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1 Introduction 
 

The Canadian Maritime provinces have a very unique atmosphere. It is hard to pin down what 

actually causes it, but it must have to do with the continuous ebb and flow of the imposing 

Bay of Fundy tides, which function as a landmark, mirroring the resilience of its people. “Old 

World” and “New World” are nowhere more closely connected than in the pubs of Halifax or 

the Cape Breton Highlands. Newcomers have brought their cultural heritage for centuries. 

The relatively early colonization – at first by the French in the 17
th

 century and later by the 

English have caused the many European and Native influences to develop into a distinctive 

cultural framework (for historical background c.f. Brothwell (2006: 27f) and Gillmor and 

Turgeon (2002: 115f)).  

One outstanding feature of this blending and continuous thriving of culture in the 

Maritimes is its anglophone literature. Provinces west of New Brunswick sometimes tend to 

look down on it. When referring to it, the term “regionalism” is often applied in a devaluating 

way, dismissing Maritime literature as archaic and as straying too far from exceedingly 

popular literary topics such as urbanization and multiculturalism. The East Coast cannot boast 

internationally acclaimed writers such as Margaret Atwood or Michael Ondaatje. Authors like 

Ernest Buckler, Hugh MacLennan and Alistair MacLeod provoke a vague nod of recognition 

in many Canadians, but are largely unknown outside the country. As Creelman (2003: 216, 

217) remarks, “since the renaissance of Canadian studies began in the mid-1960s, relatively 

little attention has been paid to the literatures of the Maritimes”.  

The aim of this thesis is to buck the trend of focusing on urban novels and to tackle the 

literature of a Canadian region that has been, not only due to its geographic location, 

marginalized. However, the scope of this thesis is rather narrow and it is therefore impossible 

to analyse Maritime literature in general. (And I would argue that no single work of secondary 

literature would be able to exhaustively attend to its many dimensions.) Instead, I will focus 

on a genre that is very much alive: the Maritime contemporary realist novel.  

To narrow my scope even further, I chose two realist novels as representatives of the 

genre: Alistair MacLeod’s No Great Mischief and Ann Marie MacDonald’s Fall On Your 

Knees. My goal is to look closely at the representation of family in these works.  

In this diploma thesis I will argue that the representation of family in the contemporary 

realist Maritime novel mirrors major demographic shifts in Atlantic Canada and functions as 
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fictional documentation of historical changes in the Maritime family. Those ongoing changes 

involve families moving from rural to urban spaces and from East to West. The migration 

within Canada and North America causes families to be spread out across the country or even 

across the continent. In addition, families are becoming smaller and also include homosexual 

relationships. These significant changes within the families depicted in the novels chosen 

happen for various reasons and are results of internal or external crises.  

I want to stress that these novels give fictional reasons for changes in fictional 

families. Those fictional reasons, however, trigger a demographic shift within the narrated 

worlds that has also been documented in today’s “actual” Maritime family. This shows how 

realist literature often is a response to real socio-historical events and developments
1
.  

This thesis explores family from a literary perspective and not primarily from a 

sociological background. The concept will be analyzed from the following three angles: the 

first will be family demographics within the novels, which will be followed by a closer look 

at the construction of family from a more general perspective. Afterwards, I will examine 

each character in connection to family relations. Issues such as power imbalances, trauma and 

personal convictions will be included.   

As to the structure of this thesis, it will be necessary at first to introduce the theoretical 

background before a detailed analysis of the works can begin. Part of the theoretical 

background serves to outline the kind of literary theory that will be applied. Another sub-

section will be dedicated to providing a brief sociological definition of the term family and 

will give statistical evidence on certain demographic shifts in order to support my thesis 

statement. A preliminary chapter will also give a very basic insight into Canadian regionalism 

and the socio-economic developments in Maritime Canada. The last theoretical sub-chapter 

will attempt to identify factors of Maritime identity and its influence on the region’s realist 

fiction. Subsequently the novels will be discussed successively, starting MacLeod’s No Great 

Mischief. 

 

                                                 
1
 I am perfectly aware that the terms “real” and “actual” are problematic as especially 

structuralists emphasize that there is no such thing as reality. However, I think that, even 

though our reality might be a construction, it becomes “real” in a way in that we try to 

organize our world to make it comprehensible for us, allowing us to act. A reality can be 

constructed and real at the same time. We are aware of the fact that it is a construction, but we 

live it as a reality anyway because we cannot exist in empty space.  
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2 Theoretical Background 

2.1 Literary Theory  

[…] [t]here is no template or system that can give us immediate access to the 

complex impulses that are embedded in a text. These different analytic tools may be 

combined and mixed according to the demands of the novels, for in every case, the 

theoretical approach will be at the service of the text; the text will not be re-shaped to 

fit the needs of the critical position. (Creelman 2003: 19) 

Any analysis of family in the field of literary studies presupposes the necessity of analysing 

characters. The basis of my analysis of characters in this thesis is Manfred Pfister’s The 

Theory and Analysis of Drama. As indicated in the title, Pfister’s theory focuses on drama. To 

a great extent, his approach can also be applied to characters in narrative literature. There are, 

however, aspects that differ in decisive ways from most kinds of drama. One of them is the 

mode of discourse. In order to account for the role of the narrator in shaping characters I 

chose to use Franz Stanzel’s Narrative Situations in the Novel. In addition, Jeremy 

Hawthorn’s Studying the Novel gives a fair insight into the parameters according to which 

characters in novels can be looked at. Two further texts serve to supplement Pfister’s, 

Stanzel’s and Hawthorn’s approach in analysing characters: DiYanni’s Literature: Reading 

Fiction, Poetry, Drama, and the Essay and Kirszner et al.’s Literature: Reading, Reacting 

Writing.  

 

While reading theory on the analysis of characters, I was confronted with two 

important issues that are closely related to each other. One involves the use of the two 

different terms character and figure when referring to persons in drama and narrative fiction. 

The other concerns itself with the question as to whether fictional characters are to be 

analysed like real people. In this introductory section I will try to formulate my stance on the 

subject. 

 Pfister is the most fervent proponent of the use of the term figure instead of 

character and directly connects the two issues introduced above. The major reason for his 

preference of figure is “to establish a terminological counterweight to [a] […] common 

tendency to discuss dramatic figures as if they were people or characters from real life.” 

(Pfister 1993: 161). The same argument could be used for fictional characters in narrative 

texts. However, in my opinion it is unnecessary to replace the term character. A major trait of 

fictional characters is, as the terminology suggests - that they are not real people. Even when a 

novel or a play features historical characters, they are still fictionalised versions of those 
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persons. Since there can thus be no confusion about real or imaginary characters, it is 

superfluous to replace a well-established literary term. While Stanzel, like Pfister, uses the 

term figure in his theoretical work (without specifying his motivation for doing so), Kirszner 

et al, Di Yanni as well as Hawthorn use the term character. DiYanny (1994: 37) argues the 

converse of Pfister. According to him, “we approach fictional characters with the same 

concerns with which we approach people.” He goes so far as to claim that “fictional 

characters possess the kind of reality that dreams have, a reality no less intense for being 

imagined.” Yet this should not be confused with the fact that fictional characters are “not 

quite like real people” as Hawthorn argues, and that “it is a mistake only to talk about 

characters in a novel as if they were real people.” (2005: 104, 107; my emphases). Since none 

of the English speaking theorists I consulted used figure, it appears as if it might be a tradition 

that especially theorists with a German-speaking background employ. My approach will be 

that in order to prevent lexical repetition in my analysis I will use character and figure as 

synonyms. 

After clarifying my position on the issue of character and figure, I would like to add a 

comment to the question as to whether fictional characters should be analysed like “real” 

people. Although characters are in fact not real people, in some cases it is necessary that they 

are analysed and assessed in a similar way actual humans would be. This applies especially to 

motivations and reactions to situations when it comes to plausibility. It needs to be said, 

though that different kinds of narratives require different approaches to analysing characters. 

For example, in an analysis of characters in John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, it would be 

misleading to analyse allegorical characters such as Obstinate and Pliable based on whether 

their motivations are realistic. In realist works, however, the question whether a character 

reacts like a human being is perfectly legitimate.  

 

Having chosen Pfister, Stanzel, Hawthorn, DiYanni and Kirszner et al. as a theoretical 

background for my thesis has three major reasons. For one, Pfister’s focus on drama 

necessitates the employment of additional theory that includes issues regarding the narrative 

transmission as already discussed above.  The second reason is that Pfister structures his long 

chapter on characters somewhat over-zealously (one could speak of a “structuring frenzy”), 

which does not always contribute to elucidating his generally useful approach. The reverse is 

true of Hawthorn and all other sources consulted, which present the major points in a very 

concise way. The third reason is that, although Pfister, Hawthorn, DiYanni and Kirszner et al. 

almost unanimously use concepts such as “major and minor characters”, “telling and 
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showing”, “static and dynamic” and “round and flat characters”, each of them also contributes 

important points that are only discussed in one of the respective works. Hawthorn, for 

example, is the only critic who considers the “function” of certain characters that according to 

him can be limited to that of a “vehicle [sic]” in order to illustrate a single point within the 

novel (2005: 106). Hawthorn’s distinction of four “methods of characterisation” which are 

“description [sic]”, “action [sic]”, “thought or conversation [sic]” and “symbol or image [sic]” 

is also extremely helpful (2005: 109ff). Kirszner et al. (2007: 121) contribute a sub-chapter on 

the analysis of characters that focuses on “motivation”, whereas DiYanni (1994: 38, 39) is the 

only one to discuss the significance of “surface details” and “implicit” and “explicit 

judgement”. Last but not least, Stanzel’s work does not focus on the analysis of character, but 

his contribution of a discussion of narrative situation and the perspective from which the 

narrator, who in the case of the novels I chose can at the same time be a character, mediates 

the story to the reader is also crucial. Thus, all in all the five theoretical texts complement 

each other and will hopefully be the basis of a succinct analysis of the characters in the two 

novels chosen.  

 

2.2 Sociological Background -“Family” as Discussed by Barbara 
Mitchell 

Some critics might argue that I am not entitled to include sociological background in my 

thesis as I am not a sociologist and that my knowledge therefore is insufficient. However, the 

study of literature is a field that embraces and reaches out to other subjects and really is more 

of an interdisciplinary study. Aspects such as social problems, history, philosophy, religion 

and many more have always been reflected in the form of fiction. The concept of family is 

one that can be analysed in several disciplines. Its inherent nature requires a drawing on 

neighbouring academic studies. Thus, it cannot be analysed in isolation. As I am not, as 

already stated, a sociologist, I will only draw upon the very basic information on the complex 

subject of “family” that I find necessary to include. 

 

Family is one of the concepts that we are incessantly faced with in our daily lives. It is 

one that we feel we need not explain because everybody knows what it is. However, 

sometimes the things that at first glance seem to be simple turn out to be exceedingly hard to 

define. In this endeavour I rely on Family Matters: An Introduction to Family Sociology in 

Canada by Barbara A. Mitchell and on Statistics Canada. As the novels to be analysed in the 



11 

 

main part of this thesis are Canadian novels, it is necessary to use Canadian sources as a 

theoretical basis because both represent the same cultural background. It would be 

inconsistent to analyse Canadian families against a background of Austrian sociology.  

In her introductory chapter, Mitchell explains how the definition of family has changed 

in the last half century. From the mid-20
th

 century version of a family being “the basic 

institution of society and that [is] a social and economic unit consisting of two adults of the 

opposite sex who [share] economic resources, sexual intimacy, labour, accommodation, 

reproduction, and child rearing” (Mitchell 2009: 11) to the following one issued by Statistics 

Canada in 2002:  

A married couple (with or without children of either or both spouses), a couple living 

common-law (with or without children of either or both partners) or a lone parent of 

any marital status, with at least one child living in the same dwelling. A couple living 

common-law may be of opposite sex or same sex. ‘Children'  in a census family 

includes grandchildren living with their grandparent(s) but with no parents present.” 

(c.f. Statistics Canada homepage as discussed by Mitchell (2009: 13)).  

The more recent Statistics Canada definition of family, which also includes the 2006 

census, shows that the concept today is used in a much broader way, also considering “single 

parent-households” and same-sex marriages in its scope. Mitchell (2009: 13) also mentions 

the considerable differences in the way family is used in discourse. She refers to the line that 

is so often quoted in Alistair MacLeod’s No Great Mischief  – “blood is thicker than water” – 

to explain how the term family today does not only include people who are blood-relations, 

but that sometimes friends and even pets are considered “kin” (c.f. Mitchell 2009: 15). Yet, as 

the novels I chose for analysis employ a more narrow meaning of the term, I will not use a 

definition that includes pets or friends. Although the Statistics Canada definition only counts 

people who share a household as a family, Mitchell (2009: 15) quite rightly states that most 

people would also include others who do not live in one household as family, one example 

being uncles and aunts. She stresses the “near impossiblility” to provide “a single definition 

of families” (Mitchell 2009: 16). McDaniel and Tepperman also describe a broader definition 

of family.  According to them as discussed by Mitchell (2009: 16) “there are common 

elements or processes fundamental to the social group we call families”. They establish their 

definition of family as including “relational type of attachment, emotional bonding, 

dependency, or interdependency” as well as “birth to death long-term commitments” and 

“expectations of reciprocity” (Mitchell 2009: 16).  
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Another important feature of family that Mitchell (2009: 16) mentions, which is 

thematized in one of the novels, refers to the rules regarding sexual relations in a family. It 

includes the taboo of sex between father and daughter, or incest in general.   

Power and power imbalance, often caused by gender and age differences, are a further 

characteristic of a family. They can be used as means of “protecting” other family members 

(Mitchell 2009: 16), but as we will see in the practical part of this thesis, they are often a 

source of bitter conflict. In a very dry statement, Mitchell (2009: 16) acknowledges this fact 

by remarking that “our family may be more dangerous to us than the outside world”. We will 

see how far this also applies to the two novels to be discussed later.  

 

2.3 The Significance of Regionalism in Canadian Literature 
Novels set in Maritime Canada will invariably often be classified as regionalist literature. 

Much has been written on regionalist discourse in Canadian literature and I find it necessary 

to include a sub-section on it in this thesis in order to put the novels into the context of literary 

criticism. For my purpose it will suffice to examine the following questions that frequently 

arise with regard to regionalism in Canada (I use the term examine because it would be 

presumptuous to imply that I can answer all of them): What are the regions and what are 

influential factors of regionalism? What makes a regionalist writer? What are the main points 

of negative criticism? What about the future of regionalism in Canada? My major sources for 

this section are Janice Kyluk Keefer’s book Under Eastern Eye: A Critical Reading of 

Maritime Fiction, her article Regionalism in Canadian Literature in English and Riegel et 

al.’s introductory chapter to A Sense of Place - Re-Evaluating Regionalism in Canadian and 

American Writing. 

 In an analysis of regionalism, we first need to specify which regions are included in 

the discourse. Keefer (1994: 42) identifies six major regions: Atlantic Canada (consisting of 

the Maritimes and Newfoundland/Labrador), Quebec, Ontario, the Prairies, the West Coast 

and the North. According to her understanding it seems that the Maritimes are more of a sub-

region. Yet, I would argue that the Maritimes and Newfoundland are two distinct regions. 

Newfoundland (and Labrador) is rather remote from the Maritimes, has a distinct culture and 

actually joined Canada only in 1949 (c.f. Keefer 1987: 3). The use of the term Maritimes in 

the media coverage of the respective provinces also strongly shows that Prince Edward Island, 

Nova Scotia and New Brunswick are considered an entity. The specification of regions can be 

problematic and it is likely that similar problems in their definition could apply to other 
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provinces such as Alberta, which could be allocated to the prairies as well as to the western 

region. However, the focus of my analysis lies in the East, and therefore it is paramount to 

delineate the Maritimes as a distinct region.  

  

 In her discussion of regionalism in Canadian literature Keefer (1994: 1) effectively 

introduces the factors influencing it by comparing Canada to Australia. “Down Under” as a 

country is also a sparsely populated British Commonwealth nation with a hostile climate. 

Through this ingenious method Keefer quickly gets to the heart of the matter regarding 

Canadian regionalism. In her comparison she identifies five major reasons that make 

regionalism in Canada such an important issue. The first is connected to the fact that Canada’s 

major cities are not closely together, but spread out across the North American continent and 

therefore form little “hubs” of regional identities. The second defining feature is phrased by 

Keefer (1994: 1) as Canada “being physically encroached upon by an imperial power”, which 

necessitates the formation of a distinct sense of identity. Furthermore, she sees Canada’s two 

official languages also as a cause of clashes of national and regional interests. This “twoness” 

of the country sometimes hampers feelings of national identity. Her fourth argument sees 

regionalism as mirroring economic disparities between richer and poorer parts of the country 

(i.e. “have provinces” vs. “have-not provinces”). The last factor identified by her is 

multiculturalism, which according to her “has both enriched and complicated Canadians’ 

national sense of self.” (Keefer 1994: 2).  

 

 Regionalism in Canadian literature is a contested topic. One of the main points of 

discussion according to Riegel et al. (1997: xi) has always been the difficulty in establishing 

clear boundaries. This does not only refer to geographical fringes as the one briefly touched 

upon above regarding the Maritimes or Alberta, but also concerning the question “What 

makes a regional writer?” I would argue that a regional writer is someone whose writings 

convey a very distinct and recognizable sense of place in their work. They neither necessarily 

need to be from the respective region, nor is it required for them to write in these locations. A 

perfect example is Alistair MacLeod, who is one of the regionalist writers of the Maritime 

region par excellence. However, he was born in the Saskatchewan prairies and only moved to 

Cape Breton at the age of ten (c.f. The Canadian Encyclopaedia 2012). Furthermore, he has 

been spending most of his time in southern Ontario, coming to Cape Breton mainly during the 

summer months. Nevertheless, all his fiction is firmly rooted and contextualised on the island. 
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Neither his short stories, nor the novel could be transported to any other part of Canada and 

still be effective. This is what in my opinion makes a regional writer.  

 One of the central points of negative criticism that regionalism has received is the 

claim that it fosters provincialism and focuses on rural contexts (c.f. Riegel et al 1997: xi). 

While it is certainly true that many regionalist texts are set in rural areas, one must understand 

that this also reflects the socio-economic conditions of the past, where many Canadians 

earned their living as farmers and agricultural labourers. Today more and more regionalist 

texts are set in urban centres, especially in Toronto. While Maritime regionalist texts still tend 

to focus on more rural settings, this cannot be held against them as there are very few urban 

centres in the area – Halifax being the largest city. As for the pejorative use of 

“provincialism” with regard to regionalism – this shows very strongly that power relations in 

Canada - especially regarding the East - tend to be in favour of large urban centres. 

Intellectualism and high quality literature, it seems for some critics, can only flourish in a 

completely human-dominated, “civilized” environment and not in Buckler’s Annapolis Valley 

or Adams Richards’ Miramichi. This hubris has no basis in fact.  

 According to Riegel et al. (1997: x) regionalism is sometimes considered a “corrosive 

force undermining the cohesion of the nation-state”. My response to this is that the sheer size 

and diversity that constitute the very essence of Canada make it hard to think in nationalistic 

terms. “Canadian national identity” is a contested field that does not lend itself easily to a 

simplistic reduction on flag adoration and famous tourist attractions. In the year of the 200
th

 

anniversary of the war of 1812, conservative Prime Minister Steven Harper forcefully tries to 

establish a sense of “national consciousness” through exaggerated advertisement of 

militaristic pride. This, I think is more worrying than a tendency to think first in regional and 

then in national terms. Nationalism has always been exploited by people in power and in my 

opinion the unostentatious patriotism of Canadians is one of the central features that sets them 

apart from their southern neighbours. Regionalism makes Canada more diverse and is an 

absolutely essential factor of people’s self-conception of their nation (even if not always 

consciously so).  

 Another frequent point of negative criticism of regionalism is that according to E.K. 

Brown as discussed by Keefer (1994: 3), it is “superficial” and “trivial”, “prizing the local 

over the universal”. If we were to believe this, regionalist literature would be shying away 

from critical topics. I think that the opposite is true. Regionalist literature may be set in 

remote areas, but that does not mean that concerns featured in the texts are less valuable than 

those in non-regionalist writings. The profound insight gained from topics pertaining family, 
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social injustices, the dynamics of small communities and landscape influencing or not 

influencing its inhabitants may have more depth to it than some texts set in indistinguishable 

places, claiming to be of universal significance. It is also worth adding that highly acclaimed 

authors such as Thomas Hardy and William Faulkner are considered regionalist writers as 

well and nobody pronounces them incompetent on that basis. 

The question as to the direction into which regionalism is headed at the moment is an 

important one because the discourse constructed around it influences the way it is perceived 

by professionals and general readers alike. This is owing to the fact that, if regionalism should 

become a more valued form of Canadian literature and literary criticism, this would positively 

influence the financial and media-related support given to regional writers and their works. 

Consequently it would more likely be discovered and read by a broader audience of readers 

across the country and maybe internationally. But all this is only hypothetical and the two 

critics I am using for this section have opposing opinions on the future of regionalism in 

Canada.  

Riegel et al see a positive change in attitudes towards regionalism. One of the reasons 

they identify is that “post-structuralist thought ha[s] contributed a decentralizing approach to 

literary criticism and literary history […] which ha[s] been dominated by a centralizing 

nationalism that privileges the cultural capitals” (1997: xii). They furthermore argue that 

critics start “recognizing in regionalism an alternative and equally legitimate discourse”. If it 

is indeed the case that regionalism in literary criticism is on its way towards becoming a term 

more favourably used, I would argue that this has been brought on as a side-effect of 

globalization. In a world where national boundaries increasingly cease to be an obstacle, 

especially with regard to economic issues, a certain felt threat of identity urges people to look 

inward again. Riegel et al (1997: xiii) go into a similar direction when they state that  

through the development of a homogenizing global consumer culture dominated by 

multinational corporations [there exists] […] a certain cultural and political 

dislocation and anxiety, which ha[s] thrown attention back on local cultures, on the 

notion of community-attention that may prove beneficial to a focus on regionalism. 

Although I agree with Riegel et al. on a possible renewal in the assessment of 

regionalism, I am of the opinion that large cities, especially Toronto, are still in a much more 

powerful position regarding both - literature and literary criticism. This has also been a major 

reason why many Eastern writers have moved to Ontario. Some returned years later, such as 

Ernest Buckler and David Adams Richards. Others like Ann-Marie MacDonald and Alistair 

MacLeod still live there.  
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Another reason that Riegel et al. (1997: xiii) mention for predicting the advent of a 

resurgence of regionalism is the interconnectedness of region and ethnicity, as “highlighting 

the complex connections between place, subjectivity and culture”. Regionalism might profit 

from this because it tackles an issue that in Canada today incidentally is very much up-to-

date.  

Whereas Riegel et al stress the renewed significance of regionalist discourse in literary 

criticism, Keefer (1994: 4) argues exactly the opposite. She sees regionalism as severely 

threatened and emphatically admonishes regions to support each other: 

If ‘each for itself’ rather than ‘one for all, and all for one’ becomes the order of the 

day, with economically strong regions ignoring the plight of weaker ones, and a 

federal government unable or unwilling to provide the capital, infrastructure, and 

vision necessary for a flourishing pluralist culture in Canada, then ‘the vitality of 

regional differences in Canada’, as expressed in the country’s literature, may be 

silenced, if not extinguished.  

Wherever the future of regionalism is heading towards regarding the estimation of literary 

criticism a la mode: the variety of excellent regionalist texts is copious, their value is 

legitimate and I verily hope that this feature of Canadian literature will remain vibrant in the 

future. A loss of regionalist literature would impoverish Canada’s literary landscape. 

Attempts to enforce a notion of “national literature” belie Canada’s characteristic diversity 

and heterogeneity. Therefore I fully support Nicholas Entrikin’s argument (as quoted by 

Riegel et al 1997: ix):  

Place presents itself to us as a condition of human experience. As agents in the world 

we are always ‘in place’ as much as we are always ‘in culture’. For this reason our 

relations to place and culture become elements in the construction of our individual 

and collective identities. 

 

2.4 Socio-Economic Developments in Maritime Canada 
This section of the thesis will give a basic overview over the socio-economic developments 

that have influenced inhabitants of the Maritimes. It will help to understand why and how 

Maritime families have changed and will, furthermore, be of great importance in a later 

section regarding the development of Maritime fiction. 

It is not particularly easy to find statistics, demographic- and historical information 

that focuses specifically on the Maritime Provinces. A further problem is that the Statistics 

Canada website offers mainly very recent information, which often does not cover time spans 

discussed in the novels. However, Statistics Canada still proved to be an important source of 
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information. In the following discussion I also rely heavily on David Creelman, Barbara 

Mitchell and Ernest Forbes. 

Interestingly, demographic shifts in the Maritimes are often also documented in other 

parts of the country and thus seem to represent not just a regional, but a national trend. To 

make connections between history and the Maritime family clear I will start outlining selected 

socio-economic developments, which I have divided into three periods in order to simplify the 

discussion (which is therefore not meant to be exhaustive): 1) Economic self-sufficiency 2) 

Economic downturn 3) Partial recovery.  

Up to the First World War, the Maritimes were a largely self-sufficient region. This 

was not only due to the fishery. One reason for this was the heavy industry located in the area, 

consisting of coal-, steel- and cotton mills as well as of three sugar refineries. Small-scale 

production of mining utensils and machines also was the basis of livelihood for many 

Maritimers, as was the timber trade that especially flourished in New Brunswick. The basic 

means of transportation was the ship, thus many men were employed to work on schooners. 

(Creelman 2003: 8, 9).  

According to Creelman (2003: 9) a failing in the “transition to a modern economy 

based on […] mass production manufacturing” constituted a major reason for the region’s 

economic downturn. Several aspects contributed to this development. First of all the fishing 

industry was subject to several hard hits. Freezing and canning technologies changed and the 

small fishing villages of the Maritimes were unable to afford upgrading their infrastructure to 

meet the standards for this major shift in production. Furthermore, the fishing industry was 

centralized in Halifax, Digby, Lunenburg, North Sydney, and Port Hawksbury (according to 

Barret 1979: 135 as discussed in Creelman 2003:9). Another severe problem for the fishery 

was the decline in cod and the subsequent national policy of species protection (Creelman 

2003:9). 

Another economic branch that took a severe beating was the timber-industry. In the 

early 20
th

 century New Brunswick’s wood industry was confronted with strong competition 

from the forestry in British Columbia. Prices for timber plunged dramatically and so did, as a 

result, employment rates in the industry (Creelman 2003: 10). 

The primary sector (especially farming and mining) too, has seen a huge decrease in 

employment numbers. Whereas in 1881 more than half the population of the Maritimes 

earned their bread in this sector, the proportion has since declined to 8.4 in 1971 (according to 

Veltmeyer 1979: 22 as discussed by Creelman 2003:9).  



18 

 

All these factors together with the relative geographical isolation of the Maritime 

provinces ended in the region’s near bankruptcy and caused what was called the “Maritimes 

Rights Movement” in the 1910s and 20s (Creelman 2003: 12). Although later decades saw a 

partial economic recovery in the region due to an increase in the pulp and paper industry, 

health care and education, as well as in the tourist industry, underemployment is still rampant 

and contributes to “the Maritime region’s sense of loss [that] has been compounded by its 

repeated disappointments and frustrations in the industrial sector” (Creelman 2003: 11-13). 

These developments that caused a formerly self-sufficient region to become dependent on the 

so-called “have-provinces”, also explain a certain degree of bitterness towards Ottawa.  

For families those economic difficulties have caused great hardships and its effects 

have not spared local communities. As a result many Maritimers have been moving to the 

cities, causing rural depopulation and urbanization (Forbes 1979: 44). A graph from the 

Statistics Canada website shows how extreme the decline in the Canadian population living 

in rural areas actually is: in 1856 almost 90% of Canadians lived in the country. By 2011 this 

number had dropped to a mere 20% (c.f. Statistics Canada 2012).  

People and therefore families, too, however, did not only move from the country to the 

cities, they also migrated westwards (= internal migration) and moved to the US (=external 

migration), thus further disrupting regional development. Between 1881 and 1981 about 

90,000 people left the region each decade (c.f. Forbes 1979: 44 and Wynn 1982: 183 as 

discussed by Creelman 2003: 13). It is not hard to understand the feeling of community 

disintegration and general loss that followed such developments. 

A trend that does not just concern the Maritime family, but the Canadian family in 

general has to do with families becoming smaller, extended families becoming rare and 

women finding employment outside the domestic sphere (c.f. Mitchell 2009: 64). The last 

point is by no means a negative development. Creelman (2003: 7) also comments on the fact 

that the roles of women in the Maritimes experienced a significant change during the last 

century. One of the first steps towards a changed role of women in the region was the granting 

of voting rights to females in 1919 (Nova Scotia) and in 1921 (Prince Edward Island), 

respectively. In comparison, Austrian women were also granted voting rights around the same 

time, in 1918 (c.f. womenshistory 2012).  

Another huge development regarding family is that there has been a sharp increase in 

Canadians living in one-person households (c.f. Mitchell 2009: 62). According to Census 

Canada they are not counted as family but are nevertheless reflected in the statistics. This 

tendency of single-households can be observed particularly among young unmarried women 
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and widows. A Statistics Canada article called 2006 Census: Families, Marital Status, 

Households and Dwelling Characteristics also comments on the fact that between 2001 and 

2006 the number of single-households in Canada increased by 11.8% (c.f. Statistics Canada 

2012).  

Last but not least a significant change in the Maritime family that needs to be 

considered in this section refers to homosexual families. This, of course, includes married 

couples as well as common-law partners. The right to same-sex marriage in Canada became 

law for all provinces in June 2005 under the “Marriage for Civil Purposes Act” (Bill C-38). 

Since then the legal definition of marriage has been “[m]arriage [sic] for civil purposes, is the 

lawful union of two persons to the exclusion of all others” (c.f. Onusko 2012). It is important 

not to confuse the number of same-sex marriages in Canada with the actual number of 

homosexual Canadians exchanging vows, as a significant proportion of the couples are 

actually not Canadians (for example of the 774 gay marriages in B.C. in 2003, 55.9% were 

celebrated by people living outside Canada.)  Marriages between two people of the same sex 

were reflected for the first time in the 2006 Census and amounted to “0.6% of all couples in 

Canada” (Statistics Canada 2012). 

 

2.5 The Construction of Maritime Identity and its Influence on Realist 
Fiction of the Region 

 

In this section I will try to penetrate into the secret of Maritime identity and explore 

connections with the kind of fiction dominant there. Concerning those links I want to argue 

that history and economy in connection with ideology may help to facilitate the prevalence of 

a certain kind of literary discourse and genre in the region. Regarding narrative fiction of the 

Maritimes it is realism. In order to make connections clear I will first try to give an insight 

into the causes and constituents of identity in the Maritimes and will subsequently discuss the 

features of realist fiction there.  

2.5.1 In Search of a Maritime Identity 
In my attempt to define Maritime identity I first of all want to specify my use of the term 

ideology in this context. Subsequently key constituents of identity as identified by specialists 

in the field (Creelman and Keefer) will be discussed. Afterwards, I will contribute an 

additional factor, the workings of which will be analysed in an example. 
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The construction of identity always includes ideology.  “Ideology” according to 

Kettemann (2012: 02) “is a system of beliefs of a specific group or culture to make sense of 

the world.” According to him ideologies “persist […] because of social and emotional needs 

(group membership, power relationships, self-image, personal relationships etc.)”. Thus, 

ideologies are not only inevitable, but also necessary for humans. Creelman (2003: 15) claims 

that ideologies can be found in teaching, arts and the media and that humans are ”aware of 

and embedded in their main assumptions of time and place, but within that position particular 

persons, or particulary creative writers, can develop their own particular range of responses to 

social and economic environments”. I agree with Creelman in so far as that ideologies follow 

us in our everyday life and that particular people seize on certain ideas spread through 

ideology, but I strongly doubt that everyone is aware of those “main assumptions”. Basic 

ideas about our world that are ideological in nature are often disguised as “natural” and as 

“common sense” (Kettemann 2007: 99). Often we do not question those ideas because we 

think they are the only way to perceive our world. This is also where the danger of ideologies 

lies: they can be used by certain individuals or groups of people to manipulate others. In my 

opinion it is talented writers, among other groups of people, who tend to be highly perceptive 

of problematic assumptions and can unmask them. Through their publications they are able to 

reach out to people, who as a consequence become more aware of ideological assumptions 

and can counteract. This is in my opinion one of the central functions of literature. (The 

approach of “lart pour l’art” is legitimate for some writers and in some kinds of works as not 

everything needs to be didactic in nature, but it should not be the sole purpose of 

art/literature.) Nevertheless, it needs to be made clear that writers can also sustain and 

reinforce ideologies through their texts. In a way, they will always employ ideology. If they 

criticise one ideology, they at the same time do this by establishing or reinforcing another. 

They, like all humans, cannot act outside ideologies.  

From the theoretical and general I now want to move on to the particular – the factors 

that form Maritime identity. Very crucial for it is history, which in the Maritime region is 

inevitably connected to the term “disruption” (Creelman 2003: 13). It has its basis in the 

economic hardships that inhabitants have experienced during the last century. As already 

discussed in the previous chapter, the decline in the fishing-, timber-, farming- and mining 

industries have had a sharp impact on the region. As a result, hundreds of thousands of people 

went west, causing whole communities to disintegrate. What for centuries constituted the 

livelihood of the people has been relegated to a marginal status in the economy, but at the 

same time has gained paramount significance for the identity of the people. It is reflected in 
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the pervasiveness of nostalgia. Creelman (2003: 11) calls it “the memory [sic] of a shared 

community”, which according to him is the “common ethos in the Maritimes”.  

 In her Polemical Introduction to Under Eastern Eyes: A Critical Reading of Maritime 

Fiction, Janice Kulyk Keefer also tries to identify important factors of Maritime identity, 

three of which I want to briefly address here. The first one which I found important to discuss 

is somewhat similar to Creelman’s point related to community. Keefer quotes from Joseph 

Howe, who claims that one central factor has to do with so-called “common heritage”, which 

comes from the “sense of community conceived in the intimate terms of family or village life 

and [is] perceived as strongly influenced by religious and economic forces” (1987: 13).  

 Another significant part that “makes” Maritime identity according to Keefer (1987: 

15) is the “preference of land over sea”. At first such a statement might sound paradox. After 

all it is the sea which gives the Maritimes its name, its characteristic looks, its famous lobster 

and shanties. However, thinking about the novels set in the region one cannot but notice that a 

minority of them is actually set on the water. Frank Day’s Rockbound seems to be one of few 

exceptions to this rule. In many novels the sea delineates the setting. It is the end of the 

“world” in Fall On Your Knees and the place to which the pregnant teenager Materia tries to 

flee from her situation. It is also the death of Alexander MacDonald’s parents and brother in 

No Great Mischief. In Maritime fiction the sea is close by, but it is often not at the centre of 

events, even though it might trigger them. Likewise inhabitants of the region are very much 

aware of the closeness of the sea and it co-defines them. But they know that the sea can also 

be hostile to humans, having swallowed up discoverers, immigrants, fishermen and sailors in 

large numbers throughout history. Thus the sea marks the edge of their world, causing them to 

look inland. 

The third important source of identification for Maritimers according to Keefer (1985: 

17) is a certain deliberate isolation from all provinces west of New Brunswick. This is not 

surprising as it is a natural way of establishing one’s identity by making a distinction between 

oneself and everything that is other (Edward Said thoroughly addressed this phenomenon in 

his highly acclaimed book Orientalism). In the region this is heavily influenced by three 

factors: first that it borders onto Quebec, a culturally completely different part of Canada. 

Second that it has lost many of its people to the west and continues to do so and third, their 

economic dependency on some other provinces breeds a certain degree of dissatisfaction. 

Writers do not only address this issue in their fiction, but are often in the very same position 

where they must face the question “to go or to stay”. Keefer (1987:18) calls this a “major 

paradigm of Maritime literature”. It is not just the loss of people and its resulting thinning of 
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communities, but also the already mentioned loss of control to those western provinces. Large 

cities such as Toronto and Vancouver, stand for today’s economy and according to Keefer 

(1987: 17) for “that which ‘city’ has come to connote: an industrial, monopoly-capitalist ethos 

which is foreign to the economy of the Maritimes and increasingly destructive of its society”.  

 

After having presented major ideas of specialists in the field I would now like to 

introduce my humble attempt at a contribution to factors influencing Maritime identity. 

Inhabitants, writers and musicians seem to be constantly interrogating history as if by doing 

so they were thus able to verify that what is remembered represents some kind of truth about 

history and one’s collective and individual identity. This constitutes a paradigm of myth and 

nostalgia that is also sold to many tourists visiting the region. According to Creelman (2003: 

14) memory and nostalgia in the region go hand in hand with considerable worries about the 

future. 

 An extremely good example of the paradigm of interrogating history and thereby 

establishing and confirming myth, ideology and identity of the Maritimes is the person and 

work of Stan Rogers. As one of the best known folk singers in Atlantic Canada he still seems 

to lend a voice to the people’s contesting feelings of loss and pride. He, too, is a product of 

the historical and economic forces and could be seen as an incarnation of the essence of the 

region’s dilemma. His parents were Maritimers who had moved to Ontario. Their son, Stan, 

was a born Ontarian, but throughout his life returned to his Nova Scotia roots, where he felt a 

strong sense of belonging and community. His sudden tragic death in 1983 ironically reflects 

the region’s pattern of loss and nostalgia and at the same time seems to corroborate its 

legitimacy (for biographical information on Stan Rogers c.f. Encyclopedia 2012).  

 Stan Rogers was acutely aware of the region’s nostalgia and preoccupation with the 

past. His song Fisherman’s Wharf from the album Fogarty’s Cove (1976) is a prime example 

of the Maritime interrogation of history. Since it directly addresses the tensions experienced 

between “old” and “new” life in the Maritimes I want to briefly analyse each segment here. 

This is the first one: 

It was in the spring this year of grace, with new life pushing through, 

That I looked from the citadel down to the narrows and asked what it’s coming to. 

I saw Upper Canadian concrete and glass right down to the water line. 

I have heard an old song down on fisherman’s wharf,  

Can I sing it just one time? 
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In this segment the lyrical speaker looks at a harbour (maybe in Halifax) and 

comments on the modern buildings on the water’s edge. He/she sees the “concrete” and 

“glass” structures as imposed by Ontario. In his/her opinion the province with the capital 

Ottawa now has taken over control in the area and prompts the speaker to think about the past 

when things were different. A very typical example of that past is the fishery. Fishing in turn 

is in the collective consciousness connected to lore and songs shared by fishermen and their 

communities. By asking permission to sing one of those old songs that he/she heard on a 

wharf long ago, the speaker introduces a short excursion into history in the second segment: 

With half-closed eyes against the sun, for the warm wind giving thanks, 

I dreamed of the years of the deep-laden schooners thrashing home from the Grand 

Banks. 

The last lies done in the harbour sun with her picture on a dime, 

But I heard an old song down on fisherman’s wharf, 

Can I sing it just one time? 

In the second line the reader looks back at a time in history when certain Nova Scotia 

schooners, the so called “bluenoses” were used for fishing. A description of the vessels as 

“deep laden” and “thrashing” suggests prosperity and activity. However, the bluenose as a 

symbol of success in the second line is immediately confronted with its more recent image as 

a relic of times gone by. The last schooner in the harbour today is a museum’s piece and 

likewise is its significance as depicted on the ten-cent coin only seen as retrospective.  

(Chorus) 

Then haul away and heave her home. This song is heard no more 

No boats to sing it for. No sails to sing it for. 

There rises now a single tide of tourists passing through. 

We traded old ways for the new, old ways for the new. 

The chorus then laments the vanishing of schooners, fishery and all they stand for (i.e. 

metonymic for a general period of prosperity). The lyric persona does not only complain 

about the end of the fishing era, but also about the fact that its lore and music are annihilated 

by this development. The only “tide” of importance now, is that of the tourists who come in 

droves to “gawk” at these remnants. Ironically enough, Stan Rogers today is himself one of 

the aspects of Maritime past that are sold to tourists, having become emblematic of the 

touristic exploitation of a certain image. The last two lines of the segment are interesting in so 

far as the verb “trade” suggests that Maritimers “opted” for the change or are partly to blame 

for the economic downturn.  

Now you ask “What’s this romantic boy who laments what’s done and gone? 

There was no romance on a cold winter ocean and the gale sang an awful song.” 
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But my fathers knew of wind and tide, and my blood is Maritime, 

And I heard an old song down on fisherman’s wharf. 

Can I sing it just one time? 

(Repeat Chorus) 

Here the lyrical speaker anticipates criticism of the myth of the “glorious” Maritime 

past and answers the question of an implied listener or reader. Yet, it is more than countering 

criticism of someone else. At the very same time he/she looks at the subject from a critical 

distance for himself/herself and asks the important question: “Was the lived reality not much 

harder than the romanticised version that is being recreated nowadays?” – this is the 

significant point where history is interrogated. The speaker chooses to answer the 

omnipresent question by stating that his/her forefathers have been eyewitnesses and that 

his/her blood i.e. his roots and identity prove him right. Afterwards, the chorus is repeated, as 

if to reaffirm the validity of the complaint. This completes the circular structure of the 

argument: 1) lament 2) questioning thereof 3) defence 4) confirmation of lament. Concerning 

my theory this example shows how interrogating history is an important paradigm in the 

Maritimes because it reaffirms the validity of the foundations of its culture and identity. 

 

 After having discussed Maritime identity with regard to ideology, constituents 

identified by Creelman and Keefer as well as with my humble contribution, I want to close 

this sub-section with a statement by Keefer (1987: 11) that in my opinion touches the heart of 

the matter. She refers to 

Two poles of this region’s lived and written reality: a dry-eyed recognition of 

longstanding deprivation, and a sense of self-possession which privileges native 

values and truths opposed to the modern mainstream – habits of mind which, indeed, 

seem only able to survive in areas of chronic impoverishment. 

In this sense it is exactly the “have-not part” of the economy that creates the “haves” when it 

comes to the vibrancy of culture and the strong sense of identity. This does not mean that the 

reverse is true for Canadian regions of economic prosperity; but their accomplishments, 

especially with regard to literature are more likely to be appreciated as works of art instead of 

being overlooked or derided as kitsch from the periphery.  
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2.5.2 Realism as a Literary Genre 
 

Realism  An exceptionally elastic critical term, often ambivalent and equivocal, 

which has acquired far too many qualifying (but seldom clarifying) adjectives, and is 

a term which many now feel we could do without.  

(Cuddon 1999: 728) 

 

This is the first paragraph on realism in the Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms & Literary 

Theory. It already gives a hint as to the difficulty in defining realism and at the much debated 

meaning of the term. Although the concept of realism overlaps with other literary movements, 

most notably with naturalism, I do not think that it would be wise to ban it from the study of 

literature.  

Hawthorn (2005: 59) discusses a central issue pertaining to realist novels: the question 

as to whether it is the discourse that is realistic or whether it is to be found on the content -

level. Early works of realism such as Gustave Flaubert’s proto-typical realist novel Madame 

Bovary were very dedicated to the faithful representation of “life-like” characters, “real-life” 

circumstances and a believable plot i.e. focusing on realism on the content level. Modernist 

works of literature (e.g. Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway and James Joyce’s Ulysses) 

especially around the nineteen-twenties seek realism in the way processes of consciousness 

are depicted i.e. on the level of discourse. Both aspects could theoretically be found in one 

and the same novel today. To make things even more complicated, there are different kinds of 

realist novels. Maybe the best known ones are “social realism” and “magic realism”. The 

latter one sounds like an oxymoron. If something is “magical”, how can it be “realistic” at the 

same time? I think that magical elements in a realist setting can help to reach for a deeper 

meaning, one that might not be immediately perceptible on the surface. 

 I do not want to go into detail explaining all the movements and possibilities within 

the realist movement. Instead I want to focus on some of the most basic determining features 

that seem to be less contentious: an interest in cause-and-effect, well-defined characters, 

everyday life and factual details; furthermore an affinity for middle class life as well as for 

“under dogs”. It can also be the depiction of abject poverty (social realism), and a stout belief 

that reality can be represented objectively (c.f. Hawthorn 200: 58ff). Today the belief in an 

objective reality has been shattered. But nevertheless realism seems to readers as “closer to 

reality” than for example romance novels. There is a degree of “verisimilitude” (c.f. 

Hawthorn 200: 59) in the representation that makes us think that “this or that could have 

actually happened”. This is a device that constitutes part of the appeal of realist novels.  
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One of the possible benefits or purposes of realist novels - no matter whether they 

focus on the content or on the discourse level - is that they invite us “in however complex and 

indirect ways […] to think about reality critically […]” (Hawthorn 2005: 60).  

 When discussing realism (concerning the Maritimes), Creelman (2003: 20) is in line 

with a typical attitude towards “reality” that pervades the thought of today. He connects it to 

ideology and states that “Realist texts are not accurate portraits of an external world, rather 

they are productions that embody the widely held assumptions that mediate between the 

community and its context.” Besides stripping realist texts from its burden of being expected 

to be “accurate”, Creelman (2005: 21) refers to Lukacs (1962: 204), who saw characters in 

realist novels as “embedded in and affected by historical events of their times”. This applies 

to both novels to be discussed in this thesis. Another feature of realist novels as discussed by 

Creelman (2005: 20, 23) that I find necessary to mention is “a style that is not self-reflexive” 

and that “realist fictions treat language as a natural medium and a simple tool of 

communication”. (Needless to say there are many exceptions to this rule.)  Non-self-

reflexivity is often related to aesthetic illusion and in my opinion this is the feature that I find 

most unifying about realist texts. No matter whether it is the description of landscape in 

minute detail or magical happenings like encounters with ghosts - readers always feel 

immersed in the action. The only problem with this observation is that the same could be 

claimed of romance novels. Here we have arrived at the basic dilemma of realism: the almost 

impossibility to delineate it from other genres and movements. Therefore I would conclude 

that it can never be a single feature that defines realism, but the dominance of several features 

discussed above that lead to the (sometimes hesitant) conclusion that one is confronted with a 

realist text. 

2.5.3 Maritime Realism 
From an attempted general definition of realism I now want to focus on the literature of the 

Maritimes. It is Creelman (2005: 5) who states that realism is “the Maritime region’s 

dominant literary genre”. He also adds that this has been so since the First World War and 

was triggered by the economic difficulties experienced in the region. Whereas Creelman holds 

poverty as partly responsible for the preference of this genre, Keefer (1987: 6) calls it “a 

belief in the reality and significance of the accessible world of human experience common to 

reader and writer.” She, furthermore, refers to Joseph Conrad, who saw the advantages of this 

kind of fiction in “making us ‘see’ – selecting out of the welter of phenomena, impressions, 

actions, and events, those things that have a peculiar resonance for the writer and have been 
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habitually overlooked by the reader.” (Keefer 1987: 7). Thus Conrad and Keefer consider 

realist writers as seers, very similar to earlier British romanticists such as William 

Wordsworth. When taking a look at the Preface to Lyrical Ballads, with Pastoral and Other 

Poems, which was published in 1802, parallels between Wordsworth’s attitude towards poetry 

and Maritime realist fiction become apparent. There are three important points which 

Wordsworth makes for his definition of poetry that also apply to Maritime realist fiction of 

the late 20
th

 and early 21
st
 centuries.  

The first point that was important for Wordsworth and also seems to be essential for 

Maritime realism is a use of language that is less stylised and shows colouring. Wordsworth 

(2006: 263) calls it “the language really used by men”. One example for this in Maritime 

literature is Frank Day’s Rockbound, which is characterized by the heavy use of slang, 

especially in dialogues between the characters. Another example is MacLeod’s No Great 

Mischief, which exhibits a strong oral quality, especially by using words from Gaelic and the 

repetition of phrases reminiscent of oral tradition. The use of “simple” language functions as 

authentication device. It would be extremely unrealistic if a miner or fisherman spoke in 

formal, elevated prose. Simple diction is also used very effectively by David Adams Richards 

in works such as Mercy Among the Children, The Bay of Love and Sorrows and Incidents in 

the Life of Markus Paul.  

The second overlap of Wordsworth’s stance on poetry and Maritime realist fiction is 

the interest in what Wordsworth (2006: 264) calls “incidents and situations from common 

life” as well as in “low and rustic life”. Although both prefer to look at “ordinary” people or 

poor inhabitants, there is a decisive difference between Wordsworth and Maritime realism: 

Whereas Wordsworth depicts a romanticised view of country life, Maritime realism gives 

unadorned insight into the harsh living conditions of farmers, miners etc. To be fair, though, 

one should not overlook Romanticist’s equally strong tendency to criticize industrialisation 

(e.g. William Blake’s famous poem “London”).  

The third parallel between Wordsworth and Maritime realism is the way the author is 

seen. Whereas Keefer focuses on Maritime realist writers’ talent to recognize and 

communicate that which the reader might have failed to see, Wordsworth (2006: 269) more 

radically calls the writer “a man speaking to men: a man, it is true, endued with more lively 

sensibility, more enthusiasm and tenderness, who has a greater knowledge of human nature”.  

The first part of the quote “He is a man speaking to men” is important in so far as it shows 

that Wordsworth does not see the poet as superior to the people he writes about. This, I think, 

is also of critical importance to Maritime writers. They write about people in their region as 
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“one of them”. This does not mean that the people in the region necessarily see them the same 

way. David Adams Richards especially seems to be not unanimously appreciated by the 

inhabitants of the Miramichi because many feel that they are portrayed in a rather negative 

way. (Locals claim that when writing his fiction he tends to have actual families living in the 

area in mind.) 

 

At the very beginning of this section my claim was that “history and economy in 

connection with ideology may help to facilitate the prevalence of a certain kind of literary 

discourse and genre in the region”.  I have already provided partial support for this thesis 

earlier when talking about connections between economy and realism. But there is more to it, 

and I want to show further support of my claim by briefly touching upon the function of 

Maritime realism in connection with the novels I am going to discuss. For that purpose I want 

to return to Creelman (2003: 24), who identifies functions concretely with regard to certain 

writers. In MacLeod’s work, especially in his later publications, Creelman sees a return to 

“conservative ideology […] to attain a measure of security”. This doubtlessly applies to No 

Great Mischief, where a sense of nostalgia about the past is connected with a message of 

warning about the loss of future for the Maritime culture and family.  

Another important function of realism Creelman (2003: 25) identifies is its 

employment in order to “challenge the often patriarchal canon”. In addition he claims that 

“women [writers] have articulated a powerful feminist sensibility”.  This is evident in the case 

of Ann-Marie MacDonald, who in Fall On Your Knees focuses on female characters and, 

without demonizing men in general, manages to show how strong patriarchal structures 

contribute to women’s oppression. 

 

If Maritime realism is so down-to-earth and accessible, why is it permanently 

overlooked, not only in the canon of Canadian literature but in world literature as well? In her 

attempt at an explanation Keefer uses a very drastic imagery by calling realist novels the 

“current literary leper” (1987: 6). The reason for that she sees in “the present vogue for 

metafiction, mythopoesis, fabulation which has led to a corresponding dismissal or actual 

ignorance of traditional narrative forms” (1987: 9). One has to bear in mind that Keefer made 

this comment 25 years ago. However, even though a quarter of a century has passed since the 

first publication of Under Eastern Eyes, metafiction is still an immensely popular literary 

genre. At the moment dystopian fiction is also experiencing a renaissance - at least in Canada 

(through Margaret Atwood and Douglas Coupland among others). I do not think that realism 
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is superior to those literary modes of writing. They all make important contributions to 

literature. The fact that the Maritimes’ most prevalent literary mode of writing is one that is 

out of fashion, however, results in a widespread unawareness of its existence that has nothing 

to do with a lack in quality. It remains to be hoped that it will become popular again in the 

future and receive the attention it deserves. 

 

I want to close the theoretical part of this thesis with what I consider an important 

approach to literary criticism taken up by Keefer. She quotes from A.D. Nuttal, who 

differentiates between “the opaque critic” and “the transparent critic”. According to Nuttal as 

discussed by Keefer (1987: 8), the opaque critic “Restricts himself to formal analysis alone”, 

whereas the “transparent critic” 

‘can and will do all the things done by the opaque critic but is willing to do other 

things as well’
13

 [sic] – that is, to explain the behaviour of fictitious characters by 

analogy with real-life equivalents; to enter the mimetic ‘dream’ or  ‘magic’ in order 

to comprehend the work, but with the knowledge that it is magical and fictive. 

This is the approach which I will attempt to take in the now following practical part of my 

diploma thesis. 
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3 Analysis 
 

3.1 No Great Mischief by Alistair MacLeod 
 

In order to discuss family in No Great Mischief I will start my analysis with the broader 

concept of clan and will then focus on the more immediate family. Afterwards, I will examine 

family regarding individuals and their relationships towards each other. In the course of the 

analysis a number of events such as the drowning of the parents will be discussed more than 

once. This is inevitable as certain crucial events that happen in the MacLeod family affect 

each character significantly, even though in different ways.  

 

3.1.1 General Features of Clan MacDonald and Extended Family 
 

Family in No Great Mischief is inextricably linked to the term “clan”. According to the 

Encyclopaedia Britannica, “membership in a clan is traditionally defined in terms of descent 

from a common ancestor” (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2012). All characters in the novel are 

related to the fictional Scottish highlander Calum Ruadh of the clan MacDonald, who left his 

country in 1779 as a result of the Highland clearances. The history of the clan is omnipresent 

among its members and is reiterated at various events. Every child learns about it at an early 

age and must be able to answer the following genealogical questions:  “’What’s your name?’ 

‘What’s your father’s name?’ ‘What’s your mother’s father’s name?’” (MacLeod. No Great 

Mischief: 25). The following section will look at clan as extended family and its significance 

in the novel. Characteristic for the MacDonald are certain physical features, the speaking of 

Gaelic and, grieving, working as well as partying together. Hence, being a member of the clan 

in some instances constitutes more than a full-time-job. 

There are numerous passages in the book, in which the narrator tells the reader about 

clan members recognizing each other although they have never seen one another before. 

Sugars (2008: 144) comments on this phenomenon by stating that this is “what members of 

the clann Chalum Ruaidh [sic] do repeatedly – they keep stumbling upon, and embracing, 

members of the MacDonald clan in the most unlikely of places and projecting themselves into 

these individuals.” But how do they recognize each other? One important factor is connected 

to physical features. Those of “a MacDonald” have fair skin and either red or “deep, intense 

and shining black” hair (26). Their eyes are either blue or black, and whereas non-clan 
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members find it puzzling to see a fair skinned, red haired child with jet black eyes, this 

combination is as common for the MacDonald as is red hair and blues eyes. The narrator’s 

sister contributes several stories of almost uncanny recognition through clan members. 

Recognizing kinship usually involves the giving of some kind of gift or support – food, 

accommodation or money. 

 Gaelic is a language that is still widely used by the MacDonald of Cape Breton, 

although they all speak English as well. Their close contact and relative isolation on the island 

is an important factor of survival of the language. Even for the younger generations it 

constitutes a central aspect of their identity. Their grandparents are reported to use more and 

more Gaelic the older they get. In addition to physical characteristics, Gaelic is also one major 

way of recognising clan members. For example Calum and the narrator are once addressed by 

stranger James MacDonald in Ontario, who introduces his clan membership by saying (“in a 

mixture of English and Gaelic”) “Cousin agam fhein [sic]” (139). In another episode as told 

by a paternal uncle we learn that he and the protagonist’s father once stumbled upon an 

unknown female clan member in Truro. What begins as an unpleasant scene involving the 

Gaelic phrase for “’kiss my arse’”, ends as a happy clan reunion thanks to the language (105). 

We are also told that the clan members working in the mines use this language. Regarding the 

reason for this the narrator states that “Perhaps by being surrounded by other individual 

groups we felt our lives more intensely through what we perceived as our own language.” 

(127). After the MacDonald have settled outside Cape Breton, Gaelic loses its significance as 

a means of communication. Although it is still part of the characters’ identity, it is now a 

remnant of the past, buried in the sub-consciousness (as a language of dreams) and used rather 

for singing songs together, as Alexander and his sister do when he visits her in Calgary.  

One occasion that brings all clan members on the island together is funerals. There are 

two episodes of mourning discussed in the novel, both of which are results of tragic accidents 

and premature deaths. The first one involves the passing of the narrator’s father, mother and 

older brother. There is only one person to be buried –that of Colin, as the parents’ bodies are 

never to be found. The narrator comments on Colin’s wake by saying “The wake for my 

brother Colin was held at the home of my grandparents, two days and two nights with the 

funeral on the third day. Clann Chalum Ruaidh [sic] came from great distances as well as 

from nearby, and it seemed the house would burst.” (48). Funerals are interestingly the only 

occasion when religion seems to play a major role in the novel, although it is likely that the 

clan members are religious - at least to a certain extent. This can be seen in the fact that the 

clan seems to agree that the deaths in the family are part of “’God’s will’” (49). Some 
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members call it a punishment for their failure to attend church regularly since they moved to 

the island, or speculate about the possibility of premarital sex during their early relationship. 

The protagonist, however, distances himself from an interpretation of the accident as “God’s 

justice” when he states that “Some others […] had read or misread the Book of Job” (49). The 

second funeral that occurs in the novel is that of cousin Alexander MacDonald, who is 

beheaded during a mining accident. Again the whole clan attend the funeral.  

As already mentioned above, a number of men from the clan form a group of miners. 

Although some clan members such as Calum work abroad for a limited period of time, they 

spend most of the time in Ontario’s uranium mines. The MacDonald are valuable workers and 

their contracts include various “bonus clauses” (134). The narrator concisely comments on the 

work of the MacDonald clan in the mines run by Renco Development: 

In some ways we were like sports teams buoyed forward and upward by private 

agreements and bonuses based upon our own production. We worked mainly for 

ourselves, our victories and losses calculated within our individual and collective 

minds, and our knowledge of individual and collective contributions a shared and 

basic knowledge. (134, 135) 

 

This passage shows very well how central kinship among the MacDonald is. Other clan 

members, even strangers, such as the fiddler James MacDonald and their San Francisco 

cousin are smuggled in if deemed necessary. The clan members at the mines have Calum as 

their spokesperson.  

 The MacDonald not only work and grieve together; they also spend their leisure time 

with each other. These informal house parties usually involve alcohol, music and the telling of 

stories. Clan members enjoy singing – especially old Gaelic songs and there is always 

somebody present who can play the fiddle. In the novel this role is in most cases taken by the 

narrator’s maternal grandfather. 

3.1.2 Family Demographics  
 

The purpose of this section is to discuss “family” in No Great Mischief as it depicts 

demographic circumstances and changes thereof. The parameters will be as follows: After 

having established the significance of clan regarding family in the previous chapter, I now 

want to look at a narrower definition of family used in the novel. Concerning this definition 

the number of households and generations will be examined. Then I will analyse characters 

living in urban and rural spaces and shifts that occur within the novel. 
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 There are no terms indicating clear cut boundaries that distinguish the broader concept 

of “clan” from closer family relations but the term “blood” is often used for the more 

immediate family members. The phrase “blood is thicker than water” can be read countless 

times throughout the novel. It is employed by many of the characters as it is a major family-

motto. “Blood” in this case entails parents, children, grandchildren, uncles/aunts and cousins 

(not only first and second cousins that is). It seems as if rarely an outsider marries into the 

MacDonald clan of Cape Breton. The paternal grandparents are cousins, and so is the 

maternal grandfather. Thus, the protagonist’s parents are blood relations. Belonging to the 

same “blood” incurs certain expectations of family members. It means that members must go 

to great lengths to prove their loyalty. One example of the strength of loyalty between family 

members is related to the protagonist’s cousin from San Francisco. At one point in the novel 

his grandmother writes a letter to their relatives in Cape Breton and tells them to hide their 

grandson, whom they have never met, from conscription for Vietnam. She justifies this favour 

through the following words ‘“Blood is thicker than water’, as the old saying goes and you 

know we would do the same for you.” (103).  

 

Following the family history regarding generations living together in households it can 

be said that generally two generations share a home (parents and offspring) and that single 

parents are relatively common. They are a consequence of the death of a spouse. Starting with 

the protagonist’s great-great-great grandfather, Calum Ruadh of Moidart, Scotland, we know 

that he shared a home with his wife Anne MacPherson with whom he has six children. After 

her death the same household is run by him and his wife’s sister Catherine, whom he marries, 

subsequently adding six more children to the family. After moving to Cape Breton, Calum 

Ruadh is a widower and responsible for twelve children as a single father. (Although his 

eldest daughter already has her own family at that time.) Regarding the later family history we 

learn about the household of the protagonist’s maternal great-grandmother, who raises her 

illegitimate son as a single mother after her fiancé dies in Maine. Her son later also becomes 

the single parent of an only child after his wife dies in childbirth. Thus there are three nuclear 

families in the novel that only consist of one living parent. Out of the five generations 

described in the book in detail, two tend to live together in one household: parents and 

children. Grandparents do not share their home with them except in the case of the protagonist 

and his sister. Due to their parents’ early death they are raised by their paternal grandparents, 

who already raised nine children of their own. At the same time the orphaned teenage brothers 

share a house. For a considerable time afterwards they work in mines throughout the world 
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and do not have a fixed apartment but share rooms with their kin. Brother Calum spends years 

in jail and later lives alone. The protagonist, Alexander MacDonald, at first lives with his 

parents, then with his grandparents, later he rents a room in Halifax and at the end of the 

narrative shares a home with his nuclear family (wife and children). His twin sister Catherine 

grows up in the same households with parents and subsequently with her grandparents. After 

finishing her university degree she, too, lives with her nuclear family (husband and children). 

It is unclear how many children the narrator and his sister have, although likely fewer than 

Calum Ruadh. Thus there seems to be no particularly strong change during time in the way 

generations and households are connected. 

 

When looking at characters living in rural and urban locations it becomes apparent that 

families in earlier generations are more likely to live in the country and that the protagonist’s 

generation is drawn towards cities during adulthood. Great-great-great grandfather Calum 

Ruadh moves from rural Scotland to rural Cape Breton. The protagonist’s paternal 

grandparents at first still live there but later move to town. The maternal grandfather is 

reported to have a town-house. Alexander’s parents move to what is called “the island”, thus 

they live in the country. Whereas the twins get to grow up in town with their grandparents, 

their brothers spend their later teenage years and twenties on the farm on Calum Ruadh’s 

point. About the protagonist, Calum and his sister we know that they finally settle in major 

urban centres. There seems to be a decisive shift from characters living in the country for the 

first generations to the younger ones opting for life in the city.  

The main reason for that seems to be that jobs are scarce in the country and that fewer 

farmers or fishermen from the mid-twentieth century onwards are able to support their 

families. This becomes clear when the protagonist comments on his grandmother’s reaction to 

her husband’s luck to find a job in town. “Before ‘the chance’, the earnings were erratic and 

unpredictable and grandma was frequently hard-pressed, but after it, she, too, like her 

husband, felt ‘all set for life’” (34).  

Medical support is not as readily available in the country as it is in cities. This also 

applies to dentists. There is one scene in the novel when Calum suffers from a severe 

toothache stemming from an inflammation caused by a molar. Instead of seeing a dentist he 

first tries to pull the tooth with pliers and later resorts to a different plan involving his horse 

Christy. During Alexander’s university education (he becomes a dentist) a professor of his in 

Halifax admonishes him not to stay in Cape Breton because people there rarely go to a 

dentist. Alexander seems to have heeded his advice. His sister, who becomes an actress, also 
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has little chance to find employment in the country. She moves to the city for her university 

education and afterwards marries an engineer and settles there. 

Regarding the issue of characters moving west there are plenty of examples in 

MacLeod’s novel. In 1779 Calum Ruadh is first to go west, leaving his native Scotland, 

setting foot on Cape Breton. For a period of approximately 200 years to come the MacDonald 

that are his sons/daughters, grandsons/granddaughters etc. remain on this island, raising their 

large families. Then one family member – Alexander’s great-aunt and her husband leave for 

San Francisco, not only turning their backs on Nova Scotia, but even migrating to a different 

country. In Alexander’s generation we witness every sibling leaving the island. One of his 

brothers is reported to have gone back to Scotland, but all others head west. Whereas the 

narrator finds a new place to live (although maybe not a home) in south-western Ontario, his 

brother Calum after being released from jail rents an apartment in Toronto. Their sister 

Catherine moves to Calgary and their other brother is drawn even further west - to British 

Columbia. Moving west has a profound impact on the characters. The basic loyalty and close 

connection to the clan is almost impossible to maintain across such great distances. As a result 

they share a feeling of loss and displacement. What now remains of their tightly knit sense of 

kinship are their nuclear families and occasional visits by their siblings. Their grandparents, 

who had been surrounded by so many clan members, have long been dead and their graves 

are far away. The MacDonald are spread out across Canada and the US. Shared memories of 

this community are all that is left at the end of the novel and they remind each other of it in 

their long conversations. These conversations, though, render past events, and few new 

memories of collective history are created. Their children, although cousins, will never have 

the same concept of “clan” and “blood relations” their parents grew up with. One aspect of 

being spatially removed from their kin is that marriages among clan members are over. This 

results in women losing their maiden names and with it an important feature of clan-

membership disappears.  

 

3.1.3 Family Members and Family Relations 
 

After having examined family from a bird’s eye perspective, I now want to move to more 

personal relations between family members. In order to do so, I will try to establish the basic 

characteristics of each individual and will analyse their relationships. After introducing the 

protagonist my strategy will be to start with the oldest family members (great-great-great 
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grandfather Calum Ruadh) and to end this section with the last MacDonald to be introduced 

in the course of the novel – cousin Alexander from San Francisco. The terms of family 

relations such as great-great-great grandfather, paternal grandmother, cousin, et cetera will be 

used with reference to the narrator. 

 

Protagonist and Narrator Alexander MacDonald 

First of all, most readers of No Great Mischief will notice the frequency with which characters 

of the name of Alexander occur in the novel. Although it is hard to say exactly, how many 

male clan members share this name, we know that there are at least four Alexander 

MacDonald mentioned.  

 One of these Alexander MacDonald is the protagonist and at the same time narrator of 

the story. At this point I want to draw attention to the narrative process itself as it is central in 

the way the story unfolds and how characters and family are constructed.  No Great Mischief 

is written in the first person narrative situation. The clearest indicator for this is the fact that 

the narrator is on the same level of the story as the other characters. As usual in first person 

narrative situation, the narrator is temporally removed from the events narrated. What poses a 

difference to many works written in this narrative situation is that Alexander, the narrating I, 

has never experienced or seen many of the events and some of the characters he describes in 

the novel. This raises questions regarding his reliability. More than perfect memory would be 

necessary for the narrator to “realistically” recreate events and dialogue from a time that 

predates his birth, happened in his absence or during his early infancy. A close reading of the 

novel reveals that Alexander is acutely aware of this reliability issue. There are two important 

meta-narrative passages in the novel where he explicitly refers to the process of narration. In 

his first statement at the beginning of the novel he rejects any truth claim. When telling us 

about his great-great-great grandfather he explains that “These seem the facts, or some of 

them anyway, although the fantasies are my own.” (21) Thus he does not purport that 

everything he tells us happened exactly this way but on the contrary concedes to also making 

use of his imagination. In a different passage he tells the reader about another highly 

important source of information: his whole family. In this central paragraph he also informs 

us as to what his narrative is about:  

This is a story of lives which turned out differently than was intended. And obviously 

much of this information is not really mine at all – not in the sense that I experienced 

it. […] But still, whatever its inaccuracies, this information has come to be known in 
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the manner that family members come to know one another because they share such 

close proximity.” (52f.). 

 

Here we get a first idea of how Alexander’s story is about a collective history which has been 

shared by a family over centuries and goes back to the first MacDonald to arrive on Cape 

Breton. Constituents of this shared memory reflect unfortunate events. Sugars (2008: 138) 

states that “In MacLeod’s fictions what is inherited is the trauma of a primary ancestor whose 

experience is passed down the family line, though whether as an inherited predisposition or as 

a duplicating coincidence is unclear.” This becomes obvious when we look at how often in No 

Great Mischief tragic accidents happen that permanently change the lives of characters.   

The narrator uses a polyphony of individual stories and weaves them into the fabric of 

family (hi)story. In this process fact and fiction mingle. It does not matter whether a person 

looked exactly the way he/she is reported to or whether he/she said the exact words used in 

recreated dialogue. One of Alexander’s purposes of telling this story is the creation of 

coherence and identity. This purpose has always been the same for the family, but is now 

intensified as the way of life of the MacDonald is undergoing a decisive change.    

In addition to facilitating the creation of identity and coherence, Alexander also 

provides us with an attempt to craft an “oral novel”. What he tells us is based on his family’s 

tradition of (oral) narration. The MacDonald have been using this technique to secure 

communal memory. The purpose of these stories does not only lie in relating accounts of 

individual lives, but moreover functions as a basis of conveying ancient traditions and codes 

of conduct. Some of them become obsolete in the course of the novel. Each of the characters 

contributes his/her own puzzle piece in the great story the narrator relates to the reader. In 

doing so, family members are both actors and representatives of their own individual stories 

as well as vital constituents of shared history. Oral stories create continuity over long periods 

of time. They teach the young clan members what it means to be a MacDonald. To family 

members this shared heritage can be welcome support and unshakeable burden at the same 

time. 

The novel is not narrated in a chronological manner; instead, the reader is confronted 

with fragments of different events told by different characters that can be put together like a 

puzzle at the end of the novel. This is part of Alexander’s attempt to textualise information 

that was originally conveyed orally by different sources. His own perspective is not at the 

centre of events, although it permeates the narrative process. Even though he adds 

contributions of many family members, his sister’s and brother Calum’s are most strongly 

reflected in the novel. With this strategy the narrator manages to take advantage of many 
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individual stories belonging to the Calum Ruadh clan and blend them into one great family 

narrative. 

Both – telling as well as showing play a great role in the narrative process. Passages of 

description and explicit commentary occur as well as a considerable amount of dialogue and 

action. From the way Alexander tells the reader about other characters we do not only receive 

information about them, but we can also make important deductions about him as they 

sometimes are instances of implicit self-commentary.   

  

 At the beginning of the novel, we learn that at the time of telling the story, Alexander 

is 55 years old, which is exactly the same age Calum Ruadh was when he left Scotland. This 

links the two men - the founder of the clan Calum Ruadh in Cape Breton and his great-great-

great grandson, the chronicler, whose generation leaves the island the family inhabited for so 

long.  

As a child Alexander is called “gille beag ruadh [sic]” (little red haired boy) and it is 

only on his first day of school that he learns about his given name (16). Like many 

MacDonald he has red hair. He and his twin sister Catherine are the youngest children in their 

family. After their parents’ death, family members call them both “the ‘lucky’ children” and 

“the ‘unlucky’ children” (50), indicating that they suffered a terrible loss, but at the same time 

are lucky to be alive. Although being in a very difficult situation, Alexander and Catherine 

have a comfortable and protected childhood. Alexander for example comments on the 

“luxury” of each of them having their own rooms (61). Alexander and Catherine consider 

their grandparents as parents “because they were closest to us in that role” (62).  

When describing their early childhood, Alexander always mentions himself and his 

sister together, as if they were one person. With regard to that Sugars (2008: 145) states that 

“The twins, Alexander and Catherine (duplicates of their grandparents’ names), are linked by 

a shared history since they were the ones separated from their older siblings following the 

drowning.” It is only at the onset of puberty that they become two distinct people in his 

narration. During this time Alexander frequently visits his brothers in the country alone. They 

go fishing together and the boy enjoys participating in the comparatively wild and 

independent lives of his brothers. However, in situations of crisis he “longed for the comfort 

of [his] grandparents’ house and [his] microscope and [his] stamp collection […]” (72).  

During their childhood Alexander and his sister have a more distant relationship 

towards their maternal grandfather. He is a very serious and pedantic man and the narrator 

says about him: 
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When my sister and I were small children we would visit him more out of duty than 

affection because he was the kind of man who did not appreciate muddy boots on his 

always scrubbed floor, nor did he appreciate having his hammer mislaid, nor his saw 

left out to rust in the rain. (31) 

 

However, although he is somewhat strict with his grandchildren, their relationship gets closer 

with the time passing – not because the grandfather shows more affection, but because 

Alexander and his sister are better able to understand his indirect way of showing his love for 

them. 

 Maybe triggered by a crucial event involving Calum’s broken molar and the possibly 

traumatic witnessing of his way to handle the situation, Alexander attends university in 

Halifax to become a dentist. After finishing part of his degree, however, the death of his 

cousin urges him to take his place in the Ontario mines alongside his brothers, cousins and 

other clan members. It is a highly influential time for him as he thereby proves his loyalty to 

the clan and is confronted with serious conflicts such as the betrayal by their cousin. 

Afterwards, Alexander finishes his studies and later becomes a dentist in Ontario. We learn 

little about his own family besides the fact that he is married and has sons. Throughout his life 

he tries to continue his close relationship with his sister and he takes great pains to visit and 

support his alcoholic brother Calum after he has been released from jail and has moved to 

Toronto. Alexander seems to have little contact with his other two brothers. As his closest 

friend and brother he drives dying Calum back to Cape Breton at the end of the novel. 

 His personal attitude regarding family as an adult is rather conservative. He is cynical 

about his own children, who supposedly waste their time playing computer games. At the 

beginning of several chapters he comments on fruit pickers in Ontario whom he watches. 

These comments implicitly tell us a lot about him as a character. According to his impression, 

Canadian parents are in a constant battle with their kids, who refuse to contribute to the fruit 

picking. This disloyal behaviour and friction between Canadian parents and their children is 

contrasted by Alexander with the situation of foreign fruit pickers, who he feels, would love 

to spend time with their children back in their home country but cannot. According to 

Creelman’s observation (2003: 144) “the migrants become the contemporary equivalents of 

the wandering Cape Breton miners.”  Their children lack the luxury which Canadian children 

take for granted. Having grown up in relative poverty he himself feels that children today 

suffer from affluent neglect, becoming selfish in the process. Contemporary Canadian parents 

in turn are incapable of wielding a certain authority. Maybe he fears that he has failed as a 

father himself? 



40 

 

 All in all, Alexander appears to be a highly sensitive and perceptible figure with a love 

for storytelling. As the narrator he constitutes a major character in the novel. He is a dynamic 

character because he develops considerably throughout the novel, maturing into a popular 

dentist for wealthy clients. However, throughout the novel he feels alien to what he is doing. 

His approach towards family is rather conservative. He grew up in a tightly knit clan where 

family members were/are extremely loyal and perceives modern families as lacking this 

quality, resulting in individuals becoming increasingly self-centred. Alexander is a life-like 

character, with many facets, making it impossible to reduce him to a handful of features. 

Great-Great-Great Grandfather Calum Ruadh and his Wives Anne and 
Catherine 

His role in the novel is that of a mythical figure. Founder of the MacDonald clan on Cape 

Breton, we know comparatively little about him. What we do know is that he is from Moidart, 

Scotland and marries Anne MacPherson, with whom he has six children. After her early death 

her sister Catherine becomes first his housekeeper and later his wife, giving him six more 

children. Due to the Highland Clearances he and his wife secretly decide to leave their home 

country. Catherine does not live to see the New World and he is companionless and lonely 

when he reaches Pictou aged fifty-five in 1779. As his arrival is not as happy as he had hoped 

it would be, with his wives dead and a large family to care for, he is reported to have a break-

down, crying for two days straight. He never remarries and lives to be one-hundred and ten 

years old, spending fifty-five years in the Old World and exactly the same amount of time in 

the New World. After his death in 1834 he is not buried with his family, but “all alone, 

apparently where he wanted to be, marked only by a large boulder with the hand-chiselled 

letters which give his name and dates and the simple Gaelic line: Fois do t’anam. Peace to his 

soul.” (24). The significance of this boulder Sugars (2008: 133) sees as it being “both a 

memento mori and a reminder of origins”.  

Although we learn little about him, he is a central character in the novel, who is 

brought up in conversations again and again. Calum Ruadh is the centre of the collective 

family identity of the MacDonald in Cape Breton. Given the little information we receive 

about him, he is an enigmatic character onto whom different family members project different 

things.   

Maternal Great-Grandmother - and Father 

We learn relatively little about the maternal great-grandparents. What we do find out is that 

Alexander’s maternal great-grandmother falls in love with a young man from clan Calum 
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Ruadh and that they get engaged to be married. However, before they exchange vows, her 

fiancé joins his clan to work as a lumber jack in the woods of Maine, never to return as he 

finds his death near Bangor. The woman left behind does not only lose her husband-to-be, but 

also discovers that she is pregnant. Alexander is very compassionate about his great-

grandmother, as becomes clear when he says: 

[O]ne has a haunting sympathy for them all, for him and for the girl waiting in the 

depth of winter for a dead man who might free her of her shame. And for her also 

later in the hot summer months before the birth, poor and desperate and ashamed, 

with unknown expectations for her coming fatherless child. (30) 

 

Maybe it is this traumatic turn in her life that makes her become a rather embittered woman. 

According to Alexander’s sister she used to beat her son simply because he was there. When 

recreating a conversation with his sister in a later chapter, the narrator mentions the possibility 

that maybe his maternal great-grandfather had not been too serious about the relationship with 

the girl he had gotten engaged to and impregnated before he died. At least this seems to have 

been a fear of Alexander’s grandfather, his son. The great-grandmother is reported to have 

always become furious when asked about the particularities of her son’s conception. Maybe 

her own fears are reflected by her son’s.  

 In the novel, the maternal great-grandparents are minor characters. The reader is 

confronted with a fragmentary picture of them, which does not render them round characters, 

but facilitates an understanding of their only son. The maternal great-grandfather’s life-story 

is particularly short, since through his early death he seems to have contributed little to his 

family except for the decisive act of premarital sex and the consequences thereof. At the end 

of the novel the couple are largely enigmatic characters, reduced to certain circumstances. 

Maternal Grandfather - and Mother 

The maternal grandfather, born in 1877, whose name we never learn, is a rather complex 

character. The first information we receive about him is the fact that “Perhaps because of the 

circumstances of his conception” (i.e. as an illegitimate child) he is “an exceedingly careful 

man” throughout his life (30). This manifests itself in his character through several quirks and 

idiosyncrasies. He does not drink alcohol, his house is always perfectly clean and everything 

in and around his home has its exact place. Bawdy humour is something that he detests. He is 

a skilled carpenter and musician, playing the fiddle and knowing a considerable amount of 

lyrics by heart. One of his greatest hobbies is Scottish and Atlantic Canadian history.  
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 His life is characterised by losses and the absence of close family members. This starts 

with the death of his father before his birth. During his whole life he wonders about this man. 

His mother, as already indicated in the section above, is anything but willing to give her son 

the information he so much craves. At one point in the novel the grandfather tells the narrator 

about asking his mother concerning his conception as a child.  

“She slapped me so hard that she knocked me almost halfway across the room. 

‘Don’t ever ask me anything like that again!’ she said. ‘Don’t you see that I have 

enough trouble with you as it is?’ So that was the end of that conversation – if you 

could call it that. She became a bitter woman, my mother, and perhaps you cannot 

blame her. She didn’t have an easy life.” (106) 

 

As he regretfully has no picture of his father and receives no information whatsoever 

regarding his character, the maternal grandfather frequently dreams about this man and feels 

his presence like a ghost hovering about him throughout his entire life. He is also the reason 

why “grandfather” grows a moustache, imagining that his father might have had one and that 

way being closer to him in spirit. 

 The loss of his wife is also a crucial experience for him. We do not learn much about 

her, but after her death during childbirth he clings to his daughter all the more, doing 

everything in his power to be a perfect father. According to the paternal grandmother, he feels 

responsible for his wife’s death because it was his baby that killed her. As a result of his 

dedication to his daughter, they have a very close relationship.  

 The paternal grandparents are not only his cousins, but also his friends. He helps 

“grandpa” to procure a job at the hospital, in the building of which he is involved. This gives 

their family permanent financial stability. The paternal grandmother at one point in the novel 

also comments on the relationship between her husband and the maternal grandfather: 

“’Although they were so different they were each other’s closest friend. Throughout their 

lives, they were each a balance to the other.’” (245).  

 His daughter’s death poses another hard blow to him and is the last in a series of early 

deaths in his immediate family. Her body is never found, but he is the one to discover her 

purse on the shore after the accident.  

 During his lifetime he stays in steady contact with his grandchildren, especially with 

the twins, who are at first urged by their paternal grandparents to pay him regular visits. His 

meticulous manner involves interesting behaviour towards the children, who perceive their 

grandfather as a rather strange man. The narrator remembers what always used to happen 

when he and his sister came to see their grandfather and he was not at home. “[…] we left 
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scrawled childish notes on his door, [and] he would encircle all the misspelled words with his 

carpenter’s pencil and later on our next visit ask us to spell them correctly because he so 

wanted everything to be ‘right’” (31). He also spends a lot of time teaching his grandchildren 

about history. When Alexander and Catherine celebrate their university graduation, he makes 

two special gifts for them: a hand-carved chess set and a plaque showing the MacDonald coat 

of arms and its motto “`My hope is constant in thee’” (110). 

 The maternal grandfather dies while reading a book about Scottish history. Like 

everything during his lifetime, his burial is neatly planned beforehand and all his belongings 

are inherited by his grandchildren. He is a multi-dimensional, lifelike character, into whose 

challenges, peculiarities and passions in life the reader gains considerable insight and with 

whom our sympathies lie. For him, family is inextricably linked to losses, which might be a 

major reason for his perfectionism. He thereby tries to establish order in a world that 

repeatedly takes away what is dearest to him. 

Paternal Grandfather – “Grandpa” - Alexander MacDonald   

In many regards he is the exact opposite of the maternal grandfather, as we have already 

established in the previous section, one functioning as a foil to the other. In contrast to his 

cousin’s serious approach to life his motto is “We’re not here for a long time but for a good 

time” (64). He tends to drink alcohol in greater quantities – in pubs as well as at home and 

likes bawdy songs and jokes. Even though there are numerous passages in the novel in which 

he is reported to be drunk, he never shows aggressive behaviour towards his family. 

From what we learn, he and his wife have a very happy marriage. At one point in the 

novel “grandma” tells her grandson about her relationship with her husband:  

“He is the nicest man you could ever be around […] and I should know. I have been 

sleeping with him for more than forty-five years. Some men,” she would add in 

ominous seriousness, “are nice as pie in public but within their own homes they are 

mean and miserly to those who have to live with them all the time.” (35) 

   

On the fateful night of March 28, on which Alexander’s parents die, he is the first one 

to register that something must have happened out on the ice. Although he immediately sets 

out to help his son, daughter-in-law and grandson, there is nothing to be done. It is only later 

in the novel that the reader learns that prior to that incident he was also once in great danger 

of being a victim of the treacherous winter weather on the ice himself. However, being drunk 

he himself is to blame for the accident. Fortunately he gets away with his life and while he 

incurs serious frostbites on his ears, finger and nose, the thing he is most worried about is the 
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possibility of his penis having received serious damage. Regarding this fear he confides in his 

son and the maternal grandfather. Although “grandpa’s” cousin is not very comfortable about 

the mentioning of such things as a penis, he still tells his grandson about the paternal 

grandfather: “He might not approach life the same way I do […] but as your grandma says, 

‘He has a heart as big as the ocean.’ I believe that, and none of you should ever forget it.” 

(165).  

“Grandpa” is proud of being a MacDonald and often uses quotes involving the clan 

e.g. “The clann Chalum Ruaidh will live for a long time […] If they are given the chance and 

if they want to” or “’Never was a MacDonald afraid.’” (56, 83). He is of central importance to 

Alexander and his sister, constituting their father figure.  

As a MacDonald he feels a strong obligation towards clan members and expects other 

family members to do the same. This becomes clear when he and his wife receive a letter 

from San Francisco and he immediately declares his support of Alexander MacDonald from 

California, a young man whom he has probably never met. However, since he himself can do 

little to prevent his relative from being sent to Vietnam, he expects “the boys” i.e. his “gille 

beag ruadh” and his other grandsons to take care of him in Ontario. On this issue he says two 

important things to Alexander: “’We have given you the best life we could. From the day you 

came to spend the night with us when you were three right through until now.’” (103) and 

“Now although you’ve never seen this young man, it’s like that poem your grandfather is 

always quoting: ‘Mountains divide us and the waste of seas – Yet still the blood is strong, the 

heart is Highland’” (187). These two quotes show how the concept of clan ensures that no one 

is left alone in difficult situations, but at the same time every member is expected to do his/her 

share to sustain the cycle of reciprocity.  

The paternal grandfather dies suddenly and in a manner that reflects his life: at a party, 

attempting to click his heels together. He is a central, multi-dimensional character. On the one 

hand he is a party-clown and the man who comes home drunk on Christmas Eve, only to be 

turned into a Christmas-tree by his wife to be marvelled at by his grandchildren. Yet, on the 

other hand he is a loving husband, considerate grandfather and compassionate friend, who 

always takes care of his kin.  

 

Paternal Grandmother – “Grandma” - Catherine MacDonald   

Catherine is a stock character, constituting the archetypal grandmother. Furthermore she is 

also very different from her husband, and thus functions as a foil to him. Whereas he is to a 
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certain extent an easy-going happy-go-lucky person, she is the one to hold the family together 

by adding structure to the household.  

She is a very frugal woman. This has to do with the fact that during her early years of 

marriage she and her husband have little money and although they have a comfortable income 

later on, she is never one to allow anything to go to waste.  

We learn a lot about “grandmother” through the phrases she uses in her daily life, 

many of which show three of the most important concepts of her existence: family, frugality 

and endurance. The ones she is reported to utter most often are “blood is thicker than water” 

and another that is directly related to it: “Always look after your own blood” (187, 12). Others 

are “Waste not, want not” and “A penny saved is a penny earned”, which reflect on her 

frugality and “You’ll get used to almost anything except a nail in your shoe.” (14, 35, 203). 

All those quotes show that she is a character who has endured many hardships but that she 

will not be defeated by the circumstances.  

Although she takes a very traditional role in the novel – as a stay-at-home mother, she 

is not submissive and has a certain authority. Throughout her married life her husband gives 

his wages to her and only takes money for tobacco and beer. Thus she is the manager of the 

family-budget. A scene in which she even takes the role of the clan leader occurs after the 

death of cousin Alexander. Many clan members are gathered at their house when the 

Mounties come to apprehend Calum for speeding and “grandma” confronts them: 

“This is ridiculous”, she said, moving through the crowd that parted before her like 

the water in front of a boat’s prow. “This family has suffered a death,” she said to the 

officer, “and we would appreciate it if you would leave us alone during our period of 

mourning.” (116) 

The RCMP withdraw and grandmother has managed to prevent yet another distressing scene 

on that sad day. 

 During the accident that kills her son, daughter-in-law and grandson, Catherine takes 

care of the twins. As a result, after her own nine children have reached adulthood, she and her 

husband are suddenly in the position where they have to raise their two very young 

grandchildren. Although it is a great responsibility, she also enjoys her new role regarding the 

lives of Alexander and Catherine, being now able to provide them with amenities that she 

could not give to her own children. In the way Alexander tells us about “grandma” we get the 

picture of a perfect stereotype: “[…] my grandmother indulged her feminine fantasies in the 

clothes she purchased for my sister and in the elaborate doilies and afghans and bedspreads 

she crocheted and knitted and quilted for her bedroom.” (62; my emphasis). Narrator and 
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protagonist Alexander’s use of the expression “feminine fantasies” to describe his 

grandmother’s hobby is rather sexist. Also it is not only the fact that she knits and sews, but 

that she seems to be exclusively interested to provide her granddaughter with the results of 

her craft that conveys a rather conservative picture. This passage tells us about the narrator’s 

conservative attitude towards women, as he chooses ideologically charged terms to describe 

her.  

 The paternal grandmother does not approve of vanity. There are two instances, in 

which this becomes apparent regarding Alexander and his sister. One situation involves 

Catherine as a teenager dyeing her hair. Subsequently, she is unable to dye it back to her 

natural black colour and is quite distressed about it. Grandmother sees this as a mild 

punishment “for tampering with the hair God gave you.” (26). The other instance has to do 

with grandmother’s disapproval of Alexander’s profession as a dentist that focuses on 

cosmetic aspects of dental care. She makes a very similar comment when she accuses him of 

“’Trying to improve on God’” (58). 

The paternal grandmother is sometimes somewhat strict with the twins, but she loves 

them. And although she and her husband try to “equally distribute” their affection among 

their many grandchildren, it is also clear that the twins take on a special role in their lives. 

“Grandma” on two occasions calls Alexander “our own [my emphasis] gille beag ruadh 

[sic]”, thereby implying a very close intimacy between grandmother and grandson (187, 103). 

At the same time she also feels responsible for the three brothers, who after their parents’ 

death have to live on the Calum Ruadh farm on their own. “Grandma” at one point in the 

novel comments on this at a time when their grandsons get into trouble during their twenties: 

“’If only they had come to live with us, but they were too old to be children and still too 

young to be like men.’” (79).  

Catherine has a high opinion of the maternal grandfather, who is her cousin. She says 

about him “’He has always stood by us’” and “’He has always been loyal to his blood.’” (32). 

The fact that this trust is reciprocal is illustrated in the scene where the maternal grandfather 

comes to see her before his daughter has her first period, so Catherine can tell his motherless 

girl about menstruation. Although this is a highly uncomfortable situation for him, he has 

confidence in her reliability and discreetness.  

The maternal grandmother is a static major character. She exhibits a great amount of 

endurance, loyalty and is the epitome of “motherliness”. She does not, however, undergo a 

considerable development concerning her character. The frugal woman washing clothes near 

the river during her early years of marriage is no different from the grandmother raising the 
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twins decades later. Her continuous repetition of certain phrases and the underlying 

symbolism of doilies as baubles function as the representation of a certain female ideal of 

times gone by. At the same time she is a strong woman, without whom her husband and other 

family members would be in serious trouble.  

 

Mother and Father 

Alexander’s parents are peripheral characters. They die when he is three years old. 

Understandably he has few memories of them. Although other characters such as Calum and 

the paternal grandmother sometimes comment on them, we gain little insight into their 

characters. They are more like rough sketches than fully developed people. Not even their 

names are disclosed.  

Although information regarding them is rare, we are told more about the father than 

we are about Alexander’s mother. We learn that in the winter of 1938 he works as a 

lumberjack together with other clan members near Barney’s river. He later serves as a naval 

officer during the war and afterwards becomes a light house keeper close to Calum Ruadh’s 

point. This position is welcomed by the whole family as it means not only financial stability 

but also a long-term occupation in a rural area that offers a limited amount of jobs.  

Concerning the relationship between Alexander’s father and his parents we can only 

make deductions from very few scenes, in one of which he advises his father not to return the 

sleigh in a state of drunkenness one winter’s night. However, although his whole family wants 

him to stay, “grandpa” refuses to do so. After he has left, his son states that “’It is difficult for 

a man ever to give advice to his father. Even if you try to think of him as just another man he 

is still your father and you are his child, regardless of how old you have become.’” (162). This 

interesting observation does not only reflect on this particular father-son relationship, but it 

reveals a general truth about family: no matter how old people get, they will always be their 

parents’ children. This means that parents will always feel responsible for their children, but 

at a certain point in their lives the children will also feel responsible for them. However, they 

have even less authority over the parents than the parents have over their adult children. This 

sometimes causes tensions between family members, because as we all make mistakes, 

sometimes even the parents might be in the wrong. In this case Alexander’s father was right 

and it is only due to great luck that grandfather survives the accident happening that night. 
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 Alexander’s mother is a very flat character. Being raised by an exceptionally caring 

father because of her mother’s early death, she has a very close relationship to the man. After 

she gets married and lives on the island with her husband and six children, she still regularly 

visits him in his house. “They had been together longer than she was with her husband or he 

was with his wife. He had always been there for her […]” (215). It is also suggested in the 

novel that her marriage with Alexander’s father is a happy one. 

 The only more personal detail that we learn about her is that she has a love for flowers. 

This, however, does not render her a multi-facetted character but contributes to the 

stereotypical depiction of women in the novel. It is rather obvious in one of the few scenes 

when Calum remembers his mother: “She was very fond of flowers, even wild ones, and she 

always had vases of them in the house.” (199). He also remembers that she sometimes 

expected her children to help her with the planting of flowers, but that they were reluctant to 

do so. Ironically this is reminiscent of Alexander’s observation concerning today’s Canadian 

parents and their unfulfilled expectations regarding their children helping them with the fruit 

picking.  

On March 28, the day Alexander’s parents die, they buy supplies for their home and a 

new jacket for Colin in town. As the parents are not able to carry the heavy load and take care 

of the three year-old twins on the passage home over the ice, the two children are to spend the 

night with the paternal grandparents. This saves Alexander’s and Catherine’s life.  

 As already stated above, the parents are minor, flat characters. We learn about them 

that the father is worried by the fact that as his father’s son he has no authority over him. The 

mother is an even flatter character. She is reduced to two aspects: being “daddy’s girl” and to 

the greens in her garden. The flowers are symbolic of an archaic stereotype of femininity, just 

like grandmother’s doilies. The parents’ death functions as a tragedy, on the basis of which 

the loyalty of the clan can be illustrated.  

 

Brother Calum 

Alexander’s oldest brother Calum, who has been named after his great-great-great 

grandfather, is the most complex character in the novel. Being very close to his brother, the 

reader receives deep insight into this man. A number of characteristics are revealed through 

explicit judgement by the protagonist, but even more can be deduced from dialogues between 

him and the protagonist, all of which are of course re-enacted by Alexander.  
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  When we hear about Calum for the first time at the beginning of the novel, we are 

confronted with an alcoholic, who in his inebriated state falls, hurting himself as he tries to 

open the door for his visiting brother. He is physically in a deplorable state and Alexander has 

to go and buy alcohol for him so he can talk to him at all.  

 Calum has not always been like that. On the day of the accident that kills a substantial 

part of his family, he and the two other brothers take turns carrying Alexander and his twin 

sister over the ice to their grandparents’ house. In the rendering of the following years there is 

a parallel in the narrative process between the way Alexander and Catherine, and the three 

brothers are described. Just as the protagonist is always mentioned in the same breath with his 

sister, there is a strong tendency according to which Calum and his two brothers are also 

described collectively. At that time Calum is sixteen and his brothers are fifteen and fourteen 

years of age. After their parents’ death the three teenagers move into the house on Calum 

Ruadh’s point, where their paternal grandparents used to live before they moved to town. 

Although they are supported by clan members, they are very young to live independently and 

struggle to make a living through fishing, farming and hunting. Alexander admits that his 

knowledge of his brothers during that time is limited. Once he is old enough he visits Calum 

and the others regularly. They do not have as comfortable lives has he does, for example, they 

have neither plumbing nor electricity. They are many years older than Alexander and he notes 

that  

[…] at times they seemed almost more like our distant uncles than like our actual 

brothers. And they never paid attention to the regulations that governed our lives. 

Never paid attention to Canada’s Food Guide or to brushing their teeth before and 

after meals or to changing into clean pyjamas before going to bed. And at their house 

the bathroom was a bucket. (61) 

 

During their twenties Calum and the other brothers live a life that is exceedingly 

unsteady and involves wild parties, unlicensed cars, fights and encounters with the police. 

They also possess moonshine, which they share with their relatives, as they do with the game 

they shoot around their farm. Both, the paternal grandmother as well as the maternal 

grandfather do not approve of their affinity for alcohol.  

Although they are much troubled, there are also happy times in the lives of the 

brothers. One of Alexander’s fondest childhood memories involving them is the watching of a 

pilot whale from the shore. The brothers feel very close to these animals, as Alexander states 

when he says “Sometimes when they were invisible my brothers would sing songs to them in 

either English or Gaelic and place small bets as to which set of lyrics would bring them 
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whooshing to the surface, cavorting in their giant grace around the rocking boat.” (93). 

However, this particular adventure has a sad ending because the whale they are watching that 

day is washed on shore and dies, his body being split open on the sharp rocks.  

During these years we do not learn as to whether Calum ever has a stable relationship 

with a woman. What we do understand is that he has almost a love-like relationship towards 

his horse Christy. In several scenes in the book the two are described like lovers: “[…] as she 

nuzzled the oats [which Calum feeds her], he would pat her neck and croon into her mane, a 

mixture of Gaelic and English syllables – almost as if he were courting and she were the 

object of his strong affections.” (71). At the same time the relationship towards his paternal 

grandparents and his maternal grandfather is more distant and he does not spend a lot of time 

with his sister after a number of conflicts during her early teens.  

It is when Alexander joins his clan in the mining industry that we get a clearer picture 

of Calum as an individual. He is the clan leader there and takes responsibility for his people. 

This can be seen in his negotiations of wages in the aftermath of quitting their jobs following 

the death of their cousin.  

He is instrumental in accepting and taking care of other clan members in the mines, 

smuggling in James and Alexander MacDonald from San Francisco. The helping of the latter 

character involves great risks, because Alexander and Calum have to sneak out of their work 

camp and borrow the old car of a friend of Alexander’s. On the way to Sudbury airport 

Alexander and Calum have long conversations about the past. Many of the things Alexander 

tells us about in the novel, he has learned from his brother during talks like this. When they 

are driving to Sudbury we learn that Calum to a certain extent feels responsible for his 

parents’ death because, had he been with them on the ice, he feels that he might have been 

able to prevent their deaths.  

It is around the time of the arrival of their American cousin that Calum thanks his 

brother for putting his career on hold, working in the mines instead of continuing his 

education. He says to Alexander: “’you don’t have to be here with us either. You could be in 

your white lab coat in Halifax. […] Ah, ille bhig ruaidh’ he said, ‘I appreciate you’re here.’” 

(189). It is the support of their cousin that soon enough ultimately destroys Calum’s life. The 

relations between the MacDonald clan and the French Canadians led by Fern Picard have 

been conflict-laden before, but the betrayal through their cousin causes a fateful fight between 

the two groups, in which Picard dies and Calum becomes a second degree murderer.  

Calum is sentenced to 25 years in Kingston Penitentiary, a time about which he rarely 

speaks. The only thing that he does say about it is that prison is a place devoid of dreams. 
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Alexander tries to see him regularly. We do not know how long Calum is really in jail, but 

after being released he lives in Toronto, as a broken man. He is addicted to alcohol and in 

addition to that seems to have a very serious illness, the particulars of which are never 

addressed. This is the way Alexander finds him in his apartment on his regular visits: “The 

late afternoon and early evening may or may not see him spitting blood or swaying in the 

shadows as he attempts to urinate in the sink” (11) 

Although he often appears to be a rather rough man, Calum is also a sensitive 

character. On one occasion he tells the protagonist how their father was able to make the 

spray coming from their boat look like a rainbow. It is a very fond memory of his and he says 

that in the years following his parents’ death he tried to do the same thing with his own boat, 

but was unable to imitate his father’s trick. This scene is symbolic of his difficult life after the 

early death of father and mother. When Alexander comments on the fact that “This is a story 

of lives which turned out differently than was intended” (52), it becomes clear that Calum’s 

life probably was most negatively influenced by this event. As the oldest child he was 

burdened with the greatest amount of responsibility and received the least amount of comfort.  

Calum is grateful for his brothers’ support after he is released from prison, but at the 

same time he fears that it is only an act of familial obligation that prompts his behaviour and 

not sincere love for him as an individual. We do not know what the truth is, although the 

reader does get the feeling that Alexander is to a certain degree annoyed by his brother’s 

unhappy existence. One hint is given when he wonders as to whether or not Calum actually 

needs the alcohol he provides him with. 

As he is the person closest to him, Calum calls up his brother in order to finally take 

him home to Cape Breton because he is dying. It is likely that they have long agreed on this 

journey beforehand and Alexander immediately accepts this last duty for his brother.  

Although he is very sick, Calum is the one to cross the Canso Causeway that connects Nova 

Scotia’s mainland to Cape Breton. The causeway is closed due to a winter storm, but Calum 

knows that his going home cannot be postponed. After managing the dangerous passage, he 

dies on the passenger seat beside his brother. It is the very end of the novel and Alexander 

says “I turn to Calum once again. I reach for his cooling hand which lies on the seat beside 

him. I touch the Celtic ring. This is the man who carried me on his shoulders when I was 

three. Carried me across the ice from the island, but could never carry me back again.” (261f). 

According to Creelman (2003: 141) and (Jirgens 2001: 89) “Calum is haunted by the past, and 

eventually this powerful sense of remembered history passes to Alexander, who recollects the 
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stories that form the novel and thus fulfils the “traditional Celtic role of a ‘guardian of 

memory’”. 

Calum is a multi-dimensional, dynamic character, who undergoes considerable change 

throughout the novel. However, these developments are not always positive. It seems as if the 

odds are against him and although he tries very hard to live responsibly, he ends up as a 

broken ex-convict, who barely lives long enough to die on his beloved Cape Breton. As he is 

the clan leader – at least of his sisters and brothers, his death marks the end of an era for the 

MacDonald of Cape Breton. He is the most tragic character in the novel, because his life has 

been thwarted by the circumstances.  

Sister Catherine “Catriona” 

She is Alexander’s twin sister and the most complex of the female characters in the novel. 

Since she and her brother have a very close relationship, he tells the reader a lot about her 

through recreated dialogue. And again we learn much about the protagonist himself through 

his description of others. 

It is not necessary to discuss her early childhood and the death of her parents as this 

has already been covered in the section analysing the protagonist. We learn about Catherine’s 

appearance that she has pitch black hair and during her teenage years she is unhappy with it. 

Therefore she dyes a strand of it blond at the age of seventeen. The narrator sees the reason 

for this in “girlish vanity” (26). He almost seems to mock her wish to be different. What he 

forgets, however, is that he is also not always happy with his hair, as on his first day of school 

an older boy teases him about it. This again says as much about Alexander’s conservative 

attitude towards women, as it does about his sister’s character. In the same passage he tells us 

about an interesting surface detail concerning her hair, i.e. that after colouring  “It was months 

before her hair grew to its own blackness again, and then almost simultaneously and 

ironically the first few strands of premature whiteness began to appear […]” (26). Does he 

imply that this is a divine punishment for her vanity?  

During her childhood she visits her brothers together with Alexander, but in her 

teenage years she stops going. According to the protagonist’s interpretation there is a 

considerable amount of friction between her and the brothers, based on her being a girl. They 

are ashamed of not having a proper toilet, of sleeping with their rifles under their pillows and 

of not having nice enough dishes. Alexander tells us about one decisive event, when a conflict 

ensues after Catherine asks them why they do not have a table cloth and napkins and why 
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they do not wash their ears properly. Alexander describes his interpretation of one of the 

brother’s feelings in this situation as follows: 

Feeling inadequate, perhaps, in what he perceived as a feminine situation and 

perhaps remembering his mother in a way in which my sister and I did not. 

Remembering her interest in order and cleanliness. ‘You are the only person I know 

who goes around looking in other people’s ears’ (70; my emphasis)  

 

We do not know whether his youngest brother really thought that way, but again we are faced 

with a female stereotype: that of cleanliness. Alexander makes it sound as if it was a natural 

thing for a woman to be fond of table cloths et cetera. A reason for his attitude could be that 

during the time in which most of the novel is set, an interest in sewing, flowers and 

cleanliness was considered as inherently female. Thus, Alexander is undeniably a 

representative of a certain age and even at the closing of the millennium cannot shake certain 

norms he grew up with.  

 After school Catherine moves to Alberta to study theatre. Alexander comments on her 

graduation by stating that “My sister was graduating at the same time [than he] in distant 

Alberta, which seemed so far away that no one could attend” (99f.; my emphasis). By 

employing the verb “seem” in the past tense, Alexander implies that at the time of their 

graduation the distance between Nova Scotia and Western Canada was considered almost 

insurmountable, but that this impression has changed over time. We know that later, at the 

time he tells the story, he visits his sister regularly.  

 She marries and stays in Calgary, where Alexander stresses that she has a luxurious 

house in a prestigious part of town. He comments in a similar way on his own house. Both 

siblings go west to have a “better” future. They find financial prosperity, but at the cost of 

losing familial bonds.  

 Catherine shares her fascination with family history with her brothers Calum and 

Alexander. She is the one to “return” to Scotland and visits the home of their ancestors. When 

her twin-brother tells the reader what he has learned from her about those trips, he uses almost 

formulaic language. For example, he starts talking about both journeys in almost identical 

manner: “She had gone with her husband, the petroleum engineer named Pankovich, to the oil 

city of Aberdeen” and “Once, said my sister in Calgary, she was in the oil city of Aberdeen 

with her husband, the petroleum engineer named Pankovich.” (88, 146). The fact that 

Catherine’s husband is a petroleum engineer from Alberta is important, as his job stands for 

the prosperous oil industry in Western Canada, which is a major incentive for Maritimers to 

leave the region. Her trips to the “Old World” serve to strengthen her identity through 
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reaffirming her link with the past and her clan/family. The economic instability that drives her 

away from her home in in the New World ironically enables her to reconnect to the former 

home that her family was forced to leave in the Old World. This way the journey completes a 

cycle of exiles.   

The passage in which Alexander is told about Catherine’s first visit to this place 

illustrates how close she and Alexander are:  

In the modern house in Calgary, we held hands across the table the way we used to 

do as children. Held hands the way we used to do on Sunday afternoons after we had 

finished tracing our wistful fingers over the faces of our vanished parents: the faces 

looking up towards us from the photograph album spread out upon the table. (90) 

 

In the same scene Catherine talks about Scottish history and makes a very important comment 

about truth: “One meaning can be true and the other can be accurate” (91). This observation 

reflects Alexander’s approach to telling his[-]story: that there is not one, but many different 

possible interpretations of the same events.  

 We learn as little about Catherine’s nuclear family, as we do about Alexander’s. What 

we know is that she has children, who are black- as well as red-haired. This is a further 

example of how Alexander’s focus on family lies exclusively on the family of the past, to the 

almost total omission of the present.  

 On her second visit to Scotland, Catherine visits Moidart and meets an old woman, 

who immediately recognizes her as a clan member. She takes Catherine to her house and 

introduces her to her husband by saying “’This woman is from Canada […] But she is really 

from here. She has just been away for a while.’” (148). The old lady confronts Catherine with 

other family members. In a very emotional scene they speak to each other in Gaelic, crying 

during this almost uncanny scene of recognition. The old woman gives one decisive clue that 

proves she knows exactly which part of the clan Catherine comes from. She does so by telling 

her about the female dog that joined great-great-great grandfather Calum Ruadh on the 

passage to Canada (although the man had originally intended to leave her in Moidart). And 

the old woman even employs the exact phrase the MacDonald in Cape Breton use to describe 

this very dog and her descendants: “’It was in those dogs to care too much and to try too 

hard.’” (152). In this key scene Catherine gains insight into the perspective of the clan 

members, who stood ashore as the nuclear family of great-great-great grandfather Calum 

Ruadh left their home country for good. Then the Scottish woman affirms what the young 

Canadian woman has been feeling throughout this encounter: “’You are home now.’” (153). 

With regard to this “homecoming” Creelman (2003: 140) states that “The clan even binds 
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individuals at a deeper level through a kind of spiritual communion; the narrator’s sister […] 

finds an immediate almost mystical sense of belonging with her ancient community”.  

In another conversation with her brother Catherine talks about the maternal 

grandfather and how he clung to Scottish and Atlantic Canadian history in order to understand 

his past and she compares it by analogy to his love of carpentry: “Everything would fit 

together just so, and you would see in the end something like ‘a perfect building called the 

past’. Perhaps he felt that if he couldn’t understand his immediate past, he would try to 

understand his distant past.” (216). Maybe she feels like that too when she thinks about her 

parents. In her last significant statement she tells her brother about missing her parents and 

that “Sometimes perhaps you and I idealise our parents too much because we scarcely 

remember them. They are the “idea” of parents rather than real people.” (216).   

 Catherine is a multi-dimensional character. About her life we learn most in terms of 

her childhood, the relationship towards her brother and their joined search for their roots. 

They share the felt isolation and miss the proximity of close family members, lamenting the 

loss of clan life. She is also to a certain degree an enigmatic character, as significant parts of 

her life, starting with the time she moves to Alberta, are omitted. This makes her a fragmented 

figure. During her life as an adult she only appears in in the novel in conversations with 

Alexander. 

 

Brother Colin  

He is Alexander’s older brother, who dies aged eleven together with his parents. As a result of 

his early death the reader receives very little information about him. On March 28 the parents 

buy provisions in town. Sadly enough, some family members would have preferred Colin to 

stay with his grandparents and the twins that night. The boy, however, wants to walk home 

with his parents in order to be able to wear his new parka for the first time. This costs him his 

life. As he is the only family member whose body is found after the accident, there is a wake 

held for him, followed by his funeral. Alexander describes the wake in the following words: 

Throughout the days and nights of the wake, clann Chalum Ruaidh slept in chairs, 

and in the hallways, and sometimes on the floor in bedrooms where the beds were 

already full. And most of them took shifts, sitting up all night beside the small corpse 

of my brother Colin so he would not be alone.” (49) 
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Colin is a minor character, who functions as a vehicle to illustrate the extent of loss 

that the MacDonald family experience on that day. It is sad enough when adults die, but the 

death of a child adds an even deeper dimension of grief.  

 

Other Surviving Brothers 

The reader never gets a distinct feeling for their characters. This has to do with the fact that 

their names are never mentioned and that they rarely ever appear as individuals. They are 

peripheral figures, who add to the family collective in terms of numbers, but not as fully 

developed characters. 

In the first half of the novel the two of them are typically mentioned together with 

their brother Calum, with whom they share a household after their parents’ death. The first 

thing we hear about them is that they are caring individuals, as Alexander explains that they 

“took turns carrying my sister and me upon their shoulders, stopping every so often to take off 

their mitts and rub our faces so that our cheeks would not become so cold as to be frozen 

without our realising it.” (41). After being orphaned they first become farmers at Calum 

Ruadh’s point and later they work as miners. Although they spend so much time outside Cape 

Breton, they still love their home, as becomes clear in some of the conversations with them, 

which Alexander recalls.  

His brothers are the ones who tell Alexander about the dangerous sleigh ride that 

almost killed their paternal grandfather. The significance in this passage does not only lie in 

the information given about grandfather, but moreover the second brother reveals an 

important truth about his personal feelings after his/their parents’ deaths:  

‘I often think of what our father said when Grandpa started across that evening with 

the horses, about how it is difficult ever to give advice to your father because 

somehow you are always his child regardless of your age. At that time,’ he 

continued, ‘we would sometimes argue with our parents and wish they would stop 

bossing us around, and then one day we had more freedom than any of us could have 

wanted.’ (166) 

 

Alexander comments on the hard times that followed, in which his brothers work on the farm 

and their hands become calloused. He puts theirs in contrast to his own hands that “have 

grown soft from the years of exploring the insides of other people’s mouths.” (169). The 

reader gets a feeling as if Alexander constantly struggles with a sense of meaninglessness 

regarding his profession as a dentist. He sees farm work as superior to his job that according 

to his view serves the vanity of people and is therefore not just pointless but in a way even 
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immoral. At the end of the novel one of the brothers is reported to have gone to BC, whereas 

the other moves back to Scotland. Alexander seems to have little contact with them at this 

point in the narrative. We never learn why he is so determined to stay in close contact with 

Catherine and Calum and at the same time shows so little interest in his other two brothers. 

 These two brothers are minor characters that are not intended to be individuals. They 

help to create a close sense of kinship. Most of what we learn about them refers back to their 

lives on the farm during the years following their becoming orphaned and their mining career 

afterwards. They also serve as foils, on the basis of which their younger brother’s and sister’s 

comparatively protected childhood can be illustrated. They share a harsh life, but do not end 

as tragically as their brother Calum does (at least as far as we can tell). 

 

Cousin Alexander MacDonald (Son of Paternal Uncle) 

He symbolises almost a generic Alexander MacDonald. After his death at first the 

protagonist, who shares his name, and later his cousin Alexander from San Francisco fill the 

gap left by him. Whenever one Alexander MacDonald has gone there is always another one to 

take his place. 

“’You are lucky that you can live here all the time,’ said our enraged cousin, the red-

haired Alexander MacDonald who lived some fifteen miles away in the country and was 

visiting us on a particular afternoon. ‘Just because your parents died.’” (62) This is the 

reader’s first encounter with this character, a boy fighting with his cousin for the affection of 

their grandparents. Apart from this conflict, the two Alexanders get along well. Cousin 

Alexander joins his clan members in the mines of Elliot Lake and Peru, while the narrator is 

still studying at the university in Halifax. 

He plays a much more important role after his death than the does alive. His death 

occurs while his parents attend the protagonist’s graduation, and the newly graduated student 

expresses a guilty feeling about it when he muses “It seemed so complex – that while I was 

going forth into a world of perfect teeth, his unanticipated death was waiting for him in a hole 

in the ground outside of Elliot Lake.” (111). In her instantaneous reaction the grandmother in 

her usual manner of having the perfect line for every situation hugs the mother who has just 

lost her son and dryly remarks “’A lot has happened to us on this day […] but we will have to 

face this. We will have to be strong. We can’t dissolve like a spoonful of sugar in a glass of 

water.’” (111). It never becomes clear whether his death was an accident or a crime as it 

happens directly after a fight between Calum and Fern Picard. 
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The death of cousin Alexander is another instance where the clan’s loyalty becomes 

immediately apparent. Being denied permission to attend the funeral, all MacDonald quit their 

jobs. His body is flown home and during the wake a small piece of the old Calum Ruadh 

headstone is placed beside his picture. It symbolises the bond between him and his ancestor 

who died long before him.  

After his death the protagonist steps in for him because he somehow feels responsible, 

“offering himself as a substitute for his cousin” (Sugars 2008: 143) and later their cousin 

Alexander from San Francisco receives his ID. The narrator reflects on this situation shortly 

after the arrival of their American relative: 

It was almost as if the new Alexander MacDonald was the beneficiary of a certain 

kind of gift. A gift from a dead donor who shared the same blood group and was 

colour-compatible, although the two had never met. A gift which might allow an 

extended life for each of the men. An extended life, though false, allowing each of 

them to go forward. Not for a long journey. Just for a while. (208) 

 

The analysis of the next character will show how the cousin from San Francisco uses the 

legacy of the deceased clan member. 

 Cousin Alexander MacDonald from Cape Breton is an enigmatic character, who is not 

a fully realised figure but who plays an important role in the structure of the clan. His name 

shows how one Alexander MacDonald almost blends into another. It is only insiders who 

realise the difference. For the employers at the Refco mines he, the protagonist and their San 

Francisco cousin are perfectly interchangeable but for the MacDonald of Cape Breton he is a 

valuable family member, whose tragic death will never be forgotten. 

Cousin Alexander from San Francisco 

He is the black sheep in the MacDonald’s clan. Yet due to the fact that he grew up in 

California, and thus spatially removed from the clan, this becomes clear only too late. He is a 

highly enigmatic character of whom the reader (and the characters, too) only see(s) the 

surface.  

His grandparents implore the narrator’s grandparents to hide their American grandson 

so he does not get drafted for Vietnam. Blood relations entitle the young man to this exclusive 

kind of help and Calum and Alexander spare no effort of taking care of him and arrange for 

their relative to join the clan with the ID of his deceased namesake. His outward appearance 

perfectly matches that of other MacDonald. He has red hair and wears a Celtic ring, 

symbolising “the never-ending circle” (224).  
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We receive a first hint concerning his personality when he accosts Marcel Gingras, 

whose car Alexander borrowed for the trip to the airport. Cousin Alexander seems to be 

annoyed by the fact that he speaks French and says “’Why don’t you speak English? […]This 

is North America.’” (206). This comment can be interpreted in several ways: either the young 

man is uneducated concerning the significance of the French language in Canada, or he is 

ignorant, maybe even racist, or both.  

He is described as “tremendously […] quick”, “fearless”, “strong” and “socially 

adaptable” and blends in perfectly with his Canadian cousins (223, 225, 226). His promising 

career as a quarterback has been shattered by an injury. The fact that he is a gifted poker 

player reveals a lot about his character in so far as he is extraordinarily talented in hiding his 

true nature. The narrator also states that he “was quick to pick up the prevailing attitudes of 

those around him.” (226). For a while the Californian appears to be a good addition to the 

MacDonald from Cape Breton, and he even seems to be friends with the French Canadians. 

The protagonist sees his freedom to befriend the French Canadians in the fact that he does not 

share the history of the other clan members who still believe that Fern Picard and his men are 

(at least partly) to blame for their cousin’s death. 

In the fateful scene when frictions between the French Canadians and the MacDonald 

escalate, Alexander from San Francisco is reported to say “’I didn’t come here to die in the 

boondocks’” (235). And this is the last that anyone hears of him. Picard’s people accuse the 

Cape Bretoners of stealing from them and they see this as an unsubstantiated insult.  It is only 

after a brutal fight between the two groups and the death of Picard that they find out the 

French Canadians had been right, as their cousin had indeed stolen from them as he had from 

his own clan members. On his flight from justice he keeps a certain important tartan shirt 

about which the protagonist says:  

The one [shirt] that the mother of the red-haired Alexander MacDonald had 

purchased for him on my graduation day, the day that he had been killed. The shirt 

had been purchased for one Alexander MacDonald who had never worn it: it had 

been worn by a second and had vanished on the back of a third. (241) 

 

The shirt is symbolic of the many Alexander MacDonald in the novel, who due to their names 

and looks seem to be interchangeable, but ultimately are still individual people.  

 Cousin Alexander MacDonald is a minor character, whose deeds are of major 

importance in the narrative. His function is to illustrate the disadvantage of measuring familial 

bonds and the thus expected loyalty only based on blood. Here the phrase “blood is thicker 

than water” backfires. He breaks the circle of trust and reciprocity that is symbolised by the 
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Celtic ring that he and many other family members wear. The American Alexander 

MacDonald shares no emotional bonds with his Cape Breton clan members, which makes it 

easy for him to commit his crime. The result of his treachery exemplifies how much damage 

one corrupt family member can do. He causes Calum to become a murderer, Fern Picard to be 

killed and disappears in the most cowardly manner. Moreover he desecrates the memory of 

the deceased cousin Alexander MacDonald, whose identity he is given after coming to 

Ontario. The fact that he also steals from the very people who have taken great pains to 

accommodate him, is proof of his utterly ruthless character. He is the perfect antagonist in the 

novel, impersonating the opposite of everything “family” in No Great Mischief stands for. 

 

3.2 Fall On Your Knees by Ann-Marie MacDonald 
 

The first few pages in MacDonald’s novel describe a mining town and are highly reminiscent 

of the opening section of H.D. Lawrence’s popular colliery novel Sons and Lovers. But it is 

much more than the external setting that connects those two works. At the heart of both 

novels is a questionable form of love of a parent towards their offspring, which in both 

narratives turns out to be a highly destructive force.  

The structure of the analysis of MacDonald’s novel will be the same as that of 

MacLeod’s text. At first family demographics and general features of family will be discussed 

and afterwards family members and their relations will be analysed successively. The 

relationships as in “mother”, “daughter”, “grandfather” etc. are used in relation to Materia’s 

and James’ children. 

3.2.1 Family Demographics 
 

MacDonald’s novel focuses on three generations, starting around 1898 on Cape Breton Island 

– that of Materia’s and James’ parents, of James and Materia and of their children. Lily Piper, 

one of the youngest characters to be discussed in the novel constitutes a border-case. Being 

the result of incest she is both – James’ daughter and granddaughter. A fourth generation 

playing a minor role in the novel is represented by Frances’ son Anthony. 

 With regard to family size it can be said that nuclear families tend to be larger during 

earlier generations discussed and very small later on. James’ parents only have one child, the 

mother dying as a consequence of the birth of a second. Materia’s parents in contrast raise a 

very large family, consisting of five daughters and seven sons. Once married, Materia and her 
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husband have four children, three of which survive infancy. Their children’s generation has 

fewer offspring, with Kathleen and Frances having one baby each. Lily, the youngest Piper 

does not have children at all. 

 MacDonald’s novel discusses different kinds of households. They most often are 

parents and their children, as in James’ parents, Materia’s parents and their own nuclear 

family. Another form of living arrangement can be seen in Kathleen living with her 

chaperone, who is very advanced in age and could easily be her grandmother. During 

adulthood Mercedes and Frances are both singles, who live together and at the end of the 

novel Lily is reported share an apartment with her late mother’s former girlfriend. 

 Regarding to living in urban centres and rural areas there is a slight shift occurring in 

favour of urban areas. However, the shift is not as pronounced as in MacLeod’s novel. James’ 

parents are both from the country (Whack Cove and Port Hood) and so is their son, who 

grows up in Egypt, Inverness county. Materia’s family is more urban. Her mother grew up in 

Beirut and on Cape Breton they settle in Sydney, which is the only city on the island. After 

their wedding Materia and James are forced to move to Low Point around 1899, which is 

uninhabited at the time, except for one Jewish family in the vicinity. By 1907 the once so 

lonely place on the coast has turned into a small town called New Waterford, owing its 

existence to the local colliery. Thus, the Piper kids grow up in a more urban environment.  

The novel addresses the economic development of the town and its inhabitants’ 

struggle to survive during decades of economic downturn. These struggles mirror general 

tendencies on Cape Breton and the whole of Atlantic Canada as already discussed in the 

theoretical part of this thesis. Whereas Frances and Mercedes never leave this place, Kathleen 

is on the brink of a great career in New York City when she is taken home again. The 

youngest Piper children Lily and Anthony for different reasons both leave behind small-town 

life permanently, moving to Halifax and New York, respectively. 

 In Fall On Your Knees a certain westward movement takes place. It can be observed in 

Materia’s parents, who move to Canada from Lebanon, and for three further characters: 

Kathleen, Lily and Anthony. At the same time many more characters in the novel, although 

they do not actually move there, at some point consider leaving Cape Breton behind for New 

York. Most notably James, Materia and Frances, but also Adelaide and Leo Taylor articulate 

a wish to move there.  

 A demographic feature that MacDonald, unlike MacLeod, addresses, is that of a 

homosexual relationship. Kathleen and Rose might not live together in an actual sense, but 

Giles’ suggestion that they meet at her place comes as close to cohabitation as possible under 
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the circumstances. This way the old lady vainly attempts to protect the two women from a 

world that is doubly inimical towards Kathleen’s and Rose’s love (based on ethnicity and 

sex).  

 

3.2.2 General Features of Family  
 

Family in Fall On Your Knees is conceived in terms of blood relations. In addition there are 

several important features that are very significant in the construction of family in the novel. 

They are music, language, storytelling, religion, food, violence and ethnicity. Each of these 

will be the subject of discussion in the following sub-section.  

  

Music is a central theme in the novel, not only because one of the characters aspires to 

become an opera singer. At the very beginning of Fall On Your Knees we learn that James’ 

mother teaches her son how to play the piano and as a piano-tuner he later meets his future-

wife. He also works as a piano teacher. 

Music plays a uniting as well as a dividing role in the novel. It is uniting when James 

and Materia play together during their early relationship and some years later, when they 

teach their daughters the basics of music and how to play the piano. After Materia’s death the 

family gather around the instrument, singing old folk songs. However, much more often it 

becomes an altogether different force. This can be observed especially between James and 

Materia.  For example when Materia in her turbulent first pregnancy hammers away on the 

piano night and day, or when her husband orders her only to teach their daughter scales, and 

when she plays in a band consisting of mostly black artists. Although both parents have an 

interest in music, James by the end of Materia’s life has effectively killed his wife’s passion 

and cringes each time a community member claims that the musicality comes from her side of 

the family. As a teenager Frances is once reproached by her father for playing her mother’s 

“black music”. Family members have a love for a large variety of musical styles: classical 

(i.e. opera), folk, jazz, blues as well as for popular music (now those songs of course are 

called “oldies”). Several family members can be assigned songs mentioned in the novel that 

match their character or are exemplary of their attitude and development. 

 

 As in No Great Mischief, language is important for family as discussed by 

MacDonald. However, whereas in MacLeod’s novel two languages are spoken by family 

members, it becomes yet more complicated in Fall On Your Knees, where beside English and 
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Gaelic, Arabic is used too. Most of the family members never learn all three languages and 

thus it becomes a way of including some and excluding others. During James’ childhood 

Gaelic is the “private language” between his mother and him, this way excluding his father. 

When he becomes a father himself, he uses this language with his first daughter, thereby 

excluding the mother. Materia at the same time tries to use Arabic with their children, a 

language that James does not speak. He manages to prevent her from teaching their first 

daughter Arabic but while he is in the war she is undisturbed in the usage of her native 

language with her younger girls. Materia is reported never to be perfect in English and at the 

same time she loses much of her Arabic after having been isolated from her parents and 

siblings for the rest of her life. Thus she is the one to suffer most painfully from the clash of 

cultures that her family’s immigration to Canada causes. The three daughters use mostly 

English when they are together, but Frances and Lily speak a mix of Arabic and English as 

their secret language. At the end of the novel, when Frances lies dying, she and Mercedes 

resort to using their childhood-language with each other, or what is left of it in their 

memories.  

 

Violence is one of the most central themes in Fall On Your Knees. It is physical, 

emotional and sexual violence that haunts the house on Water Street. Physical violence is 

almost always linked to the patriarchs in the family. James, a paedophile is the centre of 

domestic violence in the novel. There are hints provided suggesting that he was himself 

beaten by his father when he was a child and as it happens so often, developed from the 

victim to a perpetrator of the most heinous crimes in his family. He verbally abuses and beats 

his wife and daughter Frances, rapes two of his children, even commits incest by 

impregnating his oldest daughter.  

Materia’s father Mahmoud is not a paedophile, but he beats his family members as 

well, as he does James when he catches the eloped couple. He is also emotionally violent in 

that he permanently disowns and curses his daughter after she has eloped with James. 

Violence between the women in the novel is more subtle and emotional. It is a weapon 

extremely often used by Frances. She verbally abuses her father whenever he lays hands on 

her and often also incurs physical violence by being verbally abusive. For her it is a desperate 

way to rebel against him. At the same time she uses emotional violence against her half-sister 

and niece. Mercedes’ use of emotional violence is even more gruesome than her sister’s, and 

much more subtle.  
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Food and cooking play a role in the family throughout the novel. It has not only to do 

with nourishing the family but it is also a central part of Materia’s cultural heritage. Early in 

her marriage the teenager Materia refuses to cook. This changes around the birth of her first 

baby when she finally submits to the role of a housewife as is expected of her. In the 

following years she becomes an excellent cook after being provided with kind assistance from 

her neighbour Mrs Luvovitz and through her mother’s Lebanese recipes.  

Tensions within the family are frequently mirrored by the members’ reactions to 

cooking and food. In her later life Materia becomes a compulsory cook whenever she finds 

herself in an unbearable situation. The difficult relationship between Kathleen and her mother 

is always reflected by the daughter’s refusal to eat her mother’s food. Mercedes starts cooking 

for the family when she is still a young child and with no one to teach her it naturally takes 

her many years to learn how to cook well, which sometimes invites scorn from her younger 

sister. Frances spends her childhood unable to eat properly and it is only during her pregnancy 

that she discovers an appetite, and moreover reveals an almost uncanny cooking talent. She 

spends the rest of her life cooking for the poor in Cape Breton. The day she dies she has a 

cooking bout mirroring that of her mother the day she committed suicide. 

 

A central constituent of the Piper family in MacDonald’s novel is trauma. The 

majority of the characters suffer from traumatic events during their childhood or teenage 

years. These traumata have a decisive influence on the way characters develop and how they 

interact with each other.  

 

Storytelling in the novel is mostly linked to fabulation about family history. Two 

characters make use of this method and in contrast to No Great Mischief the major purpose is 

not the transfer of communal memory, but to transform unbearable truths. Materia tells a 

fictionalised version of her family’s history to her children because she cannot cope with her 

being shunned and disowned by her father. Frances tells numerous fictionalised versions of 

the family’s past because she is severely traumatised after her sister’s gruesome death and the 

ordeal following this event and uses stories as a way to seek the truth. 

 

Religion is in most cases a negative force in the novel. Either it is a form of escapism 

and a vain cry for help from above, as can be seen in Materia or the young Mercedes, or it 

becomes a way of assuming power and furthering selfish ends, as proven by the adult 

Mercedes. Religion is also initially a problem for Mohamed, who expects his hateful son in 
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law to convert to Catholicism before marrying his daughter for the second time. The fact that 

Materia is unable to love her first daughter triggers a religious fervour that she will never be 

able to shake afterwards. Part of her obsessive religiousness is intense fear of the devil. The 

devil continues to be an omnipresent threat in the family, even many years after her death. 

Mercedes, her second daughter displays extremely religious behaviour early on and later her 

list of priorities puts god above everything else in her life. Her religiousness prompts strange 

actions such as inflicting punishment on herself, but is also used to justify some very 

questionable decisions during her life. 

 

Ethnicity in MacDonald’s novel is closely linked to racism. Many of the characters are 

racist. James makes anti-Semitic remarks about his neighbours and calls his father in law 

“filthy black Syrian[s]” (MacDonald. Fall On Your Knees: 18). He is also ashamed of his 

wife for not being white and dislikes Catholics as well as Irish people. James sees darker 

features in his children as inferior to those of whites. Mahmoud at the same time calls his son-

in-law “enklese bastard” and “yellow haired dog” (17,118). James’ children exhibit few traits 

of racist behaviour. 

3.2.3 Family Members and Family Relations 

James Piper (Father) 

James is the antagonist and the main male character in the novel. During his life he faces 

extraordinary challenges, many of which he incurs himself. He is also his own greatest 

enemy, a fact he is partly conscious of. James tends to blame others for his own shortcomings. 

His greatest hobby after music is reading and he tries to educate himself throughout his 

lifetime. The characterisation of James’ person through narrative transmission is 

accomplished mainly through showing as many things are revealed through actions and 

dialogue. We also gain valuable insight into James’ consciousness.  

 Although the reader receives ample information as to James’ development as a 

character, there is a decisive blind spot in the narrative that renders him partly an enigmatic 

figure: We learn almost nothing about James’ childhood except that he had a devoted mother 

and abhorred his father. It is likely that there is a reason for this hatred for his father. 

Understanding his past would have been helpful in understanding why James becomes such a 

violent man.  

At the age of fifteen he leaves his home to become a piano tuner on the island. At this 

young age he is optimistic and knows what his future family should look like: “He would 
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have enough money to buy a great house; for ready-made things, and a wife with soft hands; 

for a family that would fill his house with beautiful music and the silence of good books” (9). 

The thought that her father had intended for Materia to marry an unknown Lebanese man 

at sixteen sounds “barbaric” and “savage” to James, who at the same time does not see a 

problem in marrying a thirteen-year-old (14). The irony here is inescapable. Baetz (2004: 79) 

very aptly states the fact that “even though Mahmoud is more similar than James will admit, 

he chooses to see only difference.”  

Since his affection for his wife is short-lived he soon realises that there is something 

wrong about their relationship. As is typical of his character, however, he does not find fault 

with himself but blames his wife, of whom he will feel ashamed from now on. “There was 

something not right about Materia. Normal children didn’t run away with men. He knew from 

his reading that clinical simpletons necessarily had an overdeveloped animal nature. […] 

Perhaps it was a racial flaw.” (34). This quote shows three important aspects of James’ nature 

that are exemplary of his general attitude:  

1) that he blames her for his (carnal) interest in a child (i.e. his paedophilia) 

2) that he feels superior to his wife (and to women in general, thus calling her 

“simpleton”) 

3) that he is racist.  

 Another of his character flaws has to do with a lack of sympathy. He all too soon 

forgets his pledge never to hurt his wife. This can be seen throughout the novel, but it starts to 

surface at a time when James has no patience for his wife’s depression during her pregnancy 

as well as shortly afterwards, when Materia has trouble nursing their daughter. It is the first 

time he becomes violent, hitting her and making it clear that “’If she doesn’t eat, you don’t 

eat. Understood?`” (33). 

 His sexual interest in Materia abates as quickly as does his love for her. Even before 

Kathleen is born he refuses to share a bed with his wife, who in his opinion has become 

intolerably fat. He also suddenly realises and dislikes her darker complexion. The only period 

when he engages in regular sexual activities with his wife is after he has been horrified by his 

carnal desire for his daughter. With this method he consciously tries to subdue an urge that he 

knows is taboo. For a short time he is even happy with his Materia, who performs her “wifely 

duties” and makes him ponder “Why did he ever look to her for conversation or mental 

stimulation? It was unfair of him. A man looks elsewhere for those things.” (63) Soon James 

shows his patriarchal side once more and considers his wife a nuisance, whose use is 

restricted to giving birth to more children and to running the household. His last great 
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altercation with her occurs when he blames and physically punishes her for Kathleen’s death. 

This is one of the most ironic moments in the novel for two reasons. First, he is responsible 

for Kathleen’s pregnancy and second, he refused to call a doctor during the difficult birth. 

 In contrast to his disinterest in his spouse stands James’ obsessive care for his daughter 

Kathleen, whom he wants to raise as a princess and opera singer. The father in MacDonald’s 

story is prone to emotional excess. Either he hates or he is obsessively caring. Neither does 

his family any good. He has planned out her life as soon as she is born and spoils her in a way 

that henceforth causes her social isolation.  

 One of the central events in the novel happens when twelve year old Kathleen plays a 

trick on her father and he hits her full force before he realises what he is doing. When he 

cuddles and comforts her afterwards, “he shocks himself. He lets her go and draws back 

abruptly so she will not notice what has happened to him. Sick I must be sick.” (61). The 

realisation that he feels sexually attracted to his daughter prompts his enlistment for WWI. He 

knows that everyone would be better off if he died. But although he seeks death he survives. 

 The following quote foreshadows what can be expected from his character upon his 

homecoming from the war: “James has one thing in common with the man who marched off 

to the wars three years before: their daughter, Kathleen. On December 10, 1917, he steps off 

the train in Sydney, an unexploded shell.” (115) 

 After Materia, Kathleen is James’ victim number two. Another antagonistic character 

in the novel sends him a letter from New York that causes him to immediately fetch his 

daughter. Had he not intruded on Kathleen having sex with someone else he might not have 

raped her. However, although likely, this cannot be proven. The telling end of his relationship 

with his daughter is his symbolic act of burning the bloody sheets she died on. They stand for 

incest, the crime of having sex with your own blood, which he tries to hide from the world (a 

world that has its suspicions about him).   

 James is responsible for Materia’s and Kathleen’s early deaths, and his two younger 

daughters Mercedes and Frances are not left unscathed. It has to be said though, that for some 

time James manages to be a perfectly loving father to them, teaching them to read, to play the 

piano and to recite poetry. At first both receive the same amount of attention, although he is 

especially smitten with Frances. Which again is an unfortunate thing. 

 James’ relationship with his younger daughters changes the day his oldest daughter is 

dead. From now on he has a good child, Mercedes, who assumes the role of a mother at the 

tender age of six, and Frances, the bad one he supposedly caught attempting to drown his 

grandchildren. By labelling Frances as the black sheep the father effectively turns her into his 
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punching bag. His sadistic nature cannot live without humiliating and brutalising at least one 

family member at a time. Having again found a person against whom he can direct his 

aggression he can be the most loving grandfather/father for Lily. Ironically he wonders why 

Frances over the years has become the bad child he has kept himself telling she is: “He feels 

more than tired as he looks at her. The insolent face, the freshly hacked curls. Lost. And gone 

forever. What happened to her? My little Frances.” (291).  

 What truly defeats James is Mercedes’ emergency lie about him having touched Lily. 

It possibly triggers his stroke, turning him into an invalid. After that his violent spells are over 

and he transforms into an almost affable character. (Maybe “harmless” is the aptest 

description.) Frances’ pregnancy and convalescence following her being shot introduces the 

likely most peaceful time in James’ life. He seems to truly repent for what he did to her and 

she forgives him. He even speaks favourably about his late wife, and looks forward to his 

black grandchild (this time a child that he did not father).  

James is the main male character in Fall On Your Knees. He is a dynamic, to a certain 

degree enigmatic character, who undergoes decisive changes – from an idealistic young man 

to a violent husband and abusive father. He also - to a certain degree - has a guilty conscience 

at the end of his life. He is the antagonist in the story, at the hands of whom his whole family 

suffers incredibly. Since he is a multi-dimensional character one cannot just summarise him in 

negative terms. In addition to his brutality and perversity he is also a very dedicated teacher of 

his children and attentive father with a love for education.  

 

Materia Piper née Mahmoud (Mother) 

Materia is a round, major character, whose (pre-)teenage crush does not only thwart her 

father’s plans for his daughter’s future with a dentist but also proves to be ultimately 

destructive for her character. She suffers severely at the hands of the two patriarchs she is 

exposed to. Most of what the reader learns about her is revealed through the narrator’s telling 

and the rendering of events as seen through Materia’s eyes. Little is shown through dialogue. 

This reflects her being a rather submissive character. 

Materia as a wife is always more submissive than confrontational. It is only at the 

beginning of their marriage that she refuses to run the household. Later she obeys her husband 

when he tells her to quit her beloved job as a musician and to stop speaking Arabic with their 

daughter. This does not mean that she thinks her husband is right in what he tells her to do but 

she is in fear of James. The fact that she grew up in a patriarchal household helps to explain 
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why she does not protest more often. Materia has given up her own identity and happiness 

early on and tries to accept her life with her husband the way god ordained it for her. At least 

for a while. 

 Materia’s motherhood can be divided into two periods: period 1) Kathleen and period 

2) Mercedes and Frances. A pregnancy at thirteen must be trying enough, but Materia’s 

trauma of being isolated from her parents is still fresh when she is pregnant with her first 

child. It is also the last straw for a possible reunion with her family because having grown up 

with her father’s sexist attitude she assumes that he will lift his ban if her first baby should be 

male. It is hard to believe that in the years of her isolation from her family she misses her 

father most of all family members. Unfortunately for Materia her first child is a girl and this 

disappointment is the main reason for her not being able to love Kathleen. 

 Materia’s second period of motherhood is triggered by her husband’s sexual interest in 

his daughter for two reasons: First, something in her attitude changes. Having witnessed the 

decisive scene she now knows her husband for who he is. It remains open whether she sees a 

connection between Kathleen and herself at the same age. Her gut reaction is to smother her 

daughter with a cushion because “Loving the girl now seems like an easy task compared with 

protecting her.” (61). But she decides not to do it. From now on the self-assigned function of 

Materia in the Piper family lies in the protection of her family from her husband. 

Additionally, her second period of motherhood involves giving birth to two more babies who 

live. It is not only significant because of her new awareness of her husband’s danger, but 

because she has finally given up any hope of a reunion with her family and thus she is free to 

love Mercedes and Frances regardless of their sex, even before they are born.  

 How does the mother in MacDonald’s novel cope with the tragic circumstances in her 

life? From an early stage onwards Materia starts viewing her entire existence as god testing 

her continuously, punishing her harshly whenever she supposedly fails a test. Since she has 

nobody to talk to about her problems she becomes a religious fanatic burdened with guilt, 

haunted by a fear of the devil. In contrast to her husband, who always blames others for his 

mistakes, Materia is wonted to feel responsible for familial problems she does not cause. 

 The hopechest she is given by James after their wedding for sewing utensils has an 

important symbolic value for her. It becomes her refuge when she flees from her husband’s 

expectations and mourns her family: 

she kept it empty on purpose, so that nothing could come between her and the 

magical smell that beckoned her into memory. […] baked earth and irrigated olive 
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groves; the rippling veil of the Mediterranean, her grandfather’s silk farm; […] her 

mother’s hands stroking her forehead (25, 26) 

 

While her husband is in the war and she prays for his death daily, she has her three 

girls to herself, telling Mercedes and Frances fictionalised stories about her parents from the 

“old country”.  She is unable to tell the truth because it is too painful for her. Telling stories 

about them is how she unconsciously tries to overcome her trauma of being ostracised. This 

short spell of “normal life” shows that Materia when not under pressure by the male 

patriarchs is a loving and attentive mother.  

In one regard Materia is a progressive character, considering the time in which the 

novel is set. She starts to work outside her home for a limited period of time and finds 

employment as a pianist, even gaining local fame. She plays modern black music that for 

racist reasons is not yet accepted by many Cape Bretoners. For her this job is central - not 

because of the money she earns but because it alleviates her isolation. The simple reason why 

she cannot continue her work is that while doing it she is in control of something outside her 

domestic sphere and her husband cannot concede this to her. 

A central scene in the novel is when Materia realises that – try as she might - she is 

unable to protect Kathleen from her father. In her distress she feels that she must either kill 

herself or she must sacrifice her first daughter for the two younger ones. She decides against 

suicide at this point because by doing so she would leave all her daughters without protection. 

It is not stated explicitly in the novel, but Materia seems to know that her husband is 

responsible for Kathleen’s pregnancy. During the birth Materia is faced with a decision that 

no mother should ever have to make: save your daughter or your grandchildren. The horrified 

woman opts for saving the latter. Her grandchildren survive, but Materia cannot live with her 

decision. Not because she thinks it was wrong, but “she did the right thing for the wrong 

reason.”  (138). According to her religion it is better to kill the mother in favour of the 

children. But Materia let her daughter die because she felt “she [Kathleen] was better off that 

way” (138). Her husband exacerbates Materia’s mental distress by forbidding her to baptise 

the newly born babies. For the first time the woman in MacDonald’s novel, who has been a 

victim of her husband for so many years, becomes physically violent, positively wanting to 

kill him. However, her strength being inferior to his she is defeated for the last time. James 

shouts at her “’Who is the killer eh?! […] God damn you, God damn you, damn you –’He 

begins to punctuate the curses by slowly slamming her head into the wall.” (144)  

After her daughter’s death Materia takes her life in her own hands for the first time – 

and ends it. The only comforting thought being that she might have saved her daughter’s life 
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in favour of her grandchildren had Kathleen begged her to do so. And this tells her that “she 

managed to love her daughter after all” (138). 

Materia is a multi-dimensional character, who becomes a pawn in the power game of 

the two relentless patriarchs in her families. Both – her father as well as her husband use 

isolation and physical force to bend her to their will. As a result she has to give up what she 

loves (music and her job) and is relegated to motherhood according to the terms as dictated by 

her husband. In addition to the pressure she herself is exposed to she also fears for the safety 

of her daughters. Her function is to reveal power imbalances and domestic violence within the 

family discussed, and to exemplify how destructive they can be over long periods of time i.e. 

that through isolation victims are unable to procure help from outside and feel personally 

responsible for what happens to them.  

 

Kathleen (Oldest Daughter) 

 She is a dynamic character, who undergoes considerable development from a vain and 

conceited small town princess to a mature young woman aspiring to become an opera singer 

in New York. In contrast to James she is a fully explained character as we receive insight into 

almost all aspects of her life. With regard to the narrative discourse Kathleen is interesting as 

most of her earlier life is rendered by the narrator through showing, whereas towards the end 

of her life all information is transmitted by telling (i.e. through her diary).  

The first song Kathleen is reported to produce at eighteen months is the old folk song 

Believe Me If All Those Endearing Young Charms. It is very ironic at first, because it sounds 

strange to hear a song about ageing from a baby’s mouth and second, because her charms 

unfortunately will never be able to “change by tomorrow and fleet in [her] arms” due to her 

untimely death (for a source of lyrics see bibliography).  

Kathleen’s relationship with her father is unusual from her birth. He wants her to 

become a princess and to that end spoils her in many ways, not realising how detrimental this 

is for her character. She gets to wear the most fashionable clothes, thereby encouraging her 

vanity; he builds a carriage for her with her name on it – even procures a driver and keeps 

telling her about her bright future career as a singer. According to Creelman (2003: 199) 

Kathleen “first seems to be the epitome of the patriarchal system: her physical beauty and her 

lovely voice […] make her the golden child of her society”. But her father never teaches her 

about the needs of other people in her world. How could he, after all empathy is an unknown 

quality to him as well. As a consequence she never learns to appreciate all those things others 
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do to make her “the star of the county down”
2
 – in this case New Waterford. At school she 

becomes a loner, a girl, though bright, but unreachable in her ivory tower. There is one 

important quote that illustrates the isolation she is subject to in her early life: “Kathleen’s 

fortress, her tower of creamy white, is steep and terrible. No one comes in or out. Except for 

her father, Sister Saint Cecilia and a select few minions necessary to support life. Such as her 

mother. Such as the buggy driver.” (97)  

The above quote already shows that her mother is one of the people who are relegated 

to a mere function in her life. Of course there is a reason why Kathleen has no warm feelings 

regarding Materia. The girl cannot fail to notice the absence of motherly affection. Thus, the 

lack of emotional ties is mutual in this complicated mother-daughter relationship. Symbolic of 

Kathleen’s rejection of her mother is her refusal to eat what she cooks. In a central passage we 

learn that she is disgusted by her mother. This is what passes through her mind after Materia 

has lost a baby: “What upsets Kathleen most is the blank face on her mother. A baby factory. 

Insensate. My life will not be like that.” (83) This comment aligns itself with what James 

thinks of his wife. Of course Materia suffers from the loss of her child, but Kathleen hardly 

knows her mother and empathy not being her strength she goes so far as to relegate her 

mother to a state below animal-nature. She has no idea how worried Materia actually is about 

her safety. (A worry that in fact may be proof that she loves her daughter even before she has 

to decide about her life and death.)  

With her sisters Mercedes and Frances she has a better relationship. She loves them 

but at the same time has a tendency to consider them like pets that she plays with if she wants 

to. While her father is in the field she even to a certain degree feels responsible for them. This 

is triggered by her repulsion towards her mother: “Kathleen has taken to spending time with 

her little sisters […] otherwise they get nothing but their mother’s barbaric yammer during the 

day while she’s at school – she can smell it hanging in the air when she gets home.” (99) This 

quote also shows her relationship towards Arabic. Since her mother was not allowed to use it 

with her she does not even consider it a language. Again her father’s influence can be seen in 

her attitude. During this time Kathleen misses her father and only friend and therefore seeks 

social interaction elsewhere. Her sisters being part of her family are most readily accessible 

for friendship. She reads to them and enjoys being admired by the little girls. Later when she 

is in New York Kathleen on two occasions comments on missing her sisters, referring to them 

affectionately as “little elves” (462).  

                                                 
2
 As in the Irish folk song  



73 

 

These examples show that James’ influence on his daughter is bad, even if one for a 

moment does not count the sexual aspect, because he smothers her with his obsessive 

affection, not giving her the chance to have relationships with other people. Thus, James’ 

absence is very positive for his daughter’s development.  

Kathleen’s year in New York is incredibly important in her maturation as a character. 

She grows in many ways, most importantly concerning social interactions. She has no one to 

mitigate her behavioural impact on other people. As a result, when she acts in an inacceptable 

way, as she sometimes does with Rose, there is no one she can go to and complain. So she 

must modify her behaviour. She learns that her voice teacher is very strict, but fair and 

competent. With regard to her personal life she also learns a lesson in independence, being 

appreciative of Giles’ lack of curiosity. Maybe most importantly she becomes more 

empathetic, which can be seen in that she cares about someone else’s feelings, especially 

those of her two partners David and Rose. At last she finds love outside her family. With 

things looking upwards for her career too, New York is the perfect place for the oldest Piper 

child. She knows it, too, as becomes apparent in her exuberant very last diary entry: 

“There is love, there is music, there is no limit, there is work, there is the precious 

sense that this is the hour of grace when all things gather and distil to create the rest 

of my life. […] I am amazed at how blessed I am. Thank you.” (536) 

 

Creelman (2003: 199) states that “her determination to follow her heart and pursue her love 

for Rose, her black accompanist, transforms her into the text’s most transgressive character”. 

For Andrews (1999: 13) Kathleen’s diary “is her sexual and emotional exploration of her 

identity in New York City that problematizes patriarchal and heterosexual construction of 

what femaleness is about.” 

 

There is a song used in the novel, the significance of which follows Kathleen from 

childhood onwards. It is first mentioned when she is sadistically punished in school by the 

teacher ordering her to sing with a trash can on her head. She produces a rendition of I’ll Take 

You Home Again, Kathleen. It becomes the theme song of her and James, foreshadowing her 

father taking her home from New York. Unfortunately not “to where your heart will feel no 

pain” (for source of lyrics see bibliography) - quite the opposite, actually. Numerous chapter 

headings in the novel repeat the first few lines of the song. The fact that it is a love-song 

illustrates her father’s general perversity in confusing the role of his daughter with that of a 

lover. It constitutes a painful analogy between James and the lyric persona in the song, who 

promises he will take her home “to where your heart has ever been/ Since you were first my 
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bonnie bride”. In the scene following the rape Giles enters her apartment, prophetically telling 

James “Oh wait till I tell Kathleen it’s over. It’s all over.” (551). Giles talks about the end of 

the war in 1918, but it exactly defines Kathleen’s life at that point. 

During the nine months at home following Kathleen’s ordeal in New York and the 

resulting pregnancy we hear very little about her feelings. It is not necessary. What the reader 

learns is that she does not speak. Even before she dies in childbirth her beautiful voice has 

been muted forever. On a side note it should be said that her life might not have ended so 

sadly, had not another miserably failed existence (i.e. Rose’s mother) written that infamous, 

racist letter to James.  

Kathleen is a lifelike, dynamic character, whose function in the novel is to show how 

much damage parents can do to a child. With a mother who daily struggles in her attempts to 

love her on the one hand, and an obsessively loving, paedophile father on the other, she has to 

go as far as to New York to encounter for the first time something approaching “normality”. 

With her musical talent and the empathy and knowledge she acquires during her stay in the 

States she would have been able to leave her past behind and start over again. But the past 

catches up with her. Although she pays with her life, her suffering at the hands of her father is 

short compared to that of her mother. 

 

Mercedes (Second Daughter) 

Mercedes is Materia’s and James’ second child and in contrast to her older sister she has a 

good relationship with her mother. Unfortunately the mother-daughter relationship is kept 

short by Materia’s early death. Mercedes is a dynamic character, who develops from a 

sensitive, obedient girl into a hard hearted, religious fanatic and sadistic teacher. She is a 

round, fully explained character about whom we learn through both – telling as well as 

showing. 

 She is a very young child when her mother takes her to church every day to pray for 

Kathleen’s safety. Although Mercedes at that age does not understand her mother’s reason for 

her incessant praying, she eagerly imbibes her religiousness. Her most important treasure is 

her rosary. It is symbolic of her wish to hold onto something stable in a family that lacks 

security. Up to her mother’s death when she is six she has a rather normal childhood.  

 The turbulent days during which Kathleen and Materia die are formative for 

Mercedes. She does not see her dead sister, but is aware that something terrible is going on in 

the house: 
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Mercedes’ almost-seven-year-old nerves are still tender but tonight begins a process 

that will eventually turn them into steel. Her little nerve fibres are being heated up. 

Tonight is the smelter. When her nerves have been heated up enough, when they are 

white-hot, they’ll be plunged into cold water, tempered and strong for ever. Strong 

enough to support a building or a family, strong enough to prevent the house at 191 

Water Street from caving in on itself in the years to come. (155) 

 

This quote illustrates that Mercedes has been severely traumatized even before she finds her 

mother with her head in the oven, burned to death. 

 Mercedes’ relationship with her father is normal up to the point where he burdens the 

little girl with the responsibility for Lily and for the whole family. She immediately accepts 

this task, as Creelman (2003: 197) argues “because she longs for the approval and power she 

receives as she works within her father’s system”. Consequently her childhood is over at an 

early age and she soon behaves as if she were “twelve going on forty” (185). This decision 

makes her an accomplice in supporting the patriarchal structures in her home and she 

according to Creelman (2003: 197) “not only loses any opportunity she might have to define 

herself, she eventually hurts and nearly destroys those she claims to protect.” Although she 

tries everything to be “the good girl” she feels that she does not get enough credit from her 

father. For years to come she defines her life in terms of what James needs her to do. She 

adores her father and tries to dismiss accusations from Frances that he is a bootlegger, but in 

her heart of hearts she knows that James is not a good person. This becomes clear when we 

learn that she caught him raping Frances after Kathleen’s funeral but for a long time cannot 

comprehend what went on that night. When she finally does, she loses all patience with him 

and wishes that he would kill himself. Since he does not commit suicide, she manages to 

defeat him in a rather subtle but cruel way by telling him that he abused Lily. 

 Mercedes is not even a year older than Frances, but when Materia dies she declares 

herself mother to her, which from now on determines their relationship. It turns out to be a 

very difficult one, not only because Mercedes will always feel responsible for her younger 

sister, but also because with the time passing it becomes much more important for her to 

mother her younger sister than for Frances to be mothered. Mercedes is jealous of the 

intimacy between Frances and Lily. Frances during her wild years is often cruel to her and 

because of this Mercedes always feels closest to her younger sister after Frances has been 

beaten up by James and is thus more accepting of her care. Mercedes in her obsession with 

Frances cannot cope with her sister’s pregnancy and the prospect that “once Frances has a 

child, Frances will no longer need a mother” (437). At first she vainly hopes that her sister 

will lose the baby but when she does not she resorts to the most cruel and selfish plan 
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possible: she arranges for the baby to be brought to an orphanage, telling the mother that it 

died in hospital. This way she manages to cling to Frances until her death.  

 If the relationship between Mercedes and Frances is difficult, then that between 

Mercedes and Lily is even more so. One reason for this might be a result of the impossibility 

to assign them a relational role, determining whether Mercedes is Lily’s niece, sister, mother 

or godmother. From her birth onwards Lily’s function in Mercedes’ life is a religious one. She 

wants to raise her as a saint by imposing her religious fervour on the child. Mercedes watches 

each of her steps, trying to find signs of her divinity. Maybe this is why she provides the child 

with a book containing Prayer for a Happy Death. Since saints often die young it seems to be 

the perfect gift according to Mercedes, for a future saint. She also uses her godchild to prove 

to the community that the Piper family is a decent family, contrary to their bad reputation. She 

considers Lily to be the reason she cannot be closer to Frances and being unable to be 

rightfully angry at her, she concentrates all her rage on the youngest child. In a central episode 

in the novel Mercedes discovers that Lily destroyed her treasured family tree, on which she 

had been working for years, by painting apples over the family names. Mercedes knows that 

the little girl did not do this to hurt her, but at this moment all her built-up anger against Lily 

surfaces and she confides in Frances “I hate her so much. I wish I could kill her. I wish it 

weren’t a sin, I wish she were dead […] She wrecked everything […] everyone was happy 

before she came along” (214). The last straw in her attempt to accept Lily is her supposed 

divinity. She saves money for many years to send her to Lourdes at fourteen so her disabled 

leg will heal and everyone will see the miraculous work of god on her, but Lily flatly refuses. 

Soon Mercedes changes her view of her sister abruptly, her dashed hopes giving way to pure 

hatred. Now she sees the girl as possessed by the devil and wants him to be exorcised 

forcefully. Fortunately she is not able to execute her plan. 

 Mercedes continually tries to establish order in her life, but is unable to do so. In her 

fanatic religiousness she at times even goes so far as to eat coal in the cellar to placate god. 

She tries to live according to god’s will and in his name assumes sometimes illegitimate 

power over other family members. The devil is a ubiquitous force in her everyday life.  

Just like Kathleen has a song that keeps following her throughout her life, Mercedes 

has a poem with a similar purpose: Don’t Whine. It becomes her mantra. The strongest 

symbol of Mercedes’ power within her family lies in the fact that she has the key to the 

hopechest. Some of the things she loves best end up in this chest after causing fall-outs with 

other family members: the copy of Jane Eyre maliciously destroyed by Frances, the picture of 
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Kathleen that prompted such a rage in James, and the figurine broken by Lily. Thus she 

figuratively buries her broken dreams of a normal life, piece by piece.  

Another important reason why Mercedes ends up a merciless, lonely old spinster is 

because her lover Ralph abandons her. After the break-up her “order of priorities” is “God, 

family, school, piano, friends” (253) and the following, last quote elucidates her idea of ideal 

family happiness that lies in their imperfection: “At last, Mercedes thinks, we are a family. 

Daddy is senile, Frances is crazy, Lily is lame and I’m unmarried.” (431). Creelman (2003: 

197) notes that eventually “she realizes that she is “damned” for her complicity [and] can only 

restore herself if she admits her family’s torturous past and makes reparations for her 

selfishness.” 

Mercedes is a dynamic, round character, who copes with the terrible events in her 

early life by developing into a religious control freak. Maybe quite ironically one of the 

greatest tragedies for Mercedes is that she neither dies tragically and prematurely as Kathleen, 

nor does she have the heart to commit suicide like Materia. Thus she is unable to escape a life 

that is often unbearable for her. And although she tries so hard to be a role model, she never 

receives the attention she so much craves. 

Frances (Third Daughter) 

Frances is by far the most complex and compelling character in the novel. She is a major 

figure, who to a certain extent always remains enigmatic. Explicit commentary by the narrator 

as well as actions and a fair amount of dialogue draw the picture of a woman who is driven by 

guilt and fury and whose existence is haunted by past events, the particulars of which she 

often cannot remember.  

 Although Materia took to telling stories in order to transform traumatic memories, 

Frances surpasses her mother’s inclination. For her fabulation is not only a way to overcome 

her early childhood trauma.  She also resorts to this method because as she was only five at 

the time it all happened she is unable to remember the circumstances clearly. In an important 

quote the narrator in the novel makes an interesting comment and claims that the boundaries 

between memory and story are not as clear as we sometimes claim they are: “memory plays 

tricks. Memory is another word for story, and nothing is more unreliable” (270). Even though 

memory might not always make us remember events correctly, the search for truth is a vital 

force for Frances. “Frances needs to say a story out loud to divine how much truth runs 

beneath its surface” (321). This is, why according to Baetz (2004: 72) “For the Piper family 
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and especially for James, Frances represents memory”. A memory that James wants to 

suppress and he does so by vainly trying to silence his daughter.  

 Frances’ relationship with her father is sealed around the time of Kathleen’s death. She 

witnesses the brutal fight between Materia and James over baptizing the twins; she is sexually 

abused by her father the night after the funeral, and she is caught by James in the creek with 

the babies. The dead infant is buried in her gown, which symbolises a large piece of her 

carefreeness that is buried with it. Distrust and aversion between her and her father are mutual 

and of a strange dynamic. Frances misbehaves to revenge herself on her father and James 

relishes his impression of her being a bad girl so he feels less guilty of abusing her. Only at 

the very end of James’ life does Frances manage to forgive her repentant father and they 

almost become friends. No wonder Frances’ attitude towards men is never a positive one as 

according to her “Men are brutes, and if they are not, they are big galoots or else chivalrous 

princes who arrive too late.” (197) 

 As already mentioned above, Frances feels guilt-ridden. She knows that it has 

something to do with the twins and to make up for whatever she did she takes on the role of 

Lily’s protector and closest friend. It is between Frances and Lily that the importance of 

storytelling emerges. These stories are of a dream-like quality and are often succeeded by 

nightmares. Frances tells Lily many different versions of the circumstances of her birth, 

coming up with the most grotesque ideas. Through stories Frances sometimes asserts cruelty 

towards Lily. The girl suffers from Frances’ bouts of almost demonic mischief, but knows 

that Frances is not hurting her intentionally. Together with her half-hidden memories Frances 

creates Ambrose, a fictionalised version of Lily’s dead twin. Her intention lies in the 

establishment of Ambrose in Lily’s consciousness as her guardian angel. This way, although 

she is responsible for his death, she imagines that she can atone for robbing the girl of her 

twin. Frances and Lily develop their own secret language. It is a mixture between Arabic that 

Frances learned from her mother, and English. This language exemplifies their closeness. 

Although she sometimes exhibits traits of psychological cruelty towards her sister/niece, 

Frances protects the little girl – not only from the dark circumstances of her conception and 

birth, but eventually also from Mercedes. In a decisive scene in the novel she even becomes a 

mother figure. When Lily hides from Mercedes, who believes she is possessed by the devil, 

Frances tells her that she needs to leave home and lets her suckle from her breast. It is the last 

time Lily sees her, but this gesture creates a bond between the two women that will last a 

lifetime. 
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 Frances and Mercedes are never separated and die in the same house they both were 

born in. But in their attitude they are worlds apart. For much of the novel Frances functions as 

a foil to Mercedes. While the older sister tries to be the perfect daughter (and mother), 

Frances is the troublemaker in the family. The best example of how different the sisters are 

can be seen in their attitude towards religion and, to be more specific, in the fact that Frances 

during her teens provides certain services for men in town who are willing to pay. She 

executes these sexual favours with the glove she received at her first communion. This is not 

only symbolic of her rejection of religion, but it moreover mirrors her general defiance of the 

morals set by the community and her family. This defiance according to Creelman (2003: 

198) is later illustrated by “her actively seeking a black lover in the hopes of creating a child 

of mixed race; such a child would force a permanent rupture in the ordered world constructed 

by James and Mercedes.” Thus her pregnancy is a declaration of independence against those 

two family members, and it is the crucial point in the novel where Frances’ and Mercedes’ 

roles are reversed. Frances becomes the motherly type, cooking for the family, caring for her 

ill father, whereas Mercedes turns into the antagonist who destroys her sister by taking away 

her last opportunity of an independent life.  

 As is the case with other family members such as Materia and Kathleen, food and 

cooking have a symbolic value for the interpretation of tensions between Frances and other 

family members. This manifests itself in Frances’ inability to eat throughout her childhood 

and teenage years. By refusing to eat what her sister cooks for the family she shows that she is 

unhappy with the overall family situation and also that, to a certain degree, she repudiates 

being mothered by Mercedes. Her changed attitude and happiness after becoming pregnant is 

mirrored through food in two ways. First, by her newly found appetite and the resulting 

weight gain and second, by her sudden interest in cooking. Ironically she displays a true talent 

for cooking, achieving better results than Mercedes after many years of practice. With Frances 

doing her own cooking she takes one additional step away from Mercedes’ control over her. 

Concerning her lasting interest in cooking Creelman (2003: 198) argues that “When she 

thinks she has lost her son, Anthony, she loses much of her rebellious spark and becomes an 

emblem of maternity”. It is a sign of her submission. Her death, like Materia’s is preceded by 

a cooking attack. But unlike her mother’s, her death is a natural one.  

 In MacDonald’s novel her black cat Trixie becomes somewhat like Frances’ twin. She 

first appears during her childhood and remains her companion, giving her comfort after she 

took a beating from James and follows her on walks to the cliff. The animal is also used by 

Frances to torment Mercedes in the episode when she dresses her in the family baptismal 
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gown. Just as James does not accept Frances, he also cannot accept her cat. The most 

interesting symbolism in connection to the cat arises from the fact that Trixie is trapped in the 

hopechest the day Frances leaves to have her baby in Mabou. With the supposed death of the 

infant, the cat dies too, standing for the absolute annihilation of Frances’ attempts to make a 

new start. Lily buries the cat in Ambrose’s grave, thus the twins of both sisters (a symbolic 

and an actual one) are buried side by side, the rock on top marking the grave that by far 

exceeds its purpose as a mere physical burial ground. Together with Mercedes’ family tree 

that was also placed there earlier it stands for the demise of a whole family within very few 

generations. Trixie’s death in and her being laid to rest in the family’s baptismal gown is 

symbolic of the end of the Piper family on 191 Water street. Even though family members are 

still alive, none of their children will ever be born and baptised in New Waterford. 

 Just as Kathleen and Mercedes have songs and poems that fit their roles in the novel, 

Frances has hers, too. It is Ain’t Nobody’s Business and stands for her rebellious and 

independent spirit. The lines “I swear I won’t call no copper,/ if I’m beat up by my Poppa,/ 

t’ain’t nobody’s business if I do…” (278) are the most significant because they show how she 

has her own (often very creative) way to tackle personal problems, especially those involving 

her father. 

 Frances is a multi-facetted character, who functions as a punching bag for her father 

and as a reversible foil for Mercedes. She exemplifies a different way of coping with difficult 

circumstances. She does so through fabulation and by rebelling against the norms set by her 

family and community. What motivates many of her actions is a feeling of guilt for things she 

cannot recall.  

 

Lily  

Lily holds a position in the Piper family that is exceptional, not only because she bridges two 

generations by being the child of a father and his daughter. Her conception and birth mark an 

important caesura in the family that changes everything. She is the impersonated reminder of 

the tragedy of 1919 and different family members have different ways of treating her. Just 

like the other characters she too is a multi-facetted, dynamic character. 

 In regards to the narrative process in the novel she is interesting in so far as at the very 

beginning of MacDonald’s narrative she is the one to describe to the reader the pictures in the 

Piper photo album. This narrative frame has two functions: first, the reader feels as if some 

imaginary character takes him/her by the hand and introduces him to the characters in the 
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novel. Second, at the end of the novel it is revealed that this first narrator is a family member 

who tells the family (hi-)story to the youngest person in the family. Hence we as readers are 

witnesses to what Anthony hears about his roots. However, after page four the narrative 

situation shifts to a third person omniscient narrator. This serves to let the reader gain 

considerable insight into all the characters from a narrator who is not directly involved in the 

story.  

 If Lily can be assigned a song in the novel, it would be My Heart Belongs to Daddy. 

She is the daughter to have the best relationship with James. This has several reasons. She is 

the daughter of Kathleen, the woman he was so obsessed with from her birth onwards. 

However, in contrast to the case of his oldest daughter, James never has a sexual interest in 

Lily. This is a lucky thing for them both. James now has Mercedes, the one to tend to his 

(external) needs and Frances, the one on whom he can vent his frustrations. This leaves him 

free to love Lily unconditionally. And Lily loves him back with the simple love of a child 

towards a dedicated parent. At one point in the novel, when Lily has all the information about 

her own background, she is ready to confront her father with certain delicate questions. But 

she never has a serious talk about his impact on her past because he dies before he can tell 

her. 

 Lily’s relationship with her two sisters is complicated at the best of times. Mercedes 

and Frances have very different functions in her life. The following quote shows how she 

feels about her sisters: 

Today, as usual, she [Lily] wears a gleaming crown of French braids scraped so tight 

by Mercedes that the corners of her eyes are slightly stretched. Mercedes is in charge 

of Lily’s hair, but Lily doesn’t like anyone but Frances to dress her or give her a 

bath. That’s just the way it is. Even though Lily never knows when Frances will do 

or say something alarming. (181f.) 

 

While Mercedes is the one to tend to her external needs such as cooking and her hair, the 

person she has the closest emotional ties with is Frances. For Mercedes Lily is a tool she can 

use at her convenience. The girl should become the saint that will purge and redeem the 

whole Piper family. To this end Lily is instrumentalized by her, e.g. when Mercedes takes her 

to the local hospitals to volunteer. Although both work there, Lily is the one who is sincerely 

loved by the people because they feel that she enjoys the work there and does not consider it a 

means to an end as Mercedes does. Lily is not oblivious to her sister using her without 

regarding her as an individual; as becomes clear in the following quote: “she feels a little 

scared because Mercedes’ smile is the kind of smile you figure must be meant for the person 
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standing behind you, but behind you is the wall.” (273). Consciously or unconsciously, Lily is 

reluctant to the way Mercedes treats her and ends up destroying things that are important to 

her without doing it on purpose, such as the family tree or her beloved copy of Jane Eyre and 

her treasured figurine. When Lily later apologizes, Mercedes claims that it does not matter but 

in the very same instant wishes that she would fall off the cliff at whose edge they are 

standing. Symbolic of their relationship is also the fact that Mercedes saves money for years 

to send her to Lourdes so her leg might heal, proving the miraculous work of god on her 

sister. But it is – as many other things, too, a wish of Mercedes’ that she projects onto Lily. 

Lily on the other hand loves her leg and does not see it as a blemish: “Her bad leg is special 

because it is so strong. Lily has learned, however, that to others it is special because it is 

weak. No one, not even Our Lady, will get their holy waters on her little leg.” (377) Lily’s 

and Mercedes’ relationship is over when the younger sister finds the remains of her brother 

and Mercedes is deluded into thinking Lily is possessed by the devil. 

 Lily and Frances have a very different relationship. They are very close and although 

Frances tends to torment her little sister, she knows that Frances does not do this out of 

malice. In contrast to fearing Frances, Lily fears for Frances - i.e. for her happiness and 

safety, especially with regard to their father: “Frances can’t help it, Lily knows that. She just 

hopes Daddy hasn’t heard them out at this hour. Because if he has, Frances will get a good 

talking-to. And there won’t be anything Lily can do about it, except to bring her warm milk 

after […]” (219). As already discussed in the section covering Frances, the two sisters share a 

secret language that is a mixture of English and Arabic. It has great significance for Lily. 

Inshallah is Lily’s magic word. It is from the language that she knows ought not to 

be used by day except in an emergency. Because the words are like wishes from a 

genie - don’t waste them. Lily has not even a rudimentary understanding of Arabic; it 

is, rather, dream-like. At night in bed, long after lights-out, she and Frances speak the 

strange language. Their bed language. (242f.) 

 

Frances is the one to provide Lily with always new stories of the circumstances of her birth. 

In them fact and fiction mingle and Lily can never be sure what is true and what is an 

invention. The most important factor of these stories is that Frances in a way manages to 

reunite Lily with her dead twin, whom she calls Ambrose. The accounts Frances tells her 

about him vary, and Lily at first is subject to nightmares involving this almost mystical being, 

about whose actual identity she for a long time does not learn. After a while the nightmares 

cease and Frances manages to establish Ambrose as Lily’s guardian angel, thereby 

symbolically returning the brother that she accidentally took away from Lily when she tried to 
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baptise the babies in the creek. The union between Lily and Ambrose is complete when Lily 

dangerously ill from gangrene, dreams that she is reunited with her twin in the creek. She 

feels that he is the one responsible for her almost miraculous recovery.  

There are two passages in the novel when the emotional union between Frances and 

Lily is intensified by a physical connection. After Frances has been shot by Teresa, Lily is the 

one who donates blood for her and before Lily leaves Cape Breton at fourteen, Frances nurses 

her as if she were her baby. This shows that their exceptional bond is actually closer to a 

mother-daughter relationship than to that of two sisters. Lily then leaves for New York, with 

the diary and dress of her mother. Thus she goes on a physical and psychological journey on 

which she retraces Kathleen’s steps, never to return to her native Cape Breton again. By 

moving in with her mother’s former lover she returns to her roots that might not be biological 

in nature, but are the legacy of her mother’s love.  

Lily is a multi-dimensional, round character, whose function in the novel is to show 

how the remaining family copes with a situation that is everything but normal. The youngest 

Piper child is the result of a cruel past, and on her rests all the hope of a better future. We 

learn most about her through explicit commentary by the narrator, but also through dialogue 

and actions. She is a rather passive character but at the same time is able to speak her mind 

when her oldest sister tries to instrumentalize her for her own, sometimes selfish, ends.  

 

Maternal Grandmother - Giselle Mahmoud 

In contrast to the Pipers, Materia’s mother is a relatively static and rather flat character in the 

novel. The reason for that is that her function is to show the role of a spouse of a patriarchal 

husband who does not want his wife to be an individual. Hence she is reduced to household 

duties and has to follow her husband’s orders, no matter how cruel and unjust they are. When 

they first come to Canada, Giselle Mahmoud has friends in the country and helps to run her 

husband’s business. However, as soon as financial prosperity sets in, this changes. “Mr 

Mahmoud had bought his wife this splendid house and told her to stop working and enjoy her 

family.” (11; my emphasis). In this quote we get the picture of a stay-at-home-mother in a 

gilded cage. The verb “told” indicates that there was no discussion as to whether she actually 

wanted to retire from her job, but had to, as Mahmoud admits in a later quote when he 

remembers with a certain pride “As soon as he could, he forbade her to work, even though, 

being the good woman she was, she resisted at first” (339; my emphasis). Nevertheless 

Giselle seems to love her husband, even though she feels lonely.  
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 Giselle reads tea leaves for a hobby and in James’ cup she sees early on something that 

deeply concerns her. This scene foreshadows disturbing tendencies in her son in law’s 

character. After her husband disowns their daughter, she receives the painful order to destroy 

everything in the house reminding them of Materia. It must be very tragic for her for two 

reasons. First, because she worries about her daughter’s safety and happiness after what she 

saw in James’ cup and, second, because if her husband breaks off all contact with their 

daughter, so must she. Her secretly keeping Materia’s severed braid is symbolic of the fact 

that, although she seemingly complies with her husband’s shunning of their daughter, in her 

heart she does not. This does not mean that the mother-daughter relationship stays intact 

afterwards, but Giselle keeps an interest in Materia’s family, receiving information by way of 

Materia’s neighbours. That she secretly still considers Materia her daughter can be seen in 

that she proudly refers to Kathleen as “’My granddaughter’” (119). She is also the one who 

persuades her husband to give James money for Kathleen’s education in New York.  

Giselle exemplifies the general role of motherhood in MacDonald’s novel. According 

to Creelman (2003: 200), “loving mothers, including Mrs Mahmoud, Materia, Kathleen and 

Frances – end up as corpses, leaving only fragments behind to comfort the children who never 

really got to know them.”  

 

Maternal Grandfather – Ibrahim Mahmoud 

Old Mahmoud, as he is referred to in the novel, is a racist, greedy and selfish patriarch. Thus 

he constitutes the second major antagonist in the narrative, beside James. He is a rather flat 

character and since the novel focuses on the Piper family, he is a minor figure, whose actions 

are of major importance. By shunning Materia he leaves her completely unprotected and is 

partly to blame for the gruesome circumstances that drive her into suicide.  

 How patriarchal Ibrahim is, is shown in a significant quote early in the novel when the 

narrator describes his family’s immigration into Canada (from Lebanon): “Materia had been 

just six when they docked in Sydney Harbour and her father said, ‘Look. This is the New 

World. Anything is possible here.’ She’d been too young to realize that he was talking to her 

brothers.” (14). He at one point furthermore believes that his daughters did not turn out the 

way he wanted because he failed to beat them. This is why he starts whipping innocent 

Camille after Materia’s elopement. His unrelenting and unabating grudge against his daughter 

for disobeying him is perfectly illustrated when he learns about Kathleen’s death and at the 

funeral muses “there’s my idiot daughter at the organ. I should have broken her fingers at 
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birth” and on James’s two younger daughters he comments “If he’s smart he’ll have the older 

one in a convent and the younger one out of the house and married before her first period, 

damn them all to hell.” (166f.) 

 

 Ibrahim is very proud of his wealth and reputation. This aspect of his self-centred 

character is shown in the scene when he lets himself be persuaded to provide money for 

Kathleen’s musical education in New York, although he had disowned her earlier. But the 

prospect of gaining additional recognition through her fame prompts him to write a check for 

her. This clearly shows his hypocrisy. When she later dies, in his eyes ruined, he does not 

want to have anything to do with her legacy.  

 His racism becomes evident in several passages, especially with regard to James, 

whom he always calls “enklese [sic] bastard” (118, 339). He likes to forget that as a young 

man he also was not allowed to marry Giselle for racist reasons and therefore eloped with her. 

However, he claims that his marriage is different because as opposed to James and Materia 

they supposedly shared a great many things.  His hypocrisy with regard to ethnicity can be 

seen in a third example, where he does not mind, and is even proud of his third daughter’s 

husband being an English Canadian doctor. The central difference for Ibrahim is that this 

doctor, unlike James, is wealthy. There is one passage in the novel, in which old Mahmoud 

sincerely regrets one of his actions: it is having married his prettiest daughter Camille to 

Jameel, only because he was from the same country. He considers him “no son-in-law of his” 

(315) and calls him “a dirty half-civilized Arab” (327), although he is an Arab himself. It is 

through Jameel that his arbitrary racism can be observed best. It has little to do with him 

being a primitive man and poor husband to Camille, but mainly with his lack of social 

respectability.  

Although Mahmoud is an antagonistic character, Creelman (2003: 196) states that 

“MacDonald also carefully notes that his actions are not an aberration, but the logical product 

of his religious beliefs, ethnic heritage, economic status, and historical identity.”  

 

Maternal Aunt Camille Jameel – née Mahmoud 

She is a rather flat character, who is reduced to those features that are significant for her 

development. Nevertheless she is to a certain degree a dynamic character because she 

develops from Materia’s innocent younger sister into a bitter woman.  
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 Camille, like Materia, is unable to hold a grudge against their selfish and brutal father. 

Since Ibrahim Mahmoud disowns his oldest daughter, there is no more punishment he can 

inflict on her. His wrath is still so strong that he vents his aggression on Camille. She is not 

just the first victim of her father’s new accomplishment (at least in his own eyes) of being 

able to beat his daughters “properly”, but she is also forcefully married off very young. The 

ironic thing about Camille is that, although she has an exceedingly unhappy life because of 

him “She doesn’t blame Pa – Pa she reveres. And how could she blame Materia, whom she 

idolized?  So she hates Frances, the slut who lives only to dishonour the memory of poor 

Materia.” (316) It is interesting that their loving mother Giselle fades into the background in 

favour of somebody much less deserving of their affections.   

 Married forcefully or out of love, Camille has another decisive thing in common with 

Materia: she also wishes her husband’s death. But in contrast to her older sister she is lucky 

enough to be granted her wish. And what does Camille do with her newly found freedom? 

She moves back in with her father to take care of him – a man who will never love her. All 

she can get from him is that he is not angry for her being a failure in the kitchen because, as 

Ibrahim for once concedes pragmatically “an unhappily married woman is necessarily a bad 

cook – and therefore his own fault” (338).  

 Like all women in her father’s family, her value is indirect and related to economic 

and political purposes. Nothing can be gained from her as a such, but eventually from her 

male counterpart after she gets married. This is how the inferior wealth of females can be 

compensated. Unfortunately Mahmoud miscalculates regarding Jameel. There is no gain to be 

made from him.  

 Nevertheless Camille is one of the very few women in the novel who has a chance of 

happiness. With her husband dead and her father suffering from dementia, she sooner or later 

might be freed from the patriarchs in her family. Her father was not a poor man and with 

financial security she could finally end up having more independence than any of her sisters. 

Paternal Grandparents  

They are minor characters in the novel and the fact that we learn so little about them makes 

for part of the difficulty to understand how James became the man he did. The information 

that is given shows that there were serious conflicts in the family, some of which can later be 

seen in James’ own family, such as language. Mother Kathleen speaks Gaelic with her son, a 

language that the father does not understand and therefore forbids. Like James later his 

mother is a dedicated parent, who “made sure he was proficient [in English] as a little prince” 
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(7; my emphasis). The term “prince” shows a parallel between James’ mother wanting her son 

to have everything as if he were a child from the upper strata of society, and James himself 

expecting his little daughter to grow up “a lady” (32). Kathleen, like James later, takes care to 

educate her son through books and music because she never wants him to have to work in the 

mining industry. It is a thing she cannot prevent from happening. Although there are no 

explicit comments in the novel stating that he was beat by his father, the tone of voice used to 

describe his childhood and teenage years strongly suggest that he as well as his mother were 

subject to domestic violence. It is also something that does not stop with James’ parents. 

Thus, many of the things that we see in the novel’s central father figure have already been 

present in his parents’ generation, which illustrates how certain behavioural patterns in the 

novel are transmitted from family to family. This applies to good ones as well as to the bad 

ones. 

 

Anthony – Grandson 

He is a minor character in the novel that grows up in an orphanage for black children in 

Halifax, although both his parents are alive. His father, as well as his mother would have 

raised him, but tragically his aunt Mercedes abuses her power and cuts him off from his 

family forever. It is quite ironic that since he does not know any better, she becomes “the nice 

lady” in his life because she not only provides for his accommodation, but takes special 

interest to finance his musical education (547). He is one of the best examples in 

MacDonald’s novel of how religion can be used to exert illegitimate power over other people, 

supposedly for their own good. Although Anthony should never have had to grow up in an 

orphanage, Robinson (2005: 45) sees this circumstance in a positive light. For her  

Frances’ child, Anthony is the symbol of hope and affirmation. By his exile from the 

Piper family, Anthony manages to evade the abuse, incest, and racial oppression that 

infect the Pipers. Anthony’s success as a well-adjusted, open-minded young 

academic of ethnomusicology suggests that being estranged from family might be the 

solution to the cycle of abuse. 

 

 Anthony only learns about his family after Mercedes’ death, when he is told to go to 

New York to bring the family tree to Lily. He has no idea what he is carrying and is 

bewildered at the sight of the odd couple, who are the recipients of Mercedes’ legacy. 

According to Baetz (2004: 74) “this resurrected family tree reorganizes Lily’s origins; unites 

the lovers, Rose and Kathleen; and acknowledges Frances’ relationship with Leo Taylor”. 

After absorbing the information on this important piece of paper, Lily acquaints Anthony with 



88 

 

his roots and the reader is witness to this process. Although a third-person-narrator takes over 

after a few pages into the book, it is still meant to address him directly, as can be seen in the 

second chapter, where the third-person-narrator starts with “A long time ago, before you were 

born” (8; my emphasis). Thus, the end of the narrative actually marks its beginning. 

 

4 Conclusion 
In the theoretical part I showed my standpoint concerning literary theory and regionalism, and 

explored Maritime identity. In addition I also provided some sociological background and 

briefly discussed socio-economic developments in the area.   

As to the practical part of this thesis, I first want to summarize the significance of 

blood for families in the respective novels, as well as the demographic findings concerning 

my thesis statement. Afterwards, the features of family that are central in both novels will be 

named. This will be succeeded by a discussion of features of family that are not shared by 

both narratives and a concise overview of individual characters.  

Family in No Great Mischief and Fall On Your Knees is heavily dependent on blood 

ties. However, there is a clear difference as to what blood relations mean for family members. 

In MacLeod’s novel blood relation guarantees exclusive treatment for all family members, be 

they closely related or not. In MacDonald’s narrative blood, too, is a prerequisite to being 

considered a family member, but it does not mean that blood automatically entitles one to 

family membership. This is shown in the case of Ibrahim Mahmoud, who disowns his 

daughter and her family because she in his opinion brings shame on the family.  

In regard to demographic developments I have argued that the representation of family 

in the contemporary realist novel mirrors actual demographic shifts in Maritime Canada. 

MacLeod’s and MacDonald’s novel feature families who move from rural to urban spaces 

and, furthermore, from Cape Breton to more Western provinces. This has been proven by the 

two novels discussed. In both novels this migration also includes migratory movement to the 

US. In No Great Mischief and Fall On Your Knees, two generations tend to live together and 

families become smaller. Concerning relationships and households MacDonald also includes 

a homosexual couple, thus a feature of family that has only rather recently been accepted as 

equal to heterosexual families.  

A central aspect in the MacDonald family as well as in the Piper family is trauma and 

tragedy. In MacLeod’s novel, tragedies tend to be caused by external forces such as woods, 

ice or mines. In contrast MacDonald’s novel portrays tragedy, and trauma as a result of 
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internal conflicts. Whereas in No Great Mischief tragedies provide a chance for clan members 

to strengthen relational ties by proving their loyalty, in Fall On Your Knees they are only a 

destructive force that functions to show what a dangerous place a family can be, and how 

different individuals have different ways of coping with trauma.  

Storytelling with regard to family history is important in both novels, although its 

significance is much higher in MacLeod’s narrative. The purpose of storytelling also differs. 

In No Great Mischief storytelling is the basis of communicative memory and collective 

consciousness, whereas characters in MacDonald’s narrative use it in connection with 

fabulation in order to transform unbearable facts, to reclaim lost memories and in search for 

truth. 

The importance of language for identity can be observed in both novels. In MacLeod’s 

narrative, Gaelic is a uniting feature, joining family members together who did not even know 

of each other’s existence. Language in Fall On Your Knees has two opposite functions: 

inclusion and exclusion. There are three languages spoken in the novel (English, Gaelic and 

Arabic) and language is an aspect of life that is subject to power relations. It is closely 

connected to identity and Materia’s loss of language in her later life shows that her identity 

has been crushed by the two men in her life: her father and her husband. 

 

Starting with a summary of No Great Mischief, it is necessary to stress the significance of 

storytelling. With regard to narrative technique MacLeod’s book is essentially a story about 

storytelling. It portrays a family whose very existence in the consciousness of its members is 

kept alive through stories. The awareness and importance of family history is triggered in a 

different country (Scotland) in the distant past through economic hardships and political 

upheaval that lead part of the MacDonald clan to emigrate to Canada.  

Since coming to the new world (and probably even before that), the transmission of 

oral history and communicative memory is part of the everyday life of the MacDonald family 

settling on Cape Breton. Towards the end of the twentieth century the narrator attempts to 

write an “oral novel”, in which all those stories will be recorded at last, to be kept for future 

generations. In it many family members contribute a fragment to the family narrative, 

seemingly in their own unique manner and choice of words, which the narrator tries to 

recreate. But the characters do more than just contribute their part of the story. They also 

reproduce and interpret the stories of family members long since gone, thereby incorporating 

numerous stories in their own. This technique accounts for the fragmentary nature of the 

narrative process in the novel that often does not follow a linear structure.  
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The constellation of characters together with their communicative memory serves as a 

manifesto as to what it means to be a MacDonald, i.e., it is fundamental in the creation of a 

sense of family identity and coherence. They furthermore have a pedagogical function in that 

they convey ancient codes of conduct, the most important feature of which is loyalty.  

 

MacLeod’s novel covers roughly seven generations of MacDonald, featuring a considerable 

number of family members, but only the most important have been subject to analysis in this 

thesis. Starting with protagonist and narrator Alexander, we discovered that he is a major, 

dynamic and life-like character, who seizes the occasion provided by his oldest brother’s 

approaching death to tell us about his collective family-history. Being raised by his paternal 

grandparents, he is lucky to grow up in a stable, loving environment. Having grown up in a 

tightly knit clan, he later despises modern family life in Ontario. Today’s family, he feels, is 

reduced to the nuclear family, children are glued to their computers and loyalty does not exist. 

Alexander takes great pains to spend time with his brother Calum and his twin sister 

Catherine. His view of women is rather conservative. 

Alexander’s great-great-great-grandfather Calum Ruadh, is the first MacDonald to 

arrive in Cape Breton and is thus the clan’s founder on the island. He is a single father of a 

family of twelve after his two wives die; and, although he is an enigmatic character about 

whom little is known, he is a major character and the centre of collective family history.  

The maternal great-grandparents are minor characters. They have an illegitimate child 

whose father does not live to see his son. Due to this disgrace, the great-grandmother bestows 

little love on her child and refuses to share any information regarding his father. We are 

provided with a fragmentary picture of the great-grandparents, who are reduced to tragic 

circumstances.  

Regarding the maternal grandparents, we receive hardly any information about the 

grandmother. However, the opposite is true of the maternal grandfather, who is a complex, 

multi-dimensional and lifelike character. His life is characterised by losses, starting with the 

death of his father before his birth, later including the death of his wife in childbirth, and 

ending with the drowning of his beloved daughter. For him family is always fragmentary, 

constantly missing central members. 

Alexander MacDonald, the paternal grandfather, functions as a foil to the maternal 

grandfather. In contrast to him he has a more relaxed approach, enjoying, love, life and 

alcohol. “Grandpa” is a central, multi-dimensional character, who is a father figure for the 
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narrator and his sister. The clan is very important to him. He is also a loving husband and best 

friend of the maternal grandfather. 

Catherine MacDonald, the paternal grandmother, is a stock character and archetypal 

grandmother figure. She functions as a contrast figure to her husband in that whereas he lives 

for the day, she gives the family structure and discipline. Frugality, family and endurance are 

central to her. Although she is a strong woman, she is depicted in an exceedingly stereotypical 

way. Loyalty of clan members is one of her most important principles. She is a mother figure 

for Alexander and Catherine. 

The narrator’s parents are peripheral characters. The father worries about his own dad, 

who will not listen to him and subsequently almost loses his life. The mother is a flat, minor 

character, who is reduced to a love for flowers and her close relationship with her father. The 

death of the parents functions to exemplify the great importance of clan loyalty in the novel. 

The role of the parents in the narrative is characterised by their absence and all the things their 

surviving children project onto their fading photographs. 

Calum MacDonald, Alexander’s oldest brother, is the most complex character in No 

Great Mischief. His life is most negatively shaped by the death of their parents. Being the 

oldest child and later clan leader, he has a high (maybe even exaggerated) sense of 

responsibility for his family. He is a multi-dimensional character, who during his life suffers 

several hard hits and dies as an alcoholic ex-convict on the way to his home in Cape Breton. 

He always remains close to the narrator. His death is crucial because it marks the end of a 

centuries old era for the MacDonald clan. 

Alexander’s twin sister Catherine is the most complex female character in MacLeod’s 

novel. Although she is a multi-dimensional character, she is also depicted in a stereotypical 

way, the narrator stressing early bouts of vanity and a strong interest in cleanliness. Like her 

brother, Catherine’s immense interest in family history is connected to her felt need to 

establish her identity within a clan that seems to be dissolving.  

 Brother Colin is a minor character in the novel. He dies together with the parents by 

drowning on the ice. We do not get a sense of his character, but his death illustrates the huge 

loss which the MacDonald family suffers on that day in late March. 

The two other surviving brothers are peripheral figures, who after the death of their 

parents have to fend for themselves. Although only teenagers, they are suddenly forced into 

the role of adults. Both function in the novel as foils, illustrating the comparatively protected 

childhood of the twins. They are not intended to be individuals, but help to create a sense of 

family collective. 
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Cousin Alexander, son of a paternal uncle, is a character who has two opposing 

functions in the novel. On the one hand, he is almost a generic character, who almost becomes 

a mythical figure – the reincarnation of all Alexander MacDonald in the history of the clan. 

As he is a result of the many Alexander MacDonald before him, there are also two 

Alexanders in the novel who take his place after his tragic death (at least for a while). At the 

same time he is also an individual who suffers from bouts of jealousy during his childhood 

and whose mother loses a son when he is killed.  

Cousin Alexander from San Francisco is the black sheep in the family, who enjoys the 

support of all the MacDonald from Cape Breton only because he is a blood-relation. His 

treacherous character proves how destructive the maxim “blood is thicker than water” can be. 

He is a minor, enigmatic character, whose behaviour has a major impact on the family. As the 

antagonist, he symbolises the opposite of what family in the novel stands for. 

 

Vanity is despised by the MacDonald, as becomes clear in the case of Catherine’s 

incident of dyeing her hair, and even more so by the narrator’s profession. Alexander is a 

dentist who makes rich people’s teeth look pretty – thus supporting two superficial causes: 

money and beauty. Although these causes are rewarding on a financial level, they are devoid 

of meaning for Alexander and to a certain degree cause him to despise himself. He feels as if 

he sacrificed his family for a career.  

Women in the novel are described rather stereotypically. It is not that they are weak 

characters who are inferior to their husbands, but Alexander too often stresses their 

connection to home-making, vanity, and flowers in a (slightly) ridiculing way, at the same 

time tending to neglect the addition of other more individualising features.  

Most importantly, “family” in MacLeod’s novel is only seen in retrospect. The 

protagonist Alexander takes great pains to give minute details about family members who by 

the time he tells the narrative have long been dead. However, he almost totally omits anything 

related to his or his sister’s nuclear family. When he refers to his own children, he is 

exceedingly cynical. Maybe he prefers to talk about the past because he feels that the present 

is eluding him? At the same time it does not seem as if he has been trying hard to include his 

own and his sister’s children in the sharing of old memories or in the making of new ones. 

Alexander is aware of the fact that the MacDonald are now dispersed across Canada, which 

makes it virtually impossible to maintain tightly knit clan structures. However, by omitting 

his own family and talking about his children in a derisive way, he indirectly admits to being 

partially to blame for the end of the era of the MacDonald clan of Calum Ruadh. Maybe by 
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composing a written account of oral clan history he tries to make up for his failings to do so in 

the past? He is painfully aware of the fact that if he does not succeed, the future MacDonald 

that are his descendants will consider family the way “all the other people” in Canada do, too: 

only in terms of the nuclear family. 

 

If tradition is a core element of family in MacLeod’s No Great Mischief, the opposite 

is the case in MacDonald’s Fall On Your Knees, where disruption dominates. Disruptions are 

caused by several key events, which render it impossible for characters to resume family life 

the way it was. They either adapt to the new situation or kill themselves for lack of a way out. 

 The narrative technique of the novel is important because it uses an interesting 

strategy to convey information. There are two narrating instances: Lily, one of the youngest 

family members, and an omniscient third person narrator. Both narrators tell the story to the 

last Piper family member. As the reader is witness to this narrative process, he in a way takes 

the place of Anthony, who learns about his roots. The narrative process is not always linear, 

and in addition fragments such as diary entries, death notices, song texts, poems et cetera are 

authentication devices, as are the years and places that are mentioned throughout the novel. 

They strongly contextualise the narrative in a certain period, adding features of a historical 

novel. 

Music is an important aspect of family in the novel, which has a uniting as well as a 

dividing role in the Piper family. Much more often, however, it is a dividing force because it 

is used to exert power over another family member. Power with regard to music is most often 

connected to the father. 

Food is central for family life and has a strong symbolic significance. In the novel it 

does not only function as a way to nourish a family and as part of cultural heritage, but it 

mirrors tensions within the family, especially between females. These tensions surface 

through characters refusing to eat, to cook - and as the other extreme – characters tending to 

cook obsessively.   

 Violence in the Piper family is ubiquitous. It manifests itself through physical, 

emotional and sexual violence. Whereas the father makes use of all three kinds of violence, 

his father-in-law is physically and emotionally brutal. The female characters in the family 

mainly exert emotional violence.  

Religion is omnipresent and almost always exerts a negative influence. Characters 

such as Materia and Mercedes become obsessively religious through despair, praying that 

through God’s intervention their unbearable situation might be alleviated. However, in 
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MacDonald’s novel, God never provides help in a difficult situation. On the contrary, as can 

be seen on the character of Mercedes, religion is used for illegitimate empowerment.  

The hopechest is the most important symbol in the novel. At first it functions as a 

retreat for Materia, as something that reminds her of her happy childhood and her past life in 

Lebanon. With time, the purpose of the chest transforms and it becomes the closet for the 

skeletons in the Piper family. A metaphorical burial ground, where family members bury not 

only their sinister past, but also their hopes and dreams. 

 Fall On Your Knees features many more female than male characters. However, 

although they are in the majority, they tend to suffer severely at the hands of the patriarchs in 

their family, who dictate their lives. Sometimes characters victimized by this familial 

structure in their childhood perpetuate this abuse in their adult life, as is the case with James. 

It is a sad case of family history repeating itself. Men are responsible for the most tragic 

developments in the novel, but although they are antagonists, MacDonald tries to show that 

they develop that way because they are also victims of their own past circumstances. Thus 

this novel can be considered a powerfully feminist statement.   

 

The father, James Piper, is the major male character and antagonist in the novel. He is 

a patriarch; and in contrast to the women in the novel, who tend to feel guilty for crimes they 

have not committed, he often does not feel responsible for his atrocious behaviour. His family 

suffer from both his emotional excess and from a total lack of sympathy. James softens after 

his stroke. 

The role of the mother Materia is that of a major round and submissive character, 

whose life is destroyed by the two patriarchs that take away almost everything she loves, 

relegate her to her function as mother and runner of the household and blame her for the most 

tragic events in the novel. The fact that she cannot protect her children from James drives her 

first into religious frenzy and later into suicide. She exemplifies the destructiveness of 

patriarchal structures and of domestic violence. 

The oldest daughter, Kathleen, is a dynamic character, who undergoes a considerable 

process of maturation while separated from her family. Her relationship to both her parents is 

anything but normal, as she has a father who is sexually (obsessed) with her and a mother 

who is unable to love her. She functions to show how much power parents have over their 

children and how much damage they can do. But she is also the most progressive character in 

the novel by having a relationship with a black woman. 



95 

 

The second daughter, Mercedes, is also a dynamic character, but whereas her older 

sister develops in a positive way, the circumstances of her life make Mercedes change from a 

model child into an antagonistic, heartless woman. Her character shows how dangerous 

religion can be in a family when it is used for the wrong ends and connected to too much 

power. Her character exemplifies one way of coping with early childhood trauma. 

Frances, the third daughter, is an exceedingly complex and enigmatic character. Many 

of her actions are prompted by trauma, oppressive guilt and anger. Through fabulation she 

tries to fathom what happened in a past that she cannot clearly remember. She becomes a 

mother figure for Lily and is a victim of her father’s perversity and her sister’s power. Frances 

and Mercedes act as foils to each other and they reverse roles at a certain point in the novel. 

As the result of incest, Lily’s role in the Piper family is exceptional. She is a 

multifaceted, dynamic character and one of the narrators in the novel. Lily is the only 

daughter to have a lasting, good relationship with James. At times she is tormented by both 

her sisters in very different ways, but as opposed to Mercedes, Frances is the one who actually 

loves her. Because of the tragic circumstances of her birth all hopes for a better future rest on 

her, at times becoming very burdensome for her. 

The maternal grandmother is a static and flat character. By conceiving her in this way, 

MacDonald exemplifies the lack of individuality that is the (sometimes calculated) result of 

patriarchal husbands. In turn for taking her identity, her husband provides her with a gilded 

cage, i.e. a beautiful house and worldly riches. Apparently she loves Ibrahim, although in her 

heart she is never able to disown Materia and her grandchildren as he tells her to. 

The maternal grandfather is a minor, flat character and has the role of an antagonist in 

the novel. Although he is not a major figure, his action of disowning his daughter triggers the 

tragedies to come. He is a racist hypocrite, who in addition is violent and obsessed with 

money. To him, daughters are clearly less valuable than sons and the only way to raise their 

value lies in the possibility of procuring a prosperous husband for them, thus counter-

balancing their supposed inferiority.  

Materia’s sister Camille is a flat, but to a certain degree dynamic character. Through 

her unhappy marriage, which her father arranged for her, she becomes a bitter woman, 

although she never lays blame on the person directly responsible for her misery. Instead she 

concentrates her hatred on Frances, who has nothing to do with it. In contrast to Materia, 

Camille’s wish for her husband to die materialises, giving her a chance for freedom at last. 

The paternal grandparents are not fully realised characters. There are only hints 

provided, inviting deductions of familial conflicts covering violence and language, which 
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later can be traced to James’ own nuclear family. Apparently his mother was a very dedicated 

parent and submissive wife and his father rather unlikable. The paternal grandparents 

exemplify the transmission of behavioural patterns over generations.  

Frances’ son Anthony is the best example in the novel of how religious charity is 

abused to mask illegitimate power over other people. He was the baby that should have 

changed his mother’s life for the better. However, by growing up in a different environment, 

he was also able to evade the circle of abuse of his home. He is the narratee in the novel. 

 

To close this thesis, I want to stress that my analysis has hopefully helped to elucidate the 

complexity of family in these two representative contemporary Maritime realist novels. 

Although both novels share the significance of some constituents of family such as blood 

relations, trauma and storytelling, these tend to have a different function in the respective 

narratives. In addition, each of the novels also contributes a different focus on family as Fall 

On Your Knees explores the detrimental role of patriarchal structures and No Great Mischief 

illustrates the significance of collective family memory for identity construction. This goes to 

show how E.K. Brown is definitely wrong in his claim that regionalism "stresses the 

superficial and peculiar at the expense, at least, if not to the exclusion, of the fundamental and 

universal" (c.f. The Canadian Encyclopaedia, 2012).  
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