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Margaret Avison, whose poet ry  p r e s e n t s  a l a r g e  

number of personae i n  t h e  process  of t h e  search  f o r  

s e l f ,  r i g h t l y  may be thought of  as being a w r i t e r  

whose ,work develops o rgan ica l ly  t o  form a p o e t i c  myth. 

In he r  e a r l i e s t  poems, her  c o l l e c t i v e  personnae con- 

ce ive  t h e  world i n  i ts  f a l l e n  s t a t e ;  t h e  apparent ac- 

ceptance of a decadent s t a t u s  quo i n i t i a t e s  a first 

po in t  o r i en ta t ion .  In t h e  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  t r a d i t i o n ,  

Avison t h e n  moves f r o n  t h i s  phase of o r i e n t a t i o n  to- 

wards a more a c t i v e  phase charac ter ized  by a d e s i r e  t o  

t ranscend t h e  human condit ion by means of a " turn off." 

Those poems preoccupied by t h i s  theme all e x h i b i t  per- 
- 

sonae who, i n  Avison's own words, with "dainty s tepping  

unbokW themselves, To become unboxed beings as opposed 

t o  inca rce ra ted  c i t i z e n s  c o n s t i t u t e s  t r a n s f i g u r a t i o n ,  
- - 

In  t h e  t h i r d  and f i n a l  phase of Becoming, h e r  personae 

inc reas ing ly  tend t o  proclaim r a t h e r  than defame a God, 

who, throughout h e r  g a i n s  t r i u n i t y  . These 

t h r e e  primary sec t ions ,  culminating i n  a c r i t i c a l  

o r  mandala, f o m  t h e  movenent from "Gatineau," h e r  

first published poem, t o  "He Couldn't be Safe," one of  

h e r  las t .  
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DEDICATION 

This study is dedicated to all those 

who subscribe in essence to the poetic and 

idea contained in IJargaret Avisonts poem 

Excessive gladness can drag 
the 3-dimensional uncircumferenced circle 
out of its sublime true 
unless contrition also past all bound 
extend it. 

In the mathematics of God 
there are percentages beyond one hundred. 

His new creation is 
One, whole, and a 
beginning. 

(viii) 



The p r i n c i p l e  of c o j n i t i o n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  understood as 

a  process  o r  phase of p s y c h o l o ~ i c a l  and s p i r i t u a l  avmreness, 

has  long been ha i l ed  a s  a  primary concept i n  many d i v e r s i f i e d  

c i r c l e s  a ~ d  d i s c i p l i n e s .  t h e  l a s t  few decades, t h e  cotmi- 

zant  man is  r a p i d l y  gainin& t e r r i t o r i a l  advances over h i s  

o l d e r  pragmat is t  counterpart  i n  l i f e ' s  f i e l d s .  The most ob- 

vious symptoms of t h i s  phenomenon a r e  found i n  t h e  accelera-  

t i n g  i n t e r e s t s  exhib i ted  by t h e  pub l i c  a t  l a r g e  i n  Eastern 

as well  as ;'Jestern mysticism, elelaents i n  t h e  newly emerged 

counter-cul ture  and i t s  professed preference of  mind over  body, 

and, on t h e  o t h e r  hand, i n  t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  r ecen t  w r i t i n g s  of 

e x i s t e n t i a l  psychologis t s  and phi losophers  who s t r e s s  t h e  

value of s u b j e c t i v e  r e a l i t y  and. thereby a i m ,  once nore,  t o  

harbour man's psyche and anchor h i s  sou l  i n  t h e  e l u s i v e  bu t  

r e a l  f o r t r e s s  of  t h e  uklorm.  

General ly  poet  among men has made m n ' s  

phys ica l  and mental r e a l i t y  t h e  a r t i s t i c  mosaic of t h e  cog- 

n i t i v e   if e.) I.Ialory' s Holy G r a i l ,  f o r  ins t ance ,  continues 

t o  be sought and l o s t  by many whose quest  i s  t h e  de l ive ry  o f  

t h e  s e l f  t o  a  h igher  s t a t e  o r  being. John Donne too ,  i n  

s p i t e  of  h i s  o f t  this-worldly s t ance ,  adopts a t r a d i t i o n a l  

but  never the less  other-xorldly p o s i t i o n  when he says 



I n  what t o r n  s h i p  soever I embark 
That sh ip  s h a l l  be my emblem of Thy Ark; 

:hat sea  soever swallow m e ,  t h a t  f lood  
S h a l l  be t o  ne  an emblem of  Thy blood; 

I 

Equally i n c l i n e d  t o  see  himself n o v i n ~  toward u l t ima te  

union wi th  t h e  Godhead i s  Tennyson i n  h i s  f i n a l  aflfirmation 

from "In Idemoriam A.H.H." 

That God which ever  l i v e s  and loves  
One God, one law, one element, 
And one f a r  o f f  d iv ine  event 
To which t h e  whole c r e a t i o n  moves. 

(Removed i n  time and space, Canadian poet Kargaret  Avison 

a l s o  embarks upon a journey i n  a sh ip  of metaphors which 

be t rays  h e r  a l l i a n c e  with t h e  God of Donne's p a s t  but a l s o  

with t h e  gods wi th in  ourse1ves)from Lawrence's presence as 

i s  revealed i n  h e r  two volumes of poet ry ,  .:;inter flm, and 

The Dumbfounding, published i n  1960 and 1966 respect ive ly .  - 
A s u b s t a n t i a l  number of poems publ ished i n  l i t e r a r y  magazines 

and anthologies  reinain uncollected.' A.J.1.:. Smith, one o f  

h e r  most devoted c r i t i c s ,  made t h e  remark t h a t  he r  d i c t i o n  

i s  "as modern as it i s   archaic;^^ h e r  mytholocy, one may 

add, may warrant a similar ca tegor iza t ion .  (~orvever ,  al though 

one nay speak of Avison's p o e t i c  v i s i o n s  i n  t e r n s  of  a myth- 

o l o w ,  she i s  no t  a feminine Faulknerian. Her "Yoknapataw- ) 
pha County" i s  no t  nea r ly  a s  e x p l i c i t  a s  t h e  ske tch  appear- 

in& i n  t h e  appendix of a Faulkner c r i t i c a l  t e x t .  On t h e  con- 

t r a r y ,  h e r  c r i t i c s  have, genera l ly  speakinl;, no t  conceived 



of thematic con t inu i ty  i n  hertwork, a s  i s  exemplified,  f o r  

ins t ance ,  by ' J i l l iam )I. I:ewls observat ion  t h a t  "Even w i t h  

all t h e  i n t e l l i g e n c e  t h a t  hindsight  allows, it i s  hard t o  

see  i n  I.&rgaret Avisonvs e a r l i e s t  poems t h e  poet she was 

l a t e r  t o  become. lt3 

(More apparent than a  cohering thematic scenario i s  

Avisonls r e l i g i o u s  concern, a s  i s  evident from a genera l  con- 

s i d e r a t i o n  of he r  a s  a  l ldevotionall l  o r  "chr is t ian l l  poet.) The 

c r i t i c a l  eva lua t ions  of her ,  p e r t a i n i n g  t o  t h i s  aspect  of h e r  

poetry,  vary g r e a t l y  however. A. J.LI. Smith reads  her  devo- 

t i o n a l  poems i n  ''m dumbfounding "with t h e  grave p leasure  

t h a t  one reads  Herbert ,  lt4 whereas John Robert Colombo, ; i i th  

Smith, s e e s  Avison a s  a  poet "who m i t e s  l i k e  a  christianl1+) (. 
but  never the less  i s  prepared t o  view t h i s  f a c t  a s  being de- 

t r imen ta l  t o  t h e  q u a l i t y  of h e r  work. Her f a i l u r e  he says,  

"is t h e  p e c u l i a r  and feminine d i f f idence  she b r ings  t o  h e r  

vmiting. (she i s  aware of wr i t ing  a poem first and a  r e l i -  

g ious  poem second.115) (;ie goes on t o  s a ~  t h a t  although t h e  

poet assumes a  "prayerfu l  a t t i t u d e "  i n  he r  poetry,  she does 

not  " r e a l l y  come t o  t e r a s  s p i r i t u a l  r e a l i t y .  ") 
IJil ton X l s o n  i n  a  r e v i m  a r t i c l e  denons t ra tes  a t h i r d  

po in t  of view when he maintains  t h a t  Avison a s  a  "metaphy- 

s i ca l l t  poet "has only a l i t t l e  t o  be s a i d  f o r  i tself . '16 

Seeinc Avison a s  needing "few footnotee ,  '17 he considers  her  

t o  be a "voluptuary of t h e  mind" r a t h e r  than  an " i n t e l l e c t u a l .  " . 
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On t h e  o t h e r  hand, Lawrence 1 . i ~  Jones,  1:iss Avison's most 

outspoken advocate and chmpion,  s e e s  h c r  not  only as a 

c h r i s t i a n  and a successfu l  poet ,  but  d l s o  he acknov~lcdcco 

t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between ;7intcr - Sun and - The Lunbfoundini,. 

H i s  major t h e s i s  i n  h i s  review a r t i c l e  "A Core of 13ril l iance: 

hiargaret Avisonl s Achievenent" i s  t h a t  (("the core o r  p ivot  \. 

f o r  which t h e  e a r l y  poet ry  sought has been found in ... t h e  

conscious presence o f  a l i v i n g  Chr i s t  i n  t h e  poe t ' s  edxper0 

ience  14g))(as manifested i n  - The Dumbf oundiny,) .  ones sees  

Avison's conversion (which supposedly occurred on January 

f o u r t h ,  l 9 6 3 ) ,  a s  "the key t o  change1' yhich has given he r  

poet ry  "a hard core  of b r i l l i a n c e  fro-: ah ich  h e r  meditat ions 

upon l i f e  r a d i a t e .  ")) Other n inor  "defenders of t h e  f z i t h l t  

who have helped p lace  Avison a r e  David Helwig an2 Keith Ear- 

r i s o n ,  t h e  f o r a e r  f i n d i r x  i n  - The Dumbfoundin;; n "feelin;; of 

words" s u g ~ e s t i v e  of John Dome, Bopkins, and 9jrlan Thoiuas, 

"driven t o  express  t h e  s o u l ' s  pass ionate  abandon before t h e  

divine.  "lo K U C ~  i n  t h e  same vein ,  Harrison s e e s ( ( ~ v i s o n  ( a  

"Kozart anon& t h e  heavies") a s  w r i t i n g  a poet ry  ~vhich i s  a 

"ce lebra t ion  of Cod's world. " l l j j  A r ecen t  stu3y by Jane t  3. 

Ade, however, almost cot?pletel;l i t n o r e s  Avisor,' :: Chris t ian-  

i t y .  In h e r  t h e s i s  - The Foetry of ilari;nret Avison: Tcchnicue - 
and ~ h c r n e , ' ~  only two p x e s  a r e  devoted t o  Wle  Chr i s t i an  .--.-. 

poems. l1 



3 

Clear ly  t h e  need f o r  a re-examination of Avison' s 

poetry is warranted i n  order  t o  shed new l i g h t  on this 

apparent ly m a n y  f ace ted  poet. A comprehensive a n a l y s i s  of I 

Avisonts major metaphors through an impress ion i s t i c  c r i t i -  

c a l  method w i l l  be adopted i n  o rde r  t o  r evea l  t h e  poe t i c  

cons t ruc t s  of h e r  world. J u s t  a s  t h e  psychedelic drug-user 

hopes t o  experience a t o t a l i t y  of v i s i o n  i n  t h e  conceptual 

as well  a s  perceptual  world, so we seek clairvoyance i n  h e r  

two worlds. "Man" and "Kandala," t h e  former as t h e  poe t8  s 

sub jec t  and t h e  l a t t e r  as a c r i t i c a l  d i w r a n ,  comprise t h e  

t i t l e  of t h i s  study which has adopted "not t h e  naning but  

t h e  ce lebra t ion"  f o r  i ts n a x i ~ .  



THE FALLEN, FALLEN 'JORLD - 

To man t h e  world is twofold, i n  accordance 
with h i s  twofold a t t i t u d e .  

The a t t i t u d e  of man is  twofold, i n  accordance 
with t h e  twofold na tu re  of t h e  primary words which 
he speaks. 

The primary words a r e  n o t  i s o l a t e d  words, but 
combined words. 

The one primary word i s  t h e  combination I-Thou. 
The o t h e r  primary word i s  t h e  coabinat ion I-It; 

wherein, without a c h w e  i n t h e  p r ina ry  word, one of 
t h e  words He o r  She can rep lace  It. 

Hence t h e  I of man i s  a l s o  twofold. 
For t h e  I of t h e  p r ina ry  word I-Thou i s  a d i f f e r -  

en t  I from t h a t  of t h e  primary word I-It. 

Martin Buber 

Althowh t h e  phrase " the search f o r  s e l f "  has  been over- 

worked i n  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s n  and popular philosoph3-, it may be 

appl ied  t o  t h e  poetry of ZIargaret Avison a s  a term denoting 

beginning and end, d i r e c t i o n  and purpose, e x m i n a t i o n  and p- 

covering. T h r o u ~ h  t h e  parade of exh ib i t ing  n a r r a t o r s  and char- 

a c t e r s  i n  he r  poet ry ,  [she provides aany e x m p l e s  of t h e  indi -  

vidual  consciousness t r y i n g  t o  coae t o  terms wi th  t h e  objec- I 

i t i v c  world of t h i n g s  and t h e  s n b j e c t i v e  world of experience.)' 1 

That process  which vie c a l l  " the search  f o r  s e l f "  becozles i n  

Avison's own viords, t h e  search f o r  a "habi table"  world. Basic- 

elljr,((Avison i n  h e r  poetry a t t e 3 l . t ~  t o  t ranscend t h e  chaot ic  

f a c e  of t h e  world, t h e  world of Appearance, i n  order  t o  a t t a i n  

t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e  world, t h e  world of  ~ e i n ~ . ) )  Ye may  descr ibe  

t h i s  journey o r  search  a s  t h e  process  of Becoming. 



(i'In a mode &in  t o  the  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  t r a d i t i o n ,  Avison 

begins her  a r t i c u l a t i o n  of t h e  world i n  terms of anxie ty ,  

g u i l t  and despair .))  A l a r g e  por t ion  of poem co l l ec ted  e i t h e r  

i n  Yinter  a o r  uncol lec ted  poems published before  t h e  ap- 

pearance of The Dumbfounding a r e  os tens ib ly  concerned with 

t h e  negat ive  s i d e  of  exis tence.  (!lowever, t h e  negat ive  s i d e  

of t h e  human condi t ion  i s  exmined wi th  p o s i t i v e  z e a l  a s  i s  

013 1) shown i n  t h e  o p e n i q  l i n e s  from her  poem "Snow". 

Nobody s t u f f s  t h e  world i n  a t  your eyes. 
The o p t i c  hea r t  must venture:  a ja i l -break 
And re-creat ion.  . . . 

The mood conveyed through t h e  key words "optict ' ,  "venturett,  

t3ail-break", and "re-creation" i s  one of se l f -wi l led  aware- 

ness. ((Time and again  i n  her  poetry,  Avison proves h e r s e l f  t o  

be an adherent of t h a t  philosophy which al lows one t o  break 

out  of t h e  c i r c l e  of  i n a n i t y  i n t o  t h e  realm of meaning.)) "Gat- 
-. 

ineau",14 h e r  first published poem, provides t h e  i n f a n t  per- 

spec t ive  f o r  a "two-foldw world. It may be read  as a s e l f -  

d iagnos is  o f  t h e  ind iv idua l  c o n s c i ~ u s n e s s  i n  connection wi th  

h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  environiient. One may consider  t h e  poen in  i t s  

entbre ty  : 

There i s  a rock a t  t h e  river-edge 
G i r t  by t h e  chain of a boom; 

The yellow wind t r i c k l e s  anon& t h e  sedge 
And t h e  a i r  i s  raw with gloom. 

The lont; black r i v e r  i s  uncoilcd 
Among t h e  s t o l i d  h i l l s ,  

And day is l i k e  a c u r t a i n  s o i l e d  
Against n i b h t t s  windowsills. 



The deso la t ion  l i k e  a chur l  
Knows only empty-eyed 

The bleak unconscience of  a world 
I n t e n t  on suicide.  

i 
Although t h e  imagery may seem t o  form t h e  major substance of  

the  poem, f o r  ins tance ,  i n  so fa r  a s  t h e  black uncoi l ing  r i v e r  

suggests  e v i l ,  t h a t  which i s  a b s t r a c t  provides t h e  primary 

fraaework for. t h e  s:~nSolic contents.  "Empty-eyed" deso la t ion  

and a "bleak unconscience of a worldtt simultaneously suggest 

the  n a t u r e  and cause of man's d isease .  But Avison does n o t  

c l e a r l y  s t a t e  i n  t h i s  poem whether man himself o r  h i s  world 

i s  t h e  c u l p r i t  f o r  t h e  human condition.  

Generally speaking, "Gatineau" i s  n o t  a very fo rce fu l  

poem. The qua t ra ins*  r e g u l a r  rhyme and rhythm seem sonewhat 

s t i l t e d  and weak, e s p e c i a l l y  i n  coinparison with forms enployed 

l a t e r .  But "Gatineau" i s  inpor tan t  i n  so f a r  as it announces 

a major thexe. The adverbia l  phrase "empty-eyed" forms p a r t  

of t h e  b a s i c  "seeing" motif  so pros inent  i n  much of h e r  l a t e r  

wri t ing.  ttSeeingfl as it is proh ib i t ed  i n  this poem by ' s o i l e d  

c u r t a i n s v  i s  a m n i f e s t a t i o n  of  Avison's underlying concern 

with phys ica l ,  mental, and s p i r i t u a l  awareness. 

The sane sense of permeating gloom and deso la t ion  found 

i n  "Gatineauqt i s  p resen t  i n  "Not t h e  Sweet Cicely of Gerardes 

~ e r b a l l " . ' ~  Like e a r l y  Adam, h e r  world i s  he r  garden, but un- 

l i k e  Eden, t h e  vegeta t ion  i s  l e s s  p r o l i f i c :  

Wrrh, b i t t e r  myrrh, diagonal ,  
Divides my gardenless  gardens 
Inc red ib ly  a s  f a r  a s  t h e  eye reaches 
In  t h i s  f a l l i n g  t e r r a i n .  



The paradox contained "gardenless gardenstt  h i n t s  a t  t h e  

absurdi ty  of t h e  human condition.  T h e  paradox impl ies ,  i f  

no t  a f u t u r e ,  then a t  l e a s t  a p a s t  meaning of garden. Fur- 

cont inual  

t h e  p resen t  p a r t i c i p l e  i n t e r p r e t e d  as a 

process  of dec l ine ,  sugges ts ,  e a r l y  po in t  

t h e  poem, f u t u r e  descent  and col lapse .  

Through negat ive  images and synbols Avison expounds t h e  

gardenless  aspect  of garden. The persona, almost a s  if  "gar- 

denstt had disappeared i n  t h e  ant ipodes of  t h e  mind, s e e s  only 

t h e  negat ive s i d e  of presumably a former s t a t e .  The land- 

scape which "unsc ro l l s , "  as i n  a r e v e l a t i o n ,  i s  b e r e f t  o f  

t h e  fecundi ty  usua l ly  a s soc ia ted  wi th  a garden: 

No b e e t l e s  move. No b i r d s  pass  over. 
The s tone  house i s  cold. 
The cement has crumbled f r o a  t h e  s teps .  
The gardens here,  o r  f i e l d s ,  
Are weedless, not  f r o n  c u l t i v a t i o n  but  from 
Sour unfruc t i fy ing  Kovember g u t t e r s ,  
From winds t h a t  bore no fenne l  seeds,  
F i n a l l y ,  from a sun purifying,  harsh,  l i k e  
Sea-salt  . 

In t h e  next  p a r t  o f  the-, she ga ins  r e c o l l e c t i o n  of t h e  

p a s t  landscape. 

The s tubbled g r a s s ,  dragonf ly-peen,  
Between t h e  s tones ,  was no t  so tended. 
Mild animals with round unsmiling heads 
Cropped unprotested,  unprotes t ing  
(Af ter  t h e  r i n d  of i c e  
Yore o f f  t h e  col larbones of shallow shelving rock)  
And went t h e i r  ways. 

t h e  first, and mainly d e s c r i p t i v e  p a r t  of  t h e  poem, t h e  
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emphasis i s  w i t h  t h e  s;ym~torils of a condi t ion;  i n  t h e  l a t t e r  

ha l f ,  causes as we l l  a s  r e s u l t s  a r e  discussed. 

Nei ther  "Gatineau" nor  "Not t h e  Sweet Cicely of Gerardes 

Herball" a l low t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of  a d e f i n i t e  culpable  w e n t  

o r  force .  In t h e  l a t t e r  e spec ia l ly ,  t h e  poet mainly h i n t s  a t  

man's g u i l t  i n  having f o r f e i t e d  h i s  former world. The second 

s tanza  begins wi th  t h e  observat ion t h a t  t h e  " b i t t e r  myrrh/ Can- 

no t  r ev ive  a house abandoned": 

Time has  bleached out  t h e  f i n a l  cha rac te r s  
O f  a too-open Scr ip ture .  
Under t h e  s t a r i n g  day 
This  r a b b i n i c a l  g l o s s  r u s t l e s  i ts 
Leaves of l i v i n g  darkness. 

The pe r son i f i ca t ion  of  'daytt l e n d s  added s ign i f i cance  and f u r -  

t h e r  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  t o  our i n i t i a l  paradox, as does, t o  a l e s -  

ser ex ten t ,  t h e  phrase "leaves of l i v i n g  darkness.'' Both 

s t rengthen  t h e  oppos i t ion  which e x i s t s  between s t a t e s  of "fal- 

l i n g w  and being "motionless. " 

The unnatura l  q u i e t  of t h e  t e r r a i n  ( l eaves  a r e  t h e  only 

aud ib les ) ,  he lps  t o  suggest t h a t  Avison's world i n  t h i s  poem 

R i o t  might have conceived, t h e  day, t ranced o r  death l i k e ,  

s e e s  a world s i l e n t l y  s l i p p i w -  away. Already, it reseinbles 

a l o s t  cont inent  unf i l ed  and unnaaed: 

Yith t h e  maps l o s t ,  t h e  voyages 
Cancelled by l e ~ i s l a t i o n  yea r s  ago, 
This  i s  becone a t e r r i t o r y  without name. 
No householder surv ives  
To marvel on t h e  threshold  



Even when t h e  evening w r r h  r a i s e s  
An aromatic incense f o r  
Fa r  ivory  n o s t r i l s  
S e t  i n  t h e  v e r t i c a l  p lane  of anc ien t  pride.  

I 

In "Not t h e  Sweet Cicely of Gerardes Herbal l ,  " t h e  s a c r i f i c i a l  

lamb has become obsole te ,  and t h e  apocalypse never  conceived. 

"Ancient pr ide",  Adam's hubr is ,  marks t h e  end of a t e r r i t o r y  

and epoch. Thematically,  "Not t h e  Sweet Cicely of  Gerardes 

Herball" i s  a second ins ta l lmen t  t o  "Gatineau." The prophesy 

contained i n  "a world i n t e n t  on su ic ide"  becomes f u l f i l l e d  i n  

t h e  poem under discussion.  However, t h e  awareness expressed 

as t o  t h e  ex ten t  of man's a l i e n a t i o n  f r o n  t h e  Good Earth,  and 

t h e  unimplicated s t ance  which t h e  n a r r a t o r  adopts ,  suggests  

room f o r  spec ta to r s .  In o t h e r  words, v i s i o n s  of hunanity can 

be and a r e  i n  Avison' s poems sometiLnes divorced f r o n  evalua- 

t i o n  of s e l f .  

The n a r r a t o r  of  ' ' ~ h r o n i c ~ ~ i s  as concerned with t h e  world 

of Appearance, ( i n  more than  one sense ) ,  and t h e  world of  

Being, but  t h i s  example of an ind iv idua l  consciousness, a 

chain i n  t h e  p o e t ' s  t o t a l  Persona, is implicated.  Rather than  

being a detached observer ,  &te i s  t h e  object-cum-subject. 

"4y house" says t h e  n a r r a t o r  of  "Chronicw, "is made of  

old newspapers, " 

Not very o ld  ones, always about a week's 
Accumulation. And don ' t  pretend you recognize it. 
You don ' t .  Because it doesn ' t  look l i k e  a house, 
E i t h e r  square o r  tepee-shaped, and & wouldn't k n o ~  
b c e p t  it 's  where I l i v e .  



Several  c r i t i c s  have 

Smith, f o r  ins t ance ,  
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responded t o  t h i s  poem i n  p r i n t .  A s J o I L  

f e e l s  t h a t  Avisorl i n  "Chronic" makes a 

" f e t i s h  of s i n c e r i t y .  111 7 Avison does,  of course. "I become 

accustomed", she says  

To f a i l i n g  more and more 
I n  credence of  r e a l i t y  a s  o t h e r s  
Eust know i t ,  i n  a context ,  ';;ith a  coming 
And going marshalled mong p o r t i c o s ,  
And peacock-parks f o ~  hours of morning l e i s u r e .  

But "Chronic" i s  more than  a p o e t ' s  a t t enp ted  undress,  it says 

l e s s  about h e r  naked eyes and more about h e r  c lo thed  vis ion.  

Yhen h e r  n a r r a t o r  says  t h a t  we do n o t  recognize h e r  house, 

she s e e m  t o  imply t h a t  our  i n a b i l i t y  d e r i v e s  u l t ima te ly  from 

our  own l i m i t e d  and sub jec t ive  vis ion.  This  would a rpea r  t o  

be l o g i c a l  and i n e v i t a b l e ;  she t e l l s  u s  where she l i v e s ,  hence 

we know, but  by t h e  same token we cannot pretend t o  recognize 

it. 'Je only know and understand because we l i v e  i n  s i m i l a r  

newspaper houses. Then, r a t h e r  than  recognize t h e  shape o f  

someone e l s e ' s  ex i s t ence  ("it doesn ' t  look l i k e  a  house"), we 

i d e n t i f y  wi th  one ano the r ' s  p lace  of hab i t a t ion .  That Avison 

seems so brusque, cannot be a t t r i b u t e d  t o  h e r  wish t o  be s in-  

cere ,  but  r a t h e r  t o  he r  d e s i r e  t o  broaden our  vis ion.  If we - ------- -_ - ---___ _ - --- - 

recognize and admit our  own tepee-shaped o r  squared inprison-  

ment, then ,  she seems t o  say,  " the constant  s h i f t i n g  of t h e  

contourw ( o r  t h e  i n f i n i t e l y  changing and s h i f t i n g  world, as 

i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  our d a i l y  news), can be d e a l t  with. Then 

P r i v a t e  and somewhat t r i v i a l  r n u n ~ i n ~ s  such a s  



','hat wi th  t h e  winter  s o l s t i c e  
There is no t  chanc& of a s t rawberry f e s t i v a l  
For uonths. I cannot th ink , ,  . 
Quinces, f o r  instance:  w i l l  I need 
A pocket-knife f o r  t h a t ?  I never see ,  these  days 
Zven t h a t  chap i n  a peak cap 
(Spoke l i k e  a Cockney and) su rp r i sed  u s  once a t  
Brewst e r  * s. 

can be dispensed with. A.J.IJ. Smith has d i f f i c u l t i e s  wi th  

these  l a s t  p r i v a t e  a l l u s i o n s  of which he says  "we must assuine 

t h e  relevance." S a i t h  of course,  missed t h e  point .  The r e l e -  

vance l i e s  i n  t h e  very n a t u r e  of i t s  privacy and i r re levance .  

Avison does n o t  o f t en  use  such a p o e t i c  device,  but when she 

does, a s  i n  "Chronic," it is  an e f f e c t i v e  method of  comunica- 

t i n g  t h e  uncomunicable.  

Like "Gatineau" and "Kot t h e  Sweet Cicely of Gerardes 

Herbal l ,"  "Chronic" is a poem which enbodies a warning and a 

lanent .  Thei r  r e s p e c t i v e  n a r r a t o r s  acknowledge de fea t  and 

despa i r  caused by apparent purposelessness.  Not one of t h e s e  
- - 

poems, however, f a i l s  t o  look a t  man with  a humane eye. Never- 

t h e l e s s ,  Avison does c a s t  he r  mankind i n  a negat ive  l i g h t .  If, 

however, this nega t ive  p o r t r a y a l  i s  taken one s t e p  f u r t h e r ,  

p o s i t i v e  a l t e r n a t i v e s  s u g ~ e s t  themselves f o r  t h e  a l l e v i a t i o n  

of t h e  human predicainent. In "The Fal len ,  Fa l len  Jor ld ,  158 

she comes c l o s e  t o  s u g e s t i n g  a l t e r n a t i v e s  t o  newspaper houses, 

In t h i s  poem Avison d iv ides  nankind i n  t h r e e  groups: 

" revolu t ionar ies ,  " " i d e a l i s t s ,  " and "the learned.  " The prelude 

t o  t h e  exauined modes of l i v i n g  comes i h  t h e  form of a stanza.  

It is p h i l o s o ~ h i c a l  i n  tone: 



When, brea th ing  murk and apprehension of 
Slow sure  estrangement from the sun, 
Night and t h e  wi ther ing  Arc t i c  wind explore 
The vacant c o r r i d o r s  t h a t  a r e  allowed 
U s  f o r  our enforced passage 
Ye a r e ,  i n  snow and s l e e p ' s  d e s p i t e ,  
S t ra i t ly  sustained.  

The relevance of t h i s  s tanza  and t h e  t i t l e  of t h e  work i n  

which contained obvious. "Slow s u r e  estrangement 

from t h e  sun" a t  once suggests  t h a t  m a n  is  unable t o  remove 

himself from t h e  rhythmical movements of t h e  c y c l i c a l  world 

as well as, on a more symbolic l e v e l ,  h i s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  escape 

those  per iods  i n  l i f e  which a r e  spent  away from t h a t  which is 

life-giving. Thus, if  and when, and Avison i n  t h i s  poem does 

n o t  suggest t h a t  he has  a choice i n  t h e  mat ter ,  man moves i n t o  

t h e  day of t h e  win te r  s o l s t i c e  he becomes t o  some ex ten t  a 

p r i soner ,  t h a t  is,  " s t r a i t l y  sustained."  Consider t h e  revo- 

l u t i o n a r i e s .  They maintain an i r o n i c  pos i t ion :  

Some t h a t  t h e  sun i n  happier  days burnished 
Gather an odd i n t e n s i t y  
A s  they had learned ,  ungalaxied, t o  c e n t r e  
Fuel and fume, and i n  fair arrogance 
To, unconsumed but  self-consuming, burn, 
T i l l  s e e  them! wayside smi th ies  f o r  t h e  metals  
Of a waste warl ike time. 

Whereas t h e  r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s  l e a r n  andtburn,"  i n  so far as 

they,  r a t h e r  than  a f f e c t  t h e i r  environment only dep le te  them- 

s e l v e s  ( "unconsumed but  self-consuming") , t h e  " i d e a l i s t s "  

"s t ray"  and " s t r ive . "  They i n  "Moan and Misery" 

s t r a y  d e s o l a t e  along t h e  s t e e l y  r i v e r .  
. , 



The r i v e r  p ic tu red  i n  t h i s  s t w z a  reseriibles i n  e f f e c t ,  t h e  

black unco i l i r l~ ;  r i v e r  of' "Gat i~leau:~" In tile l a t t e r ,  however, 

Avison desc r ibes  only a s e t t i n g  whereas she,  i n  t h i s  s t anza ,  

p i c t u r e s  man wel l  : 

And among i c e  and yellow f l o e s  and dense 
Sealed bar ren  thorns  and t h i c k e t s ,  t hese  l a a e n t ,  
And in the i i :  sinevied penance s t r i v e  
To win b e l i e f  i n  a  new burgeoning. 

The c o n t r a s t  between t h e  r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s  and t h e  i d e a l i s t s ,  R 

I 

i n  so far  a s  both groups atterapt t o  bypass t h e  "enforced pas- 

sage," l i e s  i n  t h e i r  r e spec t ive  a t t i t u d e s :  llarrogance" narks 

t h e  f o r n e r ,  and "sinewed penmcel'  t h e  l a t t e r .  The tone of 

voice used by t h e  n a r r a t o r  l e a v e s  l i t t l e  doubt a s  t o  which 

s t ance  she f i n d s  more admirable. 

The t h i r d  category of nankind, " the  l e a r n e d , "  a r e  those  

who 

.. . f r o n  t h e  summit see  
The seasonst  s u r e  r e so lve ,  and having sounded 
Dayspring i n  t h e  IJagnif icat ,  and sensed 
The three-day darkness on t h e  e t e r n a l ' s  doorstep 
Not once, but ao re  than once, now a r e  but weary 
Because t h e  hope is c e r t a i n ,  and t h e  sound 
And sense a r e  f o r  them q u a l i t i e s  of t isle 
;;here nean in j  mocks i t s e l f  i n  nany echoes 
T i l l  it i s  meaningless; 
They, stubborn, on t h e  f rozen  mountain c l i n g  
breamin& of sane a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  s p r i w .  

Like t h e  r e b e l  and t h e  martyr,  t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  i s  

r id icu led .  Uef t ly  Avison sketches h i s  ivory tower r e t r e a t  

a s  a f rozen  mountain top-m,xnet where he ight  and d i s t ance  
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lend perspect ive  but a t  t h e  s m e  tirne cause mental ver t igo.  
, 

Lucidi ty  of percept ion  i n  t h i s  in s t ance  i s  not  desirable, as 

i s  implied by t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l ' s  awareness and f e a r  of t h e  

" three  day darknesst '  which is t o  come. It would seen t h a t  

Avison i n  t h i s  s t anza  aclknowled~es t h a t  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  and 

c o u r q e  must coincide w i t h  b o w l e d ~ e .  Alnost as i f  h i s t o r i c a l  

de te rmin im d i d  n o t  e x i s t  " the learnedt '  d r e m  of "some a l t e r -  

n a t i v e  t o  spring," t h a t  i s ,  they seek t o  avoid and ignore t h e  

i n e v i t a b l e  as wel l  a s  pe rve r t  t h a t  vhich i s  and eschew t h a t  

which was. 

In t h e  l a s t  s tanza ,  Avison groups revo lu t ionar i e s ,  idea l -  

ists, and i n t e l l e c t u a l s  a l i k e  under " the mutinous," thereby 

g iv ing  t h e  t i t l e  of t h e  poen and i t s  i n h a b i t a n t s  added cohesion. 

A s  a whole, t h e  s t anza  e n i t s  optinism. A s  a  symbolic connec- 

t i v e ,  i t s  enphasis i s  on the sun: 

Yet where t h e j m c o  f l i ts  t h e  sun comes s t i l l  
Remote and c h i l l y ,  but  a s  gold ,  
And a l l  t h e  mutinous i n  t h e i r  dungeons stir,  
And sense t h e  t r o p i c s ,  and unwi t t ing  w a i t .  
Since Luc i fe r ,  wai t ing  i s  all 
A r e b e l  can. And sloiv t h e  south r e t u r n s ,  

Especia l ly  worthy of n o t e  i s  t h e  s t ance  of p a s s i v i t y  s t r u c k  

by t h e  n a r r a t o r .  The l i n e  "waiting i s  all a r e b e l  can" i s  

paradoxical ,  un less  one recons iders  t h e  t i t l e  of t h e  poem i n  

conjunction wi th  hand-tied rebe l s .  This  l a s t  observat ion sug- 

g e s t s  t h a t  i n  Avison, t i t l e s  of poems as of ten  as n o t ,  a r e  as 

important as t h e  contents .  In this p a r t i c u l a r  ins tance ,  t h e  



t i t l e  reminds one throughout t h a t  the  poet has one very defin- 

i t e  perspective and category f o r  her  subject  llman.w 

In  dentit it^"^^ Margaret Avison again discusses t h a t  s e g l  

ment of t he  human population which waits  u n t i l  "the south re- 

turns". I n  t h i s  poem, however, she adds another dimension. 

The first and second stanza i d e n t i f i e s  t he  imprisoned man: 

Half-sleeping, unbewildered, one accepts 
The countless foo ts teps ,  t he  unsounding thud, 
Not even asking i n  what company 
One seeks t he  charnel houses of t h e  blood 

Some mornings when the  naked courtyard dwells 
With l i s t l e s s  sun, o r  when a darken iw s igh 
S t i r s  t h e  o ld  a i r  along the  cparried h a l l s  
One is  aware of many passing by. 

Again the  poet s t r e s s e s  the  pass iv i ty  of those who have suc- 

cumbed t o  t h e  s t a l e  and deadening atmosphere of t h e i r  place 

of  confinement and non-identity. This, then, is contrasted 

with t h e  place of unlimited freedom: 
.- 

But on t h i s  sheet o f  beryl ,  t h i s  high sea,  
Scalded by the  white unrememberirg g l a r e ,  
No wisps disperse. This is the  i cy  pole. 
The presence here is s ing le ,  worse than soul ,  
Pr ied  loose forever out of n igh ts  and days 
And b i r t h  and death 
And a l l  t he  cove r iw  wings. 

The con t ras t  between confinement and freedon is one not  

wholly ant ic ipated,  o r  r a the r ,  one where the  boundaries be- 

tween these two cannot be c l ea r ly  equated with unwanted and 

wanted s t a t e s  of mind respectively.  '!/hen t h i s  poem was first 

published i n  - A r t s  Review i n  1943, it was t i t l edWThe Pas t  and 
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t h e  Break" which, ic conjunction with "Identi ty" adds con- 

s iderably  t o  a more exact reading. The "pastw i n  "Identi ty" 

takes  on an almost dream-like s t a t e  where man's questioning 

f a c u l t i e s  have becoae dulled and h i s  sense of s e l f  i s  nearly 

indis t inguishable  from h i s  surroundings. J u s t  a s  t he  "unsound- 

ing thudN i s  acknowledged but nevertheless reclains paradoxical- 

l y  unheard, s o  man acknowledges h i s  existence although it re- 

sembles a mere acceptance. The "break" on the  other  hand i s  

a s t a t e  of in tense  awareness such a s  perhaps may occur under 

t he  influence of mind-altering drugs, o r ,  the  spontaneous oc- 

curence which may be ca l led  a peak-experience. The descrip- 

t i o n  which Avison g ives  i n  t h i s  passage nevertheless gives,  

as does Aldous Huxley's account of a mescaline t r i p ,  the  

heaven and h e l l  p a r t s  of such an experience. If the  "past" 

m a y  be associated with slumber, the  "break" i s  suggestive a t  

once o f  t he  nightmare and the  divine vision. Those e n t r i e s  

which come under "covering wings," t h a t  is, b i r t h ,  death and 

time, when removed from man's existence make, a s  t he  na r r a to r  

says, t he  presence "single,  worse than soul." Here Avison 

s t r i p s  man of h i s  body so t h a t  h i s  mind - i s  alone. I s b e c a u s e  

existence has become t imeless and without matter so t h a t  nothing 

remains; hence " t h i s  high seaw i s  "scalded" by "white unremem- 

b e r i n ~  glare."  But 

So pressed, a l o f t ,  the  e r r an t  angel s ings 
Should any l i s t e n ,  he would stop h i s  breath. 



A s  if breaks a r e  considered, envisioned, mentally experienced 

but  no t  undertaken, so t h e  persona abrupt ly  breaks of f .  The 

t o t a l  abandon necessary f o r  obta in ing  a t r u e  i d e n t i t y ,  t h a t  

which Martin Buber would c a l l  t h e  en te r ing  i n t o  an I-Thou 

r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  is  a t  p resen t  only a t e n t a t i v e  p o s s i b i l i t y .  The 

"covering w i n g s "  which i n  "Chronic" f o r  ins t ance ,  come i n  t h e  

form of newspaper houses and i n  "The Fal len ,  Fa l l en  ivorld" i n  

t h e  form of pseudo-revolutionary endeavours, a r e  a l s o  i n  

" Ident i ty"  h a i l e d  and wrapped about l i k e  an i n f a n t ' s  swaddling 

clothes.  A s  y e t ,  t h e  s t a t u s  quo maintained i n  o l d  and quar- 

' a 0  r i e d  h a l l s  is favoured above green waters. "Rondeau Redouble, 

a poem published i n  ;'/inter &, concerns i t s e l f  a l s o  with t h e  

problem of i d e n t i t y ,  o r  i n  o t h e r  words with t h e  ind iv idua l  

versus  t h e  crowd. 

In t h e  first s tanza  of t h i s  poem, t h e  framework f o r  t h e  

"crowd" i s  de l inea ted :  . . 

Along t h e  endless  avenue s tand poles.  
Divorced from o r i g i n ,  t h e i r  end's obscure 
There a r e  doors l i n e d  up al l  along t h e s e  walls 
Some open by t h e  clock, and some immure 

/ 
In t h e  t h i r d  s tanza ,  t h e  i n h a b i t a n t s  of t h e  "Rondeau Redouble" 

world a r e  descr ibed i n  t h e  same terms a s  t h e  po les  i n  t h e  first 

stanza:  

Under t h e  negro sun t h e  f u l l  t i d e  r o l l s .  
Crowds s t r a g g l e  gradual ly.  There a r e  fewer 
By 3 p.m. (wi th  t h e s e  a pigeon s t r o l l s ) .  
Divorced from o r i g i n ,  t h e i r  end 's  obscure. 
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Man, pigeon and pole a l ike sees , to  have been uprooted, and 

transplanted. Notice, however, t h a t  i n  t h e i r  new environment, 

man "straggles" whereas the bird  " s t r o l l s "  and the poles j 
"stand." Other animate objects such a s  fu rn i tu re  "gazes" out 

t o  the animate but " los t  country men." This l a t t e r  juxtapo- 

s i t i o n  again reaffirms m a n t  s deplorable posit ion i n  the age 

of urbanization. The blood imagery i n  the  fourth  stanza fur- 

ther  underlines the extent of man's sickness. A s  i n  "Identi tytt ,  

we f ind  tha t  the description of the  outer world by the  poet 

is  a r e f l ec t ion  of man's inner s t a t e :  

Dark brings the estuary, no vein pure 
Enough to  bleed freely.  Horizon's holes 
F i l l  slowly. Lights. Night1 s f o r  the amateur. 
There a re  doors l ined  up a l l  along these w a l l s .  

The first l i n e  of the  f i f t h  stanza "Neons blaze l ~ n l i e r , ~ ~  

adds s ignif icant ly  t o  the contrast  created i n  the fourth  stan- 

za between the  natural  dark and the a r t i f i c i a l  l i g h t  t o  o f f se t -  

night. The ltmantle of darknessNwhich has been used by count- 

l e s s  numbers of wri ters  and poets i n  the  past  t o  suggest obli- 

vion and sol i tude has become damaged beyond repa i r  i n  t h i s  poem. 

Jus t  a s  night is being replaced by neon day so i n  the f i n a l  

stanza, twentieth-century man i s  being replaced by the  product 

of h i s  own invention, the  machine, a s  i s  suggested by "Taxis 

a re  knowledgeable now, and sure." 

The topsy-turvy world which Avison creates i n  t h i s  poem, 

t r u e  t o  her r epe t i t ive  "divorced from origin,  t h e i r  end's ob- 



scure,"  does however, &for  ?Lief: "The wary one eyes EXIT." 

But "It appals" ("Some open by t h e  clock and some immure/ 

f l o w  t h e  endless  avenue"). Man's apparent inna te  p a s s i v i t y  

prevents  h i m  from becoming, i n  t h e  words of " I d e n t i t y , "  "pried 

l o o s e  fo rever  out  o f  n i g h t s  and day." I r o n i c a l l y  enough, i n  

nRondeau Redouble, " t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  between n igh t  and day 

have been sonewhat o b l i t e r a t e d  without,  of course, transcen- 

d e n t a l  r e s u l t s  f o r  man. Rather t h a n  transcending t ime, man 

i n  t h i s  poem, has become enslaved by it. The "immure doorsw 

f o r  ins t ance  t e s t i f y  t o  t h i s  l a t t e r  observation. The circu-  

lar form o f  t h e  porn i t s e l f  a l s o  suggests  t h e  endless  t read-  

m i l l  which i s  c a l l e d  modern l i v i n g .  In addi t ion ,  t h e  f a i r l y  

r e g u l a r  rhyme and rhythm of t h e  q u a t r a i n s  are suggest ive of 

t h e  monotonous machine-regulated ( "some open by t h e  clock" ) 

i n d u s t r i a l  age. 

'Ahereas "Rondeau ~edoubl;"  only h i n t s  a t  t h e  reasons f o r  

man's i n a b i l i t y  t o  l e a v e  h i s  t r eadmi l l ,  o r  wi th  a s l i g h t l y  

d i f f e r e n t  pe r spec t ive ,  t o  d i s s a s s o c i a t e  and r e l i e v e  himself 
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from h i s  mental s t a t u s  quo, "The lYrrored %an" more c l e a r l y  

e l abora tes  on these  reasons. The premise f o r  the  primal rea- 

son i s  b 1 a . n ' ~  apparent inane p e r v e r s i t y ,  o r  i n  t h e  words of  

t h e  poem: 

We always t u r n  our  heads away 
When Canaan i s  a t  hand 
Knowing it a o r t a l  t o  enjoy 
The Pronise ,  not  t h e  Land. 



The curse  which Adam heaped upoq himself and h i s  descendants 

comes i n  t h i s  poem, i n  t h e  shape of a c e l l  wherein m a n  

.... s t a r e s  i n t o  t h e  g l a s s  
And s e e s ,  now f e a t u r e l e s s  t h e  meadow m i s t s ,  
And now himself ,  a p i s t o l  a t  his temple, 
Gray, sepa ra te ,  weari ly  waiting.  

Like t h e  "mutinous" o f  t h e  "The Fal len ,  Fa l l en  'Jorld" t h i s  

r e b e l  waits, but u n l i k e  t h e  former he has an a l t e r n a t i v e .  

Consider t h e  f i f t h  s tanza:  

Ye, comic c r e a t u r e s  o f  our  p iebald  day, 
E i t h e r  ignore  t h i s  burden, nonchalantly 
(Dragging a d u l l  repudiated house 
A t  heel ,  through a l l  our  t r i v i a l  ramblings) 
O r  g rave ly  s e t  ourse lves  t h e  r igorous  t a s k  
Of f a sh ion ing  t h e  key t h a t  f i t s  t h a t  c e l l  
(As if it h i d  t h e  t ime less  Garden). 

I interviewed one gentleman so e q a g e d ,  
And he looked up and sa id :  
"Despair i s  a den ia l  and a s i n  
But t o  deny despa i r ,  i n to le rab le . "  

The next  week, so  I heard, he used t h i s  key, 
'dalked over  t o  t h e  mi r ro r ,  forced  t h e  hand 
O f  t h e  young man, and l e f t  him 
Droopiw,  t h e  i d l e  door of  an i d l e  c e l l  
Mirrored a t  las t .  Such nen a r e  l e f t  possessed 
O f  ready access  t o  no f u r t h e r  inc ident .  

If t h e  reasor  f o r  conf ron ta t ion  wi th  one ' s  s e l f  wholly e x i t s  

as a l a s t  r e s o r t  measure t o  combat mental and s p i r i t u a l  agony, 

then  m a n  k i l l s  t h e  s p i r i t  which formerly sus ta ined  him. "No 

f u r t h e r  inc iden t "  marks his death. In  t h e  fo l lowing s tanza ,  

t h e  poet c o n t r a s t s  t h e  s u i c i d a l  wi th  t h e  amorous node of l i v i n g .  

Rather t h m  f a c e  himself i n  h i s  mirrored c e l l ,  he blacks out  

t h e  r e f l e c t i n g  su r face  of h i s  "lovenest" : 



By fond r e p o r t , l t h e  mir ror  t h e r e  i s  c ramed  
Yith monkey f a c e s ,  ruby ear-r ings,  branches 

Of' purple  grapes ,  and ornamental fea thers .  
Yhatever winter  ravages h i s  gardens 

No banging s h u t t e r s  deso la te  h i s  gues t s  I 

Jho e n t e r t a i n  i l l u s i o n  a s  he w i l l s  i t ,  
And g r a n t  him t h e  i n v i o l a t e  pr ivacy 

H i s  hosp i t ab le  favour purchases. 

The f a c e t i o u s  mode of n a r r a t i n g  i n  t h e s e  s tanzas  lends  

weight t o  Avison's por t r aya l  of  man as a  conic^' but a l s o  a 

s a t i r i c  f i ~ u r e ,  but ,  a s  happens f r equen t ly  i n  her  poems, he r  

f i n a l  s t ance  i s  n o t  der iding;  i n s t e a d  he r  humanity i s  embra- 

All of us ,  flung i n  one 
Murky parabola,  
Seek out  soae p ivo t  f o r  s ign i f i cance ,  
Leery of comets' t a i l s ,  mask-merry, 
Yondering a t  t h e  cen t re  
:;rho w i l l  ga in  access ,  search t h e  c i t a d e l  
To i t s  l a s t ,  s e c r e t  door? 
And what f a c e  w i l l  t h e  v i o l a t o r  f i n d  
Yhen he confronts  t h e  g l a s s ?  

Her hunane a t t i t u d e  never the less  i s  inconclusive.  A s  if "pis- 

t o l s "  r a t h e r  than  "meadows" a r e  man's u l t i m t e  f a t e ,  she fur -  

t i v e l y  r a i s e s  t h e  last  question. In "The Liirrored I.",an," t h e  

n a r r a t o r  along w i t h  o t h e r  l lno r t a l s l l  i s  more conversant with t h e  

f l i g h t  from Zden than  wi th  t h e  entrance i n t o  t h e  c i t a d e l .  The 

accent i s  subsequently on h i s  " r m b l i n g s "  r a t h e r  than h i s  home- 

coming. Like o r i g i n a l  s i n ,  t h e  "murky parabola" ( synbol ic  of 

man's anonymity), i s  a given condit ion,  and t h e  passage throu(;h 

which he can escape t h e  melting-pot is  n o t  c l e m l y  lit. A s  a 
/ 

companion p iece  t o  "Rondeau Redouble, "The LXrrored 1jla.n" il- 



wninates t h e  e x i t s  f o r  man's escape, but  i t  does no t ,  a s  i n  

so  many l a t e r  poems, explore t h e  anterooms of  t h e  temple. 

 an"^^ m a y  be thought o f  a s  a poem which t a k e s  up some 

of t h e  more c l e a r l y  implied themes of "The Mirrored Ltan. A- 

g a i n  Avison t a k e s  f o r  h e r  subjec t  B i b l i c a l  f i g u r e s ;  i n  t h i s  

p a r t i c u l a r  ins t ance  E3.i and h i s  sons. These sons did enjoy 

t h e  Land. They 

Feasted on f e s t i v a l  meats before t h e  al tars 
The bul lock sons 
And those  whose cheekbones yellowed with winesweat 
Knew mois ter  p leasures ,  under t h e  temple gates .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . .  All t h t s e  and t h e i r  sons. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

would Death smite  . . . .  
Cheating t h e  house of  Eli of chapless  age, and 

t h e  ephod. 

In "Span", those  who possess  t h e  land  of milk and honey have, 

i n  correspondence wi th  t h e  a i b l i c a l  s t o r y ,  used it f o r  t h e i r  

own ends, (as does t h e  man who b u i l t  t h e  lovenes t  i n  "The 

Mirrored &nw).  The degenerate house of E l i  has  perver ted  

t h e  promise as well  as the  Land. 

The t i t l e  of  t h i s  poem a s  wel l  a s  the reference  

t o  "sons" whose sinews have "toughened s i n c e  Egypt," f u r t h e r  

supports  t h i s  idea. Between God's promise t o  lloses i n  mt 
and t h e  p resen t  occupation of  t h e  Fromised Land, man has  l o s t  

s i g h t  of h i s  Del iverer .  ' J i th in  t h i s  timespan ( a s  t h e  "Bearded 

onesw h o w )  , " s u l l i e d  v i s t a s"  have dwindled. Idargaret Avison 

q u a l i f i e s  t h e  o l d e r  genera t ion ' s  awareness however, a s  is 
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implied by t h e  word " su l l i ed"  aqd t h e  phrases  "bearded ones . 
f e l t  envy with remorse." Hence t h a t  v i s t q s  have dwindled may 

no t  wholly be a t t r i h u t e d  t o  "bullock sons" and "fat boys." 

Mortal man, t h e  poet  seems t o  say, seeks t h e  p leasures  of t h e  

f l e s h ,  but a t  t h e  sane time, he bewails t h i s  p a r t  of h i s  na- 

ture .  "Span" provides one more ins tance  of Avison's a b i l i t y  

t o  p inpoin t  man's inhe ren t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s :  h e r  po in t  being 

t h a t  perver ted  and perverse  mankind always plucks t h e  apple  

of h i s  rainbows and so  b r ings  down t h e  roof around h i s  t h r o a t .  

I n  "Span" E l i ,  l i k e  an unsuccessful R i j a h ,  f a i l s  t o  

pass  on t h e  ephod t o  h i s  successor;  i n  "To Professor  X, Year 

Y ~ ' ~ ~  a n a r r a t o r  equal ly  unsuccessful,  t r i e s  t o  pass  on a gen- 

e r a t i o n  of " s t a t i c s "  t o  a f u t u r e  h i s to r i an .  The " s t a t i c s w  i n  

t h i s  poem a r e  those  gathered i n  t h e  c i v i c  square who apparent ly  

"do n o t  know" what they  a r e  "waiting for ."  "Nobody gapes sky- 

ward," says  t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  and cont inues r a t h e r  f a c e t i o u s l y ,  

"although t h e  not ion  o f /  Commerce by a i r  is  u t t e r l y /  f ami l i a r . "  

Aptly appl ied  i n  t h e s e  l i n e s  i s  t h e  word "gapesen It 

s t r e s s e s  t h a t ,  a s  i n  "Span," "v i s t a s t t  have become "su l l i ed"  t o  

such an ex ten t  t h a t  man i s  no t  capable of even a dumb aware- 

ness.  The n a r r a t o r ,  a f t e r  having divulged t h e  scene a t  t h e  

square,  d i r e c t s  h i n s e l f  t o  Professor  X i n  Year Y. Her tone  

i s  apologet ic :  

Do you t h i n k  I ' m  no t  t r y i n g  t o  be he lp fu l  
If 1 f a b r i c a t e d  cause-and-effect 
You'd l i s t e n ?  ... 
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It i s  a s  if i n  h e r  address  she ,does  no t  da re  f u r n i s h  a reason 

f o r  t h e  a p a t h e t i c  and aimless  massest condition.  Speaking t o  

t h e  h i s t o r i a n ,  she says:  1 

I&nore us ,  hunched i n  these  dark s t r e e t s  
If i n  a minute now t h e  explosive 
Meaning f a i l s  t o  d i s p e r s e  u s  and provide resonance 
Appropriate t o  your chronicle .  

The poem however, does n o t  divulge a happening and t h e  reader  

as well  a s  t h e  unknown h i s t o r i a n  must provide t h e i r  own cause- 

and-effect  theory. In  wTo Professor  X, Year Y , w  t h e  "resonancew 

necessary f o r  a m e a n i n ~ f u l  dispersement i s  missing, o r ,  us ing  

a Kierkegaardian concept, t h e  ind iv idua l  does n o t  detach him- 

s e l f  from t h e  crowd. 

The problem of i d e n t i t y  i s  again t h e  major concern i n  t h i s  - 
poem. 3ecause t h e  masses have a b l u r r e d  v i s i o n ,  "few can see  

anything" and "dovmtovm bu i ld ings  block all view, " they cannot 

sepa ra te  and become "clear".  Avison c l e a r l y  h i n t s  a t  prere-  

q u i s i t e  dispersement o r  d i s a s s o c i a t i o n  f o r  a f u t u r e  "clear"  

exis tence.  The n a r r a t o r  s e e s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  such a recov- 

ered mankind when she  scans t h e  sky l ine  of t h e  c i t y :  m i d s t  

t h e  blocking bu i ld ings  and narrow passages,  she f i n d s  "One 
/ 

c l e a r  towards open water. " But t h i s  discovery (exclaimed by 

"and ah") i s  missed by those  gathered; again "Nobody gapes 

skyward." J u s t  as i n  "Span", E l i ' s  sons perverted a promise 

and a v i s ion ,  i n  t h e  poem under d iscuss ion ,  s t a t i c  crowds per- 

v e r t  and prevent  Being. "To Professor  X, Yea? Y, " i n v i t e s  man 



t o  be "pried loose , "  s o  t h a t  he may claim an i d e n t i t y .  For 

t h e  record however, Year Y w i l l  n o t  s e e  Professor  X comen- 

t i n g  on "what happened on a mean November day." Like t h e  

taxis i n  "Rondeau Redouble," cement-ledge walking winter  

pigeons i n  this poem a r e  ahead of  mankind. "Urbane" and 

" d i s c r i n i n a t i q "  a r e  t h e  words used i n  r e fe rence  t o  t h e  b i r d s ,  

which, i n  c o n t r a s t  wi th  t h e  "disgust ing uniformity of s t a t u r e "  

of  t h e  masses, is i ron ic .  

But t h e r e  i s  a no te  of optimism i n  t h e  poem. The "few 
-, 

thousand inexpl icably"  gathered > 

Generate funny cur ren t s ,  zigzag 
Across t h e  leaden mi les ,  and all suburbia 
Suf fe r s ,  uneasi ly .  

These l i n e s  imply t h a t  t h e  power necessary f o r  breaking up t h e  
I 
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masses e x i s t s  but  t h a t  as y e t ,  t h e  c u r r e n t s  a r e  weak and f a i l  

t o  i g n i t e  t h e  ind iv idua l  consciousness. 

Those poems by Kargaret  Avison which A.J.hL Smith has  cho- 

sen f o r  his anthology, themat ica l ly  belong v i t h i n  our  " f a l l e n  

t e r r a i n "  category. One of t h e  most i n t e r e s t i n g  poems i n  t h i s  

group which inc ludes  "Perspective,  " "Llaria Minor, " and "The 

But t e r f ly , "  i s  " E h e  Simple i i o r i z o n t g  . The eye, and more 

p r e c i s e l y  t h e  "dul l"  eye, is  the major of fender  i n  t h i s  poem. 

It c r e a t e s  i n  "a g l u t  of g r i e f "  t h e  e a r t h  a s  being "p ros t ra t e , "  

r a t h e r  than ,  as seems t o  be implied,  spheric .  7hat we see o r  

what we appear t o  s e e  i n  t l~ i s  poem i s  cont ras ted  with what we 

know: - "Vivid but pearl-deep jewel/ T : ~ i s  l i f e  of days w e  h o w . "  
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An analogy is  implied between *the hidden jewel and the  "heart; " 

both a r e  "essen t ia l ,  prisoned i n  a circumference." In "[me Sim- 

p l e  ~ o r i z o n t j l ]  It t he  shallow and nost  supe r f i c i a l  existence, 

a s  i s  perceived through the  eye, i s  contrasted with t he  inner  

l i f e  t h a t  we "know." That the  na r r a to r  r e j e c t s  an exclusively 

"real"  world is obvious from the  t i t l e  of t h e  poem a s  well  as 

t he  contents: wsimple" horizontals  a r e  deceptive and must be 

viewed with considerable mounts  of reservation. From the  

square brackets  contained i n  t he  t i t l e  (implying information 

which we ourselves have inser ted  in to  the  t e x t ) ,  one may deduce 

t h a t  simple hor izonta ls  are man-made givens and not na tura l  o r  

divine laws. By t h e  same token, t he  poem suggests t h a t  man 

can choose t o  e i t h e r  remove o r  accept those l imi t a t i ons  of 

h i s  own invention. 

J u s t  as i n   he Simple ~ o r i z o n t d ]  it i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  

obtain empirical evidence f o r  th ings  we "knoww ( i n  the  poem 

"I see  not cruciform but jus t /  One bead of blood from thencew) 

so i n  "The But te r f ly ,  "25 tlmenning*t is d i f f i c u l t  t o  apprehend. 

Ostensible "meaning" i s  e lus ive  when the  nar ra to r  contemplates 

the  f a t e  of the  moth "flung q a i n s t  t he  ba t te r ing  bone wind... 

glued t o  t h e  grit of t h a t  rain-strewn beach." Says the  nar- 

r a t o r  i n  the  l a s t  stanza: 

The meaning of t h e  moth, even the  smashed moth, 
t h e  meaning of t he  moth - 

can ' t  we s t ab  t h a t  one angle i n t o  t he  curve of 
space 

t h a t  sweeps so unrelenting, f a r  above, 
towards the  subhuman swamp of under-dark? 
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But he r  concern l i e s  no t  with t h e  dea th  of  t h e  b u t t e r f l y ,  

but with t h e  frmework wherein t h i s  t ragedy occurs. The s e t -  

t i n g  provides t h e  physical  r e a l i t y  f o r  t h e  moral design,  t h a t ,  

is, t h e  suddenly t h r e a t e n i w  storm which causes an i n s e c t ' s  

death,  f i n d s  a p a r a l l e l  wi th  t h e  equal ly th rea ten ing  atmos- 

phere of  t h e  e a r t h  ("when a l l  enveloping space/ i s  a t h i n  

glass globe, swi r l ing  with stormn).  The l a t t e r  however can 

be made peaceful  and subdued by Christ. Although t h e  persona 

does r e f e r  t o  t h i s  c l a s s i c a l  P r ince  of Peace as "the Voice 

t h a t  s t i l l e d  the  s e a  of Ga l i l ee , "  n e i t h e r  peace nor  meaning 

is obtained. C h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y ,  Avison's poem submits i t s  

quest ion mark. J u s t  as a death observed does no t  insu re  a 

dea th  accepted, so a Pr ince  of  Peace a l luded t o  does no t  

secure  t r a n q u i l i t y .  The " q l e "  i n  t h i s  poem, which r e f e r s  

t o  t h a t  geographical a r e a  wherein t h e  a c t i o n  occurs,  cannot 

be stabbed i n t o  t h e  "curve of space" because t h e  curve does 

n o t  bend, as i s  suggested by t h e  word "unrelenting." In 

o t h e r  words, un less  t h e  n icroscopic  world of "uproar" i s  

brought i n t o  contac t  wi th  t h e  macroscopic world of God, es- 

s e n t i a l  l i n k s  between experience and cognit ion w i l l  be wanting. 

Waria  ino or"^ is  perhaps t h e  most i n t e r e s t i n g  of  t h e  

poems i n  t h i s  sec t ion .  The simple l y r i c a l  q u a l i t y ,  the  un- 

complicated language and t h e  s t r a i g h t  forward symbolism a r e  

a re f resh ing  change from t h e  f r equen t ly  more awkward and d i f -  

f i c u l t  poems. For t h e s e  reasons i t  may be quoted i n  full: 



I conceived. And Sorrow 
S t i r r e d  wi th in  t h e  womb. 
My l o i n s  were pushed asunder 
To make Adam roon. 

Ve met on t h e  blonde uplands 
That overlook t h e  sea  
And s w i f t  d i d  Adam's navel  
Blo t  ou t  my agony. 

The Eas t  i s  f a r  and weary. 
The t h r u s h ' s  yomg a r e  fed. 
I go dw,m among t h e  l e a f  mould 
To mash my head. 

The n a r r a t o r  i n  t h i s  poem d i f f e r s  considerably from t h e  usual  

human and psychological ly  sound persona o f  o t h e r  poems. The 

"In of "Maria Xinor" t a k e s  on t h e  p r o p e r t i e s  o f  t h e  universa l  

mother, who conceives and g ives  b i r t h  t o  t h e  f a t h e r  of man, 

Adam. The human p r o p e r t i e s  of joy and pa in  a s  experienced by 

t h e  nother  suggest ,  i n  add i t ion  t o  t h e  mythical aspect ,  h e r  

human nature.  The human and mythical propor t ions  of t h e  first 

person n a r r a t o r  then  a r e  uni ted  and form i n t e g r a l  p a r t s  o f  each 
. - 

o the r ,  j u s t  as pa in  and joy a r e  i n t e g r a l  sensa t ions  experienced 

by man. The accent ,  however, i s  on t h e  f o r n e r  r a t h e r  than  t h e  

lat ter .  Adm conceived, harboured and expel led makes t h e  

Mother redundant, o r ,  as a poss ib le  reading of t h i s  many-fa- 

ce ted  poem, e a r t h ' s  a lphas  become man's omegas. Also p resen t  

i n  t h e  poem i s  t h e  concept t h a t  t h e  e a r t h  r ep len i shes  i t s e l f  

i n  s o  f a r  as t h e  l o s s  of t h e  first son out  of t h e  e a r t h ' s  l a p  

i s  won back with t h e  mother's r e tu rn .  "Llaria Einor,  " a s  a 

v a r i a t i o n  on t h e  theme, "dust t o  d u s t f f  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  appl icable ;  

conception and s u i c i d e  form p a r t  of  a  l i n e a r  movement i n  t h e  



poem, but it a l s o  swgests t h e  ,cyc l ica l  movement of t h e  e a r t h  

i t s e l f  and i ts inhab i t an t s .  

E k p l i c i t l y  t h e  d i c t i o n  and i m p l i c i t l y  t h e  tone and theme 

of "Xaria Llinor" c l a s s i f y  it as belonging t o  Avison's e a r l y  

per iod i n  s o  f a r  as only t h e  negat ive  a spec t s  of  ex is tence  

a r e  i l luminated  and emphasized. A s  y e t  t h e  poet seems t o  "see" 

t h e  world as being p r o s t r a t e ,  r a t h e r  than "know its f u l l  di-  

mensions. 

"Mutable 1 - 1 e a r t s " ~ ~  published i n  Canadian Forum, t akes  f o r  

i ts  sub jec t  " the ch i ld ren  of men" who " t ack le  t h e  windswirled 

slope." The sea ,  r i v e r ,  and cur ren t  inagery which Avison uses  

i n  t h i s  poem is  brought i n t o  jux tapos i t ion  wi th  Garden of Eden 

and East o f  Eden symbolism. The xother  f i g u r e ,  she who sits 

"motionless, i n  t h e  seainurmurous room," r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  guardian 

o f  t h e  Garden, as i s  suggested by "so long she  bea t  away t h e  

leaden arge ls . "  The son, however, f o r  "whom so longw she un- 

dertook t h i s  ac t ion ,  has "gone f o r t h w  t o  an undetermined des- 

t i n a t i o n ,  bu t  t o  r e tu rn .  Upon h i s  hoae-coming, t h e  son i s  

shown t o  be aware of t h e  i l l u s i o n a r y  world ("her  dream") which 

h i s  mother has  f a b r i c a t e d .  J i t h i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  p a r t  o f  t h e  

poem, it is  i u p l i e d  t h a t  t h e  w t h  of Sden, a s  i s  invented by 

man and r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of the  n o t h e r ' s  drean, i s  nothing but  

j u s t  t h a t .  

Avison, who began T u t a b l e  Hearts" on a phi losophica l  

note ,  concludes l ikewise :  



'Jhat i s  t h e  drag a ~ a i n s t  t h e  c u r r e n t ?  
Why d G s  the  look 'of cod sh ine  s t i l l  

above t h e  rushy pool 
while  cold swords wai t  beyond t h e  sweeping curve 

of  t h e  dark r i v e r ?  
On t h e  blown ridl;e now tilt t h e  ch i ld ren  of  men 
borne i n  t h e  breathy brown frost-foaning air." 

The language used wi th in  t h e  l a s t  p a r t  of  t h i s  s t anza  unmis- 

takably  echoes "The Lord God s e n t  h i n  f o r t h  fron t h e  GarSen 

of Eden, t o  till t h e  ground from whence he was taken." (Gen. 

3:23) That Avison seeks t o  j u s t i f y  such a God who ordered 

t h i s  curse  i s  obvious. The p o s i t i v e  q u a l i t y  of words such as 

"blown", "ridge",  "borneu, "breathy", and "frost-foaming air. 

s e e m  t o  imply a p a r t i a l  acceptance of man's f a t e .  Those who 

cannot s u f f e r  t h e i r  ovm t93.dicule," l i k e  t h e  Hother, remain 

"cheated i n  t h e i r  p r i d e , "  ( t h a t  i s ,  they  i n t e n s i f y  t h e  misery 

which comes a f t e r  t h e  i n i t i a l  Adam's p r i d e ) ,  whereas those 

who " tackle  t h e  windswirled s lope ,"  t h a t  is, deterruine a course 

of  p o s i t i v e  ac t ion ,  "meet t h e  autumn," o r  i n . o t h e r  Avison words 

ndare t h e  r a ~ i d s . "  S t i l l ,  "Liutable i Iear t sN only r a i s e s ,  i n  a 

very t e n t a t i v e  and a l z o s t  unconscious fashion ,  t h e s e  poss ib i l -  

i t i e s  f o r  an unfa l l en  l i f e .  A s  y e t ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  a r m   he^ 

s e l f  wi th  a quest ion mark. 

In "At lan t i s  and t h e  Departnent S to re  "28 another  quest ion 

i s  ra i sed .  The first s tanza  of the  two-stanza poem is  t h e  

question. Consider i ts  s t r u c t u r e :  

' If I were a r e b e l  would I f i n d  myself 
A t  t h e  Karch oounding of crows, 
Dwelling a scurfy,  h e c t i c  
In  f i l i a l  p i e t y  f r a i l ,  but  ox-boned 
Pr ince  



East beyond I.~uscovy, cribbed i n  an endlessness 
Sinokey, reekin(; d t h  da i~p ,  
Except one day, a t  crow-call,  
Blaze of pure l i g h t  i n  archetonics  mounted 
To t h e  l a s t  c i r c l e  
O f  t h e  f a t  s a i n t s ,  haloed i n  gold,  m i l l e n i u s  

I 
Lost  i n  pa le  blue? 

It comes no t  a s  a s u r p r i s e  t h a t  t h e  answer i s  a s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  

o b t a i n  f o r  t h e  n a r r s t c r  as the  qucst ion is d i f f i c u l t  t o  coiiipre- 

hend f o r  t h e  reader .  I n  order  t o  understand t h e  problen wi th  

which t h e  n a r r a t o r  s t rugg les ,  we may consider  c e r t a i n  a spec t s  

of h e r  query. The nos t  obvious device t h e  poet  uses  i s  t h e  

somewhat mocking tone  of t h e  na r ra to r .  A s  i f  she can hard ly  

be l i eve  i n  umilleniums, " though l o s t  i n  "pale  blue" she asks  

"would I f i n d  v s e l f  a t  t h e  ILarch sounding of crows." '?.:archu 

here m a y  be seen a s  a  pun. Not a s  a month, "march" i n  t h i s  

context  sugges ts  a  mocking reference  t o  "Jhen t h e  s a i n t s  go 

marching i n "  ( a s  i s  f u r t h e r  suggested by " f a t  s a i n t s , "  "haloed 

i n  gold,  " and "nil leniums l o s t  i n  p a l e  blue"). 

This  second corning, however, i s  c a l l e d  by t h e  b i r d s ,  

notably crows. Because t h e  n a r r a t o r  can see  h e r s e l f  a t  t h i s  

mock-rite only a s  a "rebel," t h a t  i s  a s  one who r e j e c t s  

a u t h o r i t y ,  Avison may be implying t h a t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  l i g h t  

of t h e  second s tanza  a s  wel l  a s  t h e  tone of  t h e  first s t anza ,  

she  does not  advocate a c t s  of r e s i s t a n c e :  

Indeed I d i d  not  ha te  
The teciious forenoon hallways 
Afchans, and c a r p e t s  wher-c. t h e  t i n y  tab le- legs  
Pricked f o r  depth and threads  e n t w l e d  them 
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This statement made by the narrator  i n  the second stanza pro- 

poses t o  provide an answer t o  the  first. One may be aware of 

the  s h i f t  between the  fu ture  projection of the  f irst  stanza 1 

and the past evaluation o f  the second, That which l i e s  be- 

tween a natural  l i f e ,  as i s  suggested by the  l i n e  "east be- 

yond Muscovy, cribbed i n  an endlessness/ Smoking, reeking with 

damp, " and the  c lut tered,  imprisoned, claustrophobic existence, 

is  suggested i n  the l a s t  stanza, The l a t t e r  world she can ac- 

cept: "these I bear,ff I ronical ly  enough, she can "bear" being 

imprisoned because 

mowing them dl t o  despair, long since 
Washed me up over the knuckles of t h e  
To the carpets of cinema foyers. . . 

That the narrator  prefers to  be a passive prisoner i s  especially 

and beaut i ful ly  emphasized i n  the l a s t  l i n e  of the  poem: "Stun- 

ned on t h e i r  escalators/ Within" she is. Like the mythical 

Atlantians, the  narrator  has vanished beneath the surface. 

Because the  poem ends a t  t h i s  point,  the  reader a s  well a s  the  

narrator ,  a re  provided with an answer to  the i n i t i a l  question, 

Like the rebels  i n  "The Fallen, Fallen Yorld, " t h i s  narrator  

has s t i r r e d  within her dungeon, but, l i k e  the "half-sleeping 

unbewilderedtt ones i n  "Identi ty," she succumbs among the "char- 

nal houses of the  blood." 



V A S  has  been s t a t e d  e a r l i e r ' i n  t h i s  chapter ,  Avison begins 

he r  a r t i c u l a t i o n  of t h e  world i n  terms of anxie ty ,  txilt and 

despair .  In l i g h t  of  our  analys is  however, one becomes in- 

c reas ingly  aware o f  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  Avison a s  a poet  does n o t  

assume t h e  voice of  doom, but r a t h e r  t h a t  through her  n a r r a t o r s  

she probes, voices  and p r o j e c t s  t h e  hunar. c o n d i t i m .  There i s  

much evidence t o  suggest  t h a t  man, a s  pe r son i f i ed  by a col lec-  

t i v e  persona, i n  many of  h e r  e a r l i e r  poems i s  one who has  fal- 

l e n  f r o n  a s t a t e  o f  grace.  The cont inual  exhor ta t ion  f o r  a 

transcendence of a s tagnant  s t a t u s  quo, as i n ( k d s  an$ 

V o  Professor  X, Year Ytt and o t h e r  poems, t e s t i f i e s  t o  this.) 

In t h e  next  chapter ,  t h i s  process  of  observat ion and or i en ta -  

t i o n  i s  subsumed by a nore a c t i v e  and aninate phase of 3ecorni.w. 



CHAPTER TYO 

"TURN OFF" -- 

Reaching 
wi th  Light t h a t  i s  p e r f e c t ,  needed no 

k e r n e l s  t o  swell  nor  j u i c e s  t o  syrup nor  
no f u r t h e r  making-all - newness - 
a l l  being - 

t h a t  t h e  r e n o t e s t  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 as one fragment 
make towards t h e  f u l l n e s s  you 
pu t  o f f ,  t h e r e ,  on t h e  
ravening s h o r t  I view, from 
my &dl-b lanched c l i f f s ,  
and shiver .  
GATHER my fragments towards 
t h e  radium, t h e  
all-swallowing moment 
once more. 

- from "Searching and Soundingw 

Yhereas those  poems s e l e c t e d  f o r  a n a l y s i s  i n  our  first 

chapter  were thought of  as being d iagnos t i c  i n  na tu re ,  inso- 

far as they c o l l e c t i v e l y  i d e n t i f i e d  man's p o s i t i o n  i n  a "fal- 

ling t e r r a i n , "  a l a r g e  number of poems e i t h e r  c o l l e c t e d  i n  z- 
t e r  Sun, o r  uncol lec ted  before  t h e  appearance of The Dumbfoun- -- 
d i n ~ ,  themat ica l ly  d i f f e r  considerably from these.  The main 

phi losophica l  motif  i n  t h e  l a t t e r  i s  charac ter ized  by an un- 

de r ly ing  d e s i r e  f o r  change. "The Road, ** 29 a poen published 

i n  Contemporary Verse i n  t h e  f a l l  of  1948, may be thought o f  

as being a key-poem f o r  t h i s  s e l e c t i o n  of  Avison's work. In 

o r d e r  t o  g a i n  g r e a t e r  comprehension of  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  between 

t h i s  poem and those discussed i n  t h e  previous chapter ,  w e  may 



quote t h e  poem i n  i ts  e n t i r e t y :  

Turn o f f  t h e  road Mister  
Tha t ' s  a l l  o i l e d  down t h e  ca r l eak  
And ornanented up with nag~ing-  b i l l b o a r d s  
And f i n d  out  how you s e e  t o  d r i v e  along; 

The golden sun i s  never o f f  t h e  f u l l ,  
And pouri& out  and pouring out  and pourihg 

Out till i t s  second c i r c l e  f i l l s ,  and you 
I n s i d e  it i n  a  golden contenplation. 

- 

1'11 shoa you a long r i d g e  of s c a r l e s s  e a r t h  
That l e a n s  so  l o n e l y  i n  t h e  f u l l  i m e n s e  
It mel t s  your hea r t  t o  infancy t o  see  it; 

And then  t h e  e v e n i w  waters ,  
Srown, and so  f u l l  of  peace t h e  orbed peace 
Of see ing  l e a v e s  t h e  chalky headbones w a r m  
And wakes t h e  hollow e a r  t o  ancient  tunes  

O f  shepherds fa r  from f o l d ,  i n  pear ly  June, 
Claimless mong i n v i s i b l e  s t a r s .  0 Liister, 

I know you t h i n k  you want t o  slam along 
A t  f i f t y  pe r ,  and make your r e s e r v a t i o n  
:%ere neon r i d i c u l e s  t h e  n i g h t ,  a l l  n igh t ,  
And t h a t  you c a n ' t  be s u r e  it i s n ' t  t r u e  
That if you l e a v e  t h e  road y o u ' l l  never f i n d  it 
Again. And y e t ,  before  t h e  bat-wing f a n s  
The h o t e l  dark,  I ' v e  g o t  t o  whisper it: 

So l i t t l e  e a r t h ,  so prec ious  l i t t l e  e a r t h  
Is n o t  mealy wi th  cold  and d m p  and monumental 
Beyond your scope, with mere i m a c u l a t e  roots .  

.- - 

The l a s t  t h r e e  l i n e s  d i r e c t l y  t i e  "The Xoadw t o  those  poem 

which f o r  t h e  sake of  expediency may be c a l l e d  t h e  "Gatineaun 

poems through t h e i r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  use  of imagery and d ic t ion .  

The "mealyv,  "coldt' and "dsri;ipW e a r t h  belongs properly t o  "Chron- 

i c , "  f o r  ins t ance ,  where t h e  winter  s o l s t i c e  does n o t  a l low a 

s trawberry f e s t i v a l ,  o r  t o  "Eutable Hearts" where t h e  "chi l -  

dren o f  men'' tilt i n  "brown f r o s t  foaming a i r .  " It i s  t h i s  

mean, stagnant world o f  " gardenless  gardens" t h a t  t h e  nar- 

r a t o r  of "The Road'' u rges  u s  t o  abandon. Simultaneously com- 

menting on twentieth-century Living, t h e  poet makes use of 
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co l loqu ia l  language i n  o rde r  to ,  enhance and emphasize man's 

unexalted p resen t  condition.  "Rlister" f o r  "man" i n  t h i s  in- 

s t ance  i s  a most e f f e c t i v e  address  because it a i n s  t o  i n c l u d e ,  
I 

t h e  common denominator of Everyman. However, t h e  imagery, 

r a t h e r  than  t h e  language, c l a s s i f i e s  t h i s  poem i n  a new 

category. The d e s o l a t e  landscape from llGatineau" f o r n s  a 

complete c o n t r a s t  wi th  t h e  abundant l i f e  as is descr ibed i n  

"The golden sun i s  never o f f  t h e  full,/ And pouring out and 

pouring out  and pouring/ Out till i t s  second c i r c l e  f i l ls , /  

and you i n s i d e  it i n  a golden contemplation." I n  conjunct ion 

wi th  t h e  sun-circle  imagery, t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  of t h e  "scar- 

l e s s  e a r t h u  is f e l i c i t o u s .  Both emphasize t h e  pe r fec t  exis- 

tence. P a r t i c u l a r l y  a p t  i s  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  he whose h e a r t  be- 

comes exposed, o r  r a t h e r  he who exposes h i s  hea r t  t o  t h i s  

" s c a r l e s s  e a r t h ,  " w i l l  melt t o  "infancy" again. 

In a d d i t i o n  t o  announcing a major theme, "The Roadw i s  

one of  Avison's e a r l i e r  poems dea l ing  wi th  C h r i s t i a n  i d e a s  and 

imagery. Unobtrusively,  she f u s e s  C h r i s t i a n i t y  and h e r  p o e t i c  

vis ion.  Deft ly  she  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  v i r g i n  b i r t h  a s  t h e  p o i n t s  

of o r i e n t a t i o n  f o r  a new beginning. Forvrard i n t o  t h e  p a s t ,  

she  p o i n t s  t o  "ancient  tunes/  O f  Shepherds f a r  from fo ld ,  i n  

pear ly  June,/  Claimless among i n v i s i b l e  stars. " But t h e  poet 

does not ,  e i t h e r  i n  tone  o r  word, pursue u s  with h e r  sugges- 

t ion .  Her n a r r a t o r ,  t e s t i f y i n g  t o  t h i s ,  has t o  "whisper it." 

I n  harmony w i t h  i t s  sub jec t  mat ter  and d i c t i o n ,  t h e  poem may 

be read a s  a b i l l b o a r d  wi th  a difference: h e r s  i s  a s o f t - s e l l  

f o r  Life. 
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Yhereas "The Road" i n v i t e s  ps t o  becone pa r t ake r s  of t h e  

good e a r t h ,  t ' ~ n t r a - ~ o l i t i c a l " 3 0  i n v i t e s  u s  t o  becoue pa r t ake r s  

of  t h e  good f e a s t ,  The l a t t e r  poem, c o l l e c t e d  i n  ;'/inter Sun, 
i s  one of t h e  inore ambitious and d i f f i c u l t  poems t h a t  Avison 

has published. According t o  t h e  s u b t i t l e ,  i t  is  "An Exercise  

i n  P o l i t i c a l  Astronomy." The poem c o n s i s t s  of a number of ques- 

t i o n s  of which soine a r e  answers, Consider t h e  first stanza:  

Who a r e  we here? 
boxed, b o t t l e d ,  b a r r e l l e d  
i n  rows? 
Comestibles with t h e  t r i c k  
of  t u r n i n g  grocer ,  s h o p l i f t e r  
o r  warehouse t rucker ,  o r  sometines, 
i n  fae ry - fa l se  spr ingt ime 
t h e  l ion-hearted four-foot  haggler  
wi th  a hot  dime? 

The following s t anza  o u t l i n e s  t h e  pr i soner :  "These packaged 

us-es", she says ,  "are  t o  t h e  gauboling of r e a l  nourishment/ 

as mudcake t o  transmuted sun." The p a r a l l e l  which i s  drawn 

here  i s  r a t h e r  d i f f i c u l t  t o  grasp.  The modif ier  of  "sun" i n  

t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  s t r u c t u r e  i s  t h e  major obs tac le .  If we read  

"transmuted sun" as pe r t a in ing  t o  t h e  process  of  photosynthe- 

sis, then  t h e  mudcake, exposed t o  a sun which performs t h i s  

funct ion ,  does n o t ,  un l ike  a p l a n t  o r  t r e e ,  b e n e f i t  from t h i s  

exposure. (Hence t h e  juxtapos i t ion  of transmuted sun a d  mud- 

cake i s  i r o n i c ,  because, a s  seems t o  be t h e  underlying nean- 

in&,  t h e  sun, r a t h e r  than t h e  nudcake has been "transmuted".) 

If t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  reading i s  c o r r e c t ,  t h e n  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

between 'these packaged us-es" and "the gamboling of r e a l  
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nourishment" is a l s o  i ron ic .  L a t e r  on i n  t h e  poem, t h e  nar- 
I 

r a t o r  desc r ibes  man's p o s i t i o n  i n  terms of "This self-consun- 

ing endless  squirm and squander": t h i s ,  it would seem, pro- 

v ides  an a d d i t i o n a l  c lue  t o  t h e  d i f f i c u l t  metaphor under d i s -  

cussion. Like t h e  r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s  i n  "The Fa l l en ,  Fa l l en  

iVorldl' who unconsuined but  self-consuming burn, so  man i n  t h i s  

poem, being a "comestible" consumes himself. A s  such, "pack- 

aged us-esf1 provide no " r e a l "  nourishment. Like a  snake who 

cont inual ly  provides h i s  sustenance by e a t i n g  h i s  own t a i l ,  

man, t h e  poem seems t o  imply, remains unconsumed but s e l f -  

consuming. I n  t h e  s i x t h  s tanza ,  t h e  l i n e s ,  

But being bought and ea ten  
is,  experienced, enough 
t o  change t h i s  c i r c u l a r  exchange. 

may f u r t h e r  support  t h i s  ana1oi;;r. 

Avison's se l f -consming man, however, cannot be seen sim- 

p l y  i n  terms of ind iv idua l  consmption.  The las t  l i n e  of  

t h e  s i x t h  s tanza  sugges ts  t h a t  t h i s  process  belongs t o  a col-  
' "  

l e c t i v e  mankind. Ye can " turn g roce r  o r  s h o p l i f t e r  o r  ware- 

house t rucker"  but 

... cringeing from such courses  
compounds confusion: 
a new numerical excess 
of  us-es. 

Thus ed ib le  and e a t i n g  mankind " e a t s  and d r inks  unto himself 

a  judgment." The word "us-es" i n  t h i s  context  may a l s o  be read 



as "uses" which then  i n  t u r n ,  w i l l  provide u s  wi th  a p o r t r a y a l  

of mankind i n  t h i s  poem a s  "users  of  s e l f . "  The p l u r a l  of  "usw, 

brought i n  jux tapos i t ion  with t h e  concept of u t i l i t y ,  then sw- 
g e s t s  t h a t  should we want t o  c u r t a i l  t h i s  bir th-explosion o f  

us-es, we may consider  " s e t c i n d  up shop a f t e r "  and - 
poach a s  we might, n o t h i w  e l s e  much remained 
but  tufts of fur and i n s e c t  ske le tons?  
And energy hasn ' t  minded 
phoenixing f o r  u s  i n  our  nonce? 

The f a c e t i o u s  tone used i n  t h e s e  l i n e s  underscores t h e  narra-  

t o r r s  p o s i t i o n  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  self-consuning man. She does 

n o t ,  however, l e a v e  u s  without suggesting a l t e r n a t i v e s  t o  bar- 

t e r i n g  o r  poaching f o r  counterac t ing  numerical excesses. Xe 

could, she says,  wi th  "dainty s teppingw,  

.. . unbox ourse lves  
while  sti l l  ~ l o s i o n  slumbers, 
p u t t i n g  a s i d e  nudcakes, 
t h e  b u y i w ,  s e l l i n g ,  t rucking ,  packaging 
of mudcakes, 

Then, if  and when man g i v e s  up h i s  business ,  

sun-stormed, dar ing  t o  g w b o l ,  
might t h e r e  not  be an ixaense answering 
of human skies?  
a new expectant l a rgeness?  

This  quest ion i s  answered wi th  a re fe rence  t o  a h i s t o r i c a l  man: 

(George Herbert  - and he makes it p l a i n  - 
Guest a t  t h i s  same t r a n s f i g u r i n g  board 

Did s i t  and ea t . )  ---- 
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The t r a n s f i ~ u r a t i o n  of  man which Avison speaks about i n  t h e s e  

l i n e s  i s  t h e  same as f o r  t h e  t r a v e l l e r ,  t h e  Itold Adamu of 

"The Eoad" who by l eav ing  t h e  trodden pa th ,  w i l l  be moved 

t o  winfancy'' again. To become unboxed B e i n ~ s ,  as opposed 

t o  boxed c i t i z e n s ,  c o n s t i t u t e s  t h a t  t r a n s f i g u r a t i o n ,  and sub- 

sequently,  a p a r t i c i p a t i o n .  The re fe rence  t o  George Herber t ' s  

poem "Love (111)" i s  e s p e c i a l l y  f i t t i h g .  In t h i s  seventeenth- 

century poem, a n a r r a t o r  undergoes a  d iv ine  t r a n s f i b w a t i o n  

when, i n  s p i t e  of being "gu i l ty  of dus t  and s in" ,  he accepts  

God's i n v i t a t i o n  t o  partalse of t h e  Great Supper. The inp l i ca -  

t i o n s  f o r  " In t ra -po l i t i ca l1 '  a r e  t h a t  i f  man i s  a b l e  t o  over- 

coae, i n  Chr i s t i an  t e r n s ,  h i s  "old nature,"  he subsequently 

w i l l  g a i n  access  t o  a "new Genesis," and s inul taneous ly ,  a 

new s e l f ,  

J u s t  as t h e  poet i n  " I n t r a - p o l i t i c a l "  and "The Iioad" re-  

f r a i n s  from being ob t rus ive ly  dognat ic  i n s o f a r  a s  C h r i s t i a n  

t e n e t s  a r e  r e f e r r e d  t o ,  s o  "LIeeting Together of Poles  and 

La t i tudes  ( I n  Prospect)  '13' r e f u s e s  t o  becoae, i n  t h e  words 

of "The Road," a "nagging b i l lboard ."  This  poen, read a s  a 

v a r i a t i o n  on t h e  theme of regenera t ion ,  s e e s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  

f o r  man's " turn  o f f "  a s  being renote :  

Seldom encounter a t  t h e  Judgaent Seat  
Those who a r e  f l u n g  of f , . .  

But those who 



,... t o s s  head, 
Tas te  t h e  b i t t e r  mbrning, md have a t  it - 
Thresh, knead, dam, weld, 
Vave baton, f o r c e  
ILarches through squirming bogs, 
Not f r o m  contempt, but  
From t h r u s t ,  unslakeably t h i r s t y ,  
Amorous of every tower &d twig , -and  
Yet l i k e  r a i l r o a d  engines wi th  
Longings f o r  t h e i r  landscapes ( p i s t o n s  pounding) 
Rock f u l n i n a t i n g  through 
Jrecked love ,  unslakeably lov ing  - 

may a r r i v e ,  In t h e  opening s tanza ,  t h e  poet s t r e s s e s  t h e  

q u a l i t i e s  and t h e  t a s k s  involved which alone w i l l  b r ing  man 

t o  t h e  p lace  of t h e  "Curious encounter." The s tance  is one 

determination: "TOSS head" and a t  it;" 

f o r c e s  a r e  unslakeable  t h i r s t  ' and t h e  

t h e  n o t i v a t i n g  

invol- 

ved threshing ,  kneading, damning, welding, waving, and m a r -  

ching. Obviously, Avisonts  p i lg r ims  are no t  armchair drop- 

ou t s ,  but lov ing  l abore r s .  

Once t h e  f lung-offs  have a r r i v e d  " the p lace  i s  an aston- 

ishment" : 

Runways shudder wi th  l i t t l e  p lanes  
P r a c t i s i n ~  folk-dance s t e p s  o r  
Flaying hornet ,  

and then  t h e  

Sky makes it ample r u l i n c  
Clear  a s  a p r h a r y  c h i l d ' s  exercise-book 
In somebody e l s e t s  lan.gage, 
And t h e  r i v e r s  under t h e  e a r t h  
Foam without xh i t eness ,  doned down, 
A s  they foam i n d i f f e r e n t l y  every 
Day and n i g h t  ( i f  you'd c a l l  t h a t  day and n i g h t )  
Not knowint how they  wai t ,  a t  t h e  node, t h e  
Curious encounter. 



One may see  how Avison perceives man d t e r  he has made a 

break with h i s  former s e l f .  Suddenly he has transcended t h e :  

day and n igh t  a r e  o b l i t e r a t e d ;  suddenly he doesn ' t  know "howlt 1 

he wa i t s  because, a s  seems t o  be implied,  time cannot be 

measured any more by t h e  c y c l i c a l  movements of t h e  p lanets .  

The whole mood of t h i s  l a s t  s tanza ,  suggests  a new earth:  

again "the - p lace  -- i s  an astonishment." The lang.uage b a r r i e r s  

a r e  a l s o  broken, suggest ing t h e  u n i v e r s a l i t y  of t h e  Great 

"Ideeting Together of  Poles  and La t i tudes  ( I n  Prospect)  " 
may be compared with "Extra P o l i t i c a l .  "32 In t h e  l a t t e r  a l s o ,  

t h e  persona i n  t h e  words of Xhitman "ce lebra tes  and s ings  him- 

se l f . "  The s u b t i t l e  of t h e  poem, "The Thorned Speaks ( m i l e  

D a y  Horses Afar)," g i v e s  an e x t r a  c lue  t o  t h i s  b e a u t i f u l  l y r i c .  

I n  t h e  second s t anza ,  a f t e r  t h e  n a r r a t o r  has  announced t h a t  

. - 
The s i ckness  has passed f r o n  me 
o f  th inking  t h a t  t h e  f l i n c h i n g  l eaves  
a r e  f r o z e n  of a l l  motion because my eye 
falls on them.... 

she says:  "deep i n  my days and f e e l i n g ,  I an healed. " Healing 

i n  t h i s  ins t ance  i s  comprised of  t h e  absence of f e a r .  The 

"green pasture1'  motif of  t h e  l a s t  t h r e e  s t anzas  p resen t s  t h e  

essence of t h i s  experience: 

n o t  harking. 
l e s t  t h e  l eaves  smite  Pe, t h e i r  ways. Breaking 
our  rnutual t r ance  i s  no t  t h e  vow 
t h e  sh in ing  knight ,  t h i s  large-breathed Day, w i l l  

eo 



hera ld ing ,  deed in^; f o r ,  and seeking out  
i n  g rassy  p lace ,  by v i g i l  stone.  
We s t r ange ly  pierced toge the r  twine - a p l a i t  
over h i s  l o n e l y  l a d y t  s shoulder t h r o m .  

Tree, I, al l  o t h e r  t r e s s e s ,  caught 
i n  t h e  c l o i s t e r i n g  metal of he r  t h o u ~ h t .  

She wakes, a lone,  f o r  him, t h i s  
mirrored dimness, 

as we f o r  h e r  
are .  

The tapered form of  t h e  l a s t  s tanza ,  i n  harmony with i ts  con- 

t e n t s ,  completes t h e  ce lebra t ion .  A syn thes i s  of t h o w h t ,  as 

i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  imagery ( " t r e e ,  I, all o t h e r  t r e s s e s  caught/ 

i n  t h e  c l o i s t e r i q  metal  of he r  thought") occurs  when an a c t i -  

ve ly  wi l l ed  s t a t e  of homeostasis is  induced. J u s t  as George 

Herbert f r a a e s  h i s  a l tar  of s a c r i f i c e  i n  words of man, so Avi- 

son frames h e r  V of  v i c t o r y  i n  words o f  joy. The "mutual. 

t rance"  a f f e c t e d  between speaker and "Day", t h e  l a t t e r  which 

may be equated with t i n e  i n  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  poem, becomes con- 

swnated when t h e  speaker announces "we s t r a n g e l y  p ierced  to-  

g e t h e r  twine." Again Avison i n  "Ext ra-Pol i t ica l"  d e l i n e a t e s  

an encounter between an a b s t r a c t  un ive r sa l  phenomenon and an 

ind iv idua l  consciousness t r y i n g  t o  grasp  i t s  s igni f icance .  

The p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n  of "Dayt' as a segment of  time, makes t h e  

p o e t ' s  a t tempt  a t  d e s c r i b i w  t h i s  phenomenon i n  i t s e l f ,  rnean- 

ingful and a e s t h e t i c a l l y  pleasing. 

A t h i r d  poem which nay be considered as a song of cele- 

b r a t i o n  i s  "Easter. "53 Unlike t h o  two previously discussed 

poems, "Easter" is more d e s c r i p t i v e  and l e n d s  i t s e l f  l e s s  t o  



a phi losophical  ana lys is .  'A'ords and phrases  such a s  "del i -  

cacy of l i ;ht ,  " "pink, " "Gueer a s  o chelnist 's  l i q u i d ,  " llcloud- 

l e s s ,  " "filmedtt and "wind fomented" i n  t h e  first s tanza  sug- 

g e s t  a de l i cacy  of mood, which i s  sus ta ined  i n  t h e  folloviing 

s tanzas:  

Af ter  t h e  b l u r  of doves t h e  milky a i r  
Lulls, and l i s t e n s ,  and t h e r e  
Is t h e  sorrow of a l l  f u l l n e s s .  

But on t h e  h i l l s i d e  t h e  f r a i l  tremulo 
O f  a new dayspring, eggshel l  and l i l a c ,  wanders 

through t h e  drenched q u i e t  branches. 

A b i r d  s ings ,  f o r c e f u l ,  g l o r i o u s  as a  pipeorgan, 
And t h e  huge b u s t l i n g  g i r t h  of t h e  whole world 
Turns i n  an everywhere of sunwardness. 
Among t h e  cloudcarved sundering of i t s  oceans. 

The thene of "turn-off" i s  e s p e c i a l l y  obvious i n  t h e  sun neta- 

phor. (bhe whole of na tu re ,  a s  it were, con t r ibu tes  toward a 

cosnic  a s s i m i l a t i o n  wi th  t h e  sun a t  t h e  vortex. A s  a compan- 

i o n  p iece  t o  "Ext ra-Pol i t ica l t t ,  t h i s  poem presen t s  u s  wi th  t h e  

"heralding, deeding f o r  and seeking out  i n  grassy  place" - Day, 

and t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  joyous proclamation o f  it. )) 

Other poems which e x h i b i t  n a r r a t o r s  who have turned i n  

"of sunwardness" are "Another Christmas, lt  "Christmas, I t  "June 

a s  Chris tnas"  and l t ~ i r t h d a y . l g  l t S ~ a r d n e s s "  i n  t h e s e  four  poem 

must bn seen b a s i c a l l y  i n  Chr i s t i an  terms. In "Another C h r i s t -  
24 

mas," t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  who i n i t i a l l y  f i n d s  t h a t  

Yet i n  t h e  ;vinter s o l s t i c e  i s  discovered 
The sun pe renn ia l ,  pure penet rant  of g a l a x i e s  

impl ies  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h a t  sane heavenly body wi th  



Chris t :  

''That Infancy, i n  b r igh tness  c l e a r ,  
Belying h i s  slow swerve through m l a r  t ime, i 

The crutched chronology of  centur ies .  

I n  t h e  l a s t  s tanza ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  s w e s t s  t h a t  those  ("few") 

who 

.... have known beyond t h e  s t i l l n e s s  t h e r e  
(Bird-skeletons,  scoured i n  t h e  s h e e r e s t  l i g h t  

T i l l  g ladness)  .... have heard 
The s i n g i w  of i ts far-borne,  aching echoes, 

In "Another Christnas," t h e  dawn of a new era and t h e  movement 

beyond, i s  as c l e a r l y  perceived and as a c t i v e l y  a n t i c i p a t e d  as 

t h e  s u n ' s  p o s t - s o l s t i c e  swerve. J u s t  as voices  i n  t h e  still- 

n e s s  a r e  far-borne and b r ing  far-echoes,  so C h r i s t ,  a s  t h e  

poet  s e a s  t o  imply, though far-borne,  resounds i n  t h e  p r e s e n t  

quie t .  

Although l e s s  e x p l i c i t  i n  h e r  C h r i s t i a n  t e m i n o l o g y ,  Avi- 

son i n  "Christmas, 't35 expects  t o  f i n d  t h e  same "singingtt  

g ladness  a s  she d i d  i n  "Another Christmas." It is  i n  n a t u r e ,  

and s p e c i f i c a l l y  "at daybreak i n  t h e  wood" t h a t  she a n t i c i p a t e s  

hearing " the merry organ." I n t e r e s t i n g l y  enough, i n  both poems 

obvious a l l u s i o n s  t o  C h r i s t  a r e  shunned. It is  almost as if 

t h e  n a r r a t o r  d e s i r e s  t o  capture  the  mood of  a new annunciat ion 

without d i r e c t  r e fe rences  to  t h e  One announced. 

"June as Christmas, I# 36 a t h i r d  poem i n  t h i s  group, re-  

v e a l s  t h e s e  same q u a l i t i e s  i n  t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  A s  i n  "Another 
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Christmas" and "Christmas," "June, as Christmas" p laces  t h e  

n a r r a t o r  ou t s ide  of t h e  c i t y  loca le .  The re-tit1i:lg o f  "June 

as Christmas" i n  ';/inter - 9  Sun as ,  "Far o f f  from University1' em- 

phasizes  t h e  new l o c a l e .  Again, it is a t  daybreak ("through 

liq whites") t h a t  t h e  n a r r a t o r  i s  a b l e  t o  perce ive  t h e  b i r t h  

of  a dawn. The l a s t  two s t anzas  of  t h e  poea a t t e n p t  an e luc i -  

da t ion  of mood found i n  and around a " d e r e l i c t  caboose;" 

The f rag rance  of cool ta r ,  
smoked coffee ,  wet 

machine p a r t s ,  s e a g u l l s ,  dawn 
j o l t e d  a hobo torpor .  Af ter  t h e  sour  

s e n i l i t y  of n i g h t ,  suddenly, 
a more than  animal joy, a s a n i t y  

of  holy a p p e t i t e  awoke, 
b r e a s t  bared f o r  i ts  b l i n d  suckl ing 
a more than  mother leaned,  drew brea th ,  tender ing  

Cement and xeeds, sky, a l l  n igh t  d i n e r ,  f l e s h  
gathered a s  being; fumbling fed.  

A s  i n  n I n t r a - P o l i t i c a l , "  a t r a n s f i g u r a t i o n  has  occurred. The 

n a r r a t o r  s e e s  t h e  hobo's s tagnant  ex is tence  becoming animated 

wi th  new l i f e .  The madonna imagery supports  t h i s  new vivac i ty .  

A s  i n  "The Road" and "Another Chr i s t aas , "  t h e  concept of  in- 

fancy i s  emphasized; i n  t h e  poem under d iscuss ion ,  t h e  words 

"fumbling" and "fed" denote t h e  q u a l i t i e s  of t h e  r e c e i v e r  a s  

well a s  t h e  weal th of t h e  g iver .  The ga the r ing  "as being" 

a l s o  provides a f i n a l  syn thes i s  o f  thought i n  t h e  poem. It 

seems as if t h e  poet has been a b l e  t o  draw toge the r  o b j e c t s  

of t h e  phys ica l  vor ld ,  and i n f e s t e d  it with t h e  s p i r i t  of t h e  

corporeal  world. J u s t  a s  June becomes Christmas, s o  a t r a i n  

yard becomes t h e  scene of a metamorphoses. 



+ n tt37 t h e  las t  p,oem i n  this group, may a l s o  be 

discussed i n  t e r m  of tu rn ing  inHof  sunwardness." Instead 

of meeting a n a r r a t o r  as i n  "Christmas" who wishes t o  "soner- 

sault i n  t h e  t h e  "Bir th  Day1' n a r r a t o r  runs  t o  Iz i t i lene ,  

qnd ins tead  of daybreak experiences,  h e r  journey commences on 

Saturday. The synbolic  s ign i f i cance  of t h e s e  s p e c i f i c  d e t a i l s  

i n  a l l  o f  t h e s e  poems suggest a new epoch; i n  "Bir th Day", 

Saturday denotes t h e  prelude t o  a  Sabbath. The e n t i r e  poem vi-  

b r a t e s  with t h e  annunciation o f  

. . . a unique e s t a t e ,  held wrapt 
Away from all men e l s e ,  which t o  embrace 
Our world would have t o  s t r e t c h  and swell  

with s t rangeness  

Not only,  however, does t h i s  poem announce " the hour of  Genesis", 

i t  simultaneously is ,  f o r  t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  t h e  i n i t i a l  movement 

i n t o  t h e  Genesis. The b i r d ,  lamb, r o o t ,  sun, and water i m x e r y  

which t h e  poet  uses  i n  o rde r  t o  desc r ibe  t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  f l i g h t  

t o  LYtilene suppor ts  t h i s  i d e a  of regenerat ion.  

In "Bi r thDayW then,  we have a  n a r r a t o r ,  who, through t h e  

process  of turn ing  sunward becomes herse l f  p a r t  of t h e  trans- 

f i g u r e d  world which she wishes t o  announce. Those t o  whom 

she  speeds her  "news" a l s o  become charac te r s  i n  t h e  frailework 

of  t h e  Xew Dawn; upon beholding ( i n  t h i s  ins t ance  t h e  accep- 

tance  o f )  t h e  "unique e s t a t e "  they  "smile and laugh a t  last." 

Then, 

.... There was 
Rejoicing all n i ~ h t  long i n  Llitilene. / i  



The f o u r  poems under d iscuss ion  a l l  expound, t o  a g r e a t e r  

o r  l e s s e r  ex ten t ,  t h e  theme of a C h r i s t i a n  annunciation. A s  

y e t ,  one may emphasize t h a t  each ind iv idua l  poem may warrant 1 

e l e s s  e x p l i c i t  "Chris t ian" reading. Csuch  poems as "Stray Dog, 

nea r  Ecully," "Voluptuaries and  other^,^ "Rigor V i r i s , "  "New 

y e a r ' s  Poem" and "Prelude" can be read  wi th  e i t h e r  s e c u l a r  o r  

r e l i g i o u s  references .  Rather than  being engraved i n v i t a t i o n s  

t o  Good Feas t s ,  t hese  poem m a y  be seen as extended sha res  t o  

p a r c e l s  of Good Earth,  o r ,  i n  o t h e r  words, t h e s e  poens expound 

themes p e r t a i n i w  t o  t h e  process  of becoming "un-boxed." y 
%tray Dog, nea r  Ecul ly ,"  38 f o r  ins t ance ,  t a k e s  f o r  i t s  sub- 

j e c t  "the dog c a l l e d  Sesame" who "slewed o u t n  from 

Under t h e  Norman arch ,  open 
For t h e  gardener ' s  walked bicycle .  No doubt 
On some wild l e a s h  stil l ,  i n  three-legged loping.  

The opening s t anza  e s t a b l i s h e s  t h e  cunn iw f a c i l i t i e s  o f  t h e  

dog and h i s  inpa i red  movements a f t e r  h i s  escape. Apparently 

t h e  n a r r a t o r  conceives o f  t h e  escapee (he i s  "s t ray"  n o t  f r e e ) ,  

and of  those  he escaped from (!'Deployed, they search,  shout ing,  

lSey-sahm, Sey-sahml"), i n  terms of  abor t ive  a t tempts  a t  re -  

moving want. The impaired dog i n  t h e  " l imited landscapes" is 

as unable t o  be f r e e ,  as h i s  shout ing owners a r e  amid t h e  re-  

sounding h i l l s .  Avison seems t o  suggest  i n  t h i s  poem t h a t  

becoming "unboxed" cannot be obtained through i n ~ e n u i t y  and 

w i t ,  and simultaneously,  t h a t  imprisonment cannot be e f f e c t e d  

by o r  through wal ls ,  s t r a t e g y ,  o r  force .  A s  such, of course,  



"Stray Dog, near  Ecully'.' i s  a , n e g a t i v e  example of a t u r n  

off,  but a t  t h e  same time, suggests  p o s i t i v e  a l t e r n a t i v e s  

t o  "qui t  t ing t h e  guide,  t h e  stopped sun, t h e  melange/ Of 

Rome's new coin-conducted legions." 

"Rigor v i r i s ,  lq3' on t h e  o t h e r  hand, embodies a n a r r a t o r  

who appeals  t o  a f o r c e  which w i l l  enable  he r  t o  see  "beyond 

t h e   gunnysack^' more than  one "bland e l i p s e  i n  cornflower 
. . .  

b lue  : * 

Now, Child Pandora, l i f t  t h e  l i d  again  
And l e t  t h e  clamoring myster ies  be dumb. 
In t h i s  c l e a r  t w i l i g h t  contour must conta in  
Its source,  and d i s t a n c e s  with contours come 

Opening peacock v i s t a s  t h a t  no man can entomb, 

Qne may c o n t r a s t  t h i s  prayer  i n  "Rigor v i r i s "  wi th  t h e  answer 

t o  t h e  prayer  i n  "Bir th Day;" t h a t  unentombable v i s t a  i n  t h e  

former is found i n  t h e  "unique e s t a t e "  which "to embrace our  

world would have t o  s t r e t c h  and swel l  wi th  s t raxgeness"  o f  

the l a t t e r ,  One "bland e l i p s e  in cornflower blue" i n  "Rigor 

v i r i s "  becomes " f rang ib le  r o b i n ' s  blue/ Teethed r i g h t  around 

t o  sunn i n  "Bir th Day." In t h e  l a t t e r ,  t h e  heaven found i s  

n o t  provided by a Greek Goddess, but  r a t h e r  through a Jewish 
I .. 
dJ\ , 

IdIan . ,P ,db3.G' 
, 4 

( ( * ~ e w  y e a r ' s  poem lt40 and "Prelude" both r e v e a l  n a r r a t o r s  

who do not so  much b a t t l e  t h e  world i n  which they  l i v e ,  bu t  

r a t h e r  who have "won from space,,. a hab i t ab le  i n t e r i o r "  

(from "New Year 's  Poem"). In t h e  former a r e c o l l e c t i o n  of 

Christmas (".., when t h e s e  rooma were brimmed/ Yith perfumes, 



f u r s ,  and black-and-silver/ Cr i s sc ross  of seasorla1 conversa- 

t i o n " ) ,  and the  iaemory of s m e  one dead ( " h ~ e ' s  rose-sweet 

g r a v i t y ,  and t h e  stiff grave/ Xhere cold so l i t t l e  can conta in") ,  

l e a d s  t o ,  upon r e f l e c t i o n ,  a new inland. )) 
In "Prelude, "" on t h e  o t h e r  hand, a "habi tab le  i n t e r i o r w  

i s  achieved only a f t e r  extensive "searching and sounding 

' J i thin t h e  poem, s e v e r a l  pe r spec t ives  and modes of n a r r a t i o n  

a r e  used a s  wel l  as a number of t enses ,  before t h e  s t a t e n e n t  

can be made: 

Light ,  t h e  discovering l i g h t ,  i s  a beginning 
where many s t i l l n e s s e s  
yearn,  those  we had long thought l o w  dead 
of. our  mere s e l v e s  

and 

I n  t h e  moment of held b rea th  
t h e  l i g h t  t a k e s  shape: 

and 

In each a t  l e a s t  l i g h t  f i n d s  
one of i t s  f o r m  
and is: 

even i n  t h e  i n v i s i b l e  neighbour 
Periwigged, black,  i n  hunting pinks,  
o r  r i n s i n g  c l o u t s  beside t h e  holy r i v e r ,  
who does n o t  bother  glancing up t o  see. 

I n  "Prelude, I t  t h e  n a r r a t o r  acknowledges n "turning-point " 

which i s  "mornin(;" : tlnov~ iludapcst, now f ea thcry  f i e l d s ,  " she 

says ,  t t  where explorers '  maps showed nothing -/ now a cr ip-  



pled  c r o f t e r ' s  i n  h i s  doorway o,r/ t h e  Scandinavians' by t h e  

sea." Espec ia l ly ,  t h e  r e fe rence  t o  explorers '  maps r e c a l l s  

"Not t h e  Sweet Cicc ly  of Gerardes Herbal l"  where t h e  house 1 

remained abandoned and tu rn ing  p o i n t s  .seemed renote .  But i n  

"Prelude," t h e  t u r n i n g  po in t  is morn in^ and t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  

f o r  a Budapest (perhaps suggesting violence,  bloodshed, re -  

v o l t  and oppression)  and "f eathcry f i e l d s t f  ( sugges t ing  peace 

and growth) a r e  probable. In "Preludew, t h e r e  is  a rhythm 

between a l t e r n a t i v e  negat ive  and p o s i t i v e  t u r n  o f f s .  The 

n a r r a t o r ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e  s e e s  

The honeycombing sun f i h i c g  
opened and sea led  u s  i n  
chaabers  and c o u r t s  and crooked b u t t e r i e s ,  

In "Prelude" she  walks a t i g h t r o p e  and success fu l ly  mainta ins  

h e r  p reca r ious  balance. Avison, i n  techniques used i n  t h i s  

poem, r e i n f o r c e s  h e r  n a r r a t o r ' s  pos i t ion .  "I l e a n  on t h e  

warm s tone"  t h e  l a t t e r  t e l l s  "and sense  i ts coldnesst '  and 

The t u r n i n g ~ o i n t  of morniw,  and t h e  
unmert ; iq  c h i l d ,  
l i k e  t h e  sadness of t h e  s m e r  t r e e s ,  
a s s e r t  t h e i r  changelessness 
ou t  of  t h i s  day-change. 

The world of  paradox noves t h e  n a r r a t o r  tovrard an u l t i m a t e  

r e a l i z a t i o n .  To use  our  netaphor again,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  as 

t i g h t r o p e  walker d i scovers  t h a t  

In t h e  moment of he ld  b rea th  
t h e  l i g h t  t akes  shape: 



t 

Then "habitable in t e r io r s "  as ye m a y  see i n  the next chapter, 

become permanent dwelling places. 



CHAPTER TIIREE 

OLD / YOUNG - 

('In t h e  book of Hidden T h i w s  it is  
wr i t t en :  "I s tand a t  tk door and 
knock and wai t  ... thou needst  no t  
seek H i d  here  and there :  He i s  no 
f u r t h e r  off than  t h e  door of t h e  
hea r t .  There IIe s t ands  and w a i t s  
and w a i t s  u n t i l  He f i n d s  t h e e  ready 
t o  open and l e t  Hin i n  . . . Thy open- 
% -- and H i s  e n t e r i n c  a r e  but one mo- 

L?ei st e r  Eckhart 

In  t h e  previous  chapter  we have seen t h a t  Margaret Avison 

i n  Yinter  - Sun and o t h e r  uncol lected poems crea ted  a l a r g e  nun- 

be r  of personae who begin  t o  explore r o u t e s  l ead ing  toward a 

"strawberry fe s t iva l . "  The a r r i v a l ,  however, belongs properly 

i n  The Durnbfoundin~. The poem "Bir th  Day, I' contained i n  X n t e r  

Sun may be seen as announcing t h e  f e s t i v a l .  "Bir th  Daytt's nar- - 
r a t o r  i s  t h e  herald;  Pll i t i lenets i n h a b i t a n t s  and t h e  n a r r a t o r  

subsequently become t h e  major ce leb ran t s  a t  t h e  feast. But, 

l i k e  t h e  v i r g i n s  i n  C h r i s t ' s  parable ,  ohe has  t o  make necessary 

prepara t ions  in  o rde r  t o  a t tend .  " 'Jaiting i s  all a  r e b e l  can" 

from "The Fa l l en ,  F a l l e n  'Jorld" become choosing i s  all a re-  C '\ i be1 cangt i n  a number of  o t h e r  poems. "The Swimmer ' 8 Moment, " j/ 

"The Yord, " "Person, " "Ps. 19 ,  " and "%itershed, " [Avisouxpiunds  

t h e  c m c e p t  of  choice,  and i n  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  ins t ance ,  t h a t  



choice whereby man i n d i c a t e s  h i s , p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  o r  aga ins t  a 

nstrawberry fe s t iva lnwhere  he can meet himself. 

/(The first few l i n e s  of  "The Swimmerts Mooment &2 provide I 

t h e  working symbol f o r  t h e  o t h e r  f o u r  poems: 

For everyone 
The swiinmert s moment a t  t h e  whirlpool comes, 
But many a t  t h a t  moment w i l l  no t  say 
"This i s  t h e  whirlpool,  then." 
By t h e i r  r e f u s a l  they a r e  saved 
From t h e  black p i t ,  and a l s o  from con tes t ing  
The deadly rap ids ,  and emerging i n  
The mysterious,  and nore  ample, f u r t h e r  waters. 

One may observe t h a t  Avison i n  t h e s e  poems i s  concerned wi th  

man's u l t i m a t e  choices  in  l i f e .  E&n a t  the  whirlpool i s  one 
?;$A, \.\R\L . '4 

of  t h e  symbolic rnanifestati0fls of t h i s  theme. )} -i- rL' @ 
4 id  i' 

/ p ~ h e  Swimrnerts Moment" embodies a p r a  ox which may be 

p a r t l y  resolved i n  t h e  g r e a t e r  context  of Avisonts work, and 

'is p a r t l y  resolved i n  t h e  poen i t s e l f .  The paradox l i e s  

he re in  t h a t  those  who a r e  "saved" frog t h e  "black pit" and 

those  who a r e  defeated-by t h e  black p i t ,  a r e  t h e  l o s t  -- and .the- 

found-respectively. - L B i h l i c a l  terms, t o  become- truly saved -- 
7- 

i n  t h i s  poem i s  t o  l e t  oneself  be defeated,  whereas t o  be ut- 
d t  

$ l y d - & e d '  is&-.&zug,g,k  elf t o  be -saved, Those who 

r e f u s e  t o  ackn.ogleC&e t h e  whirlpool 's _exj.stence a r e  i r o n i c a l l y  

saved from t h e  "mysterious and more ample f u r t h e r  waters" 

(which, a s  seems t o  be sugbested,  border green pas tu res ) .  

Again, i ronical ly_,  those_ who refuse  w i l l  " turn  and t u r n  p a l e  
-5J - -- - - - -  

and f o r e v e r  on t h e  ria of suction." Thus, two e t e r n i t i e s  f o r  



I s  L 1 

man a r e  p & & t d a t e d  here. I$?!,,i? appropria  e i n  this context  
' C .  tl 
, J , l' k V , '" 

t h a t  those  who do no t  dare venture i n t o  t h e  unknovin w i l l  f o r -  

ever be on pub l i c  d i s p l a y  while those  who approach t h e  "omin- 

ous cen te rw enjoy e t e r n a l  privacy. 
L " 

The focus  of '*The Swimmer's L:omenttv l i e s  no t  pr imaAly 

with those  who accept ,  but r a t h e r  with those who r e j e c t  t h e  

whirlpool. Those "selvest t  who watched o t h e r s  disappear  from 

t h e  su r face  exis tence  

tl ... t u r n  away from t h e i r  de fea t  
With a despa i r ,  n o t  f o r  t h e i r  dea ths ,  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: 
( t h e  s i l v e r  reaches of t h e  es tuary) .  

7 ,. . , .JJ 
The despa i r  here  i s  o f  a two-fold nature:  we can never pene- 

t r a t e  t h e  s e c r e t  of those  who venture f o r t h ,  hence -- we cannot 

~ ~ & ~ ~ ~ ~ d m i c e s  depend on t h e  experience of--others. -. - It is  

as i f  man i n  t h i s  poem cannot a ~ p e a l  t o  reason and knowledge 

i n  order  t o  de tern ine  h i s  d i r e c t i o n ;  r a t h e r  an i m p l i c i t  f a i t h  

is demanded f o r  those  who wish t o  a r r i v e  a t  " the s i l v e r  rea- 

ches of t h e  estuary." The underlying Chr i s t i an  paradox i s  

t h a t  those  who seek t o  save themselves s h a l l  be l o s t ,  znd 

& those who seek t o  l o s e  themselves s h a l l  be saved. h i s  is  

a l s o  t h e  theme of "The Yard." 

In  "The 'lord, *t43 t h e  n a r r a t o r  contenpla tes  t h e  concept 

of "Forsaking a l l " :  



t tForscikin~ - a l l "  - )You mean 
head over hee ls ,  f o r  good, 
f o r  ever ,  c a l l  of t h e - d e p t h s  
of t h e  A l l  - t h e  h e a r t  of one 
who c r e a t e s  a l l ,  a t  every 
moment, newly - f o r  
you do so - and 
t o  me, f a r  f a l l e n  i n  t h e  
ashheaps of  my 
false-making, burnt-out s e l f  and i n  t h e  
hosed-dovm rubble  of  what my f u r o r s  
gu t t ed ,  o r  sooted a l l  
around n e  - you implore 
me t o  so f a l l  
i n  Love, and f a l l  anew i n  
every-new depths of skyvrashed Love till every 
c a p i l l a r y  of your universe  
th robs  wi th  your r i v e r i n g  f i r e ?  

One may s e e  t h a t  t h i s  concept "forsaking a l l "  i s  formed 

through t h e  phrases  "head over h e e l s , "  " c a l l  of t h e  depths,"  

"fall i n  love , "  and "throbbing wi th  r i v e r i n g  f i r e . "  The 

underlying sexual connotations enhance this i d e a  of "forsaking 

a l l ; "  it becoses a g iv ing  a l l  t o  a Lover, C h r i s t ,  who al- 

ready forsook all. . . 

Not only does the  n a r r a t o r  of  "The '.lordt' s u g ~ e s t  Chr i s t  

as l o v e r ,  but she a l s o  wishes t o  emulate t h i s  C h r i s t .  The 

reference  t o  Y"y has  Thou forsaken...?" suppor ts  t h i s  sug- 

gest ion.  Here then,  we have a n a r r a t o r  who simultaneously 

r a i s e s  t h e  quest ion o f  t h e  necess i ty  of t h e  complete nega- 

t i o n  of t h e  s e l f ,  and, i a p l i c i t l y ,  a l s o  answers t h a t  quest ion 

i n  t h e  af f i rmat ive .  

It i s  not  made e x p l i c i t  i n  t h e  poem whether o r  not  t h e  

n a r r a t o r  makes an u l t ima te  choice. The speaker,  i n  t h e  t h i r d  

s tanza ,  i m p l i c i t l y  f i t s  h e r s e l f  i n t o  t h a t  category of people 
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( "we, humanly") who accepted Ctwist a s  " teacher ,  " "popular 

spokesman, I' "doctor,  " and as a "simple source of san i ty"  but  

no t  as a Lover. But, says  t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  t h i s  " l i n e  we d r e w u /  

has  beenl'crossed, and c ross  Csic) out"  by Chr i s t ' s  love. The 

mul t ip le  a s s o c i a t i o n s  of  l 'cross" i n  t h i s  context  as, t o  cancel 

o u t ,  o r  pass  from one s i d e  t o  t h e  o t h e r ,  and, i n  the  symbolic 

sense,  t h e  fo r sak ing  a l l ,  death on t h e  cross ,  redemption, 

and L i f e  e v e r l a s t i n g ,  g i v e s  t h e  phrase i n  which it occurs 

s p e c i a l  meaning. C h r i s t  was nore than  a doc to r  f o r  t h e  b l ind ,  

a teacher  f o r  t h e  masses, o r  a f r i e n d  t o  t h e  publican; he 

"crossed1' our  love  with His and i n  doing so,  transcended a l l  

human ca tegor ies .  This ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  f e e l s ,  is t h e  u l t i m a t e  

"Forsaking all. " 
It seems, never the less ,  t h a t  t h e  n a r r a t o r  does no t  move 

,,, 

much beyond h e r  d e s i r e  t o  emulate C h r i s t .  "far f a l l e n  i n  

t h e  ashheaps of fa l senaking ,"  she may, r a t h e r  unconsciously, 

emulate T.S. E l i o t ' s  Hollow man i n s t e a d ,  who, "Between t h e  

conception/ And t h e  c rea t ion /  Between t h e  emotion/ And t h e  

response" f i n d s  a shadow. In "the Xord," t h e  whirlpool has  
/ 

been re jec ted .  But t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  has  gone a s t e p  beyond 

those "pale  and f o r e v e r  tu rh ingw i n  so fa r  a s  she acknowledges 

t h e  exis tence  o f  an u l t ima te  choice. 

A s  has  been discovered e a r l i e r ,  t i t l e s  of poems a s  o f t en  

as no t  a r e  a s  important t o  an understallding o f  t h e  poem as 

t h e  contents .  "The 'Jord" i s  a good case  i n  poin t .  I n  r e f e r -  
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ence t o  t h e  preceding a n a l y s i s l  "Love" may be considered t h e  

key word. Then, t h e  word which i s  l o v e  i s  a l s o  "I Am". 

Hence i n  "The Yord" we have t h e  God of  Genesis ( " In  the  

beginning was t h e  'Jord, and t h e  word was with God and the  ;Vord 

was God"); t h e  C h r i s t  s e n t  through Love ("For God so loved 

t h e  world, t h a t  he s e n t  his only begot ten Son") and t h e  Holy 

S p i r i t  who through t h e  word ("Your voice never f a l t e r s ' )  moves 

man toward an u l t i m a t e  surrender.  

'Jhereas i n  "The Swimmer's idoment" two e t e r n i t i e s  a r e  del in-  

ea ted ,  and i n  "The Jord" two f a l l s  a r e  brought i n t o  view, 

"Personw 44 cons iders  pr imar i ly  t h e  br idge between these  t w o  

sepa ra te  modes of l i v i n g .  P r e c i s e l y  because t h i s  poem g i v e s  

a d e t a i l e d  account of Avison's v i s i o n  o f  f a i t h ,  we nay quote 

t h e  poem i n  i t s  e n t i r e t y :  

Sheepfold and h i l l  l i e  
under open sky. 

- - 

This  door t h a t  is  "I Am" 
seemed t o  s e a l  my tomb 
my ce i l inged  c e l l  
(not  enclosed e a r t h ,  o r  h i l l )  

t h e r e  was no knob, o r  hinge. 
A skied  s tonehwe 
unroofed t h e  pr ison? 
and l o  i t s  wa l l s  upr i s ing ,  
very s tone  drawing brea th?  

They closed again. 3eneath 
s t e e l  t i e r s ,  a l l  walled,  I l a y  
barred,  every way. 

"I sin." The door 
was f l e s h ;  was there .  



IJo h i u ~ e s  swing, np l a t c h  
lifts. Nothi% moves. 2 u t  such 
i s  l o v e ,  t he  c a p t i v e  may 
i n  b l indness  f i n d  t h e  way: 

In a l l  h i s  heaviness ,  he passes  t h r o u ~ h :  

So drenched wi th  i3eing and crea ted  new 
t h e  f l o c k  i s  fo lded  c l o s e ,  and f r e e  
t o  f e e d  - H i s  cropping c l a y ,  H i s  e a r t h  - 
and t o  t h e  woolly, w i l l i n g  bunt-head, f o r t h  
sh in ing ,  unseen, draws nea r  
The Xorning S t a r .  

*Jhereas i n  "The Word," "I Am" e x p l i c i t l y  i s  r e f e r r e d  t o  as 

"love" qnd " the  word," i n  t h e  poem under d iscuss ion ,  it be- 

comes a t  once as a b s t r a c t  and a l s o  nore  concre te ,  t h a t  i s  

"I Amt1 i n  "Person" i s  " t h i s  door t h a t  seened t o  s e a l  my tomb, 

my ce i l inged  c e l l . "  The word "seemedt1 here  i s  of g r e a t  s ign i -  

made i s  t h a t  n o t  God dooms man t o  in- 
----I 

-- ----- - - -- 

prisonment , but  r a t h e r ,  man himself.  1 Through h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  
- -  - - -------- recognize t h e  means 33--which he may ob ta in  - freedom, man i s  

-- 
/ 

imprisoned. / l ~ e r s o n ,  l1 as a poem, i s  a b l u e p r i n t  f o r  an es- 
-. ---------- 

cape route .  A s  i n  t h e  previous ly  discussed poems, "choice" 

is t h e  key concept. 

The suggest ion i n  "Person" i s  t h a t  through love  man may 

pass  through t h e  door l e a d i n g  i n t o  t h e  sheepfold. The absence 

of a knob and h inges  on t h e  door denotes  t h a t  man does no t  

labour  i n  o r d e r  t o  en ter ,  and a l s o  t h a t  h i s  pass ing  i s  no t  

determined by mechanical fo rces .  Thi rd ly ,  it impl ies  t h a t  

only a  mirac le  w i l l  permit  t h e  door t o  open. I n  t h e  f i f t h  

s tanza ,  t h i s  n i r a c l e  has  been accomplished. "The door was 



f l e s h "  i n  a d d i t i o n  l e a d s  one t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  C h r i s t  i s  sym- 
I 

bolized by t h e  door. Although t h e  i m ~ e  o f  C h r i s t  a s  t h e  

shepherd p r o t e c t i n g  h i s  f l o c k ,  i s  of course t h e  Sunday school 
1 

symbol of God's love ,  t h e  s u b t l e  way i n  which t h i s  metaphor 

i s  used here  makes it acceptable ,  and new. 

The s i x t h  s t anza  i s  na r ra ted  i n  t h e  present  t e n s e  f o r  

g r e a t e r  emphasis. The first two sentences descr ibe  t h e  m i r -  

a c l e ;  t h e  l as t  one sums up i t s  lesson.  I_  hat "such is-hve 

t h e  cap t ive  m _ y  i n  b l indness  f i n d  t h e  wg" i . s l reminiscent  of  
- -  . 

t h e  venture i n t o  t h e  unknovm i n  'The Swimmer' s Moment-."! Also, 

t h e  noving f o r t h  b l i n d l y ,  i n  t h i s  context ,  cha rac te r i zes  t h e  

essence of  f a i t h  i n  Avison. The l e a p  of f a i t h  does n o t  de- 

pend on p r i o r  knowledge of f u t u r e  exis tence ,  but  r a t h e r  on 

rec ip roca l  l o v e  between man and God. It a l s o  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  

t h e  Chr i s t i an  as p i lg r im does n o t  r e l y  on  h i s  l o c a l  t r a v e l  

bureau, but  r a t h e r  on h i s  t r a v e l l e r ' s  i n s t i n c t ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  

a r r i v e  a t  J e r u s a l e a ' s  ga tes .  "In a l l  h i s  heaviness ,  he 

passes  through" who t r a v e l s  thus.  

The l a s t  s t anza  o f  "Person" desc r ibes  t h e  b l i s s  of  t h e  

sheep f o l d .  "Drenched wi th  i3eingU is  t h e  consequence of 

having entered. The word "drenched" may have a number of 

r e l evan t  a s soc ia t ions :  "drenched" a s  a new-born c h i l d  o r  

"drenched" i n  t h e  sense  of  an u l t i m a t e  baptism may perhaps 

be thought of a s  being re levant .  God's p r e v a i l i n g  cove- 

nant grace,  and man's wi l l ingness  t o  accept  this f o r  

himself ,  a s  a person, i s  t h e  s u b j e c t  of  this poem. 
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The dominant metaphor i s  t h e  door, t h e  dominant experience 

i s  r e b i r t h ,  t h e  dominant ac t ion:  t o  choose. & a h ,  i n  "Fs. 

19, lR5 Avison p r e s e n t s  a v a r i a t i o n  on t h i s  theme. 

"Ps. 19" conta ins  one dominant symbol: t h e  pine-tree.  

The c o n f l i c t  i n  t h e  poen a r i s e s  from t h e  t r e e ' s  ambiguous at- 

t i t u d e  towards t h e  sun. At t r ac t ion  and repu l s ion  a r e  key con- 

cepts;  i n  t h e  poem they a r e  s i b n i f i e d  by t h e  words "clean, " 

"fear," "lovew and "enduring". One may s e e  how t h e  n a r r a t o r  

of  "Ps. 19" b r ings  these  two concepts i n t o  a proper  perspec- 

t i v e ,  so t h a t ,  through t h e  dynamic process  of contemplation 

and self-analysis ,  t h e  "longing f o r  c l e a r  s u n l i g h t w  becomes 

t h e  dominant force .  

M a n ,  as pe r son i f i ed  by t h e  t r e e  i n  t h i s  poem wishes t o  

become completely f i l l e d  by t h e  sun " to  t h e  l a s t  r i b c o r n e r  

and c a p i l l a r y "  but  f e a r s  t h a t  "if, so known, a sighing-over- 

the-marshlands me might a l l  evaporate,  wisp away." These two 

opposing impulses a r e  p a r t  of  t h e  a t t r ac t ion- repu l s ion  theme. 

This  theme i s  f u r t h e r  developed through a re fe rence  t o  t h e  

mists. Two m i s t s ,  one which smokes from "pure stone-cold 

l a k e - s t i l l  sun-sweetened placesl'and one r i s i n g  from "sour 

pools  hidcden] even from t h e  storm's s l u i c e s , "  a r e  presented. 

A subsequent development appears i n  a t h i r d  s e t  of opposi tes:  

"Not boulderstone, baldness,  slowly i n  f i r e  consuming - but  

green/ with l i f e ,  moss, cup-rock-water, c l i f f  r iven." Thus 

we have a sun t o  whom t h e  t r e e  a s p i r e s ,  y e t  i s  curbed i n  

t h i s  a s p i r a t i o n  f o r  f e a r  of  being burned. 
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In o rde r  t o  become "clean'! man must overcome h i s  fear of 

t h e  sun ' s  heat. If man endures (which i s  "the word with 

clean") ,  then  he w i l l  n o t  become l i f e l e s s  (a  condit ion sup 

ges ted  by t h e  words "boulderstone," "baldness," and consumed), 

but  r a t h e r  f u l l  of l i f e  (as is suggested by t h e  words "green," 

"rn~ss,~~ and wcup-rock-waterw). The word " t r u s t e d w  towards 

t h e  end o f  t h e  poem sugges ts  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  pre- requis i te  f o r  

t h e  s t a t e  "clean." Again t h e  verb " to  t r u s t "  r e c a l l s  t h e  

cap t ive  of "Person" who, i n  b l indness  could f i n d  t h e  way, and 
I 

C t h e  swixuiner i n  "The Swimmer's jdgmentl' urho must t r u s t  himself __- - - -- 
t o  t h e  unknown of t h e  whirlpool_lg-~--us center. /  d h n n s  de- -_ -- _ --- - 
c i s i o n  t o  venture f o r t h  toward God is  charac ter ized  by an - - - - -. /--------- - 

i m p l i c i t  t r u s t  and p r e v a i l i n g  f a i t h ,  i n  t h e  u l t ima te  and pos- 
-- ----_____ 

i t i v e  consequences o f - h i s  ac t ions .  t h e  paradox of t r u s -  
----__ 

t i n g  onesiXT-to t h e  f i r e  i n  o rde r  t o  become sprout ing  wi th  

l i f e ,  i s  a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of Avison's C h r i s t i a n  poems. Among 

o t h e r  t h i n g s ,  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  kind of  paradox c o n s i s t e n t l y  

p o i n t s  t o  Christ's death  and subsequently, man's Life.  

A s  i n  "Person, " Avison i n  " :~a tershed"*~ uses  p a s t  and 

present  t e n s e s  i n  o rde r  t o  achieve a proper t ime perspect ive.  

The first s t anza  of "iYatershed8sets up a dichotoqy between 

i l l u s i o n  and r e a l i t y .  The n a r r a t o r  examines throughout t h e  

poem t h e  t h e s i s  proposed i n  t h e  opening l i n e s :  

The worl'd doesn ' t  crumble apa r t .  
The genera l ,  and rewardint? i l l u s i o n  
Prevents  it ... . 
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The i l l u s i o n  al luded t o  i s  sus ta ined  by "clocks i n  t h e  wrists 

and t h e  temples, and up i n  t h e  towers t h a t  you see  a s  you walk." 

Clocks, i n  t h i s  context  denote n a t u r a l  time, o r  man's p w s i c d l  

mor ta l i ty ,  and imposed time, o r ,  man's o rde r ,  respect ive ly .  

Those who a r e  guided, ( o r  r e s t r i c t e d )  by t h e s e  clocks,  who 

assume t h e  e a r t h  t h e i r  'Yloor, " know i n  t h e i r  h e a r t s  ". . ,I . t h a t  

t h e  foothold r e a l l y  i s  gone," o r ,  i n  o t h e r  words, t h a t  mortal  

man's a r t i f i c i a l l y  ordered exis tence  is an i l l u s i o n ,  based on 

h i s  f a l s e  measures. 

The counterpart  of t h e  proposed t h e s i s  i s  t h a t  man may, 

ins t ead  of  walking t h e  clocked-pavenent rou te ,  d i r e c t  h i s  

s t e p s  toward t h e  "acres  o f  s t a ined  quicksand." I n s t r u c t i o n s  

l ead ing  i n t o  t h i s  d i r e c t i o n ,  however, a r e  n o t  ava i l ab le ,  ex- 

cept  what comes by means of t h e  hea r t :  

... You know what you know i n  your h e a r t  
Cut t h e r e  is no t r a f f i c  i n  t h a t  d i r ec t ion ,  

Here Avison has s e t  up, i n  a new way, t h e  c l a s s i c a l  C h r i s t i a n  

metaphor of t h e  wide, wel l - t rave l led  highway l ead ing  t o  de- 

s t r u c t i o n  and t h e  narrow, spa r se ly  trodden pa th  l ead ing  t o  

e t e r n a l  l i f e .  The paradox of  man who must venture i n t o  t h e  

deadly quicksand i n  order  t o  ga in  a sure foothold ,  again is  

an e labora t ion  on t h e  l ife-through-death theme. orsaking F 
L 

a l l ,  encurance and love  a r e  necessary ingred ien t s  f o r  ma's 
c-- - -- -1 _- -- 

_I_--._ f 

su rv iva l  of (and i n )  L i f e '  s quicksands and whirlpools./ 



In t h e  second s t anza  of "Watershed," t h e  n a r r a t o r  de- 

s c r i b e s  a paint ing.  This  d e s c r i p t i o n  e l u c i d a t e s  and empha- 

s i z e s  t h e  phenomenon of t h e  powers of i l l u s i o n .  The buck, 

descr ibed a s  aga ins t  a background of a "painted grove hung 

s t i f f l y  wi th  cold  wax and fad ing  pigments," appears t o  emerge 

from t h e  woods. The i l l u s i o n  of t h e  pa in ted  buck, a s  a l i v i n g  

animal, is  f u r t h e r  sus ta ined  by t h e  l i g h t  and shadows, depth 

and perspect ive  e f f e c t s  of t h e  paint ing.  "It was b r i g h t  and 

spacious and nea t  wi th  everything moving," says  t h e  na r ra to r .  

The possessive pronoun "my" preceeding "buck" f u r t h e r  sus- 

t a i n s  t h e  i d e a  of man's tendency t o  assume as r e a l  t h a t  which 

i s  only an imi ta t ion .  

31 t h e  l a s t  s tanza ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  impl ies  t h a t  man may be 

a b l e  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  between r e a l i t y  and i l l u s i o n .  F i r s t  of 

a l l ,  Avison u t i l i z e s  an i n s t a n t  of h e r  n a r r a t o r ' s  perspect ive  

powers. "Squared from t h e  window" she s e e s  t h e  r a i n ,  t h e  

darkness and the t r e e s  i n  "pewter f resco."  The verb "squaredn 

suggest ive i n  t h i s  context  of  "frame" and of a canvas, and 

t h e  term "pewter f r e s c o "  con t r ibu tes  t o  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  man 

may perceive t h a t  which is r e a l ,  as a work of ar t  (an imita- 

t i o n  of t h e  r e a l ) .  "But, " says  t h e  n a r r a t o r  

. . . you know 
I n  your h e a r t  what c h i l l  winds blou 
And t h e  c locks  i n  t h e  temples, i n  all t h e  

towers,  sound on 
(Quarter and h a l f ) ,  and t h e  g u t t e r s  flow, and 

t h e  sour  
Rain p a s t e s  t h e  lea ther -b lack  s t r e e t s  with l a r g e  

p a l e  leaves .  
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I ' h a t  Avison i s  saying, may r e a d i l y  be perceived;  m a n ,  who 

r e l i e s  on h i s  senses  ( i n  t h i s  ins t ance ,  v i s u a l  percept ion)  

may c r e a t e  an a e s t h e t i c  world which i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  f a l s e ,  

whereas man who l i s t e n s  t o  h i s  h e a r t  knows a world which 

i s  t rue .  The c o n t r a s t  which Avison s e t s  up between the  

s t a t i c ,  i m u t a b l e  pa in t ing ,  though perceived a s  l i v i n g  by 

man, and t h e  ever mutable dynamic n a t u r a l  world of changing 

seasons, f lowing g u t t e r s ,  revolving c locks  and f a l l i n g  l eaves ,  

though perceived sometimes as s t a t i c ,  i s  i n d i c a t i v e  of h e r  

view of mankind as being perverse.  The "world doesn ' t  crum- 

b l e  apa r t "  because man i s  ab le ,  through h i s  perverse sensi-  

b i l i t i e s ,  t o  s u s t a i n  h i s  worldly v is ions .  Avison i n p l i c i t l y  

proposes a crunbl ing of t h e  world, which, i n  t h e  poems under 

d iscuss ion ,  begins wi th  a crumbling of t h e  s e l f  through a 

symbolic drowning, o r  a forsaking a l l ,  o r  walking on L i f e ' s  

quicksands. The complete d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  of t h e  s e l f ,  and 

subsequently of t h e  world, w i l l  r e s u l t  i n  a new world where 

footholds  a r e  su re  o r  where *Rock of  Agesncleave f o r  me . 
Although Vatershed, l l  un l ike  "The Swiinmer's Idoment," i s  

no t  re-published i n  - The dumbfound in^, it belongs e s s e n t i a l l y  

t o  t h e  category of "choice" poems found i n  this volume. 

J u s t  a s  "Bir th  Day" nay be grouped wi th  poems contained i n  

The Dumbfounding, so ":"?atershedn nay a l s o  be t r ans fe r red .  - 
Both poems, however, i n  con junct ion with those  discussed i n  

t h e  previous chapter ,  sug&est t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  between :'linter 

Sun and The Uumbfoundinf;. The " i m e n s e  s t e p  forward" which - - 



A.J.M. Smith has observed betwpen t h e  two pub l i ca t ions  and 

L.M. Jone ' s  "pivot f o r  which t h e  e a r l y  poetry soup;htW does 

n o t ,  as we may have seen,  come unannounced. 1 

Although n e i t h e r  '.'r'inter - Sun nor  The Dumbf oundine, conta in  

a cons i s t en t  thematic  s t r u c t u r e ,  t h e  first poem i n  t h e  l a t t e r  

book draws toge the r  both volumes. "Old.. .Young.. . "*' nay be 

seen as t h e  cord between t h e  p lacen ta  sun and t h e  dumbfoun- 

ded chi ld .  It is  a p e r f e c t  t r a n s i t i o n  l y r i c .  In it 

The a n t l e r s  o f  t h e  ancient  
members of t h e  orchard l i e  
bleaching where t h e  young grass 
shines ,  brea th ing  l i g h t ;  

t h e  candles  a r e  c a r r i e d  
t o  seek out  those  i n  t h e  c e l l a r s  
g ranu la r  i n  t h e i r  l e e s :  

because cobwebs a r e  forked away 
arid'Fne wind r i s e s  
and from t h e  new p a s t u r e s  long a f t e r  longstemned 

sunse t ,  
even t h i s  springtime, t h e  l a s t  

l i g h t  i s  mahogany-rich - .  

a "furnishing". 

"Old.. ,Young.. ." is  no t  pr i r sar i lg  a furnishiry;  of a new world, 

but  a fu rn i sh ing  of new eyes. Not a second coming has i n t e r -  

vened between '!linter % and % Dumbfounding, but  a second 

s e l f  emerged. T h i s  second s e l f ,  conceived i n  ':linter Sun, be- 

coaes i n i t i a t e d  i n t o  t h e  ranks of pa r t ake r s  i n  % Cumbfoun- 

 din^. The s t e p  backward and t h e  sought f r o m  b e l o x  t o  

t h e  Gatineau world; where t h e  wind " t r i c k l e s "  a s  opposed t o  

t h e  voluptuous r i s i n g  wind i n  "Old. .. Young...". I n  t h e  for -  
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mer world, w e  have n black r i v e r  ??hereas i n  t h e  new world, 

"shining g rass"  and "breathing l i g h t . "  I n  t h e  former l i f e ,  

ltcobwebsw cane and were formed by "empty-eyedtldesolation and 

a "bleak unconscience," whereas i n  "Old. ..Young...", they g ive  

way t o  seekin& candles  and "long-steamed sunsets." 3y i m -  

p l i c a t i o n ,  t h a t  which in tervenes  between e i t h e r  "Old" o r  

"Young" is t h e  process  se t  out  i n  t h e  first f i v e  poems d is -  

cussed previously.  Vith t h e  cruiibling of a former s e l f ,  new 

s e l v e s  emerge: through enersions i n  "black p i t s " ,  new grounds 

have been es tabl i shed .  

J u s t  as r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between chi ldren  and p a r e n t s  can 

never be wholly severed, so t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between o ld  and 

new s e l v e s  cannot be dissolved.  The n a r r a t o r  i n  "Old... 

Youn.g..." acknowledges t h a t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  a s  do t h e  n a r r a t o r s  

of "The Two .Selvesqd8 and "Two Mayday Selves." (In t hese  poems, 

Avison emphasizes i m p l i c i t l y  t h a t  new planes of  b e i w  a r e  in-  
_ _ __--- - 

t r i c a t e l y  r b d i n g  planes.?-Bir thdWs,  she seems 
_ -_--- - ---- 

-I--._ t o  say,  do riot-kappen without conceptions, nor  do conceptions 

r e a l i z e  themselves f u l l y  without b i r t h  pains.  In Avison's 

e a r l y  poems, t h e  seeds a r e  sown f o r  an u l t ima te  gera ina t ion .  

In t h e  Sweet Cicely gardens l i e  t h e  ke rne l s  which w i l l  i n  

time sprout  l'Black-'Jhite under Green" t r a c e s ;  i n  o t h e r  words 

awareness o f  s t e r i l e  c o n d i t i ~ n s  can l ead  t o  fecund days. 
P' 

i - The first s tanza  of "The Two Selves" provides t h e  reminder 

of t h e  p a s t  f o r  t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  and a reminder of e a r l i e r  themes 



f o r  t h e  reader :  , 

A l l  t h e  cages a r e  empty and crus ted  dry, 
Jhy do they hang from your l i n t e l  and c e i l i n g ?  

That t h e  cages a r e  l e f t  while t h e  escaped P h i l i p  Sparrow 

"sc r ibb les  h i s  t r acks /  i n  t h e  water-front soot  a t /  a ware- 

house door," suggests  t h a t  t h e  second (and "new") s e l f  wants 

t o  remain aware of  t h e  "before and a f t e r "  sparrow's exis tence.  

That t h e  second s e l f  i d e n t i f i e s  with t h e  b i r d s  i n  such a w a y  

a s  t o  become a l s o  unbound may be deduced from t h e  las t  few 

l i n e s  of t h e  poem: "And you - wait  f o r  then  bare?" asks  t h e  

first s e l f  and t h e  second s e l f  r e p l i e s :  

Oh no. It i s  more 
l i k e  knowing t h e  sound of t h e  sea  when you 
l i v e  under t h e  sea. 

The essence of t h e  l a t t e r ' s  r e p l y  l i e s  he re in  t h a t  r a t h e r  than  

w a i t  f o r  t h e  b i r d s  t o  cone back, she i s  wi th  t h e  b i r d s  though 

away, Just as one cannot see  t h e  sea  while l i v i n g  under it, 

as one cannit see  t h e  re leased  b i r d s  a t  t h e  warehouse, one 

i s  aware and knows t h e  sound of t h e  waters ,  l i k e  t h e  sounds 

of t h e  b i rds .  J h a t  Avison, among o the r  th ings ,  once more 

seeas  t o  emphasize i n d i r e c t l y ,  i s  t h e  d i f fe rence  between see- 

i n g  and knowing. h p t y  cages i n  "The Two Selves" only serve  

as reminders of captured seeing. New s e l v e s  p r e f e r  f r e e d  

knowing, Then imowing becomes conceptual whereas see ing  

i s  merely perceptual .  '\ '\ 
/ '  



In "Two IJayday Selves,  "4 out  of 'dinter comes Spring. 

A s  i n  "The DVO Selves ,"  t h e r e  is a con t inu i ty  between t h e  

p a s t  and p resen t  season. Is t h e  Winter, t h e  n a r r a t o r  asks  1 

, . 
any convulsive gulp, any l eas t  
w h i s t l i w  whisker-work 
on t h e  l u s h  park 
green, on t h e  p r ince ly  
b i r d  and h i s  g l o s s i n e s s  
(reminiscent  of f l i e s )  and t h e  r i c e -  
perfuming l i g h t  sifting 
between t h a t  po in t ing  d i s t ance  
and t h i s ?  

I n d i r e c t l y ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  answers h e r  own question. "Listen,"  

she says  t o  h e r  "Old ghoul, leather- tough diaphraa,"  

.... z. an 
holding a brea th  

It seems a s  if she,  a t  t h i s  po in t ,  wishes t o  make a c o n t r a s t  

between t h e  win te r  and h e r  own r e s p i r a t o r y  funct ion.  J u s t  

as she i s  holding h e r  brea th ,  t h a t  is w i l l f u l l y  i n h i b i t i n g  a 

n a t u r a l  physical  phenomenon, so she i m p l i c i t l y  asks  t h e  win te r  

t o  hold h i s  breath.  Cne may s a y  t h a t ,  in  Gideon-fashion,she 

wishes t o  s t o p  c y c l i c a l  time. Subsequently, i n  p a r t i a l  rec-  

t i f i c a t i o n  o f  he r  own inper t inence ,  she i n v i t e s  t h e  win te r  t o  

becoine caressed by t h e  spr ing.  F i r s t  of  all she desc r ibes  

t h e  day: 

The power of t h e  b lue  and gold breadth 
o f  day is  poured o u t ,  f looding ,  a l l  
over a l l .  



Then she beckons: , 

Come out,  C r a w l  out of it, Feel 
it. You, 
too. 

That she i n v i t e s  herse l f  as wel l  as the  season of t h e  s o l s t i c e  

i s  made c lear .  

In "Two Mayday Selves," both man and future-time, o r  man 

as p a r t  of future-time, a r e  inv i ted  t o  become ceptives of a 

golden present,  A s  i n  "Old,.,Y~ung..,,~ Avison i n  t h i s  poem, 

s t r i v e s  t o  c rea te  a momentary "furnishingbW One may compare 

t h i s  "furnishing" with t h e  o ld  newspaper house from "Chronic, lg 

That t he  "dumbfounding" places of habi ta t ion compare favourably 

with t h e  "Winter Sun" house, is r ead i ly  observed, "Constant 

s h i f t i n g  of t he  contourw i n  the  e a r l i e r  l y r i c  g ives  way, i n  

th i s  poem, t o  an "orchid-mile of shadows, " and "the imperf'ect 

of  too day-bald dayn g ives  way t o  "that  marvel, those 
. - 

meadows of peace (between the  b i r d  
and the  curved curb 
of  t h e  ci ty-center  clover-leaf) ,  

A s  i n  "Old,. ,Young,,, , ' I  "The Two Selvesw and "Two Nayday Selves," 

Wicro-MetroN provides a wfurnishing91 f o r  a nar ra to r ,  lir 

t h e  l a t t e r ,  those aspects  of t he  c i t y  which t h e  wandering 

poet observes "Barber's; 'Guitar Lessons1; used/ rain-  

coats  on outdoor racks,/  a many-money-Place,,,M), become 

p a r t  of her,  "Our w a l l s  f a l l  away," she says, 



.. . r e c o i l  
o r  p i l e  up, a-gape 
when t h e  park greens unfur l  
p a s s  rug, t r e e  drape,  

Especia l ly  t h e  word "a-gape" suggests  an a t t i t u d e  o f  wonder 

and eagerness,  and suppor ts  t h e  f a l l i n g  away w a l l s ,  One may 

c o n t r a s t  t h i s  a t t i t u d e  wi th  t h a t  o f  t h e  topcoated people from 

"To Professor  X. Year Y" who d i d  - not  "gape skyward." Again, 

it becomes inc reas ing ly  apparent t h a t  t h e  p o e t ' s  pen has  

sketched i n  new eyes f o r  he r  l a t e s t  n a r r a t o r s  i n  h e r  second 

volume; "Micro-lletro" is a "dumbfoundingn poem: "Tea and mut- 

ton  smells  o f  - our  kindt'  ( i t a l i c s  mine) p r e v a i l  i n  t h e  c i t y  

of sense,  However, t h a t  which i s  "oursn i s  no t  always ex- 

c l u s i v e l y  ours ,  as observed i n  t h e  second h a l f  o f  t h e  poem. 

In part twok, t h e  speaker envis ions  under " the  sun ' s  spo t s , "  

roving "bandsman : " 

They are t o l d  what t o  p lay  
and a r e  dressed,  almost ready 
t o  l i n e  ou t  t h e  way: 
people . . . w a l l s  . . . city.  

The sane no te  of d e s p a i r  and uniformity that prevai led  and i s  

dominant i n  "Rondeau Eedouble" m a y  be observed here. The 

w a l l s  of se l f  i n  t'Micro-Metro" have cone dovm, bu t  n o t  t h e  

walls of society.  A s  y e t ,  t h e  behaviour of t h e  b e a u t i f u l  

people ("peach . s a t i n ,  white  spo t s t t )  snacks o f  conformity. 

Then wA!icro-Metrow becomes an advanced "Rondeau Redouble; " 
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e x i t s  may be found by t h e  ind iv idua l ,  bu t  have riot been dis-  

covered by " the people," A s  y e t ,  as seems t o  be suggested, 

"route-ral lying drums" advance t o  t h e  "slicked-up I' (from "thci 

Road") c i r c u i t ,  

In " ~ r a n c h e s , " ~ ~  one nay a 1 s  observe elements of ttold'l 

and "young". The opening s t anzas  o f  t h i s  poem r e c a l l  a "Win- 

t e r  Sun" mood l i t e r a l l y ,  :. as well  a s  thematical ly .  Consider 

t h e  no te  of despa i r  i n  s t anza  one and two and t h e  change of  

mood i n  t h e  l a s t  s tanza:  

The d iseased  elms a r e  l a s h i n g  
t h e  hollowing v a u l t s  of  a i r  
In movie-washroom-mirrors 
wan s e l v e s ,  echoing, s t a r e .  

0 Light ,  t h a t  bl inded Saul, 
blacked out  Damascus noon, '  
Toronto's  whis t l ing  sunset  has  
a p a l e ,  disheartened shine,  

Wondering, one by one: 
"Gather. Be glad,"  
We s c a t t e r  t o  t e l l  what t h e  r o o t  
And where l i f e  i s  made. 

Those who have replaced  t h e  "hollowing v a u l t s  o f  a i r t t  by 

"hea r t s  of lovet '  become messengers t o  U i t i l e n e ,  announcing 

t h e  day of  genes i s  when "wan se lves"  d i e  and " s t r a y  s e l v e s  

crowding f o r  l i g h t "  l i v e ,  

The same b l ind ing  phenomenoh which paradoxica l ly  l e a d s  

t o  see ing  i n  "Branches," may a l s o  be found i n  "The Ear th  

That F a l l s  Away. " In t h e  l a t t e r ,  phys ica l  b l indness  coin- 

c i d e s  with s p i r i t u a l  seeing,  The once b l ind  man, t h e  sub- 

j e c t  of t h i s  poem, who has  regained h i s  eyes ight ,  observes 

neverywhere emptiness," This  emptiness is  con t ras t ed  by t h e  
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'tnomanslarld" of t h e  b l i n d  man !?here one must "c lu tch  not ions  

till you t r u s t  sense." The essence of t h e  pocru l i e s  herein;  

t h a t  a v i s i b l e  awareness of "person, co lor ,  th ing"  i s  re jec -  

t e d  f o r  an "unclut tered",  "sealed-off dayshine" vis ion.  A s  

i n  "Branches," C h r i s t  nay be perceived i n  un-seeing: 

Your beauty and ho l iness  
Your f a i r - see ing ,  sca ld .  

A s  i n  "Person, " Avison i n  "The Ear th  That F a l l s  Away, " ex- 

pounds t h e  concept of  Chr i s t i an  f a i t h .  To becone un-Tho~as- 

l i k e  and r e t r a c t  our mortal  eyes from nail-borne hands, she 

advocates,  and, as she s e t s  out i n  V a t e r s h e d , "  t o  adhere t o  

t h a t  which we know through our h e a r t ,  r a t h e r  than  t h a t  vtnich 

we can perce ive  through our senses. Here she c e l e b r a t e s  t h e  

man who t u r n s  i n  "of sunwardness; whose " f inger s  and fists 

blunder f o r  b l indfo lds"  i n  o rde r  t o  shut  out  t h e  n a t e r i a l  

world so  t h a t  a s p i r i t u a l  world may be maintained and regen- 

erated.  h "The Earth That F a l l s  Away", t h e  movenent f r o m  

old t o  young comes about through an appropr ia te  exposure: i n  

t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  ins t ance ,  double exposure. Using C h r i s t i a n  

terminology, we may say t h a t  when man exposes !lis nakedness, 

he becomes "unclu t te red;"  then t h e  shadow from God's eye l ids  

( " H i s  eyes behold, " t h e  psa lmis t  s a i d ,  'Ws e y e l i d s  t ry . .  .") , 
d r e s s g s b j m o r  i n  s e c u l a r  terms, when man abandons h i s  publ ic  

s e l f ,  he d iscovers  h i s  p r i v a t e  s e l f .  That Avison does work 

wi th in  a Chr i s t i an  framework i n  t h i s  poem i s  obvious; C h r i s t -  

found and Self-found coincide. 



A number of poems which d i r e c t l y  and e x p l i c i t l y  a r e  con- 

cerned wi th  " s e e i r ~ "  and belong properly i n  that category 

which cnc nqy des ignate  a s  being "Chris t ian" a r e  "In Truth,  " 

"A Story,  'I ". . .Person, o r  a Hymn on and t o  t h e  Iloly Ghost, " 

"The Dumbfounding, " "A Frayer ,  " and "The C h r i s t i a n o  s Year i n  

bliniature." In t h e s e  poems, t h e  "cherr ied h e a r t  of love" i s  

exposed t o  nan and t reasured  by poet and spokesman. A t  t h i s  

po in t ,  i f  one may a t  one 's  own d i s c r e t i o n  c r e a t e  a po in t  of  

culmination through s e l e c t i o n ,  e a r l i e r  "two selvest1 are mer- 

ging i n t o  one s e l f .  

"In ~ r u t h * ~ ~  i s  a "prayer f o r  Kessiah." It a t t e s p t s  t o  

revive  n o t  t h e  ". . . f a c t  of a dead/ f a c e  w i l l  never fade/ 

i n t o  any beauty-bathed/ grove of imagined shadow" but  r a t h e r  

"Anothert s eyes" who 

look how, and say, 
one stone-dead face  
l i v e d ,  is, w i l l  be: 

Saw t hose  i n  pr i son  first, 
Iiose, spoke with h i s  
l o s t  f r i e n d s ,  
a t e  honeyconbs and f i s h .  

The n a r r a t o r  i n  t h i s  poem r e j e c t s  t h e  dead h i s t o r i c a l  C h r i s t  

who nay be conjured up i n  an a e s t h e t i c  v is ion .  Ins te sd ,  she 

searches f o r  a l i v i n g  Chr i s t  of f l e s h  and bones (who "saw", 

"rose," "spoke, " and "ate")  who "is ." A s  i n  "Yatershed, " 

Avison i n  this poem, advocates t h a t  world which one knows 

r a t h e r  than t h a t  world which sees.  I n  "In Truth" knowing, 
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which i s  based on t r u s t ,  is  seeing. He who t r u s t s  him, 

says  t h e  n a r r a t o r  

l e a r n s  a l l ,  p a s t  time: a voice 
no deafness  drowns, a t  l a s t  
Love, a face .  

J u s t  as t h e  b l ind  man i n  "The Earth That F a l l s  Away, It 

saw while  b l ind ,  so by t h e  same p r i n c i p l e ,  t h e  deaf man can 

hear ,  t h e  p resen t  can be p a s t ,  and t h e  dead can be a l i v e  i n  

"In Truth." Phenomenal knowiq  and see ing  occur wi th in  

t h e  realm of  u l t i m a t e  t r u t h s .  The n a r r a t o r  who says,  "AQ 

being would l i s t e n /  t o  Him"  s u b j e c t s  he r se l f  t o  t h a t  t r u t h  

which in  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  ins t ance  is Christ. A s  has  been 

suggested previously,  Avison a t  t h i s  po in t  i s  no t  e n g k e d  in 

t h e  process  of "searching and sounding" but  d i r e c t l y  pro- 

ceeds t o  t h e  h e a r t  of  t h e  mat ter  which, and one may r epea t ,  

is t h e  "cherr ied h e a r t  o f  love" amidst t h e  branches of un- 

knowing. 

A s  i n  "In Truth,"  "A e x h i b i t s  Christ a s  t h e  

c e n t r a l  f i g u r e .  I n  t h e  former, a h i s t o r i c a l  dead Chr i s t  i s  

revived through f a i t h  i n  a present  l i v i n g  C h r i s t :  i n  t h e  

l a t t e r ,  Avison uses  a story-within-a-dialogue t o  br ing  H i m  

i n t o  a twent ie thrcentury  perspect ive.  In t h i s  poem, C h r i s t  

i s  portrayed by t h e  daughter,  as a t e l l e r  of s t o r i e s ;  t h e  

z a i n  f i g u r e  of t h e  s t o r y ,  t h e  gardener,  i s  Chr is t .  Avison 

seems t o  imply t h e  double na tu re  of C h r i s t  and subsequently 

Chr i s t i an i ty .  The s t o r y t e l l e r  ("The one/ out  on t h e  water,  



t e l l i n g /  somethiw") ,  represenTs Chr i s t  a s  a h i s t o r i c a l  f i g u r e  

whose exis tence  cannot be questioned, ( a s  i s  suppor ted  by t h e  

s t o r y  of  t h e  daughter:  "'Je a l l  j u s t  stood t h e r e /  about an 

hour. Nobody/ shoving. I couldn ' t  see/  very c l e a r l y ,  but I 

l i s t e n e d /  t h e  sane as t h e  r e s t . " ) .  

The gardener ("He was cas t ing  seed, /  only everywhere"); 

t h e  s t o r y t e l l e r ' s  s u b j e c t  i s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of  Chr i s t  as Sa- 

v i o r ,  a L i f e  Power t o  whom men a s p i r e ,  a s  does t h e  d a w h t e r .  

The d e s c r i p t i o n  by t h e  daughter o f  t h e  gardener  r e c a l l s  t h e  

parable  of t h e  sower, and simultaneously e s t a b l i s h e s  Christ,  

wi th in  t h e  context  of t h e  poem, a s  H i m  who provides t h e  f lower  

of  l i f e  t h a t  sheds its " s t r a n ~ e  h e a r t ' s  f o r c e  i n  t h a t  wonder- 

i n g  wilderness"  which i s  man's East  of Eden: "ilis f i n g e r s n ,  

t h e  daughter says  

f 
shed, l i k e  t h e  gold 
of  b l o w i t i 3 t x n n a l  
woods- in- t h e  wild. ./ 
~ e - c a r r i e d  no w a l l e t  
of pouch o r  sack, 
but  c louds o f  b i r d s  followed 
t o  b u f f e t  and peck 
on t h e  road. And t h e  rock 
sprouted new blades 
and t h i s t l e  and s t a l k  
matted i n ,  and t h e  b i r d s  
ran threading  t h e  tall g r a s s e s  
l u s h  and f i n e  
i n  t h e  pockets  of deep ear th-  

The magic elements surroundirlg t h e  gardener  ( W e  c a r r i e d  

no pouch" and " the  rock sprouted' '  and " t h i s t l e  and s t a l k  mat- 

t ed  i n " ) ,  p lace  C h r i s t  as t h e  mirac le  worker. A s  he w a l k s  



he makes "green and rock-grey ,and brown H i s  f loorway," and 

t h e  sky He makes "a br ightness .  " 
But it is made c l e a r  i n  t h e  l a s t  p a r t  of t h e  poem t h a t  

man must be a c t i v e  and w i l l i n g  i n  o rde r  t o  perce ive  such a 

miracle  worker, YVhere i s  he now, " asks  t h e  mother, and t h e  

daughter answers: "The Gardener?" \'/hereupon, t h e  mother spe- 

c i f i e s :  "No. The S t o r y t e l l e r /  out  on t h e  water?" nHe i s  

alone." says t h e  daughter. "Perhaps a few/ who beached t h e  

boat and/ s tayed,  would know." These l a s t  few l i n e s  of t h e  

dialogue e s t a b l i s h  t h a t  t h e  mother has  completely missed 

t h e  po in t  of  h e r  daughter 's  s t o r y ,  as it per ta i r i s  t o  the  iden- 

t i t y  of t h e  gardener and t h e  s t o r y - t e l l e r ,  Avison seems t o  

say t h a t  we of ten  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  between C h r i s t  as a h i s t o r i -  

cal f i g u r e  and C h r i s t  as a t ransformer of  human horizons. 

Secondly, t h a t  only those  few who beached t h e i r  boat would 

know where he is,  impl ie s  t h a t  man himself must choose 

whether o r  n o t  t o  anchor near h i s  L i f e  Force. As / i n  "The 

Swimmer's Idoment," man i n  "A Story" must make a choice. 1 
-- - - - I _ ____--- --- - - -- 

- -- - -  - 

--p'p.-~-= er- Those who wish to- -see  must open t h e i r  eyes, - - _-- - 

son," those  who wish t o  r e s i d e  i n  t h e  sheepfold,  must g a i n  

en t ry  t h r o w h  t h e  door. Then see ing  becomes a r e a l i t y ,  and 

i n  Avison, r e a l i t y  i s  wi th in  t h e  extremes of  t h e  Morning 

Star 's universe.  

In ".., Person, o r  a Hymn on and t o  t h e  Holy Ghost, ,53 

"seeingw paradoxica l ly  occurs  when man "effaced i n  t h e  known 

Light ,  tt becomes i n  "him r e l eased  from face lessness .  
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As i n  "The Swimmer1 s hloment," man who s t r i v e s  t o  l o s e  himself 

shall be found, and man who wished t o  save himself s h a l l  be 
- ---- - - 

i q [ s i - i n  t h i s  poem through an abandoning of S e l f ,  t h e  I 

Self l i v e s .  But, man l i v e s  i n  a t r i u n e  God, as is  c l e a r l y  

s t a t e d  i n  t h e  t h i r d  s tanza:  

Let t h e  one you show ne 
ask you, f o r  me, 
you, a l l  but  l o s t  i n  
t h e  one i n  three ,  

Not only i s  ".. .Personm a poem which s e t s  out  t h e  paradox 

pe r t a in ing  t o  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  concept of redemption, it i s  a l s o  

a d e c l a r a t i o n  of  d i sc ip lesh ip .  Released from face lessness ,  

t h e  n a r r a t o r  dec la res ,  "I may show him v i s i b l e .  " J u s t  a s  "A 

Story" goes beyond a "searching and sounding" and moves i n t o  

t h a t  category which i s  pure ly  a f f i rma t ive  (it may be read a s  

Avison sermon miniature  ") , pure ly  

af f i rmat ive .  A t  t h i s  po in t ,  t h e  road t o  Damascus i s  flooded 

with l i g h t s ,  and Avison's n a r r a t o r s  a l l  become messengers t o  

X i t i l e n e ,  s p r e a d i x  t h e  news o f  t h e  Great Bi r th .  
,-- ..  he ~ u m b f o u n d i n g " ~ ~  a l s o  a t t e n p t s  t o  c r e a t e  a re l evan t  

Chris t .  The n a r r a t o r  i s  t h e  spokesaan f o r  C h r i s t ,  as well  

as f o r  our  contemporaries. In t h e  first s tanza ,  she examines 

t h e  former ' s  response t o  H i s  presence: 

'Ahen you walked here,  
took s k i n ,  muscle, h a i r ,  
eyes,  la rynx,  we 
withheld all honor: " H i s  house i s  c lay .  
how can he t e l l  u s  of h i s  f a r  country?" 
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As a mortal ,  o r ,  perhaps as a  Chr i s t  who appears a s  a a o r t a l  

human being, man cannot accept him. dut  i r o n i c a l l y  enough, 

n e i t h e r  can man accept  a C h r i s t  who t ranscends t h e  l i m i t s  of 

human p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  "Your no t  f a m i l i a r  pace," says  t h e  nar- 

rator-spokesman 

i n  f l e s h ,  ac ross  the  waves, 
woke only our d i s t r u s t .  
Twice-torn we c r i e d  "A ghost" 
and only on our  planks counted you f a s t .  

Thus, n e i t h e r  a c l a y  nor  a winged Chr i s t  can be accepted. 

The seventh s t anza  l e a d s  i n t o  t h e  f i n a l  p a r t  of  t h e  poem where- 

i n  t h e  n a r r a t o r  becomes = spokesman. It a l s o  provides a new 

perspect ive  f o r  a r e l e v a n t  C h r i s t .  

NOX you have sought 
and seek, i n  all our ways, a l l  thoughts,  
s t r e e t s ,  musics - and we make of these  a d in  
t r y i n g  t o  lock  you o u t ,  o r  in, 
t o  be i n t e n t .  And dying. 

A t  t h i s  po in t ,  Avison suggests  t h a t  man cannot,  at  h i s  own 

d i s c r e t i o n  and according t o  h i s  own a b i l i t y  t o  perce ive  t h e  

d iv ine ,  lock  'cint'or 'but" o r  r e j e c t  o r  accept Chr is t .  In- 

s t ead ,  a s  i s  implied by t h e  remaining s tanzas ,  one a s p i r e s  

without ca tegor iza t ion ,  t o  " the a l l - love ly ,  a l l -nen ' s  way/ 

t o  t!lat f a r  country. " Avison makes Chr i s t  powerful and man 

weak. It is t h i s  " s t r ance ly  l i g h t - b r i m i n g "  t e r r a i n  which 

guideas our  journey. ''Seeing" i n  tihis poem, i s  be l iev ing  t h a t  

"through t h e  garden t o  t r a s h ,  rubble,  h i l l "  l i e s  Eden where 
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"the weak i n  na tu re"  w i l l  be r e s t o r e d  and t t l e @ t s u f f e r e P v  hL 
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, 
In "A Prayer  Answered by Prayer ,  "55 Avison again s t r e s s e s  

t h a t  it is  not  n e c e s s a r i l y  nan who f i n d s  Chr i s t  ( " t r y i w  t o  

lock  you o u t  o r  i n " ) ,  but  He who f i n d s  man. ":Were you have 

found me," says  t h e  n a r r a t o r  i n  t h e  address  t o  t h e  " A l l -  

c r e a t i n g  Son," "burn me, your beacon f i r e . "  ''Seeing,': i n  

t h i s  poem, as i s  suggested by t h e s e  l i n e s ,  becomes a two-fold 

happening. Like t h e  n a r n t o r  i n  w...Personw, t h i s  n a r r a t o r  

pledges t o  becone an agent f o r  her  uas te r .  "That I may show 

him v i s i b l e ,  " from t h e  former,  and "burn me, your beacon 

f i r e t t  f r o 3  t h e  l a t t e r ,  c o n s t i t u t e  t h a t  sane vow, which i s  

also a t  once a prayer.  Narra tors  i n  both poems d e s i r e  t o  

be l i v i n g  examples of  C h r i s t ,  r e f l e c t i n g  i n  them t h a t  l i g h t  

which He extended first. 

J u s t  as "A Story" may be read  as a sermon and "...Personw 

as a hymn, so "The C h r i s t i a n ' s  Year in kiiniaturettb6 may be 

read  a s  a psalm, Consider t h e  first few s tanzas :  

i 
Beside t h e  s t i l l  waters ,  
infant-pure 
God is ,  i n  f l e s h .  
Now t h e  s k i e s  soa r  

wi th  song. Heaven u t t e r s .  
In a white b l u r  
l o s t ,  i n  a rush  
caught up, vie hear  



To t h e  h i l l s  we l i f t e d  
our  eyes, and you 
s a t  on t h e  pas tu re  r idge  
s t rongly  i n  view, 

and taught  us. The breeze wafted 
your voice through and through 
our  hear t s .  From t h e  t ime less  verge 
you moved, t o  our now. 

Once more Avison br ings  her  Messiah with t h e  a i d  o f  t h e  

Songs of David, out  of  h i s t o r y  t o  our  present .  Because w e  

l ift our  eyes,  t h a t  i s  nan's wil l ingness  t o  perceive Him,  

He sits ?in view; he responds t o  our f a i t h .  Throughout 

t h e  poem, Avison seems t o  suggest t h a t  man who can perce ive  

of t h i s  world a s  being p a r t  of "God's unspeaking" may f i n d  

Chr i s t  " se t  apa r t . "  O r ,  as i s  implied by t h e  eighth s tanza ,  

t h a t  man i n  

The garden, awakening 
t o  a t e r r i b l e  day-swell 
knows t h e  rock-sweet, t h e  pu l se  se t  
of Ehmanuel . 

In o t h e r  words, one may say t h a t  he whose eyes a r e  s teeped i n  

f a i t h ,  can f i n d  i n  t h i s  world Znnnanuel, o r  "God with us." 

Then gardens of Sweet Cicely a r e  transformed i n t o  r e su r rec ted  

pas tu res ,  and Jordan i s  "infant-pure". Then seeing i s  

Being and Being r e s i d e s  i n  God. 



Not as e x p l i c i t l y  C l m i s t i m  i n  content  as t h e  s i x  poems 

discussed previous ly ,  but drawing f r o n  the saine well-spring 

of Being a r e  "iJany as TvJo,It "Five Breaks," "For D r .  and Kzs. 

Dresser,  " and "Un~peakable.  " 

"Many as Two, tt57 a poem i n  t h e  form of a d idoi ;ue  between 

two selves,may be quoted i n  f u l l  f o r  g r e a t e r  coiiiprehension: 

??here t h e r e  i s  t h e  green t h i n g  
l i f e  s p r i n g s  clean.11 

Yes .  There is  b lessed  l i f e  i n  - - 9  
b.wat e m ;  a n d i n  pondsliiiie 
but  n o t  f o r  your drinkin&. --- 

Vhere t h e  hea r t  I s room 
deepens, and t h e  thrum 
of t h e  touched h e a r t s t r i n g s  r eve rbe ra tes  - Vrooa - 
t h e r e  I am home. " 

Yes. t h e  f l e s h ' s  doom 
7 1s  - 2 f i n n y  welcom going out  on t h e  limb? - 
o r  5 t e r r o r  you who love  da re  not  nane? ---- 
(No t h i n g  a b i d i n g  

No s i g n ,  no ma,qic, no roadmnp, no - 
p r e t e s t e d  foothold.  "Only t h a t  you know 
t h e r e  i s  t h e  w a y ,  p l a in ,  
and t h e  hoze-going." 

Outside the heartbreak home I I m s w ,  I can o m  
. . 

no other .  - 
"The brokenness. I know. 
Alone. " 

(Go wi th  us ,  then?) 

"Ivfany a s  ' ho"  m a y  be considered a s  a key poem i n  Avisont s 

work because it br ings  t o ~ e t h c r  motifs  m d  underlying themes 

from o t h e r  poems. The green pas tu re  motif  i s  perhaps t h e  most 

obvious f ea tu re ,  where t h e  "No sig:n, no mat?ic, no roadinan, 

no pre- tes ted  foothold"  i s  t h e  major theme. Once more, Avison - 
i n  Vkmy a s  Two," emphasizes t h e  a b s t r a c t  world of t h e  d iv ine  

imagination, as opposed t o  t h c  cinpirical, world of f a c t s  and 



v e r i f i c a t i o n .  Once more, "knovpingW and "seeingt1 opera te  

from wi th in  t h e  f o r t r e s s  of t h e  h e a r t ,  r a t h e r  t h m  t h e  bas- 

t i o n  of t h e  mind. A p o s i t i v e  response t o  "(Go with us ,  

then?)" i s  s e t  i n  motion through t h e  "Vroom" o f  t h e  heart-  

s t r i n @  reverberat ions:  P re tes t ed  footholds  a r e  not  rungs 

i n  t h e  l adder  towards t h e  w e l l - s p r i w s  of 3eir-g. 

In  "Five Breaks, ,158 t h e  *vroom"of t h e  ' h e a r t s t r i n g s t '  i s  

made more e x p l i c i t .  God is  t h e  p u l l e r  of s t r i r igs  i n  t h i s  

poem a s  i s  suggested i n  t h e  first stanza: 

Top-spun, s w i f t l y  
  aid o u t ,  
i o u  f l u G  me, dancing, humming: 

"JOY it is  
t o  r i d e  t h e  day, 
l e s t  t h a t  one toy wi th  
God's play." 

The s t r a n g e r  motif here  
stunned my now dizzying e a r ,  
and s t i l l e d ,  I l a y  
toppled and l i s t e n i n g .  

In "Five Breaks," t h e  n a r r a t o r  s u b j e c t s  herse l f  t o  God's fan- 

c ies .  A s  i n  "The Yord, " t h e  abandon of s e l f ,  t h e  mforsak ing  

all,  head over  h e e l s t 1  process ,  is t h e  guiding p r i n c i p l e  i n  

t h i s  poem. B;an who g i v e s  himself t o  such a  God s t ands  "speed- 

b l ind"  among h i s  "synchronizing g l o r i e s . "  That,  i r o n i c a l l y  

enough, man, although 'Speed-blind", should be aware of t h e  

g l o r i e s  around him, suggests  w a i n  t h e  paradoxical na tu re  of  

seeing i n  her  work. Once more, temporal eyes g ive  way t o  

d iv ine  s igh t .  
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J u s t  a s  "1:lany a s  Two" re-echoes p a s s w e s  from Fs. 23, 

so  "For D r .  and Mrs. ~ r e s s e r " ~ ~  resounds David's harp. In 

t h i s  poem, Avison draws a d i s t i n c t i o n  between ordinary and 1 

heavenly food. J u s t  a s  i n  " I n t r a - P o l i t i c a l , "  we have two 

k inds  of f e a s t i n g ,  so i n  t h i s  poem we have two k inds  of  

Life-sustaining substances.  Those who par take  of "His p l a i n  

t a b l e "  and have as a p r e r e q u i s i t e  of fered  "Him t h e i r  a l l t t  

w i l l  becone flooded wi th  H i s  radiance.  Like Herbert  who 

"did sit and eat1' man i n  t h i s  poen may be a gues t  a t  this ---- 
"same t r a n s f i g u r i n g  board'' i f  he obeys t h e  sacramental " take,  

e a t  - l i v e , "  That God's love  made manifest  can only e x i s t  

as a r e c i p r o c a l  l o v e  i s  made p l a i n  i n  t h e  poem. It is man's 

w i l l i n p e s s  t o  par take  which provokes God's t a b l e  of mercy. 

(( ltUnspeakabl e w60 concerns i t s e l f  wi th  t h e  ''beauty of t h e  

unused" ( i .e .  " the wheatear among b i r d s ,  or /  s tonechat"  o r  

"a por t ion  of low roof swept b y  t h e  b u t t e r y  l eaves  of a pea r  

t r e e /  where a manx c a t  is/ discovered - j u s t  now - bl inking  

h i s /  sunned Arc t ic  sea-eyes i n  the /  sun-play"). The beauty 

of t h e  unused, t h e  n a r r a t o r  s t a t e s  

Should be 
conf ident ly ,  a s  it is 
copious and new i n t o  norning, 
ce lebra ted ,  

One may read t h i s  poem, t h e  l a s t  one i n  - The Dmbfounding, as 

an epilogue t o  h e r  works. It may a l s o  be read a s  a philosophy 

of  l i f e .  That which i s  unused (and being unused i s  equated 
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with being b e a u t i f u l ) ,  i s  by i n ~ l i c a t i o n ,  a l l  of exis tence.  

Future t ime, as well  as p a s t  t h e ,  which is cons tan t ly  i n  

the  process  of  b e i w  re-created and t r a n s l a t e d ,  is ,  i n  so  

fa r  a s  t h e  process  i s  always a t  a present  po in t ,  unused. A 

t o t a l  conprehension of t h e  concept of t h e  munused;': e i t h e r  as 

it p e r t a i n s  t o  t ime o r  space o r  experience,  i s  not  wi th in  

t h e  grasp  of  t h e  hurnan mind. 

Appropriately enough, t h e  poem is  e n t i t l e d  "Unspeakable". 

But, that"p0rt ion"of  t h e  unused, which i n  Avison nay be 

symbolized by t h e  t o t a l i t y  of t h e  sun, i s  "copious and new 

i n  t o  morning celebrated.  3 



CI JlPTE'i? FOUR 

CONCI.,U;SION 

I knew how t o  l i v e  
by hear ing  an2 touch 
and sense of place. I could pre-judge 
o b s t a c l e s  too: a t  first t h e  couch, 
lamp, t a b l e ;  you have t o  have 
them mapped i n  your nind - you c l u t c h  
not ions ,  till you trust sense. Then I could move 
out  among t r e e s  and t r a f f i c ,  a march 
i n  Nomansland t o  r i s k  i t ,  a d ive  
i n t o  i n v i s i b l e  interdependence, no cru tch  
needed, f o r  all t h e  dread. I knew how t o  l i v e .  
Please.  Leave me alone. 
Bandage my eyes again. 
The dream of see ing  
I want, as it has been, open 
daybreak b lue ,  wi th  t h e  s t i n g  
of  t h e  far-off ;  no t  t h i s  urging 
of  person, co lor , th ing .  
Unclu t te r  me. Relieve 
me of t h i s  v i s i b l e .  Give 
back my sealed-off dayshine.... 

- from "The Earth That F a l l s  Away" 

Although it may be apparent t o  even a casual  r eader  of - 
Avison ifhat e s p e c i a l l y  The Dubfounding e x h i b i t s  a poet whose 

i 

l ove  is generated by C h r i s t ' s  being, a number o f  - h e r  cr i t ics  

have f a i l e d  t o  see  this. John Robert Colombo, f o r  ins t ance ,  

makes-it c l e a r  i n  t h e  fol lowing quotat ion t h a t  he  i s  r a t h e r  

puzzled by t h e  o b j e c t  of Avison's s igh t .  "She eschews," 61 

he says,  

t h e  power and panache of t h e  Cathol ic  l i t u r g y  
and accepts  ins t ead  a somewhat bleak view o f  
t h e  "suffer ing se rvan tn  always faced with t h e  
pa in  of percept ion and not  always c e r t a i n  even 



of the  hope of salvation. Avison believes 
and affirms, but exactly what she a f f i r m s ,  I 
f ind  it impossible t o  decide i n  the l i g h t  of 
her poems. 

Unwittingly and i ronical ly ,  Colombo admits t h a t  i n  the  l i g h t  

of her poems, he f a i l s  t o  see. Fortunately however, Miss 

Avison has published a number of poems which clear ly  "affirm" 

a def in i te  object,  i n  t h i s  par t icu lar  instance, the object 

being a t r iune  God. "Having, w62 f o r  instance, published in 

Credo, a small journal of Christian writings, uses f o r  i ts  

main figure the Biblical  woman a t  the  well. The poem, quoted 

i n  f u l l ,  begins with her address to  Christ: 

Sir ,  you have nothing, 
the wonan said. 
Nothing t o  dip into  water 

o r  carry water in. 

On the  empty-handed ear th  
the  snow stars blot  and f u r  and dwell 

roughening eyelashes of winter grass  
and on the  open gaze touching, muffling. 

On t he  snow the  slow, r i c h  sun, i n  time: 
seed, roots,  coolness 
through a new sundeep season... 

The heart  l i s t e n s  

You have a cup 
Then I have nothing. 
Both must be 
f o r  sti l l  refreshing, overflowing, new-day 

joy, t o  be. 

"Having" a s  a method of obtaining f a i t h ,  once more pro- 

poses the l i s t en ing  of the  heart ;  it re-affirms the hear t ' s  



90 

accurate ears, The seed, sun aqd water imagery fu r the r  

s t resses  the regenerative power of Christ,  the  foundation of 

Life, I 
*He couldn't be Safe, "63 appearing i n  His, a magazine 

of Inter-Varsity Christian Fellowship, llaffirmst* the same 

Christ a s  does "Having," The former i s  an in te res t ing  poem 

i n  so far a s  the  poet employs simple and regular rhythm and, 

a s  opposed t o  many of her other poems, simple syntax and 

diction. Again, the  poem may be quoted i n  its ent i re ty:  

He chose a s t r e e t  
where he wouldn't be safe 
and nobody there would save him. 

He went t o  the  pa r t i e s  
t h a t  were not safe  
not saying who, but they h e w  him. 

He went down the road 
t o  the  Place of the  Skull, 
The so ld ier  was there,  and the criminal, 
and t h e  ones who thought if he didn ' t  have pu l l  
they wouldn't be safe  t o  know him. 

He couldn't be safe  
and come where we 
go, and hide, 
and storm, and agree 
on everything e l se  if only he 
wouldn't show up our artful way 
with the l i g h t  of h i s  simplicity, 

NO. He couldn't be safe  and be 
our Saviour, 

Jesus said  t o  them, "My time has 
not ye t  come, but your time is always here. 
The world cannot hate you, 
but it hates  me because I t e s t i f y  of it 
tha t  i t s  works are evi1.I' John 7:6,7, 



A t h i r d  poem i n  t h i s  group,, "Slow Advent and C h r i s t m a s :  

T I ~ I E " ~ ~  i s  perhaps the nost redeeming i n  i t s  affirmation. 

Unlike the  other two poems, the  imagery i s  more dense and 

thought-provoking. The first two stanzas consist  of a move- 

ment from shortbread-trimmings t o  the "realness and r ichessew 

of the  "a l l  enabling Xnfant," The speaker, who i s  walking 

along the Christmas-streets, f inds  herself ,  i n  s p i t e  of the  

bankruptcy of the  commercial-machine, f i l l e d  with joy - "yet 

(my heart  sings) ," The l a s t  two stanzas sum up her love: 

A l l  t r y  and f a i l .  
And my whole 
being swells t o  cry out; I too 
must desecrate 
the  holy hush t o  trunpet 
joy. A newborn 
new Being-in 
my keeping? so 
farl H i s  
cormng, so 
tiny t o  a l l  
my ant ic ipat ing sense of 
majesty, ye t  
through the  long patience, slowly the 
marvel, the  
indomitable coming : 
a steel-bright-f aced 
ready-f or-gallows One 
one, on, in to  glory. and H i s  
place of my being t o  be 
H i s  a s  w i l l  every 
place. 

The infant  C h r i s t ,  i n  e a r l i e r  stanzas "set amidst stagehands' 

hay and incense,@@ becomes s e t  i n  the heart ,  s o u l  and tongue 

of her who coriies in to  Being a t  advent. Basically, "Slow 

Advent and Christmas:TIMEW and "HavingN can be contained i n  
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the  basic metaphor of the  l a t t e r ,  Jus t  a s  the  cup of the 

woman must ac t  as the  receptacle of the  water, so the  indi- 

vidual i n  both poems must become the cup of Chris t ' s  love. 

The Christian tenet  of the  body a s  the  temple of God has re- 

ceived new treatment in  these two poems. "He Couldn't Be 

Safe," on t h e  other hand, suggests the  love of C h r i s t  so 

tha t  he could be "our Saviour." A l l  three poems are  vig- 

ne t t e s  dealing with the reciprocal love between man and 

Messiah. 

Three other poems, published i n  two d i f fe rent  issues of 

Ganglia, a r e  experimental i n  nature i n  so f a r  a s  they d i f f e r  

considerably from her other forms, "A Medical Psychological 

Decision. (Anagoge?) , "65 in  s p i t e  of i ts  sophisticated t i t l e ,  

i s  based on the nursery-rhyme pr inciple ,  a s  is  apparent, f o r  

instance, i n  the first stanza: 

Farm it out 
l e t  her go 
eeny meany was my baby was born was 
twisted i n  the  
ankles. 

I n  i ts  ent i re ty ,  and faithful t o  the l a s t  pa r t  of the t i t l e ,  

the  poem in te rp re t s  simultaneously the words of God and the 

songs of the  child. Healing, i n  t h i s  case, the  healing of 

the robin's "ankle t w i s t , "  is  the central  i s sue  a s  is ap- 

parent from the  following: 



Bind her up and press her bone 
and l e t  her walk alorg alone? 
Walk-all-over i n  her goldie far-offs and 
never- t i l l  walk l ay  low alongside? 

In the remainder of the  poem, the narrator  is concerned w i t h  

the  g u i l t  of omission i n  case she should not adhere to  a sound 

medical and psychological decision: 

Can I farm it out o r  l e t  her go and 
fool  momma (see, what momma doesn't see can' t  
hurt  her) ,  (But I 
know what hurting is, 
I have t o  l e t  her know, 

" W i l l  you one day walk i n  summer 
scream-hating out of moma 
of the  robin c r ib  twisting? 

"or one day love your walking 
enough to  bear 
the  jawbone grinding p i l . - z  of t e r r o r  who 
am here?" 

The ever charac ter i s t ic  question mark once more controls de- 

cision. However, the arguments f o r  a straightening of the  

bone seem i n  favour, and a verdict  f o r  s p l i n t s  inevitable. 

Jus t  a s  we have seen i n  many other poems, s p i r i t u a l  fo r t i -  

tude is necessary i n  order t o  a t t a i n  the  sheepfold of God, 

so it requires mental for t i tude  t o  obtain a fu ture  f o r  the 

injured bird. In bokh cases, the  agent-narrator is called 

upon t o  choose. A s  an a c t  of considerable consequences, 

Avison never f a i l s  t o  illuminate the issue i n  such a way 

tha t  the reader can f e e l  i t s  importance. 



tlHIALOG (any number can and "In Eporphyrial 

~a rneas : - "~ ' I  may both be quoted; the  former f o r  i t s  obscure 

but playful use of language and the l a t t e r  f o r  i t s  imagery, 

"A het h i l i p ,  " 
he hed, 

"Hockem?" a hed. 

"Hiliping hood 
hep, " he 

hed. 

"haden 6, " a hed. 

(Horry, ha'rlus horc 
a 6,) 

* except number seven 

Hill-hoe 
till the  l i b e r a l  varnish, the  
daze-sun go 
dovm and the pin- 

f l a re -  
f i n i s h  

star bright 
become a l l  today, furn ish  
us sun (eyes) ( i c e ) ,  

This Past poem is  perhaps the most in te res t ing  because the 

poet describes once more the  metaphorical "furnishing of new 

eyesw which we have observed so often i n  the previous chapter, 

Of special  in t e res t  i s  the  closing pun. In  conjunction with 

"eyesw (formerly and a l s o  i n  t h i s  poem, associated with non- 

empirical %nowing"), "ice" is reminiscent of "Identity, " where 

the  ''icy pole" i a  the loca le  f o r  man's encounter with h i s  a t r ip-  

ped self ,  This par t icu lar  pun, a s  the economic conveyor of 
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meaning, b r ings  together the majbr l i t e r a r y  symbol of the 

sun; the  eyes which choose the sun a s  i ts  centre, a s  well a s  

i ts being (a lso Being) and, paradoxically, i c e  a s  providing 

the "white unremembering glare" of t o t a l  revelation. 

Aesthetician Richard Wollheim once remarked very apt ly  

how the "conditions i n  which an element of a work of a r t  

gives r i s e  t o  meaning are  the same a s  those i n  which infor- 

mation is carried,  i,e. the  conditions increase i n  favoura- 

b i l i t y  a s  redundancy approaches zero. n68 Applied to  Avison, 

such a dictum i s  a t  once t r u e  and fa l se .  To t h e  extent t h a t  

her syntax and dict ion a re  mostly f r e sh  and imagination, thus 

decreasing anticipatory patterns,  her ideas recur time and 

again, Not detrimentally, however. Like a fountain, Avison 

is  overflowing in  her abundance, but her excess i s  mostly 

absorbed by her metaphoric schemata which we have conceived 

o f  a s  a mandala. Between "Gatineau," her first published 

poem, and "Unspeakable," the l a s t  poem appearing i n  -- The Dumb- 

founding, l i e s  her cognitive world of Becoming. -om "Gatin- 

eau," the t r i ck l ing  wind, unable t o  provoke unsoiled v is tas ,  
\ takes on,,in llUnspeakable," phenomenal proportions:--swept 

clean by the f a r  reaching -@ndsof =irjL_tud- seeing, the 
< ---------- - 

. . 
I 

world becoaes "unused' and "new."! Instead of having an i n i t i a l  
- ____----------- 

world bereft  of a "conscience, " we have a l a t e r  s t a t e  where 
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not only a direct ion is  su&ested pertaining t o  a moral code, 

but where also expanded consciousness has been acquired. But 

the  world i t s e l f  has not changed; curtain-soiled mornings i n  I 

Avison a re  man-made conditions, as  a re  unentomable v i s t a s  and 

Easter mornings, and, a s  has been previously suggested by 

wUnspeakable, a re  continually happeniw . 
The movement from "Gatineau" t o  TJnspeakable," our man- 

dala schemata, consists  of the t racing o f  the gyration to- 

wards the heart of the  sun-world; the  l a t t e r ,  which a s  has 

been previously s e t  out,  may be equated: with a Christian 

"eheepfold" o r  a secular "Being." That through pain and suf- 

fer ing,  accepting and reject ing,  "searching and s o ~ n d i n g , ~  

joy,  peace and in te rna l  harmony can be achieved, we have seen. 

Outside worlds of r i v e r s  and rooms, cement ledges and s t ro l -  

Ping pigeons, become internalized through the processes of 

transforming empirical f a c t s  in to  philosophical t ruths .  The 

"palaces of senses" which were found t o  be wanting i n  %eluden 

(they are  "patchy a f t e r  years of hopeless upkeepw) are re- 

placed in l a t e r  poems by moments "of held breath" where some 

chose t o  "beach the boat" and s tay and others pushed out the  

sagged i n  tomes on thetbegrimed shelvesw and still others 

have l i f t e d  t h e i r  eyes "towards the  h i l l s . "  In the  Garden 

of Sweet Cicely, a house abandoned cannot be revived because 

of a "too-open Scripture," but i n  the garden of Arimathea, 
. . 

the  "rock-sweet, the pulse-set" ( "heartw-knowledge) announces 
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NEmmanuel. " 69 IfGod wi th  us" i s  G i v e  i n  Avison; "God with us" 

p inpo in t s  "home;" "God with us" r e f u s e s  " fear ing ,  i n  hope;" 

"God wi th  us" b i d s  u s  " take,  e a t  - l i v e . "  But "nobody stuffs 

t h e  world i n  a t  your eyes;" "the o p t i c  h e a r t  must venture," 

Several  c r i t i c s ,  notably Brewster Ghise l in ,  l d w o  

B e a t t i e ,  Hugh MacCallum, and A.J.M. Smith, have noted i n  Avi- 

son ' s  work a f u s i o n  between t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  and t h e  sensuous; 

t h a t  which 3 e a t t i e  r e f e r s  t o  a s  t h e  " in te rp lay  of ce rebra t ion  

and feelingw7' and t h a t  which Smith s e e s  as a ( success fu l )  

f u s i o n  between concei t  and imagery. It would seem appropr ia te  

t o  suggest  t h a t  r a t h e r  than  conceive of  a f u s i o n  between t h e s e  

two b a s i c  elements of poetry,  one may t h i n k  of t h e  l a t t e r  as 

being t h e  veh ic le  of  t h e  former, Then r a t h e r  t h a n  a fus ion ,  

two inseparable  e n t i t i e s  e x i s t .  J u s t  as a sensuous awareness 

o f  one 's  beloved does n o t  c o n s t i t u t e  love ,  s o  t h e  a e s t h e t i c s  

o f  words do no t  n e c e s s a r i l y  culminate i n  a metaphysical con- 

c e i t ,  But j u s t  as one cannot sepa ra te  t h e  phys ica l  a t t r i b u t e s  

o f  one loved from t h e  mental s t a t e  induced, so  one cannot 

s e p a r a t e  t h a t  which t h e  poet  has put  together :  form and con- 

U n 
t e n t .  pY* V" 

e&, ."o 

((Apart from t h e  sensuous aspect  of Avison's poetry,  

one may conceive of h e r  poet ry  as form always conforming t o  

content;  i r r e g u l a r  metre and broken syntax a s  wel l  as t h e  use 

o f  unusual d i c t i o n  and s tanza  form suggest a " technica l  jail- 

breaking" and a concrete  observable "venture" as well  a s  a 



first r e a l i t y  "re-creation," The second and u l t ima te  r e a l i t y  

i s  sus ta ined  by t h e  former i n  so f a r  a s  "one o r  two" have "won 

from space a h a b i t a b l e  i n t e r i o r "  and o t h e r s  have found t h e  

" s i l v e r  reaches  o f  t h e  estuary." 

One may s e e  how Avison i n  and through h e r  poet ry  j w l e s  

he r  and our  r e a l i t y  r e a l i t y w  i f  we adhere t o  Colombo's 

observat ion t h a t  Avison assumes our  mind t o  be a t abu la  r a s a ) .  I I  

I n i t i a l  r e a l i t y  i n  t h i s  case corresponds with word and page 

r e a l i t y  i n  so f a r  as it d e l i n e a t e s  a loca le .  J u s t  as individu- 

a l  words, phrases ,  sentences,  t i t l e s ,  and s t anzas  provide a 

framework o r  b a s i s  Cor t h e  l a r g e r  meaning it cnnta ins ,  so 

t h e  l o c a l e  provides a r e l e v a n t  framework f o r  experience re-  

l a t e d ,  The primary s e t  o f  r e a l i t i e s  which corresponds wi th  

t h e  former may be found i n  t h e  thematic  s t r u c t u r e  of her  

works, ) The first and most obvious r e a l i t y  i s  obtained, as 
-- -- 

has been \-pmxiousLy, s t a t e  _ through -- e ~ q i r i c s l  - -  v e r i f i c a t i o n ,  - 

___-- - 
- 

~ O I ?  i r i i s tnce ,   his is  t h e  day of  t h e  leafing-out" (from 

"Black-iihite Under Green: May 18, 1965) .72,/It r e f e r s  t o  t h e  

observable coming of Spring, The second r e a l i t y  i s  obtained 

when t h e  meaning of t h e  Spring 's  dawn has been es tabl i shed;  

i n  t h i s  case: "This day o f  t h e  l e a f i n p o u t /  speaks -- with blue 

power-/ mong t h e  b u t t e r y  grassbladest '  ( i t a l i c s  mine). The 

first r e a l i t y  then  is o b j e c t i v e  whereas t h e  second is  sub- 

j e c t i v e ,  In Avison it is  t h e  l a t t e r  t o  which she,  and we 

wi th  her ,  subscribe,  The ex ten t  of h e r  s u b j e c t i v i t y ,  of  

course,  i s  i n  p a r t  a r e s u l t  of Avison's .Chr i s t i an i ty ,  E h -  
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p i r i c a l  footholds i n  her works a re  rejected f o r  blind seefly. , 

"The Earth That Fa l l s  Away, n73 a s  we have seen, contains s ta te-  

ments which form the essence of Avison's dictum f o r  obtaining 
I 

sight. The t i t l e  i t s e l f  h in ts  a t  the paradox which i s  inherent 

between the natural  world of things and the phenomenal world 

of experience, or ,  between Appearance and Being. Avison seems 

t o  maintain tha t  a planet  Earth mapped out by objects and 

things, must fa l l  away before a "habitable" world can be found 

or,  t o  r e f e r  once more t o  "Watershed, man who assumes "the 

earth to  be h i s  f l o o r w  (" that  you see a s  you walk"), sustains 

h i8  "general and rewarding i l lusion." Then tha t  objective 

r e a l i t y  ( i n  Y'JatershedW upheld by "clocks i n  the wriats and 

the temples and up in the  towers") accepted by man as being 

of a primary nature, is rejected a s  an i l lu s ion ,  whereas sub- 

jective r e a l i t y  ( the  "Pried loose forever out of nights and 

days/ And b i r t h  and 

istence) i s  hailed. 

((;ivison then i s  

with the conveyance 

death/ And all the covering w i n g s  " 74 ex- 

,? p J y ,  *+ dA-.-./t 
a poet who is  not primarily concerned 

of a sensuous and aesthet ical ly  pleasing 

world, but instead w i t h  the  abstraction,  a s  well a s  extrac- 

t ion  from the  natural  world i n  order t o  obtain meaning. Then, 

whether o r  not vie would c a l l  hers t o  be a poetry of "cerebra- 

t ion" or  "feeling" i s  somewhat incidental.  Hers i s  a poetry 

of ideas conveyed through feeling,  and ra the r  than see these 

two elements as "successful fusions," we see them a s  comple- 



mentary and a s  s ta ted before, inseparable en t i t i e s .  Through 

an internal izat ion of the  objective world, Avison, i n  her 

poetry, combats "slow sure estrangement from the sun" and 

wins "belief i n  a new burgeoning." Not only then, has she 

dis t r ibuted the dictum t h a t  "Nobody stuffs the  world i n  a t  

your eyes," and t h a t  the  "optic heart nust venture," she a lso,  

a s  a poet, adhered t o  t ha t  principle. "He does not r e s i s t  

youw75 says Avison with James, who 

looking t o  
Him ... i n  h i s  hour 
comes. )) 
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