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ABSTRACT 

Despite Raymond Souster's acknowledged stature as major 

Canadian poet, no in-depth study of his poetry has been made, 

Consequently, basic misconceptions exist, the most fundamental 

one being the tendency to consider Souster's poetry as being 

static.' This thesis is intended to fill partially the void of 

criticism, thereby erasing the above misconception. 

The Introduction contains a brief biographical note and des- 

cription of the literary climate existing when Souster began writing, 

Chapter I1 traces the development of Souster's poetic style and 

examines the influences upon his poetry. Through tiae, these 

influences have been the poetry of Kenneth Fearing, Kenneth Patchen, 

Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams, Charles Olson, and Robert 

Creeley, The third chapter deals with the f'ull range of Souster's 

poetry, discussing the interplay of both fear and joy operative in 

Souster's treatment of the city, nature, woman, and youth, 

l~unro 3eattie. for Instance, in his Ltiterary History Of 
Canada (p. 780) ,  states that the form of Souster's poetry E s  
changed scarcely at all since 1943, Desmond Pacey in Creative 
Writing in Canada (p. 174). asserts that although the poems 
have notdeteriorated, there has been no significant development 
In Souster's poetry since the early 1940's. 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

I n t r o d u c t i o n  

A .  Biography 

B. The Canadian Poe t ry  Scene 

Development of S t y l e  i n  t h e  Poe t ry  of Raymond S o u s t e r  

The F o r t i e s  

1. War Poe t ry  

2. Post-War Poe t ry  

3. Poetry  of t h e  La te  F o r t i e s  

The F i f t i e s  

1. Contact  P re s s  

2. Contact  Magazine 

3. Poe t ry  of t h e  F i f t i e s  

The S i x t i e s  

1. The Ea r ly  S i x t i e s  

2. The Middle S i x t i e s  

Major Themes i n  t h e  Poe t ry  of  Baymond S o u s t e r  

A .  The C i t y  

B, Nature 

C.  Woman 

D. Youth 

Bibl iography 



ACKNOWLEDGMENT 

I would l i k e  t o  express thanks t o  M r .  Lionel J. Kearns, my 

t h e s i s  d i r e c t o r ,  f o r  providing constant guidance and encourage- 

ment; t o  Professor  Gordon R. E l l i o t t ,  f o r  g iv ing  much of h i s  

time t o  the  improvement of t h i s  t h e s i s ;  t o  Professor  R o J o  

Baker, f o r  h i s  i n t e r e s t  and support ;  and t o  my wife  Judy, 

f o r  kindly typing t h e  manuscript. 



CHAPTER ONE 

I INTRODUCTION 

If the frequency with which a poet's books were read 

depended upon how interesting the man's biography happened to 

be, then the books of Raymond Souster would forever gather dust 
i on the shelves of bookstores and libraries, Simply, Raymond H, 

Souster was born on January 15, 1921, in Toronto; he grew up in 

that city, attended University of Toronto Sahoola and Humberside 

Collegiate, and after graduating at the age of eighteen, started 

work in a Toronto bank (probably because his father had similar 

employment), Except for a four year stint in the Royal Canadian 

Air Force from 1940 to 1944, Souster has lived in Toronto and 

has worked at his bank job until the present day. 

This la hardly an exciting biography, and yet twenty-five 

yeara of continuous, consistent poetic activity are concealed in 

it, During that time, Souster has published thirteen books of 

poetry, has shared in two others.1 has edited three poetry maga- 

z i n e ~ , ~  and has been one of the directore of a successful and 

important publishing venture, Contact Press, 

The poetic career of Raymond Souster started in the early 

1940 a, Fortunately for him, it was a decade of heightened and 

sometimea frantio poetio aotivity, centering around the rivalry 



Patrick Anderson, and First - Statement, edited by John Sutherland, 
In order to understand the poetic and political milieu in whioh 

Souater found himself, we should look briefly at the rivalry 

between these two literary magazines, 

Preview had been started in 1941 by Patrick Anderson, who 

the previous year had come to Montreal from krgland, The maga- 

zine had a sophisticated, confident air about it, partly because 

its list of contributors inoluded established and reepected Cana- 

dian writers; besides Patrick Anderson, other writers appearing 

in the pages of Preview were FOR, Scott, P.K. Page, A.M. Klein, 

Neufville Shaw, Bruce Ruddick, and Ralph Gustafaon, Most of 

these were well-educated persons holding responsible and pres- 

tigious positions in the fields of law, politics, teaching, and 

medicine, 

Basically, Preview poets carried on the English poetic tra- 

dition, That is, much of the poetry showed influences of T.S, 

Eliot, W.H. Auden, and the Seventeenth Century Metaphysical 

poets, John Sutherland said in 1943 of the Preview poets, "~helr 

metaphors may be drawn from everyday things, butthey are grouped 

together in an intense word. pattern to produce a novel effectew3 

Patrick Anderson, for instance, the leader of the group, 

had come over from England steeped i n t h e  ideas of W,H. Auden 

and the verbal and poetic pyrotechnics of Dylan Thomas, P.K. 

Page, who contributed frequently to Preview, was a disciple of 

Patriok Anderson. She also wrote propagandist, left-wing poems, 

These poems are not Miss Page's finest; she ia at her best when 

she writes eympathetioally of other people, when she write8 of 

love, beauty, and innooenoe. 



Preview never let its readers lose sight of its stand 

against colonialism and iaolationiam. "We have lived long 

enough in Montreal to realize the frustrating and inhibiting 

effects of isolation," stated the first lasue. 

Patrick Anderson, writing in February, 1943, makes an emo- 

tional appeal for national unity; 

Must it not be plain that the interests of 
all of us -- as individuals, as workers, 
artists, scientists, whatever we are -- 
demand that we put to one side all immediate, 
selfish conaideration and unite our energies 
for the defeat of the fasciat imperialiata 
whose victory would thrust history back 
hundreds of years? 

The one reality constantly lurking in the background of the 

magazine, sometimes spilling out explosively, was the Second 

World War, Preview, as Anderson's quotation above shows, was 

decidedly left-wing, anti-Fascist, Andersonfs was not a mere 

game of parlour-politics; Preview took the war earnestly. "Two 

events of great importance to the Writer have occurred in recent 

weeks,Iv Anderson wrote gravely in February of 1943, "One is the 

Russian offensive, the other the conference at Casablanca." 

On the question of the role of the writer in the war, some 

of Anderson's strongest ideas came out. The first iasue of 

Preview printed the following manifesto: "All anti-fascists, 

we feel that the existence of a war between democratic culture 

and the paralysing force of diotatorship only intensifies the 

writer's obligation to work. Now, more than ever, creative and 

experimental writing must be kept alive,.,." Patrick Anderson 
, . 



w a s  by f a r  the most f o r t h r i g h t  w r i t e r  i n  Preview on t h e  sub jec t  

of war, I n  February of 1943 he wrote, 

Our t:xsk i s  c l e a r  not only t o  he lp  i n  the  
winning of the w a r  by our l i t e r a r y  work and 
our v iv ld  e n t h u s i a s t l  c embodiment of t h e  
issues f o r  which i t  i s  being fought ,  but 
n l so  t o  supply something of t h e  personal ,  
the  g race fu l  and the hero ic  t o  the atmos- 
phere of t h i s  half-empty Dominion. 

Anderson was t o  support  h i s  p a t r i o t i c  s ta tements  by p r i n t -  

i n g  four  war poems i n  a s p e c i a l  supplement t o  Preview c a l l e d  

The Victory ~ r o e d s h e e t  .4 The poems were a v i v i d  embodiment of - 
Anderson's chauv in i s t i c  statement above. Desmond Pacey sums 

up t h e  whole matter  wel l :  
* 

Much of the  poetry of t h e  w a r  per iod,  
undoubtedly, w a s  ephemeral, and much of i t  
already seems dated.  To re-read Preview 
now, with i t s  naive t a l k  of making poetry 
a weapon, i s  a d i s i l l u s i o n i n g  process.  
There w a s  so  m c h  solemn cant  about i t :  
one would have thought t h e  whole Canadian 
war e f f o r t ,  the  very d e f e a t  of Fascism, 
depended on the ex i s t ence  of t h i s  l i t t l e  
mimeographed monthly .5 

I n  s h o r t ,  Preview w a s  a magazine operated by a small c l i q u e  

of e s t a b l i s h e d  w r i t e r s  f i g h t i n g  colonial ism,  i so la t ion i sm,  and 

fascism, while championing n a t i o n a l  u n i t y ,  cosmopolitanism, 

Marxist soc ia l i sm,  and poetry as a s o c i a l  weapon, o r  as Pa t r i ck  

Anderson s a i d ,  "the capaci ty  t o  ' s ing '  with s o c i a l  content  and 

c r i t i c i s m . "  6 

F i r s t  Statement d i f f e r e d  i n  many ways from Preview. The 

p e r s o n a l i t i e s  involved were v a s t l y  d i f f e r e n t ,  Preview poets  being, 



f o r  t h e  most p a r t ,  o lde r  nnd more es t ab l i shed  than those of 

F i r s t  Statement, The l a t t e r  were i n  some cases  even s tuden t s  

of t h e  former. T h i s  d i f f e rence  was pointed out  by F i r s t  S ta te-  

ment i t s e l f ,  f o r  i t s  s u b - t i t l e  s t a t e d ,  "A Magazine f o r  Young -. 
Canadian h r i t e r s , "  Whereas t h e  backdrop f o r  Preview w a s  t h e  

campus of McGill Universi ty ,  f o r  F i r s t  Statement it w a s  only t h e  

slum sec t ion  of war-time Stanley S t r e e t .  

derhaps i t  could be s a i d  of F i r s t  Statement t h a t  i t  was n o t  

s o  much pro something a s  cont ra  Preview. F i r s t  Statement objected . 
t o  Preview's a s s e r t i o n s  t h a t  poetry should be t h e  handmaiden of 

p o l i t i c s ,  Louis Dudek wrote, 

F i r s t  Statement does no t  deny t h a t  poet ry  
may exDress matters  which a r e  not  i n  themselves - * 

poetry:  mat ters  geographical,  s o c i o l o g i c a l ,  e t c .  
It  even encourages l i t e r a t u r e  which w i l l  r e f l e c t  
t h e  atmosphere and c u r r e n t s  of Canadian l i f e . . .  
But it under l ines  the  " reac t ing  h o n e s t l y . . . f i r s t  
hand, as t h e  chief  concern of t h e  

Dudek went on t o  a s s e r t  t h a t  much of modern poetry,  inc lu-  

d ing  t h a t  i n  Preview, had t h e  following f a u l t s ;  

(1) a  c leve r  a p t i t u d e  f o r  exp lo i t ing  t h e  unrea l  
universe of language; ( 2 )  a pedant ic  absorp t ion  
i n  the  second-hand universe of books, l i t e r a t u r e  
and e r u d i t i o n ;  and ( 3 )  a f a l s i f i e d  devot ion t o  
a s p e c i a l  universe of ideas ,  c h i e f l y  soc io log ica l  
and- p o l i t i c a l  ones.. . 
By way of c o r r e c t i v e s ,  F i r s t  Statement can suggest 
t h r e e  slogans f o r  t h e  poe t ' s  masthead. No poly- 
g l o t  d i sp lays .  No poet y about poets  and poetry.  
No high par ty  p o l i t i c s .  B 

This  statement by Dudek i s  a d i r e c t  c r i t i c i s m  of Preview, I n  f a c t ,  

f u r t h e r  on i n  t h e  same a r t i c l e  Dudek br ings  t h e  mat ter  i n  t h e  open 



by saying,  "We have i n  Montreal a mae:izine, Preview, i n  which 

muoh of the  work illustrates exact ly  t h i s  point.1@9 

The statement "No polyglot d i sp lays .  No poetry about poets  

and poetryn i s  a c r i t i c i s m  of Preview's d i sp lay  of scho la r ly ,  

t echn ica l  poetry,  and i t s  adherence t o  t h e  B r i t i s h  t r a d i t i o n  of 

poetry.  I rv ing  Layton, f o r g e t t i n g  f o r  a moment Dudek's statement 

"No poetry about poets and poe t ry , "  cont inues t h e  onslaught of 

Preview i n  t h e  same i s s u e  with a poem c a l l e d  "The Modern Poetn ;  

Since Auden s e t  t h e  fashion ,  
Our poets  grow tame; 
They a r e  q u i t e  without passion,  
They l i v e  without blame... 

H i s  pedigree? Uncertain. 
But come now agree ,  
He's the  one t o  e n t e r t a i n  
Your gues t s  a f t e r  t e a .  
A w i t  and scho la r  i s  he. 

Whereas t h e  Preview poets  chose the  B r i t i s h  f o r  t h e i r  

mentors, F i r s t  Statement poets  looked t o  the  Americans, t o  Whitman, 

Crane, F r o s t ,  Fearing,  and Sandburg. They wrote poet ry  from t h e i r  

own experience,  shunning metaphor and symbol f o r  t h e  sake of f o r t h -  

r i g h t  s ta tement .  A s  Wynne Francis  says," . , . they p re fe r red  t o  

shout huzzahs an3 h u r l  i n s u l t s ,  t o  f i g h t ,  s p i t ,  sweat,  u r i n a t e  and 

make love  i n  t h e i r  poems, and d id  so i n  d e l i b e r a t e  de f i ance  of 

Preview. . .*Celebrat ion,  not  cerebra t ion '  a s  Layton w a s  l a t e r  t o  

phrase i t .  "lo T h i s  d e l i b e r a t e  def iance  was e s p e c i a l l y  t r u e  a f t e r  

I r v i n g  Layton and Louis Dudek joined the  magazine's e d i t o r i a l  

board, and a f t e r  Raymond Souster  began con t r ibu t ing  t o  t h e  magazine. 

F i r s t  Statement,  al though i t s e l f  being s o c i a l i s t i c a l l y  

o r i e n t e d ,  objected t o  Preview's d o c t r i n a i r e  approach. l1 In t h e  



e d i t o r i a l  of F i r s t  Statement 's  f i r s t  i s s u e ,  f o r  example, John 

Sutherland a t t a c k s  a Preview w r i t e r ' s  s t rong s o c i a l i s t  s tand  i n  

t h e  fol lowing manner1 t'This man uses  words i n  t h e  way one uses  

f i s t s  t o  c l i p  people on the  jaw. IIe i s  a s o c i a l i s t  aching f o r  a 

revo lu t ion ,  and he has  found t h e  pe r fec t  a r t . "  

The end of World War I1 concluded the  c o n f l i c t  between the  

two magazines, which merged t o  form Northern Review. This feud 

w a s  very much a l i v e ,  however, when Haymond Sous ter  f i r s t  met t h e  

Montreal poets ,  and it must be regarded as an important p a r t  of 

t h e  poe t i c  and p o l i t i c a l  mi l ieu  i n  which he began t o  produce h i s  

poetry.  

FOOTNOTES 

1 
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P.K. Page, and James Wreford; and Cerberus i n  1952 with Louis 
Dudek and I rv ing  Layton. 

' ~ i r e c t i o n  (1943-1945), Contact (1952-1954), and Combustion 
(1957-1960 

' ~ o h n  Sutherland, "P.K. Page and Preview, F i r s t  Statement,  
v01. 1, no. 6. p.7. 

4 ~ e a d e r s  were exhorted t o  hang up these  poems i n  t h e i r  k i t ch -  
ens and bathrooms. 

S~esmond Pacey , Creat ive  Writinq & Canada, Toronto,  The 
Ryerson Press ,  1364. pp. 154-155. 

6 ~ r e v i e w ,  no. 1, March 1942. p.1. 

7 ~ o u i s  Dudek, "Geography, P o l i t i c s ,  and Poetry.  F i r s t  
Statement,  vol .  1, no. 16. pp. 2-3. . 
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CHAPTER I1 

DEVELOPMENT OF STYLE -- I N  THE POETRY 

OF RAYMOND SOUSTER - 

Raymond Sous ter ' s  f i r s t  poem i n  F i r s t  Statement appeared i n  1 

1 

1942, i n  t h e  eleventh number of the  magazine. Although he w a s  i n  I 

1 

t h e  A i r  Force during t h i s  t ime, Souster  was very much aware of 

both Preview and F i r s t  Statement. On leave i n  the  summer of 1942, 

he t r a v e l l e d  t o  Montreal t o  spend a shor t  time with John Sutherland 

and Louis Dudek. Souster  must have taken some of F i r s t  Statement 's  

f i r e  with him t o  h i s  base i n  New Brunswick, f o r  i n  November of 

1943 he,  t o s e t h e r  with David Mullen and W i l l i a m  Goldberg, decided 

t o  e d i t  a l i t e r a r y  magazine. The t h r e e  e d i t o r s  were a l l  A i r  Force 

men s t a t i o n e d  a t  t h e  same base,  and a l l  were equal ly  d i s g r u n t l e d  at 

t h e  s t a t e  of Canadian l i t e r a t u r e .  Goldberg t e l l s  of t h e  b i r t h  of 

t h e  magazine on t h e  first page of the  f i r s t  i ssue t  

Two evenings ago I was ly ing  i n  my bunk, 
minding my own bus iness ;  as a matter  of f a c t  I 
was reading an a r t i c l e  on Post-War by Bruce 
Hutchinson i n  L ibe r ty ,  when Dave and Ray rushed 
i n  l i k e  two madmen, se ized  me by t h e  arms and 
l e g s ,  and l i k e  two bois te rous  and fun-loving 
k i d s  c a r r i e d  me i n t o  t h e  shower-room. Bol t ing  
t h e  door, they f i r e d  a sa lve ,  [sic7 "Let's g e t  
a m a ~ a z i n e  out" .  #@Let us make a f i g h t i n g  
d e c l a r a t i o n  of our f i g h t i n g  f a i t h e t t  "Let us  
denounce t h e  Canadian ~ u t h o r ' s  Associa t ion ,  
inc luding  S i r  Charles G . 3 .  T rad i t ion .  God, 
they ' r e  a l l  dying on their feet . . . .Dave on 



p a i n t i n g . .  .. " "kle want something f r e s h . .  . 
g ive  us  new i d e a s . . . .  I* 

Hsy says :  " T h i s  has  to  be a  b l a s t .  
I t  doesn ' t  have t o  be log ica l  o r  s e n s i b l e . . . .  
We must a t t a c k ,  a t t a c k  and a t t a c k .  Let us  
c a l l  the  Mag, the  Attack or Sperm, anything 
t h a t  w i l l  shock the dul l -wit ted Canadian 
imagination out  of i t s  le thargy. . . .Well ,  we 
may f e e l  s o r r y  i f  we s a y  some nas ty  and 
shocking t h i n s s ,  but sometimes an  enema is 
b e t t e r  than  a g e n t l e  laxa t ive ."  

And so  the  magazine was born. The e d i t o r s  had enough sense 

no t  t o  c a l l  i t  Attack, o r  Sperm, but c a l l e d  it  Direc t ion  i n s t e a d ,  

tak ing  the  t i t l e ,  a s  they explained,  from Henry M i l l e r ' s  s t a t e -  

ment, 

Everything t h a t  l i v e s ,  t h a t  has  being, whether 
i t  be a s tar ,  a p l a n t ,  an  animal o r  a human 
being, 'Even God Almighty' has  d i r e c t i o n . . . . . . .  
Along t h e  road which each of us i s  t r a v e l l i n g  
t h e r e  i s  no tu rn ing  back. I t  i s  forward o r  
dead s t o p ,  which i s  l i v i n g  death.  

I n  t h e  f i r s t  i s s u e  ( t h e  magazine l i s t e d  no d a t e s ) ,  Souster  

i n  a b r i e f  a r t i c l e ,  "The Present  S t a t e  of Canadian L i t e r a t u r e " ,  

w r i t e s  t h a t  r e a c t i o n  [which Sous ter  leaves  unspecified] i s  too  

s t r o n g ,  and t h a t  " the few bayonet a t t a c k s  of the  young and t h e  

f r e s h  and t h e  bold could make very l i t t l e  impressionn' a g a i n s t  i t s  

s tone  w a l l .  Even the  th ree  l i t t l e  magazines, which Sous ter  had 

seen previously as "hopeful signs,I1 had disappointed himr a- 
temporary Verse of B r i t i s h  Columbia, ed i t ed  by Alan Crawley, had 

publ ished,  according t o  Sous ter ,  "much good, but l i t t l e  f r e s h  and 

v i t a l  poetry."  Preview of Montreal, Souster  f e l t ,  served "a rehash 

of Stephen Spender, Auden and MacNeice brought up t o  d a t e  with a 

Canadian s e t t i n g , "  Its main v i r t u e  was t h a t  i t  published P a t r i c k  

Anderson, f o r  whom Souster  he ld  much respec t . '  Sous ter  was l e s s  



severe towards First Statement, which had, until that time, pub- 

lished ten of Souster's own poems. At least, Souster had an 

admiration for the mapazinc's healthy experimentation. 2 

Souster's own contribution to the first issue of Direction 

includes two prose selections which are excerpts from longer 

pieces on the subject of war, and four poems, three of lasting 

qualityt "Night Watch," "Air Raid," and nApple Bloww all appear 

later in Souster books. 

Basically, Direction's first issue is an attempt to deal 

with a realistic theme in a realistic manner. The poets write 

in the language of everyday speech in an attempt to create meaning- 

ful and concrete poetry, and this approach accounts for both the 

strong and weak points of their work. The strong points of the 

poetry lie in original imagery and in an avoidance of archaic, 

over-used poetic forms. The poetry, however, sometimes degenerates 

into didactic prose, and the "fresh and vitaln is often confused 

with an obvious attempt to startle and shock. Souster, for instance, 

is strong and convincing in the wistful tenderness of "Apple Blow": 

I remember 
How the orchards would stretch row after row 
Back from the oil-oovered roads, white and red 

and still 
With the blow heavy on them, weighing down the 

branches, and how we would stand 
And watch a petal shake itself loose in the 

spring wind, 
And drift so evenly and lightly down to the 

petal-strewn grass 
As soft as the touch of death across the fore- 

head of a child.3 

However, Souster is less convincing when he rails at the emptiness 

and brutality of society in a poem like 'Nada.? 
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Souster's contribution to the second number of Direction, 

"Place of Meeting, Yr~logue,~~ and ttFrom 'The Carousel of Madnes~,'~ 

:ire two long poems dealing wi th the insincerity, hypoc/rlsy, and 

impersonality of man. The poems are a blatant attempt to prod 

people from their lethargy, and to jolt them from their complacency. 

In his later editorial wisdom, Souster excluded both poems from 

his collections. 4 

In the third number of Direction, Souster again prints some 

strong poems. "False Spring," nOld Men," wDeception,n and "Dreams 

Were Always Cheap" forsake an attempt to shock for an honest use 

of fresh imagery. For example, a passage such as 

And the world is the beautiful body of a young girl 
With the inflamed sores on her body 
Well-hidden behind her scarlet-flowing cape 

strikes one as much more convincing and vital than 

Madmen 
Baby Killers 
Pimps of this Christ, 

even though the feeling generating both of these selections is 

probably the same. 

Souster's poems in numbers four and five again display, for 

the most part, either a nostalgic sentimentality or an unpoetic 

outburst at the injustice of brutality. Being essentially weak, 

they seem to betray the promise shown by poems in the earlier 

issues. 

After a run of ten issues, one of which was devoted entirely 

to the work of Henry ~ i l l e r , ~  Souster brought publication of 

Direction to an end. What then was the magaziheas role in Souster's 



poe t i c  ca ree r?  To begin w i t h ,  it reaffirmed Sous ter ' s  convic t ion  

t h a t  Csnsdian poetry was i n  a s t a t e  of to rpor ,  and t h a t  what was 

needed was a " f r e s h , "  " v i t a l " ,  and if necessary,  shocking poetry.  

Direc t ion  had provided t h i s  kind of poetry.  Second, t h e  magazine 

provided Souster  a place t o  publ ish h i s  work j u s t  when he was 

beginning t o  be published, which i s  important i n  the  e a r l y  develop- 

ment of any poet ,  'The magazine had s i d e  e f f e c t s  a l s o .  Though 

p r i n t i n g  the  work of only a  few w r i t e r s ,  i t  provided a market f o r  

w r i t e r s  when markets were few. There were not  many l i t e r a r y  maga- 

z i n e s  i n  Canada a t  t h a t  time o the r  than the  ones Sous ter  mentioned 

i n  Direc t ion  number one. I rv ing  Layton and Miriam Kaddington were 

among t h e  more prominent w r i t e r s  whose work appeared i n  Direct ion.  

Furthermore, the  magazine followed the  lead  of F i r s t  Statement i n  

publ i sh ing  the  poetry of s o c i a l  rea l i sm i n  r e a c t i o n  t o  the  poet ry  

then  being w r i t t e n  i n  Canada which w a s  exemplified by t h e  work s t i l l  

appearing i n  Preview. 

Sous ter ' s  poet ry  of the  w a r  per iod appeared i n  Unit of Five 6 

(l944), a book of f i v e  poets  I*under t h i r t y " ,  ed i t ed  by Ronald 

Hambleton, and When Are Young (1945),  t h e  f o u r t h  i n  a s e r i e s  

of books published by F i r s t  Statement Press .  The poet ry  i s  c l e a r l y  

of t h e  w a r  per iod -- bes ides  t h e  numerous references  t o  the  w a r ,  

Sous ter  cont inues t h e  t r a d i t i o n  s e t  by the  F i r s t  Statement poets :  

poet ry  of f o r t h r i g h t  s ta tement ,  scan t  i n  metaphor and imagery; 

language of everyday, 

During the  war, Sous ter  had been reading much of Kenneth 

Fear ing ' s  poet ry ,  and many p a r a l l e l s ,  both i n  form and con ten t ,  



can be seen in these two poets' work, The similarity, fgr 

instance, csn readily be recognized between Psnring's "Andy and 

Jerry and Joen 2nd Souster's "Yonge Street Saturday Nightn: 

!Je wtched the crowd, there was a murder in the 
papers, the wind blew hard, it was dark, 

We didn't know what to do, 
There WRS no place to go and we had nothing to say, 
We listened to the bells, and voices, and whistles, 

and cars, 
We moved on, 
We weren't dull, or wise, or afraid, 
We didn't feel tired, or restless, or happy, or sad. 7 

(Fearing) 

and there are some like us, 
just walking, making our feet move ahead of us, 
a little bored, a little lost, a little angry, 
walking as though we were really going somewhere, 
walking as if there wa.s something to see at 

Adelaide or maybe on King, 
something that will give a fair return for this use 

3f shoeleather, 
something that will make us smile with a str nge 

new happiness, a lost but recovered joy. 8 

Both poems treat the boredom and meaninglessness of the war 

period; both poems use line for the same purpose, each line con- 

taining one idea; both poems use repetitious openings, Fearing 

with the word "weN, and Souster with the words "walkingn and 

msome thing. " 

Eesides the subdect of war, there are many other Fearing 

influences present in Souster's work. Eoth p9ets feel the same 

sympathy for the common, downtrodden man who is trapped by society 

and whose individual freedom is violated. "Tell them all y ~ u  are 

innocent, innocent of this," says Fearing in "Winner Take All, *9 

while Souster describes the people that are "haunted by the glassy, 



ghostly smile of unknown, countless eyes that stare and stare 

and stare,/ Bewildered, accusing. "10 

Both poets have the same defiant attitude towards death; 

it is ugly, inevitable. "You won't even d i e  like a d ~ g , "  says 

S ? u s t e r ,  "M~st af the dogs I've ever seen died fast and clean/ 

Yith their guts spread over the pavement in a neat little pile,/ 

But ycu'll die slowly.. . "11 and Fearing states, "Take him away, 
he's dead as they die .../ Look at the fingers growing stiff, 
touch the face slready cold, see the stars in the sky, look at 

the stains on the street. "12 

Both poets talk of the difficulty of finding one's way in 

life, of doing right. l3 Both poets deal with the antithesis 

between the desired dream and what actually happens. tvDreams 

were always cheap, "I4 says Souster in the poem with the same title. 

"Perhaps the empire of credit was not, after all, so shrewd or 

bold."'5 says Fearing in "Class Reunion." 

Besides theme, Fearing has d s o  influenced Souster in form 

and style. Eoth poets like to use the amphora, a device which 

they learned from Whitman. Both poets often write in a satiric, 

cynics1 vein, directly addressing the reader or an imaginary "youn 

(the most recurring pronoun in both Fearing and Souster). l6 Both 

poets use the long line which also, perhaps, stems from Whitmnn. 

Each line contains an idea, a statement in itself; each line is 

a self-contained unit. It can thus be either long or short, 
* 

although the long lines by far predominate. A fusion between form 

and content Is thus achieved. Later, when Souster begins to rely 

more on metaphor and imagery, his lines become shorter and more 



finely-sculptured; but while he is writing poetry of outright 

statement written in everyday language (even, sometimes, slang), 

the longer lines suit him better. 

The danger in comparing one poet to another is that both 

may lose their own identity, their own uniqueness. One can say 

of Souster, however, thnt despite his various influences, he has 

alwfiys retained his own voice, his own craft, his own identity. 

To grasp some of Souster's individual capability evident at this 

period, we might consider the last half of the poem "Ten P.M.", 

which is still one of Soustergs finest: 

0 westward the lights stretch 
Like paling diamonds far and farther into the 

darkness , 
.And the lake beside them shudders softly in the 

moontouch. 
But the stars are colder and are crueler here 
Where the pavement's hollow when the streetcars I 

rumble over. 
Where the flares of neon flick their fiery anger 
At the idiot postures of black-hearted buildings, 
And where the rancid smoke downcurls and settles 
In ngse, in mouth, in fissures of the heart.17 

Souster is a poet who seldom writes in end-rhyme. He sub- 

stitutes instead an intricate system of alliteration and internal 

rhyme, or assonance. In th1.s stanza of "Ten P.M.", the unvoiced 

labio-dental fricative /f/ sound runs throughout, in "far," 

"f~rther," nsoftly,w "flares," "flick," wfiery,w and "fissures." 

The /f/ sound is especially predominant in the line "Where the 

flares of neon flick their fiery anger," the sound reinforcing 

the sense of the line. A series of various retroflex vowel sounds 

runs through the stanza to create a definite effect. The pattern 

I s  s e t  in the words "westward," "far," "fartherw, and "stars." 



It then changes to "herew and shifts in "where," and.continues to 

fluctunte through "streetcars," I1where," "flares," "fiery," 

"black-he9rtedeW "where, "downcurls,"  fissure^,^ and ends in the 

original sound, "heart." Other sets of like-sounds can be heard 

in groups such as "lights-like-lalce," nstretch-touch,w and "colder- 

crueler." The stanza at first sight looks very casual and spon- 

taneous, which it is, but at the same time it is structurally 

reinforced by this subtle pattern of sounds. Furthermore, the 

cadence seems deliberately structured, as it is possible to read 

a regular five beats into each line. 

To further illustra.te Souster's handling of sound effects, we 

might look at his poem nRequest", whose subject is jazz in a 

nightspot, where in the space of ten lines the high front tense 

vowel /I/ is repeated twenty times, though here again the textual 

effect is subtle enough to go unnoticed by the casual reader. And 

yet when the reader studies the obvious surface with some attention, 

he finds a wealth of detail in b ~ t h  sound and meaning. 

Souster's early poetry of the war period is very much a 

product of its time. It is first of all poetry of social con- 

cern greatly determined by the political and social situation of 

this period. Second, the form and style of the poetry is a 

direct reaction to both preview and early Twentieth Century 

poetry. Souster states his reaction in "To The Canadian Poetsw: 

Come my little eunuchs, my little virgins, 
It is time you were home and in bed; 
The wind is strong and cold on the streets 
And it is almost eleven o'clock. 

Soon the whores will be obvious at the corners 
And I would not have you accosted or' given the eye: 



Soon t h e  drunks w i l l  be turned ou t  of t h e  
b c v e r ; \ ~ e  r o o m  

iald I would no t  h.lvc you raped i n  u d a r k  l a n e .  

Go, f i n d  your house :.rid i n s e r t  t h e  key put 
down t h e  n igh t - lock .  

Undress w i th  t h e  b l inds  down ~ m d  touch t h e  p i l l ows ,  
and dream 

Of P i c k t h a l l  walking hnnd i n  hnnd w i t h  &r f a i r i e s  
And hnpman t u r n i n g  h i s  back on O t t a w a .  

S o u s t e r ' s  r e a c t i o n  t o  what he then  cons idered  a r t i f i c i a l  and 

a f f e c t e d  poe t ry  determined t h e  s t y l e  of h i s  own poe t ry  o f  t h e  

war ger iod .  His poe t ry  i s  t h e  communication of exper ience  e x p e s s e d  

i n  r e a l i s t i c  language,  con ta in ing  no a r t i f i c i a l i t y ,  no r o a a n t i -  

c i z i n g .  

A t  t h e  end of t h e  Second h'orld !dar, S o u s t e r ,  d i scharged  

from t h e  A i r  i 'orce, r e tu rned  t o  h i s  n a t i v e  Toronto. X i s  poe t ry  

w r i t t e n  immediately a f t e r  t h e  war per iod  appeared i n  John Suther -  

l a n d ' s  anthology Other canadinns ,'9 pubi ished by F i r s t  Sta tement  

P r e s s ,  i n  1947, and Go To Sleep ,  'world, by Hyerson ? r e s s ,  a l s o  

i n  1947. Aany of  t h e  contained poems show t h e  i n f l u e n c e  of Kenneth 

Patchen,  whom S o u s t e r  had begun r ead ing  s e v e r a l  y e a r s  before .  

I n  J i r e c t i o n  number t h r e e  S o u s t e r  had w r i t t e n  t h e  fo l lowing  

t r i b u t e  t o  l a t c h e n :  

Of Kenneth Patchen I can oniy say t h a t  he 
a l o n e  of a l l  t h e  poe ts  w r i t i n g  a t  t h i s  hour 
has no t  compromised h i s  a r t  and so ld  o u t  h i s  
persona l  b e l i e f s  f o r  a much g r e a t e r  znd s u r e r  
p l ace  t h a t  would have been h i s  had he taken  
t h e  easy  ga thas  s o  many have e l e c t e d  t o  t a ~ e .  . . . h i s  L.uetry.... has beer, c a l l e d  form- 
l e s s ,  c h a o t i c ,  and a l l  t h e  r e s t  of those  s l i c k  
L i t e r a r y  l a b e l s ,  but  on ly  o c c a s i o n a l i y  r i c h  
and gushing l i k e  blood from the  wound of  a 
g i a n t ,  seldom as q u i e t l y  b e a u t i f u l  .as a snow- 
f i a k e  f a l l i n g ,  r a r e l y  savage ly  s n a r l i n g  as 



a t i g e r  i n  t he  last  juriele of t hc  world;  no, 
t h e r e  h a s  been t o o  rriuch of the  o t h e r ,  t o o  
l i t t l e  of t h e  t r u t h .  When Patchen t e l l s  u s  
"l'his is  a man. You a r c  no t  t o  k i l l  him" he 
i s  merely pa luphras ing  the  Ulble and i f  we 
a t t u c k  one we must be f a i r  ,.nd a t t a c k  the  
o t h e r .  And he i s  only going one s t e p  f u r t h e r  
t han  Auden and t h e  o t h e r s  who p i c t u r e d  f o r  u s  
the  decaying r u i n s  of our  c i v i l i z a t i o n  when 
he shows u s  t h e  w a r m  blood flowing among them 
cnd t h e  guns po in ted  s t r a i g h t  a t  the  memorials 
t o  o u r  l a t e  de  d.  

But Patchen has hope, he i s  a b l e  t o  look  
beyond a world of f a l l i n g  bombs anu t anks  
s tumbling forward i n  b l ind  coun te r - a t t ack ,  
he i s  a b l e  t o  po in t  ahead t o  a world where 
l o v e  i s  the  bornb f a l l i n g  on the  human h e a r t ,  . 
where t anks  n r e  rep laced  by the  bodies of  two 
drawing c l o s e r  t o c e t h e r  f o r  t he  a c t  of love .  
But f i r s t ,  he shoutc  and screams a c a i n  and 

. a g a i n ,  the  f i l t h y  smel l  of our  money must go, 
t h e  l u s t  of  o u r  power-crazy statesmen must go, 
t h e  d e s i r e  t o  k i l l  and d e s t r o y  must go;  only  
t h e n  can we e n t e r  i n t o  t h e  o t h e r  kingdom, 

The l a s t  paragraph i s  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  f o r  what S o u s t e r  s a y s  

of Patchen i s  t r u e  a l s o  of h i r ~ s e l f .  The g r e a t e s t  e f f e c t  of 

Patchen 's  i n f l u e n c e  i s  e v i d e n t  no t  on ly  i n  S o u s t e r ' s  s t y l e ,  but  

e s p e c i a l l y  i n  h i s  a t t i t u d e  towards h i s  s u b j e c t  ma t t e r .  S o u s t e r  

admired Pa tchen ' s  h a t e  of  w a r ,  of dea th ,  and of  power. Fu r the r -  

more, both Patchen and S o u s t e r  o f t e n  juxtapose man's v io l ence  

and n a t u r e ' s  s e r e n i t y  i n  t h e i r  poems. The s p i r i t  of d e f i a n c e ,  

t h e  a s s e r t i o n  of  t h e  need f o r  l o v e  and t h e  s e a r c h  f o r  t r u t h  which 

Patchen expressed i n  h i s  poems S o u s t e r  a l s o  i n c o r p o r a t e s  i n t o  h i s ,  20 

and l i k e  Patchen,  S o u s t e r  r e f l e c t s  hope f o r  a post-war gene ra t ion  

as he p o i n t s  "ahead t o  a world where l o v e  i s  t h e  bomb f a l l i n g  on 

t h e  human hea r t t ' ,  though t h e  p r e r e q u i s i t e  must be t he  a b o l i t i o n  

of t h e  sme l l  o f  money, t h e  power l u s t  of  s ta temen,  and t h e  g e n e r a l  

d e s i r e  t o  k i l l  and des t roy .  

Of S o u s t e r g s  poems w r i t t e n  immediately after t h e  w a r ,  begin- 



n i ~ g  w i t h  "Together Again,I8 t h e  predon~inant  s u b j e c t  i s  the  c e l e -  

b r a t i o n  of l o v e :  "The crooked, crawling world can wr i the  i n  i t s  

s l ime/  Without a b l ink  from e i t h e r  eyelash."  What m a t t e r s  i s  

t h a t  " the  l o n g  da rk  c e n t u r y  of w in t e r  i s  over/  Because we a r e  

t o g e t h e r  aga in .  '12' I n  "Dominion Squarew and I t iLf ter  Uark" l o v e r s  

take on an  a lmost  m y s t i c a l  appearance:  

They seem almost  p a r t  of the  ra in . . .  . . . they seem ?art of t h e  n i g h t ,  
t h e s e  l o v e r s ,  

With t h e i r  slow l i n g e r i n g  s t e p s  and t o t a l  unaware- 
n e s s  

Of eve ry th ing  i n  t h i s  c i t y  but  t h e i r  l o v e  and 
t h e  s t r e n g t h ,  t he  l u s t  i n  t h e i r  bod ie s  t ~ u c h i n g  

A s  t hey  walk a c r o s s  the  Square... 22 

"Night Watch" i s  a l s o  a n  important  poem on t h e  theme of  love.  

I n  t h i s  poem, t h e  two l o v e r s  a r e  "Not a t  Angelo's w i t h  wine and 

s p a g h e t t i , /  Not a t  t h e  Oak Room, no t  a t  J o e ' s ,  Kabel 's ,  o r  Tim's 

But he re  w i t h  t h e  lean co ld  pushing t h e  dim 
l i g h t  from t h e  stars, 

Here under ghos t  b u i l d i n g s ,  here  w i t h  t h e  s i l e n c e  
grown t o o  s i l e n t ;  

You and I i n  t h e  doorway l i k e  p a r t  of a tomb, 
K i s s i n g  t h e  n i g h t  w i th  b i t t e r  ~ i ~ a r e t t e s . ~ j  

The whole poem sugges t s  e e r i n e s s :  even the  doorway becomes a tomb. 

S o u s t e r ' s  imagina t ion  i s  a t  i t s  bes t  h e r e ;  t h e  poem f lows evenly ,  

a lmost  off -handedly;  t h e  language i s  p l a i n ,  y e t  once a g a i n  we n o t i c e  

t h e  formal exce l l ence  of t h e  poem. The last  l i n e  of t h e  poem, 

f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  c o n t a i n s  a r e p e t i t i o n  of  t h e  high f r o n t  i a x  vowel 

/I/ i n  t h e  words t 'k iss ingt ' ,  " b i t t e r 1 ' ,  "with",  and " c i g a r e t t e s w ,  

forming a semant ic  paradigm which is  pregnant w i th  e r o t i c  sugges t ion .  

The c l i p p e d  sound e x p r e s s e s  wel l  t h e  b i t t e r n e s s  of t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  



So it  i s  t h a t  t h e  poemos form and sound determine a n  a d d i t i o n a l  

l e v e l  of  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  

As t h e  poem shows, Sous te r  i s  r e a i i s t i c  enough no t  t o  i d e a l -  

i z e  l o v e ,  n o r  does  he t r e a t  i t  sen t imen ta l ly .  The two l o v e r s  

a r e  placed i n  j u s t a g o s i t i o n  t o  a world of  " l e a n  c o l d , "  of d e a t h ,  

where even t h e  b u i l d i n g s  t ake  on a g h o s t - l i k e ,  d e a t h l y  ap2earunce. 

Sous t e r  a s s e r t s  t h e  need f o r  l o v e  because he r e a l i z e s  t h a t  

" t h e  f i l t h y  smel l  of money,lt "the l u s t  o f . . .power-c r~zy  s t a t e s -  

men," and " the  d e s i r e  t o  k i l l  and d e s t r o y "  a r e  ve ry  much p re sen t .  

S o u s t e r  i s  q u i t e  aware t h a t  a long,  SIX-year  w a r  has j u s t  occurred.  

Although exp res s ing  a hope f o r  the  f u t u r e ,  he e x p r e s s e s ' i t  w a r i l y :  

"1 a l s o  have my dreams, he says ,  "but  t h e y ' r e  t o o  t ende r /  t o  

r i s k  being maimed and broken by t h i s  t ime.  lt S o u s t e r  would l i k e  

v e r y  much t o  pre tend  

f o r  a minute,  f o r  an hour ,  f o r  s e v e r a l  hours ,  
t h a t  h a t e ,  t h a t  anger  and v i o l e n c e ,  
hunger and pa in ,  h d i n g  and revenge 
a r e  gone fo reve r .  2 t 

The bombers a l s o ,  r e t u r n i n g  from a blood-red Europe, i n s t i l l  . 
a f e a r  i n  S o u s t e r  as he watches them "dive w i t h   heir every boy- 

i s h  pass/  over  t hese  f i e l d s ,  t he se  runways, s i l e n t  now--/ m d  

0 God p l e s s e  forever . .  . . a25 

And s o  a l l  t h e  poet  can do i n  a world of h a t e  and v i o l e n c e  

i s  r e a s s e r t  t h e  messaee of love.  Th i s  Sous t e r  does  i n  h i s  pos t -  

war poe t ry ,  showing a much more romant ic  approach t h a n  he does  

i n  t h e  l op ro l e t a r i an l '  war ?oems. 

sore must be s a i d  about  S o u s t e r ' s  p o e t i c  t echnique  of  t h i s  



per iod.  S ince  h i s  poe t ry  of t h e  w a r  h:~d been most i n t e n t  i n  

conveying a s o c i a l  messuse, i t  was w r i t t e n  i n  l ong  l i n e s  bare i n  

metaphor nnd imagery. I t  was poetry  of a s s e r t i o n ,  of d e c l a r a t i v e  

s ta tement .  I I i s  poe t ry  inl~llediuteiy a f t e r  the  war, however, i s  

n o t  so  much a communication of r2 message having s o c i a l  and 2 o l i -  

t i c a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  as i t  i s  a d e c l a r a t i o n ,  a c e i e b r a t i o n  of ~ o v e .  

I n  o t h e r  words, t h e  poe t ry  of the  post-war per iod i z  i e s s  d i d a c t i c .  

A s  a r e s u l t ,  t h e  l i n e s  becoine more f l e x i b l e ,  and i n  a o s t  c a s e s ,  

s h o r t e r .  One i d e a  i s  now n o t  conf ined t o  one l i n e  s i n c e  metaphor . 
and imagery begin t o  t ake  the  p lace  of  bald s ta tement .  PerhL4ps 

t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between S o u s t e r e s  w a r  and gost-war poe t ry  can bes t  

be i l l u s t r a t e d  i n  comparing two s e l e c t i o n s ,  one from each per iod .  

Both d e s c r i b e  bomber planes .  These two l i n e s  a r e  from " A i r  Rhid": 

They hum wi th  new l i f e ,  t h e  black wings g l o s s  
and sh ine  i n  t h e  fiorning a i r ,  

A s  o t h e r  droppings  of murder f a l l  from t h e i r  
s t i n k i n g  bowels. 26 

Seve ra l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  stamp t h e s e  l i n e s  a s  war-period ; ~ o e t r y .  

There i s ,  f i r s t  of a l l ,  t h e  use  of t h e  l ong  l i n e ,  each  l i n e  con- 

veying one idea .  Secondly, t he  tone  of  t h e  second l i n e  i s  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of S o u s t e r ' s  w a r  poetry .  A f t e r  t h e  r e a d e r  i s  

l u l l e d  by t h e  ve rbs  of  t h e  f i r s t  l i n e ,  t h e  second l i n e  f a l l s  l i k e  

a br ick .  The angry,  d e f i a n t ,  uncompromising tone  i s  c l e a r l y  of  

t h e  w a r  pe r iod .  Although t h e  second l i n e  t a k e s  t h e  form of a 

metaphor, t h e  metaphor i s  crushed by t h e  weight of words such as 

"murder, " " s t i n k i n g ,  " and "bowels. I' 

The poem leJune 1945" was w r i t t e n  a f t e r  t h e  war. The f i r s t  

s t a n z a  a l s o  d e s c r i b e s  bomber p lanes :  



'There, O t h e r e ,  s ee  how 
suspended, how l i k e  culls 
of  some fabulous tlge, s i d e - s l i p p i n g ,  
vee r ing ,  0 prancing l i k e  c o l t s  
l e t  o f f  thc  rope,  whole f i e l d s  
f o r  thcu  t o  romp i n ,  k i n c s  
i n  t h e i r  mne-shaking  young s t r e n g t h e 2 7  

This  s t a n z a  could not  have been w r i t t e n  d u r i n g  t h e  war. F i r s t ,  

t h e  l ong  l i n e s  a r e  gone, being r ep l aced  by l i n e s  having t h r e e  

s t r e s s e d  s y l l a b l e s  each. Sous t e r  shows much more c o n t r o l ,  much 

more c o n c e n t r a t i o n ,  then,  i n  d e t e r n i n i n g  e x a c t l y  how much a l i n e  

should con ta in .  Lines broken o f f  i n  t h e  n i d d l e  of  phrases  sugges t  

t h e  "veer ing"  and "prancing":  t h e  l i n e s  weave back cnd f o r t h .  

Second, metaphor and s i n i l e ,  used s p a r i n g l y  i n  war-time poe t ry ,  

a r e  here  abundant. I n  one s h o r t  s t a n z a ,  t h e  p l anes  a r e  compared 

t o  g u l l s ,  c o l t s ,  and kings .  Obviously, here  t h e  use  of imagery 

has  r ep l aced  o u t r i g h t  s ta tement .  Thi rd ,  t he  poem dis$ays  a n  

exuberance and a sense of  s u r p i s e  t h a t  a r e  c o n t r a s t e d  t o  t h e  anger  

and d e f i a n c e  of the  war poems. 

S o u s t e r  con t inues  his use of r e s e t i t i o n  of  i n t e r n a l  sounds 

i n  t h e  p l ace  of  end-rhyme as a s t r u c t u r a l  dev ice .  The "ing" 

endings  of  t h e  p a r t i c i p l e s  p a t t e r n  t o  u n i f y  t h e  s t a n z a ,  and a r e  

echoed by c l u s t e r s  of r e l a t e d  vowels and consonants i n  worls  such 

as " k i n ~ s , "  "young," and " s t r eng th . "  Other sound p a t t e r n s  c o n t r i -  

bu te  t o  t h e  e f f e c t  as w e l l ;  f o r  i n s t - a c e ,  t he  r epea t ed  vowels i n  

t h e  word-sets  "there-there-susgended," "col ts-whole-rose ,"  " see-  

v e e r i n g - f i e l d s , "  and "mnne-shaking." 

One o t h e r  a s s e c t  of S o u s t e r ' s  post-war poe t ry  d i f f e r e n t i a t e s  

it from t h a t  of  t h e  war. I n  t h e  l a t t e r ,  Sous t e r  was p r i m a r i l y  

pre-occupied i n  communicating a f e e l i n g ,  an i d e a ,  o r  a s t a t e  of  



mind; a l t hough  t h e  l: ,nguage used was p l a i n  and c o n c r e t e ,  t h e  

i d e a s  were o f t e n  a b s t r a c t ,  not t i e d  down t o  c o n c r e t e  o b j e c t s  o r  

persons.  I n  t h e  post-war ?oetry ,  however, a f u r  t h s r  d e v e l o p e n t  

t a k e s  p l ace :  S o u s t e r  begins t o  concen t r a t e  more on s p e c i f i c  

s i t u a t i o n s ,  t h i n g s ,  o r  persons. T h a t  i s ,  i d e a s ,  f e e i i r ~ g s ,  o r  

s t a t e s  of  mind a r e  imgortant  only i n s o f a r  as they  a r e  connected 

t o  a c o n c r e t e  person o r  t h ing .  Thus Sous t e r  does  n o t  p reach  

about  l o v e ;  r a t h e r ,  he peoples h i s  poe t ry  w i th  l o v e r s ,  and l e t s  

h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of t h e s e  l o v e r s  speak f o r   hi^. S o u s t e r  r~Ow 

deve lops  h i s  poems by f i r s t  p r e sen t ing  a s i t u a t i o n ,  o b j e c t ,  o r  

person ,  and t h e n  s t a t i n g  something about  it. "June 1945,'' f o r  

i n s t a n c e ,  opens wi th  a d e s c r i p t i o n  of bomber p lanes  r e t u r n i n g  

from Xurope, and c l o s e s  wi th  a p raye r  t h a t  t h e  runways, s i l e n t  

now, w i l l  remain s i l e n t  fo rever .  Once one d e t e c t s  t h i s  new pa t -  

t e r n ,  one f i n d s  many doems developed s i m i l a r l y .  "Shake ;&nus 

With The kiangman" opens w i th  a d e s c r i 2 t i o n  of t h e  c i t y ,  and c l o s e s  

w i t h  t h e  a c c u s a t i o n ,  "Xotice how s t e s d y  those  hands a r e /  t h i c k  

wi th  t h e  blood of t h i s  c i t y . "  "Xocturnaln  begins w i t h  LA s e r i e s  of 

c o n c r e t e  images: 

Swoop the  b i r d s  down i n  t h e i r  t r e e s ,  
s t o p  t h e  merry-go-round, t h e  sugar-candy mixer,  
r e l a x  arm and l e g  and head, l e t  the  n i g h t  d ro9  

i t s  c u r t a i n  
down t h e  s t r e e t  where t h e  a o t h s  h ive  t h e  s t r e e t -  

i i g h t s ,  
l e t  t h e  wind blow, s i n g ,  s t e a l  i n t o ,  c i r c l e  roundmz8 

. 
The poem c l o s e s  w i th  t h e  wish t h a t  h a t e ,  anger ,  v i o l e n c e ,  hunger, 

p a i n ,  h i d i n g  and revenge a r e  gone f o r e v e r .  

" P r i n t  of  t h e  Sandpi2erH opens w i t h  a d e s c r i p t i o n  of  t h e  

bird's t r a i l  on t h e  bench sand; soon, Sous t e r  s a y s ,  t h e  t i d e  w i l l  



eruso  tht? L~il'dVs ~ ~ i u r i i ,  'l'he poerii con(; lnues  w i t h  u denunc ia t ion  of 

" the  p o l i s h e r s /  of worus and phrases ,  a l l  t h e  big/  l i t t l e  men 

s l a v i n g , o v o r  t he  o i l "  and ends wi th  

The p r i n t  of t h e  sandpiper  d i d n ' t  s t ay - -  
which one of you t h i n k s  he has  fash ioned  
a f i n e r ,  more wonderful 

S o u s t e r ,  then ,  shows l e s s  of a tendency t o  r a i l  a t  the  ha t e  

and v io l ence  e x i s t i n g  i n  t he  world;  i n s t e a d ,  he ~ e r s o n i f i e s  it 

i n  a d e s c r i 2 t i o n  of u s p e c i f i c  person,  t he  g i r l  i n  "The Xunter,"  

f o r  i n s t a n c e .  O r  Sous t e r  w i l l  c o n t r a s t  v io l ence  and p e t e n t i o u s -  

n e s s  w i t h  something more admirable ,  more b e k u t i f u l ;  t r e e s  a f t e r  

r a i n ,  t h e  f a l l i n g  of snow, o r  two l o v e r s  walking a c r o s s  a c i t y  

square .  

S o u s t e r ' s  new h a b i t  d i s p l a y s  a n a t u r a l  l i n k  between h i s  x a r  

poe t ry  and h i s  imagis t  phase of t h e  f i f t i e s  and s i x t i e s ,  T h a t  

i s ,  beginning wi th  h i s  w a r  poe t ry ,  con t inu ing  through h i s  pos t -  

w a r  poe t ry ,  and cu lmina t ing  i n  t h e  poe t ry  of t h e  1 9 5 0 t s ,  S o u s t e r  

shows a n  i n c r e a s i n g  tendency t o  escape a b s t r a c t  poe t ry  and t o  w r i t e  

on ly  t h a t  poe t ry  which f i n d s  i t s  c e n t e r  i n  conc re t e  o b j e c t s .  The 

l o c a t i o n ,  of cou r se ,  i s  Toronto,  t o  which Sous t e r  r e tu rned  a f t e r  

t h e  w a r .  Large ly  absen t  i n  the w a r  poe t ry ,  Toronto now becomes 

t h e  l o c u s ,  t h e  background, t h e  f i e l d  of a c t i o n  on which t h e  b a t t l e  

between good and e v i l  t a k e s  place .  

S o u s t e r v s  poe t ry  of t h e  l a t e  l9lkO's was publ i shed  i n  C i t s  

H a l l  S t r e e t ,  a n  eight-page Hyerson chap-book publ i shed  i n  1951, - 
. and i n  Cerberus,  the  f i r s t  of  Contact  books, publ i shed  i n  1952,  



which a l s o  f e a t u r e d  the  poe t ry  of Louis Uudek and I r v i n g  Layton. 

S o u s t e r ' s  poe t ry  of the  late f o r t i c s  fo l lows  a d i r e c t  l i n e  of  

development from h i s  post-war poe t ry :  t h e  c i t y  Toronto becones 

more and more the  f o c a l  po in t  of t h e  poenis. I n  t h e  post-war 

poe t ry ,  S o u s t e r  had been mainly i n t e n t  on a s s e r t i n s  t h e  va lues  

t h a t  he f e l t  had t o  be r e - i n t e g r a t e d  i n t o  s o c i e t y  i f  ano the r  war 

were t o  be a v e r t e d ;  he began t o  use  Toronto as the  v e h i c l e  f o r  

exp res s ing  t h e s e  va lues  ( t h e  pre-occupation w i t h  l o v e r s ,  f o r  

i n s t n n c e ) .  The poe t ry  of C i t y  - H a l l  S t r e e t  and Cerberus ,  however, 

d e a l s  a lmost  e x c l u s i v e l y  w i th  Toronto,  showing t h e  poet  ;ous te r  

g e t t i n g  re -acqua in ted  w i t h  h i s  c i t y  a f t e r  a per iod  of  absence.  

S o u s t e r  had l e f t  Toroato a s  a youth of n ine t een ,  two y e a r s  o u t  

of  h igh school .  The S o u s t e r  of C i t y  - H a i l  S t r e e t  i s  i n  h i s  l a t e  

t w e n t i e s ;  he i s  a d i f f e r e n t  person,  one who has taken  p a r t  i n  a 

s u c c e s s f u l  p o e t i c  r e v o l u t i o n ,  and who has wi tnessed a bloody w a r .  

Because of S o u s t e r ' s  r e t u r n  t o  Toronto,  n o s t a l g i c  p i e c e s  a r e  

inc luded  i n  the  poe t ry  of t h i s  per iod .  I n  "Lagoons: Hanlan's 

p o i n t , "  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  S o u s t e r  r e  e x p l o r e s  t he  Toronto he knew as 

a boy : 

~ n d  i n  one s t range-  
Dark, t ree-hung e n t r a n c e ,  
I followed t h e  sound 
O f  my h e a r t  a l l  t h e  way 
To i t s  reed-blocked ending,  
U i th  t h e  pads of  t h e  l i l y  
Thick as green s h i n i n g  f i l m  
Covering t h e  water .JO 

The r e a d e r  i s  a l s o  in t roduced  t o  t h e  people :md p l aces  of  

Toronto p l ay ing  s o  prominent a r o l e  i n  S o u s t e r ' s  l a t e r  p o e t r y :  

Columbus C i r c l e ,  C i t y  H a l l  S t r e e t ,  Lambton a i d i n g  Woods, t h e  a i v e r -  



d a l e  Zoo, t h e  Court of General J e s s i o n s ,  Yanlants  P o i n t ,  and 

Yonge S t r e e t ;  younc g i r l s ,  h o s p i t a l  p a t i e n t s ,  "pimix, whores, 

t h i e v e s ,  l o v e r s ,  s a i n t s , "  and beggars t h a t  a r e  " f l o t s a ~  anong 

t h e  jetsam of t h i s  world.ll S o u s t e r t s  sympathy f o r  t h e  o r d i n a r y ,  

t h e  common, t h e  down-trodden a l s o  begins t o  t a k e  shape. 

In  C i t y  da11 S t r e e t  and Ccrberus ,  S o u s t e r  con t inues  h i s  

post-war p r a c t i c e  of present in^ a person ,  t h i n g ,  o r  scene and 

u s i n g  t h e  l a s t  l i n e s  of t h e  poelo t o  uake a pronouncement. I n  

t h e  t i t l e  poea 18City H a l l  S t r e e t , l l  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  S o u s t e r  d e s c r i b e s  

t h e  scene:  

0 t h i s  cour tyard  never  chances ,  
It i s  s t i l l  t h e  same d i r t ,  same s ~ r i e l l s ,  saze  r o t ,  
The same squirininz,  c rawl ing ,  tenement l i k e  a 

f e s t e r e d  s o r e  under God's sky.31 

He f i n i s h e s  t h e  poem say ing ,  '@Xaybe a i a n d l o r d  owns t h a t  too.  ~ 3 2  

I n  *S?eakers, Columbus C i r c l e , "  Sous t e r  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  people 

who s t and  "on t h e i r  saall r a i s e d  p l a t fo rms  beside  t h e  .t7lag/ imd 

drown u s  i n  t h e i r  t h e o r i e s ,  i r r i t a t i o n s - - " .  T h e i r  v o i c e s  a r e  

l o s t  i n  " the  t r a f f i c ' s  m e r c i l e s s  bedlam," anu t h e i r  bodies a r e  

" p n y  beside  t he  co ld  g r a n i t e  s t r e n g t h  of bui idings . '@ S o u s t e r  

f i n i s h e s  t h e  poem i n  a summarizing s t a t emen t :  

And we t u r n  qu ick ly  from them, 
Knowing t o o  wel l  t h a t  here  i s  mirrored f o r  us  
The f a r c i c a l ,  t r a g i c  impotence of o u r  world.33 

Louis Dudek had s e n t  a copy of  Cerberus t o  W i l l i a m  Car los  

Will iams who i n  a l e t t e r  d a t e d  June 28,  1952, wrote t o  S o u s t e r  

a f i t t i n g  t r i b u t e :  

... somehow when I r ead  you I a m  moved. I a . n  soved 



n chance. Li:.;ht arc1 - L!?n(!ow i r i : ~ ~  t h e  f i r c t  
t h i r l ~  t h r l t  c :~ught  rry eye. L i 1 : ~ c  Poem i s  
a l s o  good. To -- Arl t i se~ni te  h a s  i t  s l s o .  
There i;re o t h e r s .  .I:..ve conf idence i n  your- 
s e l f .  You've g o t  i t .34  

I n  ;ous te r  Eiillia~cs r c c o p i z e d  a poet wi th  t h e  sLrue s o r ~ c e r n  

f o r  t h c  c o n c r e t e ,  t h e  o r d i n a r y ,  t h e  mundane, t h a t  he h i ~ l ~ s e l f  had. 

When S o u s t e r  received t h i s  l e t t e r ,  he had n o t  u s  y e t  begun t o  

r e r d  h ' i i l i a . l~ s  ' poetry.  * ~ f t e r  r e c e i v i n g  h i s  l e t t e r ,  J ~ u s t e r  

began r ead ing  h i s  poetry ,  and t r a c e s  of ' d i ~ l i u m s '  i n f l u e n c e  

g r a d u a l l y  begin t o  show i n  S o u s t e r ' s  2oe t ry  of t h e  f i f t i e s .  

S o u s t e r ' s  poe t i c  c a r e e r  of t h e  f i f t i e s  has been shaped 

l a r g e l y  by Louis dudek's i n f l u e n c e ,  t h e  most osen ~ a n i f e s t a t i o n s  

o f  which a r e  Contact P r e s s  and Contact  magazine. 3 u d e ~  had l e f t  

Wontreal f o r  Kew York i n  t h e  e a r l y  f o r t i e s  t o  s tudy  i i t e r a t u r e  

a t  Columbia u n i v e r s i t y ,  35 r e t u r n i n g  t o  ikiontreal i n  i95l. dudek, 

Layton, and Sous te r  met t o g e t h e r  i n  t h e  summer of t h a t  y e a r  on 

t h e  farm of Oudek's grandmother, n e a r  Charlemngne, quebec. I n  

t h i s  u e e t i n g ,  t he  f i r s t  i n  many y e a r s  f o r  t h e  t h r e e ,  t hey  d i s c u s s e d  

t h e  m a t t e r  of pub l i ca t ion .  I n  t h e  l a t e  1 9 4 0 ' ~ ~  Canadian publ i sh-  

i n g  houses had become do re  and more r e l u c t a n t  t o  p i n t ,  at a f inan -  

c i a l  l o s s ,  Canadian w r i t i n g ,  e s 9 e c i a l l y  poetry .  'The t h r e e  men 

were convinced t h a t  Canadian poe t ry  was waning p r i m a r i l y  because 

of  l a c k  of  p u b l i c a t i o n ,  n o t  only  i n  nagaz ines ,  but  a l s o  i n  books. 

h d e k  had become very i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  ma t t e r  of t h e  p r e s s  and 

p u b l i c a t i o n  whi le  a t  Columbia Un ive r s i t y .  

Soon a f t e r  t h a t  meet ing,  S o u s t e r ,  Dudek, and Layton decided 



t o  found Contact  P r e s s ,  hopin2 t o  p ~ b l i c h  t h e i r  own L20etry and 

t h e  poe t ry  of  o t h e r s .  'They dec ided  that S o u s t e r ' s  h o m  i n  

Toronto would be t he  busc f o r  Contact  P re s s .  

Before l o n g ,  n r a t i o n o l e  f o r  y r i n t i n g , ~ e r b e r u s 3 6  was pro-  

v ided.  h y t o n ,  i n  t h e  f u s t i a n  s t y l e  t h a t  w a s  t o  c h c r s c t e r i z e  

l a t e r  i n t r o d u c t i o n s  t o  h i s  books, s t a t e s  i n  t h e  p re f ace  t o  h i s  

Ile have one o t h e r  reason  f o r  gubi ishi r lg  
Cerbcrus a t  the  p r c ~ e n t  t ime.  Soine e d i t o r i a l  
j a c L s s  -- the  n<.ii?e i s  s u p e r f l u o u s  -- s t ~ r t e d  
a rumour fly in^ t h a t  t h e  p o z t i c  forment which 
had begun x i t h  so much ~ r o r n i s e  had pe t e r ed  
o u t  scanda lous ly  before  t h e  end of t h e  decade. 
l i f t e r  t h a t ,  z e v e r a l  o t h e r  i . ; issouri  c a r a r i e s  
lumbered forwu-d t o  announce t he  saEe h s a r t -  
b reak ing  d i s cove ry .  :Iow touch in^ i t  was t o  
s e e  them s h a k i n ~  t h e i r  we l l -p ropor t ioned  
a s i n i n e  h e ~ d s  nd t o  h e a r  t h e i r  woebegone 
c r i e s .  S ince  a good d e a l  of t h a t  poz t ry  was 
a p r o t e s t  a g a i n s t  w a r  :,nd s o c i a l  i n e q u n i i t y ,  
t h e  g e n t e e l  a t  once took h e a r t  a t  t h e  news 
and began t o  crnwl o u t  of t h e i r  keane is .  By 
t h s  c l e v e r  whachamacall i t  o f  r e t u r n i n g  mrnu- 
s c r i g t  a f t e r  manuscr ipt  ou r  e d i t o r i a i  burro  
w a s  a b l e  t o  p re tend  that t h e  b r i ~ h t  r e b e l l i o u s  
t a l e n t s  which had ap2eared d u r i n g  and a f t e r  t he  
w s r  y e a r s  had stopped w r i t i n g  and -- f i n a l  touch  
o f  t h e  macabre -- even t o  d ro2  t e a r s  a t  t h e  
mys te r ious  d i s e a ~ e  which he3  c a r r i e d  t h e s  o f f  
u n f u l f i l l e d  t o  a n  e a r l y  l i t e r a r y  grave.  

It i s ,  i n  $ a r t ,  t o  h e l p  r e v i s e  t h i s  a e n ~ ~ a -  
c i o u s  account  o f ' m  e x c i t i n g  p r i o d  i n  t h e  
l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r y  of t h i s  count ry  t h a t  we a r e  
g u b l i s h i n g  t h e  ? r e sen t  c o l l e c t i o n  of 9oeas. 
Ne i n t e n d ,  Loreover ,  t o  d r i v e  che p o i n t  home 
by p a b l i s h i n ~  s h o r t l y  t h e  volumes of  o t h e r  
' deadv  but  now h a p a i l y  r e s u r r e c t e d  poe t s .  37 

Contact  P r e s s  went on t o  become an  important  c o n t r i b u t o r  t o  

t h e  Canadian poe t ry  scene -- " c o n t r i b u t o r "  because t h e  p r e s s  

p r e sen t ed  many books p r i n t e J  a t  a f i n a n c i a l  l o s s .  ~ f t e r  Ccrberus ,  

o t h e r  poe t ry  by Dudek, Layton and S o u s t e r  p r i n t e d  by Contact  P r e s s  



inc luded  IJudek's ' l 'wenty-four  2oer:is [tnd - Th? ' I l runsparC?nt  e, 
Layton's  Love the  C o ~ l r i ~ c r o r  -* Gjorm tlnd S o u s t e r g s  "elected. Poeas. 

Col ; i~ ic t  Yrcss u l s o  reunlned t r u e  t o  i t s  word by p i n t i n c  t h e  

work of o t h e r s ;  e s t a b l i s h e d  9oe t s  included F.1r. S c o t t ,  G e o r ~ e  

;i'altor,, LI;*i  I.a!ldel, ~ ' h y l l i s  hebb, Gael T u r n b u ~ l ,  li .  G. aversor*, 

and W.X.E. noss.  Other poe t s  encouraged by hdving t h e i r  poe t ry  

publ ished inc luded ,  among o t h e r s ,  Leonard Cohen, ~ l f  red  ~ ~ u r u j . ,  

Alden l<owlan, Dsry l  i i ine,  u n l  Q.G. Jones. All i n  a l l ,  t h e  i ~ p o r -  

t ance  o f  Contact  ? r e s s  t o  Canadian poe t ry  cannot be. u n d e r d s t i -  

mated. 38 

The coming of t h e  f i f t i e s  a l s o  opens a new 2hase i n  t h e  p r -  

s o n d  c a r e e r  of i~clymond Sous t e r ,  beginnin,. wi th  t h e  p u b l i c a t i o n  

of  Contkct riagazine. Once a g a i n ,  Louis Judek f i g u r e s  p o d i a e n t ~ y .  

To unders tand t h i s  new phase i n  Aouster ,  one must focus  on Judek's  

s t a y  i n  iiew York. 

Khi le  a t  Columbia Un ive r s i t y ,  3udek made new acqua in tances  

i n  t he  l i t e r a r y  c i r c l 2 s ,  meeting t h e  poe ts  ?au l  i3lackburn and 

Cid Corman, t h e  l a t t e r  e d i t i n g  OrigirL tiagazine. I n  Xew York 

3udek a l s o  e a r n e s t l y  began reaGing Ezra  Pound ~ n d  W i i l i a  Car ios  

k ' i l l i ams  , corning under t h e i r  p o e t i c  i n f l u e n c e  .39 Thus, r e t u r n i r i s  

t o  P'ontreal from :Jew York, 3udek in t roduced  t o  Sous t e r  a new 

s t r a i n  of w r i t e r s .  

The f i r s t  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  t h a t  new s t r a i n  took p lace  d u r i n g  

t h e  farm meeting i n  t h e  summer of  1951. There 3udek showed 

S o u s t e r  and Layton t h e  f i r s t  i s s u e s  o f  Corman's l i t e r a r y  maga- 

z i n e  Or ig in ,  Sous t e r  s a y s ,  



I'll ~lways rcmenbcr the dny 3t the farm on 
the Little Jesus River, with Louis Dudek throw- 
ing the first two issues of :id Corman's Orl~in 
on the picnic tnble qnd srlyinc @'this is typical 
of whnt the nuts in Ncw York ? r e  doing these 
days." I re:nembcr casually flippins through 
both copies and then giving them b ~ c k  to him -- 
I was not yct realy for Chzrles Olson, and 
Robert Creeley. But the next year something 
led me b w k  to those two issues, and then 
Louis came to Toronto in K?y cmd left me as a 
~ i f t  The Collected Liter ~okms of William - 
Carlos Williams, Prom that timeon my world 
of poetry assumed largely its present shape. 40 

On June 23, 1951, Souster wrote Dudek complaining about 

Contemporary Verse and Northern Review. Souster's comments show 

what he felt was wrong with these magazines; "We need an outlet 

for experiment and a franker discussion on the directions poetry 

is to take, not articles on lampman 1-1 and the movies. What 

we need is in short a poetry mag with daring and a little less 

precious an attitude. lv41 ~ideh replied in a letter dated July 17, 

1951, advising Souster to delay starting a new magazine. Dudek 

felt that the forming of one at this time would be a direct 

undercutting of John Sutherlmd, editor of Northern Review. 

Before outlining what he wanted the magazine to be, Souster 

waited several months, then wrote Dudek again: 

... we plan to bring out the first issue of a 
mimeographed m3~azine of verse to be called 
Contact in February. ie want to feature 
translations, experimental writing from Canada 
and the U.S.A., the odd poetry review, the 
emphasis on vigour and excite ent. MAKE IT 
NEV is our unofficial slogan. 82 

Dudek answered Souster's letter, encouraging him to go ahead with 

the magazine. Notably, Souster wanted the magazine to be more 

than merely a Canadian one, no doubt having Dudek's American con- 



tacts in mind. 

In January of 1952, the first issue of Contact appeared. 

. The content was primzrily Canadian: included were five poem 

by Dudek, four poems by Layton, other poems by A.G. Eailey and 

George Nasir. But it was primarily Canzdian only becmse Lou- 

ster had not yet m,ide contzct with any of the Ainerican poets of 

whom he hzd been told by Dudek. The second issue was again 

mainly C m ~ d i n n  poetry. By the third issue, Souster had written 

Corman at Dudek's suggestion, also sending a copy of the first 

issue of Contact. Corman replied that he would push towards 

Souster those poets whose work he considered worthwhile, and that 

he would notify his regular contributors of Contact. As a result, 

future issues of the magazine were to feature the work of such 

writers as Charles Olson, Robert Creeley, Paul Blackburn, and 

Lawrence Ferling. 

In the same letter, Corman urged Souster to search for more 

Canadian talent, though he was critical of the Canadian material 

appearing in Contact, since, to him, the poems seemed "amateur- 

ish." 3ecause nothing good seemed to Corman to be coming out of 

Canada, he changed his former advice to Souster, now urgins upon 

him the work of Olson and Creeley; he also supplied translations 

of poems by Gottfried Benn, George Forestier, Octavio Paz, 3ene 

de Obaldia, and Guillaume hpollinaire. Later issues of Contact 

also printed translations of Jacques ~ r h e r t ,  George Seferis, 

Jezn Cocteriu, 2nd Anna Akhmatova, giving the mak~zine a truly 

international flavour. 

In June of 1952, Souster received a letter from Robert Creeley, 

who at the time wns living in France. creeley had heard of the 



magazine from Cormnn, nnd wrote Souster asking for a copy of 

the third issue. In subsequent letters, Creeley wns not so much 

interested in ndvising Souster w h ~ t  to print, like Cormnn and 

Dudek, as he w3s concerned over the format of the magazine. After 

moving from France to Mnl.lorcn in October 1952, Creeley wrote 

Souster urging him to hnve the mag2zine printed in Spain since 

printing costs were low there, but Souster rejected the idea, 

preferring that Contnct rem9in a mimeographed magazine coming 

out of Toronto. From beginning to end, Contact was the work of 

Souster alone, even though he received strong advice from various 

sides as to what the magazine should do or be. 

All the while, Souster maintained correspondence with Louis 

Dudek. Whereas Corman wanted Contsct to become more interna- 

tional, impressing upon Souster the work of Williams, Olson, 

Creeley, and European poets, Dudek was more interested in the 

implications thxt the magazine had for Canadian poetry. Dudek. 

opposed to Corman, was always enthusizstic about the Can~dian 

material aspezring in Contact. 

By 1953 the mzigazine had reached its high point, having 

become firmly established. After that date, the interest of 
I 

some began to wane. Corman devoted more and more time to his I 

I 
own magazine Origin. By March of 1953, Creeley was preparing to 

return to the United States, and showed a decreasing interest in 1 
Contact. Dudek, also, had other interests. His idea of Cont2ct 

was that it should be the publication of one of many poetry work- 1 
shops across the country, an idea to which Souster could not agree. 

Dudek's idea of poetry workshops resulted in his association 
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wi th  C I V / ~  maenzine, t o  which he a l s o  czive h i s  t ime.  Fur ther -  

more, Sous t e r  r e j e c t e d  Dudelc's s u c c e s t i o n  t h a t  Lnyton a n 3  dudek 

shnre  more i n  e d i t o r i a l  mn t t e r s .  There wns s t i l l  a n o t h e r  f a c t o r .  

i n  h d e k ' s  l o s s  of i n t e r e s t  i n  Contac t .  H i s  d i f f i c u l t y  i n  pub- 

l i s h i n g  poe t ry  i n  Canada prompted him t o  spend more and more 

t ime on Contact P re s s ,  and many of h i s  l e t t e r s  t o  Sous t e r  d u r i n a  

t h i s  t ime show h i m  more i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h i s  pub l i sh ing  ven tu re  t h a n  

i n  Contqct magazine. 

Because of t h i s  waning i n t e r e s t ,  S o u s t e r  dec ided  i n  February 

of 1954 t o  cease  p u b l i c a t i o n  of C o n t x t ,  w r i t i n g  t o  uudek, Car- 

man, and Creeley t h a t  it demanded t o o  much of h i s  t ime and energy.  

Both Dudek and Corman urged him t o  r e c o n s i d e r ,  b ~ t  i n  March of 

1954, a f t e r  t e n  i s s u e s ,  Contact  magazine w a s  a t  a n  end. 

A s  wi th  C o n t , ~ c t  P r e s s ,  t h e  importance of Contact m a g a z i ~ e  

t o  Canadian poe t ry  was ve ry  g r e a t ;  i t  in t roduced  t o  Canadian 

poe t s  t h e  work of contemporary Americans. The i n f l u e n c e  of  Pound, 

J i l l iams,  Olson, and Creeley,  hera lded  by Contact  magazine, h a s  

been one of t h e  p r i n c i p a l  i n f l u e n c e s  on contemporary Canadian 

poe t ry .  

Because Dudek i n  t h e  e a r l y  f i f t i e s  i n t roduced  Sous t e r  t o  a 

new group of w r i t e r s  w i t h  whom he began t o  h ~ v e  c l o s e  c o n t a c t ,  

one wonders t o  what e x t e n t  S o u s t e r ' s  poe t ry  has been in f luenced  

by them; t h a t  i s ,  how much of S o u s t e r ' s  p o e t r y ,  (beg inn ing  wi th  

t h e  f i f t i e s ) ,  w a s  shaped by t h e  p r i n c i p a l  "Black Xountainn spokes- 

men Char les  Olson and Robert  Creeley,  and t h e i r  l i t e r a r y  prede- 

c e s s o r s  Ezra Pound 7.nd W i l l i a m  Car los  Willinms. To dec ide ,  one 

must look  a t  some of  t h e i r  b a s i c  p o e t i c  p r a c t i c e s  qnd b e l i e f s .  



-35- 

"Basic," because even among these poets there is divergence, and 

thus a common denominator must be found. Second, theses could 

be written about each of the poets, and therefore only their 

most basic ide% will be dealt with as they relate to the poetry 

of Raymond Souster. 

Fundamentally, language and form are the main pre-occupa- 

$ions of the "Black Mountain" poets, and their ideas on these 

two aspects of poetry find their source in the Imagist revolt 

against the Georgian poets. 

The three-point manifesto drawn up by Pound, printed in the 

March 1913 issue of Poetrx: A Magazine - of Verse, contains in 

essence the "Black Kountain" theory of language: 

1. Direct treatment of the 'thing', whether 
subjective or objective. 

2. To use absolutely no word that does not 
contribute to the presentation. 

3. As regarding rhythm: to compose in the 
sequence of the musical phrase, not in 
sequence of a metronome. 

Pound later added the following ideas: "go in fear of abstrac- 

tions," "the proper and perfect symbol is the natural object," 

and "use no superfluous word.It "Black Mountain" poets, as a 

result, generally mistrust metaphor and simile, for these devices 

define a thing in terms of something else, diverting the poet's 

and the reader's attention away from the original object. As 

Olson put it, "simile is only one bird who comes down, too easily." 

Similes cause slackness in the tautness of the line. "Black Xoun- 

tainn poetry, as a result, is devoid of abstr~ctions, generali- 

zations, and idealism, although it is less concrete t h m  the "hard" 



type envisioned by Imagism. dilliams' statement "Xo ideas/ but 

in things.~~j for instnnce, has been toned down by Robert Dun- 

can's counter-statement that words - are things, 

Regarding the form of the poem, Pound is again the first 

spokesman, saying in the same h r c h  1913 issue of Poetry, "Don't 

make each line stop de2d at the end, and then begin every next 

line with a heave, Let the beginning of the line catch the rise 

of the rhythm wave..." This idea is reformulated in the 1915 

anthology, - Some Imagist Poets: 

We do not insist upon 'free verse' as the only 
method of. writing poetry. We fight for it as 
a principle of liberty. We believe that the 
individuality oi' a poet may often be better 
expressed in free verse than in conventional 
forms, In poetry, a new cadence means a new 
idea. 

William Carlos Williams has redefined this idea in terms of 

the "variable foot": 

The foot not being fixed is only to be described 
2s being vzriable. If the foot itself is vari3- 
ble it allows order in so-called free verse. 
Thus the verse becomes not free at all, but 
simp& variable, as all things in life properly 
are. 

"5lack Mountainvv theory defines this as Itform is never nore 

thap an extension of contentmw45 Thus, each poem must develop 

itself; the poet may not start with a pre-determined fora, for 

then form is imposed upon content, A new idea denands a new 

cadence and a new form, 

One other important concept must be dealt with in relating 

"Black Mountain" poets with Souster, and that. is the concept which 



Olson termed " locus" ,  o r  "place". I f  one i s  co in& t o  w r i t e  poe t ry  

of  conc re t e  o b j c c t s ,  then n knowledge of t h e s e  o b j e c t s  i s  neces-  

s a r y ,  and one b e s t  qcqll ires t h i s  knowledge by q e t t i n g  acqunin ted  

w i t h  one p lxce ,  l e a r n i n g  a l l  i t s  nuances.  The C,anadian poe t  

Frank Dnvey a p t l y  exp la in s  i t  t h i s  w,?y: 

... i f  n m m  e x i s t s  i n  an ' o b j e c t - o b j e c t '  r e l a -  
t i o n s h i p  wi th  e x t e r n a l  n? tu re ,  and i f  he 
2dmits  t h e  i n t e g r i t y  2nd r i g h t  of  a l l  members 
of e x t e r n a l  n , l tu re ,  then  t h e  on1.y way i n  
which t h i s  man czn npprozch and ?mow n a t u r e  
i s  by p v t i c i p q t i n g  i n  nn e s t n b l i s h e d  ' f i e l d '  
of  o b j e c t s ,  by acqua in t i ng  himself  w i th  one 
plnce  i n t i m : . t e l y .  14'or t h e  p l ~ c e  must mas te r  
t h e  man, not  mzn master t h e  p l a c e .  O r  3s , 

Gdward Dorn pu ts  i t ,  ' P h c e  i s  brought f o r -  
ward f u l l y  i n  form conceived e n t i r e l y  by t h e  
a c t i v a t i o n  of a man who i s  under  i t s  s p e l l . . . .  t 46 

This  concept  of " locus"  hxs r e s u l t e d  i n  Willia.msl Pa t e r son  and 

Olson 's  G louces t e r .  

U n t i l  now, Pound, W i l l i a m s ,  Olson,  and Creeley have been 

grouped t o g e t h e r  as i f  no d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h e o r i e s  and p r a c t i c e  

e x i s t e d  between them. Actua l ly ,  t h i s  i s  no t  t h e  c a s e ,  and soae 

d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  must be made. Perhaps t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  may be 

i l l u s t r a t e d  by means of a diagram: 

Pound 

/ W i l l i a m s  

/ 
Olson- Creeley 

The common sou rce ,  t h e  prime mover, i s  Ezra Pound. H i s  

poe t ry  and h i s  i d e a s  l i e  behind a o s t  o f  "Black Mountain" t heo ry .  

Olson i s  Pound's d i r e c t  succes so r .  Both poe t s  a r e  e x p r e s s o r s  



of O n  yersonnl imnt.il1.ltion rootod In  j ~ ~ t r 1  lc myth. Both look to 

other cultures for the mesnins of one's existence -- Pound to 
the Chinese, Olson to the Nayan, other American myths, and the 

Greek. 

Willinms, on the other hmd, sticks close to "the Arcerican 

grqin. I' His poems .Ire filled with down-to-earth people m d  

objects: a lady's eyes, a horse pulling a load, a wQman in front 

of a bank, a red wheelbarrow. Williams' particulars are the here 

and now; thosz of Pound and Olson are the then and there. 

Creeley stems directly from 'dilliams in his honesty toward 

everydny experience and in the form of his poetry. Sy x d  large, 

Pound nnd Olson write longer poems; Milli~ms and Cre2ley show 

short, finely-sculptured lyrics. Pound and dillinms, however, 

carry on the use of specificity and concreteness -- Pound partly 
through the Chinese ideograms in the Zantos, Williams through his 

microscope-view of his environment in his lyrics. 

The question again becomes to what extent Souster's poetry 

has become influenced by the poets to whom he was introdcced by 

Dudek, and with whom he subsequently corresponded. Some critics 

see the influence as being quite deep. Frank Davey, for instance, 

calls Souster a "' Black-Mountain' oriented poet. ~~7 Other critics 

have failed altogether to take note of Souster's associatioc with 

the Pound axis. Hayden Carruth, in a review of - The Colour of the 

Tines, misunderstands Souster completely when he chides him for 

writing only short poems, "You !;now what must be done, I'm sure,*I 

says Cnrruth to Souster in an open letter. "Quit horsing around 



and ~ e t  on w i t h  t h a t  b i t ,  poem you've had i n  mind f o r  f i f t e e n  yea r s ,  

i s n ' t  t h a t  i t?  S t r e t c h  i t  o u t ;  uni fy ;  say i t  a l l .  w48 Carruth misses 

the  p o i n t ,  f o r  S o u s t e r Q s  concrete approach, expressed i n  s h o r t ,  

imagist  poeins, g ives  h i s  poetry of the per iod i t s  p a r t i c u l a r  s t r eng th .  

To demand a long poem from dous ter  during the  f i f t i e s  i s  absurd,  

f o r  a long poem would be a n t i t h e t i c a l  t o  Aouster's approach t o  h i s  

sub jec t .  Moreover, behind Carruth1s s t~ l t ement  l i e s  the  assumption 
"" 

t h a t  a long poem i s  necessa r i ly  of g r e a t e r  value than a s h o r t  one. h ' ? j  

" I  1 
Many poets  have b u i l t  j u s t i f i e d  repu ta t ions  on s h o r t  poems only. 

' I  I 
t i ;  4 

B a  s i c a l l y ,  Souster  has  r e j e c t e d  some "Black Kountain" t e n e t s ,  /I 
1 
I 

and accepted o the r s .  Souster  does not  share  the "Black Xountainn , J l  

< I  
m i s t r u s t  of metaphor and s i m i l e ,  f o r  ins t ance ,  f o r  he uses  both , G  

devices  i n  h i s  poetry much a s  the I a a g i s t s  used them. Neither does I 

I 

Souster  share Olsonls  idea  of "p ro jec t ive  v e r s e ,  ~~9 which a s s e r t s  '/ 

t h a t  each poem must d i c t a t e  i t s  own form. Sous ter ,  while champion- 

ing  experimentat ion,  has always been conservat ive i n  h i s  own use 

of it. He i s  more dependent on Pound's s ta tement  t h a t  t h e  beginning 

of a l i n e  must c a t c h  the r i s e  of the rhythm waver 

Aftzr  the  s h r i l l  
Hyster ia  of c icadas 
Hopped up on the sharp 
Dry needle of the  sun, 

Evening, the c r i c k e t s Q  
2hy s t u t t e r  t o  the moon, 
Leaving long i n  the e a r  
%chons  p e r f e c t  lone l iness .  5 O  

I n  h i s  war poet ry ,  Souster had s t a r t e d  t h e  poen with a pre- 

conceived form, and some of h i s  l i n e s  d id  s t a r t  wi th  a heave, but  1 
I 

he gradual ly  broke away from t h i s  p r a c t i c e .  The one "Black iqountaln" 

poet who has inf luenced Souster  i n  the form t h a t  h i s  poetry takes  



i s  Xobert Cree ley ,  from whom ;ouster  s a y s  he nas l e ~ r n e d  "com- 

p a c t n e s s  and I hope d i r e c t n e s s .  1 ~ 5 ~  S o u s t e r ' s  poe t ry  of t h e  f i f t i e s  

t h e n ,  resembles  much more c l o s e l y  t h e  z h o r t ,  t a u t  l y r i c s  of  Creeley 

than  Olson 's  poems, a l t h o u ~ h  $ o u s t e r ,  l i k e  Olson,  o f t e n  doves imme- 

d i a t e l y  from one pe rcep t ion  t o  t he  nex t .  S o u s t e r  a l s o  share.2 

Olson 's  d i s l i k e  of  t h e  h i ~ h l y  p e r s o n a l  l y r i c  a3 a p r i v a t e  f o r a .  

A s  he s ays  i n  "The Cabra8't 

Most of  t h e i r  poems 
Are about  themselves-- 
"I8* t h i s  o r  ''1" t h a t ,  
They can '  t g e t  beyond 
The wonder of "I", 
It  ho lds  them, 
It f a s c i n a t e s  them 
Like t he  swaying head 
of  a cob ra  

which p l a y s  a whi le  w i th  i t s  v i c t i m  
Before i t  i s  m r c i f u l  and k i l l s . 5 *  

The m i n  i n f l u e n c e  of t h e  Pound-dilliams-Olson-Creeley a x i s  

upon S o u s t e r ' s  p o e t r y  i s  an Imaeist one,  which f i n d s  i t s  source  i n  

Pound and i s  f i l t e r e d  throqgh Williams. S o u s t e r  began recadin& Found 

i n  t h e  e a r l y  f i f t i e s ,  and by t h e  middle f i f t i e s ,  Imagis t  i n f l u e n c e s  

appear .  "The Negro G i r l , "  a poem which f i r s t  appeared i n  For ~ h a t  

Time j l a y s  (1955) opens w i t h ' t h e s e  - l i n e s  r 

a l a c k  d e l i c a t e  f a c e  
anong a f o r e s t  
of  whi te  p a s t y  f a c e s .  53 

T h i s  opening a lmost  reoeinbles a ha iku  i n  form, and one immediately 

r ecogn izes  t h e  s i m i l a r i t y  between i t  and Pound's famous Imagis t  

poem, " In  A S t a t i o n  O f  The Metrow; 



The a p p a r i t i o n  of t h e s e  f%ccs5hn t h e  crowd; 
P e t a l s  on a wet,  b l a c k  bough. 

Y i l l i a m s '  s tutomont "No ideas/ bu t  i n  t h i n g s "  1 3  r e a l l y  a 

con t inua t ion  of t h e  Imagis t  c reed  "Di rec t  t r ea tmen t  of thz ' t h i n & , '  

whether s u b j e c t i v e  o r  o b j e c t i v e . "  This  s t s t emen t  Xi l l iums has 

embodied i n  poems about o rd ina ry  t h i n g s  and people ,  poem; t h a t  

examine with  a c1o;e ly-sc ru t in ized  v i s i o n  t h e  n a t u r e  of r e a l i t y .  

Xilliams i n  t h i s  way has  c a r r i e d  on the  Imaaist t r a d i t i o n .  His 

t rea tment  of the  l o c a l i z e d  and t h e  conc re t e  a t t r a c t e d  S o u s t e r ,  and 

by 1958,  i n  Crepe-Hang3r9s C a r n i v a l ,  Sous t e r  d e f i n i t e l y  shows d i l -  

limns' in f luence  i n  h i s  poe t ry .  

WilliarnsQ poem "'l'he Red Wheelbarrow" i s  probably t h e  one 

Imasist poem t h a t  s t a n d s  o u t ;  

so  much depends 
upon 

a red wheel 
barrow 

glazed wi th  r a i n  
water  

b e s i d e s  t h e  whi te  
chickens .  55 

The poem can be seen t o  be t h e  model f o r  S o u s t e r ' s  poem, "The S ix  
> 

Quart Basket'lt 

The s i x  q u a r t  ba ske t  
One s i d e  gone 
Half t h e  handle t o r n  o f f  

S i t s  i n  t h e  c e n t r e  of t h e  lawn 
And slowly f i l l s  up 
d i t h  t h e  whi te  f r u i t s  of t he  snow.56 



Both poems concentrate  upon present ing  one item and i t  only. 

No moral i s  drawn, no i d e o l o g i c s l  statement i s  made;  the ob jec t  

p resen t s  i t s  own mssninc, and i s  se l f -conta ined .  3 0 t h  poems a re  

p o e t i c  formulat ions of "Direct  treatment of the  ' t h i n g . ' "  d i l -  

l iams '  statement "No idess /  bu t  i n  thing.;" i s  again  axpres;ed i n  

Sous ter ' s  poem 'The Chi ld ' s  U ~ b r e l l a , ~  i n  which the idea  i s  v a l i d  

only i n s o f a r  a s  i t  i s  t i e d  down t o  o r  expressed by, the  o b j e c t ;  

Nhst 's  it l i k e  t o  be homeless 
A l l  alone i n  t h i s  world? 

P e r h , ~ p s  the  jae,&ed 
RipL2ed-open mouth 
Of the c h i l d ' s  umbrella 
L y i n ~  ins ide  out  
On the winter  pavement 

Can give us  the  anaruer.57 

The poem conta ins  no d e s c r i p t i o n  f o r  d e s c r i p t i o n ' s  sake. Th 

i s  descr ibed  only f u l l y  enough t o  evoke a mood. The phrase "winter 

pavement," f o r  ins t ance ,  lends  weight t o  the  poem bacause of a l l  

the connotations t h a t  winter  has ,  e s p e c i a l l y  when the word i s  placed 

i n  the  context  of "honeless '  and "a lone ,"  helping t o  answer the 

ques t ion  of lgYhatls i t  l i k e  t o  be homeless/ N1 alone  i n  t h i s  world?" 

The poem shows a concent ra t ion  upon the l o c a l i z e d ,  the  concre te ,  a s  

many of W i l l i a m s 1  poems do, exemplif ied,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  by "The aed 

Wheelbarrow." And most o f t e n ,  the  ' ob jec t '  i s  an ord inary  th ing  

t h a t  a person encounters almost any day, a s  i n  3 o u s t e r e s  poem "The 

Old Tin Ke t t l egg :  

So there it  s i t s  on t h e  lawn, 
No helmet, no s h i n i n e  he :~dpiece ,  j u s t  
An ordinary k e t t l e ,  very o rd ina ry ,  o ld .  58 
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W i l l i a m s t  i n f l u e n c e ,  t h e n ,  seems t o  have had t h e  e f f e c t  of 

chL1ngin~. ; a u s t c r w  ; qtti tude t o w ~ r d s  h i s  environm2nt. ;ouster  be- 

g i n s  t a  f i n d  meaning i n  seemin t ly  i n s i g n i f i c a n t  t h i n c s ,  mezning 

which he exp res se s  i n  Imaeis t  p a t t e r n s .  The s p s c i f i c i t y  and 

conc re t enes s  i n  S o u s t e r t s  poe t ry  becomes even g r e a t e r ,  w i t h  the  

r s s u l t  t h a t  Toronto a; c i t y  p l ays  an even l a r g e r  r o l e  i n  p rov id ing  

the  m a t e r i a l  f o r  poe t ry .  Any i d e a ,  any emotion,  15 now important  

on ly  i n s o f a r  as i t  is evoked by o r  t i e d  t o  a conc re t e  person o r  

t h i n g .  Thus, S o u s t e r t s  poe t ry  of the  p e r i o d  13 deva id  of g e n e r a l i -  

z a t i o n ,  of a b s t r a c t i o n ,  which i s  an  advancement from h i s  war 

poe t ry .  Now, i n s t e a d  of a b s t r a c t l y  r a i l i n g  about  t h e  i n  j u s t i c e s  

of s o c i e t y ,  S o u s t e r  p r e s e n t s  the  v i c t ims  of i n j u s t i c e ,  and l e t s  

t h e s e  o b j e c t s  speak f o r  themselves.  

Louis Dudek has  s a i d :  "In  my own ? o e t r y ,  Pound is  p r e s e n t  

mainly i n  t h e  t h e o r e t i c a l  p r e suppos i t i ons  which I d e r i v e d  froin 

h i s  p o e t r y ,  n o t  i n  t h e  a c t u a l  imagery, o r  language,  o r  rhythm of  

t he  poe t ry . ,  . . ~ 5 9  and t h e  same i s  t r u e  of d o u s t e r  and h i s  r e l a -  

t i o n s h i p  w i th  Pound and h i s  fo l lowers .  Dudek, s i n c e  he w a s  i n  

such c l o s e  c o n t a c t  wi th  Sous t e r  du r ing  t h e  t ime ,  is  a n  a u t h o r i -  

t a t i v e  v o i c e ,  and i n  t he  same a r t i c l e  he s t a t e s ,  *. , . t he  s p e c i f i c  

i n f l u e n c e  of bo th  Pound and Williams is  c l e a r e r  i n  my own w r i t i n g  

than  e i t h e r  i n  ~ a ~ t o n ~ O  o r  Sous te r . .  . . "61 F u r t h e r  on,  s t i l l  

sp;akin6 of Layton and S o u s t e r ,  Dudek. s a y s ,  "Ky w r i t i n g  aSout 

W i l l i a m s  and Pound may i n  f a c t  have l e d  c r i t i c s  t o  a s s u m  t h a t  

t h e  Pound-Yilliams i n f l u e n c e  was deeper  i n  some of t h e  o t h s r  p o e t s  

t han  it a c t u a l l y  w a s ,  tw62 Frank Davey is  one of t h e s e  mis led  

c r i t i c s ,  f o r  he a s s e r t s  t h a t  "Dudek, Layton, and j u t h e r l a n d  e d i t e d  



F i r s t  3 t a t e  uent under a d e f i n i t e  American i n f  h e n c e ,  p a r t i c u -  

l a r l y  of the  'Block biountain' hero,  v l i l l i ams  Carl03 dil l iarnn"63 

whereas Dudek, Layton, and ju ther land  had no t  y e t  even begun t o  

read  Uilliarns a t  t h a t  t ime, 

;ouster  w s s  no t  30 much in f luenced ,  t h e n ,  by t h e  "a lack  houn- 

t a i n "  s o e t s  a s  the  c r i t i c  davey b e l i e v e s ,  f o r  Louster  w2s a l r eady  

p r a c t i s i n g  t h e  b a s i c  i d e a s  t h a t  the "3 lack  X o u n t ~ i n "  poe t s  brought  

t o  a t t e n t i o n .  I n  a l l  p r o b a b i l i t y  Sous t e r  was writ in^ of Toronto 

long  be fo re  Olson wrote of Gloucester  o r  Williams wrote of P a t e r -  

son. The work of t hese  two poe ts  a f f i rmed  what S o u s t e r  xas  

a l r e ~ d y  doing. The f a c t  t h a t  William wrote the  complimentary 

l e t t e r  t o  S o u s t e r ,  which I quoted e a r l i e r ,  i s  an  i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  

W i l l i a m s  s a w  i n  Sous t e r  a poe t  having similar aims as h i s  own. 

Sous t e r  a s r e e d  with  t h e  broad p r i n c i p l e s  t h a t  Pound, i l i l l i ams ,  

Olson, and Creeley s e t  f o r t h ,  namely, t h e  need t o  p u r i f y  t h e  

language of p o e t r y  and t o  r i d  i t  of V ic to r i an  a r c h 2 i s ~ s ,  t he  

need t o  experiment i n  new p o e t i c  forms, the  d i r e c t  t r ea tmen t  of 

t he  o b j e c t s  of one ' s  environment,  and t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of t h e  p o e t ' s  
* 

becoming t o t a l l y  f a m i l i a r  w i th  one " p l a c e , "  b u t  t h e s e  broad p r in -  

c i p l e s  he adapted t o  h i s  own use .  Despi te  t h e  i n f l u e n c e ,  3 o u a t e r ' s  

vo i ce  i s  s t i l l  h i s  own. 

S o u s t e r ' s  poe t ry  of the  e a r l y  s i x t i e s  ;?as publ i shed  i n  A 
Local ? r i d e  (1962) ,  and i n  - The Colour of a Times (1964)64 The 

t i t l e  of t h e  former book Sous t e r  de r ived  from d i l l i a m s '  l a t e r s o n :  

:a l o c a l  p r i d e ;  s p r i n g ,  sumtaer, f a l l  
and t h e  s e a ;  a con fes s ion ;  a b a s k e t ;  a 65 column...a g a t h e r i n g  upi a c e l e b r a t i o n ;  
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,,es The t i t l e a  of both  books ind ica te  t h e  content1 Sounter focuF- 

h i s  a t t e n t i o n  coinpletely on t h e  present a3 i t  3.3 cxp2rienced i n  

the c i t y  of Toronto, h i s  " locus , "  

In  t ho32  books, ;ouster continuos w r i   tin^ Imab;i3t-orlcnted 

poem. P r o s t l t u t c s ,  f o r  ins t ance ,  becomc f o r  J o u s t e r  "pale b u t -  

t e r f l i e s  of n igh t .  n66 A woman i s  descr ibed AS: 

Porcelain-white 
s l u a t  jug 
of your body 

slowly u p l i f t e d  
and upturned..  . . 67 

The imagist  poem i s  a l s o  w r i t t e n  about th ings ,  as i n  "Queen 

. For A Day " : 

Rain-soaked t runk 
of the  Manitoba maple 
s tands  l i k e  a queen today 
wearing her  t i a r a  
of s o f t e s t  ash-of-green 
l e a f  buds 1 68 

O r  nThe Cobweb" r 

The cobweb 
hangs 
from a  corner 
of our room 

wait  ing.  6 9  

. E a r l i e r ,  Villiamsl poem "The 3ed i4heelbarrowW was shown t o  

be t h e  model f o r  some of S o u s t e r l s  poems of the  f i f t i e s .  In  the  

s i x t i e s ,  t he  resemblance is  continued. Consider S o u s t e r l s  poem 

"The Stonen:  



. 

The 13s 

Rubbed by centuri'es 
weed hidden 
cool to touch 
though under the sun 

how easy you lie there 
how permanent 
useless yes 
but so n e c e s ~ a r ~ l 7 ~  

t two lines of the poem seem an obvious parallel of Wil- 

liams' phrase "so much depends/ upon.'' Both poems use contrast 

to qualify the object; Williams' poem posits the red wheelbarrow , 
LbC L-L- -J' 

beside red chickens, Souster's poem contains contrast of temper- 

ature! "cool to touch/ though under the sun." 

In the above poems, Souster presents the image without 

overtly commenting upon it, a technique used in the poems "The 

Child's Umbrella" and "The Six &art Basket" of his earlier col- 

lection Creae-Hanger's Carnival. It is worth noting that both 

poems are reprinted in A Local Pride, indicating that Souster con- 
siders these latter two poems as being important and in keeping 

with the work of the later collections. 

On the other hand, in some of the poems of the early sixties, 

Souster gives an added dimension in that he often presents the 

image and then states the idea that is attached to it. In this 

way he is still following 'dilliams' statement "no ideas/ but in 

things," but he is adapting it to his own use. Many poems in 

A Local Pride follow this pattern: the presentation of the image - 
is followed by the poet's interpretation. Consider the objective 

presentation of the image in the first stanza of the poem "Arti- 

ficial Hand, War Veteranm# 



Band the colour 
of half-dead leaves 
Hand slightly clenched 
as if pain could be lin~ering. 

The natural extension of the image follows, as the poet comments8 

Useless hand 
price of our wars 
badge of our deceit 
Useless hand 
skeleton of our 

"Badgen is an important word here, for the object has imprinted 

on it the meaning that it conveys. In other words, the object 

becomes an ideogram, an "icon. 072 

The same pattern is repeated in "Fruit-Seller, Adelaide and 

~a~."73 In this poem, the presentation of the object is followed 

by the poet's personal comment: 

Into the street 
sun-glare of bananas 
whore-red of apples 
dried blood of plums 

shaming forever 
gray buildings 
asphalt's black 
but above all the hurryin 
paste-and-painted faces!7 8 

The poem is also made up of contrasts; colour is set against col- 

our, image against image, thought asainst thought. 

The poem "Today At The Dawn" also obeys the dictum "no ideas/ 

but in things." The first stanza presents the object, the second 

stanza the idea contained in the object! 

Today at the dawn 
for an endless minute 



I listened to a bird 
fighting for its life 
in the claws of a cat 

and thoughtt 
much the same way 
death will take us a11.75 

The significance of Souster's poetry of the sixties, then, 

is that the form of the poem is determined by the approach the 

poet takes to the objects around him, The poems show a respect 

for these objects, for each object is equally important, and has 
' . , '1 

its own place. As Souster says in 'Skyscraper and Bird", 

The skyscraper so large 
the fallen bird so small 

why the poet's eye 
sees them equal - 

only he could say. 76 

Souster has always been called a "realist" poet, but no one 

has made an attempt to explain why his poetry takes the form it 

does. In fact, many poems fall into the category of fantasy 

rather than that of realism. In Souster's poetry of the sixties, 

the realistic element is important only insofar as the object con- 
I 

~ W t e l y  illustrates the idea the poet wants to convey. In other 

words, the object is described not for its own sake, nor because 

the poet wants to show fidelity to experience, but because the 

poet is convinced that an idea divorced from the object that 

illustrates it is mere abstraction. Calling Souster a realist, 

then, does not account for the form of his poetry. One must see 

him as the creator of his own poetic universe. Objects function 

not only on a merely realistic level; they are "badgest' or "icons" 

embodying ideas, becoming more than they really are. Thus, inani- 



mate objects begin to function with a life of their own even to 

the point of personification, n s  when, for example, "drab house- 

wife trees" are transformed by a covering of ice, into "glittering 

call girls/ sliamclessly arousingly naked. ''77 The concreteness 

of the imagery suggests a literal interpretation of all the ref- 

erents, and so we move past the bounds of metaphor into the realm 

of fantasy. Consider in this light: "The rain is only the river/ 

grown bored, risking everything/ on one big splash. "7* An Indian 
1 

" I 
girl, suffering from "too many men/ buyin5 time on her body," 1 4  I v 

becomes a hunter, "still thirstins for the scalp/ of another white 1 
i 

man, if there's a strag~lcr fallen back/ too far from the rest 
4, 
31 

h 
of the others to fight through her ambush."7? Skaters become 

I 

dancers, "each suspended/ on invisible threads/ let down from 

the sky. t*80 The fantasy is born, in every case, of souster's 

imaginative interpretation of the real world around him, and to- 

gether, the perceived and the imzgined, the real and the inter- 

preted, make up the dimensions of Souster's universe. 

The fantasy can also be informed and even motivated by 

straight humour, as in the poem "Rainbow Over Lake Simcoe": 

Before the mayor could get to the phone 
to inform his councillors 
so all five could meet 
and declare it illegal 

the rainbow had said "why not?" 
and sucked up half of Lake Simcoe, 
then after once around the horseshow 
dropped it softly back in Lake Couchiching. 81 

Or nOld Horse'' r 

Old horse 
if you stand much longer 



i n  t h e  s h ~ d c  of t h a t  app le  t r e e  
l o o k i n s  a t  n o t h i n c  

t h e  wel l  n i l 1  brim over  
t h e  l a s t  t i l e  s l i p  
from t h e  long - su f f e r ing  r o o f ,  
t h e  l a s t  r o t t e d  beam 
s i n k  t o  t h e  ba rn  f l o o r  

o l d  horse  
i f  you s t and  t h e r e  much l o n g e r  
under t h a t  t r e e  
i t  t o o  w i l l  g i v e  up 
and s t r a i g h t  away d i e .  82 

4 
Obviously, poems such as t h e s e  cannot be expla ined  i f  S o u s t e r  I \ 

' I  

i s  regarded merely as a r e a l i s t  poe t .  T h i n ~ s  a r e  desc r ibed  a s  1 '  I 

I 41 

t hey  s t r i k e  t h e  poe t ' s  imagina t ion ,  no t  as they  r e a l l y  a r e .  A I 
I 

la 
f a n t a s y  world r e s u l t s .  S o u s t e r  must be seen  as t h e  c r e a t o r  of 

h i s  own p o e t i c  un iverse  i n  which a l l  o b j e c t s  a r e  stamped wi th  

t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  meaning. 

S o u s t e r ' s  poe t ry  of t h e  middle s i x t i e s  is  conta ined  i n  h i s  

l a t e s t  books, Ten X l e ~ h a n t s  on Yonne ~ t r e e t , ~ 3  and & 3. 84 I n s i d e  

t h e  d u s t j a c k e t  of t h e  former ,  Sous t e r  s t a t e s ,  

Ten d l ephan t s  on Y o n ~ e  S t r e e t  i s  probably 
7 

t h e  most r e ~ r e s e n t a t l v e  of t h e  f o u r  o r  f i v e  
independent-volumes of s h o r t  poems I 've 
publ ished.  For t hose  who t h i n k  of mc on ly  
as a poet  of Toronto,  t h e r e  a r e  poems of 
t h e  Gestapo i n  B r u s s e l s ,  of k o n t r c a l ' s  S t .  
Ca ther ine  S t r e e t ,  a s h o r t  I n  Memoriam t o  
D r .  Williams of Ruther ford ,  New Je r sey ,  
o t h e r s  on Georgian Say, Laura Secord,  t h e  
Bruce Pen insu la ,  New York C i t y  and Serpent  
River .  For t h o s e  who urge me t o  t r y  my hand 
a t  l o n g e r  poems, t h e r e  i s  W i l l i a m  Lyon Mac- 
Kenzie 's  House. 

It i s  t r u e  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  poems of p l a c e s  o t h e r  t han  Toronto,  

as  Sous t e r  s t a t e s ,  bu t  he i s  s t i l l  t h e  poet  of t h a t  c i t y ,  a f a c t  

f o r  which he does  no t  have t o  be a p o l o g e t i c .  Nor does  he have t o  



answer his critics for writing primarily short poems, for once 

a poet has found his particular forte, there is no need for him 

to apologize for exploring a l l  the possibilities of that form. 

In - Ten Zlephants - on Yon'qe Street, Souster is still pre- 

occupied with the communication of poetry, a concern that he has 

held all through his poetic career, and which has been 3 deter- 

mining factor in shaping his poetry. Back in 1952, Souster had 

stated in the preface to his poems in Cerbcrus; 

S. [ouster] has alwayc believed (and still 
believes) that the primary function of poetry 
is to communicate sometl:in= to somebody else. 
Xot too important what that something is, the 
big thing is to ~ e t  it across, "make contact". 85 
If you fail here all that follows, everything 
else you throw in, is wasted, and you might as 
well start all over again, Ninety 2ercent of 
all modern poetry fails here. And will go on 
failing until it learn this and puts the 
remedy into practice. 88 

In - Ten dlephants on Yon,~e Street, Souster expresses the same 

Whoever I write to, I want to make the sub- 
stance of the poem so immediate, so real, 
so clear, that the reader feels the same 
exhilaration -- be it fear or joy -- that 
I derived from the experience, object or 
mood that triggered the poem in the first 
place. 87 

The desire to communicate has given Souster's poetry its 

peculiar character. Souster says, "I like to think I'm 'talk- 

ing out' my poems rather than consciously dressing them up in 

the trappings of the academic tr~dition. c'88 His poems are writ- 

ten in varying style. They display the subdued reverence of the 

short elegy on the death of 'dilliam Carlos Williams, 



We can't clx'eue the rizht 
of your body to be lowcred 
into peace8 

but nothing else 
can be allowed to rot, 
mix with dust. 

You belong 
to so many of us.89 

The lan~uage of love is evident in "Shy One, Cautious Onen! 

I want to wound your white flesh, 
cover it with the bruises 
of ny lips, lance it throush and through 
with the wild thrust of my love. 

Shy one, cautious one, 
this is 110 time for shyness, 
no year for any caution. 

From your slim waist to your thishs 
curving like waterfalls, I read there 
poems more wonderful than starlight 
or moonlight stained by no war and the hate of men.9O 

The description of the prostitute "Jeannetten is done in 

colloquial language: 

Jeannette in a fight 
callin3 in boy friends 
to wreck a cafe, 
Jeannette dead drunk 
swinging at a cop, 
Jeannette on the habit 
ridins it up 
ridins it down, 
Jeannette in jail 
and out cgain, 
Jeannette on the corner 
of Dund~s and Jarvis 
with the old reliable 
merchandise for sale. 

Some day they'll find her 
with a knife in the chest, 
or choked to death 
by one sheer stocking! 

but tonight she's the queen 
of this crawling street, 



Jeannette with her swcatcr tight, 
proud to show them off 
to a11 the boysr 

black hair, biz smile, 
that's Jeannette.71 

These poems communicate because of their simple language, 

striking us as being deeply true. 

A peculiar quality of Souster's verse is its ability to 
1'1 

open our eyes to everyday thinzs that we have seen many times, I 

and yet not really seen. "Broken Bottle," for instance, displays il 

' 1  

4 1 Souster's capacity to recognize uniqueness and significance in 
I 

a seemingly trivial incidentr I 
t i  

As it vas before-- 
utilitarian at best 
really not.hing-- 

now lying smashed 
in jasged pieces 
on the cellar floor 

it takes on shapes 
which could never happen 
quite the same way again 
anywhere 
anytime 

this suddenly become 
unique 
beer bottle.g2 ' 

The poems of this period are the work of a sensitive poetic 

sensibility, making us newly av:are of our environment. 

In summary, Souster's poetry has undergone a marked and 

continuous development. Prom the cynical, argumentative, long- 

lined poems of the war period, Souster moved on in the late 1940's 

to write poems displaying the shorter line and an increased use 



of imn,;ery. The poetry of the 1~?50's began a new trend occa- 

sioned by Souster's acquaintance with the works of Ezra ?ound and 

the "Black Kountain" poets. Souster's work of the fifties and 

sixties, then, concentrates on the concrete object, time, and place. 

The social protest poem of the war period has gradually transformed 

into the imagist lyric of the 1960's. 

FOOTNOTES 

l~ouster felt at that time that Patrick Anderson and Iilorley 
Callaghan were Canada's foremost writers. 

'~ne year later, Direction was to print a recommendation of 
First Statement, praising the "new vital work" that appeared in 
it. 

3~irection 1, p.9. 

4~gain, in - Thc Colour -- of the Times, Souster displays this 
ability to include only his better poems from the many he has 
written. 

51n Direction number three, page one, Souster wrote a tribute 
to both Henry Killer and Kenneth Patchen. 

6~~erson Press had received five full-length manuscripts, but 
since It felt reluctant to spend the money on five separate 
volumes, it decided to put the best of ezch poet into a five-part 
collection, hence Unit of Five. - 

(~enneth Fearing, IL'eur and Selected Poems, Bloomington, Indi- - 
ana University Press, 1956.p. '1. 

8~he Colour of Times, Toronto, The Ryerson Press, 1?64, 
p. 11, 





3 2 ~ o u s t e r  rrvi::od the  ending of t h i s  poem f o r  - The Colorlr of - 
c T i m c s r  "snmc squ i rx ing ,  c r ~ w l i n g  tenement ,  t i n - roo fed  sweat-  - 

box on t h e  lower s lopes  of 9 e l l , /  open s o r e  on the  f - c e  of Cod." 
The r e v i s i o n  d e l e t e s  completely the  o r i g i n a l  l ? s t  l i n e ,  which 
S o u s t e r  l a t e r  probsbly  recognized as being i n o r g s n i c  t o  t h e  
poem. 

3 3 ~ h e  - Colour -- of the Times, p. 14. 

j 4 ~ h e  f u l l  l e t t e r  wns p r i n t e d  i n  I s l a n d  ( V i c t o r  Coleman, e d . ) ,  
Toronto ,  in  the  i s s u e  of Sep t .  1 7 ,  1 9 6 4 , .  47. 

3%or ? d i scus s ion  of Dudek's s t a y  i n  New York, s e e  Wynne 
F r 3 n c i s g  a r t i c l e  "A C r i t i c  of L i f e t  Louis  h d e k  2&s Man of Let-  
t e r s , "  i n  C a n a d i ~ n  L i t e r a t u r e ,  no. 22 (Autumn 1961+), p?. 5-23. 

3 6 ~ o r o n t o ,  Contact  P r e s s ,  1962. 

3 8 ~ o u s t e r  t o l d  me i n  Fay of 1967 t h a t  he and Dudek ( ~ n y t o n  
had p u l l e d  ou t  i n  1956) held n e i t h e r  t h e  t ime n o r  the  money t o  
con t inue  Contact  P r e s s ,  s o  t h i s  impor tan t  p u b l i s h i n g  e n t e r ? r i s e  
r e g r e t t a b l y  seems a t  an end, 

j9see  Dudek's a r t i c l e s  " A  V i s i t  t o  Ezra Pound" i n  Ccntern20- 
r a r y  Verse ( U i n t e r  1947-1948), pp.  20-22,  and "Lunchtime Ref lec -  
t i o n s  on Frank 3avey 's  Defence of t h e  Black Kountain F o r t n  i n  
Tamarack Review, no. 36 (Summer 1 9 6 5 ) ,  pp.  58-63. 

40n~ome  Af te r thoughts  on Contact  Magazine," p r i n t e d  i n  
H i c h ~ e l  Gnarowski's Contr c t  1952-1954, p. 1. Xuch of my i n f o r -  
mztion i s  de r ived  from t h i s  e x c e l l e n t  s t udy ,  

lC21bid . , p. 4, S o u s t e r ' s  r e f e r e n c e  t o  V i K 9  IT NEWn i s  a n  
i n d i c a t i o n  of h i s  beginning t o  r ead  Pound, a t  Dudek's u rg ing .  

4 3 w ~  S o r t  of a Song,IV S e l e c t e d  Poems, New York, New D i r e c t i o n s ,  
1949. p. 108. 

4 4 ~  - Wanted to W r i t e  a Poem, Boston,  Bxicon P r e s s ,  1958. 
p .  82. 

4 5 ~ h a r l e s  Olson,  who g i v e s  c r e f i i t  t o  Robert  Cree ley  f o r  t h i s  
s t a t emen t  i n  " P r o j e c t i v e  Verse ,"  Human Univzrse  Other q r s a  
Donald n l l e n ,  ed .  San F r a n c i s c o ,  The Auerhahn S o c i e t y ,  1 9  5 
p. 52. 

F' 

4 6 n ~ l a c k  Days on Black l o u n t a i n , "  Tpmarack Review, no,  35 
(Spring 19651, p .  71. 



l " l t~o  S o u s t e r  From Vermont ," Tornorack Revicu ,  no.  37 (.,!in- 
t c r  1 9 6 5 ) ~  p. ?/+. 

though S o u s t e r  s G y s  of Olson i n  h i s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  
, 7 5 ) ,  llI!is b ~ s i c  i d e a ,  :OMPOZITICN CY F I i L D ,  :IS 

. . i n h e r i t e d  l i n e ,  mny w e l l  st7rt a r e v o l u t i o n  i n  Z n g l i s h  
p o e t r y .  Worth s t u d y i n g ;  wor th  t a k i n g  3 p e r s o n a l  cr:,ck a t .  l' 
S o u s t e r  was r i g h t  i n  t h n t  i t  wo111d s t  lrt  s r e v o l u t i o n ,  b u t  he 
h imse l f  never  exper imented  w i t h  p r o j e c t i v e  v e r s e .  I n  conversa -  
t i o n  t o  me when I q u e s t i o n e d  h i s  " ~ u t t i n g  i n  5 p l u g w  f o r  Olson,  
S o u s t e r  s a i d ,  "1 knew someone would e v e n t u a l l y  g e t  me f o r  t h a t .  
( O r  words t o  thrxt  e f f e c t ) .  

5•‹t*~ummer Evening , tf Crepe-Hsnger* s C a r n i v a l ,  T o r o n t o ,  Con- 
t a c t  P r e s s ,  1958. p. 34. 

511n a l e t t e r  t o  me, d a t e d  February  7 ,  1967,  now i n  my 
p o s s e s s i o n .  

5 2 ~ r e P e - ~ ~ ~ n ; e r *  s C a r n i v a l ,  p. 11. 

5 3 ~ h e  - Colour of the Times, p .  47. 

5 4 ~ e l e c t e d  P o e m  of Ezrzi Pound, New York, New D i r e c t i o n s ,  
1947. P. 35. 

5 5 ~ ? l e  - C o l l e c t e d  Z n r l i e r  ?gems .of ' l r l i l l i a m  C a r l o s  Wi l l i ams ,  
New York, New D i r e c t i o n s ,  1951. p.  2770 

j6'The - Colour of t h e  Times,  p. 56. 

5 8 ~ r e p e - ~ c n g e r *  s C s r n i v a l  , p .  19. 

5 9 ~ o u i s  Dudek, "Lunchtime R e f l e c t i o n s  on Frank 3avey 's  
Defence of t h e  Black Xounta.in F o r t e n  Tamarack Review, no. 36 
(Summer 1965) , p .  61. 

6 0 ~ h i s  s t a t e m e n t  i s  c o r r o b o r a t e d  by I r v i n g  h y t o n ,  who 
w r o t e  i n  a l e t t e r  t o  me d a t e d  February  3 ,  1967 ,  2nd now i n  my 
possess ion8  "1 n e i t h e r  a g r e e d  n o r  d i a g r e e d  [ s i c 1  - w i t h  t h e  
' A m e r i c a n ~ . ~  I was g o i n g  my way, and i f  t h e y  waved t o  me from 
t h e  s i d e l i n e s  I c h e e r f u l l y  acknowledged t h e i r  g r e e t i n g s .  I s t i l l  
do ,  from t i n e  t o  t ime."  



64~l?he new, unpubl ished poems a r e  p r i n t e d  on pp. 71-121. 
The o t h e r  poems n r e  c o l l e c t e d  from e a r l i e r  books. 

6 5 ~ e w  York, New D i r e c t i o n s .  1963. Epilogue t o  Book One. 

6 6 w ~ t r e e t u n l k e r s ,  Dundns East ," -- A Local  P r i d e ,  Toronto ,  
Contac t  p r e s s ,  1962. p.  33. 

6 7 w ~ h e  Pour ing ,"  i b i d . ,  p. 45. 

. 6 9 ~ b i ~ .  , p .  74. 

7 ' ~  Colour - of t h e  Times, p. 107. 
I "JI 

7 1 ~ b i d . ,  - p .  22. 1 b 

72~1i Mzndel i s  one of t h e  few c r i t i c s  who has  unders tood 
p rope r ly  Sous t e r  poe t ry  of  t h i s  per iod .  I n  h i s  review of  - h Local  

i 
P r i d e ,  M-ndel s t a t e s ,  "It seems t o  me, t h e n ,  t h a t  t h e  p e a t e s t  I 

p l e a s u r e  i n  r e a d i n g  S o u s t e r  comes from one ' s  s ense  of a n  unu- 
s u a l  formalism. Ye works w i t h  n a t t e r n s  3s s t i f f l y  s t y l i z e d  as . 
t h e  f i g u r e s  on an O r i e n t a l  s c r o l l :  a  r i g i d  v i s i o n  of s o c i e t y  
and n a t u r e  a s  a demonic c i t y  i n h a b i t e d  by beast-man, h a r l o t ,  
and c r i p p l e ,  surrounded by a s c a r c e l y  a t t a i n a b l e  garqen  where 
l o v e r s  become t r e e s  o r  budding l e a v e s ,  and f lowers  t u r n  i n t o  
g y p s i e s  an3  s i r z n s .  Within t h i s  l andscape ,  a l l  t h i n g s  a r e  
i c o n s  o r  ideograms, s o  t h a t  t h e  a p p r o p r i ~ t e  p o e t i c  form i s  the  
pun, r i d d l e ,  o r  puzz l e ,  o r  a c u r i o u s  v e r s i o n  of imagism w3ich 
d e f i e s  de sc r ip t i on . . .Once  we b e s i n  t o  look a t  S o u s t e r ' s  forma- 
l i s m  and s t o p  worrying abou t  h i s  r e a l i s m ,  we seem t o  be a b l e  t o  
account  f o r  t h e  i n t e r n o l  resonance of h i s  work, a resonaEce 
which seems t o  me t h e  mark of genuine  p o e t r y . "  
( " I n t e r n a l  Resonances,"  Canadian L i t e r a t u r e ,  no. 17 ((Summer 
1963)) P. 64) .  I 

73sous t e r  o f t e n  g i v e s  t h e  e x a c t  l o c a t i o n  of h i s  poems, a n o t h e r  
m a n i f e s t a t i o n  of h i s  wanting t o  make t h e  poem as c o n c r e t e  and 
l o c a l i z e d  as p o s s i b l e .  

7 4 ~ h e  - Colour of ,t& Times, p .  24. 

7 5 ~ b i d . ,  - p. 77. 

7 6 ~ b i d m  - , pa 18e 

77"~rans fo rma  t i o n , "  P l9ce  of Meet inr  Ga l l e ry  E d i t i o n s  11, 
John Dyel l  Ltd. , Lindsny,  0 n t a r i o . 1 9 6 2 . '  p. 42. 

7 8 ~ h e  - Colour -- of t h e  Times, p. 102. 

79.1 Local P r i d e ,  p. 128 .  



8 0 t q ~ h e  Problem of S k a t i n g , "  - The Colour of Times, p.  99. 

I , p. 108. 

8 2 ~  Local  -- P r i d e ,  p. 120. Other poems i n  t h i s  book showing 
t h e  ~ ~ m e  sense  of humour i n c l u d e  "Pernard ,"  ( p .  2 3 ) ,  "The White- 
Encased :fonder,'t ( p .  bl), and "S ta tue  of  ~ i b e r t ~ , ~  ( p ,  1 0 4 ) ,  

' 3 ~ e n  - S l e ~ h n n t s  - On YonLye S t r e e t ,  Toron to ,  The Hyerson P r e s s ,  
1965. 

04.4? -- I s ,  Toronto ,  Oxford P r e s s ,  1967. 

850ne now unders tands  t he  source  of t h e  t i t l e s  Contac t  Kaza- 
z i n e  2nd Contact  P r e s s .  

8 7 ~ n s i 3 e  d u s t  Jacke t .  

89nA Death in Ru the r fo rd , "  - i b i d . ,  p.  5,  



CHAPTER I11 

ERIN TXEVES IE T W  POETRY - -- 

OF RAYMOND SOUSTEH - 
Although i t  was a p p r o p r i a t e  i n  t h e  p rev ious  c h s p t e r  f o r  u s  

t o  d i s c u s s  t h e  development of  S o u s t e r ' s  s t y l e  by mnkinz a chrono- 
r 

l o g i c a l  survey of h i s  work, i n  t u r n i n g  t o  S o u s t e r ' s  ba s i c  themes i 
we would be adv ised  t o  change our approach and  t a k e  a more over-  

a l l  view of h i s  work, f o r  h i s  themes have remained b a s i c a l l y  

unchanged du r ing  h i s  span of  w r i t i n g  y e a r s .  Perhaps i t  i s  t o  t h i s  

cons i s t ency  of concern t h a t  t h e  c r i t i c s  r e f e r  when they speak of 

S o u s t e r ' s  l a c k  of development o r  h i s  tendency t o  remain s t a t i c .  

I n  any c a s e ,  we can d e s i g n a t e  t h e  f o u r  dominating S o u s t e r  themes 

as:  t h e  c i t y ,  n a t u r e ,  woman, and youth. 

S o u s t e r ' s  t r ea tment  of  t he se  themes v a r i e s  c o n s i d e r a b l y ,  

a l t hough  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  pe rce ive  two r e c u r r i n g  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  
I 

responses  of t h e  poe t .  S o u s t e r  h imself  sums up t h e  s i t u a t i o n  i n  

t h e  t h i r d  s t a n z a  of ":qedding Nightn:  

You ho ld  you r se l f  
a g s i n s t  me. Tears  come 
and your body shakes ,  
p a r t l y  f e a r ,  
p a r t l y  joy, 
whatever draws two oppos i t e s  
t o g e t h e r  o r  a p a r t .  

Th i s  dichotomy of response :  " p a r t l y  f e a r , /  p a r t l y  joy, /  what- 

e v e r  draws two o p ~ o s i t e s /  t o g e t h e r  o r  a p a r t f i s  p r e c i s e l y  t h e  key 



t o  t he  i n t e r p r e t l t i o n  of S o u s t e r ' s  p o e t i c  u n i ~ : e r c e ,  f o r  each of 

h i s  main themes i s  c o n t r o l l e d  by t h i s  i n t e r p l a y  of o p p o s i t e s .  

Th ings  h ~ ~ v e  both  n f e a r f u l  :>nJ '3 Joy fu l  n s p c c t ,  r e s u l t i n g  i n  a 

t e n s i o n  of cmotionnl extremes s o  i n t e r r e l a t e d  thtxt ~t t imcs they 

become d i f f i c u l t  t o  s e p a r a t e .  

I n  Chapter  I1 we recognized  t h e  concep t  of f ' locus'l  as being 

a major f e a t u r e  of S o u s t e r f s  p o e t i c  s t a n c e .  I n  t h i s  c h a p t e r  we 

w i l l  look more c l o s e l y  a t  t h e  c i t y  t h a t  i s  S o u s t e r ' s  locus .  

Almost a l l  of S o u s t e r ' s  poems n r e  w r i t t e n  about  Toronto. 3e . 
s a y s ,  * I  sup?ose I a m  t r u l y  an  un repen tan t  r e g i o n a l i s t .  ** 

Toronto  has 8 f l a v o u r  a11 i t s  own...Ny r o o t s  
a r e  h e r e ;  t h i s  i s  t h e  pls.ce t h a t  t ugs  a t  my 
h e a r t  when I l e a v e  it  and f  11s me wi th  q u i e t  4 r e l i e f  when I r e t u r n  t o  i t ,  

I c a n ' t  s e e  how a lmos t  anyone can w r i t e  w i thou t  
a f e e l i n g  of be longing  t o  some p iece  of  e a r t h  
s o  s t r o n g l y  t h a t  i t  can even become a major 
i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  h i s  work, i. e . ,  E a u d e l a i r e ' s  
P a r i s ,  F r o s t ' s  New England, J e f f e r s  [ s i c ]  Carmel 
c o a s t ,  2 o b e r t  low el"^ Ifew England, e t c .  e t c .  
e t c .  Any p l3ce  can  i n  e f f e c t  become a l l  t h e  
*worldn anyone r e a l l y  needs  -- Joyce ' s  Dublin. 4 

S o u s t e r ' s  Toronto  becomes a microcosm of t h e  world  i n  which # 

a r e  played a l l  of l i f e ' s  dramas. B a s i c a l l y ,  t h e  c i t y ' s  f e a r f u l  

s i d e  i s  made up of c r u e l t y ,  inhumanity,  c o l d n e s s ,  i m p e r s o n a l i t y ,  

and f i l t h .  The c i t y  sque l ches  l i f e ,  and S o u s t e r f s  poe t ry  i s  f i l l e d  

w i t h  p i t y  f o r  beggars ,  o l d  men and women, whores,  d runks ,  d e r e l i c t s ,  

t h e  b l i n d  and t h e  lame. 

t h e  woman who walks c a r r y i n g  a l l  h e r  be longings ,  
t a l k i n g  t o  h e r s e l f ,  c u r s i n g  t h o s e  she  p a s s e s  
a n 1  t h i s  c i t y  t h a t  bore h e r  

i and w i l l  watch h e r  d i e  
w i th  t h e  same b e a u t i f u l  i n d i f f e r e n c e  



you'd show your se l f  
t o  a c a t  t e a r i n 8  a t  n mouse. 5 

And a l though  t h e  men, women, w d  c h i l d r e n  come and g o ,  

0 tllis cou r tya rd  never  ch3nges,  
i t ' s  s t i l l  the  same d i r t ,  same r o t ,  same s m e l l ,  
same squirming,  c r swl ing , t enemen t ,  t i n - roo fed  

sweat-box on t h e  lower s l o p e s  of  H e l l ,  

The c i t y  i s  c r u e l  only because man i s  c r u e l .  L i f e ,  s-zys S o u s t e r ,  1; 

i s  v i o l e n t  i n  n a t u r e ,  and t h e  c i t y  mi r ro r s  man's inhumanity. h 

v i c i o u s  c y c l e  r e s u l t s ,  f o r  t h e  b lackness  of t h e  b u i l d i n g s  becomes 

impr in ted  i n  t h e  h e a r t :  

But t h e  stars e r e  c o l d e r ,  a r e  c r u e l e r  h e r e  
where t h e  pavement's hollow when t h e  s t r e e t c a r s  

rumble ove r ,  
where t h e  f l a r e s  of neon f l i c k  t h e i r  f i e r y  

anger  
a t  t h e  i d i o t  p o s t u r e s  of b lack-hear ted b u i l d i n g s ,  
where t h e  r a n c i d  smoke downcurls and s e t t l e s -  
i n  nose ,  i n  mouth, i n  f i s s u r e s  of t h e  heart. '(  

a 
S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  however, Sous t e r  does no t  exempt himself  from , 

t h e  g u i l t  of c r u e l t y .  A s  i n  t h e  poems "The Creeper Along t h e  

8 House U a l l , "  o r  "1 Want t o  Pu t  I t   own, " 9  Sous t e r  i nc ludes  him- 

s e l f  i n  t h i s  g u i l t .  I n  t h e s e  two poems Sous t e r  p o i n t s  an  accus ing  

f i n g e r  a t  himself  no t  f o r  e x e r c i s i n g  v io l ence  on o t h e r  human 

be ings ,  bu t  f o r  r i p p i n g  down a v ine  branch and f o r  boarcl ing up 

a n  animal under h i s  back porch.  flan i s  n o t  the  only one t h s t  

s u f f e r s  from human c r u e l t y ,  man v i o l a t e s  both  himself  & h i s  

surroundings .  A l l  t h i n g s  s u f f e r  when man p r z c t i c e s  c r u e l t y .  



T h i s  theme of v io lence  i n  t h e  c i t y  is  an impor tan t  one i n  

S o u s t e r ' s  :>oetry ,  f o r  he b e l i e v e s  v i o l e n c e  t o  be t he  essence  of 

r e a l i t y .  I n  *May 15th" Sous t e r  s t a t e s ,  " P i 1 1  o r  be k i l l e d , /  t h 2 t t s  

t he  l n w  of n a t u r e ,  a n d  t h e  l o w /  of tho lnwlessneos  of t h e  world.*1•‹ 

I n  "The Tame Rabbit"  Sous t e r  exp re s se s  sympathy f o r  t he  animal 

f o r  being kep t  i n  a c a s e ,  bu t  he a l s o  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  i n  the  c i t y  

t h e  an imal  would soon be dead,  wa bug-crawlins s k i n , "  

So t h e  cace f o r  you 
and t h e  swinging by t h e  e a r s ,  
t h a t ' s  a l l  t h e r e  i s  
f o r  you, l i t t l e  one,  

and come t o  t h i n k  of i t  
why should  you, r a b b i t ,  
be any b e t t e r  o f f  
than t h e  r e s t  of us?'' 

The r a b b i t  i n t roduces  a n  impor tan t  symbol i n  t h e  poe t ry  of 

S o u s t e r .  The poe t  pu t s  h imse l f  on t h e  same l e v e l  ~s the  animal.  

The f s t e  t h a t  a w a i t s  t he  r a b b i t  i s  a l s o  i n  s t o r e  f o r  m2.n. And 

s o  man, t o o ,  hns h i s  own c a g e ,  and t h e  "swinging by t h e  e z r s . "  

R s b b i t s ,  s q u i r r e l s ,  groundhogs,  and f e r r e t s  all symbolize 

man caught  i n  t h e  t r a p  of t h e  c i t y ,  t h e  t r a p  of c r u e l t y .  They 

g e t  s h o t  at, k i l l e d  by neighbourhood dogs ,  c aush t  i n  t r a p s ,  

bosrded up ,  o r  l u r e d  by l y e .  

Nothing ever  q u i t e  s o  qead 
a s  t h i s  s q u i r r e l  who crawled y e s t e r l a y  
t h e  l e n g t h  of t h e  d r i v e  on h i s  b e l l y  
before  dyinb i n  a f lower  bed.12 

The v i c t i m s  of man's c r u e l t y  and ingen ious  v i c i o u s n e s s  ( t h e  nan 

sp read ing  l y e  i n  "The Trap") t ake  on t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of t h e s e  

beleaguered an ima l s ,  as  i n  "The Qua r ryw:  



The terrified look 
on t h e  ;rout> ihog's  f a c e  
look ing  from h i s  h o l e  
one i n s t n n t  nhead 
of the  t r 3 p ' s  dewily s p r i n g ,  

I s q w  toclay 
i n  t 3c  f c r r e t  s t a r e  
of the  old 1.1dy l u s h  
up 77y ~ t r c e t  somewhere 
v?nder ing l i k e  n c h i l d  
bewi ldered ,  c ru shed ,  
i n  and ou t  of t he  crowds, 

w a i t i n g ,  w a i t i n g ,  
f o r  t h a t  blow t o  f a l l .  13 

One method of escape from t h i s  c r u e l t y  of t h e  c i t y  i s  f o r  

t he  r a b b i t - s q u i r r e l - f e r r e t - g r o u n d h o g  t o  h o l e  u p  f o r  t h e  w i n t e r ,  

t o  w a i t  f o r  the  s p r i n g ,  h e n  he can a g a i n  l i f t  a c a u t i o u s  head 

o u t  of  t h e  ground. 

Deep i n  t he  middle 
of this f o r e s t  a cave  
made f o r  only  one 
where I o f t e n  go 
t o  escape from man 
31s c r u e l t y  
h i s  d e s o l a t i o n .  14 

O r ,  even more s u c c i n c t l y ,  

Groundhog's my n a t u r e  : % 
ho le  up deep i n  w i n t e r ,  
walk c a u t i o u s  above ground 
i n  s n r i n g  and summer: 
l e avc  a p i ece  
of arm o r  l e g  
and a smear of blood 
i n  t h e  c r a f t y  h u n t e r ' s  t r a  
j u s t  t o  hold  h i s  i n t e r e s t .  Y S  

The ambivalence of t h e  p o e t ' s  f e a r -  Joy r e s p o n s e  i s  ev iden t  

i f  we t u r n  from h i s  p i c t u r e  of  t h e  c i t y  a s  a source  of c r u e l t y  

t o  t h e  c i t y  as a source  of p l e a s u r e .  For  example, many of t h e  



ponms o x p r e s s  I d e l i g h t  i n  t h e  n1 ,yhtspots  of  t h e  c i t y  7-hich 

p r o v i d e  nn e s c a p e ,  a hide-ou t from mnn's inhum:~nity, J x z  c o n c e r t s ,  

a l l  n i g h t  r e s t a u r a n t s ,  b u r 3 c r q u e s ,  and b a r s  a r e  s o u r c e s  of 

trnrmth, company, qnd  s y m p t h y  t o  c o u n t e r - b a l a n c e  t h e  c i t y ' s  

i m p e r s o n s l i t y  q n 3  c r u e l t y .  "Searchn e x p r e s s e c  w e l l  t h e  jua tapo-  

s i t i o n  of  n i g h t s p o t  nnd c r u e l  c i t y r  

Xot q n o t h e r  b i t e ,  n o t  a n o t h e r  c i z ~ r e t t e ,  
n o t  a f i n a l  c o f f e e  from t h e  c o f f e e - u r n  b e f o r e  

you l e a v e  
t h e  warmth steamin: ~t t h z  win;iows 
of t h e  h a m b u r ~ e r  j o i n t  whgre t h e  W u r l i t z e r  
booms .?.I1 n i g h t  w i t h o u t  ? s t o p ,  where t h e  

o n i o n s  a r c  t h i c k  between t h e  buns, 

Wrap y o u r s e l f  w e l l  i n  t h a t  cheap  c o a t  t h a t  
h o l J s  back the  wind l i k e  a s i e v e ,  

you hZ7,ie a l o n s  way t o  g o ,  m I t h e  s t r e e t s  
a r e  d a r k ,  you may have t o  walk a l l  n i g h t  
b e f o r e  you f i n d  

a n o t h e r  h e a r t  ss l o n e l y ,  s o  n e ~ r l y  mad w i t h  
boredom, s o  f i l l e d  w i t h  s c h  s t r e n ~ t h ,  
such  t e n d e r n e s s  of l o v e ,  18 

Here t h e  w h a m b u r ~ e r  j o i n t w  p r o v i d e s  a t e x p o r a r y  r e p r i e v e  from 

t h e  i n e v i t c b l e  l o n e l i n z s s  and boredom one e x p e r i e n c e s  i n  t h e  

c i t y .  

3 u t  t h e  c i t y  a l s o  h a s  i t s  own p e c u l i a r  beau ty .  An orange-  

p a i n t e d  s h e d ,  " s e t  down r i g h t  i n  t h e  middle /  of o l d  houses  v:ait- 

i n g  t h e i r  t u r n /  t o  be t o r n  down," " n e s t l e d  under  t h e  p r o t e c t i v e  

arm/ of  t h e  R u s s i a n  Orthodox Churchn becomes 

a b u r n i n g  bush r e a d y  
w i t h  i t s  r e v e l a t i o n . l 7  

S o u s t e r  can  f i n d  p l e s s u r e  i n  a d a n d e l i o n  growing th rough  c e ~ e n t ,  

i n  c h i l d r e n  p l a y i n g  among p i l e s  of  junk,  i n  a n  e v e r g r e e n  h o l d i n g  

i t s  head h i g h  o v e r  Q " w ~ t e l n n d  o f  t h e  snowen  The unexpec ted ,  



t h e  s t s r t l i n g ,  t h e  i n c o n ~ r u o u r ;  nrousc:. , :ous te r :  2 t r e e  ,rowing 

from an o l d  stump, 5 hobo wearing a t o p - h ~ t  i n  the  middle of ?own- 

town, il nerusppsr  wheeled ?bru , i t ly  round. 3 c o r n c r  by t he  win!. 

:YIP i,ocmc d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e  j oy fu l  n s p c c t  of t h e  c i t y ,  however, 

Rre by f a r  outweighed by t h e  poems e x p r e s s i n s  f c s r f u l  c r u e l t y .  

Euman d e p r i v a t i o n  snd l o s s  a r e  much more p r e v a l e n t  than  t h e  

a f f i r m a t i o n  of beauty i n  t h e  c i t y .  

J u s t  a s  the  c i t y  is  t h e  source  of both  f e a r  and jog,  so 

n a t u r e  i s  a l s o .  Nzture i s  both  blessin:  and c u r s e ,  mani fec t ing  

beau ty .  But a l s o  s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  l n w  of " k i l l  o r  be ki:led." 

Xature  i s  b e a u t i f u l  and t r a n q u i l ,  being eve ry th ing  man is  

n o t  a 

Secause t h e r e  i s  s o  much made of s t r e n g t h  and 
wea l th  m r l  power, 

beczuse t h e  l i t t l e  t h i n z s  a r e  l o s t  i n  t'ne wor ld ,  
I w r i t e  t h i s  poem s b o u t  l i l a c s  knowing t h a t  both 
a r e  t h i s  day ' s  lPy : tomorrow they w i l l  l i e  

f o r g o t t e n .  

Two i d e a s  z r e  con ta ined  i n  t h i s  pcem: t h a t  man over-emphssizes 

" s t r e n g t h  and wea l th  and power," and t h s t  n a t u r e ,  though beau t l -  

f u l ,  i s  f l e e t i n g  and t r a n s i t o r y .  A l l  t h i n g s  s r e  under  t h e  r u t h -  

l e s s  s u b j e c t i o n  of t ime.  3 0 t h  t h e s e  i d e a s  a r e  r e i t e r a t e d  i n  t h e  

poem " P r i n t  of t h e  S a r d p i p e r , "  i n  which Sous t e r  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  

b i r d ' s  p r i n t  i n  t h e  sand ,  an? t hen  goes  on t o  s a y ,  

I n  a n  hour t he  t i d e    ill be i n ,  
and a f t e r  i t ' s  gone t h e  sand w i l l  be unmarked 
and f r e s h ,  only s e a ' s  touch on i t ,  
even the  t r e a d  of the s9ndpiper  
smoothed away by t h a t  e f f o r t l e s s  hand. 

S o u s t e r  t hen  laughs  a t  a l l  " the  impor tan t  ones ,  t h e  ? o l i s h e r s /  



of.words nnd ph rnscc ,  n l l  t h e  b i g /  l i t t l e  men bsl:.vlni2 o * ~ c r  t he  

o i l . "  

the  p r i n t  of t h3  s3ndpiper  4 i ~ l n ' t  s t2y--  
which one of you t h i n k s  he has fash ioned  
7 f i n e r ,  more wonderful  th ing?19 

I n  t h i s  poem t h e  f l e e t i n g  beauty of n a t u r e  i s  a g a i n  c o n t r a s t e d  

wi th  

pose 

man's b o 2 s t f u l  s t r e n g t h  ~ n d  power. I 
If 

The c l o s i n g  l i n e s  of "The F a l l i n g  of the  Snow" a g i i n  i ux t a -  1 

n a t u r e ' s  p u r i t y  and mzn's " c r u e l t y /  h i s  de so l a t i on" :  

Look up ,  t a s t e  its whi teness  
b r ea the  i t s  s t a i n l e s s  p u r i t y  

f z i l l i ng  311 wi thou t  f avoa r  
on t h e  hesd of t h e  magnate 
qnd t h e  bum w i t h  h i s  head i n  the  g s r b a c e ,  
f a l l i n g  on t,hc g raves  of our young, l a t e ,  

f o o l i s h  dead,  
and the  s t r a n r e l y  s i l e n t  k i l l e r ' s  l i p s  of 

t h e  guns. 20 

Whereas man i s  d i s c r i m i n a t o r y ,  n a t u r e  i s  n o t :  i t  f a - ~ o r s  no man. 

The poem i s  a t r i k l n g  i n  t h a t  t h e  q u i e t  beauty of n l t u r e  i s  con- 

t r a s t e d ' t o  t h e  " s t r a n g e l y  s i l e n t  k i l l e r ' s  l i p s  of  t he  guns , "  

immedi-tely i n c o r p o r a t i n g  s e v e r a l  of S o u s t e r ' s  main t heaes .  The 

s e t t i n g  o f f  of man's v i o l e n c e  a g a i n s t  t h e  calm beauty of n y t u r e  

i s  a p t t e r n  t h a t  i s  o f t e n  repea tedOz1 

Rature  t h u s  h a s  a j oy fu l  a s p e c t  which prov ides  r e l i e f  from 

the  c r u e l t y  of t h e  c i t y .  But n e t u r e  a l s o  has  i t s  f e s r f u l  o spec t .  

A t  t imes  i t  has  awesome d e s t r u c t i v e  power, as i n  'This Wind.'t 

Eut Sous t e r  remains c o n s i s t e n t  i n  h i s  t e n s i o n  of f e a r  2nd joy 

when he says  i n  the  same poem, t h ? t  t h i s  wind,  which now i s  " l i k e  

s c r e a t u r e  unchained,"  b r u i s i n g  " t r e e  branches  p e s t  endurance,"  



l a t e r  i n  t h e  s p r i n ~  w i l l  sqem " s o f t  as :irles touch on our  f a c e ,  

wnrmer/ t h a n  h e r  embrace, and coming w i t h  t h e  s c e n t /  of i u s t -  

opened l i l n c s  swee tc r  thr-n a l l /  bu t  h e r  most m y s t e r l ~ u s ,  never -  

dreamt-of /  long-past-midnight  p l a c e s !  w22 Again ,  ,I f e a r f u l  s n d  a 

j o y f u l  n s q e c t  make two d i f f e r e n t  s i d e s  of  t h e  seme c o i n .  

Ka tu re  cgn a l s o  pose a  t h r e a t  t o  manes  s e c u r i t y ,  as i n  

"Walking R i v e r  I c e W r  

S i x  i n c h e s  of i c e  
between me and t h e  g u r g l e  
of  unseen w a t e r ,  

S t i l l  I walk wi th  c % r e ,  
a s m s l l  n;:sing f e a r  
h z r d  on my h e e l s .  

NO s e c r e t ,  
t h i s  r i v e r  woulcl l i k e  me 
s i x  l n c h e s  under 
n o t  over  i t s  f r o z e n  p r i d e . 2 3  

I n  "Shake Hands With t h e  Hangman," t h e  wind of  a c o l d  O n t a r i o  

w i n t e r  becomes a "whi te  whip," w a i t i n g  " t o  be swung w i t h  a c r a c k /  

i n  o u r  s t u p i d ,  g r i n n i n g  faces ."24 The h e a t  of  the Summer is  

e q u a l l y  s e v e r e ,  as i n  lVThis L i z a r d  of  Summernt 

Reat  
f o r k e d  i n  i t s  tongue 

t h i s  l i z a r d  
of  summer 

l i c k s  
a l m o s t  l o v i n g l y  

each i n c h  
of  o u r  bod ies .  25 

The ambivalence  of f e a r  and joy i s  o p e r a t i v e  a l s o  i n  t11is 2oem. 

The l i z s r d  " l i c k s /  a l m o s t  l o v i n g l y . "  I t s  seeming k i n d n e s s  i s  

a c t u a l l y  d e c e i t ,  h e i g h t e n i n g  i t s  c r u e l t y ,  



Nature i s  h o s t i l e  n o t  only t o  man, bu t  i s  a l s o  s e l f - d e c t r u c -  

An i c i c l e  t 2 l l  n s  (3 man 
hzn2s o u t s i d e  our window 
wi th  the  k i l l e r ' s  po in t  
of our d i r t y  x d r ,  

wg i t i ng  t h e  f i r s t  
w q r m  dny t o  l e a p  
and s e v e r  t h e  whi te  s f t  
b r e a s t s  of t h e  snow. 28 

S e v e r a l  n o t a b l e  t h i n s s  appear i n  t h i s  s h o r t  poem. S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  1 

t h e  s i m i l e  "an i c i c l e  t a l l  3s a man," foreshsdows t h e  l a s t  l i n e s  

of t h a t  s t a n z r .  Lgnin,  Sous t e r  i nc ludes  t he  r e f - r e n c e  t o  " the  

k i l l e r ' s  po in t /  of our  d i r t y  war." .Is i n  "The F 9 1 1 i n ~  of the  

Snow," :ouster i s  concerned wi th  more t h a n  only  one theme; i n  

both  poems, he a s s o c i a t e s  v i o l e n c e  wi th  t h e  b r u t a l i t y  of ;;sr. 

The roem quoted above i s  seemingly i n s i g n i f i c a n t  o r  s l i g h t ,  bu t  

when one s t u d i e s  S o u s t e r ' s  work c l o s e l y ,  many p a t t e r n s  bezin  t o  

a p p e a r ,  g i v i n g  added meaning t o  seemingly s l i g h t  2oems. Sous- 

t e r ' s  poe t ry  i s  more t han  t h e  mere sum of i t s  p s r t s :  i t  has t o  

be seen as a whole,  f o r  one poem w i l l  o f t e n  l e n d  weigh t  t o  ano- 

t h e r ,  each poem expre s s ing  a s u b t l e  v z r i a t i o n  of t h e  s m e  thene. 

d tSous t e r  c o n s i d e r s  l ove  t h e  only a n t i d o t e  t o  a a n ' s  c r u e l t y .  

The compassion qnd love  t h p t  he exp re s se s  f o r  o r d i n z r y  ?eop le ,  

an ima l s ,  and o b j e c t s  i s  a l l - p e r 7 - a s i v e  i n  h i s  poe t ry .  For example, 

many of S o u s t e r l s  poems exp re s s  envy znd comp?ssion f o r  young 

- l o v e r s  r 

th.ey seem almost. p a r t  of t h e  
n i s h t , ' $ h e s e  two l o v e r s ,  



with  t h e i r  slow l i n ~ e r i n : ;  s t e p s ,  t h e i r  t o t a l  
unawnreness 

of eve ry th ing  i n  t h i n  c i t y  bu t  t h e i r  l o v e ,  t k e  
s t r e , ; g t h ,  the  honect  l u s t  i n  t h e i r  b o d i ~ s  
touch inz  

ns  they  w3lk  cross the  Square . .  ., 27 

iqhenevcr Sous t e r  s c e s  a p a i r  of l o - . e r a ,  he s i l e n t l y  wlches them 

w e l l ,  knowins t h ? t  youth i s  soon l o s t ,  and t h n t  l i f e  i s  an tag-  

o n i s t i c  towards youns l o v e r s  becziuse m,Cn h2s  f o r g o t t e n  t h e  

meaning of t h e  word " love ."  What l i t t l e  l ove  i s  l e f t  ha s  been 

romant ic ized  o r  d i r t i e d :  "Love i s  somethins  i n  t h e  movies/ O r  

t h e  shaded h o t e l  room.v28 For t h a t  re3son  Sous t e r  exp re s se s  

a d n i r a t i o n  f o r  '*the hones t  l u s t q 1  of two l o v e r s .  23 

I n  sany poems, o b s t a c l e s  h i n d e r  peo9le  from exp re s s ing  t h e i r  

l ove .  I n  "Af te r  Dark" t he  o b s t a c l e  i s  t h e  "peepins- ton ~ u b l i c  

eye , "  i n  "In  t h e  Barn" i t  i s  o t h e r  people  who perhaps  w i l l  

go away and l e a v e  u s  
g ra in-covered ,  brez- thing 
d u s t ,  t h e  t r i c k l i n g  
sweat on our bodies  
one r i v u l e t  of Joy, 30 

I n  "Right on t h e  Uplands11 t h e  a o s q u i t o e s  "wanted our f l e s h /  ? s  

much as we wanted each o t h e r . " 3 l  Even s t r a n g e n e s s  between t h e  

two l o v e r s  themselves  can h i n d e r  l o v e ,  as i n  "The F i r s t  Thin I c e n :  

Tonight  
our  love-making 

ducks 
walking w a r i l y  
t h e  f i r s t  t h i n  i c e  
of w in t e r . 32  

The emot ional  ext rsmes of f e a r  and Joy Ere  o p e r a t i v e  a l s o  



in Souster's attitu4e towards Woman, On the one hand, he sees 

her as being Anngerous , ~ n d  cunning. On the other hand, woman is 

also beautiful, a partner in a love-relationship thqt ~ives much 

joy 

If the rabbit or groundhog is the symbol for man in the trap 

of the city, so the cat becomes Souster's symbol for woaan in all 

her trickery and cunningr 

Ycs, She's quiet now, 
motionless, curled 
like a cat in the big 
over-awkwsrl chair. 

3ut watch her, see 
how one slit of the eye 
seems almost to move, 

while the body lies coiled, 
a taut-stretched spring, 
waiting for that moment 
to come alive, strike 
at the unsuspecting one. 33 

The "unsuspecting one" is the poet himself. 

"The 3untert9 is one of Souster's most significant poems, 

beins explicit in expressins the theme of woman as cat-predator. 

Althoush the cat image is not present in the poem, the cat-like 

qualities are, also being implied in the title. "The Hunterm is 

an early poem, one of Souster's best: 

I carry the groundhog along by the tail 
A11 the way back to the farm, with the blood 
dripping from his mouth a couple of-dross at 

a time, 
leaving n perfect trail for 2nyone to follow. 

The half-wit hired mnn is blosting imagin~ry 
rabbits 

somewhere on our left. We walk through fields 
steaming after rain, 



jumpin2 t h e  muit ~ n d  wqtching thn swing of your 
g i r l ' s  h i p s  

 head of me, the  proud way your han-i ho lds  t h e  gun, 
and remembering how you he ld  it 
up t o  the  hoy caught  i n  t he  t r q p  2 n d  blew h i s  

he93 i n  

wonder whst f a t e  you h3ve i n  s t o r e  f o r  me.3 4 

Thi s  poem expres ses  mnny of S o u s t e r ' s  main themes. The v io l ence  

m d  c r u e l t y ,  f i r s t l y ,  a r e  obvious i n  t he  g i r l ' s  blowin: i n  the  

he23 of t h e  g r o u n d h o ~  2nd i n  the  h a l f - w i t ' s  b l a s t i n g  iinaglnary 

r a b b i t s .  The h i r e d  man e x i s t s  i n  the  poem f o r  more than desc r ip -  

t i o n ' s  sake. Indeed,  he becomes EI v e h i c l e  f o r  a metaphoric de f -  

i n i t i o n  of human value.  

Second, t he  poem c o n t a i n s  s u b t l e  paradox and i r o n y ;  the  

poe t  c a r r i e s  t he  groundhog a long  by the  t a i l ,  i m p l i c a t i n g  him- 

s e l f  i n  t h e  c r u e l t y ;  y e t  knowing S o u s t e r ' s  symbol f o r  groundhog, 

we sense  throughout t he  poem t h a t  t h e  animnl i s  S o u s t e r  h i m s e l f ,  

m d  a t  t h e  end of t h e  poem our  s u s p i c i o n  i s  confirmed. Both 

a r e  caught  i n  h e r  t r a p .  

The ambivalent  emotions of f e a r  and joy ope ra t e  a l s o  i n  

t h i s  poem. The poet  i s  s e x u a l l y  a t t r a c t e d  t o  the  g i r l  ( 'tznd 

watching the  swing of your g i r l ' s  h i p s /  ahead of me"),  y e t  he i s  

a f r a i d  of h e r  ("wonder what f a t e  you have i n  s t o r e  f o r  me"). 

The groundhog i s  the  g i r l ' s  v i c t i m  as an ima l ;  Sous t e r  i s  h e r  

7:ictim as l o v e r .  

Many poems con t inue  t h e  cat-woman theme; c o n s i d e r ,  f o r  

i n s t a n c e ,  t'Calamity t he  C a t N :  

Thoush n o t h i n s  s t i rs  
but b r e a t h i n g ' s  r i s e  and f a l l ,  
h e r  nerves  s t a y  t r i g g e r - r e a d y ,  
bent-spr in$ a l e r t ,  

can  rouse  he r  



with  n wrong f o o t ' s  move, 
n t h r e a t e n i n g  g e s t u r e ,  t o  c law 's  ready ,  
l i g h t n i n g ' s  pounce, 

s t r a i g h t  a t  our f o o l i s h  
undefenied t h r o a t s .  35 

The poem i s  f u l l  of p o t e n t i z l ,  v i o l e n t  a c t i o n  r e 7 . d ~  t o  explode 

any t ime ,  a t t a c k i n g  the  p o e t ' s  " f o o l i s h ,  undefended t h r o a t . "  

Once we know S o u s t e r ' s  system of symbols, even a " l i t t l e n  

poem begins  t o  c a r r y  e x t r a  meaning8 

Tokiy Q t t h e  dawn 
f o r  an end le s s  minute 
I l i s t e n e d  t o  a b i r d  
f i g h t i n g  f o r  i t s  l i f e  
i n  t he  claws of a c a t ,  

and though t :  
much t h e  ssme way 
d e a t h  w i l l  t ake  u s  a11 .3~  

One s u s p e c t s  immediately t h a t  Sous t e r  h imself  i s  t h e  b i r d .  37 

The las t  t h r e e  l i n e s  exp re s s  t h e  i d e a  con ta ined  i n  t h e  o b j e c t ,  

as we s 3 w  l a s t  c h a p t e r ,  making t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  u n i v e r s a l .  The 

poem can  a l s o  be re74  on t h e  pu re ly  animal  l e v e l :  n a t u r e  as 

be ing  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e ,  t h e  " l a w  of k i l l  o r  be k i l l e d . "  Even 

t h i s  s h o r t  poem, t hen ,  can be r ead  on s e v e r a l  l e v e l s ,  g i v i n g  

S o u s t e r ' s  poe t ry  i t s  p a r t i c u l a r  r i c h n e s s .  

"The Cat  a t  C u r r i e ' s n  exp re s se s  a r a r e  occas ion  when the  

poe t  t r iumphs over  t h e  cat-woman, b u t  t h e  analogy between the  

an imal  and t h e  woman i s  obvious ,  perhaps a l i t t l e  t o o  much s o  

at the end of the poem! 

The c a t  comes a t  me 
s lowly ,  c a u t i o u s l y ,  one pad b e f o r e  t h e  o t h e r ,  
l i f t i n g  s p r i n g i n g  muscles o v e r ,  



thcn s t r i k e s - - t o  f i n 1  mc re-dy 
qnd she  u n r e a 4 y - r o l l s  over on h e r  bzck,  
f i g h t i n 8  t h e  l o s i n g  b a t t l e  w i t h  my h m d s  
which soon n in  h e r  down I 

8 3nd ns I hold h e r  
I remember your body, more s o f t ,  more p u l c z t i n s  
than t h i s  s l e e k  a n i m a l ' s ,  your a r m  more dea / l ly ,  
l i p s  more e n g u l f i n s  

and I l e t  t h e  c a t  go . . . .  38 

The s e x u a l  ove r tones  obvious i n  " f i g h t i n g  t h e  l o s i n g  b a t t l e  wi th  

my hands/ which coon pin  h e r  ?ownIN p repa re  u s  f o r  t h c  l a s t  l i n e s  1" 
Y 

of t h e  poem. S o u s t e r  t r iumphs over  t h e  cat-womzn i n  one way, I 

and i n  ano the r  he  does n o t ,  f o r  he r e a l i z e s  t h z t  t h e  woman's I 

arms a r e  "more dead ly , "  and h e r  l i p s  "more e r g u l f i n g I w  T n i  he 

has  t o  l e t  t he  c a t  go. The f e a r / j o y  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  i s  a ~ s i n  p re s -  

e n t  i n  and "engulf  i n s .  

"The :uar re ln  p rov ides  a b r idge  between t h e  f e a r f u l  and joy- 

f u l  a s p e c t s  of t h e  woman: 

Ito wonder I c a n ' t  s l e e p  
on t h i s  downs t a i r s  s o f a ,  
i t ' s  msde only  f o r  
h e r  c u r l e d  cn t ' s body, 

t h a t  now 
i n  t h e  middle of t h e  n i g h t  
t o s s e s  t roub led  
i n  our  u p s t a i r s  bedt 

whi le  xy body - 
even more t r o u b l e d  
t o s s e s  he re .  39 

The woman becomes a c a t  when she  poseg a t h r e a t  t o  man, as  she  

does h e r e ,  which t he  t i t l e  imp l i e s .  The ?oe t  t o s s e s  t roub led  on 

t h e  s o f a ;  t h e  woman, i n  "her  c u r l e d  c a t ' s  body," t o s s e s  t roub led  

u p s t a i r s ,  The poem i n t r o d u c e s  a n  impor tan t  a s p e c t  of S o u s t e r ' s  

p o e t r y c  t h e  bed. Woman is  like t h e  c i t y r  s h e  i s  c r u e l ,  bu t  as 



t h e  c i t y  has  h ide-ou ts  i n  which one can f i n d  compmionc'lip 2nd 

l o v e ,  s o  t h e  wotn:ln p rov ides  G h ide-out  whcre one flncic s e c u r i t y ,  

h a p p i n > s s ,  bcquty ,  and j o y .  The marringe-be3 i s  t h e  h i g h e c t  

express ion  of joy, 

The f e a r f u l  s i d e  of woman can b e s t  be c o n t r a s t e d  by t h e  poem 

nA 3ecl Without A Womwi," and we s e e  immediately how c l o s e l y  "The 

Q u a r r e l w  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  i t :  

d bed wi thout  a woman 
i s  r t !~ in ;  of woo3 a n 1  s p r i n & z ,  a p i t  
t o  r o l l  i n  wi th  t h e  Devil. 

2ut  l e t  
h e r  body touch I t s  1en"th an3 i t  becomes 
a p l a c e  of s i n z i n c  wonders, e a z e r  spr ingboard  
t o  heaven and h i g h e r ,  

And you may jo in  h e r  t h e  
i n  t hose  hours  between s l e e p i n g  and the  lawn. ES 

S o u s t e r  had o f t e n  used t he  word "spr ing"  t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e  

t ensed  muscles of  t he  cat-woman; he now u s e s  i t  i n  a new cense i n  

"spr ingboard/  t o  heaven and h i g h e r , "  t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e  e c s t a c y  of 

t he  s e x u a l  s c t ,  To s l e e p  i n  t h e  l a i r  of the  c a t  i s  l o v e l y ,  f o r  

then  she  2eases  t o  be c a t ,  2nd commences t o  be l o v e r ,  p a r t n e r  i n  

the  j ~ y  of sex.  I n  f a c t ,  t h e  l o v e - r e l a t i o n s h i ?  becomes 2 h i d e o u t ,  

a s h e l t e r  from t h e  c r u e l t y  of  t h e  r e s t  of t h e  world. A s  t h e  cave 

i n  t h e  f o r e s t ,  o r  the  groundhog's h o l e ,  t h e  bed a l s o  becomes a 

haven: 

Every night a  poem i s  m2de 
when our  bo? ies  f i t  themselves  
i n  t h ?  saaying bucket  
of  t h a t  n y s t e r i o u s  w e l l ,  
bot tomless  ~ n d  d a r k ,  
where time hangs suspended 
on i t s  f l imsy  c o r d ,  
m d  t h e  n o i s e  of t e  world 
i s  a f a l l i n g  echo. it1 



Only l o v e  can t ranscend the  tyranny of time. 

"Ni:,fht W:xtohn exprecses  the  sclrne theme. The poem talks of 

t h e  n i g h t  people ? t  w A ~ e l o ' s  wi th  wine o r  sp3 .ghe t t i l t t  o r  s t  t h e  

O?k Room, o r  n t  J o e ' s ,  Enbe l ' s ,  o r  T i m ' s  pl-sce.  Apart  from them 

a r e  t h z  two lover:: ,  knowin& the  .gony of love  and d e s i r e s  

Eut h e r e  ~ i i t h  the  l G 7 a n  co ld  pushing the  dim 
l i g h t  from t h e  s t a r s ,  

Here under ghos t  b u i l d i n g s ,  h e r e  w i t h  s i l e n c e  
grown too  s i l e n t ;  

You and I I n  the  doorway l i k e  p n r t  of a t , 
Kiss ing  the  n i g h t  wi th  b i t t e r  c i g a r e t t e s .  8Yb 

The poem a g a i n  expresses  t h e  t ens ion  of f e a r  m d  joy: t o  expe r i -  I 

enCe love  i s  a l s o  t o  exper ience  the  n i g h t , , c o l d ,  s i l e n o e ,  and I 

I 

dea th .  Or, as Sous te r  says  i n  nPo in t  Duchene," 

0  the  l i t t l e  c o t t a g e s  a r e  a l l  a s l e e p ,  
the  bus wi th  t h e  lqs t  passenger  i s  gone, 
t he  ocean l i c k s  i n  slowly over  t he  n l s t y  f l a t s ,  
2nd t h e  p re sen t  i s  drawn 

s h u t  snd the  pcist invades ,  invades  
the  a l l - t o o - s i l e n t  s i l e n c e  of t h i s  room, 
and t h e  warin n i g h t  a t  thc  window i s  j u s t  the  ~ ) : h t ,  
and t h e  bed wi thout  you c o l d e r  than t h e  tomb. 

To be wi thout  one 's  love  i s  dea th .  Lone l iness  is  dea th .  "The 

g r e a t  poem i s  a hymn t o  l o n e l i n e s s , /  a c r y i n g  ou t  I n  t h e  n i g h t  

w i t h  no e a r  bent  to .  11 44 

S o u s t e r ' s  theme of woman, t hen ,  i s  a l s o  ex2ressed i n  terms 

of f e a r  and Joy. Women a r e  n t h r e a t ,  b u t  they a r s  a l s o  n v e h i c l e  

t o  ec s t acy .  Nan cannot do wi thout  the warmth t h n t  t he  s a t i s f y i n g  

sex  r e l a t i o n s h i p  provides .  
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The love  sn , l  compnssion exprsssed i n  S o u s t e r ' s  p o e t r y ,  how- 

e v e r ,  30 beyond h i s  fellow-man, being extended .?.lso t o  nnirnzls 

and o b j e c t s .  nEroken Dayn i s  a good exsmple~  

I don' t c a r e  
how h igh  the  c louds  n r e ,  
how whi te  they c u r d l e  
i n  t he  whey of t h e  sky ,  
o r  i f  t h e  sun 
i s  kind t o  the  f l o w e r s ,  
o r  why t h e  wind 
p lays  a t  storms i n  t h e  t r e e s .  

The r o b i n  h i d i n g  
i n  t h e  garden bush s 
has  a broken wing. $5 

One may deba te  whether t h e  poem i s  a s i g n i f i c a n t  one;  never the-  

l e s s ,  h e r e  i s  Sous t e r  as man appenr ing i n  h i s  poe t ry .  The l as t  

two s t a n z n s  of "The Old Tin  K e t t l e "  exemplify S o u s t e r ' s  f e e l i n g  

towards neg l ec t ed  people ,  an ima l s ,  and o b j e c t s t  

So t h e r e  i t  s i t s  on t h e  lawn, 
no he lmet ,  no s h i n i n g  headpiece ,  j u s t  
a n  o rd ina ry  k e t t l e ,  very  or ,3 inary ,  o l d ,  

w i t h  t h a t  d i s ca rded  look which moves me t o  p i t y  
i n  people ,  an ima l s ,  t h i n g s :  and I go o u t s i d e ,  

p i c k  i t  up 
a lmos t  t e n d e r l y ,  b r i n g  i t  i n s i d e  w i th  me. 46 

And s o  w i th  compassion, p i t y ,  and  l o v e ,  Sous t e r  c o u n t e r s  t h e  

c r u e l t y  t h a t  pervades h i s  world.  

S o u s t e r ' s  poems w r i t t e n  on t he  theme of youth a l s o  e x h i b i t  

t h e  ambivalence of  f e a r  and joy. Youth i s  t h e  time of g a i e t y ,  

energy ,  c a r e f r e e n e s s  snd promise ,  but  i t  i s  s l s o  a t ime of bore- 

dom, of  d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t  and u n f u l f i l l m e n t .  Youth i s  t r a ~ i c  

because  s o c i e t y ' s  wrong va lues  i n t r u d e  upon i t  and sque l ch  it  



when youth i t s e l f  by n a t u r e  wants t o  be f r e e  and vo id  of cTrs ,  

The awkward promise of youth Sous te r  o f t e n  s e e s  i n  young 

. g i r l s  r 

Like f low2rs  they a r e  whose f r a ~ r m c e  has  n o t  
s?rung 

o r  awakened, whose bodies dimly f e e l  
t h e  f l o o d i n g  upward w e l l i n s  of the  t r e e s ;  47 

For t h e  c h i l d ,  t h e  world i s  the  source  of end le s s  d e l i g h t ;  i t  i s  

a "palace  of wondertt wi th  "a besuty s o  simple.  *48  on remem- 

be r ing  rowing a c r o s s  a lagoon i n  t he  e a r l y  morning, Sous t e r  s ays  

of  h imself  i n  "Lagoons, Han langs  P o i n t u ;  

A smal l  boy 
wi th  a f la t -bo t tomed punt 
,9nd qn o ld  p a i r  of o a r s  
moving wi th  wonder 
through the  an tech ,  mber 
of a waking world. $9 

The world is  f u l l  of s u r p r i s e s  f o r  the  c h i l d .  Sous t e r  des -  

c r i b e s  a n  amusement pa rk ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ;  he shows how t h e  candy 

f l o s s ,  t h e  f e r r i s  wheel ,  t he  shoo t ing -ga l l e ry ,  and t h e  f ish-pond 

provide  openeyel  f a s c i n a t i o n ,  "and s o  much/ i n  t h e  warm darkness  

around me t i n g l e d /  wi th  t h e  unknown, t h e  a d v e n t ~ r o u s . ~ 5 ~  Youth 

i s  a t ime f o r  making m u d b ~ l l s ,  f o r  l i g h t i n g  f i r e w o r k s ,  f o r  r a i s i n g  

p igeons ,  an9 f o r  making love.&For  a l l  t h e s e  a c t s  S o u s t e r  exp res se s  

admi ra t ion ,  envy, and n o s t a l g i a .  

But s o c i e t y  no t  only i n t r u d e s  upon t h e  young, i t  l l s o  des-  

t r o y s  youth ' s  f r e shness .  For some, youth i s  t h e  t ime of borezlomr 

grid t h e r e  a r e  some l i k e  u s ,  
J u s t  : ialking,  making our  f e e t  move qhea i  of u s ,  
a l i t t l e  bored,  a l i t t l e  l o s t ,  s l i t t l e  ang ry ,  
walking 2 s  thouch we were r e a l l y  going somewhere, 
walking as i f  t h e r e  were something t o  s e e  a t  



Adclnide o r  mnyhe on King, 
somcthlny 111:1I: w l l  l ~ ' ; i l ~ c !  n f a i r  r e t u r n  

u i : ~  ol' ::\lo@-] o n  t h e r  , 
something t h a t  w i l l  mqlre us rrnile w i t h  

new happ ines s ,  l o s t  but recoverel 

I n  "On n Dock I n  S z i n t  John" Sous t e r  t e l l s  of 3 t ime or'?en he and 

s e v e r a l  o t h e r s ,  i n  uniform,  watched "R f r e i g h t e r  go throush/  

t h e  slow r o u t i n e  of c l e a r i n g  po r t . /  A Sang of boys l eaned  on h e r  

r a i l s , /  d i r t y - c l o t h e d ,  l ou3  t a l k e r s . "  

Did they  envy us?  Did they wish they were i n  
t h e  uniform i i / 

of t h e i r  count ry?  We doubted t h a t .  1 
But we envied them. They were c a r e l s s s ,  f r e e ,  
and they were go ing  somewhere.52 

Perhaps t h e  l i f e  of t h e  young i n  the  l i f e - s q u e l c h i n g  c i t y  

can b e s t  be seen  i n  one of t h e  i n h a b i t a n t s :  

. . . a l l  t h e  y e a r s  
of  s t r e e t - ~ ~ n ~ s ,  pool-rooms heavy 
n i t h  smoke 2nd bra:rado, j ance -ha l l  Saturday n i g h t s  
wi th  b o t t l e s  i n  h i p ,  g i r l s  resdy  f o r  sex 
i n  t h e  borrowed c a r .  Bead t h e r e  t h e  c r a p  Games, 
f a r c e  of s choo l ,  h a t r e d  33 cops ,  s t r a i t - l a c e d  hoae 
s o  d u l l ,  s o  r e s p e c t a b l e .  

I n  S o u s t e r 8 s  Toronto ,  t h e  Law w . . . m ~ ~ t  condemn l e s t  i t  condemn 

i t s e l f  ."54 So you th ,  t o o ,  i s  a t ens ion  of f e a r  m d  joy. 

S ince  t h e  presence of c r n f . l t y  i s  s o  a l l - g e r v s s i v e  i n  t h e  

poe t ry  of R~ymond S o u s t e r ,  one should  no t e  how t h e  poe t  copes 

wi th  i t .  To t r n c e  S o u s t e r ' s  r e a c t i o n  t o  the  p ressnce  of c r u e l t y  

i s  p a r t l y  t o  t r a c e  t h e  themat ic  development. A S  we S ~ W  i n  t h e  

l a s t  c h a p t e r ,  S o u s t e r 8 s  e a r l y  Foeins a r e  ones of o u t c r y ,  of r e b e l -  

l i o n ,  of cynicism. 55 Nhen n o t  r e s o r t i n g  t o ' c y n i c i s m  o r  v ind i c -  



t i v e n e s s ,  S o u s t e r  express?..: sn  ou tc ry  of cn,-er. I n  "The Pond 

Desi re"  t h i s  ou t c ry  t a k e s  t h e  form of -4 p r a y e r ,  w"ln t h e  poe t  

s a y s ,  " l e t  p g i n l s  jngsed punc tur ing  needle be sh r l t t e r ?? /  f o r e v e r  

i n  a thousand p i e c e s ;  ?n13 l e t  love /  l e t  peqce ,  though u n e ~ r n s d ,  

though f o r e i g n  i n  t 9e se  g a t e s , /  wing bsck ~ < n d  over t h e  c i t y  sky 

w i t h  a r o z r  of g ladness /  no squa l ron  of bomber_ cou ld  m t c h  

shaking h e r  i r o n  h e a r t .  "56 The outcry  of a n ~ e r  t a k e s  a n o t h e r  

form i n  "Shake I I an ls  'With the  HangmsnWr 

Rot ice  how s tzqdy  those  hands 2 r e  
t h i c k  w i th  t h e  blood of t h i s  c i t y . 5 7  

A s  S o u s t e r  grows o l d e r ,  r e b e l l i o n  i s  s lowly r e p l - ~ c e d  by 

non-cominittal acqu iescence .  Sous t e r  does n o t  f u l l y  a c c e p t  the  

v i o l e n c e ,  bu t  he  f i n d s  P means t o  l i v e  wi th  i t ,  t o  r e c o n c i l e  him- 

s e l f  t o  i t .  T h i s  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  can be seen  i n  t h e  poem "Old 

Yan Leaning On n F e n ~ e , ~  i n  which the  fence ho lds  up n o t  o ~ l y  

" the  w i t h e r e d ,  s h r i v e l l e d - u p /  ready-for-death  body," but  a l s o  

w t h e  weight  of a l l /  t h e  wa.sted b i t t e r  y e a r s .  n58 The same recon- 

c i l i a t i o n 5 9  is  expressed  i n  "Old Man on B y  S t r e e t s n  which 

d e p i c t s  s man ' ' r o t t i ng  s lowly  wi th  age/ l o s t  t o  human warmth/ and 

t h e  sound of a vo ice .  " 6 0  

The poem most exempli fying S o u s t e r ' s  r e l u c t a n t  accep tance  of  

u g l i n e s s  i s  " G i r l  X i th  The Face of  Soresn :  

One could  g e t  used t o  t h i s  f a c e  
by l ook ing  long enoush a t  it. 

Sac? s e p a r a t e  oozing s o r e  
would develop i t s  own c h a r a c t e r ,  
each r e d  v a l l e y  o r  i rr i  ts t i o n ,  
each rounded h i l l - t o p  of pus. 



Even thz  whi?e ck in  fi , : ;hting 
a l o s i n s  brl ttlr: bcne:? tli--one coulll f  i n4  l iere 
t he  e t e r n a l  p s r n l l e l - b e a u t y  slowly crushed 
by r e l e n t l e s s  ut1in:ss.  . . . 
3u t  t he  eyes  a r e  ch icken  
and p s r t l y  be t r ay  you. And s o  i t ' s  much e s c i c r  
t o  t u r n  away, your  shame g r e a t e r  than  he r  sh- me. 61 

"B~zauty s lowly crushed/  by r e l e n t l e s s  ug l ine s s "  i s  t h e  essence  

of S o u s t e r ' s  world ,  The end of t h e  9oem i s  a l s o  s i g n i f i c a n t ;  

one can h i d e  h i s  f a c e  from u g l i n e s c  an3  slow d e a t h ,  b u t ,  s ags  

S o u s t e r ,  t h i s  i s  escapism r e s u l t i n g  i n  nothing bu t  shame. Xore 

courage i s  needed t o  f a c e  t he  i n e v i t a b l e ,  t o  l e a r n  t o  l i v e  w i th  

i t  by " looking long enough a t  it , ' '  t o  f i n d  meanins i n  l i f e  

d e s l i t e  t h e  u g l i n e s s  i nvad ins  eve ry th ing ;  t h i s  v i s i o n  Sous t e r  

s lowly a c h i e v e s  as h i s  p o e t r y  deve lops ,  

I n  h i s  l c t e s t  work, t h e r e f o r e ,  t a c i t  accep tance  of  v i o l e n c e  

i s  s lowly r ep l aced  by t h e  o c c a s i o n a l  o u t b u r s t  of joy;  ' ous t e r ' s  

is a v i s i o n  mntured by n l i f e t i x e  of f i g h t i n s  a g a i n s t  r e l e n t l e s s  

u g l i n e s s .  S o u s t e r  exp re s se s  t h a t  v i s i o n  i n  m o t h e r  s e t  of sym- 

b o l s  running through h i s  l a t e r  poe t ry .  I f  Sous t e r  as man i n  

t h e  opn re s s ive  c i t y  is tht. r a b b i t  o r  -roundhog, i f  womqn as cun- 

n i n g  female i s  t h e  c a t ,  S o u s t e r  as poe t  becomes b i r 4 ,  b u t t e r f l y ,  

o r  a n t ,  

Sous t e r  a3mires  the  b i r d 1 s  a b i l i t y  t o  s i n g  "when t h e r e ' s  

r e a l l y  no reason/  why i t  should  s i n s  a t  a l l .  n62 Sometimes, 3s 

i n  "Sparrow," S o u s t e r  makes t 9 e  aps logy  q u i t e  e x i l i c i t !  

Sparrow, when I watch you 
summer, w i n t e r ,  s u n s t r o k e d ,  I 

f rozen  s t i f f ,  e a t i n s  l e s s  
t h s n  would keep a b i r d  a l i v e ,  - ~ 

no th ing  t o  look a t ,  c o a t  s c r u f f y ,  . 



pushed around by s t a r l i n g s ,  

nlways t h e  f n l l  guy 
b i g  mark of bird1:ln-l: 

sFarrow, knowing t h i s  
we a r e  suddenly b r o t h e r s ,  
both  of u s  s i n g i n g  
t h e  bz?:t wcly we can  
crnzy poems of l i v i n g .  63  

Poet  i s  l i k e  b i r d ,  suns t roke?  i n  summer, " f rozen s t i f f "  i n  win- 

t e r ,  y e t  s i n g i n g  "crazy poems of l i v i n s . "  

Other t i m e s ,  S o u s t e r  t he  analogy more i m p l i c i t  , and 

t h e  image does become a symbol, a c  i n  "1 Hatched A 3 i r d n r  

I wstched a b i r i  tossed  down the wind 
t h a t  neve r  foush t  o r  u t t e r e d  c r y ,  
su r r ende red  t o  t h a t  boundless a i  
caught  up i n  t h a t  g r e a t  mystery. 84 

This  s t a n z a  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  f o r  i t  inco rpo ra t e s  s e v e r a l  themes. 

S o u s t e r  now s e e s  t h e  l i m i t e d  u s e f u l n e s s  of f i g h t i n g  o r  u t t e r i n s  

c r y ;  z t  any r a t e ,  s u f f e r i n g  i s  surpassed  by t h e  " g r e a t  mystery" 

of  l i f e  and by t h e  c r e a t i v e  p o e t i c  moment. 

The c l o s e  a f f i n i t y  e x i s t i n g  betleeen poet  and b i r d  Sous t e r  

d e s c r i b e s  b e s t  

You a r e  t h e  one b i r d  s i n g i n s  
i n  a dead t r e e  towsr; n i g h t f a l l ,  
I a m  t h e  l o n e l y  man 
s tnnd ing  i n  t h e  wings of  t he  e ~ - e n i n g  
l i s t e n i n g  t o  impeccable arias 
r i s e  from your prima donna t h r o a t .  65 

The poem i s  r emin i scen t  of  Walt Whitman's *Out of t he  Crad le  

End le s s ly  Rocking" i n  i t s  a lmos t  m y s t i c a l  a f f i n i t y  between poe t  
. 

and b i r d ,  

The b u t t e r f l y  S o u s t e r  admires  f o r  i t s  n o i s e l e s s ,  e f f o r t l e s s  



no scre-ming engine  
l e a v i n g  3 madman's w h i s t l e  behind i t ,  
a show-off t r a i l  of vnpour. 

I n s  tond 
n o i s c l c s s l y ,  e f f o r t l e s s l y  i t  f lu&ercd 
on i t s  a i m l e c s ,  surnlner-easy way. 

The a n t  Sous t e r  admires  f o r  i t s  i n d u s t r y :  

3 lack  a n t ,  i f  I had 
bu t  one ; ra in  of  your energy 
your p a t i e n c e  your devot ion  
I would long  ago 
have become immortal.  67 

I n  "Summer Afternoon,"  S o u s t e r  merees t he  t h r e e  symbols i n  

d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  p o e t ' s  r e a c t i o n  t o  beauty:  

To z iz -zag  wi th  t h e  a n t  
through ~ r n s s - t o p p e d  jun,z lzs ,  sway 
i n  many-mzcted t r e e s  1 i t h  b i r d s ,  hang f l u t t e r i n g  
over  t h e  t i g e r - l i l i e s  wi th  t he  lone  
whi te  b u t t e r f l y ,  

any t h i n s ,  any th ing  
bu t  s i t t i n s  h e r e  s h e l t e r e d  from the  sun 

whi le  a l l  around me the  summer 
bu rns ,  b e a t s ,  and b l a z e s  , 
from sun t o  sky t o  g e e n - -  

h o t ,  naked,  un~shamed  beauty!  68 

T h i s  j oy fu l  response  on S o u s t e r ' s  p a r t  t o  t h e  c a l l  of being 2oe t  

one meets o f t e n  i n  h i s  l a t e r  9oe t ry .  Involrin: t h e  muse, he s ays :  

. . . d e s i r i n g  no th ing ,  
2nd expec t in& l i t t l e ,  l i v i n g  only 
f o r  your  s e c r e t ,  i n n e r  p r a i s e ,  
I z i v e  thanks  
t h a t  you,  zoddess ,  from s o  many 
should  have chosen me 
f o r  your  c u r s e 3  rind s i n g u l z r  b l e s s ing .  69 

S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  S o u s t e r  a p p l i e s  t h e  ambivalence of f e v  and joy 

t o  h i s  ? o e t i c  c r s f t  3 s  w e l l  as h i s  s u b j e c t  ma t t e r .  



With t h i s  "curcn4 and sin;ulqr" b lsrs in ; ,  t h e  Foet becomes 

n s p e c i a l  person wi th  suporhuman powers who c a n ,  i n  t h e  b r i l l i -  

Fnce of t h e  c r e a t i v e  nornent, ohape  r e a l i t y r  

With a sn?p  of t h c  f i n z e r s  
I can focus  t h e  sun 
rsitli t h e  t u r n  of t h e  head 
brin; w ? r m  winds on 

So t h ?  who12 world wai t s  
eyes  me p-q t i en t ly  
f o r  somethin; t o  s t i r  
t o  b u r s t  i n s i d e  me 

l i k e  t h e  push of a r o o t  
o r  t h e  swoop of n bird!?' 

"The Toy, The Game," which ;ouster  omit ted  from h i s  c o l l e c t e d  

~ o e r n s ,  i s  n e v e r t h e l e s s  a s i g n i f i c a n t  poem r e l a t i n g  t o  the  same 

theme. Watching a boy p o l i s h i n s  h i s  c a r ,  the sun ' s  r e f l e c t i o n  

b l i n d i n g  t h e  sun i t s e l f  , Sous t e r  t u r n s  inward and beg ins  t o  won- 

d e r  i f  h e  

Can somehow 2 o l i s h  t h i s  poem, make 
I ts  words gleam and s p z r k l e ,  s o  one day 
I t  too may c a t c h  the  sun,  szy even 
2 l i n d  i n  a second ' s  chance t h e  eye of t h e  world.  

( T 9 i s  p o e t r y ,  sweet c u r s e ,  b r sa3  of my l iv in . , ,  
Y i n e  of my carin;. . . ) t h z t  boy s n 3  I 
Sqch wi th  our  t o y ,  s o  f r a g i l e ,  c a p r i c i o u s  bo th !7 l  

I n  t h i s  poem, Itsweet cu r se"  1s a re formula t ion  of "cursed 2nd 

s i n g u l 3 r  b l e s s i n g .  " 

F i n a l l y ,  d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  r o l e  of t h e  p o e t ,  S o u s t e r  changes 

from groundhog, from b i r d ,  t o  weedcut tzr t  

Pe t h e  weedcut te r  
s teaming sl owly t h e  lagoons 
working quletly, w e l l ,  



your b l ~ . i e s  r;e,:rchins o u t  
9 c l e a r e r ,  deeper  channel  
than h n s  been be fo re .  72 

L 

I n  91s  p o e t r y ,  S o u s t e r  hz l s  tqken h i s  own a 4 v i c e .  
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