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In tasmanian writer richard flanagan’s Death of a River Guide

(1996) there is fleeting mention of an Aboriginal woman named Lallah.
Friend to the contemporary indigenous protagonist’s ancestor, Black Pearl,
Lallah rates no more than a sentence. In a novel so focused on Tasmania’s
brutal past, and the way that past continues to derail the present, the
brevity of the reference to Truganini is striking, as is the obscuring of her
identity.1 Repeatedly constructed as “last of her race” in Australian settlerculture narratives ranging from Alpha Crucis’s “Trucanini’s Dirge” (1876)
to Midnight Oil’s popular song “Truganini” (1993), Death of a River Guide
resituates the figure as one among many Tasmanian Aboriginal ancestors.
Such a move respects the campaign waged by the indigenous community
since the 1970s against the persistent myth that Truganini’s death in 1876
marked her people’s extinction.
1 The missionary George Augustus Robinson renamed a number of the Aborigines

held on Flinders Island after their removal from the mainland of Tasmania.
Robinson’s appellation for Truganini derived from Thomas Moore’s Lalla Rookh:
An Oriental Romance (1817).
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Notwithstanding a chorus of critical disapproval,2 literary renditions of
a similar history of dispossession in another former British settler-invader
colony still take a very different approach to Richard Flanagan’s. Bernice
Morgan’s Cloud of Bone, on which this paper focuses, is one of the latest in
a long succession of texts in a problematic vein. Like Truganini, Shanawdithit, who died in 1829 in St John’s, became and, to a much greater extent,
remains emblematic of the supposed disappearance of indigenous people
from Newfoundland. The cultural weight given to Shanawdithit’s death has
historically proven a particular problem for the Mi’kmaq population on
the island.3 The obsession with her designation as “last” has also, arguably,
caused a lack of interest in archaeological research suggesting the Beothuk
may have been part of the Innu nation.4 As Robin McGrath wryly notes
“Should [Innu leader] Elizabeth Penashue turn out to be first-cousin to
Shanawdithit, Newfoundlanders are going to have a hard time ignoring her
vociferous protest against the Lower Churchill Development project” (90).
Appraising depictions of Shanawdithit and the Beothuk, Terry Goldie
bluntly claims that Newfoundlanders believe “We had natives. We killed
them off. Now we are natives” (157). Historical fictions by Newfoundland
writers published since the 1980s repeatedly express white guilt about the
fate of the Beothuk but also persist in highlighting Shanawdithit’s status
as “last” of the ndigenes. In addition, these texts assume her perspective
on the world is accessible to contemporary white Newfoundlanders and,
moreover, that her sympathies lie with them. As Mary Dalton suggests,
writing taking the Beothuk as its subject is characterized by “the repetition of certain inter-related tropes” (135) to the exclusion of the indigenes.
In Kevin Major’s Blood Red Ochre (1984), Shanawdithit helps a troubled
adolescent come to terms with his situation. At the conclusion of Wayne
Johnston’s epic Colony of Unrequited Dreams (1998), the central female
character, Fielding, draws comfort from likening herself to the Beothuk
woman. In Kate Story’s locally published Blasted (2008), the misfit Ruby is

2 See, for instance, Goldie (1989), Dalton (1992), Budgel (1992), Leggo (1995), Chafe

(2004), and Sugars (2005).
3 On the basis of the assumption there were no Native people on the island, the
terms of Confederation negotiated between Newfoundland and Canada in 1949
contained no provision for the Mi’kmaq. Jenny Higgins argues that the initial
inability to access the programs of the federal Department of Indian Affairs
“severely undermined the group’s ability to protect its culture” (“Impact of NonAboriginal Activities on the Mi’kmaq,” par. 2).
4 See Pastore.
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obsessed with her. Contemporary fiction from Newfoundland repeatedly
gives Shanawdithit the role Rayna Green identifies as typical for Indian
women in American national mythologies. In “The Pocahontas Perplex,”
Green suggests Native women are frequently depicted as sympathetic
characters who help and heal white people. This role requires, however,
that “they keep their exotic distance or die” (710) and so do not ultimately
threaten white dominion.
In the context of these persistent patterns of representation, Michael
Crummey’s historical fiction River Thieves (2001) has been one of the
few to attempt innovations. Crummey’s departures include introducing
Mi’kmaq characters into the text (and depicting the union between an Irish
settler and a Mi’kmaq healer as resulting in an ongoing generational line)
and, most strikingly, refraining from interpolating Beothuk perspectives.
In an interview on his publisher’s website, Crummey states:
I felt it would be wrong to write a novel about the Beothuk—
to write as if we know more about them than we do, or to
try to given them a voice that is absent from the historical
record. Their absence, to my mind, is the point. The Beothuk
are a shadowy presence in River Thieves, just as they are in
what we know of the past.
River Thieves is not entirely successful. There is truth to Cynthia Sugars’s
argument that the novel is ultimately “dependent on the absent Beothuk
to achieve [a] resuscitation, and redemption, of local ancestors” (172);
Crummey does appear overly intent at times on “indigenizing” his settler
characters. It is certainly not the case either that refraining from giving
Beothuk figures voice is the only valid approach sympathetic non-Native
writers might adopt here—a point I will return to later. However, River
Thieves constituted a potential circuit breaker in entrenched and restrictive
literary patterns. Sugars, for one, does not sufficiently acknowledge how
uncharacteristic some aspects of Crummey’s approach are. River Thieves
is the first fiction to challenge the notion that Beothuk perspectives are
readily accessible to sympathetic contemporary authors—and, by extension, to endeavour to jolt readers from complacent assumptions about
their “knowledge” of the Beothuk.
Given Crummey’s innovations the narrative choices of Cloud of Bone
appear retrograde. Published by major publishing house Knopf/Random
in 2007, Bernice Morgan’s novel is, in some significant respects, the apotheosis of stereotypical settler-culture narratives of the Beothuk. Indeed,
the chief puzzle the text poses is why it persists in replicating the now wellMemory Against History | 55

chronicled difficulties of previous writing. Richard Budgel is undoubtedly
right in insisting that present-day discussions about the Beothuk have
“more to do with the nature of contemporary non-aboriginal Newfoundlanders than with the nature of the Beothuk themselves” (16). But what are
we learning about the settler present here? Perhaps Paul Chafe is correct
that white Newfoundlanders remain fixed in an ongoing psychological
dilemma regarding their inherited guilt over the Beothuk. Cynthia Sugars’s
argument that anxieties about belonging appear insurmountable is also
persuasive. However, in what follows I suggest that the narrative choices
apparent in Cloud of Bone are best understood in light of a new and different preoccupation: concern settler-culture memories of contemporary
trauma are under threat. In Morgan’s text, Shanawdithit and her people are
members of an exemplary culture, now lost, that had supposedly perfected
the art of passing on tales of collective experience and wisdom. It is not
so much the annihilation of the Beothuk that is being recounted here, but
the annihilation of a way of remembering. Shanawdithit’s role in Cloud
of Bone is to prompt memory. This prompting is not simply (or as I will
argue even primarily, given the spuriousness of the Beothuk “memories”
presented) intended to preserve the history of the Beothuk. Rather, it is
to safeguard awareness of the Second World War, especially the Battle of
the North Atlantic. This goal is not surprising given increasing worries in
Canada about the imminent passing of the generation that experienced
this history first hand.5

Fiction and Trauma

Cloud of Bone’s epigraph is taken from Czech writer Milan Kundera’s Book
of Laughter and Forgetting: “The struggle of man against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting.” In an ambitious move, Morgan takes
on the task of suturing a series of allegedly forgotten narratives together.
In “Book One: The Sailor,” Kyle Holloway, a young Newfoundlander in
the Royal Navy, gives us access to tales of the Battle of the North Atlantic.
In “Book Two: The Savage,” Shanawdithit is the link to the Beothuk genocide. And in “Book Three: The Scavenger,” British archaeologist Judith
Muir, once appointed to undertake forensic work in the killing fields of
Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia, recovers memories of her childhood
in the London Blitz. The first two books of Cloud of Bone are connected
by a direct—albeit deeply implausible—narrative thread. Having deserted
5 See Graham Carr’s article “War, History and the Education of (Canadian)
Memory” for an insightful discussion of this broad concern.
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the Navy after impulsively killing his psychotic friend Gup and taken refuge under St Mary’s Church, Kyle is berated by the voice of the Beothuk
woman buried in the adjacent churchyard. Shanawdithit begins to tell
Kyle her story and, in the transition between the books, his tale gives way
to hers. No such thread joins Books Two and Three. Judith’s story marks
an abrupt transition; her figure primarily acts as a deus ex machina to
put Shanawdithit’s skull, and by extension the Beothuk past, into Kyle’s
safekeeping at the close of the novel.
Whether or not the stories Cloud of Bone focuses on are under threat
is questionable. In an interview with cbc Radio, Morgan attributed the
initial impulse to write her novel to her quite justified rage at the wanton
destruction of the marker for Shanawdithit’s grave on the Southside Hills
of St John’s. However, a plaque at Bannerman Park, and a permanent
exhibition at the provincial museum in the Rooms complex have both
been unveiled in the last five years. In addition to the abundance of creative work,6 Ingeborg Marshall’s magisterial History and Ethnography of
the Beothuk—to which Morgan acknowledges a debt—was published in
1996. Shanawdithit’s story was chosen to open the cbc television series
Canada: A People’s History, and Christopher Gagosz’s documentary Stealing Mary, a csi-style attempt to reconstruct Beothuk history, was produced in 2005. Importantly, Mi’kmaq leader Mi’sel Joe has also adopted the
role of memory keeper. On receiving an honorary degree from Memorial
University in 2004, Joe stated “I want to share this honour with a people
that are no longer here—that will never see their children graduate; will
never see their children go to school; will never see their children be part
of an organization; will never see their children sitting in a house of law
or government, and that’s the Beothuk people” (par.3). There is no clear
answer to the question of how much commemoration is enough, but the
Beothuk have been repeatedly memorialized in recent years.
While it is debatable whether Cloud of Bone reveals forgotten stories
about the past the text still irrefutably situates itself as a means of influencing collective settler-culture memory. And it is potentially a powerful
conduit for doing so. Maurice Halbwachs taught us that human memory
needs collective contexts in order to function. Furthermore,

6 To the list of contemporary novels noted above one can also add, for instance,

Annamarie Beckel’s All Gone Widdun, Bernard Assiniwi’s The Beothuk Sagas,
and Peter Such’s Riverrun. Playwrights including Michael Cook and Geoffrey
Ursell have written on the topic, as have poets such as Mary Dalton and Rita Joe.
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collective frameworks of memory are not constructed after
the fact by the combination of individual recollections, nor
are they empty forms where recollections coming from elsewhere would insert themselves. Collective frameworks are,
to the contrary, precisely the instruments used by the collective memory to reconstruct an image of the past which is
in accord, in each epoch, with the predominant thoughts of
the society. (40)
Novels are particularly powerful memory sites, for as Jonathan Crewe
(drawing on and extending Halbwachs’s ideas) argues, “Insofar as communal fictionalizing, idealizing and monumentalizing impulses significantly determine cultural memory, efforts to maintain a strict separation
between literature and cultural memory will surely be unproductive as
well as ineffectual. Indeed, literature’s … function as cultural memory
can hardly be disputed” (76). In light of its capacity to summon a world,
to present figures with whom we are directed to identify and empathize,
and its ability to relate events in the compelling form of narrative, literary
fiction has considerable power to effect cultural memory.
Cloud of Bone self-reflexively makes this very point. Near the end of
the novel, Judith recalls a conversation with her late husband, Ian, about
Kundera’s words on power and memory:
Was Kundera right? they wondered. Should wars be remembered, slaughters remembered? How—in triumph or in
sorrow?And by whom—the slaughterer or the slaughtered?
But the slaughtered cannot remember. Their surviving countrymen, then? Are war trials enough? Names cut into granite enough? What of those huge World War One guns one
sees painted and affixed to concrete? … Surely Kundera was
not suggesting that high streets be decorated with outdated
weapons?
“Being a writer he is probably thinking of words,” Ian said,
“memory pressed between the covers of books.” (394)
Literary fiction’s power to influence how people recall the past is clear, but
this capacity has not, of course, been universally celebrated. Particularly
deep suspicions have been expressed in debates about memorializing the
Shoah, “where the politics of memory and the aesthetics of representation converge in critical fashion” (Kearney 68). These discussions are of
particular use in considering the operations of settler-culture writing.
Cynthia Sugars’s claim that the decimation of the Beothuk constitutes the
“national Holocaust” (163) seems ill-considered in that it simultaneously
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over-inflates the raw dimensions of the loss7 and lessens it by detaching
what happened in Newfoundland from the wider colonial picture. Ted
Chamberlin contextualizes the traumatic nature of interactions in the
settler colonies more helpfully when he states we are all haunted by “the
holocaust of the Second World War and the holocaust of slavery. And
another, closer to many of us than we realize—the unremitting horror that
has characterized relations between native peoples and newcomers in the
Americas, Australia and Africa, as well as parts of Asia” (75). Indeed, an
increasing amount of work is being done to extend and adapt the theoretical insights of trauma studies, which has been primarily focused on the
Shoah, to postcolonial situations.8
Unsurprisingly, some of the most vociferous critics of fiction about
the Shoah have not been novelists. In Reading the Holocaust, historian
Inga Clendinnen asserts “the reason for [fiction’s] exhilarating freedom is
that it is a kind of game, a circumscribed place of play. Once inside I have
no responsibility beyond my responsibility to respond to the text. I may
tremble for its people, I may weep for them—but I want to relish their
anguish, not heal it” (170). She is thoroughly skeptical about historical
fiction’s ability to preserve the past in an ethically appropriate manner.
Claude Lanzmann, director of the landmark documentary Shoah, goes
even further, expressing doubt about the power of writing generally to
do so. He bemoans the “cult of written material because we can as well
lie in writing” (211). A more tempered approach is advanced by Dominic
LaCapra, and it is his lead I wish to follow here. Not ruling out a role for
writing in memorializing the past, he nonetheless asserts:
A book (or other artifact such as a film) cannot be adequately defended on the basis of the mere fact that it keeps
an issue alive in the public sphere and somehow forces a
people to confront its past. A great deal depends on precisely how a book (or any other artifact) accomplishes this
feat and what it contributes to public discussion of sensitive,
indeed volatile, issues—issues that bear forcefully on contemporary politics and understanding. (121)
7 Ingeborg Marshall notes how difficult it is to determine the size of the Beothuk

population but observes that “retrospective population estimates of the Beothuk
at contact, based on land-support capacities and on the attendant population
densities of other subarctic hunters, fishers, and gatherers, range from about
five hundred to 1,600” (284).
8 For a range of articles on this subject, see Studies in the Novel 40.1–2 (2008).
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LaCapra’s words are particularly salient in the context of Cloud of Bone.
Morgan’s epigraph suggests the prime purpose of the book is indeed to
“keep [the] issue[s] alive.” How this is done is vital, though, especially in light
of the complicated relationships between indigenous and non-indigenous
peoples in Canada. In an attempt to highlight what I see as difficulties
with Cloud of Bone, I want to turn now to a closer textual analysis of the
novel. Because the novel so explicitly deploys characters to relate the past,
I focus most closely on its imagined figures. Michael Rothberg bemoans
the continuing focus on character within critical analyses of novels about
traumatic events, since this emphasis is at odds with the simultaneously
advocated turn away from “individualizing and psychologizing models
onto the terrain of collective violence” (230). However, textual figures
can, and should, also be read as emblematic of collective political and
economic realities. Returning to Halbwach’s formulation, if memory is a
social undertaking, rather than read characters in individualizing modes it
is more logical to interpret them as representing collectivities. This applies
in the sense that they act as direct or indirect conveyors of a shared past
and also, as is certainly the case in Cloud of Bone, potential models of
memory practice itself.

Figuring the Past
1 Modeling Memory

Morgan uses her characters unequivocally to privilege memory over history. All of her protagonists are marginal solitary figures, and knowledge
is conveyed between them by subterranean means. The British Judith,
otherwise the most tangential of the three given the emphasis on Newfoundland identity in the text, is used to make the predilection for memory
particularly clear. A respected archaeologist, Judith rejects professionalized and public commemoration of the past in favour of private, idiosyncratic remembrance. Inadvertently in possession of Shanawdithit’s skull
she has an epiphany that causes her to smuggle the Beothuk woman’s
bones back to Newfoundland. Visiting the British Museum she experiences a visceral repulsion to the imperial practice of exporting indigenous
remains to Britain for “study.” Her decision also takes shape, though, in
relation to her recent immersion in a late-capitalist London where items
from around the globe are detached from their original contexts and sold
to an international elite (380). Rather than return Shanawdithit’s skull to
the Royal College of Surgeons, from where it had been lost during the
London Blitz, she resolves to take it back to its original home.
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Crucially, it is Shanawdithit’s skull itself—and by extension her spirit—
that causes “the certainties” (422) supporting Judith’s career to collapse.
Earlier in the novel we have been told that in Beothuk mythology the skull
is supposedly the location of “the spirit of every living thing” (124). Even
more importantly, Shanawdithit is also the catalyst by which the white
Newfoundlander, Kyle, comes to be aware of the significance of memory
and, in particular, the colonial past of his community. Again bone and
spirit are connected. When Kyle unwittingly conceals himself close to
Shanawdithit’s burial site after absconding from the navy, he begins to
hear the long dead Beothuk woman’s voice address him, telling him “I
am all memory, nothing else” (72). It is Shanawdithit, rather than the
white figures in the book, who supposedly holds the key to appropriate
memory practice and, consequently, self-knowledge. Significantly, only
her character has a first-person voice in the text; both Kyle’s and Judith’s
books are related by an omniscient narrator.
Cloud of Bone suggests Shanawdithit’s strong sense of identity is rooted
in a thorough grounding in her own culture’s stories. Again, though, it is
the stories of figures on the periphery that matter most, not those of the
official custodians of the culture. As in Morgan’s earlier novels, Random
Passage and Waiting for Time, women in Cloud of Bone are depicted as
the true keepers of collective memory. Shanawdithit’s uncle, Adibish, and
later her lover, Nonosabusat, occupy the public role of shadowdancer, the
shamanic figure for her group. But Shanawdithit’s grandmother, Hebbosheth, a former shadowdancer who has been dismissed from this prestigious position, is presented as the true story keeper. It is Hebbosheth who
makes Shanawdithit into the one to retain the group’s tales. Her knowledge,
conveyed at night on the fringes of the fire, sometimes challenges the
official shadowdancer’s version: “ ‘Now, Shanawdithit, if you stay awake I
will tell you that story again. I will tell you differently, tell you how it truly
happened’ ” (154).
Memory is literally embodied within Hebbosheth’s memorial practice.
When the old woman wants to impress a particularly important point
upon her granddaughter she cuts the girl’s hand. As she whispers their
culture’s stories into her ear Hebbosheth rhythmically taps Shanawdithit’s skull. Symbolically, Kyle strikes his head on the rock under which
he is concealed when he first hears Shanawdithit’s voice emerge. This
somatism reflects how deeply these stories need to be held. For Morgan’s
Beothuk, the body, associated so closely with the real, is the proper site of
memory, not the intellect. Kyle is figured as a worthy recipient of Shanawdithit’s tales because he is already, albeit unwittingly, capable of corporeal
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knowledge. In the opening pages of Cloud of Bone the otherwise ignorant
young man is singled out from others by his embodied memories of the
Newfoundland landscape. He is the only one “not reaching out to touch
rock” (4) as he climbs a treacherous path with a group of fellow sailors.
By acquiring Shanawdithit’s stories, Kyle unites his profound knowledge
of place with an equally profound understanding of its supposed past.
What are the implications of this rejection of official history and rooting of memorial truth in the body? While Cloud of Bone is a self-reflexive
example of the much vaunted postmodern turn away from history in
favour of the more “personal” and “subjective” terrain of memory (Hodgkin and Radstone 2), the text’s deployment of the term reveals the danger
of over-valorizing it. As Andreas Huyssen argues:
[A] constitutive strength of memory [is] that it can be contested from new perspectives, novel evidence and from the
very spaces it had blocked out. Given a selective and permanently shifting dialogue between the present and the past, we
have come to recognize that our present will inevitably have
an impact on what and how we remember. It is important
to understand that process, not to regret it in the mistaken
belief that some ultimately pure, complete, and transcendent
memory is possible. (250)
Although memory is privileged over history in Bernice Morgan’s novel,
locating it in the bone does indeed seem to suggest the existence of a “pure,
complete and transcendent” kind of remembrance.
Just how spurious this “pure” memory is becomes clear when we consider more closely the past summoned in Cloud of Bone. The concept of
memory has proven so useful in theoretical contexts because in emphasizing the constructed nature of how we remember the past it “suggests a way
out of the impasse into which historiography might have been driven by
the poststructuralist assault on truth” (Hodgkin and Radstone 2). Memory
is a helpful notion because it makes clear how the lived past can be read
in many different ways. Nonetheless, ultimately, “without facts, there is
no real memory” (Huyssen, 256). This is especially key in instances where
highly charged and contentious fields of the past are at stake. I am not
suggesting here that writers of fiction become quasi-historians, or refrain
from imagining the past. But as Richard Kearney argues, while “fiction
and fact are almost always interwoven in narrative text—this doesn’t mean
we shouldn’t be able to disentangle them” (37). Careful handling of the
facts of the past is particularly important in realist narratives—which
Cloud of Bone primarily is—as these bear the closest resemblance to non62 | Polack

fictional historical writing. It is even more crucially so when the text in
question is founded on an argument about the importance of memory. A
local reviewer epitomizes the trust readers place in the vision of the past
presented in Cloud of Bone. Writing in the Northeast Avalon Times, Jean
Graham states: “As always with Morgan’s work, the book is meticulously
researched. At least, being no expert on … the day-to-day life of the Beothuk … I assume it is” (11).

2 Fact and Fiction

Morgan is on firm ground with her material in Book One, and it is here
she handles the past most successfully. In her acknowledgements she
thanks her uncles for sharing with her their memories of being at sea and
lists a slew of histories of the Battle of the North Atlantic on which she
drew. Her own childhood recollections of life on shore in St John’s during World War II were presumably a resource, too.9 Kyle is a convincing
conduit to collective memories of this era because he appears indisputably
of the place and time being summoned. Most strikingly, Kyle’s voice, both
in the direct speech attributed to him, and as it blurs, at times with the
text of the third-person narrator, is effectively drawn from Newfoundland
dialect: dark wallpaper in Kyle’s family home gives off “a smell like fousty
bread” (31), urchins in downtown St John’s are described “bazzing a rock”
(28) at American soldiers. Cultural memory in Book One is evoked in the
language of those who lived through the events being imagined.
Paradoxically, however, a chief reason the Battle of the North Atlantic
is the most effectively presented of the three stories of the past treated
in Cloud of Bone is that Morgan also clearly departs from the historical
record in this section. As Tim Gauthier comments, “the renarrated past
is neither the true past nor the actual present, it exists on a plane that can
never be pointed to and concretely identified’ (14). By creating a productive
tension between fact and fiction, the first section of Cloud of Bone allows
the reader to imaginatively enter into the world at war but prevents complacent assumptions about factual accuracy. Kyle is key here. In dedicating
Cloud of Bone to her uncles “and to the countless Newfoundlanders and
Labradorians who served at sea during the Battle of the North Atlantic,”
Morgan notes that, while many from the region died, none deserted. Kyle,
however, does desert, hiding in the basement of St Mary’s Church in the
Southside Hills. In making him an ignoble (albeit ultimately sympathetic)
9 Morgan was born in 1935 and drew on her memories of World War II in her
earlier short story collection The Topography of Love.
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character, Morgan is able to imagine for us the callousness of the enlistment office, the gut-wrenching terror of being on night watch in Atlantic
waters, and the strange normality of life in St John’s while war rages not far
outside the Narrows but also, simultaneously, to create a narrative distance
from recorded history. Other shifts, again signaled in the acknowledgements, deliberately shake the narrative too—most obviously moving the
date of the sinking of the Hood from 1941 to later in the war. In other
words, Morgan blurs fact and fiction in this section of her book, but it is
still possible to disentangle them in Kearney’s sense.
Embarking on the story of the Beothuk, and from a Beothuk viewpoint
at that, sunders Morgan from the kinds of historical anchors she possesses
in Book One. In many respects her approach is a brave one. As Ulrike
Erichsen argues, there is a danger in assuming that only those from a
particular group can write that group’s experience. This notion “implicitly
and silently reintroduces essentialist values and norms” (195). There is a
compelling argument to be made, too, for the importance of imaginatively
entering into the experience of the Other. But Inga Clendinnen is correct when she claims that while the first step of understanding is sympathy, “sympathy is inadequate for me to understand … Intuitive flashes of
‘empathy’… are no less dubious” (19). As Crummey eloquently articulates,
the difficulty contemporary writers encounter in their attempts to write
about the Beothuk is the group’s absence and the gaping holes that exist
in contemporary knowledge about their experiences and perspectives on
the world. This makes proceeding beyond sympathy especially challenging
and creates the temptation to assert the imagined as authentic—a danger clearly manifested in Cloud of Bone. Morgan has claimed she “heard”
Shanawdithit’s voice as she wrote her novel,10 but her character sounds
suspiciously like a stereotypical noble savage. The contrast between Kyle’s
convincing dialect and Shanawdithit’s stilted language is striking. Contractions are absent from the speech of Morgan’s character, as are any
informal or playful locutions. Confronted by a bear Shanawdithit states:
“I was afraid but thought it best to speak. ‘Good day to you, Keanthut, you
look well after your winter sleep’ ” (106). As Ted Chamberlin argues, there
is a pernicious assumption among non-Native people that understanding
“sophisticated oral traditions come naturally to the sympathetic ear” (If
This is Your Land 21).

10 In a joint reading at The Rooms, in St John’s, Crummey, by contrast, asserted
he had not had a similar experience.
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The supposed cultural memories Shanawdithit presents in Book Two
appear partly invented, partly drawn from studies of the Beothuk like
Marshall’s, and partly borrowed from other Native sources.11 This is not
unreasonable, but Robin McGrath makes very clear some of the ethical
problems that can arise as a result. Discussing Morgan’s attribution to the
Beothuk of an Inuit myth about a girl raped by a wolf, she notes:
My initial reaction was to accept the borrowing—we do
not know enough about real Beothuk mythology to expect
anything legitimate, so why not appropriate from a nearby
culture? However, as I read further into the story, my initial
acceptance of this fiction diminished.
Most English language versions of this Inuit story from
Labrador and elsewhere are fairly simple, like Grimm’s Tales
or Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare. In reality, of course, it is
an extremely complex, highly charged myth that reflects Inuit
cosmology and spiritual beliefs, a world view that is significantly different from those of the First Nations people. It is as
if a writer were to borrow Hindu beliefs to explain Christianity.
(93)
Lapses like this in Book Two are especially confounding because Cloud
of Bone asserts the importance of memory so emphatically. Placing at
the heart of her novel a story which has very little to do with those she
is trying to memorialize seems at odds with this purpose. The memories
Morgan gives Shanawdithit are so spurious and the world and voice she
summons so tenuous that they undercut the novel’s stated argument about
the importance of remembering the Beothuk. Given the contrast between
the way Cloud of Bone treats the Battle of the North Atlantic and the
Beothuk story one is driven to conclude Shanawdithit acts primarily as a
catalyst for white Newfoundlander memories of contemporary cultural
events rather than a figure who sheds useful light on the indigenous past.

Different Endings

In 2002 remnants of Truganini’s skin and hair were returned to her people by the same British institution, the Royal College of Surgeons, where
Shanawdithit’s skull was also held prior to its presumed destruction in
the London Blitz. In an interview with Melbourne newspaper The Age,
11 In her acknowledgements, Morgan includes John E. Smelcer’s text on Alaskan

Native mythology, The Raven and the Totem, as well as E.J. Brill’s Mythology
and Folktales of North American Indians.

Memory Against History | 65

Tasmanian Aboriginal activist Jeanette James commented “This is very
important … It enables us to put our ancestors to rest, to bring them home
where they were born and belong.”
At the conclusion of Cloud of Bone, Shanawdithit’s remains are also
removed from the former imperial centre and are liberated from institutionalized custody: she too is brought home, and not placed in another
museum. But custody of her skull is granted to a very differently situated
individual to Jeannette James. While there is currently no Native group in
Newfoundland and Labrador analogous to the contemporary indigenous
community in Tasmania, and perhaps there will never be, having Judith
give custody of Shanawdithit’s skull to Kyle at the book’s end works to draw
an indelible line under Beothuk history. In offering a securely bounded (to
say nothing of thoroughly tangled, in Kearney’s terms) story for incorporation into settler-culture memory, Cloud of Bone does not build on the
ground that River Thieves cleared, parallel the promising new approaches
emerging in contemporary writing from other settler cultures, or realize
the text’s own admirable, stated ambitions. Instead it reveals, yet again,
the tenacity of long entrenched ways of figuring the Beothuk.
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