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This report will 

be the first of a 

series of articles 

on memes, icons, 

o r  s ym b o l s , 

w h i c h  h a v e 

p o i n t e d 

to  deep  mean-

ing, not only in 

the poetry of ma-

ture Canadian 

women who are 

non-visual artists, 

but also in their novels, music,  choreography,  thea-

tre and their lives.  

The more I read and write and the more I see and 

hear about the work of these amazingly creative 

women, the more I perceive these memes.  

This report is based on my perspective. I will begin 

focussing on the Ottawa-area, then expand into Ca-

nadian women‟s work, which has been published 

and/or documented. I will then give some compari-

sons of the work of others worldwide.   

The following issues will focus on a particular art 

form.  

Empathy - The Root (or route) for All memes, 

Icons & Symbols 

It is the creative person who realizes that empathy is 

a gift through which they can express themselves, as 

well as the lives and/or works of others, from a very 

early age. Empathy gives an individual (and from 

recent animal research, other mammals) the ability to 

feel the emotions and sensations of others around us, 

from their point of view, as well from as our own. 

We can read body language, gestures, and intent, 

without having ever been taught how to do it. It is 

instinctual. The communication of empathy does not 

rely on verbal or writing skills. For those of us who 

create, empathy relies on intuition and inspiration, 

whether in traditional forms of media, or radically 

new ones. 

Semiotics – the Method of Describing the     

Processes of Communicated Empathy 

There are multiple approaches, as well as several 

definitions, of Semiotics.  Most of the differences 

stem from cultural and political differences of what 

it is to be human. When I decided to tackle the 

analysis of the works of mature Canadian women, 

from a semiotic viewpoint, I knew I would do so 

from within a labyrinth of  controversy. Anyone who 

has taken even an introductory course in this field, 

realizes, that, while its fascination defies all linear 

reason, its propensity for discussion and disagree-

ment is high.  

VIVA! 
Meme (noun) 

1. An idea, belief or belief system, or pattern of 
behavior that spreads throughout a culture, 
either vertically, by cultural inheritance (as 
by parents to children), or horizontally, by 
cultural acquisition (as by peers, information 
media, and entertainment media) 

2. A pervasive thought or thought pattern that 
replicates itself via cultural means; a 
parasitic code, a virus of the mind especially 
contagious to children and the 
impressionable 

3. The fundamental unit of information, 
analogous to the gene in emerging 
evolutionary theory of culture - meme pool 
(n.) : all memes of a culture or individual - 
memetic (adj.) : relating to memes - 
memetics (n.) : the study of memes 

4. In blogspeak, an idea that is spread from 
blog to blog 

5. An internet information generator, especially 
of random or contentless information. 

Etymology: derived from the Greek mimëma, 
'something imitated', by Richard Dawkins in 1976. 

► 

http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=gene
http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=evolutionary%20theory
http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=blogspeak
http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=blog
http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Richard%20Dawkins
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One of the main points of my subtext is:  if the work 

of mature Canadian women is worth analyzing via its 

revelation, should its signs, symbols, icons not be 

justifiably studied and criticized for their strengths 

and /or weaknesses, by those of a similar age and 

stage who are affected by 

what we read, hear, see 

and absorb? 

After you have read this 

report, and perhaps sub-

sequent reports, please 

feel free to comment.  

Local Ottawa Women 

and Their Works 

In the music and poetry of local women composers, 

the most obvious semiotic connections are in songs. 

Susan McMaster, Elisabeth Harvor, Diane Stevenson 

Schmolka, Terry Ann Carter, and more. 

The issues stressed in much of the writing, music and 

filmmaking/theatre/dance by mature women are: ag-

ing processes, mother-daughter relationships, 

change/transition, lovers, loss and renewal. Although 

each woman has unique ways of expressing these 

issues, when using icons, memes and symbols, the 

foci of  these issues are consistent.  

It is obvious when reading a Canadian work, hearing 

a piece of Canadian music, or seeing a new Canadian 

choreographic presentation, how much the land in-

fluences each and every one of us who create in any 

medium. 

Susan McMaster, born in Toronto, has lived in     

Ottawa for many years. She has authored over six-

teen books, scores and, recordings.  She has been the  

editor of several anthologies, books and magazines, 

and is a creator and performer of music and poetry 

works. The music is jazz, and the poetry encom-

passes many aspects of her life. It has also inspired 

other composers and artists in Canada and around the 

world. For a more intense experience of her artistic 

life, you can read  The Gargoyle’s Left Ear: Writing 

in Ottawa (Black Moss,2007, Settlements Series #6) 

By the time Susan Mc Master was middle-aged, she 

decided to learn how to ride a horse. In her poem 

“Learning to Ride”, she uses parts of the body as 

symbols. This is noticeable throughout her poetry; 

from the writing of her youth, to her present day po-

ems and prose. In this poem, Learning to Ride, she 

reveals that it is time to: 

let go 

let the body 

move the hands/drag the brain 

without holding on 

to words, language. 

This is a change from not only her poems of youth, 

(like many other writings of young women), and pre-

sents a model to herself of imminent changes within 

her body in the near future. This is the sub-text un-

derlying much of her horse poems. She stresses : 

Stubbornness… 

is the only sure way 

to hang on tight 

to hope 

(from On The Lunge).  

Horse riding, and the horse itself, becomes the 

meme. 

I would next like to introduce you to Anne 

Eggleston, whom I had the good fortune to know for 

many years, before her death. Anne is a well-known 

Ottawa composer, whose influence, long after she 

died, is much more enlightening than the quiet intro-

verted face she  presented to the public. She was an 

adamant music teacher, and a full-time com-

poser. Her music was both adventurous for its time, 

as well as „picturesque‟. In her Sketches of Ottawa,  

she described the landscape, as well as certain sec-

tors of the public, musically.   

It was in the mid 70‟s that I first met Anne. She 

showed me her Sketches, and asked me if I would 

...VIVA! 

► 
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like a copy. As soon as I saw the first two works, I 

knew I wanted play them! One, which was really 

humorous, was the “Dashing Diplomat‟s Dance”. It 

is filled with rhythmic icons of the „sashay steps‟, 

which one sees in old minuets, reels and gavottes. 

The short melodic figures are witty clichés that make 

one laugh while playing it! These ‘Sketches’ were 

mature works and revealed Eggleston as a wise, but 

tender person, who, could not only laugh at society‟s 

quirks, but also at herself. 

Ottawa novelist, Elizabeth Hay, (b.1951), has many 

notable icons/memes in her novels. In A Student of 

Weather, (2000) - for which she was a Giller Prize 

finalist and for which she won the CAA MOSAID 

Technologies Award for Fiction - the two main char-

acters live and work in three areas of  the continent. 

The novel opens in rural Saskatchewan, the middle 

in Ottawa, and ends in New York City, for the 

poignant end. 

As I began to read, I was swept away by the prose-

poetry. Although I do not think that Hay would de-

scribe her writing of that novel as „prose–poetry‟, it 

certainly has some of the qualities which are the 

usual tools of well-known prose -poets. I felt imme-

diately enveloped by the prairie winds of the Depres-

sion Era, the poverty, and loss of community, fol-

lowed by an irresistible longing to be on those 

plains, with the tender, but amazingly resilient, prai-

rie grasses and flowers. I would have befriended the 

vulnerable female protagonist.  

I often daydream of bringing even a few of these 

wonderful literary women together in one room so as 

to interview and record them over a period of a 

week! Novelists like the late Carol Shields, Elisabeth 

Harvor, Joy Kogawa, Jane Urquhart, Anne–Marie 

Macdonald, Margaret Atwood, and others. Although 

interviewing many of these authors together will not 

likely happen, I plan to  try to interview at least, sev-

eral of them, for future issues of WOTmag. 

Verbal, graphic and musical icons are magical in 

their power to transport us to a much deeper under-

standing and appreciation of any true work of art. I 

believe that the mature Canadian women creators of 

music, poetry literature, theatre and dance, are all 

uniquely superb in these powers.   ■ 
 

Diane Schmolka 

 

...VIVA! 

(613) 733-5219 

Licensed & Recognized by the Province of Ontario 
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...VIVA! 

 

For More Information On Semiotics 

 “Semiotics for Beginners” by Daniel Chandler 

 “Signs and Their Objects” by Charles S. Peirce (1910)  

 “Multimodality in Canadian Black Feminist Writing (Cross/Cultures)”                                            

by Maria Caridad Casas  

 Editorial: “Memes Matter” by Paul Bouissac 

 Editorial: “Semiotics On Line” by Paul Bouissac 

For Women Writing at MidLife and Beyond + Canadian Women Writers                          

(Poetry and Fiction) 

 Canadian Women Writers Conference: Connecting Texts and Generations 

 Interview: “Elizabeth Hay” by Linda Richards 

 Susan McMaster - Ottawa Poet and Spoken Word Performer 

 “Breaking Free: Women of Spirit at Midlife and Beyond” by Marilyn Sewell 

 Ygdrasil: A Journal of the Poetic Arts 

For Canadian Mature Women Musicians and Composers                                              

(Classical Composers Database) 

 Female Classical Music Composers Database 

 “Wearing two hats: Anne Eggleston as composer and pedagogue” by Roxanne Prevost 

 the woman composer question: a bibliography by Eugene Gates, Ed.D. 

http://www.scribd.com/doc/24225296/Semiotics-for-Beginners-encoding-Decodingphotography-collection.com/?p=216
http://www.unav.es/gep/SignsAndTheirObjects.html
http://www.tower.com/multimodality-in-canadian-black-feminist-writing-maria-caridad-casas-hardcover/wapi/114256949
http://www.tower.com/multimodality-in-canadian-black-feminist-writing-maria-caridad-casas-hardcover/wapi/114256949
http://projects.chass.utoronto.ca/semiotics/srb/5-2edit.html
http://projects.chass.utoronto.ca/semiotics/srb/7-3edit.html
http://www.earlycanlit.ca/2010/01/cfp-canadian-women-writers-conference-connecting-texts-and-generations/%20Interview/Elizabeth%20Hay
http://www.januarymagazine.com/profiles/ehay.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Susan_McMaster
http://www.beacon.org/productdetails.cfm?PC=1504
http://www.synapse.net/kgerken/
http://www.classical-composers.org/page/female_composers
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_7986/is_2_28/ai_n35689396/
http://www.kapralova.org/BIBLIOGRAPHY.htm

