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The Task of Poetic Mediation:
Revisiting Dorothy Liw$ay*S

Early Poetiy

Words have
rality
no
mo
exist lit ifttk0ee*W«

handled well
can perform miracles
gently massaging the heart

yet
like snowballs
secretly laden with ice
can strike the eye
blind
"Ars Poetica"
4January 1977
(Livesay Papers, Box 83, Folder 13)

T

he death of Dorothy Livesay in December of 1996, just
short of her ninetieth birthday, brought to a close one
of the longest and most remarkable careers in the literary history of Canada. Her life bridged the decades between
two waves of political feminism as well as the onset of two literary movements, modernism and postmodernism. Primarily a
poet, Livesay was also a journalist, a biographer, a fiction writer,
a literary critic and scholar. As a scholar, her most important
contribution was her unearthing of Isabella Valancy Crawford's
unpublished manuscript, Hugh and Ion} Livesay made this discovery during the course of a lengthy investigation into
Crawford's life and work. The materials from this project —
research notes, drafts of essays, copies of articles, published and
lt
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unpublished — fill four boxes in the Livesay collection in the
archives at the University of Manitoba. Interestingly, the Crawford
Livesay found is very much like Livesay herself. Love has been a
perennial and overriding concern for Livesay as a poet, and her
research reconfirmed this to be true of Crawford as well. "[O]ther
matters that concerned her: poverty in a world of wealth; destruction of the natural environment; continual wars & the threat
of mankind's self-destruction," notes Livesay in an untitled, undated essay (Box 102 Folder 9). These are, of course, high on the
list of Livesay's own poetic concerns.
It's hardly surprising that Livesay went looking for Crawford
and found herself. Livesay's research journey was in many ways
a return to her literary roots. She was fourteen years old when
her mother, poet Florence Randall Livesay, added to her impressive collection of books by Canadian poets a copy of the newly
published Selected Poems of Isabella Valancy Crawford (1923),
edited by Katherine Hale. The young Dorothy "loved it."2 Fifty
years later, in her essay on "the factual and the literary background of Isabella Valancy Crawford," Livesay compared
Malcolm's Katie to Hugh and Ion, concluding that
...the immigrant's axe becomes inextricably linked
with the native canoe. Only by learning the arts of the
Indian can the European exist. He must learn how to
use the canoe, how to hunt and fish in the wilderness
. . . but he and the native are hampered by the evils
the White Man brings with him — the evils of the
class structure, poverty versus wealth, overcrowding,
disease and alcohol. The only way he can purge
himself of these is to seek the forest wilderness and
maintain its natural ecology. (Livesay JCF 1973 167)

The Indigene was not an image Livesay used in her own poetry.
She did not have the kind of direct experience of indigenous
culture that Crawford probably had during her extended visits
to the summer home of Catherine Parr Traill near the Stony Lake
Reserve in Peterborough County (Livesay 1973 163-164). Raised
in urban environments, Livesay always experienced what she
called "the dichotomy that exists .. . between town and country
142
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— that pull between community and private identity that is characteristic of being a woman; and characteristic, for that matter,
of life 'north,' life in Canada. Perhaps we are a country more
feminine than we like to admit, because the unifying, regenerative principle is a passion with us" (Collected Poems v). What
Livesay did have was a keen appreciation of the Indigene's power
as a signifier of mediation between nonhuman nature and the
White Man — a signifier of the passion for unification and regeneration in Crawford's work. Impressed since adolescence by this
theme of mediation, Livesay had to work it out in her own way.
The first phase of Dorothy Livesay's career — the years in which
she published Green Pitcher (1928) and Signpost (1932) — is generally considered her apprenticeship period. These early works,
which helped to established Canadian modernism, are thought
to have been prepara tion for her more important poetry of the
sixties and seventies. While this view is undoubtedly true to a
large extent, it carries with it an implicit devaluation of her first
poems. But the poems contained in these volumes, along with
those from the same period published for the first time in
Livesay's Collected Poems (1972), are not just intensely personal
adolescent outpourings: they are also a working out of a complex and well-integrated world view that remained at the heart
of Livesay's poetic vision to the end.3 In these poems Livesay
creates a special role for the woman poet — a role not limited to
the articulation of female experience but expanded to include
the task of mediating the conflict between culture and nature. In
her role as poet-mediator, Livesay articulates an alternative to
the patriarchal world view and its principle of opposition between male consciousness and the world which man dominates
and perceives as "other."
For many Canadian writers, from Susanna Moodie in Roughing it in the Bush to Margaret Atwood in "Progressive Insanities
of a Pioneer," the figure of the pioneer has been emblematic of
the relationship between culture and nature. Livesay makes use
of this archetypal figure in "Pioneer," where the poet speaks
directly to culture on nature's behalf:
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He laboured, starved and fought:
In these last days
Cities roar where his voice
In lonely wilderness first sang out praise.
He sits with folded hands
And cries to see
How he has ravaged earth
Of her last stone,
Her last, most stubborn tree.

(Collected Poems 53)

Here, several decades before the onset of the ecological crisis in
the sixties, Livesay takes up the task of mediating the conflict
between culture and nature. Singing out nature's praises has
proved a hypocritical activity for this pioneer, his song of praise
meaningless accompaniment to the more important task at hand:
ravaging the earth. This particular form of hypocrisy has serious implications for poetry and the culture which produces and
consumes it. Countless volumes of poetry in praise of nature
have been consumed right along with nature itself. Neither the
Wordsworths nor the Coleridges, the Lampmans nor the
Carmans, have done anything to halt the attack on nature; the
roar of cities has replaced their voices just as effectively as it has
the pioneer's. Little wonder Livesay rejects the Romantic nature
conventions in which they worked and takes up instead the crucial task of mediation.
Poetic mediation as a uniquely female role can be better understood in terms of anthropologist Sherry Ortner's "Is Female
to Male as Nature is to Culture?" — an early classic of modern
feminist scholarship — in which she states that "culture (still
equated relatively unambiguously with men) recognizes that women
are active participants in its special processes, but at the same time
sees them as being more rooted in, or having more direct affinity
with, nature" (69). Without giving up the belief that she is "rooted
in," or has "direct affinity with, nature," Livesay perceives her active participation in culture's "special processes" as that of poet.
While the female role of poet-mediator may be unique to
poetry, it is really only an extension of woman's time-honoured
and universal role in culture. By shifting the traditional female
role out of the narrow confines of the domestic and into a wider
144
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sphere of influence, Livesay transforms the negative aspects of
that role into positive advantages. As Ortner explains, women in
virtually all observed cultures occupy an intermediate position,
and most of their traditional duties within the domestic sphere
are mediative:
. . . [woman's] socializing [of children] and cooking
functions within the domestic context show her to be
a powerful agent of the cultural process, constantly
transforming raw natural resources into cultural
products. Belonging to culture, yet appearing to have
stronger and more direct connections with nature she
is ... seen as situated between the two realms.
(Ortner 80)

"Intermediate" or "middle status" on a hierarchy of being from
culture to nature "may have the significance of 'mediating,' i.e.,
performing some sort of synthesizing or converting function
between nature and culture. . . . "
The domestic unit — and hence woman, who in
virtually every case appears as its primary representative — is one of culture's crucial agencies for the
conversion of nature into culture, especially with
reference to the socialization of children. Any culture's continued viability depends upon properly
socialized individuals who will see the world in that
culture's terms and adhere more or less unquestioningly to its moral precepts. (Ortner 84)

The domestic sphere, presided over by women, is a kind of
processing plant in the service of culture. Women's special abilities — their biological function of regeneration and the socially
conditioned skills, such as mothering and cooking, which are
related to that function — make their task as synthesizers and
converters of nature crucial to the continued viability of culture.
As poet-mediator, Livesay shifts the synthesizing and conversion
process out of the domestic realm and into the realm of poetry.
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Instead of processing infants and raw foodstuffs into crucially
required cultural products, she transforms traditional language
and cultural attitudes into new language and attitudes crucial to
the viability of both culture and nature.
In a world that views culture and nature as irreconcilably
opposed, Livesay's tasks are more challenging than the traditional female mediative tasks, for the power of her agency must
be exerted in not just one but two supposedly opposing directions. In order to meet this challenge, she extends the limits of
language through the use of poetic fictions which bridge the gap
between subject and object, self and other. In this way, she effects a resolution of the conflict which arises out of opposition
and images a new relationship in which culture and nature exist
in cooperation and mutual dependence.
The role of poet-mediator is entirely in keeping with Livesay's
world view. What the Romantic nature poets spilled so much
ink over in an attempt to reconnect with — namely, their legacy
from Mother Nature — Livesay accepts as a given. For her, the
body, not the intellect, is the ground of being, the source from
which all intellectual, spiritual, and emotional experience flows.
Frank Davey has labelled this vision "Heraclitean" because of
Livesay's emphasis on "the sufficiency of the physical universe"
(1974 168). But Livesay did not consciously choose this world
view from the variety of prepackaged philosophies available to
her. Indeed, as she says in one of these early poems, "philosophies / Have never darkened me. /1 live in what I feel and hear /
And see" (Collected Poems 68). In other words, the vision which
may seem to owe much to Heraclitus grows directly out of
Livesay's personal experience as a woman; whatever its relationship to classical philosophies, it is primarily a feminist vision.
The tasks of poetic mediation are also in keeping with
Livesay's belief in literature as a vehicle for social change. In her
depiction of the conflict between male and female, she communicates her belief that the opposition between culture and nature is destructive to both realms. "Biologically speaking, [men
and women] are different," Livesay maintains. "Any biological
differences affect one's point of view" (Lever 50). But despite
their differing points of view, in Livesay's vision, male and female are not naturally opposed; as she has said: "I feel that men
and women are complementary; they really do need each other"
146
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(Barber 15). The unnatural opposition of male and female in patriarchal culture, like the antagonistic opposition of civilization
and the natural world, is presented in her poetry as one of the
central problems of human existence. This unnatural opposition
is at the heart of the conflict between a woman's sexual needs
and her equally important need for personal autonomy.
Livesay begins her attack on the hierarchical and oppositional
relationship between culture and nature, male and female, within
the arena of poetic language, where she attempts to break down
the hierarchical relationship between language, a product of
human culture, and that which language is made to appropriate
— namely nonhuman nature. The human tendency to appropriate nature by means of language is addressed by Margaret
Homans in her study of women poets and the Romantic tradition: "Hierarchy or relativity in language is fundamentally the
same as propriation in language, because both fulfil the need for
. . . the primary to posit a secondary.... [The] use of nature as
the ground for human meaning is also propriative . .. because it
subjects nature to human usage and denies its separate identity" (188). According to Homans, Emily Dickinson understood
that nature is an autonomous entity. Dorothy Livesay's respect
for nature's right to its own identity places her in the Dickinson
tradition. Indeed, Livesay's foremother may even have influenced
her directly in this respect. For example, Livesay places the title
of her poem "'Haunted House'" in quotation marks, suggesting
that it has a specific literary source. That source is almost certainly Emily Dickinson's "What mystery pervades a well!", a poem
which, as Homans writes, "is often cited as the extreme case of
Dickinson's wariness about human efforts to possess nature"
(189).4 The relevant phrase appears in the closing stanzas:
But nature is a stranger yet;
The ones that cite her most
Have never passed her haunted house,
Nor simplified her ghost.
To pity those that know her not
Is helped by the regret
That those who know her, know her less
The nearer her they get. (CP 36)
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Homans points out that the terms "her ghost" and "her haunted
house" are inappropriate descriptions of nature and that, in
choosing these terms, the poet demonstrates the impossibility
of ever knowing nature on its own terms: nature will always be
in many respects "a stranger." Our relationship with nature is
paradoxical: "Her apparent presence seems to invite knowledge
but her absence makes knowledge impossible." This poem challenges what Homans calls "the mistaken belief that nature participates in the human community of understanding" (189).
Similarly, in Livesay's "'Haunted House,'" nature is a stranger.
In addition to affirming nature's autonomy, this estrangement
also emphasizes the persistent alienation of nature from culture:
If people cannot stay in this sun field
Of wayward grass,
If people cannot live
Where ghost winds pass,
Wild raspberries know how.
Deep in July
The thick down-hanging canes
Bring mockery to the house half fallen down
With roof awry:
Wild raspberries are sweet with wind
And the bees' hum
Around this green sun field
Where footsteps never come.
If people go away
Or even fear to pass,
Wild raspberries and grass
Are here to stay. (Signpost 30)

Like Dickinson, Livesay seems to suggest that the natural world
and the human community exist in a state of mutual alienation.
"Wild raspberries" have knowledge that is inaccessible to human beings; that knowledge assists nature in resisting human
efforts to possess it. As the juxtaposition of flourishing raspberries and dilapidated house suggests, culture may attempt to
possess nature but nature ultimately thwarts those efforts; culture
comes and goes, but nature is "here to stay." For Livesay, the
148
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tasks involved in transforming this state of mutual alienation
into mutual cooperation are twofold. First, she must explode the
illusion that culture can possess nature; we may invade it and
occupy it but this does not mean that we know it on its own
terms. Getting to know nature on its own terms is the second
task, which is carried out through a process of self-reflection;
for Livesay, becoming conscious of nature on its own terms
means becoming conscious of self, and this can only be achieved
by identifying herself with nature.
Livesay performs her first task by demonstrating that nature
is not subject to definitions imposed upon it by human language.
As many of her poems assert, we may see and hear the other
species in nature, both plant and animal, but we cannot possess
them by naming them. Yet if a poet wants to write a poem about
nature's inaccessibility to poetic language she must name nature even while admitting that naming it does not bring it into
her poem. A useful device for conveying this contradiction is
paradox: "Whether or not the contradiction is resolvable," explains Homans, "paradox articulates the possibility of pure contradiction, which . .. typifies relations between the human and
nature" (189). The paradoxical relationship between human language and nature informs Livesay's "Secret":
How lovely now
Are little things:
Young maple leaves —
A jet crow's wings.
I have been lost
These many springs:
Now I can hear
How silence sings. (Green Pitcher 5)

Singing silence is an image which appears repeatedly in Livesay's
poetry. The paradox of singing silence helps to explain how nature can keep its "little things" a "Secret" from the poet even
while she names those things. This paradoxical presence/absence
of nature is contrasted and thus given emphasis by the non-paradoxical presence/absence of the poet: she has been absent for
149
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many springs but is now present in the poem. In the process of
getting lost and finding herself again she has discovered the "Secret" to being a poet: being a poet means knowing precisely what
is and what is not accessible to one's art.
"I Saw My Thought" is another poem in which nature eludes
language:
I saw my thought a hawk
Through heaven fly:
On earth my words were shadow of
His wings, his cry.
How many clouded days
Precede the fair —
When thought must unrecorded pass
Through sunless air.
(Signpost 33)

The direct equivalent of a thought is a hawk. Yet the hawk's elusiveness immediately exposes this direct equation of nature/bird
and human thought as a fiction, for "words" are a mere "shadow"
of the natural objects they describe: there is no direct equation
but rather a huge dislocation between bird and thought — between
nature and the word imposed upon it. The hawk disappears into
the heavens; the poem is only its shadow on the page. Just how
faint that shadow is, is conveyed in the second stanza: so elusive is
nature to poetic art that the days of its absence from poetry are
without number. "I Saw My Thought" is a key to understanding all
of Livesay's poems which address the limits of poetic language. Taken
together, these poems can be seen to debate the definition of poetry as a mere shadow of the reality which inspires it.5
Traditionally, poetry is an art that attempts to separate time
from its content, and in terms of nature poetry, this means taking nature out of the temporal context which is its vitality and
imprisoning it on the printed page — in effect, killing it into art.
A poem ironically entitled "The Prisoner" is intentionally overloaded with the kind of poetic diction often used by poets to
achieve this end. The poem works in opposition to its title in
that it demonstrates the impossibility of ever making nature "The
Prisoner" of timeless words:
150
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These days like amethysts slip through my fingers,
Pale and cool, with a wind ruffling the rough
Brown grasses of the fields.
These days, grown passionless
As the stones of amethysts,
Yet clear, limpid, and lovely,
Slip past as my arms rise vainly
To seize for one instant the beating wing of
meadow-lark —
Slip past and fall through my eager fingers
I know not where.
For I cannot follow this falling, nor chase, even
The unseen lark through its heaven.
(Collected Poems 55)

Nature casts its shadow over this poem in the form of simile and
abstraction. Despite the poet's efforts to entrap the content of
"These Days" in diction such as "Pale and cool," rough / Brown,"
"passionless," "clear, limpid, and lovely," and even to harden time
itself into an image of "amethysts," both time and its content of
wind, grass, and bird escape her linguistic grasp. Not even one
instant of time is accessible to her art. That most important of
all moments is represented here, as in "I Saw My Thought," by
the bird/muse of poetic inspiration whose complete dislocation
from the earthbound poet is emphasized in the words "unseen"
and "heaven." Nature's escape from the poet is also conveyed
through the shift from visual imagery in the first six lines to the
aural in the last five. Nature disappears from sight and leaves
only the sound of "beating wing." Soon this too disappears and
language alone remains. Unable to manipulate nature, she manipulates words: in the phrase "follow this falling" the emphasis
is on wordplay, not nature.
In "Fable," neither nature nor human beings are subject to
the laws of poetic convention:
I saw a poppy in a field
And could not let it blow
As it had blown the summer through
Gaily to and fro.
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I saw a farmer on the road
And could not let him be
Till I had gazed my full at him
And he had gazed at me.
Now must the flower fade too soon,
The farmer turn away,
And I for theft have gained no more
Than on a empty day. (Signpost 51)

The farmer is as inaccessible to the poet's art as the poppy. While
both flower and farmer cast their shadows here, in reality the
flower fades and the farmer turns away. The illusion that time
can be separated from its content is alluded to in the closing
line. The phrase "empty day" is an image of time without content; however, the notion that time can exist without content is a
fiction — or, perhaps, a "Fable." But this fable/fiction is useful
here because it invites a comparison between itself and the day
which has as its content farmer and poppy. Time, not the poet,
despite her act of thievery, remains in possession of its content.
In effecting the flower's fading and the farmer's turning away,
time causes both to evade the poet's grasp.6
The disappearance of the human figure in "Fable" demonstrates that Livesay's understanding of the dislocation between
words and their referents is not limited to language's relation to
nonhuman nature. However, despite her realization that human
beings are as elusive to language as nature is, she exploits language's fictiveness as a device for maintaining the balance between her identification with nonhuman nature on the one hand
and with humanity on the other.7 She names herself with the
words used to name nature but, in understanding that actual
nature is not the same as the words used to name it,8 she turns
the central paradox of female existence into a poetic mask, or
fiction, through which she examines the destructive consequences of the conflict between male and female and, by extension, culture and nature.
The nature image Livesay most frequently uses in the maintenance of her poetic mask is the tree. Paradoxically, she uses
the tree as a personal symbol without imposing her own femaleness onto actual trees and without accepting the tree's
152
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inarticulateness as her own. By a further turn of the paradox,
she can also exploit what we understand as the tree's qualities
— silence, rootedness in space, remoteness from culture — to
convey her sense of herself as a woman: silenced, trapped in
male definitions, banished from the centre of cultural experience. In "The Difference," a sonnet which reiterates the sentiments expressed in "'Haunted House,"' Livesay uses the tree as
personal symbol to make a statement about temperamental difference between lovers which can also be read as sexual difference and, on another level, as the opposition that results from
culture's objectification of nature:
Your way of loving is too slow for me.
For you, I think, must know a tree by heart
Four seasons through, and note each single leaf
With microscopic glance before it falls —
And after watching soberly the turn
Of autumn into winter and the slow
Awakening again, the rise of sap —
Then only will you cry: "I love this tree!"
As if the beauty of the thing could be
Made lovelier or marred by any mood
Of wind, or by the sun's caprice; as if
All beauty had not sprung up with the seed —
With such slow ways you find no time to love
A falling flame, a flower's brevity. (Signpost 19)

The habit of "microscopic" scrutiny which the speaker ascribes
to the lover she addresses is suggestive of the way culture possesses nature by objectifying it, clinically observing it, and entrapping it in scientific and economic definitions. This is the way
culture comes to "know a tree by heart" (i.e., by rote) without
ever knowing it in spirit. The tight octave in which this tree is
trapped only serves to emphasize the way nature is made to conform to culture's definitions of it. The sestet suggests the arbitrariness of the rules governing culture's conclusions about what
is and what is not worthy of its approval. This approval is awarded
on the basis of the arbitrary hierarchies which culture imposes
on nature: these false hierarchies are conveyed in the poem
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through the contrast between "A falling flame, a flower's brevity"
and the enduring tree, whose very endurance condemns it to
human scrutiny and, ironically, earns it the dubious honour of
culture's approval. The phrase "microscopic glance" is a contradiction in terms which effectively points out that the discrepancy between nature and human knowledge of nature is as vast
as "The Difference" between a four-season long microscopic
examination and a momentary glance. But culture harbours the
illusion that, given enough time and a powerful enough microscope, it can know nature thoroughly. This illusion is, in the end,
culture's loss; the beauty of flame and flower is lost to culture
because it does not understand that their brevity is their beauty.
This is the result of culture's faulty perception of time. The octave presents the human perception of time as an observable
continuum; by contrast the sestet presents the eternal present,
which is nature's time: past, present, and future are contained
simultaneously within the seed. The inability of the lover (and
culture) to perceive time in this way causes him to miss the fact
that beauty is not relative in nature but rather, equally present in
seed and tree.
On the level of the nature-culture relationship in "The Difference," Livesay's identification with nature allows her to have
more knowledge of nature than does culture as a whole. This
knowledge, expressed in the sestet, qualifies her to speak to culture on nature's behalf. As poet-mediator she warns culture that,
unless it gives up its illusions that it can possess nature by
objectifying it, culture will forever miss much of what nature
has to offer. On the level of the male-female relationship in the
poem, her gender carries the authority of experience. What she
articulates on behalf of womankind is the female experience of
having to endure male scrutiny, of having to wait for male judgement to come down on whether or not she meets its conditions
of worthiness. The division of women into hierarchies of worthiness is a fact of female existence in patriarchy.
Livesay uses the tree as a personal and specifically female
symbol in many of her poems.9 But to interpret the tree narrowly as female is to miss the wider meaning she sometimes
attaches to this symbol. Responding in an interview to a question
concerning the nature imagery in her poetry, Livesay says that
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. . . of the natural images, the tree is central because it
has roots; underground roots to the basic elements of
life and death. Everything that dies goes to the earth
and the tree is reaching to new universes, in a sense,
and towards the sun with its branches, and the tree
doesn't flourish by itself very often. The tree needs
company, other trees. And, of course, according to
archetypal patterns, trees in a sense are people. A tree
is the symbol for man. . . . [It is also] The tree of life.
And, of course, it's the Garden of Eden symbol — it's
absolutely fundamental. (Lever 49)
With regard to the tree as Livesay's personal symbol, this image
of the tree as reaching out in two opposing directions is entirely
in keeping with her role as poet-mediator, for the tree in this
image is a conduit, or link, between two realms. Further, earth
and sun between which the tree mediates are archetypal symbols
of woman and man which Livesay uses in her poetry.10 Her use
of the generic term "man" in her definition of the tree as symbolic of "people" is useful to us because it points out that, unlike
sun and earth, which do not change their symbolic gender meanings in her poetry, tree can sometimes symbolize man as well as
— or instead of — woman, depending upon the context of the
poem in which it appears and upon the tree's relationship to
other symbols in the poem.11 The tree's need for "other trees" is
in keeping with Livesay's belief in man and woman as complementary rather than opposed. Finally, the Garden of Eden which
the tree often evokes is itself a complex symbol, for it sometimes suggests the patriarchal Garden of the Christian Bible while,
at other times, it is the garden of nature to which Livesay flees
when her identity is threatened.12
"Alienation" reads like a feminist enquiry into what really
happened when Adam and Eve were expelled from Paradise:
What was it, after all,
The night, or the night-scented phlox?
Your mind, or the garden where
Always the wind stalks?
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What was it, what brief cloak
Of magic fell about
Lending you such a radiance —
Leaving me out?
What was it, why was I
Shivering like a tree,
Blind in a golden garden
Where only you could see?

(Signpost 11)

There is no God present in this "golden garden" of Eden, except
in the form of a stalking wind and a sinister "magic" which transfers all knowledge to Adam, leaving woman more like the tree
stripped of its fruit of knowledge than like the temptress Eve.
This "Alienation" of Eve from Adam expresses the conflict between woman and man. Robbed of power and denied Adam's
privilege of naming, woman is doubly alienated from the "garden," that cultivated space which represents civilization as
opposed to the natural wilderness. Further, the "Alienation" of
the tree of life from male consciousness — "Your mind" — which
this poem can be seen to depict is at the heart of the natureculture conflict. In terms of Livesay's cosmology, what is required
is an expansion of male consciousness to permit the inclusion
rather than the "Alienation" of nature/woman.
Livesay's "Pioneer," examined earlier, concerns the vulnerability of trees and what they symbolize for the poet. Isolated
from the landscape he has helped to destroy, the pioneer now
"cries to see / How he has ravaged earth / Of her last stone, / Her
last most stubborn tree." This is Livesay's clearest and most profound statement regarding the nature-culture conflict. The sentiment expressed in "'Haunted House,'" where culture is portrayed
as fleeting and nature as the constant, seems naive by comparison. In "Pioneer," culture's civilizing impulse has erased nature.
And given all the tree's associations — woman and man, humankind as a whole, and the poet herself — the implication is
that culture's blind determination to eradicate nature is suicidal.
During the course of "Hermit," a long dramatic monologue,
the speaker expresses a sentiment similar to that in "Pioneer":
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— The things you farmers fear: wind and sun
Rain, even, and snow; they're welcome here.
All things are welcome here: men, silence,
Or a crowd of eager boys coming from school.
Take silence, now. You think I'm lonely, yes:
Because, near to the land as you have to be,
You do not feel yourselves at one with it.
You have grown out of it, forgetting that
Man has a kinship with each stone, each tree
Which only civilization drove him from:
If he returns, he'll find no loneliness.
(Collected Poems 19)

Nature's processes should not be feared but welcomed as signs
of sustained vitality. The presence of silence evokes that paradoxical presence/absence of nature which always indicates that
nature is here on its own terms rather than the poet's. The word
"forgetting" is significant, for to lose one's memory is to lose
one's identity. In "forgetting that / Man has kinship" with nature,
culture has in effect erased its own identity.
If the tree is a symbol of Livesay's connection with nature,
then the house represents her relationship to culture. The house
is an appropriate symbol for woman's place in culture, not just
because she spends so much time there, but also because man
doesn't.13 In keeping with Livesay's position at the crossroads of
culture and nature, "Threshold" presents the image of a woman
as balanced between the domestic and the natural world; she is
attempting to balance the rewards and sacrifices of domestic life:
This is the door: the archway where I stopped
To gaze a moment over well-loved fields
Before I sought the fire within, the bright
Gold sunlight on the floor, and over all,
Upstairs and down, some clear voice singing out
Music I knew long since, but had forgot.
This is the door, the threshold of my way
Where I must watch the early afternoon
Cast shadows on the road of morning's light,
The gardens and the fields of noonday sun.
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This is the door, where others quickly pass,
But where my feet seek out a resting-place —
Balanced for this brief time between the thought
Of what the heart has known, and must yet know.
(Signpost 27)

The potential threat of domestic isolation and entrapment
prompts this speaker to review her transition from "well-loved
fields" to domestic space. The phrase "This is the door" appears
three times, as if she wants to fix in her mind that a door is not
just an obstacle to freedom but also a connection—an "archway," a "threshold" — between two realms. She notes that nature can inhabit domestic space in the form of "bright / Gold
sunlight on the floor" but does not forget that she "must watch
the early afternoon / Cast shadows." One of those shadows is
apparent in the image of others who can quickly pass on to new
experiences while she must remain. Balanced against this is the
sense of security that home offers. The reference to recalling
long-forgotten impressions, or "music," associated with the house
seems to suggest that domestic space is a primal part of her identity. This is, of course, in keeping with the fact that, for most of
us, identity formation begins in the domestic setting; the woman
who returns to the domestic realm upon marriage is, in more
than one sense, returning home. In terms of Livesay's poetic, it
is significant that the poem ends in a state of suspended
animation, for it emphasizes the need to integrate one's connections with nature and home.14
The relationship between house and nature in "Green Rain"
is an expression of complementarity rather than opposition between culture and nature:
I remember long veils of green rain
Feathered like the shawl of my grandmother —
Green from the half-green of the spring trees
Waving in the valley.
I remember the road
Like the one which leads to my grandmother's house,
A warm house, with green carpets,
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Geraniums, a trilling canary
And shining horse-hair chairs;
And the silence, full of the rain's falling
Was like my grandmother's parlour
Alive with herself and her voice, rising and falling —
Rain and wind intermingled.
I remember on that day
I was thinking only of my love
And of my love's house.
But now I remember the day
As I remember my grandmother.
I remember the rain as the feathery fringe of her shawl.
(Signpost 32)

Getting in touch with yourself again after a disappointing love
affair is a healing process in which inner conflict is resolved. In
this particular case, the process also involves the poet's getting
in touch through memory with her matrilineal heritage and disengaging herself from unhappy memories of a rainy day, a lover's house, and disappointed hopes. The "half-green of the spring
trees" is an image of promise only half-fulfilled which the poet
dismembers and "re-members" as the "feathery fringe" of her
grandmother's shawl. But more important, this is also a union
of woman and nature on the visual level. Their union on the
aural level is achieved through the association of indoor and
outdoor sounds: the "rising and falling" of grandmother's voice
intermingles with the sound of "Rain and wind"; this aural image
also unites the natural world with the cultural enclosure, as do the
"green carpets" and the presence of nature's paradoxical silence in
the house. These visual and aural images of union imply continuity
rather than opposition between culture and nature.
Woman becomes united with house as well, through a cluster of comforting memories of grandmother's house filled with
all the familiar objects which the poet identifies with her. This
complex union on several levels is achieved through the mantralike repetition of a cluster of key words and phrases associated
with house, memories, matriarch, and nature: these are all the
essential ingredients of female identity. The two dominant
phrases, "I remember" (repeated six times) and "my grand-
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mother" (repeated four times), are dislocated throughout the
poem until the penultimate line, where they complete the remembering process by uniting. This tangle of associations is
Livesay's most complex expression of woman as the uniting force
between culture and nature.
Although Dorothy Livesay's poetry went through several
phases over the course of her long and distinguished career, she
never really gave up her role as poet-mediator. Her poetry of the
1930s and early 1940s is in many ways a reformulation of her
original vision in socialist terms. Similarly, her African poems of
the late 1950s and sixties derive much of their power from the
poet's appreciation of the close relationship between nature and
culture which she perceived in Zambian society. With the onset
of the Women's Movement in the late sixties, Livesay's concern
with the ideology inherent in existing language intensified. As
suggested by the following lines from "Winter Ascending," published in the early eighties, Livesay became more committed than
ever to alerting us to the folly of diminishing the environment
that nurtures and sustains us:
Men have called the country
by their names
The names grew
taller than trees
than clouds they are
more memorable
The passionate naming
is how we fool
nature —
fool ourselves?
("Winter Ascending" ca. 1981)

In perceiving nature (and, by extension, women) as "other" rather
than identifying with it, man has imposed false definitions upon
it — definitions that have become more highly valued than the
reality they purport to define. As Livesay never ceased telling us,
it is only through identification with both self and other that we
finally achieve a resolution of the conflict between woman and
man, nature and culture.
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5
The Ecological Vision
of Isabella Valancy Crawfbfll:

A Reading of
Mtitc&tm's Katie

he literary reputation of Isabella Valancy Crawford has
undergone profound transformation over the years
since the onset of literary nationalism and feminism
in the seventies. Once labelled "a naive but original genius who
wasted her talent writing polite album verses," Crawford has now
become, in the words of Robert Alan Burns, "a poet of wideranging intellectual interests and remarkable accomplishment"
(24-25). Critical opinion of that accomplishment has been fought
largely on the battleground of her most complex poem, of which
D.M.R. Bentley writes: "No long poem from nineteenth-century
Canada has been so much discussed as Isabella Valancy
Crawford's Malcolm's Katie: A Love Story (1884), and none has
been surrounded by so much critical controversy. . . . Malcolm's
Katie has not dwelt among the untrodden ways of Canadian literature but, on the contrary, has achieved through the praise,
blame and scrutiny of critics and scholars a central place in the
canon of nineteenth-century Canadian poetry" (1987 xi). The
appearance of Bentley's scholarly edition of the poem in 1987
invites a further phase of critical interest, particularly from feminist readers, for Bentley has prefaced the volume with a reading
of the poem that draws attention to feminist concerns.
Much of the critical controversy Bentley refers to has been
provoked by the internal contradictions in Malcolm's Katie, contradictions which make a tricky business of determining the
consistency of Crawford's vision. But many of those
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contradictions may be attributed to the era in which the poem
was written, an era characterized by intense debate about the
emergence of women as social reformers and cultural critics.
This paper is an attempt to set Malcolm's Katie within that particular historical context. But since my reading of the poem is
necessarily mediated by my own historically conditioned frames
of meaning and perception as a late twentieth-century feminist,
I would like to begin by constructing a framework for interpreting the poem in terms of my deep concern for the future of our
planet. Like many other feminist critics, I read women's texts as
a rich source of alternatives to the dominant modes of perception — time-honoured habits of thought which continue to jeopardize that future.
One of the things that has always intrigued me about
Malcolm's Katie is that it contains so many models of the relationship between humankind and nature. There are five such
models, each of which is identified with one of the story's characters. Very briefly, these models are: the commercial model, represented by Malcolm, in which nature is ruthlessly and
thoroughly subdued by man and turned into a profit-making enterprise; the military model, represented by Max, armed with
his axe and engaged in guerilla warfare with the landscape; the
Darwinian, or scientific, model, represented by Alfred, in which
nature is hostile and triumphantly destructive to man and the
culture he creates; the NewEdenic model, represented by Katie,
in which nature and culture are reconciled and exist in harmony;
and, finally, the most complex model of all, the one delivered to
us by the narrator, in which the boundary between humankind
and nature seems to disappear. In this final model, which I am
labelling the ecological model, nature is presented to us as a culture in itself, represented by a community of mythic personae
strongly influenced by Canadian aboriginal traditions. This ecological model transcends conventional Romantic conceptions
of man's reconciliation with nature which implies a pre-existing
dualism; instead, it critiques hierarchical and dualistic ways of
perceiving reality and suggests an alternative epistemology of
knowledge based on equality and multiplicity.
Widely read in the discipline of philosophy, Crawford was —
as many contemporary critics have demonstrated — aware of
the dominant epistemologies of knowledge, epistemologies
762
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structured on the model of a dualistic universe. Indeed,
Heraclitean and Hegelian concepts have been used extensively
to analyse the conflict of opposites in her work.1 Some critics
argue that Crawford reconciles herself to the Heraclitean necessity of conflict, while others maintain that the Hegelian reconciliation of conflict is central to her vision in Malcolm's Katie.
Both arguments are sound and well supported by textual evidence; however, neither view accounts for the way the poem
also threatens to subvert dualism altogether through an attempt
to decentre the notion of conflict itself.
In her Introduction to Romanticism and Feminism, Anne K.
Mellor writes that "the Romantic ego was both potently male,
engaged in figurative battles of conquest and possession, and at
the same time capable of incorporating into itself whatever attributes of the female it desires to posses" (7). As a woman and a
poet working within the Romantic tradition, Crawford was in a
position to experience the way Romantic nature poetry achieves
the reconciliation of man and nature at the expense of women
in general and women poets in particular. The paradigm of Romantic poetry images the interaction between human moods
and natural phenomena as a universal marriage between the
male poet and nature — a coupling which depends upon identifying nature as both otherness and female, and subjectivity as
male. Within this convention, 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. Fully differentiated
from her, he now uses poetic language as a means of repossessing her. This identification of men with language/culture and
women with inarticulate nature is alluded to in Malcolm's Katie.
For Katie, who is so surrounded by flower imagery that at times
she seems to merge with the landscape, is also a woman of few
words, while her menfolk are garrulous, often to the point of
long-windedness: "words!" says Katie to Max in the opening lines
of the poem, "only words! / You build them up that I may push
them down" (I, 35-36).
Crawford's preoccupation with the conflict between man and
nature must also be seen within the context of the early phase
of nineteenth-century feminism, the period in which Malcolm's
Katie was written. As social reformers, women activists were
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critiquing industrialization, urbanization, and the abandonment
of rural life, and they shared with many male reformers a "desire to re-create a cohesive, organic community bound together
by an enveloping web of shared moral and social values" (Bacchi
10). Malcolm's Katie is clearly a celebration of that rural idyll, but
it is also a Utopian vision in that it reveals evidence of a desire to
temper Victorian "progress," with its program of industrial and
commercial expansion, through a uniquely female ethic of care
and responsibility for nature. That concern is in keeping with
a debate that figured prominently in the first wave of feminism, the debate over women's role as the arbiters of morality in a culture increasingly characterized by questionable
marketplace ethics.2
The hierarchical and dualistic models of the relationship between culture and nature are those associated with the male characters. None of the three — the commercial, the military, the
scientific — is the model which is established at the end of the
poem. This suggests that Crawford has reservations about them,
that each of the three has serious shortcomings. What they have
in common is conflict between culture and nature. In the commercial and military models, nature is depicted as beaten into
submission by culture, as represented by Malcolm and Max.
Malcolm and his male kinsfolk are depicted as dragging the ripping beak of the plough through the knotted soil (I, 77) — a particularly violent image of rape when constructed by a woman
aware of the way she is identified with nature. In Max's model,
the conflict between culture and nature is depicted in homicidal
terms: Max is imaged as happily slaughtering trees, the "monarchs of the forest." In both these models, culture is the oppressor while nature is the oppressed. In Alfred's Darwinian model,
the hierarchy is reversed: nature is the ultimate oppressor and
human culture is the oppressed. Man's initial triumph over nature is only temporary; culture may win a few battles in its conflict with nature but nature wins the war.
The New Edenic model, which eventually wins out over the
other three, differs from them in that it is not characterized by
conflict and hierarchy. Nature and culture are depicted as complementary rather than opposed. This notion of complementarity
is effectively imaged in the final section of the poem, where the
"drooping vines" flourish on the "rude walls" of Max and Katie's
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humble cabin (VII, 3-4). This modest homestead scene is remarkably unlike the vision that compelled Max to construct it, a
vision articulated in his Song of the Axe and characterized by
"Cities and palaces" that "furnish forth the lives of kings" (IV,
44, 42).
The New Edenic vision accords with the conventional Romantic notion of the reconciliation between man and nature,
for Mother Nature — and hence the feminine — must be subdued and possessed in order for it to be realized. This is in keeping with the binary mode of thought that informs Romanticism;
the reconciliation of conflicting opposites is only possible where
opposition exists prior to it. For as Anne Mellor notes, despite
the balance implicit in the notion of complementarity, "The dualism inherent in Western thought, whether conceived in terms
of the Greek opposition between techne/physis, or the Cartesian
mind/body split, or the Kantian subject/object, or the Hegelian
dialectic of thesis/antithesis, o r . . . the difference of male/female,
enforced a cultural practice that could only produce the repression and exploitation of the Other, be it the other class, the other
race, the other sex" (Mellor 5). Hence, paradoxically, the New
Edenic model, for all its improvement upon the models characterized by conflict and hierarchy, must sacrifice the feminine in
order to realize the goals of equality and complementarity.
Nevertheless, for several reasons, I have identified Katie as
central to the New Edenic vision. First, her association with the
flower imagery in the poem makes her the site of reconciliation
between humankind and nature. More important, as the New
Eve, she is a mediator of conflict. Part of Crawford's project is to
liberate women from their association with sin, death, and the
amoral/immoral Eve of Genesis who created conflict between
God and man, heaven and earth, transcendent and non-transcendent realms. Evidence for this project may be found in Katie's
refusal to succumb to Alfred. Unlike her biblical counterpart,
who cannot resist the serpent — the villain of Genesis — Katie is
not even tempted by Alfred's considerable charms.3 Creative
rather than destructive, the spiritual force at work in her is love,
an internalized principle, not an externalized, personalized deity. Except for one brief moment (to which I shall return), God
remains in His distant heaven and Katie, his ambassador on earth,
carries out His work. Katie has the power to reconcile all the
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warring forces in the poem, namely, all the hostility that
characterizes the male relationships. She is the still, moral centre
of the poem, a kind of fixed signifier that defines all the floating
signifiers that swirl around her. Hence she occupies the central
position in the carefully constructed family tableau that closes
the poem. There she sits, surrounded by her male entourage,
Malcolm on one side with baby Alfred on his knee, Max on the
other twisting a lock of her hair around his wrist.
As I have already suggested, the male-identified, conflictladen conceptions of the culture-nature relationship are not entirely eliminated in the New Edenic model; they have been
subsumed into it. This subsuming process begins in Part I of the
poem where "Max begins and ends his discussion of pioneering
by manifesting a certain amount of hostility to Katie's father, a
self-made man who seems to him to be made of "'rock through
all' and, moreover, to evince an idolatrous affection for the products of his farm."
In Max's eyes . . . Malcolm's farm is a series of "Outspreading circles of increasing gold" in which the
living (and Edenic) bounty of nature . . . has been
transformed by an unloving, snobbish homo
economicus into "ingots," "golden fleeces" and even
golden calves. But in the central portions of his
discussion, under pressure from Katie, Max arrives at
a more charitable construal of Malcolm and, in the
process, articulates his own, very positive understanding of pioneering. (Bentley 1987 xxxv)

Given that it is Katie who, with a few well-timed phrases, steers
Max through his narrative on the various ways one can undertake the project of pioneering, I do not entirely share Bentley's
certainty that the "positive understanding of pioneering" which
Max articulates is his "very own."
"He [Malcolm] worked for all" (I, 68), says Katie reprovingly,
leading Max from his initial opinion of Malcolm as homo
economicus and into his second take on Malcolm, where Malcolm
and his kinsmen become Max's own predecessors as quasi-military types doing battle with nature:
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" . . . I heard him tell
"How the first field upon his farm was ploughed. . . .
"O, such a battle! had we heard of serfs
"Driven to like hot conflict with the soil,
"Armies had march'd and navies swiftly sail'd
"To burst their gyves. . . ." (V, 69-70, 81-84)

"Yet you said such fields / were all inglorious" (89-90), says Katie,
thereby maneouvering Max into an articulation of his image of
himself as a soldier of the axe and, from there, into his explanation of how he differentiates his vision from the larger, imperialistic model, which is also characterized by militarism and
commercialism. From there, he finally arrives in New Eden,
whose central feature is the equal partnership of man and woman
complemented in the final scene of the poem by the equal partnership of culture and nature. In short, true to her observation
regarding words — that he "builds them up" so that she "may
push them down" — Katie gives Max the appropriate cues and
thereby succeeds in getting Max slowly to dissociate himself from
all pioneering projects which have as their central feature the
oppression and enslavement of nature and to identify himself
with a vision characterized by cooperation and equality.
Significantly, it is only when Max is in the physical presence
of Katie that he subscribes to that non-conflictual, non-hierarchical model. As we have already seen, he is so convincing in
his description of it that Bentley is persuaded that it is Max's
"very own." However, once Max has put distance between himself and Katie, he seems to escape the sphere of her moral influence and reassociate himself with militarism, commercialism,
and imperialism. Many critics, including Bentley, have struggled
with the ambiguous references in Part II of the poem, where
Max the soldier is cheerfully slaughtering nature, unaware that
what he is partly making way for is the industrial and economic
exploitation of nature.4 The troubling image of the "smoothcoated men," who will eventually come and build "mills to crush
the quartz," "mills to saw the great, wide-arm'd trees," and "mills
to grind the singing stream of grain" is a startling image of nature quite literally being put through the mill (II, 230-235).
Part IV is even more explicit in its depiction of Max as at a
considerable distance from Katie's influence. It is here where
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Max makes a direct connection between his pioneering project
and imperialism. Max is depicted as slaughtering nature to the
tune of his Song of the Axe. But he is not making way just for
commercial exploitation. The vision expressed in his song features not only kings and cities and palaces but also a nation which
grows so tall that its imperial crown smites the very heavens (IV,
48-50). This image of Christian sacrilege prefigures Max's invocation of Satan, whom Max calls upon to assist him in murdering Alfred. But it is God who answers and strikes a blow against
the soldier of the axe. It seems appropriate that, for the first and
last time, God should make an appearance at this point in the
poem, for Katie is not only absent in the flesh, she is also absent
in spirit. Max has lost his faith in her, God's ambassador on earth.
Before moving on to the final, ecological model of the nature-culture relationship, more needs to be said about this role
of God's ambassador which is so different from Eve's role as the
agent of Satan. Like the themes already discussed, Crawford's
redemption of women from the curse of Eve is informed by the
controversy over women's increasing participation in public affairs. What has been called "the cult of true womanhood" was
the ideological source of the moral authority of women. As the
"morally superior sex," women were to guide and uplift their
more worldly menfolk and thus offset the hardening influence of business.5 While this ideology legitimized women's
perspectives on social issues such as temperance, prostitution, and other "purity" reforms, it also caught women in a
double bind. For the ideology also dictated that women should
perform their moral tasks quietly and inconspicuously. Determined to make their voices heard and influence the course
of social change, women were nevertheless haunted by their
own ambivalence about female power. That ambivalence was
as ancient as it was pervasive. Indeed, was it not through abandoning the feminine qualities of docility and reticence that
Eve brought about the Fall?
Central to the Fall as depicted in Genesis is Eve's move from
passivity to activity. As long as she remains passive, Eve remains
moral and paradise remains intact. Her move from passivity to
activity transforms her into an immoral creature because the
act she undertakes is in defiance of God's moral law. Eve's action
is to exert immoral influence on Adam. This association between
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immorality and female activity colours Katie's ambiguous portraiture. Crawford's heroine is both excessively feminine and
exceedingly powerful.
Katie is quite possibly the most passive heroine in all of nineteenth-century Canadian literature and, in terms of her effect
on the male characters in the poem, also the most influential.
Paradoxically, by remaining passive, she persuades all the men
to do her bidding. As if to make explicit the connection between
female activity and disaster, Katie moves from passivity to activity only once, and the incident almost ends in death. The only
act she performs in the poem is a foolish one: she goes for a
walk on a logjam, falls into the river between the crashing logs,
and is almost drowned. By rescuing Katie, Alfred gets his chance
to set an evil plan in motion — his plan to ingratiate himself into
the hearts of Katie and her father. In short, in addition to its function as a device for driving the plot forward, Katie's sole move
from passivity to activity makes a direct link between female
action and immorality.6
This one incident notwithstanding, Katie remains passive
throughout the poem, and in doing so she exerts moral influence on all the men. For example, in Part I, Max asks her how
she plans to influence Malcolm into foreswearing his hostility
against Max and accepting him as a son-in-law. Katie answers:
"I'll kiss him and keep still — that way is sure" (I, 133). And she
is right, for like the silent and docile woman so revered by patriarchal culture, Katie remains passive and reticent on the subject of
Max, and by the end of the poem Max and Malcolm are reconciled.
As if to emphasize this important link between female silence and moral consequence, the only time Katie breaks her
feminine vow of silence she triggers
a chain of events that alOO
most ends in disaster. Throughout Alfred's first stage of wooing,
Katie refuses to tell him that he has no chance of winning her.
However, at the end of Part III she changes her mind and tells
him "Nay" (III, 269). This articulation immediately catapults Alfred into action: he departs for Max's homestead and tells Max that
Katie has betrayed him. Max believes him, loses his faith, and calls
upon Satan. A "voice from God" answers, a tree falls and pins Max
to the ground, and Alfred leaves him to die. The implicit message of
this chain of events seems to be that women should remain silent
or risk influencing men into immoral acts against God.
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Katie's most triumphant achievement occurs as a result of
her heroic passivity. In the climax of Part VI, Alfred, finally
convinced that he shall never win Katie's love, tells her that Max
is dead. When she faints at his feet, he resolves to kill both himself and her, takes her in his arms, and leaps into the millrace.
Miraculously, Max arrives in the nick of time and rescues Katie.
The following passage occurs when Katie regains consciousness,
just as Max is trying to decide whether or not to return to the
millrace and rescue Alfred:
"O God!" said Max, as Katie's opening eyes
Looked up to his, slow budding to a smile
Of wonder and of bliss, "My Kate, my Kate!"
She saw within his eyes a larger soul
Than that light spirit that before she knew,
And read the meaning of his glance and words.
"Do as you will, my Max. I would not keep
"You back with one light-falling finger-tip!"
(VI, 129-136)

First, what is the meaning of Max's glance and words? Indeed,
what are his words? His words are: "O God! . .. My Kate, my
Kate." In other words, Max is making an association between
God and Katie, between divine and earthly love.7 This is in contrast to the implicitly sacrilegious way he had formulated love in
Part II, as he "made pause to clear / His battle-field" of "the tangled dead" (II, 175-177). The smoke had risen from his bonfire
of trees and blotted out the heavens — God's dwelling place.
. . . Max car'd little for the blotted sun,
And nothing for the startl'd, outshone stars;
For Love, once set within a lover's breast,
Has its own Sun — its own peculiar sky,
All one great daffodil — on which do lie
The sun, the moon, the stars — all seen at once,
And never setting; but all shining straight
Into the faces of the trinity, —
The one belov'd, the lover, and sweet Love!
(II, 182-190)
170

i i

E C O L O G I C A L

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

Max cares little for the sun and nothing for the stars, those constant reminders of the divine, because he has his own version of
heaven, his "own peculiar sky," his own earthly trinity, consisting of himself and Katie and their love for each other. But now,
having glimpsed the gates of hell and returned to the sphere of
Katie's moral influence, he recognizes in her the reconciliation
of sacred and profane love. And some twenty lines later, what he
has said finally dawns on Katie: "My Max! O God was that his
Katie's name?" (VI, 154) she exclaims (emphasis added). This is
a confusing line, one that to my knowledge no critic has attempted to interpret. However, I believe the line may be read
with the emphasis added, so that Kate actually means: "Are my
name and God's synonymous in Max's mind?"8 As the fourth
and fifth lines of the passage suggest, Katie sees in Max's eyes a
possible destiny for him but she decides to remain silent and
not influence him for fear that she will only hold him back. In
other words, instead of actively influencing his decision about
whether to rescue Alfred or let him drown, she tells him, "Do as
you will." Then she buries her face in the moss at his feet and
stops her ears, refusing even to witness Max's decision. Allowing Max to make his own decision without interference from
her is what differentiates Katie absolutely from Eve. Eve receives
from the serpent a vision of a possible destiny, a vision in which
she and Adam become as knowledgeable as God. Although she
succeeds in influencing Adam to do what she wants for the purpose of moving him in the direction of that destiny, her action
results in disaster. Conversely, Katie gets Max to do what she
wants by refusing to act — by refusing to exert her influence.
That is, of course, a paradox — the paradox of women's moral influence. What that paradox asserts is that the best way for a woman
actively to exert moral influence is passively to do nothing.
Nineteenth-century feminists eventually resolved the paradox of women's moral authority — the double bind in which the
cult of true womanhood had trapped them. They accepted the
ideology's designation of women as the morally superior sex,
settled on a definition of passivity as relative, and went on to
become activists — but not without considerable disagreement
and dialogue among women and their critics about how much
activity was appropriate to the "naturally" passive female sex.9
Although fraught with the era's ambivalence, Malcolm's Katie, in
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its attempt to reconcile femininity and power, is a contribution
to that dialogue.
Were it not for the mythological interludes that interrupt the
love story in several places, Malcolm's Katie would be merely a
typical Victorian Romantic poem expressing late nineteenthcentury post-Darwinian anxiety. For if we ignore what I am calling the ecological model of the culture-nature relationship, the
vision expressed by the narrator of these interludes, the poem
could be read as an attempt to resolve the conflict between Romantic Mother Nature, who never betrayed the heart that loved
her, and Tennyson's Darwinian nature, red in tooth and claw. We
could then agree with Sandra Djwa that Malcolm's Katie is part
of the nineteenth-century literary effort "to adapt evolutionary
theory to existing religious and social structures." Djwa finds this
"yoking of evolution and ethics" in the work of the Canadian
male Romantics — the Confederation poets — and uses it to
explain Malcolm's Katie which, she claims, "places the whole
struggle for survival in the human and natural world within God's
hand" (1975 49). But while Djwa's theory of nineteenth-century
Canadian poetry is an eminently useful one, I believe it is somewhat reductive when applied to Crawford's work.
In the long lyrical passages depicting the changing of the
seasons in terms of Canadian aboriginal mythology, each of the
elements in nature is personified as a mythological figure, invested with subjectivity, and imaged as caught up in a web of
creative relationships with all the other elements. This web both
mirrors and magnifies the web of human relationships in the
love story. In addition to their function as a device for managing
time and space, these mythological interludes inscribe an altered
perception of the relationship between time and eternity, motion and stasis, process and teleology — those binary opposites
which Djwa implicitly identifies with Darwinism and Christianity. The male poets were trying to live out the split demanded of
them by evolution and Christian ethics, a split mirroring the
dualism of soul and body. But they were also structuring their
vision on the model of one man's relationship with one woman
— a subject-object relationship between male poet and inarticulate, unconscious, amoral Mother Nature — while Crawford was
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substituting a model of the whole human community's
relationship with the natural community. Moreover, because of
the subjectivity with which she invests nature, the alienation
between those two realms begins to break down, and the definition of what is articulate, conscious, and moral (and therefore
human) and what is not is thrown into question. For Crawford's
personifications of nature are more than mere human
projections. They are not merely Romantic personifications
which encroach on nature by giving a familiar human face to its
alienness.10 Indeed, Crawford subverts that Romantic convention by revising it for her own purpose of envisioning a radically
different attitude toward nature which Nobel prizewinning scientist Barbara McClintock called "a feeling for the organism" —
a way of allowing nature to enter human consciousness and
explain itself on its own terms.11
Crawford's vision constitutes an alternative epistemology of
nature which does away with the identification of nature as female and culture as male and with the hierarchical and
oppositional dualism upon which those identifications depend.
The personification of nature as a multiplicity of female and male
figures suggests that nature cannot be reduced to the qualities
associated exclusively with the female gender. What we regard
as male principles also seem to be operative in nature. Moreover, nature is too complex, too multi-faceted, to be confined to
one metaphor and its variations — namely, the metaphor of
Mother Nature. Even Katie, who represents a concept of nature
which in spite of its ethic of reconciliation is still tied to Christian and Romantic notions of nature, acknowledges that multiplicity when she refers to the "wild woods and plains" as
"bounteous mothers" — plural (VII, 31-32). The narrator's vision
enlarges Katie's by presenting us with a whole community of
metaphors that only just begins to express the endless variety in nature.
Crawford's metaphor of nature as a culture is, I think, an effective way of conveying the fact that human culture is merely
an extension of the natural order. For culture is not separate from
nature and opposed to it. For example, when Jane Goodall first
travelled to the Gombe Reserve in Africa to search for chimpanzees in nature, what she found were chimpanzees in culture —
chimpanzee culture, that is. Similarly, at the heart of human
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culture are human beings, organic creatures, and every cultural
artefact is an extension of nature. One cannot build a house or
publish a book without trees; houses and books are trees in another form. Hence Max's homicidal conflict with the "monarchs
of the forest" may be read as a denial of his utter dependency
upon them. His self-stylization as soldier of the axe artificially
inflates his heroism, for primitive as an axe may be, his "enemy
army" has no comparable arms with which to defend itself.
Indeed, the lyrical passage that opens Part IV offers a critique of
this kind of militaristic egotism. The personified North Wind
rushes "with war-cry" and wrestles with "the giants of the woods"
(IV, 1-2), but his inflated self-importance is punctured when he
realizes that he will be mocked and his bravery belittled for slaying the defenseless — "sick rivers" already "in the cold thongs of
death" and "swooning plains, / Bright with the paint of death —
and lean and bare" (IV, 28-30). But at least the North Wind has
the grace to be "troubl'd in his soul" by such self-aggrandizement (IV, 15). Not so Max. It is therefore fitting — quite literally,
poetic justice — that one of his mislabelled "enemies" should
strike back at him on his own terms and almost kill him, and
that several of these enemies, reduced to commodities and
marked "MG" — Max's initials as well as Malcolm's — should
mount a similar counterattack against Max's beloved.
Alfred's Darwinian model is similarly undermined by the narrator's. In the interaction between human culture and the natural order, Alfred recognizes only death-dealing conflict between
subject and object, while the narrator of the mythological passages articulates meaningful interaction within a community of
subjects, interaction which drives the ongoing process of birth.
For example, Part II opens with a long passage in which the personified Sun reproaches "the Moon of Falling Leaves" for trying
to kill "the happy, laughing Summer." But the Sun mockingly
points out that Summer is not really killed; she has only "gone a
little way before" and "will return again" to kiss her "children" to
sleep and remind these species of vegetation that she is "still the
mother of sweet flowers" and that they should smile in their
"heart-seeds / At the spirit words of Indian Summer" (II, 110145). This allusion to the seeds of rebirth and renewal places the
emphasis on species rather than individuals and suggests that
death is meaningless except as life in a phase of transformation.
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While this philosophy may not be news from the point of
view of the late twentieth century, what is still radical about this
passage and alien to contemporary dualistic habits of thought is
the way in which its construction mimics the process of
intersubjectivity. The Sun does not address the Moon entirely in
his own voice, but rather, enters into Summer's subjectivity,
speaking from her perspective and quoting her directly and at
length. What we see, in effect, is the female poet taking on the
subjectivity of the ungendered narrator, who in turn takes on
the subjectivity of the masculine personified Sun, who in turn
takes on the subjectivity of feminine personified Summer. This
constellation of variously gendered subjectivities, each contained
within the other as the fetus is contained within the womb, is an
image of all life on earth as mutually created and interdependently creative subjects. Regardless of gender designation, each
entity has the power to contain and constitute the being of the
others, much as a mother contains and constitutes the being of
her offspring. In this variation on the theme of organic process,
the emphasis is on mutually life-enhancing, intimate connection rather than dialectically achieved balance between the remote polarities of life and death.
A poem that denies the validity of dichotomies such as male/
female, culture/nature, subject/object is necessarily paradoxical,
for there is no Archimedean point outside the binary structures
of gendered language from which to speak. Crawford has no
choice but to use gendered metaphors to convey a perception of
reality that does not artificially cleave it into two unequal and
incomplete parts. Nor can I, in my attempt to reconstitute
Crawford's vision, tell my story in a language uncorrupted by
false dichotomies. I have chosen to explicate the narrator's introductory passage in Part II in terms of the complex womb imagery which Crawford's construction of it suggests to me because,
unlike John Ower, who turns Max's axe into a kind of Lacanian
transcendental signifier, I see the womb as the poem's controlling presence. This decentering of the phallus is in keeping with
French feminist theory, which argues that "In order to undermine dualist thought-modes and cultural systems,. .. the Other
— the female — must be resituated, not in opposition but within.
The woman must become not an object but a process, an opening up into the unconscious. . ." (Mellor 5). What better way to
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resituate women "within" than by designating the womb, with
its connotations of "within," as central — not so much as a symbol
of the feminine, or Romantic Mother Nature, but more importantly, as a presence signifying a process within which male and
female are both engendered? The womb is a place of perpetual
flux and transformation as well as a space within which the cultural constructs of masculine and feminine do not exist, for subject and object have no meaning there. Gender undifferentiated
fetuses within the womb, like females and their fetuses, are related intersubjectively; subject-object differentiation is strictly
an ex utero phenomenon.
The womb as an apt poetic metaphor for intersubjectivity
and "an opening up into the unconscious" is in keeping with an
experientially female psychological phenomenon, documented
by psychoanalytic theorist Jessica Benjamin, in which desire is
symbolized, not as the Freudian or Lacanian phallus but as a
space, a place within the self from which female agency can
emerge. As Benjamin has observed, "An important component
of women's fantasy life centers around the wish for a holding
other whose presence does not violate one's space but permits
the experience of one's own desire, who recognizes it when it
emerges of itself. This experience of inner space is in turn associated with the space between self and other . . ." (1986 96). In
female fantasy, that space is the context in which one can be
with others yet "experience the most profound sense of self"
(92). In Crawford's textualized fantasy, that space is the con/text
— the world of relationship, where the subjectivity of all life
forms is acknowledged and nurtured. The poem as a con/textual space is — to borrow an image from the poem — the "Dark
matrix she, from which the human soul /Has its last birth" (VI, 2-3).
The image of the phallic axe may well signify the conflict of
opposites, as Ower suggests, for Max does destroy in order to
create (36), but that image — indeed, the entire notion of creative-destructive opposition — is repeatedly overturned by the
intersubjective vision inscribed in the poem. The image of the
human community as contained within the biosphere of planet
earth is a model of nature as a creative intelligence that holds
destruction in its womb, where it is nurtured and transformed in
nature's own creative image. This is at one remove from the traditional Romantic system of organic process because it is
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experientially rather than theoretically based; it is unconsciously
experienced by the body rather than consciously perceived
through the intellect. Moreover, the unconscious experience of
the womb is one shared by all human beings and countless other
species of life; the conventional Romantic "experience" of Mother
Nature pales by comparison.
This privileging of perpetual creation over destruction questions not only the military model but also the scientism of Alfred's
reading of Darwin, in which Alfred inappropriately transfers to
human cultures what applies to species. His arrogant humanism does not permit him to see that nature is the primary creative process which makes possible the secondary process of
culture. Instead, he pits the production of human cultural artifacts, such as cities and nations and technologies, against organic creation and then views culture's inability to compete as
nature's denial of life. There is a kind of womb envy in this formulation — a sulky withdrawal from life because ("male") culture cannot usurp but can only modestly imitate ("female")
nature's creative capability. Alfred's personification of death as
a female figure is a classic case of projection. He displaces onto
nature the culture-builder's own destructive impulses — impulses
that reduce nature to an exploitable resource for producing lifeless cultural artifacts which, unlike nature's "artifacts," have no
power to reproduce themselves organically. Hence nature, like
the sex identified with it, is blamed for culture's relative impotence. Alfred interprets nature as the enemy, as does Max, albeit
on a grander scale.
But if Alfred has set himself against nature, Katie integrates
him back into it. She names her new baby for Alfred, once a
destructive villain but now a repentant and transformd man,
whose death is neither confirmed nor denied at the end of the
poem. Hence his destruction is suspended and subsumed within
the creation of his namesake. This allusion to cyclical process is
mirrored in the mythological interludes, in which several deaths
are presaged, only to be subsumed within successive rebirths.12
Organic creativity as primary and constant is mirrored back
to the level of the love story in Katie's constant and unshakable
love for Max. D.M.R. Bentley interprets the tale in terms of Jean
Kennard's analysis of women's domestic narratives structured
on the two-suitors convention. There are, however, profound
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differences between those narratives and Malcolm's Katie. In the
novels Kennard examines, the heroine comes to maturity when
she realizes that she has been mistaken in her preference for the
"wrong" suitor. She is made to see that it is the hero who has the
"correct" interpretation of events and is therefore the "right"
suitor. Not so Katie. From the beginning her view of things is the
"right" one, and sooner or later all the male characters are
brought within her perspective. Moreover, the story of "Malcolm's
Katie" does not end in betrothal; it begins with it and moves
beyond, into the story of "Katie's Alfred," whose infant presence
in Part VII signifies a new beginning, which undermines the closure toward which the narrative has been moving. Hence, even
the New Edenic model, whose reconciliation with the forces of
militarism, commercialism, and scientism rationalizes those
models and narcoticizes us against their ethic of domination, is
superseded by the larger vision.
As the suspension of closure implies, the story does not so
much "end" as shift into another dimension, suggested by the
family tableau and the stasis which characterizes it. But this dimensional shift is not the conventional spatialization of time,
but rather a dynamization of space achieved through the introduction of baby Alfred, and hence in keeping with female desire
as an intersubjective space within which all can emerge and grow.
This space-time/stasis-motion conflation is not confined to Part
VII: as the hectic male activity around Katie's relative passivity
throughout the poem suggests,13 time is to eternity as the womb is
to the fetus; eternity and teleology are contained within time and
process, not the reverse. In Crawford's cosmology, there is only the
eternal present — a dynamic space where all objects are subjects,
where self and other meet in a web of intersubjective relationship.
Isabella Valancy Crawford introduced into Canadian poetry
an alternative epistemology of knowledge — an experiential way
of seeing and knowing the natural world; it is a kind of ecological vision which is, admittedly, fragmentary but nevertheless
present in Crawford's poem. That vision is echoed in the poetry
of later female Romantics, such as Marjorie Pickthall and
Constance Lindsay Skinner, and in the early modernist poems
of Dorothy Livesay; it also appears in Margaret Atwood's/ournals of Susanna Moodie, a long poem which, like Malcolm's Katie,
resists closure through a radical dynamization of space. Hence
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Crawford's significance as a precursor of twentieth-century Canadian women poets can hardly be overstated. Most important,
Crawford speaks to all readers who share a concern for the future of our culture, our species, our planet, and hence is eminently worthy of the ongoing critical dialogue which her poetry
has inspired.
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6
"time is, the delta":
Steveston
in Historical and Ecological Context

rank [Davey] and George [Bowering] were much more
aware of the tradition they were battling than I was —
and they were Canadian. I was an immigrant, and so I
had an experience of otherness that I could work with right from
the start. When you feel excluded or marginalized, what you
work toward is synthesis.1

F

The publication of Daphne Marlatt's Steveston in 1974 was a milestone in the history of West Coast writing. Until its appearance,
poetry in Vancouver was dominated by men, chiefly the founders of Tish, the poetry newsletter that had championed early
postmodernism and initiated the decentralization of Canadian
poetry in the sixties. Inspired by American writers such as Charles
Olson and Robert Duncan, Frank Davey, George Bowering, James
Reid, David Dawson, and Fred Wah had introduced into Canadian writing a new aesthetic. Delightfully phenomenological in
method and content and attuned to multiplicity, fragmentation,
discontinuity, non-linearity and unpredictability, this aesthetic
was celebrated as "the triumph of particularity over philosophy"
(Davey 1974 21). Tish postmodernism was, however, securely
grounded in Heraclitean philosophy, which turns on the concept of the dynamic conflict of opposites — specifically, the conflict between creative and destructive forces in nature. Indeed,
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the aligning of West Coast writing with "the elements of an environment in which no one element fully controls another" (Davey
1974 20) gave Heraclitean process status as a theory of knowledge. When translated to the level of literary politics during the
seventies, however, this epistemology of conflict seemed to have
more in common with Darwin than Heraclitus, for the West Coast
writers saw themselves as locked in a struggle for survival with
what Davey called "the control and logic-oriented criteria of modernism" that dominated Canadian critical practice (1974 22).
Postmodernist pressures in the literary ecosystem were forcing
criticism to evolve in tandem with poetry. Thus "the survival of
the fittest" became a prominent theme in the critical discourse, a
theme made explicit in the title of the groundbreaking article,
"Surviving the Paraphrase" (1976), Davey's challenge to the Canadian critical establishment.
The celebration of conflict as the transformative dynamic of
a Heraclitean, post-Einsteinian universe precluded any serious
critique of conflict, thus making a kind of social Heracliteanism
possible. While this was entirely in keeping with the New Left
politics of the sixties, it was out of step with the feminism of the
early seventies which was beginning to question the traditional
hierarchy of values that elevated competition, autonomy, and
independence above the qualities of nurturing, intimacy, and interdependence. By the mid-seventies, West Coast writing was
ready for a subtler approach, which Steveston appeared to embody. Davey, who reviewed the poem in manuscript, may have
intuited this when he described the work as "a truly relevant
kind of writing that would initiate us into the intricacies and
depths of the post-modern age" (1974 197). Indeed, long before
the degeneration of race/class/gender into the dogma it has now
become, the poem not only sensitized readers to that complex
intersection, it also insisted on the treatment of race, class, and
gender in historical and ecological context. While the main antagonists in Marlatt's poem/history of the British Columbia fishing town are the Eraser River and the fish cannery, the conflict
between them not only provides the context for, but is also
contextualized in, the particularities of individual lives — including the poet's and the reader's.
Privileging aesthetics, Davey found the "most important ideas
of Marlatt's poetry . . . implied by its form," its reading of the
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world as "a melange of cues and signals," and its invitation to
the reader "to abandon his logical, linear, and superficial
attitudes toward experience . . . " (1974 195). Yet he couldn't
entirely resist the pull of external referents and their ethical
implications, as is demonstrated in his enumeration of the
poem's "many foci":
the exploitation of natural resources, the exploitation
of early Japanese-Canadian fishermen who were
eventually rescued from economic servitude to the
fish packers by their internment at the start of World
War II, the exploitation of all weaker groups (the
Indian, the Chinese, the Nisei, the poor, the female) by
wealthy and legally-sophisticated corporations, the
heroic tenacity of the exploited in living their very
real, sexual, and substantive lives in the mud and
storm to which the abstract powers of corporate
finance have confined them. History in these poems
becomes both personal and contemporary; the "political" implications of the facts Marlatt discovers reach
into both her life and the reader's. (Davey 1974 195)
By foregrounding the continuity between "the exploitation of
natural resources" and "the exploitation of all weaker groups,"
this content summary invites an exploration of the poem's ecological focus. Such an approach would emphasize synthesis and
connection without denying Heraclitean conflict and would pay
special attention to Davey's observation that what Marlatt discovers as an aural historian " reach [es] into both her life and the
reader's." This kind of approach would acknowledge that
Steveston is not merely a linguistic tour de force but also a
blueprint for an ethical alternative to the epistemology of
conflict.
I've organized this paper around some reflections upon the
writing of Steveston which Marlatt shared with me over dinner
in the spring of 1994. In keeping with this informality, I've also
subordinated an orderly pursuit of my thesis to an approximation of the way in which Steveston accretes layers of meaning as
it flows forward and backward through time and across space.
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Hence I've layered in several theoretical digressions wherever
the textual tide seems to pull for them. Most important, I've
adopted the position that language is less opaque than current fashion would have it — that, indeed, the assumption that language is
exclusively self-referential leads to a pernicious linguistic determinism, which Steveston implicitly problematizes. In this, I'm responding to sociologist of art Janet Wolffs call for a more ecologically
responsible approach to language. In her search for a more inclusive theory of modernism — including contemporary modernism,
"sometimes called the postmodern" (20) — Wolff rejects
...a too radical poststructuralist position, in which
social structure, institutions, and power relations
evaporate in a commitment to the view that everything is (only) discourse. For . . . [while] it is crucial to
be self-reflexive about the way in which "the environment" and its problems are formulated, . . discussions
about the environment cannot be premised on the
assumption that everything is only "text," or that
social and economic relations, being merely discursive constructs, are somehow merely fictions.
(Wolff 17)

What's needed now, Wolff claims, is a theory that "stress[es] the
dialectical relationship between text and context" (7), an approach that honours the "two-way relationship" between texts
and experiences (22). Marlatt's experience of otherness is a good
place to start, for it does give her certain epistemic advantages.
One could say, maybe, "I can imagine how you feel" because
that ability to imagine your way into another reality is crucial
to any sense of dialogue. . . . We talk about Otherness all the
time in terms of other human beings — who we can actually
communicate with. Where the otherness is really important,
though, is with species. We can't even begin to imagine what
life would be like as a single-celled amoeba in the ocean.
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Yet, this is exactly what Steveston invites us to do. Here's how it
begins:
Imagine: a town
Imagine a town running

(smoothly?
a town running before a fire
canneries burning . . . . (83)

"Imagine" is quite literally the key to the poem. Followed by a
colon, the word establishes the precondition for reading the
poem, much as the turn of a key in a machine's ignition establishes the precondition for its running. The word turns the poem
on, setting it running, unsmoothly, against the shape of itself on
the page, a shape full of droplines and short lines, hazards and
hairpin turns. This is the beginning of trying to imagine what it
might be like to make a journey upstream to spawn — or even
downstream, over rocks, through the delta, against the incoming tide, and out to sea. If the perils of this journey appear to
reinforce the primacy of conflict and opposition — fish at odds
with river — then we need to imagine more complexly. At the
centre of this poem is the delta, a place where time is spatial and
space is dynamic: "time is, the delta." A "triangular alluvial tract
at mouth of river enclosed or traversed by its diverging branches"
(OED), the delta is a transitional space whose natural architecture helps to dissipate the overpowering energy of opposing
forces, reconciling incoming with outgoing waters, giving incoming or outgoing salmon a chance to swim through.
I'm interpreting the delta as a transitional space because the
concept is useful for tracking the way the poem attempts to move
beyond conflict and reach toward interconnection and synthesis. Transitional space is associated with the psychoanalytic
premise that "[w]e recognize ourselves in the other, and we even
recognize ourselves in inanimate things" (Benjamin 1988 21). In
1982, Donna Bassin argued that spatial imagery is often employed by women poets to express the sources of creativity (200),
and psychoanalyst Jessica Benjamin concurred when she observed the same phenomenon in the narratives of her female
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analysands. Benjamin took the argument further, theorizing transitional space as intersubjective space, a place between self and
other where both meet in a web of intersubjective connection
(1986 92-95). The advantage of a theory of transitional, or
intersubjective, space is that it accommodates both separation and connection: in Benjamin's construction, subjects are
interconnected, not merged, and thus remain subjects in their
own right.
Neither self nor other is ever entirely singular, as the image
of intersubjectivity as a web suggests. It's therefore more accurate to talk about selves and others. This accommodates multiplicity, which Marlatt expresses paradoxically as "multiplicity
simply there" (90). The intersubjective web also has theoretical
implications for the nets and networking imagery that floats like
a Leitmotiv through Marlatt's work. Although not everywhere
present as a concrete image in Steveston, the net nevertheless
casts its influence across the entire text. Indeed, the delta, with
its implied network of river branches, is only one of the net's
several permutations. As Brenda Carr has noted, "the image of
the net or web as a metaphor of [the] sense of interconnection
between human life and all life forms in the environment" is
central "to the ecological vision that [Marlatt] conceptualized in
Steveston" (104). But Marlatt's nets are more complex than that.
Laurie Ricou has described them paradoxically as "containers
made up of holes" (1986 207). The fluid movement of subjects
in and out of intersubjective connection and the fluidity of the
boundary around intersubjective space introduce time into the
paradox and thus may help to resolve it. However, nets also connote deadly entanglement — especially for a fish — which cannot be resolved by simply invoking paradox, that convenient
concept for keeping the contradictions inherent in language
under control.
Contradictions are always set up by language because language
works in a bipolar fashion. So it's difficult to use language to
get at the enmeshment that is onefabric — which the poem is
always reaching for.
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Past and present collide and intermesh at the delta. The past
makes its initial appearance in the image of men driven by fire
toward the water's edge: "the bodies of men & fish corpse piled
on top of each other." The present silts up over the past: "rot, an
endless waste the trucks of production / grind to juice, driving
through .. ." (83). The collision of nonhuman and human initiated processes results in an especially noxious enmeshment
through which corporate privilege can drive, impervious.
Three poems later we get a better sense of how this privilege
functions. The "corporate growth that monopolizes" is a
growth in more than one sense: it's a tumour, a malignancy
that "sucks them dry, these men," "these women in white,
tired, or wearily hopeful, drained / by the ditches of their unsatisfied lives" (89).
Distinguishing villain from victim becomes more personal
as Steveston progresses. The trucks of production appear again,
"loaded with offal for what / we also raise to kill, mink up the
valley" (90). It's not difficult to imagine other trucks, loaded with
fish-torsos — the "harvest," the "subhuman facets of life we the
/ town (& all that is urban, urbane, our glittering table service,
our white wine, the sauces we pickle it with, or ourselves), live
off" (90). In other words, it's all connected at this delta, silted up,
layer upon interconnected layer, suggesting a multiplicity of
positions from which to imagine. If you're a poet, it's easier to
trace this kind of conflict than it is to reach beyond it. If you're a
reader, it's easier to "[retreat] into the metaphor that language is
its own ecology" (Ricou 1991 3) than it is to critique it. If you're
a fish, it's easier just to die right here in this delta, "ringed with
residue" (83), than it is to negotiate it. It always comes down to
the fish in this one-industry town — salmon whose chances of
making it even as far as this filthy delta are not what they were:
imagine what the journey might be like when "boats equipt with
the latest machinery, radar, sonic scan" (122) and driftnets are
lurking just beyond the delta. Or back up even farther in time
and imagine what it's like swimming in the opposite direction,
through "water / swollen with its filth, with sewage, milldirt" (86)
from sawmills and canneries passed along the way. If you're a
yearling salmon, what are your chances?
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Chance is very complex. . . . It's not just a lucky card, or just
accident, hazard. It's bigger than that. Chance is a name that
we give to aforce that we can't control. So we call it evil, or we
personify it — Lady Luck, or whatever. But chance is operating all around us. It's so large that we can't see its whole shape.
Chance is personified — or, more accurately, fishified — in the
opening poem. But even in this somewhat more manageable
size, it's not easy to see its whole shape. Now you see it, now you
don't: "enigmatic" to the end, "chance lurks / fishlike, shadows
the underside of pilings," vanishes under the rot and the refuse,
surfaces in the closing line, "flicks his tail & swims through" (83).
Meaning is as slippery as a fish in Steveston, and it's not easy to
follow the ecological thread: now you see it, now you don't. A
multiplicity of reverberations is set up by the appearance of
chance as a fish who, by chance, makes it through all the treacheries that lurk in wait at the delta. But amidst the uncertainty one
thing seems certain: it's not by chance that chance is invoked so
early in the poem, for it's the single most important signifier in
Western culture's construction of the natural environment.
At the close of the eighteenth century, the fossil was already
showing signs of displacing the Bible as the text that tells the
one true story of nature. But while the fossil recorded change as
the norm instead of the exception, it could not edit the Prime
Mover out of the story; that task was left to Darwin. Darwin's
nature-story, which was more "a form of imaginative history"
than a theory (Beer 16), argued that it was chance, not some divine plan, that determined the outcome of change. What this
meant for science was nothing less than its liberation from theology and its investiture as the epistemological authority. In addition, evolutionary theory provided overwhelming support for
the construction of nature as science's absolute Other. Unlike
Darwin's nature, science left nothing to chance. Science was
about keeping all the variables tightly under control, stripping
nature of its context, dissolving its interconnections, including
its interconnection with the scientist. Science was also about
having the answers (hypothesis) before you've even asked the
questions (experiment). This is what's still involved in practising
the time-honoured scientific method — which isn't really a
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method at all, but rather, a theory of knowledge in itself.
Katherine Hayles, who started out as a scientist but ended
up a literary theorist, has this to say about the scientific construction of knowledge:
Somehow the idea got started, sometime in the seventeenth century, that we know the world because we
are separated from it. Objectivism led to some scientific advances but also to a profound alienation about
which many writers and philosophers have meditated.
What if we started from the opposite premise that we
know the world because we are connected to it? Then
to discover that one's views have been shaped in
conscious and unconscious ways by one's experience,
culture, history, and traditions . . . is to discover that
one has a position from which to interact with the
world. . . . The result is a much less alienated vision of
the world, and also a truer vision of the world, since it
acknowledges that positionality is always already
affecting the picture we see. (qtd. in Stites 106)
In contrast to the scientific method, which is thought to yield
"objective knowledge," positionality informs a method which
Hayles calls "empowering reflexivity" — empowering because it
incorporates subjectivity and thus yields a truer, more complex
knowledge. The subjectivity of the knower is not a variable that
the knower can control for through some magical act of selftranscendence — an illusion that chances partial and even perverse understandings of the reality under study. Reflexivity is a
method of knowledge production that not only acknowledges
the experiences of the knower but also uses them as a significant indicator of the reality against which hypotheses are tested.
By inviting us to imagine, Steveston invites us to integrate subjective and "objective" knowledge. This process is enacted in the
ironically titled "Life Cycle" (114-5), which is about the deathcycle: descriptions of dying fish from an authoritative treatise on Pacific salmon are integrated into the poet's experience
of the fishing town and its inhabitants, once as lively as newly
hatched fish but now cycling into idleness and decline. The
interconnection results in a knowledge truer and more
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complex than either objective fact or subjective experience
generates on its own.
To return to the living fish, if the fisheye-view in Steveston
seems to stretch the imagination beyond reason, then besides
pointing out that all poetry does that, I would argue that this
particular poem is in good company. Prize-winning geneticist
Barbara McClintock stretched her imagination so far beyond scientific reason that not even what life in the ocean is like for a
single-celled amoeba could have entirely eluded her. Here's how
she describes her experience of studying chromosomes:
When I was really working with them I wasn't outside,
I was down there. I was part of the system. I was right
down there with them, and everything got big. I even
was able to see the internal parts of the chromosomes. It surprised me, because I actually felt as if I
was right down there and these were my friends. . . .
As you look at these things, they become part of you.
And you forget yourself, (qtd. in Keller 1983 165)

This is empowering reflexivity at work. McClintock called it "a
feeling for the organism" (198), and her biographer associated
this feeling capacity with McClintock's otherness, which gave
her an epistemic advantage in a male-dominated scientific community that ignored her groundbreaking work for many years.
Her distance from the centre gave her a better view of the limitations of the scientific method: "You get lots of correlations, but
you don't get the truth . . . " (203). As Davey's reviewing of
Steveston in manuscript implies, Marlatt was far more fortunate
than McClintock in that her work was celebrated even before it
was published. However, her feeling for the organism has never
enjoyed the kind of status conferred upon her feeling for the
language.
While not identical, a feeling for the organism and a feeling
for language are closely linked. To swim through language as a
fish swims through water isn't necessarily to retreat into the
metaphor of language as its own ecology. That retreat, which
Ricou calls a refusal to see the connections (1991 3), is a refusal
to see "the mesh of the net" we are caught in, "the accretion of
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all our / actions, how they interact, how they inter/read..." (113).
Like McClintock, who achieved unique insight into the life of
chromosomes by asking herself what she would do if she were
one, Marlatt challenges herself and us to dive in and interpret
"the reading . .. the sea makes of us." She can do this because
she knows that self-reflexivity is more than just a function of
language. It's both a capacity and an epistemological standpoint.
Take, for example, "Response":
'I think the fish like their water clean too,'
she says, with a dry laugh where: this outgoing
river, this incoming tide
mingle & meet. To take
no more than the requisite, required to grow, spawn,
catch, die: required to eat. ( I l l )

The deceptively simple words of this fisherwoman articulate
Steveston's ecological vision. The capacity for self-reflection
implied in the word "too" is the capacity to interpret the reading
the fish make of us — or, more accurately, the industrial waste
and other sewage that represent us in their underwater world.
As suggested in her humorless laugh, her comment is no romantic flight of fancy, no sentimental notion about fish with
endearingly human preferences. Rather, it's intersubjective
knowledge — the kind of knowledge that incorporates
postionality. As if to reinforce this, the poem positions her in
transitional space, that place where tide and river enmesh. Marlatt
can't let the fisherwoman's insight stand without comment;
otherwise, you get lots of correlations, but you don't get the truth.
So she risks a "Response" — a response that comes to her as a
flash of insight, something she sees as she writes. Every bit as
self-reflexive as the fisherwoman, she reaches toward balancing
the requirements of the whole interdependent ecosystem — the
enmeshment that is one fabric.
One of the things I really wanted to talk about in Steveston
was the women — the absence of the women [in public spaces],
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/ mean. They were either in the canneries or at home. It was
such a male world, the fishing world, which was why I was so
delighted to find my single fisherwoman.
The link between sex and death goes back a long way in literary
history. But whereas sex as death is the time-honoured convention, in Steveston — as Marlatt herself has pointed out — the
convention is turned inside out in a couple of ways. First, "the
movement of the river out towards the sea, where it disappears,
[is] a movement into the invisible that [has] to do with birthing
and dying [and] in fact the two [are] metaphors of each other"
(B. Carr 103). The second reversal — or, more accurately, subversion — of the convention has to do with sex in defiance of death.
"Woman's body," Marlatt notes, "has been so repressed in our
culture — fetishized on the surface but repressed deeply in terms
of our actual sexuality and the force of our desire" (B. Carr 99).
Perhaps it was a sense of the repression, or containment, of her
own sexuality that permitted her to interconnect with a similar
kind of repression at work in the lives of Stevestonians, for
Marlatt's sexuality was still contained within the norms of heterosexuality. Perhaps it was her nascent desire to break out of
that containment — her response to "the bio-feedback of [her]
body in the act of composition" — that motivated the subversion of the sex-as-death convention.
Paradoxically, imagining what life is like for others — fish,
men, women, river — entails imagining what death might be
like. All forms of life that converge at the delta confront the possibility of a similar kind of death, namely, death by containment
— containment in nets, norms, cans, and/or canneries. The ultimate in containment is the goal of the fish-canning process. It's
not enough to turn a living fish into a corpse; it must be contained in such a way "That no other corpus work within it" (90).
Those cans of "Pacific Ocean flesh" also contain the lives of those
who can it: caught, gutted, packed, steamed, and served up "in a
crimson sauce of their own blood," they are contained in the
stasis of a living death.
The lives of the women in Steveston are contained by the
cannery even before they are old enough to work there. Stasis
rather than process is what characterizes the life of the young
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girl in "Imperial Cannery, 1913" (84-5). Now that "she is old
enough to be her / mother inside, working," she stands just inside the door of the cannery, "leaning into the / threshold, waiting for work," waiting for the turn of "the wheel that time is,"
waiting for her turn at "the wheel that keeps turning / turning,
out of its wooden sleeve, the blade with teeth marked: / for marriage, for birth, for death." What connection are we being invited to imagine here? Did the cycle of this young woman's life,
regulated by the canning industry of 1913, differ so radically
from the cycle of women's lives as regulated by the patriarchal
gender norms that characterized the rest of capitalist culture?
Moreover, do the lives of women in 1913 differ so radically from
the lives of women at the time of Steveston's writing? Gender
norms are like the blades of the cannery wheel — the "'iron
chink'" that "beheads each fish": they work to eliminate a woman's intellectual life and chop the rest down to marriage, childbirth, and death. The patriarchal status quo, like the Imperial
Cannery of 1913, relies upon the containment of women's lives
within this narrow conception of the female life cycle. It's this continuity of female experience through time and across space which
the poem invites us to imagine.
The men of Steveston appear to have more freedom of movement in space than the women do: they walk through the streets
(95-6), work on the docks and the open decks (97-8), visit Christine's
coffee shop (101-2), and drink in the Steveston Hotel bar (89). But
they, too, are "stopt up, burning, slow, nowhere to go, no crowds to
/ light, no strange women, no gambling games, no risk" (89).
Steveston no longer gives young men the opportunity to flex their
masculine muscles. "Except [for] the occasional storm outside, the
rare failure of guaranteed equipment, / the unexplained accident,"
the masculine rivalry and adventure of primitive free enterprise
has been "forced out, bought up," a victim of corporate takeover.
But it's more than just the ecological crisis, triggered by
overfishing, industrial pollution, and monopoly capitalism that
constrains the lives of these men. Their character is crippled by
the constricting norms that give them such obvious gender advantage. Like the girl poised on the cannery threshold, the three
boys of "Low Tide. A beached vessel" (95-6) — boys as "idle" as
their fathers in the Steveston pub — are poised on the threshold
of manhood, where they're learning the masculine "orders of
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power." They have already cultivated competitive acquisitiveness
as a masculine ideal: "the fear somebody's beating somebody to
it." Hence they hurry to rip off whatever they can from a beached
gillnetter: "Hold this, hurry, I can rip the door off." An adult
passer-by, higher up on the male hierarchy and thus free to impose his authority here, challenges their trespassing. Men in training, the boys assert their developing masculinity, "try it on for
size." This counterchallenge works: the man backs down, "unwilling to meet their eyes." He "walks off" — but not before invoking the authority of someone even higher up the hierarchy:
"If the patrolman comes along you'll be in trouble."
And what about the gillnetter, convenient object upon which
to exercise one's developing masculinity? Here's a place where
Steveston reinforces Jessica Benjamin's claim that "we even recognize ourselves in inanimate things." The small vessel is perched
on the rocks, "beached, bleached, like some dying fish." "Her
sullen cabin's locked," but two of the boys "violate" her by a side
window and find a key. "Inscrutably closed, she allows no keys
to hold, nothing so easy. . . . " Once the threat posed by higher
orders of masculine power has been successfully challenged,
the boys return to their plundering: "Back to the joyous act of
'making' her." This poem makes it possible to recognize which
gender has the dubious honour of providing the foundation for
masculine hierarchy. Marlatt does this by flouting pedantic cautions against pathetic fallacy, false projection, and anthropomorphism, cautions informed by arbitrary rules upheld largely by
those who subscribe to the very objectivism that poetry seeks to
subvert. If we can't recognize ourselves in the artifacts of human culture, how can we ever expect to recognize our interconnection with nonhuman nature?
Equally important, "Low tide" provides a clue to the way in
which containment within restrictive gender norms is subverted.
In acting out their erotic fantasies vis-a-vis the gillnetter, these
boys make it possible to survive their oppressive containment at
the lowest rung of the male hierarchy. Similarly, the girl who
awaits a life contained by the tedious hours of cannery work is
poised on the threshold of sexual experience. She's "in her element, dreaming of sails, her father's, a friend's son . . ." (85). (The
son of a friend of her father's?) She is also "dreaming, of fabric
she saw at Walker's Emporium, & the ribbon." (A new beribboned
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dress in which to impress the son of a friend of her father's?)
These are the erotic dreams of the young — dreams that break
open the containment of their lives. Moreover, 1974 is not 1913,
and there are options: "The kids grow up & go elsewhere,' she
said, / not fishing, not limited to that..." (92).
Erotic dream is also the survival strategy of their adult counterparts who never go elsewhere. It's true that "the plant packs
their lives, chopping / off the hours, contains them as it contains
first aid, toilets, beds" (91), but in a long vacated house "back of
the carpentry shed," there's still "the vestige of a self-contained
life," suggestions of an autoeroticism in defiance of containment.
Here, "a nude on the wall glints / kittenish," and an iron bed, a
"sleeping place between shifts," suggests "wet dreams, pale beside the / clank of forklift, supply truck, welding shed." Somewhere under all the oppressive norms that regulate gender
arrangements and harness men's and women's libidinal resources in the service of profit, there flows a river of the erotic
that strains at the dykes of containment. This irrepressible river
of desire echoes the Fraser itself: "Over the edge of the / dyke a
river pours, uncalled for, unending. . ." (83).
The feminism of the seventies was still very much focused
on analysing gender stereotypes and searching for an androgynous ideal. Thus it's no surprise that Marlatt was so delighted at
finding her single fisherwoman, who makes several appearances
in Steveston, two of which balance her between private and public
space. She can be read as the poem's primary interconnector —
and not just between the human world and the underwater world
of fish. She operates in domestic space but she is not confined
in it. She articulates gender norms: "'Seems like, with men
around, you're always at the stove'"(107). She also transcends
them: "She went to town to pay the bills, 'somebody's got to
look after that.'" She does it all. She "walks, from counter to stove,
with a roll" — the same roll that balances her on the deck of her
boat, balanced against "the river's push," "rolling, with it..."
(109). "She runs in the / throat of time, voicing the very swifts &
shallows of that river," voicing, too, her knowledge of all the forces
that collide in transitional space, "this amphibious place, / half
earth half water, half river half sea" (108). She understands the
returning fish, the filthy river, the polluting industries, the
weather, the wind, the waves — and the market forces that are
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indifferent to them all. Marlatt gives more poem-space to the
fisherwoman's exact words than to those of any other
Stevestonian. In the act of writing out the fisherwoman wordfor-word, she experiences a flash of insight: "Somehow they
survive, this people, these fish, survive the refuse bottom, filthy
water, their choked lives, / in a singular dance of survival, each
from each" (110). Heroic survival notwithstanding, this separation, each from each, suggests a dangerously disconnected community — an ecosystem whose survival hangs in the balance.
If you point to something too obviously, it destroys the balance. Connections are there but they're not foregrounded. It's
all a matter of shading.
Photographs like the ones Robert Minden contributed to
Steveston aren't really black and white. The connections among
the various parts of a photographic image emerge only as a function of the myriad shadings of grey along the black-white continuum. Indeed, things rendered exclusively in "black & white
we only half perceive" (112). It's all a matter of shading. Shading
implies shadows, in which so many things lurk in this poem.
Steveston is, after all, a shadow of its former self: "Shadowy, this
/ piratical emblem of another era. Boomtown" (100). Dead past
and living present seem in conflict — a conflict which only an
aural historian, as distinct from historians of the dead past, can
reconcile. The aural historian moves through the shadows of
Steveston, a shadow herself, prompting Ricou to call her the
"elided Daphne, the silent interviewer [who] emerges in
[Marlatt's] absence.... Daphne Marlatt is the absent woman recording" (1986 207), and what she's recording in her interviews
is living memory, thus integrating the past into the living present.
Most readers are fascinated by the unclosed parentheses in the
text; fewer make much of the quotation marks, always closed,
holding the words of her living subjects in their respectful embrace and turning the text into a transitional space, where
subject(ivitie)s meet in a web of intersubjective connection.
At the risk of destroying the balance by pointing too obviously, I want to point to two "webs, / of strange connection" (119)
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in Steveston — two perfectly balanced poems located side-byside in the text. These poems flow into each other like the sea
and the river, creating a transitional space, in which past shades
into present and time shades into space. "Ghost" (117-18) speaks
directly to a Japanese Canadian fisherman, himself a ghost (a
shadow? a shade?) of his former self — one of the dispossessed,
one of the so-called enemy aliens banished to a wartime internment camp and impelled by some strange inner necessity to return to Steveston like a salmon to its stream of origin.
Why this return? Returning from confinement, what was there
here to find?
Were you fined? Did you cross the border inadvertently? Did chart & compass, all direction, fail? Interned,
your people confined to a small space where rebirth, will,
push you out thru the rings of material prosperity at war's
end fixed, finally, as citizens of an exploited earth:
you drive your own car, construct your own house, create your
registered place at Packers' camp, walk the fine (concrete)
line of private property. (117)

The reference to rings recalls Marlatt's Rings, her poem cycle
celebrating the birth of her son, his journey out of confinement
in the womb, down the birth canal, and out through the vaginal
ring. Here, by sheer act of "will," this ghost of a dispossessed
Japanese fisherman is reborn into postwar prosperity. He's balanced on the fine line between exploited and exploiter, repossessed of property and, paradoxically, possessed by it.
All the connections in "Ghost" are feminine. This fisherman's
wife, daughters, and granddaughter are his "ties to shore." The
feminine connects him also to the past: "teachers, cabaret girls,
longlegged American army wives you chauffeured, cared for,
daughters, / friends of your daughters, down thru the water smiles
of easy girls, / caught, kore...." Kore, daughter of Demeter and
maiden of the flowering earth, is the sum of all his past connections to the "natural world" — feminine connections reduced in
the present to "erotic ghosts of the flowering earth" who haunt
his dreams, now that he has "return[ed] to a decomposed ground
choked by refuse, profit, & the / concrete of private property; to
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find [him]self disinherited from / [his] claim to the earth." Paradoxically, this poem of connection is also Steveston's clearest
articulation of disconnection — the disconnection of the realm
of refuse, profit, concrete, and private property from the interconnected world of nonhuman nature.
The temptation here is to formulate the dislocation of culture and nature in gender terms. Nor would it be altogether inaccurate to do so, for despite the simple dualism of the culture/
nature opposition, the poem does return again and again to the
idea that human culture invites its own disinheritance from the
earth by treating nature the way it treats women: "white women,
white bellies of salmon thieved by powerful boats" (118). Moreover, although Marlatt's feminism was not yet well integrated in
the early seventies, she had read The Second Sex, in which Simone
de Beauvoir exposed male transcendence and female immanence
as the most important assumptions upon which Western patriarchal culture rests. Insofar as Steveston is an exploration of the
"immanence of things" (119) and frequently associates
immanence with the feminine, de Beauvoir's influence on the
poem is apparent — which brings me to the other poem in this
balanced pair, the poem titled "Or is there love" (119-20).
What a fisherman's children can inherit from their disinherited ghost of a father is his wealth — or what passes for wealth
— in this case, a house, "handed down from father to not son
but daughter," a house now "webbed with weaving, leaf tracery
& light (of pots, plants), a house she / inhabits, immanent, at the
edge of town a field.. .." Now under female proprietorship, this
house, located on what was once a field, a "wild place — where
foxes / might live," no longer seems quite so thoroughly disinherited from nature. Indeed, positioned "at the edge," on the
boundary between culture and nature, it occupies transitional
space and is itself occupied by one who mediates between culture and nature.
The idea that women are mediators between culture and nature first appeared in feminist scholarship in 1974, the same
year in which Steveston was published. In other words, it was an
idea whose time had come, so it's no surprise to find it in Marlatt's
poem. Much critiqued and refined since it first captured the feminist imagination, this idea was introduced into the literature by
anthropologist Sherry Ortner, who conjectured that "culture (still
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equated relatively unambiguously with men) recognizes that
women are active participants in its special processes, but at the
same time sees them as being more rooted in, or having more
direct affinity with, nature" (69). "Intermediate" or "middle status" on a hierarchy of being from culture to nature, Ortner explained, "may have the significance of 'mediating,' i.e.,
performing some sort of synthesizing function between nature
and culture . . . " (84). How you construe women's synthesizing
activities depends on who you are. If you're an anthropologist
trying to understand woman's place on the margins of man's
culture, synthesis serves to maintain the patriarchal status quo.
If you're a poet trying to understand woman's place in the ecosystem, synthesis serves to maintain culture's connection with
nature. An artifact of culture, this female inhabited house is surrounded by "summer's wilder growth," backed by a garden of
beans, "lettuce, children, friends," and set "under the trees that
sway like / underwater weeds, connecting things."
But it's not just the reconnection of culture and nature toward which this poem reaches. It also reaches for an understanding of the paradox of home and homelessness. The internal
necessity of untangling that paradox was the primary motivating factor in the creation of Steveston. Marlatt was drawn to
Steveston by its strange familiarity — strange because she knew
very little about Japanese culture, familiar because the Asian aspects of Steveston, both Chinese and Japanese, reminded her of
her childhood in Malaysia. At home in Vancouver, yet oddly out
of place there, she found expression for her dislocation in the
context of a house inherited by the daughter of a disinherited
Japanese Canadian fisherman: "To live in a place. Immanent. In
/ place. Yet to feel at sea." If you're marginalized, your distance
from the centre of things is not just where you live; it's also who
you are. Who, for example, is this Japanese Canadian woman
who drives the distance from town, following the westward push
of the water, out to her house at "the end of the road"? "Who
also" this Canadian poet-from-elsewhere, who "drives back, late,
by the shining / water roads from town" after an evening at the
"Western Front," Vancouver's centre of things literary?2 Two
different journeys from two different centres end in a single question that links the women intersubjectively: "who are you now /
you've cut yourself adrift, alone?"
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Who you are is a function of where you are and how you got
there: it's all a matter of place. Steveston is a place where a web
of cultures is mapped onto nature, a place where individual cultures once put down roots and now put out seed: "the place itself, mapt out, a web, was grass: / tall, bent grass swaying heavy
with seed. Cottonwood whose seeds make a web in the wind."
Grass and cottonwood intermingled? For better and worse, this
is time at work on space, culture at work on nature, home at
work on homelessness. The fisherman's daughter doesn't consider
herself a part of Steveston's Japanese community:'"... I don't belong to Buddhist Church, I don't / send my kids to Sunday school.'"
So why does she stay? Here's where it all comes down to place:
"'well, I live here.'" Here, in place, you (she? the poet? the reader?)
"find a self, under the trees that sway like / underwater weeds, connecting things." Submerged, the connections aren't always visible
but they're there. You have to imagine your way into them.
In the seventies, West Coast postmodernist writers were fond of
quoting a particular Heraclitean aphorism which for them expressed the transformative conflict of opposites that informed
both natural process and the processes of language: "You cannot step twice into the same river." Anyone who's returned to
Marlatt's Fraser as often as I have over the twenty years since its
first appearance can hardly deny this truth. But more to the point,
there is indeed something in this aphorism that suggests conflict — perhaps it's the emphasis on the negative. Heraclitus had
second thoughts, however. He was apparently aware that his
dynamic resists a strict application of the law of contradiction,
for he amended the aphorism to read, "We step and we do not
step into the same river; we are and we are not" (frag. 81). This shift
is a subtle one but it's nevertheless radical, for it throws the whole
dynamic into a kind of reverse field: synthesis emerges while conflict recedes. Indeed, the revised aphorism anticipates the Hegelian
view of becoming as a synthesis of being and nonbeing (Capek 390).
But whether Marlatt is more Hegelian than Heraclitean becomes a
trivial question in the larger context of her feminism.
In an interview with Brenda Carr — aptly titled "Between
Continuity and Difference" — Marlatt describes her project and
her positioning vis-a-vis West Coast postmodernism:
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Working for change is what makes feminism different
from the postmodernism I learned from the Tish days.
. . . [Postmodernism, although it critiques the master
narratives of our culture, the institutions and the
codes, still ends up being complicit with them because it has no program for change. A program for
change means valorizing a difference, and as soon as
you valorize a difference you're moving out of
postmodernist deconstruction into a position of ...
belief or trust in a certain meta-narrative. It's a difference at such a basic level that I think it's often been
overlooked, but it's a difference that leads to a radical
shift in world-view. (B. Carr 106)

The shift from conflict toward connection and synthesis makes
all the difference, a difference that amounts to an epistemological
shift into the empowering reflexivity of positionality. There is a
position — a third space — between the two elements of many
binary pairs, a place where synthesis takes a turn now and then,
and where an act of imagination brings together text and context, knowledge and experience, continuity and difference, culture and nature, poet and reader in a web of interconnections. In
making this epistemological shift, Marlatt steered her
postmodernism around the trap of linguistic determinism implicit in the notion that there is no nature except the one we
construct — a dangerous phallacy that alienates us from the
world even more profoundly than does the objectivism of science. At the heart of Steveston's ecological vision is the conviction that there is a reality external to our constructions of it:
language may stand between us and that reality but it also connects us to it. Indeed, it might even be said that we cannot be
separated from nature except by language, and that the extent to
which our connections to nature exceed language is a measurement of our willingness to follow Daphne Marlatt's example and
make the crucial epistemological shift.
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