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Abstract:
This article is a sustained analysis of transnationaternal genealogies in contemporary
Canadian women'’s historical novels written in Esigliin contrast to conventional historical
novels which privilege the lives of men, women’starical novel centralizes women'’s lives.
Experiences such as pregnancy, rape, childbeandgesaring, breast cancer, and so on are
prioritized. My article concentrates on the creatamnd expression of transnational maternal
genealogies as manifest in an increasing numbecootemporary historical novels by
Canadian women. Beginning with Joy Kogawa’s semmualel Obasan, published in 1981, |
trace the trajectory of this gendered genre tontetmes with Padma Viswanathan’s The
Toss of a Lemon. Transnational maternal genealadjiésr from other dominant trends in
the genre such as masculinist mainstream hist@pdgyr and “historiographic metafiction”
because the genre contends that gender and aolinke’'s maternal past, not the national
context, is paramount to lived experience. Furtloeen transnational female characters
challenge “traditional boundaries of historicaltifim,” Canada’s official history, and claims
as to who is and who is not Canadian. Despite titeeat acclaim and notoriety many
Canadian women novelists enjoy, this genre haacit little scholarship, thus this article
partakes in the critical work which can and shdagddone to remedy this gap.

1 Literary criticism on women'’s historical novelstronly in Canada but also globally is
not as prevalent as one might imagine. This isotgrigiven the international profile of
award-winning authors like Margaret Atwood, theesheumber of historical novels written
by women, and the popularity of women’s novels veititics and readers despite these facts,
a sustained analysis of Canadian women’s histoficébn does not exist.In this article, |
remedy this neglect by bringing attention to a #petrend in many contemporary Canadian
women'’s historical novels written in English: thetablishment of a transnational maternal
genealogy. The purpose of a transnational maternal genealagfie corpus of this distinct
sub-genre of Canadian women'’s historical fictioardue, is to achieve three important goals.
First, it asserts a critical contemporary femimatrative style as an intervention against the
two preceding dominant trends in the genre: masistilimainstream historiography also

known as master narratives, express universal strighd nationalist sentiments and

! See Wallace; Nunes; Cooper and Short; Rody; Weddson; and Llewellyn and Heilmann for examples of
the limited scholarship that currently exists. Thare many studies on individual historical nousiCanadian
women, for instance Atwood’s "Alias Grace", as vadistudies on a single Canadian woman histormaslist
and her oeuvre but a comprehensive study is missing

2 For scholarship on contemporary Canadian historiosels, most of which pertains to postmodern ingit
see Wyile; Cabajsky and Grubisic; Hutcheon; Monkniarester; Duffy; Wyile, Andrews, and Viau.
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postmodern “historiographic metafiction,” as Lindatcheon calls it, (Poetics 5) approaches
history as construction, undermines authenticitygl displaces identity. Second, transnational
maternal genealogies suggest gender and a linknéds anaternal past, not the national
context, is more important in shaping the femaletggonist’s identity and in empowering
her feminist challenges to patriarchal authorithird, genealogies via “female characters
subvert [...] the traditional boundaries of histoltidéction” (Cabajsky and Grubisic
paraphrasing van Herk, xvi). These forms of fenmisigversion, furthermore, explain why
many of these women’s novels focus on immigratiod Aeing Canadian without having
been born in Canada or being able to locate omegsstral roots in Canadian history.

2 The woman’s historical novel is a neglected genrth the potential to address
significant gaps in literary, social, and politidaktory in Canada. Thus, this article forms
part of a larger process of ongoing scholarshif sascCarole Gerson’s which is recovering
Canada’s history to reflect a social sphere thdbisestic, personal, political, and historical.
In order to understand this innovative writing bettl first define the woman’s historical
novel and a maternal genealogy and then brieflgudis the master narrative and the
postmodern perspective. The majority of this agtidiowever, takes up several women’s
novels, including those which do adhere to the g@aira transnational maternal genealogy
and those which fail to do so. Discussing the rovelationally elucidates the challenges this
writing poses, its complexity, and the unique feasuwhich make transnational maternal
genealogies a distinct sub-genre of women’s hisabfiction.

3 The woman’s historical novel is written by womamout women (thus, novels like
Heather Robertson'$he King Yeardrilogy which centers on the life of former Careli
Prime Minister, William Lyon Mackenzie King is naéaken into consideration): gender
specific experiences to women such as pregnanpg, rehildbearing, childrearing, breast
cancer, and so on are prioritized. Diana Wallaggerwds that the historical novel is a most
suitable medium for women writers because “womaretseen violently excluded both from
‘history’ (the events of the past) and from ‘Higtofwritten accounts of the past) (“Letters”
25). Traditionally, women'’s history has been coastd an oxymoron, being characterized as
romantic, unhistorical or abhistorical, misrepreséine, inaccurate, fantastical, anti-
nationalist, even escapist (Wallad®&oman’s15). The feminocentric foci in this genre,
however, counter such claims. By filing in silena@she historical record, highlighting gaps
in masculinist genre studies, promoting “feminismsthe plural” (HutcheonCanadian
Postmodern 107), and rewriting women, symbolic progenitofspast, present, and future

genealogies inside and outside of the text becasilele. The novels establish a transnational
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maternal genealogy anachronistically by followirtng tlife of either a fictional or factual
woman over several decades, or the lives of sewvevaten within a family, who are not
necessarily born in, but travel to, Canada.

4 Transnational maternal genealogies are womestsrigal novels, but they focus on
women’s inter-generational lives, cross nationalrmaries, and disrupt a unified setting in
terms of space and time by incorporating the regast. Beginning with Joy Kogawa'’s
seminal novelObasan published in 1981, other novels which adherehts tategorization
include Daphne Marlatt’éna Historic Disappearing Moon Cafby Sky Lee, Carol Shields’
The Stone DiariesJane Urquhart'sAway, Sandra Birdsell'sThe RusslanderMargaret
Sweatman’sWhen Alice Lay Down With PeteAnita Rau Badami’sCan You Hear the
Nightbird Call? andThe Toss of a Lemdyy Padma Visawanathan amongst others.

5 The novels named above call attention to and lsogmt that which Herb Wyile
identifies as underrepresentation in Canadian gemigies on its historical novel.

[This includes] those whom the historical record kended to exclude —women, the
working class, and racial(ized) minorities[.] ... Higcal novels by Native Canadian
writers or by Canadian writers of Asian, South Asididdle Eastern, or African
heritage are relatively scarce, something which maye to do with their historical
exclusion from ...the Canadian literary scene anth wieir exclusion from dominant
narratives about Canada’s paSipéakingt)

This trend has not necessarily ended (for instaNegive Canadian and African-Canadian
writers are visibly missing in this study), butistshifting: women’s novels since the 1980s
have sought to remedy the aforementioned gaps Iploging a transnational maternal
genealogy and developing it for feminist purposes.

6 My definition of transnational maternal genealogierences Luce Irigaray’s nuanced
definition of “maternal genealogy” but updates atelelops it to take into account the
transnational. Irigaray writes:

If we are not to be accomplices in the murder ef itiother, [...we must] assert that
there is a genealogy of women. There is a geneabgyomen within our family: on
our mother's side we have mothers, grandmothers gnedt-grandmothers, and
daughters. Given our exile in the family of theh&athusband, we tend to forget this
genealogy of women, and we are often persuadeciny d. Let us try to situate
ourselves within this female genealogy so as t@uaenand keep our identity. Nor let
us forget that we already have a history, thatacertvomen have, even if it was
culturally difficult, left their mark on history ahthat all too often we do not know
them. (44)

A maternal genealogy connects women, and in thedan woman'’s historical novel these

connections occur across familial generations,onati and intersections of identity. This
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writing emphasizes a traversing between a conteanpanarrator/character to a maternal
origin which begins in a different homeland and diftame. In doing so, transnational
maternal genealogies express continuity betweenemtives in the past with those in the
present; the national context is secondary to esiping a sense of gendered consciousness
and desire for feminist socio-political change whibe protagonists develop over time. A
shared sense of gendered consciousness, via adtimal maternal genealogy, openly
resists traditional master narratives found indrisal novels and corresponding nationalistic
studies on the historical novel (see for examplee English Historical Novel: Walter Scott
to Virginia Woolfby Avrom Fleishman).

7 An early example of a master narrative in CanadBhe Golden Dodoy William
Kirby (1877). Kirby’'s novel, though following theves of French Canadians before the fall
of New France in 1748, upholds the British as vioiess and the idea that authors can
provide objective historical accounts. As Wyile ag, the purpose of novels such as Kirby’'s
were to assert an authentic and serious Canadeatitgland history, independent of British
colonialism and other national influence&gpéaking6). Unsurprisingly, novels like Kirby's
reimagine public and official history by focusingy avars and conquests, especially the

“political events and the deeds of ‘great men™ (VWD®irke 417) or “white, upper-class
English males” (WyileSpeakingb).

8 By propagating a national past, a collective ralggy, and a unified identity, master
narratives predominately ignore the lives and c¢buations of women; the writing is also
highly individualistic and elitist: thus while ptatal figures such as Laura Secord (recently
fictionalized in a young reader’s bodéicts of Courage — Laura Secord and the War of 1812
by Connie Brummel Cook) may be known, working-clasemen, who would have
experienced some form of public life, are rarelgmed worthy of historical significance. In
many cases, women'’s lives are recorded and refedesalely in relation to the achievements
of male family members. In Marlatt'&na Historic (1988), the narrator asks of Mrs.
Richards, a new immigrant to British Columbia in738“what is her first name? she must
have one —/so far she has only the name of a deex/ ®Oomeone somewhere else” (37).
Women'’s historical novels, therefore, contest mksisi master narratives by “expos[ing]
the subjective and phallocentric nature of maimrstrehistoriography” (WallaceyWoman’s
206), highlighting the inherent sexism of the a#fiaecord, particularly as its representation
distorts and excludes the lives and voices of womaaile simultaneously arguing the way in
which voices and lives are deemed worthy of hisanecording/archiving is discriminatory

and in need of transforming.
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9 Beverly Boutillier and Alison Prentice, speakiabout generations of historically
minded women in Canada, assert the realizationtltese is an “[ijnability to identify their
[women’s] own lived experience with much of the wont of history” (6), predominantly
“political and military history” (Wyile,Speculative3). Feminist historians, since the 1970s,
however, (for instance Sylvia Van Kirk’'s pioneeritext Many Tender Ties: Women in Fur-
Trade Society in Western Canada, 1670-18AB0)) have been actively rewriting Canada’s
traditional histories. Elizabeth Jameson argues rlaaratives like Edgar Mclnnis’, Harold
Innis’s, or Frederick Jackson Turner’'s perpetuateeaoneous belief that women (both
European-immigrants and Indigenous peoples) digadicipate in fundamental ways to the
colonizing of the Americas (“Ties” 67). Receivinigerary attention via historical novels, is
not surprising, for as Diana Wallace notes, “the&drical novel has allowed [writers/readers]
to invent or ‘re-imagine’ ... the unrecorded livesmarginalized and subordinated people,
especially women, but also the working classesclBfeeople, slaves and colonized peoples,
and to shape narratives, which are more appropt@ttheir experiences than those of
conventional history” \Woman’s 2). Echoing Wallace’s statement and supporting th
argument of this article, Marlatt, once again inaAdistoric, claims, “i learned that history is
the real story the city fathers tell of the onlypontant events in the world. a tale of their
exploits hacked out against a silent backdrop ed¥gy of wooden masses. so many claims to
fame. so many ordinary men turned into heroes. (@vhee the city mothers?)” (28)

10 Arguably, the city mothers can be found in pastern historical novels, or
historiographic metafictions, because this positigpens up the dominant masculine
discourse to include and validate women’s and othieorities’ experiences. In postmodern
texts, we read, against “significant” historicaleats, intersecting voices from the margins
like those from the working classes, diverse raaiadl ethnic backgrounds, and women'’s
perspectives. Historiographic metafiction decentarsy focus (especially a masculine,
Eurocentric, elitist one) and encourages a plyradit voices and perspectives, but the
position is also deeply suspicious of a coherestity, a sense of collective solidarity, or an
attachment to a truth value or a claim based oat.*fa’hus, postmodern historical novels
like Margaret Atwood’sAlias Gracesimultaneously validate and delegitimize an auiben
voice.

11 In Atwood’s novel, which plays with fact andtian, we can never be certain as to
whether Grace Marks, an Irish girl who emigrate®te-Confederation Canada, is guilty of
murdering her employer’s servant, Nancy Montgoméfyer the end of the novel, Atwood

clarifies her postmodern approach: “I have of ceuistionalized historical events (as did
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many commentators on this case who claimed to tengrhistory)” (547). The truth in the
case of Grace Marks, Atwood suggests, is beyonavikmypbecause testimonies, documents,
newspapers, and other forms of text based recordsaechives, like fictional stories, are
inherently biased and constructed; the novel sugdbkat “[w]e cannot know the past except
through its texts: its documents, its evidence,neits eye-witness accounts are texts”
(Hutcheon,Poetics16) and that ,* there are onlyuths in the plural, and never one Truth”
(109).

12 By contrast, a maternal genealogy, as Irigamaghasizes, subscribes to authenticity,
a gendered reality, and the truth of lived expaesnbecause it is committed to feminist
socio-political change. There is a latent anxietthiw these novels about subscribing to the
historical record as either purely objective (mastarrative) or merely invention and
construction (postmodern). As Milda Daéyuggests, many contemporary historical novels,
including transnational maternal genealogy onesndb celebrate the national myths, or the
national heroes as did the 19th century novelabtihe same time, do not parody the past in
postmodern fashion” (40). If truths or facts becamaecessible, categories of identity (race,
class, sexuality, gender, etc.), which influencd ahape the protagonist’s lives in very real
and meaningful ways, can be questioned and carebiedl or negated. Chow reasons that,
“[e]lven though feminists partake in the postmoddrmintological project of dismantling
claims of cultural authority that are housed incifpe representations, feminism’s rootedness
in overt political struggles against the subordoratof women makes it very difficult to
accept (“Postmodern Automatons” 103). Therefore, ttansnational maternal genealogy
counters historiographic metafiction which is skegdt of historical Truth, suspicious of
continuity with the past, or hostile to accessingathentic past.

13 While predominately breaking away from masterataves and postmodern attitudes,
transnational maternal genealogies continue to ributé to and draw from several
manifestations of the historical novel in Canadeluding the master, the postmodern, the
regional, the romance, and the postcolonial. Likesé which are from a postcolonial
perspective (i.e., Rudy WiebeBemptations of Big Bepror a neo-regional perspective
(hearing a non-traditional voice within a speciggion, e.g., Linda Abbott'$he Loss of the
Marion, set in Newfoundland in the early twentieth ceptand told from the familial,
woman’s point of view), maternal genealogies réfldssatisfaction with the dominant
discourses in Canada’s history and fictional-histavriting. Like the “postcolonial,
revisionist’ accounts of Canadian history and histgraphy in recent historical novels”

(Wyile, Speculative Fictiongii), neo-regional novels and transnational maikgenealogy
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novels share a belief that reality is fundamentatigrked by identity categories such as
gender, race, and class and that these livediesafitust be acknowledged and represented in
Canada’s historical fiction. For this reason, Lavae Hill's Book of Negroearguably does
impart a maternal genealogy as the work centerd\mmata Diallo, an African woman
brought as a slave to America who later resettieNava Scotia, Canada as a free woman.
Aminata is freed for her participation as a Loyats the British government against the
Americans. After leaving Canada, she returns tacAfand travels to England. This novel
does important work in intervening in hegemonic &#an history, and the only reasons it
fails to fully meet the criteria of a maternal galwgy is because it does not engage the recent
past, and it is written by a man.

14 As critical interventions in the dominant diss®) transnational maternal genealogies
say as much about the distant past as they do #f®uécent past and present. Dorrit Cohn
maintains that a typical feature of historical ifict is that “the historiographically oriented
authorial discourse of a ‘contemporary’ narratonagrned with past events” (160) is
markedly visible. Most women'’s historical novelsntmrm to Cohn’s claim because the
storyteller is a woman reflecting both backwardd &orwards on her life and/or the lives of
her maternal family, thereby broadening the ningteeentury definition of historical fiction
put forward by Walter Scott. Waverley(1814), Scott insists novels should not be written

a period of the author’s lifetime or the recenttp#isey should preferably take place “sixty
years since” (4-5). Today, this caveat remains stpd by several twentieth century critics
including Georg Lukéacs, Avrom Fleishman, and Seymdanton. Nevertheless, like Joseph
W. Turner and Danyt amongst others, | recognize the importance ofadeaing the
requirement that the historical novel take placeaitime preceding the author. This is
particularly relevant in legitimizing women’s natikes which assert a maternal genealogy.
15 Danyt believes “popular’ or ‘unofficial memory’ findsx@ression [...] in family
history or societies that collect the everyday maleulture of the recent past” (36). The
recent past, experienced through familial relatiogian integral part of maternal genealogies
like Sweatman’dNhen Alice Lay Down With PeteBweatman’s text fuses memory and the
familial history/future of the heroine, Blondie Mo@nach, starting in 1869 until her death in
1979 in St. Norbert, Manitoba. The transnationatemal genealogy put forth in the text,
furthermore, can also be labelled as a “matrilineatrative” (Cosslett7). A matrilineal
narrative either “tell[s] the stories of severahgeations of women at once” (Cosslett 7), or it
“shows how the identity of a central characternsc@lly formed by her female ancestors”

(7). To reiterate, novels employing a transnatiomalternal genealogy, shuttle between
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Canada and at least one other nation, shift anaistically between past and present, and
represent several female family members (grandmathaunts, mothers, sisters, and
daughters), and conclude their narratives in Canada

16 In the hands of women authors and readers, rewdéve historical novel has not
endorsed “key periods of nationalist resurgencelfffp as referenced by Cabajsky and
Grubisic x). In fact, the exact opposite is theecasansnational maternal genealogies contest
homogenous notions of national identity, distincidoetween nations are blurred, and the
notion of the nation, including women’s roles intioahood and nation-making, are
interrogated and called into question. As Wyileuag) “[clontemporary Canadian novelists
are much less inclined to construct patriotic rares of the building of a nation and of a
unitary Canadian character than to dramatize thdogation, appropriation, and exclusion
that such narratives of nation have often serveeftace” Speculative7). In Kogawa'’s
Obasan for example, racism and discrimination againgad@se-Canadians during WWII is
centralized. The novel, set primarily in the regeast of the 1970s, follows the life of Naomi
as she searches for clues as to the circumstaridesr another’s life and death after her
mother returned to Japan during the Second World Wa

17 Naomi, a young child during the war, never sadsears from her mother again after
she leaves for Japan. Growing up in Canada dun@gver, Naomi, along with the rest of her
family, suffers from racism, having her family’'soperty absconded and sold, her family
members separated, and having a forced relocatioAllierta, which leaves the family
struggling to survive. Kogawa’s novel does not ifjothe Second World War, and it does
not condone the acts of either Japan or Canadaeduler Shoenut argues that “Naomi’s
purpose becomes to explore this political langudgegquestion and deconstruct official
versions of Canadian history, and to analyze Cdsguest as though it were fiction” (481).
The text offers personal perspectives by focusingh@ familial lives of women. Naomi’'s
family, particularly her mother and aunt, form atemaal connection in the text, which is
stronger than any national identity: it manifestse t“the matriarchal yearnings of
dispossessed women seeking their own place innsadod in history” (Boehmer 3). The
transnational maternal genealogy counters tradgitiozcords of the Second World War and
demands Canada rethink its war involvement thramiogy to and redress to Canadians of
Japanese descent.

18 A unified national identity is undermined by &mg “women’s lives and loves,
their families and their feelings” thus giving “tlkencerns of the so called private sphere the

status and interest of history” (Light 59). Thougdntemporary women’s historical fiction
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has done much work in reclaiming and rewriting waisesexual lives, transnational
maternal genealogies rely too heavily on hetercaléyu The familial and the romantic,
typically suppressed and denigrated in masculimosels and studies, nevertheless, are given
historical and political importance; moreover, wgt about female sexuality “allows
coverage of normally taboo subjects, not just actamale sexuality but also contraception,
abortion, childbirth and homosexuality” (Wallace g&d. by Cooper and Short 11).
Urquhart’'s novelAway offers an ambivalent representation of female aktyu Parodied as
demonic, monstrous, and sinful, Mary’s overt seixydads to her obsession and untimely
death. Her death, therefore, serves as a warniigrtdemale ancestors not to let romantic
lust rule over reason.

19 The contemporary character, Esther, learns hbatlrish great-grandmother, Mary
took a young Irish sailor, who washed upon hereshas “a daemon lover” (45); after hearing
the man breathe “Moira” as his dying word (6), Mdomgcomes convinced her name has
changed. Unable to relinquish the presence of da&l dnan from her life, Mary envisions
that he follows her to Moira Lake, Canada in 184&¥xe she has made a home nearby with
her husband, Brian. Disappearing one day and Igawen family forever, Mary declares, “In
this land | thought he had forgotten me until | ftoeaf the lake called Moira. Then | knew
where he was. | will stay near him now until | di@m loved by him and he is loved by me”
(181 ). Her death symbolizes an inability to acdegt new nation, and in keeping with the
genre of maternal transnational genealogies, iteseas a warning against establishing a
unilateral nationality. Furthermore, this fantagticomance, in which Mary freezes to death
by the Lake, causes Eileen to caution her granddaugEsther against the perils of an all-
consuming love: “Never allow anyone, anything ttange your name.’ [...] | am speaking
of the kind of name change that turns you into swmeeelse altogether, someone other than
who you are, the change that takes you off to sdmesvelse” (9). For being besotted with a
dead man, Mary is derogatively referred to seviamrads in the narrative as “away” (45). Like
Mary, however, we learn that her daughter, EiléEsther’'s grandmother) too was “silenced
by passion before the age of twenty, and [...] hdgt oaw chosen to speak of the past” (8).
Finally, Eileen tells Esther, “If | were you,’ [...[ would stay in this house all my life. If |
were you, | would never go away” (350). Eileensnfinist perspective thus alerts her
granddaughter to the devastating consequencedrarphal love and marriage for women.

20 While vindicating female sexuality, not all maial genealogies therefore subscribe
to an ideology of romance as empowering. Pauliniel$iock’sInto the Heart of the Country

echoes Urguhart’s text when her protagonist, Malbglares, “All my world was the [Prince
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of Wales] fort [...] It was my home. Why would | desiever to walk away from it? Why
would anyone leave her home unless to be with hesbdnd?” (1). Jane Spencer,
commenting as Sophia LeeThe Recessan early woman’s historical novel, notes that “
[rflomantic love is ‘an illusion standing in the way women’s access to the romance of
mother-daughter reconciliation and female powe#ds (qtd. by WallaceWoman’s 17).
Wallace, likewise, suggests, “Although Lee can o#eritique of women’s victimisation by
romantic love, she cannot imagine an alternatimeate autonomy”\(Voman’s19): the same
holds true for Holdstock’s protagonist , Molly. Mgk life ends, just as Mary’s in Urquhart's
novel, when she freezes to death. In Urquhart’'sehdvowever, the maternal genealogy
breaks the spell of death and romantic love. Malegenealogies, by focusing on love,
sexuality, and personal lives, moreover, exposeatbsurdity of master narratives which
claim there can be “peoples withdustory’ (Cuder-Dominguez 114, italics mine).

21 Dennis Duffy controversially claims that “thegd@adian] historical novel has served
as a vehicle for the imaginative representationatfonalistic ideologies” (v). One rightfully
might ask what constitutes the Canadian in a trasmal maternal genealogy. What makes a
contemporary women’s historical novel Canadiani? tise nationality of the writer? Is it the
setting of the novel? Perhaps, it is the natiopalitthe heroine which constitutes what we
mean when we say “Canadian.” Some examples ofittuks lof classification difficulties | am
identifying can be seen in the nowvdlina (2004) by Jonatha Ceely. Is this a Canadian
historical novel because the author was born ing&tion Ontario, though she has lived in
Turkey, Italy, and now resides in the United Stat@fie novel details the life of an Irish
immigrant escaping the great famine by moving tgl&md first and then later New York
City. Similarly, Eva Stachniak, born in Wroclaw, |[&ad, has lived in Toronto for the last
thirty years. She has recently written on the eghth century Russian Empress, Catherine
the Great inThe Winter PalaceKatherine Govier's’he Printmaker’'s Daughtdikewise is a
novel set in nineteenth-century Japan and narthiesstory of Oei, the daughter of the
famous print maker, Hokusai. Canada as a natioeyen pre-Confederation colony, never
figures in any of these novels. These concerns wugpuffy’s assertion that “Canadian
writers have achieved international popularity bsiting stories based on other people’s
histories, for example, [...] Pauline Gedge” (iii).Whthese novels address the exclusion of
women’s voices and lives from the dominant disceutisey do not give the reader a sense of
a transnational maternal genealogy.

22 Similarly, novels likeRavensondpy Lee Maracle anilidnight at the Dragon Cafby

Judy Fong Bates focus on the familial lives of wonaad engage the recent past, but the
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novels’ settings and time-frames remain relativetgitic. Fong Bates’ work describes a
Chinese girl Su-Jen, and her family’s struggle dpust to a new life in Canada in the late
1950s. An emphasis on intergenerational lives inJ&us life is lacking. Conversely,
Maracle’s work challenges the ontological dividéwsen past and present by tracing the life
of Stacey, a young girl who witnesses and expeeiena flu epidemic in her Native
community in the 1950s.The protagonist, Staceyecahg on the epidemic twenty-five years
later, claims, “Over the next decade the villagé dpart. Women left to marry after that.
They left in droves. ... The women lost the safetythe family. The village lost its clan
because of it” (197). Celia, another female characontemplates the number of babies who
must have died over the last century because ajffean epidemics; “Whole lineages wiped
out. Hundreds became thousands” (198). Dealing lidir grief, the women family
members sing an “ancient grieving song” to “an lwdehd drum” (198). While this genealogy
marks pain and loss, it also signals hope andtlrebir a new maternal genealogy within
Canada’s recent past and future. At the same tameg First Nations genealogy it exists
independently of Canada and is subject to its oanms and conventions. The emphasis in
this text, however, primarily because the women iatigenous, is not on the women’s
traveling or immigrating to Canada so much as e@gpemng the brutality and violence of
colonialism, which places artificial and non-traalital boundaries on the women’s lives.
Jameson contends that Canadian colonialism hasfteadevastating effect of “separating
people of shared ethnicity and kinship into resigierof different political territories
(“Connecting” 7); thus these narratives resististadtions of the nation and challenge in a
productive way, the definition of “transnationak being strictly cross “national.”

23 Another potential pitfall of novels which invoketransnational maternal genealogy is
the establishment of origins. Disappearing Moon Cafeold from the perspective of Kae
Ying Woo, a search for maternal origins is fundatakto the narrative. Lee writes, “The
story began, | guess, with my great-grandmothee Meii Lan, sometime in 1924, as she
stood behind the cash register at the front oktren-now famous Disappearing Moon Cafe,
50 East Pender Street, Vancouver, British Colum{#8). Lee continues later on in the novel
to say “grown women are orphan children [...] we haeen broken from our mother’'s arms
too son and made to cling to a man’s world — wheflises to accept us” (138). An emphasis
on recuperating maternal origins is thus necesfaryfeminist projects like Lee’s. Her
feminist comments, furthermore, resonate with SdhsarHaigh's (re)articulation of the

political goals, which Irigaray proposes, a mategenealogy can achieve. She writes:
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In the absence of a maternal genealogy, daughtersiever symbolize their relation
to their mother, to ‘origin’, a relation men symizel by recreating it in relationships
with other women. It is the resymbolization of thetationship which is the condition
for a (re)symbolized relationship between womenislithus vital that a maternal
genealogy be (re)discovered, that women be ableeparate themselves from and
symbolize their relation to be woman-mother asgiori (Haigh 63)
Rethinking a link to our maternal past is an impottstep in creating a genealogy, but one
must, nevertheless, maintain a critical stance.
24 Women'’s roles, especially as mothers, in shapegpns and territories have been
marginalized and underwritten in Canada, but itinportant to bear in mind how the
transnational maternal genealogies, which thisclartiidentifies and discusses, risk
essentializing women as mothers, intimating wonrennaorally infallible, turning maternal
ancestors into idols, and exercising exclusionaagctces. The invocation of maternal roots
suggests “that an ancient and continuous [...] geiggal important and desirable” (Sugars
21). Premised on an “anxiety of origins” (Zamoracd by Sugars 21) and “a sense of
disinheritance in the present” (Sugars 24), thiging “enacts a desire for inheritability”
(Sugars 24). An authentic claim to historical atmess even in the cases of invented
genealogies, is a means for validating one’s pteseth making sense of one’s self through
her history. Transnational maternal genealogiespragn tales, as tales of the original
mother, if left unexamined, therefore, have theepbél of creating neo-master narratives and
silencing the very same voices it seeks to artieudad recuperate.
25 In addition to the concern for origins and dyaig as distinctly transnational, other
novels which fail to be considered transnationatemeal genealogies are most women’s
historical novels rewriting pre-Confederation Caamad@lhough written presumably with the
aim of rediscovering and emphasizing women’s agindical resistance to and participation
in shaping the nation, these texts initially appearfit the category, but they do not
emphasize the recent past and the lives of womemssa@enerations. Thus, novels like
Holdstock’sInto the Heart of the Countrgnd Suzanne DesrocheBfide of New France
(2011), while doing important work in addressingl aadressing the violence of colonialism
(both French and English) on indigenous peoplethénearly historical record emphasize
neo-regionalism (a specific time/setting) and tmpartance of a single woman’s litezor
instance, Holdstock’s text centralizes the lifeaomixed-race woman, Molly Norton, but it

traces her life in Prince Wales Fort primarily thgb her paternal ancestors (Richard Norton,

% This is also the case in "The End of East" bySeokfong Lee. Though the novel is told from Samaistfirst
person perspective and details her life with hetheoand four sisters in Vancouver, the centralegéogical
character is her grandfather, Chan Seid Quan, mhagrates to Canada from China in 1913.
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Moses Norton and later, famed-explorer husband uBahtearnef.Other than a few ethereal
sequences titled “Molly’s dream,” the novel remaing to its static setting and time-frame.
26 While it is tempting to read contemporary tratgmal maternal genealogies as
inherently anti-nation or anti-nationalistic, it false to do so. Robert David Stacey also
persuasively argues that “the critical tendenciréat Canadian historical fiction as a vehicle
for national allegory” (as qtd. by Cabajsky and l@sic xix) is not the only way one must
perceive the nation. It's not that in contemporarymen’s historical novels “the national
dimension [...] is unimportant, but simply that thépgct of the novel is not the nation per
se, but what we might call theation-in-history a formulation that foregrounds the
necessarily temporal dimension of the nation aricbnal identity” (as gtd. by Cabajsky and
Grubisic xix). When read relationally, maternal galogies complicate the Canadian national
identity and reject patriarchal authority over pgest (HutcheonCanadian Postmoderh08),
especially as to whose voices are deemed worttystdry and considered “Canadian.” The
fact remains, however, that because many of theskswocus on non-traditional history,
women’s romances, families, and personal lives,ss&iningly avoid official, public history,
they “end up imbuing the ‘nation’ with a priorityhdt haunts the narrative margins”
(Cabjasky and Grubisic xiii). This is especiallyetltase given that as counter-novels,
transnational maternal genealogies “perform a mgitback, a retort to having been written
out of the settled story” (van Herk 131) to the dwent referent, a patriarchal nation.

27 Transnational maternal genealogies in womersgohcal novels certainly challenge
any easy categorization according to nationalityd & is not surprising given that many
contemporary Canadian women'’s historical novels loger are written strictly about
Canadian women, are set in Canada, or written llyoasi who were born in or have lived
their entire lives in Canada. Rey Chow suggests e issues involved in women’s
literature, gay and lesbian literature, ethniaétare, exceed the boundaries of the nation and
national language and that they demand to be studiitn newer conceptual methods” (“In
the Name” 114). Rather, the traversing of severafions, including Canada, while
establishing a maternal genealogy, is the cent@ld in all of these texts, and, therefore, a
unified national identity is put into crises. Bytpg forth a transnational maternal genealogy

inside and outside of the text, women’s novels daftention to the problematic fact that the

11

* See etymology of "patriot": a “patriot” is undeystl as “one whose ruling passion is the love sfdduntry’

— F. patriote — late L. patita — Gr. patites, f. patrios péatrios of one’s fathers, patris éaldind, sb. use of
adj. ‘ancestral’, f. pater, patr- Father” (“PatfjofThe historical and etymological link therefdoetween patria
and pater frames familial and national politicspagriarchal (from the Greek patriarkh?s “patrimelige +
arkhos, chief or leader” [“Father”]).
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nation, like the family, is under patriarchal autho® In Badami'sCan You Hear the
Nightbird Call? the narrative switches back and forth between ant, aBibi-Ji, (who
defiantly immigrates to Canada from India in 194®rrying for social mobility, not love),
her Indian-Canadian neighbour, Leela, and her nidaeamo, who suffers the hardships of
India’s political upheavals and social unrest fearty fifty years. The tensions between the
two female relatives is visible, and is an allegfmypolitical suspicions, religious divisions,
and strained relations between Indians within Inai those in the Canadian diaspora,
epitomized in the novel by the terrorist attackfnindia Flight 182 in 1985. The Epilogue,
set in 1986, features Nimmo’s narrative in Indial drer reunion with her estranged son,
Jasbeer (because Bibi-ji, who cannot have her duwidren, appropriates him as her own
son). Jasbeer’s return to the maternal root deralezes Canada as the promised land, but it
also problematically transfers the maternal gempaloack to a notion of an “authentic”
mother, Nimmo, and mother-land, India.

28 Shield’sThe Stone Diariessimilarly, does not finish in Canada but in amothation,
the United States. Via a visible instantiation dfamsnational maternal genealogy, the novel
follows chronologically the life of Daisy Goodwillater Flett, from her birth in 1905, in
Manitoba, in the Dominion of Canada, to her death99- in Florida (347). Shields’ work, as
many transnational maternal genealogies do, bdgynfecusing on Daisy’s mother, Mercy
Stone, who unknowingly is pregnant and about te ¢ivth to a daughter. Mercy’s last name
signifies the ability to read a maternal genealagya palimpsest — its presence is erased or
written over by the paternal genealogy. Shield$ligdts this when Daisy does not take her
mother’'s name but her father’s, though Shieldle Stuggests the presence or importance of
Mercy Stone’s life is never fully forgotten. Theldi also plays with the occupation of
Mercy’'s husband, Cuyler Goodwill who is a mason kimy in a limestone quarry. After

® Desrocher’s novel rewrites a rewrites a familind afficial topic in Canadian and French Canadiistoiy
and fiction: the filles du roi. The novel highlighthe historical impacts and consequences whenrmahte
genealogies are appropriated for colonial, patnalrgains. Laure, however, confounds traditionages of the
filles du roi by befriending an Iroquois named Das&h. With her husband gone, Laure begins a romanti
relationship with Deskaheh. The result, as Lauidades, is that “Lord, there is a Savage baby gngwiithin
me” (254). Laure is told by her neighbour, who kisothe true paternity of the child, “Only the womsant
from France can give the King the French colonyMamts to see in Canada [...] they cannot know what yo
have done” (263). Laure potentially faces imprisenmor worse for having Deskaheh’s child and for
propagating a corrupt maternal genealogy. Thusshsents for her daughter, Luce, to be adopteddsk&heh
and his people (265-6). Desrochers’ novel compdiedhe origin stories of New France and storieGarfada’s
founding mothers by showing not only how childrdmuoxed race were considered illegitimate by therfeh
but also how it is not only French men who begadldcén with the indigenous. This novel, nonethelekses
not acknowledge indigenous women as progenitothehation, nor can it be deemed a transnationsdnmel
genealogy because it never addresses the recdptigoorary past, it does not shuttle between the grasthe
present, and it is not a matrilineal narrative. Tdw deliberately refuses a maternal genealogypamthkes in
undermining its own recognition of mixed-race Caaad by silencing Luce’s voice and future life.
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Mercy dies in childbirth, Cuyler erects a monumaeifiectionately called the Goodwill
Tower, which is a careful grouping of stones dedao his recently deceased wife. The
tower reaches a formidable 30 feet in the air, bedrs Cuyler’'s eclectic carvings such as
holy words and depictions of animals and birds ,(88)ich attract visitors and tourists from
around the country. Cuyler, however, soon afterwife’'s death in the novel moves to
Indiana, and Daisy, who has been under the cateoheighbor Mrs. Clarentine Flett up
until this time, moves to join him. From this poion, throughout the novel, Daisy travels
back and forth between Canada and the United S$tatesg in Manitoba, Indiana, Ottawa,
and Florida. While Daisy is the central protaggntbie text focuses on the lives of her
children, grandchildren, and other family membe&hi¢lds even playfully includes
photographs of historical people who she pretergjsesent or are her fictionalized
characters).

29 Another novel which exemplifies the kinds of lidrages | have identified i3he
Russlanderby Sandra Birdsell. Birdsell's novel narrates thassacre of Katherine Vogt's
Prussian Mennonite family in 1917, Russia (now liden and her survival. After the
massacre, Katya reunites with her grandparents avacsuffering from starvation from the
war; Katya claims “Canada, a word on a map, a plecesscape to, providing her
grandparents would be able to sell their housevemat furniture hadn’t already been sold.
She didn’t know anything at the time about Canadazept the little she had learned from
letters her grandparents received from distantivelsain Manitoba” (339). The novel ends in
the same way it begins: Katya is a great-grandnnailéng her survival story to a man
named Ernest Unger who is collecting and recorditegnonite stories, primarily women’s
from Russia, to piece together a collective nareatiWhile Katya’s life ends in Canada, the
majority of the novel takes place in the Ukraineyus emphasizing the importance of a
transnational genealogy, but what Birdsell givesnga’s voices with one hand, she quickly
takes away with the other. Katya’s voice is appedpd by a male counterpart — a character
deceptively lurking in the margins of the narratiignger, thus, is not the insignificant
character readers mistake him for — he is the dme axeates, constructs, edits, and compiles
the women’s narratives into a form deemed acceptaitl worthy of the masculinist official
record.

30 The transnational maternal genealogy establishe8irdsell's novel, like many
women'’s historical novels, also reflects a persamdnection with the author. Coral Ann
Howells notes, the biography of an author is negenpletely separate from the text (7), and

indeed, in these works, it forms part of the pattat8imilar to Shields, an American-born,
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Canadian author, who won the U.S. Pulitzer Prize Rmtion as well as the Governor
General's Award in Canada for her novel, Birdsegliessonal relation to her narrative is
evident. In the bio on her personal website, shigesyr“My father was a French-speaking
Cree Métis, and my mother a Low-German speakingrdeite who was born in Russia. My
mother immigrated to Canada in the aftermath ofRlesian Revolution. That makes me a
first generation Canadian on my maternal side, evimny of my father’'s people claimed to
have lived on the western plains since the beggoirthe First Nations people.” The author
legitimizes her novel via her biographical past amdphasizes the need for women’s
histories to contribute to the national, officiaistory of Canada. At the same time as
undermining masculinist narratives, Birdsell’'s workhowever, like Desrochers’,
problematically asserts a notion of racial/hereagitéorigin” genealogies as being more
legitimate than other Canadian narratives.

31 An example of a Canadian transnational mategealealogy that traces its roots
elsewhere is Viswanatharn$e Toss of a Lemohike Birdsell's novel, Viswanathan’s book
briefly discusses Canada at the end of the naerafiinlike Birdsell’'s work, however,
Viswanathan’s heroine never steps on Canadiamsoitioes she even mention the country.
The Canadian connection in this novel is beyondal&wmi, a protagonist born in late
nineteenth century India. The novel begins in 189@holapatti, the date and place of
Sivakami’'s marriage proposal and ends with theystold from Sivakami’'s great-grand
daughter, who moves from India to Canada. She syrifEhe tale has transmuted, passed
from my great-grandmother into my mother, into rfmem old world into new [...] so it is
that | sit here with you, the book of our livesweén us, telling my story, and my people’s in
lands and languages | know but that are not my o¢@16). The maternal genealogy
established by Viswanathan is evidently transnatioas she finishes the novel not with
Sivakami’s words or mother-tongue but with her pgmnist's kin living in Canada as a
member of the Indian diaspora. Viswanathan’s nolikk Badami’s, underscores the
circumstances behind immigration to Canada andedhmaking of national identity by taking
into account non-traditional voices and voices frautside of Canada.

32 Rewriting women as symbolic progenitors of comgerary and future genealogies
both within and beyond the text is, thus, an imguairif not risky political goal. Transnational
maternal genealogies bring together women'’s pass lwith women’s current transnational
experiences by emphasizing continuity. Studying @sadian woman’s historical novel
within a transnational feminist framework providasway to understand coalitions and

affinities as well as differences and divisionswesn the diverse social and political
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experiences of women. Establishing a maternal deggawithin the Canadian woman’s
historical novel is considered a necessary stegreating an alternative literary-history for
women. Promoting multiple perspectives and multipighs, like postmodernists, these
works refuse to privilege one narrative over angttieis undermining the authority of master
narratives. At the same time, however, the workpeet and validate the voices of minorities
and claims to historical truth, which to reiteratistinguishes it from postmodern fiction.
Transnational maternal genealogies, therefore, eclighlly reconstruct history by
strategically negotiating and engaging with muéippositions (master, postmodern,
postcolonial, neo-regional, and romance).

33 In this newly created feminist space of recamsion, historical voices from the
margins can be heard and validated. Canadian wantiees (both as writers, subjects, and
readers) are centralized, giving clarity and pesspe on the issues and historical events that
matter most to Canadian women (particularly bodittips, family, immigration, religion,
race, and colonialism). Speaking from the margims lareaking the silences within Canadian
history and historiography, transnational mategeiealogies offer new and inventive ways
of reimagining and transforming Canada’s past,@resand future. These novels emphasize
the need for Canadian literary criticism to engag@me with the woman’s historical novel
because its variants, like transnational matereakglogies, disrupt masculinist, Eurocentric
definitions of what it means to be, or who is, &g been Canadian. Furthermore, the works
recognize that many women’s lived experiences asommpatible with the content of
traditional Canadian history, and, therefore, stneconstructing a multicultural history of
Canada as a nation that is adequately reflectéts imstorical fiction. Finally, transnational
maternal genealogies necessarily link a woman to rhaternal past and contemporary
present, thus broadening the traditional definitminthe historical novel in Canada and

demonstrating the genre’s potential for activaferginist social change.
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