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S        , I have ample oppor-

tunity to note the relative obscurity here of Canada’s renowned writer,
Margaret Laurence. While the work of other Canadian writers—Michael
Ondaatje, Margaret Atwood, Yann Martel, Alice Munro, Rohinton Mistry,
Carol Shields, to name a few—is reviewed by major publications, taught
frequently in university, and even high school, courses, and sold in bookstores throughout the country, the major novels of Margaret Laurence
remain insistently Canadian because it is in Canada that their main readership resides. True, the author’s early critical work on Somali poetry
and prose, her two early novels situated in Africa, is Side Jordan and
e Prophet’s Camel Bell, plus her collection of short stories, e Tomorrow-Tamer, also about Africa, while they are acknowledged to be of real
significance by scholars of African literature and by such distinguished
African writers as Chinua Achebe have, even in Canada, hardly received
the attention they deserve in a literary climate that has for at least the past
decade focused much of its attention on cultural studies. In many ways,
Laurence is an ideal candidate for the cultural studies curriculum, and it
is important that several recent publications attempt to place her in this
arena. Christian Riegel’s Challenging Territory: e Writing of Margaret
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Laurence undertakes to fill in some of the blanks in Laurence criticism,
emphasizing in particular the political vision of feminist, postmodernist,
and postcolonialist theorists. Two reissued volumes, Long Drums and
Cannons: Nigerian Dramatists and Novelists, –, and Heart of a
Stranger, both edited by long-time Laurence scholar Nora Foster Stovel,
pick up on various postcolonial issues that, it is fair to say, have been
overshadowed among many Canadian and European critics by attention
to Laurence’s famous Manawaka cycle of novels and short stories
My own study of the novelist, Critical Spaces: Margaret Laurence and
Janet Frame, split as it is between the Canadian Laurence and the New
Zealander Janet Frame, was published in  and attempted to track the
tendencies of the criticism devoted to each of these major writers. Roughly
speaking, I follow the trajectory of work on Laurence, beginning with the
sensitive studies done by Laurence’s friend, Clara omas, through the
interviews with the author during the s. ese interviews are often
concentrated on narrative themes and archetypes, although by the late
s and early s, many critics and reviewers began to attend to the
politics of nationalism, finding in Laurence’s work certain approaches
designed to speak particularly to Canadians. Some psychoanalytic commentary was also being used to elucidate the extraordinarily persuasive
characters Laurence has created and to investigate the milieu—Manawaka—that she has so notably given to fiction. Narratological theories,
never a prominent trend, nevertheless illuminated some of Laurence’s
techniques in creating perspective and voice. By the s, a plethora
of theoretical approaches to the writer’s work ranged from studies in
intertextuality, to comparative literature, to language phenomena, and,
of course, to the now-dominating field of feminist studies. Laurence’s
work lends itself to feminist literary theory, with its attention to women
writers, strong female characters, feminist political issues, and the exigencies of gender roles. Some critics in the s were also taking Laurence’s
African work seriously, paying attention to the effects of imperialism on
native populations and to the emerging field of postcolonial studies. In
, Jane Leney published “Prospero and Caliban in Laurence’s African Fiction” in e Journal of Canadian Fiction, and, in the same issue,
Patricia Morley presented “Canada, Africa, Canada,” an essay analyzing
the impact of Laurence’s African career on her Canadian fiction. Barbara
Godard’s  “Caliban’s Revolt: e Discourse of the (M)other” connects
postmodernism and postcolonialism, giving its feminist analysis a broadly
political stance, and Fiona Sparrow’s Into Africa with Margaret Laurence
() emphasizes the generic variety of Laurence’s African work, though
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she argues that much of it was unduly influenced by Mannoni’s  study,
Prospero and Caliban: e Psychology of Colonization.
Indeed, when I wrote in Critical Spaces that “literary criticism in the
beginning of the s reflects considerable interest in theory, particularly
the political perspectives of feminists, postmodernists and postcolonialists” (), I might have been introducing Christain Riegel’s  edition
Challenging Territories: e Writing of Margaret Laurence. As Riegel
writes in the Introduction to the collection: “Recent developments in
literary history require that more attention be paid to Laurence’s African
writing” (xiv), that the volume is meant to present the “plurality of the
life and writing of Margaret Laurence” (xvii), and, with an emphasis on
the word “challenging,” that it aims to “extend the conceptual space the
oeuvre occupies” (xvii). e various essays do not lose sight of the fact
that Laurence’s Canadian fiction supports her position as the “founding
mother” of Canadian literature having, according to some, “mastered the
rhythms and cadences of the Canadian speaking voice” (xiii), and therefore
includes essays on language and, of course, on feminism, several essays
focus on Laurence’s early work, bringing to the discussion a ’s attention to postcolonial issues.
Riegel’s fresh look includes Laurence’s early interest in Somali life and
literature, notable in the publication in  of the edited and translated
volume A Tree For Poverty: Somali Poetry and Prose, a collection that
emphasizes the writer’s knowledge of the literary traditions of Somalia as
well as her deep interest in Somali life and in the oral traditions that she
believes to be deeply embedded in the language of the literature. Because,
according to Riegel, the African work in general has had a “mixed” (xiv)
critical response (in fact, most readers of Laurence’s work seem not at
all familiar with the early part of her career, being more interested in the
national significance of her Canadian writing), he argues that criticism
of the mid to late s needs to elucidate Laurence’s position as both a
“colonial and postcolonial author” and to understand Laurence’s work as
far from homogenous. Nor, he suggests, should critics and readers imagine
her early work as nothing more that an apprenticeship for her Canadian
writing but rather that the neglected African period of the writer’s career
demonstrates “a sophisticated social, cultural and political awareness” (xv)
exhibited, for example, in Laurence’s first novel, is Side Jordan (),
a novel linked by the critic G. D. Killam with no less a work than Chinua
Achebe’s well-known ings Fall Apart (). Laurence’s novel, according
to Riegel, remains an early illumination of a significant period of African
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history, and her other publications involving Africa significantly demonstrate the variety of Laurence’s output.
In sum, Riegel argues that Challenging Territories “stakes out a critical
territory, charting critical space never before traced, as well as offering a
challenge to territory previously mapped by criticism” (xvii). is statement refers also to essays in the collection that pay particular attention to
feminist and language theory, postcolonial theories of alterity, confessional
literature, the socio-historical context of Laurence’s writing, archival work,
and so on. While these latter concerns move away from the African publications, they too are meant to function as re-evaluations of the writer’s
work, reformulating her position in the contemporary literary world. Most
of the essays are helpful in this respect, although not all of them, in my
estimation, chart “critical space never before traced.” Indeed, looking at
any bibliography of work devoted to Laurence suggests that most of the
approaches used in this collection have been used before, even though
some of the information disseminated and the conclusions reached may
slightly shift the focus of critical attention.
In the first essay, “(Mis)Speaking: Laurence Writes Africa,” Mary Rimmer proposes that Laurence’s outsider status during her years in Africa
made her particularly sensitive to “the ways in which cultural power was
played out in language” (), a concern that seems to have marked all of
her own writing. Such an approach to the power of language is notable in
cultural studies. Indeed, in the Introduction to the section on language in
e Post-Colonial Studies Reader, the editors argue that
[l]anguage is a fundamental site of struggle for post-colonial
discourse because the colonial process itself begins in language.
e control over language by the imperial center—whether
achieved by displacing native languages, by installing itself as
a “standard” against other variants which are constituted as
“impurities,” or by planting the language of empire in a new
place—remains the most potent instrument of cultural control. Language provides the terms by which the world may be
“known.” Its system of values—its suppositions, its geography,
its concept of history, of differences, its myriad gradations of
distinction—becomes the system upon which social, economic
and political discourses are grounded. ()
Laurence was certainly conscious that the “publishing and linguistic exigencies of the postcolonial situation force many African writers to write
in European languages” (), and in a novel like is Side Jordan, the main
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character, Johnnie, is well aware of “the violence inherent in the colonist’s
power to name and possess” ().
e Canadian writer and critic Robert Kroetsch asserts, in his essay
“No Name is My Name” that “[w]riters in a new place conceive of themselves profoundly as namers. ey name in order to give focus and definition. ey name to create boundaries. ey name to establish identity” ().
Colonists do bring to those they colonize a new naming, and Laurence
was unable to escape her own colonizing mode. As Rimmer concludes,
is Side Jordan and e Tomorrow-Tamer “are Western fiction, written in
the realist mode … for a largely Western and English-speaking audience”
(), even the pidgin devised by Laurence needing to be close enough
to English for English readers to recognize the language. Nonetheless,
although “western,” Laurence was self-conscious about the power of language, a definite precursor of those critics working now in cultural studies,
her literary perspective always doubled, making her writing “about the
fraught and difficult, yet necessary, project of cross-cultural observation
and response” ().
Gabrielle Collu and Barbara Pell also discuss Laurence’s African work,
continuing to investigate the author’s position as writer. In “Writing About
Others,” Collu argues that Laurence’s sensitivity to her own participation
in an imperialist politics and her profound and persistent objections to
the cultural assumptions about African inferiority by those interested in
colonizing the people led her to astutely analyze the nature of otherness,
again a concern reflected in the author’s Canadian novels and stories. Too,
Collu points to the traditional literary trope of interpreting the land as
a woman. In much writing by male Africans and others such as Joseph
Conrad, Africa is fictionalized as a mother. For Conrad, according to Collu,
“the promiscuous nature of the continent in her luscious and uncontrollable fertility” dominates Heart of Darkness (). She sees Laurence, on the
other hand, as using the land differently, for example critiquing the trope
in is Side Jordan by exaggerating what was in fact the exploitation of
African women, and the brutality of their treatment, exaggerating and thus
satirizing idealized versions of African women’s complacency, generosity,
and passivity. us, Collu argues, Laurence points toward Africa’s future,
rather than glorifying the country’s past. Barbara Pell takes a more usual
approach (one that Christian Riegel, as mentioned above, says he believes
to be overdone) to discussing Laurence’s African work as a sort of apprenticeship for her later and much better known novels. In “e African and
Canadian Heroines,” Pell insists that the Canadian novels did not “spring
from an autobiographical and fictional void” (). As other critics have
Updating Critical Spaces | 
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pointed out, then, Pell asserts that, while the early African work lacks a
certain firmness of voice and betrays a somewhat limited understanding of characters so culturally other, it nonetheless gave Laurence a firm
footing for her later undertakings, preparing her for what Pell calls her
“homecoming” ().
Other essays in the collection go in different directions, investigating variously the construction of the confession (note Laurence’s own
carefully controlled confessions in her different essays) and its necessary
transformation of memory. Hagar’s story in e Stone Angel illustrates
the argument. Another essay deals with death and mourning, discussing
the ways in which Laurence’s stories in A Bird in the House demonstrate
how memory can be used to effect proper mourning. ree other essays
rely on feminist theory. Ambiguously returning to the trope of woman as
the land, one essay investigates the construction of the maternal in e
Diviners. Using Kristeva’s argument that the body of the mother is really
located on the “periphery of nature and culture” (), this essay traces
Morag’s concern about language, patriarchal as it is, and her search for
a space from which she can enunciate herself as a mother. e necessity
and significance of women’s learning to speak as women also dominate the
essay “Playing with Literature,” in which the author argues that in order for
women to subvert patriarchal language they must perfect both parody and
irony as all minorities learn to do. Another essay, “Sisters Under the Skin,”
investigates the two “sister” novels, A Jest of God and e Fire-Dwellers.
In the argument, the author points to deep connections, many of which
occur because of Stacey’s and Rachel’s shared Scots-Presbyterian background. is background, runs the argument, while not solving all of life’s
traumas, nonetheless allows both novels to conclude with a certain hope,
affirmation, and even, up to a point, acceptance. Part Two of the collection concludes rather oddly with an essay comparing Wallace Stegner’s
Angle of Repose with Laurence’s e Diviners, a discussion of both writers’
mythologizing of the West, an argument that lies somewhat uneasily with
the feminist focus of the section.
Finally, the collection contains a section devoted to essays that concentrate on parts of Laurence’s lesser known foci and publications. One
essay again brings up Laurence’s Scots-Presbyterian background. Since the
church, the argument runs, established a moral order based on puritanical
discipline, an ecclesiastic order that stresses confession and communal
worship, and “a conception of social order that was predominantly conservative, hierarchical and patriarchal” (), Laurence was faced with a
dilemma. roughout her writing, Laurence opposed “imperialism, nar | Irvine
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row tribalism, racism, and hypocrisy” () and was therefore unable to
support some of the more rigid teachings of the church. e author of
the essay may have in mind the destructive controversy surrounding the
publication of e Diviners. In his unauthorized biography, e Life of
Margaret Laurence, James King quotes from one of Laurence’s letters
referring to the controversy in which she had been painted as a modern
Jezebel and felt forced to explain her religious beliefs as a Reformed Protestant: “‘I have begun to go back … to the church of my people, which is
the United Church (my folks long ago were of course Presbyterians, but
joined church union with those parts of the Methodist church which went
along with the concept). I wanted to do this for about two years here,
and felt—it sounds odd but it’s true—shy. I finally did make it, and felt as
though I had come back home again’” (). Another essay devotes itself
to Laurence’s very early career as a newspaper reporter. Pointing out the
many book reviews the writer did for e Westerner and e Winnipeg
Tribune and her coverage of radio dramas and, in general, Winnipeg’s art
scene, the author argues that the articles and reviews emphasize Laurence’s
conviction that Canadian radio, for example, was much superior to that
produced in the United States and even to many of the programs on the
. An interest in young writers, artists, and performers, developed in
these early years, stayed with Laurence for the remainder of her life, as
did her celebration of Canadian culture and her knowledge of and interest
in Canadian history.
e collection concludes with an essay on Laurence’s political writings. While the newspaper columnist William French wrote, in a tenth
anniversary column commemorating e Diviners, that since the novel’s
publication “‘there has been only silence’” and Robert Fulford, in a Laurence obituary, that the fourteen years during which the writer published
her novels constituted her career “‘as a serious writer’” (), the author of
this essay focuses on the multitude of essays Laurence wrote following her
last novel on subjects as wide ranging as nuclear disarmament, women’s
rights, and environmental issues. As he points out, there are clearly many
connections between these latter essays and Laurence’s early African work,
concerned as it is with a variety of misuses of power. Furthermore, this
essayist emphasizes that Laurence used her novels to illustrate the points
she was trying to make in her essays. All her work, we are told, was adamantly serious.
Many of these essays do offer new ways of looking at Laurence’s oeuvre,
though whether or not the term “challenging” is quite accurate may be
debatable; a number of the essays mainly extend arguments already existUpdating Critical Spaces | 
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ing in the critical literature. What seems to me most important, however,
is that the collection keeps Laurence’s work alive and encourages such
reissues of the writer’s African publications and travel reminiscences as
the two edited by Noral Foster Stovel, Long Drums and Cannons: Nigerian Dramatists and Novelists – () and Heart of a Stranger
().
In the first of these helpfully edited volumes, the long-time Laurence
scholar focuses attention on the context surrounding Laurence’s investigation of Nigerian literature, emphasizes the respect in which the volume is
held by African writers, and publishes several critical responses attesting
to the continued relevance of the work. Laurence herself was defensive
about the collection. In Dance on the Earth, she calls the study “amateurish”
(), insisting that her métier was fiction, not literary criticism. Nonetheless, the essays remain significant. In the Foreword, Douglas Killam
reminds readers that the collection was “the first full-length study of Nigerian drama in English” (vii) and that Laurence was “a forerunner of ‘cultural
studies’” (viii) because of her concern with the history and culture of the
Nigerian writers she addresses. Christian Riegel’s Preface reiterates the
connections between Laurence’s African and Canadian writing, arguing
that Laurence’s work on the volume influenced both her “intellectual and
literary sensibility” (xi), fine tuning a postcolonial perspective developed
out of the writer’s hatred of imperialism.
Stovel’s own Introduction goes a long way toward illustrating the
volume’s contemporary relevance. Over three decades after its publication,
its ’s emphasis on the novelty of the writers discussed and the then
recentness of Nigerian universities and journals has given over to the current attention to postcolonial issues such as nationalism and imperialism.
Nonetheless, Stovel also situates the volume in its own history. Its 
publication unfortunately coincided with the landmark Nigerian Civil War
that changed the country totally, devastating Laurence and emphasizing
her belief in the resulting “irrelevance” (xxiii) of literature in a time of war,
and although a few Canadian critics paid particular attention to the influence of the study on the writers’ Manawaka cycle—two of which fictions
had been published before —Stovel believes its importance to be
greater today because critics are now familiar with the writers discussed
and with the history of the region. Some share Laurence’s own excitement
about discovering that African writers were undertaking “what I thought
I and many Canadian writers were producing: a truly non-colonial literature” (xxvii).
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In a technical sense, as Stovel points out, Laurence was particularly
interested in the Nigerian writers’ concentration on vital characters—an
important concern—and the re-creation of a persuasive past that gives
them a history. As well, the writing is rooted in “real landscapes,” also a
major focus of Laurence’s, and exhibits an appealing “symbolic richness”
(xxx). As to the use of the English language—of necessity, all the writers Laurence discusses published in English—Laurence insists that the
English used was “specifically their own” (xxxi). In the intervening years,
as mentioned above, more debate has occurred about the fraught issue
of language. In “e Language of African Literature,” Ngugi Wa iong’o
quotes Chinua Achebe’s confession that the writer felt he had no choice
but to use English and Gabriel Okara’s statement that in “order to capture
the vivid images of African speech, I had to eschew the habit of expressing my thoughts first in English” (Post-Colonial Studies Reader ). Wa
iong’o believes that the only way to truly capture the struggle against
imperialism in Kenya is by using, for example, his own Gikuyu language.
He idealistically asserts that “writers in African languages should reconnect themselves to the revolutionary traditions of an organized peasantry
and working class in Africa in their struggle to defeat imperialism and
create a higher system of democracy and socialism in alliance with all
other peoples of the world” ().
Following her Introduction, Stovel includes a brief contemporary
essay by Abdul-Rasheed Na’Allah in which he suggests that Laurence’s
accomplishment was three-fold: the creation of a detailed and accurate
critical context for the essays; the tying of themes in Nigerian literature “to
universal human experiences” (lvii); and what another critic has referred
to as Laurence’s clear and simple language, its lack of pretension. ere
follows Laurence’s original Preface and her somewhat wrenching Note
acknowledging the outbreak of Civil War in Nigeria. As she writes, the title
of the book, part of which was taken from the work of the poet Christopher Okigbo, “now seems cruelly ironic” (), because the poet had been
killed in the conflict. Indeed, by then even the boundaries of the country of
the writers represented no longer existed, there being “no Nigeria in that
form.” Garnering, though, what comfort she could, Laurence comments
nonetheless that “the writing survives and may even provide some clues
to the present tragic situation” ().
ere follows the carefully annotated essays themselves. For Laurence,
Wole Soyinka’s ability to create characters that are never “ciphers and
symbols” (), the combining of Yoruba and Christian mythologies, his
sharp ear for the “cadences of human speech” (), and his fascination with
Updating Critical Spaces | 
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the dynamics of power attest to her admiration of the work (his winning
the Nobel Peace Prize in  must have gratified her), while John Pepper Clark, whose plays Laurence had seen at the  Commonwealth
Festival in Scotland managed, to her mind, to give the intensely real lives
of his African characters the overtones of ancient Greek drama. In the
s, the best known of the writers on whom Laurence concentrates was
Chinua Achebe. She greatly respected his attention to language, his careful
craftsmanship, the complexity of his characters, and the vital locales he
creates. She was further intrigued with his attention to the clash of the
old Ibo culture with the European invasion and with the “emancipated
but troubled era of his own generation” (xxxvii).
Coming from Yoruba roots, Amos Tutuola, who experienced some
notoriety during the early s, reminded Laurence of the Brothers
Grimm, combining “the macabre and the beautiful, the horrifying and the
humorous, the familiar and the mysterious” (). Laurence’s comments
clearly rely to a certain extent on the popular archetypal criticism of the
s and s, one of whose mentors was the Canadian Northrop Frye,
but although Laurence sees universal patterns and symbols in much of
the writing she discusses, she gives almost equal weight to the historical,
political, and cultural situation of the various writers. ese include writers
who document the contemporary Nigerian scene, the only woman writer
she had located, Flora Nwapa, and the poet Gabriel Okara, whose work
she admired because of his facility with creating the speaking voice. Her
comments in the Epilogue resonate, for example, when she announces
that writers try to “rediscover roots that were severed” () and that
“[w]riters do not have solutions. All they have is the sight of their own
eyes, and the stubbornness to refuse to think of people in terms of faceless masks” ().
In this volume, Stovel includes the original literary bibliographies of
the writers and some twenty pages of annotations, followed by a neverbefore published essay, “Tribalism As Us Versus em,” a paper Laurence
presented following the publication of Long Drums and Cannons, at the
 Institute of Commonwealth Studies in London, England. In it, Laurence updates her opinions about Nigeria following its Civil War, looking at the literature she had reviewed for signs of the tribalism that led
to so many deaths; she encouraged Nigerian writers also to investigate
their writing for the “sources and causes of tribalism in its aspects of fear,
hatred and ultimate violence” (). e volume concludes with further
bibliographical and biographical information on the writers discussed,
updating that helps those anxious to keep abreast of African literature, a
 | Irvine
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brief discussion of the Nigerian Civil War (–), and a very short
summary of some of the ethnic groups involved in that conflict.
is collection with its additional information is particularly useful
to contemporary postcolonial scholars, as is the other volume edited by
Stovel, Heart of a Stranger (). I believe that readers of Laurence’s work
are more familiar with this publication than the earlier one and that it
thus needs less contextualizing. Nonetheless, Stovel’s introductory essay,
“Heart of a Traveller: Margaret Laurence’s Life Journey,” is quite helpful.
In it, Stovel emphasizes the “concealed autobiography” (xii) that emerges
from Laurence’s trips to Egypt, Scotland, and Greece, and extends Patricia
Morley’s argument in Margaret Laurence: e Long Journey Home ()
that travel played a crucial role in Laurence’s creativity. is same theme
is picked up in a recent publication by Wendy Roy, Maps of Difference:
Canada, Women, and Travel (), in which the author includes an
investigation of Laurence’s e Prophet’s Camel Bell.
Laurence believed that she needed to address certain themes and
descriptions “in a non-fiction way before [she] found [herself ] ready to
deal with them in the broader form of the novel” (xiii). Stovel also gives
brief snippets of Laurence’s biography, more fully flushed out in King’s e
Life of Margaret Laurence () to which Stovel tactfully refers in several
places here and in her comments in the earlier collection.¹ Stressing the
somewhat circular organization of Heart of a Stranger, which begins with
the well-known essay, “A Place to Stand On,” Laurence’s celebration of her
Canadian roots and ends with “Where the World Began,” which returns
 In his unauthorized biography, James King undertakes to gives more information
about Margaret Laurence’s life than she herself carefully offered in Dance on the
Earth or than most biographers and interviewers felt free to divulge. For example,
he introduces his work with a description of the writer’s decision, faced with
terminal cancer, to take her own life on 5 January 1987 and does not hesitate to
lay bare several of Laurence’s closely held secrets: her affairs, heavy drinking,
difficulties with being a mother, and dislike of some of Canada’s leading writers.
In the Preface, he admits that what “he was not prepared to discover—and look
at—was the extent of Margaret’s anguish and suffering, of her incredible insecurities, of the many ways in which she punished herself, of the loneliness and isolation
in which she dwelt nearly all her life” (xx).
Stovel cautiously refers to King’s biography; in response to the use of the term
“suicide,” she gingerly adds a footnote in which she suggests that “‘self-administered euthanasia’ might be a more accurate definition of the death of the terminally-ill Laurence” (xxxi) and, while she mentions King’s assertion that Laurence
pursued George Lamming to London to continue their brief affair, she underplays
King’s more dramatic exposé. While needing to indicate her awareness of relatively
recent Laurence scholarship, Stovel thus makes her academic, and not prurient,
interest in the novelist’s work clear.
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to Laurence’s ancestors and the Manitoba prairie, Stovel traces the various essays in between that document, among other places, Laurence’s life
in Africa where she claims to have first learned what it was like to be a
“stranger in a strange land” (xv), a quotation from “Exodus.” Stovel also
frequently refers to e Prophet’s Camel Bell and to the Manawaka fiction,
pointing out what she sees as crucial connections between these and the
travel essays, emphasizing, for example, the importance of the writer’s
visits to Scotland in terms of her own literary odyssey.
Certainly, the disparate essays of the collection do illuminate Laurence’s
fictions. However, they are also valuable for the detailed information they
give about places and times, some of them now gone. And, of course, they
reveal the writer to us. On a visit to Greece, Laurence admits to being
humiliated at not being able to talk to a French couple on the adventure
“[b]eing Canadians of the English-speaking variety” (). Encouraged by
the guide’s intermingling of the past and present, delightfully she imagines
history and legend simmering “like mirages” (), the priestesses of Delphi
doing what they were told. Her wonderful attention to landscape is here
as well: “e red poppies were streaked like newly spilled blood across
the wheat fields” (). Touchingly, she writes, in another essay, about her
failure to understand, in spite of her best intentions, certain customs in
Ghana; she thus fails to communicate properly with her host. Perhaps the
most unusual and certainly the longest of the essays is devoted to Mohammed Abdille Hasan of Somaliland, referred to by the British as “the Mad
Mullah” and to his followers as “Sayyid,” a warrior figure whom Laurence
connects with Hagar of e Stone Angel. She particularly admires the
warrior’s writing, the gabay which is “a long narrative poem, highly alliterative and containing many allusions to Islamic theology” (), referencing
for the study Mannoni’s e Psychology of Colonization. Laurence writes
about another Somali poet as well, one who wrote about an idealized love
and, like various courtly lovers, died for love.
Some of the other essays were commissioned. One of the most interesting describes Laurence’s voyage through the Suez Canal and ends with
the prophetic sentence: “Whatever the second century brings, it will never
bring human indifference towards those  kilometers of liquid roadway
through the desert” (). Of special interest, too, are the more personal
essays. One describes her home in England, Elm Cottage. She tells us
it was “the place where I did much of my work and where my children
grew up” (). A later essay talks about her Canadian cottage on the
Otonabee River near Peterborough, the river that inspired the river that
flows both ways in e Diviners, and another talks about the house she
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would buy in Lakefield. Always, she evinces a deep-rooted sense of place
and a persistent political awareness. For example, she likens Scotland’s
clan system to tribal systems in Africa and addresses poignant remarks to
the mother of a twelve-year-old African American youth, Joe Bass, killed
in racial conflict in Detroit. And she acknowledges her own nationalism.
In the final essay, she argues that, for many years, Canadians did not value
themselves enough, “living as we did under the huge shadow of those two
dominating figures, Uncle Sam and Britannia,” but asserts that Canadians
have begun to value themselves and “to recognize our legends and to give
shape to our myths” ().
Stovel includes in appendices two gabeis, “A Gabay in h” and “To a
Faithless Friend,” the latter Laurence’s own poetic rendering which had
been published in e Somali Journal in . e former literal translation
by Laurence has not been published before. All the essays are as carefully
and helpfully annotated as were those in Long Drums and Cannons, Stovel
having made copious use of the Laurence archives housed at McMaster
University. She also includes again the essay “Tribalism As Us Versus em”
which, while perhaps not as relevant to this collection, nonetheless assures
its being read by even more people.
ese two reissued publications involve considerable work that is often
not appreciated enough (and should be), and Stovel, having spent a major
part of her career working on Laurence material, is the right person to
attend to such editing. Following as they do the  Challenging Territory, they continue to emphasize new directions for Laurence scholarship,
particularly by drawing attention to Laurence’s sensitive approaches to her
African and other non-Canadian material. Stovel’s inclusion of the essay
“Tribalism As Us Versus em” underlines such sensitivities, important in
that they foreshadow the current interest in postcolonial issues. Remarkably, though, even such a reasonably comprehensive edited collection
of recent essays as Cynthia Sugars’s  Unhomely States: eorizing
English-Canadian Postcolonialism, with the exception of a couple of
references to e Diviners and one to political arguments in Laurence’s
essay “Ivory Tower or Grassroots?: e Novelist as Socio-Political Being,”
mentions Laurence’s African work and other essays not at all. Such an
omission argues strongly for more attention to the writer’s broad and
challenging interests. And, although both Stovel and many of the essayists
in Challenging Territory emphasize, as Stovel writes, that work such as
Long Drums can “illuminate that mythical microcosm we call Manawaka
and light our journey into those strange lands of the heart and spirit we
call the Manawaka cycle” (Long Drums li), in truth Stovel, and to some
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These two
reissued publications involve
considerable
work that is
often not
appreciated
enough (and
should be).

degree Riegel, make a strong case for the independent significance of
Laurence’s African work and her travel essays. I look forward to more
work of this kind.
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