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ROBERT SERVICE
poet of the Canadian North
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..... resscccecssssvssssnressye WHo dream
To be the poets of the land :

.+ s nOWhere found a nobler theme
than you, ye favor'd, have at hand.
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S0, while the boat glides swift along,
Behold above there looketh forth

The star that lights the path of song
The constant star that loves the Torth.

(Thomas D'Arcy McGee)

According %o some llterary critics, Robert V. Service,
is not a poet but a mediocre vers-writer who alter a period of
inmense popularity, decidely and definitely declined and dis=-
appeared for ever from the literary scene, leaving no_greater trace
than a meteor in a surmer sky. |

Besides, they malntain, even if he were a poet, one
could hardly céll him a "Canadian“ poet, aé he was born abroad and
spent only part of his l1life in Canada.

The purpose of this thesis is to prove that Robert W,
Service is a poet and a good one, and that his "Canadlan"™ poems,
are destined to survive and will remain part and parcel of Canadian

Poetry.




A letter fron

Robert Service

VILLA AURORA

6%, Boulevard d'Italie
Monte ~Carlo

215t April igho

Mr PoFo }'{igf)ne LL. De
Ottawa

- Dear Sir :

Thanks for your-complimentary'letter.
I am glad you like my work, and feel flattered
that you should make 1t the subject of your
thesis,

My suggestion is that you should
read my two books of autobibgraphy, PLOUGHMAN
OF THE MOON and HARPER OF HEAVEN, where you
will find all the material you need.

Wishing you every success

Yours sincerely

Robert Service

| I am just leaving for a months

!_‘.__,‘

motor tour of Italy.
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|  HIS LIFE
!
|

ROBERT WILLIAM SERVICE was born in Preston,
England, on Janusry 16, 1876, His father, a Scotsman,
was the manager of the loeal bank. His nother, Emily
: Parker, was a native of Preston.
% : Soon after his birth, young ROBERT was taken
to Scotland, where he grew up. "I lived in Glasgow", he :
writes, "until my 21st year, being educated at Hillhead’;
High School and attending classes at Glasgow Uﬂﬁmrsnvﬁl)i

He was only six years old when, asked to say %

y

gracef\on his birthday, he recited his first verses :

N

"God bless the cakkes and bless the jam
"Bless the cheese and the cold boiled ham
"Bless the scones Aunt Jeanni makes

"And save us all from belly-aches.amen".(2)

At twelve he had his firsf poen published in

a boys column of the "Glasgow Herald"; at 1% he began to |
get paid for hils poens. .
But ROBERT SERVICE did not like school and

left when he was only fourteen. Ilie worked for a shipping

company in Glasgow and eventually became a clerk of the
Commercial Bank of Scotland. During this time he read
Tennyson and Browning, whom he called his "big stars".

}ted by Stanley I. Kunitz and Howard Hayeroft in "XxXth Century Authors".
}m "Leading Canadian Poets" by W.P. Percival.
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Later he perused the works of Owen Meredith, Coventry
Patmore, Thackeray and Thomas Hood. He used to study
before and after his long working hours as he wanted to
matriculate.

Once he tried also his luck on the stage, buj
soon returned to his favoéurite studies and sports, since
his literary ambitions did not prevent him from being a
prominent member of a football team and a fairly good
ericketer.

He was scarcely out of his teens when he
decided to leave the 014 World for Canada and managed |
; to get some money by selling his old clothes together
"with his gun and camera. This is how he deseribes his

ﬁ departure Trom England and his arrival in the New World

in 1897 :

"On coming of age I found the lust of adventu%
too strong for me and resigning from the bank I emigfat%
to Canada. (3) The Manage: was the type of Scotsman whoi

/  thought a5 highly of banking that I'd rather have asked |
for a raise than tell him I wanted to leave., It took a

lot of nerve to enter his office and warn him he must

;
!
§
|
i
,
1
.

look elsewhere for a junior clerk. All he said was :
-What do you expect to do, SERVICE? -
And before I realized the folly of telling
him the truth, I blurted out my absurd ambiticn :

- Go to Canada and be a cowboy, Sir -~ I replil

:iqwﬁggpﬁreal Witness", quoted by "Canadian Who's Wo, 1936=37" Toronto.
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- Go with you if I were your age - he said. (%)

"I travelled ateerago, landing in Victoria, B.C.
with just Tive dollars in my pockets. For the next seven
k years I took a course in the College of Hard Xnocks, |
graduating without enthuslasme. I travelled all up and
down the Pacific Slopa, gererally on freisht trains and
i worked in a score of different occupations® (%) going
as far South as Mexico. ‘ |

ROBERT SERVICE picked stones, weeded fields,
went on haying, baking, milking, digging tunnels, picking
oranges, alwayg on the go and alvays ﬁappy-go—lucky. '
| "T ¢riad to get along by deing as 11ttle as

possible”, he wrote in Maclean's Magazine, "When the first
pay day came aromnd, I inveriably resignod. Then I lived
in idleness as long as my monoy lasted".

Cne day he declded to become a doctor :
"I worked night and dayeses to pass the entrance exami--
nétion.... then rmy money ran out and I gave up’.

Finally he became a clerk of the Canadian Dank
of Commerce in Victoria. From Victorla he was transferred
to Vancouver, then to ¥amloops and Whitehorse.

The writer had the fortune to meet in a small

village of the Ottawa Valley an octogemarian lady,

rom "Haclean's Magazine of January 15, 19%1.
'ontreal Witness?.
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Mrs. R.C. Miller who spent with her husband (then
4ssistant Cold Cormmissioner) nearly twenty years at
Whitehorse.,

sccording to Mrs. Miller, ROBERT W. SERVICE was |
a‘very'fine,gentleman, rather aloof and perhaps a bit shy,
although a vary independent character. Ie didﬁ't like to
be told how to do his work at the Bank snd if his superiord
ventured to suggest it, he would calmly answer "1'd rather
do 1t in my own way“, lirs. HMiller referred also to a {
romantic aspect of SERVICE'S 1life as it appears.that'béfore
he decided to leave for Furope he was rather enamoured of
a girl of vhitehorse or Dawscne.

It wasz after nls first contact withh the Far Norih

that SERVICES began to write his best poems, those that made

him famous as "The Kinling of the 4rctic World“(6). SERVICE

speaks of this period of his 1life in these terms: "I went
t; the Yukeon (in 1906) where I was enployed (at Whitehorse
and Dawson) by %the Canadlan Bark of Comnerce for 8 years.
There, Influenéed by Kiplinggvl begsn to write and was
ereatly surprised to find that my work was acceptable".

ile nublished his Tirst bcok of poetry "Songs of
a Seurdough" (7) in 1907, This hook was sont by SERVICE
with a $100.00 cheque to Ryerson Press, Toronte, but the

editor, E.3. Caswell, returned the money and published

) "Montreal Witness"

) later reprinted as "The Spell of the Yukon and other verses®.

|
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the volume at the Company's risk.(8)

In 1909 ROBERT SERVICE published "Ballads of
a Cheechako".

"I wrote ancther book", he writes in Maclean's

Magazine, '"my publisher refused some of the stuffy said
it was too strong., T had to tone down quite a few .
hallads". In 1912 he published "Rhymes of a Rolling Stone"

He travelled extensively in the Sub=Arctic and
became perfectly acquainted with ihe life of the
"Sourdough®. Once he went down the Mackenzie River to the
Yukon in a birch-bark cance. It took three months to reach!
the Yukon. ilis companion was a rugged trapper who rolled.
cigarette after cigaretie. As he was getiling short of
paper the %trapper coldly remarked that he couldn't live
without smoking and said :"I{ we ever run out of paper
I'11 ki1l you". The same Lrapper, who was carrylng with
him a rich booty of furs, valued at 70CC dollars, gambled,
shortly afterwards, all his pfoperty in a "saloon", lost
everything and then committed suicide. This episode probs=-
bly inspired one of SERVICE'S poems : "The Ballad of |
Salvation B111",

3SERVICE desecribes very simply and suecintly
this travel of niis: "I decided I'd better nhave a goqd i

look around the lorth Country. My reputation was growing

rorn "An ontline of Canadian Literature" by Lorne Plerce.

1




fast, I had to live up to it. Early in Spring I embarked
in a canoe at Athabaska Landing and paddled until I
overtook a Hudson's Bay brigade .... I travelled with
them to Fort McMurray, then across Lake Athabaska to the
Great Slave River, from the River into Great Slave Lake,
across the Mackenzie to the mouth of the Peel River.

Then I followed the Peel to Fort McPherson and
went on up the Rat. I crossed the Rockies until I got
inte the Bell at the Divide. From there I dropped over
into the Porcupine and from the Porcupine went on up the
Yukon River to Dawson". And he adds jokingly "you can
rhyme all this geography off in less than a mibute, but
its still around 3000 mileS...." (9)

SERVICE'S best novel "The Trail of '98" was
published in 1910. Through his poems and this novel he
has not only immortalized the historical epic of the
gold~-rush "through snow and blizzard, privations, suffer-
ing . and even death, but he has also portrayed the glamour
of those piloneer days whenvmoney was gold dust, a tawdry
chorus girl a queen and a grimei‘prospector played like
a genius on an out-=of-tune bar-room piano®". (10)

"Trail of '98", was later made into a movie;

so were also two of his other novels, and, twice,

on Maclean's Magazine

'rom "Leading Canadian Poets"
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"The Shooting of Dan McGrew".

At the outbreak of the Balkan War ROBERT W.
SERVICE ieft Canadé fof Buropé, tolreport for the |
Toronto "Star'. Thus ended the comparatively brief
"Canadian"'périod of hié‘life; In fact, he had spéht |
less than twenty years in Canada, but they had been
twenty years of a st.enmeus 1ife and he had come in
contact with true Canadian pioneérs.during a time which
can be ranked among the "heroic" periods ol Canadian
historye. |

‘The rest of SERVICE'S life is not particularly
Interesting for the purpose of this work. It will be
useful, however, to recall it, as it might help us touder-
stand better the "man" and the poet.' |

A3 a reporter for the "Star" SERVICE speht a
short time with the Turkish Army, then he visited France
which he liked so nmuch fhat he decided to settle there.
In France hé met and married his French wife.

In 191% he published a novel "The Pretender".
After the declaration of the first World War, he
volunteered and served for two years as an anbulance

driver. His "Rhymes of a Ted Cross Han", published in

1916 belong to this period of his life.

przer
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He left the Red Cross to become once agaln a

War correspondent for the Toronto "Star", and was briefly

mistaken for a uerman SpY. Then ha retired gratefully

into the comparative seclusion of the Canadian Intelli-

He remained in France after the War with his
wife an¢ daughter and puhlishéd various works, mainly |
novels, like " Poisoned Pnradise"‘(1922); " The Roughpeck“
(1923); "The Master of the Microbe" (1926)3; "The House
of Fear¥ (1927). He alsoc wrote a book on health, “Why not
grow young", in 1928.

While he was writing novels in France he read,
one morning at breakfast, his own obituary in the London
"Times"., "They said such beautiful things about me", he
reported, "that I never bothered to correct the storyt(12)

Apart from his work as a novelist, he conti-
nued to wrlte verses and in 1920 published a book of Poetr
"Ballads of a Bohemian". In 1927 he reprinted his previous
poems in "Complete Poetical Works". In 1930 another book
appeared, "Collected verses", and in 1940 the interesting !
"Dap~room ballads", in which he often goes back with his

menory to the Far !Horth.

from Maclean's Magazine

Frederick C. Othman in "Ottawa Journal", o
February 27, 1942. |

h___m e
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In 1939 the second World War caught him. in
Russia and he managed to escape from Warsaw the first
day of the bombardment. In 1%%0, when France was in-
vaded,he escaped and returned to Canada, after 28 years
of absence, leaving behind in Nice a 40.000 word
manuscript and two complete novels. Between 1940-1945
he spent his winters in Hollywood and his summers in
Vancouver. In Hollywood his o0ld friend Frank Lloyd, a
' fellow Scot, signed hin up as an actor in the film
"the Spoilers™ with Marlene Dietrich, Randolph Scott

and other stars. SERVICE imperscnated himself but as a

man forty years younger. On this occasion Lloyd asked
him to recite "The Shooting of Dan MHeGrew" in the Yulkon
Saloon of Universal Studios, When SERVICE read the poen
he said also that "Dangerous Dan never lived, except
in my head". (13)

After the end of the war he went back to the
French Riviera . and published two books of autobiography
"The Ploughman.of the Moon" and "The Harper of Heaven'. !
Some years before he had written: "I am now in my sixty |
eighth year and some day may be tempted to write my

autobiography. But 1 will wait until I am eighty, when

Frederick C. Othman in "Ottawa Journal®.
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sogething really interesting may have happened, and
when nost of those who are in a position to bawl nme
out may have beat me to the boneyard".

ROBERT SERVICE lives now in Honte=Carlo
with his wife and daughtér at "villa Aﬁrora", Avsmall
and slender man, he wanits to be left alone, loves to
3trun on the guitar, enjbys 1living peacefull& on the
Riviera, tending his roses and looking at the blué
waters of the Mediterranean.

Hie has a keen sense of hugour and ehjoys a
gqod joke. He doesn't believe that he i3 a great man
and hates to be called a poet.'Abqut "The Shooting of
Dan licGrew" he said once that'"it should never have
been written by a face like mine. I sonetimes wonder
if it should evef nave been written at all. It's only
vhien I think of my royalty cheques that I'm consoled".(1lk

Very few people'dre nls intimate friends and
are allowed into the "sancta sanctorurm™ of his life.
Perhaps the only perscn who could write his biography
iz SERVICE'S own daughter who has been always very close
to hinm with her intelligent understanding and sincere

affection.

from Maeclean's Magazine.
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pages, often entire books, have been devoted by the most
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THE FAR NORTH IN LITERATURE

The fight of man against nature 1s perhaps

the oldest sudlects in literaturs. Many amd many

L)

one o

famous poets and vriters to deseribe man's struggle and
strife against the wind, the sea, hsat and cold, aninals
and other men. -

The very history of mankind is an acecount of
this fight and wvhenever a man hzas been able to overcome
fatigue, weakness and despair, whenever his spiritual
forces could give him power to hold on'and win where his
merely physical strength would have succumbed, poets and
writers of all ages and countries have called this man
a herc and told us his story, lest his deeds and achieve-
ments be forgotten. This.is the story that we learn fronm
the Ramayana and the Odyssey, from the Anabasis and the
Aeneld, from the Chanson de Roland and tle Popular Ballad
from Tasso's "Jerusalen" and Camoens' "Lusiads" and from
many poens of Vietor Hugo, Tennyson and Kipling,

Strangely enough the marvellous exploits of the

early ploneers and explorers in this Northern Country of

Canada have not been chosen, as yet, by any major poet as
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the subject of a great epic. However, the hardships
of the Far North, the virtues and faults'of the fron-
tiersman, his fights and heroisms have inspired a number

of Canadlan writers, novelists in particular.
iByer since the fatally fascinating chimera |
of the North-West passage inposed itself on the imagin- |
_ation of explorers the Far North of the American Continent
has had an importa ce". (1).Eventually, the vision of
the North-\est passage diéappeared but its romantic qua=- :
lities remained and the barren wilderness of the Far
Horth took its place. |

Early in the second half of the nineteenth

v

century, Robert . Ballantyne - who ﬁas a clerk of the
fudson's Bay Co. = wrote "Hudson's Bay", "Ungava'" and
“The Young Fur-traders"; 1éfer, J.MacDonald Oxley, a
Canadian, gave us "Up Among the Ice Floes" and "Archie
of Athabasca™; Alan Sullivan told us romantic tales of
the northern lands, among ice, snow and the Esquimaux
while agnes Laut published "Lords of the North" and
"l{eralds of Empire”.

“The typlecal ""dramatie personae"" of half

breeds, Indians and Mounted Policemen appears also in

ionel Stevenson.

from " Appraisals of Canadian Literature"” by
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the 5ir Gilbert Parker Stories’of "Prettff Plerre and |
nis people® (2) while Durkints ®The Lobstiek Trail® -
is a novel about the Dog Derby at The Pas. We would s~ i
like to mention here a novolist who is almost fo’r’gottexi
in Canada but vhose name is atill very much allve
abroad, particulary in France and Italy, where almost
all his novels have been translated: James Cliver
Curvood, a tne Canadian writer of the Merth.

Until the end of the nineteenth century, the
population of the Torth oenf‘ered around the Hudson's
Bay area, th:x@lr affalys beling so largely bound up wiih
those of the company. The 1itemr§ centre of gravity
was naturally situated there 2lso. But a new economie
impulse and a new reglion appeared with the Flondiks
gold rush and within a few years the new themo found its
addequate literary exponent in Robert Sarvice. :

"y eesessWhile the stories of the gold rush
were still in current circulation, Service grasped their
saliont values and something of the vasiness and power

of the n.tural surroundings. (3)

rom "Appralsals of Canadian Literature”

ror: "Appraisals of Canadian Literature"
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Robert Service, however, 1s not only the poet
of the gold=rush. If the gold-rush was responsible for
hig first coming into contact with the Far North,
Service wrote about nature and men which might be found
everywhere in the Canadian Arctic. Besides, the Yukon
is not the only part of the North which he visited or
the gold digger the only type of man with whom he be-
came' acquainted ;he travelled not only from Skagway to
whitehorse and Dawson but also from the Athabaska %o the
Slave and the Mackenzlej; he didnft meet only the man
with the gold poke but also the trapper, the "pusher”
and the Indiane. : o

ile seens to nave been able to tell in sono-
rous verses.what all the writers who preceded him told
or tried %o tell in prose and we think that we are
justified in calling him "the poet of the Horth", where:

"The lonely sunsets flare forlorn

Down valleys dreadly desolate;

The lordly mountains soar in scorn

ks still as death, as stern as fate'.(4)

In this and in other of his virile descriptive

poens "the violence of the adjectives, the ecrudse

satire of tue references to men of formal civilisation,

il__—w

"The Land God Forgot" in "Complete Poems" of Robert Service.
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give an almost visual picture of the Country's naked
grandeur" (5) for vioclent and robust verses are necesss
ry to deseribe the powerful and inexorably cruel nature
of the Far Horth.

Service is the poet of a desolate land, where
a few desperate strong men, "unthrottled by fear or
defeat" fight against the elements of nature, fight
"eéach step as they go", not only for a poke of gold dus
but because their blood is red and their heart is

fearless and they love to struggle and congquer and win.

) from "Appraisals of Canadian Literature".
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INFLUENCE OF OTHER WRITERS

Hobért Service sald once of'himselfz "Kipling
cones firét with me., He 13 the greatest of modern
writers to my MInde eeeeal only wish I could write in
his elass" (1) | | |

There is no doubt about it. Service was deeply
influenced by Fipling when he first begaﬁ'to write his
Canadian Ballads. A3 a matter of fact the "lontreal
Witneas" dnbbéd him "The Kipling‘of the Arc¢tic World“.
Welle thdénizer (2) séys ofvhis poetry: "His work ré-

 senbles that of Fipling, hils aﬁowad favcurite author'; and
Ge¥e Brown (3) : “Kipling~is obviously hils master - the
Kinling of the early ballads". In fact, the influence of
Kinling permeates a2ll Service's poetry where we often
see the kipling 1dea and. the Xipling nethod and 9it is"
a jolly good method".(1l) -

Thisz irfluence is particufarly noticeable in

some poems, like "The law of the Yukon" walch recalls

} See Garvin's “"Canadian Poets"”
) "4 Handbook of Canadian Literature®

} "tn Canadian Poatry".




Kipling's “"Red Gods" and "Grin® which seems to be al-
most an echo of "I, The same san bo said about “The
Little 01d lLog Cébin“ which is almost an imitation, ary
is not,; at any rate, one of the bast posmsof Sorvics.
Apart from these fow exaﬁﬁlas there 1s nothing else wo
can say about Service's Imitating Kipling, because our
poét is no imitatgr.‘ﬁégldwes ¥ipling and is influenced
by him, but his theme, his thought and style are definit
1y original and parhaps more sincere than his m:—stér':
Besides, 1t would be difricult to trace in
Service's works the well~lmown "imperiaiistic doctrine"
of Eipling. Service's "docirine” is not for a greater |
Yrmpire but for a better and pore virlle lumanily repro-
sented by men who having discarded the pharisaic artifi-
ciaiity of puritanism, look a% "the heart ol thoe matler
and heroically fight for tuelr primitive bul noble idea:
Jesldes the obvious influence of Fipling it
i3 not very easy to discover which ofther poet or uriterl'
Sarvice had in mind. Perhaps Jack London gave him some |
ideas, ile wrote once about himi'Jack London has captureg
the nublicts immgination with his tough realistic rorumne
cas” and Jarvice's poetry 1s certainily tough ard rcail-

Astle enougii.
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It might help our research to quote here one

of Service's poems, “"Dookshelf'':

"shakespears and Milton are not there
Shelley and Feats you seek in vain
Wordsworth, Tennyson, Browing %oo,
Remarkably a!x;e not in wew,
esesesOmar (&) first you see
esseeeThOn Reading Gaol (5)
o‘.o.ocm AECient !".'arinel‘ (6) iS mxt
..-O..mn Lm;s...-....-o..-..onooﬂo
brett Harte and EBugene FE&d are here
And Henley, chanting brave and bold
and Chesterton, in praeise of Deer,
veesso¥ipling, to whem I bow tlie imee,
Yagsefield, with rugged scilor songs
And Yo my lyric trcugo I add
Uith prateful hoart "The Shropshire Lad"(7)

’
Tt 18 clear that Service must have enjoyed
roading Harte's novels and his "plaln langvage", Henley'
“Iyra Herolcs"y or the salty language of Masefiald's
"Saltewator ballads® and Tousman lyrlcs which must have
suggested %o our poet econony of werds and sincerity.
Strangely enough the same Shelley to whom he

U
zave no place on his beokshelf, soens to have influenced

Omar Thayyan
) Qscar Wilde

} Coloridpe

Al1lred BEdvmrd ousnan,
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some of Service's verses, like "The Pines",(8), a poem
wnich reminds us of Shelley's "The Cloud", although only|
~the first part of the verse recalls Shelley's rhythmy

"yWe sleep in the sleep of ages,

the bleal barbarian plnes,

Tne gray moss drapes us like sages,
and eloser we lock our lines,

And deeper we cluteh through the gelid
gloom wiere never a sunbeam shines

«seusPines and pines and the shadow of pine
as far as thie eye can see ‘

esedentinels of the stillness, lords of
the last lone larnd™.

§ from "The 3pell of %the Yulon
® and othier verses®.
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HIS THOUGHT

Service never bellieved that he was a poet,
although we think he is a poet in spite of himself.

It is easy, therefore, to ﬁnderstand that he doesn't
teach any particular dbctrine. He simply and sincerely
tells us what he likes in nature and man. Because he
hates what 1sn't spontaneous and sihcere, his language
is often rough and somewhat crude:

"I don't believe in pretty language and verba:
felicities", he says, "but in getiing as close down as
I can to the primal facts of life, getting down to the
bedrock of things. My i@eahof verse writing 1s to wrilte

something the everyday workingﬁan can read and apprdve,f
the man who, as a rule, fights shy of verse or rhyme".(
In fact, Service is a’realist, but he is not
devoid of sentiment and his feelings, though not openly |}
shown, are very deep. Even in some of his “"rough" poenms
like "The Shooting of Dén leGrew", we have passages ful
of sentiment, but never morbid: 5
" .e..hunger of lonely men for a house and
all that it nmeans,
for a fireside far from the cares that are.

¢ 2@ oM TS VEBDVEEEPIEID OIS

But oh! so cramful of cosy Joy, and crowned
with a woman's love,
A voman dearer than all the world......s.

"

giuoted by Garvin in
d'Canadlan Poets".
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Service has more than one style. Very roman—
tic and full of sentiment is for instance "Sunshine", frov
his book "Rhymes of a Rolling Stone™, in which our poef
describes a man's vigil on his dead wife:

" 0 God, how sweet ... éhe seems

Not dead, not dead indeed -~ she dreams,
she dreams".

"Barb-wire Bill", one of his best ballads
from the saﬁe book, is entirely based on sentiment, on
a sentiment which almost defies you, should you dare
call it so.

But above all, Robert W.Serviece, admires -
courage,détermination, endurance, heroism and generbsity,
loyalty and friendship. He belleves in the more solid
quallities and despises everything which sounds arfifi-
cial, sweet, effeminate or - 1f the reader will pardon
us = "gissified".

He seems to tell us "first of all be a man".
A nman like those he knew up Northj not "foolish and ‘
feeble", but "strong and sane, men girt for the combat,
men who are grit to the core...fisrce as the bear in
defeat, swift as the panther in triumph". They can be
rascals or even rurderers, but they have a code of

‘honour, they are courageous and sincere and capable of
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sacrifice for duty, friendship or love.

At the end of his "“Iaw of the Yukon" he gays:

H7ndg 43 the Law of the Yukon, that only

the strong shall thrive;
That surely the weal shall perish, and
only the it survive".

in reading these lines our thought goes vaery
naturally to Kipling's doctrine about the "Vietory of
the 3trong". But Service's poetry is different from
¥ipling's. ile doas nol really preach a doctrine, ie
dagsceribes life as it is and cannot conceal his admi- -
rationfor the strong men he has met. In other words he
admires those quallties vhich are characteristic of
the ploneer of the Tew YWorld and ﬁargicularly of Canada.
where man is constantly trying to keep nature at bay.

The virtues which Service praises are not
supernatural but very hnmén and they appeal not only
%o a restricted number of supernen but ¢o the masses;-
hence the tremendous popularlty which Service's poemq.
enjoyed, ‘

In a synthesls, we can say that Service's
doctrine is more or less the same code of honour of
the Crusaders, a sort of grown up Boy=Scouts'law, With'g
a touch of wickedness and of bad language but with more

s30lid virtue and herocism than we can find in nost of

the more purisanic contemporaries of Roberit W.Service.




THE ARCTIC HATURE

Service doesn't love only the vinile men
which he describes. ille loves also that nature against
whieh they Tight. PErhaps,indead,if is that same nature

that makes them noble and strong and heroic.

It is the

"...tracking and the packing and the poling
~ in the sunj '
It's the sleeping in the open, 1it's the
rugged, unfaked foocd;
it's the snow-shoe and the paddle and the
camp~Tire and the gun".(1)

that makes these men tough and hard as a rock.

It 1s the "land God Forgot" which is always
trying to kill and crush everything; that land that
betrays even her lovers:

"Drowned them like rats in my rivers,
tarved them like curs on my plains;

Rotted the flesh that was left them,
poisoned the blood in their veins;

Burst with my winter upon them tearing
forever thelr sight,

Lashed them with fungus-white faces,

Whimpering wild in the night,

Staggering blind through the storm-whirl,

Stumbling mad through the snow,

Frozon siiff in the lce=pack, brittles and

bent like a bow".(2)

| "While The Bannoel: Bales", in
! "Rhymes of a Rolling Stone".

| "The law of the Yukon", in
"The Spell of the Yukon, etc,"




Service loves thls Canadian Hature of the
North, sometines so cruel and hard, sometimes so peax
ful and beautiful as when 3
"F%arless all the wiid things arel! the bank

with goose-grass glean,

And there's a bronz -  musk-rat sitting,
sniffing at his  door,

A mother duck with brood of ten comes
squattering along;

The tawny, white-winged »ntarmigans are
flying all abouds;

And in that wvhirly, golden pool, a resiless,
gleaning throng, .

The trout are walting $1ll we condescend -
to take them out.(3)

This 4s the “brihern scenery in summer time,

vhon @

"In the velvet cloom, tho flra's a~=gloan
The night is ripe with quiet, rich with
incense of the pines
Fronn Sanctuary lale I hear the loonj
The peaks are brisht against the blue and
drenched with sunsef wine,
And 3ike a silver bubble is the moon". ()

All i3 peaceful and zlnmost arcadinn in surmer.
but when the long, lonz nipght comes, then everything
changes.

"Can you remenber your huskies all zoing,
Barking with joy and their brushes in airs
¥ou In your parka, glad-eyed and glowirg,
Monarch, your subject the wolf and the bea) |
.o FOPEst your couch, and your candle a st

(5.

'While the Dannoci: Bakes",
i "Riymes of a Rolling 3tone®.
"The Squaw lMan", in "Rhymes of a Rolling Stone".

R

-an of the iich Torth", in "Dallads of a Cheschalo",
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The Arctic Hature, a treacherous panther which
has behaved for a while like a playful kitten, turns

back on man with her cruel fangs and then...'"there are

hardships that nobody reckons™, for it is “winter in the
Far North! |
"The Winter! the brivhtnesa that blinds you
The white lend lﬁcked tight as a drum

The cold fear that follows and Iinds you-
The silence that bludgeons you dunb.

L 2E 3 B A N g

 The snows that are older than history ".
The woods where the walrd shadows slant; ‘ {
|
|

The stillness, the moonlight, the EJStszS..
Put in spite of all these hardships, the
he-man of the Torth loves this treacherous nature as he |
would love a cruel and capricious wonan.
I o other poet before Service has ever so
powverfully described this-passionate love for the North |
Country, which ié 3ti11l so unknown to the general public

but which 1s so beloved to the few who, even to-day,

have chosen to live there.

"The Spell of %tie Yukon", in
*Tie Spell of tha Yukon etc.”.-




26)

HIS CHARACTERS

The writer has met in Canada men with a
college education who refused - I am using their words
"to suffocate in an office” or to . contirue to live the
life of "a sweet scented student". They went up Norih
in the bush and nines, where their blood could run freel‘
in the cold open air. Sometimes they come back to the
¢ity, where as a rule they swallow a failr amount of drin
and spend long hours in conversation with their friends |
or their brothers and nephews, They want to know all tha §
has happened to everybody they knew and they make plans -
for the future. Sometimes they waste in a few days all
the money which they have made, sometimes they give away :
every penny they have to a "chum" who is badly in need.
Then back they go to the forests and snows with a grin
in their faces and a joke on their 1lips.

Iilke these men are the characters of Robert W.
Service's Poens: sirongwilled, tough, rough, heavy
drinkersimenwho can utter only very few words of love or
friendship but vho would easily die for a worizn or a
friend: men who habitually curse and svear, nen who are

sharply cut, and whose soul is covered by a very rough

bark but whose heart 1s sinceres easy to fight and to




pardon, easy to hate and love; characters of a most
definite type, representative of the ploneser Canadian,
with at least a pint of the mad Irish blood, a trifiec
of a romantic French adventurer's gallantry and 2 drop i
or two of the mystery which halos the primeval lord
of the Country, the- Indian.,
These are the characters of oervice's poens:
froedon loving nen, who prefer a "sirong 1¢fe tiha
never lnows harness" (1) to the comfort of a life in fhe
cities, where almost every creature is the slave of
ancther man. |
The poém “A Rolling Stone" is like the song
of liberty of the Sourdough. Its ending 1s almost a
thanksgiving to God Who made 1t possible for man to liw
free and recaming in thils land of the North.
" Then every star shall sing to me
Its song of libertys
And avery norn shall bring to me
Its manda%ﬂ to be free.
'In every throbbing vein of ne
I'11 feel the vast Earthecalls

¢ body, heart and brain of me
Praise iim Who made it all". (2)

i) "The Spell of the Yulon". 4

) "A rolling Stone", in Raymes
| of a Rolling Stone,.
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QUALITIES AND FAULTS OF HIS POETRY

Pefhaps the greatest quallty of Service's
poetry is itsysPOﬁtaneity. His verses fiog nmaturally
Just as if he didn't(know how to speak otherwise. Al-
mo3t always he writes the everyday 1anguége and empioy_
the colloqulalisms which we all use; )

vwhen we listen to someone read ais verses
we think at times that he iz just talking to us, as wh
ve hear sentences like these 3 -

"I wanted the gold and I gbt its )
Came out with a fortune last fall%.

One has the impression that it is natural
speech that falls into poetry :

"You come to get rich (damned good reason)®

or

" 0 Cod! how I'm stuck on it all.....
It's hell! - but I've been there before" (|

and again
Mooy God! but ‘that man could play". (2)
Again he has moments that are genuinely humay!

as wiien he nakes the Sourdough say:

"I sick to deatilececsoen
I long for a whiff of bacon and beans" (3)

"The Spell of the Yukon".
"The Shooting of Dan lcGrew"

"The iearth of a Sourdough'.




or

"Money was just like dirt there,
easy to get and to spend",

Service indeed has the power to express a
sincere thought in a very sincere way.

"The Shooting of Dan MeGrew" is a good

examplé of a very emotional poem written in that
sparkling and spontaneous'slang of the people of tiie
Northi our poet ¥knows how to use plain words and charzecl§
them with emotion:
"eoo..The music changed, so soft that you
Scarce could hear;
But you felt that your life had been looted |

clean of all that it once held dea g
That someone had stolen the woman you lovei"

(&)

Very often his language méy sound foo rough
tc the over refined ears of his squeamish erities. But
that language is used even to-day by the type of person |
aboul whom Service wrote. iis poems, therefore, would
not be half as effectivg if he didn't use a rough and
strong language. Kipling does this and is praised for
it. Just as kipling speaks the real language of the
cockney soldier in the Sudan, so does Service speak

the slang of the Sourdough. "My rhymes are rough" (%)

1e Shboting of Dan McGrew"

g0 the Man of the Hizh Horih" in
P¥:llads of a CheechakoY.




wrote Service, They defirnitely are. But this rougiiness
is part of their charm, as a log cabln looks beautiful
in the forest wvhere a stucco house would be out of piacev

How sincere and yet how artistically uieauti-
ful is "L'Envoi", the last poem of "The Spell of the
Yukon" ¢

"You who have lived in the land, '

You who have trusted the itrall,
You whe are strong to withstand,
You who are swift to assail:
Songs have I sung to begulle
Vintage of desperate years

Hard as a harlot's smile

Bitter as unshed tears'.

The last two verses are charged with an e~
motion which could be hardly deserlbed with less words or’
more cffectively.

Service wants to be sincere; he tries very
hard to open his entire heart and soul to the reader.

It takes a bit of faste for sincerity to appreciate

Saervice and one finds such sincerity nmore often among
the masses than among the high-browed pseundo=cultured
people. Is this not the same high regard for artistic

truth wihieh led great lealders of literary nmoverents,

such as WOrdsworth, to rebel against the artificialitie: g

of a wvorn-out poetic diction and the nannerisms of a
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thread-bare convention.
Service even tells us that he wanted to says
what he felt:

"God ¥mows I have tried to be true
Please God you will understand” (6)

When struggling against lature because he has

to keep hisg bromise to Sam McGee and cremate his corpse,’

the Sourdough. doesn't pretend to be 2 holy man for whon

sacrlfice is a joy.

" In the days to come,.....in my heart how
I cursed that load.
In the long, long night, by the lone
firelight,
While the huskiles, round in a ring, '
Howled out thelr woes to the homeless snows ~
- 0 Godl how I loathed the thing".

Sometimes his lénguage becones quite scornful

talking about that life of danger, pnrivation and hard-

shins

"A hunger not of the belly kind, that's
' banished with bacon and beans,
But the gnawving hunger of lonely nen".(7)3

or it comes out with phrases like :

"4 man with a foot in the grave and scarcely
the strength of a louse".

f"L'Envoi"

" The Shooting of Dan lMceGrew'.
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This rough taIk 1s fbund ‘almost everyvhere in
his poems of the Wbrth, as fcr example in “The Ballad
of Blasphemous Bill”(slt :

“Hhere ‘he diled or how he dled. it
didn't matter & dammF'

or in the "Ballad of Onme-Syed Mike"(8):

. ®In the grit and grime of the river's slime
I am rotting at your feet";

or again in "The Shooting of Dan McGre ':

".s.You don't know me, and none of you
' care a damn?.

or in the verses of "The Law of the Yiukon" which we
quoted abovae:
‘“*Drowned them like rats In my rivers,
Starved them like curs on-my plains,
Rotted the flesh that was left them...”
Thaere is no doubt his poetry i§'réalistic. "The

low-down white® (9) is an awfully sad and realistic poem '
about a wreck of a man who has reached almost the dregsf
of life, realistic¢ but very well put and with a note of
senfiment and a touch of emotion. This- realism wa find .

in "The Man from Eldorado" (8) whom :

in "Ballads of a Cheechako". | ;

§in "The Spell of the Yukon"
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"...they found... stiff and dead

Half covered by the freezing coze and dirt

A clotted Colt was in his hand, a hole was
in his head,

And he wore an old and oily buckskin shirt,

His eyes were fixed and horrible, as one who
hells the end;

The frost had set him rigid as a log,

And there, half lying on his breast, his last

~ - and .only friend,
There crouched and vhined a mangy yellow dog",

Some of his desqriptions eapture in a few words
the realism of life |

* ...the crunch, crunch, crunch as the
snowshoes sank
through the crust of the hollow snow
And my breath would fail and every beat of
ny heart was like a blow(10).

This is how he describes a ™Nountis" in Jail : (11}

"The bugle is sounding for stables; the man
troop off through the gloom;

An orderly laying the tables sings in the
bright mess-room.

(I'1l wash in the prison bucketf, and brush
with the prison broom)

I'1]1 lie in my cell and listen; I'1l1l wish
that I couldn't hear

The laugh and the chaff of the fellows
swlgging the canteen beer;

The nasal tone of the gramophone playing
"The Bandolier".

And it seems to me though it's misty, that
night of the flowing bowl,

Thet the man who potlatched the whiskey and

' landed me into the hole

Was Grubbe, %that unmerciful bounder, Grubbe,

of the City Patrol.”
1

"My Frlends" in "Ballads of a
Cheechako"

“The Black Sheep" in “Ballads of a
Cheechako®.
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The courage of his virile characters, their

endurance, thsir scorn for danger i3 masterfully portiraye
by Serviae:

W e.eethe Wild must win, and a day will coms when
I shall be overthrown.

Thon when as wolf-dogs fight wetve fought, the
leaan wolf.’and and I3

Fought and bled $ill tho snows are red under
the reeling skys;

Bven as lean ‘rolf-dog goes down will I go
dovn and die."(12)

Thig i3 indeed a beautiful and imaginative

description of the love and fear thé man of the Horth
have for the Arctic land. '

Tven nature sometimes becomes an image of men. |

This 13 the case vhen the falling pines renind us of the
men who fell on the traill ¢ '

"The Northewind swoop from the brooding Pole, .
and cur anclents crash and roar;

Dut where one falls fronm the crumbli walls
shoots up a hardy score" (13

A remarimble description of 1ife in the Arctic
is contained in the following verses :

"Were you ever out in the Great Alone, when
ths moon was awful clear,

And the icy mountains hermed you in with a
silence you nost could hears;

With only the howl of a tlimber wolf, and you
canpod there in the cold,

A half-dead thing in a stark, dead vorld, clea:

mad for the muck called gold;

While high overhead. green, yellow and red,
the Forth Lights swept in bars?-"(1§)

| "The Ieart of a Sourdough".
"The Plnes" in “"The Spell of the Yukon'.
Tne Shootlng of Dan MeCrew'.
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Ihe courage and,doggedness of these men is
repoatadly described by Service

"Coldaxr it graow and colder till the last heat
left the earth, )
And tlere In tne greai stark stinness the
balefires glinted and gleamed,
And the wWilld all arocund exulted and shook with
a davilish nmirth,
&nd 1ife was far and forgotten the ghost of
a joy onece dreamaé
 .asserenlong afior hope was gones
Grinned through his bitter angulsh, fought
without let or cease,
Suffering, straining, striving, stumbling,
ling on.
T111 the dogs lay dovm in their traces, and
' rose and staggered and fellj
00...".0ll'IO'OI..".l....0"0".’.'0...0* 3
"The lead=dog freezes in harness - cut him out
of theteamd . . ¢
The lung of the wheel-dog's bleeding - shoot
him and let him lie
- 0n and on with the others - lash them until
they screand
Pull for yaur 1ives, you devilsl? Onl %o halt
- 13 to diao" : L

Sometimeg Service exaggerates: he is not devoid
of faults, of course. For *éar of not belng realistic
enough he becomes crude. The "Ballad of the rand(15)
for instanese is not only crude but a;most sadistically
morbid. The same poen, which is far from being one of

Service's best coniains many other examplesof bad taste,

in "Ballads of a Cheechako",
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as the idea of calling "Tellus" a man of the North or of
compring a clerk to "Apollo" and "Adonis". Surely classi-
cal ecomparisons and references are out of place as are soy
of the archale or too learned expressions that he uges,
When he speaks of the "eoolth of the grove" or when he
thinks of "feasting with the wine of Cyprus™, the artifi-
ciallty 13 much too evident.

Service 1s at his best when he speaks of man and
nature but becomes pretty weak when he pretends to be .
didactic. "Quatrains® (16) for instance is a very poor poev

wvhere modern ideas and ancient language are intermixed witQ
very bad tagte.

"One said: Thy life is thine to make or mar,
To flicker feebly, or to soar, a stars;

It lles with thee -~ the choice is thine, 1s thi
to hit the ties or drive thy auto-car",

| S

Here and there our poet writes bad verses too
as in the case of the following:
"S

he 1s than vwhite-stoled 1ily far more fair" (17,

Sonetimes his over-enthusiastic admirers have choser

to praise poems which in our opinion are not his best, as

the "Crepation of Sam McGee", which undoubtedly contains

good verses but is not in itself a real masterpiece. The

poenm "Grin" (18), an 1mitation of Kipling's "If", is not

fin “The Spell of the Yukon".

"Unforgotten" in "The Spell of the Yukon'.
in "The Spell of the Yukon".




sincere. Service's thought was sincere, perhaps, but th
poel was unable to express it properly, after having sef
bis mind to imitate Xipling. The "Song of the Wage-slav
{19) 1s another example of artificiality. Here again
Service uses words which are ill-adapted to him and to

the subject matter, or are too archale and far-fetched.

So is "The Lure of Litile Voices"(19) an insipid short
poem, full of obsolete expressions.

As we 3aid before our poet is extremely
powerful in describing man and nature together, not as
masterfl but still gocod when he desceribes nmaturs alore

or man alone and rather deficient when he becomes didact
or philosophical, sven pretending to moralige. Not very
good is his poem "The Lone Trail® (2u); the verses are
weal: and he uses a rhetorieal rapetition which 1s rather
nonotonous$ fourteen #erses in succéssion begin with

the word "And"3 and six of them with the words "And some
times ", "Fhe Call of the Wild" (21) 1s also full of |
far-fetched words, with a rhywthm which has no force and

a series of rhetorical questions which ars definitely

artificial.
These are the faults which we have found in

Service's "Canadian™ poems and we think that our pe- -

in "The Spell of the Yulon", . ¢
R in "The Spell of the Yukon".
j also in the "Spell of the Yulon".
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rusal has been complete and our Judgement severe. We have
been unable, however, to find in his poetry such faults
as mignt Justify some of his crities! bitter remarks,
One thing is clear: Service should not have
published all his poems but‘cnly 90 percent of them. No
poet ever published everything he wrote and Service should
have followed the example of the others. But he who 4id
not believe himself to be a poet and who preached sin~
 cerity, could not and would not hide his faults.‘l
- Of course, we don't pretend that Service is
perfect or even a great poet, but we think that only a
"good" poet could write verses like the following:
“"There's a land where the mountains are
: namneless,
And the rivers all run God knows where;
There are lives that are erring and aimless,
And deaths that just hang by a hair;
There are hardships that nobody reckons;
There are valleys unpeopled and still;
There's a land - oh, it beckons and beckons,
And I want to go back - and I will".(22)
or expresslions like :
"God of the trail untrod" (23)
Sometimes his verses are really captivating, and §
one feels an urge to beat the time as when hearing a mili |

tary band :

®) "The Spell of the Yukon".

B) "The Heart of the Sourdough".
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"But, the others, the men of my mettle, the
men who would 'stablish my fame
Unto 1ts ultimate issue, winning me honor,
not shames
Searching my uttermost valleys, fighting each
step as they go,
Shooting the wrath of my rapids, scaling my
ranparts of sncw; ‘
Ripping the guts of my mountains, looting the
_ beds of my creeks
Them will I take to my bosom, and speak as a
mother spealks. :
I am the land that listen, I am ths land that
broods™; (24) -

"The Pines", is a valuable piece of work, that has

something of the pure beauty of the ancient Greeks and

the soncrons music of a Wagner Ouverture.

"On the flanks of the stormegored ridges are
our black battalions massed;

We surge in a host to the sullen coast, and
we sing in the ocean blast;

From empire of sea to empire of snow we grip
our empire fast,

To us was the Northland given, ours to
stronghold and defend

Ours till the world be riven in the cerash of
the utter end;

Ours from the bleak beginning, through the

~ aeons of death-like sleep;

Ours from the shock when the naked rock was
hurled from the hissing deep:

Ours through the twilight ages of weary
glacier creep.

Wind of the East, Wind of the West, wandering
to and fro,

Chant your songs ln our topmost bonghs, that

‘ the sons of men may know

"The Law of the Yukon®.




The peerless pine was the first to come, and
the pine will be last to gold
Pines and plnes and the shadow of pinas a3 farjg
as the eye can 3ea;
Even as now, forever, wards of the wilder
strand
Sentinels of the 3tillnass, lord of the last,
lone land",
These linas couldnt be written by a mere verse-maker
it takes a poet to have a vision of this sort.
One of the most widely known poems of R.W.
Service, perﬁa?s the ﬁbst widely knowny is "The Shooting”,
of Dan McBrew', lere Service, in the sonorous slang of
the zold seekers of the Norih gives us a wonderfﬁl
description of the rough type of nen of the Yukon and
their emoticns. liers we don't see the conflict of man
and nature but men in their typical atmosphere in thelr
own settings. The powsrful portray&l is almost bLreathe-
talring. It is so powerful that none of those who read
it can sincerely say that he hasi't materialized in his|
own nind a elear picture of the shooting of Dan MeGrew.
In fact, Sefvice has a very specilal facuity of describ
ing emotions naturally and vividly.
3cmetimes as in "The Rhyme of the Restless

Ones” ine musical effect i3 remarkably good and the

vers:s flow with extreme ease:




"4nd some of us are climbing on the peak,
And gome of us are camping on the plaing
By pine and palm you'll find us, with never
: claim te bind us -
By track and trail you'll meet us once ag?%gg.
>

*

or

TCan you remenber your huskies all goings
Barking with joy and their brushes in air;
You in your parka, glad-asyed and glowlng,
Monarch, your subjects the wolf and the bear?
Honarcn, your kingdom unravisht and gleamings
Mountains your throne, anmd a river your carj;
Crash of a bull moeose %o rouse you from

: dreamings
Forest your couch, and your candle a star."(26

or azain 3

"The town looked mighty bright to us, with a
buneh of dust to spend,

And nothing was half too good them days, and
everyone was our f{riend.

Winning meant more than nining then, and life
vag & dizzy whirl,”

Very good music is found also in the poer *The
Trail of inetye~eight'"(27)

"The river springs like a racer, sweeps throuch
a gash in the roclky

Butts at the boulder-ribied botton, staggers
and rears at tie shock;

leaps like a terrified nmonster, wrlthes in its
fury and paing '

Then witi: the crash of a demon springg to the
onzat agaln'.

in "The 35pell of the Yulcon',
in "llen of the High orth".
in "Ballads of a Cheechako',




The same 1s true throughout "The Ballad of
Gumboot Den"(28) as in the following lines:
| "I rose at dawn; I wandered on. ‘'Tis

somewhat
fine @nd grand '
To be alone and hold your own in Cod's vast
: _ ~awesome land; o
Come woe or weal, 'tis fine to feel a hundred
: , miles between o
The trails you dare and pathways whore the feest
. ) of men have been",

- In "Clsncy of fhe }Hounted?olice" (28), one of
his good poems, a sudden change of rhythm brings forward
he song of the mad man which sounds 1like music out of a
nightnare or a note incesssantly repeated by a macabre
Land. |

""3ing hey, sing ho, for the 41ce and snow,
And a heart that's aver merry; ‘
et us trim and gsquare with a lover's care
(For why should & man be sorry?) '
4 grave deep, deep, with the moon a=peep, t
A grave in the frozen mould, '
Slng hoy, sing ho, for the winds that blow,
4nd a grave deep down In the ice and snow,
4 grave 1n the land of gold“.

From time to time Robert W.Service flies very
nigh with genuinely lyrieal touches. Very lyrical and
really poétic is "The song of the Campefire'(29)

"Heed me, heed me, I am hungry, I am red=tongued B
: , with desires
Boughs of balsam, slabs of cedar, guamry fagots |
of the pine,
lleap them on me, let me hug them to my eager
heart of f{ire,

in "Ballads of a Cheechako".
En "Riymes ol a rolling stone“.
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Roaring» sSoaring up to heaven as a symbol
and slign,

Bring me knots of sunny maple, silver birch
and tamarack; N

Leaping, sweeping, I will lap them with my

‘ o ardent wings of flame;
I will kindle them to glory, I will beat the
’ darkness backs

O0ften Robert Service becomes romantic and myste-
rious; he seems tc have assinilated some @f ‘he Indian
thought and he reminds us, in a way, of a g}eaf“Canadian
woman-poet: Pauline Johnson.

"The moon was lilke a silent spike that pierced
the sky right through T

The small stars popped and winked and hopped
in vastitudes of blue;

And unto me for company came creatures of the
shade, '

And formed in rings and whispered things that
made me half afraid.

4And strange though be, 'twas borne orr me that
land had lived of 'ipld,

And men had ecrept and slain and slept where
now they toiled for golds;

Through jungles dim the mamnoth grim had sought

. the oozy fen,

&nd on his track, all bent of back, had crawlec
the hairy men. _

And furthermore, strange deeds of yore in this
dead place were done.

They haunted me, as wild and free I roaned
from sun to sung

iiis romanticism, in some cases, is expressed with
very few words, as : | '
"It's the lure of the timeless things" (30),
or
"W1ld and wide are ny borders, stern as death
is my sway
From my ruthless throne I have ruled alone

for a million years and a day".
(31,

The Heart of the Sourdough®
The law of the Yulkon"
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or again :

"On the wild, weird highﬁs, when the Northern
lights shoot up from the frozen zone'(32)

liow simple and effective is this "Bhooting up"
of the Jorthern lights,

The same strange mystéry of primeval times may

be found also in "the Pines", already quoted above:

-~ "Ours from the bleak beginning, through the
: aeons- of dealh-like sleep
Curs from the shock when the naked rock was
hurled from the hissing deep

Ours through the twilight ages of weary glacie:
creep” ., '

Iven in a realistic poem like "The Shooting of

Dan MeCGrew" we find romantie passages:

"The lcy mountains hemmed you in
with a silence you most could hear"

Service is particularly gbod in describing man
and nature in conflict against one another. In the
"Parson'sSon', in a series of brief flashes, he admirably

describes toil, anxiety and fatigue:

"Tweniy years in the Yukon, struggling along
its creeks;

Roaming its giant valleys, scaling its
god-like peaks; :

Bathed in its flery sunsets, fighting its
fiendish cold-.

Iwenty years in the Yulkon. .. twenty years -
and I'm old",

| "The Parson's Son" in
j "The Spell of the Yukon'.
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In "The Pines'" his description of the mountains

1s a truly panoramic vision :

"We spring from the gloom of the canyon's worb §
in the valley's lap we lies

From the white foam-fringe, where the breakers
cringe, io the peaks that tusk the s

We ellmh.‘and we peer in the crag-locked mere
that gleams like a golden eye."

In the ""nootlng of Dan HcGrew", Service shows

power oi description of man and nature, a good deal of

imagery and a realistic portrayal of enotion:

"Were you ever out in the Great Alone, when the
moon was awful clear, |
And the lcy mountains heammed you in with a
- silence you mosi could nears
With only the howl of a timber wolf, and you

camped there in the cold,
A half-dead thing in a siark, dead world, clea

mad for the muck called golds
wWhile high overhead, green, yellow. and red,
the North Lights swept in bars?-

The rapidity of actlon of the scene that follew

ls explained with a few verses which are like a series

of flashes :

‘“Then I ducked my head, and the lights went
out, and two guns blazed in the dark, _
And a woman scregamed, and the lights went up,

and two men lay stiff and stark.
Then everything is c¢alm and s$ill and our'poet

with a simple narrative emphasizes the comtrast with the
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the prééeding scenes

"There are the simple facts of the case, and

I guess I ought to know.

They say that the strangar*uas crazed with
hooch, and I'm not denying it's so.

I'm not wise as the lawyer guys, but sirlctly |
hetwaen us two =

The woman that kissed him and - pinched his
poke - wsa the lady that's knoun as Lou",

Gften Service, who is a master of contrast,

reader in expectation and suspense and ends wit}

a dranatic finale or an emotlonal or humoristic surprise. |
On this *unaxpactod ending i3 based the poem “While the
Bannock Bakes® (33). :

varsaes is

A good daabrﬁptive effect and an easy flow of
found in the "Ballad of the ilorthern Lights"(3%

"We watched the groaning ice wrench free,
crash on with a holliow ding
Hen of the wilderness were we, I{reed from the
taint of sin.
The mighty river snatched us up and it bore us]
swift alongs
The days wers bLright, and the morning light
was sweet with jewelled song.
wWe poled and lined up nameless streans, portald
oter hill and plaing :
We burnt our boat %o save the nails, and bullt
_ our beat againg '
via guassed and groped, Norih, ever Torth, with
- many & twist and turnj;
e saw ablaze in the deathless days the sp@endls
sunsats burn. :
Oter soundless lakes where the grayling nalkes
a rush at the clumsy Ilys

 in "Rhymes of a Rolling Stone".

Bin "Ballads of a Cheechako",
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By bluffs so steep that the hard-hit sheep
falls sheer from out the sky;

By lilied pools where the bull moose cools
and wallows in huge content,

By rocky lairs where the plgeeyed bears peered.
at our tiny tent."

"fhe Ballad of Pious Pete"(35) is a very good
portrayal of a man who has become insane ("the North has
got him" they say in the Yukon) while the "Telegraph
Operator" (39} is a realistic and musical description
of emotion in the solitudes of the Arctic.

"T will not wash my face;
I will not brush my hair;
I "pig" around the place=-
There 's nobody to care.
Nothing but rock and trees
Nothing but wood and stone;
Oh God, it's hell to be
Alore, Alone,Alore!
I feel as if I was
" The only living thing
On all this blighted. earth;.. .,
And so I frowst and shrink,
And crouching by my hearth,
I hear the thoughts I think".

Sone verses like the last one above are particu~
larly effective. Some others are realistic in a very natu
ral and practical way :

YThe beers I didn't want
(I wish I had ‘em now),

Ch, for a loving curse

G e OB O SO SSOGOT e ENs OO0 ONS

Oh, for a friendly fight!"

in "Ballads of a Cheechako".
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The same sadness, the same horror. for soli-
tude is beautifully depicted in the ”Wbodcutter" (36). Thi
poen contains also very oriuipal versev and images:

"Tne s}v 1s like an enva’ope :
One of those blue official things,
And, sealing it, to mock our hope, .
- ‘The moon, a silver wafer, clings,
What shall we find when death gives leave
- To read - our sentence or renrievet"

¢»¢v‘."ao.o-0c---

“Imvoteht as a beetle pierced on the needle
: - of Fate";

® € D9 OO W VOO SO OSIPPVYES

" ".....0h, Death, with thy moistened thumb,
otoop like a petulant schoolboy, wipe me
forever outl"

Similar effects appear in the poem "The Trail
of '98v:

"Waters that"his¢ed digaster®
"Nigﬁt trailed her robe of jewels over
the floo® of the sihy.

A good idea of a rest after a prolomged Iz
tigue is given in "The Rhyme of the Remittance Han".(37)

"THare's a four-nronged buck a-swinging in
the shadow of ny cabin,

ind it roamed the velvet valley £111 to-days

But I tracked it by the river, and I trailed
it in the cover,

¢

jin "Ballads of & Cheechako".
fin "The Spell of the Yukon",




And I killed it on the mountain miles away.
Now 1I've had my lazy supper, and the level sun
is gleaming
On the water where the sllver salrmon playj
And I light my little corn-cob, and I linger,
. N ' softly dreaming,
In the twilight, of a land that's far away®.
How Service understood the feelings of men in
the cold North is shown sometimes in a line or two ¢t

Yot 'tain't being dead - it's my awful dread
‘of the icy grave that pains"(38)

3omotimes our poet is capable of very deqp '
thoushts and vibrant emotions even if they remain ﬁidden
. beneath his realisiic and crude vardes, as in the cése
of “My Friends" (39) where a man half frozen and starved
is brought %o safety by a thief and a murderer who have
to give up their freedon to save his life. |

8imple and purely sentimental is the poem

"Little Mocassins" (39) in which a father mourns his

dead childs
"G ehild, I want to hear you now beside the
- canp=-Lire glow! _
eeefOr there was only you and I, and you were
all to me."
Service can also be very unpredictable. In the g
"Prapper's Christmas Eve" (40) sometimes he is sad, some-

tires rough, sometimes sentimental and sometimes humoristicy

i'The Cremation of San McGee"
in "Ballads of a Chaechako"

in "Rhymes of a Rolling Stone"




Deep sentiment pervades also "The Squaw Man™ (41
This 1s true alse of "Sunshine" and of course of "Barb-
wire Bill", which deseribes one of the most "Canadian®
characters of Service's hooks. | h

Typically‘eanadian is also the personification
of the Worthern Country; which we encounter o often in
his verses and of whiech a good example is given in "Clancyl
of the Mounted Police"(42). o

"Sald the Wild: I will crush this Clancy, 3o
fearless and insolent; .
For him will I loose rmy fury, and blind and’
buftet and beat;
Pile up my snows to stay himj then when his.
©  strenght is spent, ,
Leap on him from my ambush and crush him undsr
‘ my feet. , B
Him will I ring with my silence, compass him
with my cold; - '
Closer and eloser clutch him unto mine icy
breast; o .
Buffet him with ny blizzards, deep in ny snows
enfold, f :
Claiming his life as my tribute, giving my wolve
the rest". -

Typically Caﬁadian tbo.is tihe man of "thg Spell
of the Yukon''so happybgo-lucky, sure of himself and al=-
ways on the go @ |

"Yeat it‘isn't the gold that I'm wantihg

So much as just fiading the gold.
It's the great, blg, broad land ‘way up yonder",

In "Rihymes of a Rolling Stone"
"Ballads of a 8heechalko"

| e
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Very Canadian is also the same freedom-loving
man when he speaks of "the strong life that never knows
harness" and of "the freshness, the freedom, the farness"
of the wilds up Northj Canadian of course is the already
mentioned poem "A Rolling 3tone" (43) which, as we said,
_is a true hyrn to Liberty.

It is not rare to see Service deal masterfully
with metaphore as in describing the peaks of the Rockies:§i

“There where the mighty mountains bare their
fangs unto the moon,

TR Z X RN N N NN N N NN

There where the livid tundras keep their tryst

wlth the tranguil snows;

Thare where the silences are spawned, and the

1ight of hell=fire flows

Into the bowl of tne nidnight sky, violet, arbe

and rose”. (44%)

A colorful symbolism decorates artistically the
threads of the sonorous verses. One of the most widely
known qualities of his versas is in fact their sonorousns
the easy flow, the powerful imitative harmony and the el
Tective alliteration.

Aithough we do not wish to Insist too much on B
these gualities, which could be called virtues of verse-

writers and not necessarily of a poet, we would like to

 in "Rhymes of a Rolling Stone®

| 'The Heart of the Sourdough"
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recall some verses from the "Heart of the Sourdough" which

are indeed full of powerful sounds ¢

8T have clinched and closed with the naked
Torth, I have learned to defy and defend

Shoulder to shoulder we have fought it out -
yvet the ¥ild must win in the end".

The same sonorousness is in the "Law of the

Yukon¥ 3

"Sand not your foolish and feeblej send me your
strong and your sane = o

3trong for the red rage of battle; sane, for I

: harry then sorej

Send me men girt for the combat, men who are gri
to tihe corey

3wift as the panther in triumph, filerce as the
bear in defeat, .

3ired of a bulldog parent, stesled in the furna

heat',
and in the "Shooting of Dan McGrow" :

"Tn 2 bueckskin shirt that was glazed with dirt
ne sat, and I saw him sway",

This verse is repeated towards the end of the
ballad as a refrain,a very effective lyrical repetition

wynich gives unity to the poen.

A very good example of easy flow of verses is

the poem "Death in the Arctic’ (#5) whieh has the typleal:

Service drarmatic end.

5) in "Bhymes of a Rolling 3tone'.



Of imitative harmony and alliteration Service's
poems are full, but seme Tarses are pariticularly good as
"and the crunch, crunch, crunch as their

snowshoes sank through the crust of the
' hollow snow" (46)

or

"Just think of how we've poled all day up this
strange little stream" (47),

and 8jso:

"Featureless, formless, forsaken, scented by
wolves in their flight",

a verse which is also full of imegery. There is also:

"Crooking the toe in the trigger, trying
to patter a prayer", .

or,

"Lost, like a louse in the burning....or else i
the tented town

Seeking a drunkard's solace, sinking and sinkirg
down"; (48)

One of the more unknown characteristic of Servieg
is his humour whieh is sdmetimes a little sharp or grim,
if not bitter:

"iiave you ever sat by a frozen corpse that looks
at you with a grin,

And that seens tc say: - You may &

{1 all day, bhig
you'll never jam me 1n,"(h§§ |

| 'My Friends" in "DBallads of a Cheechako"
| “Wnile the Bannocl: Bakes"

| "The Law of the Yukon"
) "The Ballad of BLlasphemous Dili"
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Very good humour is to be found in the "Ballad §
of ard-luck-Henry" (50) which is a naturally flowing
poen, beautifully and simply tolds in the genuinely a-:

musing tale "the Cow~juice Cure" (51) and in the slang ver
ses of "the Baldness of Chewed-Ear",

Almost all of his "Spell of the Yukon" poems,
the "Ballads of Cheechako" and the "Rhymes of a Rolling'
Stone" are good Canadilan poetry.

Realistlc and sometimes even crude, full of
sentiment but never morbid, often dramatic and flashing .
bﬁt always simple and sincere, Service was able to deseri
with sonorous verses, accentuadled by imitative harmony
and alliteration, the tough and rough Sourdough and his -
toils and hardships in the Canadian Torth, sometimes

reaching lyrical effects of real artistic value.

in "Ballads of a Cheechako"

in "Rhymes of a Rolling Stone"
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SERVICE, THE CAN4DIAN POET

How that we have completed our perusal of the
"Canadian" part of Robert W.Servicé's poerns,we ﬁuét cone
to a econclusion. Is he really‘a poet?

Cur answer is definitely affirmative. We have
thoroushly examined hils work»and we believe that we'héve
found that he possesses all the qualitlies which are

necessary to a poet,

We should now enguire what the critiecs thought
or think about his poetical gualitles. Do they ccensider
him a poet? Do they classify him as Canadian?®

Lionel Stevenson seems %o share our views and
his enthusiasm goes very far in pralsing the "virile and
picturesque" verse of Robert Service.

M ereseosseathe femptation ig irresistible to discover

a Canadian Byron in Robert 3Service”, he writes, "lNot onl;j
in nis chronological place in the novement, uui in

the nature and extent of hls popular appeal, Service

atands in Canadian poetry as Byron stood in the romantic

revival, "Songs of a Sourdougn" won an enthusiastic
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audience throughout Canada and the United States....Tha
violence of the adjectives, the crude satire of the refer
ences to men of formal civilisation, give an almost -
vigsual picture of the couniry's naked grandeur... In the
"Shooting of Dan HeGrew', "The Cromation of Sam MeGee™,
"The Ballad of the Black Fox Skin"....the condensation
enforced by the versified gethod ard the potent emphasis
of the rhyme, givae the additional force that makes them
geruinely pre-eminent. 4 touch of grim humour and a neet
copennd of alliterative phrase are further alds to ef-

fectiveness. (1)

There seems to be no doubt that Lionel Stevens«t
belleves that Serviee 1s a poaet and a good one.
hat he is g poety "Encyclopedia Americana®
seems to be certai_n too as ’Service igs simply mentioned
as an "Anglo=-Canadian poet and author'.(2)
Lorne Albert Pierce, in his "Outline of Ca-.-
madian Literaturae" speaks of 3ervice in tlie following terms:
"Whatever may be sald of his poetry he made a
section of the Horth in the pionser days live for many pec-
Ple...de has limned in vivid and cccasionally vulgar =
phrase a menorable picture of strong men, mastering
rassions.and a malignant climate. Some of his descriptions
are nemorable. He sketches with a vigorous abandon and

achieves some striking effects”.

"'rom “"Lppraisals ol Canadian Literalture”
"The ° Bncyclopedia Americana”, 1940
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Plerce does not appear to be a real admirer
of Service of whom he eriticises many aspects, but he
recognizes thats
"Service........having to hand the popular anapestic,
galloping verse=-form popularized by Kipling, addes . his
own syncopating and barbarous alliteration. With a

keen eye for the dramatlic human element and a grim sense
of humour and aimfng at the man in the street he beats
out his violent lines".

Few, however, are the profassional critics wholl
have understood and admired Service's poetry. |

V.B. Bhodenizer, in his "lHandbook of Canadian
Literature" gives us a piqture of the works of our poet'
which is allegedly impersonal and fair but which sounds
to us to be biased by the very atmosphere of a sort of
“Kulturcampf" by which the literary critic is usually
obsessed:

YHis work resembles that of Kipling, nis
avowed favourite author, in close observation with the
"ppimal facts of life and in the vivid, incisive diction]
in which he expresses his observations. Unlike his master
except in the few early poems that artistically reflect
ﬁhe spirit of the lorth, he rafely rises éo the level

of poetry, and that for two reasons. To his material

often sordidly and brutally realistlic he does not apply
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tha prirciple of selection, which 1s necessary to produ
- good realistic or aven nﬁturalistic proze fiction, |

still more so to produce good poetry. Again, because of

his fatal facility in popular metres and his lack of

artistic conselence, he rarely attains formal excellencef§

The appeal lles in the broad human sympathy and the -
sense of reality that characterizes his material and in the

irresistible sweep of his unpolished rhythms".

The writer would like to remark that he found'>
some crude verzes in Sorvice's poems, but never a mate-;
rial which is “often sordidly and brutally realistic".
wWe think tnat ViB. Rhodenizer was probably easily shocke
or ignored the violent and crude descriptions of other |
poets, for instance the old classical poets.

A3 far as "artistic conscience" 1s concerned
we can scarcely wnderstand why Rhodenizer should say tha
Service is totally deprived of it, unless the ecritie
thinks that art should never describe the unpolished
beauty and the nagnificent "horrid" of nature and man
at grips. He admits, however, that our poet had numerous

iritators and a recognition of Service's importance 1is

implieit in the titles of the chapters of Rhodenizer's
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"Handbook"
" = Other poets, to Service"

" « Poats since Service",

We have never heard before of a bad varse.writer who had
the honour of beling comsldered a milestone in Literature.

Perhaps one of the causes of Service's unpopu-

"lority with the crities is his immense popularity with the
mgsses. Seven editions of "Songs of a Sourdough"” were
printed even before the book was published and he has beez;
anthologizé@Adand even parodied perhaps more than any
other writer, _

The most bitter attack on Service is the one
which we find in Logan & French's "lighways of Caradian
Literature" wiere Service ahd his imltators are called ,
the "Vaudeville School", a "decadent interim” in Canadian |
Literature, a poetry yhich appeals to 'popular or vulgar B
taste",

) Here again the critie resents the popularity
which rewarded Service's work. Why? If we are permitted
to "eriticise the critic" may we suggest that in these

modern times beauty and its apprecilation in its various

forms seems to have become the monopoly of a few.

It was not so0 in the o0ld times. The ancient Greek
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poets were judged and crowned by the general public in
the open theatres and even today is it not the public
audlence whieh decides by 1ts cheers and its silences
(in some countries, its "boos") of the artistic value of
music¢, drama and art in general?

Dante and Shekespeare are known and loved by
the masses. Homer's poens (if Homer ever existed) were
sung fron éity to city, from village to village, by the
travelling'bards of the-time. ‘

But Logan & French think that Service's poetry
is a kind of "entertainment which appeals to popular or
vulgar or low taste in verse", tﬁat it is a "sublimatiop
of the technique of emotional vividness, to the exclusion
of all regard for the intrinsic and aesthetic beauty and
moral dignity of poetry.......Let no one call it poetry",
they write about "The Shooting of Dan MeGrew", and again:
""As soon as Serviée attempts to employ another rhythm...
the results are disastrous....a singular example of this
kind of weakness and fallure in Service is his "My Hadon-
na" in which he alms consclously and seriously to achieve

a tour de force in religious sentiment..."

It seems to us that the wish to criticize and
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conderm Service's postry blinds the eyes of tae critie.
In fact, it appears plainly clear to the normal reader
that the noet never pretended %o shcw. in his "y
.adonna", any mystic sentiment or even religious belief
The poen might very well have been written by an atheis
What Service wﬁnted to:do_was to idealize a Qoman :

"I painted her as she might have been
If the worst had been the best"

and incidentally may we be allowed to say that these ar
very effective and beautiful verses, even if Service
"attempted to employ another rhythm", The results are
far from "disaétrous“.

Logan & French say sympathetically that:"the
armazing and pathetic fact about Robert Servigce is that.
he really possessed authentic poetic genius, and some- -
times did write pure poetry.....some of hils verse 1s genu
nely postical, charged with pure beauty and poetic sig-

nificance. How passiohately expressed in lively color-
images and pervasive vowel and alliterative rusic, and
how philosophically interpreted 1s nature in hia poem
*The Mountein and the lake". In that posnm Jervice has
given us an arresting and memorable picture of pure bea
ty in ¥ature, It is beautiful and unforgettable because

‘3%t has poetic style®.




Again we disagree with Logan & Frenchj we think
that "The Mountain and the lake" 1s not one of Service's
best poems. | .

Besides, why say that a poem is beautiful if it
has poetic “style'"? What do our critics mean by that? We
contend that a poem, a piece of music, a picture, a lake,
a forest, a sunset are bsautiful, or not, if they are ca-]
pable, or not, to stir our ownsoul, if they can produce
upon us a strong and lasting impression, 1f they can cap-

ture and keep our thought and imagination away from 21l
other things, so much that we may forget for an instant
the rest of the world. Tiais is art.

ne professional critic was invented affer the
great masters produced their work of art and after the
crowds of common people admired thesa. Such artists were
praised because they expressed in an original and powerfu. 
way some aspect of life and some feelings of their own
souls,

The trouble is that some of the ecrities, who
by themselves would have never been able %o understand
beauty, have learned from books only to Jdiscern what i3
artistically beautiful. This artificial training which

becomes a pattern and doesn't leave anything to persord

initiative and taste may not show its weakneas when the
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object of criticism is a master of the past, about whom
other and better works of criticism are available, but
. Whenever a ﬁodern artist is considered the system 3hdw3
fissures and craclks. Actually "The Modntaiﬁ and the
Lake" leaves us practically unmoved., It contains = few
.beauﬂ@ful expressions and some music, but the wvalue of
this éoem can be compared to a §£gg_"landseape" painting
and doesn't posses the power aﬁd strength of a truly
“ereative" work. |
Strangely enough one of the iwo authors who
collaborated in the book "Highways of Canadian Litera-
ture'iDonald G.French, wrote quite differently about
Serviece's poetical works in the Globe HMagazine: "The
reason of the popularity of this poetry mey be sﬁmmed u
almost in a word - 1t pictures human life. For, after
all, nature worship or classiec lore, ethiics or obtuse
philosophy grow stale ahd flat when used continually
as the basis of literary emotions, but every human being
who has not become a conventicnalized fossil, always
will be movel by the passions and moods of the surging,
restlaess, primitive even animal spirit of humanity that

permoates Service's poems",
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Pafhabs,the chapter on Service was written
only by Logan and not at ail by Frencn; At any rafe Qe‘(
think that the eritic night have underétood Service,
had hc cared to read the following lines, taken from
his- béok "Harper of Hgéven". in which our poet tells

with great modesty and eviient sincerity what he %inks

of his work;

'"I ar a professional ink-slinger and nost of
my life I have made my biead and butter by my pen...l
have no foolish illusions as to its importance.....we
who are>aprats and don't matter.....in expressing the best
that is in us we are keeping a;ive the penlus of the
race".

Well, Serviece is definitely modest, too modest,
e 45, of course, a professional writer who made his
bread and butter by his pen. Does this mean that he
cammot be a poeti? How did Virgll and liorace make the

bread and butter lavishly supplied by Augustus and lMoe=-

caeras? liow did Dante pay the hospltality which he re-

ceived in the Ghibelline castles?

let us use our own reason, at least for a

whalle. When did 3Service become & professicnal writer?
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When his poems oﬁtained such'a succesg that he could ive»
on the royilties. Why d4q hé ob ta*n such an 1mnense
popular¢ty? Because his poems ware admirad and undarstood
by the masses. aat iike ths works of many other g*eau
poats, becausa he uas able "by the vigorous humanlty of
his subjecis and the siﬁplicity of his form‘to‘attract:
rany thousands who would not open books of Yric Verses" ( 3“‘~).
-ue poets who are 3%ill understood nowadays by thg
lower classes terd to bring literature back to 1ts ori-

gin and the simplo and slmost primitive ideas ard vorses

are always alives yesterday, today or tomorrow, Just<éa
Eomer's poetlry 13 still as alive as it was thousands of
¥8ars agoe Some artist mizht ezperience a phase of ob—“
livion; 1t 13 usually so in a period of general decadenca,.
It might be that Pablo Plcasso so worshipped today by
the Yexpertd’ and so little undorstood by the masses will ||
ba completely forgotten in a2 hundred year:, but the sine
corify -« even if somelimes melodramatic and impression-
istic - of Alasgssandro lagnasco make this painter as great
in the XXth century as he was in the XVIIIth.

Is Service's poelry "vaudeville"? Rossinl's
"ariviere di Siviglia" was called “Vaudeville" by the

critics and when the opera was booed by thenm he walked on

Ke Brown "On Cana:dilan Poeiry"
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the stage and applauded. In spite of the lack of
"artistic style" and in spite of its having been initiale-
ly snubbed by the erities, Rossini'’s opera 1is as brilliant
and gay and alive today as it was a hundred years ago.

But Logan & French insist:"When the western
or Yukon poets published their verses the newness of: ]
their themes and their naive disregard of teehinical nice;‘
ties were mistaken in the East for originality, vigor,
freshness and breeziness in art and were welcomed and read
by all classes of CanadianSe.... their verses far from '
being examples of genuine orLglnality......exerplify the
total absence of art.....totally devoid of the chaste
spaech, lovely 1mage§y, dulcet music and exquisite emotion
which constitute the poetry".

"Technical niceties", "chaste speech", "dulcet
rmusic",....Very well then, let us all get dressed in pink
and go and shed t1e nost tender and %$itillating teara on
a little dead canary and on his puritaniec and unfortuﬂate

mistress! Poor old good poets of old, whom we loved in

I our youthl Dear old Homer, how did you dare to be as
unchaste as to say that Laertes "never slept" with Bury-

cleia "for he shunned the wrath of his wife"(4). How could

he Odyssey, I, 429 et segg.
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you, Virgil, write such undulcet amd so horribly sonorous
verses as S
¥e.osac venti, velut agmine faeto,

qua dafa porta ruunt et terras turbine
' perilant.

Insequitur clamorque virum stridorque rudent

€3
How could you, Dante Alighieri, ever dare to sa

of the demons (Inferno, Canto 21st) :

"....first had each of them stuck out his tongu
Between his teeth, as signal to their leader
And he had made a trumpet of his rump".

How could Shakespeare pronounce such words as @
"Finger of birth-strangled babe

Diteh-delivered by a drab®
(Macbeth,t.1.30)

or

"-Aroint thee, witch - the runp~-fed ronyon crie
(Macbeth, 1:3.6:

Homer, Virgil, Danﬁe and Shakespeare are indeed no
poets, if a poet must -~ according to Logan and French -
write only about "whatsoever is lovely in Nature or noble
in 1ldeas". The conclusion obviously would be that the

Iliad 1s no work of art, being the recital of the elopmen

Verg. Aeneid. Lib. I, '/ et serg.
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of Helen and Paris, the description of the quarrels of
Achilles and Agamemnon oﬁer Brigels etc., etc. Let us
discard from our bobkshelf Sophocies' Tragedies just
because they deal with the horrible events and deeds in
Oedipus' family. Let us not allow Clitemnestira's or Lady
MaecBeth's bloody hands to haunt any more our imagination
in our lonely nights.:

Besides - according to Logan & French - "tliere
was no appeal on the part of Servicé to the spirit... to
the religicus imaginatién". We believe, on the cortrary,
that Service's‘poems almost always describe'the‘Victofy
of the spiritual forces over the weakness of nerely physi

eal strength and that most of his pdetry contains ~for
those who can read- a moral doctrine of loyalty, honésty
and generosity; There 1s much mofe spiritual appeal in
"Bapbewire Bi1l" than in most of the pansy perfumed poems
which Lcgan & French seem to admire. Service, of course,
is not the devout puritanic type, but when Barb-wire Bill
found |

"No place was there to snub the raft......
he......5erved instead"

our poet says

¥Say, boys! I'm not the pious brand but - I
Just tried to pray!l”
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and 3
"avesethus was Love conqueror of death,
and life for 1ife was givens

And though no saint on earth, d'ye think
Bill's squared hisself with Heaven?

A virile and siﬁcere thanksgiving to God is
algo contained in "A Rolling Stone"” when after expressi
“his love for the Yorthera Country the poet says ¢

"0 bedy, heart and brain of me
Praise Him Who made it all".

We should now conclude by saying that a writer
who, like 3ervice, has a distinet message ard an origi-A
nal thought to deliver and does it in g form which is
capable of stirring up powerful emotions in our souls
and of vividly portraying the lorthern lands and men ié '
definitely a writer who ﬁossesses artistic qualities
to a high degree. When a writer delivers a real message
and an original thought 1n verse, he is usualily called
a poet; when his verse, like music, (for poetry is also J
nusic) possesses harmony, melody and rhythm, we say that]
he is a good poei. There are of course different kinds
of musie. Sweet Gounod's Ave Maria doesn't sound like
Valityrie Cavalecade, but both are good pieces of nmusic,

Gervice's poetry does not resemble Carman's or Lampman's

but is still good Canadian poeiry.
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Canadian? Can Service be called "Canadian"%
Lionel Stevenson in hils "Appraisals of Canadian Litera=
ture" after having praised Service's works shates that
"the Canadlian Literature dealihg with the Forth cannot
be classified as representative of Canadian 1life" as it
"depiets isolated conditions which prevailed at certain
perlods and which have é certain historic value" and goes)
on and on as if he were ashaped - as a Canadian - to
admit that the Yorth Land is part of Canada.

Rhodenlzer states that>89rvice "eoerecords a
phase of life not typically but only ftransiently and
accidentally Canadian".. o

Logan & Frereh insist that "these poens must
not be regarded as typieally Canadlan =~ they crystallize
a phase of Canadian life, but it is a phase which has
become Canadian by accident of circunstances®.

Let us say gulte plainly that we do not agree
at all., Take tine "Ballads of a Cheechake", the "Rhymes
of a Rolilng Stone" or "The Spell of the Yukon" and read
these poems to a man who has never heard of Service or
of the Yukon, but has heard of Canada in general (ard
thls i3 a case for the average Buropean reader)land you

will see that this man will immediately recognize Service's |

nature and characters ss typieally Canadian and that
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they cannet belong teo any other part of the world, Even
«if the natural setting night belong to some other Contiad

nent, the characters cannot ve but Canadian.

Strangely enough, however, the Canadian crities
sometimes rasenf that this Country should be ldentified,
in the minds of foregners, as a Northern Land of forest
and lakes, It is a kind of inferiority complex for which
there is no justification whatscever. Some would like
to see Carada full of old English cathedrals, of SeottisH

or french castles and even of Roman bridges and ruins or’

at least they would like to be able to say that the Ca=»--
nadian cities are the best of all Countfies: We have even
read in the Ottawa newspapars that the capital of Canada,
. after the Greber plan is executed, will be the most
beautiful city of the world.
This is of course ridiculous. Canada is a new
Country and we cannot prétend to show here the arcnhitectyu
ral masterpleces that have 5een accumulated in Burope by -
generations of artists. Let us not forget that London and
Paris were cities already at the time of the Romans and
that Rome was bullt, as we believe, in the vear 753 B.C.

In due course, the Canadian cities, will be.
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comreally beautiful and in a few centuries they will
have their old moauments to witrness the geniua and skill

of the uanadian artists.,

For the time bein g, ho oweveyr, let ns be proud of
what we have and thereis ample matter to be proud of. ilere
is a magnificent land, almost unlimited 1n space, with
a luxuriant forest populated by a mysterious wild lifs,
lakes teeming with fish, a glorious sky vwhich sometimes
displays the glory of the forthern L’igﬁts snd rivers‘wﬁich
reflect that same marvellous sky. Fron ithe nisty coasts |
of !Hewfoundland and lfova 3cotia, tarouph the cliffs ard
rocks of the Gaspé and the Sagzusnay, by the majestic -

waterways of the St.lawrence and the Oreat Lakes, through
the prairies whose generous boscm could yield nourishnent
for almost a third of this planet, up to the helights of
tite Rockles and dewn to the gipgantiec firs of the Pacifle
slope,"a mari usque ad mafem“, this country of Canada
disnlays 1ts poverful beauty, t all aloﬁg the way, North]|
6f tie land through which clvillization has progressed,
iies the mysterious Wild, beiter known sometimes to the
Foreigner than it 1s to the Canadlan; the Romantlc iTorth

where the sudden charging of the noose breaks the silences



73)

of the woods, where the monstrous owl scares the bear
cub, where the trout jumps in la&es never mapped by man
and the famlshed wolves follow stubbornly and silently
the track of the Caribou. It is the land of the trapper
and the lumberjack, of the miner, the Indian and the
EsPimo, the land which is still full of promise, the
land of great expectations. |

There the better part of humanit; lives in
constant siruggle with the ale"ents, men whose blood run
red’and fast, undaunted by perils, die-hards of the Nort

Let us be proud of this beautiful Country and of
its marvellousznén, let us be 5r6ud of what is so differ
ent fron all otier parts of the world, 1) original and
so definitely Canadian. '

Those who criticized Service's poems made thé
mistake of considering them as "poems of tne Yux on" or
"Of the Gold Rush" and they did not realize that they
afe, in fact, poems of the Gahadian North even if they
were written at the dawn of the XXth Century at Whitg-
horse and Dawsorn. _

The Yorth today is still the same and still
wild. 4 few more settlements and a few thousand miles of
rallway tracks nﬁghf haVé“éppeared since the times of

Service. But vhat is this in comparison with the Great

wilae
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Np great change has occurred for the trapper
and the pioneer, not merely since the gold rush,»bﬁf sinc
-the times of Mackenzle and Samuel Hearne., If it is
true that the migsionaries and the government officials
now reach_their:Northérn‘destination.on the wings of the
winds, the man who lives permanently up No;th sti;l tra-

vels with.snowshoes'and dog sleigh, 5

- 4nd what about Service's characters? Are they
Canadian? The writer met the Canadlan: boys long before
he read Service's‘poems‘and one of the reasons why he
later appreciated Service's poetry was because the charag
% ers . porirayed are so much like the men he met. For
the men which Service describes are the same men who for
centuries and with indomitable courage cut their way
through the primeval foreét and paddled fheir birch bark
canoes up river to the conquest of a splendid empire,
Thelr virtues and faults are the same virtues and faults
which mdde the Canadian either worshipped or hated just
a few years ago on the shores of the Adriatic and on the
plains of Holland.

Daring, virile, full of energy, bursting with

muscles and health, red-blooded, formidable drinkers,

outspoken, cursing and swearing, afraid of nothing except
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of looking sentimental or simply kind hearted, hiding
their good qualitles under their grim humour and scorn,
violent in thelir reactions, often blased and injust, furi-
ous in their hate, passionate in their love, but always
dncere, generous and loyal amd what is really importaht
with a heart of goid and an almost unlimited possibility
to love, these are the truly Canadian men which we met

in Europe during the war. These same Canadian characters
are portrayed with striking resemblance by Robert W.
Service.

The critics might say however that Service cannot
be considered a Canadian poet because he wasn't born in
Canada or he didn't spend all his life here. A poet belongs
to a Country if he writes in its language and about 1its
nature and men and if that part of his poetry which deals
with that Country is the most important part of his works.

Service wrote about Canada's nature and man in

the language of Canada, and not the language of Englandj

his "Canadian™ poetry is not only the best part of his
works but that part which makes him worthy of being

called a poet and a good one. If he lived here only twenty
years or so, he seems to have understood an& loved Canada,
far better than some of those who wére born in the

Dominion and spent their entire life in this Country.

-
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- We think, therefore, that we can safely say
that our poet stands as a defiﬁite”figure in Canadian
Literature and ihat “because he made the raw, ploneser
North live vividly for people of all kinds and classes,

Sepvice remains one of Canada's most popular poets™.(6)

} Clara Thomas in "Canadian lovelists"
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