line

oA
(edas fo N\
tfm.o\J- t'hn'nJ . t‘ﬁ.’l'\J
of W trisha hett by
boe "tﬂ pedal (nto
Ob“d;w\

o'\ll-‘ Tl* kv:'j
bird- lyid UL dasean)
NS an ﬁuﬁ(;
haCEq

«y man do

fusk by, brush

aJ:r' on Tuir Wo bo

Sonus oThsr whsre
bi«b/ S‘
the res puplica stoyg o
" Plnu wett £ -
(aprred

number thirteen




ne

A Journal of Contemporary Writing
and its Modernist Sources

number thirteen




Copyright © 1989 Line.
All rights revert to authors on publication.

Editor: Roy Miki
Assistant Editor: Irene Niechoda
Editorial Board: George Bowering, Peter Quartermain,
Percilla Groves, Charles Watts
Editorial Advisors: Robin Blaser, Stephen Scobie,
Shirley Neuman, Smaro Kamboureli
Word Processing Operators: Anita Mahoney, Sharon Vanderhook
Production Assistant: Tim Hunter

Line is published twice a year, spring and fall. Unsolicited manuscripts must be
accompanied by a self-addressed envelope and Canadian postage to ensure
return. Subscription rates: $12/year for individuals; $16/ year for institutions;
single copies $8. U.S. subscribers: please pay in U.S. funds. Donors of $25/year or
more will receive a complimentary annual subscription and an official receipt for
income tax purposes.

As a journal published in co-operation with The Contemporary Literature
Collection, Line will reflect the range of the collection. Contents will be related to
the line of post-1945 Canadian, American, and British writers whose work issues
from, or extends, the work of Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams, H.D.,
Gertrude Stein, and Charles Olson.

Line, Number 13, Spring 1989 is published with the assistance of the Canada
Council and the Simon Fraser University Publications Committee.

Printed by Hignell Printing Ltd.
Correspondence Address:

Line

c/o English Department
Simon Fraser University
Burnaby, B.C.

V5A 156 Canada

Acknowledgements: thanks to Daphne Marlatt for permission to reproduce a
selection of her letters and manuscripts in the Literary Manuscripts Collection,
National Library of Canada; thanks also to the University of Connecticut for

permission to publish Olson’s letters and manuscripts from the Charles Olson
Archive.

Cover: Section from Daphne Marlatt’s Penang Journal in the Daphne Marlatt
Papers, Literary Manuscripts Collection, National Library of Canada.

ISSN 0820-9081

Contents

Notes on Contributors
A SPECIAL DAPHNE MARLATT FEATURE

Guest Edited by
SMARO KAMBOURELI & SHIRLEY NEUMAN

Abbreviations of Works by Daphne Marlatt

DAPHNE MARLATT
Correspondences: Selected Letters

LOLA LEMIRE TOSTEVIN
Daphne Marlatt:
Writing in the Space That Is Her Mother’s Face

FRANK DAVEY
Words and Stones in How Hug a Stone

JANICE WILLIAMSON
Sounding a Difference:
An Interview with Daphne Marlatt

LORRAINE WEIR ;
Daphne Marlatt’s “Ecology of Language

DENNIS COOLEY ‘
Recursions Excursions and Incursions:

Daphne Marlatt Wrestles with the Angel Language

BRENDA CARR
Re-casting the Steveston Net: )
Re-calling the Invisible Women from the Margins

GEORGE BOWERING
On Ana Historic:
An Interview with Daphne Marlatt

DAPHNE MARLATT
Territory & Co.

32

40

47

58

66

83

96

107



GEORGE STANLEY
Two Poems

TIM HUNTER
“The North American States”:
Charles Olson’s Letters to Irving Layton

CHARLES OLSON
Two Unpublished Notes:
The Celts, and Plato and The Crisis of the Third Foot

DIANA COLLECOTT
H.D. and Mass Observation

123

149

153

NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

In this issue of Line we are pleased to feature a special section on Daphne
Marlatt, guest edited by Smaro Kamboureli and Shirley Neuman, editorial
advisors for our journal. Kamboureli and Neuman have gathered together a
powerful collection of commentaries and interviews offering various
approaches to Marlatt’s writing and its theoretical ground. This section is
highlighted by a selection of Marlatt letters and manuscripts from her papers
in the National Library of Canada, as well as new writing. The focus on
Marlatt is complemented by two other major pieces, Charles Olson’s letters to
Irving Layton in the 1950s and H.D.’s contribution to the Mass Observation
project in England in the 1930s.

Smaro Kamboureli and Shirley Neuman have previously joined forces to
edit A Mazing Space: Writing Canadian Women Writing, available from
Longspoon/NeWest Press . . . Daphne Marlatt's novel Ana Historic and Lola
Lemire Tostevin’s latest book of poems “sophie are available from Coach House
Press . . . Frank Davey's essays Reading Canadian Reading and Dennis
Cooley’s essays The Vernacular Muse were both published by Turnstone Press
... Janice Williamson's interview with Marlatt is part of a forthcoming book
Sounding the Difference: Interviews with Canadian Women Writers . . .
Lorraine Weir co-edited (with Sherrill Grace) Margaret Atwood: Language,
Text, and System from the University of B.C. Press, and her book on Joyce's
semiotics is forthcoming . . . Brenda Carr is a Ph.D. student at the University of
Western Ontario . . . George Bowering’s two most recent books are Errata from
Red Deer College Press and Imaginary Hand from NeWest Press . . . George
Stanley’s poems come from a recently completed collection “San Francisco’s
Gone” . .. Tim Hunter’s edition of the Olson letters to Irving Layton was
originally a B.A. honours paper at Simon Fraser University . . . Diana
Collecott, who sent her H.D. material from England, edited the special issue on
H.D. from Agenda.

June 1989
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DAPHNE MARLATT

Correspondences: Selected Letters

[Bloomington, Indiana]
June 15/66.

Dear Frank -
The poems turned out fine [...] Sam’s comment on the prose | read in
Vancouver comes very close to the feeling of the writing (medium takes
over intent) — anyhow the psychological aspect, visual-vision,
concentration makes for the free-play in the ‘mind’s eye’ of whatever
drama is occurring, seen. | wrote an essay on Rimnbaud’s “Illuminations” as
jected on an internal stage, statements in his famous Lettre du Voyant
fit so well that staged (in all ways) aspect. The trick is to get rid of the
ego which he doesn’t do in Season in Hell, but does in the other where the
image stages itself, he’s it, but with that control that does close the poem

(instrument & conductor).

Ah but you want to get down to technique, or ideas of (TOL, paid for the
liberty of passing over that highway or bridge — yr critical comments —
ah now you have yr own bridge-house!) 1 grant that what you say abt not
passing over the value of the denotation (thing named) makes good sense
— but to call it an additional bonus is cheap. There must be the exact
change, value for value. It so happens that the chips & nail-polish &
dirt on a used coin become part of that coin, & tho a nickel’s still 5¢ it's
also 3-dimensional. Some words lose their value (paper-money) thru
changing times, thru over-use (like the bent coin won’t work the slot-
machine [...]

distant thunder & immediately the rain falls curtain-thick
across the roof. I was going to say something about abstract words. more
tomorrow.

OK (good morning, toll-keeper) abstract words: I was going to
speak of my tendency to appreciate names for things & misunderstand (or
get no realization from) names for emotional or mental processes/states,
like retribution, indigence, restitution [..] I want the process always to be
visible, the feeling of the state evoked — those words are only handles to
refer to them quickly afterwards, as perhaps any word, but [ know what
guilt, or love, or fear is, having those processes continually in mind, & yet
still would prefer to ‘raise up‘the thing loved or feared & sketch that
field of energy between ‘thing’and ‘I’ than to simply name it. That's



where Rimbaud excells in “Illuminations” — each poem presents a play of
things as actors (& I is seen on that stage as merely another actor/object in
the moving web of relations) — things move as thi ngs usually do not (the
clock does not strike, the gems look on, the chalet rides down its rails) yet
they are still these things, Realizable, not simply equations of words as
in so many surreal poems.

R’s not surreal in use of language, but a great re-alist — he looks at things
until they start to move toward him. Exact change. Alliteration: words on
the move. A word on the move (named thing moves across the stage)
changes its relationships with other things, other aspects of the scene—
the dynamics of change sketched in sound (alliteration moves into off-
rhyme — echoes of position).

i.e. nothing is isolate. The element of change: even a nickel calls
up 5 ‘coppers’. Partly why I find it so difficult to come to definitions in our
discussion (valence is a nice abstract name) & distrust people including
myself who don't restrict themselves to examples.

Despite theory, it turns
out [ think that we are pretty much in agreement (I mean that theory is
easily used to defend what in a particular place does not work) — but |
don’t defend “globe,” which is, you hit it, the weakest word, & simply
used there out of imprecision as a word with limits for a sense of what
had no limits & which I wasn’t strong enuf at that point to admit.

I like David McFadden’s Round Poems, despite the deterioration of & in
the Ist one presented (weakest). The second one loses NO energy, (that's
the virtue of the circle, no?) I keep rereading & each time it delights me.

Your last ‘letter’ (Dear George is just a formal excuse) gives a clarifying
image to take off from, for which I'm grateful, & rounds off nicely what
you've been talking about. I was feeling nervous & depressed wanting to
concentrate on technique, wanting to finalize a sense of how the poem
works, (Make Statements), & now realize that what occurs — in that
garden, onstage, or wherever — is what the eye must be trained on, since
it alone gives direction (to count the walls is to get lost). I still think that

Fred’s refusal to ‘talk’ is one of the most significant things you‘ve printed
in TOL [....]

[Carbon ts. of a letter from Daphne Marlatt [DM] to Frank Davey in the
Daphne Marlatt Papers, National Library of Canada [NL], Box 13, 1.
Davey had corresponded with Marlatt about the valences of words, her
“surrealism,” and the “value of denotation” in letters written March-May
1966. TOL: The Open Letter in the 4th number of which Marlatt (Daphne
Buckle) had published “Sixteen,” “Early” and “Letter” (June 1966).
Vancouver film-maker Sam Perry had written in a “Letter” in the same
issue of one of his films that “the medium had overtaken (his) original
intent just as Daphne points to the hand walking ahead and below the

i is fi ipt)” (14). The “content”-
ind to pull voices out (her prose is film seript)” (14). The “con
Et“er::hniqge" debate had included reference to “Illuminations” in Daphne
Buckle (Marlatt)’s “letter” to Open Letter 2 (March 1966):6.]

Vancouver, B.C.
July 26/69.

dear Robert, )
my life it seems a series of uprootings. Surroun:ed };eirefby

i les on the table frm
boxes of books, no adequate light, newspapers, sca
noon-time weighing (p.o. regulations). The house in chaos. On Sunday
next we leave for Madison, Wisc. [....] ) =

Yr review surprises me in its
8 in si -poet — that

directness, for weh I'm grateful, in situ (_yrs), woman-poe
particular position. The review a reflection on a re\new,uw.ch I take to be
yr letter to me, “The continental sun of rational purpose :.n must have
been that night, under the moon, with the dampness of night, that she
realized how located, finally, she was, the moon a lc?ng way off bu_t a!sot,
in solitude (at last? w. some regret) with her. What is a woman mthgu a
man? Strangely apt, the story of Adam’s rib, as if woman exxst's only by
definition “out-of-man” (man goes off alone into space). What is a woman
alone? )

& what is meaning? in relationship to you _(as it ley can be,.frfn yr
eyes). & then there is the speaking out of anything (signature, this is
what I am) wch hasn’t to do w. rational purpose - that mom.ent after
flight (hers, his pursuit) simply to be in. That in a sense rahon_,e\!. purpose
is only the arc of the will, wch takes its own meanings, n}akes it, asd'
indeed is necessary daylight, to navigate by. then there is the stan mgf .
still, when things declare themselves, no one above the rest (or, only after

ding in her ears).
her heart stops pounding i il
“conscious manipulation of the woman who is Languagg." With that
equation a woman-poet must be a curious thing, who wnu_es at a remove
frm/on herself (voyeur). Not so. She hears the world (tl-us pla‘nc't, }.\etjs
now he’s gone off in moon-pursuit) speak itself, the myriad within it, in
any one place — why yr stress on mothers, yes, keeping of thf !anguzlsge,
teaching names incessant introduction to the world: “celery,” in all its
i i ddenly alive in hand.

leafage /stalk/dirt (matrix) suddenly Lttt
time make clear, seeing yr seeing, wch can only be what I see of it - & such

i i i iate chaos.
emphasis perhaps determined only by immediate c DSWelL

i i 3 day we leave. Our

Christopher’s growing, he‘ll be 3 mos old on the ¢ ;
temporsry address c/o Psychology Dept, U of Wisc, Madison.



happy for the review. Still hope to send work t fi
know it won’t be till we're settled — e 55 v

all best,
Daphne

[DM to Robert Creeley. Xerox of ts. in DM Papers, NL, Box 3, f. 27.]

October 25/73
Dear David,

L] So many loose threads of thought, so much I
once. First, I hope this reaches you by Novgmber. Had for‘g;trt‘;r:ayi?:"grzt
leaving then for North Carolina. “there’s more than bodies, more
pathways (tho the body is Prime).” Ok. Meant only that the body is
context & as such prime, as primal as context can be in terms of the “real
that term that seduces us & that we need. Re-reading Creeley’s A Day 4
Book am struck by his insistence on context, over & over. The attention at
every step & the insistence that is, always, here, which is where it all
happens, as opposed to there. Even tho that there be sensed as informing
or source, where we pick it up is right here in all the convolutions of this
receiving set, whose very limitations must be heeded, &, if possible, seen
thn_l. I}aoth want to see Steveston, its material presence, & see thm’it
which involves seeing thru my own vision of it, my take on it. As “mine.”
The real vs. what's real to me. Or, how do they inter-relate? Still think

the “other” is closer term to what's going on h
muddles of words. [....] i g i

[Dl)h}‘;d bto lDavid W]ilk, editor of Truck magazine, who introduced himself to
y letter on Jan. 21, 1973 after reading leaf / Lea d Ri
ts. in DM Papers, NL, Box 6, f. 24.] T il

[Vancouver]
Sunday, February 227
something like

Dear David,

! [...] But have something to send you, having just finished (thi
b{g work weekend, TIME (space) to movZ into the vgolrk again, Kit(gegl!;: a);
his grandparents sat-sun) what, hesitate to say is more than Ist draft, of
the last word (?2?) for the Steveston poems, or let’s say maybe the la;t
poem, dunno, but everything coalescing towards it so that (excited still) it
seems a crest. Robert having asked for some piece (a piece! impossible) to
sum up” Steveston, my sense of its place, for an exhibition of [his]

Steveston work opening in the spring in a Toronto gallery. & at the same
time doing a lot of work with death dreams, which I've been having
frequently lately, at the dream workshop I've been going to every week.
A fantasy-trip there supplying me with (out of the fire in a strange
house) a directive: “trust—trésor, rust.” The tresor in the dream being
unearthed in the basement in the form of rubies organic as pomegranate
chips which I recognized were my own blood, having come across my self
earlier laid out on a bier, white & translucent as some sort of (mexican)
white stone. & having dealt with several dreams or visions locating the
sea as death, my fear to enter it. its bottom containing the rusted &
disintegrating hulks of boats, as, covered with silt, the riverbottom at
Steveston does too. bare at low tide. & of course fish being, in Steveston
terms, the treasure. Thence, winding out of the fire (as the words actually
did) trust, which I now see embodies my fisherwoman friend’s words,
which until now I didn’t know why were there, at the end of the poem, &
very much trust in language, a lot of (what Duncan calls “living in the
swarm of language”) language float going on, wow, just now connects with
a major dream, the sea full of floating corpses & my fear of swimming
there, touching them, brought into contact with, exactly what I'm
learning to do, trust my swimming there (in language) & the apparent
dead (isolate) words metamorphosing into living relation (this is
exciting!) as “1” (simply consciousness, or the field (sea!) relation occurs
in—current, between electrodes, a magnetic underwater field—in relation
those words become current, i.e. alive).
accounts for things happening like
my trying to recall exactly what followed crev- in what I remembered
was shrimp stumbling across attraper la creve catch one's death
& the
current relating, telling the story, (i.e. the river current as that which
pushes forward out to sea) which more & more I sense as one of the
electrode poles, that forward line, establishing a tension, currency, with
that other which is not story, not forward but returning, a kind of
sub/mergence of line in word, the immediate death of the line in the
word’s turn, return, (not ever being a return as Stein sez but an insistence)
on what is here, what doesn’t move forward (as a projection out of will)
but being here is here & constantly changes, as we know death does,
having always confused life with death seeing life as secure somehow, as
static i.e. known, what we’ve managed to secure here (as if the very point
of here isn’t always on the brink). It's amazing to me & awe'ful that it
took a town & that town’s actual geography to tell me, make this known.
1 mean it's all so incredibly present, written out in concrete terms for us to
see, if we will only read it. [...]
later
I found 2 bones washed up on the sand, tide out, drizzle, 12 tankers sitting
desolate, waiting to be loaded. Looking at the bones, one that looked
something like a jawbone, its outside layer eaten away by salt, the
marrow cells sucked dry, I wondered who or what it had belonged to, felt
a little fear, despite the poem, & realized we are so serious, that the



“H

touch in words, in relating, between persons or any living thing, has
something of play in it, delight, even in contact, that excitation,
excitement (to put in movement, call forth, arouse) & how easily I forget
it, calling into static categories, trying to freeze meaning (that
transformational current!) when all that is (the freezing) is the detritus
of movement (life), leaving me lonely with the bones in my hand. (enough
of this deflective ‘us’!)

& enough of this urge to form complete philosophic
wholes! I'm feeling irreverant. The cat is pussyfooting behind this letter,
trying to pick up the scissors in his mouth, almost knockt over by the
carriage return... that explorative thing in cats, & play, so close to
hunting, any relational move.

A Parisian actress, Nancy Cole, was in town this week, gave a marvellous
reading of Stein’s work including, tour de force, “The World is Round”
acted out, little girl’s voice. Really hit home how much play there is in
Stein. Plus bpNichol's being here, & reading, so much verbal & other
play there, Journal a most disturbing & magnificent prose novel, fiction
but not fiction. Articulating my response to that, to the way his mind
moves there, a first step to all I said on the previous page about line &
return. There’s so much going on in town at the moment, too much to keep
up with, readings every Monday night at the Western Front, readings
every Tuesday at the college, Friday night readings & listening to
various readings on tape one Bob Rose has collected over the years from
Buffalo, SF etc plus the opening of a new bookstore by a friend of his

that's going to be good, carry a lot of stuff previously unavailable except
by mail. [...]

[DM to David Wilks, xerox of ts. in DM Papers, NL, Box 6, f. 24. Robert:

Robert Minden, whose photographs appeared in collaboration with
Marlatt's poem Steveston.]

1455 Cypress Street
Vancouver, B.C.
August 4, 1974

Dear Barry,

Finally, tonight, the last draft of the last draft of the last draft
— it’s done. I've been typing up pages & pages for you, all unknown to you.

It began with a notebook I took with me on the trip up to Prince
George, a little black notebook Roy had given me, in which, on the first
page, | jotted down an exchange we had on the train. The page went:

The story, she said.

Who is telling this story, I want to know how it's going to end.

She wants to know who is going to tell the story, he said.

(Who's here? there? Is anyone there? Who knows?)

Just one of those stoned jottings. Later, when we got back, 1 added:

The story is being told right here. )
And began to continue telling it, in hospital where I'd gone R?r a minor

tion, & then later at home, writing an account of our trip, or the

story of the story, I mean of the collaboration. In the meantim_e, Carole
was typing up the 2 versions, interleaved page by page, & I think you got
a copy of it — the 2 versions that we wrote on the trip. [:Ier type-up began
with your envelope definitions, which I also used for mine, as you can see,
how Dwight got called crystal. That was one of those inspired :
appelations. But the story | wrote was written from memory, that is I
didn’t re-read the collaboration til after it was all done. 4
The next thing was, | was giving a reading at Richard Fend.er & demf:led
to finish with the story (mine that is) & wrote a page-long introduction to
try to explain, or rather frame it in some intelligible way, fm; those who
weren't there. (It suffers from being referential to those parh.cular
circumstances & characters. I can’t help that. That's like saying w}.lere
you are & who you're with & what you're thinking when illumination
(relationship) hits is irrelevant. That's a stoned afterthought.)

I also just realized I'm now giving you the story of the story of the
story. The story is what continues. . . -
So anyhow, most of the people on the trip were present at the reading &
it was lovely, like offering a gift. In fact, they were all present. The only
person not present was you, so I resolved to type up a clean copy & send it
to you. That turned out to be a huge task, since in retyping I also refocused
which meant some rewriting. But I wasn't satisfied—troubled w!lether
its referentiality to this (original) story stood or not. Read it out in
Richmond to Penny Chalmers who suggested using excerpts from the‘
collaboration, interwoven with my story. Thus 2 stories on pages facing
each other, the collaboration on the left, my story on the right. And each
of them can be read on their own as a separate linear account, tho the
spacing on the page suggests the interweaving. I went through the
collaboration choosing passages that were integral (made a story) and
that were also evidence of what to me was the real story (the one
nobody’s written but which each of us, whoever tries to write al:fout the
trip & the story, will try to approach, always hopelessly within the
limits of our own (each) versions of what that story is). Naturally my
version revolved around Brian and Roy, and the collaboration finally
became a way for Brian & I to write things to each other we hadn’t been
able to say, always in the guise of characters within the story.

Of course there’s that interest in it for each of us
there — who's who? Behind all the names, & the metamorphoses of
character, who is saying what to whom? Character, I suppose, is fina_lly
what you do, includes what you say. But there is a strange way in which
the story, the relating (of relations), outlasts character, is larger than..
“outlasts” turned up there, but its significant, because I think I'm talking
about time. The story occurs in time, is chronological, simply in the
successiveness of its telling, but the “real story” exists outside thaf
sequence & every now & then we dimly perceive that, touch on it in some

11



way as if it were a hidden map of all of our touchings — and some of our
lives have been in touch with each other for over 10 years.
But, finally, the story if it stands stands outside the particularities of our
own lives & our own names. It does for me, but I don’t know if it does for
anyone else. Tell me what you think. You will find yourself there too,
through my eyes. But beyond that, outside of that...?
Four months later, it still reverberates, that storied trip! All the way up
to you, as we came.

love,

Daphne

PS The references to a dream are to a dream I had about this trip (or one
like it) almost 2 years before it happened.

[DM to Barry McKinnon. Carbon copy of ts. in DM Papers, NL, Box 5, f. 10.
The letter enclosed a copy of The Story, She Said which began as a
collaboration during a train trip which 8 writers took from Vancouver to
Prince George. The occasion was a poetry festival which Barry McKinnon,
in Prince George, and Gerry Gilbert organized at the College of New
Caledonia. The 8 writers were DM, Carole Itter, Dwight Gardiner, Roy
Kiyooka, Brian Fawcett, George Bowering, Gladys Hindmarch and Gerry
Gilbert. Penny Chalmers is Penn Kemp.]

[1455 Cypress St.]
Saturday, Nov 16/74

Dear Warren,

it was last night, lying in front of the fire listening to Penny
Chalmers’ lost & just-found tape of Dorn’s reading the Gran Apacheria &
notebook findings at A Space last spring, —listening to him talk more
casually, again read from the notebook, such a visual orientation the
strange effect of hearing him hesitate, making out his own handwriting,
as if, & stumbling on the words, rolling them on the tongue, trying them
out, as if, again, (can’t get that as if) co-ordinates is the word that keeps
coming to mind for Dorn, the coordinates of the visual-aural, reading
language, reading reading, language OUT there as if each word were an
intersection for what the mind can make of it, some landform out in
unmapt desert & what does it signify, knowing there are animal & other
intelligent trails which use that landform as landmark tho unmapt,
hence unknown to us, this curiously western conditioned intelligence &
Dorn always outstripping that conditioning—my as if, had to do with an
image I had of him reading as of some crystal-gazer staring at forms
which are only just beginning to make themselves apparent in any
signifying way

(and what are the forms? are there messages coming in we

are only beginning to make out? I keep getting the word transmission also

P

(Spicer) & thinking of Glady [...] but, no it was Roy telling her, us, of a
radio programme he’d been listening to in the studio the other night, a
man who claims to be hearing voices, after doing 10 years of yoga, that
come in from space, a generally-benevolent higher intelligence, whose
burden it is to bear witness to that intelligence, traps vibrations (energy)
in some form (sounds like Reich’s orgone box) initiates to his sect can use —
i.e. voices, not Voice, as in God)

but we, Roy &I, had been arguing (that's
not quite the word, but a conversation w/ some thought differencing) as to
whether Dorn was “shy,” Roy thought you’d mentioned it in your letter,
I'd forgotten yr account of his reading, went to get it & found the date, my
god Sept 27, & already all that time has flowed by. loco/motive, you
said. Well, assuming that the driving power has nothing to do with the
ego as what usually drives the usual locomotive down any straight track,
good ol” western will, etc., yes, loco— there’s a child’s book, Kit has it,
abt a little train that has great difficulty learning it has to stay on the
track, keeps jumping off to race black horses to the river, make daisy
chains, etc.

& I look up, & there’s the photo of Burroughs at his desk
(advertising Sunday’s appearance), that bony skull Kerouac described,
transmitting & receiving—who knows more abt thought control? Roy just
came in wanting to spell Mephistopheles. Everything coheres at some
point, doing the dishes, thinking of writing you, thinking of last night's
recurrence of yr letter, What's the difference between Mephistopheles &
the Devil? I cd only think he’s more sophisticated. Roy just read out: “yet
with human & lonely brown eyes.”!

So the Devil turns out to be our own
image calling us back to ourselves. But what are these formless messages,
these ‘vibrations’'we keep getting thru the grid of our own knowledge, &
certain ones standing in the desert like crazy signposts gesturing: ail
meaning, every silhouette, every shadow (Don Juan), every contour of the
landscape-language all previously established (brain) circuits make of
everything OUT there shadowless & absolute, as if, we begin to see, thru
the shadows our own forms cast, that there is some other ground these
forms we take to be landmarks (ours) barely signify (anything) in.

I

suppose that the only peculiarly American gift will be learning to be
lost—unmapt country, over & over.

‘Well, I'm sitting here trying to figure out where all of that came from,
which is ridiculous. Not writing is the same as wanting a new language,

12



&

or that’s where it seems lately—some language that doesn’t operate as
much in nouns.[...]

love,
Daphne

[DM to Warren Tallman. Xerox of ts. in DM Papers, NL, Box 6, f. 11. Roy:
Roy Kiyooka; Glady: Gladys Hindmarch; Kit: Christopher Marlatt,
DM’s son.]

February 13/75
1455 Cypress St.

Dear Warren,

Wonder Merchant, yourself! After all it is you crying the wares of
modernist poetry in Vancouver in your own inimitable voice. It's a fine
piece— the care & love evident throughout, along with a judiciousness
that sets the balance right (I'm thinking of your passage on Birney — &
I'm particularly moved by what you say about Glady, articulating her
silent judgements at the centre of Tish people). Happy too to see Fred,
who so often seems to disappear into the hills, i.e. the background, in such
discussions of Tish, given full account — “a speech so deeply musical that
it sways tree thoughts, presences & impulses into the presence of the
words.” I respond to that as a deep accuracy of process (that's what
HAPPENS!), as I do to the statement you made of my work — “drawn to
places where the city is caught up in an almost brooding dream of itself,
she dreams it back awake.” To have those processes which are so
internal, the process of imagination in each of us, if imagination is the
right word, a kind of “tuning in,” absolutely characteristic in mode for
each writer (just as yours is evident in every piece I've read, a way of
moving phrase to phrase, sentence to sentence as the perceptions move), to
have that articulated is both frightening (now it is externalized & that’s
dangerous, as, that is, seeing the glass through which you look, or seeing
the landscape through the glass — watch out, it cracks into a million
slivers) & delightful in the recognition it gives. But, despite the fear,
happily, happily your criticism (& that's not the right word, vision?)
doesn’t pin any one as specimen to the wall—it’s living, not glass, seeks to
light up the living movements of each in language.

Only, I feel a wareiness (what an
incredible mis-spelling, yes, I'm wary of being a ware, or too aware as
ware that is, the self made a ware: I balk at that double sense of the self
as subject of the writing: that is, the self is not what is written about
though it is what is written out of. Subjective insofar as it is
proprioceptive & the body is ground, yes, self transmits— but not, not the
subject of the writing as what is written about, not so simply, only in that
one cannot ever escape self because there is no other ground, & yet seek
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always what is “other” than self that frighteningly small dominion, or
to use Robin’s terms here, “What has been spoken is me.” I can’t believe
that Olson reduces to “L/état c’est moi.” Or, again, not so simply.
Especially considering the historical resonance of that phrase. & even
biologically the head is not the whole. And yet (& where I hear your use
of it) the state can be “got” (to continue the tuning-in or radio metaphor)
through “me“—that is, (given consciousness) the whole resonates through
any one point,

Does this make any sense? It seems an important a crucial
distinction to me, & yet I don’t know if I’'m able to make it clear here, or
any clearer. When I turn to the syntactical model, your formula makes
sense to me (i.e. self as subject of the sentence, as carrier of the action), &
S:et that other sense is contained too, & that’s where [ have trouble.

[DM to Warren Tallman in response to his essay “Wonder Merchants:
Modernist Poetry in Vancouver during the 1960s,” published in a special
Tallman issue (Godawful Streets of Man) of Open Letter 3rd series, No. 6
(1976/77). Carbon copy, DM Papers, NL, Box 6, f. Il. Glady: Gladys
Hindmarch; Fred: Fred Wah; Robin: Robin Blaser.]

Friday
Happy Valentine’s Day!

[...] Spent much of the Christmas holidays doing a bibliography of all
things for the Canadian Studies Foundation, which had approached
Reid Gilbert who's chairman of the Humanities Division at Cap about
doing a BC bibliog. He decided to focus on poetry & asked me to compile
it, 50 [ put together as complete a listing as I could of titles of poetry books
published by “B.C. poets” (that was hard to define) 1970-75. Some 260
entries not counting anthologies & little magazines, which I also covered.
Though hopeless to feel that it’s exhaustive since there must be so many
unconscious omissions. Tried to include all I could of Cotinneh books, for
instance, Barry’s New Caledonia, Granny Soot, etc. not to mention all the
Vancouver little presses. Strange to do something quantitative instead of
qualitative—mapping out the terrain, I guess.

I'm still re-editing the
original Steveston handbook/sourcebook based on the Japanese interviews
Maya did down there for the Oral History people at the provincial
archives. I don’t suppose Ill get into any new writing until I get all these
things finished. I tell myself that, anyhow, but still feel rootless without
that sense of work by which to “see” — all this phenomena. [...]

[DM to Warren Tallman, carbon copy in DM Papers, NL, Box 6, f. 11. Cap:
Capilano College; Maya: Maya Koizumi, who did the original
interviews in Japanese for the oral history Steveston Recollected: A



Japanese-Canadian History, whyj, st
Aschives: Robin: Rebia Blaser.) ch DM edited for the B.C. Provincial

s Tois. & o

[1455 Cypress St.]
Easter Sunday ‘75

Dear Warren,
[...] Which is all to say that I di&a 5 5o
: gree with your opposition of our work
me);:u; l::’t le; te;; fe,ezlzl::l?(’ Robin just here, in what you call his
glitulziey t}?t 5' kgsn:) e itltﬁry consciousness that does not hide its
ublic’ 't la P:: to all th & addresses itself to the problem of the
public’, 1° fangthisgef!, oihe int:t joins us to each other. T respect him
}:\m'et:s :5{ t:cie Tl;e(:;litu 2 u;G!‘ily of this consciousness that continues to
h‘f; lf ives e iha at most of us do everything we can to
J:\i htgsomehow nbiiter:te itop\hg ‘action’ especially collective action that
g - ¢ Aradoxically, I know little of the private
respect gets in the way. [..] el reluctant to know more. Perhaps the
Warren, the self as subject thing : ¢
e is clear to me, especially with your “the
;‘;bﬁc;toéji:?:;:';;:;zliﬁans that which is under consideration”—
r : S -~ ®ar with “subject of the state,” i.e. subject
of th,: klll;_g- (ff“ tthat the l:[,),b | phrase? I mean, in a democracy we;l
:hr:fcl Sf;ilngc baégtt):;fammaen r 13; ::e people” etc.) No, what confused me is
2 s Sy T
consideration, but it isn’t self, i"sees\:ler]ythtilrslgﬁ;;:vul;lzl;s :snic:ei;
it:at:‘;’z“lt,‘gd‘hl:io;:};ozgfnm}i(leon & Gloucester again). Grammar: this
the ball *'so I (EE) is that eygo W“-!iirnple sentence like “T (or he) kick(s)
g > .. 'at carries the action—it’s the confusion
gf :‘::}a“ é‘ topl? t;hat’s ::::t is. Sub does mean “under” & I get that.
11:0 ‘e&s\;f ilz!:boule.:lrf] its :l"‘ also, more broadly, what the sentence is
: p linearity of English) is t° interesting—what is interesting (the
b:lllnl[(‘ic;::da:‘ity i S li?\rou hh‘! kicked ball, the kicking, the impact of
Ao :mfgk'aki a t'g the self into consciousness which, at the
SN hOmen LK R Lt ANy ime the context of a football game)
registers “ball! kicked!” (goal in itself, or “object” of the wholo
ballgame)—kinetics! Forgive me . )

> ¢ ' Warren, 1 got carried away with
playing (language). I think my Only point is, that to emphasize the

syllabic etymological emphasis 9n ‘sub’ you need to underline that Dertof

) 3 T puts so much stress on the subject when
itactually means that thing that j l;;ul under (subject fo — deathl), put
under the action of the sentence, .. (Fenollosa) as prime— which is
how we, as subject to the authority of the state, for instance, we as
citizens get obscured by the endlegg & infinite act of governing
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(bureaucracy!), & do become subjects of the state, owned as it were, our
power limited there.

1 suppose self after all is a sort of transparency, it's a
frame like the edges of one’s field of vision, it's a way of locating where
‘the action stops. Otherwise that kick would resonate through the whole
universe. (& maybe, given some other vantage on time, we'd see that it
does, like a time exposure at night of traffic. Which is not even a good
simile, except perhaps from the street’s point of view. Well, everything,
m category would change, subject, object & action. Moving into a new
language.)

J & Enough! My capacity for ‘metaphysics’ is limited by my needing
-always to return to the body, to sensation (the street simile arose, believe
it or not, out of remembering what it felt like to give birth, something
“Jike” a kick resonating through the whole universe, at least the closest
Tl come to it as “17) & that’s where your observations are right on,
Warren. After all, it's what everything comes through—the sweetness
(relief) & power of those lines of Allen Ginsberg’s “I always wanted, / to
return / to the body / where I was born.” [..]

love,
Daphne

[DM to Warren Tallman, carbon copy of ts. in DM Papers, NL, Box 6, f. 11
Robin: Robin Blaser.]

[1455 Cypress St.]
August 2, 1975

Dear Penny,

so much, so much has happened since I saw you, including my
mother’s dying suddenly just around the time you wrote your last letter to
me. Basically, everything is the same & yet my head has been subtly
altered, & I'm still turning it over, trying to feel out what/where I'm
Boing, how much of it is going with me, etc. I've begun to seriously work on
the HD & that seems to move with it. We went to the Kootenays for a
week, camping with Fred & Pauline & Erika (who got on marvellously
with Kit, they spent hours together playing out a fantasy trip with her
Fisher-Price camper—Jennifer was away at camp) & I finished Trilogy
there, making notes, & got halfway through Tribute to Freud again, the
Writing on the V?all sequence, Then we got back here only to be caught up
in the usual incredible round (there are some dozen people in the house
right now) & I'm feeling resentful that HD's been pushed into the
background again, but hope to somehow snatch a clear week when I get
back (I'm leaving tomorrow for Inuvik) to work on it, despite pressure from
Pierre to get down to retranslating the poetry for the Quebec issue (the
tranlations we got were on the whole awful—no attempt to move the
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poem over into a whole new language equally viable as the original).
Anyhow, anyhow—how are you? [...]

Daphne

[DM to Penny Chalmers (Kemp), ts. in possession of Penn Kemp. Is: a little
magazine which Kemp was editing. Fred and Pauline: Fred Wah and
Pauline Butling; Erika, Jennifer: their children; Kit: Marlatt’s son; Pierre:
Pierre Coupey; Quebec Issue: a planned special issue of The Capilanio
Review. Marlatt was working on a “review” of H.D.'s Trilogy and Tribute
to Freud, published as “Resurrection in Writing: HD” in Open Letter, 3rd
Series, No. 3 (Late Fall 1975): 95-102.]

[1455 Cypress 5t.]
August 13/75

Dear Penny,

1 actually have (have!) something for you, for the mag, tho I
don’t know what to think of it (don’t know if you will either). But it's the
only thing not occasional written since Steveston, & really worked at.
Some sort of peculiar hybrid, utterly necessary at the time. & I think
(after severe pruning just given) what it says still holds. Anyway, I'm
curious to know what you think of it, whether you want to use it, etc.

God, you're amazing—you see, your plans for the summer continue despite
hospital traumas, look at all the work you're doing! Your letter was
wonderful, all the off the cuff HD notes, comments. Of course you read
your concerns into her, just as much as I do. I can't think in terms of the
Other with her, I'm thinking of a process & I guess what it comes down to
is nothing less than resurrection, I'm still fumbling with it & don’t want to
get too much into it here (the energy should go into the piece itself) but
I'm a little shy with it because I also dimly feel what I have to say about
it has to do with my mother’s death, or that this is the closest I will come
to opening that. Which is why, probably, I dont feel like doing a
collaboration with it, at least not right now. Want to get at, get out what
I have to say about her first. Certainly feel tho, that her vision in
Trilogy is lifted above the personal by the pressure of the war & a sense
of writing for those she calls her “companions in the mystery,” “we
nameless initiates.” That she is revealing an infinity (in process) for all
those torn by the war, the temporal. I'm using Tirubte fo Freud (that's
tribute believe it or not!) conjunctly, since “Writing on the Wall” was done
the same year as “Tribute to the Angels” & “The Flowering of the Rod.”
Myth time & the present, always, always these two to put in relation, &
HOW she does it, wow, how to get my fingers (words) on that.

"

Why don”t you tell me what you mean by defining the “feminine
vision” (is there such a thing?) as subjective? Creeley’s pretty subjective.
8g's Duncan, on a different order. So’s Newlove,

I must be feeling argumentative tonight. Certainly feeling my solitude,
both Roy & Kit away. Had hoped to get a lot done this week (done?
nothing ever seems done in that sense, finished with) but find myself
struggling against a lassitude. Sure don't want to get back to the college,
(it's started already, meetings, etc.) tho I'm looking forward to teaching
the poetry course again (just WBY, EP, WCW & Olson—Ilots of heavy
reading for me!) Still don’t seem to have got over the cold I brought down
from Inuvik (nightmare* of a reading tour: came down with laryngitis in
Hay River—all of which is a long story, funny, I'm tired of telling, but I
did read, & the North! & how mixed my feelings, & how come I can’t
seem to get my feelings/thoughts straight lately? I KNOW I haven’t
worked out everything about my mother, keep moving in & out of it, no
real grief, just very peculiar sensations, the complexity of her life, of her
death even, & where is she in me, that I still haven’t sorted out, origins
(imagination! instinct! passion! terror! insanity!), all my own fears. If
Erm]x run into a spare guiding grandmother-spirit, would you pass her on?

love — & glad you're more mobile
& forgive the fractured tone of
this missive
Daphne.

[DM to Penny Chalmers (Kemp), ts. in possession of Penny Kemp. College:
Capilano College. *Marlatt has hand-written in the margin: “not that
the four was a nightmare—mixed, exhilarating & exhausting. Loved the
tundra. Saw the arctic coast, flew over it.”]

[648 Keefer St.]
Tuesday, September 2/75

Dear Penny,
THREE long & thought-full letters to respond to (trilogy of you),

&I can hardly keep up with the energy bombarding me off those
mistyped pages, (fainl ink, faint ink of your handwritten notes, fainter
pencil, a tenuousness the movement of thought/. syntax belies, pushing
through its own associational extensions & then you shining thru, some
wry comment, some outloud laugh. Ah Penny you're full of it the mad
energy exciting to hear.

(Roy just walked in the front door with 2 jars of
coffee, 2 or 3 at his studio, the ways we all use differently & me? I get
stoned on what doesn’t always come thru, something from the “other



side” (your phrase re Hermetic Def. notes), some strange hotel of dream,
the presences that rustle thru my solitude alarming me, a soft ebb &
flow—I’m now in the ebb (with the waning moon) & feel that discrepancy
in writing you.

So to answer your last question first: yes, I'm moving on,
inevitably into school (which begins next week), Yeats (reading his plays
for the first time, “The Dreaming of the Bones,” “At the Hawk’s Well”
etc., those out of Noh,), working my way through the [...] translations of
the Quebec poetry we’ve got, wondering how come Paul Chamberland
who I read (badly no doubt) in French in Guy Silvestre’s anthology, isn't
represented, having loved those pieces in Silvestre, his feel for the land,
ground of socialism, a sensitivity not imposing but moving through the
real material of those connections [...]

& meanwhile, & how
echoes keep coming back to me, reading/decoding/ revealing what Robin
has to say of Jack Spicer’s work in that incredible essay “The Practice of
Outside” (Collected Books of ].S. now finally out from Black Sparrow,
have you seen it) I'm still not even halfway thru. & somewhere back of
this my reawakened interest in shamanism via Tedlock, & my god, Penny,
how does all this fit together?

The question Robin takes up s a vital
one, the closing of language & how to open it, how to break open its public
closure or fixing. “It is within language that the world speaks to us with a
voice that is not our own.” How Jack worked to remove ego/I from the
composition so that something other than self, what Robin calls
sometimes “unknown” could enter. Which connects with what you're
moving through with HD, what so many of your notes point to, as
reminders, pointers to yourself. /what you say about meditation, about
the object, the other, /what I keep revolving about in Trilogy (& why,
tho I haven’t had the time to re-read Hermetic Definition) your note to
the effect that she was seeking to define herself surprises me)—that that
may be necessary but is anterior to the work, like trying to define
feminine-consciousness, is just not very interesting, because the work secks
to trace out the shape of something that self is inside of, threatened by
(even negated by, like all the power of that Thunder God entering the
solitary figure dancing on a mountain top, “crying for a vision”) & at the
same time figured thru (emblems, emblems, HD knows this). Robin again:
“poetry is primary thought before it is vision, fiction or transcendence.”
There's something tremendously exciting about that statement &it
reminds me of that quality of suspense (over the “edge,” into the
possibility of not articulating it at all, of losing it completely—
something to do with “narration” in the sense Robin uses it, & I think
Olson) that particularly marks “Tribute to the Angels,” & “The
Flowering of the Rod” where, in the last, 31, 32, 33 move so far out into
connections that seem at first impossible to span I kept wondering
whether she was going to lose it & of course she doesn’t, she brings it up
thru those connections, which fall into place as if they had been planned
(Jung’s synchronicity?) when it's that range operating to place them all

concentrically & in depth around that single speck,f flaw, i

not the speck itself, but the connections. An?:l evgz tlf\’ose co;ng;catlir(lx:: ‘::3;'&1’
approximate what is essentially and at the same time unconnected (tho
HD \fvon't 8o as far as Spicer here, not anywhere near), or, to use another
duality, what is shadowed forth in the light of that flaw, in the light of
language, is essentially unutterable, unseeable, in the sense of that
“glimpse of the invisible” Kaspar is given. And how, how do you bring
that up, out in language & still remain true to its unutterable quality, i.e
without fixing it? i

And [ suppose that's why we have a symbology, a ic, i
remedies that operate elliptically. An):i th.‘atoagl)lr of Thaegsle’c“:lf bleescloctfsed
;ys‘,lt:-u[-li ]& must continually be exploded open if they are to still “speak”
your focus on ceremony & ritual in light of shamani:
“Method of conjuring the visioﬁ." Yes, go ongvl;iih thatn::;ii?fc;will
continue our dialogue: I'm less interested in the conjuring and more in the
uttering, as you can see. the outering. No longer “what comes through
walking” but “what comes through, speaking,” or “what comes (hroulgh
speaking". & if it's a vision, that is a gift. or a terrible visitation.
o i.e. re your Jung quote, he assumes psyche with all its collective
“immeasurable duration” is “part of the human species”. Spicer for
instance goes for something non-human or outsideofhuman & I see now
what the Spicer-Tedlock connection is for me, yes, that the powers are not
necessarily human & that, yes! believing they are dooms us to an
anthropocentric cosmos, with all its ignorance of Earth, earth.

I want to answer your letters! & this keeps continuing. All ri ifi
Te news, etc. You're really moving into ml:gs., 1st the \g’v’est C(ﬁa};:,i:ﬁhcs
how this new series at A Space, marvellous. The HD idea sounds
interesting but let's not channel it there for now, let’s see what happens
But yes, I would like to see what Maxine’s take & Lindy’s take would be.1
just don'? want to limit our own idea transmission —limit, in that funny '
sense of it's being published, publishable always is. The central thing
seems fo me to be your working with HD—so far this exchange of letters
writings has been marvellous but who knows where I'll go from here if ;
anywhere now school’s beginning & all that complex of concerns. But I'd
love to be kept posted on where your ideas are going with her work & if
you want to continue using me as a sounding board I'd be pleased. [...]

love,

Daphne

[DM to Penny Chalmers (Kemp), ts. in possession of Penny Kem in:
Rob!r! Blaser; Tedlock: Dennis Tedlock],):iho writes abouty Amerl;lszz:tral
kad;h?ns; Jung quote: in a letter of 26 August 1975, Kemp had quoted Carl
Jung, “the unconscious psyche [...] is part of the human species just as much
as the body, which is also individually ephemeral, yet collectively of
immeasurable duration”; Maxine and Lindy: Maxine Gadd, writer, and



Lindy Hough, North Atlantic Books, Berkeley, whom Kemp had
proposed as contributors for a special issue on HD which, she had
suggested, she and DM might edit for the “series of mags at A SPACE”
with which she was connected.]

[648 Keefer St.]
August11/79

Dear Frank,

wow, when you resume correspondence, say “human relations,”
you do, you do connect! Just re-read “The Arches” & it’s powerful, it says
about your father what i haven’t been able to say about mine yet, tho i've
felt it. Been too — that was an 1i just wiped out, accidentally made by a
finger resting on the key as i thought “not busy, but that's not the word"—
50 tool came out, ok, & that’s the leadin to generative, him, the father.
but i was going to say i've been coming to some slow, o it takes so long,
meeting with my mother in that way, but i know the hole in my Penang
writing centers in what i haven’t been able to say about my father. Do we
always need to do that with our parents? seeing either one or the other as
the rule-maker & the other as generatively lawless & victimized by the
rule-maker?

“The Arches” does crystallize how your mother & father appear
throughout War Poems. Women as the rule-makers of the household, in
the right. Father as often wrong (that lovely anecdote about the
hydrangea), but generative (finding the shoots), humbly, no that's it but
not it, persisting to be, alive. More dreamer he, singing about her arches.
(& the honeysuckle was there, but it must have gone for her, & where?
why?) [...]

Anyhow;, i started out to tell you that i was recognizing how much we
have in common all the way through that interview (& i hadn’t before,
or rather our history stood in the way of my remembering) & then to read
how you’d gone to Vancouver Poems was a remarkable exchange. Sure
there are differences too, but i always thought they were more!

It’s late, cars are swishing by in the rain on Hastings street, almost
midnight, they're getting fewer & farther between. First rain in weeks &
weeks. Laying the dust, a smeary sound as they go by.

T've talked about my switch to the long line in the statement for
Mike’s Long Poem Anthology. But i'll see, when it's out, if i've anything
more to add. Not sure i can pull together “a retrospective of the notation
goals in each of (my) books” but i’ll think about it.

& for the umpteenth time: will OL exchange with periodics? Paul
would like to see the mag more regularly & id like to keep you posted on
periodics anyhow? Sending exchange copy of #5 by separate mail.

best, as ever

[DM to Frank Davey, xerox of ts. in DM Papers, NL, Box 3, f. 30. The
interview referred to is with George Bowering, titled “Given This Body”
and appeared in an Open Letter special issue on Three Vancouver Writers,
4th series, No. 3 (Spring 1979). Davey had written to Marlatt 5 July 1979,
asking her to contribute something about the long line in Steveston to an
upcoming “notation” issue of Open Letter. He had included a copy of “The
Arches” with an earlier letter. Mike: Michael Ondaatje; Paul: Paul de
Barros, with whom Marlatt was editing

periodics, a little magazine devoted to new prose writing,]

648 Keefer St.
Vancouver V6A 1Y4
October 22/81

Dear Barbara,

i flew home with my head buzzing! it was a wonderful conference,
especially for the access it gave on what is going on in Quebec. i think
most of us anglophone Canadian writers/critics were so impressed with
the developed focus of that work that we failed to look at what is really
going on on our side of the, our side rather straggly, field. as if with such a
brilliant moon shining so articulately (& i love it, love what Nicole
Brossard & Louky Bersianik are doing), but still that somehow under the
full beam of all of it we receded into inarticulate shadow. i wish i’d had
more presence of mind to say more about conditions as i feel them: that
silence of the wilderness, yes, but also the redneck attitude towards
culture that a frontier has, how anything articulated beyond & against
that is a small victory, whether written by men or women — that a male
poet in this society is enough of a perversion, & attacked as such, that us
women poets have felt a comraderie there, despite the [gender]
differences. of course it's double-edged, of course it's even harder for
women to get out from under the conventional woman'’s role in such a
society, but in Vancouver, which has so recently been a small town with a
small town’s suspicion of anything cultural as non-productive, the women
& men have fought together against that attitude & women'’s presence
has been strongly felt, if not in the Tish group, though there as it were
behind the print, but certainly in the Blew Ointment-Intermedia group.
(& weren't women strong in the group around Alan Crawley & the
original CV? somebody ought to do a history of women'’s influence &
writing in Western Canada, recent as it is.) but perhaps more importantly
we've felt the struggle as one of developing regional identities, i mean
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we've worked with men in this struggle together — which is what
feminist writing in Quebec developed out of, isn't it? first of all the
Quebecois struggle.
feminist writing in

English in Canada has been largely sociological & referential, hasn't
involved much experimentation with language or structure (at least in
poetry — that’s not so true in fiction which has Audrey Thomas, Shar.on
Riis). the experimentation in poetry has been initiated by men, the Tish
groupy in the West & the Four Horsemen, particularly Nichol &
McCaffery, as well as Victor Coleman at CHP, in Ontario. their struggle
to be heard is pretty much won, at least in certain quarters, & they’re in
danger of becoming the new establishment. i’ve been part of all that, in
fact those men, along with Michael Ondaatje, have given me most
encouragement & support over the years. which isn’t something a feminist
conference is likely to understand, but i think most women writers in
English Canada have been isolated from each other & have found their
encouragement & support coming from men writers — i think of the
isolation of Phyllis Webb, Margaret Avison, Gwen MacEwen (? i've never
even seen her). but things are changing & maybe we’re at a crucial point in
that change — a conference like this one, Fireweed, A Room of One’s Own
with their recent Quebec issues (recent, the last 3 years?). yesterday a
copy of CHI”'s first catalogue of women’s writing arrived in the mail. on
the way back downtown on Saturday evening, i was talking to Kathy
Mezei & Ann Mandel about the need for a cross-Canada feminist
magazine, one that would publish theoretical & critical articles like
those we heard at the conference, as well as poetry & new writing by both
Quebec & English-Can. women writers, as a regular practice, not just in
special issues. i'd like to see a magazine with the intellectual rigour of
the Quebecoise writers. it could be very exciting. but of course there are
the usual organizational problems: how could it be funded? where should
it be based? who would do it? perhaps you know of something like that
already beginning, Barbara? i"d sure like to see more of a continuing
dialogue with people like Nicole & Louky & Louise Cotnoir.

i was also looking forward to meeting Marian Engel & was sorry she
wasn't there. [...]

[DM to Barbara Godard, xerox copy of ts. in DM papers, NL, Box 4, f. 18,
The conference was the “Dialogue” conference held at York University,
Oct. 16-17, 1981. CV: Contemporary Verse; CHP: Coach House Press. The
magazine proposed here became Tessera.]

648 Keefer St.
Vancouver V6A 1Y4
Dec4/81

Dear Barbara,

many thanks for the cheques & for the copy of your article on The
Double Hook. curiously (only these things are never “just coincidence”) i
was teaching that book when your letter arrived & i'd already found a
reference to your article but hadn’t tracked it down. the timing couldn’t
have been better. i like your treatment of the novel & the way you put it
in historical perspective. i don’t know that i entirely agree with Cixous’
& your judgement that “women have been alienated from writing.” from
Literature, the practice of it as profession, yes. but not from writing,
especially when you look at all the women who've faithfully &
tenaciously kept journals or diaries over the years (do you know that
marvellous little anthology Revelations: Diaries of Women, ed. by
Moffat & Painter?) in fact i think this kind of writing has been crucial to
women as a necessary mode of self-definition, as the practice of
consciousness against the mindlessness of most “women’s work (is never
done),” or “against” the lack of any affirmative & real image of
themselves in a Literature dominated by male consciousness & property
values. a Literature & Life so dominated (i'm still thinking of
Revelations) & that much Literature written by women rises out of the
seed-bed of that kind of writing (Woolf, Richardson par excellence). it
was Kathy Acker who turned me on to Revelations & she’s a
contemporary example.
anyhow, all this would be fun to discuss in a feminist magazine where
others could throw in their comments too. besides which, your article
exhibits all the intelligence & vision i’d like to see as the hallmark of
such a magazine.
50 you can see i'm still sold on the idea of doing one, a bi-lingual one
because i think continuing the dialogue with the Quebec writers would
only hasten our (anglophone) development. actually such a magazine
could incorporate your idea of a feminist version of something like the
TRG as a regular feature. i don’t think it would need to come out more than
twice a year in the beginning, but the advantage of it, of a continuing
phenomenon rather than a series of special issues in other mags, is that
there’s a single accessible place where the dialogue can continue, where
people can write in objecting to or supporting ideas expressed in previous
issues, where the conversation can listen to itself.
all of which still leaves the beginning problem of funding, of finding
someone with time & energy to be managing editor (i envision a group of
contributing editors from all across the country). Kathy Mezei writes from
Montreal that She’s been talking to France Theoret, Gail Scott, Nicole
Brossard & others who all seem interested in the idea. i keep thinking
isn’t there some vital Women'’s Studies Program somewhere with a strong
literary bent that might take it on? isn’t Mair Verthuy the head of some
such program? at Concordia or where? what would she think of such an
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idea? (i loved her defence of women’s schools based on her own
experience). Sandy (Frances) Duncan of the Writer’s Union here, to whom
i also mentioned this idea, suggested the magazine should be based in
New Brunswick or Winnipeg where there’s already a strong French factor
& where it might be easier to get funding for bi-lingual projects than in
Quebec. do you know anyone who might be interested in pursuing this?

(later, after driving Kit to the doctor, attending Pulp’s publishing
party, paying my rent, cooking dinner, driving the kids to a local bowling
alley — in short, the day erupted in the midst of this, & in the midst of
rain, wind, how it storms these days. [...]

all best,
Daphne.

[DM to Barbara Godard, xerox of ts. in DM papers, NL, Box 4, f. 18. TRG:
Toronto Research Group who published reports from time to time in Open
Letter. Mair Verthuy was head of Concordia’s Simone de Beauvoir
Institute. Pulp: Pulp Press.]

Chestnut Street
Winnipeg Sept Ist "82

hello hello hello HELLO darling Bet —

just wanted to say hello [...] can’t go for more than a couple of days
without some contact with you. just figured we talked on Monday & i'm
already looking for your next letter [...]

this is the kind of letter an 18 year old might write. i feel ridiculously
young with you. (& here i’ve begun writing this draft of the novel with a
middleaged narrator who keeps talking about being middleaged! well i
shouldn’t say keeps — i've only done 2 1/2 pages.)

Cocteau, i just remembered & looked it up, has a fine passage about his
“interminable” childhood & his mother being “a lively old child. She
recognized me, but her childhood situated me in mine, without, of course,
the two childhoods coinciding. An old little girl, surrounded by her little
girl’s acts, questioned an old little boy about his school, told him to be a
good boy the next day.” isn’t that marvellous? perhaps it’s only as i
recover my childhood i can understand my mother’s “old little girl.” &
you? does it make any sense when applied to your mother?

the problem of keeping the old little girl alive in the midst of all the
responsibilities of the young old woman!

[
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it's been raining here this morning & i wonder if it's raining there. are you
still eating breakfast out on the bench with Sam padding around, Minouse
looking up through the planks of the bench, Tux whisking by? & how is
the new member of your menagerie? [...] as for here i've learned thatJ.’s
ginger cat is, predictably, named Ginger (i was disappointed in her) &
that J. lives such strange hours because she sells Avon products at night
[...] J. leaves copies of the National Enquirer in the bathroom, open at
bizarre articles like the one about the woman who's looked after her
diabetic daughter who's been in a coma for 13 years & has to be fed
through a tube in her stomach every 2 hours or else she'll die. this woman
has 14 alarm clocks, 12 of which she sets to go off every 2 hours & she’s
lived like this for 13 years! the miracle of a mother’s unending love the
article was headlined. last night J. also left a large alarm clock ticking
by the bath.

i haven’t figured out what this means yet.

[...] thank you for the red leaves — i'm so glad for any colour to put on my
walls. red pileated yourself. saw my first red leaves in the distance
today but i can’t believe summer’s over already although it's still cool &
changeable, one minute i note the sky is blue, not a cloud to be seen from
the window & twenty minutes later it's thunder & lightning & a heavy
downpour. reminds me of Indiana. your observations about this being like
the midwest (your journal notes) were accurate, especially the way you
described the men & the women. i've had that feeling about the women
too, searching faces on the street & feeling them so hidden or dispirited.
it's the young men (on their bikes) who have all the life. the charge from
their machines.

[....] loved that detail [in your letter] from Jean Houston’s talk about how
much language we're losing,. 7,500 words in the last 80 years! what erosion
— the glaciers our tongues have become! how much is this the result of a
mass subscribing to pop language, current lingo? like everything’s cool or
terrific or excellent for years at a time. there must have been much greater
variation in pop dialects from region to region before television, & the
mutual enrichment of speakers moving from fringe to fringe, like peddlers
at medieval fairs bartering language instead of goods. i still remember
being excited in the late 50's, early 60's when i heard jazz lingo for the
first time.

[DM to Betsy Warland, transcript provided by Marlatt, who was in
Winnipeg for a half-year appointment as Writer-in-Residence at the
University of Manitoba. Jean Cocteau: Professional Secrets.]
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Chestnut St.

Winnipeg Sept 5/82
Dearest Bet,
it's Sunday morning & sunny & i've been thinking, my mind going off on a
score of different tangents. has thought begun to move into the painful
“absence of (your) presence”? i was rereading your article [in Broadside]
on the feminist culture conference in Montreal. it’s dense with thought — i

like your style of reporting, quick, packed, & close to the bone (if you'll
forgive those mixed metaphors!) [...]

flipping at breakfast from the Borges quote in Talbot's Mysticism & the
New Physics to Broadside is enough to do anyone’s head. it's a wonderful
quote from Borges where he says we have dreamed the world, “We have
dreamed it as enduring, mysterious, visible, omni present in space & stable
in time; but we have consented to tenuous & eternal intervals of
illogicalness in its architecture that we might know it is false.” from
there to Glazer’s speech to the “Fight the Right” coalition. but there’s a
thread between Borges & her satirical summation of the Right's dream of
paradise & Daly as a “weaver of webs” as you report her: the absolute
importance of "how we imagine the world, the power of such dreamings-
up, their strange ability to change what is, given a large enough
collective dreaming. hence Daly’s insistence on language, our greatest
dreaming tool. Talbot says: “consciousness & the physical universe are
connected by some fundamental physical mechanism. This relationship
between mind & reality is not subjective or objective but ‘omnijective.”
“We cannot observe the physical world, for as the new physics tell us,
there is no one physical world. We participate within a spectrum of all
possible realities.” & that last statement links back to Daly &
meditation & The Wanderground & & — writing as a form of
participation, one of the most important.

oh oh, i can see the vortex has begun to spin, a kind of obsessiveness that
happens when i start to write on a daily basis—everything begins to
connect with a kind of excitement that continues to speed up until i get
exhausted. It's like going mildly crazy. so forgive me if i begin to sound
obsessive in my letters to you. there’s lots to talk about!

E=d

D. from next door, about 50 & wearing the strangest accumulation of
clothes, arrives twice a day to feed [Ginger, while ]."s away]. she’s a
compulsive talker & mysteriously drops her tone to a whisper in the
middle of a story. every story reminds her of another story as she backs
downstairs still talking, comes up again, backs down again, patting her
blouse for her housekey which she pins inside to her brassiere, &
extricating the long stick she carries by a black elastic band around her
wrist from the bannisters & odd corners of furniture. she told me about her
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it wi i i her people in the
isit with her old friend (she’s 89) & how th? ot peo
lsmzyk‘:;: shushing them up because they were tal]lcmg ’too loudly &
iﬁltl;rlg:pting the tv — they were talking about her frlir;d s zegret t Iat nc‘t/‘::r\;
i her or not she was too old to start. i love this
B Lttt e WhEt” ity.” der D. had trouble at school
blissful disregard of “reality.” no wonder D.
_kin:}‘::n slh: heardrslg:n a writer she told me a long sAad tal? about }w;l R
failures at English, how she’d taken Grade 11 English twice, hov\é ; {; 4
ltried to write the exam four times (the highest she ever got was %h...
et, she says, i'm a great letter-writer, everybody tells me so. now why
Zan"( they (p;rering at me sternly through her glasses) consider a letter in
English an English composition?

i i me of a passage i read last night in Peters’ biography of
&irsiln;mm:ei’s about ap:ron;san, Malwida von Meysenburg, a Cfcrmtanu :
feminist & revolutionary, exiled after the fa!led. 1BS§ re}voluhon ho a}i’c
where Lou met her. P. is reporting a passage in Mla]mda s book xlN ere s
“deplores the educational system of her time w_h{ch l_<cep5 peop! e,f o
especially women, “away from the great lxberah?mg m.ﬂl.}e.unce:(, u:
association with elemental forces, from every.thmg primitive, uts
destroys all originality in them. To be able to give oneself ugo;o %fe:eek
impressions with real zest is what makes _pcopie strong & g d. (:h £8
intercourse with stars on bright, lonely nights, to step boldly into e!;n
difficult labyrinth of thought, to harden 01:'“:'5 body by strugglmg wi i
storms & waves, to look death fearlessly in the face & bear its pa:jn wi o
understanding...” (my underlining). It reminded me of you, & sounds, in its
complaint against the educational system, absolutely contemporary.

iginality: back to your note in your review re Daly: lust (sexual c!f:swe)
g:l%lor:'?:;litr\)’: ‘fzartility‘;f the planeg" lust for life which, from whe_\! i vc] )
read so far, seems to have characterized Lou Salonfé (& got her m§0 a lol
of trouble) — of course, as Mary Daly would say, given a necrophi ;ac
culture. it’s scary how much we (collective) have forgotten how Fohoze
life. Smaro just called & i asked her to check the et.ymology whic] s.t:
did in the Oxford (wonder what the American Heritage would .say). e
closest connection with Daly’s seems to be a 16th or 17th c. meaning, »
“fertility of the soil” but also given are: “source of plc.asere &1 ap}ae ite
or relish or inclination for something” (there’s the beginning o; _u;t or
life). loving the very ground we stand on, live on/off/by, & whicl
(contrary to nuclear arms thinking) supports us.

4 hours later

so that was a long diversion! ended up wit_h Bob & Smaro in Fhe f])-.ld
English Garden of Assiniboine Park, smelling the roses, opg:mg te}‘eir
snapdragons (Smaro says in Greek they’re called puppies c?use il
mouths open) but i was thinking of another mouth, lkhmkmg of you. : in‘
wonderful to be out in the sun because the sun comes into my rooms on }):,Q 3
the morning [...) & it was all because Bob said, or Smaro, can’t remem|
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which, come over & use the other dictionaries (B. has several) & have
lunch. all because of lust i end up smelling roses (this sounds familiar):
missing you takes various forms!

anyway i discovered that, as the Weekley Etymological Dictionary
notes, “lust” has developed “peculiar” & negative connotations only in
English because the Latin in the Bible was early translated into the
“lusts of the flesh.” in other languages lust has life-affirming senses: Old
Norse losti, sexual desire; Gothic [ust us, desire; Latin lascivus, wanton,
playful; Greek lilaiesthai (isn't that a lovely sound?) to yearn: Sanskrit,
lasati, he yearns & lasati, plays. there’s a quote from Francis Bacon in the
Webster’s 3rd Internat.: “the increasing lust of the earth or of the planet”
which is the closest i found to “fertility of the planet.” an intense longing,
acraving, is one of its other senses. a tide that comes & goes, like spring
fever in the plant, that suffuses us. a yearning.

B
Friday

..l respect those women who've spoken up on feminist issues but am
unwilling to let idea dominate language in my own work — in fact i think
the work i have to do refuses it. because it does involve not
knowing/digging up (Cocteau’s “archaeology”) where it's fatal to know
what you're looking for beforehand because then you can’t “see.” i want
to work at that edge [Nor] Hall speaks about “where things can turn into
their opposites,” which she associates with the threshold goddesses like
Demeter. (it's a lovely term, thresholds of the houses they visited
bringing, like the Norns, fate.) that edge makes fun of any label because
it immediately brings up what the label excludes. it’s like the lesbian
videotape from Montreal where they spent quite a bit of time discussing
butch-femme roles, their political implications, freedom to express
yourself, the subversive comment on conventional heterosexual roles, etc.,
but what nobody said was that these images & roles are actually erotic
for some women. for me too — there was an incredibly handsome woman
there (to use your term) like a lesbian version of Mae West, long tightly
curled blonde hair down to her shoulders, tweed blazer & jeans & boots,
thumbs hooked in her belt, smoking a big-bowl man’s pipe, the kind
English squires are always pictured with. She had a Mae West voice too,
drawly & husky. now if that strange combination isn‘t erotic! [...]

[DM to Betsy Warland, transcript provided by Marlatt. Smaro & Bob:
Smaro Kamboureli & Robert Kroetsch; Nor Hall: The Moon and the
Virgr'n.]
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LOLA LEMIRE TOSTEVIN

Da[_:)!me Marlatt:
Writing in the Space That Is Her Mother’s Face

this is undefined territory,

unaccountable. and s
(A, 1988, 81) .

.« . the whole we ght of me shifted, ¢ anged value in fact
, ch
(J S, 1968, 6) ’ f

If Daphne Marlatt's writi

as she ciain‘\ed inan intet;rxlréi;e}\:fa;:g;i:}?:g :'213 ?g;t;e?(}t;'yl‘}tgg) e

{:l:ci):f’szgzimx:hwﬂh charting a territory within frames and’ :ings against

el b(:,'k ;r:n:lrepres;nted, has I_)een at the core of all her wl'ork. In

il Anéersen'g:gia tat;.?ry, published in 1968, it is against Hans

ey rytale of the Snow Queen, “white as of the white

, that her persona makes her appearance. Considering the

her last novel, Ana Historic, it is possible to

collaboration with Betsy Warl
alone, Double Negative, coincides with this essay’s focus.) Marlatt’s

work continues to be defined by “a lot of white space

resonate in” (SEBS 36) or “ Wi opes

the magic circle we ste insi i

- 3 pped inside of” (A 148,

. ;E)te {;a;);;)rbled :s to be cngulfed, swallowed up, to disappear, ind at).

bt s arlatt’s writing is the concept of phenomenology the
pearances, th i i i i :

beings show themselves wepbeindies e e b

phencmeno]ogical method of Frames results in so; i

: t me extraordinaril
elaborate and detailed evocations of consciousness . . | [and] Mar]:tr)’,s next

book, Leaf/leafs, similarl i
s . emph: i
et e Y emphasizes the pre-reflective aspects of
I feel somewhat uncomf, i
ortable using a philosophic, i

it u al term |
Exl:‘ehnot‘nerylogy within the context of “Can. Lit.” "Itpsmackq :?folll‘:;
concgrltly, a professor of Engiish literature said to me once, as if tl-?en

Pt were too lofty for the Canadian literary tradition, ’Yet Marlatt’s

bpNichol, Michael Ondaatje, Fred
extended beyond borders: Charles Olson, Robert Duncan, D.H. Lawrence
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Virginia Woolf, Henry James, H.D., Louis Zukofsky, Gertrude Stein are
but a few names mentioned (NW 9). For her M.A. thesis, she translated
the French poet Francis Ponge, from whom she learned “the technique of
description through negation . . . the phenomenology of an object by
discarding comparisons, of analogies, until the object emerges in its

istic selfness” (Ricou 207). Earlier there were philosophical echoes

of Husserl, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, while in her later writing, she
quotes Julia Kristeva and Mary Daly. She has collaborated with feminist
theorists /writers Nicole Brossard and Betsy Warland, as well as
photographers/artists Robert Minden and Cheryl Sourkes. Some of her
writing reflects the modernist view that the only way to make contact
with events is to imagine their fragments falling into kaleidoscopic
patterns in the imagination, as in Steveston's, “Imagine a Town” (S 13),
yet in the best postmodern fashion, as Linda Hutcheon puts it, much of it
“debunks the humanist notion of art’s ‘universal’ accessibility . .. ."
(Hutcheon 132).

There's little doubt that “Marlatt is convincing” (Ricou 215). So much
s0, that her texts, her language, emanate what I can only refer to as
“existential authenticity,” although it seems a contradiction to use that
term. Not only is it “foreign,” lofty, and somewhat passé, but Sartrean
existentialism is often branded as ideologically sexist, depending on how
one has read Sartre. His concept of en-soi, the individual who is acted
upon and lives an inauthentic existence by avoiding responsible choices, is
often associated with the passive female, whereas, the pour-soi, the type
of existence in which one acts as an aware subject initiating free choices
and responsibly assuming the consequences of actions, is usually associated
with the male. In Alice Jardine’s words, “the notion that the female
connoted (natural) en-soi could ever modify itself with the male connoted
(human) pour-soi in order to attain the dignity of a being created in, of,
by, and for itself is rejected by Sartre .. . (Jardine 76). Yet, so much of
Marlatt’s writing traces elaborate and detailed evocations of a
consciousness that transgresses and modifies, through language, the
female connoted en-soi, in order to attain the dignity of a being created in,
of, by and for herself.

With the publication of Rings in 1971, a book whose linguistic
structure is “one of the most beautiful in our literature” (Davey 195), it
became clear that all aspects of Marlatt’s life were engaged in her
writing. Its theme, which reappears in subsequent books, revolves around
a strained marriage and the birth of a first child. The acts of giving birth
and writing are never isolated acts for Marlatt:

like the mother’s body, language is larger than us and carries us
along with it. it bears us, it births us, insofar as we bear with it, if
we are poets we spend our lives discovering not just what we have
to say but what language is saying as it carries us with it ... the
immediately presented, as at birth—a given name a given world.
(TTMT 46-7)



e of content situated in the past,

5 guage, taking place in the moment of
writing. The book’s Space is presence, its time is Present, writer and reader
caught up in the body of language where we all live,

Daphne Marlatt is often referred to as a “language poet,” which
always puzzles me since I was always taught that the focus of poetry
should be its language, She's certainly in good company. The most
memorable writers (not to mention a philospher or two) have always been
acutely aware of how language can approximate the essence of a thing or
place only if the writer defers to language’s own essence. Perhaps what
distinguishes Marlatt from those who skeptically refer to her as a
“language poet” is the relevance of language to the fine honed
intelligence of her su bject-in-process:

Marlatt’s writing is based on a response, h'terally, to her own
consciousness (in the body) as she writes rather than to an outside
(projection) more commonly recognizable use of language as
reference, as the means by which the world is referred to. When
she explained to me how reading D.H. Lawrence in the early
sixties had made her realize how it was possible to write about
consciousness rather than plot, she defined consciousness as
‘thinking about thinking; thinking about sensing and perceiving
and feeling’ . . . .

For Marlatt, the “word’

is a place to focus the energy of the
intelligence,

not simply a sign for some other content. (Wah 15, 16)

From the beginning, Marlatt’s writing has probed the potential of
words, unveiled their aura, each one carrying its memory trace, its own
evolution. In response to the realization that women have been excluded
from, defined by, or have inherited a contaminated language, feminist
writers continue to question, examine, dissect, displace, subvert the linear
line of traditional literature. In her first publications, well before she
was known as a lesbian feminist writer, Marlatt was already a major
proponent of a writing that was eventually identified with the
“feminine,” in spite of early claims that she was “suspicious of that word,
‘feminine™ (GTB 54), Although most of her texts do not displace the
conceptual opposition of the couple, man/woman, they bear many of the

qualities we have come to associate with Kristeva’s theory of the split
subject which posits two types of signifying processes: the symbolic,
which refers to the linguistic model as defined by syntactical rules, and
ses the dynamic generative movement of
language that is best articulated through drives such as rhythm, texture,
puns, misspellings, etc. Her short lines, which are invariably followed by
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‘ty:m"vf:i?n its fundamental original signification. ‘?h Mg;gk]?: y
ii:men cer;ain words (dandelion sparks) se:;! Ttg;;nse ves
il o i ing” (TT. .
i iginally-related meaning )
i :r:)df l‘\)drifl‘::’s};se of etymology proliferates meaning b\]lt mo:;:eand
mor?::r work relies on originalry/orianafl 1::1?1aym{rr1f:;é 11;\ ;éﬂmsiﬁ?{hat -
i i f verbal relations (a fami , i
dls‘:::;:zl ?.1: :z:gr;i\?en us the world we live in” (TTMT 46). 'Hn.:, ge;\lealugy,
gx: filiation of a direct line leading back to a fund}:smental ;:-;gm
ignificati llels the search for the lost mother on w! A
:‘ES;{;:::;?%\I(?;:“ philosophy and literature are bafsed_ a_nil ;t;‘ri\ct;adxctq
A inni f I'dcriture feminin
edness and new begmmng‘s ol ne wl
the ﬂpe::::(;is;ace and exceed authority, truth, a1.1d th? 1llu5'ut)1|;\:;¥ ”
a“sseemnci of origins. Marlatt’s theory differs from Hélene Clx]ous i :s
5 iture feminine which also emphasizes textual play:‘and ang\iJ igmry
:s:nce but which does not maintain a source, does nothsa}; ;{agr]att’s’
gecause ;)bviausly there is no origin” (Conley 130). If eact (::in:u‘ar e
ks is an additional ring in the progression of a dynamic ;
?l?:t ;‘r:)ws and moves from past to present, each book also conveys
nostalgia for a source, an origin:

hidden in the etymology and usage of so T:nuc}) of :l)lu;v:::l:}}:y
for verbal communication (contact, sharing) is a lin g
body’s physicality: matter (the import of wl‘\ja: you A t)(r) -
matter and by extension mother; language an Dndglllo,relatc 4

ter (give birth again); . . . to relat_e (a_ story) an i e
o body, related (carried back) with its connection wit TTMTg
i:?lf‘xld);}ir;limate and to intimate; vulva and voluble . . . (

46).

There is perhaps no other book of Marlatt’s that dJe{mu:s;::::s 50

rfectly how language gives shape to place as How Hug i
b hgd in 1983. Mapping her way through a trav'el journa Dl
P“bliSV v ver .g’oems Zocalo, Steveston), and the listing 9? unkno £
fUl'm_( ‘:"Cﬂ“ es in Ho';,u Hug a Stone, the reciting of magpie rl-lyrmzis(;r
s i h, the dense texture, all contribute to uproot the rcﬁ s
stream of s_"eecfar‘niliar place/space to join in Marlatt’s search m;"i(jrim'g
e hch?-LWIr‘eader is led to Reading England, Prospect Park, a tl bsrmri;;s
m(t)tt:;: a rf)om where “a voice like coalsmoke” (HHS 28) narrates ”
col ,
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and to Avebury where a circle of s
mother. (Mute ring mutter/ing?)
returns to Readin

tones sits as mute as Marlatt's dead

By the time she comes full circle and

g (the end of the telling of the story), she has arrived at
n that the stories about her mother are just that: “she is
not a person, she is what we come through to & what we come outof...”
(HHS 71). At the heart of loss, there is, however, the dance of words,
“where live lhings are” (HHS 79). There is the
as well as mothering of her own s
essential factors in the progressio

By giving birth, the woman enters into
she becomes, she is her own mother;
differentiating itself. She thus actua
of motherhood, through which a wo

to her instinctual memory, more open to her own psychosis, and
consequently, more negatory of the social, symbolic bond . . . .

The homosexual-maternal facet is a whirl of words, a
complete absence of meaning and seeing; it is feeling,
displacement, rhythm, so

und, flashes, and fantasied clinging to
the maternal body. . . . (Kristeva 239-40)

contact with her mother;
they are the same continuity
lizes the homosexual facet
man is simultaneously closer

If the language in Touch To My
sensational (in texture an
also, in Ricou’s words:

Tongue, published in 1984, was the most
d content) of Marlatt’s writing to date, it was

the most overtly feminist of Marlatt’s books . 5

.. Just when we
seemed educated to the ultimate importance

of matter in Marlatt,

world puts on its dress of flowers to greet the r

eturn of Kore
(Persephone) from her annual exile in Hades . . . . (Ricou 211)

If language is still very palpable in Touch To My Tongue,

its nearness, its
immediacy, is displaced b

Y a sense of distant memory and evocation,
Where we had become quite comfortable in Marlatt’s ho
we suddenly find ourselves lost in the titles of her new poems; this “place
of contradiction,” “houseless,” on a “Pprairie,” in a “hidden ground,” “in
the dark of the coast,” “coming up from underground.” When in the poem
“down the season’s avenue,” Marlatt writes “i'm coming home” (TTMT
29), it is a return to the original space of Woman that she longs for. The
text's spectacular language does not create a new space as much as
reinstate signification/significance to an old one. In spite of her claims
that “language . . . does not stand in place of anything else, it does not
replace the bodies around us” (TTMT 45), Touch To My Tongue is
nevertheless centered in traditional symbols of the feminine, making it
difficult to disassociate them from overdetermined associations.

use of language,

The return of Kore (core, nucleus, essence, crux, hmﬂ). fro;.n e);:.: ,—lll:; o
I ith a patriarchal figure, provides the perfect setting ort e
i s d ff:;t full-length novel, Ana Historic. Although two s o?l:wo
;::m;n:: each other throughout the novel, and nar'ratelth?hvets cg 4
: wmgn i ies, it is the hysterical, aliena
two different centuries, it is s :
;qthe mfc:(t’hz‘r an oppressed victim of fate, marrllia ge ant!hm:il::lte);,e ;2:1:
¢ ng the
keeps i novel. One story takes place duri
hﬂ\m;i zegn:he:s on the imagined life of Mrs. Rnchard_s,-a woman of ;10
e ta lr;n rtance who appears briefly in the 1_873 civic arc:w_es o
:Ipp::::rer '{"hoe only factual information we are 5xvenh{seldhi:(t’ sﬁ]f ; :
yo'am“ B ste iy widow < En‘gjan? Wh(;\/llilﬁs :e:nl:alll;iunecring and
teacher in Hastings b
s ia. Virtuall meless, we know her
er vi in British Columbia. Virtually na A w he
Lumb&’fl:ﬂ!{iﬁi :;:1: o; a dead man,” Mrs. Richards (A 37). She lSh v:;lt:out
?nly’ . Yn ahistoric character whose invented story me*.ihes wit! s
sl rary Annie Richards’ own fragmented life. Ag_amsf thief b atr\
cmtﬂ:;P}zstory that wrote her off, an unspoken urge insists itsel bmt o
Pa‘;s:ﬂs as Marlatt not only retrieves Mrs. Richards from absef\ce, u Ay
in es that the contemporary Annie Richards’ personal history w :
insurs
y ‘s history, is not repeated. f o
ﬂlm:er :;o(tiz:swith a])lr her texts, Marlatt denies Ana Historic t_he sglace
f ] i;er form,” in order to explore new constructs of reEresentat-':on.5':):1 14
b uf’l'“m i 1 “should be,” she imparts a
i escribed rules of what a nove! : s
liola:the §l§ppr;semable. Annie Richards’ story begms where hfcr mo!};e!;z
ends “where nothing is conveyed” (A 83). To write a story of a no-n:
i i k the unspeakable. ) P
Wom’[:th; liot:tz‘u)'lesorary Amr':i‘ Richards is initially defined mamIAytmr -
elation to her husband, a history professor. A’f his rcsearc}; assistant s
i appendage whose main recognition comes in ‘hf’ form o <
Iasc:xrl\ogv}l);dgements at the beginning of significant history b(t(;ks bn';o 1;
i i tient assistance this
ly read “to my wife without who.se pa : .
uws::lldynl;aver have ly)'een completed.” His langu?‘gehu:hthe |:::Lu;:lri 2
e i o
of definition and documentation on w ich the 1
E:E:‘;E; built, while hers is the languag;e of 3;1 lml.‘z:l:;:ahrf}::‘);teﬁal .
ibbli i bed or under piles o
‘scribbling’ she hides under the o st e
i j her study or hovers at her sho .
ol e i kes her feel as if she is the one
i n intimidating authority tha.t make 1 s
::l"xl:)a::st;spassing. And indeed by writing hersc]f'mto ?\1§tpr¥;£{ ol
imagining herself into the empty space of :;v:jmelt: scarc’st:::&se o el
i be recorded, she cr
deemed important enough to
zi?zefnistory that e&iluded her. Because women were left (;L:;\ tht::ses o
imagery, as in the photgraphs taken on the front porch c]; e o
yriie Ri the boundary between absence
kept, Annie Richards trespasses it A
d changes the picture. Through a leap
ipr:\:sgir;\cei a!;‘\e "histgric-, Ana’s story differently, S'ECG ll;l fepe;;l ;};estated
ing it. As Luce Irigar £
le story would mean never changing i : y
E]rfo azbk?z:p 03’1 speaking the same language together, we r;al going atoain »
reproduce the same history. Begin the same old stories all over again ...
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Words will pass through our bodies, above our heads. They'll vanish, and
we'll be lost. Absent from ourselves” (Irigaray 205).

Although a boat race, in which the boats all bore the names of
women, was deemed important enough to record in the city archives, the
first birth in Hastings Mill was not worthy of attention, so Ana Richards
imagines it and writes it down. Against the blank page, a white sheet,
she traces the quietly bent knees of a woman, between which the first
“syllable of slippery flesh slide[s] out the open mouth” (A4 126).

As Erich Neumann points out in The Great Mother, “The positive
femininity of the womb appears as a mouth . . . and on the basis of this
positive symbolic equation the mouth as ‘upper womb' is the birthplace of
the breath and the word” (cited in Gilbert and Gubar, 265). Through word
as child and child as word, women no longer need to feel alienated by
language. Through writing, through the alphabet, Annie “capitalizes” on
Ana’s initials, takes the initiative and graphs herself on the blank pages
of history.

The powerful ending of the novel, which Marlatt has titled “Not a
Bad End,” will undoubted] y be unsatisfactory to some readers, Because the
formal strategy of the novel so brill iantly subverts cohesion and narrative
syntax and is not bound by master plot or one heroic voice—on the
contrary, the narrative voice embodies many voices—its climax, both
literal and literary, is unexpectedly conventional in its utopian vision.
Through a “monstrous leap of imagination” (A 135), Marlatt joins those
women writers who through the Imaginary, dare dream of a non-
oppressive society. It is a writing of jouissance which cultivates,
culminates in the pleasure principle and evokes the imaginative power of
women writers.

While the radical rewriting and rereading of dominant forms aspire
to displace master narratives, whether they be historical, mythological

or literary, many women may find solutions to complex social problems
limited if confined to the sexual sphere. In No Man’s Land, Sandra Gilbert
and Susan Gubar raise the question of whether anatomy is linguistic
destiny. Is the womb a metaphorical mouth and the pen a metaphorical
penis? Is the displacement of “phallocentrism” by “vulvalogocenticism”
sufficient or is it a simple reversal which remains, in Teresa de Lauretis’
words, “within the conceptual frame of a universal sex opposition . . .
makling] it very difficult, if not impossible, to articulate the differences
of women from Woman”? (de Lauretis 2). Does difference based on gender
(and sexuality?) not “ten|d] to recontain or recuperate the radical
epistemological potential of feminist thought inside the walls of the
master’s house”? (de Lauretis 2) When Marlatt writes, “mouth speaking
flesh. she touches it to make it tell her present in this other language so
difficult to translate. the difference” (A 126), it is evident that she is
referring to the difference, keeping it within the traditional concept of
binary opposition.

While lesbian-maternal texts are crucial in exploring the
unrepresented, the unthought, it is important they not be prescriptive in
their attempt to describe women's writing and lives:

38

lexities of the intrinsically erotic choice of an ”ob;ect of
’srt}tl:i;'?l;gi)de’?the attempt to posit a new f_orm of cathars:s——m &
purify (women’s) writing of male topoi—is a return to the ?ror
extremes of our metaphysical tradition. The elaboration ; ta o
feminist strategy of reading and writing reachms !hrougl-I E O'n
other side of and perhaps even beyqnd that tra.dih()!\ while i
dialogue with it is what is most difficult. (Jardine 41)

Now that the leap of the imagination has b;en mad;zi‘itt s;::n; g?;z :ai 1?;
i t of binaries tha
than ever that the mutual containmen e e
i society be deciphered and unraveled so tha s
def‘l:il - l‘:::self onylo “the blank” page of history conceive herself not only
:Tth:?iifference, but as a multiplicity of differences that Fut across
sexuality, gender, form, class, race, It would seem more vital tl?a;-l ever
that in our newly created spaces we discover not only the multip! ed
differences that exist between men and women, bet:reen women an
i ithin each woman.
omen, but perhaps more importantly, wi v
4 Since th(f;ublication of Frames of a Story, D;_sphne Marlatt's g w}:ole
weight” has shifted and “changed value” many times, but her main s c)ﬁy
has remained that of language, and few people m.Canada tell it s_»:)e rv:e !
In the spirit of the generous dialogues_ she’s ha;i mtt: 50 rr‘\)at:t);;:rémm
ing the last twenty years I would like to end wi ha qu « r
gg‘::igce Blanchot. “The book rolls up time, unrolls time, and cm'ltau}s this
unrolling as the continuity of a presence in which present, past, and future
become actual” (Blanchot 146).
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FRANK DAVEY

Words and Stones in How Hug a Stone

How Hug a Stone begins—*June 14, 1981. we fly to England .. . . ” This
introduction offers what appear to be the circumstances of the writing of
the book. The writer and her “Canadian-born son,” “one 39, one 12,” “fly
to England for a month of visiting” the writer’s “side of the family.” The
writer was last there 30 years ago, and before that lived in Malaya. On
the present visit the son “will now meet” his English relatives and the
writer “perhaps . . . will come to understand” her mother (HHS 11).

An unsigned introduction such as this is by generic convention “from’
the signator of the book; in the case here the details offered connect
intertextually with other materials associated with the signature
“Daphne Mar]att”—parﬁcu]arly her “In the Month of Hungry Ghosts”
(1979). The effect of this introduction is to mark Homw Hug a Stone as
autobiography, that is, as a construction of its signator rather than of a
‘Persona’ or ‘character.” Inside the text this mark is repeated in five
italicized passages that begin, like the introduction, with dates (IJHS
14, 22, 42, 58 and 64). Each of these follows an interior table of contents
and a reproduction of a highway map. On each highway map one or more
elements are circled and on some pencilled words have been added. The
maps, like the introduction, insist on factuality, while the pencilled
additions act both to insert the narrator into this factuality and to
document that someone was actually ‘there’,

The claim that these various pages repeat is that “Daphne Marlatt”
is represented by this text, that the text is not ‘just’ fiction or writing,
that before it is these it is something that ‘really’ happened. Here too
there are intertextual echoes of elements associated with the Marlatt
author-name—the marks of journal and autobiography carried by Rings,
Zocalo, The Story, She Said, What Matters, the maps on the covers of
Steveston and Vancouver Poems, the photograph of the author on the
cover of The Story, She Said. Beyond the claim of ‘real’ events is another
insistence—that the text itself is in no sense “framed’ or relativized by
irony, that there is no significant distance of ‘disagreement’ between the
signator of the text and its first- person ‘i-narrator’.

Throughout How Hug a Stone various directions to the reader are
strongly foregrounded—directions in how to frame, order and interpret its
narrative passages. The reader is given, in addition to the introduction,
five section titles, a table of contents for each section, a map for each
section, and following each map a set of dated and italicized summaries
that re-inscribe the text within the section as ‘journal’, “June 22,

40

fracombe, Combe Martin where i stayed as a fhi!d—b:’!_s t?f n:li‘nect
1:1 X b:tt the overall terrain is different coes (42.). Wit 12d e
mogre texts there is further fmegrm.mdll]ngv;, '::':: ‘f::i :x&r he::we're
: Sl o
ends w’i’m ;‘gf;:‘t’?;'ev:e::::?s:ga:::ﬂly, “narrative is a straltegy ‘):l:r
-Emn-s? nu ’ d covertly, as a need for story, for script, for being a Qf
SW"‘I il a?! t the bolok. The opening text introduces Ehe concept of
f ‘hl'(_mgi;u osed narrative: the narrator’s airplane journey that is
ulhg:?:;::ig wri:xpped up like knife fork & 51:;)(:}:‘1" (1]5). lt;:r:::’i;;;f‘s in
5 isti i i boar e plane
o %ga_tha Ehlil;:m 33‘7:;0?!:;;1 si:c:;:-‘a;s an "enraged n:other at the
i mm"l? 1t et"1 (IE;;, It begins an association of the narrator’s son (whose
.hwt i i LbVE to go into that lab’ratory’”) with .pos.m\.r{shc
m:ﬂ word!';t;rfhe “23,000 gallons of fossil fuel” (15) that drive their
ﬁlllac:’ev:nd with m;scuiine preoccupations with measurement and
.

control.

i h my step-brother has
d still rushes away from me thoug| t t

sn:r)::d :v‘ery flower in all four directions conlau;efl by_ a:ncfals

i ight of Reading read in pink pe
wall. my host. reading the lig] ] i -

i hild with chocolate smear:
rblown. overgrown. i am the ¢
:::oss her face. three frocks in a green whee-lbarmw m.emlythE
hotographic the way he hauls us up in thirty years. i am e .

Ene v?:gho pushed. & she to whom we were hostage then, hostess
mother (his): o they are all right really. (17)

There is a sharp contrast in How Hug ; Stone ltfe.t:;e::dﬂﬁs?g;;itta;té; 9
i i text and the simplici
density and opacity of the e g
lements. Sentence by sentence the te: &
Stir:r‘;;?ral five marked as above by the co- presence of mull.npif: o
E rrati?;z ané a narrative frame and by a n?rratwe focalization 230
an encompass a variety of perspectives and times. In t.he al:ove pad ’ tgﬂ]
:at focalization includes the narrator’s present ccmf\.xsmn g .gmu(rlhas
hes away"), the step-brother’s contrasting Adamie certainty i
Ir-\":med every ﬂ‘c)wer in four directions”), his reIiagcte‘inn ca:eglo;rzear lh i
i 5 i brick wall”) and his control
and containment (“contained by a il
i up in a wheelbarrow when she was young a 1ling
2“13':\1:}1\1:5:\;; cfﬁldhood photographs in the present); thl? EOC:].IZat]t(})l:
moves also from the present (“my host”) to 39 years earlier ( ; ia;ne” 4
child with chocolate smeared across her face”), and.. expresil§eht .
double significations such as the red /read of “reading theHig i gmm
Reading read in pink petals” At the sentence leve% .Hcm.vf ug a s
suggesti the complexity and ambig;ity of nﬁe n’:‘e;::ir:is tc;l ee;ﬂp:irt;i im; E
ing its own textuality to subvert and co : bl
f}?;zlt?;-rl\éother who can dare to name “every ﬂov;ler in fz::s d;z:::a:;s
How Hug a Stone of
On the structural level, however, 2
that a:‘e heavily systematized and through re_peated f_o;&gr(:;r;i:\i
overdetermined. The outline of this structure is also visible |
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male-female dichotomy in which the male is active and positivist,
naming, categorizing, hauling, and the female Ppassive, being hauled,
“merely photographic,” subject to male gaze and activity,

under the moon a Brown man now lures moththe, math-, worm,
with a white sheet spread on the lawn, with a bedroom lamp he
lures their bodies, heavy, beating against the walls, he wants to
fix them in their families, he wants them wing-pulled-open,
pinned on a piece of cotton, mortified. as then, i protest this play
as death—despite his barrage of scientific names, his calling to
my son, you game? as if he held the script everyone wants to be in,
except the moths. (17)

Here the step-brother’s interest in moth-collecting becomes, through the
phonological similarity of moth and mother, a male attempt to collect
the woman. His procedures are marked with domestic imagery (“white
sheet,” “bedroom lamp”) as ones that are implicated in the
institutionalization of male-female relationships; the text constructs
him as wanting the moth/woman sexually available ("wing-pulled-
open”), humiliated (“mortified”) and institutionally defined (“fix them
in their families”). It links this view of women with empiricism (“his
barrage of scientific names”) and chauvinism (“as if he held the script
everyone wants to be in”), and suggests that it be passed on from older men
to younger ones (“his calling to my son, you game?”),

The sharp contrast botween a duplicitous, ambiguous and apparently
plurisignative immediate text and a systematic heavily determined
overtext invites a reading that ‘solves’ the former and ‘discovers’ the
latter, and that comes to rest in that discovery. The kind of heavily

immediate text is, in How Hug a Stone, deferred to the overtext. The
interpretation the reader is likely to ‘discover’ is one in which a
patriarchal system of empiricism, reason and mastery attempts to write
woman into its script as a minor and exploited element. The patriarchal
system enters the text in the son’s interest in the “lab’ratory,” is given
detail in the portrait of the step-brother, of the uncle who is a doctor,
“furious, driven” (33), of the rescuing grandfather (47), and of the
similarly rescuing “blacksuited” British Rail official who efficiently
drives the narrator back to the appropriate rail station when she misses

as avid in his determination to identify himself with Hero, Man and
Father as his mother is in hers to perceive and acknowledge her “lost”
mother. In a passage that echoes the step-brother hunting moths, the son
attempts to construct himself as “"Adventurous Marlatt’” “/in the jungle to
stalk & capture some wild animals’” (36); he is said to be “happiest in
the Lucky Penny counting hits or testing quickness of eye against sci fi
enemy bombers” (48), to have an eye "impressed with target accuracy”
(51). In a passage that precedes his mother’s missing their station and
having to be rescued by the Rail official, he recounts a long dream of
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lead i i i his home is invaded and
) hip and confidence in which, when
Qu'e:::nzzs by belligerent teenagers because he has helped a few

; i ighteously confronts and
“homeless” children, he successfully and ngh' ) mis.and
mme;lsem (61).?is dream, in which he gives htfnsel'f a "big gl:::gon
ldejgm;;e" (59) and the power to help the weak (nstensﬂ‘afl)y in d“:]mfz(;? .
N L e 3 n e
t he is weak and “homeless }\‘lmse al at the
fgdiaséiel zﬁt:-::ts with his mother’s recurrent insecurities and inability
5 lnok:a i herself on a train journey.
‘eﬂlo'lellzea::cerlsil?e‘dofvoman is depicted mainly in the r:larrator‘ s mother and
in the ath]er family women who are presented as havu}rgh be:::::; e
iti i i ts of their own repression. The
conditioned into being agen e
: dmother insisted on dressing her daug] i
mag]mteﬂ:rloil;a;\emmnm and, in recalling how she looked, exclaims “she
looked like a dream.” The narrator angrily comments,

i ited, her dress, my mother
dream, the one my mother inherited, i
:l:r'\ding her body to it. as i refused, on a new cc:jnnn:em ;uff:t;a:‘tgd
i i 2 i er: A
i ing rooms thick with resentment: you on't un .
:I;Chabgivniears jeans here & i want a job. refusing the dream its
I:o:tyinuity in what i thought was no man’s land . . . . (29)

The narrator recalls herself rejecting clothing tha.t ?vgulpde:;::;o::g her
2 7 :
iageable woman, and as seeking economic in
aﬁsl:nnl-.:::[l\zg;om her arnl;sed grandmother that he}' mother too had made
similar arguments just before surrendering to marriage:

‘We went to Penang and she said, "Mother-, I'm so trre.ﬂ' }c:i th:h'n
life, of just wasting my time going o.ut ‘dancmg every r:i ,mgtakeg
engaged to play tennis, somebody ringing up and wandesg -

me out to golf. It seems so futile. | \:vant to learn d'ress tltg: 0};51' "
and dressmaking. I've seen adverty;emems and I've wri lee o
England. I won’t be coming back Wlth: you when wegoon thae 4
This was when we were in the hotel in Pe@ ng sitting on o
grounds facing the sea just where her wedd_mg p,l}otzcgrap

taken a few months later. Isn't it extraordinary?’ (

ivi he semiotics of what she is
h the grandmother is oblivious to tl
;:l};gsﬁﬁg it isg;airly clear in the text that her dauhghter haicz i;k;d(;z 2;,-
’ the one who wore it,

the one who made the dress rather than ) ek

i inli ho waited passively to

id t in life rather than the one w! «
:ah:::dldwi‘:;\n%:lephoned, golfed with or married. Her surrendeéetco he‘;
mother’s ”dr’eam” script of dress and weddinegd Pi,?:fr,e lecll h::;‘ :::) - grru g
i n the narrator once despis , “furlously .

{xheddf?'b;cﬁop:;:i for her father when her children’s game-playm%1 e
tl‘;efléned to crush the younger ones under a heavyldresser (47); xao .
“irresponsible, incapable” when she allowed her ch1ldren¥ to ge h']dpf:n
o:!hsbeach Ly the incoming tide (55), and who alone with her chil



in Bombay became paranoid with fear, “e
abduction” (78).

The narrator’s various re-enac
missing the rail station, or not kn
attacks her son experiences inter

very cab . .. a possible

tments of her mother’s incompetence—
owing how to deal with the allergy
mittently during their time in England—
suggests that she too may have followed her mother into a male script in
which men are authorities and managers and women are decorative,
child- bearing and incompetent accessories to male power. The escape she
constructs for herself out of this ““little-mother’” (66) script is both to
complete her visit to England safely and to recover as much of the
occulted history of her mother as she can for the somewhat more ‘public’
discourse of the autobiography she is writing. Within the male script,
her mother is merely another failure, unsurprising in a woman, “the gull.
unsettled, sad” (45), the one who “’seemed to enjoy setting people against
her” (66), the one paralyzed by “brooding silence” and a “sense of
fatality” (76). Recovered by her daughter she becomes the one who would
“wrestle with the angel authority of father, teacher, doctor, dentist,
priest,” the one “hated” for her “imagination, that mad boarder in the
house of the mind, which alone can prevent @ house from being built on
safe, practical & boring foundations (Sagan). that winged lhing that
flies off the handle, leaps out the window . . . ” (67),
In addition, and somewhat more problematically,
out of the male script involves increasing attention to
southern England, a landscape that is slowly identified, through its
lushness and dampness and association with Bronze Age matriarchal
culture, with female sexuality and para-rationality. At the barrow and
stone circles of Avebury she imagines herself in contact with a different
narrative, an “old story” (73)—a narrative of the primal feminine, “her
tomb-body . . . built to contain that primary chaos.”

the narrator’s way
he landscape of

this kiel, to ku-, to, a hollow space or place, enclosing object,
round object, a lump. mound in the surroundi

ng sea of grass. ku-,
kunte, to, wave-breaking womb: Bride who comes unsung in the

muse-ship shared with Mary Gypsy, Mary of Egypt, Miriam,
Marianne suppressed, become/ Mary of the Blue Veil, Sea Lamb
sifting sand & dust, dust & bone, whose Son . . . (72)

although there are stories about her,
versions of her, & though she comes i
person, she is what we come through
ground and source. the space after the colon, the pause (between
the words) of all possible relation. (73)

versions of history that are
nmany guises she is not a
to & what we come out of,

This woman is located in silence, “between the words” that elsewhere
the scripting authorities of “father, teacher, doctor, dentist, priest”
control. She is “source” (69), the one who writes “in monumental stones,”
"Iongstanding matter in the grass, settled hunks of mother crust,” the
“stone (mother),” “the old slow pulse beyond word” (75).
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, against the categorizing and collectin§ )
i mnl:,x ;::h el::ez:;:ﬁeni‘;\ine inside which the narrator can Stﬂ;ld in
y sandals & jeans unveiled, . . . dance out names at the heart of wl ;:
m Jost, hers first of all, wild mother dancing upon the wat;es (
This is the “maere” mother, the sea mother and. moor mother, o
ted with blood, dance, “wild beating,” the 'dmosaur-descenv
“ﬁidé-mndeMg dove” (79). The “ruined” C.l['CI].e O.f A've':"‘ll"rt{. ::”
0! as the repressed female story, as exemplifying in its “lithi s
: et fragmentary structure the EXiStel:lCe of woman’s sbo‘::]y ut\”
_contradictions and fractures in masculine discourse. The “los foi
i Ps)hbet finds her own story in the ‘lostness’ of both her mother an
wild d circle. )
Wﬁ‘;‘emczzilt\i‘:i:\?;:seﬁicns of the text are problematical in a nunl\‘ber
h thays For one, the text remains one made of wcrclls. The na;rator v': .3:
from the beginning has associated word and text with masculine po
g:nﬁmes to effect what power she has through word's‘, desp?te hai:‘
assertion that the female speaks in a “mutter of stone’ ; (75), in : (s} o
words,” in “the pause (between the words) of gll possible rel;htlu;k Eap
For axl’other, the stone mother, despite the various .evtyxt_mlo_g:hcas‘u mue ,
kunte) attempts to imply its originality, c‘}r”to ass?’c::te it v::: e
primal “M” (“matter,” “matrix,” “moth,” “moor, ‘maere,” “ma ,
g;oﬁler," “mutter,” “Mary Gypsy, Mary o_f Egypt, Mn.-xasl'n, hﬁan‘;\:le
suppressed, Mary of the Blue Veil”), remains a rh.eronca. ;n soc :
construction. Alliteration remains a linguistic device which can 51%1'11 y
belief but a dubious means for transforming Bronze Age rellyqus any
funerary practice into archetypal principle. The reader remains l;;'le
language rather than with some “first love that teaches a possi
Wﬂrf 'I.hird difficulty here is the narrator’s son, whon.1 the text cla::;w
expresses a “jubilant ego” (74) at Avebury a:\d loses his al]irg}r : -
moment his mother makes contact with the “stone Fmoﬂfer) ot ,:t ry
(75). But other elements in the text suggest so_me_lhm_g dl_ffer::ui 2 st
Avebury, in fact, the son is portrayed as continuing in his eg . lch it
“target accuracy”: “& small, toy pistol in one har'tld, cupped, ‘hls ehamc
by the pelvic thrust of rock, jumps, gotcha rm?m! (74). Hhcj:w is p
inscription of his mother into his war game dnffers from‘ s :
grandmother’s inscription by a phallic society into marriage ahx; e
motherhood is difficult to perceive. At th_e end of”th.e text, w :\ i
narrator is entering even more jubilantly into the “wild beatmgl s .
believes she has discovered in the lithic r:f\oti'\er, the son c0111:|p ta.m\:, b
want to go home . .. where it’s nice & bonng_‘ (78). The 1mp'1';:a.u::
is that the son is doomed by his sex to a sterile world of posi 1\r;s 5 i
despite his mother’s belief that she has recovered the primal fema
smr};uw Hug a Stone confronts the exploitation of woman in mtriesteor:\
culture, her exclusion from mamingf\:li labl;o:r a‘r;,d ;}?ec:rr‘\;tr;:’ t}?:r Bt
i ive, and her being named as beauty, s
223§1;:T:i:‘;ﬁth an affirmatgion of female difference. It groups men
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:;::(::5 the :ig_n olf the phallus—the inscribin
Jon of single meaning—and women under that of the “wave-
L B B, v e o
ather i i
counter-narrative of a primal feminine is a m::a?h*;rl:i):: 5:;11 v:ll‘;hﬂ‘ =
Ioc:jtes thel hullnan'?utside of social action in an archetypal ;
5; t::zuirl.:u;:a. : :(e:_ ;sre g:atné‘ 2;: Esv::er;e_ livehthings are” announces
i i rds, re live things are”
l:fereez; '::l(e;;ne::s unveiled” and thus as in oxymurom‘g:relaﬁcto!:;}::f:fze
sh-m:tmi“). ther than contesting the use of gender as a basis for
i g]saf:tety[, or arguing that this use has been a social choice rather
n a biological inevitability, How Hug a Stone accepts what Mar
Ellman has called the “gender analogy”—to the point that moth, 4 d
son at the text’s end appear sexually doomed to separation s
home, he says.” #j can do nothing,” she replies (78). .
Yet the possibility that such destiny is a social choice seems
nevertheless irluscribe:i in Marlatt’s text. Its overdetermination of the
ma]e-fel‘nale dichotomy, marking the male exclusively with guns, th
electro'mc war games played by her son, the step-brother’s mgt‘; e
co]lec_hng and with the roles of “teacher, doctor, dentist, priest,” whil
markmg"thle ffmale equally exclusively with "imaginaﬁém 5 "dancingf:
and the wﬂd suggests a culture/nature distinction as rigicily constructed
as the: Positivism of train schedules or “big business” (64). Although the
co;‘.b;ﬂnmg_ of a plurisignative difficult-to-interpret immediate teit with
:hexlg ” th dm}ctwe unaxflblguous overtext gives a reader the illusion that
e fare m:i:sngle meaning ha§ been immanent in the former, the overtext
e a constmcho.n sxgned by “Daphne Marlatt” and qualified
Yy ha signature. '{"he possibility of more than two constructions of a
:)zi]:;;;‘amr:dtas Efzys who was also Tino” (7) is—despite the
— (759 : fnl;ﬁ' :mcm l.)eahng, blood for the climb, glide, rest, on air

g pen, the targeting gun, the

“i want to go

JANICE WILLIAMSON

Sounding a Difference: An Interview with Daphne Marlatt*

Janice Williamson: 1 want to begin by asking you about your current work.
Your project called “Salvage” is a rereading or revisioning of earlier
writing in the light of your developing feminist consciousness. Is this a
critical consciousness that recalls the feminism implicit in your early
writing, or is it a consciousness which looks back and recognizes gaps?

Daphne Marlatt: It's more looking back and recognizing not so much gaps,
but places where [ was blocked and I couldn’t see my way out because I
didn’t have the theory that would have helped me to do that. So now
with the benefit of some of that theory and having done a lot more
writing of a different kind, I can go back and read my way through those
earlier texts for the hidden dynamic that's operating. For instance, a
piece which Penny Kemp published in the women’s issue of IS [14 (1973)]
in the early seventies, “Steveston. Support. Fish,” has become “Litter.
wreckage. salvage,” and I discovered it took a veer from Steveston to Skid
Row in the original because it's really about how difficult it is for women
to be on the street and how they don’t occupy the street in the way men do
because it's a public space that is basically male. I realized that the
buried image for this was agoraphobia, quite literally “fear of the
marketplace.” We've had this long tradition of women on the street being
seen as available somehow—they get whistled at, stared at, yelled at by
men, because women on the street have been seen as being there for men, to
service men, they’re on the sexual market in some way.

JW: You talk about the rapport between your writing as a feminist and
your reading of feminist theory. What feminist theories have influenced
you?

DM: There’s so much, it’s hard to say. I became very interested in the kind
of theory that Nicole Brossard was writing, which I first encountered in
the issue of Ellipse [23-24 (1979)] that was devoted to La Nouvelle barre
du jour and Open Letter, and I loved the piece—it wasn’t even the full
piece, it was just excerpts from “E muet mutant,” the silent feminine e. I
began to get very interested in the possibility of writing carrying the

*Excerpted from an interview which took place in Edmonton, in April
1988. My thanks to Linda Pasmore for her transcription.
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feminine, so that led me to French feminist theory, and I started reading
Cixous and Irigaray and Kristeva—Duras before that, but not so much for
theory. The thing that drew me to what Nicole
writing always as a woman writing. I'd been i
theory before that, I mean in the seventies, women like Greer and
Friedan, some of Juliet Mitchell, Elizabeth Gould Davis, and that spoke
fo me too, in the same way that when I read Simone de Beauvoir's The
Second Sex in the sixties I just felt devastated, because there was so much
that she was naming that I recognized. Always that's the excitement in
reading feminist theory—having names and articulations put to what
you've been aware of but you haven’t been able to articulate in any clear
way. But it was an even greater excitement reading Nicole because she

into reading Chodorow’s The Reproduction of Mothering—I seem to have
approached Freudian theory first through the Americans, through
Chodorow and, more recently, Dinnerstein. And as I've been circling
around the subject of mother for a long time in my own writing, I find the
writing these women are doing, talking about what Freud did n’t manage
to talk about, that pre-Oedipal stage and its extreme influence on us, |

find how that links up with Kristeva‘s sense of the semiotic in language
very illuminating,

JW: Traces of this fascination appear in your Ana Historic. The rapport
Annie has with her mother i

reader [ recognize the compelling ambivalence of, on the one hand, being
nurtured by and identifying with the mother, and, on the other hand,
feeling overwhelmed and repulsed by her.

DM: That's right, a lot of the feminists who have worked out of Freud’s
theory talk about this, about how difficult that bond is between the
mother and the daughter, because the mother herself is ambivalent
towards her daughter; she wants to be nurturing, she wants her daughter
to have everything she didn’t have, but at the same time she's raising
her daughter to accept the limitations of being a woman in a patriarchal
society, and so she’s always setting limits to her nurturing.

writer and critic. Acknowledging my own ambivalent relationship with

my mother and working through to a deeper understanding of her hel ped
empower me to write.

bond with my mother, I realize now looking

back to when I was little, and
I can actually see in my relationship to her s

uch an appreciation of her
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femini: i ¢ i though I dislike this
i that it almost supports Freud’s notion (al 5
npﬁonrl‘:za::e }l|eamuldn‘t f;zgﬁze a female libido a]s fent':\le],_ :‘tlzkxirls

h le libido) of the little girl as the li
el i ior when I look back. But

¢ ing the mother. I can recognize that behavio: 1

mm‘:leg went through such a difficult time tog.ether during my o
adolescence when she had such a bad tim: m;l; he‘rsell;,‘ a:;g ;r:\::;gfr; . g
t the last psychic straw for her. We ricoche

;:ctlz\a;‘fhi: :l:t:l she deniidyme and I denied her, and we n:.ver r:;:llzr }E:;tis
back ¥ ki ied, so writing a

) kind of rapprochement before she died,

Y wtao ac;lfydt:iing that, of getting to a place where I can feAel some of t‘ll'lat
:nff);cﬁo)!'\ and empathy and understanding, It's a really different bon
from the little girl’s bond, because my undershn:;nlg co;\lzs frf;n; ”

izing with her experience as a mother, having d my o
emexperienpﬂtmzclengs a mother, m recognizing in myself fhe difficulties I hanc}

‘ an immigrant, and seeing how those were magnified for her. I can only
::alize what we had in common by also expressing where I felt she :
betrayed me as a mother, because she was in such deep psychologica
trouble herself that she couldn’t go on mothering.

JW: You write about memory as overlap. Louky Bersianik writfes about

“rites of memory, memoir, that is a portemanteau w’f)rd, sometimes

mother, mine? and sometimes me, condensed word.” Is there a memory-
i ?

mine-me-mother in your work?

q s amazed when I read that passage in Louky, l:'ricau‘se it
DzenunM' I;;; me so much of the memory poem ”’a'bandoned S in “The Mm;t:
of Hungry Ghosts,” about the experience of being baclk there in I’en;:gn
many years later and remembering, and yet not comctouslylrememb“sa g,
having a memory that was in the:od{ some}fgv:‘, l::‘xtm w;::\ftrgg‘nsAam . yb i
ible until I got there. I couldn’t have sai d how K« 1
:‘txas;:irtain pointfgrounding a corner, I got an immediate flash ;)f w;l;dt it
would see when I got around that corner, and I could not have or; v
until [ was in that actual movement around that pflrhcuiar s}}‘aot. n
memory seems to operate like this, like a murmur in the fles! r::}e s
suddenly hears years later. There is in memory a very rl;leep su ble];lis .
connection with the mother because what we ﬁr_st of al f?'emetx':\ i
huge body, which is our first landscape and Whld-’l we ::,st 3‘ ae s
remember bodily. We can’t consciously 1:?1:;,“;; 13‘ leu:; ;g Z g ge‘: Ao
ious, it's there in all the repress: ! ¢ ;
:i;cf::::::?d flows—and it isn’t concerned with.makmg sense. ﬁls cfonice:;ned
with the feel: the “feel” of words has something to do wﬂ:hf e eer
that body, of the'contours of early memory. The wI'mlene;sa :] mhean:o Y.
these early memories that suddenly flash upon you, prol > ye e
something to do with the earliest sense of .:;\’whole body 1:::5 5 s ra‘e,
much later, a whole landscape. Anyh'nw, it's or}ly later t we sepa
ourselves and everything else into subject and object.
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JW: There’s a moment early on in Ana Historic where the mother says
something like, “I am not your mother,” and the daughter cries.

DM: She says, “Your mother’s gone.” Yes, I think that’s a very primal
experience to have the mother turn into this person who denies that she is
the mother figure, that she is the one who is always there, always
nurturing, always patient, that figure the child counts on as some kind of
basis for existence. It's a very early lesson in language, because she is
saying what the child feels has to be impossible, and yet, because she is
saying it, language makes it real and her absence is suddenly there as a
frightening possibility.

JW: Toni Cade Bambara talks about how she’s trying to break language
open and get to the bone. She’s trying to find out not only how a word gains
its meaning, but how it gains its power.

DM: I wouldn’t call that the bone.
JW: No. What would you call it?

DM: Well, in How Hug a Stone, that concept of trying to get back to the
bone as the seed of the language, the germ of the word, using that
neolithic concept of the bones being planted back into the earth in order to
bring forth new life. I saw that seed or germ in the old Anglo-Saxon root of
the word. But in terms of how the word gains powers through usage,
through time—that's something else entirely for me. It’s really a history
of political usage. Mary Daly did a primary job of taking back words for
women and showing how they were turned from their original usage
which didn’t involve a negative value, as the oppression of women
increased.

JW: Thinking about this question of language and power: [ was teaching
Adrienne Rich’s lesbian love poems and my students were embarrassed
about naming the female body and female desire. The power embedded in
the classroom made it impossible for them to identify what they have
been socialized to ignore and they simply could not find words.

DM: Woman’s body is never present in its own desire, so if you start
writing about it, you have to combat a kind of fear that you feel because
you know you're breaking a taboo. Di Brandt has talked about this and
it's something that I recognize very strongly in her work where, in order
to made it present, she has to write so-called scandalous and heathen
things, I mean, heathen from a conventional Christian point of view. The
only way you can bring the significance of our sexual being into the
language is by making it so present that you can’t get around it, you can’t
deny it, you can’t euphemize it.

JW: It's interesting to me how in some lesbian writing the body Is absent,
as in Phyllis Webb’s Naked Poems where the female body’s being is its
absence; the furniture is rearranged around a poetics of loss and longing.

DM: That's true, and the lover’s body is also evoked through absence so
poignantly by her blouse, those little details. It's likle drawing )
everything around it, and the thing itself becomes 5|mply the white face
of the page, its contour outlined by everything around it.

JW: There’s something different in your lesbian love poems than that
absent presence. Your lesbian body is excessively present.

DM: Yes, yes, yes, oh, yes, okay. Why? It has to do with my attitude to
language, I think. I feel language is incredibly sensual. The more
musically we move in language, the more sensual it is, I suppose, because,
as Kristeva would say, it’s the closest that we get to that early sensual
experience of fusion with the mother’s body. And lesbian eroticism
‘involves this incredible fusion, this merging of boundaries, because our
bodies are so similar in their way of touching, of sensing each other, so I'm
always wanting my language to somehow bring that into itself, that
opulence of two incredibly sensual bodies moving together. I want that
movement there in the way the words move.

JW:1don't know what I'm going to say after that except to recall a
different sensuality: Toni Cade Bambera’s “touch talking.”

DM: That’s it. That's a lovely metaphor for it. There’s a kind of push and
pull in Touch to My Tongue which has to do with touching in that the
book was written against the lover’s absence. Most of the poems were
‘written on my way to, and while I was in, Winnipeg—and later in
Vancouver when she was sick. They’re written with longing, and 1
suppose longing always does have an aim. Desire as moving towards, and
specifically moving towards that arrival point of being togleAther» The
poem “down the season’s avenue” is the epitome of that, driving down a
street here imagining her there. There’s always this longing to go whe%re
she is, but also there is this conjuring of the actual lovemaking which is a
Ppresence that is triumphant because it combats the absence the yearning is
trying to do away with, trying to elide, trying to collapse into the moment
when I'm together with her and all there is of our being together.

JW: I'm wondering, too, if this writing of lesbian desire isn't simply a
Trepresentation of a transgression in a heterosexist culture.

DM: It's not “simply a representation of trangression” because that
overlooks desire which is ongoing in this movement toward the o{her
woman’s body—it fails to be erased finally when that movement is
concluded, it’s never concluded, that’s the point with desire, especially
women’s desire. I had that problem with Ana Historic. Once I had
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identity and coming to consciousness of what the latent desire really was.

Yet I didn’t want that final scene to be the end of the story, because it's
never the end, it’s always the beginning of new stories, so how could T
honour that? The only way I could honour that was by moving back into
the writing and the reading, using the metaphor of the continual turning
of the page as the working of desire. There is always the next page, the
next page, even if it's not yet written, it's imminent there. I suppose this
has to do with where 1 place myself against Christianity, which has
taught us to defer bliss to life after death, But language itself, especially
writing, is another kind of deferral. In the humanist tradition it was
thought to be a vehicle pointing to what was real beyond the writing.
And we've now come to think of it very differently as a signifying process
present to itself. To speak of what has been excluded from the world of
literature, which is women’s desire, and to make that present in a
language of presence is a big challenge.

JW: Ana Historic interrogates notions of history as a story of dominance,
mastery. In Mrs. Richards’ journal there’s slippage between fiction and
historical document. In the novel you write: “What is a fact, (Dact? the
(f) stop of act, a still photo in the ongoing cinerama.” What is the
relation between language and women’s history?

DM: If history is a construction and language is also a construction, as we
know—in fact, it actually constructs the reality we live and act in—then
we can change it. We're not stuck in some authoritative version of the
real, and for women that's extremely important, because we always
were—the patriarchal version was always the version, and now we know
that’s not true. We can throw out that powerful little article, When we
change language we change the building blocks by which we construct our
reality or even our past “reality,” history.

JW:I'm interested in Annie as the hysteric Anna O, the German feminist
Bertha Pappenheim treated by Josef Breuer between 1880 and 1882 who
called the psychoanalytic cure “the talking cure.” Juliet Mitchell writes
about women’s novels as hysterical, as woman’s simultaneous acceptance
and refusal of patriarchal capitalism. When I first read the excerpts of
your novel published in Writing, I was in the middle of my own analysis
with a feminist Ppsychoanalyst and reading feminist revisions of Freud’s
work. I was excited by your “hysterical” narrator, your dreaming voice
which opens an interpellation to the reader—“Who's there?” As a
reader, I'm called by Annie. I'm the intruder into your writing asking
myself, how did I get here? how do I enter this text? who am I? As a
woman reader I can feel threads of my being pulled through the
narrative,
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D) i i : who do you write for,
'DM: This brings up the whole notion of audience: w
and ‘hT:xdoesgsthal: actually shape the writing. I began to feel that as a

;,m important element of what I identify as feminist writing, and I don’t

r the only element or that all feminist wriﬁng’has to have
thi E:gs:)s' ;t’:eader, w{\en I feel that pull, when. 1 feel tha,t I'm }:Jnemgb1
ﬂjaect" i) 's ken to and drawn into what I'm reading, t‘hat I ‘m answerable
] m\‘g’ ﬁ:y, that I create some kind of response to this writing that 5
speaks to my own experience as a woman, when that happens, as a reader

[ am so compelled, I underline these books, I make notes in them, They

‘make ink of my own writing, they give me ideas. I want to open
simil n?pg:;kfor ti'zs kind of cor?versation with readers of my m;ml .
wﬁtms It makes for a different sense of writing, I ﬁrsf begim to eeﬂ:

be in How Hug a Stone, because I knew [ was _worhng in the m;:; h:r
area, the mother’s so strong, and we all had this in common, we all have
ﬁwsc'e ambivalent relationships to our mothers. It has increased with
Touch and now with Ana, and the experience of readmg to that audlenc]e
last night was a delightful experience for me, becausg in that laughter
could hear so much recognition, and it wasn’t the. men s.laughter I \;‘vas
listening to, it was the women's: it’s ah:.nost a pamfu‘l kind of laughter,
and it's releasing when you can Iaugh like that and it's named
collectively, then the pain of it begins to dissipate.

JW: Not everything touches you with unconflicted idenhficahop:f :
Yesterday we heard Claire Harris read “Where the Sl::y is a Pitifu
Tent.” Afterwards Claire talked about her dialogue with Guatlemalan
revolutionary Rigoberto Manchu’s oral testimony fmd the complex
thoughts she had about repeating another woman'’s story—how asa
Canadian black woman with Caribbean roots, she rela?ed to a Latin
American Indian woman’s words in terms of both her difference and her
identification.

DM: Right, and whether she’s exploiting it.

JW: Whether she’s exploiting the other woman’s eyfperience and
appropriating her world of daily political oppression.

DM: Perhaps anyone who has felt any oppression at all can use lt‘haattt anger
to help her understanding of much worse oppression. You kn(?w that you
may not have felt anywhere close to the intensity of oppression in
Guatemala, but you know as a lesbian what it feels like to lwelm1 .?( s
patriarchy, and Claire knows as a woman of colo.ur what it feels li 9“10
erased by racism! So you're never entirely an outsider. You can c;rm y
question how you're using that material because we have so muc] ?lf:ne
privilege, and here my “we” is a very doubtful we, because as a white
woman I have even more privilege than a woman of colour living mf
Canada, but both of us, as women living in Canada wl_-tere Ereedo:ln of
speech and the freedom to act is so much larger than_m Guatemz:i a, we
have this privilege, and yet we also have some consciousness and we
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know we can build from our own experiences of oppression, we can imagine
ourselves into a little bit of that life, and it’s very important to do that
imagining. Exploitation happens when you as the writer remain on the
outside of the experience, but if you can move even a few steps toward the
inside—and I don’t mean take over, appropriate someone else’s
experience, I mean evoke the grief and rage and pain it brings to you as a
witness and make that real to others—Claire’s poem did that for us.

JW: I'm having flashes about the reader and the therapeutic power of
writing. Writing as homeopathic, as an innoculation and healing process,
a recognition in difference and identity, and as catharsis.

DM: And that is political.

JW: Ah, is that one of the connections between feminist writing and
feminist political action?

DM: 1 don’t think you can have action without consciousness first,
Consciousness precedes action, because if you don't act with consciousness
you act irresponsibly and you may end up supporting exactly the thing
that you're trying to undermine. So you have to have consciousness, and
consciousness is constituted by language, so you have to look at the
language first of all. It's a very complicated interaction. Changing
consciousness by itself isn’t enough; you can change the consciousness of
individuals but if they don‘t get together and act collectively, nothing in
the social world changes. So the two have to happen together.

JW: You've written poems which are explorations of your own experience
in a colonial culture, Malaysia; as a young child you lived in a very
privileged class position. “In the Month of Hungry Ghosts” explores that
experience of trying to find a structure of language to “carry this being
here.” What conflicts do you feel as a writer about an experience which
appears intrinsically contradictory?

DM: I haven't finished exploring this yet, in fact in some ways I feel as if
I've only just begun, and I don’t think very clearly on it all. It's difficult to
write of my childhood experience or my parents’ experience without
sounding like an apologist for colonialism, which is definitely not what I
want to do. But the issues of racism and classism are so subtly bound into
that experience, even though, as a child, I wasn’t aware of them—or
maybe especially so. The patriarchal oppression of women and
colonialism are two different faces of the same coin, and I can see that in
my mother who knew nothing about feminism but was in some ways an
instinctive feminist, even in that colonial situation—and despite the
really deep impulse to classism she also had. I don’t think the conflicts of
thinking women in a colonial situation have been adequately explored.
My mother could identify with the women who were her servants to the
extent of, on one occasion, standing up to the whole Catholic church in the
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for riest who was visiting to rail against one of her
ﬁ::s:l;e'[l':ﬁl Pwoman who was a Castholi: and, according bo the Rﬂest,
living in sin because she wasn’t married to the man she was living fvnh
d‘;:.sugh she was going to have a child by him. My mother was furious
and threw him out of the house and was herself aware, not o.nly of
supporting this woman’s desire and this woman's lived reality, b.ut also
aware of the social system under which Tamil men often leff their
iegiﬁmﬂte lives in India and came to Malaysia to wo}rk, sending money
back home to support their families. This might begin as a temporary "
situation but didn’t end up being one because there was no work for them in
India and so gradually, because they were lonely, they would take a
woman in Malaysia and have another family. There were also the kinds
of conflicts my mother felt being a woman and being limited in the ways a
woman is limited in that society to the domestic realm. The resen’tments
that she felt about having a life that had no meaning, that wasn't
valued as productive—that was all there. But the::e was also this, that
although my father might be out with wealthy business c?lleagues who
were Chinese, my mother was in the home where she was in close touch
with the domestic necessities of the women who were working for her and
also living with us. For instance, we had a gardener who would get d}'unk
and systematically beat up his wife, and my muthgr was always tr?rmg to
figure out how she could intervene in this, respecting the fa.ct that it was,
after all, their marriage and their relationship, and yet trying to stop
the beatings. In some senses the colonial women were brought in closer .
touch with the realities of the lives of colonized people than the colonial
men were, and I think felt the conflicts more deeply and saw ti'1e effects of
colonialism on a day to day level more clearly than the men did. On the
other hand, I don’t know what our servants really felt about my mother—
I mean, on the surface, there was this feeling of loyalty a.nd this feeling
that she was a good “Mem,” but what did they really think underneath
that? I think she used to worry about that too. She wasn't really ’
committed to that system as a way of life and in fact gave it up quite
readily, and I think this was because as a woman she had a Po‘hh.cal
awareness my father didn’t have—or maybe I should say a dls}r’tel’ﬁsf, a
political disinterest in upholding the Empire, and I mean “political” in
the broadest sense of power relations.

JW: One of the things that comes up when you talk about this colonial
setting is the material world. The contradiction you're trying to locate in
your mother in this colonial setting is between gender and class. The
material conditions of class and race are central to your mrly.work,
including Steveston. Later gender as an issue becomes predominant. Can
we talk about this shift?

ini; i ination of
DM: Yes. I suppose what feminism forced me into was an examina
the creation of my female psyche—it was a very inward thing. It forced
me to look at childhood, it forced me to take Freud seriously. [.t forced me
to look at the origins of consciousness and how deeply in conflict we are at
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that level. So in that sense it's a retreat from an analysis of class and
race, which are large problems that femini have to address, and, in
fact, the feminist movement has seen that that is number one on the
feminist agenda right now. [ guess I don’t want to be forced into an
overgeneralized position, one that would say that women’s psyches have
all been formed in the same way, because clearly they haven’t—the
historical and class and racial conditions all have a different part to
play in shaping us. But maybe this shift has something to do with coming
to terms with the actual material of my existence as a writer: language. T
had come to terms with the oldest layer of my language, the language I
inherited from my mother which was generated within certain national
class and period mores, Victorian stifling of female sexuality is
something that comes under severe attack in Ana. I had to come to terms
with this before I could do anything else, and I don't really know where
I'll go from here.
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LORRAINE WEIR

Daphne Marlatt's “Ecology of Language”

earth flicker its own circuits we, transparent, burn within,
(torn knots nets are, shadows only. (S 72, 69)

“Like a”stone" begins Rings. Yeats echoes: a stone “To trouble the living
stream.”1 Stone becomes son becomes sun, “first cause”:

this morning sun i saw rise
silent over the empty house
my love two lives now
cheerios in hand, smiles

beatific
morming
son
not mythic, just
begotten one (WM 165)

Sequel to ";frdour’s,” “first cause” inscribes light after ashes, the light of
a different fire from that of the “dying ash / poor ash & us // the poorer”
(WM 164) preface to “goodbye’ which concludes What Matters:

i am here, feel
my weight on the wet
ground (168)

To be: to f_eel: to (be) here: to feel (here as though a verb, an imperative
commanding connection, attention); to choose first (but not capitalized)
person: to speak (out of) one’s own presence—not at all in Derrida’s
sense—in a grounded here, weight on wet, wetness of ground, ground of
feeling :lnd being, the weight of here which must be chosen, f%;:nd
invented, remembered, made real through articulation which i ! calli
PR g g g n which is a calling
The movement is healing, leaving behind the jagged silences and
angular interiors of Rings with its shifting tides of disembodied voices,
framed by windows, doors, rooms which are too large or too small. So Kit
becomes sun becomes Columbus, figure of a world which “you go around . .,
(not off the edge) & the outer limits (ends) connect, no edge” (WM 126), A
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orld of rings, not frames, where ringing changes become chances and (as)
yuch is possible.

.. you
run downstream to meet
my leaf, life

we also
touch (WM 147-148)

But celebration and resistance are twinned in Marlatt and the matter
of life, the matter which is life, brings both the joyous touch of mothering
and the uneasy touch of those who presume ownership. “Listen”
literalizes the grating inconsistencies between these modes as “he” reads
to her in the kitchen while “she” makes salad for supper.

Lost, how dancing had lost touch with the ring dance which was
a collective celebration—she was standing with the grater in one
hand, carrot in the other, wondering if the grating sound would
disturb him. . . . hand in hand, he was saying, a great circle like
the circle of the seasons . . . . The whole carrot was shrinking into
a thousand orange flakes heaped & scattered at once, the whole
carrot with its almost transparent sides shining in the light, had
ground down to a stump her fingers clutched close to the jagged
edges of tin, she saw her fingers grating, saw blood flying like
carrot flakes, wondered why she imagined blood as part of the
salad . . . (NW 139-140)

“Listen,” he says and reads about “imprisonment in marriage . .. [and]
about the ring dance, about the participation of couples in the one great
celebration, the ‘amorous feast that joins them to all living things’. He
means fertility, she said, thinking, oh no, oh back to that, woman’s one
true function,” and as he reads about “sexual capitalism,” she sees
another version of the dance in the placing of carrot on lettuce in the
salad bowl. “Listen, she said,” setting the bowl on the table. Silence.

Returning near the end of How Hug a Store as an emblem of woman’s
primordial history, the ring dances at Avebury and Stonehenge
celebrated “nota person . .. [but] what we come through to & what we
come out of, ground & source. the space after the colon, the pause (between
the words) of all possible relation” (HHS 73). Layered in the barrows at
the heart of these stone circles, the poet is layered also in language, the
principle of matter “issuing thru the ring of the invisible to ground—or
hearing: as the vowel carries breath to make a sound.” She is “sounding,
thru the ring of surrounding phonemes, it changes—hearing change the
very matter of” (WM 127). Heard differently in How Hug a Stone, she is
the echo at the end of one of the many journeys “home” in Marlatt's work,
home in this case as “In the Month of Hungry Ghosts” to find the meaning
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of Edrys, her dead mother, surviving in her context—to discover, study,
understand, realize Poltimore, “Englishness,” Penang, a dialect once
spoken, echoing in memory.

“communication: the central problem of Rings” (WM 117)—not only
Rings as birth narrative (both Kit and the narrator) but as structure of
communication, sound arcs and loops, history as “the shell we exude for a
p]ace to live in” (HHS 51). Exuded in iayers spiralling one upon the
other, history forms words as a conch-shell winds sound around itself, as a
ring fort winds the sun’s rays at solstice over its heel stone. So the pattern
of Marlatt’s work is that of an epic journey through the underworld,
accompanied—sometimes led—by Kit as “first cause,” along the way
meeting such familiar obstacles as mother, childhood homes and fears,
first love, and death—an “artist parable”? which, like Mozart’s Magic
Flute, proclaims that truth toward which it has been heading from the
beginning. As the epigraph from Gertrude Stein used for “In The Month of
Hungry Ghosts” puts it, “We cannot retrace our steps, going forward may
be the same as going backwards” (MHG 45). Which is to say “reality is
synchronic” (WM 71); the generic pattern of a life recurs but, lived, each
layer—diachronic, over time—builds up the shell of history which we,
mollusc-like, inhabit, the digestive product of our interaction with the
earth. Hermits unless we wrap the earth about ourselves, we grow layers
of other lives, sedimenting ourselves into the earth as, in Steveston, the
shadowy river moves always under the surface of the street. “It rings us /
where we are . . . elide[s] the code / we've managed to forget”—

as if the earth were dead
& we within it ash, eating ash, drinking the lead fire of our own
consumption, “Here's to us!”

As if, “outside,” a white fire doesn’t
ring us, earth flicker its own circuits we, transparent, burn within.
(572)

“Imagine: a town” Steveston begins: imperative, exclamation.
Imagine and invent for it’s the process of invention that gets you here,
heals lostness, resuscitates memory which is imagination. “Imagine”: an
urgent injunction, carrying the urgency of death and dissolution and of the
circle whose motion can be slowed only for the moment of speaking the
poem, the moment of its recycling following the circular motion of rings
which “break the notion of forward progression—progress in the name of
which DDT, atom bomb, nuclear power” (WM 123). Not the product of our
invention, earth is matter, place is sheer “physical matter,” is “what
matters.” “It rings us / where we are,” its fires and currents ours for we are
of the same substance and matter in the same ways, earth’s processes of
generation ours in generations, “Steveston, / at the heart: our death is
gathering (salmon) just offshore, as, / back there in this ghostly place we
have (somehow) entered (where?) / you turn & rise, gently, into me” (S
74).

Part of earth, humans are moved as are the river and the fish.
Destroying the river, humans destroy not only salmon habitat but the
human life-world,? the ecosystem which sustains all, equally. So the
blighted lives of cannery workers are the corollary of the “death that
must be kept cool, fresh” (S 24)—salmon death, human death: “supper,
bed. ‘my life,’ etc.” (5 24); the same shadow passes over and through the
‘same world. “Men sleeping, lives, or lives sleeping, doors” (5 28)—a
chiasmus of things and perceivers and their in!crrelah'on§ which becomes
for the poet “the obligation to voice them [things], in their terms, . .. tl'_ley
exist without us. they don’t need us, we need them. just as we need to voice
them ...” (WM 45).

Our extension into the world of things, language is also a mark of our
dependence on them for “things flame in us as words” (WM 45) and
writing is a net cast out over the wordless environment,? seeking not
possession but a moment, a “complex in time where imagination/memory
click with environment” and we are, briefly, not lost, not homeless, but
fully participant as members of a world which we speak and read and
which reads us. “KWAKIUTL: we live by the world = according as the
world gives” (WM 153). The relation is reciprocal. Our part, “To take / no
more than the requisite, required to grow, spawn, / catch, die: required to
eat” (S 66). To take language, the gift of words from things, in just
measure, “each word what those around it relate of it as it relates (to)
them”: this is the “ecology of language” in which the world is con/text
“(text, the weave, the net)” (WM 153), source of the poet’s obligation to
speak the world and, since writing is how humans realize the world,’ to
save it from ourselves, from the drive toward usurpation which comes of
our dependence upon things sufficient unto themselves, Writing models our
human, problematic relation to the world.

Only, always to dream of erotic ghosts of the flowering carth;
to return to a decomposed ground choked by refuse, profit, & the
concrete of private property; to find yourself disinherited from
your claim to the earth. (5 76)

If dreams are narratives made of those words which arise from the
flaming of things within us, their opposite is the poisoned world of the
“exploited earth,” the “burial of burial ground by corporate / property”
(S 75-76), the residue of pain, dug into the land” (S 59), the blade of the
cannery’s “iron chink” with its “teeth marked: / for marriage, for birth,
for death” (S 15-16). Rings.

Until in the end the fate of salmon and people is the same, hooked,
torn, netted, pursued by “enigmatic chance” (S 13) whose shadowy course
mimes that of the spawning salmon as

the stainless
steel lines going down in the Gulf echo other trollings, catch
in the mesh of a net we refuse to see, the accretion of all our
actions, how they interact, how the inter/read (intelligence),
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receive, the reading the sea, a vanishing marsh, a dying river,
the mesh we are netted in, makes of us. (S 70)

Reading the marsh, the river, the nets, the sea reads our lives, is a
reading of us as, reading our world, we act upon it, are acted upon—

inter /read, inter /act—receive earth’s reading of us, are netted in a
context which we mime, which we are as, netting ourselves, we encounter
death. “(torn knot nets are, shadows only” (S 69). Fish, we are caught,
“light on / full, suddenly blinded in its extent:” (S 69). Thus the silence
after the colon, the torn knots of nets which are our context; only “chance
flicks his tail & swims, thru” (S 14).

“reading the light of Reading read . . " oneself through new things,
“first cause” at hand as avatar, guardian and, in the case of How Hug a
Stone, guide whose allergy to “home” is very much a reaction of (what)
matter(s) (HHS 17). “THAT THE OTHER EXISTS” Rings asserts as a
principle of community, the choosing of community being parallel to the
voicing of things. Both are obligations of the poet, acts which must be
“out in the open” (WM 125, 23). Parallel to the obligation to voice things
in their terms is the obligation to voice the life of a community for
“maybe genuine singing occurs when a large experience (of a people) is
forced through a small exit, the individual’s throat, ‘tongue,” way of
speaking” (WM 149).

The condition of imagining a community, of wording its context, is the
condition of finding its own words, its history, and respecting that
manifold reading of a people in their own terms which is “dream,” the
reading of Reading. As words mediate things to which we are joined in
substance, so words mediating a people’s dream encounter the things of
their lives, words being possible medium of ex/change. Not things, words
are the currency of our meaning, meaningless in themselves except insofar
as they contain embedded in their syllables morsels of their history.
They are the shell-stuff of our history. They are what is left in the
absence of the things and people they once mediated, the memory of their
flaming out in us. Encysted intertexts, they are fossils, not property. Or,
they are “widening rings (water) that disappear on the outer edge into
the city,” into urban things, occasions of their generation (WM 151). Their
utterance is the poet’s “right to / speak” (WM 121), her entry into the
verbal ecosystem.

“to understand the interrelating of bodies / words” (WM 153) through
the mediating power of language is to understand the relation of touch
(the body in its thing/world, its sheer physicality, extending to another
surface in the world) to tongue (instrument of speaking, the tip of the
tongue touching, forming, the sounds of words flaming out within us,
sounding in a lifeworld shared by others).® So language makes us things to
each other, puts us in the same relation to other humans as we are to
things and, on those rare occasions when a response comes which is not
silence but the discovery of place in an/other, makes possible community
which is con/text. Relating words to each other as we do things in the
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world, taking “no more than the requisite, required to grow, spawn, /
catch, die” (5 66), we create a possible world through an act of love, a
giving and taking of nourishment, a discovery of the })ody of .the beloved
as map which, in the reading, flames out and, for a time, seeing the net,
still flickers through.

Notes

1 am indebted to Susan Knutson and Sarah Harasym whose understandings of
Marlatt and doctoral dissertations on her work have influenced this essay, and to
Peter Quartermain for rare books and much conversation.

1. W.B. Yeats. “Easter 1916.” Collected Poems, 2nd ed. (London:

illan, 1 204.
Mu;\ﬂhl"‘atrgcsi? Merivale’s term and Die Zauberflote her model. See Merivale,
“Neo-Modernism in the Canadian-Artist Parable: Hubert Aquin and Brian
Moore,” Canadian Review of Comparative Literatured (Spring 1979):195-205.

3. Umuwelt is Jakob von Uexkiill's term. See “The Theory of Meaning,” tr.
Thure von Uexkiill, Serriotica 42.1 (1982). Contrary to the belief of some c:itic-s,
Marlatt's theory of communication is primarily semiotic, not _phenome_nologmal.
Although in a Journal entry for 22 February 22, 1970 she experiments with :
Heidegger's distinction between earth and world (WM 125), she does not sustain
the paradigm in her work. In the same Journal entry, in fact, she opposes the )
Heideggerian paradigm to the semiotic one of the “(bee/ecosystem: grassworld,
perhaps thinking of Karl von Frisch’s classic semiotic work on the languflge .()E
bees. The extent to which things are separated out from human perception in
Marlatt is precisely an index of the non-phenomenological nature of the work.

4  “each day of writing much like one cast of a net” (WM 153).

5. “to realize our life is the same as to write” (WM 124).

6. An equation which is easier in French: langue (tongue, language), a pun
central to Nicole Brossard’s Picture Theory. Brossard’s image of the cor(e)text(t)
parallels Marlatt’s of con/text from 1968-70 Journal entries on in her_ work.
Brossard’s and Marlatt's recent collaborations represent a conjunction of two
systems long in the making without mutual influence. However, to argue as some
critics do that this is an exchange made possible by Marlatt’s development of a
lesbian poetics in Touch to My Tongue is to trivialize two deca.\ds of her
production, a time during which her feminist ecological poetics gradually came

her. The revoluti y energy of such recent texts as Touch to My Tongue
and Ana Historic is no greater than that of Steveston; rather, it is part of a
consistent pattern of critique and resistance reaching its logical outcome. To )
assume that pre-1984 Marlatt is “lyrical” and ideologically neutral is to subscribe
to the colonizing hypothesis of those who have attempted to typecast Maﬂatt'as a
“ph logist,” and to her to the role of bright observer of man’s
v;orld That thi: ruse has been persuasive is a measure of the work to be done on,
e.g. Steveston, which stands with Atwood's Journals of Susanna Moodie among
the major texts of modern Canadian literature.
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DENNIS COOLEY

Recursions Excursions and Incursions:
Daphne Marlatt Wrestles with the Angel Language

Imagine a town. Steveston. Imagine a poem, a book, the river swirls
through and syntax eddies. Pages stretch across, speckled with commas.
That effect of breathlessness, the comma Tips in the surface, small
spasms, rapids within a voice that arches on & on. Marlatt style,

Where she writes “somebody accidentally knocked the oil lamp over,
off / the edge” (S 13). Rhythms of amplification and addition. A syntax
of second thought (off the edge, come to think of it, to be more precise), of
not knowing where the sentence will go till it gets there, “where / chance
flicks his tail & swims, thru” (S 14). There is a suspension at that comma
stuck like a tack in the line, tacking. It suggests an arrival: ah, here is 4
where I've come. So “chance flicks his tail & swims.” That's what
happens. A halt. And then that “thru,” spliced on. The sequence
simulates a passage, a moving through, mind through its thoughts. As

elsewhere the syntax seems to bring us in its unfolding through a sequence
of discovery:

& the cans, & the steam, & a cavern of men with rolled up sleeves
& straw hats, & men in oilcloth slickers spattered with fish gut,
beyond & across the corner of that dark stands

another door, & the sail of a boat crossing the river, wind,

wind . . . (16)

There is a boat moving and then, inexplicably, “wind, / wind.” No
explanation, no preparation, no concessions to discursive language—just
the sudden eruption of that recognition and that acknowledgement. The
.words seem to appear at the very moment of experience, the way they do
in “those open doors (two)” (16) where the adjective trails on its noun and
reenacts the nature of experience in time. There’s the first awareness,
here: doors; then the second: ah, yes, two of them. Doors. Then their
number. We don’t get both at the same time, or the attribute before its
source, which the construction ‘two open doors’ would indicate. Marlatt’s
come-to-think-of-it style, free to annex an afterthought, inserts second
thoughts: “the / fencedup place he keeps his dog, back of the dock, this
place (source) / he haunts, his bark, or its” (18). Marlatt likes that
rhythm, sometimes makes the pause more emphatic, before the addition:
“out to the open / seas / the open season, current, storm: & fish” (33). She
likes, too, a self-adjusting style in which language can give way to its

own correction: “It’s been raining, or it's wet” (23). She tries one

possibility; then, as it occurs to her (as in speech), another.

We also get, in the “wind” passage, runs of ampersands. They speckle
and splatter the page. Coordinates, they record a rapid series of
impressions that escape hierarchies, that evade, certainly, a syntax of
hierarchies. As a result the details are received within Marlatt’s style
in something like undifferentiated moments or unavoidable parts in the
pour of life. Her stance, which is to say her syntax, respects the ordinary
and pins it, its bits together. The patters of ampersands become emblems
of continuity, too, of consonance in the universe—all these things appear
on an equal footing, immune from a writing that would put them in their
place or pretend to sort them out on some ratings chart: “In from the
Qutside, where the night lives, this spring, this / moon as every spring:
freshet, & the salmon churning black waters, / darker depths” (22). The
moon, the salmon, sky & water—all these tied together, tide together in
the rivering Marlatt's writing is.

The syntax speaks, commonly, of “fish corpse piled on top of each
other (residue/ time is . .. )" (13), “waiting for work, the wheel that time
is” (15), “the dark where machines are” (16). The trajectories, leading
(falling?) into verbs, would seem to be more come upon than arranged. The
same goes for another pattern, typified in “her / body in its light dress
| wind blows thru” (15), whose prepositional ending embodies rhythms of
" engagement and immediacy. The construction also serves more as a sign of

1 physical experiencing (the wind blows, you can feel it, on your skin) than
| pointed location. You can appreciate the effect by altering the words to

| read, correctly, ‘her body in its light dress through which wind blows.’

| How stilted that structure, how studied, how unresponsive to the moment

[ it seems. Compared at least to Marlatt’s syntax it is, to her ‘natural’

| writing, replete with elisions (drastic elisions) and phrases that mosey

up to prepositions: “in their barely salvaged houses where / rats skitter,

night, eat at nets drying upstairs the hunger of / eleven people rests on”

| (55-6). A preposition we can’t resist.

| We can appreciate, too, that any number of these constructions, in

Steveston at least, amble up to verbs that announce a state of being—is, is,

are, Amble up to them and sniff them, ably. Time is, residue time is,

machines are. In search of essence the clauses find their completions in
states of being, resist (often: more often than we’d expect) verbs of action.
| It may be surprising, finding so many words like that to announce

j definitions and essences, but it shouldn’t be. Marlatt is forever drawn to

‘ what she takes to be basic realities that are obscured from our knowing.

! Or by it, by our knowing, hidden by what we have learned.

; Yet Marlatt, as we all know, is after the moment. The marks are
everywhere: in the parentheses, the emphatic rhyming, the elisions,
repetitions. They appear in the present indicative, the variable
rhythms, the removal of many grammatical (and observing) subjects, the

‘ radical discontinuities. They are there in the unusual punctuation:

commas nicked into phrases and clauses, inside them; colons giving way to
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colons, the bases from which we
slight effect of the incantatory.

There are, prominently, those long long sentences that spread like oil
spills:

8o and to which we return—creating a

The
cavernous “fresh fish” shed filled with water, with wet bodies of
dead fish,
in thousands, wet aprons & gloves of warm bodies whose hands
expertly trim,
cut, fillet, pack these bodies reduced to non-bodies, nonsensate food
these

bodies ache from, feet in gumboots on wet cement, arms moving, hands,
cold

blowing in from open doors facing the river, whose cars dull from, the
in-

sensate noise of machinery, of forklifts, of grinding & washing, of
conveyor
belt. (23-4)

The style is addictive. Addictive? Ever adding, it takes on words, thirsty
as old locomotives took on water. The sentence, here—it is a sentence—
defies grammatical analysis, as everywhere Marlatt's sentences rush and
run on until they become virtually indiscernible and collapse into or upon
their own rhythm. Quite appropriately. They resist the proper sentence:
“Such a sentence [proper, discursive sentence] begins as subject- predicate
and grows by identification, determination, and causality” (Kristeva 70).
The effect of such a sentence we feel when, speaking of the stasis and
exploitation that despoil the lives Marlatt in Steveston admires, she
brings her river of words suddenly to a halt: “They continue, as if. it
wasn't so long ago / they changed direction, roads, leaving sea & moving
inland, inroads to a / heart that changes. Monopoly” (28). That's it,
there’s the fluid muscle, verbs, verbing, supple bend of the lines, moving
moving. Then that jolt, that one-word sentence, the one noun, fixing, chops
into the music—"Monopoly.”—halts it. It's; Monopoly, period.

We can identify a propensity for the Marlatt sentence—the cannery
sentence for instance—to spread off adjective clauses and phrases. It is a
rolling out into properties. But there are plenty of nouns (lists of them,
even) and verbals too. We might say with some assurance the structure is
right-branching, as it so graphically is in say the colons that pepper the
Marlatt page (64). The style addends more and more material, slithers in
deeper and deeper whirls. It verges on chant, pulses from a base: “of
machinery, of forklifts, of ., ., of . ...” Above all, it eschews completion.
Like the symbol that courses through the book, the Fraser, it rivers before
us.

Marlatt resists the sentence because she suspects its orders (as she
suspects capitalist orders, its sentences, its capitals) and wants to let
loose another music. A “polylogue’s fugue,” the style brings a different
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ill, i i lia Kristeva
hm, one that will, if we let it, carry us away, says Ju
ﬁ‘%g) T'hey will, thesé lines, wall ’to wall words, welters of them, swell
with rhymes, well with play if we let them, really hear them:

Pour, oLk
£ from its bank) this river is rivering urgency, roar (17)

These mountains now,
New Denver, rise up round a slow lake windblown sometimes, seeming
to

go nowhere. (56)

a murky
river roils, have torn, ripped, & otherwise scorned, sometimes from
leadline to cork . . . (63)

Marlatt, married to rhyme, in all its shapings, erotic as all get out, their
erotic gropings, groupings. Salt spray, over the sefnte.nce, crcssmgllt ina
network of sound. Riming it. Across the sentence’s dispersal, the incessant
gathering, the recursions in sound and rhythm and rfaference.

Matter of fact, Marlatt's work is about as recursive as any we get. She
puts the heat on language, squeezes out its rhymes; its folk etymologies,
the learned cognates. Her syntax spaghetﬁes.on our laps, old shoelac:s;
infinitely accommodating, intimately enfolding. A’syntax happy to fa
upon its laces its finds run pleased look look at that into new unfoldings
unexpected propositions so prepositional who could resist when she bumps
into rocks that sit under the face of water, A '

In time bringing the words to us. Time and again, in "time s..pusil1
(18), she works in time, its melodic line pockets of sound swirl in. S| e
seeks expressive rhythms of extension: "she’!l take ./ all that r;\verfgntres,
willing only to stand her ground (rolling / with it, nghi unde;2 herthce i
her life, rolling, out from under,/ right on out to sea . . .” (65). yf rlns{
arrest and rest, too, where for instance Marlatt spreads out an arml udo
nouns, slows them within periods to take stock of .them, lets themthan .
what they name register with her, with us. Here is a pokey rhythm o
nouns, distinct within their periods:

trickle of broken hose. old netti.ng,l sacking, rope.
i ere. penboards on end & painted silver.
Ea:\ztt;:irxmv::?ion SZGrﬁng up, outboard in the water, {he verbs
coming, put put put, commas letting them go] poles with
bells to be fitted, new springs & line. the sound of a boat
rubbing against tire, whisper of rope, shift across rope as a
boat lifts or falls. (33)

She can do that—that rhyme of silence, where the absence of v‘vnrcis
implies the mind’s slide into readiness or openness. Or uncertainty?
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Either way, there's no irritable rush to explain: “Standing inside the
door (the river . . )” (15). Yes, think of that, the river the silence.

Trying to get out from under the sentence, Marlatt often removes

grammatical subjects, and sometimes their predicates. Look at that
passage “These mountains now.” No subject, no predicate, just the
phenomena apparently. The style tends to elide distance and bring our
noses to the window, to touch the world, naked before it. The
grammatical omission is typical and shows a determination to reduce the
“I" who commonly supervises texts, or of any observing subjects who might
open a rationalizing gap between the text and the world, For it is
Marlatt’s purpose, always, to shrink that distance, even at times to
pretend it is removed. That's why, as we've seen, she avoids the
discursive signs of relative pronouns, particularly when they awkwardly
would drag a preposition into the sentence. All those “to which’s” and
“from which’s” that drag their broken wings through our prose. Take this
example, with the missing words set in brackets: “swirling around & past
those / pilings of the cannery wharf they are standing on, [under which
there are] muddy & / pale grey teeming, invisible fish” (15). Marlatt's
preference for excision informs even her markers of time and place. True,
she uses an enormous number of deictics, dozens of them. Yet she gives few
captions or explicit translations, still fewer names for speakers or
occasions. She leaves us pretty much on our own as we try to keep up with
rapid redirections in her text. So the language throws us onto the line of a
mind’s unfolding (one that is only modestly committed to leading us
through its successions). The drastic shifts, like the squirming syntax and
spikey punctuation, further subvert any arc toward clarity.

Look at all those other entries that Marlatt inserts with
parentheses. Here's one: “But the / Fraser gives of itself, incessantly, rich
(so the dream goes), / & wooden houses” (16). Here, as often elsewhere,
the parentheses disrupt the rhythm with quite another discourse, invest
in quite other accents, and offer judgements. Here’s the opening of
Steveston: “Imagine: a town [big hole then, two lines, pause for the needle
to fall & the music to begin, o.k. we begin, we imagine] “Imagine a town
running / (smoothly?” (13). We open with some sort of invocation, an
invitation into reverie, and all that the affirmation implies. The offer is
all the more disarming because, though an invocation, it comes without
naming any muse and seems therefore to travel a more direct (how
Marlattian) route to source or inspiration. But no sooner do we think of
entering, in good faith (well let's see about this town then), than the
parentheses undermine the contract, call our trust into question. The
incursion serves to interrogate the start to a point of annulling it.

The parentheses also serve to score a dialogue (word to word
replying). The interplay allows Marlatt to insert little dissonances in the
text: “he said it was dark (a hall? a shack” (13). They impede the
forward direction, deny its single purpose, a known route. These envelopes
which she time and again tucks into the text, mails to herself, contain
flickers of a mind (inner) answerable to its own movement, not necessarily
to public discourse (though clearly circumseribed by it—other texts,

70

known conventions). And yet, in one sense the pall-entheﬁcai moments act
more as simultaneous expressions than interruptions. If they were lateral,
i.e. departures from some discernible main line, they could at least be set
aside to serve in a subordinate way. But because the ruptures come so
interactively and so frequently in mid-sentence (not at the fend where
they would be less disruptive) they speak more ec_;ually with and to the
rest of the text: “the bodies of men & fish corpse piled on top of each
other (residue / time is, the delta) rot, and endless waste” (13).

* % ¥

Marlatt takes a terrible risk, observing this style. Answerable to itself,
observant of its own processes, expressive though it may be, and much as
it may mirror certain experiences, it puts special demand;; OIT re:_iders and
risks losing them. What about the effects, then, of rcdumn.g indices of.
direction, and heightening signs of immersion and immediacy? There is no
easy answer, but there are times, 1 think, whenlMarlatt has h_.lmcd her
writing so much in on itself, so preferred reflexive to 'reﬁ.erenhal language,
that her work loses power, erodes a certain kind of meaning, Iar\d reduces
access to it. The challenge is: how do you write a poem that is true to Ets
minute, convoluted coming into existence, and that can snag on readers’
bones? Can fidelity to source ensure resonance to audience? y
Yet she wants to write this way (in other texts she turns still more
reflexive), and she chooses to do so for good reasons. The reasons are
multiple. For years her work was based, still is based, on one version of
postmodernism that crucially informs her books. Marlatt derives from a
phenomenological and not particularly from a structuralist or
poststructuralist base. That means that to a degree feyv have h
acknowledged she has worked in a continuance of a I1berfaljhumalmst
tradition, one which assumes language resides in the individual in
expression of herself. That begetting self is presu med. to be ‘{mact and
prior to language, and so to be some sort of stable entity which T
potentially can find full expression in language. 'I_'he self may in lhlSl
tradition be repressed or obscured and hence needing release, but s.he is
there nonetheless. As other realities are there, similarly susceptible to
misnaming and to recuperation. Hence Marlatt’s trust in the rhythms of a
consciousness coming—not into being: into presence. She speaks Eht.a self as
she emerges into an adequately expressed self, typically by breaking
through false language (false consciousness): fixed grammar, closed forms,
misnamings, and (more recently in Marlatt) patriarghal structures.
Whatever the difficulty and whatever the fault, this self is one that is
expressed nevertheless—ex-pressed, presses outward, ou tered., uttered,
spread from its source which is the self. That Marlatt has written
always out of a distrust for authoritarianism and that her upp()sxtm.n has
from the outset been—I use the word loosely—generically grounded in
postmodernism ought not to be forgotten. ¢ e
It shouldn’t be forgotten, either, when we find the writing turned
upon ‘male’ structures of power and mastery. When l‘say _ihls ’o! Marlatt 1
am thinking particularly of what happens in Ana Historic. It's clear
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Marlatt is aware of positions (Benjamin Lee Whorf’s) that see language
as constituting us. She has said so on more than one occasion. But in her
writing she is drawn even more, I think, to quite a different sense of
language. She forever searches for origins, beginnings, sources—always
for realities that are prior to language. Even though in “Musing with
Mothertongue” she speaks of “a history of verbal relations . . . that has
preceded us and given us the world we live in” (TTMT 46) and of how “ina
crucial sense we cannot see what we cannot verbalize” (TTMT 47), she
nevertheless in that essay and elsewhere stil] affirms the hidden, the
unsaid, the initial, the rooted.

And so, as in “Musing” she turns her version of postmodernism
hospitably into a space for an emerging feminism, she secks within its
jurisdiction ways to counteract “what our patriarchally-loaded language
bears (can bear) of our experience and the difference from it our experience
bears out—how it misrepresents, even miscarries, and so leaves unsaid
what we actually experience” (TTMT 47). That absence she comes
increasingly to locate in the female body as “largely unverbalized,
presyntactic, postlexical” (TTMT 48) (in a sense of restoring words to their
original meanings).

And so the fascination with etymology, increasingly (it has always
been there) in Marlatt. The inclination brings together her interest in
origins and in reflexive writing within a system. They announce further
an engagement in a textual world, and not in any way direct or raw
experience, the dictionary presiding over them.

In Ana Historic, published 14 years after Steveston, we find the roots,
Two of them are particularly telling. In one of them we learn that “scribe
is from the . . . root, skeri, to cut (the ties that bind us to something
recognizable—the ‘facts’)” (A 81). The entry leads us two ways, It takes
us into two major views of language and literature that inform this book.
Throughout it Marlatt bounces between viewing language as acts of
intervention and subject therefore to human invention and alteration, and
viewing language as service (or disservice) to truth and subject therefore
to tests of evidence. The latter prizes facts, the former imagination. The
one initially raises questions of ethics, the other matters of freedom.
Either way, Marlatt bases her book in linguistic terms and makes it
enormously conscious of its means, as she considers versions of the self and
in particular the female self.

Marlatt's growing sense of our world as text means this book is
strikingly metalingual. Metafictional too. It, or more precisely the
narrator, worries about how to end (150), especially when the usual
ending is in place “(by definition)” and “already pre-ordained,
prescribed” (147). The book concerns itself with “untelling” stories (141,
137), identifies “holes in the story you [Ina, the narrator’s mother] had
inherited” (26). The book frequently considers the roles characters are
assigned in various texts, develops numerous references to theatre and to
the roles one is asked to play or chooses to play (101, 139, 16, 144, 118, for
instance). It interrogates the protagonist (104) and supposes that the
narrator’s mother has been swallowed as character in a novel (150), as it
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su es that she can exist only in story and sentence and brackets and
asides (17). All metalingual or metafictional, these terms. Theri are v
important references to other texts—to romances (99, 24? and the roman
ce” (67), to a cover story (60). And there are many mentions of }:vhat is
1egible or read (15), what is written or erased (100). In one of them we
find that a Mrs, Springer is endangered:

if all the other selves she might be were e{asgd—secret diarist,
pioneer pianist, travelling companion to Birdie Stewart’—
unvalidated, unacceptable, in short. because they weren’t the
right words. try artist, try explorer—prefaced always by

lady . ... (146)

ut a world in which others tell the stories and define the

?l’:::clx?:slzy'ﬁh:t maeans your head is “full of other people’s words™ and you
are “nothing without quotation marks.” That or you are, finally,
#, o ]

un;e:::: ?&:ftix)re of knowing, an awareness that in a profound sense we
write the world, informs the book’s suspicion of the discourse we know as
history. History—because it largely has been male history—is ;;1111 ([),;)
missing persons (134), unwritten people and unwritten st(?ne"s (813 ) i
History is full of “bracketed ladies” and “anonymous ladies” (83), women
who get written out of things, written off.

the ships men ride into the pages of history. the W":mning names.
the nameless women who are vessels of their destiny. the ship
R.H., H.O. ride into history as stars on board the mute matter of
being wife and mother—ahistoric, muddl-ed in the‘mundane,
incessantly repeating, their names ‘writ in water.” (121)

In all that blankness, those blank records, blank pages, Mr_:rlati with .her
narrator secks something else, seeks to write other texts, different s.cnpts,
find names and invent names. To tell a different story. The stmgg]e is not
merely verified in language, it is based there. At least in certain passag:‘js
it is. It is good, Ana Historic implies (I think), to make t‘hmgs up"(SS) a;\
to tell stories (28), to be inventive. Even if you obscure “the truth (5§). n
these diagnoses Marlatt comes close to another branch of postmode.rmsm,
one centered in poststructuralism and one that supposes the world‘ is
always scripted. Because it is written, it is SUb}ECY always to reafi}ngs, ,
misreadings, to de-scriptions, in-scriptions. It is liable too to writing an
iting. Righting. .
rewrSl(t)“\:rgha]:’sgthe _gory? Not history, we know that. History_won tdot.'
It's the wrong script. Or a lie. It's a lie when what's needed is trut};[ ds"
“something in you breaking free of fiction, the ideal, t_h,e ialse stan arth
(101). It's recognizing the malicious “intent” of a }tz‘nke, it's “dodging tru"
with a Falsehood . . . that doubles back to:dmtﬂself. a s"a;::?aath
i ... at her expense, insists on what it isavows.‘
ltg?du:ﬁelr;lceeguise of falsel;eood" (105). Truth? Falsehood? Fair enough but
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not (this is not a judgement) the stuff of poststructuralism. On the
contrary, these terms involve language in its capacity to refer to the
world and to embody it. Even when Marlatt distrusts appeals to nature,
she doesn’t suppose that ‘nature’ is at fault, rather that men and women
have different natures that need properly to be identified (150).

The main assumptions about language in Ana Historic don't by the
way entirely abandon a sense of the textual world, for they identify the
joke as a form of discourse (highly social) and they promote one term—
Falsehood—in large case, just as Marlatt identifies male enterprises as
occurring on the redoubtable R.H. & H.O. The device is effective, since
the book establishes capitals or inflated letters as a mark of male power,
all that flexing of muscle. A man, presuming his charm over a woman,
displays his wit “in large script for all to read” (107); a modern office
partly emerges in its obligations (to which evidently one is summoned by
men) as “the Office Party”—as if in capital letters Marlatt tells us (58);
a man secks “Progress” and wants to be “Master of one’s Destiny” (118);
men try to affix women in their Proper place as capital-L “Ladies” (32);
and the early city fathers of Hastings Mill speak of their shacktown in
big proper nouns—*all these capital letters to convince themselves of its,
of their, significance” (28). A bad case of arrogance.

The stream of Time, irresistible, ever movi ng, carries off and bears
away all things that come to birth and plunges them into utter
darkness, both deeds of no account and deeds which are mighty and
worthy of commemoration; as the playwright says, it ‘brings to light
that which was unseen and shrouds from us that which was manifest’
[Sophocles]. Nevertheless, the science of History is a great bulwark
against this stream of Time; in a way it checks this irresistible flood, it
holds in a tight grasp whatever it can seize floating on the surface and
will not allow it to slip away into the depths of Oblivion.

I, Anna, daughter of the Emperor Alexius and the Empress
Irene, born and bred in the Purple, not without some acquaintance with
literature—having devoted the most earnest study to the Greek
language, in fact, and being not unpractised in Rhetoric and having read
thoroughly the treatises of Aristotle and the dialogues of Plato, and
having fortified my mind with the Quadrivium of sciences (these
things must be divulged, and it is not self-advertisement to recall what
Nature and my own zeal for knowledge have given me, nor what God
has apportioned to me from above and what has been contributed by
Opportunity); T, having realized the effects wrought by Time, desire
now by means of my writings to give an account of . . . deeds, which do
not deserve to be consigned to Forgetfulness nor to be swept away on the
flood of Time into an ocean of Non-Remembrance. (Comnena 17)
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Yet Marlatt turns to matters of truth and visibility and locates her
rpose mainly in a struggle to name. To name accurately af\d fully. The
problem is still linguistic, then, but it figures now in d.escnbm& One may
be misrepresented or unrepresented, but one is susceptible to being
presented or represented all the same. Again and again, we ‘read that the
narrator or the protagonist lacks words to speak of her experience or has
‘been denied them: “you who cannot find the words to explain yourself,
your sense of the real. you who literally cannot speak. though they speak
about you, the men do, those others” (105). Words desert women, women
lack names to designate their experience, no u_'on:ls can convey what they
know, experience can lie (beneath, below, behind, under, underne.a‘th, d
before, within, inside, beyond) what one can tell. To be so p_reposthonfed is
a proposition Marlatt deconstructs. Prelinguistic too, sometimes (32), in a
life beyond texts and even before them. That's what the book tells us,
more than anything—"it was knowing where the real began, under the
‘words that pretended something else” (77). The goal is to name the
unspoken, the denied, the unwritten, the unacknowledged. Everywhere
there is a female experience, hidden but emerging into full articulation.
It's there even if its signs sometimes are erased (134), altered, reduced (to
initials, 113), misapplied, unknown, replaced (with brand names, 52),
supplanted by ‘romantic’ names like Teen Angel and Doll (82) or sugar and
honey (81). There is a Siwash woman called “Ruth,” but “that cannot be
her real name” (69). That's the trouble with names, they are ’
untrustworthy or unfair. There are names that signify what is ma.ntal
and denying as when Mrs. Springer is denied a first name, when history
writes her off and—self-denied—"her writing stops” (134). Under
pressure of a limiting lexicon, young women reduce their names, diminish
their identities, in “inking initials” on themselves, branding ﬂ'\emse].ves
(with other initials, owned?), rewrite their identities (their names) in
lessened (lessoned?) forms. Possessed and reduced, names become acronyms
(151) or, worse, much worse—that terrible erasure of self: anonyms (83).
Nobody. To be a nobody. Unnamed out of existence, kept from a name and
denied a story. When all you want is to be called by name and seek your
namesakes, sometimes in acronyms: Birdie, Bridie (108). You may not be
offered even the protection anonymity guarantees the invisible ed}tor
who launches his hurtful—more texts, more discourse—squibs and jokes.

Or you may be a pronoun, not quite a noun. To be without noun is to
have a self so unstable and so unnameable you are interchangeable with
any number of other non-entities, “you who is you or me. she” (11); “a- )
historic / she who is you / or me / ¥’ / address this to” (129). Ylou me she i
we—which is it? who exactly are these people? The pronoun is
guaranteed to slide over its designates, oblivious to them‘. To be a pronoun
is to be powerless before nouns, their assurance and certainty. Proper nouns
provide still more confidence, ensure their subjects will hold power:
proper nouns “sing out ‘drop ‘er there,” ‘heave away,” let ‘er go’a pride
of muscle, frame, handling all these female pronouns there in th? theatre
of history” (118). What women do at times becomes unspeakable in
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anything but the ambiguities of Pronoun: “something you almost meet in
Birdie’s brown. you had not imagined—this” (109).

And so the battle over names. Who gets to name? whose names
prevail in a world where “rape was a word that was hidden from us*
(19)? These are crucial questions. Who decides on the labels, the captions,
the “facts,’ bannerheads? Who elects the taboo words? (These all are
terms from the book.) Marlatt tells George Bowering, “The correct thing
to do is what poetry does, which is to testify. To give evidence, to
articulate, to voice what is going on” ("Keep Witnessing" 36). And so
Marlatt secks to seize the means of reproduction, pierce through to a
truth that is obscured. But in Ana Historic a bar of unknowing and
privilege separates the world of male power and its legitimized
discourse from a world of female potential and repressed power from
which, debarred and bared, women try to write themselves into existence.

covert inner deep essential subconcious recursive

overt outer superficial inessential conscious teleological

The covert realm is fluid, fluent, circling, circuitous. Marlatt’s style, from
the outset. Needing only release, needing expression, It brings us to truths
that eddy there, ready for reading.

A woman'’s style. She tells us. She tells us, Marlatt that is, says the
narrator’s husband, Atwoodian map-maker and surveyor, symbol of the
male eye of power—that he disa pproves: “this doesn’t go anywhere,
you're just circling around the same idea—and all these bits and pieces
thrown in—that’s not how to use quotations” (81). A woman's style then,
resistant to plot. Postmodern too,*

“A demurral here. It doesnt do simply to designate one kind of writing—
abstract, discursive, logical, grammatical (as in a standard and simple
5.V.0. sentence) as a ‘male’ enterprise. It may not be altogether
satisfactory to decide too quickly that certain kinds of writing are
exclusively ‘female’ either. I use the terms myself here in honour of the
texts I am reading, but we might more precisely when we speak of ‘male’
style identify a mode of writing which, even as it is practised by men, is
one which is neither confined to them (you have only to look through
this, I suspect, or any number of other collections of criticism to find
otherwise), nor one to which men are themselves constrained. It's hard to
think, say, of male postmodern poets, to name only one group, themselves
criticized by linguistic standard bearers, as either enforcers or
beneficiaries of this ‘male’ discourse. I know the point has been made
before, but its repeating here perhaps is not so gratuitous nor so tiresome
as it may seem. Unneccssary imprecision in anything is lamentable, much
less in what feminists are up to when they show us how unfitting and
therefore how unfair are the sweeping narratives and vocabulary to
which they often have been consigned. While I'm about it: I find it hard
to believe that working class men particularly gain advantage from this
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prose; on the contrary, I've seen a lot of them humiliated by others

€ll as male) who sometimes wield it as a weapon. Ask me
;f;oﬁl;;sf::hw who all his life was a ‘Qlorke'r—.farmer, t'mmal',li o
truckdriver, for the last 20 years of his life a janitor. _It may we! S A
is true, that in certain respects he had_ some prero.gahve's a51 a';:na eie’ i
the argument about ‘male’ language, just as there is no single le.tmi; &
Argentinianor, god forbid, poetic language. In a lot of ways a lo ot n;ﬁp
are colonized by a dominant discourse, and men ﬂl-mmsellves try ou . y
different kinds of writing. If, allowing for what I've said, one were ol
argue that women are still more subject thart are men to the coercion
certain discourse, that’s an important qualification.

But bodily, Marlatt would have it. Female. Against the m\sog);nyf;}:s:e
vocabulary demeans the female body (62), bodily, ulspeaks at;‘ a oy
Marlatt is into lexical struggle, the effort to name aright. So s eﬁs{rea
of a woman in childbirth: “a rhythm in .tnu.ch with her bod); its t:sher
coming in not first nor last nor lost she circles I:lracls on herse.l riplt:zu -
breathing out and in two heartbeats here not winning or losmg’ labouri ‘;_;’
into the manifest” (125). Tiding. That rhythm then, natur‘al.‘ rr:]Ialura 7
Nature! We're a long way from suspicions of what men say is ‘0 dy :
natural,’ of appeals to nature that mas‘li( :he::; 'ctL;‘ltuer?‘l status, and o

i ivileged postions is supposed to ere. 4
Wha}';:; g; lthe l:?ody},xi)ts female rhyrl’l‘:ms. Women “breast the unspok;n‘n
(116), wait among the “half born” (132) to speak and act. Wo:\e;i wi z:
the stunning Touch fo My Tongue, perhaps Marlatt’s best boo“to poe oi,r
certainly her most vivid and energized, women who find the gn%u(eivr =
bodies utter, woman tongue, speaking in and of and for each ot er” b
27). All the weight, the lovely stress that‘falis on those pre.pu,smcn:;ses
relations they confirm. Women whose bodies and whose bodies prf)c
become alphabetized and written into language. In menstrual song;:

the mark of myself, my inscription in blood. i'm here. scribbling
again.

iting the period that arrives at no full stop. not the hand
2::1:%1;in?the pen. not the language 'of dtefi.nition, of epoc:ld
and document, language explaining and justifying, but the words
that flow out from within, running too quAlck to catch sol:net;mes,
at other times just an agonizingly slow trickle. the words of an
interior history doesn’t include . . . (A 90)

i in, its ebb and flow. Music, Julia Kristeva teil§
I:e"::;(: ‘;)gl:ce‘where the body is gashed by the blows of on]osy im;‘.l1 :L\e
shock of sexual, social, and historical contradiction, breaku;g : rough t
the quick, piercing through the shield of the vocal af’\d syn{ olic c.(:::)r
(179). The rhythms of Steveston. “It is an old story:” (Marl a]t:dwn i
“mother as musical movement, intuition, art; father as knowledge, power,
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science” (RW 98). We are in to the lan. e of birthing, i is dense
: thi
metalingual text, Everything ]etlered.glLL:§ her. e .

How Tt;i;rk it lookedl, an angry powerful o, stretched, stretched
- - - This was Jeannie, this was something else not Jeannie, not
anyone, this was a mouth working its own inarticulate urge
opening deep— i
[and Ana saw] a massive syllable of sli i

et yllable of slippery flesh slide out the

*

What words are there? If it could speak!—As indeed it did

[“This i i i
e :::r:at ;epaoe lbetween our limbs we keep so hidden”]; it

mouth speaking flesh. (A 125-6)

Everywhere Marlatt secks the essential s
wrong structure.s of knowing. Her dream is Edenic. She dreams of return
imagines s}?e will be restored. Consider this etymology in Ana Historic:
;lndige.m,.mgfnuus (born in), native, natural, free(born)—at home from-
the beginning” (127). To be ingenuous, in place, first, primary, born to the
language when word and world would be one, were one. When,
presumably: the roots Marlatt rinses out under her stream of words and
doa:lmemahun, will restore words to authenticity and remove the
dﬂetntus that time has delposiled on them. Ana dreams of silent trees,
sv.v 1fntt women, wonders “if they cou}d speak / an unconditioned language /

at would they say?” (75). Nothing, I would say. They would sa
nothing. Tl-_lere is no unconditioned language. No matter, the wish 1); there
in Mar]atf‘, in each of us, for “the Grace of direct perception . . . untroubled
by letters” (69). Marlatt’s dream of origins. Annie’s story:

elf, unadulterated by the

anonymous territory where names faded to a tiny hubb

souglur_lg, sighing of bodies, the cracks and chirp);, odd L;:stlesl 40
somethm'g like breath escaping, something inhuman i slippeci
through. in communion with trees, following the migratory routes
of l?ugsi the pathways of water, the warning sounds of birds, i was
native, i was the child who grew up with wolves, original l’ost
girl, elusive, vanished from the world of men . . . (' 18) 5

Edenic too in the wonderful description of a girl's life, the experience

seemingly immediate, which is to say, unmediated i
words, Marlatt so skilled at: ¥ TR,

what did it mean to leave behind that bod

- did o lea y aroused by the feel
of hot wmd,lecstahc with the smell of sage, so excited 1Y could
barely contain myself as we left pines and high-blue eagle sky,
and broke into the arid insect country of the Okanagan with its
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jumping butterflies, its smell, familiar as apricots, our mouths
full of sweet pulp, bare legs sticky with it, hot and itchy against
each other, against the pelt of the dog, his rank dogday smell as
we rode the turns of the road down into summer, real summer on
our skin—{51)

All those senses there bare, laid bare, and direct to us, or seemingly so, in
this passage, in its sense of carrying to us the real world, no gap between
sound and concept.

In Ana Historic, then, the task is to remove the bar between women
and themselves, their world. They have been debarred far too long. It is
to uncover and to break through false selves, damaging stories, discursive
grammar. It is to tap the repressed world (fluid, fluent, circling,
circuitous), bring it into the already constituted world and to reconstitute
the world in accordance with its prime. Woman figures in this story as
arrested potential, denied propensity, damned fluency. The formal and
its rhetorical equivalents to this sense of life, I'm supposing, come in the
intense recursions (as well as the increasing metalanguage) that
characterize Marlatt’s work.

That, in the name of contra-diction, Marlatt’s own language, even as
it disavows abstraction becomes in her later work more discursive, more
involved in nomination and denomination, even as it turns less rhymed
and less fluent, does not discredit her vision nor deny her strategy. What
if her writing becomes more involved in assertion and definition, even as
she decries such purpose, discredits it as ‘male’? That any number of men
write with a fluency that resists discursive structures does not take away
from what she has done. It certainly does not take away from the fluency
of her writing, slippery with sound, wet with music. Marlatt writes,
always, in a way that attends upen language in all its recursions and
incursions. The versions, perversions, inversions she tries, alerts us to,
aversions she feels. The crazy excursions it takes her on. She takes us on.
Cursions on the woman!
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1

‘what we can'’ t name we still call into being, by round-about means,

from the far edges of the already-written—this is writing in
‘order to be (WOB)

Let there be women who rise out of the river mouth where all
things run, who refuse to be harvested, but meet the hook head on,
~with a will or their own, biting their own way home (SSF)

Marlatt’s Steveston project, a network of texts that circulates
genres and time frames, enacts the feminine economy of
textual excess celebrated by Hélene Cixous and Luce Irigaray in its
to be contained in one tidy volume, in its refusal to be the last
This project demonstrates Marlatt’s ongoing commitment to her life-
n process, extending as it does over fourteen years. It evolves from
llected little magazine poem sequence, “Steveston. Support?
 (1973) to the first edition of her well-known 1
photography collaboration with Robert Minden (Steveston 1974),
1e aural history documentary radio play commissioned by and aired
n the CBC (One Life. Steveston 1976), to the inclusion of the text without
hotographs in Michael Ondaatje’s The Long Poem Anthology (1979), to
revised edition of the Minden collaboration (1984).
Most recently, Marlatt has written a number of new Steveston pieces
to be collected in a volume entitled Salvage. These poems radically
reframe the project, fishing further the currents of those subjectivities she
‘admits being most drawn to, even in the early seventies—the women of
Steveston. In the new pieces, some of which were recently published in
Line, Marlatt recasts her net by salvaging two uncollected poems—
“Steveston. Support? Fish.” and “These Nets”"—from the margins of the
collected poems, and rewriting them from her current feminist
perspective. She had intended to include (in Salvage) the uncollected
poems as they had originally ap 2d, but felt pelled to rewrite the
poems instead because, as she said at the “Translating Each Other”
dialogue with Nicole Brossard at the ACQL meehng in Windsor, May
1988, “I am not the person [ was when I wrote.” She further described the

ensuing process as one of “extensive argumentation with myself” and
“self-translation.”




Marlatt's act of reframing is a double gesture: it breaks the time
frames that freeze her subjectivity in the moment of the earlier writing
and, at the same time, collapses the genre frames that lock female
subjectivity out of the long poem. As well as calling the authority of her
own voice into question, she calls the authority of the long poem tradition
into question.! For example, Marlatt's Steveston has affinities both with
William Carlos Williams’ Paterson (explored by Chris Hall) and, as she
acknowledges, with Charles Olson’s Maximus Poems (TT 31), as well as
his projectivist poetics. However, Steveston also has links with the
emerging feminist long poem counter-tradition signalled by a work such as
H.D.’s Trilogy, which Marlatt reviewed for Open Letter and explored in
her 1975 correspondence with Penny Kemp. At a reading at the Canadian
Women Writing Conference at York University, 1987, Marlatt suggested
that because Steveston was written about a cannery town, most of it is
about men and men's work. But even some of her earliest Steveston pieces
depart from the practice of her male predecessors by including a multiple
female voice speaking for herself. The woman'’s long poem, then, in the
act of breaking open the traditional long poem frames, reveals the
cultural specificity of the female subject position that cannot be
adequately represented by a male voice speaking or fantasizing her
subjectivity. In this way, Marlatt’s Steveston spiral enacts the process of
birthing the woman’s long poem. With each re-vision, the female voice
and presence become stronger until, in Salvage, it is the only voice.
Following the principle of the salmon returning to their source that

Marlatt so values in Steveston, the new poems swim up the time-stream,
“sometime creatures of / motive that swim, against the source, but always
continuing to return, always these lovely & perilous bodies drifting in
spawn, swarm on out to sea” (S 86). The subversive salmon text.

Gleaning a theory of reading from Marlatt’s revisionist writing
practice in Salvage, my feminist reframing of her Steveston net will
follow the strategy of her life/ long writing in process. Extending her
praxis, it will perform the narrative of how her new pieces, marked by
her lesbian-feminist orientation, speak back to and seck out those lines of
connection between her current woman-identified vision and her earlier
work. I will follow the chronological spiral of this narrative forward in
time by first engaging the feminist impulse of the earlier Steveston works
before I turn to the new pieces that recall the earlier poems.

Marlatt's Steveston privileges a multiplicity of culturally devalued
native, minority, and female voices; it also engages in a multi-layered
critique of oppressive social and economic systems affiliated with
capitalism, classism, racism, and sexism. While Marlatt is concerned
with transmitting the whole interconnected web of lives, livelihood, and
local ground that she experiences Steveston as, she is most frequently
drawn to Steveston women, engaging both in empathetic critique of their
experience of gender oppression from the dominant and minority cultures,
and in celebration of their strengths.

Reframing Steveston with the woman-centered vision of Salvage
reveals that the feminist impulse is more than subtext in the earlier
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. While Steveston does treat the lives of all the members of the
;::l;sbon community, only two poems feature specific men; sevenl p;ems
focus on specific women. As well, two poems are slevow.d to Ma:'ia mrs-ee
éxp_eriem:e of gender oppression in the ﬁsher'men s territory, an sk

ms to the river, another female presence in the poem. More than ;
of the twenty-two poems weave the connections beiyveen th'e w&;men o
Steveston and their experience of place. 'I'hJs is an impressive figure .
considering that only two out of ten people interviewed for the Steves ;n
aural history were women. Marlatt acknowledg‘ed the wo'man{en_!er;
orientation of her work as early as 1974: ”Th&rs s more poignancy in the
dissatisfaction of the women's lives for me . . . ({JT{B 73). ;

As well as privileging female voices and subjective experience,
Marlatt feminizes her long poem in a variety of other important ways.
Throughout Steveston she explores oppositions between nature z:ind o
culture, between flux and fixity, between the Wml and the c omn}:: 3
Significantly, Marlatt connects the androcentric cur]turai obsessmsd mhe
ownership, fixity, and progress with the exploitation of nature and t!
related marginalization of women:

that's what progress destroys—the play, the give & take of our
elemental surroundings, . . . our world becomes a mfan-u\ade
(-willed) world, nature outlawed outside city Fin’uts Fwoman
skulking in the ditch—crier in graveyard (indian)—in those deep
ditches, watery woman). (S])

tt's ensuing question, “what are the characteristics of this )
mﬂ;ed (fnrbid%:ln) woman/nature?” haunts her text and impels it
forward in quest of the answer. A variation of this question appear_s’”both
in “Moon,” where the poet asks, “White as the moon, who was sh.e»
(S 21) and in “Or there is love” where she asks, “where dc} you / find her,
out?” (S 81). The quest for the outlawed woman, the elus1ye fem:le .
subject, spirals through the text, beckoning the woman writer and reader
ahk:/iarlatt ultimately casts the conflict between “woman/nature” and
culture as a confrontation between the eroticism qf plac? am_:l the
capitalist exploitation of place: “the geography is erohcl—'md’\txst;y &
capitalist society exploits it and loses all sense of its eroticism (_di). .
Although she sees the whole fishing community as being on the side o
natural eroticism because the fishermen depend for their hveh}!ood on
understanding and respecting the rhythms and clyrties of nature, in
Steveston she also criticizes the fishermen for blfmg the hook of the
North American dream, for accepting the seduction of white ideology:
“Dream of seizing silver wealth that swims, & fixing it in solid groung,
land, home. A mis-reading of the river's push” (5§ ?2). Marlatt read_s e
“gap” or “discontinuity” between the river and the impulse to sec‘u:'lty )
that seeks to pin down the wealth of the river as ar:’alog(_:us to t‘.he gip
between Steveston’s main street, the “straight line wi.uch resists the
river, and the river’s curve (43). She explores this conflict between the
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eroticism of place and cultural values further in “Ghost,” described by her
as “the crucial poem in the book,” for Henry Kokubo. Here she writes on
“the double alienation of himself as Japanese” (GTB 74), double because
of his cultural marginalization during the war and his adoption of
dominant cultural values after the war. She makes clear that one strand
of this ideology is sexism. Some of the ghosts in this poem are the ghosts
of women he has eyed as objects:

All their faces
lucent and warmlipt shining before your eyes: teachers, cabaret girls,
longlegged American army wives you chauffered, cared for, daughters,
friends of your daughters, down thru the water smiles of easy girls,
caught, kore, in the black hole of your eye . .. (§ 76)

Like Kore trapped underground by Hades, these women collectively are
pinned by Kokubo's gaze. In “Work” and “End of Cannery Channel,”
Marlatt records her own experience of being Kore trapped by the male
gaze. “I'm clearly a woman on their float . . . . He eyes me / across the rift
of language, race, and sex” (38). Throughout Steveston Marlatt exposes
the links between a consumer society and women as another kind of
“private property,” objects of exchange in a male economy of desire. She
also explicitly points out the inter-relationship between exploitation of
the environment and of women: “And still, at sea, boundaries give way: /
white women, white bellies of salmon thieved by powerful boats” (76).

The eroticism of the male inhabitants of Steveston is misshapen by
the androcentric values they are seduced by. In counterpoint to this,
Marlatt sees the eroticism of place as being inherently female. Her rough
notes for the Steveston radio play are revealing: in one place she writes,
“female - earth (sensuality),” and in another indicates her interest in the
name of the island Steveston is located on—"Lulu (Island),” named after
a flamboyant nineteenth-century actress who visited Steveston, and who
made it into history by taking the fancy of Colonel Richard Moody who
commanded his corporal to “put Lulu on your map as the name of that
island” (“The Lady was a Lulu”). While Moody put Lulu on the map of
history, for Marlatt she represents “the eroticism of place,” an eroticism
that is clearly gendered, not generic (RPR).

Connected to her sense that the women linked with Steveston embody
the eroticism of place is Marlatt’s feminization of the river, which
stands in metonymically for place and is the most significant recurring
image in the poem. In “Pour, pour” the river is gendered female, a force
both polluted by the human exploitation indifferent to her resources and
transcending it:

“This river is
alive’, he says, crippled fisherman on the radio watching water
swollen with filth, with sewage, milldirt, strain at the sandbag
dyke, at its container, uncontainable, irrational (hence renewable)

creature, swelling up & birthing, huge, past all their plans & plants
sk 17

The pregnant river flows in excess of the cultural containers, defying
cultural boundaries. This river has nothing of the virgin mother about
her. There are overtones of eroticism in this huge, surging act of birth,
perhaps even multiple births.

In “Life Cycle,” Marlatt directly links the principle of return, based
on the salmon life cycle, to the river. She confronts the man-made
attempts to lock nature (and woman) outside of culture:

After the flood
‘it’s been a hard pull, but T think it's safe now with more
piling’.

Safe against that river cresting at over 20 feet.
Safe again, forgetting she’s a way in, to return, in time, the
stream. Against all odds they home in, to the source that's
marked their scales first birth place: environing: (5 71)

Marlatt suggests that the reading of the river as “other,” dangerous and
unpredictable, a force to be controlled by dikes and pilings, alienates us
from our roots. We, like the salmon, need to return to the river (mouth), to
reconnect with the natural rhythms that hold birth and death in a
continuum.

The recurring image of the river mouth is drawn from Marlatt’s
fascination with Kwakiutl cosmology, which envisions the sea as a river
running north toward the world’s end, imaged as a huge hole or mouth
which the river dives into (GTB 49). As Frank Davey has noted,
Marlatt’s use of the Kwakiutl Winter Ceremonial as subtext in the poem
is a way of reprivileging the culturally devalued native voice (186). She
also, however, recasts the Kwakiutl mythos of the river mouth by
making it the place of origin and birth, as well as the natural place of
death, in “Pour, pour”: “from its bank) this river is rivering urgency, roar
(goku, goku) thru any hole.. . . as, / the possible entry of this channel for
... / the fish reenter time, . . . / past any tidal reach (renew) fish / seek
their source, which is, their proper place to die ... (5 17).

Through her rewriting of Kwakiutl mythology in the feminine, Marlatt
urges a return to our rooted relationship with nature as a remedy for the
obsession with death which underlies the capitalist impulse to fixity,
permanence, ownership, and progress.

Not only is the principle of return intrinsic to the philosophical
argument of Steveston and the recurring images that spiral through it, but
it also informs the structure. In “Long as in Time? Steveston,” Marlatt
writes, “I think of Steveston as actually a movement around, based on
return. A cycle of poems, it moves around & keeps returning to the central
interface of human lives with the river . ..” (317). She sees her poem
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cycle as being like the river and the salmon cycle, in opposition to the
affinities of linear narrative with the linear consciousness that imposes
progress and development on local ground. Elsewhere, Marlatt connects
her poem cycle in process with the flow of the river to birth. She suggests
that there is no monolithic point to her book because “[i]t’s an act. It's a
process. It's coming thru. It's moving out into the mouth of the river & out
into the sea” (GTB 77). She conflates the mouth of the river and mouth of
the speaker (herself inflected here), suggesting that the coming/birthing
words she speaks are merged with the female river voice. Writing of her
poetic technique, Marlatt points to her poetic technique as “In its
associations spilling over linebreaks . . . the sentence (and the reader-
listener following the sentence) spills out of separateness as one sentence
spills into the next and a river spills into the sea.” The reader-listener
births the rivering text: “the erotic flow of issuance, arrival in the
connected here-and-now, is re-enacted in each reading” (DI 94).

In her notes to the radio play, Marlatt made the link between her
own voice and the river explicit. She writes to John Reeves that she sees
the poem as a dialogue between the documentary voices of Steveston
fishermen transcribed from the interviews for the aural history and “my
voice in Steveston, which moves largely as a river/sea voice (rhythms of
tides and current)” (LJR 1 May 1975). She also instructs Reeves that “the
Voice should be female, should be able to handle a long breath line . . . .
The Voice flows like the river, as the syntax indicates” (LJR 21 July 1975).
Marlatt’s inclusion of a female river voice ensures that, although the
radio play features the Japanese-Canadian fishermen'’s story, there is
also space for female subjectivity to enter. In an interview Marlatt links
the (female) eroticism of her long lines to the eroticism she perceives in
Steveston: “the way it feels to me is that I'm simply moving out sensually
into the land, into terrain” (GTB 76). Recently she commented further on
this intersection of female eroticism, the erotics of local ground, and
stylistic erotics: “I'm thinking that what I was working with in Steveston
was very much an orgasmic feeling of trying to gather up everything and
move it out—right out to the mouth of the river. I mean, the syntax and
body and landscape become totally interwoven” (SEBS 27).

Marlatt’s feminization of the structure, the sentence, the line, and the
recurring images that spiral through Steveston, extends to images that
signal her treatment of the related concepts of time and history. In the
roughs to her radio plays, she writes of the “ongoing movement of time”
as a cycle like the movement of “tidal return.” This connects her
treatment of time to the principle of return, to the salmon cycle, and to the
human cycle, “each life exemplifying some circle (connection with the
past)” (Radio Play Roughs). Her poem cycle enacts this process of
spiralling backwards and forwards in time by bringing up past historical
moments into her present reflections on Steveston, as she does in “Moon”
where she interweaves a “half moon, hot night” (S 21) in June during the
nineteenth century, when Lulu Sweet herself might have walked the
Steveston boardwalks, with a similar night under the spring moon, when

the salmon are spawning but the eroticism of place is destroyed by
capitalist exploitation.

Feminist readings of Steveston note the fishing nets or webs, another
of Marlatt’s images for human presence in the time continuum (Cole 6;
Godard 490). Marlatt's reflection on the Steveston community as an
interconnecting network reaching horizontally back in time and
vertically across racial and gender divisions puts a feminist twist on
Charles Olson’s synchronic conception of place in time and the decentered
subject’s relationship to it. She creates a feminist relational poetics
emphasizing mutuality and interdependence. Marlatt’s time/history
spiral in Steveston parallels the salmon cycle: in both, she values woman
and nature in a double gesture of return to source.

As she does with many of the female subjects in the poem cycle,
Marlatt implicitly links Inez Houvinen, the Finnish fisherwoman
featured in “A by-channel; a small back-water,” with the eroticism of
place. Marlatt sees Inez as so close to the river that she actually is its
voice: “She runs in the / throat of time, voicing the very swifts &
shallows of that river, / urging, in the dash of it, enough to keep up, to
live on” (S 65). Weaving together the flow of time and the flow of the
river, Marlatt shows time for Inez as different from the mechanized time
that chops the days of the women who work for the canneries in
“Imperial Cannery, 1917.” She creates a lyrical image of a woman'’s life
running free, free from company exploitation, free to work out her own
destiny. Also, in contrast to the fishermen of Steveston, Inez does not
misread the river's push but has an interactive relationship with it:
“she’ll take / all that river gives, willing only to stand her ground
(rolling, / with it, right under her feet, her life, rolling, out from under, /
right on out to sea . . .” (65). The closing passage of the poem leaves the
reader with a celebratory, almost mythic impression of Inez as the spirit
of place, whose local ground is the river itself.

The publishing process of Marlatt’s Steveston project parallels the
(hy)story of women'’s life writing as it unfolds. The radio play One Life.
Steveston (1976) balances the featured male characters with the female
river/female poet’s voice. The new edition of the Minden and Marlatt
photo/poem cycle collaboration reframes the poem by not only
rearranging photographs so that they are intercut with related poems,
but omitting three photographs of white male shopkeepers included in
the first volume and including three new photographs of Japanese-
Canadian women, as well as one of the dominantly female staff at
Christine’s Cafe, and two of a Japanese fisherman and couple. This
reframing decreases white male representation in the book, and increases
women and minority representation. A politics of selection and placement
operates in the new edition that aims to make the culturally invisible
visible. One example of how placement makes women visible is the
photograph of three wryly smiling Japanese women posing in sisterly
fashion against a backdrop of mountains that the caption indicates frame
the Slocan Valley. The juxtaposition of this photograph with the poem
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“*Slave of the canneries’,” which gives voice to the experience of male
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Slocan resident Spud M hita, makes visible the women without
breaking their silence.

Beginning with her earliest Steveston cycle, Marlatt writes with
that subversive Penelopean double gesture of unweaving her relationship
to the long poem tradition that she is writing out of, and weaving a new
relationship to the emerging feminist long poem counter-tradition. In her
revision, she continually reopens the poem and extends the project. While
such life/long writing is practiced by contemporary male writers, the
critical difference between their projects and Marlatt’s is gender. Like
Scheherazade’s never-ending tale, the woman writer’s life sentence
reclaims her life in/from the margins of culture.

I

‘what's at issue here is whether women can enter the culture as
women.”

finding a way to write her in, here & her, write she, write suck &
rush, high & daring to be, attaches her body to words where they
stick to her .. . writing their all, splashing around in the muck,
allure of the current she rides their rushing out, her & the words
all/uvial. (FS)

Salvage: v. to save from loss at sea; to save from destruction by
fire -> salve: obs. form of save; v. to anoint a wounded part with
healing unguent; n. a solution of a difficulty; also a sophistical
evasion. (OED)

Marlatt recasts her net to write the rivering multiple female subjectivity
into cultural history by salvaging several uncollected poems from the
margins of Steveston. First published in the special women’s issue of the
Toronto little magazine IS (1973), “Steveston. Support? Fish.” is an
important long poem cycle in five parts. From this early piece, Marlatt
draws her new title work “Litter. Wreckage. Salvage.” Just as Adrienne
Rich dates her poems to reflect her life/long writing in process, this poem
is dated (1973)—1987-88. In it and the other new pieces, Marlatt pursues
the lament found in the opening lines of both the recent and early versions
of the two poems—“Steveston / your women are / invisible”—by
uncovering the cultural reasons for their invisibility and making them
visible in the double act of searching and telling.

No longer trying to give voice to all of the concerns of the Steveston
community, Marlatt recalls the feminized river images, her fascination
with the lives of the “invisible” women, her critique of the way the
fishermen buy the dream of wealth and women imposed on them by the
dominant culture—making these the focus of her recent poems.
“shrimping” spins off from the uncollected poem “These Nets,” published
in Sound Heritage in 1974, a piece that describes the shrimp caught in the
black nets used in the shrimping process, and which is written with the
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detailed documentary precision so characteristic of Marlatt’s earlier
work. These details provide the frame for the new poem which performs
the allegory of the gender-trapped female, caught in the nets of male
desire. The poem’s dark vision, focussed on the deadly damage done by
the cultural inscription “feminine” across the female body, begins with
Marlatt's association of the black nets with a funeral:

steamsprayed with tar caught up at the boom and flowing like a
dirge

dirige Domine who hath dominion dominate in techne lord of the
nets (FS 47)

Following the a/linear free play of word association, Marlatt rewrites
the priest’s voice in an ironic criticism of man's “dominion” over the earth
and all its creatures.

The fourth stanza of the poem follows through from the netting to the
canning of the shrimp:

... baby shrimp she said look at them curled in their cans
waiting to be picked crevette, little shrimp, sitting on his fingers
stuck up playfully there and there my sweet looking good enough
to eat she was wearing her short dress with frilly underwear, so
pink this little crack crevasse (la la) we have taken over this
fissure in the gender of it all (47)

Following the a/logic of bilingual puns, the poem without warning
impersonates a male voice and makes a jarring metonymic shift from the
canned baby shrimp to the phrase “little shrimp” used as a term of
endearment for a little girl. The ambiguously erotic and fatherly tone
imitates the way men address/undress little girls in a familial way, and
address women with similar diminutive language. By mirroring the
common endearments this generic “he” uses, Marlatt critiques the way
that little girls are indoctrinated to elicit the look of male approval
(desire). While the scene is cast in the innocent language and simple
rhythms of nursery rhyme, a sinister subtext links food and desire—"my
sweet looking good enough to eat”—and calls up the wolf who plots to
devour Little Red Riding Hood, along with the fairytale’s broader
cultural designation of women as objects to be consumed. Marlatt reveals
how insidious female gender scripting is when she shows that it begins
with teaching little girls to be “Daddy’s girl.” Further, her wordplay on
crevette/crevasse interrogates the cultural myth that female anatomy is
her destiny. “Crevasse” marks the site of female biological difference.
Diminutive terms of endearment become cultural passwords that allow
easy access to the female body.

The next stanza deconstructs the cultural myth of little girls “pretty
in pink” by conflating both the scene of shrimp caught in the net and
shrimp about to be eaten:
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: this ficti : .
girls that we were the ones plying the mt,sfgf:-;;‘yﬁ:ﬁ}:ef;: ti:le
redr.:lefu‘ng of desire from the raw to the cooked dressing her
feminine with just a bit of sauce you don’t want to look like a boy
do you? widening the gap (crevasse) a finger’s width just letting
her know that’s him (fishing) for her below (47)

Here Marlatt makes explicit what was hinted at in the previous stanza
Sh.e allegorizes the scene of the caught and dressed shrimp as a scene of
ChllI.:l g\?lestation where the little girl is caught in a cultural version of
.l'en-up:mty designed to elicit male desire. The result is the chilling
implication that cultural fictions of the feminine do as much
psycholpgical damage as “bad touch” from a trusted father figure does
and' an interrogation of the cultural myth that the female somehow “asks
for it” by being a little tease. Marlatt makes clear that when little girls
wear the colour of desire (pink -> red), theirs is a costume designed by
those who want to consume them. Playing with the Lévi-Strauss title The
Raw and the Cooked, Marlatt suggests that because of such cultural
cooking and dressing, “femininity” can never be known in its raw or
natural state. In Marlatt's rereading of difference, “widening the gap
(cre\‘ra‘?se)” of gender is a cultural gesture that violates the female body.
“Litter. wreckage. salvage.” begins where “shrimping” ends and
moves through the cultural litter and wreckage of deforming prescriptions
cf the feminine to salvage the female subject. The six sections of the new
piece loosely follow the form of the Pindaric ode—strophe, antistrophe,
and epode, or turn, counterturn, and stand. The poem enacts an antiphona,l
dance between sections i, ii and iv which explore the experience of the
fema}e agoraphobe in the third person, and sections iii and v which
inscribe ?he poet’s related experience, culminating with the celebration of
the 1_11_ult1p1e female subject in vi. As well as appropriating the
traqumﬂly masculine ode form for feminist ends, the poem also
embodies the epic struggle of the female subject to swim free from/against
cultural constraints, to find the words to write herself into “her element,”
'..l'he poem opens with a fluid lateral movement from documentary
details depicting abandoned company houses at Star Camp in Steveston to
the abarf\doned women whose lives are locked away by the myth that a
woman'’s place is in the home. With this movement from outside to inside
N.[a-rlatt begins to explore the cultural gap in Steveston life, to make ’
visible the invisible women. She acknowledges how this s'cript has
become a hiding place for the female subject: “If ‘the woman is within,” if
that’s her place as they have always said, can she expect her walls nc,)t
to be broken open suddenly .. . Dug-up clam, dehoused, who can no longer
bury her head in the sand . . .” (FS 41), Following this exposure of the
scripts that lead a woman to fear leaving her culturally assigned place,
section ii explores the fear of the dehoused agoraphobic woman: “fear u'f
the marketplace, of going outdoors. fear of public places, cmwdsv of
leaving home.” Marlatt counterpoints an ironic imperso’nation o'f the
patronizing voice of a counsellor (“relax, take a deep breath. imagine
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walking down the path to your gate. how strong is your fear now?”) with
the voice of the woman that penetrates to the heart of the matter to
reveal the counsellor’s gender blindness: “i want to imagine being in my
element, she said” (42). This direct statement defies the cultural
injunction against the woman’s walking out her gate when outside has not
been sanctioned as her element. Section iv then voices the fears of the
ferale subject who has gotten past her gate and is “coping with the world
outside.” While she has made the first step, now “her struggle is
within.” This line echoes “the woman is within” from section i and
reminds us that the female subject is not free of the imprisoning sense that
she is in a man’s world, not hers, when she is outside: “i can’t take the bus
is the same as i won't take the bus . . . she says they are staring at her .. .
they thought she was dumb. . . . the fear of being caught, caught out,
caught without—." The female subject knows that she will be the object of
the male gaze, read as the cultural “other,” as transgressive and as
cultural lack. Marlatt makes clear that what this female subject lacks is
the words to read herself, to write herself into her element: “she doesn’t
have the words to alter his definition of her” (44).

Sections iii and v self-reflexively focus on the act of writing this
poem as the means to female self-definition, while exploring the female
poet’s own experience of trying to trespass cultural limits:

I want to walk down the street as if i had the right to be there, as
if it were not their construction site and stoop, slipping the net of
their casting eyes, slipping the net of their market price. The
street belongs to the men who live ‘outside’, whose small acts
accrete (concrete) unspoken claim, a territory that cannot be
trespassed except you hurry through, for loitering indicates a
desire to be caught . . . (43)

While the scene has changed from Steveston to Vancouver’s skid row, the
situation is reminiscent of Marlatt's experience of gender entrapment on
the docks. Like the “little shrimp,” the poet is in danger of being caught
in the nets of male desire. The implication is that if women step outside
their “place” into what is culturally defined as male territory, they too
become territory to be staked out by the desiring look (“T saw her first”).
This is woman’s “real” in a phallocentric culture. From her own gender
oppression, Marlatt empathizes with those who experience class
oppression (“1 go fishing too, to bridge that gap i let my line down into the
powerless depths we flounder in”) from the city fathers who stand “on
the opposite side of the street having made this town, having marked it
“No Trespassing’ ‘No Loitering.”” The “No Loitering” sign echoes the
unwritten injunction against female loitering in the first stanza and links
with Marlatt's focus on the multiple class and gender oppressions
experienced by a young woman, in the company of two young men, who is
“flaunting her being there free, she thinks, for free—" When Marlatt
questions just how free this young woman is, she makes clear that
exploring the gender gap that they both fall into is the aim of this
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writing: “Are you the fish that escape my line in the swift and surge ...
letting my line fall into the blank, the mute, defences breached she’s
letting her want out there where i am . . .* (43). The borders between
female subjects, between writing and written, blur here; both have the
same surge of desire, their element outside on the street.

Section v continues the first person exploration of female experience of
androcentric barriers to being free, this time in several related settings
that speak to the same oppression: “the baiting you do, talking to me in
the street, my back against the car and you playing the line, hiding
behind the tease i rise to . . .” (45). From the allegory of the fisherman

angling for the woman, she returns to the scene of her earliest training in
this game:

just as, back then, swimming through sexual currents looking for
eyes . .. gone fishing for compliments recognition is, eyes the lure.
allure. not looking (out) but looking the look for certain eyes,
floating around the places he swam by, i lost’ myself as they say
and i did. fall into invisibility. silvered, dead. i floated up and
down the school yard with the others, eyes re- flecting all they
saw, blind to myself, more: hoping to feel that hook when his
would connect: ‘he looked at me!” (45)

In the intricate dance between fisher and fished, the schoolgirl learns to
fish for the compliment of masculine desire, learns to use her feminine
allure (like the little girl in pink) as bait to lure the male. While it
seems she is the active fisher, she ends up dead fish, lost under the trick
of “looking the look for certain eyes.” Marlatt exposes the myth of the
feminine masquerade that renders the female subject invisible in the
(man’s) world, still hidden “within” and out of her element. However,
the end of section v re-writes this script in the feminine: “The fishy
vocabularies we speak our worlds through. ‘the fish never says no,’ you
say, the lure speaking. but watch that fish swim right on by. the fish is
after something too. something else” (45). For the first time in the poem
sequence, the female subject swims free of the phallocentric lures,
follow-ing the lure of her own desires, transforming the gap between the
binaries of male as “active” (lure) and female as “passive” (dead fish).
The antiphonal alternation between the double narrative of the first
and third person multiple female subject who struggles against the
cultural scripts imprisoning her in the “woman’s world” and in “the
feminine masquerade” culminates in section vi. As in the Pindaric ode, the
final section provides a solution, a summation where the choric strands
meet and merge. The opening lines enjoin the reader to “imagine her . . . in
her element in other words” (my italics 46), her own words to define her
self, to write her self into culture, her element. This victory is a double
one: “already past the gate she’s past his point of view as central
(hook/lure) to a real she slides free of.” The multiple female subject is no
longer imprisoned by “his definition” of her “real.” Agoraphobia and

cultural invisibility are cured in the free gesture of writing the narrative
of female desire into cultural history:

free she multiplies herself in any woman . ... casting a thought
receives it back this we of an eye complicit in a smile she gathers
fish-quick, taking the measure of their plural depth she who
with every step . . . desires in the infinitive to utter (outer) her
way through—litter wreckage salvage of pure intent. (46)

The woman speaking/writing her life/line no longer cares whefhgr she
has the look of male approval (desire) but writes for the complicit eyes of
her co-conspirators, those women breathing together with her, working
together with her, to birth the female subject. ‘ ;

In the spirit of feminist collaboration, I labor with Marlait's
life/long writing in process, returning to the source, to that fe;r!nmst
gesture that marks her salmon texts—salvage. In her new writing,
Marlatt salvages the unexplored side of things, that female ,
“otherwhere” —the realm of (her own) female subjectivity (FS 48). This
salmon text that swims up the currents of her Steveston spiral, saves
(salves) the female subject from being lost at sea, from being burned at fhe
stake for not conforming to her lot, staked out (in writing) as his to desire;
it salves the scar tissue of false skin and births the subject in all her
multiplicity, evading the nets that seek to define her femininity.

Notes

I am grateful to Kristen Brady for her insightful comments on this essay and
to Elisabeth Koster for her editorial suggestions.

1. For an excellent introduction to women writers in the epic tradition, see
Susan Stanford Friedman’s “Gender and Genre Anxiety: Elizabeth Barrett
Browning and H.D. as Epic Poets,” Tulsa Studies in Women's Literature 5 (E986):
203-28. See also my forthcoming thesis for a detailed exploration of Marlatt's
feminist reframing of the masculinist long poem.
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GEORGE BOWERING

On Ana Historic:
An Interview with Daphne Marlatt*

George Bowering: Ana Historic: A novel. Is this a first novel, or another
novel?

Daphne Marlatt: This is really, as far as I'm concerned, my first novel,
because it's the first fictional book of prose. Zocalo was cailed a novel by
some people, much to my surprise, because I hadn’t thought of it as that
when [ was writing it—since it was true as far as [ was concerned. It was
based on what had actually happened, as much as I could remember.
Sometimes I invented but not much.

GB: Now we have in Ana Historic two or three or four narratives going on
all at once. One of them would appear to people who are familiar with
your work to be a continuation of various things that they’ve heard you
say before about your growing up on the North Shore of Vancouver.
They’ll say that the character Annie in here somewhat resembles
Daphne Marlatt. Then there are other narratives that seem different
from that, like the one about “Ana Historic,” Ana Richards, who is
retrieved almost entirely by your imagination from very little linguistic

information. So in a sense, one might say that it is an autobiographical
novel of the imagination.

DM: I like that term. See, the thing with autobiography, and I'm
thinking back to what I've just said about Zocalo too, is that remembering
is a fiction in any case, and we know that from hearing eyewitness
accounts of an accident, the same accident that everybody viewed, and
they all have different versions of what actually happened. So, we have
this funny thing when we say remembering is real, and inventing is not—
inventing is purely imaginary or fictional. What interests me is where
those two cross. I think one can still be autobiographical and in fact be
quite imaginative. In some cases I don’t even know where the seam
between those two worlds is, and I'm thinking just now of Simone de
Beauvoir’s saying that the trouble with writing fiction is that it replaces

*Recorded in May 1988, for “Fine Lines” and is printed here with the kind
permission of CFUV, the University of Victoria's campus radio station.

. You may remember it until you write about it, and then the

mitmg itself replaces the actual memory.

< - i ’ hared that
/GB: I think that's true. I'm pretty certain that I've sh
.?:iﬁerience. In this text, the question of the relationship between

invention and actuality comes up. Not only does it get mentioned by the
narrator, but it shows up as the conversation between the grownup girl,
Annie, and her mother. Are those conversations all invented?

DM: I don’t know how to answer that because sometimes‘they were in part
remembered, and often enlarged. I think those conversations are held in
seed in a lot of the kinds of exchanges that happen betyv_een a mother and
a daughter. It’s just that the implications of those positions are
elaborated on in the novel.

GB: uld perhaps talk about how the novel came to be written.
g}ix?iessr}tl:charl:ter E\amed Ana Historic; there is no character_ those
name was probably Ana. There's a character who ;appeared originally
simplyas a person whose last name was mentioned in one sentence,
f-erhaps, and then a bit more. Do you want to talk a§0u| who she was and
how you got the notion of making a book out of her life, or out of her
imagined life?

DM: Well, she’s Mrs. Richards, who appears in the city recr.)rds as the
second school teacher at Hastings Mill School in 1873. The hf“ one only
lasted six months and then she married. Mrs. Richards didn’t last very
long either before she married. She married Ben Springer from :
Moodyville, across the inlet, and then she disappeared from history. But
she’s mentioned as having purchased a piano, and I could rea_d two
slightly different interpretations into that purchase of the piano :beca.ustl:
Alan Morley writes about her in his book about Vanc.ouver, his historica
text, and he calls her a young and pretty widow. So right away you have
an imagination of who Mrs. Richards is. One of the sources sas_d that .she
gave music lessons in her rooms in Gastown. Another source said she lived
in this small, three-room or two-room, cottage behind the schoolhouse.

GB: So you have a choice of fictions already.

DM: That's right, you see, and then I decided ihat.l wanted Fu know more
about her, and the only way I could was by inventing her. 1 1r.lvented a
diary for her, I invented a past for her, which is very ske'tchﬂglf suggested
in the novel, as to why she would be there. I made her an immigrant from
Britain, and I wanted to give her a different destiny from the one that
history actually records.

GB: You're not allowed to do that, are you?
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DM: As a novelist 'm allowed to do anything. But the thing is that

Annie, the narrator, and 1, at this point are both working against history
because when I say 1,

I'm also saying I as narrator, who is Annie. Annie
has to discover in the course of the book what kind of future she wants to
give Mrs. Richards, and she’s become quite close to her in the course of
imagining scenes out of her life, imagining this diary that she’s writing,
and these attempts to—well, it's difficult to say whether they're
attempts to write to her father or really attempts to write to herself in
the guise of writing to her father. She has to unwrap a lot of cover stories,
and the principal one is her own cover story, the story of her own sexual

conditioning, and this comes up very strongly in her dialogues with her
mother.

GB: Annie early in the book is married to a man, and has a son and a
daughter, and he’s a history professor and she is kind of helping him—

DM: She does his research, and then she decides she’s not interested in
doing research, that once she’s found the novel, T mean the diary—
because in the novel you don’t know that it’s invented—once she’s found
the diary in the archives, she then wants to write about this person who

becomes so real to her, and that gets her into the very opposite, in fact,
which is imagination.

GB: Nicole Brossard has done something like that too (in Turm of a Pang
as it's called in English) where she has a narrative in which you keep
going back and forth between what went on in the past and what’s going
on in the present. So that you're writing not only as a naturalized

Canadian, a growing up Canadian, but as a woman as well. So that you
have that history too.

DM: What I was interested in doing in Ana Historic was to do a woman'’s
version of history, that being a difficult area for women because they
don’t inhabit history in the same way that men do. Their history is
usually the unwritten history, it’s the history that tends to get recorded
more in oral histories. Women are not seen as world-makers.

GB: Especially in this frontier, logging camp country.
DM: Yes, it was very much male territory, male world.

GB: So the women really did get pushed into the two things: they were
either wives or school teachers, or prostitutes,

DM: That's right. There wasn’t much choice. How could you be an
independent woman, living alone, without being a prostitute, and
without being seen as in some way a failure as a woman?

1
r
L

GB: Yes, you'd have your place in history allotted to you already,' no
ﬁ.ﬂ;esw{;‘ you did.y;eopge who are familiar with your work will not be

surprised to find that there are a lot of puns—“jeux de mots.”

DM: Jeux de mots, oui.

i he is living with
GB: instance, the woman Annie. The husband that s s liv J
3Bt.hiorbeginning of the story is named Richard, so that she is Richard’s
Annie as the other woman is dubbed Ana Richards.

DM: Right, right.

GB: There's this wonderful scene towards the end in which she is w’imess
to, with some other women and no men, the birth of another woman h:
child; and I think there is either the statement or _the'm.xgges.non that )
when women are giving birth what they’re doing is giving hrth'}o eac
other. I was wondering if you were conscious of that_story called “Giving
Birth” by Margaret Atwood, in which at the‘ begfnn1ng she says, lglvmg d
birth, now what does that mean, and who gives it, and what is given, an
who's it given to?

DM: Actually, I don’t think I've ever read that story.
GB: It's wonderful because she doesn’t say it at the end of the story, but
what happens at the end of the story is a kind of a conclusion that they

do give, that women give birth to one another, or give birth to one
another’s courage.

DM: Well, in a sense it's an old question in terms of the w‘omen's. :
movement, where women have been concentrating on t_rymg to give birth
to themselves as full, active human beings, without being considered the
secondary half of the population.

GB: Where did you find reference to Mrs. Richards?

DM: In the archives, in Major Matthews. Alice Patterson spea !<s the most
familiarly about her. She was one of her pupils, and she mentions her.

GB: So they never mentioned her first name.
DM: No.
i f the way
GB: Now, why do you, in the text, about three quarters of 1
through or so,yintroduce the notion that the Mrs. part of her name might

just be something that she made up in order to get where she is?

DM: Well, because that was an answer in a way to the question of how
you can be an independent woman in a male world like that.

99



GB: You have to be a widow.

DM: That’s right. And in order to separate herself from the rather
predatory game of being courting material, in order to be outside of that,
and free to move outside of that, she had to be a widow.

GB: But, on the other hand, men would be making jokes about widows and
speaking as if widows were somehow legitimate targets of lustful jokes
and stuff like that because, after all, they’ve been married.

DM: They know about sex. That's one of the hazards, and that actually is
suggested in that scene where she’s walking through Gastown.

GB: People who are familiar with your work also realize that you are not
a big fan of complete sentences necessarily, and capital letters, and all
that material. It took me a while reading the book to notice that the
parts you write about Ana—the things that happen to her when she’s in

school and so forth—are written in full sentences and with capital
letters.

DM: These are actually scenes from the novel that Annie is trying to
write. That's her official writing about Mrs. Richards. She has her
unofficial writing, which is more in the shape of musings where her own
life becomes tangled up in her imagining of Ana Richards’ life, and those
are written in informal sentences. That is, often they’re in sentence
fragments, there is no initial punctuation. The trouble with initial
punctuation is that it forces you into a full stop where the period is.
Without an initial capitalized letter, you can see what comes after the
period—especially if it's a fragment—as a second thought, an addition to
what precedes it, and I like that ambivalence.

GB: It succeeds in working that way. Is that how we’re to read your work
generally?

DM: Yes.

GB: Because there’s a problem in reading. I like the fact that the book is
problematical, that there is a problem, for instance, the sliding point of
view, the “1” feature, and the second person, “you.” What's that “you”?

DM: Ok, that “you” shifts around quite a lot, because sometimes it's

“you,” Mrs. Richards, a lot of the time it's “you,” Ina—and sometimes it's

“you” reflexive, anywoman’s you,
GB: The mother of Annie in the present, or in the near past,

DM: She's just died, so she is present, but not in the flesh.
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GB: I love the scenes of the family, especially the scenes of Ina._She was
one of my favorite characters in the book. I don’t know if you object to the
word characters.

DM: No, not at all!

GB: She’s just marvellous. She really, as they say, comes to life. And the
relationship between Ina and her daughte_rs, especially her daughter
Annie, is really engaging. It's the sort of thing that makes you want to see
another novel written, in which that is expanded a great deal more. A lot
of those scenes have to do with Annie, growing up as a teenager on the
North Shore or in North Vancouver, I presume—

DM: Yes.

GB: And a lot of it has to do with Annie becoming not only a local
Canadian or Vancouver, West-Coast girl, but also becomu.\g a woman, or
going through the changes in her own body. She is bec?mlng a'!mos} ;;‘ :
separate person rather than just a member of ﬂ'.w. family. ]E)tshf\gms ing
her about the same time that one is distinguishing Ana Historic, Ana
Richards—what is that? Is that a metaphor? What do you call that
when you have those two stories resembling one another that way?

DM: They’re analogies in some way. They're twins almost.
GB: A kind of thyme.

DM: Yes. They’re not identical, so they're off-rhymes, if they’re rhymes.
But parts of the two stories echo each other.

GB: And when Annie decides to work on her own work insteac! of Peing
Richard’s assistant, she is in her relationship with himj which is not
explored anywhere near as much as her relationship with her mother,
also individuating her self. She owes it to Ana, sort of, You know what |
mean?

DM: Yes, she does, she does. But, you see, it's really taking in the whole
generational system of individuations, which is how we come to .
personhood anyway, because her own daughter Ange is beginning to do
that to her. There's that scene where she says “you never have any fun
anymore.” So, it's generational, but it takes a long time. I mean anyone
who looks at any Freudian analysis of the family understand’s that it's
much harder for women to individuate as daughters from their mothers
than it is for sons. So it takes a long time, sometimes it takes a whole
lifetime.
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GB: She has to do it. Her mother was also an immigrant who was not

happy about having to live out here in the woods, the edge of the woods
where the bears are.

DM: Where there’s no “culture.”

GB: So there’s that difficulty for her to break into the reality that she’s
in now, and her daughter has to free herself from that expectation,
which is not just normal family. It's also family that has not come to
grips with the North American life that their kids are living in. Then
she has to, somehow, get herself loose from her husband, with her
mother saying, hey, you've got this wonderful husband.

DM: She’s got the whole script that she has to work free of.

GB: And she has to do something like that in terms of history, history
and literature.

DM: Yes.

GB: So Ana means not just not historical or anti-historical. It must mean
something else. Well, ana also means a collection of writings.

DM: And as a prefix, it's very contradictory. It means upwards and
forwards as well as backwards. It has a whole cluster of meanings
associated with it. There's also that play on an ahistoric, which is not
the opposite of having history. It's standing outside of history
altogether. History becomes an irrelevant concept to someone who has no
history, who is outside of it.

GB: I guess probably you're outside history when you're in a place where
the woods are getting cut down. History hasn’t, in a sense, started yet.
Kroetsch says that the people in Alberta feel, ok, we're not interested in
history, we're interested in myth because in history we always lost, we
immigrants lost, that's why we came to Alberta in the first place. They
threw us out of the Ukraine, they threw us out of Germany, they threw us
out of —wherever they were. So we lost that. Now here we are operating,
the West versus Ontario, and we're losing that. So you people Back East
can have history—we’ll take myth.

DM: And also in the West you have history destroying myth, because we

forget that the original myths are not ours at all. They're the native
Indian myths.

GB: Eventually we're going to have a lot of history, aren’t we?

>

inni more about
DM: That's right, and we're beginning to find out more and a
'th?nt,?n: histgry has always meant the erasure of that in order to
construct something that’s white and western.

‘GB: And male.
DM: And male.

GB: British Columbia. There is some remark, [ think,.made ef:rly m the
‘text about history as a male aggrandizement, whefe mfluent!al cm;ens
say here’s a great hero, somebody did this, let's build something ::1
name it after him. So you always have a bridge named the somebody
~somebody bridge, right?

DM: It's never named after a woman, or if it is, it’s a “generous” gesture on
behalf of the man.

GB: Mrs. Richards’ piano—what does it stand for?

DM: Well, the piano is a piano, first of all. It's also, like that. c’omm.ent to
Annie, “oh you're exaggerating again”—Ina says that to An{\te s notion
that someone is playing Chopin in a clearing in the bush—it's that
incredible imperial western symbol of culture. It's the ultimate symbol of
the European drawing room.

GB: It also means that if you have a piano out here in Lhe-: lc‘:gging camp,
you’ve begun to feminize the place. Domesticate and feminize would be
equal terms probably to the men in that instance, right?

DM: Both realms are colonial in that way. There’s the sense in which she
recognizes that Harriet, who is the Indian woman who helps Mrs.
Alexander during that whole birth scene, Harriet, who is simply a hired
domestic, is actually the one who is holding that whole domestic scene
together.

GB: And she has a language too.
DM: She has a language.
i i i 1. There’s the one
GB: There are two images of sisterhood in the nove
around the birth scene, and there’s one at the end of the book where the

women are working. Is she, Harriet, part of that sisterhood?

DM: No, she isn’t, because it's still very colonial. She would never be
included in the sisterhood.

GB: Remember the scene where a white pupil, a bully, beats up on the
halfbreed pupil?



DM: Well, he insults him. He doesn’t quite beat up on him, but he insults
him. He doesn’t want to sit next to him. It’ S very racist.

GB: So you have Ana in that instance being an anti-racist.

DM: That's right. Yet she can’t quite escape her own conditioning because
she’s still afraid of the Indians. She hears all the stories and she takes
them in. But when she’s confronted with the children, she can relate to
them. There are two halfbreed children in her class, She can relate to
them as individuals, and she can see how as people they suffer under
that regime. She’s also fascinated, because she gets the sense that there
is a whole other way of looking at the world. There is that little
comment that “their magic is different from ours,” our magic meaning our
language, our written language that still can’t contain them, It can't
contain how they see and who they are.

GB: This is the author. The author speaking has been trying to do this for
years and years and years.

DM: True.

GB: There's a lovely phrase—the author herself is saying it or the
narrator. It says “a book of interruptions is not a novel.” What a lovely
phrase! This is a book of interruptions.

DM: It is, definitely.

GB: Even more that way than, for instance, Coming Through Slaughter, in
that the moves you make back and forth happen much quicker.

DM: Yes, it's more fragmentary.

GB: I like that phrase “is not a novel,” yet you call it a novel. I guess
probably you want to tell people, look, this is a novel, this is not a book of
poems, or something like that. In a sense you're trying to destroy—

DM: Deconstruct the novel,

GB: Remove the novel, say, “This is not a pipe,” right? “This is not a
novel.”

DM: It's written against the conventional novel.

GB: It says you can’t have continuity, you can’t have an aim at the end,
you can’t have this unity, coherence, and all these things. Especially you
can’t have continuity, and that might be because continuity is maybe

European, or continuity is necessarily male, or continuity is like the novel

that is modelled after history, and history didn’t treat us all that well.
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DM: inuity i inati ‘s i ial in a way. It's the
H Continuity is the domination of plot. It's imperia :

e line of deZIOpment that is considered the most important, and it

s everything else secondary.

'GB: And you can tell where it started from, and you can tell where it’s
going o,

] W That's right, and it has a climax, it has a hero, or some sort of heroic

figure, and Annie says someplace else that this isn’t a novel because it's
‘ot about a hero.

B it's a tragedy, the end that you're aiming for is death, and if

%-'m;f!:e end ygou'ly:e aiming for is marriage, living ha.pp?!y ;ver

after or going to heaven, right? There is a phrase from earlier in t :e

book. It’s so hard to tell where to break in, so 1 }.|ave to_ break into lt ;
middle of a long, long sentence. It says, “she writes as if she were l;“‘}? -
alone in the woods, her vision true to trees and bll’fis s .vbut v.vhy B ef' at
to erase so much is never given. It is part of what is missing, like her n}-‘s
name, like her past that has dropped away. we cannot see her and sos e
is free to look out at the world with her own eyes, free to create her vision
of it. this is not history” (30).

j id about tragedy and

M: And I want to get back to what you just sai
Eomedy, death or :rgmrriage, because historically those have been the
only two alternatives for women protagonists of novels.
GB: That's right. Or madness maybe.
DM: Well madness is like death. It’s either/or and that's it, basicall_y.
It's very difficult to write a novel where you have a woman protagonist
who goes out into the world as an independent and cqmplete human being,
without following one or the other of those alternatives.

GB: She can't ride into the sunset.

DM: Yes! Or the sunrise.
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it was the way they kept taking his joke and playing with it, making it a
familiar part of their exchange, knock knock. who's there? and then a
‘word, some ordinary obvious word like banana or tank capitalized, her
son would capitalize on the exchange and back again, T"ank you. it was
the unacknowledged door all of it got said through that intrigued her.
‘why can’t he or she just open it? for the joke, he said, and dummy rhymed
with mummy—they have to talk to each other, right? i mean they can’t
just see it's not, it's not who? Van. Van? couver the eggs will you. that's
not one. why not? you made it up, he chimed in on her son’s behalf.

no i didn't, it's what he does when she’s giving birth you know, couvade,
they do that in some societies. and they were off on their own, their
grownup game now. well you can’t blame him for wanting to keep his eggs
covered. his eggs? oh you mean he has to know they’re his? of course.
what if there’s some stranger knocking? isn’t that the point? theres
always some stranger knocking at the family door.

and anyway, she thought, it's always stranger when it comes to claiming
territory. after all they were only playing . . . clearly it's all about
‘naming, he said.

naming and framing. this is beginning to sound like an old story. you mean
familiar—well they weren’t a family until they left. got thrown out,
after she did what she did to cause it, all that loss, all the animals and
plants he’d named except the two that were already named for them,
with capital letters. and just ‘cause she got curious right? and then they
left and she kept giving him new ones to name. and he kept track, he told
the story, he passed it all on down, father to son, desert camp to town.

who was Hastings anyway?-i don’t know but he sounds very British. that
was another capital letter. he got a mill named after him and then this
street and if it hadn't been for Vancouver himself. . . .

it’s the name of the game, he said, butting his cigarette like a form of
punctuation. terri-stories.

it’s what she loved about where they went in conversation. at night they
slept not far from that street and she dreamed it before it was even
named. she feels it hold her body present in the whisper the wispery
arms of cedar and other coniferous beings holding the clearing. she is one
small part of. not even conscious she is dreaming. brush. soft. stroke. fir. by
a hair. here. “let all those present show their naming . . .” she tosses
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undecided, not knowing whether to stay where the small lamps are or
cross the border into unnameable dark.

§

in her reading, certain phrases have the habit of sticking and she carries

them around with her like magic stones. to toss into the blank of the page
and watch what they leave widen:

“. .. pre-verbal euphoria,” . . . “ . . effortless bodily bliss . ,

but though she carries them with he:

T they are someone else’s not hers,
they stick out like tiny pebbles in t

he wash of her daily words.

§

she tries on secret names as if she mi

ght be someone other than her—when
she sits at Eleni’s table, for instance,

not in place or unsure of her place or

not sure she isn’t out of it when they discuss words. ana choristic. Eleni can
flash them and bend them and sometimes it is charm, now incantation she
is drawn by, Eleni’s black hair that hides the inadmissible in her eye,
the fury of her voice, melodic as if she were singing. she has thrown out
her pictures, plants, she has stripped her walls to ori
a space bare of the accumulation,

her habitat. it depends what coun

ent herself in space,
the acculturation, of what denjes her in
ts for you she says, and whether you do.

§

she has named it and tried to tame it but that doe
Ana Choristic not Ana Chronistic—the moveable
her out of place.

sn’t change anything,
“are” they are moving

§
and the dream isn‘t telling she thinks. i

pretended to do when he’s dawdled, b
how could i?

“d driven off without him as i've
ut this time i let myself forget—

it was all the other things in my head which run on like the news, like
ticker-tape, like a road leading to a foreign landscape. like the road he
and his pal ambled oh so slowly down, munching their chips,
ketchup-mvered straw after another, and when would it end
i’d reached mine. i walked fast ahead, got in the car,
drove towards them, in part to save time,

one long

? long after
veered out and

in part resenting their refusal to

left, Pretending not to see them and feeling what it would be like to just
drive straight ahead—leave it all behind. they waved, hey! hi! big
joke! i stopped of course.

but that night i drove on driving on erasedfhim Erofs:xtl;geu:‘ﬂnlc:,;::z:“ r
land very hilly inside the city, top of one o ,
pazk,s‘;anfie ’the a)rfﬁmisytic scent of flower beds wh;'re f:itrang: bl:;n;: I::e o

: trees insisting their presence in the dark, frisson for
l;i:;ﬂl; turn down l;gsteep hill i was suddenly on inner city streets,
rundgwn houses and down-at-the-heel corner stores fall Tﬁgap;;

igns i i ink, blue tv light in
i beer signs in the window neon wink, .

:ni"!:‘::;‘v%::fd houses f:::eding shadowy large enough. to have beer‘x man:lons
i i i lling softly apart and kids running free o
in their once-uptightness fa & e S i

i ing sidewalk games in the dusk that lig]
::;fhii];ﬁ:i\:lpz:;ibleivhen you're out in it after hours and what you
might see you were not meant to—

B

these subliminal stories. what is narrative but the burdgn of- an e‘:;otl:ctmbe
the writing labours under, trying to recover, uncover, this thing about to
hatched.

ic i i bal sparring match while he,
does she choose Ana mystic in this ver! :
:ehfvants his hands free, at the limit in the heart of the city. she asked
him what he thought it meant, Territory.

what you think you own, he said, from thtf lar:Ld around a town,fx:}}‘\:t“ itthe
town uses up, look at this place. no she sald_, i mean th: hearlho i Y.
& lighting up another he tossed his matc%l lflt() tl\e. ashtray ::\ Oere

toying with. look at the stuff they keep prm:mg so it grows s
worthless every day. what's anyone’s word? what’s anyone worth?

§

tomatoes, she writes. ripe tomatoes. it sounds va_ggely like the f::txes. in
this block she thinks anything sounds like the flnfhes. hot llamr:d 1. .
whereas hers at the end of the lot will soften, will go slowly ?n
afternoon Indian summer haze the length of the alley, houssi: op‘eru cghi 4
doors windows dazed in that anachronistic hea_t. even so, t ereti1 : ek
as the light goes, around five, furtive as a cat slipping between &

and even so, red, they are not, my tomatoes as red as the weathered

arage opposite. whose? it only says in great black let.ters TOM ’
%ELVECCHIO faded now NO DUMPING, and there is no Ifallan l_e :e:;n
that side of the block to claim his word. mostly huddled brightpainted,
rotting softly in the light these walls hold up the eaves of Ch}nat;‘)wn,
and to my neighbour with black umbrella on a sunlit day, making her way
to the vegetable market, i am the odd one out.

§
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Ana,d An’a Mnesis. a complete case history, as in she was a case. who? ‘case
y}?ud lon’t believe me. going on making them up, day in day out. is this in
the developmental books age 9, as predictable a Phase as crawls, stands

without support, takes first steps. i
g : ps. part of the plotted territory we stumble

§

at loose ends, he says, when the work doesn’t i

e 3ays, come, as if the story had
unravelled, loosefitting and ragged about the edges. at loose em:h:y we
never sit on the stoop like we used to, looking at what we inhabit,

i'm twisting odd strands together, finding likel
i y ends to knot, not for m
own, which seem unknown to me as my other he standing there, legs 4

sturdy and longer every day, hoisting the kna i
e oo o awayf 5 psack over his shoulder,

but why? bev:'ause you're always telling me what to do. (treading on
someone else’s territory, sonny.) so let him 80, he says, let him find out
what it's all about, the world so full of knocks and he so full of himself.

(knock, knock. who's there? putsch. putsch who?

e putsch yer money where

talking tough, enough to take on the wide world. i
I u . it takes money the
said, get a job, for you to be taken seriously. someone of substanceymea)rqs

someone of independent means not a self unrav. lling i i i
i iy g by elling in the wind of their

§

i said when she asked, i feel at home here, bul

" ed, , but that was presumptious
she wh.o is also white and has likewise moved around ai:t couig tell. ias
meant i seem to recognize the generosity of this light, the long peopled
evenings, children racing their dream selves in the dusk—from where? i

Teant it's familiar yes, but not mine, though we are allowed to be here in
1t.

having tucked him up with the cat and watched him stretch out light i
that weightless place just under the roof, i walked out into theuiilflgillte;?s
cry, i \'val_ked out in my slippers down the alley to the park and wept at
l}lre d{m.kmg fountain, worn benches, worn branches of the much-climbed
pine lﬂ.ltS bed. kids, rubbies, dogs—traces only. all night long water slides
from distant mountains into the throat of the pipe, all night long it rises
gurgling its elemental sound to itself in the dark . . 4

§
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it doesn’t matter, he said, as if the terms of their argument were nothing
at all (and if they were, how talk? how even know where each stood?).
look, he said, holding up his hand, see those gaps? holding it up so she
could see light shine in the spaces between his fingers. that’s who i am, i
can’t even hold a handful of sand without it trickling through, and money
means even less to me. these words were meant to answer her tilting at the
discrepancy between what each could make, would make—in the
argument between them.

those were his final terms then?—the terminal move of a fridge, which
she’d never questioned, faced only with the difficulty of helping him
move something that big. and he, not taller than she, dressed like a
mover in carpenter’s overalls, did move, fast, sliding their fridge with
the lightfoot energy his sentences took, shifting them onto new territory.

no, they were in some lobby of a Grand Hotel, abandon meant Grand,
where the fridge had to go against the far wall. hang onto it, he said,
because he wanted to pull the rug out from under, his favourite rug with a
border of sardines woven in blue. she was holding up the fridge so how
could she see when he showed her what they were standing on?

§

transport, Eleni said, is one of the nouns i like that move across borders,
it's subversive, an invisible truck of pure delight. she was watching
Eleni’s mouth move its freight of words. green light? she laughed. they
both drove, though in the city, Eleni, with very little money, took buses,
read library books. transport was easy, it was when Eleni said that being
with a woman was mythological she balked.

that's so literary, it’s a stereotype i wouldn’t think you‘d use. Eleni,
whose imagination was fueled by a metaphysic of words, using
mythological and gazing out the window, face not veiled—obscure?
mouth, she said, it goes back to mouth, look it up. and then getting up,
making tea with familiar gravity. pause. what do you mean? asif that
were all she could say. and Eleni talking about Luce and Jane and Judith,
the currents that crossed the borders of their individual lives. how she
knew when to or when not to phone, how Luce knew when she was being
dishonest, how her words appeared in Judith’s dream and Luce’s images
in hers—and it’s not just them, other women friends who are with women
artists too. it's as if we are tapping something old and communal, as if the
limits are only fiction and we actually live inside each other’s thought.

she was watching Eleni’s mouth which was different from hers, the way
those lips met at the end of a phrase, their fullness touching and slowing
each other, parting as the words came in little spurts—this notion of my
work or yours . .. we don't need to own . .. and were all her other friends
lovers too? and where did it end?
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§

soft tomatoes. seeding and nodding into place. low moon, slow feet, soft,
soft i

§

but there are those mythical beasts again. bates noires. she was in the
midst of a conversation, an ordinary conversation about cooking something
or other for the people they were having over, all the usual alternatives
of this or that depending on time and everyone’s taste. and there they

Africa, a dry stretch of skin, a few Wispy trees (mimosa maybe) rubbed
bare by their looming hides the colour of mud, and ponderous, like
rhinocerous, wrinkly that way. she was afraid of their size, the
mammoth size of their heads which leered and grinned. were they
destructive? could someone lead them away without being killed?

and there was Judith in the dust, back turned to her, black scarf held at
arm’s length. slim and elegant in jeans, she was dancing alone in the dust
of mammoth beasts who on their pointed hooves were dancing with her.

one exposure of the mind’s eye. overexposed the way that dust filled the
background, up in heaven too, sky. but the blackness of her scarf an
extension of the slim darkness her bod y made, so dark even the animals
receded, leering and grinning heads, shaggy manes, man in his cave.
peering out of the smoke at an idea.

ileave my hand on all this, Judith said, to show it is a true story, painted

at night in the sleeping quarters for all those little heads who wondered
where the others went.

§

she was puzzling over “the earliest . - . the unqualified animal-poetic
mode. ....” more stones.

§

she had painted home as a picture, coming up the path under the maple

free and up the steps she had painted she opened the door on something
incomplete:
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home? it was silent—no movie music, no gun battle raging. well
m nobody, he yelled from another room.

t nobody was off somewhere and somebody was nowhere.

i i ~pubescent clarity:
tering into the room he explained with pre-pul
; y’:tg\t::‘v:ere and anybody’s anywhere so somebody’s got to be
ewhere right?

was him. talking his way right out of her skin.

§

; sitti i eone i liked. i was sitting with someone i'd known
ftmwlaa:lsg*:‘n?xtl?k?dmmch other so well we were almost rl{z;amed a;z:‘d yet:;e
i@ﬂere were still things to declare. more borders, more }t.:o ;rnzr;;sds & fgs
state, he said, co-opts our desire into hart.! currency, the sbll 4o b
exchange that will maintain it. he was owing not owning ng

it when he said, and we all subscribe to this shit.

§

haps she is not so much unhappy as confused. by the words and v:chat 2
e dE;SaM don’t mean (when to, or when not to phone). she wants cahe
m up, her magic stones with the words cut in, mscnbec.i, ::t :;en ass
shifts th;m in the light to read one way, the way she thinks s!
understands, they shift into another.

§

she was with Luce who was saying but the dark is wiere wg‘:iive,;:tg‘r;g
i i ite them. sitting
ite her at the table, Eleni and Judith opposi i
([;Eft‘i):l:.tl‘:r :mell of Luce’; kitchen, homey anglcomfog:ablev u; :kt\;em‘:::ly
i the table st again
building that was always up for sale. '
where Lguce’s photos hung, clipped to a string by odd corners.

no, the dark is what we refuse to name. n;w’ she hf;lt clogs:e; ::a E"J;m"h:l:um
much site as beside her, placing her mu, :
xil:::; F;:ble. a tf;glp:wifh a silent history she thought, tracing old scars,

old burn marks there.
i he line, indistinct in the
ith had said about one of the fac&.s on th , y
rl:::iow of blinds like bars disappearing at its outer edge, your dark side

i it was, Luce’s imaging of
. just as she’d been wondering whose face i . :
;}:s:?f 111:p:isoned there, or Judith’s gaze taken through the strictures of
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taboo. there wasn’t much ]
i - uch left except the unknowable Baze. a face in the

that's one way, Luce was sayi ing i
t , ! ying, of seeing its power,
white walls with their shards of mirror werepc‘;tchinagr;?enis&:;ﬁ::x

our power and so we go on cutting each other down to size.

power? Judith lau ed, it’ i i
i il ﬂlse’&1 s not that simple. either you have power or

we don’t have anything, Luce was sayi i
or anybody, if you want to really loolzlantgifauy' i )

in the silence she glanced at Eleni wh,
! 0 was catchi A i
gazed at the wall with a slightly amused expre:sls:;'lgnl.-.uce ok ey

Luce gave her a cold stare: wh
i why are you so unfree? she sto; hat
::;u mean? you al ways say you have to do this or that as ilfgp:?;”:: . tdﬂ
ponsible for wanting to. you want to go. : S

they were watching her in to recs i € Wi s
J
; beg1 oglmze the ords Luce had not uttered,

§

i dreamed about you findj id. isn’"
(s eggfn e ing an egg, she said. isn't that funny when you

no, he said, i wasnt an €gg. i was a sperm,

i :
an;:vl; kno:k,fshe ;ald: that was your dad. and you were once an egg too,
i ; uy u:n ;:?anl:;sg egg, ali‘ gregrd and wrapped in bandages. i guess i-t
! - You showed me where you'd mad iti
the driveway behind a park i sai . e
parked truck. i said that's not a good it’
get run over there. but you weren't i j ¥ P]ace" e
o theysand_ worrying, you just left it, so then i had
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t do you mean i just left it? i didn’t care about it?

ou didn’t think the truck was worth worrying about. anyway i
you must have left it there because the sand was warm and good
g. s0 i bury it further up on the side of the road, and then i see
e pointed end which was sticking out is moving, i dig it up again

yut comes this tiny cartoon figure of a white rooster like the rooster in
chicken hawk comic, but this one’s so tiny the grains of sand are

him over. i pick him up and find he’s connected to my fingers by
le threads. i know i have to feed him, make him grow, so i take
to the forest ranger’s tower which is a sort of doctor’s office. the

or asks me, does he know who he is? and i say, well look at the way
curl under, anyone can tell who he is. and i point to him in the

1y where he's standing, a huge gawky teenager. i call him

oh mum, you've got the comics all mixed up.
§

it's not just anybody she will open to. Ana Leptic. restorative. Ana
Thema, this double she is: banned and offering.

§

i'd been driving, no by then i was walking, and i almost missed it. but i
requires you, Luce, she is whispering, i am whispering, into your hair.
having got out of the taxi, the argument with the men about the unfair
share i was supposed to be paying, or maybe it was she, as if i were some
other me, some mother me before i saw where i was heading. buti cant
say she because that's not true either. you're everything in the dream, you
say. i’'m your place too? in dreams places are the architecture of souls.
then why did i dream yours destroyed? it wasn’t quite destroyed, there
were the owls—yes, there were the owls, but why owls? perhaps you're
afraid?

can we disentangle this so i can tell it but telling is always one after

another which is not the way we realize, and i didn’t understand when

Eleni said mythological. putting my mouth very close to yours our lips are

all mixed up with words: i'm walking home but it's unfamiliar territory

-y and i'm coming from the place i got dropped off, miles off, and then i'm
walking down ydur block when i see, my god, your place has been

1 demolished—they’ve taken a bulldozer to it and it's just a pile of rubble,
studs leaning crazily against the cubbyholes of what were rooms, your
rooms. and still i feel you there as if i could walk in on you. somebody’s
painted the rubble black and there’s some graffiti i can't quite make out.
and then i see the owls—on broken planks, in cubbyholes, somebody’s set
these owls, watchful and fluorescent—
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the bird that howls, you said, owl wil itch—lookin,
into me—you know what that means?th i il f

yuuvymahivﬂin&vﬁﬂlmynmnmund were shivering, i

;asn :l the drefm—it’.s not even a dream, t)l:z: cyu:ruent th:thllnoves 1:1:’4!t g

= r):ﬁ\ ﬁrecoti,;ltinn. lips to lips, we ex-change what isn’t words in

i ation, though later on the street alone, the feel of you in my mouth, i
ease them at full shout, women, another, a double word, wome: ¢

loyalty, our fierceness, our loving. aia
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for Daniel Ignas

“I can go back to my old past whenever 1
want, to times in my childhood, or college.
But my new past never happened.”

-Joy, at the Achillion

spend four years—a high school

ge length of time—when every week,
twice or several days, sometimes

e days together, we met, hung out, talked,
(in that poor-spiritual way

have), & not a trace of it all

7

Not true: certain eternal

“moments survive; the first one, for example:
_your Panama hat, Lawrence’s horse. But each
is a ‘treasured memory,’ a mental

‘vignette. The place they were

is gone. Where is North Central B.C.,
August, 1982, at this hour?

Further & further on, but less & less
tied to what went before,

I seem to be journeying. The image is
sand. Peripherally haunted by its
random sculpture, unmoving but shifted
under changing skies. Every morning
I wake to a blank, then deduce-

the separation. I used to go,

1968, 1970, 1971, 1974, 1976—
private hopscotch, contrived

for the player’s solace.

My new past
never happened, is not available
for edification. Nor is the present
a distillate. There is some other
kind of causality than history. To take
a catchphrase from the airlines, a
hub-spoke arrangement, each year
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a separate outpost of childhood,
Pprogress. '

no

4 ) And maturity

1o s eatire
Is scattered country. Who told us

we would cross the Ri

in this life? G

Wordsworth and Elio
when they got here, & saw they ht;d
no , smiled, & wr i
e fubargig.gav eiem ed, & wrapped their loss

) Forgiveness of whom?
The child T was, not knowing life would come
to sand & snow? Or my new self, drifted,
encamped beneath the mountains.
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forward from Catherine’s death
have not mourned, in April,

“the city of San Jose stands in my mind,
of A with its bell-less tower,

E';m walking east on Santa Clara
varket and First

ved facades,
between Second and Third
n on car roofs, blocks
d to keep Mexicans from crossing
(some stores left hang
be in Vietnamese)

‘South of Keyes
‘were orchards

Sunday afternoons
‘we drove to orchards

‘a grey DeSoto

'or Dodge sedan, moving slowly down
gravel roads

quarter-sections of trees
geometrically spaced,

watered

the grey Coast hills
beyond

Visitors, we parked

in front of a small barn,

were allowed to walk in among the trees,
reached into our hands & mouths
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Santa Clara plums, a sweet
green fig, ripe apricots.

Our friends gave us balsa cartons
to take fruit back to the City.

Catherine came

to San Jose as Superior

of the convent, her last assignment.

12 years she had been Superior of the Order.

At her funeral mass Gerald said

(in his homily)

she was not one of the foolish virgins

nor wd she have been one of the ‘sensible’ virgins
either, refusing oil to her foolish sisters,

telling them to go downtown and buy some

She wd have been in the Lord’s house already
placing a glass of gingerale and a cookie
in the room of each one arriving home late

as she came to the side door

of the Hayes St. convent in San Francisco
with wax-paper sandwiches

of cabbage & mashed potato

for men who lined up

in the Depression.

Catherine entered the Sisters

of the Holy Family in 1930.

The order, since 1872,

patronized by Irish banks, established
day homes, for children of

poor: in San Jose,

cannery workers.

The fruit
left by train. The trees

sucked the water out of the ground
& it left as fruit. Water in a well

120

(Santa Clara & Delmas)
150 ft. (1950).

The sisters lived in underheated
California baroque luxury (mahogany paneling)

Sr. Thomasine held me as a child.

Last year, Sr. Daniel, her sister, served
shrimp salads, steaks, rolls, ice cream & coffee
to Catherine & me

in the Superior’s dining room.

These people are still alive

& live on St. Elizabeth’s Drive

in San Jose (& they are dead & live in this poem
with the often repetitive movements of the dead,
drawing in a skirt, just so, as to be remembered

in rooms filled with spring sunlight

& my mother’s spotless furniture.

Leaving the convent, dazed, dazzled

by goodness I'd go back to the Holiday Inn
generously contemptuous of the ones who ate avocado
salads in the Hawaiian coffee shop or played

video games in the black alcove

& on leaving the Inn

walk up Almaden

past the offshore banks
(the orchards burnt & dozed
when electronics came)

think of recent Santa Clara grads

hoping to retain the software concession,

steal the yup trade from Mountain View, fill the new

Civic Center with suits, music, beds of flowers, &
sprinklers!

In the old day homes
these virgins were my mothers.
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I was treated
as poor.

On the polished hardwood floor

rolling in play pants. In black habit

& stiff white coif

Thomasine bends to offer

penuché on a glass plate. Downstairs,

admitted to the work areas, the stone-floored kitchen,
Sr. Malachy supervising,

two Spanish women baking,

door open on a walled garden,
ared or yellow watering can, geraniums,
tall bending stalks of snapdragon.

Catherine remembers me asking questions.
Ts it all right?” ‘No.” (My mother’s voice.)
‘Is it all wrong? Nuns smiling. One eternal
moment the content of the other, as we sit,
talking.

2

“The North American States”:

Charles Olson’s Letters to Irving Layton
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Section of a letter from Charles Olson to Frances Boldereff, Charles
Olson Archive, University of Connecticut; see epigraph to “The North
American States.”




TIM HUNTER

“The North American States”: Charles Olson’s Letters to Irving Layton

- . . For these Canadians these days are beautiful—and I
don’t mean your Northrop Frye, in fact the very poet, say
Layton, whom Frye in print, has missed the point of!*

The years spanned by these letters—1952 through 1957—constitute an
important period in the development of North American poetry and
poetics. Charles Olson’s landmark essay “Projective Verse,” published in
Poetry New York in 1950, had established him as an innovator in the
field of American poetics, and his teaching and writing at Black
Mountain College was shaping him into a figure that would influence a
generation of poets. Olson was an avid correspondent—as the Olson-
Creeley correspondence illustrates—writing to individuals as diverse,
and geographically dispersed, as Rainer Gerhardt in Germany, Katue
Kitasono in Tokyo, and, by 1952, Irving Layton in Montreal.

Rapidly becoming a major force in Canadian poetry, Layton was
enjoying, in the period covered by these letters, a very productive time,
writing what is arguably his best work, and publishing a remarkable
total of eleven volumes of poetry. Working with Louis Dudek and
Raymond Souster, Layton was changing the face of Canadian poetry,
countering what this trio saw as the conservatism of the 19405 and the
insulated nationalism of journals such as John Sutherland’s Northern
Review with bold, exciting writing, and international magazines such as
Contact and CIV /n, both of which published Olson.

In turn, Layton was published in Cid Corman’s Origin, and also in the
Black Mountain Review, an influential quarterly edited by Robert
Creeley. Both Olson and Layton were contributing editors to the Review,
yet they never met in person, though not for lack of effort, as the letters
indicate. Layton did visit Olson in Gloucester, as he notes in a letter to me
(5 December 1988), but the meeting was not meant to be: “I did try to see
the C.0. in Gloucester but he was ‘sleeping it off’ and couldn’t be roused.
Though I stayed around for hours waiting for it to happen, | finally gave
up and continued on my way homeward bound.” Olson also managed to
cross the border, twice reading at the Contact Poetry Readings in Toronto,
in April 1960 and February 1962, but Layton was unable to attend these
readings. When I visited him in October 1988, Layton was unaware that
Olson had been up to Toronto to read, so it is a distinct possibility that

*Charles Olson to Frances Boldereff, 1 October 1954
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“the C.O.” did not notify Layton of these visits, as their extant
correspondence ceases in 1957,

Finally, it should be noted that the letters are, possibly, incomplete
in their present form. Joanne Vinson Ackeroyd and the late George F.
Butterick, in their work Where Are Their Papers? (Storrs: University of
Connecticut Press, 1979) claim that (in 1979) eight letters and five
postcards from Olson to Layton were housed at Concordia University. At
present, we have eight letters and one postcard, and have no means of
accounting for the missing material. It is possible that an error was made
in Where Are Their Papers?, or that the ‘missing’ postcards were
misfiled at Concordia, and will surface at a later date.

Grateful acknowledgement is made to the following: to Irving Layton,
for his patience in answering my many questions, and for granting me
permission to quote from his letters to Olson and from our interview; to
Professor Ralph Maud, Simon Fraser University, for his invaluable
criticism, for first supplying me with copies of the letters, and for seeing
this project through from beginning to end; to Professor Francis
Mansbridge, Kootenay Community College, for his kindness in supplying
me with copies of Layton’s letters to Olson; to Charles Watts, Special
Collections, Simon Fraser University, for his guidance with research; to
Joy Bennett, Director of the Irving Layton Collection, Concordia
University, Montreal, for allowing me to view the original letters from
Olson to Layton; and to Richard Schimmelpfeng, Director for Special
Collections, Homer Babbidge Library, University of Connecticut, for
permission to publish Olson’s letters to Layton, “The Crisis of the Third
Foot,” and “THE CELTS, AND PLATO.”

Special Note: As most of the Layton poems referred to in these letters are
from volumes difficult to obtain, I have, wherever possible, indicated the
page on which the poems can be found in either Layton’s Collected Poems
(Toronto: McLelland and Stewart, 1971) [CP), or his Uncollected Poems
(Ottawa: Mosaic Press, 1976) [UP].




Mt. Sept 28 53

My dear Layton:

i take you as a sign. The sophistication of yr verse
contradicts yr own cry that, there, sd poet is in: exile.!

(1) That he is,
anywhere, conspicuously in the North American states;
& (2), that at a

certain point of time (end of Renaissance, at least) this position
makes him leader of any citizen: all are exiled, from a usable earth

it is in some such sense that to call you like that,2
& to get the joy of yr own voice, the round tone of, Urself, made me
say to one of several montrealers (& ex-Sir George Williams)3 have been
here in recent years—a Dorothea Rockburne, now Williams, who, also,
has sd, Canada, is behind the States:
I made this proposition, the morn-
ing after talking to you ::
that to be behind the States (35 years, say?)
at a certain point of time is to be ahead of same States

Which I'd damn
well say is na-ow, just abt time, and you, for me, the evidence:

(64} lhat{r sophistica-
tion has bite in it that neither the Au (OH!) dens/ there:# or the FEAR-
ings here (‘30)° has cause or base for

and yet (2), that the burden of Ur cry (the
Po-et VERSUS the Sta-te, versus sd Massey (MASS-ee)Commission,
the Ex-ile

is EX (e.g., in sd US States, such WAR, was fought, by departure
of EP etc.,” and by WCW'’s conversation with Valerie
Larbaud® is re-VERSE, 1914, or before)

But what you do is remind us, by yr directness, of: sd happier states!

And I like it. Feel damned whittled. And anxious to see if yr
verse, still of statement, isn’t—by god—(thinking of one R C's like
tautness of straightness)—such as, by sign, isn't just what I thot
it was: business, NOW

and that you can quickly throw off any sense that
CANADA, is anything more than, as stale or fresh as any other damned
such counter anywhere now (that none of such dialect difference is of any
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moment unless it is driven beneath by any sd man anywhere until he
converts to a syntax (finds same) which is not any local but a particular
which, a particular is, is a syntax understandable anywhere to anyone
without benefit of differentiation between poet and any other sd citizen

Ok. Just a way to tell you the four books came in just now.? And
very damned grateful. Very. Very happy to sample you more than lovely
thing in C-81¢

(please also tell me what the hell C Iv-N stands for:1!
. d leph
As of proposition made on telephone:
o - this place is in such throes that
already (since) its calendar is now changed to be:

QUARTERI (Fall) Sept 21 to Dec 5
" T(Spring)  March29-June15
(CREELEY says hell
come for that)
" I (Summer) June 21 to Labor Day (Sept 577)
CAN YOU COME FOR THAT ONE??7?7?
That is, provisionally, are you free from present contracts the coming
summer????
And if so, merely let me know as soon as possible, without
making any definite plans for yrself

(Reason for latter is: that we are
just these days trying to finance for coming three years: and all is up in
air. But will come down in next ten days or two weeks, I'd guess. and then
we can really talk business.

OK. Back on. Olson

Black Mt, North Carolina
Monday, October 5, 1953

My dear Layton:

It is such a damned great pleasure to have these books of
yrs. As yet1 still keep going back over the Cerberus things—and pick up
some of the Black Huntsmen. The other two I leave ahead, for the
surprise & pleastre of them.12

The point is, to find out a classical English
poet (if you won’t mind any such fixing!) whom I can wholly admire, and
envy. For you do make those of us who disturb line & rime look like sick
cats! And I take the greatest pleasure in just the thoroughness of the great
voice of the tongue as you continue & restore it. By god, Layton, your music
is altogether the instrument’s.
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And of course what makes you altogether
yrself (you are, if you'll hear me, a grown man) is this wondrous origin in
fable—and, to a degree, fairy-tale—of you as image & poem-maker. This
is unique, to my knowledge: as though Donne and Blake were crossed, & a
metaphysic of one & a lack of some Cavalier in the other were done away
with as recessive.

I think I was quite wrong in my other note to bother you
with any critique of any social positioning in you. On the contrary, what
makes the edge (mutuwillig,'3 was what my friend Stefan Wolpe,
composer, to whom I read you last night, used, o call this bite in you)
what makes it so very damned delightful is, that it strikes me you do
dispose yrself society-wise most finely: you have got yrself placed, in
that context, without any of the dull personalism which all the
goddamned moderns insinuate—as tho society owed them a fucking thing,
said poets! You put it back where it belongs: on yr wrongs, solely, as they
are distributable. (I put too much weight on yr own statement of ex-ile: all
you are is post-lle—and a wee bit hostile.)

Anyhow, say, the Old Lady' (the death poem—absolutely one
of the damned greatest in the language: and what I mean by poem, rather
than image emerging from the fabulous—both the “dialogue” here, & yr
several “epitaphs”, seem to me to work simply because behind them is
such swiftness as Doge to dog).15

And the Rembrandt!! Beautiful thing, &
most clearly how I have it, fable.

The result is, that (and again I give it
back to Wolpe) you enlarge the present, make it seem as large as it is, as
involved as it obviously ought to be, but so damned few have the resources
to make evident.

And the news fr you that Creeley is getting out two books is
the best.!17 For it shocks me (and needn’t!) that [ only know you at date
Contact 8! You make the most sense to me of anybody writing (allowing me
to make a trio out of it, of C, too!) ((As well is it sign again of that Creel
that he spotted you, and makes these two books out of you. Damned great.
By god. Absolute sense.

Also, all welcome to your idea I come up
there, and do something. What do you have in mind? Could it be rather a
reading, than any speech-making—with whatever discussion might
naturally issue, or not issue, afterwards? That is, these new Maximus
poems (I'll enclose the publisher’s card of Book 1, just for yr info, and to
spread the news among whoever) are now in their 40’s. And they are of
such a non-poem order that they make,  take it, a good sequence for
people sitting on their arses to hear “poe-ms.”

As for a time, I'd suggest
after Xmas, rather than before, just that by Dec 5, when I'm thru here for
four months, T have a chance to take off for Mexico. But if that shid fall
thru, I cld come before Xmas, if that was better for you. Whichever you
say—only, after, I cld be more sure of, at this date, 1 believe.
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(I shall ask
Harcourt to send you direct a copy of Ishmael. And they are so bad abt
these things—as is all commerce, including Sears Roebuck, and the
telephone co.,—let me know if you don’t get it in a couple of weeks.)

Gratified, too, that you make
notice of ICH'8—tho that it is obscure to you, licks me!
Am sending Souster
a new one provoked by Blackburn’s vol,, & called PROENSA1%—as return
to him for C8, and yr own spring poem. It might stand with, or in place of,
a review of sd vol. s
And please interpret for me C Iv - N (is it yr mag????
OK. And thanks for yr letter to the Candy Mts (it got here two days ago).
Over the barrier,

Olson

Ps
Let me slug in
a dozen of these
cards—I think
one can print them
as such, fora
couple of pennies,
no?

And if you wid-

(Book 2

depends on the sale of this #1:
And Book 3 is almost ready.
So 1 have a stake in this one!)

November 4 [1953]

BLACK MOUNTAIN COLLEGE BLACK MOUNTAIN, N.C.

My dear Layton: ) -

Excuse delay—figuring out what to do with this place
(now that it is so much just that drastic, & simple—and, so far as i'can see,
pretty much my own to do, by default of all the others: why, e.{g.,{ y
wanted you & Creeley here, and Jonathan Williams as sort of “editor in
charge of publications or better just “publisher”, that_i think one )
legitimate use of it, in its present reduced, and directionless state, is to
direct it toward a writing complex, a place where any of us can hole up,
and shoot from, with the nicest of elementary economics, and the freest of
teaching i ever heard of, or have experienced, practically one’s own
demonstration of, how, it ought to be done!
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So yr news that you may be

boxed in there, throws me as much, for that matter, as the possibility I
may be too! That is, it has never been put to a clear test, but i have reasons
for thinking I am, too, for political action 10 to 15 years ago, one whom
the State does not want roaming around. And such a trip as we have
talked abt, to Canada, might just be as much a block, States-side, as you
are blocked, coming in.

Not, for christ sake, that it matters that much.
They haven’t yet (so far as I know) got their fingers into the post offices.
Nor have they troubled to cut off publishing, yet. So we do have some
short time (two years?) to do—and get into print—what we can.

"

Please keep mailing me anything
of yrs comes out (laid my issue of Blackburn's book—by same title,
PROENSA, into Souster’s hands, and he is using it, he tells me, in Contact
9). Otherwise, what i have done is back of unwritten Maxies—and got to
be such a fucking bore, i gave the studies up. And am now freer, for
anything which might occur to express itself.

You see, [ am not, i guess, a
kind of professional—if that word means what i think it does, the
opposite, of an amateur. And wid have to imagine that there is another
sort of class of writer. What I am getting at is, that i get very damn sick of
my own stuff, simply, that it sounds to me as though I am in service to the
words, instead (as I think a professional is), to whom the words
themselves are in service. That is, that the man himself directs them to
serve ends which he invents, or declares, or demands. And I have no such
feeling: when i feel taken (as you had it you did a summer morning when,
the Old Lady, and Death, came out) i have that damned fine sense that
the words boss me. And my job is to be their agent, and form solely the care
that they don’t (because they are so liquid) merely disperse themselves.

That is, something like this—to give you the prose of it—
which took over yesterday:
“Palms and stars, or the kidneys
of birds. Or the
narratives. Reverse
them.
Or have yr own star
at the forehead.
Be taken down,
for yr suffering,
and petted, wrapped
in linen,
oiled.
Read it
as large as you
want—as anything
but anecdote. And so,
pleasant, for an after-dinner time,
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nothing
more:
that Kin only
is Paradise;
and that even it,
the Recognition,
has a death: motion
(which does get itself
entangled, for
cause—which must be,
that things happen—must not
cease . .
Or does Joy
slow anything
down?

ANOTHER!

asyou'dknow CAN

getstovely
when-it-is-there. And Kin

is why Person does contradict-the magic
14 1 o e g

Aok
. L ey 5

Cancel it — by doing it,

found out

happen!

te-insist-upon
€enter. The Star

is light, and Heat
is what we do have
to have. Love

is

Altogether, what?20
(I wanted to say, too, that I very much admired yr
second of two peas, the one “English Undefiled”,?! a shooter—a
beauty
that is, i guess a pun is, for me, too much at the heart of the puzzle,
to me, of the nature of language to let me get more than kicks from
“surplus” in the “Psychiatrist’2?

(do you know, and care to give me yr
opinion of, “A Po-Sy, a Po-Sy”—in Origin 2 or 3, and the mate of “Morning
News”, just out in 0 102)23

but what you do with ballad stanzas (in the
epitaphs &c), and with the limerick (as here),2* wow me
that is, i guess i
am driving at the wit arising from forms, as of more excitement to me than
those from words (at least, for such savage wonder as you are made for:
that it is forms which you do
give the twist to
{e.g., the lyric, in “Rembrandt”, and the colloquy,
in “Old Lady & D”, as of major tone; and those others,
in urgencies . . . how you have it, let fly in any
direction
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And I guess I'd lead you to turn that power of
yrs on to every damned inherited form there is—that there is no end of
what you can throw new light into, by the bite & the tearing of yr ice:

.. Yyouvery damned well seem to me to have the true complement to such
seriousnesses”—actually, of course, only the puritan in—of Creeley, and
myself;
) that you are the devil of any of the forms the English have
invented (the novel, as well as those listed above, and the “play” (any
dramatic form) . . . i can’t see that, if you had the time, you cldn’t blast
every one of them. And in so doing do what I take it C and I are interested
in, to do it, from the outside. But what you have so abundantly is
everything, inside—like a Catalonian dynamiter25

blow ‘em up,
by the chairs
they sit on

Fove it. And figure you are oxyacetylene.26
OK. Don’t mean at all
to get hortatory. As You are, you are it. And like i say, i figure, we got
some little time to work.
Let me hear fr you.

PS:
d'ya know anything

abt the Irish?

What
i took the liberty of
quoting, above, was fr
something—prose—which
got started yesterday, called

THE CELTS, AND PLATO%

why,
i damn well don’t know, except
that i wanted to write something for
my grandfather!
As you are,

Pé Olson

Found out fucking
bad news by
asking Harcourt
to send you a
copy of Ishmael:
it went out of print

a year ago!
Bloody damn
loss. (o]

Black Mt. Jan 21/54

My dear Layton:

Thank you for both yr letters. It is damned moving, how
you have it there, that, the Canadian, is between the English and the
American. And of course just what you wish EP or Bill widn’t do, is where
I like them—that is, I like them, for letting it show, just as much as
showing: Pull down, thy/panities,28 oh—britches.

And I wid argue one as clearly on as yrself, to come with
us. Without patriotism, and solely because speech has gone ahead of any
of us (english canadian american australian indian, who: Kitasono® plus
men i'm sure neither of us know of)—

which certainly means reality, is,
out-running us, no?

Avison (abt Pro Verse) sd, Olson’s—or any man's
programme—is his own.3? Not quite. And for this reality reason: that the
thing does run, alongside each of us. And can be—I’d say, has to be—
grabbed hold of.

I’'m sure that what you are objecting to, in Bill
say,?! and wanting (form as climax) has been disturbed and shifted by the
dying, and now death of, dimensions.

You will know how much Creeley
and myself do still work with that idea, that form is never more than an
extension of content. And I just, today, had to send off a recommendation
for Merce Cunningi’\ar:n,:‘2 the dancer. Don’t know whether you know him,
or his work, but the immediate point is, that, he says it flatly, as of his
own biz: the meaning of movement is inherent in its own nature.

It is these
flatnesses—in the sense of no distances—which lie at the root of any of
these “Americans” practice. And I myself track em to the obvious change
in reality, begun by the non-Euclideans geometers a hundred years ago:
that the round isN’t only out there, it's in, to.

By the way, there is a distinguished Canadian
geometer whom I have learned much from. At Toronto. Christ, what is his
name. Did a wonderful book on polytopes.33 Shit. Lost it, at the moment.
Take a look at it, if you're interested (one lovely story in it abt an
Armenian rug merchant in Hartford, Conn.,—whose models I know!—and
how he came to make those models: dreamt em!

(The Geometer's
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Yes: do take a look at his book. Wonderful
In fact, if he has anything like it

out recently — or it itself — I'd

Yes: COXETER!! a great guy
like to review it for the

costs (this is the pisser — too old to bum,
& not much for traveling with others!)

beyond

name begins with C, I believe (not unlike Comstock)—christ,

what is it

or Grierson

Anyhow, just to get word over to

you. And tell you how pleased I am that you are with us,
in #1, of the BMQ.34 Figure we can all heip Bob turn this
one into the damned best anywhere.

Oh, YEAH; as of the shit in Bill's pants, or EP’s—how
you had it—messiness: I once sent this one, to Bill:3%

Quart.

these days
whatever you have to say,
leave the roots on.
Let them dangle.
And the dirt.

Just to make sure
where they come from

I think it was. It's the idea,

anyway

And I shld so much like to come up there. Do you & Dudek
need a lot of advance notice, to arrange something which
might cover my travel? Give me some idea how much time I'd

have to let you have ahead. For that will be the only
difficulty now: otherwise, I wid jump off. And come. Bang. I

now toy with some time in March—middle, say. But let me
know how it all sits there. If you do need warning. And what

wid be good.

the psychological,
the sociological
& the mythological

That the mythological

doesn’t have
significances,

any more than
those other two contexts

Which have piss-poored

Back on, shortly. And please
keep letting me hear fr you
Olson
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the present

that there isn’t any context
except that one which
isn’t one at all: all of it, (or,
what I was guilty of calling,
in a review of Melville
books for the New Republic?
a year & a half ago:
totality!!

BLACK MOUNTAIN COLLEGE

Layton
God damn it. I'm sore. And just

becoz I'd set my heart on this thing.

Look: fer chris sake (1) do you
have to give it up so easily?
& (2) why didn’t you damn well let
me know at any time previous that
(a) it was a Lit Society, & (b)
that you were having such other guests
as Campbell, Auden & the shit
Viereck?®® [How much do they cost?7??]

I stress this latter simply that
(1) if you broached the thing to me
in the first place, and it had
this formalness to it, you ought
(a) to have let me know that, instead
of going on the assumption it was
personal alone & (b) so long
as the Society did manage to have
V,A, & C, what kind of a fight
are you putting up so that
at this late date you dump
me
(1) when I was scheduling the

thing, & making all plans for

a month around it
& (2) when, by god, if you mean
what you say abt us Americans (EP
WCW & CO, say, not to speak of
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[end of March 1954]
BLACK MOUNTAIN N.C.

hot off yr letter37



Creeley etc) how come you find
the Hill empty just now???
how come the money got
spent on Auden (Eng)
Campbell (Eng)
Viereck  (Eng?

By god, Layton. Come on.
Come up to it. Or don't, for
Christ sake, dangle somebody like
me 45 months or more, without

(1) telling all
& (2) dumping as late & gaily as
this - Sore. And want you to
make it still come off.

On yr honor
& for cause

Christ
Olson

Apr 8 [1954]

Dear Irving:

Good for you. And sorry I screamed. But at least you do
know I was set on it, and hugely disappointed. And still am. And can’t
bear the thought that it waits, now, on the fall, but damn well do stand
ready to come, and so please set it, catch that Lit Soc budget from the
start!

(Figure—like my wife sez today—that i did go too much on the
future of the thing, not recognizing that you did not know how I do
slowly bite into anything, yet when the teeth are in . . .

And (last) I wid want to clear up that two month thing: I believe I
did say, from the start, that a Mexican trip wid have to throw it
over into at least January.3® So—and T allow, it was more held in
my own mind than I had a right to think you might also hold it,
without word, over two months—I picked it up again the moment
I could get clarification out of that gopddamn Riboud?*?

(((who, by the way, sails back to France tomorrow without, not only our

never getting to Mexico, but without the bastard even having managed
to get here!

So please—I had been so dangled by him that I guess 1
spilled some of the complete goddamn failures of this winter aver on you!

Many thanks for snapping it right back. And great that
we shall make it, October: let’s set it as early as you can then make it, ok?

(By the way my failure to acknowledge yr new poem
was not my spit, but that we opened here last week, and I had to shove in
hard, for the first days

I liked it very damn much—like the conceit of
it—even tho I, as you know, think that any of us, by now, have so much of
the onset to get down & on that the offset (if I may call any epater . . .

tho I say that altogether gingerly, in yr case, simply
that, like no one else (and I think i must have sd Swift, as well as Donne
& Blake), you damn well do make yr whipping boys and dolls into
illuminated manuscripts

(but there you are: reading aloud to friends here
yr poems in the Black Mt Review, tho i read the Doll first I then sd but
hear this: Achigan!?!

Creeley in (as you may have heard fr him already). And
it's the greatest! He's it, by god. And both of us was saying, that, if we
only damn well did have you here for the summer, we'd have all that at
this time wld make this place sd center!

We are announcing the summer
session in a bulletin in the next two weeks, and I do so wish it might have
been—that is, the featuring of writing as the special part of it—yr sd self
as the 3rd!

(Christ, when can you beat that rap? Any ideas? If any
whatsoever—stealing across sd border, or something, let us for christ sake
know! Best, and please write Olson

Aug1/54

Irving:  congratulations on poems in 0 12—especial the 1st.22 How I love
it, how you do it! In ractges!y wrote a thing on you called THE CRISIS
OF THE THIRD FOOT (! Yr fond admirer,

Ann'

ok. just to say hello. (Just told the Potry Umbilicus, San
Francisco, to ask you come there and chew chew chew (in the midst of
Raxwrath, the Patch, Lessless Headless, Mister ‘emerson, Black Cattle,
etc®>—simply that Duncan wid be on our side!
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and because they are asking me for schedule when is it
thatIam to come to you? is the date positive? (OK—i ought to get a
chance to, punch Doodeck right across his snout!46

all right. Let's geton. Yrs, Charles Olson

[early Oct. 1954]

My dear Irving:

having the greatest time, that is, reading you to sundry
characters, pressing on them how you are making it, for i gain all that i
originally took from that first poem (when was it, 2, 3 yrs ago?

and i go back to that sense, get Layton here, so much so I stressed
(when i got back here last week from reading Max in Boston, Gloucester &
N.Y. that these little bastards—5 new writing students this fall, which
begins to show some of the increment—have 4 count em FOUR on their
“Faculty”, ha—Creeley, yrself, Hellman, c’est moit”

i mean two things: (a) that how you make it from the other base of song &
rime seems to me ineffable, like who might say; and (b) we must, by what
means, persuade Washington to let you come over, even if only for a
session (this wid seem to leave them plenty of room to disenfect any affect
of your abominable presence in these States, yes?

All bastards. And await yr volume (Jonathan?® tells me he had it, air
mail, before he took off cross-country . . . isn’t there some track
competition by that name?

And please, if you can afford it, let me get a look at the PeaShooter (was
delighted by the intro to it as it appeared in CIVn#?

1 despair, of course, that your own virtues keeps you from finding the
“poetry” like you call it in at least Maximus,3 but to hell with that: it’s
good enough that you do what you do, and that I find it so wild, that LA
MINERVE you sent me (which i damn well do believe did send some of
these—POEM, as i remember it now, didn’t involve me so much, but that
means nothing at the moment

OK. Just getting started this morning, and wanted to merely gab. No great
motions at all. Except that, as you will know, often one feels, when one
feels so empty-headed, a swell beneath. And my own sense is to talk to
you for some such reason. Especially abt rime, and song, that, for you, they
mean poetry. I suppose I'd say it again as ((and you are the disproof, the
utter abolishment of the thought, which makes me the easier that any

truth is not as interesting as some guy’s proving, obstinately, that what is
turns out to be in his hands what . . .

look, do you know a guy’s
pot’s named Peter Voulkos???252 (Crazy, but you & he . ...

I'd say it, that, a universe of discourse . . .

o shit, let me go to work: and
this, then, over the border to you to greet you in this year of yr ascent

and eagerly await any further word on coming there, very
eagerly, leaving things open so that i can get away whenever
there, Leary,® you, all, say, is, the, time
Charles
For what pleasure it might give you
I enclose what followed the above

The Black Mountain Review Sun Jan 6/57
Black Mountain, North Carolina

My dear Irving—I'm back here at Music On a Kazo0%

wech you sent me in July, and I didn’t thank you. It's

been a pleasure to have & to read. (You mustn’t mind

I've been so slow but5 years of this place cut me off. Now

that we’re closed—at least the teaching is over, & the pippul, even tho
the theater’s in SF., the Review will continue, publishing ditto, and if 1
can show any assets after sale Ill do at least one more “Institute” on Pre-
Homeric Texts.%

1 wanted to write you abt FLAGS in Kazoo. For me it's
one of those I take it digs a thing you, Martial, well dig—Rome (more,
say, than I take it Slav vs Saxon, or those like the Ladies at Some Place®”
in which you epater les bourgeois) That is, in Flags the ﬁercen‘ess o
targeted at a thing, Canada Maybe it’s the via “My Canuck m1stress”_ =
a person gets the object so that your wraths wrap it in your coils, slam into
it, & every thing all sticks ]

Very powerful is the effect—the same power as in your c:wp .
deepest—like say, for me, in this vol, such as the whole run fr “Giant
thru Dionysius”> a lovely set they are

1 don’t think I'm saying it so you'll get me: It's that
Canada in Flags gets treated as an organic thing—instead of split up into
the individuals as victims as in so many of the epaters. The gain’s
enormous. For suddenly the social force—the two anthems—are in as
images not messages, yah?
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Oh. Well. To pass it along, in case it may be
of interest. I'll look out for it, in case I strike another.
It makes for a force of your satire by adding dimension
to yr hated object—as loved objects in those others
(as Martial made Rome & Spain into powers—like
you say, the puma only not so much his teeth
finally as that he is a puma—& bones

are left or something.® Forgive scribble
Olson

Notes

1. Olson is referring to Layton’s preface to his own contribution to Cerberus
(1952), published with Louis Dudek and Raymond Souster: “The Canadian poet . .
. is an exile condemned to live in his own country. He has no public, commands
no following, stirs up less interest than last year's licence plate” (45).

2 Olson had called Layton at Sir George Williams University in Montreal
from Black Mountain in mid-September, 1953. In a letter to Cid Corman (24
September 1953) Olson wrote: “I talked to him on the phone 2 week ago! & he
asked me then, if [ cld come! Was so impressed by his poem in Contact #8 |
wanted to know if he might come here!” In an afternoon talk I had with Layton
(Sunday, 30 October 1988) he had the following to say about his first conversation
with Olson: “Yeah, you see, he called me one day, out of the blue, he phoned me
and says ‘Come down, I've got a job for you here at Black Mountain.’ He wanted
me to come down right away! I had to tell him that, look, I've got a commitment,
I'm teaching, and I’ve got a contract. | just can’t leave school, and my charges,
come down, though I'm very flattered by the invitation.”

3. Sir George Williams Univeristy (now affiliated with Concordia
University) where Layton has taught, on and off, from the 1950s through to the
present. Dorothea Rockburne was a visual arts student at Black Mountain
College. See Mary Emma Harris, The Arts at Black Mountain College
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1987) 183, and 208.

4. The reference to Auden is an allusion to Layton’s satire “The Modern
Poet,” which Olson would have read in The Black Huntsmen (1951) [CP 188]. In
later versions of the poem, as in the Collected Poems, Auden is replaced by Eliot
as the object of satire. Olson owned a copy of Auden’s Poems (New York: Random
House, 1934).

5. Kenneth Fearing (1902-1961), American poet. Olson owned a copy of his
Poems (New York: Dynamo, 1935).

6. See Layton’s poem “Lines on the Massey Commission” (Cerberus 57;
LIP 68), written in reaction to the Massey Commission’s findings that in 1948
Great Britain and the United States each published more than ten times the
number of books of poetry published in Canada.

7. Dissatisfied with the state of American culture, Ezra Pound left America
for Europe in February, 1908, disembarking in Gibraltar.

8. William Carlos Williams’ conversation with Valéry Larbaud (a French
scholar of American literature) took place on 6 January, 1924, in Paris. Olson
would have known of this conversation from In The American Grain, where it is
recreated in dialogue form in the section entitled “Pere Sebastian Rasles.” Olson

owned two copies of In The American Grain (New York: Albert & Charles Boni,
1925; Norfolk, Conn.: New Directions, 1945).

9. The “four books” have been identified for me by Layton as Here and
Now (Montreal: First Statement Press, 1945); Now is the Place (Montreal: First
Statement Press, 1948); The Black Huntsmen (Montreal; Author, 1951); and
Cerberus (Toronto: Contact Press, 1952).

10. “Composition in Late Spring” appeared in Contact 8 (September -
December 1953); CP 122.

11. ClV/n was a little magazine, running 1953 through 1955, in seven issues,
and was edited by Aileen Collins. The title was taken from a statement of Ezra
Pound’s: “CIV/n not a one man job” (Civilization not a one man job). For a
complete account of the magazine, see Collins, CIV/n: A Literary Magazine of
the 50's (Montreal: Véhicule Press, 1983).

12. See footnote 9 for list of books.

13. German for mischievous, willful, frolicsome. Stefan Wolpe (1902-1972)
taught Music at Black Mountain from the Summer Session of 1952 (as guest
faculty), through to the Spring Session of 1956.

14. “the Old Lady”—Olson is referring to Layton’s poem “To a Very Old
Woman,” Cerberus (1952), 70-71; CP 56. The epitaphs are from The Black
Huntsmen (1951): For a Wit, Philosopher, Communist, and Mild Gentleman
(XID); CP 37, and UP 34. “Epitaph For a Mild Gentleman” is not available in either
the Collected Poems or the Uncollected Poems.

15. “Doge to dog” is not a specific reference. The Doge referred to is the
Doge of Venice; Olson is commenting upon the ‘swiftness’ (he later identifies
Layton with Jonathan Swift [8 April 1954 letter]) of Layton’s satire: his ability to
quickly deflate the pompous.

16. Layton’s poem “Rembrandt” is in Cerberus, 52; CP 56.

17. Creeley’s Divers Press in Palma de Mallorca, Spain, published In The
Midst Of My Fever (1954), and designed The Blue Propellor (1955), which was
printed by Mossen Alcover in Palma de Mallorca, and published by Contact
Press in Toronto.

18. Olson’s work In Cold Hell, In Thicket (Palma de Mallorca: Divers Press,
February 1953); published as Origin 8 (Winter 1953). In a letter dated 1 January
1953, Layton wrote to Olson:

By the way, have you anything on hand that you'd like to send us for
publication? The next number [of CIV/n] will have a review of IN COLD
HELL IN THICKET by either Dudek or myself. Liked very much, among
other, OTHER THAN, THE KINGFISHERS, and the title poem. Many
questions 1'd like to ask you, but they'll keep for when I see you.
Wonderful freshness in your poems, wonderful vitality. You make sense,
by god you make sense.

The letter in which Layton refers to In Cold Hell, In Thicket as “obscure” has
been lost; however, he reiterates his point in an April 1954 letter:

Your work still exasperates me, chiefly because [ find myself embracing
what | must honestly say irritates me at the beginning. You've gone
about as far as one can with prose to make it sound like poetry. My own
temper and tempo are far removed from what you're doing (well, NOT
temper) that I've got to untangle all my synapses before [ can read you
with profit or pleasure. It was that way with ICHIT; it's now again with
MAXIMUS. [ had the same trouble with WCW’s PATERSON—I still
don’t think it successful (as poetry) except in spots, though I may change
my mind on that too.
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19. Paul Blackburn’s volume of poetry entitled Proerisa (Palma de Mallorca:
Divers Press, (June) 1953). Olson’s poem “Proensa” was published in Contact 9: 6~
7 (January - April 1954).

20. The poem “Palms and stars” remained unfinished and unpublished. In
the original letters, Olson crosses the peem out from “at the forehead” ff.

21. Olson is referring to the poem “O.B.E.” published in The Long
Peashooter (Montreal: Laocoon Press, 1954). As with the following poem (note 22),
Olson must have had “O.BE.” in manuscript form, since The Long Peashooter
was not published until 1954. The pages are not numbered in this volume of
Layton’s poetry, but the poem is reproduced in CP 69.

22. Olson is referring to “Pine Avenue Analyst”: “His face a priest's: wise,
round, contemptuous:/ One hears the faint rustling of his surplus.” (The Long
Peashooter [1954]; CP 93).

23. “A Po-Sy,aPo-Sy” Origin 2 (Summer 1951): 118-123; “The Morning
News” Origin 10 (Summer 1953): 122-128.

24. The limerick referred to is “O.B.E” in which Layton plays with the form
of the limerick, while maintaining its sense.

25. “Catalonian dynamiter” is a reference to the Spanish Civil War (1936-
39), and the short poem following was written by Olson in response to Layton’s
poem (which he must have had, as with the above poems, in manuscript form)
“Flaubert, Trillingism, Or” (The Long Peashooter [1954]; UP 97).

26. See section 3 of Olson’s poem “Maximus, to Gloucester, Letter 11" in
The Maximus Poems (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983) 54, where
Olson uses the word “oxyacetylene” to describe what he sees as an admirable
quality in New Englanders.

27. See p. 149 for “THE CELTS, AND PLATO.”

28. Olson is echoing Pound’s phrase “Pull down thy vanity” from “Canto
LXXXL" See The Selected Poems of Ezra Pound (New York: New Directions, pp.
172-175).

29. Katue Kitasono (1902-1978), whose volume of poetry and drawings
entitled Black Rain, was published by Creeley’s Divers Press in August of 1954.
Kitasono published Olson in Vou, a magazine he edited, from Tokyo.

30. Margaret Avison, Canadian poet and critic. The quote is at this point
unlocated.

31. See note 18 for Layton’s April 1954 letter. Williams is not mentioned in
any other surviving letter from Layton to Olson,

32. Cunningham taught Dance at Black Mountain during the Summer
Sessions of 1948, 1952, and 1953.

33. H.S.M. Coxeter, Regular Polytopes (London: Methuen, 1948). Olson tells
the story of the Armenian rug merchant—Paul $. Donchian—in Muthologos,
Volume 2, 72-73. This “lovely story” is on p. 260 of the 1973 Dover Press reissue of
Regular Polytopes.

34. Olson is referring to the Spring 1954 edition of the Black Mountain
Review. Two of Layton’s poems were included in this issue; “Lacquered
Westmount Doll” and “First Snow: Lake Achigan.” Layton sent typescripts of
these poems to Olson in a letter dated 3 January 1953. Both poems are in CP, on
pages 120 and 65 respectively. The only other poem sent by Layton to Olson in
typescript form (in the letters which have survived) is “T.S. Eliot” (3 August 1954
letter), which was published in The Long Peashooter (1954), thus verifying the
hypothesis (see note 21) that Layton was sending Olson several poems from The
Long Peasheoter in manuscript form.

35. "These Days” was published in Contact I, 1 (November -January 1952-
53: 6. As Olson guesses, the published version of the poem, which is available in
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Archaeolagist of Morning (New York: Grossman Publishers, 1973), differs a little
from the version he sends Layton. Olson sent this poem to William Carlos
Williams, 12 January 1950.

36. “The Materials and Weights of Herman Melville,” New Republic 8
September and 15 September, 1952. Reprinted in Human Universe And Other
Essays (San Francisco: The Auerbahn Society, 1965). The phrase Olson employed
was actually “total intelligence” (Human Universe 112).

37. The letter precipitating Olson’s angry response has been lost.

38. Roy Campbell, W.H. Auden, and Peter Viereck were the ‘names’ at a
conference arranged chiefly by John Sutherland. In conversation (30 October
1988), Layton had the following remarks to make on this conference:

Campbell came—that is because of John Sutherland, not me—John
Sutherland was a great admirer of Campbell, he'd [Sutherland| become
a Catholic, you know, John had become a convert, and, | couldn’t see it.
And that led, of course, to the eventual parting of the ways . ... Viereck, |
knew some of his poems that I liked, [ didn’t think he was an important
poet, but [ certainly turned out to hear him . .. and Auden, of course.

It is clear from two separate letters from Layton to Olson, dated 3 August 1954
and 15 April 1955, that while Layton was eager to have Olson up to lecture, Dudek,
wheo didn’t like Olson’s work, put a stop to the venture:

Originally, as you know, | had planned it as a joint affair sponsored by my
College and McGill. Friend Dudek won't come in on it—so that's that.
Whether Sir George's can raise that much money, I don’t know.

My word on this, then, is that you go ahead and make what speaking
arrangements you can. In the meantime. By the middle of October or
thereabouts | should know how the things stand. I'm that eager to see
you I'd put out a good deal into the kitty myself. (3 August 1954)

And, from the 15 April 1955 letter:

The invite to lecture fell through ‘cause LD wouldn’t lend his support: [
think [ explained this before to you. The literary society of my own
college is too small and too poor to foot the kind of expense that would
be involved in your travelling all the way up here. If the literary society at
McGill could have been brought in, the story would have written itself
differently.

Dudek’s recollection of events differs from Layton's, as the former related to
me in a letter dated 26 April 1989:

I don’t know anything about a conference with Campbell, Auden, and
Viereck reading. These were heroes of John Sutherland, of course. Was
he the organizer? If so, Olson would not have fitted. Sutherland at this
time was strong on traditionalist metrical poets and Catholics. If Layton
proposed Olson in a tentative list of some time, it could be that
Sutherland’s final choice was the first three poets only. | did not attend
the readings.

39. See 5 October 1953 letter above.

40. Jean Riboud, chief executive of Schlumberger, a multi-national
corporation, whom Olson met in the late 1940s while living in Washington.
Qlson’s work “The Resistance” is dedicated to Riboud. For an account of Riboud,
see The New Yorker, “Profiles: A Certain Poetry—1,” 6 June 1983: 46-104.

41. See note 34.

42. Origin 12 (Spring 1953). Layton’s two poems in this issue are, in order of
appearance, “The Madonna of the Magnificat” (CP 105), and "Metzinger: Girl
with a Bird” (CP 118). These poems are reprinted on p. 68 of Cid Corman’s The
Gist of Origin (New York: Grossman, 1975).
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43. See p. 151 for “The Crisis of The Third Foot.”

44. In a letter dated 3 August 1954, Layton replied: “Dear Ann: (Did you
write that excellent review in BMR?) Thank you very much for yr. thoughtful note.
It gave me quite a lift. It's always nice to be told my stuff is reaching out, making
contact . , . out there. Wld very much like to see your thing. The title intrigues
me," The review Layton refers to is in Volume 1 (Spring 1954) of the Black
Mountain Review, and covers Contact 4-8; Cerberus; Twenty-Four Poems by
Dudek; Love The Conquercr Worm; and Canadian Poems 1850-1952. Written by
Robert Creeley, the review is reprinted in his 1970 work A Quick Graph: Collected
Notes & Essays under the title “Canadian Poetry 1954.” The review is signed
“AM.” in the Black Mountain Review, which Creeley has told me is a “pun” on
his (then) wife’s maiden name: Ann MacKinnon. Layton, then, seems to have
been under the impression that Ann Creeley had written the review, and Olson is
merely poking fun at this mistake by signing the postcard “Ann.”

45. “The Potry Umbilicus” are: Kenneth Rexroth, Kenneth Patchen, Leslie
Woolf Hedley, and Richard Wirtz Emerson. “Black Cattle” refers to the patrons
of The Black Cat Cafe, 710 Montgomery Street, San Francisco, a meeting
place/centre for artists, which closed in 1963, See p. 149 of Ferlinghetti’s Literary
San Francisco: A Pictoral History from Its Beginnings to the Present Day (Harper
& Row: San Francisco, 19 80). In a letter to Ruth Witt-Diamant dated 1 August
1954 (the same date as the post-card to Layton), Olson wrote:

Allright. The best of luck on the whole plan. It's the best
I've heard of. And hope it swings the cat (the Black Cat (or is it, still,
there?272? Thank you. Olson

46. Louis Dudek had written a less than flattering review of In Cold Hell, In
Thicket, in CIV/n V; 26-27 (March 1954) [see note 18]. In a letter which has been
lost, Olson apparently questioned Layton as to why he hadn’t managed to keep
Dudek from writing the review (or at least from publishing it) as is apparent from
an 16 August 1954 letter from Layton to Olson:

It's not a matter of my letting Dudek write a review—he just up and did
it, & Collins thought it ought to go in. Whatever reservations &
disagreements | might have are beside the point, Dudek knows my
feelings for Bob and yourself, but he has his own way to make in the
world. So to speak. We make it a rule not to censor each other’s work and
opinions, though criticism is freely offered.

47. Robert Hellman (1919-84) taught Languages at Black Mountain during
the Summer Sessions of 1954 and 1955. The “faculty” identified here comprise the
editorial board of the Black Mountain Review for issues 3-6 (Fall 1954 -
September 1956).

48. Jonathan Williams. The volume referred to is the manuscript of The
Improved Binoculars, published by Williams as Jargon 18 in 1956, with an
introduction by William Carlos Williams.

49. “Prologue to the Long Pea-Shooter” appeared in CIV/n VI (September
1954): 19-23.

50. See note 18 (April 1954 letter).

51. “La Minerve” (CP, p. 177) and “Poem” (UP 42) were both published in
The Cold Green Element (Toronto: Contact Press, 1955). In a letter dated 15 April
1955, Layton indicates that he sent Olson a copy of The Cold Green Element: “Did
you receive the Cold Green Element? I hope you liked it. Bob has probably sent
you a copy of The Blue Propellor.” It appears, then, that Olson had “La Minerve”
and “Poem” in manuscript form.

52. Peter Voulkos taught Ceramics at Black Mountain the Summer Session
of 1953.
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53. The Leary mentioned by Olson has yet to be identified. Both Timothy
Leary, and Lewis Gaston Leary (via his wife), have indicated to me that Olson was
not referring to them.

54. No typescript is attached to this letter, or at least has not survived the
years, so “what followed the above” remains a mystery.

55. Music On A Kazoo (Toronto: Contact Press, 1956).

56. See “Lectures in the New Sciences of Man,” February 1953, published in
OLSON: The Journal of the Charles Olson Archives, Number 10; and The Special
View of History, May 1956, published in 1970 by Oyez Press, Berkeley.

57. “Flags,” Music On A Kazoo, p. 29 (UP 127); “The Cold War: Saxon vs
Slav,” Music On A Kazoo, p. 31 (UP 128); and “Two Ladies at Traymore’s,” Music
On A Kazoo, p. 32 (CP 197).

58. Olson is referring to the first line of “Flags”: “My Canuck mistress in
great distress.”

59. Music On A Kazoo, 48-58.

60. See “The Puma’s Tooth,” Music On A Kazoo, 40 (CP 211).
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November 4

BLAGK MOUNTAIN COLLEGE BLACK MOUNTAIN, N, G.

My dear Layton:

Excuas delay - flgurlng out what £o do with this
place (now that 1t {s a0 much Just that drastlc, & simple - and,
8o far as 1 can see, pretty much my own to do, by dafault of all
the othars: why, e.2., 1 wanted you % Crealsy here, and Jonathan
Willlams as sort of “editor in charge of publicationa", or better
Justx"publisher”, that L think aone legltimate use of 1t; in tts
presant reducsd, and dleectionless state, 1s to direct it toward
& writing complex, a placs whera any of us can hols up, and shoot
from, with the nicest of elementary sconomica, and the freest of
teaching 1 ever heard of, or have experisnced, practically one's
own demonstratlon of, how, 1t ought to be dons)

So yr news that
Yyou may be bomxed ln thers, throws me 83 much, for that mattar,
aa the possibllitity I may ba tool That is, 1t has never baen pis
to a clear test, but i have reasons for thinking I am, tos, for
political action 16 to 15 yeara ago, one whom the Stats does not
want romming around, And such a trip as wa haye talked abt, to
Canada, mught be just as much a block, States-sida, as you ars
blocked, coming in.

Bot, for christ sake, that it matters that
much. They haven't yet (40 far as I know) got thelr fingers into
the post offleces, Nor have they troiied to cut off publishing,
yet. So we do have some short time (two years?) to do = and geb
into print - what we can.

2/

FPloass kesp malling me anything
of yra comes out (lald my lssue of Blackburn's book = by same
title, PROENSA, into Souster's hends, and he ia using 1t, ha
tells me, 1n Contact 9. Otherwiss, what i have done 1s dwirtmd Aes{
fnwritten Maxles - and got to ba such a fucking bors, 1 gawva
the studles up. And am now freer, for anything which might occur
$0 express itself.

You see, I am not, 1 gusss, a kind of profesalonal

- if that word means what ! think it does, the opposite, of an ama-
taur. And wld have to lmagine that thers is another sort of class
of writer, What I am getting at 1s, that i get very damn sick of
my own stuff, simply, that It sounds to me as though I am in ser-
vice to the words, dnstead (as I think a professional 1a), to whom
the words themsalves are in servics, That 1s, that the men himself
directs them to serve ends which hs invents, or dechh? or de=
mandse ADd I have no such feeling: when I feel takeng las you had
it you did asummer morning when, the 01d Lddy, and Death, came out)
1 have that damned fine sense that the words boss me, And Ay job
is to be thelr agent, and form solely ths care that they don't
(because they are =0 1Iquid) merely disperse themsslves.

That 1s,
something like this - to give you the pross of 1t - which took
over yestarday:

"Palms and stars, or the kidnays
of birds. OF the
qmarratives,/Revaraas
them,

Or have yr own star

‘at the forehmd.
. He taken down,

fr yr osuffering,

nd petted, wrapped
fn linen,

£ that even it,
the Racogyltion,
has & degth: moYlon
(which does get \tsslf
entangled, for
cause/- which must\be

thinga happan \ must not
X,

Or does Joy
\ ,alow anythlng
\ / downq
¥ 4 )
- / her—tFTMERE, And Ki
Y," JI ia why Peracn does contradlc
T 0
\ N —bhe—oiiizpn,

o tmatenner
- \ _Bsater, The Star
iy 1s 1lght. 4ad Heat
J\ why
v &

Altogether, what?

(I wanted to say, too, that I very much sdmired yr
second of two peas, the one "English Undeflled", a shooter - &
aut:

that 1s, 1 guess a pun 1s, for me, too much at the heart of
the puzzle, to me, of the nature of language to let me get more than

kicks from "surphia” in the "Paychiatries"
| ( do you know, and care to

give mo yr opinion of “A Po-Sy, a Po-Sy" - in Origin 2 or 3, and the
{ mate of "Morning News®, sust out tn 0 10%)
ou do with ballad

but wha
stanzas (in the epitaphs &c), and with the limerick {ss here), wow

ma
| that 1s, 1 guess 1'amdriving at the wib arising from forms, as
of more Jament to me then those from words (at least, for such

u are made fort
‘ TR B AN R AR N = that 1t 1s forms which you do

Charles Olson to Irving Layton, 4 November 1953. The “poem in
| process” is part of “The Celts, and Plato”; see page 149.
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CHARIESOLSON

THE CELTS, AND PLATO!

The religious sense is the sense of the self,
and of the depth of life, by the self, in one.

Religions, however they
trade on such motion, in fact invoke a contrary system than that sort of
life which is palpably the act of any one of us. (The self is an act, in that
it is not in the given of it as much as in its discovery, which comes from its
directed use, and the intent to know it for what it is. “It goes against my
nature,” someone says, indicating they do know something to which they
abide, by which they measure, on which they depend (proving whoever
it was who said, each man does know the shape of his soul).

Whatone
wants clear, is that religions do appropriate this desire, to see the face,
to know who I am—as my grandfather told me,? he didn’t see his own
when he stopped to scoop up water at the pool, Clontarf?; he saw a
differing one, and was sure, of course, that it was the Sidhe* who grinned
at him for something he’d done to bother their host, as it is felt, if you
swat a wasp the hive of them will attack you, the air is so full of such
species & forces.

One has to have practiced magic, and thus know that
symbols are able to pluck from the busy air what swarms; and one has fo
have refused the power, turned back to the heat born in us, to that
company, to the facts from which image comes—even to have discovered
that personality is a use of the self as symbol, has the same implicit
arrogation—,to guess that religions, flatly, are so much magic too, no more
than the white of black practices.

A device of duality (that fallacy
that an important thing is always cither-or, that contests are two, and
outside) has tricked out religions as good verse, evil. It is the
intimidation of the word and concept, the divine, as goal, as claimed end.
But it is no trouble, testing the air, and knowing that now we are human is
our own power, and such power, that divine is only half of what the other
half is the thrown-down thing, the demonic. In other words that neither
are the equal of, known, the Center—whom my father saw.

Palms

and stars, or the kidneys of birds.3 Or the narratives. Reverse them. Or
have your own star at your forehead. Or be taken down, from your
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suffering, and petted, pampered. Read it large—as anything but anecdote
and so, pleasant, for an after-dinner time, nothing more. That kin only, is
Par?dise; and that even it, the Recognition, has the death; motion, ’
which ought to be entangled, which must be that life increase, must not
cease—that that Joy . . . (Or does it slow anything down? isn't it weight,
of root, and so how we do thrive, how we are—Self?

o It lovely, w
itis there. And Kin is, I guess, why Person, in religions, dﬁf contridi::m
.that amount of magic I fly against in those systems. And sol am wrong to
insist upon Center. Satan, surely, is Light. And so it is Heat which we do
have. And heat can be Saviour—has to be. Our own is not known until
Mate. Love is, the Spheres.

Notes

1. See 3 November 1953 letter from Charles Olson to Irving Layton,
Transcription of this piece is by George F. Butterick. Some of his notes have been
drawn from as well.

2 For material on Olson’s grandfather (John Hines), see “The
Grandfather-Father Poem” in Archaeologist of Morning, 216.

3. Clontarf is a western suburb of Dublin.

4 The Sidhe (pronounced ‘shee’) are now generally seen as Irish fairies;
however, in early Irish poetry, as Robert Graves tells us, “they appear as a real
people—a highly cultured and dwindling nation of warriors and poets . . . (a)11
had blue eyes, pale faces, and long curly yellow hair” (The White Goddess, 207).

5. See Olson’s 3 November 1953 letter to Layton for the poem “Palms and
stars.” These last two paragraphs seem to be a synthesis of Celtic magic (“Palms
ar.\d stars, or the kidneys of birds .. "), and Plato’s most ‘artistic’ work, the
Timaeus. Certain passages in this tract seem to be echoed by Olson, such as the
phrases “and the other stars which reverse their motion are subject to deviations
of th‘js kind,” “he who lived well during his appointed time was to return and dwell
in his native star,” and “the gods, imitating the spherical shape of the universe,
enclosed the two divine courses in a spherical body” (Levinson, 1967).

THE CRISIS OF THE THIRD FOOT!?
Example, Layton:

“I dance my shanks, here, in the field, reply”
(ORIGIN 12)
*a crown on him, yes, size of a mountain lake”
(same)
or, where it shifts to the fourth foot, or does it?
“Breaks from the cold fields, bounds ahead”?

(BLACK MT REVIEW 1)

how Layton pushes past it, falls from the cliff of that foot and then
remounts the line, makes it have its second life. This, is the making of the
great firm line of the language. And though it seems English, and that
Layton here is as traditional, one could insist that just this crise is what
makes the factor of lineage crucial in a verse differently based than that
which is based (as Layton’s) on the syntax of the completed thought.

That is, there is point now to speak of a syntax which is,
ultimately, dependent upon the authority of a completed man, might I
say, in this sense, that the syntax is of the man’s own making, not
something accepted as a canon of the language in its history and the
society. For example, there are languages (Mayan is one) where there is
no syntax accepted as proper to the sentence. Each person declares the
syntax according to the necessities of his own precision in the moment of
what he is stating or telling. The parts of speech can be so freely disposed
in any language which is undeclined, the so-called agglutinative
languages.? And if I take it “American” is agglutinative, then such syntax
is, in experience, more natural to it than English syntax.

But saying that,
without insisting upon another formalism hidden in language & implicit
in it—or at least in the twin of language, the emotions (I am thinking of
Bach’s doctrine of the affections)’—without, then, paying attention to
the crisis of the 3rd foot—one shall not be further on that dreary
continuing debate of vers libre versus vers classique
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Notes

1. See 1 August 1954 letter of the Olson-Layton correspondence, footnot:
43. Transcription of this piece i i o ;
e dmwn;;mm = weH_P s by George F. Butterick. Some of his notes have
2 The first two quotations are from Layton’s poem “It's All [
Manner,” published in Origin 12 (Spring 1954!},: 200; CP 100. The thi:i?uitakion is
from Lalyirm'a poem “First Snow: Lake Achigan,” published in the Black
Mau;lmnot;zm'm 1 (Spring 1954): 33; CP 65,
son is perhaps drawing upon Otto Jesperson’s 1922 work §
Nature_, Dfnelnpmznr And Origin, in which jesper:m talks of “the wI:aﬁgieugge -
agglutinative languages” (376). Olson owned a copy of Jesperson’s Growth and
Sfruc.lure of the English Language (9th ed.; New York: Doubleday, 1956) so it is
posmb!e he read other works by this author. Jesperson’s definition of
agghlmnntion in Language would have appealed to Olson: “Both :ﬁeaning and
relation are expressed by sound, but the formal elements are visibly tacked on to
the root, which is itself invariable: agglutinating languages” (76).
A 4 .A theory attributed to Bach, the doctrine of the affections involves
rhythmic, melodic, and motivic formulas developed for the expression of certain
affects” (Bodky, The Interpretation Of Bach’s Keyboard Works [1960], 211).
Bodky taught music at Black Mountain, and held a Bach festival the first summer
that Olson taught at the college, so it is a possibility that the two men discussed
the doctrine of the affections, or that Olson read some of Bodky's earlier work on
the subject.
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DIANA COLLECOTT

H.D. & Mass Observation

1

Observation: vision—uvoyeuri: rutiny—espionage? H.D. was enticed
by the invitation to anonymity in the public interest. She also welcomed
the recognition of a deep connection between the so-called “objective”
observations of the scientist and the “subjective” insights of the poet. She
had long been an initiate of this mystery and it would be the basis of her
own war-record, the Trilogy:

There is no rune nor riddle,
it is happening everywhere;

you have seen for yourself
Tam sure you see

what I mean...

(CP 559-60)

Mass: mob—crowd psychology—mystery—communion. For H.D,, just as
“every concrete object / has abstract value” (CP 523), so the individual
mind has a collective dimension as well as common touchstones in actual
experience. Whether or not one accepted Jung’s model of a “collective
unconscious” or Freud's methods of psychoanalysis, both depended on the
belief that dreams have weight in the world and that there is
significance in “the meaning that words hide” (CP 540). Highly selective
in her own society, H.D. sought the companionship of those who shared
these beliefs. From the maternal matrix of Bethlehem, Pennsylvania,
they led her to work with Freud in Vienna in the early thirties and to
join, a decade later in London, Lord Dowling's circle of seekers.! Between
these dates (1933-4 and 1943-6), she became a participant in the social
and intellectual experiment known as Mass Observation:

(I speak of myself individually
but I was surrounded by companions

in this mystery)
(CP 520)



* % %

Here.. .. we must give a short outline of Mass-Observation’s early
history.

It was founded early in 1937 by three young men, all of them
remarkable . . . . The crisis of Edward VIilI's abdication had
brought to the attention of intellectuals the extraordinary hold
which the monarchy still had over the British popular
imagination. It had also seemed to expose gulfs between the
‘Establishment’ and the ‘people’, and between the newspaper
press and public opinion. Its broader context, social and
international, was such as to worry intelligent people. While the
South-East of England prospered, the North, Wales and Scotland
still suffered mass unemployment. In Spain, Franco was beating
the Republic . . . Franco’s Falange appealed to atavistic
loyalties. In Germany, Hitler's rise to power had been a triumph
for irrationality. Could anything be done to check the revival, as
it seemed, of barbarism, to avert the major war which seemed
certain??

The “three young men” were the poet Charles Madge (b. 1912), the
ethnologist Tom Harrisson (b. 1911) and the documentary film-maker
Humphrey Jennings (b. 1907). In a letter to the New Statesman of January
1937, Madge called for “mass observations” to create a new “mass science,”
and in February Mass Observation was initiated with the statement,
“The anthropology of ourselves is still only a dream.” Accordingly,
Harrisson gathered a team to study industrial life in Bolton, Lancashire
(known as “Worktown” in the reports), while in London, Madge organized
a "National Panel” of volunteers: Jennings’ role was in presenting the
material collected. By the end of the year, there were over five hundred
unpaid Observers, whose main task was fo record everylhing they did
between waking and sleeping on the twelfth day of each month, The
purpose of these “Day Surveys” was “to collect a mass of data without
any selective principle.” M.O. valued the fact that iis Observers were
amateurs: “subjective cameras, each with his or her own distortion”—and
that their reports were not only anonymous but largely unmediated 3
Angus Calder has seen in the work of M.O. “a contradiction
characteristic of the thinking of 1930s intellectuals—who were
typically, the heirs of a liberal-individualist tradition in a period of
‘mass politics”; he continues:

Freudianism appeared to offer the chance of a new kind of liberal
individualism based on appreciation of psychological differences
between autonomous personalities. Marxism seemed to call on the
intellectual to immerse himself in the ‘masses’ and the ‘struggle’,
Harrisson’s politics, when he chose to name them, were Liberal
«+..Madge had been a committed Communist. But both seem to
have been relieved to retreat from the dilemma of their
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generation into the supposedly neutral positi_onlof thf 'Zc:ie{r;hszl:
where consciousness could be neither “collective’ nor ‘individual’,

but ‘objective’ 2

ass Observation also revised the myth of scientific
thjef:rt‘i’\z‘t;h:niim;:’k:'\f)wledged the relativity of facts. It E\.fidently owed
as much to Madge and Jennings’ shared interest in Sungahsm asd to
Harrisson's original approach to sociology. An early directive draws
Observor’s attention indiscriminately to:

Behaviour of people at war memorials,
Shouts and gestures of motorists,

Bathroom behaviour,
Beards, armpits, eyebrows,
Anti-semitism,

The private lives of midwives . . 5

ist i is surrealistic: its notations could be those of poet, film-
.xl;sh:kllrs to;‘s:::ihropologis!. For each, the interpretation would be dlfft:lrerit,
but all might see the texture of actual experience as a means of socia
on,

uanflol:::gh their party-politics differed, all tyree Ifourllders of M§) .
were broadly left-wing, and argued that the social scientist m::tsst find ou
“what people do want, do get, don’t get and could g.ct to want.
Historians of M.O. have tended to stress the populist aspect .of the‘ e
movement, especially in the phase which foilowec.i the Mumch Cnsxsl o
1938. Tom Jeffery writes: “M-O was part of the arhcu_lanon of a popu arf
consciousness which would make its greatest impact in the earlj’r )’f‘t;ars o
the war but it also links that ‘war radicalism’ to.tlhe later_lQ:?O s.B Other
accounts have stressed its artistic as well as political radicalism. Y

In a remarkable series of books, now being reprinted, M.O. pu‘tf]lshed
selections from the wealth of data collected by its members. The first was
May the Twelfth (1937), of which there will be more to say; ?n:;th‘:r dwas
The Pub and the People (1943). Later, illustrated, collections include
Britain Revisited (1961) and Living Through the Blitz (1976). The la!iter
was drawn from the newly established Tom Harrissm} Mass-Observation
Archive at the University of Sussex. The Archive’s Director, Professol;l
David Pocock, has recently recruited a new panel of Observers to -recorf
their daily lives and to report on events such as the Royal We?idmg Obe
1981 and the Falklands Crisis of 1982. Hence M.O. reports continue to
an important resource for contemporary cultural Sl‘uc‘flesf Partlcularly
those concerned with the mass-media, and are also significant to
semioticians.?



2

H.D. became involved in Mass Observation early in its history. She was
one of the first well-known people to join the National Panel. Replying to
a questionnaire in November 1937, she says: “I joined M.O. at the
suggestion of a friend.”1 In the same reply, which is printed below, H.D.
connects Mass Observation with her interests in psychoanalysis and
astrology as “part of this so-called Aquarian age movement” towards
harmony and world-peace. Having been made aware, by long
expatriation, of the evils of nationalism, H.D. hoped that “M.O. in time
might . ... help to break down these barriers that make eventually for
prejudice and at last analysis for war.”

The initial impetus for H.D.'s interest in M.O. may well have been
here emotional involvement with the abdication in 1936, As an American
living in Britain, she reports, “I felt divided loyalties.” This division
was not simply between Edward VIII's royal duty and his romantic
enthrallment with Mrs. Wallis Simpson, but between British monarchism
and American republicanism. By a coincidence very appropriate to MO,
H.D’s only report was a Day Survey for 12 May 1937, the date of the
Coronation of Edward’s younger brother as King George VI and Elizabeth,
Duchess of York, as Queen Elizabeth.

As an Observer, H.D. was sensitive to the roles of myth and fantasy
in this national event: “Coronation seems to take us to child-level, fairy
tale, fairy prince, all that.” Unlike her British companion Bryher, who
plays a subversive role, mocking the ceremony, H.D. is largely uncritical
of the Establishment’s orchestration of public sentiment. She allows the
elaborate ritual to catch her poetic imagination (“I get words. King,
Priest, Prophet”) and admits intellectual curiosity (“Symbolism interests
me”). Her report shifts continually between naive and sophisticated
levels of response. This is achieved partly by a technique she would later
use in The Gift, that is, the filtering of information through scraps of
speech: “Has old Queen Mary a crown?” etc. The naive question of a
foreign onlooker is worked into a patchwork of association. The “old
queen,” mother of two kings and familiar from newspaper photographs, is
recognized by H.D. in her archetypal dignity as displaced matriarch.
The image superimposes itself on “a vivid dream of my mother (dead ten
years)” with which her Coronation Day began. H.D. hints at a possible
interpretation of the dream in terms of “some conflict and fear, re change
in Queens”; the association will lead her, eventually, to the recoveries of
matriarchal value in Tribute to Freud, The Gift and Trilogy.1

In her report, HD. says that she “could not resist” using this May 12
as an opportunity for Mass Observation; she took notes in pencil while
“listening-in” and typed them up later. Though an author by profession
she thus joined with those amateurs (many of them were women) for
whom the day-diary was an opportunity for personal expression, an
excuse for the pleasure of writing. Following M.O.’s instructions to its
volunteers, H.D. began her journal “with dreams and night thoughts if
any” and noted the different phases of the day precisely by the clock. (A
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later variant of this pattern would appear in the angelic hours of
“Sagesse,” the second part of Hermetic Definition.) 4

H.D.’s Coronation Day was spent in Switzerland, .w1th Bryher, her
eighteen-year-old daughter Perdita, and Bryher's Swiss secretary-
housekeeper Elsie Volkert. She was grateful for this company, noting
that she had witnessed two previous royal events (the. funeral of Gec:‘rge
V, and the abdication of Edward VIII, in 1936) “alone in London flat.. On
May 12, 1937, the four women listened in to the day-long ceremonies in
London on the radio, doubly distanced from their source by place and by
language, for the bulk of the commentary was in Fr.ench.. Cnnsequer}t]y,
H.D.’s report has a particularly quirky relationship with the mgdmm of
radio and offers a running commentary on the language medium itself:

“Yoeman guard” makes us laugh. It must be explained to V.; B.
explains that to say “Yoeman gard’ is a sort of ‘false English’.
‘Acclamation frénétique’.12

Similar motifs occur in another report from Switzerland, described as
that of an “English Girl”:

All this in French of course. I giggled to myself; it seemed such a
very roundabout position to be in: an English person in e
Switzerland, listening to an English ceremony being described in
French . . . . The commentator was particularly impressed by the
costumes: couldn’t stop enlarging about the magnificent velvet,
‘cramoisie’ silk and embroideries passing before his eyes, a.nd the
grandoise apparel of the "Yeoman Guards'.(pronounﬁgd allina
gulp, as in French, which also sounded a bit odd) . . .

If, under the same conditions, H.D. is especially well-attuned to verﬁ)al )
assonance (“cramoisie . . . canne d’ivoire”), Bryher’s visual ima_gmanon is
at play: “it’s too terribly Kino for words,” she comuments, drawing on th‘e
knowledge of Russian cinema that informed her journal Clo_se Up. I_n this
manner, H.D.’s report becomes a tapestry of linguistic and cinematic
events and the Coronation itself reaches the reader through three l?ye:s
of commentary: that of the French-speaking radio, that of the English,
French, Dutch and German speakers listening-in, and thalt of the author
herself. She manipulates the multi-layered material, enjoying the
opportunities it offers for word-play that crosses both national and
linguistic boundaries. e

In the interstices of this complex commentary on the rites in :
Westminster Abbey, there are glimpses of the lesser ri.tuals of HD s day
and Bryher’s household:'4 H.D.’s habit of taking morning coffee in
Montreux and writing while she does so; the exceptional appear;,:,nce at
10.45 a.m. of the maid with elevenses on a tray; the “usual .lunch ‘at 1?.40
p.m. ("Now homage is paid . .. —dimensions seem very mixed, this with
cheese”); at 2.30 p.m., “the car comes,” for further chaufleur-finven .
observation in Montreux; at 4.30 p.m., fellow-expatriates arrive for tea;
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at 7.50 p.m., dinner, with “Two republics . , . represented at the table”;
and finally, an hour’s reading in bed.

3

Are there traces, in H.D.'s later writings, of her participation in Mass
Observation? T have already hinted at resonances in Trilogy, and
suggested a connection between her Day-Survey and the ritualization of
clock-time in “Sagesse.” We might also find in the apparent eccentricities
of “Sagesse,” composed in 1957, stylistic influences from the thirties. The
trajectory of its opening sections moves from a newspaper-photograph of a
caged owl, viz an imagined conversation overheard at the Zoo, to angelic
legend.!5 Documentary montage is at work here, as it was in the classic
publications of Mass Observation. Observers were encouraged to record
casual speech in public places and news-clippings were interfiled with
their reports. They also told their dreams.

This movement from the public to the private sphere, or from
“observed” to “lived” experience, is evident in the structure of the book
May the Twelfth: Mass-Observation Day-Surveys 1937.16 The first section
of the first chapter, “Preparations,” sets the scene by inter-cutting
newspaper reports. The last chapter, entitled “Individual Reactions,”
concludes with Observers’ dreams. Between these extremes are two
chapters, “London on May 12" and “National Activities,” that move from
events in the capital into the regions and beyond. The book contains an
analytical coda, “The Normal Day-Survey,” whose single diagram
depicts “the social area of the observer” as three concentric circles. The
innermost circle is that of the family and household, the next that of
strangers and chance acquaintances. The outermost circle is described by
the editors as a “penumbra” that includes “institutions, classes,
celebrities, . . . ancestors, literary and mythological figures, public
mouthpieces (newspapers, radio, etc.) and such abstract collections as The
People.”17 1t is immediately obvious that this outer circle could also be
seen as an inner one. We may also note that H.D."s position, as an
Observer in Switzerland, is both on the geographical perimeter of the
Day-Surveys published in May the Twelfth, and also at its psychic
borderline.

It is intriguing, to a student of H.D,, that the medium of radio should
be located in that vague “penumbra” which also includes “literary and
mythological figures.” During the Second World War, H.D. would become
convinced that radio-waves could carry messages of the kind accessible to
psychic mediums. She did not firmly draw the line between the
“intelligence” pursued by spies and that of visionaries.!® Both Charles
Madge and Kathleen Raine were involved in the editing of May the
Twelfth; their poetic and mystical interests were more akin to H.D.’s
than the political and scientific concerns of some other Mass Observers. It
has been pointed out by David Chaney that, while the dominant method
of construction in chapters 1 and 2 of the book is cinematic and perhaps
attributable to Humphrey Jennings, that of chapters 3 and 4 shows the

158

influence of radio and may be the work of Charles Madge. The editors of
May the Twelfth noted the role of radio, not merely in diffusing
commentaries on the Coronation, but in shaping the significance of the
event, For if, as they remark, “the broadcasting of the ceremony and
processions, and of the King's speech” offered individual access, it was
also a means of “unifying behaviour” in the relatively recent rituals of
nationhood. While some Observers raised questions about whether it was
appropriate to eat, while listening-in to a “sacred” broadcast, and
whether one should “stand up during the playing of the National
Anthem”,1? others were conscious of the extent to which the elaborately
costumed ceremonial was part of a performance staged for the mass-
media. Indeed, one report makes a connection of which H.D. seems to
have been unaware, between such occasions and government propaganda:

Reviewing it all calmly afterwards, one sees how very dangerous
all this is—the beliefs and convictions of a lifetime can be set
aside so easily. Therefore, although people will probably
always like pageantry, colour, little princesses, etc., and it seems
a pity to rob them of this colourful make-believe element—
nevertheless because it makes it in the end harder for us to think
and behave as rational beings when we are exposed to this strain
and tension—I would definitely vote agin it. It is too dangerous a
weapon to be in the hands of the people at present in power in
this country.2?

As if to endorse this perception of Coronation Day 1937, the editors of
May the Twelfth end their book with reports that have a “disturbing
quality.” Heading this section “Dreams and Phantoms,” they choose
passages that “represent that residuum of the day which at present
defeats precise analysis or explanation, but which is important as giving
it its dominant tone or character, a character which is made up of the
totality of the fantasy and image-making of all the individuals.”2! It is
ultimately this concern with “image-making” that locks H.D. onto the
concept of Mass Observation and, in “Sagesse,” connects her photograph
from The Listener with her meditations on Christian symbolism. The
medium in which these can co-exist is precisely that of the imagination,
where individual experience and collective experience meet. Fittingly,
Madge and Jennings extract from H.D.’s Day-Survey the intimate dream-
material with which it begins, and place this among the more arcane
“Individual Reactions.” Her contribution to May the Twelfth is a mere
paragraph, from “Usual breakfast inbed .. . to “. .. I seem to take an
older-sister half-protective interest in this X.“22

This is the only part of H.D.'s report that has been published before,
and the anonymity of its author has been preserved until now. Each page
of her typescript bears the initials “H.D.A.” (Hilda Doolittle
Aldington), but it was filed by M.O. under the code-name “CO.11,” which
H.D. herself used when replying to the November 1937 questionnaire.
Both items, together with the letter of November 14, 1937 reproduced
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below, are in The Tom Harrisson Mass-Observation Archive at the
University of Sussex Library, Brighton, England. Special
acknowledgement is due to Angus Calder, who is writing a history of The
Mass Observers, for drawing my attention to H.D.’s presence among them.
I am also most grateful to Dorothy Sheridan, the Archivist of Mass-
Observation, for her assistance at all stages of this project, and to Perdita
Schaffner, H.D.’s daughter, for permission to reveal the identity of
“CO.1L”
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royal droits de seigneur surfaces in her discussion of her grandmother’s
“personal preference” for the Scottish folk-song “The Four Marys,” Beinecke Ts.,
9-10; printed in Montemora 8 (1981): 76.
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12. [n.tlu‘s quotation, as in the complete report which follows, [ have made
fe?v corrections to the text, and then used square brackets, since H.D.’s spelling
mistakes and slips of the pen are sometimes revealing. “Yoeman guard’ or ‘gard’
would, in correct English, be “The Yeoman of the Guard,’ i.e. the monarch’s
caem;ni'?;‘ bodyguard, which still wears Tudor uniform.

13 e identity of this ng Observer can only be
of listening-in to th::y Comnar{::cgincida with H.D.'z: B aeaT

10.30.. .. I joined the rest of my family in the library, which has become
our combined living and dining room. The radio is there: we turned it on,
just in time to hear the departure from Buckingham Palace.

(“CO.23," May the Twelfth [1937]: 273, para. 9)

14. “CO.23,” cited above, describes her own “daily ritual” of practising tap-
dancing and limbering between 9.30 and 10.30 a.m.

15. See H.D., Hermetic Definition (Oxford: Carcanet Press, 1972) 58-62. In
his Foreword to this edition, Norman Holmes Pearson says that “The occasion
[for ‘Sagesse’] was a picture of an ow] in the London zoo, published in The
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16. Ed. Humphrey Jennings and Charles Madge, with T.O. Beachcroft,
Julian Blackburn, William Empson, Stuart Legg and Kathleen Raine (Lond'nn:
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his discussion of the structure and contents of May the Twelfth in “The Symbolic
Form of Ritual in Mass Communication,” forthcoming in P. Golding et al. (eds.)
Communicating Politics (Leicester: Leicester UP, 1987), i

17. May the Tuwelfth, 348-49.
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Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding, who was privy to Military lngeﬁ:enm evt: =
after his dismissal from R.A.F. Fighter Command in 1940; see Ogilvie, cited in
note 1 above.

19. May the Twelfth, 267, 269-70: “Reactions to Radio.”

20. “CO.41. Female Typist. Single. 39.” (May the Tuwelfth 3045, para. 63). By
contrast, H.D. refers uncritically to the “little princesses”—a news-media cliché
well out-of-date by then—when describing her Aeolian Hall reading of 1943
(letter to May Sarton, 21 April 1943, Berg Collection, New York Public Library).

21. May the Twelfth, 328.

2. CO.M1. May the Twelfth, 339, para. 129. H.D. initially typed “C" for the
“much younger writer, [ will not name,” but amended this to “X.” In her
interpretation of this first dream, the identity of X remains in flux between the two
royal brothers (“Is X the new King or is X, Edward?”). Chaney points out: “For this
coronation, a unique feature was the extent to which members of the public
thought that it should have been Edward VIII rather than his brother . . . being
crowned” (op. cit., note 16 above).
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H.D. (CO. 11), MASS OBSERVATION REPORT, MAY 12, 1937.

Getting up and breakfast (with dreams and night thoughts if any.)

Usual breakfast in bed, woke early with a start, wondering, thinking “we
will be helped” and putting this for unusual reason (for me) into
conventional religious symbol, “Christ will help us,” recalled that it was
morning of coronation, wondered if it were raining. Remembered dream. T
was talking to older woman, pleading for a much younger writer, I will
not name, well-known in London cinema and literary circles; I said to this
older dream woman, “X is after all very clever. I may have made fun of
him in the past but am truly very loyal.” In dream, I am in old-fashioned
room with lace curtains (Victorian England?). I change my chair and lean
nearer to this older woman (the old Queen?) to say, “yes. X is really very
clever and I am sure he should be praised (accepted).” The talk goes on
this way, I am half excusing myself, half pleading for said X. Is X the
new king or is X, Edward? In any case, I seem to take an older-sister half-
protective interest in this X. The night before, after long talk over dinner-
table, re coming ceremony, I had vivid dream of my mother (dead ten
years). In the first part of the dream, I, in my London apartment, had lost
everything. In the second part, my mother comes to me, in charming
travelling costume, and everything is given back, some conflict and fear,
re change in Queens, or general fear and sub-conscious un-rest?

Morning 9 a.m. - noon.

Post comes; I re-read some old MSS, having to do with a novel about my
war-years in London. I become engrossed in this, am called to go out in the
car, by B. with whom 1 live, here. She has camera and we go out into
Montreux to “observe.” The streets seem very quiet, like Sunday. We meet
one or two groups of self-conscious school-mistress types of people, with
heavy, thick, tri-colour ribbon favours. A few school girls. The flag on the
Dutch club is the French flag. A few English flags, but not to notice, as the
town is often decorated for foreign visitors and various diplomatic
delegations. The Zermatt herb advt., has been replaced in the principal
pharmacy by an Eno fruit salt herald. I noticed that, a day or two ago,
and all here, were amused. The round plaques of gilt-covered chocolate R.
and E. medallions are all sold out in the chief confectioner. I usually have
coffee in the morning and write there, but to-day we return to hear the
radio. B. orders coffee, contrary to usual rules of the house and the four of
us, my daughter, 18, P.; the secretary Miss V.; B. and myself sit around the
little dining-room table, in the library where we have meals when alone,
where the radio is. I had not intended to do the more serious “mass” work
but could not resist and looked out pad and pencil and jotted a few notes

while listening-in. I copy them from the blue paper and rough pencillings
in my untidy type-script. [ will not re-copy.

10.30 at radio. French voice speaking. French words make fairy tale or
story out of beginners’ French lesson. “le green park”—his use of word
“prairie” makes us laugh—casques rose—and so on, convert the scene into
another dimension—Ila cour—le cortege du roi, like Puss in boots done for a
French primer, easy and exciting and glamorous words don’t connect all
this with London. Bells ring, stage-bells, off. Impression through these
words of colour. Close eyes. Imagine a film. Voice speaks of crowds, 2 or 3
million people. Music. Like a fair. Complex.

Who is it, the English consider “between God and the pope”? The king,
One presumes.

(B. snorts.)

Benediction, benediction, word benediction with French accents, contact of
king with people, of God with king—benediction, accents. History of the
rite, over centuries (in French, always remembered).

10.45 the maid comes to lay cloth but I say, “no, just bring in the coffee on
tray.” The coffee and buns very welcome.

(Just now while [ type this, the house-boy brings
my post, a card from Austrian friend, now in Cornwall. He is a great “fan”
of Edward and I, too. The card is Edward, very flattering, and written on
back are wishes for my “happy coronation.” I am deeply touched at this,
and/charmed.)

More radio talk (this copied, as I said from the pencilled notes
done exactly at the time stated)—of contact of King and God.

The voice changes, we imagine a Belgian is now speaking.

Miss V., the Ziirich secretary, now tells us, across all this, of
having read in the paper that crowds waited in dense fog all night. B.
makes communist salutes, ironically. V. wants to know what she means.
All that is explained in German, over the French voice speaking of
affairs in England. We laugh and break across and talk. We always
laugh when the word “Buckingham” comes up, pronounced “Pookinham.”
“Yoeman guard” makes us laugh. It must be explained to V.: B. explains
that to say “Yoeman gard” is a sort of false English.”

u
“Acclamation frénétique.”



V. discusses what I have been wondering, how is Edward feeli

does Edward think now? Where is he? %’Vhere is he listeniz\g?l‘\uF{\;r"e“‘t’z-lhlfc:L
for granted, he is listening. Now we laugh over French turns of speech
that calls the “oil,” “cream for anointing.” “Cramoisie” is a word that
keeps re-appearing, the velvet on the thrones?

We laugh, all 3, when kiss is bestowed— ) “ivoire” i
bl oW now, “canne d’ivoire” is all 18th

11.30

;Cramoisie" again and again. He loves it, his over-worked little word
rgan. .

Lecture on kings.

Streets almost empty, he tells us.

Task of American time. I am glad for company. I was alone at radio in my

London flat at time of abdication, also at ti f
ety me of funeral, I am glad to be

They say U.S. time is 5 hours earlier. We do not imagi
in N.Y. listening-in. B g

V. remarks that the fanfare is like music she loved as a child.
.

11.45. English voice.

Cross, chalice, altar cloth to be placed on altar
Staff— )

Sceptre—cross—

Spurs—(interruption)—I ask or want to ask interpretation—V. breaks
across to have translation—confusion; symbolism interests me,
Orb—rose-red cushion—St. E. crown.

Now B. is angry when oath to church is enlarged on.

Noon—(I got tired, water-logged, i i

, ged, reached saturation point, went up to m
room, but P. soon followed and said, “B. says he is being oiled and galted i
you better come back.” I went back.) '

-
12.10—V. says in German, “now the music is beautiful.” I get words,

“King, Priest, Prophet.”
“Poor King,” we say.

12.40. We have usual lunch. Now homage is paid—anthem—dimensions
seem very mixed, this with cheese.

V. asks if “Rose-Marie” will be there? We laugh. V. again remarks on
fanfares. B. says, “its too terribly cino [sic; Kino] for words.”

12.45. B. screams with laughter when we are told 2 bishops “support the
queen.” V. waits for fanfare after crown, she balances basket on head for
crown, to show how it is done.

1.05 B. looks out her Lenin on the book-shelf. I have asked how anything
can change this, She says, “Lenin says when there is a communist rising in
England, it will be most terrible there has ever been.”

Miss V., ardent Ziirich calvinist, keeps saying, “but its Catholic, not
Protestant.” Then she says ironically, “all the catholics can laugh to
hear that, be glad.” She says, “that is no reformation, you had in
England.”

B. explains that C. of E. has no confession, no “pictures for worship.” V.
asks, has old Q Mary a crown? B. explains, “another kind.” I say, “a
remnant.”

V. repeats, “they call it protestant, listen to that, catholic.” I feel so
tired, over coffee, cigarettes. P. offers to switch off. B. is deep in Lenin. V.
asks for translation of word, “recollection.” We try to explain, she says,
“ach, stilles Gebeten.” We speak of how tired they must be in W. Abbey.
We discuss word “theatre” as here used in radio. Again V. says, “it is
Catholic.” I say, “well, we have Lenin now and Calvin both in our midst.
B. & V.1 do not know who P. or I will impersonate.” All laugh.

1.25. V. starts to make rough notes, re Mass folder, B. gave her, but very
confusing as she asks us each in turn just what she shall say.

End of radio. We separate. Now at 2.30, [ get these notes together.

About 2.30.,
the car comes and B,, P., and I go out to “observe” the town, Montreux-
Territet. The Chaffeur asks in French, what the words “les peer” and “les
peeress” mean. This makes us laugh. He listened in faithfully and seemed
impressed, but we did not discuss the matter except as a pageant. B. said
to me, “note red, white and blue flowers in buttonholes.” It was simply a
group passing. There was no elaborate show in windows, and as all the
“colony” were assembling for the service at St. J. the Divine, at Territet,
there were not many English about.



We pass the church slowly as B. wants to take some snaps of the
crowd. There is a long rank and file of boy-scouts and girl-guides with
attendants in the usual uniform and the usual banners, from the English
schools round about. We drive slowly past the crocodile, and dodge a few
possible acquaintances under umbrellas. We are pretending to be on a trip
to Ziirich, to avoid the ceremony and general tea after church, at 3.30 at
one of the big hotels.

One feels, as B. directs her camera at odd groups, that she is directing a
machine-gun or about to hurl a bomb.

We wait in the centre town square, while the chaffeur goes to get
the latest local paper. B. is trying for more snaps. I read of trouble in
Ireland. Front page has portraits of King and Queen, of course.

It pours.
I remark how refreshing it is to have town as usual. B. remarks,
“democratic Swiss would not decorate.”

3.45.

I have early cup of tea in my room and cigarette. We are expecting
guests later for tea. B. brings selection of new books for me to choose from. 1
am glad to find a book, right out of all this, and choose, “Spanish
Prelude” a pre-revolution book, written by an American, I get lost in it,
want a change, a chance to refresh mind, over-strained with all this
intensity and watching.

P. comes up from radio to report to me that “they have got back home
safely to “Pookinham’ Palace.” Long speech after, by announcer to the
effect that we were to tell our children and grandchildren of the great
spectacle we had been present at, via radio.

4.30. Dr. G,, a Scotch American of our acquaintance comes with his Dutch
wife. Of course we discuss all this. He too is exhausted listening-in. He
was chiefly annoyed by final speech, as he wanted to hear the bag-pipes
of the return procession. He notes funny remarks of the announcer, chiefly
how he picked out the “white boots” of the highlanders, always in the
details.

Again we discuss the word “theatre” or the French “estrade” and go off
unto long discussion of Swiss Family Robinson in which B. specializes and
to which Dr. G. was also devoted as a boy. Coronation to us seems to take
us to child-level, fairy tale, fairy prince, all that, the sub-conscious pull
back to unreality and phantasy of king and queen.

I tell of the peeresses wearing “dickie” and Mrs. G. is very pleased
and amused that they economize (I read this in London paper) and don’t
all wear the full embroidered dress under the robes.

Talk goes on and on in this strain till about 6.15.

7.50.

Over dinner, we listen to the colonies and “commonwealth of nations,”
a phrase rather stressed, it seemed to me.

I scratch a few rough notes, think of Roman Empire solidarity and am
proud that States was apart, is apart from this, that that colony which
my people helped found, stood out, as Edward VIII stood out against all
this superimposed pomp. At same time, I find it terribly impressive,
listening to the far voices and continually harp back to Rome, all roads
lead to—London. I think, too of tiny Helvetia. Two republics are
represented at the table, U.S. and Helvetia. The national anthem of
U.S., Swiss and Empire have the same tune, ours starts, “my country ’tis of
thee, sweet land of liberty,” the Swiss also has for theme, “liberty.” One
always loved the liberty of the INDIVIDUAL in England. I always felt
it, but when E. went, I felt divided in loyalties.

B. speaks again of the new trouble in Ireland, as Ireland speaks.

When finished, P. asked if she should leave it on, B. said, “turn it off;
if anybody made war to-day, we won't get any satisfaction about it to-
night.”

I can only add, what many must add in like notes on “mass
observation” that we were very tired out by it all. We parted after the
radio was snapped off, went to our rooms with books to read as is our usual
habit. I took some prescribed sleep-tablets, that I indulge in about twice a
month, on an average, as I feared I might keep myself awake all night
going over this. I read for about an hour in bed, a usual habit, and then
slept well.
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H.D, LETTER AND REPLY TO M.O. QUESTIONNAIRE, 1937.

The Mass-Observation Bulletin for October 1937 asked four questions of
Observers:

1. Why did you join Mass-Observation?

2. What do you think it is for?

3. What do you yourself most hope to gain from it?

4. What suggestions have you for work that it should undertake?

On 14 November 1937, under her code-name CO.11, H.D. replied as
follows:

Sunday, Nov. 14.
Mass Ob.,
Dear Sir,

I receive your new folder, just as I am about to start for a two to three
months stay in America. I send in a few hurried notes, taken from the first
list of questions.
Llike very much sending in notes, though fear they are of an informal and
rather untidy description. I get so tired of writing. But as I say in one of
the notes, this is like writing a letter or chatting with a friend, with
whom I do not want to loose touch.

1 send a few of your folders to
States. People seem interested, and I shall talk of the work while there.

The bank address reaches me as quickly as anything.
Again thanking you,

CO.11.

1. Iljoined M.O,, at the suggestion of a friend, I liked the feeling of
being anonymous but with a directed purpose, the feeling that in case of
war or certain political trouble, I would in someway, have made a
statement that linked on to human doctrine and human behavior.
Astrologists tell us, whether we discount their theory or not, that we are
moving forward into the great age of “friends.” M.O. and psycho-analysis
seem part of this so-called Aquarian age movement, the moving forward
where we are all in a whirl of unity, not of disruption, the biblical “as
the snow cometh down and the rain from heaven.” This is symbolized by
the classic figure of Aquarius with the water-jar, or the second coming, as
in a cloud—a snow-cloud, I visualize it.

2. This is the religious or poetic conception of what the world seems
to be feeling. I think M.O. may be a factor of that spirit. I do not feel I

should apologise for these remarks, though in ordinary conversation, T
should make a joke of them probably.

3. I think I myself hope to gain from it a link between my psycho-
analytical findings and my own actual writings. Or perhaps in the ps-a
jargon, a bridge between ego and id. In writing these notes, | have the
feeling of being in touch with an intelligent friend, one who does not
expect too much, nor do [ myself stand on guard, as in creative writing,
expecting too much of myself. I have made this link with one or two young
people, who come to me for “help,” yet who shy away from any actuality
of the ps-a description. One, a young musician, whom I think has written
to you, seems at last content that I have “helped” her, through getting
her in touch with M.O. I have tried the same approach with less success
with several older women who drain my energy and strength with their
eternal probing and their unwillingness to “fit in” to the scheme of things,
via the direct ps-a algebraic formula. Also this sort of understanding
breaks down the self-consciousness of national barriers. I am still startled
and inwardly a little frightened, when after years of common come and
8o, to have the remark flung at me, “YOU as an American,” etcetera. (a
woman in the shop where I have lunched for instance, and with whom |
have chatted for about eight years, remarked to me, lately, in a hurt
tone, “what—YOU an American?” Why YOU anything?) M.O. in time
might, this is my hope, help to break down these barriers that make
eventually for prejudice and at last analysis, for war.

4. Idon't know that I have any special suggestions. The main thing
is that the ideas reach as many people as possible. As I repeat,
everything should or will flow into the center stream, if the force back of
itand the sincerity of the workers is of sufficient power. One stream of
thought should join another—making for happiness in mass as when two
friends find themselves talking together, almost thought-reading, at one
in the highest intellectual sense, the at-one-ment (atonement) we were
taught as children, to believe in.
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