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From Cannon to Canons: Writing the Literary 
History of Francophone Canada

Paradoxical though it may seem it is fair to say that if today there is a thriving 
literature in French in Canada, it is in many ways the result of la Conquête 
(the defeat on the Plains of Abraham in 1759, the cannon of the title) and the 
subsequent signing of the Traité de Paris in 1763. The Conquest ended French 
rule in North America, but at the same time it challenged Francophones in 
Canada to choose between assimilation and non-assimilation. It was in fact 
under British rule that the first printing press was established in Quebec 
by William Brown and Thomas Gilmore, so giving the newly colonized 
population the means of establishing a literary tradition of their own. No 
printing had been allowed under the French regime, all printed material having 
been supplied from France. So it was only in 1764 that the first bilingual 
newspaper (La Gazette de Québec) appeared, to be followed in 1765 by the 
first Quebec-published textbook (not surprisingly, a catechism).1 La Conquête 
remains a key date in francophone Canadian literary histories and in the 
construction of a literary canon, as it does in wider forms of commemoration, 
including sometimes controversial re-enactments. And, of course, the need 
to be mindful of the past is explicitly stated in the devise of the province of 
Quebec (je me souviens).2  

Another date that figures prominently in literary histories of francophone 
Canada is that of the publication of the Durham Report in 1839, eighty 
years after the battle of the Plains of Abraham. In his Report on the Affairs 
of British North America, written in the immediate aftermath of the failed 
Rebellion of 1837-38, Lord Durham judges the state of the Canadiens as 
‘an old and stationary society, in a new and progressive world’.3 He sees no 
possible way forward for them, unless through assimilation: ‘The French 
Canadians [...] are but the remains of an ancient colonization, and are and 
ever must be isolated in the midst of an Anglo-Saxon world.’4 His analysis 
picks up on the distinctive nature of their complex relationship to the French 
and English languages, although he fails to see the creative benefits of such 
a positioning. Equally he is aware of the very specific effects of the rupture 
with France prior to the French Revolution and of their position within the 
British Empire: 



The literature of England is written in a language which is not 
theirs; and the only literature which their language renders familiar 
to them, is that of a nation from which they have been separated by 
eighty years of a foreign rule, and still more by those changes which 
the Revolution and its consequences have wrought in the whole 
political, moral and social state of France.5

And in what are probably the most often cited lines he declares: 

There can hardly be conceived a nationality more destitute of 
all that can invigorate and elevate a people, than that which is 
exhibited by the descendants of the French in Lower Canada,  
owing to their retaining their peculiar language and manners.  
They are a people with no history, and no literature.6 

In many ways, the appearance of the first literary histories in French-
speaking Canada can be seen as a response to Lord Durham’s description 
of the French-Canadians as a people ‘with no history, and no literature’. 
A population that he saw as isolated and stationary, a nation of victims, 
dared to have a vision of the future. The volumes of literary history that 
were to emerge subsequently, written by lawyers, priests, nuns, journalists 
and academics, have shaped the past, heralded the future, drawn and 
redrawn the boundaries of a  national, if minor, literature. It is only with 
an understanding of the complex relationship between the colonized 
francophone population and their British colonizers that one can fully 
appreciate the activity of these literary historians. What can the literary 
histories written by francophone Canadian authors tell us about what 
Hutcheon refers to as a nation’s ‘self-understanding’7 and how have these 
histories been told?

It is commonplace to state that history is written by the victorious side. 
But in the case of francophone Canadian literary history, it can be argued 
that a conquered people, ostensibly with no history and no literature, have 
used literary history as one of the tools with which they have built, shaped 
and reshaped a narrative of nationhood, with all the ambiguities that such 
narratives bring with them. Before moving on to discuss some of the texts 
and their authors, it is important to clarify what it is that literary history is 
and what it does in relation to the nation.
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What is literary history?

I start out with the understanding that literary history is never neutral, 
never comprehensive, is as much about the present and the future as the 
past, and has adopted and adapted a variety of methodologies over time 
and to suit different contexts, different formats and different readerships. 
It is written by an individual, or a group of individuals, with their 
historical, aesthetic and ideological perspective. Literary history is an 
activity that can take a variety of forms; the most familiar of these are 
the chronological narrative account; the anthology of extracts; and the 
literary encyclopaedia, repertoire or dictionary of writers or works. These 
are the kinds of texts that form the corpus of the present discussion. But 
there are also academic works that are literary historical in function and 
methodology (such as bibliographies, monographs and articles) and more 
recently web-based material including databases, reading lists and websites, 
all of which are part of the field. Literary history is often referred to as a 
distinct discipline; yet literary historians have drawn on a diverse range of 
methodologies, from the biographical to the formalist, the idealist to the 
materialist, the sociological to the postcolonial. For Homi Bhabha, literary 
history is essentially a story of nationhood; he argues that literary histories 
‘are part [...] of the negotiable field of meanings, signs, and symbols, that 
is associated with national culture, national identity, national life’.8 And 
Edward Said states: ‘Nations themselves are narratives. The power to 
narrate or to block other narratives from forming and emerging is very 
important to culture and to imperialism, and constitutes one of the main 
connections between them’.9  But the very notion of a national narrative 
takes on a particular complexity in the context of colonial and postcolonial 
cultures. So how might a colonized people establish its literary history, 
particularly when its language of expression is a language of empire, 
whether English or French, Spanish or Portuguese, whose authoritative 
centre lies elsewhere? The reliance on national(ist) tropes has shaped the 
construction of literary histories of francophone writing in Canada in 
various ways. As will be seen, Quebec nationalism played a crucial role in 
the emergence and affirmation of Québécois literature in the second half 
of the twentieth century; but the presence of a nation-shaped narrative 
will necessarily influence the shape of that literary history, its focus, its 
inclusions and exclusions. So how do notions of nationhood apply to 
Canadian literary history?

From Canon to Cannons: Writing the Literary History of Francophone Canada  3



E. D. Blodgett argues in Five Part Invention: A History of Literary History 
in Canada, ‘not all literary history is explicitly organized around the 
nation’, but, as he continues: ‘Somewhere, however, the nation is present, 
if only implicitly, and in most cases the nation is the dominant’.10 The 
presence of the nation as a central figure in literary history dates back 
to the appearance of national literary histories as a genre, influenced by 
the work of the German philologist, J. G. Herder, Friedrich and August 
Wilhelm von Schlegel and Mme de Staël in the early nineteenth century. 
Their emergence coincided in the western world with the rise of nationalist 
movements. According to J. G. Herder, it is the possession of a common 
language that ensures the unity of a people: 

Without its own language, a Volk is an absurdity, a contradiction in 
terms. For neither blood and soil, nor conquest and political fiat can 
engender that unique consciousness which alone sustains the existence 
and continuity of a social entity. Even if a Volk’s state perishes, the nation 
remains intact, provided it maintains its distinctive linguistic traditions.11 

Herder also recognised that education is the channel through which 
a shared historical consciousness can be imprinted on the younger 
generation. Certainly since the beginning of the twentieth century, literary 
history (and the teaching of literature more generally) has been an integral 
part of education in francophone Canada and as such an essential tool of 
nation-building, whether in Acadie, Manitoba or in Quebec.12 

Herder’s notion of a national consciousness was based on the sharing of 
a common language; modern-day nationhood is more problematic. In 
the case of Canada, there are of course many ‘national’ histories (of the 
anglophone settlers, francophone colons colonisés, First Nations, Inuit, 
or ethnic minorities), yet these are not all easily identifiable with a single 
language. In the case of many communities and of individual members of 
the indigenous population, language has been lost in the process of colonial 
acculturation. The relationship to language may be further complicated by 
the bilingualism or plurilingualism, forced or chosen, of individuals and 
communities. For many communities in Canada, the relationships between 
nationhood, language and literature are fraught with ambivalence and 
paradoxes. When successive layers of colonization, external and internal, 
come into play, the writing of a nation-shaped literary history becomes 
both more urgent and more problematic.

4  From Canon to Cannons: Writing the Literary History of Francophone Canada



The history of the literatures of the different communities of Canada can 
be seen as a process torn between the need to legitimize and to differentiate 
a specific community in relation to the former colonial powers. As Linda 
Hutcheon points out, the relationship between colony and empire casts a 
long shadow: ‘the literary histories (like the social histories) of both former 
colony and former empire are always intrinsically complex, internally and 
externally relational, and mutually implicated; these qualities make these 
histories crucial to their nations’ self-understanding’.13 

One example of the consequences of a complex colonial history become 
clear when we think about the way in which the notions of centre and 
margins operate in the case of francophone Canada. The francophone 
population of Canada in the years following the Traité de Paris in 
1763 was not only the object of British colonial rule and of anglophone 
domination. Despite the rupture that the Conquest signified, the former 
colony continued to look to France. As the historical colonizer and in many 
ways an enduring cultural centre for Francophones in Canada, France has 
played various roles in the eyes of francophone Canadians. It can be argued 
that at various periods and for various sectors of the population, France 
has continued to be the colonial, controlling, culturally dominant centre, 
imposing her own criteria on questions of literary value, genre, language 
and form, validating individual writers, shaping the market, relegating 
Québécois literature to a secondary or regional status; yet at other times 
France has represented an inspirational, liberatory model of intellectual 
and artistic freedom (in the interests of secularism and reason), a stimulus 
for formal experimentation, a source of politically progressive thinking 
in relation, for example, to feminism and anti-colonialism. Both Britain 
and the USA have at different moments provided alternative, attractive 
centres, in counterpoint to the rigid traditionalism of Quebec’s catholic 
establishment, and at other times have been powerful forces in a cultural 
field in which the survival of a culture and a literature in French have 
seemed under serious threat. The fluidity of this positioning between a 
number of centres of cultural, political and financial power has resulted 
in a francophone literary culture at once open and closed, receptive to 
influence and defensive of its traditions and its specificity, paradoxes which 
find expression in the meta-narrative of francophone Canadian literary 
history, including the way in which that narrative is shaped into periods  
or mapped onto territory.
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If their colonial history has left francophone Canadians with an ongoing 
ambivalence in their relationship to France, their relationship with the 
indigenous population is the product of a very different colonial history 
in which white francophone Quebecers have colonized the indigenous 
population. Indeed it was only late in the twentieth century that the 
indigenous population began to play a part in the literary history of 
francophone Canada, other than as the exoticized or demonized subject 
matter of texts by white authors of European descent. Colonial practices 
of evangelization and assimilation have resulted in the use of English or 
French by the majority of writers of aboriginal descent in Canada, whether 
as a first or second language, and the eradication of many indigenous 
languages. But a growing corpus of aboriginal writing in French is now 
emerging alongside a well-established body of aboriginal Canadian 
writing in English. The way in which the literary history of this aboriginal 
Canadian writing in French is beginning to be told is another story.14 

So, while the process of developing a national literature, and of writing a 
literary history of that literature, plays a significant part in the process of 
decolonization and is central to the concerns of postcolonial studies, the 
focus on the nation is not straightforward. Although it would be difficult to 
argue that literary history constitutes a distinct discipline, given the range 
of forms and methods which it adopts, and while the enterprise at its heart 
is highly problematic, nevertheless, literary histories exist. We recognize 
the genre by a number of recurring features. The writing of literary history 
involves the delimitation of a field of study in terms of space, time, language 
and corpus: 

Space. Whether the literature typically relates to a country (France), a region 
(Brittany), a number of territories linked by language (la francophonie) or 
some other spatially defined category (the francophone diaspora in North 
America), its scope needs defining, and questions of eligibility for inclusion 
have to be addressed (involving criteria such as where an author was born, 
their period of residence in a place, the place of publication of their texts, 
their language of expression, etc.) 

Time. Literary history requires a choice of periodization: the account must 
begin somewhere in history and must have a cut-off date; this time span is 
then typically divided into a number of shorter periods, or stages, based on 
historical events, on cultural and literary movements or developments, or 
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some combination of the two. The relationship between periods is typically 
represented in terms of a linear development, a development often emplotted 
in terms of causality, action/reaction, organic growth or progress.

Language. While the majority of literary histories study a corpus of 
literature written in one particular language, comparative studies of works 
in two or more languages exist, as do studies of the literature of a country 
in which a number of linguistic communities engage in literary production. 
W. H. New’s A History of Canadian Literature (to which the discussion 
will return) is a rare example of a literary history which ranges across 
literature created in French, English and various indigenous languages.15  

Corpus. The literary historian must select a corpus of works; in the 
process of selection, other texts are omitted, whether because they are 
deemed to be of lower quality, less representative or ideologically deviant, 
or because they fail to correspond to the model or narrative which the 
literary historian is constructing. The selection process in turn relies on a 
certain understanding of what constitutes ‘literature’. This changes over 
time as genres develop and move into or out of the sphere of the ‘literary’, 
as is the case of sermons and other forms of religious texts, or histories, 
or indeed scientific writing, all of which were an integral part of literary 
histories of francophone Canada in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. Notions of what is literature also shift across the range of 
popular, minority and high culture. Through repetition and dissemination, 
particularly through formal education, the works and genres most 
frequently selected or most fully discussed will tend to become part  
of a literary canon associated with that particular body of literature.  

Space and Time in Francophone Canadian literary history

The second part of this discussion will now focus on two of the categories 
outlined above, those of space and time, in order to analyse the ways in 
which these have been used in a selection of literary histories to construct 
ideas of nationhood in francophone Canada. The texts selected have been 
chosen to represent the development of francophone literary histories in 
Canada and their history reflects in many ways the different ways in which 
Francophones in Canada have understood their place in North America, 
their past and their future. The corpus is as follows:
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1848-1900

James Huston, Le Répertoire national ou Recueil de littérature 
canadienne (1848-50) 
Edmond Lareau, Histoire de la littérature canadienne (1874)

 
1900-1960

Camille Roy, Tableau d’histoire de la littérature canadienne-française (1907)
Camille Roy, Manuel d’histoire de la littérature canadienne-française (1918)
Sœurs de Sainte-Anne, Précis d’histoire littéraire: littérature canadienne-
française (1928)  
Camille Roy, Histoire de la littérature canadienne (1930) 
Camille Roy, Manuel d’histoire de la littérature canadienne de langue 
française (1962 [based on the 1939 edition])  
Berthelot Brunet, Histoire de la littérature canadienne-française (1946)

 
1960-2000

Pierre de Grandpré, ed., Histoire de la littérature française du Québec,  
4 vols (1967–69)  
Gérard Tougas, La Littérature canadienne-française, 5th edition (1974) 
(first published 1960) 
Laurent Mailhot, La Littérature québécoise, Que sais-je? (1974) 
Maurice Lemire, et al., Dictionnaire des œuvres littéraires du Québec, 
8 vols (1978–2011)  
Maurice Lemire, et al., La Vie littéraire au Québec, 6 vols (1991–2010)

 
2000-

W. H. New, A History of Canadian Literature, 2nd edition (2003) 
Michel Biron, François Dumont and Élisabeth Nardout-Lafarge, Histoire 
de la littérature québécoise (2007)
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As stated at the beginning of the paper, the Conquête was a decisive 
moment in the history of francophone literature. For Lord Durham, 
eighty years later, the francophone population was a dying race, with no 
history and no literature. Yet in the 1840s two key publications appeared 
which proved him wrong. 1845 saw the publication of the first volume 
of François-Xavier Garneau’s Histoire du Canada depuis sa découverte 
jusqu’à nos jours, the first French-language history of Canada.16 Then 
in 1848 James Huston, member of the Institut Canadien in Montreal, 
a typographer and liberal, published the first of four volumes of his 
Répertoire national ou Recueil de littérature canadienne, an anthology of 
texts selected to affirm the existence of a literature in French in Canada.17 
This brings us to the question of space and specifically the importance of a 
title. Any literary history marks out a territory not only by what it includes, 
but by what it excludes. That begins with the way one chooses to name 
a literature. This is evident if one thinks of the ideological significance 
of labels such as ‘English’ literature and ‘French’ literature (apparently 
innocent, inclusive, but in their deployment often thoroughly imperial in 
operation). But what specific territory is implied or evoked when one speaks 
of the history of Canadian Literature, or Anglo-Canadian Literature? 
How does that differ from the mental map suggested by the terms la 
littérature canadienne, la littérature canadienne-française or la littérature 
québécoise? Each of these terms suggests a slightly different mapping, a 
different narrative, and also evokes a different historical context.

The title chosen by James Huston for his anthology, Le Répertoire national 
ou Recueil de littérature canadienne, establishes a clear link between 
literature and the nation, terms he uses interchangeably in his introduction 
(although the use of a larger font for the word ‘national’ on the title 
page suggests its overriding significance, and serves as a riposte to Lord 
Durham). Like Huston, Edmond Lareau chooses the adjective ‘canadienne’ 
in 1874 for his own literary history, Histoire de la littérature canadienne, 
the first volume-length narrative account of francophone literary history.18 
But this demonstrates the shifting and unstable nature of the language 
of nation: first applied by French explorers to the indigenous population, 
the word ‘canadien’ was then adopted by the francophone settlers to refer 
to themselves, to distinguish themselves from ‘les Anglais’. Only with the 
Confederation did the term ‘Canadian’ gradually broaden to include both 
anglophone and francophone Canadians (and arguably to be associated 
primarily with Canadians of European descent). At this point the 
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Francophones then adopted the adjective ‘canadien-français’ to distinguish 
themselves from the anglophone majority. Although Huston and Lareau 
both use the term ‘canadien’, their titles map the territory differently. For 
Huston, ‘canadien’ refers exclusively to literature written by Francophones 
in Canada since the Conquête (and this is the point – the colonized people 
are writing back). Lareau, however, seems to be using the term ‘canadien’ 
in the later, umbrella sense; not only does he include some anglophone 
authors in his literary history, within his narrative he also uses the terms 
‘franco-canadienne’ and ‘anglo-canadienne’ to distinguish them, as subsets 
of ‘canadien’.

As one moves into the twentieth century, the titles indicate a more 
or less universal acceptance of the term ‘canadienne-française’.19 The 
hyphenated term can be seen as signalling the French-language branch 
of Canadian literature (according to which the opposing term might be 
Canadian literature in English, although the term ‘Canadian literature’ 
was frequently used by anglophone literary historians simply to refer to 
Canadian literature in English). One of the advantages of ‘canadienne-
française’ is that it is a flexible term which can encompass French-language 
writing throughout Canada (often extended to include immigrants, 
emigrants and exiles), the common use of the French language being the 
key identifying factor. The texts published between 1907 and 1946 that 
are listed above all use this term, with two exceptions: In 1930 Camille 
Roy chooses to use the title Histoire de la littérature canadienne. This 
blip in 1930 is interesting. At this point (Monseigneur) Camille Roy, by 
conviction a pan-Canadianist, and hostile to the more strident nationalism 
of some francophone Canadians in the 1930s, added a short section 
devoted to anglo-Canadian literature, hence his return to the umbrella-
term ‘canadien’.20 Two things are particularly important about this period. 
Firstly the enduring presence of Camille Roy, a catholic priest, closely 
associated with the institutionalisation of Canadian literature in French 
through his involvement with the Séminaire du Québec and l’Université 
Laval, where he was the first Dean of Lettres in 1937. Roy died in 1943 yet 
his work was reprinted as the literary textbook until the early 1960s, so 
making him the dominant literary historian for nearly 50 years. The choice 
of title for this final work, Manuel d’histoire de la littérature canadienne de 
langue française, with its emphasis on the French language, marks perhaps 
a shift away from the nationalism of the earlier decades towards a desire 
to reconnect with the language of France, transcending the more strident 
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nationalism of some of his contemporaries.21 It is also significant that one 
volume, Précis d’histoire littéraire: littérature canadienne-française (1928), 
was the work of a teaching nun, Sœur Marie-Élise, Evelyna Thibodeau, 
who led the campaign for the right for her community, les Sœurs de Sainte-
Anne at Lachine on the outskirts of Montreal, to deliver the cours classique 
to girls.22 

In the first half of the twentieth century, literary history in this period had 
an essentially didactic role. As the church controlled the curriculum and the 
publication of textbooks, as well as the delivery of education in the schools 
and colleges which they ran, the literary histories which were published 
were the work of catholic pedagogues. Their view of francophone Canada 
coincided with that of their church; a francophone population which the 
church had a duty to bind together, united by their catholic faith and by the 
French language. As Quebec moved into the 1960s and the reforms of the 
Révolution tranquille got underway, all this changed: with the publication 
of the Parent report on education in the mid 1960s, schooling moved 
from the control of the church to the state.23 At the same time literature 
became the focus of academic study, employing new critical tools and 
methodologies. The literary histories of the clerics were put aside and a new 
generation of literary historians emerged. The designation ‘la littérature 
canadienne-française’ was replaced by the term ‘la littérature québécoise’, 
rapidly adopted after its first use in the pages of Parti pris in 1965.24 
A new literary nationalism emerged in which the association between 
literature and the province of Quebec was central, as the titles from the 
later twentieth century till the present-day reveal. Of the titles listed for 
the period 1960-2000, Tougas’s La Littérature canadienne-française is an 
exception. But his text was first published in 1960, before the introduction 
of the term ‘littérature québécoise’, and the later edition retains the original 
title, although Gérard Tougas does use the designation within the text 
added for the 1974 edition.25 Otherwise the works by Pierre de Grandpré, 
Laurent Mailhot, and the teams led by Maurice Lemire all refer to Quebec, 
whether in nominal or adjectival form.26 The ambitious scope of the multi-
volume series by de Grandpré and Lemire’s teams is a significant statement, 
a declaration that the literature of francophone Canada exists, it has a 
history and is a subject worthy of serious study. The two ongoing series, 
Dictionnaire des œuvres littéraires du Québec, eight volumes to date, and 
La Vie littéraire au Québec, six volumes to date, adopt quite distinctive 
methodologies. While the Dictionnaire lists individual works, by year of 
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publication, the Vie littéraire provides a history of literary life, moving 
through its production, circulation, the ideological forces at play and the 
institutional factors which together produce the literary field. Each series in 
its different ways breaks with the author/work based narrative of the earlier 
literary histories and the moralistic judgements which had dominated the 
catholic textbooks. 

The nation-shaping effects of the shift in terminology are twofold. Firstly, 
the adoption of ‘Québec’ and ‘québécois’ affirms the nation-status of 
the francophone population of Quebec and creates a distinctive cultural 
focus, that is identified neither in relation to France, nor to Canada. This 
remains a strength of the label, which is still the preferred designation 
today. However, the national, if not nationalist, connotations of the term 
‘la littérature québécoise’ do pose certain problems. The term risks being 
exclusive; that is, it creates anxieties and questions both about the status of 
literature written by non-francophone minorities within Quebec (including 
Anglophones, migrant writers and aboriginal writers) and of literature 
written by Francophones from beyond the provincial borders. And one 
of the unforeseen consequences of this change in territorialisation is the 
proliferation in the late twentieth century of literary histories written about 
these ‘other’ francophone Canadian literatures in Acadie, Franco-Ontario 
and Western Canada.27 

Despite the effects of globalization, the apparent decline of the nation, 
and the heralding of ‘une littérature-monde en français’,28 ‘nation-
based’ literary histories continue to appear in francophone Canada in 
the new millennium, although in their narratives their authors show an 
awareness of the legacies of empire and the ambiguities and complexities of 
nationhood. This is certainly the case of W. H. New’s History of Canadian 
Literature, published in a second edition in 2003, which includes literature 
published in English, French and indigenous languages. He focuses not 
so much on the nation as on nations, in the plural, his chapters being 
arranged not by political shifts but rather by what he sees as decisive 
variations in voice and narrative form. The most recent literary history in 
Quebec, Histoire de la littérature québécoise, by Michel Biron, François 
Dumont and Élisabeth Nardout-Lafarge, published in 2007, does focus on 
the literary production of Quebec, but it adopts an elastic and relatively 
inclusive understanding of the term ‘québécoise’ (even including a few 
texts by anglophone Quebecers).29 So the term ‘québécois’, first applied 
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to literature in the high period of nationalist fervor, has survived into a more 
pluralist (or more skeptical) age. 

As the passage from ‘canadienne’ to ‘canadienne-française’ and to ‘québécoise’ 
shows, each term suggests subtly different notions of national space and 
creates a different territory, different in its inclusivity or exclusivity as well as 
in its ideological baggage. But the internal organization of the literary history 
also reveals the presence of the nation. The choice of periodization plays a 
significant role in the construction of a corpus into a particular shape in time. 
It is here that signs of the nation are often most apparent and in the case of 
a colonial and postcolonial society those key dates or periods are frequently 
dictated by shifts in power and by the consequent loss and acquisition of self-
determination. In Five-Part Invention, Blodgett argues that time is central 
to francophone and space to anglophone literary histories. He points out the 
importance of the figure of François-Xavier Garneau, author of Histoire du 
Canada 1845-52, in most literary histories of francophone Canada. ‘The 
unwavering stature that Garneau attains in all histories of French-Canadian 
literature indicates that its literature is always constructed as a national-
historical phenomenon’.30 The crucial importance of history to the narrative 
of francophone Canadian literary histories allows their authors to construct 
‘an unequivocal linear trajectory’ in which the story is a story of the nation, 
literature fitting onto it like a well-fitting garment.31 If this is the case, one 
might expect a close resemblance between the shapes of narrative that emerge 
as francophone literary histories are pegged to a common ‘trajectory’ or time-
line. Yet when one compares the ways in which eleven of these literary histories 
published between 1907 and 2011 have defined their corpus in temporal terms, 
a very complex temporal pattern emerges.   

The Table (see Appendix page??) compares the ways in which eleven of the literary 
histories present their account in terms of historical period. The multi-volume 
series are each treated as one work, the subdivisions referring to the division 
into volumes rather than chapters. The shaded cells give the dates of each major 
subdivision. Where a cell is left blank it indicates that the period is not included 
in the literary history. As can be seen, some include and some exclude the French 
regime; some start with Jacques Cartier (1534), some only with settlement (1608), 
others with the Conquest (1760/63) or the arrival of the first printing press (1764). 
The Table demonstrates in a visual way huge variation in periodization (both 
in the number of subdivisions and the choice of decisive shifts from one period 
to the next). What emerges is diversity, but also a lack of consensus. So while, 
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on the whole, the narrative of francophone Canadian literature does indeed 
follow a developmental path from the colonial to the postcolonial there are 
multiple paths taken which shape the literary history in different ways. This 
variety does not simply reflect the different perceptions of, for example, 
early twentieth-century literary historians and their late twentieth-century 
counterparts. So, for instance, the literature of New France is included by some 
and excluded by others such as Roy (1907), Tougas (1974) and Lemire, La 
Vie littéraire for a range of reasons. Authors and editors choose to divide their 
corpus into widely differing numbers of periods (Dictionnaire des Œuvres 
Littéraires du Québec, eight to date; de Grandpré, Brunet, Roy (1939), three). 
The number of periods does not simply grow as the corpus expands over time, 
as in retrospect the past may take on greater coherence and periods may be 
amalgamated (as can be seen by comparing Roy’s 1939 and 1907 volumes). 
Periods are based both on broadly political and on significant literary events, 
many authors using some of each, with no clear rationale for their choice. W. 
H. New (2003) uses only literary categories, Lemire’s La Vie littéraire uses 
references to nationhood, Tougas, Mailhot and Biron combine the political 
with the literary. In some cases it can be argued that as literary life assumes 
greater autonomy, so it figures more strongly as the determining factor in 
periodization, but, again there is no overall pattern here. Indeed very little 
consensus emerges about which dates signify turning points. In the corpus of 
literary histories since 1900, the only two dates which are used by more than 
half are 1534 (for Cartier’s claiming of territory for the king of France – and 
a key colonizing moment) and 1900 (as the turn of the century); six texts also 
choose either 1760, 1763 or 1764 to indicate the Conquest, the Traité de Paris 
or the arrival of the printing press respectively. 1945 is used in four texts, 
while two dates with literary significance (1860 and 1895 both refer to the 
beginning of significant literary movements in Quebec City and in Montreal) 
are used in three and two texts respectively. And, as if to underline the extent 
to which literary histories serve a variety of ideological ends, the literary 
dates chosen may be used to quite different effect. One example of this is the 
choice of 1860, associated with the formation of a patriotic literary movement 
which gives the French-Canadian population a providential vocation and 
its literature a messianic role (for Roy and the Sœurs de Sainte-Anne), but 
for de Grandpré and others it is identified as a backwards step, a turning in 
on oneself. Lucie Robert characterises this moment in history as ‘une sorte 
de recul’, the victory of conservatism.33 Politically significant dates show yet 
another kind of variation in that some refer to the francophone presence as 
colonisers (1534, Jacques Cartier’s first landing in Canada; 1608, the founding 
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of the settlement of Quebec by Samuel Champlain), some are indicative of the 
francophone Canadian population as colonized by the British (1760, the arrival 
of British reinforcements in Quebec City and the surrender of Montreal; 
1763, the signing of the Treaty of Paris by which Paris ceded all Canadian 
territory with the exception of the islands of Saint-Pierre et Miquelon; 1837, 
when in response to armed rebellion by the Patriotes the British government 
deprived Lower Canada of parliamentary freedom). Others highlight the 
relationship with Anglo-Canada: 1867, the passing of the Constitution Act 
uniting Ontario, Québec, New Brunswick and Nova Scotia in the Dominion 
of Canada; 1970, the War Measures Act passed in Ottawa in response to the 
October Crisis in Quebec; 1980, the first referendum in Quebec which rejected 
the proposed model of sovereignty. Other dates recall Canada’s role in World 
Wars I and II. 

To summarize, what might be concluded from this discussion of the corpus 
is that the different patterns of periodization used suggest a literary history 
that is unstable, that is constantly being revised, reframed, according to the 
perspective of the respective literary historians and that the basis for the 
division into periods is uncertain. It reminds us that any national history 
(particularly when it is the history of a colonial and postcolonial nation) 
is also shaped in part by its position within other, hierarchical, structures 
of power. If what Blodgett referred to as ‘an unequivocal linear trajectory’ 
can take such different routes, then what does this suggest about the 
‘nation’ and the national literature that is being constructed in francophone 
Canadian literary histories? Since Huston’s Répertoire national in 1848–50 
the nation has been central to the literary history of francophone Canada. 
As Lemire has argued, after the failure of the Rebellion of 1837–38 to 
increase the level of democracy in Lower Canada, French-Canadian citizens 
lost the option of fighting for political nationhood for a long period, which 
meant that national identity was developed on other levels through a form 
of ‘action nationale’, in which the French language and the Catholic faith 
could offer some kind of resistance to anglophone domination.34 

In fact literature in francophone Canada is produced within a field in which 
a variety of cultural and ideological pressures are in play, acting variously 
as poles of attraction or repulsion (France, anglophone North America, 
Protestantism, the Catholic Church, la francophonie, indigenous cultures, 
migrant cultures or globalization). As John Speller writes: 
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In their struggle to define themselves against both the bordering 
Anglophone space and the French tradition, Quebecois writers have 
come positively to identify themselves with everything that can 
distinguish them from their more powerful literary and political 
neighbours, adopting for instance motifs from Catholicism in an 
Anglo-Saxon Protestant milieu, and regionalist themes against the 
‘universalist’ French literary tradition.35 

But also, in a desire to differentiate themselves from the literary and 
cultural domination of France, they have, particularly since the 1950s, 
presented their literature in terms not of its Canadianness but of its 
americanité. The position of constantly variable relativity in which a 
minor literature finds itself (that is, defining itself in terms of a range of 
dominant others) helps to explain why, while the nation is constantly 
evoked, or invoked, in the literary histories of francophone Canada, its 
status is never stable, always under construction – until it has gone. So, in 
the corpus discussed, historians of a national francophone literature have 
changed its name, its boundaries, what it includes and what is excluded. 
They have called for a national literature, announced its imminent arrival, 
explained the absence or retardation of its development, questioned its 
existence, asserted its existence, citing texts and authors in its defence, 
trusted in its power to reinterpret the past or envisage the future, studied 
its infrastructure and its meta-narrative, and in the most recent literary 
histories, declared its demise with the advent of post-nationalism.  So, 
where is the nation in the literary history of francophone Canada? The 
literary histories construct a nation that shifts and changes shape, never to 
be finalised and maybe already long gone.36 Literary history is one of the 
tools of nation-building, but as this route from the cannon to the canon has 
illustrated, it is a tool which is ever adjusting to new contexts, new forces, 
new possibilities and new threats.

So while, on the whole, the narrative of francophone Canadian literature 
does indeed follow a developmental path from the colonial to the 
postcolonial I want to stress the multiplicity of particular paths taken 
and of territories mapped. If what Blodgett referred to as ‘an unequivocal 
linear trajectory’ can take such different routes, then what does this suggest 
about the ‘nation’ and the national literature that is being constructed 
in francophone Canadian literary histories? Since Huston’s Répertoire 
national in 1848–50, the nation has been central to the literary history 
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of francophone Canada. As Maurice Lemire has argued, after the failure 
of the Rebellion of 1837–38 to increase the level of democracy in Lower 
Canada, French-Canadian citizens lost the option of fighting for political 
nationhood for a long period, which meant that national identity was 
developed on other levels through a form of ‘action nationale’, in which the 
French language and the Catholic faith could offer some kind of resistance 
to anglophone domination.37 Literature became another weapon of cultural 
resistance. 

In fact literature in francophone Canada has always been produced within 
a field in which a variety of cultural and ideological pressures are in play, 
acting variously as poles of attraction or repulsion (France, anglophone 
North America, Protestantism, the Catholic Church, la Francophonie, 
indigenous cultures, migrant cultures or globalization). 

The position of constantly variable relativity in which a minor literature 
finds itself (that is, defining itself in terms of a range of dominant others) 
helps to explain why, while the nation is constantly evoked, or invoked, in 
the literary histories of francophone Canada, its status is never firmed up, 
always under construction, an object of belief, an object of doubt. In my 
selection, historians of a national francophone literature have changed its 
name, its boundaries, the stages of its development, its inclusions and its 
exclusions.  So, where is the nation in the literary history of francophone 
Canada, and is francophone literature constructed as a national literature? 
Maybe, but if so, the literary histories propose a nation constantly in 
question, constantly shifting and repositioning itself, never to be finalised 
and maybe already long gone. In the path from the military cannon to the 
literary canon, literary history is indeed a nation-building tool, but a tool 
which is ever adjusting to new contexts, new forces, new possibilities and 
new threats.
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