THE FAMILY ALBUM:

OUTPORT CULTURE AND
A NEWFOUNDLAND WOMAN'S RECITATION

Pauline Greenhill

Le monologue (nommé ‘récitation’ a Terre
Neuve) est souvent considéré par les
folkloristes comme un genre composé et joué
exclusivement par les hommes. Cependant,
“The Family Album”, I'album familial, une
récitation écrite par Dulsie Spracklin de Terre
Neuve, fut présenté par sa soeur Greta
Hussey a un concert communautaire céle-
brant les premiers vingt-cing ans d'inclusion
de la province dans la Confédération cana-
dienne. Utilisant la situation fictive d'une
femme dgée montrant ses photos de famille a
une nouvelle-venue au petit village cotier,
cette récitation examine le rdle des femmes
dans la culture, et le poids porté par les valeurs
traditionnelles. Cet article s'adresse d la ques-
tion de la signification et de I'importance locale
de ce genre.

According to folklore scholarship, the
monologue is a male-oriented genre. It is
performed almost exclusively by men,
and usually has contents and cultural
views which celebrate traditional mascu-

linity in direct opposition to feminine
values.! The monologue, “a solo, stylized,
theatrically mannered oral performance
from memory of a self-contained dramatic
narrative in poetic or prose form”? (called
by Newfoundlanders a “recitation”) is an
aggressive speech form such as women
rarely employ publicly in traditional
societies. However, women’s mono-
logues may be more prevalent than the
literature suggests. The example which I'll
discuss here does not have the miso-
gynism of others of the genre, but it shares
with them the definitive form and pre-
sentation style, and a concern with com-
munity and self.

This Newfoundland recitation, “The
Family Album,” was composed by Dulsie
Spracklin of Brigus. Her sister, Greta
Hussey, performed it ata community con-
cert of “time” held in her home outport,
Port-de-Grave. “Times” are formal occa-
sions. They are put on by church or other
women'’s organisations to raise money for
charitable and community efforts, and
they attract both local people and visitors

from other outports. These occasions
allow women to assert values and powers
which they downplay, exercise only infre-
quently, or state in different ways in
everyday life. Through the time’s social
context, women create a situation in
which they can perform and be at the
centre of attention.’

The “time” at which Mrs. Hussey pre-
sented “The Family Album” was held in
1974 to celebrate Newfoundland’s first
twenty-five years in Canadian Confeder-
ation. Mrs. Hussey and others in Port-de-
Grave organised the event to show the
area’s young people what life had been
like in the pre-Confederation era. They
demonstrated everyday subsistence acti-
vities like bread baking and wool carding
and spinning, and local women and men
performed traditional songs and recita-
tions. This concert was quite a success; the
adults and children who crowded into the
hall provided an enthusiastic audience.
Mrs. Hussey’s “The Family Album” was
the only recitation at this event which was
given by a woman:*
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Outsiders to Newfoundland culture
can understand and appreciate some of
the humour and entertainment value of
this recitation, but it has other meanings
and significance to its local audience. It
deals, as do men’s recitations and other
folklore forms, with local and personal
identity. To facilitate my description, I will
divide the recitation into nine sections: an
introduction, seven vignettes about indi-
vidual photographs, and a closing.

The introduction orients listeners to the
pieces’s narrative context and establishes
the two characters: newcomer Mrs. Sturge
and the speaker, implicitly an older
woman. It was traditionally rare for
married couples to move from one to
another community, so Mrs. Sturge is
surely a bride come to live with her new
husband. She visits the speaker to intro-
duce herself.

Her hostess thoughtfully uses her
photograph collection to introduce her
community and family. The first photo-
graph turns the talk to bachelorhood, a
subject both problematic and topical. In
traditional Newfoundland communities,
the bachelor is “socially incomplete,
unable to fully participate in the usual
pattern of reciprocity that involves food
and farm labour such as a wife and
children can provide, and . . . is a source of
potential disorder, lacking sons that bring

Francois, southern coast of Newfoundland
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continuity of land and solidarity of com-
munity territoriality.””* The speaker’s view
of bachelor Cousin Lemuel is not cruel,
but she invites Mrs. Sturge into the com-
munity of women who must tolerate
socially problematic individuals like
him. The next picture presents a caution-
ary tale for a new bride, indicating that
men’s characters cannot be changed by
their wives. Men like Uncle John have

redeeming features - goodness and
religiousness - but they also have idiosyn-
cracies, and a wife must accept them.
The first two pictures deal with the
domestic domain, the husband/wife unit,
and their relation to the community, but
the third picture concerns the relationship
of one community to another. To Port-de-
Grave and Brigus, the home outports of
this recitation’s author and presenter,
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Bay Roberts is the nearest large town and
represents wealth and social prominence.
However, Bay Roberts people foolishly
squander their money on meaningless
(“you can’t hardly understand a word she
says”) things like opera singing. Implicit-
ly, then, the good common sense of home
outporters is celebrated.

The fourth vignette returns to the
family domain. It shows interpersonal
rivalry as a positive and productive force,
at least in the context of fertility. Women’s
competitiveness is celebrated as beneficial
or, as in the fifth vignette, as humorous.
Susie’s rebellion against her mother’s
authority has no potential for community
disruption. This is not true of the male/
female confrontations viewed in the first
two vignettes.

Like the third, the sixth vignette shows
the world beyond the community to be
somewhat ridiculous. The element of
danger added here seems related to
distance from home. Though the cannibal
islands and Bay Roberts are both pro-
blematic, the latter is not so ominous.

The final vignette contains the most
positive affirmation of community values
with which the recitation is concerned
throughout. In Newfoundland, as else-
where, the automobile has been blamed
for the breakdown of community solidar-
ity. Car travel facilitates travel from
outport to outport and thus makes intra-
community sociability, on which such
solidarity depends, less necessary. The
recitation’s speaker rejects the car’s speed
as antithetical to the leisurely pace of the
traditional community, and to its concern
with local events and people.

The recitation’s closing returns the
audience’s attention to the two characters
and their situation. Though there is
pathos when the speaker is finally left
alone with her memories of that past, Mrs.
Hussey ended the performance on a
light note. She picked up the hem of her
old-fashioned skirt and wiped her eyes
with it, revealing her lacy pantalettes
beneath it. The audience could laugh at
the outdated clothing style, but the recita-
tion and the “time” as an event reaffirm

that traditional ideals and ways have
withstood the onslaught of modernity.

Clearly, the “time” provides a forum for
women'’s collective and personal artistic
expression in the traditional Newfound-
land outport. In this context, “The Family
Album” is from one perspective the perso-
nal statement of its author, Dulsie Sprack-
lin, as interpreted by its performer, Greta
Hussey. However, as a recitation it is also
a celebration of women’s speech and of
the central place of women's culture in the
outport community.
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