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Abstract
Loopholes and Catacombs: Elements of Bakhtinian Dialogue

in the Poetry of Al Purdy

The Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975) offers in his
expansive and diverse writings a theory of language, literature, and
life. According to his "dialogism," we inhabit a "heteroglot" world,
one based on a plurality of meanings each of which results from a
constant interaction between meanings in actual events of communication,
meanings inherently ideological in the sense that used language
expresses ilea systems and world views. Bakhtin's theories, then, are
diachronic, for he examines languace and literature as discourse, as
part of cultural history. Indeed, Bakhtin's dialogism is a theory of
selfhood as loophole existence. Al Purdy's poems express a similar
dialogic attitude to life. Both a profound and comic poet, Purdy (born
1918) gives voice te loophole being and idea systems at play. Filled
with traces of the carnivalesque, moreover, the Purdy poem articulates a
polemical philosophy, one based on a struggle between opposite ideas,
emotions, and values. For these reasons, Purdy's poetry is amenable to
being examined within the framework of Bakhtin's theories. This
dissertation, then, examines these poems as discourse, as dialogic
events rather than monologic things, and attempts to understand them in
the total complexity of author, text, and reader. While the first
chapter places Purdy within a socio-historic context, the context of
debates on culture, literature, and criticism in Canada and specifically
on him, chapter two focuses on the poet's authorial stance, on his
attempts to dialogically subvert authorial authority in preference to
authenticity. Chapter three examines polyphony and rlialogue in this
seemingly lyrical poetry as they are embodied in Purdy's use of voice,
and chapter four turns to Bakhtin's concept of the chronotope to explain
the flux of time and space in the poems, the ontological dialogue the
poet carries on with cosmos, earth, country, ard home. ¥’ .ally, the
fifth chapter examines the ideological dialogue of this marketplace
poet, his participation in the dynamic of culture and society. This
dissertation, in summary, engages dialogically a poet concerned

ultimately with language as discourse and poetry as being alive.
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Abbreviaticns and Symbols Used

For ease of reference within the text, the following abbreviations of
volume titles have been used.

The Enchanted Echo (1544) EE
Pressed _on Sand (1955) POS
Emu, Remember! (1956) R
The Crafte So Long To Lerne (1959) e
The Blur in Between: Poems 1960-61 (1982) BB
Poems for all the Annettes (1962) PAA
Revised Edition (1968) PARGS
Third Edition (1973) PaAT3
The Cariboo Horses (1965) cH
North of Summer (1967) NOS
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Sex and Death (1973) SAD
Sundance at Dusk (1976) SUN
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The fairest order in the wurld is a heap of random
sweepings.

Heraclitus.

the winemaker comes to Toronto
disguised as a dervish to chase himself
bacl and forth across the urgent purple city, a living query
of his own movement--like those puems of his that go
round and round and where they stop nobody
guesses--

Gwendolyn MacEwen, "The Winemaker"

In the same realm are those who are authors of books. All
of them are highly indebted to me, especially those who
blacken their pages with sheer triviality. For those who
write learnedly to be criticized by a few scholars, not
even ruling out a Persius or a Laelius as a judge, seem to
be more pitiable than happy to me, simply because they are
continunously torturing themselves. They add, they alter,
they cross something out, they reinsert it, they recopy
their work, they rearrange it, they show it to friends,
and they keep it for nine years; yet they are still not
satisfied with it. At such a price, they buy an empty
reward, namely praise--and the praise of only a handful,
at that. They buy this at the great expense of long
hours, no sleep, so much sweat, and so many vexations.

Add also the loss of health, the deterioration of their
physical appearance, the possibility of blindness or
partial loss of their sight, poverty, malice, premature
old age, and early death, and if you can think of more,
add them to the list. The scholar feels that he has been
compensated for such ills when he wins the sanction of one
or two other weak-eyed scholars.

Erasmus, "The Praise of Folly"




Intiroduction
Purdy and Bakhtin: Text and Context

Although the account is shared, most men live as though
treir thinking were a private possession. Heraclitus

the winemaker comes to Toronto
(can't stand the place just passing through)
and leaves a pile of urgent
poems in his wake and leaves again
for the little rural cottage
back to the deep magenta twilight of Ameliasburg
to write those poems that turn and ksep turning

{there is the men.he returns,
he is always returniag) Gwendolyn MacEwen

In his notes for the revised edition of Problems of Dostoevsky's

Poetics, Mikhail Bakhtin claims that "the single adequate form for

verbally expcessing authentic human life is the open-ended dialogque."!

Both Bakhtin's writings and Al Purdy's poetry have participated in and
continue to participate in this living dialogue. Both sets of works
inhabit a Heraclitean worla of shared words, of the communal logos.
Indeed, when we approach both men dialogically, when we bring their
words into living contact, we discover that they share the same views
concerning life and literature: they value dialogic becoming and open-
ended process, unofficial culture and the heteroglot communal
imagination, and unofficial and dialogized literature. In order to
understand these connections, we must first enter a dialogue ourselves
with Bakhtin's words in and on dialngue, a dialogue with his theories,
theories that provide an entrance into Purdy's poetry. Bakhtin's

dialogism is a theory of language and living, as well as of culture and

! Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics, ed. and trans.
Caryl Emerson, Theory and History of Literature 8 (Minneapolis: U of
Minnesota Press, 1984) 293. The emphasis is Bakhtin's.

2



literature, for dialogue 1s the basis of arti-tic, cultural, critical,
and indeed all human activities.

At first glance, Mikhail Bakhtin and Al Purdy appear to be very
different men. On the one haid, Bakhtin (1895-1975) was a Russian
thinker steeped in Europ=an and classical learning, in German
philosophy, and in the world of post-revolution Russia. On the other
hand, Al Purdy (born 1918) is a rural Ontario bard and a seemingly anti-
intellectual new world man. Yet if we understand Bakhtin's words and
Purdy's poems at all, we realize that appearances are often deceptive:
hidden relation and similarity underlie surface difference. We cannot,
in Bakhtin's term, "monologize" either of these writers, Russian thinker
or Canadian poet. Both are enigmatic; they do not stand still in their

texts. In their biographical-critical study entitled Mikhail Bakhtin,

Katerina Clark and Michael Holquist suggest that "different Bakhtins
emerge in the texts themselves,"? and they go on to argue that "to
c¢laim that any version of him is somehow the correct one would he to
straightjacket the philosopher of variety, to "monologize' the singer of
“polyphony.'"? Bakhtin, they emphasize, is constantly in dialogue with
himself. Similarly, Purdy's poems display (and conceal) a man
impossible to pin dcwn, a poet impossible to canonize, somehow remaining
continually unofficial, and Purdy, like Bakhtin, is constantly in
dialogue with himself.

Moreover, both are men of vast and unorthodox learning, learning

which emphasizes again the unofficial and uncanonical. Bakhtin's

2 Raterina Clark and Michael Holgquist, Mikhail Bakhtin (Cambridge,
Mass._ and London: The Belknap Press of Harvard U Press, 1984) 1.
Clark and Holquist 4.




thought moves between linguistics and theology, psychoanalysis and
historical poetics, social theory and Vitalism, Dostoevsky and Rabelais,
and Plato and the lower bodily stratum.? His own writing tends to be
exhaustive and diffuse rather than concentrated, and his knowledge is
unusual. As Holquist emphasizes in his introduction to The Dialogic
Imag:nation, Bakhtin's mind is "preoccupied by centuries usually ignored
by others; and within these, he has great affection for figures who are
even more obscure."  Bakhtin's thinking is not of the centre, just as
he was isolated for most of his life from the seats of power in the
Soviet Union. Indeed, he continually backs the obscure underdog and
questions the centre; he reclaims the unofficial, heteroglot world. As
Clark and Holquist suggest, "in a time of increasing regimentation,
Bakhtin wrote of freedom. 1In a time of authoritarianism, dogmatism, and
official heroes, he wrote of the masses as ebullient, variegated, and
irreverent. At a time when literature was composed of mandated canons,
he wrote of smashing all norms and canons and ridiculed the pundits who
upheld them. "6 Bakhtin, we learn, is thoroughly and profoundly
uncanonical. Similarly, we find Purdy writing out of his down-to-earth
heteroglot world; we find Purdy leading an unusual life and reading
unusual books, whether that be in his now (in)famous Ameliasburg A-

frame, in a Greek hotel room, or in a tent on the Kikistan Islands. 1In

4 The phrase "lower bodily stratum," used most extensively by Bakhtin
in Rabelais and Hig World, refers to the organs and orifices of the lower
abdomen, namely stomach, liver, intestines, anus, and the sexual organs.
In terms of felk culture, they function to remind humanity of its material
existgnce.

Michael Holquist, introduction, The Dialogic Imagination, by Mikhail
Bakhtin, trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist, ed. Michael Holquis:
(Aust&n, Texas: U of Texas Press, 1981) xvi.

Clark and Holquist 312.




"On the Poetry of Al Purdy," George Woodcock describes Purdy as, among
other things, an autodidact, an omnivorous reader, a furious generalist,
a maverick radical, a glutton for a variety of experience, an amateur
historian and backyard philosopher "interested in the assemblage of
avery kind of apparent irrelevancy."7 Woodcock then goes on to claim
that Purdy is at one and the same time a man who sends postcards from
decayed Indian villages and a man "of vast and miscellaneous knowledge
which constantly flows in and out of the open ends of his poetry."8
Like Bakhtin, Purdy exhibits a vast and unusual learning, a gathering
together of apparent irrelevancies, a resistance to official words, and
a deep sense of the heteroglot world he inhabits.

Indeed, one could further argue thac. Purdy and Bakhtin write out
of similar worlds, out of similar historical situations. Not only do
they write out of the ethos of northern nations, significant in itself,
but more importantly they alsc lived and live in times threatened by
political and cultural monologism. Bakhtin lived under the centralizing
government and official culture of Soviet Russia, under tangible
persecution. While Purdy has never felt the constraints of such a
totalitarian system, he has felt the force of a subtle and powerful
monologism: Purdy lived and lives in a Canadian nation and culture
washed over by an American political and cultural ethos. Internally as
well, Canada's culture has seen repeated efforts on the part of critics

to establish a definitive Canadian ethos, a Canadian tradition, and a

7 George Woodcock, "On the Poetry of Al Purdy," The World of Canadian
Writing: Critiques and Recgllections (Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 1980)
261. Reprint of Woodcock's introduction to Purdy's Selected Poems (1972).

Woodcock, Canadian Writing 262,




Canadian canon, partly as a defensive measure. And at the same time,
both Bakhtin and Purdy inhabit radically centrifugal periods, times of
upheaval, of questioning and undermining, but also of renewal, of the
mixing of high and low as borders break down. In Canada, we find a
polyphonic culture, and writers and critics within that culture debating
its outlines, disputing its nature and influences, exploring and
questioning its limits. Both Bakhtin and Purdy lived and live in ages
when novelization clearly counters authority, when centripetal and
centrifugal forces can be seen at work, particularly in literary texts.
As Clark and Holquist explain of Bakhtin, these are rare ages, ages in
which "the concept of the text is both problematicized and expanded--
problematicized because the usual idea of the text as a closed, hermetic
structure that is always adequate to itself is brought into question."®
In this context, another curious parallel offers an historical
connection between these two writers: while recent decades have seen
Bakhtin's works translated into English, recent years have seen a
selection of Purdy's poetry translated into Russian.

In the light of these contextual connections between Bakhtin and
Purdy, the Russian thinker's terminology takes on significance for the
Canadian poet's works, and this terminology and the accompanying
philosophy provide the framework for our discussion of Purdy's poems.
Briefly, then, Bakhtin's theory of dialogism offers a metalinguistics of
the word which posits a new understanding of language based not on the
synchronic model of linguistics but on a diachronic understanding of

language's actual participation in history, that is, its function as

9 clark and Holquist 297.



discourse. The word "dialogue" comes from the Greek dialogos, meaning
through the word, through an account, through speech or talk. Clearly,
the word itself suggests the process of discourse, the exchange between
differences and the movement across a gap. Bakhtin has more in mind
when he speaks of dialogue than the 1960s phenomenon that popularized
this word. Words, he suggests, are actually alive; they are internally
dialogic, open and interactive as they function in discourse, as the

following passage from Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics suggests:

For the word is not a material thing but rather the

eternally mobile, eternally fickle medium of dialogic

interaction. It never gravitates toward a single

consciousness or a single voice. The life of the word is

contained in its transfer from one mouth to another, from

one context to another context, from one social collective

to another, from one generation to another generation. 19
Not a thing but a medium of dialogic meaning, dynamic and living,
contextuzl, social and historical, the metalinguistic word functions
wherever people participate in discourse, whether that be in thought, at
the bus stop, in Al Purdy's poems, or on this page itself. Bakhtin's
emphasis is on the historical reality of discourse and its dynamic
quality, on the complete interrelationship of the words and the specific
contexts surrounding them and penetrating them.

At heart, Bakhtin upsets our ingrained belief that discourse is
owned by a speaker. Both speaker and listener participate in and
determine the utterance, whether the dialogue is internal or communal.
Social discourse, language used in life, is directed outwards; the

utterance openly orients itself around a listener, an audience, a

reader. 1Indeed, discourse lives on the boundary between speaker and

10 Bakhtin, Dostoevsky 202.



listener. The solitary voice without its responsive component is
essentially dead, monologic in Bakhtin's terms; even internal dialogue
involves struggle and polemic according to Bakhtin. His essential point
about responsive understanding’'s activity in dialogue thus becomes that
our words participate in the words of others. Our discourse constructs
itself cut of and in response to words from the past and at the same
time in anticipation of future, responsive words. Our words are made up
of what Bakhtin calls addresses and sideways glances. The boundaries we
place around our own words become illusory: they are not our own words.
They gain their living quality from their shared aspect.

The manner in which and the conditions under which words are
shared have immense implications for the social individual in his or her
living, as well as for the poet and the critic in their reading and
writing. Bakhtin's point, as stated at the beginning of "Discourse in
the Novel," is that “"we must deal with the life and behavior of
discourse in a contradictory and multi-languaged world."'! The use of
language is a social, and indeed a political act, for languages are the
embodiments of world views, of idea systems, not abstract grammars nor
individual private codes. Moreover, national languages express no
single ideological view; rather, they are internally dialogic through
and through, in Bakhtin's terms “heteroglot' from top to bottom, that
ig, filled with a vast variety of world views in historically and

socially real situations. No national language is homogeneous,

7" Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, trans. Caryl Emerson and
Michael Holquist, ed. Michael Holquist (Austin, Texas: U of Texas Press,
1981) 275.



monologic, or ideologically unified, as the following passage points
out:

Thus at any given moment of its historical existence,

language is heteroglot from top to bottom: it represents

the co-existence of socio-ideological contradictions between

the present and the past, between differing epochs of tbe

past, between different socio-ideological groups in the

present, between tendencies, schools, circles and so forth,

all given a bodily form.'?
Languages participate in the dynamic of time and place: they are
historical, spatial, stratefied, ideological, human. Moreover, the life
of a national language is determined by the dialogue of all these
languages of heteroglossia. For Bakhtin, the dialogie of languages is
polemical; it involves controversial interaction. Indeed, "polemic,"

' suggests that discourse,

deriving from the Greek polemos meaning "war,'
here at the level of whole languages as world views, is an involved
battle in a merry war.

This metalinguistics of the word, with its emphasis on dialogue,
responsiveness, and the diachronic activity of discourse, posits,
moreover, a new understanding of the self and thought. The dialogic
self becomes the new image of humanity, and relatinnal thinking offers
an answering word to logic and dialectic. Bakhtin de-reifies people; he
changes them from material, monologically-understood things into
developing people, into boundary individuals continually becoming and

open~ended. 7Yor Bakhtin, dialogue is not a means but an end, for "to be

means to communicate dialogically."13 Bakhtin's relational thinking

12 Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 291,
13 Bakhtiu, Dostoevsky 252,




10
emphasizes the richness of difference and the value of the play of

difference, as Clark and Holquist suggest:
He emphasizes performance, history, actuality, and the
openness of dialogue, as opposed to the closed dialectic of
Structuralism's binary oppositions. Bakhtin makes the
enormous leap from dialectical, or partitive, thinking,
which is still presumed to be the universal norm, to
dialogic or relational thinking.'
Wwhere others see abstract rules and synchronic evaluations, Bakhtin sees
temporally, spatially, and socially complex interactions, relation and

dialogue rather than system and monologue.
In this context, Bakhtin's philosophy, his relational thinking, is

a philosophy of the loophole. In Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics,

Bakhtin defines the loophole as "the retention for oneself of the
possibility for altering the ultimate, final meaning of one's own
words."1® Dialogue is an activity of openness, of continual change and
becoming, of motion and vitality. The world of the loophole is a
dynamic, complex, joyful world, a world both of uncertainty and of
potential. Essentially, Bakhtin's dialogism is a philosophy of freedom.
Speaking of Bakhtin's metaphysics of the loophole, Clark and Holquist
affirm that "although the loophole is the source of the frustrztion,
pain, and danger we must confront in a world so dominated by tle
unknowable, it is also the necessary precondition for any freedom we may
know."'®  Inhabiting the dialogic present, the site of the loophole

into the future, both Bakhtin and Purdy face the joy and the uncertainty

of this world of flux.

4 clark and Holquist 7.
5Bakhtin, Dostoevsky 233.
6 clark and Holquist 347,



11
While operating thus on the levels of selfhood and thought,

dialogue operates more largely according to Bakhtin's metalinguistics
within cultural structures. Discourse's participation in a society's
heteroglot foundation is characterized by the play of large forces
determining a culture's becoming, by a dialogue of authoritative and
internally persuasive discourses, of the official and the unofficial, of
centripetal and centrifugal forces, to use terms frequently used by
Bakhtin. The play of these larger forces constitutes the life of
language in society, and Bakhtin's emphases clearly lie with those
forces that decentralize, de-monologize, and de-mystify, with those
forces that dialogize monologic or unified systems. Bakhtin maintains
that "every concrete utterance of a speaking subject serves as a point
where centrifugal as well as centripetal forces are brought to bear,"V’
and he proceeds to define the forces thus: "Alongside the centripetal
forces, the centrifugal forces of language carry on their uninterrupted
work; alongside verbal-ideological centralization and unification, the
uninterrupted processes of decentralizatic.i and disunification go
forward."'® The predominance of one of these forces over the other has
enormous implications for the constitution of a society, as Bakhtin well
knew from his own experience. Language carries the potential for
freedom (or chaos from a different perspective) on the one hand and the
potential for slavery (or order from another perspective) on the other

hand. Discourse plays a fundamental role in the formulation and

7 Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 272.
18 gakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 272.




12
reformulation, as well as the formation and reformation, of societies
and cultures.

For Bakhtin, centripetal and centrifugal forces equate in terms of
language with authoritative and internally persuasive discourse.
Authoritative discourse, as the term suggests, relies for its power upcn
the authority behind it; it is monologic, closed discourse, generally
distanced from the listener and assumed to be above the heteroglot
world, unquestionable. Such discourse is the discourse of political
systems and tyrannies, of faceless institutions and corporations, of
heroes and personalities. Opposed to authoritative discourse is
internally persuasive discourse, dialogized language out of
heteroglossia rather than institutions. The political and economic
institutions of a society press for conformity; they offer monologic
directives. True freedom comes with the ability to enter into dialogue,
to respond productively to the words surrounding oneself. Thus,
Bakhtin's emphasis is on the unofficial, on that which is undervalued,
on that which is neither central nor centralized, for a unitary language
is at heart illusory. Bakhtin posits a dynamic diachronic culture in
which individuals share, dispute, and reformulate meaning in a continual
communal activity.

A central feature of this emphasis on the unofficial is Bakhtin's
extensive exploration of folk culture, the manifestation of centrifugal,
heteroglot language consciousness. Such unofficial culture punctures
and overturns the monologism of the official; it makes familiar the
unfamiliar and brings low what was considered high; it carnivalizes the

world. For Bakhtin, this unofficial culture counters the dominant



13
ideological monologism of the idealistic philosophy that is the basis of
Western culture, a philosophy which argues for the unity of existence
and the individual consciousness, for the autonomy of the individual,
with the consequent faith in the pursuit of happiness and the domination
of the environment. Folk culture strikes a blow for freedom from such
monologism: it stresses humanity's communal, bodily, dialogic nature.
Bakhtin insists in Rabelais and His World, his most extensive treatment
of folk culture and carnival, that "we cannot understand cultural and
literary life and the struggle of mankiund's historic past if we ignore
that peculiar folk humor that always existed and was never merged with

"9 rong disparaged and

the official culture of the ruling classes.
neglected, folk culture as unofficial culture in all its aspects creates
a new image of the world, allows for a new cutlook on the world, an
outlook of dialogic freedom. Carnival celebrates the open-ended
present, a polyphonic world of becoming; it counters official dictates
and canons with its own Janus-faced ambivalence; it essentially
manifests itself as a communal drama in which the boundary between life
and art is erased, a great play in which all play, in which one is both
actor and audience; it emphasizes the human body and o£her
manifestations of material being; and laughter rings out as its central
voice. One cannot stress enough Bakhtin's stress on the renewing
capacity of this unofficial culture. Such also, I would sugriest, is the

culture that Al Purdy inhabits in his own way. At this point, we must

simply accept with all sericusness Bakhtin's judgement of cultural

19 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky
(Cambridge, Mass.: M.I.T. Press, 19€8) 474.
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history: "All the acts of the drama of world history were performed
before a chorus of the laughing people. Without hearing this chorus we
cannot understand the drama as a whole."20

Bakhtin's explorat*ions of dialogism in language, living, and
cultural development, his emphasis on the dialogic word and self
participating in societal becoming, his favouring of culture's
centrifugal forces (particularly as they manifest themselves in
unofficial folk culture), necessarily spill over into his specific
discussions of literature. Indeed, literature and these other concerns
are inseparable for Bakhtin, and the life of the literary work in many
ways provides a model of how discourse operates in all areags of human
endeavour. Bakhtin's poetics is a theory of life and literature, just
as the carnival world is one in which the boundary between life and art,
living and performance, is overcome. All his writings stress the
historicity of the artistic, the historical and social forces at work in
shaping culture, literature, genres and canons, as well as individual
texts. For Bakhtin, the context of the text is central to its
understanding. Rather than judging texts by their adherence to a series
of synchronically determined rules and conventions, Bakhtin places
weight on the work's living participation in a social and historical
heteroglot medium. Indeed, literature's uniqueness lies in the fact
that while it is part of the ideological ocean constituting society, it
reflects that ideology in its content at the same time. As Bakhtin puts

it, "in its “content' literature reflects the whole of the ideological

20 gakhtin, Rabelais 474.
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horizon of which it is itself a part."?' Since literary discourse is
social through and through, Bakntin's sociological poetics calls for a
knowledge of ideological structures along with a constant interaction
with literary history.

Bakhtin's poetics, moreover, reveals itself as a vision of art in
its wholeness. His sociological poetics seeks to comprehend the author,
the work, and the audience in all their dynamic complexity, for
essential to artistic discourse 1s the speaking voice and its position,
the ideological background of the text, and the responsive listener and
his or her position. Central to Bakhtin's investigations into artistic
discourse is the dialogic process of textual exchange; the artistic work

is a communal effort. In The Dialogic Imagination, he says of the text

that "all its aspects--the reality reflected in the text, the authors
creating the text, the performers of the text (if they exist) and
finally the listeners or readers who recreate and in so doing renew the
text--participate equally in the creation of the represented world in
the text."? Each player in the dynamic constitution of the work,
him/her/itself part of an ideologically concrete world, participates in
the process of exchange which constitutes artistic meaning, and new
meanings are continually possible in this dynamic wholeness. As Clark
and Holquist affirm, "Bakhtin seeks the aesthetic where it was
traditionally avoided, in the totality of the author/text/reader

relationship."?® Born out of dialogue and reflecting the dialogic, the

21 Mikhail Bakhtin and P.N. Medvedev, The Formal Method in Literary
Scholarsghip: A Critical Introduction to Sociological Poetics, trans.
Albert J. Wehrle, The Gouche College Series (Baltimore and London: The
Johns_Hopkins U Press, 1978) 17.

22 pakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 253.

23 clark and Holquist 208,
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artistic word continues the dialogue. Bakhtin's poetics of the whole
work of art (author/text/reader) is profoundly diachronic, and it is
this total relationship that needs to be investigated in Purdy's poetry.
This socio-historical poetics outlined in Bakhtin's various texts
with its emphasis on the dynamic life of the literary work explains his
overwhelming emphasis on the centrifugal forces at work in whole
cultures and in literature itself, for these forces express a living and
open as opposed to a closed and official consciousness. Bakhtin
underscores the renewing work of heteroglossia, of folk culture and
carnival, of the unofficial in the literary world. He maintains that a
monologic literature is an illusory one, one separated from the
heteroglot world it pretends to explain, and as a result he emphasizes
unofficial cultures, canons, genres, and unofficial texts as dialogizing
forces in literature, and he stresses the historical activity of
carnival, the grotesque canon, comic genres, and novelistic prose. 1In
his historical explorations of literature's development, Bakhtin turns
to the "low" genres, the Menippean satire, Socratic dialogue, diatribe,

soliloquy, and symposium among others. These genres, he suggests, "are

all akin to one another in the external and internal dialogicality of

their approach to human life and human thought."2* A living
literature, like a living text, is both dynamic and open. Genras
themselves are social through and through. He suggests that poetics
should begin its investigation of the text with genre rather than

tacking such consideration on as a footnote, "for genre is the typical

24 pakhtin, Dostoevsky 119-120. The emphasis is Bakhtin's.,
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form of the the whole work, the whole utterance."?® Moreover, pointing
to the stratification of genres into serious and comic, high and low,
official and unofficial, Bakhtin suggests that a continual iuterplay
occurs between these various elements in their actual historical
development. Genres sanctified by authority and tradition must be
dialogized for their own continued growth. Bakhtin's historical poetics
emphasizes the dynamic life of genres and canons through time.?(

Cenres and canons, he suggests, are involved in large scale dialogue, a
dialogue often overlooked because of the more immediate and present play
of individual and school stylistics, of specific writers and movements.

The individual writer is him or herself in dialogue with the tradition

25 pakhtin, Tgemal Method 129.

% p central feature of Bakhtin's discussion of dialogue within
literature is his opposition of poetic and novelistic discourses, an
opposition which repeatedly takes the form of a criticism of poetry as
monologic. However, Bakhtin's criticism is no simple condemnation of one
form of writing but an exploration of the nature of literary discourse
itgself., First, he criticizes poetry, poetic style, and poetic genres in
the narrow sense of the word. He repeatedly uses this phrase to qualify
his use of the term "poetry." Essentially, Bakhtin is critical of poetry
in its traditional sense, that is, its status as an elevated and special
discourse. Poetry in this narrow sense severs itself from heteroglossia,
closes itself off from dialogue and becoming, and sets itself up as an
official and whole language. According to Bakhtin, poetry is a
construction rather than a special, unitary language, and poetic discourse
is determined by the constructive rules we designate as being inherently
poetic, and of course such definitions have varied over the centuries, and
indeed over the decades and years. The history of poetry is not the
history of the use of a special poetic language; rather, movements and
schools, their dialogue, polemic, and defeat have determined the
definitions and history of poetic constructions and genres. Second, when
he criticizes poetry in the narrow sense, Bakhtin does not have in mind
the traditional dichotomy of poems and novels so much as the opposition of
poetic and novelistic discourse, the opposition ol two tendencies present
in any artistic discourse. Poetic discourse and novelistic discourse are
poles of possibility; in between these poles the centripetal and
centrifugal forces active ir language play themselves out in actual texts.
Third, if we follow Bakhtin's criticism of poetry in the narrow sense to
its final destination, we discover that this criticism is largely a
criticism of traditional stylistics, that is, of the interpretation of
literature. Such stylistics cuts itself off from the historical and
social forces active in the literary text, and such a position is
intimately linked with a conception of a special literary or poetic
language separated from other forms of speech, a conception which Bakhtin
does not hold.
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out of which he or she writes. The life of individual works within the
literary canon is a dynamic process over historical time of the
construction, destruction, and reconstruction of interpretations and
meanings. Each work adds to and reformulates the canon, adding a new
dimension to works from the past and anticipating and enriching texts
still to be written.

A careful reading of Bakhtin's works, his own dialogic texts
outlining a socio-historical poetics and a theory of language's and
life's dialogism, convinces us that this Russian thinker had a
profoundly Renaissance view of the world, Renaissance in an
untraditional and uncanonical sense. Bakhtin's world is a decentered,
Copernican world of polyphonic language consciousness, of the living and
open present. For him, the Renaissance embodies all these tendencies,
for this period presents itself as a period of ideolecgical dialogue,
struggle, and renewal, of heteroglossia invading official thought and
culture. The Renaissance was a period of overcoming "dogmatism buried
in the depths of linguistic consciousness,"?’ a period when "intense
interorientation and mutual clarification of languages . . . took
place."® Renaissance culture was culture at the cross-roads: on the
one hand was the communal man of the folk culture of humour, an
unofficial man, and on the other hand was the bourgeois concept of the
atomized being, the image of man which became the official image of
Western individualism. BAnd, as we would expect, Bakhtin's emphasis lies

on the unofficial folk culture, on a culture counteriig official

27 pakhtin, Rabelais 471.
8 Bakhtin, Rabelais 473.
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monologism with the parodying-travestying word, false seriousness with
belly laughter, an orientation towards a sealed off and higher past with
a participation in the present and a feel for the future. Bakhtin's
most complete picture of the Renaissance world is painted in Rabelais
and His World, where he describes the French writer's world view as

"2  Rabelais' world and

"neither pure negation nor pure affirmation.
the world of the Renaissance are worlds of ambivalence, and this is the
world characterized by Bakhtin's dialogism.

This Renaissance world view of Rabelais, shared and explored by
the Russian thinker Bakhtin, is essentially akin to that of the Canadian
poet Al Purdy. In his own unorthodox manner, Purdy is a Renaissance
man, a carnival clown, a folk poet in the tradition not only of Rabelais
but also of Shakespeare. Purdy, in fact, embodies dialogism. As a
character of excess, tle poet can be alternately humble, folksy,
conversational and egotistical, elevated, formal. What we hear in the
Purdy poem is this complex voice--diachronic discourse--a voice
playfully dramatic, combining comedy and tragedy, pathos and irony.
Purdy hints at this role-playing in a 1969 article, when he reveals that
"it's to be understood by the reader that I'm not to be taken seriously
anyway."30 This denial of seriousness paradoxically suggests
seriousness. Moreover, in his erbodiment of dialogism Purdy gives
expression to life in time, the complexity of change, revision,
influence, and experience--of being alive. In a 1965 letter to Charles

Bukowski, Purdy explains this process in his own life:

29 Bakhtin, Rabelais 132.
Al purdy, "Afcer a Hundred Years Canadian Poetry (ertainly
Is . . .," Rev. article, Queen's Quarterly 76 (1969): 710.
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All my life, or most of it, I've thought one thing but done

another. To try and explain that last,--any system I ever

figured out that would explain my own life to me or govern

my own conduct--why, it failed in the lightning calculations

you always have to make when something happens, the

reassessment of your feelings against reason--3
Purdy's words to Bukowski reveal an understanding of temporal existence,
of the failure of monologic synchronic systems and theories in the face
of diachronic existence, in the presence of dialogue.

Essentially, Purdy brings his poetry back to the heteroglot world.
Fe is a poet, then, of the marketplace, interested in the collective
unconscious and his immediate chronotopic world. And he is polemical,
crafting poems that are dialogic arguments with himself and others,
poems with an aggressive reader orientation. Being a poet is a dialogic
activity, and he explains this in a 1969 letter to George Woodcock:

My own thoughts are to the effect that while writing the

mind will inexplicably take sideways darts and tangents that

seem much meore interesting than the main theme of what is

being written, and that these tangents must be followed and

fully explored. Much of the time they will oddly be

relevant to the main theme, or even take over from the main

theme .3
Purdy's poetry explores continually such tangents, tangents part of
dialogic thovght processes participating in heteroglossia. The very
workings of the poet's mind reflect the heteroglot basis of thought,
society, and life.

¢ a thinking about life and poetry makes Purdy akin to Bakhtin.

In fact, the Purdy poem gives voice to loophole being, as the poet

31 A1 Purdy; To Charles Bukowski, 15 July 1965, The Bukowski/Purdy
Letters: A Decade of Dialogue, ed. Seamus Cooney (Sutton West, Ont. and
Santa_Barbara, Calif.: Paget Press, 1983) 91.

Al Purdy, To George Woodcock, 6 April 1969, The Purdy-Woodcock
Letters: Selected Correspondence 1964-1984, ed. George Galt (Toronto: ECW
Press, 1988) 47.




suggests in his introduction to the Collected Poems, where he argues

that "one lives many lives, all condensed like a compacted millenium,
waiting to spring outward at the trigger-moment in your mind."33 For
Purdy, this loophole living embraces the process of writing poems, for
these many lives spring outward in poems. The following words of
Purdy's in an interview with Gary Geddes, which echo the words in the
letter to Woodcock above, describe the stretching of the poet's mind
that makes a poem work:

The language itself is part of that, also the various

methods used to write a poem. But somehow saying that is

not enough. There ought to be a quality in a good poet

beyond any analysis, the part of his mind that leaps from

one point to another, sideways, backwards, ass-over-the-

electric-kettle. This quality is not logic. 4
What Purdy describes here is Bakhtin's relational thinking, the ability
of the mind to move in various directions, to relate disparate things
dialogically. For both Purdy and Bakhtin, such thinking is creative
thinking. In the same interview, Purdy insists that "unless one is a
stone one doesn't sit still,"3® and he goes on to add, "I don't think
that a man is consistent; he contradicts himself at every turn."3¢
Purdy's poetic and his ontology involve continual change and productive
contradiction. His poetry enacts loophole being, connecting him again
with Bakhtin's metalinguistics.

Closer examination of Purdy's relationship with two fellow poets,

one older and male and the other younger and female, aptly demonstrates

33 A1 purdy, "To See the Shore: A Preface,” The Collected Poems of Al
Purdy, by Purdy, ed. Russell Brown (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1986)
XV.

34 a1l purdy, "A.W. Purdy: An Interview," with Gary Geddes, Canadian
Literature 41 (1969): 69.

<Y purdy, "Interview," with Geddes 66.

36 purdy, "Interview," with Geddes 68.
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this loophole dialogue constituting his poetic. Close, at least at one
point, to both Irving Layton and Margaret Atwood, Purdy reveals his

Bakhtinian poetic in reviews of Balls for a One-Armed Juqgqler, The

Collected Poems of Irving Layton {1965), and The Journals of Susanna

Moodie. As readers of his criticism, we hear this Bakhtinian quality
alreadv in the texture of his prose and thought: Purdy is
conversational, apologetic, and personal; he works through second
thought, qualification, and revision; he enacts dialogue on the page.
For example, Purdy's criticism of Layton is tempered, turning the
criticism back on the critic: "For perhaps I'm wrong about this god-
idea, and the anger of some of Layton's critics is the only indication
they are alive,"3” and, "I hope I haven't seemed entirely too one-sided
in my criticism, as Layton sometimes is in his poems."¥®  Purdy's
method involves a dialogic engagement with not only these poets and
their poems but also with his own thoughts on them.

If we turn specifically to why Purdy criticizes Layton, we read
the history of a monologic admiration replaced by a dialogic
understanding: Purdy's 1950s adulation of Layton dissipates in the wake
of the older poet's self-apotheosis. Essentially, the Purdy of the
1960s criticizes Layton for being monologic--unchanged through time,
writing poetry with "a most curious homogenized texture from first to
last."3® 1In the review of Layton's Collected Poems, Purdy warns the

reader of the prophetic bard's rhetoric, personality, and dogmatism.

37 Al Purdy, "Message .rom Olympus," Rev. of Balls for a One-Armed
Jugglgr, by Irving Layton, Canadian Literature 16 (Spring 1963): 82.
Al Purdy, Rev. of The Coliected Poems of Irving Layton, Quarry 15,
no. 3_(March 1.66): 44,
39Purdy, Rev. of Collected Poems of Layton 41.



"With Layton," he says, "a soliloquy generally amounts to a

"40, all things are "one-sided, simple, and transparent to this

harangue
angry all-wise sage."*! The Layton Purdy knows in person and through
the poems is uninterested in dialogue, willing instead to sacrifice
genuine diachronic discourse and loophole being at the altar of powerful
pevsonal ideology. Purdy makes this limitation clear when he comments
on a group of poems in the volume dealing with marital infidelity:

I'm amused to note that in these poems Layton condemns the

woman as vociferously as he does modern culture in gene:al.

The woman is "evil"; the man, it is taken for granted, is

virtuous and blameless. Apart from ye olde double standard,

such judgments are predictable, and after a while very

monotonous . 42
Not only has Layton not changed at all, but his original perspectives
are themselves monologic--monotonous, predictable, single-voiced,
sexist. The poet in Purdy chafes at the closed structure and ideology
of the Layton poem.

In the earlier review, written when Purdy was just coming into his
own as a poet, he contemplates Layton as his own mythology, and suggests
that this poet's poems are "frozen anger, solidified passion--set
rigidly into forms which do not allow this anger to dissipate away into
sleep or lessen into human anti-climax."*3 The metaphoric language
used by Purdy clearly reflects his Bakhtiunian frame of reference, his

support of dialogic being and poetry as opposed to the monologic, and

the following passage reinforces this critical difference:

Purdy, Rev. of Collected Poems of Layton 43.
Purdy, Rev. of Collected Poems of Lavton 44.

42 Purdy, Rev. of Collected Poems of Layion 43-44.
Purdy, "Message from Olympus" 81.
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L don't think I've ever met a human being with such
impressive qualities of being right all the time as Irving
Layton. And in this regard man and poems are inseparable.
In a sense that's admirable. I admire the passion and
bluster and candour it gives to the poems. In another sense
I don't like anybody to be so right all the time. For it is
not a very human quality; it withdraws its possessor from
participation in the storms and passions of the actual
world, makes him a mere angry supreme court spectator. It
turns a man into a megalomaniac god. I think some readers
share this dislike of the absolute, and certainly the
tendency of a few is to rebel against it.%

Purdy articulates his double response to Layton, his admiration for the

older poet's open-faced energy and simultaneous distaste for his

monologic certainties: while the first quality makes him human, the

second removes Layton from the heteroglot world of the living, the messy

marketplace, to Olympus.

If we turn to Purdy's review of Atwood's The Journals of Susanna

Moodie, we hear enactzd this same dialoqic attitude to a fellow poet.

Here, however, the polemic is not only with Atwood but with himself in a

pronounced way. Indeed, Purdy remarks to George Woodcock in a 1970

letter concerning this review, "I've been chatty, inconsequential and

may even have veered off the subject sometimes, and above all, very

personal.

In fact so personal, this review may partly consist of the

article on poetry I'll probably never write."® What this review says

about his own poetic is as important as what he says about Atwood:

criticizing Atwood exposes and partly revises his own understanding.

More specifically, Purdy adopts a polemical role from beginning to end

4 purdy, "Message from Olympus" 82.
45 n1 purdy, To George Woodcock, 3 July 1970, Purdy-Woodcock Letters

61.
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as he debates the merits of Atwood's dual voice in the volume. Early in
the review, he makess the following judgement:

. there is a sub-basic quality in the poet's voice that
cannot be conveyed by speaking in another person's voice.

Because, in its finest expression, the poet's voice is for

everyman, not just a single person. &And I think it's a very

debatable point whether a poet can occupy another body and

mind and still retain the subbasic qualities of himself or

herself .46
In this seemingly unBakhtinian statement, Purdy wonders whether the poet
can successfully speak in another's voice, can retain the quality of
every(wo)man within him or herself. Similarly, he ends the review
polemically:

I disagree with most of Atwood's viewpeints wholeheartedly,

and the circumstances will never arrive when I can say the

rest of this review to her personaliy (besides, she's a

woman, even though very intelligent), because she wouldn't

listen to such confused and partly intuitive arguments.*’

At the end, Purdy returns to his polemic, placing it within a
lighthearted and apologetic context, joking about his friendship with
Atwood, her status as a female writer, and the illogic of his own
arguments (because they are dialogical).

Nevertheless, the middle of the review reveals a Purdy struggling
with issues crucial to his own world view and poetic. For example, he
tells us of his search for humcur and joy in human life and his
disinterest in subjective navel-gazing and self-analysis; joy,

drunkenness of the spirit (suggesting Purdy's carnivalesque

imagination), is not unnatural according to Purdy but is a healthy

4 Al purdy, "Atwood's Moodie," Rev. of The Journals of Susanna
Moodie, by Margaret Atwood, Canadian Literature 47 (winter 1971): 81,
%7 purdy, "Atwood's Moodie" 84.
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counterpoint to life's terror and depression. Moreover, in the
following lengthy passage, he reveals his dialogic attitude to poetry:

Well, I've held certain opinions about writing poems for a
long time, but these opinions have changed recently. For
instance: consistency of tone and metre. I've thought
previously that inconsistency was the best way to write
poems, in fact the only for myself. Part of the reason for
that opinion has been that critics seemed to demand
consistency. Well--well, I still hold to the view that
consistency of tone and metre would be a bad thing for me,

for me--but not necessarily for others . . . . In fact, I
think Atwood's book has caused me to change my mind on this
point . . . . I believe that my personal outlook in life is

markedly inconsistent: I may be temperamentally up one hour

and down the next; I may be happy, I may be sad; I may be in

love with life and all women, I may not. I want to convey

these human inconsistencies in poems, and I try. But of

course, I say all this after I look at my own poems and know

(think) that they do reflect these attitudes.?®
Here, Purdy reveals the qualities of his dialogic life and poetic: the
conversational voice, the polemic, the doubt, change and inconsistency
as virtue. 1Indeed, he acts out the very inconsistency, the dialogié
openness, of which he is speaking. His thoughts on Atwood and Layton,
his dialogic addresses to them and their poems, hint at his dwelling in
the Bakhtinian loophole.

Thus, Bakhtin's metalinguistics of the dialogic word, of
historically concrete discourse, of the dialogic self and relational
thinking, and of the loophole applies particularly well to Purdy's
poetry. Rooted in the polyphonic discourses of heteroglossia, in folk
culture, his poems participate in the centripetal and centrifugal forces
at work in literary history and individual poetic discourse. Clark and

Holquist relate of Bakhtin's metalinguistics that "language always

partakes of the messiuess of history and the vagaries of individual

8 purdy, "Atwood's Moodie" 82.



performance.“49 Reading Purdy's sideways leaps and glances, the
vagaries of his individual performance in poetic texts, in the context
of literary and cultural history's diachronic messiness will take us
into a Bakhtinian world, a world of productive ambivalence, a dvnamic
carnivalized world in which man becomes aware of "the cosmos within
himgelf."3® 1In this context, Bakhtin's exploration of author, text,

and audience provides a model for our own exploration of Purdy's poenms.

49 clark and Holquist 221.
50 Bakhtin, Rabelais 336.



Chapter 1

Tavern Draughts:
Can{ned) Culture, Can(ned) Lit, Can{ned) Crits, and A.W. Purdy

Graspings: wholes and not wholes, convergent divergent,
consonant dissonant, from all things one and from ~ne thing
all. BHeraclitus.

the winemaker invades Toronto
and the city ignites under his heels
and in a few hours he has accomplished
everything and condenses all possible
appointments into urgent minutes wherein
the entire history of Canadian poetry
is brought up to date over tavern draught
or that purple homemade stuff
that dyes the guts a deep magenta--  Gwendolyn MacEwen

Bakhtin's metalinguistics posits the importance of the field that
surrounds the literary work, the importance of context to text. The
larger cultural framework positions texts within time, space, and social
structures, each a component in the continual dialogic processes
governing societal becoming, the same processes we find at work in and
subjected to scrutiny by creative texts. For the purpose of this
discussion of Al Purdy's poetry, therefore, an exploration of the larger
context surrounding his poems establishes their participation in the
various cultural and critical dialogues predominant for the past century
and continuing in the present. Indeed, such an exploration discovers
the particularly Bakhtinian Canadian context of the Purdy poem, for
Canadian culture is one resonant with polyphonic possibilities and
opportunities, and Canadian literature has grown out of : heteroglot
base, a dialogic netherworld countering official and monologic
structures. Moreover, critics have continually debated these cultural

and literary structures, engaging in a constant critical dialogue of
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ideological positions, here noting the centrifugal and centripetal
forces at work on texts and there outlining distinct canons and arguing
Canadian identities and ethoi. Similarly, critics of Purdy have, on the
one hand, ncted and explored the dialogic components of his poetic but,
on the other hand, have through traditional categories, terminology, and
stylistics monologized Purdy, providing a canonical version of the lyric
poet and rural bard, the serious man behind the comic. This critical
context provides the dialogic cultural framework for our discussion of
Purdy's poetry.

We do not need to search far to discover the implications of
Bakhtin's theories as they apply to the Canadian historical, political,
social, and cultural realities. In our own peculiar way, we are
inheritors cf the Renaissance world Bakhtin describes. We inhabit our
own dialogic world of becoming. Canada's is a dramatically and
dynamically polyphonic culture which has allowed for a plurality of
peoples, a continual dialcgjue of national cultures in the broadest sense
of that term, not in the narrow sense of political boundaries but of

1 The Canadian experience is that of experiencing

world views.
languages that are other. Beginning with an awareness of British,
American, and French national languages, the typical Canadian forges his
or her own national idiom among these languages, displaying a whole

range of interactive possibilities, both healthy and harmful. 1In

Bakhtin's terms, Canadian culture is an actively heteroglot culture, one

1 In Lament for a Nation, George Grant maintains that "one distinction
between Canada and the United States has been the belief that Canada was
predicated on the rights of nations as well as on the rights of
individuals." George Grant, Lament for a Nation: The Defeat of Canadian
Nationalism, The Carleton Library No. 50 (Toronto and Montreal: McClelland
and Stewart, 1965) 21-22.
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deprived of "its naive absence of conflict."? Moreover, Canada does
not have a monologically sealed off past. From the many Indian nations
to the many Furopean explorers and the early settlers to the many
immigrant groups, the Canadian chronotope has been embodied by many
languages in dialogic conflict, by European idioms failing to fit the
land and struggling with each other for dominance. As Tom Marshall

claims in Harsh and Lovely Land, "in a sense all Canadians live between

two worlds and two cultures, one partly lost and one partly

apprehended. "3

Critics of Canadian culture, in all their various definitions,
have long noted the polyphonic nature of Canadian culture. Desmond
Pacey writes in Canadian Writing ipn English that "Canada is a vast
country of marked regional variations ard with two major cultural
traditions and many minor ones: the result is that Canadian society,
for all its immaturity, is a difficult one for the artist to reduce to
order."* Canada's voung culture is dynamic, living, growing,
polyphonic. Pacey also suggests that "it is arguable whether there is
any such thing as a national literature apart from its regional
components.”"> A national culture cannot be based on a monologic and
authoritarian cultural consciousness. W.J. Keith in Canadian Literature
in English, more than thirty years after Pacey, repeats this emphasis on

Canadian culture's variegation, on its many diverse regions, and he goes

¢ Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 368.

3 Tom Marshall, Harsh and Lovely Land: The Major Canadian Poets and

the Making of a Canadian Tradition (Vancouver: U of British Columbia
Press4 1979) 32.
Desmond Pacey, Creative Writing in Canada: A Short History of

English Canadian Literature (Toronto: Ryersoa Press, 1961) 270.
° Pacey 103.
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on to conclude that "every Canadian may be said to possess at least two
loyalties that are not always reconcilable: one to the country, one to

6 Canadian

the local region (which is not necessarily a province)."
culture grows out of a dynamic interplay of region and nation, at times
destructive but most ofter productive when truly dialogic (with perhaps

Al Purdy as the best example). In Northern Spring, George Woodcock

parallels Pacey and Keith in his noting of the contrib:t cions of diverse
regions to a national culture, but he goes further in dis:tinguishing
between political concepts and cultural realities. The political
categories of provinces, territories, and nation not only do not equate
with Canada's seven cultural regions and one intercultural community
{Montreal), but they are in fact hostile to cultural growth. Woodcock
stater that "region making and nation making are aspects of the same
process, since the special character of Canada as a nation is that of a
symbiotic union of nations, as organic as a coral reef, rather than a
centralized state constructed according to abstract political
concepts."’ Canada is an organic, interconnected, growing cultural
entity; it stands opposed to the centripetal forces, the official forces

of political nationalism.®

6w.J. Keith, Canadian Literature in Engligh, Longman Literature in
Engligh Series (London and New York: Longman, 1985) 8.

George Woodcock, Northern Spring: The Flowering of Canadian
Literature (Vancouver and Toronto: Douglas & McIntyre, 1987) 31.

Perhaps Malcolm Ross has been the most consistent and persistent
supporter of the polyphonic Canadian cultural consciousness. In The
Impogsible Sum of Qur Traditions (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1986),
many of the essays collected from the early 1950s to the 1980s portray
Canada in all its rich and fruitful variations, its regions and nations in
dialogue with each other. Ross denies even the possibility of a monologic
Canadian culture. As he says, "in 4 country so vast in physical reach as
Canada, and so diverse in cultural origins, the prospect of a simple
monolithic “national' or ‘nationalist' culture does not exist"(178). Ross
parallels Woodcock 1in suggesting that any centralized and official
nationalism would be contrary to any true cultural becoming. Instead,
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Canadian culture finds itself in a new, overwhelmingly large world
that cannot be contained. The vastness of the country resists any
monologic summary. Moreover, through time we go through a continual
process revising our past and anticipating our future. Canadian culture
is one living on the boundary. Thus, Dennis Lee describes our basic
frame of mind as "half spooked and half at home, "9 and Mike Doyle
pictures Canada as a puzzle, "innocent, yet canny, straightforward yet
oblique, open and yet shut in, eclectic and yet groping for a single
image of itself."0 More recent comments by the postmodern writer and
critic Robert Kroetsch articulate the ambivalence of Canada's time and
place, its geography and history:

We are a nation made of the waste of the narrative of

empire, a nation made of wars won and lost, of peace

treaties and their humiliations and their prophecies, of

retreating people tempted to glorify their retreat, of the

acquisitions of land and resources under the guise of
pastoral utopias.

To resist, to aspire toward a condition now described
as post-colonial, asks for a radical act of imagination.]
Kroetsch's words, while dialogizing several cherished myths, underline

tne complexity of the Canadian cultural situation, the story that we

have lived and continue to live, with its heteroglot scandal and

Ross suggests in these essays that our Canadian North Americanism is
profoundiy bifocal, is the result of two nations or many nations in
dialogue with each other or at the very least giving each other sideways
glances, acknowledging the presenc: of the other (23). Ross defines not
only our cultural geography, but also our cultural consciocusness, the
state of mind produced by this bifocalism. In Ross's thinking, no
uncongitional discourse exists in Canadian cultural thought.
Dennis Lee, "Running and Dwelling: Homage to Al Purdy,'
Night1 July 1972: 14,
( 0 Mike Doyle, "Proteus at Roblin Lake,'
1974): 10.

% Robert Kroetsch, The Lovely Treachery of Words: Essays Selected and

Naw (Toronto: Oxford U Press, 1989) 159.
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promise. Canada, say the critics, is essentially a paradox when one
attempts to lock at it in its totality, a culture being created.

In this culture, centrifugal forces actively battle centripetal

forces. Tom Marshall, himself a poet and novelist as well as ~ critic,

suggests in Harsh and Lovely Land that Canadians "have cultivated a

"2 and he summarizes the Canadian

shifting multiple perspective,
cultural situation by claiming that "the variety and the meeting of many
traditions gives the country somewhat variable cultural possibilities
and thus a soul capable of growth, rather than a rigidly defined role-
playing social or national ego."'3 The Canadian shifting and flexible
way of looking at the world is neither fixed nor homogeneous. Moreover,
Canadian culture has continually been aware of the larger international
world. A point of intersection for many national cultures, Canadian
culture participates in the English language that is the basic medium of
many national cultures. Our cultural borders, in the sense of
productive exchange, are open and flexible, and we are not sealed off
from other national cultures. In Bakhtin's terms, we participate in
alien cultures and languages, an activity which leads us to "an
awareness of the disassociation between language and intentions,
language and thought, language and expressicn."' Because Canadian
culture is a dialogized culture and its language is a dialogized
language, it is an open and growing one, participating in the history of
all cultures, in their dialogic process of exchange and renewal, and

death and birth. As Desmond Pacey suggests in Creative Writing in

2 Marshall 179.
3 Marshall 145.
4 Bakhtin, Dialogic Tmagination 369.
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Canada, "the whole history of Western civilization is a record of the
constant interaction of national cultures."'® Canada's role in this
development has been short but dynamic.

If such pictures of a vibrant polyphonic Canadian culture seem a
trifle optimistic or even exaggerated, we should note that these same
critics have themselves responded with various pessimistic notes of
warning. The sound image of a polyphonic culture has in some ways been
a projection of possibilities, and has constantly faced numerous
threats, of which perhaps the largest and most often dealt with has been
colonialism. From E.K. Brown to A.J.M. Smith to Pacey to Northrop Frye
to D.G. Jones, Canadian critics have repeatedly pointed to colonialism
as a form of cultural monologism, a monologism which accept~ completely
the ethos, critical standards, and judgements of an alien but related
culture. Such an alien colonial cultural world is a whole and distant
world, one governed by authoritarian discourse rather than internally
persuasive discourse; this world lacks dialogue; does not question
boundaries, and refuses to parody o. travesty the officizlly accepted.

As E.K. Brown puts it in On Canadian Poetry, the cclony "applies to what

it has standards which are imported, and therefore artificial and
distorting. It sets the great good place not in its present, nor in its
past nor in its future, but somewhere outside its own borders, somewhere
beyond its own possibilities."'® A.J.M. Smith echoes Brown when he
suggests that "colonialism is a spirit that gratefully accepts a place

of subordination, that looks elsewhere for its standards of excellerce

15 Pacey 1.
6 g K, Brown, On Canadian Poetry (Toronto: Ryerson Press, 1943) 14.
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and is content to imitate with a modest and timid conservatism the

"7 A colonial culture is an enslaved

products of a parent tradition.
culture, a conservative culture which idolizes of necessity the past of
a presently living culture. 1Its centre is foreign both in time and
place, and its art is monologically imitative. Colonial culture takes
the form at times cof Northrop Frye's garrison, "a closely knit and
beleaguered society" with "its moral and social values .
unquestionable. "8

Such a culture at its absolute pole of possibility presents us

with a deeply monologic, official, authoritarian language consciousness.

Indeed, as D.G. Jones argues in Butterfly on Rock, such a language

consciousness and such a colonial cultural consciousness are central to
Western thought, not just the Canadian scene:

The weakness of the colonial mentality is that it regards as

a threat what it should regard as its salvation; it walls

out or exploits what it should welcome and cultivate. The

same weakness is inherent in the assumptions of western

culture that lead man to view the universe as an enemy.'®
The colonial mentality, not isoclated to Canadian culilure but prevalent
in all Western thinking, refuses to enter into dialogue with the world
around itself; rather, such a consciousness seeks to break that world,
to confine it and dominate it, indeed to monologize it. Clearly, such a
cultural consciousress threatens much more than the development of

healthy national cultures. Jones, himself a poet as well as critic,

points to a dire need for dialogue.

7 A.J.M. Smith, Towards a View of Canadian Letters: Selected Critical
Esgays. 1928-1971 (vVancouver: U of British Columbia Press, 1973) 34.

® Northrop Frye, The Bush Garden: Essays on the Canadian Imagination
{Toronto: Anansi Press, 1971) 226.

9 p.G. Jones, Butterfly on Rock: A Study of Themes and Images in
Canadian Literature (Toronto: U of Toronto Press, 1970) 7.
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A second threat to an authentic polyphonic Canadian culture,
related to the first, comes from provincialism. In provincialism we
find regionalism or even nationalism lacking authentic dialogue with an
alien culture. Such a provincial culture is a sealed-off culture, one
of closed borders and static wholeness. In Canada, even in this age of
instantaneous communication (or perhaps because of it), we face the
danger of regions not participating in a true cultural dialogue, of the
two solitudes of French and English, and of central prominence and power
overwhelming the periphery, what is not at the centre. Moreover, we
face the closed border of empty cultural nationalism. A living culture
participates in living dialogue with other cultures, and such a culture
is indeed internally dialogic as well. A provincially minded culture,
like a colonial culture, is a culture of alienation and separatiom,
because it is essentially and profoundly without communication, without
opportunity for dialogue. Such alienation is particularly relevant to
Canada with its recent colonial past. As Tom Marshall suggests,
alienation has been central to the Canadian experience, "the alienation
of races and cultures from one another, of old world and new, of culture
from nature, and, either partly or wholly as a consequence of these, of
man from his larger, or grander, self."?0 A culture of alienation is a
culture with no opportunity for dialogue, a culture of solitude, a
culture where the speaking voice has no audience.

A third, and perhaps more present threat to polyphonic cultural
development in Canada, lies in the basic ethos of Western civilization.

Such an ethos emphasizes the monologically whole individual being; it

%0 Marshall 23.
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values the serious, the scientific, and the technological as means of
controlling self and environment; and its internationalism seeks to
level all national boundaries and promote the sanctity of the

individual's right to speak monologically. In Butterfly on Rock, D.G.

Jones summarizes this ethos thus:

Rather than accept the world as it is, western man has
sought to transform it, to refashion the world in the image
of his ideal. Certainly he has enlarged his understanding
of nature to an astonishing degree, but more often than not
he has used this understanding to conscolidate his power over
nature rather than to extend his communion with her. He has
persisted in opposing %> nature the world of ideas, the
world of his ideal, and in his idealism he has tended to
become exclusive rather than inclusive, arrogant rather than
bumble, aggressively masculine rather than passively
feminine. In extremes he has declared total war on the
wilderness, woman, (s the world of spontaneous impulse and
irrational desire. At the least he has sought to subjugate
these unruly elements within himself by force of will. More
largely, he has sought to bind them in the body politic by
force of law. And more ambitious still, with the increased
confidence in hig power, he has sought to control them in
the world around him and even tc eradicate them from the
earth.?

Canadian culture, suggests Jones, has been infected with this dominant

ideological world view. George Grant in Lament for a Nation rounds out

this picture of monologic Western culture. Here he tells us that "where
modern science has achieved its mastery, there is no place for local
culture,"22 and he goes on to insist that "at the heart of modern
liberal education lies the desire to homogenize the world. Today's
natural and social sciences were consciously produced as instruments to
this end."?3 Science and education (particularly when wedded to

economic power) become instruments for the homogenization of

21 Jones 57.
2 Grant 54.
3 Grant 79.
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individuals, groups, and nations, for the monologization of living
heteroglot consciousness. Such thought is official, institutional
thought.

George Grant also warns against, or rather laments as an
accomplished fact, the influence on polyphonic Canadian culture of "the
homogenized culture of the American Empire."?* Of course, such a
threat is closely linked with the threat of Western cultural
monoclogization, for the United States, both a large and near neighbour,
embodies in strong form the ethos of Western individualism. Already in

Creative Writing in Canada, Pacey speaks of Canada's new post-war

nationalism, now not opposed to the British connection as in the past,
but to "the economic and cultural domination of the United States."?
Again Canadian culture is faced with those forces seeking consciously or
unconsciously to monologize it. Again this culture is faced with the
prospect of colonization. In The Making of Modern Poetry in Canada,
published in 1967, Louis Dudek and Michael Gnarowski suggest that the
new challenge to poetry is the organization society exemplified by
America, a military, efficient, regulated and standardized world of mass
communication and manipulation, a society whose ethos is dominated by
advertising, industry, machines, and the threat of annihilating war .28
Malcolm Ross, too, in The Impossible Sum of Qur Traditions, warns that

we must deal with the "monsters of technology" if "we in Canada are not

to become utterly subservient to the micro-electronic overlords to the

24 Grant 5.

25Pacey 231,

6 Louis Dudek and Michael Gnarowski, The Making of Modern Poetry in
Canada: Essential Articles on_ Contemporary Canadian Poetry in English
(Toronto: Ryerson Press, 1967) 283.
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south of us, who would rule and reign under the heraldic sign of the

robot and the silicon chip."?’

Each of these critics warns against the
monologizing influence of mass communication, industry, and technology,
particularly as they are embodied by the American ethos. These
centripetal forces facing Canadian polyphonic culture are, of course,
also reinforced by centripetal forces within in terms of official
institutions. As George Woodcock notes, "the relation of centralized
organizations like the HBC [Hudson Bay Company], the Ottawa government
or the CPR to the regions has always been an exploitative one, causing
resentment and conflict."?® All institutions embodying centripetal
forces, whether American or Canadian, seek to monologize the dialogic,
to hom>genize what is heteroglot, and to silence polyphony; the centre
continually exploits the periphery, either by neglect or by design.
George Grant's lament stems from the belief that such cenvripetal
forces have already accomplished their work. These forces as they are
embodied in political liberalism, a philosophy of progress, and a social
structure based on consumption have led to the monologization of
Canadian polyphony. Grant maintains that it is virtually imposegible for
the majority of people to resist such forces. As he says, "in nc
society is it possible for many men to live outside the dominant
assumptions of their world for very long."?® We may argue with Grant
concerning the extent of such monologism, but we must accept it as a
definite tendency in twentieth-century societies. Moreover, given such

a pattern, freedom within such societies comes from resisting such

27 Ross 183.
28 woodcock, Northern Spring 32.
Grant 42.
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forces, from a dialogic attitude to centralizing institutions. Such a
culture manifests itself in controlling bureaucracies at the service of
the universal and homogenous state, a state created by and equally at
the service of a scientific and economic ethos seeking the conquest and
domination of the natural and human worlds. According to Grant, "today
scientists master not only non-human nature, but human nature itself.
Particularly in America, scientists concern themselves with the control
of heredity, the human mind and society."”3® Grant's vociferous
diatribe, monoclogic itself in the sense that it sets up “the American
ethos of modernity' as a monologic bogey-man, tells us that modern
humanity, monologized by the utcopian philosopheme® of progress, seems
intent, almost psychotically so, on domination of the natural world and
human biology and psychology.

This ethos, in its most extreme form, seeks to standardize, to
eliminate difference and dialogue, to rob human life of its basic
vitality, and it manifests itself as a threat to Canadian polyphony in
controlling economic and political bureaucracies that turn individuals
into number., statistics, and codes. Bs Grant suggests, "in the mass
era, all human beings are defined in terms of their capacity to
consume."* Such an ethos refuses to see individuals as dialogic
selves, as open and becoming members of a socio-historical world;
rather, they are judged by their ability to accept whatever product the

economic, political, and mass cultural powers choose to produce. It is

30 Grant 54.

31 "philosophieme" is a term used by Bakhtin to denote a unit of
thought structure, a system of thought, particularly in the context of the
construction of such through language and discourse. See, for example,
Dialogic Imagination 288.

S Grant 90.
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because of the effects of such centripetal forces that Grant laments the
disappearance of Canada's polyphonic culture:

Our culture floundered on the aspirations of the age of

progress. The argument that Canada, a local culture, must

disappear can, therefcre, be stated in three steps. First,

men everywhere move ineluctably toward membership in the

universal and homogenous state. Second, Canadians live next

to a society that is the heart of modernity. Third, nearly

all Canadians think that modernity is good, so nothing

essential distinguishes Canadians from Americans.33
However arguable it may be that these steps have been completed and
Canada has disappeared, it must be agreed that such centripetal forces
as those embodied by American homcjenizing culture pose a major threat
to Canadian polyphonic cultural consciousness.

Nevertheless, Grant himself speaks monologically. This condition
of his discourse is revealed in the assumptions embedded in the three

steps towards Canada's cultural disappearance: men everywhere move

ineluctably; nearly all Canadians; nothing esgential distinguishes.

Grant takes in his lament a deterministic view of the future, one born
out of a particular view of the past: utopian British colonial.
Interestingly, Purdy is situated precisely in this cultural world, in
the Loyalist country of southeastern Ontario. But Purdy's vie ' of this
ethos of modernity and of the United States is a double one. His

editing of a volume such as The New Romans positions him squarely in the

anti-American camp of the 1960s, yet comments elsewhere reveal his
ambivalence. In a 1964 letter to George Woodcock and in reference to
the disappearance of Eskimo culture at the hands of European culture,

Purdy laments that "all pockets and isolated minorities are being

33 Grant 54.
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eventually swep. into the human mainstream, which tends to homogenize
and wipe out all traces of the past."3 Purdy remarks, in rather
Bakhtinian terms, that modern culture is centripetal and ahistorical.
With respect to American influence precisely, Purdy comments in a 1967
survey of Canadian literature that "Canadian life and, to a lesser
degree, culture, is dominated by U.S. influence." 1In this ambivalent
statement, Purdy both gives the nod to American influence and qualifies
that nod. However, Purdy is not a cultural warmonger. In the same
article, Purdy criticizes the search for an identity simply based on a
rejection of the American world view: "For reasons of either basic
insecurity or downright inferiority, Canadian writers are required by
critics and culture-nationalists to supply a body of ready-made
literature which will support and bolster our supposedly nebulous
identity."3 pPurdy finds such demands ridiculous, unnecessary, and
indeed insulting. Furthermore, his comments in a 1975 interview reveal
the complexity of his attitude towards the United States:

Well, they are both honourable and dishonourable at the same

time, there's no simplistic answer to that sort of thing.

They have a great tradition. The revolution was for both

honourable and dishonourable reasons, and for both valid and

invalid ones. And they've gone on with all sorts of

contradictions, just as almost any country has.
Puray goes on to add, "Of course, the U.S. is a sick nation,

psychologically diseased. But it has elements of health, nothing is

that simple."3 Clearly, such comments suggest that Purdy, while

34‘Purdy to Woodcock, 13 November 1964, Purdy-Woodcock Letters 3.
> Al Purdy, "Canadian Poetry in Engllsh Since 1867," The Journal of
Commomyealth Literature 3 (July 1967): 32-33.
Al purdy, "Perspective: Selection from an interview with Al Purdy,"
with S.G. Buri and Robert Enright, CV/II 2,1 (Jan. 1976): 51-52.
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opposed to world views embodied by the United States, understands the
heteroglot complexity of the culture to the south of Canada, its both
dialogic possibilities and monologic horrors.

Canadian culture, in general, provides an answering word to such
an ethos, a dialogic word of opposition to such rational and utopian
culture embodied in established political, religious, educational, and
economic institutions. Among the many Canadians who have not accepted
the American ethos of modernity are (to their credit) Canadian artists,
who have been on the whole consistently opposed to the homogenizing
influence of this mass culture of economic power. Moreover, since the

writing of Lament for a Natiom, Canadian polyphony has proven somewhat

more resilient than Grant's argument would suggest as artists, including
writers, have continued to offer an unofficial voice countering economic
and cultural monologisms, to resist the centripetal forces drawing the
Canadian plankton into the American whale, and to broaden their audience
within their own culture. They have consistently stood on the fringe of
their own culture in order to dialogize its assumptions. Specifically,
recent decades have seen regional cultures flourish in Canada,
constituting a vibrant localism the opposite of provincialism; the
Prairies and Quebec provide perhaps the strongest examples. Moreover,
ethnic groups, minorities, and immigrants continue to gain and give
voice to the variety of Canadian experiences: these centrifugal voices
question the centre.

More dramatic, however, in their questioning of the central tenets
of Western thought and philoscophy have been the growth of feminist

theories. Feminism(s), occupying the boundaries of culture, undermine
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the male assumptions and power structures that have long ruled Western
societies. In the following passage, Barbara Godard summarizes thisg

centrifugal work of feminism:

Feminist criticism has been particularly searching in its
exposure of the meaning system of male-dominated society.
In this, woman as sign is what is not man, what he has
expelled or repressed beyond himself. Yet she is an
essential reminder of what he is, and the undermining of
binary systems of opposition. Feminist deconstruction has
been concerned to point out the way in which binary
oppositions are a way of seeing typical of ideology. Their
various subversive strategies have been designed to unravel
these oppositions by showing how they collapse in on
themselves in the name of a difference which is relational,
labyrinthean, web-like, rather than hierarchical.¥

Godard points out the radical ideological raigson d'etre of feminism, its

aims of disrupting not only political and social structures but also
ways of thinking. Similarly, Linda Hutcheon argues that feminism calls
for a rethinking of Western philosophy, since "subjectivity in the
Western liberal humanist tradition has been defined in terms of
rationality, individuality, and power; in other words, it is defined in
terms of those domains traditionally denied women, who are relegated
instead to the realms of intuition, familial collectivity, and
submission."3® Feminisms seek to challenge from their peripheral
position the stasis of these polar oppositions, the monologic quality of
much of Western society and thinking.

Recent postmodern theory also suggests that forces within Canadian

culture work to dialogically undo the centripetal impetus of Western

37 Barbara Godard, "Structuralism/Post-Structuralism: Language,
Reality and Canadian Literature," in Future Indicative: Literary Theory
and Canadian Literature, ed. John Moss (Ottawa: U of Ottawa Press, 1987)
44,

38 rinda Hutcheun, The Canadian Postmodern: A Study of Contemporary
English-Canadian Fiction (Toronto: Oxford U Press, 1988) 5,




45
thinking. Postmodern critics in Canada have been quick to note that
while feminism and postmodernism are different they are related, kissing
cousins as it were. Both ideological activities act as destabilizing
centrifugal forces in culture. In her study of the fiction of Canadian
women writers, Private and Fictional Words, Coral Ann Howells makes the
connection explicit:

There are close parallels between the historical situation

of women and of Canada as a nation, for women's experience

of the power politics of gender and their problematic

relation to patriarchal traditions of authority have

affinities with Canada's attitude to the cultural

imperialism of the United States as well as its ambivalence

towards its Eurcpean inheritance. Canada's colonial

inheritance of English and French language and culture is

complicated by the multiple origins of the Canadian

population as a result of multi-ethnic patterns of

immigration and settlement. While Canadians have strong

loyalties to racial and cultural origins outside Canada,

they also have a strong sense of marginality in relation to

those cultures which have disinherited them as emigrants.3
Both Canada in general and women in particular occupy a marginal
position, an ambivalence or difference in Howells' terms, and as she
proceeds to suggest in the explication of this thesis, this is a
creative position, a dialogic and centrifugal one.

In The Canadian Postmodern, Linda Hutcheon makes much the same
point about postmodern theory and Canadian culture. Indeed, the essays
collected here continually underscore the privileged position of this
culture, not its vulnerability to the threat of Western thought,
particularly that embodied by the United States. "The ex-centric," she

writes, "those on the margins of histcry--be they women, workers,

3% coral Ann Howalls, Private and Fictional Words: Canadian Women
Novelists of the 1970s and 1980s (London and New York: Methuen, 1987) 2-3,
See also 4, 10, 21, 26, 183-184.
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immigrants (or writers?)--have the power to change the perspective of
the centre,"® and she proceeds to the following affirmation: "The ex-
centric is a mirror of Canadian marginalization--but as more a
privileged than a denigraded position. It both challenges the general
notion of centre and, at the same time, undoes that particular idea of
the possibility of a centred, coherent subjectivity." According to
Hutcheon, Canada is filled with ex-centrics and defined by its ex-
centricity. She repeatedly points out how this peripheral status allows
definition against centres, resistence to centripetal forces in
politics, social structures, and thought itself.

Both Howells and Hutcheon point to the influence of Robert
Kroetsch on postmodern thinking and writing in Canada, and when we turn

to the essays of The lLovely Treachery of Words we hear a similar

emphasis on the privileged position of the ex-centric. In such essays
as "Disunity as Unity: A Canadian Strategy,”" "No Name Is My Name," and
"Beyond Nationalism: A Prologue," Mr. Canadian Postmodern, as Hutcheon
calls him, completely reverses questions of national identity and
cultural meta-narrative. While previous writers stressed the need to
define ourselves, to speak ourselves into existence as it were, Kroetsch
speaks of the resistence to definition as a creative strategy for
Canadian culture. XKroetsch acknowlidges the monologic pull of the
American and Soviet empires, yet that pull forces other cultures to
become “other,' to adopt a creative marginal position. "Canada is

supremely a country of margins,"” he writes, adding "the centre does not

40 Hyutcheon, Canadian Postmodern 103.
! Hutcheon, Canadian Postmodern 175.
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hold. The margin, the periphery, the edge, now, is the exciting and

"42  rndeed, Kroetsch

dangerous boundary where silence and soind meet.
explicitly draws on Bakhtin to suggest the paradoxical creativity of an
unfixed identity:
The willingness to refuse privilege to a restricted or
restrictive cluster of meta-narratives becomes a Canadian
strategy for survival. We must, in Mikhail Bakhtin's terms,
remain polyphonic, and the great Russian theorist was in his
carnivalesque way a great master of survival. We are under
pressure from the many versions of the meta-narrative,
ranging from Star Wars to programs like “Dynasty' and
“Dallas'-~and again we hear the shorthand of the meta-
narrative in the naming. The trick is, I suppose, to resist
the meta-narrative and still to avoid Riel's fate.?3
The existence of Canadian culture, indead its vibrancy, depends upon a
centrifugal resistence to monologue, a polyphonic answering word to
meta-narratives that attempt to fix and define identity. "We survive,"
concludes Kroetsch, "by working with a low level of self-definition and
national definition. We insist on staying multiple, and by that
strategy we accommodate to our climate, our economic situation, and our
neighbours."* We survive by saying, "ambiguously, proudly,

"45  postmodern theory, here in the

tauntingly, no name is my name.
words of Kroetsch, Hutcheon, and Howells, turns upside down Grant's fear
of the American ethos of modernity, demonstrating how a resistence to
that meta-narrative allows cultural freedom and creativity.

If we turn specifically to the development of literature in

Canada, we find evidence of this development of a polyphonic cultural

consciousness throughout. 1Its literary and socio-historical development

42Kroetsch, Treachery 22-23.
Kroetsch, Treachery 23.
Kroetsch, Treachery 28,

5 Kroetsch, Treachery 52.
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have been inextricably linked, as several critics have noted, among them

Wilfred Egglaston and E.K. Brown. In The Frontier and Canadian Letters,

Eggleston insists that "no account of the birth and growth of native
letters in British North America can be more than a segment of a much

"46  gimilarly,

larger story, namely, its social and cultural history.
Brown suggests that "literature develops in close association with
society," and indeed that "a great literature is the flowering of a

great society, a mature and adequate society."#’ Although phrased

somewhat vaguely, Brown's essential point, made in On_Canadian Poetry,

is well taken: a living literature is produced by and helps to produce
a living society, that is, a society pervaded by an active heteroglot
language consciousness rather than a monologic language consciousness.
In Canada, many of the necessary elements have been present, although
Brown could still maintain in 1951, shortly before his death, that
"Canadians do not care what other Canadians think."*® To the last,
Brown lamented the lack of dialogue in Canadian literature, the lack of
an audience to hear Canadian voices. Similarly, the Canadian Writers'
Conference of 1955 sought to establish an audience for Canadian
literature and the viability of society supporting it: artists by
adopting several resolutions aimed at increasing dialogue, such as the
teaching of Canadian literature at all levels of education, the
establishment and suw..rt of libraries, the printing and reprinting of

books, and the establishment and extension of fellowships, scholarships,

46 wilfred Eggleston, The Frontier and Canadian Letters, Carleton
Libra:y 102 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1977) 28.
47 grown, On Canadian Poetry 25-26.
8 E.K. Brown, Responses and Evaluations: Essavs on Canada, ed. David
gtiines, New Canadian Library 137 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1977)
14.
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9 Other such official and institutional

and cash value for awards.*
remedies have included the Canada Council, which while funded by the
federal government is relatively free to dispense funds promoting
cultural development over a broad spectrum.

If we examine more closely the socio-historical development of
literature in Canada, we do find evidence of centripetal and centrifugal
forces at play. We find a dynamic literature developing through time.
What we witness is the struggle to create a native idiom, a continuing
struggle, because the world of early Canadian literature was not one in
which a genuine epic consciousness was possible. The only available
“poetic' world was that of the European tradition, and this tradition
was colonially adopted: monologically accepted forms and norms were
monologically applied to the Canadian chronotope. Desmond Pacey
characterizes this disjunction by maintaining that "the language and
metrical forms evolved over centuries to suit the needs of European life
and literature were ill-equipped to convey the very different North

"0 fThe literary language imported from Europe

American experience.
needed to be dialogized, to have i:s boundaries questioned, broken, and
re-established. 1In "Bakhtin Reads DeMille: Canadian Literature,
Postmodernism, and the Theory of Dialogism," Richard Cavell argues that
Canadian literature has defined itself by this dialogic response to

European origins. He writes, "the monologism of the established

literary tradition would be contested by the literature of the New

49 F R. Scott, introduction, Writing in Canada: Proceedings of the
Canadian Writers' Conference Held at Queen's University, July 1955, ed.
George Whalley {Toronto: Macmillan, 1956) 1-10.

%0 pacey 26. Tom Marshall puts it another way, saying that "Canadian
poetry had to find its own way out of the English confinement of those
hedge-rows, rhyme and metre"(Marshall 5).
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World, or of the colony, if you will, in a dialogical encounter which
subverts the temporal, authoritative elements of that traditional
literature.”S! Cavell posits a model of Canadian literary history
based on a dialogue of centripetal 0ld World literary force with New
World cenvrifugal voices.

This process became relatively vigorous with the Confederation
poets, as several critics have noted. W.J. Keith maintains of them that
"though influenced by both British and American models, they gradually
evolved styles and attitudes that could be recognized, at home and
abroad, as characteristic of the new Dominion."%? Roberts, Lampman,
Carman, and Scott began the process of dialogizing Canadian poetry, of
medifying a tradition to a native use. The Modern poets of the 1920s
and 30s, by reacting against the preceding poetry, paradoxically
continued the process of opening up Canadian poetry, of dialogizing
language conscrousness. Indeed the reaction was the dialogic response
of an opposing ideological world view, not a simple disagreement over
forms and diction. Moreover, the 1940s and 1950s saw an increased
internal dialogue of world views. As Keith maintains, "the pattern of
Canadian literary development consists of a long slow growth followed by
a sudden creative burgeoning."®? The 1940s saw a vigorous critical
debate between propcnents of native and cosmopolitan world views,

between John Sutherland's First Statement and Patrick Anderson's

Preview, and the 1950s saw the emergence of three groups categorized by

51 Richard Cavell, "Bakhtin Reads DeMille: Canadian Literature,
Postm?dernism, and the Theory of Dialogism," Future Indicative 206.

¢ Keith 33. N

3 Reith x.
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Pacey as the mythopoeic poets, the social realists of Montreal, and the
school of regionalist verse.

The years after 1960, the period with which we are most concerned,
have been years of even greater activity. These years have shown that
Canadian literature is a literature in formation, an open literature of
the historical present, an internally dynamic and externally open

literature whose boundaries are neither fixed nor limiting. But as Tom

Marshall maintains in Hargh and Lovely Land, "Canadian poets are quite

different from contemporary American or English poets in that they are

"S55 However accurate we

engaged in the creation of their country.
consider Marshall's estimation of American and British literature, his
statement concerning poets and the becoming of Canada must be accepted
as correct, Canadian poets are intimately involved in Canada's socio-

historical development. And these poets reflect the increasing sense of

complex heteroglossia and polyphony in Canada. In Northern Spring,

George Woodcock suggests that "with maturity has come--as in all
literatures--variegation, the rejection of orthodoxies of style and
theme, and a growing assurance among writers in following their own
unclassifiable paths."5® Centrifugal forces have clearly been at work
in Canadian writing. A dialogic language consciousness has continued to
create a dynamic and flexible tradition. As Woodcock goes on to
suggest, the network necessary for creative dialogic exchange has been

established, and he stresses its importance in the literature's life:

34 pacey 236.
55 Marshall 177.
6 Woodcock, Northern Spring 9.
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And any national literature depends for its survival on the

development of the type of infra-structure which we often

call a “literary world,' meaning the kind of ambiance in

which writers are in touch with each other, in which

responsible criticism develops, and in which there is a

reasonable certainty of publication through a network of

publishers, periodicals and media willing to use literary
material. That a fair number of writers should earn enough

to work without having to depend on academic appointments or

journalistic chores is also nne of the signs of a real

literary world.%

In the past, given Canada's size and small population, such an open and
dialogic literary world was virtually impossible to maintain. Of
course, such a world does not guarantee good writing, but good writing
is difficult to produce without it.

Canadian literature since 1960 reveals itself as vigorous, as a
polyphonic world where centripetal and centrifugal forces are played
out. Malcolm Ross insists that "art in Canada is not and never can be,
if it is art, an imaginative celebration of the state."%® cCanadian
literature does not wave the flag in any obvious sense; rather, its
borders are opened in a positive sense. Frye echoes Ross when he
suggests that "to distinguish what is creavive in a minority from what
attempts to dominate, we have to distinguish between cultural issues,
which are inherently decentralizing ones, and political and economic
n59

issues, which tend to centralization and hierarchy. Frye praises

the decentralizing role, the centrifugal forces of culture opposed to
the centripetal tendencies of power and money. He goes on to describe

the struggle for cultural distinctiveness as "a fight for human dignity

57Woodcock, Northern Spring 12.
Ross 153,
Northrop Frye, Divisions on a Ground: Essays on Canadian Culture,
ed. James Polk (Toronto: Anansi, 1982) 43,
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itself, for the variety in life that nothing but genuine culture can
ever produce, for the unity that is the opposite pole of uniformity."50
Canadian literature itself participates in this battle for a centrifugal
richness as opposed to centripetal homogeneity, a homogeneity
characterized by what Frye calls an international style hostile to
regional developments, a style "not a bag of rhetorical tricks but a way
of seeing and thinking in a world controlled by uniform patterns of
technology."®' Tom Marshall and D.G. Jones, both poets and critics,
suggest that poets of the past thirty years have done well in this

struggle. In Harsh and Lovely Land, Marshall explains that "this

explosion or deluge or confusion of tongues--in both prose and poetry--
is itself, whatever the problems it poses for critics and readers, an

"62  canadian

evidence of growth in the collective consciousness.
writers have challenged readers and critics with a polyphonic language

consciousness, with a sense of the world in its continual becoming. As

Jones suggests in Butterfly on Rock, these poets have given voice to the

unofficial cultural consciousness:

They have set out to take an inventory of the world but
scarcely uttered, the world of the excluded or ignored. It
would comprehend whatever is crude, whatever is lonely,
whatever has failed, whatever inhabits the silence of the
deserted streets, the open highways, the abandoned farms.

It is the wilderness of experience that does not conform to
the cultural maps of the history books, sermons, political
speeches, slick magazines and ads. And it is the wilderness
of language in which the official voices of the culture fail
to articulate the meaning or the actual sensation of living
and tend to become gibberish.63

60 Frye, Divisions 43.
Frye, Divisions 31.

62 Marshall 119.

63 Jones 166.
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Both Marshall and Jones describe a profoundly Bakhtinian, dialogic,
dynamic, and unofficial literature, a literature with a healthy lack of
respect for accepted forms, canons, and boundaries, for all that the
powers that be would elevate to the status of official culture for an
official audience.

Frye further suggests that "what was an inarticulate space on a
map is now responding to the world with the tongues and eyes of a
matured and disciplined imagination."®* Not only has Canadian
literature participated in the socio-historical development of Canada,
but it has also reflected that socio-historical world in its content.
Canadian literature has sought to define its various artistic
chronotopes. In Dennis Lee's words, such literature has sought to
characterize "our way of being here."®® 1Indeed, critics from Pacey to
Keith have long been in agreement in emphasizing the Canadian writer's
particular response to his or her space and time. As Pacey says, "at
every stage of its development, Canadian culture has responded to the
social, political and physical environment of Canada."® Writers have
read the chronotopes around themselves and have themselves written the
artistic chronotopes expressing a Canadian socio-historical
consciousness. As Keith explains, a language has been moulded over time
into "a medium through which . . . solitude can be explored,
articulated, recognized as one's own," with the result that "Canadian

literature gradually, obstinately, impressively forms itself as the

64 Frye, Divisions 70.
65 Lee, "Running and Dwelling" 14-16.
66 pacey 1 -2.
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embodiment of a scattered and elusive people's communal vision."87
This communal vision becomes embodied in literature as a characteristic
series of chronotopes, as a series of word images of our time-space.
These chronotopes manifest themselves not as expressicns of nationalism
but as imaginative stances, as D.G. Jones puts it, as part of our
feeling at home, our responsive understanding of where we are.%®

Recent postmodern and feminist literature and theory paradoxically
continue and diverge from these ridernist concerns. While the largely
modernist critics above focus on identity, postmodernists and feminists
focus on difference as the key issue within Canadian literature(s).
Difference, in fact, is both the content and form of the postmodern, and
this difference connects well with Bakhtin's theory of dialogue.
Kroetsch announces this difference from modernism when he writes, "we
write books, not in search of our identity, but against the notion of
identity. The paradox is, however, that the Canadian identity states
itself in, by, its acts of concealment. What we insist isn't there is
exactly what is."®® Canadian literature, suggests Kroetsch, writes
against identity in order to announce difference, to conceal similarity.
He puts it thus elsewhere:

Canadian writing takes place between the vastness of

(closed) cosmologies and the fragments found in the (open)

field of the archaeological site. It is a literature of

dangerous middles. It is a literature that, compulsively

seeking its own story (and to be prophetic after all: this

will still be the case a century from now) ccmes

compulsively to a genealogy that refuses origin, to a
genealogy that speaks instead, and anxiously, and with a

67 Keith 8-9.
Jones 5.
69Kroetsch, Treachery 188.



56

generous reticence, the nightmare and the welcome dream of
Babel.”0

Canadian literature is one based on Babel, on language difference and
~olyphony, not on a meta-narrative of origins; this literature is a
literature of the loophole. 1In this context, I would suggest that
Purdy, in his simultaneous concern for both identity and difference,
being and becoming, uneasily occupies the boundary between the modern
and the postmodern. He offers us, in fact, a transitional poetry.

Like Kroetsch, Hutcheon signals the transition from the modern to
the postmodern. Her writings clearly indicate that postmodern Canadian
literature is both continuous and discontinous with modern literature.

In her introduction to The Canadian Postmodern, she speaks of this

connection:
The continuity between the modernist and the postmodernist
is a very real one, but what distinguishes them, I would
argue, is that in the postmodern this self-consciousness of
art as art is paradoxically made the means to a new
engagement with the social and the historical world, and
that this is done in such a way as to challenge (though not
destroy) our traditional humanist beliefs about the function
of art in society.T

While modernism and postmcdernism both provide self-conscious writing,
the more recent texts are intensely ideological in a Bakhtinian way,
concerned with the word's socio-historic context rather than its
separation from this context. As Hutcheon says elsewhere, "Postmodern
literature situates itself squarely in the context of its own reading
and writing as social and ideological actualities."72 Furthermore, she

explicitly makes the connection between postmodern and feminist writing

70Kroetsch, Treachery 71.
1 Hutcheon, Canadian Postmodern 1-2.
2 Hutcheon, Canadian Postmodern 10.
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and the valuing of difference. The Canadian ex-centric writer, male or
female, simultaneously establishes and undercuts "prevailing values and
conventions in order to provoke a questioning,"73 Hutcheon writes,
challenging the givens, the monologisms, "the “master' narratives of

w74

liberal humanist culture. Such challenging, such insistence on

difference, is central to both postmodern and feminist texts:

Thanks to the work of feminist writers, we are facing a new
situation: exit Man, enter Humankind, including Woman. The
universal (but somehow male) concept of humanist Man is
giving way to a more diversified concept of experience based
on difference. In postmodern literature this has meant a
turning to those forms that can accentuate difference,
especially in the face of a mass culture that tends to
homogenize or obliterate anything that does not seem to fit.
In Canadian writing the tweo major (but by no means only) new
forms to appear have been those that embody ethnicity and
the female.’®

Recent Canadian literature, suggests Hutcheon, particularly the
centrifugal texts of ethnic and feminist writers, has given voice to the
philosophy and techniques, the ideology and forms of difference.
Postmodern writers are expressing in new ways the centrifugal energy,
the polyphonic and heteroglot basis of Canadian culture. "To render the

particular concrete,"

writes Hutchecon, "to glory in a (defining) ex-
centricity--this is the Canadian postmodern."’®
In an interview with Alan Twigg, Al Purdy replies to a request for

a description of Canadian literature that "the most prominent

characteristic of Canadian literature is that it's the only literature

73Hutcheon, Canadian Postmodern 3.
Hutcheon, Canadian Postmodern 23.
Hutcheon, Canadian Postmodern 18.
76Hutcheon, Canadian Postmodern 19. See also Howells (10, 13, 26~27)
and Future Indicative (109-110).
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about which the interviewer would ask what the characteristics are."’’
As we turn from Canadian literature to the characteristics of Canadian
criticism, such a comment underlines the national critical passion for
defining, exploring, and characterizing our literature and its ethos.
Indeed, the last several paragraphs of our discussion have demonstrated
this point, for all of the critics quoted have been engaging in this
critical dialogue. Yet more than this, this chapter itself has
participated with its own ideological world view in this definition of
the Canadian ethos and canon. Such is the dialogic nature of criticism.
With the broader perspective afforded by Bakhtin's socio-historical
poetics, criticism of Canadian literature itself is seen to involve a
dialogue of ideological positions as embodied in critical points of view

and standards of judgement. As Eli Mandel notes in his introduction to

Frank Davey's Surviving the Paraphrase, "from its earliest beginnings,

Canadian criticism has been a surprisingly aggressive art, its
practitioners calling on their skills of polemic and contention."’®
Criticism, in all its variety of sketches, histories of the tradition,
and individual and thematic studies, engages both writer and reader in
dialogue from its own perspective, and such a dialogue contributes to
the historical becoming of literature as well as to an ordering of the
past. The critical dialogue remains strong in Canadian literature. As

George Woodcock says of the recent past, "some of the best of these

critics are themselves fine poets, and this has meant that criticism in

77 a1 Purdy, "Al Purdy: One of a Kind," with Alan Twigg, For Openers:
Conversations with 24 Canadian Writers, ed. Alan Twigg (Madiera Park,
B.C.:7§arbour Publishing, 1981) 9.

Eli Mandel, The Family Romance (Winnipeg: Turnstone Press, 1986)
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Canada has become a genuine dialogue within the world of writers."’®
Writers and critics have practised if not always agreed upon the
dialogic function of criticism--its function as mediator and
interpreter. As Bakhtin says, criticism mediates "between the social
and general ideological demands of the epoch, on the one hand, and
literature, on the other."80

In their evaluations, ciitics have organized discourse to a
considerable extent. Sherrill Grace, in "'Listen to the Voice':
Dialogism and the Canadian Novel,"” notes that "at first glance, it would
seem that politically, geographically, and linguistically Canada, unlike
the United States, constitutes the perfect dialogistic space."m
Wondering why in this context the literary canon is then comprised
primarily of monolcgic works, Grace answers her question with a

. ?"8  Grace

question: '"is it our readings that are monologistic .
posits a tendency to critical monologisms and argues for dialogic
readings. In their evaluation, defining, and mapping, critics have
created hierarchies, canons, and metafictions ordering a national
literature. The results have at times been monologic: a pattern has
been traced, a canon established, and a hierarchy defended. The

formation of such a canon calls for and has often received an answering

word. In his introduction to the second volume of The Canadian Novel,

John Moss explains that "every age reinvents its own cultural

antecendents to make itself appear inevitable," and he adds that

79 Woodcock, Northern Spring 15.
Bakhtin, Formal Method 173.

! sherrill Grace, " Listen to the Voice': Dialogism and the Canadian
Novel," in Future Indicative: Literary Theory and Canadian Literature, ed.
John Moss (Ottawa: U of Ottawa Press, 1987) 131.

Grace 132.
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"nothing reflects the unstable condition of the literary past so much as
literary criticism . . . . The past in Canadian literature is
sufficiently unstable that critical myths which provide illusions of
development and continuity abound."® Criticism shapes the fluid
Canadian past into sometimes static patterns, patterns which provide at
best a partial understanding of literature's life, patterns argued from
points of view.

One such pattern outlined by critics has been writers' emphasis on
the land. Lee, another critic who is also a poet, discusses mysterium
tremendum, "the encounter with holy otherness, most commonly approached
here through encounter with the land--to which an appropriate response
is awe and terror."8 Frye speaks of the "sense of meditative shock
produced by the intrusion of the natural world into the imagination.'®®
In a similar context, Pacey makes the statement that '"man is dwarfed by
an immensely powerful physical environment which is at once forbidding
and fascinating."8® The point here is not that these statements are
inaccurate (for each of them is true of several Canadian writers) but
that they participate in the socio-historical becoming of Canadian
literature by providing touchstones for judging past writers and
determining future writing. Such statements tend to set canons almost
unconsciously if they are not dialogized by writers and critics.

A similar debate in criticism has taken place concerning the high

and the low, the serious and the comic, the select audience and the

83 gohn Moss, introduction, The Canadian Novel, Volume II: Beginnings,
ed. Jg?n Moss (Toronto: New Canada Publications, 1980) 7.
Dennis Lee, "Response to Robin Mathews," Satur. s Night Sept. 1972:

33.
85 Frye, Divisions 49.
BsPacey 2,
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larger audience. Critics have tended to value what passes for official
culture, the high and serious genres of poetry appealing to an alumost
private audience. Perhaps A.J.M. Smith has been the strongest advocate
of such a position. At the 1955 Canadian Writers' Conference, Smith
maintained that "a restricted, knowledgeable, exacting audience is more

"87  yowever

valuable to the poet than a large and undiscriminating one.
true we feel this statement to be, it is also undeniable that such a
statement has definite socio-historical consequences for the nature of
Canadian poetry. Such a statement values a certain type of poetry, or
leads to such an {e)valuation. Smith says elsewhere of a group of
symbolist poets, "these are the poets in Canada who write not for the
immediate moment alone. They are the poets who will live when the
urbanized hitch-hiking social realists or the lung-born egoists of
instant experience have been long forgotten."® gSmith, in this
statement, canonizes one line of poetry and discredits others. Aall
critics judge individuals, schools, and groups from distinct ideclogical
positions; clearly, in a Bakhtinian sense, all critical judgements are
ideological. Here Smith argues from the position of seeing poetry as a
special language for the few, a language separated from everyday
language. Other critics, however, and John Sutherland is a good

example, argue from equally distinct if opposed positions. Again, our

point is not to criticize these positions but to bring them to light, to

87 pA.J.M. Smith, address, Writing in Canada 22.

88 smith, Canadian Letters 155. The symbolist poets to whom Smith
refers are P.K. Page, Anne Wilkinson, Anne Hebert, Jay Macpherson, Daryl
Hine, and Gwendolyn MacEwen. As for the social realists et _al, Smith
leaves it to the reader's imagination as to whom they might be,
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dialogize them, for all these positions participate in critical

dialogue.

Critics order literature and, in a larger sense, discourse itself
by defining branches and lines and by positing evolutions, progress, and
continuities. Critics as various as Brown, Smith, Pacey, Frye, Atwood,
Jones, Marshall, Keith, Mandel, Bowering, and Kroetsch have sought and
continue to seek to define the Canadian ethos and its literary
tradition, specificaliy by reading the past and prophesying the future.

In Northern Spring, Woodcock suggests that Smith the anthologist "was

discovering and charting the lines of a new tradition, establishing a
cancn, and in the process developing insights into the kind of poetry

"89

the Canadian environment and Canadian history have encouraged.
one sense, all critics are engaged in this process of definition,

charting, and canonizing, and they are equally engaged in the socio-
historical processes of re-accentuation of past texts. Thus, critics
such as Frank Davey, Paul Stuewe, and Eli Mandel have in recent years

countered the arguments of earlier and contemporary critics. Stuewe, in

Clearing the Ground,® criticizes thematic critics such as Atwood and

Jones, followers of Frye's theories, for turning literary works into
purely social, cultural, and thematic documents. Stuewe then posits
alternatives to writers canonized by these critics. Davey undertakes a

w9

similar critical deconstruction in "Surviving the Paraphrase, and

Eli Mandel in various essays collected in Another Time and The Family

89 woodcock, Northern Spring 182.
0 paul Stuewe, Clearing the Ground: English-Canadian Literature after
Survival (Toronto: Proper Tales Press, 1984). See especially 10-19.
Frank Davey, Surviving the Paraphrase (Winnipeg: Turnstone Press,
1983) 1-12.
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Romance counters Grant's Loyalism and centralist cultural heyemonies
with arguments for the vitality of centrifugal regionalisms. These
critics participate in a larger critical dialogue determining the life
of specific literary texts. Indeed, such critical dialogue is evident
in the re-accentuation of texts, in new readings. For example, such re-
accentuation can be read in critical readings of the texts of such
Confederation poets as Isabella Valancy Crawford and Duncan Campbell
Scott. Critics participate in the historical development of literature,
in its continual becoming, sometimes monologically but at the best of
times dialogically.

More recent postmodern criticism has demonstrated this
participation in literature's development. Indeed, recent years have
seen an intensification of critical awareness as the debate over
replacing thematic criticism continues. Two recent collections of
critical essays suggest the increased theoretical dialogue taking place

in Canadian literature. Driving Home: A Dialogue Between Writers and

Readers, the proceedings of the August 1982 Calgary Institute for the
Humanities Conference, shows clearly the influence of reader response
theory, a renewed sense that the literary text is a process rather than
an object, a collaboration rather than an imprimatur The conference
itself, in its conscious attempt to increase the dialogue between
authors and audiences, indicates a renewed sense of the ideological and

social bases of the literary experience. Sim’larly, Future Indicative:

Literary Theory aid Canadian Literature, the proceedings of a 1986

conference at the University of Ottawa on the theoretical ferment in

Canada, equally demonstrates the increasea critical dialogue in the wake
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of thematic criticism. 1In fact, this collection demonstrates from first
to last the influence of Bakhtin in the Canadian theoretical arena.
Papers delivered by Harbara Godard on post-structuralism and feminism,
Linda Hutcheon on historiographic metafiction, John Thurston on Susanna
Moodie, Sherrill Grace on dialogism in the Canadian novel, and Richard
Cavell on dialogue, carnival, James De Mille, and postmodernism all
point to an increased awareness of dialogue, heteroglossia, carnival,
and ideology in connection with Canadian literature. While in the
opening panel, Robert Kroetsch advises readers and writers to "Go to
Bakhtin"? to learn dialogue, George Bowering remarks in the closing
panel, "When this conference on theory and Canadian literature was
announced I hoped I was coming to a conference on Shklovsky and Ricoeur.
Instead, I discovered I'd come to a conference on Bakhtin and Lacan."%?
These book-end comments point to the increasing dialogue of the Canadian
critical scene.

Postmodernism in general and feminism in particular have
intensified recent criticism, making criticism (self)-conscious of its
own ideological complicity and complexity as well as that of the
literary text. As Hutcheon puts it, postmodernism is "aware of its
inevitable ideological complicity with the dominant forms of culture
that it wishes to challenge."% She goes on in her introduction to The

Canadian Postmodern to underline postmodernism's concern with the

author-text-audience totality:

92 Robert Kroetsch, "Writer Writing, Ongoing Verb," opening panel in

Future Indicative 10.
9% George Bowering, "Present Tense: The Closing Panel," in Future

Indicgtive 241,
Hutcheon, Canadian Postmodern 12.
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The issue of complicity that postmodernism raises is one

that depends upon a recognition of the complex “discursive'

situation of literature. By this I mean that the

“discourse' of literature consists of a situation wherein

the writer, the reader, and the text meet within an entire

historical, social, and political, as well as literary,

context.%
Hutcheon's comments clearly indicate criticism's increasing sense that
writing and reading texts are ideological activities, diachronic in all
respects. Speaking of the feminist theoretical agenda, Barbara Godard
relates that "the impact of feminist scholarship has been to show that
gender is a fundamental organizing category of human experience and of

the creation of knowledge.“96

Feminist criticism too has grown to
examine the ideological bases of experience, relations, and knowledge
within a specific gender framework. Feminist critics have set out to
dialogically question and redefine the largely male assumptions
underlying not only the Canadian canon but also the critical apparatus
that creates that canon. Godard goes on in the same article to speak of
Bakhtin's centrifugal role in Canadian criticism: '"the appropriation of
Bakhtin focuses critical debate on questions of authority and tradition
whose established limits and logic are undermined by the marginal
carnival rabble, in this case Canadians resisting imperial power in the

"97  Godard and Hutcheon clearly implicate feminicm

Anglo-American axis.
and postmodernism in canon making and breaking, in the dynamic critical

debate that is Canadian criticism. Postmodernist theories are

themselves implicated in the ideological critical dialogue. As

95 Hutcheon, Canadian Postmodern 16.
Barbara Godard, "Structuralism/Post-Structuralism: Language,
Reality and Canadian Literature,'" in Future Indicative 32.
97 Godard 46.
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Francesco Loriggio relates, "Criticism in Canada has always been a
plural operation with a double or triple birth as its goal. It has
ratified theories or methods, helped establish the literature of the
nation and, in intent at any rate, the nation itself."%® Criticism as
a player in the concrete socio-historic world demonstrates both

monologic and dialcgic impulses in processes of canonization and re-

accentuation.?®

The issues central to critical dialogue in Canada, therefore,
respond well to analysis in the light of Bakhtin's theories. Louis

Dudek's essay, "Poetry in English", for example, oviginally delivered as

%8 Francesco Loriggio, "The Question of the Corpus: Ethnicity and
Canadi9an Literature," in Future Indicative 57.

Canon formation, the critical participation in the historical
development of Canadian literature, can be seen in two examples from
current critical works. Tom Marshall's Hargh and Lovely Land makes no
effort to hide its critical assumptions and its basic purposes. Marshall
is completely open about what he is attempting: "it is the purpose of the

resent book to examine the major Canadian poets and the making of a
distinguished and distinguishable' poetic tradition in English"(xi).
Marshall sets out to give shape to the Canadian tradition, but naturally
his position is not purely objective. Instead, he orients his canon around
a certain understanding of Canada, and this ideological perspective causes
Marshall to organize the socio-historical literary past into a series of
stages leading tc a defining point, to categorize poets into various lines
of continuity and progression, to value certain poets as more Canadian
than others. Marshall defines the open world of flux as canonical for
Canadian literature. He organizes the canon around a picture of the
Canadian land and people pervaded by ambivalence and irony, and he
characterizes our poetic idiom (with Al Purdy and Margaret Avison at the
centre) as serious and ultimately religious (xi-xii). Moreover, Marshall
makes this organization of the canon seem inevitable. Defining a poetic
idiom as distinctive, Marshall proceeds to argue its inevitability both in
the past and in the future (48 and 172). A similar exercise of canon
formation is conducted in W. J. Keith's Canadian Literature in English.
In this book, a volume in the Longmar Literature in English series, Keith
sets out to define the Canadian tradition, emphasizing literary forms and
their historical development and the growing canon of the main stream in
our literature (x). KXeith gives value to those writers working within a
defined tradition, and his criticism uses as its framework a sense of
development through time as progress (74). As with Marshall, this pattern
becomes canonical, sanctified by history, and prophetic of the future
(117). The literary tradition, suggests Keith, lies embedded in our
historical patterns of development, and the canonical, the accurate, and
the inevitable pattern of the tradition lies in the quintessentially
Canadian stance.
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a paper at the symposium in celebration of the tenth anniversary of the

founding of Canadian Literature, apparently seeks to summarize the

poetic developments of the 1960s, but in fact constitutes a defense of
Canadian modernism and an attack on Leonard Cohen, Irving Layton, and Al
Purdy. The tone of the article is angry, the criticism personal and
scathing. It participates vigorously in the debate of ideological
positions in Canadian literature and criticism: cosmopolitan versus
native, the elitism of poetry versus poetry's folk base, and the modern
versus postmodern schools. Essentially, Dudek opposes modernism to what
he calls primitivism. Modernism, according to him, views poetic
discourse as a special language directed at a special audience; it
emphasizes the seriousness of official culture and the human intellect,
and it writes primarily out of literature's tradition. Primitivism, as
Dudek opposes it to modernism, views poetry as a common or even coarse
language aimed at a broad audience; it emphasizes the comedy of our
culture (and therefores what 1s low, unintellectual, and unimportant),
often dealing vulgarly with sex; it writes out of instant experience
which disparages or disregards literary tradition. Dudek claims that
integrity has been the great virtue of modernism. According to his
analysis, "the entire modern movement was a retreat from the idols of
the marketplace to the private household gods of art and know-

ledge, "' and he goes on to prophesy that "good poetry will return to

its minority audience, perhaps a smaller audience than ever before .

100 1ouis Dudek, "Poetry in English," The Sixties: Writers and Writing
of the Decade, a symposium to celebrate the tenth anniversary of Canadian
Literature (Vancouver: U of British Columbia Press, 1969) 114.
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the retreat will be to a more esoteric refinement."'9' pudek's
argument promotes a poetry of the ivory tower as opposed to a primitive
poetry. Throughout his argument, his categories and terms are
ideologically charged: they elevate or denigrate, praise or disparage.
For him, the crucial question is, "are we advancing in the live modern
direction?"102

Dudek's harsh criticism of Purdy, Layton, and Cohen is directed

against them as primitives. Failing to see them whole or individuallw,
Dudek sees them partially and collectively as anti-tradition, anti-
intellect, and anti-technique, and as "popular comedians," belonging to

"the school of direct speech, direct relation to life, and reductive

realism," for whom "sex . . . is the gummum bonum and the source of all
positive feeling . . . a very odd conclusion to reach in the history of

poetry and of human thought."'% 1In describing them thus, Dudek
places them in categories ideologically charged with negative
connotations and in so doing monologizes them.

Ironically, however, the qualities for which he as a modernist
condemns them, make them, in Bakhtin's terms, praiseworthy. They are
not part of the canon of serious, official, high poetry written for the
elite audience of the private household, but, in Bakhtinian terms, true
poets of the vulgar public marketplace. Their "nostalgia for the mud
mixed with a hankering for los’ Jivinity" (a phrase Dudek borrows from

Frye)'% is typical of a Bakhtinian poe.'s unofficial and folk view of

01 pudek, "Poetry in English"
102 pydek, "Poetry in English"
103 pydek, "Poetry in English"
104 pudek, "Poetry in English"
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the world. What Dudek calls "their barbarization" is from Bakhtin's
perspective a carnivalization of official culture. This last element
betrays the reason for Dudek's vituperation, for at stake are
ideological positions determining the nature of poetry; his modernism is
threatened by a dialogic world view. At the heart of Dudek's article,
the centripetal and centrifugal forces acting on poetry in its socio-
historical reality are played out.

Criticism of Al Purdy's poetry has itself participated in this
dialogue of ideoloyical positions and in the dynamic life of critical
discourse itself. While most critics of Purdy have been much more
generous than Dudek, still these critics have tended, as may be natural,
to monologize Purdy. They have provided official and canonical Purdys
in an attempt to understand his polyphonic poetry. There has been on
the part of critics an awareness of the fact that neither Purdy nor his

poetry can be critically contained. In 15 Canadian Peets, Gary Geddes

and Phyllis Bruce remind us of pPurdy's "inexhaustible capacity to
surprise and delight, to upset whatever critical expectations his own

1105

poems might encourage, and George Woodcock affirms in Northern

Spring that "Purdy stands, in his own idiosyncratic way, quite outside

"06  Nevertheless, critics have tended to categorize

categorization.
Purdy.
George Bowering is one of them. In Al Purdy, he reminds us that

"any single tack we take on a writer is going to be at least somewhat

superficial, and we should especially remember such a thing in Purdy's

105Gary Geddes and Phyllis Bruce, note on Purdy, 15 Canadian Poets
(Toronto: Oxford U Press, 1970) 290,
Woodcock, Northern Spring 192.
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case, because he makes a habit of surprising a reader or critic with
unexpected resources or interests."'% Bowering then goes on to

pursue his thesis that "Al Purdy is the world's most Canadian

poet."198 The gplit-level Purdy, "neither academic nor

primitive,"'%® is quintessentially Canadian in his stance: "Canadians
are taught to disgquise their learning and their sensitivity in order not
to appear pushy or pretentious."'? Moreover, Purdy treats Canada as

a broad topic, says Bowering, "sardonically, or with antic deprecation,
thus proving himself again the quintessential Canadian."''' Bowering
moulds Purdy into the image of the typical Canadian and the typical
Canadian into the image of Purdy. Essentially, Bowering mythologizes
Purdy. The first chapter of Bowering's study involves a great deal of
his personal reminiscence concerning Furdy, his first meeting with "t
bard, ' hig first taste of Prince Edward County wine, Bowering takes us
on a trip to Purdy's A-frame house, enchanting us with the mood of
Ameliasburg and Roblin Lake. This picture becomes a canonical picture
of Al Purdy, rural poet, rough around the edges. As Bowering savz of
Purdy's house and poetry, he "taught himself to build as he taught

himself to make poems, and the effects are similar--lots of inexpert

finishings made up for by the sense of talent and energy, and honest

usefulness. "2

107Geox:‘ge Bowering, Al Purdy, Studies in Canadian Literature
(Toron%o: Copp Clark, 1970) 1.

108 powering 1.

109 powering 52.

10 gowering 51.

M gowering 54.

112 powering 15.
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Other critics emphasize Purdy's serious side, his dark world-

vision. In Major Canadian Authors, David Stouk maintains that "the

vision which permeates all of Purdy's poetry is that human life is
tragically short and, within the general cosmic framework, without
significance."'’® o0felia Cohn-Sfetcu sees Purdy's "attempt to order
his consciousness of human reality, and put himself in harmony with the

patterns he discerns in the universe"?

as central to his poetry.
Still other critics emphasize one of Purdy's many voices over the
others. They seek to make one voice canonical. In "The Road to
Ameliasburg,"” John Lye claims that "despite the vivacity, the bluster,
and the ironic mask, Purdy's essential stance is sentimental and
conservative, "'’ and he adds that "the sensitive rather than the

tough voice is the one that predominates."116

Lye takes Purdy's many
voices in dialogue and his ambivalent stance and orders them; he
monologizes Purdy's polyphony.

Related to this canonizing of Purdy, in fact, is the fact that

most critics approach Purdy's poetry through traditional stylistics. As

Bakhtin reminds us in The Dialogic Imagination, "more often than not,

stylistics defines itself as a stylistics of “private craftsmanship' and
ignores the social life of discourse outside the artist's study,

discourse in the open spaces of public squares, streets, cities and

113 pavid Stouk, Major Canadian Authors: A Critical Introduction

(Lincoln and London: U of Nebraska Press, 1984) 235.
Ofelia Cohn-Sfetcu, "The Privilege of Finding an Opening in the

Past: Al pPurdy and the Tree of Experience," Queen's Quarterly 83 (1976):
262,

115 John Lye, "The Road to Ameliasburg,"” Dalhousie Review 57 (1977):
242,

116 1ye 243,
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villages, of social groups, generations and epochs."”7 By and large,
Purdy's critics have adhered to this stylistics; applying traditional
categories, oppositions, and terminology to his poetry, they have tended
to talk around the essential Purdy. Although showing a great deal of
critical insight into Purdy's poetics, the critics have nonetheless
cloaked their discussions in such terminology as romance and realism,
objective and subjective. Moreover, such stylistics emphasizes *he
whole individual, the transcendent, and the serious. Peter Stevens'
article "In the Raw: The Poetry of A.W. Purdy" has set the tone,
maintaining as he does that "it is the balancing of these opposing
forces of romanticism and realism that govern Purdy's development as a
poet."118 Such terms as romance and realism, purely literary terms
confined to the world of literary language, fail to suggest the socio-
historical bases of Purdy's poetry and the ideolngical positions
embodied by his voices.

In addition, traditional stylistics has often blurred the line
between Purdy the poet and the voices present in the poem. They have
been seen as one and the same; thought and speech are directly
connected. In "The Privilege of Finding an Opening in the Past: Al
Purdy and the Tree of Experience," Ofelia Cohn-Sfetcu claims that "in
Purdy's case, moments of self-awareness represent at once burdens that

put his spirit in peril, and points of departure towards a mode of

existence more authentic than the merely biological one."''? Cohn-

117 pakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 259.
118 peter Stevens, "In the Raw: The Poetry of A.W. Purdy," Canadian
Literature 28 (1966): 23.
Cohn-Sfetcu 262,




73
Sfetcu pictures the poems as a direct relation of the poet's personal
transcendent experience. For many of these critics, the poet speaks
directly in his poems. Peter Stevens suggests that "the poet's
oscillation comes across not as a wavering indecisive attitude but as a
consistent though varied voice, illustrating his personal concerns and

"120  The poet's voice reveals itself to be

his individuality.
personal, individual, consistent. Similarly, in Al Purdy George
Bowering speaks of '"the process whereby the poet comes to avail himself
of ways to get the individualities of his speech habits into

1121

prcsody, and he goes on to maintain that "when Purdy tells a

story, one of its major features is the person-and-voice of Bl Purdy,

"122  Al1l these critics sense Purdy as a lyric poet of

hence lyric.
individual voice speaking directly in his poems. Such application of
traditional stylistics to the forms of Purdy's poems, the speaking
voices, and the poet himself stress a serious, monologic Purdy. His
poems become an individual poetic monologue.

Such traditional stylistics also provides a traditional view of
the self. This self is a whole, unified, monclogic inner being, a soul
seeking fulfillment and transcendence, the self of Western
individualism. This person is the whole person of the classic canon, as
Bakhtin describes him or her with her or his "entirely finished,

completed, strictly limited body, which is shown from the outside as

something individual."'® cCritics have in fact long hinted that

120 gtevens 27.
121 Bowering 28.
122Bowering 7.
123 Bakhtin, Rabelais 370.
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someone larger than Al Purdy inhabits the poems. George Bowering
admits, "but sometimes among the poems there is room for suspicion that
the self is a reflection, a reflection of all the images of Al
Purdy."'?® And Margaret Atwood suggests that "there are many
overlapping self-created versions of Purdy."'?®>  Nevertheless,
critics have tended to see these versions of the self as aspects of an
individual's personality, of Purdy's self. Atwood speaks of the play of
voices as "a display of psychological fancy footwork."126 oOther
critics see the voices as psychological moods of a whole individual, and
in these discussions, moreover, Purdy's individual voice is central as
the manifestation of an individual. Such a Purdy is a transparent
Purdy, clear in every respect to the reader. Perhaps the following
comments by David Stouk best represent this particular critical
understanding of Purdy:

Purdy's popularity with a general readership has much to do

with the engaging speaking voice in his poetry--a familiar,

self-deprecating voice that combines schber, ecclesiastical

truths with a great lust for living. The poet's easy-going

personality is always on display in his work--in the

collogquial language and broken sentences, and particularly

in the openly subjective viewpoint.1?’
A speaking voice as the manifestation of an openly displaved personality
in openly subjective poems--these are the terms and categories applied

to Purdy’s poetry repeatedly. It is not so much that the insights of

these critics are flawed but that the critical tools are .inadequate for

124 gowering 101,

12SMargaret Atwood, Second Words (Boston: Beacon Press, 1984) 60.
The Purdy selves as given voice in the poems are larger, are shifting,
open, and becoming rather than fixed or whole.

12t ntwood 60.

127 gtouk 230.
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comprehending the socio-historical complexity of Purdy's poetry in its
totality of author, text, and reader.

One final way in which traditional stylistics monologizes Purdy is
through emphasizing the seriocus Purdy over the comic. Critics have long
recognized the humour in Purdy's poems. Some have seen it as secondary
or peripheral; few have seen it as essential; none have comprehended it
in its truly carnivalesque and dialogic character. As early as Creative

Writing in Canada (1961), Desmond Pacey notes of Purdy that "his forte

seems to be humour, especially satire, and it is probably on his
willingness to explore this medium more fully that his future reputation
will depend."' cCritics writing since Pacey have often followed his
lead in at least noting the comic in Purdy. W.J. Keith writes that
Purdy has "reminded us (and it is something about which we need to be
continually reminded) that poetry does not have to be solemn."'?® and
Tom Marshall claims that Purdy "wants to present a vision which is
“comiz' in the largest sense, since it expresses great faith in life and

130 Perhaps the most perceptive comments,

the continuance of life.
however, come from Mike Doyle and Margaret Atwood. Doyle warns us that
"in entering Purdy's world it is hazardous to forget the necessary
existence of either the shit-house or the sky,"131 and Atwood
maintains that "as always, one has to swallow Purdy whole, taking the

horsing around and the hyperbole along with the transcendently good

poetry.""32 Both of them point to the whole Purdy, although Atwood

128 pacey 246.
9 keith 98.
130 Marshall 97.
131 Doyle 18.
132 ptwood 97-98.
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clearly tolerates the comic only in order to deal with the serious.
Nevertheless, all of these critics fail to pursue these points in
detail: the comic is noted without being explored. The carnival in
Purdy, the dialogic blending of high and low, is missed.!33

Instead, critics of Purdy for the most part participate in the
official culture of seriousness, for traditional stylistics envisions
poetry as a serious business. Criticism becomes a form of praising the
high and serious, while poetry itself becomes equated with knowledge,
power, and cultural status, that is with official culture, a culture of
hierarchies and canons. Such is the world of official culture. Gary
Geddes and Phyllis Bruce, for example, claim that "Purdy's best verse is
predominantly elegaic,"134 and Cohn-Sfetcu sees Purdy's moments of
self-awareness as "points of departure towards a mode of existence more
authentic than the merely biological."'3% fThis criticism praises the
solemn and the transcendent as opposed to the comic and physical. Still
other critics criticize Purdy's humour and folk consciousness forv
detracting from the poem's value. Peter Stevens suggests that "humour
and words for shock effect too often become a double-heezded sledge-
hammer destroying some of the delicacy of the observation, "13% and
Ants Reigo laments the fact that "at the moments in Purdy's poems when

we feel he is most open to the spiritual or mystical dimension, to any

kind of transcendental or mystical experience, he turns away, denying

133 Bukhtin tells us that "laughter has a deep philosophical meaning,
it is one of the essential forms of the truth concerning the world as a
whole, concerning history and man"(Rabelais 66). Traditional stylistics
misses this point.
Geddes and Bruce 291.
135 cohn-Sfetcu 262.
Stevens 26.
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his poetry the kind of depth it most lacks."'37 Such critics as
readers are trained through traditional stylistics for a serious poetry.
The carnival of Purdy's poetry is largely foreign to them: it is simply
the joking of an individual. Perhaps these words spoken by Purdy in his
interview with Alan Twigg should provide the last (or beginning) word:
"There's so much to read, so much to enjoy. That's the reason to read
poetry, to enjoy it.'138

This critical dialogue provides background voices for our
discussion of Purdy's own poems. Critics of Purdy and more largely of
Canadian literature and culture thus participate individually in a
literary dialogism: they repeatedly accentuate the polyphonic
possibilities of Canadian culture itself, its potential for literary
dialogue and continual becoming, and it is this larger literary history
out of which writers create their texts, texts which in turn create this
culture. In his preface to Poetry 62, Eli Mandel relates that "a lively
poetry shatters limitations. It refuses to be contained by officialdom
(even by the most insidious officialdom of all: the orthodoxies of
selection, reputation, respectability and success) for the simple reason

"139  1n critical and cultural terms, Purdy's

that its life is change.
poetry demonstrates this life of change, the ability to break out of
cultural monologisms, stereotypes, and canons, to bring the history of
Canadian poetry up to date over tavern draught or wild grape wine.

Bakhtin's historical poetics, his emphasis on literature's reflection of

and participation in the world of ideological becoming, provides an

137 ants Reigo, "The Purdy Poem," Canadian Literature 79 (1978): 131.
138 purdy, "One of a Kind," with Twigg 9.

13 Mandel, "Preface to Poetry 62," Making of Modern Poetry 199.
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angle of entry into the Purdy poem as it lives its life in this socio-
historic world. As the tangential author, the polyphonic text, the
organizing chronotopes, the ideological world views at play, and the
responsive participation of the reader are explored, Bakhtin's
aesthetics of the dynamic interplay of author, text, and reader will
suggest the life found in the Purdy poem. In Bakhtin's notes for a

revised edition of Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics, he insists on "the

impermissibility of second-hand resolution" and asserts that "my word
remains in the continuing dialogue, where it will be heard, answered and
interpreted."'® Here we have listened and continued the dialogue.

We have entered the polyphonic fray. Let the reading begin {(again).

140 gakhtin, Dostoevsky 300.



Chapter 2

In Search of Plain Purdy:
The Jewelled Hunchback in the Cyclops' Cave

One cannot step twice into the same river, nor can one grasp
any mortal substance in a stable condition, but it scatters
and again gathers; it forms and dissolves, and approaches
and departs. Heraclitus

The author is asked to account for the unity of the texts
which are placed under his name. He is asked to reveal or
at least carry authentification of the hidden meaning which
traverses them. He is asked to comnect them to his lived
experiences, to the real history which saw their birth. The
author is what gives the disturbing language of fiction its
unities, its nodes of coherence, its insertion in the real.
Michel Foucault

Tucked away on the back flap of the dust jacket for North of Summer is a

small square ptotograph of “Alfred Purdy' at work. Purdy sits shirtless
on an old sofa, shoelaces untied, cigarette dangling from mouth, while
he hovers over a typewriter perched on a small table, index finger of
right hand about to press a key. All that is missing is the subtitle,
"author at work." Of course, what we see simultaneously is and is not
the author. The snapshot provides an image of a living man in the act
of creation, at the point of intersection between living and writing.
And for us as readers, this may be only one of many versions of Al Purdy
that we encounter. Indeed, we soon discover that the author's position
in relation to his writing is one based on paradox and filled wath
ambivalence. In all his writings, Purdy dialogizes in a Bakhtinian
sense his own status as author: he carnivalizes his own authority.
Purdy's prose writings and his poems themselves create an anti-myth of
poetry and creativity. What we as readers come to hear is the careful

craftsman behind all the images of the slapdash poet, the author

79
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tangential to the poems he has written, poems seeking to establish

authenticity rather than authority.

Al Purdy's prose writings offer us the most direct glimpse of the
man as author and provide us with clues concerning his author position
and poetics. In introductions, notes, and prefaces to volumes, in
essays and reviews, and in memoirs, interviews, and letters, we find Al
Purdy ostensibly as author. What we get is not a monologically whole
author but a complex carnival figure revising himself and traditional
poetics. We soon learn that Purdy considers himself to be more a
craftsperson than a divinely inspired singer: poetry is craft as well
as calling. In a 1976 interview, Purdy rejects the understanding of the
poet as unacknowledged legislator of humankind, "as if we were comehow
priests, or privileged,” and later in the same interview he explicitly
aligns the poet with other craftsmen and women.' In another interview
with Alan Twigg, Purdy repeats this point in the context of his own
development., Asked whether the talent for writing is something with
which we are born, Purdy answers both no and yes, that is, he answers
dialogically: "It's a craft and I changed myself. Mind you, there are
qualities of mind which you have to have. I don't know what they
are."? In this simple statement, Purdy reveals his emphasis both on
craft and cn a gift he is too limited to understand (he dialogizes his
own ability), and he suggests that the author as craftsman or woman is

open, continually changing and beccming.3

1 Purdy "Pergpective," with Buri and Enright 56.
2 purdy, "One of a Kind," with Twigg 7.
As a craftsman, moreover, Purdy is serious about his craft. In the
"Postscript" found in North of Summer (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart,
1967), Purdy makes the following comment:
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Purdy's motivation for writing the poems equally dialogizes his
author position. In the "Autobiographical Introduction" to the New
Canadian Library selection of his poems, Purdy relates that he started
writing “poems’' for two reasons, first because he was not receiving
enough attention from playing football, and second because the school
newspaper paid him one dollar for a poem.? This anti-myth of the
poet's origins and his motives for writing poetry, this suggestion of
sheer ego and material greed, undercuts the standard myth of poetic
inspiration and well-earned poverty. Moreover, this serio-comical myth
is one of Purdy's truthful lies. Personal ego and supporting himself
through writing are important to him, but his attitude is ambivalent.
Getting beyond these initial motives, Purdy goes on to suggest that he
writes in order to learn. The poet is not the all-knowing creator
imparting his knowledge to the reader; rather, he is a person re-

creaving and sharing discovery. In "A Sort of Intro" from Bursting into

Song, Purdy admits, "I write because I do not know, or know very
little."® The poem's creation is an act of discovery. As Purdy says

in a letter to George Woodcock, "I discovered what was important thru

I've worked on the poems for more than a year. Every time

they seemed finished and done with, another thought would

come. I hope this bock is the final exorcism--or do I? There

are about fifteen Arctic poems not included here, either

because they were bad, or didn't fit into what now seems to me

a pattern and integrated whole (84).
This passage emphasizes among other things Purdy's concern for the quality
of the poems. We find here Purdy's relentless working over of a poem, his
commitment to revision, his openness to new insights, and his desire for
wholeness in openness. Such a passage in fact dispels the image of the
careless poet created by the poems themselves, the image of the poet
dashing off his poems of instant experience.

4Al purdy, "Autobiographical Introduction," The Poems of Al Purdy,

NCL Original 10 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1976) 6.

Al Purdy, "A Sort of In'..u," Bursting into Song: An Al Purdy Omnibus
(Windsor, Ont.: Black Moss Press, 1982) 11.
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poems."6 This act of discovery underlies the pure joy Purdy feels in
writing poems. Again and again in these prose writings, Purdy as author
underlines the fact that writing poems has simply been a joy for him;
poems have been lived.

Beneath this joy in discovery, this pleasure in finding meaning in
daily living and other people, lies Purdy's desire for continued living
in the future. Discussing his concept of great time, Bakhtin reflects
that "the author is a captive of his epoch, of his own present," but he
goes on to add that "subsequent times liberate him from this
captivity."7 The openness of the text's discourse (and by necessity of
the author's position) to the future determines the continued life of
the text and the nature of that life. Purdy as author is acutely aware

of the poem's life in time. 1In his introduction to A Handful of Earth,

Purdy strikes to the paradoxical heart of the matter, suggesting that

sheer ego has been replaced:

. that original reason for writing has been succeeded by
others, among them a raging desire for some kind of personal
excellence, whose validity would endure against time. And
yet that is a paradox, since I think a poem's validity
belongs, principally, to its own particular moment of
creation. Therefore, all are a series of moments emerging
from their own time. At least they emerge as their own kind
of truth, if the impulses tha% created them were valid in
the first place.®

Purdy points to the paradox of the poem's creation, its participation in

the moment and its openness to the future. Such poems defeat time's

6Purdy to Woodcock, 24 May 1971, Purdy-Woodcock Letters 76. The
empha;is is Purdy's.
Mikhail Bakhtin, Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, trans. Vern
W. McGee, ed. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin, Texas: U of
Texas Press, 1986) 5.
Purdy, introduction, A Handful of Earth (Coatsworth, Ont.: Black

Moss Press, 1977) 8,
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work on the flesh and blood author and his own living. As Purdy states
in an interview with Bruce Meyer and Brian 0'Riordan, he wishes to be
remembered for the poems themselves: "They replace me in my absence."’
Purdy's motivations for writing poems are clearly serio-comical.

Purdy's attitude towards readers in these prose writings
demonstrates a similar openness. Speaking one moment of the pure
selfish joy involved in the poem's creation, the next moment Purdy
affirms the independent life of the poem. For Purdy, poems are

essentially gifts to readers. The poems in North of Summer, he tells

us, are like a set of binoculars for viewing the Arctic from our
southern world, and he adds, "I'd prefer that the reader felt them to be
an extension of his or her own eyes and mind."10 Purdy as author
reveals himself to be acutely aware of his readers, and not so much in
an official sense as in a carnival sense. Purdy speaks to a folk
audience, in the broadest sense of the word. In the introduction to

Bursting into Song, he suggests that a good poem has a life of its own,

and makes friends and enemies (meaning that the poem is involved in a
polemic with readers), and he goes on to cutline his understanding of
the author-reader relationship:

To my mind, what a poem ought to do is cause the reader to
feel and think, balanced on nearly the same moment as myself
when I wrote it. And I'd prefer to be understood with a
minimum of mental strain by people as intelligent or more so
than myself. 1I'd like them to hear the poem aloud when they
read it on the page, which some people can do with poems
they like.

9 al purdy, "Al Purdy: The Phony, the Realistic and the Genuine," with
Bruce Meyer and Brian O'Riordan, In Their Own Words: Interviews with
Fourteen Canadian Writers (Toronto: Anansi, 1984) 145,

"Y' Purdy, postscript, North of Summer 83-84.
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Ideally, I'd like to say a thiny so well that if the

reader encounters a passage in a poem of mine which has much

the same rhythm and ordinariness of this prose passage he or

she is reading now: that that passage would suddenly glow

like coloured glass in a black and white world. Which is

probably a hopeless ambition.

In this lengthy passage, Purdy reveals several key elements in his
author position. The poem for him re-creates for the reader a
particular moment, a moment to be contemplated and felt without
unnaecessary strain from deliberate confusion that shuts out readers.
For Purdy, the poem is an oral phenomencn, heard speech at its best,
that bursts into life, and for Purdy, this hope is also a matter of
defeat.

This ambivalent sense of the poem's life and death also appears in
Purdy's tropes for the creative process and for poems themselves, tropes
repeated throughout the prose texts. These tropes are carnival tropes,
metaphors and similes filled with ambivalence. The creative act

involves balancing: the author walks a tightrope or performs a juggling

act. In the introduction to A Handful of Earth, Purdy discusses the

poem "Starlings," explaining that "it illusirates a philosophical
balancing act, the mental juggling we all perform with good and bad, the
bearable and unbearable we must come to terms with in order to survive a
short time longer."‘? Living, writing poems, and poems themselves
follow the same carnival pattern, the same active coming to grips with
life's ambivalence. This ambivalence is further deepened by Purdy's
dialogization of the creative authorial act through tropes of the

grotesque body. In his preface to the Collected Poems, Purdy speaks of

1 purdy, introduction, Bursting into Song 11-12.
2 purdy, introduction, Handful of Earth 7.
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his connection with other poets, saying that "the same bug that bit
those others also toock a chunk out of me, infecting all of us with this
habit, craft, art, or whatever it is."'3 The creative impulse is a
bodily virus, an illness, a joyful and communal disease shared by poets.
In his correspondence with Charles Bukowski, Purdy becomes highly
excremental in his descriptions of creativity. These letters are filled
with scatological imagery, partly one feels as a self-conscious reaction
to the discourse of his listener. Purdy compliments Bukowski on his
"lovely lovely line of shit."'® 1In a 1965 letter, he asks, "Shall I
just meander and shit with my face or really say something? Sometimes I

can't tell the difference."'®

Three years later, Purdy expresses his
carnival sensibility even more graphically with diction both sexual and
expletive, saying to Bukowski, "I'm gettin so fuckin literary I can
hardly stand myself--words comin outa my cock at night and the wine

"6 Such cussing and carnival images are highly

nearly done.
ambivalent. We sense an element of posturing on the part of the author;
he determinedly plays with the boundary between life and words,
introducing an element of ham acting. Furthermore, creativity crames to
be associated with the human orifices and grotesque bodily functions,
mouth with anus and penis, with ingesting wine and excreting dung, and
poems become excrement, urine, or sperm. All these tropes for writing

and words are carnivalizations of our accepted tropes for poems, for

expression becomes connected with lower, unofficial consciousness,

13 > purdy, preface, Collected Poems xv.
Purdy to Bukowski, late 1964, Bukowski/Purdy Letters 16.
Purdy to Bukowski, 15 July 1965 Bukowski/Purdy Letters 90.
6 purdy to Bukowski, May 1968, ukowsklzPULdz Letters 107.
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If we return momentarily to the introduction to A Handful of
Earth, we see another twist to this carnival sense of creativity.
Poems, says Purdy, "are my umbilical cord with the world and with other
people, a two-way cord."' 1In the dynamic of this trope, the author
becomes both foetus and mother and womb, as do the world and other
pecple with whom the poet comes in contact. Aauthor, poem, and world
interact, suggests Purdy, in one of the most fundamentally biological
and most mysterious processes. Immediately after the umbilical cord
trope, Purdy paraphrases Yeats's definition of the poem as a quarrel
with oneself, agreeing, and he adds, "with inner arguments resolved or
not in poems."'® Creativity, suggests Purdy, is rooted in polemic and
internal dialogue. He hints at this obliquely in an interview with Gary
Geddes, where he maintains that "there ought to be a quality in a good
poet beyond any analysis, the part of his mind that leaps from one point
to another, sideways, backwards, ass-over-the-electric-kettle."'® The
tangential author creates through tangents, through sideways jumps that
are not logical but dialogical. With all these various tropes, Purdy
dialogizes his own author position.

In these prose writings, Purdy also displays a dialogic attitude
towards literary history and influence. As author, he neither seals
himself off from this past nor does he worship it. Still in the

introduction to A_Handful »f Earth, Purdy extends the carnival balancing

trope to all of literature's realm. Speaking of Frye's dictum that

poems are created from other poems (suggesting interesting connections

w7 Purdy, introduction, Handful of Eart
Purdy, introduction, Handful of Eart
9 purdy, "Interview," with Geddes 69.
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with Harold Bloom), Purdy agrees in part, "in the sense that if other
people's poems hadn't been written you couldn't have written your own,"
and he goes on to maintain that "what each of us writes balances and
juggles the wihiole history of literature, and we are for that moment the

*midland navel-stone' of earth."?0

Purdy acknowledges a partial debt

to other poets and to literary history, but then proceeds to carnivalize
that debt, picturing the writer first as the clown prince of literature
and then as the earth's central point. The author becomes again an
umbilical cord, with the earth itself as womb and grotesque body. But
Purdy does not rest with this analysis of the poet’s possession of the
past; he proceeds to open the authorial vista into the future, claiming
that "large as the field of created literature is, it scarcely touches

upon the expanding human consciousness. ")

Such is the author position
of a poet fully conscious of the literary past and the possibilities of
the future. Such is a carnival position.

With this position in mind, we can understand Purdy's attitude to
form and his criticism of Layton, Black Mountain, and the Tish group of
poets. In the Geddes interview, Purdy repeatedly rejects writing by
predetermined rules. He tells Geddes (concerning the use of

22 and he gives

contemporary idiom) that it all depends on the poen,
much the same answer concerning open-ended form. He answers, ''the open-
endedness is both device and philosophy, but it doesn't bar formalism if

I feel like it: 1i.e., I reject nothing. No form, that is, if I feel

20 pyrdy, introduction, Handful of Eart
21 Purdy, introduction, Handful of Eart
Purdy, "Interview," with Ceddes 68.
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"23 purdy's forms are open and he is open

like it and the poem agrees.
to form; the author in some sense carries on a dialogue with the poem
regarding its form. In the same interview, Purdy criticizes Layton for
his monologic attitudes, Creeley for limiting himself to one voice and
style, and a group of other Canadian poets for adopting one way of
writing. Undoubtedly, Purdy has in mind here the Tish group, poets he
has criticized repeatedly. In a CV/II interview, Purdy insists that
"any limited school that says this is the best or only way of writing,

n24

is absolutely dead wrong, and in another interview he tells Alan

Twigg that these poets feel "they can ignore a thousand years of writing

"25 purdy clearly displays his

poems, not read what comes before.
openness to literary history and to the possibilities it presents to the
author, and rejects any narrow, elitist, or authoritarian interpretation
of that history.

Indeed, his prose comments place literary influence itself within

the parentheses of renewing laughter. Speaking of the author's position

on the boundary, Bakhtin suggests in The Dialogic Imagination that "the

realm of literature and more broadly of culture (from which literature
cannot be separated) constitutes the indispensible context of the
literary work and of the author's position within it, outside of which
it is impossible to understand either the work or the author's
intentions reflected in it."?® In the introduction to Being Alive,

Purdy gives a lengthy list of other poets who inhabit his poems and ends

23 Purdy, "Interview," with Geddes 70.

24 purdy, "Perspective," with Buri and Enright 55.
25 purdy, "One of a Kind," with Twigg 9.
26Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 256.




89
by admitting that everyone influences him.?’” And in his
"autcbiographical Introduction" to the NCI. selection c¢if his poems, he
tells the anecdote of attempting to change his literary tastes out of a
sense of inferiority to the fifteen-year-old genius Curt Lang: "Working
in a Vancouver mattress factory I read Dylan Thomas onn the interurban
going to and from work, T.S. Eliot at the bootleggers, and Irving Layton
while drinking home brew."?® Such comments, and others, reveal an
author position free from anxiety. In an interview with Bruce Meyer and
Brain O'Riordan, for instance, Purdy relates, "writers begin to bore me
after a short time, all those egos jostling together."?® 1iIndeed, Purdy
sees influence as creative. In the Geddes interview, Purdy relates that
"most of the time, when ycu read someone else's poem, it gives you your

n30

own thoughts on the same subject, which is more valid, I think. In

other words, the poet's relationship to other poems is dialogic. Purdy
pictures his relationship to literary history itself as dialogic. As

Dennis Lee suggests in his afterword to the Collected Poems, "it is hard

to resist the conclusion that he was trying, however obscurely, to

reinvent modern poetry on his own terms.™!

Purdy's open and ambivalent author position is further deepened in
these prose writings by his own attitude to himself, particularly as he
discusses origins, whether of himself, poems, or poetry. His attitude

ranges from tongue-in-cheek to serio-comical hyperbole to subtle

27 a1 Purdy, introduction, Being BAlive: Poems 1958-78 (Toronto:
McClelland and Stewart, 1978) 11.
Purdy, "Butobiographical Introduction,” Poemsg of Purdy 7.
29 purdy, "Phony, Realistic, Genuine," with Meyer and O'Riordan 144.
30 purdy, "Interview," with Geddes 72.
3" pennis Lee, afterword, The Collected Poems of Al Purdy, by Al
Purdy, ed. Russell Brown (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1986) 372.
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carnivalization. 1In his "Autobiographical Introduction" we find an
anti-myth of a poet's development. Purdy speaks of his poetic origins,
his beginning as an "egotistical show-off" suffering from "messy puppy-

love of Carman."32

He then speaks of writing "absolute Crap" during

the Depression and the War.3® Later in Vancouver, he says, he changed
his reading habits "on the advice of a drunken Vancouver bookseller."3*
After outlining these extensivs changes in reading, Purdy concludes, "as
a result of all this seif-improvement, the style of crap I was writing

"35  The excremental imagery and Bacchanalian overtones

began to change.
lie at the heart of this dialogization of origins and development. We
find here the discourse of self-help, the language (tongue-in-cheek) of
how-to books. Purdy turns himself essentially into a folk figure.
Highly conscious of his own literary past, he seeks to undercut himself
at almost every turn. In his introduction to Milton Acorn's I've Tasted
My Blood, for instance, Purdy relates that he was in Montreal in the
1950s having decided he was a genius. As he says, 'all I had to do was
turn out the stuff like sausage, Montreal being a gnod place to make

."3%  In the introduction to Being Alive, Purdy

sausages and drink beer
carries on a dialogue with this earlier self, saying, "Look, if I didn't
write well then it's your fault now; on the other hand, if I write well

now, it isn't your fault then; I guess we're both irresponsible. See

what I mean?"3’ The twists and turns of the poet's (il)logic, his

11

32 purdy, "Butobiographical Introduction,” Poems of Purdy 6.
Purdy, "Autobiographical Introduction,"” Poems of Purdy 6.
Purdy, "Autobiographical Introduction," Poems of Purdy 6.
35 purdy, "Autobiographical Introduction," Poems of Purdy 7.
36 Al purdy, introduction, I've Tasted My Blood, by Milton Acorn
(Toronto: McGraw-Hill Ryerson, 1969) wvii.
37 purdy, introduction, Being Alive 11.
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carnival self-deprecation, and his serio-comical claims for
irresponsibility all underline Purdy's dialogic attitude to his own
origins and becoming as a poet.

Purdy's understanding of the origins of poeatry itself further
dialogizes the author's authority. The poem's origin, Purdy's prose
suggests, is in carnival. Thus, we remember the trope of poem as
umbilical cord connecting with unknown sources. The poem connects the
poet with the grotesque body, the large womb and source. He feeds
through the poem, feeds on ambivalent life and death. 1In the

"postscript”" to North of Summer, Purdy in another carnival trope

connects his poems with the howling dogs of the Arctic. These dogs,
whom he first sees on islands running and howling in packs, become an
emblem for the poet, for the impetus for the poem connects with the
origin of the husky howls, howls that reflect the human condition. In
the following passage, he relates their carnival lives:
Outside the tent forty or fifty dogs congregated, howling
and fighting and crapping. I'd wake from sleep to see their
kodies silhouetted against the canvas outside, a few inches
away, and think they were trying to get into the tent. 1In
fact, all they did was piss over it. But sometimes, as if
at a signal, they'd all howl together, beginning with a
small bark or whine, and swelling into such vibrating lunacy
you had to clap hands over your ears.®
These dogs are carnival brutes imposing tl emselves on the poet's
imagination. The emphasis again is on howling and defecating, on the
body's oritices, as they shower the poet's tent with a parodic and

ambivalent blessing; their song is a vibrating lunacy perhaps not unlike

the poet's, "Tom O'Bedlam's song of an arctic madhouse" as he calls it

38Purdy, postscript, North of Summer 82.
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elsewhere3d.

Towards the end of the postscript, Purdy remarks that of
£o much he will remember of this trip, these dogs will certainly stand
ovt, "the hungry howling crapping huskies of Kikistan," and he adds, "I
shall think of them occasionally while having long long thoughts in a
small cubicle on Roblin Lake."*® purdy connects the poems and these
dogs, inspiration and defecation, the imagination and the human
orifices. Indeed, we learn, Purdy's original plan was to entitle the
vclume Dogsondg, so strong is the connecticn felt by the poet. 1In
typical polemical fashion, however, he would not give the dogs this
satisfaction.

At the other end uf Purdy's becoming life as an author, two

decades later, we find a continued portrayal of poetry's origins in the

carnivalesque. In the preface to the Collected Poems, Purdy locates the

poem's source in the collective unconscious, in the elves in the
unconscious, and these elves are carnival rogues and clowns. Purdy
muses that "perhaps there are small elves in the head, privileged guests
living there and continually busy with their own affairs." He goes on
to suggest that "the only connection tbe conscious mind has with them is
when they permit a collaboration, which perhaps neither the conscious

"4 The poem originates not

nor the unconscious was capable of alone.
in “divine inspiration' but in an internal collaboration, a genuine

internal dialogue between consciousness and unconsciousness. And these

mischievous elves of the mind cannot be programmed and determined;

39 Al Purdy, "North of Summer: Arctic Poems and Prose by A.W. Purdy,"
Beaver (summer 1966): 25.
Purdy, postscript, North of Summer 83.
Purdy, preface, Collected Poems xvi.
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instead, they often force themselves upon the poet in ways he had not
expected, in ways he did not desire. These elves are polemical, and
though their appearance can only be imagined, Purdy is sure that they
dress in odd costumes and look in the mirror at themselves. They are
clownsg, ham actors, rogues and fools whose origins trace their way back
to the beginning of humankind. Finally, Purdy admits, their attitude to
himself, to this "human with the ludicrous pretensions in whose head
they reside," is both gentle and sardonic.? Their attitude is
ambivalent, filled with both love and mocking laughter. Such is Purdy's
understanding of poetry's origins, and such ig the understanding that
both dialogizes and determines his own author position in relation to
his poems.

Purdy's sense of himself as ludicrous continually shines through
in his prose writings. He repeatedly pictures himself asg an unofficial
carnival author who desires not authorial power and stature but carnival
dialogue. Moreover, Purdy the author is not one self but many selves--
amateur poet, eternal fool, lecherous or drunken husband. He is the man
who as a child read the Bible from cover to cover for the begats and

their carnival connotations,43 and he is also the author who in the

preface to his Collected Poems can say that he still feels like the
"eternal amateur."® The same author who hides a bottle of liquor up
his sleeve (along with an arm) in case of prohibition in the Arctic?

also relates a decade later his adventures in Russia, getting drunk at

4z Purdy, preface, Collected Poems xvii.

43 p) purdy, Morning and It's Summer: A Memoir (bunvegan, Ont.:
Quadr?nt Editions, 1983) 20.

4 Purdy, preface, Collected Poems xviii.

45Purdy, postscript, North of Summer 81,
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one writer's reception after another, the country bumpkin from
Ameliasburg.46 in fact, we already hear this carnival attitude towards
*he self at work in Emu, Remember!. At the end of this chapbook, we
find a note on the author, an anti-myth of his authority:

Born, once upon a time, in a mythological village called

Wooler; mythological because the same village could not row

be found. Height and weight, tall and heavy, but unlikely

to cause the collapse of athletic stadiums. Education from

institutions, nil; from approx. 10,000 books, considerably

more; from living, a great deal more. Military career,

checkered. Religion, show me. Marital status, almost.

Disposition, cloudy and variable. Present occupation,

scribbling. Hope for the future, to write one novel.*¥’
The poet pictures himself as z scribbler, not a poet at all. Indeed,
the note suggests he would rather write a novel, and it clearly places
the author in the realm of wnofficial writing.

He turns himself into a folk poet, and he becomes the wise fool.
In his "Autobiographical Introduction," he insists precisely on these
carnival roots, saying, "I had always been afflicted with stupidity,
although not consciously aware of the root cause of all this
inexplicable happiness."®® Al Purdy makes himself into the author as
happy fool, as clown prince of poetry. Such is the author position he
occupies with regards to his poems. He is the author who continually

dialogizes himself, and we hear such a process in the following passage

which ends his preface to the Collected Poems:

I have enjoyed being alive and writing a great deal, being
ashamed and prideful, making mistakes and stumbling on
answers before I knew the questions existed. In a world so

46 a1 Purdy, introduction, Moths in the Iron Curtain, (Sutton West,
Ont.: Paget Press, 1979) xxi.

47 p1 Purdy, note, Emu, Remember!, Fiddlehead Poetry Books
(Fredericton, N.B.: U of New Brunswick, 1956) 17.

8 purdy, “wutobiographical Introduction," Poems of Purdy 7.
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abundant with good and bad things, in which my own unigue
lighted space of human consciousness burns and flickers, at
this moment when the past and future converge to pinpoint
now, at an age when the body says, "Slow down, you silly
bugger,' there are still important things in my life, and
still poems I want to write.

wWhich is a very long sentence: it makes me thirsty
for a beer or two. And it occurs to me that if I were
aboard a rowboat floating in the middle of all the beer 1've
drunk in a lifetime, I'd never be able to see the shore.

At which point the high gods of serlous things throw
up their hands in horror.*?

In the flow of this prose passage, Purdy demonstrates the serio-comlcal
nature of being alive and writing poems, of being a flesh and blood
author with successes and failures in the vast stretches of time. He
dialogizes his own seriousness with a carnival shower of beer-urine, and
he counters the high gods of seriousness with the low carnival gods of
folk foclishness.

Such prose writings aiso indicate Purdy's consciousness of being

an author writing in time, writing and revising himself. Already in

49 Purdy, preface, Collected Poems xviii.

0 This unofficial attitude also becomes apparent in remarks Purdy
makes about the content and nature of his poems. In a 1969 letter to
George Woodcock, Purdy geaks about the philosophy he has "regurgitated
ass-backwards 1nto poems” (13 Jan. 1969, Purdy-Woodcock Letters 36). His
poems, this statement suggests, are fllled with carnivalized philosophy.
Similarly, in an essay entitled "Some Opinions on Canadian Poetry," Pr.rdy
defines the human being who writes poetry and is in poetry as "a 24-nhour
person, characterized by his best and worst activities, sex that includes
love, 'ife that includes death"(Creative Literature in_Canada Symposium,
Ontarlo Ministry of Colleges and Universities, 1974: 13). In the context
of this perception of our humanity and the author's relatlonsnlp to it, we
can understand rurdy's statements in the introduction to Love in a Burnlng
Bulldlng and in the note to Sex and Death. 1In the note, he claims that

"sex and death must always include love and life"(Toronto: McCleliand and
Stewart, 1973: 4). As author, Purdy seeks to incorporate into his poems
the amblvalent fullness of belng human. Similarly, in "On Being Romantic"
Purdy explalns that "it isn't just the euphoric dreams of lovers I want to
evoke, it's the ridiculosity inherent in the whole comic disease. &nd the
mordant happiness of despair as well"(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart,
1970: 10). Love and lost love are serio-comical; they are carnival
diseases of living and dying.
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1966 Purdy speaks of change, process, and beccming in relation to the
self. Speaking with Gary Gedde=, Purdy notes "in my own case I think of

a continual becoming and a changing and a moving."51

As a person and

an author, Purdy occupies a world of flux; he occupies time in a dynamic
fashion, changing, moving into the future through an open-ended present,
Purdy expands this thought, suggesting that at any point in tire, a
person is not fixed: "I don't think that a man is consistent

contradicts himself at every turn."$2

Purdy, as such a person and such
an author, betrays continual change and continual inconsistency in the
sense of a temporal and internal dialogue. The author lives the paradox
of simultaneously being and not being himself. And such complex being
ooens into the future; for Purdy as auth»r, the exploration
continues.>3

Perhaps Purdy best expresses the connection between this continual
becoming and the poems in the introduction to Being Alive. The poems in
this selection, he tells us, written over a twenty year period, involve
his many selves. These twenty years have been ones of change, of
becoming, so radical that Purdy feels he would not recognize "that

former self who wrote such reams of doggerel for a self-published book

in 1944."% purdy carnivalizes the earlier versions of himself, and in

51 purdy, "Interview," with Geddes 66-67.

52 purdy, "Interview," with Geddes 68.

53 Indeed, the exploration is reflected in the form of these prose
writings themselves. In his "Autobiographical Introduction,” Purdy
repeatedly turns back on his own parodic discourse, dialogizing his own
wholeness. At one point he remarks, "I suppose the above is facetious,
but not entirely so," and elsewhere he admits, "I know all this sounds
like making jokes, but it isn't, not entirely"(Pcemg of Purdy 6-7). Purdy
revises his own comic exaggerations, his authorial hyperboles, suggesting
instead the complexity of being and discourse, suggesting the serio-
comical borderland occupied by himself as author,

54‘Purdy, introduction, Being Alive 11.
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his scorn for this earlier self, he expresses a polemical and dialogit
attitude to his own position as author. Paradoxically, his blame of
that past self becomes praise of his present self. Purdy then goes on
to examine the troublesome boundary between those many authors and those
many poems:

I've enjoyed writing these poems (and the earlier ones too);

I've lived some of them, inhabited them like a dwelling

place. Many are autobiographical, although I thi-k that

even these are neither truth nor lies: they are either

authentic or not as poems. They reflect, and sometimes

distort, many moods and aspects of myself, and the world I

live in.

But they are a diffarent reality from life, having
assumed an independence from me, and I look at the rather
absurd and fictional man who wrote them with amazement and
curiosity. He was passionate and impulsive; whereas, I seem
to myself calm and reasoning. He is a young man, full of
dreams, fantasies, idealism and cynicism; whereas, I anm
middle-aged, seem to myself fairly stupid at times, and will
not pass this way again.%®

Poems are vessels or homes for Purdy's many selves, yet not the self in
any simple autobiographical sense. Pcems are re-creations of those
selves, and as such involve reflection, distortion, exaggeration and
hyperbcle. The original creating author is both absent from and present
in the poems, and he hides behind carnival masks while performing his
balancing and juggling acts; the many Al Purdys are both revealed by and
concealed in the poems. We must remember, as well, that the Al Purdy we
meet as author in these prose writings is partially masked, is both
revealed and concealed. Here Purdy is still a construction of words;
here he is refracted through genre, through ostensibly “authorial'

genres. Whether speaking through the introduction, the note, the

55 purdy, introduction, Being Alive 11.
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memoir, the interview, or the letter, Purdy remains tangential to the
text, speaking through the genre's form.

ii,
The Tangential Discourse of the Dramatic Lyric

This complex author position is made manifest in the poems themselves.
While Purdy is tangential to his poems, he functions as their creator,
and we can ‘read' this creativity in a variety of ways. In Speech

Genres and Other Late Essays, Bakhtin explains that "to see and

comprehend the author of a work means to see and counprehend another,
alien consciousness and its worlid, another subject."5® our meeting of
the author in his or her utterance is a dialogic meeting. Moreover,
adds Bakhtin, the text is an author's speech act, "but he creates it

"57  poems themselves

from heterogeneous, as it were, alien utterances.
are authorial utterances made of indirect speech, and because he or she

masks him or herself behind others' words, the autho: becomes difficult

to locate in words. In The Dialogic Irmagination, Bakhtin relates that

the author is tangential to the text, as a flesh and blood person beyond
his or her text but also present as creator of the text, and "although
he is located outside the chronotopes represented in his work, he is as
it were tangential to them."%® The author as creator does not inhabit
the world re-created in the text; rather, he or she stands on the border
between the world of the text and the everyday world beyond it. The °I'
of the text can never be in any simple sense the author. Nevertheless,

the relationship hetween the author on the boundary and the text itself

56 pakhtin, Speech Genres 111.
57Bakhtin, Speech Gunres 115.
Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 254.
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occupies a central position in terms of understanding the aesthetics and

dynamics of the work, and in The Formal Method in Licerary Scholarship,

Bakhtin maintains that we must deal with the creating consciousness "in
its objective manifestations.">® The author refracts meaning through
his or her created texts, and one such objective manifestation is found
in Purdy's organization of individual volumes. In vclume titles, poem
arrangement, and dominant tropes we come to know obliquely Purdy as
author. We come to see how his emphases have changed from volume to
volume.

Purdy's decisions concerning volume titles provide immediately
discernible indications of his author position, of his development as a

writer, for we sense his changing and growing concerns and emphases as a

poet from The Enchanted Echo (1944) through to Piling Blood (1984). The

connotations of these two titles themselves suggest the fundamental
change in Purdy from poetry as Romantic enchantment and echo of the
divine to poetry as involvement in flesh and blood. If we look at other
volume titlss, we can discern similar suggesticns of change, similar
indications from Purdy as author how he views his own poems and poetics.

With Pressed orn Sand (1955), we sense a fundamental turning away from

the essentially atemporal world of his first volume to the world of
time. The image presented in this title suggests that the poet's words
and more largely all human activities are washed away by time's waves;
we find here an emphasis on passing, on what once was becoming absent.
Purdy's next volume, Emu, Remember! (1957), suggests a double emphasis.

The emu, a large, flightless, swift, rather comical Australian bird,

9 Bakhtin, Formal Method 145.
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perhaps suggests a parallel with the poet himself, and Purdy also

emphasizes the centrality of memory to poetry and living. The Crafte Sc

Longe to Lerne (1958) clearly suggests Purdy's cense of his own poetic

growth in an art form which is a craft above all. Similarly, the
archaic spellings emphasize poetry as a history and tradition. These
1950s titles thus signal Purdy's growing concern with time, memory, his
own position as poet and craftsman, and his concern with literature's
roots. The 1950s volumes demonstrate continued growth: Purdy explores

the poet as lover in Poems for all the Annettes (1962), domestic and

national chronotopes in The Cariboo Horses (1965) and North of Summer

{1967), and the Bacchanalian roots of poetry in Wild Grape Wine (1568).

The titles of many cf the 1970s volumes, however, suggest a darker

side of Purdy's poetics. 1In Love in a Buraing Building (1970) and Sex

and Death (1973), we find love in the context of violence, apocalypse,

passion, and flux. Hiroshima Poems (1972) suggests again Purdy's

growing sense of apocalypse. In Search of Owen Roblin (1974) indicates

the quest trope so central to Purdy's thinking, along with his concern

for place, while Sundance at Dusk (1976) suggests earth's lengthening
day and the poet's search for joy in the face of impending darkness.
Purdy dedicates this volume to Jacko Onalik and Martin Senigak, two

Inuit hunters lost at sea in broken up ice, further suggesting his

concern with death and disappearance. A Handful of Earth (1977) carries
with it many connotations, suggesting planetary concerns, chronotopic
concerns, and definitions of being human; also present may be a

reference to Evelyn Waugh's A Haniful of Dust, a novel read by Purdy and

mentioned in his introduction to the Collected Poems. Finally, the
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1980s volume titles emphasize paradox and return to the poet's role in

life and death. The Stone Bird (1981) yokes the ideas of life and

death, stasis and flight, and the idea of craftsmanship giving life.
Piling Blood (1984) suggests a paradox, the poet's carnival roots, and
apocalypse. Through all these titles, Purdy as author puts a stamp on
his poems.

Purdy also puts his authorial stamp on volumes through
organization, and perhaps the ciearest sense of Purdy as organizing
author comes through in North of Summer, his first travel volume and
model for several others. Here we see most strongly his shaping hand.
We have already noted his comment on the volume's wholeness, but perhaps
we can deepen our sense of this organization by noting his words in a
1965 letter to George Woodcock describing his Beaver article as "an
“Arctic Diary' sort of thing."60 The volume itself, we discover, is
organized around this trope. Each poem is followed by the place of its
origin. The poems become letters or postcards from the Arctic as Purdy
plays with the idea of a travel journal or diary. Purdy further
emphasizes this concept by following the poems with a four-page prose
postscript, a postscript of the author's afterthoughts attached to the
poems as an extended letter. Both the prelude poem and this postscript,
it should be noted, originate in Ameliasburg, clearly giving the volume
the shape of a return journey. Indeed, the titles further indicate that

Purdy wishes to put this volume forward with the deeper trope of an

60 purdy to Woodcock, 21 Aug. 1965, Purdy-Woodcock Letters 6.
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Odyssean journey into the underworld. 1In this manner, Purdy the author
gives imaginative shape to his poens. 5

Purdy's authorial hand acts equally clearly in the revisions he
repeatedly undertakes. 1In his interview with Alan Twigg, Purdy comments
that "a poem is a continual revision, even if you've written it down
without changing a single word."®2 Central to his poetics, Purdy
incorporates continual revision into his authorial stance. His
revisions of so many poems serve to emphasize that poems exist in time,
both in terms of socio-historical time and of literary history.
Furthermore, these revisions emphasize continual becoming in the author,
Purdy continually changes; he revises his world views and poetics, for
these poems represent a continual rethinking and returning, whether
through memory or through parallel and juxtaposed world views. Through
revision, Purdy models the actual living we as people do, our own
sontinual becoming.

The examples of this process at work in his oeuvre are plentiful,

and while several poems stand out as central to this concern, poems

61 see also the organizational markers of Moths in the Iron Curtain
and The Quest for Ouzo, two other travel volumes. Other organizational
techniques are also present in other volumes. Certain poems are given
extra weight by placing or repetition. The poem '"Transient," Ffirst
published in The Cariboo Horses, is placed as the final poem in the 1972
Selected Poems and the 1976 NCL selected poems, and it becomes the very
first poem in the 1978 selected poems Being Alive. Clearly Purdy sees
this poem as central to his oceuvre. Similarly, "The Dead Poet' which
appears as the first poem in The Stone Bird becomes the last poem in the
Collected Poemg. This volume itself carries Purdy's special stamp. The
title becomes playful, even ambivalent, when we learn that this is not a
full collection but a selection, suggesting Purdy's shaping of his own
canon. Similarly, his Collected Poems is given a special shape with
framing devices. "Homer's Poem”" and "The Dead Poet" surround the poems
arranged by decade and volume, and around these two poems we find an
authorial preface and a critical afterword, the words of writer and
reader. The shape deliberately creates a sense of birth and death, not
necessarily in the sense of a simple progression but in a carnival sense
of thg two intertwined.

2 Purdy, "One of a Kind," with Twigg 11.







