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War II. The focus of the é?qu@ent is upqn-Layton'é

‘, ! ~

Abstrdct

In the «Forewords» to his bocks of_poetry}-iﬁ his

public correspondence in The Canadian Forum, The Montreal

Stér,'The Globe and Mail and elsewhere, and in lectures,

péems, reviews and interviews, Layvton has carried on'a
dialogue with his'éoptempdraries, both poets and cfﬁtics,
on the major Lsﬁués affecting the nature and function of
poetry. This”thesis argues that.His writings on poetry
over a period Of.four decades éOnstitute a cohérent and
impogtant_Body of §r;ticism, and QroQide & valuable

record of the development of poetry in Canada since World

“~.criticism in-direct relation to current controversies

and literary movements, both ln-Canada and abroad. It
.demonstrates that Layton has maintained a consistent

didactic emphaSié in his critiéism;_that he has conpel-.

- lingly asserted the -vital role of poetry in both‘private

and public_iiférzghat he aStutély discerned what was
crhéiél‘an&_what-was ﬂriQial'émdpgig_throﬁg of moveménﬁs;-
'couﬁter—movéments, innovatibns and-éhifts inlsehsibility

or .the téhper'of ﬁhe_age; and that he has éeen ﬁhe_main
spéﬁfémah fdf the'prophetig agd realist tradition-in “‘ =

.

Canadian poetry.
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Introduction

Over the past four decades a substantial body of

" Layton's criticiém has been acc@mulating, but ﬁnlike
‘_the‘critiéism of poets like A.J.M. Smith and Louis
' _budek,-relatively little of it has appeareduin the form
" of critical articles and reviews in the iterary
jou;nals. The core of his criticism is found in the
many «Forewords»#to his books of poems. These contain’
his major critical statements on the natufe and‘funétion
of poetry. His public correspondence,‘in the Canadian

Forum, The Montreal Star, and The Globe and Mail, ™~

contains criticism of a more topical nature, occasioned
LY
PR |

PPN . N .
by specific issues or events. Other sources of 'his

criticism are the published lectures and interviews, his

. :
private correspondence, and his, poems. The «Forewords»

from 1952 to 1972, occasionaL polemics, and a’selection
of the public correspondence have been collected in

. Engagements: The Prose of Irving Layton. Since 197%t_

Layton has published nine boocks of new poems, seven
selections of his own poetry, and edited two others;
ten of these books have a «Foreword». .Other literary
essays, reviews, lectures, and <«ruminations» are

collected in Taking Sides: The Collected Social and

Political Writings. .The correspondence with Dorothy
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_Rath, " An Unllkely*Affalr, was publlshed in’ 1980  There

v

is also a great deal of unpubllshed correspondence with

poets and critics in both the Unlted States and Canada
This thesis 15 based primarily on the publlshed crltrcrsm-
however, I have had the. prlvrlege of examlnlng the

unpubllshed correspondence w1th Desmond Pacey,\whlch
conslsts of 531 letters from hayton to.Pacey and 270
letters from Pacey to Layton, written-over a’period of
nineteenlyears,‘l954 to 1973‘ This correspondence alone
.1s probably one of the most important sources docu- . ‘
mentlng the development of poetry and cr1t1c15m in.

Canada since World War II.l
Layton's method has not been one of systematic
'analysis. Much of his Criticism has been written in the
heat of c0ntroversy and consists of scurrllous abuse
'dlrect attacks, w1tty parodies, subtle insights, and
hmoving tributes,' Either implicitly or directly, it
‘responds to the work of hlS Canadian contemporarles,

both_poets and critics. It also touches ‘upon the major

modérn'writers in England and the 'United States, upon

Eastern Buropean wrlters, upon «masters» llke Shakespeare,'r

Blake and Byron, upon the influence of modern phllosophy,
psychology, and pOllthS on contemporary poetry, and it
chronlcles the publlc reception of his own poetry
However, because the crdticism is scattered among works
on a range of subjects, because it is often discharged-

in aphorisms.and polemics, and because much of it i's

N
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directly'reiated to a particular occasion -- the puLli—
cation of arbobk, an unfavourable review of his poens,
or an argument with a friend -- it may appeér as %ndi—
.vidual flaSheslrathef than a coherent bbdy“of criticism.
= The éppareht exaggeratiqns_and reckless genefalisétions

often brilliantly illuminate a controversy but their

significance or reliability in a wider context is not

always immediatélfﬁclear. To read Engaéemeﬁﬁs‘or.Taking
Sides from cover to cover can'be a béwildering;expér;-
ience. The reader is confronted with a throng of para-
doxes, polarities, even coﬁtradictions,.which séém to
express deeply held convictions, but the? often‘seem to
be:thg'conGictions of the momént, inspired by the imﬁe~
diate demands of the occasion.

' According to certain academic Criteria, Layton's
'criticiSmﬂ hardly qgalifies as such. For Wellek and
Warren, criticism,‘ﬁgﬁ not precisely‘a sciencet is a
species of knowlédge or of learningf» It assimilétes
liﬁerary experience to a coherent scheme «which_must be

"rational if it is to be knowledge.»2 Similarly Frye,

in the «Polemical Introduction» to Anatomy of Cfiticism,
demarhds that criticism mugt develop into a «unified
‘structure of knowledge.» By Frye's criteria, ﬁayton
Aprovides ﬁerely examples éf «ﬁhe.abe;rations of the
history of taste.» Iﬁ.Layton;s comments onfliteratﬁré

there is abundant eyidencelof what .Frye calls «the

application. of a social‘attitudé,»_to the point where

frn



literary and social criticism often become 1nseparable,
there are emphatic vafue judgments, there is ranking of
poets Byron above Keats and Shelley, Cohen above
Reaney and Jay Macpherson; there is a strong and
explicit moral thrust; and there is a\passionate concern
with what poets oug t to do, not Jjust with what they
have done. For all these reasons,ffrye would have to
Iexclude Layton s work as criticism proper. At best, he
-could allow ~Layton a certain status as a «publlc critic»
whose functlon is «to exempllfy how a man of taste uses
"and evaluates literature, and thus show how llterature
is.to be absorbed into society.»' Thie-does describe
accurately an important function of Layton's ‘eriticism':
the term «man of teste» isgclearly intended dispara-
gingiy, but one of Layton's main purposes is certainly
to «show how litereture is to be absorbed into seciety.
For Layton, this is a-much worthier'functioh than
schelarly commentary or the illustration and development
of a ctitical system, but for Frye «public criticism»
is‘rather an exercise in «appreciation».and cannot
«become anything better than a monument qf‘eohtempbtary‘
taste, with all its limitations and prejudices.»

Francis Sparshott's criteria for'ctiticismpete mpeh
more permissive. He rejects the idea that'critieisﬁ

either. can or should be purely desCrlptlve, systeﬁetic,‘

and free of value-judgments, or that there lS a funda-

-

mental difference between «c;iticism» and <«appreciation»:
s .
- -

'
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Criticism of art cannot be merely and inde-
pendently descriptive. Even if it were not
true that every description must be made from
the point of view of some interest or set of
interests, it would remain true that the
description of an object of appreciation as’
such must describe what there is about it to
v be appreciated. Thus the idea of & value-
free discussion of works of art as such is
chimerical. It may thus appear that criti-
cism as we have described it is simply the
form of discourse appropriate to works of
art as such.

«The ultimate basis of criticismrin literatureh?
Sparshott maintains, «is that some people ﬁave-ﬁhings
they want to say, and others have'thiqggmthéy want to .
know. » “Wha;>nye sees as either «leiéure—élass gossip»

o

-or a contribution to «a unified body of knowieage,» is

all «criticism» to Sparshott: VRCriticism may be iden-
tified either as a technique, a type of skilled activity

" with its own concerns, or as an institution defined by.

.. Its’social relations.» For sparshott, «critics are all
_géin% té heaven.» However, this"literafy‘eCumepicism
- seeﬁs useful only where 'belief' has been eroded tg_thg
‘print of nominal adherence. Sparshott dogs.make the
impdrtant point that criticism funqtiohé in relation to
soclal, economic and institué%onél strucﬁuréé, but his.
-ﬁiew of literature-aﬁdkcriticismras «peff@rmahce»-poseé
itslbﬁﬁ problems, par£icularly with reéard to the sense
of urgency ﬁhat marks much‘of Layton's'érfticism:4u'“”
If aﬁ.attempt to quiné cfiticism isﬁprqblematié,
the pfoblems seem to beéome even more” complex in the

‘case of the poet-critic. While poet;critiCS seem more

e
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{abundant than ever before, there also‘seems to be more -

resistance to them than ever before.- The «intentiOnalv

~

fallacy» has become a current literary terpm, hardlyyany

longer a matter of contention for several «schools» of

criticism. ' For Frye, «the notion‘that the .poet neces-

sarlly is. or could be. the deflnltlve lnterpreter of

hlmself or of the theory of llterature belongs to- the

conceptlon.of the. crltlc as a para51te or jackal

This seems to be a bit of a red’ herrlng since the

~

Acontrary view is rarely argued .in .such absolute terms.
.Another common charge agalnst the poet crltlc is that

his cr1t1c1sm is, merely a polemlc for hlS own work

Anden puts lt «Read me! ‘Don't read the other fellows'»§

: Frye, clalms that wit 15 hardly possrble for the crltlcal

' .poet to av01d expandlng his’ ‘own tastes “whlch are 1nt1—k

mately 11nked to hls own. practlce, into a general law

. of llterature : Slmllarly, Rene Wellek flnds that poetﬂ‘

,crltlcs have a tendency te. «surrender to subject1v1sm »

a tendency that supposedly lS much 1ess apparent 1n

academlc CrlthS 7 A more fundamental cr1t1c1sm of the

poet Crlth i& that he is mentally, or at least temper—

\"amentally, unsulted for cr1t1c18m. Poetry, the-argument

'goes, 15 the’ product of bllnd lnstlnct or 1ntu1tlon,‘

~ .

'cr1t1c15m of,dlsl terested-reaSOn. Thus Wellek concludes
‘«tgﬁt’a poet is creatlng a concrete work" of art and

‘ .that'he does not. necessarlly elther know or care about

the nature of hlS actrvrty and certalnly may not be'

o



ahle to formhlate it in intellectual terms.» He relates
w1th approval a story of a «famous poet» whose proposed
appointment to a professorShip at Harvard was rejectéd
«when a witty opponent argued that one would not make
" an elephant-Professor of Zoology.» ‘A‘simiiar,iﬁagevof
the poet—critic‘as a mute specimen is evident in Frye's
argument'that «the poet:speakihg as critic produces,‘not‘
cr1t1c1sm, but. documents to be examlned by critics.

In effect ‘Frye and Wellek seem to argue that’ the
"eriticism' of poets cannot be oriticism hecause it is
'.literature. Eii>Mandel. in his‘essay, gThe;Poet as

Critic » argues the OppOSlte p01nt- «I am n aure,how
_or whether 1t follows that when ‘the poet or/ztiter is
crltlc, hlS cr1t1c1sm w1ll necessarlly ﬁé 11terature or -
even literate. ‘p Mandel is clearly approaching the issue
from another directioh. He is not argulng dlrectly
'agalnst Prye and Wellek but against: George Steiner's
judgment ‘that «the critic ‘lives at second hand. iHe
writes agggt...The poem, the novel'or the play_mUst be -~
_givenfto_hrwt criticism exrstsfby the grace.of other men's .
denius.» 'For Steiner, the criticism wrltten(by a poet
’:15 not’ less worthy than that of a. non- poet but 1t is
- secondary to and less worthy than, the poet' s «creatlve»
worh unless, by v1rtue of 1ts style and personal 1nten~
‘sity,‘hls cr1t1c1sm itself becomes lrterature.f Mandel

malntalns that cr1t1c15m by poets is properly regarded

as cr1t1c15m, whatever else lt may be f; propaganda,

'



‘literature, or whateverA_ He remlnds hlS reader that
h_«there is a long tradltlon of crltlcal wrltlng by poets,
.:one thlnks of Sydney, Dryden, Wordsworth Colerldge,
Keats, in his lettérs certalnly, Blake throughout his-
hwork; Wilde and_?eats, Pound“Eliot 2o Charles Olson,
Creeley} and buncan.» When Mandel mentlons spec1f1cally
-Keat's letters,'Blake s «extravagant fancieg,» .and -

Wilde's The Decay of Lying, it is clear that he is usrn@&

the term «criticism» in a much w1der sense ‘than elther
Steiner, Frye, or Wellek ascribe totit. fThus,.Mandel's‘
point is, first of all, -that given'this loné traaitlon

of criticism by poets, it is fatuous\to regard‘their
crltlcal activity as standlng in opp051tlon to thelr
"«creatlve» work, and . secondly, even if thelr crltlolsm.
acquires the status of «llterature», or‘even if it
dirtually ceases- to be «criticism.about,v «it has alwaysf

seemed ‘to me peculiar to exclude from criticism in this

way a large part of what has traditionally‘been thought

of as criticism

Mandel readlly acknowledges that cr1t1c1sm by’ poets
is often very dlfferent from CrlthlSm by scholars, but
he malntalns that thelr crltlcal act1Vlty is. a necessary
' and enrlchlng feature of crltlclsm. George Woodcock

also acknowledges that Crlthlsm by poets contrlbutes a

¢
’

Lspec1al and 1mportant element to crltlcal understandlng,
';but he does not seem. to°regard thelr contrlbutlon as

radlcally dlfferent from the cr1t1c1sm wrltten by



scholars. In his «Introduction» to Poets and CrlthS

_he observes that «the tlmes when poet critics make an
lmportant appearance in the world of letters are usually
times when llteratures are taklng form or underg01ng '
profound changes whlch amount to a. klnd of cultural
reblrtht» Such a «time» occurred in Canada'after 1920
«whenLour first'deftnably Canadian writing began to
'appear.w- This dismisses Canadian writing before 1920 ‘a
fllttle too qu1ckly, ‘but the p01nt WOodcock makes is apt
«He draws a. dlStlnCthn, 51m11ar .to Frye's and Wellek's,
betWeen the faculties required for poetry and those

requlred ‘for cr1t1c1sm, between 1ntu1tlon and 1ntellect

. but allows for a mutually enrlchlng relatlonshlp between

'the two. He’ argues that when «serlous» Cr1t101sm of-

'Canadldh poetry appeared after 1920

the best of it was cr1t1c15m that used the
'facultles needed. in poetry, but in changed
proportions, for while in ‘poetry it is the -
intelligence tHat shapes the gifts of intui-
tion, in criticism it is intuition that illu-
minates the action of intelligence. Where
poets are critics, criticism.can never be a
mere.academic exercise or a ‘routine of hlgher
]ournallsm._ It will carry its own creative
. element and, in ways that are often arcane,

“help. to shape the llterature it examines and
‘'of which, by.virtue of its imaginativeness,
it is part. And poet-critics, by their very
presence, raise the sens1t1v1ty level of

- . ~criticism as a whole.l0 = -

o This account‘does'give,proper credit to the poet—critics

in Canada; the p01nt that crltlclsm by poets helps «to

shape the llterature 1t examlnes» seems. partlcularly apt



Howewver, all of the criticism in Woodcock's collection

IS

is «criticism about,» and none of it is strikingly

different from -academic criticism.

PEy

4 ‘ :

Layton has been ,charged with all the faults that
poet-oritics are-allegedly susceptible to. Moreover,
eren,a critic as hospitable to poet-critics as Woodcock

L] - .

has difficulty taking Layton's criticism seriously.

He includes. the criticism of ten poet-critics in Poets

and Critics, and cites D.G. Jones, Eli Mandel, and
Louis Dudek as <«only three examples» of the.maﬁy good
poet critics whose’ cr1t1c15m~ls not represented here.
But Layton, along with Earle Blrney, is spec1f1cally
excluded. These two poets, says Woodcock, stand out
beoadse:they have not been critics; ihstead,'they_«have

Teacted in a romantic manner agafnst criticism and

a

raged against those who are mythically supposed'to have.

-

been the klllers of Keats and other frail versifiers.

10

Yet both peets have been 1anuent1al as critics, and it

gould be argued that Layton's criticism alone has gen-

erated more and livelier critical discussion than the

-

combined output of all the poet-critics in Woodcoeck's
enthology.

Eli Mandel's more inclusive and traditional view

t
of criticism by poets, one that includes, as criticism
L ’ ’

proper, perscnal testimony, parody, end wide-ranging

speculatlons on the nature and function of poetry,

»

allows hlm to be more appreciative of Layton's critical



contribution.: While‘cri£iosblike ﬁrye and'WoOdcock aeem .
reluotant to'take Laytonfs_criticiem_seriouely;’as ah‘
important contributioh.to our'khowledge of poetry in
generai, and Canadlan poetry 1n partlcular,lMandel
regards Layton's «Forewords» to his books of poetry as

«the SLngle most 1mportant body of cr1t1c15m of its

kind in Canada.»ll Clearly, an understanding of criti-

cism quite diﬁferent.from any oﬁfeped by'Pryet'Weilek,
Sparshott, or Woodcock, among others, is reooiréd to |
comprehend the quallty and range of Layton s contri- .
bution. 1In the following passage, QQH Lawrence demands
an understandlng of cr1t1c1sm that is fundamentally

opposed to either a scientific system or a leisure—time

1
‘

recreation, and, in contrast to Frye, he asserts

virtually an identity between the experience and criti-

3

cism:of literature:

‘Literary criticism can be no more than a
reasoned account of the feeling. produced upon
the critic by the book he is .criticizing.
Critlicism can nevér be a science: it is, in
the first place, much too personal, and in
the second,; it is concerned with Values that
.Science ignores. The touch-stone is emotion,.
not reason. We judge a work of art’ by its -
effect on our sincere ‘and vital emotlon, ‘and
nothlng else. All the critical twiddle- .
twaddle about style and, form, all this pseudo-
scientific classifying and analysing of books..

~ in an imitation-botanical fashlon, is mere

“impertinence and most dull jargon.

A critic must be able to feel the lmpact -
of a work in all its complexity and-its force.
To do so, he must-be a man of force and
complexity himself, which few critics are.
A man with a paltry, impudent nature will

" never write anything but paltry, impudent
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criticism.  And a man who is emotidnally
"‘educated’ is rare as a phoenix.. The moce -

scholastically educated a man is generally,
.the more. he is an emotional boor.

A critic must have the courage to admit
what. he feels, as well ‘as the flexibility
to know what- he feels .. .». .» A man like
Macaulay, brilliant as he is, is unsatis-
.factory, because he is not honest He is
emotlonally very allve,_but he juggles his
feelings < e “A critic must be emotion-
ally alive.in every fibre, lntellectually

. capable and'skilful in essentlal logic, and
. then morally very honest 12

‘

However 1nadequate thls is as a formal deflnltlon 1t
is lmmedlately apparent that 1t 1llustrates an under—

'standlng of cr1t1c1sm that corresponds closely to

o Layton S. It‘demands a’ level of 1nvolvement and personal .

. +

1n519ht that could never be held as a norm in scholarly
cr1t1c1sm or rev1ew1ng, but when it does occur, it
" seems perverse to regard it as. somethlng less than
: crlt1c1sm., In reactlon to T.S. Ellot I'.R. LeaV1s

-

malntalned that Lawrence was «the finest llterary
-

Crlth of our time -- a great llterary critic if ever

there was one'»: Lawrence gives the 1mpre551on «of

gorng stralght to the centre w1th a masterful economy,

‘the sureness of touch of one who sees exactly what is

in front of him, and krows exactly what he ~thinks of '
l .

it. Leav1s concludes that %lf Lawrence s crltlclsm 15

sound that seems - to me to be because/of the measure in

which hlS crlterla are sound, and beoause~they'and their

application repreSent 1f not what we’ ordlnarlly call

thinking?, an extraordlnarlly penetratlng, pers1stent



and vital kind of thinking.»13

Whatever claims can be made for Layton's criticism,
the claim that it reveals a similarly «penetrating,
E?rsistent’ané vital kind of thinking» is perhaps thq
most importént. If his language is rather highly
charged, and if ‘the immediate context of his criticish
is controversy and perscnal vindication,vthere is a
wider context that includes a long tradition of
'defenses' of the 'autﬁority' and l'knowledge' of the
poet ég;inst rival claims, and‘of the éentfality of art

in human affairs. . -

“The arguments against’the reliability of the poet- .

-critic tend to assume that' the primary function of

criticism is to reveal or ascribe some kind of order to

~a variety of literary experiences. An abstract descrip-

tion-and aqalysié of what literatureiempiricall} ii
becomes the basis of criticisﬁ.‘ Detachment and disinter-
gstedness are consequently dgsirabie qual}ties iq the“
critic. The poet~c;itic is not necessarily egcluded

from this érocess, but he may be ﬁgre absofged'in what -

literature is becoming, not only what it is. APB;lip‘

'

-Rahv‘proposéé'a distinction between two types of criti-

cism, «prospective» and «retrospective»:

L : : ' 0 .
‘ An excellent though somewhat one-sided example
- of  the prospective attitude is Wordsworth's
: famous Preface. It is an attitude that asserts.-
© itself whenever the critic conceives of .. - . .7
literature as something .actyal and alive in
his own time and relates himself to it by



trying to affect its course of development’
here and now . . . . This quality-of absorp-
tion in the present problems of literary art,
. this sense of it as continuous and ocpen to

the incursions of the sensibility in its

" dynamic changes and responses to new exper-
ience’ is missing in the retrospective

) critic, who tends to take literature as

something given.once and for all, secure in
its pastness and unopen toward the future.
.. It is always marked by taking for
granted that what matters are not the poten-
tialities of literature but its norms.

-

Rahv is quick tﬁ point out that «prospective» éritiéism,

although itiis preoccupied with the present, is not-

lim%ted to contemporary work; but when it dealé wifh ‘
.. - .

the past it does so with the intention of «mobilizing

: ~ : ‘

the masterpieces of the past as a means of reactivating

the creativelimagination of its own time.». Rahv allowé_

-

that this may be «criticism only in the Broadegt‘sense:
of the term, . .“? as much a criticism of the larger
context of literature as of its specific texts,» but
\thatvdoeé nct «belittle» it.14 .
A good deal of Layton's Ccriticism is «préspeétivé»
in this sense.ﬂ Moreover, Rahv empﬁasizes the «educa;ivé
and preparatives functioq of thié kind of criticiSm.
This conforms to a most iﬁportaﬁﬁ feaﬁure qf'LéytoﬁJs
‘Criticism: its strong didactic ghrust. Tts most . crucial
function is to.musfér an audience responsive to

the full iméact.of poetry.k'One of its iﬁmed&ate{tasks‘
is to attack anything that would undermine the spcial;

% - . . - ,
and psychological effect of poetry. Eli Mandel reminds

the feadqr Lof the importance of- teaching ‘in Léytoﬁ's

14



life and work: «One remembers that for 25 years Layton

"has‘ been a devoted teacher, finding jobs wherever he

v

cculd,\?ometimes holding as many as five appointments
at one time.» Mandel maintains that, «whatever else he

might be, Layton is, both in thé Prefaces. and in the

=~

poems, a teacher.» The relations between poetry and

'society are complex, but basicaily the didactic.poet-

‘critic believes that poetry has «less to do with @eta—

15

physics than with .society, particularly with the quéstion

of sccial evil.»ls The basic terms of ﬁayton's criti-

cism have' remained remarkably constaht‘throughout his

career: passion, creativity, and truth are opposed to

- . 3 -
formalism, «triviality»‘and‘«gentility.» Gentility
- includes almost eVérything that Layton dislikes, but its

characteristic manifestations are «culture» and <«aca-

’

demicism.» ‘These terms indicate something of the close
alignment between his llterary cr1t1c1sm and his social
cr1t1c1sm They also lndlcate that matters of form are

subordlnate to matters of substance, This means that

«craft» has prlmarlly a rhetorlcal functlon but defi-

'nltely not merely a rhetorical function.

-
'

. _Furthermore, there is'a strong anti—ﬁntelleotual

-
- .

element infLayton’s-cgititism. . BExpressions of contempt

- - 'l .
for professors, atademic critiecs, and scholars can _be

3

found almest‘évérywhefé'in his work. He quickl becomes
q Y

impatlent W1th theorles, detailed analyses formal

-

classxflcatlons, and subtle phllosophlcal distinctions.

- [ . - =
- .. .
- R .

]
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This impatience is consistent with his didactic emphasis.
"If it appea anomalous that a teacher should be antﬂ—

intellectual it is, asg EIl Mandel says because of our_

«unfamlllarlty with a ‘didactic tradltlon , Antl 1ntel~

v -

lectuallsm 1mplles neither a lack of nor a dlsregard

for 1ntelllgence » It does 1mply thatflntelllgenoe is
dlrectly respon51ve to experlence, that reason 1s
informed by lnstinct 1ntu1tlon and lmaglnatLOn, and 1t
lmplles that erudition for 1ts _Qwn sake, or in a- socral
—yacuum is- a.travesty ) Mandel agaln remlnds hlS reader‘
"that 11ke Layton, SWlft and Orwell «were antl 1ntel~
lectuals,,but dldactlc wrlters, téachers. l?

Certaln critical prlnc1ples follow from thlS posi—‘
tlon ‘ The flrst is’ that poetry must functhp at the ; ‘ ‘ :

~ .

. b
centre of botH publlc and perscnal life. Layton has; T ~

always 1n51sted that the poet «speaks to all men, not
only the cultlvated and the sensrtlve'». In poems like .'
«Whom I erte For » the. brutal language and 1magery
demonstrate clearly enough the 1mpact Layton demands of
,poetry, and the kind of audlence he addresses. Accord—_ﬂ
ingly, throughout hlS career he has been qulck to attack
anything that tends. to blunt the force Of poetry, or
‘divert 1t to some academlc or cultural perlphery He is.
contemptuous of'any att;tude toward- poetry that tends to ¢
reduce it to a cultured accompllshment or an advert1~
‘sement for 'class' or 'good taste'. He places himself
A«on the side of the great vulgariansf heginning with

[ . '

roo



.Homer and including Shekespeate-and Mayakovsky;» and

.

against the «culture peddlers And therefOre he rages

.against «gentlllty, proprlety, respectablllty -- give .

”the thlng any name you w111;»l7 He ‘denounces “«litera-

§

ture» and «llterary sen51b111ty» and «all the academlc

-,

.palaverlng and head- shaklng that gces on in the name . =

of culture'«and _}poetry'.»l ﬁe'in%ists that poets o T

)

write «poems,» not «llterature»: «Literature is the -

v v

revenge 5001ety takes on the poet its muted polite

_ hosannah over the fact that lt has blunted his shafts

: and rendered them harmless. In the «Poreword» to\~

{ . ey

The Tightrope Dancer he declates that wclilture, never

to be confused with Art, is the big lie of our epoch

the lie that makes 1t easier to swallow all the othets LB

LY

To this point, I have empha51zed Layton's didactic

purpose and his eleims'for'the «authority» of the poet.
rd v - ’ - Tem

These are central to his criticism. .However, a ‘consis-
B R r -

¥a.

tent’ purpose ahd a willingness to engage in literary

controversy do "not constitute a coherent body of criti-

B ~

cism. As I mentloned at the begimning of this Intro- K |

ductlon, polarltles paradoxes, and apparent contra-

dictichs occur almost everywhere in Layton‘s work

'They v1rtually constltute a 'methed'. Layton has said

that «the poet must 1n51st on a complex lmagrnatlve . -

awareness and remaln the 5worn enemy of all .dogmas and h

-

. dogmatists.» Often 1t seems. that as‘ sooh as any view-

of poetry‘is attlculated, Layton finds it stifling‘and



18

restrictive - - even if he himself articulated it.
Consequeotly he often seems to shift his position, some-
times” dramatically, often resorting to some artful
dodges. For example, Layton will argue, with a nod -
-eowé}d Bldke, that the'poet is a romantic visionary;

but he is also a tough-misoed realist w;th a-firm grasp
of politics and economics But "if thlS should restrlct
his role to a partlcularly astute observer and Crlth,
Layton reminds hlS reader that «the poet transfigures /
éeality, but the traffio’cop / Transcribes it into his
noﬁebook.» If this sounds as though the creative imagi-
nation is a law onto itself, Layton insists that poetry
is rooted in personal experience. But the poet does not
simply explore his .private neuroses, he is che inter-
preter of the age.» However, he is not simply the

age's mouthpiece, he is its adversary: «Pbetry is the
most-subversive force in the world.» But then «there
isn't a ghost / of a chance people will be changed by
poems.» The poet has «the gift of praise» but he rubs
his nose in evil and human cruelty. Then Layton trumps
it all with: «Mercifully all poetry, in the final

analysis, is about: poetry Etselfg»zo

hY

No individual position necessarily negates the

validity of any of the others, but their cumulative
effect can be bewildering, and the relations between
them seem rather labyrinthine.zl The consistency of

ayton's rhetorical purpose is evident enough, but it may
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-

even seem too evident. It may appear that his shlftlng

p051tlons amount to little more than a. klnd of 'situa—

tional aesthetics.' Moreover,‘to seé only the consis~
tency of .his purpose. tends to rob 1nd1v1dual statements_"

of thelr referential . 51gn1f1cance, what they expllcltly

say about poetry toorea51ly becomes a secondary matter.

© "The - problem, as Eli Mandel has” sald is that «as
approprlately oracular gestures, these. seem to say
everything; too much in fact » He suggests~that the
:profu51on of paradoxes lndlcates that for Layton «poetlc u

vision or metaphor is.. not only a quLng or, identlfylng

N

power whlch reconciles’ .discordant elements, . ... . but

22 Coor
.an ironic balan01ng of ten51ons o -

Mandel explores Layton s" pOethS in consrderable
“detall in the first two chapters of hlS book Irv1ng

Layton 1969 and if he does not flnally resolve all

K bad

‘the polarltles and paradoxes, he does reveal somethlng
of the range and depth of Layton s 1n51ghts. To begln

;w1th he assumes that Layton s «attempt to defend poetry

" from the forces .that lead it 1nto tr1v1a11ty is meant

serlously Furthermore, ‘he” malntalns that «a unified

1mag1natlon lmplles somethlng more than profusion of
detail and comprehensrveness:of'1ntellect,» and that
such a unified imaginafron“is revealed in Layton's work.

Mandél ﬁnderscores‘tné'poimt that'the polarities can be

- oLt e

funnelled into a prlmary opp051tlon between Dionysus

and Apollo, as these terms are used by Nietzsche in \//w“'



The Birth of ‘Pragedy and other works: -

el

. The pomnt 15 worth labourlng the DlOHYSlan—
.. . ) Apollonian’ tensions tend .to be 'pProjected’ -
L i ~ intd all Layton's work; atl other opposi-
K ’ ‘tions or tensions,’ however variously expressed,
look. like metaphors of this primary. opposi-
", tion.' Layton works by way .of polarities,,
sometimes holding fhem in- suspension, :
. frequently seeking to reconc11e them in a'
' compllcated dlalectlc.' .

But-then Mandel qulckly adds that for Layton «the polar—
'ities are 'really there ;— 1n-soc1ety;'1n hlstory -

and are not 51mply progectlons of the poet 5 psyche or'

/, of the poetlc process »23 h"' . "‘,“'

Seymour Mayne argues that «Mandel dellneates an
almost Stath pattern, andwln s0 d01ng 1gn0res the

unlque organlc evolutlon whlch is so central to Layton 5.

A

development.» Layton dld not «change radlcally» but

«moved from one phase and artlculatlon to another».ln'

'

an «accumulatlng process . where each phase of hls'
| poetry «moves out from an 1n1t1al stance and v151on,

‘and- then completes itself in a mannerk that offers a .new

point of departure. Mandel s search for «thematlc

unities and-vision » hlS attempt «to compress all of-.

\

Layton 5 work into the patterns of 1deas and themes ».

Mayne argues, was doomed - to fall short of a comprehen—

sive resolution: -

a4

The shifts of Layton's dialéctical vision
lure the critic in an attempt to6.define the -
poet's poetics and his image oFf the poet. ' :
The deflnlthH eludes Mandel, and he finally '~
_must come back to- Layton's .own phrases. 24

A
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In~this thesis,‘I w1ll take lnto account ‘somée of

the aspects of. Layton s development that Mayne has

1dent1f1ed Jﬂowever, because I am - prlmarlly concerned

w1th the prose cr1t1c1sm, I will regroup the major.

v

e

stages accordlngly - Moreover, the prose cr1t1c1sm is
dlrectly related to spec1flc controverSLes and contem-
porary developments 1n llterature and Cr1t1c1sm.p‘The‘
followlng chapters will focus’ upon Layton s crltlclsm

ln relatlon to those developments Layton has always

been acutely aware of. shlfts and nuances 'in the «sensi- -~

blllty ‘of the age ‘» and his career as a poet and critic
spans several such sh1fts.~ When he began publlshlng
poetry and crltlclsm in the l940s, there was a «ferment»

[

of poetlc act1v1ty 1n Canada, the more volatile,
perhaps, because 1t recognlzed no one model. The McGill
Movement of the 19205 and 1930s seemed to flnd author1~

tative, models among the ‘early modernlsts and imagists,

partlcularly ln Ellot Pound and %9ats However, by

_the mld-19405, llterary modernism had begun to fall

'_lnto dlsrepute among many of the younger poets, in.

Dngland and the Unlted States as well as in Canada.

The’ left w1ng AudenvSpender MCNelCG group of the 1930s

might have become ‘as influential as the early modernists

F

had been, but by the end of the War it toc was in

rdisar'ray. The.following decades saw the rise and fall

of the Movement in England, of American formalism, the

New Criticism, Black Mountain, the Beats, and post-

»

1

s
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. modernism. Layton has responded crltlcally to all of

them, and his’ polemlcs and- cr1t1c15m are best understood
agalnst this background

COntemporary deveIOpments 1n Canada, occupy the

foreground The rlvalry between Flrst Statement and

Prev1ew, the llterary legacy of Lampman and Klein,

~ContactyPress, Pacey ‘and Social realism,-the emergenCe

‘1of poets like Cochen, Purdy andeandel :the Tish poets

"and critics, the_quarrel with Dudek and the formldable

presence of Northrop Prye represent the main features
"in the development of Canadian poetry and crlticism,
. regarded from the perspectlve of Layton S own development
.When Layton s criticism is placed in thlS context‘ it no’
longer appears so anarchic and contradictory. Among a
profusion of competing schools, movements, doctrines;
regiocnal rlvalrles, technical breakthroughs, and
retrenchments, he seems to ‘follow a course that keeps
certain endurlhg, fundamental principles clearly before
him, while remainihg responsive toc uniquely contemporary
conditions.
I'divide bayton's criticism into four periods.
?he frrst’chapter, «Social Realism,» covers the period
from 1941 to 1953, from the appearance of his first liter-

ary reviews to the «Ihtroductory Note» to Canadian

Poems 1850-1952. This is the period of his association

with First Statement, the rivalry with Preview, and his

subsequent affiliation with Contact Press. The second



ichapter,'«Against Gentility,» deals prlmarlly Wlth the

perlod from Love the Congqueror Worm, 1953 to the corres-
. . S ; ;
 pondence in The”Canadian Forum; 1957—58 where Layton -

—

rattacked the reviews. of his own  and Dudek s work by

ALT.M. Smlth and Klldare Dobbs ThlS is a short but very
productlve pericd when many of the- pr1nc1ples that would
.remaln central to his crlt1c1sm were formulated I will_
dlscuss the SOc1al and llterary contexts of his attack
upon gentlllty, and-hls felation to c0ntemperary American
'develOpments. . The third 'fourth and fifth chapters will
focus on the' late 1950s and the 19605 the thlrd stage
of Layton s,deveQOPment as a’ poetjcritic.- During this
:decade. «gentility»‘takes on more sinister qualities,
"the theme of human cruelty becomes domlnant and his |
"rhetorlc becomes more «1mper1al ,23 More and more.
.Layton sets hlmself apart from his modern precursors
and contemporarles, reaching back into the nlneteenth .
century and to the Hebrew prophetic tradlteon for models.
Chapter Three will examine some of the aspects of his
. quarrels'with Pacey and Dudek, in relation‘to his
apparent shift toward the right, politically, and toward
romanticism poeticaiiy. The fourth chapter, «The Quarrel
with Modernism,» will piace.the quarrei‘with Dudek in
& wider context, and deal with' Layton's dmbivalent

. R
“attitude toward the,major figures of literary modernism.

. The fifthuChapter «The Quarrel with Frye and Histori-

c1sm » w1ll examine the ‘objections Layton had to Frye s

1



view of literature and criticism,'part;oularlyrto the
Spenglerian culturaL determinism that, I -maintain, runs
* through Frye's work.. ‘More.speoificaliy,”I will discuss
Layton s view of the poet as a prophet and visionarxy,
and how this v1ew cOnfllcts w1th the main tenets of
Frve's cr1t1c15m. The subjects of-ChapterE Four and
Five'require that I examine in considerable. detail,
-seVeral works that are not directiy'related to Layton's
}cr1t1C1sm, but tney are noverahiiess necessary in order
to illustrate the complex1ty and range of the 1ssues'
Layton engages.’ In the «Conclusion,» I w1ll cOnsider
brlefly some of Layton s work in the: 19705, the fourth
stage of his develOpmept.' During this peraod, the
Jew1sh~exper1ence ls set ;n judgment'over the aocunu—,
lated horrors of Western.culture‘and_civrlization,
culﬁinating in the Holocaust and the S;berian.labour’

camps. It is a period of summing,upffor Layton, of "}
«inclusiveness, final statement, ana definition
Plnally, I w1ll attempt to assess his contrlbutlon to

Canadlan crﬂtlc1sm- that 15, his 1mportance to contem-

porary CanadLan crltrcsnand poets.' Seymour Mayne has

.

pointed out that Layton has malntamned «a crltlcal -

dlaloguo not only w1th his critics bt with. hisg~ fellow

r E.

poets on the nature of pbetry and the poet,» and that

-

"«no other Canadian poet has taken on the task in such

- /!
large measure, an&“ho'other poet has elicited such a

N

wide response.» .. He has been the main spokesman for

24
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the social-prophetic tradition.in Cahadian‘poetry fhat.
goes back at least to Archlbald Lampman and \ncludes .
such major figures as Pratt and Kleln He has provided

"~ contemporary p;ets with a model of t%e Canad&an poet
aggressively engaged in shaplng the’ seﬁsibllity and
cénscienCE ofAhis countrymen, and he was éufficiehtly-
rich, or eclectic; in the range of his criticai concerns, .
his poetic forms, and his.gersonae to challenge the
development of youngéﬁ-poets as divérsé-asl?atfick Lane

and Alden Nowlan.
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. Chapter One

Soc1al Reallsm, 1941~ 1953

L.

When Layton s first llterary essays and reviews

began to appear in the early.1940s, modern poetry in

F

Canada had reached the pornt of «cell division. This

"ig the\lmage used by Dudek and Gnarowskl in The Making

of Modern Poetry in Canada to 1llustrate the nature of

thew«ferment» ln the 1940s, in contrast to that of the

.

two precedlng decades In the 1920s and 1930s, the

- 1

confllct was between the modern poets, particularly the

- ' poets of the McGill Movement, and the Canadian Authors

. Associatiom: The struggle of the Former group was for

modern poetry :L“f:self.~ for a greater awareness in Canada =

LI

- - *

- - -

of the theorles and teohnlques of Yeats, Eliot and

-~ -

'Pound' for more freedom in form and ‘rhythm; more freedom

“

in tho chomce of pcetlc subject' for colloqulal language;

1.

fOr a more pre01se lntellectual content; and for a ClQ&GF‘

- e -

{ relat;onshlp,to centemporary events Not‘ail of these

.

-+ - S

lseges were clearly resolved'by the 1940s, but the

Ll -

L] ~ -

confllct with the,late —Victorian or Georgian- orlented

Canadlan Authors Assocmatlon no longer generated the

B e

poeblc and crltlcal «ferment.» The front had-shlfted

. - .m -
- - - -

to «a COnfllCt Of generatlons w1th1n the modern mQvement

- A}

and a clearly- marked dlver51flcatlon of trendsz»

*



| .
In Montreal the «confllct ‘of generatlons» revolved

Nt ~

around two new «little. maga21nes » PreVlew and First
—-eylow —

Statement. The poets assoc1ated w1th Préview were the

:

. older generatlon, among them, F.R. Scott A.M. Kleln,

]

P.K. Page, Neufv1lle Shaw and Patrlck Anderson its

¢

. editor. .A. J M Smlth was no longer in Montreal but -~

o

hlS poetry and cr1t1c1sm contlnued to appear in Canada,’

3

and hlS presence is clearly ev1dent among the . Prev1eW"
poets. Wynne Francrs has p01nted out that by the 19405,
-several of them had galned conSLderable recognltlon ’
had published frequently both in Canada and the United
States and they were «confortably established» in their
profe551ons. The poets assocdiated with Flrst\Statement

-

were younger-and much less established. John Sutherland

was the editor and prime-mover, with Layton and- Dudek
as’ co-editors. By”Jénuary 1946, the two groups had
. - - .

officially nerged £o produce Northern Review, with

Sutherland as managing editor and an editorial board

\

,carefully seLectéd from both camps.. In the sixth issue,

'Sutherland publlshed his attack on Robert Flnch S Poems,

IS

" and thlS led to the .mass re51gnatlon of +the Prev1ew poets

s
'

ro. from the edltorlal boérd leav1ng the magazine- in the

- . “ .o -

hands of the former Flrst Statement group. Nevertheless,

_many of the controver51es contlnued to the end of the

-

ot

decade and lnto the 19505, even though thé Preview front

had been dlspersed Accordlng to Wynne Franc1s, the

" -

confllct between the two groups #generated much of the



poetic activity that went on in Montreal and made the' - _

. ' ) . . . . 2
'Forties,Canada's most excatlng literary decade.»” ) .

i One of the fundamental controvers;es of the. perlod

—_— revolved arOund ‘the terms «cosmopolltan» and «natlve‘»

' The terms were brought “into currency by aA. J M.,Smlth -

in hlS 1843 «Introductlon» to The Bodk of Canadian

. L]

. ' Poetrv;u Expllc1tly, Smlth deflned the two traditdons
as follows"‘ ‘ oo - . - L.
" S -~ ° The one group has attempted to descrlbe and -

interpret whatever is essentlally and e
L . dlstlnctlvely Canadian and thus come to terms
with an environment.that ‘is only now cea51ng'
; ) to be colonial. The Other, from the very
; beginning, has made a heroic effort to .
T, _ . ' transcend colonialism by ehtering into “the ,
L . universal, ClVlllZlng culture of ldeas.3

This does seem to express a preference for the latter

A .-

«cosmopolitan tradltlon » but it is far from being an

. attack.on the «native tradition.» However, Sutherland

- + =
N .

began to dispute Smith's categories and preferences in

-

- v hlS edltorlals and launched an all-out attack in hls

own «introductlon» to Other Canadians (1947) Smlth's

«Introductlon» seemed “to chart a course for modern

Canadlan poetry that would be urbane erudite, elegant,

aloof, and modelled on the work of’ the later Yeats,

:Eliot and Auden. Sutherland had a verxy different vision,

- .

- of Canadlan poetry and ltS future development ﬁfs

;T ‘.de01ded preference was for social reallsm for poetry . -~

that dealt directly with the poet's own experience of *

R »
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contemporary issues, and spoke clearly and forcefully

-~ -

to a wide audience. Such pdetry would have its 'centre'

in-the poet's: immediate social environment, not in -
- tH . - . ) .

~. _London -or Paris/
n ; _
) i - . o

There is much in Smith's eaflier criticism that

wopld sﬁggest that‘thé disagreements between himself

aﬁd{the First Statement group were minimal. In the-
famous 1928 polemic, «Wanted-Canadian Criticism,»-Smith

Stated his demands for realism in terms as extreme as

any that were later to aﬁpear in First Statement:

The Canadian writer must put up. a fight for
fréedom in the choice jnd treatment of his
subject. Nowhere is puritanism more
disastrously prohibitive than among us, and
. it seems, indeed, that desperate methods

and dangerous remedies must be resorted to,
that our condition will not improve until

we have been thoroughly shocked by the appear-
ance in our midst of a work of art that is

at once successful and obscene. . OF realism

we are afraid - apparently because there is

an impression that it wishes to discredit the
picture of our great dominion as a country
where all the women are chaste and the men

too pure to touch them if they weren't. Irony
is net understood. Cynicism is felt to be
‘disrespectful, unmanly.

In the “Rejected Preface to New Provinces» (1936),
Smith declaréd?

+. - .. Capitalism can hardly be expected to survive
e » the tataclysm its most interested adherents
. ) .. are blindly_steering towards, and the artist
R " who is concerned with the most intense of
experiences must- be concerned with the world
situation in which, whether he likes it or
not, he finds himsélf. For the moment at



.....

'products of a parent tradltlon »4 _ -

least he has somethlng more 1mportant to do
than to record his: prlvate emotions.

It was Smith,‘not Layton, who first; in 1942 attacked
a «bias in favour of gentility» in Canadlan poetry and
criticism. In 1944 he held up «local realism» as an
effective antidote to colonralism,.to «a spirit that_
gratefully accepts.a place of subordination, that looksﬂ.

elsewhere for its standards of excellence and is content

to imitate with a modest and timid conservatlsm the

s

Statements such as these should have made Smith an

ally, not an adversary, of the First Statement group.

However, there is another strain in hlS criticism that
became 1ncrea31ngly domlnant 4in the 19405.‘-It is -
already evident 1n“«ﬁ“§§ea Canadian Criticism» where he
maintained that Canadian poetry «is altogether too-self—
conscious of its envrroﬁment, of its position ln’Space,

-

and scarcely conscious at all of its place in time.»

‘He continued to attack «colonialism’» particularly the

«double- standard» of criticism that lavished extravagant
praise npon minor Canadlan poets Nevertheless, he

seemed to «gratefully accep; a place of subordlnatlon»

)

- when, -in «Canadlan Poetry —,A Manrlty'Report» (1939),

~he advised younger, wrlters «to send their poems to the

- best llterary maga21nes 1n London and New York » and

antil they were sure thelr work was acceptable there,

" to. «leave the Canadian magazines alone 'He'seemed.'



anxious «to show that our work is not unworthy to be

. bPlaced beside that of poets in the United. States or

England.»sw In hlS later work he v1rtually abandaned

n

“the native vs. cosmopolltan 1dea, but the modernism of

Yeats, Eliot and-Auden remained the-standard for contem-

4

porary poetry "in, Canada. - ¢

Il

In contrast to Smlth Soott;'even to Klein and

Dudek , Layton sénsed that the moment of the 'great'

¢

modern poets had already passed. 1From the beginning, he

- - . . i}
seems to have had an intuitive reaction against t em,
) ¥
ad

a sure, if not fully articulate, sense that they.

34

done their job when they exposed the sweetness-and-light

moralism and rhetoric of- the Vietorians and Georgians,

and the QorldjWeary langours of the 1890s aesthetes.

’ '

Beyond that, ~Layton seemed to think that contemporary’

poets could learn most from the fallures of the modern
poets, partlcularly thelr fallure to prov1de effectlve
leadership against the.dominant'sooial,.political and

economic forces of“their age. Thrs applles to. the left—

‘ N

w1ng Auden group durlng the 19305, as well as to Ellot ,‘

Yeats, and Pound. Theretls_conseqUently a certain lack
g » . .

N -

‘attract;on toward the 1mper1al centre was Smely not

_;thatustrong. The tasks that challenged the contemporary

“j,poet demanded 1mag1nat1ve resources and: responses for

«

. whrch the modern poets provided an’ 1nadequate model in

~

certaln cases even an antl -model, . Whatever claim London

- of mllltancy in Layton's anti- colonlallsm, for him, the

[
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who «set the fashlon.»6 ‘Either way, Layton s 1rrev—-

—_—

35

mighg have had as a literary centre.in the 1920s and
1930s, Layton acknowledged no such centre in'the 1940s,
He acknowledged the continuing influence of the modern

poets of the 1%20s and 19305, but it was an influence

that the contemporary poet had to struggle against. His poem

«The Modern Poet» appeared in Now is_the Place, 1948. :

It is an attack on the’«fashidn» set by Auden’ that would -

rcduce the poet to a «tame»- house pet " whose functlon

s to «entertain / your guests after tea.»’ When the

poem appears in Layton' s later collectlons, 1t is, Ellot
erence for the major modern poets ofvthe 1920s and;lQBOS
is clear. | -

-Po; Sutherland, Smlth S, deference to Yeats, Eliet
and Auden, his view that only Engllsh and Aherlcan
publication’ could confer real merlt— and hlS v1ew that
only rigorous comparlsons w1th English and American
poetry could establlsh the worth of Canadlan poetry,‘
seemed to assure that Canadian poetry, whatever its
merlts; would remaln «colon1al.>-v1nstead of Smlth s
comparative test, Sutherland called for «a sincere and
forthright Canadlanlsm » «self-critical» but not self-
effac1ng.7 He seemed to believe Fhat Smith's «uni—
versal, civilizing'culture of ideas» necessarilyvexisted
Qit%in a definite:social context, whether it was_aéknowl—

edged.or not. If that context was not the - poet.'s own,

then he must necessarily speak from the periphery,

-
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remote,from the 'oentre'. In an editorlal,entltled «A

New Organization» (1943), Sutherland wrote:

The average person develops his 1ntellectual
powers by dealing with life in terms of his -
own country. If a Canadjan focusses his
attention on the history, literature and.
politics of Canada, ~he achieves a fusion of
the theoretical and practical sides of his
mind. He not ohly.develops a' new conscious-
neSs - a Canadian one - but he informs .
abstract’ concepts with the right measure of
reallty

b
'

L4 There is certalnly an lmmedlate polltlcal thrust to
Sutherland's social reallsm, but 1t is also more than X
tﬁat. When he speaks of fusing the «theoretlcal and

practical sides» of the mind, or of the need to inform,

' -

«abstract concepts with the right’ measure of reality,»

there is at lQast a faint echo of Yeat's «unity of
. i)

N

being »* In fact .on certaln fundamentals, Sutherland is

a ‘better student of Yeats than Smlth Nothing could .be

more’ un—Yeat51an than Smith‘s «eclectlc detachment»
‘that enables the poet «to select and adopt what is
relevant and useful Yeats had only contempt for «an
lnternatlonal art plcklng stories and symbols where it

pleased » ~He disliked «the-lsolatlon of the work of

art» and was determlned «to prunge it back 1nto soc1al

life. He complalned that the arts had grown «too ‘proud,

¢

too anxious to.live alone w1th the perfect, and-so one

sees then, ae I think like charloteers standlng by "

deserted charlots and holdlng broken reins’ 1n their
hands 9 TH@%e is very llttle here that the PlrstJ/
+ . Lo .

’ ’

e .
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lunlverse of 1deas lQ He 1nsrsted upon a «poetry of

~nor Sutherland quarreled w1th but in thlS regard he

'unlver51tles were learnlng 1nst1tutlons developed by,

37.

Statement poets'WQuld haveadisagreed with; except,

perhaps;'the exotic language;

Layton and Dudek contrlbuted relatlvely llttle to

the natlve cosmopolltan controversy that dlrectly

1.
concerned guestlonslof llterary nationalism and colo—

nlallsm, but they fully partrcrpated in the attack upon

what they consrdered the aloof formallsm of the PreV1ew

'group. Dudek attacked thelr «pedantlc absorptlon 1n
'the second- hand universe of books llterature and.

verudltlon » and thelr «falsafled devotlon to a spec1al

experience'» in «honest» reactlon to contemporary events

‘He was more. lncllned to flnd models among. Amerlcan than

among - Engllsh poets, a preference that nelther Layton

seemed to’ stand somewhat apart from the strong R

lCanadranlsm.of Sutherland and ‘the more pragmatlc

,hationalism of Layton. But in'hﬁs'attack upon bookish

poetry Dudek clearly speaks for the Flrst Statement

N \

'group He argued that poets who are «clorstered» in

the unlvcr51t1es dﬂﬁulre a marked «preference for word-

patterns rather than poetry,> that thelr poetry 1s
«sporled» By thelr loarnlng, that they are «cut oﬁf
ﬁrom real everyday contact wrth the maln currents of

contemporary llfe,z and furthermorc, he suggested that S

the «problem» was dlroctly related to the fact that

)

-
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'«the‘priestly and latér by the aristbératic or leisure

classes of 5001ety, both of whlch were essentlally

para51t1c ‘on the economlc llfe.of the.people »11

-

Looklng back on the perlod in 1955 Laytonjwrote:, -

We -of Flrst Statement con51dered ourselves
LT the Canadians. Thé Preview of Scott, Klein,
: "+ and Page ‘was loocked-upen as the cosmopolltan,'
'sophlstlcated magazine,’ but somewhat alien.,
Between the two of us existed a healthy
'Sltuatlon of rlvalry and controverSy

) e' ‘ . _
Inuthe seme-artiole publlshed in. EE&EE! Layton states'
- that thel«newer poets» of the 19405, naming Dudek |
jSouster erlam Waddlngton and hlmself «had been formed\g
'.by the depre531on of - ghe thlrtles and the Second World—
' War and that the experlences of these «years of mlsery-
Land tumult» were «in the marrow of our bones and when
'Fwe cane to wrlte poetry,‘lt was tough reallstlc .and
'crltlcaL »- The older Prev1ew poets, Layton suggests,il
lwere formed by the. Flrst World War and the dlSlntO— o
‘g gratlon of the old moral and rellglous certalntles
They were Stlll troubled by’ certaln questlons that were:,
no- longor issues for the younger poets, the. Qlder poets
iwero «stlll trylng to dec1de whether thlS was a moral
unlvorse or not - the poets of ‘the fortles deC1ded 1t; -
uas-not.»l2-
Layton sounds a 11ttle more dec151ve 1n 1955 than
he dld in ‘the early 19405 when he Stlll retalned the,

'hope that the «counsels of reason» and «goodw1ll» would

+
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win out in the end.lS His early articles in The FPailt- :

Ye Times durlng the thirties show that he kept a Sharp

eye on develOpments in Europe In the early 1940s he

x

was wrltlng his thesis on Harold Laskl, and consequently,

he seems to have been more informed about’, and inter-

ested‘in,:developments in England than either Dudek or

Sutherland, and he was quick|to read the signs'Of the i

“tlnes.' One. of his first contrlbutlons to Flrst Statement -’

_was «Polltlcs and Poetry» (l943),_an assessment of
recent~development511n English poetry.l4: he was
delighted'to report that, «in politics and-poetry the
present happenlngs in England are full- of promlse

7

England was experrencrng “an, 1ntense intellectual -

ferment , He found a «well marked: reactlon» against,
«the trlumVLrate of Auden, Spender and hew1s» which
repudlated «both in theory and practlce the conventlons
- of the older group Layton‘certainly-welcomed the’

R reactron but he gave generous credlt to the achleve—'
: ments of -the Auden group durlng the 1930s: they were
‘f«dlagnostlclans and prophets, they were crltlcal of the
,fprevalling institutions and temper of the people, they
Lfstrove to///plaln to- thelr fellow -men the implication’

.of a collap51ng socral order However, with the out--

'break of the war,'«hlstory took a sudden lurch forWard

B and hence, «much of thElr poetry 15 no longer relevant

-Although thelr goal was worthy, and their accompllshments

srgnlflcant they falled malnly because they wrote aslu

'

Ll

'
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oatsideré, oht of %frustration,» atienatedufrom the
feelings and aspirations of their aociety. The crucial
difference between the Auden groué and the new generation
of poets is that the former were <«hostile to their
society and fejgcted ite while the new generation
«derives its main'vigour from an identification with it.»
Qbey are still «on'the.side of the dispossessed,» but
fdéor the dootrinaire Marxism of‘the thirties, they have
stbstituted a &illingness to observe and exXperiment.
Layton also welcomes the fact that under the new regime,
«clearness and 1ntelllg1b111ty have been restored to
. English poetry He annpounces that the «clipped, tortuous
‘style which has héld English poetry in a straightjacket
for over a decade has disagpeared,» to be succeeded by
a.«personal, free-flo@ing, - . . more elastic'and
colourful» stylef |

Layton's exuberance and cptimism is engading, but
1t is clear that to some extent he is reporting develop;

ments he would llke ‘to find. Moreover, the exuberance

and ‘optimism weré not sustained. 1In fact, the same

issue of First Statement, - August,. 1943 that contained
«POllthS and Poetry» also carried his review of a book

of; poems by James Edward Ward, whlch he described as ;ﬁ

«ladling out a thin syrup» of «redssurance» £0 War—torn"'ﬁﬁ

t

England... He is contemptuouafof'Wardfs «meticulous».

verse, his trivial'subjectet,and his laijofxéaasion,

disgust, of anger. Nevertheless, &Polrtics.and Poetry»

r
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_lS 1mportant as.an 1llustratlon of Layton 5 owrr crltlcal

'-preferences at thlS time, ‘as a statement of the course

-Layton hoped contemporary poetry would take. ' But it
”also reveals the astuteness of Layton S observatlons

-i and ;nstlhcts.' At thls.tlme rn_England a new «Movement»
_ﬂeae in.fact}taﬁiné shéoé{‘end afthough it would sdon'
'degenerete into.d"rather steriie formelism, iayton eeems
~to haee identifieduthe.crueiEI issues vety ore01sely‘
The 19405 in Bngland; and also in the Unlted States,

';-saw twd op9051ng developments.5 the establishment of

o Engllsh llterary modernlsm in the unlver51t1es and ‘the

.

1

"'academlc journals, and its repudlatlon by the new gener-

A ~

"~ ation of poete. In The Art of the Real,,a detalled

sunvey‘ of poétry in England and Amerloa,from 1939 ‘to

1976, Eric Homberger claims that in the late 1940s,
Efiot'syreputation «was at its glorious zenith.»1> A

- - « .o

brief surve§ of some important titles and their publi- !

.cation dates seems to 1llustrate this.! The Four. Quartets -

was publlshed in 1943 anddNotes Toward a Definition of
' T . . B P
Culture in 1948 I'.Q. Matthiessen's The AchievVement

.of T.S. Eliot had been published\in'l935 and it was

u

- followed in 1947 by a second rev1sed and enlarged

-

edition. Cleanth Brooks publlshed Modern Poetry and

i

the Tradltlon in 1939 and The Well Wrought Urn in 1947.

»

T.S. Ellot . A Study of hlS ertlngs by Several Hands,

F

edlted by B., Rajan, appeared in 1947 " Delmore Schwartz

-acclalmed «T.S. Eliot as_the Internatlonal Hero» in -

l . , .. -
- . ~ >
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, change to what™ he regards as a, more «démocratic» diction

- B ¢

Partlsan Rev1ew in the Sprlng of :1945. The Eliot-

1nsplred New Cr1t1c1sm was not yet domlnant in the

un1Ver51tles, but the basrc texts had been written. In

addltlon to the_two books by Cleanth Brooks c1ted above,

the flrst edition of his .and Robert Penn Warren's

-

Understandlng Poetry appeared in 1938 John Crowe ’

*

Ransom S The’ New Criticism gave the movement its off1c1al

name in 1941; and Wellek and Warren s Theory of" ther— ‘.(

ature,,1949, would sSoon become something of a sOmma .

.

theologica. - ' . i . .

Among practrs1ng poets: in England partlcularly the

younger poets there seems to have been qulte a dlfferent

mood Rev1ew1ng Oxford Poetry 1948, an anthology ofrnew

poetry, John Waln wrote: E .

a )

"Not one. of thedé thirty- flve poets seems anxious
to write like Mr: Eliot. I had long»suspected
that the echo of his VOlCG was growing fainter,
and this. proves 1t : T

v

v . i

Mlchael Hamburgerlln The Truth of Poetry flnds that the

!

new mood was not conflned to England or to the United

-

States, but pervaded also in Europe In fact, in the

* )

1

and ersona Brltlsh oetr «antlcl ated the 1nternatlonal
E P Y P

‘trend towards a. 01051ng of the gap between? personal

i

17 . .
vision .and publlc concerns.» In hls poem <«Against

RomantioiSm,» Kingsley'Amisfpleaaed, LLet us make at

-

v

least visions that we need.»18 This poem was not published
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e poets were 1n touch nelther with the bourgeorsre they

o qute as dramatrc as Auden s and w1thdrew to a life of

-until the early l95ds, but .it illuStrates the‘l9§Os

- . .

protest agalnst the anti- socral or superhsoc1al VlSlOnS'

of the poets of the 19205 and 19305.: The reactlon was

~ -

agalnst both the‘aloof self conscrously ‘hlgh brow
poetry of Yeats, Ellot and Pound and the-left—wing{-‘:
salon—revolutlonary poetry of- Auden ‘MacNeice and -

Spender;f The former group had allenated the tradltlonal

: ~

audlence of poetry w1th 1ts broken syntax and eruddite '

a N -

) symbollsm "with 1ts dlfflcult avant garde experlment~
allsm- and the latter group, for all 1ts socral realism

"and polltlcal engagement " had remained a «coterre.»‘ In

L

contrast to a wrlter llke George Orwell, the left ~wing

8 4

desplsed nor the worklng class they w1shed to advance.
- _Moreover,‘the 19305 group of Auden, Spender P

'MacNelce and C Day Lew1s was ln complete dlsarray
.Auden s about face, from left- w1ng political poetry to -’

a\more_prlvate _medltatlve poetry, occurred around

N

l§3§—4b; SIn the followrng year, 1941, he publlshed his. -

New Year Letter 1n whlch he dlsmlssed the old s001allst

¢ PR ~ ~

causes as the «theory that falled» and ‘he* now seemed to -

N [

-‘conflne the.role- of poetry to prlvate relatlonshlps. .
Wlth apparent regret he concluded that «Art 1s not life T

' and cannot be / A mldwrfe to socrety » MacNelce, Spender,

i

f and C. Day Lewrs each made a srmllar about face, if not

establlshed ease and a poetry of dlsenchantment ~Eric
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Homberger.concludes that,

-

" It ‘would be an exaggeration to say that ,
‘ Auden single-handedly discredited the
Audenesque. It was_the agegitSELf, the
tortuous.experience of the first years of the
. war, whi¢h overwhelmed the style; it had °
"become “'period' seemingly overnight. Auden |
presided over the change of climate, the
. generdl withdrawal from a politically
committed poetry.l9 ’ i

[l

For. the ydunger poets it was a signal to «close ranks,g
. noilonly aﬁdng themselves, but between the poets and
the public. 1In The Nation "(18 May, 1940}, Archibald
MacLeish attacked the intel%ectugls of the 1920s and

1930s. as «The IrréSpéhsible55 for their failure to -

. perceive the threats to Western culture from both

extremes, thé.left and the right. - In Purity of Diction

in English Verse {1952), Donald Davie-wrété.théfi«one

cannot aybidvthe fact that the éoetjs churcheé_a;guempty,

and the strong suspicion that dislogation of..syntax has

much 'to do with it.» Furthermore,-he declared that «the

]
,development from imagism in poetry ‘t6 fuscism in -

[}

politics is clear and unbroken.>§20 Roy TFMuller, who _°

published his first bobk, Poems, in 1939, was another of

L

- the poets  'in réaction to both Elict and Auden. _ Looking
”Sack on the 1940s, hé recalls, in a recent lecture, that

«one disapproved of'the'bublic school and university

" chumminess that sometimes accompanied the left-wing

poetry. . . . One was searching, hopelessly it seems

‘., now,ﬁfb; a poetry with impeccable political ofientation,

- ¥
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)

yét as rich and free as the great'Enélish peetry of

2 . . .‘<
the past.»’ 1 : . . g :

' \ConSLderlng these developments from the.persPectlve_,

r

of the present Layton s astuteness ;n «POlLthS and )

- ?
-

Poetry» is evudent, flrst,ﬁln_that he'was so quick to .

hl
N -

sense the change in mood and the causes of dlscontent

and secondly, that he was equally deft at av01d1ng the \‘

note of complacent reassurance that soon became

.

- 'entrenched in-the Movement. In this regard, the - -First

N

Statement group,JDudek as well'as Layton;.seems to have

[

been more au courant than the cosmopolltan Preview poets,
|

or the myth0poelc poets of the 19503

Another« issue on whlch Layton sensed a welcome
change of mood was the importance of romanticism. 1In

«Politics and Poetry,» he is pleased to find among the

" new generation of English poets an «emphasis upon

personality» which «directly contradicts the arid
inte}leqtualism of the earlier poets.» Layton trlumph—
antly declares that «the note of 1nd1v1duallsm which

T.E. Hulme and Eliot thoughtnthey had banished forever-
has crept back into English poetry.» He compares the
contemporary mood to that which produced the surge of
poet}c activity at the beginning of the nineteenth
centur&:  «Just as the French Revclution of. 1789 produced
+the romantic mo;ement of the last century so, I suggest,

the resurgence of a democratic &lan is creating a new

remanticism.» But it is a somewhat chastened romanticism:

-
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Men have begun to dream again, but this time
with only one eye shut: the other eye is
carefully focussed on ‘the d01ngs of their-
rulers. Romanticism, ves, but within the
context of the machine 'age and power politics.

[

During the 19405 there did occur’ «the enthusiastic

redlscovery of romanthLSm »22 T.E. Hulme in Sgecu—

lations (published in 1924), Eliot in the Criterion

(which folded in 1939) and in Affer Strange Gods (1936),
and Auden after his conversion té orthodoxy, were all
explicitly hostile to romanticism. Ail seemed to
identify it with demagogquery or barbarism of oﬁe sort
or another. A similar hostility is evident among
acédemic critics as various as the New Critic Cleénth
Brooks, the neo-humanist Irving Babbitt, the Marxist
Christopher Caudwell, and the neo-classicist Yvor Winters.
This prevailing hostility was increasingly questioned
during the 1940s. Already in 1936 Hegbert Read had
publishea his introductiop to Surreélism, entitlea

«Surrealism and the Romantic Principle.» He attacked

- classicism as a «contradlctlon of the creative 1mpulse

allgned with «the forces of oppression,» the intellectual
counterpart of-golltlcal tyranny,» whereas the romantic
spirit represented «a principle of life, of creation,

of liberation.»23 Richard H. Fogle, in «Romantic Bards
and Metaphysical Reviewers,» 1945, demonstrated that
romantic poetry could also be defended on formal grounds,

provided the New Critic could shake off some of his



"‘51&565-24;‘A1ex Comfort in «The Ideology of Romant101sm»

:1946, attacked the neo cia551c15ts forfthelr «loss of

"nerve,> for turnlng asxde from the harsher aspects of

- reallty It was romant1c1sm, not ciassmolsm he argued
that confronted barbarlsm and held it at bay . Agalnst‘
the Ppopular, notlon that the romantlc artlst pursues

. . ~ S { :
- h{;’;ersonal VlSlOn in 1solatlon from the rest of manklnd

and from the. real world Comfort argued that romant1c15m

. was founded on the pr1nc1ple of «the communlty of the

\

\
»

Nt
artlst w1th hlS fellow men ‘ It was rather cla551015m,

founded on’ the pr1nc1ple\h{99 llterary ellte, that cut -’

the poet off from hlS fellow men.. Romant1c1sm prov1des'

"«v01ces for all those who have not v01ces » but 1t‘15

PN

more“reallstlc “than elther Christianity or Marxism-in
that it promises no--eventual utopia, no flnal triumph

of the forces of light over darkness, only a contlnulng

v

struggle.25 Thus,‘romant1c1sm was acqultted of the
. Ccharge that it merely 1ndulged in dream-world fantasies,
and secondly, that it tended toward an excessive, anti- .

. social ego-mania that_muet constantly be kept in.check

-
1

by moderate, rationa} norms,
For Layton, thls néw enthusiasm, for romanticasm
'seemed to promise a llberatlon of the poetlc personallty
and a development toward a morally. and politioallyy
committed poetry that would be informed by Marxism and

a realistic social understanding, but aléo reach beyond

that to draw on the authority arid vision 0of masters like

,Lh
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- . . : s
Blake, Byron and Heine. Whether or not Layton read

~

sbégifically;the»work of Fogle or Comfort is not the

‘poiﬁt (although he did réad Hérbert Read wiﬁh approval).2

.

Either by erudition or intuition, or a combination of

‘both,” Layton was acutely aware of a shift occurring

-

~in poetry and criticism in the 1940s, and instinctively

attunéq to it, quick to find support for his own con-
victions and to define his own convictions more
sharply‘in relation to the new «fermént.;

One might expect that Layton would champién the
poetry of Dylan Thomas . He'was.cértainly no «tame»
poet like Eliot or Auden. Compdfed to the discrete. :
classicists, Thomas appeared as an exuberant romantic
bard, celebrating the cycle of birth and:death in'rich,
rhapsodic language. However, Layton does not mention
Thomas in his criticism during the 13405. His work
was well known -- it was admired and imitated by'P?trick
Anderson ané others of the Preview group. 1In fact,
Sutherland counted Thomas, and also George Barker, among
the unfortunate inflhences upon Preview. In «A Note on
Metaphor, » l944j\Sutherland attacked Thomas as a
«surrealist,» obsessed by the formal possibilities of
metaphor to the point that all «content» was sgqueezed
out of his poetry. Instead of illuminating reality,
Thomas used metaphor «to obscure realities that he finds
unpleasal;xt.»z7 If Layton was at all aftracted by the

appearance of Thomas's ebullient romanticism, it seems

P

6
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. that the attraction was not strong enough to overcome

'

the apparent lack of the essential feature of romanticism\
that Layton identified w}th Blake and Byren: a passion-
ate, discerning involvement in social and political
issues. |

-Another theme of «Politics and Poetry» is the

.

importandé ofran audience. Layton announced that the
«dessicated coteries» of the 1930s had been dissSived,‘  -
and qubted with approval an essay by H.L. Séniér:

«We do not want any more coteries of cénceitediyounq S

men writing little notes to each other Hisguiséé,as‘_. o

reviews, and calling attention to a widespréad,iﬁf;uence

that reaches no further than the points of théir pens.» ’
The young poets, Layton maintained, had regained «the =

:
\

lost sense of community»:

They feel, rightly so, that they have an
audience, and they want passionately to be .
understood by it. This fact of an audience, ™\ "
if I mistake not, is one of the chief reasons®
for the difference in poetic technique between
the two generations. The older .generation
never had cone, not at least, in any vital

sense that mattered. )

The guesticn of an audience for poetry was a subjectﬁqf,
continuing controversy between Preview and Eiigi '
Statemént. In the March, 194379ditorial, Suﬁherl@hd
stated that the purpose of a literary magaZine waé_to ,:‘
draw a «élose connection . . . between:the writefs a#ﬁ
the people.» In another editorial a few Qgegs;laﬁér; .
Sutherland challenged the Preview group to hdrnégs l
their «potential energiegﬁ to produce «a maggéine_for 

"\



readers instead of ohé'}mportqnt}chiefly fo writers.»

L

In No. 20, the first printed lasue, Sﬁtheriand'explaiﬁedi

that First Statement

]
]

.18 not producea exa&gs;vely by a qroup ot
writers, “Apparently thé danger in Canada of
L. 'produc1ng the work of a special‘group lies
. in the fact that such work ‘will reach only a-
R special audience. School teachérs and llbrar—
'_‘ans and Crlth are valuable' readeps, but .
the writing should not 'he of such a kind as '
.to exclude. the, general publlc In expandihg
Flrst Statement we' are, hoplng to reath a few
more .avarage c1t12ens thdn has. becn p0551blo .
hltherto. . ‘

»

;

In 1he FOllOﬂLng sprlng, .in Aprll 1944"Suthéfla1d'

. '

K Jn31qttd Lhat «Jf fhe Canadlan wrltcr hab any duty today,

1L is tte duty of he;plna to SQCUKL a rospon51ve dudlence
‘ J28
- 1

Itrts clear Lhat Aayton shtred v1th Sutherlgnd a .

in fhls country.

fbonf;dent_decermlnation_to»qultivate, or create, an:
‘audience for Canadian poetry. Implicit in-this. deter-

mination is a didactic purpese, but in «Politics and

. Poetry» Lavton conveys a view of the poet that stresses

¢
.

- his role. as a spokesian rather than an adversary.

2

In «Let's Win the Peace,» published a year’ later,

1944, Léyton is less buoyant than heuWas(in JPdiitics

and Pdetry.» He ' 'ls now contemptuous of the ««moral ' .
- - PR o= . c v ’

reviulsion» of the «decent, virtuous pecple everywhere»
- . | N L
when they are forced to cortemplate their complicity in

the Second World War, or the possibility of a third cne:

. -



«They mlstake .-} .'their'OWn shndderings for political.

‘ realltles He' then concludes that «moral 1ntu1tlons

are futlle,'ln fact dangerous, when unsupported by a

1

‘Wlsdom whlch makes prov1s1on for thelr successful
eXpreSSLOn 29 Thls statement\ls not - spec1f1cally
lapplled to. poets. and crltlcs,_but 1t can be- applled to‘
_both the l920s modernlsts and the Auden group . The
modern poets, llke Ellot were acutely perceptlve of

the moral dlsease of thelr age, but they seemed unab1e 

W

or unw1lllng to. render thelr perceptlons in terms ame-

nable to soclal or polltlcal actlon - they lacked ka

.

: wrsdom‘whlch makes provision, ﬁor their suceessful
sooial expression » Ihe Auden group dld attempt to’

deal with polltlcal and economlc issues, but they’wrote

’ "

out of «hostlllty» and««frustratlon »’

’ In the latter half of the decade, Layton seems,_
already to have become dlSllluSloned w1th the develop—

ments in Engllsh poetry and politics’ that he had antl—
‘cipated a few years before. By 1946, his‘criticism

o . . N . oo ) o
seems to become angrier, more'rlgorousq more 'reallstlc'.
This- becomes partlcularly ev1dent when an early artlcle'

'

on Harold Laskl is compared to hlS the51s on Laskl,

thch he submltted in 1946. In the former, «Harold

Laski » 1941, “the tone is-similar to «Politicstand

’ \
Poetry » Layton beglns the, artlcle with, «Many obseérvers

agree that out of her present harsh trlals .a new, and

N

nobler England 1s_slowly emerging.» He holds some .



cynicism in'reserve, but‘the England that he sees

"
'

‘ . emerging is . a more soc1allst England an whlch the,
writings of Laskl have «prepared men s mlnds for the
elneVltable changes that the march of tlme has rendered

necessary.» He commends Laskl s «forthrlght Marx1st

position ® but also hlS determlnatlon not to «force the

- ’

2'52f"

_facts to flt hlS theorles . Laskl «bu11ds hlS theorles'

out of the llv1ng substanoe and reallty around hlm »

«Goodw1ll » rather than revolutlonary change 1s held

‘out as the keY toa brlghter future' «llberty and demo—‘jzr

I

cracy are dependent less upon 1nst1tutlonal mechanlsm
.,'than upon the resolute w1ll of men and women to make '
-them work Moreover Layton flnds a new and close

. allgnment of the old 1nst1tutrons and the people-"

-/,

“never before ln 1ts hlstory has the House of Commons

4

'_tbeen 'S0O° 1nstlnct w1th the common asplratlons of a,

'people 39 Layton S the51s on Laskl takes a much harder

_llne. By 1946 he is qute out of patlence w1th «good

wiil»:

Not the maturlty, the revolutlonary temper
. . the patient and:resourceful construction of
- a worklng class party prepared to léad the
explOLted masses’ but- the goodwill and -
insight of the select few; not the dlctator~
" ship "of 'the proletarlat'but the benevolent .
‘ dlctatorshlp ‘of" justlce, these alone,. Laski
: belleves, may .establish the socialist society
R of the future. What is- this but -a- restate-
‘ment of the.discredited utoplan .socialism v ..
_ , against which Marx and’' Epngels levelled their -’
Coa o deadllest and most ironic attacks7



flnally dlsmlssed as.a. «llberal phlllstlne - - who

:had not yet freed hlmself from bourgeOls prejudlces and

L&Skl i5 now accused of «completely emasculatlng and

dlstortlng» the revolutlonary content of- Marx1sm, and T

N !
31‘_ - T . e )
reasonlng R ol

In «Montreal Poets of the Portles » Wynne Prancas

makes the apt observatlon that the 1deologlcal dlffer—

s

7ﬂences between Prev1ew and Flrst Statement were mlnlmal

.-

Both groups, for instance, were polltlcally
- conscious: The Prev1ew poets were more
) -doctrlnalre, and more. markedly committed to
‘the Left in Varying degrees - Many of them.
: dlsplayed ‘strong sympathdies with a- contlnental
“comminism of the -Auden- Spender MacNeice
variety. . Anderson' ] orientation - was for a
‘time thoroughly Marxist; dand Scott was
committed to the less. revolutlonary socialist.
ideals. of ‘the C.C.F.. Much of the ‘poetry that

h_lntontlon and a strong Leftlst flavour 32

'
s

Slmllarly, erlam Waddlhgton recalls that when she flrst \‘

N - .

met Sutherland he.was, under the 1nfluence of LaytOn,

-ﬂtrylng half—heartedly to‘become a Marx1st »3% Layton
' N .
';-sqems t03havc been the most ardent Marx1st of the group,

‘fi;but eveh he was w1lllng, at tlmes to make compromlses.

'The fundamental quarrel was,'as Dudek later expressed

’ (1t between the derlvatlve, metlculous modernlsm of the

v

-“Prev1ew group and the «honesty» of the rLrst Statement

. group who attempted to root thelr work in thelr own .

~ L '

'worklng class experlence, however raw and crude the

-

34

h-result‘mlght occa51onally be._- Thus; what dLstlngulshed

appeared. in Preview had a, cledr political - s



;‘theﬂsocial'realism of the First Statement poets was not

" their theme or thelr ideology, but their more direct

. syntax and language and their insistence on personal

experience. B
- . THe characteristic image 0f the poet that emerges

* ’

from Layton's”criticism during the 1940s is a good deal -

less 'exalted” than that associated with the great

)

moderns such as Yeats and Rilke. TFor Layton the contem-

‘porary poét is content to be, or_rather demands to be,
regarded'not as a lofty sage concerned only with-the
eternal verities but «as an intelligent contemporary

‘ speaklng of the things that matter to us all. In reply

to an adverse‘reuiew of some of the peems he had

‘ L4

"published in. First Statement, Layton wrote: «My parents

were both sturdy 'pioneers in this country and never let

A
Y

an,occasion go,bfgtohinculcate in their children the

virtues of”thrift'and-self—reiiance_. . . . As for

»
'

myself I pay my 1ncome'taxes regularly 35 Layton's
tongue lS in his cheek but thls lmage of the poet as
responSLble Cltlzen is not. just an ldle spoof

Layton also contrlbuted rev1ews of. Canadlan poetry

durlng the "1940s. HlS rev1ew of Lampman s. At the Long

Sault and Other New Poems appeared 1n Flrst Statement'

in 1944 36 It is ungrudglng ln 1ts pralse for Lampman 5

‘achlevement and his 1mportanCe to Oanadlan poetry,

’although he ‘is: someWhat dlsm1551ve of Lampman s «secure

‘reputation as a nature poet.> Whatf;s_lmportant to Layton

- N -
- -
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is that Lampman <«was &nﬁerested—not only in observing
Nature but also the shehaniddns on Parliament Hill.»

It is useful to-regard Layton's review in the

" .

context of Lampman criticism in the'1930s, and 1940s.
Leo” Kennedy had maintained that thermodern poets had

virtually nothing to learn from Lampman, and consequently

.

they had «chucked him out, neck, crop, and rhyming

dictionary.» According to Gnarowski, Kennedy is repre-"

sentative of a current attitude «which was aimed at

A L

cutting the older poets down to size».: ‘

4 -

The idea - in’ brutal terms -~ s&ems to have
been one of attacking ard whittling down the
overly large reputations ¢f poets of the
preceding era in_order to give the emerging
poets of a new generation a chance to compete,

A

)
.

W.E. Collin presents a more £hoﬁghtﬁul view of Lampman,
although he scems ra little too determined to make of
him a frustrated Arnoldianihellenist. He does praise

Lampman as a «realist»; and,quotes‘the following state-
4 . -

ment from an article by Lampman in The Globe:

< '

The poet attaches himself to no dream. He

endeavours to see life simply as it is, "and

to estimate everything at its true value in

relation to the universal and the infinite.
However, Collin regards Lampman's «realism» primarily in
relation to his evocation of landscape, not his "anger at

social injustice. He admits that he finds the «entan-

glements of allegory» in-«The City of the End of Things»

-
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C
confusing, Then, in a remarkably phiIistineﬁstétement»

- for so ardent a student of Arnold, Collin tivializes

.

Lampman’s anger:'to mere «depression»:

»

. He had been depressed, no doﬁbt, by the

struggle for existence in a city and had read

-~ “something which had dec1ded him to write the
poem.

- )
A.J.M.ZSmiﬁh, in his «Introduction» to The Book of

Canadian Pdetry, 1943, found that of the four major

56

Confederatlon\Poets, Lampman had «left the most Eomple-.

tely satlsfylng body of work. He"rejécts the notion.‘~

that Lampman was an «important phllosophlcal poet»

%ﬁe «greatness» of Lampman «lies-in” the purlty and

sweeéness of his response Fo nature,» and poems Iiké‘
«Heat» and «Winter Evéﬁiné»fpossess a «peculiar authen-
ticity much more significant in its vitality than any
didactic element, philosophical or social, that -was or

that might have been .injected into his work.» In his

review of E.K. Brown's On Canadian Poetry, Smith was

pleased to find Brown's «bold affirmation» that the
Confederation Poets «have little claim to be considered

national ‘poets.» Ralph Gustafson, writing in Northern

Revigw, 1947, cites Layton's:'review as an example of a

-

tendency in current criticism to «claim Lampman for

factional reascons.» He dismisses Lampman's «Epitaph
P plcap

1

on*a Rich Man» and «Liberty» as «two very medioccre poems

-

indeed.» One of the main points that Gustafson makes

r



'

and majesty of tone have been men of affalrs before

N ; . ‘ [ 1
" principle that «poetry is a criticism of life,» or that

they were also “men of affairs.» It is apparent that,

.is that\Laﬁpmanq «at too great a cost to his natural

endonents, clung tog hard to a llteral 1nterpretatlon of

-

Matthew Arnold s postulatlon that 'poetry is a cr1t1c1sm‘

of llfe to hlS own belief that 'the’ greatest poets,

thoae few who are eminent .aboveiall others for dlgnlty .

they were poets' .»>’ . : ) e 3 o
: T Ty , ~ - - I

For Layton, a poet cannot «cling too hard» to the

-~

. ) . -~

the,g}eatest poets have strengthened their work because

.
- ‘

- L .. +
among the '¢criticism of his contemporaries, Layton's

N ‘ ; ‘
stands out, first of all because it takes Lampman's

‘anqer and sufferlng seriously, and socondly, because it

i

:plaCes Lampman firmly 1n a Cdnadian tradition of social-

realist poetry and thus convéys the authority of histor-

-

ical precedence upon the work of the modern social

realists. 1In sdﬁtzagt to Kennedy, who thought thdt the

-

"modern poets had little to learn from Lampman, Layton

{even suggests that Lampman's poem, <«Liberty,» except

~for its «somewhat antiguated rhetoric about Kings and

i '

Tyfants, might have been written by some aspiring poet

.

. in_the New Masses .or the Canadlan Trlbune 38 In oppo—

.

51t10n to Smlth Layton states that Canadians do have'

\

«g poet of nataonal 1mportance » and implies that

Lampman-was engaged in precisely'the kind of «important

philosophical poetry» that Canada needs. : Vv
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Layton's review of The Hitleriad by A.M. Klein also
39

appeared in First Statement in 1944. "He found the poem

L A .
«fresh,” audacious and exciting,» a «landmark in our

' ’rapidly growing national literature.» He praises Klein's

wit,-«compfession» of detail, and his eclectic verxsifi-
cation. Layton's iésistence upon poetry's immediate,
topical relevance is'evident when_he comménds the section
on Hitler because it is és-«intriéuing as today's head-
lines.» Similarly, his view of the didactic function of
wit is‘evident in the pﬁra;e; «aevastaﬁing as only Ehe
truth can be when seaspned with wit.» There are flaws
in thefpdém, but La;ton regards them as inherent in the
subject, not the poet's lack of skill.

The following spring, in 1945, Layton reviewed

Klein's Poems.qo‘ The émphasis is on the Psalms, where

Klein continues his «passionate debate with the Deity,»

writing with a «full, passionate heart, out of- pity and
indignation.» However,' in this review, Layton's reser-
vations seem more grave. He 1is clearly charmed by

Kleln s viwvid presentatlon of God as a «generous uncle,

portly and a trifle deaf,» but ‘he senses a fallure to

penetrate through the eloquent repartee to, the essential
truths; more séecifical%y:.a failure to grasp the full

horror and subtlety of evil.

L
Dudek published an essay on Klein in the Canadian
Forum in 1950.41 The differences in their criticism are

r

accounted for partly by the fact that Dudek's is a
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critical essay written five years after Layton's
reviews, but nevertheless the differefhces are character-
istic. Dudek cannot forgive Klein's modernist indiscre-

tions, especially his «archaic rhetoric.» Klein's
N

principal weakness <«has always been his -language.» Hi§~/

experimental poetry «is often below standard.» The
Hitleriad has <«bad rhyming and.diétion,» «crude satire,» "%

and «no density or weight of thought.» 1In the 'radichal
poems, the influence of Eliot is «obvious and poorly

assimilated.» Everd in The Rocking Chair he is still at

.%the point which Pound and Eliot reacheq_in 1915,» and
"his”attgmpt “te .express 'Canadianism'. . . is certainly a
- R * , - \ ' .

program of a.low qrder for a pogt.» Layton is much less

put out by Klein's rhetoric, akthough he does complain

-

that some of the Psalms are «noisy and unéonvincing.»
Layton's main reservations abqut the poetry are not
directly ascribed to Klein's language and techniéue but
to a failure of experience and inﬁight, specifically, his
lack of <«acquaintance» with evil: «As 1t is, the Psalms
are not a record of spiritual trials undergone and the
religious insighté derived from them, so much as a
recording of specific, éomﬁunicable emotions.» This may
not be unrelated to Klein's rhetoric, but it is character-
istic of Layton's criticism that he finds the fault .
beyond language. Even in The Hitleriad he is hardly
troubled by the 1aqguage. Instead, he finds the failure

of the poem inherent in its subject. In order to be
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successful, Layton argues, the object of tﬁe poem's
satire must stand in implicit contrast to a sane ideal.
However, to imply such an ideal in an account of the
Nazipatrocities would reduce the pervasive and radical
evil to something circumstantial. Layton's impatience
wit; some of the self-inflicted obscurity of modern,
experimental poetry is evident when he commends the
Psalms for their simplicity, «a fact that ma? warn off
those who will not read a poem unless they'ré assured
beforehand they won't understand it.»

By 1951, Layton had joined Dudek and Scuster at
Contact Press. The persistence of the «native tradition»

amonyg the poets of the Contact group is evident in the

very fact that they publishedsthe anthology, Canadian

Poems 1850—1952. In the «Introductory Note,» gritten

by Dudek and Layton,42 they acknowledge the «cosmopol-
itan» argument, that «the future points to a world
‘community of intellect,» but they maintain that «the
domestic cultivation of literature is still necessary,»
that «if we are to have a literary life in Canada, we
must pay attention to our Qwn literature.» The anthology
is to be «both critical and new in spirit,» and the
editors frankly state their preference for poems «which
show a dark grain of fact running through them.» Thei
selection is governed by «present-day catholic standards,»

and if, by these standards, much of Canadian poetry since

1850 seems weak, so does the poetry of the same period



61

in England and America. As a «totality,» the poetry of
the 1890s is «of an exhausted romanticism» that had

- «reduced itself to bathos,» but individual poems or

groups of poems by Lampman, Roberts and Scott <«are small
perfect things which deserve a place in the poetry of

the'English Wprld.» Turning to modern poetry in Canada,
some oﬁ the old copposition to the Previewfgroup_is_still '&5
J evidéht. The older poets absorbed the influences of
Eliot and Yeats «with fiair and intelligence,» but the
éaitors cénnot resist mixing a little satire with their

"

praise. Scott «has worried ' in careful verse . . . about
the strains and twisting dilemmas presented by-a.dying
culture.» Smith has publiéhed %only one book . .o
coﬁtaining his“output of thirty—nihe,. .. exceilehf
articles.» P.K. Page «placed a neurotic sensibi1ity at
the service of a:uhigue talent.» |

In some of the criﬁicism of the modern poets, in
this «Introductory'yote,»'it ié\tempting to speculate
where Layton's or(Dudek”slviéw,predoﬁinates. For
example, the comments on Pratt seem more typical of

Dudek's militant modernism than of Layton. Pratt is ¢

virtually dismissed as «a lusty narrative poet of the

»

old_school, favouring the long breath, @pe.explicit

line, illustrative mefaphor; and broad moral underchrrent.»43
n The point. of his having heen «dubbed? a «major poet» is

a demurring ;efefence to Sutherléﬁd's criticism. : The

'comments'on_ﬁampman, surprisingly, make no reference to

.
I
a

4
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his social criticism. The comments on Klein in the

«Introductory Note» seem to be largely of Layton's
contribution. He is singled out as «perhaps the most

>

arresting new name in the New Provinces group » He has
«wit and imagination,» his best pOems arée «full bodled
.and civilized,» and show «verve, originality, and .

’ oo@paseion. -

Layton was certgini? in agreement with Dudek, and
also_with Souster} on most fundamentals. They were united
'ih their deﬁahd for a poetry rooted in personal experienoe,
in thelr‘determlnatlon to deal w1th immediate social and
valltlcal 1ssues, and in the 1mportance they ascribed to

the poet's audience. They opposed the nature morte

derived from Eliot, the self-conscious sophistication of

the old Prev1ew group, and thelr preoocupatlon with formal

complex1t1es Laytoh seems to have differed from his

colleagues inathat he placed lessﬂemphasié upon purity -
L

of language and technlqué accordlng to establlshed modern

standards. He freely . drew upon . the prlnc1ples\ﬂf Pound
and williams when they were useful‘ but they seemed to
hold much less authorlty for him than for elther Dudek
or Souster. He was as,qulck:as they were tO'Sense_new
directions in poetry, or the need for hew directions, but
.he‘rerely-identified them as linguieticfand technioel
developments, Secondly, he seemsg less wary_of‘rOmanticism;

Usually Layton is careful to distinguish the‘world—weaty'

«exhausted» romanticism of the late nineteenth century



from that of the early nineteenth century, Thirdly, he

-

is mofe interested in psychology, both the psychoibgy of

[y

the poet and the psychology of hunian cruelty. ‘In 1950,

* the diffefehces‘afé.giigﬁt,]but they become greater in:

:

the decades that fpiyow.
Earliér in this chapter I stressed the conflict

between Preview and First Statement, but it now seems

necessary to qualify that,conflict -somewhat. Wynne
Francis reminds:her reader that.<«in several instances
lasting friendships cut across these lines of con?ention.»
fhe yoﬁnger poets learned-much from their more experi-

)

enced eldetrs; some of the First Statement poets had

. «literally gone ‘to school to them.» Francis concludes

"her article with a quote from Layton:

[
. . o
I was lucky to have known them all -- so
many exciting personalities, living poetry
s twenty-four hours a day, thinking, talking,

analyzing, arguing, reading, and’ above all
writing. I learned something from every
one of them.4

However, among «them all,» A.M. Klein stands out. He_
séems to have had a profound effect upon Layton in
several ways. First of all, Klein clearly regarded
himself as a spokesman for a panticu;ar people, as a
lecturer, as an editor, as a political candidate, and as
a poet. He celebrated the history and rituals of his
peopie, harrangued them, and interceded for them. 1In

many of his Psalms, and in his satiric poems. he confronted
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"the crucial moral issues of his time. For Layton, these

became the vefy qualltles of the poet that make his
presenoe in- the world essentlal Secondly, much of
Kleln s dlstlnctlve language was adopted by Layton. It
.can be- clearly heard in many of the early poems, like
«De Bulllon Street «Newsboy,{ «Proof Reader,» «Vexata

Quaestlo » and is "still audlble in some of the later

. poems like «Icarus» and «Marché Municipale.» Klein's

.sensuousneSS"his linguistic playfulness, his podium

rhetorlc, hlS dellght in learned repartee, can all be

found in Layton S poetry . Thirdly, Klein stands out -

among'thevearly Canadian modernists in his affection for

romanticism. In Layton's Criticism, <«romanticism» is

often.referred'to’disparagingly to describe trivial

exercises in- landscape rapture, but it is clear that
, _ < ,

neither Klein nor Layton had much sympathy fot the laconic

classicism of Smith, or of Dudek. Fourthly, and perhaps

- Mest lmportantly, Klein's vulnerablllty taught Layton

to be strong. Klein's tragic withdrawal from poetry,

from 1life, in the early 1950s seemg-to have had a profound
' _ ~ L
effect upen Layton, and determined him not to become a

'poor Johnny Keats'. In a letter to’Pacey én December

12, 1956, Layton wrote:

Klein's story is a tragic one of Cariolan
pride - and failure. . . . He was compelled
to earn his bread in a profession which he
despised, and to see men less brilliant than
_ himself gain honours and wealth which that



- \'
'5001ety only ‘too readlly confers upon the
unscrupulous, the superficial.. and the
- aggressive. . . -." The failure ¢of Klein is
‘the failure of a man too ‘frightened by his - --

environment, by fate, if you will, to be the -
moving poet that the charitable fairies
attending his birth had intended him to he

when they placed those lavish’ gifgs of

intellect, imagination, and impulse in his ‘
unproplthus cradle. =~ - )

\However one- 51ded this account may be, Kleln ‘s example

h

L ¢

' seems to have resolved.Layton not to "be defeated by the

~ "

copdescen51on of elﬁher-moneyedf&r‘learned“phllistines,_

L

by domestic responsibilities, by an environment that

ﬁrustrated‘the poet’s desire for justice and Compaséioﬁ.

The other crpcial'event-of;the-early 19505 was the

quarrel with John Sutherland. According to Wynne

Francis, the «souring» of Sutherland, which soon alieh-
1 .

ated most of Qis friends; had begun as early<as 1948.

Layton was «among the last to go.» She finds his name

significantly absent from thehmasthead of the January,

1951 edition of Northern Review, the edition that

contained Sutherland's article, «The Past Decade in

Canadian Poetry,» retracting his Introduction to Other.

Canadians.'4

' Writing to Pacey on August\BO, 1956,

i

Layton responded to.an earlier accusation by Pacey that

his public attacks qn Sutherland, who was dying at that’

r

time, were in very poor taste:

.

It was John Sutherland who introduced me to
modern poetry. ‘He was the first in Canada“
to publish my verse-and the first to champlon
that verse in article and review. The

65



dlfferences that arose. between us later were
not personal, they were ideological. I o
thought' at' the- time, and still do, that his -
conversion to Catholicism and ‘his earlier
defectign from modern thought and sensxblllty
.were wrong ‘and -so timed .and  motivated as to
give a blow to. Canadian poetry from which it
is' only -now. beginning to recover:: You will
.recall -hew the critiecs and anthologists five - - .
‘years ago were assuming. that the poetic ~ - - ‘
‘ ferment of the forties had come . to a sudden,
E ..~ and dismal halt. ... . ‘I know that Dudek,
S Souster, myself, Page,’ Anderson, etc. etc.
were still writing as v1gorously as ever, -
but that J. sl was returning their. manuscrlpts'g
- .« .. Whatx finally drove Sutherland to his
\defectlon, andsubsequently to his conversion-
to Catholicism was disillusionment with- hlm—
self as a poet, and that his borrowed
convictions were rationalizations for some-
thing he could not face up to about’ himself
and hlS lack ©of real poetlc talent. : “_ .

Co

“~

¢ v

-Layton has said_much the same things elsewhere'and there'

»

. is little' reason to questio’n ti:hi's accou‘nt' However,‘ I'.
'thlnk 1t is also true that Sutherland presented a very
strong case to Layton, that his «defectlon» posed a very
real challenge to Layton S own loyalty to «modern thought
and Sen51blllty.?_,1n fact, Layton and Sutherland had

been strong allies against the_despalring nature morte

modérnism of Eldiot and -his followers.’ In Sutherland s .
«A Note on Roy'Campbell » 1953, the. v1rtues that he_
empha51zes are «pa551on . Music, and~lmag1natlon { the
-«expre551on of strong feeling,» the conviction that
«llVlng is pleasure, experlence 15 ]oy Campbell is -
_held ‘up as, ‘the antidote to the modern Ellotlc poet who.
15 «broken and battered by 'his age ' ready to cllng

for support to the first lamp-post that comes along ,46

i



cdld not brlng hlm 1nto closer allgnment w1th A.J. M. g'

INletzsche provlded for Layton - o

;It lS clear that ‘as-a Crlth Sutherland g Cathollc1sm

"Smlth and hls alleged Angllcanlsm.- The functlon of
E _Sutherland s Cathollc15m, ln relatlon to his llterary

xcr1t1c1sm 15 to prov1de a' platform for hlS attack on,

"modern decadence, the same. functlon that Marx and

e

The early 19505 can not have been an easy tlme for

[ ’

fLayton._ However, the 1llness of’ Kleln and’ the dlsaf—

v

fection of'Sutherrand were not the shattering experiences

o

they mlght well have been for a less determlned poet;

lnstead they séem to have braced Layton for the contro-

' ver51es he engaged in the following decades. For a

,"brlef perlod around the turn ‘of the decade Canadian

poetry seemed to suffer a .set- back but it could be
argued that the controverSLes of the 19405 and eanly‘
1950s prepared Canadlan poetry generally for the chal—
lenge of 'the follow1ng decades Ken Norrls has p01nted.
out that «by the time Modernlsm had fully establlshed
1tself in this country, llterature in most’ European.‘ .
countries and even, in the United States had bequn what

is currently being called its 'Post-Modernist' periodﬁ»q?

One of the contributions of the First Statement and .

Contact poets was' to bring Canadian poetry up to date,
not' by entering into close alignments with new American,
European, or British develobments although to some

extent that too occurred, but by demonstratlng that

’

£



Canadian poetry must and could find its own way among

’
‘a variety gf competing developmenté, and %Q_relationeto
its own contexts, social, histdrical and‘ﬁi£erafy.
'Moreover, Neil H. Fisher has argued thag «ithwés the

-

\poets of First Statement who represent the second wave,

of modernism in Canadian poetry, a wave which has proven. °

-
~

to be of tidal consequences. . . . ' The NHonesty of .both
poetic and critical experiences, the anti-intellectual’.

element present, and the North American bids have formed
: -4 ’ \

the basisgfof the deﬁelopment of contemporary poeﬁry‘

. LN 4 8 3 ‘.‘ N -
*+« _ln Canada.» -
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Chapter Two

Against Gentility

" The 1950s began, it seems, with a lull. There was
a seemingly pervasive feeling among poets and critics
fhat the «ferment» of the 1940s that had produced so
many promising young poe%s, particularly in Montreal,
had settled into indifference and languor. In his
«Preface» to Cerberus Layton argued that the iull was
lérgely the invention Qf John Sutherland who had‘simply
sfopped p?blishing poems submitted by Canadian poetsfj
However it does seem that the turn of the decade was a

period of regrouping and change. E.K. Brown found

that «the poetry of 1949 is less striking than in any

£ ¢

yvear since 'letters in Canada' began.» Pacey maintained
that the year 1949 ﬁéd «brought a sudden ominous_pause»
in the «triumphant progress» of Canadién poetfy since
‘the Second World War. Dudek, in «The State of Canadian
Poétry, 1954,» put on a brave facéi He insisted that
«in the midst of world chaos,»*Canadian poeté, unlike

their British and American contemporaries, did.«have

something to say.» This essay appeared in The Canddian
{

Forum, and one of its functions, perhaps, was to promote
contemporary Canadian poetry among a wider audience.

Dudek maintained that the «process» of modern poetry in
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Canada, begun in the 1930s and 1940s, «is now going on.»
He could even commend the work of Douglas Le Pan, and
ﬁraise D.G. Jones who «is developing a skill in a formal

styge which is just the example we need.» - However, in

his essays in Contact, Culture, and his «Preface» to
Cerberus, he seems much ﬁore critical of the <«new»
poetf?. In «0Od sont les jeunes?» (Contact, 1952), he
found that «our younger poets are getting grey about the
temples.» At a time when the poet should have more.to
say than at <«any other time in historyr» Dudek wonders,
ﬁfyhy are the yoﬁng poets at a loss for words?» 1In his
later introduction to the chapter «Signs of Reaction,

New and Old» in The Making of Modern Poetry in Canada,

(1967), Dudek dates the «lull» from 1548, when poetry in
 Montreal <«began to show distinct signs of self-doubt and
re-orientation.» h |

As the, decade -recovered from its «lull», new names,
a new 'centre', and a new criticai theory appeared in
Canadian literature. Some of thé names that became more
prominent were Roy Daniells, Phyllls Webb, George Whalley,
Wilfred Watson, Douglas Le Pan, D.G. Jones, Eli Mandel
Jamgs Reaney and Jay Macpherson.  Toronto began to rival
Montreal as’?hg centre of poetic-activity. And the new
critical activity bé;ame archetypal criticism. Looking -
back aver the decade in.l96i; Pécé?.found it had been’

«dominated» by the «mythopoeic school.» In «English-

Canadian Poetry, 1944-1954,» he observed that most of

-
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the newer, younger poets were profeséors,lthat they
seemed to write with Qless conviction» than the older
poets of the 1940s, and that «vulgarity», rather than
social injustice, ipspiréd whatever outraée they cbuld
muster.2 Dudek focused on the «regctionary» tendencies
of the new poets, their distinct preference for tradi-
tional forms. He regarded this aslsymptomatic of a
return to outmoded notions of poetry thét redu&ed it
. «to a purely ornamental or ‘'cultural' function.» It is
Dudek who makes the point that during the 1950s the
'centre' éhifted from Montreal to Toronto, and to him
this represents the break-up of what had become:a
definite tradition of modern poetry in Canada. What had
been a «highly cgncentrated and localized activity» had
-“been dispersed, and the mnew mood,oc?ntred én Toronto,
was <«essentially antithetical to the .0ld, aggressively
realispic poetry of early modefnism.»3 "

Layton continued to insist that rigorous, realistic
poetry was still being ﬁritten, but it was being met
with public aﬁd cfitical indifference or_distasfe.
However, Wh%}e Dudek, Sougteriménd Pacey tended to reéard‘
the problem largely as‘a-compiacént fglucfance'amogg -~
poets and critics to take Sn the difficult tasks 6f |
social protest and }échnical experiment, Layton identi-

fied and attacked gﬁmore general malaise, pervading all

levels of Canadian society and culture. He regarded
. UA I
M,

the mediocrity of contemporary poetr %%@B{criticism as
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only one . aspect of the general malaise, though a parti-.
cularly crucial one. His term for the malaise is

«gentility»:

Gentility, propriety, respectability - give
the thing any name you will - is responsible
for nine-ténths of the miserable, devital-
ized stuff that pPasses for poetry in this
country; and for the infantile pruriency

that is the stock response of ‘the great

o majority of Canadians to the appeal of art.

{ , So powerful is the grip of gentility that
even those poets who are in rebellion against
it write a kind of well-dressed, empty,

_ pseudo-mystical nature verse, or leftist

hffzpoetry with a Methodist flavour. Unless we

: fold up this genteel tradition, a tradition
called into existence by a graceless leisure
class but preserved by clergymen, under-
developed school-marms, university graduates,
and right-thinking social workers, very little
vigorous and original artistic work will ever
be seen in Canada.4

The emphasis upon the addiehce; upcon the need to
«communicate,» to <«make contact» is still very strong
aﬁong the Contact group. inmaﬁg «Preface» to Cerberus,
Scuster insisted that if the éget fails to «make
conpést» with his audience, «everything else you throw
in is wasted and you might as well start al@jover
again.» In «0 sont les jeunes?», publisheé-in the first

- 3

edition of Contact, Dudek still maintained that «there

is a ready audiencé for any young writer with Something
. fresh apnd bouncing to say, someone with a new technique,

a vision, or a gift for making art out of matters of

fact.»” In Layton's own «Preface» to Cerberus, there

seems to be no such «ready audience.» Canada is «the

v
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most philistine countfy in the world.» The poet <has

no public, commands nd following, stirs up léss interest
than last year;s licence plate.» Layton's criticism
seems to shift from social realism toward psycholoéiéal
realism, toward a much greater 2mphasis upon the mental
ané emotional health‘of society, and when society is

fundamentally diseased, «the best part of any man . . .

'is the hell he carries inside him.» Layton focuses his

attack upon. «the drag of middle-class morality,

suspicious of all enjoyment and neurotically hostile to

the release of art and sex.» Contemporary «culture»

‘bears little relation to creative artists; ratherﬂ it

represents «the gilded and gelded pseudo-culture of
flourishing bankers and brewers.»6 During the 1950s

sex comes out of the social-realist closet; it is an
important subject for poetry not because, as Smith had
put it,,;tbe picture of our greaf dominion as a country
where all the women are chaste and\tge men too pure to
touch them if they weren’'t» is false, but because it may
be too true. A healthier attitude toward sex becomes
virtually a pre-condition for a healﬁhier society, in

all of its aspects. .

The comparison of Layton's «Preface» to Cerberus

‘with the «Prefaces» &f Dudek and Souster suggests other

differences. Both Dudek and Souster place considerable
emphasis on the need for ‘innovations in language and

technique. There are echoes of Pound's criticism when

W



\ ... 78

. Dudek casts poetry as a protector of-language «against

" N . > i
*-the_destrbyers and perverters of.our time,» the journal-

ists and advertisers. Souster stétés his dissatis-
faétion «with existing formé, feeling bdﬁnd within_them[
mummified.» He se;s an «opening» in the Cdntos of Ezra
Pound” and the‘pfigcipleé of Olson's «Compositiaﬁ by
Pieid.»7 'Laytoﬁ demands «vigorous and ofiginal artiétic.
work, » but:originality doeéhnot rest upon innovations in:
laﬁguage or uppn'new.tHeoriés,-butkupoﬂ_the.uniqueness
of the poet's own experience: :Dudék and Soustérrﬁould
not disagree withjthis, bﬁt the.differenée in'emphasis
tfis significant. |

I havé'empbasizéd the shift in'Layﬁoh's criticism;
but the «Preface» to Cerberus still‘retains a coreof

social realism. VSutherland's disenchantment with

contemporary poetry, is, éccording to Layton, specific-

A

ally a disenchantment with the social-realist poetry
of protéét «against war and social ineéuality.» Such
disenchantment wds a godsend to the middié—class N
philistines,who #at once took heart at the news aqd
began to crawl out of their kennels.» ‘fﬁe‘attack upon
«gentility» is not confined to aesthetics. IA fact,

«gentility» extends the notion of philistinism to

include not only pretentious, middle-brow tastes, but

also an impenetrable intellectual, emotional, and moral
4
&, torpor. Some of the symptoms of «yentility» are a

protective respectability, a clinical, academic

~
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detachment, and'self:oonscious «cufture,» but the root -
cause is_a;ﬁear of life itself, which induces an anes-
thetized moral sensibility that is virtually impervious |,

to either intellectual or emotional shock. 1In iayton's
poem, «The ImprOved Binocnlars » even a city in Flames

v

is unable to shock the ‘inhabitants out of thelr gentll—

ity. Dlgnltarles contihue in their’ ceremonlal proces—

sions and thelr petty rlvalrles, and .the populace,

~

“ _thelr mouths .
distdrted by an unusual gladness; bawled thanks
to this comely and ravaging .ally, -asking
* Only for more. light with which to see
their nelghboun s destructlon.

'

.

2

This is a- 5001ety unable. to dlstlngulsh between hollday

- v N Ll

spectacle and apocalyptlc destructlon. Gentrllty renders
it morally blind and.impotent. Under these conditions,

the poet who wrltes w1th a dldactlc purpose is con-

L
fronted Wlth a formldable challenge. Nevertheiess,

A

Layton malntalns that the poet not only nust but can .

penetrate this state of organlzed torpor fag& the

- poet is the cnly one who can. ‘This becomes one of his

A
fundamental conv1ctlons in the l9SOs and throughout :

the 1960s and 1970s, against the‘éncroachments of

s

lObOLJleed collect1v1t1es and polltlcal totalltarlanlsm
b
There is a definite anti-British thrust to the

. attack on gentility. Layton frequently uses the adjec-

tives «English» and RAnglo,»‘and usually with consider-

able opprobrium. His harshest criticism in the



'-Pan‘whose special talent is" to

«Prologue» to The Long Pea Shooter ,is for Douglas Le

-

‘Express in words vacuous and guaint

. The.cultured Englishman's complaint )
That decency is mever sovereign, e
That reason ought oy but decesn't govern -
That maids have, holes.and men must -£ind them -
(Alas, that Nature WILL so blind theml) '

o

In a letter to The Canadiaﬁf%dgum,,in reply to a Mr.

Christopher of Ile Bigras, Layton rails against «Anglo-
- - ‘ -

Saxon hypocrisy,» and contends that the Anglo-Saxon is

simply <«not at home in the world of art.» In another

letter, a few months later, he claims Herbert Read as

an ally against the «inartistic Anglo*Saxon.\»8 «Anglo»

- and «English» become identified with a cultivated

duplicity~that pretends to a high-minded concern for

justice, cufture, and art, yet finds moral fervour,
emotional intensity or indignation in poor taste.

Layton's anglophobia seems to have had some cause.
&

Current developments 'in poetry and criticism in England
e .

_were définiteiy in opposition to the kind oflpoetry

Layton demanded. However, Layton's main target was

- -

English Canada. Developments in English culture and

"'

society might have been mdte varied and complek than the

-

narrow image Layton presenfed, but it was precisely

that narrow image that seemed to be held in servile

reverence in Canada.

v

; The anti-Eliot, anti-Auden «ferment» in England

after the Second World War - thatFLayton had acclaimed
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in «Politics and Poetry» - very quickly soured into the

Sullen doctrinee‘of «The'Movement » Among the more

promlnent poets and critlcs who became 1dent1f1ed with

‘

‘the Movement were Donald Davie, Philip Larkln, Thom .

.

Gunn, Kingsley Amis, John Wain, Anthony Twaite, and

Robert Conguest. On several issues, Laytaon would'have

found himself 'in close agreement with them. For example,

Donald Davie railed against the «dislocatedrsgntar» of
the poets of the 1920s and 1930s, and adainst their
deliberate ambiouities and complexities, all of which
had alienateoEthe traditional 'audience for poetry,
repiacing it with specialists and coteries. Davie

attacked, in italics, «the assertion or] the assumption

(most oftern the latter) that sgntax'in poetry is wholly

.

different from syntax as understood by logicians and

grammarians » Agalnst the' dlscontlnuous «symbollst

l - 4

syntax» of the modernlsts, Dav1e reasserted the lmpor—

tance of the «apthentlc syntax» of normal rational
Ty . .
discourse. He ma%ﬂtalned that «the emphasis on presen—

i

Latlon rather than descrlptlon has tended to exclude
o

'authentlc syntax from poetry Davie observed that in

-

poetry, it is often precisely the’discursiﬁe,_allegedly

sub;poetic} comﬁentary on experience that has «passed

hlnto the popular heart » in fact, «just those lines

+that have gone over into folk-wisdom are stlgmatlsed
as unpoetlcal.» He concludes that there must surely be

somethlnq wrong thh theories: that ¢banish from pogtry

s
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all that part of it which is taken up into popular ‘

wisdom. » -
The attempt to reinstate the syntax of rational

discourse in poetry %is relatéd to the more general aims

of the Movement to bring poetry into ¢loser contact® '

w1th emplrlcal or socxal reallty, to place reallty

under the scrutiny of poetry, and,, perhaps more impor-
t '

tant, poetry under 'the scrutiny of reality.. They insisted

.that poetic statements were subject to the same Kind of

test as sc1ent1f1c statements, or any other statements

'about the real world 'Accordlng to Philip Larkin;-the‘_“

modernlsts were gullty of «lrrespon51ble exp101tat10ns o

of technlque 1n contradlotlon of human life as we know
4

10 -, . , S .

.

These ‘are similar to. thé views of the First Statement

and Contact poets, However; in England. the doctrines of

authentic syntax, rational discourse and intellectual

hresponeibility soon settled into a programme:calling

o -

for a poetry of moderatlon, good taste, common .sense,

and enllghtened llberallsm. P krick -Swinden describes
\ -

the characteristiclwork of the 1950s as a poetry of

‘the «centre.» He means a po;try of(the.polftical

I .
centre, but also a poetry oq the,emotional and social

4 -

: e ) : :
centre, a middle-class poetry that avoidegd extreme
Opinions and extreme emotions, a «safe» poetry The

audlence that the Movement w1shed to reclaim was not

\
a broadly based national audience, drawn from a range

A
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’ . . . - -
. , . 1T,

of social classes and lnterests but speCLflcally from
the upper mlddle and profe551onal classes. Thls audience
{

was to be encouraged by glVlng it a poetry that

>

«Cprlrms its values 1ts confldence in itself.» Conse-

/ N
quently, says Swinden, poetry became <«conservative and

L (R

“responsible, because civil servants, doctors and

4 Bl

: ll
teachers are conservatlve and respon51ble

. ( - -

‘There does seem to be a definite}«lowering of

Tt
\

expectations» duflng the 19505, a sense of haV1ng been

hbetrayed by all that great‘ poetry of the. precedlng

decades, and a consequent resolve”to make do w1th more

B - -~

conventlonal sentlments expressed in conventlonal forms-

Eric Homberger flnds the predominant note of the decade

+ - s

_nostalgla, a positively hangdog '

“ 1y

tone of regret.»” " JIt 15 not that there is a retreat

* -

from the world of pOllthS and social issues, but that’-

N

these,subjects.are dealt with in the language of pollte

ooncern, with little sense of urgency. It was Robert -

Conquest's anthology New Lines, 1956, that first put all

- P

the Movement poets «between the same ooyers:»l3 Swinden

( v
suggests that Conquest himself, as a poet and also a

L

o It . , M -~
“celebrated commentator on Soviet affairs,» represents

Pl -

.the ideal of the Movement, «an intelligent and cultivated

N

" man whose liberal, elitist temperdment is well Suited-to

¢
[ r

v

that ambiance of taste and reaéonablenese which is held

to be the proper demain of poetry wr}ter and poetry

alike. }4 T U S . .
, .
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W.H. Auden, after his about-face in the 1940s,
Temalhed independent of the Movement poets, but he
certainly shared their lowered expectations. Poétry,-he
now maintainéd, had little effect upon politics or
society, and too often the effect it did have was not
beneficent. Poetry functioned best as pfivat; meditation

~Or as intimate conversation among trusted friends,; «the

sbeech of-one person addressing one person, not a large

audience.» He regarded the notion of l'art engagé as an

éxtensién“of’the heresy that poetry has utility, «and
when poets fall intd it, the cause, I fear, is less their
social conscience than their vanity; they are nostalgic
for a past when'poets had 4 public status.» The Movement
poets were determined to regain a public status, even
if only amoné a very select public, and even if that
status>;mounted‘to littye more than an endorsement of
cu%rent taste and opinion. For Auden, however, the poet
is «singularly ill-equipped tc understand politics or
economics.» He is rather -like an impressionable child
who adores «thunderstqrms, tornadoes, conflagrations,
rudins, scenes of séectacular carnaqe.»l,5

The Movement poets appeared disenchanted with the
strenuous inEellectual probing of the modernists and tﬂé“‘
19505 leftists; they seemed prepared to forego greatness,
to settle for minor dchievements. Kingsley Amis's poem,

«Against Romanticism» is not a manifesto but a kind of

positicn paper. It favours «useful» visions, however

- N " '
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¢pallid,» not the exalted, mystical visions of the
romantics and early moderns. Instead of a «swooning
wilderness» or a landscape parched by «ffantic suns, »
itlprefers a «temperate zone,» «the grass cut,» and
«roads that please the foot.» Instead of the stentorian
commands «of a rout of gods,» it prefers words that
canno;/;%orce @ single glance.» And instead of ominous
o~

warnings that monstrous evils lurk everywhere, it prefers
«woods deveoid of beasts» and a sky «clean of officious
birds.»l6 Graham Hough, a polemicist and critic for
the Movement, expressed, with revealing candour} the
diminished, and demeaned, role of poetry that seems to
have been characteristic of the 1950s:

Admitting that we live in a bad time, that

none except the very old have ever known a :

good one, we must-admit that the isolation of

the poet is perhaps his only salvation. The

fact that poetry is not of the slightest

economic or political importance, that it has "

no attachment to any of the powers that i

control the modern world, may set it free to

do the only thing that in this age it can

do - to keep some neglected parts of the human

experience alive until the weather chan%es;

.as (? some unforeseeable way it may do.l7

/. 9
P.R. Leavis and.Sorutlny had made more strenuous, !

claims for the social function of literature, but Scrutiny
folded in 1953, to be replaced by F.W. Bateson's Essays

. .. , . . 18
in Criticism, «written by academics for academics.»

Landmark studies of modernism from a more social-realist
fj perspective were translated in the 1950s, for example:

Auerbach's Mimesis (1953) and Lukacs's Studies in
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European Realism (1950), but there seem to have been no

& " ]
native works of this kind 4nd stature. One exception,

perhaps, was Herbert Read's Form in Modern Poetry -(1957).
Read also contributed important periodical essays on
painting and literature. 1In «The Drift of Modern Poetry»

(1955), he identified a «failure of nerve»:

1Y

English culture in the last few years - in
reaction, maybe, to shifts of world power -
has become much more self-protectively
insular. The bright young men no longer read
Kierkegaard, Kafka, Sartre, and what have you,
but rediscover Bagehot, George Gissin?, o
'Mark Rutherford', or Arnold Bennett.l9

.,
In Canada, there seemed to be indications that

poetry and criticism were headed in the same direction.
For critics like Frye and Smith, there seemed little
cause for apprehension. Looking back over his ten years

as a reviewer of Canadian poetry in the University of

Toronto Quarterly, Frye concluded-that «the fifties

have been a rich and fruitful time: no other decade in
our history has seen such variety of originality.»
Smith seems to have been relatively unawaré of the
reaction against Eiiot and Auden, or the simmering
counter-reaction. In his «Introdueticon»® to The Okford

Book of Canadian Verse, 1960, he still regards the

e

development ©f «the modern spirit» in Canadian poetry
as a «progressive and orderly revolution.» He commends
the «characteristic cdémopolitan flavoﬁ%» of the-1950s,

brought about by the «fusion of the modern world with



the archetypal patterns of myth and psychology.»

87
20

For Layton, Dudek, and Pacey, the new enthusiasm
for myths and archetypes, together with a rather jaun-
diced view oﬁ_politics and society, represented a new

Sy >

£o lalism. They saw and opposed a real danger to’

poetry as a social force, particularly to its adversary

function. The fact that the mythopoeic poets are
closely associated with Toronto and Northrop Frye may
disguise fhe strong influence of the Movement upon them.

Many of them share the Movement preference for traditional

forms and syntax, but the influence goes beyond that to

similarities in pose, ‘or their assumed social position

A

and function. Paul West, for  example, has noted that

Jay Macpherson éppéars rafﬁer like a «transatlantic
Elizabeth Jennings, composing hermetic paradigms» or
«cérebrﬁl riddles in the manner of the English 'ﬁ0vement'.»
During the 1950s, Frye himself has much in common- with

the Movement critics {(one remembers that Anatomy of

Criticism did not appear until 1957). When he praised

George Johnston (The Cfuising Auk) for domesticatin.
the «age of anxiety,» and for his «contrQiifd poftriyal
of the ineffectual,»_bp Was praising Movement virtueé.
Johnston may have}other virtues, but they. were not
apparent, or important, to Frye when he wrote his
review.21 In fact, except for his“reviews of Pratt's
poetry, there is_not a great deal of evidencé oflthe

mythopoeic critic in Frye‘s ¢Letters in Canada.» The

[N
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Movement critic predominates.
In «patterns of Recent Canadian Poetry,» 1958, Dudek
assoclates the new academic poets with the «English

o
Traditionalists,» with poets like™C. Day-Lewis and Edwin /?”_’

Muir. They a;%‘the «most intelligent» of the new poets, Q;\\
«well-bred, inner-directed gentlemen,» but they represent
«formidable hostile forces to the troops of the youngH
who want to write with radical ney energy, with negative
intent.» Dudek specifically contrasts the «idealism» of
the social-realist poets of the forties with the «polit-
ical and moral disillusionment» of <«Les Jeunes of Today .»
The former group, out of a sense of frqg;rated idealism,
wrote «angry'poet;y. - -(unlike the Angry Young Men),»

but their idealism nevertheless gave gheir work «moral

and emotional coherence,» «created a spirit of confidence,»
and they «establishéd the test of poetry as'its' total
effect, even its pragmatic effect.» The «predicament»

of the 1950s is that the younger poets are «not even '
capable pf social anger.» Theirs is a sardonic, bitte;
realism «without any utopian idealism to sdpport it.»22
Dudek comes very close here to pleading for «visions

that we need,» similar to Amis and Davie. Like tﬁem,

too, he sees the poet becoming ever more isolated from

his audience, but unlike them, his antidote is more
modernism, more experiment, new discoveries in‘form ang

language, building on the legacy of Pound and Williams.

In «The Transition in Canadian Poetry,» 1959, he maintains



that the contemporary'poets‘are‘merely &roddering-at

the mid- century on the stored achlevement of our recent‘
predecessors.» The l9SOs represent the «Vlctorlan stage»‘
of modern poetry, where the poets are merely «exp101tlng
methods already tested and proved good. » " Instead of
striving for new breakthroughs .as thelr modern prede-vy,

cessors had done, the contemporary poets are content to

"live on the «qulck wealth» of thelr «nouveau rlche
23

_parents

| The 1ssue of experlmentatlon lnrpoetry OCcupled
:other CrlthS. Sutherland was clearly weary of «rabld
Vexperlmentalrsm» by 1953 Lorne Plerce regarded thef
J«second -hand notlons and. trlcks of style» of the poetsr
of the 19305 and- 19405 as a new and unde51rable colo—
nlallsm;- Several‘crltlcs of a less consplcuously |
reactlonary bent seem’ to express a 51mllar wearlneﬁs.h x
E.K Brown, for example,‘ln «Letters 1n Canada » 1949
_gmalntalned that the radlcal experlments of the early
oderns had been necessary, but he clearly looks forward'
to- the future when «poets wrll ‘no longer concern them— :
selves sO much in experlmentlng'w1th language » when
they w1ll move beyond the. «norsy heav1ng and stralnlng S
that have been so characterlstlc of the past flfteen
years ln Canada.» Slmllarly, Alan Bevan, 1n‘an edlto—g;
rial in Evidence (1961), daiad not flnd 1t «necessary or 5:

desirable: that llterature produce new models ‘each’ year,» B

and cautloned agalnst new forms «which themselves

~
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constitute a decay orhcorruption of language"and thought.»zq‘
In Layton s cr1t1c15m durlng the 19505, there lS
llttle concern with the nece551ty for new technlques

‘From 1953 to 1956 Layton publlshed elght collectlons of

“«
‘_hls poems, lncludlng In the Mldst of my Pever, l954 and

The ‘Cold Green Element l955 Here Layton developed

'the language -and syntax that were to become character~
‘lSth of, hlS work It is durlng thlS perlod more than
-,any other, that Layton seems to have fashloned the
eSSentlals of his craft and made. some of his fundamental
dlscoverles ‘ Smlth and Frye rather' overstated the
dlstance between «the hot- gospeller» of The Black

\Huntsmen and the technlcal finish of The Cold Green

Element but this was certalnly a perlod of remarkable
' development ln hls craft’ However, in. hlS crlthlsm,
-there 1s llttle ev1dence of any enthuslasm for new
technlques The emphasrs in his cr1t1c1sm contlnues to -
be on the didactic functlon of poetry, on- «what 1t has
to say» in a spec1flc soc1al context “on how 1t achleves’
‘.‘1ts effect The formallsm of the early modernlsts, thelr
:«dlfflcult» experlmental poetry, r;flected or was -’ '
:thought to reflect the tremendous gulf between establlshed
late- Vlctorlan culture and an antagonlstlc, radlcally‘
new sen51blllty " The formallsm of the. 1950s, whether

1n the assumed manner of the early modernlsts or 1n’

reactlon to»the modernlsts, was still accompanied by"

gesturesjof_alienation, but, as Layton saw it, thHe gulf

L —
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beaﬁeen:the poet and esfabiished culture had beea reduced!
‘to a hollow pretence. The seneibility of 1950« formaliem
was all too compatible with mainstream, middle-class
gentil;ty. |

Layton S essays and reviews in CIv/n durlng the
early 19505 express his exasperatiomr that so much “
industry and skill in the composition of poems serves
lse little ﬁﬁrpose. In his review of Patrick Anderson's

collection of poems, The Colour as Naked there is no

‘

quarrel with regard to his technlcal prof1c1ency,
«everything is here, considerable talent, a sensitive

ear, ambition.» Neither.is there a quafrel becausge

Andefson had abandoned modernism and taken u Georgian

or Aﬁgustan forms, ds so many of the Movemént poets had

. done¢4 the «borrOWLngs» that Layton specifically cites
include Auden, Rilke and Dylan Thomas. Layton allows

" that ﬁhe bdrrdwings.are resourceful, some of them even
-«clever  and eXcitinq.»' There also seems to be no quarrel

Wlth Anderson s polLtlcal pqs;tlon as such; he has

S,

‘«doffed his Marx1sm » but his Marxrism was never «any—
lthlng nore than a clothes- hanger »- What lrrltates Layvton
is that he «has really nothing to say - His poems-«lack
.‘a central urgency» and any sense of «spontaneous and
éenulne feellng . Consequently, there isg Only weariness,
a- «flanneled ease » «faStlleUS boredom, » and a.distinct

datedness. His images, from whatever source they are.

-bo;rOWed,;seem «all as fresh as last year's eggs,»

“
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Leyton seems to imply.nhet ﬁhether the poet is a
faStlleUS craftsman among o0ld, established technlques
’
or dellberately Strlves for originality, is not of
..crucial 1mportance;, Only the pressure. of the poet [
experlence can lnfuee ‘a poem with vitality and immediacy.
Falllpg that, hlS poetry is necessarlly stale and dated, ‘F.
‘«an 1dle paselne 2; Consequently, while Dudek and
Soueﬁer tendeo”to'pin their Jopes for a new, vital \>
poetry uéoniEhejoiecovery and development of new forms,
"anton"seens £0'h6ve'been much mere sceptical.

«Shaw, Pound and Poetry» appeared in the flfth
1ssue of CIV/n 6! It is a rather astonishing essay.
Flyst.of-ell, it ‘seems strange that the late-vVictorian,
.Eenien:éhewTana the arch-modern, Social-Credit Pound
ehonld be.eo'olosely coupled. For Layton, they are
'.:ootn:exemp%en; writers who understood and boldly-

K

efnaoked a’ corrupt society, and they attacked it where
it mqttened - in its economic foundatiéns. Layton
: éoolaims a «realism and fundamental sanity in ootn
;pfinging . ... from their awafeness of money's role in
'.eontemporary life; in both, a demonic reseleseness and
.'i irrinnbility, artists to the fingertips.» Layton is
\amezingly tolerant, or dismissive, of their ideological
éfﬁiliations. The&r«both embraced Mussolini,» but tnat
"'was because «tney were fed up to the gills with liberal

pluto democracies that put forward shekel-chasing as

the noblest purpose of man.» Layton is quite prepared



to «forgetvtheir temporary‘love—affair with'Mussolini - -

and Italian Fascism,» and equally quick to dismiss

.

«Pound's Gesellismn and Shaw's «rigid egalitarianism»
as «so much bl?h.» Neither Pound nor Shaw weré:ever to
gét off quite so easily again in Layton's criticism.
The language and the ba§i¢ argumeﬁt of the essay are -
ﬁarxist} but the point that:Laytbn is anxious to make

is that whether the writer's ideology tends to the left -

or the right 15 not ¢rucial. The 1mportant thing is

that he make hlmseff felt as a threat to the established
polifical:and economic powers. Conversely, it is thé
failuref of thé contemporary.poeﬁs to make-themselves j

'felt' that earns them Layton's scorn: .

With Shaw ad and Pound a certified madman, .
the American and English’ bourge0151e can ¢
% sleep more soundly. They have nothing to
fear from the delicate poets who have no.
searching economic gquéstions to ask, or the
convertees multiplying like black fllCS on.
the maggoty corpse of 'a plutocratic culture.
The rebel of. yesterday has withdrawn into .
the safe folds of sanctimpniocusness, retreat
is labelled wisdom, reSLgnatlon Chrlstlan ot L
charity, : ' ‘

!

~

The essay seems to show Layton;g/criticfsm in trahsition;
from left-wing realism toward Nietzschean vitalism. He'
is detegmined to retain his place oh the front line of
éocial and poiitical cdﬁtroversy, his passionately
péntisan commitment to quial and economic justice, but -

the essentially Marxist:outlook that had” provided a

kind of platform for his involvement now seems
'

~



medlocrlty of contemporary Engllsh poetry could not

‘poetry seems also to have had a polemlcal purpose._,To;

:many of thelr contempoférles thelr preference must have

*

) . ,
inadequate. Hence his, scorn, in the «Letter to cid

Corman» (1954)/ for «sociclogy, economics, uplift, or

‘metaphysics, or that generalizedvstate of deepairing

benevolence concerning the prospects; of the human, race :

which seems to characterize much of present—day poetic

effort;»27 Layton is clearly searchlng for a persona
that would declare his dlstlnctlve reallst, adversary

“

role, but at the same time danvest 1t Wlth the authorlty
of imagination, instinct, emotlon, as well .as lntellect
There is a tone of eanperatlon in Dudek s,

Souster's, and Layton S cr1t1c15m that the colonlal fu'

1nstlnct should be so strong that even the consplcuous

shake 1t ¢ It‘lS one thlng to be 1n ‘a state of cultural'

eubservience to Eliot, Pound Yeats, Joyce and _;“w

A

Lawrence, ‘but- quite another to accept subservrence to

Dav1e, Amls, and Larkln.‘ When Layton, Dudek and

v

Souster turned to contemporary Amerlcan poetry for rellef

they were certalnly attracted by the more free~wheellng,--

energetic reallsm of some of the Amerlcan poets. They .

1dentrf1ed or 1dentl£1ed w1th . a traditlon of modern

‘ reallsm 1n opposmtlon to the modernlsm of Ellot and

Auden, but thelr preference for Amerlcan over Engllsh “'.‘

i .

.

fdseemed of questlonaple taste. Furthermore, whether

N

consc1ously or not by enllstlng the authorlty of the' -

/-

‘Amerlcan IEallStS they gave thelr own opposrtlon to




. Engllsh modernlsm and Engllsh neo formallsm more:

~cred1blllty, they could not so ea51ly be dlsmlssed as

- srnply a pack of mlnor colonlal talents yapplng at: the

‘“heels .of the 1mper1al giants.
It was undoubtedly Raymond Souster who became the

ymost ardent and through Contact magazrne, the most 1n%//“\
n

T fluentlal apologlst for the new Amerlcan technlques.i

-~ L

..jhls «Preface» to Cerberus he states hlS dlssatlsfactlon
.Wlth «6x1sting forms » and makes the clalm that Olson 5
.‘~theory of Comp051t10n by Fleld «may well start a revolu~u3f

tionin Engllsh poetry "Compared to Souster s, Dudek 5

receptlon of the new Amerlcan technlques was more

guarded Dudek regarded Olson as. an. «experlmenter» en‘_“
’.the «frontler» of language,‘and thought 1t 1mportant to
;keep «our llnes of communlcatlon W1th hlm W1de open

As a poet Olson was - «one of the most enErgetlc, and

:'verbally glfted of the: new v01ces 1n poetry,» but Dudek

-also f0und a good deal of nonsen51cal prlmlthlsm and

,«self analytlcal sentlmental 'buzzrng 5 Dudek s mentors

" were Pound and Wllllams, and he seemed to regard them '_"‘J-
as suff1c1ent gu1des for the exploratlon of .new. technlques._
'_Aslmllarly, Mllton Acorn halled Olson as «an 1nnovator in .

.the sc1ence of poetlcs » and found some of Creeley s

..poetry «a wonder to’ behold » but he re51sted what he 30' oo

ysensed to be a new orthodoxy 28:; P V-wf‘l r_f:j -

However, the Unlted States was. by no means free

' “_of the 1nfluence of gentlllty, and nelther Layton nor

’,Dudek were uncrltlcal JAdn, thElI acclalm. Eric‘Homberger S
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:sdrdonicdlly-calls the 1950s in America «the great age

-'of‘fdgmal;ém in poetry, of university novels, and of

29°

‘the New Criflicism.» It was also the period of pros-

perity, or At least consumption, of the Cold War,
Mcparthyiém,'and the super-market, and it seemed to leave

many poets disenchanted. Tﬁey tu;néd their back on‘iE'

“and devoted their ‘energies to technique. Richard Wilbur

" argued that «the relatién’between an artist and reality

S

~ds.always an oblique one, and indeed there is no good

rart, which 1s not oblique.» He allows that poets may be

«inteiligent men, and they are éntitled to their thoughts,
“ :

. but ‘intellectual pioneering, "and the construction of

new thought—systeﬁs, is not their special functioh;»30
Martin Dubermar, in his study of.the Black Mountain

community, comments that: the.members were «monkishly

‘indifferent fo the world outside,» and that Olson «put

down politicalﬂinVOlvement as wasted effbrt.»3l William

Carlog Williams cléarly found the younger poéts somewhat

of a disappointment. In «On Measure -- Statement for

1

Cid Cocrman,» he wrote: Lo ) ST
. % B .. . . - . -

N . P . EN

If men do not find in the verse they are
called on to read a construction that interests

"+ them or that they believe in, they will not

‘read your verses and I, for one,; do not blame
" them. What will they. find there that is worth
bothering about?. So, I understand, the young
" men of my generation-are going back to Pope.
-Let them. = They want to be read at least with
some' undérstanding of what they are saying
‘and Pope is-at least understandable; a good

- master. They have been besides scared by all
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the wild experimentation that preceded them
so that now_they want to play it safe and
to conform.32

Consequently, Homberger dismisses the 1950s as a

«'moment' of formalism» and <«cultural contraction»:

An increasingly isolated and defensive intel-
ligentsia, which saw the abandonment of its
traditional adversary function as a tempting
though dangercus opportunity to effect a -,
rapprochement with America in the post-war
period, manageg to praise a dominant style.
in poetry whi turned its _back upon the new
'reality' of the cold war.33.°

Similarly, Dudek,’yriting in Origin, 1956, found that

‘“the best poetry of our time» is <«unbearably bad.» It

is «void of interest or utility for the reader; it

concerns only the poet himself, it is a subject for self-

-

display or self-analysis; at bhest, an ironic picture
of. the’ "intellectual' in a hostile environment.» It is
«anything but well-aimed speech; anything but words

that teach; anything but conviction; anything but-a
guide to acpion.»34
Mahy of the expressed aims of the Movement in

England -- for example, to rid poetry of gratuitous

complexity and give it a more «empirical» content --

might have seemed laudable to Layton, Dudek and Souster.
It was only when these principles were enlisted in

support of a poetry of cultural entrenchment that they °

began to resist. Similarly, the expressed aims of

the <«new poets» in America, their reaction against |

symbolism and private, esoteric visions, were rot unlike
. i

~



98

the aims of the Contact pcets. Munroe K. Spears (who
is much less insistent upon <«realism» than Homberger) ,
summarizes the professed aims of the «new poetry» in

a more. sympathetic manner: if

In general, the change is a reactiom agalnst '
any form of aesthetic discontinuity, :
against the poem as in any sense ‘autonomous,
against any_esoteric guality or unnecessary
difficulty. .

In a sense, Spears is not describing quite the same
"scene' as Homberger; Spears‘s account seems to antic-
ipate the sixties, but the formalists that Homberger
attacks would probably not have found‘Sanrs s .account,
to this point, all that disagreeable. Marlus Bewley,
writing in 1954, has few regrets that the influence of
the early moderﬂistgﬁié\%n decline, but he seems rather
ambivaient about thg new poetry. He observes a «growing

emphasis on techniqﬁe amonghAmerican poets, and a taste

for coﬁp%icated metrical forms» which he much prefers

o

e

to the «older hackneyed emphasis on experimentalism.
Nevertheless, he is wary of a teﬁdency to reduce the

poet to a mere «verbal ‘engineex»:

L

* Many modern Aﬁgrican;pOets have acquired great
skill in writing in intricate metrical
patterns, but the tomplications of form which
they pursue. frequently seem to be achieved
with facility rather than sustained with
‘conviction or an unbrittle poise. There is
a disquieting tendency on the part of many
American critics to refer to such poets as

e
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'great technicians'. i say it is 'disquiet-

ing' because a highly ordered form in poetry

ought to relate to patterns of living, to

organizations of feeling and thinking, ,some-

what less technological than the favoured

term implies.
If thisﬁg;mét all an accurate account of the state
-Tof poetry and criticism in the Uniteaq Stépgs during the
1950s, Layton's, Dudék's and Souster's courtship of
their American contempotraries seems a little odd. To
somé extent, they seem to have 'read into' American
poetry the gqualities they admired, and‘thenvused the
Americans in their polemics against the genteel Canadian
formalists. It may be worth noting that Dudek, writing
for a more interﬁational audience in Origin, is more
critical of the Aﬁericans thaﬁ he is in Contact or
Cultufé. However, in spite of Rigpard Wilbur and Delmore
Scﬂwartz and the New Critics, there did e#ist in the
United -States a tradition of modern poetry, running

:

counter to the Eliot-Auden traditions. It began with
Walt Whitman, but the most important figure seems to have
been wiiliam Carlos Williams. Against Eliot's and
'Pound;s_cosmopolitanism, Williams had haintained a close
idénéificapion with «deep-seated American ideals.»
THfoughéut thé 1930s and 1940s he had opposed symbolism
and‘thé‘influehce of Eliot's «Waste Land.» In his

autobiography he maintained that the appearahce of «The

Waste Land» had

</
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wiped out our world as if an atom bomb had
been dropped upon it. . . . I felt at once
that it had set me back twenty years .
Critically Eliot returned us to the classroom
just at the moment when I felt that we were
on the point of an escape. . . . I knew at

once that in certain ways I-was most defeated.37_

He had called for «enlarged technical means,» not simply.
for the sake of virtuosity but in order to «liberate

the possibilities of depicting reality in a modern

world, . . . in order toc be able to feel more.'»38

ACcording to Karl Shapiro, «the radical difference between
Williams and, say, Eliot, is that Williams divorces

poetry from 'culture', or tries to.» Against Eliot's

prinqiﬁTE‘D{\i:personal poetry, Williams «has been ded-

icated to th truggle to preserve spontanelty and

immediacy of Q;perlence »32 3

There also bSeems tqkheye_beeﬁ a kind of feeling in

the air -- that the First Statement and Contact ‘poets
were among the first to sense -- that English poetry had

simply reached a point of exhaustion, while Americam =%
poetry, for all.its lack of direefion, still‘had fresh
resources to draw on. According to Marius Bewley, after
theVWar there was a particularly intense‘deeire in the
United States «to explore and define American experi-
ence,» and <an embcldened sense of funetign ana.responm
éibility.» Throughout American eociety, Bewley argues,
there was anl«energy», and for the first time in American

history, it was co-ordinated with «discipline and poise.»

.
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The interest in American poetry, in opposition to
contemporary English poetry, that began in Canada in

the late 1940s and early 1950s, .was taken up‘in England

itself fifteen years later. According to Homberger,

England proved remarkably receptive to
certain kinds of American poetry in the 1960s.
- . Williams, Olson and Zukofsky were
published in England in a remarkably lavish
fashion. . . . In the decade 1964-1974 there
must have been close to fifty volumes by
individual American poets published in
England. . . . A number of British academics
found ready audiences in America for the }
flattering message that the oan poetry worth
reading was by American poets.4l

Stephen Spender has written a whole book comparing
English and American «sensibilities,» and, in the last

chapter'particularly,‘comparing the «felt» functions of

English and American poets toward.their respective

national societies. He suggests that typically the
English writer does not wish to be so tgreat' that he

becomes an embarrassment in polite society:

The temptation for the English is rather the
opposite -- to sink cosily into the T 'm-
doing-no-one-any-harm family atmosphere.
English writers and painters often find that
the practice of writing .or painting can become
a vehicle which conducts the artist into
pleasant, entertaining and-gentle company,
among pecple easily chilled by the arid
unpoliteness of the higher slopes of noble |
egotism. But the New England idea of the poet
as teacher of the society, which still infilu-
ences the concept of the poetic vocation in
America combines attitudes difficult to .
reconcile and leading often to personal
tragedy.,
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If Layton had written the first tw0asentences above,"' Lo

he would doubtless have found CrlthS to accuse hlm, at

best of“outrageous overstatement, and at worst ofwself—

~important“‘e§otistical postutingf Spender makés. it

. -

m sound very reasonable, belleVlng, as he does;” that thls

«Engllsh» View . of the poet is’ not w1thout 1ts merlts.

—

| Spender goes on to descrlbe an address glven by Randall

Jarrell attended by «an adulatory audlence of about
' two thousand deeply 1nterested colleagues, teachers,f‘_

'students and autograph hunters 5 where he brtterly

"~ - -
ralled agalnst the ohscurlty to Whlch the modern poet-

é-ls condemned except among a select profe551onal andl c

socral ellte{ Spender s comment 15

T any- Engllshman with common sense 1t is.
L perfectly obvious that splrltual goods are’
" graded and only shared #n the sense that one
public gets the top gradey another the - -
Anferior. But Jarell's attitude’ made of the
. serious American- poet of, .great “ambition “a -
tragic hero who is sacrificed. in his perse-’
cuted flesh in order .that the ideal démoc- -
racy should be reborn in the spirit.42 = = -

‘American.poet but he is also grateful that he hlmself
'é or was, an English . poet On the other -hand, 1t is
) clear why Layton, searchlng for a poetlc persona that

~

could speak wrth an authorltatlve public voice on the
cruclal 1ssues of his time, should be more attracted .
to American models._ What primarily attrdcted budek and

>Souster to American poetry, the exciting possibilities
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-of new technigues and a strong sense of 'place"', ééeﬁg
toihaue been of secondary imoortance to'ﬁayton; .It was :
.rather the - publlc stature and functlon of the poet '
.perhaps best represented by Whltman, that ‘was most
,1mportant to Layton in hlS development toward’ an”under—.

hstandlng of the poet as a prophetlc v151onary

In his «Foreword» to The Sw1nglng Flesh, 1961

Layton denounces those who regard poetry as «a game of -

; verbal chequers to be played whlle prlze awardlng

committees of professors look on and make encouraglng
or dlsapprov1ng signs to the players 2 and then calls

upon ‘the pecet to fulfil «his‘role‘as.prophet andtcrltlc»k

The dedicated poet.can be a power in tHe

land. 1If he did his work well, é&vil and- | -
arrogant men, know1ng thére was one about )
would sleep less soundly in their beds. .So .
.would everyone else. .For the ‘poet can feel
the future on. hls skln and can: speak of thlngs
to come. : -

Similarly, in the short essay, «Poets- the"Consoienoe
" of Manklnd » Layton warns that AL the” poet is ellmlnated

v
L,

,«governments are free to commlt any outrage they w1sh
"inflict any 1nd1gn1ty on huhan belngs In another‘ﬂ'<”1
essay, he clalms a role srmllar to Shelley sdsunacknowl—
‘edged leglslator ». the artlst «1s also the creator of
values.’ He 5 a law- glver. If he is not a decadent

" artist, if he is not a»nlhrllstlc artlst then he is. in

some sense lelne and God llke because he gives values

by which other people can’ gulde-thelr own llves and
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experlences.» g

<

Layton S, conv1ctlon of the ‘power and authorlty of
the poet is- at stake 1n hlS attacks upon gentlllty © Bs
Layton sees lt throughout hls llfe as a poet he has

been confronted by “a . genteel academ1c13m and a faded

'.romantlc sen51blllty whlch polltely questloned the - poet s

creatlve role in soc1ety » From thlS perspectlve, he

sees enemies almost everywhere In a letter to Pacey,'
he suspects that‘professors clergymen and CrlthS

- «exist largely for the purpose of bluntlng hls [the

-poet s] 1mpact 44 He scorned «the Ellotic nonsense

about the 1mpersona11ty of the- artlst .of art,» and- '1
Prye s and Smlth 5, «elegant sterllltles, thermaklng of

llfeless poems out of other poems : He has 1n51sted

" that «what the poet is prlmarlly concerned w1th .‘; g;
is the nature, the ‘quality, the plast1c1ty of. experlence

~w1th «the terror and.’ ecstasy of living dally beyond

. 545 o . N
one's psychlc means . - .

,

- Layton ‘has been partlcularly scornful of any attempt

to elevate crltlclsm tc the level of poetry In hrs :

«Preface» to The Lagghlng Rooster, Layton allows that

b

CrlthS may have sen51t1v1ty and concern, «yet 1t cannot-

‘be said too often that thelr act1v1t1es are parasmtlc on

‘

"those of the poet dedlcated to explorlng hlS own ex1s—;

tentlal belng for the meanlngs of human experlence at a

given time and place The greatest threat to the poet

comes «from those who wish to appearjhis friends and

y

104
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i allles. L. ,' They re. the ones who wish to bracket

the poet betWeen Culture and Educatlon and fob off their

cerebral theorles as havrng equal authorlty with the

experlence of the poet\; In the «Preface» to ngage—

; ments he- states the dif erence between the crltlcal and

]

the creatlve process 1n~the language of a fundamental

']

oonvlctlon- _«I shall 1nsrst tlll my dylng day that

llterary theorlsts and crltlcs\mlne a knowledge contalned

in books whlle creaE1Ve writers are concerned wrth

L experlen01ng llﬁe at’ flrst hand ahd lnterpretlng it

[ ’

through a faculty CrlthS 51mply have no acqualntance'

w1th 1ntu1t10n 46 o

'
.

In thelrrearly correspondence, Layton and Pacey
conduct an extended argument on the nature and functlon

of cr1t1c1sm 47 Pacey argues that crltrc1sm, when 1t

’
L. P 1

lS d01ng iits: job properly,rls «creatlve-» the crmtlc,
[ ’ "

11ke the poet makes order out of chaos.- HlS work

"l\«dlffers in degree not 1n klnd from the creatlve act1V1ty‘“

\\ i \

~Qf the poet ». The poet takes «the stuff of experlence

f a d (not reduces but) llftS 1t to order, to meanlng, tb

K clarlty, to polgnancy, to p3551on'» Slmllarly, the

~ ‘

crltlc «takes the stuff of hlS experlence - 1nd1v1dual

3

"works of art-— and llftS lt to order to meanlng, to
. —Qh ,.‘_

- clarlty, etc Pacey concedes that «the degree of order

N

achleved» by ‘the crltlc is less than that achleved by

the poet because the crltlc ‘is. concerned «w1th

secondary rather than prlmary experlence Pacey'then
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argues the role of the critic as a kind of mediator ',
beeween‘the poet and his audience: «Afrer all, art.at
its best is a dyﬂamic relationship betweeh artist aadl
‘audience - aod the most sensitive, traiﬁed, receptive
fraction of/tﬁe audience isg the critlof» Pacey—toen
subtly extends the role to include a kind of:supervisory'
function: «If he (the critic] says .'here you fail in
clarity, or in power, or in oassion‘ the artlet had better
listen and seareh.his.soul.» Flnally, Pacey clalms

that %Coléridge was just as creative when he wrote_his
Shakespearean criticism as when he wrote his poems.

) Layton would have none of this.48 To compare the

crltic's «experience» of literature and the poet's_‘
“gxperience» of life trivializes the passiop,lecstasy
and suffering that go into tae making of a poéem. ‘To
gompare: the encounter of literature aod'the.realiey;
_toat rhe’poet confronts virtually amoupts ro a negation
jof the iafter. ;Pacey's'argupeop; Layton;maintained,
srruck at the two pillars of the paet's aathority s
that he speaks with paseion and honesty out of his .
personal experience, and that what he speake about ie
reality orlﬁruth._ Moreover, Layton sensed in Pacey 5
aréument oartlcularly the argument for the critic's
supervisory function a certain condescen51on. The
‘poet begins to appear somewhat Chlld like, or perhaps

an inspifed lunatic, or «a happy, lecherous nature boy,

at any rate, one whose thoughts and judgments about his

- .
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work or about the world he so passionately engages must
be taken with a grain of salt, must be weighed and sifted
by the more objective, mature powers of judgment of the

critic. 1In response Layton argues that, for all his

. £l

erudition, the critic has no intuitive sense of Qhat ié:
signlficant in current events, no way -of taking ﬁhe'pﬁise

of the age. . He ‘can only hope to follow, at one.remove

from reality, where the‘poef leads. It is definitely - v
not thé poegjs task,to followltﬁe lead of_therc%iti;.f

The critic must sense where the‘poet leads, and‘prime 
public %asfe and:a@aréneés_accordingly.

Whenever Layton senses a threat .to .the poet's

'honour', he coﬁnters it with all his energy. In another

" Lletter, Léyton concedes that in part'hié'«airogance» is

a «protective device to tonceal . . . a certain shyress,»
but «in larger measure it's the triumphant affirmation -

of the poet's role in a world that's gogé\deaf, dumb
c ) . \ )
and blind.» In a later letter, written in 1962, Lavyton
N L
confides to Pacey that his fierce defence of the poet

is an attempt to dvenge all artists who have suffered

«

while complacent pﬁilistine§~proébered, both psycholog-

ically and materially: o . \

. When I spit ‘into ‘their eyes,. Desmond, I do so'

- for all.the poets, for all the gifted and
talented who've had to eat the bread of
humiliation from the fat-assed, prostituted
many: the cowards, the lunk-heads, the well-

. heeled philistines, the spiteful dullards
whom wealth has given the upper hand over
those least able to defend themselves. . I am-
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'”a dangerous man, ‘a madman 1f you wlsh because
+ T think I haveé been. chosen by Time. and Fate

,';' " to avenge all. the 1ndlgn1t1es they ever: -j; -
L ‘suffered:  the’ suicide of Chatterton, the e
' ¥ & pauper s*grave of’ Mozart, the madness of -

. Hélderlini- 1! a- say this is the strongest.

_ - feeling I'have: - it colours.almost evérythlng""
", I write and thihk. It's: the clue to my Short
: '.storres and’ to_many of my poems o

s

Layton s strong sense of hlS role as a defender of
¢ the poet s honour accounts for the flerceness of hls
attacks when: the provocatlon seems relatlvely Sllght

One example 15 hls reply to an artlcle by Gerald Taaffe,.

.'«Dlary of a Montreal Newspaper Reader ¥ in ‘The Tamarack.-

Review, where Taaffe rev1ewed the recent controversy 1n5
. -—__-'_

The Montreal Star betWeen Layton and Walter O Hearn 49

"Taaffe calls Layton s role 1n the controverSy «dlsagree—jﬂrz
'“able and pathetlc he concludes that Layton lS unable
lto face the fact .of the Holocaust, and he doubts «whether
'_IrV1ng Layton could have flourlshed asQWell .in"a morel
'jc05mopolltan llterary centre J Taaffe“hlmself is no: -
_great force in the 11terary world but-he seems to typlfy
the hermetlcally sealed gentlllty thatdLayton does

regard as a formldable force Taaffe 's posture 1n hlS
artlcle 15 that of the urbane, cultured gentleman 1n hls
‘mahogany panelled'club looklng down- upon the excrted
'babble of the local journallsts and poets1 Impllc1t 1n
@:thls attltude is the colonlal notlon that a- local jdg

) controversy must be a’ mere parody of the real 1ssues thatn

are- debated elsewhere It 15 precrsely the posture that
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';characterlstically rouses Layton to his full fury

The subtle lures of gentlllty are 111ustrated in-

‘f an- anecdote by Norman Podhoretz the edltor of Commentary

E In hlS autoblography, Maklng he descrlbes hlS

o

'_-.1nductlon as a young'man 1nto the «mysterles» of good

.

_taste and bourge01s culture, under the guldance of a
4Mrs..K., a teacher 1n hlS natlve Brownsv1lle.; He writes:
_«what seemed most of all to puzzle Mrs. K. who saw no o

.}dlstlnctlon between taste in poetry and taste in clothes,

was that I could see no connectlon between ‘the two. »50

Layton has 1n51sted that to make the ‘connection v1rtu—

.

ally destroys the 1mpact of poetry, and that the Subtle

w
.

pressures on the” poet\to make the connectlon threaten‘

Athe v1ta11ty of his work. . .. "

It may appear that the acute perceptlon of and

. susp1c1on of gentlllty is: largely a Jewrsh phenOmenon..»rv

In fact John Murray Cuddlhy 1n The Ordeal of . C1v1llty

has argued that emancrpated Jews in the nlneteenth .-N.l
century were: confronted Wlth conformlty to a set of
‘manners and 5001al rltes, to «c1v11» behav1our as a
'requlslte for adm1551on to modern bourgeors soc1ety

-In modern secular Europe, says Cuddlhy, a code of
:c1v111ty had evolVed con51st1ng of surface reflnementslf
v-and restralnts necessary for. «c1v1llzed» soc1al .inter-

. actlon 1n an anonymous; competltlve, urban settlng

Quotlng Erlc Auerbach Cuddlhy marntarns that thlS demanded

[

-«the adaptatlon of the 1nd1v1dual 5 - ‘inner Yife to the

,
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.sociaily appropriate} and the concealment of all

l'that thelr hlstorlc destlny is =-- to be nlce

unseemly depths.»: A perva51vely 1nst1tutlonallzed

,-«nlceness» holds modern 5001ety together, while «inten- :

51ty, fanat101sm; inwardness =-- too much of anything,
in fact —-- is. unseemly and bids fair to destroy the

fraglle solldarlty of ‘the surface we call c1v1llty

Thls put a con51derable straln on -the JerSh sense of

'”self' Wthh was at once more: earthy and more subllme

‘~than the code allowed Hence, Maurlce Samuel's wry

observatlon in JeWS on Approval «Tho Jews are probably

E the only people in the world to whom it has been proposed

51'

It 1s certalnly true that Jews have been acutely

‘vulnerable to the demands of- gentlllty, have suffered

most from some of its brutal manlfestatlons, and that

. as newcomers', as an excluded mlnorlty,‘and as a- people

s

w1th its own 1dent1ty and tradltlons Jew1sh wrlters’

.

have had a partlcubarly crltlcal view of gentlllty

But to suggest that a perceptlon of the menace of gentll*

Cdity requlres a pecullar Jewish perspectlve would seem

to Layton a- typlcal gentlle evasron, «the famlllar .
plcture / of enllghtened Jew ass bared to.the wlnds »>2

It is- 1nd1cat1ve of Layton s view of the functlon

3

of poetry, and the role of the poet that vulgar acclalm,

i

" with resort to promotlonal glmmlcks, should hold much

.

less terror for hlm than being enshrlned in‘a unlver51ty

Follow1ng the trlumphant launchlng of A Red Carpet, For.
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the Sun, Layton fbund himsélf lioni?ed by.thé‘press'ana
the public, and he enjoyéd it. "To Paéey,.who'had.been
his most ardent sgppofter Huringvthe leanercyeégs,'néyto;
began to sound liie a «stuféed shirt,»'pontifiég£ing”$n

séx, poiitics éﬁd art. Pacey.seemed_to fin§:thi§fgalé_

_ show-business spectacle lacking in dign;ty;én@'bautionéd
Layton notito let his success go to his ﬂead._ Hecwrote-"
ito Layﬁgh COngratplating Hiﬁ'On becoming gl«lion,» but

:'coﬁfeééed that he liked him better ag «a flea~bitteﬂ

.lferrier.»»'iéyton rgﬁlied: _. | -

All éhis is good,for‘pdétr; in this céuntry;

A poet has at last broken the sound .barrier!
You ought ‘to rejocice that one of us, and that

oneé’'your own deveted .friend, turnéd the
+trick.” CWhat's‘mpre, much of ygur criticism
helped me 'to do it. You're.a funny dog! You
yelp and wag your tail excitedly while I'm
battling the waves and gasping,, but when you
" see me nearing the beach you let your tail
droop and you let out the most mournful howl
my ears ever heard.>3 : )
The attack on gentility ‘whether it is expressed by
a theatficél gesture or a complex péem, is an integral
part of Layton's critibigm,'and follows from.hisldidactic
'purpose. ‘Tt is certainly not siﬁply an attention-getting
déyice} as is sometimes alleged. Layton demands that
. the bgeﬁimust:be free to treat whatever subject he pleases
*in_langﬁage?thaf”he‘findg appropriate, but he also demands

‘mﬁéh mdre*than that ~- namely, the removal of all barriers,:

.- of class, culture, good taste, or whatevérh that would

. ‘undérmine the.althority of the pdet and inhibit the
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sécial and personal impact "of poetry. As a term to
‘-‘identify one of the basic ills .of the modern age,
~«§en£ility» seems at least as usefui as 'crisis of
confidence' or 'crisis of belieﬁ't or ﬁliot's «disso-
ciation of sehsibility.» In fact, gentility prevents
questiohs of beliéf or confidence from becoming truly
crucial, and restricts «senéibility» to the sense of
good taéfe‘ Layton argues that through a complex of

. »
attltudes, lnStltuthnS, and 1deolog1es, gentlllty
enables modern society to absorb any attack or evade.ény
éhallenge to confront its darker aspects. Canada had
been spare& the .gross paradox of'evil on the scale of
the Holocaust perpetrated by an enllghtened .cultured,
civilized SOClety, but this did not moderate Layton s
attack on Canadian phllistinism. To some extent he seems
to have implicated genteel Canadians in modern. inter-
nationai evil, al%hough they m%y have been limited in
thg'amount they could éOntribute to it. in its local

..

manifestation, Canadian geﬁﬁiiity threatened to de-vital-

ize poétry. The dangé; seemed real enéuéh to Pacey for

him Eo comment thatTLaQton,'DQaek and Souster «deser&é_

‘our thanks for helping to keep poetry alive‘in'a dif;

~ficult en;ye.»s:l1 . . . : ’ ‘ )
Whéﬁ Eliot_propoéed the idea'oflthe ¢dissociation

of SenSlblIlty,” he called for a revision of literary

hlstory, The most contentious revision was his demotion

of Miitdn.~-Layton s idea of «gentility» also seems to
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cali for a revision. Although Layton has not attempted
anything on the scale of Eliot in this regard, it is -
¢lear that when the criterion of gentility is applied’

" to literary history, Byron is raisedaaboﬁe Wordsworth,
Milgen above Spenser, Hart Crane above Wallace Stevens,
and in Canada, Robert Service and Tom MacInnes each move
up a notch (see Layton's'and Dudek's «Introductory Note»

to Canadian Poems 1850-1952). It is also clear that a

rigoroae application of the criterion.would'seem perni-.
ciously to exclude several esteemed works, but the
number of glaring anomalies By current standards could
turn out to be surprrsingly few.

Eli Mandel has observed that when Layton attacks
.the‘bulk ‘'of modern and contemporary poetry as merely a
gdme of verbal acrostics, many of his critics <«unwind
‘for horserlaughs and professorial jokes.»SS' However,“
'the-attack.that~Layton launched againét gentility in..
the 1950s- seems to have been jOlned by an 1ncreasrng
number of criticds in the 19605 and 1970s. A. Alvarez,
for example, entltled his 1ntroductlon to the 1962

Penguin seleqtlon of The New Poetry, «Beyond the Gentil-

ity Principle.» He argﬁes thatlaithough the upperJ
middle class 1deals have «given way to the predomlnantly
lowar mlddle class or Labour, ideal of the Movement
and-.the Angries, . . . the conceét of genrrlity stiil
.reiéﬁs supreme.» He defines‘geﬁtility'somewhat.moreh_

narrowly than Layton - as «a belief that 1ife is always



3allege§ «alienation» of the artist. He argues that- it:.

'holds odt no challenge toesgentility. -He observes that

'surv1ve only as.a. more or less useful museum Jpiece.»

~ ~ o

more or less orderly, people always more or less polite,
their emotions more or less decent, and more or less
controllable; that God, in short, is more or less good.»

For Layton, this -means that sooletyﬁis more or, less . -

v impefﬁious to the inpact of pOetfy Alvarez belleves

that there is «a good deal of poetic talent» in England,.

but «whether or not it w1ll come to anythlng_largely

depends,. . . On the degree to whlgh~the poets can remain

immune to the disease so often found in English culture:

gentility.»56 In a later essay Alvarez debunks, the

- a

5001ety rewards the alienated artist with prizes, prb— ot

fessorsh;ps and mass-— media publicity, «a kind of conso-

latlon.pnlze for not being taken seriously.» He main—

tains'thatfﬂthe_most immediate danger to poetry, in

short _isfthat:ithEll disappear as a living art” and
57-

Here Alvarez echoes very closely Layton's 1959 «Foreword»_

' - -

to A Red Carpet fOT the Sun-' “«the big issue confronting

-.mankind'thﬂ : w1ll.the Poet as a type, ]Oln the Prlest

the Warrlor, the Hero, and the Salnt as melancholy

- -

myseum pleces for ‘the titillation of a universal bﬂbblttry°

It could happen »58“ ‘ - L ‘

e

In the United States, Karlhshaplro has been partl—

cularly strident in his criticism of «the poiltlcal

v

simple-mindedness and viciousness of the greet trlo oﬁv
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Pound, Eliot and Yeats . . . and the llterary establlsh—
ment which have made thenm the touchstones of our age

In accord with Layton,. Shaplrc denounces “the reductlon

S -"'

:0f «literature» and «culture» to lelsu:eéclass diversions,

“and as.such, obstacles to the true function of poetry.

He insists that poetry must «Liberate» itself from
literature, and that poets must «experience the world»

as <«our ﬁaintete, our musicians, and our novelists have
experienced it.» Again, in affinity with Layton, Shapiro

finds the university setting debilitating to the poet;

. he is> reduced to an object of idle amusement: .«A'poet

on an American campus, if he 4is not a hona fide professor,

is no'more than an exotic insect, a zoology specimen, a
59 .
»

-

Layton{é attack on the poet—professof'seems to have

becodme increésinély apt. At least it secems clear that

"the domlnant role now played by the unlver51ty as patron

of the arts is not necessarlly a 'normal' condition.
Eric Homberger points out that the condition is virtually

unigce'to the post World War IT period:

i

The war years conclusively ended that last
flowerlng o0f private patronage which emerged
in close alliance.with the modernist gener-
. ation: Harriet Shaw Weaver and the Egoist,

s, Robert McAlmen and Contact, Harold Loeb and

-+ Broom, Harry-Crosby's Black Sun Press, Harold
Monro's Poetry Bookshop, Sylvia Beach's -

. Shakespeare & Co., John Rodker's Ovid Press,
Nancy Cunard's Hours Press. TFrom now on it
was left to the great foundations and uni-
versities to pick up the tab for high
culture. ., . . 1In this situation, literature:

1y £
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was merely one among numerous. expressions
of cultural activity in comgetltlon for our
tlme, attention and money :

Layton's opposition to the wlde—spread tendency to’

raise literary criticism to the level of poetry, as a.

creatlve act of the same klnd acquired supporters among

CrlthS as varlous as Karl Shaplro and George Steiner.
Shaplro denounces the «lnSlleuS» notion that <«criticism
is the twentleth century substitute for poetry,» and

Stelner insists on the profound dlfference between‘

«llteraturenrana criticism. In hls essay on F.R. Leavis

»

in Language and Silence he writes:

Mbst critics feed upon the substance of
literature; they are outriders, hangers- ‘on,’
or shadows to licns. Writers write books,,
T critics wrlte about books in an eternlty of
second-hand. The distinction is immense,

]

These, then, are some of the manlfestatlons of gentlllty

that Layton opposed. The phenomenon lS 1nternatlonal

W

although 1t may be more apparent in some" places than

_ others. . “In Canada, the hold of gentility is strength- -
'-‘ened by a llngerlng colonlal insecurity, unsure of its
.-genuine tastes and conv1ctlons and dlstrustful of

its 1nst1ncts;

‘Layton's a%tack on gentility goes beyond its .
soc1ql and llterary manifestations to fotus on its.
psychologlcal causes, namely, mallce, self- contempt
_and resentment. His antidote to gentility- is the

«Dionysian element.» .This becomes a central theme



in his work from the-midélQSOSfon; 'The Dionysiah'element

”is.crucial to alhealthylsociety" It repreSents an earthy

sensuallty, it manlfests ltself as reckless, exuberant
life- afflrmlng joy, but lt also represents the creatlve
prlnc1ple 1tself and accepts that creatlv1ty 1nvolves_'
sufferlng and death The 1dea is drawn from Nletzsche,
whose 1mportanco to Layton can hardly be overestlmated

In. hlS October, 1972 dlSCUSSlon w1th Mandel ‘«Nletzschez-:

and Poetry,» Layton- draws a crucmal dlstlnctlon between

—

Nletzsche s «Dlony51an pe551m1sm» and . «the romantlc

pesslmlsm of Schopenhauer and . ;'; Wagner » .NletzscheLs.

is above all a- «yea saylng» pessmmlsm-' R Co T
Nletzsche had no use for that kind of romantlc
‘pessimism that dismisses’ the 'world. or feels
'.that the world is:.evil ‘or irrational, ahd bad .
or immoral, and’ therefore the- best thlng Lo’
"+ do is to €scape from the mlsery and the fini-
-, tude of the world:  His own view could be’
- ' zalled tragic, that of the Dl}hySlan pe551mlst i
" who sees everything tumbling or hurtling toward
. * oblivion on the wings of meteors, and yet who
. : " accepts the entire show as might an artist
K who 1is entranced by the. flames that consume
‘ cities and- buildings -and wholé c1v1llzatlons,
who feels that. within the very wings" of
+ destruction there is nevertheless the DlODYSlan
assertion of creat1v1ty and- 51nce/the paradox
of tension or conflict between eneréy and form
can never be quite nesolved there is g01ng
to be tragedy 62

-

8o tragedy, for Layton, is- both a catastrophe and a
triumph; man is brought low but he 1s also exalted the

tragic hero is isolated yet at the very'centre of human

experience; he rejoices in his fate as he cries out
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: agalnst it. Layton s . view of tragedy also has affln—'
:ltlES.Wlth Yeats's «traglc ]oy,> although rn a letter'to[
Pacey ofi May 18, 1961, Layton insiats‘that his tragié -

vrslon 15 historical -- «the lnfluence of Marx»‘~—
whlle Yeats s is .«purely l;terary »‘ ThlS is not ontlrely
falr to Yeats but it makes the p01nt that for Layton

_ the substance of tragedy is not just «prOJected» lnto

‘. hlS poetry, it is «really there »

: In The Birth of Tragedy, Nletzsche descrlbes Greek

tragedy as the «marrlage» of Dlonysus and Apollo. Theig,
tensron between them is certalnly evident throughout '
.Layton s poetry and crltlclsm. Wynne Francis ‘has 901nted
_vout the very close afflnlty betWeen Layton's and

. Nletzsche = views of tragedy in two of her artlctes
-:«Layton and Nletzsche» and «The Fartlng‘Jesus Layton
and the Herorc VltallStS > In the former-article, she

notes that 1n:both Nletzsche s The Blrth of Tragedy and .

Layton 5 poem by that tltle, «the paln and joy of blrth»‘
1eajuxtaposed‘w1th «the sufferlng and’ death connoted
by‘tragedy » "For both wrrters, tragedy is the marriage
of thc energy and suffering ofrbionysuS‘to the form‘and
‘.iuc1d serenlty of “Apollo. ns Wynne Francis sees it,
>«Apollo s trrumph'of serehity and joy must be won at the
>',necessary—ekpenae of’ a traglc struggle w1th the ‘

Dlony31an forces of darkness . chaos, suffering and -

death.»63 ?here is_a,brt of a'problem here with the

term «neoessary éxpense® in that”it-tends'to’suggest
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that.the Dionysian forces are in’a sense defeated or

overdome

-

.'It'is'more aedurate t¢ see them as transformed.

-~

Nelther Layton nor Nletzsche see: the «struggle» as ending -

. s

1n the defeat or dlm;nutlon of elther force. For‘

Nletzsche, tragedy represents the «consummatlon of both

-the;Apd}lonlan ahd~Dlony51ac tendeQ01es; «Dlonysus Lo

‘-speaks.the1language of Apolio, bht'Apollo‘finally the

»

language of Dlonysus, thereby the hlghest goal of tragedy:'

C and of-art in general is reached.» "In the state of

o

«enchantment» which-is.the <«precondition» of tragedyp

'the Dlony51ac reveller sees. himself. as a
,satyr, and as satyr, in turn, hé sees the:

god. *In his. transformation he sees 'a new

_VlSlOn, which is the Appolonlan COmpletlon : .

of his state.64

)

. This last quote could almost serve as a poetic gloss on

s
s

the exquieite‘last etanza.of «The Cold Green‘Elemeﬁt»i

The worm,

as earthy

song, -not

lBut the furles clear a path for me to the worm

who sang for an hour,in the throat of & robin
and: mlsled by the cries of young boys
I am again

a breathless swimmer in. that eold green element.-

-

ae-formless a oreatdre as any in nature,.and:
aelany},seems to.be transfigured by his-death

intd-Some'other;_higher state, nor intg mere_j A

unothinghess,fbut into a «completion of his state,» a

trigﬁphant:monument of suffering, dying Life.l'Similariy,

the poet{

lured alternately by the wayward, -ambiguous.
T - L ' e ROns
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. «cries» of'voungxboya and‘theaipollonian stillness of

-content' it seeme) flnds «completlon

the «cold green element-» Lécoldb'form and «green»

v

Whlle Dlonysus represents one of the two poles of

tragedy, he also represents the creatlve pr1ncmple

itself. "He is assocrated with. ecstasy, d1v1ne madness,

‘paSsron and‘sufferlng. In. the «Poreword» to The

;Swinglng Flesh' 1961, Layton declared that the Dlony51an

element «is the beglnnlng and assurance of all creatlv—

Y

O -,Because he lacked the Dlony51an element, .even,

Shaw failed as a «wrlter of endurlng Slgnlflcance He

may have been «the bralnlest wrlter who ever lived,

v

(and he certainly had a dldactlc purpose) but .even . «dle—"

hard Shav1ans -- I count myself,among~the1r number,»

" must admit the «superficiality;and misdirectioh» of'his

work..65 On the other hand when Layton deals w1th poets ‘

- y

like Mllton Acorn and espec1ally Leonard Cohen, one

'_senses that he may have a few mlsg1v1ngs about some of

-their work, but he ungrudglngly regards them as «real

poets» because he detects ln them the Dlony51an element.'

When he .reviews Raymond Souster s- poems, however one

senses a’ deeper uneaSLness. He'ls glad to-ftnd in the

o poems «an orlglnal v01ce » an. «authentlc personal

‘v1510n, and enough sharp soc1al criticism to «stlck like

a. flshbone ln thc throat of Canadlan poetry.: i.However, ;

[l

he also flnds the poems «grey and llmlted»

'

i
~
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f;I see you ‘as contlnually walklng through a
grey . tunnel, your :head’ bowed down, and’,
breathlng w1th dlfflculty 1o but it's seldom-
you don't emerge with. a real nugget in your -

~Hand.” The tunnel is. dfter all a: very real -
‘place,, 50 I know there's no p01nt in telllng

,‘you}ghat the -burly- sun is overhead that .
-'anger- is. a.fine therapy for” some of “the T

- emotions: you express, -that poetry-is what one
does with- language or if that doesn't ‘go°
“down. with you,,that ‘it's growth .the. encom- .
passing in" one'® s81f and i one's work, of -
‘,dlverse elements ! '

-'Layton allows that the tunnel has «1ts OWn reallty, 1ts }

)

_own dlgnlty, 1ts owh truth 66 but ‘one -senses that such
.reallty, dlgnlty and truth are” llmlted The DthySlan
V1tallty that breaks out 1n elther joyous celebratlon or’

- savage 1nd1gnatlon seems rather muted in Souster -8 poems.

Dlonysus also represents the opposrte of. «rosent—

“ment. ThlS latter term is agaln borrowed from Nletzsche.
In Layton s wofk envy, mallce, rancour, purltanlsm,.and

" joy- hatlng may all be’ regarded as manlfestatlons of

"-resentment ' It thrlves on repreSSLOn, lmpotence and

' ‘self loathlng It is the psychologlcal dlsease of modern

¥

. man that accounts for much of his otherw1sc senseless’

cruelty and ev1l 67 The great antldote to resentment is

Dlony51an creat1v1ty ' It celebrates «the- divine in

y extraordlnary men, knows that all flesh is grass, and

,08

"that everythlng rlpens lnto decay and obllv10n It

can bless and 1t can curse, but'Layton is wary of any

T poetry that conveys a sense of self 1mmolat1ng despalr

J-

or. gullt of poets whOSe sufferlng is. a klnd of defeat

o,



UWhose poems lack the energy that would transform‘them
‘1nto a trlumphant afflrmatlon of llfe . Nletzsche calledrn_

_the man who has overoome resentment the «superman »

Layton, 1n the «Foreword» to A Red Carpet for the Sun, _{13__

) calls hlm the «free 1ndiv1dual - lndependent and gay. ».”d
«In a, world where corruptlon 1s the norm and. enslavement*

:“unlversal all art celebrates hlm, prepares the way for -
© his comlng »69; The free 1nd1v1dual does not negate

»

'tragedy, he does not escape nece551ty, partlcularly the o

. facts of sufferlng and death Often when Layton is most. -

¢

5”exuberant 1n hls celebratlon of freedomq ‘as . in the poem t

- «whatever Else’ Poetry lS Freedom R he seems also to be'

on. the edge of lament or elegy ’ Thus, as Mandel says

it remalns a. «paradox1cal freedom > «SOmethrng beLWeen
4 ‘.

n_!lmaglnatlon and- fact, » art and llfe, truth and «lleS

'blrth and death tenderness and cruelty,:an «apocalypse-f

fof freedom» that «1ncludes everythlng »70.”_‘ o ';W'

‘The lmportance of Nletzsche to Layton s attack .on,

gentlllty lS ev1dent in the letter he sent to me on July.

26,°1980: - - S

EE

Though I dlsclalm ‘any ‘direct 1nfluence, doubt~ .

- less” Nietzsche's lCOHOClaSth fervour and

courage put. the necessary iron in my scul to

withstand the cornstarch. phlllstlnlsm I've had )

" . to battle ever since the publication of my S

first colléction in 1945. - I Yead him for ’

. » encouragement and’ support .delighted to find- :

_ that someone shared. my feellngs on so many' . '

© matters, Fpor mé, Thus Spake -Zardthustra is '
~'the greatest sxngle poem to put be51de the

Divine’ Comedy : .

v




Marx was another 1conoclast whom Layton drew on

;to support hlS attack on gentlllty In hlS 1946 rev1ew

-..f:.of Russell s A Hlstory of Western Phllosophy, Layton

.suggests that «nowadays lt ‘is becomlng a 51mple matter_

"to 51ft the dead from the llVlng, the wheat from the

:“.chaff 'ask someone what he thinks’ of Marx or Nletzsche

'fLayton commends Russell for havrng rejected «Uncompro-

1mlslngly the Platonlc Chrlstlan tradltlon» in favour of

-

. sc1ent1flc materlalrsm but he Stlll finds his 1oglcal

‘p051t1v15m «pretty thln stuff a. klnd of hlghbrow
semantlcs;; Russell understands nothlng of «Nletzsche s
"frerce and troubled honesty » He simply dismissed .
Nietzsche to the sub 1ntellectual world of «thugs,

‘gangsters and poets» «When Russell 1dent1f1es

Nietzsche's Will, to Power wrth lust for power “he betrays

an 1nexcusable 1gnorance, the. obtuseness of the panlcky
philistine.» Slmllarly, Russell con51gns Marx to «the-
nlneteenth century bellef in progress as a unlversal
law.»" «Qurte evrdently,» Layton comments, «Russell is’
not a dlalect1c1an »71' o
| Marx and Nletzsche are agaln oddly coupled in the :“-
1946 the51s on Harold Laski. Layton of course, is: well‘”
: aware that the simllarlty between the two is not readlly
'ev1dent but he argues that together they repreSent ‘a.

1 formldable front agalnst bourgeols soc1ety

'

~
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The transvaluation of values of which
Nietzsche wrote.will be accomplished by the
triumphant working class. It is not usual in-
radical circles to menticn Marx and Nletzsche.
"in the same breath: vnevertheless, I am
firmly persuaded that future historians and
thinkers will reckon Nietzsche as great an
anti- bourge01s, as great an emancipating
féorce, as Marx himself, Nietzsche was the
poet of the proletarlan revolutlon as Marx'
was . ltS prophet.

The two offtﬁem-are again coupled in the MeyZIB 1961
letter to Pacey, cited above (page 118) whore bayton
a5cr1bes his «hlstorlcal» view of tragedy, compared to
Yeats s «purely llterary» view, to .the influcncc of Marx:
However, Marx does not seem to have surV1vcd developments
in Layton 5 th;nklng during ‘the lQSOs.and‘l9605-as well
asﬁNietzsche. Layton coptiﬁues'to'draw ﬁpon’Marx“s

" economic critique'of bourgeois decadence,'bqt the
messieﬁic aSpectsVOf'hié thocght,-which he expiicitly
'-defended ‘in 1946 seem 1ess and less compelllng as hls-
1n51ghts 1nto socral psychology deepen..

N

The other’ great_plllar supportlng Layton\s attack
on gentilitylwas‘D H. Lawrence. In his reply to Kildare

Dobb 'S rev1ew of The Improved Blnoculars (September, 1957),

3

'Layton defends hlmself and Lawrence agalnst the charge J
of «smugness ‘and salac1ty in matters of sex.» . He argues
"that «it is p0551b1e to revere Lawrence for a multltude
" of: reasons ». but the fundamental reason seeos to be the

«sacramental view of nature and sex» that they both

sshare.73 In thlS regard Eugene Goodheart, 1n1The‘Failure
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:Of.CriticiSm,.makes the very apt observation that

[y

«Lawrence, unllke EllOt and Joyce, contlnually sacrallzes

o

. or rather dlscovers the sacred in ordinary llfe Ellot

deplores the absence of the sacred but is 1ncapable of

» 14
"imagining 1t WLthln the world of common routine.

)

The dlfference is: cruc1al It illustrates the ba51s of
Layton s strong afflnlty for Lawrence and. the llberatlng
force- of his attack upon gentlllty as a counter to’

EllOt s nature morte modernlsm Lawrence and Layton -

‘can be as pessrmlstlc' about, modern soc1ety as Eliot,
and the p01nt is not 51mp1y that. they put a sacred gloss

cn «common routlne » . For Elaot and Anglo Amerlcan

modernlsm generally, poetry, 1n fact the range and depth
of emotional’ experlence 1tself is V1rtually determlned
. by culture, or at least needs the shaplng energy of

‘ culture to £ind its .own: form .and expreBSLOn., leen'

EllOt S apprehenSLOn Of modern culture as a sterile wasteland

.

the sources ‘af poetlc or emotlonal v1tallty are llmlted

'For Lawrence and Layton the sources of poetry and

«vital emotlon» lie beyond culture, and usually flnd—
'unlque ferm 1n opp051tlon to .it. ' The sacred is some*d»s“' -
thlng powerful and’ ]oyOus, somethrng 1rrepr0551ble in

llfe,‘not in culture. It 1s threatened by - gentrllty,.

' —

but -can flnd trlumphant eXpre551on 1n\poetry Hence

; Lavton is spoaklng vely orecrsely when he locates Lhe

v1talltv of has work 1n llfc 1Lsel£
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. . . Chapter Three

iThe Quarrel with‘Pacey and'ﬁudekri
- . ‘.h . .‘ ‘ . ,

- Wlth the publloatlon of. A Red Carpet for the Sun

“in- 1959 Layton s career took another turn."The most

consplcuous change was in hlS crltlcal and publlc

1

receptlon In the Mldst of My Pever The Cold. Green

'Element and “The Bull Calf and Other ‘Poems - had all

drawn favourable rev1ews, even from A J M. Smlth and .

Northrop Frye and The Improved Blnoculars contalned

the enthu51ast1c 1ntroductlon by Wllllam Carlos Wllllam§:

’

but 1t was A Red Carpet for the Sun publlshed ‘and

: promoted by McClelland and Stewart that thrust Layton s
work 1nto publlc and crltlcal awareneés l‘In thé decade
that followed Layton held the attentiou, sometlmes

- adulatlon of a consrderable publlc through hls appear—

ances on telev151on, radlo, and rn the popular press,

cand through his poetry The perlod from 1959 to 1967

T was less prOllflC than the mid flftles, but 1t saw the

appearance of some of hls most 1mpre551Ve volumes of

) poetry, 1nclud1ng The Sw1ng1ng Flesh Balls for a. One—

- Armed Juggler, The Laughlng Rooster and Perlods of the

Moon, ahd,. in 1965 Mcclelland and Stewart publlshed

hlS first Collected Poems . Each of these volumes, and

:also the anthologles,:Poems of 27 Cents ‘and Love Where

~
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c the nghts are Long, beglns w1th/a,«roreword» in Wthh
Layton contlnued to defend and develop hlS view of the

role of the poet and to attack contemporary poetry,

- crlt1c1sm,,and gentlllty He also~cont1nued to publlsh

=

artlcles and correspondence in The Montreal Star, The.

i

Telegram, The Canadlaanorum,'and elsewhere. Among .
these is the «Open Letter to Louls Dudek» ‘in Cataract,.*

-

The publlc acclalm that Layton acqulred after A Red

Carpet for the Sun dld llttle to molllfy ‘his attacks .on f

gentlllty or brlghten hlS vrew of contemporary socrety

R

-Instead, hls’poetlc vrslon durlng the 19605 seems to grow

darker and become more epocalyptlc as 1t attempts to

account for the human capacrty for evrl on the scale of

.

the Holocaust and the Slberlan 1abour camps. -In'thejl ‘

- «Foreword» to. A Red Carpet fér the Sun he states bluntly

\

that “Man: is. not a ratlonal anlmal he s a dull—wrtted
: anlmal who loves to torture »t Thls becomes a' glven

that much ot hlS work in the l9605,,and also -in the 19705,

reste on. Some of 1ts manlfestations are explored in
. poems llke «The Cage «Strll Llfe » and «The Predator
Durrng the 19505, Layton -5 attack on gentlllty fooussed

T prlmarlly upon ats aesthetlc effect~ for example, in hlS
«Preface» to Cerberus he clalmed that gentlllty accounted

for «nine- tenths of the mlserable devrtallzed stuff that

’

passes for poetry 1n thlS country 21 The attack was

-agalnst prlgglshness ‘and ‘a serVLle, formal sophlstrcatlon
- i . R

~ N | . .
2 . B .
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’In the 19605, the attack on gentlllty focuses prlmarlly .

_,upon 1ts moral effect. Layton ‘was not content to flog

a dead horse.‘ Wrth the arrlval of the, sexual revolu-— .

.

tlon w1th the llberallzatlon of the censorshrp laws,
"and w1th the new wave of fllms pop art, post—modern»
lltereture, and thelr apparently raw, prlmrtlve energy,

ﬁ:the prlgglshness and academlc formalism of the 19505

P .were no longer such formidable- 1nh1b1tors. However,

K

Layton seemed tQ regard these developments as relatlvely

.

superflcaal He sensed a more deeply ingrained gentllity

: thaL could accommodate,vcven therC on,'the alleged

P

“.;,,.revolutionary' developments of the\l9GOs,Awhile remain~
+ ing virtually‘inyulnerabie to either creédtive joy or
moral outrage. 'h_ ’ ' . ' o

’

Layton s newly acqulred publlc status as a poet

1also did- llttle to amellorate the problems of the poet s
;frole and functlon ine contemporary Society. In‘fact in
.the mldst of publlc and crltlcal acclalm the- problems‘

h seemed to becohe even more complex 'At «The Poet and

.,the World of Man» conference rn September, 1967, Layton

f:found that in splte of all the exalted clalms that had o
" been made for poets and poetry, he felt «profonndly
gj" :uneasy,» as’ though he were ‘at «a funeral when nice -

’ﬂ! things are sald about the deceased ?f bayton certaihly'-
‘_f‘dld not scorn publlc acclalm, he enjoyed it and courted
V‘Titl HlS v1ew seemed to be that 1f publlc adulatlon Was;

- threat to. the poet s . precarlous 1ntegr1ty,‘that threat

- [



'ﬁés“minimai,compared:to‘the seif;eongratulatOry;fhotL

house'atmosphere of’thelpoetry-conference' On the other -

hand he was ]ust as certalhly not content to. be a
'showman, to thrill his audlence w1th a: dlsplay of® w1t

and 1nvective flattering to their dwn arriviete liber—';;
ét;oﬁf In splte of the acclalm, and in’ splte of, the .
‘revolutlonary. mood of the .decade, Layton eeemed to
:frnd that a role .for the poet at the Centre of moral

~socral and pOlltlcal life 'was as, remote as ever _ Ih

‘ the «Foreword» to Perlods of the Moon. he observed that‘

d poetry" had become the current fad, that «hordes of *
'copywrlters, admen . PR executlves, arld doctrlnaires \.r'~_

dand the brlght young men in the Engllsh departments» iR

. were' «overwhelmed by 1nv1tatlons to contrlbute artrcles
revrewe,-and of course’ poems'» to a varlety of llterary -

causesm.;HOWever, «authentlc poetry» remalned a rare

miracle.4ﬂ In thé «Preface» to The Laughlng Roogter,‘ .

" he warned agalnst a «danger» to poetry «from its avowed

-

' frlends» who lav1shed thelr esteem upon terlal S
exercises.”, : o

Toward the énd’ of the «Foreword» to A Red Carpet

t <

* for the Sun,'Layton breaks 1nto an apocalyptlc rage .

agalnst «a hldeously commerc;al c1v1llzatlon spawnrng

A“;hldeously deformed monstr051t1es His language and

,
: L

1magery take on a savagery that is extreme even for

+

Layton. : 1~f>" Lo E s e
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Modern women, I see cast in the role of furles

'striving to castrate the male; their. efferts *

aided by ‘all the malignant forces of a tech—i
nological ciwvilization that has rendered the
male's creative role of revelation  super-

,fluous - if not an industrial hazard and a

nuisance. - We'reé being femlnlzed and. prole- .

‘tarianized at’ one and the 'same tlme. Thls

is‘ the. lnglorlous age of the mass-woman.
Her tastes are dominant everywhere - in

. "theatres, stores, art flCthn,lhOUSES, fur—
niture - and these tastes are dalnty and -
‘terlal 6. . S R T

u
'

'In this passage, Layton is vulnerable to accusatlons of

’ sex1sm and hysterlc sensatlonallSm. Thls attltude ig

1mperfectly typlcal of” hlS wrltlng durlng the follow1ng

decade, but outbursts 11ke thlS are too frequent to be

trlgnored,

.-dlsordered progeny of those who lust after
““money and power. With gastric ulcers, dis-

. rupted instincts, and. his exuberant rhythms.

In the «Forewordp to The .Swinging Plesh

' there 1s a 51mllar outburst s

- As our. bourgeors Chrlstlan ClVlllZathn joins"

its shade to those-of. other vanished epochs
hilaricus idiots speak of - progress. Progress.’
Build stinking Chicagos in the ‘Congo; or dull
mOﬂOlltth Moscows and Leningrads. .Build the

=mrndless vacancies' of suburbia and people

them with manlpulatlng politicos, squint-eyed
lawyers, vendors of chromatic bumpaper,

'successful meat and poultry merchdnts, halito- .
, bic. public relations and ad. men. With ’

shrinks and neurotic commissars.™ With the

tended. livers, cardiac disease, alcohollsm,
insanity. For these the African Negro, the

‘last of the Dlony81ans is asked to exchange

his won8erful '’ sensuousness, - his rich uncor- 7

- -

The «PoreWOrdﬁ to Balls for a One- Armed Juggler has a

passage in’ the same vein:

5
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: JThere is-a, frlghtful stlnk in the souls of

all -men and women llVlng today Auschw1tz

" Hiroshima, Vorkuta, “the Soviet. frame- -up

“‘trials of.theé thlrtlES' with these man touched

the infiniteness of: ev1l ~"and- surv1ved'

“The 'stink .in his soul- is not only" that of

burnlng fiesh, of decomposing bones. It is

"alsoc. the stlnk ‘of selfrguilt. .At last he

knows; the truth about himsel¥ and of what -
he' s capable.t .NeverthelesSs, so. pervefse is

‘the human being, he cannot. but be pleased with
.the outcome, even w1th ‘the entire titanic

drama that made. 0551ble his unique dlstlnc—'

- 80 without a- certain dark pride and exultatlon.

..

-It is certalnly pOSSlble to flnd any number of passages

among Layton s work of the 19605, partlcularly ln the

poetry, where the same theme is treated Wlth .more

":of shock

1

;restralnt where the ‘wit is subtle, ana where the apoc—-

'alyptlc pe551mlsm 1s llghtened by mlschlevous lreny

"of twentlcth century evil cannot entlrely be dlsmlssed

% [

:,as attentlon gettlng dev1ces, used only for the purpose'

Layton does seem to be struggllng to compre—,
S0y

_hend, and to ‘make comprehenSLble, the moral enormlty
1and psychologlcal complex1ty of real events -and 1t does

jseem that he had to undertake the task wrth very llttle

help from hlS contemporarles. H;s pornt is that

ratlonal,

B .

eff1c1ent ahd progressive social plannimg is

fundamentally lmpllcated in the «organlzed nature of

twentieth-century w1ckedness.»9 The pr1n01pal perpe-

_ trators of Nazi and Soviet outrages were not, Layton .

’

. v

. tion More than anyone before him, twentleth-:
. ¢entury man had extended his being. intb the

- realm of ‘evil: .and though he looks fearfully
at the - remaining moral scars, he does not do

8_

ﬂ_But the language and 1magery of these savage 1nd1ctments”



’ lnclu51ve name fokwlnstlnct emotlon, 1ntu1tlon,
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p01nts out defrcrent in «reason» or. «culture It is,

paradox1cally, only the’ Dlony51an element «an allf

madness »10 . that. stands any chance of thwartlng the

systematl§gﬁ//ratlonallzed ev1l perpetrated by and upon
a populace numbed By gentlllty and enslaved by tech— e
nology. Tt does 1ts work partly by~throwing the march.
of «organlzed w1ckedness» into confu51on but'nore

1mportant lt is the creatlve joyful antldote to the

resentment -aha. self contempt that renders twentleth—

,century man unlquely vulnerable to fanatlc planners and

_1deologues. Layton thus turns the popular account on

. its head - that 15 the account that malntalns an . s,

.

excess of Nietzéchean = Dionysidn intoxication, of.

,

prinitive; irratlonal instincts, of «madness,» permitted
the rieesof Naéisﬁ.f Layton’s view of the complicity of

twentleth century ratlonallsm in totalltarlan brutality .

15 ba51c .to his quarrel with Dudek.

Again and again Layton insisté that the absence -

of the Dlony51an element is the root cause of the modern

malalse, and that it threatens poetry with extlnctlon

- -

JIn A Red Carpet for the Sun, ‘Layton writes in COnCIUSlOn

to the passaqe quoted .above,

DlOnysus is doad his corpse seethes white-
maggoty with social workers and: analysts'
- Not who is winning the Cold War is the big
) issue confronting mankind, ‘but this: will .
~+ ' the Poet, as a type, join the Priest, the .-
Warrior, the Hero, .and the Saint as



‘ Simiia:ly, ip"thé «Foreword» to The'Swinging Flesh, he

'

‘-ﬁeléngholy museum pieces for the titillation

» of a’universal babbittry? It could happen.»

v

fegards the extinction of.the~Dionysian element as the

crucial issue of the age:

B

What engrosses the mind, what troubles the
spirit of the creative writer today are not-
the inequities and malfunctioning of the -
so~called capitalist system. These are in

- the process’of being rapidly.eliminated. His

anxiety, his concern, to be 'quick about it,
is something else: it is that for the first
time in the history of the world man's. reason
is abolishing the law of historical deivelop-
ment through strife and opposition. The
Promethean idea of the twentieth-century is
that men, collectively, can control their
destiny. -But - and here's the rub - they can
do so only at the sacrifice of. the Dionysian
element which is the beginning  and assurance
of all creativity.l? ) s

‘In the passages I have quoted, there seems to.be.‘:

little left of the social-realist. criticism ofvthé‘i9405.-'

‘Layton now seems to have a rather scornful confidence

that contemporary society is gquite able and_willing'to

take care of the. dispossessed, of economic ineqdities,\

~and capitalist exploitaticn generaily; These are not

the-pressin@ concerns they were formerly. He is clearly

much more concerned with psychological issues, partic-

tdlarly,with resentment and the pathology of geéntility.

"However,

the social context remains in the foreground.
- \_ '

He is not concerned with 'self fulfillment' or the

reductidn of warious 'compléxes', or whatever promises

139
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to. be therapeutlcally «upllftlng Layton also has a

scornful confldence that soc1ety can take &are- of its

i«culture », that lt is willing and able to provide endow—
ments and prlzes Yet.the fundamental dis-ease remains.
Thus the,«blg lssue» that hlS llterary criticism con-

frontsxls: how does the poet dlscharge his time- honoured

prophetlc role when he must stahd apart from, or ln_,
’ opp051tlon to, prec1sely those lrberallzlng sweetness-

',and llght movements w1th1n socrety -~ its culture, its

f'"learnlng, its traditions = that are normally held. to be

'supportlve,and_neoessary to the functioning df poetry.

Durlng the l9605 Layton became 1ncrea51ngly impa-

Qtlent w1th both the early modern poats and thelr contem- -

:‘porary emulators. Slnce the 19405 he had been scornful

-_of the aloof, hlgh art formallsm ‘associated with EllOt

.
- -

Pound and the later Auden, and the deravatlve, self~

: consc1ous cosmopolltanlsm of the Prevrew ‘poets and thelr

sSuccessors: One of the effects of hlS erltlclsm durlng

the l9605 was to subvert the alleged unCOmpromlslng

- -

integrity of the modern poets, compared to novellsts

dramatlsts and fllm makers who, glven ‘the economlc

£
~

'pressures on thedir media, were supposedly forced to make

aesthetic conce551ons 1n order to entertaln and sell

. . N Wy

Accordlng to Layton, 1t was- the modexrn poets who made :the

"
>

concessrons -to hlgh brow ‘taste: and gentility, and provrded

. essentially escaplst fare. In the «Foreword» to Balls

<

for a.. One ~Armed Juggler, Layton complalns that

1

the modern poet has.been an.empty ﬁindbagfand
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a chatterer.’ No wonder angulshed people-
turn from him in amusement, boredoin ;. Or
. DPity. He has nothing to say worth' listening
to. . . . The ‘truth'is this: imstead of
remembering they are prophets and the
. descendants of prophets, the poets have
;\\yﬂ swapped roles with entertalners and -culture-
.L; ' .peddlers. -

.

L
vt :

Unllke the novellsts, the playwrlghts and the film-.

.

makers, the poets have rendered themselves superfluous'

to thelr soc1ety, and have been qute w1lllng to accept

and recommends them for” a travelllng féllowshlp or a .
) R -

S unlver51ty post

their superflulty, «oleased 1f someone overhears them -

It seems: that no sooner had Layton won some- of the

-

publlc and crltlcal acclaim that had long been due,

partlcularly from left leanlng, antl establlshment

fellow—travellers, than he took up a series of positions -

that seemed decidedily reactionary. L«Collectivism» now
helds more ménace”for him than «capitalism » Marxism

Sis often coupled with Chrlstlanlty as a «sour, boring

i joke 14 . On 1ssues ranglng from women ! S llberatlon to

the Vietnam War he seemed'con51stently on the 'wrong'

‘uneasiness. Having contrrbuted probably more than

anyone else 'in Canada, to the break -down of taboos and

prudery, and hav1ng celebrated 1n Verse and prose the

lusty animal pa551ons he now laments that '

v

the 1dea of courting a woman ln a beautlful
way has certalnly gone out of- the w1ndow,
and what you have is the dlsplay of crudlty,

’

. slde. Even the 'sexual revolution' seemed to cause him
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of “vulgarity, on the part of both sexes. L

The sexual offer is made .in _the most brutal : .
L fashion and the girl is expected ‘to respond.: -
) either to.a grimace, or a goosing, or whatever
“it might be, as direct and ape-like as T
- possible. And .the girl has no alternative, ,
apparently, but to behavé like a. female ape’ ..
-and the two of. them are to be found- sloshed,
at some party, rattling ice cubes in their
N glasses, looking glassy-eyed at.each othér,

. -7~ -7 and after the right Aumber of stares, it is

understood that they arej?oing to trundle -
off to bgd and»make-;ove; 5 T "

Here the apparent shift in his attitude is more illusocry.

'In spite of poems like «Misunderstanéing,» Layton's

‘attitude ‘had always been much too Lawréntian to accept .

-

casual, or merely athletic, sex. In his political and

- -

literary criticism, however, the shift seems more real.,

It is partly accounted for by shifts in the mainstream
of ‘intellectual discourse'f the New Left and Modernism

had themselves become 'establishmeﬁt' - but there is

%

undeniably a movement toward theé right-in Layton'gdﬁork

during this decade. To many of his critics it seemed

ironic, for example, that while Layton was sO adutely

awafe.qﬁ all the nuances of evil in both National and

‘Soviet Sccialism, he seemed to accept American imper-

ialism, even in Vietnam. 1In fact, more and more he
became an cutspoken apologist for American foreign

policy.

The‘cérrespondeace_with Desmond Pacey becomes

-

distinctly aérimonious in 1959, and continues so through-

out the 1960s. There seem to be two aspects to the -

<
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‘quarrel. One is that Pacey regards- Layton s dellght in
hls new success as dangerous to hlS work encouraglng
him to wrlte too much, too qulckly, and panderlng to
his public's craving for more naughtlness and cheap
titillation.

In March, 1959, Layton sent Pacey his poem, «Because
My Calling is Such.» Pacey took the occasion to attack '
Layton for his posturing and self~indulgent egotism-
«Don't tell me you're going to retreat from your honesty
into this kind of fakery - that your goddamn poetry is
S0 mysterlous and important that for 1t gou d ]ettlson
the love of woman.» He concludes, ' «Because the great
Frye has said you're good, everythlhg you writeris ipso-
facto excellent. . Balls!» He accuses Layton of becohing
a «stuffedfshirt,g and allowing himself to be exploited
by McClelland and Stewart. Late in 1964, Layton trium-
phantly reported the success of a reading tour together
with Blrney and Cohen, a tour that had been vigorously
promcted by McClelland end Stewart and filmed by the
National Film Board.. He joyfully claimed. that, as ~
popular symbols of Canada, poets were now «running neck
and neck with Modnties.»' Pacey scoffed at all the
hoopla, cailing the tour ﬁthe McClelland and Stewart
travelling circus.» In December, 1962, Pacey. met Kingsley
Amis in Cambridge, and found him smug and conceited,
reduced to predictably shocking declarations, lack—lustre

cyhicism, self-consciously out of fashion, but still
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amoreus verse» is Leonard Cohen-"'«Your own. 1ove poems

_andlprofessors,"maintaining-that academics were merely

" a much greater threat to the dignity of poetry than

s
:

- - " - - - .
. ' S .-

trying"tb mllk hlS early success._ on June 19 1963,

3 »

following a flurry of publlc appearances by Layton on

b Y

'-televr51on and in’ the press, Pacey comments-- o

2 ‘ . .7

I see .you are still emitting a stream of
platitudes about poetry, professors and .
" penises. You ‘are rapidly- becomlng the

Kingsley Amis of:Canada. el T

Pt . P

\ .. . T N . , Lo e, T -
R L -

<

. Pacey was partlcularly SCornful of Layton 'S, 1ntroductlon

to Tove Where the nghts are Long. He" found Layton s

" dismissal of the love poetry of the Cavaller poets as® 7 -

¢«1n51ncere frlppery» ltself 1n51ncere and 1gnorant o ,

«You re a great big bluffer and 1t s t1me someone called

your bluff Pacey malntalned that the only poet in

~

'Love Where the nghts are Long who has <«a real glft for

P - -
Ty

.are seldom your best - they are, either- too rhetoflcal - -

©

or. too dlffused or too laboured »16

A Laytonlresponded_withAinyectlves against critics . °

peeved and resentful to see poetry flourlshlng out51de

- L

--the Engllsh Departments, and dlsmlsslng Pacey s warnengs'

. that’ hlS showmanshlp was comprom151ng ‘his 1ntegr1ty

as a poet and the dlgnlty of poetry generally. He"-
malntalned that his 1ntegr1ty was much less compromlsed t

than that of the poets ensconced in the unlver31t1es, -

r

and that thelr cowering isolation .and tr1v1allty posed ,
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his public pe;fermences. o . r
; The dther haiu source of the acrimony was Layton's "
‘apparent pelitieai Consefvatisﬁ l—ms:early Ss 1956
Layton conflded to Pacey that he found himself ques-

tioning hlS «SOClallSth beilefs » that he had begun to”

'flnd soc1allsm and capitalism «woefully inadequate

]

termsi»_ By February 18, 1959, he. had rejected them_

~

outright, together with modern aestheticism: ”

I feel that all the old concerns are dead —
"the aestheticisms of Eliot, Yeats, Gide,”
Proust, egqually with those of- the anti-
Establishment antics. of the left- ~-winging
. social realists of "a decade and two ago.. ‘
e JIrrelevant, that's the.ward. Irrelevant)
g irrelevant, irrelevant. As usual, the pro- o
fessors are caught napping, this tlme on ’
. the heavily.annotated tomes of Joyce and -
Eliot, unaware that Jhumanity has turned a
sharp corner into a world where pity and -
sensitivity, or even ordlnary decency, have
-7~ . no address. .‘. . Our condition is 'worse (
s ‘than that of the Romans - with no ,Christians
Ain sight to redeem us. The 'Beat' writers - .
.are -saying it, but not very well or.yery
successfully, and they'll ehd up by éestroylng\
themselves rather than the conditions that
' produced them, 7 ' G - -

|
b 4

By 1961 he has nothing ButuconEEmpt.for «flabby social-
Lists» And «decadeﬁt left—wiué intellectueis He finds ~

. a dlstrusyful «purltanlcal straln» in the poets of the

&

Left nd im. thl regard, he_much preters Roy Campbell-

tb=5tephen Spend”r:A_His praise is ngw eil-for the' 5

1

. greatness'of J.F. Kennedy, De Geulle and'Churchill _He

approves entirely BF Kennedy s handllng of the Cuban )



and noble prince.» Then, in 1965, he is with «L.B.J.

all the way,» fully supportive of American imperialism
in Vietnam. The tone is occasionally lightened.when,
Layton reports that he is sending reams of poemsland

political advice to the White Housé,tbut so far «the

silence is deafening. &h well. . .»%8

.

Pacey\watched his 'progress' with dismay. ' _He tound
Layton's adulatlon of the Kennedys, both Jackie and
John, «S}lly,» and after a particularly enthusiastic eut—'
burst, Pacey demands to know,.with reference to Yeats,

why Layton must assume «the ass's mask of an insufferable

»

braggart.» He denounces Kennedy as a'capitaliet‘and

imperialist,. Layton he denounces as an outright fascist,

’

although the denunciation iz softened a little when he

signs the tetter «Pinky Pacey.» He—compares Layton on

a

the Cuban crisis“to the aging Wordsworth's'conservative
stance on the First Reform Bill. More and more he finds:
that Layton has become a typical romantlc \conserva~

tlve.l9 Layton resists both_termsr What Pacey regards

-

aé"cbnservatism , Layton argues,'is in fact the result

of hlS acute sense of the forces of hlstory, and he
denles any inclination toward a romantic nostalgla,

rather, his <«historical realism» is prophetic, looking

3

to the present and the future. .-

In February, 1959, with regard to the Suez crisis,

”qhe scorns the «noble» llberallsm of Canadlan lntellectuals

“He sees the crisis as «the herald of the West .S doom,

T



symbollsm » The poet, he 1nsrsts, 1s’«one whOjknows

‘1s one too

invested with all the traglcugrandeur of hlstorical

*

what the essential things in hls~age are, what'is*dying

1

and what 1s eoming to life, what’ approaches on cat fcet v

from afar.» On Aprll 1, 1970, he wrltes, “«Me a- romantrc’.

~

You must be nutsk»— As proof that he is a «hardened

realkist,» Layton p01nts out that he was the only 1ntel—

' 1ectual 1n Canada to support the Vletnam War. " In another

a

letter, he recalls that Colerldge ‘said’of Shakespeare i

that «his judgment was commensurate w1th hlS genlus
Layton says he wants the same to be“sald of'hlmizo

It i< clear ‘that Layton rejects the ‘kerm «romantlc

! .

applred to hlmself if that’term lmglles a fanc;ful

'dreamer out of touch wrth reallty, or .one who casts ‘a

I3

spell of enchantment, whether her01e arcadian, or

demonlc,'over mundane events . In other contexts Layton

15 much more receptlve to belng called ar romantlc.- He

_allows that lf Blake and Byron were romantlcs, thaen he

What is- unreallstlc, he malntalns, is to

. argue that. the poetlc 1maglnatlon, 1nst1nct or.lntu—

'"ltlon, have no role in the cognltlve process.-‘_

In splte of”’ many bltter eVen brutal arguments,

- 'the quarrel between Pacey and Layton durlng the 19605

never, led to a- fallrng out " This, demonstrates the

t

.-remarkable capacrty For frlendshlp of both men, but also
.‘thelr fundamental agreement on the functlon of poetry

.when Pacey calls Layton a romantlc, 1t is" not always 1n

- . B .

¢
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N dlsparagement ‘ Characterlstrcally Pacey dellghted ln

.

. Layton s aggressrve assertlon of personallty in hrs" h

poems He shared much of Layton s scorn for modernlst

purlty in language and form and supported hls purpose,

, 1f not always hlS methods, to get poetry out of the
wltherlng conflnes of 'hlgh art' and into the 1mpure
-atmosphere of publlc debate; Pacey also shared much

of Layton s scorn for «modern lnvalldlsm » For.Pacey,

;_as for . Layton, acute sensrt1v1ty and exqulslte sufferlng

)

were 1nsufflc10nt motlves for poetry He demanded that

'-the‘poet «trlumph over adver51ty,> and it is partlcularly

- this sense of tr;umph;;Pacey malntalned that sets the -

bR}

«work?of Pratt Rlein, and Laytbn'apart} "He - demanded

4

honesty and fldellty to personal experlence, not a 'l' ’

’

llngulstlc performance ' He pralsed Layton s poetry
abovc that of hlS contemporarles because 1t ‘was. “50
damned hard to be apathetlc about The feelrng of -

llterary klnshlp is especrally evrdent 1n the July 4,

1957 letter where Pacey wrltes, w1th reference to Yeats, .

«Bltter and gay - that 1s the herorc mood. . .‘Q . let
thls--be_our motto.»22 o o

The quarrel with Dudek»was, ln a narrow sense

3

more-«literary,b but much more acrlmonlous One aspect '

of the qUarrel focussed upon Layton s alleged «archalsm»

Durlng the 19505 budek had challenged hlS contempo—:

Pl

rarles to attempt new breakthroughs 1n language and

- e



,form, nd often he wrote w1th an 1nfectlods exuberance

P
: and the promlse of a. brlght future,:for cxample, 1n

v

’

" L ‘«Ou sont les jeunes°» he takes stock of the achlevements
N l
‘of Canadlan modernlsm to date T e o PR
oL . Imdgination, the raw stuff? Yes, we are
- - S | capable of~it;'exuberantly' ‘Social realism,
' ditto. Free verse, we.can do. Séven types
. of amblgurty° We have surpassed Why go on;
" -wé -are .capable of. wrltlng modern poetry of -~
‘ _ ‘ o a rudlmentary klnd in. varlous forms and )
e o . sdhools.. -
BRI o . .. .-+ But in. Canada we, have not written the'
, perfectly orlglnal thing, nor even the
. perfectly finished 1m1tatlon in any one k1nd

One could eas1ly regard Layton s prOllflC and startllngj.‘

E achlevement of. the 19503 as a’ resoundlng answer to the -

challenge Moreover, Dudek demanded energy- - }

]

.Let . there‘be energy. The tone’ of a poem need,
not be limited to grey nature morte, mglan~ "
choly and medltatlon._ There. are. other S
emotions, states of mind: Actlvltles' Let's.
take poetry out- of its present boundarles

: Carry the gods to a new Latlum 3

Agaln, 1t would seem that Layton provlded in abundance
:L'Z_'; ‘;: o prec1sely what Dudek had called for, and as late as - 1956

Dudek was among Layton 5 strongest supporters. Howeverh.

v

1n 1958 he began to attack Layton publlcly, clalmlng

hlS dlsaffectlon had set in‘as early as . 1953 24

.3“;.,In Dudek s - and Layton S earlfér attacks upon formal—'-
, 1sm lD thc 19505,.1t becomes‘clear at‘least ln retro—‘-':

spcct that tHeir crltlcal Views. were developlng in
opposrng dlrectlons., They had many common enemles, but

t . [ H . 4
v . .

e

- . . ’ . ' - . L
\ . .
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Dudek focused hlS attack on tae need for a new break—
through in form and technlque, bulldlng on the legacy

of Pound and W1lllams, while Layton focused hlS attack

1 . -

"_ on gentlllty As I have p01nted out in the precedlng

. be :

chapter, the sterlle forms’ and academlc exer01ses of

.
1

the 1950s were, for Layton, symptoms of a more general
.malaise, and, in. contrast to Dudek ~he sedmed to regard
formal and technlcal matters rather casually, adaptrng
what was. new as he found it wseful, and retrieVing'what
modernist poetics.had Suppoéedly.discredited as ¢
*unpoetic, rhetorical discursive, Layton seems - to’ have
becomc igcreasingly pragmatlc, Dudek more.dogmatlc.,
‘Thls corresponds to Layton s contlnulng emphasis upon
-_thc dldact1c~functlon of poetry, and Dudek's apparently
.1ncrea51ng emphasrs upon formal and subjectlve aspects

. It seems 1nev1table (and from the point of view
.of the public, not. altogether unfortunate) -that, given
thelr-emlnence among poets and critics at the‘end'of

‘the 19505, -their respectlve views should clash publlcly.a
By 1958, in «A Note on Metrlcs » Dudek s p051tlon has
hardened to the p01nt where he can claim that «the
poetry of.unique;form is the only kind worth trying;
today; it is the poetrv from which. the forims of " the
future are bound to evolve » A J.MJ Smlth remalns an

outSLder, but nevertheless, Dudek, in a' 1963 rev1ew

clalms him as «our miglior fabbro,‘and in the last

resort it is the fabbro that looks hest to immortality.
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In «Luachtime Reflections on F:gnk-DaveyEs Defénce “of
the Black Mountain Fort,» 196%, Dudék“isolateé-aﬂdis;f‘

tinctive «development» .in modern Canadian péetry that

has its sources in‘?odnd‘qndeilliams,ahd‘attainsuits"
. most prdm}sidg extension in thelﬁdrk of the Vancouver-
based Tish-poets. 'This.«development» has virtually his

éxclusive approval: |

‘
1 . -
.t -

- Numerous book reviews and several articles,
" as well as the nbtebooks of my students for
the past twenty vears, will show that Pound
, and Williams are the two sources I. have'
always insisted on, as the cledrest and nost
- profitable continuation of modernism, even
in preference to Eliot, Yeats, Auden, or
Dylan Thomas, -since each of these latter poets
oo is, as I see it, in one way or another, a
A distraction, a reaction, or a confusion of
the-main intent of the modern renewal. Sole T
Thus, in general, Scott is more significant
- for us in Canada.than Smith; Souster is more
significant than Layton; Purdy more so than
Reaney. These latter may be more gifteg -
‘even better poets - but the main line of
continuing modern development runs through
., Scott, Souster,. Purdy - and at present centres
' - clearly 'in.the activity in Vancouver.<>

Two paragraphs later, Dudek concludes: '«Vanéouver, then,
is the present confinuation of the authentic modern

tradition in Canada.» There is an uheasiness about

v

_several ofuthéée sfatgments. First of all, that the
Tish poets should bhe regarded as the principal carriers

of «the authentic modern tradition in Canada» seems to

require’ considerabile qualification, parﬁicularly in the

ligﬁt of Keith Richardson's:book, Poetry and the

Colonized Mind: - Tish. Moreover, Dudek séems to call
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for a revisionist literary history where'Qbetper bbets»
are acknowledged to be less «significant» than lessern

‘poets. This point was certainlyinot lost on Layton:

1

Prof. Dudek is convinced that only a certain
way of writing poetry is permissible today:
that deriving from the Pound-Williams-Black
Mountain tradition. Though he concedes other
poets writing in a different tradition may
possess greater talent and may even produce
better poems, he nevertheless insists that
the only true path for Canadian poets to
follow is the one which he and empirical .
observation have indicadted for them. If this
isn't doctrinaire academicism gone stark
raving mad, I do not know what is.

In fact, about «better poets,» like Pratt -and Klein,
.Dudek had always hadAreservatiqns, pérticularly with -
reéard to their language. Now he becomes increasingly
impatient with‘thei£ whoie poetic vision, with Prattjé
_«reductive zoologiéal outlooﬁ» and Klein‘s-«clownish'
form of piety.» Both poets, he maintéins, use poetic
devices for ornamentation, and thus evade the confron-
tation with bitter disillusionment that simple, direct
speech would ﬁave forced upon them.27
| Layton's failure to attend to the canons of.modern-—
iém inher;ted from Pound and Williams, Dudek’ maintéined,
‘had lured him into the easy success, and excess, of
sensationalism and egotism:‘ Int«Laytbn oﬁ the Carpet,»
1959, he ailowé‘iayton only é «minor» gift fér crafts-
. manship. He attacks his «trdglodytic» barbérism; his

«stentorian rhetoric,» his «oroctund sentences,» his

,

Y ' .
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«un-English idiom;» and his «tone-deaf» ear for rhythm:

In «Three Major.Canadién Poets - Threg)Major‘Forms of -
- - - S

Arphaisﬁ,»‘l961, Dudek‘revieWS The Swinging Flesh, along

- with .current work by Daryl Hine and Leonard ¢ohen. Each
poet:represedts a. distinct form of «archaismﬁz Cohen

wrltes in the archaic manner of the 18905 decadents,

T Hlne in the manner of the Georgian poets; “and Layton is

’

_ somewhere between the Victorians and the Romantics. His
work is «filled with pseudo-poetic diction, old-fashioned

inversions, and even would-be rhyming techniques,» a
v

mixture of «verbal archaism and new barbarities,»
«grandiosity, and even sentimentality.» In «Lunchtime
Reflections on Frank Davey's Defense of the Black

Mountain Foft,» Dudek claims that Layton is entirely

‘innocent of any influence from either Pound or Williams:

Layton is rhetorical in a fustian tradition
that goes back to Klein and then to Marlowe
rather than to any modern poet. .It is really
archaic stuff that will not pass technical
analysis as twentieth- century poetry.

Reviewing the Collected Poems, 1965, Dudek finds that

a4

the collection «offends, as Irving'Layton's poetry

alﬁays does, against the most elementary literary values,
in the use of language, in the quaiity of feeling, in

the sense of form.» He maintains that thé poetry ‘is
admired <«entirely for non-literary reasons,» and he makes
the perennial complaint that «it is impossible to deal
with Irving'Layton's poetry as poetry» because «it
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'con51sts almost entlrely of dramatlzations of .hi's owns

29 S T -

There arerunaoubtedlj «archaisﬁs» in Layton's

- - »

poetry, and Dudek does have a p01nt when he 1dentlf1es

a Shlft in hls work around the mid 19505 Elements of-

~ .

do become 1ncreas1ngly promlnent Such «lapses,» from -

Dudek S p01nt of View, would be the more: 1rr1tat1ng

H

v

‘.

because they were not perpetrated 1n 1gnorance. Layton

. dld have some credentlals ‘as an avant—garde poet Ag

he hlmself‘put-lt in a recent 1nterview, «I was once
adopted as the whlte halred boychick by the Black
Mountain boys.» He decllned the honour, but he dld not
to have become increasingly disinclined to acknowledge
the range of iayton's work, in form and language, as
well as subject and persona. Seymour Mayne has p01nted

out that, in «Layton on the Carpet,» Dudek «chooses one

less successful short poem as.an example, and then

proceeds to generallze on Layton's craftsmanshlp; and '
to cr1t1c1ze the.whole corpus of his work to date

Mayne suggests that thls is characterlstlc of*Dudek's
method throughout the 19605, he - «goes at the hack marks

in Layton S oguvre,» he «develops a position on Layton

“ + .rand then. proceeds to entrench himself in it, with .

'llttle varlatlon .of tone Or nuance in his subsequent

‘ 30
reviews.»

,expressxonlstlc fantasy and a more- «stentorlan rhetorlc»

.simply revert to worn out forms and 1dloms. Dudek seems
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-The latter are related to Dudek's theorylon «the

Dudek S p051tlon also became «entrenched» with

M -,

'regard to other poets but there 1s,some variation, or

at’ least a shltt in emphasis. - Several of Dudek's attacks

L

' on Layton are directed specifically against his

: - . .
«archaism» while others emphasize his egotism or persona.

-
»

psychology of literature» and this aspect of the quarrel

~

raveals some of their fundamental convictions about

. poetry.

Toward the end of the 1950s, Dudek began to regard
. & _ .
the impulse to write poetry as the result of some sort

-

of neurosis or psychosis, analogous to delinquent social

behav1our generally. The theory is in evidence as early

" r

as January 1958, rn the article, «Absinthe Drinkers or
Squares?» The article attempts to account for the

«glaring;fact» that, «outside the academlic ring_.of the

so-called conservative poets writing today» the new
writers «are all aesperate, hashish—crazed non-conform-

ists, raglng against your panelled and pre- fabrlcated Age

of Conformlty Dudek argues that «the good artists

.

‘todgy, the few, young; indomitable ones, wherever they

occur, have the same moral set-up as juvenile dellnquents

Thls seems to be ertten partly in warnlng, and partly to

to spur them on, but the concludrng paragraph of the.

. LS

artlcle tentatlvely probes the p0551b111ty of an alter-

natlve to the extremes of conformlty ‘and anarchic

- rebelllon:. «Is there‘stilL a way of knowledge.and vision,
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practicable against the evil, unknown to the absin?%e
drinkers and the squares?»3l As the formalism of ;he
19505 gave way to the apparent anarchy of the 1960s,
»Dudek became increasingly. crltlcal of the 4ant1 ~-social»
role of the artist. He proposed, not exactly an alter-
ﬁétiver but a militant mode¥nist poetics as a réStraint
agdinst~the contemporary artist's vulnerability to the
excesées of egéﬁiém and morbidity.

v

The essay that seems to mark a shift in Dudek's

“
'
.

criticism is éEatterns of Recent Canadian Poetry,» 1958.
Throughout most of the essay, Dudek is the ebullient,
socia}—realist critic he had been since the late 1940s,
attacking the «English Traditionalistg» as «formidabie
.hostile forces» to those «who wagt to write with radical
new energy, with negative intent.» However, in the last
few pages of the essay, where he deals with «Les jeunes
of Today,» he seems to express disillusionment with

the whole enterprise of contemporary poetry, and
contempt‘ﬂpr the social conditions that seem to cause
the contemporary poet so much discomfort. In contrast
to the older generétion of social—reaiist poets, Dudek
argues that the newer generation, including those whose
work is alleged to reéresent a development of social
realism, lack a clear understanding of the ébndition
they wish to redress; in fact, thej'regard the conditioh

incapable of redress, and consequently their «social
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protest» presents «a‘blank face on all such real issues.»
Their protest is not against specific social injustices,
but against «the tragedy of life itself, of humanity,
suffering and incurable condition.» Layton cleérly
understands «tragedy» as something quite other thaﬁ a
despairing nihilism, but, to this point, he would not
find much to quarrel with in Dudék's assessment of” the
condition that confronts the contemporary poet, aﬁd he
would share a good deal of Dudek's impatience with those
among his contemporaries who would use the assumed
incurability of the human condition as an..excuse for
morbid self-indulgence. But he would certainly not
propose that” the contemporary poet restrict his concern
to partisan issues, and ignore the «tragedy of life
itself,» however incurable, or however dangerous to the
poet's mental equifﬁbrium. In fact,‘it is Dudek's
apparent condescension toward the extreme conditions
that{confront the poet, and his consequent scepticism
regarding the poet's savagely indignant response, that
most infuriate Layton. In the following passage, the
image of the poet that Dudek conveys, with an-assumed
“Tlinical détachment, is that of a spoiled, perverse

child:

The tragic sense in these poets - paralleled
by Layton's recehnt well-nigh demented poetry -
is accompanied in Canada by actual comforts
and complacencies that result from a high
standard of living and an economy of
accelerated efficiency. Hence we have the
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paradox of an apocalyptical mythological
poetry combined with a certain complacent
non-engagement of. manner - sometimes even
cf dilettantism. Yet in these peoets;, an
intellectual disorder {(not only in politics,
..but in morality and religion) leads to a .
. L primitive mythological effort to organize
chaos. This, when it is not only a game,
proceeds from a state of mind fundamentally
disturbed, and bordering on.the deeply -
neurotic, or worse. Poets like Hine,
Ellenbogen, ‘Mandel, Cohen, and Purdy grasp
at the confusion of (symbolic images, often.
a rag-bag of classical mytheleogy, in the .
effort to organize a.chaos too large for
them to deal with in the light of reason.
At the same time, an irresponsibility
encouraged by actual comforts and surrounding
abundance introduces an element of aimless
. enervation, ‘sometimes of perverse exhibi-
“tionism, which is the psychologigi} compen-—
sation for quilt and inadequacy

DR

This entire passage-is quoted by Layton in «An Open

Letter to Louis Dudék.»33

For Lay£oﬁ, it reveals a
hatred of poetry, «eﬁvious iﬁpotencyv»L«thé l?mphoiaai\
fears of an over—timoroﬁs-professor of English Liter=
ature,» and more. But th; crux of the guarrel is Dudek's
allegatiqn that poets are ﬁentally deranged. Thi; ié
evident in Layﬁgﬁ’s-reply-to Géorge_EllénQogen in the
July, 1962 issue éf Cataract.,- El%énbodéﬁ had found
Layéon;s attack onrbﬁaekqsémewhat:éQQEésive;L Layton's‘

reply inditates that he, unlike Ellebogen, takes Dudek's

“ criticism at 4ts word, and points out that Dudek has

literally described him, Elléhbogen, as «fundamentally
disturbed,»kdeeply neurotic,» «a perverse\exgébitionisf,» .

irresponsible, guilty and inadeq@éte.34

£
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The 1mage of “the poet as a bew1ldered perverse e
chlld engaged in an uncrltlca;, non- ratlonal act1v1ty,
is.a&ain?clearly _evident in'Dudek's essay, @The Fallaty
of theralLsm and the Falllng of Symbolic Interpretatlon >,

1964 ;‘[ L , S o

.
(- = .

The process of lmaglnatlon as I see it is
sub-rational, pre- logical, and semantically
. . pre-verbal. Though it may resemble the
thought of the prlmltlve and is of course
nearer ,to it, it is not primitive so much as
'rudlmentary And therefore not supericr but
inferior to conscious thought- and not
supremely ordered, but disordered and -gropingd
: - in its nature. It is the thought process of
the dreamer, somewhat cloddish and limited,
though pictorial and truly emotional, because -
it proceeds from the deepest emotlonal centres,

- —‘

35,

! NS

Thié allows thé poetic process in itself véryflittle :
claim upan the intell;ct The 'meaning' of the poem has
llttle to do with dlrect corresmondence to objective ’
reallty, and the - 'experience' of the Doet has v1rtually
no dlrect authorlty Thé experlence 1s_valuable only
" from'a clinical perspeptive;~the poet merits close‘and
careful stud? bééause, given the weak, exposed organism'

that he 15,&the traumas and dllemmas of the age reglster

upon him most vlv'dly It ls‘becagse the poet is so

vulnerable to 1nfect:on by the malaise of the age, and
_ﬁanijesps the-syﬁptoms.of infection. so distinctively,
thét he is so useful to the critic as a specimen for

social diagnosis.

-This account is slightly over-simplified, but it



does descrlbe one pole of Dudek s amblvalent attltude : .

“1toward the post romantlc poetlc ego . In «Irv1ng Layton -

A Vlcarlous Rebel » Dudek s attack flxes specrflcally

‘upon Layton $ «dramatlzatlon of the self»
Layton's ego. is neither spontaneous ncr
natural; it is hardly even.real. . It is a
. Vflctlon, the - dlstortlng inflated ego of ‘a man’
- . ‘who.has.indulged in tdo much - self=-worship.
; And the world he presents is equally distorted.

. I cannot see how this- can make for. lastlng'
C- poetry - |

s

Dudek 1nvrtes the reader to oompare Layton s poetry

'w1th that of Wllllam Carlos” Wllllams 1 Wllllams is «a
'poet of personality,» “of the «spontaneous natural self.»"
" .but his poems, «how objectlve and free they arefof the

rhateful CTY 36

_In'Duoekts CBCTlectures IThe flrst Person rn.“ J-I
.Literature, 1967.'the subjectlve ego fares much better’
ﬂ Here hlS maln argument 15 that. the personal element ih -
11terature represents both & nece551ty of hlstorlcall
evolution and the trlumph of art over rellglon and ratlonal
philosophy. CQThe personal element, flrst,asserted by
Sappho and tHen Catullus, was thwarted by the 'Middle
Ages:_  «It is as if a great new evolution of history had
started at various points, only to be intefrupted‘by the
centuries of barbarism and religion, as they have Leen
called, to start all over-adain in the modern world.»

Nevertheless, ‘while Dudek regards the assertion of the

ego as the highest development of art, he remains wary

L
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- dramatlzed as the VOlCé of God and the subjectlve,.‘“

." . .'l / ‘ : 161 ' .
- of the warious forms of romantlc and post romantic ' :

egomanla, and sets deflnlte llmltS on the ﬂtruth to”

'whioh_the subjectlve ego has aocess:

The - flrst person is not a complete belng .
. 'He- is a-dilemma in the world, caught. between - - 777
. . the truth he can no longer see outside him- ’
B " self, the universal, .which is the truth for
: 'all‘men, and his own prlvate fancies,. his .
, . « preferences and aver51ons, his. llttle phoblas
2. -.'_and llttle ecsta51es. v

- Dodekfmakes a‘boint of the‘dietinetion between the

'prophetic «I» of relatively neanereonal literatures,

1 A

the'«i»'that sooke:universar objectlve truth, typieaily_

\

'
B

'«distorted» truth of the modern o?fromantlc «I» )] He‘.

) stresses the“danger of the'ego in literature and society,"'
its tendency to «self destructlveness » its'«peranoia

land the SLmllarlty between «art;sts who create flCthﬂS

o and the dlctators and world. conquerors who make thelr,

-

egomanla a reallty » Dudek writes w1th some admlratlon

about Byron, yet he 15 representatlve of the artist who

becomes the victim of.hls'own ego. In.: contfast Dudek

1

proposeS'the example of. the «great» romantlcs, llke

v

Beethoven; Hugo,'and Whitman,'whoee'ego éabsorbed into

itself a noble and generous humanlty, a moral principle -
that Stlll keeps the ego a servant, never a master‘.»37
Layton would certainly have the ego «absorb into itself
a noble and generous hﬁmanit§, aamoral principle.» But
he would not allow that this is achieved hy «mastering»

H
E I
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lt{ Layton would undoubtedly argue, Wlth reference to .

Nietzsche S «W1ll to Power » ﬁhat to keep the ego - a .

«servant» tends rather to. thwart the 1mpulse toward ‘
-gener051ty and moral prlnﬂlple, to 1nfuse it wrth B
.resentment Por Dudek - the moral agent is the ratlonal
dlntellect in. confllct wrth the ego, .for Layton,.lt

seems ‘to be the 1mag1natlon 1n creatlve ten51on wrth

... the ego. i C "1

Dlrect and 1nd1rect references éh\the quarrel w1th

~

Dudek can be found almost everywhere in Layton s Crltl*

:c1sm durlng the l9605ﬂ To read the crltrcrsm durlng

ke

this perlod w1th the quarrel ‘in mlnd often reveals the

spec1f1c crltlcal pornt that Layton is maklng, a. pornt
that mlght otherwlse seem a llttle vague, or might appear

51mply as somewhat extravagant statements of romantlc

-trumsms. When, for example, Layton argues that poets

i

are the consc1ence of mankind, this may seem rather llke

a romantlc 'motherhood! statement} but the pornt is that
) Dudek had virtually denled this functlon of the poet.
when the poetic process is regarded as the unconscrous,-

almost automatic, outburst of a frustrated, rebelllous

ego, as it is in muth of Dudek's -criticism during, this.

period, the poet can be the conscience of mankind only -
indirectly, as a victim of the age, ln-the same way
that a war‘anputee is‘the qonscience of mankind. To
argue that-the «great»”poet;egoists have a correspOnding

icral faculty. that keepe their egoism in line .implids
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that a non-poetic, non-creative part of the poet

functions as a conscience, and the poetic ego is reduced -

\=/t6fa troublésome; wayward rmpdlse that clouds the clear
perceptions of the rational‘or critical mind. When .
Layton arqgues that the poet is the’ «interpreter of his

;, . h age» it is lmportant to remember that for Dudek he

,fnnctlons malnly as a reflector of\his age, oOr as a
. ' ’(.kind of test-Specimen that dramatieally manifeste the
' B isymptoms of a dlsease that would otherwise be more
k. ' - dlfflcult to dlagnose As such he does not comment
-
upon,‘or 1nterpret, his- age; instead, he is the object
ef commentary and interpretation. When Layton- asserts
‘ ' ‘the «totalltv of the selfyr ag@lnst the «totalitarianism
of the twentieth century,» the assertion'stands in P
o '_ opp051t10n to Dudek's view of the poet as an _“incomplete»
AI ego, with a dlstorted perceptlon of «unlversal truth»
or «objective’ reallty.»,.And when hayton asserts that
_«thelpoet is a free man» it:is'impgrtant,to remember
that the poet.as Dudek often seemed to regard him, deter-
_ mined by consumeriem, technoiogy, history, and his own
Lo - , - 38

neurotic ego, ik not free.

The maln argument of Layton s «Foreword» to The

.- ‘ Swinging IFlesh is that the poet is «wedded» to «RealltyA

.:.'7 to Truth,» and that reality and trath cannot be

fully comprehended wmthout the presence of the DlonySLan

: ~
S element ‘Reason, Layton seems to argue, deals only -

fw1th «Appearance >_and it is «Appearance» that is «fertile -

o
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-in invention, endlessly playful;» enticing the raﬁ;onal

mind to fanctful fictions. Tt is the rational mind,
not the creative égo, that is incompleze, that lashesy
out with malice‘andrresentmeny ageinst «life}»-socia
and individual{.in order to evade-tne:knowlegge.nhéf it
has been decei&ed, tnét its oonstfuctions are absurd in

a world of Becoming. The impression that Layton cenvey

is that the constructions:of‘the'allegedly rational

omind «stinking Chicagos in the Congo» and «dull mono-

lltth Moscows and’ Lenlngrads » are the manlfestatlons

‘ of a perverse flCthn, supportlng a perverse ethic. 1In

~

contrast to Dudek, Layton maintains that it is cold,

- £

crltlcal reason that is 1ncom£;ete, antl 5001al destru

.tive, and that the creatlve, Dlony51an ego alone can

-

restraln the excesses and - fanatic delusioris of the'
39

L

commissars and planners.
Dudek and Leyton clearlf developed contra;y Views
of realism.f For Dudek, realism became more/énd more”
meﬁaphoric, tne description of a subjective rather tnan
an objective condition. Urban realism is specifically

the subject of Dudek's essay, «The Poetry of the Clty

le4

S.

c—

»

1968. His discussion takes in a’ range of polarities -

and extremes,”but the following passage seems to state
his basic position: f

oy
y

'Reallstlc poetry, we should note, is based on
the figure of speech knowr as syneddoche -

that is, of a part taken for the whole. ™ In"f
reallsmf by a process of .selection and strong

“ -



- .emphasis, .the rhetorical impression of truth -
or authenticity is vividly created. But this .
. emphasis and selection results in a literary’
S statement having all the personal bias, . -
complexity 'and ambiguity of fable of fantasy.
The synecdoche, in fact, serves as a kind of
metaphor, disguised as mere literal depiction,
because in synecdoche one +thing stands. for
many things; and the imagery of realism
. producés the same artistic effects, of exag-
geration, emotional catharsis, and metaphor-
ical implication, as any other kind of .. ™
}iterature. - B :

-

To illustfate ju;t how subjective ufbah.realism can be;
how it cha;acteristically tends toward posrtive‘and
negative extrémes, Dudek compares a nﬁmber Df‘poems, ~:
among them a paésage from K;ein'é“«AutobibgraphicéI#»
ahd Layton's «The TImproved Binocular< » These poeﬁs
illustrate the «polarizatipn,» the extremeyattituaes-r

that poets 'infuse into an allegedly .objective condition:

8

. . I chose this poem, «The Improved Binoculars,» '
| - because the title might lead -ane  to- suppose
. simply that a cledrer view of reality was
" heing conveyed through the improved binoc-
ulars. This is the assumption of realism.;
Here, actually, a passionately coloured view
is presented. The poem is an extreme. example
. : of negative polarity, as Ktein's pocem is an
¢ : ©  example "of' the reverse, with its paradisal
imagery- of dreaming “pavement into pleasant
| o - bible-land.» In Klein’s ‘pdem, the negatively- .,
‘ ‘ charged «ghetto,» the “pavement,» the «slums,»
+ 'the «gutter-scdttered oatg,» are wholly =
absorbed and transformed by the bible-land
imagery.- In Layton's pcem the «steeples» and
- «lovers» are caught up in the fires of 'hell,
.. . The poem, "in fact, is in three4line'stanzas,.
o : L with.unmIStakable?echoes of Dante's Inferno.

-

Having virtually:denied the 'reality' content of tealism,

 Dudek dttempts to restore a modest measure of objectivity
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3 to the work: (

But poetry, likesother kinds of intellectual
activity, makes no“arbitrary sporadic judg-
. ments. A decent poetic statement needs to
o be supported by reasons, by evidence from
s experience and History, by admirable grounds
. - + .+ .« in the author's temperament and character,
, ' , and by significant harmony with other poems,
e . . ) -before it can be considered justifiable, or
_ before it can be praised as a relevant or a
v - _ profound insight into reality. All things
. are possdible in poétry, but only within the
T limits of authenticity. Our study of poetry
. . becomes rewarding when we discover -this kind
s - of unity, superior validity .and integrity
- S ‘ . in any piece of work. )

'The terms that seem to étrike a censorial note are
«deéent3p0e£ic étateﬁent,» ¢admirable grounds,» «signif-
. . ‘icant;hérmony,» «justifiable,»'and «suéerigr validity.»
! - At best, these terms are vague;lbegging the guestion.

"At wo&ét, théywrestrict and subordinate the creative;act-
oo t6 the «superiorrvalidity» of aééeptéd feelings, tastes,
“ qndhidéas. The minﬁte measﬁrg of prophetic achority
;thét’poetry retains aftef all]this is eviaeht in Dudek's
closing séntencgf «S0 poetry ;svnot the leasﬁ‘important

L - ”_i;of social facts, and the poet!s voite may not be insig-

e
- . . -

.bexinteﬁded as understatement,,but as-such it is gquite

<

. -nificant among the ‘genuine prophetic voices.» .This may

ineffective. ‘The purpose of .the whole essay, whether

' : , consciously or unconéciously, seems to be to reduce the
- 0 ] . ‘ A oLl . 1.
S N prbphetic-?oige,of the poet to an endorsement of'enlight—
Fl O : - . : - ) :
" ‘ened liberal opinion. S L. , :

-Layton's main purpose ,in the «Forewoﬁd» to Balls

-
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for a One-Armed Juggler4l is to argué that t@é‘
'objective! Qéfld, not the éubjective ego of the poet,
is monstrously demented. - Where Dudek cautioned the -
contemporary poet ééainst indulging the frustrations
and excesses of the subjective ego, against infuéing
his «realism» with the extreme imagery of his own neurotic -
niind, Layton argued that, <«because he is a prophet, the
poet must take into himself all the m&ralvdiseases,

. . .
all the anguish and terror of his age, so that ﬁrom
them he can forge the wisdom‘his toréured fellowmen need
to resist the forces dragging them down into the inﬁumﬁn
and the bestial.z Against Dudek's image of the poet as
a victim of his gwn neuroses, Layton presents an image:
of the poet who wills upon himself the diseaséé and
neuroses of the 'objective' world created by commissaqs ‘
and planners. While Dudek's poet is aéutely vulngrable
to the moral diseases of. the age, Layton's poet wil-fully
expcses himself to «the worst,» yet triumphs over the
diseasé to «forge wisdom» out of the éxperience; Ee
. certainly suffers - «in silent anguish he will absorb .
the evil of his times, himself placé the crownlbﬁ tﬂorns
on his head» - but he is not reduced to simply a Viétim
or a symptom of the modern malaise. Layton demands that
poets mﬁst «teach® themselves fo imagine the worst.
Clearly,” this implies aréonscious effort, a conséibus
decision to undertake a task that goes against the
grain. "In contrast; the poet as Dudek regards him all

.

&
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too easily lapses into -a neurotic state and projects

i

«the worst» of his own’imagination upon reality.

' The issue is whether the poet writes out of sickness

-

or health: As early as 1956, the issue was raised by‘
‘John :Sutherland in an essay entitled «Pegaéué on
Parnassus'ﬁ or, The Oyster in the ooze?» % e quotes

the following passage frqmua'lecture by A.E. Housmany

/

I think that ‘the productlon ‘of poetry, in its
- first stage’, is less an active than a pa551ve
~and Anvoluntary process; and if' I were
oblided, not.to define poetry, but to  name -
the .class of thlngs to which it belongs, I
'should call it a secretien; whether a natuyral
secreion, like' turpentine in the fir, or a
morbid secretion, like the pearl in the
. oystenr. ’

» *
Sutherland then guotes another passage, by Hillaire

"Bellod, to the same effeckt:

Verse is a sldéw thing to create; nay, it is

not really created: it is a secretion of the

mind, ‘it is a.pearl-that gathers round some

irritant” and slowly expresses the very

.essence .0f beauty and desire’ that has lain

y long, potentlal and unexpressed in .the mind
of tIe man who secretes it.

This, says Sutherlétd, éxpresses'«a notion of the birth
of a‘poem\that is thoroughly typical of the twentieth
century,» and,lhe maintéins,“«it is one 'of the most
pérniciogs idegé that have ever been cirtulatéd, and oné
that is thoroughly destructive 'of poetry.» The danget
of the-idea lies in its half—ttuth - the impulse to

»

poetic creativity is in a sense unconscious and non-
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rational, but to reduce it to'a physiological reaction-

‘is, ‘to Sutherland,  «ridiculous and degrading»: -

. -
-

'Poétry i$ exuberant action - not’ a passive,
involuntary process. Poetry is 'supreme well-,
being - not a state of neurotic discontent. °
Poetry may be signed with a flying hoof but:
not with the self-pity of the oyster ‘or ' the
tear-drop of its pearl. e S
Poetry is proud because it gives voice.

td the whole man in balance with his world,
But, grab the poet in a false modesty, demean
him to a watery blob, and this pride is’ '
twisted into arrogance. Oysters too. taste
glory in the depths af "degradation.” They . .
‘wallow joyously in the‘ coze at the sea-bottom,
see their isolation as the sign'of their .

) salvation, and nourish a twisted version of - .,

* -. the theological truth that the last shall:
be first. ' L ) ¢ '

[

. There ;re a few points in Su;herlaﬁd's essay that miéht
i;ritate.Layfon, but he would ceftainly agree with the
main thrust of’the argument. Dudek, on thé other hénd,
thr¢u§hout the 1960s, expressed a view of the poet and
éhe poetic process that is very similar to the oyster

in the ooze. The similarity extends. even to thg point
Shtherland makes about the arrogant isolation of the
podet. In «ﬁoetry of the Sixties,» 1969,43 Dudek attacks
the «new barbarism,» the shift from «resistant modernism, »
.;ith its «powerful, elitist standards,» toward «a new ‘
type of“popqlarism.»‘ He is‘scornfu% éf‘the new, wider
audience for poetry, «£he teen~age and hippie'group,»
and of the role bf the publishers, particularly Jack

S
McClelland, promoting their too-willing poets to the

status of stardom.44 The leaders of the new popularism



170

are Layton, Purdy and Cohen. They are the creations oF
theimass media, the products of «a blow-up culture,» _*
“generous exploiters of sex as an entertainment come-on, »
ana the purveyors of «primitive realism - even 'stupid
realism,' as Northrop Frye once called it - a nostalgia
foc the mud mixed with a hankering for lost divinity.»
Dudek continues to regard Layton as representative of «a
vulgar romantic misconception of the poet's rolé and L
method.» He presents a very bleak picture of the

current 'ferment,' but preéicts that'«the popular will =
become more mediocre as time goes on - a highly desirable
change since the distinction between art and mass appeal

will again become clear - and that good poetry will

return to its minority audience, perhaps a smaller

»

audience than ever before.» Dudek's candour is remark-
able; he is surely one of very few literar& critica who
find the'prospect of increasing mediocrity to be «a
highly desirabie change.» It is clear that Dudek's B
p051tlon has shlfted con51derably since the early 1950s
when, in «0Ou sont*les jeunes?» for example, he called
for eflergy and «apocalyptic fantasies,» demanding that
paetry break out of its stuffy confines and reach a
wider audience. In Sutherland's words, «soon it is

de fide with.them that}they must not cast their pearls
before swine.»45

Layton could be as sceptical- about the new «ferment»

as Dudek. His scorn is immediately evident in the opening

’
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sentences of the «Foreword» to Periods of the Moon. .

For several crazy reasons the writing of
pecetry has become immensely popular. It:
beats the taking of marijuana and lysergic
acid as a coveted status symbol and ¥s even
more super than a beard to identify oneself
as rebel and non—-conformist.46

Layton maintains that «éuthentic poefry will survive
the inundation of sewage rushing from the burst mains
of pseudo-poetry,» but he is clearly aware of soﬁe
dangers, that «force and fraud still have a long lease
i
to run.» Layton is also no less aware than Dudek thék

«the pseudo-poet thrives on the decay of values.» /&n

the «Foreword» to The Shattered Plinths, Layton Jadmits

that many contemporary peets suffer from «painépl méntal

.disorders,» and he seems to concur with Dudek that these
X -

poets «provide us with many insights helpful for an

uﬁderstandihg of the general discorder of our age.»

However, he finds'their-work_qil}uminatiné only iﬁ small,

indecisive p‘atches.»47 These arqmclgar;y.n@t the «intér;.

pre£ers of the age,» the poets who‘«forge wisaom» dut

of their encounter with «the anguish and terror» of

their aée.48 But, in coﬂffast fo Dudék, Layteon finds

these poets, «who go completely nuts and havé to be
.haﬁled away to the fobny bin,»-worsiy of more respect

than the forﬁalists, those who, «examining the shat-

tered plinths of christidnity and humanism, have reacted

by embroidering the old texts more furiéusly than ever



or by emitting infantile shrieks that are to be taken

"as a measureé of their pain and involvement. »23

The DlOnySlan Apollonian ‘duality that is character—

[

-istic of Layton s v151on is applicable to his under—
'standlng of the poetlc process, but it is 1mportant to
sStress “that the two elements are held in creative tension.
One does not master the other. However, in their N
marrlage , they bOth undergo a-transformation, In
Layton's account of the poetio process in the «Preface»

to The Laughing RoostefSO he insists that «the true poet

: is -inspired; impelled, that is, by forces hls_w111 is
powerless to summon or‘dlsperse. But he rejects.the -
Platonic notion that the poet is «aﬁ iespireo dunce, »

- or the Freudian (Dudek) notion that he is «a grown-up
infent\wal;owinq irresponsibly in tﬁe region of Idu§M

Layton defines inspiration as follows:
N

the psychic phenomenon of passive, expectant
concentration that obliterates the division
between past and present, subject and objects
internal and external, ang by intensely
vivifying ang coherlng every part of the
. creator at once - his mind, senses, .and emo-
tions - seems so to magnetlze his conscious-
ness that polarltles are reconciled and

T patterns of meaning formed out of memories,

’ impressions, desires, and thoughts find their

-perfect release in word or rhythm.

. At the creative moment, <«ihstinct becomes inteiligence.»

73 ‘ An important difference between Dudek and Layton

b

~~

ie that Dudek tends to regard form organically, while-

-

‘ a ‘-'J‘ Rt ] ' . o . +
Laytonkéggarde'lt didactically. For Dudek, form is
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somethiﬁg'phat gréws out og a tradition, the result of
experiment'and inhovation, but gove;ned by definite
organic.laWS; The relationship between .experience and
‘férm is between sométhiﬁé'raw and Eométhing cooked, and
the latter is clearly sﬁperior to the former. Hence,
the apparent conflict betwéen‘the experience of the
subjective ego and thé demands of objective.or universél
truth., For-Layton, form is the means whereby‘the.expe—
rience becomes known to the poet and is conveyed to an
audience, and whereby it has its desired effect. The
distinction between raw ahq cooked hardly applies. 1In

~ the «Foreword» to «A Red Carpet for the Sun, Layton

wrote: ‘

+

The aesthete, nursing incurable ego-wounds,
has the relationship down pat -.life.is the
raw material for art! I can't persuade
- myself this is so. In'my very-bones I feel
- it isn't.51 -

}gﬁ%s sééms.to be a strange view to ascgibe to an aesthete;
normally aestheticism represenés a view that scorns any
alleged relationship between experience and art; However,
the term «raw materialw» pleafly implies that experience
is subordinate to form, and that it must be altered by
form. 1In qontrast, Layton's éwn accounts of the poetic
process convey the impression that experience craves
form; ~Hence, for Dudek form is a restraint; for Layton

A

it seems to be a release.

In the «preface» to The Laugning Rooster Layton

5‘:
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compares <«craft» to a locomotive standing idly on the
tracks. Inspiraglon is the switch that makes the wheels
begin to move. This analody obscures as much as it
reveals. A more instrquive analogy occﬁrs in the follow-
ing-paraé}aph. Here craft is cormpared to «the scrubbing
of.a window pane to allow the sunlight to‘coﬁe through.»
This clearly reyeals the didactic emphasis of Layton's (\\
S view of craft. The sunliéht‘seems to represent the 9
" poet's experience or. knowledge of the world, and thé
window pane séemé to represent the form of the poem.
. The purpoéejof.fhe scrubbing, polisﬁing tﬁé form; is'to
better convey the experience to the ;udience.

Dudek and Layton sﬁil; had ma?y commorn qbpon?nt%,
particularly the Toronto-based mythopoeic poets and’
critics, but‘they regarded mény of their contemporaries
guite differently. ‘Layton and Cohen are the poets Duéek
most frequéntly“and Consigtently attacks-throughout the
1%60s, but given his Pound;Williams bias,_few poets get
his full épproval, In his «Open Letter to Louis Dudeﬁ;»
Layton maintained thafrDudek,disappréved:of any poet
«who has any life evideﬁt;» that-«even'thé sﬁallest
stirriggs of Qitali£y» were.sufficient” to prOone his |
censure. ‘Améng ;%e yodﬁgef,poetsfwhom Léyton'characﬁer—
istically supports as «real poets, » poets whq «risk»

personal involvement, are Leonard Cohen, Purdy, MacEwen,

Acorn, Nowlan, Mandel, Newlove, Moscovitch, Mayne, and

. 52 .
Patrli[ Lane. Compared to Dudek's list of approved .

A
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Iexuberant attack occurs later, in 1975. 1In the «Fore-
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poets; these poets répresent a considerabie range of
technidue, mannar, geograbhy, and sooial/political
conviotion. l |

| The two critics diverge sharply in their appralsal
of “the Tish poets.‘ Dudek regards thelr work as one’ of
the most Eromising.developments of the Pouno—wllirams-

tradition, but: for Layton they represent the.'arid

t

formalism he most detests. Tn «Forever Honeyless:

. Canadian Critficism» he mocks the «Flatulent pseudo-poetry

produced by Tish.hopefulé,» and scoffs at Warren Tallman's

A
notions about «composition’ by field»' and «four deqrees

v

of streob in the «Foreword>s to Perlods of the Moon,

Tish and Black Mountaln poetlcs are descrlbed ‘as a «new

'atroc1ty,» demonstratlng «the arrogance of the ration- .

-alists ‘and secularists among uS.»- N letter to The

Montreal Star in 1969 attacks warren Tallman and Robert

Duncan specifically, and the Tish poets by implicition.
Tallman is_attacked for his.vacuoas pompous termlnology,
- oA

dellvered in the manner of a «c1rcus barker. » Duncan is-

- Smely dlsmlssed as a «non-poet, »29 'Laytpn's most -

word» to New Holes'in the Wall Layton dlstinguishes three.

different kinds of noﬁ—poets: Throwaways, Laryngeals,
and Slmple Slmons: "The latter term applies to the Tish

poets -

‘They get thelr name because they make their
nests on the West Cbast, especially around
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the precihcts of Simon Fraser University.
Though piping and trilling that they're
modernists- and anti-traditionalists, it is
easy to detect behind ‘their shrill noises- an
inverted academicism,.or the smirking
rationale: for our accelerating depersonal-
izétion..»Destiting their 'stale eggs in "~

* .nests that. are nbt_theirsh these truly deserve

‘the name.of cuckoos. Their machine-tooled-
dismissal of emotion, eloquence and meaning

. ras’archaic humanism and «message-writing» -

what in the name of assenpcopery is it but
the latest version of that sterile ‘gentility
which has afflicted this country's _literature
from its earliest Prot beginnings?

2 .

Neither thé Tish p;;lé nor their Black Mountain

forebears seem to present much of a challenge to Layton.

In  his qulié

~

attacks, he i5 usually content with a scornful

dismissal. However, in one of his letters to Pacey it is .

Clear that'his opposition is based ‘on his didactic view of

the functioh of poetry, _and the formal implications of this.

view:

‘

.

~

The- Tishites have been screwed by an excessive
interest in prosedy and@ by the influence of
Olson, Creeley, and Levertov. However, had
Davey, Bowering, et al been true poets they
would haveggssimilated the influence and
eventually found their own voice levels.

. But a poet is a teacher, and these have no

doctrine in them. The desire to make fastid-
Aous bric-a~brac, all the coquettings with

- Words and line<placements will not conceal -the
- empty heart. If a man urgently wishes to

improve the lot of his fellow-man, 'the quality
of their ‘lives, he'll discover or invent the
means for reaching them - always pre-supposing

he has the necessary talent with words, without

which, of course, his good intentions will
count for nil.> : o .

4

'
<

Amongithe older modern poets, Souster and F.R. Scott

s,
W

i



are the two poets Dudek regards most hlghly, for thelr
.

-W poetry ltself and as models for the younger poets and

Ain «Poetry of the Slxtles» Earle Blrney lS upheld .along :

: with Scott, as «The most satlsfylng modernlst of them

a11.»°8 Layton seems to .have had llttle to say. about

+ ‘e

Souster after hlS amblvalent rev1ew, «Crepe Hanger s
/fggernlval The little that Layton has wrltten about
ﬂ;rle Blrney has been similarly amblvalent partlcularly

w1th regard to his more experlmental work, but generally
»

Layton. has held him ih hlgh regard. About F.R. Scott,

Layton has also‘wrltten very 'little in his published

prose, but there is a verse-portrait of Scott, and there

are several comments in the correspondenge with Pacey.'
IThey reveél a rather strong antipathy toward Scott. On
December 12, 1956, Layton wrote to“Pacey: «His love

poems are among the saddest that I have ever read, teflihg
of Sbnegatron and restraint and withdrawal: nb gaiety
here, no releaee' Layton seems to be repelled by

Scott's reductlve ratlonallsm, by his sub]ection of
L : _
'instinct' to 'will,"' but it is’ clear that 'Scott' is also
b
implicated in Layton's attacks upon «flabby soc1allsm3w»'

&
,@n June 6, 1964, Layton complalned to Pacey that- he(dbuld
“ ?, )

. find «no feellng for life in the man.» Hel 1s the person—

e
P

1flcatlon of «that gray, ratlonallstlc goody goodiness

'that has undone the C C F. and now’ thewN;D.P;» He has"
«a degep fear of llfe, a dLstrust of 1 ts unpredlctable
upSurges.»‘ Because he laoks a «feeling. for llfe» he

' il
A

. ’ - -‘ ' 1
\_ ) o . . LT .
d ' . . .

177 .
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.it «an intemperate exchange of.opinions which seems to

- - . i. ' 178
'jlacks 1n51ght generally «Whenever r.R. Scott takes-

\

up a polltlcal p051tlon, all one has to do is to take up

" the contrary one and be proven rlght in the long run,

In another letter Layton descrlbes an occasion in Scott s

home, where AL J M. Smlth was also present When Layton

read hlS poem «Elegy for Marllyn Munro » Smlth wepﬁ

v

opemly, and declared lt «the greatest poem wrltte inf‘f

thls century But: Scott «demured mlldly »7 Layt n

modestly ob%erved that the century stlll had thlrty elght

' ’ e,

years to run. The point that Layton wishes to make with

this anecdote is that in contrast to-Smith Scott was

too wary to allow hlmself to respend to the poem cn an
lnstlnctual elementalwlevel ' The portrait that Layton i
presents in-the poem, «F R, Scott » is’ 51mllar Scott -
has charm and wit. that «leaves you gasplng / ‘vour dellght
but he has an <igy braln,;‘an 1ntellectual wearlness,
that make his charm and w1t seem a fearful defense 5

against emotlon 5? The Dlony51an element that Layton

found lacklng in Dudek durlng the . l9605, he found,ﬁnot

_ gxte lacklng, but utterly suppressed in Scott~

The quarrel between Layton and Dudek is: usually

N v

regarded as a personal affalr that should ‘have been

conducted prlvately.‘ Mlchael Gnarowskl, for example,

referring specifically_to Dudek s review of The-Laughlng

Rooster ln'The Montreal -Star,  and Layton‘shreply,'called

have served neither the purpose of intelligent

L
.‘r‘ : ™~ .

d
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. controversy, noxr the cause, of Canadian poetry.» Wynne

P
v

Francms 51mllarly regrets the publlc alrlng of the

.

'-quarrel. -In an ertlcle on Dudek, <A Crltlc of Llfe

g, . ; . ,

Louis- Dudek as Man of Letters,» 1964, she finds Layton's'
" . K . . . .

T attack in-«An OpenILetter;to Louis Dudek» confusing: .

It is difficult “upon readlng it, to decide
just what Layton was objecting to, since
his attack was made in a confusing fashion, -
-on several different levels - personal,
v "literary and ideclogical, to name a few.
' But-it is clear that Layton treated Dudek as
-a traitor to a cause: Dudek appears as a
professed realist turned intellectual, as a-
proletarian tuyrned bourgeois, as & man of the:
people turned academic, and as a poet turned
critic, among many other «infidelities.

For Layton, these «infidelities» amounted to a betrayal

of poetry. In 1964 it was not’ yet clearly evrdent that_-

R ~

pudek‘s criticism had undergone a shift. Francls ha&?ly
deals with Dddek's‘theory of negrotiC‘creat1v1tyq Qut
ehe ooes portray Dudek as a scientific neo-Arnoldian
rationaliét and this is essentiallylwhat Layton  had in
mlnd when he attacked Duoek as an academic ideologue
) Pacey was also embarrassed and dlsmayed by the

uarrel. On February 4, 1959, he wrote Layton that ﬁe
was «sorry to see your creative energy being diverted
flnto/ihese literary squabbles which are so futile.

/
(He/éharged Layton Lo «get on w1th the poetry and let
your fellow poets get on w1th-the1rs.»60 Layton replied -
that his 'quarrel with Dudek, and also his wife Stephanie,

was not simply a matter of personal animosity:
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My quarrel with Louis is a literary one;

it's the same sort of thing I had with John
. Sutherland. I reject his point of view as-
vehemently as I did John's and for the same
‘reasoms. If it were to prevail it would
stifle creative activity in this country.
- - - " My quarrel with Stephanie is.of the
same kind I have with all psychologists who
,Step heavily into the field of literature.

L detest. the whole kaboodle. . . . _I. frankly
.-regard her kind as a real danger to poetic

activity. : ’ ’

The following day, February‘6,-l959, Layton wrote two
letters to Pacey, defending his conduct in the quarrel.
Laytgn cléarly-felt that some of his fundamental con-

victioné,about poetry were at stake:

What' then do I see in Stephanie .and Louis?

In Stephanie, the psychologizing attitude that
O wishes to reduce every poem to a fragment of
. autobiography, of, case history. That regards
poets as gifted but crazy people.
Louis's 'embodiment'.is more complex. .
There was always in him a moralistic, puri- -
tanical streak: no more than .John Sutherland
was he ever able to open up’'to literature as
pure experience. He must always, alarmed
or confused, send for the generalizing intel-
lect to let him know how he ought to feel
when confronted by the novel and the
dionysian. All my conscious life I have fought
this attitude towards art, towards poetry.
I'1ll fight anyone who exalts reason above
imagination and intuition; anyone who refuses
to see that the creative process is supra-
rational. It's the fellow whose fires have
gone out or who never had any who' wishes to
pretend that the moralizing and generalizing
intellect is supreme. In our time the
Creative fires are being leveled down on all
sides, with all the little people happily _
lending a hand: social workers, psychologists,
university professors . . . and the thousands
of good-natured philistines who demonstrate
again and again that while they may care for
art, they can also live without it.

b
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To Layten, Dudek's understanding of the role of the
poet and of the poetic process seemed fundamentelly ‘
ceetrary to his‘own‘understanding of the prophetic
function of poetry. It‘was reductiee, it subordinated
the creatiﬁe.procese to scientificirationalism, and it
undermined the peet's claim to truth, his authority as
a Eeaeher, eased on.hie unique,pereeption and experience
of reqiity. Layton's tendency toward «moralizing» was
as strong.as Dudek's,'but Layton.insisted that, for the
poet, moral knowledge came directly out of the creative
experience, while Dudek demanded that such knowledge
must first pass muster befoie aﬁ:enlightenedf libe?al
understanding of psychology “and society.

There was obviocusly a good deal of personal acrimony

involved in the quarrel. Dudek's dismissal of some of

Layton's finest wo as' “pure rubbish,» and Layton's

caricature in «M ico as seen by the Reverent Dudek»62
certainly see unnecessarily vindictive, and do little
to serve the cause of Canadian poetry. On the other hand,
nelther of them ever entirely lost sight of the merits
‘of the other; for example, in a letter to Pacey, January
13, 1971,‘Layton complained that Dudek had been given‘a
«raw deal,» being excluded_from Geddes's 15 Canadian
Poets: «Dudek has range ané substance that the younger
poets don't even try for. »63' Undoubtedly, however, ‘there
were real andllmportant issues at stake. It is unthink- g
a . v
able that Layton would have allowed views so fundamentally

+
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opposed to his own, expressed by a poet/éritic of
Dudek;s staturg, to go unchallenged. It is Efagic that
the quarrel broke a close friendshiﬁ. But in the

. brocess, Iimportant issues, that.might otherwise have
remained vagué rumblings, . were confronted, and their
respective implications were demonstrated and debated.
The effects of the qﬁarrel were strongly felt by the
younger poets_in Montreal. According to Seymour Mayne,
the quarrel «did help the younger wrifers to clarify
their own views and‘poetics.l.And we beéame more inde-
pendent». However, «the negative effect of the Dudek-

Layton guarrel was that it disrupted the community of

discourse which was so much a part of the Montreal scene

from the days of The McGill Fortnightly‘ohwards.» One
of the reéults of the disruption was that McGill ahd Sir
George Williams Universities brought in‘poets from
Vancouver and «insidious new Ame;ican iiterary hustlers»
who promoted a kind of poetry %égry mucﬁ against the
grain of the poetics of Scott, Smith, Klein, Sutherland,

Dudek and Layton.»64
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Layton's Quarrel with Modernism

Dukek was not alone in finding Layton outside the
paleeof mainstream modernism."A number'of critics'have'
attacked him for abandonlng the hard lessons of modernlst

poetlcs in favour of a more self—lndulgent nlneteenth—

century rhetoric. and a romantlc egotlsm. George WoodcockJ

flnds an «undenlable tinge of anthue poet1c1sm» 1n
Layton. He sees Layton ‘the poet as. «a tradltlonal w11d
man accordlng to conventlons lald down early in the
nlneteenth century.»' Layton, he says, sufferS'from:«a
romantlc absorptlon with the poet as personallty,_whlle
he has ‘been too llttle absorbed . by poetry as, language.>

Accordlng to Warren Tallman, Layton has falled to absorb

_ the lessons flrst taught by Pound and Wllllams “and

‘;extended by Olson Duncan,-Cre ley and others. Layton

had-all the‘advantages;~he'had een. «discovered early»
'by Wllllams, he . had been featured 1n Origin 14 and he

was llsted as a contrlbutlng edltor to Black Mountain

”1Rev1ew.A But all these advantages were lost on him:

'«it's crear,that from Hereiand.Now, 1945, on through

to the present-;hefhas concentrated upon himself as

‘\ »

.object and scarcely at all upon the language 1nnovatlons

' necessary in order ‘to enter Modernlst writing.»

-~
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Mbréoyer, La?ton has been slow to appreciate the importance
of «proprioception», defined_hy Tallman, inla footnote,
as «segéibility within the organism by movement of its
own tissues,» and in the text as «inner stars in their
hidden courses.»: The point is, Laytoﬁ:has failed to
move beyond mere «perceptions;» he has remained fixéd
«on éhe surrounding world» and on <«such éommonplacés» as
«man's Viciousﬂinhumanit§-to man.» In consequence of all
" this, Tallman concludes, Layton has been «of little or
no direct use to west coast Modernists.» Similarly,
Frank Davey allows that Layton does on occasion write
«particularistic poetry,» but he is distinctly old-
fashidned compared to Newlove, Bowering and Atwood
begause he continues to write essentially «message
poetry.» ’According to Tom Mafshall, Layton has been «a
fine créftsman in a variety cf traditional forms or
derivations thereof,» but he has been «too traditional
and eclectic and not exﬁlorégpry e?ough.»l

Among Lay£on's more supportivé'c£itTCSdtherg is a
. similar tendency to regard him as a kind of fenegaée
with regard to literary modernism. 1In «Other Canadians

{

and After».(1958), Milton Wilson exclaimed, «Hgw can any

.poet be so dated with so much conviction?» In 1960,

reviewing A Red Carpet for the Sun, Wilsoﬁ found that

the «unabashedly ténder-minded» Layton suggests <every-

one's portrait of a nineteeﬁth—century‘poet;» Similarly,

f

Eli Mandel, .reviewing A Laughter in the Mind (1959),
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discerned «the relatively uncomplicated poriiiip.of"

Irving Layton as a Victorian poet» by virtue of his

* traditional forms and didactic purpose, but he adds that -

f‘Laytén comes by his Victorianism «hdnestly» - that 'is,

by assimilating modernism and passing beyond it.

Finally, the case against Layton as a modernist is

aH

categorically stated by Wynne Francis:

Tt is mislea”ing to think of him.as a modern
poet. . . . His poems present few techni-.
cal innovations. He is an eclectic, versatile
stylist at ease with most traditional forms,
but he is not given to the experimentation
in verse which marks the modern poet. Rather,
- his rhetorical fullness, vivid metaphors and
compelling rhythms place him well within
.the conventions of nineteenth~century English
poetry. L

It is Layton‘s:poetry that is described here, but these
comments apply equaily to hié criticism. For Mandel
and Francié, Layton's affinities for nineteenth-century
images of the poet, and nineteenlh—century podium
rhetoE%F, are not neceésarily lapses. The impression
they convey is that Layton's imagination, his passions,
nis «heroic vitalism,» are too large to be conf;ned
within the strictures of literary modernism.2

Among the‘yognger poets of the 1960s, his stature. _
was much greater than Warren Tallman-seems to suspe;t, ‘
even though he may not have been regarded as an innovator

in form and technique. Al Purdy, for example, flatly

denies that Layton was in any sense a «technical
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.innovator.» He suggests, somewhat ellipticaily, that

‘even those elements in Layton's sork that may seem

modern could idst as easily be derived from any number -
of non-modern sources:
Layton picked up and déveLpped his form and
tone from fairly obvious sources, perhaps
Gregory's translations of Catullus being
the most easily apparent. The enjambments

and juxtapositions of much modern poetry_are,
in Layton, conspicuous by their absence.

This is a little overstated; thete are enjambments and

juxtapositions in Layton's work, but they -are certainly
minor features. Thg point is that there is virtually

a consensus, both among his detractors and.hié supporters,
that much of Layton's most distinctive wofk frustrates
purely modernist expectations.

In his own critiq}sm, Layton has become notorious
for his contemptuous attacks on the «fathers of modern
poetry.» At best, they are dismiésed as irrelevant tb
the tasks confronting the contemporafy poet, or.to the
crises confronting contemporary séciety, and, at worst,
they are . attacked as pernicious obscurantists -- not so
much because their poetry is itself obscure, but because
they obscuged the crucial social and historical forces
actiﬁg uﬁon contemporary society. One of LaytPn's most
contemptuoué agtacks appears in the «Foreword» to

-

Balls for a One-Armed Juggler: . k -
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What insight does the modern poet give us
into the absolute evil of our times? Where
is the poet who can make clear for us Belsen?
Vorkuta? Hiroshima? The utter wickedness
of Nazism and National-Communism? There is
no poet in the English-speaking world who
gives me the feeling that into his lines have
entered the misery and crucifixion of our age.
Hisg psychology, pre-Freudian; his political
thought, pre-totalitarian; his metaphysic,
non-existent, his well-meant babblings orig-
inate in a bourgeois-Christian humanigm
totally unable to account for the vilenesses
enacted by men and women of this century.
Does the aestheticism of Pound explain them?
The sweatless paganism of Wallace Stevens? . . .
Pound’'s mid-Western blat about Social Credit?
Eliot's weary Anglicanism? Yeat's fairy-
-tale Byzantium? . ., . . Frost's jaunty pasto-
ralism? Auden's sensationalistic mishmash of
psychoanalysis, Marxism, and Christianity?
What a sour, boring jokeld .-~

' 4
Against the «exhortations» of the «so~Called fathers of

-

médern'poetry,» and their onlogists,”Layton maintains
that the contemporary poet-mﬁét rejec£ «the limiting -
conventions» that «wouid keep him from dealiﬁg with the
seminal conflicts of the age in which he lives.» This '
seens to be tae main thrust of his attack upon modernist(f,
orthodoxy; that is, established'moderpist bractice and '\\\*\\
Itheory_had.itsélf‘become a c0nventibn'pf 'poetic"
discourse, -removed from thé language and concerns of
contemporary 1£fe, iﬁpoéing its own limits on~£he
'éfreédom in the choice and treatment» of the poet's
subject, that Smith had demanded in 1928.°

I£ is apparent that several major poets since

‘ LI ' '
World War II have. found the canons of modernist poetry

mdre;of_é hindrance than a liberation. In The Art of
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the Real, Eric Homberger sketches the development of
Theodore Roethke s career as a poet 1n terms that suggest

striking parallels to Layton's experience:'

For most of hlS worklng life, Theodore Roethke
was a teacher as well as a poet.: The combi- -
nation suited him exceptionally well, and h&-
is remembered as a dedicated and sensitive
teacher. His professional. career effectively
COan1ded with the canonization of Eliot as
'international hero’ "the 1ncorporatlon of.
the modernist movement into the mainstream of
English and American literature, and the
arrival of the New Critics. Reethke watched
all three developments with grow1nq unease.®

In a 1948 letter to‘William Carlos Williams; Roethke
complalned about\jthe dreary text- creepers, the constl—’
pated agrarians and thé ather ehemles of life.», Roethke
attacked rationallsm, the cult of impersonality, the

obse551on "with nature morte, and called for energy and

‘passion.. This seems to have been partlcularly the caSe.
dgréhg'the 1940s and early 19505, in poemsjlike «Praise
to the Ehdki(«I belfeve! I believe! - / In'the“sparroy

.haopy on gravel»), andl«I‘Cry,'Come! -Come!;“(«ReaSOn?h
That dreary shed, that hutch tor:gfubby schoolboysl»)

. Perhaps the most celebrated opponent of modernlsm

© was Pablo Neruda As early as 1935 Neruda challenged

modernlst/symbollst orthodoxy w1th his call for an

. '

«impure poetry»: - : ‘ ‘ o

- A poetry impure as a suit of clothes, as -a,
body, soiled with food, a poetry familiar w1th
shameful, disgraceful . deeds, with dreams:,
observatlons, wrlnkles, sleepless nlghts,
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presentiments; eruptions of hatred and love;

animals, idylls, shocks, negotiations,
ideologies, assertions, doubts, tax demands, '

: . - .
Impure poetry does not confine itself to exalted

states of mind Or to extraordinary perceptions;

it accepts also the banal and the commonplace, <«the
threadbare sentimentaiitQ,» all the «forgotten human
potentialities lmpure, perfect thrown away by llterary

men in thelr delusron «To be agraid of bad taste,»

'sald Neruda, «is to be frostbitten.» After 1943 -when

Neruda ]OLned the Communlst Party,.hls poetlc principles
seem to become a llttle more astrlngent put his attacks
on the «great» Buropean modernists become hore extrav-
agant, condemning «Gidean intellectualists: Rilkean
obfuscators of life, specious existentialist‘jugglers,
surrealist poppy,flowers, brigtt only iﬁ your graves,
europeanizing modish carcasses[*pele'maggots #n g%e
cheese of catitalism.» <He regardéd «obscurity of

langu gé» as «the pr1v11ege of a literary caste,» and
deman ed 1nstead a «poetry 11ke bread that can be

shared by all.»

-~

Ve

Layton s development as a poet and critic has been
very dlfferent from Neruda' s, but ‘there does seem to be

at least a 51mllar purpose in their attacks upon mod*-

ernism. It should be clear that Layton was not yearnlng
“for the old certalntles and establlshed methods. While.

hlS CrlthS argued or lmplled that hlS Eersona and poetics

\
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repreeented a throwback to nineteenth-century romanticism,
Layton constantly urged iis contemporaries to move forward,

oxically, reviving old, discarded

‘ferms. He has always insisted that «if a poet is not

contemporary in' feeling and expression he has no future.»9
In part, his attacks on modernism, particularly on -
English literary modernism, expresséd:his conviction thatk
modernism was obsolete, that it had done all it could by
the end of the 1930s. Some of the/f9p051tlon Layton

encountered in the 19605r partlcularly from CrlthS Adike

Pacey and Dudek who had championed hls earller work
Layton attributed to thelr reluctance to see hlm move

forward, to explore new questlons and new~methods.lo.

Among. contemporary poets, Layton observed ;that- «most of'

them are unaware that their excellent llnes hopplng with'

half-rhyme, slant rhyme, and internal’ rhyme, have become

G111 ' S
delicious archalsms ‘

.

- «Modernism» i's rather difficult to define. Frank

. Davey describes 1t as «a ma551ve movement which contalned

countless groups and subgroups- symbollsts, surreallsts,

fauvists, futurists, dadaists postlmpre551onlsts,

.

imagists,,vorticiets, aesthet101sts primitivists, con-
structivists and cubists.l»l2 Slmllarly, Malcolm Bradbury

and James,MacFarlane in- thelr 1ntroduct;on to Modernlsm

‘()

1896-l930, descrlbe .the phenomenon as: :

an: extracrdinary compound of. the futuristic
and the nihilistic., -the revolutionary and the
conservative, the naturalisStitc and the sym-

) bolistic, the romantic and the cla551cal It
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. was a celebration of a technological age and

© ° a cordemnation of it; an excited acceptance
of the belief that the old régimes of culture .
were over, and a deep despairing in the face

- of that fear; a mixture o0f convictions that -

the new forms were escapes from historicism
and the pressures of -the time, with convic-
tioms that they. were. precisely the llVlng
expre551ons of these thlngs.

N

Moreover, according'tQ,Michaél-Hamburgerﬁin The Trhthf :

of Poetry, «there is no .such thlng as, a SLngle modern

1

‘movement in poetry, wholly 1nternatlonal -and progre551ﬁg

in-a straight l;ne from Baudélaire to the middle of

© this century,»L3

‘ TNevertheiééé;:4modernism» does seem to idgptify‘a;.

.gpecific historical phenomenon whose force is still

evident among contemporary Qriﬁeis. it"has n$t7simply
- . [y P

-én anarchic hodge—bodge of extreme opinion. Certain |

declarations of the modernist mgggﬁént have acquired

the status of «classics» even though they fail to account .

for thé full spectrum. of movements and counter-movements.

- One such well-known classic is Ortega y Gassett's The

Dehumanization of Art, 1925, translated in 1948.%1

' Ortega\53g3£§s modernism, whether in poetry, painting, -
‘or theatre, as é\ﬁbyement toward «pure art» or «absoclute
art,»}énd one of its‘Basic tenets iizgan art not for

men in general but for a speciai class of men,» an art
'«whiqh can_be comprehended only by people possesged of
the peculiar gi'ft of artistic sensibility -- an art for
artists and not‘fbf the masses, for 'quality' and not

for hoi polloi.» One possessed of such a gift under-

stands that «not only is grieving and rejoicing at such

’
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human destinies as a work of art presents or narrates a j

very different thing from true artistic pleasure, but

' preoccupation with the human content of the work is in

principle 1ncompatlble w1th aesthetic enjoyment proper.

- He understands that «ard object of art is artlstlc only

in so far as 1t is not real,» .and that the tendency of
!

modern art is to effect “a progre551ve ellmlnatlcn of

» the human, all too human, elements» predomlnant in

nlneteentb—century'art.' In fact, durlng that century,
«artlsts proceeded in all too impure a fashlon » they
were too «realistic.» In contrast, the moderp artiet'
«is brazenly»set on deforming reality, shattering its

human aspect, dehumanizing it.» Moreover, he has little

‘choice in the matter. All the ?possible combinations»

of the nineteenth-century genres haye been «eéhausted.
The artist and.his gifted audience <have to accept the
imperative imposed by the time,» and «obedience to the
otdet ot the day- is the most hopeful choice open to the
individual.» Furthermore, - as «reality» or «the human
element»&iFAeiiminated from poetry and fiction; «the

metaphor assumes a more or less leading part in the’

i
r

poetical pursuit.» Formerly, reality was <«overlaid»
Wwith metaphor «by way of ornament,» but now «the ten-

dency is to'eliminate &he extrapoetical, or real, prop
and to 'realize' the metaphor, to make it the res

. 5 AR
poetica.» . .

For Layton,-the Nietzschean yea-sayer, the objective

.
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world was definitely not, in Mallarmé's phrase, a -
«brutal mirage.» In direct opposition to the alleged

modernist programme of «dehumanization,» Layton main-

* tained that «poetry is the most human activity,» fully

engaging both the emotions and the intellect, the
exalted and the mundane, the exotic and the commcnplace,

the public and the private, «all sides of human

'_energies »16, In the poem «Still Llfe» in Balls for a

One- Armed Juggler, the ¢stranger» seems to be a distur-

blngly apt- portrait of the classic modernists

«The human's no longer 1nterest1ng,

said the stranger.

«God, urép~Jnan,

we've xhausted~them each-in turn.»
- _ )

’
/

Thereupon the «stranger» drushes the «joyful» ﬁlnnet

with a flat stone so that, é}most su;realast1¢ally,

\
;

: Cnly the flutterlng wing was visible,
A . and it looked .
‘ as if the ridiculous stone A
was attempting to fly. )

" The stranger. comments: ~«That makes an exciting‘compo—

sition.» His is clearly a perverse aesthetic, the result

of a personal world- weary resentment against joyful,

‘llv1ng thlngs, ratlonallzed as an historical developﬂpnt 17

Ortega's formulatlon of «modernlsm» is perhaps

representative of only one among Several major lineé

‘:of development but it lS a line that- acqulred a strong

1nfluence in England through the' works of Yeats Pound,

.
L]

« |
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Hulme, Eliot and Joyce,'énd it was transmitted to Canada
bf the McGill Movement, especially by A.J.M. Smith.
Neither Layton, Sutherland nor ngek had any qﬁér;el
with ﬁhe principal and immediate aims o% earl;uCanadian
modernism,.namely, to cleanse poetry of high-sounding
banalities, of trivial sentiments charged with inflated
emotionalism, and a precious disdain for the idioms of
-contemporary’ speech. These are the issues that contem-
porary criticism tended to dwell upon, and they continue

to be emphasized in more recent criticism.

In the Literary History of Canada, Munro Beattie

discerns a <«threefold revolution» in the development of

" modern poetry in Canada:

first prosodic experiment -- free verse,
.-conformity to none of the conventions of
~ ) metre, line-length, stanza form;‘secondly,

the use of language and imagery appropriate

to a modern sensibility; thirdly, the enlarge-
ment of subject-matter to take in areas of
behaviour, attitude ang milieu neglected or
shunned by most poets of the late nineteenth
or early twentieth century, Experimental
verse was the aspect easiest to argue about
and to imitate. Free verse became a shibbo-
leth amgng reviewers and newspaper correspon-
dents. !l

It is clearly not on this level that Layton, Sutherland
and Dudek engaged the problems of modernism. Experimen-
tal verse, more colloquial language, and a wider range
of subject matter .were certainly part of the movement,

but modernism also, in Canada and elsewhere, assumed a

definite view of man in relation to the historical
A o B 8

¥
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evolutioh:of Wéstern ciyilization, and*“more~specif—.

‘.Lcally, of modern soc1ety at a p01nt of crlSls.f ThlS is

v e i llttle more ev1dent 1n Frank Davey s account of early

Canadlan modernlsm, 1n splte*of hlS blaSe manner-

[N

L. T _-,;,:-,Smith Scott Gustafson, Page and Flnch :
o T .reflected -many of the characterlstlcs of early
. LT -Anglo-~American modernism: the rejectlon of

: : . humanism,. of "demdcratic taste, of- pommer— .
~* 0o cilalism,. of technology, of verbal ‘imprecision . _
Lo - . . and excess, 'as-'well as a preference for the
- . _ --Jtradltlonal over the contemporary, for- order
.. - over chance process, for abstraction ovér .
- - ©. 7 realism, for literary detachment.over -advocacy’, -

e -and for irony and symbol over emotional S

e expressaonrsm.d . : : '

L

- : SO when modernism came to Canada in. the mld 19203, 1t was

already -an- evolved modernlsm, 1ts “basic- tenets haV1ng

- - - -

been reflned and reformulated by a generatron of poets

- and CIlthS. By 1940 some of those tenets had attalned

an almost canonlcal status, and requlred-no further ‘~'

.

elaboratlon by Canadlan modernrsts“ Thus, when Smlth

spoke of «pure poetry,» «detachment » «cla331cal

"r‘- -

restralnt «cosmopolltan tradltlon » and «ob3ect1vrty,»_

these terms were charged w1th a meanlng Beyond that -

conferred by thelr 1mmed1ate context Layton would

( have heard ln them a moderate apology for the «dehuma—

: nlzatlon of art T e ‘fh -

In «The Transition»in Canadian Poefry,»?pllg59'7-..,

Louis Dudek finds thé <«transition» to modernism in the -

pessimism and «negation» of poets_like’gohert Service,

Drummond and Pratt, in the period hetwéen 1906'and;l925;".
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In contrast to Carman,and Roberts,’they confronted the;
bllnd,'lmpersonal cruelty of man and nature. The «dlrect
‘1nher1tor» of Pratt lS Earle Blrney, more pe531mlstlc,
more laconlc, «but more laconlc Stlll so alluere 1n
‘ fact that the lntellectual premlses now - remaln unstated
the dry austere poems of F R Scott and - A J. M. Smlth |
- are the flrst small bltter frult of the tree of modernlsm
.1n Cdnada. Scott s «eternal llfeless processes » as - -
,Ln hlS poem «Old Song,% are, for Dudek the «clue» to f‘
the constrlcted metaphy51cs of the early modernlsts
The task ccnfrontlng the next generatlon of poets was
«to break through the zero pornt of negatlon (the
prlckly pear of. the Hollow Men) toward some passionaté-~
redlscovery of a v151onary, or a ratlonal or-a sensuoue
afflrmatlon of larger llfe - To thlS p01nt Layton would
be ln essentlal agreement w1th Dudek however mich he
: may dlsagree wmth Dudek'e conclusrons toward the end of
hlS essay f ”i_ ’ 'l_i- IR N
Toward the end of Chapter One of this the51s, I

suggested that Sutherland and Kleln were Lavton's most

igmportant allies agalnst Ellotlc, nature morte modernism.

Sutherland‘s opposition to modernism became most strident
in his later criticism, for example, in «The Great
E&uestrians» and «A Note on’Roy Campbell.»2l“'lnrthe
latter essay, Sutherland maintains‘that «the famous

split between imagination and reality is not operatlve

in Mr. Campbell S work ' Ihstead he «persuades us that.
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.

the world of everyday is the world" of 1mag1natlon »' He
is a didactic poet, Sutherland malntalns, and he teaches

above all, that . ‘ L f

there is no ¢ompromise with despair. Never

blame it all upon the poor old war, hever be
prostrate because the times seém uncongenial.
Do not ask the\lmaglnatlon to, wage a holding
action: set it out in the fleld make it a

fighting force. '

"

However, Sutherland's opp051tlon to early Anglo Amerlcan
modernism is also evident in his earller work Hie;’
criticism of p.K, pagé, 1947, virtually denied that her
'poetry offered new insights into contemporary soc1ety or
modern psychology, instead, Sutherland empha51zed the ' 1

distortions of reallty effected by-her «mole s-eye view

of the world.

The glitter, the flippancy, and dash
indicate in her case a self-consciousness
‘unaccompanied by intellect ®r even sophis-
tication. Ideas simply help her. to locate
~her poetry in space and time.

.

In contrast, -Sutherland found Earle Birney's early:

poetry both more spacious and more honest. «David,» ﬁé

- maintained, has «a warmth and intimacy and. a personal

note.» Uﬁlike the cultivated ﬁannerisms of -P.K.. PRage,
Blrney s style “is an expression oOf somethlng ba51c in
the author s mind and personality.» It .is 1nclu51ve
rather than_restrictive when confronted'with;the com-

plexitiesv of modern life: «Space and air are:admitted

into our contracted modernist poetry.» Sutherland's .
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- early admiration‘for Pratt is similarly directed toward,

his-épaciouéness and energy, in contrast to «the modern'
poet shlverlng in? the solltude of himself. APratt

«severs the last connectlon w1th our Canadian nightin-

'gales, but he vaults rlght out or the contemporary

: 22 e
:scene.» - S ‘.: : . . .
There are Certalnly nuherous echoes of Eliot’ s

]

'»early poetry 1n Kleln s w0rk yet the two poets seem

3 r

"totally dlfferent 1n thclr use of language rhythms;

T tradltlons and thelr socmal roles as poets. "' There is

nllttle of Ellot S nature morte .or grlm, 1mpersonal

LY

-

' obgectrvrty ln Kleln s poetry, but he did use many

.

devices derlved from Ellot s Prufrock and Sweeney poems

- e

for hls ,own satirloal-portraits; partibularly in those

3

poems that erlam Waddlngton has dubbed the «radlcal»
poems Thus, somewhat lronlcally, the debt to Ellot is

most apparont in thoso poems that Lllustrate the left- w1ng,

>soc1al reallst thrust of Kleln = work In contrast to

: Smlth s cla581c1sm, Kleln s work is exuberantly baroque.

.In fact Kleln was rather too «clownlsh» for Dudek and

'too fanc1ful for Sutherland who regarded him as «'modern'

1nlaﬁpearance only1»23 _-Layton fpund pther‘faults in“
-Klein, but he }oundlaboye:all a libérating antidote
: tojthe oonatrioted‘modernism of‘Smith, Scott}uPage and
Finch. o , .

A number of” observatlons can be made at‘this point.

,

Flrst of all Layton, along w1th Dudek and Sutherland,

. »
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oppdsed the «dehumanization of art» represented, ex-
plicitly or implicitly, by the modernism of the McGill}
Movement and éértain of the Preview poets, in faét,‘

by most of éhe:poets wéqm\Smith identified as «cosmo-
politans.» Ironically, the poets in the «native tra-
dition,» including Pra&t, Birney, Livesay ‘and the First

Statement group, seemed, in spite of their restricted

localism or regionalism, able to accommodate a wider

" range of contemporary experience in their poetic visions,

and imbae their WOrR with a'seﬁse of spaciousness,
energy, and urgency. The cosmopolitans, soaking up
eclectic inte{natidnal influences, nevertheless seemed
to remain confined to a relatively narrow line of modern
experience and expression. There was clearly a social-
realist basis to Layton's, Dudek's, and Sutherland's
aftackg dh the cosmopolitans, but the purpose of realism
was not*simply”%cfbring.poetry'down from soﬁe'gupposed
height, .to restrict it.to <«native» issues and lahdscapés,'
bﬁf to release-it, to open it up to wider possibilities
thgn those o%-the modern wastée land. -

’

Internatibnally, modernism has been widely attacked

for reasons similar to those of the First Statement
group; particularly‘for its problematic treatment of
«reality.» One of the most formidable opponents of

modernism has been the Marxist critic Georg Lukics.

In The Meaning of Contemporary Realisni,24 his basic

argument is that modernism attains its effects «by
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evoking the disintegration of the world of ﬁanjp' Wﬂéré
traditional realistic literature «had diwéys aséuméd_
the unity of the world it described and seen.it és.a
living whole inseparable from man himseif,»,the mod- .
ernists introduce elements of disintngation,;such as

/,_subjective time, and thus «the one néﬁur%l'unitYLEecbmés'.
a conscious, constructéd unity.» LukScs maintéiﬁs £hét"
the consequent disin£egration éf persconality ;coincides

- with the ideclogical intention» to frustréte effebﬁiveiﬁ‘w
criticism of society. The modernist présents:g confés—f

sealy distorted picture of reality under the guise of

subjective experience and so evades his resﬁoﬁsibility .
to place «sﬁécifically,modern ékperieﬁCé in a-widet |
context; giving it only thé.émphasig it déserVes.as'
part of ahgfeater object;ﬁe whole.» |

‘Several Anglo—Ame:icénféritics oﬁ:moderhism have
also opposed the-herﬁgt}éigt téﬁde?Eigé of ﬁode;hism,
and its distoriioné‘hf'objeciivé; e@pifica; reality.
The opposition has béen'sgbsténtiai, if not Qve%ﬁhelming,
including critics'like.F.R;uLeavis,.YVOE Winters, Frdhkf‘
qumdde, Edmund ﬁi;soh; Hefberfzﬁéad;.Su$an:55nt5g,

Donald Davie, Ifuing Howe and Philip‘Bahv, Together

R )

they represent' a widé‘fénge:bffpbiifiéal and literary
persuasions;‘:THe.Ameficéh social~realist c?itics[ like
Howe and Rahv, have beenApéftitulérly‘cfiticél'bf'the:
.moderﬁist.abﬁegatibn_fopqlificai'rééﬁonéibility,,but
again much of'théif.critiqism‘begins with én’attack on

.
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theidisintegratioh of reality in general. Irving Howe,

: for eXample, argues that'«literary modernism had a way

of cavglierly dismissing the world of daily existence.

-

‘He allows that modern literature «apprehended with

unrlvalled power the decllne of traditional liberalism,

its lapse 1nto a formallsm ignoring bpth the. p0551b11—

‘ 1t1es;of human grandeur and the needs of human Survivai,»

but it'increasinqiy'turned in upon itself. ‘He regards

modern poetry as an extension of symbolism where «the

symbol ceased being symbolic and became, insteed, an

_act or object without 'reference', sufficient in its own

right;»25 More recently, Gerald Graff, a neo-aristo-:
telian-critic,.has made the.disintegration of reality

in modern llterature and crltlclsm the central theme of

hlS book., therature Agalnst Itself He argues that

w1thout a definite reference to the real world all
"literature is caprrcrous nonsense, w1thout some agsurance .
that the real world can be known -- however limited the
knowledge -— literature is.reduced to‘tr;Vlallty. Graff
argues specifioally ageinst'the Shift'from &correspon—
dence» to «coherence» crlterla of truth “not only in
speculative cr1t1c1sm but also. in sc1ence and phllOSOphy
The effect of the shift 1s to reduce all knowledge tO;
flCthﬂ, and ‘he p01nts out that thlS «expan51on of the‘:

concept of myth or flCthn has the effect of. redu01ng
26.

The growing.internationalfoppositionwto”modernism

5
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: 'throughout the 19605 and 1970s gena;ally Suppbrts the vy

earller contentlons of Layton and the Flrst Statement -

group. - In Canada, Layton s "quarrel’ wlth Smlth and the
_early modernists may have‘«sounded partlcularly strldent
Tgross,_polemlcal self seek1ng,»27 but 1n an. lnterna—7:
tional oontext hrsgopp051tlon appears;pefdeptive.and
»judicious. hHowever ‘there s also a s1gn1f1cant dlffer—r
_ence between the opp051tlon of crltlcs llke Lukacs

Howe, and Graff to the modernlst treatment of reallty

and that:- of Layton and Sutherland | Among the lnterna—
-tlonal CrlthS, there is a strong mlmetlc blas, and a-.‘a
strong urge to bring modernlst «reallty» 1nto llne Wlth

a left- llberal humanlsm Thls became a major concern

of Dudek in hlS later cr1t1c1sm, but 1t 15 much less

‘prominent in Sutherland s work, and v1rtually absent in

Layton's. One recalls that in the qu rrel w1th Dudek

Layton strongly opposed any suggestlo that the creations-f

" of the pOQth lmaglnatlon should be subject to the
«superlor valldlty» of ratlonallzed emp1r1c15m."0nef'i
- also recalls that in hlS own’ poetry Layton has shown ng -

heSLtatlon to thrust upon the reader 1mages as dlsor;~

entlng as any surreallstlc fantasy

', Moreover, Canadlan modernlsm presented dlstlnctlve o

problems. Modernlsm had hardly galned a foothold ln
Canada when the 19305 breught a strong resurgence of
soc1al roallsm L In fact early Canadlan modernlsm

partlcularly in the early crlt1crsm of A J M Smlth;
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began wrth a strong reallst thrust._.However,‘Smithfs

fprogress represents an anomaly, in- the course of the

19305 and 19405 Smlth moved steadlly toward an aloof

T Anglo Cathollc aesthetrcrsm whlle modernlsm elsewhere.

‘J5moved toward Lan engaged socral reallsm. IfiScott was

-

;,a laconlc waste land modernrst he was also an effectlve
‘soclal and polltlcal satlrlst Blrney and leesay were
] both engaged 1n soc1al controversy and polltlcal act1v15m.ﬁ
;The Provrew group, under the leadershlp of Patrlck
EAnderson,'espoused a strong Marxrst early—Auden'line;

lTo protest that Canadlan poets must address contemporary

ﬂeoclal and polltlcal realltles would 1ndeed seem gratu—

'rtous.28 ICertalnly many of the early modernlst concerns'“

and postures became «lrrelevant» at thlS stage;.p

_‘However, to Layton it Stlll seemed that, the worid was:

i belng seen through a modernlst fllter, that a vague,
.unguestloned modernlst aesthetlc contlnued to dlsorlent
:the contemporary poet s experlence of reallty .$he
'.PreVLew group could eclectlcally acclalm EllOt early-

Auden and Dylan Thomas as. models, all at the .same tlme.

fFurthermore,,lf the poets had moved somewhat beyond the

raesthetrcrsm of early modernlsm, CrlthS and Engllsh

Departments had not. J

One of the unquestloned tenets of mod&rnlsm was_f"

"that the contemporary poet laboured under unprecedented

hlstorlcal condltlons.‘ Commerce 'scrence, technology,

the break dOWn of rellglous bellef had all profoundly.
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changed the way, the poet confronted the real world and

related to his socrety The most persuasrve and 1nflu—
ential form of thlS idea seems to- have been Ellot'

'«dlssoc1atlon of sen51blllty » Itrassumesvthat at some "

p01nt in the seventeenth century,la momentous socro—
cultural shlft occurred’ that fractured the unlty of
emotion ~and 1ntellect and ever since, nestern'c1v1lr~
zatlon has moved 1nexorably toward the cultural waste—
land of the twentleth century Accordlng to Frank

Kermode, the rapld ‘and rather literal acceptance of thls

" )

doctrlne by ooets and critics was’ romarkable.';Hepoffers

, - 4

two related reasons for it. One is that «it. qave desgign
and 51mpllclty to hlstory» and «explalned in a subtly -

‘agreeable way the torment and lelSlOn of. modern llfe

The other is that 1t rcpresents «the most successful

’

version of a Symbollst attemnt to explaln why the modern

P

“world. resrsts works of art that testlfy to the poet s

spec1a1 ant1 1ntellectual way of knOW1ng truth

“Kermode states that «the most deplorable consequence of

the doctrlne 1s that thc perlods and poets chosen to

111ustrate lt are bound to recelve perverse treatment
Another consequence of the. doctrlne is’ that it
conflrms the contemporary poet in hlS rsolatlon and
-allenatlon. The poet 1s left w1th no other ch01ce than.
. to approach truth and reallty obllguely, however hlghly

he may acclalm concrete lmages and. objcctrve language.

Moreover a fundamental 1rony is bu1lt into the poetlc

»
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experience. It is robbed of its innocence. The doctrine

tends to filter the poet's experience; and Layton might

.

well have ¢ited the too familiar images of cultural

‘decline in'Dudek's Europe as an example. Many of

Layton's rages ‘against «rdeologues» are dlrected against

4

the dlsorlentlng effects upon the poet s experlence

under the ihfluence of such a doctrine. It imposes a.

L . .30 o
«gap»: between «rhetoric:and experience.»

~ Along with «irrélevance » the term that Layton

.

characterlstlcally uses in his attacks: upon modern poets

and CrlthS is «lnvalldlsm » Here agaln therée is broad

support for Layton' s attacks among a number of CrlthS.

) Georg Lukdcs attacked modernlsm for assertlng «an abstraot

© modern literature, and even Michael Hamburger finds

”

polarlty of the . ecoentrlc and the soc1ally average

leadlng to'a «fascrnatlon w1th morbld eccentr1c1ty,

«glorlflcatlon of the abnormal» and an «undlsgulsed

ant1~human15m 3}. Raymond Wllllams has suggested that .

modernlsm falled modern soc1ety ‘because of 1ts exclusmve“

empha51s upon extreme states‘of'mind'or oonsciousness:
The?e is great danger in- the assumptlon that °
- art/serves only on.the frontiers of knowledge
- It . serves on'the frontiers, particularly in .-
disturbed and rapidly changlng societies.
Yet it serves_ alsg at the vetry centre of B
societjes.. It is often through art that ‘the 32
“SOClety expresses its sense of be1ng a soclety

’ .

Lionel Trilling's response -is more ambivalent, but hé .

too acknowledges a «perverse and morbid .idealism» in



210

- «there is no denying that-a profound nihilism uuderlies

the extreme aesthet1c1sm of the late nlneteenth and -

- =

entieth centuries.»>> = : . i

-

. ., . on occa51on, Layton could- malntaln that the poet s
0 Y

functlon is «to keep alive men's resources of sanlty,

humour and affectlon-»34 and that tco many modern poets

1

. had falled to perform this- functlon- but characterls~

tlcally his attack upon «modern 1nvalldlsm» seems to be'

.

more- dlscrlmlnatlng than many of hlS contemporarles

One recalls aga;nﬂthathln the quarrel with Dudek, Layton

resisted the hotion that the poet-is.a:sitk‘ neurotic

c¢hild whose dlstorted v151ons reguire , the rectlfylng
- agency -of”’ reason ‘and he frankly preferred\«ooets who
- ) : ’

. go completely nuts» to those who conflne themselves to a

safer sort of commentary (see precedlng chapter, page 171)

*The modernlst dlsease that Layton s cr1t1c15m,

focuses: upon is more spec1f1caliy a defen51ve, furtlve
»self—doubt, and a despalrlng 1mpotence.< The'poet at :
least the pOeth Bersona, becomes less of an adversary ~-
and. more of a chronlc v1ct1m Hence Layton 5 «Advice
for "Two Young Poets»- «The 1dea s to drive them to- mad—‘
ness and drlnk/ - not yourselves And hence hlS .

contempt for the modern poet s self prtylng, and often
self satlsfled allenatlon,from the modern soc1ety that
‘he. deems 1nherently and 1rrevocably cbrrupt. In ,the -

«Foreword» to The Swmnglng Plesh Layton declares that

the poet is not helpless

t . o
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To hell with moanlng and whlnlng, with-all
"the unlovely rhetoric of impotence.. The -
dedjicated poet can be a power in the, land.

If he did ‘his work well, evil &ngd arrogant
qmen, know1ng there was one ‘about, would sleep

less soundly in their beds. . . —

What espeoialiy appalls Layton is that whether the modern
poets ‘candidly display their sensitivities, guilts, and

anxieties, or,stoically restrain ‘themselves in elégant,

exqulslte rhythms, they have llttle effect upon their
\1mperturbable contemporarles- «the dull muttonheads»‘

= rd
confingg/t .«plck their teeth or mount their females

kThe poet «should strlke his head agalnst the wall of

.curse; not whlmper . not bleat

s

e rarles, and qulte harmless to the more ruthless v1ct1m—_

v -~

men s feroc1ty and senselessness, but " let hlm yell and

»35 The main p01nt of

. Layton's attack, therefore, is not that the modern poets ’

- -~

. have had a subver51ve eFfect upon their soc1ety, but

-qu1te the opp051te- thelr «unlovely rhetoric of 1mpo~

tence» has permltted the genteel enllghtened' llberal

~Ehuman15m of bourge01s society to remain v1rtually

unchallenged by the darker vision of modernlsm. The

result has been that the poet appears somewhat: ridiculous

to the more Well adjusted victims among his contempo— -

-

izers.

'

- Some of the complexes and paradoxes of the modernlst

~

) dlsease were ldentlfled as early as 1927 by Laura

VRldlng and Robert Graves in A Survey of Modernist'Pqetry?'

- e
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of poetry, of a great tradltlon of poetry, depends on’’ ft"

The modern poet has been acutely aware that the SuerVal
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As a generation writing in the limelight of
modernism it has an overdeveloped hlstorlcal
sense and professional self-consciousness.

It is mentally uncomfortable -- shrewd,

nervous, suspicious of itself . . . . ItVvis
like a person between life and death: .every-
thing that would ordinarily seem serious to
him' now seems a tragic joke. This nervousness,
this superior sort of stage frlght,_ls aggra-
vated by the fdct that in tHé new _synthesis

of wvalues -- even in the system that he is
attempting to realize for himself -- the -
historically-minded modernist poet is uncertain
whether there is any. excuse for the ex15tence
oE poets at all. 36 - I - : ~

[P -
-

him, and hence-his «superior sort of stage fright» as

he consciously plays before an audience not only of

contemporaries but of past masters and listeners.. He may

... well, like Prufrock, complain that he is poorly cast as

* Prince Hamlet, that hemwas «meant»<for less demand}ng*‘

rcles. And moreover, it is not a-good age for heroic

action.

-

The lapsed condltlon of modern soc1ety 15 ne

-———

longer redeemable, no longer responsive to the kind;of

'ifpoetry demanded of thevgreat tradition;‘and any other -

-

kind is unworthy. The problem becomes aggravated by

r<the poet s apprehen51on that lf the age lacks her01c

.stature, he too is subject to its reduced capabilities.

“ Another paradox is that while the'modernist'poet

-

is conv1nced,he is llVlng in: a singularly 'bad’ tlme,

-

he is also aware that the tradltlonal dlstlnctlons

between good and bad have been undermlned that tradl— ;'

tional 'good' is at best lllusory, and almost by’ 1'ﬂ>



definition inauthentic,'tainted by gfeéd;ahfﬁoérisy ard
resentment. Accordingly, Eugene Goodheart has obéerbed
that «the natural 1mpulse toward 1mmed1ate lndlgnatlon
Or protest necessarily yields to a kind of resignation

in the feeling that the enormities of contemporary life

3 '

are not subject to the human wills» Georg Lukacs has

IS
Loy

~ made the same point; as the modernlst wrlter «asserts
>the:unalterablllty of outwa¥d reality . . . human activ-
ity is, a Eriofi, rendered impotent and robbed of mean-
ing.» According to John Sutherldﬁd, the’éontempdréry
poet is the victim of a §time» cult, a daeterminism of
the foulest sort» that «produces an-art of the most
passive sort.» The most st;ikiﬁg qualiﬁ& o% modern
literature «is its deségiring pass;vity,» tonfﬁg ééint
Qhere “a writer is no longef a maﬂ but__an,.environment.»37
The decay and corruption of moderQ_civilizétion is now.

regarded as an irreversible organic process, and there-

fore beyond the effective reach of the humﬁh will. Any

reform becomes merély Symptomatic'of the disease in its
later stages, and strenuous protes£ is quixotic. However,

while the great modérnists'were bewailing the unalter-

ability of ‘the human condition, «evil and arrogant men,>»

-

Lavton malntalned were’maklng dlsturblng alteratlons

at Gulag and Belsen. - .

In the «Foreword» to The Ehattered“Plinths, 1968,

Layton seems to be summlng,up his case against the

-

modernists:
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’

.I suppose what I chiefly have agalnst the
\older poets and; for that matter, some of the
'contemporary ones as well, is their astonlsh—,
-ing ignorance-of the socral sclences, an

.;‘ R _ ignorance matched only by their pOlltlcal

. . -riaiveté. - It is this ignorance and nalvete,

) coupled with the psychologlcal primitivism,
which -have already glven ‘much of their work.a
faded air, :

.

4
v 1

* «Soclal science» normallyudoes not fare very Well in

Layton 5 cr1t1c1sm, elther as a screntlflc dlSClpllne

or a’ crltlcal tool so it seems that a more classic'

- 1

sense of the term is lnténded here. It is not, prlmarlly,

“a
v

" the modernlsts restrlcted knowledge of current socio-

loglcal ‘theory that accounts for thelr «1gnorance» but

their apparent lack of 1ntp;trve 1nslght ;ntoihow contem—‘

’

porary sdciety worke.- Whatever political or soqiological
cohvictiohs the modernists did have}lparticularly the
-Anglofhmericanﬁmdderhist poets, they are ueually dis-
mieéed.by Layton with.a'sdoffing allusion to pastoralism
" or Anglo—Catholrcish. It is perhapeisignifrcaht that
wrth regard to Ezra Pound Layton méntions hls social
credlt theorles much more: often than elther his suppert
for Mussclini or his antlhsemltlsm., It is- not only the
_questlonable'polltlcal oplnlons and leanlngs of the
modernlsts that concern Layton, but;alao.an apparently'

e

deeper problem. The modernists codid, with piercing
\ - i \ .

ironic ihsight, honesty, and moral.fervour, apprehend
the splrltual vacuum and dlsorlented ego emanatlng from.
contemporary socrety, and the bankruptcy of 1ts pro—

gresslve liberalism and technologrcal utopranlsm;‘but

w =
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‘they.seemed incapabie'of bringing the semefinsignt and
honesty to thelr apprehension of_contemporary ideological ="
\ané political forces. Their acute sense of theirIOWn
_1ntegr1ty, thelr radical poetic v1s1ons, thelr contempt
for- sham, and particularly for" the shameful uses of
”language, seemed paradox1cally, little protection agalnst

‘e amoral, low- brow, sloganeerlng pOlltlcal movements that

_© too often flatly parodied

eir otherw1se exacting“
' 1deallsm.
_Thenextreme.right-wing politics of so many of the’

early modernists have concerned other critics. fTo some

y

extent thelr conservatlve blas has been seen, as the.'

'result of their dlsdalnful anti- polltlcal aestheticism.

'_Mlchael Hamburger attempts to deal generously with the
'-modernlsts ‘in thlS regard but he acknowledges thelr

weakness:

In a sense all the poets with Romantic-
Symbolist attitudes have been non- political,
" .in as much as their values have sprung from
- the lmaglnatlon, and the imagination is too
: radical and utopian to adjust to political .
issues proper. Yet ever since Thomas Mann's
_ Reflections of a Non-Political Man (1917),
- " and his later. reversal of its anti- democratlc.~
argument, it has been «clear that to be non-
. political or anti- polltlcal at a time' when
- S B «the destiny of man presents its meaning in’
‘ . political terms» is almost 1nev1tably to be "
; . conservatlve or. reactlonary :

=

- -

Stephen Spender attempts to account for the conservatlsm

'of the Anglo Amerlcan modernlsts 1n hlS essay «erters

snd»Polltlcs»-(l967). _He-too‘attempts_to'deal generously
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with the alleged anti-politics that, in the cases of
Eliet, Pound, Yeats, Wyndham Lewis and Lawrence in partic- -’
ular, seemed to lead ieeﬁitabif toward fascism.E'Hetr
points out that their «shared vision of the greatness
of the EurOpean past» implied <«hatred and contempt for

the present.» He suggests that when they attempted to

integrate politlcs with their central poetic v1sron,
thatfiSf‘when they attempted to'«oerry forward the vision-

into action and propaganda, there is a good deal of . -
peripheral mess, resulting from their search for political

approximations to ‘their love of past intellkBct, art, -,

discipline and orﬂer.»_ Here Spendér suggests that their
attempt to integrate politics and poetrYVESsentidlly'

failed, and hence their pblitical crankiness and naiveté.

In another Dassaqe, howcver, Soender seems to suggest -1
v

.much closer relatlonshlp between therr central .poetic
vision and thelr pOllLlCS'.‘: o

u - :
o Tbe awesome achlevement of the earller gener—‘
. ation was to have created for their contem-

- poraries a vision of the whole' past, tradltlon
which had a poignant immediacy: giving
. shattered contemporary civilization conscious-
‘ness of its own past greatness, like the _
'legendary glimpse of every act of his life in.
the eyes of a man' drowning [vxde suEra Rldlng
.+ and Graves ] .- Without the awareness of
~drowning, of the end of the' long game, the
. apprehended momeént - could not have been 'so
"wvivid. Thus the gloomy proPheCLes of the

‘future, and the consequent -weakness £0r

reactiondry politics, were the- dark 51de of

"an 1ntensely burnlng vision. . . R
. ‘ , ‘ , S . LT
- . In a rather.perverse way, the modernists’ seemed .
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to <aestheticize» politics. 1 Spénder concludes that

. what -is distressing about the reactionaries is that «in

4

the excess of their hatred of the present and their
’love of the past, they developed a certain cult of
1nhuman1ty.»

Spender does attempt'to account for the reactionary

politics of many of the major modernists in terms of

their central poeti¢ vision, and to the Iist'of'Eliot

Pound, Yeats Lewis, Lawrence, Porster, and Woolf could

- ! -

_'be added Rllke, Hofmannsthal, Gottfrled Benn, Stephan

lGeorge, Wallace -Stevens and others. The flnal effect of
Spender 5 essay, however, 15 again to dlssoc1ate thelr
pOllthS from thelr central pOeth vr51on, and so mln—
imize the .slur upon the greatness of thelr work generally.-

For Layton, such dlssoc1atlon 1s much more dlfflcult

»

-Clalmlng as he does a- more 51gn1f1cant role for the poet
in shaping contemporary soc1ety than Spender Layton =

cannot be so tolerant of the polltlcal nalvete of the

-~

modernlsts or acknowledge their: greatness in splte of

- ’

thelr politics. Tor- Layton lt is not, suff1c1ent to say
-that thelr poetlc visions might have been all wrong,"
but out of those v151ons they made great poetry Plrst

of all it reduces .the poet s v1sron to merely a. useful
'Plllu51on, and’secondly, lt agaln 1llustrates the klnd
“of genteel llberal humanlsm\that 15 determlned not to

' confront the particularly «helnous»~eV1l 1n modern

'soc1ety.‘ ‘Michael Polanyl has aptly pornted out that the

T4 I . b
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rinStIShbs and values that are revealed in modernlst
-llterature argﬁﬁot conflned to that literature. They

‘are not srmply the product of an overwrought and iso-

. lated poetlc 1maglnatlon, but have responsrve echoes

- /__

throughout_modern socrety. In.his essay «On the Modern

, .Mlnd Polanyl 1dent1f;es a «ten81on between a pOSLtlv—
:ist‘ scept1c15m and a" modern moral perfectlonlsm» that

—has manlfest 1ts@lf in: both art and philosophy - and in

-

'pOllthS The effects have been,.respectlvely, extreme

- 1nd1v1duallsm and totaldtarlanlsm.' They both express

the need for «the Joint satlsfactlon of ‘a bellef in

moral perfectlon Wlth a. oomplete denral of moral motlves»

1

WA man looklng at the world wrth complete
scept1c1sm can ‘see no grounds for moral )
-authority or. transcendent moral obllgatlons,
© -there may seem to be no scope then for his
moral . perfeotlonlsm. Yet' he can satisfy it -
" by turning his- sceptlc15m against: ex1st1ng
'soc1ety, denounc1ng its. morality as- shoddy.,”
‘=art1f1c1al hypoorltlcal .and & mere mask for -
© lust and exp101tatlon ' Thoughpsuch combina~ -
. ‘ tion-of his- moral 'scepticism with: his moral .
IR . lndlgnatlon is inconsistént,. the two are in
- . fact fused together ‘by thelr joint .attack’ on-
the same target The result .is a. moral. .
'-hatred of ex1st1ng soc1ety and the allenatlon
‘of the modern- 1ntellectual. .« -~ ALl the
moral fervéur whlch scientific.. sceptrClsm ‘ :
has released from - rellglous control and then..
rendered homeless. by dlscredltlng its ,ideals,
, A returns then to imbue an.a- moral authenthLty
W1th 1ntense moral approval -

* , ' . . L N '
S

-

The result has been «a moral nlhlllsm charged w1th moral

fury »42

Polanyl seems to support Layton S argument that

- the modern malalse must be understood in terms of pOllthS

M . . . . I Ce
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. and-psycholoﬁy; not exclusively infterms‘of a quasi~

"-"mystlcal hlstorlcal dynamlsm that mocked the pOSSlblllty

of moral - actlon, let alone moral grandeur - In contem¥. |
';porary soc1ety The moral perfectlonlsm of.- the modern—
':1st poets was, 1n fact talnted w1th a resentment that: .
prevalled beyond thelr own. poetlc 1mag1natlons and‘
] ;manlfested 1tself in totalltarlan pOllthS.. To fall to.
';.understand thlS, Layton malntalned amounted to «psy-
véﬁélogical—prlmlthlSm »_'The modernlst poets were’not
..aioof-from thelr age but all too representatlve of 1ts v
’Llapsed moral wrll Layton was - not, however, about. to |
,:plead for «Vl51ons that.we need » for utllltarlan moral_
”1upllft The deep,.lronlc rnsaghts of the modernlsts'
‘rntO'llberal bourgeors morallty could not be evadcd -1' -
'The «tradltlonal chrrstlan and humanlstlc values Wthh
*fhltherto Western man. had pretended to. allow hlmself to
be governed by» no longer demand even token adherence
-f:The task confrontlng ‘the contemporary poet .is - to move
tbeyond modernlst valuatlons'of good and evxl as‘soclal
'strategles of resentment and class solldarlty He must’
ﬂflnd the courage; v1tallty and w1ll to forge contempo—io
. rarf 1mages of good and ev11 that afflrm llfe, heromsm
jcompa551on ——fnot bemoan and deny theéem. Because the
'modernlst poets had falled 1n thlS, thear role had been‘

usurped by commlssars and 1deologues.

Stephen Spender s dlstlnction between «moderns»

v

,.'and «contemporarles» helps to 1llustrate Layton S

‘a
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'“‘QOSition.Qith regard‘to modernism-44_ The modern artlst
"“'accordlng "o Spender, «1s acutely conscrous of ‘the .

1.-contemporary scene, but he does not accept 1ts values

He cultlvates «an extreme crltlcal awareness» that

,1mp11cates hlS ‘own sen51blllty as; a product of. the age
*he deplores. He tends to see «llfe as a whole and hence
'ln modern condltlons to. condemn 1t as a whole » 'The-

-'_«contemporary» wrlter, On the other hand :«beLOngs to
the modern world and accepts «the hlstorlc forces

VmoVLng through it. He 1s crltleai-‘ln fact typlcally

rhe 1s ‘a revolutlonary, but unllke the «modern» wrlter .

'who rejccts soc1ety as a whole «the contemporary is. a

partisan inpthe‘sense of seelng and supportlng partlal

-

. attitudes.»:‘He'flghts with thc Contemporary weapons

of ideology and'utllltarlan phllOSOphy, but «for dlf— _f

' . ‘\
ferent goals.» " He does not regard hlS own senS1b111ty

- as 1mpllcated in the general malalse, gut sees hlmself

.standlng «outsrde a world of lnjustlces and lrratlo-

nallty Joyce, Lawrence and " Ellot are moderns, Shaw,;
H.G. Wells and Arnold Bennett are Spender 'S examples of

contcmporarles. " He refers to the latter as «Voltalrlan

eg01sts»: «What they write 1s ratlonallst soc1ologlcal

"politigal and_respon51ble.» .When they CrlthlZe

satirize_or attack they do so «in- order to lnfluencc,

to direct to oppose to actlvate ex1stlng forces

.

j'Thelr «falth» ig’ that contemporary hlstorlcal forces

can be dlrected «1nto better courses through thc exerc1se"
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"of the superlor 50c1al or cultural 1ntelllgence of thev

creatlve genius,. the wrlter prophet ‘The moderns lack
o such-faith; in fact they see' it as part of the 51ckness-,’

',of the modern age. Moreover they are acutely aware of

unconscious. forces that «erupt» through the surface of

‘ratlonallsm;‘ Thelr own falth is that «by allow1ng thelr
1sen51blllty to be acted upom by the modern experlence ;H
as sufferlng, they w1ll produce, partly as the result T‘-

.'of unconscrous processes, and partly through the exercrse

7o£ crltlcal conscrousness, the 1d10ms and forms of new'

e L

art.»- As prophets and sages Shaw, Wells and Bennett‘

l_see thelr responsrblllty to the welfare .of socrety, and

. - L T

"to progress toward a bettef future i Thelr work ls not o

‘consplcuously experlmental they expect to be understood

by a large publlc, and to* lnfluence the oplnlons of that

'publlc In c0ntrast as artlsts and guardlans of

Alculture,_the moderns see thelr rESpONSlblllty to~the

ilntegrlty of thelr art and they exPect to lnfluence only

,’a small but ellte publlc.

‘\It does seem that Layton 1s morc of.a «contemporary»
than a «modern Layton s vlew of tho «subver51vo»
_functlon of poetry, hlS determlnatlon to- use poetry‘;to

71nfluence to dlrcct to oppose, ‘to actlvate existing

forces,» and hlS 1mage of the poet as a «wrlter prophet»,

“all ldentlfy hlm as a‘«contemporary » Moreover Layton
demanded ‘that the poet address «manklnd at large, not

small coterles of the sen51t1ve and frlghtened»

[
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@Poreword» to Balls for a One Armed Juggler) In the

-’“«Poreword» to A Red Carpet for the Sun, Layton allows

that he has hls «share in the common dlsgrace b but

L

characterlstrcally he re51sts the notlon that .the poet
is 1mpllcated in the modern malalse 1n -the eense that

Spender says of the modern wrrters._ The fact of his -

1

‘Jew1shness, of hlS chlldhood experlences, hlS perspec—_
tlve from the «outslde» as a member of 4 mlnorlty group-
“w1thin a larger mlnorlty, somewhat removed from the
Tmajor artistic centres, are all at times referred to by.

Layton to account for hlS 1ndependence of - the prevalllng

.

! modern sensrblllty, but the main reason ‘is. 51mply that

the poet as prophet must be, v1rtually by deflnltlon,g
«free» and «independent .>» 45 T o - - t

However, 1n other respects Layton does not fit-

'Spender "5 1mage of the «contemporary» wrlter '_One-

:recalls his verdlct on Shaw in the «Foreword» to . The

Sw1ng1ng Flesh Shaw mlght have been «the- bralnlest

'M.erter who ever llved» but he Iacked «thc Dlony51an

"olement » and consequently he was «already part of the

: problem~» The 1mportance that Layton places upon the
Dlony51an element as’a vrtal force that undermlnes the .

f neat arrangements of enllghtenment humanlqm, and as’ the

"sine-gua non 01 artlstlc creatlv1ty, allgns hlm w1th the

o

1

main-thrust of modernlsm. Llonel Trllllng has observed

- that'«nothlng is more characterlstrc of modern llterature

.

. than its. dlscovery and canonlzatlon of the prlmal non-

»
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" ethical enefgies »46 Layton 5 essentially traglc VlSlOn

also allgns him wlth the moderns rather than the contem—,

porarles and moreover, 1mp11c1t ln the traglc vision -

is a profound scept1c15m of and protest agalnst the_w

’ confldence of enllghtened humanlsm One recallsC

flnally, Layton s declared «reverence» for one of - the

key flgures of llterary modernlsm, D H._Lawrence.

I have argued that Layton, along w1th budek and .

Sutherland opposed cértdin bas1c tenets and tendencies-

. i
[

of modernlsm whose effect can be’ summed up as «the

dehumanlzatlon of art. Layton did re515t the cult of

> .

'ulmpersonallty and object1v1ty, the restrlctlon of modern_ -

-experience to the «eternal llfeless processes » the

dlSlntegratlon of the experlence of reallty lnto «dlsso—'

c1ated» 1mages and senSatlons, and the. dlsplacement of

the poet from 1nterpreter of the age toward symptom of

o the age, to the pornt where,.ln Sutherland 'S words “a

wrlter is- no longer a man but an envrronment»'(see

above, p..213). Howeverq Layton dld not rejeot the whole

o
[N

modernlst movement He was certalnly aware that the.'
major modernlst erters had looked deeply and coura-

geodsly into the human condltlon, and created an art R "

more 1ntensely personal and dlsturblngly reallstic than

- e

any that had gone before With the great modern novellsts )

and dramatlsts, Layten had no quarrel but on~occas10n

- .

g also the poets even .ds they proclalmed thelr aloof

1

aesthet1crsm "are acknowledged to. have profoundly

LA S

-,



-9

©in. uayton S/br1t1c15m of manv of hlS contemporarles

t

. engaged the dilemmas of modérn life..

“From the late f9505 onward, .another’ paraoox emerges

AAlong31de hlS 5tornful attacks ‘on the early modernlst

poets, Layton attacks hlS contemporarles for falllng tov
ass1m11ate the dark knowledge of modernlsm, either as

they pollshed the glltterlng surfaces of thelr tlghtly—

wrought, poems as they agqnlzed over their alienation,

or cheerfully pIESlded over the final spasms of dlSln—

v

tegratlon - The | «cosmopolltans» begln to. appear more,

'«Movement» than modernlst and the «natlves» become

a -

. ~

«Loyallsts;» The allgnment of «worrled ». «spare,» «neu-

- - N

v rotlc» cosmopolltans and «sane, «vrgorous» and <«direct»

natlves set out in the - «Introductory Note» ~to Canadian

lPoems 1850 1952 beglns to blur.47 He continues to speak

well of Pratt Blrney and leesay, but not with a- great

o deal of enthusxasm or COnVlCthD Purdy, Hlne Avrson

v

:and Reaney, whatever thelr dlfferences, .are all allke

*

in thelr «perlpherallty » They «haven t assrmllated
' 48

' Nletzsche.» ' when Layton reproached Klein for not

\
. P )

‘having «known Satan» and denying the «strong wayward;

bohemlan-streak inside’him »%9 heﬂwas essentially

.‘accusrng Klein of evadlng a full c01rrontatlon w1th

modernlsm. However, when Layton turns to Leonard: Cohen

his admlratlon is expressed w1th enthu51asm and conv1c—

- “

tlon, whatever lapses and excesses he may flnd 1n_CohenJ

work Layton demands that the poet deal with «fhe

«

L
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seminal confllcts» of his age’,-a task thatﬁthe'modernist

poets, as’ he saw them, had not fully engaged,,yet the

a551m11atlon of modernlsm seems to be“a-necessary step

In ‘the «Preface» to The Laughlng'Rooster (l9ﬁ4),..

' Layton clearly regards Yeats,_Ellot and Pound as glants

- .

, - . iy - -

towerlng over the contemporary unlverslty poets-

. L -

Passion, ecstasy, adventure have departed
. ©in thelr -place he [the contemporary -
- - university- poet] has substituted meditative.
- -cdlm, maturity, reasonableness, and so on:
., all, all excellent virtues to be sure, but
- «not very likely to produc¢é a Villon, . a.
Catullus, ar a Yeats. - Or 1f 1t came down .
te.that, even a T. S Ellot 50 - R

-fn l972 ,1n a. conversatlon publlshed in The Golden Dog,

Layton ‘even acknowledged a «collectlve» lnfluence of the T

"moderns upon hls work: ‘LA L o . S

You can t escape EllOt s great*work in
dynamltlng the Edwardian . -sensibility,, and
. you can't escape Auden's versatility,- his .
journalistic: style and his Trantic effort.
~ to bé modern.’ His' encompassingiof Fredd-
and Marx and Jung; modern psychology, .-
pOllthS, sociology, that sort. . @f +thing!

Cne can t escape that,.and one shouldn t try -

to escape.

R S . - - ~.
- . ca -
v

- . s

Prom the mid 1950s until at least 1967 there -are many

fundamental SLmllarltles between Layton s VleW*Of the

" modern condltlon and ‘that_ of the earller modern poets.

1

hls apprehens1on of «the demlse of’our bourge01s Chrlstlan

N ’

,c1v1lrzatlon,» his conv1ctlon'that i spite.of enlight—

- -y -

- A - .\
ened, liberal notigns of progress, “«corrupktion is the

-

- -
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norm -and enslavement universal;» his contempt foxr the

«Massenmensch»; his complete rejection of-~scientific

- "

and technelogical utopias; and his acutexawafeness of _

tan-historical‘dynémism radicaliy afﬁecting'social;

-

. S 52
classics.

polftical;énd personal life. These aré familiar themes

.in the works of Yeats, Eliot and Pound, and other modern

In «Poets: the Conscience of Mankipd;»

Fl

:ﬁayton describes the familiar modern ennui, the prevail-

-

-,

- 1ing sehse of weariness, angst, and joylessness: -~

Western cividization seems to be enveloped
in a Freudian sadness that assumes the world
has become one vast: sanitarium or hospital.
For a large number of people life has lost
its savour and zest. The joy of living has-

" gorle out of them. They are weighed down By

ineXpressible cares and worries; they are

repressed,.-anxious, and suffer from feelings-

of unreality. - - o
It 'is for these frightened, .alienated,

“unhappy. ‘people in Western society that the

moderh poet speaks. He is their voice, °
their champion and protector. For .they, -
mlong with himsélf- are thé internal exiles,

in a world that has 'forgotten what it  is to
be human. = Where'is the love and laughter and
Joy that should be the ‘birthright. of every

1226

w

human being? Where, -indeed,’ is that abundant .

life once promised t+o us-by the founders of °
the Christian religién and by the architects
Df-;he_liberal;~progressive‘state? It ‘lies ..

-in ruins on the analyst's couch. "

v

The tone. of this passagé is, for Layton, ‘uncharacter—

~istdically sympathetiqj'ahd-@he sympathy is clearly

achieved at consjdérable.effort. The language is

somewhat flattened and theré “is a strong hint'pf impa-

-
N

tience with all these «frightenéd,zéliénated, unhappy, -

. X .
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people» and the modern poete who must chanpion and.

protect them. Nevertheless;fhe acknowledges that this

- e R

is the conditionmthet:prevails, and in many of his _
critical writinée during this period, 'his-diagnosis

cf the root cause of the modern‘dlsease is again very

- P

" similar to that of.the* earller ooets_ In «Poetsr, " the

Consc1ence of Mankind», there seem to "be dlStlnCt echoes
not only of Lawrence but alsd of Yeat s breakdown of

-

«unity of being»: Lo

The pressures “on the 1nd1v1dual to srmpllfy

and abstract, to deadern His senses, .and to-

live elther ln his brains or his loins, are

becomlng more and more difficult to w1thstand

and Tesist . . , . Modern life, with its

.- Specialization -and division of labour, is .

turning “each of‘us irnto anatomical and physio-.
-~ logical fragments ~— a brain, an eye, a nose,

9v zan arm, or a leg. ..We. must somehow 'find .a . .

%& way to reassemble these. into a human belng

3

There are also the famlllar attacks ‘ori - «suffocatlng ] G

conventlons» and «dlshonest ratlonallzatlons and hypoc—

risies,» and! agalnst «abstractlons» and moral up llft"
1n poetry.53f These concerns are certalnly not unlque
to the early modern poets but the p01nt 1s that Layton s -

diagnosre of some of the fundamental dlseases of the
. o - .

modern age its fragmentatlon moral 1nsecur1ty, solr—

r

.ltual bankruptcy, and mOIbld selfﬁconsc1ousness, had .-

- ‘much 1n common w1th that of the early modernlsts

- -

.Hi W B Yeats 1nevrtably appears, along w1th Ellot

Pound and Auden, in Layton S- 1lsts of the pern1c1ous

" - . s
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moderns whose influence must be résisted. However, in .
the late 1950s Pacey began to notice'therstrong affinities

N '

between Yeats and Layton. " In hlS rev1ew of The Bull

Calf and Other Poems Pacey noted a «rlpe bltterness

7

.and assured tone «akin to. that of the later Yeats

In hlS correspondence w1th Layton, there are frequent

Zcomparlsons between the two poets - thelr traglc V151on

thelr heroic afflrmatlon, the trlumph of 1aughter and .

galety over. deSpalr, thelr earthy v1ta11ty, and thelr

Famitanni

_stature as «publlc» poets. On December 6 1956 Pacey

_wrote to- Layton-"«YOu really write w1th authorlty now

w1th that SOnorous flnallty that Yeats attalned in his

later work Patey often quoted from a. Tetter of Yeats's
Lto Dorothy Wellesley, «Bltter and gay -- that is the
' héroic mood » ang- clalms this’ as «our motto.» In 1967

[

.«throughout ?heﬁggok Layton exempllfles what Yeats called

“1tho her01c mood ) In response Layton wrote:

After all the guff Smith, and now a new
-offender, Margaret Avison, have written- about
Wn. -C.-Wm.'s and Pound's .influence on me,
it's. enog dh to restore my faith in the .
intelligence -of people when someone like you
. comes along and speaks of my affinity with *
“Wm. B. Yeats. At last' I wrote Smith a
long time 'ago that my favourites’ among the

poets were: Isaiah, Blake, and Yeats. ~

-

Co : ' _ .
In‘part, at least,-it appears that-the'quarrel“betweenf

Layton ahd Dudek could be seen as Yeats and Lawrence‘

)

agalnst Pound and Wllllams. Layton is’ certalnly

- \ i
N . - +
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j_what was happenlng in Europe; an understandlng of the

v
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.impatient with- some of Yeats's poses, with his interest

inithe:occult}‘his'«farry—talé‘ByZantium;» and his

nostalgia- for .a more ariStocratic age, but‘there are
,clearly dlstlnctlve qualltles that set Yeats apart from .-

'most Anglo modernlst poets _Mlchael Hamburger has

remarked that «desplte hls‘use of.masks) Yeats did not

. allow an aesthetlc system or. any other to 1nsulate him

Zagalnst shocks and dlsturbances and breakoown This

is what Layton demanded of the modérn poet perhaps

-'above all else. ThlS 1s the klnd of «reallsm » the kind’

'of poetry of personal experlence, that Layton 1n51sted

. L
upon, “in contrast to Ellot S lnsulatlng «dlssoc1atlon "

fof sensrblllty» doctrlne, or Dudek s appeals to hlgher.
Reason.‘ Moreover, Hamburger argues that Yeats stands

- out among the modernlst poets 1n that he was «on more, _ -

§ -

1nt1mate terms with - the Zeitgelst more responslve to

the tremors and rumbllngs of a v1olent age, >‘and‘«more

‘-

1nvolved in the human;condltron generally;»:by»virtue.-"
.of his political .involvement with Ireland specifically.
,COnor‘Cruise'O'Brien has made§similar'claims. .Although

there is no denYing YeatS's'fascist svmoathles and"

although he regularly retreated from polltlcal 1nvolve—1_

ment to hlS aesthetic tower, «Yeats had a greater

feellng Lnan most other poets . most other wrlters, for- ,ﬁ

telepathic’ waves of violence comlng.from Europe which

touched something in his own heart and <:hara,cte,r.-55
) X = oand :

* ~
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It would -not be altogether erroneous to say that -

~

Layton was less appalled by the deeply held polltlcal

convrctlons of - Yeats, even though they deflnltely tended :_ S

,toward fascrsm, than he was by the comparatlvely gllb
.oplnlons of many of hlS ‘own contemporarles whether of
the Left or the nght (for example, Patrlck Anderson).
Thls argument has to be made very cautlously . Clearly,
'there is nothrng that could deflect Layton s outrage
with ahythlng that 15 1mp11cated ln the Holocaust .
Nevertheless in his early essay on- «Shaw Pound and . ,fj'
"Poetry;» he 1s prepared to «forget thelr temporary love—
t;_affalr w1th Mussollnl and Itallan Pasc1sm» out of Sympathy
‘ffor thelr contempt for the «llberal pluto democracres
'that put forward shekel chasrng as the noblest purpose'
of man ”56. In’ the 19605, Layton was not - S0 understandrng;
. yet he still seems more lnfurlated by polltlcal nalvete‘

than polltlcal wrong 51dedness T S

In the «Introductory Note» to Canadlan Poems 1850~

1952 - Patrtick Anderson is gently mocked for attemptlng

to. comblne «the rhythms of Dylan Thomas w1th the 1deas

of. Karl Marx. 57f It seems that nelther Thomas s rhythms ‘

fhor ‘Marx' s ideas: were held with much conv1ctlon This
represents the opp031te of Yeats g, and Layton s 1nte—

gratlon of pOllthS and' pootlc vrslon In an essay 1n

Commentary «What Happened in the BOs» {September 1962),

Wllllam Phlllps attempted to account for: the lelSlOn -

\\\\_/he percelved between modern llterature and a ratlonal o
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ﬁ\\and p051t1ve pOllthS '_He concluded that the lelSlon.

' must bo acknowledged and malntalned

TA, radlcal llterature and a radlcal pOllthS
. must’ be kept apart. For radical politics of .
.. the modern varlety has: really served as. .an.
- .  antidote to’ literature.' The. meral hygiene,
“+ < .the puritanism, the benevolence -- all +the
virtues that sprout on the, left’ ~- work like.
"8 cure for the perverse. and morbld‘idealismi“
" of. the modern wrlter : : A

i . - - .
T . - o

Although Layton found Yeats s pOllthS appalllng, he

would surely -find Phlllps S «antl dote» even more appal—

llng It virtually denles that pOétLC v151on is capable ;

T of 1nform1ng a\ratlonal and humane pOllthS.:'The'

respon51ble c1tlzen has no need of the morbld modernlsts.

*- in formulating hlS pblltlcal conv1ctlons. But in fact

lt is Pdtrick Anderson S ver51f1ed pOllthS that is
gratultous, whlle the «ldeallsm» of a poet llke Yeats
demands to be’ challenged and somehow absorbed 1nto |
soc1ety |

~ I have attempted to 1llustrato some of the.para-”u
doxes and complexltles of Layton 5 response to modernlsm

I

draw1ng exten51vely upon parallel and contrastlng

' responses amonq contemporary CrlthS. 'It seems that

he has been remarkably deft -at sens1ng or dlSCoverlng

those aqﬂbcts of modernlsm that are necessary to. hlS‘

view of the poet s functlon 4An - the twentleth century, o

’

. and- those that lead to a. dead end Whlle he demanded

that the poet «have the severlty ‘to descend from. one

r

level of foulness to another that he must «take into

i « !
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himself all‘the moral dieeases, ali'thefanguish and.
terror of hlS age » «absorb the ev11 of hlS tlmes
v he has IESlSted the. many temptatrons of modernlsm to '

ihelpless despalr,‘resentment 'aloof aesthet1c1sm, or to

some - 1nsulat1ng 1deology or. doctrlne He has also

‘re51sted any form of wholesome or - «hygenlc» antl modernw-t‘ .

ism -= that lS, any attempts to mlnlmlze the very real
'}CrlSlS of- modern soc1ety that demanded the extreme,,
'-radlcal v151ons of modernlst poetry.

I flEd I can best lllustrate Layton s relatlon to .

. modernrsm wrth another reference to Tr:lllng s essay,_

_'«The Fate of Pleasure Trllllng compares Dostoevskl s

Underground Man and Nletzsche 5 Overman as representatlve

B

of two modern but opp051ng attltudes ‘to the «spec10us

'.good» of llberal bourgeoms 1deology . The Underground

»

}Man 1s, by hlS own. COnfESSlon, charged w1th bltterness'

PP r’

and resentment agalnst the 1deal of a ratlonal benev-
_’olent soc1al order. He regards hlmself as an «anti- .
'Shero,> and thus becomes «the eponymous ancestor ‘of a’

'_‘_now numerous trlbe : He is the «antagonlstlc opp051te»

of the «'subllme and the beautlful'»- not srmply of

‘_'phlllstlne subllmlty and beauty, but also that represented

be «the Gfeek conceptlon ‘of the hero »+ And neither is

'hls bltterness dlrected at socral 1njustlce-

N
-

N : . It is the essence of the Underground Man's
- .position that his antagonism to socliety arises
‘not in response to the deficiencies of social
llfe, but, rather, in response to the insult.
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v
‘

society" offers his” freedom by asolrlng to be
- berneficent, to embody «theé sublime and .the
_beautlful» as elements of 1ts belng

1 .
.‘ : v T o

~jTrllllng acknowledges that Nletzsche has at one p01nt
'clalmed that Dostoevskl =3 Underground Man and hlS Over-
}man “are the same person claw1ng hlS way out of the. plt
'llnto the sunllght However Trllang maintains that

Nletzsche,«ls‘mistaken in the-idehtificatioh for his
;ovn lmaglnatlon is bounded on. one sigde by that word

. sunllght by the Medlterranean world which he loved

’ by the tradltlon of humanlsm w1th 1ts recognltlon of

:; the value of pleasure ‘Thus Dostoevskl S presentatlon
~of. modern sprrltual llfe has been «deflnltlve» in its o

'_“1nf1uence on llterature" whlle Nletzsche s has remalned

'«marglnal»; S

. . Desplte the scorn- he [Nletzsche] expressed
o o -+ for liberal democracy and socialist’ .theory
- .4s -he-knew them,. he was able to speak with
sympathy of future democraciesd and possible
"socialisms, led to do.so by that element of
his’ thought which served to’ aerate his mind
B . ,and keep.it frank and generous. -~ his aware-
. -ness of the part played in human existence
' 'by’ the will to power, which, however it
figures in the thought of hls epigones and
vulgarizers, was conceived by Nletzsche
‘himself.as comprising the whole range ofthe
‘possibilities ©f human energy, creativity,
libido. . .. .. It is because of this human-
ism of his, this naturalistic aoceptance of
. power and pleasure, that Nietzsche is held
at a distance by the modern spiritual
sensibility. And the converse of what explalns
‘Nietzsche's reéelative marginality explalns
Dostoevski's .position at the very heart of
the modern spiritual life.00
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Layton, along wlth Nletzsche, 1s ‘a «marglnal» modern
in this sense : Trllllng acknowledges that hlS argument
'mlght seem somewhat «hyglenlc » and the dlstlnctlon
betWeen DOStoeVSkl and hlS Eersona mlght be a llttle‘t
blurred But the maln p01nt of Trllllng S argument seems_
remarkably sulted to 1lluetrate Layton s precrse rela—
: tlonshlp to modernlsm.l d'i -
’ By-lBGO modernlsm-eeemS’to.have been widely
. regarded as a movement of the past CrlthS began to
;-engage.ln the exerc1se of - flxrng termlnal dates. " The-
current mood is ev1dentb1n the title of Harry Levin's -
essay,:«What Was-Modernlsm » 1960 ; The movement was
" nowfestablished' it was no longer avant garde. Layton
hedtbeen saylng thlS srnce the late 19405 in his polem-
'j;ce agalnst the’ «1rrevelancc» (o3l his contemporarles
- who contlnued ‘to wrlte in the studled mannerlsms of .
EllOt Pound and thc later Auden. However many of the
CrlthS who came  ta’ thls awareness ln the 19605 wrote
E wlth a tlnge of regret and nostalgla as they contem—
| plated succe551ve decades of reduced v1tallty since
the end of the l9205.: Just how establlshed modernlsm
'_ had become is ev1dent ln the language of LeV1n s essay
\He speaks of the «shOck» of. modernlsm,;of the. dramatlc
exten51ons in’ form and sen51blllty, and the acute

.

awareness of the past but hlS tone is almost comfortlng, :

.

full of assurances that perlOdlC shake ups and’ blzarre

llterary experlments are to be expected 1n the progress

4



of llterature, that perlods of cqnsolldatlon must be

followed by new breakthrouchs and exc1t1ng outbursts I

: of llterary act1v1ty, whlch are followed in turn by .

N decades of reactlon and ccnsolldatlon-

-
N .

'the manic Twentlcs decllned into the .depres-—-

sive Thlrtles whicHh ylelded in turn the
war-interrupted. Forties. If the ecunter-
movement of the Fifties seéms to have begun-.
unpromisingly, we may take comfort in . -
expecting the Sixties to proceed on a’

'rising plane, looking:toward the next Qater—'

shed im - the Nlneteen Elghtles.

.

i

Publlc re51stance to new - forms and experlments is, to be‘

'public «aﬁterﬁail} 1n buylng cars or clothes accepts

the_principle of.planned_obsolescence » Coupled'with

- the modernist demand for the new, with «the sense of

novelty,» was «the 1nher1ted sehse of ‘the past and the

v

pleasures of retrospectlon»-

‘museum ) - .

K

Every man, in his more thoughtful moods, is
conscious of his overwhelming, patrimony as-’

“heir of all the ages; and his relation to
';them takes the guise-of an endless stroll . -

among the masterpleces of their invisible .

Thus the pressures of the modern age that demanded a'

radlcal break w1th establlshed practnce are reduced to

]

shifts in fashlon;-a.momentous snift in_sensibility is

accepted_as«a regular periodic occurrence-

“

’

‘ ambivalent pressures of the past upon the modern sensi--

bility can now be regarded as a lefsurely «stroll among'

;

and thc acutc,

-'_expected but so;'eventually, is’ publlc acceptance, the"'



_ 236
the masterpieces- of theif invisible museum.»

For A.J.M. Smith, modernism had not ended;- its .
progress -had merely become more orderly. In his &Intro-"

LN .

duction»_to,The‘Oxford Book of Céna&ian'verse; 1960,

s T

Smith assessed the deﬁeibpment of .modern poétry in
s : : L .

Canada'as.foiiowéi

The -modern spirit in Canadian poetry, "indeed,
‘has ‘developed, as it has in Europe and the
;United States, in a progressive and orderly
.- revolution. There was first a widening of
the subject matter of poetry to include all
aspects of -contemporary life, especially the
homely, the familiar, and the urban, treated
. realistically or with irony. . . . The free-
verse movement in France and imagism-in
. England and America were part of this tech-
- nical revolution. Influences which made for
' simplicity and inclusiveness were felt by all
serious Canadian poets after the First World
- War, and particularly by writers ‘of the
e native tradition. . . . The poetic revival
‘0f the forties was-continuedtthroughout the
fifties without diminution,

.

.

Boih Smith &nd Levin seem worlds removed from the fierce

paradoxes that troubled the early modernists. It does

seem that modernism. had indeed been domesticated, and,
« i . . - } - ’
in the process, trivialized. 1In contrast, Layton may =~

.

have been much more wary of certain aspects of modernism - -

than either” Levin or Smith, and much morée .eager to move

.
~

beyond modernism, but the aggressive urgency of his,

criticism‘is more loval to the true spirit of mbdernism.
- Ameng the poets and poeft-critics whorbedan Qriting

~and publishing in the mid 1940s, the decline of modern— -
" ism sgems”generally-to have been regarded with gréater .

- i
i



237
*-urgency. For Dudek and Souster the - l9609 called for.'

'-a rapld shorlng up of the ru1ns of modernlsm, at least

'flthose prlnClples OF language and metrlcs developed by

;Pound and . Wllllams, and marglnally extended by Black
fmountaln and EiEE In. «The Tran51t1on in Canadlan
';Poetry,» l959 Dudek is contemptuous of the «new ortho-
doxy» that has abandoned «modern poetry like an old o

uplayground P but he acknowledges that “We are now in .

O
.

'ythe Vlctorlan stage of modern poetry, we are exploiting
Amethods already tested and proved godd. »63 These protests
'are dlreoted prlmarlly against the anti- modernist .crit-
,1c15m 1nsprred by the Movement In England Charles '
Tomllnson, whom Eric Homberger descrlbes as «the. |
flercest home ~grown. critic of the. Movement and ‘all its
progeny,»~also tried to shore up the ruins of modernlsm
In «Poetry_Today,> l96l, he malntalned thatf«the‘effect
‘of those" generatlons who have succeeded to the herltage .
of EllOt Pound. and Yeats has been largely to squander
'.4the awareness these three gave us. of our. place -in world
llterature 'and to retreat lnto a self- congratulatory

: 64 ‘

parochlallsm »L

Dudek; Scuster, Black Mountain Tish, and Tomllnson,

whatever their differences, all demanded lnnovatlon

and experiment and made dlStlnCthe contrlbutlons to

’ '

late- modernlst poetlcs, but more arnd more they seem‘to .

represent a rear guard A new: avant garde was emerglng

in the. late 1950s and became a domlnant force 1n the S

- ;
- '
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.lSGbsf .Accordiﬁgbﬁo.Homberger, ﬁﬁé «moment» of Fformalism
in bofh‘England ana Aﬁe;iéé réaéhed ité‘peak around the ‘
mid 1950s. -After the death of Stalin in 1953, the
ten;ioné of thé Coid Wér began to slacken, and <«the
" political and cultural climate begaﬁ to ease.» This
beééme evident'firs? in films of sécial protest like

The Wild Ones and On the Waterfront, and in plays like

Miller's A View from the Bridge and Osborne's Look Back
in Anger, -and slowly the effecﬁs‘bégan to be felt in
poetry:
It became marginally harder to carry on
writing sestinas and madrigals. There was .
a contradicticn between formalism and the -
age, which led to a questioning throughout
-the late 1950s of whether the traditional
forms were .any 1onger'adequate'for the real
world in which the poets lived.0>
The «Beats» became‘increasingly prominent, pa:ticularly
Allen Ginsbergq, Gregory Corso, Jack Kerouac, Gary Snyder,
and Lawrence. Ferlinghetti, and the work of three promi-
nent formalists of the 1950s, W.D. Snodgrass, Robert

Lowell and Sylvia Plath, began to strike out in new

directions. Ginsberg published Howl "in 1956 ang Raddish

and Other Poems in 1961; Gary Snyder published Riprap

Lin.195§; Sylvia Plath published The Coiossus in 1960;

and Robert Lowell published Life Studies in 1959, where

he proclaimed the end of the «tranquilized fifties» and.
deﬁonstrated Iris determination to involve himself with
the inner viclence of the self and-the outer violence

™ -



of the-cdntémporary world. ng Becamewfhg aacredited_

. founder of thg_sch@ol”of «confessionaly bogtry, whose _ -
most remarkable member wds Sylvié'£lath.66 BT

The shift that occurred in the late 1950s seems to

'

require a new name, whether post-modernism, -neo-modern="

ism,wantitpoetry, performance art, or neo=primitivism. -~

According to Bradbury and McFaflane, . Tee w7 - :;*

We. have now amassed, on the basis of the-art
- or anti-art of the post-war period -- which
T at fdirst appeared to be moving away from
Modernism in the direction of realism and
.linearity -- a new entity, called Post-
Modernism . . . . This is no longer simply
a style; 'it7is a form of post-cultural action,
a politics. The avant-garde has entercd the -
streets, and become instinctive or radieal
: behavicur; and we are in a new stylistic age
 in which that enterprise of humanism and
civilization Modernism attempted desperately
to reinstate by its subversions of form is
.. over. Anarchism and revolutionary subject-
ivism predominate; thé‘uniquenéss of the work
vanishes; the cults of imperscnality and pure
form are done; art is either action, outrage, -
‘or play.®? o

According .to Monroe K.HSpears, the qudlitigs]emphasized
by the «new poé;ry» are <openness, Simplicit?, direct—
ness, colloguial language, the accents of psychological
.£iﬁth.a§_the poet reveals (often) the most sordid,
humiliatiné,.éﬁd.inﬁimate details of his life.»68

For Frank Davey, «modéfnismAwgé essentially an elitist,
formaliétic, anti-democratic, a;é’éﬁti:;errestrial

v
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rnovement., » - He_has no inclinétion to laméntrits_passﬁpg:

The modernist collapse is evident throughout
contemporary Canadian writing}’:TheZmodern—
izts -- Smith, Finch, Dudek,. Webb -<-.who
v recoiled from the popular mechanical world
of homogenous culture and looked toward a o
largely mythical world of stability, religious -
devotion, and artistic splendour, are here ..-
From There to Here Jnoisily succeeded by |
the post-modernists -- Nichol, Coleman, -
Gilbert, Marlatt, Godfrey, Thomas, Matt
Cohen -- who are equally revolted by the
monolithic power structure of early twentieth-
century technology but who see in its
electronic offspring new means of asserting
human variety and significance. The modern- .
lsts sought to control both their world and.
their art; the post-modernists seek to
participate in anarchic cooperation with the
elements of an environment in which no one
element fully controls any other. The modern-
ist yearned to replace a Newtonian universe
of mechanical certainty with a Ptolemaic one
of medieval-diversity; the post-modernist
believes that the Newtonian has already been .
neutralized in the relativity theory of )
Einstein. To a modernist -- like Margaret
Atwood in her role as critic -- lack of .
control«over reality causes one to be a victim;
to a post-modernist -- like Gerry Gilbert —-—
lack of control merely makes one a partic-
ipant, the normal and desirable human
condition,69

These are all fairly cheerful notices, especially Frank
o

Davey's. George Steiner offers a more sombre account of

‘the'collapse of modernism. In Bluebeard's Castle,. Steiner

- maintains we are now living in a «post~culture.» AOur"
q‘ért has recognized, with a vengeance,. the lle_oflthe

oId <«high culture» and the specious glory of Western -
civilization. The ehormous-toll‘of'two worldlwdrsj aﬁd[;'”

above all, of the Holocaust, have forced upon art the

knowledge that our highest cultural values actively o



- . . . - B .

",collaborate in human erdeltyi .

Though “in parodlstlo and ultlmately negatlng .
forms, political bestiality did take on
certain of the conventions, 1dlom and”’ external
~values of high culture. And, as we have seen, .
- the 1nfectlon was, in. numerous lnstances,
. ) ;‘rec1procal “Mined by ennui and ‘the aesthetlcs’
. . of violence, a.fair proportion of- the intel-
- ligentsiw and of the institutions -of European
ClVlllzathn Ealal letters, the academy, the
] performlng arts -- met 1nhuman1ty w;thﬁvarylng
.7 . degreés of welcome. Nothing in.the next-door
T “world . of Dachau 1mp1nged on the great winter
- cycle of Beethoven chamber Jusic played in
- - 4Mun1ch No . canvases came off the museum walls ..
e .v'f-*as the butchers strolled” reverently past
LA gulde book ln hand

R N . _-“. . .

If the postwmodernlst breakthrough of the 19605 did -

1ndeed mark the end of decades of agonlzlng over the rulns T

.of. hlgh culture, and the complrcrty of art in «polltlcal

‘bestlallty,» Iayton should have welcomcd the decade with

a sense Df trlumph The 51xt1es Seemed to proclalm the

end of gentlllty in the arts, the end of the poet as

«culture pedlar » and the beglnnlng, at-last of his
‘3,engagement with the «semlnal confllcts» of hlS ager The
‘poet who perhaps best exempllfles the’ 19605 is Glnsberg

. Accordlng to Erlc Homberger, he 15 “«a mlllenlal prophet a

Jar celebrator, a rad1¢al splrlt w: «a leltlcal poet, whose

- - e

pOllthS are v151onary and despalrlng, and - whose mysti-

cism was 1ntensely polltlcal w11 S :

Layton is strlklngly absent from Frank Davey s .

“«Introductlon» to<From There to Here. He .is regarded

“aoparently, as nelther a,modernlst nor a post—modernlst

Oon thls p01nt ‘at 1east Davey - crltlc15m seems



pérceotive;gLayton is difficult-to fit lnto'eithérwcamp
He fltS nelther Davey S. 1mage of. the mode nlst as hlgh

priest of art nor his 1mage of the qleeful post- modern—

1st part1c1pant Furthermore, Layton shows llttle

~ +

ev1dence that -he is aware of the profoundly llberatlng

-

effect of the electronlc medla upon poetry, a.central & -.
point 1n Davey 5 analy51s ‘However,; Layton is aware of

the 51gnmf1cance of the Holocaust and twentleth century

-

totalltarlanlsm, and he may be regarded as post cultural

"if not post- modern, 1n that he regards the Holocaust _- -

' ¢

prec1sely as a manifestation of «culture» and «civili-
zation,» not as a temporary lapse into primitive
. .

barbarism. )

In much of his criticism'during the 1960s and early

- - .y

- .19705, he regards the collapse of modernism and modern

[N - v -

culture as a fait aCCOmpll In the «Foreword» to Balls |

£

:for a One —Armed Juggler, Layton scoffed at the poet-who
J“\\\
contlnues to Yegard himself as a guardlan of culture

+ and’ language, «breathlng spasmodlcally before the True,

-the Good and the Beautiful.» More urgent tasks confront -

the poet:

There is a new, dark knowledge waiting to _be
assimilated into the minds and conscience of
‘those who are his contemporaries. Toc make *
this self-awareness available to them, the
poet will have to crawl out of the unlver—
sities and academies to roam the streets and
N alleyyays of the megalopoli.72 )

In an article in The Montreal Star, 1963, Layton wrote:

1Y
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«Mah .is a sick animal, and c1v1llzatlon is the dlsease
“ =7 N

.

3 This 1dea may come out of Freud’ st

L

C1v1llzat10n and Its Dlscontents, but it has become a

he suffers frbm.

- K

central doctrlne of post- modernlsm In the «Foreword»

to The Shattered Pllnths dated August , 5 L967,‘only a

‘few weeks after the Arab- Israell war, Layton’s theme 1is

.

«the geologlcal fault separating Yesterday from tomor- o

-
N + a

row.» Agaln, a digtinctly post- modern tone of desecri-
tlon pervades Layton's preSentatlon of the dilemmas T
racking ‘contemporary society. That «a new element was

ushered into the human situation with wOrld War‘Ilé is ,

a fundamental fact «that-utterly invalidates ninety-nine

per cent of the world's literature of the past» and

‘demands «a re-definition oflhuman nature.» Layton.is

contemptuous of «the more sophisticated redder who )

'believes with the new academics tHat the last .word in

modern poetry has been said by Messrs Yeats, Pound,

"Eliot, Frost, Graved ,- and Auden - To Layton their work

aopears gonly a little less qualnt than ‘the sight of a
horse —and-~ buggy at a frantlc 1ntersectlon in Montreal
or Toronto It is no longor adequate for the poet to
attempt «to humanlze people by trylng to make them |
conscicus of the evils of 1njust1ce and mlsery That
had been trled but’ there was no ev1dence of moderatlon
in the human appetite for cruelty Consequently, ¢the

poet today labours under the ‘constraint of flndlng
other meansr»74 _ - _ SRR
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However, when Layton‘turns to the'literature of
J

’

the 19608 -whlch Seems ‘prémised “on many of the, pr1nc1ples
he had urged w1th lncrea51ng fervour srnce the mid -
1950s, his response is, at best guarded and amblvalent
When Frank Davex observes that among the post—modern;

ists «much of the pe581m1§m_wh1ch characterized earlier

bl

Canadian writing vanishes » or that «there is a strong~

sense of oerverse exc1tement ln the face of ominous ¢
3 13 .

objects and events,»75‘1t becomes clear-thatwLayton is -

A

not endorsing at least that klnd of post modern;sm. P

In his 1962 1ecture, «Prlnce Hamlet and the
- »
Beatnlks» Layton can «derive hope» from the work of

Corso, Ferllngettl, Glnsberg, and Kerouac because they

KNE

‘demonstrate that the tradltlonal ideals of Amerlcan

—

. society - £ellowsh1p,-love,-freedom —-«are still very’

L]

much alive,» the more. so because they have gone <under- -
ground.»‘ He compares the Beats favourabiy w1th the
followers of Stefan- George 1n Germany after World War

I.. They rcpresent “an authentlc protest movement in‘

t

the great tradltlon of the Amerlcan protest movements

1

However, Layton also- has’ serious reseryat;ons about_
both their moral motives and their effect upon . corrupt,

.affluent "american eociety:

The Beats, I feél, are:too frightened, much
too hysterical, too passive. They have

given up the fight to produce the-* goecd - .
'soc1ety or to even think about -it. And this,.
15 their fatal weakness and their fatal
limitation as writers.

-
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i

- The Beats constltute a «Slgnlflcant phenomenon 5 and ‘

l«we w1ll neglect them only to our own cost »’ but «to -

surrender to unlntelllgence, to surrender to chaos to
give- frenzy and chaos the name, of art is a betrayal of

art. Towards the end, of the lecture, when- Layton holds

. the example of Hamlet above that of the Beats Hamlet

beglns to appear much more like- ‘a, modern than ar- post—,V'

o

. modern. His reluctance to act evén though he‘knows'the

'time' demands that he act, seems partlcularly charac—

';terlstlc of the modernlst poet Layton contrasts this

‘reIuctance w;th tha_aggressxve self rlghteousness of

the Beats who seem to ‘have a greater fa01llty to turn -
thelr mlnds and thoughts to bloody deeds, even whlle
they «turn thelr backs on reform, or on the hope and

possibility of reform.» Hamlet, the «true poet,»‘resists.

_the temptation ,to «go undergrohnd»:

B a

The writer cannot escape the obligation.. to -
think about the evil and corrupt society ‘in
which he lives. Like the Hebrew prophcts he = -
has to storm against them. He cahnot go
underground. He cannot exhibit cowardice,
Je may not retreat. He must Lonstantly -
attempt to enllghten his fellowmen, his, con+ |
temporaries, and point ocut to them the-
defects of their society, and nrever discourage
. them by saylng, «This situation 'is well-nigh

: hopeless, there issnothing you can do about

. it. Human belngs are so evil, so corrupt,
. there is no hope of recovery for them.» .

This is the difference between a Hamlet - N
and a Ginsberqg. o )

. . . |

This is the kindest treatment that  the Beats receive

¥

in.Layton's criticism. In his other work, he ‘is much

\ N [
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- less patient with them. In an article.in'the'Vancouver-
. Sun in 1960, he wrote: «Beatnik poetry is_the eXpression

“oﬁldespairing impotence. Its savage’ nlhlllsms are
' related to the frustratlons grow1ng out of the cold war

) £
and the dlgnlfled donothlnglsm of the Elsenhower era.

In «what Canadlans Don t Know about Love » Layton attacks
'the modern age that «has bred narc1551sm, hysterla
‘anx1ety, beatnlklsm-» that is,. beatnlklsm 15 a Symptom

of ‘the problem, not a measure agalnst 1t. In the poem

«On Reroadlng the Beats » thElI «megalomanla, nar015515m,
'hysterla, effomlnacy» almost leads hlm to prefer the
'_«Eton boys & eunuchs of England ‘The Beats have yltalﬁ‘

1tyn,but.«Con51oer the animation‘ofJa garbage~heap‘in

..mid—Augnst:-tits'seethe'&'flow‘of nagoots »77A

Several CrlthS have malntalned that post— _OI" neo-

“

3modernlsm represents a capltulatlon to the moral, soc1al'
<

and aesthetlc w11derness of contemporary socaety ,quene

‘Goodheart malntalns that

the her01sm of- the earller wrlters was pre~‘s
cisely in; the effort of re51stance-_-moral
religious, aesthetic." -With a large portion.
"of contemporary llterature, ‘it is as‘:though .
‘there were no. left-over energy for resistance."
The 1maglnatlon is totally commltted to . the !
experlence of dlSlntegratlon. .it 'is in con-
; Spiracy with thé destructive tendency of
: modern life and. 'teaches' us to-acdept it
with' an- almost perverse pleasure

+

In The Decllne of the. New, IrV1nq Howe laments’ the fact

that we are enterlng «a new phase in Our culture whlch
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in motlve and spring represents a wish to shake off the
bleedlng herltage of modern1ém and relnstate one of those

periocds of‘the*collectlve.nalf which seem endemic‘to
American experience Wt HOWe '8 admlratlon for the earlier

.

«great modernlsts» has been cautlous and dlscrlmlnatlng,

but he clearly prefers 'them tq the neo—modernlsts He
13 f t

has some sympathy with the «lmpulse to shake off the

v

burdens and entanglements of modernlsm » but the neo—

modernists have fallen considerably short of producing :
a. joyous, life-affirming body of work: - ’

) What strikes one most forcefully ahout a great

o deal of the new writing and theater is its
grlndlngly ideological tone, even if now the
claim is for an- 1deology of pleasure. And
what.strikes one even more is the air of
pulsing ressentiment which pervades this work,
an often unearned and seemingly 1nexpllcable
“hostility. . .

~ - -

1Astrenk_Davey‘s-account (quoted ebove) perhaps illus-

trates, the ressentlment of the neo~moderns can’be qulte

gleeful but accordlng to Howe that glee does,not -
’ Il =
proclalm thelr triumph over the dark knowledge of - the
early modernlsts, only their: evasron of 1t-
The dgreat. literary modernlsts {to. c1te hut
. 'ohe instance) put at the center of, their work
“a confrontation and struggle with the demons. -
©. of nihilism; the llterary swingers- of the
-sixties, fac1ng a nihilist viclation, cheer-
CEully remove the threat by what Pleldlng once’
‘called wa tlmely compliance. » 79 v

-

The undercurrent of ressentlment that Howe detects 1n

contemporary llterature has also been noted by Trllllng,
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- although he detects it in certain earlier modernist
works as well.  He suggests thet;«nothing is“more-char—
acteristic of the llterature of our tlme than the

replacement of the hero by Wwhat has come to be called

2

the anti-hero, in whose ;ndlfference to -or hatred of

ethical nobility there is presumed' to be a special .
~authenticity.» Trilling-illustrates “the point with
reference to the protagonist of -Diderot's Rameau's .

Nephew:

Although he envied anyone at all who had
access .to the creature comforts and the
soclal status which he lacked, what chiefly
animated him was envy of men of géenius.

. Durs is the first culktural epoch -in which

" many men aspire to cultural achievement in

the arts ang, in their frustration, form a
dirspossessed class which cuts across the
conventicnal class lines, making 'a prole-
tariat of the spirit.

HinEe and echoes ef similar'critical judgments are,
scattered throughout_iayton's work ?n the i9ébs and
1970s. Layton does not need eo be told where-fo find
resentﬁent. But:infcontrast to ;esentful nihilisﬁ;

_ Lajton holds :out the hope of modest reform. Toward the

end of the «Foreword» to The Shattered Plinths, after

'Imaking his érgument for the «complete collapse of the
traditional christian and humanistic values,» Layton
',«cgutions» the reader against nihilistic despair:
On no account should any of my poems be

construed as an apology for acts of nihil-
istic violence. The latter is the madness
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I se& spreading with frighten;nd‘spepd—across‘
a world torn by racial, national, and ideo-
logical conflicts. y - ’

’
N

Layton continues to insist that it ;S possible for con-

temporary man to direct his egotism «into less'apel;kef

manifestafions»: «Men,w}il never create a world flqwing
with milk and honey.br even ogé'tpat @ill provide all

its inhabitants with thermingmhm‘cqﬁditions for their
physical and moral hea}th, hut fhey ought to be able to
keep it reasonably clear of_poisgnous weeds and polluted
waters.» Layton's moral démandé seem moderate and
realistic compared to thgl«moral perfectionism» that
Polanyi noted as characteristib of the modegnists. In
«Prince Hamlet and thg Béétn;ks»_Layﬁon éuggests that

the outraged modern‘ﬂmerican writer, «offen@ed by the
contrast» between the exéléed ideals and th; debased
daily reaiity of American life, <«loses, perhaps, ;
necessary perspective on his own people because he is
judging his own people.as only God has the right to judge
them.»o1 L g

| When Layton turns his attention to Canadian writers
‘in:the 1960s, he still seems to regard écaded&c formalism
as a much gréater @anger thaﬁ beatnikism, particularly

in response to Dudék’s attacks on the neurotic excesses
of his contemporaries. One reason that poetry in Canada |
has shared only marginally in the hysterical antics of

the Beats is that the Canadian poet, Layton maintains,

has a definmable national audience:
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)

- There is a-sizeable commuﬁity, literate and

literary; knit together hy the CBC: by - ,
national periodicals like the~Canadian Forum
and Tamarack Review; by common interests and .

- curiosities, and now by the well-publicized .

activities of the Canada Council. This is

the poet's primary audience and it keeps -
him on his mettle. Nothing like this group,
cohesive and-discerning), exists inethe United™
States; and for the poet who lives and writes
in Canada, this makes all the difference.

J t . : :

Consequently’, the Canadian poet .«may feel align, but

not alienated»:

v

f
t

And because he feels himself to be neither
ignored nor ineffectual, he has no need for
adolescent tremorg and tragi-comic posturings;.
for expesing his beard and his sensitive,

. flayed skin to pity or ridiculeé for, the N

unlovely rhetoric of impotence.

N

-

The other major difference that Layton finds between

Canadian’ and American poetry is that «Canadian poets

~

P

.

~have an interest, in personality which seems to have

’

. completeiyldisappeared from'contempdrany American poetry.»

In an article ‘in The Montreal Star, 1969, Laykon makes

4

a similar claim, aftér denying that Canadian poetry is

any longer merely derivative of American and English

poetry:

. . ~ -

.

. .

It is in its poetry, -even more ‘than in its
painting, that Canada finds expressed the
‘unique flavour of its collective experience. .-
With a voice of surprising range and res- "
onance, this poetry-speaks with compassion
and depth. If-a world that has gone nearly
psychotic, it speaks with the lucidity- of
Canada's own mountain streams and it speaks’
sanely. If I were asked to characterize its
most abiding and distinguishing quality by a
single word that word would be «humanity.»8

\
s



- 'to';he“éhﬁmaqity».of Canadian pceEtry is the foreword: to

1

- .-Pe;hapéfLayEon’s most ‘'eloguent and ‘moving tribute

4

- Love. Where ‘the Niéhts‘A:e,Long, and pe;haps'tﬁé ﬁoréwordh

1 .

B _kftoﬁétpéthitH the whole anthology can be regarded as a

\kind of|crit;dgl brotést‘against-the-humiliating, nihil-

-

:_.¢stic, confeddions qffcbngemporary poetry ¢in the more

e Canadians plead for compassion, as ng other

ﬂaavanced‘copntries in,ﬁhe world.» Layton seems to suggest
N ’ ' AN .

- ! L L

:tHat tﬂe'veryfsﬁrvival of love in the hostile environment
of vast, cald, prudish, materiaiiétip'Canada'itself

represents a considerabie‘triﬁmph-of;thé human spiYit:

[ . -~ R

" .pecple on earth. . . . This is a cold

‘ cbuntrx.r €old with snow and frost that have
‘entered into the bloodstream and packed ice
raround ‘the heart; ¢old with fear, ighorance,

. repression, denial. -« - . And yet Canadian
: . -poets have written some of the best love-

e
-

- poetry in the world. . N

f !

Léyton cleérly presents this as-a triumph over the «age»
~that, L ! n . -

N K . in the great ceatres of civiiization, has bred

: ‘narcissism, hysteria,” anxiety, beatnikism; it

has filled nostrils with the unmentionable

odours of death, and increased the egocen-—

- tricity of the individual whose firsg_concern
today is with himself and his own survival. -
Think of those sprawling megalopoli whose
monstrous, unstoppable advance converts fields
and healthy forestd into acres and.acres of
neurotics. Love cannot grow in this wreckage
of human hopes, "this Junkyard;-only psycho-
analysis can, to explain why, it doesn't.

ot R -~

More and more, in the course of the 1960s, Layton scems

to have come, tg the conclusion'that Canadaf«has producéd

]
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the most substantial‘body of poetry in the- English-
speak;ﬁg world since the end of World War II.»85
Howaverq if Canada has been spared some of the nihilistic

antics of many American poets, the 1960s did see the

- «flourishing» of the mythopoeicschool of poetry, and ~

.thié school became oné:of the major targets of .Layton's
critical attacks. |

.;The poet whom Layton pafﬁicularly championed during
the 1960s was Leonard.Cohen: In 1962, Layton was oth
raged thét Copeﬁ had not received the Governor Gehe:alts

Award, and tﬁroughout the decade he defended him against

Dudek's attacks. 1In response to Dudek's review of

Flowers for Hitler, Layton declared Cohen «without doubt
.the most talented, the mosé prqmiéing young writer in
this gouﬁtry today,» and compafed «the humour and ,
surrealispic fantasy» of his pe;formances during a recent
readiag tour to «0Oscar Wilde:at his,best.»86 Unlike
Dudek, Laytgn did Aot begrudge Cohen's stardom; however,
Layton does Occasionally seem to worry about Cohen's
‘app5rent nihilistic tendencies, his introverted «black
romanticism,» his immersion in the «Sensationalism of

the éisintegrétive exﬁerience,» as Séndra Dijwa has
déscribed‘his work.®” Layton'S‘poem,:«Portrait of a
Geniqsﬁ'is in tribute!‘but ;heré are a few phrases that
séeﬁ a little ambiguous, suggesting a sug;galisfic
imagination £hat has lost contact with the world. 1In

his later «ruminations,»‘Layton_still maintained that

.
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Cohen was a «true poet,» but he Qas «unhappy about where
Leonard is at ndw.» Cohen, Layton suggests, is in danger"
oflcapitulating to-the <«immense hunger for high sounding
banality and clichél» which is «the other side of the
coin» of the idealism of hig young audience. Layton
would like to see «more hard thinkiqg about the real

problems that we cénfront in-our civilization.»5o

- T have étéempted.to show that émong the many
controversies, paradoxes and contradictions of modernish,‘
post-modernism, and «beatnikism» -- with their conflict-
ing doctrines of aestheticism, moral perfectionism,
revolutionary’action, elitism, popul;sm, invalidism,
humanism -- Layton seemed to have a remarkable talent

-

for acute, surefooted critical judgment, drawing support

-

where he could for his vision of the poet as a prophet
and a teag&pr, and';esisting whatever threatened to
comproﬁise this vision. 1In Ehe process he acqguired a
profoundiy realistic understanding“bf the peoet's vocation
-in contemporary society, and took a position that is

remarkable for its courade. A passage toward the end

of the «Foreword» to The Shattered Plinths perhaps best

sums up his}position:

3 The plinths of christianity and humanism lie
: shattered and useless, their broken surfaces
possible stoops for doves and pigeons. Whether
we like it or not we must continue along the
road indicated to. us by the Enlightenment even
though it has led thrgugh the fires of Bergen- .
Belsen and Hiroshima.®? .
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1 see Irving Layton: The Poet and his Critics for
the following: George Woodcock, <«A Grab at Proteus: -
Notes on Irving Layton» (1966), pp. 159-160;. . Warren
Tallman, <«Wonder Merchants: Modernist Poetry in..
Vancouver During the 1960s» (1974), pp. 246-249; and
Frank Davey, Review of The €Gollected Poems of Irving
Layton 7(1872), p.-207. See also Tom Marshall, Harsh
and Lovely Land, p. 74. S

2

See Irving Layton: The Poet and his Critics, pp.-
72, 94 and 61-62. Also Wynne Francis, «Irving Layton,»
Journal of Commonwealth Literature, 3 (July, 1967), p.-
37; and «The Farting Jesus: Layton and the Heroic -
Vitalists,» CVII, 3, No. 3 (1978), pp. 46-51.

3 Irving Layton: The Poet and his Critics, pp.
149-150.

Engagement§, pp. 104-105, and 108. :

> A.J.M. Smith, ‘Towards a View of Canadian Letters,
p. 169.

® The Art of the Real, p. 107.

7

Selected Letters of Theodore Roethke, ed. Ralph

J. Mills, Jr. (Seattle: University of Washington Press,
1968), quoted by Homberger, The Art of the Real, -p. 107.
See also Straw for the Fire: From the Notebooks of
Theodore Roethke 1943-64, ed. David Wagoner (Garden
City, N.Y.&:"Doubleday, 1972), pp. 181 and 207.

8 Pablo Neruda, <«Sobra una po€sia sin pureza,» in
Caballo Verde, (Madrid, 1935); and Canto general V,
(Mexico City, 1950). Quoted by Hamburger, The Truth ~

"of Poetry, pp. 221-224. :

«By Way of an Introduction,» “Poems for 27 Cents
(1961), Engagements, p. 95. -

;O See Taking Sides, pp. 211-213; and Letters to
Desmond Pacey, October 29, 1958 and November 27, 19538.
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ll’«Foreword,»i,Balls for a2 One-Armed Juggler, in
Engagements, p. 104. . ) .
12

Frank Davey,.. Louis Dudek and Rajmond Souster
(Vancouver: Douglas and McIntyre, 1980), p. 159.

13 Malcolm- Bradbury and James MacFarlaneL
«Introduction» to Modernism 1890-1930, ed. Bradbury
and MacFarlane (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1976),
p. 46{ Michael Hamburger, The Truth of Poetry, p. 27.

[4

14 osé Ortega y Gassett The Dehuman;zation of
Art, (Pr#nceton: Princdton University Press, 1948).
Selections from the, title chapter, «The Dehumanization
of Art» are included in The Idea of the Modern, .ed.
Irving Howe, pp. 83-96. BAll of the passages I have
quoted are  found in Howe's selections.

15 The number of pertinent egsays and detailed
"studies of literary.modernism is legion, but it seems
that socner or later-many of them gquote Ortega. His A
account of the modernist contempt for reality, although
he may express it in phrases most appropriate to the
late-nineteenth century in France, illustrates one of"
the problems of modernist poetics and criticism that
seems to have remained crucial. The German critic Hugo
Friedrich, for example, in 'The Structure of Modern
Poetry, 1967, again stresses the «destruction of
reality,» the committment to «a process of dehumani-
zation,» the denial of the «objective world» and the
dlSlntegratlon of the poetic persona. The modernist
emphasis upon the concrete, upon objects, Friedrith
regards as all-part of the programme of denial and
disintegration:

1
r

One of the many variants of dehumanization is
a poetry whose contents consist exclusively
of objects. And the choice of extremely
insignificant objects is as characteristic

as the omission of any so#®t of qualification.

Friedrich cites the poetry of Francig Ponge, a contem-
porary French poet, as an' example of a poetry that seems
to have ho content other than «objects» -~ bread, door,
shell, cigarettes. These are hypnotically’ stamped

upon. the eonsciousness of the poetic perscna, but

the capturing v is fictive, a mere conveycy
of "language. And the language is anything
but realistic. It does not really warp the

- objects but elther paralyzes then
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life that a ghostly unreality springs forth.
And the human element is alsc omitted.

‘Friedrich's account of modernism is very 51m11ar
to Ortega's but his illustrations are much more exten-
sive, and, while his purpose is explicitly apologetlc,
-his tone is a little more ambivalent. See The
Structure of Modern Poetry, trans. Joachim Neugroschel
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1974) pp.
21f, 48f, and 135. Friedrich is extensively quoted -

' by Hamburger in The Truth of Poetry, pp 27-29.

His translation of the passage on Pgnge's object'
poetry seems little more apt than Neugroschel's «The
ego that captures them is fictitious, a mere carrier of
language. This language, however, is anything but

, realistic. It does not so much deform things as make
them so inert, or impart so strange a v1tallty to things
inert by nature, that a spooky unreallty is created.

But man is excluded »

16 raking sides, pp. 213-214.
l? Collected Poems, p. 138,
18 o

i} Munro Beattie, «Poetry 1920-1935,» Literary
History of Canada: Canadian Literature in English, ed.
Carl F. Klinck, 2nd edition, wol. 2 (Toronto: Univer-—
sity of Toronto Press, 1976), p. 235.

19 Frank bavey, . Louis Dudek. and Raymond Souster
(Vancouver: Douglas and McIntyre, 1980), p. 160.

20 Selected Essays and Criticism, pp. 124-133. K

21 «The Great Equestrians, in Essays, Contro-
versies and Poems, pPp. 76=84; «A Note on Roy Campbell,»
Northern Review, vol. 6, no. 1 (April-May, 1953),
pp. 17-20. o

22 Essays, Controversies and Poems, pp. 106, 95-96,
and 166. T
23 Dudek, Selected Essayd and Criticism, p. 132;

Sutherland Essays, Controversdes and Poems, p. 138.
It should be noted that Sutherland's observation was
made before the publication of The Rocking Chair.

o,

. 4-Georg Lukacs, The Meaning of Contemporary
Realism, trans. Jochn and Necke Mander (London:
Merlin Press, 1969), pp. 39-51.

Irving Howe, The Decline of the New (New York:
" Harcourt, Brace and World, 1970), pp. 17-21, and 218.-
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6 Gerald Gréff;,‘Literatufe Against Itself
{Chicago:. - University of Chicago Press, 1979), pp.
153~154jl B T . '
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. ) !
1

Eli Mandel, vaing Layton, p. 14.

According”to Ken Norris, modernism in Canada
developed in three stages: the first stage covers the
1920s and 1930s, identified with «Anglo-aéstheticism,»
Smith, Scott, and The McGill Fortnightly. The second
stage occurred during -the 1940s. It is associated with
Centemporary Verse, Preview, and First Statement, and
described by Norris as «Social Realism's First Phase.®
The third stage began in the 1950s with the founding of
Contact and extends into the 1960s, described by Norris
as «Social Realism's Second Phase.» See «The Role of
the Little Magazine in the Development of Modernism and
Post-Modernism in Canadian Poetry,» pp. 278-281. Another
account of the development of modernism in Canada, also -
from a Montreal perspective, appears in «Signature Marks
and Burnt Pearls:’ An Interview with Seymour Mayne,»
Athanor 1,No. 4 (1980), pp. 6-16. -° S :
- Furthermore, F.W. Watt maiftains that by the mid ‘
" 1930s, literary theory had swung away from «escapist» or
«pure» subjective art «towards a conception of art as
propagandizing for or. at least symptomatic of social
revolution.» See' «Literature of ‘Protest» in Literar
History of Canada: Canadian Literature in English, ed. -
Carl F. Klinck, first edition (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1965), p. 470. Similarly, Richard F.
MNornsey has documented the strong tradition of social
commitment among modern Canadian poets, evident in the
«little magazines,» beginning with New Frontier in the
mid 1930s: «Thus the proletarian poetic of New Frontier .
initiated an interest in the social function of poetry
and the social responsibility of the poet which with -‘\
/

modifications has cghtinued to be a most important
characteristic of modern Canadian poetry down to the |
present day.» See «The Function of Peetry and the Role of
the Poet in Canadian Literary Magazines from New Frontier
through Delta.» Unpublished Ph. D. Thesis, University

"of Alberta, 1975.

Frank Kermode, «'Dissociation of Sensibility': .
Modern Symbolist Readings of Literary History,» in’ J
Modern Poetry: Essays in Criticism, ed. John Hollander
(London: Oxford University Press, 1968), pp. 318-325.
The essay appeared in Romantic Image, 1957.

30 See Ken Shefman, «An Interview with Irving
Layton,» in Essays on Canadian Writing, 10 (Spring,
1578), p. 11. - :
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Georg Lukacs, ~«The Ideology of Modernism» in
Issues in Contemporary Literary Criticism,. ed. Gregory .
T. Polletta (BosSton: «LittlelBrOWn, 1973), pp. 714-724.

Raymond Williams, The Long Revolution (London:
-Penguin Bocks, 196l), p. 47. ~ : :
33 Lionel Trilling, Beyond Culture: - Essays on
Literature and Learning (New York: Harcourt Bruce
Jovanovich, 1965}, p..73; Michael Hamburger, The Truth

of Poetry, p. 29.
In Chapter I, note 17,“1 noted that Layton hqip
elner

endorsed the criticism of Hamburger and George St

He has also endorsed Howe, Trilling, and Alfred Kazin:
«Absent from the national scene have been.the Alfred )

Kazins, Lionel Trillings, Irving Howes, critics who might

have laughed them .[the genteel Capadian critics] out

cf existence along with their mothballed pieties.. «

Canada has yet to produce a critic to shake it loose from:.

-—-its vast reserves of corn-starch.» See Layton, «Open
Letter to PCR,» . Poetry Canada Review™ (Spring, 1981},
p. 13. - : ' ' . - '

34 From an article in the Vancouver Sun, August 13,
1960, reprinted ,in .Taking Sides, Pp.  94-96. See-also
Léetter to Desmond Pacey, January 10, 1961.0

35
‘and 85.

Collected "Poems, p. 24lf'ﬁngagéﬁents, pb. 91

. . Laura Riding and Robert Graves, A Sufvey of .
Modernist Poetry (London: Folcroft Library Editions,
1971, first published in 1927), p. 227. .

37 Lugene Goodheart, The Cult &f the Ego: The -
-Self in Modern Literature {(Chicago:- University of
Chicago Press, 1968), p. 7; Georg Lukics, ' «The Ideoclogy
of Modernism,» in I5sues in Contemporary Litérary . .-
Criticism, p. 726. See also Lukacs; The Meaning of: .
Contemporary Realism, p.' 51; John Sutherland, . Bssays,’
Controversies and Poems, p. 81. : o

"3

B)Engagemeﬁts, p. 131.
39

The Truth of Poetry, pp. 83-84-

Stephen Spénder, «Writers and Politics,» in
Partisan Review, vol. 34, no. 3 (Summer, 1967), pp.
359-381. o
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4JJWalter Benjamin has remarked that whereas
db nlsm «pollt1c1zes art, » Fascism «aesthetlélzes -~
pol tics. See Illumlnatlons, trans. ‘Harry/Fohn

(New York 1968), pp. 243-244. Quoted hy Mlchae;
Hinurger The Truth of Poetry, p. 93.

Mlchael Polanyl, «On the Modern Mind,» in
Encounter, vol. 24, no. 5 (May, 1965), pp. 12 19.
—_— . -,

«Foreword» to The Shattered Plinths,

Engagements, p 128

44 Stephen S ender, «Moderns and Contemporarles
in The Struggle of the’ Modern, pp. 71-78.

45'Engagements,~pp. 83 and-108,

4§-Beyond Cultq;e P L7,

47 Taking Sldes, p. 81; Engaqements, pp- 76;78.

f 48 Letters to Desmond Pacey, November J13, 19565
February 16, 1962; Aprll 28, 1962. -

Enqagements, p- 26; Letter to Desmond Pacey,

. December 12 1956, . *

50 Engaqements, p. 119.
See Taking Sides, p. 211.

2 Engageménts, pp. 82, 83,.91-93, and 106.

51

5; Engagements, pp. 48-49.

o4 See Desmond Pacey, «A Gronp of Seven PoetsS
(1956) in Essays in Canadian Criticism 1938-1968

. (Toronto:, Ryerson Press, 1969), pp. L12-121; Letters

to Irving Layton, November 26, 1956; Decembex 6, 1956;
July 4, 1957; November 21, 1957; November 22, 1957; -
March 10, 1959; March 16, 1959; Review of Periocds of

the Moon, Fiddlehead, 71 (Spring, 1967), 69-72.

Irving Layton, Letters to Desmond Pacey, Novembher 7,
1956; November 9, 1956; March 12, 1959; March 21, 1959;
March' 30, 1959; March 31, 1859; July 8, 1962. Echoes

cof Yeats occur frequently in Layton's poetry and prose.

Layton's stilts in «Whatever Else Poetry is Freedom»

" 'may be compared to'Yeats's in «High Talk;» the rhythm

and language of Layton s «The Skull» may be compared
with Yeats's. «The Fisherman;» and the follow1ng passages
from Layton's <«Ruminations» and Yeats's «A General
Introductdion; for my Work»:- S

’
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Layton: There is:always a differencg between
the man who goes into the. washroom and the
man who writes a poem( -There is a differ-
ence between the man who chews his meat,
.Picks his teeth, pats his infant's head, and
the fellow who goes into the priwacy of his
room and writes a poem about the day's
activities. 1In a sense the poet is the
fuller man, or the completer man, the man
. 'jore in control of experiences and events,
ecause art is a kind’'of ‘control and a kind
f evaluation of experience. :

. Yeats: A poet writes always of his personal
~1ife, in his finest work out of its tragedy,
whatever it be, remor8e, lost love, or mere
loneliness . . . . He is never the bundle
oﬁ accident  and. incoherence that sits down
to breakfast; he has been reborn as an idea,
something intended, complete.

4

See Layton, Collected 'Poems, pp. 316 and 491; and
Taking Sides, p. 188; W.B. Yeats, Collected Poems
(London: Macmillan, 1965), pp. 485-486 and 167; Essays
and Introductions (London:. Macmillan, 1961), p. 509,

55

Michael Hamburger, THe Truth of Poetry, pp. 89
and 92; Conor Cruise O'Brienn «Yeats and Irish Politics,» |
An  The Idea of the Modern, ed. Irving Howe (New York:
Horizon Press, 1967), p.- 316.

. 36 Engagements, p. 36. ’

>7 Engagéments, p. 77.

>8 Quoted (disapprovingly) by Lionel Trilling,
Beyond Culture, pp. 72-73. . i

59

Engagements, pp. 104-108.

-

Beyond Culture, pp. 63-68.

Harry Levin, <«What Was Moderni®m?» in Varieties
of Literary Experience, ed. Stanley Burnshaw (Lpndon:
Peter Owen, 1963}, pp. 307-329.

62 Towards a View of Canadian Letters, pp. 17-21.

63 Dudek, Selected Essays and Criticism, p. 122.

~

4 Eric Homberger, The Art of the Real, pp. 102 and
74; Charles Tomlinson, <«Poetry Today,» in The Modern
Age, vol. 7 of The Pelican Guide to English Literature,
ed. Boris Ford (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1961),
pp. 458 ff. . “ ‘
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. 685 The Art of the Real, pp. 133-134.

, 66 See Eric Homberger, The Art of the Real, pp.
I67-217; Michael Hamburger, The Truth pf Poetry, . pp.
267-287;-C.B: Cox and A.E. Dyson, «Literary-Criticism»
in .The Twentieth-Century Mind, 3: 1945-1965, pp. .
452-455 ) ‘ I o

«The Name and- Nature of Mdde:niém,»'iﬁ'Modernism,
pp. 34-35. The name and nature of post-modernism is a .

complex and controversial issue. However, there already’. .
seems to be a body of classic- texts on the subject; )
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Chapter Five

The Quarrel with Northrop Frye and Historicism

(R . N
N -

. -

In the course of the119505 and 1960s, Northrop Frye

-

rose to international eminence as a literary critic, and
became the pre-eminent critic in Canada.  Fearful

Symmetry appeared‘in 1947, The Anatomy of Criticism in

s

1957, and thfoughout'the 1850s, Frye contributed the
) énnuél_survej of Canadian poefry in the «Leéters in

.. Canada» issues of the University of Toronto Quarterly:

, . K ) Lézfoh qgickly‘becamé aware of Frye's commandiﬁg pres- -
ence, and on 'several occasions he paid generous'tribute
to Frye's «brilliance.» Writing to Pacey in 1956, Layton

. .. 'had high praise for Fearful Symmetry, aﬁd_in‘aﬁother

letter, in 1958, he wrote'tb Pacey £Hap he had read The

Anatomy of Criticism «Qithuawe.»l In a letter published

in the Canadian Forum in 1957, Layton paid homage to

’ Frye ds «a truly gfeat and‘c;eati%e mind.» .In the 1960s

J -

the tributes lapse, but in 1972, in the «Preface» to’

.Engagementsi Layton agaih ackﬁowiedged Frye as «a ﬁiter~

ary titan,» and in 1975, in the article «My. Troublesome
L ﬁ“rfk*\\QQmpatriots;» he included Frye among «the small «Handf@f»l
“ of «intelligent and perceptive revieﬁérs»\ﬁeserving of "

‘the poet's «warmest thanks.»

\ -
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Frye was nét particularly receptive to Laytoﬁ's
work during the late 1940s and early 1950s. Reviewing

The Black Huntsmen in 1952, Frye claimed that most of

the book was the work «not of the poet in him, but of

a noisy hot-gospeller who has no real respect for poetry.»

Love the Conqueror Worm, 1953, seemed, to. Frye, to consist
largely «Qﬁ what one has come to recognize as Laytgnese -
forced language and flaccid rhythmf». Around 1955 Frye -
began to discover some real merit in Layton's work.

Reviewing In the Midst of My Fever, Frye found evidence

of «a poetic mind of genuine dignity and power.» In

1956, he 'still finds The Blue Propellor «an obstacle

race for the SYTEE;ﬁetic readeY,. a dark tunnel of noisy

dullness,» but in The Cold Green Element he .concedes

‘that the surrealistic fantasy «is not irresponsible or

a mere playing with verbal patterns, because the distor- .
tions of the ﬁoétic.iﬁagination are geared to the dfsf
tortions of society.»‘ Moreover, the éoems are written
with «humour» and «technical competence.» By 1957, frye‘
is prepared, however reluctantly, to proclaim Layton

«the most considerable Canadian. poet of his generation.»

The reluctance is apparently due to Layton's <«posing,»

.to «the sense of too insistent a speaking voice,» and to

the strident exposition of Nietzschean and Lawrentian
themes. Frye seems aware that much of Layﬁbn's strength
as a poet comes from «a direct reaction to experience,»

Y

but this does not seem to bé the kind of strength he

P
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- of poetry»:

265 .

-

-most admires in a poet, and conSequentlyihe reads the

work of-apparently_less éconsidé;abléﬁfpoets like Jéy
Macpherson and James Reaney w;th:a more willing enthu- °
siasm. 7 )

Tt is cléar that Frye and Layton hayela.good deal

of respect for each other, but it is equally clear that

there are fundamental differences in their goncéption
of poetry and of ‘the function of criticism.. The most, -
prominenf difference: concerns the importance'of the =

poet's direct experience in the poetic process. For

Layton, direct experience isathe very stuff of poetry,
to which craft, languagé, structure, form, rhetoric, are
-all subordinate, however necessary they may be in

realizing the experience; for Frye, direct experience

is at best incidental, and at worst an unfortunate ego-

~

behtr;c distrabtionifrom'thé structural meaning of the

work. - . :

" 'Frye declared his position as early as 1943,.when

1

he debunked what he called «the Ferdinand "the Bull theory ’

-~

This theory talks about a first-hand contact -
.with life as opposed to a second-hand contact
~with it through books. . .. BAmerican even

more- than Canadian poetry has been deeply

affected by the clash between two irrecon-
cilable views of literature: the view that
poets should be original and the view that
they should be aboriginal. Originality is
largely a matter of returning to origins, of
studying and imitating the great poets of the
past. But many fine American poéts have‘been
damaged and in some cases spoiled by a fetish
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Of novelty: they have sought for the primitive
and direct and have tried to aveid the con-
sciously-literary and speak the language of
the common man. As the language of the common
man is chiefly commonplace, the result has

“ been' for the most part disastrous. And here

is one case"where failing to achieve a

virtue has really warded off a vice. There

. shas on the ‘Whole been little Tarzanism in

: Canadian poetry.

By 1943; Layton had published very littld poetry, so the
above -passage is -not specifically directed at his work.

However, Preview was founded in 1942 and First Statement

in 1943, and although neither is mehtidned'specifically

by Frye, the controversies between them seem to lurk in

-the_background, and he is clearly partial to thé Preview

group.. . Moreover, there are certainly many similarities

between Frye's early criticism of Canadian poetry and

. that of A.J.M. Smith. They‘ére both anxious to define

the «identity» of Canadian poetry; to trace its general
thematic development, to examine its relation to British
and American culture, and to the Camadian landscape.

They both admire eleganqe,‘polish,‘and sophisticated

- wit. Although Lavton acknowledged Frye's stature as a

critic, in his early criticism Smith ang Frye are often

condemned together; for example, in a.letter to the

Canadian Forum in 1956, Layton maintained that «the

'ideologism' of Frye and the inhibiting classicism of

Smith operate as a cﬁlture—osmOsis, rejecting ‘the

i

awkward and alive', the aggressively novel; preferring

to them the inoffensive, the elegaritly polished, the : '
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elegiac.»5

There are, however, significant diffé&rences between

Smith's criticism and the early criticism of.Northrop -

Frye.

Whilé Smith's affinities tended toward Eliot and

the New Critics, Frye has always had a distinct antip-

athy toward them. He has been impatient with thé

restrained, austere, classicism of the Anglo-American

modernists, while his own affinities have tended‘toward

-> . ki
the nineteenth-century romanticism they had disparaged.

Most -of the «Polemical Introductiori» to The Anatamy of

-

Criticism, with its scornful treatment of the Eliotic

“tradition,» first appeared under the tit}e ¢The Functjion

of Criticism at the Present Time» in the University of

Toronto Quarterly, as eaxrly aé‘October, 1949. .In- PR

<

Frye's pracgical criticism, including his annual réviews
Y

7

for «Letters in Canada,» the anti-modern, anti-New Crit-

“ .

';cism bias is often aggressively explicit. Reviewing -

5

Alfied Bailey's Border River in 1953, Frye declaréd his

weariness of the current critical canons:

-
.

I get veky tired of the critical c¢liché that

- everything in poetry should be harg, concrete,
and precise. That dogma was lugged in to
ratichalize the techniques of imagism thirty -
years ago, and it is time to realize that it
is only one more formula, like the unities, .
designed to save.critics the trouble of making
independent judgments on\poetry. It is quite -
possible to construct just as food poetry
out of diffused, muzzy and generalized ‘
language.. Byron's «She walks in beauty like
the night» is a very lovely poem, arid it is
a masterpiece of vagueness.
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If there remained any doubt about Frye's antipathy -to
modernism, it was dispelled in his 1956 review of

Dudek'quuroEe:

The century of meditation"is a fatal idea for-
& facile poet, and although at his best Mr.
Dudek escapes being. merely facile, I find

- large stretches of the book .unrewarding. 1In
the first place, the lnfluence of Pound is -
oppressive. Pound is everywhere: - the rub-

7 a-dub. three- and four-accent line, the trick
of snapped up quotations and illusions, the
harangues against usura, the tobdggan-slide
theory of the decline of Europe after the
‘Middle Ages, and so on.. In the second place,
the conversational style brlngs the ideas
into sharp relief, and the ideas are common- -
place, prejudice relnforced by superfl¢1al
tourism. '

Layton immediately‘came to Dud'ek'é"defense,7 but-he
might well have welcomed Frye S antlpathy toward Anglo—
Amerlcan modernlsm and the New Critics, and his exoner—
ation of the Romantice,leepeciallleleke. ¥ﬁowever,
the eeme-poem‘by Byron, «She walks in‘beauty like the

night,» whose vagueness Frye had approved in his review

of Alfred Bailey's Border River, is cited by Layton in

© a 1955 article as exemplary of «the poetry of acceptable

sentiments,» opposed to «the poetry’ whlch is crltlcal
;ﬁd exploratory. »8 There is nothing in the context of
the article -- other than the lmpllcatlng c01ncigence
of the Byron poem ~- that specifically reproaches Frye,
but it does become clear that Layton'e epd'Frye's
attacks on the New Criticism, and their defense of the

Romantic poéts, had, fundamentally, littlé in common.
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When Frye championed the romantic bards against their

6 .

metaphysical rpviewefs, his manner and lanéuégeiéeémed
to remain decidedly Augustan,; and he rarely championéd
the aggreésively ert—ceﬁte;ed viéws of the Rpmantics;;
for example, he”;arely drawé dpbh‘Wordsworth's expressive
thecries of poetry, or emphas;zes the poet's singulér 
prophetic'vision as in Blake, 6r Shelley's radical‘

creator and legislator. Instead, Frye set out to

‘demonstrate that g&é Romantics rewarded formal critical

#
:

analysis at 1eﬁst as.much'as_any'other group of poété;
and that they were not nearly as anérchic or idiocsyn-
cratic as either their'contempqraries ar the modern-

classicists had maintained. Frye seéems’ to argug”that

if the work of a poét as allegedly wild and anarchic as

. Blake can be resclved into a'consistent, formal struc-

tufé, then all liferature is amenable tc such resolution.

In «The Keys to the Gates,» 1966, Frye'retrospec—b
Eively reconstructs the development of his argument as
fqllowsE

—_

I realized that poetic thought is inherently
and necessarily schematic. .Blake soon led
"me,.in my search for poetic analogues, to
Dante and Milton, and it was clear that the
schematic cosmologies of Dante and Milton,
~however they got into Dante and Milton,
were, once they got there, poetic constructs,
examples of the way poets think, and not
foreign bodies of knowledge. If the proph-
,q ecies are normal poems, or-at least a normal
r expression of poetic genius, and if Blake
nevertheless meant to teach some system by
‘them, that, system could only be something
connected ¥ith the principles of poetic
thought. Bmﬁkef§w'me55age', then, is not

A

| i ' pe

. 269



g . . 270

simply his message, nor is it an extra-
literary message. What he is trying to say

is what he thinks poetry is trying to say:

the imaginative content implied by the . 9
existence of an imaginative form of language.

This is not one of Frye's most peréuagfﬁe'éassagééf'but
it does,reveai some of hié charqcteristic attitudes and
assumptioné.‘ Frye's statement that «poetic thought is
inherently and necessarily schematic» seems, literally,
1i£tie more than a truism( but he clearly intends to
sugéest—that «poetic thought» is éomething quite dif-
férent froﬁ «thought» in‘other spheres. His persistent
aversion to «fore%gn bodies of knowledge» in poetry
seems almost neurotic in this passage, and illustrates
that he is determined to go to considerable lengths to
demonstrate pha; «the poet nothing affirmeth.» 1In
another sense, however, the poet does affirm. Although
individual.po ms may appear rebellious, nih%listic,A

or violentlyuggti—sécial, what. poetry affirms is the

“normative,» collective experience of society. The

- .

terms, «normal poems» and «a normal expression of poetic

genius» may seem to have a disturbing censorial ring,

but, perhaps even more diéturbingly, they }mply that
censorship is gratuitous; any 'abnormality' in a poem
arises simply as the result of misreading, out of a-
faulty criticism fﬂat fails to attend properly to the
inheérent schema of poetic thought.lo_

‘The ipportaﬂce that Frye ascribes to'the «imag-

ination» in the akove passage is typical of his work,
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but again it is typical that the fiercely personal,
socially and metaphysically volatile faculty that the
Romantics i?entified with «imaginatipn,» thatlis; a
faculty that is both iconocgraphic and iconoclastic, is
defused by Fryé witﬁ a reductive and tautological
allusion to the inherently «imaginative form of lan-
guage.» The effect of Frye's writing on the «imagina-
tion» is tserefore paradoxical. «Imagination».is
exalted as the pre- emlnent humanlzlng faculty in civ-
ilized 5001ety, and a correspondingly pre-eminent place
is claimed for liteyature and poetry as a whole, but the
individuai poet's personal imaéination, and the fund
of personal experience Fhat feeds his imagination, seem T
to be regarded with distaste. Frank Lehtricchia has
observed that «it is not the inﬁividual poet who is
giheﬁ a pfi;ileged place by Frye but the society of all
poets across history.» TFrye's schematic formalism
demands that «the poet must release himself from hlS.
partlcular existence» and «merge his isolate belng with
the archetypal currents because -+ . literary expression
is not the exfoliation of a susject ‘an 1nd1v1duated
conscigusness anterlor to all dlscourse and worldly
determlnstes, it is the functlon of a system, a literary |
universe which is the source of all models of expression,
and to which the self submits in order that it may be

11

permitted to speak.»

Frye's attacks on the New Critics rarely challenged

v



their dismissal of the «rofe;entiél» aspoct of poetry,
or‘of the personal_element in poetry. ﬁather, he seems
touhave‘attacked the vulnerability of:thoir formalism -
its susceptibility to extra-literary valoe judgments,
its subservience to matters of taste. Frye did expooe
-the hypoc%iéy of their-proclaimed ideological aloofrness,
namely that their Crltlclbm constltuted a masked apology
for an ellt;st, conservative Anqlo cathollclsm (In
contrast; Frye>has been dlstlnctly Protestant and
liberal). Given their somewhat narro&.formalism, the
New Critics were compelied to dismiss substantial blocko
of literature as qimpurities,» as unpoetlc lapses into

rhetorical and abstract'discourse.' Vlrtually nothlng

-\ -

27}

is ap impurity for Frye, sincé virtually'everything“can

be subsumed in the «poetic thoughtw of literature, and
ultlmately in the eructurts of language itself. TFryé's

formalism is much more liberal and-lnclusive, but also

much more impenetrable. -

It should perhaps be noted that most of the Anatomy

of Criticism first appeared in scattered essays .in- the

University of Toronto Quarterly, Kenyon Review, Yale

‘French Studies, Hudson Review, and English Institute
Essays between 1949 and 1954. 12 However, it does not:,
'ét firét ﬁseem to have beeh his interest in myths and
archetjoes thas was found to be startling and original,
onu brzught him to ‘*the attention of literary critics

-throughou

~

t the English-speaking world. Aside from the



‘promihent inﬁerest in‘myth'among Yeafs, Eriot, Joyce
and most other modernlsts, m}ﬁhopoetc and archetypal
_crlt1c1sm had been practlsed for decades. Jane ilarrison's

Themis had appeared in 19l2y'FtM..Cornfor6's The Crigin

of thé Attic Comedy in- 1914, Gilbért Murray's The.

‘Classical Tradition in Poetry in 1927, and Maud Bodkin's

Aréhetypal Patterns in Poetry in 1934. Thus, by "1949,
Wellek and Warren could ‘¢claim that.«mytﬁ$ had become «a.-

favourite term of modern cfi%icism.» 3 What did seem

‘startling were Frye's bold claims for literature as a )

cpherent «autonomous» .structure, and his contempt for

«value judgments.» Mythopoeic criticism, it seems,ahad
threatened to raise the flood gates,.td release wild,

-

primitive énergies among staid literary texts, to inundate

literary criticism with dark, disturbing notions drawn .

from anth;opplogy_and Jungien'psyehology. Frye's

: achievementbﬁaé to demonstrete that to sfudy li?erature
ip relaﬁmon to myth need nQﬁeundermine formal criticism
or the established methodé\of lizgrary schplarship; in
'fact}mffye séemed to suggest; myth provided the key ta
am air—tiéht forma&ism.

In Chapter‘Two, I noted that in the 19408 and 19505
Frye somewhat resembled the Movement CrlthS in England.
He shared‘thelr 1mpat1ence with modernism, with the
modernists' exalted elaims fof the exclusive integrity -
of their art, with their cult of objectivity, with their
antipathy toward science, with their reactionery politics

-

",
4
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and their cryptic syntax. The expressed desrre of both
Frye and the Movement critics was to reclaim poetry in S
the service of llberal/socialiet"ideals.14 This tended -
toward‘e preference for «hygienic» poetry, a tactful

+ _ o
turning aside from dérk, uncontrolieble, irrationel
rorceeémthat is,-a preference for «vis'ions that'we need.»
The diffl;iit%es that Frye's early orrtrcrsm posed for

Layton, wege, herefore, analogous to those posed by the

Movement. There is, however, at least, one important
L

difference between Frye and the Movement critics. One

of the main tenets of the Movement was that syntax in

poetry is subject to, or ought to be subject to, the

same basic principles that govern the syntax of discur-

sive, rat}onal thought. I have arqued that for Frye

this has not been the case. He hag always insisted .

that to read a4 poem «authentlcally» it must be read by

its «imaginative 'underthought' and not by its explicit

conformity to contemporary prejudice.» The «meaning»

lies in the poem's strnoture.and-pattern of imagery;‘not

in its ex;;icit content, and thus the «meaning» of a

poem can be, and normally is, qulte dlfferent from the. .

dlscur51ve, ratlonal thought it may explicitly state.;? . o
) Y N

The dlfference was noted by the Movement crltlc Donald v

Dav1e in Articulate Energy. On the basis of Frye's

essay, «Levels of Meaning in Literature » Davie welcomed
Frye's defense of «rhetoric» as the dlstlnctlve element L

f- poetry, brldglng the «logic» of phllosophy and the
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unadorned, functicnal «narrative» of history, but he

resisted Frye's implication that ?logical discourse 1is

N

permissible in'poetry only'when the metaphors‘ft uses, -

whether spatial and pa551ve, or, temporal and active,

come to llfe in the reading.» Thus, dlsour51ve thought

or emplrlcal reallty,lwere reduced by Frye to subordinate

rhetorlcal functlons, to devieces used by the poet to

- .

- hold the attentlon of hrs naive. reader, who demands at
least ‘a token acknowledgment of the «plausrblllty prln—

c1ple Dav1e comments that, accordlng to Frye;.«the -
\ o
‘forms of dlscurs1ve and narrative syntax may be retalned

[y

in accordance Wlth the plau51blllty principle',» but
in that case, argues DaV1e,’«the forms are empty and
fraudulent for artlculatlon in.rhetoric and poetry is
ot by syntax but by flguratlon of 1mages %6 Regard—

less of the merits of Davie's cwn pOSlthn, the. p01nt of

*

’ 1s dlsagreement wrth Frye is apt although Frye accepts

tall sorts of «rhetorlc» in poetry that the modernlsts

ha@?regarded as 1mpurlt1es and unpoetlc lapses, he: never~ .
theless manageé”to malntaln the separatlon of llterature

4

and reallty.

Tt does appear therefore, that Frye s extreme

.

formallsm can be alleged in bold terms. ELi Mandel in

i 'Another Time deflnes formallsm as the tendency «to"regard

.socxety or materlal reallty as a formal element of

llterature-- no more: than any other necessrty in a, story,'

and no realer than a spell cast on the 1Lberat1ng creatlve

- (,F'\.

gy
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power the work celebrates.». Mandel then names Frye as-

«the foremost theoret1c1an of .the aesthetics of formallsm»
- in Canada.l7 Slmrlarly, Frank Lentrlcchla regards Frye
f as the ultimate formallst -the culmlnatlon of a tradl—-

tion of formallsm whose roots are in-: German ldeallsm,
o - .

and whose progressrvely hermetrc tendencres have reached

thelr extleme p051tlon-

.

- : The easy absolutlsm of his definition of
llterature, and. partlcularly of his contcn—
“tion that the, «poet S intention» -is” «directed
towards puttlng words together,»rot -towards
. aligning wdrds with meanings,» is profoundly
B formalistic and almost. unimaginable before
Kant.” 'I think it llkely that -theorists and
critics in,'the mimetic tradition, from Plato
" and Aristotle bn down to Samuel Johnson, as
. well as most of our contemgorarles of" histor-
v icist 'persuasion, whether pre- or post-. -
’ ‘structuralist, would consider Frye's charac-
terization of. the poetic 1ntentlon as power-
ful-evidence of -+ let me appeal to Johnsonlan
rhetorlc —- a high.and fren21ed madness.

Y i

rAfter the bdblication of Anatomy'of Criticism in

1957, FPr e‘s stature as, a CrLtlL was clear] an arenr -
Y Y P

His work’has been extravaoantly attacked and extra—‘_

,vagantly praised.’ The.critical eseays on Frye collected

by Murray- Krieger in Northrop Frye 1n Modern Criticism,

1966 whether they;were for or against Frye, acknowledged

!
hl: formndable présence, and since then his stature hae,‘
)

if anything\ino&eased. regory Polletta regards Frye as

-«the foremost theorist of llterature writing in Engllsh
since the '1950s» -Francls-Sparﬁhott regards him.as «the

one indispensablé¢ figure in. literary studies in the

.



‘English—speak;ng world.» His mosflimportant achieve-

ments}-accordiné to Sparshott, are' firstly, teo have
«redeeméd critical theory from the neglect earned for-it
by the philpsophic¢al imbecility of the 'new criticism'

and seoondly, to have antioipated «what is most crucial»

in contempqrary versions pf"strdcturalism, namely, «the

-insistence that literary works are preceded by myths or

codes that shape their meanings, and the realization that

I

an author has only limited freedom because his medium
‘(Derrida's writing) imposes meanlngs on which he can

only perform variations and with which he must co-oper-

. 1. ' . . .
ate.» . Such assessments of Frye's work. have become

.

_increasingly commén, particularly among American critics..

In C adg, his’ influénce on James Reaney, Jay Macpherson,
acknowledged Moreover, Frye.oecgme increasingly
involved in contemporérf soc%al and political issues,
and goinEd'a considérab@e influence well beyond +the .
confines of EngLishldepértments.) It bacéme'clea},that
Frye was no_ordinary forﬁalist. More than aoy other
'oritic io Canada, ‘he aréued persuasively for the centrai
"role of literature.in civilized.society.. As Gerald

Graff has remarked, «if Frye can be called a 'formalist!,

’

‘his formalism does not retreat into the autonomous
purity of the literary ;magihaﬁion'but aggreésively

projects that autcnomous imagination outward onto the

-

" extethal.world-and absorbs that-externallworld into

itéelf#bzo

s
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In a much quoted passage from The Educated Imag-.

ination, Frye describes the transformation that occurs
when his primitive island poet, who hés created his a
stories out of his own desires and anxieties, picking
and choosing his metaphors from the changing seasons,

now comes under the spell oﬁ his own creations. At this
point his «literature» no longer «reflects» life or

ﬁature, but «swallows».it. Hislideal‘world of the imag-
ination becomes the real world, «the real form of human

society hidden behind the one we see.» In the Anatomy

of Criticism a similar apotheosis of the imagination is

e

evoked in disarminé, enchanting language:

Nature becomes not the container, but the
thing contained, and the archetypal universal
symbols . . . are no longer the desirable
forms that man constructs inside nature,

but are themselves the forms of nature.
Nature is now inside the mind of an infinite
man who builds his cities out of the milky-
way.2l

Layton was not persuaded. He éontinued to regard

Frye's influence on poetry and criticism as «baneful.»

He was well aware that in Frye's literary universe the
‘individual poet plays only a bit part. In «Forever

aneyless: - Canadian Criticism,» 1966, Layton describes

Frye as «The most dangérous academic ofﬁfﬂem all, because
*ﬁﬁe most persuasive in his abiiity to camouflage him-
“'self.» He regards Frye's all-consuming system, with its

emphésis on form and convention and iEs dé;emphésisﬁqf

personal experience as 4 denial of the «creative fact.»

' [ T -



Layton sensed that Frye's understanding of <«imagination»
or «poetic thought» as the collective elaboraticon of
forms and archetypal themes left little Troom for his own

view of the poet as a disturbing, prophetic presence,

for «the unique, irreplaceable role of the poet in the

. 2 .
community.» 2 In the «Preface» to The Laughing Rooster

'Layton again rails égainst «those pallid theorists who

wish to depersonalize the creator and make of him a

helpless purveyor of psychological archetypes requiring

certification from them as to purity, substance, and

-

value.»23

"Laytoﬁ's constant raging against «literature» and
«culture» has a direct application in his quarrel with
Frye; «Culture,» Layton maintains, is‘not the concern
of the creator but of those «who exploit the creativity

of the artist.» 1In the «Foreword» to Collected Poems

4

1965, Layton insists on a sharp distinction between

R
«poems» and «literature.» The fact is that Frye has

insisted on the same distinction; but while Frye exalts

«literature,» Layton exalts «poems.» TFor Layton,

«literature is the revenge society takes on the poet, its

muted polite hosannah over the fact that it has blunted
his shafts and rendered £hem harm%ess.»z4
This last peoint is especially important. Layton

sensed that the exalting of «literature»’over «poems»

278

undermined the poet's didactic role. As such, he regarded

it as a particularly'insidious form of gentility. 1In
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«Forever Honeyless: Canadian Criticism,» Layton claimed
that the «genteel acadéemicism» which in the 1940s and

1950s «had politely questioned the poet's uniquely
creative role in'society» continued to flourish in the
i 1960s under a more subtle mask, and Frye's mask was the

most subtle. It must have seemed particularly perverse
to many of Fryélﬁ admirers that Layton should so construe
the effect of his work. By Frye's own'account.and that
oflhis admirers, he was the avoﬁed enemy of gentility.
His stated purpose was to redeem literature and criticism
from the fluctuations of fashionable taste and the inané
«dithers» of «leisure-class gossip,.» VHe was determined
to bring high culture out of «its sacred cloister» into
«the world» and into «the human commugity.» His catalogue
6f the archetypes of literature was thought to «demystify
the discipline of Enélish studies,» to demonstrate that
the same structures and archetypes pervaded at all levels
of cultuge, from Elizabethan romance to contemporary
advertising and propaganda. ‘Accgéding to one critic, -
this would make the. fruits of «high» culture available
to. a wider audience than £he established bourgeoisie,
'and SO «furﬁher thetsause of Eros, of freedom, of liber-
ation.,» Many of Frye's colleégues, particularly among
- thg:New Critics, were,™in fact, appropriately shocked.25
However, it does seem that frye's use of criticism
tends té‘blunt the ppef‘s shafts.. It does this in three

£

ways. First of all, as I pdinted out earlier in this

-

o : R
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chapter, by emphasizing the poem’ «under-thought» or

«poetic thought,» that is, by paraphrasing it in terms

of structure a@d'archetype,_Fryg's criticism can defuse .

the explicit over—?houéht; for‘exéﬁple in The Critical

Path Frye writes,- ' _ -

-

s
s
. - - e .
T ' - - ‘ " -

Questionable or dated social attitudes, as expressed
in what appears to be the surface meaning,

do not effect the real meaning of poetry,
which is conveyed through a structure of N
imagery and action. When we examine the ~.
imagery of Henry V, and listen carefully to
the moods and overtenes which that imagery
suggests, we realize that the play is very

far from expressing the simple—minded'
patriotism that it appears to be expressing.
. If we give primary importance to

the primary meaning, the explicit meanina'will
Eﬁke on a very different relation to it. 6

»

“Questionabie social attitudes» seem to Frye particularly
prevalent in modern and éontemporary literature. However,
if the critic attends properly to the «primary meaning»
the urgency or the shock of the «explicit meaning» can

be mitigated. The term «displacement» is useful to Frye
in this regard. It is defined in the Anatomy of
Criticism as «the adaptation of myth and metaphor to
canons of morality or plausibility;» ;hat is, the
pristine mythical structure of a work -is subject to
minor‘éisggftions imposed by what contemporary taste
deems life-like or true. éarticularly in modern real-
istic and ironic fictiops, «the pPresence of a mythical
structure . . . poseé certain technical-problems for

méking.it plausible, and the deviées used in éolq@ng

-t
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these problems [ie. mimesis, realistic action, true-to-

life characters, etc.] may be given the general name of

L

displacements.»27 Coné?quently, although it may seem

that a 'realistic' work urgently demands a serious
N ~ : .

~-_response to its explicit content or theme{/fhexcritic

understands that this urgency is mefely'a conégégion to

current fashion, that it is simply an accident of local-

'ity'and period, at best a tolerable annoyance to anyone

' \
who wishes to de-code the archetypes and discover the

«primary meaning.» What is required of reader and

critic alike is, contrary to Coleridge, the willing

suspension of belief.

The second way in which Frye blunts the poet's
shafts is by failing td attune ﬁis language to his
subject. When he is debunking his subject, his language
is often alive with wit, but otherwise, whetherx he-{s
dealing with a dark tragedy or é bgight lyric, he often

tends to muffle his subject with flat, discordant lan-

'guage. In The Modern Century Frye makes fun of an

official communigqué about education:
If we are to keep pace with the swiftly moving
developments of our time, we must strive for
ever higher standards in every field of
endeavour. . . . No informed person is
unaware of. the tremendous effort that [it]
will take to meet the demands that the years
ahead will produce. Yet we are also aware
that the general well-being of our nation is
dependent on our ability to meet the challenge.

o . _
?kye's comment on this passage is witty and pertinent:

¢
L
\-



One would say that it is impossible %6 write

- flatter c¢liché&s or more obvious platitudes,
- and the effect of cliché and platitude ought
to be soothing. .So it is, and yet every word

is soaked in the me aphors of a gasping panic.

- .

A few pages later, Frye attempts an analyéis of Kafka's

WOrk:

N B "' In Kafka, for example, the'event, the ordinary
T - unit of a story, is replaced by the psycho-
logical event, and the social and other
significances of what is happening are alle-
gories of the psycholodical events. The-
pfimary emphasis is on ‘the mental attitude

fhat makes the events posfible. Thus The

astle is presented as a \kind of anxiety-

ndghtmare, yet a theological allegory of .

Gpd's dealings with man-and a political alle-

gory of Ege police state run in counterpoint

© One would say that it is'imposSiblé to write flatter:

prose‘dr'épeak-morevsobthingly about «anxiety-night-

283

marés» and «pblibe statés.» To7appreciate just how flat -

‘and soothing Frye's comments are, one may compare George

Steiner's criticism of Kafka in Language and Silence:
To Kafka . . . theé act of writing was a
‘miraculous scandal . . Listening to the
mystery of language with more acute humility
than ordinary men, he heard the jargon of
death growing. loud. inside the European
vulgate. Not in any vague, allegoric sense,
but with exact prophecy. From the literal

nightmare of The Metamorphosis came the knowl—.

edge that Ungeziefer {«vermin») was to be the
designation of millions of men. The bureau-
cratic- parlance of The Trial and -The. Castle
have become commonplace in our herded lives. -
The instrument of torture in «The Penal -

- Colony» is also-a printing press. In short,
Kafka heard the name Buchenwald in the word
birchwodd. He understood,. as if the bush had
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burned for him again, that a great 1nhuman1ty
was lying in wait for European man.
.Since Steﬁner is a critic whom Layton has often held up
agalnst Prye, it is perhaps approprlate to illustrate

the cogtf/e;mazah another quote from Language and

Sllence- - - - ' N
L We engage the presence, the voice of the book.

We allow it entry, though not unguided, into
‘our inmost. - A great poem, a classic novel,
. press in upon us; they assail and occupy the

' strong places of -our consciousness. They
‘exercise upon our imagination and desires,

" .upon our ambitions and most covert dreams,

' a strange bruising mastery. Men who burn
books know what they are doing. The artist

~ is the uncontrollable force: no Western eye,
. 8ince Van Gogh, looks on a cypress gﬁthout
observing in it the start of flame.

Certainly not all of Frye's criticism is flat and
pldtithdinous. : When he is writing on llterature as-a-

-whole, or on the later prophecies of Blake, or Shakespeare's ’

Kl

rll

:comedies,.his language often conveySféXcitement and the
;shock of 1n51ght 30 However,pthere seem to be relatlvely
ffew works that 1nsp1re that kind of response in his
-wrltlng | Partlcularly when he is wrltlng on modern or
contemporary llterature, his language, though‘ultty,
“conveys boredom and condescen51on, and often seems to
:fdeserve Layton s charge of «sterlllty | Even a-critic

. as sympathetlc to Frye as Francis Sparshott detects in

. oo

" his cr1t1c1sm «a certaln strange deadness at the centre, 31

The thlrd way 1n which Prye blunts the poet's.

:shafts is by uSLng llterature -as- a—whole as. a cushlon
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against the impact of an individual poem or poet.

{Sparshott has observed that «the word 'total' recurs

like a hiccup throughout the Anatomy of Criticism.»)32

If literature «swallows» nature, it can also swallow

individual poems, or at least cast a spell over them -

that is, «normalgze» them. In The Educated Imagination,

Frye suggests that the experienée_Pf a work of art
incorporates it inéo a continuity that consists Jdf the
reader's experience of all otﬁer works of art, and as
such the experience <«encourages tolerance.» However,

it is evident that thevprocess Frye describes also
encourages a genteel pedantry that reduces the shock of_
a new work to a merely interesting perspective. In the

Anatomy of Criticism, Frye describes‘a similar process:

The goal of ethlcal cr1t1c1sm is transvalua-
tion, the ability to look at contemporary
social values with the.detachment of one who
is able to compare them in .some degree with
the infinite vision of possibilities presented
by culture. One who possesses_ such a standard
of transvaluation is in a stfate of intellec-"
tual freedom. One who does net possess—atJls
a creature of.whatever social values get to
him first.

Again, it is an adﬁirable cosmopglitaéism thathfrye is f
commending, and, in this case, when he speaks of «what-
ever social values get to him first» he has in mind
primarily tﬁoéé values derived from'pfopégandafénd édver—_
tising, Qr-ﬁhateve: is conducive to fanaticiém. But the

-~

same «standard of transvéluation» permits}the detached
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observer to cancel the impact of any, individual wo;k

by quicgly gnéoking a tribunal of competing schools and
traditions that ‘suit him‘better. Any urgency a work of
art may convey, any demands on the reader's commitments,
can be reduced to the characteristics of a typei That

“this is indeed how Frye understands the process whereby

«literature is to be absorbed into society» is evident

in the following passage from The Modern Century:
t o

B
o
-

The university classroom is concerned with
'liberal' education, and liberal education is
liberal in every sense of the word: it eman-
cipates, it is tolerant, it assimilates the
learning process to a social idea.. Yet so
far as it is concerned with contemporary
culture, its material includes all the
reactionary and antisocial attitudes I glanced
at earlier, some of which are, in detail,
= quite obviously silly, perverse, or wrong-
headed. But when contemporary authors are
assigned for compulsory reading, and when they-
are taught in a way that relates them to their
cultural heritage, a certain detachment comes
into the attitude toward them. Not all the
detachment is good, but one thing about it .is:
the social attitude of the writer is taken
over by thg social attitude of education
itself, and loses its crankiness by being
placed in a social context. '

e

Layton has'dﬁstilled the essence of this passage to a

s;hgle sehtence: «literature is regarded as a condition-

"ing subject; as a fqrm of ipdoctrination into the values
of aur contemporary soci,éty.»B4

| If the point needs any additional explication, it

"ié pgovidea'by one 5f_Frye;s*major supporters, Geoffrey

Hartman:. : : .
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Frye's problem (ours too} is that major art
-in its very negativity or terrifying respect
for exact witness cannot be co-opted. There
is no accommodating it. So what can the

. function of criticism be? Must art remain
-outside of society, ineffective, a <«useless
passion,» as Sartre named human existence
itself? By a magical sleight of style, by a
superb manipulation of our intellectpal hopes
and desires, Frye rescues criticism as accom-
modation. Criticism, he alleges, says nothing
about the artistic experience as such - the
latter may indeed~be provocative, irritable,
antisocial - but #&volves a structure of its
own to absorb the arts into society by educa-
tion. For the anti-arts of advertisement,
propaganda, and the.culture industry cannot
be driven out by the very art whose resentful
shadow they are. Art can enter society only
when tempered by the frame criticism provides.

¢

- n

Both Frye and Hartman seem to see the academic critic
and the artist in an adversary relatidnship.. It is not
surprising-that occasionally Layton should.éléo see them
so. His incessant raging agaipgt critics who wish to
usurp the poet's creative function as interpreter of his
age and prophetlto his society, his railing against‘the

perversions of literary instruction throughout the

35

educational system, his accusations of sterility, gentil-

ity and pedantry, become understandable. It should,
however, he noted that it is not necessary, in reaction

to Frye and Hartman, to advocate that literature,

pérticularly modern and ;contemporary works of literature, .

should be consumed uncrftically as a stimulus to hyster-
ical, fanatic action. Another critic-teacher, Lionel
Trilling, who has been at least as wary of the subversive

force of modern. literature, offers one alternative to

o
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Frye and Hartman that Layton would find much less

distasteful:

w

I do not know how other teachers deal with
this extravagant personal force of modern
literature, but for me it makes difficulty.
Nowadays the teaching of literature inclines
to a considerable technicality, but when the
“teacher has said all that can be said about
formal matters, about verse: patterns, metrics,
prose conventions, vdrony, tension, etc., he -
must- confront the necessity of bearing
personal testimony. He must use whatever

- authority he may possess to say whether or not
a work is true; and if not, why not; and if
so, why so. He can do this only at consid-
erable cost to his privacy. How does one say
Lawrence is right in his great rage against.
the modern emotions, against the modern sense

- of life and ways of being, unless one speaks
from the intimacies of one's own feelings,
L and one's own sense of l%ge, and one's own

wished—?if>way of being?

E}

F

N

generally, he would support the view that the critic-

teacher must confront the «truth» of literature and speak.

- ¢from the intimacies of one's own feelings.» He would

also supporE.Trilling's conviction that literature has

to be dealt with «in the terms it announced for itself,»
and that the teacher's «first concern» is «the animus of
the author, the objects of his will, the things he wants

or wants to have happen,»37 Yet in contrast to Trilling. .
d

who accepts that the teaching of literature involves i
- . 1(‘;

L

risks and dangers, ‘and to- Steiner who understands wh§3

>

. f’g - N : .
men burn books, Frye proclaims that «there: are no neg-

ative visions: all poets are potentially positive

contributors to man's body of-vision.» This is not an
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expression of Frye's reckless rgsolve to deal with'
literature «in the.ﬁerms it announced for itself» but
of his confidence in the power of his critical method
£o defuse poetry's explosive energy.38 This confidéncé

is occasionally shaken, as in the third lecture of

The Modern Century, but the objective is clear. Frederick
Crews has appropfiately entitled his attack on Frye,

«Anaesthetic Criticism»: t

A criticism that explicitly or implicitly
reduces art to some combination of moral and .
abstract form and genre convention is liter- - N\
ally an anaesthetic-criticism. "It insulates

the critic and his readers from a threat of
affective disturbance.

‘g

Crews has weakened his case with contentious claimsifdr
the absolute rightqess of Freudian criticism,-but the
main point of his attack'is pertinent.

- Another criticism that Layton directs-against Frye,
in «Forever Honeyless» is that «he is still bedevilled
by the Aristotelian notion‘that poetry vyields some kigd
of knowledge, and his imposing edifice is very largely
tndertaken to prove its falsity.»40 This must have
been the unkindest cut of all since Frye has claimed
Arisﬁotle-as his model. On this gquestion, whethgr or
not poetry yields some kind of knowledge, Frye can be

‘Frustratingly evasive. In his essay, «The Keys to the

LY . Lﬁ\ .

. o . - !
Gates,» Frye confronts.the problem from an Aristotelian ¥

perspective: : .

Sy



.

‘,\:' .

250

The nature of poetic 'truth' was discussed, by
Aristotle in connection with action. As .
compared with the historian, the pcet make:

no specific or particular statements: he
gives the typical, recurring, or universal
event, and is not to be judged by the standards
of truth that we apply to specific statements.
Poetry, then, does not state historical truth,
but contains it. . . . Thus poetry is 41
‘something more philosophical' than history.

%

" This last observation of Aristotle's, however, «has

been of little use to critics except as a means of
annoying hiétoriané.» _The”most that Frye will allow-is
ﬁhat ﬁhere are «infinipe treasures of thought latent in
poetry,» but the poet «does not.think in the sense of
producing concepts, jdeas or propositions, which are
specifi¢ predications to be judged by their trgth or

5

falsehood.» There is, then, Some Xind of knowledge

“¢contained» in poetry, but it is more or less incidental

to poetry’'s main function, which 1s to embody in meta-

phorical language various «hypothetical» versions of the i

-

kind of society man wants, or does not want. Some
knowledge of what man is may be inferred from what man
wahts, but such inferences are the job of criticism,

not poetry. As Frye put it in his «Polemical Introduc-

tion,» «criticism can  talk, and all the arts are dumb.»42

‘But even the c¢ itic musfhbewaré of the futilities of

such «allegorical criticism.» The importance of poetry,

-VFrye insists, 1is not dependent.on the khowledge it

vields of «the world out there.»
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What IFrye gives us is the authorization,

indeed the licensing, of what earlier positi-
vistic theorists and philosophers disparag-

ingly used to call the «emotive,» as they

worried about the primary role of wish-fulfill-
.ment in the structures of poets and of too-
Ambitious philosophers. . . . But Frye insists
on the emotive as poetry's only content and

would not have it otherwise; he celebrates -
poetry precisely for the characteristic that '
its old enemies proclaimed as its weakness

and that its old friends sought to deny.

This is the approving observaqéon of Murray Krieger.43

.Frye's vision of the infinite possibilities of litera-

ture, and .0of the power of literature to oVerwhelm mundane

reality, is certainly not without its glory, but it is
of little use to the poet-prophet as Layton understood
him. According to Layton, the poet does make «specific

-2

statements,» although they are rarely disinterested or

detached, and he does demand that they <«be judged by

their truth or falsehocd.» Layton will not concede that
the poetic process,.because it is inspired by personal
experienc%} emotion, and imagination is therefore inca-
pacitated as alcognitive process. He claims all the -
knowledge known to sogiety plus the vital knowledéé
drawn from his own experience and imaginétiqnl For the
poet-prophet, the interpreter of the age and the relent-

r

less adversary of hypocrisy and injustice, knowledge

and truth regarding the human condition are fundamental.

When the poet lashes out against*a society that is sick =
and corrupt, that society is not a «hypothetical»

construct of what a sick and corrupt society might look
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like. It is thé society that daily. confronts him.

Often when the wordh«myth» is used by mythopoeic
critics and contemporary anthropologists, like Claude
Levi-Straus, it is made to reverberate with a primal and
sovereign knowledge that makes.all other kinds of knowl-
edge appear as crude, make-shift illusions.  This. is ﬁot
how Fryé_normally usés «myth.» In fact, he does nbtlﬁse
it consistently. His theoretic undefstandin§ of mythvis
not consistent, and there‘oftgn seems to be an imp}iéit'
inconsistency between his theoretical'descriptions.ahd‘
ﬁis practical uses of the term. When Frye speaks of
«the myth of concern» he conveys a very differenF sense
of the term from what is conveyed whepnhe speaks of the
seasonal mythoi, or the ur-myth of the quest, or the
centrality of the Biblical‘ﬁyths. Franciﬁ\égérshbtt has
observed that «Frye has given two separate accounts of
what literature is.» The first account, «anchored in
Blake,‘Spengler and Fraser,» places the emphasisAupon
literature as <«a single im;ginative order, as it weré.a
single great Qork of which particulaf writings are parts
that could not havé“g;isﬁéd\yithout it and cannot be
understood without reference tg it.». THe secoggfaccount
emphasizes a central mythology{‘culled frém‘the current
folk-tales and legends of a culture, «articuiating the
shape of its imaginative concerns.543

The inconsistencies in Frye's use of «myth»

correspond, to some extent, to the two basic and somewhat
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conflicting views of myth in recent literature. The

more old-fashioned view is to regard myths as <«functional»;
is they were regarded by Fraser and Malinowski (in spite

of thelr profound effect upon modern writers and subse-
quent theories of myth) and as, they are still gopularly
regarded: According to this view, therpureosedgr

function of myths in primitive.eociety is to provide a
symbolic description of the phenomena of nature, or of
«group fantesies}» designed to stabilize or authorize
the'values of a society. Myth is a primitive eubstitute

P

for science and reason and it signifies a stage (usually

45

a primitive stage) in the develooment of culture.

.This is essentially hou.Frye tends to reéard myth when

he  speaks of «the myth of coucern» as a compunal ‘repos-

. : . o y S
itory of society’s desires and anxieties. However, he

de-emphasizes the primitive aspect and ascribes to.myth

an important function at all etages in" the development

of culture, namely, as ‘the informing structuré of

-literature.

The other view emphasizes the «ritual» origins of
myth.46 This is the view that, with variations, is held °
by Maud Bodkin, Joseph-Campbell Gilbert-Murray, LeSIie'

Pledler, Phlllp Wheelwrlght Ernst CaSSLrer, and’ Claude

'Lev1 Strauss, among others It holds that myth arose

not to explaln nature or promote group values but as a

narratlve accompanlment to a rltual act. The theory

F

stresses thE“lmportance of identical;_reourring,archetypes

A

N
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;among the myths of disparate and mutually-isoléé%ic
socleties, and tends to regard myth as the direct and
spontaneous verbal embodiment of a profound truth that
cannot be rendered or translated into rational or discur-
sive terms without suffering loss of meuning¢ Jung's ™.
notion of the collective unconscious lends additicnal
support to the view that myths embody uncousc10u§ forces

———~0or «prlmordlal images» which are.uot otherwise communi-
cable to the consc1ous‘mind The theory implies a
correspondence between the structure of- mlnd and the
structure of myth, and consequently the structure of
knog@ble realitfr According to Ernst Cassirer?rthhs

urﬂare not mere products ») fentas which vapour off from '
fixeﬁ, eﬁbirical realistic existe ce,_to float above the
E They-are spontaneous

" actual world like a bright mist.»

forms, nelther imposed upon nor pre\ﬂat¢ng any other

\ -

f— -

kind"~ of knouﬂggge. : ' ’ T

Man lives with objects only in so far as he-
‘lives with these forms;- he reveals reality
to himself, and himself to reality, in that
he lets hlmsolf and the environment enter
into this plastic medium in which the two do
not merely make contact, but fuse with each
other. .

. Nietzsche must certainly be regarded as a key figure
in the development of modern conceptions of“myth. His

use of Apollonian and Dionysian myths in The Birth of

Tragedz definitely suggests a «rltual» rather than a

'«functlonal» approach, and he clearly does regard these

Eer

L7
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myths as d;fect embodiments of pro{oudﬁ trughs. It would
be a mistake to regard Layton's oppoéition to mythopoeic
criticism as a positivisk‘s scepticism that myth has
anything to do with theught or knowledge. Wha% he
opposes is the reduction of myth to a purely formal
function in literature. | -

Among the early myth critics, some of the claims
for the profound, mythical truths of literature were
made somewhat ingenuocusly. Maud Bodkin‘maintained that
the ritual patterns identifiable .in poetry correspond
to a «pattérn or configuration:of emoticnal tendencies
in the minds of those who are stirred by the theme.»
Gilbert Murray claiméd that archetypal images 1ike those
represented by Hamlet and Orestes are fdeeply implaﬁ£ea
in thé memory of the race, stamﬁed as it were upon our
physical organism.» They may seem strange to us, «yet
there is that witﬁin us which leaps at the sight of them,
a cry of the blood whiéh tells us we have known them |
salways.»48

Frye never uses racy language of .this sort to
describe his theories of myth and archetype. In his
most subdued moods, he simply regards «archetypes» as
recurring images or <«associative clusterss familiar to
people who share a common culture, énd*«myth» as «a

structural organizing principle of litefary-form.» Frye

has always disclaimed any but the most casual relation-

A ship between literary archetypes and Jungian'grchetypes,

Rl
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and he has always been wary of «mythical criticism» that

reads like «bad comparative religion.» ? ‘In fact,. after

the murky subterranean rumblings of other mythopoelc
‘vcrltlcs;*Frye can be refreshingly light-hearted:

oy : »

- .In literature myths are disinterested: they
- are simply forms of human creat1v1ty,land as”
:such they- ‘communicate the joy . . . that
belongs to pure creation. They are formed o

" out of every conceivable horror and -inequity
of human life, and yet an inner exuberance

2 1lifts them clear of that life. Belief becomes
imagination and concern pleasure, as the .
concerned myth, reéoted in a specific culture- .
-and told for instructjon, is emancipated
into the nomadic- folktale, travelling freely
around the world and told for fun.

.
"

“iIn’a later essay, Prye does draw a stronger distinction

Abetween myth and folktale, -and clalms a greater authority
*for the former An. that 1t ‘transmits «a legacy of shared

allu51on» to a culture In the essay «Expanding Eyes,?

in Splrltus Mundl, Frye seems to go still further toward

clalmlngha'profouhd”truth }n“the mythical affinities
of-poetrf;:-Here he maintaihs“thatAthe'poem «is made out
of both consclous ahd unconSClous materlals The
«unconsc1ous» 1s uncontrollable, but «in certaln mental

places it can flnd 1ts own mode of expre551on » and ‘when’
this happens,ﬁ«it-forms a kind of trausformer of mental’
powerl'sending‘its voltage:into its readers until, as

Blake says, the expandlng eyes of man behold the depth

of wondrous worlds.»“ And flnally, the last chapter of

The Well—Tempered'érltlc_ls entltled «All Ye Know on
Earth,» and here Frye seemshto'COme as taﬁtalizingly
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closevas-he dares té claimihg that it is such all-encom-
péssing knowledge that poetry provides. lHis character-
istic meﬁhod; on such ‘occasions, is to begin with a
disclaimef; and ﬁhehlevoke and insinuate what he has
disclaimed, and‘mofe.So |

This iepreseﬁtélsoﬁethiﬁg of the rénge of meaning
and'allusion that Frye briﬁgs to his theorétical discus-
sions of myth and literary archetypes - from a purely
formél term in a'thebretic system, to «all ye know on
earﬁh.»- In hiS'mbre practical criticism, Frye often
seems to insinuate the full range of meanings associated
with the'«rituél# ﬁndérstanding of'myth. This~is partic-
ularly the case‘when\he is déaling with a s;bject.that
enchants him, liké Blake or Shakespearei but he seems
to allow only é.reductive, formulaic significance to the
mythical patterns he extracts from-works that do not
énchant him, like Eliot's or Yeats's, or from «realistic»
works in Canééian_literatﬁre - with the exception of
E.J: Pratt's. It ié perhaps inevitable, therefore, that
critics have made conflicting stateﬁénts regarding Frye's
view of myth. Thus, Wallace W. Douglas concludes that
-Frye is typical of the}mythoébeic critics whe «are
ultimately interested in some special knowledge,» and
«though in analyzing works they pay more attention to
structure and form than most modern critic “{and have a
more systematic conception of literary forms), in t?@

end they too come around to treating a literary work as
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é repository of truth, of racial memories, or of uncon-
séiously held vaiues.» Simiiarly Dudek maintains.that

an «apocaiyptic revolutionary mania, comprising a nat::
urallstlc or visionary rejection of established 5001ety,
and a prerational return to primitive origins» is central
to mythopoeic criticism, and although Frye's «sober
scholarly style well conceals this meaning,» it never-
theless «peeps out» heré and there.5l .

‘There is some similarity in-Dudek's and Layton's

disdain for mythopoeic criticism in so far as they both

-regard it in opposition to. social or hlstorlcal reallsm,

but otherwise Layton seems rather more hospitable -to the
mythical element in poetry than Dudek. It is significant,
in this regard, that Dudek identifies_an incréasingly
prominent mythic quality in Layton's work as evidence of
his forsaking the true path-oﬁ social realié%. In «The

Misuses of Imagination,» Dudek ascribes Frye's growing

. @steem for Layton's work during the 1950s to «Layton's

ambiguous position in regard to thevmytﬁopoeic approéqhm»

‘As long as he remained a poet «with a direct realistic_

orientation,» Layton ran «afoul:of Frye's prejgdice
against this kind of poetry.§ But after 1954,‘ﬁayton‘
beqén to write a «highly—éhafged 'surrealistic’ poetry,»
and that «suddenly alerted the mythopoelc critic. 52

Dudek 's dlsapproval notw1thstandlng, it is .very ev1dent

that Layton wrote most of his-finest work after 1954,

4

and that there was an increasingly prominent mythic
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qualrty‘abOut it. Mandel's comment, that <«we have to
view both his biography and the social context of his
poetic career as‘ﬁoetic structures, mytbs, if you like,»
Se@ems very appropriate. Layton mythologizes his parents,
his Mentreal childhood, politics, and his own.career as
a'p‘oet‘s3

The pecint is that Layton;s oppositionAto Frye's
critical practice and theory should not be construed as
.a stubborn refusal to acknowledge that an -awareness of
myth is relevant to literary criticism, that there is
both conscious ang subconsciocus traffic between poetry
and myth,, and that mythlcal structures and recurrlng
archetypes inform the «meaning» of poetry | In both his
poetryyand his criticism, Layton in fact does affirm
that this is so. His differences with Frye are, first,
that Frye construes all this into*an «igeology,? a
critical ideology, and also a libera%—christian ideology.
He regards the presence of myth and convention as the
central 'facts' of poetry, and this determines his
discussioﬁ of the poetic process and function. Secondly,
Layton denies that myths and recurrlng archetypes in
poetry undermine the importance of the poet's personal
experience.or the reality-content of poetry. Mandel
speaks of Layvton's «aesthetic distanoing» of life into
myth.. dne may wish to quibble with this term. - The
effect of his mythologizing does not secem to be a dis-

tancing but, often, a bringing up close, an enlargement
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of detail. Fdr Frye, however, «distancing» appropriately ,
describes his method. Several of his critics have noted
thatwhié method is the opposite of «close reading.» He
tends to stand back té take in tge-yhole pancrama. The
passage most often quoted in this regard occurs in the

Anatomy of Criticism:

In looking at a picture, we may stand close to
it and analyse the details of brush and palette

knife. . . . At a little distance back, the
design comes intq clearer view, and we study
rather the content represented. . . . The

further back we go, the more consciocus we are
of the organizing design. At a great distance
wWe can see nothing but the archetype.

In Layton's work there 1s no corresponding sense of
gradually drawing back. Often the strongest impression
conveyed by his poems is of looking closely and iﬁiently
until the object begins to équirm under his gaze and
expands to fill the whole angle of vision. In <«A Tall
Man Executes a Jig,» the Jigging gnats, the grass, the
hair on the man's arm, become large presences:
The grass,

Even the wildflowers became black hairs

And himself a maddened speck among them.

Still the: assaults of the small flies made him

Glad at last, until he saw purest joy

In their frantlc jiggings under a hair,

S0 changed- from those in the unrestraining air.

When the tall man shifts his gaze to the distant hlllS,

the effect again is that they leap into prox1m1ty
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And on the summit of the asphalt road

Which stretched towards the fiery town,; the man
Saw one hill raised like a hairy arm,-dark

With pines and cedars against the strlcken sun
-~ The arm of Moses or of Joshua.

In «The Birth of Tragedy» the poet observes

_ how the sensual moths ‘

~ " big with odour and sunshine

dart jintoc the perilous shrubbery;

or drop.their visiting shadows

upon the garden I one year made

of flowering stone: to be a footstool
for the perfect gods.

Far Layton, the mythical archetype seems to appear when

- he stands close, not when he draws back. The eontrasf

with Frye, whose~ «;nflnlte man» bUlldS his cities «out
of the milky- way» suggests an analogy- to mlcroscopes and

telescopes, except that TLayton, peerlng.through his

microscope, discovers unexpected vistas. The contrast

also illustrates the point that for Layton the immediate,

vivid experlence is not something to be simply transcended

for a hlgher v151on, but something that releases a vision

rocted in the earth. ‘
This brings up a third and crueial diffefence

between Layton's and Frye's mythologizing. For Frye,

myth «swallows», reallty, reduces itn to a pale shadow of

the constructs of the 1maglnatlon This point is empha-

sized repeatedly, and again in the essay, «Specelation

and CQneern»: |

Reality is primarily what we create, not what
we contemplate. ... . The real world, that
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is, the human world, has constantly to be
created, and the one model on which we must
not create it is that of the world out there.
The world put there has no human values, hence
we should think of it primarily not as real
but as absurd. The existential paradoxes
help us to do this, and they thereby reduce
the world to the tohu-wa-bohu, the waste and
void chaos of a world hich man has once
again to create. )

g '

To Layton, ﬁhe Nietzschean yea-sayer, this idea is
contempt}ble. It is a re;statement_of Mallarmé's
«brutal mirage.» It fepresents an ascetic, resentful
sugpicion of life. It makes the world «a kind of

hospital or sanatorium or leper colony.»56 In Twilight

of the TIdols, Nietzsche maintained that “any distinction
between a 'true; and an 'apparent' world» e#pregses a -
ranéourou;, instinctive ugge to «slandér» life, to '
«avenge ourselves against life.» The artist's function
is to celebrate lifé and the world of the senses. If,
according to Nietzsche, the artist creates his own
«appearances,» and even tends to esteem them above
reality; this does not suggest a negation of reality but
a hunger for it, «for 'appearance' in this case means
reality once more, only by way of seléction, reinforce-
ment, and correction.» The artist is «precisely- the

one who says Yes to ever?thing questionable, even to the

terrible -- he is Dionysian.» TIn Thus Spoke Zarathustra,

Nietzsche writes,

I carry the blessings of my Yes into all
abysses. I have become cne who ‘blesses and
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says Yes; and I fought long for that and was
a fighter that l might one day gét my hands
free to bless. . T R K
-
One can‘expect'that’Layton wouldnemphatically endorse
these statements. In the dlscu551on with Mandel in

Taking Sides, Layton argues that Nletzsche «had no uss

for :that kind of romantlc peSSlmlsm that dlsmlsses the
world,? and strives «to escape from the mlsery‘and theﬁ
finitude of the world.# ;The Dfonyslan artist.affirms
-that «the very essence of being allve is strlfe con--
flict, unceasing d651re, uncea51ng struggle endlng 1n
death,» and out of these condltlons he creates «some
divinity, some form of art, some radlance, some tempo—‘
rary glory to vieﬁwith.that of the rainhOw:»SS Thus,':
for Frye, the artist vies with a «waste and vdid chaos
of s_world» while for Layton he vies withla'rsinhdw.

Toward the end of the «Foreword» to The Collected Poems,

1971, where Layton has mythologlzed everythlng from his
parents and teachers to his broomstlck (the latter
becomes like the rod of Aaron. that silg¢nces the mufmurf
ings of the people of Israel), Layton.exults ln-the
apbfheosis of «swfrling» life that his poetry has

"effected, «written it into the hearts and speech of men»:

-~
[

Normal human vileness, phlllstlne materialism,
racial prejudice, anti- -Semitism, hypocrlsy
, and the relentless pursuit of ass in parlia-
Y’ ments, universities, Salvation Army hostels,
editorial offices, courthouses hospitals,
and morgues -- out of this glorlous fecund
rubbish heap and out of occasional glimpses
of beauty goodness and mercy I have made
my poems. 59
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Layton‘s most explicit statements on the relatien of
" myth and archetype tO‘pdeﬁry occur in «A Conversation About .
Literature: An Interview with Margaret_LaufenCe and
'Irving Layton,» l§72.60_ Here again Layton mythologizes
his_family; and particularly his brother-in-law, Strul
. Goldberg who, "although he «didn't have the education to
_know that he was reliving a Canadian or Jewish Rastignac,»
féet out to «cohquer'Aﬁerica.» Layton makes the claim that -
«éve;y artiéﬁ_is an ihcurable_mythologist, that is to say
he must see the pedple and the objects which surround
him somewhat larger than life and seeing them so univer-
salizes them or stripslfhem of their human trivialities
or 1imitatiQns.» He begins by trying «to understand them
and apologize and get deeper ﬁeanings,b but then the poet
X . . . . 11 :
«leaves» them and «goes tbwérds something I have called
freedom» :
That 1s when you release'yourself, when you
not only -stand on the ground they. have made
for you -- but you soar.' You leave the ground
and enter into something that they could not
know- anything at all about and did not know
anything about,, that only the.artist can know
something about. Then he begins to mould the

shadows and the ghosts; he begins to play with
the echoes of a Strul Goldberg, of a Keine

_ Lazarovitch. He shapes tHem and re-shapes
them, because now he wants to s4y something °
different -- perhaps not entirély different,

but differént. w And then they beécome arche-
typal figures. This is when the artist knows
true freedom and then he creates in ecstasy
and pain and. with a wonderful sense of liber-
" ation, because now these ghosts no longer have
any power over him. ‘He is truly free.
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Frye's approach to myth is analytic. It assumes an
essentially stetic order of myth,:however infinite the
possible combinations and permutationsvof its various
elements may be. 1In contraet, Layton's approach is
synthetic, responsive to new experience, and creatively
plastic. The central 'fact' that Frye's theoretic
structure attempts to bring to account is the promlnence
of genre and convention in lleerature - «convention,
within literature, seemed to be a force even sfronger
than hisfory.»6£ For Layton, experience is stronger than
convention. For him, the central fact of poetry is that
certain figures or events come to dominate experience and
demand articulation. For Frye, the archetype is there

at the beginning, whether the poet produces a masterpieceA

or ‘a few lines of'doggerel; it permits considerable

'elaboration, it becomes «displaced» to resemble current

notione of reality, but it undergoes no essential transe

‘.formation; and it tends to bind the poet to certain
© struckures and meanings. For Layton, the archetype is

there toward the end; it represents the attainment of

«mastery'» ‘itlis created ‘out of the poet's struggle to
discover the"«deeper meanings» of a real presence; and

it. liberates the poet, lets him.«soar.»v For both Frye

and Layton,-«archetype» identifies the presence in the

work. of. somethlng beyond the range of the poet 5 'bio-

graphlcal‘ experience, but for Frye that 'beyond' is

supplled by a’ comblnatlon of culture and craft, while for
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Laytom it still involves ¢pain and ecstasy,» and some
myst;k ous power in,tﬁe poet that énables him «to grow,
ttb push the soil apart and come up unstunted.»
There is another point of conflict between Frye*
and Layton. It involves their u;aerstéﬁding‘of «history.»

By far the strongest influence upon Frye's understanding .

of history has been Oswald Spengler's ﬁecline of the

West. The essay,'éSpengler_Revisited» appears in Part

Two of Spiritus Mundi. In his «Preface» to this collec-

-ticn of essays, Frye wrote:

Spengler; as 1s obvious from other references -
to him in this book, has always been a forma-
- tive influence on my own thinking, for reasons
which have often puzzled me, he being as a
‘Creative personality, so antipathetic to me.
This article is, so to speak, an effort to lay
a ghost to rest, along with an attempt to show
-where Spengler belongs in twentieth-century
criticism and poetic imagery.
In thé'esSay, «Expanding Eyes,» in the same collection,
TFrye states that Spengier and Fraser «had been culture-
herces of mine from my student days.»62 By Frye's own
'accbuntd'then}_Spengler is very important to the develop-
ment of his work, although his puzzlement and his ghostly
imagery suggestithat the influence may occasionally be
cbligue. More importantly, there is a largély unspoken -
but nevertheless strongly conveyed antipathy in Layton
- toward Frye's work that cannot be accounted for even by

Frye's formalism or solipsism. I maintain that this anti-

pathy is evoked by a pervasive historicism in Frye's work,



307

1

derived from épengler; who, I further maintain, manifests
iNfull flower a particulariy sinistér‘current of ﬁodern
though'ts. |

Frye's most ektended discussion of Spengler is his
" CBC talk iﬁ 1955, as part of the series, «Architects of

Modern Thought.»63 He seems both repelled and fascinated

by Spengler. He regards The Decline of the West as «a
vision rather than a theory or a philosophy, and a vision
of haﬁnting imaginativeﬂpowe:,» «one of the world's great
romantic poems.» Spengler, says Frye, has the power «to
expand and exhilarate the mind.» On the other hand, Frye
is repelled by his «murky biological language,» by his
“WOO-woO noises and shivery Wagnerian whinnies about the
dark goings-on of nature and destiny,» and, of course,
by his apparent endorsement of German imperiai ambitions.
Frye allows that «a‘g?od deal of Spengler’s mind was
second-rate, and he continually misunderstood and mis-
applied, his own thesis,» but neverfheless his theories
seem to have captivated «everybody»:
Everybody really takes his thesis for granted,
even if they've never heard of Spengler, even
if they've read him and hate his guts. Every-
body who thinks about the matter at all thinks
in terms of a «Western» culture; everybody
thinks of that culture as cld, not young;
everybody is struck by the difference between
us and the Middle Ages and by the similarity
between us and the -Roman Empire; everybody

assumes that some crucial change in our fortunes
took place around Napoleon's time.

Whether we like it or not, then, «we are all Spenglerians
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today.» Frye and Spengler make a sﬁrange pair of bed-

.~ H

fellows, but for years, Frye claims, «I practically._
slept with Spengler under my pillow,.»

There are striking parallels between Spengler's

«Introduction» to The Recline of the West and Frye's

“Polemical Introduction» to the Anatomy of Criticism.

Spengler castigates prof6551onal historians for thelr

narrow, departmentalized approach and their theoretlcal

naiveté&. Their traditional understanding of historical

causes he finds inadeqhate, and the metaphySLCal and

epistemclogical assumptlons they bring to their study

blind them to the real significance of particular

historioal phencmena. He calls for a method that woulgd

relate a particular historical phenomenon to every other -
phenomencn, and he rejects the idea that the history of

muéic, art, or economicé can be studied in isolation. e

Rather, history must be studied comparatively, not analyt- S~
ically; it is founded upon the discernment and inter--
relation of «general biographic archetypes.» He allows
that historians, both amateur .and professional, have
occasionally hit upon illumioating comparisons. It is
commoh enough'to'hear Napoleon_oompafeo to Caesar or to
Alexander, but these comparisons, as the example demon-
strates, have been haphazard, and consequently they
have as often been deceptlve as 1llumlnat1ng What is

needed, therefore, is a «technlque of analogy,»

systematlc approach to hlstory as an organlc whole.g4
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'Similarly, Frye‘attacks current theoretical assumptions,

calls for a critical approach that can deal with liter-

ary phenomena within the'context of literature as a
whole, ‘allows that critics have made brilliant 1n51ghts
in solte of” thelr confused theories, and proposes a

science oftcr1t1c1sm founded upon the:study of analogous

-

archetypal patterns._
A fundamental 51mllar1ty between Frye and Spengler

is thelr contentlon that cultures, and the productions

..of culture, can be studied as «organisms.» Spengler
tends to be a blt of a llterallst in this regard, but

© for Frye it as,suff1c1ent to observe that cultures
-behave like organishs,4and that the study of literary

" forms demonstrates a corresponding organic development;

beyond that, the idea can-be <«decorated metaphysically

to suit"the tenant.»GS- Art is understood by Spengler

not as the work of &n lndividual artist but-essentially

as the exeressioh of an «epoch>» The ‘maker ‘of the work

tends to recedo toward anonymlty, or to be regarded as‘

. a compllant medium’ through whlch the culture expresses

its. communal «Splrit.‘ The greater the work the more

<clearly 4t manlfests the Splrlt of a partlcular culture

at a partlcular stage 66 Frye has come “to SLmllar

conclusions thh regard to Canad;an llterature- '

I was fascrnated to see how the echoes and
ripples of the great mythopoelc age ‘kept . -
‘moving through Canada,” and taking a form

“there that they could nof have taken else-
where. The_ bettér the poet,. -the more -

clearly. and precisely he showed thls. ST
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In the Anatomy of Criticism, Frye's fundamentéIidootrine

is that «literature shapeswiééélffﬂxand the poet, theére- .-
fore, «is not the father of his poem; he is at best a
midwife.» The «true father» is «the form of the poen

itself, énd this form is a manifestation of the universal

spirit of. poetry »67 ' -

L

Layton,‘of course, resists any attempt to «deper-
sonallze-the creator and make of him a helpless pur-
veyor of psychological archetypes.» The probess whereby

the «spirit» of the age takes over an individual mind is

AR

mysterious, but such views nevertheless reduce the poet

-~

to «somé sort of talented idiot, »68 Frye has certainly

~

not been reluctant to VOlCO his 'low esteem of the

1ntelllgencerof poets. In The Educated Imagination Frye

goes down-the list of modern poets and their fetishes:
T ‘

Writers don t 'seem to" benefit much by the
advance of science, although they thrive on
superstitions-of all kinds. And you certainly
wouldn't turn to contemporary poets for ’
guidance or leadershlp in the twentieth-
century world. You'd hardly go to Ezra Pound
with his fascism and scecial crecit ana
Confuscianism and anti-semitism. Or to
Yeats, with his spiritualism and fairies and
astrology. Or to D.H. Lawrence, who'll tell -
you that it's a good tlring for servants to
be flogged because that restores the precious
current of blocd-reciprocity between servant
and master. Or to T.S. Eliot, who'll tell
you that to have a flourlshlng culture we
should educate an &élite, keep most people

. .3iving in the same spot, and never dis-estab-

lish the Church of England.
—  asiisht g 4

In «The Critical Path,» Frye again makes the point that

«poets are the children of concern: theylshow a liking
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“for being converted to dogmatic creeds of all kinds.»®?

Layton has called the poets worse,'butﬂin so doing he
hés‘reproached them with;a failure to fﬁlly discharge
their‘propﬁetic réles;.whereas Frye seems to argue that
the stupidity of bgets demonstratés his contention that
knowiedge or intelligence is irrelevant to poetry ;s such;

In The Decline of the West, Spengler flatly states

that arﬁ, let alone great art, is impossible in our age..
Since a culture is an 6r§anism!\it is subject to
«aginé.» Th; stages of aging are identified with the
seasons. The springtime of Western culture waé'the
Middle Ages, its summer was the Renaissancé, and ité.
'autuﬁn the seventeenth and eighteenth‘centuries,-culmi—
lnating in the pcetry of Goethe and the‘music of Mozart.
With Naﬁéleon, Western.culture enters its winter stage
and becomeé Western «civilization.» A «civilizaéion»
produces'no art. TIts «spirit$ islexpressed exciusively
in technological énd administrative.eiaﬁdration. The
artistic:and'philosophical forms have ali been exhausted;
new developments are né longer possible. Its «liter-
ature» and <«art» are simply symptoms of é frustrated,
anafchic, hysterical reaction against the inevitable.

In politics, socialism represents a similar hysteriéal
reaction. :The true spirit of «civilization» is manifest
in monolithic‘empires,‘enormous cities, dictatofships

'3
and mass annihilation wars:
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Civilizations are the most external and
artificial states of which a species of.
developed humanity is capable. They are a
conclusion, the thing-become succeeding the
thing-becoming, death following life, rigidity
following expansion, intellectual age and’

- the stone-built, petrifying world-city follow-
ing mother-earth and the spiritual childhood
of Doric and Gothic. They are an end, irre-
vocable, yet by inward necessity reached
again and again.

We must accept «the hard cold facts of a late life.»
It‘is futile to pursue the arts and philosophy; better
thatl«éen of the new generation . . . devote themselves
to tééhnics instead of lyrics, the sea instead of the
 paint brush, and politics instead of ep;stemology.»7q

In the first essay of the Anatomy of Criticism,

«Theory of Modes,» Frye classifies fictional literature
according, to thé he;o's power of action, beginning with
myth at the top, followed by_romance,‘high mimetic, 1ow/m
mim@tic,.and ironic. European literature since the

) middie_ages, Frye suggésts, has éteadily moved its

centre of graﬁity down the list, such that «during the
lést hundred years, most serious ;iterature has tended

increasingly to be ironic in mode.»7l

In thé‘ironic
mode, society tends to be portrayed as guilt-ridden
aﬁd sterile, a lynch-mob or a society of chattering
monkeys. ﬁut ifony moves steadily toward myth (although
it is a demonic myth), toward what Spengler called a
«second religiousness.72 “For Spengler this movéﬁent

suggesté‘little hope of renewal or rebirth, but for Frye

it promises the beginning of a new cycle. It is perhaps



significant that the «Theory of Modes» was first

published in the University of Toronto Quarterly under

the title, «Towards a Theory of Cultural Histc?ry.»73
The literature of a culture's «yéuth» would seem
fo have a higher literary value than the literature of
its old-age. The suggestion is énhanced by the fact
that the two most prestigious genres, epig and drama,
particularly tragic draha, belong to a culture's youth.
However, Spengler,{?jects any such ranking ambng the

spring, summer and autumni phases; art does not get

either better or wo\g?, it simply gets oclder. {f any-
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thing, 'in fact, Spengler would tend to regard the autumn .

phase as the hi@hest, with Goe€the at the very apex. 1In

this regard, Frye is éolidly aligned with Spengler.

Ranking historical seasons is a perversion of the whole'

system, another instance of the critic's futile penchant

for «rhetorical value judgements»;

We get these, for instance, in the‘sentimehtai

view of medieval culture which seées it as a
gigantic synthesis followed by a progressive
disintegration which has subdivided and :
speclalized until it has finally ‘landed us

all in the Pretty Pass.which we are’.in today. .

e e Subsidiary forms of the same view
are present in the people who cannot listen
with pleasure to. any music later than Mozart,.
or whatever terminal they choose.

Ranking literature according to season, Frye declares,

is again an attempt to find the meaning of literature

in something that is not ‘literature:
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A generation ago, a conservative Catholic
determinism was fashionable, strongly influ-
enced by Eliot, which adopted Thomism, or at
least made references to it, as the summit
of Western cultural values, and looked down
benignantly on everything that followed it

as a kind of toboggan slide, rushing through
nominalism, Protestantism, llberallsm
subjective idealism, and so on to the solip-
sism in which the critics' non-Thomist 74
contemporaries were assumed to be enclosed.

Contrary to Spengler, Frye ostensibly ascribes the same

value to the llterature of a’ culture s «winter» stage

-

as he does to that of the other stages What Spengler

nrogards as the exhaustlon of form in futlle,vanarchlc

experlmentatlon and nlhlllsm, Frye regards as merely the
«dlsplacement» of myth to a realistic or ironic mode.
However, if‘'we read Frye s cr1t1c15m by its «imaginative
uhderthought » if we attend to-his tone and imagery, 1t
is very clear that he regards. contemporary «W1nter»-
llterature-as-lnferlor.' Atrbest, he holds out the hope
that 1rony will «dlsplace» ltself and once agaln become
romance. Frye's rejection of the «toboggan sllde» image
seems rather unconvincing. With uncharacteristic ’
«reallsm » he merely 1ncreases the gradient and restrlcts
the sliding to «wrnter» tlme. ¢
This is a'view that‘any.major contemporary poet

must find disagreeable, and Layton seems'to_have been

yvery much aware that he had to.contend with‘it On July

5, 1970, he wrote to Pacey, «T despalr of the - future of
Y
the free world and begin to think that Spengler may

have been rlght after all.» This is the only_direct
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reference to Spengler by Layton, but there seem to 'be
several oblique references. In-fact, Layton could not
easily have avoided confronting Spengler in scme form

or other. The idea that the rmodern age lacks certain

necessary conditions for the production of great ert did

not originate with Spengler; he seems remarkable primar—

1ly because he elaborated the idea with a systematlc
relish, and exulted in pubblng his reader s nose in thel
unpleasant 'facés'. fhe idea is already present in the
works of Matthew Arnold and becomes a distinctive feature
of" modernism partlcularly in the works of Eliot and
Yeats. F.R. Leavis observed that to regard the obscurlty
and discontinuity of medern poetry as symptomatlc of our
cultural condition «amounts to an‘admission'thet there
must be something limited about the kind of artistic
acnievement possible in our time.» Graham Houéh has

felt compelled to admit «that we llVe in a bad time» when
the best that can be’ expected s that poetry may «keep
some neglected parts of the human experlence allve until
the weather changes; as in some unforseeable way it may

do.» In The Socral Context of Modern English Literature,

Malcolm Bradbury maintains that «whi;e we believe that
art should and can be free, we also believe that ue live
in a time and society exceptlonally difficult for the
production of art. Eugene Goodheart 1dent1f1es the
«current‘malaise» as a «paraly51s» resultlng from an

1nt1m1datlon by «the 1og1c of history.» Much the same

-
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idea hovers over Harold Blocm's The Anxiety of Influence.’? -

Each of these critics and thls 1s.clearly only. a very
vshOrt‘list have 1dent1fled however 1mpllc1tly, «the-
'exceptlonal dlfflcultles» of .the contemporary wrlter 1n
relation to an organlc “view of hlstory It should be
-hoted that to-deny the very possibility of poetry of
the highest order in our age amounts to another effective
'dev1ce for bluntlng the poet s.shafts -

| Frye's contention that «we are all Spenglerians
Qtoday,> whether we llke ;t or not ‘seems, therefore, to
_be widely upheld if not almays consc1ously.?§ The
perva51veness of «organlc» views of history and culture

in modern art, phllosophy and scrence has, perhaps, been

most fully detailed and attacked beryndham Lewis in

Time,and Western Man. ‘LewiS'maihtained; first, that to
regard the old masterpieces of~art;_lltereture and.
philosophy'as simply the collective ticks and jerks of
~an allegedly «dynamlc» culture denied thelr universal
«truth,> and hence their power to 1nstruct contemporary
_society. Socondly, he maintained that to regard the
contemporary arts and sciences as the abortlve products
of an exhausted civilisation tendedrto become a self-
fulfllllng prophecy 71 For Frye, the'effect or Lewis's
-aftack was to valldate Spengler: «The underlying pos-
tulate of Lew1s' argument,~whlch he takes so completely.

for granted that he' does .not bother to formulate it,

is that a given society. produces the philosophy, art,

"
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.11terature, pOllthS and rellglon approprlate to 1t
Frye observes that Lewis's polemlcs are in a character-
lstlcally «modern» genre, the dlatrlbe, Whlch Spengler
had ldentlfled as merely anothér of the 1neffectual
forms of protest agalnst a petrlfylng culture. Another

‘futlle attempt to evade Spengler s unpleasant conclu51ons,

.according to. Prye was Toynbee s_A Study of History.
Toynbee s pallid notrons of ébreak—dohn» and «challenge—
'and response» seemed to Frye «woebogone»-attempts to
shlrk Spcngler 5 «pes51mlsm» and «fatallsm " That a
culture develops organlcally,_and that Western culture
is «old»' Prye declares, is not - an idea that*«may after
‘all rest‘on.nothlng but a'talse'analogy. 'It clcaefr~“,n"t‘.>>,7-8
It becomes euidentithat it is not 'so easy-tolbreak )
out of the'Spenglerianhtlme~warp on occasron,.Layton
‘also seems to slip into an organlc hlstor1c1sv In the’
lctters to Pacey he often speaks of Chrlstlan or European
ClVlllsathD as «exhausted «doomed, » and «dead . » On
February 7, 1959, 'he maintains in strlklngly Spenglerlan
hlanguage that the’ ‘Suez crisis was “the’ herald of" the
West's doom, 1nvestod with all the traglc grandeur of
.hlstorlcal symbollsm » The follow1ng week _on'February
16, he concedes that «history lS on the 51de of the .
regulated hordes of the future. Two days later he
wrltes, «our condltlon is worse-than that of the Romans

-~ w1th no chrlstlans in 51ght to redeem ‘us.» A few

weeks later he glosses his poem, «Because My Calling is
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'Such»:l the phrase, «blind ﬁomer dancing,» expresses.
«the sneciousness and hospitality that Homer found for
his poetry while I and_poete of my era 'lie crouched in
the rainless air‘.§79 In Layton's published work, there

are similar suggestions of organic decline. 'In the

«Foreword» to A Laughter in the Mind, Layton smells

«the demise of our bourgeois-Christian civilization.

In the «Foreword» to The SWinging Flesh, Layton declares

that «the society 6f the future will have no mére need

for living; creatiﬁe‘a:t than for religion.» In the

«Foreword» to.The Laughiné Rooster, he comments on «the

prosiness of a scientific and technologicallage» that
tends to diecourége inspirefion'as Blake ‘experienced it.80
Tt is apparent hewever} that some of these statements

have to be severed from their context somewhat to make
.them‘sound ‘like' endorsements of Spengler. Character-
istically Layton has refused to concede to any form of
cultural organicism; but the refusal has not been made
gllbly Layton has delineated the nihilism, cruelty,
phlllstlnlsm, totalitarianism, and resentment of contem-
‘porary culture as uncompromisingly as any modern writer,
and he has confronted the bleak prospects in store for
poetry‘in a technological society inundated . by propaganda
and advertising and insulated by an impenetrable gentil-
ity. Considering all this, his refusal seems‘heroic.

- Given the unprecedented scale and the 1ngenlous
forms of «twentieth-century w1ckedness » the contempo-

rary poet «labours under the constraint of finding other
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means.»al The_«meéns»;cﬁange, but nof the poet's
proéhetic,role. Throughout Layton's cfitiéism, there is
an emphasis upon the‘cdntinﬁity of the poetic vocation
that surﬁivesj and. must ;qf&ive,'all the disruptiohs,
transformations,.calamities, and horroré that mark the
history of mankind. He clearly intends to de—emphésize
the notion that the poef_is an oracular bard in one age,
a lusty halladeer in the next, then a courtly enter-
tainer, then.an introspective:lyriéist, and so on. If
.the‘issue is forced, all these cap‘be régarded'as
«means.» The prophétic function fémainé phe same. ‘The
poet in’'every age iﬁropposed té'the «organization men$
and «commissars.» VIn «Prince Hamlet and thé Beatniks,»
Layton défends the extreme émeans»‘of CorSO, Feflingetti
and Ginsberg, forced upon them by the extremes-éf cor-

ruption and breakdown in contemporary American civili-

zation, but he does not support their going «underground,

their apparent distrust of their prophetic role:

The true creator shows us the role of the
writer in any age. He must .grapple with the
chaos and do so with passion and intglligence,
knowing that if he makes even a beautiful
poem he has given an answer to the chaos and
the ugliness about him . . . . Forces of
corruption are always with.us. This age is

a more difficult age because the challenge

is greater.

In the «Poreword» to Droppings from Heaﬁen, Layton

concedes that «the climate's mot right,» that «even

love turns into hate and murder, into bullets and knives.

£

»
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But «the climate's not been right for millennia, perhaps

-

taking a turn for'the worse just about whéh our ancestors
dec1ded to cllmb down from the trees and walk erect. 82

It is obv10us that Layton s strong 1dent1f1catlon
w1th the Jﬁdalc tradition has been an important factor
in Shaplng his view of the continuity of the prophetlc
“role. It is also obvious that the acclalmed «unity of
éulture» of some of the allegedly “great ages».may not
appear so dreat frém a Jewish perspective. Furthermore,
what appears to a éhristian cr an enlightengd liﬁeral
writer as an unpreceaented calamity, may aépear to a
.Qriter‘in the Judaic prpphetic tradition rather more
like d&jd vu. At one point, in the correspondenée'with
Pacey, Layton responds td some despairing observations
Pacey has made about the séemingly iﬁevitable decline
of civilisation, and the bleak outlook far'poetry Layton
refuses to be overwhelmed by the apparent inevitabil-
1t1es:/ «Remember, I am two thousand years older than
you are. 83 _— ' .
Layton has the highest regard foEkgreat, indivigual
‘poets, buz he seems ébeptical about the uniform greatness
of any age; _}n the poen, «Tﬁe Poetic Process,» Layton
seems to suggest that a «great age» is OfrleSS use Eo
the poet than «melonrinds» and «fruitstones.» At any
‘rate, | 7 : ’ #

The.great days oflLiz

Are mere Marlovian bombast:
The truth is dung, bubonic plagues
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And Londoh(a stinking miéden;

The maids unwashed and credulous,

The men coarse, or refined and corrupt
Reading their folics. - ‘

If. the great ages seem less uniformly great, the bad
ages seem less radically different from them. 1In ther
«Preface» to Engagemgnts, Layton maintains that «all
analogies between a 'decadent’ capitaliét.America and
the Rdman imperium'are suﬁerficial and misleading, how-

ever fashionable certain writers have striven to make

them.» 1In the «Foreword» to The Tightrope Dancer,

Layton again concedes that «this is/not an easy age in

which to live or create.» Nevertheless, he seems to

insist that even in the monolithic Spenglerian millen—

nium of the future, poetry will continue to exercise

its traditional function:
When women, homosexuals, proles,. and blacks
are at last free and equal, people will still
continue to experience grief and rapture, want
sex, grow old, and die. Enduring poetry keeps
these constants in mind, whatever, the earth-
shaking changes in foreign policy and geovern-
ment .8

In the poem, “Everywhere, The Stink,» the poet compiles

a list of contemporary horrors and perversions, and he

“hears a man cry «The-world'é coming to an end!» But,

“Lacking his faith, T go on writing my poems.»o°

Layton also resists any notion of historical deter-

minism or fatalism. «In Nietzsche and Poétry:' A Dis—

cussion,» Layton maintained that Nietzsche «believes in

321
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Vthe creaﬁive'indiﬁiduai making histery aﬁa, in aiﬁoment

of oetiﬁism, crgative mankind making its own history.»' =

Prodded by Mandel, Lavton adds: «creativity_is antag-

onistic,'ie in‘etefeal opposition to everything that

weuld.destroy cfeativity'and_introduce_khqse lifeless

st:uctu}esrthat are_inimical to grthh.;87 Thus, Layton

first ef’ail denies thet history is shaped independently

of patticulai humen.action,lghat it is governed wholly

by its own organic laws. The,eecond point acknowledges )

that history dQes manifest an.intelligibie development,

that it does Have «structure,» but poetry is not simply

the consentiné voice of this development, as Frye and

Spengler would-hgve it. To'regard the work of art |

primariiy»as «the product of its age» tehds te deperson-

alize the poet, to reduce him to a «talented dfeamer»

who formulates the'eolleceive desires, beliefs, and

anxieties of his “age». To regard £he poet as en

«antaéonlst» afflrms his strong relatlonshlp to his . age, A' -

but also his unique, solltaly, creative role. -
When Frye turns his attention specifically”to

_Canadlan llterature, the most strlklng feature of his

criticism is, again, the evocatlve power of his own -

imagery, and secondly, the tendency.of his imagery to

'diSengage individual literary'works from their social

and political centexts. Louis Dudek'haS'persuasively

argued the poiht that mythopoeic and social-realist

criticism represent the two-poles of .contemporary
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Canadian criticism,88 and Frye certainly has neven

-

moved very far-toward social realism: However, the

«location» of literature is taken much more sériously in

-

Frye's criticism of Canadian works than it is elsewhere.
According to Eli Mandel, this puts con51derable pressure

on hlS critical theories, and consequently hlS arguments
’ .89

develop some~ fa501nat1ng «contortlons

_In the <«Conclusion» to A therary Hlstory of Canada,

Frye maintains that Canadlan llterature «15 more sig-

nlflcantly studied as a part of Canadian life than as

a-part of an autonomous world of 11terature ThlS is

because «Canada has produced no authotr who is a classic

in the Sense?of posse531ng a-vision greater in kind than

that of hlS best‘readerS'» Therefore, «1f no Canadian

author pulls us” away from the Canadlan context toward

rthe centre.oﬁ-llterary experiénce itself then at every

point we remaln aware of'hls social ‘and " hlstorlcal

settlng .. Thig makes Canadlan 11terature an 1nterest1ng

case study «It is much easier to.see what llterature

is trylng to do when we_ are studylng a llterature that

has not qulte done 1t »- Frye clearly does not expect

" to be overwhelmed but asrde from that, ‘the «soc1al and

historical settlng» of a Canadlan author does not remain-

as prominent 1n Frye .s crlt1c1sm as the above statements
might lead one to expect- the «settlnq» tends to become

swallowed by «cultural hlstory,? Wthh «has its own

themes of explorationr‘settlement, and development, .but
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these themes relate to ar soc1al 1maglnatlon that explores

and settles and develops and the imagination has its own

Q:V rhythms of growth as well as its own modes of expresf

sion. »90‘ Once again there seems to’ be 4 Spenglerian
undertone in hlS criticism,.

One question that clearly 1nterests Frye is the
«age» of Canadlan culture and its llterature. From one

p01nt of v1ew, its llterature is certalnly not «young,

“since

=

it is written in a European language w1th a
thousand years. of disciplined utterance behind
. 1t, and any attempt to ignore that tradition
._can only lead to disaster. Nor is Canada a
'young' country ‘in the sense®that its indus-
trial conditions, its political issues, or
“the'.general level of its civilisation, are
significantly different from contemporary

“_Qﬁﬁppe

From another point of. view, however, Canadian culture

does seem to be in its youth. ‘Canadian villages do'not
«nestle» but «sprawl awkwardly;» their bulldlngs «stand
out with a garlsh and tasteless deflance » the despoiled“
qountrysldes of Canada 1nd1cate «the vigorous wasteful-

ness-of young countrles » but above all, «it is a country

“'in ‘which nature makes a dlrect impression on the artlst 5
.

'fd, an 1mpress1on of 1ts prlmeval lawlessness and moral
Dlhlllsm, 1ts lndlfference ‘ta the supreme value placed

n llfe w1th1n human SOClety, 1ts faceless mindless

R - v

consc1ousness which fosters llfe w1thout benevolence

destroys it, . without mallce The conclusion to be
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drawn fromxﬁhis is that, in Spengler's terms, the
Canadian poet is «contemporaneous» with the Anglo-Saxon
poets: «In certain Old English poems, notably $The

.Wanderer® and *The Seafarer there is a feeling which

¢ - 9
seems to a modern reader more Canadian than English.» ;

The problem of «Wﬁerea}s hereg becomes complex.
The.Cénadian poet has a new ‘contentL and a yQuthfui
vitality, often a primitive yitality, but he has only
old forms-imported from Europe to put them in. His
vitality‘and environment can'provide the éontent,fbdt
they. cannot provide the forﬁ.‘ What Prye seems to be

suggesting here is that Canadian culture is in danger of

. falling into the condition Spengler termed <historical
pseudomorphosis, »

Y , .
in which an older alien culture lies so
massively over the land that a young culture,
‘born in.this land,  cannot get its breath ,
and fails not-only to achieve pure and specific -
expression—-forms, but even to dévelop fully
its own self-consciousness. All that wells
up’ from the depths of the young soul is cast

" in the old moulds, young feelings stiffen in
senile works. '

. This is a gloomy prospect. Frye does not explicitly

use Spenglerié term, but he seems to use Spengler's idea:

The Canadian poet, though he must try to
express something of what the 01d English poet
felt, "cannot afford to forget either that a
highly sophisticated civilisation is as much .

a part of Canadian life as deep snow and

barren spaces. If we can imagine a contemporary
of the Beowulf poet, with equal genius and an
equally strong urge to write an archaic epic
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of the defeat of a monster of darkness by a
hero of immense strength and endurance . . .

yet writ§ng foy the same public as Ovid and
 Catullus, d/forced to adopt their sophisti-

cated witticisms and emotional refinements to
his own work, we shall begin to get some idea
of what the Canadian poet is up against.
When Frye writes. on contemporary Canadian literature,
his condescension is undisguised. He finds a «social
Freudianism» taking shape which reqards society as

«controlled by certain anxieties, real or imaginary,

which are designhed to repress or sublimate human impulses

toward a greater freedom.» The enemy of the poet}is nét

the capitalist but the “square,» the <«anti-creative

elements in life as he sees life»;:

The advantage of this attitude is that it
preserves the position of rebellion against
society for the poet, without imposing on him
any specific social obligations.
This attitude has been imported from the United States,
and although its influence has been limited, «it has
affected Layton and many younger Montreal_poets.»94
Leon Surette has argued that from the early nine-

teenth century to the present, «a disproportionate amount

of commentary on Canadian.writing has been cultural

-
history . . . rather than truly literary commentary.»gD

' Some of the works cited by Surette are Lionel Stevenson's

Appraisals of Canadian Literature (1926), Lorne Pierce's

Outline of Canadian Literature {(1527), E.K. Brown's On

Canadian Poetry (1943), Frye's review of Smith's The Book
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of Cénadian Poetry (1943); to D.G. Jones's Butterfly on

Rock {1970) and Atwood's Survival (1972). They all
“illustrate «the ﬁendency to write cultural history when

observing the Canadian literary scene.» Fryve's

«Cénclusionm-to A'Literary History of Canada is. a paradigm
of tﬁe genré, aﬁnéuncing as ig does that «this boqk is
-a collection of essays in cultural history.»

Surette ﬁaintéins that_the‘pre—occupation with
“culture» begins in Europerwith Winckelmann and-Vico ana
develops in the.nineteenth cehtury'into'a.dogma'that
asserts that «some such supra—pefsénal entity as culture

existed, and that it somehow expressed the genius cof a

people or race.» Spéﬁgley's Deciine of the West is the
«most renowned expression».of tHis Qié@, but it'éépears
also in- Hegel, Marx, Arnold and Toynbee, and «it was in
this intellectual climate that men first began to write
" about Canadian literaﬁure.» . If <«culture» is «an entity
whose boundaries are determined by place and by.race;
it becomes literature's job to formulate that culture,
and this imposes a definite colouring. to' the nature of
the alleged problem, and the expecéation of its’resolu—
tion. Surette guotes from Pelham Edgar's 1912 assess-
ment of Canadian literature: -
We are ; . . in the aﬁomalous position éf“'
being a young race born into the old age of
the world. All the countries of Europe have
passed through the ballad and epic stage of

unselfconscious literary production, and we
are only vicariously the heirs of all this
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antecedent activity. They have a mythical as
well as an historic past to inspire them, and
they possess vast tracts of .legends still: '
unexplored which yield, as in Ireland, stores
of poetic material as beautiful as they are
Seemingly inexhaustible.

Surette appropriately pointélout-that this passage was

published six years before The.DeCliﬂe'of ﬁhe West,
Speculations on cultural history.have certainiy yieided
some exciting insighté, but as fhey‘become more formal,'
some of the basic éssuﬁptions'begin té appeaf‘more‘énd |
" more dubious. Natioﬁal topography bécomes inbrdinately
importantras a deterﬁinant of culture; it «ﬁominatés the
critical pe;spectiVé'oh'Canddian iitefafurg; because nd
ofher means of establishing its béundafieé (eg.‘language
or race) are available.» Acco;ding'ﬁo Suretfé, ﬁhél

argument runs as follows:

Culture is a product of physical environment.
On that axiom European culture is proper to

the European topography and climate. Sim=
ilarly, Canadian culture ought - to be proper

to the Canadian environment.. However,
Canadians are. Europeans by race and by culture.
Therefore, our European culture is discordant
with our North American environment. Or,
alternatively, since we have left the soil va
which nurtures European culture, we are isolated
from the fructifying principle of that cul-
ture. We are condemned to borrow forever from
Europe because we cannot divorce ocurselves

from the cultural heritage we brought over

the ¢ and that culture must remain forever
barren in an alien soil. -

Surette concludes that the tépographical bias of Canadian’
criticism-as-cultural-history constitutes “ah essentially

: [ S
invisible intellectual environment in which Canadian
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Crlthlsm moves agé breathes and has 1ts being.» Perhaps
Surette S most 1mportant contrlbutlon in this article
is to ‘remind us that «culture,» as the term is used in
llterary cr1t1c1sm‘ is ltself an invéntion of the late
'elghteenth century, that llterature thrlved before its
1nventlon, and may contlnue to thrlve after its demise;
that is, contrary to Frank Davey, - the idea of a lltcrary
masterplece may surVLve in a «post-~culture.

Layton has not agonized onduly_about the Canadian
identity, or, in Frye's.terms ‘how best to adapt Anglo—
Saxon content to Ovidian‘form ' He has been as contemp-
tuous as Frye about «adolescent tremors and tragi-comic
posturlngs» 1mported from the Unlted States; but he does
not find the «anxieties» of contemporary soc1ety imag- .
inary.gs’ Layton's‘impatience with the search for «rfots»
is particularly- ev1dent in the «Introductlon» to AnVll
Blood - 1973.  He diVldES Canadlan poets into four over—' ; /}—&

.1apping groups. The «Loyallsts» and «Indians» are mocked
for thelr anx1ous anti- Amerlcanlsm and thelr “unenter-
prlslng type of mind that sees dariger in change and

experiment.» The «Frygidians» regard the archetypal’
memories of the unconscious as a «racial kitty waiting

to be raided by . any enterprising poet bold enough to

try it.» The point of Layton's attack on all of them,

although it is expressed somewhat flippantly here, is
that they prefer to deal with trivial exotica rather

than -the pressing reality'within and around them. Onily
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the fourth g%oub, the «Jews; confront that reality;
. «the evil revealed in history and tbe human -heart holds
‘more terror for them.than the forbidding landscape
conventiohaily iﬁvdked as an éxplanation for the sal;éﬁt
~;tfai£s in Canadian poetry.» That they may be labelled
«rootless cosmopolites» aoes not worry Layton, although
.ﬁhat-label might surprise some'of his critics. |
These g;oupings should perhaps not be'ﬁaken too
seriously. ?he.importaﬁt critical insight occurs toward
thé end of the ?Int;éduction,y where Layton offers his
own observations on the «salient trait» of Cénadiaﬁ

poetry:

Canadian poetry, especially since the 40s, has
been marked by a tough yet engaging humanism
that has placed it above the post-war poetic
achievement of any other English-speaking
country. It is compounded of wisdom, humour,
and a concern f®r the texture of human expe-
rience. It is not a People's poetry but a
poetry of people’ In what other national
poetry will you find so many uncles, aunts,
grandfathers, cousins, mothers and friends?
And so cleanly and lovingly delineated?

Or enemies and antagonists? No matter, they
are individuals, perscns,. Canadian poetry —-
wake up, critics -- is not a poetry of land-
Scape; it's a poetry of persons. Birney's
David, Cohen's father.and grandfather,
Mandel's children, Klein's Monsieur Gaston,
P.K. Page's stenographers, Purdy's fine
portraits, Alden Nowlan's, Gustafson's -- the
list 'is endless. Scarcely a modern or contem-
porary .Canadian poet who has not his own
private gallery of portraits. Surely one of
the most exhilarating features about our
poetry is_this interest in individuals, in
persons. :
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.ThlS passage‘constltubes a verltable coup Tﬁe «salient '
trait» of Canadlan poetry turns out to be a matter of
content after all.‘ And the content is real human - |
1nd1v16uals._ And the poetry 1s'«compounded» not of myths
and «culture» but of «wlsdom, humour, and a concern for
.the texture of human experlence The purpose of this
whole paragraph is partly to provoke and taunt but it
alsoc conveys a sincere and infectious delight in
“Canadian.poetry; andithe sense‘of an important critical:

. . 98
discovery’,
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and theori
version of

may be noted that a number of social critics
sts have identified <«historicism» or some
«time-as-history» as a pervasive and baneful

force in modern thought. One such critic is Karl

Mannheim:

) Historicism 'has developed into an intellectual

force of extraordinary significance . . . .
The historicist principle not only organizes,
like an invisible hand, the work of the cul-

“tural sciences (geisteswissgnschaften), but

also permeates everyday thinking. Today it
is impossible to take part in politics, even
to understand a person ., . . without treat-
ing all those realities which we have to deal
with as having evolved and as developing
dynamically . . . . These forces are grasped
and understood as potentialities, constantly
in flux, moving from some point in time to
another; already on the level of everyday
reflection, we seek to determine the position
of our present within such a temporal frame-
work, to tell by the cosmic clock of history
what the time is . . . . Historicism is
therefore neither a mere fad nor a fashion;
it is not even an intellectual current, but
the very basis on which we construct our

-observations of the socio-cultural reality.

See Essays

on_the Sociology of Knowledge, ed. Paul

Hecskemeti
pp. 84-85.
in support
«The Myth

(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1952),

Philip Rahv has quoted the above passage
of his. attack on mythopoeic criticism in
and the Powerhouse,» P- 16. Another major

attack on
(Toronto:
to find a
an attempt
following
ment again
passionate

historicism is George Grant's Time as History

CBC Publications, 1969). The book attempts
way to break out of the “trap» of historicism,
that is particularlv frustrated by what Grant
Nietzsche, perceives as the modernist resent-
st itself. However, while the attempt is
ly urged, it is not realized: «It is for the

great thinkers and the saints to do more».
The pervasive historicism that Mannhe
and others have identified does not amount

(p- 52).

!

im, Rahv, Grant,

to quite the

same’ thing as Frye saying <«we are all Spenglerians today.»

It is a more light-hearted, Bergsonian, historicism that

they seem to be attacking, particularly when they

reqard its manifestations in politics and

science. But whatever they find socially paralyzing and
morally debilitating in «historicism» would apply doubly

social

to Spengler's cultural organicism, It 1is perhaps ironic,
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however, that the protest against historicism usually
takes the form of eéither «archaism» or socialist
utopianism, for, which Spengler had already found a place
on his map of cultural morphology. - .
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Canadian Imagination.» 1In the 1860s, Frye regarded Canadian
‘literature in the context of Modernism, with the
«surprising consequences» that «Canada -disappeared, »
replaced by the ideal of a humane, non-national, liberal
society. 1In the 1970s, the emphasis was upon local and
regional <«identity,» rooted in the imagination,opposed .
to «unity,» rooted in political'feeling. Mandel concludes
that
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the problem or puzzle in Frye's work . . . has
to do with the distinction between the nature
of forms and their source, or more accurately,
their location. Examine their nature and
You move into the world of fantasy or the
realm of the ideal. Look at their location
and you see them in an historical context,
in a given place and time. The first is a
formalist approach; the second the radical.
(p. 158) ‘

o

90

The Stubborn Structure, pp. 278-279. )

91 The Bush Garden, pp. 145-146..
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%4 '
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of Canadian Literary Criticism,» Canadian Poetry, No.

10 (1982), pp. 44-57. Eli Mandel™s chapter, «Writing
West» in Another Time, pp. 45-78, should perhaps be.
consulted as an antidote to the reductive thrust of .
Surette’s .essay, but his main argument remains pertinent.

Taking Sides, p. 96.

7 Taking Sides, pp. 83-84,
98 Layton makes the same point, though -in more
tentative language, in the «Ruminations» in Taking
Sides, p. 200. \
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Conclusion

. Throughout thié thesis, I have argued that there
is a ﬁevelépmgng-iq_Layton's own work as a poet-critic,
and thaf'this devélbpment occurs in direct relation to
. the major currents ﬁhét have shaped poetry and cfiticism,
sincé.Worid War II. Séchdly, I havé maintained that
Léyton's_participéticn ip controversy and criticism has
sustained a lively awarenesé of.cértaiﬁ enduring,
fundamental principles, énd provided.a fund of.knowledge
and expérience on how the contemporary human condition
is brought to realization iﬁ poetry,

Milton Wilson and Seyniour nghe have both identifieq

a tripartite development in Layton's work.  The first

stage finds its éompletion in A Red Carpet for the Sun,

1959, the_second in the Collected Poems, 1965, and the

third exyends into the 1970s. They have maintained
that th development has been consequent upon a concen-=
tric .éttern of structural and thematic renewal, . -
constantly vielding fresh discoveries and new points of
departure. 1In his «Notebook oﬁ Layton,» Wilsoﬁ adds
that he is an «histo:ical» poet in that his work «exists

in continual reaction to the varied events and changing

human relations of 'his own life, to the developing = -
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context of Canadian poetry, and t?vthe cultural, intel-
lectual and social world of his time.» Furthermore,
Mayne points out that Layton has maintained an on-going
d;alogue with both poets and cfitics over a period of .
three decades.l Theée views have been substantially

endorsed by Eli Mandel in his up-dated study of The

Poetry of Irving Layton; 1981. His earlier study, 1969,
emﬁhasized the «imaginative and intellectual pattern»
.of Layton's work; the complex unity of his poetic vision
and ﬁythical structures. In the up-dated study, Mandel
still maintains that <«the coherence and unity of his
pOefry‘are S0 strohg'that a structural and thematic
considerétion of ‘his work is inescapable,» but Mandel
now adds that «his poetry haé its-historical dimenéions,
partly in terms of his own personal history,'mo¥e parti—
cularly in_rélation to the historical events of his‘time.;
If this applies to Layton}s poetry,'it applies doubly to
his criticism. | ‘

lin the course of four decadés, Layton has séen the
critical climate change from the modest reassurances and
reforms of the post-war «Movement» to the-cultural‘f_
nihilism of stt-moaérnism.—7lwhethé: the-nihilism is
regarded stoically as in Stéiner's wérk, or .more opti-
mistically, as in Frank Davey's. His regponsF to shifts
and tremors in literatute, politics and scciety has been
‘Qﬁick,‘fdrceful, but also discriﬁinating. Agaiﬁsﬁ a
maze of ‘movements and tpenas, of highly acclaimed break- .

throﬁghs and dogmatic retrenchments, all tending,‘it
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seems, to pull poetry toward one extreme or another,
‘Laytoh seems to have held a position at the historical
centre, identified primarily with the Hebréw prophets
" and the early Romantics; particularly Blake, Byron and
Heine.. One of Lajﬁon's most iﬁportant functions as a
critic has been to challenge and pressure hié conﬁempo—
raries to push back-the limits that current practice,
taste, and theory seemed to impose. He has been quick
to detect developments that tend éithér to undermine or
Strengthen the wvitality of poeﬁry, and to discard
allegedly new developments that have already withered
into reassuring clichés orrsurrogates for personal
experience. What all this indicates is that fhé nature
‘of ?is.criticism is dialectical rather than analytical
or sghematic. He tends tc examine the motives and
implications of ideas rather than the consequences of
axioms; he AQoias technical language; aﬁd the relafion—
.8hips he examines are not Eound by categorical or formal
divisions. It could be argued that very few critics in
' Canadathave maintained such é lively awareness among
their contemporaries of the full range and potential of
péetry.
In the 1940s and early 1950s, Layton sensed that
the post-World war II generation could no longer regard
the early modernists as exclusive models, as the McGill

Movement seemed to have done, and that the left-wing

“coterie» poetry of the Auden-Spender-MacNeice group had
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failed not only to ihférm public concerns hut to sustain
its own convictions. LéytOn re-asserted the didactic
function of poe£ry, and the neceésity of a substantiéi,
non-professional audience. His «social reéiism» empha-
sized the central impofﬁance of personal experience,
emotion and passion, not in rélatioﬁ to a sublime land-
scape or to a private encounter with the ineffable, but
honestly and forcefully respon51vevto current social

and political realltles. Where the p;essure of personal
experience was lacking, pqetry became merely a clever
statement of enlightened opinion, tyéically accompanied
-by ritual gestures of alienation. This was the main
argument of First Stafement against Preview, and “«personal

experience» also supplied the main thrust of the argument

against colonialism and Smith's cosmqéoli;anism: Without

/ .
personal experience, a poet's work is inevitably deriv-
ative, whatever its themes may be, or hqwever ingenious
in formal inventiveness.

In the 1950s, Layton's attaéks on géntility were
directed against a neurotic Cold War socieﬁy that seemed
to regard remiﬁders of War-time atrocities, déhuﬁanizing
technology, death and sex, suffering and joy, as perverse
dlstractlons from the pursuits of commerce and respect-
ablllty. The poetry and poetics of the «Movement» in
Englan&,ithe New Criticism in the Uﬁited States, and

«signs of reaction, new and old» in Canada, all seemed

in effect to endorse a stéte of discreet moral and



347

sﬁiritual desuetude. In this climate of reduced
vitality, Layton reasserted the heroic virtues, the
freedom of the imagination, and life—affirming Dionysian
creativity. He brings his distinctly Jewish perspective
to bear upon «culture» and «literature,» challengihg
Anglo-Saxon decorum with his earthiness and subversive
ironic humour.

| The 1960s witnessed a resurgence of radical polit-
ical activity, the emergencevof a cultu:al underground,
a sexual revolution, a reaction against modernism ang
«high culture,» a profusion of literary activity follow-
ing upon much increased public suppért for publishers
and poets, and ambitious, comprehensive, ¢scientific,»
‘1iterary theories. In response to this «flowering» of
the humap‘spirit, Layton seemed to shift markedly

toward the fight. His vision of contemporary society
and the future of poetry became darker. «Gentility»

now appears as an impenetrable intéllectual{ emotional
and moral ﬁqrpor that permits, in féct incites, ratio-
halized huﬁan cruelty on an unprecedented scale. In

his arguments with Pacey, Layton attackéd «flabby#
socialists who éppeared unruffled by the o?pression of
Soviet totalitarianism but réacted with‘predictéble |
fervour against the War Measurés Act. He rejected what
seemed to him the hysterical nihilism of the Beats and
the neo—pfimitivists, but in his argument with Dudek,

he also rejected a rétionalist censorship upon the
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'«ﬁéurotip» poet in the name of'high culture or civili-
zatién as understood by Pound. While he continued to
rail against the political illiteracy and «invalidism»
of the early modernist poets, he insisted upon the
«assimilation» of the profound-knowiedge of the human
éoul revealed by the «great» modernists, like Nietzsche,.
Dostoevsky, Lawrence, Kafka and Rimbaud. Against the
self—coﬁscious barbarisms of many of the post-modern
writers, he eﬁdoésed the modernists' commitment to their
exalted off;ce, and found( in a poet-like Yeats, a grasp
of_contempora?y reality in language that was both supple
énd monumental. |

In the work of Northrop Frye, Layton found the
prophetic role of the poet usurped by the critic. The
individual work is subsumed in literature-as-a-whole.
It is virtually deprived of content. What,might other-
‘wiSe appear as a penetrating_indictmeht of organized

-~

human CEEEltY becomes merely an instaﬂce of the «dis-
placement» of myth to an ironic or realistic mode.
«Personal experience» and statements of «truth» appear
as concessionS'%;-current prejudice. Having removed
the work from its social context, the critic returns

a schematized, defused version of it back to society
as an image of literature—as—a;whole, in thé sefvice
of enlightened liberal opinion. In opposition to Frye's

«dumb, » Spenélerian organicism, Layton re-asserted the

unique, creative role of the. poet, the importance of
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his prophetic adversary function in all ages, and in
place of the «bush‘garden» view of Canadian poetry, he
asserted the portrait gallery -- that is, his triumphant
discovery of the emphasis upon the human element and
personality in Canadian poeﬁry._

The 1970s were again a prolific decade for Layﬁon.
There is a discegnible development in theme and language,
but the period is not primarily remarkable for startling
sh;fts or new departures. Rather, it is remarkable for
the boldness and finality with which Léyton proclaims
'his fundamental critical convictions. 1In retrospeqt,
his earlier criticism seems more tentative and explor-

atory.

Since tﬁe appearance of the Coilected Poems’ in
1971, Layton has published ten méfe volumes of poetry,
plus seven selections, two prdse collections, and the
correspondence with Dorothy Rath. Amcng these are nine
new «Forewords.»; They contain the familiar themes:
the attack on gentility, the contempt for the'triviality
of recent poetry, scorn for‘literary_ideqlogues, outrage
Vagainst the ratiQnalized cruelty of the age, against
the lack of conviction among those who would oppose it,
and again, . the re-assertion of the pocet's prophetic
function_.4 However, his criticism now gestures more
towarqtvast historical periods than specific contemporary
developments. Auschwitz ‘and Gu}ag remain the dominant

symbols of the uniquely heinous nature of twentieth-



century evil, of anti-semitism and totalitarianism.
But more and more, a swelling list of suffering poets
and the history obeuropean Jewry itself is placed in
Judgment over the whole of Western civilization.

-

The Pole-~Vaulter has two inscriptions; the first is

a quote from Nietzsche: -

In the ena it must be'as it is and always has
been: great things remain for the great,
abysses for the profound, nuances and shudders
for the refined, and, in brief, all that is
rare for the rare.
This idea of the «rare», if not exactly new, is again
something that gives Layton's work in the 19705 a distinc=
tive tone. More and more a kind cf elite of «rare»
individuals seems to carry the burden of hope in an
increasingly dehumanized Qorld. It is certainly not an
elite identified by class or an established intelligen-
tsia. 1In fact, it is clearly in opposition to thosq.
Neither does «rare» suggest any sort of precious sensi-
bility. Oné of Layton's images of the rare individual
is the pole-vaulter, a kind of athlete of the spirit.
The pole-vaulters include Nadezhda Mandelshtam, Heda
Kovaly; Andrei Amalrik, Anne Frénk, Desmond Pacey, among
select others. «The world is redeemed by its pole-

vaulters.»6 -

Layton'é most important stboi-of the «rare» 4s

the Jew, «the banalities of middle~-class Judaism» ﬁdt—

withstanding.7 It is the image of the «rare» Jew that

!
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appears in the last lines cf «Osipﬁﬁandelsﬁtam (1891- -
AY '

-

1940) »: -

let us be’ the rapturous eye of the hurricane
flashing the Jew's will, his mocklng
contempt for slaves.

In the «Foreword» to The Pole-Vaulter;, Layton 'declares

that whether it be National Socialism or Russian National .
Communism, «the Jew with his tenacious faith in the .
creative principle and in human dignity is their un-

v

yielding antagonist.» In thé <Foreword» to For My Brother

desus, the vitality and creativity of the Jew is pitted ’
against «the anti—sexuality, anti—life bias at the heart
of Christianity - The 1mage of the poet as Jew pe:mits
Layton to recon01le two opposing principles of his 1'

-4

criticism -- the prlnc1ple that poetfy must funct;on,at

9
the centre of private and public life, 'and the principle
that poetry stands apart from the collective lunacies
of the age. The poet prophet now appears as an outsider‘“
speaking to outsiders, yet—Layton avoids any sense of
the modetn alienated poet In the «Foreword» to The T
Covenant Layton points out that «JeWS throughout thelr
palnful hlstory<iove stayed on the periphery of civi- =
lizations,» yet the «majestic figures of the Hebrew
prophets, » ipcluding Jeso;, have'spoken from a timeless
centre; while civilizations come and go, they upheold and

preserve «those values without which a truly human

existence is not pocssible.»
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In Bluebeard's Castle, George Steiner.raises the

question, «How is one to address oneself?, without a
per51stent feeling of fatulty, even cf indecency, to
the theme of ultimate 1nhuman1ty°» Along with Layton,
Steiner contends that «the barbarism which we have
undergone reflects, at numerous end precise points, the
culture whichwit sprang from and set out to dese%iate
VLThe Holocaust was not «some monstrous acc1dent in modern
'soc1al hlstory » Steiner's response to the finality of
the Holocaust is «silence,» or et best a" retreat from
«culture» EE ejtransitional «literacy.$9 Layton regards
the accuﬁolated atrocities of the twentieth century with
the same finality, and he constantly confronts the
«fatuity» of addressing oneself «to the.theme of Sftimate
imhumanity» -- that is, the apparent fatuity of poetry
after Auschwitz and Gulag. VYet Layton rejects silence.
He insists that only poetry, «only 'words, artfully
shaped out‘of passion and ‘integrity,»10 reaching.out to
«rare» individuals, has anyﬁ«meaning» within an other-
wise absu; totalitarianism, whether of the blatént,
crushing Soyiet type, or the more subtle technological
or technocratic uniformity of the West. Layton considered

T .
“«silence» in the «Foreword» to The Swinging Flesh, 1961:

v

«The Poet, in the inert, collectivist world order loom-

ing up before him, can choose suicide or silence. It

is not dlfflcult to 1mag1ne the 51lence of A.M. Klein =

ringing in Layton § ears., But Layton declares that the
ok .

&
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poet «can also curse: curse long and loﬁd and unceasing.»ll
In his essay on the «Ethnic Voice in Caﬂadian Writing,»
.Mandel poses the question, «How can yourbe a Jew in a
goyisha land?» One answer is, «Be a monster,» the
answer, Mandel argues, of Richler and Cohen. Tor Layton
the question posed by Mandel means essentially, how can
you be a poét“in a barbarous post—cuiture? But, aa‘
Mandel aptly points out, Layton's answer is an inversion
of Richler's and Cohen's; he insists that «the other
is monstrous» while «the self authentic, Layton's self»
is «defined as ident;Zal to;thé poet.» Layton equates
“poet with Jew» and places «thg}Judaic—prophet—poet in
opposition to WASP professor, presbyterian morality,
christian ethics and viéion, Canadian society'ih its
puritanical and lifeless routine.»®2
— Layton insists that the poet must engage the séminal
conflicts of his age, aﬁd those conflicts appear also in
i
his criticism. He has recognized no national restric-
tions with regard to either .his themes or imagery. One
of his important contributions to Canadian criticism has
“been to challenge his contemporarigs to asslmilate
developments not only in England and “he Uhited States
but also in Europe, both East and West. However, if he
has been scornfully impaéient «with the search for roots
of the Canadian identity which so engrosses Loyalists and

Indians,» and with the alleged «terror» of the «forbid-

ding landscape,»13 he has not been indifferent to the

LR



" national context-of Canadian poetry, as is evident in

G

4
his enthusiastic participation in national issues, his

defense of a Canadian tradition in poetryy and his strong
advocacy of the merit and unique quality of éoets like
Lampman,‘Klein, Birney, Scott, Purdy, Cohen, Acorn,
Mandel, Nowlan; Mayne and Solway. It is clear that he '
finds their work idenﬁifiably Canadian, namely, <a p%?ffy
of persons,» but he resists.identifying it with Canadian
«culture.» Normally he seems to see the best of Canadian

: -
poetry as standing in opposition to Canadian «culture»,

. which he tends to regard primarfiy as the negative by-

-

- e
product of two great reveolutions, the French and the

American. On the other hand, through Canadian institu-
>

tions like the CBC and a small number of magazines, he

has found that it is possible for poetry in Canada to

interact with alsingle, responsive national audience

and thereby sustain a necessary public function.

While «thematic critigism,» by scholars and poet-
critics, continues to thrive in Canada, it seemé:to have
encountered growing, or at least mére vocal, opposition.
Pacey, Dudek, and Miriah Waddington come immediately to
mind és_long—standing-opponents of thematic criticism.
Frank Davey has also become prominent, and Barry Cameron, -
Michael Dixon, Russell‘;. Brown, és well as Leon Surette,
have recently published substantial critiques of the

«thematic four.»14 In fact, among contemporary critics,

the recurrence of the same four names, Frye, Atwood,
ot
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D.G. Jones and John Moss, may suggest that this kind of
criticism is not as dominant as some of its opponents
havevavowed. The most prominent critics of Canadi
poetry, most of them poet-critics, represent a consid-
erable variety of critical approaches. Dudek and
Scuster, as Frank Davey's sﬁudy of  their combined careers
tllustrates, have long held a prominent and influential
place in Canédian criticism, keeping open-lines of
communication with modernist developments in the United
States and elsewherg, and challenging the craftsmanship
of their contemporaries.‘l5 Davey himself, along with,

or in reaction to, Mandel ana Dennis Lee, have brought.
post-modernist perspect;ves and techniques to bear upon
Canadian poetry. A livei& debate has been conductéd
among poet—cfitics'in Alphabet and Tish; and now Open
Letter. In_éddition there is George Woodcock's collection
of criticism by poets.l6' Yét, among a ﬁrd%usion of
poet-critics,; Layton's contribution Stanas'out. A»cluSFer
of ideas associated with the prophetic role of the péet,
gentlllty, Dlony51an creat1v1ty, a versatile craftsman—
Shlp,\AUSCthtZ and Gulag have been brought into |
currency in Canadian griticism with a force tha? seams

tec assure their permanence. Mo%edver} Laytén has
successfully demonstrated that poetry and cr1t1c1sm can

be’ promlnently and provocatively engaged in. public

affairs. ' In the 1940s, the First Statement poets began

their campaign to bring poetry out of the «coteries»
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and the universities and turn it loose uﬁonmg wider
public. The campaign can claim substantiai sﬂgcgés,

a;d Layton's contribution to its suécess has.beén by
far the most;important. Furtherﬁére, the notion that
an engaged poetry becomeés merely versified party-line,
merely «propaganda,»rcan no Jlonger be held with the

conplacency it once enjoyed. In the «Foreword» to

A Red Carpet for the Sun, Layton saw his work «as an

effort to achieve a'definition’éf‘independence. Not,

though, of disaffiliation.»l7This‘is.a stance that he
has maintained with rare integrity.

However, Layton's criticism has not been wéll
recetved by the literary egtablishment.. If Léyton's eqgo
is annoying in his poetry, where it is thought to be
muffled by ﬁEg\demands‘of poetic form and craftsmanship,
it is found gsekbearing in its raw state in the prbse.l8

It is indicative that Layton is cited, along with Earle

Birney, in Woodcock's «Introduction» to Poets and Critics

as one of the few contemporary Canadian poets who have

not engaged in criticism.19 Layton has a point when
he argues that those among his crities who have been

relatively receptive to his work, «the Reform congre-

.gation,» nevertheless insist that he has «no judgment,»

no «critical wisdom,» that he is «some sort of freak»
who somehow managed to compose a number of excellént
poems, almost in spite of himself.20 Eli Mandel is one

of’phe few'major Eritics,Who have taken Layton's
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3

- criticism seriously. In his «Introduction» to Contexts

of Canadian Criﬁicism, Mandel regardsriayton‘s «Forewo;ds»
aé'«surely the single most important body of criticism:
‘of its kind in Canada.»zl

The idea of writinglpoetry‘for poets has been
anathema to>Layton. However, he seems to have written
criticism for poets. If his criticism has been met with
distas;e pr.indffference by Canadian critics, it has
been appréciativély énd productively absorbed by'maﬁy
of his fellow poets including several who have strenuously
opposed it. This point is persuasively argued by Seymour

Mayne:

Perhaps no other Canadian poet has had so
many poems addressed to him by other poets,
and many poems addressed to him in a spirit
of literary dialogue and homage. It demon-
Strates how his influence and the impact of’
his presence were felt by his contemporaries.
Poets of the McGill group to the poets of the
Sixties and Seventies provide a running
commentary upon the man and poet. 1In their
changing attitudes to him can be found
perspectives on his growth and development
and the centrality of h%ﬁ.career and writing
to Canadian literature. '

In the interview by Lawrence Resnitsky, 1972, Layton
o
made a similar assessment of the importance of his work

to contemporary poets:

I am going to:make the claim that most recent
writing of poetry in Canada has been influenced
by the style of poetry I fashioned . . . .

The kind of style that I hammered out twenty
years ago, is the dominant style of writing
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poetry in Canada today. Whether it's the

George Bowerings, or Margaret Atwcod, or

John Newlove, there isn't one young poet today

who in some way has not been imitating my

style of writing poetry.23 T
One can only add that this is the least of it. Not only
in matters wf style, but in the range of images of the
poet, the range and power of his poetic themés,,and the
successful assertion of his presence in a-rélﬁétant:_
literary and soéial environment, Layton bfferéd his
-contemporaries the amazing spectacleldf a great poet
in their own time-and place.

While I ha;; found it netessary to emphasize the.
fact that Layton's criticism has been conducﬁed in the
heat of controversy, it is not necessafy to accept
uncritically his own estimates of the exigency pf hisg
quarrels, his repeatéd claims that should the views .of
Frye or Dudek or Smith prevail, poetry would suffer
imminent extinction, These are by no means idle claims,
but Layton does seem to e#pand his quarréls to mythic
dimensionél and in a letﬁér to Pacey on July 8, 1962,
he acknqwledges that he tends to «exaggerate, distort,
blow eve}itﬁihg up,» but out of necessity, in reaction
to the otherwise oppressively staid, unrufflable literary
community. In another letter, January 6,-1965, Layton
craves a long reépite «from controversy and argument,
from myself, perhaps mostly from myself.» To some

extent Layton's quarrels may have been quarrels with

himself. This would certainly not diminish'gheir
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" significance or:;urgency. Yeats said, «We make out of

our quarrel with others, rhetoric, but out of our gquarrel

/
with ourselves, poetry,» Quarreling with both himself

and others at the same time, Laytbn made a remarkable

and enduring body of criticism.
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The Uncollected Poems of Irving Layton. 1936 - 1959, Edited with an
"Afterword" by W. David John. "Preface" by Seymour Mayne..
Oakville: Mosaic Press/ Valley Editions, 1976.

The Poems of Irving Layton. Edited with an "Introduction" by Eli Mandel.
.Toronto: MecClelland and Stewart, 1977. ‘

The Selected Poems of Irving Layton. "Introduction" by Hugh Kenner.
New York: New Directions, 1977, :

There Were No Signs. Toronto: Madison Gallery, 1979 [fifteen poems with
etchings by Aligi Sassu]. -
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‘The Love Poems of Irving Layton, with five original lithographs by Graham .
Coughtry. Toronto: Canadian Fine Editions, 1980. Paperback
edition, Toronto: MeClelland and Stewart, 1980.

A Wild Peculiaf Joy: Selected Poems 1945 - 82. Toronto: MeClelland-and -
Stewart, 1982, )

III. Peoetry and Prose Collections.

Now is the Place.,Poems and Stories. Montreal: First Statement Press,
1948, .

The Swinging Flesh. Toronto: MeClelland and Stewart, 1961, - -

‘The Whole Bloody Bird. Toronto: MecClelland and Stewart, 1969.

Engagements: The Prose of Irving Layton.' Ed. Seymour I\/fayne'. Toronto:™:

MecCleiland and Stewart, 1972. -

- Taking Sides: The Collected Social and'Political Writings. Edited and )
introduced by Howard Aster. Ogakville: Mosaia Press/Valley Editions,
1977, - .

:‘

IV. Unecollected Forewords and Introductions. ;

"Dear Harris and Freedman." Introduction to Poems from Ritua.l/T%rough '
the Telemetre, by Michael Harris and Michael Freedman. Mortreal:
The Authors, 1967. '

"Foreword.” Within Two, by Anna Shirley. ‘Ottawa, 1971, -
"Introduction.” Anvil Blood. Toronto: Yorkw.Unive.rsity, the-Authc;rs, 1973.

"Foreword." The Pole Vaulter. Toronto: MecClelland and Stewart, 1974.

"Foreword." New Holes in the Wall. Toronto: York University, the
Authors, 1975, : -

. : \
"Foreword." For My Brother Jesus. Toronto: McClelI{and and Stewart, -
1976. ’ -

-

"Foreword." The Covenant. Torbnto: McClelland and Stewart, 1977

"Foreword." Modern Romanian Poetry. Erd. Nicholas Catanoy. Oakville:
Mesaic Press/Velley Editions, 1977.
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)

:"Foreword." The Tightrope Dancer. ’I_‘or'onto: McCleliand and Stewarf,

1'978..1_, .
"Foreword." Droppings from Heéaven. 7'-I‘01-'onto:'- MeClelland and Stewart,
T~ 1979, -, : -
"Foreword." Irving Layton: A Bibliography 1935-1977. Compiled by Joy
Bennett and'James Polson. Montreal: . Concordia University Press, . -
1979, = . L. . '

»

"Foreword." The Love Poems af if‘ving Layton. Toronto: MeClelland and
_Stewart, 1980. . . -

Pl

'-1»Fopeword."'~.EUrope and Other Bad News. Toronto: McClelland anc?

_Stewart, 1981,

"Foreword." The Gueci Bag. Oakville: Mosaice Press, 1983.

) b
V. Uncollected Articles, Reviews.and Correspondence.

g)

Letter to Editor-in-Chief. MacDonald College Failt-Ye Times, January 31, '
1936. ' . .

"The Farmer Thinks: Co-operation in Nova Scotia." MeGili Daily,
November 3, 1937, p. 4.

"The Farmer Thinks: Mr. Hepburn's Re-election.” MeGill Daily, November
10, 1937, p. 4. A

I

"The Farmer Thinks: The New Deal for Agriculture." MeGill Daily,
November 19, 1937, p. 4. ) B

"The Farmer Thinks: The Wheat jSituation." McGill Daily, January 31,
1938, p. 4. L . :

"An Explanation.” MeGill Daily, November 30, 1938, p. 2.

Review of The Night is Ended by J;S: Wallace. First Statement 2, No. 2

(1943), p. 22. A

"Harold Laski: The Paradoxes of a Liberal Marxist." M.A. Thesis, McGill
' University, 1946, ' . '

- "Irving Layton Remembers Chopped Liver and Humbje Pie.’.' MacLean's

Magazine, January 31, 1959, p. 30.

Letter to the Editor. Teangadoir, May 1, 1962, p. 148,
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"A Poet's Advice." MeGill Daily, September 26, 1962.

"Love is Layton's Answer to Canada’'s Long, Cold, Winter Nights,”
Vancouver Sun, December 7, 1962.

"Accuses Dr. Rowse of Falsifying Record." Montreal Star, February 5,
1963.

"On Mr. O'Hearn's View of Mr. Layton‘s Book." Montreal Star, February 13,
1963.

"Tongue in Cheek." Toronto Telegram, March 7, 1964.

"A Cliché Strikes Back." MacLean's Magazine, May 16, 1964, p. lb.

\
"Contention in Canada." Holiday, July 1964, p. 4.

‘"Layton Replies." Sir George Williams University Georgian, November 17,
1964. N

"Layton Springs Back." MeGill.Daily, March 3, 1965.

"Uprihght Citizen's Belief in Law Sorely Tried by Poliee Conduet." Montreal
Star, December 3, 1965, .

Letter. Montreal Star, December 8, 1965,

"Tragedies to Keep One Sane." Toronto Globe and Mail, December 23,
1965. o

"Layton on Lust." Canadian Jewish Chronicle Review, February 10, 1967,

"From Tel Aviv, Irving Layton has a Word for a Critie." Montreal Star,
July 15, 1968

"The Return of the Civilized Killer." Canadian Dimension 3, No. 7-
(1968-69), p. 2.

Letter to the Editor. MeMaster University Coliege, ngrua’f'y 'i’, 1969,

"Governor-General's Awards.™ Toronto Globe and Mail, Aprii 10, 1970, p.
5. i .

o4

Letter to the ‘Editor. Toronto Globe and Mail, April 10, 1970. Publxshed on
the same date in the Toronto Star.

"Toronto Mind Baffles Montrealer." Toronto Star, October 9, 1970.

"'I‘rudeau's E‘}ood Sense Put an End to Re1gn of Terror." Toronto Star,
‘October 30, 1970. _ ~_,‘"r"'.—)'_- 3 p
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"Layton Says Students are Reading Canadian Writers Despite Some
Teachers.” Montreal Star, March 5, 1971.

Letter. Windsor Star, October 10, 1972,

"Werds Falsely Put in my Mouth: Ir'ving Layton." Toronto Star, April 21,
- 1973, ’ '

N a

Letter to, the Editors., Waves 2, No. 3 (1874), p. 75.

"His Beams Bemocked. . . ." Books in Canada, November, 1975, p. 45.

"On the Originality of Irving Layton." Saturday Night, November, 1975, p.
. B. -

"Asinine Imputation." Books in Canada, November, 1876, p. 40.

"Re Mother Oracle." Canada Magazine, November 6, 1976, p. 28.

”Thé Birth of Anti-Semitism." Canadian Magazine, November 13, 1976, p.
10. -

"Open Letter to A.J.M. Smith."” Northern Journey Nos. 7'and 8 (1978),
p. 104.

"Critics." Toronto Globe and Mail, March 8, 1977.

"Irving Layton Lover at the Holocaust." Toronto Life, December, 1977.

"Open Letter to PCR.Wetrv Canada Review, Spring 1981, p. 13.

VI. Interviews.

)

"Interview with Irving Layton." Cyelic Literary thazine 1, No. 3 (19686)
pp. 7-9. -

"Interview with Irving Layton.” The Canadian Jewish News (Hanukah
Supplemeqt), December 12, 1969, pp. 2-4.

"Story and Interview", with Tom Laing.“ Northwood Magaz'ine, July 1971,
pp. 43-47, 62-64. P

"Interview with Irving Layton", with Lawrence Resnitsky. Le Chien
D'Or/The Golden Dog No.l (1972), [29-431. Substantially reprinted in
Taking Sides, ed. Howard Aster, pp. 21 1-217. -

"Nietzsche and Poetry: A Disecussion", with Eli Mandel. Malahat Reiriew,
No. 24 (1972), pp. 23-—29“‘:
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"A Conversation abou{Literature: An Interview with Margaret Lawrence
end Irving Layton", with Clara Thomas. Journal of Canadian Fiction _

1, No. 1 (1972), pp. 65-69. Reprinted in part in Engdgements, ed.
- Seymour Meayne, pp. §5-68.

"Conversation: Jewish Layten, Catholic Hood, Protestant Bowering", with
Kerry Allard. Open Letter, NS 5 (1973), pp. 30-39. »

"Interview with Irving Layton", with David Brooks. Canberra Poetry,
No. 4 (1974), pp. 53-57.

"An Interview with Irving Layton: An Example of Overcoming Distance
and Restricted Budgets", with Douglas Mantz. English Quarterly, 10,
No. 2 (1977), pp. 1-12. : -

"Interview with Irving Layton." Canadian Theatre Review, No. 14 (1977,
pD. 54-59. :

"An Interview with Irving Layton", with Ken Sherman. Essays on Canadian
Writing, No. 10 (1978), pp. 7-18.

"A Message for Supermen: An Interview with Irving Layton", with Russell
Thorton. Anthanor, 1, No. 1 (1979), pp. 5-10. )

"Freedom and the Life of Poetry: An Interview with Irving Layton", with

Tom Henighan. Journal of Canadian Poetry, 2, No. 2 (1979), pp.
5-12.

VII. Personal Correspondence.

An Unlikely Affair: The Irving Layton — Dorothy Rath Correspondence.
Oakville: Mosaic Press/Valley Editions, 1980,
Letters from Irving Layton to Desmond Pacey. Held by -Mary Pacey,

Fredericton, New Brunswick, and housed in the Harriet Irving
" Library, University of New Brunswick. 1955-1974.

Letters from Desmond Pacey to Irving Layton. The Laytoanollectiog, ‘

Norris Library, Concordia University, Montreal, Quebec. File nos. 1-
4, 1954-1972.

VIII. Editions.

Canadian-Poems 1850-1952. Edited by Louis Dudek and Irving Layton.
Toronto: Contact Press, 1952; revised edition, 1953.
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Poems for 17 Cents. By Loran Chaisson, Maria Van Den Yssely Stan Fisher,
Gertrude Katz, Alan Pearson. Edited with an Introduetion by Irving
Layton. Montreal: Authors, 1961,

Love Where the Nights are Long. Canadian Love Poems. Selected by
Irving Layton, drawings by Harold Town. Toronto: MeClelland and
Stewart, 1962. :

Anvil: A Selection of Workshop Poems. Montreal: Authors, 1966. .

Shark Tank. Edited by Irving Layton. Toronto: York Poetry Workshop,
1977.

—_

IX. Edited Material.

First Statement. On Editorial Board, Vol. 1, no. 13 (n.d.) to Vol. 3, no. 1
(June-July 1945).

Northern Review. On Editorial Board, Vol. 1, no. 1 (December 1945~
January 1946) to Vol. 2, no. 2 (July-August 1948).

The Black Mountain Review. (Black Mountain, N.C.}). Contributing Editor,
Vol. 1, no. 1 {Spring 1954) to no. 7 {(Autumn 1957).

Origin: A Quarterly for the Creative. (Ashland, Mass.). First Series, No.
18 (Winter-Spring 1956). New Canadian Poetry Number.

- Pan-ie: A Selection of Contemporary Canadian Poéms. (New York). No. 2
(1958). Special Canadian Number.

b

Jewish Dialog. Advisory Editor, Hanukah 197] issue —

X. Translations.

Il Freddo Verde Elemento, Traduzione di Amleto Lorenzini. Introduzione
di Northrop Frye. Torino: Giulio Einaudi Editore, 1974.

1 Puma Ammansito. Traduzione di Francgsca Valente. Disegni di Carlo
attioll. Milano: Edizioni Trentadue, 1978. Canadian edition, The
Tamed Puma. Toronto: Virgo Press, 1979. English original and™
Italian translations on facing pages.

T

-
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X1 Reéording§. :

Canadian Poets . Toronto: CBC Publieations L.P.
- Irving Layton. Videotape. Torqnto: M.E.T.A.

frving Layton at Le Hibou. Ottawa: Posterity PTR 13001. L.P.

Irving Layton: Under Attaék. Audio tape. Toronto: Screen.Gems.

Layton: Canadian Poets on Tape. Audio tape, Toronto: O.LS.E..

Layton: High Barnet Casette Tepes. Toronto: High Barr%t.

Six Montreal Poets. Folkways 9805. L.P,

Layton Reads his Own. Toronto: Caedmon ML 7002, 1973. L.P.

Speci'al Oceasions. Audio tape. Toronto: CBC, 1977..

Xil. Miscellaneous.

, and Louis Dudek. . "The Ambassador: A Political Farce" (play),
» Sir George Williams University Library. Unpublished.
1

Epiphany: A Poem. Kinjsston:: Quarry Press, 1968. (Quarry Poster 2).

."For Anna," 'I"he Orange Bear Reader'4, Windsor: Orange Bear Reader,
. (n.d.). : S B

A Critical Examination of Laski's Political Doetrines. M.A. Thesis, McGill
University, 1946, ’

Literary Papérs, Norris Library,,ﬁoncordia University, Montreal.

. » &and Louis Dudek. "The Old and Quiet Ones" {play), Concordia
University., Unpublished.

» &nd Leonard Cohen.. "Up With Nothing"‘ (play), Concordia
University Library. Unpiblished,

"Prans Canada," trans. from the Yiddish of Melech Raviteh, CI1V/n, 3 (n.d.),
17-18.

"Yiddish Poetry in Canada," trans. from fhe Yiddish of Melech Révitch,
ClV/n, 3 (n.d.), 14-17.

-
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I. Books about Layton.
B

L]

Ménéel, Eli. Irving Layton. Canadian Writers and their Werks. Toronto:
Fecrum House, 1969. Revised edition, The Poetry of Irving Layton.
Toronto: Coles Notes, 1981,

Mayﬁe, Seymour, ed. Ir¥ing Léyton: The Poet and His Crities. Toronto:
MeGraw-Hill Ryeféoin, 1978.
o .

1. Uncollected Critteal Articles and Commentary, Selected Reviews,
and Poems about Lavton.

Acorn, Milton. "The Lost Leader: To Irving Layton." I've Tasted M
Blood: Poems 1956-1968. Selected with an Introduction by Al Purdy.
Toronto: Ryerson Press, 1969, p. 17 [poem].

Amiel, Barbara. "Much Ado About Irving." MacLean's Magazine, April 4,
1977, pp. 78-79,

Anon. "Poets of Prairie and Backwoods." The Times Literary Supplem'ent,
April 19, 1957, p. 239.

Atwood, Margaret. Survival, A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature,
Toronto: Anansi, 1972, pp. 64, 77, 84-85, 189-190. .

a L3
Avison, Margaret. Review of Here and Now, by Irving Layton. Canadian
Forum 25, No." 292 {1945}, pp. 47-48. :

Bakér, Howard. "Jefish Themes in the Works of Irving Layton." Essays on
Canadian Writing, No. 10 (1978), pp. 43-54. 4 \ .

Beattie, Munro. "Poetry 1935-1950." Literar History of Canada: i
Canadian Literature in English. Eds. Carl F. Klinck, et al. Toronto:
University of Toponto Press, 1965, pp. 781-783: -

Bowering, George. "Eji and Irving." Canadian Literature, No. 39 (1969),

. pp. T4-76. S
. "Irving La&tdn." Curious. Toronto: Coach House Press, 1973,
n.p. [poem?}. “ .
L]

" Brown, E.K. Review of Here and Now. "Letters'in Canada",l U}liversity of
Toronto Quarterly, 15, No. 3 11945), pPD. 274-275,
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Buckowski, D. "Shakespeare and L. . .." Books in Canede, August-
September, 1978, pp. 7-9. '

Callaghan, Barry. "A Poet in His Pride: Layton as Messigh." Saturday
Night, March, 1972, pp. 31-33, 36, 38.

Chapin, Jane. "Layton: " A Goldfish Constantly Under Strain. . .," Campus,
‘ February, 1969. ‘. ‘ ‘

. Christopher, A.G. "Correspondence." Canadian Forum, 36, No. 426

(19586), p. 86.

Clark, Gerald. Canada: The Uneasy Neighbor., Toronto: McCleliand and
Stewart, 1965, pp. 382-383. ' .

s _
Clever, Glenn. "Layton on Layton." CV II, 4, No. 4 (1980), pp. 18-19.

Cogswell, Fred. "Eros or Nareissus: The Male Canadian Poet." Mosaie, 1,
No. 2 (1968), pp. 103-111. : -

Cohen, Leonard. "For My Old Layton." Flowers for Hitler. Toronto:
McClelland and Stewart, 1964, pp. 36-37 [poem . ’

. "Last Dance at the Four Penny:" The Spice-Box of Earth.

Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1961, pp. 61-72 [poem .

. "To LP.L." Let Us Compare Mythologies. Montreal; MeGill,

Poetry Series, 1958, p. 54 [poem ],

Qreeley, Robert. "Canadian Poetry 1954." A Quick Graph: Collected
otes and Essays. San Francisco: Four Seasons*Foundation, 1970, p.
229. " o ’
Lﬁ

'

- "For Ivring." CIV/n 5(n,d.), p. 4 [poem].

e Y . -
DathergE;Edward. 'Letter, August 3, 1958." Edward Dalhberg: A Tribute.
Ed. Jonathan Williams. New York: David Lewis, 1970, p. 95.

.Davey, Frank. "Layton and Isaiah." Canadian Literature, No. 34 (1967),

pp. 88-90.

Denham, Paul, ed. The Evolution of Canadian Literature in Engliéh 1945-
1970. Toronto: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1973, pp- 57-58.

Doyle, Mike. "The Occa;ions of Irving Layton." Canadian Literature, No.
54 (1972), pp. 70-83. ‘ : '

Dudek, Louis. Seleéted Essays and Criticism. Ottawa: Tecumseh Press,
1978, pp. 45, 52-55, 59-64, 94-110, 122-140, 153-156, 234, 245-2486,
269- 281. : ' :
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- "Ceanada's Literature of Revojlt." The Nation, 195, No., 13

_ {1962), pp. 269-272.

.+ "For LP.L." The Transparent Sea,. Toronto: Contact Press,
1956, pp. 104-105 [poem ], :

- "Geography, Politics, and Poetry." First Staterﬁent,- 1, No. 16~

{1943), pp. 2-3,

- "Irving Layton's Poem in Early Spring." _Laughing Stalks.
‘ Toronto: Contaect Press, 1958, p. 28 [poem], -

. - "Peripatetic Poets Show Their Wares." Montreal Star, October
31, 1964, Supp. p. 8. o

— - "Reply to Envious Arthur.". Laughing Stalks. Toronto: Contact
Press, 1958, pp. 43-45 fp_oem]r : o -

Dudek, Louis, and Michael Gnarowski, eds. The Making of Modern Poetr
in Canada. Toronto: Ryerson Press, 1967, pp. 84, 141-142, 145-148,
151, 155, 162, 1686, 168, 170-174, 175-179, 210, 225, 231-242, 279-285
" 289, 291, 292,
&

. Eckman, Frederick. Cobras and Cockle Shells: Modes in Recent i’oetry.
Vagrom Chap Book 5, Sparrow Magazine, 1958. .

opa

Ellenbogen, George. "An Open Letter to Irving Layton," Cataract, 1, No,
3 (1962), p. 40. . .

- "The Archbishop to Irving Layton." Winds of Unreason.
Montreal: MeGill Poetry Series, 1957, p. 39 [poem].

- "Layton's Reply." Winds of Unreason. Montreal: MeGiil.
Poetry Series, 1957, p. 40 [poem J. . . ;

Francis, Wynne. "'The Birth of Tragedy: A Nietzechean Reading." Waves,
3, No. 3 (1975), p. 4, - ‘

. "The Farti

g Jesus: Layton and the Heroic Vitalists." CVv I, 3,
No. 3 (1978), pp.

6-51. ’

. ! .
"Irving Layton." Journal of Commonwealth Literature, 3

T (1987), pp. 34-48 I '

A _
. "Layton's Re\ad Carpet: A Reading of 'Mao Tse-tung: A
Meditation on Flies and Kings"." nscape, 12, No. 1 (1975), pp. 50-
56. - :

- "Montreal Poets of the Forties." Canadian Literature, No. 14

T (1962), pp. 21-34.

o

L ‘ - hd
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- "Preface." Seiécted-Poems by Irving Layton. Toronto:
MecClelland and Stewart, 1969, pp. ix-xii.

! "Preface.”" The Darkening Fire: Selected Poems 1945-1968 by
Irving Layton. Tor

onto: MeClelland and Stewart, 1975, pp. xi-xv.

Gibson, Shirley. "He Barges Like a Behemoth," Globe and Mail, Mafcﬁ 27,
1976, p. 35. . .

-

Gnarowski, Michael. "Anti-intellectualism in Canadian Poetry.” Canadian
Author and Bookman, 40 (1965), p. 3.

- "Of Prophets and Multiple Visions.” Yes, No. 13 (1964), pp.
1-3. . ,

Granite, M.J. "Laytonmania." Canadian Jelv'vish Qutlook, March, 1973, pp.
12-13. . g

Gustafson, Ralph. "For Arthur Smith and Irving Layton: AsIf They Were-
All Dead." Sift in an Hourglass. Toronto: MeClelland and Stewart,
1966, p. 41 [poem]. ‘ .

- "The Parabola in the Mirror: For Irving Layton." Sift in an
Hourgless. Toronto: MecClelland and Stewart, 1966, p. 48 [poem].

7 K.V. "IFving Layton, Ferocious Poet." ‘Montreal 65 y 2y No. 6
(1965),-4. 23, ’ .

- "No Prophet: For Irving Layton." Poesie/Poetry §4. Eds.
Jacques Godbout and John Robert Colombo. Montreal}’l‘orpnto:
Editions du Jour/Ryerson Press, 1963, pp. 137-138 [poem].

Hine, Daryl. "Aere Perennius: For Irving Layton." The Carnal and the
Crane. Montreal: McGill Poetry Series, 1957, p. 43 [pcem .

Hosein, Clyde. "Kickihg Against the Pricks." Books in Canada, 2, No. 1
(1973), pp. 4-5. ‘ .

Hunt, Peter. "Irving Layfon, Pseudo-Prophet: A Reappraisal." Canadian
Poetry, No. 1 (1977), pp. 1-26.

"The Inner Voice: Poems of Love, Dream, and Despair by Canada's

Foremost Contemporary Poets — Irving Layton and Leonard Cohen."

Story,No. 1 (1967), p. 28 [An introduetion to the poems of Layton and
Cohen]. . :

"Irving Layton on USA and Viet Nam." Canada Month, No. 7 (1967), p. 22.

Jones, D.G. Butterfly on Rock: A.Study of Themes and Imeages in
Canadian Literature. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1970,

pp. 11-12, 21-73,726, 83, 88, 111, 128-139, 163, 165, 183.
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"Myth, Frye and Canadian Writers." Canadif?m- Literature, No.

T 55 11973), pp. 12-13, 18.

Junkins, Donald. "Irving Layton, Selected Poems." The Far Point
[University of Manitoba], No. 3, pp. 61-69, :

Kemelman, Arthur. "The 'Montreal School’ of Jewis‘h‘ Poets.," The

derusalem Post, August 18, 1970, p, 11.

-

Kenner, Hugh. "Introduction."” The Selected Poems of Irving Lavton. New
York: New Directions, 1977.

Knelman, Judith. " Drown Yourself in the Sounds of Your Time' Counsels
Our Poet-in-Residence." The Graduate [University of Toronto) ;
January-February, 1982, pp. 11-13. '

Kurth, Burton. Review of Engagements by Irvi'ng Layton. Malahat Review,
No. 26 (1973), pp. 229-231.

Laing, Tom. "Irving Layton." Northwood Magazine [Grimsby, Ont.], July,
1971, pp. 43-47, 62-64. -

Lane, Red. "lrving Leyton (An Epitaph For The Walking Dead)" and "Irving
Layton (Twofold Tribute for the Prodigal Son)." Collected Poems.
Eds. Patrick Lane and Seymour Mayne. Vancouver: Very Stone
, House, 1968, pp. 84 and 85 [poems].

Layton, Aviva. "Steely Eye vs. Steely Eye." Weekend Magazine, May 8,
.. 1976, pp. 16-18. .

Lees, David. "The Creative Chaos of Irving Layton." Chatelaine,
September 1982, pp. 52, 86-92, 98, . .

Lund, K.A. "Satyrie Layton." Canadian Author and Bookman, No. 42
(1967), p. 8.

MaeCulloch, Clare. "Cock of the Walk." Alive, 27 (1973), pp. 45-46.

Maclure, Millar. "Poets in Review." Review of The Bull Calf and Other
Poems. Canadian Forum, 36, No. 424 (1956), pp. 35,

Mandel, Eli. Another Time. Erin, Ont.: Press Procepie, 1977,hpp. 82, 87-
88, 93-97, 110, 112, 119-120, 128, 130, 147, .

- ed. Five Modern Canadian Poets. Toronto: Holt, Rinehart and
“nston, 1970, pp. 23-24.

) . "Foreword."™ The Unwavering Eye: Selected Poems 1969-1975
by Irving Layton. Toronto: MeClelland and Stewart, 1975, pp. x-xi.

- "A Hard Year to Scan." Books in Canads, April, 1976, pp. 4-5.
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. "Introduction." The Poems of Irving Layton. Toronto:
McClelland and Stewart, 1977, pp. 4-8.

- Irving Lavtbn. Canadian Writers and Their Works. Toronto:
Forum House, 1969. Revised edition, The Poetry of Irving Layton.
Toronto:;TC_oles Notes, 1981, :

() . “Poe‘irjz Chronicle: Giants, Beasts and Men in Recent Canadian
Poetry." Queen's Quarterly, 67, No. 2 (1969), pp. 287-288.

,Marriott, Anne. Review of The Black Huntsmen. Canadian Forum, 31, No.
373 (1952), p. 262. A\

. Review of Love the Zongueror Worm. Canadian Forum, 33, No.
388 (1953), p. 46. I

Marshall, Tom. "The Swimmer's Moment: Irving Layton." Harsh and
I'ovely Land: The Major Canadian Poets and the Makine of a
Canadian Tradition. Vancouver: University of British Columbia
Press, 1979, pp. 67-75. '

Mayne, Seymour. "The Interruption: for Irving Layton." The Impossible
Promised Land: Poems New and Selected. Mosaic Press/Valley
Editions, 1981, p. 119 [poem . -

. "Introduction."” Irving Layton: The Poet and his Crities.
Toronto: MeGraw-Hill Ryerson, 1978, pp. 1-22.

. "Signature Marks and Burnt Pearls: An Interview with Seymour
Mayne" conducted by Kathleen C. Moore. Athanor, 1, No. 4 (1980),
pp. 6-23. : Lo
McCarthy, Bryan. Review of The Laughing Rooster. Tamarack Review,
No. 36 (1965), pp. 7-71.

MeCracken, Melinda. "Erotic Sensual Carnal But Not Obsecene.” Weekend
Magazine, July 30, 1966, pp. 16-17.

MeMullen, Lorraine. Review of Engagements by Irving Layton. Revue de
‘ - 1Universite d'Ottawa, 43, No. 4 519735, pp. 623-624. - !

MePherson, Hugo. "Canadian Writing: Present Declarative." English, 15
(1965), pp. 212-216. v -

Mills, John. Review of The Shattered Plinths. West Coast Review, 3, No.
2 (1968), pp. 46-49. ' ;

i Moisan, Clement. L'Age de la Litterature Canadienne. Montreal: Editions
%& HMH, .1969, pp. 120-121.

Norris, Ken. "Poetic Honey: the English Poetry Scene in Montreal."
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*’
Essays on Canadian Writing, No. 6 (1977), pp. 66-76.

O'Rourke, David. "The Lion in Winters: Irving Laytdn at York." Canadian
Literature, No. 87 (1980), pp. 52-65.

QOwer, John, "An-Over-Riding Metaphor: Images of Exile, Imprisonment,
|/ and Home in Modern Canadian Poetry." Mosaie, 4, No. 4 (1971), pp.
75-90. -
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