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Double Voice, Single Vision:
Ecopoetic Subjectivity
and Margaret Atwood's

The Journals of Susanna Moodie
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n 1985, the American feminist critic Sandra Gilbert
lamented the decline of the poet-critic in Anglo-American literary tradition. "I've come to the tentative conclusion," she said in an interview with Gerald Graff, "that the
special structures of the university have fostered a schism between the right brain (the creative writer) and the left brain (the
critic), which leaves both halves of the communal mind engaged
in activities that often seem partial, passionless, even pointless"
(Graff 111). Virtually anyone working in the field of Canadian
literature at the time would have seized on this lament as quintessentially American. Canadian literature in English has been
dominated by poet-critics since at least Confederation, and their
work, though "partial" in the ideological sense, has been anything but "passionless" or "pointless." From Charles Roberts and
Charles Mair in the nineteenth-century, to Frank Davey and
Robert Kroetsch in the late twentieth, Canadian writers have been
regarded as not only our most important poets but also our most
influential critics of literature and Canadian culture generally.
Gilbert's observation is applicable in one respect, however — at
least, as pertains to Canadian poet-critics since the sixties. Most
have been obliged to earn their bread in universities, and this
may well account for the huge dislocation between their poetry
and their theories of poetry. Any naive critical attempt to apply
the latter to the former is fraught with danger.
'ji I
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As a poet-critic of the seventies, Margaret Atwood was something of a rarity: she was female and she was not an academic.
Nevertheless, her theories as presented in Survival, her thematic
guide to Canadian literature, led many critics of her poetry and
fiction astray, as did some of her commentary on her own work.
Survival was one of several important books that drew on
Northrop Frye's structuralist and mythopoeic theory, especially
his "deep terror" myth of nature in Canadian poetry. Atwood
thereby inherited the suspicion and hostility of both feminist
and postmodernist critics opposed to Frye. For example, at a
Vancouver conference in the summer of 1982, Barbara Godard
contrasted what she called Atwood's "retreat from the logos and
the word into sensation," her "nostalgia for origins," and "her
desire for a transparent language" with the presumably more
up-to-date post-structuralist features of Quebec women's writing, which was characterized by "puns, ellipses, changes in gender and spelling, neologisms, typographic variants, the use of
the white page . . ." (Godard 123). Perhaps also affected by this
need to read Atwood's language as if it were transparent, Jennifer
Waelti-Walters chose to ignore the feminist irony and grim satire of Atwood's writing in her novel Bodily Harm, concluding that
the book was a "piece of overt misogyny" (Waelti-Walters 121).
The view of Atwood held by many male critics also tended to
run the gamut from indifference to hostility. Frank Davey, for
example, unfavourably contrasted what he saw as "the Atwoodian
world of imminent and ubiquitous danger" to the lively and ludic
postmodernist poetics of West Coast regionalists (1974 33).
What is interesting about all these critics is that they were —
and continue to be — renowned for their ability to focus on textual particularities. Their blindness to the particularities of
Atwood's texts may well be a feature of the extent to which they
were influenced by Atwood's Frye-inspired criticism, which
hardly ever worked as a satisfactory explanation of her poetry
and fiction. Frye's views may have been a starting point — one
of many — for Atwood; after all, she was his student at the University of Toronto, where she completed her undergraduate degree. But her poetry was by no means the fulfilment of his critical
vision. She was under no illusions about the masculine bias Frye
failed to notice in the poetry he considered emblematic of Canadian attitudes vis-a-vis nonhuman nature. Having come of age
42
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as a poet during the earliest years of the Women's Movement,
Atwood wrote her first books out of an increasing awareness
that patriarchy was not just a handy label for an era in biblical
times. Like all good poets, she did not/o//ow critics — Frye or
anyone else. Rather, like the excellent poet she was from the
beginning, she anticipated the critics who, during the seventies
were major figures in the establishment of North American feminist critique as a legitimate field within literary studies — critics
such as Suzanne Juhasz, Sandra Gilbert, Susan Gubar, and also
Grace Stewart, who was herself trained at the University of Toronto, and whose early work had a mythopoeic focus.
Many of Atwood's early poems, written in the late sixties,
extend the difficulty men have in coming to terms with women
to the difficulty man has in coming to terms with nonhuman
nature. Her landscape poems often featured an opposition between man and nature, between male idealism and the landscape upon which it is imposed. In Atwood's "Progressive
Insanities of a Pioneer" (Selected Poems 60), the male pioneer's
failed attempt to impose culture's rigid order upon nature results in madness:
Things
refused to name themselves; refused
to let him name them,
The wolves hunted
outside.
On his beaches, his clearings,
by the surf of undergrowth breaking
at his feet, he foresaw
disintegration
and in the end
through eyes
made ragged by his
effort, the tension
between subject and object,
the green
vision, the unnamed
whale invaded. (Selected Poems 63)
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Unlike Adam, the first patriarch, naming the newly made world
in order to take possession of it, this pioneer experiences the
failure of Adamic language to possess and define the New World.
Atwood's pioneer fails to resolve the negative "tension / between
subject and object," a tension which emphasizes the persistent
alienation of nature from culture, denies the pioneer possession
of "his beaches, his clearings," and consequently causes the "disintegration" of his mind. Atwood could hardly be clearer about
the insanity at the heart of Western epistemology and, by extension, Frye's masculine myth of nature.
In "Backdrop Addresses Cowboy" (SelectedPoems 70), another
early poem, Atwood invests the landscape with her own voice.
What that voice says is a direct attack upon the most important
macho symbol of American popular culture, consumed across
the entire Western world and beyond. Atwood exposes both the
childishness and destructiveness of macho mentality: like a toddler with a Fisher-Price toy, the cowboy drags "a paper-mache
cactus / on wheels behind [him] with a string," and yet this
seemingly innocent child's play is menacingly "full of bullets." The implications of this mentality for nonhuman nature are profound:
. . . you leave behind you a heroic
trail of desolation:
beer bottles
slaughtered by the side
of the road, birdskulls bleaching in the sunset.
[...]
I am also what surrounds you:
my brain
scattered with your
tincans, bones, empty shells,
the litter of your invasions.
I am the space you desecrate
as you pass through. (Selected Poems 70-71)

What is remarkable about "Backdrop Addresses Cowboy" and
"Progressive Insanities of a Pioneer" is that they were originally
44
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published in 1968 — long before feminist analysis had properly
got round to the question of the relationship between women
and nature and ecology. Atwood was herself a pioneer with respect to these issues, yet for almost a decade her work was
subjected largely to the imposition of Frye's view of nature in
Canadian poetry, rather than acknowledged as the work that
began the feminist decentering of it.
In her 1980 study of Margaret Atwood's poetry, Sherrill Grace
called The Journals of Susanna Moodie Atwood's "major poetic
achievement to date" and noted that "Atwood has given it her
own endorsement by including it, in toto, in Selected Poems" (33).
Interestingly, however, the difference between the initial publication and the reissue was the absence of the "Afterword" in the
new volume, published in 1976. Atwood's "Afterword" to the/ournals, a largely redundant account of the surface narrative, was
for many years a convenient interpretive crutch that encouraged
critical laziness with respect to the work. In spite of the poem's
widely acclaimed importance to contemporary Canadian poetry,
critics and reviewers, in using the "Afterword" as a point of departure, generally avoided all but a superficial reading of the text,
a reading which reduced its significance to "a compelling articulation of a Canadian myth and a dramatic incarnation of our
past" (Grace 33). However, by reissuing the entire text minus the
"Afterword," perhaps Atwood was inviting an examination of the
Journals on their own terms.
Although Grace did provide a fuller reading by considering a
variety of important thematic concerns, she still leaned heavily
on the "Afterword" and ignored a most obvious fact about the
Journals, a fact which Frank Davey's brief description of the
work in his From There to Here just missed pointing out. He
described it as:
. . . a reading of what the responses of the pioneer
writer Susanna Moodie to the Canadian wilderness
might have been had they not been filtered through
various nineteenth-century literary and social conventions. These poems envisage a Moodie very much like
Atwood, who sees the forest and streams as threaten45
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ing shapes, who feels remote from her husband and
fellow settlers, but who, in addition, cannot help
trying to impose some order on the green chaos she
senses around her. (Davey 33)

This statement is both misleading and instructive. By imposing
a simplistic and also inaccurate thematic reading on the work
Davey subtly dismisses it as just another nationalist poem. Although there is indeed fear associated with landscape in the Journals, there is little evidence of Moodie's "Trying to impose some
order on the green chaos she senses around her." What in fact
Atwood's persona tries to do, as I hope to demonstrate, is to come
to terms with the landscape and thus with herself. Davey does,
however, describe Moodie not merely as a pioneer but a "pioneer writer" who, in Atwood's hands, becomes "very much like
Atwood." These clues, along with the many direct references to
doubleness in the poem, are crucial to the exploration of a more
important story that lies like a mirror image just below the surface of the narrative. The night a bear makes a dream appearance in the Journals is "one / night the surface of my mind keeps
/ only as anecdote," the speaker tells us, "though beneath [are]
stories" {JSM 38). Indeed, all the historical and quasi-historical
events that organize the surface of the text are Moodiesque literary anecdotes that serve as metaphors for Atwood's own experience of being both a woman and a poet.
Although paranoid schizophrenia, "the national mental illness," is offered in the "Afterword" as the reason why "Mrs.
Moodie is divided down the middle" (62), this is a somewhat
reductive interpretation of all the varieties of doubleness that
inform the poem. The immigrant Susanna Moodie, who is only
one aspect of Atwood's persona, was first of all a woman and a
human being in an era in which the term "human female" was
assumed to be a contradiction in terms. Living out the split demanded of women between "human" and "female" is a condition of female existence in patriarchy. Second, as a woman writer
— a similar contradiction in terms — Moodie was split between
her loyalty to art and her duty as wife and mother, a situation
exacerbated by the demands of pioneer life. Finally, as Atwood's
poetic persona, Moodie suffers a further doubleness by sharing
46
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her identity with the poet. Moodie's attempt to create literature
out of her pioneer experience in the language of Victorian
Romanticism, a language decidedly inappropriate to that experience, is analogous to Atwood's struggle to describe female experience in the only language we have: the language of patriarchy.
I would like to shed some light on these three aspects of
doubleness related to the persona and show how that doubleness
is rooted in language. My interpretation of the Journals is
dependent upon a reconsideration of Atwood's language in terms
of the history of women's experience as poets.
During the Restoration, when women first began writing professionally, the most common responses to their work were hostility and indifference. Those responses had the effect of silencing
all but the most intrepid women writers; rather than be silenced
altogether, these women incorporated silences into their work
by writing in accordance with "received" male literary criteria
but encoding their own experience at a more subtle level in their
texts. In this way they subverted male-created literary forms and
conventions. These techniques later developed into what feminist critic Jeanne Hammer called "the art of silence," a female
aesthetic that in modern poetry originates with Emily Dickinson
(Kammer 153). What the art of silence says in women's poetry is
that its creators are acutely conscious of the extent to which a
patriarchally-conceived language has excluded them from poetic discourse. As a male-dominated symbol system, language
— particularly the heavily allusive language of literature — can
be experienced by women poets as devoid of meaning. Carolyn
Burke noted that "when a woman writes or speaks herself into
existence, she is forced to speak in something like a foreign
tongue, a language with which she may be personally uncomfortable" (884). Women poets must therefore choose carefully
from among the empty symbols and reinvest them with a meaning that conveys something of their own experience of the world.
It's this careful choosing that accounts for Atwood's sparseness
of language and the visual sparseness of the text on the page.
Her flatness of tone has the effect of denying admittance into
her language of all those patriarchal overtones which each word
threatens to drag into her poetry. Atwood's use of syntactical
compression performs a similar function in that it denies admittance to patriarchal rhetoric. Her syntactical method creates a
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doubleness in her language: read syntactically, theJournals carry
out a narration of the persona's life but, below the surface of
this narrative, the syntax begins to break down, and as the spaces
between the lines open up, a new language consisting of a series
of discontinuous and often oracular epigrams or aphorisms
emerges. When lifted out of their syntactical arrangement within
the poem, lines such as "time a thin refusal" (11) and "words, my
disintegrated children" (41) take on profound meaning in terms
of female existence and female art. Significantly, this new language is not dissimilar to a pre-Socratic — and perhaps even
p re-patriarchal — mode of discourse.1 Like the gnarled utterances of the ancient female Oracles, these powerful aphorisms
also create ambiguities which are nevertheless functional in that
they open up the text to a wider play of meaning. That The Journals of Susanna Moodie were born out of the silence which has
threatened so many generations of women poets is amply demonstrated in the "Afterword":
These poems were generated by a dream. I dreamt I
was watching an opera I had written about Susanna
Moodie. I was alone in the theatre; on the empty
white stage, a single figure was singing. (62)

The poet, as sole occupant of the theatre, is swallowed up by its
vast emptiness, even as Moodie, the creation of the poet's dreaming mind, is threatened by the empty whiteness that surrounds
her. Moodie sings out Atwood's text but there are no ears but the
poet's to hear it. These empty white silences, represented in the
Journals by snow covering the landscape and by vast empty
spaces on the page, run like a Leitmotiv through the work.
It's not only language but also form that has been subverted
in the Journals. An overall formal structure is suggested by the
three parts of the work, which on the surface correspond to
Susanna Moodie's youth, middle life, and old age. Journal I appears to comply with this structure, for it is a fictional recreation
of Moodie's experiences as a young pioneer woman, and this
first Journal must, of course, be interpreted on those terms. However,
a journal is a document of process, a work without premeditated
formal structure. What theJournals become in the second and third
48
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parts is a record of the poet's own thought processes as she begins
to discover just how fluid the identity boundaries are between herself and her persona. Gradually, Moodie becomes emblematic of
the struggle faced by all poets who are women. Finally, she is transformed into the vehicle for a kind of Utopian vision that is rarely —
if ever — found in the works of Margaret Atwood. In the final poem
Atwood and Moodie become fully integrated and Atwood restores
formal structure to the work by making it circular. As we shall see,
the final result is remarkably effective in bringing into single focus
what at first appears to be the work's "double vision."
As many reviewers and critics have noted, visual perception
and inner vision are central concerns in the Journals. What few
have considered however is that women's perception of themselves and the world is uniquely different from male perception. In this connection, John Berger has written:
To be born a woman has been to be born, within an
allotted and confined space, into the keeping of men.
The social presence of women has developed as a
result of their ingenuity in living under such tutelage
within such a limited space. But this has been at the
cost of a woman's self being split into two. A woman
must continually watch herself. She is almost continually accompanied by her own image of herself.
. . . From earliest childhood she has been taught and
persuaded to survey herself continually. (Berger 46)

Berger's description of woman's space and woman's perception
corresponds with stunning accuracy to the vision that carries
the Journals, for Atwood's Moodie is entrapped in that "allotted
and confined space." Like Moodie's sister poet and contemporary Emily Dickinson, whose life was "shaved / And fitted to a
frame," Atwood's persona is entrapped in ironclad Victorian convention variously represented by a photograph, a mirror, a burning house, a Victorian parlour and, finally, a grave. Survival in
this confined space is indeed, as Berger's words suggest and
Atwood's poem demonstrates, "at the cost of a woman's self being
split into two." Like all women, Moodie "has been taught and
persuaded to survey herself continually," and as the opening lines
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of the Journals suggest, she is indeed "continually accompanied
by her own image of herself":
Is it my clothes, my way of walking,
the things I carry in my hand
— a book, a bag with knitting —
the incongruous pink of my shawl
(JSM 11)

This is a uniquely female version of the "inward gaze," a static
self-image that corresponds to the way culture has taught Moodie
to perceive herself; it's a self-image that obstructs deeper inner
vision. The incongruities between this self-image and Moodie's
own instincts about her true nature initiate the obsessive search
for her authentic inner self.
If Moodie's gaze, then, is obsessively inward, how does one
interpret the landscape imagery in the Journals and the fear associated with it? As a reflection of the humanist philosophy central to Western thought, landscape in literature is "other," i.e.,
that which is set over against man and the culture he creates.
Indeed, as Northrop Frye's work so famously revealed, there is a
substantial body of Canadian literature that clearly exhibits this
culture/nature opposition. Furthermore, women are presented
as features in that landscape. This androcentric literary tradition is most apparent in literature featuring a male hero who, as
Margaret Atwood herself has written, "moves through a landscape that is a landscape of women as well as one of geographical features" (1976 20). It's hardly surprising, then, that in a poem
which presents a woman as the cental figure, landscape is not
"other" but "self."
Beginning with the Odyssey, literature depicting the central
character's quest for identity describes a journey through an often terrifying landscape. This tradition, coupled with the timehonoured association of women and nature, makes Susanna
Moodie's emigration from over-cultivated England to uncultivated
Canada a particularly appropriate metaphor for the female quest
for identity. There is probably little difficulty in identifying a
young, well-bred, well-groomed Victorian "lady" with the soft,
verdant, "curvaceous" English countryside, both landscape and
lady in Victorian England having been virtually transformed
50
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into cultural artifacts. But for the woman who has been taught
to perceive female attractiveness in horticultural metaphors,
the fading of her "bloom" of youth and her "ripening" into
maturity signal a shift in self-perception. These physical and
psychic changes, which occur early in her life, constitute her
loss of the sexual power that is her only power in patriarchal
culture. This loss of power makes the rejection of self as cultural artifact an act of psychological survival. The historical
Moodie arrived in Canada as a new wife and mother, the point
in her life that marked the decline in her sexual power. And
it's at precisely this point that Atwood takes her over as a poetic persona. The difficulty Atwood's Moodie has in making
the shift in self-perception is manifest in the tension between
woman as cultural artifact and woman as uncultivated landscape, a tension that characterizes the first two Journals and
most of the third.
As a product of patriarchal conditioning, Atwood's persona
recoils from the changes which time, her greatest adversary,
forces upon her; indeed, as the Journals open, time has already
begun to close down for her, as the epigrammic "time a thin
refusal" of the opening poem suggests. Moodie gazes for the first
time upon a landscape that is anything but soft and curvaceous,
and sees instead "vistas of desolation" and "omens of winter" —
promises of a hard, prickly, and understandably frightening part
of herself with which she needs to come to terms. But entombed
as she is in patriarchal gender conventions, Moodie finds this
new landscape alienating:
this space cannot hear
[...]
The moving water will not show me
my reflection
The rocks ignore.

(fSM 11)

In this initial confrontation, the landscape defies comparison
with Moodie's image of herself. On a second level of meaning,
these lines convey the sense of invisibility and inaudibility that
characterizes female experience in patriarchy. As Moodie enters
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this new landscape of self, she sets in motion a process that leads
to her ultimate release from the hermetically sealed space that
confines and isolates her. It's a process of continually alternating self-denial and self-recognition.
The process of female self-awareness which the Journals
record leads through long years of isolation, eventual insanity,
death, and rebirth. It involves an initial discovery of where one
stands in relation to the "real" world:
Whether the wilderness is
real or not
depends on who lives there.

(JSM 13)

To Moodie, who "lives there" — indeed, is the wilderness — it is
very real. Men however, as she discovers in a sudden flash of
recognition, "deny the ground they stand on" {fSM 16) and thus
deny her. Her husband and the other men live in a phallocentric
world of pretence and "illusion solid to them as a shovel" in that
they refuse to "open their eyes even for a moment" to female
presence in the world. Moodie, "surrounded, stormed, broken //
in upon" by sudden self-insight, realizes that she is "the dark /
side of light," the "unbright earth," an absence against which a
sun-favoured male presence is defined. In this newly-felt remoteness from her "shadowy husband," Moodie perceives him as "an
X, a concept" (19), an unknown quantity in a system of male
logic. Significantly, Mr. Moodie is quickly written out of the poem
(10) and Susanna is left in the bush to make her greatest selfdiscoveries. In his absence she suddenly recognizes the extent
to which she is imprisoned in the cage of male logic. Illuminated by the light of an "inner" fire (22), her house can be seen
for what it is: an artifact of culture designed by men as "a protective roof" over the heads of women and children, yet "Prisoning
[them] in a cage of blazing / bars." Carefully designed to mathematical specification, this prison exhibits "the logic of windows"
and "all those corners / and straight lines" so foreign to the landscape it inhabits and thus to Moodie herself.
The looking glass, symbol of patriarchy's ultimate judgement
on all women, plays an important role in Moodie's quest for self.
52
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In "Looking in a Mirror," she finally comes face to face with that
cultural artifact, her "heirloom face," now a "crushed eggshell /
among the other debris" of her former self. She now becomes
fully conscious of that other landscape of self:
the mouth cracking
open like a rock in fire
trying to say
What is this

(JSM 25)

But before she can fully speak herself into existence and release
herself from the surface of the imprisoning glass — emerge reborn from the "crushed eggshell" of a former self — her husband quite literally writes himself back into her life: "He wrote.
We are leaving" (26), and returns her to stifling confinement
in a Victorian parlour, where she spends her middle years sifting through memories in an attempt to piece together her fragmented self.
In a Toronto lunatic asylum, where female insanity intensifies floor by upward floor, Moodie reaches the top-most level of
madness and finds herself once more face to face with the landscape she seeks: "It was a hill, with boulders, trees, no houses"
(50). But she is unable to make contact: "The landscape was saying something / but I couldn't hear." She has come a long way
from "the rocks ignore" of her initial self-confrontation. Therefore, she declines an invitation to descend again into the assumed
sanity of culture:

They wanted me to go out
to where there were streets and
the Toronto harbour
I shook my head . . . .

(JSM 51)

She prefers insanity, because at least it promises "all kinds of
answers" about herself.
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With the death of Atwood's Moodie all semblance of an autonomous persona — and an autonomous poet — disappears.
It's more accurate to call Moodie's "Resurrection" a reincarnation in the person of Atwood. The relationship between the nineteenth-century poet Susanna Moodie and her twentieth-century
counterpart needs to be explored further before the final Journal can be interpreted, for this relationship is responsible for
the doubleness of text and voice that becomes obvious as early
as the end of Journal II. Atwood's interest in Moodie is hardly
surprising, given the perennial concern among women writers
for a literary matrilineage. The source of this concern was brilliantly argued by Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar and widely
received by feminist critics in the early eighties. As Gilbert and
Gubar pointed out, the woman poet, confronted by a largely male
literary tradition, is involved in a particularly intense struggle
for self-creation, and "she can begin such a struggle only by
actively seeking a female precursor" (1979 238). The very private and traditionally female genre which the Journals imitate in poetic form suggests the existence of a strong and
intimate bond between Atwood and her literary foremother.
But like all relationships patterned on the mother-daughter
bond, the relationship between Atwood and Moodie is fraught
with ambivalence. What Adrienne Rich once called
"matrophobia" — not the fear of one's mother but the fear of
becoming one's mother (238) — can be traced through Atwood's
rejection of Moodie's art, to the fusion of their identities in
the Journals. Here is Atwood's initial reaction to Roughing it in
the Bush and Life in the Clearings:
When I read them I was disappointed. The prose was
discursive and ornamental and the books had little
shape: they were collections of disconnected anecdotes. The only thing that held them together was the
personality of Mrs. Moodie, and what struck me most
about this personality was the way in which it reflects
many of the obsessions still with us. ("Afterword" JSM,
62)
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The Journals are an investigation into the personality behind the
"discursive and ornamental" prose, and if the poems, as Frank
Davey suggests, "envisage a Moodie very much like Atwood"
(Davey 1974 33), it's because Atwood identifies in Moodie her
own dilemma as a young poet. As Atwood recognizes, Moodie
reflects "many of the obsessions still with us," and one of those
obsessions is the woman's poet's search for an authentic voice.
Moodie represents the female literary subculture in which all
women writers in search of an authentic voice participate, and
because that subculture defines itself in relation to the dominant, male literary culture, women run the risk of speaking in a
double voice. For as pointed out by Suzanne Juhasz in one of the
first comprehensive studies of contemporary American women
poets, "women have sought to find voices in which they could
speak as poets. Some of the difficulty that they have experienced
in being heard comes from the strain of trying to make one sound
out of two conflicting selves" (Juhasz 5). This is the double bind
women writers have traditionally found themselves in: "If the
woman poet 'writes like a man,' she denies her own experience;
if she writes as a woman, her subject matter is trivial" (Juhasz 3).
This split in the female poetic voice is made explicit in the Journals, not only in very obvious places, such as "The Double Voice"
(42) but also in poems such as "Charivari," where the story told
by the "American lady" is quoted word for word by the persona,
as are Brian's comments in "Dream 2: Brian the Still-Hunter"
(36), as if the poet were testing out various voices available to
her. The ultimate voice to be tested and discarded is, of course,
Susanna Moodie's, a voice whose echoes surface in such poems
as "Thoughts from Underground":
due to natural resources, native industry, superior
penitentiaries
we will all be rich and powerful
[...]
who can doubt it, look how
fast Belleville is growing
(JSM 55)
Although Atwood rejects Moodie's "discursive and ornamental"
poetic voice, she embraces the spirit behind it, which can be
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seen to represent a whole generation of Atwood's literary
foremothers.
"The amazing thing about women writers in the nineteenth
century," Atwood has written, "is not that there were so few of
them but that there were any at all" ("The Curse of Eve" 1976
24). The denial of the validity of women's experience and the
taboos against transforming female experience into art were
among the difficulties that many women writers failed to transcend. Susanna Moodie gave birth to five children and raised
them in the Canadian wilderness, yet she "composed uplifting
verse" (41) about Canadian scenery. Her husband brought her,
unwilling, to Canada and left her alone in the bush for months
at a time, yet she wrote "verses about love and sleighbells" (47).
Given this opposition between Moodie's art and Moodie's experience as wife and mother, it's hardly surprising that Atwood
explores Moodie's (and by extension her own) difficulties as a
woman poet through the traditional metaphor for literary creation, the metaphor of childbirth. However, whereas the poetic
process is traditionally described in terms of gestation and the
actual moment of birth, Atwood expands the metaphor to include infant mortality, a notion which "Death of a Young Son by
Drowning" (30) seems to support. The metaphor of infant mortality is a particularly useful device to a poet working within the
aesthetic of silence, for art, like a newborn child, is vulnerable to
neglect and perishes as a result of the silence it may be born
into. In this connection, the opening lines of "The Deaths of the
Other Children" are worth looking at closely:
The body dies
little by little
the body buries itself

(JSM 41)

It's as important to read the vast empty spaces surrounding these
words as it is to read the words themselves. The silence that surrounds these lines emphasizes their shortness, denies any syntactical connection between them, and even threatens to bury
them, to swallow them up "little by little."
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The disappearance in this way of words on the page is an
intensely felt threat that is echoed throughout the Journals. For
example, here are the opening lines of "The Wereman":
My husband walks in the frosted field
an X, a concept
defined against a blank:
he swerves, enters the forest
and is blotted out. (JSM 19)

The figure defined against a vast expanse of white snow is
analogous to a word from the poet's pen defined against a
blank white page. Furthermore, to Atwood/Moodie, identified
as she is with landscape, a white expanse of snow threatens
to silence and erase her as well. This disappearance of poet
and/or poem into a vast white silence is echoed in "Daguerreotype Taken in Old Age":
but whose is this vapid face
pitted and vast, rotund
suspended in empty paper
as though in a telescope
(JSM 48)

Not even the enlarging effect suggested by the telescope can overcome the threat of the "empty paper" in which the image of self
is suspended. Here, the poet/persona avoids being swallowed up
by white, only to be "eaten away by light" at the end of the poem.
If we now return to "The Deaths of the Other Children" we
can see how this disintegration of both the poet and her poetic
offspring is further worked out in terms of the art of silence. It's
worth quoting the text in full in order to get the effect of its
appearance on the page, although the unique typesetting of the
original is difficult to reproduce here:
The body dies
little by little
the body buries itself
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joins itself
to the loosened mind, to the blackberries and thistles, running in a
thorny wind
over the shallow
foundations of our former houses,
dim hollows now in the sandy soil
Did I spend all those years
building up this edifice
my composite
self, this crumbling hovel?
My arms, my eyes, my grieving
words, my disintegrated children
Everywhere I walk, along
the overgrowing paths, my skirt
tugged at by the spreading briers
they catch at my heels with their fingers

(JSM 41)

If we resist the syntactical pull of one line to the next — a pull
which gives the poem a surface meaning corresponding to the
persona's conscious awareness — and allow each line to emerge
as an independent entity isolated by the white silence that surrounds it, we begin to get a glimpse of the submerged meaning,
which corresponds to the consciousness of the poet herself. The
title itself is suggestive: as the word "other," with its covert reference to woman-as-other, suggests, the poem is not concerned
exclusively with infant mortality. In this poem, woman as landscape is not merely metaphorical but literal as well. The body
"joins itself," becomes fully integrated, through the burial of the
self in the earth. The body is then recycled as "black- / berries
and thistles." The isolation of "black-" from "berries" which
emphasizes blackness and suggests a pun on berries, evokes the
blacking out of the "loosened [lucid?] mind" upon integration
with the earth. Woman as literal landscape is also evoked by the
line that reads: "the overgrowing paths, my skirt": as in many of
Atwood's lines which attempt to reduce subject-object differentiation, the connective verb "are" is dissolved in a comma.
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There are other isolated lines in "The Deaths of the Other
Children" worth pondering. For example, the line which reads:
"Did I spend all those years" is a profound questioning of the
poet's very existence, for she feels powerless to write herself
into existence: like her persona, she is "a word / in a foreign
language" (11), a symbol in a patriarchal reading of the world.
The power of literary self-creation belongs to men like the husband of Atwood's Moodie, who even has the power to write himself back into Atwood's text. For the woman poet however, as
the epigrammic "words, my disintegrated children" suggests, language often disintegrates for her when she attempts to bring
forth female experience in literary form.
Women who are forced to write in a foreign language are
condemned to speak in a double voice, for the language of patriarchy cannot accommodate what a woman knows of the world:
that men sweat
always and drink often,
that pigs are pigs
but must be eaten
anyway . . . (JSM 42)

The words for female experience, like "unborn babies / fester
like wounds in the body." If a woman is to enter into discourse at
all she must "[use] hushed tones when speaking" and "[compose] uplifting verse." Little wonder that it's by the light of an
unusually "bitter candle" that Moodie writes "verses about love
and sleighbells" which she knows are not art because "there is
no use for art"; her useful creations are "exchanged for potatoes" (47). Given so many unsuccessful attempts to write herself
into existence, it's hardly surprising that Moodie lapses into a
kind of solipsism in which her own imagined death becomes a
denial that she ever existed at all. In creating "histories, worn
customs" and the "frames, commas, calendars / that enclose me,"
Moodie tells us, "I said I created myself" (52). "Or so I thought,"
she adds bitterly (53). This failed attempt at self-creation gives
her cause to wonder: "What will they do now / that I, that all /
depending on me disappears?" In the asking she answers her
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own question: the genuine experience of her life disappears with
her, for she has had no language to articulate it.
Women writers like Atwood and Moodie, who for so long
have struggled with their "damaged / knowing of the language"
and "negotiated the drizzle / of strange meaning" (JSM 15) in an
alien literary tradition, share what Adrienne Rich once called
"the dream of a common language," or as Atwood calls it, "dreams
/ of birds flying in the shapes / of letters; the sky's codes" (JSM
20). But "the sky's codes" are literally encoded patriarchal constellations that must be decoded by women writers and re-encoded to convey female experience. This is the process whereby
women writers may reinvent language, create the earth's codes.
But earth and sky are unnaturally opposed: "In the morning I
advance," says Atwood's persona, but "The day shrinks back from
me." The opposition is expressed here in mythological terms:
Mother Earth advances around the male sun but instead of remaining fixed in the universe, sun "shrinks back" from earth as
if to ignore her. It's the rightful placement of male and female
cosmological principles which Atwood/Moodie longs for:
When will be
that union and each
thing (bits
of surface broken by my foot
step) will without moving move
around me
into its place (JSM 21)

Bit by bit women may break through the resisting surface of a
patriarchal tradition, even as the meaning of these lines breaks
through the syntax. But such phenomena do not right the balance. In the longed-for totality, "the sky's codes" will become
constellations which, like the sun, "move without moving" into
place around the earth to form a union of "each / thing" in a
total, androgynous cosmology.
Of course, this conflict between sun and earth, victorious male
and vanquished female cosmologies echoes the ancient origins
of patriarchal ideology. Northrop Frye, in a discussion of the two
as "earth-mother" and "sky-father" creation myths, notes "that
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the earth-mother myth is the older of the two, being more appropriate for an agricultural society, as its rival was for the more
urban, tool-using, and patriarchal society that succeeded it. ...
[In] Greek mythology, the sky-father . . . establishes his supremacy by force over a much older earth-mother" (1980 36).
This "supremacy by force" is suggested by another cosmological
image in which Moodie, "the granular moon," is "being / eaten
away by light" (48). Moodie's death-bed wish is for an end to this
patriarchal aggression:
the sky
leaps at me: let there be
the sunset
(JSM 48)

The death of Atwood's Moodie, with all its references to disintegration and decay, is analogous to the erosion of women's literature by male-defined literary criteria, and the consequent erasure
of women's names from literary history.
In the underground and resurrection poems that close the
Journals, the notion of opposing male and female cosmologies
is developed further to reflect the culture/nature opposition. The
patriarchal cosmology in these poems is teleological and is represented by Toronto, the Celestial City that turns out to be a
"rivetted Babylon" (57) consistently described in the patriarchal
language of the Bible. Beneath the city lie the ruins of ancient,
pre-patriarchal, prehistoric cultures described in language borrowed from patriarchy but purged and reinvested with new
meaning. By definition, this natural cosmology holds the possibility of rebirth in a new form. In "Resurrection" the two
cosmologies are held simultaneously in the consciousness of
the persona. This "dual-mindedness" is reflected in the placement of the text on the page:
I hear now
the rustle of the snow
the angels listening above me
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thistles bright with sleet
gathering
waiting for the time
to reach me
up to the pillared
sun, the final city
or living towers

(JSM 58)

The lines that begin at the base margin represent the teleological order. The cosmology of process begins to take shape at the
drop-line, "the rustle of the snow," and carries on with "thistles
bright with sleet / gathering" and "or living towers." The placement of the latter half of the poem suggests the triumph of the
natural cosmology over the teleological:
unrisen yet
whose dormant stones lie folding
their holy fire around me
(but the land shifts with frost
and those who have become the stone
voices of the land
shift also and say
god is not
the voice in the whirlwind

god is the whirlwind
at the last
judgement we will all be trees (JSM 59)

The lines that follow the unclosed parenthesis establish a new
base-margin and become the main text.
The carefully arranged visual pattern of "Resurrection" suggests that the persona hears on the one hand "the angels listening above" in "the final city" and on the other "the rustle of the
snow." The fact that the existence of heavenly angels is at best
disputable ("I see now I see / now I cannot see") and that the
presence of a snow- and sleet-filled winter wind is not easily
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denied, is a further commentary on the opposition of the two
cosmologies. Gradually the persona "shifts" to exclude the patriarchal voices and listens instead to "those who have become
the stone / voices of the land." She makes a further "shift" to
become one of those voices, a strong voice free at last of all
doubleness. In this new single voice she speaks out against a
humanist/androcentric ideology that insists upon the supremacy
of man and his god over nature: "god is not / the voice in the
whirlwind." She proclaims instead the primacy and numinosity
of nature itself: "god is the whirlwind." Significantly, she ends
by triumphantly declaring that "at the last / Judgement we will
all be trees," not angels. The term "last judgement" has been
stripped of all its patriarchal overtones of authority, damnation,
salvation, and becomes merely a term that marks the point of
metamorphosis into vegetation of all dead creatures.
The ultimate resolution of duality occurs in the final two poems of the Journals. Here, the persona is depicted as a kind of
Persephone-Demeter figure, waiting below for her time of rebirth, and appearing above ground in the closing poem where
she, like the mythological Demeter, takes responsibility for the
December snow: "this is my doing" (60). The DemeterPersephone myth is a particularly appropriate tool for exploring
the death/rebirth theme here because the myth holds a primary
place in Atwood's imagination and in fact structures her first
published work, Double Persephone. Indeed, Journal III appears
to be a re-working of the earlier poem. Further, the Demeter/
Persephone figure is analogous to the Moodie/Atwood persona
and helps to illuminate the literary mother-daughter relationship. Feminist critic Grace Stewart, in her early exploration of
literature featuring the artist as heroine, discovered that "an appreciation of the Demeter/Persephone myth provides insights to
women's lives and their art." Stewart deals with the two figures
in the myth as one figure "because the two blur, just as the
boundaries between mother and child fade in each woman"
(1981 45). In the final section of the Journals the two do indeed
blur and, as we have already seen, it is not always possible to
separate Atwood the poet from Moodie the persona.
The fear of vanishing expressed throughout the Journals is
undercut in the closing poem: "It would take more than that to
banish / me," says Moodie:
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it shows you how little they know
about vanishing: I have
my ways of getting through
(fSM 60)

as indeed she does, via the pen of Margaret Atwood. The "you"
introduced in this poem is the former Moodie, the artifact of
patriarchal culture, now completely differentiated from the
speaking persona. At the command of the new, self-identified
Moodie, this dead "you" turns, uneasy, in her grave. She is told to
"Turn, look up" to note that the city is already decaying back
into "an unexplored / wilderness," a notion which is supported
by the phrase "kingdom still" with its overtones of patriarchal
monarchy and death. The "you" is then invited to "Turn, look down:
/ there is no city; / this is the centre of a forest," a forest held in the
womb of the earth and awaiting its time of rebirth. Interestingly,
this image is depicted in terms of the Persephone/Demeter theme,
in Atwood's cover design for thejournals: opened out flat, front and
back covers together form an image of Atwood in an underground
forest juxtaposed against Moodie's daguerreotype lying coffin-like
on its side above ground in a wintry black-and-white landscape.
The death/rebirth metaphor, with its cyclical implications,
reflects the entire structure of thejournals in that the closing
line of the work, "your place is empty," links up with the epigraph poem. The "your place" is "woman's place," that "allotted
and confined space" John Berger describes in the passage quoted
at the beginning of this analysis. Moodie, or Moodie in the guise
of Atwood, releases her image from the frame that confines it:
I take this picture of myself
and with my sewing scissors
cut out the face.
Now it is more accurate:
where my eyes were,
everything appears

Perception, or "eyes," with its implied perceiver/perceived, self/
other distinction, disappears and is replaced by "every- / thing,"
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being and non-being, the union of subject and object which is
the only possible state: the transitional state of becoming. This
pre-patriarchal, Earth-Mother vision echoes the "each / thing" of
the poet's longed-for androgynous totality. Atwood has brought
Moodie through her search for self and beyond, into an identity
that transcends gender and even species distinctions. This state
of becoming is "a landscape stranger than Uranus / we have all
been to and some remember" (JSM 30), a natural landscape estranged by patriarchy but nevertheless retained in female consciousness.
Clearly Margaret Atwood's concern with doubleness is not
confined to The Journals of Susanna Moodie, as the title of Sherrill
Grace's study, Violent Duality, suggests. That title, which alludes
to the "Afterword" of the Journals, implies that Atwood's
doubleness is the source of conflict in her work. As for the source
of the doubleness itself, it can be found, as Moodie's has been
found, in the anecdotes of the poet's own experience:
Robert Graves's poetic theories [are] set forth in many
books, especially The White Goddess, which I read at
the age of 19. For Graves, man does, woman simply is.
Man is the poet, woman is the Muse, the White Goddess herself, inspiring but ultimately destroying. What
about a woman who wants to be a poet? . . . Graves's
pattern for the female artists was "create and destroy."
(Atwood "The Curse of Eve" 1976 22-23)

Clearly Atwood was haunted by the Gravesian create-and-destroy
model of female art in the early years of her career. Indeed, it's
entirely possible that she internalized the White Goddess as a
sinister double. Perhaps it's that double who is responsible for
the "Afterword" to the Journals. For if the "Afterword" did not
actually destroy the work, it did some violence by diverting attention from it. By focusing exclusively on the surface narrative,
the "Afterword" denies the existence of the layers of meaning
that lie beneath. However, as I have attempted to demonstrate,
those layers of meaning, like Atwood's Moodie, have their ways
of getting through.
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Two years after the appearance of Thejoumals of Susanna Moodie,
Atwood published Surfacing, a novel with a much more explicitly ecological vision than theJournals. In Canada, critics seemed
more preoccupied with the novel's nationalist reverberations;
some even tried to put an autobiographical spin on the book.
However, in 1976, American theologian Carol Christ, one of the
early figures in the cultural feminist revival of neolithic goddess
traditions, analysed the relationship between nonhuman nature
and Atwood's protagonist in order to illustrate how transcendence of Christian mind-body dualism is central to female religious experience. In response, Judith Plasko, also a theologian,
reread the novel in order to illustrate the need for a balance between immersion in, and accountability to, nature. Christ and
Plasko also touched on nationalist concerns with respect to Canadian nature. Interestingly, Atwood's reply to these articles was
that Surfacing is neither a feminist, nationalist, nor theological
tract but rather, a novel. She did not deny the novel's ecological
vision (Atwood 1976). But despite what would appear to be her
resistance to the dissolution of artificial boundaries between
genres, there is no question that Atwood the poet and Atwood
the critic often speak in a single voice in The Journals. Indeed,
her treatment of the split subjectivity of Susanna Moodie is at
least as powerful a critical statement as anything she wrote in
Survival. Moreover, by imitating the conventions of a personal
journal, Atwood seems to suggest that the reconstruction of a
writer's life may still be as important a critical task as the
deconstraction of her texts.

2
Mother Nature, Daughter Culture:
Maqorie Pickthall's Quest
for Poetic Identity

n March of 1921, the National Community Players performed The Wood Carver's Wife, a one-act verse drama
by the Toronto poet Marjorie Pickthall, at the New
Empire Theatre in Montreal. The play was so well received that
the Community Players took it to Toronto where it was presented
again at Hart House Theatre. Critics hailed it as an outstanding
Canadian drama: "In one short play," wrote Lome Pierce in 1924,
Pickthall "achieved such a triumph of skill as firmly to establish
her among the masters of the dramatic form of her generation"
(113). Although Pickthall was not present at either performance
of the play, she was gratified by its success, for she thought more
of it than anything she had previously written. Fourteen years
after her death in 1922, W.E. Collin wrote that The Wood Carver's Wife "stood high in her estimation because it is the drama of
her own soul" (75). Collin's statement would have bewildered
Marjorie Pickthall's many admirers, for the play, which depicts
an afternoon of terror in the studio of a sculptor and his beautiful wife and model, is a story of sexual betrayal, sadistic jealousy, ruthless artistic ambition, and murder. By contrast, Pickthall
herself was the model of Victorian propriety and feminine virtue, and her audience had come to expect refined sensibility,
literary decorum and, above all, Christian piety from her. Hence,
the brutality and the anti-Christian sentiment that boil below
the ornate surface of the play were largely ignored, and the work
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was acclaimed for its "spirit of lofty tragedy" and its "unforgettable beauty of sentiment" (qtd. in Pierce 113).1
This misapprehension is symptomatic of the curious phenomenon that shaped the life and career of Marjorie Pickthall.
On one hand, she was created by a middle-class conservative
literary establishment in need of assurances that old traditions
— traditional femininity as well as literary traditions — were
still intact. In scores of reviews and critical studies of her poetry,
they constructed her out of their fantasies of ideal womanhood,
thus turning her into a cultural artefact — an object d'art. On the
other hand, these critics were not alone in constructing her.
Pickthall was also the product of her literary experience — the
experience of reading poetry written almost exclusively by men,
chiefly the British Romantics and the Victorian inheritors of their
poetic whose work she studied assiduously and imitated obsessively in her own poetry. Through their construction of
nonhuman nature as female and their personification of it as
Mother Nature, they offered Pickthall an identity that seems to
have appealed to her as the exact opposite of cultural artefact,
namely, that of natural phenomenon. In this essay, I want to trace
the process of that double construction, for the way in which
Pickthall finally learned to navigate the treacherous course between poetic convention and critical reception illustrates a
uniquely female struggle for self-representation and poetic subjectivity.
"Amnesia," says Sandra Gilbert, "whether willed or accidental, has long been a problem for feminism" (Graff 123). We now
live in an era in which men have become "a new victim group,
oppressed by the gigantic strides taken by affirmative action
policies, can't get jobs, can't keep women .. ." (Dyer 10). As
women in ever greater numbers respond to these male cries of
pain by renewing a commitment to the assumption that women's primary responsibilities are comforting men, healing their
self-inflicted wounds, and nurturing the next generation of patriarchs, we need reminding of how women fared during an earlier period of patriarchal retrenchment, the one that brought the
first wave of political feminism to a close. For it's through the
lives of individual women that we can come to understand how
women themselves are used and — often unwittingly — collude
in their own use as subtle weapons in defense of the status quo.
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I have therefore chosen to reconstruct the life of Marjorie
Pickthall within the context of Canadian literary history and the
status of women in turn-of-the-century Canada. My reconstruction leans heavily on two sources, one slightly more reliable than
the other: Pickthall's personal letters to friends and acquaintances,2 and Pickthall's biography, penned in the rapturous prose
of her most ardent admirer, the critic and editor of Ryerson Press,
Lome Pierce.

Killed into Art
Pickthall sold her first manuscript to the Toronto Globe in 1899,
when she was 15 years old. Her career ended abruptly in 1922,
when, at the age of 39, she died in Vancouver of complications
following surgery. Perhaps no other Canadian poet has enjoyed
such enormous fashionable success followed by such total
eclipse. Critics "seized on her poems and stories as works of distinction," and some even hailed her as a genius and seer. "More
than any other poet of this century," wrote E.K. Brown in 1943,
"she was the object of a cult.... Unacademic critics boldly placed
her among the few, the immortal names" (65). Brown might also
have noted that unreserved praise was lavished on Pickthall by
scholarly critics as well. She was admired and encouraged by
Pelham Edgar who, at the time of her death, wrote: "Her talent
was strong and pure and tender, and her feeling for beauty was
not more remarkable than her unrivalled gift for expressing it"
(qtd. in Pierce 157). Archibald MacMechan wrote: "Her death
means the silencing of the truest, sweetest singing voice ever
heard in Canada" (qtd. in Pierce 47). Within 18 months of her
death no less than ten articles — all overloaded with superlatives — were published in journals and magazines such as The
Canadian Bookman, Dalhousie Review, and Saturday Night. In his
biography, Marjorie Pickthall: A Book of Remembrance, Lome Pierce
includes ten tributes paid in verse to the memory of Marjorie
Pickthall by companion poets; Pierce himself writes rhapsodically
of her "Colour, Cadence, Contour and Craftsmanship" (10).
Pickthall's emergence as First Lady of Canadian Letters is best
understood in the context of the social conventions that regulated gender at the turn of the century. Throughout the closing
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decades of the nineteenth century, the middle-class community
along the Toronto-Montreal axis was one of the most conservative strongholds in the English-speaking world. This was
especially evident with respect to the women's suffrage
movement. Active and highly visible suffrage campaigns were
well underway in England, Australia, New Zealand, and the United
States. By contrast, in 1894, when Ottawa finally got around to
discussing the question of women's suffrage, there was little interest in a Parliamentary debate on the issue. The following year,
Member of Parliament Guillaume Amyot vigorously protested a
motion made by Nicholas Davin in favour of a limited form of
female franchise:
Resorting to the well-worn theme that casting a ballot
would remove women from their proper sphere,
Amyot solemnly averred that women are "the point of
connection between earth and Heaven. They assume
something of the angel . . . Let us leave them their
moral purity, their bashfulness, their sweetness,
which gave them in our minds so much charm. It ill
becomes the community to change her sex and to
degrade her by the exercise of the franchise." In a
final blast he produced this gem: "You make men of
women and you depoetize them." After three days of
debate, Davin's motion was lost by a vote of 105 to 47.
(Cleverdon 111)

Clearly the members of the House of Commons shared Guillaume
Amyot's anxiety about the possible depoetization of women and
were reluctant to give up their illusions about the angelic nature
of women. Many women, too, were reluctant to depoetize themselves for fear of losing what little power they already had: the
power to charm men with what Amyot saw as their moral purity, their bashfulness, and their sweetness. Without that power
— or perceived power — the limited control they had over their
own lives was lost to them. Their survival was dependent upon
their ability to learn the art of charming men, and when they
were successful they trained their daughters in the same arts.
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As the movement for the depoetization of Canadian women
intensified, so did the counter-movement for the continued cultivation of women as angels and art objects. This anti-feminism
was only one facet of delayed Victorianism in middle-class
Canada, and the so-called Romantic "feminine" verse, which was
to prove so irritating to the early Modernist poets,3 probably owes
much to the literary establishment's anti-feminist sensibilities.
This anti-feminism worked in the favour of feminine women
with modest talent and not so modest literary aspirations, for
male editors, publishers, and critics, like most Victorian men,
were not always able to differentiate between the woman poet
and the art she created in her own image. Like their threatened
political representatives in Ottawa, these men did what they could
— perhaps unwittingly — to prevent the depoetization of women:
as the periodical literature of the period illustrates, they published and favourably reviewed poetry by women that exhibited
such feminine virtues as modesty, gracefulness, purity, delicacy,
civility, compliancy, and politeness.
This, then, was the political and literary environment in which
Marjorie Pickthall was raised from the age of six, when she was
brought from England by her emigrating parents. Educated at
Toronto's Church of England day school and the prestigious
Bishop Strachan's School for Girls, she became a product of her
rigidly conservative environment. The private journal she kept
throughout her adolescence and the letters she soon began to
exchange with her intimate friend Helen Coleman, niece of the
poet Helena Coleman, strongly suggest that she cultivated traditional femininity in the form of self-depreciation, delicate sensibilities, conventional Christian piety, and self-diminutization —
all of which was enhanced by her adolescent shyness and her
precarious health. These qualities are reflected in the poetry she
produced during the early years of her career, poems that would
eventually contribute to her image as the ideal "little woman" of
Canadian letters with a suitably feminine lack of professionalism.
The year she came to the attention of the critical establishment, the Victorian Romantic tradition was already in need of
fresh talent. By the turn of the century Lampman had died, Carman, Roberts, and D.C. Scott were settling into middle-age,
Crawford, who had never really enjoyed the attention she
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deserved, was long dead, and her Collected Poems, edited by John
Garvin, would not appear until 1905. Pauline Johnson, also middle-aged, was spending most of her time on tour in the West,
and as a result her literary output had slowed down considerably; her collected poems, Flint and Feather, would not appear
until 1912, a year before her death. William Henry Drummond,
eight years Johnson's senior, and Tom Maclnnes were enjoying
success but their work was not in the mainstream of the
established tradition. Senior poets imitating the "Confederation"
group were filling the pages of newspapers and magazines with
pleasing but mediocre verse: among these were Wilfred
Campbell, Isabel Ecclestone Mackay, John Reade, Helena
Coleman, F.G. Scott, Sarah Ann Curzon, Mrs. J.F. Harrison
("Seranus"), Agnes Maule Machar ("Fidelis"), and Agnes Ethelwyn
Wetherald.
The role of deliverer of a literary tradition in extremis was
thrust upon the adolescent Pickthall; it was a fate she would
come to loathe. She seemed an ideal candidate for the role. She
was young; she was also directly in the mainstream of the already established Canadian tradition. Many of her models were
the best of the nineteenth-century British poets, and she had
great thematic affinity with D.C. Scott, successfully incorporated
many Lampmanesque images, and recalled the best of Carman
in the intense musicality of her verse. Furthermore, the Christian overtones of her poetry appealed to the clergymen and other
church affiliates who constituted the core of the Canadian literary establishment. But what Marjorie Pickthall did best for the
men who advanced her career, promoted her image, and published her books — powerful men such as Archibald MacMechan,
Andrew MacPhail, and Lome Pierce — was to postpone a little
longer the day when they would have to face the fact that the
Golden Age of Victorian Romantic poetry in Canada was over.
The image of Marjorie Pickthall which her readers and critics abstracted from her poetry was undoubtedly soothing to those
who feared the depoetization of women. In the flood of critical
response to her work which climaxed in Lome Pierce's biography in 1925, it is clear that she made a special impression upon
male critics: she was seen as a Christian mystic, and her love of
the language and mythology of the Bible was interpreted as submission to Christian doctrine and a humble acceptance of her
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place in its scheme of things. The opening sentence of J.D. Logan's Marjorie Pickthall: Her Poetic Genius and Art is typical:
"Whenever I have thought of Marjorie Pickthall, the person, I
have reimagined the kneeling, praying Christ in the Garden of
Gethsemene, and I have fancied that I heard, from her lips, the
agony of Christ's prayer.. ." (13). Archibald MacMechan thought
her "incapable of uttering a false note" (222); Alfred Gordon insisted that many of the poems contained in her first collection
were "unsurpassed by any other work in the language" (187);
and Pelham Edgar felt that it was "very difficult to say what faults,
if any, there are" in her poetry (6). Indeed, so rhapsodic were the
flights indulged in by her admirers that they succeeded in turning the poet herself into a literary creation — in effect, immortalizing her by "killing her into art."4 By delivering the qualities
of moral purity, bashfulness, and sweetness which had so
charmed the men of Amyot's generation, she not only assured
her immediate survival as a practising woman poet, she also won
recognition as the foremost poet of her generation.

Consumed by Nature
Marjorie Pickthall was never comfortable in the limelight. Her
response to fame was to withdraw even deeper into the world of
books. But whereas her male mentors killed her into art, her
male models absorbed her into their landscapes. Imitation is a
valid starting-point for an apprentice poet but, ideally, by the
time a poet has earned critical acclaim she has abandoned her
dependence on her models and established a voice of her own.
But in Pickthall's case, critical recognition was premature and
had the effect of postponing the day when she would begin to
take the necessary risks involved in working out her own unique
poetic. What proved so fatal to her early verse was her failure to
understand "woman's place" as dictated by the conventions of
the tradition in which she worked. Because she cannot identify
with the self-assertive "I AM" of the Romantic male poets whose
work she imitated, it's not always possible to know where the
poet stands in many of her early nature poems. For example, in
"The Sleep-Seekers," the poetic voice seems to shift location as
the poem progresses:
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Lift thou the latch whereon the wild rose clings,
Touch the green door to which the briar has grown.
If you seek sleep, she dwells not with these things, —
The prisoned wood, the voiceless reed, the stone.
But where the day yields to one star alone,
Softly Sleep cometh on her brown owl-wings,
Sliding above the marshes silently
To the dim beach between the black pines and the sea.
There; or in one leaf-shaken loveliness
Of birchen light and shadow, deep she dwells. . . .
[...]
Here shall we lift our lodge against the rain,
Walling it deep
With tamarac branches and the balsam fir,
Sweet even as sleep,
And aspen boughs continually astir
To make a silver-gleaming —
Here shall we lift our lodge and find again
A little space for dreaming. (CP 51)

The "you" receives the invitation from the speaker to transcend
the prison of normal consciousness — the "voiceless" state —
and enter into the imaginative state of dreaming sleep. This poetic state is represented by the "dim beach" which is located
"There" in nature. In the closing stanza, however, the perspective shifts: "There" suddenly becomes "Here," "you" becomes
"we," and the sought-after state of consciousness is now a protective space deep within the womb of nature. Comparing these
lines unfavourably with Archibald Lampman's practice, R.E.
Rashley writes that "Lifting our lodge breaks the communion
with nature of Lampman, and turns the last line, which with
him would have been a communication of mood, into a separation
both from life and from nature" (101). Rashley's objections are understandable, for these lines do not conform to the conventional
Romantic model, which images communion between the poet and
a clearly differentiated landscape. What they do image is a speaker
who is not fully differentiated from nature; communion between
poet and nature is not possible where the poet is identified with
nature. The invitation to enter nature is as much from nature itself
as it is from the speaker. This poem is typical of Pickthall's early
work, where the poet is often absorbed by her own landscapes.
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But Pickthall was not alone among women poets struggling with
this particular convention of Romanticism. In her Women Writers
and Poetic Identity (1980), a book acknowledged by Romanticists as
having helped to "[mark] the coming of age of a feminist criticism
of the major texts of the English Romantic period" (Mellor 3),
Margaret Homans theorized the problem. Using psychoanalytic
terms reminiscent of Harold Bloom's The Anxiety of Influence,
Homans explained what aspiring women poets must confront in
their initial encounters with Romantic nature poetry:
. . . as the most powerful feminine figure in Romantic
poetry, [Mother Nature] dominates the consciousness
of women entering the tradition as newcomers. She
was there before them, as the mother precedes the
daughters. For the male poets of the Romantic period,
the poets of the past and the figures of the poet
represented in their works constitute a father figure
against whom the younger poet, picturing himself as
son, must define himself. If the figure of the powerful
poet of the past is the father, in this family romance,
then the mother is surely the Mother Nature represented as the object of that poet's love. (Homans 14)

The paradigm of Romantic poetry images the interaction between
human moods and natural phenomena as a universal marriage
between man and nature — a coupling which depends upon
identifying nature as both otherness and female, and subjectivity as male (Homans 19). The poet images himself as initially
the child of Mother Nature; maturity means the gradual development of consciousness resulting in the ultimate separation of
his identity from that of the mother. He is transcendent; she is
the agent of his transcendence. Fully differentiated from her, he
now uses poetic language as a means of repossessing her.
The male poet's relationship to nature and his imaging of
nature as female are clearly problematic for women poets.
Women are also the children of Mother Nature, but as daughters
they cannot achieve gender separation from her. This identification of woman with objectified nature denies the female poet
subjectivity: "Without subjectivity," writes Homans, "women are
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incapable of self-representation, the fundamental of masculine
creativity." Further, to be identified with nature is to be identified with unconsciousness, inarticulateness, and fatality. In order to achieve poetic identity, women "must cast off their image
of themselves as objects, as the other, in the manner of daughters refusing to become what their mothers have been. The difficulty is that the image of Mother Nature is so appealing. The women
poets do not want to dissociate themselves either from Nature or
from nature even thought they know they must" (Homans 14).
But the identification of woman with landscape goes much
farther back than the Romantic tradition in poetry. Classical
mythology imaged this relationship in the story of Demeter and
Persephone. However, as suggested in another of Pickthall's early
poems, "Persephone Returning to Hades," enforced separation
from Mother Nature is equally as self-annihilating as merger with
her, for Persephone's descent into hell represents another kind
of disappearance into (or beneath) the landscape. This is in keeping with what Grace Stewart discovered in her examination of
the Demeter-Persephone story as an important myth of identity
that informed many works by women from the mid-nineteenth
century on. Persephone as Stewart describes her in "Mother,
Daughter, and the Birth of the Female Artist" embodies the identity dilemma experienced by women who struggle for self-representation in their writing:
Demeter, the strong woman who challenges patriarchal law, is offset by Persephone, the woman as
victim. . . . Both the loss and the jubilant return [of
Persephone] are tinged with sorrow and what the
Greeks term anagnorisis (recognition, epiphanic
comprehension of identity). However, the story does
not directly reveal the emotions of the maiden. She
stands mute, torn between male and female lovers,
mother and husband, a pawn in their battle for control. (Stewart 1979 132)

In Stewart's view, this is the Persephone with whom women
writers identify: a silenced victim of a fierce power struggle, a
woman who is doomed to know herself only as an extension of
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the forces that jointly possess her. As in the literature Stewart
examines, this is the figure who often emerges in the poems in
which Pickthall attempts to work out her identity as poet.
In "Persephone Returning to Hades," Pickthall invests the
mute Persephone with the interiority denied her in the myth.
Persephone's eloquent monologue dramatizes the identity erasure experienced by Pickthall who, as a woman poet in the Romantic tradition, was forced to live that myth. The poem is an
excellent illustration of all the faults and virtues of Victorian Romantic feminine verse. Decorous and delicate of feeling,
"Persephone" helps to explain Pickthall's appeal to gender conservatives. Written when she was barely out of her teens, it is
representative of Pickthall's early work which, as might be
expected of any adolescent poet, is "virtually a sampler of floral
embroidery, the apprentice work of a literary seamstress."5 Yet
for its type, "Persephone" is technically well executed — which
helps to explain how the leading critics of the day justified their
attempts to canonize her. For example, the word "little," the most
overworked word in Pickthall's poetic vocabulary, is not even
used, much less abused.6 Further, there is no silver or gold, opal
or pearl and, mercifully, no loveliness; that kind of diction and
imagery mars many of her other poems. The blank verse of
"Persephone" and its judicious use of long vowels create sombreness without a lot of melodrama. Perhaps it was the fear of
her invalid mother's ever-impending death that helped Pickthall
select just the right tone of dread for Persephone's monologue:
Last night I made my pillow of the leaves
Frostily sweet, and lay throughout the hours
Close to the woven roots of the earth; O earth,
Great mother, did the dread foreknowledge run
Through all they veins and trouble thee in thy sleep?
No sleep was mine. Where my faint hands had fallen
Wide on thy grass, pale violets, ere the day,
Grew like to sorrow's self made visible,
Each with a tear at heart. . . .
(CP 178)

The problem for most Romantic feminine verse is that it lacks
substance; here, that quality works to the poem's advantage. The
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striking image of "faint hands . . . fallen / Wide" on the grass
captures quite nicely a sense of Persephone's decreasing substantiality, which complements the concretization suggested by
"sorrow's self made visible." Its flirtation with pathetic fallacy
aside, this opposition of invisibility and visibility evokes nature's
transformation, as fruitful summer disappears and desolate winter emerges in the landscape.
The last three verses are worth quoting, for they illustrate
the kind of training Pickthall put herself through in her attempt
to learn what Stuart Curran calls "a discipline of particularity
and discrimination that is a test of powers" (190).
. . . Yet, ere I turned
From these dim meadows to the doors of hell,
Gathered these sad untimely flowers, and found
Long beautiful berries ripening on the thorn,
With one wide rose that had forgot to die.
These I bore softly thence. But here within
This gathering-place of shadows where I wait
For the slow change, there cometh a sullen wind
Blown from the memoried fields of asphodel
Or Lethe's level stream; and these my flowers
Slip from my hands and are but shadows too.
Why should I grieve when grief is overpast?
Why should I sorrow when I may forget?
The shepherds' horns are crying about the folds,
The east is clear and yellow as daffodils,
Dread daffodils —
The brightest flower o' the fields.
I gathered them in Enna, O, my lord.
Do the doors yawn and their dim warders wait?
What was this earth-born memory I would hold?
Almost I have forgotten. Lord, I see
Before, the vast gray suburbs of the dead;
Behind, the golden loneliness of the woods,
A stir of wandering birds, and in the brake
A small brown faun who follows me and weeps.
(CP 178-9)
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"[TJurned" and "slow change" evoke again the turning of the
seasons, and the reluctance with which Persephone turns and
changes is embodied in the rose that has forgotten death. The
archaic diction — "ere," "thence," "cometh" — is less distracting
here than elsewhere in Pickthall's work, where it is often disastrous; the damage done here seems to get cancelled out by the
way in which sound and image work to such good effect in "doors
of hell," "sullen wind," and "Lethe's level stream." The last two
verses are remarkably effective in their evocation of Persephone's
deteriorating memory. Interestingly, the tempo picks up as
Persephone questions her state of mind. The cadences change
and change again, suggesting the disruption of thought process.
"Dread daffodils," an allusion to the narcissus that had enticed
her to stray too far from Demeter — the error that resulted in
her original abduction — now signal the dreaded reunion with
the god of death. Demeter forgotten, she now addresses her lord,
Dis. The poem climaxes in "the vast gray suburbs of the dead," the
most chilling image in the poem. The last line is unfortunate: the
weeping faun is too precious an image to end what is otherwise a
powerful piece in its own way; the weakness of this line suggests a
backing off, as if Pickthall is afraid of coming into poetic power.
Elsewhere in Pickthall's nature poetry the merging of persona and landscape almost always confuses the issue; in
"Persephone" it is the issue. The fatality and unconsciousness
which women poets in the Romantic tradition must struggle
against is, in the Demeter-Persephone myth, central to the plot.
Further, this merging process in Pickthall's poem is under tight,
conscious control. But it's Persephone's loss of memory which
is the most terrifying aspect of the poem, for to lose one's
memory is to lose one's identity, and it's this loss of identity that
makes the poem a kind of signature piece for Pickthall as a poet.
The work of the male Romantic poets was not the only poetry Pickthall imitated. Equally important to her was the Bible,
whose female figures also influenced her poetic self-concept.
"Eve as she is read by masculine culture is interchangeable with
Mother Nature: the object of men's conversation, beautiful but
amoral, the 'mother of all living' (Genesis 3:20), and best kept
under control and silent" (Homans 215). Eve also demonstrates
to women "their unfitness for poetry."
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Equally responsible for negative models of feminine
poethood is the patriarchal tradition of Christianity
which, unlike as it is to Wordsworthian paganistic
reverence for Mother Nature, fosters an analogous
view of femininity. The Judaeo-Christian tradition is
notoriously misogynistic. The church Fathers and
later interpreters did a great deal to augment the
identification of woman with sin, thereby justifying
her religious and secular oppression. . . . (Homans 29)
Eve's responsibility for the Fall makes her inferior to Adam and
morally weak. More important, only Adam is given the power of
naming. As the first inheritor of language he hands down his
legacy to successive generations of poets: Wordsworth presumes
"To act the God among external things'"; Coleridge "defines
imagination so that the poet is the direct inheritor of God's selfasserting 'I AM'; and Emerson, "even more powerfully than the
British writers, makes the poet in the image of the Son, his speech
Adamic, and poetry the inheritor of divinity" (Homans 31). Conversely, "Eve, and women after her, have been dislocated from
the ability to feel that they are speaking their own language"
(Homans 32). So, whether women look to verbally powerless Eve
or unconscious Mother Nature, they find no poetic role-models.
Although she avoided testing out Eve as a possible poetic
persona, Eve nevertheless casts a long shadow across Pickthall's
poetry. Many of her sacred poems, most of which imitate the
rhetoric of the Bible, fail because language remains identified
with the Bible. As The Word of God and the inheritance of Adam
alone, it renders the poet mute. Indeed, it might even be said
that God — or, more specifically, the patriarchal God of Christianity — was one of Pickthall's stern literary fathers. Her middleclass conservative readership was especially appreciative of her
sacred verse, and its steady flow from her pen elicited a steady
flow of accolades in return. It was important to the literary establishment that its leading poetess be a Christian lady — and
preferably High Church. Both Lome Pierce and J.D. Logan agonized over the possibility that Pickthall was neither. Although
the majority of her sacred verse was, to their relief, conventional
in Christian sentiment, it was her strong attraction to paganism
that distressed these men. At the end of a three-page attempt to
80

I

P O E T I C

C O N S C I O U S N E S S

explain away the Catholic and neo-pagan allusions in Pickthall's
work, Pierce concluded that "It would be safer to say that Marjorie
Pickthall grew up in orthodox Protestant Christianity, but found
the Christ for herself. . . . Possibly we shall not err if we call her
simply a Christian wandervogel" (170). Logan recognized in
Pickthall "a naturally pagan spirit" but felt constrained to footnote that in using the term "pagan" he "does not mean, of course,
atheistic or unchristian" (13). Such dancing about on the head
of a pin says more about their religious anxieties than it does
about Pickthall's. Whatever Pickthall's religious convictions, she
was constructed as Christian in the critical discourse, and that is
how she has come down to us.
The recurring Roman Catholic presence of the Virgin Mary
in Pickthall's verse was one reason why establishing her Protestant credentials proved such a strenuous critical activity. But
Pickthall had reasons for gravitating toward the Mother of Christ,
reasons alluded to in "A Mother in Egypt." This poem is based
on Exodus XI, which relates an episode in the ongoing power
struggle between Pharaoh and the God of Moses, and thus replays the theme of "Persephone Returning to Hades." Moses reports that God has spoken to him, saying:
About midnight will I go out into the midst of Egypt;
and all the firstborn in the land of Egypt shall die,
from the firstborn of Pharaoh that sitteth upon the
throne, even unto the firstborn of the maid-servant
that is behind the mill. . . . (Exodus XI: 4-5)

Pickthall quotes this passage as the epigraph to her poem, which
is in the form of a dramatic monologue in eight verses spoken
by the maid-servant, present in the biblical passage only as a
binary contrast to Pharaoh. It is significant that Pickthall chooses
to embody this trope — a poor and powerless female victim of
the struggle between two oppressive patriarchal forces warring
for total supremacy — and retell the story from her point of view.
The maid-servant's monologue takes place the morning after the night in which God carries out his slaughter of the
firstborns. The Egyptian mother, half-mad with grief, cradles her
dead infant in her arms, speaking to it, then to herself, then to
81

G R E E N W O R ( L ) D S

her gods, re-living in her madness the experience of the previous night's bloody horrors. The fourth verse illustrates the kind
of thing that gave Pickthall's pious critics so much anxiety:
I have heard men speak in the market-place of the city,
Low voiced, in a breath,
Of a god who is stronger than ours, and who knows not
changing nor pity,
Whose anger is death.
Nothing I know of the lords of the outland races,
But Amun is gentle and Hathor the Mother is mild,
And who would descend from the light of the peaceful
places
To war on a child? (CP 115)

Ironically, God scores a triumph on behalf of his dispossessed
children of Israel at the expense of a woman who, by virtue of
her gender, her humble status as a servant, and the slaughter of
her one child, is trebly dispossessed. In the evocation of the gentle
Amun and the mild Hathor, mother goddess, a contrast is made
between a woman-centred, process-oriented spirituality and a
violent patriarchal presence, a wrathful Other, "who knows not
change or pity" and makes "war on a child." Clearly Pickthall
had some awareness of the way in which Judeo-Christian traditions oppress women and negate the female principle. Given this
awareness, it's hardly surprising that elsewhere in her sacred verse
the focus is often on the Virgin Mary who, as the gentlest of all
mothers, is a startling contrast to this most violent of all fathers.
More important than the theological commentary in "A
Mother in Egypt" is its significance in terms of textual politics
and woman as place-marker in patriarchal discourse. As a dramatic monologue, the poem enacts the poetic process by investing the silent with speech — in this case the silent and silenced
maid-servant of the mill. Her biological creativity, the only creativity allowed her in patriarchy, has been thwarted by the Law of
the Father, the law of language. Given interiority — or, more accurately, subjectivity — by the poet, she is allowed another kind
of creativity. Her speaking out is not only a creative act; it's a
political act of protest against the linguistic hegemony of the
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Bible. That Pickthall would choose this insignificant, mute biblical figure and treat her in this way says much about her "Christian" reading strategies and more about her own struggle to
acquire poetic speech.

Awakening
Transformed into nature by her male models, and into a cultural
artefact by her male mentors and critics, Marjorie Pickthall had
more fathers in her life than she could handle. As a consequence,
she remained in a state of arrested poetic development until well
into her twenties. By the time she was twenty-five years old the
happy excitement of early recognition had degenerated into
anxiety about her rapidly growing celebrity. She knew she was
an imitative writer,7 and her feelings of inadequacy were beginning to creep into her poetry and her letters. As she wrote to
Helen Coleman, "Don't keep reminding me I'm a poet.... I very
seldom feel equal to living up to my own Immortal Verse" (7
Dec. 1908 MFC 2:13). Her capitalization of "Immortal Verse" suggests an irony in keeping with her growing tendency to devalue
her own work. A few months later, she wrote to Helen again:
. . . I attended your Auntie's [literary gathering] some
time ago, and disgraced myself by refusing to act up
to my poetry. . . . It's a great shock to Miss Coleman to
find me and my verse so different, but I think she is
getting used to it. ... (28 Feb. 1909 MFC 2:14)

Clearly Pickthall was plagued with anxieties about disappointing Helena Coleman, matriarch of the literary community and
one of her few female mentors. Given her painful awareness of
the dislocation between herself and her art, it's probably not overstating the case to say that Pickthall feared exposure as a literary
imposter. On some less conscious level, however, her refusal to "act
up" to her poetry was almost certainly an "acting out" against the
mentors who pushed and prodded her into the literary limelight.
Another factor in Pickthall's arrested development was yet
another father — her real one, under whose roof she was still
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residing. In addition, Marjorie and her mother, a chronic invalid,
were close in the extreme. As in many Victorian mother-daughter relationships, it seems that Pickthall never fully separated
her identity from that of her mother. Marjorie's almost obsessive devotion made Lizzie Pickthall's death in 1910 a major
turning point in Marjorie's life. Within four months of the funeral, Pickthall was working as an assistant in the Victoria College Library and saving her salary. Eighteen months later, she
was finally able to purchase a steamship ticket to England and
sailed in December of 1912.
After a few months in London at the home of her mother's
family, she and her cousin Edith "Didie" Whillier rented a cottage at Bowerchalke, near Salisbury, where Pickthall finally experienced the kind of sustained relationship with nonhuman
nature about which she had fantasized in her poetry for so many
years. When the Great War broke out in 1914, she was working
on two novels, neither of which was going well. She tried to compensate by writing war poems which, as it turned out, were the
worst verse she ever produced. In December of 1915, she decided to join the war effort. She trained as an ambulance driver,
then as an agricultural worker at Stonehouse in Gloucestershire,
where the Land Council had four acres under cultivation to help
make up wartime food shortages. After a few months of exhausting farm labour, she invited a fellow volunteer to return with her
to Chalke Cottage, where they cultivated an extensive garden and
lived off the produce.
It was a very different Marjorie Pickthall who emerged from
her wartime experience. She now had a stronger sense of herself as a woman, and she was beginning to realize that there was
more to womanhood than the femininity she had been encouraged to cultivate all her life. In response to a letter from Helen
Coleman on the problems of being unmarried, Pickthall wrote
that singlehood was not her problem:
To me, the trying part is being a woman at all. I've
come to the ultimate conclusion that I'm a misfit of
the worst kind, in spite of a superficial femininity —
Emotions with a foreknowledge of impermanence, a
daring mind with only the tongue as outlet, a greed
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for experience plus a slavery to convention, — what
the deuce are you to make of that? — as a woman? As
a man, you could go ahead & stir things up fine. (29
Dec. 1919 MFC 2:20)
Pickthall's sense of displacement in a male-oriented world is a
familiar characteristic of women undergoing the initial stages of
female self-awareness. Her dawning consciousness was leading
her to the realization that she had been living her life vicariously
through her art. The short stories which she was turning out at
an astonishing rate were the "outlet" though which she attempted
to exercise her "daring mind" — articulate her daringly "unfeminine" demand for freedom — and satisfy her "greed for experience." In contrast to her own passive femininity, her male
protagonists actively exercised the force of their masculine will
upon the world around them.
Between 1917 and 1920, Pickthall wrote a handful of lyrics
that break the grip of Romantic convention. These poems turn
"woman's place" as defined by convention into a poetic fiction,
or mask. That is to say, their poetic intent is to articulate the
literary experience of being identified with Mother Nature —
with inarticulateness and fatality. "For all literary artists," write
Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, "self-definition necessarily precedes self-assertion: the creative 'I AM' cannot be uttered if the
T knows not what it is" (1979 17). The "I" in Pickthall's "Inheritance" knows what it is in terms of the conventions that define it:
Desolate strange sleep and wild
Came on me while yet a child;
I, before I tasted tears,
Knew the grief of all the years.
I, before I fronted pain,
Felt creation writhe and strain,
Sending ancient terror through
My small pulses, sweet and new.
I, before I learned how time
Robs all summers at their prime,
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I, few seasons gone from birth,
Felt my body change to earth. (CP 147)

It would be difficult to deny the "I" in this poem; the word is
repeated seven times. It's no coincidence that the thrice repeated
phrase "I, before I" is a poetic rendering of self-definition before
self-assertion. What this poem seems to be saying is that the
poet, having found out how her self is defined, is now, for better
or worse, asserting that self. It is, of course, a poetic or fictive
self — the self as defined by the conventions of the tradition in
which she has been trying to locate herself all her poetic life.
But personal experience in the wider sense is also integrated
here, for the poem looks back to a period in her life in which she
became defined by the oppressive culture in which she was
raised. It's my guess that this period was indeed a period — her
first one — for this poem reads as if inspired by the newly awakened memory of the poet's first menstruation. Mensus is a woman's "Inheritance" from her mother — and from Mother Nature.
"Desolate strange sleep and wild" is a powerful evocation of the
altered state of consciousness which the onset of mensus brings.
With the sudden appearance of strange and unstaunchable blood
comes dizzying insight into "the grief of all the years" that lie
ahead: the tears to be tasted, the pain to be confronted as one's
biological destiny unfolds. In terms of the myth that structures
Pickthall's imagination, this poem reunites Persephone with
Demeter; the memory lost in "Persephone Returning to Hades"
is here restored. It's via this journey back through memory that
the poet connects with an understanding of both her cultural
and literary identity. These stanzas articulate what it is to be female in patriarchal culture and a female poet in a patriarchal
tradition: to be female is to be identified with nature, to feel one's
"body change to earth"; it is to be identified with fatality and
decay, to learn that time is one's greatest adversary. For time —
to borrow horticultural terms used to describe the decaying effects of time upon woman — robs her of her "bloom" and "ripens" her to maturity. In short, time erodes her sexual attractiveness, her only power in patriarchal culture.
The most significant thing about "Inheritance" is that, like
much of Emily Dickinson's poetry, it is not primarily a landscape
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poem; communion with nature is not its poetic intention, although it's clearly informed by the poet's experience of that convention. Its primary intention is to get in touch with the poetic
self, not by focusing on nature but rather, directly on the "I."
Consequently the convention is thrown into reverse field: the
poet half of this poet/nature configuration comes to the forefront;
the nature half recedes. In this reversal of figure and ground, the
poet does not lose herself in nature but rather,/mds herself there.
And finding herself there means reconnecting with her long
matrilineal heritage; as the second verse implies, it is a terrifying
experience. Who the speaker is derives from an ancient source —
from the first woman ever to hand down this terrifying "Inheritance" to a daughter. Within the analytical framework in which I am
operating here, that first woman is Mother Nature herself.
To mention "Inheritance" in the same breath with Emily
Dickinson is to imply its success. And it is without doubt a successful poem. Enclosed within Pickthall's canon and surrounded
by failure after failure, it has never been recognized for the success it is. Not only does it integrate female experience and art
and establish poetic identity, it is also technically excellent —
far better, for example, than "Persephone Returning to Hades." It
contains no pathetic fallacy, no overripe diction, no archaic language, no awkward syntactical inversions. The presence of a
strong poetic voice is directly related to the absence of these
irritating affectations. When Pickthall's poetic mask is securely
in place, she has no need of them.
As "Persephone Returning to Hades" suggested, Mother Nature's womb is also a tomb, and for the female poet, identified as
she is with non-transcendence and fatality, death is essentially a
female space. This would seem to account for the fact that, as in
the work of Christina Rossetti, Pickthall's most distinctive voice
emanates from the grave. Paradoxically, it's this most articulate
voice that communicates her sense of herself as the silenced
woman and the silenced poet:
I chose the place where I would rest
When death should come to claim me,
With the red-rose roots to wrap my breast
And a quiet stone to name me.
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But I am laid on a northern steep
With the roaring tides below me,
And only the frosts to bind my sleep,
And only the winds to know me. ("Exile" CP 77)

Unlike "The Sleep-Seekers," in which the poetic voice seemed to
emanate from two places at once, there is no confusion about
where the speaker stands — or rather lies — in "Exile." The poem
postdates "Inheritance" by three years and can be seen as its
companion piece. "Exile," however, is not as strong as the earlier
poem, as if the terror of self-discovery that informs "Inheritance"
had worn off. What is significant about this poem is that it addresses the question of choice. This speaker's words are an
implicit reproach to those who have robbed her of the power
of choice. Her request to be buried under a headstone that
would identify her to future generations has fallen on deaf
ears, for she lies in a remote and inaccessible place in an unmarked grave. In terms of Pickthall's place in Canadian literary history, this erasure, or "Exile," from civilization's memory
is hauntingly prophetic.
The same year in which she wrote to Helen lashing out at
gender conventions — and at herself for her complicity in agreeing to her entrapment in them — Pickthall completed the first
draft of The Wood Carver's Wife. She posted the manuscript to
her father along with a subtle caution: "D — [her cousin Didie]
is the only one who has yet seen it — & it has rather made her
gasp. It has rather made me gasp too, being entirely unexpected"
(Oct. 1919 LPC 59:8). Her surprise is in keeping with the way in
which genre and setting function as subconsciously chosen strategies for getting forbidden material past the internal as well as
the external censors. Set in New France, the play is cast in the
form of alternating sections of traditional blank-verse narrative
and lyric. The remoteness of time and place and the florid
embellishments of her style diverted attention from the fact that
the play, in all its rage and violence, was indeed the drama of the
poet's own soul. While maintaining the image of herself as "Apart
and aloof" from "the jar and fret of this present evil world,"
as Archibald MacMechan would soon describe her (226),
Pickthall encoded in the subtext of this play her sense of her88
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self as a woman trapped in gender conventions and a poet
martyred to the artistic conventions and critical expectations
that had alienated her from her own experience and pointlessly consumed her creative energies. The play also expressed
the conflict between her need to come to terms with the dictates of her Christian faith and her desire to express her spirituality in freer terms.
Pickthall created in Jean, the wood carver, not only a sadistic
husband who demands total submission from his young and
beautiful wife, as demonstrated by Jean's success in turning
Dorette literally into an art object and religious icon, but also the
embodiment of an artistic and religious aesthetic who feeds on
female sacrifice. Dorette is a woman whose Christian guilt robs
her of the courage necessary to escape the fate foreordained by
a misogynistic God. Trapped in a loveless marriage, she reaches
out to Lotbiniere, a man who seems to offer the sexual and emotional freedom she craves, but he, too, embodies the male pride
and aggression that are so fatal to female aspirations. Perverse
and fanatical in his Christian piety, Jean fancies himself the instrument of Dorette's salvation from the sin of adultery.
The action of the play moves through the process by which
Jean creates a Pieta out of red cedar — wood the colour of blood
and flame, signifiers of crucifixion and martyrdom at the stake,
the controlling metaphors of the play. Jean's jealousy of Lotbiniere
consumes him to the point of artistic impotence; he cannot seem
to capture Dorette's beautiful features in the face of his grieving
Madonna, and he projects that failure onto Dorette — her failure
to produce the required facial expression, her failure to remain
pure enough to pose as the Virgin. At the climax of the play,
Dorette poses, trembling, before Jean, who hurls sexual insults
at her as he grows increasingly frenzied in his artistic frustration. He suddenly calls out to his Indian servant, Shagonas, whom
he has ordered to capture Lotbiniere, who has been lurking
nearby awaiting confrontation with Jean. Jean drags Dorette to
her feet, wrenches her face in the direction of the open door,
and forces her to look on as Shagonas fires an arrow through
Lotbiniere's heart. Shagonas then lays the murdered man's sword
across Dorette's knees in imitation of Christ's body across the
knees of the Virgin in Jean's scupture. "Why, now you are fulfilled," says Jean, satisfied at last:
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You will make my Mary perfect yet, your eyes
Now, now the barren houses of despair,
Of the passion that is none, of dread that feels
No dread for ever, of love that has no love,
Of death in all but death. O beautiful,
Stretched, stamped and imaged in the mask of death,
The crown of such sweet life!
[...]
My queen, my rose
Rent with strange swords, my woman of light worth,
Behold, you have brought forth death.
(CP 236)

"Stretched, stamped and imaged in the mask of death," Dorette
is at last killed into art, and her mind begins to disintegrate. Triumphant, Jean picks up his tools and sets the finishing touches
to his work of art: "Now, now my Virgin is perfect."
In the spring of 1920, disenchanted with postwar England where,
as she wrote to her father, "it is a drawback to be a woman [who
is] known to do anything with her brains" (April 1920 LPC 59:8),
Pickthall returned to Canada and settled on the West Coast. The
following year, Toronto poet Arthur Stringer came to tea at the
tiny cabin on Boundary Bay which served Pickthall as a summer
workshop. Twenty years later, Stringer happened upon a copy
of Pierce's biography of Pickthall in which the meeting between
the two poets is mentioned. In a mood of nostalgia, Stringer wrote
down what he could recall of that visit and padded out what he
could not with the help of Pierce's book. He published his reminiscence in Saturday Night, under the title "Wild Poets I've
Known." His Marjorie Pickthall is not very wild, to be sure. Like
the critics of the earlier generation, Stringer was taken with
Marjorie Pickthall's nineteenth-century charm:
She was more blonde and English-looking, more
slender and girlish, than I had expected. Yet there was
a certain primness there, a guarded restraint. . . . She
impressed, me, in fact, as possessing an almost birdlike fastidiousness of manner. The last poetess I had
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talked to was addicted to Greek sandals and Kentucky
bourbon and in a voice husky with too much cigarette
smoking interlarded her defense of free verse with
even more revolutionary arguments about free love.
But Marjorie wasn't like that. She was as spirituelle as
her poetry. Spirituelle, at least, to the eye. For as she
sat in the slanting sunlight she impressed me as quite
as beautiful as anything she had ever written. There
are plenty of women who can write poems. It's only
once in a blue moon you bump into a woman who is
a poem. (Stringer 41)

Forty-five years after Guillaume Amyot's anti-suffrage address
to the House of Commons, men, it would seem, could still be
enchanted by the notion of woman as art object. However, by
this time, the depoetized creature who threatened to overturn
the poem-in-petticoats had arrived on the scene in the form of
Stringer's fag-puffing, bourbon-swilling "poetess."
But unlike the critics of a generation earlier, Stringer did not
refuse to recognize that Pickthall's resemblance to an art work
was, as he writes, apparent only "to the eye." Indeed, at the heart
of his article is his delight in what he saw as the contradictions
in Marjorie Pickthall's personality:
Marjorie wanted information as to how and when
book royalties should be paid, and how you were to
know if a publisher were holding out on you, and if
he had any right to base those royalties on the wholesale and not the retail list-price of a given book. She
agreed there was no joy like the joy of one's first sale,
. . . "Oh, the feeling of handling money," observed the
hungry-eyed poetess, "one has earned oneself!" . . .
[I]f she could keep on placing three or four stories a
year it would keep the wolf from the door and give
her peace of mind to write the sort of poetry she
wanted to write.

No doubt with Pierce's book still fresh in his mind or, more likely,
at his elbow, Stringer writes:
91

G R E E N W O R ( L ) D S

Those people who have tried to pin wings on Marjorie
Pickthall because she wrote winged words won't, I
know, altogether like this lifting of the veil. But even
Emerson had to pay for his stove-wood. And artists
must eat. The two artists involved in this chronicle, at
any rate, sat there talking shop, sordid shop, until the
shadows grew long. It was about as spiritual, on the
whole, as the smoking-room conflab of two old
market-worn commercial travellers.

Implicit here is the suggestion that Pickthall had the power to
overturn some of the most cherished male notions of femininity. But despite Stringer's ambivalence about this pragmatic Canadian writer in the guise of a diaphanous Victorian Romantic
poetess, his portrait of Pickthall is like a breath of fresh air after
the parodies created by the Pierces, the MacMechans, and the
Logans of twenty years earlier. While it's true that Stringer has constructed another kind of fiction here, his honesty about doing so
provides enormous insight into the kind of process by which
Marjorie Pickthall had been manufactured for public consumption.
The summer of Stringer's visit was a busy one for Pickthall.
In spite of her by now rapidly failing health she satisfied at least
some of her "greed for experience" by making excursions into
rural British Columbia. She made a nine-day boat trip up the
west coast of Vancouver Island, spent the month of August at
Clo-oose, rowed up the Nitinat River with friends, and made a
six-hour hike along a log trail through the rainforest. These activities aggravated her mercurial blood pressure; nevertheless
she undertook a 500-mile motor trip through the interior of Vancouver Island, covering a hundred miles a day, much of it over
unpaved roads. She spent the winter trying to recover from these
strenuous activities. By now, her ailments included neuralgia and
gynecological complaints. In the spring she underwent surgery.
Eleven days later, she died of an embolism. Fittingly, her body
was returned to Toronto, where she was buried next to the mother
she had so loved.
Marjorie Pickthall was a victim of conventions that kill women
into art objects and saints. In her youth she had cultivated
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reticence, delicacy of feeling, self-diminutization, and perhaps
even ill health as feminine ideals. Later, her admirers and mentors — to paraphrase Arthur Stringer — tried to pin wings on her
because she wrote winged words. The pressure on her to live up
those angelic wings was, as we have seen in her early letters to
Helen Coleman, a constant source of anxiety to her. She chafed
under the restrictions of "respectability" and often used humour
and the words of other poets to express covertly her desire to
break out of those restrictions and into fuller experience of the
world. In a letter to Helen, written just before Pickthall left for
England, she quotes Swinburne's "Hymn to Proserpine":
"I am sick of singing, the bays burn deep and chafe, I am
fain
To rest a little from praise and grievous pleasure and
pain,
For the gods we know not of, who give us our daily
breath,
Behold they are cruel as love or life and lovely as death.
Yea, is not even Apollo, with hair and harpstring of gold,
A better god to follow, a beautiful god to behold" —

"Oh dear me," Pickthall writes, "I don't think I should have been
a respectable lady if I'd lived in them days! I'd have gone off with
anyone who looked like that. Daphne was a fool — Don't be
shocked, will you? It is all so heathenishly lovely, that poem.
And so deadly true" (4 August 1910 2:15). The whole range of
restrictions that bound her are expressed here: her tightly constricting public image, her feminine respectability, and the religious conventions that made "them days" of paganism seem so
"heathenishly lovely." What is "deadly true" in Swinburne's poem
was also fatally true of her own life. Killed into the image of the
angelic poet, she, too, chafed at "the bays [that] burn deep." When
Helen wrote to her about needing new clothes in order to keep
up appearances, Pickthall wrote back from England advising her
not to be a "Slave to Custom. There is absolutely no 'must' in
things except the Must of being born & dying" (27 March 1913
MPC 2:17). She felt that she herself had burned at the sake of
appearances and respectability quite long enough. Having fled
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Toronto and the pressure always to be something she was not,
she did succeed in turning a new leaf. By the time she entertained Stringer a few months before her death, she was no longer
anxious about living up to her angel wings.
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Noble and Ignoble Savagery:
Patriarchy and PrijftiitMsm

in the Poetiy of
Constance Lindsay Skinner
i am theElder Brother

I am the Making-Right (priest)
I am the counsellor of Earth
in the always calm place.
Kwakiutl
(SCO 1)

A

t the turn of the twentieth century, the city of Vancouver was still largely confined to the south shore of
Burrard Inlet. Across the Inlet, on the north shore, was
the Squamish reserve. The old village at its centre provided
Constance Lindsay Skinner with a model for the imaginary community she brought to life in a long series of poems called Songs
of the Coast Dwellers. During a two-year stay in Vancouver while
still an adolescent, homesick for the town in EC's Caribou district where she had been born and raised, Skinner was drawn to
the Squamish village. As she visited with its inhabitants, her childhood experience of West Coast Native culture began to take on
importance for her adult life and career. While attending a ceremonial dance on the reserve, she consulted with Mathias, Chief
of the Squamish, who provided her with a context for the ritual:
"A very long time ago," says Mathias, "my people
noticed how the birds, fluttering to the ground from
their nests at dawn, began to dance before they
looked for food. They say, too, that the birds leaned
their heads low, first on one side, then on the other,
listening to the earth. And what they heard, they
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danced. So it became the custom of our young men to
go at dawn into the woods to listen to the earth. And
the listener to whom a song is given returns to dance
it for his tribe, so that all may share with him the song
which the earth gave to him while he listened in the
forest at dawn." (SCD viii)
Skinner must have been profoundly impressed with this story,
for she spent several years studying the process whereby drumming, chanting, and dancing are brought together in an intricate, perfectly coordinated, and deeply meaningful ritual. For
her, this performance was not an expression of wild, irrational
savagery but rather, a highly disciplined artform which, if she
could theorize it, would illuminate the poetic process as it had
evolved in the Western tradition. What she wanted to theorize
and thus objectify was her subjective childhood experience of
Western literature as "mingled strangely yet intimately" with
aboriginal art, "all one by the glistening river" that flowed through
her memories of childhood (1928 8).
Like many early modernists, Skinner believed that poetry had
become excessively refined, narrowly intellectual, and disconnected from the bodily senses. Poets needed to reacquaint themselves with the source of the sounds and rhythms that inspire all
great poetic art. Her theory of the origins of poetic art clearly
demonstrates her reliance on the language of primitivism and
the anthropology of her day:
I believe, with the poets of the Squamish tribe of
British Columbia, that rhythm is a direct impartation
of Nature to her human children. There are no barriers — actual barriers of concrete nor figurative ones
of education — between the savage and the Earth.
Nature is his mother, his home, his city, his provider.
All his thinking is inspired and directed by his relations to her and her moods. He hears her voices as his
educated white brother does not hear them. To him
her secret songs come not only through the imagination but aurally. (Skinner 1918 666)
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Skinner may have cast her theory in the language of Romanticsm
and primitivism, but she was right on target with respect to aboriginal art.1 Mother Earth, not the poet, is the source of all poetry. Listening is as important as imagining. In the Squamish
ritual, the poet-dancer re-enacts the importance of keeping his
ear to the ground for Mother Earth's gift of a song, just as a robin
listens for the sound of the gift of an earthworm. Paradoxically,
only if the poet maintains this connection to the earth can his
song "begin to seek the realm of imagination above the actualities of experience" (SCD ix). In other words, what Skinner felt
she had come to understand through her study of aboriginal artistic process was the law that governed poetic transcendence:
without connection — without "immanence" — there can be no
transcendence. Moreover, as the "mother of poets," nature is
herself a poet. While in the time-honoured Western myth, the
patriarchal God of the Bible bestows the gift of language directly
on Adam, in this alternative myth of nature which recalls Marjorie
Pickthall's articulate Mother Nature, the "voice of the great
mother" speaks on behalf of "the invisible Creative One."
For Skinner, nature is also the source of great poetry in the
European tradition:
One who has heard melody on a frosty startlit night,
or the harps of daybreak, knows that the rhythms and
tones of Nature's supposedly silent phenomena were
clearly heard by David, Shakespeare, Whitman, both
Brownings, Swinburne and Lanier. (666)
Nature's silence is an illusion. The poets listed here have inherited language from nature, not from God through Adam. This
embrace of nature as the articulate poet mother allows Skinner
to be both woman and poet. However, as many of the poems in
Songs of the Coast Dwellers demonstrate, in practice this theory
cannot prevail against the tyranny of the European tradition. Her
allusion to Elizabeth Barrett Browning notwithstanding, it did
not escape Skinner's notice that what was also identical in the
two traditions was the assumption that the sex of the poet is
properly male. This helps to explain why, throughout Songs of
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the Coast Dwellers, Skinner is caught in the contradiction of two
positions she articulated in a pair of witty articles, one of which
prophesies women's eventual power over both art and society,
while the other presents women as both incapable and undeserving of such power.
In this essay I reconstruct Skinner's life and times in order to
make sense of that contradiction and to provide a context for
reading her Indian poems. I choose this biographical and historical approach to her work because I think it sheds more light
on the intersection of patriarchy and primitivism than do current postcolonial literary views of white-authored texts that incorporate North American aboriginal themes and images.
Canadian postcolonial theory, developed during the eighties,
tends to participate in the gender scepticism of that decade of
theorizing in which there was a shifting away from a perception
of Western culture as divided along gender lines toward one in
which racial divisions were viewed as more determinative of
relations of power. This theoretical shift was as much an effect
of patriarchal revivalism in society at large as it was of the desire
for a more nuanced theory of difference than the one offered by
feminism during the previous decade (see Bordo 215-243). Combined with a narrowing of critical focus to issues of textuality,
this shift of view privileged colonialism over patriarchy as defining the conditions under which all texts featuring images of
the "indigene" were produced.
In an objective sense, a biographical and historical approach
to such texts is neither better nor worse than the postcolonial
approach. The former accounts for both authors and readers,
while the latter is grounded in the postmodernist suspicion of
literary authority. In practice, this does not always work out well
for the empowerment of women readers or for issues of humankind's relationship to nonhuman nature. "Our very survival,"
writes Tania Modleski, "hangs in the balance, so that there can
be no question of choosing between authors and readers. We
must, I think, not mimic the oedipal hostility implicit in Roland
Barthe's remark that the 'birth of the reader must be at the cost
of the death of the author'" (136). My intention, therefore, is to
pay close attention to the issues of female literary authority that
obtained during the early twentieth century for the purpose of
raising questions about the conditions of textual production that
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tend to get left out of postcolonial readings of white-authored
texts that borrow from indigenous traditions. With those questions in mind, I conclude this essay with a brief look at the work
of postcolonial literary theorist Terry Goldie as an extension
rather than a disruption of earlier gender-blind theories which
offer, at best, a partial account of the gendered aspects of literary subjectivity.

Skinner's Life and Times
The association of art almost exclusively with masculinity would
seem to account for the revealing way in which Skinner reinterpreted Chief Mathias's story for her own purposes. The controlling metaphor in Songs of the Coast Dwellers is the journey of the
young man into the forest at dawn. But in Skinner's version, it's
not a song he seeks but rather, a wife. In this reinterpretation,
the process of artistic creation becomes the sexual act. This in
itself is not unusual in the context of Western poetic convention, for the act of begetting a poem upon the body of the Muse
is hardly new. However, in Skinner's transformation of the poetdancer's ritual into the ritual of courtship and marriage, respect
and reverence for feminized nature becomes predation and violence against women. Throughout Songs of the Coast Dwellers,
sexual victimization is repeatedly presented as the fate of married women. In the context of the debate among early twentieth-century sexologists and feminists, this is an interesting
enough theme in itself. However, what this theme says, by analogy, about the fate of literary women — women like Skinner
herself — is far more interesting. For starters, it makes it all but
impossible to resist invoking the question that opens Madwoman
in the Attic, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar's 1979 classic of
feminist literary criticism: "Is a pen a metaphorical penis?" (3).
Skinner pursues this question obsessively throughout Songs of
the Coast Dwellers, and her not-so-veiled allusions to female
sexual and artistic dissatisfaction suggest her failure to resolve
to her own satisfaction the "anxiety of authorship" so brilliantly
theorized by Gilbert and Gubar.
Like many over-achievers, Skinner defended against feelings
of literary marginality by publishing novels, essays, plays,
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histories, newspaper columns, and book reviews at a phenomenal rate — and she was an interesting writer in most of these
genres. "Good writing," she said in "On Writing of Many Kinds,"
"can be done swiftly by good writers. . ." (1922 95). Writing poetry was, however, a painfully slow process for her, not only because poetry insists on being about itself as a process but, more
important, because the process itself has a way of brutally exposing the limits of literary talent. For all her elaborate theorizing of the process, Skinner never managed to feel at home in the
praxis. She may have felt entirely at home with the North West
Coast oral tradition familiar to her from earliest childhood, but
her success as an immigrant practitioner in the poetic tradition
of her literary forefathers was at best mixed.
It took Skinner twenty years to write the individual poems
contained in the volume she eventually published under the title Songs of the Coast Dwellers. She prefaced the collection with
a Foreword in which she wrote:
The succession of lyrics presents, in primitive symbolism, the characters of an imaginary community
and the interweaving of their lives. There are the
lovers and the women they mate with, or fail to win,
the young mothers, the lonely maidens who still wait
for love, and the women forsaken; the dying hunter,
the village dandy, the aged man, the chief and his
braggart little son, the priest, the man who weds
money, the bear-killer, the poet whose songs begin to
seek the realm of imagination above the actualities of
experience and whose name, Kan-il-lak, is that of the
divine culturist of a coast tribe; and the Four Seasons
and the Earth, which appear as persons of the group.
(SCD ix)

It's not the "primitive symbolism" but rather, Skinner's careful
arrangement of the poems that creates the impression of individuals whose interwoven lives constitute community. However,
she is not presenting an accurate depiction of aboriginal community. Indeed, as she makes clear in her Foreword, the "customs, which I have used in a few poems for my own purposes
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. . . had been long out of practice" among the "Indians of the
wilderness which environed my youth." Moreover, she continues,
"I doubt that the Indians gave those customs my interpretations
of them" (SCD viii). As I read them, her reinterpretations suggest
that she is using her imaginary community as an alternative setting for exploring her view of what constitutes patriarchal sexual
relationships and other gender inequities as they characterize
the dominant white culture. For no amount of "primitive symbolism" can fully disguise the fact that the gender issues and
sexual conflict played out within Skinner's community are virtually identical with those that were currently being debated by
feminists in the context of Western patriarchy and those which
women writers were grappling with in the context of patriarchal
poetics. But Skinner's position on many of these issues and conflicts was unique. It is unlikely that all white women of her generation would have agreed with her representation of female
experience. Nor would feminists have unanimously endorsed
the views expressed through her aboriginal characters. All of this,
together with her own ambivalence, conscious and unconscious,
accounts for her decision to lift the issues out of their familiar
context and defamiliarize them through relocation in an alternative setting.
Skinner may have been moving her discussion of sex and
gender to what was alien territory for her readers, but this setting was familiar and comfortable for her. While she was growing up during the closing decades of the nineteenth century,
rebellion was raging on the prairies, and tales of Indian savagery
were being spun for consumption by the whites of central
Canada. By contrast, the Caribou was remote from the violence,
relatively isolated, and accessible only by steamboat up the
Eraser. Skinner's British-born father was Factor at the Hudson's
Bay Company trading post of Quesnel, and Constance was his
only child. The Skinner family had established close personal
relationships among the Native peoples with whom Robert Skinner did business. As explained by Jean West Maury, a journalist
who interviewed Skinner in 1933, her first baby shoes were a
tiny pair of deerskin moccasins from which she graduated to
snowshoes almost as soon as she could walk. According to Skinner herself, she often accompanied her father on his regular visits to the outlying Native communities (1928 8). As the only white
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child in the district, her companions were Native children, and
her adopted grandfather was a Native "bard" who regularly
chanted and prayed "to the rising sun, to the full moon, and to
the burning northern lights" and told her "Indian legends that
are part of the warp and woof of her childhood memories
.. ." (Maury 21). Songs of the Coast Dwellers suggests that she was
on intimate terms with a variety of North West Coast legends
which, like the Indian artefacts that cluttered the New York apartment where Maury interviewed her, represented several cultural
traditions, including Haida, Tsimshian, Kwakiutl, Nootka, and
Coast Salish.
Running parallel to her childhood experience of the immediate, the oral and the aural, was Skinner's formal schooling,
presided over by her practical Scottish mother, Anne Lindsay
Skinner, in the library of their large log cabin which contained
some two thousand books. Milton, Shakespeare, Coleridge,
Thackeray, and the biblical scribes were among the literate bards
who captured her imagination — an imagination in which, as
Skinner explained, "stories, books and people from other ages
and places mingled strangely yet intimately with now and here,
all one by the glistening river" (1928 8). As an adolescent, Skinner fell ill and was taken to Vancouver for medical treatment.
She never returned to her home in the north, where the idyllic
life she had known was quickly disappearing, thanks to the social upheaval wrought by the massive exploitation of the Caribou gold fields and the proliferating government policies
regulating property and white-Native relations. At the age of sixteen, Skinner left Vancouver to live with relatives in California.
Barely out of her teens, she moved from Los Angeles to Chicago
and, finally, to New York. Most of her career was devoted to research and writing that reflected her continuing interest in, and
commitment to, the culture and history of the Canadian north west.
Songs of the Coast Dwellers represents the smallest fraction
of Skinner's literary output. She was also a prolific novelist, playwright, historian, journalist, and cultural critic, whose many essays and almost two hundred book reviews appeared in countless
newspapers, magazines, and scholarly journals. Although her
poetry and most of her fiction are set in Canada, almost all of
her work was published in the United States. Her early successes
were as a drama critic, and one of her own plays, Birthright, a
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tragedy about a halfbreed girl in a missionary household in northern British Columbia, toured the United States and played in such
centres as Boston, Buffalo, Chicago, and many smaller centres.
But if Americans remember her at all, it's as a historian of the
North American west. As she herself pointed out in 1934, her
Adventures of Oregon: A Chronicle of the Fur Trade (1920) was
required reading in most American high schools (1934 17). Indeed, her histories were so successful that the publishing house
of Farrar and Rinehart commissioned her to edit and supervise
a historical series on the rivers of America, a task she did not live
to complete.
Skinner's early life set her apart from her middle-class urbanized female contemporaries, whose lives were governed by
the kind of social and gender conventions which Skinner had
only imperfectly internalized, thanks to her unconventional
upbringing and her early escape from parental supervision. Remarkably, she was only fifteen when she began to write for newspapers and magazines, and by the time she reached maturity,
when other women of her age were settling into marriage and
motherhood, her prolific writing career was well under way. Not
surprisingly, therefore, she chose to emulate the most successful of her nineteenth-century literary foremothers by remaining
single and focusing her energy exclusively on her writing. She
took a keen interest in issues raised by the Women's Movement,
but although her many novels featured strong female characters living independent of men, she distanced herself from the
Women's Movement per se. As she said in a 1911 interview published in Vancouver's Daily Province Magazine,
I don't know much about Women's Movements,
Suffragetteism, Women's Clubs, Councils, etc., and I
am not, I think, in favour of any movement which
primarily depends for its existence on sex segregation. But I recognize that at present the segregated
"Club," the "woman's" movement, has to exist, because men have so signally failed to keep our civic,
social, and national standards high-flying in clean air.
In this day of male blood-lust for money, women are
leading practically all the ethical and aesthetic movements. (Daily Province Magazine, 11 Jan. 1911, 4)
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Here, Skinner appears to identify herself with what has come to
be called maternal feminism in that she subscribes to the idea
of women's authority in matters of morals and aesthetics. It is
significant that she characterizes the Women's Movement as "sex
segregation" — what contemporary feminists call separatism —
but nevertheless regards separatism as a kind of necessary evil
for overcoming the larger evil of "male blood-lust for money."
She seems not to have much interest in women's political equality, as her somewhat trivializing reference to "Suffragetteism"
suggests. Perhaps, like her contemporary Emma Goldman, she
had little faith in the ability of women to use the vote to address
the failure of men "to keep our civic, social, and national standards high-flying in clean air."
But Skinner's critique of the Women's Movement may not
have been quite as deliberate as my reading suggests. Thirtyfour years old at the time of her Daily Province interview, Skinner had one foot in each of two generations of women. The older
generation had produced the militant feminists who were carrying the Movement toward its goal of women's suffrage, but most
younger women were suing for peace in the war between the
sexes. Skinner's statement may be more a reflection of ambivalence about her marginality than a carefully reasoned articulation of her feminist position. Backlash had the general effect of
eroding some of the female self-confidence that earlier phases
of the Movement had inspired, and patriarchal revival was breathing new life into old feminine stereotypes. Skinner's characterization of the Women's Movement as "sex segregation" may well
have been a defense against the stereotype of the unmarried
woman as man-hating feminist and sexual ignoramus. Her unmarried foremothers, who had totalled 11 percent of the female
population in the late nineteenth century, had enjoyed a distinct
advantage over her: they had lived in a pre-Freudian world in
which the only stigma they had to deal with was "failure" to
attract a husband. By the time Skinner's generation was reaching maturity, the percentage of women choosing not to marry
had dropped to 4.6 percent, the Old Maid stereotype had been
revived, and thanks to the new science of sexology, it was taking
on pathological characteristics (Simon 19-20). For example, Freud
equated feminism with lesbianism and lesbianism with pathology. As a consequence, any opinion advanced by unmarried
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feminists on sexual matters was presumed to emanate from that
pathology. Skinner, who cultivated an image of herself as an authority on the social, literary, and gender issues of the day, may
have distanced herself from organized feminism in order to escape the inevitable ridicule heaped upon single women associated with the Movement.
Nowhere is Skinner's defensiveness on gender issues more
apparent than in "Cheating at Solitaire," a 1927 article that took
issue with the new science of psychology as the exclusive authority on gender difference, sexology's obsessive investigation
of the differences between single and married women, and
Freud's increasingly influential theory of female biology as destiny. "Although science has now practically accepted the theory
that the sexes' pole of divergence is in the realm of psychology,"
she noted, "no scientific man has yet been able to stabilize it"
(675). Skinner's article is an expression of her ambivalence about
the essentialism of psychology which tries to account for the
evolving differences between women, "married or unmarried"
(676), and men. Although Skinner addresses these issues with
the intention of amusing sophisticated readers, her deep resentment against the male-dominated sciences and their social impact is apparent. "Cheating at Solitaire," together with another
article published two years later, sheds considerable light on the
way she represents female creativity and conflates sexuality and
violence in her poetry.
"Cheating at Solitaire" rejects biological determinism as a
male construct. In its place, she advances a theory of self-determination. Skinner describes the evolution of female consciousness and self-determination as a historical rather than a scientific
phenomenon — as a gradual movement away from male definition and towards self-definition. Her thesis is never stated quite
this clearly, however. With its witty tangle of metaphor, analogy,
and oblique references, the article is a classic example of the
female art of literary camouflage, or subterfuge, an art which
Skinner employed in order to get her opinions on sex and gender past the censors — internal as well as external, no doubt.
Skinner begins by denouncing "literary cartographers" — a metaphor borrowed from geography to describe cultural critics —
and their "prevalent passion for turning the simple into complexities," a habit "born of shallow wading in the sciences" (676).
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She then proceeds to mock these critics by launching into a complex series of scientific metaphors without explicitly stating her
subject. She borrows an analogy from physics to describe sexual
differentiation in the human species as a process by which
"Sameness" eventually reaches its "Pole of Divergence." Skinner
dismisses psychoanalytic wisdom in favour of a theory she
chooses to express through the metaphor of the "solitaire deck."
Her proposition is that "All women cheat at solitaire sometimes;
men, never" (676).
The solitaire metaphor, like the scientific ones which precede it, is never made literal. However, solitaire, a game played
without a partner, seems to be Skinner's analogy of the game of
life, especially as played by those without a spouse. As a metaphor, the game of solitaire is preferable to either stud poker, that
quintessentially masculine game in which the winner takes all
and thus singles himself out from the crowd of losers, or Old Maid,
that other popular card game of the period in which the singling
out process defines the loser. What Skinner says about solitaire is
that men do not have to cheat because they made up the rules,
whereas women must cheat in order to win. Over the centuries,
women have obeyed the rules that govern what it is to be female: to
be female is to be destructive rather than creative, unconscious rather
than conscious, passive rather than active. These definitions of femaleness, she claims, arose out of "a mass of misconceptions."
For, strangely, less is really known about the mind of
woman than about any other chemical which man
employs in his formulae of joy. Wine, song and stud
poker are far better documented. To be sure, there is
an immense amount of literature on the subject but,
as nearly all of it is based on masculine research, it
must be classed as secondary, and not source material, and is to be used only with great discretion. (676)
Patiently wading through centuries of "masculine research" and
carefully removing the "mass of misconceptions," Skinner proceeds to trace the evolution of female creativity, consciousness,
and activity from ancient Greece, through the Middle Ages and
the pre-scientific modern era, to the present.
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The men of ancient Greece defined women as unconscious
and destructive. This is apparent in the male construct of the
Three Fates. With "little consciousness and less volition," these
three feminine archetypes unravel the fabric of life and snip it
off. A female version of this configuration might include five
women, two of whom would be imaged as taking up these threads
of destiny and "crocheting them into antimacassars of original
designs" (677). The male-defined woman of the Middle Ages is
similarly uncreative. To man, she is "static mind in so far as he
concedes that she is mind at all" (678). Trapped within granite
walls and locked into her chastity belt, she passes the time by
making tapestries, "weaving glowing threads in designs that are
not of her own making." She "draws her stout threads about the
figure of knightly man" as he engages in "his adventures, now
hers at second hand." But behind her passive outer aspect, medieval woman is beginning "to dream of action." Just what form
that action might take is eventually discovered by the woman
trapped in the mirrored halls of Versailles. As "Crystal Gazer,"
she "gets several different slants on herself at once," and one of
those slants is a view of herself walking away from male definitions of herself and toward self-definition: "once woman herself
had become willing to leave man behind her, her moral and spiritual leadership was assured" (678).
Before explaining this radical notion of power reversal, Skinner returns to the solitaire metaphor. Despite the first inklings of
female self-knowledge acquired in the pre-scientific era, woman
was reluctant to convert that self-knowledge into action. This
reluctance to "cheat at solitaire" in order to escape the prison of
man's definition of her derives from superstition. By breaking
the rules of the game of life, she would risk incurring the wrath
of occult powers as represented by the symbols on her deck of
cards. But now, in the scientific age, woman "feels no awe of
kings nor love of knaves" (678). "And since no occult power, other
than her own will and fancy, direct the cards, no bane dogs the
cheater; so she plays them as she pleases.. . .
Inevitably her mind . . . will advance with increased
force and subtlety to the creation of her own patterns.
Let man consider that: however helplessly. The Three
107

G R E E N W O R ( L ) D S

Fates he invented, plus the two he never guessed, are
upon him. In the tapestries which woman will weave
hereafter, man — in so far as he may appear at all —
will be in complete subjection to her original design
of life and society. (679)

This prediction regarding man's "complete subjection" to woman's "design of life and society" goes beyond mere female selfdefinition. It suggests an inevitable shift from male to female
cultural hegemony — a solution, perhaps, to men's inability "to
keep our civic, social, and national standards high-flying in clean
air." Skinner's use of this tapestry metaphor is a kind of smokescreen behind which her female supremacist fantasy attempts
to hide: it creates the illusion that her subject is woman's control
over her own art rather than ultimate female control over the
entire "design of life and society." Given the radical nature of
this vision of the future, it's hardly surprising that Skinner feels
constrained to bury it under several layers of metaphor. But more
important, the reversal of power she prophesies is evidence of
her inability to imagine an alternative to the epistemology of
opposition which not only governs gender arrangements but also
perpetuates the notion that artistic creativity is gender encoded.
In Skinner's view, the only alternative to male supremacy is female supremacy.
The note of confidence on which "Cheating at Solitaire" ends
is absent in a sharply satirical article which Skinner published
two years later entitled "What Well-Dressed Women are Reading." Within these two short years, her faith in the emergence of
women's creativity and individuality has been radically modified: now she represents women as fundamentally shallow and
frivolous. This later article is ostensibly a critique of radio as a
prime factor in the decline of reading habits, but the target of
Skinner's criticism is the female consumer of books. The woman
who emerges in this article, far from having a mind which is
advancing "with increasing force and subtlety to the creation of
her own patterns," has no mind of her own at all. In her mindless conformity to the dictates of fashion, she has given up any
claim she might have had to self-definition.
Women have fallen victim to what Skinner describes as the
"Style Merger." For the woman who listens to and obeys the voices
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that speak to her across the airwaves, literary style and current
styles in hair, clothing, and interior design have become synonymous. The radio announcer, in an oracular voice that recalls
the chorus of a Greek tragedy, ominously warns the fashion-conscious woman against the faux pas of appearing in public with
the wrong book under her arm:
Well-dressed women were reading this season's best
sellers. They selected the best sellers in preference to
novels less successful financially, though equally seasonable, even as they chose, out of the several modish
tricks of the couturieres, the one which was already
blazoned upon the girdle and neckline of millions. The
new Style Merger, it seemed, was well in progress: hat,
choker, hand-bag, and brains to match. (432)

The woman who, in "Cheating at Solitaire," spent centuries breaking out of enslavement to the male voices that defined her is here
enslaved by the voice of fashion. Far from creating a uniquely female "design of life and society," she is not even capable of originality in the creation of her own outer image but must imitate the
designs mass produced for women by the fashion industry.
It's not only her personal appearance with which her reading material must be coordinated. She also chooses her books
with her room decor in mind. Books are now accent pieces chosen for the colour of their bindings and purchased by the yard to
complement the interior design of her home. This new development in female literary taste has "enlarged .. . the author's field."
I had cherished the common dream of authors: that
my bright fancy might reflect in the hearts of Gentle
Readers, but I had never thought of its putting lustre
on their fingernails. I had not even considered bindings in relation to sofa pillows. The obvious link
between Freudian fiction and inverted plaits had
escaped me. (433)
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Lurking behind the biting satire of this statement is a certain
tone of bitterness with regard to the disappearance of Skinner's
primary audience. By the time this article appeared, Skinner had
already devoted almost a whole career to the writing of novels
and poems directed at an audience which, she now realizes, prefers to be fashionably up-to-date rather than enlightened. Despite these possible sour grapes, her allusions to the fundamental
shallowness of the female mind are nevertheless revealing in
terms of the female poet figures depicted in her poems: if woman
is this dependent on external voices, she can hardly be expected
to articulate a voice of her own.
Although "What Well-Dressed Women are Wearing" is in part
a rationalization for her waning popularity with the reading public, it is also a revealing comment on the post-feminism of the
late 1920s. In that decade, as in the 1990s, direct discussion of
feminist issues took place in an environment of increasing male
hostility and decreasing feminist interest among young women.
For example, an earlier generation had sought to curb male sexuality and made it an issue in the campaign for sex reform. But
the new generation, influenced by the image of the flapper, chose
to pursue liberation through sexual experimentation. These
women were also influenced by the advice of popular sexologists, who encouraged women to adapt to the male sex drive
(LeGates 287). The issue of male sexual domination of women
was no longer fashionable, yet it was an issue with which Skinner had an enduring preoccupation. Is it any wonder, therefore,
that she chose to pursue her discussion of it under the cover of
an imaginary aboriginal community?

Songs of the Coast Dwellers
Skinner's description of Songs of the Coast Dwellers as a "succession of lyrics" presenting the interwoven lives of several characters (SCD ix) suggests that her intention in bringing the poems
together is narrative. Although the logic of the story's unfolding
is obscured by Skinner's weakness for elaborate levels of metaphor and analogy, she does manage to achieve narrative continuity by grouping most of the poems into a number of
recognizable sequences, all of which are governed by the
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courtship-marriage ritual, which is treated in full in the opening
sequence and repeated in part in all subsequent sequences. The
customs that make up the ritual include the lover's journey, the
quenching of the torch, and the whip-plaiting. Like the poetdancer's journey, the torch and the whip are ancient customs
which Skinner reinterprets for her own purposes. She turns the
whip into a symbol of violent male sexuality, and in doing so
betrays the intensity of her rage at the victimization of women
by patriarchal convention. As we have already seen in "Cheating
at Solitaire," she eventually used that rage to fuel her perverse
fantasy of man's "complete subjection" to woman's "design of
life and society."
The courtship ritual takes place in spring when a young brave
descends into the forest in search of an eligible virgin who has
hidden herself there in the hope of being found and claimed by
a mate. The young woman is eventually discovered and taken by
her lover to his hut. The morning after the "quenching of the
torch" — the couple's first sexual union — the woman plaits a
whip to present as a marriage gift to her husband in a gesture of
sexual submission. The opening sequence of eight poems follows the young couple through the ritual to the birth of their
son. Five of these eight poems are in the voice of the woman,
who moves from the euphoria of sexual anticipation, through
bewilderment as a result of painful sexual initiation, to resentment of her fate, and finally, to resignation and the sublimation
of her longings in motherhood. This story is a version of what
Nancy K. Miller has called the "female plot," an "organization of
narrative event which delimits a heroine's psychological, moral,
and social development within a sexual fate" (1983 125). Miller
refers largely to prose fiction in her description of how women
writers subvert this plot from within, but because of the narrative structure of Skinner's poem-cycle Miller's observations are
useful here as well:
[F]emale-authored fiction generally questions the
costs and overdetermination of this particular narrative economy with an insistence such that the stories
produced provide internal commentary on the status
of female plot itself. They thereby solicit a reading of
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narrativity that takes into account the ideology at
work in this genderization of experience. (1983 125-6)

By reworking the female plot several times throughout the volume — some reworkings more violent than others — Skinner's
narrative does indeed solicit such a reading but leaves the basic
tenets of the ideology intact. Her male figures are pitiless husbands who, according to the female speakers, brutalize their
women in the act of sex but who, in their own voices extol their
love for their mates in grandiose poetic flights. Curiously, little
violence is associated with men's roles as warriors and hunters.
These activities are addressed in several poems in which the language of courage and honour, rather than the language of slaughter, dominates. In addition to torches and whips, knives and
spears — and, in one case, a burning log — are implicitly instruments of torture when associated metaphorically with
sexual union but take on much nobler significations when
featured as the technologies of hunting and warfare. Women
are repeatedly imaged as tearful and bewildered as they struggle to reconcile brutality and love. This example from "Song
of the Young Mother," in which the female speaker addresses
her infant son, is typical:
Strange, that pain came with love.
I knew it not until thy father sought me.
[...]
He circled my house with the arms of strength,
And took me with weapons. . . . Joy?
Ay. Yet I cried from the depths with a sudden deep cry,
And in grieving earth was the torch quenched.
. . . Darkness . . . and his, his in that dark . . .
None had told me. . . .
Nor that his strength would leap rejoicing at my cry.
(15-16)

More revealing than the articulation of pain is the silence suggested by the ellipses and broken syntax. There appears to be
no language with which to communicate the trauma of sexual
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initiation. Indeed, pain, silence, and the image of the phallus as
weapon seem more suggestive of sexual assault, an act carried
out here in psychological as well as physical darkness. Female pain as male pleasure hints at a kind of sadomasochism
that pervades many of these poems, including those featuring male children whose upbringing includes corporal punishment and the cultivation of arrogance and brutality as
masculine ideals.
Two poems in the opening sequence suggest Skinner's struggle with the implications for women poets of scientific
biodeterminism, specifically, the Freudian notion of biology as
destiny. "Love Song to Storm-Dancer" features a male persona,
while "Storm-Dancer" herself is the speaker in "The Wild Woman's Lullaby." This pair of poems depicts the sexual act as both
beautiful and violent, but the purpose of sexual union is very
different for each of these speakers. In "Love Song to Storm
Dancer" (11-12), the urgency of male sexual desire is conveyed
through the beating of the "drums of Night" which open the poem
and the "Drums of Dawn" which close it. The eternal persistence of the male sexual drive is suggested in the implication
that sexual encounter does not bring fulfilment but only the kindling of "new desire."
This unresolved state of sexual excitation is carried over into
"The Wild Woman's Lullaby," which is similarly stormy in mood.
Storm-Dancer recalls the North West Coast mythical figure
D'Sonoqua, the wild woman of the woods who steals children
and carries them away to her cave; she is an articulate monsterwoman, through whose open mouth a terrifying "Ooo-ooo-ooo"
is released into the forest (E. Carr 33-40). Skinner's domestication of this traditionally free spirit is perhaps a reflection of her
anxieties about the patriarchal definition of woman as destructive and beyond the reach of culture's civilizing influence. Not
only is the wild woman tamed and turned into a nurturer rather
than a destroyer of children, words in praise of male sexual domination are put into her mouth. Here, Storm-Dancer describes
the father of the child she sings to as:
Fiercest in war, wisest in council, swiftest in hunting,
Harshest and fondest in the tent of his woman! (13)
113

G R E E N W O R ( L ) D S

In what is perhaps an allusion to sexology's popularized assertion that women can and should adapt themselves to the male
sex drive, sexual harshness is counted among the male virtues
and is valued equally with fierceness, wisdom, swiftness and
capacity for love. This celebration male sexual violence is in startling contrast to "Song of the Whip-Plaiting" (4-6), where the
persona expresses a wistful longing for a gentler touch.
But Storm-Dancer has more to celebrate than a mate with
the singular distinction of being the most brutal of men. The
longing for release from silence and isolation through motherhood, a longing expressed in several other poems, including
"Song of the Basket-Weaving" (7-8), is here fulfilled. As a mother
turned poet, Storm-Dancer appears to suggest that motherhood
can release the power of the imagination:
What shall I sing to thee, babe on my back?
Song of the Eagle that mates with the storm!
Hi-i-ri'ki! Ri-eek
The wild gale is weeping, driven before him
To his nest on the black lone mast of the night;
Swinging, swinging, far out, high out, over the sea!
[--.]
. . . Thy mother is Storm-Dancer, daughter of Winds.
What art thou, Little Chiefling, babe of my heart?
The star that I plucked from the mast of the night,
When the wings of thy father outstrove me! (13)

The young mother recreates for her son the story of his conception in images of pursuit and capture. And while these images
are not nearly as violent as the images of sexual predation
featured elsewhere in the courtship-marriage sequences, clearly
flight and freedom haunt the imagination of this "wild" poetmother. More interesting than the images of flight and freedom,
pursuit and capture, is the poet-mother herself. Her portraiture
reveals Skinner's ambivalence, for it's not at all clear what keeps
this "Wild Woman" wild in her state of domestic captivity. Can
she be seen as an imperfect transformation of D'Sonoqua? Or is
she perhaps "wild" in one or more senses of the word: uncivilized, ostracized, alienated, or maybe even slightly insane? As a
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woman who presumes to be a poet, she is an outsider, yet her
possible mental instability excuses her poetic pretensions. On
another level, she can be seen to represent a reconciliation between the domestic and artistic realms; she is a woman poet
whose poetry is "permissible" by virtue of the fact that it is a
lullaby, a poetic form that falls within the realm of the domestic.
This wild, unconventional poet-mother stands in opposition to
the more conventional poetic concerns expressed through Kanil-lak, Skinner's male poet figure, who is featured in the second
sequence of the cycle. I shall return to Kan-il-lak, the "divine
culturist," as Skinner calls him in her Foreword, but first something should be said about the possible connections between
Storm-Dancer and aboriginal legend.
The Kwakiutl figure D'Sonoqua is not the only legendary figure Storm-Dancer recalls. Insanity, ostracization, and alienation
are all suggested in the Nootka legend of "The Jealous Woman."
Jealous of her husband's second wife, this woman flees into the
forest taking her infant son with her. Exposure to the elements
transforms her into a wild creature, and in her rage and jealousy
she neglects the child she carries on her back. The only clue to
her whereabouts is the wailing of the starving baby. By pursuing
this pitiful cry, the child's father and his fellow tribesmen finally
locate the woman, but by then the baby is nothing more than a
bag of bones on its mother's back. The wild mother is taken
back to the village. With the bones of her infant still fastened to
her back, she is locked in a pen in her husband's house (Sapir
and Swadesh 67-9). This aberrant wife and mother is almost
certainly one of the Nootka versions of D'Sonoqua, and it really
matters little which figure inspired Skinner's wild poet-mother.2
What is important is the way in which Skinner re-imagines her.
Flight, pursuit, capture, and incarceration characterize the Nootka
legend, and while these elements are also apparent in "The Wild
Woman's Lullaby," they are romanticized and rendered benign.
Female rebellion and infanticide are replaced in Skinner's version by maternal nurturance and devotion to one's mate; female
destruction, with its intimations of female power, gives way to a
modest and feminine form of literary creativity. In short, what
Skinner does with this highly threatening female figure is confine her within the same set of social and literary conventions in
which Skinner herself, as a woman and a poet, is entrapped. As
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the Kan-il-lak sequence reveals, her male poet figure operates
under no such physical or creative restrictions.
Although "Love Song to Storm-Dancer" and "The Wild Woman's Lullaby" work as a pair in the opening sequence, they were
not part of the original sequence of ten poems which first appeared in Harriet Monroe's Poetry (Chicago) in 1914.3 "The Wild
Woman's Lullaby" was first published in 1916, the same year in
which four of the eight poems in the Kan-il-lak sequence appeared in Poetry. This suggests that the pair may have been written at about the same time as the Kan-il-lak poems, with which
it has a thematic relationship. But Kan-il-lak is neither "wild"
nor female, nor are his songs covert or unofficial contributions
to the cultural heritage of his community. Despite his official
status, his songs are not concerned with the interpretation of
Indian legend but with the assertion of his own poetic identity
as "divine culturist." Like the Romantic poets, he seeks communion with Mother Nature, and like the poets of an even older
European tradition, he courts a muse. Kan-il-lak represents one
of the ways in which Skinner attempts to live out the split demanded of her between woman and poet. This sequence resembles the Medieval tapestry she describes in "Cheating at Solitaire"
into which woman weaves male experience, "now hers at second hand." Indeed this adopting of a male persona — or, more
specifically, the powerful mask of the male poet — allows Skinner to slip comfortably into the traditionally male poetic role, and
most of her perceptions from this point of view are decidedly masculine. Through Kan-il-lak, Skinner indulges in poetic abstractions;
asserts the superiority of masculine symbols (such as the sun) over
feminine symbols (such as the earth and the moon); treats male
sexuality as the life-giving, life-sustaining force; and praises an
omnipotent male god. The sequence is presented as a variation on
the courtship motif and follows the poet-lover on his journey in
search of "the Desired," Nak-Ku, the poet's muse. The relationship
between poet and muse is conventionally erotic, and the muse traditionally elusive at first and then submissive.
Skinner subverts the convention briefly by allowing the muse
interiority, making her the speaker of the one of the poems, "NakKu Answers," in which she expresses her jealousy of her sister
muses and her triumph over them as Kan-il-lak's favourite:
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I have given dreams to Kan-il-lak, the Singer.
Oh what care I, Kan-il-lak,
Though thy hut be full of witches,
Thy lip's melody flown before their kisses?
Know I not that all women
Must to the Singer bring their gifts?
Know I not that to The Singer comes at last
His hour of gift-judging?
I will lie, like a moonbeam, in thy heart.
A hundred gifts shall fall, regarded not.
But where, among the dust of forgetfulness,
The one pearl shell is found again;
The deeps no man has seen
Brimming its lyric mouth with mystical murmurs
There shalt thou pause,
And render me thy song! (20)

The publication of this poem predates the appearance of "Cheating at Solitaire" by eleven years. Yet by giving the muse a poetic
voice of her own, Skinner has already created one of those two
conscious and creative Fates which she adds to the mute and
unconscious three created by men. The Medieval weaver of tapestries is also present here, in Nak-Ku's realization that female
"gifts" are utilized exclusively in the service of male art. As muse,
woman is denied creative power of her own and is merely the
agent of male transcendence into the realm where the "lyric
mouth" brims "with mystical murmurs"; this is "the realm of
imagination above the actualities of experience." The relationship between gift-giving muse and gift-judging poet could hardly
be more different from the relationship between revered Mother
Earth and respectful poet-dancer.
Throughout the Kan-il-lak sequence, the images of pursuit
and capture presented in "The Wild Woman's Lullaby" are repeated from the male perspective. The muse, symbolically associated with the moon, is a creature of the night, and Kan-il-lak,
associated with "the man-strength of sun-light" (24), pursues her
through the night and encounters her at dawn; thus the courtship-marriage ritual is translated back into the context of gender-
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coded artistic creativity. The symbolism around the muse figure
expands in the later songs to include the swift-pinioned bird,
snared in Kan-il-lak's "nets of song," and the chaste stars upon
which the poet focuses in his attempt to transcend to the upper
realms of the imagination. The climax of his poetic experience
is articulated in "A Prayer of Kan-il-lak" (27), which contains no
trace of a female presence. Moon and stars of the earlier poems
have been transcended, and here, "Above the dust of barter and
the murk of fame," the poet comes face to face with "Kia-Kunae,
God." It's significant that Skinner images the ultimate imaginative experience as a confrontation between male poet and male
god, for attempts by her female characters to transcend "the
actualities of experience" rarely get off the ground.
Almost all of the male personae in Songs of the Coast Dwellers exhibit Kan-il-lak's masculine self-assurance. "Indian Spring"
is perhaps the most remarkable example of the way Skinner asserts her creative powers through a male character:
I on the thighs of God, as the leaf on the willow!
I the song of his lips and the light of his mirth,
I the wind between his frontlets, the desire to his
children,
I the sure arrow of his heart!
[...]
I the seed in his spilling pouches, I the spear that wounds
to harvest;
I the life-bringer, I his servant to the law that is forever;
I the linked hands of unborn children —
Mystic fetter round the loins of men and women;
I the sober splendour of their fusion, I the paean of their
hope!
Oh, I on the thighs of God, as the leaf on the willow!
(59-60)

As Gilbert and Gubar observed, "For all literary artists . . . selfdefinition necessarily precedes self-assertion: the creative 'I AM'
cannot be uttered if the T knows not what it is" (1979 17). In
"Indian Spring" the "I" is clearly male and, more specifically,
phallic. Furthermore, this phallus, situated as it is "on the thighs
118

!

P O E T I C

C O N S C I O U S N E S S

of God," is the divine instrument of creation and as such engenders art. Almost certainly — to invert the question explored by
Gilbert and Gubar — the penis in this poem is a metaphorical
pen. It is the transcendental signifier that integrates the holy trinity of masculinity, divinity, and literary authority. Only once in
the cycle does a female character move toward a self-assertion
corresponding in strength to that exhibited by Kan-il-lak and the
phallic persona of "Indian Spring." This woman, "The Jealous
One at Berry-Picking," is one of the cycle's most negative figures
and is severely punished by Skinner, who allows the woman
neither love nor recognition as an artist.
"The Jealous One at Berry-Picking" is a derisive portrait of
the village spinster, a portrait constructed along the lines of the
stereotypical Old Maid. The poem is a vindictive attack by the
speaker, Kot'-'e'-o, on the three young female companions who
accompany her on a berry-picking expedition. The companions
all have suitors, while Kot'-'e'-o has none. Kot'-'e'-o's sour-grapes
attitude toward the situation is the source of the poem's high
humour, for although she denies it, Kot'-'e'-o has earned in full
her reputation as the "Jealous One." She tries to redeem herself
in the eyes of her companions by establishing herself as the
champion teller of the "Tale of the Berry" but finds that she is as
unsuccessful at accomplishing this as she is at attracting a mate:
You will not listen to me?
That is foolish, for none tells the Tale of the Berry better
than I.
This I know; for I have heard all the maidens tell it.
La'n'ya! It was a poor tale!
(They laugh! They wag the head!) (41)

The derisive laughter of her companions elicits a venomous attack on each of them in turn:
Who is Whalaka,
That she should catch old Noan's son?
Why did he run to her with his fire?
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Tst-st-st-stJ
Because her house is the next house to his —
But for the ten little houses between —
And mine is too far. That is all!
Certainly I will kick over your basket, Whalaka. (42)

Kot'-e'-o carries out her threat and kicks Whalaka's basket down
a hill. All three maidens flee, leaving Kot'-e'-o alone in the
darkening forest. She is eventually fetched by her mother, who
drags her daughter kicking and screaming out of the woods:
Ak! Akl
Nay — wait, my mother, till I tell thee.
It is true I have no berries —
Na — wait — ak! ai-hil oi-ick!
They lied! I did not so!
They ran and told thee lies!
The berries? Na — Tis true I have none; they took —
Ail-ak! ak~i-hi! ak! ah-k-k-k!
Ah-k-k'k] oi-eek! O~i~eek-ow~ow~oo-yah-yah-h~h-h! (46)

Kot'-e-'o's monologue is intended as a comic piece. More interesting than the humour, however, are the contradictions and the
ambivalence on Skinner's part in presenting so unsympathetically a character who so clearly embodies the conflict experienced by women who, like Skinner herself, do not fit the role
assigned them by society. Kot'-e'-o's inability to compete on the
marriage market and her failure to achieve recognition as the
teller of the "Tale of the Berry" make her an object of derision
rather than sympathy. Yet there seems to be an unconscious attempt by Skinner to convey some of the fears and frustrations
that plague this enraged social outcast.
"The Jealous One at Berry-Picking" may have been inspired
by the Tsimshian legend of Gunachnishemgad, translated by
Franz Boas and published in 1912. The occasion of the legend is
a berry-picking expedition. It features a haughty "princess" (Boas's term), a basket of berries which is repeatedly spilled down a
hillside, and several female companions who desert the princess
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in the darkening woods. During the course of the tale, the princess's excessive pride is broken. She goes on to earn the respect
of the tribe and is rewarded with a noble husband. Through a
series of trials that test her courage, she earns her new husband's
devotion and bears him a son, whom she names
Gunachnishemgad. Although her father's tribe is hostile to the
boy, the princess is fiercely protective. As a result, he grows into
a great hero, who becomes the progenitor of the Raven Clan
(Boas and Swanton 147-93).
Temperamentally, Skinner's Kot'-e'-o resembles the heroine
of the Tsimshian legend but the two women clearly do not share
the same fate. Both stories emphasize punishment and redemption in the eyes of others. But while the Tsimshian princess proves
her worthiness in the role of wife and mother and is rewarded
by becoming the matriarch of a great clan, Kot'-e-'o seeks in
vain to redeem herself by adopting the male role of poet. Not
only is she unsuccessful, she is severely punished for this offence. Unable to assume the role of wife and mother or the role
of poet, she is effectively denied both biological and artistic creativity. Like the "Wild Woman" poet, Kot-'e-'o is an outsider, and
the notoriety she has achieved is clearly not the kind of attention she seeks:
O Maidens —
O Whalaka, Udz, Aidzumka!
Harken while I sing the Tale of the Berry.
It is I, Kot'-e'-o — they call me Jealous One
(It is a lie: I am not so!) (49-50)

Kot'-e'-o would rather be known for her abilities as a poet than
her inability to attract a male suitor. Indeed, the lyrical description
of the berry-picking which opens her monologue challenges
some of Kan-il-lak's most poetic flights:
Berries are ripe.
Oh, hi na-na-ya —
Berries are ripe!
In the green shallows of the bushes
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The leaves flitter-flutter,
Like little sea-waves,
When Yu-ahte, the Young Wind, treads lightly,
Laughing, laughing, with eyes shut,
Saying, saying what he speaks not —
(Tst~st~st—Little Wind—stl)
Flutter, flutter little leaves,
Whisper and be very angry!
Yet shall the ten brown fingers of the maidens
Strip your green boughs of the ripe pink berries!
Salmon-berries, Salmon-berries,
Hiding in the leafy shallows,
We will catch you without nets,
We will spear you with our little sharp nails,
We will snare you with our ten brown fingers. (39)

This opening section establishes Kot'-e'-o as a self-conscious
poet/interpreter of nature. In keeping with the definition of the
aboriginal poet as listener who hears Mother Earth's whispers
and hears the leaves "clap their hands" (SCD xi), Kot'-e'-o is attuned to the whispering of the leaves and the laughing of the
wind. But there is more on her mind than just artistic creativity.
She perceives the act of berry-picking in terms of the courtship
ritual and sexual initiation depicted in the opening sequence,
where expectant young virgins hide in the forest awaiting discovery by their eager bridegrooms. However, in this image, not
virgins but "ripe pink berries" are "Hiding in the leafy shallows"
to be discovered by "ten brown fingers," which will snare and
spear them with "little sharp nails." This oblique allusion to
sexual violence suggests that rage and a desire for retaliation
may also be present here, for it's not men but maidens who are
performing this violent act.
Not only does Kot'-e'-o's special talent for hearing nature's
voice lend legitimacy to her claim to poethood, her "Tale of the
Berry" suggests that she, rather than Kan-il-lak, may be the "divine culturist" of the tribe:
Once, once, far, far long back,
When that old man the Sun was a baby,
Rocking on the tree of Heaven;
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And the earth sat still and fed him strength
From the thousand gushing mountain-tips
Of her warm brown breast —
That so he might grow swiftly strong
To run every day across the great world
And carry the Kettles of Light —
[. ..]
All this forest was a river,
A flowing green river of the sea. . . . (40)

Unlike the male poet Kan-il-lak, who limits his repertoire to dialogues with his muse, his (male) maker, and the landscape, Kot'-e'o assumes the official task of Poet Laureate of the community, the
task of interpreting tribal history and myth. Significantly, Kot'-e'-o's
creation myth abounds in maternal images. Unlike the "Sun-Song
of Kan-il-lak," which asserts the omnipotence of "the man-strength
of sun-light," Kot'-e'-o gives the highest honour in creation to Mother
Earth, to whom the sun owes its existence and its strength. Indeed,
the image of the sun as both "old man" and "baby" seems to undercut the notion of the superiority of a masculine sun over a feminine
earth. Kan-il-lak's image of the sun as a ravisher of the female is
contrasted here by Kot'-e'-o's image of the sun as a kind of servant
to the "great world" for whom he daily carries "Kettles of Light."
It's perhaps not surprising that Kot'-e'-o's tale, like the legend of Gunachnishemgad, is informed by matriarchal power, for
the most impressive image of power in her monologue is her
mother: "My mother is a Haida woman; / The Haida women are
most big and strong and fierce." Long before her actual appearance on the scene at the end of the poem, Kot'-e'-o introduces
the formidable Haida woman:
. . . Aidzumka!
I would you were my sister,
That I might tell your unbecoming thoughts
To my strong, fierce mother.
Ay! there would be music in the village,
A roaring and a dancing!
You would sing like the wind through a rock.
She would beat out the wild shrill sound
Like Man-es-tet-su, the Priest's Drum-beater. (44)
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The most hateful curse Kot'-e'-o can hurl at her companion is
the wish that she might have a mother like the Haida woman.
However slippery this poem's relationship to authentic North
West Coast legend, pride and fear in equal amounts are well-documented daughterly feelings for the mother in patriarchal culture.
The Haida woman is one of a pair of frightening images that
haunts the final section of Kot'-e'-o's monologue:
What is that? there — there — stalking?
It is tall. It is silent.
It comes swiftly through the black pines.
It is the Woods-ghost with the long hissing serpent in his
hand.
Ai-i! ai-il Oh-ahJ the Woods-ghost. Oi-ick the — !
Nay — nay — Nay-y — it is my mother — !
It is my strong, fierce mother, the Haida woman. (46)
The "Woods-ghost," armed with "the long hissing serpent," would
seem to signify male sexual power. The conflation of this figure
with the Haida woman, as the italicized line at the end of the
verse suggests, makes her even more fearsome and powerful.
Indeed, by meting out Kot'-e'-o's well-deserved punishment, this
awesome phallic mother becomes the true hero of the poem.4
The sequence that stands in startling contrast to the clusters of
monologues I have discussed thus far is the largest group of poems in Songs of the Coast Dwellers. The focus in this sequence is
on community, rather than individuals, and features none of the
sadistic sexual conflict that informs the earlier sequences. These
twelve loosely related pieces depict the changing of the seasons
and are primarily variations on the theme of humankind's relationship to nonhuman nature. While Skinner's irritating penchant
for elaborate allegory seems somewhat more under control here,
her desire to present a positive communitarian alternative to
patriarchal individualism, with its inherent gender conflict, is
undermined by her tendency to sentimentalize. Although we view
it through the mist of this sentiment, the communal setting does
provide a better context for understanding Skinner's preoccupation with sexuality.
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In this sequence, the emphasis shifts from the sexual act itself to fertility. Given that at least part of Skinner's continuing
interest in aboriginal culture throughout her adult life was an
attempt to make sense of her childhood experience and to communicate her knowledge of aboriginal culture to her white readership, it seems reasonable to assume that her emphasis on
fertility is a reflection of her childhood observations. As her
histories of the North West Coast and the fur-trade suggest, she
had an interest in the economic and political changes wrought
by contact with Europeans. One of the most important social
transformations involved a shift in the status of aboriginal women
within their communities. Ethnographer Nancy Bonvillain explains these changes:
According to numerous accounts through the nineteenth century, women sometimes prostituted themselves voluntarily; in other cases, their sexual services
were exploited by male relatives. Not only was women's personal degradation involved in this business,
but venereal disease evidently spread rapidly and
caused many illnesses and deaths. Population decline
among Pacific peoples resulted directly from deaths
from syphillis and also from frequent cases of infertility among survivors. . . . Swift decreases in population, additionally caused by widespread disastrous
epidemics of smallpox in the late nineteenth century,
led to a marked emphasis on women's procreative
roles to ensure community survival. This responsibility can be viewed as both positive and negative. It
clearly recognized women's vital contribution to their
lineages, but it also increased physical and social
burdens for mothers. (Bonvillain 102)

These were the conditions that obtained during Skinner's youthful tenure among the chiefdoms of the North West Coast during
the late nineteenth century. She could not have avoided noting
the centrality of fertility in the survival of aboriginal community. In the imaginary community of Songs of the Coast Dwellers,
fertility and spirituality are intimately linked. Nature in this particular sequence is alive with spirits — deities who operate in
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the lives of community members and preside over daily rituals,
especially those involving fertility. Some of these spiritual entities bear Nootka names, suggesting that the inspiration for this
sequence may have come partly from Nootka legend. However,
as the sequence moves toward conclusion, it becomes clear that
poetic licence still takes precedence over faithful depiction of
any actual aboriginal community of Skinner's acquaintance,
Nootka or otherwise.
The sequence starts out as a kind of Utopian vision that partly
echoes the female "design of life and society" expressed in
"Cheating at Solitaire." But this poetic attempt at Utopia is not
nearly as radical as the proposal Skinner makes in her essay, for
it moves toward an equalization rather than a reversal of power
between the sexes. In contrast to the opening sequence in the
volume with its articulation of the unjust realities of life in a
male dominated culture, "Song of the Four Mornings" presents
an alternative way of being for both sexes. The sequence employs the courtship-marriage ritual as a metaphor for the cycle
of the seasons and depicts a relatively egalitarian community
where women and men move joyfully and in harmony with one
another and with nature through the seasons of their lives. This
is Skinner's last full treatment of the rituals so central to women's lives. In its idealistic presentation of those rituals, the poem can
be seen as the poet's attempt to transcend the bitter realities of female existence: it is Skinner's attempt, as poet in her own right, to
reach "the realm of imagination above the actualities of experience."
The sequence follows a pantheon of deities and seasonal spirits as they direct and participate in the mating rituals. The poems are narrated from several points of view: the men, the
women, the community as a whole; even some of the spirits
take turns at narrating events. Male and female in this sequence
do not fall into Skinner's more typical active/passive, aggressor/
victim pattern of sexual union. Indeed, it's the women who initiate sexual encounter. At the dawn of summer they descend
into the forest; from their hiding places among the leaves they
call to the men:
"Come, come, O swift and strong!
We are the women: seek us.
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O men, Hunters of Life,
We are the Harborers, the Fosterers — the women! Seek us!
(It was the women, the Harborers, the Fosterers, who rose first,
And followed Tem-Eyos-Kwi:
They called to the men.)
("Summer Dawn" SCD 50-1)
Interestingly, Skinner feels constrained to insert a redundant parenthetical statement, making it doubly clear just who is in control
of this event. The women, not the men, make the first response
to the call of Eros and head for the forest. From there, they —
italicized — call the men to join them. The men, armed with
their weapons of "Lightning and heat," "enter the forest with the
tramp of thunder and the darkness of storm"; however, sexual
union is achieved with a minimum of pain and tears.
Skinner's vision of community was almost certainly inspired
by the social practice of North West Coast aboriginal peoples in
which women not only have a voice but also publicly recognized roles as distributors of resources in their communities
(Bonvillain 99). Indeed, "Autumn Dawn" idealizes this aspect of
Native culture and even suggests that the way women win respect is by speaking out on their own behalf. In this lengthy
poem, women's work is valued equally with that of men: the
spirit Kunae receives thanks for the raw materials of game, fish,
and fruit, but gratitude for the finished products accrues to
women. Following a long catalogue of the goods and services
they provide, the women speak out on the importance of their
domestic activities:
"Is not thy roof fragrant with cedar-trays of berries?
Have I not stored thy house full?
Hast thou not a little wayward son of thee at each of thy
hands?
Is the cradle on my back — the cradle of thy despised
little daughter — empty?
Where is another such wife?
Speak, O thou Hunter of Life. . . . " (54-55)
Significantly, Skinner cannot sustain her gender-balanced vision.
Sons are still indulged and daughters despised — a notion not at
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all in keeping with the expressed preferences among many North
West Coast cultures for the birth of daughters in recognition of
women's responsibility for procreation and continuity of
matrilineages (Bonvillain 99). But at least, unlike the isolated female speakers of earlier sequences whose indifferent mates can
neither hear nor understand them, these women evoke the respect of their attentive menfolk.
Although "the men answer not" the questions posed by the
women, the light of understanding gleams in their eyes. However, in keeping with Skinner's habit of capitulation to patriarchal
norms, she seems intent upon us knowing the precise nature
and divine sanctification of the power differential between men
and women in this well-ordered social structure:
For the silent men have seen
That Plem-Salia-Kwi walks not alone.
Through all his paths, She follows him — his woman, his
mate —
Sharing his blanket.
She has no other garment, her breast is bare,
She has given all to him she follows:
So comes he with plenty!
He tires not forever on his leagues of march,
Because her feet are set to his footprints,
And the gleam of her bare hand slants across his
shoulder.
Therefore the silent men, the Hunters and Providers of
Life,
Greet Plem-Salia-Kwi, the Harvest-Bringer, their bloodbrother the Mated One,
With the tink-tink, tink-tonk, tink-tonk of bright
hammers,
Shaping gifts for their women;
Ringing their thanksgiving song for full joys —
Full baskets, full cradles, the full arms of sleep. (55-6)

It's not just the silliness of her tinking and tonking that betrays
Skinner's uncertain grip on poetic power. As elsewhere in her
work, the kind of Victorian sentimentalism that eventually undermined maternal feminism takes over here. The best that can
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be said of this vision is that while the image of women as utterly
selfless mates and the power behind the throne hardly qualifies
as a liberating vision from today's perspective, it's a considerable improvement over the oppressive gender arrangements represented elsewhere in the volume. Typically, Skinner uses the
typographical devices of italics and dashes to drive home her
point about who follows whom, who possesses whom, and which
authorities legitimate this hierarchical arrangement. It would
seem that her attempt as a poet to reach "the realm of imagination above the actualities of experience" has resulted in
neither an egalitarian alternative to brutal patriarchal rule, nor
a fulfilment of her prophecy of women's ultimate control over
the entire "design and life of society." Patriarchy and aboriginal alternatives to it just don't seem to come together for her
in any entirely satisfactory way. Once again, we are left with
a sense of something not quite completed, a sense of desire
unfulfilled.

Reflections on a Postcolonial
Critical Paradigm
Four years after her death in 1939, A.J.M. Smith repatriated Skinner by including some of her poems in his Book of Canadian
Poetry (1943). Interestingly, he placed them in the section devoted to translations of authentic Indian verse, despite Skinner's
insistence in her Foreword that "Songs of the Coast Dwellers are
not translations nor adaptations of Indian poems. . ." (SCD viii).
Why Smith would choose to ignore this disclaimer will never be
known, but whatever his motivation, the dislocation between
his labelling and the internal evidence of the poetry almost certainly inspired the vagueness in Monroe Beattie's description of
Skinner's work in the early sixties. Writing in Literary History of
Canada, Beattie called Songs of the Coast Dwellers "free-verse
adaptations of west coast Indian songs" that "recreate the verbal
and emotional effects of primitive poetry" and hence are of "literary as well as anthropological" interest (237-8). Not surprisingly, this rather nondescript description inspired neither literary
critics nor anthropologists to follow up on Beattie's invitation to
demonstrate some interest in them.
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Smith was, of course, not alone in making careless assumptions about the work of literary women. Nor has such carelessness disappeared from the critical enterprise, despite the last
thirty years of feminist attempts to correct the record. Indeed,
the postmodernization of criticism in some ways echoes the
remasculinization of literature that occurred with the onset of
modernism.5 The recovery of work by women lost to literary
history has become even more complicated, for it's no longer
merely a matter of correcting the male bias of modernism;
feminist critics must also struggle against new critical frameworks which are often more resistant to feminist revision than
older ones. Thus, throughout this essay I have implicitly challenged the male bias that informs the critical view of aboriginal
imagery in texts by white writers, a critical view which has come
to dominate postcolonial literary studies in Canada. Postcolonial
literary theory, grounded as it is in the work of the fathers of
postmodernism and post-structuralism, often recycles the
phallocentrism of the tradition against which it claims to rebel.
As exemplified in the work of Terry Goldie, this view is inadequate
as a framework for disclosing the methods and motives of white
women writers who contributed to the literary construction of
what Goldie calls "the indigene." In Fear and Temptation: The
Image of the Indigene in Canadian, Australian, and New Zealand
Literatures (1989), Goldie employs Edward Said's idea of "standard commodities" and organizes his reading around five commodities "which appear to be standard in the 'economy' created
by the semiotic field of the indigene": sex, violence, orality, mysticism, and the prehistoric. Goldie's work has been cited by many
postcolonial scholars working in the field of Canadian aboriginal studies. As categories of analysis, these commodities are indeed useful in that they correspond to assumptions that underpin
primitivist discourse — which is, of course, Said's reason for
having theorized them in the first place. But as my reading of
Skinner's work implies and Nancy Miller's account of the female
plot suggests, primitivism is not the only ideology operating in
female-authored texts.
In my subjective experience of it, Goldie's model has a way
of reducing all the texts he considers to the level of sameness
and leads too easily to the conclusion that "if you've read one,
you've read 'em all." The reintroduction of biographical and
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historical detail, while threatening the purity of postmodernist
discourse analysis, is still the best way I know of opening up the
possibility of uniqueness and restoring informed creativity to
the act of reading texts produced under conditions significantly
different from, but not entirely alien to our own. No two poets
— indeed, no two persons — internalize cultural ideology in the
same way, and if we are to understand why the view of women
as coextensive with nonhuman nature seems to survive all our
sophisticated theorizing to the contrary, we need to resist the
impulse to reduce large groups of texts to a kind of undifferentiated gender relativism.
Although Goldie passed over Skinner's work in his otherwise
exhaustive study, her work is nevertheless a conspicuous illustration of the commodities he cites, most especially the
commodities of sex and violence. However, as my reading of her
work suggests, it's not sex and violence in the manner so neatly
defined by Goldie as "poles of attraction and repulsion, temptation by the dusky maiden and fear of the demonic violence of
the fiendish warrior" (15). Rather, in Skinner's exploitation of
these commodities in feminine terms rather than the conventionally masculine ones which Goldie applies to the works he
studies, her poetry seriously challenges many of the critical generalizations which have come to shape our postcolonial view of
white representations of North American aboriginal cultures and
peoples.
Goldie's study, as he explains it,
...emphasizes texts rather than authors, partly as a
response to the philosophical assumption explored by
Foucault in "What is an Author?" (1979) that defining
a text by its author limits a reader's understanding of
the complexity of discourse, but even more as a
response engendered by the specific objects examined
here. The semiotic field of the indigene is so circumscribed that the obvious intentions of some authors to
write in support of the indigene or to create "realistic"
images are even less likely to be fulfilled than other
attempts to liberate textual representation. (192)
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But what, it needs to be asked, is responsible for such a circumscribed semiotic field? The texts or the reader? Whatever the
authors' intentions, a semiotic field defined exclusively by the
commodities of orality, mysticism, sex, violence, and the prehistoric is Goldie's choice of a theoretical framework for reading
their texts — a framework every bit as limiting as "defining a
text by its author." Indeed, this framework limits the degree of
complexity texts are permitted to deliver. Virtually any text featuring aboriginal imagery — including texts by aboriginal writers
— can be reduced to these commodities simply by ignoring the
possibility that there are other factors in play, including factors
external to the text. Thus, having begun his study by limiting
expectations of the texts he intends to explore, Goldie can only
end it with this tautology: "A central factor in all the literature on
the indigene is that his or her role is invariably that of the indigene." Citing contemporary Canadian fiction as exemplar, he
continues: "There are novels in which a woman is not Woman
. . . but there are none in which an Indian is not INDIAN ..."
(215). But this analogy does not really work, for if readers were
to confine their reading of images of women in novels to five
commodities which, to them, appeared to be standard in the
economy created by the semiotic field of Woman, they would
almost certainly find no "novels in which a woman is not
Woman."
I do not wish entirely to demonize Goldie, for by examining
such a remarkably wide range of white authored texts, from the
early narratives of discovery through the narrative poetry of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to contemporary fiction, he officially staked out the territory for Canadian
postcolonial literary studies. My quarrel with Goldie is from the
perspective of women's studies. The central contradiction in his
work is, of course, that he has no problem factoring in the whiteness of the authors he reads: indeed, most of his readings of
texts are dependent upon that factor. His Foucauldian escape
hatch is reserved for questions of authorial gender: without it,
his theory would crumble under the weight of its own
masculinism. He was heavily influenced by the conflicted theoretical debates of the eighties, debates which transformed feminist literary studies in ways that were not always positive: social
action was displaced by privatized reading; gender difference
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was discredited as essentialist; the deconstruction and disappearance of Western man was extended — often by feminist critics
themselves — to include the disappearance of women; readings
by women lost some of their authority to the act of reading "like
a woman"; and the social oppression of women was reduced to
a linguistic phallocentrism in which women writers could now
be seen to participate equally with men. Consequently, within
postcolonial literary studies, white women writers were no longer
seen to be writing as women but rather, as whites.
In this climate of gender scepticism, Goldie was free to ignore the gender of the white women writers whose work he scrutinized. He could now submit it equally with male authored texts
to his two explicitly phallocentric metaphors of "penetration (the
forcible imposition of the dominator and his discursive system
within the dominated space) and appropriation (the consumption enforced by the dominator of what belongs to the
dominated)" (15). Focused exclusively on the text as an autonomous entity that transcends the material conditions of its production, Goldie's work and subsequent studies that rely heavily
upon it have led to two reductive notions: that cultural appropriation is a sufficient explanation for white writing that incorporates aboriginal imagery and that cultural appropriation in
men's and women's writing is virtually identical. These assumptions originate with the motives Goldie attributes to white authors:
The importance of the alien within cannot be overstated. In their need to become "native," to belong
here, whites in Canada, New Zealand, and Australia
have adopted a process which I have termed
"indigenization." A peculiar word, it suggests the
impossible necessity of becoming indigenous. For
many writers, the only chance for indigenization
seemed to be through writing about the humans who
are truly indigenous, the Indians, Inuit, Maori, and
Aborigines. (Goldie 13)

This is a quintessentially white male dilemma. As Simone de
Beauvoir made so abundantly clear in The Second Sex, Western
man has spent the better part of two millennia perfecting a
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definition of himself as transcendent and thus indigenous to no
particular place (except perhaps the kingdom of god), a definition that differentiated him from woman, who remained mired
in immanence and thus the equivalent of virtually all other biologically reproductive species indigenous to planet Earth. Suddenly to imply — however subtly — that "the impossible
necessity of becoming indigenous" is an experience shared
equally by men and women is to ignore the degree to which this
ideology has been internalized in Western consciousness and
the possibility that men and women internalize it differently. De
Beauvoir's own resentment of female biology is an illustration
of how women — often unhappily '— resigned themselves to
Woman's Place among the denizens of the fields and forests. If
the "importance of the alien within cannot be overstated," then
it is not an overstatement to emphasize that centuries before the
White Man's encounter with the indigenous peoples of the New
World, the overwhelming evidence for a repressed "alien within"
was the misogyny at the heart of this patriarchal ideology.
Woman, defined at least as far back as Aristotle as "non-man,
defective man, assigned a chiefly negative value in relation to
the male first principle," is the fundamental Other upon which
all other Others can be seen to be modelled. She was — and still
is — an Other who "stands as a sign of something in man himself which he needs to repress, expel beyond his own being, relegate to a securely alien region beyond his own definitive limits"
(Eagleton 132-3). Thus it's not so much a question of the degree
to which women share in men's desire for indigenization but,
more important, of acknowledging that the desire itself is intrinsic to the definition of masculinity. At best, women stand in a
paradoxical relationship to this desire: insofar as women have
been encouraged to deny their own experience and embrace
male experience as human experience, they share in the desire for indigenization. Yet women are always already
indigenized by virtue of an internalized definition of themselves as coextensive with nature. In constructing woman as
"immanent" and man as "transcendent" vis-a-vis nonhuman
nature, man himself prepared the ground for his own sense
of alienation and the concomitant desire for indigenization
and, to a significant extent, excluded women from what Goldie
calls its "impossible necessity."
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Undoubtedly literature by white women overlaps with that
of men, for the ideology of primitivism was part of the mental
furniture of the vast majority of people of European descent regardless of gender: Songs of the Coast Dwellers offers ample evidence of that overlap. But as I am arguing here, primitivism is
processed differently in women than it is in men because of the
way in which patriarchal discourse intersects with it. As theorized by Goldie, the semiotic field of the indigene, like Northrop
Frye's "deep terror" theory of Canadian literature, ignores that
difference, thus necessitating Goldie's imposition of a simplistic
binary construction on women's writing in order to make it fit
with that of men. Quoting from Sander Gilman's study of images of racialized female sexuality in the nineteenth-century male
imagination, Goldie defines sex and gender in binary terms as
"poles of attraction and repulsion, temptation by the dusky
maiden and fear of the demonic violence of the fiendish warrior.
Often both are found in the same work . . . in which
the warrior constantly attacks, but the maiden is an
agent to avoid that attack. They are emotional signs,
semiotic embodiments of primal responses. Could one
create a more appropriate signifier for fear than the
treacherous redskin? He incorporates, in generous
quantities, the terror of the impassioned, uncontrolled
spirit of evil. He is strangely joined by the Indian
maiden, who tempts the being chained by civilization
towards the liberation represented by free and open
sexuality, not the realm of untamed evil but of unrestrained joy. "The 'bad' Other becomes the negative
stereotype; the 'good' Other becomes the positive
stereotype. The former is that which we fear to become; the latter, that which we fear we cannot
achieve." Added to this is the alien's fear of the "redskin" as hostile wilderness, the new, threatening land,
and the arrivant's attraction to the maiden as restorative pastoral, this new, available land. (Goldie 15-16)

Goldie owes as much to Frye as he does to Gilman. Like Frye's
construction, Goldie's features a "hostile wilderness" and a
"threatening land." Goldie takes it one step further, however, in

135

G R E E N W O R ( L ) D S

his suggestion that this landscape is nevertheless attractive but, like
the "Indian maiden," attractive only by virtue of its availability — its
"takeability." In other words, the subjectivity of the writer implied
in Goldie's framework is both male and heterosexual. Indeed, this
construction cannot accommodate the subjectivity of the female
writer. For the male writer, the "Indian maiden" may well signify
the "unrestrained joy" of "free and open sexuality" as opposed to
the "demonic violence of the fiendish warrior," but does it make
sense to pursue these significations in writing by women? Is the
Indian maiden such an unambiguous turn-on for women? Do
women writers project onto the warrior a demonic and fiendish
violence they repress as the "alien other" in themselves? For women
writers, do sex and violence fall so neatly and conveniently into
mutually exclusive but mutually enhancing binary opposite categories? In short, to what extent can Goldie's white male fantasy of
the indigene illuminate aboriginal imagery in writing by white
women? Goldie asks the question, "Could one create a more appropriate signifier for fear than the treacherous redskin?" Constance
Lindsay Skinner's answer might well be a resounding Yes. For as I
read it, her work can easily lead to the conclusion that just as there
is literature in which a woman is not Woman, so too are there texts
in which an aboriginal figure is not the Indigene.
Perhaps the most obvious inadequacy in Goldie's work relates
to the question of community. In writing by women, what he sees
as the desire for indigenization may well be a desire for a different
kind of community. At any given time between the Renaissance
and the Industrial Revolution — from the era of discovery to the era
of mass emigration — social conditions in Europe were appalling
because, as Ronald Wright has noted in his Stolen Continents, the
"achievements of Europe were technological, not social" (12). While
many arriving Europeans may have been intent upon using their
superior technologies to possess and exploit the New World, others
were interested in studying aboriginal cultures for their own sake
as well as for possible clues to Europe's own social origins, and
even as sources of inspiration for a new social vision. It's true that
much of this kind of study helped to buttress primitivist ideology,
but some of it also influenced Western movements for social justice and equality. As Paula Gunn Allen has argued, both socialism
and feminism owe aspects of their thought to "ideas that pervade
American Indian political thought and action":
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Ethnographer Lewis Henry Morgan wrote an account
of Iroquoian matriarchal culture, published in 1877,
that heavily influenced Marx and the development of
communism, particularly lending it the idea of the
liberation of women from patriarchal dominance. The
early socialists in Europe, especially in Russia, saw
women's liberation as a central aspect of the socialist
revolution. . . . [It was through] the work of Morgan
and the writings of Marx and Engels . . . that the ageold gynarchical systems of egalitarian government
found their way into contemporary feminist theory.
(Allen 1986220)
Allen may be overstating the case, given the multiplicity of influences on socialist and feminist theory with respect to ideas about
political and social equality, but her point is well taken. Morgan
and his successors influenced thinking on important social reform issues of the early twentieth century, issues that found their
way into early modernist literature. One of the issues that preoccupied many women was the tension between individualism
and communalism: it was a theme that may be traced in many
of the female-authored works that flooded the popular literary
marketplace in North America. Skinner's Songs of the Coast Dwellers was certainly among them.
If the poetry of Constance Lindsay Skinner tells us anything,
it's that an aboriginal figure in white-authored writing may not
always be so unambiguously Indian, and that white women's
motives for cultural appropriation of aboriginal imagery may be
more complex than male-biased theories of the Other are capable of disclosing. There is no question that Skinner employed
many of the assumptions that underpin the ideology of primitivism to make adult sense of her childhood experience of aboriginal culture, but it also seems clear that it was not those
particular assumptions which triggered her particular kind of
desire for indigenization. Indeed, her struggle in Songs of the
Coast Dwellers suggests that her desire for indigenization had
much more to do with her troubled arrival in white culture as a
young adult than it did with her departure from the aboriginal
environment of her youth. Affectionately embraced by the people among whom she was raised, she was wounded and enraged
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by the patriarchal hostility she encountered upon finally entering the culture to which she supposedly belonged by virtue of
her whiteness. In her desire for belonging — for white
indigenization — she internalized its assumptions but found
herself perpetually in conflict with them. It was a conflict so
violent that only intimations of sexual assault could convey the
intensity of it. It's not surprising, therefore, that she repeatedly
returned in her mind and in her writing to the cultural tradition
she found familiar and intimate in order to puzzle out the one
she neither approved nor fully understood. In true immigrant
fashion, she became an over achiever, as her enormous literary
output suggests. But as her highly questionable success at reconciling oral tradition with late Victorian and early modernist conventions reveals, she never managed to feel entirely at
home,
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