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ABSTRACT 

There is a re la t ionship between seas ,  evolution 

and images of continuing creat ion i n  English-Canadian 

poetry. The seas of t h i s  t h e s i s  become landscapes f o r  

t h e  poems i n  which they occur. Replacing the  Garden, 

they have become the  typ ica l  locat ion of genesis,  orig- 

i n a l  and continuing. They a r e  of ten metaphors f o r  chaos-- 

primal, f i n a l ,  i n t e rna l  and external--and continually 

cast  up new forms while cancelling old ones. A s  generic 

and genetic environment they represent t h e  various w i l -  

dernesses, personal and environmental, i n  which our poets 

have found themselves. 

Evolutionary theory had become commonplace by t h e  

time t h i s  poetry was wri t ten.  It provided the  poets 

with a means of exploring, describing and ordering t h e i r  

environments. Emphasizing change, uni ty ,  and the  l i v i n g  

presence of t h e  past  t h i s  thinking has given man a 

physical h i s tory  from out of t h e  ocean. The basic laws 

of survival  seen operating by Darwin a r e  found applicable 

t o  a l l  creat ion,  human, animal, vegetable o r  a r t i s t i c .  

Images of continuing creation of ten a r i s e  from a. 

fascinat ion with the  processes of survival .  It becomes 

necessary f o r  "speciesw t o  adapt, t o  be continually cre- 

a t ing  themselves, i n  response t o  t h e i r  constantly a l t e r -  

ing s i tua t ion .  Man is seen a s  a control l ing form i n  

iii 



nature  only i n  so f a r  a s  he is a l so  an expressive form. 

This t h e s i s  begins by sketching a movement i n  the  

landscape of Canadian poetry before P r a t t  from the  land 

t o  the  sea.  In  Chapter 11, "E. J. P r a t t :  The Triumph of 

the Species," man is seen i n  a s t ruggle  f o r  survival  with 

the wilderness. The seas of "Newfoundlandn storm t h e  

mants islanded l i f e ,  t o  run within the  s lu ices  of h i s  

body, teaching him t h a t  man and nature a r e  of necessity 

interdependent. In  "Brebeuf and H i s  Brethernn we f ind 

P r a t t  making ra the r  sophist icated use of evolutionary 

thinking. In  Chapter 111, "A. M. Kleints Por t r a i t  of the  

Landscape," we discover the  poet become one with and 

drowned i n  h i s  landscape. I n  Chapter IV, *T. R. Scott :  
i+ 

The Presence of the  Past ," we f ind evolutionary explana- 

t ions  fo r  the  v i t a l i t y  of the  individual .  Chapter V ,  

"Earle Birneyts Response t o  E.J. Prat tps  Poetry," exam- 

ines  t h e  re la t ionships  between the  works of these two 

poets. Chapter V I ,  "Irving Layton: The Swimrnerts Neigh- 

bourhood," looks a t  fu r the r  examples of the  drowned 

poet. Chapter V I I ,  "Margaret Avison: Creat ivi ty  From a 

Flux of S p i r i t , "  describes how she f inds  " th is  chaos 

s ingl ing off/  i n  a new Genesisff and being gathered to -  

gether i n t o  an nall-swallowing moment/ once more." That 

moment i s  i t s e l f  ffradiwnn and gives off  pa r t i c l e s  con- 

t i n u a l l y ,  which themselves become seeds. In Chapter V I I I ,  



*Jay Macphersonts Vision of the  Interdependence of A l l  

Creation," we f ind  a complex and abs t rac t  representation 

of the  mythical re la t ionship between the  poet and h i s  en- 

vironment. The sea is a major symbol i n  t h i s  s t ruc ture .  

Her complex of forms ingesting one another presents us 

with  the  interdependence of everything, be it man, God 

o r  nature. Chapter I X ,  "Margaret Atwood: The "1" and 

i t s  Environmentsltt provides a kind of synthesis of many 

of t h e  themes examined i n  the  thes i s .  She works with a 

land-sea tension which becomes pa r t  of her l a r g e r  meta- 

phor of "the c i r c l e  gamen and with some metaphors drawn 

from evolutionary theory. She wri tes  about t h e  con- 

t i n u a l l y  evolving rela t ionships  between t h e  ttIfl and its 

environments, external  o r  in t e rna l  , animate o r  inani-  

mate. i n  her poetry the  mind nas an evolutionary his-  

t o r y  from out of the  ocean, a physical h i s tory  r a the r  

than a h is tory  of ideas. In  Chapter X ,  "Gwendolyn 

MacEwen~s Holy Waters of Continuing Creationltt  we f ind 

mants evolutionary h is tory  almost becoming a metaphor 

- f o r  h i s  s p i r i t u a l  (o r  mystical) development. 
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INTRODUCTION 

There is a r e l a t i onsh ip  between seas ,  evolution and 

images of continuing c rea t ion  i n  English-Canadian poetry.  

The l a t t e r  group, images of continuing c rea t ion ,  r e a l l y  en- 

compasses much of our i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  o the r  two. 

The seas  of t h i s  t h e s i s  w i l l  genera l ly  form a generic 

and a l s o  genet ic  landscape f o r  t h e  poetry i n  which they 

occur. They w i l l  become metaphors f o r  t h e  untamed envi- 

ronments, i n t e r n a l  and ex te rna l ,  i n  which our poets  f i nd  

themselves. With t h e  acceptance of  evolut ionary theory,  

t he se  seas  have replaced t h e  Garden a s  t h e  loca t ion  f o r  

genesis ,  both o r i g i n a l  and continuing. They w i l l  a l s o  

f requent ly  be seen a s  an anonymous chaos swallowing and 

destroying t h a t  which is individual .  

131---1--&2 -.------ Ll-------  1 - - -  7 1 1 - -  
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i den t i fy ing ,  exploring and explaining h i s  s i t u a t i o n .  It 

emphasizes t h e  interdependence of man and h i s  environment. 

Change, un i ty  and t h e  l i v i n g  presence of t h e  pas t  w i l l  be 

seen a s  e s s e n t i a l  aspects  of  t h i s  imagery. The same evo- 

l u t i ona ry  r u l e s  w i l l  be found governing a l l  forms of cre-  

a t i o n ,  be they human, animal, vegetable o r  a r t i s t i c .  

The images of continuing c rea t ion  a r i s i n g  i n  t h i s ' p o -  

e t r y  w i l l  o f t en  develop from a p r a c t i c a l  fasc ina t ion  with 

t h e  processes of  su rv iva l .  Man w i l l  here f i nd  himself p a r t  

of  a f l u x  of l i f e  and s p i r i t ;  while h i s  own existence may 

appear f i n i t e  and e s s e n t i a l l y  anonymous he w i l l  discover a 



d ign i ty  through h i s  pa r t i c ipa t ion  i n  t h e  g rea t e r  pro- 

cesses and i n  h i s  expressive funct ion.  

The shadow of Darwin w i l l  f requent ly  f a l l  over t h e  

mate r ia l  we w i l l  d iscuss .  However, evolutionary ideas  

had become commonplace when t h i s  poetry was wr i t t en  and so 
1 

we w i l l  not  attempt t o  t r a c e  them back t o  - The Origin. It 

would be wrong t o  a t t r i b u t e  too much of what we w i l l  c a l l  

evolutionary theory d i r e c t l y  t o  Darwin. He w a s ,  probably, 

j u s t  one of many sources which l e d  these  poets  t o  t h e i r  

very physical  sense of being and h i s to ry .  

Even knowledge has a physical  r a t h e r  than  a purely 

i n t e l l e c t u a l  h i s to ry  i n  t h e  bes t  of  t he se  poems. The in-  

d iv idua l  man is t h e  con t ro l l ing  f a c t o r  of na ture  only i n  so  

fa r  as he is a l s o  its expressive form. He can p a r t i c i p a t e  

in t h e  creative process if h e  s o  chooses, but only when he 

agrees t o  r e l i nqu i sh  h i s  separa te ,  absolute  i d e n t i t y  and 

f i n d  a more f l u i d  and merged one i n  t h e  processes of na- 

t u r e .  For t h e  Canadian poets  who w i l l  be discussed here ,  

t h e  unifying experience der ives  from t h e  e s s e n t i a l  i n t e r -  

dependence of a l l  spec ies ;  they f i nd  not a g r e a t e r  s e l f  

but  r a t h e r  a c r ea t ive  anonymity i n  t h e i r  f u l l e s t  r e l a t i on -  

sh ips  with t h e i r  environments. . , 

We w i l l  s ee  t h i s  expressed i n  many ways. A.M. Klein 

wr i t e s  t h a t  he " l e t s  go h i s  manshape t o  become." m a t  

he becomes is b i r d ,  dolphin and p lan t  but it is e s s e n t i a l  

t h a t  first he l e t s  go h i s  sense of individual  i d e n t i t y  and 

then en t e r s  i n t o  t h e  experience of a l l  t h e  o ther  species .  



Not a l l  expressions of t h i s  f e e l i n g  a r e  s o  l i t e r a l .  

Margaret Atwoodts version i n  "The S e t t l e r s n  is r a t h e r  d i f -  

f e r en t  but  belongs t o  t he  same family. 

They dug us  down 
i n t o  t h e  s o l i d  g ran i t e  
where our bodies grew f l e s h  again ,  
came up t r e e s  and 
grass .  

S t i l l  we a r e  t h e  s a l t  
s ea s  t h a t  uphold these  lands.  3 

Her v i s ion  of continuing c rea t ion  does not  come d i r e c t l y  

ou-b of  Dakwints t heo r i e s  by any means, but  it shares  a 

bas ic  d ign i ty  which we f ind  i n  h i s  e s s e n t i a l  statements: 

When I view a l l  beings not as s p e c i a l  c rea t ions ,  
but  as t h e  l i n e a l  descendants of some few beings 
which l i v e d  long before t h e  first bed of t h e  
S i l u r i a n  system was deposi ted,  they seem t o  me 
t o  become ennobled. Judging from t h e  p a s t ,  we 
may s a f e l y  i n f e r  t h a t  not one l i v i n g  species  w i l l  
t ransmit  its unaltered l ikeness  t o  a d i s t a n t  
C u t u r i t j i .  s e e .  

There is grandeur i n  t h i s  view of l i f e ,  with i ts  
severa l  powers, having been o r i g i n a l l y  breathed 
i n t o  a few forms o r  i n t o  one; and t h a t ,  whi l s t  
t h i s  p lanet  has gone cycling on according t o  t h e  
f ixed l a w  of g rav i ty ,  from so simple a beginning 
endless forms most beau t i fu l  and m st  wonderful 
have been, and a r e  being, evolved. e 
Perhaps Margaret Avisonts imagery of continuing cre-  

a t i o n  could be used t o  explain t h a t  of t h e  o the r  poets  a s  

w e l l .  She sees  t h e  s p i r i t  a s  radium, t h a t  i s ,  c e n t r a l l y  

d i s in t eg ra t ing  i n t o  p a r t i c l e s  which have a l i f e  fo rce  of 

t h e i r  own and which themselves a r e  seeds t o  new forms. 

She sees  t he  v i t a l  s p i r i t  as gathering i ts fragments t o -  

gether  and a l s o  breaking down and s c a t t e r i n g  o r  seeding 



a l l  forms with i t s e l f .  Only i n  i ts  numerous loca t ions  

can we f ind t h e  Idea. This i s  one way i n  which t h e  con- 

t i n u a l  v i t a l i t y  of a l l  species  of c rea t ion  can be ex- 

pressed. 

I n  Gwendolyn MacEwen we f ind  t h e  b l a t a n t  statement 

t h a t  man himself must change, must through f u r t h e r  evo- 

l u t i ona ry  processes.  Her concern is with t h e  development 

of our next l e v e l  of exis tence ,  a  more s p i r i t u a l  one. 

She suggests  t h a t  we have passed beyond t h e  s t age  i n  which 

our present  form can be f u l l y  e f f e c t i v e  and we must now 

change o r  e l s e  face  t h e  f a t e  of t h e  dinosaurs.  

In  P r a t t ,  we f ind  t h e  dinosaurs.  H i s  is t h e  o ther  

end of  t h e  spectrum from MacEwen and t h e  o the r  end of t h e  

time span we w i l l  be most concerned with. I n  t h e  d i r e c t  

r e l a t i onsh ip  we f ind  between h i s  Newfoundland people and 

t h e  sea  we discover t h e  beginnings of a  poetry  which has 

a  bas ic  optimism i n  t h a t  it expects l i f e  t o  continue, man 

t o  survive ,  t h e  wilderness t o  be productive i f  t r e a t e d  prop- 

e r l y .  But it is  a l s o  a  harsh,  unromantic, p r a c t i c a l  po- 

e t r y  which dea l s  with t h e  r u l e s  of surv iva l  and perhaps, 

na tu ra l ly ,  because of t h i s ,  it places g rea t e r  emphasis on 
. . 

t h e  species  than it does upon t h e  individual .  ' 

Canadian poetry  is l a r g e l y  an immigrant poetry. This 

is no t  t o  t h a t  colonia l  though have 
1/ 

a l s o  had t h a t  (poetry  which focuses on another environment 

r a t h e r  than seeking t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  its own). By i m m i -  



gran t  poetry we mean t h a t  which has begun a t  l e a s t  t o  

adapt t o  its new s i t u a t i o n .  

Darwin po in t s  out  t h a t  when a species  migrates t o  a  

new loca t ion ,  adapta t ion na tu ra l ly  t akes  place i f  t h a t  

species  is t o  survive.  The immigrant must change t o  re -  

f l e c t  i t s  pa r t i c ipa t ion  wi th  a  d i f f e r e n t  environment, and 

t h e  environment must i t s e l f  change i n  response t o  t h e  i n -  

t roduct ion of  a  new organism. Every v i ab l e  immigration 

causes a  chain reac t ion  of  organic change and re-organ- 

i za t i on .  What Darwin says of spec ies  o f  animals may a l s o  

be s a id  of  poe t r i e s :  

Bearing i n  mind t h a t  t h e  mutual r e l a t i o n s  of  
organism t o  organism a r e  of t h e  highest  import- 
ance, we can s e e  why two a reas  having near ly  
t h e  same physical  condit ions should o f t en  be 
inhabi ted  by very d i f f e r e n t  forms of  l i f e ;  f o r  
according t o  t h e  l eng th  of t ime which has 
elapsed s ince  new inhabi tan t s  entered one 
region;  according t o  t h e  nature  of t h e  com- 
munication which allowed c e r t a i n  forms and not 
o thers  t o  en t e r ,  e i t h e r  i n  g r e a t e r  o r  l e s s e r  
numbers ; according o r  no t ,  as those  which 
entered happened t o  come i n  more o r  l e s s  d i -  
r e c t  c o m ~ e t i t i o n  wi th  each o the r  and wi th  t h e  
aboriginks ; and according a s  t h e  immigrants 
were capable of varying more o r  l e s s  rap id ly ,  
t h e r e  would ensue i n  d i f f e r e n t  regions ,  i n -  
dependently of t h e i r  physical  condit ions,  i n -  
f i n i t e l v  d i v e r s i f i e d  conditions of l i f e ,  - 
t h e r e  would be an almost endless amount-of 
organic ac t ion  and reac t ion ,  - and we should . , 
f i n d ,  a s  we do f i n d ,  some groups of beings 
g r e a t l y ,  and some only s l i g h t l y  modified . . . 5 

In  t h i s  s tudy we may be ab le  t o  observe a  number of 

roughly p a r a l l e l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  which have developed i n  

t h e  d i f f e r e n t  immigrant poe t r i e s  a s  responses t o  t h e i r  



! new environment. Perhaps these  changes r e f l e c t  contact 

with an abor ig ina l  nature  i n  Canada o r  perhaps they  de- 

velop from t h e  mutual r e l a t i o n s  between t h e  various spe- 

c i e s  inhabi t ing our na t iona l  l i t e r a t u r e  o r ,  even, our en- 

t i r e  cu l tu re .  In  a country of Canadafs vas tness  it may 

seem r i s k y  t o  speak of a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  abor ig ina l  envi - 
ronment bu t ,  t o  argue backwards, we do f ind  t h a t  poets  of 

d i f f e r ing  backgrounds have given works t o  t h e  body of our 

poetry which seem more than co inc iden ta l ly  r e l a t e d  t o  one 

another . 
The first chapter of t h e  t h e s i s  w i l l  present  a h i s -  

t o r i c a l  sketch of English-Canadian poetry before E . J .  P r a t t .  

Some beginnings of a movement towards t h e  s eas ,  i n t e r n a l  

and ex te rna l ,  of t h e  poe t t s  environment a r e  pointed out .  

I n  t h e  second chapter  we w i l l  follow P r a t t f s  v i s ion  a s  he 

t r a c e s  human h i s t o r y  back t o  t h e  genesis  of a l l  l i f e  i n  

t h e  ocean. We w i l l  a l so  examine h i s  statement i n  "New- 
I 

foundlandit t h a t  t h e  f loods  and pulses of t h e  body a r e  ac-  

t u a l l y  r e l a t e d ,  i n  a f ami l i a r  way, t o  those  of t h e  sea .  

And then we w i l l  go on t o  look a t  h i s  r a t h e r  sophis t i ca ted  

use of evolut ionary imagery i n  "Brebeuf and H i s  Brethern." 

To some extent  o the r  poets  discussed may have been 

influenced by P r a t t f s  poetry. No attempt w i l l  be made, 

however, t o  t r a c e  t h e  inf luence of fo re ign  poet3 on these  

Canadian o r  t o  r e l a t e  t h e  images of  s ea s ,  

evolut ion and continuing c rea t ion  found i n  English- 



Canadian poetry t o  s imi la r  images i n  other  places. 

We do not intend t o  impose a generative t r a d i t i o n  on 

t h e  h is tory  of our poetry, nor t o  describe a dominant l i n e  

of development i n  it. The poets we w i l l  wr i te  about do not 

cons t i tu te  a group of favouri tes ,  nor a r e  they supposed t o  

represent a "great t r ad i t ionw i n  Canadian poetry. They 

w i l l  frequently show the  poet par t ic ipa t ing  i n  h i s  envi- 

ronment which, i n  turn ,  par t ic ipa tes  i n  him. 

If any b ias  dicta ted the  choice of poets f o r  t h i s  the- 

sis it was the  sense t h a t  these nine made a reasonably r e -  

presentative group chronologically and t h a t  t h e i r  poetry 

tended t o  be rrexpansiven i n  nature. 

I n  Chapters I1 through X we w i l l  look a t  works by E.J. 

P r a t t ,  A.M. Klein, F.R. Scot t ,  Earle Birney, Irving Layton, 

Margaret Avison, Jay Macpherson, Margaret Atwood and 

Gwendolyn MacEwen. These s tudies  w i l l  not be exhaustive 

nor w i l l  they pretend t o  make c r i t i c a l  judgments about t h e  

poetry. Our concern w i l l  be with the  content of the  poetry 

r a the r  than with the poetry per - se .  This d i s t inc t ion  i s  

essen t i a l ly  a r t i f i c i a l  and we w i l l  not always be successful 

i n  maintaining it. Our in ten t  w i l l  consis tent ly  be, how- 
. . 

ever, simply t o  reveal  the  shape and function of t h e  images 

and metaphors cent ra l  t o  t h i s  t h e s i s  which we f ind  s t ruc-  

tur ing  cer ta in  poems. 

In  t h i s  t h e s i s  we w i l l  be examining the  creat ive re -  

la t ionships  between a number of English-speaking Canadian 



poets and t h e i r  environments. Obviously, we w i l l  be able 

t o  provide o n l y  a sketch of what t h e  whole p ic ture  might 

be, bu t ,  within our scope here,  we w i l l  t r y  t o  point out  

t h e  significance of seas ,  evolution and images of contin- 

uing creat ion i n  our poetry, 

NOTES - 
Charles Darwin, 

of Natural Selection 
Races i n  The S t r u ~ ~ l e T o s i f e ,  A F acs lmne  of t h e    as sac u s e t t s  , Harvard University 

1859 4 ).  

2 9 r ~ o n e  Bather, Canadian Antholo , revised ed . , 
edited by Carl F. Klinck and H d r s .  (Toronto, 
W.J. Gage, 1966) p. 338. 

9 

' ~ a r g a r e t  Atwood, "The S e t t l e r s ,  - The Circle  - Game 
( T O ~ O ~ ~ O ,  Contact Press ,  l y b b  j , pp. '19-80. 

4 ~ h e  - Origin, pp. 489-90. 



CHAPTER I 

A MOVEMENT I N  THE LANDSCAPE OF CANADIAN POETRY 

FROM THE LAND TO THE SEA. 

Northrop Frye points  out  t h a t  i n  Canadian l i t e r a t u r e  

an o ld  language "with a thousand years  of  d i sc ip l ined  u t t e r -  

ance behind ittt confronts a new land.  He says t h a t  t h e r e  

a r e  c e r t a i n  aspects  of  t h i s  country which must, " for  a long 

time y e t ,  ,make it appear young ,'? aspects  which, he .  suggests ,  

were c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of Br i t a in  a t  t h e  time of  Beowulf o r  

The Seafarer .  Though he is speaking s p e c i f i c a l l y  of English- 

Canadian l i t e r a t u r e ,  he suggests  t h a t  t h e  Canadian environ- 

ment makes a p a r t i c u l a r l y  uncomforting impression on t h e  

a r t i s t ' s  mind: 

an impression of i ts  primeval lawlessness and 
moral n ih i l i sm,  i ts ind i f fe rence  t o  t h e  supreme 
value placed on l i f e  within human soc i e ty ,  its 
f ace l e s s ,  mindless unconsciousness, which fos-  
t e r s  l i f e  without benevolence and des t roys  it 
without malice . . . It is a l l  very wel l  f o r  a 
European poet t o  s ee  nature  i n  terms of a s e t -  
t l e d  order  which the  mind can i n t e r p r e t ,  l i k e  
Wordsworth, o r  even i n  terms of o racu la r  h i n t s  
and suggest ions,  l i k e  Baudelaire i n  Corres ond- 
ences; but t h e  Canadian poet receive  & 
i n i t i a l  impressions i n  t h e  environment of 
Rimbaud f s Bat eau Ivre  . - 
Coinciding wi th  t h e  growth of Canada a s  a na t ion  and 

t h e  rudimentary development of an English-Canadian poetry,  

came t h e  popularizat ion of a l t e r n a t i v e s  t o  t h e  view of 

man a s  l o r d  of nature.  Darwinfs evolutionary theo r i e s  



seem t o  have had t h e  effect  of springing such minds a s  

E.J. Pra t t t s  from t h e  feudal concept t h a t  man was divinely 

ordered t o  have dominion over the  ear th  and a l l  its creatures.  

It is obvious why cer ta in  Canadian poets have found such an 

arrogant view of t h e i r  re la t ionship with nature contrary t o  

t h e i r  experiences. Even i n  such an ear ly  poet a s  Standish 

OtGrady (1642), where we would n o t  seek evolutionary ideas ,  

we f ind a sense of commonality between man and nature;  man 

is jus t  one of t h e  animals hard put t o  survive: 

In  winter here, where a l l  a l i k e  contrive,  
And s t i l l  withal  few animals survive, 
T i l l  summerts heat ,  so potent and so quick, 
Enough t o  make t h e - ~ r o c b d i l e  row s i c k *  
With v i l e  mosquitoes, lord de ?&- l v e r  -' us ,  

Whose s t ings  could b l i s t e r  a Rhinoceros. 2 - 
OtGradyTs pungent l i n e s  comparing t h e  Emigrantts f a t e  

with those of Bear, Crocodile o r  Rhinoceros, a r e  probably 

l e s s  representative of h i s  time than those of some of h i s  

contemporaries who continued t o  portray t h e i r  experiences 

i n  terms of Bib l ica l  myth. Adam Burwellts hero f inds  him- 

se l f  pa r t  of a creat ive consortium making a new Garden of 

the  Canadian Wilderness: 

ttHe pierctd  t h e  woods, h i s  devious way be found, 
And on the  banks of Ket t le  Creek s a t  down. 
Then bowtd the  fo res t  t o  h i s  frequent s t roke ; -  
There from h i s  hearth ascended hallowed smoke; 
Angels looktd down, ropi t ious  from above, 
And o'er h i s  labors greathfd c e l e s t i a l  love:. 
"Go on and prosper, f o r  th ine  eyes s h a l l  see  
The s teps  of thousands, soon t o  follow thee;  
Go on and prosper, f o r - t h e  fos te r ing  hand 

. 

Of heaven, s h a l l  plant  t h i s  highly favor'd land.lt3 



, , 

It was inevi table  tha t  the re  should be t h i s  kind of 

l o y a l i s t  ( i n  more senses of t h e  word than one) poetry; it 

was also inevi table  t h a t  the  o ld ,  Old World concepts should 

prove, unlike the  Phoenix, incapable of  sustained regenera- 

t ions .  The old language and cul ture ,  f o r  a l l  its her i tage 

of d isc ip l ine  and richness,  had t o  confront a new world, 

both a s  physical r e a l i t y  i n  America and a s  manifested by 

changing ways of l i f e  and increasing knowledge everywhere. 

Coping with t h i s  vast  Canadian wilderness seemed t o  heighten 

/ t he  i n t e l l e c t u a l  conf l ic t s  already developing i n  Europe 

and the  United States .  E v e w h e r e ,  poets found it neces- 

sary t o  f ind new ways of understanding t h e i r  re la t ionships  

with a l l  t h a t  entai led t h e i r  environments. In Canada, a s  

t h e  typ ica l  landscape of poetry became, l e s s  and l e s s  of ten ,  

the  Garden, it became, more frequently,  t h e  sea.  

There a r e  several  explanations f o r  t h i s  phenomenon: 

first, according t o  the  theories  of evolution, the  sea was 

t h e  or ig in  of l i fe - in  it t h e  e a r l i e s t  creatures had t h e i r  

beginnings and even t h e  l a t e r ,  warm-blooded mammals have a 

variant  of sea-water s lu ic ing  through t h e i r  veins. I n  r e -  

ject ing one Genesis a s  basis  f o r  metaphor poets subst i tuted 

another. Secondly, it was the  sea which separated us from 

, b 
our  homeland^;^ it was, a s  Oliver Goldsmith (grandnephew of 

t h e  famous Br i t i sh  poet) remarks, a point of "noble couragen 

on t h e  pa r t  of t h e  s e t t l e r s :  



Who, leaving f a r  behind t h e i r  nat ive p la in ,  
Have sought a home beyond t h e  western main. 
And braved t h e  t e r r o r s  of t h e  stormy seas ,  4 

For many Canadian s e t t l e r s  t h a t  sea passage may have taken 

on, subconsciously, aspects of a birth--the legendary 

cramped quarters ,  the  extended period during which they 

were subject  t o  the  rhythms and weather of t h e  sea,  t h e  

f i n a l  re lease i n t o  a new country making, frequently,  new 

demands upon them, Even today, i n  t h e  age of a i rplanes  

and l a t e r  generations, a sense of t h e  Atlantic passage may 

be retained a s  almost par t  of our de f in i t ive  culture- 

t h a t  through which ttwett have come, t h a t  which separates 

us from Att ica ,  Bethlehem, Rome, Pa r i s ,  and London. 

For a "newn poetry i n  a "newn land it was necessary t o  

f ind de f in i t ive  images. Despite t h e  continuing a t t i t u d e s  

of colonialism, poets sought t o  express t h e i r  ac tua l  ex- 

periences and t h i s  meant t h a t  f i e l d s  and meadows and 

flowery woodlands became, essent ia l ly ,  unreal.  The land,  

though r i c h  i n  cycles and h is tory  of myth and a r t  i n  Europe, 

had a more primitive nature i n  Canada. The e a r l i e r  pastoral  

poetry lacked, a s  a landscape i n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  t h a t  primeaval 

aura t h a t  was so much par t  of the  Canadian experience. 

The poet who would escape Attica and Bethlehem could 

tu rn  t o  t h e  sea.  It was from the  sea t h a t  P r a t t t s  f i sher -  

folk drew and endured t h e i r  l ivelihood, t h e i r  emotional a s  

well a s  physical l ivelihood. The sea moves, it has a 

voice, and we have English words f o r  movement, t r a n s i t i o n ,  



expression and even unity t h a t  a r e  r e a l l y  sea-words. 

~ u c h  of the  Canadian experience could not be expressed 

meditation i n  t r anqu i l i ty ;  it was an experience of sur- 

vival  i n  motion, of physical thought. 

To i l l u s t r a t e  how t h i s  change i n  t h e  landscape came 

about, we should look a t  some of the  poems. 

In 1860 Charles Sangster wrote t h e  following sonnet: 

Above where I am s i t t i n g ,  o t e r  these stones,  
The ocean waves once heaved t h e i r  mighty forms; 
And vengeful tempests and appall ing storms 
Wrung from t h e  s t r icken  sea portentous moans, 
That r en t  stupendous icebergs, whose huge heights 
Crashed down i n  fragments through the  s t a r t l e d  nights 
Change, change, e te rna l  change i n  a l l  but God! 
Mysterious nature! t h r i c e  mysterious s t a t e  
Of body, soul ,  and s p i r i t !  Man is  awed, 
But triumphs i n  h i s  l i t t l e n e s s .  A mote, 
He specks the  eye of age and turns  t o  dust ,  
And is the  sport  of centuries.  We note 

More surely na ture ts  ever-changing f a t e ;  
Her f o s s i l  records t e l l  how she performs her t r u s t .  5 

The combination of themes i n  t h i s  sonnet a r e  s imi la r  

t o  those found i n  P ra t t :  "ocean waves," "vengeful tempests 

and appall ing " that  ren t  stupendous icebergs," 

and the  l t foss i l  records" which t e l l  how nature llperforms 

her t r u s t . "  B u t t h e  differences a re  equally s t r ik ing .  

The nar ra tor ,  remaining seated and qui te  dry on the  stones 

maintains a f a i t h  i n  an unchanging God and i n  t h e  triumph 

of l i t t l e  man. Sangster cuts  out man, who has tlsoul,  and 

spir i t !"  from nature. Nature has force but nothing e l s e ,  

she a c t s  upon Godts creations and wrings from t h e  sea 

"portentous moans:" there  is a divis ion between forces 



and t h e  bodies subject  t o  them. 

phi call^ within the  garden where 

in which he w i l l  re turn  t o  dust.  

fill contain physical records of 

w i l l  endure as w i l l  t h e  s o u l  and 

The nar ra tor  is philoso- 

he was made from dust and 

And the  layers  of dust 

creation's fate--the body 

t h e  s p i r i t ,  though changed. 

Similarly,  Charles Heavysege, Y3onnet X I I I , "  i n  1865 6 

approaches h i s  trall-wise S p i r i t n  through Bibl ical  myth. H i s  

nar ra tor  muses on t h e  "dread abode--And endless penancew of 

rfHeavents aborigines" expelled from t h e  garden, while s i t t i n g  

on the sand beside a lake Itagainst whose shores the  r o l l i n g  

waves were driven." Like Sangster, Heavysege is not seeking 

anything i n  t h e  waters beating up on t h e  shores, nor a re  

those waters s igni f icant  of much except t h a t  they have a l so  

been "driven." 
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7 vis i ted ,"  the  e a r l i e r  mythic s t ruc tu re  is loosening. The 

landscape extends from t h e  h i l l s  t o  a long, low marsh which 

merges with t h e  sea. Above t h e  marshes, where the  narra- 

t o r  is ,  ' 'stretches a riband of meadow," 

Shorn of the  labouring grass ,  bulwarked well from 
the  sea,  

Fenced on i ts  seaward border with long clay dykes 
from t h e  turbid 

Surge and flow of t h e  t i d e s  vexing the  Westmoreland 
shores. \ 

Yet while the  nar ra tor  remains on h i s  now narrow and cropped 

vantage point above the  marshes h i s  thoughts and memories 

move out l i k e  them, long and low i n t o  the  sea. 



Well I remember t h e  p i l e s  of blocks and ropes, 
and t h e  net-reels 

Wound with the  beaded ne t s ,  dripping and dark 
from t h e  sea. 

Now a t  t h i s  season the  r e e l s  a r e  empty and i d l e ;  
I see  them 

Over t h e  l i n e s  of the  dykes, over t h e  gossiping 
grass.  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

Then, a s  the  blue day mounts, and the  low-shot 
sha f t s  of t h e  sunlight 

Glance from t h e  t i d e  t o  the  shore, gossamers 
jewelled with dew 

Sparkle and wave, where l a t e  sea-spoiling fathoms 
of d r i f t n e t  

Myriad-meshed, uploomed somberly over t h e  land. 8 

No longer is the  sea just  another body which t h e  winds 

of f a t e  move. It is now a force of its own, something 

Itvexingn the  land,  something the  meadows a r e  "bulwarked 

wel lv  from. I n  h i s  youth the  nar ra tor  had seen t h e  " l a t e  

sea-spoiling fathoms of d r i f t n e t /  Myriad-meshed, up- 

loomed somberly over t h e  land." But a t  t h e  time of t h e  

poem t h e  empty r e e l s  l i e  scat tered upon %he l i n e s  of the  

dykes, over t h e  gossiping grass." The nets  a r e  not out i n  

the sea o r  uploomed over t h e  land but hung over r a f t e r s  i n  

the barns above the  hay. Their harvest is  done f o r  t h e  

season and they have been brought ins ide  the  s t ruc tures  of . , 

man f o r  protection.  This is not necessar i ly  an image of 

negative import; t h e  seasonal storage of the  ne t s  is pa r t  

of t h e i r  cycle of use. But Roberts does seem f e a r f u l  t h a t  

t h i s  apparently unchanging pat tern w i l l  a l so  prove imper- 

manent and t h a t  he w i l l  be confronted by yet  another example 



of lrchance and change." He seems reluctant  t o  t e s t  t h e  

firmness of h i s  e a r l i e r  observation t h a t  the  pastoral  con- 

t i n u i t y  of t h i s  life-rhythm is bas ica l ly  unchanging; he 

would ra the r  have the  "darling i l l u s i o n n  of s t a b i l i t y  than 

t h e  r e a l i t y  of the  marshland. Though h i s  thoughts move out 

towards t h e  encroaching sea ,  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of continual 

flu, he chooses not t o  make the  move philosophically i n t o  

i ts  system of values: he acknowledges but denies a move i n  

t h e  landscape away from t h e  garden towards t h e  sea. 

Yet w i l l  I s t ay  my s teps  and not go down t o  t h e  , marshland, -- 
Muse and r e c a l l  f a r  o f f ,  r a the r  remember than see,-- 
Lest on too close I might m i s s  t h e  dar l ing i l l u s i o n ,  
Spy a t  t h e i r  t a sk  even here t h e  hands of chance and 

change. 

In  a poem by Archibald Lampman, published one year 

l a t e r  than "Tantramar Revisited," we f ind  the  sea become 

a mysterious source of what seems t o  be continuing s p i r i t -  

ua l  regeneration. Yet it is  s ign i f i can t ly  l r l i f e t s  outer  

sea," and d i s t an t  from mants more accessible experiences. 

Though s t r i f e ,  ill fortune,  and harsh human need 
Beat down t h e  soul ,  a t  moments blind and dumb 
With agony; y e t ,  patience--there s h a l l  come 
Many great  voices from l i f e t s  outer  sea ,  
Hours of strange triumph, and, wh n few men heed, 
Murmurs and glimpses of e te rn i ty .  9 
Lampman des i res  "to keep the  mind a t  brood," t o  be  

pa t ien t ly ,  if despondently, l i s t e n i n g  f o r  t h e  "many great  

voices from l i f e t s  outer sea." In  others of h i s  poems 

the  ro le  of t h e  sea is more generally taken by dreams; 

the  landscape of h i s  poetry is cha rac te r i s t i ca l ly  some- 



th ing whose import has been revealed t o  him i n  a kind of 

pensive rever ie .  While frequently wri t ing from a "gardentg 

he tends t o  reach out towards t h e  partly-known and thus ,  

while the re  a r e  few sea-scapes among h i s  poems, h i s  work 

does give impetus t o  the  move out of t h e  ordered landscape 

and in to  an exploration of t h e  subconscious. 

B l i s s  Carman, i n  a much l a t e r  poem which is,  however, 

qu i te  similar t o  h i s  e a r l i e r  wri t ings ,  picks up the  theme 

of voices from t h e  sea but now t h e  s e a t s  voice has been > 
/ 

in ternal ized.  

And a l l  t h a t  haunted day, 
It seemed t h a t  I could hear 
The echo of an ancient speech 
Ring i n  my l i s t en ing  ear. 
And then it came t o  me, 
That a l l  t h a t  I had heard 
Was my nwn heart, in the s e a t s  voice 
And t h e  windts lonely word.1•‹ 

Camants poetry typica l ly  operates on s imile;  the  

world t o  him is a tlrag-bagtl and the  sea par t  of it. 

Rather than moving the  landscape from t h e  land t o  the  sea,  

he, l i k e  Lampman, extends it t o  include the  sea.  

Make me over i n  the  morning 
From t h e  rag-bag of the  world! 
Scraps of dream and duds of daring, 
Home brought s t u f f  from f a r  sea-faring, 
Faded colours once so f l a r i n g ,  
Shreds of banners long s ince furled! 
Hues of ash and g l i n t s  of g l  y ,  
In t h e  rag-bag of the  world! PI: 
The "scraps of dream and duds of daringn which he 

s t r i n g s  together occasionally give way t o  what seems a 

more unified poetry such as we f ind  i n  :'Low Tide on 
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There down along t h e  elms a t  dusk 
We l i f t e d  dripping blade t o  d r i f t ,  
Through tw i l i gh t  scented f i n e  l i k e  musk, 
Where night  and gloom awhile u p l i f t ,  
Nor sunder sou l  and sou l  a d r i f t .  

And we took i n t o  our hands 
S p i r i t  of l i f e  o r  s u b t l e r  thing-- 
Breathed on us t h e r e ,  and loosed t h e  bands 
O f  death ,  and taught  us ,  whispering, 
The s e c r e t  of some wonder-thing. 

The night  has f a l l e n  and t h e  t i d e -  
Mow and again comes d r i f t i n g  home, 
Across t hese  aching barrens wide, 
A s i gh  l i k e  driven wind o r  foam: 
I n  g r i e f  t h e  f lood is burs t ing  home. 1 2  

The poet ,  d r i f t i n g  with t h e  t i d e ,  has apparently l e f t  

behind t h e  i n f a l l i b l e  land.  Unwelcomed, t h e  s ea  r o l l s  home 

"across these  aching barrens wide," t o  recapture  its o m .  

Elsewhere, it is i n  t h e  llGravediggerv sea  t h a t  Carman's 

n a r r a t o r  f i n d s  Itan equal grave f o r  l o r d  and knave;" man is 

subject  t o  watery obl iv ion o r ,  a t  bes t ,  "a bleaching gravev 

on t h e  beach. I n  ne i the r  ins tance  i s  he buried under f e r -  

t i l e  s o i l ;  i n  ne i the r  grave w i l l  he sprout  new l i f e .  And 

y e t ,  Carman is e s s e n t i a l l y  an opt imis t  and c l ings  t o  t h e  

pas tora l  i l l u s i o n .  He says ,  "Sp i r i t  of L i fen  breathed on 

us t he re ,  and loosed t h e  bands of  death." . . 

This is similar both i n  i ts t en t a t i venes s  and i n  i t s  

meaning t o  Lampman's statement t h a t  from l i f e f s  ou t e r  sea  

come llHours of s t range  triumphn and vmurmurs and glimpses 

of e te rn i ty . "  The redemptive fo rce  is no longer  ca l led  

God and no longer  has a l u c i d  order  connected with i t ;  



Carman now only senses the  power of ffsome sub t l e r  thingft  

even than a "Spir i t  of Lifett  d r i f t i n g  i n  with the  t i d e ,  

as t h e  t i d e .  The dreaminess and indef ini teness  of these 

l i n e s  indicate  a kind of suspension of t h e  poetcs points of 

reference; the  half  - l igh t ,  half  -land, half  -sea s e t t i n g  re-  

presents t h i s  s t a t e  of f lux.  The poet seems almost unsure 

of where he is and what has been o r  w i l l  be happening t o  

him 

O f  t he  same general period is Duncan Campbell Sco t t t s  
\I 

poem "The Piper of A r l l .  It seems, remotely perhaps, 

re la ted  t o  Coleridgecs "The Ancient Marinern (similar 

metrical  pa t t e rn ) .  Here, f o r  the  first time, w e  f ind a 

Canadian poet not only ftlonging f o r  the  seav but drowning 

i n  it. Scott  un i tes  t h i s  sea-love with a magical expla- 

nation of the  source of poetry. Beginning: 

There was i n  A r l l  a l i t t l e  cove 
Where the  s a l t  wind came cool and f r ee :  
A foamy beach t h a t  one would love,  
If he were longing f o r  the  sea. 

the  poem gives t h e  his tory of t h e  piper,  a shepherd whose 

"heart was swayed with f a i t h f u l  love/ From t h e  springs of 

Godts ocean c l ea r  and deep. tt Even i n  the  poastoral tense 

of t h e  poem it w a s  i n  the  ocean t h a t  t h e  springs of the  

piperrs  song were found--later , it becomes very question- 

able whether o r  not the  ocean remains flGodfs.ft 

The s to ry  is  t h a t  one evening a strange sh ip  appears 

i n  the  bay of A r l l .  The piper ,  moved by the  lflonging 

songsu i n  an troutland tonguev of i ts  crew which carry t o  



him across  t h e  water tlmolded a t r a n q u i l  melody/ Of lone ly  

love and longed-for death. " 
Beneath t h e  s ta rs  each sen t  t o  each 
A message tender ,  till a t  l a s t  
The p ipe r  s l e p t  upon t h e  beach, 
The s a i l o r s  slumbered round t h e  mast. 

Awakening with t h e  dawn, t h e  p ipe r  sees  t h e  sh ip  depart ing.  

Limned black aga ins t  t h e  crimson sun; 
Then from t h e  d i s c  he saw her  s l i p ,  
A wra i th  of shadow--she w a s  gone. 

He threw h i s  mantle on t h e  beach, 
He went apa r t  l i k e  one d i s t r augh t ,  
H i s  l i p s  were moved--his desperate speech 
Stormed h i s  inv io lab le  thought. 

He broke h i s  hwnan-throated reed,  
And threw it i n  t h e  i d l e  r i l l ;  

But subsequently he f i nds  h i s  pipe again and ca re fu l ly  

mends it, then blows out  t h e  water/melody co l lec ted  i n  it, 

A melody began t o  d r i p  
That mingled with a ghost ly t h r i l l  
The v i s ion - sp i r i t  of t h e  sh ip  
The s e c r e t  of h i s  broken w i l l .  

He s inging i n t o  na tu re t s  h e a r t ,  
Guiding h i s  w i l l  by t h e  worldts w i l l ,  
With deep, unconscious, c h i l d l i k e  a r t  
Had sung h i s  sou l  out  and w a s  s t i l l .  

What is chronicled here is t h e  demise of  song a s  s e r -  

vant t o  a shepherdts God and t h e  discovery of another " 

master f o r  t h e  p i p e r t s  ar t - -%ature ts  hear t  ,I1 " the worldts  

w i l l , "  t h e  p i p e r t s  own sou l  from which he draws a "deep, 

unconscious, c h i l d l i k e  art . I1 Unfortunately f o r  t h e  p ipe r ,  

t h i s  r e s u l t s  i n  h i s  death;  he leaves  t h e  grove of  A r l l  



where he had tended t h e  "pasture of h i s  sheepf1 i n  which 

h i s  "heart was swayed with f a i t h f u l  lovew and s inks  t o  

t h e  oceants bottom where i n  time another grove, t h i s  of  

s i l v e r  l eaves ,  appears,  but  i n  it he does not s ing.  

The second evening t h e  sh ip  reappeared and s a i l o r s ,  

s inging,  row out  from it t o  f e t c h  back t h e  p iper ,  piping.  

S a i l s  a r e  put up but no wind comes and gradual ly  t h e  

charmed s h i p  s inks .  The "angel a t  t h e  proren is gone and 

t h e  s a i l o r s ,  h a i r  f l o a t i n g ,  and f aces  turned upwards, 

1 nwatch t h e  s t a r - f l a s h  b l u r  and die."  

She sank and sank by yard and mast, 
Sank down t h e  shimmering gradual dark; 
A l i t t A e  dropping pennon l a s t  
Showed l i k e  t he  black f i n  of a shark. 

And down she sank till, keeled i n  sand, 
She r e s t ed  s a f e l y  balanced t r u e ,  
With a l l  her  upward gazing band, 
The p ipe r  and t h e  dreaming crew. 

And t h e r e ,  unmarked of any c h a r t ,  
I n  unrecorded deeps they l i e ,  
Empearled wi thin  t h e  purple hea r t  
O f  t h e  g rea t  sea  f o r  aye and aye. 

There is no " f o s s i l  recordu of t h i s  death;  nature  no longer  

"performs a trustw and is accountable f o r  her  ac t ions .  The 

music has stopped, but i n  t h e  "l iquid nightt t  a vine grows 

over t h e  sh ip ,  weaving about it "A p len t i t ude  of s i l ~ e r  

leaves." I n  t h e  haunting quie t  of  these  depths t h e  s i l e n t  

but f lour i sh ing  growth of a s i lver- leaved vine has t h e  

magnetic fo rce  we l a t e r  f i n d  i n  Kleints  image of  h i s  drowned 

poet ,  glowing ". . . l i k e  phosphorous. A t  t h e  bottom of t h e  

sea .  t J 4  



Scot t ' s  poem is in te res t ing  because it deals with 

t h e  poet who has l e f t  t he  land t o  sink (and d i e )  i n  t h e  

realms of mysterious, uncharted depths. The piper follows 

h i s  song t o  i ts  watery source but once there ,  sings no 

more. This theme is not dwelt upon, however, i n  other  

poems by Scott .  It is not u n t i l  P r a t t  t h a t  we f ind t h e  

typ ica l  landscape of Canadian poetry become t h e  sea-and 

not jus t  the  sea a s  a  grave o r  source of dreams. 

1 
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CHAPTER I1 

E. J. PRATT: THE TRIUMPH OF THE SPECIES 

c h e  sea may appear t o  be mainly a destruct ive force 

o r  even a graveyard i n  some of P r a t t t s  poems--he has been 

fascinated, a s  Birney put it, wi th  t h e  Marathons i n  h is tory  
"1 

and; because h i s  landscape is so of ten  t h e  sea ,  t h e  ocean 
"-s, -- 

is frequently a b a t t l e f i e l d  B u t  it would be a misinterpre- 

t a t i o n  t o  assume t h a t  t h i s  is the  only-aspect  of h i s  s e a t s  

re la t ionship w i t h  man, The sea.-hecomes--a-sysghal pf _ a  

creat ive and solaetimes chaotic l i f e  force;  "it is both 

or ig ina l  and f i n a l  and its main f a c t  is t h a t  of continual 

change, motion, and in te rac t ion  with the  r e s t  of nature. 
7 

e n  is  i n  a very r e a l  way united with t h i s  continually 

genetic sea and P r a t t  i n s i s t s  t h a t  t h e  grea tes t  protection 

avai lable  t o  t h e  human species is t o  be found i n  i ts 

creat ive responses t o  the  r e a l i t i e s  of its environment-- 

, physical,  i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  emotional, o r  s p i r i t u a l .  '? 
- i 

ltNewfoundland , ~ ~ ~ a t _ _ - t t _ _ - t h e . e . e  head-of P r a t t  9 s  

Colleet-ed -P.a.em, has often been ignored by h i s  c r i t i c s ,  

most probably because it is a l y r i c  r a the r  than a narra- 

t i v e  poem and ra ther  effusive i n  its strength.  Yet, it 

does have a power which is not simply rhe to r i ca l ;  it t ru ly  

stands a t  t h e  beginning of h i s  collected work because i n  

it we f ind  some of  P r a t t t s  most passionately cent ra l  

themes. If we understand i ts  general statement it be- 

comes harder t o  go as t r ay  i n  understanding t h e  pa r t i cu la r s  



presented i n  t h e  longer nar ra t ive  works. 

Here t h e  t i d e s  flow, 
And here they ebb; 
Not with t h a t  d u l l ,  unsinewed t read  of waters 
Held under bonds t o  move 
Around unpeopled shores-- 
Moon-driven through a t imeless c i r c u i t  
O f  invasion and r e t r e a t ;  
But with a l u s t y  s t roke of l i f e  
Pounding a t  stubborn gates ,  
That they might run 
Within the  s lu ices  of ments hear t s ,  
Leap under throb of pulse and nerve, 
And teach t h e  sea t s  strong voice 
To l ea rn  t h e  harmonies of new floods,  
The peal of ca ta rac t ,  
And t h e  s o f t  wash of currents 
Against r e s i l i e n t  banks, 
O r  the  broken rhythms from old chords 
Along dark passages 
That once were pathways of authe t i c  f i r e s  
And swept by the  wings of dream. !t 
Nature becomes internal ized i n  man; the  sea which has 

been t h e  external  environment f o r  the  islanded l i f e  now 

pounds a t  "the s lu ices  of men's hearts." Sa l t  water flows 

where blood has through man's body. From P r a t t t s  point of 

view it would seem t h a t  man may have been a more s p i r i t u a l  

creat ion and nature a more mechanistic one under some pre- 

vious conditions, and it i s  an improvement i n  t h e i r  s t a t e s  

when they a re  united i n  Newfoundland. P r a t t  does not lament 

"the f a l l t t  of man i n t o  t h i s  wilderness land but he does . ~ 

lament h i s  frequent f a i l u r e s  t o  recognize t h e  r e a l i t y  of h i s  

posit ion i n  nature and h i s  resu l t ing  i n a b i l i t y  t o  function 

The veins of man were once "swept by the  wings of 

dream," were ltpathways of authentic f i r e s u  before becoming 

s lu ices  f o r  the  Itsoft wash of currents.tt  I n  them can s t i l l  
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be heard t h e  old chords of these now broken rhythms.  And 

( t he  sea was once ttMoon-driven through a t imeless c i r cu i t t t  

nAround unpeopled shores,tt  it was subject  t o  simple mechan- 

i c a l  forces of invasion and r e t r e a t  and had not the  "lusty 

stroke of l i f e t r  P ra t t  f inds  it t o  have a s  it pounds, throbs,  

leaps ,  and runs about Newfoundland. In  i ts  ebbing and flow- 

ing on peopled shores it learns  "the harmonies of new 

floods. " 
a t t t s  view is t h a t  the  or ig ina l  wilderness c r e a t i : F /  

j \ discovered independence only when nature was completed I 
with mants introduction. The argument, which seems t o  be 

2 supported by "The Truant," t h a t  nature (and God) a re  jus t  

machines i n  P r a t t t s  poems overlooks t h e  importance i n  them 

of man being pa r t  of t h i s  nature and very d i s t i n c t l y ,  f o r  

P r a t t ,  t h a t  pa r t  which gives fee l ing  and significance and 

in te l l igence  t o  the  r e s t .  Man is  not the  lord  of t h e  uni- 

verse but the  universe f inds  expression through h i s  action i / and creat ive imagination. ----., i 

In the  s i x t h  stanza of ~Newfoundlandtt t h i s  point is 

taken fu r the r .  The crags of the  is land become symbolic 

of t h e  people l i v i n g  there .  If they a r e  r i g i d  and f a i l  

t o  correspond with the  winds and t i d e s  impinging upon 

them, i f  %he mind reads assaul t /  In  crouch and leap and 

the  quick s t ea l th t t  of the  sea ,  it is "s t i f fen ing  t h e  

muscles of the  waves." Man seeing i n  nature a foe creates  

one. 



-. - A  

P r a t t  is i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  we cannot subdue nature and 

I t ha t  i n  our attempts t o  do so we a r e  wOver-zealousr~ and 

Wuard too welltt %he thresholds,  a l t a r s ,  and the  f i r e s  

sf home." We a r e  safer  when we understand t h e  confluence 

i n  us of l ife-giving and l i fe- taking forces.  Those whose 

nhands a r e  f u l l  t o  the  overfloww a r e  t h e  winds and t i d e s  

t h a t  a r e  famil iars  of man, a r e  of h i s  own family. 

Not with t h a t  wild, exotic rage 
That vainly sweeps untrodden shores, 
But with fami l ia r  breath 

2 Holding a partnership w i t h  l i f e ,  
Resonant with t h e  hopes of spring,  
Pungent w i t h  the  a i r s  of harvest.  

They c a l l  with the  s i l v e r  f i f e s  of the  sea ,  
They breathe with the  lungs of men, 
They a r e  one w i t h  the  t i d e s  of the  sea,  
They a r e  one with t h e  t i d e s  of the  hear t ,  
h hey blow with t h e  r i s i n g  octaves of dawn, 
They d i e  with the  largo of dusk, 
r n l - 2 -  L,.,J l r r c r l  ricruu5 Eire f -d l  t h e  uverl"hw, 
In  t h e i r  r i g h t  is t h e  bread of l i f e ,  
I n  t h e i r  l e f t  a r e  the  waters of death. 

___".w-- -I 

" 
I n  P r a t t t s  poems, man is only a control l ing form in-  

/ sofar  a s  he is a lso  an expressive form. Language and 
ii 
1, 

[ music a r e  seen t o  derive from, a s  well a s  allow, communica- 

t i o n ,  whose root is communion-the in te rac t ion  of several  

pa r t s  of nature including man. There a r e  numerous meta- 

phors throughout "Newfoundland" which point t o  t h i s  theme. 

The t i d e s ,  i n  the  first stanza,  had no harmony i n  t h e  

or ig ina l  unpeopled arena but now t h e i r  s t roke of l i f e  

against the  i s land ,  causes a new music t o  peal for th .  The 

harmonies of these new floods a r e  created by t h e  "sea's 

strong voicen flowing and ebbing through the  instrument of 



I 

t h e  human body and include "the broken rhythm from old 

chords." Though t h i s  is  a new flood it c a r r i e s  with it 

a h i s to ry ,  both physical  and musical. The same t i d e s  as 

flood through t h e  poet wash upon t h e  shores of Newfoundland 

where they encounter t h e  red sea-kelp, "Red as t h e  hea r t ' s  

blood," which a l s o  grows f a r  under t h e  sur face  of t h e  sea .  

Here, "It is rooted i n  t h e  j o i n t s  of rocksm but  it is a l s o  

"pi led th ick /  Above t h e  gulch-linen--the loose  pieces  

churned up from t h e  sea ' s  depths have been car r ied  ashore 

3 on t h e  t i d e .  

Red is t h e  sea-kelp i n  t h e  beach, 
Red as t h e  hear t ' s  blood, 
Nor i s  t h e r e  power i n  t i d e  o r  sun 
To bleach its s t a i n .  
It l i e s  t h e r e  p i l ed  t h i c k  
Above t h e  gulch-line. 
It is rooted i n  t h e  j o i n t s  of  rocks, 
I+ is Cmgled ~ b n s t  e spar: 
It covers a broken rudder,  
It is as red as t h e  hear t ' s  blood, 
And sal t  a s  t e a r s .  

The new t i d e ,  t he  new day, cannot wash clean o r  bleach 

away t h e  depth of blood-red kelp  o r  s a l t  t e a r s  accumulated. 

This d r i f t ,  o r  growth, t ang les  around a spar  and covers a 

broken rudder; i t ,  i n  i t s e l f ,  obscures t h e  old  forms, par- 

t i c u l a r l y  t h e  broken and bleached forms t h a t  once were 
. . 

p a r t s  of vesse l s .  

The winds which blow and d i e ,  t h e  t i d e s  which ebb and 

flow and i n  so doing hold a par tnership  with l i f e ,  a r e  

"Resonant wi th  t h e  hopes of spring." They I tca l l  wi th  t h e  

s i l v e r  f i f e s  of t h e  seav and they a l s o  "breathe with t h e  



, 
lungs of men." Musical o r  poetic expressions a r e Y p a r t s  

of a t o t a l  symphony of l i f e  and death, 

They a re  one with the  t i d e s  of t h e  sea,  
They a r e  one with the  t i d e s  of t h e  hear t ,  
They blow with the  r i s i n g  octaves of dawn, 
They d ie  with the  largo of dusk 

Man is no r i g i d  instrument l i k e  the  seashel ls  on t h e  

beach which can only "babble of t h e  passing of the  windstT 

o r  l i k e  t h e  crags whose "blind interchange/ O f  blow f o r  

bloww with t h e  waves simply " s p i l l s  t h e  thunder of in-  

! sent ien t  seas.  " He is himself a creat ive force;  h i s  mind, 

which may mistakenly read only assaul t  i n  the  waves? rhythm, 

has a body of rhythms both old as memories and new a s  t h e  

da i ly  pulse and throb of nerve o r  vein with which he modi- 

f i e s  t h e  sounds he makes from the  voices passing through 

e te rna l  t h e  f i r e s  and dreams and it is from t h e  confluence 

of nature i n  him t h a t  the  harmonies of l i f e  discover ex- 

' pression. 

Tide and wind and crag, 
Sea-weed and sea-shell 
And broken rudder-. 
And t h e  s to ry  is to ld  
O f  human veins and pulses, 
Of e te rna l  pathways of f i r e ,  
O f  dreams t h a t  survive the  n ight ,  
Of doors held a j a r  i n  storms. 

P r a t t  says t h a t  i f  we choose not t o  leave our doors 

a j a r  i n  storms, i f  we a r e  a f ra id  of t h e  primitive r e a l i -  

t i e s  and s e t  ourselves t o  lock and guard our l i f e  from 



them, we w i l l  

r i g i d  spar o r  

be eventually self-destructive.  Like t h e  

rudder, we may f ind our forms broken and 

ourselves shipwrecked on the  very s t ruc tures  we s e t ,  l i k e  

rocky c l i f f s ,  a s  guards. P r a t t t s  a l te rna t ives  however, 

are a l i t t l e  l e s s  polarized than they may seem; it is 

implied t h a t  the  inhabitants of h i s  nNewfoundlandn were 

themselves shipwrecked. P r a t t  seems t o  be suggesting t h a t  

we can, a t  almost any time, begin a r e a l  correspondence with 

nature ,  and, i n  par t icu lar ,  with the  seas about us and with- 

in us. 

In  the  combination of symbols "bread of l i f e n  and 

*waters of deathn is re i t e ra t ed  the  vis ion P r a t t  has of 

t h e  holiness of man i n  communion with nature. Those "dreams 

t h a t  survive the  nightw a r e  pa r t  of the  "eternal  pathways 

o f  f i r e x x :  man becomes a s p i r i t u a l  channel only when he con- 

I sc iously allows h i s  body and mind t h e  freedom of h i s  f u l l  , 

nature-a nature both in te rna l  and external .  
i -- - 

Northrop Frye comes t h e  c losest  of any c r i t i c  t o  r' 
P 

understanding these cent ra l  themes i n  p r a t t f s  poetry when 
/ 
i , 

he says : i 

A s  t h e  poet watches the  sea be&ing on t h e  Newfound- 
land shores, a possible ironiq '  o r  f a t a l i s t i c  vis ion 

4 is dismissed and the  vis ion o t h e  unquenchable ' 

energy and the l i m i t l e s s  end rance which uni te  the  
r e a l  man with r e a l  nature taptes i ts place. . . . * . . . . . . . . . ~ . . . . . . . . . . . .  

E. J .  P r a t t  took h i s  pla$'e a t  t he  centre of society  
where the  great  myths a re  iformed, the  new myths where 
the  hero is man the  workef r a the r  than man t h e  con- 
queror . . . and where thk poet who shapes those 
myths i s  shaping also a $man r e a l i t y  which is grea ter  
than the  whole objective/world, with a l l  i ts  l i g h t -  
years of spac because 'it includes the  i n f i n i t y  of 
human desire .  9'  



idea ,  t o  oversimplify it, t h a t  t h e  impulse t o  poetry comes 

up from the  sea  through t h e  t i d a l  pulses of t h e  person. 

I ,  P r a t t  is  here deal ing with t he  problem of  t r a n s l a t i o n  i n t o  

language of something not pr imar i ly  l i n g u i s t i c .  He speaks 

of "the broken rhythms from old  chordst1 which sound llalong 

dark passagesn which he says were once "swept by t h e  wings 

of  dream." This problem of t r a n s l a t i o n  is a concern of  

many of h i s  poems. We f ind  it underlying h i s  fasc ina t ion  

3 with rad io  messages--electric information--ad i n  poems 

l i k e  " ~ i l e n c e s ~ ~ ~  o r  nSea-Gullsn: 

For one carved i n s t a n t  a s  they  f lew, 
The language had no simile-  
S i l v e r ,  c r y s t a l ,  ivory 
Were ta rn i shed ,  Etched upon t h e  horizon blue. 
The f r i e z e  must go unchallenged, f o r  t h e  l i f t  
&d czrriz?r)g~ f . 2 ? _ ~  win~c. wnr11ii eta in  the d r i f t .  

5'- -.. - -- O f  s t a r s  agains t  a t r o p l c  Indigo 
O r  d u l l  t h e  parable of snow. 

Now s e t t i n g  one by one 
Within green hollows o r  where curled 
Crests caught t h e  spectrum of t h e  sun,  
A thousand wings a r e  fu r led .  
No clay-born l i l i e s  of  t h e  world 
Could blow a s  f r e e  
A s  those  wild orchids of t h e  sea .  5 

I n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h e r e  seems t o  be some r a r e  excitement 

I P r a t t  discovers i n  o r  between t h e  sea  and its crea tures  

(o f  which man is st i l l  one) f o r  which he f e e l s  language 

suppl ies  no s imi le .  That he should eventual ly choose t o  

compare t h e  sea-gulls  (common, grey-white, raucous) with 

something exo t i c ,  f r a g i l e ,  colourful  (caught i n  wave-nests 
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of s p e c t m e d  l i g h t  and blowing f r e e  a s  "wild orchids 

of t he  s e a n )  suggests  t h a t  he f i n d s  h i s  language incapable 

o f  t r a n s l a t i n g  those q u a l i t i e s .  The wild,  exo t ic ,  f r a g i l e ,  

colourfulness of t h e  commonplace f i n d s  no proper parable ;  

he cannot capture i n  words t h e  t o t a l  experience of t h a t  

none carved i n s t a n t  a s  they flewn--at l e a s t ,  not while a l s o  

preserving t h e  " ins tan tn  sense. 

Another simple l y r i c ,  e a r l i e r  than  "Sea-Gulls," which 

deals  wi th  t h i s  problem is "In Absentian: 
7 
i Erect  and motionless he s tood,  

H i s  f ace  a hieroglyph of s tone ,  
Stopped was h i s  pulse ,  ch i l l ed  was h i s  blood, 

And s t i f f  each sinew, nerve and bone. 

The s p e l l  an i n s t a n t  held him, when 
H i s  veins were swept by t i d a l  power, 

And then l i f e t s  threescore  years  and t e n  
Were measured by a s i n g l e  hour. 

The world l a y  t h e r e  beneath h i s  eye; 
The sun had l e f t  t h e  heavens t o  f l o a t  

A hand-breadth from him, and t h e  sky 
Was but  an anchor f o r  h i s  boat.  

Fled was t h e  class-roomts puny space-- 
H i s  eye saw but  a whirl ing d i sk ;  

H i s  o ld  and language-weathered f ace  
Shone l i k e  a glowing a s t e r i sk !  

What chance had he now t o  remember 
The year  held months so  sa turn ine  

A s  i l l - s t a r r e d  May and blank September, 6 . , 
With t h a t  b ru te  tugging a t  h i s  l i n e ?  

Ostensibly, t h i s  is a poem about t h e  moment of dying 

yet .  it is  simply ca l led  lrIn Absentian and may thus  be 

read a s  a poem about t he  absence of t h e  na r r a to r  a s  when 

he went f i sh ing  ( t o  be p rosa ic )  o r ,  more l i k e l y ,  a s  i n  



h i s  periods of creat ive fervour. The l a s t  l i n e  may be 

read i n  several  ways; the  "l inett  may be a f ishing-l ine,  

,an anchor-line, l i f e - l i n e ,  o r  l i n e  of poetry. The l a t t e r  

in te rpre ta t ion  is reinforced by t h e  general upheaval, in-  

version, l o s s  of t h e  usual senses of meaning and locat ion 

i n  t h e  cent ra l  stanza. H i s  Itold and language-weathered 

face/ Shone l i k e  a glowing as t e r i sk?"  Possessed, he be- 

comes qui te  r i g i d  a s  i f  i n  a kind of convulsion, h i s  face 

a tthieroglyph of stonen but the  fervour is not saturnine 

and he, even i n  h i s  r i g i d i t y ,  glows s t a r l i k e  with i ts 

force. He is t h e  primeaval picture-sign of t h a t  force,  a 

s ingle  hieroglyph himself, pa r t  of the  language it is par t  

of ye t  trapped within it and unable t o  escape i n t o  fluency 

and motion. The brute  tugging a t  h i s  l i n e  ecl ipses  h i s  

a b i l i t y  t o  remember by t r ans la t ing  him out of h i s  class-  

room and i n t o  a uni ty  of non-lingual, unrational  experience. 

How can he hook t h a t  trophy and carry it back t o  h i s  own 

puny space where h i s  is t h e  face of language? 
7 ItBr6beuf and H i s  Brethernw may seem t o  be so d i f f e r -  

ent  from nNewfoundlandn t h a t  it is impossible t o  compare 

them but they do, i n  f a c t ,  proceed from s imi lar  concepts. 

The landscape of ItBr6beuf and H i s  Brethernn is a cross,  t he  

physical juncture of two cul tures .  Ignoring our blatant  

oversimplification f o r  the  moment, we can say t h a t  t h e  

Indians i n  t h i s  poem represent a more physical and f r e -  



q u e n t l ~  savage form, of human nature and t h e  Jesu i t s ,  a 

more s p i r i t u a l  and conceptualized one. In nNewfoundlandtf 

we a lso  f ind a juncture of physical nature--the sea--and 

s p i r i t u a l  nature--the or ig ina l  man. In  both poems the  ex- 

tremes cross and some a l te red  form develops from t h e i r  

juncture. In  "Brkbeuf and H i s  Bretherntf it is the  present 

day roadside martyrfs  shr ine (a l so ,  perhaps, t h e  Canada 

of which it is a p a r t ) ;  i n  "Newfoundlandn it is  t h e  man 

who understands the  r e a l i t y  of h i s  re la t ionship  with 

nature. 

This in te rpre ta t ion  of "Brkbeuf and H i s  Bretherntt 

makes it eas ie r  t o  understand tkie many i ronies  of t h e  poem. 

So long a s  one reads it seeking a hero--as a t a l e  of "good 

guysn and "bad guysn--one w i l l  f i nd  the  ambiguities i n  

P r a t t f s  approach t o  both t h e  Indians and the  p r i e s t s  stun- 

bling blocks. Only when one rea l i zes  t h a t  the  aim of t h e  

poem is not so much t o  show the  heroism of the  Jesu i t s  a s  

it is t o  indicate  the  essent ia l ly  primitive nature of both 

forms of existence and t o  draw p a r a l l e l s  between Brkbeuf 

and the  Indians, h i s  nBre*hern,tt showing why both cultures 

must change i n  the  process of evolution, can one begin t o  
. , 

understand the  poem. 

O f  course "Brebeuf and H i s  Bretherntt is  not so simple 

a s  t h i s  analysis of it might seem t o  assume. For one 

thing,  though both the  Jesu i t s  and the  Indians a re  seen t o  

share cer ta in  primitive bases f o r  t h e i r  cultures--the 



r i tua l i zed  death, the  ethos of communal wealth, the  creed 

of hosp i t a l i ty?  the  subjugation of t h e  body i n  t r i a l s ,  e tc . , - -  

t h e  Jesu i t s  t o  whom t h e  nar ra tor  f e e l s  c loses t ,  a re ,  i n  t h e  

poem, a higher form of human nature than the  Indians. Yet 

t h e i r  order is r i g i d  and must pass. 

When t h e  p r i e s t s  operate on t h e  common denominator of 

the  two cultures--in face of death and i n  t h e  courage t o  

bear hardships--they prove t o  be a t  l e a s t  t h e  Indians? 

equals. Desire f o r  fame may well be the  impetus sending 

1 out some of t h e  missionaries t o  t h e i r  martyrdom but impel- 

l i n g  them a l so  is a society  i n  which the  individual  is 

ordered i n t o  what is considered t o  be the  good of t h e  

whole, where man a s  a soc ia l  being has a cause and a 

vividly a r t i cu la t ed  raison d tg t re .  In P r a t t t s  works t h e  

individual  is important but h i s  society  is probably more 

important. 

If it is essen t i a l  t o  f ind  a hero i n  the  poem, pos- 

s i b l y  t h e  best  candidate would be Rageneau, t h e  Shepherd, 

who burns down the  Jesui t  f o r t  of Sainte Marie "in sac r i -  

f i c i a l  f i re . I t  In so doing he shows an understanding and 

acceptance of t h e  r e a l  orders of l i f e .  There was no way 

i n  which Huronia could be made i n t o  France, despi te  the  

i l l u s i o n  of t h e  f o r t  and its inner gardens, any more than 

it would have been possible f o r  the  Romans t o  make a new 

Rome of Jerusalem. It is not a s  a Phoenix r i s i n g  t h a t  

the  ashes of Sainte Marie f ind new l i f e  i n  the  twentieth 



century martyr ts  shr ine  of Sa in te  Marie, though they were 

t h e  seeds from which it grew. I n  i ts  re-corporation it is 

d i f f e r e n t ,  desp i te  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  pa s t  l i v e s  on i n  it. 

Brhbeuf, while not t r u l y  t h e  Itheron of t h e  poem, is 

i ts  cen t r a l  character .  In  him t h e  paradoxes and themes be- 

come apparent.  The J e s u i t  cu l tu re  i s  shown t o  be t h e  r e s u l t  

of many tlcrossingsn--beginning wi th  t h a t  of Roman and Jew 

and continuing through t h e  warrior  blood of  Loyola, t h e  

so ld i e r -p r i e s t  . 
It seems appropr ia te  t h a t  t h e  J e s u i t s  should seek a 

confl ict- the f r o n t i e r  of savagery and Chris t iani ty-- that  

r e f l e c t e d  an i n t e r n a l  paradox of t h e i r  order .  Loyola 

"so ld ie r -pr ies t ,  s tagger ing with w o ~ n d s , ~  l e f t  "his  sword 

and dagger on an a l tar /  That he might l ead  t h e  Company of - 
Jesus;"  Brhbeuf l ikewise  does not "go f o r t h  i n  peacen 

'r 
but  views h i s  c a l l i n g  as a bat t le-cry .  H i s  oa th  of  a l le-  ?I 

giance and s teadfas tness  unto h i s  martyrdom 

had its roo t  
Firm i n  h i s  generat ions of descent.  
The family name was known t o  chivalry-- 
I n  t h e  Crusades; a t  Hastings; through t h e  blood 
O f  t h e  English Howards; ca l led  out  on t h e  rungs 
O f  t h e  s e ige  ladders ;  a t  t h e  c a s t l e  breaches; 
Proclaimed by hera lds  a t  t h e  l ists,  and heard 
I n  Council Halls:--the coat-of-arms a b u l l  
I n  black with horns of  gold on a s i l v e r  sh i e ld .  8 "  

Brhbeuf is t h e  black b u l l ;  is Echon, t h e  evil-one, as 

t h e  Indians named him; he is a l so  t h e  black-coat,  t h e  

p r i e s t ,  t h e  f a t h e r .  I n  t h i s  contradic t ion we f ind  t h e  r o o t s  

of  both h i s  success and h i s  f a i l u r e .  He succeeds because 



idea l ized ,  of a ncrossing.n Brebeufts pos i t ion  wi th  

respect  t o  t h e  martyrdom of Jesus and t o  h i s  own death,  

a l so  with respec t  t o  t h e  Ind ian ts  dea th- r i tua l s  and h i s  

horror  of them (which leads  him t o  j u s t i f y  t ak ing  chi ldren 

from t h e i r  homes so t h a t  they  w i l l  not be exposed t o  such 

barbarism and placing them i n  an i n s t i t u t i o n  where they  

w i l l  ins tead  be surrounded by a s p i r i t u a l i z e d  version of  

t h e  same t h i n g )  becomes fraught  with i ron i e s .  Yet it re -  
3 mains t r u e  t h a t  h i s  s t r eng th  i n  f ace  of death comes not  

from h i s  r i t u a l  f a m i l i a r i t y  with death  s o  much a s  from 

t h e  c u l t u r a l  experience of t h e  cross .  He wears about 

h i s  neck a symbol t o  remind him t h a t  an i n v i s i b l e  triumph 

a r i s e s  from t h a t  c ruc i f ix ion ;  it is t h e  shape and nature  

of juncture which he follows. 

The r i t u a l  s a c r i f i c e  of t h e  mass is repeated i n  

. Br6beufts martyrdom. Throughout t h e  "mocking paraphrase 

of t h e  symbolsrt perver t ing t h e  sacraments of t h e  p r i e s t s  

i n t o  t h e i r  t o r t u r e s ,  Br6beuf re fuses  t o  cry  out  i n  pain. 

Was it because t h e  chancel became t h e  arena,  
Br6beuf a l i o n  a t  bay, not  a lamb on t h e  a l t a r ,  
A s  i f  t h e  might of a Roman were joined t o  t h e  cause 
O f  Judaea? 

Br6beuf is t h e  culmination of a form which began t o  shape 

i t s e l f  from t h e  crossing of Roman and Jew. He is no 

Chr i s t ,  no s a c r i f i c i a l  lamb, but "a l i o n  a t  bayu--strong, 

dangerous, f i e r c e ,  t h e  king of t h e  beas t s .  He is a l so  



the black f ight ing  bu l l  which brings t o  mind Minoan games, 

Roman v ic to r i e s ,  even the  colour and violence of Loyolats 

Spain. He has "the might of a Romanu joined t o  "the cause/ 

Of Judaea,I1 but is himself crossed by t h e  savagery of 

wilderness Canada. H i s  s t rength i n  t h e  face of t o r t u r e  

and death derives from nei ther  t h e  "might of a Romanw nor 

stthe cause/ Of Judaean alone. It is not nat ive t o  himself, 

e i t h e r ,  does not come from h i s  muscles, blood, o r  hear t .  

Not i n  these was the  valour of stamina lodged; 
Nor i n  t h e  svmbol of Richelieuts robes o r  t h e  sea l s  
O f  Mazarin?su char ters ,  nor i n  t h e  stir of l i l i e s  
Upon the  Imperial fo lds ;  not ye t  i n  t h e  wo- 
Loyola wrote on a t ab le  of lava-stone 
In  the  cave a t  Manresa--not i n  these t h e  source-- 
But i n  t h e  sound of inv i s ib le  trumpets blowing 
Around two s labs  of board, right-angled, mmered 
By Roman n a i l s  and hung on a Jewish h i l l .  ?8 
This vis ion is not one of Christ--who is not there-- 

nor is it necessari ly even a re l ig ious  vis ion f o r  the re  is 
, 
I 

no God mentioned. It is a vivid picture  of t h e  sound of an 

inv i s ib le  triumph surrounding a cross,  hammered together 

with Roman n a i l s  by decree of a Roman court ,  made of Jewish 

boards and hung on a Jewish h i l l .  It is t h e  triumph of t h e  

species r a the r  than a par t icu lar ly  re l ig ious  triumph. 

Br6beuf f a i l s  insofar  a s  he does not understand the  

human element of h i s  symbols--he does not ,  i n  the  end, see  

t h e  f igure  on t h e  cross and he does not r e a l l y  par t ic ipa te  

i n  t h e  concept of brotherhood which underl ies t h e  Jesu i t  

order. He f a i l s  t o  see  the  Indians as h i s  IfBrethernn; even 
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t h e  Indian p r i e s t  is t rea ted  with a kind of zoo-keeper 

paternalism. Brebeuf is not callous,  he is,  ra the r ,  of 

such a character  t h a t  he would ra the r  f i g h t  than change. 

Be does not share Rageneauts quie t ,  meditative observation 

and protect ive wisdom. Rageneau is t h e  one who sees t h a t  

the  Jesu i t  f o r t  must go, t h a t  the  flamboyance of martyrdom 

has reached its f u l l  extent and e f fec t  and t h a t  a new 

approach-that of conserving h i s  flock--must now take pre- 

cedence. But Rageneau has always been "the Shepherd," t h e  

keeper of t h e  f lock a s  opposed t o  Br6beuf, its t r ans ien t  

leader  and champion. 

Rageneauts l i g h t ,  which f i r e d  t h e  mission, is t h a t  

same l i g h t  P r a t t  sees burning again i n  t h e  new chancel: 

t he re  i n  due time t o  blossom 
T a- 1-2 -L------ &LA+ 1 rr-A +r .  +LA *v .nm+ cf Ckn L471 
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Which havened both shepherd and flock i n  the  days of 
t h e i r  t r i a l .  

For out of t h e  torch of Rageneauts ru ins  the  cand s 
Are burning today i n  t h e  chancel of Sainte Marie. i f  

And we a r e  reminded of Fryets statement t h a t  i n  P r a t t t s  

myths the  hero is "man the  worker r a the r  than man the  

conqueror." 

We should, b r i e f l y ,  point out t h e  pervasive use of 

evolutionavy motifs i n  Pra t tcs  poetry. Not only do h i s  

main human and animal characters come in to  focus t r a i l i n g  

a genealogy but the  device i s  used t o  describe such inani-  

mate things a s  t h e  - 6000 o r  the  Submarine. "The Great 

Feudft of fers  many examples of P ra t t  using Darwints theories  



about t h e  evolution of t h e  species.  I n  poems such a s  

tfThe Prize CatH o r  "From Stone t o  S tee lv  o r  even ftSilenceslt 

we see t h e  force of t h e  very r e a l  evolutionary past  t rans-  

Birney observes i s  ac tua l ly  par t  of P r a t t t s  evolutionary 

l a t ed  i n t o  the  present--the past  determining t h e  present fn- 

sofar  a s  the  present cannot en t i r e ly  transcend it. 

The s n a r l  Neanderthal i s  worn 
Close t o  the  smiling Aryan l i p s ,  
The c i v i l  pol ish of the  horn 
Gleams from our praying f inger t ips .  

The evolution of desire  
Has but matured a toxic  wine, 
Drunk long before its heady f i r e  
Reddened Euphrates o r  t h e  Rhine. 

Between t h e  temple and t h e  cave 
The boundary l i e s  t issue- thin:  
The yearl ings st i l l  t h e  a 1  rs crave 
A s  s a t i s f a c t i o n  f o r  a s i n .  19 
We have seen P r a t t t s  i n t e r e s t  i n  those points of con- 

f l i c t ,  or? s t r e s s  but a l so  of meeting, which he sees as 

germinal i n  t h e  processes of continuing l i f e .  Birneyts 

observations t h a t :  

The Marathons past  and present a r e  t o  him t h e  
enduring themes, and nature on t h i s  ear th  is 
a scene of the  working out of the  human prin- 
c i p l e ,  whether f o r  t h e  d i k e  i n  beasts o r  
f o r  t h e  godlike i n  man. 89 

a r e  valuable f o r  pointing o u r  i n t e r e s t  t o  these ba t t l e -  

f i e l d s  i n  P r a t t t s  work, but Birney speaks of '?the human 

principlett  a s  t h e i r  context. It would seem t h a t  what 

theory and h i s  fascinat ion with the  focusing of nature i n  

time . 



Throughout P r a t t t s  work we f ind  h i s  "sens i t iv i ty  

time a s  the  controll ing element i n  human a f f a i r s t t :  14  

Although he possesses re l ig ious  conviction, 
we f e e l  t h a t  he is content t o  leave t h e  man 
of e t e rn i ty  t o  other  cartographers; he gets  
h i s  main e f fec t s  from the  enormous background 
of geological time and t i d e  against  which i s  
s e t  t h e  exact f l a sh  of t h e  passing moy4nt of 
human insp i ra t  ion, content , o r  agony. 

Hil lyer  catches the  elements of P r a t t  ts context here : 

"geological time and tide1! focused, judged, illuminated 

o r  given new energy by "the exact f l a s h  of the  passing 

moment." It is t r u e  t h a t  P r a t t  does not forecast  the  

future--his s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  t h e  dramatic context and con- 

t e n t  of l i f e  obviates the  need f o r  fu ture  v i s t a s  i n  h i s  

epics--but he leaves us with a sense t h a t  the  pat terns  

of t h e  past  w i l l  continue i n t o  t h e  future.  The t i d e s  

and the  sea ,  in t e rna l  o r  external ,  represent a context 

of time and nature;  man is placed i n  an evolutionary 

h is tory  t h a t  makes a l l  things subject  t o  change and i n  

which nothing can hope t o  remain i n f l u e n t i a l  without 

adaptation. It is not an en t i r e ly  log ica l  history--things 

do not necessari ly survive because of t h e i r  worth and 

sometimes those who f a l l  a r e  great  losses--i t  is ,  however, 

a h is tory  log ica l  t o  t h e  extent t h a t  i t s  processes work 

themselves out.  Once a movement is begun towards a cross- 

ing,  a moment t o  focus and perhaps f r e e  i n t o  new forms 

the  old which meet a t  i t s  ins t an t  of juncture, t h a t  move- 

ment is l i k e  a wave, t r ave l l ing  over many waters t o  
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eventually break and cast  what d r i f t  it has collected 

upon the shore. 

A s  o ld  a s  it is new, a s  new a s  o ld ,  
Enduring a s  a cape, a s  f resh  a s  dulse,  
This is t h e  Terra Nova record t o l d  
O f  ~ n c o n t r a c t u a ~ ~ b l o o d  behind t h e  pulse 
On sea o r  land. 

Perhaps more than anything e l se  P r a t t t s  landscapes 

introduce a vivid sense of t h e  wildness and t h e  primitive 

force "Of uncontractual blood behind the  pulse/ On sea o r  

land; ft  he gives a d i f fe rent  kind of r e a l i t y  t o  Canadian 
2 

poetry through these landscapes. P r a t t t s  poetry may leave 

us  with the  sounds of huge, creaking beasts ringing i n  our 

ears  f o r  reasons not en t i r e ly  t o  be explained by h i s  sub- 

ject  matter,  but it a l so  s e t s  t h e  scene in to  which other ,  

perhaps b e t t e r ,  poets move. Whether they discover it f o r  
' 

themselves elsewhere, whether P r a t t t s  poetry simply re in-  

forces t h e i r  own observations, o r  whether these poets have 

, been directed t o  t h e i r  sea-scapes and evolutionary models 

of c rea t iv i ty  by P r a t t t s  poetry is something we cannot 

r e a l l y  judge. Suffice it t o  say t h a t  i n  Canadian poetry 

of the  past  th i r ty- f ive  years we f ind examples of poets 

continuing t o  be in te res ted  i n  and adapting concepts we 

discover i n  P r a t t t s  work. I f  t h i s  i s  not a response t o  

P r a t t ,  it may be something more s ign i f i can t ,  a response 

t o  the  r e a l i t i e s  of mants re la t ionship with t h i s  Canadian 
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CHAPTER I11 

A .  M. KLEINTS PORTRAIT OF THE LANDSCAPE 

I n  A.M. Kle ints  poetry we f i n d  an example of re -  

,. i n t e rp re t ed  r e l a t i onsh ip  between God, man and nature.  

Unlike most of P r a t t t s  poetry,  most of Kleints  is essen- 

, t i a l l y  r e l i g i o u s ,  ye t  l i k e  P r a t t t s ,  Kle ints  a l s o  has t h e  

interdependence of  man, nature  and even God a s  a c e n t r a l  

theme. 'One of  t h e  s t ronges t  elements i n  t h e  poetry of 

2 A.M. Klein is a kind of transcendentalism. Milton Wilson, 

wr i t ing  about "Out of t h e  Pulver and t h e  Polished Lens ," 
, describes t h e  r e l a t i onsh ip  between t h e  various elements 

of t h i s  un i ty .  

Between microcosm and macrocosm s tands  God, t h e  
4 m - 4 ~ ~ ~ - +  1 r r . n m  n w  n-rn +LA Pnlr..n o.nA l?..nn<nc* n l  n m n  
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of a l l  c r e a t i o n .  Kleints  Spinoza t r a n s l a t e s  t h i s  
f i g u r e  i n t o  theorem and i n t o  pan the i s t i c  psalm. 

I behold thee  i n  a l l  t h ings ,  and i n  a l l  th ings :  l o ,  
it is myself; I look i n t o  t h e  pupi l  of t h i n e  eye, 
it is my very countenance I see  . . . 

The poet is again seen a s  a kind of l e n s  i n  "Por t r a i t  of  

t h e  Poet a s  Landscapen and, again ,  t h e  emphasis is  upon t h e  

poet a s  t h a t  which t rans la tes - - l ike  Spinoza, t h i s  poet has 

t h e  capacity t o  change t h a t  which passes through him to'  

focus it. 

The t r u t h  is t h a t  he t s  not dead, but  only ignored-- 
l i k e  t h e  mirroring lenses  forgot ten  on a brow 2 
t h a t  shine  with t he  g u i l t  of t h e i r  unnoticed world. 



H i s  language becomes a "burning g lass  of a l l  ~ r e a t i o n . ' ~  

Translation and in te rpre ta t ion ,  t h e  work of re l ig ious  

scholars,  become, i n  t h e i r  broadest senses, a respons ib i l i ty  

of the  poet and psalmist;  he f inds  himself one with a 

greater  uni ty  yet  a s  "the nth Adamrr must take: 

a green inventory 
i n  a world but scarcely u t te red ,  naming, praising,  
by flowering f i a t s  i n  the  meadow, the  
syl labled f u r ,  s t a r s  a sp i ra t e ,  the  pollen 
Whose sweet co l l i s ion  sounds eternal ly .  
For t o  praise  
t h e  world--he s o l i t a r y  man--is breath 
t o  him. Unti l  it has been praised,  t h a t  par t  
has not been. Item by excit ing item- 
a i r  t o  h i s  lungs, and pressured blood t o  h i s  heart- 
they a r e  pulsated, and breathed, u n t i l  t h  y map, 
not t h e  world's but h i s  own bodyts chart! 9 
Klein is usually thought of as a Jewish poet, which he 

I 

I 

so obviously is, and when one speaks of t r ad i t ion  i n  connec- 

t i o n  with h i s  poetry it is generally Jewish t r ad i t ion .  Yet 

while h i s  theme of uni ty  with its transcendental elements 

and i ts  humbler catalogues may of ten be couched i n  formal 

psalms, l i k e  t h e  following, it is i n  content not d iss imi lar  

t o  other New World poetry: Whitmants Leaves of - Grass seems 

an obvious example. 

Lord, accept my hal le lujahs;  look not askance 
a t  these my pe t ty  words; unto perfection a fragment 
makes a prayer. . . . . . . . . .  e . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

I am thy son, 0 Lord, and brother t o  a l l  t h a t  
l i v e s  am I. The flowers of the  f i e l d ,  they a r e  
k i t h  and kin t o  me; the  l i l y  my s i s t e r ,  the  rose 
is my blood and f l e sh .  

Even a s  the  s t a r s  i n  the  firmament move, so 
does my inward hear t ,  and even as the  moon draws 
the  t i d e s  i n  the  bay, so does it t h e  blood i n  
my veins. 



For thou a r t  t h e  world, and I am p a r t  the reof ;  
Howbeit, even i n  dust  am resur rec ted ;  and even 
i n  decay I l i v e  again. t 
To some extent  Kleints  immersion i n  Jewish t r a d i t i o n  

explains h i s  connections with o the r  poets  who, though they  

have not  shared h i s  s p e c i f i c  background, have been, moved 

by Old Testament poetry,  but such an explanation over- 

s imp l i f i e s  th ings  too  much. Though Klein s tudied f o r  t h e  

rabbinate  and became a master of Hebrew it is i n  English 

t h a t  h i s  poems a r e  wr i t t en .  Reading them it is  impossible 

t o  m i s s  h i s  sensuous de l igh t  i n  t h e i r  language o r  h i s  f a -  

m i l i a r i t y  wi th  English poetry. I n  "Por t r a i t  of t h e  Poet 

as Landscape1' he descr ibes  h i s  love of wr i t i ng  and t h e  

change t h i s  made i n  him, giving him a sudden awareness "of 

t h e  a i r ,  l i k e  shaken t i n fo i ln - - a  metaphor which may wel l  

have been picked up from G.M. Hopkinst "God's Grandeur." 

I n  i ts  extension, however, t h i s  metaphor l eads  i n t o  a s t a t e -  

ment of poe t ic  i n s p i r a t i o n  t h a t  seems su rp r i s ing ly  s i m i l a r  

t o  t h e  poe t ics  of  Charles Olson o r  Robert Duncan. The 

words he u t t e r s  o r  wr i t e s  a r e  " a i r  t o  h i s  lungs,  and 

pressured blood t o  h i s  hear t ,"  h i s  poetry is a physical  ex- 

press ion,  i ts rhythms and pulses a r e  those  of h i s  body. 

The 

not  

"to 

words "are pulsa ted,  and breathed,  u n t i l  they  map,/ ' 

t h e  worldts ,  but  h i s  own bodyfs cha r t ? "  

Klein does not s ee  himself 9s an Aeolian harp; he says 

p ra i se /  t h e  world . . . is breath/  t o  himtt not t h a t  t h e  

experience of t h e  world causes him t o  w r i t e  about it. It 



is && breath which creates the  poem and thus,  by exten- 

s ion ,  t h e  world--"until it has been praised,  t h a t  par t /  

has not beenn--and not vice versa. Yet, h i s  breath is 

subject  t o  the  same forces as  a r e  t h e  wind, t h e  t i d e s ,  t he  

stars. H i s  p o r t r a i t  is of t h e  poet a s  landscape; of t h e  

e s sen t i a l  anonymity of t h i s  n th  Adam, the  focusing fac to r  

i n  nature which is creative.  In  t h i s ,  h i s  stance seems 

f a i r l y  s imi la r  t o  t h a t  of E.J .  P ra t t .  

3 Originally t h i s  poem was called "Portra i t  of the  Poet 

as a Nobodyn but t h a t  t i t l e  is l e s s  accurate; though Kleinrs 

poet is anonymous he llmakes of h i s  s t a t u s  a s  zero a r i c h  

garland/a halo of h i s  a n ~ n y m i t y . ~ ~  He may be anonymous but 

he is not without a body. H i s  spec i f i c  form is a "r ich 

gai:laiid ,?? his circ-&ar shape a lens. T8t-Z +L**.+ k2 r, h m d - r  
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he could not perceive and what he has not focused upon, has 

not been named, does not ex i s t .  He is himself the  landscape 

o f  h i s  poetry and a l l  landscape he knows is himself. This 

pos i t ion  seems d i f fe rent  t o  t h a t  of the  Old Testament poets 

and most English poets; it is qui te  s t r ik ing ly  an American 

o r  New World a t t i tude .  

In  1936 ~ i e i n  published "Out of the  Pulver and the  - 

Polished Lensn and '1Soir6e of Velvel Kleinbergerw i n  - New 

Provinces. This volume contained the  work of s i x  

Canadian poets, including a number of poems by E . J .  P r a t t .  

Klein had a lso  published i n  the  McGill Fortnightly Review 



and l a t e r ,  i n  the  Canadian Mercury and t h e  Canadian F o m ;  

between 1945 and 194.8 he lectured i n  poetry a t  McGill. Ob- 

viously, he was famil iar  with Canadian poetry and, while it 

would be misleading t o  a t t r i b u t e  t o  it too much influence, 

it is in te res t ing  t o  see t h a t  the re  a r e  some pa ra l l e l s  be- 

tween h i s  metaphors and those of h i s  fellows. 

Perhaps t h e  most obvious comparison is i n  t h e  area of 

water imagery and t h e  theme of submersion. When T.A. Marshall 

wri tes  i n  ltTheorems Made Flesh: Kleints Poetic Universett 

t h a t  Klein uses t h i s  kind of imagery i n  - The Rocking Chair . . 
t o  suggest both the  neglected s t a t e  of  the  submerged poet 

and t h e  b i r t h  of a shining new world i n  h i s  imagination," 6 

he tends t o  place a l l  h i s  emphasis on t h e  protect ive nature 

of t h i s  "shining new worldn and misses t h e  point t h a t  it is 

i n  t h e  submersion, t h e  "cul tural  ghetto of the  Jew," t h a t  

motivation is formed and threatening forces a re  most eas i ly  

recognized. 

But it w i l l  come! Some dead of night with boom 
t o  wake the  wagering c i t y ,  it w i l l  break, 
w i l l  crack, w i l l  melt i t s  muscle-bound t i d e s  
and r a i s e  from t h e i r  iced tomb 
the  pyramided f i s h ,  t h e  unlockered ships ,  7 
and l a s t  year's blue and bloated suicides.  

He is ,  however, qu i te  r igh t  t h a t  !?The deep well  of  memo- 

r i e s ,  i n s t i n c t s  and creat ive impulses can become one wi th  

the . c rea t ive  l ens ;  thus water serves the  function t h a t  the  

moon served i n  the  e a r l i e r  poetry." 8 



In  Kleints "Lone Bathern we f ind  the concept voiced 

i n  such P r a t t  poems a s  "Newfoundland," "The Drowning," 

"In Absentia , " "The Ground Swell, tr e t  c . , t h a t  underwater 

( o r ,  a t  l e a s t ,  i n  water) the  man moving f r e e l y  through h i s  

subconscious is most intensely a l ive .  The differences be- 

tween P r a t t t s  metaphor and Kleints a r e  considerable: Kleints 

swimming pool is no ancient mother sea but a kind of lovely 

womb t o  which he re turns  a s  f e tus  almost (going back through 

evolutionary changes of b i rd ,  dolphin, t o  p l an t )  t o  cavort 

sensuously i f  not sexually: 

Splashes and plays alone the  deserted pool; 
a s  those,  is f r e e ,  who think themselves unseen. 
He r o l l s  i n  h i s  heap of f r u i t ,  
he s l i d e s  h i s  be l ly  over 
The melonrinds of water, curved and smooth and green. 
Feels good; and t r a i n s ,  l i k e  l i t t l e  a c r  bats  
h i s  echoes dropping from t h e  ga l l e r i e s .  8 

Yet it too is a poem about poetic creation couched i n  the  

metaphor of water and poet i n  the  water, t h i s  one t r a in ing  

h i s  echoes a s  i f  they were h i s  troop of acrobats. For a l l  

i ts bedlike comfort t h i s  swimming pool holds a th rea t  simi- 

l a r  t o  t h a t  l u s t i e r ,  but sexless ,  t h r e a t  of P r a t t t s  seas. 

It is not simply a th rea t  t h a t  one might drown i n  them; it 

is a survival  challenge necessi ta t ing the  t r ans la t ion  0.f 

t h a t  f r e e  and enriched s e l f  out of the  pr ivate  in to  t h e  

public world. 

"A s t r e e t  sound throws l i k e  a stone, w i t h  paper, 

through the  glass; l l  the  time comes when Kleints bather must 



communicate not  j u s t  wi th  h i s  echo but  on paper wi th  a 

s t r e e t  sound. The demand is made - because he responds 

t o  t h e  expression of h i s  community, because he chooses t o  

i n t e r p r e t  t h e  s t r e e t  sound a s  a c a l l  t o  him - t h a t  he be 

born i n t o  mants world, t h a t  he rub away "the b i rd ,  t h e  

p l a n t ,  t h e  dolphinff and become again 'lpersonable p la in , "  

making himself c l e a r  t o  t h e  s t r e e t .  

Milton Wilson, i n  h i s  a r t i c l e  frKlein*s Drowned Poet: 
10 

Canadian Var ia t ions  of  an Old Theme,'l suggests  t h a t  t h e  

source of Kleints  metaphor a t  t h e  end of  "Por t r a i t  o f  t h e  

Poet as Landscapen st ems from Milton's "Lycidas . Given 

t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of  Kleints  poet wi th  Lycidas i n  t h e  

second l i n e  of  t h e  poem t h i s  i s  obviously an intended 

l i t e r a r y  reference . 
Not an e d i t o r i a l  w r i t e r ,  bereaved with b a r t l e t t  , 
mourns him, t h e  shelved Lycidas 

However, it seems probable t h a t  p a r t  of Kleints  responsive- 

ness  t o  Miltonts  poem may have been cu l t iva ted  by h i s  read- 

i ng  of P r a t t  and o the r  Canadian poets .  By 1948 t h e r e  were 

severa l  examples of  poems by Canadians on t h e  theme of t h e  

drowned poet .  Wilson is r i g h t  i n  point ing out  t h e  ancient  

theme but g ives  sho r t  mention of its Canadian h i s to ry  be- 

f o r e  Kleints  f tPo r t r a i t .  lt H i s  only bow t o  it comes i n  a 

b r i e f  reference t o  S c o t t t s  "The Piper  of  A r l l n :  11 



I 

But no catalogue of vimmersion imagesn E n  
K l e i n t s p o e t  w o u l d p r e p a r e o n e f o r K l e i n t s  
Lycidas when 'T e f i n a l l y  appears a t  t h e  begin- 
ning of  "Por t r a i t  of t h e  Poet a s  Landscape," 
an Orpheus dismembered i n t o  B a r t l e t t t s  Quota- 
t i o n s ,  buried on t h e  l i b r a r y  shore,  unwept 
even by our b r i e f  custodians of fame. ... 
And t h a t  beginning hardly prepares us f o r  h i s  
l a s t  appearance a t  t h e  end o f  t h e  poem, 
crowned and shining (however equivocally) 
a t  t h e  bottom f t h e  s ea ,  another " lo s t  pr ince  
of a diadem. ,118 
It seems f i t t i n g  t h a t  Kleinls  poet should begin h i s  

t ransformations through Orpheus and Lycidas but  end them 

3 as a kind of Piper  of A r l l ,  "another ? l o s t  prince of a 

diadem,qu i n  Canadian waters.  

And sometimes i n  t h e  l i q u i d  night  
The h u l l  is changed, a s o l i d  gem, 
That glows with a s o f t  s tony l i g h t ,  
The l o s t  pr ince  of a diadem. 

And a t  t h e  kee l  a vine i s  quick, 
That spreads i ts  bines and works and weaves 
Oter a l l  t h e  timbers veining t 
A p l en t i t ude  of s i l v e r  leaves.  !?pk 
Another ins tance  of t h i s  theme p r i o r  t o  Klein can be 

found i n  Marjorie P i c k t h a l l t s  "The Pool.ll 

Night a f t e r  n ight  I would l eap  i n  t h e  pool,  
And s l eep  with t h e  f i s h  i n  t h e  roo t s  of t h e  rush. 
Clear ,  0 c l e a r  my dreams should be made 
Of emerald l i g h t  and amber shade, 
O f  s i l v e r  shallows and golden glooms. 
Sweet, 0 sweet my dreams should be . . 
A s  t h e  dark,  sweet water enfolding m 
Safe a s  a bl ind s h e l l  under t h e  sea.  84 

P i c k t h a l l t s  pool may be purely a romantic escap is t  

wish, desp i te  t h e  sexual imagery ("And s l eep  with t h e  f i s h  

i n  t h e  roo t s  of t h e  rusht1) f o r  it has none of t h e  super- 

na tu ra l  tenseness about it of S c o t t t s  poem, but it a l s o  



involves a  drowned poet i n  a  rapidly growing dream-like 

world of gem l i g h t ,  of lfsoft  stony l i g h t  . I 9  Kleints 

marvellous vis ion of t h e  poet who t l l ives  alone, and i n  h i s  

secre t  shines/ l i k e  phosphorous. A t  t he  bottom of the  seaw 

seems re la ted  t o  the  r e f l ec t ive ,  cool white f i r e s  of "a 

glent i tude of s i l v e r  leavesft which re l en t l e s s ly  cover the  

drowned sh ip  of t h e  Piper of A r l l .  The s i l v e r  leaves a r e  

growing and therefore  must be functioning, the re  must be 

some s o r t  of reaction going on i n  them perhaps para l le l ing  
'I 
/ 

t h a t  green combustion of chlorophyll and sunlight which 

useful ly  produces food energy and more green leaves. The 

mystery of t h e  process is symbolized by t h e  s i lverness  of 

t h e  leaves;  they appear t o  be only r e f l e c t i v e  yet  grow 

and i n  t h e i r  resemblance t o  precious metals s t r i k e  us a s  more 

r a r e  and wonderful than t h e  green. Kleints phosphorous is 

also mysterious; it too is r e f l e c t i v e  yet  glows l i k e  a  

s i l v e r  f i r e  i n  t h e  midst of its apparently complementary 

(o r  contradictory?) element. In  a l l  th ree  poems the re  is 

an essen t i a l  note of secretiveness which is  not found i n  

Lycidas . 
1 5  

In P r a t t t s  ear ly  poem, "The Dr~wning, '~ the  bereaved 

nar ra tor ,  who may ac tua l ly  be the primary victim of the  

drowning, l i v e s  most intensely only i n  his s leep a t  night 

when he re turns  "To the  cold green l u r e  of the  waters.ff 

(See Layton, "The Cold Green Element .") The motion of "a 



wheel i n  my s leepn  is what hones t h e  "edge of  t h e  pain,?' 

a wheel tu rn ing  l i k e  t h e  cyc l i ca l  t i d e s  i n  "Newfo~ndland,~ 

r i s i n g  a t  n ight  i n  t h e  subconscious dreams, f a l l i n g  during 

t h e  day. Through i ts  ac t ion  the  s ea  en t e r s  t h e  n a r r a t o r t s  

cot tage "Though a year  of days/ Has la tched  i ts  doors on 

t h e  sea." I n  h i s  drowning t h e  narrator/poet  r e tu rns  not  

only t o  h i s  g r i e f  but t o  t h a t  cool ,  green and s e c r e t  l u r e  

of  t h e  waters.  The very magnetism of t h i s  l u r e  suggests  

it contains a kind of t h r e a t  a s  wel l ;  t h e  s i r e n  song is 

beau t i fu l  but pass ionless .  The coolness,  bloodlessness of  

these  metaphors f o r  dreams and oceans which hone t h e  senses 

without k indl ing them seem t o  express an underlying f r u s t r a -  

t i o n  on t h e  p a r t  of t h e  poet with h i s  d a i l y  landscape. 

There may no longer be a heaven f o r  Lycidas t o  r i s e  i n t o  

but these  Canadian va r i a t i ons  on t h a t  theme provide him 

with another world, j u s t  a s  f l e s h l e s s .  It would seem t h a t  

what Klein landed on i n  h i s  "Por t r a i t  of t h e  Poet a s  Land- 

scapel? is perhaps a cont inenta l  s h e l f ,  a l ready Canadian, 

though p a r t  of an i n t e rna t iona l  ocean. 

I n  a d i f f e r e n t  vein we again f i nd  echoes of P r a t t  i n  

Kleints  poetry. P r a t t t s  metaphors of t i d e ,  blood, i s l and ,  

s ea ,  e t c .  i n  nNewfoundlandtl and i n  o the r  poems work a t  

es tab l i sh ing  a un iversa l  uni ty .  The sun is i n  t h e  water 

"In Absentia," t h e  boat i n  t he  sky; i n  "The Ti tanic t r  t h e  

zodiac is a l so  i n  t h e  water ,  but more t y p i c a l l y ,  P r a t t t s  

means of  es tab l i sh ing  the  transcendental  confluence of a l l  



th ings a r e  h i s  metaphors of the  universal rhythms of 

l i f e ,  t h e  t i d e s  and pulses,  and h i s  vis ion of each crea- 

t i o n  carrying i n  i t s e l f  signs of its evolutionary his tory.  

This is t r u e  of man, but is a lso  so f o r  t h e  cachelot,  f o r  

t h e  sh ip  t h e  Ti tanic ,  f o r  the  pr ize  ca t ,  o r  Carlo, o r  t h e  

6000. Klein, i n  some places includes s imi la r  kinds of 
7 

statements of in te r re la t ionships  i n  h i s  general theme of 

unity.  For example, i n  "Out of the  Pulver and the  Polished 

Lensn he says : 

Even a s  t h e  s t a r s  i n  t h e  firmament move, so  does my 
inward hear t ,  and even a s  the  moon draws the  t i d e s  
i n  t h e  bay, so does it t h e  blood i n  my veins. 

In "A Psalm Touching Genealogyw we f ind  the  weight of gen- 

erat ions  past  within the  present: 

Not s o l e  was I born, but e n t i r e  genesis: 
For ko t h e  Zakhers t h a t  begat me, t h i s  
Body is residence. Corpuscular, 
They dwell i n  my veins ,  they eavesdrop a t  my ea r ,  
They c i r c l e ,  as  wi th  Torahs, round my s k u l l ,  
In  e x i t  and i n  entrance a l l  day pu l l  
The la tches  of my hear t ,  descend, and rise-I6 
And there  look generations through my eyes. 

This is a clever,  punning kind of poem which might 

appear t o  have l i t t l e  p a r a l l e l  i n  P r a t t t s  l y r i c s  yet  it 

does work on a theme Pra t t  has a l so  used, the  l i v i n g  past  
. % within the  present.  

Kleints poetry is an important "speciesft i n  Canadian 

l i t e r a t u r e ;  though obviously an "immigranttt with a strong 

family stock elsewhere, h i s  wri t ing r e f l e c t s  equally i ts  

adaptation t o  t h e  Canadian environment. Later poetry, 



such a s  Margaret Atwoodts, which might be characterized 

as "second generation Canadian," has found i ts  na t ive  

environment included i n  Kleints  work. He has become 

part of t h e  d e f i n i t i v e  Canadian scene, t h i s  poet who por- 

t rayed himself a s  one with and drowned i n  h i s  landscape. 
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CHAPTER I V  

F. R .  SCOTT: THE PRESENCE OF THE PAST 

A . J . M .  Smith points  out  t h e  sphere of S c o t t t s  i n -  

fluence on Canadian poetry i n  t h i s  excerpt from a 1967 

a r t i c l e  : 

There i s  hardly a poet i n  Canada who has no t ,  
passing through Montreal, made h i s  pilgrimage 
t o  Clarke Avenue, Westmount, and been roya l ly  
enter ta ined and st imulated with wise and wi t t y  
t a l k  about poetry and poe ts ;  and a l l  of them 
from t h e  e a r l y  days of  Leo Kennedy, Abe Klein, 
and myself, through t h e  time of Pat r ick  Anderson, 
John Sutherland, P. K .  Page, and t h e  r e s t  of t h e  
overlapping and heterogenous groups t h a t  might 
include Louis Dudek, Ralph Gustafson, I rv ing  
Layton, Doug Jones, and John Glassco, f e l t  t h e  
charm, energy and good sense t h a t  animated 
Frank Scot t  nd made him one of t h e  l eaders  i n  
every group. B 

Robin Skelton c a l l s  Scot t  ''a poet of t h e  middle s lopes ; f7  
2 

ye t  what h i s  poetry i t s e l f  may have f a i l e d  t o  achieve i n  

t h e  f u l l e s t  h i s  persona l i ty  apparently has compensated 

f o r  i n  helping t o  c r ea t e  a forum f o r  Canadian l i t e r a t u r e .  

Scot t  does seem a represen ta t ive  Canadian poet ,  repre-  

s en t a t i ve ,  a t  l e a s t ,  of t h e  o lde r  generat ion now wri t ing.  

Qui te  a number of S c o t t t s  poems f a l l  i n t o  t h e  a rea  

of our i n t e r e s t .  The seas  i n  h i s  poetry a r e  places of 

genesis of pa r t i cu l a r s  and of t h e  d issolving of such par- 

t i c u l a r s  i n t o  a l a s t i n g  uni ty .  The human t t s w i m s  i n t o  

beingw a s  an embryo, bearing resemblance t o  i t s  l e s s  de- 

veloped fore fa thers  of evolutionary h i s to ry ,  and enclosed 

i n  a world of waters:  



Note, p lease ,  t h e  embryo, 
Unseeing 

It s w i m s  i n t o  being. - 
Elan v i t a l ,  
~ o i d , o n a d s ,  e t  %. , 
Preserve t h e  u n i t i e s .  

This same human being and h i s  "elan - v i t a l w  re tu rns  t o  

"the deep sean  with h i s  death and it is i n  t h e  s e a t s  

depths t h a t  he f i n d s  l a s t i n g  absolutes .  The n a r r a t o r  pro- 

mises t h a t  he and h i s  beloved w i l l  f i nd  "A ~ t i l l n e s s , ~  and 

w i l l  "staytt  among "Things c e n t r a l ,  absolute  and whole," 

j w i t h i n t h e d e e p s e a t h o u g h t h a t s a m e s e a w i l l b e s h a p e d i n -  

t o  t h e  waves of  passing events. P a r t i c u l a r i t y  becomes a 

t r a n s i e n t  aspect  of l i f e  i n  Sco t t ' s  poetry and even "the 

un i t i e s "  of " thyroid,  gonad, -- e t  a 1  . ," become p a r t i c u l a r s  

which t h e  t i d a l  ac t ion  of time can change. This r e s u l t s  

i n  a dramatic perspective of space (and i rony)  about man 

i n  many of  Sco t t ' s  poems. 

We s h a l l  f i nd ,  each t h e  deep sea  i n  t h e  end, 
A s t i l l n e s s ,  and a movement only of t i d e s  
That wash a world, whole continents  between, 
And we s h a l l  know, a f t e r  t h e  flow and ebb, 
Things c e n t r a l ,  absolute  and whole. 
Brought c l e a r  of s i l t ,  i n t o  t h e  open roads, 
Events s h a l l  pass l i k e  waves, and we s h a l l  s t a y  4 

I n  a l a t e r  poem, "Japanese Sand Garden," Sco t t  works 

with t h e  idea  of  t h e  sea  a s  "the e t e rna l  relat5ve."  

suddenly 

horizons vanish 

i n  t h i s  vas t  ocean 

where t h e  most 

is made from t h e  l e a s t  



and t h e  e t e rna l  r e l a t i v e  

absorbs 

t h e  ephemeral absolute  5 

The poem tu rns  on t h e  concepts of evolut ion:  

i n  t h i s  vas t  ocean 

where t h e  most 

is  made from t h e  l e a s t  

We know from o ther  poems t h a t  "the mosttt might be read a s  

t h e  human, made from i ts  simple c e l l s ,  but  it is a l so  t h e  

"oceann which i n  t h i s  poem, is made from sand and pebbles. 

The Japanese Sand Garden is a wryly i r o n i c a l  metaphor being 

both formal garden and symbolic ocean. The sand garden is 

represen ta t ive  of t h e  ocean (whose ac t ion  may wel l  have pro- 

duced its sand and grave l )  and t h e  ocean i t s e l f  becomes a 

symbol f o r  an even vas t e r  and more e t e rna l  r e l a t i v e .  The 

g ra ins  of sand reduce t h e  emotional s ign i f icance  of t h e  

ocean ju s t  a s  t h e  oceans reduce t h e  emotional s ign i f icance  

of %he ephemeral abso lu tee t t  Not only is t h e  ocean t h e  

"e te rna l  r e l a t i ve f1  i n  t h e  sense t h a t  it is t h e  cont inual ly  

generat ive family/mother but  a l s o  i n  t h e  sense t h a t  it is 

t h a t  which can always be compared with t h e  "ephemeral abso- 
. . 

lute1 '  --by knowing o r  comprehending t h e  meaning of  e te rna l t t  

i n  terms of t h e  ocean we can absorb the  understanding of 

something more ephemeral and more e t e rna l .  

S c o t t f s  i rony is romantic i n  t h a t  it is based on a 

b e l i e f  i n  man and hope f o r  h i s  fu tu re .  Perhaps t h a t  is  

why he has picked up these  metaphors of ocean-evolution; 



they allow both real ism (and a c e r t a i n  b i t t e r n e s s  of 

caus t i c  comment) and hope--they leave an e t e rna l  r e l a t i v e  

which is capable of absorbing an ephemeral absolute ,  an 

i r o n i c  r a t h e r  than a des t ruc t ive  ac t ion  "... which is it- 

s e l f  ( t h e  absorbing) an evolutionary process." C i v i l i -  

s a t i on ,  a s  well  as  man's body, is seen t o  be t he  r e s u l t  

of evolut ion:  

I t r ave l l ed  around t h e  world 
And saw grea t  temples and tombs 
Standing on mounds of time 
Where nat ions  had come and gone. 

Karnak, Parthenonl) Rome, 
Angkor , TBotihuacan, 
Abandoned on t h e  road 
A s  t h e  inner  s p i r i t  died. 

A s  a s n a i l ,  a t  a  s n a i l ' s  pace 
1 * & - - I -  S t a r t s  on iis SIWL-c,  U G ~ ,  

Dies i n  a l a s t  shock, 
And leaves t h e  tower on i ts  back, 

So t h e  f a i t h  of an age gave b i r t h  
To a s h e l l ,  now empty, 
Save f o r  t h e  o ld  f a r  sound 6 
O f  t i d e s  i n  t h i s  human sea .  

I f  " t i de s  i n  t h i s  human seat1 become t h e  I teternal  r e -  

l a t i v e , "  "the o ld  f a r  soundn which has been a cons i s ten t ly  

generat ive lfwordll i n  t he  world's procreat ion of nat ions  . , 

and c i v i l i z a t i o n s ,  they a l s o  become an equally important 

symbol of present  and d a i l y  l i f e .  In  t h e  t i d a l  ebb and 

flow Scot t  f i n d s  a p a r a l l e l  f o r  t h e  constant f lux  of a l l  

th ings .  Smith c a l l s  Sco t t ' s  tlMount Royal1! I1a P r a t t  poem 

with a d i f ference ."  



One th inks  of t h e  v iv i fy ing  dynamism 
descr ip t ion  of t he  Laurentian Shield 

of t h e  
i n  

nTowads t h e  Last Spike." Here time is speed- 
ed up: t h e  Mountain r i s e s  out  of t h e  s ea ;  t h e  
sea  subsides,  leaving its deposi t  of s i l t  and 
s h e l l s ;  Man walks and bu i lds  h i s  muddled c i t i e s  
"where c rep t  t h e  shiny mollus and t h e  poet 
o r  poet-mind observes it a l l .  9' 

"Mount Royalv is geological  evolut ion v i v i f i e d :  t h e  t r a n s i -  

t o r y  na ture  of mants l i f e  is  depicted a s  a r e f l e c t i o n  of  

t h e  t r a n s i t o r y  nature  of t h e  very e a r t h  he considers s o l i d .  

Man, "You gi l l - lunged,  quarrelsome ephemera!" is as i l l u -  

sory i n  h i s  importance as were t h e  ltdeep-down f i s h e s  s a f e ,  

it seemed, on sand ," from which he evolved. 

No th ings  s i t ,  s e t ,  hold. A l l  s w i m ,  
Whether through space o r  cycle ,  rock o r  sea .  
This mountain of Mount Royal marks t h e  hours 
On Ear th t s  sprung clock. Look how where 
This once w a s  i s l and ,  lapped by s a l t y  waves, 
And now seems f ixed  with s loping roads and homes. 
!*.ere f l e x e r s  msrch, I dig these tirrg s h c l l s  
Once deep-down f i s h e s  s a f e ,  it seemed, on sand, 

But sea-bed f loa t ed  slowly, s u r e l y  up 
A s  weight re leased brought in-breath back t o  ea r th  
And ground upr is ing drove t h e  water back 
I n  one more t i c k  of clock. Pay taxes  now, 
Elect  your boys, l a y  out  your p leasant  parks, 
You gi l l - lunged,  quarrelsome ephemera! 
The tens ion t i gh t ens  year ly ,  underneath, 
A fo lding continent s h i f t s  s i l e n t l y  
And oceans w a i t  t h e i r  t u rn  f o r  i c e  o r  s t r e e t s .  8 

I n  " L a k e ~ h o r e ~ ~  we f ind  Scot t  wr i t ing  a "swimmer poemtf 

which operates  on t h e  conceit  of invers ions;  t h e  water 

becomes " l iquid  a i r , "  t h e  s tones ,  f tFloat ing upon t h e i r  

broken sky," a r e  weightless images on the  surface  of t h e  

waves while under them t h e  f i s h  "fly." The n a r r a t o r t s  



image of himself is inver ted:  

And I am a t a l l  frond t h a t  waves 
Its head below i ts  rooted f e e t  
Seeking t h e  l i g h t  t h a t  l eads  it down 
To f o r e s t  f l o o r s  beyond i ts  reach 
Vivid with gloom and Beebe dreams. 

k ' i \ L  

H e ,  t h e  t a l l  frond,  t u rns  h i s  head toward t h e  l i g h t  of  a 

dark sun,  a drowned sun. The " l i gh t  t h a t  l eads  it downn 

i n t o  a realm where gloom i s  v iv id  among d i s t a n t  f o r e s t  
L -ck ,4 

f l o o r s  and "Beebe dreamsn is t h e  opposi te  of t h e  sun l igh t  

which draws t h e  heads of  o the r  p l an t s  upright .  The choice 

of " t a l l  frond" a s  descr ip t ive  of t h e  n a r r a t o r  enhances 

t h e  conceit  o f  invers ion,  not only by reducing him t o  

vegetable s t a t u s  but  by p i c t o r i a l l y  removing h i s  spine  

and w i l l ,  by suggesting he is i n  a shape s o  f l u i d  t h a t  it 

which p u l l  i t s  waving head down below its rooted f e e t .  

The head of t h e  man, t he  place where dreams happen, where 

l i g h t ,  dark o r  b r i g h t ,  is perceived, con t rad ic t s  t h e  f a c t  

of  "rooted f e e t H  i n  i ts  f a sc ina t ion  with t h e  underwater 

depths : 

The wate r t s  deepest colonnades 
Contract t h e  blood, and t o  t h i s  home 
That stirs t h e  dark amphibian 
With me t h e  naked swimmers come 
Drawn t o  t h e i r  p r eh i s to r i c  womb. 

The blood i s  contracted both by and t o  t h e  "waterfs  deep- 

est colonnades;" t h e  pressure increases  on t h e  man as  he 

goes down but he is a l so  drawn down by a blood contract .  



The naked swimmers a r e  Itdrawn t o  t h e i r  p r e h i s t o r i c  

wombrf i n  s i l e n t ,  l i q u i d ,  spor t  "too v i r g i n a l  f o r  speech 

o r  sound." Though they a r e  t h e r e ,  "Within t h e  cool and 

she l t e r ed  grove/ Stroked by t h e  f i n g e r t i p s  of love ," t h e i r  

s p o r t  is  not  r e a l l y  sexual .  Rather,  it is t h e  spo r t  of  

self-discovery--"And each is personal and laned/ Along h i s  

p r i v a t e  aquaduct .I1 The naked swimmer seeks t o  complete 

t h e  invers ion ( o r  revers ion)  by following through h i s  own 

p r i v a t e  waterways-the routes  of h i s  passage through time 

and forms : 

They too  a r e  l i q u i d  as  they  f a l l  
Like tumbled water loosed above 
Un t i l  they l i e ,  diagonal,  
Within t h e  cool and she l te red  grove 
Stroked by t h e  f i n g e r t i p s  of love.  

Yet IIToo soon t h e  t e t h e r  of t h e  lungs/ Is t a u t  and s t r a i n -  

i ng ,  and we r ise .  If The inversion can no longer be sus-  

t a ined  y e t  i ts e f f e c t s  remain; t h e  ground becomes a pr ison 

where l i v e s  a "landed gentry,  circumspectn as opposed t o  

t h e  tumbling freedom of t h e  water o r  i ts  cool and she l te red  

groves wherein t h e  swimmers found t h e  9nermaids i n  our 

memories : " 
This is our t a l e n t ,  t o  have grown 
Upright i n  posture ,  f a l s e - e rec t ,  
A landed gentry ,  circumspect, 
Tied t o  a hor izonta l  s o i l  
The f l o o r  and c e i l i n g  of t h e  sou l ;  
S t r i v ing ,  wi th  cold and f i s h y  care  
To make an ocean of t h e  a i r .  

Sometimes, upon a crowded s t r e e t ,  
I f e e l  t h e  sudden r a i n  come down 
And i n  t h e  o ld ,  magnetic sound 
I hear t h e  opening of a ga t e  
That loosens a l l  t h e  seven seas .  



Watching t h e  whole creat ion drown 
I muse, a lone,  on Ararat.  

The poet/narrator  is  t h e  s i n g l e  p a r t  of c rea t ion  l e f t  

a f t e r  t h e  f lood,  "alone, on Ararat ,'I with whom a new cove- 

nant might be made. Yet, t h e  poet is alone i n  h i s  musing 

over h i s  observations and memories and even he seems d i s -  

passionate;  another drowned poet but  t h i s  one drowned i n  

t h i n  a i r .  

We a l s o  f i n d  i n  S c o t t t s  poems a connection between 

images of water ,  and p a r t i c u l a r l y  of t h e  swimmer i n  water 

discovering h i s  l a t e n t  self-hood, and images of g l a s s ,  

l enses ,  o r  mirrors  and c i r c l e  images where horizons con- 

t r a c t  and expand l i k e  t h e  eye of a camera and produce a 

symbol of c e n t r a l  un i ty  i n  an almost hallowed nature .  
m v  
lnis kind of poem seems t o  f i r s t  appear i n  U e i n  iiiOu-L of 

t h e  Pulver and t h e  Polished Lensft--published i n  New Pro- -- 
vinces which Sco t t  ed i t ed )  but  recurs  most remarkably i n  

Margaret Atwoodts work. S c o t t t s  poems, "Autumn Lake, 1 

and 2lf might almost seem t o  be a descr ip t ion  of what 

happens i n  some of Atwoodts poems, except hers  leave a 

sense of t ens ion  and t rans ience  even a t  t h e i r  calmest. 

An even more s t r i k i n g  example of how some of S c o t t t s  

poetry shares  a reas  of common i n t e r e s t  with P r a t t ,  Klein, 

Birney, Atwood o r  even Layton can be found i n  "Time A s  

Now." Taking t h e  general  theme of t h e  l i v i n g  pas t  i n  

t he  present  he makes a statement about t h e  s i g n i f i c a n t  



evolutionary context of t h e  individual ,  s ens i t ive  mind 

which is s o  much i n  l i n e  with what we might have expected 

him t o  say t h a t  it is surprising: 

A l l  time is present time. 
Present i n  now 
Is a l l  t h a t  ever was. 
The added new is addit ive f o r  old. 
A l l  forces ,  thoughts, events and spectacles 
Having inevi table  consequence 
Ride t h e  long reaches of on-moving time 
And speak t h e i r  h i s tory  today i n  me. 
Out of t h i s  ear th ,  o r  out from outer  space, 
O r  out from records i n  these rocks and books, 
Waves flow incessantly,  
Their sequel pregnant i n  our l i v i n g  f l e sh .  
The a i r  I breathe, the  neutron i n  my brain,  
This plasma t h a t  has ridden f i shy  veins,  
Shape my rehearsing of a l l  former l i f e .  
I f e e l  huge mastodons 
Press my ape-fingers on t h i s  typewriter 11 Old novae give bright meaning t o  my words. 

It is t h e  ac tua l ,  physical existence of a r e a l  past  

i n  a r e a l  present which shapes h i s  body, h i s  pei=ceptlsns 

and even h i s  poetry. I n  Scot t ,  t h i s  experience is an ex- 

planation f o r  the  energy of t h e  individual .  "Waves flow 

incessantly, /  Their sequel pregnant i n  our l i v i n g  f lesh."  

Man does not stand apart  from t h e  r e s t  of nature except 

i n  s o  f a r  a s  t h e  burden of evolution has made more of t h e  

p a s t t s  r e a l  energy a l i v e  i n  him. Scott 's  man, l i k e  P r a t t t s  

o r  even Kleints,  is  a controll ing o r  focusing form only 

i n  so f a r  a s  he is a lso  an expressive form. And the  har- 

mony of h i s  expressions necessari ly incorporates the  past  

i f  it is responsive t o  t h e  r e a l i t i e s  of the  present.  

I 



'WF. R e  Scott  and Some of H i s  Poems ," Canadian 
Li te ra ture ,  31 (Winter 1967), pp. 25-26. 

2 r f ~  Poet of Middle Slopes," Canadian Li te ra ture ,  31, 
pp. 40-44. 

31r~e leo log ica l , t r  The E e of t h e  Needle; S a t i r e s ,  
Sor t i e s ,  Sundries, (PIoiiEe& EnEt - ,  1 m p .  16. 

4 c r ~ e p a r t u r e ,  " Events - and Signals,  (Toronto, Ryerson , 
1954) , P. 31. 

'signature, (Vancouver, Klanah Press, 1964) p. 10. 

6 "Journey ," Signature, p . 21. 

7 r t ~ . ~ .  Scot t  and Some of H i s  Poems ," p. 30 

'signature, p. 52. 

9 ~ v e n t s  and Signals,  p. 2. - 
7 n 
'"Signature, p. 15. 

l l l b id  - 9 p. 53. 



CHAPTER V 

EARLE BIRNEXtS RESPONSE TO E. J. PRATTtS POETRY 

Iso la t ing  t h e  influence of E . J .  P r a t t t s  work on Earl  

Birneyts poetry is a  l i t t l e  l i k e  t ry ing  t o  weed clover 

from a lawn--at some point one is l i k e l y  t o  remark t h a t  it 

is a l l  green. The basic d i f f i c u l t y  r e s u l t s  from t h e  sur- 

pr i s ing  number of p a r a l l e l s  i n  t h e  thinking of these two 

poets,  despi te  t h e i r  very d i s t i n c t  differences.  It becomes 

a matter of judgment whether Birney says something s imi lar  

t o  what P r a t t  sa id  because 1) he intended t o  do just  t h a t  

o r ,  2 )  he and Pra t t  share an environment i n  which such ob- 

servations a r e  ac tua l ly  commonplace and so ,  3 )  p a r a l l e l s  be- 

tween them happen by accident. It would seem t h a t  a l l  th ree  

p o s s i b i l i t i e s  have, a t  one time o r  another, contributed t o  

the  area of commonality between them. Some observations 

might suggest t h a t  Birney went through a  period i n  the  

401s when pa r t s  of h i s  Canadian experience were seen i n  

terms of P r a t t t s  expression; t h a t  is  not t o  suggest t h a t  

he borrowed from o r  was even l a rge ly  under t h e  influence 

of P r a t t t s  poetry, only t h a t  par t  of h i s  development a s  a  

poet seems t o  have involved h i s  working through Pra t t .  

I n  1948 Birney dedicated - The S t r a i t  - of Anianlto "Ned 

Pra t t . "  The dedication i n  i t s e l f  would prove l i t t l e  ex- 

cept t h a t  he admired o r  wished t o  please P r a t t  a t  t h e  

time of the  bookts publication,  but there  is in te rna l  



evidence i n  - The S t r a i t  - of Anian which sugges ts  t h a t  

Birney had indeed been inf luenced by P r a t t  dur ing  t h e  

composition o f  i t s  poems. "At lan t i c  Door,9t and "World 

C o n f e r e n ~ e , ~ ~  t h e  first and l a s t  poems of  t h e  book, make 

s p e c i f i c  re ferences  t o  poems by P r a t t .  Besides t h e s e  

two t h e r e  a r e  s e v e r a l  o t h e r s :  " P a c i f i c  Door," "The Ebb 

Begins from Dream," rtGulf of Georgia , I t  "And The Ear th  

Grow Young Again," "Invasion Spring,"  rtTime-Bomb.n 
2 

Before going on t o  examine t h e  n a t u r e  of  P r a t t f s  i n -  

f luence  i n  t h e  poet ry  i t s e l f ,  we should add two p ieces  o f  

evidence t o  t h e  background of our  d i scuss ion .  Ten y e a r s  

a f t e r  - The S t r a i t  - of Aniants p u b l i c a t i o n ,  we f i n d  Birney 

w r i t i n g  o f  P r a t t  w i th  well-considered r e s p e c t ,  demonstrat - 
- i n g  a  h i s t o r y  of  reading  both h i s  poe t ry  and h i s  c r i t i c s .  

3 He i d e n t i f i e s  s e v e r a l  o f  P r a t t f s  p o e t i c  aims and t h e n  

goes on t o  make some observat ions .  The fo l lowing c r i t i -  

cisms i l l u s t r a t e  r e s e r v a t i o n s  i n  B i r n e y f s  a t t i t u d e  t o  

P r a t t  f s work. 

Whether h i s  extremely e n e r g e t i c  and even b i z a r r e  
d i c t i o n  is i n f l a t e d  o r  no t  is a m a t t e r  o f  whether 
it a t tempts  t o  fob  up an excitement beyond what 
t h e  emotion j u s t i f i e s  . Being "sent imental  ," f o r  
me, is t h e  same t h i n g .  I w i l l  admit t h a t  some- 
t imes  P r a t t  c r e a t e s  such an  impression,  not  how-.. 
ever  from emotional i n s i n c e r i t y  but  from a t e n -  
dency t o  be d i v e r t e d ,  by t h e  g l e e f u l  enthusiasm 
f o r  words themselves,  fr  m t h e  pass ions  which 
a r e  t h e i r  j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  8 
By and l a r g e ,  our  twentieth-century poets  have 
t r i e d  t o  f i n d  a  r e l i g i o n  i n  t h e i r  negat iveness ;  
and our  c r i t i c s  have no r e a l  f a i t h s  a t  a l l .  
I t c r i t i c s  who do not  be l i eve , "  a s  C y r i l  Connolly 



complained i n  reviewing Yeatst Collected Let te rs ,  
"must comment on creators who do." So Yratt , 
with h i s  naive contentment with a  pos ' t ive  re -  
l i g i o n  o f  man, has f a i l e d  t o  a t t r a c t .  $ 
It is indicat ive of Birneyts nature t h a t ,  despite 

grounds f o r  f a i r l y  basic incompatibility w i t h  P r a t t t s  

poetry, he chooses t o  give him some heady l au re l s .  

Surely a l l  these conscious aims, themes, and 
values of P ra t t  a r e  important enough, and t h e i r  
projection i n  s ixteen books of exci t ing and 
highly individual language and rhythm is near 
enough t o  Codts plenty t h a t  we do not have t o  
metaphysicize and d i s t o r t  both h i s  e f fec t s  and 
h i s  purposes t o  make him presentable t o  t h e  
a r b i t e r s  of current l i t e r a r y  fashion. I think 
t h e r e  is enough, and I suspect a l so  t h a t  l i t e r -  
a ry  h is tory ,  tha t  jade, w i l l  shor t ly  play one 
of  her usual jokes on what Cocteau wri t ing on 
t h e  f i l m  c a l l s  our "false  e l i t e  t h a t  has 
planted i t s e l f  between the  masses and t h e  a r t -  
ists," and we w i l l  f ind E.J .  P r a t t  accepted and 
acclaimed in te rna t iona l ly  i n  t h e  next genera- 
t i o n  fo r  t h e  very q u a l i t i e s  and o m s  t h a t  have 
hfnClered his acrep%ance in this, g 
For P r a t t  is  old-fashioned mainly because h i s  
l i t e r a r y  a r t ,  h i s  prodigious v i r tuos i ty  i n  the 
c r a f t  of s tory- te l l ing  and t h e  s t r u c t u r a l  use 
of image, language, and rhythm happen t o  have 
been expended not i n  the  dominant Jamesian 
t r a d i t i o n  of the  prose short  s to ry  and novel 
but i n  the  Chaucerian t r a d i t i o n  of poetic nar- 
r a t ive .  I do not mean t o  imply t h a t  P r a t t  is 
Chaucerts equal o r  has t r i e d  t o  be; he has 
never r e a l l y  attempted t o  c rea te  an ordered 
world of characters and project  himself i n t o  
them. But he is i n  Chaucerts t r a d i t i o n  i n  h i s  
devotion t o  the  great  a r t  of heroic verse 
nar ra t ive ,  whether grave o r  comic, a  yery long 
and r i c h  and varied t r a d i t i o n  . . . . 
Elsewhere i n  t h i s  a r t i c l e  Birney exhibi ts  h i s  impa- 

t ience  wi th  "neurotic and w i t h  t h a t  

s o r t  of means t o  the  end of re l ig ious  mythos and oracu- 

l a r  philosophy o r  pr ivate  purgation,nb and suggests t h a t  



l i c  but by a p a r a s i t i c  colony of c r i t i c s .  It is  i n t e r -  

es t ing  t o  f ind an a r t i c l e  on P r a t t  t h e  o r ig in  of such re -  

marks because one of t h e  areas of s i m i l a r i t y  between t h e  

two poets is t h a t  they both tend t o  be t'publictt wri ters .  

It is  possible t o  t r a c e  a development i n  each of them 

whereby t h e  vulnerable presence of t h e  poet i s  qui te  dras- 

t i c a l l y  removed. In  P r a t t ,  t h e  "thouingn is one of t h e  

first affectat ions  t o  leave;  i n  Birney, each revision of 

? such poems a s  !'The Road t o  N i  jmegenn pares more of the  

d i r e c t  individual  references from it. When the  narrator  

appears it is  generally a s  a character-the professor i n  

"Machu Picchu," t h e  v i s i t i n g  poet i n  "Cartagena de Indias." 

P r a t t  r a re ly  has an overt narrator  present i n  h i s  longer 

poems though we f ind one i n  '?The Iron Door," "The Depres- 

s ion  Ends," "Magic i n  Everythingt' and numbers of h i s  short  

l y r i c s .  O f  course, it is hard t o  say whether o r  not t h i s  

area of parallel ism between the  two poets indicates  any 

conscious connection; probably it does not though it might 

be suggested t h a t  Birney was happy t o  f ind  a f igure  such 

a s  Ned P r a t t  i n  Canadian l i t e r a t u r e  supporting so energet- 

i c a l l y  the  premise t h a t  a contemporary wr i t e r  need not 

publicize rlneurotic agoniesrr o r  use h i s  poetry a s  "a s o r t  

of means t o  the  end of  re l ig ious  mythos and oracular philo- 

sophy o r  pr ivate  purgation." 



, The second extra-poetic  piece of information is a 

statement Birney made r ecen t ly  t o  a group of s tudents .  

H e  repor ted ly  disclaimed any conscious influence on h i s  

poe t ry  from t h e  works of P r a t t .  Various approaches a r e  

poss ib l e  i n  expanding upon t h i s  remark but  it is probably 

s u f f i c i e n t  t o  point  out  t h a t  poetry does not usual ly  come 

from a vacuum and Birneyts ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  tends t o  exhi- 

b i t  a synthes is ing of many inf luences;  t h e  l e v e l  of con- 

sc iousness  a t  which t h i s  occurs i n  t h e  poet is not  some- 

t h i n g  we need t o  argue about. I n  The S t r a i t  of Anian, f o r  
/ - - 

example, it is poss ib le  t o  point  out  many influences on 

Birneyts  work ranging from Old English poetry through 

S i n c l a i r  Rossts A s  For Me and 3 House t h e  former being ---- -3 

major and t h e  l a t t e r  minor. lo It would seem, i n  perhaps a 

cur ious  s o r t  OX way, t h a t  P r a t t  has been an important in -  

f luence on Birney. H i s  ocean Itlandscapestt and heroic phi- 

losophy coupled with t h e  pr imi t ive  and high-spir i ted fo rces  

of h i s  s e t t i n g s  and characters  somehow merged i n  S i rney ts  

wr i t i ngs  with th ings  from Beowulf and Old English poetry 

t o  provide a s t r eng th  of v i s ion ,  a kind of perception about 

Canada, t h a t  remains even a f t e r  h i s  t r a v e l s  and increased 

soph i s t i ca t i on  about both h i s  country and h i s  poetry. 11 ' 

It seems a l s o  t h a t  P r a t t t s  f a sc ina t ion  wi th  evolution has 

made it a more acceptable philosophy t o  be presented i n  

Canadian poetry than  it would have been without such a 

champion. I n  many of Birneyts poems we f i n d  manfs r e l a t i on -  



sh ip  with nature and h i s  h i s t o r i c a l  environment expressed 

i n  terms of evolution; often t h i s  is done more evocatively 

and l e s s  d idac t ica l ly  than i n  P r a t t t s  work, yet  the  under- 

lying philosophy would seem t o  be s imilar .  And, f i n a l l y ,  

t he re  a r e  some spec i f ic  references i n  Birneyts poems t o  

poems by P r a t t  ; things l i k e  t h e  iceberg i n  World Confer- 

ence," o r  t h e  sodden hu l l  of the  Ti tanic  i n  !!Atlantic 

Door. It I n  !!The Ebb Begins From Dreamv the  spec i f ic  r e -  

ference would seem t o  be t o  ttNewfoundland:n compare some 

of t h e  following images : 

t t f rus t ra t ions  l i k e  long weeks t h a t  l i e  
and r o t  between the  cracks of l i f e , "  

with 

"Red is t h e  sea-kelp on t h e  beach 

o r  t h i s  pa i r :  

%he ebb begins from dream . . .  11 

with 

"Here the  t i d e s  flow, 
And here they ebb; . . . . . . . . . . .  
Along dark passages 
That once were pathways of authent 'c  f i r e s  
And swept by the  wings of dream. 1 1 3 3  

The s i m i l a r i t y  between these two poems may not s t r i k e  

one upon a first reading; lfThe Ebb Begins From Dream1! 

does not repeat  the  performance of ltNewfoundlandlt yet  it 

c lear ly  invokes images and rep l i e s  t o  suggestions made i n  

the  e a r l i e r  poem. The sustained t i d a l  rhythm of Birneyts 



poem is highly reminiscent of Pra t t t s .  Some aspects of 

lrNewfoundlandn f ind no re f l ec t ion  i n  "The Ebb Begins 

From Dreamn--the importance of wind, a t i d e  of breath; 

t h e  blood-redness of t h e  sea-kelp; and, s ign i f i can t ly ,  t h e  

inspir ing function of the  "sean flowing through t h e  l i v e s  

of man. I n  Birney, the  emphasis is on t h e  erosion of 

l i f e  by t h e  regular i ty  of i ts  rhythms; housewives a r e  re -  

duced t o  crab s t a t u s ,  the  milk and newspapers--our d a i l y  

sustenance-are seen as a kind o f  flotsam on t h e  thresh- 

holds of t h e  closed homes. Unlike P r a t t t s  Newfoundland 

fo lk  these c i t y  dwellers hold no doors a j a r  i n  storms; 

t h e  dreaming sea engulfs them and t h e i r  establishments, 

it does not simply ebb and flow through them. 

Perhaps t h e  most in t e res t ing  th ing  about t h e  two 

poems is the  comment Birney is making about t h e  "ebbw 

and the  "dream1'. One ambiguity i n  nNewfoundlandlr is t h e  

remark about t h e  veins of man once having been "pathways 

of authentic f i r e s /  and swept by t h e  wings of dream.n 

The suggestions a re  d i s t i n c t l y  puzzling; on one hand we 

v isua l ize  man having had f i r e s  running through him, a t  

some time before h i s  re la t ionship  with t h e  sea began, 

but given t h e  l a s t  l i n e ,  l a t e r  deleted,  those f i r e s  a r e  

e i t h e r  dreams o r  e l se ,  t he  wings of those dreams put out 

the  fires--swept them away, blew them out. A t  any r a t e ,  

the  dreams seem t o  have preceded the  sea as inhabitants 



of our bodies,  a s  t he  sus ta in ing  substance of t r a n s f e r  

from individual  c e l l  t o  individual  c e l l .  Were we. !!dryn 

c rea t ions ,  then? Is t h i s  a statement by P r a t t  of t h e  

s p i r i t u a l  nature  of manfs c rea t ion  which preceded t h e  

physical  and animal creat ion? Yet,  now, i n  t h e  post- 

Ocean s i t u a t i o n ,  "dreamstt come i n  wi th  t h e  t i d e s  a t  

night-the doors held a j a r  al low i n  not  simply spray and 

t h e  crash of breakers but  new wings of  dreams t o  sweep 

out  our homes, t o  survive i n  them t h e  n igh t .  

And t h e  s t o r y  is t o l d  
O f  human veins  and pulses ,  
O f  e t e r n a l  pathways of f i r e ,  
Of dreams t h a t  survive t h e  n igh t ,  
Of doors held a j a r  i n  storms. 

Birney picks up t h e  statement t h a t  man was designed 

f o r  wdreamslt but  is physical ly  sub jec t  t o  t h e  t i d a l  ebb, 

t h e  continuing erosion of  matter.  H i s  statement t h a t  t h e  

ebb begins from dream is  thus q u i t e  straightforward-our 

dream of humanizing ourselves,  of  c i v i l i z i n g ,  urbanizing, 

and spec i a l i z ing  was t h e  i n i t i a t o r  of t h e  decay i n  t h e  

systems we dreamed of and then created.  But, t h a t  decay 

is an "ebbn and must llflown i n  again on itself--what 

appears a s  individuated erosion,  is  a c t u a l l y  p a r t  of a 
. , 

grea t e r  cyc l i ca l  rhythm which, i t s e l f ,  begins 'from dream. 

The s t a r s  l i k e  stranded s t a r f i s h  pale  and d i e  
and t i n t e d  sands of  dawning dry  
The ebb begins from dream leaving a border 
of milk and morning paper on t h e  porches 

Now t h e  t i d e  i s  f u l l  and s ighing creeps 
i n t o  t h e  clean sought coigns of s l eep  



i 

And y e t  i n  s l eep  begins t o  stir 
t o  mutter  i n  t h e  dark i ts yearning 
and t o  t h e  round possessive mother tu rn ing  
dreams of v a s t e r  wellings . . . . 
Another d i r e c t  reference t o  P r a t t  seems t o  come i n  

t?World Conferencev o r ,  a s  it was l a t e r  renamed, '?Confer- 

ence sf Heads.?! 

The qu ie t  d i e s e l  i n  t h e  b reas t  
propels  a t r u s t i n g  kee l  

whether we swing toward a por t  
o r  i n t o  whales of s t e e l  

The compassed mind must quiver  nor th  
though every char t  de fec t ive  

There i s  no fog but  i n  t h e  w i  
t h e  iceberg is e l ec t ive .  i k  

The 'qquiet d i e s e l  i n  t h e  b reas tH  is a purely mecha- 

n i c a l  hear t  which dr ives  forward a " t ru s t i ng  keel.?? The 

keel is t r u s t i n g  because it is b l ind  and mindless; it has 

no fo re s igh t  and there fore  des t i na t ion  has no meaning t o  

The t h e  s h i p  is a l so  dependent 

upon a fo rce  t o  d r ive  it--magnetism--and must obey t h i s  

fo rce ,  "must quiver north/ though every char t  defect ive  , ? I  

through every recording of mants experience with h i s  en- 

vironment may be inaccurate  . "There but  i n  t h e  

wil ln-- the s h i p t s  pos i t ion  is t h e r e  t o  be read desp i te  

atmospheric d e n s i t i e s  which might obscure human v i s ion ,  

but  i n  t h e  w i l l  t o  read,  t o  understand, and then t o  a c t  

t h e r e  may wel l  be fogs and.confusion. "The iceberg i s  

e lec t ivef? - - th i s  seems t o  contradic t  P r a t t t s  T i tan ic  i n  

which t h e  iceberg was not e l e c t i v e ,  a t  l e a s t ,  not a f t e r  



, t h e  s h i p ' s  launching and t h e  berg ' s  

But wi th  an impulse governed by 

ca lv ing .  

t h e  raw 
Mechanics of i t s  b i r t h ,  it d r i f t e d  where 
Ambushed, fog-grey, it stumbled on i t s  l a i r ,  
North forty-one degrees and f o r t y - f o u r  , 
F i f t y  and four teen  west t h e  long i tude ,  
Waiting a  world-memorial hour ,  i t s  rude 
Corundum form s t r i p p e d  t o  i t s  Greenland core.  1 5  

Birneyt s o r i g i n a l  t i t l e ,  "World Conference , I t  echoes 

P r a t t  t s ttworld-memorial hourtt when t h e  i ceberg ,  i n  i t s  

w i l l  meet t h e  f l o a t i n g  arrogance of t h e  T i t a n i c .  

The l a t e r  t i t l e ,  "Conference of Heads," sugges ts  t h a t  t h e  

7 

/ 
meeting between t h e  i ceberg  and t h e  s h i p  is  r e a l l y  an 

impact of  two heads--two masses wi th  headway, w i t h  e s t ab -  

l i s h e d  d i r e c t i o n  and speed mul t ip ly ing  t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  

t h e i r  f o r c e  of  impact. It is a l s o  a  coming t o g e t h e r  of 

two minds and w i l l s ,  "heads," which r e s u l t s  i n  a  kind of 

s h a r i n g  of t h e i r  d i r e c t i o n s ,  a conference e s t a b l i s h i n g  

new courses .  I n  P r a t t t s  poem t h i s  conference seems pre-  

des t ined  but  Birney i n s i s t s  t h a t  t h e r e  is no p redes t in ing  

power, no f a t e ,  beyond t h a t  p a t t e r n  r e s u l t i n g  from human 

l a p s e s ,  from fogs  i n  t h e  w i l l  t o  read t h e  information p re -  

sented  of  n e c e s s i t y  by t h e  quiver ing ,  compassed mind. The 

mind is compassed not  simply by t h e  connection i n  imagery 

wi th  a  compass box but  a s  i n  ltencompassed,N t h e  mind 'boxed- 

i n  by t h e  w i l l ;  it has no f o r c e  o f  i t s e l f  but  r e g i s t e r s  

those  f o r c e s  working upon i t s  s e n s i t i v e  s t r u c t u r e s .  Simi- 

l a r l y ,  t h e r e  is no i n t e l l i g e n c e  d r i v i n g  t h e  i ceberg ;  i n -  

t e l l i g e n c e  r e g i s t e r s ,  w i l l s  d r i v e .  We f a i l  mechanically,  



In  t h e  Ti tan ic ,  which was a mechanical wonder, an un- 

sinkable ship,  t h e  bulwark heads f a i l .  They, l i k e  t h e  

deep kee l ,  may be " t rust ing,"  i n  t h a t  they do what they 

a r e  driven t o  do, but cannot be f l trusted.l l  

The ltwhales of s t ee l "  seem t o  be another Pra t t ian  

image. P r a t t  was fascinated with gigant ic  creatures and 

i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  with gigantic aquatic f igures .  The whales 

of s t e e l  a r e  connected with man, i n  pa r t  because they a r e  

mammalian but more because s t e e l  suggests t h a t  man has 

made them. That they loom destruct ively i n  the  path of 

t h e  t r u s t i n g  keel  t i e s  i n  with the  whole pa t te rn  of com- 

ment b u i l t  up i n  t h i s  poem; Birney says t h a t  there  i s  no 

p a r t i c u l a r  force of e v i l  but t h a t  human er rors  compound 

and, i n  pa r t i cu la r ,  e r rors  i n  mechanical creation,  lead 

of ten  t o  destruct ive conferences. Man creates  huge, 

ffmindlesstf beasts  of s t e e l  which a r e  even more dangerous 

t o  him than the animals they may be compared with. It is 

not na tu ra l  f o r  a sh ip  t o  co l l ide  with a whale f o r  unless 

t h e  whale had been maddened and was of i ts  own w i l l  a t tack-  

ing t h e  sh ip ,  it would seek t o  avoid t h e  co l l i s ion .  Whales 

of s t e e l  avoid only what men d i r e c t  them t o  avoid. 

In  poems l i k e  llNewfoundland,v nature and man a r e  one 

i n  P r a t t  (and here we f ind the  uni t ing imagery of t i d a l  

pulse)  but frequently,  when nature is depicted a s  a brute  

force man becomes an opposing force though s t i l l  sharing 

a basic  connection with t h a t  which he opposes ("Silences, 



I 

Etc. I f ) .  I n  "Towards t h e  Last Spikeff the re  a r e  numerous 

images of man confronting nature and surpassing her 

through h i s  a r t i s t r y  i n  developing mechanical servants. 

But more in te res t ing  may be t h e  following: 

He fought t h e  climate l i k e  a weathered yak, 
And conquered it, ripping t h e  s t a l a c t i t e s  
From h i s  red beard, thawing h i s  f e e t ,  and wringing 
S a l t  water from h i s  m i t t s ;  but most 
He learned t h e  a r t  of making change. ?% all- 

Here, it is only a f t e r  he had hardened himself physically 

t h a t  t h e  a r t  of making change gives an advantage t o  t h e  

man. In  t h i s  immediate context, t he  Ifart of making changen 

is trading o r  exchange, but obviously, it is meant t o  be 

read a s  man's adaptabi l i ty  via  a r t ,  v ia  h i s  creat ive a b i l -  

i t y .  This is then a t r a d i t i o n a l  view--man conquering 

nature  through h i s  adaptabi l i ty  deriving from the  superior 

i n t e l l e c t  which gives him t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  make fl tools,f t  

whether they be mechanical o r  social--but it is given a 

P ra t t i an  touch by the  insis tence t h a t  a l l  t h i s  must come 

a f t e r  a simple s t ruggle  f o r  physical survival ;  manls mind, - 
on its own, is useless  unless it is established i n  a body 

t h a t  can f i g h t  "the pe r s i s t en t ly  and successfully. 

Birney's view is r e l a t i v e l y  s imi la r  althou-gh the  

"climate" t o  be fought tends t o  be more often an in te rna l  

r a the r  than an external  one. He shares P ra t t ' s  incl ina-  

t i o n  t o  "setft  man i n  an evolutionary context but the  s igni -  

f icance of t h e  context i n  Birney tends t o  be personal 

r a t h e r  than h i s t o r i c a l .  This  is not always so ("0 men be 



, 
swift 

even 

l e t  the  gr izz ly  t a k e v ) ,  l7 but 

i n  t h e  cases when it is not Birney makes the  nati 

man must overcome par t  of h i s  own in te rna l  make-up. 

The gr izz ly  is a symbol f o r  the  beast i n  man though it 

a l so  suggests t h a t ,  should man exterminate h i s  own species,  

another animal species would take h i s  place a s  W.iLersft of 

t h e  ear th .  A s  was discussed e a r l i e r ,  t h e  v e s t i g i a l  h i s tory  

of evolution i n  P r a t t t s  men does not have qui te  the  same 

e f f e c t ;  h i s  characters,  even BrBbeuf, the  s a i n t l y  "evil- 

one," a r e  not held back i n  t h e i r  e f fec t ive  sect ion by a 

schizophrenic self-division--man is not so i ron ica l ly  a 

pa r t  of nature a s  he is i n  Birney. 

Birneyts i n t e r e s t  i n  the  evolution of man and nature 

i n  (and from) ocean may be a s  understated as  it is here 

i n  "November Walk Near False Creek Mouth.It 

The shore snouts up again 
s p i l l i n g  beachlogs glossy and dry 
as sloughed snakeskins 
but with sodden immovable hear ts  

heigh ho the  logs t h a t  no one wants 
and the  men t h a t  sit on the  logs  

' t h a t  no one wants 
while the  sea repeats what it sa id  
t o  the  f i r s t  unthinking frogs 
and the green wounds of the  grani te  stones 

By cold depths and by c l i f f s  . . 
whose shine w i l l  pass any moment n 
t h e  shore puts an end t o  my ledge. 

The sea is both the  beginning and end of l i f e - - i t  is the  

place from where the  shore f i r s t  ltsnouted up," it i s  t h a t  

which spoke t o  the  " f i r s t  unthinking frogstt  and it is 



even t h a t  which f i r s t  gave a  word t o  t h e  "green wounds 

of t h e  g r a n i t e  s tones ,"  t h e  i n i t i a l  l i chens  and mosses. 

It is a l s o  t h a t  which continues t o  slough off  bodies,  un- 

wanted snake sk ins  of  d r i f t l o g s ,  unwanted men who sit  upon 

them. And it is a l so  t h a t  which c a s t s  an edge t o  t h e  l and ,  

t o  t h e  l i v e s  is landed upon time. 

The theme l i e s  i n  t h e  l a y e r s  
made and unmade by t h e  nudging lurching 
s p i r a l l i n g  down from nothing 

dowri through t h e  common explosion of time 
through t h e  chaos of suns 
t o  t h e  high seas  of t h e  spinning a i r ,  

where t h e  shelves form and re-form down 
through c i r r u s  t o  clouds on cracking peaks 
t o  t h e  t e r raced  woods and t h e  shapeless town 
and its dying shapers 19 

The order  Birney descr ibes  is f l u i d ;  i ts  "layers/ 

accumulating a f o s s i l  record i n  sedimentary rock, nor do 

they c r ea t e  a  q u a l i t a t i v e  "chain of being." Birney de- 

p i c t s  c rea t ion  a s  t r s p i r a l l i n g  down from nothingn and main- 

t a i n i n g  i ts o r i g i n a l  chaotic  q u a l i t y  of something oceanic,  

something i n  which forms e x i s t  and a r e  sub jec t  t o  motion 

but  i n  which orders  a r e  t r a n s i t o r y  r e l a t i onsh ips .  

Birney adds t o  t h e  movement i n  t h e  landscape of . 

Canadian poetry from t h e  land t o  t h e  sea though i n  qu i t e  a  

d i f f e r e n t  way than does P r a t t .  He wr i t e s ,  a s  it were, 

a f t e r  t h e  f a c t ;  t h e  ttlandscapen has become a  sea  and he 

moves from t h e r e ,  sometimes descr ib ing s k i e s  o r  even moun- 



, 
t a i n s  i n  terms of oceans-"the high seas  of t he  spinning 

above, o r ,  i n  "North S t a r  WestH: 

We a r e  a g u l l  whirr ing alone 
on a snowfrothed ocean of mountains 
south  t o  t h e  humped breakers of Waterton our eyes 
l i k e  p lane t s  roam a r e  held t o  t h e  pronged wave of 

Assiniboine 
pass t o  t h e  t i l t e d  f l o e s  of Columbiats i c e f i e l d s  
and beyond t o  Robson a foam on t h e  northernmost swel l  20 

Looking down from t h e  plane he sees  t h e  Rockies below him, 

t h e  landscape of h i s  childhood home, a s  an ocean. The 

descr ip t ion  is p i c t o r i a l l y  accura te ,  a s  anyone who has 

flown over t he se  mountains might observe, but t h e  s ign i -  

f icance is more than ju s t  t h a t .  Up i n  t h e  sky it is poss- 

i b l e  f o r  him t o  achieve a merged and comprehensive view of 

h i s  country, a s  much a s  anything, an emotional sense of 

what i ts  i d e n t i t y  is and how he has been a p a r t  of it. 

"For a space we held i n  our morningts hand/ t h e  well ing and 

wildness of Canada." This view is l o s t  a s :  

lassooing Vancouverts noon i n  t h e  a r c  of our t u r n  

We s ink and a r e  s tayed 
on t h e  p i t i l e s s  hardness of e a r t h  
Bil lboards and baggage checks master us 
headlines open old wounds 
we bru i se  i n  a cab fu l l  of cares  t o  t h e  c i t y  21 

Birneyts r e f l e c t i o n s  upon ocean a s  t h e  t y p i c a l  land- 

scape of l i f e  tend produce a kind pessimism, 

l e a s t ,  a sense of  morbidity,  which is unlike P r a t t t s  more 

op t imis t i c  ( t o  Birney, naive)  response. Where P r a t t  sees  

t h e  continuing c r ea t ive  challenges of l i f e  a s  a hopeful 

and sus ta in ing  promise t h a t  deaths and e r r o r s  a r e  not 



a p t  t o  i n h i b i t ,  Birney places more weight o n ' t h e  des t ruc-  

t i v e  

sees  

and e r ros ive  aspects  of t h i s  chaot ic  f luidi ty--he 

a downward r a t h e r  than a hor izonta l  motion a s  t y p i c a l .  

dreaming my own unraveled p l o t s  
between ea t ing  water and eaten shore 

i n  t h i s  hour of t h e  t i r e d  and homing 
r e t i r e d  dissolving 
i n  t h e  days of t h e  separa te  w a i t  
f o r  t h e  mass dying 

and I having clambered down t o  t h e  l a s t  
she l f  of t h e  grasping world of lungs 
do not  know why I too wait  and s t a r e  
before descending t h e  f i n a l  s t e p  
i n t o  t h e  clouds of t h e  sea  

The beat  beat ing i s  t h e  s o f t  cheek 
nudging of t h e  s l y  .shoving almost 
immortal ocean a t  work 
on t h e  ea r th ' s  l iquidat ion2* + 

Another a rea  of congruency between P r a t t t s  poetry 

and Birneyts can be found i n  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t  i n  veh ic les ,  

machines of t ranspor t  and communication: sh ips ,  planes,  

t r a i n s ,  radios .  It is not by accident  t h a t  P r a t t  chose 

t o  wr i t e  t h e  s t o r y  of t h e  T i t an i c  s a i l i n g  wi th  t h e  cream 

of soc i e ty  from Europe t o  North America and sinking d i sas -  

t r o u s l y  without reaching her  des t ina t ion .  Nor is it by 

accident  t h a t  he wrote an epic  about t h e  bui ld ing of t h e  

r a i l road  across  Canada, t h e  s t o r y  of  how we came not  

simply t o  extend from sea  t o  s ea  ( t h e  connections being 

maintained by t h e  veins of t ranspor t  a l ready cut and 

functioning through t h e  U.S .A .  and simply shooting north-  

wards i n  t h e  west t o  l i n k  B.C. and t h e  P r a i r i e s  with 

points  e a s t )  but  i n  Blakefs  phrase "To bui ld  a  Road over 



t h a t  sea of mountains." Pra t tcs  epic is one of forging 

under hardship and with luck a means of passing bodily 

through our own country, through ourselves, through a sea 

of mountains. (And Birney s t a r t s  out s i t t i n g  high up i n  

those very mountains thinking the  sky is also a s e a ) .  

Had Blake t h e  l i f t  of Chatham a s  he had 
~ u r k e s  wind and almost t h a t  s i e r r a  span 
O f  mind, he might have carr ied t h e  whole House 
With him and posted it upon t h a t  sea 
O f  mountains with sub-zeros on t h e i r  scalps ,  
Their g l a c i a l  r i b s  waiting f o r  warmth of season 
To spring an avalanche. 

S i r  Johnts "from sea t o  sea1' was Bib l ica l ;  
It had t h e  stamp 09 reverent approval; 
But Blakets was pagan, fr ightening,  congealing. 23 

P r a t t f s  vehicles become symbols f o r  soc ie t i e s ;  they 

a r e  of ten  l a rge  and hold many people. An exception is t h e  

row-boat i n  "In Absentian but t h a t  vessel  becomes symbolic 

of t h e  cul ture  buoying up the  English teacher which, when 

capsized, leaves him floating-free and.discovering amaz- 

ing things about himself and h i s  language. 24 It is s igni -  

f i can t  too t h a t  numbers of P r a t t t s  vehicles a r e  destroyed; 

t h i s  coincides with h i s  whole evolutionary a t t i t u d e  towards 

forms t h a t  f o r  a given period may seem capable of susta in-  

ing l i f e .  He seems t o  visual ize  man and h i s  societ ies"as  

almost inherently incomplete and imperfect, a s  lacking i n  

coordinating wisdom and a l l  too eas i ly  steered in to  disas-  

t e r s .  Man is himself seen a s  pa r t ly  vehicle;  even i n  

"Ne~foundland~~ where much s t r e s s  is placed on the  natural  



un i ty  of man, h i s to ry ,  and ocean, man becomes a vesse l  

f o r  l i f e  which is,  a s  energy, always conserved, sometimes 

flowing here and sometimes the re .  The machines i n  t h e  

poetry can serve  a s  warnings t o  man. "The Man and The 

Machine" needs l i t t l e  e lucidat ion.  

By r i g h t  of f i r e s  t h a t  smelted o re  
Which he had tended years before, 
The man whose hands were on t h e  wheel 
Could t r a c e  h i s  k inship  through her  s t e e l ,  
Between h i s  body warped and bent 
I n  every bone and ligament,  
And t h i s  "eight-cylinderv stream-lined, 
The f i n e s t  model ye t  designed. 
He f e l t  h i s  lesioned pulses strum 
Against t h e  rhythm of her  hum, 

j And found h i s .  nerves and sinews knot 
With sharper  spasm a s  she climbed 
The s teeper  grades, so  nea t ly  timed 
From s torage  tank t o  p i s ton  shot- 
This c rea ture  with t h e  cougar gra 
This man with s l a g  upon h i s  face .  25 

machine he r i d e s  upon reminding t h e  man of t h e  hardness 

i n s ide  him, a harshness bred of b i t t e r  experience with 

poverty and w a r ,  boxcars and tanks.  Yet he comes t o  t h e  

conclusion t h a t  it i s  b e t t e r  f o r  him t o  be s i t t i n g  and 

sweating on t h i s  symbol f o r  "the i r o n  i n  h i s  ches tn  and 

making it work f o r  him than it is f o r  those  "cool tour-  

ists/ moving on hi red ponies under t h e  posed avalanche.." 

They do not recognize t h e  des t ruct iveness  i n s ide  them- 

se lves  and a r e  thus  unable t o  con t ro l  it. This appre- 

hension is s imi l a r  t o  t h e  f e a r  i n  P r a t t t s  "The Man and 

The Machinew t h a t  through our p r ide fu l  misunderstanding 

of our machines we w i l l  increase  our b e s t i a l i t y .  



Perhaps the  best  way of assessing the  s i m i l a r i t i e s  

i n  these two poetst use of machines is  simply t o  point 

out t h a t  they both, charac ter i s t ica l ly ,  wri te  about men 

i n  motion. Even i n  such essent ia l ly  meditative poems as 

"Six-sided Square: ~ c t o ~ a n " ~ ?  and "November Walk Near 

False Creek M ~ u t h , ' ~  Birneyts characters a r e  i n  motion. 

In  P r a t t t s  poetry motion is also frequently the  building,  

f igh t ing ,  surviving actions of man. 

Radios appear frequently i n  P r a t t t s  poetry and occa- 

s iona l ly  i n  Birneyts. P r a t t t s  fascinat ion began when a s  

a youth he followed Marconits experiments a t  transmitt ing 

messages from Newfoundland. The valuableness of t h i s  ma- 

chine made a strong impression on him f o r  he spends perhaps 

a quarter  of h i s  "Forewordn t o  Behind -- - - t he  Log describing 

and explaining how he had a sense of the  radio almost being 

magical. 28 Actually, it is not t h e  machine i t s e l f  he 

f inds  so wonderful but the  a b i l i t y  of men t o  s t ruc tu re  

guesses from the  l imited information it gives them, t o  

navigate with it through dangers. The radio is but a ve- 

h i c l e  f o r  the  human voice. 

They did not wait till miracles of science 
Unstopped t h e  naked ears  f o r  supersonics, 
O r  l i f t e d  cataracts  from f i n i t e  vis ion 
To make night and i ts  darkness v i s ib le .  
How long ago was it since s a i l o r s  blew 
Their s i r ens  a t  the  c l i f f s  while nearing land, 
Traversing channels, cocked t h e i r  ears  and waited? 
Where did you hear t h a t  echo, mate?" 

"Right off  
The starboard quar ter ,  Captain. Took ten  seconds." 
"Thatts G u l l  Rock there  a mile away. Where now?'' 



"Two seconds f o r  t h e  echo from por t  bow." 
"Thatts orpoise Head I reckon--Hard a-port!?? 

But though t h e  radio  burs t  and vacuum tubes 
And e l ec t ron ic  beams were miracles 
Of yesterday,  dismissing cloud and r a i n  
And darkness a s  i l l u s i o n s  of  t h e  sense,  
Yet always the re  t o  watch t h e  colours,  note 
The V-break i n  t h e  beamfs s t r a i g h t  l i n e ,  t o  hear 
The echoes, f e e l  t h e  pain ,  a r e  eyes, e a r s ,  nerves: 
Always remains t h e  guess wi thin  t h e  judgment 
To jump t h e  f i n e  per fec t ion  of  t h e  qhysics 
And smell  mor ta l i ty  behind t h e  log.  9 

In P r a t t t s  poetry radios  a r e  t y p i c a l l y  found i n  times of 

s t r e s s  when a hot e l e c t r i c  knowledge is passed over o r  

i n t o  a stormy sea  o r  across  a ragged continent .  A s  a meta- 

phor f o r  human speech communication, which, i n  P r a t t ,  is 

inev i t ab ly  l imi ted  and incomplete , t h e  rad io  messages a r e  

c ryp t i c  and sometimes not  read. Yet they  remain, f o r  a l l  

t h e i r  tenuousness, t h e  s o l e  chance f o r  he lp  and ~u~i~iiiiii~ica- 

t i o n  between t h e  sh ips  (of s t a t e ? )  crossing t h e  worldts  

oceans. I n  a t  l e a s t  one poem, a rad io  message becomes 

t h e  symbol f o r  something more than simple human communi- 

ca t ion ;  it takes  on connotations o f  t h e  ttWord,v an o r ig ina l  

c r ea t ive  power. I n  "The Radio i n  t h e  Ivory Tower," h i s  

n a r r a t i v e  is symbolically provocative a s  wel l  a s  character-  

i s t i c a l l y  s traightforward.  

This is t h e  c l o i s t e r  of t h e  world, 
Reduced t o  a c e l l  i n  t h e  f o r t r e s s  of peace 
I n  t h e  midst of anonymous, i n f i n i t e  darkness. 

A s l i g h t  t u r n  of a d i a l ,  
And night  and space and t h e  s i l ence  
Thronged and tongued wi th  l i f e -  
A s  t h e  hos t s  might swarm through a l e n s  
From a blood drop 
O r  a spot  of dust  i n  t h e  heavens. 30 



In  Birneyts " ~ r a n s i s t o r " ~ ~  the  radio a lso seems 

almost magical; here, it is  a metaphor f o r  cu l tu ra l  t rans-  

fer and has Orphic overtones. The v i s i t i n g  professor is 

caught up en t i r e ly  i n  the  performance of an old woman sing- 

ing. Her t o t a l  being and a l l  i ts  past  is  sending out t rans-  

missions t o  him. She grasps her broom handle l i k e  a micro- 

phone not simply because she is  broadcasting her voice but 

because her  gesture is being amplified t o  the  narrator  by 

h i s  intense i n t e r e s t  i n  drawing from her the  f u l l e s t  poss- 

i b l e  communication, 

t h e  old woman was be l t ing  songs out 
a s  i f  she had t o  send them a l l  t he  way 
back t o  t h e  sea and the  canebrakes 

they came now whorling 
a s  i f  her voice were immortal and separate 
within her and she only t h e  toughened reed 
~~fbrzfyed b; t h e  gfzving b..... d3zl 
by the slaved and the  half- f ree  

A t  t he  same time the  nar ra tor  is l i s t e n i n g  t o  the  woman 

. singing a young couple a r e  just  a s  i n t e n t l y  concentrating 

on t h e  eminations of a t r a n s i s t o r  radio.  

Two faces black and anxious 

l ean t  together under t h e  t r a n s i s t o r  
They'd found a n a i l  i n  a p i l l a r  t o  hang it by 
The morning d isc  spin from Puerto Rico 
was sending a Hollywood cowboy 
from l a s t  year's Parade 
The machine swung h i s  voice from shriek 
t o  s i lence  and back 

I suppose theytd been l i s t en ing  t o  him 
a s  exclusively a s  I t o  her 
and out of jus t  a s  much need 
t o  exchange our pasts  



Birney seems t o  be making t h e  point t h a t  we hear 

what we a re  interested i n  hearing but ,  a l s o ,  t h a t  t h e  

world is f u l l  of u t r ans i s to rn  voices, of expressions which 

need t o  take a d i r e c t  object i n  order t o  complete t h e i r  

sense. Everything is sending out information about i t s e l f  

but t h i s  is meaningless unless somewhere the re  i s  a w i l l  

s e t  t o  receive. Radios, music, poetry o f f e r  an e l l i p t i c a l  

and necessari ly abbreviated message which is,  however, 

capable of passing through distance o r  time t o  l i n k  iso-  

l a t ed  places and people, t o  make of them t r a n s i t i v e  verbs 

a s  well a s  objects .  However, i n  typ ica l  Birney fashion, 

the re  is also the  i ron ica l  and half-amused warning t h a t  

those who "tune i n  and tu rn  onn t o  the  d is tor ted  messages 

passing through great distances may well  be missing out 

on some equally va l id  transmissions from close a t  hand; 

t h a t  t h e  f u l l e s t  informations is avai lable  when more than 

just  one sense is tuned t o  receive. 

It would be possible t o  explore fu r the r  areas of con- 

gruency between P r a t t f s  poety and Birneyfs--their war 

poetry; the  s imi la r  d i a l e c t i c s  operating i n  each between 

love and the  beast i n  mants breast  and h i s  his tory;  t h e i r  

visions of macrocosms i n  microcosms and vice versa,  of 

man a s  a hieroglyph o r  t h e  world a s  an atom-- but we have 

here taken note of some things which seem representative 

o r  indicat ive of a spec i f ic  response i n  Birneyfs work t o  



P r a t t t s .  It has not been intended t o  p ro jec t  Birney a s  

a P r a t t i a n  d i s c i p l e  but t o  revea l  some a reas  i n  which 

Canadian poetry has functioned a s  a forum. - I f  t h e r e  is 

a t r a d i t i o n  i n  Canadian poetry it may be found i n  t h i s  

kind of forum, it may a l so  be found i n  such character-  

i s t i c  demands upon poet and reader  a s  Birney made, below, 

Lie  where t h e  breakers a r e  crashing l i k e  g l a s s  
on t h e  varnished sand 

wr i t ing  t h e i r  garrulous a rab ic  

Dive from t h e  shining f l u t e d  land 
through t h e  wate r t s  mesh 

t o  t h e  crab's dark flower and t h e  s t a r f i s h  

T r a i l  t h e  laggard f i n s  of your f l e s h  
i n  t h e  worldts l o s t  home 

and wash your mind of its landness 32 



NOTES 

l ~ h e  - S t r a i t  - of Anian, (Toronto, Ryerson, 1948) . 

3 " ~ .  J. P r a t t  and H i s  C r i t i c s  , I f  r e  r i n t e d  i n  Canadian P ed. Carl I?. Klinck and R.E. a t t e r s ,  revlsed 
Toronto, Gage, 1966) ,  pp. 529-534. The "aimstf 

Birney picks out  a r e  t h e  following: 

When P r a t t  wr i t e s  a poem . , he throws a par ty ,  
he is out  t o  give pleasure ,  help  us i n  f a c t  t o  a 
good, rowdy, hell-kicking re lease .  He be l ieves ,  
moreover, t h a t  poetry i s  a b a l l  f o r  a l o t  of  people 
o r  a t  l e a s t  about a l o t  of people. (p .  529) 

He had always wanted t o  be, i n  Wordsworthts phrase,  
"a man speaking t o  men," t o  communicate widely, 
emphatically,  i n  language f r e e  of poe t ic  d i c t i o n ,  
new o r  o ld ,  i n  images unclouded by p r iva t e  symbol, 
and i n  a s t y l e  i n  control  of i t s e l f ,  r a t h e r  than 
under t h e  control  of baroque w i t .  Prosody, P r a t t  
wrote,  should be Ttput i n  s e rv i ce  t o  t h e  organic 
stmcture and order of language." ( p .  529) 

A f u r t h e r  aim . . . has been i n  h i s  own words "to 
g ive  bodyn t o  poetry through This is 
why he soaked himself i n  t h e  thir ty-odd volumes 
of t h e  J e s u i t  Relat ions before attempting Brebeuf, 
and why=& "behind t h e  logn  of a  naval b a t t l e  
t o  make an a c t u a l  voyage i n  one of t he  sh ips  t h a t  
had fought. These a r e  not  t h e  ac t ions  of a  mere 
vers i fy ing  encyclopedist,  a Canadian Erasmus Darwin 
s u b s t i t u t i n g  f a c t s  f o r  f ee l ings ,  but of a  man whose 
capacity f o r  f ee l ing  is so  grea t  he i s  l i k e  a  smel- 
t e r  furnace demanding s tacks  of raw l i f e  f o r  f u e l  - 
(P. 530). 

A s  t o  P r a t t t s  philosophy and moral i ty ,  de sp i t e  a l l  
t h a t  recent  c r i t i c s  have s a i d ,  I cannot s ee  t h a t  it 
is consciously anything o ther  than  those "democratic 
v is ionst f  he spoke o f ,  and h i s  i n s i s t ence  on t h e  
necess i ty  and value of s t r u g  l e  t o  r e a l i z e  and ex- 
tend these  v i s ions .  (p .  530 7 



The Marathons past  
during themes, and 

and present a r e  t o  him t h e  en- 
nature on t h i s  e a r t h  is a scene 

fo r  tKe working-out of t h e  human p r inc ip le ,  whether 
f o r  the  manlike i n  beast o r  t h e  godlike i n  man. 
Man is  t h e  unique creature ,  t h e  r e b e l ,  t h e  th ing  of 
i l l i m i t a b l e  capacity f o r  creat ion o r  des t ruc t ion ,  
t h e  one unpredictable being i n  a mechanistic cosmos, 
the  t ruant  of the  universe. (p .  530). 

l a t e  March, 1970, t o  a group of A 1  Purdyts s tu -  
dents who were interviewing Birney i n  Vancouver. 

losee llAnglosaxon S t r e e t ,  "War Winter , "Mappemounde , " 
etc .  I hear - -  A s  For Me and M y  - House i n  I1Winter Saturday. 

''~or examples of how t h i s  lrfusionw takes  place,  look 
a t  "Atlantic Door," "Pacific Doorn--lines l i k e  Itover 
gargantuan whalehalls/ In  t h i s  lymphts abyss . . . I r  See 
also "November Walk Near False Creek Mouth." 

'*perhaps t h e  reference t o  J e l l i c o e  i n  t h e  same poem 
derives from P r a t t t s  mention of him i n  Behind t h e  Lyg-but 
as "Atlantic Doort1 was wr i t ten  i n  1945 l s o r n e y  c alms 
i n  Selected Poems) t h i s  is not probable. I have not seen 
t h e  poem p u b m d  before 1948, however, and t h e  l i n e  i n  
which Je l l i coe  is mentioned has been rewr i t t en  between 
The S t r a i t  of Anian version and t h a t  of Selected Poems so 
r i s  just  w s a  tha t  Je l l i coe  was an addi t ion  t o  
"Atlantic Doorn made a f t e r  P r a t t t s  Behind - t h e  Log w a s  

1311~ewfoundland, 11 Newfoundland Verse, (Toronto, 
Ryerson, 1923 ) , and "The Ebb ~egins- Dream," Selected 
Poems 1940-1966, (Toronto, McClelland and Stewart ,  L w b ) ,  
-8. 

lknconference of Heads," Selected Poems, p. 86. 

l 5 ~ ~ h e  Ti tanic ,"  The Collected Poems of  E.J .  P r a t t ,  
second edi t ion ,  ed. N a r o p  Prye , \ w n z , x c M i I l a n ,  
1962), p. 214. 
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1611~owards The Last Spike ,I1 - The Collected Poems, p. 363. 

17rl~ime Bomb,11 Selected - Poems, p. 150. 

%elected Poems, - p. 140. 

221bid., pp. 135-136. 

23n~owards The Last Spike ," Collected - Poems, p.  360. 

2 k ~ n  Absentia, Newfoundland Verse, p . 3 4.. 

25collected Poems, - p. 39. 

2 6 ~ h e  - S t r a i t  -- of Anian, pp. 74-76. 

2 7 ~ e l e c t e d  Poems, p. 43. 

2b11~oreword ,I1 Behind t h e  - &, (Toronto, Macmillan , 1945) . 
29t1~ehind the  Log ,I1 Collected Poems, pp. 312-313. 

3Ocollected Poems, p. 86. 

3 l ~ e l e c t e d  - Poems, p.  53. 

3211~u l f  of Georgia ,I1 Selected - Poems, p.  132. 



CHAPTER V I  

IRVING LAYTON: THE SWIMMERtS NEIGHBOURHOOD 

One of Laytonts e a r l i e s t  poems and t h e  f i r s t  i n  h i s  
7 
L 

A Red Carpet f o r  t h e  Sun, "The Swimmer ," i n v i t e s  compari- -- --- 
son wi th  Kleints  "Lone ~ e t h e r . ~ ? ~  They both involve t h e  

na r r a to r ,  t h e  swimmer o r  ba ther ,  i n  a  process of reverse  

evolution which takes  on a complex emotional s ign i f icance .  

While these  poems a r e  p a r t l y  escap is t  f a n t a s i e s  they a r e  

equally attempts t o  explore r e a l i t y ;  both poems suppose 

t h a t  something more r e a l  e x i s t s  than is allowed i n  t h e  

general  course of a public  afternoon and each na r r a to r  

is,  i n  h i s  own way, s e t t i n g  out t o  confront t h a t  o ther  

r e a l i t y .  What t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  r e a l i t y  is d i f f e r s  from 

poem t o  poem although each swimmer is involved i n  a  pro- 

cess of  s e l f  expression o r  c r ea t ive  s e l f - r ea l i za t i on .  

Kle in t s  p r iva t e  s e l f  is highly sensual ;  t h e  pool i n  

which he bathes is a  place of d e l i g h t f u l ,  almost chi ld-  

Pike fantasy.  Not watched, he cavorts  i n  t h e  water ,  play- 

ing  with h i s  t roop of echoes and f r o l l i c k i n g  i n  t h i s  

"great b ig  bed." It i s  simple sensua l i ty :  "He f e e l s  
. . 

good." But he is qu i t e  accepting of t h e  af ternoonts  

eventual demands upon him and wi l l i ng  t o  deny h i s  p r iva t e  

worldts  r i g h t  t o  remain primary when t h e  time comes t o  

rub '%he b i r d ,  t h e  p l a n t ,  t h e  dolphin back again/ person- 

ab le  plain."  



Kleints  t r i p  back through physical  h i s to ry ,  h i s  r e -  

t u r n  t o  t h e  womb and r e -b i r t h ,  seems almost j u s t  a game; 

he " swims  fancy and gay." The d ive r  who: 

l e t s  go 

l e t s  go h i s  manshape t o  become a b i rd .  
Is a b i r d ,  and topsy-turvey 
t h e  pool f l o a t s  overhead, and t h e  white t i l e s  snow 
t h e i r  crazy hexagons, Is dolphin. Then 
is p lan t  wi th  l i l i e s  burs t ing  from h i s  hee l s .  

is  thoroughly en joying t h e  process of becoming "Himself, 

suddenly mysterious and marine.t1 He notes with i n t e r e s t  

h i s  changing shapes, remarking t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of himself 

as b i r d ,  o r  dolphin, o r  "plant with l i l i e s  burs t ing  from 

h i s  heels.It In  l e t t i n g  go h i s  manshape he has a l so  l e t  

go the  outs ide  world. While he has t h e  pool t s  i n t e r i o r  

spaces t o  himself he enjoys h i s  play t h e r e ,  however, even 

though h i s  lovely  watery i d e n t i t i e s  a r e  harshly contrasted 

with t h e  "personable p la inn  of  YJp, he is chipped enamel, 

grained wi th  hair,'! t he  reader  f e e l s  t h a t  K le in f s  narra-  

t o r  sees  t h e  bather  and t h e  man on t h e  s t r e e t  as equally 

va l id  aspects  of himself ,  poss ibly  even balancing r e a l i t i e s .  

Laytonts swimmer is not so accepting of h i s  r o l e s  

nor so  gen t le  a bather ,  nor is he content wi th  being ltper- 

sonable p la in ."  H i s  imagery i n  !'The Swimrner,lt though 

somewhat reminiscent of Kle in t s ,  is  v io l en t  and sexual .  

The afternoon foreclos ing,  see  
The swimmer plunges from h i s  r a f t ,  
Opening t h e  spray coro l las  by h i s  a c t  of war- 
The snake heads s t r i k e  
Quickly and a r e  s i l e n t .  



Fherging see  how f o r  a moment 
A brown weed with marvellous bulbs ,  
He l i e s  imminent upon t h e  water 
While l i g h t  and sound come with a sharp passion 
From t h e  gonad sea  around t h e  Poles 
And break i n  b r igh t  cockle-shells  about h i s  ea rs .  

The swimmer leaves h i s  r a f t ,  prompted by t h e  !!fore- 

c los ing afternoon and t h e  s e t t i n g  sun,  t o  s w i m  t o  shore. 

This  would be a simple ac t ion  i f  t h e  nar ra to r ' s  passage 

through t h e  water ,  t h e  various r e l a t i onsh ips  between t h e  

elements (sun and water i n  p a r t i c u l a r ) ,  and h i s  images 

of t h e  "skul l - l ike  beach1! d id  not  seem so d i s tu rb ing  t o  

him. H i s  passage is pass ionate ,  he becomes a kind of vio- 

l e n t  l ove r  t o  t h e  water. The swimmer is f i r s t  r e p t i l i a n  

(snake) ,  then  becomes vegetable (ltbrown weed with marvel- 

ous bulbs1?) l y ing  ltimminent upon t h e  water." Moving 

He d ives ,  f l o a t s ,  goes under l i k e  a t h i e f  
Where h i s  blood s ings  t o  t h e  t i g e r  shadows 
I n  t h e  s cen t l e s s  greenery t h a t  l eads  him home, 
A male salmon down f r e t t e d  stairways 
Through underwater slums . . . 

But he i s  caught up shor t  before he can complete t h e  pro- 

cess of r e t r e a t  through h i s  physical  o r  evolutionary h i s to ry  

t o  an ancient  neighbourhood: 

Stunned by the  memory of l o s t  g i l l s  
He frames ges tures  of self-absorption 
Upon t h e  sku l l - l ike  beach; 
Observes with i n s t i ga t ed  eyes 
The sun t h a t  empties i t s e l f  upon t h e  water ,  
And the  l a s t  wave romping i n  
To throw i ts  boyhood on t h e  marble sand. 

The swimmer resen ts  being thrown up upon t h e  sand, of having 



t o  frame "gestures of s e l f  -absorptionv; he is in tense ly  

f r u s t r a t e d  and seems t o  be suggesting t h a t  o ther  forms 

and t h e  environment of those  rrunderwater slumsw were more 

s a t i s f y i n g  t o  him. H i s  blood sang t o  "the t i g e r  shadowsn 

of t h e  sea  but h i s  " ins t igated eyestr can only watch t h e  

sun empty i t s e l f  and i ts red l i g h t  upon t h e  water a s  he 

r e s t s  upon t h e  "skul l - l ike  beachn--the "marble sandrr which 

seems almost a mortuary t a b l e ,  upon which he is  himself 

drained,  a t  l e a s t  emotionally, of v i t a l  f l u i d s .  Laytonts 

swimmer, unl ike  Kleints ,  does not welcome h i s  r o l e  as 

evolved and c i v i l i z i n g  t r a n s l a t i o n  and t r a n s l a t o r  of l i f e ;  

he suggests ,  moreover, t h a t  h i s  r o l e  is s a c r i f i c i a l  and 

has been t h r u s t  upon him, t h a t  only innocence and naivete  

allowed "the l a s t  wave romping in /  To throw i ts  boyhood 

on t h e  marble sand. Man, t h e  "last wavev of "the gonad 

sea , "  is  trapped and cannot s t e a l  back through "the scent-  

l e s s  greenery t h a t  l eads  him home.tr 

W a t t  and Layton a r e  so  d i s t i n c t  from one another 

both i n  method and i n  motive t h a t  it is a l i t t l e  surpr i s ing  

t o  f i nd  any connection between them. Layton's poe t ic  land- 

scape is f requent ly  t h e  human body and h i s  metaphors a r e  

o f t en  sexual ( P r a t t  seems about a s  determinedly asexual as 

Layton is sexual)  but  i n  some of Laytonts poems we do f ind  

water becoming an important and primal environment o r  sym- 

bol .  A s p e c i f i c  connection between the  two may be "The 



Cold Green Element,lt3 a poem which could have been in -  

sp i red  by an image i n  P r a t t t s  "The Drowning." 4 

The most memorable t h ing  about P r a t t f s  r a t h e r  s t i l t e d  

l y r i c  is t h e  c o n f l i c t  between conscious and subconscious 

i n  t h e  l a s t  s tanza .  

A cot tage  inland 
Through a year  of days 

Has la tched  its doors on t h e  s e a ;  
But a t  night  
I r e t u r n  i n  my s l e e p  

To t h e  cold, green l u r e  of t h e  waters.  

The magnetism of t h e  f i n a l  image is increased by t h e  e f f e c t  

it has of re leas ing  t h e  n a r r a t o r  from t h e  tens ion of h i s  

t i g h t  d a i l y  consciousness, h i s  inland cot tage  with l a tched  

doors ( i n  con t ras t  t o  t h e  seabord cottages of llNewfound- 

landtt  whose doors were l e f t  a j a r  i n  s torms) .  The f i n a l  

image i n  Laytonts poem a l so  has a r e l ea s ing  e f f e c t  though 

h i s  apparatus f o r  c rea t ing  it is very d i f f e r e n t  from 

P r a t t t s ,  a s  is  h i s  v i s ion  of  what cons t i t u t e s  t h e  poet/ 

n a r r a t o r t s  t ightened d a i l y  consciousness. 

A black dog howls down my blood, 
a black dog wi th  yellow eyes; 
he too by someonets inadvertence 

saw t h e  bloodsmear 
on t h e  broad cata lpa  leaves .  

. , 
But t h e  f u r i e s  c l e a r  a path f o r  me t o  t h e  worm 
who sang f o r  an hour i n  t h e  t h r o a t  of a robin ,  
and misled by t h e  c r i e s  of  young boys 

I am again 
a brea th less  swimmer i n  t h a t  cold green element. 

Laytonts use of  t h i s  f i n a l  image is s t r i k i n g .  The 

drowned poet ,  both t h e  one hung from t h e  c i t y  ga tes  and 



have been brea th less  swimmers i n  t h a t  cold green element. 

The na r r a to r ,  who was moved by t h e  f u r i e s  out  of h i s  e l e -  

ment, and l i k e  t h e  worm " in  t h e  t h r o a t  of a  robin,"  given 

t h r o a t  and voice "for  an hourn--provided with an a r t i f i -  

c i a l  a b i l i t y  t o  s ing  during h i s  b r i e f  passage towards 

death--is r e a l l y  achieving a  r e l ea se  of s o r t s  i n  being 

allowed t o  drown again i n t o  anonymity. P r a t t t s  poet po in t s  

a s t rong  contras t  between d a i l y  existence and p r i v a t e ,  

dream existence.  A t  night  t h e  sea  en t e r s  t h e  cot tage  

through h i s  dreams and it is then t h a t  he can r e tu rn  t o  

i ts  cold green l u r e ;  during t h e  day t h e  wheels of time 

have softened t h e  sharp edge of h i s  g r i e f ,  h i s  sense of 

l o s s  i n  bereavement ( t h e  face  he remembers may even be h i s  

\ . , v :t"* 
uwlr I . hy%ui i : s  put311 ~ e e l ~ i ~  iu 'be assuc;iaied wlur lrle 

Swimmern--here, f i n a l l y ,  i n  h i s  r o l e  as poet t h e  man can 

l e t  go e n t i r e l y  and be brea th less ,  be without physical  

l im i t a t i on .  He cannot i n  h i s  imaginary world be caught 

sho r t  by h i s  l o s s  of g i l l s .  Both poets  seem t o  be saying 

t h a t  they can only cope with t h e i r  g rea t  sense of  death 's  

bereavement through t h e i r  dreams; t h a t  death c loses  i n  on 

them i n  t h e  daytime but i n  t h e i r  subconscious they can' 

f ace  the  r e a l i t y  of dying, can swim/move/act within t h e  

'lcold green elementw t h a t  is  both death and t h e  genera- 

t i v e  s ea  of t he  mind coping wi th  death and l i f e .  

"Thoughts i n  t h e  waterlt5 seems t o  be a  poem about a  



paradox apparent i n  much of Laytonts water imagery--he 

begins by th inking "not of drowning. But of t h e  female 

elementu however t h a t  female element is quickly reduced 

t o  "green ointmentn and then f u r t h e r  reduced t o  " th i s  

f e a t u r e l e s s  waste." 

Not of drowning. But of t h e  female element 
t h a t  swaddles my limbs thrashing.  

I r o l l ,  a ca re less  animal, 
i n  t h e  green ointment; 

face  down, my forehead bringing 
in t e l l i gence  i n t o  t h i s  f e a t u r e l e s s  waste. 

Sex,. death ,  and f e r t i l i t y  a l l  seem t o  be bound to -  

gether  i n  Laytonts water imagery; desp i t e  h i s  avowal t h a t  

he is not  th inking of death a t  t h e  beginning of t h e  poem, 

Eaytonts n a r r a t o r  f i nds  himself drawn through a thought 

progression t h a t  inev i tab ly  br ings  him t o  h i s  f e a r  of 

drowning and t h e  contras t ing v i s ion  of h i s  ch i ld  and t h e  

c h i l d t s  hens, "laying l i k e  mad," t h e  fecundity of t h e  

f u t u r e  generat ions contras t ing with h i s  already p a r t l y  

spent l i f e .  

I f a l l  from her  c lasp ,  shuddering, 
a sense less  i n t e r lope r ,  a f r a i d ;  

s e e  I s h a l l  r i s e  on t h e  water 
drowned, and dismally r i s e ;  

remember t h e  face of my ch i ld ,  Adrian on t h e  h i l l  
and a l l  h i s  hens t h a t  were l ay ing  l i k e  mad. 

"Boys ~ a t h i n ~ " ~  is a poem i n  which Layton uses imagery 

of  evolution t o  work out  a personal view o r  s e t  of symbols. 

The sun is t h e  g rea t  source of power but sun, blood, and 

water imagery a r e  brought together  i n  h i s  descr ip t ion .  

Each boy, "as t h e  philosophers/ would remind usw is "a 

compendium of h is tory ."  They a r e :  



Not l i k e  t h e  dead bass 
I saw a f l o a t ,  
i ts  h i s to ry  
what my eye made f o r  it. 

The c h i l d ,  a s  Layton explains innOne View of a Dead ~ i s h , " ~  

owns "some proof/ of b i r t h ,  and sagacious forbears ,"  ltsome- 

one t o  mourn, a name." But he a l s o  holds i n  himself a 

physical  history--he drcords h i s  evolutionary pas t  i n  t h e  

compendium of h i s  body. Unselfconsciousness allows an i -  

mal behavior r e f l e c t i n g  t h i s :  

One bounces l i k e  a porpoise, 
t h e  t a l l e s t  ones 
race  f o r  t h e  boat ;  
squeals ,  unselfconsciousness. 

But even i n  t h e  youngest boy i n t e l l e c t  dominates. H i s  

p lay  is stopped by a kind of amused cu r io s i t y ,  h i s  person- 

a l  v i s ion  of inanimate ob jec t s  appearing animated. 

But t h e  youngest s tops ,  
smiles a t  himself vaguely; a t ,  
below t h e  sur face ,  t h e  boulders 
breathing l i k e  f i s h .  

In  t h e  l a s t  s tanza  t h e  imagery of blood, water and 

sun is  brought i n t o  a v ivid  f i n a l e .  The boys become 

aquat ic  At lases ,  only now they support a dying sun (a d i -  

minishing source of s t r eng th  and growth i n  t h e  s o l a r  

system and on ea r th )  ins tead  of t h e  globe. The water i s  

covered with t h e  sun t s  shed blood, t h e  power and responsi-  

b i l i t y  f o r  h i s to ry  s h i f t s  i n t o  a new generat ion.  History,  

of which the  boys a r e  a compendium, i s  seen not as a con- 

s t a n t  continuum of i ndes t ruc t ib l e  energy of l i f e  but as a 



l i f e  of i t s e l f  which is l i k e  a l l  o the r  l i fe-span 's ,  

l imi ted .  

The sun is bleeding t o  death ,  
covering t h e  l ake  
with i ts luxur ian t  blood: 
t h e  sun is  dying on t h e i r  shoulders,  

The waters o f ten  become associa ted with both death 

and l i f e ,  become a sexual symbol of f e r t i l i t y  and genera- 

t i o n .  I n  "The t h e  sea  is not  exac t ly  %he female 

element1' but  is r a t h e r  associa ted with " tha t  cold green 

element ,$? a kind of cool,  i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  c rea t ive  power. 

The "green and f e r t i l e  sean  which t h e  n a r r a t o r  claims as 

personal ly  h i s ,  is associated i n  ac t ion  wi th  "a wind out  

of  t h e  cen tur iesm defeat ing t h e  fo rces  of  death and impo- 

t ence  ( t h e  sp ide r s  widowed because they  a te  t h e i r  mates);  

it is a l s o  associa ted wi th  "Diogenest g r ea t  sun" which 

causes t h e  l ove r s  t o  r i s e  and s o  ensures t h a t  a l l  nature  

is b l e s t .  

"Step back, sucking sp ide r s ,  
Dire conquerors, 
And l e t  Diogenest g r ea t  sun 
Shine on my form of man. 
Your l ove r s  s h a l l  r i s e  with me. 
See through the  bunching a i r  
Their  limbs begin t o  stir 
And a f r o t h  f a l l s  from t h e  youngest. 
Go, hang your sad cloaks from a t r e e  
For now is a l l  na ture  b l e s t .  " 
Like s t r i c k e n  shadows 
The tw i l i gh t  fo lds  together  
They f e l l ,  t h e i r  faces pa le ,  
In to  one another.  
Then I roared and a wind 
Out of t h e  cen tur ies  
Hurled them sadly  shr inking 
Against a  b las ted  t r e e  
To mark-0 grey diminutive rag-- 
My green and f e r t i l e  sea .  



This green and f e r t i l e  sea can a l so  provide a pagan 

kind of baptism. The "waters where ends a l l  s in r r  of 

"Lawentian ~ h a ~ s o d ~ " ~  a re  both those i n  which the  lovers  

s w i m  f r e e l y  and a lso ,  perhaps, t h e  f i n a l  waters of death. 

And wet11 make such noise t h e  f i s h  s h a l l  come 
To lead us out i n  a moonlight swim. 

On the rock the  p r i e s t t s  g i r l  w i l l  preside 
While Beauty and Age swim s ide  by s ide .  

Bless the  mistress ,  b less  her young p r i e s t ,  
Bless my grey ha i r s  and your lovely breast .  

Bless t h e  v i l l age ,  0 bless  t h i s  cabin, 
And b less  the  waters where ends a l l  s i n .  Amen. 

The lovers  a r e  engaging i n  a kind of sacrament f o r  which 

t h e  waters become a symbol. 
10 I n  "My Flesh C o m f ~ r t l e s s , ~ ~  t h e  l a s t  poem i n  A Red -- 

Car e t  f o r  t h e  Sun, Laytonts nar ra tor  asks: P_--- 

In community of s o i l  and sun 
Let me not t a s t e  t h i s  desolation 

But hear roa r  and pour of waters unseen 
In mountains t h a t  p a r a l l e l  my road-- 
Sun vault ing gold against t h e i r  br ightes t  green! 

It is in te res t ing  t h a t  Layton should choose t h e  vibrant con- 

junction of sun and water as h i s  closing image. He wants 

"Lovetr t o  rrenclose me i n  your cold bead/ 0 l i f t  me l i k e  a 

vine-leaf on t h e  vine;" he asks t o  be made l i k e  a water 

drop himself o r  but a green anonymous vine-leaf--he wants 

t o  be freed of h i s  "flesh comfortlessn and be but one ele-  

ment of many i n  a l i v e l y  nature. He seeks frcornmunity of 

s o i l  and sunn and only asks t h a t  he might hear t h e  Ifroar 

and pour of waters unseen.rr The vision expresses the  



same sense of man being i n  a very r e a l  and physical way 

a pa r t  of nature t h a t  we have encountered elsewhere. It 

is perhaps a poetic extension of t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  t r u t h s  

which underl ie it but avoids becoming sentimental by re -  

t a in ing  the  sense of conflict--that man must rel inquish 

h i s  separate i d e n t i t y  i n  order t o  take comfort i n  t h e  ano- 

nymity of nature.  That he i s  generally unable and unwil- 

l i n g  t o  give up h i s  separate and c r i t i c a l  a b i l i t i e s  ac- 

counts f o r  the  f ac t  t h a t  most of the  vis ions of the  drowned 

poet,  whether he be drowned i n  t h e  ocean, t h e  t h i n  a i r ,  

o r  a bead of water, take the  form of wishful thinking. It 

is  generally a dream s t a t e ,  t h i s  drowning, and, i n  some 

places ( l i k e  P r a t t )  t h i s  is de f in i t e ly  acknowledged. In 

t h e  re lease from separate i d e n t i t y  the p o e t  ffnds'in his 

dreams he can ac tua l ly  merge with animal, vegetable, 

cyc l ica l  nature--he can dive down deep in to  t h e  sea and 

.be again a swimmer i n  t h a t  cold green element. 

In  h i s  "Forewordn t o  A Red Carpet f o r  t h e  Sun Layton -- --- 
explains i n  other  terms what it i s  he seeks as an environ- 

ment : 

I am not a t  ease i n  the  world (what poet ever i s ? ) ;  
but ne i ther  am I f u l l y  a t  ease i n  the  world of 
t h e  imagination. I require some t h i r d  realm a s  
yet  undiscovered, i n  which t o  l i v e .  My dis-ease 
has spurred me on t o  bridge the  two with stilts 
of poetry, o r  t o  create  inside me an i ron ic  bal- 
ance of tensions.  



E l i  Mandel launches from t h i s  statement t o  examine 

Layton's use of i rony i n  h i s  stud$' but it is poss ib le  

t o  s ee  t h e  above quotation a s  simply an expression of  

t h e  kind of tens ion P r a t t ' s  n a r r a t o r  reduced t o  simple 

terms i n  "The Drowningn--the c o n f l i c t  between t h e  con- 

sc ious  and t h e  unconscious ( o r  subconscious) minds, a l s o  

t h e  c o n f l i c t  between t h e  w i l l  and t h e  r e a l i t y  of t h e  

imagination. 
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CHAPTER V I I  

MARGARET AVISON: CREATIVITY FROM A FLUX OF SPIRIT 

Margaret Avison i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a poet of l i f e  as a 

sensory and s p i r i t u a l  experience, of  a de t a i l ed  and ' l i v ing  

universe a s  a f l u x  of s p i r i t .  She descr ibes ,  how %his /  

chaos s ing l ing  o f f /  i n  a new Genesist1 is gathered toge ther  

i n t o  an llall-swallowing moment/ once morett--yet t h a t  

"momentn is i t s e l f  nradiumtt and gives o f f  p a r t i c l e s  con- 

t i n u a l l y ,  without exhaustion; t h e  cen te r  is  radio-act ive.  

I n  t h e  l a t e r  poems a t  l e a s t ,  t h i s  becomes a s p e c i f i c a l l y  

Chr is t ian  statement.  

I n  "Searching and Soundingtr t h e  na r r a to r  has been 

brought by t h e  tlyou,tl who is apparently Chr i s t ,  t o  "the 

place of/  baked s tone,  dryness,  famine ,/ of howling among 

t h e  tombs . t to  She has seen t h e  f a i l u r e s  of hea l th  and 

s p i r i t  i n  t h e  nroominghouselt where she is a s o c i a l  worker, 

and has been overwhelmed by t h e  f a i l u r e s  of herse l f  and 

t h e  s p i r i t  of heal ing,  t h e  power of making well .  This 

causes her  t o  deny Christ  saying t h a t  she needs "something 

human, somebody now, here ,  with me. lt In  rep ly  t h e  llyoutt 

whom she denies "have come and sounded/ a new music round 

me, newly: l t  

as though you can c l e a r  
a l l  t e a r s  from our eyes only 
i f  we sound t h e  wells  of weeping with 
another 's hea r t ,  and hear  
ano ther t s  music only. 



It would seem t h a t  comfort and e f f ec t ive  ac t ion  be- 

come dependent here upon t h e  wi l l ingness  of t h e  individual  

t o  give up h i s  separa te  nature ,  t o  en t e r  t h e  f u l l  h e l l  of 

t h e  experience of another.  And t h i s  is apparently extended 

i n  t h e  l a s t  s ec t ion  of t h e  poem when t h e  Chr is t  is  himself 

broken down and "ground by sea-slimed tee thf1  i n  h i s  Descent. 

The ocean seems t o  be t h e  place of  t h e  genesis  of l i f e  

forms which might be seen as  germinating from t h e  d i s i n t e -  

g ra t i on  of t h e  Christ--when he is "groundw t h e  verb sug- 

ges t s  t h a t  he a l s o  becomes t h e  noun, "ground,lf as i n  

Ground-of -all-Being , an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  which is  supported 

by t h e  next two l i n e s :  

t o  t h e  f a r t h e s t  reaches 
where your Descent began, on t h e  beach gravel  
ground by sea-slimed t e e t h  . . . 
those  bloodless horses - . . - 

To what s t range  f r u i t s  i n  
t h e  oceants orchards? 

But i n  t h e  next ,  and f i n a l ,  s ec t ion  of t h e  poem t h e  

ac t ion  is hard t o  follow. It seems t o  be revers ing t h e  

statement of t h e  preceding sec t ion  and i s  perhaps saying 

t h a t  t h e  Chr is t  was not ground down by t h e  ocean, was not 

at tacked by its forms, i ts  eroding waves, but w a s  "ReachingT1 

out  "with Light t h a t  is  per fec t .  lT The TTYoufT did  not need 

t o  be brought i n t o  t h e  lloceants orchardst1 of vegetable 

generat ion i n  order  t o  make " a l l  newness--/ a l l  beingf1 

ye t  reached out t o  be ground, chose t o  descend, " that  t h e  

remotest f i s h r i b  ," might "make towards t h e  fu l lnes s  you/ 



put  o f f ,  there ."  Exactly what is  meant here i s  hard t o  

say  but  it would seem t h a t  even i n  d i s in t eg ra t ion  t h e  

"you" i s  s t i l l  radium, " a l l  -swallowing moment. lt 

Perhaps t h e  ocean has become a symbolic Eden, t h e  shore a 

symbolic Hell  and t h e  na r r a to r  is saying t h a t  what she 

sees  from her  pos i t ion  is t h e  fragmentation and des t ruc-  

t i o n  of t h e  Christ  i n  l i f e  but  t h a t  those  fragments a r e  

not  destroyed but engaged i n  an a l l - i nc lus ive  generat ive 

process.  She is apparently a l s o  comparing t h e  f a i l u r e s  

of  herse l f  with t h i s  d i s in t eg ra t ion  and asking t h a t  a l l  

of he r  "fragmentsn might be gathered i n t o  t h i s  g r e a t e r  

un i ty  which seems both Christ  and t h e  vegetably genera- 

t i v e  ocean, which may a l s o  be supposed t o  include t h e  

generat ive  and love ly  ea r th .  

From t h e  first dews, t h e  
grasses  a t  t h e i r  budding, 
fragrance of mountain snow 
and sunfa t  cedars 
t o  t h e  f a r t h e s t  reaches 
where your Descent began, on t h e  beach gravel  
ground by sea-slimed t e e t h  . . . 
those  bloodless horses . . . . 
To what s t range  f r u i t s  i n  
t h e  oceancs orchards? 

Reaching 
wi th  Light t h a t  is  p e r f e c t ,  needed no 

kernels  t o  swel l  nor .juices t o  s v r u ~  nor " * 
no f u r t h e r  making--all newness-- - 
a l l  being 

t h a m e  remotest f i s h r i b ,  
t h e  h a i r i e s t  pink-thing t h e r e  
might a s  one fragment 
make towards t h e  f u l l n e s s  you 
put o f f ,  t h e r e ,  on the  
ravening shore I view, from 



my gull-blanched c l i f f s ,  
and sh ive r ,  
GATHER my fragments towards 
t h e  radium, the  
a l l  -swallowing moment 
once more. 

It would seem t h a t  Avisonfs Chr i s t i an i ty  has been 

s e n t  t o  school i n  t h e  sc ien t i f i c -evo lu t ionary  ideas  we 
7 have been considering elsewhere. I n  "Waking Up," w r i t t e n  

before  her  conversion experience, she seems t o  be con- 

s t r u c t i n g  a world dominated by animal-evolution ye t  i n -  

cluding f u r t h e r  reaches of t h e  s p i r i t - - a  Genesis f l a -  

voured wi th  Darwin. The "monkey-/grinder habitT1 which 

appears t o  be t h e  d iurna l  h i s t o r y  of l i f e  a s  a r e p e t i t i o n  

of  Wonkey colourn mornings r i s i n g  from Itthe pondn (but  

is a l s o  apparently man himself)  "grinds out  curbs, scurry-  

i n g  ,/dust ,/ day. " Man, who is made from dus t ,  makes 

more dust--monkey-coloured dus t .  And t h a t  dust  colours 

h i s  environment: 

Monkey colour,  morning smokes from 
t h e  pond. Looped and festooned 
wi th  fawn hera ld ic  rags  
t r e e s  w a i t .  Seawall of  day 
deafens t h e  turmoil  t h e  t r u e  s e a f a r e r ,  
t h e  Wanderer, f r o n t s .  

The " t rue  seafa re rw apparently is one who escapes 

t h e  confines of monkey-life and faces  t h e  turmoil--of t h e  

unknown? The sea  is contrasted with t h e  pool of d iurna l  

ex i s tence ;  t h e  %urmoiln t h e  Wanderer f r o n t s  with t h e  

%oday," "Like s o i l  no inchwomfs excremental course/ has 

rendered f r i a b l e . "  The today, unplowed by worms, not 



broken o r  y e t  turned by turmoil  t o  d u s t ,  is  Itmute quantum/ 

of  a l l  pas t  p i t t e d  agains t  sun." Man seems t o  be o f fe red  

two choices of movement, t h a t  of t h e  " t rue  s ea fa re ru  who 

wanders over t h e  vas t  oceans o r  t h a t  of t h e  ninchwormts 

excremental coursen which slowly e a t s  i t s  way through t h e  

s o i l .  i 

Like s o i l  no inchwormts excremental course 
has rendered f r i a b l e ,  
today,  mute quantum 
of a l l  pas t  p i t t e d  aga ins t  sun, 
weighs, a h e f t  of awareness, on 
t a l l ow,  brawn, a u r i c l e ,  
iris. T i l l  monkey- 
g r inde r  hab i t  turning h i s  organ 
gr inds  out  curbs, scurrying,  
d u s t ,  
day. 

Avisonts v i s ion  of evolut ion is  a l so  Christ ianized:  i n  

8 "Of Creatures t h e  N e t t t  what she s e e m s  to he saying is t h a t ,  

i n  t h e  n e t  o r  chain of physical ,  sensory h i s to ry  has been 

caught t h e  Itscattered and boundn "child Jesus.  " And what 

more, t h a t  t h e  ne t  o r  chain c rea tures  e x i s t s  f o r  t h e  - 
sake of catching God wi thin  sensory perception.  

I n  t h i s  poem she seems t o  be engaging i n  an argument 

similar t h a t  which f i n d  "Searching and 

and once again t h e  sea  is an important image. It seems t o  

be assoc ia ted  with t h e  r e g i s t e r i n g  of sensory perception,  

and wi th  t h e  un i ty  of al l -- l t forsaken brother/  And e lde r  

o the r , "  a l l  c rea tures  pas t  and present--. 

The sea  becomes a water-drop and is compared with t h e  

perceiving eye--that which brings l i f e  i n t o  being by 



r e g i s t e r i n g  its presence--and then t h e  whole globe Where- 

i n  a l l  na tures  move." Its "great membranett is  Itthe skin/  

That holds t h e i r  t roubles  in t t  and "Is by us not  broken." 

We a r e  p a r t  of "the chain of oceanv which i n  " a l l  na turesn 

c a r r i e s  "the ch i ld  Jesus;"  man is not  made i n  t h e  image of 

God and given soul  t o  separa te  him from t h e  animals but 

r a t h e r  f i n d s  t h a t  he is inev i tab ly  bound t o  a l l  c rea t ion  

and t h a t  what sou l  / ~ o d /  Chr is t  e x i s t s  f o r  him e x i s t s  i n  

O f  Creatures t h e  Net 

O f  c reatures  t h e  ne t  and chain 
Stretched l i k e  t h a t  g r ea t  membrane 
The s o f t  s o r e  ocean 
I-.. I.-- --- --.L I..---? 
r u  uy u3 LLVCI U L W ~ W ~ ;  

And l i k e  an eye o r  tongue 
Is wet and sensing;  
And by t h e  ends drawn up 
W i l l  s t r a i n  but not snap. 

And i n  a l l  na tures  we 
The pr imi t ive  he and she 
Carry t h e  ch i ld  Jesus,  
Those suf fe r ing  senses 

That i n  us s ee  and t a s t e ,  
With us i n  absence f a s t ,  
For whose sca t t e r ed  and bound 
Sake we a r e  joined. 

iii 

Of t h e  seas  t h e  wide cup 
Shrinks t o  a  water-drop, 
The c rea tures  i n  i ts round 
A s  i n  an eye contained, 



And t h a t  eye s t i l l  t h e  globe 
Wherein a l l  na tures  move, 
S t i l l  tough t h e  sk in  
That holds t h e i r  t roubles  i n .  

In a l l  t h e  green f lood 
More c lose ly  binds than blood; 
Though windowed l i k e  a ne t  
Lets  none forge t  

The forsaken brother  
And e lde r  o the r ;  
Divided is unbroken, 
Draws  with t h e  chain of ocean. 

I n  "The iconoclastsn9 Avison suggests  t h a t  t he re  i s  

a rou te  through t h e  %ore pr imi t ive  nakednessn of t h e  s ea  

i n t o  an experience of l i f e ' s  s p i r i t u a l  r e a l i t i e s .  Con- 

t r a s t i n g  with t h i s  is "a dark Scandinavian destinyt1 of 

"lurking matr iarchal  wolvesv o r  Itiron l a u r e l s n  which o f f e r s  

a c iused ,  ::secret c i r cu i t i i  reminiscent of l1tne incnworm~s 

excremental course." She suggests  t h a t  it is necessary t o  

unscro l l  t h e  "c ivic  a rch i tec ture t t  and llsculptured u t t e r -  

ances of  t h e  Schools1t i f  one is t o  f i nd  a Itwild s a lva t ion  

wrapt wi thin  t h a t  white/ bu r s t  of pure a r t ; "  she proposes 

t h a t  forms, Pla tonic  t r u t h s  i n  e f f e c t  , a r e  discovered 

when we leave  t h e  caves of our shadowy and encompassing 

domesticated s t ruc tu re s .  

a s  t h e  f i r s t  men, when t h e  b r igh t  r e l ea se  
O f  sun f i l l e d  them with  sudden se l f -d i sda in  
A t  bone-heaps, r o t t i n g  p e l t s ,  muraled adventures,  
Sought a more pr imi t ive  nakedness. 

Here t h e  s ea  becomes a place f o r  r e l ea se  from closed 

c i r c u i t s  and a l s o  a place where t h e  individual  is made 



i n s i g n i f i c a n t  and h i s  t rappings  meaningless. 

The Vikings rode t h e  t a s se l ed  s e a ;  
Over t h e i r  shoulders,  running towards t h e i r  boats ,  
They had seen t h e  lu rk ing  matr iarchal  wolves, 
Ducking t h e i r  b r igh t  foreheads from t h e  i ron  l a u r e l s  
O f  a  dark Scandinavian des t iny ,  
And chosen, r a t h e r ,  t o  be dwarfed t o  pawns 

Of t h e  broad sulking sea .  

I n  a  number of places Avison w r i t e s  about t h e  neces- 

s i t y  of %nscro l l ingn  forms ( a s  i f  they  were waves); 

these  may be i n t e l l e c t u a l  construct ions o r  they may be our 

own ind iv idua l  natures.  This concern seems t o  be bas ic  t o  

"Dispersed T i t l e s ,  though t h e  poem is so  loose ly  worked 

t h a t  it i s  adventuresome of t h e  reader  t o  draw conclusions 

about its i n t e n t .  

For Tycho Brahets sake I f i n d  myself, 
but  l o s e  myself again f o r  
s o  few a r e  salvaged 
ir, 4.L- - 7 . .  A - *  - 0  4-LA 
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ances t r a l  s ingula r .  

I n  t h i s  poem Avison seems t o  be wr i t ing  i n  p a r t ,  about 

t h e  d iscover ies  of two s ix t een th  century astronomers, 

Tycho Brahe and Johann Kepler. They assembled t a b l e s  of 

astronomical observations which proved, among o ther  th ings ,  

t h a t  uniform motion has no existence i n  nature.  And they  

replaced t h e  Copernican model of t h e  s o l a r  system ( i n  

which t h e  p lane t s  had c i r c u l a r  o r b i t s )  with one i n  which 

t h e  o r b i t s  a r e  i r r e g u l a r  e l i p se s .  By %nscro l l ingw t h e  

c l a s s i c a l  concepts they provided t h e  bas i s  f o r  mants 

a b i l i t y  t o  expand i n t o  space f o r  t h e i r  conclusions involved 

an i n i t i a l  recognit ion of t he  laws of g rav i ty  and motion. 



they proved t h a t  t he  sun was t h e  g rav i t a t iona l  center  of 

t h e  now asymetrical s o l a r  system and s ince  Avisonfs sun 

metaphors of ten become symbols f o r  t h e  son, Chris t ,  who is 

t h e  "Light of the  worldt1 t h i s  placement of it was s igni -  

f i c a n t  a l l egor i ca l ly .  This l a t t e r  aspect of t h e i r  work 

does not seem t o  be important, however, i n  ??Dispersed 

T i t l e s .  " 
The I1Dispersed Ti t les1? of t h i s  poem suggest t h a t  what 

Avison is t ry ing  t o  get  a t  is  t h e  interdependence of motion 

and form, s p i r i t  and sense, knowledge and mystery, God and 

h i s  creation.  They run: 

. . . . . . . . . . .  . . .  . . .  BUT IS  CUT OFF . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . .  EXCEPT FROM ALL ITS SELVES . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . .  . . .  THE EARTH HAS OTHER ROOTS AND SELVES. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . .  THE NAMELESS ONE DWELLS I N  HIS TENTS . . .  

. L . o . . * . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . .  AND "UPw IS  A DIRECTION . . .  
Her statements about t h e  nrootsv of f l i g h t ,  the  vehi- 

c l e s  which carry  man away from t h e  ear th  being made from 

elements mined i n  t h e  ear th ,  may r e c a l l  her statements i n  

"Of  Creatures the  Net." Avison seems a t t r ac t ed  by such 

paradoxes of fragments gathered i n t o  a something e l s e  

which can only e x i s t  by grace of " a l l  i ts  selves.1t The 

planets  f l i g h t  depends on t h e  minerals and t h e  Irhiero- 



glyphs/ of char t  and t a b l e ;  t h e  "nameless onen is found 

i n  h i s  %ents ;"  t h e  notion of d i r e c t i o n  is possibly only 

i n  r e l a t i onsh ip  t o  

A s  Brahe observed, 

ing  and influenced 

something e l s e ;  t h e  t i t l e s  a r e  dispersed.  

motion is dependent upon t h e  masses mov- 

by t h e i r  changing relationships--motion 

does not observe any separa te  order .  

The a i rp l ane  man p i l o t s  i n t o  "the s ab l e  a i r /  e a r t h t s  

s t a t i c - e l e c t r i c  fu rn  becomes "This l i t t l e  f i e r c e  fabriqueH 

which: 

s e a l s  t h e  def ian t  break 
wi th  cycles ,  f o r  o ld  Tycho Brahets sake. 

The l t l i t t l e  f i e r c e  fabriquen may a l s o  be t he  ea r th  i t s e l f  

i n  which t h e  a i r p l a n e t s  f l i g h t  has roo t s .  

Through t h e  bleak hieroglyphs 
of char t  and t a b l e  
thumb-tacked f o r  winnowed navigators  
--L- - . L - - - 7 - -  A 7 -  - 
wilu abl-u~t: but: sable a i r ,  
e a r t h t s  s t a t i c - e l e c t r i c  f u r ,  
who r i d e  it bucked o r  l e v e l ,  
master it with minerals gouged and fabr ica ted  
out  of  it,  i n s i s t  
on being p a r t  of it,  gouged ou t ,  
denatured na ture ,  subject  
t o  laws se l f -cormgated,  
created ou t  of i t ,  
through these  hieroglyphs and char t  
mark with t h e  hearing of t h e  eye 
t h e  b e l l  rung hours of Tycho Brahe. 

She expresses t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  of  knowing t h e  o ther  

roo t s  and se lves  of t h e  ea r th ,  those not  mineable o r  

measurable, explaining t h a t :  

The northern centur ies  
funnel me, a  chute of 
s t e e l  and water tumbling, 
and I fo rge t  
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She f o r g e t s  t h e  human h i s to ry  fo re ign  t o  her  northern 

environmentJ but she a l s o  fo rge t s  "much more . 11 

a  name, not  t h e  made-name 
corrupted t o  man-magic, t o  fend o f f  
t h e  i c e  

I n  t h i s  s ec t ion ,  "THE NAMELESS ONE DWELLS I N  HIS TENTS," 

and t h e  l a s t  s ec t ion ,  "AND WPt1 IS  A DIRECTION," she ge t s  

t o  t h e  problem of mants l imi ted  a b i l i t y  t o  know and t h e  

f a l s e  observations he makes because he simply lacks  t h e  

d e t a i l s  of  information needed t o  const ruct  t h e  whole s to ry .  

For h e r s e l f ,  she solves  t h e  problem: 

Things I can' t  know I smell  
a s  p l a i n l y  a s  i f  i n v i s i b l e  campfires 
smoked: a  hum of s i g h t l e s s  suppers 
on t h e  i r r i d e s c e n t  shore 

But f o r  o the r s ,  t h e  problem of approaching t h e  mystery 

~f "the nameless orie'! re imins;  she szggssta t h a t  they arc 

still bound by t h e  symmetries of an assumed l o g i c a l  uni- 

verse  and cannot admit t h e  poss ib le  order  of an asymetrical ,  

expanding universe. They st i l l  th ink  %pl1 when looking 

a t  t h e  sky, but  Avison points  out  t h a t  "upn is a  d i r ec t ion ,  

t h a t  it is r e l a t i v e  t o  mants pos i t ion  on t h e  ea r th  which 

is  i n  t u r n  r e l a t i v e  t o  t he  e a r t h t s  pos i t ion  i n  t h e  s o l a r  

system, and t h e  s o l a r  systemts pos i t i on  i n  a  moving uni- 

verse--that t h e  d i r ec t ion  and wi th  it t h e  comparative 

systems of knowledge r e l i e d  on by man a r e  q u i t e  meaningless 

once man moves, o r  attempts t o  move, out of t h e  par t i cu-  

l a r  environment i n  which these  r e l a t i onsh ips  appear s t a t i c  



and standard.  

Getting back t o  t he  individual  and h i s  re la t ionsh ips  

with h i s  environment, she gives us t h e  following passage 

i n  "The Local & t h e  Lakefront." 11 ' 

On t h e  f lossed beaches here 
Wetre s t i l l  cur l ing our waves. 
Weather is tough. 
Things happen only t o  t r e e s  and t h e  
r i ve r ing  grasses .  
A person is an a l i e n .  

The suggestion seems t o  be t h a t  we, who a r e  "still 

cur l ing  our waves,It a r e  i n  t h e  s t age  of breaking and pul-  

l i n g  back, of forming ourselves i n t o  apparently individual  

contours. This is a pr imi t ive  s t age  i n  our exis tence ,  one 

previous t o  t h a t  i n  which something can happen t o  us.  We, 

divided by our "ships and cargoes," t h a t  which we a r e  o r  

carry  with us which ident,ifTec: 12s frm ny?e ~ n c t h e r ~  s r e  

a l i e n s ,  s t rangers  from one another and from nature .  The 

underlying suggestion is t h a t  we must become anonymous, 

must accept t h a t  we a r e  Hcornmitteeman,n t h a t  t h e  ind iv i -  

dual  i s  p a r t  of a Itwe," is i n  f a c t  a "committeett himself ,  

and even more, i s  pa r t  of a g rea t e r  un i ty .  "Things happen 

only t o  t r e e s  and t h e  / r i v e r i n g  grassest t  because they do 

not s u f f e r  from t h e  displacement man does--they have not  

made t h e  sh ips  and cargoes and c i t i e s  i n  which we tend t o  

f i nd  our meaning-but a r e  r e l a t ed  t o ,  and so der ive  t h e i r  

meaning from, only what happens t o  them a s  p a r t s  of a l l  na- 

t u r e .  "A person is  an a l i e n v  because he seeks himself i n  h i s  

own c rea t ions ,  i n  h i s  separa te  i den t i t y .  Avison i n s i s t s  upon 



another kind of context : 

Committeeman : 
t h e r e  a r e  no sh ips  o r  cargoes there .  
Believe me. Look. Admit it. 
Then we s t a r t  clean: 

nothing earned; a  nowhere t o  exchange 
among us few 

care fu l ly .  

The "nowherev i n  which we can s t a r t  clean reminds us 

of t h e  ending of  "The Swimmer's Moment . I t  
1 2  

With a despa i r ,  not  f o r  t h e i r  deaths ,  but  f o r  
Ourselves, who cannot pene t ra te  t h e i r  s e c r e t  
Nor even guess a t  t h e  anonymous breadth 
Where one o r  two have won: 
(The s i l v e r  reaches of t h e  e s tua ry ) .  

Man, dwarfed by t h e  s e a t s  p r imi t ive  nakedness, can 

st i l l  win t o  an anonymous nowhere which s h a l l  be Itex- 

changed among us few/ carefully1'--almost a s  a sacrament 

might be. Instead of s a i l i n g  on t h e  surface ,  of shaping 

t h e  sur face ,  t h e  brave s p i r i t  i n  Avisonts poems dives 

deep, re l inquishing s e l f  t o  a sacramental death i n t o  

what amounts t o  be a mystical  experience of c r ea t ive  

uni ty .  

An underlying image i n  Avisonts poems seems t o  be 

t h a t  of refining-the t e s t i n g  of  t h e  s p i r i t ,  but  even 

more t h e  f i r i n g  of it t o  burn out  i t s  impuri t ies  and 

leave it molten and formless,  ready t o  be ca s t .  I n  "The 

Swimmerfs Momentqt t h i s  process i s  e f fec ted  by t h e  whirl-  

pool,  a  centr i fuge of force  which s o  f l i n g s  out  t h e  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  impuri t ies  t h a t  t h e  swimmers venturing 

i n t o  it a r e  sealed up i n  ltan e t e r n a l  boon of privacy.It 



For everyone 
The swimmerfs moment a t  t h e  whirlpool comes, 
But many a t  t h a t  moment w i l l  not  say ,  
ttThis i s  t h e  whirlpool,  then. I t  

By t h e i r  r e fusa l  they a r e  saved 
From t h e  black p i t ,  and a l so  from contes t ing 
The deadly rap ids ,  and emerging i n  
The mysterious, and more ample, f u r t h e r  waters.  
And s o  t h e i r  bland-blank faces  t u r n  and t u r n  
Pale  and forever  on t h e  r i m  of suc t ion  
They w i l l  not recognize. 
O f  those  who dare t h e  knowledge 
Many a r e  whirled i n t o  t h e  ominous center  
That,  gaping v e r t i c a l ,  s e a l s  up 
For them an e t e r n a l  boon of privacy,  
So t h a t  we t u r n  away from t h e i r  defea t  
With a despa i r ,  not f o r  t h e i r  deaths ,  but f o r  
Ourselves, who cannot penetra te  t h e i r  s e c r e t  
Nor even guess a t  t h e  anonymous breadth 
Where one o r  two have won: 
(The s i l v e r  reaches of t h e  e s tua ry ) .  

This is a cen t r a l  poem; it was pr in ted  i n  Winter - Sun, 

repr in ted  i n  - The Dumbfounding, and is among t h e  most s a t i s -  

belongs wi th  o ther  poems we have been considering about 

drowned poets--those Itone o r  twott who have passed through 

t h e  experience of t h e  whirlpool share  t h e  anonymity of  

K le in f s  poet i n  t tPo r t r a i t  of  t h e  Poet a s  Landscape." They 

too  have won a s i l v e r y  environment, a  pass ionless ,  myste- 

r i o u s ,  s e c r e t  place.  I n  Avisonfs poem they a r e  not  neces- 

s a r i l y  drowned though, given her  Chr i s t i an i ty ,  we may f e e l  

compelled t o  assume t h e  es tuary  and its s i l v e r  reaches be- 

yond t h e  spinning centr i fuge of oceanic l i f e  symbolize a 

kind of heaven. Cer ta in ly ,  l i k e  t h e  o the r  drowned poets ,  

hers  have a t  l e a s t  won a haven separa te  from our d a i l y  en- 



vironment. It would seem yet another statement of the 

poetts alienation but more than that, it is in Avison a 

central experience--that of being whirled into anonymous 

otherness by the living environment through which we 

move. The sea is a known and generally supporting con- 

text; the swimmer who opts for a full, and here mystical, 

experience does so by relinquishing himself to the strong- 

est cyclical motion of that sea. He stops swimming and 

enters the whirlpool--like Kleints bather, he "lets go/ 

lets go his manshape to become." 
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CHAPTER V I I I  

JAY MACPHERSON'S VISION OF THE INTERDEPENDENCE 

OF ALL CREATION 

It is a s  hard t o  plunge cold i n t o  t he  middle of - The 

Boatman as it is  t o  t u r n  oneself i n s i d e  ou t ;  without some 

understanding of t h e  family l i n e s  through Jay Macphersonts 

maze of archetypes (ark-types?) her  poetry can seem as f l a t  

and unreal  a s  a  cartoon s t r i p .  However, f o r  t h e  purposes 

of t h i s  sho r t  s tudy we must attempt t o  p u l l  out only two 

l i n e s  of many from her  pat terned development. The f i r s t ,  

and more important,  is  her  v i s ion  of creation/evolution/ 

environment; t h e  second, he r  use of water-imagery. 

Macpherson qu i t e  e legant ly  succeeds i n  evolut ionizing 

t h e  Bible--Noah, Eve, Adam, and s o  on jo in  fo rces  with 

o ther  mythical f i gu re s  of our fo re ign  pas t s  and f ind  them- 

se lves  re - in te rpre ted  i n t o  a poss ibly  acceptable though 

e n t i r e l y  a b s t r a c t  Canadian scene. Actually,  t h e  scene 

so  a b s t r a c t  t h a t  it represents  everything and every place.  

James Reaney says t h a t  Macphersonts cen t r a l  metaphor 

is %he myth of th ings  within th ings .  1 

We l i v e  i n  a  Leviathan which God occasionally 
plays with and is always attempting t o  catch. 
Once we played with it and t r i e d  t o  catch it 
but  it caught us ins tead.  This myth is t h e  
cen t r a l  design of Miss Macphersonts book . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  



This 

t h a t  

What Miss Macpherson eventual ly seems t o  be say- 
i ng ,  f o r  example i n  her  Ark poems, is  t h a t  t h e  
God who plays with t h e  monster of our universe 
has a l so  got t h i s  Leviathan o r  universe wi thin  
him. Man in s ide  t h e  Leviathan w i l l  one day be- 
come t h e  God who plays r a t h e r  than ge t s  en- 
t rapped and f i n a l l y  t h e  God with Leviathan in -  
s i d e  him--15ilton~s ' ? a l l  i n  a l l . "  

v i s ion  would seem t o  be q u i t e  similar i n  e f f e c t  t o  

of  o the r  poets we have been considering--contern- 

porary man containing i n  himself a l l  h i s  pas t  and f u t u r e ,  

t h e  c r ea tu re  and c rea to r  i n  one context which is man but  

is a l s o  a l l  of nature.  I n  t h e  second poem of "The Boat- -- 
man, - "Poor Child," we meet t h i s  represen ta t ive  immortal 

who assumes so many i d e n t i t i e s .  

The ch i ld  is mortal ;  but Poor Child 
Creeps through centur ies  of bone 
Untransient a s  t h e  channelling worm 
O r  water making sand of  s tone.  
Poor ch i ld ,  what have they done t o  you? 

Poor ch i ld  t h e  royal  goosegir l  combing 
Her h a i r  i n  t h e  f i e l d :  poor chi ldren too 
Achil les  sulking,  Odysseus returned 
Ph i loc t e t e s ,  Prufrock, and you and you. 
Poor ch i ld ,  what have they done t o  you? 

Go f a r t h e r  back: f o r  t he se  poor chi ldren,  
Ruined from t h e  womb, st i l l  yearn, 
To swing i n  dark o r  water,  wanting 
Not childhood's flowers but ab9olute re tu rn .  
Poor ch i ld ,  what have we done? 

The answer t o  t h e  r e f r a i n  may be simply "nothingn 

o r ,  it could be "ki l led ."  The poor ch i ld  is in s ide  t h e  

body of t ime,  trapped i n  t h e  context it slowly erodes 

which eventual ly des t roys  it a t  t h e  same time. It is 

Achi l les ,  Odysseus, Ph i loc te tes ,  Prufrock "and you and 

you.ff Though trapped within "centur ies  of boneff these  



ltpoor childrenv yearn f o r  "absolute returnvv t o  what seems 

another interior-a previous i n t e r i o r  suggested by the  

womb, which Vuinedn them ( o r  does t h a t  mean t h a t  

they have been ruined s ince t h e  womb?), i n  which they 

could "swing i n  dark o r  water." They yearn, l i k e  Odysseus, 

to leave t h e  b a t t l e  and re turn  home, t o  a constant Penelope. 

They want t o  get back ins ide  t h e  womb, ins ide  t h e  whale, 

outside of time. Children's flowers fade with age--man 

leaves Eden anyway--but the  dark and watery i n t e r i o r  r e -  

mains dark and watery. Inside t h e  whale, which is t h e  

place of creation and a lso  its locat ion,  is  paradoxically 

outside of time f o r  it represents essent ia l ly  a genera- 

t i v e  r a the r  than a h i s t o r i c a l  order.  Northrop Frye picks 

up t h e  poor ch i ld t s  des i re  t o  re turn  t o  t h i s  womb, t o  

escape from its continuing experiences with defeat.  

Such myths as the  flood and t h e  apocalypse 
appear l e s s  f o r  re l ig ious  than f o r  poet lc  
reasons: the  book moves from a "poor childn 
a t  the  centre of a h o s t i l e  and mysterious 
world t o  an adul t  child who has regained t h e  
paradisal  innocent vis ion and is a t  the  c r- 
cwnference of a world of iden t i ca l  forms. 3 
For a l l  t h e  apparent s impl ic i ty  of Macphersonts basic 

myth, i t s  extensions tend t o  become complicated. Under- 

standing t h i s  world and t h e  re la t ionships  of i t s  pa r t s  t o  

one another is not qui te  so simple as  taking apar t  a 

Russian do l l .  Frye and Reaney, however, seem t o  exclaim 

with del ight  a s  they unscrew laye r  a f t e r  layer .  Section V,  4 

"The Boatman," may be the  most in t e res t ing  f o r  us. In  it 



we f ind "The Boatmanu poem, "The Arktt s u i t e  of poems, 

V h e  Islandt1 poems, ltLeviathan, l t  and "The Anagogic Man. It 

Reaney says of t h i s  sect ion:  

That 

. . . when Man found himself sinking i n  the 
f a l l e n  world he had enough sense t o  build 
an imitat ion of t h a t  world which met it and 
himself halfway. One day h e t l l  regain h i s  
i s land  03 Eden, but a  f loa t ing  is land w i l l  do 
f o r  now, 

i s land  is t h e  Ark, which Frye wri tes  about6: 

The f igures  of Noah and h i s  ark emerge, expand- 
ing  unt i l  they become iden t i f i ed  with God and 
h i s  creation respectively.  The creation is in- 
s i d e  i ts crea tor ,  and t h e  ark s imi la r ly  attempts 
t o  explain t o  Noah, i n  a s e r i e s  of epigrams i n  
double quatrains,  t h a t  it is r e a l l y  ins ide  him, 
as Eve was once ins ide  Adam. 

When t h e  four  quarters s h a l l  
TLUXI i n  and make one whole, 
Then I who w a l l  your body, 
Which is t o  me a soul ,  

Shal l  s w i m  c i rc led  by you 
And cradled on your t i d e ,  
Who was  not even, not ever,  
Taken from your s ide .  7 

A s  t h e  ark expands i n t o  t h e  flooded world, the  body 
of the  Bib l ica l  leviathan,  and t h e  order of nature,  
t h e  design of t h e  whole book begins t o  take shape. 

The sea i n  - The Boatman, l i k e  a l l  t he  other  major sym- 

bols ,  becomes paradoxical i n  what it does and represents.  

It is, first, t h e  r e s u l t  of the  Flood, the  deluge of Godts 

anger given form. However, t he  Flood is a lso  t h e  Boat- 

mants o r  Noahts t e a r s .  It is  then the  creation of a  cre- 

a t o r  designed t o  destroy other  creations of t h e  same cre- 

a t o r ;  o r ,  it is t h a t  r e s u l t  of t h e  c rea t ionts  react ion t o  



h i s  f e l l o w  creation--Noahts t e a r s  when he views t h e  world 

o f  which he i s  a  p a r t .  "The b lack  s e a n  i s  chaos,  nothing-  

n e s s ,  which is t h e  underlying support  of t h e  c r e a t i o n  which 

i n  t u r n  suppor t s  t h e  c r e a t o r .  But t h e  s e a  is a l s o  p a r t  o f  

t h e  c r e a t o r .  The eventual  u n i t y  o r  interdependence of  a l l  

i s  pointed out  i n  "Ark Ar te fac t  .w8  The "youn is t h e  c r e -  

a t o r  i n  t h e  first s t a n z a  b u t  t h a t  c r e a t o r  can be a l t e r -  

n a t e l y  def ined  as Noah, God, t h e  Boatman, o r  t h e  r e a d e r ,  

t h e  Ark o r  t h e  t r e e  from which t h e  Ark 5s shaped. I n  t h e  

second s t a n z a ,  t h e  necessary c r e a t i o n  of t h e  c r e a t o r t s  

l o v e  d e f i n e s  t h a t  l o v e ,  becomes t h e  means o f  d i s t i n c t i o n  

t h e  c r e a t o r  can use t o  know himself .  The r e s t  o f  himself 

( t h a t  is  n o t  h i s  c r e a t i o n )  is " the  always wounded/ Always 

c l o s i n g  s e a , "  t h e  always wounded s e a  f o r  it is from t h e  

chao t i c  s e a  t h a t  elements a r e  t aken  t o  make a def ined  c r e -  

a t i o n ;  t h e  always c l o s i n g  s e a  because it is always, no 

m a t t e r  how much o f  it is removed, a  whole, t h e  one u n i t y .  

And, it i s  always nc los ingw wi th  t h e  o t h e r ,  t h e  c r e a t o r  
I 

( o r  even t h e  c r e a t i o n )  i n  t h e  process  o f  making t h e  world. 

Its g r i e f  is  def ined  and known through comparison wi th  

t h e  ordered un ive r se ,  t h e  c rea ted  c r e a t i o n .  

Thus t h e  s e a  becomes a  symbol f o r  t h e  p r i m i t i v e  na- 

t u r e ,  t h e  unorganized n a t u r e  of  God. It t a k e s  a sea  t o  

make an i s l a n d ;  an a r k  p o s t u l a t e s  a crew o r  cargo;  t h e  

boatman is  def ined  i n  terms of  h i s  boa t .  

I n  t t ~ o r a l t t 9  " the  s e a t s  untended gardens" seem a kind 



of Eden i n  which t r e e  of f l e s h  t h a t  hardens/ I n  our 

destroying a i r t t  is  s t i l l  capable of being Ita per fec t  t r e e t t  

o r  a  *? l iv ing  tree. '! In  t h i s  l i g h t ,  t h e  sea a s  elemental 

environment i s  seen not i n  its r o l e  a s  g r ie f - s t r i cken  cha- 

os  o r  black womb of creat ion but  a s  a  r i c h ,  l i f e -g iv ing  

life-harbouring context i n  which i l l u s i o n s  of t h e  l a s t i n g  

per fec t ion  of t h e  forms l i v i n g  i n  it can be maintained f o r  

they  have not  "hardenedt1 i n  t h e  des t ruc t ive  a i r ,  they have 

not  entered time l i k e  t h e  poor ch i ld  ttthrough centur ies  of 

bone. tt 

I n  "The 1s land t t l0  t h e  s e a ,  when in t e rna l i zed  ( o r  

understood) becomes eternity--not death ,  and not change, 

and not even t i d a l  sea  but a  c r y s t a l l i n e  concept of e t e r -  

n i t y  which c l e a r l y  i s l ands  a l l  mor ta l i ty  within its bounds. 

No man alone an i s l and :  
Stand c i r c l ed  with a  lapping sea .  
I break t h e  r i n g  and l e t  you go: 
Above my head t h e  waters flow. 

Look inward, love ,  and no more s e a ,  
No death,  no change, e t e r n i t y  
Lapped round us l i k e  a  c r y s t a l  wal l  
To i s l a n d ,  and t h a t  i s l and  a l l .  

Macphersonfs use of t h e  imagery of evolution and of 

t h e  s ea  d i f f e r s  from most o the r  poets  we consider i n  t h a t  

t h e r e  seems l i t t l e  connection between t h e  %-ealn sea  and 

her  highly conceptualized formulations; she chooses a  

mythical landscape f o r  her  book, however, which does seem 

t o  r e l a t e  very i n t e r e s t i n g l y  t o  t h e  more par t i cu la r ized  

mythical landscapes of o ther  poets  we dea l  with. Her 



seas  do not hold t h r e a t s  of death i n  t h e  way t h a t  many 

Canadian seas  do; they a r e  t he  support ing,  necessary, l i f e -  

giving and shaping mother Nature gr ieving over her  ch i l -  

dren perhaps but a l so  i dea l i z ing  them. Most of a l l ,  

Nacphersonts complex of symbols inges t ing  one another pre- 

s en t s  us with t h e  interdependence of  everything, be it 

man, God, o r  nature--hardly a new v i s ion  i n  t h i s  s tudy,  

though an a b s t r a c t  way of expressing it. 

Fellow f l e s h  a f fords  a rampart, 
And youtve got along f o r  comfort 
A l l  t h e  world t h e r e  ever s h a l l  be ,  was, and is. 
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CHAPTER I X  

MARGARET ATWOOD: THE "It1 AND I T S  ENVIRONMENTS 

Axiom: you a r e  a  sea .  
Your eye- 
l i d s  curve over chaos 

My hands 
where they touch you, c r ea t e  
small inhabited i s l ands  

Soon you w i l l  be 
a l l  e a r th :  a  knoym 
land,  a  country. 

Margaret Atwood's poetry provides a kind of synthes is  

of many of t h e  themes we have been examining. I n  par t i cu-  

l a r ,  we f ind  her  working with a land-sea tens ion which 

becomes p a r t  of her  l a r g e r  metaphor of "the c i r c l e  gamett 

and with some metaphors drawn from evolutionary theory. 

?zi-kips the best  way of typ i fy ing  her  concerns would be 

t o  say t h a t  she wr i tes  about t h e  cont inual ly  evolving o r  

changing r e l a t i onsh ips  between t h e  "Itt and its environ- 

ment, ex te rna l  o r  i n t e r n a l ,  animate o r  inanimate. 

Her metaphors tend t o  be complex but she handles 

them with such d i s c i p l i n e  t h a t  her poetry gives t h e  i m -  

pression of s impl ic i ty .  

a  f lock  of small 
b i rd s  flew sca t t e r ed  by t h e  
f r i g h t  of our sudden moving 
and disappeared: hard 

sea  pebbles 
thrown s o l i d  f o r  an i n s t a n t  
aga ins t  t h e  sky 

f l i g h t  of wordsz 



For a poet whose poems a r e  consciously simple, whose 

language is hard and economical ( l i k e  pebbles t h e  words 

worn by t h e  sea  a r e  small and round) Margaret Atwood has 

a remarkable a b i l i t y  t o  be evocative. Those sea  pebbles 

do become b i r d s ,  do f l y  up i n  sudden pa t t e rns .  This qual- 

i t y  comes from a s t r i ngen t  inner  o rder  where found ob- 

j e c t s  have been placed ca re fu l ly  t o  r e l a t e  exact ly  t h e  

sense intended. What makes t h i s  i n t e n s i t y  d i f f i c u l t  a t  

times is t h e  nature  of her  sub jec t  matter .  She wr i tes  

about those  th ings  which i n  themselves defy order ;  hers  

is a c l a s s i c a l  rendering of an e s s e n t i a l l y  chaotic  ex- 

perience. She orders  it but  s t i l l  leaves  an "ordered ab- 

sence." The mastery of her  s t y l e  is i ts  . a b i l i t y  t o  con- 

t a i n  i n  i ts  spare ,  control led  l i n e s  r ichness  and mystery. 
/ n '  

Atwood is chary of  sensual  imagery. Sensory expe- 

r i ence  i n  t h e  world of these  poems tends  t o  be i n t e l l e c -  

t u a l i z e d ;  espec ia l ly  i n  - The Ci rc le  - ~ a m e , ~  t h e  excitement 

is necessar i ly  i n  t h e  head. Yet, what happens i n  t h e  

head is t h e  immediate processing of sensory information. 

The mind i n  t h i s  world has an evolutionary h i s to ry ,  a 

physical  growth from out  of t h e  ocean r a t h e r  than a h i s -  

t o r y  of ideas .  Its a b i l i t y  t o  e laborate  is recognized 

but  suspect ;  embroidery i n  her  poems s t i f f e n s  t h e  f a b r i c  , 

and gives a more r i g i d  shape. 

A constant of t h i s  world is t h a t  pas t  processings, 

o ld  formulat ions,  a r e  not t o  be t ru s t ed :  mvths a re  m e -  



datory ,  a r e  ropes t o  hang man by r a t h e r  than save him 

with. Her f u l l  s t r e s s  f a l l s  on t h e  necess i ty  of t h e  i n -  

d iv idua l  t o  be i n  motion, t o  be continuously making and 

'discovering on one s i d e  while destroying and depar t ing 

from t h e  o ther .  

Meanwhile, I wonder 
which of t h e  green o r  
black and white 
myths he swallowed by mistake 
is feeding on him l i k e  a tapeworm 
has ra i sed  him from t h e  ground 
and brought him t o  t h i s  window 

swivel l ing from some i n v i s i b l e  rope 
h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  f e  t u r e s  
fading day by day 8 

The s i l e n t ,  desperate Messenger has been trapped by 

h i s  ca re l e s s  inges t ing  of some myth. Atwood says one 

must be careful  and conscious of what concepts o r  myths 

one has taken i n  so  t h a t  one may give up such supporting 

s t r u c t u r e s  of s e l f  before they  become dangerous. Even- 

t u a l l y ,  he r  i d e a l  i s  t o  be ab le  t o  r e l i ngu i sh  a l l  t h e  con- 

t r o l ,  t o  l e t  go a t  l e a s t  f o r  long enough t o  be ab le  t o  

explore t h e  inner  seas  of being. For Atwood, t he  primal 

experience is descent i n t o  t h e  dark waters  of genesis ,  is  

l o s s  of v i rgini ty-- the  p r iz ing  of de l inea ted ,  even s e c r e t ,  

i nd iv idua l i t y .  I n t e l l e c t u a l  knowing is a physical ,  some- 

times even sexual experience. 

More and more f requent ly  t h e  edges 
of  me d i sso lve  and I become 
a wish t o  ass imi la te  t h e  world, including 
you, if poss ible  through the  sk in  
l i k e  a cool p l an t ' s  t r i c k s  with oxygen 
and l i v e  by a harmless burning. 5 



Atwoodrs wish t o  I f l ive  by a harmless burningv seems 

comparable t o  Kleints  d e s i r e  t o  "shine/ l i k e  phosphorous. 

A t  t he  bottom of t h e  sea." She wishes Ifto ass imi la te  

t h e  world," t o ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  become anonymous s ince  her  i n -  

d i v i d u a l i t y  is defined by comparison with t h e  o ther .  If 

she a s s imi l a t e s  him, who is a sea ,  she brings within her  

t h a t  chaos which h i s  i d e n t i t y  curves over. Visualizing 

t h i s  process as being l i k e  I1a cool p lan t  ts t r i c k s  with 

oxygen," she wishes t o  "knowft t h e  o the r  bodily but not 

necessar i ly  sexual ly ;  t o  be simply p a r t  of  a world t h e  

elements of which pass through her  surfaces  ea s i l y .  It 

is  a v i s ion  of un i ty  but not a  t ranscendental  un i ty ;  t h e  

p a r t s  do not u n i t e  i n  a g r e a t e r  whole t y p i f i e d  by t h e  

poet but  r a t h e r  t h e  poet is j u s t  p a r t  of a na tu ra l  f l u x ,  

an environment which is "othern y e t  i n  which she can l e a r n  

t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  bodily. 

I n  her  nAfterwordft t o  The Journals  of Susanna Noodie 
6 - - 

Atwood-talks about t h e  e f f ec t  of t h e  Canadian environment 

on its inhabi tan t s ;  

We a r e  a l l  immigrants t o  t h i s  place even i f  we 
were born here: t h e  country is too b ig  f o r  any- 
one t o  inhab i t  completely, and i n  t h e  p a r t s  un- 
known t o  us we move i n  f e a r ,  e x i l e s  and invaders.  

The characters  of her  poems a r e  o f t en  i n  a country too 

b i g  f o r  any one of them t o  inhab i t  completely; they move 

through t h e i r  f e a r s ,  and may be e x i l e s ,  invaders,  s e t t l e r s  

o r  explorers .  Their vcountryn is o f t en  an i n t e r n a l  s t a t e  



but  what is  i n s i d e  them r e f l e c t s  what is outs ide .  The 

ind iv idua l  repea t s  h i s  environment; t h e  animals invade 

t h e  people, t h e  people become animals,  t h e  animals become 

t h e  expression of t h e  people who t u r n  them out .  The c i r -  

c l e  game is seen i n  macrocosm and microcosm; it represents  

ob j ec t s ,  animate and inanimate, and pa t t e rns  of motion. 

Atwood works, p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  her  most recent  book of po- 

ems, wi th  an inside-outside world t h a t  seems reminiscent 

of Macpherson's i n t e r e s t s  i n  - The BoaLman. Macpherson 

wr i t e s  : 

You might suppose it easy 
For a  maker not  too l a z y  
To convert t h e  gen t le  reader  t o  an Ark: 
But it takes  a  w i l l i ng  pupi l  
To admit both gnat and camel 
--Quite an eyeful ,  a11 t h e  crew t h a t  must embark. 

After  me when comes t h e  deluge 
And youtre looking round f o r  refuge 
From God's anger pouring down i n  gush and spout ,  
Then you t ake  t h e  tender c rea ture  
--You remember, t h a t  cs t h e  reader-- 
And you p u l l  him through h i s  navel i n s i d e  out .  

That's t o  g e t  h i s  beas ts  ou ts ide  h i  
For they've got t o  come aboard him, 7' 
We discover t h i s  kind of a rk  metaphor i n  lrDeparture 

from t h e   bush;^^ it recurs  i n  t h e  " ~ f t e r & o r d ~ ~  when we 

read how Susanna &.'loodie Ithas f i n a l l y  turned herse l f  i n s i d e  

o u t ,  and has become t h e  s p i r i t  of t h e  land she once hated." 9 

The book begins with descr ip t ions  of Mrs. Moodiets 

a l i ena t ion  from the  land,  by which Atwood apparently means, 

q u i t e  l i t e r a l l y ,  her  lack of correspondence wi th  it. To 

begin wi th ,  her  concern is e n t i r e l y  wi th  t h e  surfaces :  



Is it my c lo thes ,  my way of walking, 
t h e  th ings  I car ry  i n  my hand 
--a book, a bag with kni t t ing--  
t h e  incongruous pink of  my shawl 

The moving water w i l l  not  show -me 
my r e f l e c t i o n  

The rocks ignore 

1 a m  a word 
i n  a fo re ign  language. 1 0  

In  t h e  second poem we begin t o  work i n t o  t h e  cen t r a l  para- 

dox of  t h e  book: Atwoodts r iddle-- the individual  becomes 

a l o c a l e  which is inhabited by t h e  environment i n  which 

he l i v e s .  

After  we had crossed t h e  long i l l n e s s  11 
t h a t  w a s  t h e  ocean, we s a i l e d  up-river 

The immigrants f i nd  t h e i r  ocean passage has del ivered them 

i n t o  a l a r g e r  darkness than they  had known previously. 

We l e f t  behind one by one 
t h e  c i t i e s  r o t t i n g  with cholera,  
one by one our c i v i l i z e d  
d i s t i n c t i o n s  

and entered a l a r g e  darkness. 

It was our own 
ignorance we entered. 

Susanna Moodie learned t h e  first axiom of t h i s  place when 

she r ea l i zed  she was "a word/ i n  a fo re ign  language." She 

discovers t h e  second when she abandons t h e  surface ,  t h e  r e -  

f l e c t i v e  r e l a t i onsh ip  between herse l f  and t h e  a l i e n  o ther  

and begins t o  seek a l t e r n a t e  ways of  knowing what i s  the re ,  



, 
not  simply what of herse l f  she f i n d s  t he re .  

I need wolf ts  eyes t o  s ee  
t h e  t r u t h .  . 

1 re fuse  t o  look i n  a  mirror .  

Whether t h e  wilderness is 
r e a l  o r  not 
depends on who l i v e s  t h e r e .  

E a r l i e r  examples of Atwoodts f a sc ina t ion  wi th  "who l i v e s  

t he ren  i n  t h e  wilderness,  and of t h e  in te rpene t ra t ion  of 

t h e  individual  and h i s  "countryfr can be found a t  t h e  end 

of - The Ci rc le  - Game i n  t h e  poems ?'The Explorersfr and "The 

S e t t l e r s .  r t  
12 

and, 

The explorers  w i l l  come 
i n  severa l  minutes 
and f i n d  t h i s  i s l and ,  

(It is a  s tunted i s l and ,  
rocky, wi th  room 
f o r  only a  few t r e e s ,  a  t h i n  
l a y e r  of s o i l ;  hardly 
bigger than a bed. 
That is how theytve missed it 
u n t i l  now) 

from "The S e t t l e r s r r  : 

And as f o r  us ,  who d r i f t e d  
picked by t h e  sharks 
during so  many bluegreen 
cen tur ies  before they came: 
they found us 
in land,  s tranded 
on a  r idge of bedrock, 
def in ing our own i s land .  

From our i n a r t i c u l a t e  
skele ton ( so  
intermixed , one 
carcass )  , 
they postulated wolves. 



They dug us down 
i n t o  t h e  so l id  grani te  
where our bodies grew f l e s h  again, 
came up t r e e s  and 
grass .  

S t i l l  we a r e  the  s a l t  
seas  t h a t  uphold these lands. 

Now horses graze 
ins ide  t h i s  fence of r i b s ,  and 

children run, with green 
smiles,  (not  knowing 
where) across 
t h e  f i e l d s  of our open hands. 

The exploration and settlement of a new land is not 

a simple o r  log ica l  process. Those who would define t h e i r  

own is-land/ I-land/ is land need t o  re lease themselves from 

a l l  former postulat ions about how t o  behave and how t o  ex- 

pect t h e  universe t o  behave. Like Adam and Eve, turned out 

i n t o  t h e  grani te  rock of an is land bed t o  f e r t i l i z e  i ts  

c r y s t a l l i n e  s t ruc tu res  and make a new s o i l  f o r  t r e e s  and 

grass  t o  grow i n .  Those who go t o  define an island (I- land) 

must do so austerely  and without proper provisions f o r  t h e  

t a sk  s ince  they cannot t e l l  ahead of time when they should 

go o r  what w i l l  be of use t o  them once they a r e  there  (o r  

even, while they a re  t r ave l l ing )  . 
What should we have taken 
with us? We never could decide 
on t h a t ;  o r  what t o  wear, 
o r  a t  what time of 
year we should make t h i s  journey 13 

These questions a r e  t r i v i a l ;  no time of year,  no cloth- 



13 8 

i n g ,  no provisions can make t h e  journey i n t o  i d e n t i t y  

e a s i e r .  

so  here we a r e ,  i n  t h i n  
r a incoa t s  and rubber boots 

on t h e  d i sas t rous  i c e ,  t h e  wind r i s i n g  

nothing i n  our pockets 

When water t u r n s ,  a s  i n  a  whirlpool ,  ob jec t s  a r e  

supported and car r ied  around repeatedly  by i t ;  when it 

s t o p s  moving, i n  t h e  cen te r ,  t h e  flotsam and jetsam con- 

verge and a r e  s t i l l ,  a r e  suspended and 

(of  course t h e r e  was r e a l l y  
no shore: t h e  water turned 
t o  land by having 
ob jec t s  i n  it: caught and kept 
from surge ,  made 
l e s s  than immense 
by networks of 
roads and g r id s  of fences)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
S t i l l  
we a r e  t h e  s a l t  
seas  t h a t  uphold these  lands .  

kept from surge. 

The na r r a to r  and her  l ove r ,  t h e  new Adam and Eve, 

a r e  llstilllr i n  t h i s  l a s t  poem, they have s e t t l e d  a f t e r  

having been drowned; they have been buried but  - a r e  st i l l ,  

a r e  even ye t .  That they  a r e  s t i l l  is t h e i r  resur rec t ion .  

And t h e  na ture  of them is t h a t  they a r e  t h e  " s a l t  (of  t h e  

e a r t h ) .  9 1 S t i l l , n  they a r e  t h e  buoyantly s a l t e d  seas  

( t h e  add i t ion  of land-crys ta l  t o  water)  which h p h o l d  

these  lands .  

I n  order  t o  understand t h e  complexities and d i f f i -  

c u l t i e s  of llmappingu t h e  nar ra to rcs  l oca t ion  i n  r e l a t i on -  



I s h i p  t o  he r  environment 

Entering t h e  whirlpool,  

we must begin t h e  c i r c l e  game. 

t o  use Avisonts metaphor, is  t h e  

nswimmerfs momenttr i n  which a l l  t h e  metaphors begin t o  

converge. l4 It is something Atwood does with t r ep ida t ion  

and no promise of success.  

I walk across  t h e  bridge 
towards t h e  s a f e t y  of high ground 
( t h e  tops  of t h e  t r e e s  a r e  l i k e  i s l a n d s )  
gathering t h e  sunken 
bones of  t h e  drowned mothers 
(hard and round i n  my hands) 
while t h e  white m i s t  washe 
around my l e g s  l i k e  water;  f 5  

Because t h e  metaphors which make up t h e  c i r c l e  game de- 

velop throughout t h e  books and r e l a t e  t o  each o the r  v a r i -  

ously  i n  t h e  poems, it becomes d i f f i c u l t  t o  descr ibe  t h e  

game i n  i ts  e n t i r e t y .  However, c e r t a i n  concepts can be i so -  

l a t e d .  The metaphor can be represen ta t ive  of human place 

o r  human motion. A s  place: we f ind  t h e  eye, o r  var iously  

t h e  I which becomes an i s land /  is-land/ eye-land/ I-land; 

a l s o  a camera. It is a l s o  an egg, c e l l ,  o r  f r u i t .  Essen- 

t i a l l y  t h i s  is  a containing ob jec t  but equally one i n  which 

energy is recorded and passed on. It is a sphere i n  sur- 

face ,  t h e  horizon thus  forever  beyond t h e  reach of anyone 

t r a v e l l i n g  over i t ;  t he  form is hard, a s  i n  t u r g i d ;  it be- 

comes meaningful when penetrated.  This eye/I / is-bal l  ex- 

pands and contracts  t o  become t h e  world o r  a moment o r  both. 

a meshing of green on green, t h e  inner  
membrane of t h e  gaping moment 
opening around a sun t h a  is 
a hole burnt i n  t he  sky 18 



your heavy unbelievable 
s k u l l ,  crowded with radiant  
suns, a new planet ,  the  people 
submerged i n  you, a st c iv i l i za t ion  
I can never excavate $9 

It can be the  I: 

I am t he  horizon 
you r i d e  towards, the  thing you can never lasso  

I am a lso  what surrounds you: 
my bra in  
sca t te red  with your 
t incans , bones, empty s h e l l s  a18 
t h e  l i t t e r  of your invasions. 

It can be a house (of i c e ) :  

The sun had been burning f o r  a long time 
before we saw it, and we saw it 
only then because 
it seared i t s e l f  through the  roof .I9 

It can a l so  be t h e  other ,  t he  lover :  ' 

Orange in t h e  m i d d l  e o f  t h e  t ab le :  . . . . . . . . . . * . . . . . . .  
But quie t ly :  
i f  I take the  orange 
with care enough and hold it 
gently 

I may f ind  
an egg 
a sun 
an orange moon 
perhaps-a s k u l l  ; center 
of a l l  energy 
r e s t i n g  i n  my hand 

can change it t o  
whatever I des i re  
it t o  be 

and you, man, orange afternoon 
lover ,  wherever 
you sit  across from me 
( t a b l e s ,  t r a i n s ,  buses) 



i f  I watch 
q u i e t l y  enough 
and long enough 

a t  l a s t ,  you w i l l  say 
(maybe without speaking) 
. . 0  . . . . . .  

26 
. . 

a l l  I need t o  know: 

It is connected with t h e  sun which seems, a t  t imes,  almost 

a god, an eyebal l  (whose bra in  is t h e  e a r t h )  which t r ans -  

m i t s  waves of energy t o  s u s t a i n  and c rea t e  l i f e ,  t o  pro- 

duce new motion. It a l so  proposes t h e  moon, both t h e  white 

moon of t he  huntress Diana and t h e  orange harvest  moon. 

I n  f a c t ,  t h e  places of these  poems seem governed by t h i s  

c i r c l e  game so t h a t  t h e  world has aspects  of a Ptolemic 

universe. The places of l i f e :  t h e  eye, egg, I, I-land, 

ea r th ,  universe,  c e l l ,  house, s k u l l ,  e t c .  , seem t o  con- 

t r z c t  end expmd c~nsts .n t , ly ,  Yet.:  jn each ins tance ,  t h e  

g rea t e r  o r  l e s s e r  l oca t ion  of t h e  c i r c l e  game is cen t r a l  

t o  l i f e .  

A s  wel l  a s  being t h e  place  i n  which "itn is, the  

c i r c l e  game is a l so  a dance--the p a t t e r n  of our motions 

which va l ida t e s  our claim t o  be a l i v e .  It can be t h e  

motions of chi ldren playing "Ring-a-Round-a-Rosie . 
We can s e e  (arm i n  arm) 
a s  we watch them go 
round and round 
i n t e n t ,  almost 
s tudious ( t h e  g rass  
underfoot ignored, t he  t r e e s  
c i r c l i n g  t h e  lawn 
ignored, t h e  l ake  ignored) 
t h a t  t h e  whole point  



f o r  them 
of going round and round 
is I f a s t e r  

slower ) 
going round and round . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
( t h e  chi ldren sp in  
a round cage of g l a s s  
from t h e  warm a i r  
wi th  t h e i r  thread-thin 
i n s e c t  voices)  . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
I want t o  break 
these  bones, your prisoning rhythms 

(winter  , 
summer ) 

a l l  t h e  g l a s s  cases,  

e rase  a l l  maps, 
crack t h e  protect ing 
eggshell  of your turning 
s inging children:  

I want 2pe c i r c l e  
broken. 

r~ AL, -.-a - 0  +L:- 
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similar  t o  what Avison wrote i n  

t o o ,  wanted t o  have t h e  c i r c l e s  

"Dispersal ~ i t l e s ~ ~ ~ " s h e ,  

broken, unscrol led.  

Atwoodts game s e t s  them turn ing ,  opening and c los ing,  and 

i n  t h e  end she does escape t h e i r  contours. She merges. 

The c i r c l e  game is t h e  cycle of t h e  seasons, t h e  cycles  

of h i s to ry ,  as i n  lrA Night i n  t h e  Royal Ontario Eluseurn, t r  23 

t h e  d iu rna l  spinning of t h e  e a r t h  ("The world i s  turning/  

me i n t o  with t h e  d e s i r e  on t h e  p a r t  of t he  

na r r a to r  t o  gain t he  edge of t h e  moment, f o r  it is i n  t h a t  

point  when one moment is about t o  become another t h a t  she 

seeks t o  e s t ab l i sh  d i s t i n c t i o n s  between them. 



The world is tu rn ing  
me i n t o  evening. 

I ' m  almost ready; 
t h i s  time it w i l l  be f a r .  

I move 
and l i v e  on the  edges 
(what edges) 
I l i v e  
on a l l  t h e  edges t h e r e  a r e .  25 

But perhaps t h e  bes t  way of descr ib ing t h e  nature  

of t h e  c i r c l e  game would be t o  c a l l  it a kind of pilgrim- 

age t o  cen te r ,  when center  does not exact ly  exist.  A t  

t imes t h i s  journey seems l i k e  t h a t  of a whir l ing dervish  

spinning himself i n t o  a mystical  union of a l l  t h ings ;  a t  

o the r  t imes it is l i k e  t h e  journey of Avisonts swimmers 

re l inquish ing  themselves t o  t h e  cur ren ts  of t h e  sea  when 

en te r ing  t h e  whirlpool.  It may be  compared t o  t h e  t r a v e l s  

of an explorer  through t h e  Canadian wilderness though t h i s  

comparison is only va l id  i n  s o  f a r  a s  t h e  explorer  has no 

use fu l  previous knowledge o r  guide, a s  he follows r i v e r s  

b l i nd ly  deep i n t o  t h e  hear t  of a continent .  The pilgrim- 

age i n t o  motion towards a core o r  sea  of being, a new pass- 

age t o  r i ches ,  is not easy t o  map s ince :  

Mostly 
t h a t  t r a v e l  is  not t h e  easy going 
from point  t o  po in t ,  a dot ted  
l i n e  on a map, loca t ion  
p lo t t ed  on a square sur face  
but t h a t  I move surrounded by a t ang le  
of branches, a ne t  o f  a i r  and a l t e r n a t e  
l i g h t  and dark,  a t  a l l  t imes;  26 t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  no des t ina t ions .  



Very of ten  t h e  journey is a descent ,  through water. 

Her concept of t h e  ocean deeps may have been influenced 

by P r a t t t s  sense of threatening but  s i g n i f i c a n t  watery 

depths where c rea tures  e a r l i e r  on t h e  t r e e  of evolution 

dramatize f ee l ings  which we, who st i l l  carry  i n  us  t h e  

e a r l i e r  s t ages ,  now clothe  i n  words. 27 

But not  
rocked not cradled not fo rge t fu l :  
t h e r e  a r e  no 
sunken kingdoms no 
edens i n  t h e  waste ocean 

among t h e  sha t te red  
memories of  b a t t l e s  

only t h e  cold jewelled symmetries 
of t h e  voracious e a t e r  
t h e  voracious eaten 

t h e  dream crea tures  t h a t  glow 
sulphurous i n  darkness o r  
f i a s n  l i ~ e  neurons 
a r e  b l ind ,  i n s a t i a b l e ,  a l l  
gaping jaws and famine 

and here 
t o  be aware is 
t o  know t o t a l  

f e a r .  
28 

She imagines herse l f  going down i n t o  t h e  f r igh ten ing ,  

even waste , ocean. Her a t t i t u d e  towards t h i s  t r i p  does 

change gradually from one of r e a l  t e r r o r ,  through combat 

with t h e  danger: 

Whatever I do I must 
keep my head, I know 
it is e a s i e r  f o r  me t o  l o s e  my way 
forever  here ,  than i n  o the r  landscapes. 29 

i n t o  a w i l l i ng  r e l ea se  of herse l f  i n t o  it. t h e  f i r s t  



r e a l  sex-poem of t h e  book, i n  t h a t  it is t h e  f i r s t  not 

t o  be e s s e n t i a l l y  v i r g i n a l ,  ttPre-Amphibian,v she wr i tes  

about a c t u a l l y  being i n  t he  water f o r  t h e  f i r s t  time and 

is no longer  s t ruc tu r ing  her  reac t ions  on t h e  concept of 

cold-bloodedness a t  t h e  bottom. 

but here I b l u r  
i n t o  you our breathing s inking 
t o  green milleniwns 
and s luggish  i n  our blood 
a l l  ances tors  
a r e  warm f i s h  moving 30 

We can again compare her  wi th  P r a t t  when she wr i tes :  

" in  our blood/ a l l  ancestors/  a r e  warm f i s h  movingtt i f  we 

do not worry much about t h a t  change from cold t o  warm. 

The s ign i f icance  of t h e  f i s h  w i l l  be d e a l t  with l a t e r  i n  

g rea t e r  d e t a i l ,  bu t ,  e s s e n t i a l l y ,  they  a r e  a symbol f o r  

words, and, i n  p a r t i c u i a r ,  f o r  %he Vorci, a Goii ui' ii&C 

made f l e s h .  What i s  exc i t ing  t o  her  is t h a t ,  going down, 

t h e  "old languagesw which a r e  t tobsoletet t  become sensua l ly ,  

ho t ly ,  a l i v e  i n  her  own depths and h i s to ry .  What she 

f i nds  i n  t he  experience of ttdrowninglt i n t o  t h e  center  of 

he r  being is an a b i l i t y  t o  be sensual  i n  an almost purely 

physical  way. She becomes a un i ty  r a t h e r  than a u n i t ,  an 

i s land  r a t h e r  than an I. Yet even i n  t h e  second book she 

remains aware of her  s t r i c t  l im i t a t i ons .  I n  "The Shadow 

Voicen she says:  

I give  water ,  I give clean c r u s t s  

Arentt t h e r e  enough words 
flowing i n  your v 
t o  keep you going 5%"" 



Returning t o  t h e  discussion of t h e  c i r c l e  game a s  

one of motion, perhaps t h e  dominant sense one has about 

t h e  n a r r a t o r  is  t h a t  of her  lack of  s t a s i s .  She is ,  with 

a few notable  exceptions st settler^,^^ f o r  example) moving 

away from t h e  given s i t u a t i o n  of a poem. The persona l i ty  

seems almost s p l i t ;  on one hand, she encompasses, is f a s -  

c inated by, and records i n  d e t a i l  t h e  place where she is 

a t ,  then ;  on t h e  o ther  hand she seems a f r a i d  t o  be con- 

t a ined  by i t --says she cannot be caught i n  any moment. 

I n  "Camera,I1 f o r  example: 

You want t h i s  i n s t a n t :  
near ly  spr ing ,  both of us walking, 
wind blowing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
You want t o  have it and so you arrange 
you arrange us : . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
f o r  your organized i n s t a n t  

Camera man 
how can I love your g l a s s  eye? 

Wherever you p a r t l y  a r e  
now, look again 
a t  your souvenir,  
your glossy square of paper 
before it dissolves  completely: 

it is t h e  l a s t  of autumn 
t h e  leaves  have unravelled 

t h e r e  has been a hurricane . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
t h a t  small black speck 
t r a v e l l i n g  towards t h e  horizon 
a t  almost t h e  speed of l i g h t  



eye. A t  t h e  end of t h e  above poem she is t h e  f l e e t i n g  

i n s t a n t ;  she is a l so  t h e  germ c e l l .  Travell ing a t  almost 

t h e  speed of l i g h t  (becoming, t h a t  is,  almost pure energy 

though s t i l l  mat ter ,  almost revers ing from Word t o  Light)  

she moves towards t he  horizon, t h e  point  a t  which i n f i n i -  

t i e s  meet and become one, but  which she ,  rounding t h e  

ea r th ' s  sur face ,  w i l l  never reach. She has been caught 

by t h e  hurr icane,  t h e  des t ruc t ive ,  almost i n v i s i b l e  t u -  

m u l t  and is  blown by it though t h e  suggestion is t h e r e  

t h a t  her  motion is not involuntary. What is e s s e n t i a l  i s  

t h e  f a c t  t h a t  she is i n  motion; when she becomes t h e  

f e r t i l i z i n g  f a c t o r  she w i l l  have merged and become s t i l l .  I 

Her concern wi th  des t ruc t ion  is not  morbid but r a t h e r  de- 

fens ive;  it is a concern wi th  t h e  des t ruc t ion  of t h e  hu r r i -  

cane which can give impetus towards new moments, is always 

i n  motion. Yet, na tu ra l l y ,  f o r  he r se l f  she f e a r s  destruc-  

t i o n .  This f e a r  is probably t h e  g rea t e s t  impetus i n  i t s e l f  ' 
towards motion, and thus  towards l i f e ,  i n  t h e  poems. O r ,  

t o  genera l ize ,  he r  f e a r  of death, of being destroyed, is  

what impels her  i n t o  l i f e ,  communication, sex and poetry 

though, paradoxical ly,  those a r e  t h e  th ings  which make her  

f e a r  death. 

The l ake  o r  sea  is herse l f  as i n  "Axiom: you a r e  a  

sea . /  Your eye-/ l i d s  curve over chaos. Throughout t he  

f i r s t  two books we a r e  moved i n  and out  of t h i s  idea u n t i l  



it is f i n a l l y  postulated so c lear ly  a t  the  end of - The 

Animals -- i n  That Country. We begin - The Circle - Game with: 

The photograph was taken 
t h e  day a f t e r  I drowned. 

I am i n  t h e  lake,  i n  the  center 
of t h e  p ic ture ,  jus t  under the surface. 

It is  d i f f i c u l t  t o  say where 
precisely ,  o r  t o  say 
how la rge  o r  small I am: 
the  e f fec t  of water 
on l i g h t  is a d i s to r t ion  

but if you look long enough, 
eventually 
you w i l l  be able t o  see me. 33 

What was i n i t i a l l y  a f l a t  printed paper assumes t h e  

"in t h e  center/ of t h e  picture" though it is t tdiff icult  

t o  say where/ preciselytt  t h a t  center is o r  how large  o r  

small it and she are .  It is in te res t ing  t o  note the  

na r ra to r t s  de l ibera te  vagueness about the  locat ion of 

t h i s  center.  I n  p a r t ,  it can be explained by the  follow- 

ing  : 

There is no center;  
t h e  centers 
t r a v e l  with us unseen 
l i k e  our shadows 
on a day when there  is no sun 34 

Journals - of Susanna Noodie--the loca t  ion of iden t i ty  and, 

pa r t i cu la r ly ,  the  identifying s p i r i t ,  both par t icu lar  and 

general.  In  - The Circle - Game she writes:  



An o the r  sense tugs  a t  us :  
we have l o s t  something, 
some key t o  these  th ings  
which must be wr i t ings  
and a r e  locked agains t  us 
o r  perhaps ( l i k e  a p o t e n t i a l  
mine, unknown vein  
of metal i n  t h e  rock) 
something not  l o s t  o r  hidden 
but  j u s t  not  found y e t  

t h a t  informs, holds toge ther  
t h i s  confusion, t h i s  largeness  
and dissolving:  

not  above o r  behind 
o r  wi thin  it, but one 
wi th  it: an 

i d e n t i t y  : 
something too ge and simple 
f o r  us t o  see .  

This then becomes t h e  core of t h e  l r c i r c l e  game." I n  

t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  case of Susanna Moodie who "makes her  

f i n a l  appgarqnce i n  the presen t ,  as an old  woman on a - ----- 

Toronto bus who revea l s  t h e  c i t y  a s  an unexplored t h r e a t -  

ening wildernessfl and who has then "turned herse l f  i n s i d e  

o u t ,  and has become t h e  s p i r i t  of t h e  land she once hated:" 

I am t h e  o ld  woman 
s i t t i n g  across  from you on the  bus,  
e o . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

Turn, look down: 
t h e r e  is no c i t y ;  
t h i s  is t h e  center  of a  f o r e s t .  

Your place is empty 36 

We a r e  reminded t h a t  t h e  r e a l i t y  of a  wilderness is  de- 

pendent upon "who l i v e s  t he re ; "  i f  we do not inhab i t  t h e  

wilderness we pass through then t h a t  wilderness is not  

r e a l  t o  us.  



, 

However, i n  making t h i s  kind of statement Atwood 

d i f f e r s  from Klein (who dep ic t s  t h e  world a s  dependent 

upon t h e  poet s ince  he names it and thus  brings it i n t o  

ex i s t ence ) ;  t he  unknown e x i s t s  powerfully wi th  o r  with- 

out  our recognit ion i n  Atwoodts poetry.  And much of her  

poetry is involved i n  descr ib ing t h e  attempts t o  "center- 

in t f  upon t h i s  wilderness-to make of i d e n t i t y  a l o c a l e  

and vice-versa. 

Here on t h e  r i m ,  cr inging 
under t h e  cracked whip of .  winter  
we l i v e  
i n  houses of  i c e ,  
but  not  because we want t o :  
i n  order  t o  survive 
we make what we can and have t o  
wi th  what we have. 

I 

The season is  winter  when l i f e  is  a t  a h i a tu s  and 

she f i n d s  herse l f  on t h e  horizon o r  t h e  r i m  of t h e  eye-lid 

( s e e  "In My ~ a v i n e s " ~ ~ )  . What she sees  a r e  l i t t l e  round 

ig loos  with people i n  them, frozen water turned opaque. 

They a r e  l i k e  eyes, blinded with t h e  cold through no 

f a u l t  of t h e i r  own. From a frozen environment t h e  in-  

hab i tan t s  have cut  a s u f f i c i e n t  number of blocks t o  bu i ld  

t h e i r  enclosures f o r  s e l f ,  p ro tec t ing  t h e  individual  and 

giving him space of h i s  own, an i n t e r i o r  climate. It is  

necessary f o r  surv iva l  t h a t  t h e  ig loos  be b u i l t ,  l imi ted  

housing though they give ,  j u s t  a s  it is necessary f o r  i n -  

t e l l e c t u a l  houses, myths and h i s to ry ,  t o  be b u i l t  though 

t h e  l a t t e r  a r e  not  so e a s i l y  melted down with  t h e  reappear- 

ance of d i r e c t  sun l igh t .  



A kind of igloo/house reappears i n  "A Place: Frag- 

ments : 

and i n  the  center 
of t h e  t a b l e ,  a paper weight:' 
hollow-glass globe 
f i l l e d  with water, and 38 a house, a man, a snowstorm 

This sn hollow g las s  globe f i l l e d  with watert1 is placed 

c e n t r a l l y ;  it i s  again the  eye, t h e  inhabited universe of 

t h e  indiv idual ,  t h e  wintery womb of g lass  which, when 

shaken, becomes f i l l e d  with snow-flurries , t h e  place with 

its own weather, t he  mind. It is a Russian d o l l  kind of 

r e p e t i t i o n  of shapes and meaning i n  t h a t  the  globe is 

symbolically t h e  same a s  t h e  objects  it contains--the 

house and t h e  man--and it operates as a symbol f o r  the  uni- 

verse--that which one perceives while l iv ing .  Its function 

is a paperweight; t h e  i r o n i c a l  posi t ion of man is t h a t  he 

w a s  created t o  hold i n  t h e i r  place more abs t rac t  creations. 

The s t a r k  humour of being a l i v e  is t h a t  man must remain 

wi th in  t h a t  order created f o r  him t o  inhabi t  f o r  purposes 

which hardly enhance h i s  sense of universal  necessity. 

Though t r i v i a l ,  he i s  not without use--buffeted by h i s  own 

small snowstorms, he s t i l l  maintains order i n  some obso- 

l e t e  and poor lthouse.n He weighs heavily on paper, pins 

down c rea t ive  i n t e l l e c t u a l i z a t i o n s ,  leaves h i s  pressure 

r i n g  on some t h i n  sheets  which may well blow away when he 

and h i s  environment a r e  removed. 



Where is t h e  Vfl i n  t h i s  p ic tu re?  A t  t h e  Vul- 

I 
stood i n  t h e  door- 
way, a t  t h e  fulcrum where 

t h i s  t r i v i a l  but  
s t r i n g e n t  inner  order  
held i ts  d e l i c a t e  balance 
wi th  t h e  random s c a t t e r i n g  o r  - 
bloggeggmerging of 
th ings  

The I standing i n  t h e  doorway seeing both t h e  inner ,  or-  

dered room and t h e  ou te r  random s c a t t e r i n g  o r  clogged 

merging, encompasses both, and watches t h e  o ld  woman make 

t tdus t less  and f r e e  of sp iders  ." The 1/eye i s  "a t  t he  f u l -  

~ruxn,?~ i n  t h e  cen te r ,  is  herse l f  t h e  s ing l e  point  of pres- 

comes t o  apprecia te  and accept t h i s  r o l e ;  l i k e  t he  old  

woman, she too begins t o  make an in s ide  of t h e  outs ide  

where t h e r e  w i l l  be no sp iders .  

Atwoodfs metaphors f o r  t h e  i n t e r i o r  spaces which we 

inhab i t  seem reminiscent of Avisonfs. 

Gentle and ju s t  pleasure 
It is,  being human, t o  have won from space 
This u n c h i l l ,  habi table  i n t e r i o r  
Which mirrors  qu i e t l y  t h e  l i g h  
of t h e  snow, and t h e  new year.  Eo 

F ina l ly ,  we should look more ca re fu l ly  a t  Atwoodfs 

use of water metaphors; i n  p a r t i c u l a r l  we should see  how 

they f i t  i n t o  her ideas  about poetry and where they may r e -  



f l e c t  he r  extensive reading of t h e  works of o ther  Canadian 

poets .  "Notes from Various Pas t sn  i n  - The Animals -- i n  That 

Country begins : 

Capsized somewhere and stranded 
here ,  i n  a bluegrey rocking-chair 
and having adjusted somewhat 
t o  t h e  di f ferences  i n  pressure 

1 si t ,  looking a t  
what has been caught i n  t h e  ne t  
t h i s  morning: messages 
from a harsher l e v e l .  

I rock on t h e  bluegrey 
day, while below me 
t h e  c rea tures  of t h e  most profound 
ocean chasms a r e  swimming 
f a r  under even t h e  memory 
of sun and t i d a l  moon: 
some of them f r a g i l e ,  some 
vic ious  as needles;  a l l  
sheathed i n  an amoured sk in  
t h a t  is a language; camouflage 
of cold l i g h t s ,  potent s igna l s  
&hai aiiui-e pi-ey- fiash 
networks of warning 
t ransmit ted  through t h e  deep Efre 
of t h e  sea  t o  each o the r  only 

The bluegrey rocking-chair perhaps f i r s t  br ings  A.M. 

Klein t o  mind4* but Atwood changes h i s  metaphor. This is 

not  simply t h e  closed swing of t h e  Catholic seasons and 

imagination i n  r u r a l  Quebec; t h e  rocking-chair with its 

pendulum kind of motion, i s  here  compared with her blue- 
. > 

grey days washing back and f o r t h  on t h e  t i d a l  sur face  of 

l i f e .  She has capsized somewhere, been overturned and 

dumped out of t h a t  which had "f loatedn her  previously;  

paradoxical ly,  it seems t h a t  she has had t o  ad jus t  t o  t h e  

pressure  a t  t he  surface .  Now she i s  stranded i n  t h e  rocking- 



i n  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n ,  has "gained eyes and lungs ,  freedom/ 

t o  t e l l  t h e  morning from t h e  night/  t o  breathtr  but wonders: 

Have I l o s t  
an e l e c t r i c  wisdom 
i n  t h e  t h i n  marooning a i r ?  

S i t t i n g  i n  her  is land-chair  she looks a t :  

what has been caught i n  t h e  ne t  
t h i s  morning: messages 
from a harsher l e v e l .  

I n  t h e  sounding ne t  she l e t  down f o r  t h e  n igh t ,  t h e  t r a p  

she  lowered i n t o  her  dream-consciousness, she searches 

f o r  meanings. The ne t  has caught messages "from a harsher 

l e v e l f r  while she s l e p t .  In  it a r e  found f i s h ,  and these  

f i s h  remind us s t rongly  of  t h e  inhab i tan t s  of P r a t t r s  ocean 

deeps who a l s o  f l a s h  meanings s i l e n t l y  t o  one another ,  

who prey and warn and a r e  a l s o  sheathed "in an armoured 

skinrr  t h a t  is  a language which can be %ransmitted through 

t h e  deep core/ of t h e  sea  t o  each o the r  only." That these  

f i s h  a r e  ca l l ed  words l a t e r  i n  Atwoodts poem poin t s  another 

rou te  t o  t h e i r  meaning: t h e  f i s h  being a s ign  f o r  t h e  o r ig -  

i n a l  Chr is t ians  and Chr i s t ,  t h e  "Wordw who created a l l  

th ings .  However they a r e  i n t e rp re t ed  it is obvious t h a t  . , 

these  f i s h  a r e  synonymous wi th  p r imi t ive  ~messagesJ r f  with 

"an e l e c t r i c  wisdom," t h e  "once-living/ and phosphorescent 

meaningsu t h a t  do not  survive  t h e  t r a n s l a t i o n  i n t o  sur face  

and t h e  d a i l y  wash of language. They a r e  words/ forms of 

an o r i g i n a l  meaning which can only be f u l l y  v i t a l  as f i r s t  



, 
created;  evolved, they lack l i f e .  She t r i e s  t o  catch them 

i n  her ne t  but without much success f o r ,  stranded i n  t h a t  * 

lfmarooningn a i r  ( t h e  a i r  which turns  blood red,  makes us 

lung brea thers )  t h e  meanings d ie  and fade. The e l e c t r i c  

wisdom cannot pass through th in  a i r - - i t  needs the  o r ig ina l  

s a l t  water between the  poles as an e l ec t ro ly te  before the  

c e l l  can generate power. 

The rocking-chair of r u r a l  Quebec i n  Kleints poem 

had p e t r i f i e d  i n t o  da i ly  currency a r e l ig ion  and cul ture  

which i n  the  past  had had v i t a l i t y ;  during the t r ans i t ion  

it l o s t  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  generate new direct ions .  In  Atwoodts 

poem: 

The words l i e  washed ashore 
on t h e  margins, mangled 
by t h e  journey upwards t o  t h e  bluegrey 
surf ace, iht :  i r - a n s i i i u n ;  

these  once-living 
and phosphorescent meanings 
fading i n  my hands 

I try t o  but cant t  decipher 

Like many other  Canadian poets,  Atwood is admitting 

a fasc ina t ion  with the  evolutionary depths of physical 

human h i s to ry  and a sense t h a t  i n  such primitive l i f e -  

forms t h e r e  was  v i t a l i t y  which we have l o s t ,  Jfan e l e c t r i c  

wisdomn which has been t rans la ted  out of mants adult  l i f e .  

She suggests t h a t  our language comrnunication is l e s s  v i t a l  

than and essen t i a l ly  dependent upon o ther ,  more primitive 

forms of communication which s t i l l  supply us with the  



"words" t h e  forms we take up t o  make languages of .  

In  - The Journals - of Susanna Moodie Atwood plays upon 

the  suggestion t h a t  we a r e  not i n  our or ig ina l  shapes, 

t h a t  we have evolved and t h a t  we have a considerable de- 

gree of control  i n  determining how we w i l l  par t ic ipa te  i n  

t h i s  process of continuing ( in te l l ec tua l?  ) genesis. Even 

when dying the  narrator ' s  thoughts turn  i n  t h i s  direct ion:  

t h e  skeleton produces f l e s h  enemy 
opposing, then taken 
f o r  granted, ear th  harvested, used 
up, walked over 

t h e  ears  produce sounds what I heard I 
created (voices 
determining, repeating 
h i s t o r i e s ,  worn customs 

the  mouth produces words I sa id  I created 
myself, and these 
frames, commas, ,,aalendars 
%hat enclose 1r1eTH 

Elsewhere, Atwood emphasizes the  very r e a l ,  physical 

records we have of our evolutionary past  i n  our bodies, 

and, pa r t i cu la r ly ,  the  r e a l i t y  of our experiences i n  a 

not-so-foreign 

Somehow I s i t  up 
breaking t h e  membrane of water 

lherged and 
beached on the  carpet 
breathing t h i s  a i r  once more 
I s t a r e  
a t  t h e  sackful of sca les  and 

my f i s t e d  
hand 

my skin 
holds 



poet 

wi th  

remnants of ances tors  
f o s s i l  bones and fangs 

acknowledgement: 

I was born 
dredged up from t ime 

and harboured 
t h e  night  these  wars began44 //' 

What is i n t e r e s t i n g  about Atwood?s vers ion of t h e  

who goes down i n t o  t h e  ocean's depths and r e tu rns  

t h e  v i t a l i t y  of t h e  p a s t ,  br inging it up i n t o  t h e  

p resen t ,  is  t h a t  she seems t o  view t h e  experience of  

oceanic,  o r  evolutionary o r  subconscious l i f e  a s  a natu- 

r a l  p a r t  of t h e  whole experience of l i v i n g  i n  her  present  

condit ion.  While she does not  exact ly  r e j o i c e  i n  t h e  

r i chness  of  her  %ildernessW she has no i l l u s i o n s  about 

remaining i n  t h e  underwater "marginal orchardsn ins tead .  
- - 

She chooses t o  be born, she  seeks i d e n t i t y .  The merging 

of s e l f  with o the r ,  t h e  i n t e rpene t r a t i on  of t h e  individ-  

u a l  and t h e  environment, t h e  whole c i r c l e  game with a l l  

i t s  tens ions ,  and inside-outside paradoxes, a r e  simply 

p a r t s  of t h a t  pilgrimage t o  cen te r ,  t h a t  continual  move- 

ment of t h e  i d e n t i t y  which is becoming more and more com- 

p l e t e .  

Kle ints  l rPor t ra i t  of t h e  Poet a s  Landscape,lr and'  

P r a t t  ? s gfNewfoundland, among o the r s ,  l e ad  i n t o  Atwood? s 
* 

"The Se t t l e r s1 '  where h e r  poet-narrator  i s  indeed t h e  

landscape: 

Children run,  with green 
smiles (not  knowing 
where) across  
t he  f i e l d s  of our open hands. 



They a l s o  belong t o  t h e  world of Atwoodts paradox: t h e  

individual  becomes a l o c a l e  which is inhabited by t h e  en- 
-- - 

vironment i n  which he l i v e s .  The poets  may be drowned i n  

a magical anonymity, but  t h a t  anonymity i s  not a  separa- 

t i o n  from present  and germinal l i f e - i t  is, r a t h e r ,  a  

f u l l  giving of s e l f  t o  it. The wilderness,  i n t e r n a l  o r  

ex te rna l ,  of Canadian poetry may be t e r r i f y i n g  and thank- v 

l e s s  and pr imi t ive  but  it is  no wasteland. It is a l i v e  

w i t h  who ' l i v e s  t h e r e ,  and r e a l  by t h e  same token. 
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CHAPTER X 

GWENDOLYN MACEWEN'S HOLY WATERS OF C O N T I N U I N G  CREATION 

There a r e  many poems i n  Gwendolyn MacEwents l a t e s t  
1 

book, - The Shadow-Maker, which include mate r ia l  pe r t inen t  

t o  t h i s  study. Nearly every poem i n  t h e  f i r s t  s ec t ion  

and q u i t e  a number from t h e  second and t h i r d  sec t ions  might 

be discussed.  However, f o r  t h e  sake of  economy, we w i l l  

only look a t  two: "The HeelH from t h e  second sec t ion ,  !!The 

Unspeakable,I1 and "Dark Pines Under Watertt from t h e  t h i r d  

s ec t ion ,  "The Sleeper." This w i l l  not demonstrate t h e  

scope of MacEwenfs work but  it should ind i ca t e  how her  po- 

e t r y  is r e l a t e d  t o  t h a t  of o the r  Canadian poets  we have 

been discussing.  

I n  t h e  organing dark I b l e s s  those  who came 
from t h e  waters 

s c a l e l e s s  and shrewd, and walked with unwebbed 
f e e t  

t o  c r ea t e  memory, when every movement invented 
t h e i r  end, 

who stood beside t h e  holy waters with upr ight  spines  
t o  des t roy themselves, t o  i n h e r i t  themselves, t o  s tand 
while t h e  f i s h  f e  1 back and t h e  waves erased 

t h e i r  b i r t h .  1 
The f i r s t  s tanza  of "The Heeln needs l i t t l e  explana- 

t i o n .  MacEwen has a v i s ion  of t h e  evolut ion,  not jusL of  

t h e  vulnerable heel  o r  t he  upr ight  sp ine ,  but  a l so  of mem- 

ory out of " the holy waters." She i s  he r se l f  i n  Itthe 

organing dark ," i n  something akin  t o  "the holy waters . l t  

The dark enclosing her  seems a kind of c r ea t ive  chaos. 

Perhaps it i s  a s p e c i f i c a l l y  sexual  dark and t h e  waters 



, 
not  j u s t  t h e  o r i g i n a l  genet ic  ocean but  a l so  i ts  proto- 

type,  t h e  womb. 

They were t e r r i b l e  with sense and t o r n  a t  t h e  
tongue 

and i n  t h e  fore ign hours when fog enveloped them 
they  thrashed l i k e  swimmers down t h e  r i v e r s  of 

t h e i r  s leep ;  
t h e  sunken c i t i e s  wi thin  them rose  and towered high 
over t h e  b r igh t  groin of t h e i r  pain ,  and elsewhere 
they  were lovers  and t h e i r  knees were pyramids of 

f i r e .  

I b l e s s  those who turned t h e  double face  of memory 
around, 

who turned on t h e i r  naked green heels  and had g rea t  
dreams 

and i n  t h e  queer hour when they a r e  s t ruck  a t  t h e  
eyes 

and t h e  l a s t  sunr i se  claims and c r ipp les  them, - - 
I stand 

and remark t h a t  on t h e  edge of t h i s  s t rand  I a l s o  
f e e l  

t h e  holy waters lapping ju s t  behind my heel .  

There is ye t  another meaning f o r  t h e  "holy waters." 

They become t h e  r i v e r  Styx, d ividing l i f e  from death. 

The Styx is a holy and p ro t ec t ive  river-Achilles '  mother 

dipped him i n  it a s  an in fan t  t o  make him invulnerable-- 

but  a l s o  a f e a r f u l  one. To en te r  Styx is general ly  equiv- 

a l e n t  t o  dying; one can only pass from t h e  shore of l i f e  

t o  t h e  shore of death. Yet these  holy waters p ro tec t  

l i f e  from death. They divide  t h e  two, f i l t e r i n g  death 

out  of l i f e ,  and they a l s o  provide a rou te  i n t o  t he  neth- 

e r  regions.  This is important f o r  MacEwen who seems t o  

view cross ing t h e  Styx not  a s  a passport  t o  death but as 

a means f u r t h e r ,  d i f f e r e n t ,  s t a t e  of existence.  

MacEwen develops an argument t h a t  our a r r i v a l  i n  

na ture ,  whether it is  t h e  b i r t h  of t h e  human species  o r  



t h e  b i r t h  of an individual  person, c r ea t e s  memory. Our 

recording minds look forward and backward, noting each 

ltmovement. l1 From t h e  point  of b i r t h  we move i n t o  death ,  

invent ing our  end a s  we l i v e .  We It inheri t"  ourselves from 

our memories; we a r e  t h e  accumulation of a l l  t h a t  we r e -  

c a l l  ourse lves  being, But we a l so  i n h e r i t  ourselves from 

t h e  f l u x  of  evolutionary time. The human being is r e -  

l a t i v e l y  unique among t h e  spec ies  because it has attempt- 

ed a h i s t o r i c a l  understanding of i t s e l f .  I n  understand- 

i ng  our o r i g i n s  we a r e  made aware of our ends: t o  be 

born is t o  d i e ;  t o  be a separa te  species  is t o  be bound 

by t h e  necess i ty  f o r  adaptat ion.  The human species  can- 

not  expect t o  l i v e  forever  without a l t e r a t i o n  f o r  t h e  en- 

vironment it inhab i t s  a l t e r s ,  changing i ts  r e l a t i onsh ip  

wi th  people and demanding t h a t  they respond by changing 

as wel l .  

Those srwho came from t h e  watersn and were " t e r r i b l e  

with sense and t o r n  a t  t h e  tonguen suf fe red  t h e  t o r t u r e s  

of being a l i e n  and having t o  discover new ways of l i f e .  

They were forwarding t h e  evolut ion of t h e i r  spec ies ,  and 

so  of t h e i r  whole environment, ye t  i n  t h e i r  s leep  t h e i r  . , 

dreams returned them t o  "the sunken c i t i e s  wi thin  them." 

It is not  i n  these  i n t e r i o r  places of t h e  memory o r  

dreams t h a t  Whey were lovers  and t h e i r  knees pyramids of  

f i r e n  but  i n  t h e i r  new, r e a l ,  land environment. MacEwents 



narra tor  blesses  them f o r  t h i s .  When they "turned on 

t h e i r  nakes green heels and had great  dreamsll they were 

looking forward ra ther  than backwards. Pivoting on t h e i r  

most vulnerable point ,  t h e i r  a l iena t ion ,  t h e i r  heel not 

dipped i n  Styx and so not sensibly pa r t  of the  new s t a t e  

of existence,  they consciously chose t h e  new. Their dreams 

a r e  now vis ions,  not memories. And, a s  lovers ,  they en- 

t e r  t h e i r  new environment. 

MacEwents narrator  suggests t h a t  she too has l e f t  

t h e  ltholy watersf1 of her genesis--this time, the  landed 

consciousness claimed by e a r l i e r  people--and i s  entering 

a new s t a t e  of human evolution. In  the  context of the  

book t h i s  i s  doubtless a s p i r i t u a l  environment. 

"Dark Pines Under watern3 has echoes i n  it of sev- 

e r a l  poems we have already looked a t ,  most noticeably, 

perhaps, Scot t ' s  "Lakeshore." It is more s ign i f i can t ly  

This land l i k e  a mirror turns  you inward 
And you become a fo res t  i n  a f u r t i v e  lake 
The dark pines of your mind reach downward, 
You dream i n  the  green of your time, 
Your memory is a row of sinking pines. 

The cent ra l  conceit is  t h a t  of r e f l ec t ion ,  bo thq the  

mirror r epe t i t ion  of t h e  f o r e s t  i n  the  water where the  

t r e e s  seem t o  "reach downward11 and a lso  the  poet ts  pr ivate  

re f lec t ions  as  she is turned inward by the  land. The 

llmemorylt sinks back in to  t h e  water and the  r e f l ec t ive  per- 



son follows it down t o  its dark and sunken roo ts .  

Explorer,  you t e l l  yourself  t h i s  is  not what you 
came f o r ,  

Although it is  good here ,  and green; 
You had meant t o  move with a kind of  largeness ,  
You had planned a heavy grace,  an anguished dream. 

But t h e  dark pines of your mind d ip  deeper 
And you a r e  skinking, s inking,  s l eepe r  
I n  an elementary world; 
There i s  something down t h e r e  and you want it t o l d .  

I n  t h e  previous poem t h e  na r r a to r  had turned her  

back on "the elementary worldn but  here she recognizes i ts  

p u l l  on 'her. I n t e r e s t i ng ly ,  t h i s  is  epitomized by her  

wanting t o  express whatever it is t h a t  is "down there."  

Her conscious r o l e  is t o  t e l l .  She s inks  deeper and deep- 

e r  i n t o  t h e  unconscious mind, t h e  elementary world, t h e  

dream-consciousness, i n  order  t o  know it. This process 

implies t h a t  she expects t o  r i s e  again i n t o  a present  con- 

sciousness wherein she w i l l  t r a n s l a t e  t h e  Tfsomething down 

the ren  i n t o  words. Like Kleints  "Bathern t h i s  vsleeperw 

w i l l  wake up and face  t h e  requirement of making herse l f  

p la in .  She does not  v i sua l i ze  t h i s  process as rubbing 

away her  o the r  se lves  but r a t h e r  as expressing them. 

"Personable plainT1 would have d i f f e r e n t  connotations f o r  

her  than it probably had f o r  Klein. . . 

Like Sco t t ,  she recognizes t h e  magnetic a t t r a c t i o n  

she f e e l s  t o  t h e  region of dark,  sunken, r e f l e c t i v e  f o r -  

e s t s .  Being drawn down i n t o  Itthe dark pines of her  mindH 

aga ins t  her  in ten t ions  she r e a l i z e s  t h a t  she is only 

s inking because she a c t u a l l y  wishes t o  know those  depths. 



In teres t ingly ,  she f e e l s  t h i s  is a constr ic t ing ra ther  

than a f reeing motion. She says "You had meant t o  move 

with a kind of largenessn which suggests t h a t  she has not 

been freed by her f ami l i a r i ty  with these submerged regions. 

I n  MacEWents poetry we f ind t h a t  mants evolutionary 

h is tory  includes h i s  s p i r i t u a l  his tory.  H i s  physical de- 

velopment almost becomes jus t  a metaphor f o r  a more mys- 

t i c a l  evolution. She f inds  the  places she has been, meta- 

phorical ly ,  i n  the  past  (both hers and her species)  a l i v e  

i n  her memory but is,  a t  t h e  same time, exploring the  pos- 

s i b i l i t i e s  of new places. She is the  person a t  the  point 

of gfcrossing,n the  individual  l e t t i n g  go i n  order t o  be- 

come. 



CHAPTER X I  

CONCLUSION 

Whether the  wilderness is 
r e a l  o r  not 
depends on who l i v e s  the re  

We have been exploring the  re la t ionships  between a 

m b e r  of English-Canadian poets and t h e i r  environments. 

Ignoring individual differences f o r  t h e  moment, we can 

generalize about our discoveries. Atwoodts comment, 

above, is per t inent ,  f o r  we have observed our poets making 

a loca le  of iden t i ty  . 
This has developed i n  qui te  a simple way. In  P r a t t t s  

"NewfoundlandH we found the  poet ts  body, h i s  island of 

l i f e ,  being stormed by the  sea. He could not help but ac- 

twentieth century Canadian, here, t h e  Newfoundlander, no 

longer able  t o  abide i n  t h e  Garden of Bibl ical  Genesis, 

engaged i n  a s t ruggle  f o r  survival  i n  t h e  wilderness. He 

learned t h a t  it is impossible t o  make a new Garden, t o  

create  an Island en t i r e ly  i so la ted  from its surroundings. 

In  P r a t t t s  "Br6beuf and H i s  Brethernn the Jesu i t s  f a i l  t o  

reproduce France i n  Huronia though they seeded the  wilder- 

ness wi th  an immigrant cul ture  which, l i k e  fireweed, blos- 

somed i n t o  a new kind of environment from the  scorched 

earth.  This hybrid cul ture  was the  r e s u l t  of the  cross- 

ing of t h e i r  French, Jesu i t  cul ture  with the  aboriginal  

Canadian environment. 



Man and pr imi t ive  nature ,  represented by t h e  sea  

i n  mNewfoundland,n have not simply been engaged-in a  s t rug -  
\ 

g l e  with one another.  They have been ionnect- 
'\ 

e 

ed, l inked by a  h i s to ry  of c r ea t ive  evolutiZnary develop- 

ment and by a shared dependence on t h e  bas ic  rhythms of 

l i f e  and death. In  P r a t t f s  poetry man draws h i s  l i f e  

from t h e  s ea ,  meets h i s  death i n  it, f i n d s  a var ien t  of it 

s l u i c i n g  as  blood through h i s  body, and looks i n t o  its 

depths t o  discover h i s  s ign i f icance ,  

We found a f u r t h e r  development i n  A.M. K le in f s  

"Por t r a i t  of t h e  Poet as Landscape. t1 I n  t h i s  poem t h e  

poet and h i s  landscape a r e  i d e n t i c a l ,  not j u s t  in te rde-  

pendent. K le in f s  poet descr ibes  himself as a zero, a no- 

body, an e s s e n t i a l l y  anonymous form. But though he is 

anonymous he is not without a body. H i s  s p e c i f i c  form is 

a " r ich  garland," h i s  c i r c u l a r  shape a l ens .  Without h i s  

body he could not perceive and what he has not focused up- 

on, and h a s  not named does not  e x i s t .  He is himself t h e  

landscape of h i s  poetry and a l l  landscape he knows is him- 

s e l f ,  Here we f i n d ,  again,  t h e  sea  as a  metaphor f o r  t h i s  

generic landscape; K le in f s  poet ndrownsn i n t o  h i s  environ- 

ment. He is t o  be found a t  t h e  bottom of t h e  s ea ,  where 

he s e c r e t l y  shines  with t h e  mysterious, cool l i g h t  of  

phosphorous. 

K le in f s  drowned poet seems r e l a t e d  t o  D.C. S c o t t f s  

i n  "The Piper  of A r l l n  and t o  a  whole s e r i e s  of l a t e r  



Canadian poets who seek t h e i r  i d e n t i t i e s  i n  the  seas ,  

both in te rna l  and external ,  which come t o  represent t h e i r  

environments. Among these we found F.R. Scott  i n  "Lake- 

shore," Irving Layton i n  "The Swimmer," Earle Birney i n  

fTGulf of Georgia," Margaret Avison i n  "The Swimmer% Mo- 

ment," Jay Macpherson i n  "The Island,v1 Margaret Atwood i n  

vPre-Arnphibian,fl Gwendolyn MacEwen i n  "Dark Pines Under 

Water," and others.  The in te res t ing  th ing  about most of 

these drownings is t h a t  they resu l ted  i n  fur ther  c r e a t i v i t y  

r a the r  than death. These poets have been engaging i n  the  

spor t  of self-discovery. By plunging i n t o  t h e  depths of 

t h e  seas  they have been sinking deeper i n t o  self-understand- 

ing  . 
Evolutionary theory has provided these poets not  

f o r  t h e  locat ion of genesis,  both o r ig ina l  and continuing, 

but it has a l so  presented a means of describing and order- 

. ing the  processes of t h e i r  wilderness. F.R. Sco t t t s  "Time 

A s  Nown provides a typ ica l  example. 

Waves flow incessant ly ,  
Their sequel pregnant i n  our l i v i n g  f l e sh .  
The a i r  I breathe, the  neutron i n  my brain,  
This plasma t h a t  has ridden f i shy  veins,  
Shape my rehearsing of a l l  former l i f e .  
I f e e l  huge mastodons 
Press my ape-fingers on t h i s  typewriter 
Old novae give br ight  meaning t o  my words. 

It is the  ac tua l ,  physical existence of a r e a l  pas t  

i n  a r e a l  present which shapes h i s  body, h i s  perceptions 



and even h i s  poetry. I n  Scot t ,  t h i s  experience is an ex- 

planation f o r  t h e  energy of t h e  individual .  "Waves flow 

incessant ly , /  Their sequel pregnant i n  our l i v i n g  f lesh."  

Man does not stand apar t  from the  r e s t  of nature except i n  

so f a r  a s  the  burden of evolution has made more of t h e  

past ' s  r e a l  energy a l i v e  i n  him. Scot t ' s  man, l i k e  P r a t t ' s  

o r  even Klein's, is  a cont ro l l ing  o r  focusing form only i n  

so f a r  a s  he is a l so  an expressive form. 

Frequently images of continuing creat ion have been 

seen re su l t ing  both from t h e  v is ion  of t h e  sea a s  a gener- 

i c  and o f t en  genet ic  landscape and from evolutionary theory. 

Margaret Avison's "Searching and Soundingf1 provides an ex- 

ample : 

t o  t h e  f a r t h e s t  reaches 
where your Descent began, on t h e  beach gravel 
ground by sea-slimed t e e t h  . . . 
those bloodless horses . . . . . 
To what s t range f r u i t s  i n  
t h e  ocean's orchards? 

Reaching 
with Light t h a t  is pe r fec t ,  needed no 

kernels t o  swel l  nor juices  t o  syrup nor 
no fu r the r  making--all - newness-- 
a l l  being 

t h a t  the remotest f i s h r i b ,  
t h e  h a i r i e s t  pink-thing t h e r e  
might a s  one fragment 
make towards t h e  f u l l n e s s  you 
put o f f ,  t h e r e ,  on the  
ravening shore I view, from 
my gull-blanched c l i f f s  , 
and sh iver ,  
GATHER my fragments towards 
t h e  radium, t h e  
a l l  -swallowing moment 
once more. 



These images perhaps reached t h e i r  fu r thes t  de- 

velopment i n  Gwendolyn MacEwen. Images of  continuing cre- 

a t ion  pervade her poetry and she suggests t h a t  man w i l l  

change r a d i c a l l y  (evolve) i f  t h e  hwnan species is t o  sur- 

vive. 

We have frequent ly  discovered t h a t  knowledge has a 

physical r a t h e r  than a purely i n t e l l e c t u a l  h i s to ry  i n  t h i s  

poetry. We have seen t h e  poets deal ing with the problem 

sf t r a n s l a t i o n  i n t o  language of something t h a t  i s  not 

r e a l l y  capable of such t r a n s l a t i o n .  The mind, i n  t h i s  en- 

vironment, has an evolutionary h i s to ry ,  a physical growth 

from out of t h e  ocean r a t h e r  than a h i s to ry  of ideas.  

This i s  connected t o  mants s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e  a s  an expres- 

s i v e  form. I n  t h i s  connection it is i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  read 

Robert Duncants comments on Darwinls books: 

The fab r i c  of Being i n  Darwinls poet ic  v is ion  
arose i n  t h e  weaving of sexual selection--the 
f a l l i n g  i n  love and loving--and of na tura l  
selection-the alchemical process within t h e  
f i e l d  of t h e  Universe i n  which we, as thematic 
forms, e i t h e r  per ish o r  survive.  There it 
w a s - - i t  had been a long time gathering--en- 
t e red  i n t o  our consciousness of world and 
s e l f  over a hundred years  ago: t h e  pr inc ip le  
of a poet ics  t h a t  s t i l l  has not wide be l i e f  
among poets ,  a poet ics  not of paradigms and 
models but of individual  va r i a t ions  and sur-  
v iva l s ,  of t h e  mutual a f f i n i t i e s  of organic 
beings and t h e  evolution of l i v i n g  forms, not 
of good and bad works but of seminal and 
germinal works caat  abroad i n  t h e  seas  of 
t h e  world . . . . 
In  t h i s  t h e s i s  we have attempted t o  discover some of 

these "seminal and germinal works." Hopefully, we have 



been able  t o  suggest many. Klein's "Portra i t  of the  

Poet a s  Lands cape, " and Pra t t  s trNewfoundland, among 

o thers ,  lead i n t o  Atwood's "The S e t t l e r s w  where her 

poet -narrator is indeed the  landscape: 
1 

Children run,  with green 
smiles (not knowing 
where) across 
the  f i e l d s  of our open hands. 

They a l s o  belong t o  the  world of Atwoodts paradox: t h e  

individual  becoming a loca le  which is inhabited by the  

environment i n w h i c h h e  l i v e s .  Our poets maybe 

drowned i n  a magical anonymity, but t h a t  anonymity is  

not a separation from present and germinal l i f e - - i t  i s ,  

r a the r ,  a f u l l  giving of s e l f  t o  it. The wilderness, 

i n t e rna l  o r  external ,  of Canadian poetry may be t e r r i -  

fying and thankless and primitive but it is no waste- 

land. It is a l i v e  with who l i v e s  the re ,  and r e a l  by 

the same token. 

NOTES 

l t t ~ o t e s  on Grossinger's Solar Journal: Oecolo i c i i  
Sectionsn by Robert Duncan, ( m n g e l e s  , ~ l & w  
Press, April 1970). 
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