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preface

t

n 1994, feminist philosopher of education Jane Holland
Martin reprinted several of her most influential essays
in a volume she entitled Changing the Educational Landscape. She opened her introduction in dialogue with another influential feminist thinker:
"I was in my fiftieth year when I began this book: for
me a time of flowering," Carolyn Heilbrun wrote in
the preface of Reinventing Womanhood. I was fifty-one
when my flowering occurred. . . . (Martin 1)

Landscape. Flowering. How easily horticultural metaphors trip
off the tongues of women when they are speaking personally,
situating themselves in discourse, positioning themselves as subject. These metaphors seem to lurk in the language, held out to
us as if by some invisible butler, ready for us to slip into. How
easily, too, women rewrite them! For according to linguistic convention, women do not "flower" in their fifties. By the time a
woman has reached her fifties, her "bloom" has faded and she
has "ripened" into maturity.
Where do these metaphors come from? Why do women use
them? How do women use them, and how do they use women?
I have spent almost two decades pursuing these questions in the
7
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poetry of Canadian women. Now, in my fifties, I am ready to
"harvest" some of the answers. The season seems right for it.
Canadian ecological literary criticism came of age in 1998, with
the Spring/Summer issue of Canadian Poetry, subtitled Much with
Nature, which brings together original essays by several ecocritics
and convinces those of us who have been working in relative
isolation that we are finally a community. The issue is the fruit
of several years of literary ecoactivism on the part of Canadian
Poetry's editor, David Bentley, who has been inviting, inspiring,
and even cajoling Canadian critics to take up the ecocritical challenge since at least 1980, when he published his editorial, "A
New Dimension: Notes on the Ecology of Canadian Poetry." I am
indebted to David for his encouragement and his own fine
ecocritical work to which I refer so often in these essays, and for
soliciting for Canadian Poetry some of the work reprinted here.
I have been so long at work upon these essays that the scores
of people to whom I owe a debt of gratitude challenge the conventions of acknowledgment far beyond their limits, and the few
names I mention here are only the tip of a large and solid iceberg in a sea of experience. I wrote versions of the opening pieces
while working within the supportive environment of the feminist community at Simon Eraser University, where my students
in the first women's studies course I taught — significantly, a
course on women and Utopias — helped me to understand how
women envision a world in which earth care comes first. Of the
many faculty members there, Andrea Lebowitz and Meredith
Kimball stand out as the two whose influence most helped to
shape my thinking about women's relationships, including those
with nonhuman nature. The middle stages of this project were
carried out in the stimulating interdisciplinary environment of
the University of Calgary where I had the opportunity to present
several papers on my work in progress and receive valuable feedback from Marsha Hanen, Dean of the Faculty of General Studies during the early part of my tenure there, Helen Buss and Aritha
van Herk of the Department of English, and many other fine
colleagues. The latest essays were written at the University of
Saskatchewan where several colleagues, including Wendy
Schissel, Susan Gingell, Carol Morrell and others had more influence than they can know. Our conversations about this project
helped to keep me focused despite the often hectic work of
8
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establishing the Department of Women's and Gender Studies
which did not leave me much time for writing. I owe special
thanks to Alison Mitchell, my hard-working research assistant
for three years, and Tonya Kaye, tireless secretary in the WGSt
office, both of whom helped to keep my other projects afloat
when I needed the time to work on the essays. Friends in Vancouver — most notably Marjorie Weir, Carol Lane, and Irene
Niechoda — have been long-suffering and unfailingly polite about
serving as sounding boards, as were my kinswomen Daria Danko
and Joan Relke. Like their commitment to feminism in their everyday lives, Daria's love of all things literary and Joan's organic
vision as realized in her beautiful sculptures have been enduring sources of inspiration to me.
I owe thanks to many librarians in the Queen's University
Archives, the EJ. Pratt Library (Victoria University), the W.E.
Bennett Library (Simon Fraser University), and the University of
Manitoba Archives. Thanks to a sabbatical leave approved by the
University of Saskatchewan, I have been able to bring this project
to completion. I am also grateful to the University of Saskatchewan for a grant in aid of publication. The Social Science and
Research Council of Canada provided support almost continuously since the work began, and I am grateful for it. To Walter
Hildebrandt, Shirley Onn, Linda Reynolds, and others at the
University of Calgary Press, I give special thanks for shepherding the book through its final phases. I would also like to thank
the Department of Women's and Gender Studies at the University of Saskatchewan for permission to use their department logo
on the book's cover. The logo was designed by Joan Relke.
Although most of the essays included in this volume have
undergone radical revision, expansion, and recombination since
their initial publication, I am nevertheless indebted to the editors
and many anonymous readers who helped with earlier versions
as follows:
"Feminist Ecocritique as Forensic Archaeology: Digging in Critical
Graveyards and Phyllis Webb's Gardens." Canadian Poetry 42
(1998): 66-99.
"'time is the delta': Steveston in Historical and Ecological Context."
Canadian Poetry 38 (1996): 29-48.
9

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

"Tracing a Terrestrial Vision in the Early Work of P.K. Page."
Canadian Poetry 35 (1994): 11-30.
"Myths of Nature and the Poetry of Canadian Women: An Alternative Reading of Literary History." New Literatures Review 23
(1992): 31-49.
"The Ecological Vision of Isabella Valancy Crawford: A Reading
of Malcolm's Katie." Ariel: A Review of International English
Literature 22:3 (1991): 51-71.
"The Actualities of Experience: Constance Lindsay Skinner's
Indian Poems." Atlantis: A Women's Studies Journal 14:2 (1989):
10-20.
"Killed into Art: Marjorie Pickthall and The Wood Carver's Wife."
Canadian Drama 13:2 (1989), 187-200.
"Demeter's Daughter: Marjorie Pickthall and the Quest for Poetic Identity." Canadian Literature 115 (1987): 28-43.
"The Task of Poetic Mediation: Dorothy Livesay's Early Poetry."
Ariel: A Review of International English Literature 17:4 (1986):
17-36.
"Double Voice, Single Vision: A Feminist Reading of Margaret
Atwood's The Journals of Susanna Moodie." Atlantis: A Women's
Studies Journal 9:1 (1983): 35-48.
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A Literary History of Natutsa

"

Nature does not exist for us, had no idea we were coming, and doesn't give a damn about us," writes Harvard
biologist Stephen Jay Gould. Why, then, should we give
a damn about nature? Because, Gould advises, nature "holds all
the cards, and has immense power over us. ... If we treat her
nicely, she will keep us going for a while. If we scratch her, she
will bleed, kick us out, bandage up, and go about her business at
her own scale." Gould's rationale for environmental responsibility is powerful because it draws on two of the most powerful
discourses in the history of Western culture: science and mythology. Science tells us that "We can surely destroy ourselves
and take many other species with us," but for the planet, which
operates on the geological time scale, "time will clear the impact of any human malfeasance" (Gould 48-51). Myth speaks to
us in a much more intimate way. Like the mother who had complete power over us when we were infants, "Mother Nature" provides for all our needs, but she gets to dictate all the terms. As
infants, we had desires that demanded instant gratification, and
when mother could not or would not comply, it must have felt
as if she didn't give a damn about us. Trying to figure out whether
this early experience influences Western culture's ambivalent
attitude toward nonhuman nature, or if our ambivalence about
nature influences our attitude toward women has occupied psychologists and ecofeminists for years.1
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Gould is not usually given to constructing nature in gendered
terms. On the contrary, he is reported to have ridiculed such
constructions as "pseudoscience, poetry posing as theory"
(Morgan 131). Yet science and myth are not so easily untangled
as this repudiation would suggest, and much feminist scholarship has been devoted to disclosing the extent to which myths
of nature — particularly the myth of feminized nature — informs the history, philosophy, culture, and praxis of science.
Clearly, the myth of Mother Nature did not originate with science. Mother Earth, as she was known in a much earlier incarnation, is at least as old as the earliest written text about her.
Indeed, Western civilization's first poem to represent woman as
landscape may well be Western civilization's first poem.
In the last decade of the nineteenth century, archaeologists
digging up the so-called "cradle of civilization" between the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers in the Middle East unearthed seven clay
tablets dating back to the early centuries of the second millennium BCE. Written upon them in cuneiform, the earliest known
form of writing, was the Mesopotamian creation myth known
among scholars as the Enuma elish. This poem tells the story of
how Tiamat, Ur-goddess and prolific mother of six generations
of gods, declares war on her children but meets defeat at the
hands of the most heroic of her progeny, the warrior god Marduk.
Tiamat's demise is an orgy of violence. Marduk pushes the wild
wind into her mouth, bloats her belly, shoots her through with
arrows, and then splits her lifeless carcass in two. Out of one
half he forms the vault of heaven, out of the other he creates the
earth. Finally, he buries her head under the northern mountains
and gouges out her eyes, thus causing Mesopotamia's two great
rivers to flow down her cheeks.
The Enuma elish is not merely a myth about the creation of
the material universe. It's also the story of the birth of civilization. As the root word civitas implies, what we call civilization
came into being with the rise of cities and the subsequent establishment of city states. Although the transformation from the
pre-literate age of stone to the literate age of bronze took place
over the millennium which archaeologists call the Chalcolithic
— the copper-stone age — the final shift into civilization is customarily dated at around 3000 BCE. Cultural feminists and traditional scholars continue to argue over whether this turning
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point in history is best explained as technological evolution or
patriarchal plot. Feminists are encouraged in their interpretation by Robert Graves' assumption, based on his reading of
ancient mythologies, that Mesopotamia's gradual emergence
from the Stone Age was a straightforward social transition from
matriarchy to patriarchy, and that this was the model for all subsequent cultures in the ancient world (Graves 35). However, evidence seems to suggest that throughout the three millennia prior
to this shift, forms of social organization could be radically diverse from community to community: some groups were warlike and male-dominated; others were more or less egalitarian
and settled disputes by other than military means. However, despite this diversity, and in keeping with the increasing dependence on agriculture and animal husbandry, survival in most
neolithic societies seems to have been expressed primarily in
terms of fertility. While the hundreds of female figurines recovered from the ruins of these "primitive" communities do not
amount to proof of either matriarchy or universal goddess worship in preliterate times (J. Relke), the recovery of written records
from "civilized" societies allows for more certainty about what
followed the shift. One form of social organization predominated
— the patriarchal — and military capability became an increasingly important determining factor in the survival or demise of
human populations. In other words, patriarchy, militarism, literacy, and the state — and even the feminization of nature —
seem to constitute the very definition of civilization.
The importance of the Enuma elish to the dominant literary
traditions of Western culture can hardly be overstated. Theologians trace its influence in the Bible, and classical scholars find
its archetypal structures echoed in the epic poetry of ancient
Greece. These are the founding texts of Western literature. But
the feminization of nature is more than just one literary convention among many. Indeed, in his search for an appropriate metaphor for the psychic transformation of the primitive, asocial
infant into the civilized, socialized male, Freud did not go far
enough back in the literary tradition, for Oedipus is a relative
latecomer to literature. Besides, in the context of militarism, patricide is as often celebrated as it is repressed. It makes more
sense, therefore, to regard Marduk's destruction of the mother
and his creation of the earth out of her body as civilization's first
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act of "primary repression" — the act that triggers the creation
of the unconscious and thereby produces the masculine subject.
Tiamat is important not only as the mother of all the gods;
her story is also the mother of all creation stories. In Creation
and Recreation, Northrop Frye distinguishes between two types
of creation myth, sexual and artificial. Sexual creation myths
feature "an earth-mother, from whom all living things emerge
and to whom all dying things return" (1980 31). She is the symbol
of natura naturans, nature as a bursting forth of life and energy,
. .. animating the spirits of trees, mountains, rivers, and stones"
(38). By contrast, artificial creation myths feature a sky-father,
"an intelligent being who, like the God of the Old Testament,
does not change, or, like the creating deity of Plato's Timaeus,
imitates such a being" (32). In this cosmology, nature is natura
naturata, "a structure or system" that "manifests itself in cycles"
but has "no law of its own except what God bestows on it" (39).
These polarized cosmologies constitute the binary opposition
that structures the history of nature from classical and biblical
times right up to the postmodern present.
Frye's account of the ancient history of the two great archetypal creators echoes the story of Tiamat and Marduk:
It is natural to think that the earth-mother myth is the
older of the two, being the myth more appropriate for
an agricultural society, as its rival was for the more
urban, tool-using, and patriarchal society that succeeded it. Certainly in Hesiod, one of the fountainheads of Greek mythology, the sky-father Zeus is
thought of as a relative late-comer, the third at least of
a series of sky-gods, who establishes his supremacy
by force over a much older earth-mother. The latter
retires sullenly below with her defeated titans,
chthonic powers who, either as titans or as giants,
meet us many times in many mythological guises.
(Frye 198031-6)
Whether in the underworld of Hesiod's Theogeny or in the murky
depths of the Freudian unconscious, the earth-mother is down
but never out. Indeed, she also surfaces in the Bible like the —
return of the repressed:

14
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In the first chapter of Genesis the artificial sky-father
myth seems to have it all his own way. But there are
two creation myths in Genesis, and the second or socalled Jahwist one, which begins in Genesis 2:4, is
clearly much the older. In this account we start with
the watering of a garden. The garden is a symbol of
the female body in the Bible, recurring in the Song of
Songs, where the body of the bride is described as "a
garden enclosed, a fountain sealed." (Frye 1980 36-7)

Wild and malevolent, as in the underworld of Greek mythology,
or compliant and domesticated, as in the Bible, the Earth-Mother
continued to haunt patriarchal literary tradition until at least the
early twentieth century. These two aspects of feminized,
nonhuman nature are the basis of Western patriarchy's two competing stereotypes of women: the whore and the virgin.
Mother Earth has many modern biographers, one of the more
recent of whom is Carolyn Merchant. In The Death of Nature
(1980) and, later, in Earthcare (1996), a collection of her essays
on women and the environment, Merchant uses contemporary
feminist and ecological perspectives "to examine the historical
interconnections between women and nature that developed as
the modern scientific and economic world took form in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries — a transformation that shaped
and now pervades today's mainstream values and perceptions"
(1996 75-6). Merchant notes that for Europeans prior to the onset of the scientific revolution, "the root metaphor binding together the self, society, and the cosmos was that of an organism.
. . . " The organic world view embraced both the nurturing and
the destructive aspects of nonhuman nature and functioned as
a code of ethics governing how it could be treated: "As long as
the earth was considered alive and sensitive, it could be considered a breach of ethical behavior to carry out destructive acts
against it" (1996 78). However, as the scientific revolution took
hold, the organic world view gave way to one of mechanization
and rationalism which transformed the image of nature from a
paradoxically nurturing and destructive mother into a resource
for economic production.
Merchant's account of Francis Bacon's role in establishing
the scientific view of nature is well known. Although Bacon
15
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himself was not a practitioner of science, he was its chief
propagandist. Modernity owes much to Bacon: he was "the originator of the concept of the modern research institute, a philosopher of industrial science, the inspiration behind the Royal
Society," and "the founder of the inductive method by which all
people can verify for themselves the truths of science by the
reading of nature's book" (Merchant 1996 80). Bacon lived at the
time of Philip Sidney and Edmund Spenser when upper-class
woman was still an idealized figure in the courtly love tradition.
This was also the era of the witch trials when thousands of peasant women were tortured, hanged, drowned, and/or burned at
the stake. It's hardly surprising, therefore, that the language Bacon used to refigure nature derives from both poetry and the
Inquisition. If nature does not submissively yield her secrets to
her loving husband/scientist, she can always be teased and tortured into giving them up:
The new man of science must not think that the
"inquisition of nature is in any part interdicted or
forbidden." Nature must be "bound into service" and
made a "slave," put "in constraint" and "moulded" by
the mechanical arts. The "searches and spies of
nature" are to discover her plots and secrets. (Merchant 199681)
Bacon's images sanctioning the brutalization of nature greased
the squeaky wheels of conscience for science and commerce.
Moreover, in Bacon's view of nature, what could be done to her
had theological support. As a consequence of Eve's sin, Adam
had lost the dominion over nature that God had initially given
him. Through science, man could probe the depths of nature for
the knowledge he needed to regain control over it (Merchant
199681).
The Romantic movement in philosophy and literature which
occurred at the height of the Industrial Revolution was in many
ways a backlash to it. Science and commerce had assumed ownership of nature, and the poets of Romanticism wanted her back.
Mother Earth played only a minor supporting role in Milton's
Paradise Lost, where she is represented as giving birth to herself
16
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through the seminal agency of "Main Ocean" (PL, VII, 276-292),
but Wordsworth returned her to centre stage — this time as
Mother Nature. Romantic Mother Nature is the signifier of all
that civilized man has lost: in mythological terms, she represents the loss of Eden to the fallen Adam; in scientific terms, she
represents the loss of the intimate connection between subject
and object (Frye 1968 15); in psychological terms, she represents the lost bliss of infancy. In her Women Writers and Poetic
Identity (1980), Margaret Homans traced the meaning for the
male poet of this new incarnation of feminine nature:
Where the masculine self dominates and internalizes
otherness, that other is frequently identified as feminine, whether she is nature, the representation of a
human woman, or some phantom of desire. . . . When
nature is Mother Nature for Wordsworth, she is valued
because she is what the poet is not. She stands for a
lost memory, hovering just at the edge of consciousness, of a time before the fall into self-consciousness
and into subject-object relations with nature, whether
that original unity took place in earliest infancy or,
fictively, before birth. (Homans 1980 12-13)

The Romantic movement in poetry may be the first time in the
history of Western literary tradition that the return of the repressed is consciously willed. However, the poetic process for
the Romantics was not a rejection of man's privileged place in a
cosmos where nature is natura naturata — nature as structure
or system. Rather, it is a process whereby transcendent man can
be reconciled with natura naturans — nature as process — by
internalizing and imitating her genius. In this desire to recover
the mother, poets followed Romanticism's principle philosopher
Jean-Jacques Rousseau for whom "man has lost the identity with
physical nature which is also his own identity as a man, and in
consequence his civilization has grown artifical, in a new and
pejorative sense of that word, in need of a revolution which will
recreate the natural society of liberty and equality" (Frye 1968 28).
Rousseau subscribed to the "doctrine of the natural goodness of man," the Enlightenment's update on the ancient
17
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discourse of primitivism which originated with the Greeks and
came down to the modern era via the Church Fathers. The discourse of primitivism is intimately interwoven into the history
of Mother Nature because it is the history of "man" in relation to
her. As George Boas defines it, "Primitivism is a name for a cluster of ideas arising from meditations on the course of human
history and the value of human institutions and accomplishments" (577). As the history of primitivism makes clear, the Romantics were not the first tribe to long for a return to a "Golden
Age" before the corrupting influence of civilization. Indeed, the
idea of a Golden Age is a Greek idea, and the Garden of Eden is
its Judeo-Christian equivalent.
The ideology of primitivism "maintains that the earliest stage
of human history was the best, that the earliest period of national, religious, artistic, or in fact any strand of history was better than maturity." In keeping with this nostalgia, primitivism
"argues that to discover the best stage of any historical series
one must return to its origin. Primitive man, for instance, was
better than civilized man, primitive Christianity was better than
later developments of Christianity, the arts of savages and children are better than those of educated men and adults" (G. Boas
577). Enlightenment and Romantic philosophy's version of primitivism defined who was closer to nature than "civilized man"
and thereby who was meant by the term "civilized." The Innocent Child, the Simple Peasant, the Savage — both Noble and
Ignoble varieties — are closer to nature and thus do not strictly
qualify as civilized. Eighteenth-century thinkers also had to deal
with men who seemed to them neither wholly primitive nor wholly
civilized but somewhere in between — the Turks, for example. For
these men there was another category, namely "barbarian." This
schema in which man's development is traced from savagery
through barbarism and pastoralism to civilization would become
the theoretical underpinning of the new science of anthropology.
At least half of all children, peasants, savages, and barbarians are female. What about the rest of womankind? As George
Boas explains, they were covered under a theme within primitivist discourse which he calls "epistemological feminism":
At the end of the eighteenth century, especially
among the romanticists, it was believed that women
18
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had a kind of insight into the truth which was lacking
in man; it was called "intuition." Intuition usually was
directed towards character reading, the arts, and the
concealed motives of human behavior. . . . [T]he
German romanticists saw in the sex those dark enigmatic forces which are unperceived by the more
active and rational male. This very attractive [sic]
point of view was not of long duration. With the
economic and political emancipation of women, they
were given something approaching equality and
hence lost what mystery they had previously possessed. (G. Boas 596)

In other words, unlike children, peasants, and savages, whose
innocent, if lowly, place in the primitivist hierarchy is clear,
women stood in an ambiguous relationship to both "primitive"
and "civilized" man. Within primitive Edenic culture, woman had
been the negative force that had corrupted man's innocence thus
catapulting him into civilization (G. Boas 582). However, in response to (or reaction against) the rise of feminist thought in the
late eighteenth century, woman came to be seen as the custodian of humankind's "primitive" instincts — a kind of throwback to the uncorrupted past. In Goethe's phrase, she was ewige
Weibliche — the Eternal Feminine; the Victorians would eventually domesticate her as "The Angel in the House." If, as Boas
suggests, women really did trade their primitive mystique for
political and economic equality with men, it was not an entirely
satisfactory swap. For it would seem that the only equality right
woman did achieve was the right to be defined as the equal of
civilized man in his corruption. In short, what the discourse of
primtivism tells us is that it was not merely gender that determined one's identification with nature. Age, class, race, ethnicity, and nationality also went into defining one's place on either
side of the civilized/primitive divide. Mother Nature, it would
seem, enjoyed the company of just about everyone — everyone
except "civilized" men, such as scientists and Romantic poets.
Nature was not so easily repossessed from the scientific image-makers as poets might have wished. Indeed, as the following passage from Gillian Beer's Darwin's Plots (1988) suggests,
with the publication of his Origin of Species (1859), Darwin took
over as nature's poet laureate:
19
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Darwinian theory takes up elements from older orders
and particularly from recurrent mythic themes such
as transformation and metamorphosis. It retains the
idea of natura naturans, or the Great Mother, in its
figuring of Nature. It rearranges the elements of
creation myths, for example substituting the ocean for
the garden but retaining the idea of the "single progenitor" — though now an uncouth progenitor hard to
acknowledge as kin. It foregrounds the concept of kin
— and aroused many of the same dreads as fairy-tale
in its insistence on the obligations of kinship, and the
interdependence between beauty and beast. (Beer 9)
In other words, Darwin's cosmology was no less gendered than
those it succeeded. For Darwin, "Nature is always 'she,' whereas
natural selection is neuter: the neuter becomes a form of sex, a
sexless force":
In the mythological order of his language natural
selection appears as an aspect or avatar of the more
general "Nature," whose maternal ordering is contrasted with the egocentric one of Man. She tends and
nurses with scrupulous concern for betterment. The
word "Man" in this polarization achieves a masculine
rather than a fully inclusive use of the word
(Beer 70)
Although, as Beer explains, Darwin struggled to deconstruct these
gendered metaphors in subsequent editions of The Origin, the
idea that "man" is embedded in nature was essentially
unrepresentable — the "civilized" variety, at least. For "language
is anthropomorphic by its nature and anthropocentric in its assumptions" while nature is neither. Moreover, Darwin's is a scientific enquiry into nature, and as Bacon so ably demonstrated,
science is about man's mastery and domination of nature. In
addressing his confraternity of scientists, Darwin was stuck with
the analogies and metaphors offered by scientific discourse. He
could not know that only by "giving up the will to dominate the
material world and to relate it to our own needs, conditions, and
sensibilities will it be possible for us to find a language that gives
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proper attention to the nature of things" (Beer 50). With Darwin
and his successors, the relationship between science and poetry
went into reverse. As Beer goes on to argue, science was no longer
merely the appropriator of poetic nature imagery; it was also its
primary source.
Romantic Mother Nature was nature's last starring role in
patriarchal poetic tradition. In keeping with Darwin, allusions to
nonhuman nature, while no less and no differently gendered,
were rarely so explicitly personified. Although many Victorian
poets still longed nostalgically for her, Victorian culture as a whole
embraced a new mistress: Progress. Victorians had enormous
faith in progress, and the "immediate source of their confidence
was the great strides man had lately taken toward fulfilling his
oldest dream, the conquest of his physical environment. Man
and nature had always been at strife, and now at last, thanks to
the advance of scientific knowledge, man was winning, bringing
nature meekly to heel" (Altick 107). Although she hung around
backstage and accepted bit parts in the work of poetic naturalists — mostly in what came to be called "Victorian Romantic
feminine verse" — Mother Nature was something of a has-been.
With the onset of modernism in the arts, Mother Nature was
finally eclipsed by that most ancient of all nemeses: civitas. The
triumph of the urban over nature is well expressed in the words
of the futurist, F.T. Marinetti, writing in 1908:
We will sing the great masses agitated by work, pleasure, or revolt; we will sing the multicolored and
polyphonic surf of revolutions in modern capitals; the
nocturnal vibration of arsenals and docks beneath
their glaring electric moons; greedy stations devouring smoking serpents; factories hanging from the
clouds by the threads of their smoke; bridges like
giant gymnasts stepping over sunny rivers sparkling
like diabolical cutlery. . . . large-breasted locomotives
bridled with long tubes, and the slippery flight of
airplanes whose propellers have flaglike flutterings
and applauses of enthusiastic crowds. (Marinetti 286)
After five millennia, civilization is finally come of age. Marduk's
victory over Tiamat is complete, and Zeus's triumph over the
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Earth Mother and her titans is made permanent. In its celebration of the city, patriarchal poetics has vanquished all the phantoms of female nature. As the successor to literary modernism,
postmodernism confirms the death of nature: "nature," write
Jody Berland and Jennifer Daryl Slack, "is semiotic. . . . it is a
cultural construction" (1). Indeed, in the feminist postmodernist
view, both woman and nature are merely discursive categories
— positions in phallocentric discourse. However, in the ultimate
of all ironies, the price that postmodernism exacts for the cultural annihilation of nature is nothing less than the death of the
city itself: as postmodernist James Donald has written, "there
is no such thing as a city" (qtd. in Wolff). The city, like nature,
is a text.
Postmodernism has liberated poets from responsibility for
the green biomass that supports human life because that biomass
is beyond the reach of accurate linguistic representation. The
poet's material reality is confined to ink upon paper, and s/he is
responsible only to poetic language. But postmodernism is not
merely a matter of poetics. As a critique of the whole of Western
discourse and a radically anti-Enlightenment philosophy,
postmodernism has initiated a social, cultural, and scientific
paradigm shift rivalled only by the Enlightenment paradigm it
seeks to overturn. Within the current postmodernist paradigm,
the foundations of Western knowledge, from the idealism of Plato
to the scientism of modernity, are revealed as contingent
sociohistorical constructs of power and domination. Indeed,
under the scrutiny of cultural critics from across the knowledge
spectrum the very definition of civilization is at stake.
However, in the process of questioning the legitimacy of separate genres of writing and thus dissolving the boundaries between poetic and scientific discourse, postmodernism potentially
extends to scientists the same liberation from ecological responsibility as poets presumably enjoy. Moreover, the reduction of
every relationship, every social space, every object of human consciousness to the status of text is even more devastatingly isolating
than the objectivism of science. It's no surprise, therefore, that
postmodernist critique has begun to rival science as a discourse of
alienation. The modernist illusion that nature is directly knowable
to us has been replaced by the postmodernist illusion that she is
unknowable. Thus, we have embarked upon another phase of
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disillusion. "What might be oxymoronically called classical
postmodernism is now as obsolete as the high modernism it punctured," writes cultural critic of science Joel Kovel.
Given the gathering threat, the postmodern critique of
foundationalism clearly has to be rethought. What
rang true when framed against the dominative tendencies of modern science's totalizing claims . . . is
now glaringly inadequate when the danger to an
actual foundation increases before our eyes. For the
ecological crisis is no text, though misshapen and
false texts play a major role in its working out. It is,
rather, a threat to the life that produces texts. Another
way of putting this would be to say that the
postmodernist critique of science is true, and necessary, but also reductive insofar as it fails to recognize
the material dimensions of the ecological crisis. And
being reductive, it reveals its own false totalization, in
this case, a crypto-idealism. (Kovel 199-200)

The crypto-idealism of postmodernism is not as cryptic as Kovel
suggests. The reduction of the environment to a set of linguistic
signs is not all that different from Plato's reduction of the material universe to a set of ideal forms. Signs may be in flux while
forms are not, but this is a matter of complete indifference where
matter is concerned. Actual nonhuman nature is not a text, although, as my tour of the literary history of nature has illustrated, many texts have disfigured our perception of it. Although
it's necessary to know how discourse — both scientific and literary — has disconnected us from nature, it's also of crucial importance to study how discourse connects us to it. This is as
much the responsibility of poets and literary critics as it is of
scientists and cultural critics of science. We are all equally responsible for nature because we are all responsible for ourselves
as creatures embedded in it.
Poets have been imposing feminine imagery on the Canadian
landscape since the first Europeans came to impose "civilization"
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on the "savages." In 1628, Robert Hayman, governor of a colony
at Harbour Grace on Conception Bay, published his Quodlibets,
Lately Come Over from New Britianiola, Old Newfound-Land,
thought to be the earliest volume of verse in English about North
America. A contemporary of Francis Bacon, Hayman described
Britain's new real estate as a "plain, swarth, sluttish Jone" who
would require some "neat husbandry" to transform her into a
respectable dame, "pretty pert, and neat with good cloathes on"
(qtd. in Djwa 1979 19). By the time of Confederation 250 years
later, most of the indigenous peoples who had not been civilized
to death were safely on reserves, and "sluttish Jone" had undergone poetic transformation into Mother Nature in both her nurturing and destructive aspects. As elsewhere in the Western
literary tradition, Mother Nature went somewhat out of style with
the onset of literary modernism, and the city moved closer to
the centre of poetic consciousness.
In the sixties, in response to a wave of literary nationalism
fuelled by anticipation of the Canadian centennial, the critical
establishment compiled a three-volume Literary History of Canada.
Northrop Frye's Conclusion to this massive project is perhaps the
most provocative essay in the history of Canadian criticism. One of
its most infamous and often quoted paragraphs is an explicitly subjective view of the nature imagery in Canadian poetry:
I have long been impressed in Canadian poetry by a
tone of deep terror in regard to nature. . . . It is not a
terror of the dangers or discomforts or even the
mysteries of nature, but a terror of the soul at something that these things manifest. The human mind has
nothing but human and moral values to cling to if it is
to preserve its integrity or even its sanity, yet the vast
unconsciousness of nature in front of it seems an
unanswerable denial of those values. (Frye 1965 830)

The critical industry that sprang up around this "deep terror"
myth of Canadian poetry produced numerous book-length studies and countless articles which hardened Frye's observation into
the dominant theory of Canadian poetry. Poets whose work
measured up to this oppositional epistemology of nature were
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deemed truly Canadian. But Frye's perceptions were based upon
his experience of poetry written almost exclusively by men —
principally the early modernist EJ. Pratt, whose work was coloured by his childhood experience of the harshness of life and death
in an isolated turn-of-the-century Newfoundland fishing village. As
a young man, Frye fell under the spell of Pratt's work and regarded
it as the sum of all that had gone before it; as the years passed he
also began to see it as the prophecy of all that came later. However,
Canadian poetry by women tended overwhelmingly to refute Frye's
terrifying view of nature as "other" and irreconcilably opposed to
human consciousness; hence the work of women poets either remained on the peripheries of Canadian myth criticism or was subjected to the imposition of this dualistic way of knowing nature.
The assumption that women are unambiguous participants
in the patriarchal worldview is not exclusive to literary
scholarship. For example, Canadian historian Daniel Francis
makes no reference to the possibility of gender difference in his
fascinating analysis of the way the discourse of primitivism is
played out in what Northrop Frye often called "the Canadian
imagination." In The Imaginary Indian, Francis traces the history
of North American white culture's appropriation of aboriginal
symbols and rituals — the tendency to "play Indian" or "go native" — as betraying white culture's desire to reconcile its irreconcilable alienation from the New World it conquered, an
alienation that persists to this day: "we have [always] suspected
that we could never be at home in America because we were not
Indians, not indigenous to the place" (233). This anxiety about
being perpetually "out of place" probably accounts — at least,
in part — for Frye's myth of alienation from Canadian nature.
Francis does a fine job of unpacking the image of the Indian as a
white construct. However, since "White Man" is the construct
that keeps "Indian" in place as its binary opposite, Francis might
have enquired into the possibility that his conclusion about white
culture's alienation from the land overgeneralizes from his own
experience as a white male. White men who internalize the fantasy of male transcendence of the body and nonhuman nature
are doomed never to feel entirely at home anywhere on the
planet. This is undoubtedly a contributing factor in the eagerness with which white men left their homelands and embraced
the adventure of conquering the homelands of others. Space
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exploration and the fantasy of colonizing "barren" planets are
the ultimate expression of that alienation from the "mother"
planet. Little wonder that white men were the first of our species to set foot on the ungreen moon. By contrast, identified with
Mother Earth, white women are bound to express a different
opinion on the subject. What Simone de Beauvoir called women's "immanence" has provoked several kinds of responses in
Canadian women poets since the late nineteenth century: some
have celebrated it; others have merely reconciled themselves to
it; still others have been bewildered by it in the extreme. All have
befuddled the orderly telling of Canadian literary history as white
male critics want to tell it — including the history of Western
culture's understanding of how language operates.
The theory-laden critical approaches that sprang up to challenge Frye's view eventually emerged as the dominant mode of
critical enquiry. But, as ecocritic D.M.R. Bentley explains, they
"have stressed the importance of language to the exclusion or
near-exclusion of other matters, [and] have done literature a disservice by placing it in a realm remote from its physical, emotional, and moral contexts. Poems may be a part of a verbal
universe but not one that is independent of the physical world"
(1990 n. pag.). Thus, these new critical methods deny the possibility of exploring the alternative myths of nature evident in the
poetry of women, myths that acknowledge a two-way relationship between text and context, myths informed by self-reflexivity and a sensitivity to the feminine. These alternative myths
constitute an epistemology of knowledge which operates as a
corrective not only to the hierarchical and oppositional model
of nature identified by Frye but also to the view of poetry as
detached from its "physical, emotional, and moral contexts."
One of the shorter and more useful studies elaborating
Northrop Frye's "deep terror" theory of Canadian poetry is Sandra
Djwa's "Canadian Poets and the Great Tradition," published in
1976. Like most literary historians before her, Djwa focuses primarily on the male poets deemed to be the major practitioners
of nineteenth-century poetry. However, she is far more sensitive
to the complex historical and intellectual context within which
Canadian poetry developed. Hence her work implicitly subverts
the pseudohistorical criticism of her influential male predecessors. Djwa maps out the busy historical intersection at which
26

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

colonial poetry became Canadian. She asserts that Confederation poetry arose out of the sometimes uneasy confluence
of three intellectual movements: Romanticism, Darwinism, and the
first wave of Canadian nationalism. Djwa does not fully deconstruct
those three discourses but she does open up that possibility by addressing the ideological conflict among them:
Darwinism had a profound effect on English Canadian
Romanticism because The Origin of Species (1859)
appeared just as the first "native" poetic group, that of
the Confederation of 1860s poets, was emerging. . . .
As a result, Canadian Romanticism was infused from
its inception with overtones of Darwin's nature, an
accident of literary history which strongly distinguishes the Canadian view of nature from those of the
United States and Great Britain.
Consequently, although the poets of the Confederation do attempt to write in the old Romantic mode . . .
such poetry often breaks from within because it is
attempting to hold in reconciliation two opposing
views of nature. (Djwa 1976 47)

Djwa sees the literary effort "to hold in reconciliation two opposing views of nature" as a reflection of "the Canadian attempt
to adapt evolutionary theory to existing religious and social structures." Her inclusion of the work of Isabella Valancy Crawford as
part of the body of literature from which she draws these characteristics of Canadian Romanticism is a considerable improvement over the views of her critical predecessors, who were never
entirely clear about Crawford's contribution to Canadian literary history. However, there is more at work in Crawford's long
poem, Malcolm's Katie, than can be accounted for by Djwa's
theory of breakdown and failed reconciliation.
Crawford wrote Malcolm's Katie against the backdrop of an
emerging Canadian feminism, as well as an emerging conservationist movement that began when private individuals and groups
became concerned about the despoiling of their immediate environment due to deforestation and industrialization. The wise
use of resources — as distinct from their preservation or protection — quickly became the prevailing ideology. But, as the
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hypocrisy of our own corporate green movement has shown,
wisdom in this regard is subjective and dependent upon which
powerful interest's resource use is in question. It's perhaps not
surprising, therefore, that Malcolm's Katie inscribes several competing wisdoms, from the scientific to the sacred, each of which
is grounded in a particular experience of nonhuman nature.
The privileging of the feminine finds its full expression in
Crawford's understanding of Iroquoian and Algonquian mythology, thus linking Woman and Indigene in its ecological
vision. Perhaps it's this linkage which makes the poem exotic
enough to capture the voyeuristic interest of white male critics from time to time. Whatever its appeal, it seems to keep
the poem on a return trajectory in relation to the centre of
the Canadian canon like some comet on a wide elliptical orbit around the sun.
If the struggle for national survival took on Darwinian overtones in male poetry, the struggle for poetic survival took the
form of an identity quest in poetry by women. Crawford
notwithstanding, female Canadian Romantics were largely indifferent to the Darwinian myth of nature. If they thought about
it at all, it was probably in terms of its implications for Mother
Nature. Darwinism does not dispel the myth of Mother Nature: it
only emphasizes the questionable morality of the myth. Romantic Mother Nature is the benign aspect of the "huge, unthinking,
menacing, and formidable physical setting" which so terrified
poets in Northrop Frye's reading of Canadian poetry (1971 225).
She is the amoral, inarticulate, feminine Other, the object against
which male poets defined themselves as moral, human, articulate subjects. The paradigm of Romantic poetry images the poet
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. Women are also the children of Mother Nature, but as
daughters they cannot achieve gender separation from her (Homans
14). Hence women poets of the Romantic Victorian period were as
troubled by Mother Nature as their male counterparts were by a
nature red in tooth and claw — and for similar reasons.
Darwinian theory robbed the men of their humanity and
threatened their poethood as those identities had been defined
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within the Christian tradition. Man as the crowning achievement
of God's creation, and the poet as the divinely inspired inheritor
of Adamic speech could no longer be taken for granted. But it
was the poetic conventions of Romanticism which threatened
women's humanity and poethood, for Romantic convention identifies women with a nonhuman, inarticulate, non-transcendent,
feminized nature.2 While male poets attempted to reconcile the
Darwinian myth of nature with Christian mythology, women
poets created alternative myths of nature which were more appropriate models of female identity and female poethood. These
alternative myths can be found not only in Crawford but also in the
work of the last generation of female Romantics, who wrote and
published during the early decades of the twentieth century. Two
representatives of this final flowering of Victorian Romantic verse
were Marjorie Pickthall and Constance Lindsay Skinner.
Pickthall, arguably the most widely read poet of the early
twentieth century (with the possible exception of Robert Service),
fuelled the fantasies of several important male critics. Those
fantasies worked to keep her in the eye of the Canadian reading
public until a new generation of critics — men with other tastes
in women — took over. This new generation transformed
Pickthall from an icon of respectable femininity and Canadian
literary taste into an insipid afterthought in the twilight of the
late Victorian Romantic tradition in Canada. Like the lovely Lady
of Shallott, she floated down the river of critical ideology and
out of Canadian literary history.
Unlike the emancipated women of her era, Pickthall was no
New Woman — at least, not in the early years of her career. She
lived primarily in a world of books to which she surrendered
herself, as many women in many male literary fantasies surrendered themselves to men. In her early nature poetry, all sense of
an autonomous poet disappears because she cannot identify
herself with the assertive "I AM" of the male Romantics who were
her models. These poems are characterized by the absorption of
the poet into the landscapes depicted in them. Consequently,
they fail to conform to the conventional male model, which images communion between the poet and a clearly differentiated
landscape. Curiously, however, although these poems fail to meet
Romantic criteria, the emanation of the poetic voice from nature itself suggests an attempt to find an alternative myth of
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nature. Pickthall escaped from Canada and the stifling Toronto
literary community on the eve of the Great War. Doing agricultural war work in England and living off the land, she negotiated
a new contract with Mother Nature, who shows up in Pickthall's
later lyrics as an eternally creative and articulate mythological
figure who legitimizes Pickthall's female poetic voice.
The identification of woman with nature posed similar difficulties for Constance Lindsay Skinner. Like Pickthall, Skinner
was a fugitive from Canadian literary history and from Canada.
Born and raised in Quesnel, British Columbia, in the 1880s, when
Quesnel was still an isolated trading post, she left Canada for
California while still in her teens. She remained a Canadian in
her mind, her memories, and most of her books. As a novelist,
historian, and playwright, Skinner was prolific. As a poet, her
output was scanty. It took her twenty years to complete a series
of poems which she brought together in the shape of a long poem
called Songs of the Coast Dwellers. In form, they were such
uncanny imitations of North West Coast Native oral myths and
chants that A.J.M. Smith, in repatriating Skinner, published some
of them in his Book of Canadian Poetry (1943) as authentic translations of Indian verse. In content, however, these poems were
anything but Indian. They exhibited a peculiar combination of
sadomasochism and early twentieth-century feminism — a fusion
of violence and ecstasy in which woman gets her peculiar revenge
on tyrannical man through sexual submission and subversion.
The strange combination of noble and ignoble white savagery
bonded to a perverse kind of feminism complicates Skinner's
attempt to adapt a convention of aboriginal art which images
the artist as an extension of nature and nature itself as conscious,
comprehending and eternal. As her articles on Indian poetics
suggest, she was attracted to the convention of nature as an articulate poet-mother, an idea which would allow Skinner to be
both woman and poet. However, her attempt to transform and
utilize the alternative myth of nature offered by Indian poetics is
largely unsuccessful because Skinner cannot escape the tyranny
of the European tradition.
Although women have been written out of the history of the
North American nature conservation movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, they are making a comeback, thanks to the efforts of feminist historians (Merchant 1995
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109). The early poetry of Dorothy Livesay reflects her awareness
of that movement. Livesay was still a girl when, in 1911, Canada
finally established a national parks board and appointed its first
commissioner, who argued for the protection of the wilderness
for its own sake. In addition, Livesay was reading the poetry of
Isabella Valancy Crawford and was deeply impressed by her ecological ethic and her recognition of the need to temper the masculine impulse to destroy the landscape in order to "civilize" it.
It's hardly surprising, therefore, that Livesay assumed the poetic
task, tentatively begun by Crawford, of mediating the conflict
between culture and nature. As a feminist and the daughter of
a woman poet, Livesay observed at first hand the ways social
and literary conventions deny women literary authority. Having
observed the conflict between poetic and female identities in
her mother's hard-won success, Livesay chose to turn the tension
between these two subjectivities into a source of poetic energy.
Indeed, the kind of profound self-division that characterizes the
work of Pickthall and Skinner is, in Livesay's work, a subject for
poetic treatment, and by focusing on it in this way, she is able to
work out strategies for maintaining equilibrium between the two
identities by questioning the inevitability of the opposition between them. In keeping with her belief in poetry as an instrument of social change, many of the poems in her first two
collections, Green Pitcher and Signpost, explore a woman poet's struggle for poetic subjectivity as an extension of the larger
problem of female identity in patriarchal culture. By releasing both nature and women from the patriarchal definitions
that enclose them, Livesay restores the integrity of language
by redefining its limits.
The poet-critic Robert Kroetsch has a provocative theory of
Canadian poetry. He asserts that literature in Canada moved from
the Victorian period into postmodernism without ever going
through the period of modernism associated with T.S. Eliot and
James Joyce.3 He may well be right, for female nature did not
entirely disappear from Canadian literature with the advent of
modernism. She did, however, appear to take out citizenship. In
place of Romantic Mother Nature, a European emigree, "There
is only old mother North America with her snow hair, her mountain forehead, her prairie eyes, and her wolf teeth, her wind song
and her vague head of old Indian memories" (Tallman 253). More
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important is the appearance in the 1940s of such writers as P.K.
Page and Phyllis Webb, whose pursuit of the theme of reconciliation of the culture-nature conflict has been cause for considerable critical bewilderment, even hostility. Given that it's conflict
rather than reconciliation which is seen as the impulse of international modernism, it's hardly surprising that Kroetsch so easily dismisses thirty years of modernist writing in Canada as
"unmodern." For Kroetsch, as for most contemporary literary
commentators, modernism means conflict — the conflict of twentieth-century life that catapulted language into deep crisis and
fragmentation. Any poetic attempt to transform those fragments
into a unifying reconciliation is viewed by critics such as Kroetsch
as a Victorian Romantic project. That fragmentation is modernism's legacy to postmodernism, and Canadian postmodernists
adopted a Heraclitean view of it, delighting in language and the
reality it constructs as a process governed by unceasing conflict
between creative and destructive forces. Contrary to critic Frank
Davey's attempt to turn Dorothy Livesay into a foremother of
Canadian postmodernists by imposing the Heraclitean model on
her early poetry (1976 168), it's exactly that conflict which Canadian female modernists refused to celebrate.
Page and Webb read the work of male modernists, both national and international, and frequently offered what can be read
as correctives to traditionally male modes of perception. Their
contribution to Canadian poetics was their insistence on a language that would short-cut the patriarchal distance between female experience and knowledge. Hence Phyllis Webb's
philosophical enquiry into woman's place in a dualistic universe
exposes the inadequacy of dualism as a tool for apprehending
reality. Livesay was aware of that inadequacy; her healing feminism seeks to bridge the gap between subject and object, culture
and nature, through a process of self-reflection. This is also
Margaret Atwood's project: The Journals of Susanna Moodie images that reconciliation in nationalist and feminist terms. Susanna
Moodie is both a national and a poetic foremother with whom
Atwood, as a woman writer and a Canadian, has to make peace.
Similarly, P.K. Page's unique ability to endow meticulous greenworld portraiture with visionary precision opens up the possibility of a reconciliation between the particular and the universal,
the concrete and the abstract. By translating these poetic
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concerns into the West Coast postmodernist idiom, Daphne
Marlatt was the first female poet to challenge the Heraclitean
conflict celebrated by her male companion poets. In short, these
poets offered intersubjective ways of seeing and knowing the
world and new ways of resolving the conflict that arises out of a
perception of reality as turning on an infinite series of hierarchically arranged oppositions, the most fundamental of which
is the opposition between male and female and, by extension,
between culture and nature. In this way, these poets are the inheritors of a tradition that began with Crawford.
As suggested by Kroetsch's failure to make sense of Canadian literary history except in terms of male-devised categories,
it's sometimes better to ignore the rigidity of those categories
altogether. The characteristics that define the boundaries dividing postmodernism from modernism, and modernism from
Romanticism, make even less sense when applied to the poetry
of contemporary Native women. Native women poets often appear happily oblivious to the opposition around which poets and
critics of the dominant culture organize their literary worldview
— especially the oppositions of postmodern/modern and
intertextual/contextual. Like the white middle-class female poets whose achievements I have been tracing here, Native women
poets enact the deconstruction of these binarized critical constructs through concrete imagery, rather than theoretical abstractions. They also share with other women poets a concern about
Western culture's view of their relationship to nonhuman nature. However, whereas poets like Isabella Valancy Crawford and
Constance Lindsay Skinner experienced Native mythology as a
liberation from the oppressive category of white femininity, Native
women poets are not always so sanguine about its libratory power
for Native women in the context of primitivist discourse. The ideology of primitivism locates white women on the boundary between
civilized and primitive — a disadvantaged location which only the
cleverest of poets can successfully turn to their advantage. From
the perspective of Native women, this location may well appear
uncomplicated and especially privileged in comparison to their own.
Their identity as both Native and female doubles the hurdle over
which they must vault in order to enter Western literary history.
For Marilyn Dumont, it is her Metis heritage — the confluence of two traditions — that gives her the authority to challenge
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primitivist assumptions as they inform both the dominant and
the Native worldview. It is probably safe to say that neither
Crawford nor Skinner would have had a serious problem with the
image of the Green Indian that floats through contemporary conceptions of environmentalism in Canada. However, as an urban
woman, Dumont is not about to adopt this stereotype as a poetic
persona. For her, the Green Indian is as problematic a model for
poethood as Mother Nature was for women in the Romantic tradition. However, by regularly returning to the authority of her past
experience and her own body Dumont is able to create a bridge
over primitivist ideology and Native identity politics, and thereby
create a poetic persona who is continuous with both the prairie
and the urban landscape. This poet could hardly be more different
from the one who, on behalf of the patriarchal State, impressed the
fate of Tiamat into the damp surface of seven clay tablets.
Most of the essays in this volume have appeared elsewhere.
Although they have undergone significant revision and expansion
since their initial publication, I have chosen to present them in
the order in which they were originally conceived. They are
grouped around three moments in feminist ecocritical consciousness that correspond to my engagement with particular places
in particular poetic texts. I call these three moments poetic consciousness, ecological consciousness, and ecocritical consciousness. To reason backwards from the third, before I could know
myself as a feminist ecocritic of poetry, I had to become conscious of the ecological issues in women's poetry, and before I
could do that, I had to know why they are issues for women and,
more important, why they are poetic issues. This developmental
process is subjective and says little about the somewhat more
objective critical decisions that went into this structure.
The essays included in Part I, Poetic Consciousness, are preoccupied with the poet and her search for subjectivity in a literary universe governed by conventions that cannot accommodate
women who are poets of nature. The emphasis in this section is
on history and biography. "Double Voice, Single Vision," a reading of Margaret Atwood's Journals of Susanna Moodie, looks beyond the poem's undeserved reputation among many critics as
nationalist propaganda and an illustration of Northrop Frye's
male-centred "deep terror" theory of Canadian poetry. In its
images of feminized nature and its representation of the problems
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such images posed for Atwood and — in Atwood's view — for
Moodie, the poem is much more interesting for its feminism than
its nationalism. It was Atwood's fascination with the historical
Moodie's split subjectivity which sparked my interest in tracing
this phenomenon in the lives and work of Marjorie Pickthall and
Constance Lindsay Skinner. Hence, in "Mother Nature, Daughter
Culture," my emphasis is on Pickthall's biography, and on the
way in which she was constructed by the Canadian critical establishment. On one hand, she identified with constructions
imposed upon her by her critics; on the other, she embraced the
nature constructions imposed upon women by Romantic literary convention. "Noble and Ignoble Savagery" sets the Indian
poems of Constance Lindsay Skinner in the context of her childhood experience of Native culture and the very different world
she entered when she left her home in the north to pursue a
literary career in the United States. Skinner's Songs of the Coast
Dwellers, in which she employs aboriginal motifs as a literary
device for defamiliarizing the sexual violence she saw as characteristic of white patriarchal gender relations, challenges the
gender-blind postcolonial critical view of white writers who incorporate images of the Indigene in their writing.
Working on Pickthall's and Skinner's poetry, and on Atwood's
Moodie, convinced me that the uneven quality of women's writing could sometimes be ascribed to the writer's failure to understand the extent to which women's identification with nature is
a construct. That understanding seemed very present to me in
the work of Dorothy Livesay, Isabella Valancy Crawford, and
Daphne Marlatt. Part II, Ecological Consciousness, contains essays which examine how these three very different writers not
only understand the trope but use it to address ecological concerns. As a modernist, Livesay appealed to me as a link between
the Romanticism of Crawford and the postmodernism of Marlatt
— a link which suggested that there is a continuous female
ecopoetic tradition in Canada. "The Task of Poetic Mediation"
examines Livesay's first two collections, Signpost and Green
Pitcher, in terms of their importance as the beginnings of what
would become her well-integrated feminist ecological vision.
Right from the start it would seem, Livesay had an understanding of the way language operates and was thus able to establish
a stable poetic subjectivity. "The Ecological Vision of Isabella
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Valancy Crawford" sets Malcolm's Katie in the context of the first
wave of political feminism. I look at the way in which Crawford
meticulously explores the various discourses that touch on nature — discourses such as mercantilism, Darwinism, Christianity, and aboriginal mythology. In "'time is, the delta,'" I
contextualize Marlatt's Steveston in the literary politics of the
early seventies and use insights from feminist critiques of science and feminist psychoanalysis to offer a postmodernist reading of Marlatt's feminist ecological vision.
Finally, the essays included in Part III, Ecocritical Consciousness, focus more directly on the critical act itself, and on the
masculine construction of Canadian literary history, "Feminist
Ecocritique as Forensic Archaeology" traces the conflict between
structuralist and post-structuralist critics during the seventies that
resulted in the establishment of postmodernist poetics in Canada.
I challenge the view of Phyllis Webb's early work as an example
of a moribund modernism and take issue with the critics whose
devastating opinions of this poetry almost ended Webb's career.
"Tracing the Terrestrial in the Early Work of P.K. Page" continues
the challenge to the Canadian critical establishment, whose view
of Page's early poetry fails to account for its ecological reverberations. Besides offering new readings of old texts by Webb
and Page, these two essays address such feminist ecocritical questions as: Who gets to decide what can be said about nonhuman
nature? Which poets are authorized to say it? What are the rules
for deciding how it should be said? Finally, in a country whose
cultural history has been "shot through with imperial preferences from start to finish" (Angus 6), what role do aboriginal
critics and poets of nature play in the transformation of literary
theory and poetic tradition? I pursue this last question through "Confronting the Green Indian" and "Recovering the Body, Reclaiming
the Land," both of which address the work of Marilyn Dumont. As
a Metis woman poet, Dumont has much to say about the myths of
nature and culture that dominate white Canadian consciousness. I
use her work as a guide to where white critics might go in search of
the tools we need to deconstruct and reconstruct those myths.
While I have tried to make use of a variety of theoretical approaches and critical styles, all of these essays are linked by two
interrelated themes, one ecological and the other feminist. My
growing ecological concern is that for all its claims to explana36
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tory power, orthodox postmodernist theory borders on the apolitical, reinforces the dislocation of humanity and nonhuman
nature, and makes the possibility of a radically transformative
ecopolitics even more remote than it already is. The more optimistic and feminist theme that is a constant throughout these
essays concerns the struggle by women poets to make the best
of a bad idea — namely, patriarchy. Their work not only revises the patriarchal myth of nature as female but also empowers readers to rethink our ecocidal relationship to
nonhuman life. Despite their diverse methods and their differing degrees of success, these poets' search for "a language
that gives proper attention to the nature of things" speaks to
my hope that someday Marduk will put an end to civilization
as we know it by laying down his arms and opening up his
heart to peaceful reunion with Tiamat.
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