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Introduction 

 

While the topic of this essay is purportedly the history of the literary magazine in Canada, I 

intend to skirt around the question of categorizing the literary magazine as a unified genre in 

favor of outlining the history of Canadian magazine publishing insofar as it overlaps with the 

publishing of literature. After all, the category of Canadian literature, or CanLit, is fraught 

and contested in ways that intersect with the history of magazine publishing, which has itself 

been a history of attempting to define, promote, and control a shared notion of Canadianness. 

Thus, to get a clear sense of Canadian magazines and their relationship to Canadian literature, 

we must necessarily look at mainstream, little, and pulp magazines as contested sites of 

cultural production through which CanLit was both standardized around an expected form of 

literary realism and continuously defied that standardization. 

 

For example, a survey of literary magazines may not look to the decidedly rural and 

middlebrow The Western Home Monthly, published in Winnipeg between 1899 and 1932, but 

this magazine was the first publishing venue of many authors—such as Martha Ostenso and 

Laura Goodman Salverson—who would go on to be canonized as exemplars of prairie 

realism.i The editors of The Western Home Monthly explicitly understood their magazine as 

participating in a nation-building project: in a July 1920 editorial entitled “The Power of the 

National Magazine” they compared magazines to other technologies of nation-building like 

the transcontinental railway and emphasized that, unlike newspapers, which tended to be 

local, magazines could circulate nationally and thus help to unite a fragmented nation (WHM 



 

 

1920, 21.7: 1). Similarly, discussions of the literary might seem to preclude pulp genres such 

as true crime and speculative fiction, but periodical historians like Michelle Smith (2006) and 

Marcelle Kosman (2019) have convincingly demonstrated that the 1949 ban on pulp 

periodical publishing in Canada was a deliberate governmental move to define Canadian 

literature through what it was not—a move that would culminate in the 1951 Massey Report, 

which set the stage for funding models that would consistently exclude genre writing for the 

rest of the century. 

 

If the history of literature in Canadian magazines is a history of contested definitions of both 

the literary and the Canadian, that’s because magazine publishing has been a primary site for 

a major cultural, political, and economic anxiety in Canada: the threatening geographical and 

linguistic proximity of the U.S., with its significantly larger publishing industry and market. 

Magazine publishing, after all, is an industry of scale and circulation, both of which are 

extremely hard to achieve in a country as large and spread out as Canada. And while these 

anxieties apply to books and other forms of publishing as well, they are particularly 

heightened in the case of periodicals due to their seriality, mobility, and polyvocality; it’s 

unusual to find a Canadian literary magazine that is only publishing Canadian authors or read 

by Canadian readers, and it’s hard to find a Canadian author who is only publishing in 

Canada. Indeed, major national literary figures like Alice Munro (winner of the 2013 Nobel 

Prize in Literature) built their careers by publishing in American magazines. From the 

marked exodus of Canadian writers to New York in the 1890s, to the 1930s tariff on 

American magazines that was couched in the language of a cultural “Canadianism” despite 

its much more commercial underpinnings, to the short-lived heyday of Canadian pulp 

magazines facilitated by the 1940s ban on the import of American pulps, to the founding of 

the Canada Council for the Arts in 1957 as a response to the political threat of American 



 

 

cultural dominance: the history of Canadian literary magazines is a history of Canada’s 

relationship to nationalism as a political and economic strategy. Similarly, the literary 

aesthetics at work in these magazines have been characterized by a tension between the 

cosmopolitan and the local that has played out across little magazines, pulps, middlebrow 

magazines, and glossies. The history of Canadian literary magazines is very much a 

publishing history, shaped by how Canadian writers, readers, and policy makers have 

understood magazine publishing to serve the cultural, political, and economic goals of the 

nation.  

 

The golden age of magazines 

 

The early history of literary periodical publishing in Canada in many ways parallels that of 

the United States: the early nineteenth century was characterized by a handful of literary 

magazines with small and largely upper-class circulation, almost exclusively published out of 

eastern Canada (Halifax, Montreal, and especially Toronto). Magazines like the Literary 

Garland were “often derivative” of British or American titles “in both format and content”: 

 

Many Canadian writers, editors, and publishers were immigrants or at least familiar 

with the imported titles. In the competition for readers and, later, for advertisers, 

imitation was safer than innovation. At their best, however, these magazines 

represented an earnest effort to promote Canadian writers and artists, provided a 

showcase for their work, and developed the cultural dimension of an emerging 

national identity. (Distad 2005: 299) 

 



 

 

What’s often known as the Golden Age of periodical publishing came in the 1890s, when the 

alignment of offset lithography, rotary presses, and new sources of cheap pulp for paper 

lowered the cost of magazine production. At the same time, the rise of advertising as an 

industry and a way of subsidizing subscription costs, exemplified by Munsey’s Magazine, 

launched consumer magazines to a level of previously unknown popularity. In 1889 the first 

Canadian advertising agency, Anson McKim was founded, and the corresponding drive to 

develop national media platforms to distribute said advertising lead to the launch of a number 

of new magazines that sought national circulation (Sutherland 1989: 113). As Richard 

Ohmann explains in Selling Culture, the magazines of the 1890s and onward didn’t invent the 

mix of content that would help build their new mass audiences—“fiction, articles about the 

famous, historical pieces, cultural articles and reviews, and so on”—but the use of advertising 

to drive cover prices down and subscription rates up facilitated unprecedented readerships 

(1996: 25). The Canadian magazine that most closely followed this path was the Toronto-

based Maclean’s, relaunched in 1911 as “a general-interest monthly journal patterned on 

Munsey’s” (Distad 2005: 302). The turn of the century was also characterized by an 

explosion of farm journals (such as Farmers Advocate [London, Ontario, 1866-1951] and 

Nor’West Farmer and Manitoba Miller [Winnipeg, 1882-1936]) as well as women’s 

magazines (like Canadian Home Journal [Toronto, 1895-1958]) that would similarly benefit 

from advancement in print technologies and distribution networks that helped to transform 

magazines into the first mass media.  

 

In addition to the challenges of building up adequate scales of readerships to launch this kind 

of mass media revolution—and the expense and time involved in transporting periodicals 

across the country—Canadian publishers also had to contend with a significant challenge in 

the form of copyright laws that favored reprinting over the production of new works. As 



 

 

George L. Parker explains, “the British copyright acts of 1709 and 1842 . . . actually served 

reprint-publishers more usefully” via colonial legislation that allowed for cheap Canadian 

reprints (and thus economically discouraged new Canadian publications; Parker 2005: 148). 

British publishers quickly learned that “there was profit and protection in exporting 

inexpensive periodicals and books” and so started producing “colonial editions intended for 

sale only in the colonies,” an industry supported by the 1844 colonial post office’s reduction 

on postage rate for newspapers and periodicals (149–150). Alongside an ongoing colonial 

mentality that saw Britain as the seat of cultural and political relevance, copyright laws and 

postage rates encouraged the reproduction of British periodicals over the publication of 

Canadian ones. Beginning in the 1890s, however, Canadian printers and publishers began to 

protest how existing copyright laws were flooding the market with cheap American books, 

and started demanding “copyright privileges and tariffs that would allow them to compete 

with the Americans” (151). In the absence of significant literary production in Canada at the 

time, it should be noted, this call for tariffs was about facilitating a cheap reprint industry in 

Canada rather than the import of cheap reprints printed elsewhere. As turned out to be the 

case throughout the history of Canadian cultural policies impacting publishing, a veneer of 

cultural outrage seemed to be covering up a more properly economic interest in measures that 

would support a printing and publishing industry in Canada—which was essentially 

impossible without state intervention.  

 

Something like an identifiable community of Canadian writers began to emerge in the 1890s 

around poets like Charles G.D. Roberts, Bliss Carman, and Archibald Lampman—all authors 

who, as Nick Mount points out in When Canadian Literature Moved to New York, published 

largely in American outlets. By 1901, Canadian writers were so thick on the ground in New 

York that expat Canadian writer Arthur Stringer satirized the phenomenon in the Montreal 



 

 

Gazette: “New Yorkers have an idea that you can’t throw a snowball in Canada without 

hitting a poet. When a New York editor has all the poetry he wants he hangs out a sign, ‘No 

Canadians Admitted.’ In the same way, when he runs short of verse, he swings out a placard 

with a red mitten on it” (quoted in Mount 2005: 8). The reason for this mass exodus was New 

York’s dominance, not in book but in magazine publishing: “By 1900, the state was 

producing almost fifty million dollars annually in periodical sales, subscriptions, and 

advertising revenue—thirty million more than next-ranked Pennsylvania, and nearly twice 

that of its own book and job business” (10). Magazines were quickly becoming big business, 

and the widespread circulation of New York magazines throughout Canada lured Canadian 

authors to this new epicentre of publishing. Despite this focus on New York, Canadian 

authors also actively supported a stronger publishing industry in Canada, and alongside 

entrepreneurial publishers helped push for an amendment to the 1875 Copyright Act that 

allowed Canadian publishing firms to create exclusive agency arrangements with British and 

American publishers, helping to build up a more robust book publishing industry in Canada. 

The absence of cultural protectionist tariffs against American magazines, however, led to the 

disappearance of many Canadian magazines and newspapers in the first decades of the 

twentieth century as they contended with “brutal demographic and economic realities” 

including “competition from cheaper foreign imports, high overheads, and low circulation” 

(Distad 2005: 303). This situation would change in the 1920s, with the rise of the first 

decisive Canadian nationalist movement.  

 

The rise of cultural nationalism 

 

The January 1917 issue of Maclean’s Magazine features a brief editorial note reflecting on 

the past year of publication, the tone of which predicts the direction periodical publishing was 



 

 

about to go in Canada. “The year has seen the gradual building up,” writes the editor,  

 

of a list of contributors that includes practically all of Canada’s most famous writers 

and poets, a galaxy of unexcelled lustre, including Sir Gilbert Parker, Stephen 

Leacock, Arthur Stringer, Robert W. Service, Agnes C. Laut, Arthur E. McFarlane, 

Peter McArthur, Nellie L. McClung, Alan Sullivan, L.M. Montgomery, Robert J.C. 

Stead, Janet Canuck, H.F. Gadsby, Hopkins Moorhouse, A.C. Allenson, W.A. 

Craick—just to mention some of them. They have all been more or less regular 

contributors, too, making MACLEAN’s thoroughly representative of the very best in 

Canadian literature. (MLM 1917, 30.3: 5) 

 

This list might mislead a casual observer into thinking that Maclean’s was primarily a literary 

journal—but in fact it was a general interest magazine that published a wide variety of 

materials, usually with political cover stories. The emphasis on literary authors as a sign of 

the magazine’s success, and its success in particular at representing Canadianness, signals the 

central role that literature played in the emerging discourses of Canadian nationalism. That 

central role became even clearer in 1921 with the creation of the Canadian Authors’ 

Association, which not only came with its own journal, Canadian Bookman, but which also 

spurred new conversations about the definition of Canadian literature.  

 

Mary Vipond points to copyright concerns as a motivating factor in the founding of the CAA; 

as Canada grappled with its “newly acquired international status” in the wake of the First 

World War, it also had to come to grips with the Berne Convention on international copyright 

and its impact on the new Canadian Copyright Act:  



 

 

 

Of special concern to them were the licensing clauses of the Act, which made it 

possible for a Canadian publisher to obtain a license to print the work of a Canadian 

author without consent if that work had been printed in another country first. Because 

Canada wished to adhere to the Berne Convention on international copy- righting, the 

Act specifically prevented Canadian publishers from pirating the works of other British 

subjects or of authors from countries which adhered to the Convention—only Canadian 

authors were unprotected. (Vipond 1980: 68) 

 

In part because Canada now boasted international celebrities like Stephen Leacock and L.M. 

Montgomery who were at risk of being targeted by cheap international editions, the CAA was 

formed “as a trades guild for Canadian writers” that would lobby on behalf of authors’ rights 

(Vipond 1980: 69). The CAA and its related publications became a mouthpiece for the 

dangers of cultural Americanization (especially via cheap print) and the central role Canadian 

literature would play in keeping the Americans at bay: “In great writing would be expressed 

and communicated the essence of Canadianism. A Canadian literature would provide the 

Canadian people with their own myths; without such a literature, the nation’s inner life would 

remain barren” (72).  

 

As many Canadian literary historians have pointed out, competing discourses of Canadian 

literature played out primary in the pages of Canadian literary journals: “The reprobation of 

the Bookman has been persistent, and seems to derive primarily from the fact that it was, for a 

very brief period from 1921-22, an official publication of the Canadian Authors Association, 

which was much maligned in the 1920s by the group of modernists clustered around The 

Canadian Forum” (Hill 2007: 87) Even as literary nationalism was emerging as a clearly 



 

 

articulated ideology, young writers like F.R. Scott and A.J.M. Smith were publishing in 

venues like the Canadian Forum (founded 1920) and the McGill Fortnightly Review 

(founded 1925) about the conservatism, parochialism, and “boosterism” of the CAA’s vision 

of Canadian literature (Vipond 1980: 74). While these aesthetic and political arguments 

played out on the pages of periodicals, they also played out in terms of the kinds of 

publishing interventions these different literary communities advocated for in their respective 

publishing venues.  

 

The growing popularity of Canadian literary nationalism coincided with the growing market 

share of American periodicals in Canada. As Vipond summarizes, “over three hundred 

American publications (excluding newspapers) circulated in Canada in the mid-1920s; 

perhaps fifty million copies of American magazines were bought annually in Canada by 

1926, and the number was steadily increasing” (Vipond 1977: 43). The widespread concern 

over this flood of American content was rooted in both cultural and economic anxieties: “By 

1929 . . . for every Canadian magazine printed, eight were imported from the United States,” 

an issue that “concerned many groups, ranging from the IODE [Imperial Order Daughters of 

the Empire] to the Canadian Authors’ Association, from Boards of Trade to labour unions” 

(44). Canadian periodical publishers lobbied for industry-level interventions in the form of 

tariffs over American titles or subsidies for Canadian ones. When the government raised 

postal rates for magazines in June 1920, periodicals across the country printed words of 

protest, with The Western Home Monthly arguing that “the government should make it easier 

for Canadians to become readers of their own publications” (WHM 1920, 21.6: 1). In a 

similar move, an editorial in the November 1924 issue of Saturday Night called for the 

government to “get behind the product [magazines] to the extent of giving publishers some 

degree of protection against the dumping process which is now going on and which over a 



 

 

space of ten years has increased the sale of United States periodicals in the Canadian market 

by upward of three hundred per cent” (Sutherland 1989: 114).  

 

The government responded gradually: in 1926-28 it reduced postal rates for Canadian 

magazines somewhat; in 1928 it reduced customs on the import of magazine paper and 

printing materials into Canada; and in 1931 the Conservative government under R.B. Bennett 

created a new tariff on advertising-heavy American magazines. As the September 26 1932 

issue of Time explained, “the Canadian tariff (as high as 15¢ a copy) on U.S. magazines” was 

a key factor in the plummeting distribution of American magazines: “in three years Canadian 

distribution of the ten leading U.S. magazines has dropped from 750,000 to 150,000,” from 

which decline “Canada’s Big Five reaped harvest.” Those “big five” were The National 

Home Monthly (formerly The Western Home Monthly, relaunched with a new name and a 

new circulation of 180,000), Maclean’s (160,028), Chatelaine (127,873), Canadian Home 

Journal (153,393), and Canadian Magazine (96,288) (TM 1932, 20.13).ii When the tariff was 

withdrawn in 1935, however, “U.S. subsidiaries . . . scuttled back across the border” and then 

proceeded to “set up shop in Montreal” in order to gain access to Canadian paper rations and 

further build their Canadian circulations (Sutherland 1989:116). Time and Reader’s Digest 

saw particular success with their Canadianized editions that repurposed American material 

while targeting Canadian readers: “With imaginative sales campaigns and increasing 

circulation breadth, Time and Reader’s Digest were soon devouring sizeable chunks of the 

advertising market” (117). Despite building support for a home-grown literature, Canadian 

governments consistently failed to uphold the interventions necessary to make that literature 

sustainable.  

 

Contested counter-publics 



 

 

 

As wide-circulation household magazines struggled to build subscription rates in the face of 

overwhelming American competition, elsewhere modernist “little magazines” were providing 

a forum for “obscure and novice writers” to explore “the possibilities of new literary forms” 

inspired by the rise of international literary modernism (McKnight 2018: 94). As David 

McKnight explains in the beautifully produced Experiment: Printing the Canadian 

Imagination, these magazines were inexpensively and independently produced in order to 

provide counter-publics to the mainstream venues listed above. Little magazines, “the terms 

used for small-run, iconoclastic, non-commercial literary magazines that privileged 

experimental poetry and fiction,” were as fundamental in Canada as they were in the U.S. and 

the U.K. (McKnight 2018: 7). Their starting point in Canada is generally traced to the 

aforementioned McGill Fortnightly Review, founded in 1925 in Montreal by McGill 

University students including F.R. Scott, Leon Edel, A.J.M. Smith, John Glassco, and A.M. 

Klein (all canonical Canadian modernist authors); after graduation, some of these founding 

members would go on to start The Canadian Mercury. The production of independent literary 

magazines escalated through the 1940s and into the 1950s with Preview (Montreal, 1942-45), 

First Statement (Montreal, 1942-45), Contemporary Verse (Vancouver, 1941-52), Direction 

(Halifax, 1943-46), Contact (Toronto, 1952-54), and Combustion (Toronto, 1957-60). Unlike 

the mass magazines that mirrored American periodicals in form, little magazines “appeared 

in a multitude of formats ranging from the mimeographed poetry newsletter TISH. . . to the 

offset printed literary quarterlies like Tamarack Review” (McKnight 2018: 95). Significantly 

for the roles these magazines played in the development of Canadian literature, many of them 

were later developed into small presses; Contact, for example, became Contact Press (1952-

67).  

 



 

 

As little magazines flourished through the mid-century and mainstream magazines continued 

to struggle against American competitors, another genre of periodical had an unexpected 

moment of success: the 1940s became the short-lived heyday of pulp periodicals in Canada. 

As Michelle Smith explains, pulp magazines—defined both by their content (genre fiction) 

and their format (7x10 inches, 96 pages, cheap pulp paper and a glossy cover)—had limited 

advertising compared to slick-paper magazines, but their low production quality still made 

them affordable for working class readers (Smith 2006: 264). While American pulps 

circulated widely in Canada in the first decades of the twentieth century, the December 1940 

War Exchange Conservation Act saw an end to that: “The ban was designed to allocate 

Canadian dollars to Canadian-made products, thereby bolstering the war-time economy, but 

class politics clearly shaped which printed matter was banned: middle-class magazines such 

as The Saturday Evening Post and Colliers continued to be imported, but pulp magazines and 

comic books were not.” In response to this ban, Toronto-based reporter Alec Valentine 

quickly began his own home-grown pulp publishing industry, printing and distributing 

“periodicals that specialized in westerns, romances, adventure fiction, pornography, and true 

crime tales,” the latter being the most popular genre (267). Valentine’s pulps traded in the 

same war-time rhetoric that had justified the War Exchange Conservation Act in the first 

place, “set[ting] up the pulps as not only a socially legitimate reading practice, but also a way 

of patriotically participating in Canadian society” (268). By 1949, the widespread popularity 

of these locally grown pulps drew political attention, with Member of Parliament T.H. Goode 

calling them “the ‘offal’ of the magazine trade’” (quoted in Smith 2006: 269). But, as Smith 

goes on to explain, the eventual ban on pulps (which I’ll unpack further below) wasn’t just 

about their corrupting content; it was part of the ongoing, decades-long belief that reading the 

right kinds of literature in the right kinds of publications was central to the development of 

Canada as a nation. Thus the 1949 ban directly paved the way for the 1949-51 Royal 



 

 

Commission on National Development in the Arts, Letters, and Sciences, better known as the 

Massey Commission, which attempted to define Canadian culture as high culture, and 

explicitly as not what had been published in the pulps (Smith 2006: 271).  

 

The understanding of Canadian literature developed through the Massey Commission and 

still widespread to this day was thus informed by anxieties about American cultural influence 

and distinctions between working class and elite culture that were playing out, in the sphere 

of the literary, via the periodical publishing industry. As Marcelle Kosman argues, “the 

erasure of Canada’s brief experiment with genre fiction publishing and accompanying 

archive of comics, pulp magazines, and mass-market novels underscores how CanLit itself 

was shaped into a genre” typified by “novels and short story collections that overwhelmingly 

abide by the principles of realism (if written by men) or the sentimental and autobiographical 

(if written by women)”—that is, not what you’d find on the pages of a pulp publication, but 

decidedly the kind of fiction that dominated both mainstream and little magazines (Kosman 

2019: 93). Kosman goes on to make a strong case for the banning of Canadian pulps in 1949 

being not so much a sign of elite Canadians’ anxiety about the Americanization of Canadian 

culture as it was an attempt to forestall a working-class publishing industry with potential 

links to socialism. The Canadian pulp magazine industry, she writes, “destabilized the 

authority and dominance of high culture itself. During this period of aggressive cultural 

nationalism, when cultural and national sovereignty were made mutually constitutive, the 

Canadian elite would certainly have recognized the threat that a self-sustaining mass culture 

industry posed to Canada’s interconnected cultural and economic class hierarchies” (99–100). 

Despite the fact that many early interventions into Canadian publishing policies had their 

origins in the building up of a sustainable print industry in Canada, the sustainable industry of 

pulp publishing was perceived as a threat to the Canadian elite, not just for how it unsettled a 



 

 

desired association between Canadian culture and high culture, but also because of 

Valentine’s well-documented socialist politics (101). In the wake of WWII, as the links 

between Canadian political sovereignty and Canadian cultural production began to be enacted 

in policy, Canadian literature was being defined by what it wasn’t: it wasn’t American, it 

wasn’t genre, and it wasn’t “mass.” But for a publishing industry to sustain itself through the 

explicit refutation of mass culture, it would eventually need non-market-oriented solutions to 

ensure its long-term viability.   

 

The Massey Report and the institutionalization of cultural nationalism 

 

The aforementioned Royal Commission on National Development in the Arts, Letters, and 

Sciences—the Massey Report—was issued in June 1951 and is unmistakably engaged with 

the Cold War politics of the moment, concerned as it is with cultural development as part of 

the defence of the nation: “we do think it important to comment on the efforts of those 

literary groups belonging to various schools of thought which strive to defend Canadian 

literature against the deluge of the less worthy American publications. These, we are told, 

threaten our national values, corrupt our literary taste and endanger the livelihood of our 

writers” (quoted in Kosman 2019: 94). With its explicit concern with staving off the outside 

influence of American culture while bolstering Canadian “national values,” it seems the 

Massey report would have been responsive to the long-established calls from Canadian 

printers and publishers of both magazines and books for the government to provide 

protections in the forms of tariffs or subsidies. Yet that was not the case, and in the short-term 

the Commission and subsequent Report did little to slow the momentum of mid-century 

magazine collapses. As Sutherland explains, the 50s and 60s were a “glum era” for Canadian 

magazines, “punctuated by death dates on tombstones. One by one, magazines crumbled and 



 

 

collapsed, were merged or absorbed: New World Illustrated (1948), National Home Monthly 

(1950), Canadian Home Journal (1958), Canadian Homes and Gardens (1962), Mayfair 

(1961), the Canadian Liberty (1964), the Family Herald and Weekly Star (1967), the Star 

Weekly (1969)” (1989: 181). These closures were largely a result of the ongoing dominance 

of American magazines in Canada, particularly the Canadian editions of Time and Reader’s 

Digest, but had been further exacerbated by the rise of television as a competing form of 

entertainment (also, of course, predominantly American). 

 

While the Massey Report did not recommend industry-level interventions on behalf of 

Canadian magazine publishing, it did mark a turning point in the support of cultural 

production as a national concern that would ultimately have an influence on the world of 

literary magazines. Perhaps the most significant outcome of the Report was the creation of 

the Canada Council for the Arts, a national funding body that supported artists and eventually 

started subsidizing artistic and cultural publishing projects. The Canada Council may not 

have directly impacted magazine publishing, but this growing support of Canadian literary 

production as a common good is often linked to greater supports for the printing and 

publishing industries that produce that literature, and vice versa. So it isn’t surprising that the 

creation of the Canada Council was followed quickly by the 1961 O’Leary Commission. 

Chaired by Ottawa Journal editor Grattan O’Leary, the Commission gathered testimonies 

from American and Canadian publishers on the question of tariff protection for Canadian 

publications. The arguments for the American magazines focused on free trade and freedom 

of speech as well as the number of Canadians employed in producing the Canadian editions 

of these titles, and they were buttressed by the wealth of the publications:  

 



 

 

Realities of the Canadian magazine market were reflected in the physical substance of 

submissions. The Canadian submissions were sometimes crude, Gestetnered 

documents; those of Time were impressive in typography and design, and came with 

maps, diagrams of layers and echelons of editing, as well as capsule biographies of 

Canadians who had made good inside Time Inc. (Sutherland 1989: 185) 

 

Despite the rhetorical force of the pro-American argument, however, the O’Leary 

Commission came out forcibly against these magazines, arguing that “a nation’s domestic 

advertising expenditures should be devoted to the support of its own media of 

communications” and that “there can be no excuse for the republication in Canada of 

periodicals which are not much more than facsimiles of those abroad” (quoted in Sutherland 

1989: 186). In large part due to the ongoing lobbying and pressures of the American 

government, as well as waffling on the part of multiple Canadian governments, the 

Commission’s recommendations failed to be meaningfully implemented until another 

commission, the Ontario Royal Commission on Book Publishing, delivered its final report in 

February 1973.  

 

The Ontario Royal Commission on Book Publishing led directly to necessary forms of 

industry-wide support for book publishers that would systematically seek to mitigate the 

unfair competition of the American publishing industry, a cultural shift that coincided with 

the efflorescence of independent book publishers throughout the 60s and 70s (though most 

meaningful support programs wouldn’t be in place until the late 70s). Meanwhile Bill C-58, 

which in 1975 eliminated “the tax concessions enjoyed by Canadian editions of foreign-

owned publications,” helped to drive out some foreign magazine publishers and bolster the 

success of national ones (Sarfati and Martin 2013). Despite the government finally offering 



 

 

the industry-level interventions for which publishers had been fighting for decades, 

commercial magazines would only continue to decline through the second half of the century 

until the Internet essentially wiped out the funding model—subsidizing subscription costs 

through advertising—that had launched their Golden Age in the 1890s. By that time, 

however, mainstream magazines had long ceased to drive subscriptions through the inclusion 

of literature, in part because the rise of mass-market paperbacks provided another consistent 

source of affordable fiction. This left Canadian literature largely to the arts and culture 

magazines that had never really relied on advertising and that thus were able to survive 

primarily via the same national supports that have sustained Canadian independent book 

publishing.  

 

The present day  

 

The current funding landscape for magazines is akin to that of books: magazines are 

supported by an industry-level granting body, the Canada Periodical Fund, which explicitly 

serves to help Canadian magazines “overcome market disadvantages.” The primary recipients 

of these grants are large commercial magazines like Canadian Living, Chatelaine, and 

Maclean’s, which no longer publish literary content but continue to achieve some of the 

highest circulations of Canadian-published magazines. Magazines with fewer than 5,000 paid 

copies per year are not eligible for CPF funding, which disqualifies some small literary 

magazines, but these are still eligible for Canada Council funding, which “funds Canadian 

publishers of literary books and magazines committed to developing and promoting Canadian 

literary writers through the publishing process” (“Literary Publishers: Supporting Artistic 

Practice”). Literary magazines are funded explicitly based on “literary merit” and 

“contribution to the advancement of Canadian literature” as evaluated by a panel of peers (not 



 

 

government employees)iii; nonetheless, the inheritance of the Massey Report’s narrow 

definition of legitimate Canadian literature is evident in the absence of most forms of genre 

fiction from Canadian literary journals.  

 

As ever, magazines continue to play a central role in promoting the work of Canadian writers, 

offering emerging writers their first publishing opportunities, and building literary 

communities around shared political or aesthetic concerns. Some magazines have broadened 

this community-building function into related events seriesiv; general interest magazine The 

Walrus (Toronto, 2003), for example, created the event series The Walrus Talks in 2012, 

while feminist literary journal Room (Vancouver, 1975) launched the Growing Room literary 

festival in 2017. At the same time, as funding gradually shrinks and competition grows, 

magazine publishers are challenged to articulate the cultural value of literary magazines with 

often low circulations—and to do so without recourse to cultural nationalism, which in the 

twenty-first century has lost much of its rhetorical force in the face of globalization and 

expanding free-trade agreements. Where once nationalist rhetoric could be used to defend 

protectionist cultural policies, now that rhetoric and those policies are losing steam, as 

exemplified in the final sale of Canadian publisher McClelland & Stewart to multinational 

Random House in 2011. As cultural nationalism falls to the wayside and digital publishing 

expands the models for how communities can share literary works, the question before us is 

whether there will be literary magazines or Canadian literature in the future—and whether we 

still want or need them.  
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i Colin Hill describes prairie realism as “a major, even central, component of the modern-realist 

movement that was unfolding across Canada in the early twentieth century. Prairie realism was among 

the most modern forms of writing to appear in Canada before 1950, and its writers carried out some of 

the boldest literary experiments of their period” (2012: 80). 
ii It is worth noting that four of these five magazines were founded in Toronto and that The Western 

Home Monthly’s shift to an explicitly national magazine coincided with the relocation of their main 

offices to Toronto as well. 
iii For a detailed account of the challenges facing a small literary magazine that relies on Canada 

Council funding, see Narang 2015.  
iv For a description of how one literary magazine has moved towards this events-based model in order 

fundraise, see Blom 2015.  


