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Writing History about Literatures
amidst “the Limitations,
Challenges, and Successes of a
Multicultural Country”

The Cambridge History of Canadian Literature. Ed. Coral Ann
Howells and Eva-Marie Kréller. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2009. xIvii+753 pp.

Thirty-one chapters by thirty authors, including one by each of the editors,
constitute this latest literary history of Canada, the first from Cambridge
Upiversity Press. (CUP has published three editions plus revisions of its
history of USAmerican literature, and one for Australian literature also
appeared in 2009.) The aim of the book seems to be to provide both a con-
ventional literary history and a variation on the norm in order to represent
inter alia the peculiarities of two official languages and the different tradi-
tions of their literatures. Having participated in and edited multi-authored
volumes in the past decade, I was curious to see how two editors would
handle literary history in an age when it has not been a leading approach to
literary studies (though it may be making a comeback), and when develop-
ments in Canada have accentuated the sorts of variegated and centrifugal
impulses and diversified literary expressions that stand at odds with com-
prehensive projects such as a single history in a single volume from a for-
eign publisher (and thus, presumably, for both Canadian and foreign
readers).

The paramount challenge of inviting many authors to contribute sup-
ply-side writing to one subject is the one of fragmentation. Although of
course this can be and often is parlayed into a celebration of the subject
matter’s pluralism, polyvocality, and the like, it amounts to a weakness in
the structure of a work that, both in its title and on its first page, promises
one history. The Cambridge History of Canadian Literature (CHCL) iden-
tifies aspects of a literary history but not a shape, and while the diversity
of those aspects issues from many comprehensive and some insightful dis-
cussions, the similarities among and between them (what the editors in
‘Fheir Introduction call the “continuities and interconnections” [5]) are
insufficiently identified and analyzed, the result being that the volume’s
chosen emphasis on recently produced literature overlooks the opportunity







