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Abstract

Through a method which combines close readings of literary texts with archival
research, I provide in this dissertation a critical history of the Kootenay School of Writing
(KSW): an independent, writer-run centre established in Vancouver and Nelson, British
Columbia in 1984. Emerging at a time in which the B.C. provincial government’s
program of “restraint” entailed drastic cuts to funding for education and the arts, KSW
became a site for oppositional and innovative writing practices. KSW was an open-ended
community insofar as the parameters of the community were never firmly established, or
its principles explicitly codified. This model of community corresponded with an open
form poetics practiced by writers associated with the school, as well by writers across
North America - in particular writers associated with Language Writing. For the writers
working in and around KSW, I argue, community and poetics co-existed in a mutually
informing and productive relationship: the politics of the writers entered their work, and
their work enabled the imagination of an alternative politics.

My study approaches KSW through the overlapping frames of “History,”
“Community,” and “Poetics.” My introductory chapter considers KSW’s institutional
and historical position within the wider frame of Canadian literature, and the degree to
which the school reflects and negotiates the shifting political, cultural and economic
context of contemporary North America. I then situate the formation of the school, and
the writing that emerged from its context, within B.C.’s tradition of poetic communities
and innovative poetics. KSW also extends a dialogue with important poets in the United
States which began in Vancouver in the late 1950s, and my project situates their work in

relation to American writers such as Jack Spicer and Lyn Hejinian. The following

iii
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chapter on “Community” considers KSW’s collective role through an examination of its
relations with several differing communities: the language writers in the U.S., “work
writing,” Vancouver’s visual arts scene and a transnational network of feminist writers.
My chapter on “Poetics™ looks closely at the work of four writers associated with KSW:
Kevin Davies, Deanna Ferguson, Lisa Robertson and Jeff Derksen. My “Coda” briefly

addresses more recent developments at the school up to the present moment.
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INTRODUCTION

I want to begin with the assertion of several “facts” which I hold as self-
evident throughout this study. In 1983, the recently re-elected provincial government
of British Columbia —~ Bill Bennett’s Social Credit Party — embarked upon a series of
deficit-cutting measures which they termed a policy of “restraint.” At this time, the
small city of Nelson in the Kootenay region of the southeastern corner of the province
was home to one of the most dynamic and innovative writing programs in Canada if
not the continent: the “School of Writing” at David Thompson University Centre
(DTUC), a regional liberal arts college. The instructors at the college included Fred
Wah, Tom Wayman, and David McFadden; McFadden was the founding editor of
Writing, a little magazine which showcased work emerging from the context of the
school. In 1984 DTUC was closed entirely, the victim of sweeping cutbacks to
education spending as part of the government’s restraint policies. In defiance, several
instructors at the school, along with some of their more enthusiastic students —
including Jeff Derksen, Calvin Wharton, and Gary Whitehead — established the
Kootenay School of Writing (KSW), both in Nelson and in Vancouver. KSW was to
be an independent, collectively-run school of writing which would not only continue,
in its emphasis on innovative, socially oppositional writing, the spirit of the DTUC
writing program, but would operate to fill a perceived void in public education by
offering affordable instruction in writing to members of the public on the economic
margins.

If I hold these details leading up to the establishment of KSW to be “factual,”
just about everything else I could say about the school since is open to debate — not
the least of which would be the shape of its collectivity, and the parameters of the

ostensible community which formed around it. While KSW has always been in
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theory collectively run, there have periodically arisen several “prime movers” who
have been especially energetic and influential in determining programming, courses,
and the general direction of the school. I would break the history of KSW down
roughly into several different periods or phases characterized by differing regimes or
Juntas, as they have been termed colloquially in Vancouver. I see the first period as
extending from 1984-1988 for the Nelson campus, and over about the same period of
time for the Vancouver campus. Fred Wah, who remained in the Kootenays after the
closure of DTUC, was the driving force behind the Nelson branch during this time,
and while the school continued and apparently continues today, Wah’s departure in
1988 for Alberta has effectively removed Nelson from the literary radar screen. The
little work that has been done on KSW has tended to focus on the school’s impact on
the Vancouver scene — a consequence of an urban bias in Canadian literary criticism
which seems only further entrenched by occasional interests in “regional” writing:
work emerging from rural communities which is of interest primarily for its
quaintness, marginality and supposed authenticity. My study for the most part
rehearses this focus on the Vancouver campus, the brief exceptions occurring in my
section on Wah in Chapter One and on “work writing” in Chapter Two. But Nelson
holds importance for KSW not only as its historical roots but in the model it presented
for the relations of an artistic community to the surrounding community. As Andrew
Klobucar and Michael Barnholden have established, Nelson is a city characterized by
a working-class character, “left-wing” political affiliations, and a population made up
largely of counter-cultural groups, such as hippies (both holdouts from the 1960s and
the latter day variety, including a good number from Quebec), American draft-
dodgers from the Vietnam War, Doukhobors, and marijuana farmers. Consequently,

throughout the 1970s and 1980s Nelson attracted “more than its fair share of artists,
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musicians, actors and writers” (Klobucar and Barnholden 18), and as such would have
permitted a more integrated relationship between KSW and the surrounding
community than that experienced by other alternative educational institutions such as,
say, Black Mountain College in North Carolina.! It is this sense of immediate
involvement with the surrounding community which the Vancouver campus of KSW
inherited from Nelson, and brought to the decidedly less quaint (but no less “left-
wing” and counter-cultural) surroundings of Vancouver’s lower east side.

As I mention above, the period of the first “regime” in Vancouver lasted from
the establishment of the school in 1984, through the New Poetics and Split Shift
Colloquia of 1985-86, and the establishment of Artspeak Gallery in 1986. This was
probably the period in which the collective — consisting at first of Wayman, Derksen,
Whitehead, Wharton and Colin Browne ~ was least hierarchized, although if I had to
point to any one dominating figure during this time, it would be Browne. As editor of
Writing from issue 7 (Fall 1983) to issue 22 (Spring 1989) and as the writer of the
Canada Council grant proposal for the 1985 New Poetics Colloquium, Browne was
instrumenta] in determining the initial direction and inertia of KSW. When Nancy
Shaw joined the collective around 1986, and began serving on the editorial board of
Writing at issue 17 (January 1987), the proverbial torch began to be passed, and by
1989 Derksen and Shaw were more or less in control: editing Writing, arranging
programming, and shifting the focus of the school away from education and more
towards events. The period of this second junta would extend from 1989 to 1992,

when Writing ceased publication (Shaw and Derksen edited the final issue) and

! Martin Duberman, for instance, notes problems which arose when the unorthodox
behaviour of certain students and faculty at Black Mountain College would clash with
local mores in rural North Carolina. He also writes of attempts made at different times
to forge relations between Black Mountain and the “outside” community - attempts
which were usually unsuccessful (Duberman 247, 267-268).

s
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Derksen and Shaw would leave to pursue postsecondary education in the academy: a
move which was perceived by some involved with KSW as a betrayal of the school’s
“anti-institutional” stance.

With their departure, the leadership vacuum was filled at least in part by a
group of emerging feminist writers which included Lisa Robertson, Christine Stewart
and Catriona Strang. And yet the exodus from Vancouver continued: 1992 also saw
the departure of Lary Bremner for Japan. Bremner, the publisher of Tsunami editions,
a small press which published most of the KSW writers’ earliest chapbooks and
perfect-bound books, left the operations of the press in the hands of Kevin Davies,
Catriona Strang and Deanna Ferguson. Davies would soon leave for New York, as
would the local poet Dan Farrell, establishing something of a KSW “diaspora™ in that
city, and extending the school’s notoriety in the United States. By 1995, as I address
at some length in my “Coda,” the school was at a crisis point, and had reached the
point of nearly folding. However, the energies of some individuals — in particular
Michael Barnholden — helped maintain consistent and important programming at
KSW over the following years. This programming continues to our contemporary
moment, a moment in which the collective seems to me substantial and its
programming goals remain innovative and ambitious.

One of the biggest assumptions I make throughout this study is that KSW as a
site — both physical and conceptual — was the locus for and impetus to the production
of a good deal of innovative and socially oppositional writing by Vancouver writers
associated with the school. More specifically, I have in mind the younger generation
of writers who emerged from the context of the writer-run collective from its

establishment in 1984 to the publication, by presses such as Tsunami Editions,
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Talonbooks, and ECW, of a mélange of perfect bound books from 1990-1994%: in
other words, my focus will be on the period of the first two “regimes” which I outline
above. These writers include Davies, Derksen, Farrell, Shaw, Gerald Creede, Peter
Culley, Deanna Ferguson, Kathryn MacLeod, Lisa Robertson, Catriona Strang, Lary
Timewell (Bremner), and Dorothy Trujillo Lusk. I by no means suggest that each of
these writers participated equally in the collective; for example, Derksen and Shaw
might be situated as more active and central, with self-styled “leisure poets” Creede
and Culley observing from the periphery. And while I do like the double-entendre of
“school” as both educational institution and as suggesting a similarity of concerns
across the work of a group of artists, I do not attempt here to delineate or describe a
consistent “Kootenay School” aesthetic, as has been attempted (or implied) with, say,
Black Mountain, the New York School, or most recently Language Writing. While
these ‘writers have each developed his or her own idiosyncratic practice, I would
identify among them several shared characteristics informing their practice as artists.
These would include a belief in the potential of writing to function as social critique, a
focus on the form and structures of language as the ground for that critique, a
preference for opaque as opposed to supposedly “transparent” language, a concern
with immediate, local context, and a dissident stance which assumes a position of
social marginality.

Andrew Klobucar and Michael Barnholden’s “Introduction” to Writing Class:
The Kootenay School of Writing Anthology, remains the most extensive history of

KSW to this point. I refer to their “Introduction” a number of times throughout my

2 These would include Derksen's Down Time (1990) and Dwell (1993) and Lusk's
Reactive (1990) with Talonbooks; Shaw's Scoptocratic (199 2)and Strang's Low
Fancy (1993) with ECW; and Davies' Pause Button (1992), Ferguson's The Relative
Minor (1993), Farrell's Thimking of You (1994), Creede's Ambit (1993), and
Robertson's Xeclogue (1993) with Tsunami.
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study, usually to contest a point that they have made, though this should not be
interpreted as a rejection of the historical fundamentals which they establish. I agree
with them, for instance, that what motivated the school’s formation “was not a
specific aesthetic vision, but rather a politicised understanding of how art and literary
production often contributed to the ruling class’s hegemonic influence over society”
(2). My work here also shares with them a belief that class relations were the
fundamental ground for KSW’s oppositional stance, both in terms of the school’s
social organization as well as in the writing which emerged from its context —
although I hesitate to draw as direct a connection to organizations such as the
International Workers of the World (IWW) as do Klobucar and Barnholden.
Klobucar and Barnholden, for instance, draw parallels between the non-hierarchical
structures of both organizations, and while they do point out that KSW’s collective
structure “might not have been in conscious imitation of the IWW,” the implication of
their argument is that KSW and IWW shared a similar class consciousness and an
equivalent form of social organization and as a result held shared interests. More
persuasive are the equivalences Pauline Butling points out which arose between artists
and workers, among the main targets of Social Credit’s deficit-cutting measures:
The restraint program provoked an articulate class politics; many KSW
writers began to explore the links between social/economic
marginalization of the artist and class oppression. Gone is the
romantic notion that outsider status is a necessary prerequisite for
creative activity. In its place came a barrage of questions about who
wields the power to exclude, who is excluded, who benefits, and how

such inequities can be addressed. (Butling 2001, 3)
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The few histories of KSW which have been produced have tended to regard the
language-centred poetics and the more conventional forms of ‘work writing’ as co-
existing in and around the site of the school; Clint Burnham, for instance, asserts that
“[m]ore than most Canadian avant-garde poetic formations, KSW has foregrounded a
radical politics as part of its aesthetic, a politics that included spaces for more realist-
seeming work and community writing” (Burnham 2001). As I suggest in my second
chapter, however, KSW — or more specifically the writers who were working in more
‘experimental forms’ — and writers associated with various workers’ movements and
organizations in and around Vancouver would eventually develop (or rather reveal)
antagonisms that were not easily resolvable.

Klobucar and Barnholden’s “Introduction” appears to contradict itself
somewhat with regards to the question of KSW’s position within Canada and
“Canadian Literature.” They begin with an assertion that “KSW continues to find
itself ‘misplaced’ as far as mainstream Canadian literature is concerned” (1), and that
the school’s founding writers were of a mind that “[t}o yield in one’s writing to the
master themes, tropes and voices of mainstream (Canadian) aesthetics was tantamount
to relinquishing all control over the process of one’s work™ (3). They follow with an
argument regarding Vancouver’s relation to “the CanLit network™:

In Vancouver...in 1983, few established literary scenes of national
attention actually existed. In fact, this is largely still the case. Most
authority figures in the CanLit network developed their careers in
either Toronto or Montreal. (3)
I thus see an implicit conflict between Klobucar and Barnholden’s assertions of
KSW’s opposition to “mainstream (Canadian) aesthetics” and the familiar refrain of

Vancouver’s marginality vis-a-vis Canadian literary power. Claims of Vancouver’s
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“outsider” status have been heard periodically since at least the days of TISH, claims
that seem to me increasingly difficult to support.> When we think about the “big
names” in anglophone Canadian literature over the past forty years, certainly a
number of those would be associated with Toronto or Montreal, including writers
such as Atwood, Brand, Nichol, Mouré, or McCaffery, and institutions such as Coach
House Press, ECW, or Anansi. But when we consider names like Bowering, Webb,
Marlatt, Wah, Thomas, Newlove, Thesen, bissett, or Davey, the idea that British
Columbia is somehow marginalized vis-a-vis a network of Canadian literature
becomes untenable, and almost disingenuous. Yet contemporary writers in
Vancouver, including those associated with KSW, still tend to believe that they
remain peripheral to the “CanLit network.” As I point out below, however, their
claims to marginality are not without support, given that their work remains largely
ignored within popular reception, as well as critical appraisals, of contemporary
writing in Canada. If the writers associated with KSW are marginalized, it is because
of their uncompromising, oppositional stance, their anti-institutional bias, and the
innovative or experimental forms of their poetics, and not because they live in
Vancouver. This marginal position seems to be one which they regard with
ambivalence: both resenting the putative “authority figures” to the east who would

ignore the dynamic literary culture in Vancouver, and embracing this marginal

3 Of the writers of the previous generation, George Bowering has asserted
Vancouver’s peripheral position most extensively, usually by a process of geographic
determinism. In his essay “Vancouver as Postmodern Poetry” he writes “the young
Vancouver poets of 1960 were conscious more than anything of living by the sea, at
the edge, on a margin” (121). This notion tends not only to essentialize geography,
but to ignore history: that political and economic power in North America has been
concentrated, unlike in Europe, more in coastal areas rather than the interior would
problematize attempts to equate a geographic periphery with a cultural periphery.
Bowering has also, of course, repeatedly argued that western Canada is defined
primarily by geography, not history.
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position as necessary and even enabling. In this respect KSW, and the writers within
its orbit, might be described by Pierre Bourdieu as occupying an autonomous, rather
than heteronomous, position within the field of cultural production because of their
tendency “to make of temporal failure a sign of election and of success a sign of
compromise with the times” (217). Following Bourdieu’s model, KSW has operated
more from a principle of “internal hierarchization” rather than “external
hierarchization,” in that the former “favours artists (etc.) who are known and
recognized by their peers and only by them (at least in the initial phase of their
enterprise) and who owe their prestige, at least negatively, to the fact that they make
no concessions to the demand of the ‘general public’” (217). Granted, KSW’s
attempts to fuse avant-garde practice and socially oppositional praxis, not to mention
the ever-decreasing space for a writing which refuses the dictates of the market,
problematizes models such as Bourdieu’s: a point I wish to expand upon in the
following section.

KSW’s troubled or ambivalent position within a Canadian cultural field is
related to the wider political situation in contemporary North America, a political
situation to which Klobucar and Barnholden provide a background but do not name
directly. Iam referring to the current condition of global economic liberalism, and of
its manifestations in a continental context as the 1988 Free Trade Agreement (FTA)
between Canada and the United States and the 1993 North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) between those countries and Mexico. Klobucar and
Barnholden situate KSW within the context of 1980s North America, when Reagan-
style conservativism and its attendant sense of a “moral crisis” (7-8) held sway.
Certainly trade liberalization, and the consequent integration of national economies

and cultures, should be seen as growing out of the economic “rationalizing” of the
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1980s and the end of the cold war with the collapse of communist regimes in eastern
Europe and the Soviet Union. Couple this with the imposition of neo-liberal
economic policies and a constitutional decentralization in Canada during the past
decade — a consequence both of this global condition and of domestic circumstances —
and where and how to position KSW within a Canadian context becomes a difficult
question indeed. This introductory chapter attempts to address this question with
respect to four main topics: the role of cultural institutions, the varying shapes of
community, the possibilities for an oppositional poetics, and the idea of a “North

American” cultural field.

Institutions and the Administration of Culture

Deanna Ferguson is a poet whose relations to KSW illustrate the difficulties of
delineating a specific group of poets associated with the school. On the one hand. her
affiliation with the school appears quite clear: her name shows up periodically in
minutes of collective meetings from the late 1980s. she was involved in editing
several Tsunami books. she has performed readings and given talks at the KSW and at
KSW related events. and she is perceived in a local. anecdotal context to be associated
with the school. Hailing from Cranbrook. she even attended DTUC to study visual
arts prior to its closure (Trujillo Lusk 1998. n.pag). On the other hand. Ferguson has
often refused or argued against attempts to associate her with the KSW. a refusal
related to her suspicion of institutions. and her desire to maintain as much control as
possible over the production. dissemination. and reception of her work. The
following lines comprise a stanza in Ferguson’s “Taking Theory Home.” a poem
which. as Clint Burnham tells us. “deals with the relationship between acquired

cultural capital and the marginal. rural working class home™ (Burnham 1998. 29):
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Target an audience or refuse to participate

laughing a word is a word black or white.

Check Is the mike on Yes

we've had a board meeting

Yes, we like your illegal art. (Ferguson 42)
The stanza is one of a series in the middle of the poem which begin with imperatives.,
some of which seem addressed to another person (“Refer to women as women you've
had”) and others in which the imperative seems more descriptive, as though the
speaker is referring to herself (“Turn to window for comfortable distance”). The lines
cited above seem closer to the latter; moreover, the imperative tone, along with the
almost exasperated repetition of “Yes,” seems to dismiss these “board meetings™ and
“illegal art” as rote occurrences. I hear in this passage a nagging reminder of KSW’s
organization as a bureaucratic institution, and of its negotiations of a wider
administrative apparatus. not only of specific government funding agencies such as
the Canada Council, but of a broader administrative culture. or perhaps cultural
administration. which emerges as a “middle ground™ between the options available to
an artist in a market-driven economy: “Target an audience or refuse to participate.”

While critics such as Christopher Beach have distinguished between

“community” and “institution.” the fact remains that in Canada. poetic communities
and various institutions — universities being the most obvious. but also publishing
firms and government ministries — are thoroughly imbricated in one another. Beach
defines a poetic “community™ as ““a group of poets with shared interests. goals.
orientation. or background™ (Beach 5) and an “institution™ as “a form of social
organization structured by some force outside the immediate control or jurisdiction of

the poets themselves. and usually in the service of something other than their own
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private needs™ (6). Although Beach acknowledges that “[i]nstitutions are...in many
cases a catalyst for a given community, or a means of perpetuating a community
beyond the life cycle it would otherwise have had” (6). for the most part he seems to
regard them as pernicious:
Unlike communities, which evolve organically out of the needs of
particular groups of poets, institutions usually involve some form of
bureaucracy. Also unlike communities, which tend to be self-
sufficient (and at times highly insular) entities, institutions require a
larger context, whether that context is defined in terms of readership.
marketability, or a more general cultural or ideological agenda. While
cultural institutions are to some degree necessary to the dissemination
of culture beyond a relatively small group, they are also more likely to
lead not only to the increased bureaucratization of culture, but also to
the increased commodification of cultural production. (6)
If we accept Beach's argument, then the institutional grounding of a community
presents both problems and opportunities. and forces artists committed to an
oppositional practice to negotiate institutional apparatuses with care.

It soon becomes apparent to a researcher spending any time in the KSW
archives that the school organized itself as a quite conventional. if less hierarchical.
bureaucratic structure. Hundreds of pages of the minutes from weekly meetings from
1986 to 1993: drafts of grant applications: correspondence with administrative figures
in positions with funding agencies: office logs: phone records: these are the rather
banal documents at the disposal of the cultural historian. Such documentation appears
disjunctive when read alongside the poetic texts which emerged from this

administrated context. but the collective members of KSW appeared to recognise a
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fact which Theodor Adorno had pointed out decades earlier: that culture and
administration. long considered oppositional. are necessarily (if ambivalently)
intertwined, and that “[w]hoever makes critically and unflinchingly conscious use of
the means of administration and its institutions is still in a position to realize
something which would be different from merely administrated culture™ (Adorno
113). If the relative autonomy of the cultural attenuates its social praxis. then that
autonomy, in the eyes of the socially-activist artist, must be reduced. KSW"s
unashamed adoption of a bureaucratic structure could be seen retrospectively as an
effort to achieve this reduction. Following this argument, there was more at stake in
the need to procure funds from government granting agencies than paying rent and
artists’ fees — although these necessities were certainly recognized as more urgent at
the time. KSW’s hope for social praxis, it could be argued. was related to the extent
to which it engaged with administrative cultural apparatuses.

Michael Dorland. following Harold Innis. has linked the Canadian state’s
administration of culture to a wider “bureaucratic rationality,” one which. in the
absence of a revolutionary tradition. “has its roots in an unbroken continuum reaching
back to the early modern emergence of the European absolutist state™ (Dorland 142).
The example Innis provides and which Dorland cites is the fusion of state and church
in “the France of Colbert and Louis XIV.™ in which the state and church share the
common denominator of bureaucratic rationality. After the conquest at Quebec City.
the narrative goes. this Gallic form of organization was adopted by the British.
enabling British North Americans (or what we might term “Canadians™) to embark
upon the federally-sponsored megaprojects which have come to largely define the
nation. such as its rail. energy. medical and communications infrastructures. Dorland

thus arrives at the conclusion that far from suggesting a “false economy™ of culture.
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akin to a failed regional development project, the administration of culture in Canada
truly reflects the historical development of the nation: “in its practices, in the logics
that articulate them, in its fundamental ordinariness. the administration of culture in
the Canadian context has been the creation of an historically deep-rooted bureaucratic
rationality” (146). The result has been the development of cultural discourses and
practices that are characterized by “discourses of the state™ — the most obvious being
those of the CBC/SRC and of the National Film Board. At the same time, these
discourses and practices remain “significantly alegal...the cultural sphere as a whole
remains a jumble of overlapping jurisdictions, in which — and perhaps as a result —
primarily administrative norms and practices prevail — because there are no other
norms™ (147). This suggests an alternative reading of Ferguson’s “illegal art™: the
work is “illegal” not because it is somehow criminal, but because it remains outside
the parameters of legal, official discourses — while remaining within the grasp of
administrative culture.

In her essay “Aesthetics and Foreign Policy.” Laura Kipnis attempts to address
the question of state-sponsored culture through a broad comparison of the market-
driven culture of the U.S. with the statist culture of Cuba. Kipnis® main point in her
essay is that aesthetic positions are also questions of foreign policy. and that western
aesthetic theories from Kant to Hugh Thomas have served to marginalize and
trivialize non-western cultures. However. she also makes an argument that has
interesting implications for the Canadian context:

If culture is seen as central to social reproduction. it seems to follow
that in a society in which reproduction occurs. in the first instance.
economically. as ours. artists are subjected to the terrors and rigors of

the marketplace. whereas in a society that reproduces itself. in the first
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instance, politically, as in Cuba, artists are subjected to the terrors and
rigors of current political policics. It would follow that in an
economically reproducing society, the ultimate social meaning of a
work of art is thoroughly mediated and contained through the
economic institutions of art — the market - whereas in Cuba, where art
institutions are by definition political and politicized, the political
meanings of works emerge unmediated, with more genuine potential to
be subversive to reproduction. (Kipnis 214)
I do not wish to make a ludicrous comparison of Canada to Cuba, nor even to suggest
that Canada occupies a cultural “middle-ground™ between Cuba and the U.S. (the
traditional myth of the Canadian “mixed economy™). However, to the extent that
social reproduction via culture in the Canadian context still occurs to a large extent
politically (or at least to a greater extent than in the U.S., the National Endowment for
the Arts notwithstanding). Kipnis’ remarks suggest intriguing possibilities. What
might be seen as a co-optation of subversive artistic practices within a bureaucratic
rationality (“Yes. we like your illegal art™) could become re-figured through her
model as an “inhabitation™ of that rationality. in which the opportunity of a politically
rather than economically mediated culture presents itself. and with it the possibility of
transforming social reproduction.

Dorland. however. reminds us that over the past couple of decades there has
been a crisis at the heart of state rationality in Canada. linked to legalistic. globalizing
forces such as the FTA. NAFTA. and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
(GATT) agreements:

what has been happening in the Canadian context since the mid to late

1970s and increasingly as of the 1980s has been an inversion...of the
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logic of state rationality away from internal, prescriptive policy to the
external, and more legalistic, forms of inter-statc rationality. For a
country with Canada’s backward linkages (a statist culture, small
domestic markets, under-capitalization of a cultural infrastructure
dependent on subsidy — in short, a weak civil society in its
indifferentiation of the political and the economic), this is extremely
painful. (148, italics in original)
We might link this “inversion” of which Dorland speaks away from the internal and
prescriptive to the external and legalistic with the “continentalization™ of poetics in
North America — and with Jeff Derksen’s emphases on the “centrifugal™ over more
centralising forces (Derksen is of course drawing on Bakhtin in using such terms. but
we could still regard his use of them as symptomatic)’. Barbara Godard has also
noted that discourses on culture at both federal and provincial levels have been
changing over the past decade. accompanied by continuous cutbacks to cultural
apparatuses (Godard 223). These cutbacks. however. have not necessarily resulted in
less political mediation of culture: Godard points out that the arm’s-length principle of
the Canada Council. for instance, “was compromised by reduced importance accorded
to jury decisions and more direct bureaucratic intervention by council administrators
and the government itself through programs administered by Heritage Canada™ (224).
Thus there has been a doubled movement of both centralization of decision making in
the hands of a few administrators. with a decentralization of funding by forcing arts

groups to look to the private sector for capital:

¥ In his essay “Sights Taken as Signs: Place, the Open Text. and Enigma in New
Vancouver Writing.” Derksen argues for ““a more eccentric or idiosyncratic poetry.
one that deals with specifics as specifics rather than raw data towards a universal
projection” which would be “a centrifugal force providing alternatives to
centralisation™ (Derksen 1994 151).
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In a neoliberal regime ruled by numbers, the function of arts groups
has shifted from creative processes to the collection of economic data
quantifying outcomes so as to justify arts activities in the corporate
sector. Canadian culture has become synonymous with the culture of
capital. (Godard 225)
Given this economic context, the transformative potential of cultural practices which
inhabit administrative structures becomes seriously mitigated. And yet, as I argue
above, so long as the avant-garde remains contained within an autonomous sphere, its
social effects are limited. As Adorno explains, “culture suffers damage when it is
planned and administrated; when it is left to itself, however, everything cultural
threatens not only to lose its possibility of effect, but its very existence as well”
(Adorno 94). However, to the extent that KSW and institutions within its orbit such
as Writing magazine or Tsunami Editions received some government support (Canada
Council funding for the New Poetics Colloquium. Canada Council and provincial
government support of Writing. and provincial support for some perfect-bound
Tsunamis) but relied more heavily on volunteer labour and the generosity of
employed benefactors, [ might suggest that KSW emerged. in the wake of state
culture’s retreat. as an element of what is generally termed “civil society.” This is not
to say that because of this KSW occupied a more autonomous position. but rather that
civil, as opposed to governmental. mediation of social reproduction through culture
requires us to consider differing ways in which a poetics might subvert or offer

alternative possibilities for social reproduction.

Coterie. Community. Network

2 guys watch from a porch while movers carry the
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futon frame to the side entrance. Her hand was in
mine but she wasn’t holding it. | am so exhausted.

A shadow fell back on part of her face like the
beginnings of or remnants of a veil. Her steely eyes
set off the metal detector of my heart. Getting ready
to have been scared. Dan hiss by my window. Gerry
pedals into a head wind. Kevin seize the means of
projection.

--Gerald Creede, from “Boy Soprano” (1993, 28)

The concluding sentences of this section from Gerald Creede’s “Boy
Soprano,” published in his collection Ambit (1993), serve as a reminder of the
localized community in Vancouver in which the writing of the Kootenay School was
circulating, and marks this text as a coterie poem. Following an allusion to Bruce
Andrews’ book Getting Ready to Have Been Frightened. an allusion which invites us
to read these discontinuous sentences under the rubric of “language writing.” Creede
writes three sentences involving proper names which we could identify as those of
Creede (Gerry). Dan Farrell. and Kevin Davies. While the verbs in the sentences
involving “Dan” and “Kevin™ are in the imperative. and thus imply events which have
not yet happened. the sentences still make enigmatic references to occasions —
occasions which make up the absent context of the writing. And while the references
to “Dan” and “Gerry™ are rather quotidian. “Kevin seize the means of projection.”
with its conflation of “means of production™ and “projective verse.” could be read as
literary admonition. critique. or description. In any case. it is a sentence which
situates Creede’s text within a larger community of readers. conflating the social texts

of both his own and Davies” work.
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Lytle Shaw has recently pointed out that “[i]n everyday speech, literary
communitics arc good, coterics arc bad: the latter term scems to mark a threshold at
which some ethical breach can be registered” (Shaw 114). In the case of Creede’s
poem, this “ethical breach™ of a writing which is unapologetically enigmatic and
insular would correspond with its textual “opacity”: in both form and content, the
poem is directed at a small community or coterie of “in-the-know” readers. Shaw
traces the etymology of “coterie” back to eighteenth-century Europe. in which “the
wretched conditions of the ‘cots’ or ‘cottages’ prompts the peasants to collectivize
against their landlord” (115). The term soon came, however, to designate “privileged
circles dedicated to covert political or literary activity,” and Shaw identifies in this
etymology the “competing senses of an authentically marginal group engaged in a
struggle to attain property rights and that of a private, privileged clique” (115). These
“competing senses” also bedevil attempts to situate KSW as an oppositional
community: in the case of experimental poetry, or even of poetry per se. margin and
privilege are often curiously conflated.

Writing about the coterie poems of Frank O"Hara. Shaw asserts coterie’s
usefulness as an interpretive framework rather than recoverable context: while the
deployment of proper names in a poem can tell us something about the social context
of the poem. it is their formal function within the confines of the text that is more
crucial. That is. coterie poems should be read for how the proper names function
relationally to one another — how they map out what anthropologists call structures of
~kinship™ ~ rather than as historical “evidence™ or as a record of events. Thus in
Creede’s passage above the fact that he writes “Gerry.” “Dan™ and “Kevin™ into his
poem rather than. say. “Nancy.” “Lisa™ and “Jeft.” maps out a structure of kinship

which might imply a subgrouping involving those three names. and further imply a
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fragmentation within the larger group. We should be wary, however, of presuming
the accuracy of coterie writing in its constructions of historical communities. “Coterie
has less to do with an immediate reception context,” Shaw writes. “than with an idea
about how the engines of literary history might be confused into inclusions through
the guerilla use of proper names™ (120). In the case of “Boy Soprano,” or other
poems of writers associated with the Kootenay School which use the proper names of

2

their contemporaries, the meanings of “Dan,” “Gerry,” and “Kevin” are contingent
upon the reader already having some familiarity with the context — but they also work
to both register a community and confuse literary history into perhaps inaccurate
“inclusions.”

Judy Radul’s poem “Kisses So Wet.” included in Klobucar and Barnholden’s
Writing Class, also functions as a sort of coterie poem, but at the same time questions
the idea of a coterie or community organized around the KSW. as well as its own
assumptions about the recording of history in a text. Radul writes of the exchange of
texts among writers, and playfully invokes questions of direct influence through a
discovery of “the new’:

And Dan Farrell loaded me his I=a=n=g=u=a=g=e

You still have it. | where that was. (Klobucar 191)
In this passage. and in the poem as a whole. the speaker addresses herself to a “you.”
a writer who also. like Radul. situates herself on the periphery of “the Kootenay
School of Writing.™ “Kisses So Wet™ is dated “July 1994 and is dedicated to Deanna
Ferguson; Ferguson's nickname also enters into the poem:

And Dee would say it's not up to any body. certainly not Kisses

So Wet. being only the sum of its individual tictions to grant

me credit
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But that’s not what I thought I meant by surprised that they

noticed me but unto another rather neither might not other-

wise would I have found such an idea (192)
This passage, and Radul’s poem as a whole, establishes the Kootenay School as a
contested field. and invokes a number of questions and conflicts which this study
addresses repeatedly: the extent to which a community or coterie is the sum of its
“individual fictions™; the introduction of new ways of writing through educational
workshops (“might not other-/ wise would I have found such an idea”); and the
borders or limits of this community and its own authoritative power in the Vancouver
scene (“surprised that they / noticed me™). As Radul’s poem suggests. KSW should
not be understood as a discrete, identifiable community of writers but rather as an
open, internally differentiated and conflicted locus within a larger Vancouver scene
and literary history. Within a more general Canadian literary field. KSW might be
viewed as what Frank Davey terms a “special constituency.” similar to those
constituencies organized around gender. race or region. which further demonstrates a
fragmentation of a “national”™ audience. But this constituency. admittedly ignored by
a mainstream Canadian audience outside of Vancouver. remains itself as open and
vulnerable to challenge as the “national™ formation it ostensibly questions.

In an essay entitled "Mapping Mind. Mapping Frames: The Martyrology and

Its Social Text." Jetf Derksen suggests bpNichol's long poem “may indeed represent
the outer conceptual horizon of official literature within Canada™ (51). The essay
emerges from the context of a collaborative graduate seminar on The Martyrology
involving students from Simon Fraser University and the University of Calgary in
1994 and 1995. and I cannot help but wonder not only where KSW fits into this

“conceptual horizon.™ but the extent to which Derksen is himself pondering that same
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question. In his essay Derksen identifies an “avant garde *faction” within the
Canadian academy™ (51); a “community of readers” who havc collectively raised the
status of The Martyrology (and I would add of Nichol's work in general) “to the most
important long poem in Canadian Literature because it seems to embody the
potentials for the social and literary change that this reading community seeks™ (50).
It is this same "faction" or community, presumably, which would be most sympathetic
to the work of writers such as Derksen, Ferguson, or Lisa Robertson, and which
would also - by reading, teaching, discussing, or otherwise supporting the work - have
the power to raise its “status” by determining a social function for it within an existing
canon, or better by transforming the canon to accommodate the works™ innovations.
Broadly speaking, this faction would be constituted mostly by academics, some of
whom are also poets, most of whom live or have lived in western Canada. and would
consist of persons such as Davey. Smaro Kamboureli. Roy Miki, George Bowering,
Susan Rudy. Fred Wah. Steve McCaffery. Pauline Butling, Peter Quartermain. Robert
Kroetsch. Miriam Nichols. Clint Burnham. Louis Cabri, and Douglas Barbour.

When I begin to talk about a faction of intellectuals committed to avant-garde
practice and to the “potentials for...social and literary change™ that experimental texts
provide. I seem once again to be discussing a coterie. Indeed. examples of coterie
writing in Canadian poetry over the past few decades are numerous: consider Davey's
poems which explicitly address a Canadian academic context. and Canadian
academics. such as “Italian Multiculturalism™ or “Agnes Bernaur™: Robert Kroetsch's
admonitions to other writers in 4dvice to My Friends (1985): Bowering's use of
personal names throughout his oeuvre but especially in works such as A Short Sad
Book: or Phyllis Webb's lines from her Water and Light: Ghazals and Anti-Ghazals:

“So. So. So. Ah - to have a name like Wah / when the deep purple falls™ (Webb 12).
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Nichol's Martyrology is no exception; in Book 3 he mentions “victor” (Coleman)'s
reading, “dave aylward,” and “margaret,” and writes:

i call these poets friends

tho i cannot attend to them daily

there is a we

different the same

links us in the law language comprehends

i have to trust to carry me thru into somewhere (Book 3, V)
Nichol's lines imply that his relationships with “these poets” should be understood
within a different model of “friendship,” or kinship: one which relies less on
proximity and daily familiarity than on “the law language comprehends.” Language
and community are here situated in reciprocal, mutually enabling relation.

In his essay “The Political Economy of Poetry.” Ron Silliman claims the
social organization of contemporary poetry occurs “'in two primary structures: the
nerwork and the scene” (Silliman 28). While the scene, according to Silliman. is
specific to a place. the network is by definition “transgeographic.” He is quick to
point out. however, that “[n]either mode ever exists in pure form™:

Networks typically involve scene subgroupings. while many scenes
(although not all) build toward network formations. Individuals may.
and often do. belong to more than one of these informal organizations
at atime. Both types are essentially fluid and fragile. As the Black
Mountain poets and others have demonstrated. it is possible for literary
tendencies to move through both models at different stages in their

development. (29)
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Scene, coterie. community: these various structures of social organization coalesce,
accumulate and overlap to constitute a broad. continental network of readers of the
work emerging from the context of KSW: an avant garde faction within the Canadian
academic and writing communities; the poets associated with language writing in the
U.S. (mostly in New York and California); the wider Vancouver literary community;
and the KSW poets themselves. These communities of course overlap in significant
ways: members of the “avant garde faction” such as Wah and Butling were
instrumental in establishing KSW; Vancouver was and remains an important
formative site for many American language writers; and KSW's ongoing involvement
as a venue and site for literary activity in Vancouver has worked increasingly to
conflate the final two groups which I identify. Since three of these four groups are at
least nominally “Canadian.” this might imply that situating KSW in relation to
“Canadian Literature™ is not as problematic as it seems, and that perhaps the work of
the writers associated with KSW might have the potential to extend the “outer
conceptual horizon of official literature within Canada™ which Derksen describes
above. However. even the most popular and widely read of the KSW writers. such as
Derksen. remain largely unknown within the dominant formations of official CanLit -
the juries for prizes such as the Giller or Governor General's Awards.” massive
reading series such as that at Toronto's Harbourfront. reviewers for the major daily
broadsheets, or the larger literary publishers such as McClelland and Stewart - and
with a few exceptions their work remains mostly unread and untaught within the
academy. Moreover. “Canadian Literature™ as a discipline continues to show the

strains from its various competing constituencies. and it may well be the case that it is

* This situation may be changing: Lisa Robertson was nominated for the Governor
General's Award for English Poetry in 1998 for Debbie: an epic. although she did not
win.
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no longer able to accommodate within its rather porous boundaries the work, and the

community, which I discuss in the following pages.

Oppositional Poetics and the Discourses of the State: Shifting Stances
Historically speaking, left politics and Canadian nationalism have co-existed

in reciprocal relation, both politically and aesthetically. As a supposedly decolonial
project, the assertion of Canadian identity vis-a-vis literature has often been
understood as an anti-capitalist gesture, or at least opposed to a capitalism which
supports and extends U.S. hegemony. For Margaret Atwood, a familiarity with
Canadian literature was part of good citizenship; indeed, Atwood asserts that “for
members of a country or a culture, shared knowledge of their place, their here, is not a
luxury but a necessity. Without that knowledge we will not survive” (Atwood 19).
Writing in characteristically histrionic prose, Robin Matthews sees nationalist cultural
production as part of a broader resistance or revolution: “Cultural takeover will bring
Canada to its knees in final abject surrender to U.S. expansionism. or it will bring
Canada to its feet in a reaction to takeover that will assure the continuation of this
country” (Matthews 209). F.R. Scott (1899-1985) was a classic poet of this
nationalist/ socialist hybrid. The following lines comprise the opening stanza to
“Laurentian Shield.” one of his so-called “Laurentian poems™ — imagistic nature
poems that could be contrasted with his later satiric. more overtly “political” texts
such as “W.L.M.K.” or “The Canadian Authors Meet™:

Hidden in wonder and snow. or sudden with summer.

This land stares at the sun in a huge silence

Endlessly repeating something we cannot hear.

Inarticulate. arctic.
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Not written on by history, cmpty as paper,

It leans away from the world with songs in its lakes

Older than love, and lost in the miles. (Scott 96)
“Laurentian Shield,” however. is one of his more subtly political Laurentian poems;
characterized by working-class diction (“‘A tongue to shape the vowels of its
productivity™), the text seems both to critique capitalist imperialism in North America
(*“Then the bold commands of monopoly, big with machines. / Carving its kingdoms
out of the public wealth™) and to advocate a sort of “working-class imperialism”:

But a deeper note is sounding, heard in the mines,

The scattered camps and the mills, a language of life,

And what will be written in the full culture of occupation

Will come, presently. tomorrow.

From millions whose hands can turn this rock into children.
Scott’s poem insists on the importance of writing in developing this “culturc of
occupation.” and aligns those who work with language with other workers. The poem
also demonstrates a common theme in Scott’s verse. one which would be picked up
by critics such as Margaret Atwood and D.G. Jones during the ascendance of thematic
criticism in Canada: the archaeological view. and the alignment of the ancient land
with the poet’s subjectivity.

I would like here to indulge in a rather arbitrary comparison of Frank Scott’s
poem with some of Deanna Ferguson’s writing. While probably not written with
Scott’s poem in mind. the following lines excerpted from an untitled poem which
opens her collection The Relative Minor demonstrate an ideological. as well as

aesthetic. gulf between the two poets:
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Articulate. Slaughter was articulated.

Yu can drill down through the layers but what's more important.

Over the cliff, up-river. into the great basin, as far as the village

back to the sea Canada give-way. So it befell the inspired category

military slavers prefer to call innocent jokes. Origin whose nation

differ from conceptual neighbour. (Ferguson 1993, 9)
The approach to the land evident in Scott’s “Laurentian Shield,” and the imperialist
assumptions behind that approach, come under scrutiny in Ferguson’s discontinuous
lines. The first sentence questions the importance of drilling “down through the
layers,” but she follows with a mapping of the landscape, and concludes the sentence
with the ambivalent “Canada give-way”: lines which could be read as either
descriptive or imperative. The appearance of the country’s name in this untitled text,
which serves as a sort of preamble to The Relative Minor. seems to insist that we read
the following sentence which mentions “military slavers™ as a critique of the heroic.
nation-building sentiment of Scott’s “Laurentian Shield.” The concluding sentence of
this excerpt. “Origin whose nation differ from conceptual neighbour.™ invokes one of
the fundamentals of Canadian identity: difference from the U.S. “Conceptual
neighbour.” though. reminds us that differences and borders are arbitrary and
discursive. and the grammatical contortions of ~Origin whose nation differ” nicely
inverts the assumed relations of nations to origins: origins are not “discovered™ by
drilling “down through the layers.” but are constructed after the fact by a nation—a
nation which, through the grammatical imperatives of the sentence. is figured as
plural and differentiated as opposed to singular and monolithic (i.e. “differ” takes first

and second person and plural subjects. but not third person singular).
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Louis Dudek saw Scott’s willingness to express political opinions as a
possible weakness in his verse. Thinking primarily of Scott’s satiric poems, Dudek
declares “in the poems of F.R. Scott politics assumes the central declarative position
for the poet: he becomes too obviously a socialist writing socialistic verse, a man with
a political purpose, not primarily a poet distracted by the times into shouting out a
political message” (Dudek 63). It would be harder to make the same argument about
Ferguson’s texts: while she and some of her contemporaries might appear as no less
“obviously...socialist[s] writing socialist verse,” the opacity of her writing. and that
of others associated with KSW, would seem to foreclose the possibility of
didacticism, and would also suggest that they remain “primarily poets.” Yet this
separation of poetry and the social. of poetics and lived conditions. is precisely what
many of the writers associated with KSW wish to resist. Furthermore. although the
positions of all of the writers I discuss in this project within the category of KSW are
without exception leftist. [ could not argue that their writing is somehow “socialist™ in
the sense of advancing an international political movement. As I point out above.
Klobucar and Barnholden do stress the importance of KSW's relations with the
International Workers of the World. but it becomes difficult to articulate those
relations with respect to the poetry (especially when considering the writers as a
collective). This is a consequence of the forms of the texts. to be sure. but it is also a
reflection of the political positions available to the emergent generation of poets in
Canada today. These available positions should be recognized as a function at least in
part of the gradual erosion of the power of elected parliaments in the face of
“globalization™ in other words. a shift from decisions made at the national
parliamentary level to decisions made at the extra-national judiciary level (what the

right calls “judicial activism™ on a global scale). But perhaps the most important
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reason for what might be perceived as electoral apathy is that the fundamental
underpinnings and assumptions of the state, something which Scott would never have
questioned, are the target of critique by Ferguson and many of her contemporaries.

The aesthetic differences between the two passages above mirror the distance
and differences between the two poets. but also obscures their shared ideological
sympathies. Both Frank Scott and Deanna Ferguson have produced poetry that
functions at times as a critique of capitalism, and each regards this critique as
something to be lived as well. Yet there is a gulf as wide as the temporal and
aesthetic distance separating these poems in the manner in which they live, and lived,
their critique. Scott was a central Canadian lawyer who would become dean of
McGill law school, write studies of Canada’s constitution, serve as a member of the
Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism, and win major civil rights
lawsuits in Quebec such as the battles against the “padlock laws™ of Premier Maurice
Duplessis or against the censorship of Lawrence’s Lady Chatterly's Lover (Smith 82).
He was also involved in the early formation of social democratic political parties in
Canada: he was one of the founders of the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation
(CCF) which was the forerunner to the New Democratic Party (NDP). helped draft the
Regina Manifesto. and served as national chair of the CCF from 1942-1950. In the
context of an argument about the common denominators among anglo-Canadian
writers of family background and education. Robert McDougall points out that Scott
was “the son of Archdeacon F.G. Scott and grandson of Professor Scott who for forty
vears taught anatomy at McGill University” and is “F.R. Scott. LL.D.. B A.. B.LITT..
B.C.L.. FR.S.C.” (McDougall 228). Thus Scott lived his oppositional politics within
the parameters of an anglo-Canadian cultural and political elite. something which

could not be said about Ferguson and the poets associated with the Kootenay School.
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Scott's involvement in politics came at a time when such a thing was not unheard of
among Canadian poets: Phyllis Webb ran (unsuccessfully) as a CCF candidatc in a
B.C. provincial election in 1949, as did A.M. Klein (also unsuccessfully) in Montréal
that same year. Perhaps because of this poor track record at electoral success,
contemporary poets seem much more reluctant to participate in normative politics.

I would suggest, then, that while social and political activism on the part of
previous generations of poets in Canada, when not actively nationalist. was usually
conducted within national institutions, social and political activism on the part of
poets in contemporary Canada is often targeted towards those institutions. The
political stances which had cemented earlier generations of poets as “Canadian™ today
serve to loosen the ideological assumptions which would gather contemporary poets
within the same category. This is not to say. however, that citizenship no longer
remains an important political category. or a useful frame in which to situate their
work. Rather the poets associated with KSW would likely be more sympathetic with
a model of citizenship advanced by thinkers such as Chantal Mouffe: a concept of
citizenship which rests upon the ethico-political principles of modern democracy
which Mouffe identifies as “the assertion of liberty and equality for all™ (Mouffe 378).
and which is predicated upon differences and conflicts between and within subjects:
“[t]he aim is to construct a “we" as radical democratic citizens. a collective political
identity articulated through the principle of democratic equivalence™ (379). Such a
model of citizenship exceeds national borders while recognizing their historical and
cultural significance: rather than implying some vacuous notion of “global
citizenship.™ this citizenship is situated within the overlapping and conflicting

contexts of the local. national and global.
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(North) American Poetics?
There is no such thing as American poetry
Foreign concepts
Old School
--Kevin Davies, from “Untitled Poem from the First Clinton
Administration” (2000, 85)

When we encounter the word “America” in a poem by a writer associated with
the Kootenay School, as we do not only in this excerpt but in Kevin Davies’ earlier
book Pause Button (“The lights are on in tough America™ [1992, 55]) or in the title of
Ferguson’s poem “Crisis in My America,” we should read it as potentially denoting
both the U.S. as well as the “new world” — that is, French and English Canada, the
U.S., the Caribbean, Brazil and Spanish America — as a whole. The national
ambivalences of the younger generation of poets in Canada might tempt us to read
them as “American writers.” as in writers “of the Americas™ — although as I argue
below this approach presents its own problems. Further in Davies® “Untitled Poem™
he mentions America again, in consecutive lines:

Parasites of America are held down while a bipartisan congress takes
shits in their mouths
For immigrants America is full of mysteries (2000. 88)
In the first line “America.” because of the mention of “a bipartisan congress.” appears
to refer solely to the U.S.. although “Parasites of America”™ could suggest “parasites”
of the “Americas.” The second line. written as it is by a recent migrant to the U.S..
might be read as a testimony to Davies’ own experiences. although once again the

broader understanding of “America™ could apply.
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Davies™ assertion that “There is no such thing as American poetry” appears
audacious if we read “American” as an adjective denoting the U.S., audacious
because from an outsider perspective a canon and tradition of American poetry — from
Emerson and Poe through Whitman and Dickinson and into the twentieth century —
seems very firmly established in that country. There remain, however, competing
canons and traditions of “American poetry,™® and, more importantly, challenges have
emerged over recent decades to the hegemony of a white, anglo-centric. male
perspective. In other words, the pressures from previously marginalized
constituencies that have plunged “Canadian Literature” into crisis are also being
brought to bear on the far more entrenched formation, both in practice and as a field
of academic inquiry. of American Literature. There are similarities in both instances:
the rise of diasporic. non-European communities and literatures have made it
increasingly difficult to sustain prevailing myths such as the “two nations™ in Canada,
or the “puritan heritage™ in the U.S. Critics such as Carolyn Porter or Paul Jay have
recently written of the need to “remap™ American literary studies. arguing that the
porosity of contemporary political borders needs to be reflected in literary studies.
What this has usually meant is an attempt to situate the literature of the U.S. within
the context of “the Americas.” and with a critical eye that is for the most part directed
southward rather than to the north. In her essay “What We Know That We Don’t
Know: Remapping American Literary Studies.” Porter cites a number of Latino
literary scholars such as José David Saldivar. José Marti. and Ramon A. Guti€rez. as
well as anglo-Americans including Lawrence Buell. Philip Fisher. and Gregory Jay. in

arguing that American literature be situated in relation to other literatures of the

® For a good overview of the competing traditions in postwar American poetry. see
Jed Rasula. The American Poetry Wax Museum: Reality Effects. 1940-1990 (Urbana:
National Council of Teachers of English. 1996).
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Americas. “A Latin American vantage point,” Porter writes, “might serve to fracture
and destabilize the normative assumptions of an American Studies whose clear focus
has traditionally been achieved at the considerable cost of its nearsightedness™ (Porter
509). For his part. Jay writes that “our criticism can best be revitalized by paying
more attention to locations that are between or which transgress conventional national
borders — liminal margins or border zones in which individual and national identities
migrate, merge, and hybridize” (Jay 167), and points out the need for “the work of
Latin American, Caribbean, and U.S. theorists™ in achieving this goal. Although Jay
does not discuss Vancouver. that city could certainly be seen as such a “border zone”
— something I address in my discussion of Jack Spicer in my first chapter.

While I find this attempt to move beyond the anglo-centricity of the American
canon laudable, and the focus on Latin America understandable in a country with a
significant hispanic minority. the fact that Canada only occasionally fits into
discussions of “literatures of the Americas” seems odd to me. On the other hand. this
exclusion might make some sense: Canadian literature should. after all. be viewed
more as a North American literature than as a literature of the Americas. There has
been far less impact of Latin cultures’ in Canada than in the United States:
notwithstanding. say. George Bowering’s involvement with the Mexico City journal
el corno emplumado in the 1960s. or Chilean-Canadian poets such as Carmen
Rodriguez. it has been more the work of Trinidadian-Canadian. Chinese-Canadian.

Indo-Canadian. and aboriginal Canadian writers. to name a few constituencies. which

7 With the exception. of course, of French culture. In a speech to Central and South
American delegates at the “Summit of the Americas™ in Quebec City. April 2001.
Premier Bernard Landry of the sovereigntist Parti Québécois described the Quebec
“nation.” in Spanish. as “we Latins of the North™ (Séguin A5). While the process of
~globalization™ has alarmed many cultural nationalists in Quebec because it continues
to reinforce the hegemony ot English. it has also been welcomed as a way for smaller
countries and embattled cultures to find common ground to oppose this hegemony.
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have challenged and transformed dominant canons and assumptions. Even the
establishment of further economic ties with Brazil and the countries of Spanish
America will not necessarily lead to more cultural exchange; Lake Sagaris. for
instance, has noted that despite an estimated 40 000 Chileans living in Canada. a
sizable expatriate Canadian community in Chile, and the fact that “Canadian
investment in Chile has mushroomed,” we remain as “ignorant of each other’s moral
and imaginative place on this planet as we ever were” (Sagaris 13).

This mutual ignorance should come as no surprise: as is the case with the trade
agreements, Canada’s bilateral relationship with the U.S. vis-a-vis literature and
especially poetry overshadows all other relationships. As Larry Shouldice reminds
us, the position of U.S. literature in the New World is atypical and asymmetrical for
reasons “that go well beyond mere considerations of quantity and quality™ (Shouldice
51). Writing in 1982. Shouldice points out that “[o]f all American literatures. that of
the United States provides the only instance in which a colonial literature has in turn
developed into a colonizing literature on a grand scale. as part of an immense
imperialistic cultural machine™ (51). Because of a shared language. anglophone
Canadian culture is affected by this situation all the more acutely. suggesting that the
situation of Canadian literature within the context of the Americas needs to reflect this
asymmetry. And vet I remain uncomfortable simply collapsing Canadian literature
into a broader North American literature. if only because of the ditfering national
contexts and interests - such as a greater focus on Latin America - of American
literature.

Extending the frame of reference beyond the continental context and into a
broader global anglophone literary field also presents problems for attempts to situate

KSW within a global grid. Of the writers associated with KSW. Dorothy Trujillo
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Lusk’s work is most concerned with investigating the privileges, limits, and political
consequences of being “English,” and of writing in that language. More specifically,
Lusk. along with Jeff Derksen, has embraced the topic of anglo-Canadian identity —
and anglo-Canadian colonial relations with Britain — in ways most of the other KSW
writers have not. Yet Lusk does this less through direct assertion than through
indirect questioning;:

nothing

I am pleased. I like pruning and you keep away over water.

I am a happier instance yet wet of.

I am such a fucking Canadian about all of this but in a good way.

(Lusk 85)
The very title of the poem from which the above excerpt is taken. “Why Do I Have a
Phony English Accent?.” provokes more questions than it answers: does “Phony
English Accent™ imply an affected British accent. or does it suggest a less “authentic™
English accent (i.e. a North American accent)? If the answer is the latter. the title
could raise more questions about authenticity. and the ways in which such
authenticity is determined. The question in the title could also be read as a lament. or
as a strategy of feigned naiveté meant to remind us of an ongoing colonialism.
Finally, it might not have to do with speaking at all. let alone Lusk’s speech. but reter
instead to the conventions of poetry: Lusk could be arguing that most poetry written
in English, in Canada. has a ~“Phony English Accent.” i.e. reproduces belated
conventions from across the Atlantic.

Similarly. the humour of I am such a fucking Canadian about all of this but

in a good way™ relies upon our sense that the adjective “Canadian.™ as it so often
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does, raises more questions than it answers. “In a good way” implies its opposite:
what exactly would it mean to be Canadian in a “bad way™? Again, therc arc a
number of possibilities: smugly non-American, for one; anglophone imperialists for
another; selfish, overconsuming, ecologically reckless North Americans for yet
another. In implying that there are ways of being Canadian in a “bad way,” indeed
that this might be the default “way” of being “Canadian,” Lusk’s text questions
certain clichés about the word “Canadian” (egalitarian. peaceful, progressive and so
on) which would presumably be the “good way” of which Lusk writes. Still. despite
the seeming ambivalence of this statement, it marks an assertion of national identity
which has been increasingly rare in recent decades.
The question of globalization is a pressing one for most contemporary artists
and writers across the planet, but I would argue it presents certain problems specific
first to poets working in English. and more specifically to anglophone Canadian poets.
Fredric Jameson has recently argued that while “American mass culture. associated as
it is with money and commodities. enjoys a prestige that is perilous for most forms of
domestic cultural production™ (Jameson 1998, 59). such prestige does not extend to
the products of anglophone “high culture™:
...it is important for us [in the United States] to realize that for most
people in the world English itself is not exactly a culture language: it is
the lingua franca of money and power. which you have to learn and use
for practical but scarcely for aesthetic purposes. But the very
connotation of power then tends in the eyes of foreign speakers to
reduce the value of all forms of English-language high culture. (59)

[ am not in a position to speculate as to the accuracy of Jameson's conclusions about

the attitude of “foreign speakers™ to English-language high culture. However. with

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



respect to countries with large anglophone populations, the question as to whether the
prestige of American mass culture is mirrored by the reception of American high
culture is difficult to answer. Certainly federal attempts to encourage or protect the
autonomy of Canadian cultural production have experienced similar degrees of
success (and failure) with respect to both mass culture (e.g. Canadian content quotas
on popular music radio stations) and high culture (e.g. the Canada Council). I would
observe that Canadian poetry. however internally differentiated and difficult to
taxonomize domestically, remains for the most part an autonomous and nationally
circumscribed sphere: the anglophone Canadian writers who have achieved the most
notoriety abroad are either novelists, or poets recognized for their fiction. This may
perhaps be changing: certainly some poets associated with KSW (such as Derksen,
Davies. Robertson. or Ferguson) continue to see their reputations grow in the U.S. and
to some extent Britain. But does this suggest a newfound interest in Canadian cultural
production south of the border. or is it a reflection of a ““levelling” — and concomitant
homogenizing — of the anglophone poetic field in North America and indeed the
North Atlantic?

In many ways these questions of the relationship of Canadian writing to a
broader global context have haunted domestic critical and historical approaches since
at least 1943. when A.J.M. Smith in his “Introduction™ to The Book of Canadian
Poetry divided poets in Canada into two broad groups:

Some of the poets have concentrated on what is individual and unique
in Canadian life: others. upon what it has in common with life
everywhere. The one group has attempted to describe and interpret
whatever is essentially and distinctively Canadian and thus come to

terms with an environment that is only now ceasing to be colonial.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



38

The other, from the very beginning, has made a heroic attempt to

transcend colonialism by entering into the universal, civilizing culture

of ideals. (Smith 2-3)
Although Smith does not explicitly use the terms in this passage. critics since would
come to divide these groups into the “native™ and “cosmopolitan.” While Smith
perceived the latter group as more heroic in their attempts to “transcend colonialism™
through a universalist approach, others (such as Robin Matthews or Keith Richardson)
saw “outside” influences — and especially American influences — as a sure sign of the
“colonized mind.” to use Richardson’s phrase. What is interesting is that Smith’s
binary is equivalent to the two perspectives of nationalism and humanist universalism
which Frank Davey identifies as diverting “readers, critics, and often writers” from an
“awareness of the political dimensions of literature” (1993, 15). In “A Note on
Canadian Poetry.” Robert Creeley would observe that “Canadian poetry might always
be this attempt. not so much to fit, say. into an environment but to act in the given
place. If there is no “major’ poet in Canada, if there never was one. etc.. I think it is
part of this same problem. A theoretical embarrassment of “culture.” all the
tenuosities of trying to be local and international at the same time. etc.. takes an
energy otherwise of use in the making of an idiom peculiar to the given
circumstances™ (Creeley 227-228). True to form, Creeley’s writing here is gnomic
and presumptuous — it is unclear to me just exactly what the difference is between
fitting ““into an environment™ and acting “in the given place.” and his “etceteras™
might have been fleshed out. But his emphasis on “the making of an idiom particular
to the given circumstances™ is clear enough and a familiar refrain throughout his
writing. Working under quite different historical circumstances from the late 1950s

context of Creeley's essay. the KSW writers have devoted their energies to developing
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this particular idiom, though in a localism that moves beyond the particularities of
place which characterized Vancouver writing in the 1960s, towards a more
“contextual localism™ ~ one which situates the social and economic particulars of
Vancouver within a doubled movement that is at once enigmatically *“provincial™ and
globally “cosmopolitan.”

This dissertation is divided into three main chapters, each of which is intended
to investigate one of the three categories named in my title. The first chapter,
“History.” does not delineate the historical development of KSW but rather looks at
the broader development of a tradition of innovative writing in Vancouver since the
1960s. The second chapter, “Community.” looks at KSW as a collectivity by
situating them in relation to differing communities in Vancouver and abroad. The
final chapter. “Poetics.” focuses on the work of four poets associated with the school
— Kevin Davies. Deanna Ferguson. Lisa Robertson. and Jeff Derksen. I conclude with
a brief “Coda” which looks at more recent developments at the Kootenay School. and
reflects upon the school’s long-term impact and short term prospects. While I thus
implicitly differentiate between “history.” “community™ and “poetics™ through my
title of this project as well as its individual chapters. in practice I see each category as
thoroughly bound up in each other. Regardless of what innovations contemporary
writers develop through their work. poetics emerge intertextually. through a re-
writing. appropriation, or rejection of prior poetics. and in this way history and poetics
are linked. Furthermore. and this becomes all the more apparent when one visits
Vancouver. history. or rather shared and contested historical knowledge. is one of the
binding agents of any community. Finally. a truly innovative. oppositional poetics
cannot develop in isolation. within a vacuum: community is necessary for the

production. distribution. reception. and canonization of poetry and poetics. While I
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would argue that these overlapping categories characterize any scene, the fundamental
claim of this entire project is that the Kootenay School of Writing, as an oppositional
educational and cultural site, was an open-ended community insofar as the parameters
of the community were never firmly established, or its principles explicitly codified.
This model of community corresponded with an open form poetics practiced by
writers associated with the school. In what follows 1 explore the consequences of this
correspondence by reading the poetry as particular articulations of, and contributions

to, a specific historical and social context.
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CHAPTER ONE: HISTORY

The few critical discourses on KSW that have been written to this point sharc
an emphasis on the genealogy of literary postmodernism in Vancouver. an emphasis
focused specifically on the 1960s. These competing narratives are notable not only
for what they each choose to include and exclude, but perhaps more importantly by
the fact that they apparently need to be told: that to understand the writing which
emerged out of the context of KSW one need be familiar with a host of characters
from the forty-plus-year story of innovative writing in Vancouver, from T/SH and the
“Downtown Poets” (the familiar triumvirate of Gerry Gilbert, Maxine Gadd and bill
bissett), to promising poets who died early such as Red Lane and Sam Perry, to
visiting or expatriate American writers such as Robert Duncan or Ed Dorn, to 1970s
writers such as Brian Fawcett or Pat Lowther. This chapter will be my contribution to
the debate, although my procedure here will be less to trace a straight genealogy than
to isolate a series of synchronic moments and texts. usually ones which I feel have
been overshadowed or otherwise elided. and try to establish certain correspondences
or comparisons or linkages with work of the 1980s poets.

The group of poets associated with TISH: A Poetry Newsletter, Vancouver.
including George Bowering. Frank Davey. and Fred Wah. have come to occupy a
privileged position within these narratives. tending. in Peter Culley’s words. to take
something close to full credit for the introduction of literary postmodernism to the
frontier”™ (Culley 1992. n. pag). While TISH was undoubtedly an important and
formative moment in Vancouver's cultural history. at least part of the reason for its
prominence is the fact that Bowering. Davey and Wah would come to occupy
academic positions from which they could write and teach their way into that history

—and [ want to stress that [ am not accusing or implying that they did so in bad faith.
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There have been in recent decades several attempts to revise this history. including
interventions from writers associated with KSW such as Peter Culley and Jeff
Derksen. In a catalogue essay on Gerry Gilbert, Culley argues that poets such as
Gilbert, Gadd and bissett. “whose response [to the formal possibilities of the New
American Poetry] might have been thornier. more idiosyncratic, or...might have
predated TISH, were difficult to fit into the new equation™ (Culley 1992, n.pag).
Culley sees the hegemony of the T/SH poets as obscuring the contributions of other
poets not associated with the academy, and he ascribes this condition to class
dynamics:
The difference of social milieu and context that separated Gilbert from
the editors of TISH were, at the time, of little moment. Both were,
after all, united against the common enemies of provincialism and cant.
both drew liberally from the same stream of influence. Neither could
these differences have been said to alter the trajectory of Gilbert’s
career, fixed as it was on its particular course. But as the TISH poets
and their students took their places within the Academy and began to
compile the histories of their era and milieu. the problem of assessing
Gilbert’s place within it was exacerbated by subtle problems of class.
What had been university students interacting with a poet who
happened to live off campus was [sic] now tenured professors writing.
for the public record. about someone who lived precariously and
strangely. someone for whom the rebellion of youth had carried over
into adulthood and middle age. (n. pag)
Contrary to Culley’s description of the TISH poets as privileged subjects whose class

positions enabled them to determine the histories of Vancouver poetry. Pauline
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Butling points out that they “shared a class consciousness or at least an outsider
experience in that most of them came from working class. and/or non-urban families”
(Butling 2001. 113). Butling takes a more nuanced approach to the TISH writers’
academic affiliations, noting that class hierarchies prevailed within the academic
milieu as much as they did berween that milieu and “downtown™:
Notwithstanding the influx of working class, non-urban students at the
University of British Columbia, the old class hierarchies still prevailed
in the cultural and social formations. The “dominant pole™ (i.e. the
student government, the sororities and fraternities, or the editors of the
campus publications) came mainly from the Vancouver upper-middle
class, had a city-bred sophistication, and moved easily into (and felt
entitled to) the available positions of power and privilege at UBC.
While the Tish poets were investigating “the problem of [poetic]
margins™ in order to develop an open-form poetics (7ish 3 & 4). they
were also directly experiencing the problems of negotiating life on the
social margins at the University. Their resulting class-based anger
helped propel them towards an oppositional poetry and poetics. (114)
While Culley sees the 7/SH poets as abandoning or attenuating the more “radical™
elements of their poetics and social stances as they entered the academy. Butling notes
that as young. white. able-bodied males “they were in fact quite close to the
*dominant pole’....[as] the inheritors of the patrimony [they] will “naturally” move
quickly into positions ot power and influence™ (119). For Butling. this privilege did
not mean an end to their social and poetic radicality but was in tact what enabled

them to assume a radical position: “the designation of “radical” indicates a position of

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



44

power within a patrilineal genealogy. as well as an outsider position...the ‘radical’ is a
site of power and as such is both a contested und a protected site” (121).

TISH s prominence in Vancouver’s literary history, their association with
American poets, and their ostensibly “radical” or otherwise innovative poetics have
made the temptation to compare them with KSW almost irresistible. For Culley,
KSW was “[s]imilar to TISH in that the formal energies which drove it were largely
imported from south of the border” (1992, n. pag). George Bowering notes that “the
KSW poets, like those of the sixties, share interest and venues with the poets of the
U.S. avant-garde™ (Bowering 1994, 136) and he hears in KSW an echo of TISH to
such an extent that he claims “Frank Davey’s counterpart among the KSW poets is
Jeff Derksen™ (136-37). The repetition and duplication of 7/ISH by KSW is
apparently so complete that even as singular a poet as Davey finds his correlative in a
specific emerging writer (and vice versa). For his part, Derksen reads KSW's relation
to TISH as something more akin to an oedipal struggle. or at least as a reaction to
TISH s supposedly “proprioceptive™ and “projectivist” poetics. While Derksen
hesitates “'to draw direct lines of influence because the KSW scene has not defined
itself in terms of literary genealogy. but in terms of shared strategies — and these
strategies come from visual art. time-based arts. cultural theory. a rather rigorous bar
scene. as well as a diverse North American literary scene.” he “conflate[s] the late
eighties and early sixties scenes with their similar positions within. and reaction to. a
stalled literary climate™ (1994. 155). For Derksen. the “point of divergence™ between
the KSW writers and those of the 1960s “may well be in the valorisation of Olson’s
sense of *proprioception” in which the body is seen as the sum of sensations rather

than something that is negotiated socially™ (156).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



45

While Derksen has further claimed that “[a]s a movement. Tish is defined as
an avant garde that rebelled against other aesthetics, against other Canadian poctics,
namely the more national poetics centred in Toronto and Montreal.” and as a result
“[t]he socially conscious and community based aspects of the Tish project were
obscured™ (1995-96, 65). I would argue that their historical impact has been less a
consequence of the actual poetry and poetics which they produced in the newsletter,
than in their social organization and collective stance. In this respect [ would agree
with Clint Burnham’s notion that 7/SH has become “an archetype or stereotype. or at
least trope” (Burnham 1996, 21). The poetry in TISH was in fact very uneven, and we
could hardly note a consistency in style among Davey, Bowering and Wah, as well as
within their individual bodies of writing during that period. Davey himself has
dismissed much of their poetic statements as “documents of their novitiates.” and
recognizes similar failings in their poetic juvenilia. although he asserts “their failings
were outside our power at the time. being mostly failings in knowledge and skill
rather than judgement™ (9). To put it another way. I doubt that many younger
Vancouver writers carry with them copies of TISH -19. or hold animated discussions
about the merits of Bowering’s “Circus Maximus™ or Daveys bridge poems. What
TISH did provide was a model: in Butling’s words their innovations include
~articulating “place’ as a complex cultural and historical formation and democratizing
the Canadian literary field by legitimating alternative discursive/ geopolitical
positions™ (119). TISH also provided. perhaps more importantly. a history: although
by now the tellings and retellings of that history have transformed it into something
approaching mythological status. This might be an unavoidable situation: as Michael
Davidson has suggested. “*[t]he writing of literary history invariably takes mythic

forms™ (Davidson 1). Davidson further argues that what we come to call “schools™ or
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“movements” emerge from a series of “enabling fictions,” fictions which on the one
hand provide a useful context for the readings of a given text, but which also carry the
unfortunate consequence of obscuring the “creative dissension and opposition that are
a part of any literary movement” (1).

By introducing this chapter with a brief discussion of TISH, I too might seem
to be running the risk of reproducing a familiar narrative of Vancouver literary history
which places that newsletter at the origin of its “postmodern” period. Within the
context of this study, I might also be implicitly establishing a similarly familiar
parallel between TISH and the KSW - or situating them both as bookends or brackets.
But I would be remiss to neglect that moment entirely, and I do, after all, discuss Fred
Wah’s work in this chapter — though work from a period much later in his career —
and cite Bowering and Davey’s criticism throughout this study. As [ mention above,
my goal here is less to trace genealogies than to observe synchronic moments, and [
am more interested in what Jack Spicer would call “‘correspondences™ than in direct
connections. How do Spicer’s own imaginings of Vancouver anticipate differing
models of community which would emerge over the following decades? What
significance can we attach to the correspondences and non-correspondences between
a Roy Kiyooka poem published in the mid 1960s and a version revised several
decades later? Did the experimental magazine periodics establish the site of a vital
cross-border dialogue which KSW would nuture? What vestiges of the “Kootenays™
can we detect in the Kootenay School of Writing? This chapter may appear
somewhat digressive in a project ostensibly focusing on the KSW scene. but one of
my main theses in this project is that the Kootenay School developed out of a specific
historical trajectory of innovative poetics and writing communities in Vancouver. and

that the poets” knowledge of that history was crucial in informing their poetics.
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understandings of community. and public stances. Thus I feel the need to establish

what | consider formative moments in this historical trajectory.

“Love / Of this our land, turning”: Jack Spicer’s Vancouver Poems
In the third issue of the Georgia Straight Writing Supplement (April 1-8,
1970), Stan Persky and Dennis Wheeler publish a statement of “Intent” as to the
purpose of the supplement which merits quoting at length:
To put into print, with some immediacy, writing for this place. To
insistently understand this activity as not separate from the political.
That is, to have such an intention as to serve the place’s imagination, is
to criticize the systematically destructive thing men have set into
motion (and we mean particulars, from such a fact as each year 30 or
40 houses are ripped out of Kitsilano. say, and replaced by faceless
boxes which as living space make life less possible all the way to the
general condition of being in a city that is in a country which has a
colony-relationship to a country whose form [sic] is capitalist
imperialism). That is what we mean by political; it does not require
sitting down with that as your subject: it will enter the work. (16)
Persky and Wheeler's “Intent” corresponds with some of the concerns. and approach
to practice. of the later KSW writers: the recognition of the political as manifest in the
immediate social context. the emphasis on writing as intimate engagement with this
context. and the interest in both the local and global dynamics informing their
contemporary moment. Yet the previous issue of the Writing Supplement (December
1969) was devoted exclusively to the work of Jack Spicer (who had died four years

earlier). re-printing his ddmonitions and 4 Book of Music. along with an essay by
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Robin Blaser (the kernel of his later “The Practice of Outside.” published in Spicer’s
Collected Books), and a short picce by Jim Herndon. What were the circumstances
which would result in the publication of relatively early work® by a deceased San
Francisco poet in a magazine ostensibly devoted. immediately, to “writing for this
place”? Moreover, how do we read what seems to be Spicer’s inclusion in the
Vancouver scene in light of the editors’ (one of whom is himself an American)
politicized statement about Canada’s “colony-relationship™ to the U.S.? In the Spicer
issue, Persky and Wheeler also include an editorial statement. this one entitled “What
We're Up To,” which also claims the object of the supplement is to serve the “mind
of the community, or the imagination of the place, Vancouver.” However, in that
statement they further articulate an ambition to create an inter-city network of like-
minded projects:

The general possibility of this idea is that underground newspapers in

other cities will do likewise—and there could be the same kind of

national exchange as now exists for news. So each paper would have

the double advantage of being able to encourage local writing in their

place and vet to print stuff from other places. (39
I will contend that Spicer’s work occupies a uniquely “doubled” position with respect
to the Vancouver scene of the 60s and early 70s—at once unmistakably foreign
while at the same time part of “the imagination of the place.”

The publication of Spicer’s work in The Georgia Straight Writing Supplement

appears less contradictory if we investigate Spicer’s relationship with the Vancouver

community from his first visit in early 1965 to his last visit later that vear just prior to

¥ That is. relatively early in the period from the publication of Afier Lorca (1957) to
his death in 1965. during which time he wrote the poetry that would comprise his
Collected Books.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




49

his death, when he delivered the first three of what were to be collected as his
“Vancouver Lectures” (the final lecturc would be dclivered later that summer at
Berkeley). At this time Spicer’s work was already influencing several Vancouver
writers, George Bowering in particular. and this helped produce a departure from the
dominance of Black Mountain tenets both in Bowering’s work and the practice and
ideals of the writing community as a whole, given the challenges to Olson’s
projectivist notions of composition implicit and explicit in Spicer’s poetry.” But
Spicer was not only an outside influence on the Vancouver scene but increasingly a
participant in it. and much of his late work emerges from his intimate involvement
with that community as much as with the North Beach scene in San Francisco. In a
1972 interview with Brad Robinson. Persky reflects that “[w]hen [Spicer] came back
from Vancouver. he looked incredibly healthy. There was an image of radiant Jack.
& while he was in Vancouver. he had clearly something that corresponds to poetic
vision....” (Persky 8). Moreover. even though he only visited the city twice. Spicer’s
visits had and continue to have a profound effect on the organization and relations of
the literary communities in Vancouver. As Lew Ellingham and Kevin Killian point
out.
Spicer’s visit united. it only temporarily. a number of disparate schools
of poets. each with its own history. traditions. and agenda. The
~downtown™ poets. more Beat-influenced. were also more conversant
with the visual arts than their campus counterparts. (319)
To that point. the visits to Vancouver (usually at the invitation of Tallman) by Olson.

Duncan and Creeley had served — notwithstanding their own particularities and

? Ron Silliman cites “For Harvey.” published in 4dmonitions. as “Spicer’s sharpest
assault on the indulgences of projectivism™ (Silliman 1985. 170): “When you break a
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idiosyncrasies — to introduce a specific story of American modernism to the city: call
it Black Mountain if you will, but this story basically built upon the teachings of
Pound and Williams. Spicer’s visit, with his astonishing idiosyncrasies, irreverencies,
and contradictions. permitted a further opening of the field, and an increased
questioning of the authorities of the older and outside influences.

With a few exceptions, most critical approaches to Spicer’s work have
neglected to adequately address his involvement with the Vancouver scene in the
1960s. In his chapter on Spicer in The San Francisco Renaissance: Poelry and
Community at Mid-Century, Michael Davidson notes the importance of Vancouver on
Spicer’s writing in the last year of his life, as do Lew Ellingham and Kevin Killian in
their biography. While Davidson at first asserts that “[t]hough Spicer’s effect on
poets within his own circle was substantial, he was relatively unknown outside the
Bay Area™ (152). he later acknowledges that Spicer arrived at his model of the city as
baseball diamond while visiting Vancouver. “where a new and vital poetry
community was evolving - a scene in which he was a central figure™ (168). Davidson
cites the opening lines to the first poem of Spicer’s “Seven Poems for the Vancouver
Festival™

Start with a baseball diamond high
In the Runcible Mountain Wilderness. Blocked everywhere by
stubborn lumber. Where even the ocean cannot reach its
coastline for the lumber of islands or the river its mouth.
The baseball diamond. like the game of baseball itself. with its balance between
closure and openness. the finite and the infinite. embodies Spicer's poetics and politics

of community. Acknowledging that these lines “attest[] to the feeling that the [sic]

line nothing / Becomes better. / There is no new (unless you are humming / Old Uncle
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Vancouver was offering a new hope for community that his own lacked,” Davidson
does not really pursue the implications of this statement. dwelling instead
(understandably, given the focus of his study) on Spicer’s increasing skepticism
“about the literary situation in San Francisco during his last years” (168). But
Spicer’s intense commitment to the Bay Area locale (demonstrated by his demand for
a geographical limit to the distribution of his work. “not to extend beyond the San
Francisco Bay Area™ [Davidson 153]) was motivated for the most part by an
antagonism to the East Coast U.S. literary establishment, an antagonism which did not
extend up the coast to Vancouver. Indeed, Spicer’s texts were to become increasingly
available in Vancouver, particularly after the migration of Persky. Robin Blaser and
George Stanley to the city in 1965. Granted, Ellingham and Killian point out that in
the early 1960s Spicer “attacked Duncan for championing the new poetry coming out
of Vancouver” (234), and cite a letter from Duncan to Robin Blaser which mentions
Spicer’s “knowing sneers at... Vancouver poets™ (235). But these exchanges had
more to do with Duncan. and of Spicer’s envy of and rivalry with him. than with
Vancouver. Once Spicer had visited the city he became. as Duncan had earlier. a
champion of its writers. For instance, after the success of his final visit in 1965 Spicer
organized a special reading of “New Vancouver Poets™ at the Berkeley Poetry
Conference. which included Dennis Wheeler. Gladys Hindmarch and Neep Hoover.
demonstrating. according to Ellingham and Killian. “how far Spicer’s predilections
had swung away from “organizing™ San Francisco poets and towards the north™ (346).

It is important as well to remember that it was Spicer who coined the idea of
the “Pacific Nation.” which would later become the title of Blaser’s short-lived

magazine. In an interview with Tové Neville which appeared in the San Francisco

Tom'’s cabin) there is no new / Measure.™
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Chronicle (August 29, 1955. p.33) shortly after his death, Spicer discusses his idea of’
a nation which would stretch from California to Northern B.C. and even into Alaska.'’
Two issue of Pacific Nation were published: the first in 1967, the second in 1969. In
his preface to the first issue (dated ‘June 3. 1967"). Blaser writes:
[ wish to put together an imaginary nation. It is my belief that no other
nation is possible, or rather, [ believe that authors who count take
responsibility for a map which is addressed to travellers of the earth,
the world. and the spirit. Each issue is composed as a map of this land
and this glory. Images of our cities and of our politics must join our
poetry. | want a nation in which discourse is active and scholarship is
understood as it should be, the mode of our understanding, and the
ground of our derivatives. (Blaser 3)
Established around the time he would - not without controversy - assume the teaching
position at Simon Fraser. Pacific Nation seems to me Blaser's attempt to account for
his position as diasporic writer: neither rejecting the idea of nation fout court. nor
abandoning one nation in favour of the other. Blaser imagines a sort of virtual nation
whose borders are wavering and contingent. continually re-mapped in the
compositions of its poets. Pacific Nation. for the most part. stayed true to the spirit of
its title by publishing mostly west coast writers. including Blaser. Spicer. Gerry
Gilbert. George Stanley. Richard Brautigan. Karen Tallman. Gladys Hindmarch. and
Stan Persky (who actually completed the editorial work on the second and final issue).
In The Book of Magaczine Verse Spicer constructs a similar notion of nation
and community. Written as it was during the period in which Spicer was periodically

visiting Vancouver. the book makes reference to British Columbia and Canada a

" See Ellingham 1997. 48-49 for further discussion of Spicer’s “Pacific Nation.”

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



number of times: most obviously in the poems for the Vancouver Festival, but also in
the poems for Tish and in these lines from the fourth poem for Down Beat, the final
sequence of the book and. as it turned out, Spicer's career:

British Columbia

Will not become a victim to Western Imperialism

if you don't let it. All those western
roads. Few of them

Northern. (Spicer 264)
By the time of this writing, of course, B.C. had already become a “victim to Western
Imperialism,” though perhaps Spicer thought if it more as embodying the potential of
the frontier for an alternative society. But I also read “west” in these lines as
suggesting the “west coast™ that Spicer writes about elsewhere in the poems for Down
Beat (“West Coast is something nobody with / sense would understand™), a stance
which might conflict with or problematize notions of a “Pacific Nation™ in its
recognition that few of “those western / roads™ were “Northern.”™ A closer
examination of “Seven Poems for the Vancouver Festival™ would be productive in
several respects: the poems offer an intimate commentary on the mid-60s Vancouver
scene. present an interesting twist on Spicer’s ideas of the integrity of the nation and
its relation to culture. problematize the accepted critical understanding of Spicer as
exclusively a San Francisco poet. and provide an almost parodic intervention and
contribution by Spicer to a “Canadian’ poetry.

“Seven Poems from the Vancouver Festival™ should be distinguished from the

other poems collected in Book of Magazine Verse in that the “dedicatee” here is in fact

not a magazine such as TISH, Downbeat. or The St. Louis Sporting News. but is rather
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anevent.'' Again, this exception has been elided in critical treatments of the poems.
In an otherwise excellent essay on “Spicer’s Language.” for instance, Ron Silliman
does note that “[t]he level of reference in Mugazine Verse to periodicals as dissimilar
as The Nation, Downbeat and Tish is unlike the experience of the book Language™
(Silliman 149). but he might have gone a step further and noted that not all of the
poems in the book are for magazines — a structural inconsistency which only
heightens the “dissimilarities” of which Silliman speaks. Even Spicer apparently did
not feel this exception was of particular importance. Responding to a question by
Bowering as to how “the Vancouver Festival poems fit into a magazine series” during
his third and final Vancouver lecture in 1965, Spicer replies “I figure it’s about as
much of a magazine as the St. Louis Sporting News. | mean, you have to be
expansive. You look at it and write for the CBC and they’d probably accept it” (Gizzi
109). While Spicer does not seem especially interested in the “Vancouver Festival™
poems’ exception to the Book of Magazine Verse's rule, he does imply a rupture in the
boundary between magazine and world. between the textual and the material (“you
have to be expansive™). Nevertheless. most of the poems collected in Magazine Verse
develop some sort of intertextual dialogue with the periodical they are ostensibly
written for (albeit proceeding by a process of negation. in that Spicer wrote poems
intentionally antithetical to the aesthetics of the magazines and which he expected or
hoped they would not publish). and thus engage with various differing communities
of readers and writers. “Seven Poems for the Vancouver Festival.” on the other hand.
are unique in that they address a transitory moment rather than an existing textuality.

This is not insignificant given that the poems are all in some way concerned with

"! The other possible exception to this might be the “Three Poems for Tish.” given the
critical conflation of the title of the newsletter with a specific community of poets. a
conflation I also manage to produce above.
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theories of community, addressing the fleeting, ephemeral, “extra-textual’ moments
and personal rclationships that arc crucial to the development of literary communities
and histories but which are too often lost to conventional historicization:

The Beatles. devoid of form and color, but full of images play

outside in the living room.

Vancouver parties. Too late

Too late

For a nice exit. (261)
“The Beatles™ here remind us further of the global dynamic informing and
problematizing the localized understanding of community to which Spicer was firmly
committed. It is not only that the Beatles represent a debased, free-floating textuality
of surfaces, “devoid of form and color. but full of images.” but that they “play outside
in the living room.” invading localized space through the flattening and culturally
homogenizing effects of modern technology and market-oriented modes of
distribution. As Robin Blaser writes of Spicer:

He was always sitting in the midst of poetry. An ungrammatical

disturbance. At his table in the bar—night after night—predictable

only in that. Most of us noticed the way he wove poetry in and out of

what we were. In The Place on Grant Street. 1957. he set up a

“blabbermouth night.” It was. when I heard it. a kind of wonderful.

funny jabberwocky that was spoken. full of a language alive to the

tongue of anyone ready to stand up there. Later. at Gino & Carlo’s

on Green Street. things changed. George Stanlev once commented that

it was the Beatles that did him in. There is some truth in this. Another
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sound entered. You could not be heard at the table. The language game

that was played was partly destroyed. (Blaser 197?, 315)
The idea of the city as diamond which Spicer develops in “Seven Poems for the
Vancouver Festival” offers an attempt to deal with the saturation of local space by a
certain transnational dynamic. The poems manage to construct and sustain
Vancouver as a site of ambivalence, at once particularly local and fleetingly
transnational.

As | note in my introductory chapter, Vancouver could be described as what

Paul Jay terms a “border zone™: “locations that are befween or which transgress
conventional national borders — liminal margins or border zones in which individual
and national identities migrate, merge, and hybridize” (Jay 167). A “border zone,”
Jay points out, has much in common with Mary Louise Pratt's notion of a “contact
zone.” Pratt's term. however. seems more geared towards what we more
conventionally think of as postcolonial situations: “contact zone™ in her formulation
would include “social spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash. and grapple with
each other. often in highly asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination™
(Pratt 4) as well as “'the space of colonial encounters. the space in which people
geographically and historically separated come into conflict with each other and
establish ongoing relations. usually involving conditions of coercion. radical
inequality. and intractable conflict™ (6). Given the emphasis by Pratt on cultural
disparities. agonistic struggles. and asymmetrical relations of power. it would seem
irresponsible to use the term with respect to U.S. and Canadian cultural contacts: the
countries” shared language. geography and relatively similar positions within a global

hegemony require a more nuanced approach. or at least the more restrained rhetoric
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accompanying Jay's term of “border zone,” when discussing transnational cultural
relations.

That Vancouver might be termed a “border zone™ could account for a degree
of critical blindness to the city’s importance to Spicer’s later career. but Spicer’s own
writing strategies also lead to a construction of the city as “between” borders: the
poems themselves seem to blur the boundaries between Vancouver and San
Francisco. My argument can perhaps best be made by reference to an earlier text of
Spicer’s, After Lorca (1958). In one of his ‘letters’ to Garcia Lorca. Spicer develops
his theory of ‘correspondences’ so crucial to an understanding of what seems to be the
intensely metaphorical ground of his poems:

Things do not connect; they correspond. That is what makes it
possible for a poet to translate real objects, to bring them across
language as easily as he can bring them across time. That tree you saw
in Spain is a tree I could never have seen in California. that lemon has
a different smell and a different taste. BUT the answer is this—every
place and every time has a real object to correspond with your real
object—that lemon may become this lemon. or it may even become
this piece of seaweed. or this particular color of gray in this ocean. (34)
In “Seven Poems for the Vancouver Festival™ several words—or rather ohjects—
which consistently recur in his oeuvre. such as diamonds. seagulls. or oceans. appear
repeatedly. inviting (or rather creating) correspondences between San Francisco and
Vancouver. | am thinking here of lines from a poem in Affer Lorca such as "A
Diamond™("The universe falls apart and discloses a diamond / Two words called
seagull are peacefully floating out where the waves are™ (23)) compared with lines

from “Seven Poems from the Vancouver Festival™ ("The seagull with only one leg.
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remote / From identification™ (262)). The development of such correspondences is
perhaps aided by the consistency of the Pacific Coastal landscape which permeates
Spicer’s work. although the specificities of Vancouver do enter the poem:
And our city shall stand as the lumber rots and Runcible
mountain crumbles, and the ocean. eating all of islands,

comes to meet us. (259)

And Victoria fights New Westminster. And

They re all in the same game. Trapped

By mountains and ocean. Only

Awash on themselves. (262)
Although Spicer’s work has not really been considered within a postcolonial frame,
Homi K. Bhabha’s notion of “ambivalence™ is pertinent here: “‘the colonial presence
is always ambivalent. split between its appearance as original and authoritative and its
articulation as repetition and difference™ (Bhabha 150). Again. I would not deign to
compare Canada’s colonial relationship to the U.S. with that of India to England. nor
would I accuse Spicer. a la Keith Richardson. of cultural imperialism (although these
poems certainly imagine British Columbia as frontier). But there is in Spicer’s notion
of “correspondences.” as well as in his poetry. a similar understanding of
displacement and difference in the act of writing — a différance which the unique
circumstances of the composition of the “Seven Poems for the Vancouver Festival™
makes evident.

Spicer further introduces to this ambivalent site. wavering between

transnational correspondences and local specificities. a fantastic. nonsense image of

“Runcible Mountain.™ a reference to Edward Lear. Locating his city ~high/ In the
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Runcible Mountain wilderness.” Spicer establishes another ambivalent
correspondence. this time between the real and the fantastic, the historical and the
utopian. Spicer’s faith in poetry’s ability to transform social space — both by its
potential to ‘translate’ real objects ‘across’ and its own ontological status as a real
object with significance in the world — along with the almost journalesque quality to
some of the poems. creates the impression of an intimate dialogue between the poet
and the city, writing it even as it writes him:

Giving the message like a seagull scwaking about a dead piece of bait.

Out there on the pier—it’s been there for hours—the cats and the

seagull

fight over it.

The seagull with only one leg, remote

From identification. Anyway

They’re only catching shiners.

The Chinamen out there on the pier. the kids in blue jeans. the

occasional

old-age pensioner.

The gull alone there on the pier. the one leg

The individual

Moment of truth that it cost him.

Dead bait. (262)
As Spicer remarks in his third Vancouver lecture. I think that the poem. if I guess
right. is going to move toward building the city instead of a celebration of the city as

the “Textbook of Poetry™ did™ (Gizzi 110). By this [ think Spicer means that although
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in A Textbook of Poetry” poetry does have the potential to build alternate cities, it
remains posterior to the material city:
Poetry comes long after the city is collected. It recognizes
them as a metaphor. An unavoidable metaphor. Almost the opposite.
(175)
But the city that we create in our bartalk or in our fuss and
fury about each other is in an utterly mixed and mirrored way
an image of the city. A return from exile. (176)
What Vancouver offered him, as Ellingham and Killian relate, was “a community of
writers who appreciated his work, and the promise of a new career” (Ellingham 317).
For Spicer the future possibilities of poetry, grounded as it is in community. were
bound up in the determinations of that community’s past: “You have left the boys
club where the past matters. The future of your words matters. That future is
continually in the past” (“A Textbook” 179). As opposed to San Francisco with its
“burden” of literary history. Vancouver’s literary history was being written at the
time, and though Spicer and ourselves were and would be mistaken to assume the city
had no past, it was for him at least a productive illusion.

The ambivalent space Spicer opens up between San Francisco and Vancouver
in “Seven Poems for the Vancouver Festival™ extends to their corresponding national
contexts: moreover. this national difference is complicated by his development of a
sort of agonistic “garrison mentality” through the use of us/them and we/they
constructions:

We shall clear the trees back. the lumber of our pasts and
futures back. because we are on a diamond. because it is our

diamond
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Pushed forward from. (259)

Wit is the only barrier between ourselves and them.
“Fifty four forty or fight,” we say holding a gun-barrell in our
teeth. (261)
Throughout the seven poems, the referents to these collective pronouns remain
unclear: we are never sure whether Spicer is speaking of or to Canadians, or
Americans. The overall effect of this in the seven poems is to at once critique U.S.
ignorance of (critical blindness to?) national differences and histories as well as
critique a paranoid Canadian nationalism, or rather point out the arbitrariness of
national boundaries and the violent colonial histories implicit in the act of naming:
The Frazier River was discovered by mistake it being thought
to have been. like all British Columbia,
Further south than it was.
You are going south looking for a drinking fountain
I am going north looking for the source of the chill in my bones.
The three main residential streets of Los Angeles were once
called Faith. Hope. and Charity. They changed Faith to
Flower and Charity to Grand but left Hope. You can
sometimes see it still in the shimmering smog of
unwillingness Figueroa
Was named after a grasshopper.
You are going south looking for a drinking fountain
I am going north looking for the source of the chill in my bones (260)

About this poem. the second in the series. Spicer remarks:
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I'm also right about the Fraser River being a kind of spook. on account
of I'raser couldn’t cven find salt water. He was all the way to
Westminster and just gave up on the goddamn thing and said there
weren’t no ocean, it was about a hundred miles to the south.
Unfortunately I spelled Fraser when [ wrote the poem F-r-a-z-i-e-r,
which is the name of a park, one of the big wilderness areas in
southern California. (Gizzi 124)
Spicer’s misprision in the composition of the poem. then, operates as a trope for a
wider cultural ignorance of British Columbia, both on the part of English explorers as
well as contemporary American subjects. Yet a hint of ambivalence still remains in
the passage: “Further south™ could be read here as a recognition of Vancouver and
British Columbia’s growing importance in a continental experimental poetics
network. though not from a Whitmanian. manifest-destiny oriented perspective, but
from a stance which recognizes that this network., this ‘city” will be built on local
specificities and differences. For Spicer. borders. like the rules of a baseball game.
must be recognized as ultimately arbitrary but at the same time respected as crucial to
the composition of the game.

In the final poem of the series. the devices which I have noted in the rest of the
poems — the ambiguities of collective pronouns. the play between site-specific
particulars and their correspondences with other locales. the sense of poetry as at once
a process emerging from collectivity and a tragically lonely procedure — combine to
develop a position of identity and a stance on nation which is profoundly ambivalent
and contradictory:

It then becomes a matter of not

Only not knowing but not feeling. Can

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



A place in the wilderness become utterly buggered up with logs?
A question

Of love.

They

Came out of the mountains and they come in by ship

And Victoria fights New Westminster. And

They’re all at the same game. Trapped

By mountains and ocean. Only

Awash on themselves. The seabirds

Do not do their bidding or the mountain birds. There is

No end to the islands. Diefenbacker

Addresses us with a parched face. He

[s. if anything, what

Earthquakes will bring us. Love

Of this our land. turning. (262)
Inaccuracies in spelling aside. *Diefenbacker™ here operates on a number of different
registers and invokes a host of contradictory contexts. We could read the name of the
palsied former Prime Minister'” as a synecdoche for “Canada’ as a whole. or for
federal power to the east (notwithstanding Diefenbaker. as a western Canadian. was
the exception to the rule as far as Canadian Prime Ministers go). But the poem’s

potential significations become all the more complicated by the lack of a definite

12 Spicer’s time in Vancouver overlapped with a Canadian federal election. and he
managed to watch the televised debates. According to Warren Tallman. “Jack was
fascinated by John Diefenbaker. who was the Prairies” lawyer. He loved Diefenbaker.
the old-style populist politician. who had this tremendous rhetoric. and who also had a
variety of palsy of some kind. so he was always slightly shaking when he
talked....Jack felt immediate affinity with this guy. and he thought Dietenbaker was

2117 11

really great™ (Ellingham an Killian 333-334).
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referent for ‘us.” The inertia of the poem would seem to imply that "us’ comprises the
Vancouver community with whom Spicer is building his diamond city; on the other
hand. knowledge of Spicer’s citizenship and previous commitments to the locale of
San Francisco. as well as the mention of “earthquakes,” may imply an American
audience as the ‘us’ of these closing lines. Given the ambiguities of these pronouns.
“this our land” could refer at once to the specific locale of southwestern BC, Canada
as a national construct, or Spicer and Blaser’s ‘Pacific Nation™ — ‘turning’ in this
reading reinforcing and further complicating the already fraught sense of place and
nation in the poems.

As [ mention above, previous critical readings of “Seven Poems for the
Vancouver Festival” have themselves mirrored this contradictory and ambivalent
stance to place which the poems establish. the readings usually reflecting the
imperatives of the critical project at hand. My readings of the poems here are no
different. To me. the “Seven Poems™ are remarkably prescient in both addressing and
further extending the complications introduced by Vancouver's increasing importance
in the North American poetic field. and the challenges presented to attempts to
accurately discuss the poetry which has emerged from that context within a
transnational. continentalist frame. given the stubborn persistence — demonstrated
both by the rise of CanLit and American Literature — to discuss literature within a
national frame. We should remember that cultural nationalism. and the obfuscations
it produces. is by no means limited to Canada. and that a re-articulation of poetics
since the 1960s within more accurate and possibly enabling critical frames will

require as much a reconsideration of American literary histories as it will of Canadian.
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Revisionings: Roy Kiyooka’s “the 4™ avenue poems”

In issue 11 of Bowering’s long poem magazinc /mago (1969), Roy Kiyooka
published “the 4" avenue poems.” a series of sixteen poems dedicated to “john & jos:
more than friends.” These names refer respectively to John Newlove and the artist
Marken Joslin. with whom Kiyooka had been living in the Kitsilano area of
Vancouver. This intimate second person address continues throughout the series as a
whole, both through explicit dedications of specific poems (i.e. the dedication to ‘10°:
“for Jos, somewhere, in the world”) and by the epistolary or journal form of some of
the poems:

Dear John: I threw out all your dirty socks

foul tin cans and lousy pulp. You left a month ago...

your women even the fat one doesn’t come knocking.

the mice have gone after other crumbs. (from *27)

Jos has left.

John too. Others

before them

left by the back door

I am still here

tied. to what they

left behind. what I have made

I will also leave

when that time comes (from "8")
Addressed as they are to departed friends. the poems also offer Kivooka's “farewell to
Vancouver.” as Roy Miki tells us. “before moving to Montreal where he would teach

(1965-69) in the Fine Arts Department at Sir George Williams University™ (Miki
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308). Kiyooka's note to the poems informs us that the sequence was written “winter
64 / spring 657 and “revised in Montreal winter 68. The poems would be further
revised by Kiyooka in the 1990s as he was preparing. in collaboration with Miki. to
publish his collected poems under the title Pacific Windows. Kiyooka would
unfortunately pass away before the editorial and revisionary process was completed,
leaving Miki. as was the case with many of the other texts collected in Pacific
Windows, with a ‘computer version’ from which to work. Coming from a poet
working out of a ““desire to be more attentive to the mundane particulars of daily life,”
for whom the “practice of revision inevitably became a re/vision in which a new text
was produced™ (Miki 302), these re/visions have a good deal to say about shifts in
avant-garde poetic practices from the late 1960s to the early 1990s. In the context of
my re/visions of histories of the Vancouver scene in the 1960s. not to mention the
recent drive to re/vision the earlier work of poets such as Kiyooka in light of
challenges posed by the poetics of race or gender since the 1970s and 1980s, a close
examination of transformations of “the 4th avenue poems™ provokes questions about
reading poetry as a formal textualization or documentation of history. and the
problems posed to scholarly interventions and re-readings of this textualization.

For my purposes here. | will focus on one poem in particular. the fifth in the
series. in part because it demonstrates some of the most significant formal
transformations from the 1968 version to the 1994, but also because it engages with
the broader historical and social context of 1960s North America. Here is the version
published by Bowering in /mago:

the color of
Death. is black and white.
puked-in to a million homes. His death

no more colorful than
harvey lee oswald’s or jack ruby’s
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when the quake struck Alaska

the eskimos didn’t know what hit them.

without t.v. they didn’t know

how he got it. it was not their way.

The storm was static on t.v. with

the power gone, the lights all-over-town

snuffed out, one after another.

Judy’s father got it, his way, that night.

His way was not theirs. Death, like a set

with burnt-out tubes emits weak signals.

Death, John is no avenger. Vengeance is 3D-

technicolor. Are you alive? Why dont you write? (Kiyooka 1969. 7)
What immediately strikes me about this poem is the degree to which the repetitions,
linebreaks, ambiguous pronouns, and discontinuous sentences produce a disjunctive,
rather than projective or associational. poetics. Meaning, or reference, in this poem is
emphatically contextual: while it appears immediately clear that the occasion of the
poem is the assassination of John F. Kennedy. the referent to “His death™ is not so
much determined by our awareness of the historical context as it is overdetermined by
the references to “harvey lee oswald.” “jack ruby™ but especially by “puked-in to a
million homes.” A poem ostensibly about the death of JFK quickly transforms into a
critique of the flattening effects of mass communications: “His death / no more
colorful than.”

In the second quatrain. the focus shifts to another major historical event: the
devastating Alaska earthquake of 1964. The stanza demonstrates a growing
consciousness of the replacement of immediate. material experience of the real with a
mediated. technological. virtual re-construction of that experience. “the eskimos™ here
introduces a plural pronoun. “they.” which will as the poem proceeds undergo a

similar referential slippage to what we already see happening in the second quatrain

with “he.” “it was not their way™ further introduces an element of cultural difference.
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an element which appears threatened by the “Vengeance™ of “3D- / technicolor.” “it”
in “it was not their way™ lacks a definite referent, thus invoking the multiple contexts
of the collision of traditional aboriginal practices with mid-twentieth century
technologies. as well as a supposedly pacifist culture, alien to the political violence
which would result in the assassination of a U.S. president. The last line of the third
stanza, juxtaposed with the first of the fourth (“Judy’s father got it. his way, that
night. // His way was not theirs”), reveals a common thematic of death threading
across all four stanzas: when Judy’s father ““got it, his way,” it was not a mass-media
event dealing with death. as was the case with Kennedy and the Alaskan earthquake.
“His way was not theirs,” however, also re-directs attention back to the ostensible
occasion of the poem — the assassination of JFK — and invokes the suspected political
conspiracy behind the assassination. Within the immediate context of “the 4" avenue
poems’ as a whole. the “John™ who is addressed in the final quatrain and asked “Are
you alive? Why dont you write?”” would appear to be the same “John” to whom the
series is dedicated; however. given the ostensible occasion of the poem. “John™ here
could also refer to the dead U.S. president. The effect of the production of multiple
and overlapping potential contexts is to demonstrate at the formal level what might be
termed the poem’s paraphrasable content: a comparison of differing experiences of
death. and a critique of the homogenizing. misleading and flattening effects of mass
communications. “Vengeance.” as an act of violence which occurs posterior to a
previous act. is closer to 3D-technicolor than to death (3D-technicolor being posterior
to “black and white.” but also to the events which it records and re-constructs).
Kiyooka's procedure in the fifth poem of “'the 4™ avenue poems.” as well as
the serial form of the poems taken together. is remarkably similar in its disjunctions.

not to mention in its ambivalent attitude to mass-communications technology. to that
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of Spicer in his Book of Mugazine Verse or Language" (see my comments on “Seven
Poems for the Vancouver Festival™ above). Ron Silliman, in a discussion of those
books in his piece “Spicer’s Language,” describes Spicer’s strategy as that of
‘overdetermination’: “the failure (or refusal) of an idea or image to add up (or reduce
down) to a single entity...No logos, this implies, can be said to exist which does not.
within itself, contain contradiction, negation or some effacing otherness™ (Silliman
169). Silliman further describes Spicer’s writing as proceeding “by negation, that is,
by the registration of a difference” (177), and hails him as “the first truly sentence-
oriented poet in the American language”:
The sentence is now the unit of composition and the line, which is
nothing more than a line break and the possibility of caesura. locates
stress within the sentence. More accurately. it serves to posit stress at
places within the syntactic chain that most often twist. or even
contradict. the apparent denotative meaning. (190)
While Silliman stops short of naming Spicer as the first “language poet.” he does
claim that his work “anticipates many of the developments in poetry over the past
eighteen years™ (190) (Silliman is writing in the mid-80s). Much the same could be
said of Kiyooka's poem. In fact. in comparing the 1968 version to the “computer
version” of the early 1990s. we might begin to map out broader transformations in
North American avant-garde techniques given the contributions made by the so-called
“language poets” over the 70s and 80s and. given the language poets” affinities to the

KSW writers. locate another important late 60s precursor.

' This is not to say that Spicer’s work was a direct influence on this poem. but rather
that the method “corresponds” to that of Spicer’s late work. Kiyooka was. however.
certainly familiar with Spicer’s poetry by the time of the revisions of the poem. if not
at the time of their initial composition.
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Here is the ‘re/visioned" version of the fifth poem of “the 4™ avenue poems”
as published in Pacific Windows:
the color of death is black & white puked

into a million livingrooms. his death no more colorful

than Harvey Lee Oswald’s. or a Jack Ruby’s.

when the big quake struck Alaska the Inuits didn’t know

what hit them. without t.v. they didn’t know

how JFK got it. it wasn’t their way. the big storm was

static on t.v. with the power down the lights

all over town snuffed out one by one. Judy’s father got it

his way that night. his way wasn’t their way.

Death like a burnt-out t.v.set emits weak signals. Death

John is no avenger: vengeance is 3D-technicolor.

are you alive? why don’t you write? (Kiyooka 1997. 26)
The most striking difference between this and the earlier version of the poem is of
course the collapse of the more lineated. stanzaic verse into the prose poem form.
There are important changes in diction: “eskimos™ becomes “Inuits.” for instance:
even allowing for the “mistake” of putting into plural an already plural noun (Inuit)
this reflects the historical shift in the naming of aboriginal peoples. A perhaps more
significant change would be the replacement of the indefinite pronoun “he™ in 1968’s
“he got it™ with a specific reference to “JFK.™ the effect of which is to reduce the
ambiguities which [ note in the previous version.

The shift from lineated verse to prose also shifts the correspondences of the

poem: whereas in 1968 the text’s disjunctions correspond for the most part with the

devices and strategies of Spicer’s work. in the newer version the text seems more
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closely to approximate ‘new sentence’ practice. If we accept these correlations as
valid. this would seem to suggest that Silliman is accurate in localing Spicer as a
precursor to the new sentence, and would place Kiyooka’s work in a similar aesthetic
continuum: only here the situation is such that rather than later poets re-working
inherited strategies from their precursors. we have a poet re/visioning his earlier work
to correspond with new poetic strategies, reading practices, and communities.

This prompts the question: if the form of the poem changes in the twenty-five
years that pass between the re/visions, does its paraphrasable ‘content’ change as
well? Kiyooka has written that the series. along with his “Zodiac Series™ of collages
which accompanied the publication of Bowering’s The Man in Yellow Boots / El
Hombre de las Botas Amarillas as a special issue of EI Corno Emplumado (1965),
“embodies my own cantankerous sixties politics” (Miki 311). How, then, is a politics
differently ‘embodied" in the later poem? Moreover. given the increased historical
distance from the occasion of the poem’s composition. how do we understand the
re(con)textualization of history which the poem produces?

One immediate effect of the removal of stanzaic divisions is to collapse the
multiple contexts invoked by the poem even further into one another. Whereas in the
“original” version. the stanzaic divisions at least separate several different contexts
(the assassination of JFK. the Alaska earthquake. a more localized "big storm™ and an
emigmatic reference to “Judy’s father’). in the new version the focus shifts from the
quatrains “down’ to the more discrete level of the sentence. To be sure. the sentence
is very much an important unit of composition in the earlier version: however. here it
appears to be the primary unit of composition. with the paragraph acting. in proper
new sentence fashion. as a unit of quantity. If we accept Fredric Jameson's analysis

of new sentence practice as symptomatic of a “schizophrenic™ experience of
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temporality. in which. “[w]ith the breakdown of the signifying chain...the
schizophrenic is reduced to an experience of pure material signifiers, or. in other
words, a series of pure and unrelated presents in time” (Jameson 27), then Kiyooka’s
re/visioned work might be read as demonstrating the increased fragmentation of
experience and inability to re-construct that experience into a meaningful narrative
that we have supposedly been experiencing with increasing intensity over the past
decades. If the text’s paraphrasable content is a critique of the levelling and de-
humanizing effects of mass communications, changes in the poem’s form have
seemed to mirror precisely those effects. The earlier poem thus offers an anticipatory
glance at a ‘black and white’ death which loomed, in 1964, 65 and 68, across the
North American landscape: in 1993 this death returns with a vengeance, not only in
“3D-technicolor™ but (to step ‘outside’ the poem for a moment) in a real-time,
interactive communications network, the profound ambivalence of which is most
clearly articulated by the term “World Wide Web.”

As I mention above, Kiyooka regarded “the 4™ avenue poems™ as a companion
piece to his “Zodiac Series™ of collages. The collages (see figures 1-2) consist of
twelve black and white oval frames in which are juxtaposed various heterogeneous
images. including anonymous figures. crowds. various images of violence (a nuclear
explosion. a bleeding man being attended to). what appear to be expressive
~amorphous scrawls and blotches™ (Kroller 37) and language which ranges from the
referential (“Do you have to be asked™) to discontinuous and handwritten text to
arbitrary letters resembling sound or concrete poetry (RRSSSSTTTTTUU). In her
illuminating discussion of Kiyooka's collages in relation to Bowering's poetry in The
Man in Yellow Boots. Eva-Marie Kroller sees the “focus and perspective™ of the

collages changing “with the dizzying frequency of a television image™ and that the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Figure |

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Figure 2

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

74




75

piece as a whole “suggest[s] both an eye mournfully reflecting impending catastrophe
and an angry rent in the dense verbal and visual fabric of propoganda” (37). Thus the
politics of the “Zodiac Series,” as Kroller describes them, would seem to correspond
with those of “the 4™ avenue poems.” at least as | have read those politics in my
arguments above.

This identification of the politics of the poetry with that of the collage series
may be problematic, however, given the arguments I have made thus far, as well as
those made by both Jameson and Silliman. In his discussion in Postmodernism of the
“paradoxical slogan™ that “difference relates.” for instance, Jameson describes a
process whereby a viewer of certain contemporary art practices is asked “to rise
somehow to a level at which the vivid perception of radical difference is in and of
itself a new mode of grasping what used to be called relationship: something for
which the word collage is still only a very feeble name™ (Jameson 31). In his
discussion of Spicer’s “For Harvey,” Silliman argues that the “disjunctive
contextualization™ which he notes in Spicer’s work (and which I note in Kiyooka's).
is “antithetical in its nature to the association method of collage technique™ (171).
Thus both Jameson and Silliman seem to disparage collage as an inadequate term tor
the disjunctive relations produced in the poetry. since collage implies an
~associational method™ which would be at odds with those relations.

Kivooka actually published an explanatory poem to accompany the collages in
the issue of E/ Corno Emplumado:

if some one should ask

how they were made

tell them he made them
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from a handful of paper & paste.

if they should want to know what

they are about tell them

they are about things waiting
to reveal them-selves;

a wanting to conceal him-self.

if they should persist

and want to know more tell then [sic]

his hand is waiting

to reveal them. too. (Kiyooka 1965, 94)
If we accept the poem as a rhetorical ‘explanation” of the collages, his comments that
they are “about things waiting / to reveal them-selves™ would situate the series not
within an associational frame in which something new is created through
heterogeneous juxtaposition. but within what later comes to be described by Jeff
Derksen as an “aestheticized rearticulatory practice™: in which the disjunctive
contextualizations reveal ideologies previously disarticulated. On the other hand.
“about things waiting / to reveal them-selves™ could also suggest a productive role for
the reader. or perhaps the need for historical distancing. Moreover. if the series also
betrays ““a wanting / to conceal him-self.” we could read this as a postmodern
effacement of the artist as locus of creative authority — although given the drive to

re/vision Kiyooka's earlier work as early articulations of a racialized subjectivity.
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these lines could also serve as a reminder of the effacement of that racialized
subjectivity throughout the 1960s, both in terms of the reception of Kiyooka's work as
well as his own insistence that he was a “Canadian artist.” The question of the
relation of Kiyooka’s collage works to the poetry he was producing
contemporaneously with those works, and on which side of this ‘disjunctive /
associational’ divide each respective medium falls, will require further research. At
this point [ raise the issues to remind us of the fact that first and foremost Kiyooka
was a visual artist. and that we should not presume a seamless continuity between his
work in images and in language. These are also issues that will confront me when |
look at Nancy Shaw’s practice. or the collaborations between poets and artists in
1980s Vancouver. Kiyooka’s work demonstrates that the productive dialogue
between writers and artists so characteristic of the KSW scene in the 1980s was

already occurring in the 1960s.

“A colloquy with history™: periodics and the New Prose
“Gk. INepiodog peri-odos. A going round. circuit. complete sentence™
--inscription on the back cover of periodics (issues 2-7/8)

Looking back at the 1970s. we might observe that the activities and concerns
of a younger generation of writers across North America. but especially in the Bay
Area. New York. and Vancouver. demonstrated several coincidental tendencies
which. as the writers slowly discovered one another. resulted in a continental network
which was part continuation of. part innovations on. a network which had arisen in the
1960s. One of the most powerful of these tendencies was a renewed interest in the
new possibilities presented by prose in light of the innovations of the preceding

decade: no longer the straightforward vehicle for the transmission of news. opinion or
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narrative. the prosody of prose - of the phrase, the sentence. the paragraph, the story -
became the object of scrutiny just as the line had two decades prior. This
investigation would take place most famously in the pages of magazines such as This
or L=A=N=G=U=A=G=F (periodicals which. while not devoted exclusively to
prose, brought together the writers in the U.S. most committed to innovations in the
form), and would culminate in Ron Silliman’s seminal essays of the late 1970s and
early 1980s. One essay in particular, “The New Sentence.” has become so influential
that it seems impossible to consider any contemporary innovative prose work without
bearing in mind its central tenets: sentence length becomes a unit of measure. the
paragraph organizes the sentences quantitatively rather than logically. the attention of
the reader remains at the level of the sentence, and syllogistic movement is primarily
from sentence to sentence rather than integrating “upwards™ into a coherent narrative.
What seems equally crucial in Silliman’s essay. however. is his claim that the new
sentence “occurs thus far more or less exclusively in the prose of the Bay Area”
(Silliman 63). While I do not necessarily want to quarrel with this claim. it has the
danger of leading to a literary history that reads the Bay Area as the epicentre of prose
innovations during that period. innovations which were subsequently exported to the
rest of the continent.

One small magazine that has been somewhat elided in this history'* was
Daphne Marlatt and Paul de Barros™ periodics: a magazine devoted to prose.
Running from 1977 to 1981. and publishing a total of 8 issues (the last being a double
issue). periodics was notable in the extent to which it nourished a cross-border

conversation between both established and emerging writers in Canada and the U.S. -

" In this instance the elision occurs in both Canada and the U.S.: Ken Norris™ study
The Little Mugazine in Canada 1923-80. for example. does not mention periodics in
its summary of “The Litile Magazine in the Late Seventies™ (Norris 1984).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



79

a conversation which perhaps reflected the national backgrounds and contacts of the
magazine’s editors. Besides the editors. writers from Canada (such as George
Bowering. Robert Kroetsch, Steve McCaffery, Gerry Gilbert, and bpNichol). and
from the U.S. (including Larry Eigner. Charles Bernstein, Lyn Hejinian, Michael
Palmer, and Barbara Einzig) contributed prose work to its pages which. in retrospect.
seem to offer a partial overview of the innovations of prose taking place in North
America at the time. An interesting feature of the magazine was its “News.”
“Views,” and “Reviews™ sections at the back of each issue, sections which provided a
space for announcements of developments on other fronts but which also offered a
site for exchange and dialogue on the contents of the magazine and the issues raised
by earlier contributions. This idea of a space for imminent dialogue has been one
desired by many little magazines but which all too often does not materialize: the
significant exceptions in Canadian magazines to that point being T/SH and Open
Letter (and. perhaps. NMFG). One contributor. Donald Phelps. saw periodics
providing “a mobile. ongoing catalytic conrext for readers’ and writers™ various ways
of observing and thinking about their common tides of experience [...] not a flea-
market assemblage of *found objects’...but. a series of proposals for more intense.
more thoughtful and responsive observation of one’s own landscape™ (Phelps 1978a.
79). Rather than function as a museum or showroom for synchronic. isolated pieces.
periodics. for Phelps. functioned more like a narrative in that it was both diachronic
and dialogic in form. In his essay “Some Notes on a Misplaced Art Form.™ which he
published in the fourth issue. Phelps declares the little magazine a “signally American
art form™ (Phelps 1978b. 63). a site which gauges “the rhythms of American
experience” by encouraging an imminent. “raw’ poetic dialogue rather than. in

Phelps™ words. “deliver [art] from one’s vest-pocket in a presentably-wrapped jewel-
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case” (66). Phelps writes of “the little literary magazine's colloquy with history.” of
its “covenant with its times. which is to say. with its audience. its commitment to an
elected identity which is also organic” (69), and argues against a rigid editorial policy,
maintaining that the magazine must be “an agent of connection and association. for
suggesting the continuities of experience, and the recombinations possible” (70).
The cultural nationalism behind Phelps’ argument — the contemporary,
practical American art form versus the obsolete, effete European — was received
somewhat bemusedly by both de Barros and Marlatt. De Barros remarks that Phelps
has “unwittingly dropped his essay into a nationalist zone™ (de Barros 1978, 77) and
that his essay “takes on a different set of meanings by being published here, because
of Canada’s push toward decolonisation. than it would elsewhere — an ironic
corroboration of his argument about contexts™ (77). His and Marlatt’s collective
editorial position, de Barros declares, is that “we are open to any writing that grows
out of where it comes from. and thereby proposes an internationalism and/or multi-
culturalism that does not hlur the border (any border!) but which underlines it. by
defining it (77). For her part. Marlatt sees in Phelps” essay “another example of
American ignorance of the actual otherness of Canadian experience and Canadian
literature™ (Marlatt 1978a. 79). but qualifies this somewhat:
[T]he way in which an editorial voice asserts itself is in the
juxtaposition of work by work. that the editor is acting as "an agent of
connection and association’ in offering a new perception on what has
been said — news in a truly contemporary sense. This. it seems to me.
defines the nature of editing regardless of whether the particular

magazine is American. Canadian. or European. Context: connection.
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the connection of disparate voices. what they have to say /o each other,
speaking out of their own particulars. Context highlights particulars.
And similarly, though in this particular case we have had to
state it to avoid a possible mis-reading. periodics does NOT represent
the desire for a unification of Canadian and American writing.
Hopefully, it does represent a space in which different voices can be
heard in the context of each other, sounding their own disparities and
particularities. (79)
In light of Marlatt’s later mitigation of her own nationalism, perhaps a result of the
radical feminism she was to embrace in the early 1980s. this passage underscores the
pervasiveness of Canadian cultural nationalism in the 1970s - even in Vancouver, a
site traditionally suspicious and even hostile to such centralizing and homogenous
constructions. Yet she also demonstrates a desire to account for individual difference
within a continental frame which acknowledges national boundaries. anticipating
challenges to an anglo-Canadian cultural dominant which would arise in the 1980s
from various positions of difference (gender. race. sexual).

Phelps was perceptive in recognizing a diachronic. dialogic character to
periodics which has often been absent from other periodicals. and [ want here to
isolate certain strands and trace their developments over the magazine's run. More
specifically. I want to read Marlatt’s writing that she published in the magazine — she
published several pieces — in relation to some of the American contributors: namely
Eigner and Hejinian. My purpose is not to try and develop some argument about a
new “Canadian” prose as opposed to an American. but to try and see what might have
been some of periodics™ contributions to a continental investigation into prose. To

narrow my focus further. [ want to consider the different (and similar) ways the
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writers explore the possibilities of the comma within the extended sentence in their
writing at this stage. bearing in mind Gertrude Stein’s famous denunciation of
commas in “Poetry and Grammar™ as “servile” and as having “no life of their own”
(Stein 219). Like Olson’s dismissal of the “descriptive functions™ in “Projective
Verse,” Stein regards commas as weak and lazy, as drawing the life from a sentence.
Moreover, Stein notes that commas offer a way of notating breath. but again she sees
this as weak notation:
A long complicated sentence should force itself upon you, make you
know yourself knowing it and the comma, well at the most a comma is
a poor period that it lets you stop and take a breath you ought to know
yourself that you want to take a breath. It is not like stopping
altogether which is what a period does stopping altogether has
something to do with going on. but taking a breath well you are always
taking a breath why emphasize one breath rather than another breath.
(221)
Stein seems here to see the comma as merely a way of notating breath. or as a rest
stop for the reader. She does not consider (at least in “Poetry and Grammar™) how the
comma’s grammatical functions might be otherwise used in prose — a potential which
the writers of the late 1970s appeared more eager to explore.

In the premier issue of periodics (Spring 1977). Marlatt published a piece
entitled "2 — Night (Isla Mujeres.” an excerpt from her book Zécalo which was
published later that year by Coach House Press. Zdcalo blends the forms of journal
and travel writing. recording the events of a trip to Mexico by a white Canadian
woman and her Japanese-Canadian lover. as well as her own thoughts and

observations. producing an ongoing dialogue between interior and exterior which at
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times seems close to stream of consciousness techniques. Here is the last paragraph
of the excerpt published in periodics:

& lying beside him, her anger ebbing away, she could
imagine the dark as an element that surrounds them, something. like
fish, they encounter each other in, as water washes around the island &
even in this room they lie not in each other’s arms but in an element
their arms move through, to touch each other — even as she reaches up
to kiss him as he reaches down, & their mouths meet. even as his
tongue enters hers & rubs its wetness against her own, she remembers
suddenly what it is, she remembers, not the wall as they turn the
corner. not the white building that says “water board. water, potable™
(cisterns? wells?) not the arch & gate as he walks on. but the cemetery
she saw glimmering, low buildings like round heads or native houses
rising out of the dark. & it’s those words as she ran to catch up with
him. do you know what's there? (his tongue is rubbing. even now.
away from her own) a village of the dead. existing there. beyond the
wall. (Marlatt 1977a. 51)

According to Douglas Barbour. the “long. intricate sentences™ of Zocalo **score” the
mind’s movements over the material of the day — the confusion of perceptions and
responses to perceived events. all gathered into an accumulation of information
registered minutely in the ongoing movement of Marlatt’s prose-poetic line™ (Barbour
235). Contrary to Stein’s dismissal of commas as devices used merely to transcribe
breath. here their projective function is secondary to the grammatical: the comma’s
conjunctive and connective potential is used to convey the double-movement of both

continuity and discontinuity in the thoughts of the structuring consciousness of the
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narrative: “‘she could imagine the dark as an element that surrounds them, something,
like tish. they encounter each other in, as water washes around the island.” In what is
basically a “long complicated sentence.” Marlatt in the above passage uses the comma
to postpone closure; yet at the same time the comma’s function as a “stop” akin to the
period (which Stein notes) also comes in to play. Unlike the use of a stronger stop
such as the period. the various clauses which are separated by the comma and the
strands of thought they evoke (considerations of the dark, of their relationship, of a
physical encounter, of sights earlier that day) are both referentially disjunctive
(perhaps humourously, as in the image of the woman kissing her lover while
contemplating cisterns) and metonymically conjunctive (the dark as contiguous with
the surrounding water. itself contiguous with the lovers etc).

Larry Eigner’s “Like inn ruption S.” also published in the premier issue of
periodics, uses commas in a rather different manner from Marlatt. Here is the first
sentence of the single-paragraph piece:

Playing piano. well in limits. two fingers (one for some period
decades ago). various both at one time. largely catching successive but
chords too more or less (partial). successions as well. pattern come
time spacing. no business of difficulties. making life yourself wide
north/south arduous sporting climates mountains seas for your own
very existence . nothing from now too easy. occasions might be
semiautomatic or just about always. footboards fit slant ample under.
go to some Trout. Moldau sine gay stream rocking. Schubert A-.
enough is headlong. abundance stays back. while looking out a

window was like shooting. we still have the yard. (Eigner 1977a. 52)
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Unlike Marlatt’s excerpt from Zdcalo, here the commas augment the discontinuities
already at work in the clauses between them. discontinuities formed through syntactic
contortions (“nothing from now too easy”), temporal enjambments (“while looking
out a window was like shooting™), enigmatic contradictions (“occasions might be
semiautomatic or just about always”) and Eigner’s perhaps signature device of
placing several words of the same grammatical case together (“slant ample under™;
“climates mountains seas™). In his “Afterword™ to his collection Country Harbor
Quiet Act Around: Selected Prose, Eigner notes that “Like inn ruption S was the only
piece included in the collection that was written recently, the rest being written from
1950-56 (Eigner 1978,158). This suggests both that the piece marked something of a
return to prose for Eigner, and that he would distinguish it from the poems in prose he
had produced to that point. While “Like inn ruptions™ seems to share some stylistic
tactics with the prose he has written over two decades prior. particularly at the
syntactic level. it differs from them in its lack of a stable narrative frame. In the
passage | cite above. for instance, the motif of “playing piano™ which begins in the
first few clauses seems to be abandoned (perhaps returned to with the reference to
“Schubert A-") and we are left with very little to frame the prose. Indeed. throughout
the piece the only real narrative frame we are provided is one we almost always find
in Eigner’s work: the isolated poet observing an intensely localized world. his
observations triggering memories which collaése the distinctions between past and
present in his relation of that world’s particulars to us.

Lyn Hejinian published two pieces in periodics: A Fantasy is the Real Thing”
in issue 3 (Spring 1978). and “The Supplement” in the final issue (7/8. Winter 1981).
~A Fantasy is the Real Thing™ was submitted and published at a turning point in

Hejinian’s life and career: as she notes in an interview with Manuel Brito. she moved
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to the San Francisco Bay Area in 1977 and into a scene in which the literary activities
of people such as Ron Silliman, Barrett Watten. Rae Armantrout, Tom Mandel, Kit
Robinson. Carla Harryman, Steve Benson and Bob Perelman were “coinciding.” as
she puts it (Brito 76). In a letter to Marlatt a month before her move to San Francisco.
she responds to Marlatt’s earlier inquiries about her essay “A Thought is the Bride of
What Thinking” with the remark that the work she was submitting to periodics was
“more simple on the surface” than “A Thought” (Hejinian 1977). Although written at
a relatively early stage in Hejinian’s career, “A Fantasy is the Real Thing” is marked
by her signature collisions of reflections on and of consciousness. domestic detail, and

metapoetic workings within a rather pastoral milieu. Here is a brief excerpt:

At home, lunchtime is haphazard, she said. Everyone just
makes their own — sandwiches. or someone heats up leftovers. There's
always coffee on one burner and water for tea on another and milk for
the kids. Nothing efficient. Then it all gets cleaned up.

suggest, to some degree. the attention of which 1t is capable.
and accompanying shifts

flow over the whole gamut. Guido d’Arezzo’s "great scale’...the
the field in physics. and. by analogy. the ranging landscape. and music
that important...

Those ellipses. he said. like bird tracks. interpreted as reflective
of the environment. ~quite simply. where you live.” he added — it
pleased him to do so. and. after all. it was possibly correct.

Once dead. they are. full of news. lost to one.

This passage is representative of Hejinian's tactics throughout A Fantasy.™ in which

she flips the referential frame with the start of each new “paragraph.” or line. This
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shift is more pronounced in some instances (such as the jump between the domestic
details of the first paragraph rendered in conventional prose and the following line’s
metapoetic commentary) and less so in others (i.e. between the second and third
‘lines’ or paragraphs). The troubles I am having in terminology, whether to refer to
the textual divisions as paragraphs or lines, attests to Hejinian's blurring of these
divisions. As she comments in the interview with Brito.
[1]ine length and line break can alter perceptual processes in
innumerable ways. for both writer and reader. Retardation, flicker.
recombination, the extension of speed, immobilization. and myriad
other effects are dependent on qualities of line. And of course
thoughts don’t occur in divisions. in fact the experience of thinking is
more one of combination. So while a line may isolate stages of
thought it may also multiply and strengthen the connections in which
thought emerges. This occurs especially when line and sentence don’t
coincide. where the end of one sentence and the beginning of another
may combine in a single line. (Brito 89)
Hejinian further remarks that in the early 1980s. when Silliman was presenting an
early version of “The New Sentence™ in San Francisco. she was finding the sentence
~extremely limiting and even claustrophobic™: I hoped that | could open its terminal
points (the capital at the beginning and the full stop (period) at the end) by writing in
paragraphs. so that sentences were occuring in groups. opening into each other.
altering each other. and in every way escaping the isolation and completeness of the
sentence” (89). In the excerpt from A Fantasy.” as [ point out above. she seems both
to open the sentences into one another and to use their “terminal points™ to more

clearly delimit the divisions.
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But Hejinian here also works to open the sentence from within. "My major
goal has been to escape within the sentence.” she tells Brito. “to make an enormous
sentence — not necessarily long ones, but capacious ones. Somewhat paradoxically. |
sometimes try to create this capacity with different compressive techniques —
metonymy is the most consistent form of /ogic in my writing. But sometimes long,
convoluted sentences from which many conditional clauses depend are instances. for
me. of intense accuracy, of a direct route”™ (91). “A Fantasy is the Real Thing”
demonstrates an early attempt at both strategies of working to make the sentence more
capacious (and it is through this desire for a more capacious prosody that her poetics
overlaps with Marlatt’s), and for Hejinian the comma serves both strategies. “Once
dead. they are, full of news, lost to one” demonstrates the compressive, slippery logic
of metonymy of which Hejinian speaks, with the comma as the point at which the
movement of (dis)association pivots. On the other hand. in the sentence beginning
“Those ellipses™ and ending with “it was possibly correct.” the commas mark the
directional shifts in attention through one of those aleatory sentences of Hejinian’s
which appear distracting as you meander through but which. upon completion.
paradoxically convey a sense of directness — perhaps because these sentences seem
most mimetic of consciousness.

Despite the similar desire for a more capacious sentence. the work Marlatt was
publishing in periodics did not involve the same degree of movement between
association and disassociation that we see in Hejinian's writing at the time. nor of the
sense of radical discontinuity grounded in a firmly located consciousness that we see
in Eigner’s. Marlatt’s work appears more directly an attempt to render a
consciousness which. however “opened” to a flood of exterior voices. remains

contained within a stable narrative frame:
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of Woodwards back door on Cordova, under the overpass,
under the awning in what is a dark street anyway that block simply a
gulf between the store and its 1930°s parking lot. always the people
lined up on a saturday waiting for buses outside the window filled with
neatly packaged towels & sheets & blankets all in blue. shades, of
people waiting for someone waiting for a bus with what they’ve
bought by midmorning saturday in the hurry & the grey.
he was simply
part of the stream going one way. me in the other in red & him in blue.
blue-checked shirt that caught the blue of his eyes. it’s always his
eyes, & the gravity of their humour in the way they hold mine. large &
waiting for me to show myself. say what i know. & of course it was
our eyes that met. even in my hurry to get by. (Marlatt 1979. 51)
These are the opening paragraphs to “in. to the dark.” a piece Marlatt published in
issue six. In addition to the referential or metaphoric equivalencies which “in. to the
dark™ shares with the earlier =2 — Night (Isla Mujeres™ — such as the comparison of
people with water and the uneasy relations with a male — the prosody of the later work
does not seem to mark much of a departure from her writing two years prior: the
comma is used to extend the sentence and to provide a more capacious structure for
the speaker’s observations. On the other hand, this piece is distinguished by its first-
person address as opposed to the third-person free indirect discourse of Zocalo. and
actually lacks the earlier piece’s movement between clausal disjunction and

conjunction.
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In her essay “The Measure of the Sentence,” Marlatt describes a collision of
two “contexts” she sees at work in her “proprioceptive (receiving itsell) prose™ (91), a
prose which she sees born at the writing of her book Rings (1971):
...there was a kind of potential context i had learned from shortline
poetry where the isolated word hums in the space of the page, calling
up connections. But there was also the act-ual context of the moving
sentence spinning meaning in its movement, accumulating significance
as it moved rhythmically toward its end, its own silence. The
counterpoint of these two contexts fascinated me & i saw that i could
use punctuation within the sentence in much the same way that
linebreaks function within the poem. & that i could also retain the
more arbitrary linebreak of the right margin (the edge of the page) just
to keep the sentence conscious of its movement toward. & against.
conclusion — that as a measure. (1982, 91-92)
We find in Marlatt’s writing of this period less “grammar as prosody™ than
“punctuation as prosody.”™ Marlatt notes a counterpointing of two contexts — the
isolated word and the internal structure of the sentence — but elides a third: the
surrounding prose. both immediately neighbouring sentences and the larger
quantitative structures such as paragraphs. And that appears to be the most significant
difference between her work and that of Hejinian. Eigner or other writers of the Bay
Area scene: while they are all concerned at this time with the internal workings of the
sentence. the sentences of the Bay Area writers seem more contextually relational (the
sentences move against one another as discrete units) whereas Marlatt’s are more
internally relational (the individual word as rhythmic counterpoint). We might then

extend this taxonomy to say that Marlatt’s concerns at the time were more the
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‘internal” possibilities of a new subjectivity. as opposed to the “external situation of
that subjectivity in a social context.

Like other important magazines of the 1970s and early 1980s which nurtured a
dialogue among a certain continental network of poets (This, Hills,
L=A=N=G=U=A4=G=E), the brevity of periodics’ run belies its influence (though
the American magazines lasted somewhat longer: This published twelve issues over
eleven years; Hills nine issues over ten). Eventually tensions in the editorial
relationship between Marlatt and de Barros would spell an end to the magazine
(tensions palpable in de Barros’ final editorial in the “News” section of issue 7/8).
Marlatt apparently regarded periodics as having successfully staged (however
briefly). a “colloquy with history™; de Barros was somewhat more ambivalent:

And so regarding my goal that the magazine make some statement
about my contemporaries. first. it seems I didn’t know how many or
how diverse my real contemporaries were (a pleasant surprise) and
second. there doesn’t seem to be any clear current drawing them all
together. Nevertheless. I'm pretty confident that we did connect with
the trunk line: it’s just that the poetics remain to be more clearly
focused by some future editor. (Writing magazine. c/o David
Thompson University Centre...has taken up some of the slack.) (1981.
196)

With the benefit of hindsight it appears that de Barros was prescient in identifying
Writing as the magazine which would “more clearly focus™ the poetics of this “trunk
line™: the north/south “colloquy™ which periodics maintained would be extended
throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s by the Kootenay School ot Writing.

However. during this time the Vancouver writers who contributed to the magazine
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would gravitate further towards the poetics, still somewhat nascent. of the Bay Area
and New York writers as demonstrated in periodics and away from the directions
which Marlatt was pursuing at the time. Moreover, while Writing or Kathryn
MacLeod's magazine Motel (which ran from Summer 1989 to Fall 1991 and
published a number of important writers including Hejinian. Derksen. Hannah
Weiner, Bruce Andrews. Ray Dipalma and Abigail Child) were notable for what
appear in hindsight perceptive editorial decisions, these magazines didn’t really
provide the sort of context which Phelps rightly saw in the pages of periodics.
Rather, the contribution of the later magazines (Raddle Moon being an exception) was
to juxtapose the work of important American and Canadian writers with emerging
ones on the Vancouver scene, specifically those associated with KSW. In their
strategy of juxtaposing isolated pieces — often excerpts from works in progress - both
Writing and Motel seem to me more synchronic than diachronic in their orientation.
which would also distinguish them from periodics. What is harder to recognize from
the magazines themselves was the degree to which the collective editing process
contributed to the formation of a community. Antonio Gramsci points out in “The
Organisation of Education and Culture™ that the editorial boards of certain reviews
“function as cultural circles™ and that the process of putting together a magazine —
reviewing submissions. writing correspondence. copy editing. proofreading and so on
— “creates the conditions for the rise of a homogeneous group of intellectuals trained
to produce regular and methodical "literary activity’ (Gramsci 128). While I would
not use words such as “homogeneous.” “regular” or “methodical™ to describe the
editorial boards of Writing or Raddle Moon. these little magazines contributed greatly
to cementing social relations among a number of poets. as well as developing a

common ground for shared poetic strategies.
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Fred Wah and the "Kootenay School”

In the “Preface” to his 1981 book Breathin’ My Name With a Sigh, Fred Wah
relates a lesson of one of his early “teachers™ {(namely, Charles Olson): “ontogeny
recapitulates phylogeny” (Wah 1981 n.pag) — that “the individual development of
every organism...repeats approximately the development of its race” (OED). This
relation of the collective to the individual is something which this entire study
attempts to trace, but [ am just as interested in the opposite movement. As an early
teacher of many of the prime movers of the Kootenay School during its incarnation at
the David Thompson University Centre in Nelson, a founding member of the KSW
collective, a long-time resident of the Kootenay region of B.C.. and as an important
and (for some of the KSW writers) influential poet, Wah might be seen as the
ontogenesis of a “phylogeny” of poets. Yet to situate him and his writing simply as
origin would not only overstate the impact of his poetics on the following generation
of writers. but would ignore his dialogical relation to that emerging generation and the
extent to which his own writing was transformed by the poetic upheavals wrought in
the 1980s and 1990s. For instance. Wah's poem “Picket Line™ (1987) presents an
interesting collision of an ostensible “work writing™ content with some of his more
familiar devices and references:

on the picket line

we could dance like a bird
old magpte, woodpecker
raven the thief

caw and peck

wiggle and get sassy
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speak the spike

strut the truth (Wah 1986)
The devices and references I am thinking of here would include the short lines. animal
imagery. a reference to dancing and the blending of language, the body. and
experience (“speak the spike / strut the truth”). Because Wah is a writer who has
always worked in a deliberately limited register — he speaks in one interview of
certain images continually haunting him. “over his shoulder” so to speak — and
because his poems tend to blend into one another rather than remain as isolated
objects, it is especially hard to identify “breaks” in his poetics — we can speak more
accurately of evolutions.

Jeff Derksen has noted a critical elision of the racialized context of Wah’s
writing, more specifically of his Chinese-Canadian background, ascribing this
oversight to two main factors. He describes first a historical understanding of the
TISH writers as an autonomous avant-garde. in which the “socially conscious and
community based aspects the 7ish project were obscured™ by critics (Derksen
1995/96. 65). and along with them “the content of Wah's Chinese-Canadian history™
(67). He then notes a larger cultural phenomenon. best articulated in The Canadian
Multiculturalism Act. Bill C-3 (1988). which enacts what he calls ~an integrationist
grammar " “race equals ethnicity: ethnicity equals immigrant: and immigration equals
the Canadian experience™ (68). In his ~Sights Taken as Signs™ essay Derksen
identifies a similar integration of particulars into universals. and differences into
identity (through an ideology of difference as identity). with respect to regionalisms
in Canada: “[pJoems were read for particulars that strengthened an idea of the local.
which was. ironically. an affirmation of the national™ (1994. 148-49). Ethnicity and

regionalism. then. are linked by the common denominator of an integration of
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particulars into universals. This obfuscation seems especially misleading when
considered in relation to Wah's work: as a poet who not only works in particulars
(such as the signature repetitions of Wah’s writing, both with respect to device and
referential index) but with particulars (namely his own life and environment), Wah's
poetry largely anticipated the negotiation of cultural identities (racial. ethnic. regional,
national) within a global context which has become an increasingly important concern
in recent decades. To this extent his particularized localism, as opposed to a
generalized regionalism, could be read as a model for the KSW writers” own
negotiations of the local and global.

This is not to say that Wah was unsympathetic to regional constructions.
British Columbia is a province which seems historically unique in the strength and
diversity of regional *scenes” outside of its metropolis: I'm thinking here of Prince
George, Nanaimo and the rest of Vancouver Island. Salt Spring Island, and of course
the Kootenays. As an educator and writer. Wah played an important role in the
growth of cultural regionalism in the Kootenays through the 1970s. Such was the
intensity of activity in the area over this period that the journal CVII saw fit in 1979 to
devote an issue to “Writing in the Kootenays.” Mark Mealing published an article in
that issue entitled ~In the Kootenays.” which served as an introduction to the poetry
sampler which followed. While Mealing notes that “[i]t’s a flip cliché that Canadian
writers reflect their regional landscape™ — a cliché to which Derksen would later
ascribe important consequences — he argues “the interaction of writer and mountain
valley makes historic. social. and aesthetic sense in the Kootenays™ (Mealing 3).
Mealing asserts the specificity of Kootenay experience with Olsonian bravado ([t]he
style of barroom stories may be the same in Saskatoon or T.O.. but the content ditfers.

citizens™ (3)). and links the maturation of its literary culture with megadevelopments
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by B.C. Hydro. Although none of the later KSW writers published work in this issue,
Mealing establishes a mythos about Kootenay writers which would be continued by
the later Vancouver poets: a diversity of occupations, often working class (*So who
writes here? Old timers, country people, trailer people. bar people. students. teachers.
skidderdrivers, goatraisers, linguists, potters™ [4]), an irreverent, obnoxious stance
(“*Some of us...went to read at Vancouver. so we cheered and catcalled each other like
highschool basketballers. Kind of crass, but what would you expect from compost-
pilers?”), an insistence on the importance of local context (“we listen for our place,
our time, our words”). and an understanding of literary production as a fundamentally
collective practice (“‘So who writes here? We — not you, and she. and I, and him™
[4]).

Wah has over the past couple of decades situated both his own work and the
work of others he admires under the rubric of “hybridity.” “[T}he hybrid writer.” he
writes in his essay “Half-Bred Poetics,” “must (one might suspect. necessarily)
develop instruments of disturbance, dislocation. and displacement™ (Wah 2000. 73).
For Wah. the hyphen has become “a crucial location for working at hybridity’s
implicit ambivalence.” and although the hyphen. “even when it is notated. is often
silent and transparent.” he desires a poetics which would “make the noise surrounding
it more audible. the pigment of its skin more visible™ (73). Although Wah's notion of
hybridity is developed within the context of a racialized poetics. we could compare
his understanding of hybrid poetics with a Bakhtinian social dialogic. According to
Bakhtin. “[e]very utterance participates in the “unitary language” (in its centripetal
forces and tendencies) and at the same time partakes of social and historical
heteroglossia (the centrifugal. stratifying forces)™ (Bakhtin 272). For Wah. the job of

the hybrid writer is to foreground these heteroglossaic “forces™ in the writing. the
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centrifugal marks of difference. in resistance to the centripetal forces of the unitary
language — which would inciude both the “standard™ Englishes spoken by native
speakers of western Canada as well as the homogenizing and centralizing assumptions
behind the Multiculturalism Act. Drawing on Mary Louise Pratt’s notion of “code
switching,” Wah tells us “code-switching can act to buttress the materialization of the
hyphen. an insistence of its presence in foreignicity and between/alongside claims of
source, origin, and containment” (83). Without attempting to attenuate or elide the
racialized context of Wah’s thinking on hybridity, we might also approach his work as
a hybrid of the particularities of place and genealogy. or more specifically of region
and race/ethnicity.

As Susan Rudy has pointed out, the hybrid elements of Wah’s work are
discernable in his oeuvre long before his decision to write overtly about racialized
poetics. For Rudy. these workings were ongoing “before Fred Wah — in his daily life
— had conscious awareness of it, much less a deliberate language™ (Rudy 5). One
example - which Rudy also cites - might be his poem “Among™ (composed in the
1960s):

The delight of making inner

an outer world for me

is when [ tree myself

and my slight voice screams glee to him
now preparing his craft for the Bifrost
Kerykeion he said. the shore

now a cold March mist moves

down through the cow pasture

out of the trees
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among, among (Wah 1972, 7)

While [ would note a couple of explicit “doubles™ in this poem - inner and outer

worlds. *"me” and “him™ - the more subtle juxtaposition of differing elements takes
place between social registers. The poem has a certain symmetry in this respect: the
first four lines and the final four lines share the similarities not only of a more simple.
pastoral and localized diction. but of a more naive. almost childlike tone: a “slight
voice” possessing more negative capability. perhaps. These bracket the middle two
lines which mention a “Bifrost / Kerykeion™ — a reference which appears jarringly
disjunctive in its obscurity and foreigness, not to mention the lines’ disruptive syntax.
“Kerykeion™ is a Greek word referring to the herald or messenger’s staff. and while
this reference might integrate somewhat with the rest of the poem (the Greek
messenger god Hermes was also associated with poetry. and “Among” is ostensibly
about poetry), its overall effect is to signify its discursive difference from the rest of
the poem. “Among.” like much of Wah's work. is heterotopic in its hybridity of
registers.

As I mention above. Wah's relations to KSW and to the poetics that emerged
from the school should be understood reciprocally. Throughout the 1980s. as he has
done throughout his career. Wah *workshopped™ poems which would later comprise
entire books — such as the poems of Music at the Heart of Thinking (1987) — in the
public pages of various journals. and a project which focused more exclusively on
Wah's work might attempt to map out his revisions of certain texts and consider the
broader implications of these revisions. Vaiting for Saskatcheywan. which was
awarded the Governor General’s Award for Poetry in 1986. includes as one section a
revised version not only of a group of poems. but of an entire book. Breathin’ My

Name With a Sigh. In Waiting. for instance. the order of the poems is changed. lines
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are revised (e.g. “to get it how the river in its mud flows down stream™ [1981, n.pag]
becomes in the later version “getting at how the river in its mud banks flows
downstream” [1985, 15]). and entirely new texts are added. such as this one which
appears early in the second version:

Relation speaks. Tree talks hierarchy loop subject returns.

Knowledge a bag of things to be changed later to

knowledge. Statement of instructions horoscope Wah

language reads reading out of order in order to speak to

itself feed picked up lists family and complete branches/

worlds end there. (1984, 4)
This is a densely metapoetic text. Each of the four sentences refer to both the
processes of writing and to the interrogation of genealogy characteristic of Wuiting for
Saskatchewan as a whole. The two words “relation speaks.” for instance. could be
read as another version of “ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny.” in that our relations
~speak” through us; but it also implies a relational sense of communication —
something which Wah would share with later writers such as Derksen. Ferguson or
Davies. The passage also reflexively “comments™ on the revisionary project of
Waiting: “Wah / language reads reading out of order in order to speak to / itself.” |
would hesitate to make a similar argument about Wah's revisions as | do about
Kiyooka's in ~The 4™ Avenue Poems,” not only because the temporal gap between
texts here is much shorter (about four or five years as opposed to 25) but also because.
as | mention above. Wah's work is more evolutionary. Take the word “tree.” for
instance: the title of one of his early books. “tree.” like “scree.” has become an

important word in Wah's oeuvre. But whereas “tree™ in “Among™ becomes a figure
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for a sort of proprioceptive process, here Wah unpacks the metaphoric implications of
the “family tree,” in which “complete branches™ signify the end of “worlds.”

In his introduction to Wah'’s selected poems. Loki is Buried at Smoky Creek.
George Bowering describes Wah's family background as paradigmatic of the western
Canadian: “His father’s side of the family was Chinese, & his mother’s side
Scandinavian. Thus his background was atypical, but symbolic for the creation of our
west” (Bowering 1980, 9). Citing this passage. Derksen would later claim
Bowering’s discourse “still falls inside official discourse on multiculturalism even as
it is critical of other aspects of cultural discourse” (Derksen 1995-96, 70). Itis
unclear from the context of Bowering’s statement. however, whether he sees Wah’s
ethnic background as “symbolic for the creation of our west,” or whether this
symbolism rests in his regional migrations; Bowering’s entire paragraph reads as
follows:

His father’s side of the family was Chinese. & his mother’s side
Scandinavian. Thus his background is atypical. but symbolic for the
creation of our west. He first saw the world in 1939 on the prairie. but
moved to the mountains when he was four. to grow up in Trail &
Nelson & the surrounding forest. (Bowering 1980. 9)
Here once again ethnicity and regionalism are linked. this time by proximity. If
Bowering does in fact mean that Wah's background was “symbolic™ in its hybridity
of ethnicities. this does not necessarily fall “inside official discourse on
multiculturalism™ as Derksen claims. While this official discourse is one which
would. according to Derksen (following Smaro Kamboureli). collapse racial
difference into ethnic ditference. and then equate ethnic difference with national

identity. papering over historical contlicts and differences in power and status. that is
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not necessarily what Bowerings sentence implies. The Chinese and Asian fact in
western Canada is as historically long as the Scandinavian and Northern European
fact, but while the latter were valued as immigrants by the British majority in that.
with the passing of generations, they could become anglicized with no corporeal
marks of racial difference (difference being reduced to the sign of the surname), the
former were used for cheap labour but feared as a threat to British/European
dominance in the northwestern part of North America. Granted, Bowering does not
foreground this history in his description of Wah's background as “symbolic for the
creation of our west.” but his statement does not refuse it either. Perhaps more to the
point here, the cultural impact of both European and Asian settler-invaders can be
seen not only in place names or the diversity of restaurants in Vancouver, but in the
choices of poetic genres as well.

What does it mean. for instance. for Fred Wah to work in a Japanese poetic
form? The late 1980s witnessed a series of wtanikki."> or poetic diaries. written by
Wah. including “Limestone Lakes Utaniki.” “Uluru Utaniki.” and “Dead in My
Tracks: Wildcat Creek Utaniki.” Printed together in his 1991 book So Far. the poems
also share the similar frame of a travel diary - more akin to Basho's “The Narrow
Road Through the Provinces™ than to Shiki's “The Verse Record of my Peonies.” As
Wah informed me in conversation.'® however. he was first turned on to the uranikki
form not through readings of Japanese poets. but by bp Nichol. about whose
continental trance George Bowering would write “[tlhe utanikki does not sing about

the response to country one passes through and eyes: it is the voice of the land

' Note the discrepancy between Wah's spelling of “utaniki™ in the titles of his poems
and of my spelling of “utanikki™ here. My spelling is derived from Earl Miner’s. but
since the word is an anglicization of a Japanese word neither spelling should be
regarded as authoritative.

' 26 March 2001
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speaking in phrases from whatever mouths it can find mature enough and still alive™
(Bowering 1988. 198). Thus listening becomes more important than seeing, and there
is ironically an effacement of the poet as he writes in the intensely personal diary
form. The genre term “utanikki” is, as Earl Miner tells us. not one which the Japanese
poets would have used but is a 20™-century and. at least in part. a western academic
term: “although utanikki (poetic diary) probably sounds unfamiliar to Japanese, it has
in fact been used by Professors Konishi Jin'ichi in 1953 and Hisamatsu Sen'ichi in
1964 to describe works [like "The Tosa Diary" or "The Narrow Road Through the
Provinces]” (Miner xi).

“Dead in My Tracks: Wildcat Creek Utaniki” was composed in summer 1989,
around the same time as the Tiananmen Square student uprising and subsequent
crackdown by Chinese authorities. Throughout the poem, Wah seems to treat these
historical events as tangible particulars, much like melting snow or scree:

While we set up camp during the afternoon I'm in a global mode.
you know. the simultaneity of the world going on right now. Paris.
Kyoto. Beijing. The pavement of Tiananmen Square. the hotlines
sniffing out the dissidents. CBC bulletin even e-mail media drama
of the last two months still in the air. even up here. radioless. only
antennaed in my bones (our name is bones. and your name is my

name).

My Borders are Altitude
and silent
a pawprint's cosine
climate tfrom the lake to the treeline

all crumbly under foot at the edges
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cruddy summer snow melt
soft wet twig and bough-sprung alpine fir
but more than this
height
is my pepper
(China
don't) (1991, 76-77)
What intrigues me most about this poem is the extent to which Wah's traditional
grounding in the world's particulars becomes situated in relation to global processes;
despite being in a high, remote area of the Rocky Mountains near the B.C./Alberta
border. Wah does not see himself as removed from contemporary history: “But at this
rate the hike's all history, pleistocene” (77). “History” here means at once geological
time, political time. and the genealogical time of Wah's family history. each
prompting contiguous reflections of one another:
when deconstruing rock
hold back the crude and the harsh
or take "reality" for simple target
the sun
a nation as large as China
is just another scheme for thirst and war
another centered project tunneling earth
(my father's fingers poked wet into the mud of
arice paddy (78)
In this poem Wah occupies an ambivalent position. what he might term a

“synchronous foreignicity™: “the ability to remain in an ambivalence without

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



104

succumbing to the pull of any single culture (cadence, closure)™ (2000. 62).
Corresponding intimately with his ground, in this poem the mountains of Western
Canada, Wah contemplates China through Western, Canadian eyes. And yet the
imperial gaze is undercut by his own position of difference, in which the phylogeny of
the poet's family is present in the ontogeny of his moment - China translated into the
“here” and “now”:

All these rocks. Constant mirror and prescence in my eyes. More
rocks than grains of sand in the whole world, I bet someone. Intricate
pattern. surface, keeps stopping boot in pitch for eye to zoom.
Sometimes I stop and try translating the imago-grammatic surfaces.
What do I look for? This I-Chinging the earth for some other Gate
of Heavenly Peace, monotoned loudspeaker in the Square signalling
"Go home and save your life." old. embedded said-again family
bone-names? (82)

It is this evolution of Wah's proprioceptive stance. developed over the 1960s and
1970s., away from the material particulars of the earth to the material particulars of
history that Wah shares with many of the younger KSW writers - a shift perhaps best
connoted by Jeff Derksen's re-writing of the closing lines of Olson's “Maximus. to
Himself™ in Dwell: ~Cranes dot the skyline in an homage to the domination of
economic over place - it is unbuilt business I'm talking about. the Pacific Rim lapping
at my ankles™ (1993. 16)."”

[n discussing the relation of place to ethnicity in Wah's writing [ am reminded

of one of the great embarrassments of the Kootenay School: in a pair of decades

'" Derksen's lines are also more colloquial. and less hubristic. than Olson’s. who
situates the heroic poet as central and expansive source: It is undone business / I
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which witnessed the rise of poetic communities associated with the politics of
difference and identity, particularly of racial identity, and in one of the most
ethnically diverse cities in Canada and thus the world, KSW remained a remarkably
“white™ institution. Moreover, most of the writers [ discuss in this study have
surnames which suggest an Anglo-Saxon or Celtic background typical of the anglo-
Canadian dominant: Davies. Ferguson, Burnham, Creede. Shaw, Robertson, Browne.
One exception would be Derksen, but even in that case his Mennonite background is
somewhat obfuscated through the anglicization of his name (from the more ‘foreign’
“Doerksen™). This situation may perhaps have to do precisely with the rise of
differing communities during this time, as well as with KSW's “avant-garde”
reputation. And yet the writers certainly do not ignore ethnicity. nor do they seem to
assume a position of normality against which difference is measured. The collective
stance seems most similar to that of Wah in a poem such as “Dead in My Tracks:

Wildcat Creek Utaniki™: the situation of particulars - both with respect to ethnicity

and place - within the overlapping frames of the local. national. and global.

speak of. this morning. / with the sea / stretching out / from my feet™ (Olson 246).
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CHAPTER TWO: COMMUNITY
Any attempt to describe or analyze the contributions of a literary community

requires an approach which would consider the work collectively. while at the same
time recognize and respect individual differences and idiosyncrasies. A tension
between the individual and the collective is only one of the problems we encounter
when we discuss cultural groups: as Raymond Williams has pointed out. unlike more
organized institutions, the principles which unite a cultural group “may or may not be
codified” (Williams 1980, 40). Williams further warns that in the case of a less
institutionalized group, we might identify a “common body of practice or a
distinguishable ethos,” but only through a process of reduction in which
“simplification, even impoverishment. ..are then highly probable™ (40). It is because
of these difficulties, perhaps, that although the cuitural or literary group has had
enormous impact on the development of western literatures. literary history seems
uneasy with such groups:

The group. the movement. the circle. the tendency seem too marginal

or too small or too ephemeral to require historical and social analysis.

Yet their importance. as a general social and cultural fact. especially in

the last two centuries. is great: in what they achieved. and in what their

modes of achievements can tell us about the larger societies to which

they stand in such uncertain relations. (Williams 41)
An analysis of group formations. Williams implies. offers us a unique perspective on
the relations of art to other social practices. Questions of context. of the relation of
the individual to the collective. of difference and equivalence among the group. of

codified or implied principles: all of these are especially pertinent to broader social

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



107

questions, if only because the social organization of a collective determines to a large
extent its social and political impact.

In The San Francisco Renaissance: Poetics and Community at Mid-Century.
Michael Davidson outlines three “frames™ by which a political stance can be viewed.
“each of which contains elements of the others™:

The first frame refers to social practice (what writers did and thought),
the second to cultural practice (what writers represented as a collective
sign), and the third to aesthetic practice (how writers’ poetics
embodied the tensions and possibilities of contemporary history).
(Davidson 26)
While this chapter will approach the work of the writers associated with KSW
through all three frames. the focus will be on social and cultural practice. postponing a
focus on the aesthetic to the following chapter in which I will also address the work of
several individual writers more closely. That is. my focus will be on the social
organization of the school as an alternative pedagogical site. the relations forged
between KSW and other cultural formations. and what the poetics that emerged from
that context have to tell us about broader transformations in the local. national. and
transnational contexts.

In focusing on KSW as a community or collectivity. [ will also in this chapter
look at their social relations to other communities and collectivities. In their
“Introduction™ to Hriting Class. Klobucar and Barnholden go to great lengths to show
how KSW managed to extend itself into “extra-literary” spheres (trade unions and the
Solidarity movement. for instance) as part of their commitment to a “politically
relevant and class-conscious aesthetic™ (4). Although Klobucar and Barnholden

repeatedly stress the importance of writing practice to the writers. of “an ongoing
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interest in discourse itself” (6). the implication of much of their “Introduction™ is that
poetry remains an autonomous sphere whose political impact is as limited as its
audience (and the impact there being further limited to shifting the consciousness of
individual subjects). In response to this anxiety. the assumption goes. the politically
committed artist needs to forge relations with extra-artistic sites in order to have
social and political impact. While I do not want to deny that KSW did manage to
establish important social relations with such sites. I want here to take a different
approach. I start from the assumption that literature and politics converge first in
literary politics, and that transformations in the cultural sphere are not socially
insignificant nor solely the product of external forces. To support his claim that “a
new poetics implied not only formal innovation but also discovery of alternative
social forms,” Davidson quotes Robert Duncan from Bending the Bow: “*Surely.
everywhere. from whatever poem. choreographies extend into actual space™
(Davidson xi). While here Davidson (and Duncan) appear to be claiming that formal
innovation can provide a sort of cognitive “mapping” towards a discovery of new
social forms (a claim I am not disputing). the *choreographies’ I am primarily
interested in here are already social — canons. cross-disciplinary relations. identity
politics — and my purpose is to consider poetry’s role in shaping — and being shaped
by — such choreographies.

Thus this chapter will attempt to recover a context through an examination of
bureaucratic documents. testimonies. but most importantly literary texts. To this end
it may appear. in certain cases more than others. as though I am reading the work as
more symptomatic rather than provocative of social change. For instance. in the first
section [ look at early work by Colin Browne and Jeff Derksen as a means of

contesting the importation model of poetics. which would rehearse the familiar story
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