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			SURVIVAL: A Demi-Memoir

			Margaret Atwood

			Survival is a book about surviving. Specifically, it’s a book about Canadian literature as I saw it forty-odd years ago. It’s also about Canada itself as I saw it forty-odd years ago – because one of the axioms of this book is that a literature has something to do with the people who create it, and that the people who create it have something to do with where they live. One of the characteristics of Canada, then, was that not much attention was paid in it to Canadian literature. So the creators of Canadian literature – the writers – were working in a society that, historically and collectively, hadn’t been much interested in them, except for the odd hit writer such as Ralph Connor, Robert W. Service, or A. M. Montgomery. Although there were a few academic studies at the time, there was no account for the general reader, and so infrequently was Canadian literature taught in schools and universities that many people assumed there wasn’t any.

			When Survival was published in 1972, it caused an uproar. This was something of a paradox: it’s hard to imagine how a book about something thought either not to exist or not worthy to exist should have stirred things up as it did, and then – annoyingly – should have sold so many copies. But so it was. The raucous though unlikely success of Survival caused me to morph overnight from a lady poet with peculiar hair to the Wicked Witch of the North, accused of evil communism or bourgeois capitalistic sycophancy, though others greeted me as the long-awaited forger of the uncreated conscience of CanLit. I did not think I was either – I believed I was just writing a useful handbook to a little-known subject, a sort of early Idiot’s Guide; but screens onto which images are projected seldom get a say as to the nature of those images, and neither did I.

			However, notoriety generates sales, and the House of Anansi Press lived off the avails for many years. Survival arguably saw the House through the near-extinction bottleneck that threatened it in the mid-seventies. In fact, had there been no Survival then, you would probably not be reading Survival now.

			If you published a book called Survival today, the reader would expect one of the following: 

			
					•	A novelization of a popular TV series in which people strenuously eliminate one another.

					•	A memoir by a person who was molested in childhood, had alcoholic or otherwise dysfunctional parents, or escaped from a war zone, sinking passenger ship or natural disaster.

					•	A handbook for those who think the end of the world is near, and who want to know which roots are edible and how to roast a squirrel. The same handbook might be used for those interested merely in wilderness exploration.

					•	A fiction about how that very same end of the world is brought about by forces unknown, and/or climate change, and/or plague, natural or manmade, and/or widespread social meltdown caused by any number of things, and leading to warlords, atrocities, mutations, and cannibalism.  

			

			Survival stories – especially those about the end of the world – are popular at the moment: we’re in a millennial mood, and not without reason: several of the end-of-the-world scenarios are already more than possible, and much head-scratching and bullet-dodging is being done by way of mitigation or denial. 

			But forty-five years ago, as the House of Anansi was taking shape, the imaginative landscape was quite different. If we feared annihilation, it was by atomic bomb: the Cuban missile crisis was a mere five years in the past. We were unaware of the fact that a spilled shipload or two of the Agent Orange being transported to Vietnam in massive quantities really could have wiped out humanity, by killing the oceanic algae that produce 80% of the world’s oxygen. 

			The assassination of John F. Kennedy four years previously had drawn a line under Camelot idealism, but other idealisms were afloat: the Civil Rights Movement was in after-shock mode, the draft dodgers were flooding into Canada, psychedelic drugs were being hailed as a shortcut to nirvana, and the supposedly liberating sexual free-for-all unleashed by the Pill was gathering momentum. The women’s movement had not yet unfurled, though there were mutterings. The mini-skirt was the fashion of the moment. Quite soon beards and love beads would sprout on hitherto buttoned-down men, and suburban housewives would try out lesbianism because, suddenly, they could, but that had not quite happened, such antics being still confined to a bohemian underworld that was not fully visible in the light of day.

			Anansi was begun with the tools at hand, which did not include Xrox machines or instant transmission. There were no personal computers: typewriters and carbon paper were the norm. There were no answering machines. There were no cell phones. Long distance calls were expensive. If you wanted to communicate with someone elsewhere, you wrote a letter. There were no Canadian literary agents of the present kind. Canada thought of itself as a cultural backwater, and first-rate artistic items – books, films, music – were known to come from elsewhere. If you wanted to be serious about writing, back in, say, 1960, it was taken for granted that you had to leave the country. 

			But by 1967 it had become possible to stay. That was the year the House of Anansi was founded by Dennis Lee, poet, and Dave Godfrey, short-story writer. My own involvement with the House dates from the same year. Much to everyone’s surprise, including mine, my first full-length collection, The Circle Game – published in 1966 by the poet-run Contact Press, with a cover made by me out of Letraset and red stick-on legal dots – had won the Governor General’s Award for Poetry. But by the time of the award, the modest print run of 420 copies was gone. 

			I was standing in Hart House Theatre in Toronto during the intermission of an unremembered play when my old college friend Dennis Lee appeared out of nowhere. He said to me, “We’re starting a publishing company, and we’d like to reprint The Circle Game as one of the first four books we’re doing.” 

			“How many copies were you thinking of?” I asked.

			“Twenty-five hundred,” he said. I thought he was mad. But as it turned out he was onto something, and that something was the growing idealism about the possibilities for Canadian writing among the young writers of that time. The first four Anansi poets each got a grant for $650 – Dennis somehow arranged it – and we rolled the money back into the company in return for shares. (I did not at that time know what a “share” was.) And so, with less than three thousand dollars but a lot of sweat equity, Anansi was born.

			In Canada, most of the published younger writers were poets or short story writers, because it was hard to get such a long and expensive thing as a Canadian novel published then – we were told – without the participation of an American or British partner. So Anansi – like the other small publishers that appeared then – was at first a poets’ press. Poetry readings had begun in the coffee houses of the early 60s and had spread to universities, though not yet to bookstores. Literary festivals were in the future. Still, there was a growing readership for Canadian writing.

			There was a lot of interest in Canada itself that year. The focus was the world exhibition, Expo 67, held in Montreal over the summer and fall. This was a high point for Canada. After its excellent army record and its respected honest-broker position during World War II, Canada had lost the plot somewhat, despite the visionary rhetoric of John Diefenbaker, and Expo 67 was a chance to prove that Canada could get the plot back. Expo showed that Canadians, working together, could pull something off on the international stage, and do it not only with flair, but bilingually. 

			What a bright future shimmered ahead – illusory, like many things that shimmer. In four years Separatism would be upon us, the women’s movement would be exploding like a water bomb, the West would be on the road to alienation and oil-fuelled power, and cultural regionalism would begin to resent what it would define as centralist cultural nationalism. 

			Over the same four years, between late 1967 and early 1972, I myself left Montreal, spent two years in Edmonton, published my first novel, wrote my second, published three books of poetry, spent a year in Europe, collaborated on a screenplay, moved back to Toronto, taught at York University, and developed the central argument at the core of Survival. 

			I kept up with Anansi through all of this by letter – advising on some of the books, editing a couple of others. We poets had the habit of dabbling in one another’s manuscripts, just to be helpful. It was a very informal arrangement. The first time someone suggested to me that I should get paid for this kind of work I was taken aback. Would you charge for helping to push someone’s car out of the snow?

			While I was in Europe over 1970-71, Dennis wrote to ask me if I would join Anansi’s board. I didn’t know what a board was, but, perhaps foolishly, I joined it anyway. Then, upon my return to Canada, I found myself taking on most of the poetry list, and several works of fiction. (Anansi was doing fiction by then, having started with Graeme Gibson’s runaway bestseller, Five Legs, which was copyedited by students at the shortly-to-become-notorious Rochdale College.) 

			Because of my board position, I participated in the regular handwringing and bloodletting angst sessions that substitute for board meetings among small publishers. How to pay the rent? (Not that the premises were palatial.) How to distribute? (We often sold our own books then, in high school gymnasiums, taking cash; credit cards were not yet widely deployed.) How to promote? (We crept around at night, stapling up posters on hoardings and telephone poles.) How to keep the price of books down? (Anansi was a pioneer of the split hardcover/trade paper run.) What to pay employees? (Never enough. Everyone was overworked and underpaid.) 

			As described in the Preface that follows this demi-memoir, Survival was initially proposed – and then composed at breakneck speed – as a stopgap solution to the rent problem: a grownup version of selling Girl Guide cookies. It would not have occurred to me to write such a book, otherwise. 

			What does Survival mean for today’s readers, as they ask on radio shows? And – a separate question – what does it mean for me, its long-ago author? Is it a piece of nostalgia, like the photo of me in my Grade Twelve waltz-length formal – sweet, but a little embarrassing? The “Canada” it describes has changed a lot; in fact, it’s changed even since I last wrote a Preface to Survival, back in 2003. For the most part, it hasn’t gotten better.

			Survival concludes by asking, “Have we survived?” We have, more or less, though the emotional space we call “Canada” is fraying at the edges and the institutions we thought of as being Canadian are being dismantled as quickly as the busy deconstruction crews of Ottawa elves can dismantle them. On the global stage – a stage where weird weather caused by climate change is in the spotlight – there’s the sense that we’re clinging on by our fingernails. Nature as Monster – a trope that preoccupied the writers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and that therefore features in Survival – is still with us, though we no longer fear that the monster will kill us. Now the situation is reversed: we will kill it, and in doing so seal our own doom, because you are what you breathe, and we and Nature were joined at the hip all along. In the forty years since Survival, the word “survival” has taken on several newer and more ominous levels of meaning. It isn’t dreariness we fear now, as much as irreparable and self-inflicted disaster.

			It’s incredible that the House of Anansi has itself survived for forty-five years, and that it has gone beyond mere survival, and is now thriving. I hope it will persist for another forty-five years, and that Canada will persist as well – and that the reading of books will still take place then, and that readers will continue to find such reading an enjoyable and meaningful way to spend time. For if so, the human race will also have survived. And why should it not? Incredible things do happen. 

			Now for an upbeat ending. While re-reading this little book, I remembered that I had fun writing it – fun in the largest sense of the word. It was strenuous fun, like trying to roll a huge and unwieldy snowball uphill through a red-hot lava flow, but it was fun nevertheless; and fun is never to be sneezed at, especially in Canada. 

			Thank you, House of Anansi. You made me do it.

		

	
		
			 

			Introduction

			In 1972, when I was thirty-two, I wrote and published the book you are now holding in your hands. It ignited a ferocious debate and became, as they say, a runaway best-seller, which was a shock to everyone, including me. Canadian writing, interesting? Among the bulk of readers at that time it was largely unknown, even in Canada, and among the cognoscenti it was frequently treated as a dreary joke, an oxymoron, a big yawn, or the hole in a non-existent doughnut. 

			Survival was both an attempt to grapple with these attitudes and a symptom that they were changing. At the beginning of the 1960s, the usual sales of poetry books numbered in the hundreds, and any novel was doing well if it hit a thousand copies. But over that decade, things changed rapidly. After the wartime 1940s and the beige 1950s, Canada was showing a renewed interest in its own cultural doings. The Canada Council began supporting writers in earnest in 1965. In Québec, the Quiet Revolution had generated an outburst of literary activity; in the rest of Canada, many poets had emerged through coffee houses and public readings, more novelists and short-story writers were becoming known, and Expo 67, the Montreal world’s fair, had created a fresh national self-confidence. Audiences had been building steadily, and by 1972 there was a critical mass of readers who wanted to hear more; and thus, through a combination of good luck, good timing, and good reviews, Survival became an “overnight publishing sensation,” and I myself became an instant sacred monster. “Now you’re a target,” Farley Mowat said to me, “and they will shoot at you.” 

			How prescient he was. Who could have suspected that this modest cultural artifact would have got so thoroughly up the noses of some of my elders and betters? If the book had sold the three thousand copies initially projected, nobody would have bothered their heads about it, but in the first year alone it sold ten times that number – huge for that time – and suddenly Canlit was everybody’s business. The few dedicated academic souls who had cultivated this neglected pumpkin patch over the meagre years were affronted because a mere chit of a girl had appropriated a pumpkin they regarded as theirs, and those who had taken a firm stand on the non-existence of Canadian literature were affronted because I had pointed out that there was in fact a pumpkin to appropriate. After the first decade of this, I began to feel like the mechanical duck at the fun-fair shooting gallery, though nobody has won the oversized panda yet because I still seem to be quacking. 

			Over the years I’ve been accused of just about everything, from bourgeois superstition to communist rabble-rousing to not being Marshall McLuhan. Yet when I was writing this book – or rather when I was putting it together, for it drew on the work of my predecessors and the thoughts of my contemporaries, and was thus more an act of synthesis than one of authorship – I attached no particular importance to it. I was, after all, a poet and novelist, wasn’t I? I did not consider myself a real critic – just a kind of bake-sale muffin lady, doing a little cottage-industry fundraising in a worthy cause. 

			The worthy cause was the House of Anansi Press, a small literary publisher formed in 1966 by writers Dennis Lee and David Godfrey – as many small houses were formed in those years – as a response to the dearth of publishing opportunities for new writing. Anansi was diverse in scope – Austin Clarke, Harold Sonny Ladoo, Roch Carrier, and Jacques Ferron were some of its authors – and the house had already made quite a few waves by 1971, when Dennis, an old college friend, button-hooked me onto its board. So there we were one grey November day, a tiny, intrepid, overworked, underpaid band, glumly contemplating the balance sheet, which showed an alarming amount of red ink. Publishing Rule Number One is that it’s hard to keep small literary publishers solvent unless you have the equivalent of gardening books to support them, because even if by some fluke one of your authors does well, he or she will soon be courted by a larger publisher with more funds to offer. Small publishers are always opening gateways they can never walk through themselves.

			To pay the bills, Anansi had begun a line of user-friendly self-help guides, which had done moderately well: Law Law Law, by Clayton Ruby and Paul Copeland, which set forth how to disinherit your relatives, avoid being bled dry by your estranged spouse, and so forth; and VD, one of the first venereal disease books, which explicated unwanted goo and warts, though aids was still a decade away. Such books, we’d found, sold more than first volumes of poetry.

			Survival was conceived as another such easy-access book. As I’d travelled the country in the sixties, giving poetry readings and toting cardboard boxes of my own books to sell afterwards because often there was no bookstore, the absence of views on the subject was spectacular. The two questions I was asked most frequently by audience members were, “Is there any Canadian literature?” and, “Supposing there is, isn’t it just a second-rate copy of real literature, which comes from England and the United States?” In Australia they called such attitudes the Cultural Cringe; in Canada they were termed the Colonial Mentality. In both – and in many smaller countries around the world – they were part of a tendency to believe that the Great Good Place was, culturally speaking, elsewhere. 

			In 1971-72, I happened to be doing a one-year teaching stint at York University, replacing a real professor who was on sabbatical. Canadian Literature formed, astonishingly, part of the course-load, so I’d had to come up with some easily grasped approaches to it – easily grasped by me as well as by my students, because I was, by training, a Victorianist, and had never formally studied Canadian literature. (Not surprising: when I was going through school, it wasn’t taught much.) I discovered that previous thinkers on the subject, although pithy enough, had been few in number: there was not a wealth of existing lore. At the same time, there was now some interest in putting some already-existing Canadian novels into paperback: both McClelland & Stewart and Macmillan had initiated series of this kind. Without them it would have been difficult for me to teach my course, or indeed to write Survival. 

			Back to the Anansi meeting. “Hey, I know,” I cried, in my Mickey Rooneyish way. “Let’s do a VD of Canadian Literature!” What I meant, I explained, was a handbook for the average reader – for all those people I’d met on my tours who’d wanted to learn more but didn’t know where to start. This book would not be for academics. It would have no footnotes, and would not employ the phrase on the other hand, or at least not much. It would also contain an appendix – some lists of other books, and music too, that people could actually go into a bookstore and buy. This was a fairly revolutionary concept, because the Canlit of the past was mostly out of print, and that of the present was kept well hidden at the back of the store, in among the Beautiful Canadiana fall foliage calendars. 

			We now take it for granted that Canadian literature is an acknowledged category, but this proposition was not always self-evident. To have any excuse for being, the kind of book I had in mind would have to prove several points. First, that, yes, there was a Canadian literature – such a thing did indeed exist. (This turned out to be a radical proposition, and was disputed by many when the book appeared.) Second, that this body of work was not just a feeble version of English or American, or, in the case of francophone books, of French literature, but that it had different preoccupations, which were specific to its own history and geopolitics. This too was a radical proposition, although common sense ought to have indicated that it was merely common sense: If you were a rocky, watery northern country, cool in climate, large in geographical expanse, small but diverse in population, and with a huge aggressive neighbour to the south, why wouldn’t you have concerns that varied from those of the huge aggressive neighbour? Or indeed from those of the crowded, history-packed, tight little island, recently but no longer an imperial power, that had once ruled the waves? You’d think they’d be different, wouldn’t you? To justify the teaching of Canadian literature as such, here and now, thirty-four years later, you’d still have to start from the same axioms: i) it exists, and ii) it’s distinct.

			Back to the Anansi meeting, again. The board agreed that there would be no harm in our trying, though Canlit might not exert the fascination of – say – a venereal wart. Over the next four or five months, I wrote away at the book, and as I finished each section Dennis Lee edited it, and under Dennis’s blue pencil the book grew from the proposed hundred-page handbook to a length of almost 250 pages. It also took on a more coherent shape and direction. Several other people at Anansi also worked hard on this group project, researching various resources, checking facts, giving feedback. It was a collective effort, more like producing a college revue than writing a book.

			The book’s subtitle – A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature – meant that we were aiming not at an all-inclusive cross-indexed survey such as was provided in 1997 by the 1,199-page Oxford Companion to Canadian Literature, nor at a series of studies of this author or that, nor at a collection of New-critical close readings or explications du texte. We were doing the sort of thing that art historian Nicholas Pevsner had done in The Englishness of English Art, or that the American literary critic Leslie Fiedler was doing in his examinations of American literature: the identification of a series of characteristics and leitmotifs, and a comparison of the varying treatments of them in different national and cultural environments. I was familiar with this approach, having studied American literature at the Harvard Graduate School with Perry Miller.

			For example: Money as a sign of divine grace or providence is present in the American tradition from the Puritans through Benjamin Franklin through Moby-Dick through Henry James through The Great Gatsby. The theme is treated now seriously, now cynically, now tragically, now ironically, just as a leitmotif in a symphony may be played in different keys and in different tempos. It varies as time unrolls and circumstances change, of course: the eighteenth century of Franklin is not the twentieth century of Scott Fitzgerald. Yet the leitmotif persists as a domi­nating concern – a persistent cultural obsession, if you like. 

			The persistent cultural obsession of Canadian literature, said Survival in 1972, was survival. In actual life, and in both the anglophone and the francophone sectors, this concern was often enough a factor of the weather, as when the ice storm cuts off the electrical power. La survivance had long been an overt theme in Québec political life, manifesting itself in the latter half of the twentieth century as anxiety about the survival of French. In the rest of Canada, the anxiety was more free-floating, and ranged from the fear of being squashed by trees or destroyed by icebergs to the feeling of being stifled by the society around you.

			Survival, therefore, began with this dominant note. It then postulated a number of other motifs in Canadian literature – motifs that either did not exist at all in one of the literatures chosen for comparison (for instance, there are almost no “Indians” in English novels), or which did exist but were not handled in the same way. The Canadian “immigrant story,” from fleeing Loyalists to Scots kicked off their land to starving Irish to Latvians emigrating after the Second World War to the economic refugees that came later, tends to be very different when told in the United States: none of their stories is likely to say that the immigrants were really trying to get into Canada but ended up in the United States faute de mieux. When I was writing Survival, Canada had rarely been seen as the promised land, except by escaped slaves travelling the Underground Railroad. That it is now picked as the destination of choice by many immigrants is a measure of how much things have changed.

			The pre-1972 tradition identified in Survival was not a bundle of uplifting Pollyanna cheer: quite the reverse. Canlit, at least up until 1970, was on balance a somewhat dour concoction. Some critics who couldn’t read very well thought I was somehow advocating this state of affairs. Au contraire: if the book has an attitude, it’s more like you are here, you really do exist, and this is where, so pull up your socks and quit whining. As Alice Munro says, “Do what you want and live with the consequences.” Or as Survival itself said in its last chapter, “Having bleak ground under your feet is better than having no ground at all . . . a tradition doesn’t necessarily exist to bury you: it can also be used as material for new departures.” 

			Many things have happened in the thirty-four years since Survival was first published. In politics, the Québec question and the loss of national control and increased U.S. domination brought about by the 1989 Free Trade Agreement have become, not the tentative warning notes they were in Survival, but everyday realities. Canada’s well-known failure to embrace a single “identity” of the yodelling or Beefeater variety has come to seem less like a failure than a deliberate and rather brave refusal: it’s interesting to remember that during the flag debate under Lester Pearson it was seriously proposed by some that Canada adopt no flag at all, thus breaking new ground. In literary criti­cism, Regionalism, Feminism, Deconstructionism, Political Correctness, Appropriation of Voice, and Identity Politics have all swept across the scene, leaving their traces. Many new writers from diverse ethnic backgrounds have added their stories. The chapter on Women, if written now, would be quite different; so would the one on the Failed Artist, appropriate for its time because very few artists succeeded then, but no longer the only story possible. So would the one called First Peoples: in 1972, few native people – with the quasi-exception of Pauline Johnson – had been writers, and those few had written only biographies. Now there are poets, playwrights, novelists, and short-story writers. 

			Technologies have altered the way we communicate; the scorned tree-huggers of yesteryear have become the respected alternate-energy gurus of today; Nature the Monster, though it can still kill you, is more likely to be seen as Nature the Threatened, as predicted in the original Survival. The former Canadian-identity question, “Where is here?” has been replaced by “Who are we?” In academia, discourse and text are the new words for debate and book. Problematize has become a verb, and postmodern – once a cutting-edge adjective – has faded away in its turn. 

			Survival, the book, seemed quainter and more out of date as these various years went by, and – incidentally – as some of its wishes were granted and some of its predictions realized. Yet its central concerns remain with us, and must still be confronted. Are we really that different from anybody else? If so, how? And is that how something worth preserving?

			People often ask me what I would change about Survival if I were writing it today. I used to fool around with some possible additions – a chapter on Canadian war novels, one on Canadian humour, one on genre writing such as the crime novel. I should certainly have paid more attention to Morley Callaghan, and Hugh MacLennan, and – yes – Mazo de la Roche. And him, and him, and her, and her. However, the real answer is that I wouldn’t write Survival today, because I wouldn’t need to. The thing I set out to prove has been proven beyond a doubt: few would seriously argue, any more, that there is no Canadian literature. The other answer is that I wouldn’t be able to write it, not only because of my own hardening brain, but because the quantity, range, and diversity of books now published would defeat any such effort. Mordecai Richler’s well-known jest, “world-famous in Canada,” has ceased to be such a laugh – many Canadian writers are now world-famous, period.

			The erstwhile molehill of Canlit has grown to a mountain. The fully bilingual Institute for Canadian Studies at the University of Ottawa lists some 279 Canadian Studies centres located in other countries, including 20 in France, 65 in the United States, 16 in Germany, and 22 in India. Canadian writers regularly achieve foreign publication, win major international prizes, and sign movie deals. For a country with the population of Illinois or Mexico City, we’ve done more than well – we’ve done spectacularly. The success of Canadian writers, both at home and around the world, has been one of the biggest surprises for those of us who began in the 1950s and 1960s.

			But this is Canada, land of contrasts. Indeed it is Canada, land of rugs: no sooner has a rug been placed beneath the nation’s artistic feet than it is pulled out. It’s almost as if the old mingy attitudes were still with us: do well at something, and the small town punishes you for standing out. Nor does there seem to be a comprehension – at least in government-policy circles – of the fact that publishing and book distribution and reading and writing are connected to one another. Canada is an odd country: patriotism has always been regarded with some suspicion in it, because – as in any satrapy – getting too uppity about yourself might offend the imperial centre and thus be bad for business. 

			But that’s another story. Here, instead, is the original Survival, shorn of its out-of-date appendices. It’s a book of its own time and place: it could hardly have appeared before, or after, or anywhere else. It had a specific agenda – to raise debate around a subject its author considered crucial – and at that it succeeded, although its author has had to dodge a few brickbats since. It also had a specific genesis: a ways and means discussion at a small literary publishing house in Toronto. How to keep such an enterprise afloat? 

			One could also ask, Why keep it afloat? Why give your blood? The general answer is the same as it always was: a country needs to hear its own voices, if it is to become or to remain an aware society and a functioning democracy. The answer more specific to literature is also the same now: small publishers are the doors through which future writers most often pass. Close them, and you will still have the big fish, for a while. But as every fisherman knows, when all the fish in the lake are big you’re in trouble, because there are no small but growing ones to take their places. 

			Most Canadian literary publishers in these hard times are still asking themselves the original Survival question. And the country asks it too. Every year or so there’s a major magazine feature called something like: Canada: Gone in Twenty Years? Or, Should Canada Join the States? How Canadian of us, to ponder our own potential disappearance with such gloomy pleasure. At the same time, polls indicate that our consciousness of our Canadianness – would that word even have been used in 1972? – has increased, and that our attitudes continue to diverge from those of the folks south of us. Such books as Mondo Canuck and Douglas Coupland’s Souvenir of Canada testify to our continuing interest in our own field markings. 

			The original Survival question was: Have we survived?

			It was a good place to end in 1972, and it’s a good place now.

			Margaret Atwood

			Toronto

			October 2003 

			A different version of this introduction first appeared in Maclean’s (Vol. 112, Issue 26; July 1, 1999).
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			For Jay Macpherson,

			Northrop Frye, D. G. Jones,

			James Reaney, Eli Mandel

			and Dennis Lee

			 

		

	
		
			 

			We shall unjoint our limbs

			and set them in a row for listing

			To see what is lacking

			To find the joint that is out of joint

			For it is unthinkable to sit

			quietly accepting

			the body of this death. . . .

			– Saint-­Denys-­Garneau,

			“The Body of This Death”

			Telling it in plain words

			Makes me see how I feared the wrong thing.

			– Margaret Avison,

			“The Agnes Cleves Papers”

		

	
		
			 

			Tributes

			This book received help in the form of suggestions and criticism from so many directions that it is practically a community effort. In particular I should like to thank James Foley and A. B. Hodgetts, who liked the idea; Matt Cohen for his helpful insights and the notion of “displacement”; James Polk, who thought first about animal victims; Michael Charters, the title of whose novel, Victor/Victim, provided a very useful phrase; and Jay Macpherson, Scott Symons, Rick Salutin, Charles Pachter, Shirley Gibson, John Rich, Robin Mathews and Dave Godfrey, for aid both spiritual and practical. Also Beth Appledoorn of the Longhouse Bookstore in Toronto, Harald Bohne of the University of Toronto Press, Carol Vine of the scm Bookstore in Toronto, and Skye Morrison of Sheridan College. Also Jack Warwick and Mary Lou Piggott, who mushed through sleet and storm to hear some of these ideas in earlier forms. And, especially, Ann Wall, who compiled the material for the Resources section, Gary Hophan who did the Index, and the invaluable Dennis Lee, who helped create order from chaos.

			The accuracies and fine points in this book were for the most part contributed by others; the sloppy generalizations are my own.

			– M. A., July 1972.

		

	
		
			 

			Preface

			He ­doesn’t want to talk about Canada. . . . There you have the Canadian dilemma in a sentence. Nobody wants to talk about Canada, not even us Canadians. You’re right, Paddy. Canada is a bore.

			– Brian Moore,

			The Luck of Ginger Coffey

			Searchers for a Canadian identity have failed to realize that you can only have an identification with something you can see or recognize. You need, if nothing else, an image in a mirror. No other country cares enough about us to give us back an image of ourselves that we can even resent. And apparently we ­can’t do it for ourselves, because so far our attempts to do so have resembled those of the three blind men trying to describe the elephant. Some of the descriptions have been worth something, but what they add up to is fragmented, indecipherable. With what are we to identify ourselves?

			– Germaine Warkentin,

			“An Image In a Mirror”

			It is true that no particularism can adequately incarnate the good. But is it not also true that only through some particular roots, however partial, can human beings first grasp what is good and it is the juice of such roots which for most men sustain their partaking in a more universal good?

			– George Grant,

			Technology and Empire

			It seems to me that Canadian sensibility has been profoundly disturbed, not so much by our famous problem of identity, important as that is, as by a series of paradoxes in what confronts that identity. It is less perplexed by the question “Who am I?” than by some such riddle as “Where is here?”

			– Northrop Frye,

			The Bush Garden

			With the maps lost, the voyages

			Cancelled by legislation years ago,

			This is become a territory without a name.

			– Margaret Avison,

			“Not the Sweet Cicely of Gerardes Herball”

		

	
		
			 

			What, Why, and Where Is Here?

			When I started to write this book I intended to produce a short, easy-­to-­use guide to Canadian literature, largely for the benefit of students and of those teachers in high schools, community colleges and universities who suddenly find themselves teaching a subject they have never studied: “Canlit.” Through my own struggles with the same problem I knew there was a considerable amount of material already available, but it consisted primarily of all-­inclusive historical surveys, individual biographies, or in-­depth academic studies which discuss works often out of print. In Canada there are many authors and many books, but few obvious classics; as a result, those compiling sources or distributing information tend to fall back on long lists of writers and book-­titles, among which the prospective reader or teacher must scrabble around and choose as best he may. But the inevitable question will be raised, sooner or later, in one or another of its forms: “Why are we studying him (instead of Faulkner)?” “Why do we have to read this (instead of Hermann Hesse)?” Or, in its true shape, “What’s Canadian about Canadian literature, and why should we be bothered?”

			Before I attempt an answer to this question I should say what this book is not.

			
					•	It is not an exhaustive, extensive or all-­inclusive treatise on Canadian literature. Several of these exist already and are listed at the end of this Preface; they are all-­inclusive, and therefore fairly long. Because this book is short it must leave out much writing which is important and good. I have not tried to make my citations add up to a “balanced” overview of what’s been written in Canada, and there are a couple of reasons for this.

			

			The first is that I’m a writer rather than an academic or an expert, and I’ve taken my examples where I’ve found them, not through study or research but in the course of my own reading. The second is that this is a book of patterns, not of authors or individual works; the point is not to divide up citations on an equal-­space basis but to see as clearly as possible those patterns of theme, image and attitude which hold our literature together. If the patterns are really there, variations of them will be found in the work of writers I may have overlooked, excluded because there was something that exemplified the pattern more obviously, or never even heard of. A reader who finds this approach worthwhile ­won’t stop with the examples I give; they are merely a starting-­point.

			
					•	It is not a treatment of historical development. That is, it does not begin with the first books ever written in Canada and work its way up to the present. It’s more helpful to start with a recognition of the situation you find yourself in, whatever it may be, and then look back to see how you got there. Thus you ­won’t find much here about the Confederation Poets or about early Canadian fur-­trader journals. I ­don’t deny the importance of these but I ­don’t think they are the best way in. Most though not all of my examples are drawn from the twentieth century, and many from the last few decades.

					•	It is not evaluative. I try to refrain from handing out merit badges, and no admiring reader should feel elated or put down because his favourite author is or ­isn’t included. Though I try not to include any books I myself find tedious, it ­isn’t “good writing” or “good style” or “literary excellence” I’m talking about here.

					•	It is not biographical. You’ll find nothing at all here about the doubtless fascinating private lives of the authors concerned. I’ve treated the books as though they were written by Canada, a fiction I hope you’ll go along with temporarily. It’s a fiction that corrects an imbalance: we all know that authors are private people, but until recently our authors were treated only as private people. Authors are also transmitters of their culture.

					•	It is not particularly original. Many of the ideas that inform it have been floating around, diffused in scholarly journals and private conversations, for a number of years; some of the places you can find them are also listed at the end of the Preface. My book stands in relation to them as a vitamin pill to a gourmet meal; it has the virtue of being cheaper to acquire and faster to swallow, but it misses out on a lot of overtones and refinements. It bypasses, too, many ripe nits that could well be picked; but I leave the plucking of these to others who perhaps find such pursuits more enjoyable.

			

			Then, you may ask, if my book does not survey, evaluate, provide histories or biographies or offer original and brilliant insights, what does it do? It attempts one simple thing. It outlines a number of key patterns which I hope will function like the field markings in bird-­books: they will help you distinguish this species from all others, Canadian literature from the other literatures with which it is often compared or confused. Each key pattern must occur often enough in Canadian literature as a whole to make it significant. These key patterns, taken together, constitute the shape of Canadian literature insofar as it is Canadian literature, and that shape is also a reflection of a national habit of mind.

			As a collection of patterns the book may be used in various ways. The patterns may be held up against books not mentioned here, to see if they apply. Or the entire sequence of patterns may be covered by reading, for instance, one book from each chapter. Or one or two patterns may be studied in depth. (For teachers who live in areas where four-­letter words still cause restiveness, I recommend Chapter Three; it’s about animals, who fortunately speak neither English nor French, sacred or profane.) Another hint: read the quotations at the beginnings of the chapters. They’ve been chosen with care.

			This, then, is a description of what I intended to write: something that would make Canadian literature, as Canadian literature – not just literature that happened to be written in Canada – accessible to people other than scholars and specialists, and that would do it with simplicity and practicability. But I find that what I’ve written is something more, a cross between a personal statement, which most books are, and a political manifesto, which most books also are, if only by default. Until recently, reading Canadian literature has been for me and for everyone else who did it a personal interest, since it was not taught, required or even mentioned (except with derision) in the public sphere. Like many of those who encountered it before, say, 1965, my involvement with it has been as a writer, not as a student or teacher, and several though by no means all of the patterns I’ve found myself dealing with here were first brought to my attention by my own work. Also by my surprise at finding the concerns of that work shared by writers with whom – I found myself concluding – I seemed to participate in a cultural community that had never been defined for me. I ­don’t talk much about my work in this book because I happen to believe that an author is always his own trickiest critic. However, I approach many of the patterns, and the problems connected with them, from the writer’s point of view; which is perhaps the best one, since that’s how the writers themselves approach them. The answer to the question, “What is there to read about in this country?” is really also an answer to the question, “What is there to write about in this country?”

			Writing Canadian literature has been historically a very private act, one from which even an audience was excluded, since for a lot of the time there was no audience. Teaching it, however, is a political act. If done badly it can make people even more bored with their country than they already are; if done well, it may suggest to them why they have been taught to be bored with their country, and whose interests that boredom serves.

			But back to my original question. The first part of that question, “What’s Canadian about Canadian literature,” is answered, I hope, by the rest of this book. The second part, “Why should we be bothered,” ­shouldn’t have to be answered at all because, in any self-­respecting nation, it would never even be asked. But that’s one of the problems: Canada ­isn’t a self-­respecting nation and the question does get asked. Therefore.

			The answers you get from literature depend on the questions you pose. If you ask, “Why do writers write?” the answer will be psychological or biographical. If you ask, “How do they write?” you may get an answer something like “With a pencil” or “With pain,” or you may get an answer that talks about how the books are put together, an answer that treats the book as a self-­contained verbal pattern and talks about style or form. These are entirely legitimate questions; but the one I’m concerned with here is “What do writers write about?”

			The character Stephen Dedalus in James Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man looks at the flyleaf of his geography book and finds a list he has written there:

			Stephen Dedalus

			Class of Elements

			Clongowes Wood College

			Sallins

			County Kildare

			Ireland

			Europe

			The World

			The Universe

			That’s a fairly inclusive list of everything it is possible for a human being to write about and therefore to read about. It begins with the personal, continues through the social or cultural or national and ends with “The Universe,” the universal. Any piece of fiction or poetry may contain elements of all three areas, though the ratio may vary: a love lyric is more likely to be personal or universal than it is to be national, a novel may be about a family or about a man’s life as a politician, and so forth. The tendency in Canada, at least in high school and university teaching, has been to emphasize the personal and the universal but to skip the national or cultural. This is like trying to teach human anatomy by looking only at the head and the feet. That’s one reason for reading Canadian literature then; it gives you a more complete idea of how any literature is made: it’s made by people living in a particular space at a particular time, and you can recognize that more easily if the space and the time are your own. If you read only the work of dead foreigners you will certainly reinforce the notion that literature can be written only by dead foreigners.

			But there’s another reason that has to do not with the reader as student of literature but with the reader as citizen. A piece of art, as well as being a creation to be enjoyed, can also be (as Germaine Warkentin suggests) a mirror. The reader looks at the mirror and sees not the writer but himself; and behind his own image in the foreground, a reflection of the world he lives in. If a country or a culture lacks such mirrors it has no way of knowing what it looks like; it must travel blind. If, as has long been the case in this country, the viewer is given a mirror that reflects not him but someone else, and told at the same time that the reflection he sees is himself, he will get a very distorted idea of what he is really like. He will also get a distorted idea of what other people are like: it’s hard to find out who anyone else is until you have found out who you are. Self-­knowledge, of course, can be painful, and the extent to which Canadian literature has been neglected in its home territory suggests, among other things, a fear on the part of Canadians of knowing who they are; while the large number of mirror and reflection images contained within that literature suggest a society engaged in a vain search for an image, a reflection that will answer it, like A. M. Klein’s mad poet who “stares at a mirror all day long, as if / to recognize himself.”

			There are, of course, reflections of us to be found in places other than Canadian literature. There’s the placid, jolly, woodcutting and woodchuck-­eating “Canadian” in Thoreau’s Walden; there’s Edmund Wilson saying “In my youth, of the early nineteen-­hundreds, we tended to imagine Canada as a kind of vast hunting preserve convenient to the United States.” (Right on, Edmund.) In Malcolm Lowry’s Under the Volcano, Canada is the protagonist’s cool fantasy escape-­land; if he can only make it there from steamy Mexico, everything will be all right. There’s Shreve, the pinkish-­grey Canadian roommate of Faulkner’s Quentin in Absalom, Absalom! who is healthy, does exercises and plays Wedding Guest to Quentin’s Ancient Mariner. And, for fun, there’s the Canadian man who carries off the protagonist’s girlfriend in Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness, the first Lesbian novel; he’s muscular, competent, faceless and heterosexual. That’s more or less the range of Canada as viewed by “international” literature: a place you escape to from “civilization,” an unspoiled, uncorrupted place imagined as empty or thought of as populated by happy archaic peasants or ymca instructors, quaint or dull or both. Watching made-­in-­Canada beer ads and tourist literature often gives you the uneasy feeling that the perpetrators are basing their images on these kinds of reflections because that’s what everyone, inside and out, wants to believe. But Canadian literature itself tells a very different story.

			To say that you must read your own literature to know who you are, to avoid being a sort of cultural moron, is not the same as saying that you should read nothing else, though the “internationalist” or Canada Last opponents of this notion sometimes think it is. A reader cannot live by Canlit alone, and it is a disservice to Canlit to try it. If a man from outer space were to be dropped on an island and supplied with all of Canadian literature and nothing else, he would be rendered completely incapable of deducing anything meaningful about Canadian literature because he would have nothing to compare it with; he would take it to be human literature in toto. The study of Canadian literature ought to be comparative, as should the study of any literature; it is by contrast that distinctive patterns show up most strongly. To know ourselves, we must know our own literature; to know ourselves accurately, we need to know it as part of literature as a whole.

			But in Canada, as Frye suggests, the answer to the question “Who am I?” is at least partly the same as the answer to another question: “Where is here?” “Who am I?” is a question appropriate in countries where the environment, the “here,” is already well-­defined, so well-­defined in fact that it may threaten to overwhelm the individual. In societies where everyone and everything has its place a person may have to struggle to separate himself from his social background, in order to keep from being just a function of the structure.

			“Where is here?” is a different kind of question. It is what a man asks when he finds himself in unknown territory, and it implies several other questions. Where is this place in relation to other places? How do I find my way around in it? If the man is really lost he may also wonder how he got “here” to begin with, hoping he may be able to find the right path or possibly the way out by retracing his steps. If he is unable to do this he will have to take stock of what “here” has to offer in the way of support for human life and decide how he should go about remaining alive. Whether he survives or not will depend partly on what “here” really contains – whether it is too hot, too cold, too wet or too dry for him – and partly on his own desires and skills – whether he can utilize the resources available, adapt to what he ­can’t change, and keep from going crazy. There may be other people “here” already, natives who are co-operative, indifferent or hostile. There may be animals, to be tamed, killed and eaten, or avoided. If, however, there is too large a gap between our hero’s expectations and his environment he may develop culture shock or commit suicide.

			There’s a good moment in Carol Bolt’s play Buffalo Jump: a high-school teacher in the thirties makes his students recite the names of all the wives of Henry the Eighth while a protest march is going past the window. He tells them they ­aren’t in school to watch parades, which just about sums up the approach to Canadian history and culture that prevailed for many decades: history and culture were things that took place elsewhere, and if you saw them just outside the window you ­weren’t supposed to look.

			The wives of Henry the Eighth may be taken as standing for the deluge of values and artefacts flowing in from outside, from “there”; America, England or France. The values and artefacts – and they could as easily be symbolized by comic books, portraits of the Queen, The Ed Sullivan Show or marches on Ottawa (!) to stop the war in Vietnam – imply that “there” is always more important than “here” or that “here” is just another, inferior, version of “there”; they render invisible the values and artefacts that actually exist “here,” so that people can look at a thing without really seeing it, or look at it and mistake it for something else. A person who is “here” but would rather be somewhere else is an exile or a prisoner; a person who is “here” but thinks he is somewhere else is insane.

			But when you are here and ­don’t know where you are because you’ve misplaced your landmarks or bearings, then you need not be an exile or a madman: you are simply lost. Which returns us to our image of the man in an unknown territory. Canada is an unknown territory for the people who live in it, and I’m not talking about the fact that you may not have taken a trip to the Arctic or to Newfoundland, you may not have explored – as the travel folders have it – This Great Land of Ours. I’m talking about Canada as a state of mind, as the space you inhabit not just with your body but with your head. It’s that kind of space in which we find ourselves lost.

			What a lost person needs is a map of the territory, with his own position marked on it so he can see where he is in relation to everything else. Literature is not only a mirror; it is also a map, a geography of the mind. Our literature is one such map, if we can learn to read it as our literature, as the product of who and where we have been. We need such a map desperately, we need to know about here, because here is where we live. For the members of a country or a culture, shared knowledge of their place, their here, is not a luxury but a necessity. Without that knowledge we will not survive.

		

	
		
			 

			How to Use This Book

			One of the ideas behind Survival was to make a coherent overview of Canadian literature readily accessible to as many people as possible. To this end the book includes a number of lists which should help you to put your finger immediately on things you want. The lists break down as follows:

			At the end of each chapter there is:

			A short list, for the convenience of teachers and readers pressed for time. It rarely includes more than four books. It lists author, title, publisher and price; and one of the criteria for inclusion is that the book must be available in paperback. Prices quoted are retail bookstore prices; remember that most publishers give educational discounts.

			A long list, which includes everything mentioned in the chapter. It lists title, author and publisher, and lets you know whether the book is out of print. (Even if it is, libraries may well have it.)

			At the end of the book there is:

			Sources of Epigraphs: this section lists, by chapter, where you can find the complete poems or works from which the quotations at the beginning of each chapter are taken. (Prose quotes list page number; poem quotes do not, as poems are easily located in Table of Contents.)

			An Author Index.

			ABBREVIATIONS FOR FREQUENTLY-MENTIONED PUBLISHERS:

			AN:    House of Anansi Press.

			M&S:    McClelland & Stewart.

			NCL:    New Canadian Library, McClelland & Stewart.

			N:    New Press.

			OUP:    Oxford University Press

			R:    Ryerson, now McGraw-Hill-Ryerson.

			UTP:    University of Toronto Press.

			Other publishers are mentioned by full name.

			OP:	Out of print.

			ABBREVIATIONS FOR FREQUENTLY-MENTIONED ANTHOLOGIES:

			G&B:    Gary Geddes and Phyllis Bruce, eds., Fifteen     Canadian Poets; OUP, $3.95.

			ML:    Eli Mandel, ed., Poets of Contemporary Canada;     NCL, $2.95.

			PMC:    Milton Wilson, ed., Poets of Mid-Century; NCL,     $2.35.

			W1:    Robert Weaver, ed., Canadian Short Stories; OUP,     $1.95.

			W2:    Robert Weaver, ed., Canadian Short Stories,     Second Series; OUP, $2.95.
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			When your love is a sour taste

			in the mouth, become a matter

			for apologies, survive.

			. . .

			When your face goes flat in

			the silvered mirror, endure;

			endure, if you can, and survive.

			– John Newlove,

			“If You Can”

			It is the time of death

			and the fear of never

			having lived at all

			crazes the young

			when pigs that escaped slaughter

			eat dozens of fermented

			apples and charge drunken thru

			empty woods

			and huntsmen somewhere else

			are learning the trade

			– Al Purdy,

			“Autumn”

			. . . Lionel was lonely. The months passed. Lionel was lonely. The months passed. They were too close to one another. Secretly Lionel wanted to climb a tree and watch his own funeral. He did not know this. . . .

			– Russell Marois,

			The Telephone Pole

			I’m starting to feel sentimental

			only when at home

			in my sixty-­dollar-­a-­month slum,

			or to feel like a Canadian

			only when kissing someone else’s bum.

			– John Newlove,

			“Like a Canadian”

			To find words for what we suffer,

			To enjoy what we must suffer –

			Not to be dumb beasts. . . .

			. . . .

			. . . We shall survive

			And we shall walk

			Somehow into summer. . . .

			– D. G. Jones,

			“Beating the Bushes: Christmas 1963”

		

	
		
			 

			I started reading Canadian literature when I was young, though I ­didn’t know it was that; in fact I ­wasn’t aware that I lived in a country with any distinct existence of its own. At school we were being taught to sing “Rule, Britannia” and to draw the Union Jack; after hours we read stacks of Captain Marvel, Plastic Man and Batman comic books, an activity delightfully enhanced by the disapproval of our elders. However, someone had given us Charles G. D. Roberts’ Kings in Exile for Christmas, and I snivelled my way quickly through these heart-­wrenching stories of animals caged, trapped and tormented. That was followed by Ernest Thompson Seton’s Wild Animals I Have Known, if anything more upsetting because the animals were more actual – they lived in forests, not circuses – and their deaths more mundane: the deaths, not of tigers, but of rabbits.

			No one called these stories Canadian literature, and I ­wouldn’t have paid any attention if they had; as far as I was concerned they were just something else to read, along with Walter Scott, Edgar Allan Poe and Donald Duck. I ­wasn’t discriminating in my reading, and I’m still not. I read then primarily to be entertained, as I do now. And I’m not saying that apologetically: I feel that if you remove the initial gut response from reading – the delight or excitement or simply the enjoyment of being told a story – and try to concentrate on the meaning or the shape or the “message” first, you might as well give up, it’s too much like all work and no play.

			But then as now there were different levels of entertainment. I read the backs of Shredded Wheat boxes as an idle pastime, Captain Marvel and Walter Scott as fantasy escape – I knew, even then, that wherever I lived it ­wasn’t there, since I’d never seen a castle and the Popsicle Pete prizes advertised on the comic book covers either ­weren’t available in Canada, or cost more – and Seton and Roberts as, believe it or not, something closer to real life. I had seen animals, quite a few of them; a dying porcupine was more real to me than a knight in armour or Clark Kent’s Metropolis. Old mossy dungeons and Kryptonite were hard to come by where I lived, though I was quite willing to believe they existed somewhere else; but the materials for Seton’s stick-­and-­stone artefacts and live-­off-­the-­land recipes in Wildwood Wisdom were readily available, and we could make them quite easily, which we did. Most of the recipes were somewhat inedible, as you’ll see if you try Cat-­tail Root Stew or Pollen Pancakes, but the raw ingredients can be collected around any Canadian summer cottage.

			However, it ­wasn’t just the content of these books that felt more real to me; it was their shapes, their patterns. The animal stories were about the struggle to survive, and Seton’s practical handbook was in fact a survival manual: it laid much stress on the dangers of getting lost, eating the wrong root or berry, or angering a moose in season. Though it was full of helpful hints, the world it depicted was one riddled with pitfalls, just as the animal stories were thickly strewn with traps and snares. In this world, no Superman would come swooping out of the sky at the last minute to rescue you from the catastrophe; no rider would arrive post-­haste with a pardon from the King. The main thing was to avoid dying, and only by a mixture of cunning, experience and narrow escapes could the animal – or the human relying on his own resources – manage that. And, in the animal stories at any rate, there were no final happy endings or ultimate solutions; if the animal happened to escape from the particular crisis in the story, you knew there would be another one later on from which it ­wouldn’t escape.

				I ­wasn’t making these analytical judgments at the time, of course. I was just learning what to expect: in comic books and things like Alice in Wonderland or Conan Doyle’s The Lost World, you got rescued or you returned from the world of dangers to a cozy safe domestic one; in Seton and Roberts, because the world of dangers was the same as the real world, you ­didn’t. But when in high school I encountered – again as a Christmas present – something labelled more explicitly as Canadian Literature, the Robert Weaver and Helen James anthology, Canadian Short Stories, I ­wasn’t surprised. There they were again, those animals on the run, most of them in human clothing this time, and those humans up against it; here was the slight mistake that led to disaster, here was the fatal accident; this was a world of frozen corpses, dead gophers, snow, dead children, and the ever-­present feeling of menace, not from an enemy set over against you but from everything surrounding you. The familiar peril lurked behind every bush, and I knew the names of the bushes. Again, I ­wasn’t reading this as Canlit, I was just reading it; I remember being elated by some stories (notably James Reaney’s “The Bully”) and not very interested in others. But these stories felt real to me in a way that Charles Dickens, much as I enjoyed him, did not.

				I’ve talked about these early experiences not because I think that they were typical but because I think that – significantly – they ­weren’t: I doubt that many people my age had even this much contact, minimal and accidental though it was, with their own literature. (Talking about this now makes me feel about 102, because quite a lot has changed since then. But though new curricula are being invented here and there across the country, I’m not convinced that the average Canadian child or high-school student is likely to run across much more Canadian literature than I did. Why this is true is of course one of our problems.)

				Still, although I ­didn’t read much Canadian writing, what I did read had a shape of its own that felt different from the shapes of the other things I was reading. What that shape turned out to be, and what I felt it meant in terms of this country, became clearer to me the more I read; it is, of course, the subject of this book.
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			I’d like to begin with a sweeping generalization and argue that every country or culture has a single unifying and informing symbol at its core. (Please ­don’t take any of my over­simplifi­cations as articles of dogma which allow of no exceptions; they are proposed simply to create vantage points from which the ­literature may be viewed.) The symbol, then – be it word, phrase, idea, image, or all of these – functions like a system of beliefs (it is a system of beliefs, though not always a formal one) which holds the country together and helps the people in it to co-­operate for common ends. Possibly the symbol for America is The Frontier, a flexible idea that contains many elements dear to the American heart: it suggests a place that is new, where the old order can be discarded (as it was when America was instituted by a crop of disaffected Protestants, and later at the time of the Revolution); a line that is always expanding, taking in or “conquering” ever-­fresh virgin territory (be it The West, the rest of the world, outer space, Poverty or The Regions of the Mind); it holds out a hope, never fulfilled but always promised, of Utopia, the perfect human society. Most twentieth century American literature is about the gap between the promise and the actuality, between the imagined ideal Golden West or City Upon a Hill, the model for all the world postulated by the Puritans, and the actual squalid materialism, dotty small town, nasty city, or redneck-­filled outback. Some Americans have even confused the actuality with the promise: in that case Heaven is a Hilton hotel with a Coke machine in it.

			The corresponding symbol for England is perhaps The Island, convenient for obvious reasons. In the seventeenth century a poet called Phineas Fletcher wrote a long poem called The Purple Island, which is based on an extended body-­as-­island metaphor, and, dreadful though the poem is, that’s the kind of island I mean: island-­as-­body, self-­contained, a Body Politic, evolving organically, with a hierarchical structure in which the King is the Head, the statesmen the hands, the peasants or farmers or workers the feet, and so on. The Englishman’s home as his castle is the popular form of this symbol, the feudal castle being not only an insular structure but a self-­contained microcosm of the entire Body Politic.

			The central symbol for Canada – and this is based on numerous instances of its occurrence in both English and French Canadian literature – is undoubtedly Survival, la Survivance. Like the Frontier and The Island, it is a multi-­faceted and adaptable idea. For early explorers and settlers, it meant bare survival in the face of “hostile” elements and/or natives: carving out a place and a way of keeping alive. But the word can also suggest survival of a crisis or disaster, like a hurricane or a wreck, and many Canadian poems have this kind of survival as a theme; what you might call “grim” survival as opposed to “bare” survival. For French Canada after the English took over it became cultural survival, hanging on as a people, retaining a religion and a language under an alien government. And in English Canada now while the Americans are taking over it is acquiring a similar meaning. There is another use of the word as well: a survival can be a vestige of a vanished order which has managed to persist after its time is past, like a primitive reptile. This version crops up in Canadian thinking too, usually among those who believe that Canada is obsolete.

			But the main idea is the first one: hanging on, staying alive. Canadians are forever taking the national pulse like doctors at a sickbed: the aim is not to see whether the patient will live well but simply whether he will live at all. Our central idea is one which generates, not the excitement and sense of adventure or danger which The Frontier holds out, not the smugness and/or sense of security, of everything in its place, which The Island can offer, but an almost intolerable anxiety. Our stories are likely to be tales not of those who made it but of those who made it back from the awful experience – the North, the snowstorm, the sinking ship – that killed everyone else. The survivor has no triumph or victory but the fact of his survival; he has little after his ordeal that he did not have before, except gratitude for having escaped with his life.

			A preoccupation with one’s survival is necessarily also a preoccupation with the obstacles to that survival. In earlier writers these obstacles are external – the land, the climate, and so forth. In later writers the obstacles tend to become both harder to identify and more internal; they are no longer obstacles to physical survival but obstacles to what we may call spiritual survival, to life as anything more than a minimally human being. Sometimes fear of these obstacles becomes itself the obstacle, and a character is paralyzed by terror (either of what he thinks is threatening him from the outside, or of elements in his own nature that threaten him from within). It may even be life itself that he fears; and when life becomes a threat to life, you have a moderately vicious circle. If a man feels he can survive only by amputating himself, turning himself into a cripple or a eunuch, what price survival?

			Just to give you a quick sample of what I’m talking about, here are a few capsule Canadian plots. Some contain attempts to survive which fail. Some contain bare survivals. Some contain crippled successes (the character does more than survive, but is mutilated in the process).

			Pratt: 	The Titanic: Ship crashes into iceberg. Most passengers drown.

			Pratt:	Brébeuf and His Brethren: After crushing ordeals, priests survive briefly and are massacred by Indians.

			Laurence:	The Stone Angel: Old woman hangs on grimly to life and dies at the end.

			Carrier:	Is It the Sun, Philibert? Hero escapes incredible rural poverty and horrid urban conditions, almost makes it financially, dies when he wrecks his car.

			Marlyn:	Under the Ribs of Death: Hero amputates himself spiritually in order to make it financially, fails anyway.

			Ross:	As For Me and My House: Prairie minister who hates his job and has crippled himself artistically by sticking with it is offered a dubious chance of escape at the end.

			Buckler:	The Mountain and the Valley: Writer who has been unable to write has vision of possibility at the end but dies before he can implement it.

			Gibson:	Communion: Man who can no longer make human contact tries to save sick dog, fails, and is burned up at the end.

			And just to round things out, we might add that the two English Canadian feature films (apart from Allan King’s documentaries) to have had much success so far, Goin’ Down the Road and The Rowdyman, are both dramatizations of failure. The heroes survive, but just barely; they are born losers, and their failure to do anything but keep alive has nothing to do with the Maritime Provinces or “regionalism.” It’s pure Canadian, from sea to sea.

			My sample plots are taken from both prose and poetry, and from regions all across Canada; they span four decades, from the thirties to the early seventies. And they hint at another facet of Survivalism: at some point the failure to survive, or the failure to achieve anything beyond survival, becomes not a necessity imposed by a hostile outside world but a choice made from within. Pushed far enough, the obsession with surviving can become the will not to survive.

			Certainly Canadian authors spend a disproportionate amount of time making sure that their heroes die or fail. Much Canadian writing suggests that failure is required because it is felt – consciously or unconsciously – to be the only “right” ending, the only thing that will support the characters’ (or their authors’) view of the universe. When such endings are well-­handled and consistent with the whole book, one ­can’t quarrel with them on aesthetic grounds. But when Canadian writers are writing clumsy or manipulated endings, they are much less likely to manipulate in a positive than they are in a negative direction: that is, the author is less likely to produce a sudden inheritance from a rich old uncle or the surprising news that his hero is really the son of a Count than he is to conjure up an unexpected natural disaster or an out-­of-­control car, tree or minor character so that the protagonist may achieve a satisfactory failure. Why should this be so? Could it be that Canadians have a will to lose which is as strong and pervasive as the Americans’ will to win?

			It might be argued that, since most Canlit has been written in the twentieth century and since the twentieth century has produced a generally pessimistic or “ironic” literature, Canada has simply been reflecting a trend. Also, though it’s possible to write a short lyric poem about joy and glee, no novel of any length can exclude all but these elements. A novel about un­alloyed happiness would have to be either very short or very boring: “Once upon a time John and Mary lived happily ever after, The End.” Both of these arguments have some validity, but surely the Canadian gloom is more unrelieved than most and the death and failure toll out of proportion. Given a choice of the negative or positive aspects of any symbol – sea as life-­giving Mother, sea as what your ship goes down in; tree as symbol of growth, tree as what falls on your head – Canadians show a marked preference for the negative.

			You might decide at this point that most Canadian authors with any pretensions to seriousness are neurotic or morbid, and settle down instead for a good read with Anne of Green Gables (though it’s about an orphan . . .). But if the coincidence intrigues you – so many writers in such a small country, and all with the same neurosis – then I will offer you a theory. Like any theory it ­won’t explain everything, but it may give you some points of departure.
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			Let us suppose, for the sake of argument, that Canada as a whole is a victim, or an “oppressed minority,” or “exploited.” Let us suppose in short that Canada is a colony. A partial definition of a colony is that it is a place from which a profit is made, but not by the people who live there: the major profit from a colony is made in the centre of the empire. That’s what colonies are for, to make money for the “mother country,” and that’s what – since the days of Rome and, more recently, of the Thirteen Colonies – they have always been for. Of course there are cultural side ­effects which are often identified as “the colonial mentality,” and it is these which are examined here; but the root cause for them is economic.

				If Canada is a collective victim, it should pay some atten­tion to the Basic Victim Positions. These are like the basic positions in ballet or the scales on the piano: they are primary, though all kinds of song-­and-­dance variations on them are possible.

				The positions are the same whether you are a victimized country, a victimized minority group or a victimized individual.
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			BASIC VICTIM POSITIONS

			Position One: To deny the fact that you are a victim.

			This uses up a lot of energy, as you must spend much time explaining away the obvious, suppressing anger, and pretending that certain visible facts do not exist. The position is usually taken by those in a Victim group who are a little better off than the others in that group. They are afraid to recognize they are victims for fear of losing the privileges they possess, and they are forced to account somehow for the disadvantages suffered by the rest of the people in the group by disparaging them. As in: “I made it, therefore it’s obvious we ­aren’t victims. The rest are just lazy (or neurotic, or stupid); anyway it’s their own fault if they ­aren’t happy, look at all the opportunities available for them!”

			If anger is felt by Victims in Position One, it is likely to be directed against one’s fellow-­victims, particularly those who try to talk about their victimization.

			The basic game in Position One is “Deny your Victim-­experience.”

			Position Two:

			To acknowledge the fact that you are a victim, but to explain this as an act of Fate, the Will of God, the dictates of Biology (in the case of women, for instance), the necessity decreed by History, or Economics, or the Unconscious, or any other large general powerful idea.

			In any case, since it is the fault of this large thing and not your own fault, you can neither be blamed for your position nor be expected to do anything about it. You can be resigned and long-­suffering, or you can kick against the pricks and make a fuss; in the latter case your rebellion will be deemed foolish or evil even by you, and you will expect to lose and be punished, for who can fight Fate (or the Will of God, or Biology)?

			Notice that:

			1. The explanation displaces the cause from the real source of oppression to something else.

			2. Because the fake cause is so vast, nebulous and unchangeable, you are permanently excused from changing it, and also from deciding how much of your situation (e.g. the climate) is unchangeable, how much can be changed, and how much is caused by habit or tradition or your own need to be a victim.

			3. Anger, when present – or scorn, since everyone in the category is defined as inferior – is directed against both fellow-­victims and oneself.

			The basic game in Position Two is Victor/Victim.

			Position Three:

			To acknowledge the fact that you are a victim but to refuse to accept the assumption that the role is inevitable.

			As in: “Look what’s being done to me, and it ­isn’t Fate, it ­isn’t the Will of God. Therefore I can stop seeing myself as a fated Victim.”

			To put it differently: you can distinguish between the role of Victim (which probably leads you to seek victimization even when there’s no call for it), and the objective experience that is making you a victim. And you can probably go further and decide how much of the objective experience could be changed if you made the effort.

			This is a dynamic position, rather than a static one; from it you can move on to Position Four, but if you become locked into your anger and fail to change your situation, you might well find yourself back in Position Two.

			Notice that:

			1. In this position the real cause of oppression is for the first time identified.

			2. Anger can be directed against the real source of oppression, and energy channelled into constructive action.

			3. You can make real decisions about how much of your position can be changed and how much ­can’t (you ­can’t make it stop snowing; you can stop blaming the snow for everything that’s wrong).

			The basic game of Position Three is repudiating the Victim role.

			Position Four: To be a creative non-­victim.

			Strictly speaking, Position Four is a position not for victims but for those who have never been victims at all, or for ex-­victims: those who have been able to move into it from Position Three because the external and/or the internal causes of victimization have been removed. (In an oppressed society, of course, you ­can’t become an ex-­victim – insofar as you are connected with your society – until the entire society’s position has been changed.)

			In Position Four, creative activity of all kinds becomes possible. Energy is no longer being suppressed (as in Position One) or used up for displacement of the cause, or for passing your victimization along to others (Man kicks Child, Child kicks Dog) as in Position Two; nor is it being used for the dynamic anger of Position Three. And you are able to accept your own experience for what it is, rather than having to distort it to make it correspond with others’ versions of it (particularly those of your oppressors).

			In Position Four, Victor/Victim games are obsolete. You ­don’t even have to concentrate on rejecting the role of Victim, because the role is no longer a temptation for you.

			(There may be a Position Five, for mystics; I postulate it but will not explore it here, since mystics do not as a rule write books.)

			I devised this model not as the Secret of Life or the answer to everything (though you can apply it to world politics or your friends if you like), but as a helpful method of approaching our literature. It’s a model about Victims for the simple reason that I found a superabundance of victims in Canadian literature. If I’d been looking at the nineteenth century English novel I’d have devised a table called Characteristics of Gentlemen; or if I’d been investigating American literature I would have found myself thinking about picaresque anti-­heroes; or if I’d been examining German Romantic literature the result would probably have been a diagram of Doppelgängers. But stick a pin in Canadian literature at random, and nine times out of ten you’ll hit a victim. My model, then, is a product of my Canadian literary experiences, not a Procrustean bed dreamed up in advance on which Canlit is about to be stretched. Now that I’ve traced its main outlines, I’ll indicate briefly how I intend to use – and not to use – the model.

			First, three general points about the model:

			
					•	As I said, this is a verbal diagram: it is intended to be suggestive rather than totally accurate. But experience is never this linear: you’re rarely in any Position in its pure form for very long – and you may have a foot, as it were, in more than one Position at once.

					•	What happens to an individual who has reached Position Three in a society which is still in Positions One or Two? (Not very nice things, usually.) Or, what happens to an individual who is a victim – like a Black in America – in a society which as a whole is not being oppressed by another society? (Again, not very nice things.) If, for instance, your society is in Position Two, perhaps you ­can’t move through Position Three into Position Four except by repudiating your society, or at least its assumptions about the nature of life and proper behaviour. This may eventually make Position Four unreal for you: can you fiddle happily while Rome groans?

					•	I’ve presented the model as though it were based on individual rather than social experience. Perhaps the terms would shift slightly if you were to substitute “we” or “our class” or “our country” for “I,” and you’d then get a more complicated analysis of Canadian colonialism. My approach is more modest: it sketches a perspective from which Canadian Literature makes a surprising amount of sense.

			

			 

			Now, the model as it applies to writing:

			
					•	I assume that by definition (mine, and you ­don’t have to believe me) an author is in Position Four at the moment of writing, that is, the moment of creation – though the subject of his book may be Position Two, and the energy for it may come from Position Three. In the rest of his life he shifts around, like everyone else. (The analogous Position Four moment for the reader is not the time it takes to read a book, but the moment of insight – the time when the book makes sense or comes clear.) And apart from that comment, I ­don’t want to speculate about the state of authors’ souls. Instead, just as in the Preface I proposed the fiction that the literature was being written by Canada, I here propose to regard novels and poems as though they were expressions of Positions, not of authors.

					•	This method will, I hope, articulate the skeleton of Canadian literature. It will let you see how the bones fit together, but it ­won’t put flesh on them. That is, the method provides a static dissection, rather than a dynamic examination of a process-­in-­motion. (A “static” model facilitates classification. Trying out a dynamic model would also be interesting.)

					•	Because I’m not handing out gold stars, I’ll try not to do much evaluating – praising or censuring – of books according to this model. Although in real life Position Four may be preferable to Position Two, I do find a consistent and tough-­minded Position Two poem preferable to a sloppy and unearned Position Four one. But I’ll let you do that kind of evaluation for yourself.

			

			You might try to decide whether, in any given work, the actual conditions of the characters’ lives are sufficient to account for the doom and gloom meted out to them. Bare Survival ­isn’t a central theme by accident, and neither is the victim motif; the land was hard, and we have been (and are) an exploited colony; our literature is rooted in those facts. But you might wonder, in a snowstorm-­kills-­man story, whether the snowstorm is an adequate explanation for the misery of the characters, or whether the author has displaced the source of the misery in their world and is blaming the snowstorm when he ought to be blaming something else. If so, it is a Position Two story: quite apart from the subject matter, it expresses a premature resignation and a misplaced willingness to see one’s victimization as unchangeable.

			And I’ll point out too that a book can be a symptom or reflection of a Position (though not necessarily a bad book); or it can be a conscious examination of it (though not necessarily a good one). The latter seems less fatalistic; a conscious examination of victim experience – including the need to be a victim – suggests a more realistic desire to transcend the experience, even if that is not made explicit in the book.
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			I’ve laid out the skeleton of Canadian literature in a way that was easy for me to manage and I hope will be easy for you to follow. The key patterns themselves are arranged in four groups. Chapters Two, Three and Four (the first group) deal with the patterns Canadian literature has made of what white people found when they arrived here: the land, the animals, and the Indians. Chapters Five, Six, Seven and Eight deal with what Canadian literature has made of its “ancestor” figures. Chapters Nine and Ten cope with two representative figures – the Canadian Artist, who is usually male, and the Canadian Woman, who is usually female – and explore some of the reasons for their rather curtailed anatomies. And Chapters Eleven and Twelve provide some rays of light, in the shape of bonfires and insights.

			You will need the rays of light because the surrounding gloom sometimes gets pretty dense; a lot of our literature (as you may have suspected) is either an expression or an examination of Position Two: “I am a victim but there is nothing I can do about it.” However, a writer’s job is to tell his society not how it ought to live, but how it does live.

			But before you plunge in here are some cheering thoughts:

			
					•	Although negative stances towards theme and image predominate, there are also examples of escapes, positive changes, and revelations.

					•	Much of our literature is a diagram of what is not desired. Knowing what you ­don’t want ­isn’t the same as knowing what you do want, but it helps.

					•	Naming your own condition, your own disease, is not necessarily the same as acquiescing in it. Diagnosis is the first step.

			

			Armed with these maxims, you should be proof against some of the murkier depths that lie ahead.

			APPENDIX: HISTORY AND NATIONALISM

			For two quick views of Canadian history, both in the form of comic books, see:

			She Named It Canada. The Corrective Collective, 421 East 48th Ave., Vancouver, B.C. $0.50. (Bulk orders of 50 or more, $0.35.)

			The History of Quebec. Léandre Bergeron and Robert Lavaill; English or French; NC Press, P.O. Box 6106, Terminal A, Toronto 116. $1.00.

			There’s also The Boreal Express, Canadian history in newspaper format, available from Clarke Irwin, 10 issues for $5.00.

			Four books which are helpful in connection with the theoretical parts of this chapter are: 

			George Grant, Technology and Empire; AN, $2.50.

			Ian Lumsden, ed., Close the 49th Parallel: The Americanization of Canada; UTP, $3.75.

			Kari Levitt, Silent Surrender; Macmillan, $3.50.

			Glen Frankfurter, Baneful Domination; Longman ($11.50; not in paper yet).

			For a more extensive list, see the one following the chapter “Foreign Control of the Economy” in Read Canadian (ed. Godfrey, Fulford and Rotstein); James Lewis and Samuel, $1.95.
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			NATURE THE MONSTER

			 

			I have long been impressed in Canadian poetry by a tone of deep terror in regard to nature. . . . It is not a terror of the dangers or discomforts or even the mysteries of nature, but a terror of the soul at something that these things manifest.

			– Northrop Frye,

			The Bush Garden

			Whether alive or dead the bush resisted:

			Alive, it must be slain with axe and saw,

			If dead, it was in tangle at their feet.

			The ice could hit men as it hit the spruces.

			Even the rivers had betraying tricks. . . .

			– E. J. Pratt,

			Towards the Last Spike

			. . . Nature is just a lot of waste and cruelty, maybe not from Nature’s point of view but from a human point of view. Cruelty is the law of Nature.

			– Alice Munro,

			Lives of Girls and Women

			. . . But now

			That the forests are cut down, the rivers charted,

			Where can you turn, where can you travel? Unless

			Through the desperate wilderness behind your eyes,

			So full of falls and glooms and desolations . . .

			– Douglas LePan,

			“Coureurs de bois”

			. . . the world is a leafless wood; we stare

			abruptly upon tundra and the sky –

			soul’s frontiers where we meet,

			knowing ourselves only

			capacities for loneliness,

			solitudes wherein the barrens sound.

			– D. G. Jones,

			“Soliloquy to Absent Friends”

			When one contemplates the conquest of nature by technology one must remember that that conquest had to include our own bodies. Calvinism provided the determined and organized men and women who could rule the mastered world. The punishment they inflicted on non-­human nature, they had first inflicted on themselves.

			– George Grant,

			Technology and Empire

			 

			Poems which contain descriptions of landscapes and natural objects are often dismissed as being mere Nature poetry. But Nature poetry is seldom just about Nature; it is usually about the poet’s attitude towards the external natural universe. That is, landscapes in poems are often interior landscapes; they are maps of a state of mind. Sometimes the poem conceals this fact and purports to be objective description, sometimes the poem acknowledges and explores the interior landscape it presents. The same tendencies can be present in the descriptive passages of novels or stories with natural settings. What we are looking at in this chapter is the types of landscape that prevail in Canadian literature and the kinds of attitude they mirror.

			Not surprisingly in a country with such a high ratio of trees, lakes and rocks to people, images from Nature are almost everywhere. Added up, they depict a Nature that is often dead and unanswering or actively hostile to man; or, seen in its gentler spring and summer aspects, unreal. There is a sense in Canadian literature that the true and only season here is winter: the others are either preludes to it or mirages concealing it. There is a three-­line poem by Alden Nowlan called “April in New Brunswick” which puts this case perfectly:

			Spring is distrusted here, for it deceives –

			snow melts upon the lawns, uncovering

			last fall’s dead leaves.

			The key word is “distrusted”; Canadian writers as a whole do not trust Nature, they are always suspecting some dirty trick. An often-­encountered sentiment is that Nature has betrayed expectation, it was supposed to be different.

			This distrust, this sense of betrayal, may be traced in part to expectations which were literary in origin. English Canada was settled first, but sparsely, in the eighteenth century; a larger influx of immigrants from England arrived during the first half of the nineteenth century. The prevailing literary mode in Nature poetry in the late eighteenth century as derived from Edmund Burke was the cult of the sublime and the picturesque, featuring views and inspirational scenery. In the first half of the nineteenth century this shifted to Wordsworthian Romanticism. What you were “supposed” to feel about Nature under the first mode was awe at the grandeur of Nature; under the second, you were supposed to feel that Nature was a kind Mother or Nurse who would guide man if he would only listen to her. In the popular mind, the two modes often combined; in any case, Nature was “good” and cities were “evil.” Nature the kind Mother on Earth had joined and in some cases replaced God the severe Father in Heaven who had been around for some time previously. In the United States, Emerson and his disciples Thoreau and Whitman are certainly later tributaries of this stream.

			Towards the middle of the century Nature’s personality underwent a change; she remained a female deity, but she became redder in tooth and claw as Darwinism infiltrated literature. However, most of the English immigrants were by that time safely in Canada, their heads filled with diluted Burke and Wordsworth, encountering lots and lots of Nature. If Wordsworth was right, Canada ought to have been the Great Good Place. At first, complaining about the bogs and mosquitoes must have been like criticizing the authority of the Bible.

			Susanna Moodie’s description of the “surpassing grandeur” of the view near Grosse Isle reads like a dictionary of early nineteenth-­century Nature adjectives:

			The previous day had been dark and stormy, and a heavy fog had concealed the mountain chain, which forms the stupendous background to this sublime view, entirely from our sight. As the clouds rolled away from their grey bald brows, and cast into denser shadows the vast forest belts that girdled them round, they loomed out like mighty giants – Titans of the earth, in all their rugged and awful beauty – a thrill of wonder and delight pervaded my mind. The spectacle floated dimly on my sight – my eyes were blinded with tears – blinded by the excess of beauty. I turned to the right and to the left, I looked up and down the glorious river; never had I beheld so many striking objects blended into one mighty whole! Nature had lavished all her noblest features in producing that enchanting scene.

				But the tension between what you were officially supposed to feel and what you actually encountered when you got here – and the resultant sense of being gypped – is much in evidence.

				In Roughing It in the Bush, Mrs. Moodie’s determination to preserve her Wordsworthian faith collides with the difficulty she has in doing so when Nature fails time and time again to come through for her. The result is a markedly double-­minded attitude towards Canada:

				. . . The aspect of Nature ever did, and I hope ever will, continue: “To shoot marvellous strength into my heart.” As long as we remain true to the Divine Mother, so long will she remain faithful to her suffering children.

				At that period my love for Canada was a feeling very nearly allied to that which the condemned criminal entertains for his cell – his only hope of escape being through the portals of the grave.

			Those two emotions – faith in the Divine Mother and a feeling of hopeless imprisonment – follow each other on the page without break or explanation. If the Divine Mother is all that faithful, we may ask, why are her children suffering? Moodie copes with the contradiction by dividing Nature itself in two, reserving the splendid adjectives and the Divine-­Mother attributes for the half that she approves of and failing to account for the hostile activities of the other half.

				Again and again we find her gazing at the sublime natural goings-­on in the misty distance – sunsets, mountains, spectacular views – only to be brought up short by disagreeable things in her immediate foreground, such as bugs, swamps, tree roots and other immigrants. Nature the Sublime can be approached but never reached, and Nature the Divine Mother hardly functions at all; like God she may be believed in but not experienced directly, and she’s not much help with the vegetable garden. Unfortunately it’s the swamps, bugs, tree roots and other immigrants that form the texture of daily life.

				This tension between expectation and actuality was not confined to Mrs. Moodie. It’s there as a sense of something missing in the almost surreal interlude in Alexander McLachlan’s The Emigrant, where a labyrinthine journey through a forest, “Through morasses, over bogs, / Wading rivers, crossing logs,” ends in a forest glade filled with unknown and nameless coloured birds, none of which has any “song.” (The birds lack songs not because they are mute but because the sounds they make are not like the sounds the emigrant McLachlan is accustomed to hearing birds make. It’s like a North American listening to Oriental music and hearing only cacophony.) The tension creeps also into Charles Sangster’s attempt to cram Canadian scenery into a Nature poem of the saccharine or Leigh Hunt variety. “The St. Lawrence and the Saguenay” oozes along for the most part like this:

			Here Nature, lavish of her wealth, did strew

			Her flocks of panting islets on the breast

			Of the admiring River, where they grew

			Like shapes of Beauty, formed to give a zest

			To the charmed mind, like waking Visions of the Blest.

			But then comes this curious stanza:

			Here Nature holds her Carnival of Isles.

			Steeped in warm sunlight all the merry day,

			Each nodding tree and floating greenwood smiles,

			And moss-­crowned monsters move in grim array.

			All night the Fisher spears his finny prey;

			The piney flambeaux reddening the deep,

			Past the dim shores, or up some mimic bay:

			Like grotesque banditti they boldly sweep

			Upon the startled prey, and stab them while they sleep.

			Some carnival. The lavishness, panting, merriment and Beauty hardly account for the “moss-­crowned monsters,” nor for that really unexpected stab in the dark. In any other country this kind of unexplained inconsistency of image might be just bad poetry; here it’s bad poetry plus, and the plus is the doubtless unintended revelation of a split attitude.

				That this kind of tension or split is not just a characteristic of the nineteenth century is demonstrated in Douglas LePan’s important poem, “A Country Without A Mythology,” where the pattern is almost intact. In it, someone called “the stranger” is travelling towards no discernible goal through a land without “monuments or landmarks,” among “a savage people” who are silent and moody or, when they speak, incomprehensible. “The stranger” must live off the land on berries and fish, snatching what he can get and “forgetting every grace and ceremony.” What is missing for him in this alien land are the emblems of tradition-­saturated European civilization:

			The abbey clock, the dial in the garden,

			Fade like saints’ days and festivals.

			Months, years, are here unbroken virgin forests.

			There is no law. . . .

			The landscape itself is harsh, “violent,” sharp and jagged, bitter cold in winter and burning hot in summer. But the traveller retains his desire for a Wordsworthian experience of Nature as divine and kindly:

			Sometimes – perhaps at the tentative fall of twilight –

			A belief will settle that waiting around the bend

			Are sanctities of childhood, that melting birds

			Will sing him into a limpid gracious Presence.

			The hills will fall in folds, the wilderness

			Will be a garment innocent and lustrous

			To wear upon a birthday, under a light

			That curls and smiles, a golden-­haired Archangel.

			But somehow this never happens; he continues his journey, but the landscape does not grant him the vision he requires:

			And now the channel opens. But nothing alters.

			Mile after mile of tangled struggling roots,

			Wild-­rice, stumps, weeds, that clutch at the canoe,

			Wild birds hysterical in tangled trees.

			And not a sign, no emblem in the sky

			Or boughs to friend him as he goes; for who

			Will stop where, clumsily constructed, daubed

			With war-­paint, teeters some lust-­red manitou?

				There is, of course, more than one possible interpretation for the ending of this poem. We can believe with “the stranger” that Nature has withheld all revelation, or indeed that Nature is empty, has no revelation to give, no “sign” or “emblem.” Or we can take the hint that the poet gives us: perhaps the stranger has been given a revelation but has not been able to recognize it. There is an image of the divine present in the landscape – the “manitou” which the Indians have carved – but since the traveller is looking where he has been taught to look, up towards the sky, and since he is demanding that any revelation shall arrive in his terms – terms he has learned in Europe – he misses the real revelation which is there on the ground, and which takes a shape appropriate to the landscape itself, not to his ideas of what it ought to be. Because the mythic figure, “the manitou,” is not a “golden-­haired Archangel” it is dismissed as clumsy and perhaps even rejected as impure or dangerous – it is, after all, “lust-­red.” The real point of the manitou may be that, whatever it is, it is here, it is actual and possible, whereas the traveller’s Wordsworthian and European Christian fantasies are only wishful thinking, and of a destructive kind: they prevent him from making meaningful contact with his actual environment. Perhaps this is why he remains a stranger: he’s looking for the wrong thing in the wrong place.

				If the Divine Mother is conspicuous by her absence and the vision of a “gracious Presence” steadfastly refuses to manifest itself, the person who demands Divine Mothers and Presences may conclude that Nature is dead (as the late nineteenth century in Europe concluded that God was dead, since He was no longer producing miracles and chariots of fire). Nature seen as dead, or alive but indifferent, or alive and actively hostile towards man is a common image in Canadian literature. The result of a dead or indifferent Nature is an isolated or “alienated” man; the result of an actively hostile Nature is usually a dead man, and certainly a threatened one.

				Death by Nature – not to be confused with “natural deaths” such as heart attacks – is an event of startling frequency in Canadian literature; in fact it seems to polish off far more people in literature than it does in real life. In Death by Nature, something in the natural environment murders the individual, though the author – who is of course the real guilty party, since it is he who has arranged the murder – often disguises the foul deed to make it look like an accident.

				The Canadian author’s two favourite “natural” methods for dispatching his victims are drowning and freezing, drowning being preferred by poets – probably because it can be used as a metaphor for a descent into the unconscious – and freezing by prose writers. Why this should be so is evident if you think about the other methods made available by the actual environment. There is lots of water and snow in Canada, and both are good murder weapons; but other plausible weapons are few. There are no deserts and no jungles. You could kill a man by having a rock fall on him, or having him fall off one (and that’s been done, by Earle Birney in David). You can squash him under a tree, as Isabella Crawford does in Malcolm’s Katie, but that’s not too effective: the victim recovers. Trees piled in log-jams work better as squashing devices, as in Duncan Campbell Scott’s poem “At the Cedars.” There ­aren’t many venomous reptiles or vermin in Canada, though rattlesnakes are on the increase; I once read a mystery story in which one of the victims was murdered by being tied to a tree in the blackfly season, but I ­don’t believe it was Canadian. For reasons which have to do with the profundities of the Canadian psyche, Death by Wild Animal is infrequent. (See Chapter Three.) Death by Indian has something to do with Death by Nature, but it is not quite the same thing. (See Chapter Four.) It would be possible to have someone burn up in a forest fire, but I ­can’t think of any author who’s tried this. Death by Nature can also come in the form of suicide, and again drowning and freezing are favourite methods; for the latter, see Sinclair Ross’s story “The Painted Door” and (more or less) Duncan Campbell Scott’s poem “The Forsaken.”

				Water and snow, then, are the usual implements, though there’s another, more indirect way of doing in a character: Death by Bushing, in which a character isolated in Nature goes crazy. Legends of the Wendigo get connected with this one – the character sees too much of the wilderness, and in a sense becomes it, leaving his humanity behind. Joyce Marshall’s story “The Old Woman” contains a madness of this kind. Another good example is Earle Birney’s poem “Bushed,” in which the protagonist at first lives well enough within Nature, but then comes to feel that the mountain beside which he has built his shack is alive and unfriendly towards him:

			But the moon carved unknown totems

			out of the lakeshore

			owls in the beardusky woods derided him

			moosehorned cedars circled his swamps and tossed

			their antlers up to the stars

			Then he knew  though the mountain slept   the winds

			were shaping its peak to an arrowhead

			poised

			And now he could only

			bar himself in and wait

			for the great flint to come singing into his heart

				The attitudes towards Death by Nature vary, as do the amounts of guilt or responsibility ascribed to Nature. At one end of the spectrum is the fatalism displayed in F. P. Grove’s story “Snow.” The story is simple to the point of aridity: a man living at the edge of civilization is missing in the snow and some other men set out to find him. They discover his dead body frozen stiff. They announce the news to his wife, who is left destitute with six children, and to his parents. His mother-­in-­law, collapsing into tears, says “God’s will be done.” The death is presented as a fact, as the kind of thing that happens; no attempt is made to explain it or soften it and the woman’s exclamation is, in context, ironic. Here Nature is dead or indifferent rather than actively hostile: it is a condition, not a person.

				Death by Nature has a somewhat different aspect in Earle Birney’s long poem David. On the surface the poem is about two young men who go mountain-­climbing. They want to try a peak, called “the Finger,” which they’ve never climbed before. When they reach the top the narrator slips and his friend David reaches to steady him, but falls to a ledge. The narrator climbs down to him, finds him crushed but still alive, and at David’s insistence pushes him over the ledge to smash on the ice six hundred feet below. The death of David is ostensibly a kind of accident, and any guilt for it belongs to the narrator, who caused David’s fall by his carelessness (he ­didn’t test his footholds) and, more directly, by pushing him over.

				But the imagery of the poem casts a different light on the story. The Finger itself is an anthropomorphic form: it is at first “an overhang / Crooked like a talon.” This could be the talon of a bird, but later it is overtly humanoid: after the accident the narrator says, “Above us climbed the last joint of the Finger / Beckoning bleakly the wide indifferent sky.” The sky may be indifferent, but the Finger ­isn’t: it beckons, and in a sense it is the beckoning of the Finger that has lured David to his death. It ­isn’t the only giant hand present: in the second section, another peak is “like a fist in a frozen ocean of rock. . . .” The Divine Mother’s hands are scarcely extended in blessing.

				An interesting thing about the images in David is the way they change from Nature-­is-­indifferent images before David’s fall to Nature-­is-­hostile images after it. Before the fall, there is a whole group of images that connect mountains with ocean: there’s the “frozen ocean of rock” just mentioned, “a long green surf of junipers,” the “ice in the morning thaw” that is “a gurgling world of crystal and cold blue chasms, / And seracs that shone like frozen saltgreen waves.” More explicitly, there is David’s knowledge of geology, which reveals that the mountains were an ocean once: the fossils of coral and trilobites are “Letters delivered to man from the Cambrian waves.” Ice, ocean and rock are pulled together by these images; the total picture is of a Nature which is huge and “unknowing” but not actively trying to destroy. It is the narrator’s innocence which makes such a vision possible; had he been more suspicious of the Divine Mother he would have paid more attention to the mangled bodies of her children which the two climbers encounter: the skeleton of a mountain goat that has slipped, and a maimed robin.

				After David’s fall, which is also a fall from grace – from a vision of Nature as at least indifferent and sometimes beautiful, a Nature that man may exist in and enjoy if he is strong and careful – the images change. David is found with “a cruel fang” of stone poking into him; his blood is being drunk by “thirsting lichens.” The landscape the narrator has passed through earlier on the way to the Finger is crossed by him again on his way back, but this time the chimney he must descend is “an empty horror,” the snow is “sun-­cankered,” the crevasses are “gaping” and “greenthroated,” the seracs are “fanged,” the glacier has a “snout.” Even on more solid ground the swamp that had earlier “quivered with frogsong” is now “ragged”; it reeks, and its toadstools are “obscene.” The landscape has come alive; it is no longer an ocean but a body, the body of a vampire or cannibal or ghoul, with its fangs and bloodthirsty lichens and its stench of decay. David’s fall into death is the narrator’s fall into a vision of Nature as a destructive and hideous monster.

				David’s name is suggestive: where there is a David in Canadian literature there is usually a Goliath, and the Goliath, the evil giant (or giantess) is, of course, Nature herself. David has been challenging it to combat by fighting his way up the mountains, but as in many Canadian David-­and-­Goliath stories, Goliath wins.

				Goliath wins again, and even more tellingly, in E. J. Pratt’s long poem The Titanic: and with these winning-­and-­losing metaphors it’s obvious that we have left behind the fatalistic attitude that goes with “Nature is dead or indifferent” and are dealing with a war-­with-­Nature or let’s-­fight attitude that goes with “Nature is hostile.”

				The Titanic itself – as its name implies – is a giant created by man as a challenge to Nature; this is made obvious by Pratt in the second section of the poem, in which the ship is spoken of as having “lungs” and a “heart,” and in which the belief in her indestructibility is seen as yet another example of man’s attempt to defy the universe:

			And this belief had reached its climax when,

			Through wireless waves as yet unstaled by use,

			The wonder of the ether had begun

			To fold the heavens up and reinduce

			That ancient hubris in the hearts of men,

			Which would have slain the cattle of the sun,

			And filched the lightnings from the fist of Zeus.

			The Titanic is also a kind of Noah’s Ark, carrying a microcosm of the society that has created it, from the rich on the upper decks to the immigrants in the steerage. It is human civilization in miniature, setting out to conquer Goliath; but instead of saving its passengers from the Flood it drowns them in it.

				The description of the iceberg that sinks the Titanic is worth some attention. It is not alive (though at the moment of collision there is “No shock! No more than if something alive / had brushed her. . . .”), it is a “thing” with the blind, uncaring motions and attributes of a thing; and as “thing” it embodies the three elements of the physical universe we found also in David: ice or snow, ocean and rock. (Here the ice of the berg is seen as rock, whereas in David mountain rock was seen as ocean.) Yet it is given two metaphorical identities. The first, with its images of European church architecture, suggests the wish for the “gracious Presence” version of Nature longed for in LePan’s poem:

			Pressure and glacial time had stratified

			The berg to the consistency of flint,

			And kept inviolate, through clash of tide

			And gale, facade and columns with their hint

			Of inward altars and of steepled bells. . . .

			But this identity is only external; the berg erodes until “the last temple touch of grace” is gone, and under its facade are no “inward altars” but only “the brute / And paleolithic outline of a face.” The face is that of a monster, half shambling beast, half human; the monster has a claw, and it is this claw that rips open the Titanic. Nature’s Goliath proves much bigger and stronger than the puny David which has been sent against it; at the end of the poem, when the moments of human courage or panic have come and gone on the sinking ship, the ice titan remains, virtually unmoved:

			And out there in the starlight, with no trace

			Upon it of its deed but the last wave

			From the Titanic fretting at its base,

			Silent, composed, ringed by its icy broods,

			The grey shape with the paleolithic face

			Was still the master of the longitudes.

				This monster is of uncertain sex (“broods” and “master” seem to contradict each other) but the Nature-­monster in another Pratt poem, Towards the Last Spike, is definitely female. Female Nature-­monsters are examined at length in Chapter Ten; suffice it to say that the monster in Towards the Last Spike is the Canadian Shield in the form of a female dragon or lizard, that war is declared against her by Sir John A. Macdonald and takes the form of building a railroad through her, that she fights back with the weapons at her disposal, namely the traditional ones of ice, rock and water (also trees, dead and alive), and that this time tiny man wins the war against the giant.

				A curious thing starts happening in Canadian literature once man starts winning, once evidence starts piling up of what Frye in The Bush Garden calls “the conquest of nature by an intelligence that does not love it.” Sympathy begins to shift from the victorious hero to the defeated giantess, and the problem is no longer how to avoid being swallowed up by a cannibalistic Nature but how to avoid destroying her.

				The war against Nature assumed that Nature was hostile to begin with; man could fight and lose, or he could fight and win. If he won he would be rewarded: he could conquer and enslave Nature, and, in practical terms, exploit her resources. But it is increasingly obvious to some writers that man is now more destructive towards Nature than Nature can be towards man; and, furthermore, that the destruction of Nature is equivalent to self-­destruction on the part of man. Earle Birney has a poem dating from 1945 called “Transcontinental,” which is a sort of Towards the Last Spike revisited. In it the narrator is going across Canada in a plushy train, “crawling across this sometime garden,” surrounded by colourful tourist folders; when he looks out the window he sees “this great green girl grown sick / with man sick with the likes of us. . . .” The land is a woman again, but this time a “girl,” not a monster; human beings are parasites on her body, and she is covered with scars, scum and other evidences of disease. Birney’s conclusion is not that the Divine Mother will forgive, but that man will have to clean up the mess he has made:

			It is true she is too big and strong to die

			of this disease but she grows quickly old

			this lady   old with us –

			nor have we any antibodies for her aid

			except her own.

			You may not like the disease-­and-­cure terminology, but at least it’s revealing; the power is no longer with Nature, Birney indicates, it’s with man.

				Man-­the-­aggressor is taken a step further in Peter Such’s novel Fallout, in which the rape of the land by an impious machine technology finally provokes retaliation by Nature, in the form of a hurricane. Nature’s hostility here is not un­provoked; it is seen as retribution, punishment for a crime. The moral weight – and the author’s identification – is definitely on the side of Nature.

				Dennis Lee goes even further in Civil Elegies. He implies that the result of the North American war on Nature is not an enhancing of human civilization but a stunting of it – and that the ripoff policies towards the land, which have gone hand-­in-­hand with the Nature-­is-­hostile stance, issue eventually in the death of cities as well.

			 

			For a people which lays its whiskey and violent

			machines

			on a land that is primal, and native, which takes

			that land in greedy

			innocence but will not live it, which is not claimed by

			its own

			and sells that land off even before it has owned it. . . .

			that people will botch its cities, its greatest squares

			will scoff at its money and stature, and prising wide

			a civil space to live in, by the grace of its own

			invention it will

			fill that space with the artifacts of death.

			 

				Without pushing it, I’d like to look at some ways in which the attitudes towards Nature we’ve been noticing might fit into what I said earlier about the Basic Victim Positions. And I’ll say, incidentally and to avoid misunderstanding, that a poem – unlike a politician – must be judged not on what position it takes but on how well it “does” that position.

				Pretending that Nature is the all-­good Divine Mother when you’re being eaten by mosquitoes and falling into bogs is Position One. It ­can’t really stand up very long against the Canadian climate and the Canadian terrain, measured against which Wordsworth’s Lake District – Divine Mother country – is merely a smallish lukewarm pimple. So most of our Position One Nature poetry is nineteenth century.

				There are several variations of Position Two. As I said before, acknowledging the truth of your situation is always preferable to concealing it; so poems that talk about the hardness of the land and the difficulties of coming to terms with it are a desirable first step. Merely to describe where it is you are and what that looks and feels like is a relief if you’ve been conned into believing something different; it’s like the small boy and the Emperor’s New Clothes. If it’s cold, say so – name your condition out loud. In a lot of early Canadian poetry you find this desire to name struggling against a terminology which is foreign and completely inadequate to describe what is actually being seen. Part of the delight of reading Canadian poetry chronologically is watching the gradual emergence of a language appropriate to its objects. I’d say it first began to really happen in poets such as Lampman and Duncan Campbell Scott. For a good example, take a look at A. J. M. Smith’s poem “The Lonely Land,” which has all the jagged edges of a Tom Thompson jack pine but still manages to affirm.

				Position Two writing is not always able to reach ahead to Positions Three and Four. Naming a Nature which is not like the one you expected can lead to the feeling that Nature is dead or indifferent, and from there to the feeling that Nature is alive and actively hostile towards man. And such attitudes can be symptomatic of some other unstated attitudes that have to do with living in a colony. That is, “Nature is dead” can mean “Things ­don’t look the way they are supposed to, that is, the way they did ‘at home.’ Therefore I am in exile.” And “Nature is hostile and is out to get me” can mean also “I feel small, helpless and victimized. I seem to have little power over my own destiny. Something must be doing this to me but I ­can’t put my finger on a concrete enemy. Therefore the enemy must be Nature.”

				You can easily see how the Position Two feeling that Nature is a huge powerful hostile enemy against whom man will lose can turn into the will to lose. Instead of “Chances are Nature will win because it’s bigger” you get “I will lose – I must lose – because that’s the way things are and ought to be.” Man wills his role as victim because this completes for him a Universe-­as-­hostile pattern, and at this point the pattern becomes self-­perpetuating. Wherever it comes from, this attitude sees mainly the obstacles to our survival, and it can itself become an obstacle to survival.

				Deciding to “win the war against Nature” can move you into Position Three (“Being a victim is not foreordained; I refuse to be a victim”). But as in all apparent moves into Position Three, the Position Two pattern may continue with merely a change of roles. Instead of giant Nature beating up weak helpless man, we get giant man beating up weak helpless Nature, and there’s just as much chance to play victim if you then identify with Nature and see the plight as inescapable. (“Pollution will get us all in twenty years. There’s nothing we can do but suffer.”) That lands you right back in Position Two, helpless and doomed. Again, naming the awful truth is necessary, but postulating it as inevitable leads to impotence and futility. The real Position Three move that will get you to Position Four is probably “I refuse to play Victor/Victim with Nature” – a rejection of war games.

				What is natural is not always external. As George Grant points out in the quotation at the beginning of this chapter, attitudes towards Nature inevitably involve man’s attitude towards his own body and towards sexuality, insofar as these too are seen as part of Nature. It ­doesn’t take much thought to deduce what “Nature is dead” and “Nature is hostile” are going to do to a man’s attitudes towards his own body and towards women; you’ll find some related evidence in Chapters Nine and Ten.

				What does Nature look like from Position Four? Well, it ­isn’t the Divine Mother – that is, it ­isn’t all-­good – and it ­isn’t Nature the evil monster. It exists as itself, I suspect, but not as a collection of separate and inert objects; rather it exists as a living process which includes opposites: life and death, “gentleness” and “hostility.”

				From Position Four, man himself is seen as part of the process; he does not define himself as “good” or “weak” as against a hostile Nature, or as “bad” or “aggressive” as against a passive, powerless Nature. He can accept his own body, including its sexuality, as part of this process, accepting too the versatility that the process requires. Since he does not see life as something that can only be maintained inside a fortress and at the expense of shutting out Nature and sex, he is free to move within space rather than in a self-­created tank against it.

				Such moments are few in Canadian poetry, but they do exist, they are imaginable and therefore possible. They occur significantly, for instance, in the work of Irving Layton. In his “social” poems Layton is usually locked into Position Three anger, trying rather frantically to dissociate himself from the grey sterile Position Two Canadian wasps and fat rich Position One Jews he sets up as straw men. A lot of those poems are “I’m-­not-­like-­them” poems, and his strident insistence that we take note of his balls as though of some rare novelty would be tedious if it ­weren’t such a helpful key to a real national anxiety. Much of the time he accepts the Victor/Victim game, but makes the un-­Canadian choice of identifying with the victors rather than the victims. However, in some of the Nature poems he transcends those alternatives and moves into the processes of life-­as-­energy. In “For Mao Tse-­Tung: A Meditation on Flies and Kings,” he squashes flies and “derides” bushes while also being able to experience “ecstasy” in his identification with sun and forest. And in “The Birth of Tragedy” he says,

			 

			In me, nature’s divided things –

			tree, mould on tree –

			have their fruition;

			I am their core. Let them swap,

			bandy, like a flame swerve

			I am their mouth; as a mouth I serve.

			 

			It’s not as far as you might think from this to bill bissett’s “Prayrs for th One Habitation”:

			 

			but we all need each othr th

			pebbul th orchard oh th sweet song what

			takes us joyfully in thru th

			mercury th passing sea, th flowing

			salty wave how we touch, touch at

			th threads of our undrstandings.

			. . .

			ths prayrs with all th rest of it,

			into the fire, sing, what we

			cum from, what we return to.

			 

			 

			APPENDIX ON SNOW:

			It is in their attitudes towards winter that Canadians reveal most fully their stance towards Nature – since, as I said at the beginning of this chapter, winter for us is the “real” season. You can use winter themes and images as a kind of touchstone; collecting snow, ice and blizzards, and different ways of coping with them, can be instructive as well as alarming.

				My own collection might begin with Grove’s story “Snow” and Lampman’s poem “In November.” It would certainly include P. K. Page’s three stunning poems “The Snowman,” “The Skiers” and “Stories of Snow,” in all of which the snow takes friendly forms at first but turns during the poem into a metaphor for alienation, terror, manifestation of the inhuman void, and death. It would also contain Alden Nowlan’s poem “New Brunswick,” which concludes,

			 

			The very dung behind the cattle freezes,

			the wind insults the face like a sprung branch

			who can condemn the exile if he seizes

			an icicle and thrusts it like a lance

			 

			into his heart? Oh, Christ our faith is strong

			that winter lasts forever, being long.

			 

			It would look at snow used as a death or termination image, as for instance at the end of Ernest Buckler’s novel The Mountain and the Valley and at the end of Alice Munro’s short story “The Time of Death.” This use of snow stretches through Graeme Gibson’s novel Five Legs, with its interminable drive through a snowstorm and its long snowy funeral. (For another funeral in the snow, see Roch Carrier’s La Guerre, Yes Sir!)

				On the positive side, it would include Margaret Avison’s “New Year’s Poem,” in which the “I” looks out from her house, this “unchill, habitable interior,” and sees the snow as delightful; and another Avison poem, “Snow.” And A. M. Klein’s “The Snowshoers,” and Jay Macpherson’s shepherd-­in-­the-­snow poems in The Boatman, in which the snow is not a death-­image but the container and preserver of dormant life. And Grove’s Over Prairie Trails, in which snow and winter are finally accepted on their own terms.

				I would end my collection with a quotation from a D. G. Jones poem, “Beating the Bushes: Christmas 1963”:

			 

			Shall I curse

			Winter that I do not build a house?

			Shall I hate

			The snow that it is cold?

			 

			Nature is a monster, perhaps, only if you come to it with unreal expectations or fight its conditions rather than accepting them and learning to live with them. Snow ­isn’t necessarily something you die in or hate. You can also make houses in it.
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