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First-Year Seminar 
 

Famous Dead Canadians: Biography and Iconography 
 
 
Instructor: Robert Thacker      Mentor: Meggie Quackenbush 
160 Whitman       Office Hours:  
rthacker@stlawu.edu      Sundays and Tuesdays, 7-9 
Telephone: 5970      Mondays 8:30-9:30   
Office Hours: MWF 11:00-12:00    ODY Library Foyer 
   And by appointment 
  
 

Course Description  
 
Predicated on the idea that everyone has someone sheõs interested in knowing more about, 
this seminar will take up some well-known Canadiansñnow departedñas a means of 
understanding, shaping, and arguing the significances of a life lived. Our primary cases will 
be Sir John A. Macdonald, Canadaõs first prime minister, either the man who willed the 
country into being or a drunk; Louis Riel, a mystical leader who was either traitor or prophet; 
Emily Carr, a visionary painter and writer and also a bit of a kook; and Pierre Elliott 
Trudeau, either Canadaõs greatest prime minister or the man who ruined the country. 
 
Notice the òeither-oró construction I have used here. It leads us from òbiographyóñthat is, 
life (òbioó as in òbiologyó) writing (ògraph,ó to represent through symbols)ñinto  
òiconographyóñthe writing of icons. The word òiconó usually means the image of some 
sacred personñChrist or a saint in the Christian tradition, for exampleñbut each culture 
produces a range of iconic figures. In Canadian history and culture, each of these persons 
has achieved iconic statusñthus the either-or construction. Some commentators construct 
one of these figures in one way, others see the same person in the opposite way. The back 
cover blurb of the Sauerwein biography of Trudeau we will be reading, for instance, ends by 
asserting that he òwas a man that Canadianõs [sic] either loved or hated.ó Either-or. Similar 
arguments are easily made for each of the other three figures we will be considering this 
semester. Indeed, they might be made for any biographical subjectñsuch people become 
biographical subject, after all, by being seen as importantñand iconic biographical figures 
become iconic by virtue of the frequency and extent of the biographical attention they 
attract. These people are all arguably iconic. 
 
In his poem, òWhoõs Who,ó the poet W. H. Auden wrote that òA shilling life will give you 
all the facts.ó Because First Year Seminars are designed to introduce students to the methods 
and details of research at the college level, much of our time together will be spent teaching 
you the methods of discovering and evaluating òall the factsó of the person you decide to 
explore, understand, and interpret. Throughout, we will also be considering the extent to 
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which it is possible, ever, to discover òall the factsó of anyone. At the same time, it is clear 
that iconic figures of the sort we are considering seem to be inexhaustible as biographical 
subjectsñeach generation seems to demand its own version of òthe facts,ó so more than 
one full-length biography of each of these figures has been published. In Macdonlaldõs case, 
for instance, the òstandardó two-volume biography by Donald Creighton published in the 
1950s is now being supplanted by another one by Richard Gwyn, the first volume of which, 
John A, The man Who Made Us: The Life and Times of Sir John A. Macdonald, has just appeared in 
2007.  And then there is MacSkimmingõs historical fiction of Sir Johnõs last months, also just 
out, which we will be reading together.  
 
Thus in tandem with your own investigation of one of these dead Canadians (or another one 
of your own selection), we will be reading these various constructionsñthat is, 
biographiesñof the four figures I have selected for our joint consideration. The idea is to 
create a shared context for each studentõs biographical research, one in which each student 
will: 
 

 initiate and define a line of biographical inquiry;  

 find, read, understand, and integrate source materials that together lead to a deeper 
understanding of the subject;  

 interpret  those materials and construct a version of the subject based on them and,  

 only then, write the expository biographical essay which is the major project of the 
course.     

 

First Year Seminar Course Goals 

This is a First-Year Seminar. Like all such seminars, it has as its goal a continuation of the 
work you began last semester in the First Year Program. More specifically, its purpose to 
provide each student with a sound grounding in research methods, using that work to 
construct an extended written argument, involving multiple drafts, based on each student's 
investigations. 

To that end students in every First-Year seminar (according to First-Year Seminar Research 
Project Learning Goals 2007-08): 
 

 Be introduced to ways of conducting productive and imaginative inquiry and 
research in order to become a part of the various conversations surrounding issues.  

 Learn to differentiate among the various ways that information is produced and 
presented, between popular and scholarly journals and books, between mainstream 
and alternative publications, between primary and secondary sources.  

 Learn how to evaluate and synthesize information, whether gathered from traditional 
sources, e.g., books and journals, or from websites or electronic media.  

 Begin to develop the skills of critical analysis in the interpretation and use of 
information gathered from any source.  

 Be introduced to the ethical obligations that scholars have to both responsibly 
represent their sources and inform their readers of the sources of their information, 
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as well as learning, and being held responsible for the proper use of, the conventions 
of scholarly citation and attribution.   

 Present the results of your research in written, spoken, visual and/or other forms 
that demonstrate the ability to communicate effectively using the conventions of the 
mode of communication adopted.   

Specific Course Policies for this Seminar 

The work we will be doing together this semester will certainly meet these goals, but goals 
may only be reached through the individual practice of each separate seminar. Therefore, 
here are some relevant course policies: 

Attendance 

Daily attendance is required. As a seminar, the course cannot function without each person's 
full and complete participation. On some days your presence may seem less urgent to you, 
but it never is: you need to be here to know what's going on, to do your own work, to 
contribute to the common tasks, be a member of your colleaguesõ thoughtful and responsive 
audience. I expect you to be in class, on time and ready to go, every day.  

That having been said, I know that sometimes life intervenes. If it does, I expect you to 
explain the reason for your absence to me in person in a professional way; beforehand if 
possible, but as soon as you can afterwards if not. Do not simply send me an email or leave a 
voicemail message, although you are free to do that too. Should you have university-related 
obligations that may involve missing class, I would like to know about it as soon as you 
know the specifics. 

Students with unexplained absences will have their final grade docked .5 per absence. 

Professionalism 
 
While attendance is the first professional expectation required of each student, there are 
others. You should arrive on time and ready to work. You should have done the day's 
reading, you should have the relevant book with you and, as always, you need to have a 
notebook and something to write with. On days when an assignment is due, it should be 
ready at the beginning of class and meet the standard expectations (typed, printed legibly, 
stapled or paper-clipped, properly formatted according to MLA Style). On days when you 
have an oral presentation yourself, you should be organized and ready to go. Any behavior 
that disrupts the class is unacceptable and will be penalized by a lowering of the final grade. 
Turn cell phones off. But don't worry: I'm evaluating each student in each class. Every day. 
(And you me, I hope.) 
 

Required Books and Other Materials 
 
Barton, John. West of Darkness: Emily Carr: A Self-Portrait. 2nd ed. Vancouver: Beach Holme, 

1999.  
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Braid, Kate. Emily Carr: Rebel Artist. Montreal: XYZ Publishing, 2000. 
Brown, Chester. Louis Riel: A Comic-Strip Biography. Montreal: Drawn & Quarterly 

Publications, 2006. 
Davis, James P. Rowman and Littlefield Guide to Writing With Sources. 3nd ed. Lanham, MD: 

Rowman and Littlefield, 2007. 
Macskimming, Roy. Macdonald: A Novel. Toronto: Thomas Allen, 2007.  
Newlands, Anne. Emily Carr: An Introduction to Her Life and Art. Willowdale, ON and Buffalo: 

Firefly, 1996. 
Sauerwein, Stanley.  Pierre Trudeau: The Fascinating Life of Canadaõs Most Flamboyant Prime 

Minister. Canmore, AB: Altitude Publishing Canada, 2004.  
Three-Ring Binder (Research Binder and Portfolio) 
 

Research Project 
 
We will begin with a series of small, usually library-based, assignments. Two of these will be 
oral and two will be written. Even though these initial assignments may seem separate, they 
are designed to provide a practical and intellectual foundation for your major research 
project this semester. Each student will research, shape, draft, and perfect a persuasive essay 
rooted, in some way, in biography and iconography. To this end, you will submit a series of 
specified assignments, keep a research notebook which keeps track of your investigations, 
present an oral seminar focused on your topic at the assigned time, and offer the whole for 
evaluation as a portfolio of work at the end of the semester 
 

Assignments and Grade Breakdowns 
           Assignment Due Date Percentage of Final Grade 

Discovering biography and iconography:   
  Oral Presentations (2):  Various 5% 
  Short Papers (2) Various 5% 
Class Participation-Professionalism Every Day 15% 
   
Research Project   
   
Research question January 28  
Revised research question February 7 10% 
Notes on Sources and Précis February 15/29 10% 
Thesis, Claims, Evidence March 6 10% 
First Functional Outline March 27  
Second Functional Outline April 3 10% 
Full Draft April 18 15% 
Final Draft May 7 10% 
Research Journal / Portfolio May  7 10% 
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Timetable 
 
       Subject-Activities                 Reading                                Assignments 
 
         January 21-25 
 

Introduction to the Course 
Library Introduction 
Biography and 
Iconography 

MacSkimming, Macdonal: A 
Novel, 1-132 
Edel, From Writing Lives 
Tuesday: Davis, Writing with 
Sources  (whole thing) 

Fiction, Historical Fiction? 
My Biographical Source 
(Oral and Written) 

 
       January 28-February 1 
 

Biography and 
Iconography, Continued 

MacSkimming, Macdonald: 
A Novel, 133-293 
 

Research Question Due 
Monday 

  
February 4-8 

 

Presentations and Papers 
Louis Riel: Saint, Traitor, 
Father of Confederation, 
Madman? 

Brown, Louis Riel: A Comic 
Strip Biography 
Whole Book 

Revised Research 
Question Due Thursday 

 
  February 11-15 

The Case of Emily Carr: 
Overview 
Finding Materials 
Notes on Reading and 
Sources 

Newlands, Emily Carr: An 
Introduction . . .  
Whole Book 

Notes on Sources and 
Précis Due Friday 

 
  February 18-22 

The Case of Emily Carr: 
Biographical Construction 
Notes on Reading and 
Sources 

Braid, Emily Carr: Rebel 
Artist, 1-88  

 

 
  February 25-29 

The Case of Emily Carr: 
Biographical Construction  
Thesis, Claims, and 
Evidence 

Braid, Emily Carr: Rebel 
Artist, 89-End 

Revised Notes on 
Sources and Précis Due 
Friday 
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      Subject-Activities                 Reading                                Assignments  
 
  March 3-7 

The Case of Emily Carr: 
Inspiration 
Notes on Reading and 
Sources 

Barton, West of Darkness Thesis, Claims, Evidence 
Due Thursday 

 
   

March 10-14 
 

Preparing Your Functional 
Outline 

Summarizing the Case of 
Emily Carr 

 

 
 

 Spring Break  
  

 
March 24-28 

 
òHe Haunts Us Stilló: 
Pierre Elliott Trudeau 
(1919-2000) 
Shaping Your Functional 
Outline 

Sauerwein, Pierre Elliott 
Tudeau 

First Functional Outline 
Due Thursday 

 
  March 31-April 4 
 

Student Seminars/ 
Conferences 

Sauerwein, Pierre Elliott 
Trudeau, Concluded 

Second Functional 
Outline Due Thursday 

 
  April 7-11 
 

Student Seminars/ 
Conferences 

Famous Dead Canadians: 
Biography and Iconography 
What We Know Now 

 
 

 
  April 14-18 
 

Student Seminars/ 
Conferences 

Methods of Biography Full Draft Due Friday 

 
  April 21-25 
 

Research-Revising Week  
No Class--Conferences 
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  April 28-May 2 
 

Research Journal/Portfolio  
Course Evalution 

 Final Draft Research 
Journal /Portfolio Due 
Wednesday, May 7th  

 
 
The WORD Studio: 
  
In addition to the help you can receive from me and Meggie Quakenbush, the Munn Center 
for Rhetoric and Communication maintains The WORD Studio in ODY Libraryña place to 
get feedback from peers on assignments in Writing, Oral communication, Research, and 
Design of visual projects.  You can come for a consultation to plan a paper or presentation 
(you donõt need anything but a blank piece of paper!); to find ways to improve the ideas, 
organization, and style of a draft; to videotape and review a presentation rehearsal; to 
practice a PowerPoint presentation, and more.  Peer tutors are not proofreaders or editors 
who silently òfixó your work for you; instead, they are trained to have a conversation with 
you about ways you can fix problem areas yourself and become better overall 
communicators.  You may use The WORD Studio for consultations on assignments for any 
of your courses, although for FYP assignments you should first seek out Meggie during her 
office hours in the library. 
 
The WORD Studio is open Monday through Thursday, 8:30 a.m. to 11:00 p.m.; Friday, 8:30 
a.m. to 4:00 p.m.; and Sunday, 1:00 p.m. to 11:00 p.m.  You may also IM the Studio during 
regular hours with quick questions about grammar, citation, and style: SLUword. 
 
First-Year Program Philosophy and Goals 2007-08 

 
A residentially-based, interdisciplinary first-year program is an ideal environment for 

beginning the four-year process of developing the complex intellectual and social skills that 
are at the heart of a liberal education and the habits of considered values and engaged 
citizenship that such an education should produce.  The First-Year Program (FYP) and 
First-Year Seminar (FYS) are the core of our institutional commitment to improving your 
ability to engage in critical inquiry and research, to design and deliver written, spoken and/or 
visual texts that demonstrate rhetorical sensitivity, and to be sophisticated readers, listeners, 
and viewers of the texts of others.  We believe that these same competencies can help 
develop your ability to communicate across differences (e.g., race, gender, sexual orientation, 
class, ethnicity, political views) as you find ways to live and learn together in the residence 
halls and as engaged and ethically reflective citizens both during and after your college years.   
These goals should be understood as the first step in our work with you over a four-year 
process of helping you to meet the Universityõs Aims and Objectives. 
 

We hope to help you see that writing, speaking, research, and interacting with others 
are rhetorical endeavors. Effective communicators are, by definition, rhetorically sensitive.  
Rhetorical sensitivity means understanding that all communication, whether formal or 
informal, involves having to make choices about your messages, whether written, spoken, or 
visual.  To become an effective communicator, you need to recognize that the creation of a 
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meaningful and powerful message involves both a creator and an audience, and that 
therefore the voice you adopt in your communication, and the audience you imagine yourself 
communicating to, matter a great deal in creating your message.  The choices you make in 
writing and speaking are central in determining how people read and hear your voice.  
Becoming conscious and reflective about those choices, and their ethical dimensions, is a 
central goal of the FYP and FYS. 
 

Working with you so that you become more rhetorically sensitive means that you 
should be increasingly able to assess the requirements of a particular task and make 
intentional decisions about which mode or modes of communication and inquiry would be 
most effective in addressing it.  To do so, you must develop specific writing, speaking, 
research, and technological competencies. To accomplish these goals, the FYP and FYS will 
present you with assignments that ask you to engage in a process that involves recognizing 
the rhetorical situation, planning communication strategies to address the task at hand, 
composing and presenting the message, and then engaging in critical assessment of your 
own work and that of others.  The results of that assessment process will allow you to 
rethink, restructure, and revise your work.  We further recognize that this process is not 
linear and that the effective creation of texts requires that you move back and forth among 
these four elements of the message creation process. This is why we require that your writing 
and speaking assignments be òprojectsó that include preparatory exercises and multiple 
drafts or rehearsals, all of which ask you to continue to reflect critically on the choices you 
have made in constructing your message. 
 
 This process of increased rhetorical awareness and skill development is at the heart 
of the philosophical and pedagogical perspectives that inform the work of the FYP and FYS.  
Because this process both transcends and integrates a variety of specific skills, the program 
has a philosophical commitment to designing assignments that ask you to integrate various 
modes of communication in furtherance of the higher-level rhetorical goals in which they are 
situated.   
 

To ensure that the program is meeting its stated goals, all FYP and FYS syllabi are 
read by other faculty in the program to determine if they include a variety of assignments 
that forward the writing, speaking, research, and literacy goals of the program.  All FYP and 
FYS courses have to be approved by faculty in the program before they are offered. 
 
The Academic Honor Code 
 
All students at St. Lawrence University are bound by honor to maintain the highest level of 
academic integrity. By virtue of membership in the St. Lawrence community, every student 
accepts the responsibility to know the rules of academic honesty, to abide by them at all 
times, and to encourage all others to do the same. 
 
Responsibility for avoiding behavior or situations from which academic dishonesty may be 
inferred rests entirely with the students. Students should be sure to learn from faculty what is 
expected as their own work and how the work of other people should be acknowledged.  
 
Academic Dishonesty, according to the Student Handbook:  includes any dishonest 
conduct in connection with any academic (including research) course, program, or work. 
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1. It is assumed that all work submitted for credit is done by the student unless the instructor 
gives specific permission for collaboration. 
2. Cheating on examinations and tests consists of knowingly giving or using, or attempting to 
use unauthorized assistance during examinations or tests. 
3. Dishonesty in work outside of examinations and tests consists of handing in for credit as 
original work that which is not original, where originality is required. 
4. Falsifying research methods, data, and/or results constitutes academic dishonesty. 
 
The following constitute examples of academic dishonesty:  
 a) Plagiarism: Presenting as oneõs own work the work of another personñwords, ideas, 
data, evidence, thoughts, information, organizing principles, or style of presentation ñ 
without proper attribution. Plagiarism includes paraphrasing or summarizing without 
acknowledgment by quotation marks, footnotes, endnotes, or other indices of reference (cf. 
Joseph F. Trimmer, A Guide to MLA Documentation). 
 b) Handing in false data, reports or results in connection with any research project or 
experiment. 
 c) Handing in a book report on a book one has not read. 
 d) Falsification of attendance records of a laboratory or other class meeting. 
 e) Supplying information to another student knowing that such information will be used in 
a dishonest way. 
 f) Submission of work (papers, journal abstracts, etc.) which has received credit in a 
previous course to satisfy the requirement(s) of a second course without the knowledge and 
permission of the instructor of the second course. 
 g) The above list is not exhaustive. In the event there is a question as to whether alleged 
conduct falls within the scope of the Academic Honor Code, the vice president and dean of 
academic affairsõ determination shall be final. 
 
Claims of ignorance and academic or personal pressure are unacceptable as excuses for 
academic dishonesty. Students must learn what constitutes oneõs own work and how the 
work of others must be acknowledged.ó (St. Lawrence University 2007ð2008 Student Handbook, 
pp. 149ð154.) 
 
All intentional and unintentional acts of academic dishonesty may result in disciplinary 
action. Recommendations of disciplinary action may include a failing grade on the work in 
question, a failing grade in the course, disciplinary probation, suspension from the 
University, or expulsion from the University.   
 
More information on academic integrity, including the Academic Honor Councilõs 
Constitution, can be found at: www.stlawu.edu/acadaffairs/academicintegrity.htm.  
For information about academic integrity or the Academic Honor Council issues, contact 
the Deanõs Office at x5993. 
 


