Is African-Canadian literature one of Canada’s newest or is it one of its oldest literatures? George Elliot Clarke would no doubt reply that the answer depends on how  we define literature. If literature is the body of texts and oral production of a culture, then African-Canadian literature—comprising the texts of Black Loyalists, of the Black arrivals in 1812, of the fugitive slave communities in Southern Ontario and elsewhere, and the 19th-century arrivals in British Columbia—is among the country’s oldest. If, however, literature is created when the accumulated texts become part of  university curricula and the focus of scholars, then African-Canadian literature is Canada’s newest literature.

The title of this work, Odysseys Home: Mapping African-Canadian Literature,  is an apt, multi-faceted trope that holds together the various forays into literary production represented in this book.  For (1) the book grew out of a request by someone for an essay on African-Canadian and African literature while Clarke was (away from home) at Duke University (his PhD thesis had been a comparative study of Euro-Canadian and African-American poetry); (2) the request set Clarke on a voyage (a scholarly-critical one albeit, for he had already  edited two volumes of texts authored by Nova Scotians of African ancestry, a people for whom he has coined the term Africadian) to articulate and evaluate African-Canadian literary production; (3) ‘Odysseys’ and ‘Mapping’ imply adapting the tools and concepts already created for the task at hand., which is what Clarke does.

Clarke defines his critical approach as essentialist, and is mindful of the critiques made against essentialism in an epoch when vigorous attempts are made in many quarters to replace essentialist categories  with more inclusive terms such as multiculturalism, metissage, créolité, and even anthrophagie. To this end, and reflecting a trend in scholarship by many contemporary Afrosporic scholars, Clarke presents his credentials like an ambassador come to represent his people.  But the wide range of strategies that Clarke borrows from various theorists of literature and his reliance on history as a vital heuristic tool make me wonder whether the essentialist claim is just, whether, if any label were needed, empirical might not have been more accurate.

The forgoing aside, Odysseys Home is an impressive tome that comprises a valuable introduction, to which, in keeping with the book’s title, Clarke gives the title: ‘Embarkation: Discovering African-Canadian  Literature’; twelve essays under subsection termed ‘Sorties’;  eleven book reviews under the subsection ‘Incursions: Selected Reviews’;  and several catalogues of resources in the form of bibliographic essays and bibliographies under the subsection ‘Surveys’.

