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7

Preface

Creative nonfi ction has, at various times been called faction, creative 
documentary, narrative nonfi ction, literary journalism and a host of 
other terms, none of which has stuck. At the moment, this term, how-
ever problematic, describes a genre of literary writing defi ned both 
by what it is not, i.e., fi ction, and by the vague term creative. Creative 
nonfi ction uses actual events, people and memories as its material. Yet 
unlike journalism, the writer appears front and centre in the work, and 
uses the same literary techniques and narrative structures that are found 
in poetry and fi ction. 

So then, what exactly is creative nonfi ction? This much we know: in 
CNF (as it is fondly known to its devotees), there is an implicit under-
standing between the writer and the reader. Because the writer is using 
his or her own name, and the names of other people, the reader assumes 
that the story is “true,” or at least as true as the writer can make it. 

As Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson point out in their book on auto-
biography, “When we recognize the person who claims authorship as the 
protagonist or central fi gure in the narrative – that is when we believe 
them to be the same person – we read the text written by the author 
to whom it refers as refl exive…”1 They add, “Autobiographical truth…
is an intersubjective exchange between narrator and reader aimed at 
producing a shared understanding of the meaning of a life.”2

In simpler terms, the author is the hero of his or her own story but 
is also the author of that story, which results in a kind of dualistic view-
point. The author needs to stand outside the story in order to write but 
she or he needs to re-enter it in order to recreate it.

So the reader believes that nonfi ction writing is factual or real. Real, 
of course, is a complex term, rich with the potential for its own discus-
sion. Readers will also bring their own subjectivity to a story, so in fact, 
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speculating about the relationship of nonfi ction to real life is always an 
interesting and complex subject. The strong assumption by the reader 
that because the book is labeled “nonfi ction,” we can trust that events in 
the story occurred more or less as presented, also needs to make allow-
ances for the fact that each one of a group of people who undergo an 
event will remember it differently. 

Some things can be checked and large magazines and publishers 
employ fact-checkers who do verify that in the year such and such, this 
person was in fact admitted to this hospital. The uproar with James 
Frey and the discovery, in late 2005 and early 2006, that elements of his 
memoir, A Million Little Pieces, were untrue, was astonishing to some 
of us who have been through the fact-checking process: what was the 
publisher thinking of? Where was their due diligence? It turned out 
that he hadn’t lied so much as exaggerated and distorted much of the 
material. But on the whole, the uproar was good for nonfi ction as it did 
bring the genre and some of its complexities to the forefront of literary 
discussion. 

The complexities of CNF are endlessly discussed by nonfi ction 
writers and by literary critics of nonfi ction writers. They were also 
equally discussed by the editors of this anthology as we sat around vari-
ous tables and desks sifting through the over fi ve hundred submissions 
we received for this book.  

These issues are many, intricate and without easy answers. How 
does the writing itself function as a space of inquiry, a source of under-
standing? Does the actual process of writing a nonfi ction piece change 
the writer and the story? What are the moral and ethical implications of 
writing a true story that inevitably includes material about people other 
than the author? And how far can or does the reader trust the writer’s 
ideas and portrait of what happened? 

There are also ethical questions to be dealt with in nonfi ction writ-
ing. What are the ethics of publicly disclosing material held previously 
only within a private sphere, or at least within the confi nes of a family 
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or a community? Are there only two spheres – private and public – or 
are these part of something much broader and multi-faceted?

How does or should the writer assume the right and the responsi-
bility to give their view and ideas of relationships with others? Must or 
should or can the writer mitigate the implications and the impact of this 
telling on the people who are both subjects and material? Can or should 
the writer anticipate how his or her intent and actions will impact on 
these people? What, fi nally, is the writer hoping to achieve by telling 
this story? 

Rather than answer these questions in this preface, we leave it to the 
work itself and the brilliant and multi-faceted efforts by these writers 
within this book who have achieved so much with their writing.

For the readers, the rewards of reading CNF are clear. With CNF, 
the reader has the illusion of being dropped into someone else’s life. 
They get to live that life vicariously, to learn from the writer’s mistakes, 
or rejoice in their triumphs, with no risk, but with both entertainment 
and understanding as a result.

This book was a long process of love and dedication by the editors. 
We sent out several calls for submissions and then the book was com-
piled from the best of those submissions. Thus some of the writers in 
this anthology are very well known; others are less so but are included 
because we found their work interesting and signifi cant. 

We conceived of this anthology for three reasons. First, as writers, 
readers and teachers of creative nonfi ction, we felt there was a need for 
a comprehensive anthology that surveyed the genre as it presently exists 
in contemporary Canadian literature. We knew a book such as this 
would be very useful to our students, and since it didn’t exist, we set out 
to create it. Secondly, we wanted the book to also serve as an introduc-
tion to the genre, or a useful cross-section for writers, for students, for 
teachers or for readers who are curious about creative nonfi ction. Lastly, 
each piece should tell cracking good stories. But, as we worked on put-
ting this anthology together, we also had a wonderful time discussing 
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the complex interplay of ideas and issues that good nonfi ction tends to 
stimulate.

For us, the most perplexing issue became one we hadn’t foreseen; the 
classifi cation of the material inside the anthology. We began by knowing 
everything: after all, hadn’t we taught this stuff for years? We started off 
with seven categories and defi nitions for each: memoir, personal essay, 
rhetoric, lyric, travel, literary or cultural journalism, and nature writ-
ing. But in practice, the pieces we received refused to fi t neatly into our 
boxes. These defi nitions, while useful as a guide, stretched madly. What 
we discovered instead of clear defi nitions was an amazing hybridity and 
cross infl uences among these pieces; after lots of discussion and putting 
things in various piles, we came up with a classifi cation system where 
the main tone of the piece determined its category. We’ve included nota-
tions about the hybridity of the various pieces to give the reader an idea 
of why we put pieces where we did. 

What we can now confi dently say is that in Canada, creative non-
fi ction is steadily growing in strength; both writers and readers are 
attracted to it for the depth and richness of its subject material. Each of 
the pieces collected here opens a window into the complex, powerful and 
illuminating world of creative nonfi ction. For each reader, some views 
will be more compelling than others, some ideas, some categories, more 
intriguing. But for us, as editors, each piece tells a story about Canadian 
CNF that is both fi ercely individualistic and part of the larger com-
munal literary nonfi ction narrative that we are all creating together.

The writers who have contributed to this anthology have been will-
ing to explore their own experiences, to share their perplexities at life’s 
problems, their pain, their triumph and often a mixture of all three. 
In addition, they have explored, more subtly, the issues of nonfi ction 
writing.

Taken as a whole, this book reveals a map of Canadian CNF, the 
complex interplay between narrative and fact, between truth and mem-
ory, between construction and imagination. The anthology is brilliantly 
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varied and wildly diverse; covering the whole gamut of human experi-
ence and relationships with others. We hope that the readers will be as 
struck, as we the editors have been, by the courage, honesty, humour 
and depth illustrated by these works.

But ultimately we want you, as a reader, to feel that your time read-
ing this book has been well-spent, that you are able to derive from this 
anthology the intense pleasure that comes from being invited into the 
works and worlds of writers who have worked to create a great story 
from the real, the true and the factual. It has been a great pleasure to read 
the many submissions we received, and a true head-scratching problem 
to have to cut these down to a reasonable number for this anthology. In 
the process, we tried to make our fi nal decisions for the best of all rea-
sons, the readability of this anthology. We hope in whatever ways you 
read it and use it, that you derive a keen enjoyment from it and that this 
book enables us to share with you our deep appreciation and wonder at 
the depth and scope of Canadian creative nonfi ction.

Notes

 1. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, eds., Reading Autobiography: A Guide for Inter-
preting Life Narratives (Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 2001), 8.
 2. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, eds., Reading Autobiography: A Guide for Inter-
preting Life Narratives (Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 2001), 13.
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Categorization, Hybridity and 
the Beauty of Fringes 

When we fi rst envisioned this book, we drafted the following categories 
for creative nonfi ction: memoir, personal essay, literary travel, nature 
writing, lyric essay, researched literary journalism and cultural criti-
cism, and rhetoric. What we came to realize as we sorted through our 
hundreds of submissions was how much memoir dominated the genre. 
We were disappointed to not receive any pieces that we thought fi tted 
the category of rhetoric. When it came time to lay out the manuscript for 
the fi nal submission, we were struck by how diffi cult it is to defi ne, with 
certainty, any kind of nonfi ction. We noted a hybridization between 
categories; as we sorted and tried to place work within our defi nitions, 
we began to call these ornamental outgrowths “fringes,” as in, “this is a 
memoir with nature writing fringes.”

Over the past few years, memoir has emerged as the dominant 
literary nonfi ction form, displacing essays. Memoir appeals to readers 
because it often follows a novelistic form. It has a plot, characters and 
a central confl ict. Memoir is often where emerging nonfi ction writers 
begin because the material is immediate and accessible. Memoir is often 
intellectually powerful as well as beautifully and lyrically written. And 
because it often deals with emotionally laden events in someone’s life, 
it can just as easily be sensationalistic or salacious or melodramatic. 
Canadian memoir has traditionally been focused on the lives of the 
notable or famous and this is now changing dramatically to focus on a 
wide diversity of topics, including personal experience and the illumi-
nation of this experience. Understandably, themes in Canadian memoir 
tend to focus on nature, travel or history but personal nonfi ction, and 
in particular diverse and exciting memoir, is growing in popularity and 
strength in Canada.
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Americans have a long tradition of personal essays, and a wider 
variety of markets in which to sell them. But, we wondered, why would 
Canadians not be more prolifi c in the lovely, often very feminine form of 
the lyric essay? It’s certainly common in American literary magazines. 
It’s a more daring form. Are writers here still playing it safe?

The lack of rhetoric we could understand although we lamented 
it: maybe it’s the Canadian sense of “niceness” coming to the fore; of 
not wanting to vehemently state one’s own opinion for fear of giving 
offense. It is unfortunate that political puff pieces pass for rhetoric these 
days. Although the term rhetoric, today, is generally taken to mean a 
persuasive argument, it also accommodates the idea of perceiving how 
language is really at work in writing. All good nonfi ction contains ele-
ments of rhetoric.

Memoir
The memoir is a piece of an autobiography that highlights a specifi c 
time in the narrator’s past. These essays often include a contemplation 
of the meaning, or impact, of the event on the writer, from the perspec-
tive of the time of the writing of the memoir. The memoir may be more 
emotional and concerned with capturing particular scenes, or a series of 
events, rather than documenting every fact of a person’s life.

Some characteristics of the memoir form are: that it focuses on a 
brief period of time or series of related events and that it follows nar-
rative structure, including many of the usual elements of storytelling 
such as setting, plot development, imagery, confl ict, characterization, 
foreshadowing and fl ashback, as well as irony and symbolism. Memoir 
often contains the writer’s contemplation of the meaning of these events 
in retrospective. It has a fi ctional quality even though the story is true, 
as it is a personal reconstruction of the events and their impact.

We would call all the pieces in the memoir section of the book 
straight memoir, though Jane Silcott’s could be classifi ed as a postcard 
memoir.
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Many of the pieces submitted for this anthology contained fringes: 
Luanne Armstrong, memoir with fringes of nature; Deanna Kawatski, 
memoir with nature fringes. Sarah Murphy’s piece is memoir with 
journalistic fringes and Andreas Schroeder’s is memoir with cultural 
journalism fringes. 

It was fun to discover the malleability and richness of form that 
comes from the overlay of a strong category being distinctly coloured 
by another form. The beauty of fringes is they give the story a richness 
and a context that’s often very visual. The fringes expand the story from 
the strictly personal. 

Personal essay
A personal essay has a strong narrative voice on a topic the writer deeply 
cares about. Such an essay has the personal and direct presence of a mem-
oir crossed with an idea. The writer generally keeps going back to that 
idea, looking at it and evaluating it from different angles, to see if they 
understand it more than before. A personal essay takes the reader on a 
voyage of discovery to somewhere, possibly unexpected, at the end.

Only one of the essays in this section of the anthology is a hybrid 
form. We would call Stephen Osborne’s piece a personal essay with cul-
tural fringes. A person could easily make the argument that this piece 
is cultural journalism because of the focus on the fi gure of Timothy 
Eaton and because of the nature of the conversation between the two 
writer characters. Eaton’s grave and his statue become a vehicle for 
observations about the way our society works. The “I” character keeps 
well to the background and is, in fact, usually subsumed by “we.” As 
editors, we chose to place this piece in with the personal essays because 
of the subjective nature of the observations. The story also works well 
with the Kingwell piece ahead of it, with its fascinating feathering-in of 
erudite musings about falling with a personal experience. 
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Literary travel
Pico Iyer says, “Travel writing is essentially a dialogue between a person 
and a place, and the dialogue is only as rich as what the person brings to 
it – the extent to which that person brings the weight and intensity of his 
questions or his hauntedness or his uncertainties. All of us when we’re 
traveling have remarkable encounters and feelings and experiences, 
but the reason that we cherish certain writers is that they are bringing 
something to these places that none of us could ever have expected.”1

Travel writing is about both an interior journey as well as an exterior 
journey. The pieces need to be vivid enough that a reader from Japan 
could identify with a story written about BC, or conversely, a reader in 
BC could delight in and really see the details the writer gives us about 
Japan. The stories make use of an identifi able narrative voice, someone 
who lets the reader in close.

Characters are fully formed, closely imagined and multi-dimen-
sional. Travel writing uses techniques of images, metaphor, simile and 
sensory description. In these stories, it is the narrator who changes from 
beginning to end so the reader feels there’s truly been a journey. Or as 
G. K. Chesterton wrote in Tremendous Trifl es, “The whole object of 
travel is not to set foot on foreign land; it is at last to set foot on one’s 
own country as a foreign land.”

In the travel section we encountered a fair amount of hybridity. 
Marjorie Doyle’s piece, for us, fi t into the category of travel with mem-
oir fringes. Susan Glickman’s piece we saw as travel with personal essay 
fringes. She has an idea, and returns to it, albeit in a foreign setting.

Nature Writing
Canadians have traditionally excelled at nature writing. Good nature 
writing incorporates clear and well-researched information about the 
natural world; at the same time, it also delineates deep personal involve-
ment and philosophical premises. More and more, nature writing 
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involves ecologically oriented interests, an examination of ecological 
identity, of self in nature. Perhaps it is time for the term “nature writ-
ing” to be called into question. But whether it’s called nature writing, 
environmental literature, ecopoetics or something else entirely, the 
question that such work fundamentally addresses is that of the relation-
ship between humanity and other-than human beings, their places and 
histories.

We found that the pieces in our nature writing section forced us 
to differentiate between place and nature; the former carries a deep 
emotional charge and becomes highly personal. It’s like the difference 
between writing about love in the abstract and love for one’s partner. 
Canadian writing, both rural and urban, has always been regionally 
identifi ed. Canadian nature writing often has a strong sense of the place, 
either where the writer has come from or where they have come to stay. 
There is a huge sense of identifi cation with a location, whether it’s rural 
Saskatchewan, east end Vancouver or Cape Breton. Here is how we cat-
egorized one of these pieces: Silver Donald Cameron, place with fringes 
of memoir and nature.

The Lyric Essay
The recent burgeoning of creative nonfi ction and the personal essay has 
yielded a fascinating sub-genre that straddles the line between the essay 
and the lyric poem. These “poetic essays” or “essayistic poems” are 
about art more than information. They favour poetic meditation over 
narrative. The lyric essay has the distillation of ideas and musicality of 
language of a poem, as well as the weight of the factual in an essay. It has 
the melding of form and content that is found in a prose poem.

The lyric essay often takes shape as a kind of mosaic. According 
to Deborah Tall and John D’Agata of the Seneca Review, “The stories 
it tells may be no more than metaphors. Or, storyless, it may spiral in 
on itself, circling the core of a single image or idea, without climax, 
without a paraphrasable theme.… While it is ruminative, it leaves pieces 
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of experience undigested and tacit, inviting the reader’s participatory 
interpretation.… We turn to the lyric essay – with its malleability, inge-
nuity, immediacy, complexity, and use of poetic language – to give us a 
fresh way to make music of the world.”2 

If there was one regret we had about this anthology, it is the fact that 
we received so few lyric essays. It is a wonderful form and such pieces 
generally produce a feeling of delight in the reader from the unexpected 
connections the writer leads us to. They are an important form – hope-
fully, future anthologies will contain more lyric essays. Susan Olding’s 
piece is a lovely example.

Researched Literary Journalism and Cultural Criticism
An essay by Deborah Campbell on the “New New Journalism,” pub-
lished by The Tyee, quotes Polish journalist Ryszard Kapuściński: “The 
traditional trick of literature is to obscure the writer, to express the 
story through a fabricated narrator describing a fabricated reality. But 
for me, what I have to say is validated by the fact that I was there, that I 
witnessed the event.”3

Campbell, a magazine writer and book author, defi nes literary jour-
nalism as work that enters deeply into the subjects’ worlds. She writes: 

1. Literary journalism is more in-depth than most other jour-
nalistic forms. It is more intimate. It also tends to take more 
time, which the press, concerned as it is with daily events 
and daily deadlines, doesn’t have. 

2. Literary journalism is concerned with the everyday. The 
telling details. The moment. And often with voices ignored 
by the press. It is interested in everyday people in unusual 
situations, not just experts. 

3. Literary journalism relies on voice. It is not just fact-
fi nding. It is concerned with style, rhetorical fl ourish, the 
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precise word chosen. Literary journalism can involve an 
internal voice. It is often highly idiosyncratic.4

But what’s the difference between cultural journalism and liter-
ary journalism? For there is one. In this section, we see the pieces by 
Myrna Kostash, Steven Heighton and Joan Skogan as fi tting squarely 
into the category of cultural journalism. Patrick Friesen’s is straight 
travel. When we hit Wayne Grady’s piece there is a shift: this piece is 
literary journalism. Why? One, it’s literary because of the elegance and 
originality of the form and language. Two, it’s researched. The subject 
matter deals with the personal stories of the women he interviews. Now, 
you could make the argument that because of what Grady reveals about 
these women’s lives through their stories, there is a cultural component. 
We didn’t see it that way but it certainly is comfortable hanging out 
with the other pieces in this section. Then we get right into cross-genre 
work. Harold Rhenisch’s story is cultural journalism with fringes of 
memoir.

Rhetoric
Essentially, rhetoric means the art or skill of persuasion. Thus, although 
the term rhetoric today is generally taken to mean a persuasive essay, 
it also accommodates the idea of perceiving how language is really at 
work in writing. Rhetoric examines the “how” of language: the meth-
ods and means of communication, as well as the elements of a good 
persuasive argument. Good rhetorical writing doesn’t divide the form 
from meaning; how one says something conveys meaning as much as 
what one says.

A lot of rhetoric today is concentrated in political speeches, in edi-
torializing about issues, or it is seen as a classic form without a lot of 
contemporary relevance. Certainly in American anthologies and glossy 
magazines there is no dearth of rhetoric. For us as readers, there can be 
a sense of rhetoric as a category having a higher potential annoyance 

SliceTXTFINALaPROOF.indd   19SliceTXTFINALaPROOF.indd   19 8/17/11   12:30:59 PM8/17/11   12:30:59 PM



20

Luanne Armstrong and Zoë Landale

20

factor than other creative nonfi ction writing. If we don’t agree with the 
writer, we’re not likely to get too far into the piece. Perhaps there’s a 
sense of preaching that makes Canadians uncomfortable. 

As the reader can likely tell, we became very enamoured of the 
whole concept of fringes. It conveys the sense of movement and elegance 
we felt we were seeing with the hybridization of the categories. For us, 
as editors, it was one of the real surprises we encountered, and, as such, 
a delightful way, and a good learning experience, to have our expecta-
tions tweaked.

Notes

 1. Pico Iyer, “A New Kind of Travel for a New Kind of World: Stillness and Move-
ment on a Fast-Turning Globe” (speech, Key West Literary Seminar, Key West, FL, 
January 2006).
 2. Deborah Tall and John D’Agata, “The Lyric Essay,” Seneca Review, Hobart 
and William Smith Colleges, accessed August 5, 2011, http://www.hws.edu/academics/
senecareview/lyricessay.aspx.
 3. Ryszard Kapuscinski, “An Interview with Ryszard Kapuściński,” Granata 
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