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When we stumble upon a garden in a literary text, it is no accident, but rather
a discovery created through a writer’s careful plotting. Unfortunately, 
scholars of Canadian literature have long bypassed this terrain, choosing

instead to turn their critical attention to the larger landscape. Northrop Frye suggested
in a Literary History of Canada that when it comes to Canadian identity, Canadians
should not pose the question “Who am I?” but rather “Where is here?” According to
Frye, the answer to this question resides in the vast wilderness, which looms in the
Canadian literary imagination. If we pause to take a closer look at our own backyards,
however, we soon realize that our gardens offer fertile space for the imagination. 

Garden historians contend that real gardens are a complex art of milieu; just as plants
flourish in a garden, so do the often thorny issues of class, religion, and gender. This
same premise holds true for gardens in literature. A literary garden is a space constitut-
ed by the historical timeframe, socio-physical environment, and literary traditions in
and of which an author writes. Consider, for example, nineteenth-century writer
Susanna Moodie who immigrated to Upper Canada in 1832 and is famous for her
canonical collection of sketches Roughing It in the Bush or Life in Canada (1852). As a
pioneer, Moodie had to adapt to her new setting, which meant that the backwoods
kitchen garden, rather than the picturesque English landscape, became the norm.

Moodie may have been the prime custodian of her family’s kitchen garden, yet she
was also a writer who tended a garden plot of a different kind – one that was entirely
literary and figurative in nature. In nineteenth-century England, the language of 
the garden was a popular feature of discourse concerning the “cultivated” woman of
education, delicate beauty, and social refinement. As a writer, Moodie not only
employs this garden rhetoric, but also adapts it to reflect her experience as a “trans-
planted” middle-class woman, whose cultivated nature is “hardened-off” in her 
exposure to the harsh circumstances and physical labour of pioneer life.

Because the figurative language of cultivation carries gendered and class-related con-
notations, the setting of the garden becomes a significant spatial and ideological frame
when Moodie plots the events of her narratives and situates her characters. In Moodie’s
sketches, the borders of her garden are breached on a number of occasions not only 
by the presence of less-cultured members of society, but also by the unseemly conduct of
Moodie’s own pioneer persona. These trespasses against the garden enable Moodie to
explore the permeability of proper and “propertied” feminine behaviour when situated
in an unfamiliar, socially mixed environment.

When an author, such as Moodie, is also a garden-
er, the garden has the potential to operate on multi-
ple levels simultaneously. If we take the time to
explore these terrains that compose part of our liter-
ary landscape, other garden plots that have much to
communicate in terms of the changing Canadian
imagination will surely come to light and into view.
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WH E R E I S T H E G A R D E N P L O T I N
T H E CA N A D I A N L I T E R A RY L A N D S C A P E?


