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The Hauntings of Canada in Michael
Crummey’s Sweetland

Vanja Poli¢

Abstract

In Michael Crummey’s novel Sweetland (2014), which belongs to the
genre of Canadian Gothic, ghosts function as warnings and reminders on
a broader cultural and national level. The article analyzes different kinds
of hauntings in the novel to show how they emphasize the notions of
belonging to a local community and specific location, to alert to the dis-
appearance of the traditional ways of life and the importance of cultural
memory for the survival of a comprehensive and diversified Canadian
identity. The hauntings include: ‘typical’ ghosts haunting individual char-
acters; workings of capital and national consolidation, which are shown
haunting the local community (serving as a synecdoche of the Newfound-
land region); hauntings of disappeared local communities in the imper-
sonal national construct of Canadian culture (cultural mosaic); hauntings
which emphasize notions of belonging to and emplacement into Canada’s
Atlantic region; the haunting of the unrecordable quality of lived experi-
ence in such a community; and the inevitability of the book to be a record
of absence as well as warning of that absence. The article discusses and
postulates hauntings as a strategy of resistance against historical amne-
sia, but also as testaments to belonging.

Keywords: Michael Crummey, Sweetland, Canadian Gothic, haunting,

ghosts, belonging, cultural haunting, historical erasure, storied pasts,
capital
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Michael Crummey’s novel Sweetland (2014) is teeming with ghosts and
haunting. Unlike popular versions of ghost stories, which portray ghosts
haunting individuals to cause them psychological and physical distress,
Crummey’s ghosts function as warnings and reminders on a broader cul-
tural and national level. This article will analyze different kinds of haunt-
ings in the novel to show how they serve to emphasize the notions of
belonging to a local community and specific location in order to alert
readers to the disappearance of the traditional ways of life and the
importance of cultural memory for the survival of a comprehensive and
diversified Canadian identity. Sweetland revolves around a small island
community off the southern coast of Newfoundland that has supported
itself with fishing for over two hundred years. Fishing was one of the first
reasons for the European interest in what is today known as the Atlantic
region of Canada, its subsequent settlement and, in the twenty-first
century, its stagnation. Within Canada, the region’s outports served their
economic purpose as an internal colony! until the depletion of the salt fish
resources, marked by the cod fishing moratorium in 1992. Crummey’s
novel traces the aftermath of the moratorium, historicizing the political
and economic reasons for the region’s flailing status within Canada, and
juxtaposing the often a-human workings of capital to the local human his-
tory and culture. By situating the novel geographically and economically
in the ‘ex-centric’? part of Canada, Crummey engages in the dialogue of
the centre and the margin; offering ‘a more sophisticated understanding
of the ambivalence of the storied pasts of both the Maritimes and New-
foundland, and a more sophisticated understanding of the economic,
political, and cultural dynamics that shape the region’s tenuous position
within the present neo-liberal order’.? Crummey shows that, instead of
regarding the concepts of global and local as a binary, where the global is
seen as distant and the local as present and ‘here’, the capital and global
forces are ‘very closely mapped onto the local’,* affecting the everyday
existence and survival of local communities. Just as the ex-centre cannot
operate without the centre as its point of reference, so the local is ineluc-
tably interlinked with the global.

In Sweetland, the central storyline follows the village community on
the island of Sweetland, which has been declining since the fishing mor-
atorium and which has, in 2012, been offered a resettlement package by
the government — one in a line of resettlement initiatives from 1949
onwards, aiming to effectively shut down the island and cut the costs of
providing it with infrastructure. In the novel, all but one of the island res-
idents accept the package: the exception is Moses Sweetland, the novel’s
protagonist and focalizer, and for the large part of the novel, the island’s
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only living inhabitant. His memories constitute an array of local histories
of the island and islanders which intersect the novel’s story-now, reveal-
ing a present haunted by the past. Moses is also one of the two characters
in the novel who sees ghosts and feels their presence. The other charac-
ter is his grandnephew, Jesse, described by Moses as an ‘idiot savant’
boy who insists that Moses’s dead brother Hollis is his best friend.
Unlike Moses, who feels uncanny in the presence of ghosts, to Jesse they
are as ‘real’ as any other living resident on the island. Jesse’s equanim-
ity and matter-of-fact acceptance of ghosts underlines his sense of
belonging to the island.

In fact, it seems that ghosts of different kinds permeate this novel
from its vey opening lines in which Moses, returning from the Newfound-
land mainland with a boat-load of wood, comes across Sri Lankan refu-
gees illegally trafficked to North America and abandoned to drift at sea
in a rescue boat. The scene is set in Gothic fashion: as Moses travels in
thick fog, he hears voices ‘so indistinct he thought they might be imagi-
nary. An auditory hallucination, the mind trying to compensate for a sen-
sory lack. The way a solitary man will start talking to furniture, left alone
long enough.’® He hears ‘a murmur that seemed vaguely human . . . a sin-
gle wordless syllable shouted, like a dog’s bark. Spooked him. Miles out
on the water and that voice seeming to rise from the ocean itself.”” When
he finds the courage to respond, ‘hoping there was nothing in that blank-
ness to answer him’,® and hears dozens of voices shouting wildly, he feels
as if an invisible hand has protruded from the fog and pushed him. Then
he sees ‘[a] shape slowly taking shape in front of him’ and as he tugs the
refugees to the island, each time he looks back he is ‘startled . . . to see
what was following in his wake’.? This opening scene introduces two
themes that intertwine throughout the novel: the question of displace-
ment, of refugees and exiles who have lost their community and home,
and consequently have to relocate to an unknown destination, and the
genre of the Gothic to describe this state. These refugees, who are shel-
tered briefly on the island of Sweetland before taken over by the Coast
Guard, serve as harbingers of the destiny that awaits all the island’s resi-
dents, since they themselves will become internal exiles scattered through-
out continental Canada, rootless and without real connections to that
other place to which they will relocate. The Sri Lankans also symbolize a
threshold, a liminal space of the end of an era where the traditional way
of life no longer exists and the future is uncertain and cannot be espied.

The Gothic description of the refugees as ghosts very strongly
evokes Cynthia Sugars’s and Gerry Turcotte’s concept of the postcolonial
Gothic, as well as Marlene Goldman’s notion of (dis)possession. Sugars
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and Turcotte develop the concept in relation to the ‘“unhomely” or “spec-
tral” legacies of imperialism and globalization’'® which in literature take
‘the form of ghosts or monsters that “haunt” the nation/subject from
without and within’.1! And while Sugars and Turcotte primarily link the
concept of the Gothic to the postcolonial, their arguments can be fittingly
applied to Crummey’s novel because they translate to the Canadian work-
ings of capitalism, imperialism and national consolidation within its own
nation-state. The Canadian state is, so to speak, trimming its edges in
order to lower the costs of the colony’s maintenance, and it is these ‘assim-
ilative dynamics of . . . nationalism which give rise to the Gothic’.!2 The
Gothic as a genre, in its turn, ‘is preoccupied with the fringes, the unspo-
ken, the peripheral, and the cast aside. It is populated with monsters and
outcasts, villains and victims, specters and the living dead.’'® The Sri
Lankan refugees adrift at sea symbolize ‘the transnational spectral tropes
identified with free-floating capital’ which ‘exceed the border of the
nation-state’,’# mirroring the movements of capital and globalization
within Canada, where the island residents will become internal exiles
adrift in the spaces of Canada, all of them living ghosts, situated in the
in-between space of the displaced, neither here nor there. It is therefore
not surprising that the motif of death permeates the novel, since in itself
death represents a threshold between the world of the living and the
world of the dead. In the novel the motif of death reoccurs both literally
and metaphorically; literally since several characters die rather than
leave the island — Queenie Coffin, who has not left her house in more
than 20 years, dying of a heart attack instead of crossing the threshold of
both her house and the island, and Moses’s grandnephew, Jesse, dying in
an accident after he is told he would have to relocate. The characters’
existences are shown as inseparable from the locale, demonstrating Mar-
garet Conrad and James Hiller’s observation that the sense of commu-
nity in the Newfoundland region is marked by ‘a deep sense of place
that sets Atlantic Canadians apart from many other North Americans’.1>
On a metaphorical level, therefore, the dislocation of islanders from
their storied space signifies the death of communal memory and ances-
tral inheritance.

Ghosts, and the Canadian Gothicl® as a specific genre, therefore sig-
nal a loss, but at the same time, as Sugars argues, can operate as ‘a form
of cultural sustenance and . . . contestation’’ since Canadian Gothic
authors engage in a dialogue with history in a twofold manner, by try-
ing to trace where one belongs within history, and by investigating how
one writes oneself into history (or, as historicity and historicization,
respectively).18 Gothic tropes can perform a strategy of resistance against
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the historical oblivion and obsolescence; they ‘initiate forms of cultural
mourning (signalling a loss of cultural memory/history resulting from
colonialism or migration)’® but nonetheless drawing attention to that act
of disappearance or erasure. They are ‘used to convey the way in which
the Canadian national project is inherently haunted’,2° and in Sweetland
the islanders will remain as haunting presences that challenge and sub-
vert the project/construct of Canadian national identity. Death is a
silencing, and both the Sri Lankan and the island exiles are shown as
disempowered, haunted by the workings of capital interests. However, as
Margaret Atwood claims, ghosts ‘want to talk, and they want us to sit down
beside them and hear their sad stories’.?! The ghosts ‘don’t want to be
voiceless; they don’t want to be pushed aside, obliterated. They want us
to know’,22 and it is from there that the doubleness of the Gothic discourse
can be said to emerge. Ghosts guarantee a presence, an inscription into
the landscape which reflects a long-standing desire of Canadian writing
to write itself into the place and in this way ‘lay claim to a Canadian genius
loci or spirit of the nation’.23 By creating a traditional community which
generates among its members ‘trust and feelings of belonging’ because it
operates ‘on a local scale that often assumed face-to-face contact’,2
Crummey challenges the stereotype of Canada’s pastlessness as a ‘new’
country in the New World at the same time as he challenges the overar-
ching construct of national identity as a homogenizing (globalizing) ide-
ology. In this sense Goldman’s notion of (dis)possession can be used to
describe one of the crucial issues that the novel foregrounds. Goldman
defines (dis)possession as the suture of ‘the fiction’s manifest content of
spirit possession to the more shadowy, traumatic, and latent experience
of dispossession instigated by clashes between cultures’?> of marginal-
ized groups ‘whose knowledges have been elided and, at times, forcibly
repressed by the . . . Canadian nation-state’.26 The dismantling of the
island community, which serves as a synecdoche for the Newfoundland
region and its position within the Canadian national project, transforms
the Canadian genius loci into ‘haunted loci’.?” The hauntings of capital,
political and financial interests that have brought the community into
existence will now be the agents of its dismantlement.

However, next to these capital forces which produced a colony,
Crummey posits the people who have created the colonial community.
These people have imprinted themselves onto the space, primarily through
stories and naming. The novel’s protagonist, Moses Sweetland, is a reti-
cent and bullheadedly diffident man,?8 but he is also the ‘unofficial custo-
dian of the cemetery’?® and the island’s story-keeper, the focal point in
which the past and the present meet. This connection between the past
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and the present, the people and the locale, the stories and space is most
obvious in the island’s toponymy: the island sites have names of local sig-
nificance, places like Vatcher’s Meadow or Lunin’s Rock, where names
were given after a person. Others are quite prosaic, ordinary: King’s Seat,
Mackerel Cliffs, Devil’s Under-jaw, Murdering Hole, Old Chimney, Mad
Goat Gulch - all toponyms evocative of the early settlers naming the land-
scape around them to counter the acute feeling of displacement in a new
space. The naming of surroundings signifies emplacement, appropriation
and, ultimately, settlement into the space. The very name of the island is
eponymous with the protagonist, further strengthening the connection
between a person and ‘his’ place. Moreover, when Moses Sweetland
remains alone on the island, after all the residents have relocated to other
parts of Canada, he recreates in his mind the map of the island, ‘careful
to include as much detail as possible, as though the island was slowly fad-
ing from the world and only his ritual naming of each nook and cranny
kept it from disappearing altogether’.3° It is through this ‘ritual naming’
that he maintains and reaffirms his storied connection to the island. How-
ever, Moses’s fear of the island disappearing is not entirely unfounded,
because the island does not, in a manner of speaking, fully exist in the first
place: the geographical map of the Newfoundland archipelago that Moses
comes across soon after his ritual naming only outlines the island of Sweet-
land, but does not name it. The contrast between the place to which he
belongs and where he has chosen to remain against all odds, versus the
impersonal drawing on an official map is described as ‘the irregular yel-
low oblong [of Sweetland] where he had spent almost his entire exist-
ence’.3! What is more, Moses also spends ‘a better part of the hour . . .
adding missing names along the coastline, drawing in small islands that
had been inexplicably left out’32 from the official map. Moses’s subjective
narration in the sentence is worth noting, because all the small islands are,
in his opinion, ‘inexplicably’ omitted, whereas they are probably too small
(and/or irrelevant) to be included on the map of the Newfoundland archi-
pelago issued by the government. Another discrepancy is shown in this
impersonal map which is, nonetheless, titled Come Home Year.33 Moses
crosses out the title and writes ‘Stay Home Year’ instead. The incongruity
between the official mapping of the space and Moses’s ‘reading’ of his
landscape reiterates the notion of the spectres of the local as haunting the
national project. Moses writes the island’s name on the map, but that act
does not seem to satisfy him, so he continues to re-name other locations
on the southern shore of Newfoundland, all after the people he has known,
such as Jesse’s Head, Priddle’s Point and Queenie’s Island.3* In the same
way in which the early explorers wanted to leave their trace of having been

LONDON JOURNAL OF CANADIAN STUDIES, VOLUME 33



there, of leaving their mark for posterity, so does Moses inscribe and
emplot the landscape, appropriating it and making sure that some trace
of his community is left on it. By imprinting the names of his familiars into
the map’s landscape and strengthening the connection between the space
and the histories that people have traced on it, Moses reveals that he
is haunted by the people who have left the island in equal measure in
which he is haunted by the people close to him who have died. The trope
of haunting here underlines the symbolic traces of individual and com-
munal histories functioning as palimpsests to the larger workings of the
Canadian national project.3>

But Moses is not only the haunted one, he is also the haunter. Dur-
ing his residence alone on the island, he exists in the in-between space of
the island’s future in which there is no longer a colony of people on the
island, and the peopled past which he cannot bring back. He is now haunt-
ing the island, and he has used the threshold of death to achieve that:
after his grandnephew Jesse’s accidental death, Moses fakes his own in
order to stay on the island. He links his own death to the death of the
island, but at the same time remains on the island, continuing in his way
of life which has for everyone else ceased to exist (perhaps in this way
presaging that it is only through actual death that he will be able to remain
permanently on the island). Thus Moses finds himself on the threshold,
and even though he has occasionally felt the presence of ghosts even while
the other islanders were still on the island, he has refused to fully accept
them, shaking them away as uncanny feelings. He was sceptical of Jesse’s
claims to communication with Moses’s dead brother, Hollis, or of Jesse’s
insistence on seeing the light in the window of the house of recently
deceased Queenie Coffin. However, as Moses remains alone on the island,
he himself starts experiencing the presence of ghosts. Not only does he
start to see the light in Queenie’s window, he also, through that window,
notices two simultaneous manifestations of Queenie holding hands — one
as a young girl and one as an old woman — who, though not acknowledg-
ing him directly, do appear to him. Other ghostly instances include Moses
lost at sea in thick fog and hearing music from the bell tower, which guides
him safely back to the shore, and ghostly rifle shots fired in celebration of
the New Year’s Eve. But a central event takes place as Moses walks near the
cliffs late one night. Again the scene is described in typical Gothic fashion
for, as he walks towards the cliffs, Moses can ‘see the light over the rise, an
intermittent glim like photographs being taken, away in the distance . . .
a calm that felt otherworldly had settled on the night’.3¢ Then he sees
‘the first of them moving on the rise. Dark figures outlined in flashes
against the horizon, heading toward the lighthouse.’3” Moses Sweetland
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stands motionless, watching as the silhouettes pass by one after the other,
following the same path. He considers turning away but ‘he was afraid to
look away, thinking [the ghosts] might disappear if he did. He watched
the silent procession swell above him.’38 As the last of the figures pass, he
follows them ‘moving slow in the unearthly quiet’.3° As he comes close to
the lighthouse he sees

hundreds of them standing on the headlands. All clustered close to
the cliffs of the Fever Rocks, as many people as ever lived in the cove,
he guessed, and not a sound among them. All facing the ocean where
the intermittent light stirred the blackness. A pale glow about the
unlikely congregation though the moon was down, each figure sil-
houetted against the night sky. An air of waiting about them so pal-
pable that Sweetland held his breath as he watched.4°

He feels as if he is spying on a secret ceremony and turns to sneak
away when a vaguely familiar form brushes past him, causing him to
clutch firmly at his gun with both hands ‘to fend off the night’.#1 The pro-
cession continues to walk ‘down from the rise in a steady trickle . . . their
faces blank and unhurried’.#?> Most importantly, they seem to accept him
even though he is on the other side of the life-death threshold because
‘[t]They went past [him] without showing the slightest concern to have him
there. Strangers every one of them, though he felt they knew him. That
he was known to them somehow.’43 And what is more, one of them turns
her head towards him as she walks by and smiles at him blankly. He rec-
ognizes her as his sweetheart from his younger days. The feeling of rec-
ognition and acceptance by the ghosts, though elusive, stays with Moses
as he later remembers seeing the ‘crowd assemble there in their echoing
cathedral silence’.44 He tries to rationalize the apparitions as ‘[a] lunatic’s
vision’, but is at the same time comforted by the fact that ‘something about
it seemed beyond his capacity for fabrication, even drunk as he was’.4>
Moreover, the feeling of at-homeness settles over him because he has a
‘sense that he’d known them in another lifetime’,® even if he cannot
clearly recall either their names or their faces.

All three instances of Moses’s contact with the ghostly emphasize
their presence on the island and Moses’s gradual ‘initiation’ into their
world, on the other side of the threshold. Interestingly, these encounters
show that it is not they who need to accept him, because apparently they
already do, but it is Moses who needs to become accustomed to their pres-
ence. What is more, it seems that they have led their existence on the
island parallel to the world of the living, and Moses, who has previously
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only had an uncanny feeling that testified to their existence, now receives
enough evidence of their company. He finds himself increasingly longing
for the latter, as their presence assuages his extreme loneliness on the
island, loneliness which reflects his status as the last of his kind. Moses’s
feeling of familiarity with the ghosts can be further explained in terms of
‘settled unsettlement’,4” which Sugars defines as ‘the sensation of haunt-
ing’ that ‘bolster[s] a sense of belonging’#® where haunting no longer func-
tions as a threat but as a reaffirmation of emplacement. Moses at this
later stage of the novel longs for the uncanniness of haunting because it
functions as cultural infusion or, in Moses’s case, as a sense that he belongs
to the island community.*® However, his belonging is at this stage in the
novel also undergoing a transformation because the living community no
longer exists, but he, as a living being, at present still remains on one side
of the threshold, in the land of the living, glimpsing across it at the spec-
tral world of the dead.

At the same time, the place which he inhabits is undergoing an
uncanny slippage of its own. The gradual transition from the locale of the
living to the liminal space of the threshold, and from there to the space of
the dead, is well exemplified by the growing discrepancy between the
weather forecasts from the CBC radio station and the weather that Moses
experiences on the island. He experiences the first inconsistency around
New Year when the snow sets in on the island even though the radio pre-
dicts ‘clear skies and milder than normal temperatures along the south
coast’.50 After that the weather on the island turns ‘to its regular schizo-
phrenia’>! but the forecast is consistent about the mildness of weather con-
ditions. Moses gradually changes his attitude towards this discrepancy:
‘It had been comic at first, to see the forecast so far off the mark day after
day. But there was something increasingly disturbing in the disconnect.
It seemed a sign of a widening fracture in the world.”>2 And in this widen-
ing fracture, the island gradually transforms into an in-between space, a
heterotopia, a counter-site, ‘a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which
the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture,
are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted’.>3 The island,
due to the disconnect with the ‘real’ world represented by the radio fore-
casts, starts to drift away from the ‘reality-level’ of the novel, and as such
starts resembling a boat, like the free-floating rescue boat with the Sri Lan-
kans from the opening scene from the novel.

This metamorphosis of the island into a boat turns the boat-island
into ‘a floating piece of space, a place without a place, that exists by itself,
that is closed in on itself and at the same time is given over to the infinity
of the sea’.>* The island that is functioning independently of the world
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around it, in other words, becomes an example of heterotopia, a counter-
site to the project of Canadian national identity, its counter-history and a
haunting reminder of the importance of cultural memory. As such, it lays
bare the notion of ‘Canadian culture as a consciously constructed “culture
of memory”’>> and designates ‘the tentativeness of the Canadian project
since its foundations’,>¢ emphasizing the contesting sites of production of
cultures, knowledges and histories which tend to be subsumed within the
national project of the Canadian cultural mosaic. The island, consequently,
functions as a site of counter-history, pointing towards ‘those experiences
and memories that have not been heard and integrated in official histo-
ries’,”” but through the use of Gothic discourse they ‘mediate forgotten
histories’>® and ‘signal an attempt to recover and make use of poorly doc-
umented, partially erased cultural history’.>® The island’s Gothic slippage
into the threshold of heterotopia can be said to perform a strategy of
resistance against the historical oblivion of the disappearing and dis-
appeared world of the Newfoundland region of which the island and
Moses (who is experiencing his own slippages) serve as a synecdoche and
a metonymy respectively. It is important to note Michel Foucault’s notion
of counter-history here, which José Medina elaborates on when he claims
that the production of counter-histories is ‘possible because there are
people who remember against the grain, people whose memories do not
fit the historical narratives available. Counter-histories feed off such
counter-memories and at the same time transform them, revitalizing prac-
tices of counter-memory and offering them new discursive resources to
draw on.%9 The Gothic ambiguity is obvious here, as the island’s trans-
formation into heterotopia and Moses’s frequent encounters with ghosts
reaffirm a sense of emplacement, the presence and richness of local cul-
tural memory that morphs itself into the cultural memory of haunting.
As the novel draws to a close, another relevant Gothic episode
unfolds, its finale building gradually. Having barely survived the winter
on the island, Moses, sick and half-starved, dies at Easter, but this is not
the end of the novel. Having died, Moses wakes up, sensing the total quiet
of his house: the stove is cold but the light in the kerosene lamp is on.
Moses sees the map he scribbled on spread across the kitchen table, and
follows his drawings and renamed sites along the southern coast of New-
foundland. But he also notices that ‘[a]long the entire length of New-
foundland’s south coast were the words Here Be Monsters with a shaky
emoticon happy face drawn beside it. His handwriting, though he couldn’t
for the life of him remember setting them there.’®! He traces the coastline
where he inscribed the islanders’ names but as he glances toward the loca-
tion where the island of Sweetland should be, he is shocked to find it
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missing. ‘He had to work up the nerve to look closer, bringing the lamp
down across the map for the light. Where he expected to see Sweetland
there was nothing but blue water.’62 The name he had written over the
island is gone, ‘even the ink outlines the names had been printed over were
missing from the map. As if he’d only imagined seeing them there.63 It
appears that with Moses’ death, the island itself stops existing in official his-
tory and on the official map. The historical erasure has occurred before his
eyes, and Moses is aware that the absence of the island on the map is ‘[s]o
insignificant it would go unnoticed by anyone not looking for it’.64 What
remains in the island’s place is the inscription ‘Here Be Monsters’ in the blank
sea of the map. The inscription directly recalls the maps drawn by the early
explorers to North America, which dotted the unmapped land with min-
iature drawings of fabulous monsters, and sections labelled with the same
sentence, all evoking the explorers’ early encounters with the unknown,
undiscovered lands of the New World. In Sweetland, the reverse process
occurs as the land that was known, inhabited, storied, and historied for
centuries, disappears from the map by the end of the novel, replaced by
the old phrase signalling a slipping into the world of the unknown. And
while the early explorers imbued the ‘empty’ landscape with Gothic pres-
ence,% the reverse process in Sweetland enacts a historical erasure.

Having burnt the map, Moses leaves the house and goes towards the
headlands ‘away from all he’d ever known or wanted or wished for’. As he
looks behind him, there is ‘nothing below but a featureless black, as if the
ocean was rising behind him and had already swallowed the cove and
everything in it’.6 He is looking for the host of figures on the rise and when
he sees them ‘moving toward the light, all travelling at the same method-
ical pace, with the same lack of urgency’,%” he falls in with them. The
‘walkers so close he could feel the cold rising off their coats, a scoured
smell in the air around them, linseed and raw salt and spruce. They didn’t
acknowledge Sweetland or show the slightest concern that he was there.’68
He recognizes a woman in the group. At the same time ‘[h]is companions
looked to be numberless in the dark and strangers every one of them. But
he was grateful for their presence just the same.®® The figures are ‘calm
and all in silence’,”? and Moses is uncertain whether he should follow them
to the cliffs until he sees an apparition of a boy and he follows him instinc-
tively. At the cliffs ‘he lined along the headlands beside the others. A
press of silent figures with their faces turned to the open sea. They seemed
resigned and expectant standing there, their eyes on the fathomless black
of the ocean. Sweetland anonymous among that congregation. He felt of
a sudden like singing.’”! The final ghost scene thus completes the circle
initiated by the novel’s ghostly opening.
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As the last living inhabitant of the island dies, the island is now
entirely inhabited by monsters or, more precisely, ghosts. The inscription
on the map turns out to be ironically accurate. The Gothic has encroached
as the living people have disappeared. Cultural haunting’2 has set in: the
ghosts in the novel serve as agents of cultural memory because they are
inscribed into the place and familiarize it, making it unsettlingly homey.
The ghosts, who are unheimlich by the very definition of the Gothic genre,
underline the paradox of the at-homeness of the island. However, Crum-
mey subverts the concept of home, juxtaposing the notion of traditional
and firmly emplaced community with the impersonal, depersonalizing,
nationalizing and globalizing impulses which destabilize the traditional
communities. Consequently, as Goldman notes, ‘home as a constant has
become less of a given, as more and more people are unhomed—often
forced to exist in a kind of liminal space, traditionally associated with the
ghost’.73 In Sweetland, the instability of home is symbolized not only by
the Sri Lankan refugees or the resettled island residents, but also by Moses
Sweetland himself, who turns into a ghost to find fulfilment in his chosen
community. He is, after all, named Moses, but unlike his biblical prede-
cessor, he can enter his promised land. Crummey’s novel can therefore be
said to start with the notion of unsettled settlement, for the haunting is
executed by the government upon the community, and it ends with the
settled unsettlement, where haunting reaffirms a sense of belonging and
emplacement.

And while Moses has become a member of a community where he
feels at home, at the end of the novel, he is left standing and gazing expect-
antly towards the horizon, perhaps only partly satisfied. The expectancy
indicates that there is another threshold outside of the novel at the end
of which no one is left alive. The novel itself represents an overlapping,
as Moses shares his surname with the island, and both share the name
with the novel. The novel’s subject matter thus in a feat of trump ['oeil tran-
scends its literary boundaries and poses questions about the future of the
whole region and the loss of the lore, of people and individual lives which
will go unrecorded but were lived and have contributed to the project of
Canada. The novel asks how the project of Canadian national identity mit-
igates and negotiates these small chips of the mosaic. Crummey’s novel can
be said to emphasize that these local communities are the ones that make
up the entirety of the Canadian cultural mosaic, contribute to its diversity,
and should not be lost in the globalizing, nationalizing projects of Canada.
The local, which is closely woven and influenced by the global, should not
lose out. Moses becoming a ghost joins the Gothic in its emphasis of loss,
but also of belonging, community, the threshold of expectancy about the
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future. To paraphrase Roland Barthes’s well-known statement, culture is
in the novel represented not as a large impersonal construct, but as a
mosaic of quotations drawn from the innumerable centres of culture.”

There is another paradox connected to the novel with regard to the
question of historicity and historicization, or, in other words, to the ques-
tion of where one resides within history and how one inscribes one’s self
or one’s community into it. For Crummey, the act of writing poses yet
another obstacle or a threshold for, as Goldman claims, the novels of
haunting ‘often strategically introduce obstacles that arrest the impulse
to cross barriers and merge self and other’.”> Crummey’s record of a New-
foundland community becomes a record of absence, because it records a
community which cannot recognize itself in the very record of itself. None-
theless, this record acts culturally, politically and socially because it
draws attention to the act of disappearance of the fringe communities
within the national project of Canada. Crummey, with regard to his pre-
vious novel Galore, self-consciously mentions how, in his attempt to cap-
ture the disappearing world of these communities, he is paradoxically
putting the last nail in the coffin, because he is admitting that that world
is gone.”® The obstacle that prevents the crossing of the threshold between
the self and the other is represented by Queenie Coffin, an avid reader of
Harlequin romances, who hates reading the novels situated in Newfound-
land that her daughter assiduously sends her in an attempt to improve
her reading habits, because they in no way resemble, let alone represent,
the life lived on the island. The processed reality does not resemble the
experienced reality, and as a result, the book becomes a simulacrum, a sig-
nifier without a referent, no matter how hard it attempts to record that
life. Thus it can be claimed that Crummey’s novel is haunted by the unre-
cordable past of such outports, as is Crummey himself haunted with this
disappearing and disappeared world that he constantly returns to in his
works. Crummey’s book can, therefore, be described as a record of
absence, but paradoxically also as ‘writing [that] . . . survives its own per-
formance’”” and as ‘a process that leaves a trail, like a series of fossilised
footprints’,”® as Atwood argues in connection to the nature of writing
which is the only mode of performance that preserves a voice, the essence
of a story. Using his novel as a literature of the threshold, and a counter-
site of memory, cultural memory and cultural haunting, Crummey is trying
to instigate ‘a form of memorial recuperation’,”? or salvation from obliv-
ion of the disappeared and disappearing world of the traditional New-
foundland communities. In Sweetland, he teaches us that one should
learn to live with ghosts, since they are a strategy of resistance against
historical amnesia, but also testaments to belonging.
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