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BOOK REVIEWS 65

Leaving Shadows: Literature in English by Canada’s
Ukrainians. By Lisa Grekul. Edmonton: University
of Alberta Press, 2005. xxiii + 256 pp. Notes, works
cited, index. $34.95 paper.

In the 1890s, when Canadian government
officials first began a concerted effort to settle
Canada’s prairie provinces, they sent envoys to
Eastern Europe, most notably to the area that is
now Ukraine, to find people willing and able to
accept the harsh conditions of the prairie region.
Thus came the first large wave of Ukrainian immi-
gration to Canada, followed by two others: during
the Great Depression and immediately after World
War Two. How has this large contingent of settlers
fared in the Canadian imagination, specifically in
its literature, as succeeding generations, born and
raised in Canada, grapple with their dual heri-
tage? Lisa Grekul addresses this question in clear,
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concrete fashion by examining the representation
of Ukrainians in the work of various Canadian
authors, in particular those who are descendants, as
she is, of the first great wave of settlers to the prai-
ries. In addition to scholars studying the prairies, her
work is invaluable to all those interested in ethnic
studies, literary or otherwise, of what Canada calls
“invisible minorities,” that is, those ethnic groups
who are not differentiated by race from a nation’s
dominant culture, and are therefore more easily
assimilated by (or, more negatively, disappear into)
that larger culture.

The book is organized thematically and chrono-
logically into three main parts, beginning with the
portrayal of Ukrainian settlers in works written
by Ralph Connor, Sinclair Ross, and Margaret
Laurence. Grekul includes them because, in the first
half of the twentieth century, there were no fictional
works written in English by the settlers themselves.
The first such work, by Vera Lysenko, closes the
section, providing a firm foundation for the works
following, written by the generations descended
from all three waves of Ukrainian immigration to
Canada. The second part uses the fiction and poetry
of Maara Haas, George Ryga, and Andrew Suknaski
to explore the ways in which the second generation
both incorporates and moves away from the first
one. The third section focuses on the works of
Janice Kulyk Keefer and Myrna Kostash, consider-
ing the ways in which, several generations removed
from the “Old Country,” these writers grapple with
their dual heritage. The works of less well-known
and prolific writers are discussed throughout the
book as well, and Grekul’s citations are a thorough
compendium of scholarship on the subject.

In the introductory and concluding chapters,
Grekul reveals the dilemma of ethnic writing from
a very personal perspective, one lending poignancy
to the negative conclusion she draws about the
future of ethnic literature within the larger literary
community. Because the Canadian arbiters of mul-
ticulturalism have made race “the locus of debate
about identity,” Grekul believes that literature by all
“invisible minority” ethnic groups will remain mar-
ginalized and therefore “meaningless.” In writing this
book, she argues most persuasively for their impor-
tance to, and inclusion in, this continuing debate.
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