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Abstract

Scholars approaching the wotk of Sir Charles G.D. Roberts face two problems: first, a
critical mass that divides his work along genre lines and second, limited theoretical
frameworks on which to build a discussion, namely, British Romanticism or American
Transcendentalism.

An alternative critical lens through which to explore Roberts’s oeuvre is
supernaturalism. Chapter 1 offers a summary of Roberts scholarship and a discussion of
current critical frameworks. Chapter 2 contextualizes Roberts’s interest in the'supematural
through an examination of occult currents of thought during the late nineteenth century and
early twentieth century, as well as Roberts’s friendships, letters, and related publications.
Chaptefs 3 to 5 proceed chronologically through an examination of how the supernatural
manifested itself in his prose fiction: Chapter 3 explores his earliest supernatural stories from

‘Earth’s Enigmas; Chapter 4 discusses his Acadian works; Chapter 5 explorés his later prose
fiction, beginning with The Heart of the Ancient Wood and ending with his last noV;:l, In the
Morning of Time. Chapter 6 acts as a corollary to the o'ﬁher chapters through a chronological
examination of Roberts’s major colleétions of verse.

A reexamination of Roberts’é personal writings and acquaintances during key
moments in his life reveals a bio-(;ljitical void in scholarship that has effectively obscured his
affinity for esoteric ideas and for artists who held similar interests. An investigation of his
works also reveals that the supernatural manifested itself in his poétry and prose fiction
throughout his career. Evidence suggests that the supernatural was a pervasive influence on
his life and that he found in esoteric traditiqns perspecfives on the afterlife that could help

him articulate his spiritual struggles.
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Prologue: A Brief Biography of Sir Charles G.D. Roberts
(1860-1943)

Charles George Douglas Roberts was born on January 10, 1860 in Douglas, New Brunswick,
the first-born son of a conservative Anglican family. His father, Reverend Goodridge
Roberts, was an Oxford scholar and Anglican priest, and at the time of Roberts’s birth was
serving as pastor for the parish of Douglas. His ' mother, Emma Bliss, came from a similar
educated background: her father, the Honourable George Pidgeon Bliss, was a former
receiver-general of New Brunswick and a descendeﬁt of United Empire Loyalists; her great-
grandfather, the Reverend Daniel Bﬁss, was also the great-grandfathér of the American
writer Ralph Waldo Emersyon. When Roberts was only a few months old, the family moved
to Wesfcock, near Sackville, New Brunswick where the Reverend Goodridge Roberts took
up duties as Rector of Westcock parish. Four yeﬁs later, Charles’s sister Jane was born,
followed by his second brother, Goodridge, in 1870‘. While living in Westcock, Roberts
would also discover one of his most enduring muses: the Tantramaf River.

For the first thjrteeﬁ years of his life, Roberts’s tirﬁe was spent under the watchful eye
of his father, who instilled in him a passion for reading and the outdoors. In 1873, the family
moved to Fredéricton where the Reverend Goodridge Roberts began his new position as
rector of Saint Ann’s Church. Within a yéar of their arrival, Roberts’s second brother,
William, waé bom, followed by the youngest brother, Theodore, in 1877. Shortly after their
move, Roberts was erirolled at the Fredericton Collegiate School, which he attended from

'1874-76 along with his cousins, Andy Straton and Bliss Carman. During this time, Roberts
and Carman came under the mentorship of Sir George R. Parkin, a gifted teacher and Oxford

scholar who took the two pupils under his wing and imparted to them a passion for poetry



and learning. After graduating as a gold-medallist from the Collegiate school, Roberts spent
three years at the University of New Brunswick, where he received his Bachelor of Arts with
honours in Mental and Moral »S’cience, and Political Economy. In the fall of 1879, he
accepted the principalship of the Ch;atham High School and Gramrﬁar School aﬁd moved
north-east to the small town of Chatham, New Brunswick.

The year 1880 marked two signiﬁcant events in his life: on December 29 he married
Mary Fenety, an attractive but petulant daughter of the Queen’s Printer for New Brunswick.
That same year he published his ﬁrét collection of verse, Orion, and Other Poems, which
garnered favourable reviews in Canada and abroad. He also sent copies of his newly
‘published book to Tennyson, Arnold, Swinburne, Longfellow, Holmes, and Whitman, and
much to his delight, received encouraging responses from Arnold and Holmes. Roberts later
learned that his collection deeply influenced fellow Canadian poet Archibald Lampman who,
after being lent a copy of the book, had “sat up most of the night’reading and re-reading
‘Orion’” (“Two Canadian Poets: A Lecture™).

Roberts felt increasingly isolated in Chatham, so in January, 1882, he accepted the
principalship at the York Street School in Fredericton and he and Mary returned to the
comfort of family and friends. Later that spring, his first son Athelstan was born. After only a
year at the York Street School, Roberts left his duties as school principal to become an editor
in Toronto for Goldwin Smith’s new paper, The Week. Unfortunately, this venture alsovfell
short of Roberts’s expectations: long hours and editorial disagreements with Smith, coupled
with Smith’s constant championing of annexation with the United States over Canadian
independence, left Roberts with little choice but to resign his position after only twelve
issues. The family returned to Fredericton during the summer of 1884, and a few months

later Roberts’s second son, Lloyd, was born. With few long-term job prospects and a



growing family, he spent the next year doing free-lance work. In the spring of 1885, he was
offered a position at King’s College in Windsor, Nova Scotia‘as Professor of English,
Economics, and French Literature. He aééepted and moved to Windsor, .followed by his wife
and two sons a year later. The Roberts family would remain in Windsor for the next nine
years.

Roberts’s Windsor home became tﬁe literary centre of the college and a meeting
place for aspiring writeré such as Bliss Carman, Carman’s friend Richard Hovey, and many
others from the United States aﬁd Great Britain. From a writer’s perspectivc;, Roberts’s ten
years at King’s College proved to be some of the most productive of his careér, not just in
terms of volume but also 1n typé of publicaﬁon: he published a range of different texts,
including a translation of Aubert de Gaspé’s 1863 romance Les Anciens Canadiens entitled
The Canadians of Old (1890), travel guides such as The Canadian Guide-Book (1891) and
The Land of Evan,geline’ and the Gateways Thither (1895), his second and third collections of
verse, In Divers Tones (1886) and Songs of the Common Day and Ave!: An Ode for the -
Shelley Centenary (1893), and three novelettes--The Raid from Beauséjour and How the
Carter Boys Lifted the Mortgage (1894) and Reube Dare’s Shad Boat (1895).

In contrast to Roberts’s literary success Were the mounting stresses in his personal
life. Soon after their move to Windsor, the Roberts family grew from four to six wifh the
birth of Edith in September, 1886, followed by Douglas in 1888; while at King’s College,
Roberts also became involved in a string of extra-marital relationships, a behaﬁour that
followed him ihroughout his entire adult life. Compounding the situation was the tragic death
of his younger brother, Goodridge, from influenza in February, 1892. Roberts also believed
that he deserved a better appointment than King’s College, and from early on iﬁ his tenure

began writing to friends and acquaintances in the hopes of securing a more prestigious



position; but the appointment never' came. After ten years of financial and emotional
frustration, Roberts resigned from King’s College in the spring of 1895.

| The year following his depvarture from King’s College, Roberts published four books,
three of which were fiction: Around the Campfire, a group of adventure stories for boys;
Earth’s Enigmas, a collection of nature stories; and The F. orge in the Forest, a romance set in
eighteenth-century Acadia. The fburth publication was a collection of verse entitled The
Book of the Native, although much of the manuscript had been prepared while he was still at
King’s College. Significantly, included in Earth’s Enigmas were some of his earliest animal
istories, a literary genre whose c?eation is attributéd to Roberts and Ernest Thompson Seton.
| Later that year he was asked by his friend, Frank Bellamy, to come to New York City and be
his assistant for the New York weekly, The Illustrated American. Roberts obliged, and
departed for New York City in February 1897.

Although his family was now far away in Fredericton, Roberts was not élone i New
York: soon after his arrival, he reunited with Carman as well as Richard and Henrietta
(Russell) Hovey. He also helped find work for his brothers later that year: Will joined the
Tllustrated American in the summer of 1897, while Theodore obtained a position on the
Independent in November. But tragedy struck once more: Athelstan contracted typhoid fever
and ciied of complications on October 16. Roberts he_ver recovered from the shock, and
- several years later would dedicate his Selected Poems (1936) to his eldest son.

Roberté spent only eleven months at The Illustrated American before turning to
writing full-time, and over the next several years his list of publications grew considerably.
Between 1898 and 1904 he published three Acadian titles: A Sister to Evangeline (1898), a
companion novel to The Forge in the Forest, By the Marshes of Minas (1900), a collection of

short stories; and The Prisoner of Mademoiselle (1904), his third and last Acadian romance.



After 1898, Roberts also began to write animal stories in earnest, and during the New York
period he published three such collections, including The Kindred of the Wild (1902) as well
as an animal novel, Red Fox (1905). Also published during this time were The Heart of the
An/cient Wood (1900) and Barbara Ladd (1902), a novel about the American War of-

- Independence that sold over 80,000 copies in the United States alone. In the ’mi;ist of this
success came the news that his fathér was dying: in October 1905 Canon Roberts contracted
pneumonia and died soon after. Fittingly, one of the main characters in Roberts’s next novel,
The Heart that Knows (1906), would be modeled after his father.

In terms of poetry, Roberts’s output during thé New York years was meagre
compared to his prose: New York Nocturnes was published in 1898, followed by his collected
Poems in 1901. Two years later he published a second collection of love poemé, The Book of
the Rose (1903). Between 1903 and 1919, however, Roberts would not publish any new
books of poetry, with the exception of an updated edition of Poems in 1907. His least
poj)ular publications during thjs period were in the genre of non-fiction: his History of
Canada, originally submitted to thg Dominion History Contest during the Windsor years,
was published in 1897. Unfortunately, it was quickly superseded by better researched and
more balanced histories. Similarly, Discoveries and Explorations in the Century (1903) is a
lengthy and laborious work that served as Volume XIV of a history ‘of the nineteenth
century.

| While living in New York City, Roberts began to take frequent trips abroad. In 1899,

he spent several months in England accompaﬁicd by his son, Lloyd, and brother, Will. In

March, 1903 he visited his friend Francis Sherman in Havana, and then spent the summer of

1904 visiting parts of continental Europe while writing the manuscript for The Prisoner of

Mademoiselle. Three years later he returned to Europe, this time to visit Italy. He returned to



North America in late summer, but left again for Europe only a few months later. His
departure from New York in November 1907 would signal a new chapter in his life, for he
would spénd the next eighteen yéars living in varioué parts of Euxope.

After brief stints in Paris and Munich, Roberts finally settled in London in 1912. Two
years later, he joined the war effort, first serving as an instructor for young officers before
joining the War Records Office in London; and then traveling to the Western Front as a
Special Press Correspondent with the Canadian Corps. But his main literary contribution to
Canada’s war effort was a piepe of non-fiction: Canada in Flanders (1918). During his years

| in London, Roberts also published two novels, one before the war and one after: thé first
book was a roménce about political intrigue in the Balkans, entitled A Balkan Prince (1913);
the second book was an experimental novel set in‘pre-history, In the Morning of Time
(1919). His greatest number of publications during this time, however, was in the genré of
the animal-story: between 1907 é.nd 1924, he published more than a dozen collections of
animal stories. In terms of verse, Roberts Wrote little poetry during these years, but managed
“to collect enough new poems to publish a slim volume in 1919, aptly titled New Poems.

After the war, Roberts divided his time between writing, socializing, and traveling.
Difﬁcult times were to follow, though: in June 1922, his old mentor, George Parkin, passed
away, followéd by the sudden death of his sister Jane in November, and then his mother the
following February. His pain was eased somewhat by visits from old friends such as Frank
Verbeck and a former student from King’s College, Robert Norwood. He also enjoyed short
stays from Bliss Carman, as well as his son, Douglas, in the spring of 1924. The following

- winter, Lloyd cabled hlS father with the offer to arraﬁge a cross-Canada tour for him; Roberts

agreed. He arrived in New York on February 4, 1925; the next day he was in Toronto.



At the age of sixty-five, Roberts returned to Canada to rekindle his poetic career. He
gave recitals across Ontario and Western Canada, and in Vancouver became close friends
with several members of the Vancouver Poetry Sociéty. He then returned to Toronto, and
took up permanent residence in a suite at the Ernescliffe Apartments on Wellésley Street.
That ‘fall, he went on a recital tour of Quebec and Atlantic Canada. Over the next few years,
he would perform countléss lecture tours and recitals, participate several times at the

- Muskoka Assembly, and make frequent trips to Vancouver. In 1926, he was awarded the first
Lorne Pierce Medal for “achievements in creative or’imaginative literature.” He then
published a new poetry collection, The Vagrant of Time, in April 1927; and later that summer
was elected national president of the Canadian Authors’ Association, a position he held for
the next two years. But with old age came sad realities: on June 8, 1929 Carman died -of a
sudden heart seizure; the next year his estranged wife Mary passed away; Robert Norwood
collapsed from a cerebral hemorrhage in September, 1932.

In 1934, Roberts published another new collection of verse, The Iceberg and Other
Poems. Also appearing that year was Volume One of the Canadian Who Was Who, an |
encyclopedia of Canadian biographieé for which Roberts served as general editor. His
Selected Poems, chosen by him, was published by Ryerson Press in 1936. Two other
collections of his verse would be pgblished before his death in 1943: Canada Speaks of
Britain and Other Poems of War (1941), a slim volume of Roberts’s own war poetry, and
Flying Colours (1942), an anthology of war poems edited with an introduction by Roberts.
The pinnacle of his literary achievements came on May 18, 1935, when he received word
that he would be knighted. |

During the late 1930s Roberts had developed a relatiénship with Joan Montgomery, a

woman nearly fifty years his junior who had worked with him on Volume Two of Canadian



Who Was Who. The couple was married on October 28, 1943. A short time later, Roberts

became ill and was admitted to hospital: he died on November 26, only four weeks after the

wedding.



Chapter 1. A Summary of Critical Approaches to Roberts

Praised in his own lifetime as “The Father of Canadian Poetry,” in recent years Charles G.D.
Roberts has received limited attention from scholars. In the last fifteen years fewer than a
dozen articles on Roberts have appeared, and most of these are biographical in approach and
offer limited critical insight. The last full critical treatment of Roberts appeared in 1969, and
of the few full-length studies published recently on late ninéteenth-century Canadian writers,
Roberts is not approached singularly but as part of the Coﬁfederation group of poets, a
scholarly decision that forces readers to consider his work in relation to the group’s motives
as a,whole instead of treating it as a function of his personal creative vision.'

Given his prodigious literary output during a career that spanned six decades, it is
difficult to explain why so few full-length studies have been published. In the last one
hundred years of Roberts scholarship, only five monographs have appeared, and none can
boast substéntial depth or length of argmnent.2 The first appeared in 1905 and ;emains the
most /succinct analysis of his early verse: James Cappon’s Charles G.D. Roberts aﬁd the
Influence of His Times analyzes Roberts’s first six poetry‘collections, beginning with Orion,
and Other Poems and ending with The Book of the Rose, which he erroneously calls The
Rose of Life. He establishes a critical overview of Roberts’s work by demonstrating trends of
influence on each collection, ranging from Roberts’s classical imitatioﬁs in Orion, and Other
Poems to his debt to Keats and Shelley in Songs of the Common Day and Ave! and his
SWinburne-inspired poems in The Book of the Rose. The second monograph on Roberts, also
by Cappon and appearing in 1925, is essentially a repackaging of his earlier study: added fo

the “Appreciation” chapter, which is a minor revision of his 1905 study, are selections of



Roberts’s verse as well as a biographical chapter purported to be written by Lorne Pierce and
not Cappon himself.? The third study is W.J. Keith’s Charles G.D. Roberts (1969), which
offers readers little more than a ‘broad critical assessment of Roberts’s work, dividing his
exploration into chapters on poetry, the animal stories, and other Works of fiction in a |
sweeping attempt to “sift and discriminate, to try to distinguish between the permanent and
the expendable” (24). The most recent monograph on Roberts is Terry Whalen’s Charles
G.D. Roberts and His Works (1989), a succinct but slim study of Roberts’s fiction that
complements Fred Cogswell’s earlier monograph on querts’s poetry of the same title
(1983). Significantly, Keith’s study remains the only published attempt to explore Roberts’s
oeuvre as a whole.* |

One major difficulty for scholars who approach the work of Roberts is the breadth of
his publications. In addition to his nin¢ major collections of verse, Roberts published ten
novels, more than 230 animal stories, several short-story collections, and a host of non-
fiction titles on topics ranging from A(;adia and the nineteenth century to travel-guides and
Canada’s role in the First World War. Moreover, as Keith (1969) notes, “he was continually
moving from one genre to another, often following the fashion of the moment, and ﬁe.ver
concentrating his abilities on the masfery of a particular literary "form” (21). The result, Keith
argues, has been “the splitting of his readership into at least two groups. Many who have
-encountered his animal-stories or his prose romances...have made no attempt to familiarize
themselves with his ﬂlerse, while those who know him as a poet are often uninterested in, or
even unaware of, his work in prose” (21).

Reviewing Roberts scholarship during the last hundred years would appear to support
Keith’s claim. Criticism of Roberts is typically divided along genre lines: poetry, animal |

stories, and other fiction. The majority of critical interest lies with Roberts’s poetry, even

10



though most of his poems were published between 1880,and 1907. Of the nine major
collections he published during his lifetime, six were p‘ublished‘during this period and only
three appeared between 1919 and 19473.5 The later collections were also considerably shorter
in length than the previous books.® Among his early poetic works, “The Tantramar
Revisited™ stands out as his most original poem, whereas his most “nationalist” poerﬁ is by
far the early piece entitled “Canada,” included as part of In Divers Tones.” Scholars have also
discussed at length his collection Songs of the Common Day and Ave!, particularly the motifs
operating in his odé to Shelley as well as the structure and themes in his sequence of
“seasonal” sonnets. The Book of the Native is viewed as a transitional collection of verse and
the start of a decline in Roberts’s art, even though its poems are often cited rather than
analyzed. The collections from his “New York” years, New Yofk Nocturnes and The Book of
the Rose, have received the least attention and praise from critics, generally dismissed as
urban-inspired lyrics in thé case of New York Nocturnes or weak erotic Qerses in The Book of
the Rose. Of his later poetry, little has been said with the exceptioh of John Coldwell
Adams’s “Sir Charles G.D. Roberts’s Later Poetry, 1926-1942” (1978), Les McLeod’s
article on “The Iceberg” (1984) and Donald Conway’s “Roberts and Modernism: the
Achievement of ‘The Squatter’” (1984). Critics also cite his late poem “Two Rivers” as a
strongly autobiographical piece to explain Roberts’s apparently contradictory temperament.®
. But these are only limited commentaries: his meagre poetic output after 1907 has resulted in
~ a general lack of critical understanding of his later work.

By far the best known of Roberts’s publications are his animal stories. Hailed as a
distihctly Canadian genre, the modern animal story enjoyed immense popularity at the
beginnjng of the twentieth century through figures such as Roberts and Ernest Thompson

Seton, who challenged the anthropomorphizing fictions of their literary predecessors by

11



attempting to portray accurately the psychology of an animal’s motives. Their popularity also
sparked an international debate among scholars, who argued over whether Roberts or Seton
should be acknowledged as the sole creator of the modern animal story. Many argue that
 Seton, certainly the more popular of the two in terms of sales for his Wild Animals I Have

Known (1898), deserves most, if not all the credit’ As fqr Roberts’s work, critics have
limited their discussions to a handful of oppositional stances; that is, they argue whether his
animal stories rgﬂect accurate natural observation or inventive, fictitious prose; whether the
animals presented are realistic, anthropomorphic,»or display instinct or reason; and more
generally, whether Roberts was scientifically influenced (by Darwin) or Romanticélly-
inspired when he wrote the stories. Despite the vast number of stories he p;oduced, the
international controversy they helped fuel, and the lasting popularity of the genre, Roberts’s
animal stories remain of less importance to scholars than his poetry.'° |

The third category in Roberts’s oeuvre, other fiction, is generally dismissed by critics
as having been written for financial gain and possesses little, if any, aesthetic value. What
criticism does exist on his other ﬁ(ition explores his treatment of the romance or the influence
of Acadian folklore on his work." The exceptién to this rule is The Heart of the Ancient
Wood, which has received the most critical attention of all his other romances combihed: its
blurring of romance and realism, use of myth, and portrayal of the kinship between human
and animal have made it an important text in understanding the evolution of Roberts’s
animal stories.

In addition to addressing a critical mass that divides Roberts’s work along genre
lines, scholars approaching his writings must contend with a second difficulty: dealing with
the two major critical trends in Roberts scholarship, British Roménticism or American

Transcendentalism, as the critical framework on which to build their discussions. Most

12



critics choose the former school. McLeod (1984a) notes that the term *“Romantic...has been
so consistently applied to the poetry of the last part of Canada’s nineteenth century that a
critical consen‘sus may be said to exist on the maﬁer” (2). And D.G. Jones (1970) declares
that the Confederation poets “were clearly influenced by the nineteenth-century Romantics”
(90). Similarly, in title and editorial approach Tfacy Ware;s A Northern Romanticism: Poets
of the Confederation (2000) perpétuates the notion of a period of Canadian literature that
shaped Romantic ideology to suit its own, unique vision of landscape.'* Roberts’s own debt
to the Romantiés is well-represented by scholars, most of them focusing on Ave, the
influence of Keats on his early work, and on Wordsworth’s presence in “The Tantramar
Revisited..”13 :

Roberts’s reﬂecﬁons réveal that the Romaritic writers played a significant role in his
development. In his letters, for instance, he makes several references to Shelley and Keats,
praising them for their craft. In an early letter to Charles Leonard Moore, he désbribes Keats
as “that most glorious young Titan of poets” (July 14, 1884; Collected Letters 40), reiterating
to Moore a few months later that he “worships” Keats and that “the very name of Keats is to
me like a breath from the gardens of spice” (Septémber 20, 1884: Letters 42). Several years
later hé would lament to Robert Underwood: “No, I haven’t written anything in verse about
Keats, though I have often wanted to. He is one of my gods™ (August 20, 1905; Letters 275).
His interest in Shelley was equally strong, although it is evident in his publications instead of
personal declarations. His pfaise for Shelley is reflected in his 1892 ode to Shelley, Ave; an
edition of Alistair and Adonais (1902); and a review of Shelley scholarship.'* The influence
5

of Wordsworth is less pronounced, amounting to passing mention in book reviews,' a visit

to Wordsworth’s cottage,'® and one essay on Wordsworth’s poetry, included in James
. g essay poetry

Wetherell’s Selections from Wordsworth (1892), although much of the essay is spent

13



justifying his selection of poems in responsé to what he (;alled Matthew Arnold’s tendency to
“overestimate” the genius of Wordsworth’s oeuvre (272).

Running concurrent to this scholarship are critics who look to the New World and
American Transcendentalism to explain Roberts’s intellectual and literary influences, a line
of criticism confined mostly to Roberts’s poetry.!’ Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, for
instance, is discussed in relation to “The Tantramar Revisited™ or, in the case of Janice Kulyk
Keefer (1994), to Roberts’s use of the Evangeline myth in his romance 4 Sister to
Evangeline. Comparatively, most scholars tend to read Emerson’s influence into his work,
chief amoﬁg them Cappon (1905), who suggests that Roberts’s “Quest of the Arbutus” from
The Book of the Native is “pure Emersonian optimigm with touches of Emersonian phrase”
(36). Desmond Pacey (1958) and D.M.R. Bentley (1989) see Emerson’s influence mainly in
Songs of the Common Day and Ave!: Pacey argues, for example, that “Autochthon” is “a not
particﬁlarly memorable excursion into Emerson monism” (51), and Bentley suggests readers
are “being asked to contemplate Emersonian Ideals” in the book’s series of sonnets (399).
The two least considered Traﬁscendentalists in Roberts’s work are Walt Whitman and Henry
David Thoreau. Although Roberts wrote an introduction to Walden (1899), he makes almost
no other mention éf Thoreau in his writings; likewise, froof of his admiration for Whitman
and Longfellow are sparse.18 Only Cappon (1925) and Jean Mallinson (1976) have noted
echoes of Whitman in Roberts’s work!?; as for Thoreau, William Archer notes in Poets of the
Younger Generation (1902) that “there is something of Thoreau in Mr. Roberts’s
endowment...but withal his hote is éﬁginal” (363), yet no scholar sihce has attempted to
explore this link, a surprising omission given Roberts’s interest in Thoreau’s work.”’

Roberts’s own admission of interest in the American Transcendentalists centres on

Emerson. He declares in a letter to Bliss Carman that “the greatest of American Poets are
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Emerson and Lanier” (March 22, 1886; Letters 59), and he refers frequently to Emerson in
his book revieWs, especially in his earlier pieces. ?! He admitted to Lorne Pierce that
“Emerson interested me greatly, in both his poems and his verse” (74), but shied away from
admitting to ideological éimilarities:

Pierce: Were you Sympathctic to his \transcendentalism?

Roberts: Vefy much so, but it was a geheral impression and not the acceptance of a

system of thought.” (Whalen 1987, 74)

Yet in his 1933 acidrgass to the Elson Club in Toronto, Roberts seems to contradict himself by
suggesting that the Canadian poets of hlS generation “drew one strong streém of influence
from Emerson and the New England school of transcendentalists, to whom it is heavily in
debt for its philosophy and for its employment of the plain, blunt words\ of common speech”
(82). Moreovér, his belief that his geﬁeration drew on writers who employed “plain, blunt
words” immediately implicates the verse of Walt Whitman, and possibly even the writings of
Thoreau. Neverthéless, the most pervasive American influence on him was Emerson, though
his championing of Emerson may also reflect the fact that they wére distant relatives.

Both approaches to Roberts, Romanticism and Transcendentalism, have yielded their
detractors. Critics such as Gerald Noonan (1982) and McLeod (1984a) reject the notion that
Roberts was an unrepentant disciple of the British Romantics, arguing instead that his work
reflects more accurately a kind of “post-Romanticism.” McLeod in particular believes that all
the major nineteenth-century Canadian poets “chose, more or less consciously, a Romantic
_ approach and vocaBulary” (5) to express the philosophy of their generation but that their
approach was influenced by Objective or Evolutionary Idealism. The result, in McLeod’s
opinion, is that their “Romantic approach” through Evolutionary Idealism caused the

Canadian vision to shift to a uniquely “ironic” view of Nature (1). Mallinson (1976) evokes a
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similar sentiment to that of McLeod and Noonan, although she believes that Roberts’s best
work depended on his rejection of the Romantic ideology rather than adapting it to his
personal poetic vision: “when [Roberts] was able to forget the ambiguous burden of late
Romantic preconceptions and lose himself in that landscape which he called ‘stern,
overwhelming, vast, weird’ his work did not prove tame” (38). Likewise, Patricia Morley
(1977) claims that transcendentalism “[is] too American aterm” to apply to the anima}
stories of people like Roberts (354), a charge echoed later by McLeod: “the Post-Romantic
poets necessarily rejected the vision of a new Eden so central to the American
Transcendentalists” and that Transcendentalism was “part of the ironic disguise of Canadian
nature poetry rather than part of its essence” (15-16). But these few dissenters offer little
counter-voice to the host of scholars who embrace the critical status quo of working within
thé Romantic or Transcendentalist framework when treating Roberts’s poetry.

These two critical frameworks have produced interesting scholarly results and offered
readers entry points into understanding Roberts’s work. By and large, however, such
readings are limited to Roberts’s poétry, and no study to date has attempted to read either
Romanticism or Transcendentalism across Roberts’s oeuvre. One reason for this narrow
focus may lie in the basic argument that both approaches are traditionally associafed with
schools of poetic thought, and therefore critics have chosen not to apply such tenets to
different genres; another possibility is that Roberts’s writings do not possess an underlying
philosophy that transcends the genre boundaries of his work. Keith (1969) believes this to be
the case: “[wi]hile there are interesting and important connections to be drawn between his
work in different genres, there is nothing that inevitably and impressively holds the whole
corpus together—no unified view” (21-22). Indeed, when faced with the problem of how to

approach the breadth of Roberts’s work, Keith feels that it is best “not to raise an elaborate
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artificial structure into which the whole of Roberts can be fitted or forced, but rather to sift
and discriminate, to try to distinguish between the permanent and the expendable™ (24).
Thus, his monograph is meant to serve chiefly as a critical assessment of Roberts’s oeuvre
rather than a way to understand or approach it. But his rationale in choosing not to argue for
a unified view inherent in Roberts’s. writings suggests avoidance on the part of Keith rather
fhan a confrontation with the central critical question: what holds Roberts’s entire corpus
together?

A clue may lie in two of Roberts’s éssays on the Romantics. In the concluding
paragraph to “Wordsworth’s Poetry” (1892), he offers the following statement about the
poet’s vision: “Wordsworth’s peculim province is that border-land wherein Nature and the
heart of Man act and react upon each other. His vision is occupied not so much ‘with Nature
as with the relations between Nature and his inmost self. No other poet, of our race at least,
has made So deﬁnite and intelligible the terms of our communion with external Nature”
(274-5). For Roberts, the poetry of Wordsworth is more than the‘aesthetic appreciation of
nature: it is a form of spiritual praise that acknowledges the mystical interrelation between
nature and man that bears witness to the “communion” between humans and the natural
world.

This notion of nature as a catalyst for spiritual experieﬁce is reiterated in “The Poetry
of Nature” (1897), which offers an even more intense portrayal of Roberts’s belief in the
mysteries of Nature. He suggests there are two classes of nature-poetry: the ﬁrst is poetry of
“déscripﬁon” (276), while the other “treats of nature in soxﬁe one of its many relations with
humanity” (276). The remainder of the gssay is an elaboration on these two concepts,
although the majority of Roberts’s comments are directed towards the second class.‘ With |

regard to the second class, he attempts to trace the tradition of a higher, more symbolic form
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of nature-poetry that began with the Greeks and Romané, transitioned through the Celtic
bards and the Renaissance, and can be seen in the most recent of English verse traditions, the
Romantic poets. Significantly, when summarizing the natureroetry of the Romantics
Roberts pays particular attention to the relationship their verse bears to the supernatural. He
contends, for instance, that Wordsworth’s best poetry “is to be found in the utterances of the
high-priest in nature’s temple, interpreting the mysteries” (280), likening the poet’s rolerto
that of a prophet or poetic oracle that deciphers the rich enigmas of the earth. Likewise, he
declares £hat Keats’s soul is “aflame with the worship of beauty” and that he used “the
manifestations of beauty in the world...as symbols to express other aspects of the same
compelling spirit” (280). Although it is not clear what Roberts meant by “same compelling
spirit,” the language he uses in this passage suggests that in Roberts’s opinion Keats, like
Wordsworth, used symbols of nature to articulate deeper, more spiritual mysteries of life.
The most mystical of the Romantics in Rdberts’s estimation is Shelley, who added to
poetry “the note of nature-worship [and] saw continually in nature the godhead which he
sought and adored” (280). More importantly, Roberts suggest§ that |
[m]ost of Shellefs nature-poetry carries a rich vein of pantheism, allied to that which
colours the oldest verse of tim¢ and particularly characterizes ancient Celtic song.
With this significant and stimulating revival of that strong sense of kinship, of the
oneness of earth and man, which the Greeks and Latins felt so keenly at times, which
Omar knew and uttered, and which underlies so much of the verse of these later days.
(280)
His mention of “pantheism,” which he aligns with ancient Celtic song, suggests that Roberts
places Shelley within a long-standing tradition of supernatural verse that explores the

relationship between humankind and the cosmos, a tradition he links to the medieval Persian
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astronomer-poet, Omar Khayyam, and his mystical collection of quatrains, the Rubaiyat, as
well as the “verse of these later days.”? |

Most telling is Roberts’s conclusion to “The Poetry of Nature,” in which he likens the
role of the poet to that of a visionary who explores the mysteries of nature to its rightful
mystical end: ‘;And whosoever follows the inexplicable lure of beauty, in colour, form,
sound, perfume, or any other manifestation, — reaching out to it as perhaps a message from
some unfathomable past, or a premonition of the future, — knows that the mystic signal
beckons nowhere more imperiously than'fro‘m the heights of nature-poetry” (281). Roberts’s
insistence on the metaphor of the poet as seer, evidenced in the phrase “a message from some
unfathomable past, or a pfemonition of the future,” is in keeping with his core reading of the
Romantics, namely, that Natufe is a catalyst through which knowledge of ther universe may
be reve‘aled to those who are open to receiving its “mystic signal.”

M.H. Abrams (1971) argues that the general tendency of Romantieism “was, in
diverse degrees and waye, to naturalize the supernatural and to humanize the divige” (68).
Given Roberts’s early interest in the Romantic poets and the supernatural rhetoric he
employs in his essays to describe Wordsworth, Keats, and Shelley, perhaps there is a third

critical approach available to Roberts scholars, one that reconciles his affinity for

Romanticism and Transcendentalism under a broader banner that relates to the supernatural.
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Chapter 2: Contextualizing Roberts’s Interest in the
Supernatural

A long history of critical reference exists in relation to Roberts’s interest in the supernatural.
Beginning with the earliest Roberts scholars, critics have continually remarked over the years
the ways in which he employed elements of the otherworldly in his writing. Unfortunately,
two critical problems have emerged that have historically hampered any attempt at a reading
of the supernatura} reading in Roberts: first, comments on his relationship to the supernatural
are typically isolated moments‘of analysis that pertain to a particular génre of his work, suéh
as his poetry or his fiction, and thus have gone largely unnoticed by critics not working on
that genre. Second, the majority of critical refereﬁces have been obscured by the countless
ways in which scholars have described Roberts’s supernaturalism over the decades.’ By
connecting the disparate comments made during the last one hundred years, though, we soon
discover that there is a pervasive line of discourse that has only scratched the surface of his
interest in the supernatural and in occluded forms of knowledge.

Cappon (1905) contends that Roberts’s abilities as a poet were at their apex when he
turned away from his idyll imitations of Keats and Shelley to focus on lyrical poems and
natural description verse, such as that found in “The Tantramar Revisited” or in his sonnet
series from Songs of the Common Day and Ave!. More specifically, hg argues: “a
contemplative delicacy of feeling for nature is the chief characteristic of this class and they
- are best when they remain simply descriptive;’ (17). He also suggests Roberts’s turning to
this type of verse was markedly different “from the poets of to-day with their heavily
essenced verse and deliberate mysticism” (17). Significantly, he would conclude his study by

maintaining that Roberts’s next collection will most likely be influenced by the same
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“deliberate mysticism” he criticizes earlier in the book: “Bye and bye, I suppose Wé shall
have airs from the New Mysticism of Miss Fionna [sic] Macleod and the Celtic School”
(51).2 More compelling are the poets Cappon believes reflect this interest in “deliberéte
mysticism.” In his 1905 study, he suggests that Roberts’s verse echoes that of Emerson, yet
in his 1925 study he revises the list to include four additional poets, mostly contemporaries
of Roberts, who are writing a similar kind of verse:
In his greatest moods Mr. Roberts has realized ‘The aﬁgust infinitude of man.’
Possibly only four or five American poets have done this in the elemental manner.
For want of a better word we call it the cosmic touch. Bliss Carman has it in a marked
degree, Walt Whitman also, and James Rﬁssell Lowell once in his ‘Ode to
Columbus.” Albert Durrant Watson poésesses the same faculty, as may be seen in
‘The Hills of Life’ and “Under the Open Sky.’ This is one of the greatest and least
understood aispects of Roberts’s work. (24)
Mysticism and theosophy in particﬁlar are common areas of discussion for each writer.
Carman possessed an avid interest in the occult and mysticism, and by 1925 was already on
the path to “rediscovering” an interest in theosophy.3 Occultists havé also championed Walt
Whitman’s verse in their writings, * and James Russell Lowell wrote an extensive essay on
witchcraft in his 1870 collection Among My Books. Likewise, Albert Durrant Watson, a
Toronto mystic, published the theosophically inspired text, The Twentieth Plane: A Psychic
Revelation (1918), and later collaborated with Margaret Lawrence on Mediums andeystics:
a Study of Spiritual and Psychic Forces (1923).
Few of Cappon’s colleagues would pursue Roberts’s “least understood” area of
inﬂuence. Critics like Archibald MacMechan (1924) and J.D. Logan and Donald F. French

(1924) scarcely mention Roberts’s interest in the supernatural, choosing instead to discuss
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his debt to Keats and Shelley, although Logan discusses the “mysticism” of Carman as well |
as the “cosmic” verse of another Canadian poet-theosophist, Albert Efnest Stafford Smythe
(224). Later studies, like those of Lionel Stevenson (1926), Lome Pierce (1927), and Elsie
Pomeroy (1932), display a more acute sensitivity to the mystical elementé found in Roberts’s
work.” Although Pomeroy’s article is the only focused analysis of Roberts’s “philosophjcal '
mysticism,” both Pierce and Stevenson align Roberts in their respective analyses with current
paganistic religious movements by employing occult terminology to deﬁcﬁbe his work. In
fact, all three critics describe his mystical poetry as displaying a sense of “cosmic
consciousness,” a blatant reference to Dr. Rlchard Maurice Bucke’s 1901 spiritual treatise,
Cosmic Consciousness, a text often noted for its treatment of theosophical tenets and which
Roberts waé likely familiar with.® Ndr is it a coincidence that each critic employs the term
“cosmic consciousness,” since they are all linked to the occult movement in Canada:
Pomeroy, for instance, later published criticism in the Canadian Theosophist. Similérly,
Pierce was a friend and champion of Albert Durrant Watson, and published a pamphlet on
him ih which he describes Watson as a man “who unites in himself the poet’s wonder and
ecstasy, the mystic’s insight and spiritual sensitiveness, as well as the scientist’s exact
knowledge” (17). Finally, Stevenson’s Appraisals of Canadian Literature includes an
overview chapter on “Canadian Poets and the New Universe” that mentions Roberts,
Carman, and Lampman alongside several Canadian occult figures such as Watson, Smythe,
and Wilson MacDonald; he too argues for the importance of Bucke’s Cosmic Consciousness
during this timeframe. But such references are not surprising since Stevenson had ties to the
Theosophical movement in Canada.” Roberts would give praise to Stevenson’s book the

following year in a letter to Craven Langstroth Betts: “You should by all means consult a
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very comprehensive & judicious book by Dr Lionel Stevenson, which gives an invaluable &
up-to-date survey of contemporary Canadian literature” (September 17, 1927; Letters 359).

Following Pomeroy’s article in 1932, little was published about Roberts or his
interest in the supernatural until the year of his death — a watershed of sorts for Roberts
scholarship, since the two major publications for that year offered oppbsite stances about his
place within Canadian literature. Elsie Pomeroy’s biography has often been cn'ﬁcized for
being nothing more than a thinly veiled autobiography and a work of hero-worship. Roberts
himself played a major role in its genesis, and in a letter to Lorne Pierce he referred to it as
“our book, _Elsie’s & mine” (October 1, 1940; Letters 597). But what Pomeroy’s biography
did offer were additional insights into Roberts’s éfﬁnity for things occult. For instance, She
relates that duﬁng Roberts’s tenure at King’s College he communicated by Ouija Board with
his deéd friend Joseph Edmund Collins and “obtained certain results which almost seemed to
imply something more than telepathy” (86). She also describes a parlour game played by |
Roberts and his friends called “Concentration,” in which a subject is directed, while
blindfolded, to a hidden object using the thought-waves of the other participants. Nor would
this be her last mention of Roberts’s link to the occult: she would publish two additional
articles of note, one on Roberts, the o£her on his disciple, Robert Norwood, both articles
appearing in The Canadian Tv71eosoplhist.3 |

'EX. Brown’s On Canadian Poetry (1943) makes no reference whatsoever to
Roberts’s interest in the suf;ernatural or to the mystical elemgnts contained in his work. In
fact, he says little about Roberts or Carman at all, arguing instead that the three “pre-eminent
masters” of Canadian poetry are Lampman, Duncan Campbell Scott, and E.J. Pratt and
dedicates a chapter to each poet. More telling is his insistence that Roberts was a poet of

natural description rather than substance. He claims Roberts to be “at his best when he deals
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with the surface” (47) and that “[i]t would not be rewarding to linger over Roberts’s
interpretations of the inner meaning of nature. Never a poet of philosophical ideas, he was
not intimately affected by the intellectual an);ieties that The Origin of Species and The
Descent of Man had brought to the nature poets of Europe” (48).

In Ten Canadian Poets (1958), Desmon& Pacey classifies Roberts’s best verse into
three categories: “objective descriptive poems...lyrics...and more pretentious but less
satisfying poems in which he seeks by means of symbols to convey his sense 6f the
immensity, grandeur, and power of the cosmos” 7(44)."Of the three, Pacey,believes that
“[d]escription of places was his strong point, description in which the scenes described are
related to basic but simple human emotions and actions” (49), a notion he would later expand
to include his animal stories as well as his poetry.® Roberts’s mystical poems were Pacey’s |
least favourite of the three categoﬁes; he argued that their presence in Roberts’s oeuvre owes
not so much io his interest in mysticism as to the demands of his critics: “they encouraged
him to attempt a type of subject-matfer for which he was not suited” (39). His 1961 lecture is
even more blunt in its assessment of Roberts’s work: he suggests that his prose will not be |
remembered, nor the animal stories that involve humans as principal characters, nor his
patriotic verse; as for his mystical poems, Pacey is “less fond” of them because they are
“vague and rhetorical” (I 95).

In Carl F. Klinck’s Literary History of Canada (1965), scholars attempted to capture -
the breadth and depth of Canadian literature. Roberts is well represehted in this volume,
chiefly in Roy Daniells’s chapter on “Lampman and Roberts.” Like many critics before him, |
Daniells argues that Roberts’s poetry exists “within a framework of late Romantic
convention, heavily influenced by the tradition that runs through English poetry from

Wordsworth to Tennyson” (399). In fact, his chapter reads much like an echo of Brown’s
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earlier work, describing him as a poet of “less significance” than Lampman, whose main role
was to influence Canadian letters rather than help create it and whose best work “is to be
found in his descriptions of Canadian landscape” (400). In this superﬁaial analysis, though,
is to be found Daniells’s recoénition of a “cosmic spirit” operating in Roberts’s verse: “Not
even in his appreciation of a cosmic spirit in nature does his poetry show any advance; he
records the revealing power of nature as clearly in the poems written before 1880 as in’
anything later” (399). Although Daniells is arguing that Roberts’s lack of “advance” in this
area is yet another weakness in his writing, he is implying that the “cosmic spirit” is a
pervasive theme in Roberts’s work.

The most striking statements in the Literary History of Canada about Roberts appear
in Northrop Frye’s “Conclusion.” He suggests that the mam intellectual movements which
influenced fin-de-siécle Canadian poets like Roberts and Carman were largely occult in
nature: “World-views that avoided dialectic, of a theasophical or transcendentalist cast,
became popular among the Canadian poets of that time, Roberts and Carman particulariy,
and later among painters, as the reﬁﬁniscences of the Group of Seven make clear. Bucke’s
Cosmic Consciousness, though not mentioned by any of our authors so far as I remember, is
an influential Canadian book in this area” (832). It is curious to note Frye’s ordering of the
two terms “theosophical” and “transcendentalist” to describe thé work of Carman and
- Roberts. On the one hand, it could suggest that “theosophical” is meant to refer to Roberts
- and “transcendentalist” to Carman. If so, it iS a bit sﬁrp’rising for Frye to make this comment
since Carman was publicly known for his affinity with the theosophical movement. On the
other hand, Frye may have intentionally grouped the terms together because he believed
Theosophy and Transcendentalism were not mutually exclusive concepts. Regardless, Frye’s

evocation of Bucke’s Cosmic Consciousness, coupled with his suggestion that Roberts’s
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work reflected theosophical concepts, suggests a critical stance that deserves more than
passing mention.

Since 1965 few critics have pursued this supernatural line of discourse. Keith (1969)
discusses the poems that appeared under the title “Poems Philosophical and Mystical” in
Roberts’s Selected Poems, but ignores their mystical significance; instead, he categorizes
them as “a rhetoric that provides a technical smokescreen to conceal the essential vacuity of
what is being said” (35). James Polk (1972) declares that “throughout his life, Roberts was
fascinated by the occult.... His interest in mysteries and coincidences shows up in several of
his stories, the finest being ‘The Perdu’” [a story from Earth’s Enigmas] (85). Buk he offers
little analysis or evidence for his claims. Carol Martell (1978) notes that the first section of
The Book of the Nqiive “beérs the same title as the volume itself [ahd] is a pot-pourri of
mystical and pseudo-religious poems”.(S 8), yet,she too fails to follow this line of discourse.

| The most compelling arguments in relation to Roberts’s use of the supernatural ha{fe
appeared in the last twenty-five years. Donald Conway (1982) argues in his dissertation on
Roberts that he was “a poet of vision, not a mystic” (24), and that his central poetié vision is
related to the Idealist philosophy. Yet included in Conway’s discussion at various poihts is
his acknowledgement of Roberts’s interest in the supernatural: for example, at one point he
links Roberts’s interest in Dante’s Divine Comédy to his interest in the occult and astrology
(45-48). He also suggests that Roberts’s poetic vision was influenced By Richard Watson
Gilder and Whitman in the mid-1880s, élthough he argues that it ultimately differed from
their theosophical ideas because he adopted “a more abstract view” (162). In “Charles G.D.
Roberts: Mystical Poet” (1984), Laurel Boone’s abridgéd version of his 1937 essay, August
Leisner explores Roberts’s vision as a “nature mystic,” suggesting that poetry collections like

The Book of the Native possess “supra-cosmic depth” (275). Roberts praised Leisner for his
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work, indicating to him in a letter: “No other critic, great or trivial, has ever seemed to have
the slightest inkling of the philosophy which has, however feebly or obscurely, inspired my
work from the very beginning. You have unerringly discerned it” (April 6, 1937, Letters
522). Bentley (1999) argues that Roberts inéorporated Symbolist elements into his early
fiction, and in The Confederation Group of Poets, 1880-1897 (2004) he includes a chapter on
“Supernaturalism” with respect to the group’s main practitioners, although he focuses more
on Carman, Lampman, and Campbell than on Roberts.

~ These comménts on Roberts’s interest in the supernatural suggest the possibility of a
broader critical framework involving the spiritual world by WMch to explore and interpret his
work. Before we embark on an in-depth exploration of Roberts’s writing, it is imperative
first to contextualize his interest in the supernatural to gain a better understanding of the
extent to which he was inﬂugnced by occult currents of thought during the late nineteenth
century and early twentieth century. Only after a thorough‘ examination of his acquaintances
and ﬁiendships, letters, and the cultural milieu in which he wrote can we begin to investigate |
how he employed the supernatural in his oeuvre.

In March 1895, Roberts wrote to Susan Hayes Ward, his friend and poetry editor of
the New York periodical The Independent, letting her knoW of his plans to visit New York in
April.!® Given his passion for the city’s vibrant litérary scene as well as Ward’s contacts in
the publisﬁing world, it is not surprising that he would write to her and explain his intentions.
But what makes this letter unique is that he does not come to his business matters directly, as
was the case with the majority of his letters to Ward during the 1890s. Instead, he begins by -
thanking her for providing him with the details of the death of her mother, who had pé'ssed
away sometime in February; he reflects on the significance of hér letter and the implications

of her mother’s death before continuing, then confesses his sympathies for Spiritualism:
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I wonder if you will think my common-sense discredited if say that I hold certain

notions not utterly remote from Spiritualism! Don’t think I am at all in sympathy with

that fantastic stuff which charlatans have found so conducive to their tn'ckéry. But I

do believe that the physical change called death interpoées between ourselves and

those who have passed ahead a less absolute barrier than is generally supposed. It has

seemed to me at times, & in private, that the barrier was quite thin! (March 7, 1895,

Letters 19‘5)

This short passage suggests that Roberts had more than a cursory knowledge of occult
movements. His use of such terminology as the thin “barrier” between life and death and the
mere “physical change” brought by death demonstrates that he was familiar with thr.;,
teachihgs of Spiritualism and the vocabuiary of its practitioners. Furthermore, his reference
to the “charlatans” and their “trickery” reveals that he was aware of the public outcry over
fraudulent Spiritualist mediums that had plagued the movement since its beginnings in the
1840s. To appreciate how’he would arrive at such familiarity with Spiritualism and relatéd
psychic phenomena, however, one needs to understand the context in which such movements
arose in Canada in the mid-nineteenth century as well as What they offered to people whose
 orthodox Christian beliefs were being challenged by advances in science and industry.

The rise in popularity of Spiritualism was largely in response to a growing chasm
between science and religion. Advahces in astronomy, medicine and other material sciences,
coupled with the publication of Darwin’s The Origin of Species (1859) and The Descent of
Man (186 lk), as well as historical criticism of the Bible, led to serious challenges, both
privately and publicly, to the infallibility of Christian orthodoxy. As a non-denominational
movement that appealed to Christians as well as other religions, Spiritualism offered an |

alternative and somewhat reconciliatory perspective by basing its teachings on two
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fundamental notions: first, the human spirit is immortal; second, after physical death the
spirit persists within the cosmos and that through mediumistic éctivity, it is possible to
communicate with these spirits.!' The movement thus serves as a bridge between science and
religion through its practitioners’ argument that the psychic investigations are empirical in
nature; that is, the resulting concrete manifestations of spirits in séances and other forms of

| spirit communication offer the living sufficient data to convince them of the afterlife.

Modern Spiritualism is usually traced to the small village of Hydesville in New York -
State. In March 1848 the young Fox sisters, Margaretta and Catherine, reported hearing
mystérious ‘;rappings?’ in their coﬁage bedroom and the family could not locate its source.
Incredibly, when asked questions by the girls, such as “can you count to ten?”, the
mysterious force began to respond accordinély with the appropriate number of réps. Using
this Question and Answer approach, they soon learned that the source of the rappings was a
spirit named “C.B.,” a man allegedly‘ murdered by the previous owner of the cottage. The
Foxes then called iq various neighbours, who testified to hearing the rappings and who were
also surprised at how much the spirit knew about their affairs. News of the rappings spread
quickiy, and by the next dasf large crowds gathered at the cottage to witness and possibly
communicate with the “murdered” spirit.'?

By 1850 the popﬁlarity of the Fox sisters and the “rappings™ had grown far beyond
the local community, attracting the attention of people such as P.T. Barnum, who had them
give exhibitions in New York City at his hotel and at Barnum’s Museum. The sisters also

. performed private séances at the home of Rev. Dr. Griswold, in the company of writers such
as J. Fenimore Cooper and George Bancroft.”* More compelling are the reported numbers of
Spiritualists engaging in psychic experiments during these years: sources estimate that by

1855 there were 2,500,000 Spiritualists in the United States; by 1859, that number reached
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11,000,000.'* This increase in enthusiasm for Spiritualism also led to an increase in the
number of practicing mediums, who soon expanded the repertoire of manifestations beyond
rappings to include table-tilting, levitation of objects, and physical manifestations of the
spirit such as ectoplasm or spirit fingerprints. Additional conduits for spirit communication,
the planchette and the ouija board, would also become commonplace.

Spiritualism spread north to Canada. Ramsay Cook (1985) notes that by the 1850s,
“spiritual activities ﬁad begun to arouse public interest [in Canada]” (66). He also mentions
that 1t was often a pan-American activity: “‘spiritualists most frequently crossfed] the border
to western New York to participate in the Cassadaga Free Lake Association founded in 1879
(later rechristened Lily Dale)”‘(68). Walter J. Meyer Zu Erpen and Joy Lowe (1990) suggest
that “Spiritualist activities date from the 1850s in Eastern Canada and apparently ﬁom at
least 1870 in British Columbia” (72). Similarly, Stan McMullin (2004) notes that spirit
communication “manifested in Ontario in the early 1850s” and that the Fox sisters, who had
lived in the Belleville area prior to moving to Ne\%' York State, played an important role in
cultivating Spiritualist beliefs in John Dunbar Moodie and his wife, Susanna Moodie. "’

The Maritimes experienced its own share of Spiritualist enihusiasts. As Erpen and
Lowe indicaté, Emma Hardinge’:s travel narrative Modern American S’piritualism (1870)
includes Prince Edward Island as one of her discussion points for Spiritualist activities in
Canada (80). A British citizen by birth, Hardiﬁge came to America in 1856 at the age of 23,
where through the mediumship of Ada Hoyt she converted to Spiritualism, eventually
becoming a medium herself and publishing several tracts on Spiritualist-related subjects.

| Likewise, McMullin (2004) refers to the Maritime medium Alfred Cridge, who published a
book about Spiritualism in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick in 1854, singling out Yarmouth

and Halifax as two locations for mediumistic activity (33-34). Of closer proximity to Roberts
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is the late nineteenth-century clergyman-turned-writer Basil King. Born in Charlottetown, |
Prince Edward Island, he graduated from King’s College just prior to Roberts’s arrival in
1885. He was later ordained by the Church of England and served in Halifax and Cambridge,
Massachusetts before losing his eyesight. He also went on to publish several works on
religion and spiritualism, notably The Abolishing of Death (1919) and The Spreading Dawn:
Stories of the Great Transition (1927).

As Spiritualism’s popularity grew in the 1850s and 1860s, so too did the number of
charges of fraud as well as anti-Spiritualist publications. As early as 1853, the American
Methodist minister Hiram Mattison published Spirit Rapping Unveiled, in which he
challenged the credibility of Spiritualist phenomena and practitioners like the Fox Sisters.
Similar accusations were directed at other populaf mediums, including Daniel Douglas
Home and Florence Cook. Canadian neWspapers took up similar positions in the debate:
Ramsay Cook relates how the American spiritualist writer J.M. Peebles came to speak in
Toronto in 1873 and drew “predictable condemnation from the Toronto Globef’ (66).
Similarly, by the 1870s nearly all the major British mediums were “at one time or another
‘accuscd of fraud” (Gauld 81). Thus, many practitioners drew increasingly on empirical
controls in séance rooms “to avoid fraud as much as to establish the veracity of the séance
mességes” (McMullin 180). The question of whether Spiritualist phenomena were credible
or not led to the establishment of Great Britain’s Society for Psychical Research in 1882, an
organization whose mandate was to investigate and, if possible, to substantiate through
empirical methods the existence of psychic phenomena.i6

In the midst of these charges emerged the figure of Madame Blavatsky (1831-91) and
the founding of the Theosophical Society in the late 1870s. Although there is no definite

account of Blavatsky’s early adult years, her active interest in the occult appears to have
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begun sometime in the late 1840s,‘ when she traveled the world to séek out spiritual masters
and experience different phenomena. Bruce Campbell (1980) notes that during this period
“she knew the Coptic magician Paulos Metamon, who introduced her to occult lore in Cairo,
and she was acquainted with the famous European medium, D.D. Home” (4). He also
mentions that “[d]uring her occasional visits home tc; Russia...she conducted spiritualistic
séances with members of her family and their friénds” (4). In 1871 she opened the Sociere
Spirite for psychical phenomena in Cairo, but it eventually closed under claims of fraud. She
then immigrated to New York City in 1873, and soon after met Colonel Henry Steel Olcott, a
lawyer and journalist who covered Spiritualist phenomena. Together they formed the
Theosophical Society in 1875, an eclectic esoteric movement that incorporated aspects of
several occult traditions including Spiritualism. A decade later, the Society had gained
considerable ground: by 1888, there were approximately two dozen theosophical lodges in
the United States alone, with a membership of roughly 460; by 1896, there were 103
branches, with membership totéling almost six thousand (Campbell 104).

Like Spiritualism before it, theosophy attempts to reconcile science with religion. But
rather than relying on “empirical proof” of the afterlife through physical manifestations like
rappings or ectoplasm, Blavataksy and her followers chose a more cerebral, individualist
approach to spiritual enlightenment. Drawing on elements of Eastern religion such as karma
and reincarnation as well as Darwin’s concept of evolution, they creafed a heterodox system
of belief that enabled initiates “to transcend the cleavage between science and religion by a
return to the concern of an ancient wisdom-tradition, long forgotten” (Campbell 29). The
~ core of theosophical teachings involved four main concepts: first, the notion of cosmic
evolution, in which human evolutioﬁ is intertwined with the belief that as “the ‘Great Breath

proceeds outward, worlds, objects, and men appear. As it recedes, all disappear into the
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original source” (Campbell 62); second, an interpretation of the human constitution whereby
- “the upper or spiritual being is composed of three principles, and the lower nature of four” |
(Campbell 66); third, the power of karma as a vital force in the universe; fourth, the belief in
human (not animal) reincarnation, and that “reimbodiment on earth occurs until the
individual is able to overcome all the forces that tie it to this planet” (Campbell 69).

Not much is known about the impact of theosophy in Canada, and féw studies exist
that address this area of research. But based on available criticism and comments by those
who claimed to be theosophists, it appears that those drawn to its teaéhings were mainly
upper class intellectuals from a variety of political, scientific, or literary backgrounds. Cook,
for instaﬁce, includes in The Regenerators a comprehensive account of the socialist and
labour activist, Phillips Thompson, who discussed “the teachings of Edward Bellamy and
Madame Blavatsky” during the late 1880s and early 1890s at meetings of the Toronto
Nationalist Association (167) and took out a membership in the Theosophical Society in the
early 1890s. Similarly, Miche¢le Lacombe’s “Theosophy and thek Canadian Idealist Tradition:
A Preliminary Exploration” (1982) lists an impressive group of intellectﬁals and cultural
elites who were inﬂuenccd by theosophy during the early 1900s, including painters Lawren
Harris and Emily Carr; Albert Durrant Watson; and the literary critic William Arthur
Deacon.

The main centre for early theosophical activities in Canada was Toronto. In the late
1890s several prominent Theosophists went there to lecture, including Blavatsky’s successor,
Annie Besant, who gave two lectures in September 1893, then reﬁlrhed in 1897 to deliver
additibnal addresses in both Toronto and Hamilton (see McCann, 84, 108). Another
prominent theosophist to speak in Toronto during this time was Countess Wachtmeister, who

attracted four hundred and fifty people to her 1897 lecture on the subject of “Death and
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after” (McCann 108). Also of note is Charles Webster Leadbeater, who gave three lectures at
St. George’s Hall in 1900 (McCann 139), although his authority as a respected Theosophist
would soon be discredited on charges of sexual deviance and encouraging boys to
masfurbate. The majority of the aforementioned lectures were likely the result of the efforts
of the Toronto Theosophical Society and its founder, Albert Smythe.!” The society was
chartered in 1891, and its founding members consisted of Dr. Emily Stowe, Canada’s first
woman doctor; her daughter Dr. Augusta Stowe Gullen, also a physician; the suffragist Mrs.
Ethel Day MacPherson; the novelist Algernon Blackwood; and Smythe, who was a journalist
by profession, first with the Toronto Globe and later with the World. Smythe also established
and edited the Theosoi)hjcal periodical, The' Lamp, which ran from 1896-1900, and was
advertised in The Iﬁdependent during Carman’s tenure as editor. Although Smythe left the
Society for a short time in the ’early years of the twentieth century, he rejoined in 1907 with
renewed fervor and by 1910 was elected Vice-President of the Toronto Theosophical
Society. In 1920, he started a new journal cailed The Canadian Theosophist, which he edited
until his death in 1944; the journal continues to be published today.

- Although these details of spiritualist and theosophical activities in Cenada are scant,
they help to contextualize the questiohing milieu into which Roberts was born and
demonstrate ’that movements such as Spiritualism were not relegated to larger centers but
indeed permeated all regions of fhe country, including the Maritimes. If, as Bentley (2004)
contends, late Victorians experienced a sense of spiritual crisis because “their Christian
beliefs had been compromised or destroyed” by challenges to orthodoxy (206), it is not
surprising to find evidence of this crisis in Roberts. The product of a strict Anglican
upbringing and first-born son to an Anglican priest, he bore the brunt of his family’s

intellectual and religious expectations. Although he admired and respected his father,'® as
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Cogswell (1983a) notes, he “lacked his father’s religious conviction, and there are many
indications that he was finding the practice of Christianity increasingly at odds with his
feelings” (208)."° Similarly, Bentley (2004) argues: “there is a good deal of evidence that
[Roberts and Carman] were in spiritual transition in the late 1880s and early 1890s” (213).
Both Cogswell and Bentley focus on changes in subjeet matter in Roberts’s fiction and
peetry as proof of the crisis during these years. Yet there are several biographical elements
- that may help strengthen this argufnent, both in this early period and beyond, for during the
last years of the nineteenth century and even into the twentieth, Roberts associated with a
number of individuals who, although committed to their literary craft, were followers of
occult traditions such as Spiritualism and Theosophy.

One of the more influential writers to visit Roberts at Kingscroft was William Sharp.
His posthumous memoir, published in 1910 by his wife Elizabeth, reveals a professional |
network of writers and editors that spans the Atlantic Ocean. His commitment to following
literary movements in both Europe and North America is revealed through his publications.
Not only did he publish his own fiction and poetry: he also wrote important early biographies
of Browning and Dante Gabriel Rossetti, served as general editor of the Canterbury Poets
series, and edited the anthology American Sonnets, a collection that included early Canadian
poets such as Charles Heavysege and Archibald Lampman.

Apart from his literary career, Sharp was an avid traveler and during his short life of
fifty years he visited many countries, including Italy, Algeria, Greece, and the United States,
an interest reﬂectecl in Elizabeth’s romanticized chapter titles such as “Early Days in
London,” “First Visit to Italy,” and “Winter in Athens.” One visit of interest to early
Canadian literature scholars occurs in chapter nine, “Firsf Visit to America.” Here Elizabeth

recounts her husband’s September trip to New York in 1889 as well as a stopover in Canada
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in mid-August—-—a tour of the Maritime provinces under the guidance of Roberts as well as a
trek through “Evangeline’s country” with both Roberts and Carman (William Sharp: A
Memoir 150-2).

Although several scholars mention the summer event at Kingscroft as a minor
incident, few have given second thoughf to the significance of a well-established British
writer and editor spending several weeks in Canada with a relatively unknown Canadian poet
and his lesser-known cousin. What infofmation does exist about Sharp’s stay at Kingscroft
can be found in various biographies. Elsie Pomeroy, for instance, mentions Sharp’s stay at
Roberts’s home in Nova Scotia: “Other visitors to Kingscroft were William Sharp and
Joseph Edmund Collins. Mrs. Robeﬁs was very much in aWe of the former, when he arrived,
a magnificent Viking with a blond beard.... He took upon himself two tasks, that of always
helping her wash the dishes and of carrying upStairs his own bath water” (84). She also
mentions Sharp’s alter-ego, Fiona MacLeod, under whose name Sharp published several
Celtic stories and poetry collections including The Dominion of Dreams (1899), The Divine
Adventure (1900), and The Winged Destiny: Studies in the Spiritual History of the Gael
(1904). She concludes her comments by suggesting that MacLeod’s work “differs
profoundly in literary and mystical quality from all the rest of Sh@’s acknowledged
production” (85). After describing Fiona MacLeod’s “literary and mystical” work, she
devotes a few pages to Roberts’s psychical research between 1885 and 1895, including his’
use of the Ouija Board. The subject of the occult at Kingscroft would not resurface until
years later in a biography of his cousin Bliss Carman.

At first glance, Muriel Milier’s Bliss Carman: Quest and Revolt (1985) appears to
follow Pomeroy’s k:ad by recounting similar psychical activities at Kingscroft. On closer

inspection, however, her narrative differs significantly. Like Pomeroy, she describes the
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parlour game “Concentration” played by Roberts and his friends, but offers no commentary;
by cbntrast, Pomeroy purposeﬁglly downplays any psychic conne‘ction between the cousins
and dismisses their game as “a kind of glorified ‘Hide the Thimble’ which was popular at
Sunday School parties” (83). Similarly, both biographers mention that Roberts and Carman
became involved in the Ouija Board and horoscope casting. Pomeroy claims that Carman’s
friend Hovey introduced Roberts to astfdlbgy (88). Miller, oh the other hand, argues that it
was Sharp who offered up occult secrets to the cousins:

If Carman’s and Roberts’s ability to read each other’s minds was uncanny, Sharp’s inner

sight went a long way beyond such a rudimentary psychical exercise. The clairvoyant |

Britisher (who did his mystical writing as Fiona MacLeod) seemed to be in direct

communication with the forces of the occult. During his visit, he introduced His hosts to

the secrets of the ouija board and’horoscope casting in which both Carman and Roberts

were to dabble for many years after that. (61)
Finally, Pomeroy takes Roberts’s own words at face value, that he soon gave up on his
interest in the Ouija Board. Yet Miller asserts that Roberts and Carman used the Ouija Board
and pa;ticipated in horoscope basting “for many years” afterwards. Such discrepancies in
their early occult interests creates a bio-critical void between Pomeroy and Miller that is not
easily explained: the fact that Roberts had considerable control over Pomeroy’s biography is
one possibility,20 but, given his High Anglican upbringing, such an explanation would only
fuel speculations about why he would want to minimize the events.

Compounding the debate is John Coldwell Adams’s biography, Sir Charles God

Damn: The Life of Sir Charles G.D. Roberts (1986), which mentions neither Roberts’s and
Carman’s psychical activities at Kingécroft nor Sharp’s affiliation with the occult. Instead,

Adams confines his one-page summary of Sharp to literary accomplishments and to his
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gentlemanly behaviour at Kingscroft, in which he helped with the dishes and carried his own
bath water (51). In fac;t, he focuses much of his chapter “The Kingscroft Years” on Roberts’s
financial troubles and the women in his life during that time, especially Jean Carré and
Maude Clarke. Why he felt such supernatural matters were insignificant is surprising, given
the attention that both Pomeroy and Miller place on them. Two facts do remain: first, in the
fall of 1889 Sharp, a writer and \stu‘dent of the occult, visited Kingscroft; second, during the
Kingscroft years Roberts and Carman engaged in psychical éctivities.

Sharp’s interest in the occult began when he was a university student in Scotland. He
pored over mystical and occult writings between the years 1871-73 at Glasgbw University
and “read omnivorously; night after night hé read far into the morning hours literature,
~ philosophy, poetry, mysticism, occultism, magic, mythology, folk-lore” (Memqir 15). Even
more significant is a letter Sharp wrote to Elizabeth from Paris on April 10, 1884: “On
Sunday, if I can manage it, I will go to Mdme. Blavatsky” (Memoir 96), who had a profound
impact on several of Sharp’s contemporaries, including W.B. Yeats, “AE” (George Russell),
Ernest Rhys, and Arthur Symons.

of partipular note are Yeats and “AE,” who were connected with Sharp through the
Celtic Twilight, an artistic movement in which writers from Ireland and Scotland attempted
to resurrect the mythical and mystical elements of their Celtic ancestors. They were avid
practitioners of the occult: “AE,” for instance, was a member of the Theosophical Society
from 1890 to 1898, after which time he founded the new Hermetic Society, “a loosely |
organized discussion group, which met weekly to discuss thé writings of Madame Blavatsky
and other theosophical scriptures” (Davis 1937, 25). By the time Sharp met “AE” in 1897, he
was already known to‘ the Irish Theosophist, who had “begun to admire the books this man _

had published under the name Fiona MacLeod, books about Gaelic mythology, psychic

38



phenomena, and communion with nature” (Summerfield 77-78). “AE” would later remark in
a letter to Fiona MacLeod that “your inner nature presefves the memory of old initiations, so
I talk to you asa comrade on the same quest” (Memoir 278). Sharp also engaged in occult
activities with the young Yeats: “From time to time he interested himself in definite psychic
experimentation, occasionally in collaboration with Mr. W.B. Yeats” (Memoir 424).-21 And
Yeats remarked in a lecture to the Aberdeen Centre of the Franco-Scottish Society in 1907
that Sharp was “the most extraordinary psychic he had ever encoimtered” (Memoir 424).

Roberts’s relationship with Sharp began in 1887. Though biographers make little
mention of their relationship prior to August 1889, there are several publishing events that
suggest more than mere acquaintance between the two men. First, in 1887 three anthologies
were published that included the work of Roberts: the first, Ballades and Rondeaus, Chants
Rovyal, Sestinas, Villanelles, was brought out by Gleeson White; the other two are connected
fo Sharp; he edited Sonnets of This Century and Elizabeth edited Séa Music. Roberts was
encouraged by the attention he received in Sonnets of This Century. In a letter to William
Douw Lighthall, he cannot hide his pleasure over the kind words Sharp said about him: “In’
[Sonnets of This Century] the editor—an. Sharp, who, as you know, was an intimate of
Rossetti’s & becarhe his best biographer—puts a note to the following effect: ‘I am unaware
if he be of Canadian birth, but he is indisputably foremost among the poets of Canada.” And
he says warm things of the sonnets which he quotes” (June 2, 1888; Letters 81).

The second literéry event to link the two writers was the publication of Poems of Wild
Life in 1888. Sharp, the general editor of the Canterbury Poets series, wished to publish a
collection of “nature” verse. Roberts was chosen to select and edit the collection, which
contained poems by him as well as by Sharp. ’fhe latter’s poems constitute the collection’s

second largest contribution, spanning twenty-seven pages of the volume, and Roberts praises
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his abilities in the Notes section at the end of the book: “Mr. William Sharp’s ‘Wild Life’
verse, the fruit of a sojourﬁ in the wilds of Gippsland and New South Wales, and of a voyage
in the Pacific, is characterized by that direct and interpretative truthfulness which constitutes
the enduring charm of his Transcripts from Nature. In its feeling for the romantic and the
supernatural, Mr. Sharp’s song has a special significance” (236). He ciescribes Sharp’s poetry
as “romantic and supernatural,” for he saw in Sharp’s writing an influence that was |
extraordinary.

The third literary event to link Sharp with Roberts was the publication of American
Sonnets in 1889, the year of Sharp’s visit to Kingscroft. Sharp edited the collection and wrote
the introduétion; he also iﬁcluded Roberts, Lampman, and Heavysege. In his introduction he
singles out Roberts and Lampman as significant Canadian writers: “Foremost among these
northern [Canadian] singers are Charles G.D. Roberts and Archibald Lampman. The former
is admittedly at the head of younger Canadian poets, _and his In vaers Tones and other
\ volumes have gained attention here as well as 6verseas” (xlvi). Though Roberts is not\ the
most abundant Canadian contributor (Heavysege has the most verse represented by the |
Canadians),‘ there is an anomaly in the Nc;tcs that suggests that Sharp favoured Roberts. The
Notes are arranged alphabetically by the author’s last name and the editor writes the
contributors’ biographies; In American Sonnets, however, Sharp’s note on Roberts does not
appéar until after the final entry, positioning Roberts in a place of prominence at the end of
the collection. He also offers considerable praise for the young Canadian: “Roberts, Charles
G.D. Professor of English Literature at King’s College, Windsor, Nova Scotia. Author of
Orion, and other Poems. In Divers Tones, etc. Editor of Poems of wild Life; The foremost
living poet in Canada. The sonnets given are from In Divers Tones” (293). His admiration for

Roberts’s work would continue in later years.22
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In January of that same year Roberts published his first review of Sharp in his “World
of Books” column for the Saint John periodical, Progress. In his discussion of Sharp’s
’Rom‘antic Ballads and Poems of Phantasy, he describes Sharp’s “genius” as “vital,”
“stimulating,” and “exhuberant” (6). He claims that his verse reflects a feeling for “the
romantic, the supemafural, the heroic, and the weirdly suggestive” (6), then proceeds to
review the book’s two sections separately. Yet in both cases he pays particular attention to
supernatural elements fouﬁd in the poems. For example, in his discussion of the “Romantic
Ballads” section, he notes that there are “four poems...permeated in every line with that
unquestioning realization of the supernatural which giﬂzes such thrilling effect to ‘The
Ancient Mariner’ and ‘Christabel’” (6). He then mentions how the long poem, “The Weird of
Michael Scott,” draws on Gothic conventions to produce “nervé-thrilling effects” (6). In his
. discussion of the second section, “Poems of Phantasy,” he demonstrates an acute awareness
of the difference between Gothic-inspired verse and that which draws on a more esoteric
tradition: in this section, he {Nﬁtes; “the note is sweeter, softer, less strenuous; bﬁt that
strange and wide-eyed sense of the super-natural is not for a moment absent” (6). Although
he does not offer substantive analysis of the section, it is important to note the two poems he
quotes from are quotedv in their eﬁtirety. The first poem, though unnamed in the review, is
entitled “A Dream.” Here the speaker describes how in a dream he discovered a message
inscribed oﬁ arock in a “haunted land” (1),\ and that upon reading the message, he realized he
was dead. More telling is that the final image of the poem is that of a disembodied spirit, in |
which “the shadow overhead / Was not the darkness of the skies / But that from which my
soul had fled” (14-16). The second poem, “The Wandering Voice,” immédiately follows “A
Dream,” and it too evokes images of the spirit world through its suggestion of both a

disembodied voice and a “shadowy shape” (29) that “waves a wildly threatening hand, / It
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hath a dreadful face” (31-32). This haunting figure serves as a voice of prophecy, warning
that “The House of Malcolm falls” (16), and is ﬁossibly the Witch of Dunmore, who appears
in an earlier poem in the collection.® Thus, it is significant to note that of the poems in the
collection Roberts chooses to end his review, one explores the boundaries between life and
death and the other suggests the haunting power of the clairvoyant.i

Sharp’s generosity to and literary support for Roberts would be repaid in August,
1889 when he visited Kingscroft. Besides opening up his home to the British man of letters,
Roberts also took Sharp on a tour of the Maritime provinces—a stopover that would last
almost three weeks before Sharp continued on to New York to visit a mutual acquaintance, |
Edmund Stedman. The trip made a lasting impression on Roberts, who indicated as much in
a letter to Lampman: “Wish you could have met Sharp! He was with me three delightful
weeks. Have you his little vol. Romantic Ballads & Poems of Phantasy? If not, do get it”
(November 10, 1889; Letters 111). Later that week he wrote to Lighthall, expressing similar
- sentiments: “Have been deeply disappointed in [Douglés] ‘Sladen’s curious lack of sincerity
& his selfishness. Sharp seems to me in every way more gemiine, & more trustworthy. I got
very fond of him” (November 15; 1889; Letters 112).

In the years following Sharp’s visit, Roberts made further attempts to review his
work.>* Of special note is the review he published in Saint John’s Progress in 1890 as well
as a quotation attributed to Roberts that appears on the back page of Fiona MacLeod’s The
Winged Destiny: Studies in the Spiritual History of the Gael (1904). In “The World of
Books: The Poems of Gfaham R Thomson,” Roberts reviews Rosamund Marriott Wafson’s
The Bird Bride (1889), but in so doing aligns Watson’s work with that of Sharp, arguing that

both writers represent part of a “Romantic Revival” (6). More importantly, he believes there
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are three integral elements to this school, “prominent among these is a sensitiveness to
spiritual influences, a consciousness of what we rather loosely call the supernatural” (6).

The second important comment Roberts made in relation to Sharp is concerning his
literary alter-ego. On the back page of Fiona MacLeod’s esoteric work The Winged Destiny:
Studies in the Spiritual History of the Gael (1904) appears the following critical quotation
from Roberts:

Throughout her pages one is ever keenly aware of the elements. Sun, wind, and flame,
the dew and the flood, the dust and the mountain-top assume personality. The otherlife :
-everywhere is immanent; and4the horizons of life are continually lifting that the bodily
eye may catcﬁ glimpses of spiritual things....Of such substance is the fexture of the fabric
which Fiona Macleod[sic] weaves; and she weaves as one who haé looked into the deeps
of her heart and seen therein patterns both of time and eternity.
In a 1904 review of The Winged l})estin;kv,25 J.M. Synge notes that the first part of the book
deals with “the more mystical side of Highland life, and [is] of considerable interest. All
through [the first part] however, there‘is rather too much reflection, that is made up éf a sort
of esoteric platitude” (389). His recognition of MacLeod’s esoteric themes is not surprising,
given Sharp’s interest in things occult; in fact, Sharp’s other publications in 1904 are
consistent in theme with The Winged Destiny, for earlier that year he had published the
spiritual piece “A Dream” in‘the Theosophical Review under his pseudonym and dedicated it
to G.R.S. Mead.?® Even more compélling are the ways in which this piece resonates with the
poem “A Dfeam” that Roberts quoted in his review of Sharp’s wqu fifteen years earlier.”’
Though Roberts’s quotation is not as explicit as Synge’s, he too recognizes the “otherlife”

described in The Winged Destiny and the possibility of catching “glimpses of spiritual
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things” in the book, leaving scholars to question whether his interest in MacLeod’s/ Sharp’s’
work was solely aesthetic.

Sharp played a significant role in cultivating Roberts’ interest in the supernatural. But
there were other people who came to King’s College during the late 1880s who may have
played a similar role. A sécond poet to visit Roberts at Kingscroft during the same period
was Douglas B. Sladen, a British poet and travel-writer who traveled exfensively in China,
Japan, Australia, Canada, the Unjted States, and Europe, published several collections of
verse as well as travel narratives, and edited Australian Ballads and Rhymes (1888),
subsequently enlarged for Sharp’s Canterbury Poets éeries. Apart from his literary
endeavours, he also displayed an interest in the supernatural: in 1883 he published a poem
titled “Spiritualism” in the Melbourne Review, in which he professes his belief in the
teachings of the movement, but not in its mediums:

I am no disbeliever Ain the mystic

And hidden presences that awe us so,

Although I trust not in the cabalistic

Control that their professors fain would show:
I think that airy powers hover round us
| With some capacity for intercourse,
Although would-be interpreters confound us
Wifh hollow icons for the real force. (81-88)

Equally significant is an experience he had with telepathy that was documentéd for
the Society for Psychical Research’s Phantasms of the Living (1886). He describes how he
recorded in his diary a dream in December 1881 about his father’s house being on fire. He

recounts how “the dream impressed me so vividly that I felt convinced that a fire had
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actually happened there, and, striking a light, I walked across the room. ..and made a brief
entry of it” (324). Several weeks later he received a letter from his father explaining there
indeed had been a fire while they were at church. But as Sladen notes, his “telepathic
experience” did not relate to the time and day of the fire — it occurred at the time when his
father had been writing him the letter: “When I was having the communication...it was abouf
3.30 p.m. in Kensington. Now with the mail going oﬁt at 5 p.m., 3:30 would have been a
very natural — I think I may say a most natural time for my father to be finishing a letter to
me...I, therefore, had my magnetic communication when he was at once focussing his mind
on me, and focussing his mind on the fire, in order to tell me about it” (325). In his later
years, Sladen published two additional works of note: The Shadow of a Great Light (1917),
which deals specifically with Spiritualism; and a second autobiography, My Long Life:
Ancedotes and Adventures (1939), which includes a chapter entitled “My Psychic
Experiences.” |

One early mentién of Sladen in Roberts’s work can be found in his Introduction to
Poems of Wild Life (1888), in paft thanking Sladen for his publication, Australian Ballads
and Rhymes which he drew from for his own anthology.’ That vsame year Sladen had
approachedkRoberts to help him suggest Canadian poets for the upcoming anthology,
Younger American Poets (1891): Roberts recounts 1n a letter to Lighthall, “[Sladen] wishes
to rei)resent in the collection the strongest of our younger singers, & asks me for a list of
such, & to put him in connection with them” (October 20, 1888; Letters 90). Despite his
initial interest, Roberts arranged for his brother Goodridge to help Sladen in his stead
(Pomeroy 1943, 80). But their relationship continued to grow: Roberts stayed with Sladen in
May of 1889 when he visited New York (Letters 108); Sladen quickly reciprocated by

visiting Wiﬁdsor and meeting with Roberts that same spring (Adams ‘1986, 49-50). Years
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later they would meet up again, this time in England, where Roberts received a warm
welcome from Sladen, “who was living in London at this time and who at once introduced
the Canadian to his literary circle” (Pomeroy 1943, 155). Through Sladen, he met several
successful writers, including George Washington Stevens, a famous correspondent for The
Daily Mail and Anthoﬁy Hope, writer of thé popular adventure novel, The Prisoner of Zenda
(1894) (Adams 1986, 87). Given RoBerts’s generosity to Sladen during his stay at
Kingscroft, as well as Sladen’s reciprocal hospitality over a decade later, they were more
than mere literary acquaintances.

Sladen also describes in some detail his excursions with Roberts and Bliss Carman in
his travel narrative of Canada, On the Cars and Off (1‘895). Included in the publication are
his stops in Windsor and Fredericton, a description of King’s College, a picture of Professor
Roberts, and a recounting of his canoe trip with Carman on the Saint John River. Perhaps the
most’ curious comment included in his book is a statement made in the first chapter, “Nova
Scotia: The Land of Evangeline.” After offering a summary description of Roberts’s “nature-
poems,” he concludes: “[Roberts] is not mystical like Mr. Carman, the other nature-poet of
the Maritime Provinces” (6). Why Sladen Would feel compelled to include this statement
about Roberts is puzzling, especially since Roberts had been involved in psychical
experimentation for some time and, as critics have suggested, published his own mystical
poems during this period. Rather than stating that Roberts had no mysticism, perhaps Sladen
was merely suggesting that his interest in the supernatural was not as strong as Carmanfs at
that time.

A third person associated with Roberts who had an affinity for the supernatural was
Bliss Carman. Critics have noted the presence of the occult in Carman’s work as well as

Sharp’s influence on his writing. Cappon (1930), for instance, suggests similarities between
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his early work and the writings of Fiona MacLeod. In discussing Carman’s 1891 poem “The
Bugle,” he finds “a mystical symbolism which blends a cosmic sense of nature with the
spiritual history of man” (22). He explains that “phrases in Carman’s poems [like] ‘the lonely
trail,” ‘the shadowy quest,” ‘the gates of doom,’ ‘the battle of Sombre Field,” represent the
same gnostic exaltation and love of mystical horizpn as Fiona [MacLeod]’s “Hills of Dream’

2 %

and ‘high sweet call of release’ ” (22). More revealing are his later remarks, in which he

“ speculates on the possibility of an occult influence on Carman’s writing: when speakiﬁg of
Behind the Arras (1895), he notes that Carman’s phrase “ ‘the lone bright lands of
taciturnity’...represents a tendency to bring it nearer the speculative occultism of Oriental
mystics” (99). But he chooses not to make the critical leap, concluding that “this occult strain
never Becomes more than a casual element in Carman’s poetry, hardly representing the place
it secretly occupied in his thoughts™ (99). Another critic who mentions Carman’s ties to the
occult is Bentley, who notes in The Gay]Grey Moose (1992) that “for Roberts, as for
Carman, Pan is not only linked with occult (‘secré ’, ‘magical’) knowledge, but also
associated with the therapeutic powers of the natural world” (244).

Sharp and Carman made an immediate impression on each other. Evidence suggests
that Sharp knew of the young poet prior to their meeting at Kingscroft. He first mentions
Carman in his Notes to American Sonnets. In his note on Edith Thomas, he writes: “Miss
Thomas is one of the most charming of the younger nature-poets; and with her should be
mentioned Maurice Thompson, A. Lampman, Bliss Carman, and W.Wilfrid[sic] Campbell”
(292). Carman knew about Sharp through Roberts as‘well as thréugh Sharp’s biography of
Rossetti, though his first mention of Sharp does not appearr until after their meeting in the fall

of 1889. In a letter to his sister, he writes of his pleasure in havingy met the English man of

letters: “you will rejoice that I have made such a good friend. He is one of the very foremost
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literary men of London of this generation, a friend of Browning, and Swinburne, and Morris,
and formerly of poor Rossetti. Then he knows all the ways of books and writing over there,
so that you can see that it is tremendously useful to me to khow him” (September 8, 1889;
Carman, Letters 30). Carman saw in Sharp an important literary contact to bolster his career.
And there appears to be some truth to this hope, for in February 1890, he received an
unsolicited offer to publish a book of his poems, an offer that originated with Sharp.?®
» Though Carman did not accept the offer, he thanked Sharp for his generous offer by

including his work in The Independent, where Carman worked as literary editor from 1890 to
1892.%

Further evidence of Carman’s interest in Sharp can be found in the American journal
The Chap-Book, which ran from 1894-1 89’8.3 % Carman, its first editor, played a key role in
Sharp’s work appearing in its pages. Sharp’s ﬁrét contribution to The Chaﬁ-Book was “A
Northern Night,” a short story published in the journal’s third issue. His work would appear
several more timés during Carman’s editorship, especially in the September 15, 1894 issue,
which Sharp’s friend Edmund Stedman affectionately called the “Sharp Number” (Memoir
239). It included a poem, “To Edmund Clarence Stedman,” »a short Story, “The Birth ofa
Soul,” and a lengthy review of Sharp’s work by Carman. And although Carman claimed he
was not editing the journal at that time,>! his relationship with Sharp probably influenced the
issue’s focus on the English man of letters. As for the contents of the “Sharp number,”
Carman’s review of Sharp’s 1892 coilection Flower o’ the Vine is conservative in tone,
focusing on his use of metrics as well as the elements of romance that pervade his work,
especially in his earlier volume Romantic Ballads. Included at the end of his review,
however, are some brief remarks on a private reading Sharp gave at Mr. Stedman’s home in

New York in 1892—an event that reads more like a psychical experiment than a poetic
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performance: “It was not a public reading, by any means, but entirely sub rosa. Closeted
with this conjurer of weird suggestion out of qnwilling words, 1 was the delighted victim, the
~ spell-bound corpus vile of an edifor, on whom things might be tried with impunity” (222).
Equally compelling is Sharp’s short story, “The Birth of a Soul,” a piece of dramatic prose
exploring the spiritual angst suffered by a mother, father, priest and nun during the birth.
Also in the room is an unseen character, “The Other,” whose speech suggests its connection
with spiritual darkness: “And the sin of the woman, the which I am, shall lie like a
cankerworm within thy heart; and the evil of the man, the which I am, shall eat into thy
inmost being” (224-5). The story deals with issues of spirituality and otherworldliness, and
forms part of a volume of dramatic pieces that was influenced by the Belgian symboliste
Maurice Maeterlinck.>?

Another contributor to The Chap-Book was Sharp’s fellow occultist, W.B. Yeats. His
short story “St. Patrick and the Pedants,” published in the June 1, 1896 issue, explores the
spiritual tensions between Christianity and Celtic spirituality in a narrative about a dying
druid who wished to touch Michael Bruin’s rosary.3 3 Also included at the end of the issue is
an anonymous article entitled “A New Chapter in Literary History Especially Dedicated to
the Curious.” Although Carman stopped editing the journal in March 1896, this article
reinforces The Chap-Book’s continued editorial affinity for occult-related material since the
subject of the article is Sar Josephin Peladan, who in 189l0 founded the Order of the Catholic
Rose—i;Croix; the article discusses, among other things, Peladan’s mystical writings and his
association with Rosicrucianism. |

One of the more curious i)ieces to appear in The Chap-Book during Carman’s
editorship was not a short story or poem, but an advertisement. Included in the August 1,

1895 issue was an announcement for The Lamp, Smythe’s new occult journal published out
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of Toronto: “The Lamp is the only publication in Canada devoted to Theosophy—religion,
philosophy, and science harmonised.v In it the ancient Copt and the modern Kanuck meet on
common ground” (233). In the magazine’s few years of publication, from 1894 to 1900,
several significant names would appear on its pages; the online index for The Lamp includes
names such as “AE”, Yeats, Roberts, Sharp, and Carman. Thoﬁgh not all these men were
éontributors to the journal, the fact that they are mentioned lends credence to the belief that
these writers’ works v;/ere interpreted for their occult significance.

Carman’s friend, Richard Hovey, frequently visited querts’s home in Windéor;
Nova Scotia,; both alone and at times with his lover Henrietta Russell, America’s foremost
expert on Frangois Delsarte, whose “Law of Correspondence” linked physical gestures with
spiritual acts (Boone 1990, 166-7).> In 1894, Hovey published a translation of the plays of
Maurice Maeterlinck; Maeterlinck is associated with the Symbolists, an aesthetic movement
stemming from such French writers as Baudelaire and often aligned with the occult tradition.
- For his part, Maete;linck was a friend of Villiers de I’Isle Adam,‘ who introduced him to the
“occult sciences of sorcery, spiritualism, and magnetism, and [to] the study of obscure
philosophical concepts” (Halls 43); he would publish in 1921 Le Grand Secret, a “histofical
study of occultism and esoterié doctrines from the dawn of history” (Halls 134). Sharp was
fascinated by Maeterlinck’s Writings: after discovering his plays La Princesse Maleine and
Les Aveugles, he noted in his diary that “[Maeterlinck] is a Wdtér of singular genius; and I
shall send for everything hé has written” (October 1, 1891; Memoir 190). Given Sharp’s
devotion to Maeterlinck, it is unlikely that he missed Hovey’s edition of the translations; nor
does it come as any surprise that Sharp published criticism on Maeterlinck, including the
article “A Note on the Belgian Renascence,” which appeared in the December 15, 1895 issue

of The Chap-Book. Hovey believed that Sharp’s work was influenced by Maeterlinck, and
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indicated as much in a letter to Carman earlier that year. Carman’s response is one of
ignorance and apology: “Yes, old man, I know; my words on Sharp have all the grace and
freedom which ignorance alone can give.... But the scope of learning and philosophic grasp,
so equally essential—these things I have not; and so I blunder. Yes, I see Sharp’s
indebtedness to Maeterlinck. ...But Maeterlinck himself does not get me yet” (J: anuary 7,
1895; Carman, Letters 83). Hovey’s posthumous publication, To the End of the Trail (1908),
reinforces Sharp’s place in Carman and Roberts’s inner circle, for included in an
advertisement for Hovey’s poetic tragedy, The Marriage of Guenevere, are critical
quotations by Sharp and Roberts.

In Carman’s later years he became increasingly interestéd in the occulty. In 1920, he
began a friendship with the theosophist Dr. Ernest Fewster, and frequently stayed with
Fewster and his wife at their home in Vancouver. He also drew on Theosophy as a research
subject for his writing. While working dn the poem “Shamballah,” for instance, he noted in a
letter to Fewster’s wife Grace how he “spent some time in the very pleasant reading room of
the United Theosophists near here in connection with these shambling Shamballistics” while
on a trip to Los Angeles, California (circa Christmas, 1922; Carman, Letters 299). He would
later meet Annie Besant, who was President of the Theosophical Society in 1907. Critical
reception of Carman’s work also aligned him with other occult writers: his verse, for
example, appears in the 1917 anthology The Oxford Booic of English Mystical Verse, along
with such well-known occultists as “AE”, Yeats, A.E. Waite, and .Sharp/MacLeod. He also
attended in 1928 the Annual Dinner of the Poetry Society in New Canaan, Connecticut,' at
which “AE” was the chief guest (letter to Grace Fewster, January 30, 1928; Carman, Letters
356). Most significant are Carman’s letters to Margaret Lawrence between 1927 and .1929,

which include several references to Theosophy and related occult topics.>® H. Pearson Gundy
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suggests that Carman’s interest in the occult in his later years is in many ways a return rather
than a beginning: in the introduction of Chapter 14 of Letters of Bliss Carman, Gundy notes
that “Carman attributed his ability to stand up to the gruelling pace he had set himself, to
new fxiendshfps and to his new (or renewed) interest in the ‘mystic truth’ of theosophy”
(316). By the end of his life Carman had finally embraced the influence that haunted his
spirit for more than thirty years.

During his Kingscroft years, Roberts interacted with many internationally recognized
literary figures, including William Sharp, Douglas Sladen, Richard Hovey, and his younger
cousin, Bliss Carman. Each of these men was d¢dicated to their literary craft, but they also
held considerable interest in esoteric traditions, and many of them drew on such traditions for

-inspiration. After Roberts moved to New York in 1897, he cohfinued to display an interest in
the supernatural and to afﬁiiate with like-minded individuals. Pomeroy (1943), for instance,
mentions a visit Roberts paid to a “gipsy fortune-teller” in 1900 (163). She also notes that
one of Roberts’s intifnates during this period was Elsa Barkef, who “many years later
became well known to all students of psychic research” (170). Born in Vermont, Barker
spent most of her life in New York City, working as a teacher, newspaper writer, and editor
before turning to writing full-time. Although she published both poetry and novels, her most
famous work is a trilogy of “automatic writings” in which she claimed to channel the spirit
of a dead Los Angeles Lawyer named David P. Hutch: Letters from a Living Dead Man
(1914), War Letters from the Living Dead Man (1915), and Last Letters from the Living ‘
Dead Man (19‘19); She also pubiished severai esoteric poems, inciuding “The Mystic Rose,”
which appeared with three other poems in The Oxford Book of English Mystical Verse.

Another friend of Roberts who visited his New York flat frequently was the writer

Richard Le Gallienne, who had been part of the Rhymers Club (which included such
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occultists as Arthur Symons and W.B. Yeats) and was a good friend of William Sharp; his
writings demonstrate considerable awareness and interest in occult subjects. He includes, for
instance, a reference to A.P. Sinnett’s occult text, Esoteric Buddhism, as Well as a section on
Madame Blavatsky and theosophy in his Book-Bills of Narcissus (1891). Similarly, in Prose-
Fancies: Second Series (1896), he refers to the “occult” ways of the rose in his essay “The
Greatness of Man,” and a year later published a poetic translation of the Rubaiyar of
Khayyam, a text often used and quotéd by occultists. Le Gallienné also displayed an interest
in horoscope-casting: Whittington-Egan and Smerdon (1960), for example, quote letters in
their biography of Le Gallienne in which he rejoices over good news from recent trips to a
fortune-teller (288), as well as a letter he received from a young astrologer whé told him
“great things are to happen to [you] about 40” (375). Significantly, Le Gallienne would
publish the poem “Women and War” in the Summer 1916 issue of Sunset of Bon Echo, the
Canadian magazine of the Walt Whitman cult headed by Flora MacDonald Denison, herself
- a former member of the Toronto Theosophical Society.®
Roberts left for Europe in 1907. While he was in France, one of the books he

‘recommended to his son was the New Thought best seller, In Tune with the Inﬁnite by Ralph
Waldo Trine (Pomeroy 1943, 224), which Adams (1986) claims “had a marked e‘ffecf on his
recovery [from an attéck of nerves]” (109). In 1910, he moved to Munich and established
himself in a flat that was haunted by a little girl who purported to be “his sole companion”
(Pomeroy 1943, 228). But it was not until his return to Canada in 1925 that Roberts began to
reinvigorate hisvinterest in the esoteric tradition. Shortly after his arrival, he began touring,
‘and while out West developed friendships with several artists associated with the Vancouver
Poetry Society. Formed in 1916, the society attracted a range of literary figures from across

the country over its more than thirty-year tenure, including Roberts and Carman, both of
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whom served as Honorary Presidents. The Vancouver Poetry Society also produced a
number of chapbooks and, beginning in 14936, published a tri-yeérly magazine, Full Tide that
continued for several years; a biography of the Society was pubﬁshed in 1946 through The
Ryerson Press.

Dr. Ernest Fewster, a local general practitioner and poet, first organized the society
and served as President through most of its existence. Born in England in 1868, Fewster
~ came to Manitoba in 1887, then to Vancouver in 1888. He enrolled in Chicago’s Dunham-
Hering Medical College in 1898, earning his M.D. and practicing in Kansas for eight years
before returning to British Columbia. His first poetry publications were in Poems of
Armageddon (1914), a bamphlet of patriotic poems written by him and Alice M. Winlow.
Several years later he published a.volume' of nature essays, My Garden Dreams (1926),
before publishing four additional books of poetry. What is perhéps more intriguing about
Fewster is that hc and his wife Grace were students of the occult: Boone ( 1989) points out
- that they were “ardent theosophists” (351). During the late 19108,‘ Fewster became close
friends with Carman, and has been credited with “reintroducing” him to theosophy. In the
1920s, he also befriended Roberts, and in a letter to Kathleen Strathearn on May 10, 1928,
Roberts describes him as having “perhaps a clairvoyant insight” (Adams 1991, 5 8).

The often overlooked signiﬁcancé of Fewster’s interest in theosophy is not surprising
given that little is known about the influence of Theosophy on twentieth-century Canada.
Although few studies exist, two deserve attention. The first is by Lacombe (1982), who
locates theosophical activities within a Canadian context by noting that “the fine print of
Theosophy allowed its Canadian adherents to resolve the conflicting claims made upon them
by nationalism and continentaiism” (1 04); She argues that theosophy had its “heyday’5 in

Canada between 1920 and 1930 and offers an impressive list of social and cultural elites who
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embraced its teachings. The second publication is Ann Davis’s The Logic of Ecstasy:
Canadian Mystical Painting (1992), in which she explores the ways iﬁ which th¢ teachings
of theosophy manifested themselves in the work of prominent members of the Group of
Seven, such as Lawren Harris, as well as in the mystical‘painting‘s of Bertram Brooker and,
to some extent Emily Carr.

What these studies suggest is that theosophy had a wide circle of influence that
permeated all areas of Canadian society. Furthermore, given the kind of impact theosophy
had oﬁ Canadian arts and letters in the early decades of the twentieth century, it is not

surprising that an organization such as the Vancouver Poetry Society would find itself part of
this wave of interest. Perhaps the society had more to offer Roberts than simply another
venue for his work and feedback on his craft. Indeed, if the President of the Vancouver
Poetry Society was atheosophist, then it would stand to reason that its members and
activities would reflect this interest. And this was indeed the case: early meetings were held
in the Jﬁlian Lodge of the Theosophical Society (Biography of the Vancouver Poetry Society
17); also of note is the prominent theosophist Charles Lazenby, who gave lectures at Society
meetings in April, 1918. In fact, maﬁy of the writers who participated in the Vancouver |
Poetry Society were either directly involved in Theosophy or linked to Canadian
theosophists: A.M. Stephen, who joined the Society in its early days,ywas in the words of his
brother, “an ardent student of Theosophy” (Biography of Vancouver Poéﬁy Society 71). He
became friends with Roberts through both the Vancouver Poetry Society and the Canadian
Authors Association, a man who Roberts would come to regard as “one of our first rank
poets” (September 17, 1927; Letters 359). Two other membgrs of the Vancouver Poetry
Society worth notiﬂg are Annie Charlotte Dalton and Tom Maclnnes, both of whom

Lacombe (1982) cites as students of theosophy (103). Dalton, British by birth, had moved to
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Vancouver with her husband, Willie, in the mid-1890s. She published several collections of
verse, most notably Flame and Adventure (1924). She was also an active member of the
Canadian Authors Association as well as the Vancouver Poetry Society, and served as its
Honorary Vice-President from 1917 to 1929 and Honorary President from 1929 to 1938.
Although no correspondence between her and Roberts exists, she is mentioned frequently in
his letters to others; Roberts also wrote to her husband from time to time and would have
knowﬁ her from both the Vancouver Poetry Society as well as the Canadian Authors
Association. As for MaclInnes, Pomeroy (1943) recdunts fhat Roberts held a great admiration
for his writing, and that the summer after Roberts’s first recital tour in Vancouver, MacInnes
stayed with him in his flat at Ernescliffe (281). According to the Vancouver Poetry Society
biography, MacInnés’s early writings were “narrative and philosophical”; he later “came
under the influence of Poe‘ and wrote haunting, melodious poems on Oriental and
supernatural themes” (67-68).

Another fréquent visitor to Vancouve;r Poetry Society readings was Wilson
MacDonald, who produced over a dozen volumes between 1918 and 1958, and who
Lacombe describes as “the\poet laureate of Theosophy in Canada” (108). He made his first
appearance at the Vancouver Poetry Society sometime between 1924 and 1926.
Significantly, his first collection of poetry, Song of the Prairie Land (1916), included an
introduction by Albert Smythe, in which he asks in genuine occult fashion, “Who is Wilson
MacDonald? Only the records of palingenesis can reveal that secret, but I fancy that he has
wandered from the lost Etruscan paradise and brought wifh him many of the 'arts and
mysteries that glorified‘ the ancient people” (8-9). Although Roberts and MacDonald were
not coﬁespondents, Roberts mentions him ﬁ'equently in his letters to Lorne Pierce and

William Arthur Deacon, demonstrating a familiarity with his work as well as a relationship
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beyond mere acquaintance.3 7 He and MacDonald also gave readings at the Muskoka
Assembly on similar occasions: one photograph from 1925 shows Roberts, MacDonald, and
Carman posing together; a second photo from the 1929 Assembly includes Roberts,
MacDonald, John Elson, and Margaret Marshall Saunders. More significant is thé fact that
the Muskoka Assembly had ties to theosophy. In her little-known The Muskoka Assembly of

the Canadian Chautauqua Institution (1985), Sylvia DuVemef notes that “a unique aspect of
the Muskoka Assembly‘was the presence of a very strong theosophical influence” (13), and
that a number of theosophically-minded Canadian artists played a role at the Assembly,
including the dramaﬁst Roy Mitchell; Albért Durrént Watson, Bliss Carman, Charles G.D.
Roberts and Wilson MacDonald. Interestingly, of Roberts she says: “a cursory survey of the
tities of Roberts’ works, The Forge in the Forest, The Heart of the Ancient Wood, The
Haunters of the Silences, for example reveals an interest in the ancient arts of magic and
costmic occultism. .. Roberts intends that we, with him, should become aware of the
theosophic Wisdom of the Wilderness expressive of the mystical relationship between all
beings in the cosmos. We are all kindred of the césmic wild” (146).

Two final writers of note who were not associated with the Vancouver Poetry Society
but linked to Roberts througﬁ an interest in theosophy in the 1920s are William Arthur
Deacon and Albert Durrant Watson. Deacon was a frequent correspondent with Roberts, and
they enjoyed a close friendship. He becaine interested in Theosophy sometime in 1916 and
from that time “to the end of his life, Deacon lived by certain theosophical doctrines”
(Thomas and Lennox 11). In fact, by 1917 Deacon aLnd his wife had become friends with
members of the Winnipeg lodge and “before he left the city [he] had founded and become
the first president of its second lodge, the Blavatsky” (Thomas and Lennox 12). As for

Watson, although Roberts never corresponded with him, nor do any of his writings
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demonstrate a relationship with the occult poet, several pieces of evidence suggest that
Roberts was familiar with Watson and his writings. First, the collaborator on Watéon’s
Mediums and Mysﬁcs was Margaret Lawrence, who was a friend of Carman’s, served on the
executiVe of the Canadian Authors Association, and was a correspondent witﬁ Roberts.’3 8
Second, one of Roberts’s close friends at this time was Lorne Piefce, who collaborated with
Watson on Our Canadian Literature (1922), an anthology which Robert Lecker (1996)
argues was heavily influenced in terms of poetic representation by Watson’s occult interest:
“Watson’s selections were wafm, fuzzy, sentimental outpourings about love and loss and
potential, most of which were inspired by romantic and theosophical leanings that prompted
him to choose the elevated expression over the mundane, eternity over the here and now”
(65); Watson included three poems by Roberts: “The Potato Harvest,” “A Song of Growth,”
and “The Summons.” The following year, Pierce published his critical pémphlet on Watson,
in part criticizing “Toronto the Good” for its religious consérvatism and its inability to ‘
appreciate Watson’s “spiﬁﬁal superstructure” (5). Pierce had also commissioned Wétson to
write Robert Norwood, the first volume in Ryerson’s “Makersr of Canadian Literature” series;
Norwood was one of Roberts’s favourite students while he was at King’s College. Moreover,
in the early nineteen thirties Rbberts began work as editor for the Canadian Who Was Who,
and one of the contributors was Pierce. In his correspondence with Pierce about possible
entries, he repeatedly mentions Watson: “Besides Carman, would you do also Kirby,
Sherman, & Watson” (May 28, 1933; Letters 449). And in a letter to Pierce one week later,
he declarés: “You know, anyhow, all there is to know about Carman, Kirby, Sherman &
Watson” (June 3, 1933: Letters 450). Given Pierce’s friendship with Watson, Roberts’s

. phrase “all there is to know” must implicitly refer, in part, to the Canadian occult poet.
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In addition to these bibgraphical linkages between Roberts and the esoteric tradition
are three pieces of writing in his later years that together may solidify a “re-discovery” of the
occult at the end of his life. The first piece is his article “My Religion,” published in the June
5, 1926 issue of the Manitoba Free Press.”® He begins the essay by noting his firm
conviction that science and religion can co-exist, and that “it seems to me a pretty poor and
craven religion that cannot face, accept and assimilate all material facts which science has
revealed” (27). He also acknowledgeé his belief in man’s immortality, that “the spirit of man
is a spark, an emanation, of the Deity” (27). His third point is captivating in its implications
for understanding Roﬁerts’s Worl;, since he professes to be influenced by occulf ideas. He -
speaks of an “ancient hypothesis” that “colors my religion,” a hypothesis he describes as
“spiritual evolution” (27) that appeals greatly to him: “I prefer to think that ‘I might have a
few more lives, a few more ages, in which to develop, in which to fit myself for the society
of the just made perfect. And even then I should hope that there were planes of perfection
further on towards which I might continue to aspire” (27). His mention of wanting to live “a
few more lives, a few more ages” Mediately echoes the notion of reincarnation, a notion
contrary to the orthodox teaching of Christian religions like his father’s Anglicanism but
popular in Easterﬁ_ religions such as Hinduism and other areas of Eastern mysticism. The
phrase “planes of perfection” is an acutely occult notion, related directly to the teachings of
Thedéophy and echoing Watson’s The Twentieth Plan‘e.40 Roberts shies away ﬁom such
esoteric interests in the end, concluding his essay with the notion that there is comfort in the
“communion of saints and sinners which is afforded by some one or other of the organized
churches” (27).

In a letter to Frederick George Scott a fewr years later, Roberts included a copy of his

poem “Re-Birth.” What is significant about this letter is not only the poem, which itself
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exemplifies tenets of theosophy, but also Roberts’s description of it: “It may strike you as a
bit heterodox! But I do not think one life is quite enough for us, in which to fit ourselves for
eternity” (May 1, 1933; Letters 446). His use of the phrase “I do not think one life is quite
enoﬁgh for us” is a direct echo of the seﬁtiment_s he expressed in “My Religion” seven years
earlier and is in direct keeping with the reincarnation / cosmic evolution concepts taught by
theosophists.

The third piece of evidence relates to an address Roberts gave in Toronto in the early
1930s. On March 18, 1933, he delivered an address to the Elson Club, “Canadian Poetry in
its Relation to The Poetry of England and America.” Beginning with Isabella Crawford, he
proceeded to mention several important figures including Charles Mair, Bliss Carman,
Archibald Lampman, and W.W. Campbell. He suggests that there were key influences on
these Writers that made Canadian poetry distinct:

There is another consideration which gives unity to our Canadian poetry of this period. In

doctrine, in dogma, in creed, our poets may differ very widely, from strict orthqdoxy,

through a sort of mystical ftheo\sophy, to a Neo-Platonic pantheism or Nature worship.

But they all worship. They are all religious, in the bréad sense, in their attitude towards

this life and the fufure. (82) |
Given his early relationship with William Sharp, his own psychical experiments during the
| late 1890s, his affiliation with occultists and theosophists in New York at the turn of the
century and then later in Canada during the 1920s, phrases such as “mystical thcosophy” take
on new meaning. Such terms no longér suggest an outsider’s impressions, nor do.théy
necessarily refer only to people like his cousin Bliss Carman. Instead, Roberts demonstrates
in this passage an acute awareness of the influence esoteric traditions had on ﬁis literary

generation.
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One last detail surrounding Roberts’s interest in the supernatural that relates to Albert
Smythe. It is intriguing to note that although Roberts did not appear to be friends with
Smythe or correspond with him, they were certainly familiar with each other. Smythe, for
example, wrote an article entitled “Charles G.D. Roberts” for the February, 1925 issue of
The Caﬁadian Bookman, in which he not only sﬁmmarizes Roberts’s career but also
demonstrates that he was present at Roberts’s first Canadian engagement since returning
from England: “The audience represented all the literary interests of the city, and Mr.
Roberts’ readings were heartily received, though his selections were scarcely representative
of his best work™ (25). Latef that summer, Smythe was elected to the Executive Committee
of the Toronto branch of the Canadian Authors Association, the same branch in which
Roberts was elécted President the following year.*' For his part, Roberts considered Smythe
in his later years to be part of the same literary generation as himself. In a letter to Howard
Angus Kennedy, he notes: “The meﬁ & women of the 1860 group...are Carman, Lampman,
D.C. Scott, F.G. Scott, W.W. Campbell, Gilbert Parker, Pauline Johnson, - also Heléna |
Coleman & Albert E. Smythe” (May 27, 1933; Letters 449). Why Roberts would include
Smythe among the other merﬁbers is somewhat surprising, since he was first and foremost a
journalist, and what little poetry he did publish appeared in two volumes almost thirty years
apart: Poems Grave and Gray (1891) and The Garden of the Sun (1923). Given Roberts’s
affiliation with occultists and theosophists during the 1920s and 1930s, his renewed interest
in esoteric traditions led him to consider Smythe part of the 1860s group not so much for his
literary contribution to the generation but for his infusion of esoteric ideas into Canadian
culture, many of which Roberts and his contemporaries used for inspiration in their own

writings.
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Chapter 3: The Early Supernatural Stories — Earth’s
Enigmas

There is evidence that Roberts underwent some form of “spiritual transition” during the last

“decades of the nineteenth cenﬁn’y (Bentley 2004, 213). One strong indicatibn of this struggle
is an incident that occurred in early 1882: when asked if he would teach at the Sunday school

/ fecently established by his father, Roberts declined the position, stating that it would be
inappropriate to accept it because of his “slightly hgterodox religious convictions” (Pomeroy
42). Another indication is his participation in psychical experiments during the Windsor
years, including use of a Ouija board as well as horoscope-casting. The most telling
indicator, though, is his own writings during this period, since several of his fiction and non-
fiction pieces can be linked to the supernatural tradition.

The supernatural was a natural subject of investigation for Roberts because it served
as é rnéeting point for the three main influences in his life: religion, philosophy, and the
Classics. In the ﬁrst.instance, the supernatural represents a powerful force in the universe,
whose prescncé suggests that there are mysteries within the cosmos that cannot be reconciled
by the teachings of organized religions such as Christianity; thus, the supernatural servéd asa
counterpoiﬁt to the dogmatic principles of Anglicanism. Second, the supernatural represents
a key challenge to society’s reliance on reason and notions of material knowledge, which
would have intrigued the questioning scholar fresh from studies in mental and moral
philosophy. Third, Roberts would have been drawn to the occult forces of the supernatural
tradition because they possessed thematic and spiritual links to elements found in the
Classics: notions such as Fate, prophecy, and the communication between gods and men

through oracles were stock characteristics of early Western texts. His academic training in
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the Classics would have enabled him to recognize affinities between these texts and the
writings and teachings of the esoteric tradition.

In the late 1880s, Roberts began publishing a regular book review column in the Saint
John Progress titled “World of Books.” It covered a range of literary genres as well as a
variety of Caﬁadian, American, and British writers, including William Sharp, the American
poet Joaquin Miller, and his recently deceased Canadian contemporary George Frederick
Cameron. Also appearing in the columnwefe discussions of books that reflected his own
scholarly interests, reviewing, for example, a biography of Shelley as well as such scholarly
- texts as William Alexander’s Introduction to the Poetry of Robert Browning or Ephraim‘
Emerton’s Introduction to the Study of the Middle Ages. The column succeeded in exposing
Saint John readers not only to t\lv host of international artisans but also to the eclectic literary
tastes of its writer. |

One category of books reviewed in Roberts’s column but seldom discussed are texts
that possess a supernatural dimension. A sampling of the reviews from “A World of Books”
reveals his growing interest in works of a supernatmal nature. For instance, it was in the
January 1889 column that he first reviewed the work of Sharp, particularly his supernatural
volume Romantic Ballads and Poems of Phantasy. He also reviewed Edward Bellamy’s
immensely popular utopian novel, Looking Backward, whose protagonist falls into a
hypnotic sleep and awakéns in the year 2000. The book’s championing of social and
economic equality would also prove influential among occult movements like Spiritualism
and especially Theosophy, which preached, among other things, the principle of “Universal
Brotherhood.” ‘In a third review he writes about Hereward K. Cockin’s Gentleman Dick of
the Grays and Other Poems, in which he contrasts Cockin’s light-hearted verse with the

esoteric work of other poets: “Fancy rather than imagination is the inspirer of these lays; the
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subtler beauties of cadence and color must not be looked for, any more than faultless
technique, or profound psychical insigﬁt.” Also of note is his review of two recent works by
the American novelist and playwright, Amelie Rives: A Brother to Dragons, and Other Tall
Tales and “The Quick or the Dead.” In tﬁe first collection’s title story, “A Brother to
Dragons,” the Butters must contend with a family ghost. Similarly, “The Quick or the Dead”
is a supernatural tale about a woman who 1s caught between the love for her dead husband
and the love of a cousin who resembles him. This cursory selection of reviews demonstrates
that Roberts’s choice of books not only reflects some of the popular literary tastes of the
time, but also his affinity for books that contained supernatural themes.

Roberts’s most telling review appeared one year after his column on Ri\}es, in which
he describes the emergence of a new literary movement based on the supernatural tradition.
In ‘;The World of Books: The Poems of Graham R Tomson,” he reviewed a colle;:tion of
poems by the British poet, Rosamund Marriott Wétson, who wrote under the ps’eudonym of
Graham Tomson. In his discussion of The Bird Bride (1889), he aligns Watson’s work with
that of William Sharp, arguing that both writers represent part of a “Romantic Revi;fal” (6).
He believes that there are three integral elements to this school, but that “prominent among
these is a sensitiveness to spiritual influences, a consciousness of what we rather loosely call
the supernatural. This is evinced in a fondness for handling weird themes built, in a fashion
of subtle suggestiveness, from old superstitions and folk-myths” (6). His emphasis on
“spiritual influence” as being the catalyst for these supernatural works suggests there is a
mysterious force that draws writers like Sharp and Watson to such material, and that only
those who are “sensitive™ to this force will recognize the important spiritual themes that may
be gleaned from local folklore for literary inspiration. Equally intriguing is the second

characteristic, which he calls “the human note” (6). Rather than defining the concept, as he
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did for the first characteristic, he offers thé poem “A Wayside Calvary” as explanation. Its
tone is distinctly un-Christian, and is about a “carven Christ” that hangs above the mound of
two hundred dead Prussians. No one acknowledges these dead save Nature itself: “The
Prussians' sun-scorched mound lies bare; / But thin grass creeps above the dead, / And pallid
poppies flutter fair, / And fling their drowsy treasures there” (18-21). Coincidentally, Carman
reviewed Tomson’ s work a few years after Roberts’s review appeared: in his review of her
second collection, Summer Night and Other Poems, he quotes almost the entire text of “A
Wayside Calvary,” noting that ih this poem “the ancient faith is infected with the hopeless,
~ pathetic spirit of these later times.” His use of the term “ancient faith” to describe the poem
implies that like Roberts, he too interpreted the poem as being distinctly un-Christian.

The third characteristic desbﬁbed by Roberts is “pessimism,” although he distances
his usage from its generally accepted definition of negativity: instead, he suggests there is a
positive, almost spiritual meaning to this philosophy: “it is not the cynical, self-satisfied,
deadly pessimism of satiety or exhaustion, but fhe fruitful pessimism which so often marks a
long advance in the striving after an adequately based Ideal. It is a pessimism groping on the
verge of the highest insight, even when its gloom may seem most void of light” (6). Again,
Roberts’s use of phrases such as “highest insight” and “striving after an...Ideal” suggest that
there is a deeper purpose in fhe writing of these supernatural poems; it is not so much the
achievement of divine wisdom that Watson and Sharp are attempting to articulate, but the
quest for esoteric knowledge that informs these works.

Roberts likely drew on Sharp’s Introduction to Romantic Ballads and Poems of
Phantasy to help contextualize his review of Watson, a book which he had reviewed the year
before in the Saint John Progress. The “Romantic Revival” that Roberts refers to, for

instance, is explicitly declared by Sharp at the beginning of his introduction (v). Sharp also
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defines this school along occult lines by suggesting that the new group of writers possess a
“passion for the weird and the supernatural” (v) and that “[t]he thrill of the supernatural is so
keen because it touches the most natural pai*t of us” (x). Both comments correspond neaﬂy to
Roberts’s first and second characteristics. Roberts’s third characteristic, though, appears to
be his own observation, since Sharp does not employ the word “pessimism” anywhere in his
Introduction. The close affinity between Sharp’s introduction and Roberts’s review does not
diminish Roberts’s interest in the group or his belief in the merits of a supernatural tradition;
on the contrary, his appropriation of Sharp’s comments serves to reinforce his growing
appreciation for such writing, a notion that would find fruition in Roberts’s own supernatural
prose during this period.

A few years later, Roberts published his first collection of “nature stories,” Earth s
Enigmas, and not surprisingly in the collection are several stories of a supernatural nature.
Little has been said of these stories, perhaps because their presence was overshadowed by the
important first ammal stories appearing in the book, “Do Seek Their Meat kfrom God” and
“The Young Ravens That Call Upon Him.” Another possible reason for ignoring them is
because Roberts did not publisﬁ any conventional supernatural tales after 1903. A third
possibility ié that critics were unaware of the extent of Roberts’s interest in the supernatural
and so disnﬁssed the publication of these stories as an exception to his other, more popular
writings. Whatever the reason, few scholars have attempted to analyze this fictional group,
let alone the place it occupies within his oeuvre. It is imperative, then, to correct this critical
oversight before proc;eeding with an analysis of Roberts’sv other esoteric writings, especially
since this collection represents a key milestone‘ in his interest in the supernatural.

The first critical commentary on Roberts’s supernatural stories in Earth’s Enigmas,

albeit somewhat superﬁ'cieil, was Elsie Pomeroy’s biography. She dedicated a few pages to a
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group of stories that includes “The Stone Dog,” “In the Accident Ward,” and “The Hill of
Chastisement,” which, “although written at wide intervals...are alike in their grim
symbolism, alike are they also in their origins, for they were all written in dreams and, with
the exception of the explanatory conclusion most obviously added to the second story, they
appear exactly as they were dreamed” (140). A.C. Morrell (1980) has proposed a slightly
different group by adding “The Barn on the Marsh” to Pomeroy’s list and suggesting that
these aﬁtobiographical “d;eam;stoﬁes” reflect Roberts’s fear of death (1439). Conway (1982)
also refers to Roberts’s group of “dream-stories,” but he too offers little analysis of their
supernatural elements. He favours instéad evolutionary readings of “The Stone Dog” as well
as “In the Accident Ward,” which he believes echoes sentiments found in T.H. Huxley’s
Evolution and Ethics (1896) and “marks Roberts’s full recognition of the vital importance of
evolution in his own life” (235). Slightly more illuminating is Conway’s brief analysis of
‘fThe Hill of Chastisement,” whose ending reflects Roberts’s heterodox view of religion: “If
exterior correspondence presents the feeble spirit with insurmountable obstacles, to embrace
a dogmatic religious struétm‘e is even worse” (291). But he says little else of the other
supernatural stories in tﬁe collection. More recently, Bentley (1999) has hjntéd at a possible
esoteric reading of the stories by suggesting that “situations and occurrences abound [in
Earth’s Enigmas] that clearly intimate the existence of occult forces in the human and
natural worlds” (30). But like his scholastic predecessors, Bentley falls short in offering any
meaningful analysis of the stories, focusing much of his discussion on a narrative
comparison between “The Hill of Chastisement” and two plays by the Belgian symbolist
Maurice Maeterlinck to reinforce his position.

Despite the general lack of critical attention to these stories, Pomeroy and Morrell

present a compelling grouping of Roberts’s stories that warrants further attention. Although
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both scholars recognize the significance of four of the supernatural stories included in
Earth’s Enigmas, neither critic mentions “The Eye of Gluskap” or “The Perdu” in their
respective studies. Ignoring “The Perdu” is particularly surprising: several early reviewers
allude to its mysterious nature, including Roberts’s friend Francis Sherman, who suggests
that the story possesses “a higher, newer meaning” (180); more recently, Polk (1972)
declares that “[Roberts’s] interest in mysteries and coincidences shows up in several of his
stories, the finest being ‘The Perdu’” (85). As for “The Eye of Gluskép,” it was originally
published as “The Star of the Marsh,” but after it appeared in Earth’s Enigmas Roberts
decided to move it to the short story collection By the Marshes of Minas because of its
“Acadian” subject matter; it too contains supernatural elements that are similar to those
found in “The Perdu.” Any énalysis of the supernatural stories is incomplete without |
considering these stories in addition to the four prévioﬁsly mentioned, and what we discover
is that Roberts believed that these two stories were integral to Earth’s Enigmas, and
significant achievements in his oeuvre.

With the publication of Laurel Boone’s The Collected Letters of Charles G.D.
Roberts, scholars discovered additional clues about the significance of Earth’s Enigmas and
its supernatural stories. Among his C(I)Ik'respondenc’e to Carman was a letter in which he
outlined a possible list of stories for the collection as well as the overarching theme that
connects thém. In a postscript to his letter to Carman in the spring of 1894, he writes: “It
occurs to me that a good name for my vol. of stories would be ‘Earth’s Enigmas,’ or ‘Riddles
of Earth.” The mystery of life & fafe plays [a] leading part in nearly all of them” (May 6,
1894; Letters 182-3). Following this note is a list of the stoﬁes intended for the collection,

- divided into three categories: those that reflect best the “mystery of life aﬂd fate,” those that

do to a lesser degree, and those in which the theme “hardly exists™ (Letters 183). The stories
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that appear in the first category include “The Stone Dog,” “In the Accident Whrd” and “The
Perdu.” Appearing in the second category is “The Star of the Marsh”; surprisingly, “The
Barn on the Marsh” is not mentioned. Regardless, of the five supernatural stbries to appear in
the first edition of Earth’s Enigmas, four are viewed as important examples of his overall
theme. And with the inclusion of “The Hill of Chastisement” in the second edition, the total
number of supernatural tales in Earth’s Enigmas becomes six.

This new group of six stories is not meant to be read only as stemming from the same
esoteric source: the six stories naturally fall into three sub-categories, which roughly
correspond to their chronology of creation and/or publication. The first pairing consists of
stories that explore the speaker’s confrontation with the supernatural, and includes “The
Stone Dog” and “The Barn on the Marsh”; the second pairing, which I define as “visionary”
narratives, refers to “The Star of the Marsh” and “The Pehdu”; the third pairing consists of
his two primary dream-narratives, “In the Accident Ward” and “The Hill of Chastisement,”
which are characterized for their heightened use of esoteric symbols. These natural pairings
not only highlight key areas of psychical discourse, they also reveal a pattern of progression
 or evolution in his interest in the esoteric tradition: in the earliest stories he grapples with the
idea of the supernatural, in the second pairing he deals with people and objects that become
conduits of the supernatural, and in the third pairing he shifts his attention to the esoteric
concepts and symbols that underpin this‘tradition. The result is a group of six stories that
traces over a twenty-year period Roberts’s growing spiritual questioning of Christian
orthodoxy as well as his deepening interest for things occult.

Roberts’s first supernatural story, “The Stone Dog,” was originally published in 1885
in Longman’s Magazine. It was an early favourite of Roberts, who considered it “my first

important story” (Pomeroy 1943, 140), and recounts, in part, the adventures of an unnamed,
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first-person protagonist, who discovers some ruins on the outskirts of a city. But the true
focus of the story is the protagonist’s struggle to explain an encounter he had with the
supernatural, an encounter that ultimately reveals RoBerts’s interest in exploring the
irresolvable tension that exists between humanity’s reliarrlcev upon the senses and reason, and
the reality of phenomena that cénnot be materially or scientifically explained.

The early part of the story demonstrates the speaker’s reliance upon the senses to
interpret the surrounding environment. His discovery and processing of the ruins at the
outskirts of the city require not only his sense of sight, but also the need for his sense of
smell, touch, and hearing: |

[my] eyes were so watchful that not even the uprising of some weeds, trodden down,

perhaps, hours before by a passing foot, escaped their notice. My nostrils were keenly

conscious of the sick metallic odor from the marshes, of the pleasanter perfume of

dry reed panicles, of the chill, damp smell of mouldering stone-work, and of a

strangely disagreeable haunting essence from a ‘certain dull-bolored weed...My ears, |

for all their painful expectancy, heard at first no sound save the rustle of a frightened

mouse in the dead grass near; but at length they detected the gurgle of running water,

made audibie by a faint stray wind which breathed in iny direction.

Instinctively I turned and followed the sound. (193-4)

Although he uses his “eyes,” “nostrils,” and “ears” to inierpret the desolate scene, he feels
that hearing is the most reliable of the senses, and so chooses to “follow the sound” of the
running water. He soon discovers that the source of this water is a fountain, upon which sits a
stone dog. Facing the fountain are seven steps that lead down to a mysterious doorway. This
descendus ad infernos immediately intrigues the explorer, Who proceeds to examine the

door, “half forgetting my apprehensions™ (199).
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Contrasting this use of primary senses is the inexplicable fear he experiences when he
enters the ruins. The stillness of the outskirts, for instance, “filled me, in spite of myself, with
a vague apprehensiveness” (193). Similarly, when he sees the fountain and the stohe dog for
 the first time, he deems it to be “the only cheerful object in the landscape; yet I felt an
unaccountable reluctance to approach ’it” (195). This rhetorical strategy of the speaker
describing his instinctual fears heightens the tension of the impending narrative. It alsé
places such feelings in opposition to what we soon learn is the young man’s belief in a
flawless world of reason and logic: “I profess to hold my imagination pretty well under/
control, and to have but small concern for ghostly horrors” (195). But after witnessing what
he believes to be a “dull white glow” vanishihg from the eyes of the dog, the speaker can no
longer deal with his growing fear and rushes up the stairs to dispel the illusion: “I grasped the
great stone head and gave it a wrench, but found it just as immovable as it looked”(200).
Unfortunately, this ‘trivumph of reason is short-lived, for rather than eXperiencing vindication,
he is “vexed at [his] idiotic fears” (200). Moreover, nightfall is fast approaching and he is
forced to return to the city.

The next morning he explores cafés, squares, and churches, but the fountain and ruins
are ever-present in his mind, an unnatural force compelling him to return to the isolated
place: “The spell of the dead outskirts, of the shadowless dead marshes, of that mysterious
and inscrutable dog, clung to.me with unrelénting persistence” (201). The repetition of the
word “dead,” coupled with the notion that the ruins had cast a “spell” on the speaker, serve to
reinforce the foreboding and superﬁamral essence of tﬁe area. He decides to return to the
area, and on approaching the ruins, he notices strange atmospheric conditiéns. To suppress
his rising nervousness he uses material knowledgé once again to explain the eerie effect: “I

looked out upon the wan pools and marshes, whence a greenish mist steamed up, and seemed
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to poison the sunlight streaming through it. It is possible that this semblance of an
unwholesome mist was not so much the fault of the marshes as a condition of the
atmosphere, premonitory of the fierce electric storms énd the earthquake’which visited the
city that same night” (202). Although he presents a scientific justification for the eerie effect,
the words he uses belie his belief in the explanation, that is, instead of offering an objective,
pragmafcic cause for the weather anomaly he moralizes on the scene by suggesting that the
mist was “unWholesbme” and “seemed to poison the sunlight.” This uncanny phenomenon
signals to the speaker and the reader that further supernatural events are imminent and sets

" the stage for what will bé the protagonist’s ultimate confrontation with the supernatural.

Closely following the man’s encounter with the mist is his second attempt to open the

door, an act that triggers the stone dog to come alive, only this ;ime more fearsome than in
the first experience: “its eyes, now wide open, flamed upon me with strange and awful
whiteness” (204). The speaker is terrified by the vision, but ovefcomes his fear by running up
the stairs to confront the apparition as he did with the previous encounter. Once again he is
rewarded for his efforts, but in so doing is forced to acknowledge he experienced a “moment
of weakness” by alloWing his imagination to overcome his reason: “the ignorant could hardly
be blamed for even the wildest superstitions, When a cool-headed and enlightened modern
like myself was so wrought upon by the fictions of his brain. Ikphilosophized for some time,
however, before I got the better of my repugnance to that door-way” (204). Although he
downplays the impact the event has on his psyche by dismissing it as a “wild superstition,”
the fact that he needs to “philosophize for some time” beforc dpproaching the door again
reinforceé the point that his powers of reason are beginning to wane under the stress of

inexplicable phenomena.
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Determined to open the door, he descends the steps a third time. But just as he
manages to loosen the bolt, he can no longef contain the rising fear in his heart and “faced
around like lightning, in an indescribable horror. There, at the very top of the steps, crouched
the dog, its head thrust down close to my face” (206). This third confrontation with the
supernatural is more terrifying than the previous two and proves to be the speaker’s undoing,
for in challenging the ghostly dog this time, he loses not only his senses but also his ability to
reason: “as the head closed down...I made a wild spring to get past the crouchjng form. »Then
reason and consciousness forsookk me” (206).

The speaker awakens the next day in a hut, saved by a Gobd Samaritan who
discovered him “lying in a stupor, face down, across the basin of the fount, and directly
beneath the jaws of the dog” (208). He learns from the host that he is not the first to have a
supefnatural encounter with the stone dog, and that years before two men went seeking for
treasure in those ruins but “had gone mad, with the great white eyes of the dog turnéd
terribly ﬁpon them” (208-9). Th; host also mentions that there are “other strange things said

“about the spot...which, however, he would not talk of even in daylight” (209). As a
representative of the superstitiéus townsfolk, the host cannot provide the speaker with a
rational explanation for his ghostly encounter; instead, what he offers are local stories about
‘the “Fonte del Cano,” a rhetorical strategﬁ on the part of Roberts that substantiates the
speaker’s experience rather than discredits it. These tales, coupled with the inexplicable bite
marks he finds on his shoulder, force the speaker to concede that “the experiences that befell
me by this fountain have shaken painfully the confidence I once enjoyed as to the fullness of -
my knowledge of the powers of things material. I cannot say that I have become credulous;

but I have ceased to régard as necessarily absurd whatever I find it difficult to explain” (198).
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Mdrrell contends that the dog is a projection of Roberts’s mind, a “figure [who] will
literally tear him to pieces if he follows his urge to return to the womb or to the female
principle” (143). But reading “The Stone Dog” from a Jungian perspective minimizes
Roberts’s attempt to articulate his understanding of supernatural encounters. ’The young
man’s loss of “reason and consciousness” in springing past the stone dog was more than a
physical reaction: the horrific vision was so vivid that the barrier between material
knowledge and the supernatural realm had been momentarily brokén; for éll intents and
purposes, he had experienced a spiritual as well as a physical fall. The ending of the story
" thus challenges the reader’s sense of material knowledge since the final image of “The Stone
Dog” is supplied by Roberts without any reasohable explanation. In fact, since the
inexplicable set of teeth marks is a physical manifestation of the supernatural enéountér, fhe
authenticity of the encounter seems even more probablé. What Roberts suggests at the end of
“The Stone Dog” is that in the presence of a supernatural force, neither the senses nor reason
will adequately explain its existence.

| Two years after he published “The Stone Dog,” Roberts wrote to his friend Richard
Watson Gildef, the American poet and editor of The Century, thanking him for a package of
~writings by his brother-in-law, Charles De Kay. De Kay, a literature and art critic for ’;he
New York Times, also wrote about the supernatural. His short story, “ManMat’ha,” is
described by Roberts in his letter as “a strange & fascinating thing — the sort of thing I revel
in” (Lettefs 62). A mixture of supernaturalism and folklore, it concerns a young first-person
narrator and his live-in female housekeeper, a shaman-like figure who “brandish[es] with
exultation a carved rod hung with bright claws, and shells, with lappets of fur and hair”
(147). The central plot of the story involves the man’s discovery and eventual falling in love

with an invisible female creature from the woods. Also of note is De Kay’s narrative poem
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The Vision of Esther (1882), which Roberts praises for having “such vigor, such boldness,
such breath, such rushing of thg fresh winds” (Letters 62). This long poem is a continuation
of De Kay’s earlier work, The Vision of Nimrod (1‘881), and is about the specter Esther, a
priestess of the sunfane, who appears to Persian ;eformers and tells them of her life as
Nimrod’s Qﬁeen. What makes Roberts’s comments on De Kay’s works significant is that
this letter also makes reference to “The Stone Dog.” After offering comments on De Kay, he
closes the letter by mentioning to Gilder that he is “very anxious to know how you liked ‘The

29

Stone Dog’” (Letters 63). Although the story was published two years e_arlier, his exchanging
of it for De Kay’s work reflects more than a passing interg:st in supernatural writing on the
part of Roberts; on the contrary, “The Stone Dog” represents only the beginning of his
supernatural prose period. More importantly, it is the ﬁrét of two stories that would explore a
protagonist’s confrontation with the supernatural realm: the second story, “The Barn on the
Marsh,” would appear just one year after Roberts’s letter to Gilder.

Originally published in 1888, “The Barn on the Marsh” is Roberts’s only recorded
instance of a potential supernatural encounter. It consists of two memories, one from when
the speaker was a young boy of seven, the second when he is eighteen. In the ﬁfst memory,
he recalls an event in which his father accidentally broke the handle off a hoe while they
were working in the Rectory garden. At first the Rector is upset, but he then decides to get it
repaired at fcheir neighbour’s workshop, which is located at the back of the neighbour’s barn.
‘When they reach the barn, they discover their neighbour’s dead body swinging in the
doorway. The young boy “sobs in horror” while the Rector calmly cuts the body dowfx with
“the draw knife he had come to borrow” (213). Nothing more is said of the event, and for

reasons unexplained, “soon after this tragedy, the barn was moved down to the marsh” (213).

Not long after, the Rector moves his family to the city.
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Although this first memory consists of little else than one youth’s first encounter with
an image of death, the narrative’s contrasting symbols prepare readers for what will become
the supernatural climax of the story. For instance, from the outset of the story Roberts wants
readers to recognize there is a purposeful distinction to be made between the barn and the
Rectory: the barn was “[a] perpetual eyesore to the rector; but I cannot help thinking, as I
view it now in the concentrated light of memory, that it did artistic service in the way of a
foil to the loveliness of the rectory garden” (210). This description implies that the barn is
plain or perhaps even grotesque in appearance, a lifeless shell in comparison to the colours
and vibrancy of a garden. Furthering this comparison between the buildings is the barn’s
association with death: the image of the dead neighbour hanging in the doorway serves to
confirm that the building is meant to be viewed as a moral and spiritual contrast to the life
that pervades the Rectory, the spiritual home of the parish priest and his family. A second
image of contrast is the young boy’s emotional shock énd the Rector’s discreet pragmatism
about the dead body. Whereas the young boy witnesses a natural horror he cannot deal with
and stands as if ﬁaralyzed, the Rector ignores his own spiritual misgivings about the man’s
suicide and cuts him down. This difference between what the boy experienced on a sensual
level and what the rector needed to do also anticipates the speaker’s moment of initiation as
an adult, when he must contend with a second horrific vision that challenges not only his fear
to act, but also his reliance on the purported certainty of a material world.

In the second memory, the speaker decides to return to his “old haunts” after
graduating from ;:ollege. At night he visifs his ‘ﬁ'iends, some of whom are living at the
Rectory while others live just a few miles’ away. He can take thé main road to travel between
the houses, but chooses instead a shortcut through a less-traveled road that goes past the old

barn. Although he had passed by it many times without giving thought to his childhood
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horror, one particular night on his walk he notices that “the marsh seemed all alive with
flying gleams” (215) and that there was a “strange play of the moon-shadows” over them
(216). This uncharacteristic change in the landscape echoes the strange atmospheric
conditions in “The Stone Dog” that preceded the speaker’s supernatural encounter with the
dog. As he passes by the barn this time, “a creeping sensation about my skin, and a thrill of
nervous apprehension made me stop suddenly and take a look behind. The impulse seized me
unawares” (216). Again, as we have seen in “The Stone Dog,” the “creeping sensation”
experienced by the protagonist is both a textual and a physical signal that warns him and
readers a visitation is imminent.

When the speaker looks back, he sees the image of his long dead neighbour, but
rather than stand and “sob with horror” as he did at the age of seven, he now experiences a
deeper sense of terror: “as the roots of my hair began to stir, my feet set themselves
instinctively for flight. This instinct, however; I promptly and sternly repressed. I knew all
about these optical illusions” (216-7). Here Roberts is portraying again the struggle between
imagination and reason: the sensation of fear compels him to run, but he controls this instinct
by telling himself his dead neighbour no longer exists as part of the material world. He
further reasons that the “ghostly vision was due solely to fhe association of ideas, —- I was
fresh from my classes in philosophy, — aided and abetted by my own pretty vividr
imagination” (217). Yet he cannot ignore the non-rational side of his humanity, noting that
his struggle to dispel the vision is not an easy one since “the natural man, this physical being
of mine, revolted in every fibre of the flesh from any closer acquaintance with the thing”
(217-8).

Wishing to conquer the illusion and prove td himself the sanctity of the material

world, the young man moves closer to the apparition, knowing that “I had to bring all my
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philosophy to bear, else my feet would have carried me off in a frenzy of flight” (218). Since
his eyes continue to deceivé him, he reasons that by touching the object he will dispel the
apparition: “At last I reached the conclusion that since my sight was so helplessly deceived, I
should have to depend upon the touch. In no other way could I detect the true basis of the
illusion” (218-9). He thrusts out his walking-stick and is rewarded for his efforts: the body
disappears, revealing instead “a piece of wood and iron” (220). Yet this triumph of reason
over imagination is short-lived, for when he leaves the barn, he feels the need to take one last
reaséuring glance. Unfortunately, the barn offers little reassurance: “There, as plain as before
I had pierced the bubble, swung the body of my 'neigﬁbour. And all the way home, though I
would not‘ turn my head, I felt it at my heels” (221). Despite t/he speaker’s trust in philosophy
and the material realm, it is the horrific image i:hat wins in the end. His faith in the power of
material knowlédge has been defeated, and he is left at the inexplicable threshold of
supematural experience.

Pomeroy (1943) points out that the factual events of “The Barn on the Marsh”
occurred just as Roberts described in the story, including his use of a walking-stick to touch
the apparition. She emphasizes that this story is irnportant for students who are “interested in
the fundamental characteristics of the man as well as in the literature he created” (25). She
believes that his challenging of the apparition’s existence and his touching of it with the
walking-stick demonstrate an integral part of his character: “This subordination of
imagination to reason, this mastery of any personal feeling or re-action, and the
determination to invesﬁgate fully which the poet exhibited when only seventeen, remained a
prevailing characteristic throughout his life” (26). Pomeroy’s reading of Roberts’s character
in relation to the event is problematic for two reasons: first, she focuses solely on his

dispelling of the vision, even though the story concludes with the vision reappearing as the
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speaker begins to walk away from the barn. Second, in arguing that his imagination was
“subordinate” to his reason, Pomeroy is ignoring the extent to which he engaged in psychical
experiments during his Windsor years, affiliated with occultists rthroughout his lifetime, and
wrote about supernatural subjects. Any reading of the story as a means to understand “the
man,” then, must surely take into account its ending. In so doing, the ending of “The Barn on
the Marsh” reasserts rather than dispels Roberts’s ongoing interest in the supernatural.
Although “The Barn on the Marsh” is not mentioned in Roberts’s letters or in his
original scope of stories for Earth’s Enigmas described in the 1894 postscript to Carman, it
bears a striking resemblance in theme to “The Stone Dog.” The speakef’s shift in experience
from material certainty to inexplicable encounter reinforces a pattern of teﬁsion already
exhibited in “The Stone Dog;’: whereas thé first memory applies to the speaker’s beholding
of a natural horror (and thus appeals to the world of the senses), the second encounter with
the hanging body defies all logic, thereby challenging the foundations upon which his sense
of reality depends.rThus, in both stories a protagonist is confronted by a horriﬁé vision from
the supernatural realm, and though he tries desperately to impose logic upon the apparition,
he ultimately fails in his vat‘tempts and is forever changed by the encounter. Reinforcing this
- thematic link between the two stories is their structural proximity in Earth’s Enigmas: “The
Barn on the Marsh” appears immediately after “The Stone Dog” in the first edition, then
directly before it in the second edition. Whether through authorial influence or editorial
decision, these stories were paired in Earth’s Enigmas to emphasize a single theme: there are
forces in the universe that cannot be explained using the tools of materialism or philosophy.
The second pair of Roberts’s supernatural stories was published in the early 1890s
and represents a shift in his interest inlthe esoteric tradition. In the early stories he attempted

to portray the power of the supernatural in terms of its effect on the individual psyche, and
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the rupture in knowledge that occurs when one is confronted by a vision of the otherworld.
But in this second group of stories, he demonstrates how the popularity of movements such
as Spiritualism, coupled with his own psychical experirhents during the Windsor years,
begins to influence his story writing. No longer is his concern with merely understanding the
supernatural: now he wishes to explore the supernatural as conduit by portraying in his
fiction the ways in which knowledge of the universe is revealed to human beings through
objects from nature.

The first of the two stories was pﬁblished in 1891 as “The Star of the Marsh” and
later renamed “The Eye of Gluskdp” for Earth’s Enigmas. Like the stories from the first
pairing, “The Star of the Marsh” is included in Roberts’s vision for the structure of Earth’s
Enigmas, although he grouped it in the second category of stories that explore the mystery of
life and fate; that is, he felt it displayed this theme “to a lesser extent” than stories such as
those dis;:ussed earlier. But he still viewed it as an important work: he expresses in a letter to
Carman that despite the story’s initial rejections from “Century, Harper’s, Atlantic, &
Scribner’s...I cannot help thinking it the best prose I have done” (March 17, 1891; Letters
130). Significantly, it appears as the final story of the first edition of Earth’s Enigmas. It also
contains supernatural elements that closely resemble thosé found in his more famous occult
narrative, “The Perdu.” Yet no critic to date has bothered to discuss this story, perhaps
because it was removed prior to publication of the second edition of Earth’s Enigmas or
because of its Acadian sﬁbj ect matter. Regardless, the supernatural characteristics of the
amethyst and its visionary qualities, combined with the story’s underlying emphasis on
- notions such as “Fate,” places “The Star of the Marsh” squarely within a literary context that

is esoteric by design.
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On the surface, “The Star of the Marsh” is a historical romance centred on two
events: the deportation of the Acadians from Grand Pré, Nova Scotia in the mid-eighteenth
century and the love relationship that develops generations later between a young British
man named Desbra and Jessie McIntyre, the descendent of an early possessor of the
amethyst. But the historical and romantic context of the story serves mainly as backdrop to
the supernatural goings-on of a strange amethyst that “discemed a éupematmal terror in
many a heart that claimed renown for couiage” (274). It represents part of the region’s local
folklore and is known by various names, including the “Witch Stone” (257), “The Star”
(257), and “The Eye of Gluskép” (260). Long before the Acadians sought or possessed it, the
amethyst formed part of local Indian lore: for generations it had “sparkled in front of
Blomidon, visible at intervals in certain lights and from certain standpoints, and again unseen
for months or years together...The Indians...believed that to meddle with it af all would
bring down swiftly the vengeance vof the demigod” (260). Moreover, any man who sought |
“the elfin light” (261) would come to a bad end: for instance, a French sailor, who had
wrestled the amethyst from its cliff-pérch was found dead a few days after attempting the
feat (261); it was then found by a young Acadian named Pierrot Desbarats, who “laugh[ed]
to s;:om the superstitious fears of his fellow-villagers” (261). He suffered a similar fate,
mysteriously losing two oxen, his best cow, and his apple orchard after he bfought the
amethyst to his farm. But an old Micmac woman warned him that “the spell of the stone had
no power upon a woman” (262), and heeding her advice, he placed the amethyst in the care
of his lover, Marie Beaugfand; from that day “the shadow of ill-fate had seemed to pass from
him” (262). She loses it on the way to the deportation ship, and it disappears from human
hands until after the Acadian expulsion is complete. This pattern of ill-fortune repeats itself a

few years later when a Scottish settler named'Dugald Mclntyre claims part of the Acadian
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lands and with it the Star of the Marsh. As in previous situations, though he believes the
amethyst will fetch him great wealth, “the finger of ill-fortune soon designated Dugald
Mclntyre as the man whose claim to the ‘Eye’ was acknowledge by the Fates” (269). He
experiences bad crops, problems with cattle, and even loses his barns and outbuildings to fire
(271), leaving him no choice but to give up the lands to a “skeptical philosopher,” who
himself lasts only twelve months before selling the acreage “for a mere song” (271).

Tied to the amethyst’s mysterious light and association with bad luck are the
supernatural sounds of Acadian exile that emanate from the shore. Sailors who approached
land on stérmy nights would first see the stone’s “unearthly eye-beam” (273), then hear “the
rattle of oars at the mouth of the cfeek, and the creaking of ships’ cordage, and anon the
sound of children crying with the cold. If voices came from the spot where the ‘New Marsh’
lay unseen and the ‘Star’ shone coldly watchful, they were for the most part in a tongue
which the wayfarers could not understand” (273). Despite such frequent sightings and
experiences, the stone would not subject its power to the ways of science and philosophy: of
the many scientists who “undertook to unravel the mystery....not éne of them ever attained
to a vision of the violet gleam” (274). This reference to science and to those who wish to
impose material knowledge upon inexplicable phenomena serves to reinforce the idea that it
is the supernatural force, not science, that decides when and how its knowledge will be
revealed, and to whom.

Generations later, a young man named Desbra purchases the land near the stone and
begins to court a young woman, Jessie, who is the great-granddaughter of Dugald Mclintyre.
He reveals to her his purchase, and she rebukes him with a stern warning: “You have become
a man of Destiny” (277). Although he dismisses her fears, he decides that to trick the stone

he will hand over his deed to Jessie, thus saving him from ill-fortune. But he does not escape
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the amethyst’s power so easily, for one day while looking at the “mystic beam” (280), hé
becomes mesmerized by its awesome light: “There was é long silence, while Desbra kept
gazing on the mystic gleam as if fascinéted. At last Jessie made a move as if she thought it
time to return to the house, whereupon the young man [woke] out of his fit of abstraction”
(281). He explains to Jessie that he had fallen under a kind of trance while gazing into the
stone’s light, and that events of the Acadian expulsion were revealed to him by the amethyst,
events he is conviﬁced he experienced in a past life: “Why should I think that [ was there
when it all happened, — that it all happened to me, in fact?” (282-3). Intrigued by this notion,
Jessie begins to question him about his name, eventually determining that he is the great-
. grandson of the Acadian man Pierrot Desbarats, whose lover, Marie, lost the stone when they
were boarding the ship over a century ago. The amethyst thus operates as a conduit to the
past, allowing Desbra to become clairvoyant and witness the Acadian expulsion through the
eyes of his ancestors.

Following this clairvoyant experience with the stone is Desbra’s second superné.tural
encounter with “The Star of the Marsh.” One stormy night closely following his marriage to
Jessie, they decide to go and éee if the gem “would shine a welcome to their home-coming”
(285). After only a few moments of gazing at the light being emitted from the stone, Desbra
once more falls under its spell: “In a few moments Desbra became absorbed, as it were, in a
sort of waking dream. His frank, merry, almost bﬁyish countenance took on a new
expression, and his eyes assumed the strange, far-focused steadfastness of the seer’s” (286).
Roberts’s choice of the word “seer” to describe Desbra at this point is particularly telling:
rather than merely witneséing the vision as in the previous encounter, he now bridges the gap
between death and life in the manner of a spiritual medium. He also appears to take on the

life of the stone, for his own voice and demeanor change under the influence of this spirit:
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At last the girl could bear no longer the ghostly silence, and that strange look in her
* husband’s face.

“What do you see, Jack?” she cried. “What do you see? Oh, how terribly it shines!”

When Desbra replied, she hardly recognized his voice.

"‘I see many ships,” said he, slowly, and as if he heard not the sound of his own

words. (287)
He relives the tragedy of the shipwreck through a vision that ends with the collapse of the
dike and the disappearance of the amethyst. But Desbra’s vision is no longer restricted to
historical events. At this moment past and present conflate, for the lovers discover the next
day that Desbra’s prophecy has become reality: the dike washed away in the night and the
glow of the amethyst had gone out (290-1). Equally important is Roberts’é description of
Desbra when he comes out of his trance: “The young man started back and put his hand to
his eyes, as if awakening from a dream” (289). This notion of him being in a mediumistic
trance is reinforced by Jessie, who remarks that “you have been dreaming or in a trance, and
- seeing dreadful things that I could not see at all!” (290). Thus, Desbra’s experience as being
likened to that of a seer, coupled with his change in speech and that he eventually
“awaken[ed] from a dream,” reasserts the notion that “The Star of the Marsh” is not so much
a historical romance as it is Rdberts’s creative attempt to explore the power of the
supernatural and the mediumistic abilities of those who can channel such inexplicable forces.

“The Star éf the Marsh” was removed from Earth’s Enigmas prior to the publication
of the second edition, appearing instead in By the Marshés of Minas. He notes in the Preface
that this story, along with “Tragedy of the Tides,” another story from the first edition of
Earth’s Enigmas, were better suited for this collection because “their subjects bring them

obviously within the scope of this collection rather than the other” (iii). Yet his decision to
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remove it from Earth’s Enigmas does not negate the relationship it bears to other
supernatural stories that appear in the volume. On the contrary, less than a year after “The
Star of the Marsh” was published he wrote a second story that dealt with similar ideas: “The
Perdu” would not only employ clairvoyance as a controlling theme of the story, it would also
become his most recognized occult narrative.

Critics of Earth’s Enigmas have identified “The Perdu” as a significant achievement
within the collection, and that it/possessés uncanny characteristics. In The Canadian
Magarzine, for instance, Francis Sherman states that “undoubtedly the finest story [in Earth’s
Enigmas] is the oﬁe called ‘The Perdu’....It is a strange, beautiful story which, with its
perfect close of love unfilfilled[sic] and unsatisfied, is surely more symbolic than the tales of .
realism are wont to be” (180). He concludes: ““The Perdu’...has in it more of beauty and
color, and grace of language, and a higher, new meaning than anything that the greater of the
realists have ever attempted” (180; emphasis added). Also of note is a review that appeared
in The Bookmdn, in which Earth’s Enigmas and Dﬁncan Campbell Scott’s In the Village of ‘
Viger are characterized as “experiments in prose” and that stories such as “The Perdu” are
“plose to the mystery of life in the forest and lonely places™ (366). More recent scholars have
also stresséd the story’s “mysterious” nature: Cogswell (1983a), for instance, describes it as a
“dark epiphany. ..among the finest fantasies of its kind ever written” (218), while Polk
(1972) declares that “throughout his life, Roberts was fascinated by the occult....His interest
in mysteries and coincidences shows up in several of his stories, one of the finest being ‘The
Pérdu”’(85).

Roberts’s lettérs reveal that he was particularly fond of “The Perdu” and believed it
was an important story in his oeuvre. Not only is it ihcluded in the first category of narratives

that explore the “mystery of life & fate” in his 1894 postscript to Carman: he also mentions
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in a letter to Walter McRaye thirty-five years after the initial publication of Earth’s Enigmas
that “I shall /ove to have that extra copy...Bless you. It contains some of my most significant
yarns. Instance ‘The Perdu.” The critics all miss the ‘enigmatic’ note,--because I dont[sic]
stress it, as I dont[sic] like to be obvious” (November 24, 1929; Letters 389). The most
revealing correspondence about “The Perdu” is a letter he wrote to Carman in which the
story is first mentioned. Included almost as an afterthought in the first paragraph is the
following statement: “[HJave just finished, & mailed to Gilder, a mystic psychological thing,
a sort of story, called ““The Perdu’” (March 19, 1892; Letters 144). In describing the story as
a “mystic psychological thing,” he is implying that “The Perdu” is not to be defined along
traditional literary lines, but finds closer ties to a supernatural or esoteric tradition of writing.
“The Perdu” is about the effects of a mysterious pool on a rural neighbourhood and
two of its young folk, Reuben Waugh and Celia Hansen. Although it possesses a certain
beauty, the neighbourhood folk believed the Perdu to be “an 6bject of dim significance and
dread” and that “if [the passing stranger] were to translate the term for them for their better
information, they would show themselves impressed by a sensé of its occult appropriateness”
(18-19). The Perdu is no ordinary body of water; instead, it acts like a thin boundary between
the past and the present, blurring the reality of all that surrounds it: “At times the landscape,
that was so changeless, would seem to waver a little, to shift confusedly like things seen
through running water” (21-22). Everything is altered by its presence, and even the slightest
of modern phenomena cannot penetrate its depths: “If a common sound, like the shriek of a
steamboat’s whistle, now and again soared over across the hills and fields, it was changed in
fhat refracting atmosphere, and became a defiance at the gates of waking dream” (22-23).
Significantly, “waking dream” is the same phrase used to describe Désbra’s clairvoyant

experiences in “The Star of the Marsh”; it alludes to the precarious boundary between sleep
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and wakefulness explored in early occult forms of hypnosis, such as mesmerism, as well as
the thin barrier between life and death traversed by Spiritualist»mediums. |

The quiet mystery of the Perdu is soon broken by the presence of Reuben énd Celia,
who begin to frequent its banks. Their visits to the Perdu rekindle an interest in the pool and
its mysteries. Indeed, “[u]nder the influence of the children’s sympathetic expectancy, the
Perdu began to find fuller expression. Every mysterious element in the neighborhood
whether emanating from the Perdu itself or from the spirits of the people about it — appeared
to find a focus in the personalities of the two children” (29). The result of this symbiotic
reiationship between the Perdu and the youngsters was that “[e]very experience, every
manifestation, when investigated, seemed to resolve itself into something of an epidemic
sense of unseen but thrilling influences” (29-3 0). Like the Indian and Acadian tales about
“The Star of the Marsh,” the mysterious occurrences near the Perdu do nothing to help '
explain its significance; on the contrary, such unresolved phenomena only increase the pool’s
supernatural awe. |

The townsfolk also begin to associate Reuben with the Perdu. His constant visits to
the pool, for exémple, spawn a host of new stories about the Perdu, which “were certain to be
connected, soon aﬁgr their origin, with the name of Reuben Waugh” (29). In another
instance, Reuben explains to Celia that the strange light emanating from the middle of the
Perdu is nothing more than gases eséaping from a tree underneath the surface of the water.
Yet the townsfolk embrace this mystery as another example of the Pérdu’s superngtural
powers, and because of Reuben’s affiliation with the pool, nickname the phenomenon
“Reube Waugh’s Lantern” (36). Despite such constant aligning with the Perdu, Reuben is
ironically the one character who offers plausible, material explanatibns for the unexplé.inable

occurrences at the Perdu throughout much of the story. For example, he explains to Celia’s
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father thét the reason there are footprints on the snowy Perdu, but none leading to or away
from it, is because of the Wéy the Perdu’s banks are sloped. Earlier in the story he also
deduces that a pale green hand seen waving over the water was more likely the result of a
lily-leaf being pulled by an unseen catfish than a supernatural occurrence — although in this
instance, rather than embrace such a rational explanation the two young playmates “were
content to leave the vision But half explaihed” whenever they Saw the green hand afterwards
35).

Reuben’s explanations about what he believes are natural occurring phenomena on
the Perdu do little to prepare him for the supernatural vision he witnesses on his return from
the city. After seeking his fortune abroad in order to gain approval of Celia’s parents, he
returns a successful young man. But any changes he underwent while li;fing in the city are -
quickly erased by the power of the Perdu, for as he “reached a slope overlooking the amber-
bright country of the Perdu, he was-once more the\ silent eager boy, the quaintly reasoning
visionary, his spirit waiting alert at his eyes and at his’ears” (44). His heightened senses and |
“visionary” nature are ‘soon rewarded, for once he spies the Perciu he notices’ a pale hand
waving in the middle of the water. But this time it is no longer fhe pale green hand from his
youth that appears: the hand now waving to him from the water is pale and white, an image -
he ‘instinctvively a\sso‘ciates with Celia. He immediately dives into the water, but is unable to
find a body. At first he laughs at his initial panic, attributing the vision to his own
unconscious association of Celia with the Perdu. But as he turns to 1061( back ét the water,
“his heart leaped into his throat suffocatingly, for again rose the hand aﬁd arm, and waved,
| and dropped back among the lilies! He grasped the nearest tree, that he might not, in spite of
himself, plunge back into the pale mystery of the Perdu” (48). The pool becomes a “floor of

opal” (48), whose gem-like appearance now resembles the amethyst from “The Star of the
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Marsh,” and like the “star,” it is operating as a conduit for supernatural forces, revealing to
Reuben an event of which he had no prior knowledge. The resulting clairvoyant experience
confirms what he had felt since his early youth, that although the Perdu did not flow like thé
river downstream, its occult powers reached far beyond the shallow banks and offered up
secrets to those who were open to sharing its knowledge. Convinced now that something
horrible has happened to Celia, he rushes to the ﬁansen farmhouse, only to discover that she
is dead. His quiet pronouncement “I know” in résponse to Celia’s father asking if he had
heard about Celia’s death (50) is a final reminder to readéfs that neither material science nor
Christian faith can explzetin all of life’s mysteries.

In “The Stone Dog,” the protagoniét’s faith in “the powers of material knowledge” is
gradually chipped away by an animated piece of sculpture. Similarly, in “The Barn on the
Marsh” the image of the dead neighbour affects the young boy’s psyche, whereas the second
image of the neighbour challenges his definition of reality. In contrast to these two stories is
the more explicit occult narrative “The Star of the Marsh,” in which akyoung man becomes a
spiritual medium for his ancestors via an amethyst that possesses supernatural powers.
Similarly, in “The Perdu” Reuben Waugh’s kinship with a mysterious pool that is
surrounded by strange and inexplicable phenomena is rewarded, although tragically, with a
horrific vision of his playmate and lover, Celia. |

The third pair of supernatural stories consists of “In the Accident Ward” and “The
_ Hill of Chastisement,” although the latter did not appear until 1903 as part of the second
edition. Both Pomeroy and Morrell link the two stories in their respective groupings, arguing.
that they represent “dream™ narratives. Pomeroy (1943) in particular believes that they are a
form of automatic writing, suggesting that with the ¢x¢eption of “In the Accident Ward”

Roberts performed little editing on them: “although written at wide intervals. . .they are alike
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in their grim symbolism, alike are they also in their origins, for they were all written in
dreams and, with the exception of the self-explanatory conclusion most obviously added to
[“In the Accidenf Ward”], they appear exactly as they were dreamed” (140).. Certainly “The
Hill of Chastisement” and “In the Accident. Ward” are examples of dream sequences and
both are of similar length, the first comprising eight pages, fhe second only six pages. Yet

- Pomeroy’s grouping of “The Stone Dog” under this same “dream” heading is problematic,
since it is not as explicit in terms of recreating a dream narrative; that is, rather than offering
a phantasmagoric story without explanation, it is filtered through the eyes and experience of
a first-person protagonist, who tells the tale from memory and at times breaks the flow of the
narrative by interjecting commentary about the events. Thus, even though Roberts may have
“dreamed” parts of “The Stone Dog,” its themes and narrative strategy are bettér aligned to
“The Barn on the Mér’sh” than to the other two stories.

“In the Accident Ward,” which was included in Roberts’s category of stories that best
explores “the mystery of life and fate,” begins in medias res with an unnamed first-person
narrator standing at the base of a low hill. As he gazes at his surroimdings, he notices that the
grass and sky are “of a strange and dreadful pallor” and that he is standing in the middle of a
“red road of baked clay, blood red” (111). When he looks bghjnd him, he notices he has
come through an open gate, and that standing in the mouth of this gate are “tWo gray
leopards and a small ape” (112) that, upon hearing “a word whispered which I could not
understand;” draw away and disappear tl 12). Morrell believes that this opening landscape is
. “symbolic rather than scene-setting” (143), a notion reinforced by Conway (1982), who
believes that the opening possesses a “Dantean quality” (233). The “blood-red path”
certainly suggests the road of life and the in medias res opening echoes the beginning of the

Inferno, but what of the two leopards and small ape, and the gate at which they stand?
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Morley (1 977) contends that “the ape and tiger were the animals most frequently chosen to
iltustrate discussions of evolution and ethics” (349), and links tﬁe depiction of the leopards
and the ape to Tennyson’s poem In Memoriam, which refers to “the ape and the tiger,” an
argument supported by Conway, who suggests “Roberts’s beasts are obviously chosen from
Tennyson’s ‘In Memoriam,” which provided the,ag_e with its most popular image of the
imperative of human evolution” (233).

Although intriguing, the Darwinian arguments put forward by Morley and Conway
make little sense for two key reasons. First, Roberts was an experienced outdoorsman and |
would have known the difference between a tiger and a leopaid, a notion confirmed by the
illustration of spotted leopards in the frontispiece of the second edition. Second, if readers
look closely at the “small ape” depicted in the frontispiece, they will discover that it lobks
remarkably similar to a baboon. If so, the relationship between leopards and a baboon in the
story assumes a deliberate mythological significance, specifically Egyptian. Leopards are
often associated with Osiris, the God of Death; furthermore, the baboon is often depicted as
the figure who guarded the first gate of the Underworld. The resulting mythological
symbolism makes more sense than a Darwinian reading of the animals, especially when we
consider that shortly after the leopards an& ape disappear a ghostly ﬁgure “all in gray”
ap‘proacheé him from the summit of the hill, closely pursued by “the Second Death” (113).
The term “Second Death” is a possible reference to Revelations: any soul whose name was
not found in the Book of Life would be “thrown into the lake of fire” (REV 20:15). Yet this
term is also used by occultists to describe palingenesis, or rebirth; it is therefore ambiguous
~as to which meaning Roberts intended. 'Regardless, in both instances, the narrator has passed

through the “first gate” of death and is approaching a second “transition” point.
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At first the speaker is afraid of the approaching figure of Second Death, but when the
ghost “fell at my feet, and clasped my knees in awful fear, I felt myself grow strong, and all
dread left my soul. I reached forth my right hand and grasped the pursuing horror by the
throat” (113). By shifting the fot:us from his own fate to that of protecting the ghost, he
discovers new life and a renewed sense of purpose. But the elusive nature of Second Death
proves his undoing, for “the iron grip of my own strong and impla;:able fingers seemed to
close with a keen agony upon my own throat” (113). The figure of Second Death is no longer
an éxtemal object of dread for the speaker but a force that emanates from within him. The
resulting cpnfrontation with his own Second Death is unresolved, though, since moments
later the speaker awakens in the accident ward, swathed in bandages and surrounded by
attending nurses and doctors. The .story ends with hnn briefly recalling the horrific image of
the crash and “sickening upheaval of the collision” (114) before slipping back into a second,
more calm slumber.

Both Pomeroy and Morrell criticize the story’s ending for its less than adequate
resolution of the provocative dream-sequence that preceded it. Morrell, for instance, declares
that the ending “is both aesthetically and psychologically inadequate” (144). For her part,
‘Pomeroy defends Roberts’s narrative by suggesting it was “the market,” not Roberts, which
created such a pragmatic and stylized conclusion: “one cannot refrain even at this late day
from lamenting that the market required a practical explanation as suggested by the title”
(140-1). Indeed, the power of the narrative resides within the dream proper, since Roberts’s
portrayal of one man’s “near death” experience represents a new and deeper form of sbiritual
investigation in his writing. The boundary being addressed in this story is no 1ongér that of
the material world versus the supernatural: now it is the psychblogical realm of the afterlife

that he wishes to explore.
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Complementing “In the Accident Ward” is his more overtly religious narrative, “The
Hill of Chastisement.” A first-person protagonist, who resides at the mouth of a cave located
half-way up a mountain, is suffering from an unnamed sin. Below him in the abyss, “through
the upward roll of the smoke flamed grinning faces, as the white faces of the drowned gleam
up through a black water” (197-8); they mock him in his ﬁlisery, prompting him to lash
“more fiercely with the knotted leather scourge that hung from my girdle” (198). He seeks
atonement from an old man who lives in the inner sanctuary of the cave, “in a glory of clear
and pure light, so penetrating that it revealed the secrets of my breast” (198). The old man
sits with his heéd boweci “over a book that shone like crystal” (198), oblivious to the
protagonist’s repeated self-flagellation, prayers, and cries for mercy. One night, the sinner
“grew aware” that if he chooses the rough path around the hill he will eventually arrive on
the other side and thus be able to enter the inner cave of the saint. The péth itself proves
freacherous and he becoﬁes a Christ-like figure, falling repéatedly along the path but forcing
himsélf to “rise bleeding é.ﬁd stumble on” (201). His penance is in vain, though, for he
suddenly realizes that his atonement is refused. Ignoring the defeat, he presses on, and
discovers a heap of stones and a wooden pillar beside the path, which he interprets as a
change in fate and é sign of his forgiveness: “I knew it was a wayside calvary. I knew it was
set up on the hillside for the last refuge of such lost ones as I” (202). He flings himself upon
the structure, weeping for joy; but moments later a sudden red light illuminates the path,
revealing the tragic truth: his wayside calvary is instead “a reeking gibbet” (203).

Although “The Hill of Chastisement” is sleight of action, the story’s religious
symbolism is unquestionably poignaht, and complex. In fact, much of the symbolism is
prese_ntéd in relation to traditidnél Christian feachings: the abyss below the sinnér is an image

of hell, complete with flames and faces that laugh and mock him. Contrasting this vision of
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hell is the inner sanctuary of the cave, iﬁ which dwells a saint, basking in the spiritual glow
of a Bible. A third religious icon is the wayside calvary evoked at the end of the story, which
‘gives the sinner hope for his redemption. Yet the sinner’s failure at atonement does not result
in a clear victory for the story’s underlying religious framework. On the contrary, as Morrell
points out, the story offers a “cruelly irénic conclusfon” (149), which ultimately represents “a
deep disbelief that the promises of Christianity have any power to ease the pain of rejection
and regret or to prevent shameful death” (148-9). Similarly, Conway argues that “[i]f exterior
correspondence presents the feeble spirit with insurmountable obstacles, to embrace a
dogmatic religious structure is even worse” (291). By focusing on tﬁe psyche of the sinner

“and his attempt to ensure redemption and a place in the afterlife, Roberts is exploring
through this dream sequence a theme alpeady encouhtéred in “In the Accident Ward,”
namely that the boundary between this world and the nextis a complex matter, and that the
path into the afterlife is fraught with perils. The ease with which the wayside calvary

. becomés a “i'eeking gibbet” reinforces Roberts’s growing distrust of organized religion as a
reliable source of knowledge for explaining the relationshib between this life and the next. _

Two other points challenge a traditional Christian reading of the story. First, the

concepi of an inner cave that glowed with “clear and pure light” is most certainly an echo of
Plato’s cave. Given Roberts’s background ih philosophy during his undergraduate career, he
could not have missed the analogy; the resultant image places emphasis on the sinner’s quest
for knowledge, not atonement. Reinfofcing this supcrhatural link to Plato and the esoteric
tradition is a line from Roberts’s “Ave,” published ten years earlier, which refers to “Plato’s
theme occult” (186). Second, Bentley (1999) argues that the story may be indebted, in part,
to two plays by the Belgian symbolist, Maurice Maeterlinck: “It is...impossible to state with

absolute certainty that ‘The Hill of Chastisement’ is primarily indebted to [Maeterlinck’s]
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‘The Blind’ and ‘The Intruder’ rather than to Poe or, say, Rossetti, but the many qualities that
the story shares with the plays...do conspire with the external evidence to make this a
distinct possibility” (36). If so, the story takes on an additional esoteric significance, since
Maeterlinck was well-read in occult lore and the Symbolists in general are regarded as a
literary movlement that was heavily influenced by occult ideas.

These six stories are Roberts’s exploration of the seemingly thin barrier between life
and death claimed to be traversed by practitioners of Spiritualism and depictions of the
secrefs of the cosmos thét may be gleaned from coming into contact with such forces.

- Written over a twenty-year period, they are a small but signiﬁcént group of stories whose
publication marks a key transition period in Roberts’s philosophy. Although they have
received little attention from scholars, the ‘rrllaj ority of them figure prominenﬂy in his original
thematic vision of Earth’s Enigmas, a collection which, in Roberts’s words, explores “the
mystery of life and fate.” The central tension ’in all six stories involves some aspect of the
supernatural. In “The Stone Dog;’ and “The Barn on the Marsh,” his two earliest sul\)ernaturaI
stories, the protagonist confronts a horrific vision that he cannot feconcile with his material -
understanding of the universe. In the second pair of stories, “The Star of the Marsh” and
“The Perdu,” objects from nature, an amethyst and a pool, take on an occult significance
through their ability to channelvknowledge of the universe to two susceptible young men.
The final two supernatural stories included in Earth s Enigmas are the dream-narratives “In
the Accident Ward” and “The Hill of Chastisement,” whose protégdnists are projections of
the indiyidual psyche and collectively represent Roberts’s grappling with fears of the
afterlife. The writing/publiéhing chronology of these stories also reflects a deepening interest
and understanding of the supernatural on the part of Roberts. The earliest stories involve a

confrontation with external manifestations of the supernatural, whereas in the second and
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third pairs the supernatural becomes increasingly internalized; that is, the clairvoyaht
abilities of Reuben and Desbra represent a transition point in the process since the visions
enter via their psyche while the dream-narratives are a new level of complexity in the
internalization process.

Roberts’s supernatural stories reflect the characteristics of the “Romantic Revival”
described in his 1890 review of Rosamund Marriott Watson, particularly the first two. The
first chara;:teristic, which invoives a “fondness for handling weird themes built, in a fashion
- of subtle suggestiveness, from old superstitions and folk—myths,” is certainly evident in the

| stories. In “The Stone Dog,” for example, the Good Samaritan represents one of the

- superstitious townsfolk and relates to the protagonist after his encounter at the ruins tales of
the “Fonte del Cano.” Similariy, in “The Perdu,” the nartator notes how the pool’s
inexplicable phenomena and mysterious nature are inextricably linked to the neighbourhood
folk, whose unwavering belief in its powers spawn new tales about its “occult significance”
in relation to Reuben Waugh. Also of note ié “The Star of the Marsh,” which is set in the
historical context of the Acadian expulsiqn, thereby implying that the weird tale originated in
Acadian folklore. His subsequent renaming of it as “The Eye §f Giuskﬁp” enhances the tale’s -
folklore origins by further aligning it with supernatural creatures from Native my"(holog’y.‘

The second charécteristic of the “Romantic Revival,” which Roberts describes as the
“human note,” is best represented by “The Hill of Chastisement,” particularly the ending of
the story when the protagonist thinks he sees a wayside calvary, which turns into the
“reeking gibbet”; in this single moment he experiences the essence of human tragedy as his
’blind hope is irrevocably destroyed by unforeseen cﬁcumstances. The notion of tragedy is
reflected in the dead and forgotten Prussians described in the Watson poem he quotes in his

1890 review to define this characteristic; the image of the wayside calvary also serves as the
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title and central symbol for her poem. Another story possessing this characteristic is “The
Perdu’: the return of Reuben_ from ebroad does not end in a proposal of marriage to Celia but
ina witnessing of her arm and hand outstretched from the Perdu, a herriﬁe vision that signals
her death. The tragedy is further pnnctuated by the story’s final image, in which Celia’s
grief-stricken fafher, standing at the door with Reuben, utters the fateful phrase: “Oh,
Reuben, if you stayed it might have been different!” (51). The pathos of the image is both
touching and intense in its narrative simplicity.

Roberts’s deliberate choice of volumes that investigate supernatural theme's to review
in his “World of Books” column as well as the pains he took to explore similar topoi in a
group of six stories published in Earth’s Enz;gmas indicate his growing appreciation and
affinity for things occult. The emphasis in the six stories on the “horror” of the supernatural
symbolizes not only the sensual or psychological response of the speaker to such visions:
these horrific images also represent a rupturing in the speaker’s understanding of the
universe, whose weltanschauung, which is invariably based on reason and material
knowledge, isvchallenged by inexplieable phenomena whose meaning lie outside the
boundaries of conventional wisdom. This obsession with understanding the afterlife, a notion
he aligns with the receiving of divine knowledge, is a theme that would haunt Roberts for the

rest of his life and a tension he would continue to explore in future writings.
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Chapter 4: The Role of the Supernatural in Roberts’s
Acadian Fiction

Early in his career Roberts demonstrated a considerable interest in the Acadian tradition in

. Atlantic Canada. His non-fiction series, “Echoes from Old Acadia,” consists of four. essays
originally published between December 1884 and January 1885, which range in topic from -
an “Acadian ‘Bliche de No&l” to the wife of Charles La Tour,k an early Governor of Acadia.
His first major essay on the literary potential of the Acadian tradition, “The Outlook for
Literature: Acadia’s Field for Poétry, History and Romance,” appeared in 1886, where he
muses on “the future of literature in Nova Scotia” (7) and its role in the shaping of a national
literature. He suggests that the province offers writers several sources of creative inspiration.
The first source is Nova Scoﬁa’s landscapes, whose “stern coasts, now thundered against by
Atlantic storms, now wrapped in noiseless fogs...overwhelming tides [and] weird reaches of
flat and marsh and dyke, should create a habit of openness to nature, kand by coﬁtrast puta
reproach upon the commohplace and the gross” (7). The next two sources form part of the
region’s cultural traditions. The second source is Nova Scotia’s wealth of Indié.n legends,
although drawing directly from such legends will result in literary failure: “[o]nly indiréctly,
by association and suggestion, is Indian legend likely, I think to exert marked influence upon
our creative literature” (7). Writers should instead look to the third source, Acadian culture,
as an alternative soufce for inspiration; its dramatic history is a goldmine of literary potential,
due in part to the Acadian “hardships and.. .uiumphé” as well as to its “deep pathos of the
end” (7). He cites Longfellow’s Evangeliné as proof of such an influence: the poem is not the

apotheosis of Acadian inspiration, he argues, but mereiy an example of what can be
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accomplished by writers who tap into thjs tradition. Acadian history. and culture “should be
breeding ground for poem, and history, and romance” (7).
Inspired By his own words, Roberts proceeded to publish several Acadian works of
history and romance. His interest in the history of the Acadian people, which began with the
““Echoes from Old Acadia” éeﬁcs, would resurface in his Histo:;y of Canada (1897), the first
section of which deals with New France and the expulsion of the Acadians. He also
published other non-fiction prose about the Acadians, including “In the Land of Evangeline,”
which appeared in the June 1899 issue of The Saturday Evening Post as well as The Land of
Evangeline and Gateways Thither (1895), a tourist guide about the Acadian éettlements of
Nova Scotia and other Maritime destinations including Halifax and Saint John, New
Brunswick. In The Land of Evangeline and Gateways Thither Roberts equates the area and
people of Acadia with mystery and the supernatural: in the Introduction, for insté.nce, he
describes Old Acadie as possessing a “romantic‘and mystérious past” (1), whbse lands are
“not less fair, and not less fitting scenes for all the romance which Time and Fate and the
Poet have piaced in their keeping” (1-2). He also suggests that the climate of Acadia is “so
benign that Chauéer might have had it in prophetic vision when he wrote: “The ayre of that
place so attempre was / That never was grievaunce of hot ne cold”’ @ emphasis added).
Roberts’s main contribution to the field of Acadian literature was the short stories and

novels he published between the years 1894 and 1904. Beginning with The Raid from
Beauséjour (1894), he would publish three additional romances about Acadia, including The
Forge in the F ofest (1896), A Sister to Evangeline (1898), and The Prisoner of Mademoiselle
(1904) as well as a collection of short fiction, By the Marshes of Minas (1900). Collectively
these books attempt to portray in one form or another “the eager searchings, the bold exploits

[and] strange adventures” of the Acadian people (“The Outlook for Literature,” 7).
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Despite such an avid and sustainéd interest on the part of Roberts, almost no criticism
exists on his Acadian works. Keith (1969) devotes a chapter to Roberts’s “Fiction and
Romance” but affords little space to the Acadian prose, which he criticizes for its use of
“stock ingredients and clichés” (64) and believes it shduld be relegated to “the category of
juvenilia” (66). John Moss (1984) agrees with Keith’s summation: instead of attempting aﬁy
meaningful discussion of Roberts’s Acadian romahces he offers only a single para'graph,.
cohcluding that the romances possess only “Acadian cliché and romantic contrivance™ (87).
Likewise, Terry Whalen (1987) dismisses the group by arguing that Roberts “implicitly
shows that he knew the North American market” in these works and that his three romances
posséss “more propaganda than art” (6). A less harsh assessment is offered by Janice Kulyk
Keefef, who includes in her Under Eastern EyeS: A Critical Reading of Maritime Fiction
(1987) brief discussions of The Forge in the Forest and A Sister to Evangeline. Relying on
historical context and possible source texts, she argues that 4 Sister to Evangeline is a
nationalist rewriting of Longfellow’s poem Evangeline while The Forge in the Forest is the
“fictional complementary” (98) to A Sister to Evangeline, a lesser romance bent on putting
“hostilities back in the hands of gentlemen and thus achieve parity between the [French and
English]” (99). She would reiterate this critical position lafer in her “Fortunate Falls and
Propitious Expulsions” (1994) by suggesting that the two romances “present pre-Expulsion
Grand Pré as a miracle of social and aesthetic harmony” (34) and employ the mythic notion
of “Acadie as Eden” in order to serve Roberts’s “nationalist (and centrist) vision of history”
(38). Similarly, Elizabeth Waterston (1984) contends that Roberts, along with Gilbert Parker,
decided that “French/English connections could serve as the stuff of Canadian romance”
(109) and manipulated Acadian history m his fiction in order to address the issue of “French-

English accommodation in Canada™ (111).
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The only other essay published on Roberts’s Acadian fiction is William Owen’s
“Vision and Revision in Roberts’ Acadian Romances” (1984). On the surface, this article
appears to complement the studies of Waterston (1984) and Keefer (1987), for he sets out to
prove that Roberts had two purposes in mind when he wrote his romances: the first was to
develop and promote “harmonious reconciliation between the English and Acadian peoples
of the Maritimes” (117); the second purpose was to “reVise and improve the image of
the...British military. ..during the eighteenth century” b( 117). Owen, however, identifies an
aspect of Roberts’s Acadian romances that no other critic has identified: the role of the
| supernatural. Granted, Owen’s space dedicated to this topic is limited, but this doe;s not
diminish the significance of his statements. Far from being a minor aspect in the novels, .
Owen argues that the supernatural is “an important element in the tales” (119); that is, a
tension exists in The Forge in the Forest and A Sister to Evangeline between history and the
supernatural, which at times affects the historical accuracy of Roberts’s characters. In The
Forge in the Forest, for instance, Roberts “occasionally introduces the supernatural to render
a moral judgement on history” (121), citing Grdl’s punishment of the Black Abbé as an
example of this narraitive stratégy. Owen believes fhat this scené suggests “Roberts has used
the supernatural as a strongér, more valid force to correct the record of history” (121).
Similarly, in A’ Sister to Evangeline he pbints out that the lovers of the story, Yvonne de
Lamourie and Paul Grande, are “protected by the white magic of Mother Péche” (122),
suggesting once again’ the power of the supernatural as a mitigating force within the
narrative. |
This chapter expands on Owen’s comments by exploring the ways in which Roberts
incorporates elemenfs of the supernatural into several of his Acadian prose works, including

The Forge in the Forest, A Sister to Evangeline, and stories from By the Marshes of Minas.
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. Collectively these works reveal that Roberts maintained an avid interest in the supernatural
after leaving King’s College in the spring of 1895. More importantly, his deliberate and
careful incorporation of ’such elements into his Acédian works is in keeping with similar
elements found in stories from Earth ’ernigmas, suggesting further that his struggle with
questions of the cosmos aﬁd the afterlife continued td haunt h1m

Published in the same year as Earth’s Enigmas, The Forge in the Forest recounts the
adventures of an eighteenth-century Acadian lord named Jean de Mer, who has recently
returned to Grand Pré after a three-year absence. Structurally speaking, the romance is
divided into two interconnected narratives, both of which are narrated by Jean. In the first
part, Jean helps his son Marc overcome a revenge plot concocted by the powerful, but
‘Theretical Acadian bricst, the Black Abbé, who, in retaliation for Marc’s public condemnation
of his manipulative actions against Acadian villagers, attempts to have him branded a spy fof
the English. The second part concerns a young English woman named Mizpah Hanford,
whose son Philip is kidnapped by supportérs of the Black Abbé. Jean, who recently rescued
Mizpah and her sister Prudence from followers of the Abbé, has fallen in love with her and
so volunteers to go after the boy. Despite his initial protestations, Jean agrees to bring
Mizpah with him in place of the wounded Marc, whose condition forces him to remain in
Grand Pré with Prudence, who also happens to be his loveri Overshadowing this second plot
and the eventual safe refum of Philip is Roberté’s inclusion of a bloody but decisive victory
for Jean and the Acadian forces over a New England garrison, a fight that serves as the
climax to Part IT and involves the tragic death of Tamin Violet, one of Jean and Marc’s -
companions from Part I. Looming behind all of these events is the historical background of

the romance, which takes place just prior to the Acadian expulsion.
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The Forge in the Forest is a mélange of romance conventions, with linked revenge
plots, forbidden love, and heroic quests. Yet in the Foreword Roberts hints at another
characteristic, an area of critical inquiry seldom mentionéd by scholars that links the history
of the Acadian people to mysterious forces. After describing present-day Nova Scotia, he
notes that “behind this countenance of gladness and peace broods the memory of a vanished
people” (11). The phrase “vanished peo?le” implies that the Acadiaﬁs were not merely ekiled

“but disappeared completely from existence, thus lending a supernatural tone to fheir history.
' More importantly, the fact that their memory still “broods” in the area suggests that a part of
these people persists in the landscape, a force that exists outside of hiStorical consciousness.
Reinforcing this idea of a lingering Acadian presence in the region is his first mention of the
heretiqal priest, the Black Abbé; “[tJhough the race whose bané’ he was has gone, still stalks
the sinister shadow of the Black Abbé” (12). The Abbé is a kind of derhon or form of undead
that haunts the Nova Scotia landscape. Hence, ﬁlis image of a haunting spirit, coupled with
the notion of a vanished people, signals to the reader that there are strange phenomena
associated with this “vanished” people thaf should not be taken lightly.

The majority of the supernatural élements found in The Forge of the Forest originate
7 with Frangois de Gril, a mystérious figure who spends his timé protecting Acadién villagérs
from the Black Abbé. His wild demeanor sets him apart from the military discipline of the
soldiers as well as the refined manneré of Acadian gentlemen like Mérc and Jean de Mer.
Roberts also links him to literary wizards like Merlin, by bestowing on Griil similar physical
characteristics: he has long white hair, a long white beérd, and wears “a rimless cap of
plaited straw, with a high, pointed crown; and this was stuck full of gaudy flowers and
feathers. From the point of the crown rose the stump of what had been, belike, a spray of

goldenrod, broken by a hasty journeying through the obstructions of the forest” (77). He also
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carries a “white stick, with a grotesque carven head, dyed scarlet” (78), which he waves in
“strange, intricate curvés” (79). Moreover, just prior to his first encounter with Gril Jean
“senses” the wizard before seeing him: “I felt, rather than heard, a presence come behind
me” (76). This description of Jean’s extra-sensory perception echoes the experiences felt by
narrators in “The Stone Dog” and “The Barn on the Marsh” before their respective
encounters with the supernatural. Faced with such an awesome and bewildering figure, Jean
declares that Gril is a “fantastic form” (79).
| Complementiﬁg Gril’s appearance are his occult powers. Marc mentions to Jean that
- despite his “mad” moments, Griil is “sane forvthe most paft, and with some touches of a
wisdom beyond the wisdom of men” (80). He also notes that “his strange ravings, his
prodigious prophesyings, do something here and there to weaken the Abbé’s influence with
our people” (80). Similarly, the Indians refuse to lift a hand against him because they believe
“a Manitdu dwells in him” (81). As for Grill’s repeated phrase, “Woe, woe to Acadie .fhe
Fair, for the day of her desolation cometh” (77), his doomsday prophecy operates as a
rhetorical strategy to help substantiate his soothsaying abilities, since readers would have
likely been familiar with the historical fact that the Acadian expulsion began in 1755.
Another feature of Grfil’s supernatural powers is his use of strange symbols to communicate:
with Marc and Jean. At one point, they discover a peeled stick, a porﬁon of which is “cut
down to a flat surface, and on this was drawn with charcoal a straight line, having another
straight line perpendicular‘to it, and bisecting it. At the top of the perpendicular was a figure
of the sun” (116). Following this description in the text is an illustration of the rune,
demonstrating the extent to which Roberts was conscious of the power of symbols and of the
need to depict rather than simply describe them. Marc describes the symbol as part of Griil’s

“sign manual” (117), and is able to interpret it: he will meet the men at high noon. Although
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the message is fairly banal, Gril’s use of symbol establishes his interest in occluded forms of
communication and his ability to use them should the need arise.

The only character who questions Griil’s powers is Jean .de Mer. Although his son
holds “a childlike faith in this fantastic being” (121), Jean maintains an air of caution and
skepticism towards the white wizard, declaring that “all this mystéry, and this blind
obedience [fo Gril]...were little to my liking” (121). Yet he is continually baffled by Gril’s
ability to offer assistance at critical times. Indeed, although Gril is not prominent in the
narrative, as Keith (1969) poihté out,.ﬁis position is crucial to the success of the Acadians,
for he “appears at important crises in the story to assist the hero” (65). Three times during the
narratjve he intercepts Jean during his adventures to offer counsel. In Part f, for example,
Marc and Jean are being chased on a river by followers of the Black Abbé. Although they
manage to escape by sinking one of their canoes, Lthey hit a rock and must swim to shofe.
Luckily, they gain land aﬂd flee into the forest. But in the midst of their rest and newfound
security, Gral suddenly appears and warns them “to fly” (78), as the Indians are still on their
&MI; then he disapbeafs to “throw them off the trail” (79)‘.‘ It is this moment of protection that
enables Marc and Jean to reach de Ramezay and clear Marc’s name without further incident. |
In thé second instance, Gril leads Marc and Jean to the captured sisters, Prudence and

- Mizpah, a move which precipitates both Jean’s feelingé for Mizpah as well as his quest for
the kidnapped boy. Griil’s third counsel to Jean occurs in Part II: while stopping at the base
of a cliff to fest, Jean and Mizpah spot Griil dangling the Abbé over the cliff. They move into
the bushes and watch the scene unfold, which ends w1th Gril allowingthe Abbé to escape.
Despite their hidden vantage point, Gril suddenly appears at their side and asks, “do you
'd‘r'eam he did not see you?” (208), signaling that they must hurry anng in their quest or face

further obstacles. Later, they spot followers of the Abbé paddling towards them and are able

105



to prepare an ambush. Griil’s Warm'ng, then, enables Jean and Mizpah to gain advantage over
the Indians and continue their quest. Gril’s actions once again echo those of Merlin, for it is
not so much his'supematural powers but his ability to offer wise counsel that marks him as a
wizard. Likewise, it was not Merlin’s talent for casting spells or performing magic that made
him critical to Arthur’s success, but his uncanny ability to offer crucial counsel that made
him a powefful figure in the Arthurian romances. More importantly, Gril’s continuous and
successful counselr moves Jean to alter his opinion of the mysterious figure: “I praised the
saints for sending to our aid this madman Gril — whom...I now graciously absolved from the
charge of madnian” (125).

Although his opinion of thekman has altered, Jean maintains a sense of mistrust
towards Griil’s powers; a decision that is not without merit, for thé one prediction Gril offers
to Jean in the story does not come true. Late in Part I he claims that Philip will be taken “to
the sea fhat is within the heart of the land” (208), a reference to the Bras D’Or lakes. Jean,
though, notes that despite this é‘rophecy, “Grﬁl had told us falsely. The child was not
destined for Ile Royale” (209). He then proceeds‘ to conjecture on possible explanations for
Gril’s mistake, ciﬁng two likely reasons for the supernatural miscue: “‘Whether the strange
being really thought he was direcﬁng us aright, or, his vanity not permitting him to confess
that he did not know, trusted to a guess with the hope that it might prove a prophecy, I have
never been able to determine” (209). It is important to note that dcspite his misgivings and
skepticism towards Gral’s prophetic abilities, Jean is “unable to determine” why Gril was
wrong. More importantly, immediately following the apparent vindication of his skepticism
towards Grill’s supernatural powers, Jean evokes the spirit of Fate as a counterpoint to Grill:
“Fate. did presently so take our affairs into her own hands, that Gril’s misinformation

affected the end not at all” (209-10). Here we see Roberts revealing the hypocrisy of skeptics
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like Jean de Mer who question the validity of supernatural forces, for rather than rejecting
outright the “fallible” forces represented by Gril, he trades one mysterious power for another
by evoking the notion of “Fate” to explaiﬁ the events that were to unfold. Furthermore, after
citing Fate as a possible moving force in the universe, Jean reiterates this half-belief in the
power of otherworldly forces. Although he begins by evoking God as the person who will
help them find Philip, he quickly distances himself from declaring a clear, J udeo-Chﬁstian
stance by reflecting on the significance of his evoc;atioh: “That some one greatef than
ourselves does sometimes help us in such perils, I know, whatever Vcértain hasty men who
speak out of a plentiﬁﬂ lack of experience may declare to the contrary. But whether this help
be a direct intervention of God himself, or the succor of the blessed saiqts, or the watchful
care of one’s guardian siairit, I have never been able to conclude to my own satisfaction”
(221). Roberts is once again speaking through J eaﬁ, reiterating his own belief in fofces of the
cosmos that control our lives, a power that cannot be confined to notions of Christian
orthodoxy. |

The one occasion when Jean concedes his belief in prophecy is in reference to a
prediction made by the Black Abbé, not Griil. ‘Early in Part I, the Black Abbé utters the
fateful phrase to one of Jean’s friends, Tamin Violet: “Red runs your blood beneath the apple
tree” (108). Tamin is initially terrified by the prediction. But both Jean and Marc rebuke him
for his fears: Jean, for instance, claims that “he said it to spoil your sleep and poison your
content” (108). Likewise, Marc declares, “who has ever heard that the Black Abbé was a
prophet?” (108). Reassured by their words, Tamin concludes that “the Black Abbé is no
prophet. Had it been Gril, now, that said it, there were something to lie awake for, eh?”
(109). Yet at the end of Part II it is the Black Abbé who has thé last laugh. Just before the

attack on the New Englanders, Jean adinits that “I have never heard that one of [the New
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Englanders] was kept awake with strange terrors, or had any prevision....But among us
French, that night, there was one at least who was granted some prevision” (279-80). Tamin
approaches Jean before the attack and shakes his hand, “a something of farewell” (280). Just
as the Abbé foretold, after the battle Jean finds Tamin dead beneath an apple tree, with blood
soaking into the snow around the base of the tree. The \young man’s tragic death forces Jean
to concede that there are forces in the universe beyond our control: “here was one gﬁm
prophecy fulfilled” (292). '

Roberts’s use of the prophecy motif, coupled with Griil’s mysterious powers and the
central place he commaﬁds in the shaping of the narrative, suggests that The Forge in the
Forest is more than a second-rate novel filled with ‘;romantic contrivance.” On the contrary,
it functions as a new, extended literary outlet for Roberts’s interest in the supernatural, one
that enables him to explore the ever-present tension between inexplicable occult forces in our
lives and the world of skeptics like Jean de Mer who struggle to reconcile its plaée within
their materialist view of the universe. This powerful tension, thoﬁgh, is explored chiefly
through concrete manifestations of the supernatural, that is, through the actions and words of
characters such as Grtl and J eaﬁ de Mer. A more introspective Roberts would be revealed
two years later when he permits his own opinions oﬁ the supernatural to penetrate the
narrative of A Sister to Evangeline.

Generally referred to by critics as the sequel to The Fi orge in the Forest, A Sister to
Evangeline takes place during the year of the Acadian expulsion. It is the story of Paui
Grande, nephew to J ean de Mer, who returns to his boyhood home of Grand Pré after a two-
year absence in search of Yvonne de Lamourie, the daughter of a wealthy farmer in the
village. A similar but simpler narrative than The Forge in the Forest, it maintains the first-

person narrator approach but is structured along a single romance plot involving Paul and
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Yvonne, told from the perspective of Paul. Thc romance is also thematicaliy linked to
Longfellow’s Evangeline through its Acadian setting and title, as well as its echo of the star-
crossed lovers, Evangeline and Gabriel Lajeunesse, whose tragic love-story is retold through
the struggles of Paﬁl and Yvonne. A third link to The Forge in the Forest is Roberts’s
exploration of the supernatural. Indeed, as we have seen in his earlier Acadian romance, the
supernatural elements in A Sister to Evangeline form a powérﬁxl presence in the novel.

One of the recurring characters m this supernatural sequel is the whitg-wizard,
Frangois de Gril. His presence is felt especiélly in the first half of the novel. Roberts wastes
no time evoking the supernatural in 4 Sister fo Evangeline, as Gril’s grim prophecy absut
Acadia’s “day of desolation” is proclaimed at the end of Chapter 1, a narrative strategy that
setvcs to undercut the conventional romantic notions Paul evokes while enroute to his
boyhood home, namely, the beauty of the village and of his mistress, Yvonne. Closely
following this event is Paul’s first encounter with the wizard of Acadia. Although he is
disturbed by the wild man’s appearance and manners, he is immediately drawn to the
wizard’s supernatural accoutrements, particularly his wand: “That little stick, which Gril
wielded with authority as if it were a sceptre, still Vcausec‘l me some superstitious qualms. 1
rememberéd how at my first sight of it I had looked to see a living spark leap from that
scarlet head” (12-13). Not only does the wand display mysterious powers through its ability
to produce “living sparks”; it also reveals Paul’s discomfort‘vrvith such forces, since the sight
of the wand causes him to experience “superstitious qualms.” Griil also evokes his
soothsaying abilities by warning Paul that there is “an evil hand uplifted against [Yvonne]
this night!” (14). Paul insists that the sorcerer expléin his words, but Gril dismisses his
demand and departs into the night. It is not until later that Paul understands the warning,

when Yvonne’s house is burned down. More is also told about the sorcerer’s history and the
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nature of his hatred for the Black Abbé: Gril réveals, for instance, that he was “reputed a
wizard in the old days in France, for hé.ving brought men back from the very gape of the
grave” (147). He also explains to Paul that while in France he was “part fop, part fantastical
scholar, a dabbler in magic, and a lover of women” (158-9). Yet his role in this romance is
less active than it was in The Forge in the Forest. Although he nurses Paul back to health in
a key seciuence of chapters that reveal some of Roberts’s struggles withv the supernatural, his
counsel is kept to a minimum; in fact, his participation in the plot stops half-way through the
narrative. |

What makes A4 S"ister.to Evangeline éompelling in terms of Roberts’s interest in the
supernatural is his introducing of a second sorcerer-ﬁgufe to act as complement to and
replacement for Griil, an old woman named Mother Péche who used to tell Paul “tales of
wizardry” in his youth (17). During his first encounter with Mother Péche, Paul initially
ignores her outstretched hand of greeting but quickly remembers that “one had better defy
any orhen than leave a kindness undone” (17), and so places a silver coin ih the old woman’s
- hand. She refuses to keep the coin at ﬁrst; flinging it over her shoulder and declaring that
“there was sorrow on it” (18). Paul is initially amused by her actions, and felt that “throwing
away the silver piece was taking superstition quite too serioﬁsly” (18). He places the coin in
her hand a second time, reminding her that the value of the coin outweighé any bad luck it
may contain. For her part, Mother Péche chooses to keep the coin this time, though her
recognition of the “sofrow’ ? in the coin prompts her to reciprocate Paul’s monetary gift with a
supernatural one: a legendary talisman whose story he is familiar with. He notes that it goes
by many names, including “‘Le Veilleur,” or ‘The Watcher,” among our Acadian peasants;
but the Indians called it ‘The Eye of Manitou,” and many mystic virtues were ascribed to it”

(19). His listing of the stone’s various names echoes the supernatural amethyst from
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Roberts’s early Acadian story, “The Eye of Gluskap.” Mother Péche cautions Paul not to
remove the talisman from ﬁis neck because “[w}]hile this you wear...what most you fear will
never come to pass” (20). At first, Paul belittles her warning by laughing at the prospect of
needing such a talisman since he is “not greatly given to fear” (20). Her .sharp rebuke,
though, causes him to experience a renewed sense of “vague, formless, [and] terrible” fear
(20), and he demands that she give him the stone. |

Mother Péche’s powers involve more than clairvoyance and talismans. After giving
Paul “The Eye of Manitou,” for instance, she asks to see his hand. Before Paul can protest,
she examines his hand and declarés: ““Your héart’s desire is nigh your death of hope’” (22).
Paul notes that she is “speaking like an oracle” (22) and is eager to know the meaning of her
words; he pressures her to explain, but she refuses. Significantly, he decides to let the matter
die because he did not want to “appear too deeply concerned in such old woman’s foolery”
(22).

Apart from palm—reading, Mother Péche can also cast spells. Late in the narrative she
offers some‘ tresses of Yvonne’s hair to Paul, noting that she has “put a spell on it” (183) that
will prevent Yvonne from straying far: “it will draw, it will draw her; she cannot let it go
very far off, as 1ong as she lives” (183). This notion pleases Paul, for in wanting to be near
the tréss, Yvonne will ultimately have to be near him as well. But he is also quick to
differentiate between his approval of the spell and the nature of it: “how I loved her for [the
tress], even while deriding the magic” (183-4). Thls dismissive comment towards the
supernatural endowment of the tresses echoes his earlier dismissal of Mother Péche’s
“foolery” in her readihg of his palms (22). In fact, throughout the narrative he repeatedly
refutes the power of the supernatural propounded by such people as Mother Péche and Gril.

Yet this repeated skepticism towards omens and talismans is often an initial defensive
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position on thé part of Paul, one that is invariably belied by his strong desire to understand
the meaning of such soothsayings and his decision to hold on to Mother Péche’s talismans in
the event of future dangers or despair.

A third character in 4 Sister to Evangeline linked to the supernatural is Paul Grande,
whom Roberts appears to have modeled on himself. For instance, at one point Paul and |
Yvonne are talking in her room and she refers to his abilities as a poet, noting that the
“Acadian land, with its wonder and its beauty, has found no interpreter but you” (53). A
more blatant comparison between Roberts and Paul is found later in the stbry when Marc
describes Paul as “a star-worshipping, sonnet-wﬁting, wonder-wise freak like you” who
makes him “often doubt whether your verses, much as I like them, can be poetry, after all”
(189). Readers familiar with Rbberts would be aware of his abilities as a sonneteer, though
they may not be acquainted with his “star-worshipping.” It must be recalled that during his
Windsor years Roberts learned horoséope-césting, and prior to Mar’c’s‘comments Paul had
been gazing at the stérs and musing on his belief in the power of astrology: “A cold glirhmer
of stars came in by the narrow window, and I thought of them looking down on Yvonne,
awake, not sleeping, I well knew. Weré the astrologers right, I wondered. Good men and
great had believed in the jurisdiction of the stars. I remembefed a very learned astrologer in
Paris, during the year I spent theré, and futilely I wished I had‘consulted him” (187-8). Thus,
in calling Paulv a “wonder-wise freak” Roberts, th’rdugh Mare, is mocking both his own
interest in the supernatural and his abilities as a poet.

Roberts also has Paul digress several times in the narrative‘to/commer\)t on aspects of
the supernatural. For example, upon his arrival at Grand Pré, Paul offers some reflections on

the nature of superstitions:
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I am not by nature superstitious at all beyond the point of convenience. Such
superstitions as please me I have ever been wont to cherish for the interest to be had
out of them. I have often been strengthened in a doubtful intention by omens that
looked my way, and auspicious signs have many a time cheered me astonishingly
when affairs have seemed to be goiné ill. But the most menacing of omens have ever
had small weight when opposing themselves to my set purpose. When a superstition
is on my side I show if much civility: when’ it is against me it seems of small account.
(15-16)
Here Paul is describing neither full acceptance nor complete skepticism towards omens and
supernatural occurrences. His half-belief in such visions is telling in that he consciously
chooses fo embrace and respect only those visions that are favourable to his condition. His
declaration that he pays no heed to bad omens foreshadows imminent events not to his
liking.
| Immediately following his reflections on omens, he admits that “that night I was
more superstitious than usual” (16). He then sees a crow fly across ﬁis path, an omen that he
“misliked” and “felt straightway well assured of some approaching rebuff” (16). But to his
displeasure, no countering omen appears. Instéad, two additional crows cross his path,
fo;cing him to “conclude that the félicity which they prophesied was remote” (16). Here Paul
is alluding to a rhyme from local folklore about counting crows. There are several variations
of the rhyme, but the one he is drawing on is likely “one crow sorrow, two crows joy, three
crows a wedding” because of his allusion to “felicity.” Thus, he is faced first with an omen
of “sorrow,” then a second omen /regarding “joy.” Although P’aul sees little comfort in the
omens, Roberts is suggesting to the reader that the ensuing narrative will be a blend of pathos

and comedy. Moreover, these omens, coupled with the unsettling images of the village
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produce an overall phantasmagoric effect that leaves Paul feeling unsure about his sense of
reality. He describes his experience as being in some sort of “waking and walking dream, not
knowing well the substance from the shadow” (16). The phrase “waking and walking dream”
implies he has left the material world behind and is entering a place that balks at feason and
logic. It also echoes similar phrasings from supernatural stories such as “The Perdu,” when
the pool is described as “the gates of waking dream” (23).

Paul’s next encounter with the supernatural occurs when an inexplicable force
compels him to retrace his steps: “as I was about to turn into the yard of another farmhouse,
- one of those strange things happened which we puzzle over fér a time and afterward set
down among the unaccountable. Some force,» within or without, turned me shafp aboutand
faced me back toward Grand Pré” (92-93). Although he cannot clearly define the force that
influenced his decision to turn around, he is conscious that it was a “strange event” that
cannot be explained through phjlosophy or science',/and so must be defined as
“unaccountable,” a category that echoes Roberts’s use of the phrase “mystery of life” to
describe his earlier supernatural stories. Moreover, the origin of this force could ha\}e come
ﬁ'om “within or Wiﬁout,” suggesting that he possessed an unconscious ability to channel
such energy or that there was an external power that compelléd him to return to Grand Pré.
Eithef way, Paul recognizes that there are motivating forces in the universe that have no
basis in rational thinking or biological pre—disposiﬁon. In fact, the need to trust in the power
of the supematuralk is a theme repeated by Paul throughout 4 Sister to Evangeline, most
poignantly in Chapter Thirteen, “Unwilling to Be Wise.” After several encounters with Gril
and Mother Péche, he decides he has put too much faith in occult forces a;nd should return to |
the trusted safety of reason in order to track cioWn the Black Abbé and his followers: “I had

been yielding to inauthoritative impulses and vague premonitions till the reaction had set in,
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determining me to be at all costs coolly reasonable” (97). But in hindsight he realizes the
mistake he has made, admitting to the reader that “Fortune with her fine irony loves to
emphasize the fact that the slave of reason ofteﬁ proves the most pitiable of fools” (97). His

~ decision after ~disémbarking from the ferry to turn right rather than left is a costly mistake, for
had he turned left and gone straight to Yvonne’s farmhouse he might have prevented it from
burning down.

Paul’s most telling reflections on the power of omens and the supernatural, though,
occur in thé aptly titled chapter, “The Borderland of Life.” Paul falls off a cliff and wakes up
months later in a dark cave. He is unsure if he will live or die, and finding “no corﬁfort in
- reason” he begins to “cast about, as one will when weak, for omens and auguries” (138).
Immediately following th1s light-hearted comment he admonishes himself for belittling the
supematural: “Iw]ho am I that I should dare to say 1 laugh at or deny them? [ may laugh at |
myself for a credulous fool. And I have no doubt whatever that most omens are sheer

rubbish, more vain than a floating feather. But again there are ﬂﬁngé of that kindred that have
convinced me, gnd have blessed me; and I dare not be irreverent to the mock mysteries, lest | |
be guilty of blaspheming those which are true” (138-9). He then muses on Mother Péche’s
“pfophesyings” and “soothsayings” (139), and finds comfort in them, declaring that “these
oracles [are] astute frorﬁ the days of Delphi and Dodona” (139). He also fetches out “Le
Veilleur,” the mystic talisman she had given him and wonders at its abilities: “Little strange
is it if simple souls ascribe to you sorcery and power” (140). He gazes at it, noting how its
“eye waned and dilated in the dim light, as if a living spirit lurked behind it” (140). After
mﬁsing over Mother Péche’s words that if he wears the talisman “what most you fear will
never come to pass,” Paul realizes his fear is not of dyiﬁg or of the éupemauual, but that

Yvonne may become the wife of George Anderson. He cries out a “selfish prayer” to God
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that she receive joy “through me, through me” (141), then flings himself upon his bed “as
one dead” (141).

Paul’s continuous commentary on the nature of omens and the power of the
supernatural comes full circle at the end of the romance, for he finally experiences first-hand
its inexplicable power. When Yvonne appears on the deck of the ship that carries Paul, she is
no longer a woman but a ghostly figure: “The apparition made a wondrous stir on deck. To
those who had ever heard of such a being, it appeared that the Witch of the Moon, in all
indescribable magic of her beauty, had been translated into ﬂesh” (246). For his part, Paul
experiences a moment of elairveyance pelow decks, conscious of her presence even though
he does not see her: “of a sudden, a strange trembling seized upon me. It was in every nerve
and vein, and my heart shook merely, instead of beating....With a faint laugh at the very
madness of it could not but say to Marc: ‘I think that is Yvonne coming!”” (259). Although
the connection between Yvonne and Paul is intended to suggest a romantic kinship, his extra-
sensory experience of her presence is consistent with other supernatural phenomena
described in Roberts’s earlier supernatural stories, especially “The Perdu” when Reuben sees
the vision of the white hand in the pool and “knows” something tragic has happened to Celia.
This supematural or clairvoyant element is likewise reinforced by the chapter title, “The
Soul’s Supremer Sense.” Thus, Paul’s final link to Yvonne is not a material one but a
spiritual closeness.

As in The Forge in the Forest, Roberts establishes in 4 Sister to Evangeline a tension
between proponents of the supernatural and those who question its validity. Although Paul
Grande operates as an initial counter-perspective to characters such as Griil and Mother
Péche, by the end of the romance he is more sympathetic to their abilities and view of the

universe than Jean de Mer was in The Forge in the Forest. Moreover, Roberts includes not
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one but two supernatural figures in his sequel, maintaining Grl’s stature as a soothsayer and |
sage figure from the earlier romance while introducing a female counterpart in the character
of Mother Péche, a witch of sorts endowed with a gift for soothsaying as Wéll as the ability to
cast spells, read palms, and carry magical talismans. Finally, the parallels between Paﬁl
Grande and Robefts strengthen the argument that the commentaries about the supernatural
offered by Paul throughout the romance are close to that of Roberts himself, who used the
character of Paul to work through some of his own thoughts and impressions abput the
impact the supernatural has had on his life.

Although elements of the supernafural do not dominate By the Marshes of Minas,
there are several key aspects that warrant further analysis and reinforce Roberts’s continued
interest in the supernatural after the pﬁblicétion of A4 Sister to Evangeline. Of the twelve
stories in the collection, at least five are linked in some way to the supernatural. Perhaps the
most obvious linkage is the inclusion of the “Eye of Gluskap,” which originally appéared in
Earth’s Enigmas and served as the final étory of the vol@e. Signjﬁcanfly, it occupies the
same position in By thé Marshes of Minas, thereby thexﬁatically and structurally reinforcing
Roberts’s belief in the importance of the supernatural in relation to Acadian culture.

Alsq of note are the two stories that appear just prior to the “Eye of Gluskép.” |
Although “Gral’s Gift” possésses little proof of the sorcerer’s soothsaying abilities, the mere
presence of the fanrﬁliar white-wizard in the story harkens to Griil’s earlier supernatural
exploits in The Forge in the Forest and A Sister to Evangeline. Moreover,’ although his
description is less elaborate than in previous nafratives, Roberts effectively establishes that
Gril is a sorcerer by noting that his cloak was “woven of black and yellow in a staring but
mystical pattern” (212) as well as focusing the reader’s attention on Gril’s “shoﬁ wand of

white wood, topped with a grotesquely carved head of vivid scarlet” (212). The second story,
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“The Maid of the Drift,” utilizes another supernatural figure from Roberts’s earlier Acadian
romances, namely Mother Péche. In this story she plays a small but important role in helping
subdue a New England soldier named Peter Cunliffe. He is in awe of the old woman, and
based on her physical appearance he notes that “[s,]urély. ..she would pass for a witch in New
England” (244). She offers him a “well-spiced brandy toddy” (245), which he drinks |
willingly, only to discover later thét it was a potion, employed to help put him to sleep so
that he could be bound. As in “Grdl’s Gift,” Mother Péche’s supernatural abilities are alluded
to indirectly but are not evoked explicitly by Roberts in the narrative since her reputation as a
supernatural character has already been established in an earlier Acadian romance. Thus the
final three stories in the collection include characters and elements that serve as a focused
supernatural ending to the collection.

There are two additional stories earlier in the collection that deserve more sustained
analysis bécause of their unique handling of supernatural elements. The secohd story of the
collection, “The Bewitchment of Lieutenant Hanworthy,” is about an English soldier who
sets out for Port Royal for Thanksgiving. On his way Hanworthy passes near the De Belleisle '
place and recalls the Major warning him half-jokingly that a witch lives in thé house. Unlike
the Major, though, Hanwérthy takes the subject of witches seriously:r“Had [the Major] been
a Salem man, he would not have spoken so lightly of witches” (27). This reference to Salem
serves two purposes: first, it is a historical reference to the Salem Witch Trials; second, it
serves aS a possible intertextual referenée to Nathaniel Hawthorne’s romance, The Scarlet
Letter. Roberts wouid have been familiar with the work; critics have also argued that it may
have influenced aspects of The Heart of the Ancient Wobd (see below). More importantly,
this statement by Hanworthy demonstrates a shift in Roberts’s héndling of the supernatural |

“tension” in his fiction. Whereas in earlier works he began his narrative with characters who
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Were skeptical of occult forces, in this instance the reader is introduced to a character who is
already sympathetic to such forces.

The second element of note is Mademoiselle de Belleisle, who has the ability to
project herself into the mind of Liéutenant Hanworthy. As he passes the gates of her uncle’s
house, “of a sudden the face of Mademoiselle de Belleisle flashed upon the eyes of my soul.
Her face—it could be none other; ygt never, as | have already said, had I seen the maiden”
(28). Not only does he witness-a vision; HémWorthy is also careful to emphasize the occult
nature of his experiénce by reminding the reader that he had never seen Mademoiselle de
Belleisle before. Significantly, her name is likewise revealed to him through occult means: “I-
- found myself muttering...Renée de’ Belleisle. . .Then I remembered that, to the best of my
knowledge,. I had never been told her name was Renée!” (28-29). ‘Hanworthy’s experience
while passing the upcle’s house is a form of clairvoyance, a projection of thoughts and
- images from one person to another. Not surprisingly, her name is confirmed when
Hanworthy finally meets her:

“You do not even know my name!” said she.

“1 havé never heard it!” I assented.

“I am Mademoiselle de Belle‘isle.”

“Your name is—Renée!” said L.

She opened hér eyes widely upon me, and my veins tingled under fhe ldok.

“How do you know?” she asked.

“It came into myvheart that it was Renée.” (41)

As we have already seen in Roberts’s other romance stories, such as “The Perdu” and 4
Sister to Evangeline, Hanworthy’s clairvoyant experience is linked to lové; it is through “his

heart” that Mademoiselle de Belleisle’s beauty and name are communicated to him.
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Contrasting the clairvoyant elements found in “The Bewitchment of Lieutenant
Hanworthy” is the strange folklorish tale, “The Blue Dwarf of Belle Mare.” Here Roberts is
not concerned with tensions between materiai knowledge and otherworldly spirits or
portraying aspects of psychic phenomena, such as clairvoyance or prophecy. Instead, he
offers readers a distinctly folklorish tale involving a fairy-figure named Lys who lives deep
in the forest with a servant dwérf. The first-person narrator is the sole survivor of the
ironically named ship, “God’s Provideﬁce,” which was originally bound for Halifax from
Boston. Although he counts himself lucky, he soon realizes that he is beiﬁg trabked by

| Micmac Indians. He moves deeper into the forest and sees a young girl standing by a tree. He
is astqunded to find another human being in these wobds and is in awe of her beauty,
particularly her hair, which “was of a deep red, the strangest, most living red I had ever seen
in a woman’s locks™ (131). Not surprisingly, his first question concerns her supernatural
origins: “Are you a woman, or a fairy, or the witch of these wild waters, or a dream?” (132).
Although she gives no answer, he concludes that she is not a woman, but a “half-enchantress,
half-child, but all a queen, a queen of fairies” (145).

Reinforcing the girl’s fairy roots is her dwelling, which is located in an enchaﬁted
area of the forest. Sh¢ livesin a smallk cottage that “looked not perilbus, unless its very
fnagic were a peril” (135). She also has two protectors, a panther and a dwarf. Her
relationship to the panther suggests a mysterious kinship between herself and the woodland
folk; unfortunately, little is learned of this relationship because the panther quickly attacks
the narrator and is killed. As for fhe dwarf, he is an unattractive ﬁgureithe narrator pays little
attention to at first; on closer inspection he notices that the dwarf’s skin was blue in colour, a
revelation that “at first...went far to shake my self-possession” (137). The narrator’s

troubling discovery of the dwarf's skin-colour echoes the kind of disruptions in material
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knowledge that other protagonists experienced when confronted with supernatural forces in
Roberts’s early supernatural stories. As a servant to Lyse, the dwarf is compelled to protect
| her and attacks the narrator after the panther is killed. Being the better fighter, the narrator
trips the dwarf, sending him into the pool. At first, the scene appears comedic in nature; the
reader soon learns, howevef, that the dwarf cannot swim; more importantly, the pool is not
 stagnant but possessed strange “underground outlets” (139). The pool’s supernatural
characteristics are confirmed moments later when the narrator plunges into the water to save
the dwarf: “[t]here seemed a cruel magic in it; or possibly it was the depressing influence of
the coid, and of the strange, ghostly twilight noiv settling upon the pool, that deadened my
forces. The light, seeming to wave across the water as an enchantment, was a mingling of the
sunset’s amber green with pinkish rays of a distorted moon just rising through the hilltop firs.
Through this elvish atmosphere I swam painfully” (140). |
The narrator saves the dwarf and prepares to léave, but once again is compelled to
stay by the enchanted area and its inhabitants: “I felt that the neighbourhood of this
mysterious maiden, this aristocrat of the wilderness, who kept paﬁthers trained to tear red
coats, and blue-faced dwarfs to leap upon unbidden visitors, was where my desire was
straitly tethering me” (143). Rather than returning to the world of soldiers, the narrator longs
to stay in this magical area of the Vwoods. As the sun seté, he realizes he is far from the
‘rational realm of civilization: “With the whitening moonlight the air of the valley grew chill;
but there was no mist. The clearness was, somehow, like that of a magic crystal. The
common world of men was eternities behind me” (145). To the narrator, this experience is
unsettling since it does not resemble his ﬁnderstanding of reality. He looks to childish acts of
reason to substantiate or discredit the events: “I pinched myself hard, and listened for some

sound that might awake me from the delusion of all my other senses” (145). As in Roberts’s
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other supernatural stories, relying on material knowledge only leads to further questions
about the point where reality ends and the realm of the supernatural begins. It is pointless for
him to try to “awaken” hjmeelf from a dream, since these visions are not tricks of the mind;
they are powerful, concrete manifestations of the supernatural. |

Lys finally reveals to the narrator that she was brought to the woods by her father at
‘the age of six, along with the dwarf, because her father had suffered “some great wrong at
the hands of the English soldiery” (146). Her exile in the woods at a young age because of a
parent, coupled with her kinship with panthers, suggests that Lys is a precursor figure to
Miranda in The Heaft of the Ancient Wood, a not wholly human yet not wholly woodland
creature who wields strange powefs and possesses occult knowledge of the area. As for the
dwarf, in order to repay the narrator for rescuing him, he speaks to the kIndians that come to
the cottage and tells them that the narrator is Lys’s cousin and they are to be married. The
Indians believe his ruse and depart, for they “think him a kind of god” (149). The narrator,
meanwhile, is excited by the dwarf’s “gift in prophecy” (155) and is hopeful that he and Lys
will marry. Although the stor}t does not offer sxtch a comedic ending, Lys does asic the
vnarrator to stay “till the moon of the trlorning hoarfrosts” (155), implying that there may
indeed be truth to the dwarf’s “soothsaying.” | |

Although By the Marshes of Minas is not as strong in supernatural kelements as
Earth’s Enigmas, it contains several stories that complement the early collection in terms of
Roberts’s sustained interest in occult forces. Whether it be the clairvoyant experiences of
Lieutenant Hanworthy or the enchanted forest creatures found in “The Blue Dwarf of Belle -
Mare,” these two pieces reaffirm Roberts’s commitment to exploring the supernatural in his
work. More importantly, his inclusion of the characters Griil and Mother Péche in the latter

portion of the volume as well as the placement of “The Eye of Gluskéap” as the collection’s -
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final story serve to punctuate the integral role that the supernatural plays in By the Marshes
of Minas and in the mythos of Acadian culture. | |
Between 1896 and 1900 Roberts fulfilled his own prophecy by contributing three

significant works of fiction to the field of Acadian literature. Although largely dismissed by
critics for their use of romantic convention and Acadian cliché, his two romances, The Forge
in the Forest and 4 Sister to Evangeline, together with the short story collection By the
Marshes of Minas, form an important functional group in understanding Roberts’s overall
oeuvre. His deliberate incorporation of éupematural elements into these works suggests that
their literary value outweighed their monetary one. The structural tension between
proponents of the supernatural pitted against skeptics and philosophers, first established in
stories from Earth’s Enigmas, finds renewed life through the recurring characters of Grﬁl
and Mother Péche as well as through Jean de Mer and Paul Grande. Roberts also endows his
characters with a variety of psychic phenomena, inclhding soothsaying, palm reading,
astrology, and spell-casting, in order to keep his work fresh and té coﬁvey the breadth of his
own occult interests. ‘Finally, these wofks are not isélated instances of exploration but form
part of a continuous link of supernatural inquiry that began years earlier while he Wasbat
King’s College. Although they ao not represent great works of literature, the supernatural
elements found in these Acadian works offer additional evidence that Roberts’s questions
. about the cosmos continued to occupy his mind and his writing well past his departure from
- King’s College. But his portrayal of the supernatural did not end with the publication of By

the Marshes of Minas in 1900. In that same year he published another text that‘would prove

to be his most overtly occult text to date, The Heart of the Ancient Wood.

123



Chapter 5: The Heart of the Ancient Wood and Other Prose
Fiction |
By 1899, Roberts had achieved considerable success as a writer énd editor. Unfortunately,
none of these works became international best-sellers and he found himself needing to
supplement his income with ofher work. Compounding his financial situation was his
decision to move to New York in 1897, which placed additional financial burdens on him: he
had to maintain an apartment in New York City as well as support his estranged wife and
four children, who had moved back to Fredericton after his depai'ture fréin King’s College.
Although he found work as an editor for the llustrated American, it was not enoﬁgh to
éssuage the ever-present levels of debt that came with maintaining his newfound bohemian
lifestyle. To relieve some of this financial tension and to bolster his literary fortunes, Roberts
decided that it was tirné to improve relations with his British publishers and editors. On 4
May 1899, he sailed to London with his bfother Will and son Lloyd, where they established
tﬁcmselves in a boarding-house not far from Kensington Gardens. He had originally planned
o return to North America in Sepfember for Lloyd to begin his fall term at school, but
decided to prolong their stay until the end of November. ,

| Although Roberts published little during this six-month peripd, his sojourn in London
| yielded three significant outcomes. The first event was a critical connection he made wifh
The Windsor Magazine, which, as Adams (1986) points out, “became an unfailing market for
his animal stories for two decades” (87). Second, over the course of the trip, Roberts made -
several important contacts as well as reconnecting with writers he had met in New York and
through his time at King’s College. Chief among his literary circle were William Sharp and

Douglas Sladen, who were keen to repay Roberts’s generosity from their stay in Windsor,
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Nova Scotia a decade earlier, and Richard Le Gallienne, who “was the first...to greet him
upon his arrival in England” (Adams 87).

The third event was Roberts’s new novel. Described as his “best romance” in a letter
to Edmund Clarence Stedman (February 3, 1900; Letters 257), The Heart of the Ancient
Wood was first published serially in Lippincott’s Magazine in ‘tl’le spring of 1900 before
coming out in book form later that summer. It details the backwoods experiences of a self-
exiled wdman named Kirstie Craig, who chooses to make a new life for vherself in the forest
along with her daughter Miranda, who possesses strange powers and deifelops a special
kinship with the animals of the forest. The book received ’favourable and enthusiastic reviews
from Canadian and American periodicals, and also from English reviewers, one of whom
praised Roberts for handling his “fantastic and somewhat difficult théme with a skill and
succass that deserve unstintéd praise” (cited in Adams 1986, 92). Despite such accolades,
The Heart of the Ancient Wood met the same fate as his earlier efforts, generating
measurable sales but never becorning a best-seller. |

Criticism of The Heart of i‘he Ancient Wood is scarce. Apart fronl book reviews, less
than a half-dozen studies‘ have been published, which can be divided into two groups. The
first area is Roberts’s use of myth: Keith (1969) contends that “the leasr unsatisfactory way
of approaching the book is to treat it as a moral fable” (68) and that “the insights he provides
are to be received on a mythic level” t73). This charge is echoed by Joseph Gold (1974), who
notes in his Introduction to the New Canadian Library edition of The Heart of the Ancient
Wood that Roberts succeeds “by creating a fable and then transcends it by symbolically
rendering his materials into genuine Canadian rnyt ” (ix). Similarly, Mallinson (1975)
expands on Keith’s thasis by suggesting that the character of Miranda is reminiscent of

“maiden archetypes” such as Catherine Earnshaw from Wuthering Heights, Eve before the
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fall, and even the mythical maid Kore. The second and more recent area of critical inquiry
defines the text along genre lines. Mathews (1984) argues that The Heart of the Ancient
Wood is much more “philosophically significant” than the moral fable Keith claims it to be
(161). He believes that the romance represents a uniquely Canadian literary genre known as
the roman de la terre and is “the first non-Christian novel of the land in either [French or
English] culture” (150). Whalen (1989), meanwhile, suggests that Roberts’s sustained
treatment of “fragile, chance reality” and “qualified...idealism” in the novel places him at
the “sophisticated, explorative centre of the concerns of literary naturalism” (24).
Sigm'ﬁcahtly, no studies have been published on The Heart of the Ancient Wood since
Whalen’s short monogfaph. |

The only critical consensus to emerge from these studies is the novel’s literary debt to
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter and Williarﬁ Shakespeare’s The Tempest. Keith,
Gold, and Mathews all point to Roberts’s use of these texts in the construction of his
romance. In fact, Michael Hemyansky (1984) takes the inﬂuehce of The Tempest on Robe;'ts
one step farther by suggesting that “Miranda will be the Prospero of this version”’ (167).
Miranda’s name certainly recalls that of Prospero’s daughter; her kinship with the “furtive
folk” as well as reactions of horror to the killing of animals in the story likewise echoes the
innocence of the young woman portrayed in Shakespeare’s play. Kirstie and Miranda’s exile
into the forest at the beginning of The Heart of the Ancient Wood reflects the condition of
Prospero and his daughter in Act I, who have been living in exile on an island. Similarly, the
anticipated return of Kirstie and Miranda to the Settlement at the end echoes the ending of
The Tempest when Prospero and Miranda depart the island to return to eivilization. And |
Roberts’s portrayal of Kirstie as a persecuted mother who chooses exile with her daughter

parallels the struggles of Hester Prynne in The Scarlet Letter, who is driven to exile over the
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unwed birth of her daughter Pearl, a wild and independent spirit not unlike Miranda herself.
Moreover, Hester’s wearing of the scarlet letter “A” is transformed in The Heart of the
Ancient Wood into the scarlet ribbon Miranda wears around her neck and the kerchief Kirstie
wears around her hair. |

Scholars discuss the two texts separately in relation to The Heart of the Ancient
Wood, yet there is a common element among them that illuminates Roberts’s novel, namely
their use of the supernatural. In The Tempest, for example, Prosperd is a magician, able to
control the seas as well as command the services of a sprite named Ariel; as a result, his
powers become an important catalyst for moving the plot forward. The supernatural also -
ifactors greatly in The Scarlet Letter, particularly th‘rough» events such as the appearance of
the scarlet f‘A” in the sky at midnight, the fact that‘ the letter “A” is inexplicably carved into
the chest of Dimmesdale, and the curious phenomenon of sunlight that follows Pearl but not
her mother. Given Roberts’s incorporation of supernatural themes into his previous fiction, it
is probabie that he was drawn to these two works because of thebtension they display
between Nature and the supernatural world, a tension that influences the constructidn of his
own romance.

The opening paragraph suggests that Roberts’s fictional ancient wood is not to be
interpreted as a realistic landscape. Compare the following 1inés from the beginning of The
Heart of the Ancient Wood to an excerﬁf from his early supernatural story, “The Perdu’:

...tense, alertly and mysteriously expectant, was the silence of the forest. It was

somehow like a vast bubblé of glass, blown to a fineness so tenuous that a small

sound, were it but to strikc; the one preordained mystic note, might shatter it down in

loud ruin. Yet it had existed there flawless for generations, transmuting into its own
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quality all such infrequent and inconsequent disturbance as might arise from the far-

off cry of the panther, or the thin chirp of the clambering nuthatch. (1)

...in all this stillness [of the landscape surrounding the Perdu] there was no invitation

to sleep. It was a stillness rather that summoned the senses to kéep watch, half

apprehensi?ely at the doorways of perception....If a common sound, like the shriek

ofa steafnboat’s whistle, now and again soared over across the hills and fields, it was

changed in that refracting atrnospheré, and became a defiance at the gates of waking

- dream. (22-23)

The forest in The Heart of the Ancient Wood resists all realistic intrusions: it is a mysterious,
fragile landscape, capable of shattering under the weight of a single “mystic note” while
possessing an alchemical ability to “transmute™ animal sounds “into its own quality.” Closely
f.olblowing this description of the land is a similar poi'trayal of the night air: “Its Iﬁagical
transparency was confusing to an eye not born and bred to it, making the far branches seem
near, and the near twigs unreal, disturbing the accustomed perspective, and hinting of some
elvish deception in familiar and apparent things” (2). Once again, Roberts infuses the
landscape with supernatural qualities: the air has a “magicai transparency” that tricks the éye
and hints “of some elvish deception.” The forest, then, is not’made up of “faﬁliliar and
apparent things”; it is an enchanted iocale in which the impossible and the uncanny are likely
to exist.‘ |

Linked to this awesome landscape are the animals that inhabit it. The initial intrusion
of Old Dave Titus into the ancient wood, for example, prompts an immediate response from
the “furred and feather people” (5), who stop all movement in order to watch him. Roberts

views their ability to blend into the landscape as not only a matter of Darwinian survival, but
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proof of their relationship with greater cosmic forces: “All were at one in the will to remain
unseen; sd all kept an unwinking immobility, and were swallowed up, as it were, in the
universal stillnéss” (6). This link between the animals and the supernatural is reinforced a
short time later when a Wild—cét reacts nervously to Dave’s pfesence because it “knew,
perhaps through some occult communication from its far-off domesticated kin of hearth and
door-sill, that in man he saw the one unvanquishable enemy to all the folk of the wood” (10).
Roberts’s use of the term “occult” is intentional here, for he is emphasizing the notion that
The Heart of the Ancient Wood is not a realistic wilderness tale or a “backwoods myth” but a
story of supernatural proportions.

A second animal linked to the supernatural is Kroof, the she-bear that adopts Miranda
- during the course of the narrative. In his articlé‘on The Heart of the Ancient Wood, Tim
Murray (1975) notes that Kroof is not just a playmate for Miranda, but “imparts...esoteric
iﬁfonnation to her during their many sorties in the forest” (159). Early in the narrative Kroof
also displays an appreciation for death rituals, for after discovering one of her cubs has been
killed by a trap, she “turned around slowly twice, as if in an appeal to some power not clearly
apprehended; then, without another glance at her dead, she rushed off madly through the
forest” (74). The bower she “appeals” to in her symbolic act is not Christian; on the contrary,
~ the death of her cub was decided by “mysterious forest fates;” which “dropped the curtain on
his merry little play, as a reminder that not even fdr thé great black bear could the rule of
doom be relaxed” (70). This notion of fate as a controlling force in the forest echoes
Roberts’s earlier supernatural stories, especially those from Earth’s Enigmas in which “the
mystery of life and fate” played a key role.

The central ﬁguré of the romance is Miranda Craig. Described as an “clvish child”

(46), she is constantly compared to creatures from folklore, a label begun by the narrator that
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follows her into adulthood: “At seventeen she was a woman, mature beyond her years, but
strange, with an elfish or a faun-like strangeness: as if a soul not all human dwelt in her
human shape” (146). The notion of her possessing a “soul nof all human™ sets her apart not
only biologically but also spiritually from the other characters. When Kirstie muses on
leaving the caibin, for example, Miranda is horrified at the idea. But her mother quickly
reminds her that there is a fundamental difference between them, one that is rooted in
Miranda’/s supernatural nature:

You were a queer baby — more a fairy or a wild thing than a human youngster —

before ever you came to the clearing; and all thé wild things seem to think you’re one

of ‘themsellves; and you see what other folks can’t see — what the folks of the woods
themselves can’t see. Oh, yes! it’s a sight different with you, Miranda. Your father
used to watch you and say you’d grow up to be a faun woman or wood goddess, or

else the fairies would carry you off. This place is all right for you. (185)

The ancient wood “is all right” for Miranda beéause it is the realm of the supernatural and
thus a fitting place for “a fairy or a wild thing.” Itis also important to note thét h¢r parents
recognized Miranda’s “special” nature from an early age. In short, the young girl is not a
product of the ancient wood: instead, her powers are merely enhanced by her interaction with
the landscape and the animals that inhabit it.

One of Miranda’s gifts is her unusual sense of sight. When she first identifies Kroof
in the woods, her mother, Old Dave Titus, and his son Young Dave all disagree with the
sighting; yet, as the narrator notes, “[i]t was the child’s eyes, however, that had the keener
vision, the subtler knowledge” (36). Reinforcing her “peculiar powers of vision” (121) is the
fact that Miranda can see better than the animals, including Kroof, who fails to notice a

group of partridge chicks during her walk with Miranda even though the young girl could see
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them “distinctly” (122). Miranda’s superior vision over the humans and the animals suggests
that she defies conventional definitions of what a human\ being should be. Morebver, the
linking of her vision with notions of a “subtler knowledge” is the kind of language used to
describe an oracle or clairvoyant, since both are able to see future events or have secrets of
the universe revealed to them.

The most informative passage about Miranda’s supernatural sight is a description of
her eyes that appears in Chapter Eleven: “Her eyes, in which, as we have seen, lay very
muchyof her power over the folk of the wood, were very large and dark. They possessed a
singular transparency, akin to the magical charm of the forest shadows. There was something
umeal and haunting in this inexplicable clarity of her gaze, something of that mystery which
dwells in the reflections of a perfect mirror of watef” (147). Her eyesight is not that of a
normal human being, but of a visionary. |

Equally significant is the scarlet ribbon Miranda wears around her neck. Initially she
chooses to wear the ribbon to mimic her mother, who wore a scarlet kerchief around her hair.
But the ribbon quickly assumes greatér significance in the story, since the animals are
immediately drawn to it both for its colour and for their recognition that there is rsomething
unnatural about the object. This ribbon is not simply an accessory but another manifestation
of Miranda”s supernaturalism: “The scarlet ribbon which Miranda the woman, like Miranda
the child, wore always about her neck, seemed in her the symboi of an ineradicable
strangeness of spirit, while Kirstie’s scarlet kerchief expressed but the passion which burned
perennial beneath its wearer’s quietude” (148). Reinforcing this link between the colour red
and her supernaturalism is the fact that Roberts associates other supernaturél ﬁgurés in his

»vﬁction' with the colour red, particularly characters from his recent Acadian romances. The

wand that Gril carries, for examplé, is a “white stick, with a grotesque carven head, dyed
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scarlet” (The Forge in the Forest 78). Similarly, when Mother Péche is introduced in 4 Sister
to Evangeline the first thing the narrator notes about her appearance is the “red shawl
wrapped over her head and shoulders” 7. Thﬁs, Roberts not only endows Miranda with
symbolism reminiscent of The Scarlet Letter: he also employs an established symbolism
within his own oeuvre to mark her as a supernatural character.

The driving force behind the novel is the relationship Miranda develops with the
animals, who come to know her “as a creature in some way not quite alien to themselves”
(49). Her initial experience with the creatures of the forest is a gesture of comfort, since the
animals do not view her as a threat. But this amicable arrangement soon takes on a spiritual
dimension once Miranda bonds with Kroof. In the aptly titled chapter, “The Initiation of
Miranda,” Kroof hears Miranda’s cry in the forest and comes to the young girl’s defence by
positioning herself between Miranda and a threatening panther. Upon seeing Miranda hide
her face in the flank of the bear, the big cat décides that “if this child was a protégée of
Kroof’s, he wanted none of her” (82). The use of the word “protégée,” coupled with the
notion that Miranda is “initiated” into a fellowship with Kroof, suggests that she will soon
receive special instruction from Kroof about the forest. Indeed, after the experience she
begins to acquire “nnumerable secrets of forest lore” from her énimal mentor (89), anew
level of knowledge that creates deeper kinship between Mﬁanda and the ancient wood. The
| language Roberts uses to describe this new, higher phase of Miranda’s relationship With the
forest and its inhabitants resembles the type of rhetoric used to describe initiation rites by
- secret societies and mystery cults, a notion confirmed near the end of the novel then the
narrator refers to Miranda’s “semi-occult experience” with the animals (263).

Contrasting Miraqda’s genuine occult experience with the animals is the populist

interpretation of her fellowship held by the townsfolk of the Settlement. When Old Dave
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Titus recounts how animals would follow him back from Kirstie and Miranda’s cabin
because they smelled Miranda on the knitting he carried, his friends cannot contain their
supernatural speculation:
It was said by some that Kirstie and Miranda held converse with the beasts in plain
English such as common mortals use, and knew all the secrets of the woods, and
much besides that “huméns” have no call to know. By others, more superstitious and
fanatical, it was whispered that no mere animals formed the circle of Kirstie’s
associates, but that spirits, in the guise of hares, foxes, cats, panthers, bears, were her
familiars at the solitary cabin. (1 3 D
This notion of the animals being “familiars” for Miranda and Kirstie is reiterated later when
two rogue lumbermen arrive at the cabin and demand food. Although Kirstie prepares a meal
for them, the men are incensed that no pork is ‘servel:d. A fight ensues, but it is quickly ended
by the emergence of Kroof from another roqrh inside the cabin. Terrified, the two men run
away and tell the people of the Settlement that “Kirstie’s cabin was guarded by familiars,
who could take upon themselves at will the form of bear, panthexf, wolf, or mad bull moose”
(143). Asfqr the townsfolk, therg/were “a few superstitious souls who believed this tale;
while the rést pretended'to believe it because it gave them something to talk about” (144). ’
Although this passage focuses more on the superstitious nature of the townsfolk than on the
possible truth behind the men’s claims, it is significant that the title of the chapter in which
this event takes place is called “The Routing of the Philistines.” On the oné hand, this title
" may be tongue-in-cheek on the part of Roberts; on the other, it may be his subtle point that
the relationship between Miranda and the animals ~is a mystery not to be taken lightly.
Threatening Miranda’s covenant with the “furtive folk” is Young Dave Titus, a

hunter whose rational views of Nature serve as a foil to her spiritual idealism. At several
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points in the novel he attempts td dispel what he sees as her illusions about Nature and
irrational understanding of hunting. During their first encounter as adults, she chastises him
for cairrying arifle and for being a hunter. He logically counters that “you’ve jest got to kill
them, to live yourself” (159), but assures her he would never kill animals in her area of the
wood. Young Dave’s pragmatic defence of his calling establishes him as a rational thinking
counterpart to Miranda’s imaginative spirit. His attempt to appease her concern i)ver killing
her animal friends, however, reveals a less logical motive on his part, namely that he wishes
to win her favour: “He was determined to break down Miranda’s prejudice against his
calling....He was determined,.also, to overcome her deep aversion to ﬂesh food. He felt that
not till these two points were gaiined would Miranda become sufficiently human to
understand human love or any truly human emotions” (204-5). Young Dave’s true objective
is not only to ediicate Miranda about his “rational conception of life” (204), but to win her
love:

- Young Dave’s second attempt to win Miranda’s approval occurs when he obliges her |
demand to seek revenge on the two lynx that had killed a young deer. Miranda is initially
pleased with his actions, for he is a skilled marksman and manages to shoot both lynx. Yet
when he tracks down and kills the two baby lynx to prevenf them from suffering a prolonged
death by starving, Miranda changes her opinion of him. His ﬁnél attempt to make her aware
of her hunianity and femininity, however, (icéurs when she accompanies him to Gabe
White’s cabin to deliver medicine to Gabe’s son Jimmy. Miranda is immediately drawn to
the young boy’s fragility and showers him with affection. Dave is pleased with her reaction
because he believes that his emotionally charged encounter with the boy is a turning point in

both Miranda and Young Dave’s fortunes: “He felt at this moment that Miranda was now all
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human, and could never quite go back to her mystic and uncanny wildness, her preference
for the speechless, furry kin over her own warm, human kind” (255-6).

This continuous contrast between Miranda’s “mystic wildness” and Young Davé’s
“rational conception of life” finds full meaning at the end when Miranda sacrifices her
fellowship with fhe ancient wood in order to save Young Dave. Daye interprets her shooting
of Kroof as proof of her feelings towards him: he éxclaims that he loves her and promises to
give up his career as a hunter and find more domesticated work as a lumber surveyor.
Miranda, however, does not reciprocate such feelings. On the contrary, her decision to leave
the ancient wood is an act of escape or resignation r;ither than a change motivated by any
affection she feels for him. In fact, her statement that Dave has “killed the old life I loved”
(275) implies that she blames him not only for Kroof’s physical death, but also for her own
spiritual death af the hands of his “rational conception of lifef’ The spiritual sacrifice
Miranda undertakes, which makes her become “all human” (256), is not a celebration of
Christ’s sacrifice for humanity but Roberts’s rewtiting of Christ’s becoming human as a
personal spiritual fall rather than humanity’s‘ cosﬁﬁc gain.

Roberts wrote The Heart of the Aﬁcient Wood surrounded by a literary coterie that

held considerable interest in things occult. I have noted in Chapter 2 that William Sharp,
Richard Lé Gallienne, and Douglas Sladen participated in psychic phenomena énd wrote
~ about occult subjects. Evidence from Pomeroy and Adams also suggests that Roberts spent
considerable time with these men while in London. Both biographers, for instance, describe
how Sladen introduced Roberts to his London literary circle shortly after Roberts’s arrival -
(Pomeroy 155-7, Adams 87). Pomeroy adds that during his time in England “Roberts often
visited Le Gallienne at his home-in Chiddingford, Surrey. He also renewed his friendship

with William Sharp and visited him and his charming wife at their home in Milton’s village,

135



Chalfont-St. Giles” (158). Although we dé not know to what extent these men were involved
in the shaping of the text or its supernatural tilemes, we know that Roberts consulted Le
Gallienne at least once about his ‘pr‘oject, a discussion that resulted in Roberts changing the
title of the book (Pomeroy 161). It is also perhaps no coincidence that shortly after the
publication of The Heart of the Ancient Wood he refers to a recent visit to a “gipsy fortune-
teller” in a letter to his daughter Edith béfore declaring that he is glad that she loved his new
book (Pomeroy 163).

Given Miranda’s gifted sense of sight, the red ribbon she wears around her neck, and
the mysterious relationship she has with Kroof, it is difficult to accept the “backWoods myth”
~ interpretation of The Heart of the Ancient Wood put forward by Keith. Mathews’s more
recent argument that the romance falls under the genre of the roman de la terre offers a
better entry into the text, yet even his reading neglects to consider the extent of Miranda’s
supernatural make-up. Further distancing the text from both readings is Roberts’s choice of
The Tempest and The Scarlet Letter as literary models for the structure of the romance,
especially since one of the common elements among the three texts is their use of the
supernatural. A better way of thinking abéut the romance is to focus on its subematural
themes. Joseph Gold (1974) suggests that The Hedrt of the Ancient Wood is a “spiritual
quest” on the part of Miraﬁda (x). Likewise, Terry Whalen (1989) sees “the plot of the novel
[as] an initiation plot: an initiation first into the wonder of the Mlderﬁess, and secondly into
its copresent, menacing aspects” (21). Certainly Miranda’s “initiation” into the secrets of the
forest and kinship‘wit/h\the anirhals would support such a notion. Moreover, ‘her “fall” from
this fellowship at the end offers additional proof that she was experiencing life on a different
spiritual Iévél from her rational counterpart, Young Dave Titus. Moreover, her view of the-

cosmos may be read as another manifestation of Roberts’s preoccupation with the
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irreconcilable tension that exists betwéen proponents of the supernatural and the opinion of
materialist skeptics, a tensioh that can never be fully integrated. Keith argues that “Miranda’s
view of the natural world is shared neither by Roberts nor by the reader” (69). Perhaps her
| view of the world is not shared by Roberts, but itisa relationship with the cosmos that he
longs to experience.
The Heart of the Ancient Wood marks the beginning of a shift in Roberts’s creative
_exploration of the supernatural in his fiction. In the early stories from Earth’s Enigmas this
exploration took the form of otherworldly forces in a remote setting, whose existence often
challenged the materialist viewpoint of the protagonist./ His Acadian works followed a
similar creative line by having supernatural characters such as Gril and Mo;her Péche
occupy key positions of péwer in the ﬁarrative and influence the outcome of the plot through
their use of strange poWers, abilities‘ that are continually revered but éuestioned by men like
* Jean de Mer and Paul Grande. In The Heart of the Ancient< Wood, however, this tension
between human proponents of the supernatural and their skeptical counterparts takes a new
turn by suggesting that the supernatural is not restricted to human experience; there, the
supernatural may be equally felt by the inhabitants of the forest, as evidenced by the
~ panther’s ‘foccult communication” with its domestic cousin or Kroof’s “initiation” of
Miranda into the mysteries of the forest. More importantly, this movement away from the
human side of supernaturalism towards the natural represents a change in his philosophy that
would come into sharper focus in 1902 with the publiéation of two markedly different works
of fiction: Barbara Ladd and The Kindred of the Wild. Although both volumes possess
elemerits of the supérnatural, Barbara Ladd would ‘prove to be a weak echo of his previous
human-supernatural interactions, whereas The Kindred of the Wild would reaffirm Roberts’é

growing interest in the cosmic connections between nature and the supernatural.
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Barbara Ladd is Roberts’s most financially successful book, selling more than
80,000 copies in the United States alone. Set in New England before and during the
Revolutionary War period, this romance is a coming-of-age story of a young woman named
\ ”Barbara Ladd who wishes to break away from the rural trappings of Second Westings,
Connecticut. Through the generosity of her distant uncle, she eventually gains the
opportunity to experience the aristocratic lifestyle of New York City. It is a short-lived affair,
hoWever, for she quickly realizes that she is not of their world and will never be fully
accepted by them. This realization, coupled with the growing threat of war, moves her to
-return to the comfort of Second Westings. She then learns that her childhood home is no
longer a place of comfort or neutrality; instead, the upcoming conflict has divided faniily
against family, and even brother against brother, for Drs. Jim aﬁd John Pigeon find
themselves fighting for opposite causes. Similarly, Barbara’s friendship with Robert Gault is
strained to the point of breaking by his decision to enlist in the King’s army. The romance
ends on a happy note, though, for a’few months later Barbara discovers Robert half-dead in
the woods, and whi1¢ helping Old Debby get him to a safe place for treatment of his wounds
she professes her love. Overjoyed by her words, he proclaims that he will never fight in |
combat again.

Despite its reliance on revolutionary pathos for narrative effect, Barbara Ladd
includes some mention of the supernatural. The land around Second Westings at night, for
instance, poésesses “mystic shores” and a “vast stillness” that makes Barbara feel “as if the
soul of the silence had taken palpable shape before her eyes” (78). Also of note are the trees
in the area, which in the moonlight “seemed afloat [like] bubbles of glass and silver on a sea

of dream. .. fairy-lit glooms, haunted but unterrifying!” (235). This reference to trees being
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like “glass and silver on a sea of dreams” is significant, for it echoes the opening of The
Héart of the Ancient Wood when the forest is described as a “vast bubble of glass” (1).

Related to the story’s supernatural wood is the fact that Barbara Ladd represents a
lesser version of The Heart of the Ancient Wood, complete with its own Miranda Craig and
Young Dave Titus. For example, in addition to being a wild spirit andweaﬁng a “long scarf
of red silk” (50), Barbara Ladd possesses a special affinity for the woods and its creatures as
well as an uncanny sense of vision: “[s]o keen and so initiated were he; young eyés that she
discerned the sleeping nighthawk on his branch” (77). Her male counterpart, Robert Gault, is
introduced as a youthful dréamer who enjoys hunting, although his appreciation for nature is
not as refined as that of Dave Titus. His willingness to learn allows Barbara to teach him
much about the mysteries of the forest: “Barbara’s wqodcraft went immeasurably beyond
his, — and perceiving this, her last resentment faded out and she began to initiate him” (183).
Equally significant is Barbaré’s special friendship with an aged and isolated member of the
community, Debby Blue, who through her wearing of a “dull red kerchief” (22) and
“knowledge that savoured of witchcraft” (55) makes her a variant of Mother Péche, the white
witch from A Sister to Evangeline.

Despite such lmks to The Heart of the Ancient Wood and A Sister to Evangeline,
Barbara Ladd does not possess in kind 6r quantity the supernatural elements that help define
his two previous fictions. On the contrary, the above EXamples are isolated moments of
supernaturalism that are quickly cast aside in favour of more popular themes. Once Barbara

- and Robert attain adulthood and leave the comforts of Second Westings, her kinship with the
wood is replaced by courtly adventures and heated moments of political tension. Likewise,
Old Debby’s links to witchcraft are alluded to early in the novel but are never explained orv

elaborated on, nor does her occult knowledge play a key role in the outcome of the plot in the
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~ manner that Mother Péche’s powers did in 4 Sister to Evangeline. If there is any consistency
in Roberts’s evocation of the supernatural between this latest fictional effort and his previous
works, it is his description of the woods and the powers that emanate from it rather than the
abilities or supefnatural experiences of the human characters that link Barbara Ladd to The
Heart of the Ancient Wood.

Contrasting this minor supernatural effort is Roberts’s influential collection of animal
- stories, The Kindred of the Wild. Although he had published only a few animal stories prior
to Ernest Thompson Seton’s Wild Anirﬁals I Have Known (1898), after the success of Seton’s |
collection he refocused his efforts on the genre and The Kindred of the Wild became h1$ first
book-length publication of animal stories. It received enthusiastic reviews from several
critics about his realisﬁc portrayal of the wild, including praise from the Toronto Globe for
his knowledge of woodcraft as well as a flattering notice in The Nation, which declared the
collection “a masterpiece of its kind” (Adams 94). But The Kindred of the Wild also caught
the attention of John Burroughs, a réspected American naturalist, who published an essay the
following year in The Atlantic Monthly that criticized Roberts and several other writers for
their inaccufate depictioné of arﬁmal life in recent nature stories. Contrasting thg work of
Roberts, Ernest Thbmpsbn Seton, and Reverend William J. Long with the naturalist writings
of Fannie Hardy Eckstorm and Dallas Lore Sharp, he condemns the former for “making too
much of ‘what we see and describe, — of putting in too much sentiment, too much literature”
(299). Seton and Long are especially chastised for duping readers into thinking that the
stories are accurate portrayals of the wild and that the actions of the animals are “true”
depictions of nature: “True as romance, true in their artistic effects, true in their power to
entertain the young reader, they certainly are; but true as natural history they as Certailﬂy are

not” (300). Roberts, on the other hand, is only mildly rebuked for his perceived
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misrepresentation of a porcupine, but on the whole “one finds [in The Kindred of the Wild]
much to admire and commend, but little to take exception to” (299). This essay caused é
great stir among the American reading public, eventually sparking a series of debates
between writers and naturalists that would come to be known as the “nature fakir”
controversy, aterm coined by U.S. president Theodore Roosevelt who published an article in
Everybody’s Magazine in June 1907 accusing Roberts, Emest Thompson Seton, William J.
Long, and Jack London of being “néture fakirs.”

Almost as controversial as Roberts’s accurate depiction of animals is his
introductory essay to The Kindred of ihe Wild, “The Animal Story,” which has garnered as
much attention from critics as the stories themselves. In it he describes the evolution of the
genré, from its modest beginnings as primitive pictorials to more contemporary v\;orks like
Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book and Margaret Marshall Saunders’s Beautiful Joe.
Defining the modern animal story as “a psychological romance constructed on a framework
of natural science” (24), he contrasts his work and that of Ernest Thompson Seton with
Kipling and Saunders, suggesting that stories like Setoﬂ’s “Krag, the Kooteny Ram”
represent a new‘ way of presenting animals in literature, a mode thét offers “the personality,
individuality, mentality, of an animal, as well as its purely physical characteristics™ (28).
‘Scholars have since used this essay to define hié animal story technique along mainly
oppositional lines; that is, they argue whether his stories represent naturalist observations or
inventive, fictitious prose; whether the animals presented are realistic or anthropomorphic,
and if they display instinct or reason; and more generally, whether he was scientifically
inﬂuencéd via Darwin or Romantically inspired when he wrote the stories.

What critics fail to notice is that Roberts also ascribes to the animal stories an

element of the supernatural. He suggests that going into the wild is not simply a matter of
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pleasure or revelation of biological ancestry, but that “[lJooking deep into the eyes of certain
of the four-footed kindred, we have been startled to see therein a something, before
unrecognised, that answered to our inner and intellectual, if not spiritual selves. We have
suddenly attained a new and clearer vision” (23-24). This use of the phrase “before
unrecognised,” coupled with the suggestion that interaction with animals may stir our
“spiritual selves,” suggests that there is an occluded form of cosmic kinship between humans
and am'mals. To Roberts, the modern’ animal story is not only a narrative of pleasure, but also
a catalyst for spiritual revelation: “[the animal story] leads us back to the old kinship of earth,
vvifhout asking us to relinquish by way of toil any part of the wisdom of the ages....The clear
and candid life o which 'it reinitiates us, far behind thoﬁgh it lies iﬁ the long upward march
of being, holds for us this quality” (29; emphasis added). Here he is ascribing a distinctly
occult aspect to the wild by suggesting that it possess an older knowledge of the earth, a
wisdom that is spiritual in nature, and that by reading the ammal stories we will not only gain
an appreciation fpr the Wild but “reinitiate” ourselves into its mystery.

Roberts ﬁrst alluded to this relationéhjp between supemamralism and the‘ animal
stories in his 1894 postscript letter to Carman about the central theme of Earth’s Enigmas. In
- the category of tales that best/explore “the mystery of life and fate,” he includes the animal
stories “Do Seek Their Meat From God,"’ “The Ybung Ravens That Call Upon Him,” and
“Strayed,” alongside supernatural stories such as “The Perdu,” “The Stone Dog,” and “In the
Accident Ward.” This deliberate pairing of story types suggests that Roberts not only
recognized significant links between his animal stories and the supernatural ones, but hoped
others would also recognize them. As for the stories included in The Kindred of the Wild, at
different points in the collection he directly links the animals to the supernatural by

suggesting, for instance, that the woodsman in “Watchers of the Camp-Fire™ is “learned...in
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the occult ways of the otter” (263)._ A more revealing example may be found in “The Lord of
the Air,” in which an old Indian is promised fifty dollars from a righ American to snare a
great white eagle. It is not so much the tale itself that is supernatural in nature, but the way in
which the eagle’s disappearance is felt by the other_woodland creatu;es: “News of the great
eagle’s mysterious absence spread quickly among the wbodfolk, — not by direct
communication, indeed, except in the case of the crows, but subtly and silently, as if by some
telepathic code intelligible alike to mink and wdodmouse, kingfisher and lucifee” (81). This
“telepéthic code” is equally shared by the eagle’s mate, who psychically receives news of his
fate shortly after her return from hunting: “The knowledge of all the woodfolk around the
lakes had been flashed in upon her, and she knew some mysterious doom had fallen upon her
mate” (82). To Roberts, the psychical phenomena he explored while at King’s College in the
late 1880s is not unique to humans: it is a force that applies equally, if not more forcibly, to
the creatures of the wild.

| This shift in Robeﬁs? s perspective on the supernatural in The Kindred of thé Wild to
emphasize its place in nature is reinforced by his treatment of the subject in subsequent
nnvels. One would expect The Prisoner of Mademoiselle (1904) to follow the same
supernatural path expounded in his previous Acadiém romances, The Forge in the Forest and
A Sister to Evangeline, yet nothing of the sort appeané. The Prisoner of Mademoiselle is
little more than‘a charming, plot-driven romance about an Acadian aristocrat who falls in
love with her English ofﬁcer—prisoner. Comparatively, Red Fox (1905) reasserts Roberts’s
notion of a supernatural presence in nature. Classified as his first “animal novél,” Red Fox
resembles a kind of animal bildnngsroman in which a red fox grows up in the foresf and must
overcome many threats to his survival, including a clever Woodsman namcd Jabe Smith,

other animals, and even a forest fire. Yet Roberts’s declaration that he has kept well “within
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the boundaries of fact” about foxes in the novel (viii) is belied by his frequent references to
concepts such as fate, the occult, and telepathy.

Early in'the novel the narrator mentions the “capricious fate of the woodfolk” (16), a
force that eventually dictates whether Red Fox’s father lives or dies. Similarly, a rabbit
caught in one of Jabe Smith’s snares and dangling in mid-air is “a limp little figure of
pathet;c protest against fate” (140). This same mystérious force governs the life of Red Fox
as well: during a ledn season, for instance, he refuses to go to the hen-roosts in nearby farms
because he does not wish to “invite fate” (102). The mysterious power of Fate, then, is what
rules the forest; it is a notion that has appeared in several of Roberts’s previous works,
esﬁécially Earth’s Enigmas, The Heart of the Ancient Wood, and The Kindred of the Wild.

Other examples in Red Fox that iink the forest creatures to the supernatural include |
Roberts’s suggestion that woodland creatures can employ psychic phenomena. When one of
Red Fox’s young is being chased by dogs, he hears approaching voices but does not believe
it is his own scent they follow. Moments later, the true nature of the situation is swiftly and
mysterious revealed to him: “aﬂ at once that subtle telepathic sense which certain individuals
among the wild kindreds seerﬁ to possess signaled to him that the dogs were on a new trail. It
was his trail they were on. He was the hunted one, after all” (59). This descriptidn of Red
Fox’s “telepathic sense” links the animal to forces outside the natural realm and echoes
Roberts’s earlier employment of the concept in “The Lord of the Air” from The Kindred of
the Wild. But the mostk telling example of Red Fox’s supefhatmal abilities is described later
in the novel when Jabe Smith decides to set out with his dogs in order to capture Red Fox:

For some inexplicable reason, just at this juncture Red Fox’s anxiety and

abpréhensioh increased amazingly. It was as if the stir of hostility down in the valley

were conveyed to him by some subtle telepathic force, or as if some inquisitive blue
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jay, having overheard Jabe Smith’s plans, had brought word in an occult way to Red

Fox of the mischief brewing against him. Let the scientist, if he will, take the one

explanation, and the lover of fairy-tale aﬁd fable the other. (164)
Roberts’s vision of the animal world thus encompasses a tension in which the rationalist
world of science and natural obsewation is counter-balanced by his firm belief in the ability
of animals like Rgd Fox to employ “telepathic forces” and communicate “in an occult way”
with other woodland creatures. |

Red Fox represents a new chapter in Roberts’s approach to supernaturalism. The link
between nature and the supernatural, first alluded to in his letter to Carman abéut Earth’s
Enigmas and asserted more clearly in The Heart of the Ancient Wood and The ‘Kindred of the
Wild, finds full voice in his latest animal story effort: Red Fox is his ﬁfst full-length fictional
attempt to suggest that animals are influenced by otherworldly forces.rYet the mysterious
forces he ascribes to the natural world in Red Fox would not be Roberts’s last word on the
supefnatural. On fhe contrary, the subjeét of the supernatural would continue to haunt him
even after he left North America. In fact; it would resurface shortly after he léft the United
- States and confront him‘ in the most indiscriminant of places: a small flat in Munich,
Germany. Here Roberts would turn his pen once again to supernatural themes and begin to
write his most experimental work of fiction. |

Roberts left New York for Europé in 1907, and for the first three years spent much of
his time between France and England. But in the summer of 1910 he decided a change was
in order and moved to Munich. There he foﬁnd an apartment that was supposedly haunted by
a young girl who had committed suicide. The flat had been rented twice before, and both
tenants lasted only a couple of days. Roberts, however, was not dissuaded by such stories |

and signed a one-year lease. Not longer after he began to sense the girl’s presence at night,
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and even tried to talk to it; eventually he discovered that the only way to deal with the
restless spirit at night was to leave a light on the floor in his doorway (Pomeroy 226-8). It is
in this haunted flat that Robertsvbegan to write his experimental work of pre-history, In the
Morning of Time (1919).

The two opening chapters were written in Munich and serve as a kind of prologue to
the rest of the novel. Chapter One describes the harsh and ruthless Age of Dinosaurs from the
perspective of a large plant-eating dinosaur called Diplodocus, who manages to avoid death
several times from meat-eaters before tragically stepping into quicksand. Chapter Two
moves ahead a few hundred thouéand years to a transitional period in evolutionary history
when mammals begin to overtake the dinosaurs. Here old world meets new when a
Triceratops confronts a six-horned mammal called a Tinoceras. Although the ’Triceratops
kills its mammal adVersary, both it and its mate are soon lured into a herd of Tinoceras by a
cleve: early man seeking revenge on the Triceratops for the deaths of his wife and child. The
chapter ends with the trampling of the dinosaurs and fhe man setting off in search of a new |
mate.

The remaining chapfers were written after Roberts moved to London in 1912, four
before the outbreak of World War One and the rest once he returned from the Front (Adams
126). These chapters form a more coherent narrative around Grﬁm, an unusually intelligent
warrior and early human ancestor, who undertakes a series of adventures, including saving
his female counterpart A-ya frém an enemy tribe, discovering fire while searching for a new
- home for the tribe, and fighting off giant dragonflies. Fittingly, at the end of the novel the
tribe’s chief, Bawr, is killed by a mammoth, thus leaviﬁg Grém with the responsibility of

guiding the tribe safely away from migrating beasts and finding it a new home.
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The book received warm praise from reviewers for its captivating story and
originality (see Adams 126-7). As for Roberts, years after its publication he repeatedly told
friends that it was a significant part of his oeuvre. He mentions in a letter to Roderick Stuart
Kennedy, an advertising manager for the Montreal Star, that In the Morning of Time was
perhaps “the best” work of fiction he had ever produced (January 26, 1937; see Adams 126).
The following year he would express similar sentiments in a letter to Florence Partridge,
Assistant Librarian of the Ontario Agricultural College, by declaring that the novel was “a
favourite of mine among my prose books” (December 12, 1938; Letters 556). Perhaps the
reason why it occupied such a special place in Roberts’s writings was because he identified
strongly with its main character: in a revealing letter to the Kingston poet, Wallace Havelock
Robb, he admits, “Yes-I was Grom” (July 7, 1931 ; Letters 407).

Despite Roberts’s fa\}ouring of the book and its unique subject matter, scholars have
largely ignored it. Of the littlg criticism that ex'ists on In the Morning of Tirﬁe, only a few
relevant discussions have emerged, the most important area being the book’s relationship to

his other fictions. Pomeroy (1943) hints that the novel is not an anomaly among his writings

. but is in keeping with his overall artistic vision: “What is still more sﬁikhg and

significant...is the fact that so much of the author’s philosophy is woven into the many
psychological studies of these prehistdric peoplg” (253). A more compelling reading of In
the Morning of Time is put forward by Keith (1969), who suggests that “although written
towards the enci of Roberts’s writing life, its themes provide an excellent introduction to the
animal-stories” (80). Certainly Roberts’s portrayal of humankind’s ancestors and his
depiction of early animals invite such an approach. But to use this text as a starting boint for
the animal-stories would belittle Roberts’s achievement, since it implies that In the Morning

of Time is not the apotheosis of his ideas about animals, but instead a de-evolution in his
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philosophy. A better way of approaching the novel is to keep in mind Joseph Gold’s (1984)

“suggestion that what Roberts is attempting in Iz the Morning of Time is to achieve “a
synthesis which is so clearly and troublingly elusive elsewhere: man as an animal that thinks,
feels, reasons, talks, plans ahead and yet fully participates and is part of the natural world”
(85).

Certainly Gold’s type of “synthesis” is achieved at several points in the novel. For
instance, at the end of the novel a migrating herd of sambur do not display fear or hostility
towards the tribe but “seemed father to welcome the companionship of the tribe’; (187).
Similarly, when Grém is trying to rescue A-ya from the enemy-tribe, his cunning is not that
of a man, but resembles more closely the actions of an animal: “not daring to lift his head to
look about him, he had to trust his ears and his hound-like sense of smell for information as
to what was going on. And sometimes it was only his tireiess immobility that saved him
from the stroke of a startled adder or a questioning and indignant crotalus” (98-99). Yet this
fictional meeting place where man and animal are close in evolutionary proximity is likewise
a focal point for the supemauiral. Many of the elements that have appeared in Roberts’s early
supernatural tales and more recent animal stories also find a voice in this novel. Early in the
narrative, for example; Bawr asks the rest of the tribe to heed the counsel of his father, Alp,
who is physically blind but possesses the gift of second-sight: “behind their darkness [Alp’s
eyes] see many things that we cannot see. They have seen that all these disasters which have
lately come upon us have come out of the east. They see that there must be} a reason. They
see that other terrible dangers must also be coming out of the east” (53-54). Itis Alp’s
prophetic power that eventually sways his son and the other tribe members to search for a

new home.
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Equally significant are the dinosaurs and early mammals that appear in the novel,
many of which are not just depicted in scientifically accurate terms, but are alsordescribed
using supernatural comparisons. In Chapter One, the narrator notes how a large flying
dinosaur’s wings “were not the wings of a bird, but of a bat»or a hobgoblin” (10). Likewise,
Grom’s first encounter with a gigantic dragon-fly is recounted in distinctly fantastic terms:

In shape it was exactly like a dragon-fly, but the length of its flaming violet body was

greater than that of Grﬁnfs longest arrow. The spread of its two pairs of transparent,

crystal-shining, cd[ourless wings was even gfeater than the lengfh of its body. Its
enormous eyes, wells of purple fire which took up the whole of the top and sides of
its monstrous head, seemed to see everywhere at once; and Grom shivered with the

feeling that they had spied him out énd were peering into his very soul. (143)

To Grom, the dragon-fly is not simply a large animal but a new disdovery, an uncanny
creature with “wells of purple fire” that are capable of seeing “everywhere at once” and can
peer “into his very soul.'f Unlike Roberts’s earlier animal stories, in which he endows his
éreatures with supernatural abilities, in this novel he has little néed to do so since the
prehistoric creatures are so fantastic and foreign to twentieth-century readers that as a matter
of course they appear as mythical or supvernat’ural beings.

The world in which the hill-people live is also governed by the how familiar force of
Fate, which is evoked several times by the tribe, especially in the penultimate chapter when
the tribal hunting-grounds begin teeming with wild game. Although this plentitude of food
lasts over a week, in the midst of their feasting the tribe felt “sometlxing sinister in the whole
matter, something ominous; and they would stop at times to wonder anxiously what stroke of .
fate could be hanging over the Caves” (164). Similarly, when a hoard of frantic beasts begins

to overrun the Caves, Bawr and Grom decide that the tribe should escape by raft. Because
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they have only enough rafts to carry the tribe, they decide to build additional rafts as ésafcty
provision; just as they are about to commence their laboﬁ, “Fate refused to grant the time”
(169) and the tribe is forced to flee without additional rafts. The most telling use of this force
is when Roberts evokes the Classical notion of Fate in reference to the plight of the tribe.

" Although many of the tribe members succeed in boarding the rafts and navigating away from
the animal horde, their escape by water is not guarénteed, for a few miles downstream “the
Fates, which had of late been pursuing them would have it, the worn travellers found
themselves once more in the line of the hordes of migrating beasts” (184). Roberts’s use of
the capitalized, plural word “Fates” is not coincidental; on the éontrary, his evocation of the
Classical figures echoes his use of the concept in the title-page image that adorns the first
edition of Earth’s Enigmas, a collection that inextricably links the idea of Fate t§ the
supernatural. Hence, his use of the concept of Faté in In the Morning of T imé is both
intentional and consistent with previous fictional works.

Cdmplementing Roberts’s employment of Fate is his suggestion that the People of
the Little Hills possess concrete ideas about the afterlife. When Grém and A-ya discover fire,
for example, Grém is quick to eqliate it with the supernatural, declaring that “[i}f they are
gods, those bright, dancing tﬁings. ..they will save us. If they are devils, I will fight them”
(62). This discovery of fire is a momenf of initiation for Grém, because his witnessing of the
flames is a kind of ecstatic vision, signaling his passage into a new realm of consciousness:
“Ideas, possibilities which he could not yet grasp, seethed in his brain. Dimly, but
overpoweringly, he realised that he had passed the threshold of a new world” (65). This
mystical link between Grém and the fire is reinforcéd a short time later when the narrator
remarks that he “stood staring into the fire, his eyes ciouded with visions” (66). Bhojawni

(1979) has noted that Grom’s discoveries are clearly meant to be interpreted as supernatural
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experiences: “Roberts wishes to suggest perhaps that Grom’s bright ideas are an
improvement on the gods of mythology. ..and usually come ‘as if’ from sources external and
occult” (32). As for A-ya, she marvels at Grém’s ability to control the fire; he “seemed to her
a God” (66).

When Grom returns to the tribe and attempts to explain his discovery, the other
members become fearful of the uncanny force that lies beyond thé hills and of Grém, who
because of his xﬁastery over the “Bright One” they now regard as “a dangerous wizard” (80).
Despite their fears, Bawr decides that the tribe should move to this new location. Shortly
aftg:r' they arrive, Grom demonstrates his command of the »ﬁre to the chief, who immediately
perceives the mystical power of this element: “[wl]ith the air of a high-priest he picked the
brand up, and held it...into the flames” (85-86). This link between Bawr’s recognition of the
fire’s tﬁysterious properties and the narrator’s description of him as a “high-priest” pushes
Grém’s discovery of fire beyond the physical realm into the world of the supernatural. In.
fact, what Roberts is describing is not just a ﬁew phase in human civilization through
scientific discovery but the bnth of a new pagan religion. As Bawr declares:

the service and understanding of the Bﬁght One should not be allowed to the people,

but should be kep’; strictly to ourselves, and to those whom we shall choose to initiate.

I shall appoint the two best men of my own kin, and two others whom you shall

select, as servants of the Brighf One. And I will make a law that the people shall

| henceforth worship only the Bi'ight One, instead of, as heretofore, the Thunder, and
the Wind, and unknown Spirits, which, after all, as far as I can see, have never been
ablé to do much either for or against us. But this Bright One is a real god, such as we
can be sure of. And you and I shall be his priests. And only we shall be allowed to

understand him. (88-89)
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This description of Bawr appointing “priests” who will be “initiated” into the mysteries of
the fire suggests that the “Bright One” offers a kind of occult knowledge that can be revealed
. only to certain individuals. Such rhetoric echoes phraseé used in Roberts’s other prose fiction
involving the supernatural, especially when Miranda is “initiated” into the secrets of the
forest in The Heart of the Ancient Wood. Roberts’s portrayal of the birth of a pagan mystery
cult is a defining moment in his own phil;)sophy, for here huxhanity, nature, and the
supernatural conflate into a single symbolic ritual.

In his Introduction to the Collected Letters, Fred Cogswell links In the Morning of
Time to what he perceives as Roberts’s sense of “cosmic consciousness” (21). More
specifically, he notes that Roberts’s “enthusiasm, expressed in several letters, for his
phantasy In the Morning of Time and its projected successor is significant, provided that one
sees his hero, Grém, as a Promethean insil:rument‘ of cosmic consciousness who forces by his
genius savage animals to become human. In this work, almost the last that he undertook in
prose fiction, Roberts had retutned fully to his first direction” (22). If cosmic conscio@sness
- was Roberts’s “first direction,” theﬁ it is a direction infofmed by his interest in the
supernatural. His employment of supernatural elements such as prophecy and the power of
Faté as well as the evocation of pagan religion pushes In the Morning of Time beyond the
genre boundary of pre-historical fiction into something richer and more spiritual. In the
Morning of Time is not so much a story about our biological origins but an exploration of
humanity’s moral, mental and spiritual evolution.

Cogswell’s reference to “cosmic consciousness” is a curious choice of term, since it
recalls Richard Maurice Bucke’s book of the same néme, a pseudo-scientific treatise based
on principles that have much in common with the tenets of Th;:osophy. If this is the link that

Cogswell is implying, it is no coincidence that one of the book’s champions was Dr. Ernest
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Fewster. Pomeroy notes how Fewster encouraged Roberts to publish his intended sequel to
In the Morning of Time, Overlords of Earth, and even created a map of the fictional world
for Roberts to include (338). Equally significant is an article that appears in the May 1925
issue of the Cdnadian Bookman that describes Roberts’s visit to the Vancouver Poetry
Society, an event in which “Dr. Fewster supplemented [Roberts’s] poeticai readings by a
selection from The Morning of Time[sic]” (89). Given Fewster’s passion for the book as well
as his dedication to Theosophy, one can only speculate that what he identified with in the
text was not so much the novel’s storyline or its imaginative depiction of pre-history, but the
ways in which Grém’s discoveries depict in a concrete way Fewster’s theosophical belief in
man’s spiritual evolution.

Several of Roberts’s later prose publications reaffirm his commitment to
\ incorporating- supernatural elements in to his fiction. But it was not so much a continuation
of the tension between proponents of the supernatural and those of a materialist viewpoint;
instead, with the publication of The Heart of the Anciént Wood Roberts began to shift his
focus from the human side of su;iernaturalism to the role it played in the shaping of the
natural world itself. Although Miranda is vthe story’s piotagonist', from the outset she is not
considered as “fully human” until her spiritual fall at the end of the novel. Moreover, her gift
of supemaﬁral vision and portrayal as a “fairy,” coupied with her initiation into the
mysteries of the wood through the teachings of Kroof, aligns her more closely with
rﬁysteﬁous forces at work in the nafural world than the human one. Also of note are the
animals themselves, who like their human counterparts are now capable of experiencing
psychic‘ phenomena, such as the panther who communicates in an “occult” way with its

domestic cousin.
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Similarly, in The Kindred of the Wild Roberts suggests that the animal story acts as a
kind of spiritual medium that can “re-initate” readers into a deeper relationship with the
~ earth. Moreover, in stories such as “Lord of the Air” the creatures possess telepathic powers
by which they communicate to one another tragic or perilious events, a notion reiterated later
in Red Fox when the fox is mysteriously warned of approaching huriters. Finally, in the pre-
historic tale, In the Morning of Time, Roberts attempts to portray a time when animals and -
humans Were closest in ancestral terms. His employment of supematural elements such as
the presence bf Fate in the lives of the Hill-People and the occult way in which mysteries of
the universe are revealed to Grém through his discovéry of natural phenomena such as fire,
places the novel within a distinctly supernatural context. Moreover, linked to these ideas is
Roberts’s description of an ancient “initiation” rite by the tribe near the end of the novel, a
notion he describes earlier in The Heart of the Ancient Wood as Miranda’s “semi-occult
experience.” In his last novel, then, Roberts returns to the origins of human spirimality by
portraying a time in history when nature, humanity, and the supernatural were closely linked.

The manifestation of the supemattﬁal in Roberts’s fiction is pervasive. From- its
beginnings as stories of supernatural tension in Earth’s Enigmas and portrayal of mysterious
figures in his Acadian romances, to more complex treatments of the supernatural in nature,
as evidenced in The Heart of the Ancient Wood, his animal stories, and In the Morning of
Time, the supernatural has occupied a place of importance for Roberts in his prose. But it
held equal sway for him in his verse, and so it is to Roberts’s poetry that the discussion now
turns in the hopes of substantiating that the supematural is an area of influence that can “hold

his corpus together.”
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Chapter 6: Supernaturalism in Roberts’s Poetry

Roberts’s poetry has received fhe same, if not more, attention from scholars as has the rest of
his works combined. Since Arthur Stringer proclaimed that Roberts was the “Father of
Canadian Poetry” in 1904, scholars have afforded him‘ special status as the leading ﬁgﬁre of
the Confederation group of poets. During his long poetic career, which spanned more than
sixty years, he produced nine major collections of verse, several smaller chap-books, and his
own Selected Poems (1936). Critics divide his‘poetry& along chronological lines into two
major periods. The first begir/ls,with the publication of Orion, and Other Poems in 1880 and
ends in 1907, the year in which he published Poems, an edition of his collected works. The
second covers the years 1919 to 1942: in 1919 he published New Poems while he was still
living in Britain; and his last poem, “Resurgant,” waskpublis'hed in the summer of 1942, a
little over a year before the poet’s death. Scholars also subdividc his first period into the four
collections published before he moved to the United States, and the two volumes that
appeared while he was living in New York City: New York Nocturnes and The Book of the
‘Rose. |

Despité Roberts’s prodigious outf;ut, critics have chosen a surprisingly small group of
* poems through which to define his poetic vision. Although single articles have appeared on
Orion, and Other Poems, New York Nocturnes, and The Book of the Rose, most schoiarship
focuses on two of his early collections: In Divers Tones (1886), which contains Roberts’s
_ “Canadian” 'poems and “The Tantramar Revisited,” and Songs of the Common Day and Ave!
(»1‘ 893), which has Seen studied at length for its opening series of sonnets and for Roberts’s

lengthy ode to Shelley, Ave! A more distufbing critical trend is that Roberts’s poetry has
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received increasingly less attention from scholars during the last twenty years, and only
recently does there appear to be a resurgence of interest in the Confederation group at all, as
evidenced by Bentley’s The Confederation Group of Canadian Poets (2004) and Nick
Mount’s When Canadian Literature Moved to New York (2005).

Of the recent publications The Confederation Group of Canadian Poets warrants
special attention from Roberts scholars. In the chapter entitled “Supernaturalism,” Bentley
argues that the religious rupture that occurred in Victorian society over the rise of Higher
Criticiém and the popularity of Darwin’s theory of evolution impacted the core members of
the Confederaﬁoh group; as a result each of them branched out from traditional Chriétian :
upbringing to explore alternative forms of spirituality. His discussion of Roberts, compelling
but regrettably limited, centers on the idea that both he and Carman were in “spiritual
fransition in the late‘1880s and early 1890s” (213) and includes Brief mention of several of
Roberts’s early poems as evidence of the ﬁoet’s struggle.

Bentley’s inclusion of Robérts fbrms one part of a sporadic, but long-held critical
belief regarding the poet’s interest in the supernatural. Cap_pon,'for instaﬂce, conjectured in
his conclusion to Charles G.D. Roberts and the Influence of His Times (1905) that Roberts’s
next volume after The Book of the Rbsé will “have airs from the New Mysticism and of Miss
Fionna[sic] Macleod and the Celtic School” (51). Pacey (1958) points out that “The Flight;’
and “One Night” from Orion, and Other Poems fepresent “the vein of the weird, tﬁe
macabre, the nightmarish” (45). And L.R. Early (1981) links the opening of “Orion” to the
landscape paintings of Emily Carr and Lawren Harris, two modern Canadian artists who in
his opinion possessed the ability to “imbue [the landscape] with supernatural feeling” (13).
Roberts himself includes a section in his 1936 Selected Poems entitled “Poems Philosophical

and Mystical.” It should also be remembered that his first biographer, Elsie Pomeroy,

156



published an article on his use of dream-imagery in the September-October 1959 issue of
The Canadian Theosophist.
These fev;l critical instances aside, no critic has fully addressed the breadth ér impact

of the supematural on Roberts’s verse. Despite his claim that he embraced no single poetic

vision and that from youth to old age he was always “keenly aware of contemporary currents
of thought, action and emotion” (“Prefatory Note™ to Selected Poems, vii), appearing
éontinually throughout his career are poems that draw on images of the supernatural for
dramatic or philosophical effect. Whether he drew on elements of the gothic, the mystical,
figures from classical or native mythology, or more overtly occult traditions such as
Spiritualism, Alchemy, and Theoséphy, Robeﬁs continually returned to the supernatural as a
source for poetic inspiration. It is a subject that he would treat in each of his maj or’
collections, beginning with his earliest and perhaps most famous volume, Orion, and Other
Poems.

 As a landmark text in Canadian Iiteraxfy history, Orion, and Other Poems has few

rivals. At the age of twenty, Robérts boldly sent copies of his newly published book to
Tennyson, Arnold, Swinburne, Longfellow, Holmes, and Whitmén, and much to his delight,
 he received praiseworthy responses from Arnold and Holmes (Pomeroy 38-39). This
unexpected feedback not only helped fuel Roberts’s future poetic aspirations: it also became
| part of the Canadian literary lore that surrounds Roberts’s first collection of poetry, a Volﬁme
that kept Archibald Lampman up all night “reading and re-reading” it (“Two Canadian Poets: -
A Lecture” 94). Yet Early ciaims it to be “probably the most famous unread book in
Canadian literature” (8), and criticism of the colleétion suggests a superficial approach to thé

book on the part of scholars. Indeed, critics have historically dismissed it as the work of an
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apprentice, focusing on the ‘prosody of individual works or evidence of his early literary
influences.

Only one full-length stﬁdy attempts to explore the themes and ideas of the collection.
In “An Old-World Radiance: Roberts’ Orion, and Other Poems,” Early argues that the
volume is not simply the work of an apprentice, but “a young man’s book with the
indivisible virtues and faults of youth, exuberance and excess” (10). Hg spends considerable
timé exploring what he calls Roberts’s “mythological narratives” (18), placing particular
emphasis on the collection’s title poem as Well as on “Ariadne,” “Launcelot and the Four
Queens,” and “Memnon.” Near the end of the article, however, he makes the remark:
“Swinburne may be the principalr inspiration also for ‘The Flight” and ‘One Night,” which are
anomalies not only in Orion but in Roberts’ whole oeuvre” (24). Why Early would feel
compelled to include this passing reference to two of Roberts’s least kndwn'poems is
puzzling: Perhaps he was recalling similar comments made by Pacey some twenty years
previous: “in ‘The Flight’ and ‘One Night,’ Roberts uncovers a vein which one wished he
had chosen to explore again — the vein of the weird, the macabre, the nightmarish” (45).
Whatever the reason, it is important to note that although both critics are quick o recognize a
similarity of theme in the two poems, neither Early nor Pacey studied enough of Roberts’s
work to realize that these pieces are not “anomalies”, but represent two early examples of
what became a sustained interest in aspects of the supernatural.

In a letter to Charles Leonard Moore, Roberts dismisses “The Flight” and “One
Night” as “entirely imaginative, founded upon nothing more substantial fhan a mood” (July
14, 1884; Letters 40). Yet both poems réﬂect his calculated effort to create convincing
supernatural narratives. “The Flight,” for instance, is about a woman who smothers a child to

death, then flees into a haunted wood “[wlhere the pale ghosts moan and shiver” (18).
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Energized by the sight in the thicket of a dead body whose head has been crushed “with a
stone” (29), she continues on until she reaches a “yawn-fnouthed hollow / Where a goodly
company feast” (36-37). This “goodly company” turns outto be a group of witches, who
welcome the woman as “our own” (46); the poem ends with her joining in the feast. In
addition to the supernatural subject of thé poem, Roberts endows the haunted wood with /
gothic details such as “poisonous shades” (19), “night-shades” (20), and “hemlock” (23). He
is also careful to include stafk images such'as a dead body lying in the woods and the
devilish re\}cling of witches. In short, Roberts’s attention to such supernatural details for
dramatic effect suggests more than a youthful attempt to crea’;e a “mood”: they reflect the
piqued interest of a young poet who is discovering a potent aréa of inﬂuencé.

In his recent edition of Orion, and Other Poems, Ross Kilpatrick (1999) suggests that-
“Oﬁe Night” nﬁay have been inspired by Thomas Hood’s “The Dream of Eugene Aram” (97),
a haunting narrative in which a man dreams that he murders someone, drops the body into a
“dark pool, then is suddenly overcome by guilt. The poem follows a similar han‘ativc and
theme structure, although Roberts’s poem is not as explicit as Hood’s. For example, in
Hood’s poem the act of murde: ié described in graphic detail, whereas the speaker’s actions
in “One Night” are merely implied by his horrified reactioﬁ when the “dead eyes woke aﬁd
| with mine met / Familiarly” (25-26). In this way, Roberts presents a more psychologically
titillating poem, since the cause of death is suggested father than stated. Moreover, Roberts’s
poem has a sense of redemption for the speaker at the end: in the midst of his guilt, an
-unnamed figure appears who “pitied me” (36), then touéhes the body so that it “sank down /
Beyond my sight” (37-38). More compelling is the positive change that comés over the
speaker and surrounding landscape once the body disappears: “the trunks were dry and my

hands were clean; / The breath of laughing leaves was sweet: / And he léft me in this
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pleasant scene” (42-44). This v“cleansing” of the speaker’s hands, coupled with the playful
‘breath of Iauglﬁ;lg leaves” (43), signals a note of purgation and chance at new life for the
speaker.

Roberts’s “dark night of the soul,” “One Night” serves as an important supernatural
companion to “The Flight,” a notion reinforced by the fact that the two poems appear
together in Orion, and Other Poems. It is also interesting to nbte that “The Flight” and “One
Night” are poems fourteen and fifteen in a volume of thirty poems, makihg them the
structural and possibly thematic centi'e'pf the collection, anticipating the kind of supernatural
poetry Roberts would praise several years later in his 1890 review of William Sharp and
Graham Tomson. |

A different manifestatioﬁ of Roberts’s early interest in the supernatural may be seen
in his repeated references to prophecy and visionary experiences. Included in “Orion,” for
example, is a short section following the hunter’s blinding in which nymphs prophesize his
“redemption and healing,” a notion reinforcéd by the fact that the section is written in
dactyl;ic hexameter, f‘the metre of oracles” (Kilpatrick 79). In “Ballad of the Poet’s
Thought,” the -poet leaves the city because the éity-dweﬂers do not like to listen to his
“truths” (4). More impbrtantly, when he goes to the forest Nature “spake with him, nor
denied him aught, / In waking vision or visioned sleep” (13-14). Likewise, in “Ode to
Drowsihood,” the speaker experiences v_iSiOns that begin with an “agéd Druid in his robe of
fur” (15), a distinctly non-Christian image that is more closely aligned with pag@ forms of
nature worship. These passages suggest that even in his early poetry Roberts viewed Nature
as a catalyst for visionary experiences, possessing secrets of the universe which could be

revealed to those capable of receiving such knowledge.
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Roberts’s most compeiling treatment of the supernatural in Orion, and Other Poems
is “A Blue Blossom,” a short four-stanza lyric that Pomeroy (1943) suggests belongs to a
“philosophic-mystical group” of poems that was “to become perhaps the dominant
characteristic” of his poetry (30). The speaker suggests that the flower “Hath mightier spell
to move my soul / Than even the mightiest notes which roll / From man’s perfect minstrelsy”
(2-4). This “spell” the flower casts is its ability to éhannel visionary experiences to the
speaker, thus allowing him to bear witness to the unspoken mysteries of the universe: “A
flash, a momentary gleam, / A glimpse of some celestial dream” (5-6). The ﬂower(operates
as an oracle of sorts, whose beauty enables it to communicate visions of the divine:
“Methinks immortal memories / Of some past scenes of Paradise / Speak to my spirit through
the flower” (19-21). The suggestion that the blossom speaks using a secret, mystical
language is reinforcedr in the final stanza when the speaker links the message of the flower to
the comfﬁunication of esoteric knowledge:
Forgotten is our\ancient tongue;
- Too dull our ears, our eyes too blind,
Even quite to catch its nétes, or find
Its symbols written bright among
All shapes of beauty. But ‘tis hard,
When one can hear, to be debarred
From knowledge of the meaning sung. (22-28)
Although the speaker suggests he is capable of recognizing that some secret of the universe
is being conveyed, implied By the phrase “;tis hard / When one can hear” (26-27), he is
unfortunately not fully initiated into its kinship and thus is “debarred / from knowledge of the

meaning sung” (27-28). This final passage of “A Blue Blossom” forms the core of what
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would become a central theme of Roberts’s supernaturalism, namely, that although he
recognizes and acknowledges that otherworldly forces exist in the universe, he cannot
penetrate their mysteries or incorporate their secrets into his world view.

* Included at the beginning of Orion, and Other Poems is an epigraph from Plato’s
Phaedrus, a treatise that discusses among other things the four divisions of the divine ’
madness of inspiration (Kilpatrick 74). It is no coincidence that the first two divisions
mentioned are “prophetic” and “mystic” because Roberts drew on these concepts in his first
collection, a volume marked not so much for its individual apprentice works but for the ways
in which the supernatural manifested itself in a young poet’s first book. Laurel Boone (1989)

suggests that Roberts sent Longfellow a copy of Orion, and Other Poems because the older
| poet had written about Grand Pré in his famous Evangeline, a place close to fhe young poet’s
heart (27). Yet Early remarks that only a few poems about Orion preceded Roberts’s piece, .
one of which was Longfellow’s “The Occultation of Orion” (12). Given Roberts’s use of
~ supernatural elements, it is equaily possible that he sent his book to Longfellow because he
“saw deeper, more esoteric similarities between his work and that of the American poet fhan
simply geography.

Roberts’s néxt collection, In Divers Tones (1886), is comprised of poems written
prior to the start of his tenure at King’s College. Critics recégnized its improvement over his
verse technique in Orion, and Other Poems. Logan and French, for example, note that there
is “an advance in variety of inspiration,in his forms and metres, and in ﬁﬁiéh of technique”
(118). Likewise, Pacey (1958) suggests that “In Divers T onés is still the work of an
apprentice, but of an apprentice who has gone a long way toward independent mastery” (46).
The majority of scholars, however, focus on what may be called the emergence of Roberts’s

“Canadian sensibility”: Cappon (1905) points out that the collection represents a transition in -
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Roberts’s depiction of ﬁature from “fanciful delineations of nature” to “descriptions of actual
Canadian scenes” (15), a sentiment echoed by subsequent early critics, including Logan and
French and Pelham Edgar (1943). Likewise, Pacey (1958) argues that the collection marke
“the beginning of that fanciful renderihg of the Canadian scene which...has characterized his
poetry throughout his verse” (121).

Certainly the sonnets are technically polished. The nationalist sentiment expressed in
“Canada,” “Collect for Dominion Day,” and “Ode for the Canadian Confederacy” also
deserves some mention by critics from a literary historical standpoint if not from an aesthetic
one. Ner can it be denied that “The Tantramar Revisited” is worthy of the critical attention it
has received for its incorporation of ideas propounded by the Romantic poets into a distinctly
Canadian scene. But the scholarly focus en whether Roberts’s poetic landscapes have
become either “Cangdian” or “Romantic” has obscured the fact that In Divers Tones also
contains poems thet exbress Roberts’s growing frustration with his Anglican upbringing and
signal the start of a new chapter in his supernatural explorations.

Cogswell (1983a) suggests that “the contents of [/n Divers Tones] reveal a mind in
conflict with his personal desires, on the one hand, and the demands of duty, on the other, a
cenﬂict the more disturbing in that it had only partly surfaced in Roberts’s consciousness and
in that it was now unaided by his father’s faith” (205). Cogswell’s suggestion that Roberts’s
poems reflect a growing chasm between his views about the afterlife and his father’s
orthodox faith is most apparent in “The Marvellous Work.” The epigraph of the poem, taken
from Walt Whitman’s Song of Myself, immediately suggests that the ensuing verses will ﬁot
only celebrate the individual spirit, but also the inescapable link thet exists between the
individual and the supernatural: “Rise efter rise bow the phantorﬁs behind me.” The poem

itself is an important commentary on the religious tension in Victorian society between

163



traditional Christian views about creation and the advances being made in the geological and
biological sciences, especially in the area of evolution. The speaker notes, for instance, how
“lafge increase of knowledge in these days / Is come about us, fraught with ill for them /
Whose creeds are cut too straight to hold new growth, / Whose faiths are clamped against
access of wisdom” (8-11). Contrasting the views of the orthodox are the opinioné of those
who welcome this new wisdom as a form of knowledge that need not be feared: “for the |
enfranchised spirit, this expanse / Immeasurable of broad-horizoned view, —/ What rapt,
considerate awe it summons forth, / .What édoration of the Eternal cause” (23-26). The
remainder of the poem is a series of statements by the speaker in which he offers “evidence”
of the presence of a deity within the shifting evolutionary periods of Earth’s history. He
suggests, ifor example, that “the Eternal’s unconcern of time, — / Omnipotence that hath not
dreamed of haste, —/ Is graven in granite-moulding aeons’ gloom” (32-34). More striking is
a passage near the end of the poem that reflects Roberts’s direct poetic linking of science to
the supernatural:

In the obscufe and fofmless dayvn of life,

In gradual march from simple to complex,

From lower to higher forms, and‘last to Man

Through faint prophetic fashions’, — stands declared

The God of order and unchanging purpose. (48-52) '
The changing life-forms “from simplé to complex, / from lower to higher forms” (49-50) is a
thinly veiled reference to evolutionary theory. Moreover, the suggesfion that within this
process may be found “The God of order” (52) reveals Roberts’s belief that science and
nature possess their own mark of the divine. The evolution of “Man” is witnessed not so

" much through strict observance of the scientific method, but through “faint prophetic
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fashions” (51). This poem represents a key moment in Roberts’s break from his Anglican
roots.

Equally significant is Roberts’s esotel;ic treatment of classical myth in “The Pipes of
Pan.” Pomeroy (1943) notes that it is not so much a classical piece of verse but “a mystical
poem with a classical theme” (48). It begins by evoking Tempe, “the vale of the gods” (2),
then describes a place in Nature away’from'mortéls that is “sacred and secret forever” (8).
Soon ﬁe goat-god appears, and with “pipes outworn breaking and éasting away, / Fits new
réeds to his mouth with the weird earth—rrielody in them” (24-25). But rather than continue
~his focus on Pan, the narrator follows instead the journey of the discarded pipes which, in
spite of their condition, have “God-breath lurk{ing] in each fragment forever” (31). Every
mortal that discovers the pipes undergoes a mystical transformation, for after playing the
reeds “Creeps strange fire in their veins, murmur strange tongues in their brain, / Sweetly
evasive; a secret madness takes them” (40-41). This notion of a “secret madness” not only
suggests the presénce of the divine but alsp recalls the epigraph from Orion, and Other
Poems in which Plato describes poetic inspiration as a “divine madness” (Kilpatrick 74). The
effect on the player is two-fold: on one level, s/he develops an aesthetic appreciation for the
beauty of Nature. On a second, more esoteric level, while gazing at Nature possessed by
“secret madness,” the souls of the converted “Gather a magical gleam of the secret of life,
and the god’s voice / Calls to them, not from afar, teaching them wonderful things” (45-46)..
This notion of divine revelation and the teaching of “wonderful things” is a concept already
ehcountered in “A Blue Blossom.”

Bentley (1979) notes that “for Roberts, Pan was a dynamic force compelling man to
read and teaching him to understand the books of Life and Natt\ne” (67). Likewise, Cogswell

(1983a) suggests that “Roberts’ choice of Pan as the force to deify nature can be construed as
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a not so subtle rejection of Christianity” (211). Indeed, by evoking the sﬁpematural figure of
Pan and implying that the pipes possess occult powers, Roberts is suggesting in “The Pipes
of Pan” that wherever nature and myth intersect, the supernatural is not far behind.

A third manifestation of the supernatural is Roberts’s use of native mythology in
“The Departing of Clote Scarp.” At first glance, it is a poetic rendering of a native legend.
But upon closer inspection, the poem may also be read as a Melicite version of the Christian
feast of Pentecost in which the Holy Spiﬁt descended upon Jesus’s disciples and they began
to speak in different languages. After giving the animals nourishment, Clote Scarp tells them
he must leave because the ways of men “were evil grown” (20). Saddened, the animals watch
him depart on his birch canoe,kbut when they “lifted up their voices in their grief, / Lo! on the
mouth of every beast a strange / New tongue!” (40-42). This native myth, which resonates
with a central Christian belief, is Roberts’s atterﬁpt to mimic comparative mythology studies
put forth by Max Miiller and John Fiske. It also expresses his heterodox view that the stories v
and teachings of the Bible are not unique to Christianity, and that similar supernaturél
narratives may be found in other cultures.

'In “Canada,” one of the three patriotic poems in the collection, the spéaker alludes to
severai events in Canadian history, but then jars readers with the following stanza: “O mystic
Nile! Thy secret yields / Before us; thy most ancient dreams / Are mixed with far Canadian
fields / And murmur of Canadian streams” (49-52). If, as critics suggest, Roberts is
beginning in In Divers Tones to write about “Canadian” landscapes, it is curious to note that
one of his most overtly nationalist poems links a mystical river from the East to quiet
“Canadian streams” (52). Given his esoteric treatment of myth in “The Pii)es of Pan” and
“The Departing of Clote Scarp,” as well as the spiritual tensions he expresses in “The

Marvellous Work,” this stanza is not jarring at all, but symbolizes the point at which Roberts
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began to encounter the supernatural in the Canadian landscape. In Divers Tones marks the
beginning of his investigatioﬁ into alternative forms of spirituality.
Songs of the Common Day and Ave! (1893) is the most discussed collection in

Roberts’s oeuvre, mostly for its two major poetic feats: a sequence of thirty-seven sonnets

that forms the first third of the collection, and Ave/, a three-hundred line ode in which

Roberts celebrates the life and work of Percy Bysshe Shélley. Roberts’s literary debt to

Shelley is well-documented, aind many critics discuss at length the achievement and

weaknesses of Ave, most recently Susan Glickman, who argues in The Picturesque and the
- Sublime (1998) that the poem is a “deliberate and confident appropriation of the Romantic
ethos and aesthetic” (82). As for the sonneté, early critics such as Logan and French and
A M. Stephen discuss the technical merits of the sonnets, whereas subsequent critiés,
including Lorraine McMullen (1976), Noonan (1982), Precosky (1988), and Bentley (1989),
explore the sequence’s underlying structure and themes. This collection has also received
almost unanimous praise from scholars. Cappon (1905), for instance, declares the soimet
sequence that begins the volume as “the most important poetic work Dr. Roberts has so far
produced” (25), while Keith (1969) argues it is “the only book of Roberts’ poems that can be
commended as a volume of uniformly high quality” (47). Precosky (1988) describes the
sonnets as “among his finest poetical works” (22).

One important, albeit marginally discilssed area of scholarly interesi in Songs of the
Common Day is the volume’s supernatural elements. Mathews (1972), in his rebuke of
Keith, discusses Roberts’s “mystical insight” (54) and refers to several of his sonnets as
depictions of a “mystical experience” (55). Noonan (1982) offers a more éompelling
argument for the presence of spiritual orrmystical concepts in the collection by derilonstrating

that Roberts fused “evolutionary theory with Christianity” in the sonnets (452). Bentley
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(1989) responds to Nobnan by declaring his reading a “welcome one” (404), although he
contends that “the strands being brought together [in poems such as ‘The Mowing’] are not
‘evolutionary theory [and] Christianity’ but, rather, biology...and hermeticisim or alchemy”
(404).

The presence of supernatural elements in Songs of the Common Day is first witnessed
in the collection’s prologue, “Across the fog the moon lies far.” In the first stanza, the
speaker describes the night as “Transfused with ghostly amethyst” (2) and that it operates as
a “charm to wonderment” (3). Reinfofcing the mystery of the scene is the second stanza, in
which the speaker not only addresses the night as “Mysteriarch,” an ancient female guardian
of mysteries, but also suggests she can make “dull, familiar things divine” (6). Indeed, by the
end of the stanza night has transformed itself from an aesthetically pleasing form into a
supernatural figure with the gift of prophecy, a power that the speaker devoutly wishes to
possess: “O grant of thy revealing gift / Be some small portion mine!” (7-8). Moreover, if
given this gift, his vision‘will become “sane and clear” (9), an act that will enable him to see
“what beauty clings / In common forms, and find the soul / Of unregarded things!;’ (10-12).
In short, what the speaker wishes to Be granted is the power to understand the mysteries of
life that lay occluded in nature. |

Several poems from the volume’s sonnet sequence employ images of vision and
prophecy. In “The Fir Woods,” for example, what begins as the speaker’s view of the trees is
quickly transformed by “Mystic dream-dust of isle, and palm, and cave” (5) into a dream-
like vision whose “realms of rose” (6) seem “More radiant than ever earthly gleam /
Revealed of fairy mead or haunted wave” (7-8). Also of note are “Midwinter Thaw” and
“The Flight of the Geese,” two seasonal sonnets that appear side-by-side in the collection and

link signs of spring to notions of prophecy: in “Midwinter Thaw,” for instance, the sudden
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warming of the g_round “wakes through all the air a watery rune —/ The babble of a million
brooks atune, / In fairy conduits of blue ice concealed” (6-8). More importantly, following
this event the speaker acknowledges a second mysterious sign, how “In the air / Some shy
foreteller prophesies with skill — / Some voyaging ghost of bird, some effluence rare” (10-
12). LikeWise;r, in “The Flight of the Geese” the sound of birds overhead is not only a signal
of spring’s imminent return, but the oracle of a seasonal mystery: “The height / Of heaven
grows weird and loud with unseen flight / Of strong hosts prophesying as they go!” (6-8).
Unfortunately for the speaker, the meaning of these oracles is not clear, and although he
recognizes thét a powerful mystery is being conveyed by the geese, the sbund of their voices
is but “an awe profound, / A boding of unknown, foreshadowed things” (13-14).

A more overt manifestation of Roberts’s interest in the supernatural and the powers
of prophecy occuré in “The Valley of the Winaing Water.” ’Critics ignore this poem, perhaps
because it appears in the collection between Roberts’s second Tantramar poem, “The Tides
of Tantramar,” and another important classical poem, “Marsyas.” Yet “The Valley of the
Winding Water” serves as an important link between the sﬁpematural poems'in Roberts’s
earlier collection and those in Songs of the Common Day qnd Ave! because it represents one
man’s clairvoyant experienée about a dead woman. The lyric is divided into four stanzas, the

first two of which establish the speaker’s vantage point of a beautiful summer scene: “Still
break the fields of opening June / To emefald in their ancient way. / The sapphire of the
summer heaven / Is’inﬁnite as yesterday” (5-8). The drama of the poem, however, hinges on
a marked contrast between the beautiful scene before him and his dreary mood, a state
revealed at the end of stanza two: “of all this kind’ly glédness, / My heart beholds not
anything” (11-12). The real cause of his melancholy is not pathos, however, but

clairvoyance: “in a still room far away, / With mourners round her silent head, / Blind to the
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quenchless tears, the anguish —/ I see, to-day, a woman dead” (13-16). It would be easy to
explain the poem’s endiné as a result of the speaker’s imagination. But given Roberts’s
participation in occult activities during this time, as well as the speaker’s emphasis von the
fact that he “sees” the bereavement scene, it is equally plausible to read the concluding
stanza as a moment in which the beauty of the natural scene acts as a conduit for the
speaker’s supernatural experience.

Contrasting the lesser-known poems of Songs bf the Common Day and Ave! are the
often discussed “In the Wide Awe and Wisdom of the Night” and Ave. Lorne Pierce (1927),
for example, refers to a kind of “cosmic consciousness” at work in “In the Wide Awe and
Wisdom of the Night” (72). Likewise, Pomeroy (1 943) categorizes the sonnet as one of
Roberts’s “most profound eXpressions of philosophic mysticism” (115). Mofe recently,
Bentley (1989) suggests that the sonnet demonstrates “an investigation rather than an
endorsement of the ‘poetic’ or ‘naturai”’ (406), arguing that Roberts’s philosophical position
in the poem “is neither obviously occult nor narrowly Christian, but more closely
aligned...with the tenets of Natural Theology” (406). The poem is about a speaker who
contemplates the night sky, and marks “the march to which is set no pause, / And that
stupendous orbit, round whose rim / The great sphere sweeps” (5-7). By the end of the
sonnet, however, his meditation leads to a moment of transcendence, a sense of oneness with
the mysteries of the cosmos: “At last I came before Him face to face, —/ And knew the
Universe of no such span / As the august infinitude of Man” (12-14). Although the speaker
alludes to a Christian God in his reference to “Him,” the poem’s final declaration that the
speaker “knew the Universe” as the “august infinitude of Man” suggests that he experienced

an esoteric revelation about his place in the universe.
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Reinforcing Roberts’s cosmic treatment of nature in “In the Wide Awe and Wisdom
of the Night” is his poetic ode to Shelley, 4ve. First published as a chapbook in 1892, 4ve
has long been identified as a significant part of Roberts’s oeuvre as much for its flaws as for
its achievements. Cappon (1905) notes that while the poem contains moments of
“imaginative brilliancy” (32) and succeeds as “a splendid rhetorical effort” (35), it ultimately
fails as a poetic whole since its “transition from one theme to another is forced and
unnatural” (32). Contrasting this view is Archibald MacMechan (1924), who proclaims it to
be “Roberts’ best poem and probably the best poem de longue-haleine ever Written by a
Canadian™ (122). Leisner (1984) views Ave as his “ﬁlost comprehensive mystical poem”
(273), while Ware (1984) and Glickman (1998) read the poem as a work that remains
“faithful to a Wordsworthian view of nature” (Ware 51). What these critics fail to consider,
however, are the ways in which the supernatural informs this extraordinary work, and makes -
it not so much a “Wordsworthian view of nature” but what Conway (1984a) describes as a
“moment of vision” (80). |

At the outset of thé poem, the speaker evokes the Tantramar river as a supernatural
fprce that since childhood has stirred his “inward sight” (1.10) and “Instruct[ed] my ears in
your most secret spell; / And sometimes in the calm / Initiate[d] my yoﬁng and wondering
eyes / Until my spirit grew more still and wise” (I11.27-30). This mesmerizing body of water,
which as the speaker notes is named after a “mystic river” (V1.51), has a spiritualizing effect

| on him, which enables him to‘ receive the holy communion of poetic inspiration: “Purged
with high thoughts and infinite desire / I entered fearless the most holy place, / Rgceived
between my lips the secfet fire, / The breath of inspiration on my face” (IV.31-34).
The mystical and channelirig force of the Tantramar succeeds in aWakening the

speaker’s muse. Yet the river that inspires the speaker does not become the object of his
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inspiration; instead, the speaker-poet, after witnessing the power and mysterious forces
contained in the water, is reminded of his literary predecessor, Percy Bysshe Shelley, “the
avatar” (X1.103) of poetry whom “chief of all whose brows prophetic wear / The pure and
sacred bays /1 wprship” (X1.107-9). It is significant that the term Roberts uses to describe
- Shelley is an “avatar”: it relates to Hindu mythology, and refers to “the descent of a deity or
released soul to earth in bodily form” (OED). For Roberts, the Romantic péet is neither
priest nor Christ-figure, but the manifestation of an Eastern deity with the gift of prophecy.
Following his evocation of Shelley and his description of the poet’s early years, the
speaker proceeds to summarize Shel.lfe_y’s career and adult years by offering grénd sweeping
stanzas that mention such works as “Alastor,” “To a Skylark,” Prometheus Unbound, and
Adonais. The most striking of these poetic flashes is stanza XIX, in which Roberts explicitly
aligns Shelley with a supernatural tradition:
The domes of Pisa and her towers superb,
The myrtles and the ilexes that sigh
O’er San Giuliano, where no jars disturb
The lonely aziola’s evening cry,
The Serchio’s sun-kissed waters, — these conspired
With’Plato’s theme occult, with Dante’s calm
Rapture of mystic love, and éo inspired
Thy soul’s espousal psalm,
A strain of such elect and pure intent
It breathes of a diviner element. (181-90)
The “psalm” Roberts is referringkto is possibly “Epipsychidion,” which Shelley wrote while

in Pisa. More important, though, is his suggestion that the inspiration for Shelley’s poem
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involved three ingredients: the beauty of Pisa and its surrounding landscape, “Dante’s calm /
Rapture of mystic love” (185-6), and “Plato’s theme occult” (185). Although many critics
have discussed this passage and even quoted the reference to Dante, all have chosen to gloss
over Roberts’s mention of Plato’s “theme occult,” most certainly a referencekto Shelley’s
interest in Neo-Platonism, an occult philosophy that originated with the Roman philosopher
Plotinus and underwent a revival in the nineteenth century. Roberts, then, was not only
conscious of the influence of the supernatural on his own work, but recognized its effect on
the poetry of his mentors.
Following this reverie on the life and work of Shelley, the speaker returns to the

beauty of the Tantramar, acknowledging once again the quiet power of that supernatural
~ river whose “wizafd flood, / With every tribute streém and brimming creek, / ponders,
possessor of the utmost good” (XXX.295-7). The ending of the poem is not emblematic of a
strict Wordsworthian viéw, as Ware and Glickman would argue, but instead is in keeping
with earlier poems in Roberts’s oeuvre that depicted nature as a conduit for supernatural
experience. Or as Conwéy (1984a) puts it, the structure of Ave is “a vantage point for vision
and a temporary refuge from experience” (80).

| Whereas Roberts’s early collections drew on a variety of supernatural sources as a
means for him to explore mysteries about the afterlife, in Songs of the Common Day and
Ave! he begins to treat more directly the relationship between nature and the supernatural
through a series of sonnets that employ landscape as a conduit to mystical revelation. |
Whether it is the thawing of frost or the sound of geese, the infinite spectacle of the night sky
or the seémingly innocent beauty of a June landscape, under Roberts’s supernatural gaze
each of these “common’ occurrences becomes an oracle of seasonal and spiritual change.

Complementing this approach in the sonnets is the collection’s other bookend, the mystical
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ode Ave in which the Tantramar riyef acts as a poetic gateway for him to explore the life,
work, and spirit of Shelley. A similar thematic structure may also be found in “The Valley of
the Winding Water,” a haunting lyric in which the summertime landscape of June brings no
joy to the speaker, but instead the vision of a dead woman lying in state, surrounded by
mourners. But Songs of the Common Day and Ave! would not be the apotheosis of Roberts’s
interest and poetic application 6f the supernatural. On the contrary, his explofation of the
supernatural would find further voice in what is considered by many to be his most mystical
volume, The Book of the Native. . |

Published in the same year as Earth’s Enigmas and The Fofge in the Forest,; The
Book of the Native (1896) is a collectibn in which the supernatural dominatés. Ironically, this
same treatment of the supernatural is what has historically left scholars with much to criticize
and little to praise. Cappon (1905) notes that although the philosophic-mystical poems in the
volume “are an interestirig reflection of the general attitude of our age in matters of faith and
knowledge” (39), he concludes that “one would not consider the poetry which reflects this
attitude so naively to be much of a contribution to the interpretation of life” (40). A similar
but less discerning argument is offered by Brown (1943), who declares “[i]t is typical of
[Roberts’s] temper and mind that these [philosophical ideas 6f nature] are set forth
obscurely, in a fashion which indeed prevents the rapid reader from deriving anything
beyond a vague notion that all is mysteriously well” (48-49; my emphasis). F ifteen years
later Pacey (1958) would echo Brown’s sentiments when he suggested that the plﬁlosophy
expressed in the mystical pbems was “yague and derivative” (52).

Of all the critics to explore this collection only a few have championed its mystical
verse: Leisner (1984) contends that the volume is “of central importance” to understanding

what he calls Roberts’s “nature mysticism™ (275). He also suggests that although “it is
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, hazardous to epitomize Roberts’ mystical poems as found together in any one volume, since
he seems constantly in search of new facets, each with its own peculiar luster, there is

nevertheless a distinctive essence to most of the mystical poems in this volume when taken
together” (275-6). Likewise, Cogswell (1983 and 1985) who, while not explicitly mentioning
The Book of the Native, refers to several poems from the collection when discussing
Roberts’s mystical verse, an area of the poet’s work which, in his opinion, “fhas] never
received sufficient credit” (1985, xxxi). Also of note is Conway ( 1984bj, who suggests that
the collection’s symboliém “clearly announces its astrologicél concerns” (12).

That supernaturalism pervades The Book of the Native is unquestionable. Some
pieces, such as “The Witches’ Flight” and “The Vengeance of Gluskap,” are less esoteric in
terms of their supernaturalism. “The Witches’ Flight,” for instance, is a continuation of
earlier, more macabre pieces such as “The Flight” from Orion, and Other Poems. It mentions
several attributes comrﬁo’nly assobiated with witches: at the outset of the poem, for instance,
the speaker (herself a witch) summons a “Red Mouse” (1) and “Black Cat” (2), so that they
may go to see “what the goat / And toad are kat”y (3-4). Cats, mice, and toads are animals
traditionally used in folklore to represent a witch’s familiar, a demon spirit who takes on an
animal form in order to serve her. In the second stanza the witches also undergo a
transformation, as their flight becomes an activity in which “the withered breast / Grows
young and fair; / And the eyes grow bright / With alluring light, / And the fierce mouth
softens” (11-15). This change represents a literal and metaphoribal experience for the
witches: on one level, it expresses their freedom at having broken free of earth’s bonds; on
another level, the transformation Roberts describes is consistent with popular legend, since

folklorists maintain that witches often take the form of old hags or seductive young women.
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In the next two stanzas, the witch summons her “White Sisters, / Naked of Limb”
(17-18) to join the flight so that they may participate in the suggestively sexual aerial: “With
strange embraces, / And maddened faces, / And streaming tresses, / We twist and fly” (29-
32). The implied liberal sexuality of the women is another stereotype associated with
witches. This particular detail is also reinforéed in the concluding lines of the poem, for as
the witches are returning to earth to avoid the light of dawn, the speaker laments that “brief is
the night / Of our delight, / And brief the span / Of our secret sin” (37-40). On the one hand,
the witches® “secret sin” could be interpreted as their supernatural ability to fly; on the other

| hand, their “sin” could be a reference to the fact that witches are often thought to be brides or
lovers of the Devil. “The Witches’ Flight” demonstrates Roberts’s familiarity with speciﬁc
folklore details about witches as well as proof that he held a continued interest in wanting to
portray them in his oWn work.

In addition to his poetic “return” to folklore, Roberts_ evokes native mythology in the
ballad “The Vengeance of Gluskap,” a Micmac legend that draws heavily on supernatural
elements for dramatic effect. It begins with Gluskéip leaving the village in order to bring

- some help to another community. Unfortunately, a group of “wandering wizards” (5) decide
to attack the unprotected village using fantastic'weapons such as “shock of thunder and the
lightning’s slings, / And flame, and hail, and all disastrous things” (8-9). That the “wizards”
are probébly white colonials from Europe does not detract from thé mythical language used
to describe them; on the contrary, Roberts’s description of these marauders as evil creatures,
capable of using elements from nature as weapons, serveé to heighten their supérnatural
significance.

Enraged by the destruction of his village, Gluskép calls forth whales from the sea in

order to “bare him to the demon-haunted land, / Where, in malign morass and ghostly wood /
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And grim cliff-cavern, lurked the evil brood” (16-18). Here Roberts not oﬁly emphasizes the
mythical stature of Gluskap through the hero’s ability to command the creatures of the sea,
but also reinforces the supernatural nature of the wizards, who are not mortals but an “evil
brood” that lives in a “ghostly wood” (17, 18). The wizards, however, prove no match for the
awesome power of Gluskap, who after forcing them out of their hiding place using only his
gaze, touches them one by one with his finger so that “their hearts grew stone” (27). With
swift supernatural vengeance, Gluskdp punishes the evﬂ wizards for their heartless deeds and
turns them to “stiffened clay” (28), reminding readers that the power of the gods is awesome
and unforgiving. |

In The Book of the Native is a group of what may be called “cosmic” verses. In these
poems Roberts inextricably links nature with the supernatural, but unlike in poems from
Songs of the Common Day and Ave!, he suggests in this group that Nature is not so much a
catalyst for supernatural experiencé bth a source for esoteric knowledge. In the first poem of
the collection, aptly titled “Kinship,” the speaker begins by expressing his wish to regain a
mystical relationship he once had with Nature: ;‘Back to the bewildering vision / And the
border-land of birth; / Back into the looming wonder, / The companionship of earth” (1-4).
The notion that he wishes to experience “bewildering visions™ and “looming Wonder” recalls
firstly so@e of Roberts’s earlier poems and fictions in which the concept of a visionary or
clairvoyant experience dominated. Moreover, the phrase “border-land of birth” implies a host
of physical and spiritual binaries, such as life and death, mortality and immortality, dream
and reality. Given Roberts’s participation iﬁ psychical activities during this period,
“borderland of birth” is also reminiscent of the tenets of Spiritualism, in which the soul of the

dead straddles planes of existence.
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The repetition of tl;e word “bac;k” is also significant, for it operates as a mantra
through which the Speaker wills himself into a heightened state of awareness. It appears nine
times in the first half of the poem and does not disappear until he names his final spiritual
destination: “Back to wisdom take me, Mother” (29). “Mother” Nature becomes for the
speaker the source of all spiritual “wisdom,” and he must journey to her first before moving
into higher levels of spiritual consciousness. Thus, the earth is not only a location of aesthetic
beauty, but a place of “ancient stillness / Where the wise enchanter weaves” (13-14), as well
as a source of “Strong enchantments, strange successiohs, / Mysteries of old and new” (23-

9% <&

24). Roberts’s use of the words “enchanfer, enchantments,” and ‘;Mysteries” help reinforce
the notion that the place the speaker wishes to reach is distinctly supernatural.

More crucial to the speaker than reaching Mother Nature is the type of knowledge he
wishes to receive; after all, his quest is first and foremost spiritual: “Tell me tales the world’s
forgetting, / Till my spirit understands” (31-32). He also hopes nature will explain “how
some sightless impulse, / Working out a hidden plan, / .../ Wakes to find itself a man” (33-
34, 36). The description of a “sightless impulse” becoming “a man” (33, 36) is an allusion to |
the process of evolution; at the heart of this biological fact is ‘a mystery, implied by the fact
evolution is driven by a “hidden plan” (34). A second subject puzzling the speaker is the
mysgery of life itself, because he cannot understand “how the life of mortal, / ... / Hurtles
from the loom of death” (37, 40). The rﬁystery that completely eludes the speaker, however,
is how he can possess such an uncontrollable desire to attain “the wisddm and the stillness /
Where they consummations are” (43-44). Thus, his longing for kinship with Nature is not a

physical or emotional journey, but a spiritual pilgrimage towards the origins of existence, a

quest in which the divine “wisdom” of the universe will be revealed.
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Related to the esoteric ideas expressed in “Kinship” is the powerful lyric “Origins,’
which immediately follows “Kinship.” The poem begins in the “dark sublime” (3), but
quickly becomes a journey “Out of the pregnant stir / Where death and life confer” (11-12)
into “The dark and mystic heat / Where soul and matter meet” (13-14). Here Roberts is
describing the birth of the soul and human life; both owe their m&sterious origins to an
emanating spirit: “the averted Face / Beyond the bournes of space” (5-6). Following this
acknowledgement of a higher power is the speaker’s statement about his second belief,
namely that mortality is a state of existence beyond our controi and that “In ignorance we
stand / With fate on either hand, / And question stars and earth / Of life, and death, and birth”
(23-26). This passage represents how Roberts perceives his own spiritual struggle, namely
that “fate” is an influential force in our lives and that only by‘ exploring issues of “life, and
death, and birth” (26) can we begin to understand it.

The speakér suggests next that to explore deeper issues involving the cosmos humans
typically choose to “scan the kindred skies” (28) for answers, but that during this exercise
“through the common grass / Our atoms mix and pass” (29-30). In short, Nature takes hold
of humanity even as ’we continue to star-gaze, until without even being fully aware we arrive

at a place of spiritual revelation: “Suddenly comes a word / In other ages heard” (41-42).
This sudden conveyance of esoteric knowledge through a moment of kinship with nature is a
mystical experience in which we are “borne to unknown goais, / And past the bournes of
space / To the unaverted Face” (44-46).

Another variation on Roberts’s éosmic'consciousness can be found in “The
Unsleeping.” Although few c’ritics have explored this poem in depth, two deserve mention
because they were close acquaintances of Roberts: Stephen (1929) suggests that “the

perspective [in this poem] is that of the seer, the mystic who has had a glimpse of truth
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unveiled” (57), while Pomeroy (1943) argues that “The Unsleeping” is about “the
predominance of man’s spirit, and the ultimate triumph of man’s soul through the long
procession of the ages” (117). Since both scholars were close to Roberts and separately
indicate a supernatural or mystical element c;perating in the poem, it is important to explore
“The UnSleéping” to understand what rolle the supernatural played in shaping this piece.

At the outset of the poem the speaker envisions himself a deity, capabie of
performing supernatural feats, such as soothing “to unimagined sleep / The sunless bases of
the deep” (1-2), “heav[ing] aloft the smoking hill” (5), wrapping himself “in the sightless
germ / An instant or an endless term” (9-10), and “hush[ing] the comets one by one” (13).
This ability to control the greatest and smallest elements of nature suggests that the speaker
exists outside the confines of mortality. Indeed, his powers appear to be ‘greate,r than the
cosmos itself: “Space, in the dim predestined hour, / Shall crumble like a ruined tower: / I
only, with unfaltefing eye, / Shall watch the dreams of God go By” (21-24). By suggesting
that only he will be left to “watch the dreams of God go by” (24) once the cosmos ceases to
be, the speaker is implying that although he is not a god, he possesses powers that enable him
to transcend such boundaries. “The Unsleeping” is thus a visionary poem of sorts, in which
the speaker recognizes a spark of divinity within himself.

A final poem to consider is “Earth’s Complines,” particularly for the ways in which it
resembles “A Blue Blossom™ from Orion, and Other Poems. The speaker is inexplicably
drawn into the garden by an unnamed force whose “call I knew” (2), and as he stands among
the beautiful flowers and sweet scents, he beéins to enter into aheightened awareness of-
nature’s forms: “I heard the spent blooms sighing, / The expectant bﬁds replying; / I felt the
life of the leaves, / Ephemeral, yet undying” (13-16). This sensual experience of nature,

suggested through the speaker’s ability to “hear” the blooms and “feel” the life of the leaves,
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is a fleeting transition for the speaker, because soon after he becomes equally conscious of a
spiritual presence at work in the garden: “The spirits of earth were there, / ... / Serving ,
among the lilies, / In an ecstacy of prayer” (17, 19-20). Furthermore, the language spoken by
these spirits is one he recognizes but “could not tell” (21). The flowers have little trouble
communicating with the spirits because “the sap in each green céll, / And the pure initiate
petals, / They knew that language well” (22-24). Roberts’s use of the word “initiate” to
describe the flowers’ ability to communicate with the “spirits of earth” resembles occult
rhetoric. More ixnportantly, it suggests that nature possesses a kind of occult knowledge of
the universe that humans can sense but not fully comprehend.

In spite of his inability to enter into comniunion with the garden, the speaker’s
heightened awareness of its physical and spiritual beauty allows him to feel hisk“own soul
kin to these” (28), créating a moment of kinship between himself and the earth that
transcends the material landscape: “And a spell came out of space / From the light of its
starry place, / And I saw in the deep of my heart / The image of God’s face” (29-32). The use
.‘ of the word “spell” to describe this mystical moment suggests that although the speaker sees
“the image of God’s face” (32), he is quick to distance the moment from a distinctly
Christian moment of divine revelation, dr as Keith (1974) points out, “Roberts’ God...is
rarely to be identified directly with the God of Chﬁstianity” (95). Moreover, Roberts’s use of
the flower garden as the thematic catalyst for spiritual révelation, coupled with the
suggestion that the flowers possess an occult language the speaker recognizes but cannot use,
links “Earth’s Complines” to “A Blue Blossom,” but with one significant differencé: whereas
in “A Blue Blossom” the speaker eXpresses his struggle in the end to attain full fellowship
with the earth, in ‘;‘Earth’s Complines” there is no longer any struggle, just the speaker’s

recounting of a moment of transcendence in which he catches a glimpse of the deity.
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Although The Book of the Native was published in 1896, it was written mostly while
Roberts was still teaching at King’s College during the height of his participation in occult
activities. Bentley (2004) has argued that the collection “contains many pieces in which |
heterodox and agnostic inclinations aré redirected along lines that do not contradict a
Christian reading” (218). It is important to point out, however, that “The Witches’ Flight,”
“The Vengeance (if Gluskép,” as well as several of the cosmic poems, including “Kinship”
and “Earth’s Complines,” do not support a Christian reading of the collection either. What
we are Witnessing in The Book of the Native is a combination of new and old uses of the
supernatural by Roberts: some of the poems draw on previous elements of influence, such as
folklore and myth, while other poems rely on newer, more cosmic instances of poetic
inspiration that employ Nature not so much as a catalyst for divine revelation but as the
source of spiritual attainment. | |

The year after he published The Book of the Native, Roberts moved to New York and
stayed there for the next decade. Although the majority of his writing during this period was
fiction, he also published two collectidils of poetry: New York Nocturnes (1898) arid The
Book of the Rose (1903). Neither volume has garnered much attention from schoiars: only
one full-length essay in the last one-hundred years has been published on each colilection,
and both in the same year: Bentley’s “Half Passion and Half Prayer: the New York
Nocturnes” (1984a) and Glennis Stephenson’s “The Bitter-Sweet Rose: the Conception of
Woman in Roberts’ The Book of the Rose” (1984). The remaining criticism on these two
volumes is slim and less than praiseworthy: Edgar (1943), Pacey (1958), and Keith (1969),
for example, concur that New York Nocturnes and The Book of the Rose demonstrate “a
marked decline from the standard of his best earlier work” (Keith 36-37). As for New Y. ork

Nocturnes, it is generally viewed as a disappointing group of love poems, modeled on the
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erotic poetry “of the Rossetti school” (Cappon 1905, 43). Or as Pacey (1958) describes it:
“Most of the poems in this book are completely lacking in distinctiveness of thought or
expression” (53).

That the New York Nocturnes contains fewer poems of a supernatural or mystical
nature is evident. Leisner (1984), for example, concedes that “a mysticism of the city [for
Roberts] is at most the reéssertion of the spirit in its vast alliance with the sublimity of
nature” (277). Likewise, Pacey (1958) suggests that “the general trend of the volume is away
from rural vignettes and mystical visions to lyrics of love and loneliness” (53). Regardless, a
number of poems in the Vélume still draw on supernatural imagery to enhance their poetic
effect. For instance, in “The Solitary Woodsman” the speaker refers to “All the faint,
prophétic sounds / That foretell the winter’s coming” (47-48), a notion consistent with some
of Roberts’s earlier poems that link seasonal changes to mysterious events. Similarly, in “My

Garden” the lush flowers in the speaker’s apartment are kept hidden in the day-time and
| “[o]nly at night the magic doors disclose / Its labyrinths of lavender and rose” (11-12). Also
of note is the manner in which the speaker links his lover’s breath to a kind of supernatural
scent: “Is it thy breath or some enchanted air / From afar, uncharted realms of mystery / |
Which I have dreamed of but shall never see?” (18-20).

A third poem ﬁom New York Nocturnes is “The Ideal,” which serves as the prologue
to the collection and, as Bentley (1984) argues, represents “transcendence of the natural
realm in the direction of the miraculous and supernatural” (62).The speaker, who is
distraught by the loneliness and stresses of city life, experiences myStical solace in the arms
of a woman who “touched my lips with tenderness, / Till life was born anew” (11-12).
Moreover, following this moment of rebirth the “city’s clamour died in calm; / And once

again I heard / The moon-white woodland stillnesses / Enchanted by a bird” (13-16). The
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woman here acts not only as comforter but as a kind of faith healer, thus enabling the speaker
to transport himself from the doldrums of city life to spiritually cleansing scenes of nature.
The most engaging and overtly supernatural piece found in New York Nocturnes is

“Beyond the Tops éf Time.” Dubbed by Leisner (1984) as Roberts’s “supra-cosmic poem”

- (278), it is the second longest poem of the collection after “A Nocturne of Consecration.”
According to Pomeroy (1943), it also belongs to Roberts’s group of “philosophical-mystical
poems” (151), partly for its themes but also for its genesis:

[“Beyond the Tops of Time”] was almost entirely written iﬁ a dream. When the poet

awoke he was able to write down many stanzas and the essential part of the rest. This

mystical poem with its haunting visioﬁ of the dead who cried, “Give us the dream for
which we died,” belongs to the same class as the two sonnets, “In the Wide Awe and

Wisdom of the Night” and “O Solitary of the Austere Sky.” (151-2)

Roberts’s own comments about the poem likewise reinforce a supernatural reading. Ina
letter to Robert Underwood J. bhnson, who was an editor for the Century, he disagrees with
Johnson’s main criticism for rejecting the poem, hoting that “My purpose was...to introduce
the concrete & material figure boldly into the region of the spiritual, and so get a more
definite grip on the latter in a way” (May 2, 1896; Letters 223).

This tension between the “concrete and material” and the “region of the spiritual” is
apparent from the outset of the poem. The speaker, who inhabits a “narrow room / Up, up
beyond the reach of doom” (5-6), has been watching and waiting for signs from below:

| Suddenly he witnesses “a light more réd than ﬂamé —/ No sun-dawn, but the soul laid bare”
(7-8), and from his window he s(ees‘“the mountains fall, / The ages wither up and pass” (15-
16). These haunting images of crumbling mountains and time being destroyed are soon

reinforced by additional apocalyptic images, in which the speaker sees faces of men “who
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had been, men long dead” (20) who are lookiﬁg up to the heavens and crying “Give us the
dream for which we died!” (24). Contrasting these apocalyptic scenes are the images of
spiritual harmony appearing in the sky above the dead men. Described by the speaker as a
“high pageantry of dfeams” (30), these Visions consist of “Cities of sard and chrysoprase /
Where choired Hosannas never cease;. / Valhallas of celestial frays, / And lotus-pools of -
endless peace” (31-34). Signiﬁcantly, the celestial cities are not strictly Judaeo-Christian, for
alongside the singing of “Hosaﬁnas” can be heard praises from other belief-systems such as
Norse mythology (“Valhallas”) and Buddhism (“lotus-pools”).

The speaker, moved by the scene below, soon notices that “here and there a face/
Shone, and was lifted from its place, / And flashed into the moving dome / An ecstasy of
prismed fire” (41-44). This supernatural if not blatantly spiritual image in which the dead
men transform into “an ecstasy of prismed fire” (44) serves to reinforce the spatial and
material chasm that separatesAthe speaker from the scene he is witnessing. Moreover, the
speaker believes that he has witnessed “A soul...come / To the deep zenith of desire” (45-
46), even though the experience has left him with more questions than answers: “But still I
wondered if it knew / The dream for which it died was true” (47-48). Thé musings are cu;t
short, however, by another supernatural event, in which a ﬁgure “with eyes of bliss / And
brow of calm and lips of prayer” (56-57) appears before the speaker. He learns that the figure
is one of the dead men who had “cried / So long iﬁ that tﬁmultuous deep” (62-63), and asks
the spirit his burning question: “Which dream was true? / For many were revealed to you!”
(65-66). The spirit is quick to explain that “To the soul made wise / All true, all beautiful
they seem. But the white peace that fills our eyeé / Outdoes desire, outreaches dream” (67-
70). Thus, the mysterious location to which the dead men have been transported is neither

sensual (“desire”) nor mental (“dream”): it is a place of spiritual light “Where always we
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behold God’s face!” (72). Moreover, although the final image refers explicitly to “God’s
face,” we have already seen in other poems that Roberts’s evocation of “God” does not
necessarily demonstrate his firm belief in orthodox Christianity. His use of supernatural
imagery in “Beyond The Tops of Time” places the poem within a growing body of Roberts’s
poetic works that purposeﬁllly engage VVlth the supernatural as a strategy for exploring the
mysteries of the cosmos.

Roberts’s supernaturalism wanes somewhat in New York Nocturnes. While several
poems contain mystical or cosmic images, the supernatural is a much less prominent feature
of New York Nocturnes than of his previous collections, and only “Beyond the Tops of
Time” resonates with the kind of spiritual exploration and intensity displayed in ea;lier. books
like The Book of the Native. The overall lack of supernaturalism in New York Nocturnes,
however, does not signal Roberts’s transition away from this sphere of influence. On the

 contrary, he would return to the subject of ‘;he supernatural five years later in The Book of the
Rose, a volume anchored by the mystical symbol of the rose that would reassert Roberts’s
continued interest in aspects of the othérworldly.

Pacey (1958) and Stephenson (1§84) allude to the fact that Roberts’s use of the rose
as a central symbol in the collection is linked to the early Rose poems of W.B; Yeats,
although his verses “quite lack [Yeats’s] symbolic complexity and suggestiveness™ (54). This
critical opinion is echoed by Keith (1969), who argues that The Book of the Rose displays
“the weakness of the early Yeats” (37-38) and that in these poems “we detect a suggestion of
the rhythms of the Celtic Twilight” (38). Keith’s allusion to the Celtic Twilight is no doubt a
response to the much earlier suggestion by Cappon (1905), who speculates after his analysis
of The Book‘ of the Rose that “Bye and bye, I suppose we shall have airs from the New

Mysticism of Miss Fionna [sic] Macleod and the Celtic School” (51). Both Keith and
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Cappon’s comments are significant, since several members of the Celtic Twilight, including
Yeats, William Sharp, and “AE” (George Russell), were heavily influenced by occult ideas.
Furthermore, Pacey and Stephenson suggest that a second influence operating in The Book of
the Rose are the late French symbolists, another ninéteenth—century literary movement
known for its ties to the occult through writers such as Mallarmé and Gérard de Nerval.

This critical linking of Roberts’s collection to two movements known for their
writers’ use of occult symbolism obliges readers to consider if he employed similar imégery
in his volume. Not surprisingly, what we discover is that this is indeed the case. In “The
Rose’s Avatar,” for instance, the poem begins with the linking of the rose to a distinctly
mystical tradition: “There grew a rose more wonderful / Than ever Saadi sang. Its loveliness
occult and strange” (1-3). In addifion to his explicit use of the term “occult” as a way to
explain the beauty of the rose, Roberts links the symbol to Saadi, a Persian poet known for
his religious verse, particularly The Rose Garden (1258). This potential felationship between
the Rose and Eastern culture is reinfofced a few lines later when the speaker suggests that the
rose’s “warm deeps were the avafar / Of unassuaged desire” (7-8). The term “avatar,” which
also‘appears in the poem’s title, was first employed by Roberts to dcséﬁbe Shelley in Ave,
and as Stephenson (1984) points out, suggests “a mysterious eastern deity, not an idealized
Chﬂstian figure” (60). It is the final lines of the poem, however, that best express the rose’s
relationship to the supernatural, because at this point the flower undergoes a mystical
transfqrmation: “It s soul was all the mystic East, / Its heart was all the South, —/ Till love
and tears transmuted it / To the dark rose of thy mouth” (13-16). Not only does Roberts
validate the Eastern “occult” nature of the rose by declaring that “[it]s soul was all the mystic
East” (13): he also links the rose to alchemy by suggesting that it was “transmuted” (15) by

love and tears into a woman’s lips; the word “transmute” is a term used by alchemists to
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describe the mystical change from lead into gold. Thus, the rose operates as both an aesthetic
and an occult object in this poem.

Roberts’s use of alchemical rhetoric is not unique to “The Rose’s Avatar.” In “Lines
for an Omar Punch-Bowl,” the disembodied voice of the twelfth-century mystic poet, Omar
Khayyam, suggests that “When the garden glows with June / Use me through the scented
noon, / Till the heat’s alchemic art / Fashions me in every part” (7-10). He also directs the
reader to “Slow distil my dreams to wine, / Till by many a sweet rebirth / Love and joy
transmute my earth” (18-20). The use of the phrase “alchemic art” (9), coupled with the tcrrh»
~ “transmute,” reinforce the notion that Roberts was either interested ’in alchemy during this
period or reading other poets who made use of its symbols and thetoric. Moreover, the
phrase “many a sweet rebirth” implies the notion of reincarnation, a distinctly eastern
religious belief that serves to distance Roberts’s poem further from a Christian mindset. It
should also be noted that Omar’s mystical work Rubaiyat, translated by Edward Fitzgerald in
1858, contains several references to the alchemist’s art and was immensely popular among
nineteenth-century occultists.

Related to this image of the alchemist is Roberts’s portrayal of a wizard in “The Rose
of My Desi;e.” In the first stanza, the woman introduced at the beginning of the poem ‘is a
“wild, dark flower” (1) that was created by “An eastern wizard [who] made you / Of earth
and stars and fire” (3-4). The speaker then relates the process by which she came into being:
first, the wizard took “The hot, sweet mould of the garden /...from a secret ‘place” to create
her body and face (9-11); next, he “drew down star on star, / And breathed them into your
soul / That your soul might wander far” (14-16); finally, “From the night’s heat, hushed,
electric, / Hé summoned a shifting flame, / And cherished it, and blew on it / Till it burned

into your name” (21-24). The wizard’s command of the elements, evidenced by his skill to
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take the “mould of the garden” (10), draw down “star on star” (14), and summon “a shifting
flame” from the night (22), suggests that his powers are pagan in nature, and possibly linked
to the black arts or even alchemy. Moreover, this poetic recounting of the woman’s creation
is é distinctly non-Christian version of Gcﬁesis, since it is not God but an “eastern wizard”
who transforms elements from nature into the “rose of my desire” (28).

Two other poems that display elements of the supernatural are “The Great and Little
Weavers” and the strange, haunting lyric “New Dead.” In “The Great and Little Weavers,”
Roberts returns to his interest in mythology and folklore by suggesting that behind the ever-
changing universe are mysterious figures who “work in the height and the glory, / .. .toil in
the dark and the deep” (3-4). Much of the poem is spent cataloguing images of beauty that
decay or disappear, such as the “rainbow that melts with the shower” (5) or “The love that |
made lips immortal / [That] drags by in a tatteréd hearse™ (35-36). Contrasting these images
of death is the poem’s underlying tone of hope, since the objects of beauty “have not faded
forever, / They have not flowered in vain, / For the great and the little weavers / Are weaving
under the‘rain” (9-12). The “great and little weavers” pdssess potent skills that allow them to
renew life; their description as “great and little weavers” also conjures images of elves or
some other creature from folklore through Roberts’s use of the adjectives “great and little.”
Finally, the fact that the mysterious creatures are “weaving in heart and brain” in the last line
of the poem serves to reinforce their supernatural origins, since they exist not only as
external manifestations of an otherworldly spirit that govern the universe, but also as an
internal, mitigating force capable of penetrating our “heart and brain” (48).

Complementing the mythological content of “The Great and Little Weavers” is the
disturbing perspective of “New Dead.” Here the speaker is neither mortal nor immortal, but

as the title suggests, someone who has recently died: “Ah, world, when did I pass / Beyond
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your smile, — / Forget you, for a long / Of little while?” (9-12). Ironically, the speaker is
initially unaware that he is dead, and so muses on his condition, noting that he has rhoved
outside the physical realm but knows not whether it has been “for a long / Or little while”
(11-12). This notion that the speaker is unaware of his own passing is reminiscent of similar
late nineteenth-century fantastic tales such as Ambrose Bierce’s “An Occurrence at Owl
Creek Bridge” (1891), in which Peyton Farquhar is sentenced to death by hanging, but
dreams that he is escaping from his captors in the midst of his strangling. Moreover, as ’the
speaker begins to analyze details of his state, he is suddenly faced with an epiphany: ;‘Ah,
now I know why stirs / No more my breath! My mouth is stopt with duSt, / My dream with
death” (17-20). Confronted by the reality that his “seed of self” is beginning to “slip” (21,
25)" the speaker resigns himself to his fate and moves towards the final rest “So to be strong
when I / Arise, new born!” (27-28). Thus, at the end of “New Dead” the speaker prepares for
a journey towards second death. More ﬁnportantly, while his passing at the beginning of the
poem relates to his physical death, this second embrace of “sleep” pertains to his mental and
spirftual death, a theme already encountered in Roberts’s eariy supernatural tale, “In the
Accident Ward.” N
Leisner (1984) suggests that in The Book of the Rose “burns the culminating rose of
Roberts’ mysticism™ (288). Although it is difficult to categorize the collection as the
“éulmination” of Roberts’s interest in the supernatural, The Bobk of the Rose does possess a
number of pieces that employ images of the otherworldly. Some of these verses strike a new
hote in Roberts’s supernaturalism, particularly through his use of alchemical references in
the Rose poems, whereas other pieces, such as “The Great and Little Weavers” recall his
earlier use of mythology as a means to explain greater mysteries of the universe. Finally, in

“New Dead” Roberts invites readers to experience the phantasmagoric perspective of a
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speaker who does not fealize he has died, a haunting notion that echoes with Roberts’s
earliest gothic pieces, “The Flight” and “One Night.” Hence, The Book of the Rose is not so
much a “culminatipn” of Roberts’s concern for things supernatural as it is a reassertion of his
continued interest in the otherworldly.

Roberts published few new poems after 1903, and the only volume of his verse to
appear over the next few years was a revised edition of his collected works in 1907. That
same year he left New York for Europe and would not return to Canada for almost two
decades. What emerged during this self-imposed exile was a single collection, aptly titled
New Poems, which was published while he was living in London after the war. It was a slim
volume with no North American distribution, and was reviewed mainly by English journals
to mixed opinion. Roberts believed the poems had merit, for he included the entire cbntents
of the volume in The Vagrant of Time (1927), a collection that woulyd mark his poetic return
to Canada.

Almost no criticism exists on The Vagrant of Time. Elsie Pomeroy makes little
mention of it while John Coldwell Adams offers only slightly more information by including
comments about thé book’s mixed reviews ( 145-6). Nor does Roberts provide insights into
the collection, for although there are several references to The Vagrant of Time in the
Collected Letters, the majority of them involve requests by Roberts for copies from The
Ryerson Press. As for other scholarship on the collection, few critics have even ventured to
analyze it, and those that do tend to discuss it in generalities. Pacey (1958), for ihstance,
devotes only a single paragraph to The Vagrant of Time, even though he declares that the
poems are “almost all good, and that they reveal a genuine development in Roberts’ poetic
technique” (55). Keith (1969) offers no criticism at all, except to dismiss the collection with

a single question: “What can one say, we ask in irritation, of a poet who is capable of
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opening a poem in 1927 with the line ‘I know a maiden like a flower’?” (58). In fact, only
Adams (1978) and Leisner (1984) demonstrate any real critical commitment to the volume.
Adams, for example, presents an overview of Roberts’s work from 1926 to 1942, and
dedicates the first few pages to a disqussion of poems from The Vagrant of Time.
Unfortunately, his analysis reads more like a biographical gloss of the poems than focused
criticism. Leisner, on the other hand, offers short, meaningful discussions of New Poems and
The Vagrant of Time in relation to Roberts’s interest in mysticism, arguing that “for Roberts
‘ a mystical sublimity is most effectively secured in the sheer medium of nature, by a sort of
translation of the human spirit into the grand beauty and tremendous forces of nature” (281).
Two poems from The Vagrant of Time that originally appeared in New Poems and
utilize supernatural imagéry are “The Unknown City” and “O Earth, Sufficing All Our
Needs.” The first poem represents an allegorical “city inaccessible, / Where the dead
dreamers dwell” (1-2). More medieval kingdom than modern-day city, it is a realm far
removed from everyday life, with “domes and towers enskied, / Its battlements and balconies
one sheén / Of ever-living green” (12-14). Reinforcing the uncanny nature of this “uhknown”
city are its chambers, “memoried with old roménce / And faéry circumstance” (23-24), from
' whbse windows any “love may lean some time / For love that dares to climb” (25-26). The
phrases “old romance” and “faéry circumstance” recall at once a long-standing literary
tradition that draws heavily on notions of myth and supernaturalism for effect, while the last
two lines are a direct reference to the Brothers Gﬁmm fairy-tale, “Rapunzel.” More
importantly, the speaker déclares that this is not a city of the imagination, but a spiritual
place that “babe and seer divined / With pure, believing mind” (27-28), and that “here the
visioned eyes / Of them that dream past any power to do, / Wake to the dream come true”

(30-32). As in previous poems, the figure of the “seer” and notion of the visionary
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experience help punctuate the piece’s supernatural significance; the phrase “Wake to the
dream come true” (32) also harkens to his earlier cosmic poem, “Beyond the Tops of Time,”
particularly to the dead men who were given “the dream for which we died.”

The other work of note is the apostrophe “O Earth, Sufficing All Our Needs,” which
appears immediately after “The Unknown City” in New Poems. Here Roberts takes as his
central theme the idea that we need not search for the spirit of the divine in heaven because it
already exists in nature. The poem begins with the speaker suggesting that the earth has
“room for body and for spirit” (2). This notion of “body” and “spirit” immediately recalls the
tension disblayed in Roberts’s early supernatural stories between the materialist viewpoint
and the world of the supernatural. Moreover, following this acknowledgment of the earth’s
spiritual space the speaker admonishes organized religion for its Apollonian approach to
spirituality: “How patient [you are Earth] whiie your children vex their souls / Devising alien
heavens beyond your blue!” (3-4). The depiction of how humans “vex their souls” and
“devise alien heavens” is an unﬂattering comment by Roberts likely directed towards his
Anglican upbringing and to othér forms of orthodox Christianity.

Contrasting the speaker’s negative opinion of organized religion is his new-found
worship of the earth, which has become for him a supernatural “dwelling of the immortal and
unseen” (5). More compelling are the poem’s middle stanzas, which are almost certainly a
reference to Roberts’s psychical experiences as a young man:

Not far and cold the way that they have gone

Who through your sundering darkness have withdrawn;

~ Almost within our hand-reach they remain

Who pass beyond the sequence of the dawn.
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Not far and strange the Heaven, but very near,

Your children’s hearts unknowingly hold dear.

At times we almost catch the door swung wide.

An unforgotten voice almost we hear. (9-16)

The speaker notes that the dead are “almost within our hand-reach” (11), and that “at times
we almost catch the door swung wide. / An unforgotte_n voice we almost hear” (15-16). Such
a description of the close proximity between those who are living and those who are dead
recalls Roberts’s 1895 letter to Susan Hayes Ward and his affinity for concepts related to
Spiritualism: “I do believe that the physical change called death interposes between
Qurselves and those who have passed ahead a less absolute barrier than is generally
supposed. It has seemed to me at times, & in private, that the barrier was quite thin! (March
7, 1895; Letters 195).

At the end of the poem, the speaker admits his embarrassment at having followed
those who “devise élien heavens,” but acknowledges that the earth possesses the true spirit of
divinity: “I have sbught God beyond His férthest star— / But here I find Him, in your
quickening dust” (19-20). This ending is another example of Roberts’s complicated use of
thé term “God,” for even though the speaker appears to use the term in a distinctly Christian
context, the fact that he chéllenges organized religion earlier in the poem ultimately suggests
a pantheistic or at leést heterodox viewpoint on the part of Roberts.

Two poems that form part of the new verses in The Vagrant of Time are “Hath Hope
Kept Vigil” and “To-Day.” The ﬁrst‘piece, a short twelve-line lyric, compares lilies in winter
to the death and burial of the speaker. The first two stanzas describe the lilies in bereavement
terms, as if they are bodies in a coffin already underground: “Frail lilies that beneath the dust

so long / Have lain in cerements of musk and slumber, / While over you hath fled the
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viewless-throng / Of hours and winds and voices out of number” (1-4). This comparison is
reinforced at the beginning of the second stanza, when the speaker puts forth the following
question: “Pulseless and dead in that enswathing dark / Hath hope kept vigil at your core of
being?” (5-6). It is also important to note that lilies are traditionally used as a symbol of
death. |

The last stanza offers a firm comparison between the lilies and the speaker’s fate. His
musing upon the life and death struggle of the flowers, as well as the “unextinguished spark™
(7) that dwells within them, prompts him to reflect oﬁ his mortality: “Once more into the
dark when I go down, / And deep and deaf the black clay seals my prison, / Will the numbed-
soul foreknow how light shall crown / With strong young ecstasy its life new risen?” (9-12).
Although the question is not answered, what is interesting to note about this stanza is not so
much its tone bf hope, but the way in which the beginning line, “Once more into the dark
when I go down,” implies that the speaker has died before and that his experience will be a
form of reincarnation or spiritual evolution. If this is how readers are meant to intefpret the
line, then “Hath Hope Kept Vigil” becomes a subtle but powerful piece of evidence
concerning Roberts’s awareness and interest in theosophical concepts.

Another poem from The Vagrant of Time that draws on elements of the supernatural
is “To-Day.” According to the University of New Brunswick archives, it was originally
composed in September 1926, the same month Roberts wrote “Hath Hope Kept Vigil.” It
also represents a return to his early use of classical mythology as a vehicle for spiritual |
exploration. The opening of the poem, for instance, situates the reader in a locale far
removed from everyday life: “As once by Hybna’s emerald flow / The goatboy saw in dream
/ The old gods to their hunting go” (1-3). The reference to thé Greek god Pan (“goatboy”),

coupled with the mysterious “emerald flow” of the Hybna, serves to punctuate the poem’s
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supernatural context, a context reinforced by the fact that the Hybna is the plaée where Pan’s
dream takes place. This wondrous mythological landscape is not the only source of dreams,
though: the speaker suggests that a similar experience can be found near his own New
Brunswick river: “So I, by Nashwaak’s amber stream, / See gods and heroes pass” (5-6). But
neither scene can match the vision that awaits the speaker after death: “astonished, I shall
know / The splendor of To-day, / When men outdare the old gods, and grow / In reach more
vast than they” (13-16). For Roberts, each successive human age has its share of men and
women who transform old myths of “beauty and glory” into new and wondrous visioné.
Likewise, it is an achievement of the spirit, not the mind, that allows us to “grow in reach
more vast” than the gods of old.

During the short period between his return to Canada in 1925 and the release of T hé
Vagrant of Time, Roberts had reestablished himself as an important Iiterary figure: by the
spring of 1927, he had given poetry tours around the country, developed new friendships
through the Vancouver Poetry Society, and participated at the Muskoka Assembly.
Moreover, in the year prior to the publication of The Vagrant of Time, he inublished “My
Religion,” an essay already discussed for its theosophical content. As ’for the poems from
The Vagrant of Time, given his portrayal of spiritualist imagery inv “O Earth, Sufficing All
Our Needs,” his inclusion of visionary experiences in “The Unknown City* and “To-Day,”
as well as the theosophical notion of spiritual evolution implied at the end of “Hath Hope
Kept Vigil,” one can bnly attribute such elements to the fact that Roberts had not discarded
his interest in the supefnatural while abroad. On the contrary, his return to Canada marked
not only the start of his “Indian summer” as a poet (Pacey 1958, 54), but also his re-

acquaintance with supernatural ideas.
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Criticism of Roberts’s next volume, The Iceberg and Other Poems (1934), is also
sparse. In addition to Adams’s 1978 overview article on Roberts’s later poetry, only Conway
(1984), McLeod (1984) and, to a lesser extent, Leisner (1984) treat The Iceberg and Other
Poems as a colléctioﬁ worthy of critical investigation: Conway, for instance, demonstrates
that “The Squatter” is a successful experiment in modern free-verse, while McLeod explores
Roberts’s portrayal of “evolutionary idealism” in Vthe volume’s title poem. As for Leisner, he
focuses on Roberts’s use of mysticism in the collection, declaring that “It is a momentous
fact, and highly significant for his mysticism, that in a volume as late as The Iceberg and
Other Poems his tremendous passions should again come to the foré, and, as through a swift
recapitulation of a lifetime’s griefs and fears andropen clashes with fate, loom up ecstatic for
a crown of light” (282). These few articies aside, the majority of scholars limit their |
comments to short discussions of “The Iceberg,” as evidenced by Edgar (1943), Pacey
(1958), and Cogswell (1983a). Keith does not even mention The Iceberg and Other Poems in
his monograph.

The year before The Iceberg and Other Poems was published, Roberts gave a speech
to the Elson Club in Tbronto that expresses similar notions to those found in “My Religion.”
In “Canadian Poetry in its Relation to The Poetry of England and America,” Roberts not only
discusses key attributes of his generation of writers, but also links the occult explicitly to the
Confederation group of poets by suggesting that some of them worship “mystical theosophy”
or “Neo-Platonic pantheism” (82). Given Roberts’s close friendsﬁips with a number of poet-
theosophists during this time, as Weil as his expressed opinions on the subject in the essay
“My Religion” and in his speech for the Elson Club, one should expect that the supernatural
would manifest itself in The Iceberg and Other Poems. In fact, some of Roberts’s most

spiritually engaging poems appear in this twilight volume, particularly “Re-birth,” “To a
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Certain Mystic,” and “Presences.” In these poems Roberts would reaffirm the staying
influence of a subject that by 1934 had héld his interest for over fifty years.

In “Presences,” the speaker is attesting to the fact that the soul persists after physical
death. Moreover, what begins as an inexplicable moment soon becomes a series of related
phenomena that reassure the speaker he is not alone in the material world. The poem begins
with the speaker noticing that the “shadow of the poplar / Beside my cabin door / Has
trembled on the floor” (1-3), even though there is no wind. Following this anomaly the
speaker is confronted with a second event: he notices some flowers sWaying “Tho’ up and
down the forest glade / No other blade or bough / Stirs from its stumber now?” (16-18). The
third phenomenon, however, is a climactic moment for the speaker:

I hear

‘A footfall drawing near

Thd’ no sound breaks the noonday hush.

A sweet breafh stirs my hair, —

But there is nothing there!

What gracious presences

Are these I cannot see

Tho’ they come close to me? (20-27)

By shifting the phenomena from visual anomalies, such as the inexplicable movement of

trees and flowers, to increasingly intimate and sensual évents, evidenced by the sound of the
footfall (21) and the feeling of “sweet breath” stirrixig the speaker’s hair (23), Roberts

" succeeds in enhancing the intensity of the mystery. Moreover, the poem’s depiction of
unseen spirits who are “felt” by the speaker recalls some of Roberts’s earliest supernatural

stories in which a materialist protagonist confronts the inexplicable felt presence of a
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supernatural force. But unlike Roberts’s earlier stories, in “Presences” the speaker’s
encounter with an otherworldly spirit is not something he fears, but is a phenomenon that he
finds comforting: “I think I shall have pleasant dreams / In silence charmed and deep / When
| I lie down to sleep” (28-30).

The second poem of note is Roberts’s overtly theosophical work, “Re-birth.”
Although this lyric has never been analyzed by scholars, and only glossed by Pomeroy
(1943) as a poem on the subjéct of reincarnation (334), Roberts himself has left readers and
critics with a valuable clue about the ideas being explored in the piece. In a letter to
Frederick George Scott, he thanks Scott for having sent him a copy of his Selected Poems but
regrets that he cannot review it; he also attaches a copy of “Re-birth” with the response.
What is remarkable about the letter, though, is how he describes the attached poem: “It may
strike you as a bit hetérodox! But I do not think one life is quite enough for us, in which to fit
ourselves for eternity” (May 1, 1933; Letters-446). His suggestion that the poem is
“heterodox,” coupled with his belief that “one life is [not] quite enough for us,” suggests not
only that “Re-birth” is a Work far removed from his Anglicanism, but that its theme bears
special affinity to the theosophical notion of spiritual evolution, and to the idea of
reincarnation more generally.

This notion of spiritual evolution is evoked in the first line of the poem, when the
speaker describes his journey as a stumble “up thro’ Time from the slime to the heights” (1).
Roberts’s use of the word “slime” alludes to the sea as well as to early life forms.
Comparatively, “heights” implies not only the movement of creatures from sea to lahd, but
the allegorical concept of a spiritual height, a hotion reinforced by the last line of the poem:
“the Vision and the Height” (24). Following this reference to evolution, the speaker describesk

his first death not as a religious event but as a stoic state: “[I] slept for an age without a
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dream or stir / Till a voice came, troubling the pools of sleep” (5-6). Significantly, the
“voice” that calls to him represents a mysterious and perhaps spiritual force, but nowhere in
the poem is it aligned with the explicit notion of a deity. Contrasting this stoic state are the
next three stanzas, which recount his journey from death to new life. In stanza three, the
speaker emerges from death as a “naked soul...bathed in the light ineffable” (9), then in
‘stanza four recalls how hé “swam through the veil [of light] / And sank through shadows to a
blissful gloom” (13-14). F ihally, in stanza five he achieves mortality through what appear to
be the acts of conception and pregnancy: “I heard a craving, faint cry. / I was darkly aware of
moving warmth /I thirsted, and my groping thirst was satisfied; / And I slumbered, wrapt
and folded in the warmth” (17-20).

In the last stanza Roberts affirms his theosophical viewpoint by having the speaker
declare that “Once again was I snared in the kindly flesh of man” (21). He then notices that
“before the mists of temporal forgetting shut me in / I had seen, far off, the Visi‘on and the
Height” (23-24). The phrase “the Vision and the Height” alludes to‘ an emanating spirit, thus
linking‘the speaker’s rebirth to a moment of spiritual awakening. Moreover, Roberts’s
comment to Scott that “one life is not enough for us” in reference to the theme of the poem is
remarkably similar té a theosophicél statement he made in his essay, “My Religion” a few
years earlier: “I prefer to think that I might have a few more lives, a few more ages, in which
to develop” (27).( Thus, “Re-birth” depicts one of Theosophy’s central tenets.

One final piece of evidence concerning Roberts’s interest in the supernatural is his
ambiguously spiritual epistle, “To a Certain Mystic.” In this poem, the speaker addresses an
unnamed mystic who sometimes “saw what others éould not see” (1) and “heard what no one
else could hear” (2). After acknowledging the mystic’s supernatural abilities, the speaker

asks the mystic a number of thetorical questions about his visionary experiences including
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the following significant query: “did dawn show you driftage from strange continents / Of
which we dream but no man surely knows,~ / Some shed gold leafage from the Tree Eternal,
/ Some petals of the Imperishable Rose?” (9-12). The allusion to “strange continents™ that
“no man surely knows” is a possible allusion to the lost continent of Atlantis, a location often
evoked by occultists. Similarly, the phrase “Tree Eternal” refers to the mystical tree from the
Kabbalah, or even the mythological tree from Norse mythology that was depicted on the
~ original 1896 edition of Earth’s Enigmas. Also of note is the term “Imperishable Rose,” a
phrase employed by late nineteenth-century occultists such as Aleister Crowley and W.B.
Yeats; significantly, this term appears in Yeats’s 1902 prose publication, Celtic Twilight.

The most extraordinary part of “To a CertainMystic” is the final stanza, in which the
mystic does not achieve the spiritual heights the speaker hoped he would attain. Pomeroy
(1943) notes that this stanza underwent a greaf deal of revision, and includes in her |
biography the version that persisted for “some time” (333). Here is the original stanza:

Buf you came_empty-handed and your tongue

Babbled confusion; and men mocked at you!

Yet some, we half believed you wistfully,

Having illusions, too, —that might prove true! (Pomeroy 333)
By comparison, the published stanza reveals a more skeptical tone on the part of the speaker:

But you came empty-handed, and your tongue

Babbled strange tidings none could whoHy trust.

And if we half believed you, it was only

Because we would, and not Because we must. (21-24)
In the early version of the stanza, the speaker appears more sympathetic to the mystic’s

world and points out that in spite of the men who “mocked at you,” there are those who “half
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believed you wistfully”; the speaker also hints that he has experienced similar visions
through the line “Having illusions, too, —that might prove true!” Comparatively, in the
published stanza the mystic brought back tidings that “none could wholly trust” (22). Roberts
then reinforces this skepticism by adding the conditional “if,” even though the speaker’s
“half-belief” is now the result of choice (“would”) rather than desperation or command
(“must”). What the revised stanza suggests is that for some reason Roberts decided to
occlude his sympathetic viewpoint of the mystic in favour of a more tempered and
ambiguous conclusion. Regardless, “To a Certain Mystic” sténds as a final poetic testament
to the pervasive influence that the supernatural had over Roberts’s life and literary career.

* What began for Roberts as a small group of poems on the subject of the uncanny, a
group that Early claimed was an “anomaly” in his oeuvre, developed into a life-long -
fascination with the supernatural. in Orion, and Other Poems he demonstrated an early
interest in the supernatural through “The Flight” and “One Night,” as well as an affinity for
notions of prophecy and visionary experience in “Orion.” Equally significant is his esoteric
piece “A Blue Blossom,” in which the speaker éxpresses frustration about a form of occuit ‘
knowledge he recognizes but cannot interpret, a notion that anticipates future poems of a
similar theme. Roberts’s second collection, In Divers T oines, marks a transition point in his
interest in the supernatural through his esoteric treatment of myth in “The Pipes of Pan” as
well as his symbolic rejection of his Anglican roots in “The Marvellous Work.” Similarly, in
Roberts’s two “King’s College” collections, Songs of the Common Day and Ave! and The
Book of the Native, he draws on images of prophecykin “Across the fog the moon lies far”
and “The Flight of the Geese,” as well as depicting a clairvoyant experience in the haunting
lyric “The Valley of the Wihding Water.” He also returns to his interest in mythology, as

evidenced by “The Vengeance of Gluskap” and “The Witches’ Flight.” One of the
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dominating poems from these two collections, however, is Ave, a Visionafy work in which
Roberts relives the life and works of Shelley while gazing at the Tantramar river. Equally
significant are the cosmic poems “Kinship” and "‘Origins” from The Book of the Native, both
of which describe notions of an earlier, more mysterious relationship humans had with the
earth, a mystical place where “soul and matter meet” (“Origins”, 14).
Roberts’s interest in the supernatural did not disappear after his move to New York.

- Although it did wane in New York Nocturnes, even here we find traces of the uncanny,
particularly in the love lyrics “The Ideal” and “My Garden,” and in his “supra-cosmic”
poem, “Beyond the Tops of Time.” Comparatively, The Book of the Rose contains a number
of poems that draw on the occult symbol of the rose, as well as incorporating aspects of
- alchemy into ““’Lines for an Omar Punch-Bowl” and “The Rose of My Desire.” Also of note
is the phantasmagoric “New Dead,” in which the speaker slowly realizes he has died, as well
as “The Great and Little Weavers,” a deceptively innocent piece that portrays mysterious
forces at work in the universe.

~ With Rbberts’s return to Canada in 1925 came both a rediscovery of his poetic career
and a resurgence of his interest in the supernatural. Several poems from The Vagrant of Time
display themes that link this volume to his earlier collections: “Hath Hope Kept Vigil,” for
instance, is reminiscent of his earlier poem, ‘“New Dead,” while “The Unknown City,”
through its portrayal of a romanticizéd kingdoni and dead inhabitanté “who wake to the
dream come true,” reads like a variation on “Beyond The Tops of Time.” Likewise, in “O
Earth, Sufficing All Our Needs” Roberts returns to the subject of Spiritualism through his
treatment of the thin boundary that exists between the living and the dead. Of his later
poetry, though, none treats the subject of the supernatural as acutely as the poems found in

The Iceberg and Other Poems, especially the spiritualist lyric “Presences,” the overtly.

203



theosophical piece, “Re-birth,” and Roberts’s sympathetic portrayal of a visionary figure,
“To a Certain Mystic.” '

In his 1941 letter to Ralph Gustafsbn, who at the time was compiling the Penguin
Anthology of Canadian Poetry (1942), Roberts asks him to substitute his sonnet “In an Old
Barn” for the lyric “The Unsleeping.” Although the request itself warrants no further
explanation, Roberts’s rationale for wanting the change demands consideration: “A very
large portion, & the most important portion, of my work, in my deliberate judgment,— the
most original & distinctive portion,— has to do with what [William] Archer callgd my
‘cosmic consciousness.” I want that portion represented, of course! ‘The Unsleeping’ is the
shortest of all these ppems” (January 22, 1941; Letters 600-1). Although Roberts usés the
phrase “cosmic cbnsciousness” instead of “supernaturalism” to describe this “original and
distinctive portion” of his work, it is not too far a stretch to sﬁbstitute the forrﬁer term for the
latter. Early in his career Roberts rejected the orthodox stance of his Anglican upbringing
because he could not reconcile it with his heterodox views about the afterlife and the spiritual
world. This tension led Roberts to spend the rest of his career attempting to articulate his
belief about the inner workings of the universe, a quest in which he used a number of
supernatural traditions to help work out his central spiritual dilemma. Whether he drew on
elements of the gothic, the mystical, figures from classical or native mythology, or
employing more overtly occult traditions such as Spiritualism, Alchemy, and Theosdphy,
Roberts always treated these subjects in his verse with a single goal in mind: to understand

once and for all the mystery of life and fate.
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Conclusion

Scholarship over the last hundred years concerning Charles G.D. Roberts’s interest in the
supernatural has been sparse and largely tenuous. Although several critics over the decades
have made either unsubstantiated claims or offered limited analysis cohceming his

_ incorporation of supernatural elements in to his works, none has broached the topic in the
context of Roberts’s entire oeuvre. Yet when viewed as é whole, these disparate
commentaries establish a critical mass by which to investigate further Roberts’s p'ersonal
writings and published works for additional evidence of his interest in the supernatural.

The resulting scholarly exercise has yielded significant results. A reeiamination of
Roberts’s personal writings and acquaintances during kéy moments in his life, for instance,
reveals a bio-critical void in Roberts scholarship that has effectively obscured his affinity for
esoteric ideas and for artists who held similar interests. During his King’s College years,
Roberts interacted with maﬁy internationally recognized literary figures, including William
Sharp, Douglas Sladen, Richard Hovey, and his younger cousin, Bliss Carman. Each of these
men was dedicated to their literary cfaft, but they also held considerable interest in esoteric
traditions, and many of them drew on such traditions for inspiration. Similarly, while in New
York Roberts’s intimates included Elsa Barker, who became popular among students of the
occult (Pomeroy 170), as well as Richard Le Gallienne, a good friend of William Sharp
whose writings reflect considerable awareness and interest in occult subjects. On his return
to Canada in 1925, Roberts reunited with Bliss Carman and through him began new
friendships with several people associated with the Vancouver Poetry Society, including Dr.
Ernest Fewster and A.M. Stephen, who were not only writers but also students of

Theosophy. Of equal interest are comments he made in his correspondence to people such as

205



Susan Hayes Ward concerning his affinity for aspects of Spiritualism, the psychical activities
he engaged in while at King’s College, and an article he published in the Manitoba Free
Press that reveals his sympathy for tenets of theqsophy.

The biographical evidence that emerged as part of this study has also led to a
reconsideration of Roberts’s published writings to determine if and to what extent his interest
in the sppematural was a source of inspiration in his work. Again, what we discover is that
the supernatural manifested itself in his poetry and prose fiction throughout his career. In his
prose fiction, one can ascertain a supernatural presence in his work that begins with the
publication of “The Stone Dog” in 1885 and persists until the appearance of his last novel, In
the Morning of T ime, in 1919. In terms of poetry, each major collection of his verse between
1880 and 1934 contained poems that explored supernatural topics er employed images of a
distinctly supemaﬁlral nature. Moreover, although “supernatural™ is a broad term by’which to
explore Roberts’s writings, he demands that such an approach be taken since he did not
ascribe to one single esoteric tradition. Having rejected the High Anglicanism of his father,
Roberts explored a variety of superhaunal'traditions, including Spiritualism, Theosophy,
Alchemy, and other aspects of mysticism, and drew on these experiences for inspiration in
his writing in order to articulate his struggle to understand “the mystery of life and fate.”

Although a more strict chronological reading of Roberts’s corpus may have better
demonstrated potential cross-pollination of supernatural tropes between genres, a number of
important observations about Roberts’s supernaturalism emerge from this study. First,
throughout his fiction he portrayed contrasting characters who reflect a central tension
between the materialist viewpoint and the supernatural perspective. Whether it is first-person
protagonists pitted against stone dogs or apparitions ef dead bodies, skeptics like Jean de

Mer and Paul Grande placed in opposition to strange figures such as Grfil or Mother Péche,
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the realist pefspective of young Dave Titus against the spiritual idealism of Miranda, Roberts
maintained in each instance a character dialectic that helps punctuate the role of the
supernatural in each story.

A second observation about Roberts’s use of the supernatural is his shift after 1900 in
the prose fiction from addressing strictly human-centred experiences of the supernatural to
the role that the supernatural plays in the shaping of nature. Whereas the early stories and
romances portrayed the effect that the sﬁpematural Had on the lives of characters such as
Desbra, Reuben Waugh, Paul Grande, and Lieutenant Hansworthy, in the later fiction he
evokes instead the “occult communication” between a house cat and a panther, the governing
force of Fate on the lives of the animals in the ancient wood, and the telepathic abilities of a
female eagle or Red Fox. Even Miranda’s “semi-occult expeﬁeﬂce” can be read as the result
- of Kroof’s “initiating” her into the secrets of the forest.

A related, but different transition occurs in Roberts’s poetry after 1898. In his later
collections, such as The Book of the Rose, The Vagfant of Time, and The Iceberg and Other
Poems, he explores more fully the poetic potential of specific esoteric traditions such as
Spiritualism, Alchemy or Theosophy. Yet in the earlier colleqtions he eiplores more general
concepts about the supernatural, such as clairvoyant experiences, the depiction of spirits, and
the portrayal of nature as a conduit or source for supernatural expeﬁence. This transition may
simbly reflect the evolution of his interest in such traditions as he struggled to distance
himself from his Anglican roots.

In both his poetry énd prose fiction Roberts associated the supernatural more often
- with the acquisition of knowledge instead of divine revelation. In “A Blue Blossom,” for
‘instance, he speaks of being “debarred / From knowledge of the meaning sung” (27-28).

Sixteen years later, he writes in “Kinship” of his desire to attain “the wisdom and the
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stillness / Where they consummations are” (43-44). Thirty-years later he prophesizes in “To-
Day” the time when “men outdare the old gods, and grow / In reach more vast than they”
(15-16). As for his fiction, several of the early supernatural stories hinge on the protagonist’s
ability to incorporate “new knowledge” of the universe into hie world view. Similarly, Gril’s
mein gift is his ability to provide critical counsel to characters rather than wield supernatural
powers. Also of note is the “initiation” of Miranda into the secrets of the forest, as well as
Grom’s discovery of fire and the resulting “initiation” rite that Bawr creates in order to keep
the “knowledge” of the fire occluded from other members of the tribe.

. Supernaturalism is not the only approach by which to consider Roberts’s work. Nor is
this study an exhaustive look at Roberts’s interest in the supernatural: the scope of this
project has invariably resulted in s'eme limited discussions, particularly in the areas of
Roberts’s poetry and animal stories. Future in-depth studies on the people with whom he
associated during his New York years or while in London would also help to round out the
biographical void ﬂ’lisy studyrhas only begun to remedy. More generally, this study calls for
the need for further research on the cultural movements that helped shape Roberts’s interest
in the supernatural, namely, the place that Spiritualism and Theosophy occupied ih Canadian
letters during the late nineteenth century and theearly twentieth century. What this study
offers is an analytical alternative to the dominant critical frameworks currently available to
Roberts scholars. The present study also builds on wotk recently put forward by Bentley
(2004), not only from a chronological standpoint, since Bentley’s discussion ends in 1897,
but also from a genre perspective, since he limits his commentary to Roberts’s poetry.

Roberts’s work reflects not so much the celebration of the ecstatic vision, as is
commonly accepted among schoiars, but instead the recognition of unknowable forces in the

universe, spirits outside the material realm that shape and govern our lives. In one of his later
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supernatural poems, “To A Certain Mystic,” Roberts refers to the speaker’s “half-belief” in
what the mystic told him. Most critics view this poem as his rejection of what the mystic
represents. Yet the speaker’s admitting that he “half-believed” the mystic can also be read as
a confession on the part of Roberts; that is, his rej ecﬁon of Anglicanism at an early age
caused him to search for a spiritual alternative, and although he never fully embraced a
particular brand of supernaturalism, he found in these traditions perspectives on the afterlife
that could help him articulate his spiritual struggles.

In his 1988 review of David Pitt’s biography on E.J. Pratt, AR Kizuk speculates:
“Recalling Mackenzie King’s spiritualism, Tom Maclnnes’s Taoism, or Wilson
MacDonald’s theosophy, one wonders how deeply rooted such esotericism mi ght be in
Canadian intellectual history” (165). If Charles G.D. Roberts’s interest in the supernatural is

any indication, then the roots surely run deep.
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Endnotes
Notes to Chapter 1

1 See, for example, Alexandra Hurst’s The war among the poets: issues of plagiarism and
patronage among the Confederation poets (1994), Tracy Ware’s 4 Northern Romanticism.
Poets of the Confederation (2000), and D.M.R. Bentley’s The Confederation Group of
Canadian Poets, 1880-1897 (2004). Thé modern critical approach of grouping Roberts,
Carman, Lampman, and Duncan Campbell Scott is the legacy of Malcolm Ross, whose
championing of the term “Confederation Poets” in 1960 has led to a general tendency to
read and teach Canadian poets during the late 1800s as a group rather than as individual k'
artists. Roberts argued in a 1927 interview with Lorne Pierce that there were no cohesive
elements between himself and his contemporaries:

Pierce: Would you say that the gfoup of sixty influenced each other?
Roberts: No’f at all. We worked separately and very independently. (Whalen 1987, |
1) -

2 T use the term “monograph” loosely: Cappon’s first study is 52 pages long, while his
second study is a reworking of the earlier pamphlet and includes a considerable selection of
Roberts’s own verse. Keith’s study is 136 pages long. CogsWell’s study is 46 pages lbng.
Terry Whalen’s study is 56 pages long. |

3 See John Coldwell Adams, “A Preliminary Bibliography,” in The Sir Charles G.D.

Roberts Symposium (1984), pp. 243-4.
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4 The only other study that attempts a sustained reading of Roberts’s oeuvre is Donald
Conway’s Ph.D. Dissertation, “The Sufﬁcienf Vision: A Reading of the Poetry and Prose
Fiction of Charles G.D. querts” (University of New Brunswick), 1982.

5 Roberts did, however, publish several shorter pamphlets during these later years: The
Sweet o’ the Year and Other Poems (1925), Twilight over Shaugamauk, and Three Other
Poems (1937), and Canada Speaks of Britain and Other Poems of War (1941).

6 New Poem& was 44 pages long, The Vagrant of Time 46 pages, and The Iceberg and Other
Poems 31 pages. Comparatively, In Divers Tones was 134 pages long; Songs of the
‘Common Day and Ave!, 126 pages.

7 See Bentley (2004), pgs. 71-78 for an in-depth discussion of the poem.

8 See, for instance, Adams, “Sir Charles G.D. Roberts: Post Biography” (1987). See also
Desmond Pacey (1958), Laurel Boone (1984), and Fred Cogswell (1984b).

9F or a summary of the debate, see. Gerald Lynch’s recent eh&y on “Animal Stories” in The
Encyclopedia of Literature in Canada (2002). For a more general discussion of Roberts’s
and Seton’s contribution to the genre, see Michael Poirier’s “The Animal Story in
Canadian Literature” (1929), W.J. Keith’s chapter on “Stories of the Wild” in Charles G.D.
Roberts (1969), and Alec Lucas’s “Nature Writers and the Animal Story” in The Literary
History of Canada (1977). |

10 Roberts wrote more than 230 animal stories, a number of which are still in print, as
evidenced by Terry Whalen’s recent Canadian Critical Edition, Charles G.D. Roberts:
Selected Animal Stories (2005) as well as Exile Edition’s recent edition of The Kindred of
the Wild (2001). Roberts’s animal siories were also implicated in the “Nature Fakir”
controversy that began in 1903, which sparked a series of public disagreements between

nature writers and naturalists concerning the “realistic” portrayal of animals. Far from

211



being a local affair, this controversy eventually caught the attention of then President
Theodore Roosevelt, whose comments were printed in the June 1907 edition of
Everybody's Magazine. For an informative summary of the controversy, see T.D.
MacLulich’s “The Animal Story and the ‘Nature Faker’ Controversy” (1986).

11 See, for example, William Owen’s “Vision and Revision in Roberts’ Acadian Romances”
(1984) and Janice Kulyk Keefer’s “Fortunate Falls and Propitious Expulsions:
Anglophone Fictions and the ‘Acadian Question’”(1994). Of related interest is Elizabeth
Waterston’s “Roberts, Parker, and the Uses of History” (1984), which explorés Roberts’s
fictional attempts in romances such as The Forge in the Forest, A Sister to Evangeline and
The Prisoner of Mademoiselle to bridge cultural tensions between Anglophones and
Francophones.

12 See also Ware’s 1984 Ph.D. dissertation, “A Generic Approach to Canadian
Romanticism.” |

13 In his Preface to 4 Northern Romanticfsm, for instance, Ware argues that with the
publication of Songs of the Common Day, “[his]Jcommitment to Romantic nature poetry
and Maritime rural life...fused in two ambitious works: the tweﬁty-six sonnets that form
fche titular sequence; and ‘Ave! An Ode for the Centenary of Shelley’s Birth’” (66).
Similarly, in her chapter on Roberts in The Picturesque and the Sublime (1998), Susan
Glickman argues that Ave “demonstrates a deliberate and confident appropriation of the
Roﬁmtic ethos and aesthetic” (82). Cappon (1905) and Early (1981) have paid particular
attention to Keats’s influence in Orion, and Other Poems; and Pacey (1958) and Ware
(1983) have discussed to some length Wordsworth’s influence on Roberts, although Pacey

- argues that his presence is more pronounced in Songs of the Common Day than in “The

Tantramar Revisited” (50). Regarding his prose fiction and animal stories, Morley (1977),

212



Keith (1969), and Thomas Dunlap (1 987) have noted how Roberts weaves the Romantic

| tradition into his animal stories while Mallinson (1975) has suggested there are two
readings of The Heart of the Ancient Wood: “the first, Wordsworthian...the
other...Darwinian” (47).

14 "The World of Books: A New Life of Shelley,"' Progress 1:29 (Saint Jo’hn, N.B), 17
November 1888, 6.

15 See, for instance, “Notes on Some of the Younger American Poets” (1884), “Miss
Thomas’s Second Volume of Verse” (1888), and “A Note on Modernism™ (1931).

16 Roberts mentioﬁs in a letter t§ his son Douglas that “here at Dove Cottage Wordsworth
wrote his best poems” (July 19, 1933; Letters 453).

17 Little has been said of the connections between American writers and their influence on
Roberté’s fiction. The only substantial link I have encountered is an essay by Terry Whalen
(1984), who argues that Roberts;s animal stories are informed by Jack London and the
school of American Naturalism. |

18 Cappon mentions in his study that Roberts, like Whitman, displays a kind of “cosmic
touch” in his best work (24); Mallinson, on the other hand, links Whitman to Roberts’s
later poetry in a less flattering way: “Most of Roberts’ late attempfs at free-verse are pale
imitations of Whitman” (36). Also of note is Stevenson (1926), who suggests that
Whitman’s influence was felt by all the late nineteenth-century Canadian poets: his vision
was “fundamental in the Canadian poetic outlook™ (52).

19 In his 1927 intervie\& with Lorne Pierce he mentions that he read Thoreau, although he
declares he “had no idea of being a Thoreau myself. It was simply another part of life to

me” (72).
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20 With the exception of an epigraph from Song of Myself appearing in his poem “The
Marvellous Work,” Roberts’s only other published acknowledgement of his literary debt to
Whitman is found in a letter to Henry Scholey Saunders: “I am, of course, a Whitman
lover, iﬁ the same senée exactly as [ am a Shakespeare lover or a Keats loverora
Browning lover. I worship him simply as a master poet, & not (deeply though I am in
sympathy with his philosophy of life) as a teacher” (May 22, 1926; Letters 340). Similarly,
he notes in a letter to Lorne Pierce that he considers Longfellow “a very true poet, who is
now unjustly disregarded. But I have no points of resemblance to him except that I have
Writtén much of Nova Scotia—which he for his part did not know” (January 25, 1938;
Letters 534). He did, howéver, send both Whitman and Longfellow copies of Orion, and
Other Poems when it was first published (see Pomeroy 1943, 38-39). He also discusses
their verse briefly in his review, “Notes on Some of the Younger American Poets.” The
Week, 24 April 1884: 328-9.

21 See, for instance, "Notes on Some of the Younger American Poets”; "The World of
Books: Some American Criticism." Progress 1.5 (2 June 1888): 6; ""The World of Books:
Mr. Lowell's New Poems." Progress 1.17 (25 August 1888): 6.

22 Roberts’s mother Emma, née Emma Bliss. Her great-grahdfather, was Reverend Daniel
Bliss, who was also great-grandfather to Emerson.

23 The Rubaiyat enjoyed a resurgence of interest in the nineteeﬁth ceritury, particularly

among occult groups.
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Notes to Chapter 2

1 A brief survey.of the critical terms employed to describe Roberts’s supernaturalism
includes, but is not limited to, the following: mysticism, evoiutionary mysticism, cosmic
procéss, cosmic fire, cosmic consciousness, mystic idealism, cosmic vision, and ecstatic
contemplation. Perhaps the most original and least helpful of these terms comes from
Cogswell (1984b), who suggests there is a “pantheistic, existential transcendentalism”
operating in Roberts’s poetry (126).

2 Cappon would drop this reference to Fiona MacLeod (the pseudonym for William Sharp)
in his 1925 study. As Alaya (1970) points out, most people did not know that Fiona
Macleod was Sharp’s alter ego until after his death. Oddly enough, Cappon gives no reason ”

- why he felt Roberts would draw on Macleod’s Celtic mysticism. Perhaps he was referring
to the popularity of the Celtic Twilight group Sharp was affiliated with, which included
W.B. Yeats and “AE” (George William Russéll). Given his use of Sharp’s pseudonym, itis
doubtful Cappon knew the extent of Sharp’s occult interests or his relationship with
Roberts. See ﬁly “The Celtic Twilight in Canada: William Sharp’s early Occult Influence |
on Charles G.D. Roberts and Bliss Carman” (2004).

3 H. Pearson Gundy suggests that Carman’s interest in the occult in his later years is in
many ways a return rather than a beginning; in the introduction to Chapter 14 of Letters of
Bliss Carmdn, Gundy notes that “Carman attributed his ability to stand up to the gruelling
pace he had set himself, to new friendships and to his new (or renewed) interest in the
‘mystic truth’ of theosophy” (316).

4 Whitman is typically aligned with the teachings of Theosophy; his poetry appeared in

many early occult journals such as The Path, Lucifer, and the Canadian theosophical
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journal, The Lamp. This belief is still current, as evidenced by Walter Raubicheck’s recent
article in The Quest (1999), “Theosdphical Whitman.” | |

5 Also of note during this time is A.M. Stephens, “The Poetry of Charles G.D. Roberts”
(1929). Stephens, a West-Coast poet and theosophist, was an acquaintance of Roberts in
his later years; they met‘through Roberts’s activities with the Vancouver Poetry Society.
He refers frequently to Roberts’s “cosmic” verse, declaring him an “interpreter and seer”
(49), whose perspective “is that of ...the mystié who has had a glimpse of truth unveiled
and who knows that he is the silent watcher who will remain when our little systems have
passed away” (57). At the end of his essay Sfephens shies away from his mystical analysis,
concluding “except in a2 few moments of inspiration, [Roberts] remained a Wordsworthian”
(63).

6 As early as 1884, Roberts demonstrates his familiarity with Bucke by mentioning hisk
recent biography of Walt Whitman in a réview'for The Dominion Annual Register: “An
important and in some respect unique addition to our biographical literature is Dr. R.
Maurice Bucke's, Study and Life of Walt Whitman. This work is full of interest, being We
believe the only source from which can be obtained accurate and full information |
concerning the Poet of Democracy. It abounds in apt and well considered criticisrﬁ, though
written from the standpoint of an ardent partizan, an enthusiast; and is still further enriched
by a gathering together of the many eulogies which Whitman has called forth from the
finest spirits of the age.” (“Literature” in The Dominion Annual Register and Review for
the Seventeenth Year of the Canadian Union, 1883, 1884).

7 Stevenson published several poems in The Canadian Theosophist. He was also a member
of the Vancouver Poetry Society, whose President was the weﬂ-k:nown theosophist, Dr.

Ernest Fewster. Stevenson recounts in the history of the Vancouver Poetry Society (1946)
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how his first meeting as a member was held in the “Julian Lodge of the Theosophical
Society” (17).

8 See “A Poet’s Dream World.” The Canadian Theosophist 40.4 (1959):89-93, and “The
Poetry of Robert Norwood.” The Canadian Theosophist 39.1 (1958):4-9.

9 Pacey argues in his 1961 lecture on Roberts that his best animal stories and poems are the
result of an ability to offer “accuracy of observation [and a] strong sense of design” (191).

10 After several failed attempts to find a professorship at more repufable schools in Upper
Canada and the United Stateé, he eventually resigned his post at King’s College in the
spring of 1895.

11 See C.E. Bechofer Roberts, The Truth About Spiritualism (1932), 11.

~ 12 For a concise summary of the Foxes’ experiences, see Gauld (1968), 3-13.‘

13 Ibid., 11-12.

14 1Ibid., 29. Gauld is quick to point out that such numbers must be “greatly exaggerated,”
although he maintains that despite such over-estimations, “there can be no doubt about the
astonishjhg success of early Spiritualism.” In contrast, Bruce F. Campbell (1980) indicates
that “the number of participants at the height of the spiritualist movement around 1855 has

* been estimated at between one and two million” (16).

15 McMullin mentions that the Moodies paﬁicipated in séances with Kate Fox at the home
of their eldest sister, Elizabeth Ousterhout, in Prince Edward County, Ontario (22). For an
exploratibn of the Moodies’ involvement in Spiritualism, see Carl Ballstadt, Michael
Peterman, and Elizabeth Hopkins, « ‘A Glorious Madness’: Susanna Moodie and the
Spiritualist Movement” (1982-83) and John Thurston’s “ “The Casket of Truth’: The Social

- Significance of Susanna Moodie’s Spiritual Dilemmas” (1994).

217



16 The American Society for Psychical Research began three years later in 1885. Although
the Canadian Society for Psychical Research was not established until 1908, similar
activities were being performed during the 1880s and 1890s in Ontario, mostly by medical
practitioners such as Dr. John Sumpter King, Dr. Richard Maurice Bucke, and Dr. Johne E.
Hett. For a discussion of King and Hett, see McMullin’s chapter on “Dr. John King and
Psychic/ Research” in Anatomy of a Séance. |

| 17 For an extensive exploration of the Toronto Theosophical Society as well as Albert
Smythe, see Gillian McCann’s recent Ph.D. dissertation, 4 New Dharma for the Nation:
The T oronto Theosophical Society and Albert Smythe (University of Toronto), 2003.

18 Roberts’s affection for his father is borne out by fhe fact that he dedicafed his first
collection of poems to him; he also includes a character in fhe Heart That Knows who is a
thinly disguised portrait of his father.

19 Cogswell is not the first to notice evidence of Roberts’ “spiritual crisis.” In his 1949
address to the Canadian Humanities Research Council, Alfred G. Bailey' (1972) concludes
in part that “Carman and Roberts [had] experienced a crisis of the spirit after the political
battle [of Confederation] had been lost, and sbmething of the world along with it” (56).

20 As John Coldwell Adams (1992) points out in “Elsie Pomeroy and Sir Charles G.D.
Roberts,” Roberts claimed that her biography “was almost a ‘camouflaged autobiography,’
and stressed that he had worked ‘tremendously hard over it.” He gave [Lorne] Pierce (and
others) the impression that he was practically dictating his memoirs to Elsie” (98).

21 See, for example, Leon Surette’s The Birth of Modernism: Ezra Pound, T.S. Eliot, W.B.
Yeats, and the Occult (1993); Graham Hough’s The Mystery Religion of W.B. Yeats (1984),

and George Mills Harper’s Yeats and the Occult (1975).

218



22 In his October 21, 1893 review of Songs of the Common Day, for instance, Sharp
proclaimed that “of the younger Canadian poets none has won so wide-spread and, it may
be said at ohce, so deserved a repute as Professor Charles Roberts” (from The Academy;
cited in Pomeroy 131).

23 The Witch of Dunmore is mentioned in the introduction to “The Son of Allan.” Sharp
writes: “Allan, son of Allan, Chief of the Colquhouns, had wooed and won Adair, daughter
of Malcolm McDiarmid; but on the day the nuptials were to have taken place she was
carried off in willing flight by MacDonald of the Isles. Allan pursued with twenty of Lord
Malcolm’s men, but arrived on thé lonely Argyll sea-board only an hour too late...The
ballad opens on the eve of this duel [between Allan and MacDonald]. Allan...waits the fixt
hour at the hut of one known as the Witch of Dunmore. She foresees the fatal result of the
duél to her clansman as well as to his foe, and strives to dissuade him from the combat—j-
recalling her past experiences to him and méntioning signs and portents, hoping thus to
convince him of the truth of her vision” (42).

24 In 1892, he wrote to Arthur Stedmén expressing interest in writing an article on Sharp:
“By the way, I believe Messrs[sic] Webster& Co are going to vbring out a volume of
Sharp’s poems. If they care to send me a copy, I should take great pleasure in making it the
subject of a short study, in my department of ‘Modern‘lnstances,’ in the Dominion |
Hllustrated Monthly” (June 5, 1892; Letters 150). He also wished to review Sharp’s book

Vistas for The Chap-Book: in a letter to Hannibal Ingalls Kimball, Roberts points out that
Kimball sent him the wrong book to review and that his wish had been to review Sharp:
“By the way, you did not send Sharp’s Vistas, but Ibsen’s Little Eyolf inStead. I will review
this latter; but please send along the Vistas, as I want‘ to make a separate paper on Sharp”

(January 16, 1896; Letters 218). But the review never appeared. And in a letter to Miss
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Holly a few years later, he inquired about reviewing a collection of Fiona MacLeod’s work
for The Bookman: “Please ask Mr. Maurice if he wants a brief review, from me, of Fiona
MacLeod’s new poems just published by Mosher” (October 28, 1901; Letters 264).

25 “The Winged Destiny.” Included in the November 12, 1904 issue of The Academy and

| Literature (see Synge 388-9).

26 G.R.S. Mead joined the Theqsophical Society in 1884. He met Madame Blavatsky in
1887, and was her London secretary from 1889-1891. He was also sub-editor of the
theosophical journal Lucifer, and later became editor of the Theosophical Review (see
Surette 17).

27 In both instances, Sharp/MacLeod relies on key images, including a haunted land, a stone
of significance, and the speaker’s realization of death. In the second piece, for instance, the
speaker finds himself “on a vast, illimitable plain” and thought he was “in the last empty
glens of Death.” He is sbon aware of a figure beside him, who lifts a small smooth stone,
which terrifies the speaker becaﬁse “it was the last vestige of the life of the world.”l Finally,
both the stone and the speaker undergo several changes until the speaker finds himself face
to face with Christ, who “stooped and kissed me on the brow,” thus indicafing the
speaker’s final change from the world of the living to that of the dead.

28 As Miller (1985) points out: “In February 1890, an almost unprecedented thing for an
unknown writer was to happen to him. An unsolicited offer to publish a book of his poems
came to him—ostensibly through Sharp———frdm the London publisher, David Nutt” (64).

29 See Tracy Ware, “Letters to Carman, /1 890-92, from Campbell, Lampman, and Scott,”
Canadian Poetry: Studies, Documents, Reviews 27 (1990): 46-66.

30 For a full description of The Chap-Book’s origins and contributors, see Wendy Clauson

Schlereth’s The Chap-Book: A Journal of American Intellectual Life in the 1890s (1980).

220



31 Carman wrote in a letter to Gertrude Burton that “since July I have only contributed to
the Chap Book, not edited it” (November 6, 1894; Carman, Letters 80).

32 Sharp noted in his diary on Oétober 1, 1890: “Reading these things of his [Maurice
Maeterlinck] excited me to a high degree. It was the electric touch I needed to produce my
Dramatic Interludes over which I have been brooding. I believe that much of the
imaginative writing of the future will be in‘ dramatic prose of a special kind” (Memoir 190).
The “dramatic interludes” were published in Sharp’s Vistas (1894).

33 Carman would travel to Loﬁdon later that summer and be introduced to W.B. Yeats by
Arthur Symons.

34 Russell visited Kingscroft in the summer\of 1893 with Hovey, giving lecture
demonstrations on Delsarte as well as dressing up some of the Roberts family in Delsartean
costume (Boone 1990, 167).

35 Seyeral of the letters demonstrate Carman’s familiarity with a range of esoteric topics
and figures, including tenets of Theosophy, Bucke’s Cosmic Consciousness, and Toronto
‘mystic Albert Durrant Watson. As Bentley points out, Watson collaborated with Lawrence
on Mediums and Mystics: a Study of Spiritual aﬁd Psychic Forces (1 923‘). See Bliss
Carman’s Letters to Margaret Lawrencé, 1927-1929 (1995). |

36 Although Sunset of Bon Echo had a short life, its pages are filled with references to
theosophy, includihg writings by such prominent Canadian theosophists as Dr. Albert
Durrant Watson and Albert E. Smythe.

37 Roberts did not necessarily hold MacDonald’s work in high esteem. In a letter to William
Ai'thur Deacon, he notes: “Always in the final analysis, he is purely subjective. This is not

a defect; but it is a limitation” (October 23, 1926; Letters 343).
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38 Lawrence also took notes for an interview with Roberts that Lorne Pierce conducted in
1927. See Whalen (1987).

39 Roberts sent a draft of the article to A.M.Pound, who, according to Muriel Miller, formed
part of the “Mystic Way” group that included Carman, Fewster, and others. See Miller
(1985), 270.

40 Ofequal signiﬁcance is the fact that Roberts quotes Wordsworth’s “Intimations of
Immortality” to help demonstrate his point that humans have “forgotten existences...[and
that] we sometimes have inklings of such previous existences” (27). Roberts may not have
read the Romantics qua Romantics, but instead for their poetic exemplum of pagan
religious principles.

| 41 Although the by-line for The Canadian Bookman article refers to “Albert A.E. Smythe,”

it is likely a typo, especially since a second contribution by Smythe appears later in the

issue: on page 31 is a review of Archibald MacMechan’s Old Province Tales by “A.E.S.S.”
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