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Introduction: Ecocriticism North
of the Forty-ninth Parallel

Ella Soper and Nicholas Bradley

1. FAMILIAR TERRAIN? A RETROSPECTIVE
APPRAISAL

The advent of ecocriticism has been hailed as one of the most timely
and provocative developments in literary and cultural studies in recent
decades. Ecocriticism has also been greeted with bewilderment or skep-
ticism by critics, theorists, and students for whom its aims and methods
are unclear. A sense of uncertainty sometimes attends discussions of ec-
ocriticism even today, when it has become a relatively institutionalized
part of academic life; an ever-growing array of publications, conferences,
and classes are devoted to the subject. Ecocriticism has sought since its
inception to make the study of literature (and other cultural manifesta-
tions) relevant to the innumerable environmental crises, local and global,
that characterized the end of the twentieth century and that threaten to
define the twenty-first. The powerful appeal of ecocriticism derives in
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part from its longstanding commitment to interdisciplinarity and prag-
matism. It claims for the analysis of literary and other cultural works a
prominent role in addressing some of the most pressing matters of the
day, and it aims to inflect conventional approaches to humanistic inquiry
with scientific knowledge and an activist commitment to the protection
or amelioration of the world’s environmental health. Ecocriticism seeks
as well to address the social issues that are concomitant with environ-
mental issues. But the precise ways in which literary studies bear on the
material world remain perpetual subjects of debate, as do the most ap-
propriate methods and most pertinent topics of ecocritical investigation.
Ecocriticism aspires to understand and often to celebrate the natural
world, yet it does so indirectly, by focussing primarily on written texts.
The critic in the library may seem engaged in a project altogether differ-
ent from those of scientists in the field or the laboratory. Practitioners
of ecocriticism seldom agree even on definitions of foundational terms,
“nature” and “environment” foremost among them. (“Literature,” too, is
often a contested category.) Ecocriticism continues to be shaped by per-
ennial disagreements about its scope and purpose; such tensions reflect
its mutability and suggest that it is an area of inquiry distinguished by
vibrant debate and great potential for expansion.

By all the measures of scholarly consensus, ecocriticism is now an
established — and perhaps even familiar — part of the academy. But for
readers of this book who are new to the field, questions may persist. What
exactly 7s ecocriticism? What do ecocritical scholars do, and what shapes
do their efforts take? Readers who are already engaged in ecocriticism as
scholars, teachers, and students may have questions of their own. What
is particularly Canadian about ecocriticism, its intellectual energy, and
its internal quarrels? How can a retrospective, curatorial account of the
field shape future approaches to the environmental humanities? To these
important questions may be added another: Where is ecocriticism? That
riddle and the manifold answers to which it may lead are the subjects of
this book, which attempts to bring into view the development of ecocrit-
icism in the context of studies of Canadian literature. One response is
that ecocriticism is ere — in Canada, in Canadian studies — and has been
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for some time. The slippery, almost intractable meaning of Aere, moreo-
ver, has wielded a significant influence on the concerns and conclusions
of environmentally oriented scholars of Canadian literature. Despite the
global scale of environmental phenomena and the increasingly interna-
tional character of the environmental humanities, the emergence of eco-
criticism has followed different trajectories in various regional, national,
cultural, and linguistic settings. The aim of Greening the Maple: Cana-
dian Ecocriticism in Context is to track the past and present of Canadian
ecocriticism. Revisiting recent critical history may well permit a richer
sense of the directions in which environmental approaches to Canadian
literature may lead.

Ecocriticism can be described in very general terms as the investi-
gation of the many ways in which culture and the environment — the
realm that both includes and exceeds the human — are interrelated and
conceptualized. It has tended, especially at its outset, to focus on literary
representations of the natural world, concentrating for understandable
reasons on the works of writers, such as Wordsworth and Thoreau, for
whom nature is a central and beloved subject. But increasingly ecocrit-
icism is diverse in its concerns and techniques, and in the intellectual
traditions that it claims. As Lawrence Buell writes, ecocriticism “has a
history both of strong position-taking by individual spokespersons and of
reluctance to insist on a single normative, programmatic definition of its
rightful scope, method, and stakes.” Representation as such has large-
ly receded into the background as a subject of examination; “nature,”
“wilderness,” “environment,” and their cognates have become highly
disputed, and in some cases eviscerated, terms and concepts. And it has
become a widely accepted view that all texts have an environmental di-
mension, not only those that are self-evidently about nature. A corollary
of this view is the conviction that any text may be illuminated by critical
attention to its environmental aspects.

The essays collected in this volume together demonstrate that, al-
though “ecocriticism” is a broad and somewhat vague if now general-
ly accepted term, studies of Canadian literature have long made rela-
tions between people and environments a topic of primary importance.
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(“Eco-” suggests “ecology,” which has a range of scientific, political, and
philosophical connotations. Is the ecology of ecocriticism a metaphor? A
biological concept? A statement of political orientation? These are vital
questions.) The chapters create a dialogue among literary studies of na-
ture in Canada that predate, coincide with, participate in, and follow the
rise of ecocriticism proper. The sweeping statements about nature and
Canadian identity made by critics in the era of Northrop Frye’s The Bush
Garden and Margaret Atwood’s Survival will probably strike readers
today as naive,? but contemporary ecocritical approaches to Canadian
literature and culture are not wholly separate from earlier critical and
cultural fascinations with nature. If Frye and Atwood are not strictly
ecological thinkers, their works nonetheless helped establish a context
for later ecological criticism. The continuities and ruptures alike in
Canadian studies show “nature” to be a pivotal yet shifting and unstable
concept and site of investigation.

An enduring stereotype holds that Canadian literature revolves
around descriptions of nature: in novel after novel, and poem after
poem, rugged mountains, whirling snowstorms, and desolate prairies
torment hapless characters. There may be some truth to the stereotype,
but Canadian writers have long tried to understand the nature of nature
— the constitution and character of wilderness and countryside — as well
as to represent its effects, harmful or otherwise, on people. In 1903 the
poet Bliss Carman asked “who shall prove that nature is not a meta-
phor?,” thus associating the non-human world (“nature”) with literary
language (“metaphor”) and suggesting that what seems real is in fact the
product of discourse.> Carman’s reputation as poet and critic is at present
fairly low; even if his historical importance is assumed, he has few cham-
pions today. But his rhetorical question provides an example to counter
the view that Canadian writers have been oblivious to the complexity of
nature as both fact and fiction, and it allows a connection, faint perhaps
but nevertheless discernible, between his conception of an illusory na-
ture and contemporary understandings of nature’s discursive existence.
Recent critical propositions that “nature” is an ideological construction
rather than a tangible, material reality remain divisive in the world of
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ecocriticism. As the provocative cases of Timothy Morton’s Ecology with-
out Nature (2007) and The Ecological Thought (2010) illustrate,* describing
“nature” as a socially and linguistically determined category invites a
defensive response from some quarters of the ecocritical community, in
which sophisticated theory is perceived to be inimical to environmental-
ist praxis.’ Morton’s opposition to “nature” — taken as a reified, politically
suspect idea — may seem counterintuitive in a field that is committed to
understanding and improving human relations with the natural realm,
and his ideas have been both acclaimed and reviled. His support of ob-
ject-oriented ontology as a philosophical alternative to what he describes
as “theistic” responses to environmental crisis extends his advocacy of
“a ruthless rejection of the concept of Nature.” Morton’s polemical (but
playful) style and the challenging substance of his ideas have made him a
polarizing figure — so, too, have been other writers who have questioned
the conceptual validity of “nature” and “wilderness.”” The gulf between
poets such as Carman and critics such as Morton is undoubtedly wide.
But the congruence of such distant views as theirs suggests the extent to
which the subject that ecocriticism purports to examine — nature — has
always been contentious.

In Canadian literature and literary criticism, theoretical reflection
upon the natural world and upon the role of language and literature
in describing, imagining, and constituting nature has a lengthy past.
Carman’s speculation is merely an example; the essays gathered in this
volume indicate repeatedly that “nature” has frequently been a troubled
term in Canadian letters and that “theory” in some form has rarely, if
ever, been far removed from literary encounters with nature. Virtual-
ly from the inception of the notion of a Canadian national literature,
nature has occupied a central place in critical conversations. As Laurie
Ricou suggests, “Canadian literary studies, with their long-standing in-
terest in nature, wilderness, and landscape, might be said to have always
been ecocritical.” The essays in this book suggest the accuracy of Ricou’s
somewhat tentative claim, showing that venerable critical interests con-
textualize and inform current ecocritical models. For Canadian writ-
ers at least since the Confederation period, for regionalist and thematic
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critics, and, most recently, for ecocritics, the value, symbolism, integrity,
and ontology of nature were and remain fundamental matters. (Which
is not to say that such subjects have not also been found trite: Canadi-
an writing about nature has always had detractors.) In his “Conclusion”
to the Literary History of Canada (1965), a landmark essay, Frye several
times suggests that an agonistic relation to the landscape defines Ca-
nadian culture; he notes that a characteristic of Canadian poetry is a
predominant “tone of deep terror in regard to nature.” This hypothesis,
surely one of Frye’s most notorious observations about Canadian writ-
ing, epitomizes the centrality of nature in Canadian cultural discourse,
albeit in negative terms. The idea of a “garrison mentality,” probably his
most familiar single phrase about Canadian society, likewise captures
the sense of hostility to the environment that ostensibly defines the Ca-
nadian psyche.® Frye’s writing on Canadian literature and culture con-
tinues to be a critical touchstone, despite the strenuous efforts of waves of
critics who have resisted the emphasis on literary theme and overarching
claims about the country, which inevitably seem inadequate when exam-
ined closely.

Critical treatments of nature in Canadian literature from Frye’s era,
a heyday of literary nationalism in Canada and of thematic criticism (on
which more below), may appear thoroughly outmoded. The literature
about which Frye wrote so persuasively may also seem outdated. Ideas
of Canadian literary history and traditions have been transformed since
his day; the explosion of literary activity in Canada since the 1960s, the
resultant range of literary subjects and forms, and the diversification of
authorship have made comprehensive descriptions of Canadian writing
virtually impossible. But aesthetic and conceptual complexities exist even
in apparently familiar territory, and connections may be found between
past critical models and current intellectual fashions. This anthology at-
tempts to survey the intricacies of Canadian environmental criticism,
and to emphasize both continuity and change. It provides a narrative
of the emergence of Canadian ecocritical discourse. Taking seriously
the challenge implicit in Susie O’Brien’s question of whether there is “a
substantial body of what might be called ‘Canadian ecocriticism’ lurking
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under names other than ‘Canadian’ or ‘ecocritical,” it collects significant
statements on Canadian literature from 1965 onward (with one earlier
exception).”! The anthology is necessarily selective and provisional, but
it seeks to exemplify attributes of the large and varied body of envi-
ronmental approaches to Canadian writing. The chapters that follow
demonstrate that “Canadian ecocriticism” is a capacious term. Just as
Canadian literature is amorphous — multilingual, multicultural, mul-
tiregional — Canadian criticism has investigated the representation and
discursive production of natural environments in a panoply of ways. The
maple leaf at the centre of the Canadian flag is, of course, red. The essays
herein together suggest that the maple’s green leaves are a fitting symbol
of a dimension of Canadian criticism.

2. ECOCRITICISM: THEN, NOW, HERE

Ecocriticism still has a relatively short official history — “official” in con-
trast to the protracted history of critical interest in nature and related
concepts, such as the pastoral mode. In the early 1990s, some literary
critics felt it imperative to respond to environmental crises: ecocriticism
emerged from this moment, its beginnings reflective of the perceived
immediacy and severity of environmental change, and of what was
thought to be the need for scholars in humanistic disciplines to make
the environment the prime object of study. Thus an activist impulse has
informed ecocritical practice from the outset. By the end of the 1990s,
ecocriticism had achieved some prominence as a distinct approach to
literary studies, especially in the United States and the United Kingdom,
even as it had clear ties to other forms of green cultural studies. In its
early stages, ecocriticism was strongly shaped by accounts of British Ro-
mantic poetry — notably Jonathan Bate’s Romantic Ecology and Karl Kro-
eber’s Ecological Literary Criticism* — and of American literature in a vein
that encompasses the Transcendentalist writers of the nineteenth centu-
ry and the writers of the twentieth century who follow paths established
by Emerson and Thoreau. The development and institutionalization of
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ecocriticism were closely tied to American literature and the American
academy — or at least to its periphery. The Western Literature Associa-
tion, a respected but specialized scholarly body, gave rise to the Associ-
ation for the Study of Literature and Environment (ASLE), which was
established in 1992. The nascent ecocritical project, in this manifesta-
tion, made central the Transcendentalist legacy, contemporary American
essayists, and, for evident reasons, American environments. The nearly
overwhelming influence of Thoreau as a literary and philosophical point
of reference made Walden Pond one of the sacred locations of the new
field, just as Wordsworth’s Lake District was fundamentally important
to an emergent ecocriticism that took British forms of Romanticism as
points of departure. As Lawrence Buell has observed, early ecocriticism
claimed “two semi-coordinated and interpenetrating epicenters: British
romanticism, with a genre focus especially on poetry in that tradition
(including its twentieth-century Anglo-American filiations), and U.S.
nature writing (ditto), with a genre focus especially on the Thoreauvian
imprint,” even if “few ecocritics, if pressed about the matter, would have
claimed that these particular generic and historical foci were to be con-
sidered the sole rightful provinces for ecocritical work.”* Buell’s second
point is especially significant. The “epicenters” may never have been un-
derstood to define ecocriticism — to establish its lexicon, to provide the
solitary models of environmentally astute and relevant literature, to cre-
ate a normative vision of nature, and so on — yet their importance to the
developing field can hardly be overstated. Many studies that anticipated
and thus shaped ecocriticism in its later forms, especially in the United
States, emerged from American literary scholarship, such as Leo Marx’s
The Machine in the Garden, Joseph W. Meeker’s The Comedy of Survival,
and William Rueckert’s “Literature and Ecology.” Perhaps the most im-
portant of such works is Buell’s 7he Environmental Imagination, which
tied historical approaches to Thoreau to the burgeoning literary interest
in contemporary environmentalism."* Its publication in 1995 provided
American ecocriticism with an anchoring critical study, one that cast
Thoreau as a focal figure in environmental literature and philosophy and
that, in turn, placed environmental concerns at the heart of an Ameri-
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can literary tradition. While early ecocritics may not have intended their
thematic, generic, and authorial emphases to become rigid paradigms
— Buell notes that “the initial de facto concentration on selected literary
genres within the long Anglo-American nineteenth century was contin-
gent rather than inherent” — they have nonetheless exerted considerable
influence on the field at large, even as ecocriticism has become planetary
in scope and practice.

The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology, published
the year after The Environmental Imagination, is commonly understood
to mark the culmination of ecocriticism’s first phase. The anthology
demonstrated the existence of a coherent body of environmentally ori-
ented criticism and provided templates for further studies.’ The editors,
Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm, gave a succinct definition of the
field that their book would, at least for a time, represent: ecocriticism
is “the study of the relationship between literature and the physical en-
vironment.”” This description is broad — each of its chief terms is open
to interpretation — yet powerful in its simply phrased suggestion that
relations between literature and the environment form the basis of eco-
criticism, whatever shapes it may take. Zhe Ecocriticism Reader revisited
and revised the literary canon, proposing the significance of often-over-
looked writers belonging to various traditions understood to have envi-
ronmental (and environmentalist) resonance. The anthology confirmed
(to ecocritics) and asserted (to other readers) that ecocriticism was a
viable mode of inquiry with a constituency of practitioners, with clear
aims and interpretative strategies, and with institutional authority. Sub-
sequent accounts of ecocriticism’s history have almost uniformly pointed
to the publication of 7he Ecocriticism Reader as the moment of the field’s
arrival.®® The book’s importance and continued relevance are undeniable,
but from a specifically Canadianist perspective, its lack of attention to
Canadian literature is notable: the anthology does not examine Canadi-
an writers and their works.” Its essays focus almost exclusively on Amer-
ican writers and representations of American locations; the impression
is created, however inadvertently, that ecocriticism is (or was) principally
an American enterprise. (Ecocriticism has since the mid-1990s generally
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become international in scope.?) A Canadian equivalent of 7he Ecocrit-
icism Reader could serve as a belated corrective, concentrating on the
Canadian literature that the anthology appeared to overlook. Perhaps
more significant than a remedial or additive approach, however, would
be an investigation of the particularities of Canadian approaches to the
study of literature and the environment, which intersect with, as well as
differ from, environmental criticism as understood and practised else-
where. The present volume attempts to provide some evidence for such
an investigation. Greening the Maple seeks to suggest that environmental
approaches to Canadian literature represent not merely a branch of the
American or the British tree, but instead, to shift metaphors, a different
but related species. Canadian ecocriticism has, it may be said, a some-
what ironic relation to its American and British equivalents: it is as Ca-
nadian as possible, under the circumstances.?

The internationalization of ecocriticism since the 1990s has made
it evident that ecocritical practices are not the same the world over, and
that not all literatures — national, regional, local — adhere to or accord
with theories derived from British, American, or indeed other literary
traditions. Environmental approaches to Canadian literature may, in
short, be considered independently of other nationally inflected versions
of ecocriticism. The purported “topocentrism” of Canadian literature?
and the unmistakable emphasis on wilderness in Canadian iconogra-
phy? — the myriad representations of nature that circulate in Canadian
arts, letters, politics, and other envisionings of the nation — have influ-
enced, often strongly, studies of environment in Canadian writing. The
persistent conception in political rhetoric and popular culture of Canada
as the True North, strong and free, suggests the close relation of nature
and nation. Canadian ecocriticism, guided by the many distinctive fea-
tures of Canadian cultures and places, has tended to be pluralist. It has
demonstrated strong connections to British and American ideas, but it
has also attended closely to Canadian cultural traditions of imagining
the natural world. It has acknowledged, too, the existence of a domes-
tic ecocriticism avant la lettre. Among its notable characteristics may be
counted a distinct emphasis on poetry as well as on non-fictional nature
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writing (the journal Canadian Poetry has been an especially important
ecocritical forum?); the existence of both ecocriticism and /’écocritique
(sometimes interconnected, sometimes two solitudes); a longstanding
fascination with animals that differs from, yet complements, the critical
turn to “the question of the animal” in posthumanist studies®; and a
continual interest in the intersections of political theories and environ-
mental politics. Such characteristics neither define Canadian ecocrit-
icism exhaustively nor mark its absolute distinction from ecocriticism
elsewhere. They suggest, however, some of the topics to which conversa-
tions about literature and environment in Canada have often returned.
It may seem parochial to focus on a national variation of ecocriti-
cism when the field has largely moved beyond the concerns of its first
inceptions. The interconnectedness of environments and economies is,
after all, an inescapable aspect of life in the twenty-first century — glob-
al climate change and global capitalism are ineluctable and interrelated
phenomena. Images of the planet at risk make narrowly conceived un-
derstandings of nature seem irrelevant or untenable.?® Locally focussed
critical models can, however, coexist with forms of “eco-cosmopolitan™’
inquiry: authors, texts, environments, and even readers can be illumi-
nated by a variety of interpretative paradigms. In other words, national
(but neither essentialist nor isolationist) approaches to the study of liter-
ature and the environment can complement (rather than preclude) other
approaches in a constellation of ecocritical modes. The “transnational
turn” in ecocritical scholarship, as Scott Slovic has suggested,? shows
that a comparative paradigm is a powerful means of conceiving of ec-
ocriticism as the sum of its various national strains.*® The proliferation
of various national affiliates of the U.S.-based ASLE suggests further
that ecocriticism has become at once global and local, simultaneously
cosmopolitan, national, regional, and local in its manifestations.’ Ur-
sula K. Heise suggested some years ago that ecocriticism had become
sufficiently complex that it required “book-length introductions.”? This
observation becomes ever more apt as time passes. The history of en-
vironmental approaches to Canadian literature has, however, scarcely
been examined, even as the existence of lively ecocritical debates and
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of an established community of scholars has been noted. As a result,
valuable contributions have at times been insufficiently recognized. The
older essays in this volume will be familiar to some readers and new to
others; their presence in the book is based on a belief in their continued

relevance.

3. CANADIAN ENVIRONMENTAL WRITING: SOME
GENERAL OBSERVATIONS

Canadian landscapes and their apparent distinctiveness (whether under-
stood in positive or negative terms) have fascinated writers and critics
throughout the history of literature in Canada, before as well as after
Confederation. A preoccupation with nature is a widely acknowledged
(and, yes, somewhat stereotypical) characteristic of Canadian literature.
Celebrations and condemnations of natural settings, and evocations of
the spirits of places appear frequently in Canadian letters, as critics have
on occasion lamented. The recurring, if not constant, attention to na-
ture has, of course, salient historical and political dimensions. The dread
of nature and the reverence for it that are both evident in Canadian
literature can be understood in terms of Canada’s relations to Britain,
France, and the United States, and to a degree to other countries as
well. In Canadian literature in English and French, aesthetic conven-
tions “imported” from beyond the national borders have had remarkable
staying power.® As Susan Glickman demonstrates in Zhe Picturesque and
the Sublime,* a fascinating account of the roles that the titular aesthetic
categories have played in Canadian writing, traditional European phi-
losophies and styles, and especially notions of nature’s beauty and ter-
ror, have had far-reaching and multifarious effects on the literature of
this country. But such perspectives — neoclassical, Romantic, colonial,
and so on — coexist, in Canadian literary history, with both older and
more recent attitudes toward the natural world. Don McKay, a highly
influential poet and essayist, suggests in a powerful account of Cana-
dian nature poetry, for instance, that environmental contrasts between
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the Old World and the New World created an aesthetic challenge for
early Canadian writers in particular: “Neither the Enlightenment values
of rational order nor the Romantic ideal of a humane and humanizing
nature easily applies to the country which greeted — if that’s the word —
the pioneers.” In the late twentieth century and the early twenty-first,
writers have become highly aware of dramatic environmental changes
and crises both local and global, and often self-conscious about their
apparent belatedness as “nature writers” or “nature poets” in a seemingly
post-natural age. Yet conventional ways of seeing the natural world have
remained influential. (McKay’s own writing is an apposite example: it
engages the legacy of Romantic nature poetry while savvily demonstrat-
ing its author’s knowledge of twentieth-century philosophy.)

Canadian literary responses to the natural world have sometimes,
but not always, yoked together a sense of novelty with familiar modes
of expression, using received forms to describe “new” places, flora and
fauna, climates, and, to be sure, peoples. Before and after Confederation,
Canadian writers have evoked local conditions in a literary climate in
which generic and formal models established elsewhere have held sway.
Many writers have found such models suitable for their purposes; others
have chafed at the apparent contradictions between aesthetic conven-
tions and the seeming newness or unfamiliarity of Canadian landscapes.
Literary respondents to Canadian environments have attempted to dis-
cover or invent vocabularies and literary forms appropriate to the scale
and the particularities of the country.’® This dynamic of simultaneous
literary adaptation and invention, with a discordant variety of results,
is perhaps inevitable whenever languages and ideas are highly mobile
— that is, whenever historical and political circumstances allow or cause
their movement. Historical differences between Canada and other set-
tler-invader countries (including the United States, Australia, New Zea-
land, and South Africa) nonetheless bear upon the distinctions that may
be observed between Canadian environmental writing and commentary
and other related ecological traditions, including those of the United
States, Canada’s neighbour and perpetual point of comparison. As

W. H. New suggests, the

verbal trope” of “land” enjoys a paradoxical
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quality in Canadian culture, functioning “both as an icon of stability
and as a medium of change.”” Much the same can be said of “nature”
in Canada, which has been perceived as both terrifyingly different and
reassuringly familiar. (Among other things, as the chapters in this book
demonstrate.)

Linda Hutcheon has suggested that “Canada has been — has had to
be — sensitive to issues of difference and exploitation: it defined itself as
a nation (a bilingual and bicultural one) in 1867, but it continued to be
a colony of Britain until, some would say, it graduated to being a colony
of the United States.”® Canadian writers have frequently attended to
cultural, linguistic, and idiomatic variations in their efforts to express
Canadian sensibilities in light of the country’s colonial and postcolonial
history. They have struggled to decide on appropriate subjects and on the
appropriate language with which to convey them: literary languages in
Canada include English and French, in various registers, as well as many
indigenous and “foreign” languages. The names of places illustrate the
important difference that language makes in relation to physical space.
Think of “the Queen Charlotte Islands” and “Haida Gwaii,” or “the
Strait of Georgia” and “the Salish Sea” these are and are not the same
places. The tremendous “transnational and global currency” of Canada’s
diasporic literature provides another context for the study of Canadian
environments. The formal and idiomatic strategies used by Canadian
writers of non-European origins to represent Canada, and notably its
urban spaces, link the cultural dimensions of diasporic experiences to
ecological dimensions, as Canadian locations are imagined in relation to
homelands, places of exile, and other sites of memory, identity, presence,
and absence.*

4. TROPES IN THIS COLLECTION

It has been suggested that thematic criticism, predominant in the 1960s
and especially in the 1970s, may have hindered the expression of a Cana-
dian ecological sensibility.# Canadian thematic criticism, which identi-
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fied overarching and distinguishing motifs and concerns in the national
literature, claimed that a fearful response to nature was an essential as-
pect of Canadian cultural identity. Its contribution to Canadian eco-
criticism, however, has perhaps been misunderstood. The national myth
that thematic criticism promoted was one of withstanding conflict with
nature: the hostile Canadian wilderness was so uninhabitable, as Frye,
Atwood, and others posited in their surveys of Canadian writing, that
settlement and ultimately nationhood occurred only despite it. Frye’s and
Atwood’s characterizations of Canadian environments as deeply vexed
and thoroughly ambivalent are markedly different from American liter-
ary traditions of writing that celebrate nature as a foundational element
of the nation, including the Thoreauvian and Emersonian traditions
that have been so important to (American) ecocriticism. (In the United
States, rough equivalents to Canadian thematic criticism have not al-
ways been seen as antithetical to ecocriticism. For instance, Leo Marx’s
The Machine in the Garden is recognized as a proto-ecocritical study of
the links between pastoral and industrial tropes in American literature
and culture.) Despite its totalizing claims, which tend to overlook envi-
ronmental and literary diversity, thematic criticism marks a contribution
to an important tradition of theorizing representations of the Canadian
wilderness in literature, one distinguished further by its postcolonial and
comparatist orientation. It seems possible that skepticism about the mer-
its of thematic approaches to Canadian literary criticism served to inhib-
it the emergence of an ecocritical tradition in Canada, whereas thematic
criticism itself pointed, it appears in retrospect, in that direction. Green-
ing the Maple foregrounds thematic criticism because this historical mo-
ment in Canadian criticism represents a contradictory (and notoriously
contentious) reckoning of nature’s importance to Canadian culture.
Thematic criticism’s brief but influential “flowering™ gave rise to a
strong backlash instigated by critics including Frank Davey, Barry Cam-
eron, Michael Dixon, W. J. Keith, and Russell Brown,* who viewed the
thematic approach as “extra-literary,” “reductive,”* and ultimately “dis-
missible.” These charges eftectively build upon A.J.M. Smith’s denigra-
tion in 1943 of provincialism in the works of the Confederation Poets
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— their representations of “nature humanised, endowed with feeling, and
made sentimental™® — and his promotion of cosmopolitan sophistication
in those he heralded as the country’s most promising modernist poets:

Whether this new poetry is distinctively national is a question
that our writers are not much concerned with. It is not that
they have recoiled from the somewhat blatant nationalism of
the 1900’s into a disillusioned indifference but that they have
grown interested in the world-wide revolutionary movement
of modern times.... They are Canadian poets because they are
importing something very much needed in their homeland.
They are no longer in the exporting business, for maple sugar
is a sickly and cloying commodity.*

Anti-thematicist critics urged commentators on Canadian literature to
move “beyond thematics”; much earlier Smith had, in light of the simi-
larly dim view he took of literary nationalism, urged writers and critics
to move “beyond nature.” Like Smith’s critique of the parochialism of
“native” literature, the anti-thematic backlash — and the cosmopolitan
bias evinced by the Continental critical theory that, T. D. MacLulich
argues, came to supplant thematic criticism* — had a measurable impact
on the production, publication, and practice of literary criticism with a
nationalist focus. The charge mounted by Davey and others informed
the official editorial policy at the University of Toronto Quarterly,” and
the more informal publication decisions of the editorial boards of Essays
on Canadian Writing and ECW Press, the latter of which, as Brown ar-
gues, was “for some time ... the chief publisher of book-length Canadian
criticism.”™® 'This bias undoubtedly precluded publications by would-be
thematicist critics. If there is a rupture, then, in the articulation of pro-
to-ecocritical discourse in Canada, perhaps it is less a product of the
pernicious effect of Frye’s theory of Canada’s “garrison mentality,” or of
Atwood’s theory of Canadian survivalism, than it is a product of the an-
ti-thematic mood that affected Canadian literary criticism for the better
part of two and a half decades.”
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Whether ecocriticism is partly a reinvention of thematic criticism
is a provocative question, one that warrants sustained consideration.”
Much work remains to be done in terms of theorizing the correspond-
ences and differences between the two discourses; a thematic “retrospec-
tive” is overdue. Indeed, as Margery Fee argues, “to turn our backs on
thematic criticism ... is to fall into an even more treacherous swamp....
[I]f we can’t clearly distinguish Canadian literature from other litera-
tures, especially American and British, then it vanishes as a subject.”
Thematic criticism — “the only clearly defined critical school to emerge
in Canadian criticism,” it has been claimed** — undoubtedly belongs in a
historical continuum of nature-oriented criticism in Canada. This con-
viction is reflected in the structure of Greening the Maple, which follows
a roughly (but not exclusively) chronological order.

“Nature and Nation: Before and Beyond Thematic Criticism” sug-
gests a starting point for Canadian ecocriticism, and features excerpts
from signal books by Northrop Frye and Margaret Atwood, in addition
to essays by Rosemary Sullivan, Sherrill E. Grace, and Heather Murray.
Many of the chapters in this anthology concern aesthetic and cultural
influence as they pertain to “Canadian” ways of seeing and writing na-
ture; the selections from Frye, Atwood, and Sullivan are representative
of the manner in which thematic criticism tied representations of the
natural world to efforts to discern a national identity. (Atwood in par-
ticular tackles her subject with a dry sense of humour.) Like Atwood
and Frye, Sullivan invokes a comparatist paradigm, contrasting what she
deems the function of “La forét” / “the wilderness” in selected works by
John Richardson, Susanna Moodie, and Archibald Belaney (a.k.a. Grey
Owl) with forest symbolism in American mythology. Sullivan invokes
both thematic criticism and psychoanalytic theory in her exploration of
these tropes and of ways in which Canadian literature is engaged in
“an ongoing dialogue with the wilderness, an obsessive, repetitive effort
to relive (and perhaps reframe) that moment of original encounter.” In
her proto-ecofeminist essay, Grace suggests that the works of Canadi-
an writers generally — and those of Gabrielle Roy, Margaret Laurence,
and Atwood in particular — evince a pastoral sensibility that codifies
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rural virtues (also seen as natural and female) in opposition to the dehu-
manizing aspects of the urban world (understood as cultural and male).
Although her claim that Canada lacks “major urban literature” could
today be contested, since an urban literature has flourished, with many
important works by women and diasporic writers, the concerns that
gave rise to Grace’s study of the gendered representation of “natural”
and “man-made” landscapes still resonate with ecofeminist scholars.” In
her essay, Murray asks whether a distinct tradition of wilderness writing
by Canadian women exists, and, if so, how its predominant forms and
tropes can be characterized. She concludes, with reference to thematic
and poststructuralist criticism, that Canadian women authors writing
“wilderness” have been at once canonized and marginalized, a paradox
founded on a deeper cultural ambivalence towards nature and towards
those who, by the logic of essentialism, are considered closer to it.

“The Emergence of Ecocriticism in Canada” includes editorials and
articles by critics who began in the 1990s to consider, in light of liter-
ary criticism’s environmental turn in the United States and the United
Kingdom, how Canadian literature could, as D.M.R. Bentley puts it,
“confirm or assist the reintegration of humanity and nature.” Adopting
an evaluative approach, Bentley proposes an “ecological poetics” based
on principles of interdependence and diversity: he devises a method of
assessment that addresses such questions as whether a poem’s “formal
and typographical configuration is fitting or suited to its subject,” and
“whether it shows contempt or respect for the natural and human world.”
Bentley’s material and pragmatic preoccupations announce themselves
in his concern with poem as artefact (“Where and on what kind of paper
was this poem printed?”), in his emphasis on mimesis (“How effectively
does it communicate a sense of place?”), and on the production of affect
(“How effectively does it communicate an emotion by generating ... a
feeling analogous to the one that it purports to express?”). Linda Hutch-
eon evaluates Frye’s legacy in light of what she posits as a contradiction
between his evident dismay at the exploitation of nature and the role that
“systematic,” “totalizing” theories such as his own play in the facilitation
of such destruction. She concludes that Frye maintained an uneasy “4ozh/
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and” relation to the discourses of modernism and colonialism, and, thus,
to the subjugation and exploitation of nature that they are considered to
have enabled. In a pair of “green” editorials, Laurie Ricou reflects (with
some skepticism at first) on what the emergence of “ecocriticism” means
for Canadian literary studies. He observes that, while “Canadian critics
have been loud ... on landscape (whether to emphasize its literary prom-
inence or to lament its obsessiveness as theme),” they “lag behind” their
American counterparts in the “closely related matter of environmental-
ism.” Surveying ecocritical methods in use at the time, Ricou identifies
approaches (ecofeminism and environmental justice among them) that
appear to him to be full of potential for Canadian critics. In the course
of his review of 7he Ecocriticism Reader (in which he notes, with some-
thing like Susie O’Brien’s “twinge of patriotic crankiness” [see below],
that the anthology is almost exclusively American in focus), Ricou urges
would-be environmental critics in Canada to ground themselves in the
science of ecology. More particularly, he encourages an “open[ing] [of]
the creative irrational un-mind,” so that we may more keenly experience
biological interrelatedness.

Successive early Canadian ecocritics build upon the insights of these
proponents of environmentally oriented criticism in their efforts to theo-
rize and apply ecocriticism in Canadian literary contexts, frequently with
a greater emphasis on discourses of environmental politics and social
justice. Claiming a disconnection between the lack of ecocritical interest
shown by Canadian literary scholarship and the efforts of contemporary
poets “to redefine their relationship with the environment by using a
holistic approach that recognizes both human and non-human life forms
as equal and interdependent,” Gabriele Helms advocates a “shift from
an intellectual anorexia and complacency” to an active engagement with
environmental politics. Adapting Bentley’s model of evaluative envi-
ronmental poetics, Helms analyzes poems by Anne Campbell and Fred
Wah — examples, she argues, of “complex ... environmental visions in
contemporary Canadian poetry.” She concludes (citing Saroj Chawla) in
defence of the efficacy of poetry in times of ecological crisis: “If a change
in the approach to nature is to come about in our society, it will have to
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be at the level of perception, and at the linguistic level such a perception
can be reflected in the language of poetry.” Building upon Carl Berger’s
insights into Victorian-Canadian naturalism,* Susie O’Brien provides
a wide-ranging inquiry into ways in which the nationalist mythology
of the United States as “nature’s nation” contributes to the impression
that the American cultural context nurtures ecocritical thinking to a
greater extent than does the Canadian, with its ostensibly more conserv-
ative and colonial sensibility. O’Brien concludes that, whereas American
mythology promised an “unmediated relationship” between nature and
nation, the Canadian equivalent has been “plagued by an awareness of
mediation, of the presence of language as language, a structure through
which nature — and nation — can never be directly experienced but must
always be translated.”

“Reading Canadian Landscapes” suggests further intersections of
regionalist, bioregional, and ecocritical discourses, but the essays in this
section take a wide view of the subject, frequently unsettling assumptions
about natural boundaries and the potential limitations of place-based
critical approaches. In “Nature Trafficking: Writing and Environment in
the Western Canada—U.S. Borderlands,” Jenny Kerber prompts a critical
re-examination of the cultural construction of border issues. Borderlands
are inherently dynamic, she argues; they belie and resist the oversimplifi-
cation foisted upon them by political, economic, and historical ideologies.
Kerber examines the “mediating function” of borders, “both in terms of
cultural difference and conflict, and in terms of how nature itself is al-
tered and experienced on either side of surveyed lines.” Ultimately she
calls for “a more thorough consideration of the ‘border effect’ on literary
discourses of nation and nature,” and a “richer understanding of border-
lands as places of conflict, refuge, and cooperation.” In “Calypso Trails:
Botanizing on the Bruce Peninsula,” Catriona Sandilands describes in
anecdote her encounters with orchids, and queries the veracity of claims
that John Muir, the celebrated American naturalist, travelled the Bruce
Peninsula, in order to examine the effects of interpretive programming
in parks. Sandilands takes a skeptical view of Parks Canada’s “tripartite
mandate of preservation, education, and recreation” in light of the threats
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posed to the survival of endangered native flora such as the Calypso bul-
bosa. She concludes wryly that the “neoliberal orchid reality” is that their
“conservation is [ultimately] tied to their commodification.” Sandilands
has suggested in discussion that her essay is not ecocriticism per se but
rather a form of nature writing; readers will doubtless perceive the con-
tinuities between her approach and others, as well as the insights that it
affords.” Cheryl Lousley’s essay reconsiders “place, rurality, and region”
in Canadian literature and repurposes Georg Lukdcs’s analysis of realist
fiction and Raymond Williams’s Marxist critique of urban—rural relations
in order to develop an ecocritical method that foregrounds “the politics
of knowledge” in relation to discourses of risk and environmental justice.
Lousley analyzes novels by Matt Cohen and David Adams Richards
that represent the environmental degradation of landscapes of rural On-
tario and New Brunswick, respectively; she maintains that “a key task
for ecocriticism is to consider how knowledge of environmental ills and
risks — or the very lack or limitations of environmental knowledge — is
staged in contemporary literature.”

“Environments and Cross-Cultural Encounters” suggests points
of entry for a postcolonial ecocritical practice in the Canadian context.
Linda Morra’s essay considers, in light of Jonathan Bordo’s theory of the
“wilderness sublime” in Canadian landscape art,* the charge that Group
of Seven artists and Emily Carr were complicit “in the perpetuation of a
homogenous national identity that often elided difference and effectively
erased First Nations presence from artistic representations, or appropri-
ated First Nations cultural production.” Morra argues that such cultural
criticism “imposes expectations ... that are part of our own ideological
inheritance, and, in so doing, dismisses Carr’s remarkable artistic preco-
ciousness, her sense of self-agency in relation to the dominant ideology of
the period, and the rather innovative ways in which she was interacting
with First Nations communities and depicting their cultural artefacts
when her own peers would not have considered the subject worthwhile.”
Morra shows that Carr urged Canadian artists “to forge an indigenous
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artistic language and expression that reflected national concerns,” “to

search as the Indian did, amid our own surroundings and material, for
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something of our own through which to express ourselves, and make
for ourselves garments of our own spinning to fit our needs.” Morra
concludes that Carr’s treatment of indigeneity is vexed and contradic-
tory: although she resisted “her own imperial ideological inheritance,”
her art and writing also reflect “fantasies of colonial fulfillment™ in the
incorporation of First Nations artefacts (in her early works) and in their
elision (in the landscape paintings of her later years). Morra is intent on
salvaging Carr’s artistic and literary legacy from a hostile critical practice
that would catch her in this “cultural double bind.”

The essay by Stephanie Posthumus and Elise Salaiin offers a narra-
tive of ecocritical thought in Quebec. Salatin provides a historical over-
view of representations of nature in Québécois literature; Posthumus, in
a more theoretical vein, “attempts to define [contemporary] ecocritical
thought in Quebec based on a larger set of disciplines and more general
questions of space and place.” Salalin’s identification of recurrent tropes
and motifs in the Québécois tradition perceptively suggests grounds for
comparison with the anglophone tradition of thematic criticism; in this
regard, she in effect critiques Caroline Bayard’s assertion that “Histor-
ical criticism in Quebec knew no such temptations” as those evinced by
English-Canadian fiction in its “preoccupation ... with environmental
hypotheses ... and the triumph of myth —be it a garrison or wilderness —
over history.” Salaiin proposes, in fact, that “centrifugal temptations™®
such as those demonstrated by Frye and Atwood have a long history in
Québécois literature, one that she traces back to efforts in the mid-nine-
teenth century to preserve the character, language, and religion of
French-Canadian identity through agrarian imagery, and that she traces
torward, through discussions of the urban novel and nature poetry in
the wake of the Quiet Revolution, into the representation of ecological
concerns in works by contemporary Québécois writers. Posthumus con-
siders the implications of O’Brien’s discussion of linguistic mediation in
the experience of nature for a comparatist practice based on the difter-
ences between francophone and anglophone ecocritical thought. Post-
humus observes that, although “Ecocritical thinking is alive and well in
Quebec ... [it] exists ... not as a literal ‘translation’ of North American
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ecocriticism. At the same time ... Québécois ecocritical thinking is not
bound by local or provincial interests.” She concludes that, although
“language continues to present an undeniable barrier to the exchange of
ideas between Quebec and the rest of North America ... this situation
also presents a uniquely creative environment” it is “multilingual and
multicultural, built on a self-reflexive model, caught up in language and
its multiple possibilities (and difficulties).”

In “Decolonizasian: Reading Asian and First Nations Relations in
Literature,” Rita Wong analyzes the intersections of community and
environmental concerns in a range of literary works. Wong’s critical
method is distinctly activist and anti-colonial. She concludes her essay
by suggesting that “building alliances that respect First Nations values
of interdependency and land stewardship is an urgent focus if we are to
foster ethical ways of long-term survival on this Earth.” In her political
focus and in her attention to Asian Canadian writing, Wong’s criticism
provides a vision of contemporary Canada that is different from (and
less sanguine than) those in other chapters; its urgency is a challenge to
critical complacency.

In its allusion to Charles G. D. Roberts, “Neighbours Unknown:
Animals in Canadian Literature” announces its interest in the tradition
of the wild animal story, “the only literary genre for which a specifi-
cally Canadian origin has been claimed.” 'The selection reprinted from
Atwood’s “Animal Victims” (after “Survival,” perhaps the most noto-
rious of the theses advanced in her eponymous “guide”) develops her
comparative study of American, British, and Canadian literary themes
through an allegorical reading of the representation of animals in the
three traditions. Her contentions that the animals in British literature
are little more than “Englishmen in furry zippered suits, often with a
layer of human clothing added on top”; that those in American literature
are prey that “comment on the general imperialism of the American cast
of mind”; and that those in Canadian literature are more commonly vic-
tims with which the Canadian subject identifies have something akin to
a camp currency in contemporary discussions of Canadian literature. At-
wood’s more measured analyses of a range of canonical Canadian works
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about animals (no less than her critical swipes at Alec Lucas’s premature
declaration of the demise of the animal story) have been largely over-
shadowed by the sensationalism of her claims about Canadians’ “victim
mentality.” Misao Dean’s essay offers a feminist critique of the biases
of a critical tradition that continues to analyze Roberts’s animal stories
according to their verisimilitude;® she suggests that “The stories demand
analysis ... as attempts to create an illusion of reality.” She finds that,
“Far from ‘reflecting’ reality, Roberts’s stories create as reality a natural
world which is inflected with assumptions about ... the masculinist dis-
course of the early twentieth century in which the ‘primal’ experiences of
hunting, scouting, and woodcraft serve as an antidote for the feminized
life of the industrial city dweller.” Linking the stories to influential cul-
tural trends of Roberts’s era such as the American “Nature Movement”
and the attendant “crisis of masculinity” that is seen to have inspired it,
Dean concludes that Roberts’s “(m)animal ‘biographies”™ “[do] the work
of ideology’”” “by constructing the reader as subject, ‘naturally’ predatory,
material, and male.”

Carrie Dawson’s “The ‘T’ in Beaver: Sympathetic Identification and
Self-Representation in Grey Owl’s Pilgrims of the Wild”
interrogates” Atwood’s theory of the Canadian subject’s identification

extends and

with victimized animals. Dawson suggests that we pay “close attention
to the imaginative, rhetorical and otherwise /izerary dimensions of ani-
mal stories,” which in Grey Owl’s case, “involves foregoing sensational
accounts of assumed identity, and replacing them with more provocative
questions about the relationship between sympathetic identification and
strategic self-representation in a genre of writing where the former has
been consistently over-determined and the latter has been typically un-
der-emphasized.” Pamela Banting’s essay considers how Karsten Heuer’s
account of his and Leanne Allison’s trek to film the Porcupine caribou
migration might “extend epistemology” in the manner of avant-garde
performance art and other artistic and philosophical collaborations of
an interspecies kind. Banting notes a “distinct paucity of work on ...
texts about wild animals in the wild” and of work on herd animals more
particularly — an absence that she attributes to, among other factors, the
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dearth of criticism about non-fiction in Canada; the general dismissal of
animal literature; and the “Western tendency to categorize thought in
terms of interiority.” Banting argues that the ambulation that Heuer and
Allison adopt has a profound potential to “lead ... to forms of insight
that extend beyond the parameters of normative scientific and behav-
iourist approaches to animals other than ourselves.”

“In Full Bloom: New Directions in Canadian Theory” suggests
promising lines of Canadian theoretical inquiry. In “Poetics of the Se-
miosphere,” Adam Dickinson offers a sophisticated discussion of the
potential for pataphysics — “the science of imaginary solutions” — to
transform the discourse of postmodern ecocriticism through its empha-
sis on “the contingencies and interconnections in the overlapping worlds
of signification that constitute cultural and biological environments.”
Dickinson’s essay focusses on poetic works by Erin Mouré and Lisa
Robertson, both of whom “imagine scientific research into the urban
environment and its membranes of alternative civic memory and nat-
ural history” by way of questioning the impact of realist and scientific
epistemologies on the manifestation of urban “nature” in Toronto and
Vancouver, respectively. Dickinson frames a specific challenge to eco-
criticism’s traditional appeals to science and to “the resources of scientific
analysis in interpreting texts,” which a postmodern critique exposes as
constrained by mimetic and reductivist approaches. The ecopoetic sen-
sibilities of Mouré and Robertson, by contrast, suggest to Dickinson
productive grounds for a biosemiotic inquiry into the Umwelten of the
poets as they engage the histories and surfaces of their urban environ-
ments. Travis V. Mason’s “Literature and Geology: An Experiment in
Interdisciplinary, Comparative Ecocriticism” explores the intersections
of literature and geology, fields united in a selection of lyric poems by
Don McKay, W. H. New, and Dan Wylie. Drawing on McKay’s notion
of “geopoetry,” Mason suggests that representations of geology and geo-
logic time in the works of the three poets “provide impetus for thinking
about a human (and poetic) relation to the temporal and phenomenal
world,” and thus prompt a corrective attitude of wonder inspired by the

) ke .

recognition of humanity’s “incidental” relation to evolutionary processes.
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Nelson Gray’s “The Dwelling Perspective in English-Canadian Drama”
shifts the focus onto another genre and takes a historical view of Cana-
dian theatre, demonstrating that environment and indigeneity have been
longstanding and intertwined dramatic concerns. Although the works
that he analyzes may not all be well known, his discussion of (sometimes
problematic) cultural and environmental representations resonates with
other chapters in this volume.

In the appendix Lisa Szabo-Jones surveys the emergence and de-
velopment of ecocritical scholarship in Canada. She documents the for-
mation of the Association for Literature, Environment, and Culture in
Canada / Association pour la littérature, 'environnement et la culture
au Canada (ALECC), and theorizes, with reference to New and Ri-
cou, why a seeming myopia in ecocritical scholarship south of the for-
ty-ninth parallel suggested a need to establish a Canadian chapter of the
Association for the Study of Literature and Environment (ASLE). As
co-founder and editorial board member of 7he Goose (ALECC’s newslet-
ter-cum-journal), Szabo-Jones has unique insights into the publication’s
mandate. ALECC is not synonymous with Canadian ecocriticism, but
its activities provide one measure of the state of the field. As an organ-
ization, ALECC is relatively multidisciplinary, despite the “Literature”
in its name; its members are academics from various fields and writers
and artists who work in a range of forms and mediums. As ALECC
and other groups develop, and as ecocriticism continues to become an
institutionally established field, the central place of literary studies will
likely change as a greater diversity of texts and cultural forms come un-
der environmental scrutiny and as environmental scholarship, teaching,
and professional organizations fulfil their multidisciplinary potential. It
remains to be seen, therefore, how the genealogies discernible within
literary studies will bear on a future ecocriticism that encompasses a
range of disciplines.

The essays in this volume concentrate to a great extent on lyric po-
etry and realist fiction, as these genres have been privileged by Cana-
dianist ecocriticism. But other literary modes are receiving increased
critical attention, expanding the purview of ecocriticism beyond the
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forms most closely linked to Romantic literature. New developments in
environmental criticism will certainly emerge in response to the pleth-
ora of innovative, experimental, and accomplished literary works that
depart from and extend traditions of Canadian writing, and that seem
to demand sophisticated environmental analysis: how will ecocriticism
engage Christian Bok’s Xenotext Experiment, for example, which links
poetry and genetic manipulation?®® Relatively understudied literary
forms (children’s literature, genre fiction, early colonial writing) await
examination. Drama has assumed a more visible place in Canadian ec-
ocriticism, as Gray’s chapter demonstrates. In 2010, a special issue of
Canadian Theatre Review was devoted to theatre and ecology. In their in-
troduction, Gray and Sheila Rabillard write that “Ecologically informed
discourse about theatre and performance has, with only a few exceptions,
been strangely absent in Canada.”* Gray and Rabillard draw a contrast
between the relative absence of ecocritical attention to drama in Canada
and the many environmentally oriented studies of other genres. The is-
sue of Canadian Theatre Review, however, seeks to link theatre studies to
ecocriticism as practised elsewhere in Canadian literary studies: “Thea-
tre has never shied away from difficult topics; and despite the harrowing
conditions of our age ... theatre artists and producers are responding to
such conditions in ways that are original, life-affirming and, in some
cases, downright celebratory.” An emphasis on “the work of ... Métis
and First Nations playwrights in Canada” represents an expansion of
the cultural scope of Canadian ecocriticism, in addition to the generic
expansion that Gray and Rabillard suggest is overdue.* In her discussion
of an American production of the Métis playwright Marie Clements’
Burning Vision, Theresa ]. May proposes the term “ecodramaturgy” to
describe “play-making ... that puts ecological reciprocity and communi-
ty at the centre of its theatrical and thematic intent.””” The conjunction
of community and performance promises to be a rich site of inquiry for
Canadian ecocriticism. Indeed, because performances are site-specific,
the connection between text and location is especially significant in
theatre; ecocriticism and theatre are a natural fit. Eco-theatrical stud-
ies introduce a new vocabulary to Canadian ecocriticism and, perhaps
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more significantly, indicate that the conventional literary foundations
of ecocriticism will ultimately be displaced by an environmental cultur-
al studies that includes a multitude of literary and non-literary modes
and genres. Innovative literary ecocriticism is thriving, but in coming
years, it is to be expected, environmental literary studies will increasing-
ly take part in conversations with other branches of the environmental
humanities.*®

5. CONCLUSIONS

The essays in Greening the Maple illustrate some of the patterns and
tensions in ecocritical studies of Canadian literature. As with any such
collection, pragmatic concerns have affected the contents, and so the
history that the book traces has been shaped, to a degree, by incidental
matters. The aim has been to prepare an anthology that is representa-
tive, yet relatively concise (or at least not infinite), affordable, and useful
to critics and students alike. The resultant collection is not, of course,
definitive, and it is the nature of anthologies that their contents will
be debated. Several significant contributions to Canadian ecocriticism
could not, because of length and cost, be included. In general, essays that
concentrate on several authors were chosen over essays on single authors,
in order to provide a broader view of Canadian writing. The selection
has also favoured essays that highlight or theorize the distinctiveness of
Canadian ecocriticism, and that bring ecocriticism into dialogue with
other approaches to Canadian literature and culture. The chapters focus
on works of Canadian literature; not included are studies by Canadian
critics that address issues of more general ecocritical concern without
sustained consideration of Canadian writing. (Examples of such essays
include Sylvia Bowerbank’s “Towards the Greening of Literary Stud-
ies,” Neil Evernden’s “Beyond Ecology: Self, Place, and the Pathetic
Fallacy,” and Simon Estok’s “A Report Card on Ecocriticism,” among
many others.)
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The place in this anthology of scholarship about indigenous litera-
tures and by indigenous critics has posed an acute challenge. Because the
book represents a historical account of Canadian criticism, and unavoid-
ably a partial survey at that, it focusses primarily on texts that examine
works of Canadian literature and that theorize Canadian literary studies
as conventionally understood. As a consequence, writing by indigenous
authors and critics who engage with questions of environmental politics
or indigenous knowledge more generally has, regrettably, fallen outside
this purview. (The same is true of important ethnographically oriented
studies with an environmental dimension.)”* Canadian literary studies
have traditionally ignored or marginalized indigenous cultures, and
Canadian ecocriticism to date has not focussed sufficiently on indige-
nous texts and contexts, which adds to the difficulty of providing a com-
prehensive account of ecocritical responses to First Nations, Métis, and
Inuit literatures.” In addition, the relations to each other of Canadian
literature and indigenous writing from Canada remain problematic at
best, and the risks of critical appropriation and assimilation are great. Yet
indigenous literary and other cultural traditions contain a vast amount
of ecological knowledge, and an inclusive portrayal of the intersections
of cultures and places in North America should surely be grounded in
indigenous perspectives. This volume consequently proceeds from the
recognition that a full consideration of connections between literature
and the environment in North America is a multilingual, multicultur-
al endeavour — and one unfortunately far beyond the scope available
here. There is no disputing that literary works by indigenous authors;
paradigms of indigenous literary criticism, philosophy, and history;
and traditional and contemporary relations to land all have enormous
bearing on understandings of environment and culture in Canada. This
anthology, in some ways preliminary by design, will take its place in a
broadening critical field.

Also largely absent from this book are examples of environmental
criticism from literary writers themselves. (Atwood is the chief excep-
tion.) In the Canadian literary world, the divide between writers and
critics has often been narrow, if present at all, with many poets and
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novelists among the most prominent commentators on Canadian lit-
erature. Canadian writers of environmentally oriented literature are no
different. Don McKay is perhaps the most influential contemporary eco-
logical writer in Canada. His essay “Baler Twine: Thoughts on Ravens,
Home and Nature Poetry” established particular critical topics (anthro-
pomorphism, poetic attention) and philosophers (Levinas, Heidegger)
as recurring concerns in discussions of contemporary nature poetry, in-
cluding McKay’s own.” The essay also includes his now-familiar defini-
tion of wilderness as “not just a set of endangered spaces, but the capacity
of all things to elude the mind’s appropriations.””* Other poets who share
McKay’s interests have also written extensively about ecological matters:
Robert Bringhurst on ecology, linguistics, and indigenous literatures;
Jan Zwicky on ecology and lyric form; Tim Lilburn on prairie land-
scapes and religious and philosophical traditions. If this anthology were
to have a second installment, it could well include essays by Dennis Lee,
Robert Kroetsch, Daphne Marlatt, Rudy Wiebe, Sharon Butala, Anne
Simpson, and Di Brandt, to cite only a few names among the many that
deserve mention. Canadian ecocriticism as practised by academic critics
should be recognized, then, as only one element of a wider and ongoing
Canadian literary-ecological conversation.

The chapters in Greening the Maple do not represent the only impor-
tant studies of nature in Canadian literature — far from it. Nor do they
form a perfectly coherent narrative. They instead suggest the longevity
of the conviction that Canadian writing and the natural world warrant
consideration together. They offer ways of thinking about the history
of Canadian literary criticism and about further directions for the eco-
critical study of Canadian literature. Whether national (and sometimes
nationalist) concerns will engage critics beyond Canada is an open ques-
tion. Some readers perhaps will enjoy learning of authors who are new to
them, but who are highly regarded by some Canadianist critics. Other
readers may find the peculiarities of debates in Canadian literary studies
a salutary reminder of the contextual specificity of all critical practices.
Above all, the essays in this volume attest to the diversity of environmen-
tal criticism. In recent years, ecocriticism has both achieved considerable
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institutional stability and reached a transitional state. ASLE’s biennial
conference is now a major, even mainstream, academic conference, at-
tracting hundreds of participants and enjoying the support of major uni-
versities and funding organizations. (The 2009 edition of the conference,
hosted by the University of Victoria, was the first held outside the United
States.) Handbooks such as Garrard’s Ecocriticism indicate the legitimacy
and currency of environmental approaches. (The book was published in
2004 by Routledge in the New Critical Idiom series, reprinted in 2005
and 2007, and issued in a new edition in 2011; its success is evidence of
great interest in the field.) Garrard’s overview, moreover, suggests how
widely encompassing ecocriticism has become: his topics include animal
studies, apocalyptic discourse, traditional and contemporary pastoral,
and cyborgs, among many others, such that no Wordsworth or Thoreau
(or Archibald Lampman, for that matter) appears as a singular, centrip-
etal figure. A host of critical-theoretical concerns has shaped and revised
ecocriticism since its emergence, making the field now more nuanced
and variegated than ever before. Such diversification promises to con-
tinue. The essays in this volume, old and new, are presented in the spirit
of complexity and variety, even as they sometimes assert the importance
of the particular and the bounded. They occupy a niche in the broad
world of the environmental humanities. They look backwards as well
as forwards, inwards as well as out — but the expectation is that they
will provoke vigorous responses that add to the already sizeable body of
writing on Canadian literature and the environment.

This introduction concludes with an acknowledgment of ecocriti-
cism’s activist dimensions and of the political impulse that runs through
many ecocritical studies, including chapters in the present volume. The
field from its beginnings has attempted to transform critical and peda-
gogical practices, making scholarship and teaching socially and ecologi-
cally responsible and relevant. The liveliness of ecocriticism’s debates, its
institutional successes, and its popularity with students indicate that, in
some measure, such transformation has been achieved. Many ecocritical
articles and books are published each year, courses in the environmen-
tal humanities are taught the world over, and ecocriticism’s professional
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organizations are flourishing. Ecocriticism’s place in the academy is se-
cure for now, although as with all scholarly fields it continues to change.
Environmental concerns are nonetheless at least as pressing today as
they were at ecocriticism’s inauguration in the 1990s. Consequently, ec-
ocriticism must retain its political edge and desire for social change if it
is to have more than narrowly academic significance. The essays in this
book are scholarly and highly specialized, to be sure. But they evince
a profound concern for the state of the environment, and a belief that
critical inquiry matters in view of environmental concerns. We hope that
the chapters serve to spark scholarship, teaching, and study that extend
understandings of cultures and environments in bracing and compelling

ways.

6. EDITORIAL NOTE

Previously published essays have been left largely unchanged. Minor
clarifications and omissions are indicated by square brackets and ellipses,
respectively. Some changes have been made silently in the interests of
clarity and consistency. Lengthy quotations and footnotes have some-
times been trimmed for reasons of space, especially in older essays when,
for example, recommendations for further reading are no longer current.
Lists of sources or works cited are provided for all chapters save the first,
in which Frye’s own writing is the primary concern.
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