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Abstract - The present paper focuses on new perspective of literary canon of the literature written in English and offers an 

analysis of the genesis of the view of Canada in émigré/diaspora literature of Central and Eastern Europe’s long-silenced and 
neglected authors. The corpus includes Slovak, Czech, Hungarian, Rumanian, Bulgarian, Serbian and Croatian authors. 
Their experience and perception of Canada, as I try to show, varies according to the reasons that brought them to Canada. It 
also, however, changes across decades: the pre-1989 authors focused more on physical descriptions, whereas more recent 
post-1989 and especially the “internet-era” authors willingly withdraw from such a didactic aim and tend more towards 
sharing experience. The aim of the research is to point out the importance of attention paid to traditionally marginalised 
voices in literature.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Globalisation lies new requests on curricular planning 

across the world. In advanced literary classes at 

teacher-training universities in the East and Central 

Europe, the traditional English literary canon is 

gradually being replaced by the concept of “world 

literature”, including representative works of a wider 
spectrum of English-speaking countries, including 

Canada, Australia, New Zealand and many other. In 

this study, we focus on the portrayal of Canada in 

selected Central European writings and on the shift 

for cliché expressions, such as “country of maple 

leafs” to more artistically enriching portrayals of 

Canada which mediate the reader political and 

cultural image of a country.   

 

II. BRIEF HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF 

CENTRAL EUROPEAN DIASPORA 

LITERATURE  

 

Central and Eastern European countries, situated 

metaphorically to the “right” and “north” of the Iron 

Curtain, share a large portion of common history, 

with the two world wars, the rise of Communism, 

anti-communist rebellions of the 1950s and 1960s 

and finally the decline of the Socialist bloc in 1989. 

This history is also ingrained in their long-silenced 

immigrantand exile literature and in other forms of 

diasporic writings which are only now being given 

voice and rediscovered for the present generations of 
readers. In this article, we would like to show how 

authors from seven Central and Eastern European 

countries (Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, 

Hungary, Romania, Serbia and Slovakia) reflect 

Canada and how its image has changed over decades 

from negative and negativist to a more positive and 

integrating one. The Central and Eastern European 

authors selected for this study include a wide 

spectrum of writers, spanning from world-famous 

Czech dissident Josef Škvorecký and award-winning 

authors (such as JiříKrupička, nominated for the 

Czech PEN Club Award),as well as some authors 

who are undeservedly more famous abroad than in 

their homelands (for example Slovak composer and 

journalist Peter Breiner, now a recognized musician 

in the USA),to those who gained their reputation and 

popularity only recently (e.g. Slovak writer Eva 
Sporinová). 

Many of the selected authors took writing as a form 

of therapy for homesickness, and thus used their 

native languages. ButHenighanwarns, “...if diaspora 

writers decide to write in their mother tongue, they 

may find themselves in a space resembling a reduced 

solitude.”1. In order to break the solitude, selected 

Central European immigrant prose and poetry was 

translated to English and French and published in an 

anthology entitled Migrating Memories: Central 

Europe in Canadain 2010. However, literary 
scholarship still owes these long-silenced authors a 

detailed analysis of their artistic and cultural 

contributions. That is what we attempt in this study.   

 

III. NORTH AMERICA THROUGH THE EYES 

OF CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPEAN 

IMMIGRANTS 

 

Nowadays, the image of a country has cultural, 

political and – what is more– even marketing and 

marketable value.Diachronically, the image of 

Canada has changedover the centuries and even the 
latter decades of the twentieth century. French 

Enlightenment philosopher Voltaire (1694 – 1778) 

never visited Canada;however, he sealed its negative 

and useless image with his famous statement that 

Canada is nothing but a “few acres of snow –

quelquesarpents de neige.”2This negative image of 

Canada, especially when compared with the 

USA,remained for many more years. Even post-

WWII émigrés often share their awe atand negative 
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attitude to the “wilderness land” where “a winter 

storm can be so strong that steel high-voltage pylons 
are twisted.”3 Škvorecký further notes more 

poetically: “...the cold Canadian wind blends two 

whitenesses: snowflakes sifting down from lowering 

clouds and snowdust lifted and whirled by the wind 

from the land stretching southwards to Lake 

Ontario.”4 Croatian poet AsafDuraković, in his poem 

“Canadian Winter Morning”,takes a comparative 

approach when noticing the differences between the 

“Slavonian plains” and Canada, where “…in this 

morning of Canadian winter my heart 

froze.”5Durakovićextends the coldness to a 

metaphorical level,understanding Canada as both 
physically and emotionally cold. Serbian poet 

JelenaAdamovićŠaula, in her poem First 

Morning,remembers her first day in Canada as a day, 

“when I am in need/in the country of the cold sun”6. 

A similar metaphorical standpoint is taken by another 

Croatian author/poet, DarjaŠkuncaKlanac, who, in 

the last part of her poem Across the Ocean, associates 

Canada with coldness and polar light. The image, 

however, is nowin a more appealing vein:  

 

I know 
That awaits me 

More than life 

Cooled 

Promise 

Of polar light7 

 

ŠkuncaKlanac’ssimple, well-balanced and 

economical haiku-like lines reveal her expectations of 

Canada: a land of promise, of something unknown 

and hitherto unseen (just like the polar light), yet 

potentially beautiful and positive. 

Some authors however focus on Canada as a land of 
opportunities. Even though Canada is considered as a 

middlepower, compared to, the USA, all ofNorth 

America historically has been associated with the 

image of “New Canaan” and the “Promised Land”, 

a view that many modern immigrants still have buried 

somewhere at the bottom of their hearts. The 

ideology of the “American dream” further 

perpetuated this approach, and even though 

professional sociologists are now fully aware of the 

fact it was mostly a vision for white, Anglo-Saxon 

skilled professionals, many immigrants to North 
America still hope to rise “from rags to riches” via 

their hard work and personal involvement. Few 

recognize the fact that to become successful, they 

have to cast their regional, ethnic and religious 

differences. Bulgarian prosewriter 

BorislavNicolovshatters this dream, saying that in 

Canada, “...obviously the streets [are not] paved with 

gold.”8 Another Bulgarian poet, Alexander Banderov, 

calls Canada “the land of the red scalp hunters” in his 

poem The Indian Curse: 

…I return as the doomed conquistadors 

To the land of the red scalp hunters, 

To remain there forever, defeated in my victory 

By the defeated land. 
 

Noblemen and rouges, 

sad Bulgarians, strange old birds, 

who survived death for ages 

in Canada deliver pizzas. 

indifferent, hopeless and 

helpless like me.9 

 

In his poem To my Bulgarian friends in Canada, 

Banderovdeclines to wear rose-tinted spectacles and 

further expands the oxymoronic character of his 

relation to Canada, which in his words is:  
A homeland to those without one: 

scattered and wasted, lost souls, 

believing 

they have put misery behind them 

under a foreign flag, 

under a foreign sun. 

what misfortune 

sent us to hell and 

the end of the world.10 

 

Other Central and Eastern European authors share 
Banderov’s scepticism and disenchantment; some 

stress an even more negative, potentially dangerous 

and threatening image of Canada.Czech poet 

JiříŠkvor (a.k.aPavel Javor) also utters the fears and 

insecurity he feels in the new landin his epic poem At 

the Foot of the Rockies: 

My God, where have you sentme? 

Under the Rockies, on the world’s brink, 

I keep a herd of cows for an unknown farmer. 

Above, the Canadian sun thirsts. 

To the East stretches the prairie; 

The steps roll away to the North. 
In the West, mountain-ranges; 

Beyond them, the wide, pounding sea. 

To the South, steppes: steppes all around me.11 

 

On the other hand, Bulgarian Andrei Yakimov diverts 

his attention from physical and emotional image of 

Canada and focuses more on the cultural aspects, i.e. 

on the lack of “Canadianness” or, in other words, 

Canadian identity, and uses a modern periphrasis – 

Canada, “a country without a central-common-trans-

Canadian-culture”. In New Federalism for a Stronger 
and Better Canada, Yakimov voices even more 

critical words, saying:  “Canada is a ship on the high 

seas, with no captain, no destination and no star to 

guide it […]”, which can, however, become a 

“creative genius”12. Ontario-born writer of Romanian 

descent Kenneth Radu considers Canada “a country 

of modern NorthAmericans.”
13

 

 

IV. THE “SHIFT” 

 

Differences in the image of Canada as seen through 

the eyes of culturally disparate Central and Eastern 
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Europeans have inevitably depended on their reasons 

for coming to their “new homeland”, which vary 
from forced emigrationof political dissidents, some of 

which were forcibly “dispossessed”14 by the 

Communists,to persecution for their religious 

affiliation (such as Moravian Bretheren). Post-1989 

émigrées, on the other hand, were mainlyeconomic 

migrants and opportunity seekers (e.g. Eva Sporinová 

and Peter Breiner), their cultural and political 

patriotism weakened by globalisation and the 

abundance of information about the new country. 

Former Slovak schoolteacher Eva Sporinová16 

decided to immigrate to Canada in 1991 to seek better 

opportunities for her husband, a surgeon, and their 
two teenage children. Based on her first years in 

Canada, she wrote a book of memoirs, Canada 

without Maple Syrup(2010). Her motivation to write 

a book first sprung from a need to share her 

information and experience with becoming a 

Canadian citizen and living in Canada. Later, 

however, she changed the focus of the book to a more 

intimate insight into her most private thoughts and 

doubts regarding immigration. She notes, 

First, I planned to write a handbook for newly-arrived 

immigrants who decided to come to Canada. I wanted 
to share information about where to go, how to 

arrange everything, what to be aware of and how to 

overcome the cultural shock with ease. During the 

course of writing, I changed my mind. Anybody can 

acquire information nowadays. What really matters is 

people, their emotions, joys and sufferings.15 

However, as her motivation to write changes over the 

course of the book, so do, on a subconscious level, 

the syntax and the point of view of her observations. 

When readers read about her first day in Canada, they 

cannot fail to notice the syntactical simplicity of the 

utterances, the accumulation of rhetorical questions 
and the overall simplicity of the language,resembling 

a child’s point of view. The author becomes an 

“innocent narrator”, and when observing a new, 

unknown land, she, just like a child, sticks to most 

obvious physical descriptions of the buildings, roads 

and territory: The journey seems to meendless 

[…]The grass is brown. Why is it brown? It is 

obviously dry. When did it dry? It’s only the 7th of 

July. And when was it green? Was it ever green?16 

Such an unusual accumulation of rhetorical questions 

evokes the narrator’s helplessness and insecurity, in 
spite of being an adult woman and mother. Moreover, 

such enumeration is highly alien to Anglo-Saxon 

discourse, which alienates the narrator even more and 

set her apart from Canadian culture. Later, Sporinová 

learns to come to terms with Canada and its 

differentness. Her style and syntax gains richer and 

more abstract aspects:  

Since childhood, in lessons in our native tongue, we 

were learning about love to one’s homeland, most 

beautiful poetry of the best poets about our country 

that we were learning by heart. We have learnt the 

poems and we also forgot them quickly. Love had 

very abstract and theoretical shape. However, when 

one leaves his or her mother country, these shapes 
become very specific and suddenly, you understand 

what the teachers and poets were talking about. You 

feel pain that cannot be stopped and which eats you 

just like rust.17 

 

Sporinová’s language gradually gains literariness, she 

masters similes and metaphors, as well as artistic 

“music” that makes it a valuable work of art. Finally, 

she shifts from the viewpoint of an “outsider” 

observing a totally different cultural reality to that of 

an “insider”, who adopts a more tolerant approach to 

“otherness”.  
 

V. DISCUSSION AND CONLCUSION 

 

The corpus of this research was based on a diverse 

and heterogeneous body of Central and Eastern 

European authors, differing in nationality, ethnicity 

and confession, and unified only by theirunique 

experience of immigration. Most of the writers were 

born and raised, and some even educated and trained, 

in Central or Eastern Europeancountries; only a few 

are second-generation immigrants (e.g. Hungarian-
Canadian TamásDobozy, born in Nanaimo, British 

Columbia in 1969 and Kenneth Radu, a Canadian 

writer of Romanian descent, born in Windsor, 

Ontario). Genre-wise, their writing varies from 

poetry, including haikus, short and long poems, to 

prose – essays, feuilletons and extended novels.  

The image of Canada in the analysed immigrant 

fiction oscillated from initially negative (alien, 

physically dangerous and emotionally detached and 

cold) to more accepting and integrating. Hungarian 

poet Frank Veszely18 refers to Canada as “no man’s 

land”18. Another Hungarian author refers to the whole 
of North America as a “frightened 

continent.”19However, many of the analysed authors 

tried to understand Canada in more positive ways; 

they withdrew from clichés and neutralised, 

vacuatedstatements such as “land of the maple leaf” 

and attempted to replace them with more illustrative 

and poignant attributes. Czech writer Eva 

Klobouková, for example,designates Canada as “a 

country of human solidarity.”20 

 

In the light of the recent migrant crises in Europe 
(2015 and 2017), immigrant literature plays a more 

and more significant role in educating the general 

public about the true life of newcomers to any land. 

That is perhaps the main reason why literary 

scholarship21has recently been calling for its 

systematic integration into literary canon. Via 

diasporic texts, readers (especially from cultural 

backgrounds, such as Central and Eastern Europe, 

very different from the North American one) also 

gain more personal insight into the scene behind the 

dismissive image of Canada as a land of nothing but 

“few acres of snow”.  
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