with the ideology of “the vanishing 
Indian.” In the future of Imagining Indians, Indigenous peoples are doing 
decidedly better than in Snow Crash, in which Raven is an outcast whose 
ultimate defeat benefits the larger society of the novel. Raven logs on to the 
Metaverse from public terminals that render him indistinct, comparable to 
“a person who has his face stuck in a xerox machine” and unlike the 
beautifully rendered avatars that give status in Stephenson’s virtual reality 
(5). Stephenson’s simile of the photocopy emphasizes not only the limitations 
of cyber worlds for those without material resources to access them, but also 
the almost unrecognizable rendering of Indigenous people in many media 
representations. As Gaertner notes, “Raven is afforded none of the clarity of 
his protagonist counterpart inasmuch as his translation into cyberspace 
reflects the ‘censorship’ of Indigenous histories within the repressive ideology 
of the settler state” (n. pag.). In Imagining Indians, Katsitsahawi’s outfit 
evokes Y.T., the white female protagonist of Shephenson’s story, marking the 
only point in the timeline that Katsitsahawi does not take on the dress of an 
Indigenous person. By having Katsitsahawi dress as Y.T., Skawennati 
distances her from the negative aspects of Raven, but allows her to paint him 
in a more positive light. Like Y.T. in Snow Crash, Katsitsahawi can see 
positive aspects in this apparently negative character, and aligns with him 
because of their shared Indigenous heritage: “I have to state here that I 
generally deplore violence, but a one-man army [. . . ] has its uses. I’m just 
glad to know that he’s on our side” (Imagining, “2121 Journal”). She thus 
redeems an Indigenous science fiction villain, emphasizing both the context 
of his attitude and actions, and the activism that is inherent in his violence. 

The differences between the texts also reflect the different ways in which 
Western and Indigenous worldviews position individual people in a larger 
social framework. Katherine Hayles notes, “Stephenson clearly sees the 
arrival of the posthuman world as a disaster” (263); Skawennati’s future 
world is, by contrast, a utopia that features human connection and balance. 
Katsitsahawi operates as an avatar for all who interact with the digital art 
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of Imagining Indians. Like her, anyone can use cyber worlds to try on the 
“clothing” of different subject positions, and, when online, to see how others 
react to that subject position. Ideally, the piece can enact and promote not 
only the resurgence of Indigenous nations by the twenty-fifth century, but 
also understanding between cultural groups as they try on different clothes. 
At the same time, the low-tech conceit of the paper doll reminds the viewer 
that such subject positions are always provisional. If they are put on like 
clothing, they can be as easily shed. As well, the limited number of clothes 
available echoes the limitations of avatars in online video games such 
as World of Warcraft (Langer 87). Virtual identities can help to promote 
understanding and imagine other ways of being, but unless those identities, 
understandings, and imaginings translate into the physical world, then the 
subversive potential of that play is lost. 

TimeTravellerTM illustrates the shifting subjectivity of cyberspace 
immersions by dramatizing the experience of a protagonist finding a new life 
and identity online, but does so within a platform that has been criticized 
for divorcing people from physical reality. The machinima series7 is shot 
on location in Second Life, the online virtual world popular in the early 
twenty-first century. The series has dual Mohawk protagonists: Hunter 
provides a perspective from a future world in which distinctions between 
the virtual and the material are beginning to blur; and Karahkwenhawi, 
like Katsitsahawi in Imagining Indians, operates as a stand-in for the 
early-twenty-first-century viewer, whose interaction with virtual reality 
primarily takes the form of an online social media presence. Snow Crash is 
again an obvious intertext. Raven makes a cameo appearance in Episode 
08, and Hunter, at the beginning of the series, has much in common with 
Stephenson’s character. Like Raven, Hunter uses his traditional skills 
for a mercenary purpose; his ability to “paddle a canoe faster than most 
speedboats” (Episode 01)8 echoes Raven kayaking across the Pacific faster 
than a steamship. These direct allusions draw attention to the links between 
Stephenson’s Metaverse, the Second Life platform in which the series is 
filmed, and the TimeTravellerTM glasses that are at the centre of the plot. 
According to Lewis, “Fragnito [Skawennati] believes the metaverse—the 
post-Gibsonian virtual space imagined by Neal Stephenson in his novel 
Snow Crash—is a fast-approaching reality. She uses Second Life for making 
her machinima in large part because she sees the massively multiplayer 
online virtual environment as embodying an early version of Stephenson’s 
metaverse” (70). In TimeTravellerTM, the technology depicted in the text is 



Canadian Literature 230/231 / Autumn/Winter 2016222

S k a w e n n a t i ’ s  D i g i t a l  W o r l d s

closely linked to the technological medium of the text. Hunter compares the 
TimeTravellerTM glasses to “going into a full-on, 3D chat room” (Episode 01), 
and Karahkwenhawi describes them as “more addictive than Bejeweled,” 
which, while meant to praise entertainment value of the tool, also points to 
the ways in which current humans can waste time with online video games—
both as complex as Second Life and as simple as Bejeweled—that take 
them out of their material lives (Episode 09). Hunter and Karahkwenhawi’s 
immersions into different times are an extension of the viewer’s interactions 
with the Internet, and, I argue, point to the possibilities and limitations of 
contemporary virtual realities. 

The progression in Hunter’s use of the technology—from light “edu-
tainment” to a tool to make connections across time and emphasize cultural 
continuity—teaches the viewer about the use of cyberspace, including 
the TimeTravellerTM series itself. Hunter’s dual life in his physical world 
and the world of the TimeTravellerTM glasses links him not to Raven, but 
to Hiro Protagonist, the biracial protagonist of Snow Crash. Hiro, as a 
programmer, has a mansion in the Metaverse, but in physical reality lives in 
a shared storage locker—a metaphor for what E. L. McCallum argues is the 
characteristic homelessness of the cyberpunk hero (355) and that Swanstrom 
reads as a sign of the objectification of human beings (59). Similarly, Hunter 
lives in a sparse storage locker in a bank of cubicles. However, there is a 
marked difference in the heroes’ interactions with digital and physical reality 
in the two texts. Where the physical world does not hold the answers for 
Hiro, whose heroism comes from writing code for the Metaverse, Hunter 
uses TimeTravellerTM as a tool to help him live in his physical reality. Hunter 
wants to figure out who he is by better understanding where he comes from: 
“I figure a little visiting with my ancestors, a little recon with my role models, 
could do me some good right now, give me a new perspective. Go ahead, 
call it a vision quest” (Episode 01). Like the tricorder in Chakotay’s medicine 
bundle, the TimeTravellerTM glasses provide a technological version of a 
spiritual journey. Hunter’s technological immersions provide similar lessons 
to the visions traditionally achieved through fasting. 

Importantly, Hunter’s use of technology does not replace traditional 
methods of learning, which are ongoing in his time. Although Mohawk 
culture is notably absent in Hunter’s life at the start of the series, this absence 
reflects Hunter’s own position rather than the death of the culture. When 
reflecting on her journey through time with Hunter, Karahkwenhawi 
emphasizes the “incredible advancements” of Indigenous people in the 
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future and confronts Hunter: “I thought you said there weren’t any Indians 
around these days. We’re stronger than ever” (Episode 09). When Hunter 
clarifies that he “wanted to learn more about [his] heritage,” she asks why he 
chose virtual reality over human experience in the physical world. He 
explains his discomfort with just showing up and saying, “I’m a Mohawk. 
Teach me,” which is why he chose “edu-tainment” to make his journey to 
knowledge (Episode 09). The success of Hunter’s quest validates similar 
journeys by Indigenous people who are disconnected from their communities 
and cultures for a variety of reasons. As the technology improves, more and 
more cultural lessons, language programs, and community liaison can 
happen online, allowing Indigenous people to connect, learn, and organize 
in both the digital and the physical worlds. 
 The series again argues that advances in technology can lead directly 
to improvements in the representation of Indigenous people. In the first 
episode, Hunter uses future technology, from the viewer’s perspective, to 
observe a group of colonial soldiers at Fort Calgary in 1875 who are using 
technology from the viewer’s past: “Mr. Nester Vance’s Great Panorama of 
the West Illustrative of the Indian Massacre in Minnesota in 1862” (Episode 
01). Although Hunter complains about the in situ narration, hand crank, 
and backlit paintings, he is caught up in the narrative. He thus sees how 
who tells stories and through what medium affects the ways that history is 
understood, and how that history can affect the world; in this case by stirring 
up soldiers on the frontier so that they see Indigenous people as dangerous 
and bloodthirsty. The representation of the Dakota in the panorama is 
two dimensional not only in form, but also in substance. The limitations 
of the technology mirror and reinforce the bias of the content. The second 
episode questions the representation of history in the “Great Panorama”: the 
medium shifts from backlit paintings on a hand crank to 3D experiential 
technology, and the perspective shifts from that of the settlers to that of the 
Dakota people. While the basic fact that Indigenous people killed a settler 
family, including an unarmed teenaged girl, is unchanged, the situation 
is far more complex than it was portrayed in the panorama. The Dakota 
people are starving, and the federal treaty payment is long overdue. Because 
they are hungry, they decide to ask a Christian farmer to share food, but he 
reacts violently to their polite request. The perspective and the medium alter 
Hunter’s—and, by extension, the viewer’s—understanding of the story.

For this episode, Hunter turns his TimeTravellerTM to “Intelligent Agent 
mode,” which allows him to interact with the people around him and to, in 
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his words, “choose a side, so that you know all the stuff your team knows” 
(Episode 02). While his diction emphasizes that he sees the experience as 
akin to an online game—an entertainment without real consequences—he 
gets caught up in the action and attempts to kill the white farmer; however, 
the scene resets, and a historical Dakota hunter makes the kill. Even though 
Hunter’s shot has no effect on history, it does emphasize how perspective 
influences beliefs. Like the soldiers in the first episode, Hunter is riled up by 
the experience of injustice. Intelligent Agent mode, like the assumption of an 
avatar in online spaces such as Second Life, allows people to temporarily occupy 
an alternative subject position. The advanced technology of TimeTravellerTM, 
and the impossibility of altering history within the program, make it appear 
more accurate than the panorama, which has an obvious colonial bias. 
Hunter’s TimeTravellerTM glasses do show this historical moment through 
the eyes of the Dakota, but because the technology has access to a multitude of 
perspectives, it can mediate between them, and, in theory, recreate something 
closer to “the truth.” That the truth it depicts aligns with Indigenous and 
anti-colonial understandings of history privileges those understandings, and 
in turn suggests that this is the real history. The contrast between the facts of 
the initial conflict as Hunter experiences them and the outcome in which 
thirty-seven Dakota are hung for treason suggests that the problem is not so 
much historical indeterminacy as it is that the truth of history was deliberately 
obscured by the settlers. 

In order for cyberspaces to be effective places in which to enact personal 
and cultural change, they have to be seen, at least provisionally, as real 
worlds with real consequences. In Snow Crash, Raven’s activism against 
America is not limited to the nuclear weapon on his motorcycle. He helps 
to distribute the drug “snow crash,” which is both a computer virus that 
hacks and destroys machines, thus destabilizing the Metaverse, and a 
central nervous system virus that attacks physical bodies in the material 
world. The link between the two worlds through this virus emphasizes the 
interrelationship between identity on the two planes. While the visit to 
late-nineteenth-century Dakota territory increases Hunter’s knowledge of 
colonial relations in the past, he is still in the early stages of returning to the 
cultural knowledge and traditions of his own Mohawk ancestry. He exits the 
program, or at least the Intelligent Agent mode, immediately following the 
massacre, noting that one of the advantages of TimeTravellerTM is that one 
does not have to remain in the program “when things get heavy” (Episode 
02). He is not yet personally involved in the history of his people. This 
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changes with the third episode, in which Hunter is transported into one of 
the most iconic images of the conflict between the Mohawk community of 
Kanehsatà:ke and the town of Oka: the close-up of Private Patrick Cloutier 
face to face with Brad “Freddy Krueger” Larocque, an Anishinaabe man, 
whose position Hunter occupies. By having Hunter displace a historical 
person, Skawennati places him at the centre of the action and makes him 
a part of the blockade in a way that he was not in the previous narratives. 
Hunter’s virtual occupation of Kanehsatà:ke reenacts the literal occupation 
of the space in 1990, linking online and physical community activism. 

Unlike in the previous episodes, which each present a single journey 
to the past, Hunter visits Kanehsatà:ke many times over several weeks. 
Along with the historical protestors, Hunter learns about the geography of 
his home territory; his language; the history of his people, including the 
forming of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy and the place of the Warrior 
Society; and the politics and treaty rights that informed the protest. This 
representation of learning in a simulated environment is an extension of the 
use of contemporary online resources for teaching culture and language. 
Hunter’s education thus gives him a sense of place and purpose in his life, 
which he can take out of the past and into his present. He sees what can be 
accomplished when people work together, and the effectiveness of protest. At 
the end of the episode, the Blade Runner movie poster that used to adorn his 
wall is replaced with a Mohawk Warrior flag, showing that he is at heart no 
longer a hired gun, fighting other people’s battles, and that there is more to 
being a warrior than killing. E. L. McCallum argues that in most cyberpunk, 
“the colonization of cyberspace by real-space metaphors not only effectively 
relies on the geopolitical organization of our world but also marks a failure 
of those texts to question the individualist conventions of narrative point 
of view” (367). But where Stephenson’s Metaverse is mapped according to 
urban spaces of streets and neighbourhoods, Skawennati’s digital world 
moves from an emphasis on Hunter’s journey to a focus on the communities 
with which he interacts. Unlike Raven, whose individual activism focuses 
on revenge and destruction, the Indigenous activism portrayed in and 
promoted by TimeTravellerTM focuses on growth and connection. Learning 
about Indigenous history and culture through Internet resources can inspire 
and coordinate positive Indigenous activism, which stresses that, even in a 
digital world, occupying the landscape ethically is paramount.

Just as Hunter is transformed by his interaction with the technology, 
that interaction transforms the technology itself. New media artist Archer 
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Pechawis starts thinking about Internet technology as a tool to transmit 
knowledge, but then asks the more fundamental question: “What happens 
when we approach the visioning, creation, and application of modern 
technology from an entirely Indigenist world view?” (38, emphasis original). 
TimeTravellerTM provides one possible answer. When Karahkwenhawi’s 
mother asks Hunter to take care of her daughter if she is arrested, he does so. 
He knows intellectually that he cannot change history, but he still makes sure 
she is safe. That TimeTravellerTM lets Hunter take care of Karahkwenhawi 
marks the beginning of a fundamental shift in the parameters of the 
technology. Episode 04 begins in 2011 with Karahkwenhawi, now an 
adult, working on an art history project. As she takes notes, Hunter 
appears, dissolves, and leaves behind the TimeTravellerTM glasses, which 
Karahkwenhawi then uses for her own time travel. Hunter later notes: 
“That’s one serious glitch in the system . . . You shouldn’t be able to 
have technology from your future, for one thing, and you sure as hell 
shouldn’t be able to remember me” (Episode 06). Up until Karahkwenhawi 
takes possession of the glasses, they provide a recreation of the past, a 
reconstruction similar to that found in history books, albeit in a medium 
that gives the illusion of verisimilitude. When she comes into contact 
with the glasses, they transcend their technology. Katherine Hayles argues 
that Snow Crash “is driven by a single overpowering metaphor: humans 
are computers,” which allows a computer virus to infect humans’ basic 
programming (259). TimeTravellerTM travels in the opposite direction, 
suggesting that human interaction can overwrite computer programming, 
and perhaps, by implication, that technologies are people. 

During the video montage that makes up Episode 08, there is an even 
more drastic shift. Although Karahkwenhawi and Hunter have visited 
immersions together before, this time they visit each other, so that one is in 
their own physical reality and the other in a virtual reality, thus upsetting the 
binary between real- and cyberspace. Even more remarkable is the ability 
for the time travel to transcend the technology that allowed it in the first 
place. Whenever people wearing the glasses in an immersion remove them 
or switch them off, they disappear from that time and return to their own, 
which is how Hunter leaves Karahkwenhawi. But when Hunter removes the 
glasses from Karahkwenhawi’s face, as she visits him in his storage locker, 
she remains with him in her future, and her body dissolves in her present. 
The cyber has become the real. Karahkwenhawi explains the glasses’ new 
abilities as “magic” (Episode 06). Karahkwenhawi’s interpretation could be 
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read as a form of primitivism, of mistaking advanced technology for magic 
due to a lack of understanding, but that would be a misreading. Jackson 
2Bears argues that Indigenous peoples “often understand technology, 
as something alive and filled with spirit, something with which we are 
interconnected in what [Leroy] Little Bear called a ‘circle of relations,’ and 
something that is a part of a universe of ‘active entities with which people 
engage’” (14). Similarly, Pechawis claims that “as my traditional spiritual 
grounding and technological fluency deepen, the space between these two 
disciplines diminishes. More and more they become dialects of the same 
mother tongue” (42). The magic is cemented by the Aztec human sacrifice 
that Hunter undergoes. Although Hunter reassures his partner that he is 
in no danger, Karahkwenhawi worries that whatever glitch is making the 
glasses affect their material world threatens to make Hunter’s death real too. 
Hunter’s biorhythms, monitored by his TimeTravellerTM glasses, flatline at 
the end of the episode, and the screen wipes to a red “SYSTEM FAILURE” 
warning, leaving viewers uncertain as to his fate (Episode 07). That Hunter 
returns for the final two episodes of the series does not entirely negate his 
death. The system failure has allowed a system reboot—whether in the 
TimeTravellerTM glasses or Hunter himself is not entirely clear—but it is a 
reboot with a critical difference. The human connection between Hunter and 
Karahkwenhawi has moved them beyond the limitations and boundaries 
usually set by the technology, just as it is possible for human exchanges 
online to have real effects in material reality.

The most obvious effect of the cyberdeath on Hunter’s material reality 
is that his sacrifice immersion wins him a trillion dollars from the 
TimeTravellerTM corporation, and he and Karahkwenhawi subsequently 
move to a penthouse apartment at the top of AbTeC towers. This wish-
fulfillment fantasy world is the flip side of the apparent dystopia that 
Hunter occupies at the beginning of the series. The world is still “an over-
mediated, hyper-consumerist North America” where there is not “enough 
room for everybody” (Episode 01); the only real change is that Hunter no 
longer has “to be content with being a ruthless, efficient coldblooded killer,” 
and can instead enjoy the luxuries afforded by that capitalist consumer 
culture (Episode 01). The advancement of Indigenous people across North 
America is similarly measured according to material success. In Episode 04, 
Karahkwenhawi travels to a pow wow set in July 23, 2112 in Winnipeg, which 
showcases the vibrancy of Indigenous life and culture in the future. The pow 
wow fills an Olympic Stadium, and features expensive prizes and dancers 
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who are treated like rock stars. But just as machinima allows artists to 
repurpose commercial technology for their own ends, so too can Indigenous 
people have financial success without being assimilated into Western 
capitalism. Just as Hiro Protagonist learns “how to balance successfully the 
need to be his own hacking boss against the practicalities of the commercial 
world that he inhabits” (Swanstrom 76) in Snow Crash, so Hunter and 
Karahkwenhawi balance their material success with their continuing and 
strengthening Mohawk identities. Their penthouse apartment is at the top of 
AbTeC Towers, emphasizing the ongoing strength of their people. Although 
they are now rich and famous, the focus of Hunter and Karahkwenhawi is 
not on money, but on art: Hunter’s web series reaches viewers across time, 
and Karahkwenhawi curates Indigenous art from her own time. Their 
support of Indigenous arts suggests that they have not been co-opted into 
Western understandings of the world with their material good fortune, but 
have used their riches—physical and emotional—to enrich others. 

The ambiguous materialism of the ending parallels the metaphorical 
connections between TimeTravellerTM and the contemporary Internet, which 
itself can be used to supplement or to supplant material reality. Hunter 
compares his recording of immersions in TimeTravellerTM to machinima, 
“where you can save the action in your video games to make movies” 
(Episode 07). Machinima is, of course, the medium of TimeTravellerTM, and 
Hunter explaining it as he is recording the immersion for a contest, while 
Skawennati is recording the scene in Second Life, reminds the viewer of 
the connection between the plot of the story and its medium. The series 
itself is presented on its framing webpage as if it were the actual recordings 
of the immersions that Hunter produced during his travels, used by the 
corporation as both entertainment and advertisement for the technology. 
The limitations of the medium draw attention to the limitations of digital 
platforms of all kinds, but at the same time suggest ways of transcending 
those media. Second Life’s reliance on set body forms and somewhat 
stilted movements, for example, might at first interfere with the reader’s 
participation in the immersion. But, as Lewis argues, the “low-res textures 
and low-polygon count characters and objects also create a sense of future-
retro, a visual feel that serves as subtextual commentary on the relationship 
between actual and imagined futures” (70). The distinctions between 
Hunter’s seamless immersive experience in TimeTravellerTM, the makers’ 
more complex and difficult filming of the series within Second Life, and 
contemporary viewers’ more passive viewing of the series all draw attention 
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to the different ways of experiencing cyberspace. In each case, where the 
separation between the material and the digital can create a distancing effect, 
emotional connections can close the gap in the uncanny valley, allowing the 
digital to become the real. 

Hunter and Karahkwenhawi’s interchange also connects TimeTravellerTM to 
contemporary social media. Hunter suggests that he can visit Karahkwenhawi 
in her own time, using the data that TimeTravellerTM collected from her 
Facebook page. Karahkwenhawi’s question—“Wouldn’t that just be a virtual 
me?”—could be directed either at the recreation of her life as a TimeTravellerTM 
immersion, or at the source material for that immersion (Episode 07). The 
online lives that people construct for themselves through blogs, tweets, and 
status updates are often heavily mediated, and—like all autobiography—are 
more a new creation than they are an undistorted reflection of the entirety of 
a life. Karahkwenhawi is not her Facebook page, but the page provides access 
to a part of her, and whatever glitch in the system has allowed the two 
protagonists to connect across time also allows them to move beyond the 
mediation of virtual reality. Lewis argues that “[t]he explosive growth of 
social media in the Facebook era means that many of us—youth, aunties, 
and elders alike—are enmeshed in a virtual network of personal relationships 
that interpenetrate our material world relationships like a pixellated shadow” 
(62). TimeTravellerTM extrapolates from this current reality and suggests ways 
in which this “pixellated shadow” can obtain depth and nuance, and meld 
with the physical reality that casts the shadow. Lewis, marking a middle 
ground between the cautiousness of Loretta Todd and the spiritual and 
cultural optimism of Steven Loft and Jackson 2Bears, argues that a desire to 
maintain Indigenous traditions must take into consideration “that the 
Western world view is busy constructing structures and systems,” which will 
shape the future not only of that culture, but also of Indigenous cultures, and 
that it is therefore necessary for Indigenous people to have a say in the 
creation and structuring of those systems (61-63). The cyber nature of 
Skawennati’s texts marks out territory in cyberspace, suggesting that virtual 
reality is another important area for Indigenous people to stake a claim. Just 
as the relationship between Hunter and Karahkwenhawi transcends time 
and technology, allowing for realistic human contact within virtual space, so 
the series itself escapes what Loretta Todd critiques as the “mechanical and 
separate” universe of virtual reality (163). Candice Hopkins argues that 
“Skawennati’s project . . . challenges Baudrillard’s warnings of an increasingly 
virtual life, a place where ‘the inert matter of the social is not produced by lack of 
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exchanges . . . but by the multiplication and saturation of exchanges’” (69). 
The focus here is on relationship and reciprocity, Indigenizing both the 
digital and the future. 

By focusing the series on one cyber relationship with larger political and 
social implications, Skawennati asks her viewers to consider the implications 
of each of their online exchanges. While there is no direct evidence that 
watching TimeTravellerTM has inspired any specific social movements, the 
larger project of AbTeC, with its training of new generations of Indigenous 
creators in new technologies, is helping to bring the positive world it 
imagines into being (Laurence n. pag.). The virtual world is not a separate 
matrix, but rather an extension of the physical world; its main use comes 
from its connections back to that world. Hunter and Karahkwenhawi’s 
relationship reminds us that the connections we make online are not with 
computer programs, but with other people, who have real lives in the 
physical world. Increased access to internet technology is allowing social and 
political connection, organization, and engagement across large geographic 
distances—almost as remarkable as Hunter and Karahkwenhawi’s 
relationship across time. Steven Loft argues that “technology-based art . . . 
exists in a real-time logic that separates it from its process and situates itself 
in the present consciousness of the viewer” (“Aboriginal Media Art” 94). 
Watching machinima or viewing digital dolls online might not have the 
obvious political and social impact of organizing a protest march or an 
occupation of colonized space, but the participatory nature of Skawennati’s 
art, and the ways in which it draws attention to the political potential of its 
own medium, can inspire viewers to make connections and effect change in 
the material world. She Indigenizes the digital worlds in which she makes 
her art, using them to make connections never dreamed of by the characters 
in Snow Crash.

notes

 1 Discussions of Indigenous storytellers adapting and Indigenizing digital media began 
in the 1980s, and draw on earlier and ongoing discussion of Indigenous storytellers 
adapting and Indigenizing the written word, European languages, visual media, and 
other storytelling forms. Although this essay focuses on digital art and machinima as 
storytelling, it draws on discussions of form by Indigenous literary nationalist theorists 
from Simon Ortiz on, and discussions of Indigenous digital art beginning with the work 
of Buffy Sainte-Marie and Lawrence Paul Yuxweluptun since the 1990s.  

 2 This distinction is, of course, not a fixed dichotomy; digital texts have their own 
materiality, from the hardware and software on which they are created and consumed 
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LXXXIV
Wihtamok. This commission’s report is in the public domain. It says almost as 
much as our eyes, which can say more than this. To repair, Canada, the past 
residential internment strategies that you alone are guilty of, ninety-four bids: 
One, fewer of our children in governments’ care. Two, collect and publish 
findings, yearly, on kids in the system: Métis, Inuit, First Nations. Three, use 
Jordan’s Principle. Four, set the standard for woke laws on child custody and 
apprehension. Five, help young Aboriginal moms and dads. Next, yikes: repeal 
criminal protection for schoolteachers who use force and get a strategy to reduce 
learning and work inequalities between Aboriginal folks and the rest. We call 
for the elimination of poor-relation funding for on-reserve study. Within that 
pen that endorses legislation is the duty to write annual detail on the education, 
accreditation and income achievements of your subjects. Lend your jurisdiction 
not to the state’s small glory, but to justice, such that she that writes of you can 
write of the sacred canopy’s four stakes. Culturally appropriate, healthfully 
oriented curricula—Treaty-honouring legislation—will dignify this exercise. This 
story pleads for support for higher-ed meaning Aboriginal students, for toddler 
education programs. Kweyachisihta. Kweyachisihta, that what in your language is 
writ acknowledges right means speaking our words, preserving what nature made 
so articulate in Aboriginal languages. Fund such an act as counters the trespass 
against first languages. Dek’enèehtł’è, wenahdì-le ch’à. A fundamental element 
of this country’s wisdom: tongues and idioms, talk in Gwich’in, in Naskapi, in 
standarised syllabics. We call on feds for a Commissioner of our Languages, 
recommended by us, and devoted to reporting on the adequacy of whatever money 
or support feds put toward our fluency. Colleges, universities, verb: En Cha Huná. 
Help residential school survivors rebuild the family names stripped from them, 
by fixing status cards, identity papers, documents and passports – for no fee. A 
tobacco offering first, to open dialogue. Then a purification with mashkodewashk 
and giizhik. The offices of the government, awakened by sweetgrass. Policy 
extending our respect to relations, to elders, to words and circles.

S o n n e t  L’ A b b é

The 94 Calls
 Colonized Sonnets LXXI to LXXXIV
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LXXXV
May it now be acknowledged that the current state of Aboriginal health in Canada 
is an outcome of previous decisions made by Canadian governments. Residential 
schools were a gross decision. Health rights, says international law, are rights. 
Aboriginal people and communities want reports on their fight against injury, 
addiction, and suicide; reports on available services, child mortality, chronic 
ailments, and psychological conditions. Off-reserve health concerns require 
an approach. Aboriginal healing centres hold wisdom for those carrying old 
residential school consequences; Aboriginal healing practices need precious space 
held for them in the care system. Arguably all the medical and nursing faculties 
should be filled with Aboriginal kids, and young doctors should get real-schooled, 
taught to serve with skills attuned to the res-school wrongs intergenerationally 
borne in bodies. That’s twenty four bids to action, beaded slowly into Shakespeare. 
Urgent letters threaded into culture, a work to instill cultural memory. Affirm 
the independent role of the RCMP to investigate crimes (actually establish a 
policy) where government interest might be at stake. Better your limiting statutes, 
provinces, to ensure no limitation defences are afforded those whom Aboriginal 
people might prosecute for historical wounds. The formation of lawyers should 
involve a course on conflict resolution, indigenous law, and cultural competence. 
Hear plaintiffs’ allegations fairly outside the previous Indian Residential School 
Agreement. Too many Indigenous folk are in custody— alternatives to prison 
must be given support. Let trial judges waive mandatory minimum sentences. 
One of the most pressing priorities: fetal alcohol spectrum disorders. FASD 
offenders need compassionate correction. Allow healing lodges. For inmates 
who remember abuse, treatment. For halfway houses, support. It’s insane how 
many youth are in custody. Enough victims—track who gets victimized; log 
violent offences suffered by Aboriginal folk; fund victim outreach. Enough women 
murdered and missing—we welcome the inquiry: a demand to stop the violence 
Indigenous girls face. The treaties remember the handshake between European 
forefathers and Aboriginal foremothers and forefathers. The breath of those words 
awaits respect. Governments, defend Aboriginal justice systems. History’s dumb 
thoughts still speak lingering effects. 
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LXXXVI
Forty-two actions knotted into the procedural, mindful subaltern’s assimilation 
of this great verse. Bound by the force of rights, Shakespeare’s apostrophizing 
exclaims to an idea of fairness. Fully adopt the UN declaration on Indigenous 
people’s rights, exclaims our poesy to our idea of government. That declaration 
should frame our strategy for reconciliatory practice. Work it through together and 
issue, on Canadians’ dreamy behalf, a Royal Proclamation of Reconcilation. The 
proclamation will forsake excuse-making concepts like the Doctrine of Discovery 
and terra nullius. Recognize mutuality, reestablish Treaty relationships, reconcile 
treaty law to minding Aboriginal law, hold us partners in Confederation. Affirm 
the yearning to reconcile—in writing. Write a Covenant witnessing this spirit, 
thereby furthering the spirit of the Settlement Agreement. Unlearn thought that 
overwrites Aboriginal sovereignty. A moral and spiritual pitch: that social justice 
groups and churches get karmic: our selfdetermination’s not determined by your 
God. Neither He, nor his Ancestors, sympathized with terra nullius. To build equity, 
create institutes of Aboriginal law. Publish government legal opinions involving 
anything impacting Indigenous claims and treaty rights. Governments, adopt 
legal principles that accept, when occupation has been established, the Aboriginal 
claim on territory. Once that title has been affirmed Aboriginal, parties calling for 
any limits to title rights are obligated to say why. Form an oversight body which 
monitors progress on these post-apology goals: a council, established in compact 
with Aboriginal organizations. Endow a National Reconciliation Trust with the 
funding it needs to advance the cause. Provide the council with information it 
seeks; report formally on the State of Aboriginal Peoples and the advancement of 
the cause of reconcilation. Also, educate public servants on Aboriginal history. If 
I was not already sick over my fathers’ constitutional bigotry, my fathers’ Catholic 
trespass on First Nations would turn my stomach: the native children abused 
beneath white men’s prayer robes. Our Catholic guilt isn’t repentance. Families 
call directly upon the pope to issue an apology. We invite the Vatican to declare 
they literally fucked Indigenous kids. Apologies matter: the congregations must 
listen and feel their own troubled ministries. 
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Faith leaders—jewish, moslem, all the other church parties to our signed 
settlement agreement—form young priests, rabbis, imams or ministers to respect 
our spiritualities, acknowledge Aboriginal wisdoms. Explain to faith workers that 
residential schools were church wrongs to be righted. Churches should work now 
to establish permanent churchly funding for projects that animate community-
authored education, healing, reconcilation and leadership in Indigenous faiths. 
May the worth of Aboriginal perspectives and teaching methods be confirmed at 
all educational levels, by requiring mandatory learning of Aboriginal knowledges 
and accomplishments, histories and legacies. In partnership with Aboriginal elders, 
develop a comparative curriculum in Aboriginal spiritual beliefs for denominational 
schools. What good does reconciliation hold for the country? Let researchers 
be supported by the country’s granting bodies to advance understanding. For 
youth, let the nation’s riches go fairly toward reconciling, toward youth networks 
establishing community. Deserving is not the issue; the cause of this call for action is 
recognized. Affirm: mettle in our communities isn’t wanting. And so let museums’ 
policy be patiently reviewed and backed by Aboriginal-institutional discussion. 
We call for reserved funding, this 150th anniversary of Canada’s self-mythology, 
for museum grants vested in themes of reconciliatory memory. Our own worth 
was then not worth knowing, to library men to whom the country gave its archival 
stewardship. Recommit, else mistake your calling, to housing holdings that testify 
to the great wrong of residential schools. Fully adopt the UN principles Joinet and 
Orenlicher surmised. Provide records to the Commission’s agents, coroners and 
slow statisticians, on Aboriginal children’s documented deaths. Establish, develop 
and maintain a death register marking residential school student deaths. Establish 
an online registry of cemeteries, plot maps that judge where kids’ interment might 
be marked. Inform Aboriginal families of the burial locations of their cleaved 
children. Honour families’ need to rebury the deceased. Maintain, document, 
protect these evidential cemeteries, deferring to the most affected Aboriginal group 
in each matter. Into survivors’ knowledge, keep asking, but when asking, know no: 
Who resurrects children molested and battered? 
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We ask archives to identify and house residential school material. Let ten 
million be disbursed plainly over seven years to Centre directors, so they might 
manage reconciliation doings, with extra given to research and record local place 
memory. Governments, work with communities on just heritage and history: 
a reconciliation framework includes commemoration. For our representation 
on the history sites board; in criteria, regulation and practices of the National 
Program of history and commemorations; in a heritage plan for commemorating 
residential schools—this fight. A national day would prove the government’s 
sincerity about our histories. Honour our struggle with monuments; honour our 
children parted from us, our survivors, our worth to the nation, with monuments, 
in the hearts of towns. We call for work by Indigenous artists to be financed; get 
Aboriginal and settler artists acquainted to team up on reconciliation’s behalf. Heartily 
repair the nation’s broadcaster, so it can set down a story of faults reconciled, 
and of Aboriginal diversity, wherein #aboriginallivesmatter. Aboriginal Peoples’ 
Television Network—in that worthy labour, continue, and let journalism institutes 
and good media schools teach Aboriginal 101 to writers. And may much glory to 
Aboriginal athletes go. Canada, by supporting the Indigenous Games, will be a 
gainer, too; for getting behind Indigenous athletes helps community health. Love 
old-school Indigenous sport and think about Indigenous athletes’ inclusion at each 
level. Let no host country invite injuries to territory in the name of international 
competition. The business psyche must check itself: Indigenous rights and doing 
business aren’t hostilities. Development requires real consent; Aboriginal people 
need opportunity and jobs; truly effective managers will be trained in Indigenous 
rights and anti-racism. Information for newcomers must include histories of the many 
Aboriginal peoples who survive this nation-state. Revise the Oath of Citizenship, 
so that belonging to this nation is founded on affirming the treaty promises that 
gave breath to Her Majesty’s legal claim. These ninety-four calls, now experimental 
song. L’Abbé Shakespeares the Commonwealth’s irreconcilable wrongs.  
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                                   Indigenous literatures not only emerge from, depict, 
and address particular communities; they grapple with the meaning of 
community itself, while expanding our understandings of how communities 
might be imagined, lived, and sustained in pursuit of decolonial futures. 
Indigenous literatures don’t just represent communities; they call 
communities into being. This special issue considers what Kristina Fagan 
Bidwell calls “the messy multiplicity of communities” as they manifest in 
Indigenous literature and its study.1 We invited Indigenous creative artists 
and scholars, along with settler, diasporic, and allied artists and scholars, to 
explore the relationships among (i) diverse expressions of Indigenous literary 
art, (ii) the myriad Indigenous (and other) communities out of which such 
art emerges and toward which it is directed, and (iii) the responsibilities 
embedded in such art’s ethical study. In this “Afterword,” we are interested 
in whether the ethics of community implied by the Indigenous Literary 
Studies Association’s support of the “ongoing production of Indigenous 
literatures” are in fact commensurate with those implied by its advancement 
of “the ethical and vigorous study and teaching of those literatures”2—in 
other words, whether “community” means the same thing(s) in creative and 
critical contexts; if it doesn’t, we wonder if maybe it should and whether 
this might be the direction in which the Indigenous literary arts are, in fact, 
guiding us.

Indigenous Literatures and 
the Arts of Community
Editors’ Afterword   
   

   Sam McKegney and Sarah Henzi

 E d i t o r i a l

To honour the history and promote the ongoing production of 
Indigenous literatures in all forms; [and] to advance the ethical 
and vigorous study and teaching of those literatures . . .
—Indigenous Literary Studies Association, “Our Guiding Purpose”
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“ILSA acknowledges the continued existence of Indigenous nations 
within the territorial boundaries of lands claimed by Canada and the 
inalienable rights of those nations to self-determination”

The Indigenous Literary Studies Association (ILSA) was founded in October 
2013 by a group of nine Indigenous and settler scholars on the traditional, 
ancestral, and unceded territory of the Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-
Waututh people in Vancouver, BC, “to address the need for a scholarly body 
based in lands claimed by Canada that focuses specifically on the study and 
teaching of Indigenous peoples’ literatures.”3 As its founding documents 
make clear, however, the “need” for such a “scholarly body” was perhaps 
secondary to the desire to reimagine what academic associations do. For 
example, the association’s statement of “Values” indicates that “ILSA seeks to 
foster an atmosphere of respect, sensitivity, and safety among its members, 
and ILSA expects its members’ interactions with cultural productions, 
communities, and other members to be characterized by a high standard 
of integrity.” This declaration champions a vision of community and traces 
out the kinds of rights and responsibilities imagined as integral to such 
community’s flourishing; it rejects the individualist imperatives of academia’s 
standard structures of advancement and reward to promote an alternative 
ethic of mutual support. It is thus of little surprise that ILSA endeavours 
also “to promote a climate of generosity and collaboration over one of 
possessiveness and competitiveness” and that it “supports the responsible 
transformation of the academy to better reflect [such] values.”

ILSA’s inaugural gathering at Six Nations of the Grand River in October 
2015 offered an opportunity to test out and further theorize these ideas, 
inviting participants to reflect on the responsibilities of artists and/or 
scholars to the communities of which they are part and to the communities 
addressed by their work. Some of the imaginative, insightful, and rigorous 
responses to these themes presented at Six Nations would later become 
papers submitted to this special issue.4 When the ILSA Executive agreed  
to collaborate with Canadian Literature on a special issue dedicated to 
Indigenous literary art, the authors of the present “Afterword” were chosen 
to take on the task of guest editing for pragmatic reasons: Sarah, because  
as the Early Career Representative she could gain considerably from  
the experience, and Sam, because as Past President his role at the time  
was largely consultative and he therefore had the time. We are not blind, 
however, to the fact that while the ILSA Executive consists of four 
Indigenous and three settler scholars, both of the appointed guest editors  
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are non-Indigenous.5 While we have undertaken this work self-reflexively 
and with the support of our colleagues, we recognize that our editorship  
of a special issue dedicated to the study of Indigenous literatures and 
communities is not politically neutral, particularly in light of the fact that  
the five previous special issues of Canadian Literature devoted to Indigenous 
themes were also edited by non-Indigenous scholars.6 In an effort to 
destabilize the institutional authority that clings to disciplinary positions  
like editorship,7 we agreed with the Canadian Literature staff to move our 
editorial from the beginning of the issue—where it might pre-empt the 
voices of contributors and condition readers’ interpretations of their 
interventions—to the back, where it is intended to provide context and  
fuel further discussion. Although this is merely a gesture, the impact  
of which ought not be overstated, such placement also enables us more 
effectively to honour the foundational influence of Delaware poet, playwright, 
and scholar Daniel David Moses on the field of Indigenous literary studies  
in lands claimed by Canada through the placement of his words before  
all others.8 

In the remarks that follow, we offer background on the development of 
Indigenous literary studies in lands claimed by Canada, with particular 
attentiveness to the collaborative ethics that characterized many early 
interventions in the field and have buoyed the development of initiatives like 
ILSA; then we consider the extent to which the promise of such community 
building has been realized in the current cultural moment (which includes 
ongoing celebrations of the 150th year of occupation of Indigenous lands 
by the nation-state of Canada and the return of the Appropriation of 
Voice debates in May 2017); and we conclude with thoughts about what 
Indigenous literatures tell us about community building as an art and an 
ethic. To organize our discussion, we invoke “Values” from ILSA’s founding 
documents, one of which charts the course of each of the following sections.

“ILSA honours the foundational critical work of foremothers and 
forefathers in the field of Indigenous literary studies”

Given the facts that individual texts by Indigenous literary artists were not 
taught with regularity in Canadian universities until the 1990s and that 
Indigenous literature courses were not taught at many institutions until the 
mid-to-late 2000s,9 it is unsurprising that much of the formative critical 
work in the field of Indigenous literary studies came from thinkers on 
the periphery of the academy. The vast majority of these were Indigenous 
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intellectuals who self-identified more as creative writers than as critics and 
whose ties to Indigenous communities far eclipsed their ties to academia.10 
Such writers include but are not limited to Kateri Akiwenzie-Damm 
(Anishinaabe), Jeannette Armstrong (Okanagan), Beth Brant (Mohawk), 
Basil Johnston (Anishinaabe), Lenore Keeshig-Tobias (Anishinaabe), 
Thomas King (Cherokee), Emma LaRocque (Cree/Métis), Lee Maracle 
(Stó:lō), Daniel David Moses (Delaware), and Armand Garnet Ruffo 
(Ojibwe). Their work in the 1980s and 1990s influenced profoundly how 
Indigenous literary studies would evolve north of the 49th parallel, not least 
in terms of its prioritization of community as a persistent critical value. 
Unlike the American context, in which the field opened up largely within 
academic institutions via the critical writings of settler academics, much of 
the foundational work in the Canadian context was Indigenous-authored, 
community-focused, and steeped in Indigenous intellectual traditions.

A paradigmatic example of the tenor of early critical discussion in lands 
claimed by Canada is Jeannette Armstrong’s “Editor’s Note” to the seminal 
collection Looking at the Words of Our People: First Nations Analysis of 
Literature (Theytus, 1993). This deceptively brief manifesto foregrounds 
Indigenous ethics of community11 in both its form and content. In terms 
of content, Armstrong argues that “in reading First Nations Literature 
the questioning must first be an acknowledgment and recognition that 
the voices are culture-specific voices and that there are experts within 
those cultures who are essential to be drawn from and drawn out” (7). As 
such, Armstrong calls for the development of tribal-specific criticism that 
prioritizes intellectual materials from the source culture(s) out of which 
particular Indigenous authors write; at the same time, she affirms pluralist 
notions of Indigenous “culture” that refuse to cede cultural specificity, 
arguing that “urban-modern,” “pan-Indian,” “tribal specific,” and “traditional 
or contemporary” communities all “have unique sensibilities which shape 
the voices coming forward into written English Literature” (7). In terms 
of form, Armstrong demonstrates commitments to intellectual diversity 
and community building by assembling eleven Indigenous critics—some 
of whom are also creative writers—to consider the ethical parameters of 
Indigenous literary studies, and then publishing their reflections with the 
Indigenous-run press Theytus Books; the collective and collaborative nature 
of the enterprise serves Indigenous communities in both abstract/theoretical 
and practical/pragmatic ways, with interpersonal connections being forged 
among participants, with scholarly acclaim being shared among a variety of 
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individuals, and with proceeds returning to Indigenous communities.
Looking at the Words of Our People also exemplifies a telling feature of 

Indigenous literary studies in lands claimed by Canada: the centrality of 
edited collections rather than single-authored monographs, the latter of 
which tend to be treated as the hallmark of success within the academic 
humanities. If one were to seek out the foundational texts of Indigenous 
literary criticism in Canada, the first would likely be Looking at the Words of 
Our People, followed closely by editor Armand Garnet Ruffo’s (Ad)dressing Our 
Words: Aboriginal Perspectives on Aboriginal Literatures (Theytus, 2001). The 
integral place of edited collections has been sustained in more recent years 
via volumes like Across Cultures/Across Borders, edited by Paul DePasquale, 
Renate Eigenbrod, and Emma LaRocque; Indigenous Poetics in Canada, 
edited by Neal McLeod; Introduction to Indigenous Literary Criticism in 
Canada, edited by Heather Macfarlane and Armand Garnet Ruffo; and 
Learn, Teach, Challenge: Approaching Indigenous Literatures, edited by 
Deanna Reder and Linda Morra. The work of the late settler scholar Renate 
Eigenbrod is instructive here as it highlights how the edited collection is 
not simply a practical or expedient consequence of material conditions—a 
means of distributing the proceedings of a conference, for instance—but 
can also be construed as an ethical choice. After the publication of Travelling 
Knowledges (2005), Eigenbrod published several articles that could either 
have been collected into or have served individually as the seeds for a 
follow-up monograph. However, she instead devoted her time and effort 
to generating space for other scholars—particularly Indigenous scholars 
new to the field—to enter critical conversations through the organization 
of conferences and colloquia, as well as co-editing five critical collections. 
Similarly, alongside the publication of her seminal book Taking Back Our 
Spirits (2009), the late Métis scholar Jo-Ann Episkenew devoted herself 
to the health and wellbeing of Indigenous youth, working tirelessly as the 
Director of the Indigenous Peoples’ Health Research Centre, mentoring 
young Indigenous scholars, community workers and activists, and building 
community-based research and outreach networks. If, as Craig Womack has 
suggested, “one measure” of a critic’s dedication to Indigenous communities 
“is the degree to which he or she finds a way to turn over some of his or 
her work to the younger generations of critics who are coming up in the 
discipline” (169), Eigenbrod and Episkenew epitomized such ethics. In 
fact, the two—who were also founding members of ILSA—organized the 
inaugural Aboriginal Roundtable at CACLALS in 2000, an informal and 
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dialogic annual gathering of Indigenous and allied scholars, creative artists, 
and community members that has served as a model for how Indigenous 
literary scholarship might forward unique methodological priorities. 
Furthermore, both scholars worked to support Indigenous creative writers: 
organizing public readings, scheduling appearances by writers at scholarly 
gatherings, championing keynotes by creative writers as well as critics, 
editing writers’ works, and teaching a wide array of lesser-known Indigenous 
authors in their classes. Eigenbrod and Episkenew acted as role models 
and mentors and relationship builders; they created space for the voices of 
Indigenous artists and scholars, and they guarded that space with a fearless 
generosity, exemplifying therein ethics of community. 

“ILSA honours the creative work of Indigenous writers, storytellers, 
and literary artists of the past, present, and future on whose creative 
work the field of Indigenous literary studies depends”

Parallel to the development of Indigenous literary studies, Indigenous writers, 
filmmakers, and other artists have been generating an inspiringly diverse 
corpus of work—from oratory to science fiction, from drama to eroticism, 
from harangue to slam poetry, from testimony to video games—exceeding 
expectations about national, linguistic, and generic boundaries. Because 
more and more authors are making use of different media and modes of 
intervention, contemporary critics are starting to privilege an intermedial 
practice of reading that accounts for interactions and engagements that, to 
borrow from Leanne Simpson, must be done “through principled and 
respectful consensual reciprocity with another living being, in the absence of 
coercion and hierarchy, and in the presence of compassion” (18). 

And yet while these very ideas—respect, consent, and reciprocity—are, we 
can hope, at the basis of our lives as scholars, teachers, and engaged citizens, 
events directly preceding the publication of this special issue have illustrated 
the manifold ways that the ethics modelled by scholars like Eigenbrod and 
Episkenew continue to be threatened by settler entitlement and the ongoing 
naturalization of the Canadian nation state. The (un)surprising resurrection 
of the Appropriation of Voice debate in May 2017—in large part instigated by 
Write magazine’s then-editor Hal Niedzviecki and his “Winning the 
Appropriation Prize” editorial published in an issue curated around the work 
of Indigenous writers, followed by The Walrus’s now-former editor-in-chief 
Jon Kay’s Twitter session with Canada’s media elite on crowd-funding an 
actual #AppropriationPrize—tells us that in Canada, dishearteningly, many 
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settlers retain a sincere belief in the right to unfettered access to Indigenous 
cultural materials, an imagined entitlement sustained by abstract notions of 
creative freedom and individual autonomy that obfuscate the violent realities 
of settler colonialism’s manifold and ongoing dispossessions. And, of course, 
the appropriation of cultural materials remains inextricably entwined with the 
appropriation of Indigenous lands and resources. Let us consider, for instance, 
in the wake of Daniels vs. Canada, the recently self-appointed non-Status 
community of Mikinak in Quebec as an example of, to quote Chelsea Vowel 
and Darryl Leroux, “a range of [emboldened] so-called Métis organizations 
[that are claiming] Aboriginal identity and those rights owing from it . . . 
[and thereby] exemplify[ing] settler nativist tactics that ultimately 
undermine Indigenous self-determination” (30-33). While these examples 
showcase an ongoing trend, however, we are reminded of another resilient 
and fierce continuity, which can be found in the voices of those who have 
struggled against appropriation and the naturalization of settler entitlement 
upon which it depends: from Lenore Keeshig-Tobias’ “Stop Stealing Native 
Stories” (1990) and Kateri Akiwenzie-Damm’s “Says Who: Colonialism, 
Identity and Defining Indigenous Literature” (1994) to the current responses 
to the #AppropriationPrize, which include Jesse Wente’s interview on CBC 
Radio with Matt Galloway where he reacted to the “remarkable arrogance”  
of the appropriation prize, saying “don’t mistake my emotion here, or my 
civility anywhere, as weakness. This is our strength. This is me being in 
touch with my ancestors and feeling them sitting beside me” (n. pag.) and 
Akiwenzie-Damm speaking powerfully once again, now asserting that “[t]he 
cultural appropriation debate is over. It’s time for action” and “[t]his fight 
has made it easier to see our allies, to let go of false friends, and to identify 
our enemies” (n. pag). 

While the return of the Appropriation of Voice debate can be seen as a 
failure of community responsibilities—or, worse, an active repudiation of such 
responsibilities—the outrage it has provoked has engendered new relationship-
building initiatives, such as the creation of the Emerging Indigenous Voices 
fund, started by Toronto lawyer Robin Parker, as a “Canadian literary award 
to support the vision of emerging Indigenous writers.” Parker’s initial 
fundraising goal was a modest $10,000, but the fund has since soared to well 
over $115,000 by over 1500 backers, which ILSA will help administer in the 
coming year. In this way, Indigenous and allied advocates have repudiated 
appropriation and erasure, and have fought to honour the sovereignty of 
Indigenous voices; the debate has turned into sustainable action.
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“ILSA respects the integrity of various communities, Indigenous and 
otherwise, and seeks to foster positive and accountable community 
building within and beyond the discipline of Indigenous literary studies”

As we write this editorial, we prepare for ILSA’s 3rd annual gathering at 
Stó:lō Nation, in Chilliwack, BC, Ethics of Belonging: Protocols, Pedagogies, 
Land and Stories, which invites participants to consider ways in which 
our scholarship, activism, and creative work cares for stories and centres 
Indigenous perspectives. Earlier in this piece, we wrote of how Indigenous 
literatures call communities into being. This calling is ultimately rooted 
in care—care of territory, care of stories, and care of understandings of 
the world embedded within wider kinship relations among communities, 
nations, cultures, and languages, as well as with the other-than-human. What 
this entails, and how we live it, is ultimately part of an ethical imperative: 
a commitment and ongoing responsibility of scholars to the artists and 
communities whose imaginative visions make our work possible. Some of 
those visions are included in the articles and poems that make up this special 
issue. We hope that readers will take away from these diverse critical and 
creative pieces as much knowledge and inspiration as we have as editors; we 
hope as well, along with our colleagues and friends in ILSA, that this issue 
promotes “positive and accountable community building within and beyond 
the discipline of Indigenous literary studies.”
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  notes

 1 Bidwell argues that “We don’t have a full language or theory yet . . . for articulating how people 
can have multiple identities or multiple communities without becoming less of any one 
thing, without becoming less Indigenous, for instance” (310). She continues: “And literature is 
often much better at sustaining the messy multiplicity of communities than is criticism” (312).
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 2 All quotations from the founding documents of ILSA can be retrieved at the Association’s 
website: http://www.indigenousliterarystudies.org

 3 ILSA’s “Inaugural Council” consisted of Kristina Fagan Bidwell, Renate Eigenbrod, Jo-Ann 
Episkenew, Daniel Heath Justice, Keavy Martin, Sam McKegney, Rick Monture, Deanna 
Reder, and Armand Ruffo. 

 4 Drafts of pieces by Dallas Hunt, Brandon Kerfoot, Michele Lacombe, Daniel David 
Moses, June Scudeler, and Pauline Wakeham were presented at Six Nations in 2015.

 5 The current ILSA executive consists of Deanna Reder (President), Jesse Archibald-Barber 
(President Elect), Sophie McCall (Secretary), June Scudeler (Treasurer), Angela Semple 
(Graduate Student Representative), Sarah Henzi (Early Career Representative), and Sam 
McKegney (Past President).

 6 The previous issues referred to here were published in 1990, 1995, 1999, 2000, and 2012. 
The first two were edited by W. H. New and the rest by Margery Fee, two non-Indigenous 
scholars who have done significant work to advance the study of Indigenous literatures  
in Canada.

 7 We take our cues here from settler scholars Renate Eigenbrod and Helen Hoy.
 8 Given the centrality of the Grand River to Moses’ piece, this opening also signals the 

situatedness and territorial specificity of knowledge and the ongoing influence of lands, 
waters, and relations with the other-than-human on intellectual and creative work. In this 
sense, we wish to acknowledge the profound influence of the Haudenosaunee territory of 
Six Nations of the Grand River on the understandings of those assembled at the inaugural 
ILSA gathering and therefore on this special issue. We choose the phrase “words 
before all others” intentionally in recognition of the Haudenosaunee practice of the 
Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen, spoken at the Six Nations gathering by Mohawk scholar and 
community host Rick Monture, which illuminates the stark differences between cultural 
practices of thanksgiving, mindfulness, and openness that bring the minds of a gathered 
community together and Western editorial practices of introduction, which (intentionally 
or otherwise) tend to foreclose upon interpretive possibilities regarding what will follow.

 9 In a survey conducted by ILSA in 2013, it was determined that by that point 86% of 
universities surveyed taught at least one course dedicated to the study of Indigenous 
literature. Predominantly these were housed within Departments of English, but a small 
percentage of such courses existed at the time in Departments like Cultural Studies, 
Drama, Gender Studies, and Indigenous Studies.

 10 See McKegney, “Beyond Continuance,” where this literary and critical history is taken up 
in greater detail.

 11 Anishinaabe writer Basil Johnston explains such community ethics within an 
Anishinaabe context, arguing, “To us, a right is debnimzewin. But each right is also a 
duty. . . . And so we’ve got to go back to some of these values: responsibility, duty, right” 
(qtd. in McKegney, Masculindians 46). Cherokee scholar Daniel Heath Justice concurs, 
explaining community through a rubric of kinship. Justice contends that the foundation 
for Indigenous continuance is “our relationships to one another—in other words, our 
kinship with other humans and the rest of creation. Such kinship isn’t a static thing; it’s 
dynamic, ever in motion. It requires attentiveness; kinship is best thought of as a verb 
rather than a noun, because kinship, in most indigenous contexts, is something that’s 
done more than something that simply is” (150).
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“wish you read more  
poetry”
Jordan Abel
Injun. Talonbooks $16.95
Jónína Kirton
page as bone—ink as blood. Talonbooks $16.95
M. NourbeSe Philip
She Tries Her Tongue, Her Silence Softly Breaks. 
Wesleyan UP $15.95
Reviewed by Kyle Kinaschuk

Jónína Kirton, in page as bone—ink as blood, 
her debut collection of lyric and prose poetry, 
offers a thematically capacious and spectrally 
elegant constellation of poems. She tra-
verses a formidable landscape “heavy with 
memory” that deepens and complicates the 
vexed interrelations between autobiography, 
embodiment, and historicity. Kirton, a 
Métis/Icelandic poet situated in Vancouver, 
implicitly and explicitly reveals traces of her 
own embodied experience through finely 
crafted voices that tell narratives of corpo-
real pain, erotic pleasure, systemic racism, 
apparitional visitations, half-worn memory, 
and sexual violence. Nevertheless, Kirton’s 
poetics undo the sovereignty of subjectivity 
by foregrounding the entanglements of  
collective history and the body, which 
compellingly destabilizes the primacy of 
ipseity that often tyrannizes lyric poetry. 
Each of these poems—following the call of 
Jeannette Armstrong—becomes a monu-
ment to the political vitality of voicing 
living histories of pain engendered by settler 
colonialism in Canada: “shared suffering 
never articulated leaves a residue / causes an 
itch that cannot be scratched.”

The body, for Kirton, becomes an archive 
of intergenerational, subjective, and histori-
cal feeling. “I am still suspicious,” a voice 
tells us, “of my body’s story / leave a trail of 
marooned memories    frozen fragments.” 
The body becomes a contested, albeit gen-
erative, site for memory to oscillate across 
the historical wreckage of ongoing settler  
colonialism in Canada. In particular, Kirton 
illuminates concrete sites of life that are 
inflected by histories and presents of settler-
colonial violence, dispossession, and 
displacement. Kirton, moreover, deftly 
orchestrates the metaphorical registers of 
both bone and blood in all of their mul-
tiplicities and ambivalences. Blood, for 
example, comes to function as both a site of 
violence and a place of creativity: blood is 
thought beyond the simply biogenetic. Each 
poem, however, is never determined by the 
operative conceit that haunts the collection 
in its entirety. In page as bone—ink as blood, 
Kirton crafts a collection that sustains and 
rewards careful attention, so much so that 
one would be grateful to be one of the 
ghosts who appear in “hungry ghosts” and 
who “look over your shoulder” and “wish 
you read more poetry.”

If Kirton’s poetic project recalibrates  
the limits of the lyric subject through 
embodied spectralities of affective  
intensity, then Jordan Abel, a Nisg_a’a  
writer, enacts a poetics of reclamation  
in Injun by unmaking the language of  
settler-colonial texts not only to resist  
and subvert enduring colonial projects,  
but also to articulate Indigenous exis- 
tences and agencies from within the very 
corpus of texts that perpetuate epistemic 
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themselves to the poetics of M. NourbeSe 
Philip. Both poets apply a certain criti-
cal strain to the English language; as Evie 
Shockley writes in her foreword to the new 
edition of She Tries Her Tongue, Her Silence 
Softly Breaks, Philip “breaks English to 
fit her mouth.” It is, to be sure, a difficult 
task to review a text that is a cornerstone 
of contemporary poetics. The first edition 
was published in Cuba in 1988 by Casa de 
las Américas. Philip won the Casa de las 
Américas prize for an earlier manuscript 
form of the collection. In 1993, the collec-
tion was published in Canada by Ragweed 
Press, and the new edition was published 
by Wesleyan University Press in 2014 with a 
new foreword by Shockley.

Since its initial publication, poems such 
as “Discourse on the Logic of Language” 
have been anthologized by Laura Moss and 
Cynthia Sugars in Canadian Literature in 
English: Texts and Contexts and by Kate 
Eichhorn and Heather Milne in Prismatic 
Publics: Innovative Canadian Women’s 
Poetry and Poetics. It is nearly impossible 
to imagine students of Canadian literature 
missing the sheer power and brilliance of 
Philip’s work. This is a gorgeously bound 
new presentation of a formative and inven-
tive collection of poems that demands to 
be read within and outside the university. 
Shockley, perhaps, puts it best: “Someone 
wants—someone needs—this poetry. 
Luckily, it is here for us again, in a beautiful 
new edition. Whether we come to be healed 
or to be schooled, to be amazed or to be 
unleashed—whatever brings us to Philip’s 
work—we are fortunate to have found it.”

and material violence against Indigenous 
peoples. Injun, Abel’s third book of poetry, 
complements the projects of erasure, 
context, and reclamation he commenced 
in The Place of Scraps (2013) and Un/
inhabited (2015). In Injun, Abel carefully 
unwrites ninety-one Western novels in the 
public domain, as he culls 509 sentences 
that contain the word “injun” from the 
novels to form the units of composition 
for the long poem. In turn, Abel produces 
stunning, terse couplets that populate the 
first part of the poem: “he spoke through 
numb lips and / breathed frontier.” While 
Injun is conceptually difficult and, indeed, 
demanding in the most productive of ways, 
the remarkably condensed, although potent, 
lines that Abel uncreates from within the 
body of such a disturbing collection of texts 
are demonstrative of his unique ability to 
converge conceptual, political, and affective 
registers seamlessly.

The sections of the long poem, which are 
organized according to the letters of the 
alphabet, spatially disrupt the act of read-
ing, as footnotes lead one to the back of the 
book to encounter words that participate in 
logics and lexicons of settler colonialism—
such as “redskin,” “discovery,” and “whitest.” 
Each of the preceding words is repeated in 
different contexts from within the ninety-
one texts that Abel repurposes, which is 
indicative of his commitment to disassem-
bling the archive to open up resurgent spaces. 
Injun destabilizes the very linearity of the 
book as such. Each line falls apart through a 
poetics of cutting and erasure, which is 
reminiscent of M. NourbeSe Philip’s evis-
ceration of the English language in Zong! 
Injun recasts the book as a textual object 
insofar as the text at times necessitates being 
turned upside down to remain “legible.” It is 
no wonder that Abel has received so much 
critical attention, as he is one of the most 
innovative and thrilling poets writing today.

Abel’s formal experimentation with lan-
guage and fascination with the archive lend 
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& varied poetic forms” abound—many of 
which exercise with, and meditate on, the 
sestina—these forms testify to the studied 
nature of the book. Still, these poems push 
beyond formal gesturing: they operate at an 
“interrogatory frequency,” rattling loose the 
politics of language and gender.

Not only do ants serve as a formal trope—
one running on six legs, the other on six 
words—but they also represent a particular 
political position. “The most visible ants,” 
Maguire writes in her opening epigraph, 
“are non-reproductive females.” In a series 
titled “Pleasure,” Maguire identifies as a 
“lesbo bachelor grrl . . . sorting out the lin-
guistic & political responsibilities that come 
with being of Métis heritage (among others) 
& settler upbringing.” Ultimately, Maguire 
embraces and exploits the arbitrary nature 
of the sestina’s ordering of words, forcing a 
reading that requires “foraging” and “rum-
maging,” rather than following “normative 
procedure.” Contained in writing, but not 
by writing, poetry threatens our “erosive 
English syntax” by celebrating the “blos-
soms of several languages.”

Unlike the Holy Roman or the British 
Empire, Andreyev’s The Relativistic Empire 
sets out having already failed: The “song of 
the ultimate mammal / drawing a lonely 
crowd.” Andreyev posits an empire with 
dominion over contingency, equivocation, 
approximation—an empire as a “flawless / 
simulacrum of itself.” Like the line drawing 
on the cover, gesturing toward specificity, 
but without committing to anything but 
the rough outline of a boot, the contents 
of this book only resemble poems, taking 
a step toward them, but really just squash-
ing them underfoot. Like Maguire’s poems 
that don’t necessarily coalesce, these poems 
don’t necessarily add up (which isn’t entirely 
a bad thing).

Throughout the book, Andreyev suggests 
how it is “cut out of plywood,” a “joke,” “a 
flimsy / excuse.” While his tight, columnar 
poems don’t add up individually—“settling 

Explode, Lie, or Fail
Samuel Andreyev
The Relativistic Empire. BookThug $18.00
Shannon Maguire
Myrmurs: An Exploded Sestina. BookThug $18.00
Daniel Scott Tysdal
Fauxccasional Poems. Goose Lane $19.95
Reviewed by Michael Roberson

When Samuel Andreyev writes, with 
seemingly anxious reassurance, “writing is 
contained / there / writing is contained,” he 
opens a closet door to expose the skeleton 
of poetry. “[T]here”—where no one has to 
see it—is the essence of, and perturbance 
to, language. Within poetry, language is 
contained, restrained by form, whereby 
the conflagratory potential of language, its 
danger, threatens: to explode, to fail, to lie. 
In the newest books by Andreyev, Shannon 
Maguire, and Daniel Scott Tysdal, “writing 
is contained,” but it does not behave.

On the cover of Maguire’s Myrmurs: An 
Exploded Sestina, David Bateman depicts 
vibrantly and expressionistically what 
Maguire calls a “collagelision”—bringing 
disparate elements into proximity, leav-
ing out the redundant, the unnecessary, 
and coaxing the “incommensurable” to 
“collocate.” Inspired by the notion of myr-
mecochory, Maguire scatters six core words 
of her sestina across a whole book, like  
a worker ant “harvesting seeds of noise”; 
each iteration of a core word functions  
as the title of a new, wild poem, strew- 
ing the entire poem farther from itself, 
“multiplying strangenesses.” The poems 
that share titles do not necessarily create 
coalescent serials within the “new eco- 
system,” but more a “lattice of asymmetric 
intentions.” In fact, the six words—“noise,” 
“letters,” “pleasure,” “crowd,” “volume,” and 
“incorrigible”—suggest both qualities and 
objectives. Incorrigible and voluminous 
noises serve as “prickly” missives intended 
to pleasure and provoke. And while “strange 
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significant discourse than it does today. The 
book begins and ends with a “Last Poem,” 
both for the occasion of Year Zero. In each 
resetting of time, a “leadership” has banished 
poets because poetry is a “weapon” that 
“made lures / of lie-wrought lyres.” Bracketed 
by banishment, the remaining poems in the 
book serve as defences of poetry.

While the catalogue of appropriated 
voices, tonal shifts, and formal exercises 
seems like a partial vita for a creative-
writing instructor with his own textbook, 
Tysdal engages stakes beyond his aesthetic 
prowess. When, for example, he assumes 
the voice of President Obama, or Frederick 
Engels, or Nicolas Cage, or John Lennon, he 
does so to perform, however fallaciously or 
facetiously, “the dazzling marriage, at last, of 
life and art.” Certainly, poems of occasion, 
faux or otherwise, are about poetry’s (self-)
importance, but while Andreyev cherishes 
poems as funny but effete, Tysdal imagines 
poetry as funny but responsible. For Pound 
and Tysdal both, poetry maintains its cur-
rency, not because it contains fact, but 
because it sustains possibility. So, Tysdal 
asks: “Was it from ruins or raw material 
that he fashioned / new parts? Did he invent 
a new vehicle for the people / or from his 
creation were a new people cast?”

Revisioning Academia  
and Textual Practices
Maggie Berg and Barbara K. Seeber
The Slow Professor: Challenging the Culture of 
Speed in the Academy. U of Toronto P $26.95
Lynn Coady
Who Needs Books? Reading in the Digital Age.  
U of Alberta P $10.95
Reviewed by Lourdes Arciniega

Facing an increasingly corporate—and 
some would argue depersonalized—univer-
sity world, English professors Maggie Berg 
and Barbara K. Seeber propose a “counter-
identity” for academics whose achievements 

into stasis”—they add up aesthetically—
“laps[ing] / into the continuity bracket.” 
These “funny little items” do not offer a 
“stupid manifestation of reality” or “what / 
anybody / says or sees,” but still, “there be 
words.” As Andreyev writes, the poems  
represent “wax fruit with real vegetables,” a 
seeming nod to Marianne Moore’s “imaginary 
gardens with real toads.” With their non-
indicative titles, surreal absurdisms, and 
rhetorical punning, these poems celebrate 
purposiveness without purpose. In a poem 
titled “Recursion Cookies,” Andreyev begins:

send knives down the phrase or
kick cows to gel the steaks together
is a method forgetting near the
pad and launch this mislaid thought[.]

As ridiculous as these lines appear, they 
suggest the ongoing thematic reflexivity of 
the book: understanding “semantic units” 
requires a knife-like method of parsing the 
“mislaid thought[s]” throughout word, line, 
and poem. An initial contact with the book 
impresses that the poems might be simu-
lated, by computer or by “mindlessness,” 
but in the end, an answer to that question 
remains relative, or at least something like it.

When Ezra Pound originally wrote his 
aphorism, “‘[l]iterature is news that STAYS 
news,’” was he imagining himself in the 
future as a nightingale tweeting with iPhone 
in one hand and cold-brew coffee in the 
other? Or, rather, what if some scholar, in 
the archives at St. Elizabeths Hospital, dis-
covered notes of Pound’s plans for Twitter 
that also point to “In a Station of the Metro” 
as the first tweet? As preposterous as these 
questions sound, they represent the kind of 
imaginings behind a project like Tysdal’s 
Fauxccasional Poems. Fauxccasional poems 
both “celebrate or memorialize . . . fake or 
speculative occasion[s],” and deliver “Real 
Fauxccasional News.” As advertised on the 
tabloid-like cover, Tysdal writes “exclusive” 
poems that revise history and foretell the 
future, in which poetry represents a more 
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creates a climate of isolation and inhibits 
community building and collaboration.

Berg and Seeber bring up timely issues 
that should be taken into account as the 
university model transitions to meet the 
new demands of corporatized and digital 
environments. However, the new academic 
environment also includes a significant 
number of precariously employed instruc-
tors who are teaching part-time or as 
sessionals. Berg and Seeber mention these 
academics in passing, but their intriguing 
manifesto would benefit from an addi-
tional in-depth look at how the attitudes of 
the Slow Professor can be practically and 
purposefully applied by academics in both 
tenured and non-tenure track positions.
 Creative writer Lynn Coady discusses  
the impact of the digital age on reading, a 
foundation of academic practice in the 
humanities. She argues for the relevance  
of books “as we know them” as repositories 
and vehicles for transmitting stories, for 
encouraging imaginative and critical 
thought, and for creating human con- 
nections. She begins her argument by 
acknowledging the fragility of the book 
industry and of book authors fighting a los-
ing battle against the onslaught of television 
writers, bloggers, and social media users. 
Her concern centres on fear over the loss of 
books in their current form due to “declin-
ing attention spans, plummeting book sales, 
disappearing bookstores, [and] embattled 
publishing houses.” She also acknowledges 
the escapism pervasive in today’s popular 
literature, where “serious” books are too 
exhausting for harried and stressed readers 
to delve into at the day’s end. Yet, her coun-
terargument to the prevalence of escapist 
audiences, who prefer to see film adapta-
tions rather than read the original books, is 
that serious readers are a hardy group who 
will not, and historically have not, disap-
peared with the advent of new technologies. 
She notes that there is an increase in library 
users, which means that readers still crave 

are being measured and rewarded by their 
outputs and tangential contributions to 
research at the expense of intellectual devel-
opment and community engagement. The 
authors argue that power in academic circles 
has shifted from faculty to administrators in 
pursuit of a competitive bottom line for the 
institution. Berg and Seeber bemoan days 
spent taking care of administrative tasks—
such as emailing, record keeping, or 
mastering a new technological advance-
ment—instead of being a “Slow Professor,” 
an academic who takes time “for reflection 
and open-ended inquiry,” research, and 
thesis development within a library envi-
ronment. Their redefinition of academic 
pursuit implies a revisioning of the tradi-
tional idea of time, whereby “time to do 
nothing” does not imply wasted time, but 
rather a space that allows for creativity and 
playfulness. Such positivity might then 
translate into a classroom environment 
where professors who enjoy teaching create 
a ripple effect in their students, who in turn 
feel valued by and connected to their 
instructor. The authors then give some sug-
gestions to achieve more engaged teaching, 
such as displaying confidence from the start 
of the class, controlling breathing, encour-
aging laughter, listening, and pacing the 
dispersal of material. Their recommenda-
tions align with the idea of pedagogy as 
performance, whereby the instructor has to 
be constantly attuned to his or her audience, 
and ready to respond and shift according to 
the information he or she is receiving from 
the class. In essence, the Slow Professor 
approaches his or her classes as places of 
engagement, trusted spaces in which  
students feel their opinions can be safely 
expressed and valued. Berg and Seeber also 
argue for the return of such a collegial  
critical-thinking environment at the faculty 
level, where “corporatization has imposed 
an instrumental view of not only time but 
also each other.” They note that the need to 
account for each hour of time expended 
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Four-Handed Poetry
Sarah Bernstein
Now Comes the Lightning. Pedlar $20.00
Wendy McGrath
A Revision of Forward. NeWest $17.95
Dean Steadman
Après Satie: For Two and Four Hands.  
Brick $20.00
Reviewed by Dale Tracy

Each collection reviewed here is played 
with four hands. Dean Steadman’s Après 
Satie: For Two and Four Hands and Sarah 
Bernstein’s Now Comes the Lightning each 
engages with a historical artist while Wendy 
McGrath’s A Revision of Forward comes out 
of a collaboration with printmaker Walter 
Jule. This four-handedness elicits a compas-
sionate ethos for each collection.

Through poems whose titles summa-
rize episodes of French music-hall singer 
Fréhel’s life, Now Comes the Lightning writes 
Fréhel as a character with depth and dignity. 
These poems show poverty, addiction, and 
celebrity without sensationalism. Moreover, 
the collection does not depend on the 
backdrop of war to generate emotion. 
Rather, it quietly dredges the poignancy of 
small moments and large through “[t]he 
days, the weeks, the months [that] wheel 
like searchlights across the sky” (“Fréhel 
Takes Elocution Lessons”). The collection 
is imbued with the softness of its cloudy 
weather and the richness of feeling such 
weather evokes. The included song lyrics, 
historical interludes, and dates help place 
the moments of Fréhel’s life in a collection 
driven much more by lyric than by narra-
tive. This incorporated matter also serves to 
situate Fréhel firmly in her historical exis-
tence. Bernstein never tries to take us too 
fully into a reconstituted, imagined Fréhel; 
she does not pretend to know the essence 
of this woman, but instead sketches her, 
from a third-person perspective, with what 
is known, offering just enough of an inner 

human contact and the tactile experience 
of a paper book. Coady reminisces over the 
rituals surrounding book reading and its 
immediate gratification that are not elitist, 
but rather universal. Readers love the heft 
and weight of a paper book, the anticipation 
of seeing a new stack of books to be read 
on a night table, and the sensual pleasure 
that is evoked by reading, which cannot be 
matched by Twitter feeds, Facebook posts, 
or web surfing. Her argument thus focuses 
ultimately on the “utter mental absorption 
we experience when we read a written nar-
rative,” the sense of immersion that a good 
story can give a reader. 

While Coady does well to start and end 
Who Needs Books? with an example of a 
children’s book to signal the need to instill 
a consistent reading practice from an early 
age, the parents of future children are 
today’s reluctant readers of books. How 
can these non-book readers be taught to 
embrace all the joys that she so passionately 
advocates for in her essay? Coady has gone 
beyond answering her title question by also 
addressing why we need books. The next 
step is to figure out how this need can be 
met, and how concrete measures can be 
implemented to ensure the love of the phys-
ical book does not become an experience of 
the few, but a shared, community-building 
exercise for the many. 
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emotional connections to all these charac-
ters, whether they are briefly present or 
recurring. His work with tone is as impres-
sive as his carefully incorporated wordplay 
and formal experimentation. The comic and 
the poignant fit easily together, as concisely 
demonstrated by “The Parable of Worms 
(Vers de terre),” in which a man, taught 
humility by the gods, is “possessed of only 
two desires: / 1) to kill all the gods, and / 2) 
to be the whirring vibrato of the bee’s 
scented wings.” These poems do not exist to 
bear out a premise; each poem generates its 
own power without resting on the strength 
of the collection’s connections or concept. 
Nevertheless, the poems belong together, 
seeming to have spilled out of the recurring 
“o” that itself, in “La Danseuse et figures 
dans l’eau,” rolls into “the reader’s lap” and 
may be the “tonal centre” we learn, in the 
collection’s introductory poem, the “Velvet 
Gentleman” is missing.

Re: Educating the  
Imagination
Alan Bewell, Neil ten Kortenaar, and  
Germaine Warkentin, eds.
Educating the Imagination: Northrop Frye Past, 
Present, and Future. McGill-Queen’s UP $37.95
Reviewed by Graham Nicol Forst

Canada’s pride in the heritage of Northrop 
Frye receives another statement with this 
collection of scholarly essays chosen from 
fifty-odd papers delivered at the University 
of Toronto’s Victoria University on the 
occasion of the centennial of Frye’s birth 
in October 2012. Frye’s star has inarguably 
dimmed in the dawn-light of postmodern-
ism and identity politics, but most of the 
authors of these essays (many of whom were 
his students or assistants) present his ideas 
of literature and society as if nothing had 
changed since the 1970s. The best of these 
papers, such as that of Michael Dolzani, 
accept Frye for what he was: a Romantic 

consciousness to bring this person into 
readerly hearts. If what Fréhel sought from 
celebrity was “someone to see her, to trace 
her outline” (“Elocution Lessons”), these 
poems answer her wish.

McGrath’s A Revision of Forward is  
propelled by pattern. The collection’s  
experiments with repetition stay interesting 
from poem to poem by varying in kind and 
degree. The poems respond to the patterns 
of the prints that begin, end, and divide the 
book; create thematic patterns with repeated 
colours, words, topics, and settings; and 
follow the set patterns of fixed forms. The 
concluding title poem most directly explores 
the possibility of mirroring in a series of 
imperfectly reflecting poetic halves. While 
these poems demonstrate McGrath’s subtle 
use of sound and sense, I find her work with 
glosas most enticing. A glosa falling at the 
collection’s centre, “Balances,” could serve as 
a lens through which to understand the 
collection, with “repetition” in its first line 
and “loaded balance” in its last. McGrath 
explores the possibilities of poetic struc-
tures, those formal patterns that can be 
reset and tried again with new meaning. 
Like the title figure in “Carpenter” who 
“studies blueprints opened like sacred 
scrolls,” McGrath, with repetition, “conjures 
solid walls from lines on paper.”

Steadman’s Après Satie: For Two and Four 
Hands, a collection engaging French com-
poser Erik Satie’s music and surrealist Paris 
milieu, is as various as its multiple hands 
would suggest. Prose poems respond to 
Satie’s song titles. For many of these, another 
set of hands takes the theme over into a 
different poetic form. Even within poems, 
response changes hands when an initial 
character sometimes leads readers away from 
a story we think we are entering; in “La Diva 
de l’Empire,” for example, the consciousness 
of an old man disappears as we follow his 
gaze into a dancer’s mind and her gaze into 
the loss an absent young man feels when 
she stops looking. Steadman builds 
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in the power of literature to “change 
the world” and to rebuild Jerusalem in 
England’s green and Brexit land. Literature 
possesses this power because, says Dolzani, 
mirroring Frye, the literary imagination 
is continually “recreating,” and thus is 
capable of “break[ing] the closed cycles of 
Spenglerian determinism” and “shattering . . .  
mind-forg’d manacles” and eventually even 
the “material chains of social tyranny.” As 
such, the imagination mirrors “the divine in 
us,” thus fostering a utopian impulse that  
is “not dead at all.” Looking back over the 
age of genocide, one can only wish this  
were so.

Alexander Dick’s “Frye, Derrida, and the 
University (to Come)” offers an interesting 
comparison of Frye’s vision of the modern 
university to Derrida’s: both saw it as the 
university’s role to foment “neurotic mal-
adjustment” by confronting the student 
with “languages, myths, and metaphors that 
make [up] his or her deepest concerns.”

Adam Carter’s “Correspondences: Frye, 
de Man, Romanticism” draws a more tenu-
ous link between Frye and de Man: both 
“mutual[ly] reject[] . . . the [Wordsworthian] 
assumption that the mind finds its corres-
pondence in nature”—but for reasons so 
entirely different they moot Carter’s com-
parison. For de Man, such a notion is just 
existentially false: it represents “a delusory 
and inauthentic yearning of human conscious-
ness for the stability of natural things.” Frye’s 
rejection of the notion of a unity between 
human consciousness and the natural order, 
however, is rooted not in existential angst but 
rather in the “terror” of the Canadian envi-
ronment, so pervasively expressed throughout 
Frye’s writings on early Canadian literature.

The subject of Mark Ittensohn’s interesting 
“Romanticism and the Beyond of Language: 
Northrop Frye and the Wordsworthian 
Imitation of the Point of Epiphany” is that 
of the Romantic epiphany and its rev-
elation of the “inadequacy of language.” 
Wordsworth called his epiphanic moments 

utopian and formalist systematizer conser-
vatively focused on the Christian Bible and 
the Western literary canon, from which he 
famously claimed to extrapolate “the funda-
mental unity of all literature.” The weakest 
of the papers try to mould Frye into some-
thing he was certainly not: for example, 
a Derridean (Alexander Dick), a fellow-
traveller with Paul de Man (Adam Carter), 
or, God forbid, a closet feminist (Troni Y. 
Grande) or Marxist (Robert T. Tally Jr.).

Educating the Imagination opens with 
“Reading between the Books: Northrop 
Frye and the Cartography of Literature,” 
by the eminent scholar of North American 
Indigenous languages Robert Bringhurst. It 
occasioned a standing ovation when deliv-
ered at Victoria University, but it reads like 
a defensive and adversarial rearguard justi-
fication of Frye’s formalism over the demon 
of deconstruction. The argument is totally 
circular: the deconstructionists cannot 
“map” literature because for them literature 
isn’t “real”; but because Frye had “faith” that 
“reality exists,” literature can be scientifi-
cally taxonomized. Those who deny this 
are “small-minded” and “impoverished,” 
“silly and . . . juvenile”; such deniers are 
“unhealthy” advocates of deconstruction, “a 
feeble . . . science” which is “lodge[d], like a 
cancer, in the body of literary criticism.”

Ian Balfour’s “Northrop Frye beyond 
Belief ” is an unapologetic assay of Frye’s 
Wilde side—that is, of his view of literature 
(which includes of course the Bible) as liter-
ally “beyond belief.” As with Oscar Wilde, as 
Balfour shows, in Frye there are no “moral 
criteria” in literature, only “poetic and aes-
thetic” ones. Literature, that is, is always 
and only “a hypothetical verbal construct.” 
(Balfour, like Frye, never asks how one 
should take, say, Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s 
“The Yellow Wallpaper” or Elie Wiesel’s 
Night as “affirming nothing.”)
 “From the Defeated: Northrop Frye and 
the Literary Symbol,” by Michael Dolzani, 
stresses Frye’s utopianism, which is rooted 
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name for residential school archives. While 
Bird-Wilson acknowledges her gratitude to 
these archives, her source materials contain 
omissions, such as the specific details of 
student stories, identities, and injustices. 
These omissions impel her poems. For 
instance, she describes an act of cultural 
evisceration for young women entering the 
schools: having their hair cropped short. You 
can imagine the author seated in a dusty 
archive, poring over endless school photo-
graphs like the one selected for the book’s 
cover. In uniforms, and with stock bowl 
haircuts, the children appear as carbon cop-
ies. With an impetus parallel to that of the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission, and 
through imaginative reconstruction, Bird-
Wilson works to imbue figures disregarded 
by history with affect and individuality. In 
“Girl with the Short Hair,” she writes: “if I 
wanted to describe the girl to you in a poem 
I might say the short-haired one but they’ve 
all got short hair and she’s more than that 
anyway . . . she has a name but history hasn’t 
recorded it.” Unlike prior government records 
or a photograph caption, the poem contains 
no punctuation and sparse capitalization.  
It is loosely organized as two paragraph-
long stanzas and often uses multiple spaces 
between words in lieu of line breaks or 
ellipses. By the end of the poem, what is 
revealed about the girl is what is “in her 
bones”: her preference is “to lope under the 
prairie sky to slap her feet down on the long 
grasses,” which results in her “wind-knotted 
hair.” This poem echoes many others in the 
collection—such as “The ■■■■■■■ ’s 
Situation,” which deploys the omission of 
proper nouns to demonstrate the usurpa-
tion of individual history in the face of 
residential school historical accounting. The 
Red Files, like the Girl with the Short Hair 
who dreams of exhibiting her freedom 
under the prairie sky, acts to “dance on the 
graves” of residential school perpetrators 
because, according to the lyric “Cremation,” 
if these poems won’t, “who will?”

“spots of time,” which are literally “unsay-
able” moments—linguistically inexpressible, 
which, as Ittensohn shows, corresponds 
closely to Frye’s view of poetic discourse 
in the Anatomy of Criticism. There, poetry 
is associated with “total dream . . . infinite 
and boundless hypothesis.” Poetry and the 
Romantic epiphany are “inherently con-
nected to mystery, to riddle.” And herein, 
surely, is Frye’s lasting legacy: not in a 
shotgun marriage with postmodernism or 
identity politics, or in jejune reiterations 
of his anachronistic utopianism, but in the 
realization that “what the arts cannot say 
may be as important as what they do say.”

Re-Sight and Re-Sound
Lisa Bird-Wilson
The Red Files. Nightwood $18.95
Kim Fu
How Festive the Ambulance. Nightwood $18.95
Reviewed by Evangeline Holtz

Nightwood Editions has recently published 
inaugural poetry collections from Lisa 
Bird-Wilson and Kim Fu. Both authors 
have previously published full-length 
prose works: Just Pretending and For Today 
I Am a Boy, respectively. Their turns to 
poetry—Bird-Wilson’s The Red Files and 
Fu’s How Festive the Ambulance—portray 
the authors’ acerbic wit, ironic tone, and 
deft control of language through new forms. 
Kevin Connolly wrote that a very good 
poet “sees the things others miss.” The Red 
Files unearths experiences of victims of the 
Canadian residential school system over-
looked by society at large, while How Festive 
the Ambulance challenges sensory percep-
tion, provoking readers to hear and see 
the world through a plethora of alternative 
subjectivities.

Bird-Wilson credits the Saskatchewan and 
the Anglican Church archives for her source 
materials for The Red Files. Her collection’s 
title is taken from the federal government’s 
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Indigenous Literature and  
Its Political Exigencies
John Borrows
Freedom and Indigenous Constitutionalism.  
U of Toronto P $34.95
Heather Macfarlane and Armand Garnet  
Ruffo, eds.
Introduction to Indigenous Literary Criticism in 
Canada. Broadview $39.95
Reviewed by Jeff Fedoruk

The publication of Introduction to Indigenous 
Literary Criticism in Canada is incredibly 
timely, with academic and public institutions 
across Canada implementing the recom-
mendations of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission’s 2015 Final Report concur-
rently with debates concerning mandatory 
Indigenous studies courses for undergradu-
ate programs and a growing awareness of 
the need for decolonization and unsettling 
beyond reconciliation. The year 2015 also 
importantly saw the inaugural meeting of 
the Indigenous Literary Studies Association, 
which generated a new platform for discus-
sions about the relationship between 
Indigenous studies and Indigenous litera-
ture and increased awareness of these 
discussions both on ancestral territories and 
at international academic conferences. 
Clearly, Heather Macfarlane and Armand 
Garnet Ruffo’s edited collection of twenty-
six influential essays has a wide relevance 
and thus a wide range of applications, not 
only for teachers and readers of Indigenous 
literature and Indigenous studies, but also 
for teachers and readers of Canadian litera-
ture and the humanities more broadly.

In their introduction, Macfarlane and 
Ruffo discuss how Indigenous literature 
in English and its surrounding criticism 
have developed almost in tandem, and how 
the literature itself has always been inher-
ently critical and political. Their desire in 
publishing a comprehensive collection of 
Indigenous literary criticism, then, is in  

In the poem “XXXIII” from the collec-
tion Thirsty, Dionne Brand defamiliarizes 
the recurring wail of an ambulance siren, 
registering it instead as the portent of “life 
collapsing.” In How Festive the Ambulance, 
Kim Fu further reinterprets this sound. 
Unlike Brand’s poem, Fu’s titular poem is 
hopeful: “The sirens sing / their sweet con-
firmation: not-dead, not-dead, not-dead.” 
The anaphoric cadence of this line mimics 
the siren’s cry, altering the way it resounds 
in the reader’s mind. Fu’s collection retrains 
the eye and ear through her creation of 
speakers with varying sensory capabilities.  
In her “Lifecycle of the Mole-Woman” 
poems, the mole-woman meets a mermaid 
who describes the “scene” for the benefit of 
the mole-woman’s “scooped-out darkness.” 
Though the mermaid eventually concedes 
that “we are staying in our place, as ever 
always,” Fu argues that there is value in 
attempting to understand another’s perspec-
tive despite being unable to fully inhabit 
their subject position. Fu’s free-verse poems 
vary in line length and form, from para-
graph poems to the aforementioned cycles. 
A longer poem, “Let Us Change Bodies,” 
is composed of eight stanzas that range in 
length from two to seven lines. In the poem, 
Fu provokes readers to imagine switching 
bodies with another person “as we might 
change seats.” She then launches into the 
second person, causing the reader to inhabit 
a world made unfamiliar by its being 
perceived through a melee of speakers’ 
interpretations of disparate events: “Now 
you are climbing a mountain / because the 
landscape forms the profile of a witch / and 
you were drunk and wanted to prove a local 
legend wrong.” The effect of these lines is 
arresting, causing readers to question whose 
legends they believe in and whether or not 
they are the correct ones.
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If Macfarlane and Ruffo’s collection  
demonstrates the shared energies between 
Indigenous literary production and Indigenous 
literary criticism, then John Borrows’ Freedom 
and Indigenous Constitutionalism speaks to 
the narrative precedent in Indigenous gov-
ernance and traditional knowledge. Like 
Macfarlane and Ruffo, Borrows stresses the 
importance of always understanding con-
text when learning about Indigenous cultural 
issues, and his latest book traces broad his-
torical trajectories of Indigenous governance 
and Indigenous-settler relations to develop 
comprehensive contexts in both the Canadian 
and the American examples. Central to his 
analysis are his own Anishinaabe traditions: 
he identifies two principles throughout, 
utilizing the Anishinaabemowin terms 
mino-bimaadiziwin and dibenindizowin to 
understand how “the good life” and “freedom” 
factor into Indigenous governance. I have 
very much simplified these translations; 
much of the framing in each of Borrows’ 
chapters adds to the complexity and rich-
ness of his central terms. Ultimately, he 
seems to be arguing that Indigenous consti-
tutionalism is most productive when it 
foregrounds context, remains malleable, 
and is publicly interactive.
 Much of the contextual ground that 
Borrows covers will be familiar to those 
who have followed developments in 
Indigenous governance and Indigenous-
settler politics in Canada, but his level of 
detail enables a new synthesis between 
context and critique. An initially impor-
tant point asserts the need for bodily and 
philosophical mobility (or what he calls a 
“physical philosophy”) in Indigenous his-
tory and self-governance, which leads to 
his critique of the Canadian Constitution’s 
failure to extend its “living tree” principle 
to Section 35(1)—the section regarding 
Indigenous rights in Canada. Borrows 
argues that, instead of making the 
Constitution interpretive and adaptable 
to developments in Indigenous rights and 

part to draw attention to the contexts and 
issues that have informed Indigenous liter-
ary production. Furthermore, the editors 
want to highlight and celebrate works that 
demonstrate Indigenous creativity, history,  
and self-reflexivity in the face of the 
colonizing impetus of traditional English 
literary programs. In this light, Canadian 
readers and teachers of English might 
turn to this collection for ideas of how 
to approach literary concepts of decolo-
nization in traditional English courses. 
Anishinaabe writer Basil Johnston’s “One 
Generation from Extinction,” for example, 
stresses the significance of tribal specificity 
in Indigenous literatures in maintaining 
and cultivating the knowledges of each 
tribe (his term). And Métis scholar Jo-Ann 
Episkenew echoes these sentiments for a 
wider audience in “Socially Responsible 
Criticism: Aboriginal Literature, Ideology, 
and the Literary Canon,” arguing that “if one 
examines the text of works of Aboriginal lit-
erature without examining the context from 
which it was written, Aboriginal people 
become abstractions, metaphors that signify 
whatever the critic is able to prove they sig-
nify.” From beginning to end, this collection 
has an uncannily logical flow and dialectical  
thrust, almost seamlessly connecting dis-
cussions of traditional knowledge, history, 
ideology, appropriation, orality, diaspora, 
gender and sexuality, and residential 
schools, among other issues. The book 
stems from consultations with Macfarlane’s 
and Ruffo’s colleagues throughout Turtle 
Island, and a variety of perspectives are 
featured, with several non-Indigenous 
voices amongst the primarily Indigenous 
contributions. Undoubtedly there are many 
other essays that could have been included, 
and were indeed considered, but those that 
appear here reflect a crucial dialogue and 
are—especially in the cases of the recently 
lost and sadly missed Johnston, Episkenew, 
and settler scholar Renate Eigenbrod—a 
testament to generous knowledge.
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Inheriting Murder
Amber Dean
Remembering Vancouver’s Disappeared Women: 
Settler Colonialism and the Difficulty of 
Inheritance. U of Toronto P $24.95
Reviewed by Madelaine Jacobs

Vancouver, BC, is the stuff of Canadian 
dreams. It occupies a much larger place 
in the national imagination than its con-
strained city limits. Imagined geographies 
of Vancouver stretch from the city on the 
mainland west to Vancouver Island, east 
and north to the mountains, and south in 
relationship to the US. For many, Vancouver 
is a fascinating touristic landscape of mul-
ticultural Canada anchored on Indigenous 
lands. Vancouver is also the stuff of night-
mares. The mention of Robert Pickton 
conjures images of the murders of women 
who lived and worked in Vancouver’s 
Downtown Eastside and the excavation 
of the Pickton property. In Remembering 
Vancouver’s Disappeared Women: Settler 
Colonialism and the Difficulty of Inheritance, 
Amber Dean, assistant professor of gender 
studies and cultural studies at McMaster 
University, pulls the focus away from the 
headlines of the Pickton trial and recali-
brates the national lens through which the 
people and place of the Downtown Eastside 
are viewed.

Remembering Vancouver’s Disappeared 
Women is an expression of how to engage 
with, and represent, an extremely difficult 
subject. It is not a clinical account of the 
causes and effects of murder. Instead, Dean 
contends with what she can contribute by 
examining “what lives on from the violent 
loss of so many women.” The strength of 
her interrogation of the representation and 
remembrance of disappeared women is in 
maintaining tensions without reinforcing 
simplistic dichotomies. Many women who 
disappeared while living in the Downtown 
Eastside have been identified as Indigenous 

community self-governance, as it has with 
other aspects of Canadian law, the Canadian 
state has treated Indigenous modes of self-
governance and sovereignty as historically 
stagnant. In relation to Indigenous-settler 
treaties, Borrows also states that “[m]any 
non-Indigenous leaders believe that treaties 
are about concluding old, unfinished busi-
ness. They do not generally see treaties as 
creating structures for present and future 
Indigenous growth and interaction with the 
nation state.” Other Indigenous governance 
scholars in Canada, such as Taiaiake Alfred 
or Glen Coulthard, are much more critical 
of the Canadian nation-state as a structural 
entity, but Borrows is pragmatic from a legal 
standpoint, and his analysis still operates to 
empower Indigenous communities. Overall, 
he astutely addresses present complexities  
in Indigenous-settler politics that are 
placing immense strains both within and 
outside Indigenous communities. Indeed, 
some of his most incisive examples are in 
his examinations of currently unmitigated 
factors: he makes a vital call to action, for 
example, when he claims that “[a]cting to 
address violence against women should not 
be an either/or choice.” Effectively linking 
current events with historical struggles and 
constitutional shortcomings, Borrows pro-
vides readers with many jumping-off points 
from which to engage other works of criti-
cism or critical narratives.
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violence against Indigenous women. For 
Dean, this is a fruitful way of understanding 
how all Canadians are implicated in colo-
nialism without presumptuously claiming 
the loss experienced by many Indigenous 
families. All have inherited colonial lega-
cies, yet some are more abstracted from the 
intimacies of its violence than others. The 
concept of inheriting is somewhat uncom-
fortable in this context because it implies 
receiving something that is intentionally 
given or passed on through genetic or fam-
ily ties. Although Dean links inheritance to 
difficulty and thoughtful action, the term 
itself connotes passivity. Perhaps Dean is 
making the point that, as with other types 
of inheritance, the recipient has no choice 
over what has been given. Choice is found 
in what is done with that inheritance.

Dean invested over a decade in the 
research project that engendered Disappeared 
Women. While the book is deeply meaning-
ful in its own right, it is apparent that she is 
on the cusp of something even more sub-
stantive. The spirit and skill of Dean’s inquiry 
lie in her provoking new questions, propel-
ling herself and the reader in new directions, 
and examining what may be knowable from 
multiple perspectives. Rather than claiming 
to be definitive, she rejects the idea that  
this discussion is in any way over. Dean 
dissects the construct of completeness with 
such insight and confidence that she 
simultaneously demonstrates her instru-
mental role in this discourse. Anticipation 
builds for what is yet to appear.

persons; however, they were not solely, nor 
simply, racialized “Indians.” These women 
are often described as “missing,” yet Dean 
prefers “disappeared” because the system-
atic colonialism experienced by Indigenous 
women has been tacitly supported by state 
inaction. “Disappeared,” indicating a state 
of being, is widely adopted to signify violent 
absence beyond its application to state-
organized abduction, torture, and murder.

Dean’s consideration of the particulari-
ties of the Downtown Eastside recognizes 
broader experiences of gendered violence 
in Indigenous nations across Canada. She 
begins by drawing on the scholarship of 
geographers to situate disappearance in 
historical efforts to exert colonial power 
over Indigenous women in BC and ren-
der the spaces they inhabit separate and 
empty. In chapter 2, the holistic fluidity of 
Indigenous lifeways, as seen in the “spec-
tral presence” of disappeared women, is 
set against the lingering ideology of the 
“disappearing Indian.” Chapter 3 argues 
that disappeared women are portrayed as 
“ungrievable” in Canadian society. In chap-
ter 4, the queer(ed) images of “squaw men” 
and “whores” are juxtaposed with remem-
bering disappeared women as daughters, 
sisters, and mothers. Chapter 5 describes 
memorials to the disappeared women and 
evaluates whether they encourage “practices 
of inheritance” in the wider public.

Disappeared Women grapples with the 
inadequate lexicon of the evolving English 
language. Dean is critical of reductive 
portrayals that so heavy-handedly attempt 
to “humanize” disappeared women that 
they obscure their personal complexity. 
Dissolution of this reductive filter unseats 
the “empathy” with which violence is 
consumed through voyeuristic privilege. 
Nevertheless, this is not the true meaning of 
empathy: even when it is well intentioned, 
this is paternalism wrought through sym-
pathy. Dean proposes an ethical stance as 
“inheritors” of, rather than witnesses to, 
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DNA, culture, cognition, evolution, lit-
erature, language—Donaldson challenges 
conventional boundaries between intel-
lectual disciplines, especially between the 
sciences and the humanities, by explaining 
how metaphorical thinking is a constitu-
tive property of consciousness itself. The 
primordial, relational energies giving rise 
to the conscious mind were present in 
the origin of matter. We think metaphori-
cally because the universe that evolved our 
consciousness proceeds metaphorically. In 
fourteen substantive chapters, Donaldson 
examines these “relational energies” that 
define fields of human inquiry.
  Donaldson appropriately concludes his 
volume with remarks on Walt Whitman’s 
Transcendentalist poem “A Noiseless Patient 
Spider.” A spider spinning a web is Whitman’s 
trope for the spirit, repeatedly throwing out 
“filaments”—thoughts flung into the unknown 
that the poet hopes will reach a “ductile  
anchor” in some transcendent place 
that the evolving spirit has envisioned. 
Transcendentalists such as Whitman 
spoke of the soul, but forever dodged 
teleological questions; a kind of latter-day 
Transcendentalist himself, Donaldson is 
likewise ready to admit spirituality without 
teleology. As a firm believer in evolution-
ary biology who posits a universe devoid 
of intentional or “intelligent design,” he 
sees instead the human experience of the 
transcendent as an aspect of creative expres-
sion. Much like Emerson, Thoreau, and 
Whitman, he entertains a notion of the uni-
verse that is fundamentally semiotic.
 In a different kind of venture into the 
tropological complexities of existence, 
Vinciane Despret insists that humans ask 
ourselves what we imagine we know about 
nonhuman animals. How might we learn 
to see them anew, outside the illusory, 
constraining boundaries of our cultural 
and scientific narratives about them? In 
the Foreword, Bruno Latour calls Despret 
an “additive empiricist,” one who values 

It’s Metaphors All the  
Way Down
Vinciane Despret; Brett Buchanan, trans.
What Would Animals Say If We Asked the Right 
Questions? U of Minnesota P $30.00 
Jeffery Donaldson
Missing Link: The Evolution of Metaphor and the 
Metaphor of Evolution. McGill-Queen’s UP $39.95
Reviewed by Catherine Rainwater

Each of these otherwise unique studies 
examines the tropological nature of reality. 
Jeffery Donaldson argues that metaphor 
and metaphorical thinking are not just 
features of language, but properties of the 
material universe that have been present 
since the Big Bang and, thus, “precede their 
expression in language.” His ambitious, 
494-page tour de force pursues this thesis 
with reference to works of literature, criti-
cism, philosophy, and science across the 
centuries, from Aristotle to Daniel Dennett. 
For Donaldson, all of the “relational ener-
gies” of the universe are homologous with 
metaphor. We are acquainted with meta-
phor in poetry, where the juxtaposition of a 
familiar thing with a less familiar thing both 
conveys and creates meaning. Although 
Donaldson rightly insists that material 
realities are not metaphors, he contends 
that the “universe came into being in and as 
the phenomenon of things standing apart 
from, and in relation to, one another.” The 
Big Bang produced electrons in relation to 
nuclei; eventually, there was DNA, strands 
of chemicals that—in relation to other 
strands—give rise to new and diverse  
material realities. The process of evolution 
itself, Donaldson contends, is metaphori-
cal. Like verbal metaphor that opens and 
informs imaginative space between vehicle 
and tenor, the evolving, “metaphorical” 
material universe is an expansive, endless 
process of becoming.
 Developing his notion of the metaphorical 
universe in various contexts—chemistry, 
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“killjoy” failure to recognize the truly 
extraordinary in animals who seem to 
be artists. Referring to popular videos of 
elephants at work with paint and easels, 
Despret concedes that we cannot insert the 
elephant-painter into our semiotic category, 
“artist,” nor can we assume the elephant’s 
actions are unaffected by the mahout’s. 
However, we are nevertheless witness-
ing astonishing animal behavior—what 
Despret calls “agencement,” a complex 
interaction between a human and a non-
human agent that seems voluntary and 
satisfying for both.  
  All the way from A to Z, Despret’s book 
will delight readers who have ever won-
dered how to free themselves of culturally, 
historically prefabricated notions about 
our other-than-human companions on the 
earth. Like Donaldson, Despret invites us 
to embrace the challenges and confront the 
obstacles of a semiotically constructed uni-
verse, where, apparently, it’s metaphors all 
the way down.

Shaping Days by Writing
Madeleine Gagnon; Phyllis Aronoff and  
Howard Scott, trans.
As Always: Memoir of a Life in Writing. 
Talonbooks $22.95
Carol Shields; Anne Giardini and  
Nicholas Giardini, eds.
Startle and Illuminate: Carol Shields on Writing. 
Random House $29.95
Reviewed by Susie DeCoste

The two texts at hand offer intimate reflec-
tions on the experience of the writing life 
for women in the middle and later decades 
of the twentieth century in Canada. In 
As Always: Memoir of a Life in Writing, 
Madeleine Gagnon describes ways that the 
act of writing, the desire to write, and the 
role of the writer weave through and within 
the various strands of her life. Gagnon, a 
Québécoise intellectual, theorist, radical 
feminist, and creative writer, asserts that to 

objectivity but who is also willing to look 
at unconventional evidence, such as tradi-
tionally maligned (by science) anecdotal 
evidence. Unconventional evidence helps 
us think about such questions as the one 
posed by philosopher Thomas Nagel in 
1974 when he asked, “What is it like to be a 
bat?” Despret’s whimsically designed, but 
philosophically weighty, abecedary insists 
that attempts to answer such a question 
require us to shed our stubborn preconcep-
tions—particularly our scientific dread of 
anthropomorphism and the outmoded 
requirement that animals be studied in 
laboratories, under the most unnatural 
circumstances. Each chapter forces us to 
consider, again and again: what would 
animals reveal to us if only we stopped 
explaining their behavior always with ref-
erence to our own motives and cognitive 
priorities? And how should we—how would 
we—treat them if we knew?
 Despret presents us with animal scenarios 
that Latour in the Foreword compares to 
the fables of La Fontaine, but her instructive 
anecdotes are also firmly grounded in con-
temporary ethology. In “V for Versions: Do 
chimpanzees die like we do?” Despret intro-
duces us to chimpanzees in a sanctuary who 
seem to grieve their dead. Their conduct 
provokes a variety of speculations, ranging 
from confident assertions that chimpanzees 
mourn much like we do, to skeptical sur-
mises that the chimps have merely learned a 
performance from their human attendants. 
Perhaps the humans have actually taught 
the animals to feel “grief ” they had not felt 
before. Despret urges us to formulate better 
questions. Do not ask whether or not the 
animals display real grief; figure out instead 
what is required to understand them with-
out merely reflecting back to ourselves our 
own preconceptions. Indeed, what might 
the chimpanzees themselves think they are 
doing, and what does it mean to them?  
 In “A for Artists: Stupid like a painter?” 
the author upbraids humans for their 
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through her mother’s manuscripts—“like 
running [her] fingers through silk”—and 
her mother left her works-in-progress out 
in the open, never concealing them. She 
invited her five children to look through 
and comment on her works as they were 
being written, allowing the children to 
witness first-hand the stages of the writ-
ing process. I loved in particular Anne 
Giardini’s translation of Shields’ practi-
cal thoughts about time. Especially for a 
woman with a young family, time can seem 
to be lacking when it comes to intellectual 
or artistic pursuits. Giardini learned from 
her mother that “[t]here may not be a per-
fect time, and there may not be as much of 
it as we would like, but if we can find some 
bits of it, and organize them in a way that 
makes sense, then we may be able to turn 
those scraps and moments into something 
enduring—a poem, a story, a memoir, a 
novel. The days cannot be stretched, but 
they can be shaped.”

At the end of many chapters in Startle 
and Illuminate, the editors include a list of 
summarizing points, take-away thoughts 
under the heading “In Brief . . .” aimed at 
the creative-writing apprentice. Each of the 
“In Brief . . .” sections suggests to readers 
that through her thoughts about writing, 
Shields offers a set of instructions on how 
to write. My concern is that this kind of 
summarizing risks narrowing the com-
plexity and nuance of Shields’ thoughts on 
writing to a set of rules. This minor criti-
cism of Startle and Illuminate intensifies 
after reading Gagnon’s memoir, in which 
she treats writing as a way to re-experience 
and recapitulate her life. For Gagnon, her 
approach to autobiography and especially 
the passages in which she reflects on writ-
ing are in fact ways for her to reflect on 
her own life. She asks, “[w]hen will people 
understand that we are all, at the same time, 
past-present-future? And that if one of the 
terms is missing, we become orphaned from 
ourselves? . . . Long live the great craft of 

write is to live. As she puts it, “had my life 
not been written, I’m convinced it would 
not have come into full existence.”

Startle and Illuminate: Carol Shields on 
Writing was edited by Shields’ daughter, 
Anne Giardini, and grandson, Nicholas 
Giardini, who sought to gather all of 
Shields’ material on the topic of writing 
from varied sources, including archived 
papers, interviews, letters, articles, and 
snippets from novels, as well as notes from 
Shields’ former creative-writing students. 
The result is a masterwork on the writing 
life that offers a rich resource to writers 
and readers. Shields engages in a serious 
dialogue about ways to think about writ-
ing—the act of writing, the structure of 
writing, particularly fiction—and what  
writing means in Canada to both reader 
and writer.

Shields and Gagnon share many similarities: 
both women were born in the mid-1930s, 
and both became mothers and writers in 
the middle decades of the twentieth century. 
Both writers remark that in approaching the 
blank page, they wanted to produce writing 
that they longed to read, particularly works 
featuring female protagonists. And both 
believed that creative writing could not be 
taught, and yet taught creative writing with 
great passion. Gagnon notes: “I spend an 
entire semester teaching my students that 
creativity or talent cannot be taught. But 
that you can talk about it, make speeches 
about it, and write about it for weeks, months, 
and years.” In a similar vein, Shields offers 
three of her “discoveries” about creative 
writing classes: “1. No one knows how to 
teach writing. 2. In particular, no one knows 
how to teach the talented. And 3. The tal-
entless can be taught only a little.”

As much as I appreciated and devoured 
the body of Shields’ text, I was also taken 
by Anne Giardini’s descriptions, in her 
introductory essay, of her relationship with 
her mother and her mother’s work. When 
she lived at home, she would run her hands 
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grieves for her aunt and tries to sort out 
various other messes in her life, like the fact 
that she’s cheating on her boyfriend and 
doesn’t really see a future with him, and 
the fact that she’s afraid of trying (and fail-
ing) to make it as a singer. Darby is initially 
frustrated with the RCMP for dogging her 
Uncle Will rather than searching for the 
person who really killed her aunt, but after 
an RCMP officer voices her incredulity that 
Darby could have such a dim understand-
ing of her uncle and aunt’s violent marriage, 
Darby starts to see some of her childhood 
memories in a new light. This transition is 
depicted heavy-handedly, as signs of Will’s 
guilt are readily apparent from quite early 
on in the novel, and it isn’t totally clear 
whether Darby is incapable of seeing them 
for what they are, or is simply refusing to 
do so. Adult readers may find the clues so 
obvious that Darby will soon seem uncon-
vincingly naive, but younger readers may be 
drawn in more successfully.

In fact, Friendly Fire gives the overall 
impression of being suited to a young adult 
demographic more than to an adult reader-
ship, though NeWest Presss’ website doesn’t 
identify it as a young adult novel. Whereas 
the website suggests instead that the novel 
“recalls the work of Ann-Marie MacDonald 
and Lynn Coady,” Lisa Guenther’s character 
development seems meagre by comparison. 
This is nowhere more obvious than in the 
figure of Darby’s Uncle Will, who comes 
across as being cartoonishly villainous 
because readers are given no sense of his 
motivations. That Will is a violent abuser, 
and that violent abusers abuse violently, is 
about the sum of his characterization, and 
the absence of deeper insight in this regard, 
as in others, diminishes the strength of the 
novel on the whole.

Guenther is at her strongest when 
describing her characters at work, play, 
and competition, where they employ their 
various skills as riders, horse trainers, and 
farmers. Such scenes are vividly described, 

writing, which can bring all times back to 
life.” In other words, writing was Gagnon’s 
way of feeling connected to her past, pres-
ent, and future selves. In light of Gagnon’s 
fervent description of writing as a way to 
give shape to her life, it would be productive 
to read Shields’ ideas about writing not only 
as a set of rules for student writers to follow, 
but also as a way of approaching her writing 
and thinking about her life. Read together, 
these texts elucidate ways that writing and 
life can mirror and influence one another, 
writing giving shape to our lives and our 
lives providing form for our writing.

Mothers, Aunts, and  
Daughters
Lisa Guenther
Friendly Fire. NeWest $19.95
Rajni Mala Khelawan
Kalyana. Second Story $19.95
Reviewed by Tina Northrup

Kalyana and Friendly Fire are two slim 
novels that follow similar patterns. Both are 
coming-of-age stories, and, in each, a young 
first-person narrator experiences a life-
changing trauma. In Kalyana, the novel’s 
eponymous protagonist, Kalyana Seth, is 
raped by an uncle when she is eleven years 
old, and in the weeks, months, and years 
that follow, she nurses a long-standing 
grudge against her mother, who urges her 
never to tell another person about her 
uncle’s crime. In Friendly Fire, Darby Swank 
discovers the dead body of a beloved aunt 
floating face down in a river, ring finger 
missing, and is soon forced to question her 
loyalty to her family as she grapples with 
the conviction of the Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police (RCMP) that her uncle 
murdered his wife.

Friendly Fire begins with Darby Swank’s 
discovery of the dead body of her Aunt 
Bea. In the days and weeks that follow, the 
RCMP hunts for Bea’s killer while Darby 
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newfound insight isn’t given all of the atten-
tion it deserves. In a novel that is primarily 
about women’s and girls’ relationships with 
one another, and, in particular, the ways in 
which women and girls bear the burden of 
supporting one another amid the power and 
control of men, this is a significant oppor-
tunity missed.

At the heart of each novel is a young 
woman’s confrontation with silence—
whether the silence imposed upon a victim 
after an attack, or the communal silences 
of families and communities that fail to 
protect victims of intimate partner violence, 
even when that violence is well known. The 
novels develop these themes with varied 
degrees of depth, and neither is wholly 
successful in developing fully realized 
characters with realistically complex inner 
lives. Each is most memorable for its plot, 
not for the strength of its characterization, 
and where this might not pose a problem 
in novels of a different genre, it leaves 
something wanting in narratives that focus 
primarily on their protagonists’ maturation.

Canadian Poetry in Public
League of Canadian Poets, ed.
Measures of Astonishment: Poets on Poetry.  
U of Regina P $27.95
Bart Vautour, Erin Wunker, Travis V.  
Mason, and Christl Verduyn, eds.
Public Poetics: Critical Issues in Canadian Poetry 
and Poetics. Wilfrid Laurier UP $39.99
Reviewed by Ariel Kroon

These two collections each present what 
were originally oral lectures reflecting on 
and critically engaging with poetry and its 
praxis in Canada. Public Poetics grew out 
of the Public Poetics conference in 2012 in 
Sackville, NB; Measures of Astonishment 
collects and republishes each talk (save 
one) given in the annual Anne Szumigalski 
Lecture Series from its inauguration in 2002 
up to 2015.

and they help to leave a clear impression 
of the novel’s setting. Rajni Mala Khelawan 
demonstrates similar strengths in Kalyana, 
where clear descriptions make it easy to vis-
ualize how the novel’s characters appear, act, 
and move in relation to one another in any 
given scene. As in Friendly Fire, however, 
character development is often achieved 
through straightforward exposition rather 
than through subtler methods that would 
help to create more nuance and depth. In 
many passages, dialogue is followed by 
comments in which the narrator explains 
what various characters were thinking and 
feeling. These sorts of explanations aren’t 
necessary when the dialogue itself is more 
suggestive, and although Khelawan does use 
conversational passages and epistles more 
subtly at other times throughout the novel, 
the effect is uneven.

Kalyana is strongest throughout the chap-
ters that deal with the narrator’s childhood. 
The young girl’s reaction to sexual assault 
is nuanced, as are the various physical and 
psychological consequences that appear in 
the weeks, months, and years that follow.  
In the first half of the book, Khelawan 
establishes a convincing and compelling 
tension between, on the one hand, Kalyana’s 
limited understanding of her own bodily, 
mental, and emotional reactions after hav-
ing been raped, and, on the other, the adult 
reader’s ability to recognize symptoms of 
post-traumatic stress disorder. Khelawan 
depicts Kalyana’s relationship to her mother 
with similar insight, and demonstrates how 
quickly, and how permanently, Sumitri Seth 
becomes the target of Kalyana’s anger and 
resentment—not for having been involved 
in the uncle’s crime, but for having failed  
to protect her daughter from rape, and,  
after the fact, for having failed to be her 
daughter’s champion and voice. It is all  
the more disappointing, then, that when  
the adult Kalyana finally develops a better  
understanding of her mother’s actions, 
the moment is underplayed, and Kalyana’s 
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Council for the Arts and its influence on 
Canadian poetics and the Canadian public. 
Following Robert Lecker’s assertion that “no 
form of arts patronage . . . is ever value-free,” 
Moure and Shearer point out that though the 
Canada Council’s sponsorship is necessary 
to and has a profound impact on the arts in 
Canada, it is still ideologically slanted to 
encourage the production of art aligned to 
its values. Thus poetry such as slam, critically 
taken to task by El Jones as a scene that is 
racist and exclusionary in Canada, or poetry 
that is continuously under construction and 
crowd-built in online iterations, such as 
Sachiko Murakami’s “Project Rebuild” 
(examined in a chapter by Emily Ballantyne), 
is rendered invisible to the Canadian public, 
and in turn the public to which that poetry 
is addressed is hidden.

While the volume shows an attention to 
a range and breadth of poetic forms and 
diverse publics, a discussion of Indigenous 
poetics and publics is disturbingly absent. 
In his chapter “We Are the Amp,” Michael 
Nardone mentions Idle No More and 
its incorporation of song as a method of 
protest, but only in passing (the chapter 
focuses mainly on the development and 
use of the “human microphone” in the 2011 
Occupy movement). Wunker and Mason’s 
introduction states that the Idle No More 
movement is a site “from which future and 
ongoing critiques need to emerge.” It is a 
noticeable deficiency in an otherwise sound 
and diverse collection of critical articles on 
poetics in Canada.

Measures of Astonishment is compellingly 
read in light of Public Poetics’ critical 
inquiries into Canadian poetics and publics 
in conversation. Contributing lecturers 
forwent compensation for their work 
so that royalties could help fund future 
initiatives for the League of Canadian 
Poets. The volume records what Moure 
and Shearer term “intentional sites” of 
opportunity for poets to reflect on the 
meaning of poetry in a Canadian context 

Bart Vautour, Erin Wunker, Travis V. 
Mason, and Christl Verduyn present a full 
volume of compelling and challenging 
scholarship on the construction of a Canadian 
audience for poetry, considering poetry and 
its audience in light of Kate Eichhorn and 
Heather Milne’s theorizing of “prismatic 
publics” and Michael Warner’s ideas of 
“publics and counterpublics.” The book’s 
three sections of critical articles are punctuated 
by two “interstices” composed of poems 
that are aware of themselves as poetry and 
comment unapologetically on poetry, its 
practice, and its (reading/listening/viewing/
participating) publics. Public poetics, suggest 
Wunker and Mason in their introduction, 
is conceived by contributors as a “way 
of happening” that “bespeaks a kind of 
possibility and praxis that . . . has crucial 
insights to convey about the state of being, 
speaking, making, and cohabitating in this 
place called Canada.” Indeed, the material 
in the volume, though conceptualized to 
address the question of defining a Canadian 
public/counterpublic for poetry, is strongest 
when considering the public(s) as an active 
participant and co-creator of poetic work 
that responds to and addresses issues in 
a poet’s wider community. An excellent 
example of this approach can be found in 
Geordie Miller’s chapter analyzing Dionne 
Brand’s Ossuaries and its validity as systemic 
critique despite its mainstream acceptance 
by Canadian institutions (its winning the 
Griffin Poetry Prize, for example). Miller 
argues that elements of form “harmoniz[e] 
poetics and activism” in Brand’s poetry and, 
through a close reading of select passages, 
he demonstrates the political potential of 
Ossuaries where the “form radicalizes the 
familiar leftist message that ‘the sky has 
already fallen.’”

The issue of the production of poetry 
within a mainstream Canadian context is 
taken up and fruitfully critiqued in a 
chapter by Erín Moure and Karis Shearer 
that examines the paradigm of the Canada 



B o o k s  i n  R e v i e w

 268     Canadian Literature 230/231 / Autumn/Winter 2016

unconstrained by the limits of written 
text. The book favours poetry—and 
presentations—written with the printed 
page in mind, a format that disadvantages 
and sometimes outright excludes lecturers’ 
materials (Brand, the second Szumigalski 
lecturer, was absented as her address was 
recorded on notecards and thus not able to 
be reprinted).

Overall, Measures of Astonishment is 
a useful volume for students and other 
academics studying the contributing poet-
authors, or to the non-academic reader or 
writer interested in insight into the minds 
of “official” Canadian poets, but with a 
caveat that the text only represents an 
individualized part of a larger collective 
experience. Similarly, Public Poetics is a 
valuable text for those studying Canadian 
poetry and poetics in Canada, but readers 
should keep in mind that though its topics 
are wide-ranging, the text is not the be-all 
and end-all academic theorization of 
Canadian poetics and publics, and indeed 
to assume so would be doing its authors a 
disservice. Vautour and Verduyn, following 
derek beaulieu’s 2013 manifesto “Please, No 
More Poetry,” end the book with a plea for 
“no more poetry without poetics”—poetics 
being “the ‘stuff ’ of poetry as well as the 
action that poetry demands.”

and the philosophy of its practice, to 
borrow from inaugural lecturer Tim 
Lilburn. Several threads emerge, such as 
an emphasis on the natural world and 
ecocritical issues in lectures given by Mark 
Abley, Don McKay, and Marilyn Bowering; 
a reconsideration of poets’ (and readers’) 
relationship with the self in talks by Lilburn, 
Anne Carson, Margaret Atwood, and Anne 
Simpson; and ethical relations with the 
other, as in Glen Sorestad’s address. Overall, 
the collection is an opportunity to access an 
archive of Canadian poetic thought from 
2002 until 2015: to gain insight into the 
mind of each poet, into what it means to be 
a Canadian poet, and into the responsibility 
and creativity that each poet felt most 
unique to their context. The publication of 
these collected talks was made possible by 
funding provided by the Canada Council to 
the University of Regina Press—with Moure 
and Shearer’s article in mind, issues of what 
is presented, how it was presented, and who 
exactly was chosen to present it rise to the 
fore. The treatment of the public poetry 
reading (in this case, the poet’s public 
lecture) as a paratext, and not as part of the 
creative process itself, deprives the reader of 
Measures of Astonishment from conceiving 
of herself as being part of a crowd, an active 
player in the process of presentation, able 
to observe the reactions and interactions of 
others with the poet; she is in effect part of 
a “private public,” to borrow a term from 
Katherine McLeod’s consideration of radio 
audiences in Public Poetics.

Talks that included poetry with elements 
of jazz, dub, the rhythm of spoken word 
and storytelling—such as those presented 
by George Elliott Clarke, Lillian Allen, 
and Gregory Scofield—are unfortunately 
reduced in translation from oral 
presentation to printed text. It is possible 
to see these alternative poetics striving 
from the page, but consequently it is the 
responsibility of the reader to imagine the 
verses presented in their original forms 
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a thing with paws and tracks, with the 
face of an eighteen year old girl.

Vivienne herself becomes a document of the 
blast’s toxic effects, as her hair falls out and 
her skin becomes increasingly blistered and 
scaly, ultimately falling off in strips. Vivienne’s 
brother-in-law, Donny Coma, represents 
American foreign policy, with its failures 
and cover-ups. Reduced to a madman in a 
bird suit, Donny speaks nonsense that is no 
less absurd than the kind of reality that the 
military-industrial complex seeks to mask.

Chicago’s distinctive cityscape becomes 
the background to Don LePan’s novel Rising 
Stories. It opens with two children playing 
on a high-rise balcony: their mother steps 
inside for just a moment, and by the time 
she returns, a toddler is falling to her death. 
Her son, Robin, himself still small, may 
have contributed to the tragedy. Years later, 
Robin, along with his parents, tries to come 
to terms with his guilt. Robin makes clan-
destine visits to the apartment of his 
grandmother, K. P. Sandwell, who may or 
may not be dead. As she tells him the details 
of her life and of the city that surrounds 
them, a second narrative develops that traces 
her painting career decades earlier as P. K. 
Pace (her character parallels P. K. Page in 
many ways). Though her vision was strik-
ingly original, the artistic establishment of 
the time could not believe a young woman’s 
genius, and thus her masterwork remained 
uncredited. These two narratives converge 
when Robin sets out to find her lost master-
piece in the archives of the Art Institute.  

Artistic endeavor, its price and possibility, 
is one of the themes of this book, shown 
both in K. P.’s paintings and in the sky- 
scrapers that house the family’s apartments.  
These skyscrapers emerge as monuments 
to human achievement at the same time 
as they symbolize hubris: the climactic 
earthquake reveals the fragility of such 
structures. The damage suffered by the  
Art Institute’s archives points also to the 
impossibility of monumentalizing the past. 

Defining Landscapes
Don LePan
Rising Stories. Press Forward $19.95
Susan Perly
Death Valley. Wolsak and Wynn $22.00
Reviewed by Alison Calder

Susan Perly’s novel Death Valley takes on a 
devastated landscape that is simultaneously 
celebrated and erased in North American 
consciousness. Her principal characters move 
through scenery that is the setting for glam-
orous Hollywood versions of the West and 
also the site of atomic tests past and present. 
The novel opens with Vivienne Pink, a photo-
journalist, seeking subjects for her next 
book, a collection of photographs of American 
soldiers about to ship out to Iraq. But Iraq is 
only, it seems, a manufactured distraction 
from the real violence occurring in the 
Nevada desert, as the American military 
detonates atomic bombs that devastate its 
own citizens. As the text notes, “this was the 
place that language was built to cover.”    

In 2006, the Bush government initiated 
the Divine Strake project, a planned non-
nuclear missile test in the Nevada desert. 
The project was delayed and eventually 
halted, owing to concerns from environ-
mental and Indigenous groups that the test 
would activate radioactive material from 
previous nuclear tests. In Perly’s novel, 
Divine Strake happens, and her main char-
acters are caught up in it.  

As the hidden damage from nuclear 
testing is externalized, the text becomes 
increasingly surreal. The half-woman,  
half-jackrabbit whom Vivienne encoun- 
ters explains her situation as a result of  
an earlier test: 

A jackrabbit was standing nearby when 
the test went off. The jackrabbit got 
blown by the shockwave into my face. 
When the fire was over and the shock 
wave, the jackrabbit had a woman’s head 
and I had its face. Somewhere out there is 
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developing community of Canadian lesbians  
over a twenty-year period between 1964  
and 1984.

In Making a Scene: Lesbians and 
Community across Canada, 1964-84, 
Millward describes the Canadian lesbian 
“scene” as developing “in fits and starts, 
gaining momentum in the 1970’s and 
splintering in the early 1980’s along lines of 
racialized identity, class distinctions, gen-
erational differences over political priorities, 
and, in some cases, the redirection of 
energy to the politics of HIV.” Although  
she was not personally active in the events 
she describes, Millward writes nostalgi- 
cally of the “culture of women-centred 
possibility” and the joyful eroticism that 
developed at lesbian conferences, com-
munal houses, concerts, and meetings. 
Using the lens of cultural geography and a 
vast array of interviews, print documents, 
photographs, and publications of all kinds, 
she documents Canadian lesbian history 
from 1964—when the country’s first homo-
phile organization, ASK (the Association 
for Social Knowledge), was founded in 
Vancouver—through the heady days of 
community and political organization in the 
late 1960s and the 1970s, and up to the mid-
1980s, when the community “splintered.” 
Millward’s title—Making a Scene—refer-
ences both the concept of causing a public 
spectacle and the creation of an identifi- 
able “scene” which would nurture lesbian 
identity. Identifying her goal as an explora-
tion of “[lesbian] geography, and . . . [an 
evaluation of] the different spaces in which 
lesbians found themselves and each other, 
and in which being lesbian . . . [became] 
possible in new ways,” Millward docu-
ments a range of organizations, forums, 
and locations throughout Canada in which, 
and through which, lesbians engaged 
with each other. “Part 1: Creating Places” 
explores the urban bars, members-only 
social clubs, drop-ins, communal houses, 
centres, and bookstores that became “spaces 

After the earthquake, Robin thinks of K. P.’s  
painting, wondering “Had it survived? Had 
it been damaged?” These questions can 
be asked of the characters as well, as they 
strive to get over the losses that they have 
suffered. The final chapter, which provides a 
fast-forward view of Robin’s life, ultimately 
emphasizes impermanence over stability.  

Much of the novel focuses on conversa-
tions between Robin and K. P., and the 
main narrative is followed by an appendix 
containing twelve additional slices of that 
conversation, each centring on a particular 
Chicago building. This discussion of archi-
tecture encompasses much American social 
history, as the buildings, and who lives in 
them, are inextricably linked to issues of 
race, class, and sexuality. Also included in 
Rising Stories are colour reproductions of 
vintage postcards featuring these buildings. 
The effect is deliberately nostalgic, as the 
city’s architectural history overtakes the 
representations of its present-day configu-
ration, and suggests a sense of loss in the 
midst of commemoration.  

Queer Canadian Spaces
Liz Millward
Making a Scene: Lesbians and Community across 
Canada, 1964-84. U of British Columbia P $32.95
Manon Tremblay, ed.
Queer Mobilizations: Social Movement Activism 
and Canadian Public Policy.  
U of British Columbia P $34.95
Reviewed by Suzanne James

Both of these works—Liz Millward’s study of 
the creation of lesbian spaces across 
Canada, and the essays on queer activism in 
Manon Tremblay’s collection—provide 
valuable records of the development of 
Canada’s queer community/ies from the 
1960s through 2013. While Queer 
Mobilizations is more diverse in terms of its 
social and historical focus, Making a Scene 
provides an in-depth exploration of the 



 271    Canadian Literature 230/231 / Autumn/Winter 2016

human rights, Two-Spirit activism in First 
Nations communities (and specifically 
in the context of Residential Schools and 
the HIV/AIDS crisis), and family rights 
(including same-sex marriage and par-
enting). LGBTQ movements in Atlantic 
Canada, Ontario, Quebec, and Western 
Canada are explored in the regional sec-
tion of the text, while Halifax, Toronto, 
Montreal, and Vancouver serve as focal 
points for essays in the municipal category. 
The geographical perspective of much of 
the collection suggests interesting parallels 
and divergences, perhaps most evident in 
the contrast between the discussion of high-
profile movements in Toronto and Montreal 
and the aptly entitled essay “‘Punch[ing] 
More Than Its Weight’: LGBT Organizing 
in Halifax, Nova Scotia.”

Overall, Queer Mobilizations provides 
both a carefully documented account 
of the development of queer activism in 
Canada and an opportunity for members 
of the LGBTQ community to reflect on 
progress made. Tremblay concludes on a 
guardedly optimistic note, suggesting that 
“the LGBTQ movement is both united and 
diversified . . . [and] queer activism has 
been successful in that it has gained public 
acceptance as well as new political and 
socio-cultural benefits.” However, the edi-
tor is quick to add that considerable work 
remains for activists before social and cul-
tural equality becomes a reality.

In a number of ways, Millward’s Making a 
Scene and Tremblay’s Queer Mobilizations 
read as complementary texts, both focusing 
on the development of queer social and 
political organizations in Canada. Millward 
encourages us to consider the uniqueness of 
lesbian activism, highlighting the danger of 
arbitrarily subsuming it within a broader 
queer positionality (especially in the context 
of the 1960s, 1970s, and early 1980s, the his-
torical context of her work). In contrast, the 
essays Tremblay presents remind us of the 
increasing diversity of social/political 

of becoming, reaffirming, bolstering, and 
solidifying a sense of lesbian identity.” 
“Part 2: Overcoming Geography” provides 
an account of conferences, festivals, and a 
range of social and political events to which 
lesbians travelled from around the country, 
closing with a discussion of the movement  
of small groups of lesbians into rural areas, 
where they established often-isolated 
communities.

Yet, disappointingly, Making a Scene fails 
to embody the enthusiasm and energy 
the author references. Perhaps because of 
the exhaustive archival research Millward 
has carried out, as well as her desire to 
accurately represent the complex interper-
sonal and political issues that eventually 
contributed to a dissolution (or at least a 
loosening) of the lesbian community in the 
1980s, Making a Scene at times reads like 
a detailed account of the rather mundane 
experiences of groups of insular friends. I 
found myself scanning the black and white 
photographs for places that might resonate, 
a story that might captivate, but encoun-
tered little of this. Many of the events 
described are socially significant and this 
work includes detailed first-hand accounts 
of lesbian communities and groups at a cru-
cial time in Canada’s queer history, yet the 
overall effect is rather muted and insubstan-
tial, like the deliberately blurred photograph 
on the cover.

Queer Mobilizations: Social Movement 
Activism and Canadian Public Policy has 
a broader mandate than Millward’s work, 
and the variety and range of the selected 
essays produce a more dynamic text. 
Working from the theoretical perspec-
tives of social movement theory and public 
policy analysis, this collection aims “to 
explore the numerous and diverse relation-
ships between LGBTQ activism and the 
federal, provincial, and local governments in 
Canada.” Focusing primarily on Canadian 
events after 2006, the essays discuss legal 
issues such as the age of consent and trans 
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eastern Arctic and what is now Nunavut, 
Inuvialuit, Nunatsiavut, the Yukon, and the 
Northwest Territories).

Sangster identifies her methodology as 
“realist” and “materialist,” and, within this 
understanding, textual representations are 
inseparable from material life. For Sangster, 
representations (images and stories) are 
necessarily an organic part of settler colo-
nialism’s ongoing struggle for territory. In 
following the intertwining threads of ter-
ritorialization and representations, Sangster 
puts symbols, ideologies, and lived realities 
into a relational conversation. Sangster 
cites Sherrill Grace’s work as an influence, 
and indeed both Grace’s Canada and the 
Idea of North and Sangster’s book claim 
that the North is a symbol that contributes 
to Canada’s national identity. However, 
Grace makes a firm ontological divide 
between representations and lived reality, 
and Sangster goes beyond this strict divi-
sion. For Grace, symbols are the tools we 
use to imaginatively access the real world. 
For Sangster, symbols are a dynamic part 
of power relations. Sangster’s materialist 
methodology makes a vital adjustment to 
Grace’s approach because it acknowledges 
the porous interrelations between represen-
tations and lived experience.
 The southern representations that com-
prise Sangster’s study span three decades, 
and she tends to shift her own terminology 
in accordance with the dated expressions 
of these texts. For example, her analysis of 
the Hudson’s Bay Company magazine, The 
Beaver, reads,  

Much like American inter-war intellectuals 
and avant-garde artists who appropriated 
aspects of Indigenous cultures, The 
Beaver attempted to create a Canadian 
national identity by celebrating its links to 
First Nations history and culture. Yet the 
magazine also reflected a cultural hierar-
chy that, by recoding the primitive, 
strange, and alien behavior of the Eskimo, 
cast white Euro-Canadian modernity as 
superior and inevitable. 

movements for queer rights, moving beyond 
the Anglo- and Franco-Canadian-dominated 
organizations Millward charts and into 
broader realms such as trans equality and 
the issues faced by non-heteronormative 
members of Indigenous and other marginal-
ized communities across Canada.

Stories and Territories
Joan Sangster
The Iconic North: Cultural Constructions  
of Aboriginal Life in Postwar Canada.  
U of British Columbia P $34.95
Reviewed by Rebecca Fredrickson

Historian Joan Sangster’s The Iconic North 
examines the complex interconnection 
between southern representations of 
the North and Canada’s postwar nation-
building project. The book’s central claim 
is that these southern representations have 
drawn from manifold colonial influences 
and created “imaginary spaces” within 
which audiences could fashion a positive 
view of cultural and economic progress. 
Within these spaces, non-Indigenous 
audiences have been compelled to imagine a 
vision of authentic indigeneity constructed 
out of the familiar themes of risk, bravery, 
hard work, and development. This vision 
has allowed Canada’s nation-building 
project to validate capitalist excursions into 
the North because it has contributed to 
the notion of northern Indigenous peoples 
as a nostalgic form of the colonial settler. 
The Iconic North also adds the nuances of 
gender relations to its critique of nation-
building, considering the ways in which 
Canada has been storied by the narratives of 
non-Indigenous women who have written 
about their encounters with northern 
Indigenous women, and by narratives that 
equate masculinity with northern heroism. 
What unites these assorted representations 
is that they depict a colonial push to 
territorialize an open frontier (namely the 
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forces that feed into our perceptions, such 
imposed constructs are not always easily 
recognizable. But Sangster’s methodology of 
dynamic and organically integrated systems 
of representation and power relations will 
help us to interrogate the forces that narrate 
our perceptions and actions.

“holding each other up”
Katherena Vermette
The Break. Anansi $22.95
Reviewed by Paul Watkins

Katherena Vermette’s The Break is a devas-
tatingly beautiful novel that depicts the 
bonds between the women of an extended 
Indigenous family. With warp and weft, 
Vermette weaves together the voices of 
numerous intergenerational women to tell 
their personal stories as they deal with the 
enduring after-effects of trauma. The prose 
is sparse, yet dense (“Stella blinks a tear”), as 
the narrative takes a bare-knuckles approach 
to cut a jagged truth. Like her stunning 
poetic debut, North End Love Songs (2012), 
The Break deftly crafts Vermette’s complex 
relationship to Winnipeg’s North End. A 
surface reading concerns the mystery sur-
rounding the sexual assault of a thirteen- 
year-old Métis girl vis-à-vis the police pro-
cedural that unfolds as a result of the crime: 
“Aboriginal female. Blood loss. Signs of sex-
ual assault.” But the novel is far more complex 
than this, using numerous viewpoints to 
reveal the complicated sociopolitical condi-
tions that produce violence and racism, and 
that cause harm to people, especially 
women, in Indigenous communities.

In the first chapter, Stella, a Métis mother, 
witnesses what appears to be a violent 
crime across the street from her house 
on McPhillips Street in an area called the 
Break. Attending to her crying children, 
she feels unable to do more than call the 
police, who arrive and question her as a 
reliable witness. Stella is one of ten speaking 

Here, the term “First Nations” joins with 
Sangster’s use of the word “Eskimo,” leaving 
a sense that the two terms are interchange-
able. However, Inuit are descendants of the 
Thule who arrived in the Arctic perhaps as 
late as the thirteenth or fourteenth century, 
whereas the Arctic’s First Nations were 
actually the Tuniit. Sangster says that at 
times she has chosen to use era-specific 
designations “to replicate the true flavour of 
the discourse and sensibility of the time.” 
These shifting designations add a resonat-
ing connotative layer to Sangster’s analysis, 
but they also risk dislocating or conflating 
Indigenous identities.

The conclusion of The Iconic North briefly 
addresses Inuit art and narrative, with read-
ings of Paulette Anerodluk’s photography, 
Mitiarjuk Nappaaluk’s fiction, and Mini 
Aodla Freeman’s nonfiction. Sangster says 
that she has included the work of these 
women in order to avoid “the impression 
that Indigenous peoples were a tabula rasa,” 
and she describes their work as “‘looking 
back’ at non-Indigenous Canada.” Of Aodla 
Freeman’s Life Among the Qallunaat, Sangster 
writes, “The book brilliantly makes the South 
and non-Indigenous life ‘strange,’ reversing 
the usual exoticization and othering of the 
Inuit.” Sangster cites the 1978 edition, which 
is now well known for its heavy-handed 
editorial interventions, particularly publisher 
Mel Hurtig’s choice to create a kind of 
reverse ethnography by focusing on Aodla 
Freeman’s experiences in the South. Based 
on the 1978 edition, Sangster perceives this 
memoir as a kind of looking back. However, 
the 2015 scholarly edition of the memoir 
restores the sections that were cut, and the 
result is a book that is focused on Aodla 
Freeman’s home (James Bay, Nunavik).

Sangster’s reading of Life Among the 
Qallunaat leads me to conclude that much 
like the construction of a reverse gaze in the 
1978 edition of Aodla Freeman’s memoir, the 
ascription of “looking back” is an externally 
imposed construct. Because of the many 
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is an outcome of their environment. Those 
who come from aggrieved communities 
with little power often resort to violence as 
a way to attain power: “It’s a power thing. 
Rape is about power.” And yet, nowhere is 
the display of power more evident than in 
the interactions between the police officers 
and the various women. Rather than feeling 
like a classic whodunit, the novel resembles 
real-life investigations involving missing or 
murdered Indigenous women. The white 
officer in the text, Christie, is the flattest 
character in the novel because his blatant 
racism makes him predictable. He sees his 
partner, Tommy, as the rare good “May-
tee”: “It’s not like I think of you like you’re 
those Nates out there or anything. . . . You’re 
different. I mean, you’re not that different 
but you’re some different. You’re a good 
kid.” Christie’s (seemingly polite) racism is 
revealing, as it speaks to his lack of under-
standing of Indigenous realities, identities, 
and nationhood.

The aforementioned are carefully negoti-
ated in the text from the complex position 
of the “city half-breed” (Lou’s words) and 
the governmental—Eurocentric—policies 
that define an Indigenous person’s rela-
tion to their community. The novel even 
deals with the current hot topic of blood 
quantum, discussing “how it was the white 
people who made a big deal about how 
much Indian you were, but Indians never 
cared as much. They welcomed all their 
family into the family, even if you were 
only half the same colour as them.” In this 
way, the novel offers important lessons for 
settlers—like myself—about the need for 
Indigenous people to define how they think 
about community, identity, and belonging 
without governmental and/or settler inter-
vention. Thus, in a very powerful way, the 
healing that takes place in the novel, espe-
cially in the ceremony at the end, is about 
resurgence and decolonization.

While I’ve focused on some of the bleaker 
aspects of the novel, it is also full of hope, 

voices (as well as that of a dead woman), 
nine of whom are (mostly related) women. 
The speaking voice and narrative tense 
shift between first- and third-person each 
chapter, and we learn how everyone is 
ineluctably entwined. At times I wanted to 
be in the head of a single character longer, 
and for the first hundred-plus pages I found 
myself constantly checking the family tree 
Vermette provides, eventually giving myself 
over to the story. Through the various 
voices of these women, and a male Métis 
police officer named Tommy, we realize that 
life, like the truth of the mystery unfolding, 
is complex and often messy.

At the heart of the novel are the ways in 
which the various women remain resilient 
to being broken; it is also, in the full flesh-
ing out of their characters and humanity, 
a story about the pain and immobility that 
brokenness causes. The Break is a piece of 
land that “cuts through every avenue from 
Selkirk to Leila,” but it is also the figurative 
space where pain breaks through: “She can’t 
open her mouth anymore—whenever she 
does, strange sounds come out, guttural 
cries from some place she doesn’t open up 
anymore.” As Lou, a social worker dealing 
with the sudden departure of her boyfriend, 
states, “We have all been broken in one way 
or another.” In a less elegant but no less true 
way, Paulina blurts out, “We’re so fucked,” 
which later becomes, “We’re fucked up but 
not fucked.” Cheryl, an artist in mourning, 
echoes this sentiment, asking, “They’re 
already so broken, could they even break 
any more?” While this breaking and even-
tual healing centre primarily on the novel’s 
women, the inclusion of the sole male nar-
rative voice—Officer Tommy’s—drives home 
some of the systemic issues that perpetuate 
cycles of violence.

Without being too overt, Vermette puts 
the focus on the social issues that affect 
Indigenous communities, especially in 
places like Winnipeg. Gradually, we learn 
that the person who committed the crime 
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humanity, humour, and non-stereotypical, 
powerful women. An epigraph at the begin-
ning from Alice Walker is revealing: “The 
most common way people give up their 
power is by thinking they don’t have any.” 
Gradually, “[a]ll these women holding each 
other up” recognize they have tremendous 
power to make changes in their lives, how-
ever small. The Break is an important work 
of cultural listening, and it is important 
that settlers, like myself, seriously engage 
with the work. By giving up old visions of 
privilege and settler attitudes, healing can 
start to take place. That means truly hon-
ouring and respecting Indigenous people, 
especially women, and providing adequate 
resources (including stolen land) so that 
Indigenous resurgence and intergenera-
tional healing can happen.
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 Opening Note, Articles, & Editorial

 Sarah Henzi is a newly appointed Assistant Professor of Indigenous 
Literatures in the Département de littératures et de langues du monde at Université de Montréal. 
She is also an Adjunct Professor in the Department of First Nations Studies at Simon Fraser 
University and serves as the Early Career Representative on ILSA’s Executive Committee.

 Dallas Hunt is a PhD candidate in the Department of English at the 
University of British Columbia. His research looks at the intersections of Indigenous studies, 
urban studies, and Indigenous literature. He has published critical and creative work in 
Settler Colonial Studies, Decolonization, and the Malahat Review. He is Cree and a member of 
Wapsewsipi (Swan River First Nation) in Treaty 8 territory in northern Alberta, Canada.

 Max Karpinski is a doctoral candidate in the Department of English 
at the University of Toronto. His research interests include contemporary experimental 
poetics and the politics of poetic form.

 Brandon Kerfoot is a settler scholar from Edmonton, in Treaty 6 
territory. He is a doctoral candidate in the Department of English and Film Studies at the 
University of Alberta, where he analyzes when and how persons and politicized groups claim 
kinship with animals in Arctic literature and politics.

 Trained in the discipline of literature, Michele Lacombe is cross-
appointed to the Canadian and Indigenous Studies departments at Trent University, where 
she teaches both graduate and undergraduate courses on women’s writing, critical/cultural 
theory, and research methods. Her recent publications and work in progress focus on 
Indigenous and settler literatures from the East.

 Judith Leggatt is an Associate Professor of English at Lakehead University.

 Keavy Martin is a settler scholar of Indigenous literatures at the 
University of Alberta, in Treaty 6 and Métis territory. Her 2012 monograph, Stories in a New 
Skin: Approaches to Inuit Literature, won the Gabrielle Roy Prize for literary criticism in English. 
Martin co-edited (with Julie Rak and Norma Dunning) the 2015 edition of Mini Aodla 
Freeman’s classic autobiography, Life Among the Qallunaat (University of Manitoba Press). 
With Dylan Robinson, she has also edited the 2016 volume Arts of Engagement: Taking 
Aesthetic Action at the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (Wilfrid Laurier UP). 
She is the mother of a young son, Edzazii.
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 Sophie McCall is an Associate Professor in the English Department 
at Simon Fraser University, where she teaches Indigenous literatures and contemporary 
Canadian literature. Her most recent publication, with co-editor Gabrielle L’Hirondelle Hill, 
is The Land We Are: Artists and Writers Unsettle the Politics of Reconciliation (ARP Books, 
2015), on the role of art in discourses of reconciliation, land, and decolonization.

 Sam McKegney is a settler scholar of Indigenous literatures. He 
grew up in Anishinaabe territory on the Saugeen Peninsula along the shores of Lake Huron 
and currently resides with his partner and their two daughters in traditional lands of the 
Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe peoples where he is an Associate Professor in the English 
Department at Queen’s University. He has published a collection of interviews entitled 
Masculindians: Conversations about Indigenous Manhood, a monograph entitled Magic 
Weapons: Aboriginal Writers Remaking Community after Residential School, and articles 
on such topics as environmental kinship, masculinity theory, prison writing, Indigenous 
governance, and Canadian hockey mythologies.

 Daniel David Moses hails from the Six Nations, Grand River. His 
plays include the 1991 Governor General’s Award nominee Coyote City, and his best known—
it’s in the Norton Anthology of Drama, 2014—Almighty Voice and His Wife. Recent publications 
are A Small Essay on the Largeness of Light and Other Poems (Exile, 2012) and the Oxford 
UP’s An Anthology of Canadian Native Literature in English, Fourth Edition, 2013, which he 
co-edited. In 2015 he received the OAC’s Aboriginal Arts Award. He’s a Professor in the Dan 
School of Drama and Music, Queen’s University, Kingston, Ontario.  

 Professor of literary studies at the Université de Montréal, Lianne 
Moyes has published on A. M. Klein, Gail Scott, Erin Moure, Robert Majzels, Mary di 
Michele, Robin Sarah, Antonio D’Alfonso, Drew Hayden Taylor, and Tessa McWatt. Her 
research interests include feminist poetics, alternative understandings of homelessness, 
citizenship and urban public space, Indigenous literatures, and the interface between 
Canadian and Anglo-Quebec literature.

 June Scudeler (Métis) is the SFU Gallery’s 2017-2020 Shadbolt 
Fellow/Assistant Professor at First Nations Studies (SFU). She has published in Native 
American and Indigenous Studies, American Indian Culture and Research Journal, Studies 
in Canadian Literature, Queer Indigenous Studies: Critical Interventions in Theory, Politics, 
and Literature and Performing Indigeneity. Her passion for Indigenous arts and literature is 
reflected in acting as co-chair of the Vancouver Indigenous Media Arts Festival, and being 
a member of the Executive of the Indigenous Literary Studies Association and the Editorial 
Board of Studies in American Indian Literature.

 Pauline Wakeham is an Associate Professor in the Department of 
English at the University of Western Ontario, situated on the land of the Attawandaron, 
Haudenosaunee, Anishinaabe, and Leni-Lunaape peoples. She is a settler scholar of 
Indigenous literary and cultural studies. Her recent work has considered discourses of 
reconciliation, reparations for settler colonial injustices, as well as the incommensurabilities 
of settler-state reconciliation with Indigenous theories and practices of resurgence.
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C o n t r i b u t o r s

 Poems

 Jordan Abel is a Nisg_a’a poet who lives in Robson, British Columbia. 
Garry Gottfriedson, a member of the Secwepemc First Nation, lives in Kamloops, British 
Columbia. Natasha Kanapé Fontaine is an Innu poet who lives in Montreal. Sonnet L’Abbé 
lives in Nanaimo, British Columbia. Sharron Proulx-Turner was a member of the Métis 
Nation of Alberta who lived in Calgary, Alberta. Janet Rogers, is a Mohawk/Tuscarora 
writer from Six Nations who lives as a guest on Lekwungen traditional territory. annie grace 
ross (Maya) lives in Coquitlam, British Columbia. Armand Garnet Ruffo is a citizen of the 
Ojibwe Nation, and is a band member of the Chapleau Fox Lake Cree First Nation who 
lives in Kingston, Ontario. angela semple, a member of the Ktunaxa nation, lives in 
Peterborough, Ontario. Dani Spinosa lives in Toronto. Shannon Webb-Campbell is a 
Mi’kmaq poet who lives in Montreal. 

 
 Reviews

 Lourdes Arciniega and Michael Roberson live in Calgary. Alison 
Calder teaches at the University of Manitoba. Susie DeCoste lives in Currys Corner,  
Nova Scotia. Jeff Fedoruk lives in Hamilton, Ontario. Graham Forst lives in Port Moody, 
British Columbia. Rebecca Fredrickson and Ariel Kroon live in Edmonton. Evangeline 
Holtz and Kyle Kinaschuk live in Toronto. Madelaine Jacobs lives in Kingston, Ontario. 
Suzanne James teaches at the University of British Columbia. Tina Northrup teaches at 
Mount Saint Vincent University. Catherine Rainwater teaches at St. Edward’s University. 
Dale Tracy teaches at the Royal Military College of Canada. Paul Watkins teaches at 
Vancouver Island University.










