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" examination of Smith's wetxy reveals that only a fraction may be

—

The poetry of A. J. M. Smith is shown to be remarkable for
its diversity. Various schools of poetry are demonstrated to have
influenced his writing. Although criticism treats him as na. modern-
ist, a heavily traditional slant in his choice of form is shown.

His true modernist aspect is proven to have similarities with the \
early postics of T. S. Eliotur Sex, mclear war ard individual

dignity are explored as mderli‘;:oncerns. The influence of the
Metaphysical poets is stated; contrary to critical consensus, &n

called metaphysical. The various poetic voices in the oeuvre are -/

attributed to his theory of impersonality, amd to his occasional *

willingness to sbardon that theory. Tensions betwsen tradition and

revolution, personality a.ni\\impersona.]ity, Christlamty and paganism
are demnstratéd tlhroughout.\ and resolved in the final chapter,

uhic!'i uses hisg essay "Eclectic Detaciment" as a baglsg for understanding
his diversity and supposed contradictions.
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’ RESUME J ,

. La poésie de A. J. M. Suith est remarqusble powr sa diversite.

I v

Plusieurs courants de pensée ont influencé ‘son oeuvre. Quwique la:
cﬁtiqm 1; traite de partisan de 1'école moderne, ;ll existe chez
1i wne tendance marqie pour le traditionslisme dans le choix de
la forme. Son véritable aspect moderne se trouve avoir certaines
gimlaritas avec les premiére:a poesies de T.‘s. Eliot. L'influence
" des poétes metarhysiques est émoncée }mais, contrairement d 1'avis
des critiques litteraires, un examen de; la poésie de Sm th reveéle
qu' une partie seulement peut etre appelee rétaphysique. Ies diverses
tendances poetiques dans son oeuvre ‘sont attribuses i sa théorie de
l'imperso'malitél, ainsl‘ qu'd sa disposition a sbandomer cette theorie
a 1'occasion. Le;s tensions entre la traditlon et le modermsme, la
d/persomalité et 1'impersonnalite, le christianisme et le pagard sne
sont souligrees, et se trouvent résolues dans le dernmier chapitre
qui se basg sur 1'&ssal de Smith, " Eclecti? Detachment” , poux

comprendre la diversits et les prétendwes contradictions de 1'autewr.
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Having watched Siith refuse to be - "
comtained by his own formulas, I’ .
can haxdly ‘expect hin to be -
contained by mine.

)

.

) --!Milton Wilson, "Second. and Third
Thoughts About Smith"
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Hig reputation has suffered a }Jittle both fron the
i jdicious zeal of his esddirers among thHe older
itics, who have itried <o ?:esmt hin as an’ .

portant thilosophical mei, wiich he was rot, ‘ ‘

a.md from the disperagexem o “yoamger men, who have s
fa.rged him with living i an ivory-<tower on the :
anks of the Ottawa, unmmd<ul of the pulsing

37 rdustrialization of Canzdian hLe.l

The death of A. J. M. SZth on lovember 2lst, 180 has drawn

»
\

/
to a jclose m‘xe of the most co““alex a2 . remarkable careers in all of
!

.Canadian letters. The controersies spar&ed by his response to the

!

nany. | new waves of this cent\u:-j, and by his demanding 1daas of

;/net in general, become with hi's deatn completed exchanges: not

| .
/nece s'arlly resolved but s.la:x:ac; Jor good at a point where the .,

[

oppo‘ ilng views beco*‘xe pddly less fistinct. If We are ol comnnced

¢

now ithat the Confederation poe::s of owr "1ast century are worth an
| . ) .
intglligent read, we probably never shall be; the et who murdered

them, and thé critic who drasged then bodily into the honest light, /

h( w,!ritten his last 'artic}e o7 —raise. Poets, on‘ the other hand, |
! -
x?ho r{ise in the 80's and 90's 07 this cermtwry will do so on their /

owWn l?uck with mo hlgh zesthatic naster looking down fronm Zast /

! o e ]

Laning, ﬂ&chlgan, ard shaking kis head. ot that Smith was much /
vollved with critical assessemt of the intensely inmo vabive /

|
sixéies and seventies; but his nere wetic existence provided an
.s ’ ; &
cpnfortable example of-austerity by which young writexrs who knew \
f /

qur predecessors in this cowmtry cowlld not help but be troubled;’

m«§~

'I;h]J was a good thing. ’ B Y




that we are i

" difficulties

b \

Smth's critical ck eer’spahned rore than half a century and ,

.
incorporated more ppints of view than we might care to grant to

half a ddzen men. Muwch of his working out \f various principles
%
of .art appears within the 11ne)s of\hls essays as a kLnd of shadow

world, teemng with theomes/and schools never quite selzed upon,

but held pro tem ten the way most of us might hol& a ﬂower to understand

l

-~

its temporary beauty. This pmz?qnswy for fair-m ndedness is
{ k

equally evident in the poetry. 'I‘lhe most indi fferent glance through

his collected poems will reveal traditional lymc bawdy a.nd serious
satire, intense evocations of the mysteries of death free verse, P
parodies, imitations, translation§, a whole Polomius" list of Voices
and schools explored with detail and care. -
Somewhere in the midst of all this is A« J. M. Smth hinself,
a-man we d:asire to updersir:and and place in history. There is a

certain insecurity inherent in all literary criticism, a suspicion

some way open to attack if we have mot assessed, - -
qualified, and ultimately mitigated the force of a man's work. T\l:xe =
‘ esented by sSmith's diverse qualities in this regard
rerder such asiessm’ent an>enérvating task, dpparently requiring

a depth of comprghension and aesthetic sensitivity eciual t‘o his own.
Two resiults are| the surprising lack of critical analysis of Snith's
work and, within that small bibliogravthy, a seemng scholarly
unwillingness to press too insistently for over-all or even partial
wderstanding.. Iine-by-line analysis is a field virtually unknown x>

here. The disturbing complexity of Smth's volume, early seized

upon as "difficult, lonely music"z, discowages the glib or
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reviewish critic from th%ﬁ ask. ~
Rather it has encouraged an oddly pelrsonal reaction, _occa.sion—
ally of the most extreme kind. Desiring first of all to kmow this
or that about the man, and perhzps partly eager to dis:cover an
ifntrinsic shortcomng that demnstrates his humanity and reassuring
fallibility, a small pocketful of critics has 1asl';ed out at Smith’
with an lmusuaily invalidating and even veromous tore. It is not
dilfficult to disc?rn' with:gx these articles the chio on the shoulder,
the essentially egocentric reaction to anything that is dloof amd
L “ .

self-removed from our own .milieu. Dorothy Livesay, for instance,

in a reviewy of Smith's News of the Phoenix for the leftist gu’hners

s

of First Statement nagazine , had decided that /
’ /

In the present mood of the world, such poetry will
rot give swstance nor direction. It is the poetry -
of an exile, and exile in a retreat. Canadians,
emergent now from that sequestered life, are mnot
likely to pause // e.re.3

The crux of the quotation can be discovered in a search for
redundancy. After wondering what sort of exile is mot "in a
retreat", we may recognize a faint emotionalism tingeing livesay's

response. Her desire to be rid of Smith on the groumds of his

/

fnerican residence, rather than on the basis ol some failure in /

his a.chiev/;enfent or a cowntinuall;r dissatisfying reading, demonstra‘r;es
her unwillingness to deal with his poetry as it demands: without
Canadian eye or taste, but a;s costopolitan creation on a higher,
non-geograrhical plane. That umwillingness might stem froa an
inability, from a lack of suvace in the 1imited format of First

statement, or from a more general uneasimess about Srith®s imagined
1




. aristocratic imdifferende to her commentary.

g «/ fact? Has prolonged residence abroad had nmo influemnce

' 1]

But she was not alone

in he/t/bad reaction to Smith's chosen “distance" f‘mmpthe Oanadian

litefrary epicentres. Padraig o'Broin's " After Strange Cods" in
Canadian Author and Bookman would seem to be after similar blood.
/ ‘

/ ...as prolific critic am anthologist of Canadian vérse,
he is regarded here as a Canadian writer. Is he so'in

/on his work? How does he reconcile in heart and rind a
/ forelgn world and that Canada which for him should be

earth's centre?q . R

Then later in the same article: "Smith, lacking absorption
into, identificatiof with, place, is mot.in full truth a Canadian
poe’t,."5 The irrel/;evance of Iivesay's and o'Broin's miror conspiracy
to the quality 9£ Smith's work need mob, I think, be noted here.

/
. / . s
In their sense, we may breathe easier that he was by mo means a

"Canadian' poet. Their, might one say desperate, desire to declassify
Smith succeeded as well as it deserved to; as did other forms of

personalized criticism, such as John Sutherland®s Vitriolic attack

;Lr) the Introduwetion to his anthology of Other Canadians, 1%7.

/
The traditional bias of Mr Smith's criticism means that
his allegiance to’the good--i.e. the-cosmpolitan--is
fixed and irrevocable, but it also means that a Bad must
be invented over which the gpod can duly triwnph,é'

Smth is said to have demnstrated

...that pwe aestheticisa which, properly understood,
is nothing less than the history and tradition of
the human spirit wrapped in a papal bunnyhug.7

He is then attacked as an essentially Christian anthologist,
and this groundless revelation'is assumed to be the source of his
failure to motice such promising young.poets as Layton, Anderson,

Souster and Dulek, whose socio-political emrhasis rerdered then
/

/

/
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distasteful, Sutherland mutters, to the metap/h&sical naster. ‘

frsonist emtion and fire-chief intelléct are asked to
beget a child, which will combine the better qualities

of both, armd possess something else entirely new. This
"something else" 1s coapreherded by the term " metaphysical",
the use of which has always given Iiot amdl his followers
special advantages over other critics. Able to use the
word in either the literary or the religio-philosophical
sense, or able to use it in both ways at omce, they have
the happy choice of meaming sometimes less ard sometines

mre than they say 8

‘ -
Having thus denigrated at ore turn aestheticism and metaphysical
y ,

i

modermi st criticisn, and deeming Smith to have fallen with each

/ ) wfxvé;/ Sutherland seems content to conclule by referring in a

\ / dogged_fas;'lion to the ﬁoetry of his protectorate. aThe inspired

R ~_~;l;ld pa:s,é_onate wice with which he assaulted S”ng.a;'»é anthology is,
ironically, subdued for his introduction of his gwn poets, although 3
he canrot keep hinself from z perting shot at Srith in the comclusion.
‘ Mr Smith's oxygen tent with its tap to the spirit W11

7 keep a few remnants breathing for a while; but can hardly

impede the growth of socialism in Canada, or prevent the
radical consequences which must follow for the Canadian

n writef‘.9 i -

v The possible causes of ‘sixch pversonalized criticisn may come
Clear in the discussions offered in the body of this thesis; but
1:,wo of them are obvious emugh to be suggested here without much
oot or trepidations firstly, that Szith held hinself with 2
certain aloofness from mwh that followed his smvall revolutioh,,

©and that natu‘ra.lly‘ offerded 2 number of people; amd secondly, that

in Canadian letters too many critics have met too many poets (or ‘ .

too many:poets are critics), and some personal slant becomes ineviteable

N <
in criticism. Ore last example of this tremd should serve to




~ S
demonstrate how faxr the critic may be misled, in this wey, out of
L]
coherence and taste into tie ‘undergraduate pout.
The collection of essays is a history of the progression
of the intellectual sell-out; the inability of the
bourgeois academic to translate youthful idealism into
a popular feeling and a theory of poetry which would
clarify the dialectic between art and 1life 10
This canmot be preserrted as 1nte111gerrt crltlclsm. and mthlng
need be said of it beyorﬁ notlng ’oﬁe purposi vely disrespectful tone.
Advancing age and long—stam.mg slgmflca.nce should never be enough
to earn our open-mouthed respect, but at the very least the man of
a3
letters with these gualities deserves a dash of pliteness.
This latter suggestion, whether well .or ill-founded, moves us
into a second school of Smith criticism, that of the paregyrists.™..
what the above essays lose in rudeness, these following lose in

ignorance of text. The gg'neralized statement and ¢the sweeping hamd

of praise, alwdys dangerous tools, ate particularly so for Smith, .

from whom, one can usually draw material to argue against the most
>
s0lid classification. We are told Smith's poetry is "difficult” (in

a nice sense) or "pure" or "immovative" or “"modert' or " social”, and
having read this, we settle back for a haniful of 'rea;di“ngg of the

most cursory Kind.. In ;way ‘this is even less satisfactoxry than the
vitriolics of Sutherland, because here we feel ourselves ‘on the edge

of understanding, beginning to fall, but yanked back yet’again into

complacent armchairs. : /L

11

Leon Edel, for instance, in his tribute to Smith ™, although

claiming no particular talent as literary critic, attenpts an analysis

’

‘of Snith's "The Creek® which simply must be influenced by Zdel's

N

N
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personal acqualmtance with the poet.He carefully and tactfully

breaks the poem down into a series of questionably sexual symbols,

and corncludes that the whole is a representation of sexual wnion

and climax. Wile eager to admit the depth ard rotential richness

of any of SHth's poems, I find myself unable to treat this reading
with much seriousness; even to the point of suspecting a rather tongue-
in-cheek eulogy to an old friemd's inclinations. The balance of °

the essay 1s complimentary, and ooncluie; with the §uégestion that

S th i§ "austere" and “frugal". Simlarly, F. R. Scott, in his

discussion of Smith for W. P. Percival's leading Canadian Poetsl?‘,

points to-one or two poems over-all, meéntions Smith's "metaphysical”
bent without reference, and concludes in rather unproven praise. y
Agair;, a general unwillingness to examine the poetry closely is
covered over by a series of useful adctives, of which/the reader
is to assure the validity: "mdé;'nist" Y "netathysical" ,j"aesthetic"
or "imagist". ‘ /

The simple fact Yof the matter is that. smith is 21l of tl;ese things
at any given point in his development as a poet, and the reader
who fails to recogrize this is instinctively cubting himself off
from the true complexity of Sath's work. There can be no whole
approval of his oeuvre; if one enpys a part of it, there are
another two or three parts ageinst’ which to revolt. Disliking all
of it, sinilarly, is about equivalent to disliking &ll of poetry.

In an attempt to appreciate the heterogeneity of his t]:noetr_y,

and to circumvent the genezalizations of the past, I propose to

break open the binding of Srith's Poens Jew and Collected, 1967, in

" -

N
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- .
order to present a’few of its comdonent pieces in an obkctive 1izht.

By "pie;es" is mean’;, elther styles or influences or even sub ject
Imatter. deperding upon the inclination-of the gilen poem. I have
tried as far as.poss‘tble to let the categories implied in the separate
chapters' rise from the poems presented to the readef, rather than from
 any pre~corceived ideas nulged w against the page. Orce this is
performed, a little needle-and-thread work will be drawn from Smith's
remarkable essay, "Eclectic Detachment: Aspects of Identity in Canadian
] Poetry"lj, to piece the whole back together as fairly as possible,
without pre julice. o ‘
Before proceeding, it's worth remarking that mot all of Smith's
critics fall into one of the two unfortunate categories moted above.
Of particular inspiration was the work of W. E. Collin, whose early

discovery of the young Smith, coupled with a careful eye for textual

analysis, makes his Yhite Sava.nnahsll+ as useful a text today as it

)

was a ploneering assessment in its own time. I have tried wherever

[y

possible to be as thorough and open-minded as Professor Collin

with regard to Smith's work, and can only hope to do the model

. sustice. Milton Mlson's "Secord and Third Thoughts Aboub Smith"l?

embodies exaétly that renunciation of generalization a.lready/
pro;bsed, and is as useful in its content as in the imp]ica:tions
of its title. The insights of other critics will have guided my
procedwre, if mot always my thinking. '

S{rﬁ/.'hh is the Canadian manifestation of English modern poetry,
with Llinks back to tﬁe Metaphysical poets of the 17th certury,
through French Symbolism amd Engiish Aestheticism imto the world

of Eliot, Joyce and the later Yeats, his contemporaries. His

o b, N i e o . - war
;g"vhg ,L‘ng-g \“iﬁwm‘?mgﬁwymwny_fM~ Fua
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apparently intimate acquainta/r;ce with so many of the schools of
literature important :l:o his tine permitted him to develop a craft
of poetry which he felt to be peculiar to Canade, and to explore
for over fifty years the possibilities for the ﬁorlc‘l met in the
20th century. To his par‘ticipation in that profession we owe as
mch as a nation can owe to any one artist; what follows, then, is

an attempt to understand just what happered, and what we have lost.

Notes
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Chapter One
TRADITION AND CONVENIION -

K Layton set himself up as a demolisher of the gentesl
traditionsein itself a worthy emugh undertaking, heaven
knows==but 1t is not =0 easy to swcceed 1n as the
enthusiast hop%sl

There will mot be mwch digputing that a large portionof

" Ae Jo M, Sm\@‘tih's reputation rests c;n his paat function as head
revolutionary in the Monmtreal (or "Mc@11*) movement, that over-
threw the Canadian hold-over mmanticism of 1900-1&7‘0 and prace
tically established poetry in modern E{lgltsl'g as the leading
medium of lettexs in Canada.- Va.rious;y claimed to be "almost
slnglehaniedh“z responsible for the movement, or simply the
inspiration for other equally responsible innovators, Smith
without doubt held sway over the wehicle of changs, The McGill |
Fortnightly Review, for the two years of its existemce (Bo;eaber
1925 to April 1927). His thres mabr essays for the Rortmightly’
read as an Dirrepresd.ble,Mfes’to of mdernisn, and are match-

less in the tablold for dedication and idealisa. F. R. Scott's
articles were already reflecting his‘ wider interest in cultwral,
techmlogical and soclial change, 2s oprosed to the pwrely literary,
wvhile Smith held himsmelf fervidly to Ethe point.

The FPortmightly offers an unigque opportunity to stuly in small
an entire cultural furnabout. Theory and practice are bound
together in the pages so that the reader may conslder at lelswre
to what extent the poetxy "succeeds” , insofar as it /lay be assumed
to reflect the attlitudes of the critical prose. Smith published a

/

e
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total of forty=four poems inwthe Y rnal wnder various pseuionymse=
"AJMS, " . "Michel Gard” and "Vincent Starr”. ns:ne of the poeas
would be revised and appear as finished pleces in his collec:hiona
of 193 amd 19544: others appear to have been abandoned as too

" youthful or winterssting to be worked out. But the germs of

change are clear to see. Hls classic “The Lonely Land” appears in
embryo in Volume One, number four, with the subtitls "Group of Seven™;
and the imitatlive tridbute to Edith Sitwell, A Hyacinth Pr Ed;tth" ’
was born in Volume Two, number five, as "Homage to E. S.".

Deapd.fte this vanguard of fine later poems, the parade of the
re\oluf{?n is not = preclisely frmed as it miéht appear. ﬂtbotgtx
the main thrust of the essays is mquestionably modermist, thers
are chance comments which suggest}certain tension in SWth's mim
between the ramifications of total overthrow-put simply, stylistic
anarchy--and the desire to find and maintain order, new, but oxrder
nevertheless.

The evidence of his poems at this tize was neither clear-cut
nor agreeable. The moat mtev;:rthy fact about those appearing in
the Fortmightly is thelr general conwentlionality of foram. A remark=
able 78% are written in regular rhyme and metre, many 6t/’ those
divided into neat quatrains or cquplets; aml only a harndful are
"saved” by allusions to the par;pbemalia olf an a.ppa.rent];} modern
world. Thexre is, moreover, an umusual falLing—of% in this percentage
from the first to the secoui year of publicatioms in thb ten

/

numbers of Volume One, the ratio is 9%, whereas in the:second wlume

it drops sharply, to 70%.
Smith had by his own admission already encowmntered the work

14
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of Eliot, Powd, HD, Stevens and Yeats by the sumer of 192473 the
s\dng from YVolume One to Yolume Two. then, was probably not indu:ed

by any new ravishment with the hemes of modernmism outmde Canada.

He' mdertook his Master of Arts thesis on the poetry of Yeats in the;
fall of 1925, when he waa admitted into the department of English '
at McGill tommds that degreeéx in Fovenmber the first isste of the

| Fbrtuig%tg._l appeared. It 1s therefore equally unlikely that the

first steps away from rhyme are attributable to any dissatisfaction
with Yeats's sim',l'larly structured work; even though, by the second

H

year of publication, when ths greatsr break with form began, he had
aleo loft Yoats behind acadexcally.’ ALL that owght to be reasoned,
therefon;: fron the simple rhyme=count above is that thé break with
conventional form was mo immediate and automatic occurrence after the
encounter with Eliot and the others.

The traditions in and against which Smith was working were
varlous. There was the Canadlan habit or mn-tradi’c.ion, unfbrttmately
exemplified by Wilfred Campbell’s Oxford Book of Canadlan Verse8 and

agaanst which Smith revolted nost violently in his abandoned preface

to New Provinces, 1936.

The bulk of Canadian verse is romantic in conception

and conventlonal in form...its characterigtic type is
the lyric. Its rhythms are defimite, mechanically
correct, anl obvious; its rhymes are commonplace.- The
exigencies of rhyme and rhythm are allowed to determine
the cholce of a word eo often that a spnsible reader is
compelled to conclude that the plain sense of the matter
is of only minmor importance.9

¥hat Smith did not fully appreclate at the time was that bshind
those thirty years of poetic drought were the acceptably powerfil

flgures of Lampman, Scott, Carman and Roberts; behind them, Sangster,

4
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Malir and Heavysege; and ultimately at f;ha root, Keats, Wordaworth,
a 1ittle of Byron and the entire Romantic pmgra.n.lo Hi:s encounter
with Campbell’s anthology ih the early twentles had not encowraged
him to dig deeper into his country's literary legacyu » and so the
dliegs of the Canadian inheritance, .published in the years of his
childhood and adolescence, were reJected with a sweep of the hand,
and the large word "romamticisw' took on an opprobriim which never ' ; )
di sappeared from ils conmtations in his esssys. :

The .t;a/.tﬁtion which replaced, for Smith, the cloying maple-leaf
school in Canada was at the time no tradition at all. No more than
the first shudder of an international overhauwl, the publication by

. o
T. 8. Eliot of The waste Land in 1922 took the young science stulent

by storm in his undergradiate, even pre~literary attitudes, and
focussed his indifforence to the past against the positive alterna-
tives of the present. Of the resulting twentieth-century drive in
Smi;h more will be sald in Chapter Two.

Ao set aside, until Chapter Three, is the Metaphysical trad-
ition, as it ig altered and explored in the' deva‘lopnant ;f Sxth's
poe’tfry. His doctoral dissertation, Stuiies in the Mef:a.physical X

Poets of the Anglican Church in the Seventeenth Century (Bdinburgh,

1931) » under the supervigion of H. J. C. Grierson, demonstrates his

e
i

wide-ranging interest in the metaphysical manner, which gave rise
to such ﬁ:eqtzént reference and alluslon in his;’ work that no brief
discussion here could do the influence Jjustice.

Nevertheleés. the conventions of verse employed by‘ the older

“traditions are of particular present interest. We have already moted

-
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that Smdth®s formalistic participation in the mﬁmgt& wag less
than revolutionaw but o satisfactory accoumting can be based on
that ‘alone. If we lend the statistical eye to all that he pti)lished
in the ensuing forty yearsiZ, we are somewhat reassured to #Hnd the )
percentage a little a.ltered in favour of his fame, In the 120 po‘ems
collected, a tota.l of W7 are in exact rhymes and metre, or 64% s an
additﬁ.onf.l 19 poers are all-but-conventional in form-perhaps a
thyme or two missed, and some toying with netrj‘.cal va.ﬁatione;—to-

1ift the proportion to 80%. EKleven of the poems, or Just under 10%, '

are sonvets,” followdng the formalistic rules of their English amd
Italia.n ancestérs., Ewen excluiing the sonnets, which demand their
own standard versification, 52 poems, or 43%, are assembled in

clear stanzas of walterable length.
These statistical (and only mildly conclusive) suggestions by

e

no means imply that Smhth was dblind to his own conventional leanings
in style. He intnitively recogmged that modermism was more a

spirit than an abandonment of form, ard perhaps sensed that-attitules
deeper than the merely formalistic were at th® source of the

rewlution.

what 1s the new poetry anl wherein does it differ fronm

the 0ld? The differemce is not solely one of- form, for
though some contemporary poetry is written in vers libre,
by far the ater amount infused with the new spPirit is
written inthe traditional metres and with the traditional
rhyme schemes. It is not solely one of diction, though this,
ipndeed, is an extremely important questioms the deems, fore
sooths, methinks, the inwrsions for the sake of a rhyme,
the highesoiding pompoalties ani all the rhetorical
excesses which make so much Victorlan poetry seem over-
dressed and slightly vulgar--all these have been ruthlesse
ly removed froa the dlction of contemporary poef.r,gr...13
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The new poetry is rich and variousj and qon’éra.qrp‘bo
a good deal of popular misconception, it ig nelther
wntraditional mor formless.m ‘

_ * References th:m@dut the three essays speak similarly to -
| the need for sensitivity in any attack on poetic conventions} for
exanple, in an assessment of the poetry .of Verlaine, he mtes that
"the importance of rhyme, greatly over-estimated by the Homamtics

and Parnassians a_ilika. is to be reduced to 1ts more appropriate
level” .15 There is an undercurrent, deeper still, of eagerneas

4o emd the abstract argwment altogsther: Smth perhaps suspected
- that the intellectually forced schism between "forw® and “content®
wuld ultimately be inimical to the very survival of poetry.

«++28 a matter of fact the discussion of the relative
valwe of Form and StbJject Matter is one that should
never have arisen; because, in poetry at least, these
tw things should be merged into one—a single and

_ complete artistic whole--Porm, thp Body anmd Content,
the Souls the one but the visible manifestation of
the other.16

Nevertheless, the coments of Smth some forty years later

constitiute a suwcinct and poetic contradiction to this early

fmono

whether the poem will develop as something new and
wnique or, what is much more likely, grow into a
tradltional and well-egtablished pattern, is an early
and crucial decision in which both the unconsclous

and the conscious mind play a part. Such a decision

is the result of a crystallization in the mind, a

gort of irradiation of light and warmth that surrounds
the " gib pet” of the poen and begdns to delimit it.
This is the ultinate sowrce of the poer's form. WwWhére
this light or warmth is, there is the poem. The place
where dark and cold begin marks the edge or formal
frontier of the poen. This is the shape of the oontent
and this determines wvhat might be called "the azount of
the subject mattex—for only enowgh to 111 out the
form can be admitted. 17
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Part.iculazly valuable ;ln this juxtaposition is the realiza~
tion that both a.ttitules, bowever contradictory, are quintessentially
aesthetic. R. V. Johnson has described the twin strains of finede-

\ed cle asstheticism in almost identical terms, beginmng (as it
uere) with SHth®s later view am oonci\uiing with the earlier.

o« .the aesthetic view of the question wavers between two”
possible alternatiws. One is the view that form is sone- R
thing that can be neatly separated from matter—from, ’
the swject of a poen ard the attituwles it expresses——ﬂ
\ that form, so regaxded, is all that is important, as far
R as artistic quality is concerned...The other-~more plausible—
viey is that, in our immediate experience of a work of art,
form and mattar are mot clearly separable. It may be
convenient, when talking about a work, to pick out different
elemonts, incluling some under the headling of “form* , others
under the heading of "matter”. But in owr immedlate response,
fornm and matter merge in the total impression it makes won
us...0r total experience of a poer is indivlsible...le

b ’ These aesthetic aspects to Smith's thinking are perhaps owr

clws to his seeming reluwtance to try his hami af much dispersal
and dissipation of pre-modernist conventions. His concern with
form is made obvious, uha.tever the leaps and turr;s in his thinking;
perhaps the concern itself is more apropos (to modernisa as well as
to asstheticisa’’) than the act of revolt. He has already mted
for us the jeneral traditioralis%\‘teniemies of modern form,
without taking the least exception; therefore it should not
-swprise us that Smith®s personal revolution was based almost
entirely on the shift in attitude, rather than a shift in ink
on the page .20

I fiml the-gearch for the rhyme pattern is a great help,

in stimulating the dsvelopaent of the idea thrmughout ;

-~the poem. Rhyme is not a difficully or a hindrance but,
i1f anything, a great help...21 )

~
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Despite Smth®s nose-thumbing in “ A Re jected Preface™ agalinst

the sway of rhyme over sensezz. several examples may be digtingulshed

in his own poetry of the rhyme-forced choice of words, where the
conventional elements of form seem to force the speaker into inver-

slons, repetitions andl archaiszms that would otherwiss not have
occ urred. '
Spread yowr long arms L
To the salt stinglng waves

Let its breathless enveloping
Cleanliness lave...

) seod wintry mist )
0f amethyst and dri fting smow, ’
Of dxl fting snow and amethyst
That dances solemnly and a]:ow.

P (*The Circle”)

They see him imnocency's Jaeger pelt
Hide in the wolf's coat of angry youth,

Striding over_the very veldtlike veldt...
(son-And-Heir")

How all men wrongly death to digni fy
Conspdre, I to.-:ll...z3

These last lines, which open a formally exact sonnet on death,

‘serve a particular pwrpose here. Swith has elgevhere cast light

on their initially apprehended syntactic clunsi ness.
" "How all men wrongly death to digmify / Conspire, I tell"

sounds di fferently from "I tell how all men consplire to
dignify death wrongly”, and expresses (or is) a different

person..,, -
An inarticulate persen, we might 1like to add If we accept
at face value Smith's deferce of these lines, amd his assumption
of thelr validity, we should also have to aééept the others, all

others, -as expressions of still more "di fferernt persons”, and

17

(*The Wisdom of 01d Jelly Roll")
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evert ually stand sllent in the face of whatever twist of English

the poet might wish to present. Obviously we camot be so acceptiné.

There will arrive, ultimately, a point where "lave" is not the
natural diction of some medieval "persor’, but a necessary
archalsn forced on a cornered rhy=ing poet.

The rhyme scheme of the sommets is rarely tampered with.
Those in the Pet"rarchan style vaxy their sestet somewhat, from
gbcabe to abaaba or abcbac; thosze in the chakeapearean are all in

the standard sbabcdcdefefaz form made famous bybthair patronym.

that distinguishes these somets from the purely traditional sonnet

of a hunired, or even fifty, years before, is the diction, which

termds to be modern, and will be dlscussed in Chapter Two.
Furthermore, rhyme might serve to egnphaéize the modern noté.

“or merely to structure the postry in the usual way. For instance,

we would probably consider a sonnet which rhymed, say, "newspaper”
with "skyscraper® more modern than one which rhymed, say, ¥ flower”
with "bower” or "die" with "sky" . The emi-placed rhyme serves

partly to force the particularly rhymed word more firmly inmto the

ear than those preceding it Jin the lime, and is thex:afbra a 11kely
tool for the modern post tc; use to establish his atmosphere.
Smith employs rhyme to this end most successfully in hig more

suxrrealistic or social try. - We hear with a startled ear the

conjumction of "hand ef ard "rosbif in "lHoctambule”, of

"receipts’ and the slang myn "eatd® in "Resurrection of Arp";
the half-zhyme in "My Loat Yoith” of "Benson and Hedges" with p
N -

"Vse\ntentious" establighes a salon atmosphere, perhaps with a

18
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suggastion of langwur; then "acquits® amd "tite”, "gut" and "saut”,
"bung" and "unlone” in "hat the Emnation of Casey Joned Sald to the
Mediue , and so on. ) :
The poems concerned with more tradi tional themes, howewsr,
(death, 1ov§, poetry itself) rarely demonstrate this twist. Their’

rhymes are, to use Smith's own term, fairly commonplace; or at

‘least not purposely shocking to the ear. Most are effortless and

gentle. He often shows an impeccable ability to catch the rhymes
in a net of rhythm, in a way that forces the entire poem progresslvely
deepexr into the reader’s consciousness.

I shall remembar forsver

A lonely swallow swerving
Over a dusky river,

Sweeping aml solemnly curving
-In long arcs that never

Stirred the still strean...
("I Shall Remenber")

I begged of her the grace
That I night kiss her face,
And be the one alonme .
Of her gentlensss, in her embrace.
(" A Pastoral”)

with metrical structures Smith is rather more open-hamled and
inventive. Although the general drive is towards iambs and lines

s
of ten beats, hls natural rhythms often exceed or sdapt the metrical

. code to sult the increasing tension or force of argusent in the poeam.

The closing of "Prothalami u#', for lnstance, develops a power of
vision and clarity, partly in spite of the gyntax, which is suggested
by the gmreasing force of the rlw&:n; closing in a line swceinct

and all but flat, \dth a failing beal implying the: desirability

and inevitability of death.




PN

v / uw / u u [/ u
No matter: each must read the truth himself,
[/ & u / / u uu [/
Or, reading it, reads mothing to the point. .
u / a / uw. [/ u / u /.
Now these are me, whose thowht is mine, and hers,
v w u/ / wuwu [ u [/
who are alone here 1n this narTow Mo~ .
[ ) w /. [ u
Tree fumpling pans, bell tolling,

u u u u u u
Celling dripping and the plaster falling,
u [/ u u/uau / n
Anxd Death, the wluptmus, calling.

("Pro\alandw)

The first and third of theaa seven lines are s&fe lambic
pentameter. In lines 2. 4, 6 and 7 2 buld-up of unaccented
gyllables 1s permitted, which serves to highlight the strong
gyllables anl counterpoint the falling away of the present paz:t—
iciples in the last three'lines. Line 5 conaists of five accented
and two unaccented ayllables, Shich set wp ;:tlga turning about of
the speaker's thought and strik/gftmﬁ@:y::gainst the ear; also
moving the reader, imid'entﬂla;.\ froa a thinking response to the
first four lines, into a probably feeling response to. the Last
thres. . ‘ ]

Again, tha somets are gensrally left to their own devices.,
Although & few 1ims are jumbled about into trochees, anapest and
dactyl as necessary (ses, particularly, "Bird ‘and Mower” ), the
ten-beat line is rarely lengthemd or t%-mcated.'

We h;ve already noted that the rhythm of the poems often
serves to erharnce the rhyme scheme and make the whole more force-
ful. "The émws’"is another exaaple in which the relentless

rhytl{m is a majr cause of the m\en‘s dramatic power; in its

o /
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entirety 1t exemplifies exactly that metrical and super-metrical

control to be en pyed in the greater part of Smith's work. :

Over the pines the crows

Are c1;ying and calling out

with a hollow brazen throat

In a tongue that no man kmows;

Yet it may be that they cry

Their bitter unspeakable tones

To the cold alr where they fly

As a man might mock the bones

0f a Joy that has come to death, -
Railing with ragged. shout

And pitiful eager breath ;
Against the crapulous sky

And 211 that 1s beneath.

. 5 ("The Grows") ‘

The essential metrical structure ‘here is t}}‘zmline of three ’
strong béata, vhose positions freely alternate as the sense ,
demanis; supported of cowurse by the allitara;ion. particularly
on / k7, and a near total 1301; of puctuation, which permits
the reader only one pause, and otherwise rushes the whole poen X

out as if with a single breath. It invites comparison with the
middle poetxry of Yeats, particularly the wlume.Respornsibilities,

in its use of}mythms to support the discovery of theme » "That -

the Night Come", for example, is a short poem from the 1914 voline

m .
in an almost identical form.

She lived in storm and strife,
Her soul had such desire -
Rr what prowd death may bring
That it could not endure '
The conmmon good of 1life, : %
But 1ived as *twere a king inef
That packed his marriage day ‘
Wth bameret ard pemmon,
Trumpet and kettledrum,
And the outrageous ca.nnon
To bundle time away

. " 'That the Yﬂ.@t come.25 '
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It may be that Smith's attraction to Yeats was a factor in

his attachment to conventlons which were being quietly blown away

&
in the literary world arzpumi hia. His Master®s thesis is fulsome

in its pralse of the Irish poet; inone of the Fortrd ghtly eésa.ys

on Symbolissm, he concludes that "to quote fmm Mr Yeats on this

6

sw kot is inevitable* .°° Upon the poet's death he was to write

"A Post Young and Old: W. B. Yeatg?’

» & eulogy complemented by
his own "Cdes On the;Death of ¥William Butlar Yeats*, firat collec;ted

into News of the Phoenix in 1%#3. hen asked if Yeats had been a

*big influsnce” on his early poetry, Smith replied with some
asperity, "I think that's quite obviousw—too mmh 80..."20
If we oprose to these motes his admiration of Eliot, which is
nade clear throughout his career, beginmng with his "Hanlet in
Modern Dress®, and mote that Xlliot's great masterpiece The Waste
Land is the landimark of formalistic breakiown and dissolution,
a.distinct dichotomy within Smith's philosorhy begins to come
clear. Traceable even to its rots in the poets he admired is a
" habit of modern speech, modern perception, clothed in poetles that
are puposefully conventional. It nxy be incorrect-. then, to think
of Sith as "single=handedly” effecting the modermist revolution
in Canada, or even to think him a modernist in any structural
gsense at all. What emerges from the remarks above is a conception
of Smth as a Kind'of literary herald, pealing forth a call to-arms
with ons hand anc\i slgning a; declaration for peace with the other. ’
But it may be stretching several poimts to draw any conclusion

from comments grounded solely in the formal siructwres of his poetry.

R N T
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If the traditional drive had no baslis beyond "the exigencies of
rhyme and metre", the point could gladly be swrrendered and
another chapter begun. But this holding onto tradition on the

structural level is also a foreshadowing of a larger poetic concern:

’

a positive decision made about traditional subjsét matter, that
pulls us back, again, into the seventeerrth ani other c;an‘tuzies.
ard prodwes (in conjunction with conventions moted) a number of
perfectly traditional poens.

Perhaps not surprisingly, the Fortulghtly poems demonstrate a
definmite tendency to develop the “cruel fair* elements of the
Petrarchan tradition. Smth expresses exactly thohe pangs and
sorrows that young men had made-their particular domirzlo\n sipce 2
the dawn of 1iterature. Donne's “Twicknam Garden” anl Keats's
*1 cxy yowr mexcy~-pity, love, &y, low!” are two emotional fox%—
rumers of the sentiments Smith expg:s@s in, for instance, hia
nPoew™2’, cited here in its final form, *For Healing .

Spread yoéur long arms

To the salt stinglng wave:

Let its breathless envelopming

Cleanliness lave

Arms, breast anl shoulders, s
" Slnews and thighs,

Fron the yellow of love,
" Her immoderate eyes,

The ache of her fingers,

The whips of her halr,

And the brulse where her mouth

Moved here-ard thers.
{" For Healing")

/

Note again the rhythm of Yeats's Responsibilities wolime, . r

shich here enforces the emotional impact. The young lady behind
or 'before the poem has clearly caused the speaker =ome paln, N
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Presunmably emotional but translated here 1 Mo physical damage,
which is to be washed a;.way by the stinging cleanliness of the sea.
The suggestions of physical encounter in no way obliterate the
Petrarchan echoes of the poel', since wunds are standard mstaphors
in the gerre for the pychological pains of lovee-ses, for exanf'le.
Petrarch's " Fera stella (se'l cielo & forza in moi”, or Sldney's
"Fly, fly, my friends, I have xy death wound—flyl*, or Spenser®s
Amoretti 50, "long languishing in double malady”. ‘
éix;dlar in intention—ihe poetic dis;solution of unpoetic
femi nine contmol=~is the later published “To Anthea"--particulaxly
interesting in its repetition of the "whips® of love.
When I no more shall feel the sun,

Nor taste the salt brine on wy 1lips;
when one to me are stinging whips

Ani rose leaves falling ome by ona; -7

I shall forget your little ears
And your crisp hair amd violet eyes;
And all your kisses ard your lies
Will be as futile as your tears.
- ("To Anthea")
The threat of the poet’s death as the ultin;ta purishment for
the decelving mistress strikes amther familiar Petrarchan note. —
Even her tears wlll mot revive him (should she continm to show
her present lack of taste). Donne®s “"The Apparition”, Keats's
"This living hand, now warm anl capable” and a host of similarly
gincers death wishes provide the prototypes for Smith®s poex.

But the Petrarchan drive in his work dissi.patés quickly enough,

_ and there is no need to dwell on early tendencles Smith was perhaps

eager to forget. -

Similar thoughts, howsver, may be purswed with his death poems.

-

Tt e ARSI T b e e



[

s

"Prothalam un’ , for instance, arl ses partly fron the tradition of
the consunmation in the grave, mildly demigrated by Marvell in "To
" His Coy Mistrese®, but achieved by Donne in "The Relique”. Indeed,

Sm.th's poen celebrates this latter debt witH a startlingly apt
image, referring to Donne as "that preacher from a clowd in Paul’s”.

¥y sister, whom my dust shall marry, sleeps . ' ,
Alone, yet kmows what bitter root it is

That stirs within her; see, it splits the heart--

Warm hanls grown cold, grown nerveless as a fin, -
And 1ips enamelled to a hardmeas—- .

Consummtion ushered in

By wind in sundry cormers.
("Prothalani uw*)

The three poems of the Christlan death echo the temr of

" Donne® 5 'Holy Sonnets; particularly the abashed conclusion to

E
1

"Gaod Friday":
. hat anawering meed of love
= Can this frall flesh retwrn
That is not all umworthy of
The god I mowrm®?
' {(*Good Friday")
The point is that the deepest of Smith®s concerns are the
old concernss love and death, anml between them pain or happinesss
swb Jects that shall outlast, perhaps, the thresat of niclear extinc-'
tion or the intellectual Ffascination with Communism. Although he
may write, on the one Rand, ,
It follows that there are m "poeti sub jects.
Ay sub Ject, o matter how wpromising, can be

rade the source of poetry when shaped by the
poatlc imagl natiOn.Bo

he cannot help but adnit his own attractiom to.the very "postic®

sub Jects he implicitly spurnss ‘ -

]
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The gensral idea of death or mthingmess as a vagie
but yet distwbing and, if concentrated on, fxright=
ening concept has been hanging over ®y sensibility
for longer than I can renenber.Bl 2

But with these comments we perhaps leave the realm of tradition
and convention and enter the archetypes of the unconscious, for the
consideration of which we could hardly blame the most rewolutionary
of the modernilsts. Since the att:azpt has ot necessarily been to
prove Smith a traditional pet, the discussion might be contentedly
left off here, with a fow thoughts admittedly dangling. However,
%{ the above has demonstrated that Smith, whose reputation as the
fourder of Canadian modegmien is well established, spert a good
deal of time writing of the standard themes that occupied poets of
centuries past, often in the very conventions those poets employed, ’
then the original proposition has besn satisfled.

It wuld not be fair to leave this study, however, ui‘h}mgt
giving equal time to the gentleman urder the nmicroscops. IF
Smith's aesthetic or conventional hg.bita anroy the modern reader,
the following might provide a towh of relief and remind all, if
only in a glimpse, that Sxith was well aware of what he was doing.
Rhyme is as much a source of sillin’ess as seriousness.

A 1ittle bit tight all right all right

She carols a cracked old song,
Of a dreamland bright she can reach at night
By a trail that is winding and long.

Amd Mrs Beleek bellks as well

Joiu‘j in the song for of it the hell.
p ( stangas written on First
Looking Into Johnston®s Auk*)

One of the last poems, incldentally, is entitled "Angels
Exist (And Sonnets Are Not Dead)”--an Italian sonnet with few

N
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irregularities. These quips, coupled vith essay comaents considered,
surely imply thal Smith was a few mlles —ahead of this assesgment,
and knew fml1l well that his poetry was a house divided, between the‘
past and the present, between Yeats amd Eliot perhaps, anml, in some
sense , between Form and Content. But he alm knew, despite his ‘
peralsternt inability to betray much the conventions he had learned,
that the revolution lived, and that whatever the quality, the point

in Canada had been well taken.

Wo sometlimes thought we had produced a good poem whan
all we had done in reality was not produce a conventional
one. In Canada, thig is a deed of some merit.Bz

That the deed was successful will not be digputed=ethe first
asgumption of this chapter—although with Smith, the results have
been deapite an attraction to the poetlcs of the past. But the
modermist slant of his reputation is ot wholly misconceived, and

may now, & bit of groumd having been cleared, be turned to.

’
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21. Michael Darling, "An Interview with A, J. M. Smith”™, Essays on
Canadian Witing 9, winter *77/'78, p. 59. Y
22. Qwted on p. 12.

23. Most poems quotad in this thesls appear in Poens New and Collected,
op. ¢it,., and Will be raferred to by title only. Further informa~
tion wi1l be provided for poems mot appearing in the 1967 book.

24, 2. J. M. Smith, "A Self Review', Canadian Iiterature 15, winter
*63, p. 20,
25. W. B. Yeats, Collected Poeas, (New Yorks MacMllan, 1956), p. 140.
26. A. J. M, smith, "Symbolism in Poetry”, op. cit., p. 16.
27. A, J. M, Smith, "A Poet Young and Oldz W. B. Yeats", University of
Toronto Quarterly 8, April *39, pp. 255-263.
28, Michael Darling, "An Interview with A. J. M. Saith", op. cit., p. 57.
29. In MeGLTL Fortnlehtly Review, wl. 1, #x, April 1926,
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Chapter Two
THE MODEEN EMPHASES

Poetry today must be the result of the lmpingement of
modern conditlons upon the personality and temperament
of the poet. Some have been awakened to a burning
emthusiaam by the speisitacle of a new eraj; othexrs are

" deeply disturbed by the civiligzation of a machine-made
age. Some have heard music in the factory whistle;
others have turned aside into solitule that they might
the better hearken to-the still =small voice-l

that actually takes us into the modern woice is Smith's increasing

belief that the poet in our time has a social as well as an aegthetic

responsibility. He canmt create ivory towsrs in which to hide

himself from the ugliness and fears of his civilization; in fact he

alone has the perception ard the br;.very and the wvehlicle neceasary
to demand--perhaps to execute—~the salvation of man. 1ike Tiresias
in The Waste Lanmi, he sees truthsg and cries them out to implicitly

oy

deaf ears, a drowning woice in a mechanmical tide. But he "has to

care® , 1like it or notzg he has to turn his attention awgy from

himself and hls problems, and address hinmself to the woes of his time.

~ Detachment, indeed, or self-absorption is {for a time only,
I hope) becomdng impossible...the artist who is concerned
with the most intense of experiences must be concerned
with the woxld situation in which, whether he likes it or
not, he finda himself. r the moment at least he has
something more important to do than to recerd his private
emtions. He must try to perfect a techmique that will
combine power with simplicity and gympathy with intelligence
so that he may play his part in deweloping mental and
emtlonal attitules that will facilitate the creation of
a more practical social systam.B

In 19% this concern yith social problems was a spreading factor

——

in poetry in English; the figures of Auvden and Spender, w;ith their

poetics of the New Left, are clearly anmalogwes, as is that of PF. R.

a
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Scott, Smith's original compatriot. uhether the cemcern is ultimately
vseful or not is of course amother question. There is w intrinsic
Pleasure in a catalogue of modern horrors or insensitivities. Recog-
niziné Lnd crylng out problems, without answers, is a fundamentally
pessimigbic task; but the mtion of positive answers is 'not crucial

to Smith*s conception of the poetic function. The posing of questions
is most of what matters. As a social or satiric (or moderm) post,
then, he 1s ot by nature constractive, but destrti:ﬁve, bemoani ng

his vislon but only ravely sble to rise above it.'

On the simplest and most immediate level, the semantic, Smith
is (at his best) ruthlessly modern, wielding with interisity an up-
to-the~-minute dictlon”to peel away the reader®s politenésses and
reveal the facts they obscure.

3 .. vthis tinsel paraiise -
' Of trams and cinemas ard manufactured ice... -
("A Hyaci nth For Edith”)

Under the flag of thls pneumatic moon,

Blown uwp to bursting, white-washed white,

And painted 1like the moon...

( Foctanbule”)
«s-the make-up of the mind
Embellishes and protects,
Draws beards between fabulous tits,

Endormes the stranger’s checks,

Julges and always acquits.
("what the Emanation of Casey

Jbnes Said to the Medium®)
The choice of words is proof that techmlogy has imposed an
artiﬁ.dality’everymere. Ice has to be "manufactured": the moon
its;lf,a gymbol of all inspiration, must be blown up lik/e 2 balloon
and painted before it can appear in the might sky. Even "mnde",

4




which have the abllity to " julge”, always "acquit* and distort,
rather than struggle for conviction and clarity.
In Smith's poetry this 20th century diction cannot be expha-
sised too strongly, because (often alone) it gives these poenms
thelr modern quality. ” Noctazmbule” continwes with a2 swrrealistic
Juxtaposition of an wmusual vocabulary to create most of its ¢
disturbing effect. “The crank hulk 6f witless night”, "the xﬁ.ce/ |
/ clean pockesthanikerchief of 6 a. ».," and "rancid margarine” a.rei\
penantic examples of hig "reality at two removes’. The effect » /
of this vocabulary is primarily visual, anl the visuals are like a
Dall original, in a comt::rsi'.d.e of impossibilities, some humouwrous,
others terrifying. |
The usual texror to be evoked by the node;n“poet rises from an
imagistic focus on whan'life, with all its blind mindlessness.
Eliot, for exanple, pictures London Bridge with an enpha.tj:c lack of

__..colowr.

Unreal City, .

Under the brown fog of a winter dawn,

A crowl flowed over London Bridge, so many,

I had not thowht death had wdope =0 many.
Sighs, short and infrequent, were exhaled,
And each man fixed his eyes before his feet.5

He then forces his grey faces ﬁhmxgh the sai clarity of this
—  setting, all the while lamenting loss and destitution.

0 City City, I can sometimes hear
Beslde a public bar in Lower Thames Street,
The pleasant whining of a mandoline...
seothe wallsg
Of Magnus Martyr hold
Inexplicable splendowr of Ionian shite and gold 6

Smith's modern inages rarely give us this clear m;tographic
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view of the modern world. The closest he comes to any such visumal
precision is in "The Common Man”, where we see a "sweating statue
in Parliament Square™ and other vagwely urban images. But their
“focus does not hold. They flash in and out without cumulative
effect. ] | ‘
cwe nust assume that sustalned images of modern life were not
important 'bo Smith. Rather he dealt with and tried to ewke ‘the
sentimen’lcs of that'1ifo, porhaps his own sentiments, through ra_.pd.d
‘sequential semantic responses, in order to make his readers feel
exactly the appropriate uneasiness.
A poen is not the description of an experience; 1t is
itself an expexrience, amd it awakens in the mind of the
alert and receplive reader & new experienca analogous
( to the ons in the mind of the poet.7
Thus, in “Far West", we do not build wp an increasingly
\//sensitive visualization of the yowg girl watching the mvie;
wa are not xsupposed t0. Instead we are made to feel rather like
her, or at Z;:east 1iks the poet watching her, because of the mixture
. of her perception, emotion and memory which ¢louds the exactness
of the gituation.

The tremendous cowboys in gpatskin pants
> Shot up the f9wn of her i rant wish...

Anyway , !ilo would have hea:td

With the ma.rv'allous towh of fingexrs .
Gentler than the fuzzy goats

Yoving wp and down up and down as if in eéstagy
As the cowboys rode their skintight stallions

Over the barbarous hills of California.
(" Far west")

The assault of sexuality on plausibly virgin thoughts is thus
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emtionally transferred to the reader, and an empathy is theoretic-

slly formed which obviates the teed for a Precise visualization of
event. Compare, again, Eliot's thematically similar passage.

The time is mw propitious, as he guesses,

The meal is ended, she is bored and tired, -
. Endeawours to engage her in caresses
. Which still are umeproved, 1f undesired.

Flushed and décided, he assaults at once;

- Exploring hanls encounter no defence...
Bestows one final patronising kiss,
And gro way, finmding the stairs \mlif..B

The lack of conceptual event in Smith's poem becomes obvious.
Enpa.thy is to take the pla.ce of sequential action; and it is the
choice of’words. again, the semantic consciousness, shich forces
onto the reader the "analogous experience” and completes the poem's
function, \ » ’ :

Thus he offers; on both the semantic and imsgistic leveis.’\a,n

"atmosphere of modernity” rather than any messggé of moderﬁism.

]

"loctambile" , "Reswrrection of Arp®, "Stanzas written on Flrst Looldné

Into J)hnston‘s Auk'—=indeed , the clear ma Jprity of the poems in the

fom'th section of Poems New and Collected-—function in Just the

sam( way . They evoke thmugh wxds alone a string of disparate

feelings rather than a clear reaction to narrative force. He writes,

s
~. On the face of 1t, this looks as if such a wxriter were 3
- ‘deliberately flouting the accepted standards of good
writing, shich enpin clarity and coherence as classic
virtues. Accustomed to expect a purely logical sequence,
even in a poem, we are mrone to approach sich work as
this from the wrong angle--to view it from the intel-
ectual rather than from the.emotional standpoint...
/[ The Waste land 7 is strung together mot upon a lod.c$
or inmtellectual thread at all; it is merely a stream o
assoclations, many of then flowing from the subconscious.g

What nzy ultinately save The waste Land. and damage Suth's

Ly
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ety is that Eliot's work was long emowgh to permit each “associa~
tiém" in the "strean' to be a poem of several lines in itself-w
witness the seduction scene above--whereas Smith's ﬁ;ems. to offer
t—he same "streaw’ in a geherally much shorter format, must £ill them-
selves with’disparate “associations" of only a line or a rhrass in
le@. The effect nmay be too much for a reader seeklng more than
a ‘stimulua-response mechanisn.

Where very often the words are allowed to accumulate power
and do often create sharp images is in those poems directly
influenced by Eliot*s comcept of the “waste land"®, the arid demert
of modern spiritual life. This sustained vision, with all its\
morose implications, turns up in the earliest and t}ue latest poens,
;md several in between; Smith appears to have seized it with some-
thing appfoaching religious fervour. \

And through the moise of laughter
And the hard speech of men
The braying of a horn
Grew silvery and thinned,
And 2 mongtrous bitter cry was borne
Unsteadily across the wind...
("The Trance”)

+othe empty years, the hand to mouth,

The moving cog, and mmattemnded loon,

The breastless street, and lolling summer®s drowth...
(" sop-And-Heir").

The sea wind in the oak trees
Shrieks 1ike a prophet of death...
("Eden's Isle”)

Borés -
Distilled in the frontier sand
Fumble
The natty chevron...
("A Soldier®*s Chost")
.We have come a long way rlding. Is it this
Gramite overgrown on no sweetsmelling vale

Only to gairm?
("The Cry")



If only we had a song
: We could get through this shadowy valley

And over the sandy plain...

The vultures are wheeling owerhead

And they too are singlng a Kind of songe..

We had better get on. 10
”’) ) ( ("The Cavalcade" ")

With this recwrring nlghtmare we move beyord the semantic and
imagistic to the level of ideology or philosophy, of meaning in
Smith's work., Note that there is mo great disillusiomment or
swprise in these linea, save, perhaps, in "The Cry"., His perception
of modern 1ife as a drought-sitricken dustbowl had been too freely
encouwraged for much surprise; the shock is accounted for by various
alvances having occurred too rapidly for the more slowly developing
spiritual strengths of man.

In less than three decades came the motor car, the steanm

tirbine, the airplane, the telegraph ami nrreless. and

the electrlc light...Things moved faster, ard we had to

move with them.n

Even as man was adapting to this whirlpool, a whole new branch
of speculative sclence was developing its vocabulary, and influencing
for all time the range and jargon of the poetic understanding.

An advantage which the very latest poets of this / modern ]

school have had over thelr predecessors 1s that they hawve

been able to make use of the various psychological theories

. of the subconscious, and to forge from them what 1ls almost

a new form of expression—-a form which has found a0 far

its culmination in the prose of Jamas Dbyce and the poetry
of Ts S. Eliot.lz

Perhaps this conjunction of kmowledges—one, of technology,
and one, of the deepest motives of man-=is at the oot of the "wa§te
land* archetype (or at least of Smith's attraction to it). The
resilt 1s natwrally a search for a few unchangeable human attributes

in the face of all-absorbing science. The atmosrthere surrounding the
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search is one of dry pointlessness and futility; in fact this
atmosphere or perception of atmosphere is as large a problem as

the not knowing where to look.

The accent of helplessness, of futility, of despair
bordering on hysteria has never been so perfectly .
expressed as in certaln passages of Mr Ellot's poetry,
passages that are the complete expression of a decadence
that 1s fascinated by the analysis of its owm falling c>f‘:l;'.13

The world. in which the analysis is carried out has also lost

nuch of the glory and vitality and animation which comes with -

belief in a God. The spread of atheism down through the human
ranks hal almost incidentally ripped away the chief suprort of
mankind in times of trouble; and these new techmologlcal acquisitions
had to be absorbed anl understood without divine guidamce.

The tragic thing is that this fatal techmological skill,

which demands that man exert an almpst superhuman moral

self-control, has been acquired at the very moment when

there has been, if not a breaklown, certainly a weakenming

of religlous and ethical sanctions.la

The modern dilemma is therefore only to be solved 1f the v
pentltinate sowrce of swh "sanctiong’, the poet, iz turned to
with renewed faith.

The peculiar responsibility of the poet in this age of

andety and fear is to ‘awaken the imagination and towh -

the conscience of humanity 15

Now no one/gxpect's the conscience of humamity to be towuched
in one fell swoop. The roet of Smith's appeal will naturally have
to eke out a particular niche for himself, concerming his work with
one topic or aspect of the modern problem at a time. Ultinmately, of
course, we should like a Dante or a Shakespeare, to rise and write

his way thré)ugh the entire world over a lifetime. Bu;’-Sxilth, perhaps
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: less ambitious, chose to develop a number of themes in a quiet and

s

careful way, breaking down the probleam as he saw it into an agsall-
able cluster of emphases.
o . Perhaps the least important of these, but probably the mogt
en pyable and relaxed in a holiday sense, are those poems in which
he celebrates the minute ard Rassive pleasures of sex--as opposed
to love or watery platonmics. Sadth makes m serious attempt to
Dropose intercourse as a realistlic means of surmounting one's
modexrn responsibilities; it provides mo more than a refreshing of
perception, a breathing space between the hydrogen bomb and the grave. ’
Wwith an almost carpe diem delight, he sings of the wanton messiness
of swrrender. . l
God T will rise and take a train
. Anl get me to April once again

' Por April is the cruellest nymph

Scattering garters and spert siays

On an unmade bed in & one-room head.

("Souvenirs du Temps Perdu')

This moment, with all its atteniant pleasures, can temporari
overrile other concerns, becoming its own Kind of tulsted religion
with its own particular sacraments.

Stripped of the love of creatures

(save owrs for us), / .
We love like sectarian preachers,
with-an intense, exclusive fuss.

Your body and my blood
Consanguine, make the feast...

, /Lml‘lade in Lieu of Many
Genera}ly the coital poet suffers mo in’terrup’uons, neither
from the lady nor from his own consciende mor from worldly demands.

i These poems tend to open in py and closé in pleasure.

et

Rnlie oS e R o ol s vt



I lovwe to see my Amaryllis toss her shirt
Awey , and kick her pamtlas off, amd loll... R

phen she sinks softly to the sun-warmed ground ,

We meed no silken walls, mo blinds, o feather-bed.
("An Iliad for Hig Summer Sweethearb")

My honey, my cunny, Ky cosy, my dear,
Hold me and hug me and call me your bear...

I'11 gettle, establish, be king o*the isle,

And find my reward in my sweet Annie's smile.
("Thomas More anl Sweet Annie")

But Snith would not be Smﬂx 1£ he left the subjct completely
without ironic comment. The opening and concluding verses of
"Souvenirs du Temps Bien Perdu'--with its title echoing Smith's
otizar poen of "things past"-ware together a celebration of sex and
a hollow satiric mocking of that celebration: fron "coit{z:a ormia

- vincit" to "post coitum triste” in mine brief lines.

Blouse and bloomers, blouse and bloomers, dewy warm against

your skin,
Pretty breasts and 1little buttocks. ch! the Joycean sweets

- of gin,
‘As I fumble at the buttons anml elastics yow:s are inl...

Blouge and bloomexrs, blouse and bloomersﬁ,faxxl a garter

on the floor,
Pimply breasts and chilly buttocks, beaut!.ﬁll no mores

Did we walce the bloody landlord? Will he hammer at the doox?
(*souverirs du Temps Bien Pardif')

The pmtestation of éex as a genune wmmation of powerful .
emotion is rare in Smith's poetry: but the metaphysical argrment
that conclules an essentlally Yeatsian love poem may imply desire

of a strength beyond the merely physical.

Amd yet one daxling's ignorant she-discernment
I have found
Turn love's wise parliament
_ Arourd and round,
That in an unlearned fremnzy ami contentment
o At her white side I lie x

with sweetest heresy.
("with Sweetest Heresy")

. : ™ \
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Both of the Leda poems hold slmllar imp]icati:ons:

‘ The Mother of Helen shrieked
when the egg dropped from her side,
And the flailing winged fiery beaked
Jupiter shivered amd sighed.

("The Swan and the Dove")

See, she lies panting in the moszy gloom
0f tunnelled bowhs--but mo, the willows screen
A1l that portemds, mow and hereafter.

("The Adolescence of Leda")
The strong sexual/emotional potential of other classical figures
is even allowed to invigorate the lovers of the weste Lami.

That Venus and Adonis clip
On each suburban sod...
That Hero and Leander meet
By leafy Helleapont
At cornexr of each clanging street...
And feel the bawdy nusic rise
Beyond the power of breath
Amd stiffon ags they close their eyes
In the heavenly sexual .death.

{sThey Say") °
It is impossible mot to enpy the happy amd fortunate shame-

lessness of the majprity of these tunes. There is an intrinsic

pleas}n::e in fiming a poet, generally thought to be austers, severe,
aegthetic and solemn, =0 wnderfully eagy with his less intellectual

. wrges.1’ Indeed, if amyome is to feel shame here, it is the outside

/¥fﬂrld. perhaps the reader hirsel?f, for looking in; even the gpddess
(V)

£ love is a little disturbed by such perfect activities.

A solenn stillress fills the grove

vhere Layton and his sweet Aviva loves
Rabbits, rank gpats and ruffled sparrows stare
In envious admiration—and despair;

¥hile Venus, wandering by to bless the place
Feels a pure blush suffuse her conscious face.

("The Country Lovers")

. . But finally neither love mor sex is able to deter the poet
{ ! .

from concerns which are more hmeamistic than human. The poens

E52
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above are probably best enbyed if flipped to intermittently, wrile
encountering the more serious, frightening or prophetic work; as a
kKind of holiday, indeed, from the constant burden of thought and
responslbility. It may be that Smith intencied them, or experienced
ther himgelf, in just this way; there, at least, 1ies thelr real

value.

/

Smith's seconl emphasis as a modern poet is the threat of war
or, more particularly, nwclear war. The idea that mankind had
developed sufficlent power to topple rmot only natlons and civili-
zations, but the earth and 1ife itself, held a horror and fascina~
tion for hin which, though rarely referred to explicitly, fills
the late poens of his 1life with foreboding.

To contemplate and prepare for (in the name of defence)

the instantaneous destruction of mlllions of human beings

suggests a fallure in the realm of morals and religion

that is certalnly a much more complete breakdown than

anrthing testifled to by teen-age delinquency. oxr isolated

individual violemce or crime...A moral shulder ought to

be swesping the world; but there has been a failure of

the imagination: we seem powerless to fear erough what

mgy be done to us or to abhor emough what we conteaplate

dolng to others <8

The uncaring of man, particularly North American man, was as -
wly to Smith ag the potential for destruwetion. He had foreseen
the dangers of North American isolationism as early as 196, before
the Cold War had been baptized and the arms race begun, 1n "Business

As Usual 1946, the first of a trilogy of twelve-line poems' on the

sub ject .

Across the craggy indigo
Come rumours of the ﬂashix}g SPOATSe s »

How tender! How insidious!
Here we are safe, we say, and slyly smdle...
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In this delightful forest, fluted =0,
W burghers of the sunny central plain
Fable a still refuoge fron the spears . .

That clank--but gently clanke~but clank again}
("Business as Usual 1946")

The alliteration on [ s/, particularly in the fourth 1ine
quoted, suggests the serpemt-like anmd implicitly evil nature of
a civilizatlon that seeks to remove itself from the spears of others
and shirk responsibility under the trees. The second poem in the
trilogy echoes and mocks the closing lines of the first.

But gently clank? The clank has grown

A flashing cracke-the crack of doom.

It nmushrooms high sbove our salty plain

And plants the sea with rabid fish.

How skilfull How efficient!

The active cloud is our clemched fist.

Hysteria', dropping 1like the geutle dew, 19‘

Over the bent world broods with zh! bright wings.

(

We.guess it dazzles our black foe; |

But that it pemetrates and chars
Our-own Christ-laden lead-encased hearts

Our terrified flerce dreamings know.
(*Pear As Normal 1954*) - -

lLike the mushroom clowd of nuclsar catastrothe, hysteria (and
implicitly, guilt) drifts over the world amd drops down onto the
*burghers” of the ;‘irst poem. Fallout here is made into an ironic
,conceit for human responsibilities, wiich also return home in the end;
Mercing even the lead casing of the Christ-righteous western heart.
The poem would seem to take its situation from a nwclear testing,
since "we guess it daszles’ (mot desrt;mys) "our black foe*. We
owsslves have often enough experienced the threat of a fallout
cloud drifting back owr way since 1954 to understand Smith's help-

less rage at the uselessly impressive explosion.
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" lhiversal Peace 19-" (written in 196220) was excluded fron
the 1967 collection, preswumably because it failed to raise the same
genuire emtion of its two predecessors. The images, understandably,
ére mad and hellish, but too prorhetic, reaching with the satirle
voice into a time when change is effectively impossible, ami satire,
logically, mo longer meeded. Thus it defeats itself with too muwh
of truth. | |

Murder amd sulcide alas
The double crime...

« » oy neatl=how dead l= i 3o
A pockemarked scorched colossal Moon.

Hatred and feart twins locked in a dead womb...
Pax mundi singed and signed and sealed. . ,
- (" Ui versal Peace 19-")31
This is the result of mnr-inwlvement: the earth male inte a
grinning skull floating gently through space. It is caused mot only
by the isolation of nations, but by a refusal to act on all lewels:
a,;a a specles, as a religion, at last as an imdividual, to turn the
other cheek into darkness and umwillingness, amd finally careless
death., "Father”, in "The{‘,Deai' » suffers nightmares and tmlxb;Led
bowels in Swith's morality, simply because he did not ri‘.ilght beside
the soldiers who gave up their lives for hims "Hig doom / I3 thig,
there is not any spark / Of fellowship in those eyes.” He can
never be as human, quite, as the ghosts who wander round his bed
at might, "whose loves / Were just as kind as his, whose lives /
Were preclous, being irreplaceable,” f

This same polnt is echoed 1n "Odes . The Rumenides” , but the

choice of detachment is denied us. We are all inwlved, instantly,

43
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in a kind of "m man is an island" framework that demands either
action or death.

«s.There is none
However inmcent
In heart or head, :
That shall escape
The stench of the dead
Emptied and butchered hope
In lives and deaths nade
Meaningless froth.

(*0de: The Eumenides”)

Incidentally, "Odes The Eumenides” was originally published in
' the Canadian Forum with the title, "On Seeing Pictures of the War

Dead”. Actual death in battle, though, despite being the epd tome
of involvement, brings 'l'.h.a Suith soldier questionable glory. The
ghosts in "The Dead" seem noble emough, but rather restless, as

though even their dying has mt released them from responsibility.

They provide m genuine example, mo succesgful call-to-arms to
13

"Fathers" everywhere; ultimately thelr action was as futile as
his reading the newspaper and trembling quietly.

A wice from the heroic dead f—
Unfaltering and clear

Rings from the overhead

And zips into the ear;

But what it was it said
Or what it meant to say,
This clarion of the sacred dead, . T
I cannot: tell today... :

A slgh of the inconsequential dead,
A mrnmur in a drain,
Lapping a severed head, ) [
Unlaurelled , unlamented, vain. )

("what is That Music High

In The Air’?")zz ‘

The "clarion” from the "heroic” and "sacred dead™ ges mis-

u{;derstodd. and as a result they lie "inconsequrential® in "vair",

- ’
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without even a decent bwrial or a marker to. make the call more clear.
This 'sense of futility behind the supreme gacrifice is only

relieved once by Smith; the last &ix lin‘%s of "A Soldier's Ghost”
- )‘JI:;\

lend a certain dignity, and perhaps redemption, and a sense of

4

gratitude to the "severed head”.

These lost ‘
Are so nany brother bones.

The hieroglyrh
0f ash

Concedes an anagranm
Of love. _

("4 Soldler's Ghost)

A. J. M. Smith would no more &seriog_é]y deride the soldier's
death in battle than anyone else who had 1ived through the terroras
of the First and Second HorJ;d ms.' Of .course ’}baﬁ nakes these
sacrifices "valn" is the refusal of the surv}ving pwlic to take
then as serious reminders of the human potentlal boti) for evil and
for glory. Thus, as suggested, tlhfe "answer” is not applied; only
the problen, the uncaring, pictured, and the reader's shame ewked. -

Tt may also be that Smith's questioming of the usefulmess of
death in battle was in fact caused by his nwlear alarm. The soldler
with his irdividual gunis, after all, an utterly outmoded commodity
when the right buttons are pushed; what t;ae poet mneeds to stir is
not a2 desire to recruit, but the development of a Mighty human
consclence that will stop the des’trmtiop at ource.

That development nust begin at homev. There are other problems
lurking within society that demand the poet’s attention; particularly
for Smith the swrvival of individual conscience and digrity in an
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atnosphere of techmology, despair and political insensitivity. The
increase of war techmology' could not hawve occim‘ed in a world that
was already on the coxrrect footing; which brings us to Smith's

|
third emphasis, the role of the hapless individual in the trap of

?

ouwr 20th century. L

The most complete portrayal of this theme is without dowbt
Siith*s "The Common Mad', The imagery and sentiment are apocalyptic,
disjpimted and ugly; through them wanders the protagomist, who is
at once the artistic soul, the philosopher, the scientist perhaps,
and mostly John Doe, the faceless, wiceless by-product of a toneless
time.
Someshere his nuzber must have been b‘etrave%.
Caught in the dazzle that the goldfish made 3
Or lost in the gas of the first mock raid.
A Jttery clerk with a slippery pen
Condemned him to limbo, a headless hen
Gyrating about in a bloodsiained pen.

) (*The Common Max")
Om'introdmtic\fn to the figure, his birth, is a betrayal,
almost a bureaucratic error in judgnment. He lives "by lmif amd a
sonse of touch", forced to grovel about for a looted " food card”
vhich he finds “beside a corpse the death ray only charred". The
bitterness is severe. The common man's existence clearly follows
sonme kind of apocalypse or holocaust, but it is monetheless a
metaphor for owr own society, since a holocaust of valves has
already taken place.

And when this possibilyty /[ nuclear war / is accepted
with equanimity by a soclety that believes (or professes
to believe) that God is love, holds that the Sermon on

the Mount is the moblest expression of practical morality,
o

)
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and venerates Socrates and Jesus as our highest

teachers, we are in the presence of an irony that

mght be tragic if it weren't so pltiful....,

In this pathetic world, the common man is something, after all,
a 1ittle unique. The second section of the _Poen sets hin up in a
kind of freedoms he is "nmot registered”; "his ;‘unctio to stand
outside® , presumably outside & reglstered majbrity. }?(3\$,\s also
something of an informant on th\maj)ﬁty: he must " tell\vgho told
the truth, who plainly lied,? He\is an "unseen watcher” Mone
who could not care and had to caxe" \

The third section, more confused \and less forceful, imi:i.ca
that the common nan is al=o a liaison between the authorities and
reality: "His jb was... / To decode the official releases, anl qu/
The cheers on parade with the Jeers in the mews.” There is a material):
emphasiss "The dead, belng of spint were not wanted™; but it is a
rather perverted materialisms "sands / Were much sought after for

b\dldin,g%"'castles o’ because "the castles m.ght crumble but not

burn dowrf* , thereby frustrating "indemdiaries”. -
At last his *amur-propre’ became the public wealt
Ho was the common man, Platonic and ideal,
Mercurial amd elusive, yet alive and real.
He was the public good..:
+o» ov12tover wasg fions wag done
To him. He was the ear commimiques . a

Addressed, the simple mind for which the maze
0f policy was clarified. His praise

Was what the leaders said was their rewaxd.
("The Common Mar")

T

»  The fourth section thus develops the idea of a “liaison into

a prototypica.liman, 'a‘rep:ceserrtaﬁve of the general populace: he

e
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becomes a symbol, tbergforg; of human sufferi ng umler "éﬁ.I’a?_ﬁ@ﬁoﬂfy,

of misunderstanding anmi, in the fifth section, of the inevitability

Y

of failure.

He fell, of course. An a.bs‘tract man

wWo ended mxh as he began—
An exile in a unversal plan.
i ("The Conimon Man’)

He identifies increasingly with his role as interpreter of

"policy", but as he "fuses" the recorded “cheers” with the genmne

" pers", his sbility o perceive truth behind supe:r.ﬁciality is
weakensd. Nevertheless, it becomes all the more important to him.
"Not to let the leaders down becal.me”his nission. / To ascertain
their will was his obsession.,” But he is pathetically confused.
This dewotlon to the "leaders*, he hopes, will ;Il.ow hin"to speai{
and be himself and have a name / And play, not o;'erlook, the mmder-
ows game.” Instead it leaves him just where he began, boiling a
';soiled ghard of his puwrloined card® and bending "where the lamp-

light endﬁ over theé hard / Sigm.ﬁcant pmzle. A new and threatening

figure closes the poenm, "the igmorant policemaxf‘ who " walks the

“yaxrd" . Of courss he too is ‘igmraxrt. perhaps of the common man,

perhaps of the "releases” , which makes his authority as an enforcer

of the law all the more alarming. '
The:di stwbing and urenthusiastic nessage of "The Common Man®

. is typrcal of the pessimdsm of most of Smith's social poetry. "The

Bridegn:;mt‘ » for instance, takes an iinocent young man from his
nuptial bed , down into a Icu;d of mechanical inferm or Pandemxﬂ.un
in the 20th centud mnd, vhere human misery is the only touchstone.

f{ 9
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7 There <W
As frustrate lungs or deep inwoluntary sighs,” .
Or sinews shrieking, sounds
Squeezed out in spite -
Of bitten 1ip or eyeballs magmifiled...
And fell some
Into the fire, of sheer fatigue, and fried.
("The Bridegroon')

In the face of these hallucinations the Bridegroom is helpless,

R

and changed utterly. ‘ 4

How shall he ever return now N

Up the steep hillgide .
To hls imocent bride? ‘ ’
He shall taks on his creased brow

The sweat of these.

/_/ The only peace . -

That he shall know . .
Is love of these: but it w1l stop .
Far short of hope. >

’ . \”The Bridegroon")

The reference in "To Herry Vaughat' to Christ as the "Bridegroow”
may suggest a modern “harrold.ng’of hell" conceit at work here; at
least it confirms the atmosrhere of loss of inmocencs, both social
and worldly, that pervades Smith's modern concerns. "The Common
/ Fan" rewveals various attitudes to this losst one may staml outside,

( or Jin the race of man, or seek to play "the murderous game"—-but
none of these positions can return us to true digmity or freedonm.
o . Finally the diappeared values cannot be recovered by anmy means

yhatsoever--the essential pessimistic mte in Smith—and can only

be lamented, with tears, or questions. "Far short of hope", the

best we can do is realize that digmity is mo longer possible, but .

“was & good thing.
o Betrayed by the cold ffont
) And the bright 1ine

How shall we retwrn
T ’ 'To the significant dark

S
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Of plety and fear
there holiness smoothed owr hair
And homour kissed us gpodbye...

How ghall we ask for
B what we need whose need
Is less, not more?

(*0des The Eumenides”)
Note that the paremts in " Son-And-Helr” desire heroics fron
 their son, but the speaker derides their desire ami asserts, with

sone force, the ascendancy of tﬁe ordinary .

o

Who will turn the lights up on this show?

You will find that something has gone wrong with the switch,

Or thelr eyes, used to horse o o cammot grow —————— ————  — ———————
Used to an ordinary sonofabitch

™~

Like you or me for a son... S

(" S5on-And-Heir")
Of course, an “"ordinary sonofablitch®™ isn't going to prodwce

muach positive change in the picture of society Smith\offera. As

a matter of fact, mobody is. This would seem to cast into doubt

a facet of Smith's critical reputation. Pacey writes,
This attitude 1s found in Smith's poetry, this combina~ b,
tion of intense passion and deliberate restraint, this

jdeal of hard, aloof, aristocratic poise amidat oontenp—
oxary chaos.26

Over and over again he affirms the triumph of beauty or

love oxr straength or of spiritual values gemerally over -
all those forces, natural and socilal, which seek to

overzhelm them.27

If this affirmation is present in Smith it is certalrly not _ -~
in " Noctanbule" , " Son~And-Heir" , "The Common Marf® » "The Bridegroo®', ' '
*"Political Intelligence", *Ode: The Eumenided', or any of the poens
this chapter has considered. Pacey's commenls may originate from

an over-awareness of the "happy" or aesthetically pleasart poems

o
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ha.vlng been bound in the same book with the very pessimistic P
’ materlal of these poems, thereby alleviating the wole morbidity l )\ o
of Smth's oeuvre; but this does not do away with the fact that
when Smth decldes to be spcially concerned, he can find for
himself no swh affirmation. Besides, as mted originally, the

existence of the erotic celebratlon poems (for instance) is mot

I , o

a genuire response to the buxdens of society, mot an answer, but
only.a holiday from the office.

Nevertbeiess. Smith ‘himself/seems desirous of suwch affirmation. ’

«.owe ask for something positive. Poet and milosophep-
historian alike suggest our salvation will be fourd (if
at all) where Jesus and Socrates said it wouwld...This is
indeed a difficult forebearance that is asked of uge-
almogt asd difficult, indeed, as to be a Christian, a
N Platonist. a huma.nist-otzs

%
" /" Manmy have responded to siwch references in Smith's essays with

the Jjudgment that he is an essentially Christian poet.29 Too mich
.-this julgment is based on the questionably sincere Christ-poenms

("Calvary”, "Beside Ome Dead", "Cood Friday") and fails to notice
swh satires as "The Reswrection of Arp', in which modern m]iglon
is demonstrated to be & pervers:lon of "true™ religion. If a.rvthing.
smith proposes an anti-church religion, on the basis of purely '
individual faith, as the response to the modern dilemma, but we

R ———
nust moam far amd away through Poesms New and Collected in any attempt

to find religious affirmation.

"In so doing we enter other reglons of Smith's craft, amd should
perhaps be certain that one man is speaking all the pSens before we
'31'8.p religious optimisms onto the poet’s assessment of modern life.

— A full examination of Smith's religious response follows, in Chapter




Three. Suffice to say here that there is mo correct social response
to social agonmiess mo political ideology, mo creation of law,
no attachment to or rejection of state, mo individualism or
conformism, that can provide mankind with genuine peace and
security (of mind as well as border). As a social poet Smith .5.8
a complainer, a rewvealer, an informant, but not a saviowr; it
is mainly in bed and in poetry that his true potential for
happiness, other than assthetic, shines through.

He draws back into austere gymbols and encloses the

met, croator of immortal shapes, in a concept of

Being after the manner of the great treatise, in a

concept of reality, beyond cha.nge or dissolution, and

turns the key on 1]_'Lusmns.30

Out of the modern emphases, then, he mugt draw baek oxr be
crushed; out of sex, war, and individual politics, his primary
mdern interests, into the only realm vhere the inrdividual nagy
triumph: into tense religiosity ard sibtle death wishes, into
gl ve-and-take analyses of faith, and logic pushed to its enter-

taining limits--into Donne, of course, and his prdblells.
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Chapter Three

MITAPHYSICS

Seam,
But besides this there has been a turning back to the
seventeenth century, a renewed interest in the poems of
John Donne, an attempt to recapture aml exploit in a new
" way the poetics of the Metaphysical poets. Rupert Brooke
was one of the pioneers in this movement. Swuch a poerm
as "Dining Room Tea" describes a trance-like state of
super-consciousness that is akin to the Platonic ecstasy
described by Donne in his poem, "The Ecstasy". Fronm
Donne to Brooke, ard from Brooke to Eliot: it is a long
’ stretch, but the curve is continwus« ;

" Metaphysical” , ﬁryd.en’ s swollen ad jective, has been applied to
the poetry of A. J. M. Smith with more general critical abamdon than
any other. Although awiding the precise definition of the term

which would make this labelling useful, critics make free with compari-

:sons between Smith and various of the Metaphysical poets, on the

assumption that they are saying something about Smith whether they

el

discuss with any care Donne or Crashaw or Marvell or mwt.

a

«+.1ike Dome he is much obsessed with death, like Vaughan
arnd Traherne he yearns for the lost innocence of childhood,
like all the metaphysicals he is ratcked w1th axiety and a

sense of gui]i. N

The phrase "all the metaphysicals' ,\should put us on guard.
T. S. Eliot, whose essay "The Metaphysical Poets” (1921) stands ‘bocllay
as a monument if not an initiator to these poets' revival, very *_
quickly issued his own disclaimer as to a comDrehensive defimition.

It is difficult to f:ind any precise use of metaphor, simile,

or other conceit, which is common to all the poets and at

the same time 1mportant enough as an element of style to )
isolate "these poets as'a grow::.3 /

By extension the application of the ad jective in any constant
sense 1s a dangerous practice.ye have already.moted Jbohn Sutherlamd's

14

o
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attack on the freedom with which it is employedl}; but he would seen
desirous of invalidating the meaning altogether, which is no wiser
than an injudicious semantic free-for-all. ®r there can be no
question that something of the Metaphysical manrer or habit or -
attempt has passed into Smith's oeuvre. His close stuly of this
poetry, in work towards his doctoral degree in E)dinbmghj. certainly
guarantees a familiarity that wowuld permit suwch derivativeness. On

this point there is agreement. But rarely is there an attempt to

l\‘i whole hog and call hinm a metaphysical poet of the 20th century;
1

ere 1s a general desire to awid the most serious ramifications

of the classification by pointing out that Smith made their habits

"pecutiarly his own” .

smith obviously lacks the sheer argumentativeness, the
sequential pressure of intellectual give and take, the -
involvement in conceptual definition and differemtiation
which gives Donne so much of his flawur. ‘hat he possesses
are swch things as the intellectual high spirits of the
superb " What Casey Jones Said to the Mediur', or the
forceful syntactic logic of poems like "The Archer", "To A
Young Poet", "This Flesh Repwliates the Bone" , and~2 good
many others. (Milton Wilson)

As a result of his cultivated imtimacy with these poets,
various images ard symbols, epithets and tricks of phrasing
passed imbto his own poetry;-they help us appreciably to
urderstard the work, which ts stamped, mot less patently,
with the power and austerity of his ownnnﬂnd.7 (a. = Collin)

...there is no doubt that Smth, who" under Professor Crierson
had made a close stuly of the religious poets of the seventeenth
centwy, has addpted the metaphysical manner and made it
peculiarly his own...Smith, too, has fouwnd that he who

preached * f‘rom a clow in Paul's" preached doctrine suitable

to both his 6wn ethics a.nd aesthetics.g (A. M. Klein)

This is cntlcally prudent commentary which awids the general-
izing ham, thus offering useful foundations for the reader's own

' s
thinking. But it is also somewhat vegue and indefinite, because
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(as, ipfeed, Sutherland pointed ou§ each~—of these critics seems to

have sqmething particular in mind when using the ad jective, and not

always the same thing. As readers we should naturally like to be s
let ih on the game. Germaine Warkentin writes,
~ Andrew Marvell is of course the poet to whom Smith always
retums as a standard of excellence, seeking everywhere
the signs of a fusion of thought and sense like his...9
Even if we ignore the alarming "of course" Warkentin's article

/

offers o substarrtia;.tion of this claim. Neither, imcidentally, do
smith's essays, which c;ontafi.n in toto perhaps one or two of the '
most oblique and inessential references to Marvell; neither does
his poetry, through which one must dig industriously to twrn wp any
suwch particularly Marwvellian influvence.

But whatever the misdirection or indirection of this c;itical
attempt, Smith himself wuld probably be pleased with the emphasis.
He ‘believed himse}f, early on, that he had partly resm:fected the
lost poetics of those days. '

» ».an attempt has beer{ made to fuse thought ard feveli.ng. -

Such a fusion is characteristic of the kind of petry

usually called metaphysical.lo .

This belief never wavered, if comx;errts delivered thirty years

later in the revised Oxford Book of Canadian Verse are amy indication.

' The metaphysical rewlution effected by Eliot was reflected
’ as early as the mld-twentles by the English speaking poets
of a new Montreal school, Scott, Klein, Kemmedy and Smith 11
The problem is that we don't know just what Smith is talking abo ut,
/
any more than we knew what Klein or Collin or Wilson were talking about.
So we begin here, ot in an attempt to define " metaphysical poetry"

as a thing-in-itself, certainly beyond the range of the present work

A
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and workeg, but seeking to learn what Smith thought " metaphysical
poetry" was, and to what extermt he allowed that definition to
permeate his own creativity. )

The discussions to follow will deliberately: suppress the
"dissociation of sensibility" ard the criticism of the Metaphysicals
that arose from Eliot's creation of that vhrase. Although possibly
useful as an academic means of describing personal response to
ostensibly metaphysical material, the enforced unification of mind
and heart does not provide a realistic structure for the urxierstamiiﬁg
of poems. It may be useful at the end of these analyses to consider
whether the reader's thoughts or emotions have been stimulated, or
both, or neithe;; but to begin with such abstractions is to invite
disaster. Instead we will taxe 2 more pedestrian route which, it is
hoped, will lead us into deeper countryside.

It would seem that ore 07 the interests of Smith in this regard
is the employment of the image by the poets of the 17th century.
Taking his cue from Johnson's demgration of Donne, Cowley amd
Clevelan, Smith attempts to stand the theory on its head, and snatch
out of the Jjaws of insult the lawrels of praise.

To collect and assemble dissimlar images, to discover hidden

likenesses, to seek to uderstand by a minute examination the

inner similarity of things: thet, according to Dr. Johnson,

is the objkct of the metadhysical poet: Analysis is his charac-

teristic method. He will break his images into fragments.

He is essentially an aratomist, mo more able io nresent a tre

picture of things as a whole "than he who dissects a sunbeam

with a prism can exhibit the wide effulgence of a summer noon" ...

But is this all? Has he not now the problem of re-arranging

his shattered world, building it again, nearer, not to the

heart' s but to the mimd's desire? There seens to be an

essentially synthetic act inwlved in this re-shuffling of

the niverse. Swh .a writer must break down, select, re-
arrange, and then build up a.:;ain.lz



. 8
Far from arguir}g with Jbhnson's assessment, 3mith agrees whole-
heartedly, but suggests that the process is a virtue rather than a
fault.. By so fra,g:menting his images, the metarhysical poet presents
a more scientific, rational ard intellectually unassailable vision
of reality. This, in turn, is mr;re in keepi\ng with our own scientific
era than the defenceless considerations of the stymied heart.
To the metaphysical poet, indeed, nature possesses a philo-
sophic umity. But it is a umity which, like that of the
scientist and that of the mystic, is not one with the wmity

of common sense. There are hidden correspondences and

occult similarities which must be apprehended by the intellect
before they can towch the emotions.13

Thus, the correspondence in Donne's "A Valediction: Forbidding

Mowrning' between the two lovers and a pair of "stiff twin compasses",
although not intrinsically "true" or immediately recognizable, is

imposed by the poet onto the reader's ’Ichinldng. and the latter is

made to see the reality fyom a new, more "intelligent” perspective.

Although the corceit lacks Ele imm’diacy of "My love is like a red,

red rose", Smith believes that the process of thought demanded from

the reader is ultimately more valuable than his passive reception ‘
of a mtémoﬁc truism. In a disqussion of similar comple;djbies in
-the, poetry of T. S. Eliot, Smith commnts,

I anm only saying that the prejulice against the complexity <
and the imaginative or impressionistic richness of much

mature poetry is very widesrread, (and quite understandable) :

but that if the causes of that pre julice are understood it
can be cleared up=--at least for readers who are willing to
learn to re;:gd with .thelr senses alert and their imagination
awake. This is rot an easy task, but it is an important
one...a great poem demands a great reader.lu

G

Thus, the imagistic range of metaphysical poetry may also serve to
enlighten the awareness of the reader, and has an ostensible social

function. Beyond " A Note on Metaphysical Poetry", Smith®s emphasis

_f‘:\_,' if’ﬁ‘ W’W Prppdhas? s aReaT et s i o
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on this aspect of the seventeenth centwry poetics fades. But that

it is mt abandoned is atbested i’;o by chance reference. In a tribute

to the poetry of E. J. Pratt, written just uxder thirty years later, Y
Smith comments that "there is the combination of unexpected and
remtely~gathered pexrceptions that we associa'&.e with the metarhvsical
conceit" .15 And in 1947, in a discussion of the recent developments

in Canadian poetry, he gives us a further clue to his wderstanding

vwhen h? describes the poems of Patrick Anderson: " ...the language is

modern and the rhrasing metathysical ('chords of waves on the piam
16

sea', 'vowels of water', 'the grammar of stones')..." what seenms

to make an image "metaphysical", then, is an (at times extreme)
ﬁnlikelihood of the image's having occwxred to amyone else. If this
is.trwe, logically what makes the metarhysical image succeed is
whether the poet can pull it off without ewoking a permanent incred-
ulity in his reader.

'JI'he fact of his observation has obvious grounds. The comparison
of a "flea" with a “marriage temple" in Donne's "The Flea' is no more
intuitively acceptable than the "wwels. of water” above; if it sounds
more acceptable, probably it is because of the weight of Donne's
reputation and timelegsness. It chould also be moted that Donne .
ge?erally provides the most extreme examples of swch cbﬁesmdeme:
éme looks far before filrxling a comparison as entertainingly blasphemous
as, say, the lady with “Mary Magdalene” amd the lover with "a something
else" in "The Relique"; or, say, the fearful Christian with a ravishable

girl in "Holy Sonnet XIV' . Certainly Marvell has it--consider, for

example, the closing of "To His Coy Mstress"--as do others, but

e
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Donne is the supreme aftificer here. . /
In the interpretation of the ob‘serva.‘tion, however, lies the /
possibl% difficulty . Smith's essay assumes a great seriousness in
the Metamysical poets that made thenm seek this intellectual rath
than emotional wnity; but he arrived at the thought throué?m Johnson,
ant)i we might return there in search of trouble. For Samtel Johnson
.assume‘d that these poets were inberested primarily in impressing the
reader with wit and dash and cleverness, amd to do so presented the
most unlikely comparisons and attempted to render them convincing,
17

7
thus demonstrating their inmovativeness amd brilliance. When in

literary criticism two antithetical viewpoints are fervently held,
the answer is often somewhere near centre, and perhaps the sugges~
tion might be taken here; but that: Smith thought the Metaphysicals
dead serious about what they were doing seems clear.

And it may well be along these lines that the puzzling 1;11likelihood
of much of Smith's own imagery can be urderstood. Although a great
wealth of his material is founded upon images wiich hawve an exquisite
amd natuwral rightness, it is not difficull 120 finmd images of the
other éxtreme, unnatural , unlikely, which must be thought through
with definite care before the effect is apprehended. In "Son-And-Heir",
"Angels sing / Like press agents the praises of their lawb / In ninds
as Polite as a mezzanine floor." Later there is the‘ apocalyptic
phrase, ":zem's shears at paper window pane"; " zero” has mo aniecedent
in ‘the poem that might éive it a clear meaning. The mind is left

with the image, not unlike a riddle, to be solved rather than merely

appreciated s\
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The great black innocent Qthello of a thing
Is undone by the nice clean pocketharmdkerchief “
of 6 a.m., and though the moon is only an old ‘

Wetwash snotrag...
” " (" Moctanbule")

Soon will the glitter of gleen and neon glow

In the showcase of bulbs and birds' eggs list

In electric letters buls amd bubs kKissed - 7
Into stardom all a green week or so.

("The Tin Wodman's Annual Sonnet .
) , To Ozma of 0z at the Approach

of Spring")

L~
“ L4
A spiritual pigeon ca/tzp\ults the
Alr aroudd you; a loaded violet
Is dangermus in yow fur. Tenderness, set
Like a mousetrap or pised like a bee,
Falls from you... | ]
v y ("Bird and Flowerz")
None of these images strikes the ear as true at first hearing.
They are all to be weighed and considered; the reader is exfected to
- turn his thoughts to the troublesone diction in a’way that will lead
hin to the same deductions as the poet.
The reader or hearer thus becones a partner in the poei's
© task. He must bring with him some gzift of interpretation,
sometimes of divination, ard is allowed by the poet 'the -+
delicious Joy of belleving he creates' 18 :
f Natwrally such a poetic theory will ‘ot much appeal to those
=  readers who prefer to receive itruths personal or universal without too
many semantic acrobatics. Certainly the reader should not have a
thoroughly easy time of it; but we have to wonder whether Smth dgesn't
place too gffeat a burden onto his " great reader” . Swely even the
most intelligent and analysis-ready reader of poetry has a right to
an immediate effect of either sound or sense; beyond which, gladly, ’ <

he nay analyse, and twist to his heart's co_rrtérrt to garner all the shades

" of meaning. Bult the inmediate apprehension of scme force in the poem Y




makes dutiful analysis a pleasure ra{;\her than a task; Smith perhaps

gives too little, in his least swccessful images, to engage the

" reader's intellect as he s degires.
ra

)
Now that the ashen rain of gummy April-
Clqzﬁ(s’ like’\&igedy and stain'd mill,

So tha,:t. all ‘bhe tall purple trees
Are pied porpoises in swishing seas.

- And, the yellow horses milch cows
Come out of their long < sty house °

To gape; at the straining flags

The brown pompous hill wags... .
\ ("A Hyaclnth Fbr Edithv)

-~ * The first comment here must be that "A Hyaclnth For Edlth" is

one of Smith's "in the” manner off poems. am camnot be held too

rigidly to bla.me for its partlcxﬂ.;/oddltles. although {3 would be
equally wrong to excuse it from all the usual demands of his taste.
Again we have the unlikely images, what Smith might have called the

"metaphy sical ima%es" » troubling us. But they are mot supported

AN

throi)gh the poem By any means, intellectual or emtional or thonic.

The conjunction " 0" implies that the images of the first stanza in

some wdy presuppose the 1mages that follow in the second, but this
is not so . In fact, the advent of "trees" llke "pled porpoises in
swishing seas' :::_nnot by any twist of the ;:eaderj'xs faculties be

brought into line as a natural consequence of "ashen rain® clacking

J"like a weedy and stain®d mill". The poem combtinwues with less severe

but similar problems. -

The bird of ecstasy shall sing again,
The bearded sun ghall spring again,

A new ripe fruit upon the sky's high tree,
A flowery islamd in the sky's wide sea~-

¢ v
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he destroyed. '"'A Hyacinth For Bdith" attempts mo -such regeneration.,

And childish cold pallades, lonz dead, long mute,
Shall mingle with the gayety of bird anmd fruit,’

And fall like cool and soothing rain...
("A Hyacinth For Edith")

Despite the difficult viswlizations—-which, again, ave in
imitation of Sl'.twell"s verse and nust be taken with a grain of salte-
the moen closes with a rather conventional image which, by virtue
of its appearance vﬁ.’;:h these othears, strikes as a breath of fresh
and simple‘ air. ’

Till I am grown again my own lost ghost -
0f by, long lost, long given up for lost,

And walk again' the wild and sweet wildwood

Of our lost inmocence, owr ghostly childhood. ,
("A Hyacinth For Edith")

We might excuse the first twenty-tw lines as having set up ard

counterpointed the férce of the last four; or we might think of the

'poem as an exercise in the aesthetic perception of reality anmd leave

it alone. But what Smith has said aboutwﬂgheg proper "metaphysical"
image gives us every right to criticize its operation here. Wue
remember th;,t Smth s metaphysical poet mugt disassemble ard s/ha.tter
his urmiverse, but that he also has a responsibility to rebuild from

the bottom up until he has offered a genuine replacement for all that

The reader is floundering in a sea of images that are rot pulled
togt;ther except by mutually contradicting the clarity of the conclu~
sion. Thus the "essentially gymthetic a:ct"l9 is r]ot pulled off.

It is difficult not to offer in comparison the most standardly

discussed metaphysical image of them all, Dome's "stiff twin compasses”

~




.
ety

(  nmentjoned above. He not only shatters the world with his unconven-

»

y tional image, but with steady logic proves the validity of his Y

alternative.

Our two souls, therefore, which are one, J
"Though I must go, endure not yet

A breach, but an expansion,

Like gold to aery thinness beat.

If they be two, they are two so

As stiff twin compasses are two,

Thy soul the fixed foot, makes mo show
" To move, but doth,jif th'other do.

Ard though it in the centre sit,
Yet when the.other far doth roam,
It leans, and hearkens after it,
And grows erect, as that comes home.

Swch wilt thou be to me, who must
Iike th'other foot, obligquely rum;

« -~ VThy firmness makes my circle Jjust, )
And makes me end, where I begum. ,

20

Had smith provided for any one of his images the argmnerrtative\
equivalent of Donne*s last three ;tamas. then ard only t}{en (by his
own definition) cowd his imagery be called fetaphysical. Domne, by |
proving point by poirrtl the Justness of his metaphor, has established
a conceit, taking the reader with him imto the umque worldngs‘of
his mind. This is mwt to say (lest Smith decxry it) that the reader
has doﬁe nothing; for he must follow and weigh Donne's prém'ises -as
well. But because these are presented on the surface of the poem,

he is also given an immediate effect of logic, which he can then

-’ verify or disprove as he likes.

o

We thus arrive at a sharp distinction between smith's metaphysical
image and the true metathysical conceit. The latter would seem to be

the essence of the manner; the former is only the superficies. Smith,
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although instinctively recognizing the truth in his essay, canmot

or will not always perform it in hi's poetry.

~

This is true mot only of “A Hyacinth For Edith" but also of
"Bird and Flower"; by the'end of the somnet we are left worndering
how a "violet" may be "loaded" , how a *spiritual pigeon /may "cata~
pult the air', anfl/ﬁow to appreciate the poem.zl " Noctambule” throws
out its whi’,rling images of confusion and pointlessness and utterly
swrenlers to thenm.

S mewed the lion,
Until mouse roared once amd after lashed , .
His tail: Shellshock came on again, his skin
Twitched in the ramcid margarine, his eye
Iike a lake isle in a florisi's window:
Reality at two removes, ard mouse and moon
Successful .
' (" Noctambule” )

This is mwot, it would seem, Smth attempting the Tull conceit and

failing, if we may julge by the "netaphysical" ease of "I shall Remem-
o

ber'. The poet who could write the following lines, an image equally

wnlikely but generously complete and beautiful, could not have been
o
unaware of the difference in imagistic achievement with the poems

glanced at above.

I shall remember forever

A lonely swallow swerving

Over a dusky river,

Sweeping and solemnly curving
In long arcs that never

gtirred the still strean,

For so your smile

Curves in quiet drean

For a slow sleepy while

Over your tranquil mind

‘That is not stirred

Even by thought's faintest wind,

Or fancy's loneliest bird. ,
("I shall Remember")
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The reader nay analyze the correspondences painstakingly amd never
towch the impression of power and truth in the exterded inage .22 Insofar
as we accept Smith's definmitions--the first prer:fise of these discussions--
we shall ad judge the swallow of "I Shall Remember" his most swecessful
image in the metaphysical style. And we must admit that poems in which
he does mot similarly provide the logic of his odd comparisons, by the
same token,‘ are in part disappointing. As for the reader's duty to
"earr? the meaning, the clarity of this poem does not remnder hinm a
passive spectator. He must think here as well, for instance, in order
to realize the faint cynicism informing the last three lines; thus
mroving ‘a subtlety beyond the merely abstruse or unusua.'l..23 e

Professor Collin, when he'mentioned " various...epithets armd tricks
of phrasing" which had "passed" into/ Snith's poetryzq', touwched another
matter which is at the heart of the Metaphysical hapit. ¥or the means
by which the image is to be exterded into the comceit are obviously
crweial to the swcess of the poem. Thesé are enervating to name.
Such terms as "wit", "cleverness" and "logic", while partly right all
of the time amd all right part of the time, generally fall short as
expressions of the "tools" of the metaphysical school.

Snith certainly has his wit amd cleverness, buf rarely have they
any serious a.pplica;.ion. His humowr terds to be facetious rather than
constructive, his cleverness derisive rather than admirable. We have
already noted the sharp satiric denuding of the 20th centwry in many
of his poems. He has an equally sharp tongwe for the worst poetry of
his own time, as in "One Sort of Poet", "On :?ead.ing an Anthology of .,

Popular Poetry", and "The Taste.of Space". But wit in itself does mot



R N

=r,

Pl s

67

s

a iHetaphysical ma.ke;‘wit in the service of a conceit, or logic in the
service of seduwction, might better suit the 17th centwry taste. And
subtle wit would seem equally requisite, becauss it pulls the reader

—~

in with gentle tugs rather than open guffaws. :
So, in the secord of "Three‘Phases of Punch”, the concluding lines
~" offer an immediate smile which is pushed ever deeper as the more subtle
shades of meaning are retrieved.
A1l over the flowery mead he chased a nmaid,/
And-eaught her, changed to m lawurel, but a Mary
To whom he played the pari the Angel played.
("Three Phrases of Punch")
- The speaker first abandons the traditional Apollo-and-Dathne
mythological pursuit, and seens at a glance to substitute the Christian
® ) pantheon; but a moment's reflection rewveals a more sexual intention.
Given Punchinello's satyr~-lize attributes ("his feet / were clovern",
"his lirbs were hairy"), his pursuit.of the dansel interds only one
end; and the reader is thus brought to a percervtion that Gabriel
literally penetrated amd inse=d nated Mary, rather than merely informing
her of a coming parthenogenetic birth. The whole is attributable with-
o out too much quibbling to Smith's "wit"', and demonstrates his subtle
turn.
I have seemed to find periicularly congenial...ivonic
understatement or anti~-clizax, the intentional and rather
insulting drop imto bathos. This can be dangerous when
turned upon oneself; ironic self-depreciation can be too
easily taken by others as sober literzl iruth. 3ut when
turned against the knaves and fools who are the traditional
targets of classical satire it can be very effective.25 k
T!}Jils nderstatement need not exist only in a word here and there,
but can in Smith's best infora a whole poem amd provide it with a

) delightful wryness. "The Sorcerer", for instance, is an understated

’
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desire on the part of the poet for the exfinction of a priest, which
is made gently laughable to the reader by the faint ironic tore.

There is ¥ sorcerer in Lachine

o for a small fee will put a spell
On my beloved, who has sea green
Fyes, amd on gty doting self as well.

He will transform us, if we like, to goldfish:
we shall swim in a crystal bowl,

Aml the bright water will go swish

Over our naked bodies; we shall have no soul.

In the morming the syrupy sunshine
Will dance on owr tails ami fins,
I shall have her then all for mine,
And Father Lebeau will hear no more of her sins.”
Come along, good sir, change us into goldfish.
I would put away intellect and lust,
Be but a fed gleam in a cxrystal dish,
But kin of the trembling ocean, mt of the dust. /
‘ ("The Sorcerer")
There are parallels that may be drawn (but ot pushed) with Domne's
"The Canonization”, since the speaker here wishes similarly for a
s
removal from the clwking tongues of the lovers' "mentors’; Father
Lebeau comes in for a good deal of hostility because he is concerned
with the lady's soul, which is tainted by sin or sex. The speaker
would rather "have no soul". Donne wishes to be all soul, that is
to say, sainted for love, but the effect of removal from munlane

senses of honour ("Rr God's sake hold your tongue, and let me love")

" is the same. In becoming "kin of the trembling ocean' Smith apothéo-

)

sizes his affair in much the same way as have Donne and his lady, who

will be invoked by future lovers for "a pattern of / their 7 love" .

Despite these mild parallels, Smith wishes to '"put away intellect

and lust”, syrnonyms for the two sensibilities said by Eliot to have

been "dissoclated” since Donne's time. o
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Clearly Smith's gentle wit has some depth amd range. In "With

Sweetest Heresy" the speaker imitially convihces himself that no ons
woman can fill the emotional ami sexual needs of a lifetime. .

No woman, though she's made
In the same mould as some tall Irish queen
4 That met~historians swear has been
Ard wears her beauty like & diaden,
With wit as sharp and polished as a gen,
May be the all-sufficing book ani grove,
Lamp, bell, academy, and school of love...
("with Sweetest Heresy")

But, with. "self-depreciation" that is almost touching, he turns

the idea sbout and admits with genuine honesty the force of "arguments"

—

standing against him.

¥

And yet one darling's igmorant she-discernment e

I have fourd
7 Turn love's wise parliament
‘T%Aﬁ Around and round,
o That in an unlearned frenzy and contentment

e At her white side I lie
With sweetest heresy.

("#ith Sweetest Heresy")
The implicit mocking of "love's garlia.merd:",' indeed of hqpe for
wisdom in love at éll, echoes the re ction of " Father Lebeau’ in
"The Sorcerexr” . The need to be rid o.f imposition and love freely
and well, apparently evident in Smith, is perhaps epitomized in
Domne , whose refusal to bed to "homow* in a limting sense is

everywhere in his Songs and Sonnets; but it never wdercuts his

4

ability to-laugh at his own weakwesses.

I am two fools, I know,
Por loving amd for szgying so
) In whiming poetry...
7 And I, which was two fools, do so grow three;
‘ who are a little wise, the best fools be.,.
L]
Smith's “wit" twrns, like Dome's, in two directions then: out-

LR

ward, as a tool against all the rules of honowr or morality that lie

A
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| 1 in the_ way of true love; and inward, in gentle self-mockery that is
a2 lovely reminmder of the essential hunarmity of the metarhysical pose .27
; But this i\s wit in its mainly comedic sense; as a function of the
conceit or premise of the logic, wit is something far more intellect-
wally demarding; it is exactly that ability discussed above to iake
the wlikely perception of tf-xe ﬁwrse and work it through in all .
its implications. We have already moted that Smith's images rarely
extend thus into conceits; but that is mot to say that he is entirely
free of swcessful speculative logic. One of the most metaphysical poems in
all of smith's oeuvre, in this sense, i_s YA Little Night Piece".
The spea};er begins the intellectual process by demanding that
the faint colours of "everming" be replaced by night that “thickens"
1 and "flows like inK'. The mood is autumnal; there are "brittle
shavings, hard and dry" in the air, amd "silence” and "stirrings in
the trees around / vhose papery leaves are gray." then "the solitary
bird becomes a rook'--that is, hecomes a blackened silhouwette, the
poet begins an.elaborate ?onsideration of the reversal of light
patterns in the darkness. “The garden Hermes glimmers white" ; presumably
" a statue shich now stams out fully against the blacker ba;;gromxd,
forming "as muxh’ of dark, as much gf light / As the night-strick eye
can hold." 7. i i i
This balance is then "reversed" from day. "A marble streak is
all that's left / Of day engulfed in Stygian dark. / The pulsing glow-
worm' s greenmish spark / Is day of all but light bereft.” Having brought
us to his yin/yang relationship between'day and night, the poet leaves

3

. , A

{ us alone with the thought anmd mo ves to~a nore emotional speculation. L
%

>
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The eye's the navel of the mind:
Such little lights when light is sped
Are points upon a graph assigned
To trace the locus in the head

Of lines that boumd the world of things

And clip the monster Chaos' wings T
That fills the night with dread.

(A Little NMight Piece")

The complex optic frocess of the first three stanzas is thus
internalized in the concluding stanza and translated into emotional
effect. The idea that the smallest dots of light are sufficient for
the human mind to oriemt itself in darkness, and to K1l primitive
fears of blimd monsters, is proven by a discussion of the process
through which those dots are left behind by the "wide effulgence of
a summer noon' . Therefore the wit swcceeds.

But when these struwctures of thought take on questions that are
less scientific amd more personally crwcial io nman, thg demotations
and conrotations of "wit" and “logic" fail to hold up the burden of
definition, It is not "wit" that informs Donne's cry, "Batter my heart,
three~person'd God"; it is something at once deeper ard far less Blay-
ful. Neither is it "cleverrness" or "logic's in’;ur original sense;
it is an attitude to possibilities of meaning that reaches so entirely
past usual human complacemcy as to defeat 211 attempts at labélling.

It powers his considerations of death and God in a way that leaves
his secular poetry trailing in the distance.

We discover a sinilar bouwdary in mith's poetry. Omnce the delignt
of the love lyrics and sex celebrations is past, omce the satiric wice
has shocked or aroused or frishtened, omce wit, in fact, has run its

course, the poet turns back to devotional considerations of his own

death and faith, and takes on a sulden solemnity that fades the nost
o ,

]
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intelligent of* smiles. "A Note on tetaphysical Poetry" offers a key text
for the uderstanding of Smith's own religious position.

The men of / the seventeenth-/-century were scholars in
dewtion, the students of a 1iving World re-born of the
Renaissance. They drew their inspiration 2like from schol-
astic Christianity and classical Paganmism, and while they
accepted, both in letter amd spirit, Bible and Creed, they did
not fail to recognize that the wniverse contzined enough that
had been left dark and mysterious to warrant the most daring
speculation and the most exacting use of the mnd.28 —

£y

Smith himself is no fully Christian poet. Neither is he an

atheistic poet writing out of a vacwus paganism. He is somewhere in

I

the middle, or at both erds at ence, full of indecision which he may
resolve here or there but never once and for all. -This imdecision
manifests itself in two major ways: firstly, the exigzeme side=by-

side of entirely Christian poems and entirely pagan or atheistic poems;
and secondly, the juxtaposition w:'v.thi'n the/ same poenm of the two possibi-
lities. Rr instance, "Cood Friday" , "Beside One Dead” and "Calvary"

fornm a trio of poems that is typically (amd mot too powerfully) devo-

Y

‘tional.

This day upon the bitter tree

Died one who had he willed s

Could have dried up the wide sea -
And the wind stilled...

what answering meed of lowve

Can this frall flesh retwrn

That is mot all unworthy of - .

The god I mowur®?
/ ("Good Friday")-

The question echoes Donne's doubt and guilt in the Holy Sonrets;
ostensibly the speaker recognizes his debt to Christ but fears himself
unable to repay in kiml. The first and fourth stanzes of the poem are
nearly identical, certainly in their purpose; the themes of the third

and fifth (God made man) are also. repetitious, and therefore do rot
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develop the theological idea at 211. This leaves the final stanza,
echoing Donne, and the weak second. ;

And when at the ninth hour
He surrendered the ghost
His face was a faded flower
Drooping and lost. :
(" Cood Rriday")

Thexre is simp]& ot muwh genuine concern in this pem. It reads
more as a devotional exercise than.gn expression of fear and doubt;
the speaker sourds, after all, too'calm to permit the final question
any real force. "Galvary" and "Beside One Dead", while technically
felicitous, suf fer the same lack.

This is the sheath, . .
the sword drawn... ' ~
This is Calvary
towaxrd dawn... -
The opened tomb *
and the Lord gone:
Something whole
that was broken. .
("Beside One Dead") <=1 -

A gentle haggard countenance

Undexr black thorns putty-pale

Has hushed the planets' morris damnce
And rent the temple veil

And flung the moving lance

‘0f a world-destroying gale.

("Calvary®)

' These three, however bland, are the only poems in which Snith
directly addresses ﬂ}e figuwe of Christ in his poetry. In all its
other manifestations the consideration is not of Christ but of
Christianity, of an organized religion and its chief Troponents. e
have already seen the character assassination of " Father Lebead' in

8 3

"The Sorcerer"; this good priest is mot alone inhis faults.



Serd not the innocent heart to find
_In civil tears denials of the blood
Or in humlity feign kinglihood. .
'Twould filch his character away and bind
Him spiritless, whom Holiness designed

To swell the vein with a secular flood...
("To -The Christian Doctors").

Some holy men so love their cells they make
' Their four gray walls the whole damned stinking world
) Amd God comes in and fills it easily.
: - ‘ (*Bird and Flower")

"Holiness", that has "designed” the "innocent heart", is obviously N
a truver holiness than that of priests and Christian Doctors. It is

associated with the "secular" and the blood, amd seeks to burst free

of ideological restrictions.

The paradox here is the statement that God should find

anything easy or (by implication therefore) hard. what

we actually have is an inverted hyperbole calculated to
; emphasize how small and mean is the monastic world of the
o { "holy" men who blaspheme the world of natural love. Omnly
’ ( for them, mot for the poet and the particular wozan he is
writing about, is the world a damned and stinking world 29

ometimes this mockery of false religion or church power is so

>

extreme that Smith throws out the baby with the bath. Ve have already
§
noted the Christian sexual farce that closes the secord of "Three Phases

of Punch"; "Ballade Un Peu Banale" ends with similar disvespect.
L - I like to think sweet Jesus Christ ’ |
For Hig dear Mother's sake, )
By some miraculous device,
Her to Himself did take;

That her preserv'd Virgimity —
- Flutes holy flatswand sharps
In that divine vicinity

there Zliot's hippo harps.
("Ballade Un Peu Banale") .

3

: ' "Resurrection of Arp' movides a sacrilegious parody of the S

reswrection of Christ, complete with perverted )symbols.

? 1




vhen they twurned down the ges

7 ~ everybody could see there was
a halo of tongues of pale fire
licking the grease off his hair,

and a white bird L o .
fluttered away in the rafters; ’
people heard

the breaking of a mysterious wind (laughter). ‘ #
("Resurrection of Arp')

The reswrrection conclules with an interview, in which Arp destroys
the Christian idea of heaven and remarks that “death, after all, was

"only 'arother room'." This general humiliation of holy doctrine ard

3

holy men is only i‘;arely spared. Probably the most authentically
Christianapoém is-8mth's tribute "To Hermry Vaughan", in the manner

of Vaughan; but it is moving mot because of its Christian approbations.
but because of the spehker’ s delicate apmreciztion of Vaughan's love

of Christ. —— " - .

Homesick? And yet your cowrry walXs

Were heaven'd- for you...

Anmd stirring forth before the dreak .

Of day, thou wouldst enguire... ‘ '
If, in the sun's first quick' ming ray

Thou might'st observe the {laming hair

Of thy wish'd Lord, thy Bridegroom dear... ]
And anxious to exchange in death \K
Thy foul , rfon thy Lord's precious, breath,

Thou art content to beg a pall, . \

Glad to be mothing, to be All. '
' ("To Herxry Vaughan").

\

The poem is one of Smith's most lyrical and swcessfuly its
- admiration of Vaughan,‘co upi':ed with the refined expression of his
doctrines, plus an elogquent and Bvocative expression, leave us
desiring nothing, unless it be that Srith hinself could be so sure

.2
T o

of his own beliefs, and give themn such convincing force.
/

"Bird and Flowex" offers a gymbolic trwe betwe::{n Christian ard
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- other poems from which we may seek redemption of the Christian ideal,

" 40 be less than convincing; they do mot pose muwch against the over- S
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. pagan drives, and closes with two ad jectives that are ‘perhaps

.synonymic with Eliot's two " sensibilities" .

Your Christian bird and Greclan flower twirled
In gamblers' spirals sets .a triclkier stake, ’
Grounded, 0 Love, in holiness and Jpy.
. ("Bird and Flower")

But thig true between the two is rare. Usually there is a
marked distinction in Smith between the Christian and paiga.n concepts A
of religion, in those poems that present both. Ferns noteés the
general triumph in Smith of the pagan side, in that it mamifests a
more potent, trembling divine passion than the guilt-ridden fear of
Christ or of hell.31
The Mother of Helen shrieked )
When the Egg dropped fmm her side, .
And the flailing-winged fiery-beaked i
Jupiter shivered and sighed.
The Mother of Jesus smiled
On the-innocent One at rest, .
Anmd the tender swking Dove beguiled
Her virginal womb and chaste breast.
) ("The Swan and the Dove")
"Beguiled" is certainly mot a positive word, aml it giws to
1 ’ 4 i
" swking” an\mpleasarrtness that mig%t otherwise not be felt! yhat - -
« /} ¢ ] -
is "begﬂhdled" is "virginal" and "ch/axste" » which throws added weight
against the Christian version of the Imaculate Conception. The
pagan version, on the other hand, is packed with power anmd regeneration,

with suggestions of e jaculation, pain and intense conpletion.

From this point on the pagan seems to hold sway. There are no
The three most obvious poems to help us in this 1line we have noted

=
)
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whelming burden of sneers and ange;; wi'th which Smith invests his
other comments on the church. The rel:igion is dominated by false
evangelists ("Resurrection of Arp') ard holy men of limited vision
(“Bird and Flower”), vhose interference m{1 free thought and
natural love is insulting and haxmful ("To'The Christian Doctors' ,
"The Sorcerer”). The supposed virgin birth of Christ is held wp
for general ridicule ("Three Phases of Punch”, "Ba]iade mn Peu
Banale", "The Swan and theh Dove"). : %

Or‘1 the other hami, the pagan world rarely comes ip for awh
poetic flak. Indeed, its ipa.ssing would seem to be a great loss to
mankind, something for whio:h we must seek the return.

S ‘ ' My true-religious heart upbraided my ,unfaith--
: the will not feel the frost, she'll mot ackmowledge death..
s+ Ghe says, poor fond enthusiast, the goatfoot god is slain,

g But like a |god, whom we shall see rise from the tomb again. .
. ("The Faithful Heart")

The speaker is an "enthusi ast", the etymology of which reveals /
his attraction to the Dio“m{sia.n nmode. There is marked ironmy in the
° ;;mphecy lbf a "msmec;ign“ for Pan, ard, in the poenm's fifth line,
his having been betrayed by " Julas Time". Even the epithets and
symbols of Christianmity thus begin to sﬁift into the Pagan world,
because their own centre ca.r‘mot hold. In "g;o a Youigg Poet” it is a

- goddess of the pagan world, Artemis, who inspiresﬂ the "stern’, "harxd"

A\ power of the poet, and provides in her very nature the poetics he
N\ seeks. !
\\
, .1 wolld have you find
‘ ; . In the gtern autuanal face’
: \ Of Arterfis...
. .

("To a Young Poet") & N
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This is echoed in the b¥ief "Pagan', where the poet exc*ims,
"yere I the great God Pan/ I'd pipe = wild a mte..." [hristianity
can provide m such inspiration.
/\{( . i
The tensisn between the two is somewhat analogous to Domne's

wracked doubt})ig in his devotional works. Without discussing relative
quelity, since few could bear that comparison, suffice to say that ___
Smith' undergoes Donne' s doubts anmd fears but is able to abandon his

religion more easily because he provides himself with an intellectually

and artistically viable alternative. It may be’ that what makes
Donne's considerations of faith so-mwh more crucial and involving
is that his alternative is complete mothingness, spiritual oblivion,
and so0 he clings with all the more terrible need to the concepts of
the religion he has espoused. ‘

« Purther ev_'Ldche that énith as & poet never 'vrhc;lly accepted the
tenets of versonal salvation in Christianity is provi\ded by the sixth

section of Poems New and Collected, which George Woodcock has labelled

"metazhy}sical contemplations of death" 2 These range from paralytic

fear-sermons, generally unaffecting because they fail to do mwch with

" the fear, to fairly sincere death wishes, and all areas in between.

e

An example of the former is " Watching the 01d Man Die".

I savored my own death
And wept for myself mot hinm,
1 was forced to admit the truth
It was mot his death I foud grim
But knowing that I must die.
(" watcking the 01d Man Die")

There's mt much genuine power in this fear. The poems expressing

the essemtial desirability of death find a much stronger voice.33

=
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Weep not on this quiet store,
1, embedded here
“here sturdy roots divide th= bone
And tendrils split a hailr,
Bespeak you comfort of the grass
That is embodied me, .
thich as I am, ot as I was,
would choose to be.
(n Epitanh" )

n It enlivens my darkness,
Progressively illuminating
what I krnow for the first time, yes,
I1s vhat I've been always wanting.
("My Death")

“The Shrouling’ asks that death be greeted ot with fear and
loathing but with pride amd readiness, and quietude.

. Fold your thin hands.like this,
Over your breast, so;
Protract no farewell Kiss,
No ceremonial woe, '

But stand up in your shrowd
Above the crumbling bore,
Drawm up like one more clowd
Into the radiant sun.
("The Shrouding")

Others speak literally to the readiness of the flesh to spring
from the bone, amd set the life away.
‘This flesh repuliates the tone

With swch dissolving force,
In such a tunult to be gone...

-

(" Metamorphosis')
Free then of the flesh hood

And the cage of bore, ’ o
Singing at last a good

Song, I shall be gore

Into that far and wild
.7 vhere once I sang
Before the flesh begulled,
And the trap was sprung.

- ) ("The Bira")

Note the suggestions of reincarnation in "The Bird"s it poini:s

7
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to an even more si.gm'.fica.rrt lack in these death poems, that is, the
abseng:'e of reference to Christian resuwrrection. There is an impiica—
tion of something after death, but there is no attempt io circumscribe
or define this something. The poet beliewves, clearly, in the immorta-
1lity of the soul; bubt he has the good grace ot to pretend to secret
knowledge: hardly a Christiag\l\halnit. . h

How do I know the horror )

That breaks the dream,

Hateful yet clung to
As the image hugs the mirror...
/

. , ("0n Knowing Jothing')
The culmination of all of these possible attitudes to death, and

particularly to this \1atter admi ssion that we can know mothing of

what follows life, is unguestionably Smith's "Prothalamiun', which

, marKs in its devoted seriousness exactly that supremacy that we moted 7

in " A Little Might Piece" . It is the most metaphysical of Smith's

ppem$ by almost any stretch of definition, and deserves qwtation
in full.

Here in this narrow room there is no light;
The dead tree sings against the window pane;
Sand shifts a little, easily; the wall
Respords a little, inchneal, slowly, down.

W sister, whom my dusi shall marry, sleeps

Alore, yet knows what bitter root it is

That stirs within her; see, it splits the heart-- -
Warm hands grown cold, grown nerveless as a fin,
And 1ips enamelled to a hardness--

Consummation ushered in

By wind in sundry corners.

This holy sacrament was solemnized

In harsh poetics a gpod while ago-~

At Malfy and the Danish battlements,

And. by that preacher from a clowd in Paul's.

i
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No matter: each must read the truth himself,
Or, reading it, reads nothing to the point.
Now these are me, whose thousht is mine, and hers,
Who are alone here in this narrow room--
- Tree fumbling pane, bell tolling,
Ceiling dripping and the plaster falling,
And Death, the voluptwus, calling. —
T ("Prothalami unt" )

The poet is visiting a deceased sister, ‘although still living
himself, perhaps in a family nuit. At the beginning nthe dead
tree sings', but by the end it has a rnore pointless function, ™ fumbling;
pane” and silent. The poet, who is removed from the death of the

crypt for the first three stanzas (tiy sister...sleeps/ alone") is

« perfectly involved with it by thee\fomlus;on: "Now these are me, whose

‘k:hought is mine, and hers, / tho are alcme here in this narrow roon';
that is, the contemplation of death has led the poet to be entirely
involved; as much as the dead sister. |

Death clearly has sexual conmta“tionS. The poet's dust shall
" mrry" his si.ster's dust, which "conswumation® shall be ' ushered
in / By wind in sindry corners’. Death is axu\)ly sacramemt” , as is
marriage, and it is "solemnized”, a word usually reserved for the

more pleasant of thé two. Finally, Death is "wluptwus', seductive,

calling with feminine wiles the very heart of the poet. Thus we have

‘a further development of the death wish moted in the other poems of

this sixth section.
The third stanza and the first quatrain of the fourth reinforce

the earlier suggestion that the et can know nothing of what is to

J—
-

- .
come; the search through recorded human experience for some forekrow-

ledge is pointless. Not Webster in The Duchess of Malfi, ror Shake-

speare in Hamlet, nor any of the great Inglish sermons of John Donne,

o

-
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“tion to be made.
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can begin to touch the smallest corner of the fabric of death. Those
seeking suwch foreknowledge are doomed to read "nothé'xng to the point".

The earlier writers become a part of the present writer--"now these

¥

are me, whose thought is mine"--but that is all. There is no prepara~

Nor is the poem entirely free of the fear that informs "Watching
The 01d Man Die" or "On Knowing Nothigng" . There i almost Poe-like
horror to ‘t:he mood: the "fumbling" of the tree and the dismal "tolling”
of the bell, the "dripping” and "falling" of ceiling and plaster

I

send a subtle chill through the nerves and give "Prothalamiu®" yet
H
N

Of "The Archer" mention ought to be made in this context, for it

U
o

is a near equal to "Prothalamiun” in quality and power. The picture

another complexity.

is of a man, the speaker, poised with bo°w aml arrow, the siring near
his ear and the arrow held firm.

So for a momemnt, motionless, serene,
Fixed between time and time,’I aim anmd walt;
Nothing remains for breath mow but to walve i
His prior claim and let the barb fly clean -
Into the heart of what I kmow and hate--
That central black, the ringed and targeted grave.

y ("The Axcher")

"Know and hate" isa c&ious and direct contradiction of f’(‘.
omce the sexual desirability of death and the impossibility of\\/\
foreknowledge; but perhaps the image of the grave should be taken
more literally. It is certainly possible for each of us to know the
/s\ix—by-six—bjr-three foot hole that we shall find sooner or later, ard

not difficult despite any death wish to "hate" it.



As Smith might say, "we have come 2 long way riding'. We have

noted a few metaphysical poens, 2 few metaphysical images or conceits,

and a number of unswccessful metadhysical inages. It is in the
latter only that Smith nay be said to have rendered the Metarhysical
manner "peculiarly his own', and we must therefore ackmwledge that

by so remdering it he left it-notably un-Metathysical. It is mot

sufficient that an image seem unlikely or intellectuzl or non-intuitive; -

the poet must also firmly demonstrate its deever correctness. An

unlikely oxr imposéible ;:omparison, therefore, within the body of an

otherwise usual poem, does not maxe it " meiaphysical"; mor does "l

on its own make a poen "retethysical™s because if a poem is not from

top to toe consistently "metathysical", the classification becomes a
pointlegss one. The term is mot useless to our time, but it has an
integrity which argtes against its glib overuse in Smith criticism.

Therefore although we may ‘say that Smith's knowledge’of the
deytgj:j.o'nal poets of the 17th century influenced his poetic images,
occasionally his syntax, and wsually his expression o thoughts, we
mgy mot say that he made their hebits peculiarly his own. Insofar
as he differentiated himself from their habits, he wes brealdng dif-\
ferent ground , and we must cease to obscure both our wderstanding of
Smith amd owr descriptions of the Metaphysicals by forcing then im
a commonality which is natural to neither.

W. B. Collin writes, in Gants du Ciel,

Hais ce n'est que pour des fins d'analyse que nous séparons

le style du sentiment awguel i1 est substantiellement uni

dans la poésie de Smith. Le style et le sentiment sont une
seule et méme chose, une Jensée est wn sentiment, et lewr
identité est le signe de cette "sensibilité wifige” que

Eliot découvrait chez les poetes métarhysiques. Nous retrouvons
chez Smith "cette appréhension sensible directe de la pensée,

83
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" Poetry" echoes Eliot's emphasis.

@

ou cette récreation de la pensee dans le sentiment” que
Eliot découvrait chez Chapman et chez Donne 35

And Milton Wilson:
If one must use the termmnology of the sacred wood, then

what Smith gives us is less like Eliot's required fusion
of thought and emotion than like his "emotional equivalent

of thought" "6
It may well be the inadequacy of the present reader that makes

these phrases sound, after the power of "Prothalami ui' and the elegame

of "I shall Remember”, a little tired. Milton Wilson's faint sarcasm

‘ might suggest his agreement. But to Smith when he encountered them

they were fresh and youthful, and he seized on them with a hunger

that left them as a permanent formula in his work. The glorification
of mind runs literally throughout his essays, torx suwch an extent that '
the reader may very nearly choose any two and find some passing

reference. It is perhaps the omnipresence of swh statements that

e———

led critics to an over-:eagfs&\ acceptance of his poetry as netaphysical.’

But we must mote in the étatenfents, deeper than their genéral applause,

e

something of an imba.lancé . Eliot's phrases are "a direct senswus
apprehension of thodght" and "a recreation of thought into feeling’ .3?
Far from a removal from emotion and feeling, Eliot suggests that the
final effect of the poem is still emotional rather than intellectual.

At first Smith demonstrates complete agreement; A Note on Metaphysical

The metaphysical poet deals mot with the world of things,
but with the world of ideas; and the emotion which inspires
his poetry does not come to him directly through sensation,
* but is the product of cerebral activity...It is feeling,
however, which is his aim, as surely as it is that of the
ronantic poet, but metaphysical poetry is the expression of
— emotion which arises in mental activity and results from the
intellectual re-arrangement of facts and concep‘bs.ja

by
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But the feeling falls away in later cormentary, and an extreme
concern with the establishment of the intellect is manifested. This N
is partly because the burden of Canadian poetry--Smith himself said
it first-~-had been so completely emotionzl and so completely mindless
that it could only be ¢ by an obsession with intellect.

The fundamental c iticisn that nust ’t;e brought against

Canadian poetry as a whole is that it igmres the intel-

ligemce. And as a result it is dead.39 .

We want to know whether the poen is alive oxr dead. Can

it speak to us in a language we recognize as that of a

man, not of a bixrd or a booX¥ Can we accept it without

putting half of ow personality--the mird--to sleep'?q_o

I would like to suggest that poetry is a human activity

and that if it is to be fully relevant, it must speak for

the whole man, the whole human being. And I would like to

say a word for that despised element of humamity--the

intellect, and to emphasize the fact that for me at least

intellect has an essential part to play in the creation

of every poem, o matter I{rom what depth of anarchic

darkness in the mind it originally arises.Lﬂ

But the necessary return to emotion (hard in hand with or rising
from intellect) does not appear in his commentaries with any strength.
This is partly why Eliot's "dissociation of sensibilities” has been
suppressed. We would have Brrived too easily through this phrase
at a point vhere arwtﬁlngzn Smith would have demanded the "metaphysical”
stamp simply because it demands the reader’ s intelligence and learmng
be brought into play. We woull thus reduce the complexity of Smith's
collected poems to an epithet, and xrdgﬁt Jjust as well have not
bothered . °
- Is it unscholarly to leap back several pages now, and suggest
that if Smith imndeed lost track of the emotional half of Eliot's

theory, it is at least distantly related to his failure to extemd

-
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various of his §mages into true metaphysical comceits? Images of
this nature (those of "Hoctambule” , for instance, were discussed in
this comtext) fail mot as imtellectual but as emoitional achievement.
The reader is not left desirous of further intellectual stimulation
by amy means; rather 4he is eager for sone emotion of some power that
will urite the siwrealistic imagery anmd convince him that he ought
to be reading the poem a;e, intelligently as possible. This would seem
to be the true essence of ‘Eliot's theory. /

whether Smith consciously or unconsciously altered that theory
is mot terribly relevant. His inmtellectual em}i‘xasls;/{lowever,
permits us as readers to appmacim his poems without too much concern

for their * mind” , and with owr own hea}ts open, seeking a trwe fusion

of the sensibilities, not Jjust a reinstatement of the intellect that
igmores the natural human desire to feel’ great things. "

We are’ satisfied in this search by "I Shall Renember" , "Prothala-
mium' , "A Little Night }?iece\'T Hnd "The Archer”, and perhaps one or
two others which this chapter. has not considered. These are Smith's
metaphysical poems. The poems which do not satisfy this search are
not metaphysical because Ehey forget the poet's duty to his emotions.

' /
That they do so for a conscious reason is the comntention of the next

chapter.
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. conmbination and permutation in between. It is sometimes frustrating,’

of the wlume it represents some forty years of poetic practice; any

* talent of the poet, his ability to)craft his poem, that creates the
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Chapter Tour”

AS SUB JECT INTO 03 JZCT rIQWS

My poems are not, I think, autobiographical, .sub jective,

or personal in the dbvibus and perhaps superficial sense.
None of them is revery, confession, or direct self-expres— .
sion. They are fiction, drama, art; sometimes pastiche, RS
sometimes burlesque, and sometines respectful parody; =«
pictuwes of possible attitwdes explored in turn.. 1 ‘

The problem of personality in poetry of the 20th century is an

<
enormous one which cannot be avoided in any comprehensive discussion

of the poetry of A. J. M. Sngith. His Po=ms New and Collected offers
a virtual laboratory for the studemt of poetic wice, for the poenms
included range easily from the pureiy Personal amd sub ective note to the

purely impersonal and ob Jective note, touching nearly every possible
{

T

sometimes enrag;i.ng.isometimes rewarding to try to distinguish ‘patterns,
developments, or clear groups of woices withih the book. During swuch

research we must remind owurselves constantly that despite the slimness

H

feeling that it came quickly or glibly together must be quelled, or

the researcher will (td put it plainly) lose his mind. The consi stency
- ° J

of their inconsistency is appalling.
A .

The first removal from personality is the purposive abandonment of .

those subjects traditionally considered to be "poetic®. "It follows

-

that there are no moetic subjects. Any subject, m natter how unprom
ising, can be made the source of poetry when shaped by the poetic

imagination."z We may as a result expect to gpcbunter anything from

v

odes to clothes-hangers to songs(of vegetablés, because it is the

~
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of the poet contained emough of its own to fill the lines. This,

“The furction of persopdlity in the poet,” ‘Siith writes, "is to

/- . R v

s

- .

ari of the matter. But even the most " mprorrisinﬁ" subject.'we .

should have to agree, could be given some force if the personality

however, is mot to be the way out. The i)ersonal wice itself, beyond
the merely personal topic, is also to be done away with, presumably

because it too is a limitation on the full pssibilities of poetry. \

create a thing, a persona, a poem. . 23 The word "thing” used as a
‘synony’m for poetry suggests the cold hard nattﬁ:e of the verses to be
’prdducedi.ﬂ S0, t00 , "persona" imdicates that we are never to hear the
et spedk as his own man, but only through the 1ips of others ./v
Therefore we must never think of A. J. M. Smith as having spoken

this ox that poem, but only as having craj)ted'ii;; sm.th and the

v

&
*As Rimbaud said,
N
o~
Primarily because Smith spent little time discussing/his own poetry

speaker have nothing %o do with one arother,

£ est mn adtre, I is another
o o

mtil the, plblica‘tioh of "A Self Review' in'1963, this is thfa first ~

e s

of his petic theories we have encowntered that cannot be traced

right to the root in his first half-dazen essays published before 1930.

The apparent source ofesuch thinking is Eliot's theoxy of imper%;lality,
in "Tradition and the Irdividual Talent' , 1919; but we have no gviderce
from Smth hinself that there lies the key. Nor can we know whether
he held this belief from the start and consciously created a b y of
poetry that pro/éd it to be accurate, or whether he lookedhbac from
.the v%ngage poin*l? of thc; eaxly si;éties and decided that suwch imperson~ -

ality had been his attempt. The most that can be offered as the history™
* ) )

:




of this philosophy in Smith is an early failure to attach it to y

_ Eliot; "Contemmrary Poetry" refers to a more personal woice in  »

the latter. ) L ' _

' “Poets such as Eliot...tumed aside from the world, concerned
themselves with abstruse questions of technique, probing’with
“the best instruments they can forge the wounds in their own’
stbconsciousness. 5 ‘

The slightly earlier "Hamlet in Modern Dress’ offexs similar |
perceptions." ) “. -

He is a.lways the explorer of his innex self. and is overcome
by an immense and bitter disillusionment, a conviction of the
helplessnesg and futility of all effért, begause he can find
‘there nothing that will provide an antldote for the poison of
civilization. %

We can’ safely assune from such commerrt;s that his own ideas ‘of
s

impersonality had not been devel;ped, then, by the erd of the
thirties. The next bit of thread comes fron his comment in ™A °

Re jected Preface"” , already qv;)ted in another context in Chapter Two,
th'at "De”tachment,.irﬂeed. or self-absorption is (for -a time only./

i

s
I hope) becoming impossible ."7 The preface was written in 1936.

‘It is obviously useful because of that revealing parenthesis, that

suggests with a real wistfulmess some deeper call in Smth to be

personal and self-absorbed. Then, in 1942, Smith described the

ideal anthologist as an ironjc conclusion to his "Canadian Anthologies

! s
New and 014" . —n . P
He is unprejudiced, impersonal., hunble, self-confident,
catholic, fastidious, original, traditional, advemturous,
sympathetlc. and ruthless. He has no special axe to
grind. Hé is afraid of mediocrity and the verses of his
friends. He does ot exlst.B

The last sentence inclules in its broad sweep the impossibility

B
# v .

?

»
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LT of the anthelogi st's being conpletely "impersonal” . ¥ W will not .
oi‘fef this as a;Jy evidence that it is equally impossible for the ’ )

- ) poet; but the comment is an irrieresting aside. The ney piece in

the. puzzle is the rejection of "metic" sub jects foted zbove, in ‘ o
S~ A N .

1954, incidentally the same year that A Sort of Fostasy was published; )
whicl‘i_ was followed by the full statement of the theory, in "A Self | o
o Review', in 1%3. Only a full-blown’stuly of s;rri“tr;'s letters, -
| lectwres and other suwch materials will render this brief history CoY /\
anything more than an adumbration. "This is a work for the future;
the present study will attempt on the basisJ of these ske%ched poetics
to gldnce at a few poems that stand both for any” againét the proposi-

tion. o ) . '
. There is m doubt that Sith was revealing something’ that was at
the heart of his postic develoDment when he wrote the frank "Self

) .
Review' . The very first poem of the last complete collection seems

to offer a signpost to the readerithat he ca}x expect little from the e .
poet‘ of h’is own Ilersonality or his own féelings; rather he can expect* R '
5 . to deal with persona afbe‘r persona, revealing this or that about the 4 >
I ) natwe o man. " ' o ; .
A bitter king in anger to 5e gone . | . |
From fawning cowtier and doting queen K P

Flung hollow sceptre and.gilt-¢rown away ... . .

0 who is that bitter king® It is not I.

. ) "L
T ) . @

“This disclaimer is forceful for various reasons. r-It is set as a

Proul ing in a

separate stanza on the page, giving it visual power; it is sulden

\ '/ - ) * ‘
) . e




S ' a . 9. &
. /) . ‘
/ . / . ’ o e . ’L Id
i‘ ) o and unusual mthln the corrtext of the poem, seeming to have ht‘tle . .«
v . ) to do with. the.original sub,)ech matter, and it 1s _proclaimed with a N

_ frankness of tons that rather leaves the reader quite ready to swallow
the idea. But it is curiously, suldenly and purposely contradicted

" by the shift imto first person that carries through to ‘the comclusion

of the poen.. - . . “

A Y _/ ) «
) Let me, I beseech thee, Father, die . -,
' ’ From this fat royal life, amd lie ,
As naked as a bridegroom by his bride, \ : ,
And let that girl be the cold goddess Prides ’

Ard T will sing to the barren rock 3 -

Your difficult, lonely musié, heart, C . J

) Iike .an old prowd king in a parable.”
("Like an 01d Proud King in a

P arable" )

‘ ' 'Lonely Music" . There is no questioQg,that the poetics expressed\by
the speaker here are closely akin to. Sri th' s own. Wy therefore the
seeming obfuscation of just who is talking? Certaifly the attempt ~
. " of the single 1line is to dise?gaée uthe reader's belief that he is , - , v
§ a , " hearing about WM&W@W

-

P P \ —— .
/mn the last two stanzas, then, that the problem lies.

“The "difficult, lonely music" is associated with the "heart",
J . lwhich is the ob jct of the speaker's address in the last stanza. In.
' n ' * the second to' lastl stanza that. ob ject ig® Fathe:z":?dod the PFather?
'Father Lebeat?—-yho would seem to have some control over the et's

creative destiny. The poet beseeches this figure to let hin "die"
;- (] ‘ 4
(. ¢ £ ‘ i ' 'S

- ]
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from the lavishness of court life and strike north for a‘harder . Ce
ideal, whlch we may without too much effort associate roughly with
the abandonment of thé subjective woice in favour o;‘ -'the‘ ob jeC;tZ:L‘VE N .
voice. ,"lherefc‘)re the switch into first person in the Jb.ast, two ' ‘

stanzas is an insistent attemt on Smth's part to show that | '~ "
obJectivity 'eed mot mean the total rejection of the first person ' ﬂ o
\ } -

or the direct aidress in pobtzy.

. Nor, in fact, does it mean thg rejection of the "heart'. At-this - -.
T -y .

boint it simply guarantees that along with the heart shall-walk

- ) g !
"cold", “ban'en" Pride, which also has its de"na.nds'-/one of which - _ -
, » . o
is objecti nty (or control or intelligence ox- Poise) «« The " parable” - /

‘ of the First stanza offers to Smith the example for his own reJection

kY . - - A -7
of the "fat royal 1ife". This rejection, this adoption of objectivity, 5l
() . . ’

by no means implies that S-ith can nevér speak, but that he must

speak with clarity and caution, so that he too may produwe with’his Y

N
¥ ’ . N

breath "a pala;:e of inviolable air".
Wwe are therefore plﬂled away by th_ls po’em fron a perception of’

1mpersonal:.ty and objctivity as places uhere the poet never shows

his face. Rather they %WWf&m's face
that'amids lush, s elf—lrdulgent " fauming' and "doting" on oneself.

Note that the "old proul king' uses hls " palace“ to "ca.ge a heart [that ’ S
-/ . -
carolled Like 2 swa.n" ;. the hea;:t is not kxlled, silenced, but mertly

controlled, limited, defined by the bars of its cage/ It is still

L

'the muszc of 'Hus caged heart that sSmith desires, but he, too, muld

' rather have a bird 'in the haml than iy in fhe bush.

Objec{'-i‘vity, therefore, has conrotations of sel}‘-i*estraint vhich we

»




the total obl:wlon of the personallty, but 3 k:xnii of 1mpersonal
antelllgence that gua.ranteq:s aggmpnate ilmltatlons. ["Like AnQld
Proud Kinz in a Para.ble“ 1; ‘more 1n£erest1ng for its noetm’s of -
_ha.niness and barren rock thoair for its partlcularly sub ;Jectlve or
obaective modes; g:ha.ractenstlcally) Smth downplays the 1mportance

of d:Lrectly considering gu.s quesh.on. .

. "e. the general pmoblem of the, mle of Jermnd;ty scious
- .+ and unconscious,’ in artistic creation--the prob ndeed ,
. of personal responsibility. As a pet (mo thilo er or .=
. moralist) I can only touch upon ¥t lightly a.nd. ifdfrectly——
as in the poem "Poor Innocent" 9 )

""Poor Innocent” does plck up the tl;;‘emes suggested by the ini:erpre-

tatlon of the _Poem above, echoing even the questiomng of the first

person that began our speculatlons. .
It is a gentle natural (is it I'?) who S \3 .
/7 . Visibs timidly the big world of D . )
The heart, and stares a little ﬁlle love - -
As at a plmted and ringleped palebl e -

Seascape, wience escapes a new, ’crue,
. Ref‘racted llg'lt ces . R T
T . . ("Poor Inmceht") ‘

\

Not qmte willing tp admlt tha.t he too en,pys the occas:Lonal

Y -

\ s:.t to "the big wotld. q:v the heart", smith asks, "is it I?" The
D .
<+ "I" who does go there, however, sees something essentially but geptly
false: love is a 'rs;\aj.gc?./pe" which lets loose a refracted, that i's-

distorted, ugut, which is also "umtrwe". This speaker "moves .

wmsurely 1n an air askew'; he is clearly uncertaln, a.nd unready

for the la.ws of the heart’'s wrld, for he cannot control hlmself J.n

| L

that’ world once set free. o - ) o

By o ok paad 3 0, RWWM "*‘"“' e S My e . ¥
N B o R - -
e g g -

-~

~ should ke'ep in'mnd whe \ viewing Smlth's poetry. It is rot neeéssarily -

U R 7Y



-
\,
A\

Ve P L A B e
<r
-
4
\
~
—

A
A
P
//
-

*»  Thig pretty \slmpleton m/self .or mt,
, Squints at the filagree of wind and wave, )
P -Scanning the frothing for the Lord kmows what-4’ .
- . - ‘The fgam-born rising, nzybve, nule and swell, Y
Or--Back to your kennel, verlet! mol,’ you rave! :
» , ‘Unbimd that seaweed, th:r:ow away that shelll =
’ e ("Poor Inmcent")

~\z

e

.

The faintly medieval voice that closes the poen is a Kind of
guard that steps into the "big ﬁorld" when the speakar, who obviously
should .not be there, begins to lose control; begins, in a sense, to

. retum to ‘the "fat royal life®. Smith calls this dielogue a "neta-

2 R4

physical drama” . and informs us that the concluling speaxer is the’

e , g‘lte]_hgenCe .

L .

. ¢ « It is this rathexr ;oossy intelligence which chooses what is

' to I;be expressgd , considers how, and juiges the final outcome.
But what a lot escapes jt--or caples.it, or fools it! It |
aid’ no’p choose the 1mages, the neta;hors, t.he sensa.tlons---lo

e o merimg ety v
b3
4

That is,to say , 'the risl ng of Bottlcelh‘ Venus which the

T

" gentle natwral™ anticipates is also some’ch:.ng beyond the control

LT e i,

) of the intelligence; all ijy can do is guara.rrffee that the nzghmaiﬂmot

L]
P

g

stare too lo ng\at tlfie sexuall,r arousing (and rest*‘aq.nb-shattennv)
Y

goddess. Thus tha/lntelligeme m'ow.des 'hhe control over lusts in

which the heart would gladly :rmdulge ’ because the poet is finally

TE WALy Tpve g aieat”

. a "slmpleton" who would quicxly suffocate inhis own wild desires.

In fact this metaghysical play-off is’;dbbling over the true

nature of imﬁ)ersonality. The sizple a'{dnﬁ.s_sio/n that the irmtellect

s \ is also part of the persomality throws the whole attitule into °
$ question, ard Smith certainly would rﬁt &isa.gree uith that premise.

Therefore when he mentlons "Poor Innocent" as dear.l:'.nD with the
’ ’ . b

"general problem of the role of nersonallty" , he is ot telln.ng the

whole story. ' v
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'I'he whole story is to01d: more clearly and less oa.sua.]ly by 'the
v \ N - rd

long and complex poem, "A Dream of NarclgsuS' . An exterded” specular-

\

'tlve ‘D.’oocess uélghs the relat:.ve aspects of sub Ject:.ve and obJec’clwe

'hfe or art. or poetry, taking ‘the- spea.ke.r—-le'l: US no’c say, taking

retreatlng ‘at thé end from the/full amd apparently honrlble 1mp11ca~

‘tlons of self-lndulgence. rbrc1ssus, of . ta'our:se » was the lovely boy

of (}reek mythology yho beca.me 80 ent*'anced. with his own J;eflection -

in a forest poo,'l. that he/;cema.med perpet ly frozen in a "narcis~
(I a

“istict gaze 1nto the smooth water. .
! ¢
. . . - Ty _/ R
% I am all* things known to‘ne; ) B
™ Mothing unknown shall, exist; . ‘ \ /
Myself creates’tﬁ/form I see; . '
My lips are those my lips have kissed.

Beauty and Truth gre in ny pool,, - .
— And T its image ored there, . .

The motlve, ac‘bor, and the rule, , :

The eyes amd those on which they stare. : y;
("A Dream of® Nam:.ssus")

« The poem thus opens i;l pexrfect objectlwn..’cy, preseniglng a series

ra

of facts and disavowing the existemce of any "unknowr'.. The first
M e

stanza eonsists of four end-stopped lines, each of:/which is, basically,

. a ma.)d.m out of the books of the ob jectivists. The effect is factual,

S/

simple. controlled. But the I;lerrtion‘of ;';Beauta; and Truth" at the
beglnmng of 'the secord stanza is perhaps an 1rom.c foresha}dowing of
the c(‘:c:m:mg tensmn m.th the sub,)ec’clve ln.fe- Keats, obvious pmponent
of "prowl Romanticism", made those abstractions famous mth hn.s o' s

1arge line, "Beauty is truth, truth bge/a.zrty" .11 But t‘m.s is a fore=-

‘shadowing only: 'thg "arules" still control the dichotomy presented,

- -

A

b

'Smth-a-througx a severe temptation towa.rdls the Sub,pctlve but



_afd the speaker is calm amd unchellengedt

I gaze: the new-born image grovs - e .
Full-rounded , radiant, nov:.ng, hard, . / '
As subject into obJect fldws, RO '

Fit to be numbered and cémpared. .
. ' (1'A Dream of Narc153U§')

* This is the flrst dabbhng in the subgactlve pgol‘ and. it is .

L

hardly a genuine one} Although "sub ject" and "obJec‘t" flow together
to an gxtent, the effect can still be "nun})éred; and gompared”, or T

7 : . : L
rationa;]ly c}:omprgher;ied. by the objective mind. We are at a state . I -

‘ - mot wnlike that of the “or inmcent” in.the octave of that sonnet, - ,
before the Ioss of corrtrol w:‘?»ut the dip info the nbol creates a , 7

certain fa.xru.llan!éy., a.nd the power'of ma.t sm.ms there begins to

L4

ma.ke itself felt. ) ) ~ . .
All energy and cha.nge of space,
‘All halts and hwrryings of tire, o ,
e in the cgntow:s 6f that face, - - ‘(.
Iike sourﬁs that gu.ve their laws to rhyne. :

. _1 pipe sutel songs of love and oy’
< And pore upon his lovely eyes, I °
' - And he respords, that godlike boy, -
And mine are his divihe replies. ) .
-~ - p ("A Dream of Narcissug"). .

-

' 7

Tl’ns encounter with ‘che éub,)ectlve begins to move' the speaker
:E‘.r:om the per;:eph.on of “rulgs" to somethlng more chaotic, "halts and
hurryings', but still the chaos -pro\ades: "1aws" of sound. 'I'hesq laws,
peverthele’s’s,/ are row the laws of “rhyme" rather- thzh nathematics, e
rather than of the mmd; amd the speaker's respons camot help by .
be the crea.t:.on of "sweet songs of love and J:y" . The "boy" in the C
pool becomes."godhke" , and a direct commurication begins whic\f; al so

confirms the principles of reflection: "And mine are his di vine replies.”

A gem)ﬁ.ne desire for full krowledge of the reflection is now initiated, .

. .
WL el e e S s s . P,
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but i‘rustrated.
But ah! the sh:.mmerlng film of gla.ss .
. Extends an isolating bledd, ~
That mortal substance may not pass ) ' .
To full self—knowledge of the shade.’ : :
. ("A Dream of Narcissus") ;
- Self-lmowledge" would come with the shatterz.ng of the "gla.ss" - .
that is, mﬂ\ a dkve into the pool, but there is m 1mnediately PN
perceptible way (to the rational mind, at least) oﬂ doifg %o. Then “
!

the poé;m, like the entire image, divides itself sharply with a .
3 e, " . .

tercet, following which we descend into:the true power of the

~

personal maelstron. - - s

I sometimes think that I will dare . .
To grasp my love by his long hair - T
And pull him from his abstract lair;

tf -

“

- kY

Come ¢ /loser! I have felt strange things ‘ -
Move in the ‘shadowy dep‘ths far down,

Dark shapes with glimmering fins or wings, SN
Menamng Jaws, and looks that frowm. -
- A Drea.m of Narclssus")

3 o

Je mght wonder from these lines whether the poet is not s;pealdng

merely of the conscious and unconsc:mus mnds. but tha.t 'bhe.@mphe\:.sls

S S UL SRPTIEE ST S Y et Spe e kN

seens to be’ on su‘njecﬁlve amd ob,pct:.ve, ra.ther 1s indicated by 'the -
oo

third line of the third stanza qwted above, and the shl:lékr.ng conclu-

%
t
]

;

. ' ¢ -~ . Ly N \
sion of the poem, with its anti-Romantic rmotes. ~The sub jeitiwe mfld'
[ ° ~
the reflection in the pool; now takes separate wice, and-develops l‘an'

attractive force that begins to suck the speaker and reader in, B
' . Yoot
before complete descent the last thought of the controlling :}nt‘glligjeye S

g 1 f -

is allowed expression.

And o'er the lovely crystal face .
That looks al me with eyes of love ) g

-A strange new crvel krowing grace ° '
Is poisoning the sacred growve. .

, ("A Dream of Narcissus") =

¥
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) verses force on the reader. e might interpret swh irony as an:

{
y
4 -:}, i

- -
M @

The experience ig,only a "poisoning! of the “sacred grove" to
, e )
the objective Narcissus; but even he admits that there is."grace"

-

\

in the swrrender :and-, after all, a "cruel knowing' ., Then the true

wmleashing of the subective experience occurs, and the swrrender

+

&

would seem guaranteed.

Drawn with- accelerating haste

. Down to the centre of my world,. .
I plunge into a crackling waste,
Ard Chaos isc wmfurled .

- a
0 horror! Ificest of the soull , .
vhat reeling Furies! foul -Abysn! . .
0 nad, inevibable goal : B
O0f proud Romanticism! ,
\

3

(A Drean of Narcissus')

Thus the poem'lsﬁim‘; is made; the purposeful swrremler to the

call of-the subjective is "Romamticisw’, is "mad”, "reéling", and "foul".

Tve unfortunate fact of this last stanza, although it makes its N

pedaitic point, is that it awids any réal facing up to the world

beneath the swrface; it is, a}ter all the intelligent thought of the i

poem, a disappointment, The i:mgnic over-enplo};men't of capitalized
£
abstractions, anmd the over-statement of results, takes away from the

conclusion ‘of the poem the serious involvement that the first ten

indication that smith knew -the attraction of the subjec;tive, and
though he sought to awid it, could not wholly condemn'it on some

cool intellectual premise. 3But “the fact remains that a poem that~

»

began in poetry closes in lecture mtes. .

Too often a poem is thought to achieve morality and use-~

. fulness and does achieve popularity through an wnconsciously
hypocritical failure to-pierce uncomprorisingly through to
the heart of an‘experience whikh would have ‘become, too bitter
and too painful had the poet dared to descend more deeply
into it. ’

12
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'.ie\’r?‘must apply Smith's comment in "Refining Fire" to "A Dreanm

. ﬁ i . , -]

of‘Narcj,//ssus" , unfortunately, and regret the” fact that Saith only
’ “q 9 .

d;lgfled in the true consideration of the. attractive pool of@?gpe

sub‘}ective mode. But whether or mt ﬂ@poem wholly satisfies,

"it provides a clear boundary within Smith's poetry between the two ¢

wices. The'attemp‘b; it would seem, is to stay clear of the pool.
b L
Rl
We have obviously moved beyond the/mere interplay between

intelle(;t and emtion into a dichotony far deeper. Almost it would

* ©

groyp intellect and emotion on ore side and (safe to say) "ob jctivity"
on the other, which is in fact the true/m,mval fro‘rrlx pérsonality that.
Smith postulates in his . SelfkRew'Lew" . The possible dangers of 'l:hids‘
removal quickly sugegest /them;elves. Thus Northrop Frye:

§till, Mr Smith's learnmng perhaps does interfere “with

his spontaneity. Too many of the poems seem to me to

lack drives the words do not develop rhythn but are fitted
into a containing pattern. .The poetry is intensely nsual
amd conceptual; it slowly Clarifies, but it does not danc
Sometimes, however, this slow clarification contains grea
emotional pom—:r...13

—

Harry Howith, himself a poet, writes, ~

4 - . ' i

Yet there is a &ertain fire lacking in his poens; the
sense of an 1nexorab1e rush *oward an inevitable vision
which marks the F,—reat talent is not the:t'e.l4 7

Although we may/ob.)ect to Howith's defimition of "the great
talent", we-nmust aflmt that his foint ‘about Lf@.th colild very naturally
rise fron a firmly held theory of impersonj‘fity in the wet. Mrye®s
comment that Smith essentially hed too much "learning' tiete, in with
other critical comments along similar lines, that sug;gest by i.mplica—
tion the lack of “fire" irfmany of his 1‘Joems.

whereas almost all the poets he described in 1926 as

having "been hurled into poetry under the compulsion
of a bitter aml voignant disillusionment" have passed

¢ —
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) contertt from the body of 'l'.ﬁe Toem. Sﬁith hinself was quite willing _

" _ 102

w".r ' —
' ’ - i - - _ . . -
" beyond that stage into the expression of a positive
_pthilosophy, Smith hinself has remained there. He has
"continued to concern hinself with abstruse gquestions of —
. technique, and to rrobe with the best instrument he'can
forge 'the wounds in his own subconsciousness'. But this

in itself is a process of real if limited value..,15
Essentially this is a condemnation of aestheti;cism, of too great
a concern with form over content--which is, after all, rt wmrelated

to the theory of impersonality, which also seeks to gfemove personal Y,

to admit tha.t he had replaced, of‘tem the personal content mth Just

e sneenry e

suwch aestheticism. "Everything beneath the swrface.of techmque " .

he comments, "remains obscure ."16 “It is obvious that there is mwh

here that i's consclously contrived w37 . _

=) = -
¢

Leoti Bdel, Smth's close friend particularly during the Rortrightly

’
4

days, tries to save him from the problens these attitudes n;.ttma]ly

glve rise to. { .

I3 ~
mith the poet--tlever, witty, bawly, sincere, insincere, o ,
genuine, poseur, so intemt on being clever that he canon
occasion sacrifice truth to good rhyme, and stilt his verses
with his techmical virtwsity; and on occasion there is -
Smith powerful, clear, Dotent, free of cant and (rare being)
U.nw.llgar ’18 - N -

thls does no’c wholly redaem him for that occasional "lack
e
of flre" To that end Edel ls forced into so"lathlng of a senant:.?

somersault that is not particularly reassuri
< -

Tot a pet exists wo does mt write the book of himself.
He is never more personal than when he thinks hingelf

( impersondl. 19 - M

!
This is hardly redemptive. what may actually save Smith for ’
the reader who desires the truly personil note and ;g\)ersonél content,

\
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is his wry admission, in all three of* the above poems, that mo matter .

~

how hard the impersonality struggle to assert itself, some part of

" our hearts will alwa&s want to go swimnti;lg with Narcissus. The gentle -
mocking of the cc;ritrolling intellect agbove-="but what ag.ot escapes
itl"-'-n-suggests one of the nost.pleasant congenial aspects of -
‘Sffd."th-'the poeg which is the cons’lste ility to struggle for
aestheta.c ideals, and to 1a,ugh with gijcere éentleness at him\ f o JS\
'when they canmot always be held. )

. % it is that the existerce within Poems-New and Collected of ‘

nfessional poetry, reverie, gener'al}y personal materizl, although -
H

an obvious contradiction to various precepts scattered over the pages

! H
i
H

ot earn an attack but an awareness of depth

of the essays, sho

N~ -
- - , -
and complexity”and perhaps, ultimately, of fallibly happy humanity . ' .
) . . \ ]
I will/arise and go now . . -
and to the lavabo L g
vwhepé men without women . .
are standing'in a row. ’ ‘
‘ (* souvenirs du Temps Perdu)
" Souvenirs du Temps Perdar (for Leon Bdel)" is a wistful but
N . &
never maudlin glance back at days théy would% sperd, togif'&xer. ostensibly
"in the pursuit of higher literature, but obvicusly rot emtirely so.
We it in the Dome \ ’
-to the ditto of le méme
as French as a french f*ne}' potato
in a greasy cornwqpia - S N
of the Yontreal Daily star. oo - o D
~/ ‘ (" Souvenirs du Temps Pexrd') .

" The temporal references, however brief, provide the.réal nostalgia/‘

of the poem despite its obvious, lightness. Parodies of-Yeats, Eliot
and contemporary njghtclub songs follow. all establishing an admittedly '

Q‘ AR s
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tongue-in~cheek atmosphere that neverthsless ewkes a noticeably

personal past. '

O to be in April now that

yés sir she's my baby....
vould you mimd not forgetting '
to leave something in the bowl B
as you ’ ‘

Pags out.

("Souvemrs du Temps Perdu)

o

The humou of the poenm is related to the sense of humour in Smth

$hat allows it to be published at al¥, given a supposed allegiance to

“the strong demands of impersonality,.

Another Qiistirptljr personal poem,

while ot evg:k'mg the laughter of "Souverirs du Temps Perdd’, is

ggnera‘ted by a similar ease in breaking rules here and there for

Pleasure's sake. "Astraea Redux" with its self-nockmg Latin i;ltle, .

st too much of Dersonal sentiméntvarﬂ gentleness/i‘o' bear; ’che .

& 'S

and a bottle in a paper bag...
. a . Ne

Nearer, a coughing. motor *

then a2 spate of spaniels .

leaping and frisking o /

with Stuart cwrls

and long sad\‘faces .

-3

Coming to land
coming home

¢ o

(" Astraea Red w¢* ) -

The imagistie focus is intense, and the emotions evoked by the

quiet pensive voice are strcng a.nd easy to assoC1ate m’ch the reader's

own nostalgias. 'I'ne return &s to "the good people / mwn anew" ; the

extreme pﬁr;sonal note is filled in by the ironic 1list of Canadian

/ | '
g . a .
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poetic nobility that follows. .
-, M people lordi'y ones ’

the Duke of Dudek His Grace of Layton
ard with me Scott

diaconal, archbishooric

twisted benewlent ,
with rneedle eye g

Known anew, loved always =,
....always....mw-... - '
Royalists Yr. most obt. servant ‘

- A .
\Mke?noz Not to go on my travels again
X "~ A" Astraea Redux") ¢

Ferns considers the voice of "Astraea Reduwx" to be maudlin and

N . VORTTERS e

ove{ly rsonalized , and therefore smac%d.ng of false personality ra.thgé
~ N _ N
than genuine emo’c.ion.20 Although Dudek and Layton are given little ./

.
&
¢ . i

more than a Rosencrantz-and-Guildenstern gla.ncezl, F. R. Qs:ott. hi's

N\ \ o
origanal compatriot, is spoken of in terms near-glowing with pride |
in acquaintance. The image of thex"needle eye" seens anqmpo ant -

one to Sith about his friend; in his later poem, "To frank/Scott, Esq.,

/

needle-eyed, / and frank 22 also a tlay on Seott's/éollection, The Eye .

of the Negdle, 1957. Fb{‘ns“ criticism is perhapy based on a comparison e

LN B 5 &
_Mwith the gemerally aristocratic coldnesy of tHe majprity of Smith's poems; 3

certainly in that way "Astrzea Redwx" is overly 'persona:lized; but that
the emotions are genuine seems obvious. “hether they"‘"are too genfine
as to be the deécision of the iniividvai reader.
The h;mesty involved in this exposure of personality is anoth
credit to Srrthhl. By m means does he grumble or snea.k/his way intgx

' the personal voic_:e, as thouéh he truly did mot wish to be there;

u

-
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rather he’ vﬂings wide the door with painful fran‘:kness and unrem t~/

tingly sorutiniges all he findis. "y Lost/Youth" epitomizes thid
‘searching honestys providing zlong with/i/ts self-portrayal a/ér
commentary on ’che‘ méfu‘l. fate oi: creative academics evelyt:bére.

* After the quick establishnment of a twenties salon a’c.ms/;ﬁere, the
pet focusses ﬁis attention on the details of the lady, which

reveal his deeper interests.

— i

-I remember it/was April that year, afternson.
« There WpS a modish odowr of hyacinths
Beside me in the drawing room, and twil]

A tmﬂe 1mpress:.ve1y ard a bit out ofAtune.

You spoke of poetry in a2 woice of poetry.

And youwr voice.wavered =z litile, like the szoke of your
Benson & Hedges,

And grew soft as you soke of dove (as you always dldl)/

. Though the lines of your saile, I observed, were a /

1little sententious.
(*'y Lost Youth))

The mood is effoTtlessly established by the swothly flowing,

speaker. "April that-year" tzkes the reader back to/the time; the

use of "that" assumes on his part an awareness of Year and therefore
iscing.. "A modish od.om:' of hyac;nths. and ',

ment to take place in the later stanzas.
" brand is a reallst.c deta.ll .ha’c. adds to thé amoszhere as does the
., wavering smoke that rises fron :9\-5 tip.

I thousht of my birthplace in Westmount and what that inwlved;,
~--An ear quick to recoil from the faintest ' false rote! .

I spoke’ therefore hwrriedly of the distressing corzmonness L

of American letters, e
Not d/amng to look at your living anmd beatgblful thropat. | s

”
&
¢ ]

P
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‘ s1nce the obvious reason is dpure urrw1111ngness to face ‘the sensua.l

’ restrau.nt on expresslon of genmne memory: “a modish odowx™, "a ‘hnfle ‘

. ding tercet, which pulls suddenly back into present tense amd is clearly

vdhe seens to be one who enthuses,” I noted, excusing myself,
wo strove that year to be only ‘a mimnor personage out of James -
Or a sensitive indecisive guy from £liot's elegamt shelf.
“what /happens,” I prondered fleeing, "1o one wvhom Reality ;
claims. ..?"
’ ("W Iost Youth")

, _
It is of course the 'jai;thplac% in Yestmoumt" that tips the

personal-hand and allows us to conclule, if ot that the speaker  —

is Smth, then that he is at least 99% Smith'and 1% persona. Anglo- -

Saxon self-consciot;sness of social position/has left };Aim\ with "an ear

quick to recoil from the faintest ' false note'", ‘But his behaviour K U

is full of 'false no'te;',: he does not ‘d'are to look at the lady's —

"1iviﬁg and beautiful throat"™, despite dn obg‘wus desire to do 50,

and speaks only of#'letters" and their "distressing commonness" s

even when analyzing his own sudden depar’c./ln‘e. Trying to ‘be a character

from James,or Eliot-~perhaps a Canadian D:c'ui;ock-»--provides his‘ v,

excuse for fleeing from the uncontrollable situation, anofther falsrty, /:)

/
challenge. Other false motes gze sounded by the continwl semant:.c b

impressively" , "a bit out of tune", "wavered a little", "a little

sentertious' , "not daring”, "excusing myself", "only a miror personage"’, /

"indecisive guy". ALl these adverbs and ad jectives combine to prodwce
o /7 - g
an over-all effect of extreme self-consciousness, which rises partly

from sexual Nervousness but also from the over-eduwcation invol

the pursuit of learning. This latter theme is confirmed by the conclu-

spoken by Professor Smith from his office in East Lansing, Mchigan.

4
3
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. had time out of—' the classroon to have created more.

K

—
/ -~ ’

I teach English in the Middle Wests my veoice is quite good;
My manners are charming; and the mothers of some of my

female stulents

Are never tired of graq.s:.n:, ny two le(n wlumes of ve:;‘se.
"My Lost Youth"

7
. . r

The tension thus developed between the "metic” lifew-with its

typical salon encowtess, its obvious sexual appetites and its
desire for volume of output~—and the academic )ife, which pigeon-
holes %_'ry sentifient into -2 period or genre and e/yery mtive into
sofne author or other, may be with a good degree of safety appl:ied
to ours understanding of the biograthical Smith. There is a clear
resentment in the phrasg "two slin volumes of verse", perhaps parh:Ly

the unm.lllngness to be thought of as a poel on the basis of suwh

slerﬂernes_s, but also" the desire to have created more, or to have

" The 'delstmom’t rote in the poen is interesting for the theme of
self-consciousness as well. Leon Edel sugéests that smith's Anglo-
Saxon upbri,/n'ging, a rather stereotypically straighb—ia;ed mrocess,
Teft him with an an y/pathy towards the externalizdtion oi" emtion,

as-though that hal‘f/of the personality were in rather bad taste.
- /" B °

ty gentility...with 2 ooet it can sometimes provide

trong defences that he becomes an endless 'converter' A
-all is metamrphosis. Smith's strong feelings are channelled
and fragmented into the victorial and the suggestive, into a
highly civilized wit, ¥nto delicate intellectual symbols...

he felt a need to impose order on hls personal feelings as -

Wll.z3 '
Due to the lack of ary real biograr.hiqa,l/ir:formation on k. J. M.

Snith,gthe_‘personal wice in any of the poems will alwéys have to be
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to prove that this or tha{ poem reflects this or that event in Smith's

.. therefore more the business of the reviewer th the critic. :

/

Julged on the basis of the fqader.' s own perceptions. \;Any-»*at"cempt

/

‘life, vhile useful in a dogmatic way, cannot be ‘as important as the

actual apprehension of personal wwer. That “Astraea Redwe’, "Souv-:ezﬁ.rs
du Temps Perdu' amd "My Lost Yo uth® reflect primarily personal srtua.-
tions is clear; tﬁlat' "A Dream of Narti ss;.ls' demands the rihwlda.me of
swch reflection is equally clear.

The judicious reader could, with an awareness of these two

polarities, lay out a map of Smith’s poetry. which would plot ‘their .

"personality" and "impersonality" as on a grid. The resultihg

dia.graj: would be a useful one, although based.on pm:eiy per;'énal ’ , .

oFinion and quite wnjustifiabie by the uswl rational means. It is . O
~ There is a tension, ot painful, in the poetry of A J. "I Suth . i

between the subjective mode or personal wvoice and the obJjective mod.e ' ] r

or impersonal voice. His intellect has a cleae aJJ_egia.nce to the

-~ / . . o _:
' latter, as his essays demonstrate, but.some other part has a strong , i

yearning for the—former; af which contradiction he has the good grace
to laugh. When his intellect holds olt, the efféct of the poem tenis

to be aloof, restrained, or detached; when it gives way, the effect.
A - .
is gently ironmic and personable. ' It is for the/Andividual to decide

which of the'se is preferable. ~ -

4

A narked antipathy for the aloof or res'tra;ned yoice may be” ‘ .

mllified by/iﬁs extensions in the final chapter. N

e W) e e e = s R
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Chapter Five
- - S ‘%‘P

t a —

ECLECTIC DETACHMENT - = C )

’
[y

The &¥fferent’ wices and different modes called for L3
%{ the différent occasions should not obscure the ..
derlyipg urdty perjwding even the most apparently . -
different poems.l : ' S,

Until the publicatlon in 1970 of Bate's The Burden of the Past

and the ’«"nglish Poet anmd in 1973 of Bloom's The Anxiety of In:f‘luenca.

the a.ttempt however dél:.cate to prove the 1nf1uences af the past

“on this or tha.t poet had been met with general skepticism in the
_// -

‘"literary world and had been considered a rather disreputable affair. -

Bate notes quickly’the lack of material- dealbng with the ' question, and

cites that lack in circulé::“ fashion as the cause of current disinte’rest.z
d °a
But the two works noted have achieved an obvious respectability of

scholarship, and have thereby brought to the idea of "infl%m:e" ,
. v * . . . - Is
apparently , a degree of good.taste.

-

It will be noted‘thg’% the foregoing chapters have themselves
indulged in a modicum of unackmwledged 1nf1uence—mongenqg/ Necesgary

mentlon has been made, for 1nsta.nce y of the powerful ﬂgures of r.llot
e

and Donne, riever in an a’ctempt to defeat Smith's reputation with

derivativeness, but rather to create an aprreciatior of the diversity

of his li’cera:f,;r interests. If those figures from the past ha

— . - .
all overshadowed the gentleman under consideration it is a flaw of
the present study , ot of the poet. Such an attitule, at any rate,

is r_l/cessa.ry to the honest understa.nrhng of Smith., If one wishés to

o s 7

enter his poetry with guns levelled in search of the borrowed thought

or image or even theory. one will not look 1ong ard only rarely {n}ss.

7 '
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The point however is that such borrowing ought not to be approached

’ m.th guns but with gratitule. | .

' Of course’, any poet has his 1dols. and :Lf Srith laboured unier
the aeg:.s of only two he should not be in any wey outsta.ndl/nga Bpt
there was also the earlier influence of W. B. Yeats, for' examp]..e ’
\‘rery‘ potent in his first year§ of poetry; ar':l'd‘the presence of ’d}e

vywinding stair’ image inm less than three of Smi.fh's'poems shows

how deeply ingrained that influence was, The Winding Stair being
. > Y] =
Yeats's wlume of 1929. : . : N
\ : - <
To complete the rest of this picture rapidly, we might turn

the pajge's of \Poems New and Collected casually to mote the allusions-

. direct or indirect to the poets of other lands or times. Ye have

-

noted already the Petrarchan echves of some of the lyrics, and

::onsider as well the generzl }'Ietaphysical nature of some of = . - ) -
Snith's " rk., We have also moted 2n appreciation ’o‘f Bdith Sitwell*s /\
yerse; there is als® a Sitwellian D:lnterest in Pierrotesque figures,

as in "Three Phases of Punch". There are three translations from
Thgorhile Gautic;.r, and tﬁvﬁmmane' Mallarné. 'W'I‘h}re isa

single translation from a French poet of this cerrtur:'y; Jacques -
Prévert; ami an adaptatlon £rom the ita.han of mary centuries past,

Guido da Cavalcanti's "In wm boschetto%rovm pastorella’ (Ballata Ix)

_There are a:s well two translations from the Hungarian, of Ferenc

Jihasz and Zoltan,Zelk. The characters and a‘bm@&' of the clas,s,ical. .
Greek landscape and literature are everywhere; AW M. ICLeln has mted

the similarity of mod between these poems and Smth's Canadian land-

Es;ape/sﬁ T. S. Eliot is nentioned by name twice, in "Ballade‘ n Peu

-
— - - -
s - .

‘ o
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Banale" and * m{; Lost Youth" and, of course, his influence is else-
where. Henry James is named in "My Lost Youth" as well. L. Frank v

Baun's The Wizard of Oz is mentioned.through "The Tin ‘bodman’'s Annwal

Sonnet tO\ozma of Oz at fpe Approdch of Spring” . There.ave clear

{ .
echoes of Chawser in "In Yemgriam: E. J. P." and in "Threg Phases
of Punch”. The latter poem also has direct qwtations fron Shake-

. [ 1
speare's Twelfth Night and from John Iyly's poém "Cards anl Kisses".

There is an echo of William Blake in " Universe Into Stone". "Song
o Sy o ’ -
Made in Lieu of Many Ornaments' is in its very, title a difect borrow~

ing from Spenser's " Epithalamion" , a.nd opens with a line from a ditty

in Gammer Gurton's Needle, of approximately the same period. Webster,

- Shakespeare and Donne put in en appearance in "Prothalamium”, and

there is the open trlb;teu\"Tlo Henry Vaugl'}an" . "that :is That Music
High in the Aiz?" is a title borrowed Wi th a single change from

"lingé 367 of Eliot's "Waste Land”. Two subtitles show other leanings:

' "The Lonely Land" appeared originally with thé subtitle "Group of
Sever;“ » and " Nightfall", an ;egfhetic speculation, bears "fin e
siecle” beneath the title. Resides all of this i‘rom o;'.her lands

: there is direct reference to Canadians Frank S;‘;Jtt I-iarshall Mch'xan,
Emle Nelhga.n, Paul Morin, Jay facpherson. He w. B Ross. Anne
wilkinson, Eloi de ‘Grandmont , Irving Layton, George bhnston, Ralph
~ Gustafson, D. G. {.?Jnes, lous Dt}iek, and S3aint-Dernys Garneau, and he . —
has translated “a sqngjof Frefch Canada® into his "B’rigad.ief' . ’
It may béar repeatihé that all of the above gcém’.‘s in a collec- ?
tion of one hundred amd twenty poens. Quite probably there aré =

many others to be added to suwh-a Tist, which might be found by a

- - : ’
.
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reader more closély approxineting Smth's oyn staggerit;g familiarity
. with world literatures. But the present cluster will be sufficient
for the rendering of the point that Stith naintained a vast written
world in his own library am that mch of what he redd either
. )inspired.' or irg@'lt:emgg/l_f:is o'wn' etry _in some way, or provided °
‘;uhrasing and chance.references uhenlsmh were Yeeded .
it is just such heterogéneity hat has.been co nsistently S
mi sinterpreted by Snu.th' s eritics as "corrtrad;iztior?". " Wayne Grady's '

obituary for Books in Canada is vermitted to mowrn his death with

K

e the glum comment that "Smith was a oet of vrofound contradictions” .u'
We have heard this attitude expressed about Smith sufficiently by

i

now to know that it is mot umique to Grady. It is not the conmtemtion
. here tha.’c‘Mr &‘adyj is wrong in his facts; of course’ there are contra-
_7dictions in smth's thin!d.;g. inhis pgetry'; probably in his private:
1life asi well. But he has o rore contradiction in him than any poet-
critic is bound to have, and so) often tf’me contradictory passages are
written at either emd of thirty years of thinking through, that we
should all- look rather foolish if we did not permit him to change
' his mm with swh decades of care. It'is in fact that very ability
to recant and adopt new attitiules throvgh careful intellectual evalua- .
- _tion that is at the heart of Smith's greatest achievement.
' Lowis Duek's artizle 2t Smitn's déath awids the petulame
- that has invested so much Smith criticisn am reveals this truth.
But for all the poetry that followed, m matter how far

it.hag diverged from his artistic stardards, and how
far it has forgotten to recogrize his name, his work as

/s i 3

1
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editor and poet has stood in the background amd it has

defined the kind of modern poetry from which others
could demelop.5 £

Suwch praise would likely come closer to Smith's own de Tes
- N i
than world-wide critical acclaim of this or that.po

s for his
most useful contribution to all Canadia ‘literattme is the 1§61
article, "Eclectic Detachment: Aspec{s of Identity in fanadian
Poetry", which proposes just such attitules. He néver imtended,

~ at 1east/wfth1n the specific terms of the essay, that his own theory
should be hauled about and applied to his own wo\rk. but it is in
the definitions and parameters of "eclectic dgtachment" that we may

_come to owr fullest possible appreciation of Smith's importancé in

Canadian 1iterary history, and only in the 1ight of that article

that we may leave him, The delineation of the term began in the

introduction to Smithm™adxford Bonk of Canadian Verse, in 1940.

N But the Canadla.n poet ha.s one a.émtage—-— n advantage
\/" that derives from his posa.tlon of separgteness amd semi-
. isolation. He can draw upon French, British, and Ameri-

can sowces in language and llteraz.y convention, at
the same time he en pys a measure of detachment that
enables him to select and adapt what is relevant and
useful. This glives to contemporary Canadian poetry in
either language a distinctive quality--its eclectic
detachment. This can be, and has been, a defect of

timidity ard mediBcrity; but it can also be, as it is b
hoped this book will show, a virtue of intelligemnce a ’
di scrinination 6 ‘ ‘

s %

‘Professor bhn Bilsland responded to Smith's anthology with a

o \
polite attack on-the gssay and the selection, suggesting that both
-t

suffered from the attempt to cover too mwch ground in too short a
time. He particularly singled out the coiming of "eclectic detachment'
arnd dismissed it as a "fine expressiorn'. .

Gz
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The expression eclectic detachment sounds well: it seens
to suggest a learned ob jectivity, the cavpaciiy in owr
poets to draw freely on diverse cultures and traditions.
But one worders if the very attractiveness of the fine '
expression has not misled Professor Smith. Surely a very
marked quality of much of the best Canadian poetry is its
intensely personal mote. Many of our poets are highly
derivative, but writers like A. M. Klein, Anne Wilkinson

and Irving Layton have achieved a decidedly personal utter—
ance, not particularly eclectic, and mot at all detached...?

(5

. At this point Smith hitched on hi_s,/guns and produwced the full-

fledged defimitipn and cownter-attack, "Eclectic Detachment: Aspects

if

of Identity in Canadian Poetry", in 19%1. The Canadian poet .

.+.is immersed both in the Ewropean and the orth American
cultural tradition--I use 'cultwral’ in the widest possible
sense to include the sociological and political aspects of
environment and irheritance as well as the literary and the
artistic--but he-is mot of it. He stands apart and, as all .
Canadian writers 'must do, he selects and re pcts. He selects
those elements fron varied and often disparate sources that”

‘are useful to him, and rejects those that zre mot. Useful to
him, This brings in th= jersonal. Detachment surely does,

not impky in this context detachment fron th° Self or from

personallty 8

Smith weuld seem to have come upon the essential mistake in

<

Bilslamd's commentary; his review is a misreading of Smith's original
preface, vhich clearly states that the detachment is from * French,

~ .
*Bx‘itisp, and American sowces", and ryt from personality at all,

which was the éoncern of our last chapter, and is something entirely

different. ;o

The question at issue is: What is the Canadian poet

° detached from? ZEclectic detachment would sugzest that
he is not detached from everything, but only from what
he chooses to be detached from. This implies also that
there are some things he chposes to attach himself to.
I emphasise himself. It is someone, 2 person, a poet,
who is attached or detached. The term detachrent in this

. context has mothing to do with objectivity or imperson-
ality. It is actually an affirmation of personality.‘9

°



, his pronouncement.

Detachment: Aspects of Identlty in Ca.nada.a.n Poe’cry" about his own -

. poetic habits.” “The clear d.rvermty of his sources amd 1nsp1ra.t10ns
“poetry. fmm so many eras and so narny la.nds, mth swh 1ea.rned appreci-

. of a lifetime are rea.lly only mam.fastatlons of the catholicity of

" modermist, imagist, and a host of othen ad jectives; therein lies his
, conseious achlevement as a poet. The reader will remember attempts o

"’throughout the preced.lng chapters to proye Smth' S. cons‘clousness of

e ought to mte ‘that Srm.th is mot spealqng of his own poetry

vwhen he thus defends the personal voice; ra:ther he 1s _opposing a

-

notlon of "eclectic detachment" as necessaﬁlx 1ncluL1ng a2 removal
fron personality. Later in the same art:.cle he offers a few. exa.mples N 7

of Canadian poets who seen to hin to demonstrate “the valldity of

9 ‘. . - - » °
The most exciting poets of the present revival have foumd .
refreshment and nowrishment in-the most widely varied apd -

~ often surprising sources——James Reaney in Chaiwcer and
Spenser; Irving Layton in Neitzsche, Catullus, the Hebrew
Prothets -and William Carlos Williams; Jay Macpherson in
Blake and Northrop Frye; Ralph Gustafson in Job, Hopkins
and Melville; Margaret Avison in Tycho Brahe, George Herbert,
and Marianne rjbore.lo . e . -7

] -

, _
If we now glance back at that long list'of allusions or inflwerces

in the poetry of Smith himself, perha.ps some of thé%e fdeas 111 -° /

% ‘ .

come into cleaf focus. Smth mght well have been writ 1ng "E)clectlc

makes him the pro’ootype of his own ppetic theory. ) Fbr he haq drawn !

with discrimination upon so many forms‘a.rﬂ vbices and.struwetures of

“
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~

ation and scholarly calm, ‘that he embodied the very primciple ¢f S

Y s
O

eclectic detachpent in every’ 1ine he penned - Thus the "contradictions”® = &

the true scholar; and the wild diversity of' the Poens the only possible

oeui;re 'l:g be accepted by the stholarly creative mind made limitless.

le\1s aesthetic, netaphysical, inpersonal, frugal, religiovs, ixreligious,,

1 a
L

- o
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' - .
neither " form over content" mnor "form amd content inseparable".

hisﬂ?bm contrad‘i-ctions; that conscioousness. coupled with the state~

ment of :' underlying unity" that forms the epigraph of this chapter,

1¢;ad;s us easily to conclusions. ‘

, fbr there is mo such umity wiless it lie ina kKind of purposgive

disunity, or he'berogenei'h}:, or eclecticism. - Therefore this thesis,

which may be ‘see'nato hive taken a great deal of trouble to demonstrate

Smith's remarkable ‘d;’versitj, must in its last pages ask of the

reader a volte-face and é.‘n{ackmwledgement that suwch diversity is,

the lasting cohtribution of the collected poetry of A. J. M. Smith.
Profesmr Biislazxi's mi stake ,/.that smith wes preaching a )

detachment from pers;mality./was nisdirected. Had he ieve,lled such

a criticisnm at ;he"‘m_gm of his anthologist, he might have come

away with a victory, as Chapter I'bur has shown. But the true detach-

ment of 'this article (and Snith hinself does mot fully gckmwledgenaiss;)

is ﬁbm‘form\itself. For if the Canadian poet car?choos; with.a cool

head exadtly those aspects of "languzge and 1iterary convemtion" that

thep he is perma.nently and nersonally conm tted to o one form,

but mll ad.opt -boday the very conventions he may have rejected yester—
_ N
day, only to re ject them a.ga:m tomorrow.

e ’

i

;I'hus we are witnessing 2 xdnd of super-aestheticism, which is
11y

is at once a dp'@:échment from personality withig the swb et matter o‘f
. ( ‘

the pem--"as sub ject into object ﬂows"--arﬂ a detachmert from the
~very form the poen is to take. that :ceeps the oeuvre moving, essent-

1ally, is that a.t awy g:.ven tine the poet m$ choose to be personal,
,p,;@

- - 7/

~
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" are "useffl to him’, and if this process demands a kind of detach_men‘t,_
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or in@ersonal, or pedantic, or meditative; and he ma;/r then choose
to be. a sonmetteer, a purveyor of villanelles, a free versifier, ’

s
° a blank versifier, or any other kind of poet his heart dgsi.res:’

Nolr we have already noted that the theor% of impersonality has

/

its ups anl downs in Smith's work, and we nus§/4 et the same quali-

Pication to (4hat is basically) the generalization contained: above. -

s"lizt: is no more I;erfectly detached from form than he has to be.

A BAVBAETET n t o v T

He Shows a distinct preference, as we first notet, for More traditional

s‘t;i‘mtures over more chaotic struwtures. "That", he might say, "was

e e i e

- because they were more useful to me.” But his clear atiempt as a

Canadian poet" has been to adapt as many of the traditions of wrld s
‘1iterature as possible to his own hand; to place them in front of
the poetry-reading public of Canada, as well as in the laps of other

poets, propsing thereby as rich a diversity in Canadian 1iteratime .

as he had’ achieved within the covers of his own Poems New ard Collected . W

: " % whenhe writes Christian penms, it is mwt necessarily out ' .. %
of Christian faith, and when he ‘takes up the moderrist banner it ise :
not necessarily out of a genuine desire to destroy what modernism

(necessarily) opposed. e might speak here of a “felt need”", Smith's

occasional awareness of this or that woid in Canadian literature;

e

ki - . his response to swh a need was to try to create what was missing
“with his ownhand. This is neither a guarantee of his own acceptance
of the particular belief, ror of his own re jection of it; undeniably -

some of the poems sound more genuine than others., It is merely a

guarantee of his poetiq craftsmanship, and of his dedication as a

«




2

e

X

pet, to the literature of hls country qd’uch dedication must leave the
rest of us, who only.stanmd an?(mt a 1ittlé abashed.

Inplicit in the essay ,incidentally, is a "comtradiction'.' Suith

Pe

"is clearly attempting to glean something particularly Canadian from

his ﬁxford ﬁook, a nationalistic and too often blinkered pursuit
which he decried coldly in "Canadian poet}y: a Miority Report" and
the "Re jected/Preface". 3But '@he disparity between the apparent
points of. contradiction is mt quite so -wide as it might appear.
#hat Snith in fact abhors i the idea that the "Canadiamisw® of a

particular poet should be su’ficient grounds to establish his
. o 5
reputation. N

The Canadian poet, like every wet, is in compet:.tlon with
every other poet, past ard present, or, mo¥e precisely, he
knows he must be judged by as severe standards as arw.“ And
I believe that it is an informed freedom of choice that
comes from being Canadian thal has nmade it possiple for our
best poets to sustain this test--znd perhads more easily than

if they had been Er)glishmer?BMericans 12

; -
If in fact it is the eclectic detachment of the Canadian poetf

P
that gives him an advantage in his oad-race with the British and

the Americans, it is the eclectic detachment of Arthur James Marshall .

I3

“smith to which he owes that advantage. rbr Smith not only named-4

trerd that he had seen, but first exemplified it, from his "earliest
apprentlce verses" 134 in the l920's to the 1978 publication of The

Classic shadd. The impossible wealth of form, and the open range

S

of content, comtained in his fifty years of effort and change, has | ;

—_— e
' g

been and will continwe to bge an encyclopedia ard Bible for all those

Xe

’ -
s
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{
+who come after, to accept or re ject w{thhthe vociferous-passion one
accords only 1o the most deeply held beliefs. The very possibility

of those beliefs 1lay in his hands; amd that is the man we have left

-behind. . T / 0 .
» :
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