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EDITOR’S NOTEBOOK  

We are several months on now from the ASLE conference in Victoria, where I had the pleasure to 
meet with many ALECC members, and it occurs to me that perhaps Richard Pickard is just starting to 
recover from organizing such an extensive program. But there is no slowing down: Richard will be 
President of ALECC in January 2010, and will be leading us into ALECC’s inaugural conference at Cape 
Breton University in August.  Pamela Banting will be ALECC’s first ever Immediate Past President, 
while Cate Mortimer-Sandilands will serve as our new VP; as well, we have new and returning 
Executive members. We wish all Council members the best during this transition. Our email listserv 
also continues to grow, and we encourage all readers to contribute to ALECC’s continued existence by 
filling out a membership application.

One of the themes that was impressed upon me during the ASLE conference had to do with the 
necessity of sorting out the broad, abstract thing we call the environment from the particular 
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complex relationships that actually exist between such things as grizzly bears, horseshoe bats, arable 
grasslands, and bitumen tailing ponds. Neil Evernden’s call from The Natural Alien, that “there can 
only be an environmental crisis in a society that believes in environment” (125), echoed often 
through my mind in Victoria, yet I wonder how successful ecocritics have been at what perhaps 
should be our ultimate goal: learning not to believe in the environment. Or at least, learning to 
question the assumption that the environment is something other than a highly influential construct. 
While I sympathize with S.K. Robisch’s concern in the new ISLE (16.4), that ecocritical theory which 
dismisses nature as a human construct “has conveniently eliminated any demonstrated ecological 
knowledge as a requirement for ecocriticism,” and actually promotes the exploitation of ecosystems, 
I suspect that over-reliance on broad terms like nature and environment leads down the same path.
If some of the best responses to this problem are those that pay close attention to specific, local sets 
of relationships, then the contributors to this issue of The Goose are leading by example.

Poetry by Ian LeTourneau bears witness to plastic-choked fish washing up from the Pacific Ocean, and 
reveals the inevitability of witness-bearing itself; in an overwhelming world the poet must become a 
“Watchman.” Rod Schumacher takes our Regional Feature to the grasslands of southern 
Saskatchewan as seen through the lens of his new novel, Baptism by Mud, and returns with a sense 
that the traditional wilderness narrative may never be the same. This issue also sees the launch of a 
new interview feature with an illuminating conversation with Nancy Holmes, who discusses her 
landmark collection Open Wide a Wilderness and the journal Lake, and draws a nuanced picture of 
the diversity of Canadian nature poetry. And in the Graduate Network, Mike Pereira consults with 
Wilfrid Laurier University’s Michael Moore to reveal ongoing ecocritical work at Laurier.

Outside of The Goose, many exciting new publications by ALECC members are making their way into 
physical and digital print. Adam Dickinson and Madhur Anand have edited Regreen: New Canadian 
Ecological Poetry, appearing from Your Scrivener Press. Melody Hessing’s Up Chute Creek: An 
Okanagan Idyll is being published by the Okanagan Institute in a limited edition of signed copies. Kit 
Dobson’s Transnational Canadas: Anglo-Canadian Literature and Globalization is now available from 
Wilfrid Laurier University Press. Brian Bartlett has won the Milton Acorn People’s Poetry Award for 
The Watchmaker’s Table. Pamela Banting, who has now received full professor tenure, has 
contributed invited chapters to several new books: “Magic is Afoot: Hoof Marks, Paw Prints and the 
Problem of Writing Wildly” appears in Animal Encounters edited by Tom Tyler and Manuela Rossini; 
“From Grizzly Country to Grizzly Heart: The Grammar of Bear-Human Interactions in the Work of 
Andy Russell and Charlie Russell” appears in Wild Words: Essays on Alberta Literature edited by 
George Melynk and Donna Coates; and “Deconstructing the Politics of Location: The Problem of 
Setting in Prairie Fiction and Nonfiction” appears in West of Eden: New Approaches in Canadian 
Prairie Literature edited by Sue Sorensen. Susie O’Brien’s “Anti-Fascist Gluttons of the World Unite! 
The Cultural Politics of Slow Food” will appear in Cultural Autonomy: Frictions and Connections from 
UBC Press in 2010. Michael Healey, Travis V. Mason, and Laurie Ricou have co-authored “‘hardy/and 
unkillable clichés’: Exploring Meanings of the Domestic Alien,   Passer domesticus  ”   in ISLE 16.2 (2009). 
Stephanie Posthumus’s “‘Deux truites frémissant flanc à flanc’: le structuralisme et l’écologisme chez 
Michel Tournier” appears in Dalhousie French Studies 85 (2009). Joanna Dawson’s “‘A Moon Without 
Metaphors’: Memory, Wilderness, and the Nocturnal in the Poetry of Don McKay” appears in the 
Journal of Ecocriticism 1.2 (2009). Roxanne Harde’s “Better Friends?: Marshall Saunders, Humane 
Education, and Animal Rights” is forthcoming in Jeunesse: Young People, Texts, Culture. Dianne 

ISSUE 6 FALL 2009 5                THE GOOSE

http://jeunessejournal.ca/index.php/yptc
http://ojs.unbc.ca/index.php/joe/article/viewFile/116/223
http://ojs.unbc.ca/index.php/joe/article/viewFile/116/223
http://french.dal.ca/Publications/DFS.php
http://isle.oxfordjournals.org/cgi/content/extract/16/2/281
http://isle.oxfordjournals.org/cgi/content/extract/16/2/281
http://isle.oxfordjournals.org/cgi/content/extract/16/2/281
http://isle.oxfordjournals.org/cgi/content/extract/16/2/281
http://myuminfo.umanitoba.ca/index.asp?sec=1238&too=100&dat=10/10/2009&sta=3&wee=2&eve=8&npa=20352
http://www.cmu.ca/cmupress.html#new
http://www.cmu.ca/cmupress.html#new
http://www.aupress.ca/index.php/books/120153
http://www.brill.nl/product_id27853.htm
http://www.gooselane.com/book/9780864925084
http://www.wlupress.wlu.ca/Catalog/dobson.shtml
http://www.okanaganinstitute.com/publications/upchutecreek.php
http://www.okanaganinstitute.com/publications/upchutecreek.php
http://www.yourscrivenerpress.com/default.asp?id=2055
http://www.yourscrivenerpress.com/default.asp?id=2055
http://books.google.ca/books?id=pPBeaElorjsC&lpg=PA117&dq=evernden%20natural%20alien&pg=RA1-PA125#v=onepage&q=&f=false


Chisholm’s “The Nomadic Experiment of a Steppe Land Flaneuse” is forthcoming in Wagadu: A  
Journal of Transnational Women’s and Gender Studies 8 (Fall/Winter 2009). After winning the 
Wildcare Tasmania Nature Writing Prize, Maureen Scott Harris’s essay “Broken Mouth: Offerings for 
the Don River, Toronto” now appears in Island 118. Harris also has poetry appearing in Regreen: New 
Canadian Ecological Poetry, and in A Green Anthology for Anna McCoy edited by David Clink, as well 
as an essay and poems in the forthcoming Green Issue of CV2. Theresa Kishkan's new novel, The Age 
of Water Lilies has been released, and Diane Guichon’s interview of poet derek beaulieu appears in 
Matrix 83.

Finally, this issue of The Goose marks the last one for Mike Pereira, who is stepping down from his 
role as editor after four years. As one of The Goose’s founding editors, Mike has been integral to the 
creation and evolution of ALECC’s online presence, and has been the driving force behind our 
Graduate Network feature. We thank Mike for his dedication, and wish him all the best in future 
projects.

As always, if you have comments on The Goose or if you would like to contribute a review or propose 
a featured article, please contact us. I hope you enjoy this issue.

~ PAUL HUEBENER

(top)
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EDGE EFFECTS  

featuring

IAN LeTOURNEAU

From a manuscript in progress, tentatively called Interregnum
Ian LeTourneau’s poetry has appeared in numerous magazines and anthologies. His MA thesis
—“Brash Postcards from the Wilderness: Don McKay’s Ecopoetry”—was completed in 2003 at the 
University of New Brunswick. He moved to Alberta in the fall of 2004, just in time for “Ralphbucks.” 
His first book, Terminal Moraine, was published in 2008 by Thistledown Press. He teaches English 
Composition at Athabasca University. He is currently VP of the Writers Guild of Alberta Board of 
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Directors. He lives and works in Athabasca with his wife, son and cat.

Ian LeTourneau writes, “I like the metaphorical implications of Interregnum, because we're kind of at 
one environmentally, politically and socially. I'm also interested in the actual historical interregnum, 
because I can trace my family back to that period, and specifically back to the Stuart monarchs. I'm 
still wrestling with that, but I suspect there will be a long poem as the centrepiece of the book.”  

Interregnum is just that, a moment for pause, a paused reflection on the past and a wary eye set on 
the future. Yet, suspended between such temporal  contemplation, LeTourneau's attention holds 
readers in a present transformed by place names, imagination, the material, and the quotidian.  We 
can only hope that Ian LeTourneau's grappling does produce a long poem; this sampling, to borrow 
Owen Percy's comment of  Terminal Moraine,  “is, plainly, too short. This is to say nothing of the 
consistent quality of the writing herein other than one wishes for more of it.”

Charles I, King of England, from Three Angles

At first glance Van Dyck’s portrait reveals

What looks like three men of court gathered.

But these are all Charles, posed from three angles. 

Sent to Rome as blueprint for a commissioned 

Bust. He’s in the middle of his personal 

Rule, but doesn’t look defiant; rather, 

He’s stoic, weary, disinterested—

Not a bit of tyrant shows. He looks right, 

Left and head-on. Into versions of the future 

That are more numerous than three. 

But he is of one mind: resolve to protect 

Divine rights. Three times asked to plead; three 

Times refused. He could never guess the ending 

We know. The famous head. One precise blow. 
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Place de la Concorde

As the smooth paths of the Tuileries morph

into cobblestones, heaved and uneven, 

my son sleeps. His stroller rattles over

several lanes of Parisian traffic

and through many layers of history, 

moving towards a crowd that anticipates

an execution. But the only spectacle 

is the civic workers who hose the cobbles

around the base of the Egyptian obelisk

and the pigeons who search for food and dodge

the jets of water. The traffic circles us.

Despite the name change, there is still no peace.

The sinking sun reflects off windshields, like glints

from a guillotine, slicing past from present from future. 

The Great Pacific Ocean Garbage Patch

Turning and turning, the North Pacific

gyre, mostly disintegrating plastic,

swirls onto the front page of today’s paper.

Each ocean has a similar vortex

at its centre. Currents and winds slowly

collect debris drifting from land,

where it concentrates into a marine

wasteland. “It’s like a soup,” one researcher

has said, the debris broken down into 

microscopic particles. Skeletons

of fish cradling chunks of plastic wash up
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on shore. And to think, just a few days ago,

for the first time, scientists photographed

planets from solar systems other than our own.

What a world we live in, I say, what a world. 

New Brunswick Grammar

Jemseg Escuminac Oxbow Nash Creek. 

Blissville Blackville Kouchibouguac Seal Cove

Mactaquac Nigadoo Ludlow Chamcook 

Cloverdale Sainte-Anne-de-Madawaska

Bellefleur McGivney Stonehaven Val-d'Amours

Hawkshaw Tide Head Plaster Rock Pigeon Hill

Upsalquitch Pocologan Nelson Hollow Neguac

Dumfries Durham Bridge Maugerville Berwick

Gauvreau Weaver Siding Anse-Bleue Hartland 

Pinder Temperance Vale Aberdeen 

Quispamsis White Rapids. Acadie Siding. 

Fairisle Fairvale Gondola Point Maisonnette

North Tetagouche Renforth Shippagan Keswick 

Ridge Mount Hebron Miscou Island Tantramar

Non-Fiction

There’s a wolf crawling out of the kitchen floor, 

my son says to me, as I stand by the stove 

cooking supper. He says it again in case 

I have misheard it. I have not misheard. 

But there is no wolf stalking across the tiles—
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just crumbs, a few toys, and the cat, who slinks 

in from the living room. Perhaps this idea

is from Aesop, or some other mish-mashed 

details from his day, his hungry mind 

reshaping these pieces into his first 

story. He holds forth on the wolf now, 

his tale expanding to include its appetite 

for feet. I set the table, prod him to tell 

me more. He obliges by returning to the start. 

June 20, 2009

—for Neda Agha-Soltan

An ordinary day

breaks and protests 

erupt. Woman clad in black

gather stones. Men 

launch them at truncheon-armed 

policemen. The video

moves to a shot 

of you, falling as onlookers

try to catch 

you. You

are the first person 

I have ever watched 

die. It wasn’t live but I felt

as though I was 

on the street with you,

squatting beside you,
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hearing the words, “I’m

burning, I’m burning.”

Your eyes roll back and those squatting are now kneeling,

repeating: stay with me, stay with me.

But the blood flows out of your nose and out of your mouth 

like sacred rivers, 

And now I don’t have to say

stay with me.

Watchman

A gas flare lights the sky, reignites primal

fears of ambush at night. Or it could be 

Agamemnon’s return, a tragedy set in motion.

How can we trust happiness, when omens

appear everywhere? Skull and crossbones 

branded on household items. Toxic world. 

My infant son sleeps and the wind is calm; 

nearby the whine of store-bought fireworks

pierces the silence. My new eyes swim

in the darkness, where a coral reef of branches

cradles the stars—sway and rest, sway

and rest. I want to scream like Lear: never!

Because I will never know silence, never

know the end of suffering in the world, 

never know what is going on inside anyone 
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else’s mind but my own. Because all of what I’ll 

never know is neverending. So I watch. 

Other works by IAN LETOURNEAU

Anthologies

Home and Away. Edmonton: House of Blue Skies, Forthcoming. (Contributor)

Writing the Land: Alberta Through Its Poets. House of Blue Skies, 2007. (Contributor)

Gaspereau Gladiator, Volume 1. Gaspereau: Kentville, 2007. (Contributor)

Alberta Anthology 2006. Calgary: Frontenac House, 2006. (Contributor)

Alberta Anthology 2005. Calgary: Red Deer Press, 2005. (Contributor)

Books

Terminal Moraine. Saskatoon: Thistledown Press, 2008.

Chapbooks

Defining Range. Gaspereau: Kentville, 2006. 

Websites

Personal blog/website: www.ianletourneau.ca

Feature on Desk Space: http://  desk-space.blogspot.com/2009/08/ian-letourneau.html   

(top)
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REGIONAL FEATURE  

by

ROD SCHUMACHER
Grasslands National Park Photographs by

GARRY BUDYK

Learning by Writing: 

The Wilderness Narrative in Baptism by Mud

This article explores the influences of the traditional North American wilderness narrative as they 
relate to my recently published novel, Baptism by Mud, set for the most part in present-time 
southern Saskatchewan. When Paul Huebener asked if I would write about my novel, I was aware of 
the many pitfalls I would be facing, especially given such an astute readership. I have no foolish 
intentions to direct readers to desired interpretations; I will, however, address the paths the novel 
follows regarding the traditional wilderness narrative, and, to some degree, its relationship to the 
traditional epic quest, offer some ideas for why I chose the arid short grass setting and Grasslands 
National Park in southern Saskatchewan, and touch on a few examples of the satirical elements in the 
novel that play with and against the North American wilderness narrative.
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One of the often discussed functions of a novel is to offer some kind of learning experience to 
readers, but there is not a lot of discussion on what writers learn by writing. Since publication in May, 
and certainly while writing this article, I have often been surprised to identify the many formal 
aspects of the wilderness narrative that I had somehow drawn upon. It is an odd experience to 
become the student of your own work. I had consciously borrowed elements from the epic quest, 
often ironically, such as paralleling the protagonist’s station wagon to a weathered quester’s ship: “At 
some point on the trip, if the ghosts or gods who have miraculously kept the wheels turning don’t 
abandon ship, the odometer will slip past the 370,000 kilometre mark, the equivalent of 28 voyages 
around the planet” (6). In fact, from the beginning the template for the epic quest was very much on 
my mind. What I learned much later, and continue to learn, is that I had unconsciously borrowed 
many of the familiar elements of the North American wilderness narrative, which on some levels are 
also apparent in the epic quest. But there is a particular grouping of tropes that accompany the 
wilderness narrative.

Since the mid-1800s the North American wilderness narrative tends to focus on a white male in a 
youthful and/or critical stage of personal development. Socio-economically, his gender
and race usually position him within or above the middle class, and therefore, historically, he has 
access to higher education, wealth, security, and many privileged opportunities for personal 
advancement. In general, he is in an enviable position from which to make important decisions about 
his identity, values, and future. These positive elements are contrasted with the character’s overall 
dissatisfaction with his lot in life, his refusal or inability to participate in certain social norms, and, 
more often, his repugnance toward 
society in general, at times presented 
in misanthropic terms. The journey 
into the wilderness then becomes a 
quest for some kind of meaningful 
experience that cannot be found 
within a culture he finds stifling and 
distasteful. These elements appear in 
various forms and levels of importance 
in most celebrated wilderness 
narratives, beginning perhaps with 
Thoreau’s experiment at Walden Pond, 
continuing with Huck’s escape down the Mississippi to avoid being “sivilized,” and again in Ike 
McCaslin’s wilderness encounter with the bear, Old Ben, in Faulkner’s Go Down, Moses. The 
outcomes of these particular narratives are arguably positive: Thoreau revels in his harmonious 
relationship with nature, Huck learns valuable life lessons on the river, and Ike McCaslin is initiated 
into something akin to a sacred understanding of the value of wilderness spaces. In many of the more 
recent popular wilderness narratives, in book form and in movies, most of these traditional elements 
remain intact. In fact, the biographical aspects of both Grizzly Man and Into the Wild hearken back to 
the intimacy of Thoreau’s personal and factual narrative. However, the outcomes in the modern 
versions are radically different: death, not enlightenment and harmony with nature, has become the 
current ending. This seemingly all-consuming dark conclusion is also echoed in Brokeback Mountain,  
which, despite a less than perfect fit with the elements of the wilderness narrative, has clearly 
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descended from this tradition.

There is some intriguing work to do on this modern twist, but my primary intention is to note that, 
for the most part, I became consciously aware of these connections within my own work after writing 
the novel. In a sense, I began to learn what I had apparently already known about the North 
American wilderness quest. Here is a quick breakdown of the novel’s parallel to the wilderness 
narrative. Baptism by Mud involves a white male whose sense of identity and purpose has been 
shaken to the core. His marriage and teenaged kids are in self-destruct mode, he is attempting to 
reeducate and redefine himself late in life, he blames his family’s broken state on himself, and on a 
shallow culture that has defeated his idealism. As in all of the texts above, Thoreau’s included, 
misanthropic leanings are peppered throughout the novel. Finally, the novel charts the character’s 
solo journey into the wilderness, in this case the sparsely populated arid prairie of southern 
Saskatchewan, where he attempts to clear his mind through a primal encounter with nature, and 
eventually gather the inner strength and wisdom to renew his struggle for family and self-fulfillment. 
Neither death nor enlightenment is offered as an ending. Could this be yet another characteristic 
Canadian compromise, eh?  

In the wilderness narratives in the tradition from Thoreau forward, a setting of open spaces and arid 
prairie does not fit the norm. One of the reasons for selecting the prairie setting is to offer a more 
varied notion of what constitutes wilderness. Of course the whole idea of wilderness is anything but 
simple, and clearly problematized in the novel, for once we factor in the massive industrialization of 
the Great Plains, it becomes nearly impossible to isolate a significant, untrammeled territory. Thus 
the rationale for Grasslands National Park being at the centre of the quest, as it is one of the “new” 
parks singled out for conservation, not commerce and recreation. In my mind the pursuit of a vast 
area that bears little to no evidence of human settlement is a fundamental requirement of wilderness 
narratives, given the protagonists’ overall distaste for human company. I gave myself the task of 
imagining the character’s futile attempt to remove himself from any visual and auditory link with 
humanity. The sparseness and openness of the arid prairie similarly parallels his desire to empty 
himself of the anguish he has brought with him: 

The contradictions in this landscape. The slow, undemanding rise of hills. The utter 
lack of any jarring landmark. No ravines or sudden plunges, no cliffs or peaks lurching 
skyward. Nothing to mark a 
meeting place, or set your 
bearings, other than the sun. 
An occasional poplar or 
willow bush takes on major 
significance. A uniform, dull 
green spreading out in all 
directions. The mind slipping 
into its own vacant rhythms. 
The freedom to get lost. 
Diversity is reduced to 
monotony, and it all adds up to some kind of pleasure that cannot be found anywhere
 else. (35) 
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It’s very much an ascetic exploration in stripping away the dross of life that pollutes his mind. As he is 
about to initiate his foot-journey onto the prairie, he fantasizes: “You’d like to take your brain out and 
lock it in the trunk; make it suffer in a void of stifling heat for a few days, teach it a lesson. But such 
things are not possible” (87). The dream of escaping into the wilderness is similarly unattainable. 
There is no way to remain conscious and sentient and have an empty mind. There is no way to 
remove himself from his own history; however, the desire to empty his mind is an ongoing struggle in 
the novel.

At the same time, the search for an untrammeled landscape replicates the Romantic nostalgia trope 
found in many wilderness narratives: a search for the innocence of youth, a previous time in which 
the character believes life to have been unencumbered, a quest for some imagined place where the 
contemporary culture he is in conflict with has been removed. On a more particular note, native and 
exotic plants, especially grasses and Canola, are explored in varying approaches: from positive 
examples of endurance under hardship, to more infamous examples related to themes of human 
mastery and domination of nature. 

Yet wilderness need not be limited to a physical setting. Wilderness can also be a state of mind. While 
in my graduate program in the mid-90s, Don McKay kept tossing out the idea that wilderness is the 
mind’s inability to appropriate meaning. He stated it as a probe, more than fact, as if he wanted all of 
us, himself included, to wrestle with a concept of wilderness that went beyond forests and 
mountains and wolves and grizzlies. We were supposed to allow the idea of wilderness into our lives, 
whether we lived in Fredericton, Hamilton, Yellowknife, or a yurt in the Slocan Valley. There are many 

literary examples of wilderness as a state of mind: King Lear’s heath and Dante’s dark forest are both 
literal settings of physical wilderness, and also figurative settings mirroring the disruption within the 
protagonists’ minds. We might recall Gerhard Manley Hopkins’s dark night of the soul as revealing an 
inner wilderness, as expressed in his beautiful and dark poetic struggles with faith; or Holden 
Caulfield’s troubled urban journey toward “phony” adulthood in The Catcher in the Rye; or William 
Styron charting his decline into depression in Darkness Visible: A Memoir of Madness. The settings 
attempt to capture an outer and inner wilderness that is inhospitable to humans, and the primary 
characters who inhabit them are poorly prepared to defend themselves against such hardships. 
However, unlike the characters above, the protagonist in Baptism by Mud is not forced into a dark 
forest or onto a heath, but rather chooses to place himself in the path of hardship. If wilderness is as 
much a state as a place, then perhaps this willful inclination toward suffering explores a sort of 
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relevant ecology of the human condition: a state that necessitates we encounter, or remain aware of, 
discomfort in all its various forms in order to remain balanced and fit as individuals and as a species.

In closing I will touch briefly on a couple of satirical aspects of the novel, beginning with the visionary 
and enlightenment elements attached to many questing and wilderness narratives. The epic quest 
requires a character who embodies the noble qualities of the heroic ideal; early American wilderness 
narratives require characters who are astute observers of the great and miniscule details of nature; 
more recent versions tend to emphasize the characters’ fatal flaws, with no sign of heroic vision or 
enlightenment. In Baptism by Mud the more the protagonist views himself as a bumbling buffoon, 
the happier he becomes. The fact that, because of the wind, he can’t light a cigarette or put up a tent 
– fire and a “rudimentary shelter of cloth” (195), the most basic requirements for survival – is a 
welcomed confirmation of his ineptitude, despite having earned a graduate degree and the ability to 
use words like “nympholepsia” and “parthenogenetic” (44). When he dreams or allows himself to 
search the night skies, both common tropes in wilderness and questing narratives in that these 
moments are often when mystical insights are attained, he is visited by pop culture icons like Paul 
McCartney, or the dark sky is imagined to be illuminated by massive satellite panels sporting 
electrified corporate trade marks. AT&T, Bud Lite, and Motorola have stolen the fire from the gods. 
But he is more interested in descents, not ascents. An earthward, not skyward engagement with 
nature is his goal. As the title states, mud is the desired sacramental medium, not holy water, not 
celestial light, not purifying fire. It’s a different kind of enlightenment, gritty, harsh, self-mocking, one 
that rejoices in the lack of human mastery, at times even verging on being inarticulate: but it is, 
ironically, enlightening. 

To some degree Baptism by Mud raises questions and possibilities about the role and existence of 
this thing we so easily and earnestly call wilderness. If the novel creates a spark of discussion here 
and there along these lines, so be it. If it is viewed as a meditation on personal loss (idealism, 
marriage and family breakdown), I am equally contented. Above all, I like to believe it is a book that 
reminds us of our capacity to endure the trials of life with hope, decency, and a dash of humour.

Work cited
Schumacher, Rod. Baptism by Mud. Vernon: Kalamalka Press, 2009. (print).

ROD SCHUMACHER lives in Red Deer. His previous book of short fiction, Habits and Love (2002), was  
short-listed for two Alberta Book Awards. He is currently working on another book of short stories,  
and a novel that will take the rest of his life to write. He is a big fan of river kayaking.

GARRY BUDYK is a photographer, birder, and nature-lover from Winnipeg Manitoba. Garry has a 
special affection for prairie landscapes and ecosystems, particularly the original undisturbed prairie  
that Grasslands National Park represents so well.
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SCATTERINGS  

NANCY HOLMES
&

PAUL HUEBENER

Streams of Canadian Nature Poetry:

An Interview with Nancy Holmes

Nancy Holmes is the head of the Department of Creative Studies at The University of British 
Columbia Okanagan. She has published four collections of poetry, edits the journal Lake: A Journal of  
Arts and Environment with Sharon Thesen, and is the editor of Open Wide a Wilderness: Canadian 
Nature Poems. Four of her own poems are available in The Goose issue 2.1 (Fall 2006).

In this interview, which took place in July 2009, Holmes discusses the origins of Open Wide a  
Wilderness and Lake, and offers insight into the multitudinous world of Canadian nature poetry.
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Paul Huebener:Paul Huebener:  How did you come to study Canadian nature poetry?

Nancy Holmes:Nancy Holmes: I suppose I’ve always read Canadian nature poetry since I was a kid. I had a high 
school teacher in Toronto who was quite remarkable, and was a friend of bpNichol’s. He would give 
us a lot of Canadian poetry to read, so I remember reading Earle Birney, Gwendolyn MacEwen, Al 
Purdy, Margaret Atwood. It meant a lot to me that I was reading poetry from the place that I was 
living in. And then, of course, I wanted to be a writer, so I was looking for models. My parents had a 
friend who was a poet in Toronto as well, and he would give me poetry books without Canadian 
content, which was a good education. To tell you the truth, the person who bowled me over as a 
young undergraduate was Isabella Valancy Crawford. I just loved her, I would read her works over and 
over again. I was always quite intrigued by how she presented the wilderness.

PH:PH: I was struck by the note in your preface to Open Wide a Wilderness that, in the end, an anthology 
of Canadian nature poetry is also an anthology of Canadian poetry, that the two are inextricably 
linked. Even beyond this link though, why is Canadian nature poetry important?

NH:NH:  Well, is nature poetry important in itself – that’s a big question right now because of our 
environmental awareness and our fear of ecological disaster, and so we’re constantly asking 
ourselves: Can nature poetry matter? Does it affect anything? Why and how are we writing about the 
natural world? My personal feeling comes down to the idea that art has a very important role in how 
we perceive the here and now, and I think that right now we are witnesses to all kinds of changes in 
the natural world. Living here in Kelowna at this very moment with the hills on fire all around me – it 
shows how essential it is that we start paying attention to what’s in our backyard and what the 
natural world is doing. [During this interview many Kelowna residents were evacuating their homes 
while wildfires engulfed the area’s trees. –PH] And I think that while poetry has a small audience, it 
nevertheless has a huge cultural ripple. What’s talked about in poetry ends up finding its way into our 
culture and our perceptions of things around us.

PH:PH:  How did you get started on Open Wide a Wilderness?

NH:NH: About four years ago I was proposing a nature writing course, which ended up not happening. 
But in preparing the course I was looking around for an anthology of Canadian nature poems, which I 
was sure was out there – obviously there had to be a Canadian nature poem anthology. There are a 
couple of American ones, such as Jay Parini’s [Poems for a Small Planet], and there have been several 
British ones. But as I looked around, there was no Canadian anthology. Not even an old one. The only 
one I could find that had poetry in it was Marked by the Wild [edited by Bruce Litteljohn and Jon 
Pearce] which was published in 1973, and it had a mixture of prose and poetry. A lot has happened 
since then in poetry and nature. So that’s when I thought, well, obviously I need to do this. I need to 
create a nature poem anthology. I talked to Don McKay about co-editing, as I thought he would be a 
great person to co-edit it with – but he didn’t feel that he wanted the stress and pressures of editing 
[laughter]. So I suggested that he write an introductory essay to the book instead, and he said he 
would be happy to do that. Then Wilfrid Laurier Press said they were interested, so I got to work.

PH:PH:  I heard Bill New speak once about his Encyclopedia of Literature in Canada, and he said that the 
project had started as a conversation about how someone should write an encyclopedia of Canadian 
literature, and somehow the conversation went from “Someone should do this” to “Why don’t you?”
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NH:NH: It’s funny how that happens.

PH: PH: How did you go about choosing the poems to include?

NH:NH: Well, it was such a mammoth reading project. I started out chronologically, with the pioneer 
epics. There was a lot of material that I couldn’t get in our library, so I went to the UBC special 
collections and read a lot of the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century books, as well as 
some of the early anthologies, such as Wilfred Campbell’s [The Oxford Book of Canadian Verse from 
1914]. I became quite interested in many of those early Canadian writers. Don and I met in 
Vancouver one summer and explored a lot of them together. Often they were people I had never 
heard of before. Like Ethelwyn Wetherald – Don and I came to quite like her. She had a wonderful eye 
for the natural world, and was quite a contrast to the ecstatic spiritual navel-gazing of some other 
writers from that time, such as Bliss Carman. So, I kept working like this up to the 1930s and beyond; 
I would take an author, Anne Marriott for instance, and I would read all the books of hers that I could 
find, and mark poems that I thought were interesting. I had a huge stack. And I continued to do this 
chronologically. Pretty well until I hit the 1980s I was reading every book by every author I could find. 
By the time I got to the mid-1980s and 90s I realized I could no longer read every single book by 
every single author that had published in Canada.

PH:PH: I can’t believe you made it that far.

NH:NH: It was a huge amount of reading. I had hundreds and hundreds 
of books coming to me through the library system. And I was lucky to 
have some undergraduate research assistants who were terrific 
about hunting down certain volumes.

PH:PH: Does the physical amount of poetry really explode in the 1980s?

NH:NH: Probably earlier, by the 1970s it was really getting to be a viable, 
rich literature. For me it was a huge education in the literature of my 
own country, and also in my own genre. I took a lot of sidetracks 
even though I was focused on nature poetry. There were urban poets 
who I could never have gotten a nature poem out of who made me 
think, Wow, why don’t I know this guy? Like Artie Gold from 
Montreal. So, I collected poems and collected poems. I have two 
giant file drawers full of them. For the last quarter of the book I 
started focusing on poets who I knew other writers thought of as 
exceptional writers of the natural world.

PH: PH: You mention in the preface that you selected poems that are 
about Canadian nature, rather than poems about nature in other 
parts of the world.

NH:NH: Yes. A writer like Jan Conn, for instance, is a fabulous nature poet – dazzling writing about the 
Amazon. I really would have loved to include her, but she just didn’t fit in the end.

PH: PH: What would an anthology look like that included Canadian nature poems about other parts of 
the world?
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NH:NH: It would be very interesting to see how the concerns and perspectives of Canadian poets 
translate into their experience of other places. Just impressionistically I would say that there is a real 
feeling of exoticism, an attraction to the exotic. And maybe all poets have that. Even with Earle Birney 
going to foreign places, there’s a sense of the exotic and the other. There’s almost a quality of Edward 
Said’s Orientalism in some of the Canadian nature poems about other places. A sense of the 
luxuriousness of other places, whereas Canada maybe just by default ends up being pure, clean, 
stark.

PH:PH:  Don McKay’s introduction to the book traces several iconic moments in Canadian nature poetry, 
from Earle Birney’s idea of being “bushed” to Dennis Lee sitting in Nathan Phillips Square where 
wilderness is notably absent. Are there other iconic images or themes that you would add to the list?

NH:NH: I agree with his choices for sure. But I think there’s also a very interesting female thread in 
Canadian nature poetry that sort of bypasses the Duncan Campbell Scott, Charles G.D. Roberts 
stream, even the Dennis Lee and Don McKay stream in Canadian literature. I’m hoping that the book 
provides access to some of these other streams, even just by starting off with Thomas Cary and his 
incredible catalogue of the riches of the Gulf of Saint Lawrence, and then turning to Ann Cuthbert 
Knight, who’s a pioneer as well, and talks about the domestic bounty of sugar maples. And in 
Ethelwyn Wetherald and others, there’s a sense of these women coming to this land and seeing it 
certainly through a domestic lens but also making incredible natural history observations – the 
woman seem very capable of taking that approach. And they have less of the heroic, epic feel. 
There’s an intimacy, almost a sexual intimacy about how Crawford presents the natural world. And 
Pauline Johnson, too, is very different from someone like Duncan Campbell Scott. You can see these 
differences travelling throughout the literatures.

PH:PH:  I always wonder to what extent it’s possible to trace a singular path through the history of 
Canadian literature. With an idea like survival for instance – is there a point in the chronology of 
these poems where nature stops being the villain and humanity starts being the villain, or is it not 
possible to distill things that way?

NH:NH: Well, it’s very appealing to find those threads. But I think I’ve given up on trying to think of 
Canadian literature as something monolithic. It’s just not. You know, there are regions, there’s 
gender, there are races, ethnicities – it’s so fragmented. Multitudinous, as it should be. And that’s a 
true ecology of literature. But to me what was very interesting about doing the reading was how very 
early on in the literature you see an ecological awareness. You see writers dismayed at the rampant 
violence and destruction that settler cultures are carrying out in the wilderness of Canada and on its 
aboriginal people. Very early on these writers are upset, and are presenting a vision that is not a 
triumphant settler vision. One of the first examples in the book is Charles Mair’s “The Last Bison,” 
where he’s sitting in a prairie meadow, and as a bison wanders into view the poet imagines this bison 
singing a song – a very last song as he dies. And at the end of the poem the buffalo itself has an 
apocalyptic vision of the prairie’s cities being destroyed, all their pomp and glory gone. And I think, 
wow, that’s a pretty apocalyptic vision for 1890 when it was written. And you even see poems by 
someone like Archibald Lampman, who is known for his very Keatsian loving view of the natural 
world; he also had poems with apocalyptic visions, and I think even his urban poems in this sense are 
attached to the natural world. In his poem “To the Ottawa River” he sees the pollution and is 
dismayed about how we treat these resources.
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PH:PH:  This is similar to how Catherine Parr Traill looks at the trees being cut down in Ontario in the 
1830s and says, “Some day we’re going to regret cutting down these trees, but it’s impossible to 
preserve them.” That could have been written this year.

NH:NH: Yes, exactly. That sense of what the settler cultures are doing to the land is a huge concern, and 
it has been from the beginning. Maybe this exposes how inadequate our writing and art is, that 
despite our Tom Thomsons and our Charles Mairs we’re not inspired to conserve. We carry on with 
our destructive ways.

PH:PH:  Just to return to McKay’s introduction for a moment, he really emphasizes the importance of real 
outdoors experience, real empirical knowledge of the natural world when writing nature poetry. Do 
you share his view?

NH:NH: Well, I think the poems that have that genuine experience behind them do give a sense of 
authenticity, and when you read them you feel that you trust that writer. So I do value that a great 
deal. On the other hand, there is room for a mythopoetic vision of the natural world, and this still 
may have its roots in genuine experience – I don’t see how it couldn’t. In an anthology like this it can 
be difficult to represent some of the experimental poetics. Someone like Angela Rawlings or Lisa 
Robertson is very difficult to anthologize, because they’re writing in these large spatial fields. But that 
doesn’t mean I don’t think there’s room for that in nature poetry. There can be a variety of 
experience in nature poetry – urban views of nature can be as relevant as wilderness experience. But 
I wanted to give a sense in the anthology of people who did know what they were talking about, 
people who work in the natural world: loggers, park wardens, people who have fished and hunted. I 
wanted to transcend the view that Canadian nature poetry is purely a kind of romantic exercise. I 
wasn’t going to demonize hunters, for example. There are some pretty incredible poems, like Patrick 
Lane’s “Cougar Men,” which does not demonize the hunters even if he has an ambivalent relationship 
to the corpse of the cougar.

PH:PH:  What does the future of Canadian nature poetry look like? Are we getting to a point where new 
Canadian poets will have a blasé attitude towards ecological collapse?

NH:NH: I would say that new Canadian nature poets are not blasé. If anything they’re incredibly earnest, 
and I think that’s to be expected. If you’re writing about the natural world it’s hard not to have a kind 
of darkness hovering around the edges of your vision. There are mutterings that Canada is an urban 
country, and that our poetry should be about our urban and immigrant life, and those are completely 
justifiable topics. So maybe the future of Canadian nature poetry will involve a sense that it’s getting 
to be too trendy to write about nature, and that we should write about other things in our lives. But 
really the future of Canadian nature poetry depends on the future of Canadian nature. Are we going 
to be full of hope or full of despair? At the moment, sitting here in the middle of Kelowna with the 
fires spreading around me, there’s not a lot of hope on the horizon in some ways.

PH:PH: Sort of an apocalyptic setting for an interview.

NH:NH: It is. And this summer I’ve been reading Dante’s Inferno. It’s a little bit too close to home.

PH:PH: Well, maybe we should end on a lighter note. Can you tell me about the journal Lake, and how 
you became involved with it?

NH:NH:  When UBC came into the Okanagan and took over my previous institution, Okanagan University 
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College, we hired Sharon Thesen. And the first time we met we talked about how we would really like 
to start a journal at UBC Okanagan. I thought it would be fantastic to have an academic ecopoetics 
journal, but Sharon suggested that we should publish art and poetry, which was a great idea because 
that’s what we both really like anyway. So we had this vision for a journal that would publish writing 
and visual art that had to do with the natural world. It was a wonderful vision but in the end of 
course it has completely dominated our lives and our time. It’s extremely expensive to publish print 
journals, so we’re constantly having to fund-raise. Fortunately our faculty has been wonderful, and 
provided us with start-up funding. And there’s a lot of support from our dean.

PH:PH:  The physical quality of the journal is so impressive, I had been wondering how it was possible 
cost-wise.

NH:NH: What it means is that we don’t publish an issue until we have enough money. Our dream was to 
publish twice a year, and we’re probably publishing every eight or nine months.

PH:PH:  Has the shape or style of the journal shifted very much from what you envisioned with the first 
issue? Do you see it changing very much in the future?

NH:NH:  I think we would like it to evolve. We really are happy with it, but the tone that has been 
established with the first three issues is probably due already for a bit of a shift. The next issue 
[Summer 2009] we think of as our summer issue in that there’s a lightness about it; it has a 
lightheartedness and joyfulness to some of the imagery. That’s great, I think we need that. But we 
also do need to pay more attention to that feeling of despair and darkness that people have in 
relation to the natural world. So we’re looking for something that’s a little edgier for our next issue.

PH:PH:  What other projects are you working on?

NH:NH: I’ve received a very nice grant from the Hampton Foundation out of UBC, to create and manage a 
series of eco-art projects in a small nature conservancy near where I live, and to create a film coming 
out of these projects. So for the next year I’ll be involved in that, and at the moment I’m writing a 
long poem about the conservancy. It’s a 22-acre park in the middle of Kelowna, and it was one of the 
first Nature Trust parks in BC. There’s a great story about a man and a woman who saved the park 
from destruction. So it’s a magical place, and it’s a place where three biozones come together. There’s 
the ponderosa pine dry desert landscape; the lush, wet, western cedar landscape; and the black 
cottonwood landscape which is typical for the Okanagan. All in this one little place. I’ll be inviting 
visual artists, musicians, and performers to come and create eco-art projects throughout the year in 
the different seasons. I’ll be partnering with Lori Mairs who’s the resident caretaker at the park and 
also a sculptor, so there will be visual poetry and sculpture at the heart of the project. It’s nice to 
have a different project now that the anthology is done, and the film in particular will be a new 
direction for me.

PH:PH: Have I missed anything that you’d like to discuss?

NH:NH:  Well there are many poems in the book that I’d love to talk about – too many.

PH:PH:  My approach to the book has been somewhat haphazard because I find it irresistible to jump 
forwards and backwards as I’m reading. I often flip to the index because there’s so much in there.

NH:NH: The subject index was one of my favourite things to do. Although I’m sure it’s incomplete in 
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some ways, it’s one of my favourite parts of the book. I love to look at the collections of things under 
various topics and see how the poems coalesce. As I was choosing the poems (and there were about 
a hundred more poems in my final shortlist than are in the book) I would make note of what I 
thought each one was about. And then in the ALECC listserv people would ask questions like, “Does 
anyone know any moose poems?” And I realized I had an incredible resource here. It would be fun to 
assign essays to students based on these topical index headings.

PH:PH: Thanks so much for your time today.

NH:NH: It was my pleasure.

(top)
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THE GRAD NETWORK  

featuring

WILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY
by

MIKE PEREIRA & DR. MICHAEL MOORE

Seven years ago I had the opportunity to take a fourth year seminar class at Wilfrid Laurier University 
called simply “Literature and the Environment.” The course was taught by one of Laurier’s most well-
loved professors, Dr. Michael Moore, who has graciously offered his time in putting together this 
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feature. I am not certain about what I expected from that course, but regardless of any 
preconceptions I may have had, it was different from anything else I had experienced. I was 
introduced to new ideas and to exciting writers, like Joseph Meeker, Dana Phillips, and Glen Love. I 
was challenged with new ways of thinking, reading, and seeing. I was encouraged to question many 
of the things I had taken for granted, as well as many of the things I had learned through four years of 
university education. For the first time I felt not only interested, but truly passionate about my field 
of study. Dr. Moore and my classmates changed how I related to the world around me, and they set 
me on a path that led to my graduate work on ecocriticism, to joining ALECC, and to co-editing The 
Goose. 

Laurier may not spring immediately to mind when we talk about schools that focus on ecocriticism 
(indeed, a few eyebrows raised when I proposed the topic), but the seeds are there. Part of what I 
have tried to do in the Grad Network is to highlight places where students and professors might seek 
out like-minded people and find a warm reception for their ideas and interests. Laurier is just such a 
place. 

A number of WLU professors have research interests related to ecocritical themes, as Dr. Moore and I 
have outlined below, and several course offerings, at both the graduate and undergraduate level, 
feature topics about the intersections of nature and culture. Dr. Moore has also noted that “the 
university has recently designated ‘Environment’ as a core domain in its Academic Plan,” and that “an 
undergraduate program option ‘Environment and Society’ is offered in combination with 
Contemporary Studies at the university's Brantford campus.” 

There is also the Laurier Press, which, while not affiliated with any particular faculty, offers a number 
of insightful works on ecocritical issues through the Environmental Humanities Series, edited by 
Cheryl Lousley. This series includes the following titles, which are no doubt already familiar to many 
of our readers:

Open Wide a Wilderness: Canadian Nature Poems, Nancy Holmes, Editor

Animal Subjects: An Ethical Reader in a Posthuman World, Jodey Castricano, Editor

Technonatures: Environments, Technologies, Spaces, and Places in the Twenty-first Century, Damian F. 
White and Chris Wilbert, Editors

For me, Laurier has always been a wellspring of ecocritical inspiration, and I hope others will continue 
to find it to be so. I sincerely hope that in the future The Goose will revisit Laurier to find a school 
thriving in ecocritical activity. 

Cheers!
Mike Pereira

DR. MICHAEL MOORE has noted that the following are among Laurier people doing work of  
possible interest to ALECC readers:

Michael Imort (Geography and Environmental Studies) explores the representation of nature and its 
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use for political purposes. His undergraduate course Environmental Thought is an investigation of the 
ways in which we comprehend and represent the environment in our spiritual, social, political, and 
economic lives. His recent scholarly work has focused on representations of the German forest in art, 
literature, and even scientific and professional discourses that serve to further nationalist, revisionist, 
and environmentalist perspectives. For example, “Eternal Forest B Eternal Volk=: Rhetoric and Reality 
of National Socialist Forest Policy” in How Green Were the Nazis? Nature, Environment and Heimat in 
the Third Reich (Ohio University Press, 2005).

Markus Poetzsch (English and Film Studies) offers undergraduate and graduate courses in British 
Romantic Literature, several of which (such as The Romantic Art of Walking and The Romantic  
Sublime) incorporate ecocritical perspectives in their engagement with 18th and 19th century travel 
writing. Dr. Poetzsch has presented papers at recent ASLE conferences in the UK and in Canada, and 
he is the author of “Visionary Dreariness”: Readings in Romanticism's Quotidian Sublime (Routledge, 
2006), a book that examines the impact of Romantic aesthetics on perceptions of the natural world.

Michael Moore (English and Film Studies) frequently conducts a graduate seminar (The Nature Lyric:  
Genre and Gender) or an undergraduate course (Literature and the Environment). His research and 
teaching specialty is Victorian literature (especially poetry) and 19th century British cultural thought. 
He has presented ecocritical papers at several international conferences (including ASLE) and recently 
published “‘A world undone’: Earth and Utterance in Hopkins” in Soundings: Hopkins Studies in  
Transition (Saint Joseph’s University Press, 2007.) 

Suzanne Zeller (History) teaches several courses on science, nature, and environment in Canadian 
history. She is also the Canadian member of the Collaborative Research Project Colony, Empire,  
Environment funded under the BOREAS Programme of the European Science Foundation, which 
focuses on the history of science and environment in the circumpolar arctic. Her book Inventing  
Canada: Early Victorian Science and the Idea of a Transcontinental Nation has recently been re-
published in the Carleton Library Series. 

OTHER PROFESSORS AT LAURIER WHO HAVE ENVIRONMENTAL RESEARCH INTERESTS INCLUDE:

Dr. Anne Brydon (Anthropology) - cultural politics of environmentalism.

Dr. Andre Czegledy (Anthropology) - city space and the built environment.

Dr. Tanya Richardson (Anthropology) - space and place.

Derek Armitage (Geography and Environmental Studies) - resource management and environmental 
governance in social-ecological systems. 

Alison Blay-Palmer (Geography and Environmental Studies) - alternative food systems and 
sustainable economic development

Mary-Louise Byrne (Geography and Environmental Studies) - physical geography and impacts of 
environmental management.

Dr. Brenda L. Murphy (Geography and Environmental Studies) - risk (climate change, disasters, 
hazardous facility siting), emergency management, social capital and environmental justice issues.
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Dr. Richard Petrone (Geography and Environmental Studies) - Director, Cold Regions Research 
Centre. Recently published an interesting article on global warming in the Elmira Independent  
entitled “The science of global warming is valid.”

Scott Slocombe (Geography and Environmental Studies) - the challenge of managing diverse human 
activities in large regions while maintaining environmental integrity and sustainability.

Alex Latta (Global Studies) - environmental citizenship, environmental justice, and political ecology.

Dr. Adam Crerar (History) - special interests in social and cultural history, rural life, and the province 
of Ontario.

Dr. Debora VanNijnatten (Political Science) - Canadian and American environmental policy, including 
air quality and climate change policy, transboundary institutions and state-province comparisons.

Dr. Derek Hall (Political Science) - environmental politics, and the political economy of land and 
agriculture.

(top)
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 BOOK REVIEWS 

The Poetics and Politics of the Desert: Landscape and the Construction of America by 
CATRIN GERSDORF
New York: Rodopi 2009 $108USD

Reviewed by DIANNE CHISHOLM

To become American in the most precise and original sense of the word citizens of the new world had 
to learn to appreciate the ecologically specific, if uncannily alien, character of their landscape. Guided 
by cultural visionaries of the frontier and beyond, Americans would gradually look away from Europe 
and their overly Europeanized eastern seaboard toward the west where old world paradigms of 
pastoral prosperity offered little prospect for overseeing an imperialist cultivation of the “arid lands.” 
Far from being a barrier to the national imagination, the west’s vast aridity became a prime resource 
for poetic exploitation and the nation’s discursive re/invention. Given its resistance to easy 
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settlement, the desert landscape became the literal and metaphorical proving grounds for testing the 
ability of American culture to renew and redeploy its ideological, economic, and territorial 
aspirations. Using exploratory and inventive narrative to confront, articulate, and appropriate the 
desert’s radical, ecological otherness, the literary agents of America’s political horizons interminably 
overcome the limits of national self-definition.

Or so runs the main argument of Catrin Gersdorf’s book. Gersdorf premises her argument on the idea 
that American nationalism arises and evolves primarily by means of its cultural, especially literary, 
conversion of uncharted land into scripted landscape with direct public appeal: “the transformation 
of nature into civilization, land into landscape, landscape into text, and text into a social and political 
tool for producing and reproducing a nation’s cultural identity is a process foundational for our 
understanding of America.”  She thus aligns herself with Rebecca Solnit, who has ardently led the way 
in treating the construction and interpretation of landscape as a critical function of American cultural 
politics. Like Solnit, Gersdorf understands the transformation of land into landscape to be a repeat 
process of de-territorialization whereby prior and/or other, most often indigenous, landscapes are 
figured as terra nullius–no man’s land, free for the taking and reterritorializing by colonial powers. 
Desert landscapes were especially vulnerable to this process since their arid vastness was readily 
imaged as a greenless void–a tropic misrecognition that cued imperial-industrial America’s intense 
desertification of desert ecology with hyperbolic operations of grazing, damming, mining, and nuclear 
bombing. 

The pivotal point in American self-recognition as a westernizing people is set in motion by  literary 
reaction to this rhetorical and material voiding of the desert. According to Gersdorf, the turn 
westward does not fully revolve until a hundred years after the official closing of the frontier, when it 
became imperative for Americans to rediscover desert playa, mesa, and canyon as the last open 
space for cultivating a spirit of freedom and adventure. Even then, the literary campaign that would 
transform the arid wasteland into “a geography of hope” had first to divert the quest for unnatural 
urban oases toward the desert’s natural wealth in wilderness. In the words of the new west’s arch 
proponent, Wallace Stegner: “‘You have to get over the color green; you have to quit associating 
beauty with gardens and lawns; you have to get used to an inhuman scale; you have to understand 
geological time.’” 

Gersdorf foregrounds for critical analysis what she designates to be the “poetic” and “political” 
terrains of landscape formation or the double strata of cultural (de)construction. The poetic terrain 
cultivates key metaphors with which to (re)imagine the land while, concurrently, the political terrain 
deploys these metaphors in national discourse and counter-discourse to effectively deterritorialize 
subaltern desert ecologies. She understands these key metaphors to be “eco-spatial” in nature 
(despite the temporal plane of peripatetic narrative wherein they develop), and she identifies 
four–“garden,” “orient,” “wilderness,” and “heterotopia” –in order of their historic rise in popular 
parlance. The construction of the desert as garden appears unsurprisingly first, given the historic 
appeal of the pastoral as a guiding metaphor of prosperity. On the other hand, literary landscapists 
had to align themselves with frontier industrialists to envision the oxymoronic creation of a desert 
garden. Gersdorf foregrounds William E. Smythe’s The Conquest of Arid America (1899) as the 
compelling “recovery narrative” that answered to John Wesley Powell’s “cautionary” Report on the 
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Lands of the Arid Region of the United States (1878) with proposals for a “technological translation” 
of barren aridity into agricultural fertility. Smythe deploys one European landscape metaphor (the 
garden) to overturn another (the wasteland) to translate the desert into a landscape fit to cultivate 
the American dream, and he inspires the discourse of conquest that helped materialize the 
conversion of desert watersheds into an industrial hydrology. In the closing decades of the 19th and 
the beginning decades of the 20th century, Susan E. Wallace, Charles F. Lummis, and John C. Van Dyke 
contested Smythe’s instrumentalist vision with orientalist discourses (modeled in part on orientalist 
landscape painting) that views the American desert to be as, or almost as, exotic as the archetypal 
Orient of the Middle East. The desert as “orient” and as “garden” still compete for precedence in the 
American landscape imaginary, but they are easily surpassed by the desert as “wilderness.” For this, 
we have Edward Abbey to thank most, along with Wallace Stegner, and to a lesser extent Barry 
Lopez, Charles Bowden, and Anne Zwinger. Abbey’s non-fiction classic, Desert Solitaire, together with 
his best-selling, eco-activist novel, The Monkey Wrench Gang inaugurate a form of metaphorical land 
reclamation, rediscovering a fragile, maligned but still intact, inconceivably remote and inestimably 
beautiful, desert wilderness. Accordingly, Abbey hi-jacks Theodore Roosevelt’s masculinist creed of 
wilderness adventure and attaches it to a new environmentalist front dedicated to liberating the 
desert’s last great wild space from industrial tourism and hydrological imperialism. Lopez, Bowden, 
and Zwinger add their respective polyvocal, cynical, and mindful landscape-idioms to the desert’s 
wilderness defense, though their efforts pale in the wake of Abbey’s romantic-jeremiad rhetoric.         

If Gersdorf’s survey and analysis of “garden,” “orient,” and “wilderness” cover familiar rhetorical and 
discursive ground, the last section of her book on “heterotopia” prospects a less known category of 
metaphorical landscapes with which to re-imagine the desert and the nation. Drawing on Foucault’s 
idea of heterotopia, as well as Edward Soja’s and Keith Herrington’s elaborations of that idea, 
Gersdorf emphasizes the productive othering that occurs when literary landscapists reclaim the 
western American desert as a radical, cultural and ecological alternative to the paradigmatic 
greenscapes of eastern garden states. What distinguishes the othering of heterotopic representations 
of the desert from that of the other key metaphorical renderings is its emphatic critique of the 
racism, sexism, and heterosexism still redolent in the rising patriotic rhetoric of the American west. 
Gersdorf points to Mary Austin’s foregrounding of Hispanic and aboriginal desert ecologies against a 
white-washed background of colonial range lands, as well as to Robert Misrach’s radical revision of 
the sublime aesthetic with photographs that amplify both the desert’s “violent legacies” of military, 
industrial, and macho red-neck desert culture and the desert’s awe-striking natural topography. 
Appropriately, Gersdorf gives the last word on the landscape (de)construction of American culture to 
Chicana/Chicano desert writers, drawing on Gloria Anzaldúa’s concept of “borderland” to racialize 
and geographize the idea and practice of heterotopia, and devoting a final section to the analysis of 
Alfredo Véa, Jr.’s novel La Maravilla. To Gersdorf, the latter exemplifies how the desert as 
“heterotopia” champions the minoritization of American culture. The novel’s small-town desert 
location on multiple (sexual, racial, national, and geographical) borders, with its carnivalesque 
population (of queers, Indians, Mexicans, Chicanas and Chicanos) integrates difference and 
ambivalence in ways that threaten and promise to brush up against the white-straight-urban desert 
capital of Phoenix that is ever-looming on the town’s horizon.  

A bricolage of post-structuralist philosophers (notably Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari), 
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ideological/cultural critics (W.J.T. Mitchell, Stuart Hall), semioticians (Roland Barthes), Americanists 
(Andrew Ross, Lauren Berlant), ecocritics (Scott Slovic, Laurence Buell), feminist ecocritics (Val 
Plumwood, Stacy Alaimo, Carolyn Merchant, Annette Kolodny), western American cultural historians 
(William Cronon, Donald Worster), post/modernity theorists (Soja, Herrington), postcolonial theorists 
(Edward Said), new west geographers/landscape critics (Solnit, Krista Comer minus, alas, William L. 
Fox, and John Brinckerhoff Jackson), allows Gersdorf to assemble and analyze a vast bibliography of 
primary texts (mostly narrative non-fiction). Hers is not a narrowly defined, narrowly deconstructed 
desert but one that multiplies rhetorical and discursive possibility with every critique. Yet even so 
impressive and incisive a range of critical coverage as this reveals the limitations of the field of 
American cultural studies. Gersdorf’s focus on the poetic/rhetorical/discursive making of the 
American landscape imaginary may imply a host of ecocritical concerns, but her route to ecological 
thinking is a one-way street. If literary agency plays so central and copious a role in constructing 
national character by writing and rewriting the desert, what extra-discursive, nonhuman agency does 
the desert enact on American cultural ecology? And with what material effect? From an ecocritical 
perspective, one might wish for a less anthropocentric, more ecocentric study of America’s desert-
attuned, new west culture. But such wishing calls for a different book. The Poetics and Politics of the 
Desert manages brilliantly to reorient American cultural and literary studies towards matters of 
landscape (and) ecology, and to open the naturalist project of cultivating an American landscape 
vernacular to political (self-)critique.     
  
DIANNE CHISHOLM researches and teaches at the University of Alberta. She is the author of Queer 
Constellations: Subcultural Space in the Wake of the City (U Minnesota P, 2005) and she is currently  
working on two book projects: The Becoming Landscapes of Literary Ecology (a critical monograph)  
and Home, Home on the DeRanged: A Field Guide to the Colliding Landscapes of Alberta’s Front 
Range (a collection of short narrative non-fiction). (top)

Gauging lan(d)guage  

lan(d)guage: a sequence of poetics by KEN BELFORD 
Prince George: Caitlin 2008 $16.95

Reviewed by OWEN PERCY

Ken Belford’s latest verse offering is one that, in several different ways, cannot seem to make up its 
mind—and that may in fact be the point. Belford has been a pioneer and a practitioner of eco-poetics 
for several decades, and lan(d)guage offers the reader a glimpse into the speaker’s gradual ecological 
awakening from his younger years as a less environmentally responsible citizen. The back cover of the 
book promises that readers will be taken on a ramble through an “unroaded northern wilderness” 
from which, as Barry McKinnon puts it in his blurb, rivers, mountains, forests and lakes “act not as 
backdrop but as the literal and imaginative source for the poem and the necessary syntax Belford 
generates and inhabits.” Accordingly, Belford is always conscious of the slipperiness of meaning in 
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and around poems and language. He writes
My narrative is waves of meaning
crashing through a watery code. Sometimes
Meaning is stupid and reading is painful.
Clusters of tiny, new perceptions shift
and turn at once and I don’t know
how it works, but I can see it 

Suggesting elsewhere that “It’s not possible to translate what I know into English” and “I don’t look 
for meaning in the poems of others,” Belford works to create a poetry that troubles meaning—that 
invites the slipperiness of language and the subjectivity of an eager reader, and that tries to resist the 
authority of the poet himself as arbiter thereof. The result is a collection of untitled pieces that come 
to rest somewhere between the subtitular sequence of poetics and a sequence in poetics, as the 
Library Archives Canada Catalogue officially lists it in the book’s front matter. 

It must be noted that the speaker and the poet of lan(d)guage may not be completely excised from 
one another. Sounding suspiciously like Belford himself, the speaker nods directly to real-life Belford 
associates McKinnon, Rob Budde, and George Bowering in one poem, and admits elsewhere that 

I’m a powerful, heavy-set man in my sixties.
I don’t give orders. I used to drink myself stupid
and wander through towns looking lost.
But at least I quit the timber trade when young 

and 
I live in a low status on the shores 
of a small island, an individual, not in
the urban network, not in the same speech
community as the speakers of the urban
dialect 

This alienation from what he calls urbanity and larger communities (of speakers, of poets, of schools, 
of traditions) makes Belford’s work unique in that it resembles only itself; inasmuch as it is of the 
land, it is of a poet in the land who works hard to erase his footprints on riverbank and page alike. 
But in his efforts to establish a non-invasive, meaning-shifting poetics, the poet remains inextricably 
trapped, along with the rest of us, by both land and language themselves. In many ways, Belford’s 
unorthodox poems
often end up seeming more like personal laments and lyrical musings—referential reckonings with 
the past—than they do any focused engagement with the concept of poetics. In fact, lan(d)guage is 
written in roughly-hewn blocks of single stanzas of unrhymed free verse, invoking the declarative 
monologue or manifesto more so than the politics and poetics of language on the page; lan(d)guage 
seems, rather, something to be performed for its messages more than for its medium. 

The messages of lan(d)guage are clear: “Animals are not good to eat, but good to think” (he later 
writes “I think the way animals think”); the concept of place is an impossible one because it “ends at 
the center of culture”; intelligence is sensual, not necessarily cerebral. In many ways, though, the 
book is a self-indulgent coming out party for the speaker—as someone who has realized the errors of 
his past lives and has broken free of the hold that consumption and consumerism retain on much of 
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the population: 
the thoughts you got from others
don’t have me anymore. I got the idea
I could go to work for myself from another
and I’m glad I quit before my mind was eaten up
by social contact while I slept 

At times the speaker’s vehemence about vegetarianism, the logging industry, class division, and 
fishing (the bourgeois pleasure of the “professional classes”) betrays the back cover’s insistence that 
Belford’s verse offers an “unsentimental and non-reactionary perspective”—a contradiction 
exacerbated by the conviction with which he convicts sport-fishermen (Belford worked as an 
ecotourism guide for several years) for their desire to document their catches:

The photos degrade the fish, especially the hero shot.
Steelhead are the most vulnerable to men.
Mimicry, language, and gadgets are their tools of the slaughter.
The focus is mostly on the men and their desire
and little is on the fish. The fish is just a thing but 
at the same time the men seek to experience the life 
of the fish. The fish experiences the hard hand of the fisher, and
just as in hate and sex crimes, apathy and empathy are there 

The absurdity of comparing a lynching or a rape to the landing of a trout is ire-raising if nothing else, 
and it is likely within that ire that Belford’s poetics are most concretely realized; his is a poetics which 
aims to push its reader from their comfort levels, to explode their social complacency, to incite 
reaction, for what the line explains of apathy and empathy is true—the context of its truth, like the 
context of language or the context of a place, is what the reader is left to assess for themselves. 

lan(d)guage is work, though it remains cleverly disguised as straightforward verse. There is much 
contemplation of the very concept and reception of poetry itself, and particularly of the fleetingness 
of place and meaning in poems. Although the speaker seems to distinguish himself from “serious / 
vertebrates, who see nature as spectacle” and who “go on scheming in language,” the trap is set, and 
the fact that “language has animal prejudices”—unpredictability, rational irrationality, agency—
catches us within these contradictory poetics that attempt to be non-invasive and non-colonial in 
their relationship to the language of land and the land of language; readers of lan(d)guage will surely 
need their wits about them as they wander through Belford’s wilderness in search of what might be 
there.

OWEN PERCY is a PhD Candidate in the Department of English at the University of Calgary. (top)

Animal Capital: Rendering Life in Biopolitical Times by NICOLE SHUKIN
Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P 2009 $22.50 USD 

Reviewed by ANNE MILNE
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In this highly engaging contribution to the current trend in cultural studies of “thinking on animals,” 
Nicole Shukin invigorates the burgeoning field of animal studies with Animal Capital: Rendering Life  
in Biopolitical Times published as part of the University of Minnesota Press’s Posthumanities series 
under the general editorship of Cary Wolfe.

Shukin begins her book by pointing out glaring contradictions between the way that capitalism uses 
animals materially and symbolically.  She argues that capitalism creates a deeply depoliticized 
ambivalence about animals that ultimately enables it to “render” animals as “available to be 
exploited.” The degree to which modernity and postmodernity have literally “bought in” to these 
renderings is signaled not only by the evidence Shukin presents, but by the very need for and 
freshness of her incisive critical project.  Shukin’s task, then, in Animal Capital, is one of explicating 
this rendering process culturally, materially, and theoretically.

Shukin’s refusal to separate the material and symbolic rendering of animals is particularly significant 
for literary and cultural studies where critics increasingly integrate an animal studies perspective but 
without enough attention either to the material conditions of the animals represented in cultural 
products or, perhaps more importantly for Shukin, to the manner in which criticism itself plays to the 
normalization and naturalization of specific fixed views of animals that are conceptualized, created, 
and controlled by and within capitalism. In Animal Capital, Shukin convincingly demonstrates that 
animals not only have become capital but that capital viscerally, dangerously, and uncritically has 
become animal.

Shukin uses the term rendering to shape a “rubric for critically tracking the production of animal 
capital.” This strategy gives Animal Capital an effective focus that moves animal studies criticism 
beyond reading representation. Shukin’s chapter structure, in which she articulates theory through 
various forms of “mobility,” aptly reflects her own fluid and flexible thinking around and through the 
issues raised by rendering animal and capital. Though theoretically rooted in Marxist criticism, Shukin 
does not shy away from a critique of the overall failure of Marxism to commit to a sustained and 
substantial consideration of the non-human. Shukin’s examination in Chapter 2 of the nineteenth-
century American slaughterhouse industry, for example, illuminates the obvious interlocking 
oppression between animals and labour even as it updates both labour and animal studies discourses 
on the slaughterhouse by foregrounding a consideration of the condition of the animal.

Further, Shukin links slaughter to cinema arguing that nineteenth-century slaughterhouse tours in 
Chicago constitute an early labour/cinematic experience of “moving disassembly lines” that manage 
human affect in its response to animal slaughter and constitute a time-motion logic that “frames the 
impassive stages of deanimating animal life as an inexorable progression.” In this way she tempers 
the enthusiasm of a number of theorists (in particular, Akira Lippit) who tend to idealize cinema as 
animal without acknowledging that at the root of cinematic culture lies the exploited animal body in 
the form of gelatin—the emulsion that literally and materially coats film and makes its “animality” 
possible.

As Shukin points out, capitalism’s sleight of hand is to mask its dependency on the surplus from the 
slaughter of animals. Shukin extends this analysis to the automobile both in terms of Fordist labour 
principles and in the way that car culture and car companies promote an alleged animal nature that 
literalizes the car as “a species of wildlife.” Shukin’s exposure of this troubling mimesis leads her from 
this examination of “Automobility” to “Telemobility” (Chapter 3) where her discussion of the “electric 
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animal” leads the reader from Galvani’s eighteenth-century experiments on fragmented frog bodies 
through Edison’s public electrocution of animals in the context of the development of the electric 
chair to the Telus Mobility advertising campaign that marries wildlife representations to promises of 
unlimited telemobility through a “technology of branding…[that] generates affect for capital as and 
through affection for animals.” Shukin goes further, though, to trace a full circle back from animal 
affect to animal slaughter by illuminating the complicity of mobile phone manufacturers in the 
deeply exploitative Coltan mining operations in the Congo which have decimated “gorilla, elephant 
and other wildlife populations.” 

In her final chapter, “Biomobility,” Shukin illuminates globalization’s postmodern promise of species 
intimacy and hybridity within the context of pandemic discourse. In her examination of the SARS, 
Avian Flu, and the BSE crises she demonstrates how the pandemic animal and the human other 
associated with it are managed, sanitized, and enclosed by discourses of hygiene, racism, contagion, 
and terrorism even as they are simultaneously rendered and utilized by capitalism to create fetish, 
affect, and pharmaceutical profit. Shukin warns us that despite protestations to the contrary, what 
pandemic discourse prepares us for and renders us eager to engage in is a “new imperial war against 
nature.” 

The difficult question haunting animal studies generally, and left only tentatively addressed at the 
end of Shukin’s book, is the question of activism.  Shukin tests and suggests several approaches to 
achieving “posthuman kinship” without subsumption to the biopolitics of global capitalism such as 
extending the “normative limits of immanent critique by refusing the assumption that it is 
constitutively human,” activating signs of animal protest and histories of animal agency, engaging in 
strategically ironic mimesis, and fully utilizing concepts of kinship such as Judith Butler’s “corporeal 
vulnerability” and Jacques Derrida’s “hospitality.” She admits, though, in the conclusion to Animal  
Capital, that capitalism “appears all too capable of infernally surviving” and that change and the 
possibility of producing “other signs of nature and culture” continues to be challenging. But Shukin 
perhaps underrates her own project, which constructs a formidable challenge to conventional 
thinking, articulates a reinvigorated mode of thinking about animals, and renders a viable rubric for 
change.

ANNE MILNE is an Assistant Professor in the School of English and Theatre Studies at the University  
of Guelph where she specializes in animal studies, ecocriticism, and labour studies in Restoration and 
Eighteenth-Century British literature. Her book, Lactilla Tends her Fav'rite Cow: Ecocritical Readings of 
Animals and Women in Eighteenth-Century British Labouring-Class Women's Poetry was published by  
Bucknell University Press in 2008. (top)
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Guided by Many Voices

Open Wide a Wilderness: Canadian Nature Poems edited by NANCY HOLMES, with an 
introduction by DON MCKAY

Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier UP, 2009.

Reviewed by TRAVIS V. MASON

In his introduction to Treasures of the Place: Three Centuries of Nature Writing in Canada (1992), 
Wayne Grady implies that “nature poetry” does not tend to demonstrate “an unabashed love of 
nature in its true form,” preferring instead to build poetic reputations  on lyrical misrepresentations 
of ecological realities. “Nature writing,” by contrast, comprises “meticulous observation” and 
“scienti[fic] fascination” that belie facile constructions of non-human nature. Introducing Living in  
Harmony: Nature Writing by Women in Canada (1996), Andrea Pinto Lebowitz avoids justifying her 
decision not to include poetry (notwithstanding Sandy Shreve’s “Whale Watching,” which is 
dedicated to Lebowitz and included more as epigraph than as entry). For Lebowitz too, though, 
nature writing offers “scientific awareness and close observation,” the implication being that poetry 
and fiction do not share the same tendencies. Coming as they did in the 1990s, both Grady’s and 
Lebowitz’s collections performed valuable and, certainly in the case of Grady’s historical coverage, 
necessary acts of recovery. As such, they persist as rich resources for the ecologically oriented critic 
and environmental historians. As “The Environment” took its place during the early 1990s among 
post-Cold War political and popular discourses, and as ecocriticism emerged from university 
Humanities departments, “nature writing” was making a comeback. Or rather, interest in nature 
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writing was making a comeback—for as Grady and Lebowitz make abundantly clear with their 
selections, nature writing itself never really went away. But interest, in Canada, had been waning at 
least since the early 1980s, when proponents of a postmodern wave in literary criticism repudiated 
“thematic criticism.” That the representative thematic critics—D.G. Jones, Margaret Atwood, and 
John Moss—published their offending tomes within mere years of each other and focused much on 
what could be considered “nature” seems to have contributed to the turn away from nature writing 
in mainstream criticism during the 1980s. Jones’ Butterfly on Rock: A Study of Themes and Images in 
Canadian Literature (1970) and Atwood’s Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature (1972), in 
particular, seem to have anticipated (and perhaps articulated a need for) an earlier anthology of 
nature writing, one that demonstrated a comfort with including poetry and prose alike.

Bruce Littlejohn and Jon Pearce’s Marked by the Wild: An Anthology of Literature Shaped by the 
Canadian Wilderness (1973) sets prose alongside poetry “with the belief that wilderness has been 
the single most important presence” in Canadian literature. In so doing, they demonstrate none of 
the anxieties expressed by David Boyd, editor of Northern Wild: The Best Contemporary Canadian 
Writing (2001), about the overwhelming task of evaluating and selecting the most worthy poems. 
These two different anthologies are understandably mixed in their layout: Marked by the Wild boasts, 
not surprisingly given its historical context, thematic sections as an organizing principle and invites 
readers to experience vastly different formal responses by predominantly white males of European 
descent; Northern Wild, by contrast, limits its focus to prose published between 1990 and 2000, 
seeking less to canonize the field of nature writing than to provide a selective array of well-written 
essays (as many as the publisher would allow, I presume).

With this small group of anthologies representing literary responses to Canadian wilderness, a 
noticeable gap remains. Nancy Holmes addresses this gap with Open Wide a Wilderness: Canadian 
Nature Poems (2009), the second book from Wilfrid Laurier University Press’s promising 
Environmental Humanities Series. Where Grady and Lebowitz eschew poetry in favour of more 
scientifically rigorous prose, Holmes carefully selects poems that demonstrate a similar species of 
observational rigour (which is not to say all the poems here do so). Where Boyd forgoes the 
overwhelming task of evaluating a decade’s worth of verse, Holmes meticulously and admirably picks 
through more than two centuries’ worth. Where Littlejohn and Pearce satisfy the thematic and 
canonic expectations of the early 1970s, Holmes unsettles the project of canon formation by opening 
her editorial arms to, well, a considerably wider wilderness of diverse poets. As the title suggests, and 
as any anthology must do, certain limitations set the tone for the collection. Holmes reveals in her 
preface that she decided to focus on “poems written about ‘wild’ nature rather than ‘domesticated’ 
nature” (while noting that these categories occasionally overlap); in addition to including only poems 
about Canadian landscapes, flora, and fauna (so no Galapagos poems by Al Purdy, e.g.), she limits her 
selections to poems written in English; far from avoiding canonical poets, many poems an ecocritic 
would expect to be included are, both from early writers and contemporary ecopoets; but also 
included are “some of the strange and lovely poems” by well-known writers and unequivocal nature 
poems by seldom anthologized poets who, as Holmes writes, “might not be as self-consciously eco-
theoretical as others.” Such a catholic approach embraces the project of opening wide promised by 
the anthology’s title (taken from Douglas Lochhead’s poem, included here, of the same name).

If the anthologist’s lament pre-empts charges of incomplete or idiosyncratic selections, the reviewer-
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of-anthologies’ lament sounds a near echo: while I identified in my reading poets and poems whose 
presence perplexed me, and noted others whose absence baffled, I’ll not name names. Doubtless any 
reader can compile her own counter- or anti- or complementary or ongoing anthology. Reading this 
“first-ever survey of Canadian nature poetry,” however, I sometimes felt that the net had been cast a 
bit too wide. Out of 200 poets, three are singled out with the inclusion of four poems each: Archibald 
Lampman, E.J. Pratt, and Don McKay; 102 poets, by stark contrast, have only one poem to represent 
their contribution to Canadian nature poetry. If the choice of how many poems to include per poet 
reflects on the one hand an understanding of pre-established (perhaps canonical) merit, it makes on 
the other hand an argument for the relative significance of those poets. (I make the preceding claim 
fully aware that number of poems alone might not indicate a poet’s value; number of pages, too, 
performs an evaluative function.) As a teacher, I found myself wanting more poems by fewer poets, 
uncertain how a bunch of single poems might trigger fruitful discussion and fearful that I might in the 
classroom just resort to focusing on those poets Holmes deems worthy of three poems or more. At 
best, this kind of treatment prevents readers from gaining a sense of how each poem functions 
within a given writer’s larger poetic project; at worst, it implies a unified national project in which 
each poet participates (thus undermining any resistance to canon formation). This is less a critique of 
Holmes’ selections than a confessed uneasiness in the face of the chronological survey as 
representative of a singular national identity. 

As a critical resource, Open Wide A Wilderness succeeds in many ways, not least of which has been to 
introduce me to a handful of poets of whom I’d not previously been aware. That most of these new-
to-me poets are represented by a single, stunning poem fairly indicates my ambivalent regard for this 
collection. On the one hand, I think Holmes has missed an opportunity to present an argument about 
the way “nature” and “wilderness” have been constructed by a core group of Canadian poets who 
have earned reputations as nature or environmental or eco-poets (something along the lines of Gary 
Geddes’ 15 Canadian Poets x 3, say); on the other hand, I appreciate the breadth (width) of coverage 
that Holmes provides, which lays a foundation for further research and future anthologies by 
reminding us that ours is a country full of fine (oft-ignored or -forgotten) poets. As it stands, of 
course, Holmes’ anthology does make an argument—namely, that perceptions of nature through the 
country’s poetic voices are multiple; moreover, that they find expression in the work of poets at all 
levels of accomplishment and recognition. This is, despite my reservations about the collections’ 
organizing principles and pedagogical applications, a good argument to make.

As if anticipating a review such as this, Holmes allays some of my pedagogical concerns with helpful 
paratextual apparatus, including brief author bios, an easy-to-read copyright page (i.e., not a solid 
block of 9-pt text) for tracking down source material, a basic author and title index, and a 
thoughtfully rendered subject index. The subject index, or “The Alternate Guide” (after Monty Reid’s 
book-length poem of the same name), lists poems under such headings as “Abandoned Farms,” 
“Arctic/The North,” “Environmental Alarm,” “Recreation,” “Trees” (including species-specific 
subheadings), and “Wilderness.” If this guide effectively “offer[s] other ways of entering the 
anthology,” it also acts as a book-end to Don McKay’s introduction, “Great Flint Singing,” which itself 
functions as (and contains) an alternate guide.

McKay’s introduction is a satisfyingly erudite and compelling overview of nature poetry in Canada. 
Modifying somewhat the prose style that makes Vis à Vis and Deactivated West 100 equal parts 

ISSUE 6 FALL 2009 40                THE GOOSE



conversational and high-falutin’, McKay adopts a witty yet restrained voice in over thirty pages of 
what should go down as an important contribution to the Canadian essay. That is not to say the tone 
itself is restrained: he begins by listing candidates for iconic Canadian images to place beside such 
classics as “Wordsworth in the stolen boat on Windermere” and “Sylvia Plath at full gallop on Ariel.” 
The list is as impressive as the seemingly un-Canadian suggestion that a photograph of “Duncan 
Campbell Scott at a portage on the height of land between Lake Superior and Hudson Bay 
watersheds” and “Daphne Marlatt in conversation with Steveston fisherman” qualify for similarly 
iconic status. In six sections, McKay traces a history of Canadian nature poetry, one that posits such 
poets as D.C. Scott and Charles G.D. Roberts against the pure Romantics with whom they are often 
aligned (and compared to whom, much maligned); that suggests the “soupçon of terror” necessary 
for sublime experience becomes, in early Canada’s “unmitigated wilderness, an overdose”; that 
celebrates the species specificity and acuity of Archibald Lampman and Ethelwyn Wetherald; that 
recalls the problematic influence of Atwood’s Survival and the George Grant inflected post-colonial 
civil elegies of Dennis Lee; that recognizes nature poetry that engages with history (Atwood, 
Kroetsch), science (Dewdney, Dickinson), culture (Bringhurst, Marlatt), philosophy (Lilburn, Zwicky); 
and that, finally, offers an alternate guide or set of challenges to scholars, students, and poets to 
carry on the project of exploring Canadian nature poems. Holmes has taken up this project in a 
significant and provocative way with the expansive Open Wide a Wilderness. It’s up to members of 
ALECC, as scholars and teachers of Canadian environments and literatures, to grab some gear and 
continue on the portage.

TRAVIS V. MASON holds a Killam Postdoctoral Fellowship in Dalhousie University’s English  
Department. (top)

ANIMAL ENCOUNTERS edited by TOM TYLER and MANUELA ROSSINI 
Brill Academic Publishers, 2009 $117USD

Reviewed by TAMMY ARMSTRONG

The sixth title in the Brill Human-Animal Studies Series, Animal Encounters is an exemplary entry-
level and springboard essay collection for those interested in Animal Studies. Organized around six 
“encounters”: Potential, Mediate, Experimental, Corporeal, Domestic, and Libidinal, these essays 
crosshatch multiple disciplines and ethical positions, emphasizing the interconnectivity between 
diverse scholars, writers and activists. In his introduction, co-editor Tom Tyler cites Foucault’s 
differentiation between antagonism and agonism in that the former is “a standoff” and the latter is 
“’mutual incitement.’” Though many of the twelve essays are polemical forays into this burgeoning 
field, the introduction sets the tone for these “encounters,” encouraging a discourse that does not 
attempt to reconcile alterities but treats them as essential bridges between disciplines.

Tyler acknowledges that the ambiguous term Animal Studies makes for “an open, contested field, 
with no clear canon, [thus] Animal Studies is a meeting point where different species of researcher 
gather.” He maintains, “[t]hese varying, even conflicting approaches that characterize the field are a 
strength rather than a weakness.” As the collection of essays exhibits, it is these varying approaches 
and bricolages that assert diversity and creative potential in such a “fast-growing field.” The strength 
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of this collection is in its inter-referentiality, which rather than creating a collection that feels 
constrictive and erudite, establishes a gathering of cultural workers who are mutually concerned with 
the ramifications of how humans look at nonhumans. Contemporary in scope, Animal Encounters 
explores haute-couture fashion, David Lynch, PETA pinups, zoophilia, rat art, and pet photography, 
among other subjects. The impact of posthumanist discourse clearly filters through these pieces, 
bringing human and nonhuman borders under scrutiny while widening the field and furthering 
questions for others regarding empathy and exploitation. This collection is well balanced and due to 
length constraints, I will touch on some of the essays that were conspicuous in their scope and 
research.

Randy Malamud, for instance, highlights the ironic nature of some of America’s cultural pursuits that 
“contribute to the anthropocentric hegemony that keeps animals subaltern.” Malamud’s examples 
run the gamut from animal parts in art exhibits, Dior suits for elephants, fashion ad campaigns with 
animal props, to our ability to still maintain that charismatic mega-fauna enjoy this sort of 
interaction. The damage, Malamud contends, is that these portrayals propagate disposability and 
commodification; “human ingenuity and violence against animals are complementary facets of the 
same sensibility.”

Both Steve Baker and Donna Haraway share concern for a wider appreciation of non-human roles in 
laboratory work, as humans are healthy, in large part, due to research and animal experimentation. 
Haraway contends that anthropocentric borders must be a construct of the past as, “[w]e are in the 
midst of webbed existences, multiple beings in relationship, this animal, this sick child, this village, 
these herds, these labs, these neighbourhoods in a city, these industries and economies, these 
ecologies linking natures and cultures without end.” Artist Lucy Kimbell, in an interview with Steve 
Baker, also shares this sentiment when she emphasizes that “[h]ere we are, our bodies protected 
over the years by vaccinations and drugs most of which were probably tested on animals . . .” Both 
writers are realistic in the complexity of this problem.

Other essays look toward still patchy areas of research, such as Jonathan Burt’s thoughtful article, 

which rallies those interested in animal studies to strive towards a comprehensive 20th century body 
of work on animal history as “sometimes it seems as if there’s a gap between the death of Queen 
Victoria and the arrival of Peter Singer.” While Burt looks to examples of robotic-hybridity to help fill 
this gap, Susan Squier’s essay takes three women from three eras and explores their involvement 
with chicken farming. Over nearly one hundred years, Squier demonstrates our connections to 
husbandry and the historical consequences of big business farms through these women’s journals 
and diaries. Pamela Banting’s essay on reading and “writing wildly” is a fascinating piece that tracks 
our literacy through nature. She looks to how nature is interpreted textually and how we must 
“interpolate how animals in many ways made us human.” Her work also introduces a wider audience 
to the writings of Western-Canadian writers Andy Russell and Sid Marty who “write wildly” and read 
“animal rhetorics” through, and despite, our insistence on a socially constructed nature.

The most radical of the essays concern, as co-editor Manuela Rossini notes, “the fleshly 
entanglement of organisms.” Monika Bakke urges “the revision of the discourse and debate on 
human-animal intimacy” and looks to historical studies by sexologists. With little contemporary 
research proffered, this is unbroken ground. By exposing “zoos” or the fringe group of individuals 
“sexually attracted to particular species and even to a specific individual animal or group of 
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individuals,” Bakke does not propose to normalize the action but to encourage work for a sincere 
understanding of a stigmatized fraction of society. Her article is fascinating in its inclusiveness of 
historical literary and artistic depictions of “zoosexual” acts found in mediums from fairy tales to 
pornography.

Animal Encounters’ importance is not only that it contributes to the field of Animal Studies, but also 
that it offers accessible examples for promising pursuits in multiple directions. Tyler and Rossini have 
brought to the foreground questions and explorations that may not sit well with all who read them. 
The topics are contentious without being gratuitously provocative. This collection expands the field 
by complicating posthumanistic perceptions of difference and boundary while demonstrating the 
field’s social and theoretical relevance in terms that the novice and the expert may understand.  

TAMMY ARMSTRONG is a writer and PhD Candidate in English Literature at UNB.

(top)

The Little Engine That Could...I think I can, I think I can, but can I really?

“Mom, Will This Chicken Give Me Man Boobs?” My Confused, Guilt-Ridden, and 
Stressful Struggle to Raise a Green Family by ROBYN HARDING 

Vancouver: Greystone Books 2009 $19.95

Reviewed by STEPHANIE POSTHUMUS

The refrain of the classic children’s book, The Little Engine that Could, kept running through my head 
as I read about Robyn Harding’s attempt to live a more environmentally friendly lifestyle. Harding’s 
constant “I’m trying hard, I really am” reminded me of the little engine’s “I think I can, I think I can.” 
But unlike the little engine, Harding never seems to reach the summit in her quest for living 
ecologically. Rather, she arrives at a fairly obvious, far from earth-shattering conclusion: “So maybe I 
hadn’t become the deep-dark green goddess I’d hoped to be. But still, I was doing my best; I was 
going to bother. I would bother to do all the small things I could in my own life to be low impact, 
sustainable, and environmentally friendly.” This refrain “I think I can do a little bit, I think I can do a 
little bit” hardly evokes a sense of accomplishment and the reader wonders if all the effort was worth 
it. 

Mom, Will This Chicken Give Me Man Boobs? falls into the genre of non-fiction eco-memoir written 
generally by journalists with no real background in ecological science or environmental philosophy. 
Humorous anecdotes combined with a self-mocking tone are supposed to illustrate the dilemmas of 
choosing a more environmental lifestyle (see for example James Glave’s Almost Green that plays on 
the same metaphor of different shades of green). Unfortunately the worst examples of this genre are 
based on a superficial, Google-gleaned knowledge of environmental issues, leaving the reader with 
no real valuable resources to find more in-depth answers. For example, Harding touches on many of 
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the conundrums of environmental living (and in no real order, confusing at times environment, health 
and social issues): disposable or cloth diapers, organic or local food, water aerators, CFL light bulbs, 
Nalgene water bottles, litterless lunches, recycling, public transportation, global warming, etc. Yet her 
research is limited to women’s magazines (Chatelaine), TV shows (Oprah), websites (milksucks.com, 
cosmeticsdatabase.com, EWG’s website, wastefreelunches.org), popular eco-living books (The 100-
Mile Diet, The Hot Topic, Ecoholic, Gorgeously Green), and of course, the popular “I recently heard...” 

As a full-time working mother concerned with living environmentally, I can appreciate Harding’s 
attempt to portray the complexity of such issues. But she leaves the reader less than satisfied with 
her constant “I was torn... I was confused... I was at a loss” leading to oversimplified conclusions such 
as “Fish is just too damn complicated” and “I now knew that cows’ milk was gross and mean to cows 
and bad for the environment. But on the other side of the coin, it was affordable and Ethan loved it.” 
What I find particularly disturbing about Harding’s flippant style is the running joke that living 
environmentally can make you go crazy. The book’s back cover asks: “Is it possible to raise a green 
family and not lose your mind?” In the prologue, Harding describes her book as “the story of one 
woman’s struggle to juggle motherhood, a career, and a commitment to the planet... and to keep 
from losing her mind.” Halfway through her saga, Harding notes: “That’s when I knew I was going 
‘environ-mental’ -- I was being driven crazy by guilt, confusion, and worry about the environment.” 
Finally, at the end of the book, Harding reassures herself that being only slightly green is better than 
being very, very green and “carted off to the loony bin.” Although such references may be made in 
light, the image of the crazy; nature lady falls into previous stereotypes of women, hysteria, and 
Mother-Earth. 

Harding’s tone throughout the book suggests a certain distance from the issues she’s dealing with as 
well as a lack of real engagement. It is difficult to tell if she takes her attempt to live environmentally 
seriously. In the prologue, she mentions Hollywood stars who drive hybrids and use only natural 
products and so set the “environmental bar a little high.” She decides to become environmental after 
watching Al Gore’s documentary about global warming, then jokes about Calgary benefitting from 
being a few degrees warmer. Harding recognizes that much of her “environmental acts were sort of 
‘accidental’”. Yet even her more deliberate decisions are, at times, contradictory: she votes for the 
Green Party, a super “radical step,” but refuses to take the bus after once sitting next to a homeless 
man. In this sense, it is true that Harding’s eco-memoir reflects the contradictions of human nature 
and sheds light on the difficulties of getting the larger community to adopt a more sustainable 
lifestyle.

One redeeming element in Harding’s book is the references made to the importance of raising 
children who love nature and the environment. As she states in her conclusion: “And the most 
important thing I would do for the environment was to raise two kids who cared about trees and 
animals and people and the earth”. Although it is much more the children themselves and their 
teachers at school who cultivate this love, Harding does well to recognize its importance. Maybe her 
next book will be a more engaged account of discovering nature in the city around her thanks to her 
children’s knowledge of trees, birds and wildlife.

STEPHANIE POSTHUMUS is an Assistant Professor in the Department of French at McMaster  
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University. She is currently working on developing a French ecocriticism, integrating the ideas of  
Claude Lévi-Strauss, Philippe Descola, Catherine and Raphaël Larrère, Bruno Latour, and Michel  
Serres. (top)

 

The Green Imagination The Malahat Review edited by JAY RUZESKY and JOHN 
BARTON

Victoria: University of Victoria Winter 2008 $14.95 

Reviewed by MARK DICKINSON

What is a green imagination? Is it a matter of content, signified by poems and stories about nature? 
Is it comparable to ecological consciousness, or thought whose shape echoes that of the earth? Does 
the very idea of a “green imagination” suggest that ecological crisis is more than climate change and 
dozens of interrelated issues, but also our inability to respond to these issues in a meaningful way 
despite decades of warnings? These are some of the questions that this special issue of the Malahat  
Review brought up for me, a gathering of nearly forty writers and critics for whom ecological crisis is 
very definitely one of meaning. 

This is an excellent volume, musical in structure, one that glides effortlessly between poems, 
interviews, and essays by accomplished authors as well as younger voices, many of whom I was not 
familiar with beforehand, but whose work I read with delight. 
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Of special significance are interviews with Tim Lilburn, Don McKay, and Jan Zwicky. Between the 
three of them, they have previously consented to a total of four published interviews, and their 
willingness to talk represents something of a coup for co-editors Jay Ruzesky and John Barton, as well 
as a gift for readers appreciative of their philosophical poetics. Along with Zwicky’s essay “Lyric 
Realism: Nature Poetry, Silence, and Ontology,” these interviews give the volume philosophical heft, 
wrestling as they do with key questions about what a green imagination might actually look like. 

In among these philosophical peaks are poems and essays by a standout cast of writers. The four 
poems by Philip Kevin Paul masterfully bring fragments of Indigenous oral thought into a 
contemporary context; his work was for me one of the book’s exciting discoveries. Other honorable 
mentions include Melanie Siebert’s “Because they are good at lying low”; “Endgame” by Patricia 
Young; John Steffler’s “Under Mad Dog Lake” and especially “Battle at Halfway Point.” For irresistible, 
boys-on-a-raft energy, check out this excerpt from Cornelia Hoogland’s “Fundamental” and its 
evocation of a West Coast tsunami:

… My sister roared into camp,

threw open the car doors saying the water

in Whaling Station Bay 

was receding at an alarming rate 

right to Texada–it was fascinating–

Get the fuck in, we’re heading to Mt. Jeffrey,

the only safe place on the island.

She hated to miss seeing the whales and sea lions uncovered,

everything revealed. Eels from their caves.

Dotted throughout this collection are a handful of essays that keep the green theme from identifying 
too narrowly with the leafy and wild. “Good as Green” is an excellent essay by Peter Sanger, one of 
Canada’s unacknowledged literary artisans; Carol Matthews writes on the paintings of Emily Carr and 
the sculpture of Al McWilliams; John Harley offers an urban dweller’s perspective on wilderness. 
Harley’s essay, as funny as it is, demonstrates that wilderness thought has to some degree “powered 
down,” as Walter Lightning would say, or hit a wall in the wake of Don McKay’s well-loved 
meditations on the subject. 

The finest of these variations on a green theme is Timothy Brownlow’s essay on gardens. His 
comparison between writing and gardening offers serene advice to anyone who spent her summer 
re-working the same piece of prose or poetry until she was seeing little animals out from the corners 
of her eyes:

In any creative life, there will be periods, sometimes prolonged, of inactivity. One of the 
hallmarks of the true artist is an instinct for knowing when to leave well enough alone, when 
to rotate the mental crops so the soil does not get exhausted. To the inexperienced eye, 
nothing seems to be happening, but the artist knows that subterranean stirrings are going on, 

ISSUE 6 FALL 2009 46                THE GOOSE



that this process cannot be forced, that time must be allowed to collaborate and bring one’s 
daydreams to fruition.

One of the intriguing aspects of “The Green Imagination” is co-editor Ruzesky’s exploration of green 
politics, a sub-theme introduced in his thoughtful introduction. “We received hundreds of 
submissions for this special issue,” he writes, “and as I read them, I felt a building struggle between a 
sense of urgency and the awareness that real change can’t be forced.” This inquiry, given voice in 
Ruzesky’s interviews, leads to some of the volume’s most thought-provoking moments. “Why do 
people change?” Lilburn asks. “People can change because they’ve been disarmed or caught by the 
beauty of something. Being in the thrall of beauty is probably the most efficient means of 
transformation.” 

I was left shaken by Zwicky’s bare-knuckled realism—“Death is coming to this culture and it’s the kind 
of death that’s going to be like a slow-motion car accident after centuries of cultural drunk driving.” 
While I agree that things are even worse than we had thought, I don’t know if this is our call to make
—that it is, in her words, “over”— because we are riding on the back of something whose complexity 
is beyond conscious grasp, even as it unravels. I’d like to leave you with P.K. Page, whose words reveal 
the elder’s gift of addressing such difficulties with elegant brevity:

I had very strict instructions one morning as I was waking up. I heard this voice. I don’t hear 
them very often but occasionally I do, and this voice said, “It doesn’t matter what you do as 
long as you serve your planet.” And I thought, “It doesn’t matter what I do? Kill someone? It 
doesn’t matter what I do?” And a very patient voice answered and said, “It doesn’t matter 
what you do as long as you serve your planet.” That gave me a lot to think about. 

MARK DICKINSON has contributed articles and reviews on Canadian poetry to The Walrus, The Times 
of London, and elsewhere. He is co-editor of Lyric Ecology, an anthology exploring the work of Jan  
Zwicky, forthcoming next year from Cormorant. 

(top)

Selecting Gregory Scofield

Kipocihkân: Poems New & Selected by GREGORY SCOFIELD

Gibsons: Nightwood Editions 2009 $17.95.

Reviewed by KIT DOBSON

Perhaps the biggest question that one might have of Gregory Scofield’s Kipocihkân: Poems New & 
Selected is whether it is too soon to put a selected poems into print. Scofield, born in 1966, has been 
busy, publishing five books of poetry and the powerful memoir Thunder Through My Veins between 
1993 and 2005. But he still reads and feels like a comparatively new writer, with much more work still 
to come. That said, most of his poetry was published by Polestar, which was acquired by Raincoast in 
2002; his most recent book, the strong collection Singing Home the Bones, was published by 
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Raincoast in 2005. And, as many people are by now aware, Raincoast closed its publishing program in 
2008 in order to concentrate upon their distribution program. They promise on their website that 
their “select backlist will remain in print,” but that promise does not bode well for their poetry. 
Gregory Scofield’s selected poems is, by that standard alone, entirely in order. Kudos to Nightwood 
Editions for picking up where Raincoast has left off here.

And Kipocihkân rewards readers through its excellent, tight composition. While many books of 
selected poems feel unfocused, Scofield’s latest effort demonstrates a keen sense of the poet’s 
purpose and work, and includes new poems that provide a continuity that brings the book together. 
Kipocihkân therefore gives readers a clear sense of that sort of poet that Scofield is: a sometimes 
quiet, but never compromising voice that is sensuous, angry, at-times tortured, but always graceful 
and generous in giving thanks to the world that surrounds the poet. Scofield is an almost exclusively 
lyrical poet, focusing upon his history and genealogy, from his early writing about his Métis roots to 
his more recent considerations of a discovered Jewish heritage. Scofield is perhaps the best-
recognized Métis poet writing today, and, although this selection of his work does not highlight his 
explorations of gender to the extent that I expected, it should nevertheless reinforce his reputation.

Kipocihkân also manages to successfully resolve some of the editorial difficulties that Scofield’s work 
proposes in an English-language literary market (difficulties that the earlier books did not handle as 
seamlessly). Scofield writes primarily in English, but also in Cree; the title of the book is Cree slang (as 
the book tells readers) “for someone who is mute or unable to speak.” As a chronicle of Scofield’s 
writerly development—the selections are assembled by book title and therefore chronologically—it 
holds as its dominant theme the process of coming to speak, of gaining a voice. And Scofield’s is a 
voice that is ever increasing in range. Add to the English and the Cree a smattering of Yiddish and 
Hebrew and you are into the realm of the editorially complex. While earlier titles seemed sometimes 
unsure of how to handle the issue of translation, Kipocihkân makes use of Scofield’s short, enjambed 
lines to place translations mid-text as needed. This is clearly a self-reflexive process, also, as Scofield 
introduces the neologism “preverbed,” which is, the gloss immediately tells us, “in between a verb 
and perverted.” The text and its gloss are intelligent supplements to one another.

Scofield’s writing increasingly displays such self-reflexivity. Kipocihkân opens with a new poem that 
invokes Scofield’s ancestors before reprinting from 1993’s The Gathering, in which the poet makes 
the comparatively unselfconscious claim that “Back home our elders / Have ancient taste buds / 
Wintertime they stock up / Long-distance hunting stories,” while “In the city we hunt each other / 
Looking to borrow some flour, sugar, tea / Just enough to get by till the end of the month.” This 
opposition between an authentic Aboriginal home, closely associated with the natural world, and a 
dilapidated, corrupt urban world begins to fragment as time passes and Scofield’s verse evolves. 
Scofield is particularly aware of his role in creating understandings of the Aboriginal world, and shows 
a parallel concern for displaying Aboriginal alcoholism in his verse, worrying in the poem “The Poet 
Leaves a Parting Thought” (earlier published in 1996’s Native Canadiana) that he will “create dark 
talk / for white talkers to talk about.” This prophecy seems now to have come full circle: in one of the 
new poems, “The Dissertation,” Scofield writes about an academic who “overtook his poetry like a 
landlord” to the point that she “even annexed his speech.” His success in recording the struggles of 
identity faced by many Aboriginal and Métis people has made Scofield’s writing into the sort of 
consumable commodity that he feared in his earlier work. “The Dissertation” is a trenchant caution 
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against the simplification of a poet’s work that can be the result of literary analysis.

Gregory Scofield’s Kipocihkân: Poems New & Selected is, therefore, a record of a poet’s growing 
complexity and evolution, a caution against reducing his voice to that of a sociologically 
representative sample, and a skillfully produced volume. Scofield jokes that he “might not be the best 
/ Indigenous poet but hey, my English is lousy enough / to be honest.” His writing sings out a 
profound honesty about the complexity of life, identity, and heritage from a Métis perspective that 
continues to promise strong future work.

KIT DOBSON is an Assistant Professor of Canadian Literature at Mount Royal College, Calgary. His  
first book, Transnational Canadas: Anglo-Canadian Literature and Globalization has just been 
published by Wilfrid Laurier UP. (top)

“Named by wilderness.”

The Muskwa Assemblage by DON MCKAY

Kentville: Gaspereau 2008 $49.95

Reviewed by PAUL HUEBENER

The Muskwa-Kechika wilderness is a region the size of Ireland situated near British Columbia’s 
northern border, and is home to various provincial parks and protected areas. And while the 
“Muskwa Assemblage” refers to “a set of rocks that share a common ancestry in Rodinia one and a 
half billion years ago”—Rodinia being an ancient supercontinent not to be confused with the much 
more recent Pangaea—the name is borrowed here to refer to an assemblage of artists, McKay 
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included, and their art pieces inside the Muskwa-Kechika region, all intended “to direct aesthetic 
attention to an area—one of the very few—in which a wild ecosystem remains virtually intact.” The 
book itself is a collection of brief writings in which McKay reflects on his time in this land.

In general terms, as McKay indicates in one of the book’s opening comments, an assemblage is “a 
gathering or bringing together”—not only of people, art objects, animals and rocks, but also, we 
infer, of words. True to his poet’s instincts, McKay is concerned here once again with the delight and 
perplexity that spring from the forging of unexpected relationships, as he aims to couple the tools of 
language and metaphor with those aspects of the world that, in his memorable phrase from Vis à Vis, 
“elude the mind’s appropriations.” The conundrum that gives rise to so much of McKay’s work—how 
human language can hope to be adequate in its attempts to name the wilderness—is embodied in 
The Muskwa Assemblage in a refrain that recurs throughout the book: “Write it down, cross it out.”

The writings themselves take the form of brief commentary pieces—one almost wants to say poems, 
given McKay’s economy of phrase and precision of image—along with the occasional true poem, such 
as the mournful “Song for the Song of the Loon,” in which “it seems that time / has finally found its 
syrinx and for a moment / lets itself be voice,” but “the song’s already gone / before its uttered so the 
ear is left / full of its emptiness, / bereft.” A sense of loss permeates these writings, as language fails 
again and again to draw wilderness into the house of human culture, yet McKay’s curiosity towards 
the more-than-human world is catching, and readers may find themselves rejoicing in language’s 
“parenthetical embrace.” Walking through a burnt forest, in which spruce and pine bristles have 
become “sooty black fingers pointing at nothing,” McKay lingers in the devastation until he finds “the 
first green leaves, vivid against the soot.” Just as language’s failure opens us towards new 
possibilities, “death is made up entirely of ecological niches-to-be.”

Echoing the intricately contoured but largely unlabelled map of the Muskwa-Kechika area that fills 
McKay with both longing and fear, The Muskwa Assemblage’s thirty-odd pages are unnumbered and 
offer no index or table of contents. Readers must find their own ways through the book, picking out 
landmarks in the form of occasional blue-inked letters jumbled into cartographic contour lines or 
rearranged to suggest, but not exactly spell, “assemblage.” The book itself, its physical presence, is 
striking. Gaspereau Press is known for their enticing designs and attention to tactile quality, and they 
have outdone themselves here with a rumpled but creamy midnight blue jacket paper, made by hand 
and rumoured to have had its pulp infused with cuttings from an old pair of McKay’s blue jeans. The 
Muskwa Assemblage is a delight to the fingers, and the only book on my shelf that I can identify with 
my eyes closed by brushing my hand across the spine.

Of course, such attention to detail comes with a price, and the steep admission fee for such a slim 
volume may discourage casual readers. Those who are familiar with McKay’s recent works—the 
poetry volume Strike/Slip, the contemplative prose collection Vis à Vis: Field Notes on Poetry and 
Wilderness and its companion piece Deactivated West 100—will find continuations of many of the 
same themes here: the slow geologic life of the earth, the experience of wilderness and its inevitable 
presence in human affairs, the fragile ingenuity of lichen, prokaryotes, and words. There are 
moments of inspired defamiliarization: “Can a person contemplate the reverse of paternalistic and 
colonial nomination? Is it possible to imagine being named by a place?” And it is a pleasure to watch 
McKay tease out the answers to such questions. But relatively little new ground is covered here, and 
The Muskwa Assemblage will prove mainly to be a collector’s piece for devoted fans. For a text that 
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finds wisdom in humility and is very much aware of its own transience, such a role is appropriate and 
probably anticipated. Like the “unidentified sandpiper” that scurries across his foot, McKay is happily 
at home “leaving / a trail of delicate x’s in the sand.”

PAUL HUEBENER is a PhD candidate in the Department of English and Cultural Studies at McMaster  
University. (top)

No Man Is an Island: Revising the Narrative of Retreat

Solitude: Seeking Wisdom in Extremes by ROBERT KULL
Novato: New World Library 2008 $23.95

Reviewed by MICHA EDLICH

In his study Dramas of Solitude: Narratives of Retreat in American Nature Writing (1998), ecocritic 
Randall Roorda suggests that “the central dynamic” of “American nature writing” is “the writer’s 
movement from human society toward a state of solitude in nature,” and he refers to “narratives 
offered from or about a position of retreat, or relating a movement of retreat” as “narratives of 
retreat, or more colorfully, dramas of solitude.” Henry David Thoreau’s seminal Walden, Edward 
Abbey’s classic Desert Solitaire, Richard K. Nelson’s award-winning The Island Within, as well as 
Robert Kull’s recent Solitude: Seeking Wisdom in Extremes all beautifully fit Roorda’s definition, and if 
the publication of Kull’s text is anything to go by, this genre is not only alive and well, but also 
heading into new and intriguing directions.

Initially, Kull’s account of his retreat to a small, unnamed island off the coast of Patagonia in southern 
Chile between February 2001 and March 2002 seems to be a fairly traditional drama of solitude. The 
site of retreat is located in “a wild, stormy, uninhabited region of rain and windswept islands and 
fjords, with no boats or airplanes and only the occasional faint sign of distant human activity,” and 
Kull, similar to his literary predecessors, comes to this place in order to “explore,” partly in 
preparation for his dissertation project in the Interdisciplinary Studies Program at the University of 
British Columbia in Vancouver,

the effect of deep wilderness solitude on a human being—in this case, on me. I would be both 
researcher and subject. I also wanted to examine my relationship with the nonhuman world 
and to learn how the direct experience of profound belonging in the universe might lead to 
changes in human behavior that would be less damaging to the Earth. 

In this and various other respects, Kull’s loosely structured “spiritual exploration” during this “hybrid 
cross between research project and spiritual retreat” resembles, to use Sherman Paul’s words, 
Thoreau’s “exploration of self” on the shores of Walden Pond or, for that matter, the various other 
experiments at living conducted and recounted by Abbey, Annie Dillard, or, to give but one more 
example, Anne Labastille. Very much like many of these writers, Kull does not return from his 
wilderness retreat completely transformed; he, too, realizes that he has several more lives to live. 
Solitude, then, is, just like Walden or Desert Solitaire, a progress report that does not proclaim any 
grand answers to the both timeless and timely questions it seeks to explore. Instead, this narrative 
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represents, to echo Scott Slovic’s argument in Seeking Awareness in American Nature Writing (1992), 
first and foremost Kull’s efforts to achieve a heightened sense of awareness of the more-than-human 
world and his place in it.

His persistent and, at times, painful struggle to achieve this elusive state of mind are presented 
primarily—and in this respect, this narrative differs dramatically from earlier and highly stylized 
dramas of solitude such as Walden—in intentionally slightly edited journal entries, whose traditional 
chronological arrangement is occasionally interrupted by short essays. In these thematic and quasi-
academic essays, Kull reflects on his experiment, his writing, or the legacy of Thoreau and “other 
solitaries.” It is, perhaps, this rather self-conscious engagement with his retreat and a variety of 
intertexts that allows Kull to avoid, by and large, some of the potential pitfalls these kinds of projects 
frequently involve. As he puts it,

Stories of spiritual seekers or solitaries in the wilderness are often portrayals of heroic 
adventure. It’s difficult to not slip into this mode, but I’ve tried. We already have enough of 
such writing, and in its most blatant form it’s little better than checkout-counter publications 
flaunting the amazing lives of superhuman “stars.” To me this seems a disservice to us all. . . . 
What I offer instead is a more human account so perhaps we can wander the spaces and 
silences of wilderness solitude together. (47)

To be sure, Kull is not always successful in his attempts to avoid the heroic mode altogether. There 
are remnants of John Muir-esque wilderness rhetoric, and Kull seems to echo Thoreau or other 
solitaries when he recounts, to use John Tallmadge’s words, an “ecological epiphany,” during which, 
for a short moment, the borders between the human Self and more-than-human Other begin to blur: 
“Sometimes, I actually experience that there is no outside or inside, that the weather and my feelings 
are a continuum, that the world is not, cannot be, against me since there is no separation between 
us. I am the wind and rain. In those moments I feel peace and joy.” 

As beautiful as Kull’s descriptions of these moments of being in relation are, his true strength and the 
innovative dimension of Solitude are to be found in the journal entries in which he realizes that these 
fleeting albeit fulfilling experiences are, at least for him, not enough. This is the paradoxical and, to 
the reader, refreshing lesson that Kull learns on his remote island: living in relation must not be a 
solitary enterprise; no man is an island after all. As Kull also suggests in the second long quotation 
above, we can and most likely must experience and enjoy “wilderness solitude” with other people—
and we later learn that this, despite the slightly masculinist bias of the text, includes women as well. 
The title of Kull’s book, then, which, in a somewhat sensationalist manner, connotes dramas of 
solitude, obscures what I would regard as the truly compelling unresolved tension at the core of the 
book, the vital dynamic that even readers who have had more than their fair share of North 
American nature writing may find enjoyable and surprising.

Even avid readers of this genre may, however, struggle with Solitude every now and then, particularly 
when Kull shifts into confessional mode. Moreover, his extended and slightly repetitive discussions of 
his experience in general and the complex logistics in particular can, although presented in pithy 
prose, be slightly distracting, although the latter, too, has an important function. These descriptions, 
which best reflect Kull’s invigorating, no-nonsense, and pragmatic attitude, represent a welcome 
worldly counterweight to his discussions of Southeast Asian religious traditions, and they tend to 
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offset the text’s neo-Romantic tendencies mentioned above—Thoreau and Muir certainly would have 
been shocked to peruse Kull’s long lists of equipment. Both Thoreau, with the possible exception of 
his account of his unsettling experience on the otherworldly summit of Mount Katadhin, and 
especially Muir, also liked to present themselves as “superhuman ‘stars’” of solitude. Kull, in contrast, 
who lost his lower right leg in a motorcycle accident in the Dominican Republic in 1985, and for this 
reason cannot navigate the wilderness of Patagonia with his prosthesis as easily as his predecessors, 
serves to remind us of the thorny issue of access to wilderness: his text also challenges both general 
and academic audiences to ponder the frequently neglected issue of disability in the environmental 
discourse. Despite its shortcomings, Solitude, in its austere beauty, is a fascinating place to begin this 
overdue exploration, and readers will find in Kull’s narrative a drama of solitude that is not only both 
traditional and innovative, but one that is, at its best, entertaining and enlightening.
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Through Black Spruce by JOSEPH BOYDEN

Toronto: Viking Canada 2009 $34.00

Reviewed by AFRA KAVANAGH

Readers of fiction focused on Canada’s First Nations may feel compelled to compare the novels of the 
youthful Joseph Boyden with those by the accomplished and widely known Thomas King. But that 
would be a mistake. King is the author of The Truth about Stories: A Native Narrative (CBC “Ideas”) 
among many other eye-opening narratives about being Aboriginal in Canada. King frequently uses in 
his works the sardonic voice of an omniscient author-narrator, illustrating the self-deprecating 
humour typical of colonized or oppressed groups. In contrast, Boyden’s writing reads as more 
authentic, and yet more sentimental, about the characters, the land they inhabit and the values that 
still hold. 

Both in new  award-winning Three Day Road, and in Through Black Spruce, Boyden, uses the voices of 
real, afflicted people, who are aware of life’s ironies, and yet feel the shock of their lack of personal 
control over their lives. Boyden chooses two Aboriginal narrators who speak a typical melodic English 
in their storytelling. Boyden easily moves us between their two narratives, one told by Will, a retired 
bush pilot, and the other told to him by his niece, Annie, while he lies in a hospital bed in coma; each 
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is convinced that his/her narrative will save the other. Their stories complement each other and 
complete for the reader the story of the Aboriginal community of Moosonee in Northern Ontario and 
its continuing relationship with its dead. 

The action (and there is plenty of it!) takes place in a variety of locations, most of it in the past and 
ultimately in the final and present moment back on the Aboriginal Reserve of Moose River. This 
changing landscape and disrupted timeline help to maintain the reader’s interest and curiosity, and 
perhaps highlights the disruptions in the lives of these sympathetic characters. The changing locale 
also underscores the sense of dislocation implied by the alienation Annie feels from, and the derision 
Eva expresses against, the “Indians” they encounter living on the streets of Toronto. The more 
positive lesson Annie learns from befriending them is that the traditional “wise Elder” both she and 
the reader have grown to expect in a “native narrative” may be a homeless man living on the streets 
of one of today’s mega-cities. Annie also acquires a protector who becomes her life partner through 
the wisdom and good will of this Elder. Boyden satirizes the cliché of the strong silent Indian; Gordon 
is strong, but he is silent because in fact he is incapable of oral speech; but, he can write unlike the 
mythical movie Indian.

Both narrators dwell on the draw and danger of the “white” world, its softness and darkness, but 
they do not just provide further examples of the violence against the Aboriginals resulting from the 
discriminatory behaviour of the Canadian colonial system; instead, they permit us to witness the 
violence that Aboriginal peoples inflict upon themselves and each other, and of their own 
contribution to their problems because of cultural attitudes or lack of political action.

The bush is a central metaphor in the novel: it provides escape, it is life-giving; it is the past and the 
future, and Boyden reinforces that through the black spruce in his title. Spruce is everywhere, and it 
is through black spruce that Will sees the bear that he befriends but is later gutted and nailed to a 
tree by Marius (the local drug dealer), his attackers, as well as his brother standing ready to save him 
from them. Also, at the closing of the novel, Will sees all his relations come through the spruce to be 
with him, to help him start over.

The land and the rivers are major forces in the lives of these characters, as are the animals and the 
forest they inhabit. Boyden has spoken in interview of his own “Anishnabe vision of the world,” 
wherein man is not the top of the chain; instead, he says, “even rocks are higher on the scale than us 
[humans], because you need a rock to build a fire [or] a house…you need a deer to eat…we are 
reliant on everything. But none of these things need [sic] to rely on us. We should be looking at 
ourselves as in debt to our natural world.” In the novel, both Will and Annie survive because of their 
intimate knowledge of the bush, of the weather, and of traditional survival skills, such as hunting and 
trapping (Will teaches Annie, and then Annie teaches Gordon, so that he can survive away from the 
city streets he had previously inhabited), and because of their adherence to the tradition of respect 
for nature and gratitude to the animals that they harvest for their food and livelihood. 

There are many good reasons to read this novel, and I enjoyed Through Black Spruce. However, some 
of what Boyden offers, especially the ending, while moving, reads as too predictable; Will is glad to 
have survived and to be rejoining “all his relations” on the Reserve. 

AFRA KAVANAGH is an assistant professor in the Department of Languages and Letters at Cape 
Breton University (CBU). Her main research interest is in contemporary Canadian fiction, some of  
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which is also about the dance of being. She is also the coordinator of the Annual CBU Storytelling 
Symposium. (top)

Being in a place demands a practice – and a very desirous reader

Going Home: Essays by TIM LILBURN 

Toronto: Anansi 2009 $21.95.

Reviewed by DEBORAH BOWEN

I came to Going Home after the lovely collection of Lilburn poetry in Desire Never Leaves (2007), with 
Alison Calder’s fine and incisive introduction, and after Lilburn’s own previous book of essays Living 
in the World As If It Were Home (1999). To start near the end of Going Home: “Everything drifts 
toward money’s unintended telos of placelessness; we are not craning, not small, hurt by 
rootlessness; we are disastrously kept, ‘healed’ of a saving disquiet – so how can we be where we 
are?” This sounds like all of us, in late capitalism, who want to be where we are. However, I’m not 
sure, in the end, which “we” these essays are really hoping to address. This is an awkward thing to 
write, since (sparing only the rigours of Carmine Starnino) Lilburn is well-nigh unassailable in the eyes 
of his adherents, and his work is consistently careful, beautifully crafted, deeply experienced, and 
honestly shared. But it does have to be said that Going Home is rather an odd reading experience. 
Lilburn’s crazy, wonderful, lollygagging way with words is at its most muted here, and his esoteric 
mysticism at its height. 

The thing about this book that may first strike a reader who comes to it expecting deep engagement 
with earth and its physical presences is that 165 pages out of 191 offer close readings of early 
Christian and neoPlatonic mystics, and only the last twenty-two will take her back into the prairie 
landscapes she was perhaps anticipating.  The essays in Living in the World As If It Were Home 
avoided this bifurcation, as river and rain and poplar and birch and chokecherry inhabited page after 
page alongside the voices of early desert monks, and “contemplation [was] inquiry into the nature of 
being” in a material “standing alongside.” Does it work, to deal quite so sequentially with the reading 
of ancient texts and the reading of the Book of Nature? Though I appreciate Lilburn’s intentions here, 
I’m uneasy. Those intentions, explained in the Introduction and no surprise to anyone familiar with 
his earlier work, are to take “a long walk beside a line of texts” which he sees as “Europe’s true erotic 
masterworks” because they represent “a particular way of doing philosophy, a particular way of 
attending to the world,” through the unfolding of desire. This matters deeply because “[a] 
rejuvenated comprehension of longing … is the one way home for us.” Lilburn’s extraordinary 
mastery in previous work has been to bring this contemplative spirit to bear on the world of 
observed nature so as to reveal even to the uninitiated both the strangeness of that world and the 
humility involved in its true contemplation. In Going Home, what is promised and what is on offer 
doesn’t fit so easily together; the demands on the reader are great, and unless you are already 
familiar with terms like “apokatastasis” and “psychagogic” and “apothegmata” and “catanyxis” and 
“epektatic,” you may find yourself stumbling along a rocky riverbed. 
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And unless you are up for the gnostic challenge of working out how to relate those first 5/6ths of the 
book to its last sixth, you will miss the point, because Lilburn tells us that, in the last chapters, 
“enactments of the contemplative practice under review in the larger part of the book are 
described.” His journey through texts begins alongside his journey through place: the discovery, in a 
return to the Saskatchewan of his childhood, of a troubling feeling of “floating where I was,” and a 
desire to come home to relationship with the land of which his colonial settler history has given him 
no real connection. He wants to suggest how the philosophical “home” of a European past may 
connect after all to the new transatlantic home: “European descendants in North America must find 
their own way of being where they are,” without the missteps of trying, for instance, to claim 
Aboriginal stories as cross-culturally paradigmatic.

The Plato explored here is not the traditional father of Western philosophy but a mystic who 
experiences philosophy as a therapeutic training of desire, and contemplative practice as the only 
authentic politics and the source of virtue. Poetics promotes a similar kind of inwardness, “an 
availability to daimonic things” through a “positionless permeability.” Thus the “erotic reachability” 
of Socrates’s anti-systematic philosophy, in which “to be in possession of a theory of desire, of 
beauty, of goodness, is to betray one’s uninitiated state.” The erotic individual demonstrates “alert, 
appetitive, noncontentious passivity.” This is the link to the contemplative reading of the early 
Christian mystics, “an interior posture that fruits out from a life-wide, persistent attention directed 
toward what arrests reason but that reason cannot say.” The “probe of reason” is replaced by 
waiting, and a “craning toward the beautiful daemonic thing that draws from the other side of 
names, representation, analysis, sight, yet which may be touched in desire” – reading itself becomes 
“the intensification of desire.” 

How does all this relate to the praxis of learning to be in a place? Lilburn has earlier concluded, 
“attention to eros seemed more promising than commitment to any ontology or to any ethics.” And 
so he writes:

We begin from scraps. We should learn the names for things as a minimum – 

not to fulfill taxonomies but as acts of courtesy, for musical reasons, entering

the gesture of decorum. Part of such naming will be being quiet, useless, 

broken maybe, if one is lucky; perhaps something will come toward us. Read the

shit, read the deer trails. Practise an activism of forgetting the royalty of one’s 

name, of yielding, of stepping aside. This will be like breathing through

the whole body, the new, larger body of a place that might take us in. 

This is Lilburn’s key: the attentive and disciplined self-forgetfulness whose genealogy he has been 
unearthing in the classic texts of the West. It is true that our experience of eros will mean that we will 
always be going home and never arriving: “desire’s speech” knows that “eros perpetually renders one 
homeless,” in that it is a state of perpetual need and placelessness – “the reeling, toppling condition 
of always wanting is as close as anyone gets to grace.” In the end, home is not ours to take; the 
highest theology, according to pseudo-Dionysius, is to “praise and wait for something to take you in.”

Lilburn writes in his Introduction, “We become what we attend to. Perhaps the books will be animals 
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coming toward us out of the forest.” But perhaps not for every reader.  If you read this book as a 
sequel to Living In The World As If It Were Home, or as a commentary on Kill-Site, or even Desire  
Never Leaves, you will experience the exhilarating stretching of an esoteric mental and spiritual 
workout. But if you are a newbie to Lilburn, taking your first steps towards his notion of living in the 
world as if it were home, I would not start from here.  Wait to praise his poetry first.

DEBORAH C. BOWEN is Associate Professor and Chair of English at Redeemer University College, a 
small undergraduate liberal arts school with a Christian foundation in SW Ontario. She taught the 
college’s first course in Literature and the Environment last spring with an insufficiently contemplative  
spirit. Tim Lilburn was a recent and much appreciated visitor to campus as part of a Canada Council  
poetry reading series. (top)

Wild Moments: Adventures with Animals of the North edited by MICHAEL ENGELHARD 

Fairbanks: U of Alaska P 2008 $21.95.

Reviewed by REBECCA FREDRICKSON

I work in a concrete building with monotone walls and office windows that face the inside halls. After 
four long hours in those beige corridors, I step into the cool slab of November twilight. No snow, just 
five rabbits on their way to whiteness. Making a game of counting them, I see that some are mottled 
brown and blending with the ground. The whitest one poses with hind legs stretched back, and I 
believe he makes his own game of impersonating my flame point cat. He is exactly like my cat in 
every way except that he would not purr if I tried to pick him up. The next person I see will 
undoubtedly hear about this sighting. Why is it that anytime I see a wild animal, even if it’s one of 
Edmonton’s ever-present jackrabbits, I feel compelled to tell somebody about it? 

Growing up in Northern Alberta, the animal anecdote was a staple, though sometimes more exciting 
for the storyteller than the audience. In the tradition of the homespun animal story, Wild Moments:  
Adventures with Animals of the North brings together a hodgepodge of 31 writers, all driven by the 
impulse to recreate the strange joy of coming upon an undomesticated animal. These writers are 
infatuated with the North and its animals, but they never forget that we humans are levelled and 
snapped awake by contact with animal others.

The writing drags at times, but, even in its dullest moments, the project of this collection is 
compelling. For most of the world, the North and its animals are simply abstractions. We know that 
the fragile north is an indicator of our future, and as glacier ice disappears and northern species are 
imminently threatened, the figure of the northern animal has become iconic worldwide. But we 
know so little about the world of these animals.

What does the goshawk know, for example? Nita Nettleton explores the other end of the talon and 
finds herself in dire need of some goshawk perspective in her essay “Written in the Flesh.” Hiding 
under the branches of a white spruce, Nettleton tries to make sense of a surprise goshawk attack 
that’s left her stunned and bleeding from one eye. She quickly learns to check her human ego, noting 
that her breathing is “as quiet as that of the mice, squirrels, and other small creatures who know all 
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about hiding in the forest.” She feels betrayed, commenting, “I thought we had a deal, Nature and I.” 
But Nettleton concludes with the message that she wasn’t really abandoned by nature at all. Nature 
“slapped me in the forehead to wake me up,” she writes, and she instructs all would-be naturalists to 
do their homework, to go into the woods prepared with both the proper equipment and the 
interpretive knowledge of guidebooks. While I’m not usually a fan of stories that conclude with a 
moral, this lesson in modesty is well-earned and not too heavy-handed.

A deep humility, as well as a quiet sense of watchfulness, also characterizes Jennifer Hahn’s “Sleeping 
with Otters.” As Hahn kayaks alone where there is no horizon—only sea and sky and both “the color 
of skim milk”–solitude and toughness are conveyed completely without the taint of self-satisfaction 
or arrogance. Hahn’s inspired metaphors make this piece a pleasure to read. Every sense is engaged 
as Hahn’s sensory language transports us to otter-rich woods so thick with urine that the “lingering 
bouquet serves as an olfactory billboard for sexual receptivity.” 

Like Hahn, Karsten Heuer evokes the erotic when the intensity of watching a herd of calving caribou 
creates a palpable closeness inside the observer’s tent. Heuer describes the scene:

We awoke well rested, spent our waking hours knowing what the other was thinking, and, as 
the days progressed, found less and less need to talk. The effect was magical; inside the tent 
all went quiet, and outside, as the cows and calves discovered their own system of body 
language all around us, the barks, grunts, bleats, and huffs that had dominated the last few 
days gave way to a soft, milling hush. 

But not every scene is so soft. Many of these essays try to make sense out of killing and death and 
are uneasily preoccupied with the hunting and trapping of animals. I think, here, of Steve Kahn’s 
squeamish efforts to kill a trapped marten in “Heart Underfoot.” Kahn protracts the moment, “taste 
of iron” in his mouth, pleading with the martin and with himself, “Please die. Please just let me kill 
you.” Wanting to confirm his “membership in the fraternal order of mountain men,” Kahn learns that 
trapping manuals don’t account for every contingency: 

What they don’t mention is if the snow is too soft or deep, the body of the marten beneath 
the foot settles away from the crushing pressure and that it is necessary to put even more 
weight on that leg to finish the job. They didn’t tell me if the beating was coming from under 
my foot or from my own chest.

Kahn’s traumatic trapping experience is directly followed by Lynn Defilippo’s “Spinster,” which takes a 
much more celebratory stance. Defilippo writes

Eventually my animal nature won and I tried some musk ox meat. Oh, it was good! Succulent, 
deliciously fatty, and moist. The hide returned from the tannery and was a wondrous thing to 
me with its deep pile and coarse guard hairs — some two feet long — that once brushed 
along the tundra and swayed in the wind. Here was a completion in my relationship to this 
animal: fiber, food, spirit. 

While Kahn conveys a close-up of a small killing, and Defilippo writes in broader strokes, I don’t think 
these experiences are contradictory. These writers successfully complement and balance each other, 
showing both a micro and macro picture of the life-taking that is a part of our relationship with 
animals.
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The least successful of these essays forget that, as Engelhard aptly says, we seek out animals because 
“they are not us.” For example, Jo-Ann Mapson’s “Gandalf the Great Gray” and Kaylene Johnson’s 
“First Salmon” wander slightly away from the wild and into the anthropocentric. Wild animals are 
ever-elusive, making the humanizing or oedipalizing of them easy enough to drift into. I see my cat in 
Edmonton’s jackrabbits because I want to make sense of them. Even when this collection falls short, 
even when it reads like one of the wordy and droning animal anecdotes I remember from my 
childhood, I think one of the things that this collection does best is remind us that it is incredibly 
difficult to write about animals.

We want to know wild animals, to put them into language, but they’re not that easily contained. 
Douglas H. Chadwick describes this difficulty in his description of a captured wolverine, saying that 
“as he faced us down in his glossy, rich chocolate coat with russet streaks, he was, above all, 
beautifully, indomitably wild.” Or as Nik Jans says of wolves, we want to brush against their secrets: 

death is their art, their beauty, while it’s our darkness and terror. If we ever understood what 
they know, we’ve since forgotten. Maybe we’re drawn to them because they remember. 

Maybe we are drawn to animals, as Christine Lowther suggests, as “a cure for despair.” We chase 
these “others,” these white whales, with a kind of fury. We don’t chase to capture because we can’t, 
but we do know that we need animals. Living in a present that so often needs to be ruptured and 
shaken, we need the kind of wild moments—incomplete and human-tinged as they necessarily are—
that this collection offers.

REBECCA FREDRICKSON is in the fourth year of her PhD at the University of Alberta. Her research 
interests include ecopoetics, Northern writing, and Canadian experimental poetry and prose. She is  
the author of the poetry collection A Secret Envy of the Unsaved. (top)

Flight of the Hummingbird: A Parable for the Environment by MICHAEL NICOLL 
YAHGULANAAS with WANGARI MAATHAI and His Holiness the DALAI LAMA 
Vancouver: Douglas & MacIntyre 2008 $16.00

Reviewed by ANGELA WALDIE

In Flight of the Hummingbird, Haida artist and writer Michael Nicoll Yahgulanaas offers a compelling 
synthesis of visual art and parable to illustrate environmental destruction and inspire action. 
Beginning “Here is the story of the great forest that caught on fire,” this parable recounts the panic 
and confusion with which most animals and birds of the forest respond to seeing their homes ablaze. 
Fleeing in fear, they gather at the edge of the forest, helpless and overwhelmed by the devastation 
being wrought before them. As the animals exchange complaints such as “‘This fire is much too hot’” 
and “‘[t]here is too much smoke,’” only Dukdukdiya, the hummingbird, seeks to combat the inferno. 
Picking up a single drop of water from a nearby stream, she flies to the fire and releases the water. 
Returning to the stream, she takes another drop and continues her determined assault “bead by 
bead.” She maintains this persistence throughout the story, and when asked what she is doing, she 
replies simply, “‘I am doing what I can’.”  Rather than ending with the fire being extinguished, this 
parable ends with an alternate species of resolution—that of Dukdukdiya refusing to forego her 
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mission in spite of the immensity of her task. 

Although brief in length, Flight of the Hummingbird is expansive in its implications. Originating among 
the Quechan people of South America and the Haida of the North Pacific, the parable reveals the 
power of story to span cultures and continents. Yahgulanaas’s illustrations capture the intensity of 
the inferno in traditional Haida colours red and black. They also capture the hummingbird’s 
determination, in the strong lines of her wings and the ubiquity of the water droplets she carries. In 
his commentary on the text, Yahgulanaas describes the hummingbird as outstanding not so much for 
her attributes, but for her initiative. “Flight is not exclusive to a single species, nor is the ability to fly 
restricted to those with the greatest wingspan. Just as many creatures—known and unknown—can 
fly, the accomplishment of great deeds is not the sole domain of the largest, the most dominant or 
even the most apparent. The tiniest of notions can fly.” 

Given Dukdukdiya’s diminutive size, she provides a powerful emissary for the message that no being 
is too small to make a contribution to the greater good. If the reader doubts the power of individual 
actions to influence global issues, she must only look to the biographies of Wangari Maathai, who 
contributes the foreword to Flight of the Hummingbird, and His Holiness the Dalai Lama, who 
contributes the afterword. In her foreword, entitled “Wisdom of the Hummingbird,” Maathai 
recounts how planting seven trees in Kenya thirty years ago led her to create the Green Belt 
Movement, through which she has assisted networks of rural women and men to plant over 30 
million trees. She advocates the Buddhist practice of mottainai, that is, “not wasting resources and 
using them with respect and gratitude,” and she advocates for the empowerment of all citizens to 
confront environmental destruction. Similarly, in an afterword entitled “Universal Responsibility,” the 
Dalai Lama connects the Buddhist practice of non-violence and ending all suffering with the 
importance of fostering a caring attitude towards the environment. 

Although it demands mindful stillness and attention to detail, Flight of the Hummingbird is accessible 
and significant to a wide range of readers. The parable style lends itself to shared reading and 
discussion in communities and in classrooms of all levels. It deserves an extensive readership for its 
wise simplicity, its elegant illustrations, and its potential as a catalyst for change.

ANGELA WALDIE is a PhD Candidate in the Department of English at the University of Calgary. (top)

Winnipeg in Words

From Out of Nowhere by JOHN TOONE 

Winnipeg: Turnstone Press 2009 $17.00

Reviewed by RHIANNON ROGSTAD

The first glance at John Toone’s collection of poems warrants a small shiver—the form with which he 
writes looks as barren as the Canadian plain in winter. Sparse is a word that comes to mind, or thin 
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and bare. But, like the Canadian plain in winter, there is a power in the simple presentation of 
characters and scenes, and the intrepid reader will find the same sort of harsh beauty to be found in 
a winter windstorm. Toone takes old clichés, washed up caricatures of cowboys, especially, to 
illustrate his bleak and dismal prairie. As land is cleared for development, titles change hands, and 
men who worked the land are forced to find jobs in the city, Toone questions whether we can find 
the kind of meaning in an office building that we once found on a farm.

There are moments when Toone’s insight is so fresh and new regarding things that have always been 
written about that it raises the hair on your arms. His innovative wordplay and use of a staggered 
structure make you consider the weight of each word carefully. In the section titled “the urban 
cowboy,” especially, Toone demands we consider the contradiction of a cowboy in town—how can he 
truly fit into the structured business of the city or how can he truly understand the power of the 
natural world? He is, by definition, a soul trapped between the two worlds and, as Toone writes, 
“bordering on / instable, insecure.” Toone delights in taking worn metaphors and turns of phrase and 
reusing them in many ways. He unmasks their power to show their banal meaning underneath, uses 
them in a different sort of situation to give them new meaning, or dismantles them, which in effect 
deconstructs them so much as to render them silly and ineffective, as they of course are, upon close 
scrutiny. 

There are other moments, however, when Toone’s form is distracting and disconnected, and the 
reader wonders whether he is attempting to show the jarring differences between the prairie and the 
city or if he has not managed to illustrate the ways in which they do, in fact, blend together. Though 
the prairie is a place of such immense space as to allow a similar space in a poem, the spaces are at 
times too large for a coherent idea to emerge, even upon a second reading. Perhaps this is 
intentional—the dizzying spaces at the edges of “civilized” Winnipeg are, to be sure, at odds with the 
city, but there is also something attractive about the structure that the city offers that is lacking in 
Toone’s collection. At times his lines are just a seeming string of words on top of words, and while the 
words themselves are heavily weighted, their relationship to one another is somewhat muddied.

Regardless, the reader who tackles this book ought to be ready for a challenge to his or her notion of 
spaces, both urban and rural; and, the rewards found in conquering the blanks must be not unlike 
the rewards one must have felt upon wandering into the prairie, homesteading, and conquering the 
brutal natural forces that are a constant reminder of the frailty of human nature. Toone’s often wry 
commentary on the contradictions of prairie life is delivered at a precise and measured pace, and a 
reader willing to slow his usual bustle will find much richness in the carefully selected lexicon of 
Toone’s landscape. His poems demand that you not get ahead of yourself, just as the landscape he 
writes of asks you to plan ahead, consider your surroundings, acknowledge your limitations. The 
natural world is both friend and foe, and in Toone’s poems, even “friend and foe” are to be 
questioned.

RHIANNON ROGSTAD is an American in Canada. She holds an MA from the University of Idaho and is  
currently a PhD student in the Department of English at the University of Western Ontario. Originally  
from Seattle, Washington, she presently lives in London with her husband and two small sons.

(top)

ISSUE 6 FALL 2009 61                THE GOOSE



The Unadorned Beauty of Reality

Lousy Explorers: Poems by LAISHA ROSNAU

Gibsons: Nightwood Editions 2009 $17.95.

Reviewed by RHIANNON ROGSTAD

In Laisha Rosnau’s Lousy Explorers, the complications that arise as we navigate human terrain are 
coupled with the ways in which nature drives our navigation. Rosnau’s characters wonder at their 
decisions, relationships, and failures while birds tap at the windows and wind seeps in through doors. 
Humans are barely contained inside while the natural world indifferently swirls around, and as the 
seasons repeat themselves, so do the human characters repeat mistakes, triumphs, and fears. 
Likewise, the seasons bring human repetition in the form of procreation, and new babies grow inside 
mothers who hope to defeat nature by moving or driving across the country. Poems like “Weekend 
Visiting Rights” deftly illustrate the natural world as a character in its small human drama. The power 
of the wind, the pressure of the dark forest, the magnetism of the sexual encounter barely contained 
indoors contain more emotion than the safety of the city, yet the city’s blandness contrasts with the 
danger of the outdoors. Was it worth it to venture out of its protective border, our protagonist 
wonders? And while the city offers safety, the forest and the wind somehow have managed to 
contain and shelter her. Later, Rosnau writes in “I’ve Got You: August 1981” that the heat of the 
summer “mounted until it became a body / of heat, crush of weight holding us down.” The children 
find something new to do with their sweat-drenched time; the parents are willing to relax rules 
under the heat’s heavy hand. 

As imagery goes, it is difficult to recall someone I have recently encountered as talented as Rosnau. In 
my mind, the poems are coloured: this one golden, that one a deep shade of midnight blue. They 
also have a temperature, some so hot you wish for a breeze, others cool and inviting like a hidden 
forest stream. She beckons all senses to rejoice in her words, and it is in lovely, simple phrases like 
“the heavy sound of trains on tracks” that you smile knowingly that smile of recognition. Rosnau is a 
master of nostalgia, and when she writes of leaving, or giving birth, or driving a car, your mind 
wanders to your experiences of those ordinary things that seem momentous to you. In poems such 
as “How They Miss the Famous Steps in Odessa,” the simple and common travelers’ tale of 
everything-gone-wrong rings with the familiarity of the best memories made out of disaster.  

The natural world often intrudes or is barely held back by human inventions—doors, windows, cars. 
Bears lurk outside and steal dogs for dinner while the animal sides of people intuit the danger. The 
natural processes of life trump human intervention, and Rosnau reminds us that we are only small 
steps away from being animals ourselves. She writes of giving birth: “You are forced open by a crown, 
/ a toothless cry, all former fence-posts / pulled up, ground gaping. / You can walk for miles.” The 
newly discovered landscape of motherhood holds no human barricades, and though those ripped-up 
fences may seem like loss, they are actually a reminder of how simple and new it can be to just exist 
and feel life in that moment of tabula rasa that is the birth of a baby. 

Rosnau’s title poem illustrates the difficulty in understanding our condition and the many opposing 
ideas we have about it. How do we bungle through life, when some of us are one way, and others of 
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us another? The dual images of biologists and loggers, “ruin” and “pristine,” remind us of how often 
we are certain, while at the same time others are certain of opposite truths. When we find 
something we are sure of, we announce it, only to find that it is hollow as an echo across a lake. This 
balanced and finely-wrought poem does what it complains of—it posits how we are as humans, how 
we think and how we grasp to understand ourselves, how we declare we know the answer only to 
rethink that answer completely. In each of Rosnau’s poems, certainty is coupled with doubt, and a 
pair of poems, “Look at Us: 1972” and “Look at Us: 2007” perfectly illustrate the duality in human 
nature. Rosnau, born in 1972 and then herself pregnant in 2007, writes in these poems of the 
similarities between her mother’s and her own pregnancies, and also the changes—changes in 
maternity clothing style, changes in jargon, changes in the very natural world itself. It is the similarity 
and difference of the human condition as it cycles through time that should allow us to feel empathy 
for one another in any situation.

In the end, Rosnau’s collection is about how much we are alike and yet, how different we are from 
what we hoped we would be. The ripped-up fences at our birth are slowly replaced and rebuilt, 
constructed out of the battle of wills between any number of opposing forces that repeat themselves 
in Rosnau’s poems. They are heartbreaking and heartening, lost and found, glamourous and plain. 
Drugs are enlightening and deadening, birth is a death and a beginning. Every reader will feel an 
instant kinship with Rosnau’s presentation of the ordinary and miraculous, and it is impossible to 
read one poem without instantly jumping to the next. The straightforward, pure beauty of these 
poems will resonate with you long after your first (and second, and third) reading. 

RHIANNON ROGSTAD is an American in Canada. She holds an MA from the University of Idaho and is  
currently a PhD student in the Department of English at the University of Western Ontario. Originally  
from Seattle, Washington, she presently lives in London, Ontario with her husband and two small  
sons.

(top)

Sumac’s Red Arms by KAREN SHKLANKA 
Regina: Coteau Books 2009 $16.95

Reviewed by JOSÉ CARLOS REDONDO-OLMEDILLA

If we focus on the discursive practice of poetry, we can reasonably put forward that  Sumac’s Red 
Arms is  a  book that  shows an interesting hybridisation.  It  is  a  work  that  suggests  a  remarkable 
mixture of practicality and emotion envisioned through the realm of medical practice and poetry. It 
gives the impression of materiality breathed through literary expression, but this interaction between 
realms also gives rise to attention-grabbing expressions of selfhood and subjectivity. Shklanka makes 
it difficult sometimes to lay anchor and provide psychological insight on some “substances” in certain 
poems, but there is no doubt that the writer is receptive to everyday realities while displaying a rich 
and versatile spirituality.

The book is organised into five asymmetrical parts: “The only living things,” “The scent of cloves,” 

ISSUE 6 FALL 2009 63                THE GOOSE



“Vocabulary: a Tango,” “Cradle,” and “Under the wings of Clouds,” each addressing particular shifts, 
appreciations, and states in Karen Shklanka’s mind.

The  poet’s  expertise  at  mixture  or  juxtaposition  is  evident  in  the  melange  formed  by  the  cold 
elements of a cold hospital, the cold emotions of medicine and the cold immensity of nature, as in 
“March 24”. This first section also shows the tough aspects of medical practice, as in “The Girl From 
Attawapiskat”  or  “First  Pregnancy.”  Humanity  emerges  through  the  practice  of  (rural)  medicine, 
sometimes giving the impression that the poet wants to condense facts and allow communication 
only through marginal spaces. This initial part concludes with “Moose Factory, The North, Good Sex” 
and it is here that the poetic compass looks east and changes orientation. It is now time to explore 
other  lands  and  landscapes  through  a  plethora  of  feelings  and  emotions  expressed  with  richly 
coloured elements. It is the nominalist counter-point to the previous part. Now nouns are second 
place because the paintbrush can communicate  itself,  as  in  “A certain  Yellow”,  “Punta Indio”,  or 
“Waiting”. This part acts like a tribute to painters Shklanka admires, such as Frida Kahlo, Vincent Van 
Gogh, Paul Gaugin, and Pablo Picasso. It is a “luminous magenta” section where writing and painting 
go hand in hand to express time through human eyes.

The section “Vocabulary: A Tango” can be interpreted as a therapeutic cultural recess, a practice not 
to  be ignored in the wife of  an Argentine Tango dance instructor who translates the magic  and 
sequences of this dance through its physicality and symbology.

The fourth section, “Cradle,” abounds in poems of cosmopolitan and multicultural nature (“How they 
divide” and “Exploration…”) interspaced with poems that recall  medical  instruction, and those of 
religious and philosophical nature (“Dear God,” “Letter to Jesus,” “The invisible Buddha”). They are 
poems  that  keep  the  former  sections’  tone  of  life,  music  and  colour  without  forgetting  prosaic 
realities  or  the  aspiration  for  a  soul  as  in  “Season”,  the  poem  where  “Milkweed  pods  empty 
themselves to the wind” and “Sumac’s red arms gather in the weather.” 

The last section, “Under the wings of Clouds,” shows in poems like “No Apology” how nature can be 
chewed and inhaled, but at the same time remains a cryptic domain to express and communicate 
with people. In others, such as “chorus,” the melange-like spirit that dominates the philosophy of the 
collection offers the reader the possibility of a cohabitation of noises: “Frogs thrum the hours. A deer 
awakens….twisted sheets, bursts of mind jazz… sirens rise and fall on windy Salt Spring roads….I hear 
the whine of a morning float-plane…”. If a term like “naturlation” – a mixture of nature and modern 
civilization – were possible, then good proof of that mix exists here. Music and dancing reappear in 
this final section in the poems “the circle, the dance” and “The Woman Who teaches Tango,” and 
reassume the full  iconicity of  the circle:  “moon,” “circle,”  “embrace,”  and “circus,” elements that 
occasionally slip through the inner expression of the artist.

Any future analysis to be undertaken on Karen Shklanka’s book cannot miss the importance and use 
of the extensive panoply of modern words appearing in it. In some poems they constitute important 
fabrics from which the quality of her textiles emerges. Much of the vocabulary in this collection is 
impregnated with familiar terms in unusual contexts that give a new, and often surprising, atypical 
dimension, such as “2-0 Nylon to suture,” “Tylenol overdose,” and “no acetaminophen level.” The 
poems evoke daily activity through the brandishing of recent modern, commonplace terminology 
(“stethoscope,” “Gore-Tex,” “Styrofoam,” “CDs,” “black Lycra”), but also in a new symbiosis between 
the classical poetical tradition and science.
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If poetry has been stigmatised by many because it seems to lose touch with reality, this collection 
challenges  that  view.  It  is  poetry  contextualised  through  juxtaposition.  Concurrently,  a  key  to 
understanding  the particular  view of  technical  progress  and  nature,   the  environment at  its  full 
extent, emerges where we find Shklanka’s manifold and lexico-graphical lyricism. I refer to poems like 
“Season,” “No Apology,” “Chorus,” “Sunday Morning,” “Chai Ritual,” and “Absence.” They establish a 
pleasant primitive connection with the natural world through their semantic implications.

The book can be interpreted like a grid with several thematic lines that appear and reappear and 
which show the “motifs” relevant to the author, but  also as the reflection of a travelling spirit, one 
that knows well many of the fragmentary constituents of life and as such gestures towards memories 
inscribed on beings and nature. It is a book that clearly presents the poetic virtue of intertextuality, 
without ignoring important issues of our time: indigeneity, identity, hybridity or transnationality; all 
show that the author’s personal lenses facilitate transnational experience, and that modern Canadian 
literary baggage tunes well with poetry and nature. 

JOSÉ CARLOS REDONDO-OLMEDILLA is a tenured senior lecturer in the English Department at  
Almeria University (Spain). He specializes in Anglo-Spanish cultural relationships and comparative 
studies. He has published extensively on comparative and cultural issues and is currently working on 
new literatures. (top)
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 NEW &  
UPCOMING PUBLICATIONS  

            

ANANSIANANSI

The Wayfinders: Why Ancient Wisdom Matters in the Modern World by Wade Davis

Genre: Anthropology
ISBN: 978-0-88784-842-1
$19.95
Available now

“Over the past decade, many of us have been alarmed to learn of the rapidly accelerating extinction 
of our planet’s diverse flora and fauna. But how many of us know that our human cultural diversity is 
also going extinct at a shocking rate? […] In The Wayfinders, acclaimed anthropologist Wade Davis 
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offers a gripping account of this urgent crisis.” More...

Soap and Water & Common Sense: The Definitive Guide to Viruses, Bacteria, Parasites, and Disease 
by Dr. Bonnie Henry

Genre: Health
ISBN: 978-0-88784-812-4
$19.95
Available now

“In the spirit of bestsellers such as Guns, Germs, and Steel, The Coming Plague, and The Ghost Map, 
Dr. Henry offers a lively and fasinating account of the evolution of common sickness and disease.” 
More...

Food and Fuel: Solutions for the Future edited by Andrew Heintzman and Evan Solomon

Genre: Nonfiction; sustainability
ISBN: 978-0-88784-826-1
$19.95
Available now

“Combining the best of the critically acclaimed Fueling the Future and Feeding the Future, this timely 
and provocative collection of essays from leading thinkers […] offers valuable strategies to combat 
global famine and fast-food fat; business models for sustainable food production and power sources; 
and descriptions of emerging technologies and sciences.” More...

The Philosopher and the Wolf: Lessons from the Wild on Love, Death, and Happiness by Mark 
Rowlands

Genre: Human-animal relations
ISBN: 978-1-84708-059-2
$24.95
Available now

“This fascinating book charts the relationship between Mark Rowlands, a peripatetic philosophy 
professor, and Brenin, his extraordinarily well-travelled wolf. […] By turns funny (what do you do 
when your wolf eats your airconditioning unit?) and poignant, this life-affirming book will make you 
reappraise what it means to be human.” More...

Pigeon by Karen Solie

Genre: Poetry
ISBN: 978-0-88784-823-0
$18.95
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Available now

“Pigeon is yet another leap forward for this singer of existential bewilderment. These poems are X-
rays of our delusions and mistaken perceptions, explorations of violence, bad luck, fate, creeping 
catastrophe, love, and the eros of danger.” More...

BRINDLE & GLASS

Hooker & Brown by Jerry Auld

Genre: Fiction
ISBN: 9781897142400
$19.95
Available now

“While reading a history book of the area, Rumi—a trail crewman in the Rocky Mountain Parks 
system—learns of two mysterious mountains, and their story is re-entered into the climber’s 
imagination. Excited by the idea of seeing the mountains and retracing the steps of earlier 
mountaineers, Rumi begins a pursuit to reach these peaks and to find out if they truly do exist.” 
More...

Adrift on the Ark:Our Connection to the Natural World

A

 by Margaret Thompson

Genre: Essays; human-nature relations
ISBN: 9781897142417
$19.95
Available now

“Adrift on the Ark is a collection of personal essays by Margaret Thompson that offers a 
straightforward study of the complex relationship between human beings and the natural world.” 
More...

The Age of Water Lilies

T

 by Theresa Kishkan

Genre: Fiction
ISBN: 978-1-897142-42-4
$19.95
Available now

“With The Age of Water Lilies, Theresa Kishkan has written a beautiful novel that travels from the 
time of colonial wars to the pacifist movement to 1960s Victoria, and shares a unique and delightful 
relationship between 70-year-old Flora and 7-year-old Tessa. […] Theresa has written a sweeping 
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story that transcends time and springs from a passionate exploration of the natural world, its 
weather, seasons and plants.” More...

CAITLIN PRESSCAITLIN PRESS

This Vanishing Land by Dianne Whelan

Genre: Nature; travel
ISBN: 1-894759-38-9
$28.95
Released: October 2009

“In This Vanishing Land Whelan shares her personal journey and explores the tumultuous political 
history and global significance of the Canadian High Arctic.” More...

Trappers and Trailblazers by Jack Boudreau

Genre: Local interest; history
ISBN: 1-894759-39-7
$22.95
Released: September 2009

Boudreau presents “many stories gleaned from the memories of pioneers who settled the interior of 
British Columbia during the first half of the twentieth century.” More...

Gumption & Grit:Extraordinary Women of the Cariboo Chilcotin edited by Sage Birchwater, with 
Gloria Atamanenko, Pam Mahon and Karen Thompson

Genre: Local interest; history
ISBN: 1-894759-37-0
$22.95
Released: October 2009

“Pioneer Women of the Cariboo Chilcotin is the first in a brand new series being introduced by Caitlin 
Press which will showcase women of BC: their lives, their successes, their history. […] These women 
were mothers, trappers, schoolteachers, outfitters, ranchers and homesteaders.” More...

COACH HOUSE BOOKSCOACH HOUSE BOOKS

The Certainty Dream by Kate Hall
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Genre: Poetry
ISBN: 1-55245-223-9
$16.95
Released: October 2009

“Kate Hall’s bracingly immediate, insistently idiosyncratic debut collection lays bare the tricks and 
tools of her trade: a mynah bird perches in poems but ‘stands for nightingale’; the poet’s antelope 
turns transparent; she dresses up her orange trees with bark and leaves.” More... 

Prismatic Publics: Innovative Canadian Women’s Poetry and Poetics edited by Kate Eichhorn and 
Heather Milne

Genre: Poetry anthology; interviews
ISBN: 1-55245-221-2
$29.95
Released: September 2009

“Gathered in a single volume, these selections — some dating back to the early 1970s and others 
appearing in print for the first time — provide an opportunity to trace the diverse networks, 
influences, dialogues, dialectics and interventions that continue to make Canada’s innovative women 
writers a powerful force in avant-garde writing around the world.” More... 

CORMORANT BOOKSCORMORANT BOOKS

City of Words edited by Sarah Elton, photographs by Kevin Robbins

Genre: Anthology; photography
ISBN: 9781897151495
$49
Released: October 2009

“City of Words is a collection of excerpts about Toronto from writers such as Margaret Atwood, 
Michael Ondaatje, and Earle Birney, accompanied by stunning original photographs.” More...

DOUGLAS & MCINTYREDOUGLAS & MCINTYRE

Art and Nature: Three Centuries of Natural History Art from around the World by Judith Magee

Genre: Art history
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ISBN: 978-1-55365-517-6
$50
Released: October 2009

“Art and Nature is an astonishing visual record of the exploration of parts of the natural world that 
had never previously been documented. It features many of the greatest natural history artists of the 
last 300 years.” More...

The New Savory Wild Mushroom by Joseph F. Ammirati, Margaret McKenny, and Daniel E. Stuntz

Genre: Field guide
ISBN: 978-1-55054-179-3
$28.95
Released: October 2009

“The classic field guide to picking and eating wild mushrooms, with over 100,000 copies sold. Since 
its first publication in 1962, this classic has been continuously expanded.” More...

The Whistler Book by Jack Christie

Genre: Travel guide
ISBN: 978-1-55365-447-6
$24.95
Released: October 2009

“A completely updated new edition of the essential outdoor guidebook for the Whistler area.” 
More...

Scott McFarland by Grant Arnold, Martin Barnes, Vincent Honore, Eva Respini, and Shepherd 
Steiner

Genre: Photography
ISBN: 978-1-55365-482-7
$45
Released: October 2009

“Through the lens of his camera, Scott McFarland evocatively addresses the relationship between 
nature, civilization and representation.” More...

Vancouver Wild: A Photographer’s Journey through the Southern Coast Mountains by Graham 
Osborne, text by Richard J. Cannings

Genre: Photography
ISBN: 978-1-55365-470-4
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$35
Released: October 2009

“In this magnificent collection, revised and updated with eight new photographs, Graham Osborne’s 
images showcase Vancouver and the wild landscapes surrounding it.” More...

Savage Gods, Silver Ghosts: In the Wild with Ted Hughes by Ehor Boyanowsky

Genre: Memoir
ISBN: 978-1-55365-323-3
$28.95
Released: September 2009

“Fishing in B.C.’s wilderness fuels the bonds of friendship between the author and literary giant Ted 
Hughes […]. Boyanowsky draws on personal correspondence, interviews and journal entries to 
recreate their encounters and to paint an intimate portrait of a lifelong outdoorsman, conservationist 
and artist.” More...

FIFTH HOUSEFIFTH HOUSE

Asking Questions Indoors and Out by Anne Compton

Genre: Poetry
ISBN: 1554551145
$15
Available now

“The publication of Anne Compton’s first two collections marked the arrival of a major voice in 
Canadian poetry. In this, her third collection, she completes the island trilogy that those two books 
began, bringing her long, narrative lines into focus on the mysterious metaphysical nature of 
everyday life, family and literature.” More...

Jasper: A History of the Place and Its People by C. James Taylor

Genre: Travel; historical geography
ISBN: 189725234X
$24.95
Available now

“Lavishly illustrated with historical and contemporary photographs and maps, Jasper: The Park, The 
Place, and The People begins in the 1800s when the area was the domain of hunters and trappers 
and moves on to describe the transformation wrought by the building of two railways through the 
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area at the beginning of the twentieth century to the jewel in the Canadian wilderness crown that is 
Jasper Park today.” More...

HARBOUR PUBLISHINGHARBOUR PUBLISHING

Encyclopedia of Raincoast Place Names: A Complete Reference to Coastal British Columbia by 
Andrew Scott

Genre: Field guide
ISBN: 978-1-55017-484-7
$49.95
Released: September 2009

“In 1909 Captain John T. Walbran published one of the most beloved and enduring of all BC books, 
British Columbia Coast Names. Harbour Publishing celebrates the hundredth anniversary of that 
landmark work by presenting the first book to update Walbran’s classic, Andrew Scott’s Raincoast  
Place Names. Like its progenitor, Raincoast Place Names is much more than simply a catalogue of 
name origins because it tells the often fascinating stories behind the names and in so doing serves as 
a history of the region in capsule form.” More... 

The Cowichan: Duncan, Chemainus, Ladysmith and Region by Georgina Montgomery, photos by 
Kevin Oke

Genre: Travel guide
ISBN: 978-1-55017-490-8
$34.95
Released: October 2009

“Celebrating this land of plenty, The Cowichan dishes up a full sampling of delights from one of BC’s 
most fascinating and varied regions. […] Author Georgina Montgomery’s compelling narrative is 
beautifully illustrated with photographer Kevin Oke’s vibrant images, capturing the beauty of the 
region.” More...

The Al Purdy A Frame Anthology by Al Purdy, edited by Paul Vermeersch

Genre: Anthology; essays
ISBN: 978-1-55017-502-8
$26.95
Released date: November 2009

“A celebration of the most unlikely, outrageous and important gathering place in modern Canadian 
writing, with contributions from Dennis Lee, Eurithe Purdy, F.R. Scott, George Galt, Joe Rosenblatt, 
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Margaret Atwood, George Bowering, D.G Jones, Sid Marty, Steven Heighton, Howard White, David 
McFadden, David Helwig, Janet Lunn, Paul Vermeersch, Michael Ondaatje and others.” More...

The Quadra Story: A History of Quadra Island by Jeanette Taylor

Genre: Local history
ISBN: 978-1-55017-488-5
$32.95
Released: September 2009

“The Quadra Story: A History of Quadra Island is the product of decades of research that dates back 
to Taylor’s years with the BC Archives and the Museum at Campbell River. The end result is as 
engaging as a novel while affording a deep understanding of the turmoil European settlement 
brought for the First Nations people and the adventure and privation settlers experienced in their 
search for a better life.” More...

Only in Whistler: Tales of a Mountain Town by Stephen Vogler

Genre: Local history
ISBN: 978-1-55017-504-2
$24.95
Released: October 2009

“For several weeks in February, the eyes of the world will be on Whistler, BC, as it hosts the 2010 
Olympic Winter Games and the appetite for a story to go with the place will be extreme. Stephen 
Vogler has that story, and in this book he tells it fully for the first time.” More...

Red Nest by Gillian Jerome

Genre: Poetry
ISBN: 978-0-88971-241-6
$17.95
Released: September 2009

“Enter the surreal adventure that is Gillian Jerome’s debut collection of domestic, urban and 
intergalactic eclogues. Just when you’ve been ambushed by gods and stars, you’re catapulted back 
into a wild sprawling city filled with cordless phones, coyotes and the hairdos of dandelions. The 
brave and rambunctious creatures in this book nest in the humour and horror of the 21st-century.” 
More...

Windstorm by Joe Denham

Genre: Poetry
ISBN: 978-0-88971-243-0
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$17.95
September 2009

“Windstorm is a passport to the place where chaos and form meet; Denham’s timeless ethereal gaze 
is rooted in the mastery of poetic forms such as the sonnet and Dante’s terza rima. These quiet, 
forceful poems explore heaven, earth and sea with arresting images, ideas and words. Like the wind, 
Denham’s poetry has the power to move.” More...

Never More There by Stephen Rowe

Genre: Poetry
ISBN: 978-0-88971-239-3
$17.95
Released: October 2009

“How do we reconcile story with fact? What must one lose for the other to exist? In this debut 
collection, Rowe explores the nature of mythology and how it morphs in time to retain cultural and 
personal significance. Folk tales, supernatural creatures, family histories and personal elegies come 
together to expose the cohabitation of the dead and the living; the relationship between cold 
absence and stark presence.” More...

McCLELLAND & STEWARTMcCLELLAND & STEWART

The Year of the Flood by Margaret Atwood

Genre: Fiction
ISBN: 978-0-7710-0844-3
$32.99
Released: September 2009

“Adam One, the kindly leader of God’s Gardeners — a religion devoted to the melding of science and 
religion — has long predicted a natural disaster that will alter Earth as we know it. Now it has 
occurred, obliterating most human life.” More...

The Price of a Bargain: The Quest for Cheap and the Death of Globalization by Gordon Laird

Genre: Economics; history
ISBN: 978-0-7710-4606-3
$32.99
Released: October 2009

“A brilliant investigation into the true cost of our bargain economy — and the end of consumerism as 
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we know it.” More...

The Vertigo Years: Change and Culture in the West, 1900-1914 by Philipp Blom

Genre: History
ISBN: 978-0-7710-1641-7
$24.99
Released: October 2009

“The closer one looks, the more this world seems like ours, the more one sees that the questions and 
realities shaping our lives and thoughts were formulated and laid down at the beginning of the 20th 
century: feminism, democratization, mass communication, commercial branding, consumerism, 
state-sponsored genocide, and psychoanalysis were all concepts birthed in this period.” More...

Canadian Poetry from the Beginnings Through the First World War edited by Carole Gerson and 
Gwendolyn Davies

Genre: Poetry anthology
ISBN: 978-0-7710-9364-7
$19.95
Available: January 2010

“This is the only anthology to present a full history of Canadian poetry — from the early 1600s 
through the expansiveness of poetic activity during the 18th and 19th centuries and into the 
flourishing first decades of the 20th century.” More...

Gorillas in the Mist by Farley Mowat

Genre: Biography
ISBN: 978-0-7710-6468-5
$22.99
Released: October 2009

“Originally titled Virunga, this is the story of Dian Fossey, the mountain gorillas’ greatest champion 
and martyr. Based on Fossey’s personal papers and on interviews with her colleagues, friends, and 
enemies, Gorillas in the Mist reveals one woman’s passion for life — and the creatures who share it 
with us.” More...

Confessions of a Radical Industrialist: Profits, People, Purpose - Doing Business by Respecting the 
Earth by Ray Anderson

Genre: Environmental economics; memoir
ISBN: 978-0-7710-0753-8
$32.99
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Released: September 2009

“His story is now legend. In 1994, after reading The Ecology of Commerce by Paul Hawken, Ray 
Anderson felt a “spear in the chest”: the founder of Interface, Inc., a billion-dollar carpeting 
manufacturer, realized that his company was plundering the environment and he needed to steer it 
on a new course.” More...

No Impact Man: The Adventures of a Guilty Liberal Who Attempts to Save the Planet and the 
Discoveries He Makes About Himself and Our Way of Life in the Process by Colin Beavan

Genre: Conservation; memoir
ISBN: 978-0-7710-1075-0
$29.99
Released: September 2009

“The riotous story of a guilty liberal who snaps, swears off plastic, goes organic, turns off his power, 
and becomes a bicycle nut in an effort to make zero environmental impact.” More...

McGILL-QUEEN’S UNIVERSITY PRESSMcGILL-QUEEN’S UNIVERSITY PRESS

Climate Change in the 21st Century by Stewart J. Cohen with Melissa W. Waddell

Genre: Environmental studies
ISBN: 9780773533271
$32.95
Available: November 2009

“Climate Change in the 21st Century brings together all the major aspects of global warming to give a 
state of the art description of our collective understanding of this phenomenon and what can be 
done to counteract it on both the local and global scale.” More...

Cosmopolitanism: A Philosophy for Global Ethics by Stan van Hooft

Genre: Philosophy; ethics
ISBN: 9780773536449
$27.95
Released: September 2009

“This book explains and espouses the values of cosmopolitanism, adjudicates between various forms 
of cosmopolitanism, and defends it against its critics.” More...

Romantic Ecologies and Colonial Cultures in the British Atlantic World, 1770-1850 by Kevin 
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Hutchings

Genre: Environmental studies; literary criticism
ISBN: 9780773535794
$80
Released: August 2009

“Kevin Hutchings highlights significant intersections between Green Romanticism and colonial 
politics, demonstrating how contemporary understandings of animality, climate, and habitat 
informed literary and cross-cultural debates about race, slavery, colonialism, and nature in the British 
Atlantic world.” More...

The River Returns: An Environmental History of the Bow by Christopher Armstrong, Matthew 
Evenden, and H.V. Nelles

Genre: Environmental history
ISBN: 9780773535848
$49.95
Released: October 2009

“Rivers have been studied from many perspectives, but too often the relationship between nature 
and people, between rivers and the cultures that have grown up beside them, have been separated. 
The River Returns illuminates the ways in which humans, both inadvertently and consciously, have 
interacted with nature to make the Bow.” More...

What’s to Eat?: Entrées in Canadian Food History edited by Nathalie Cooke

Genre: Cultural studies; history
ISBN: 9780773535718
$29.95
Released: August 2009

“Through a close examination of our shared past and by taking notice of something that often goes 
unnoticed, What’s to Eat? explores how we can better understand our own food practices to create 
both a sustainable and healthy future and a renewed sense of the pleasures afforded by the daily 
meal in Canada.” More...

NEW SOCIETY PUBLISHERSNEW SOCIETY PUBLISHERS

The Ecotechnic Future: Envisioning a Post-Peak World by John Michael Greer

Genre: Social science; sustainability
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ISBN: 9780865716391
$18.95
Released: October 2009

“In response to the coming impact of peak oil, John Michael Greer helps us envision the transition 
from an industrial society to a sustainable ecotechnic world - not returning to the past, but creating a 
society that supports relatively advanced technology on a sustainable resource base.” More...

Life, Money and Illusion: Living on Earth as if we want to stay by Mike Nickerson

Genre: Environmental economics
ISBN: 9780865716599
$22.95
Released: September 2009

“In recent years, unchecked growth has brought us to the brink of economic and environmental 
collapse. Life, Money and Illusion was inspired by the dilemma of having an economic structure that 
has to grow to remain healthy, while facing the finite limits of our planet.” More...

Transport Revolutions: Moving People and Freight without Oil by Richard Gilbert and Anthony Perl

Genre: Transportation; sustainability
ISBN: 9780865716605
$26.95
Available: May 2010

“The impacts on transport of scarcer and more expensive oil pose major challenges to humanity. 
They require revolutions in our thinking about mobility, and consequent changes in all forms of 
transport.” More...

The Climate Challenge: 101 Solutions to Global Warming by Guy Dauncey

Genre: Environmental science
ISBN: 9780865715899
$24.95
Available: November 2009

“It is easy to feel overwhelmed by the urgency of global climate change. But when author Guy 
Dauncey assembles the world’s best solutions in one place, as he does in The Climate Challenge, a 
vision emerges of a sustainable energy revolution.” More...

Hope and Hard Times: Communities, Collaboration and Sustainability by Ted Bernard

Genre: Sustainable development
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ISBN: 9780865716544
$18.95
Available: January 2010

“Offering hopeful roadmaps for other communities working toward a sustainable future, this book 
will appeal to community activists, natural resource professionals, educators, and environmentalists.” 
More...

Green Restorations: Sustainable Building and Historic Homes by Aaron Lubeck

Genre: Home renovation guide
ISBN: 9780865716407
$37.95
Available: January 2010

“With Green Restorations, author Aaron Lubeck brings his expertise as a restoration contractor and 
preservation consultant to this first-of-its-kind guide, leading the reader through the steps for 
restoring historic building using sustainable practices and green building techniques.” More...

NEW STAR BOOKSNEW STAR BOOKS

The Last Best West: An Exploration of Myth, Identity, and Quality of Life in Western Canada edited 
by Anne Gagnon, W.F. Garrett-Petts, and James Hoffman

Genre: Essays; regional studies
ISBN: 155420044X
$24
Released: June 2009

“The idea for this collection arose out of a shared sentiment that there was still something 
quintessentially ‘Western Canadian’ that distinguishes and separates living in this region from all 
other Canadian regions. What this distinctiveness is, the editors left as open as possible in soliciting 
the participation of numerous disciplines and approaches to the question of ‘the West’ and being a 
‘Westerner.’” More...

Pacific Avenue by Glen Lowry

Genre: Poetry
ISBN: 0978498186
$16
Released: July 2009
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“The language of Pacific Avenue—sightings, soundings and surveys of what is constructed along the 
lines that make the city and between the lines of the poem—is a peninsula at once covered with 
trees and cleared of those same trees.” More...

OKANAGAN INSTITUTEOKANAGAN INSTITUTE

Up Chute Creek: An Okanagan Idyll by Melody Hessing

Genre: Creative nonfiction
ISBN: 978-0-9810271-1-1
$20 (limited to 500 signed copies)
Available for preorder

“The Okanagan Mountain Park fire bookends this narrative. Building a house in a ‘fire zone’ creates a 
dynamic connection between men and women, urban and rural lifestyles, and humans and the 
natural world. In this humorous tale of ‘post-urban neo-ruralism’, the author makes ties with 
community, family and environment in the South Okanagan.” More...

ROCKY MOUNTAIN BOOKSROCKY MOUNTAIN BOOKS

Restoring the Flow: Confronting the World’s Water Woes by Robert Sandford

Genre: Sustainability
ISBN: 9781897522523
$24.95
Released: Fall 2009

“Instead of waiting for a water crisis of our own, North Americans may well wish to put the lessons 
learned elsewhere in the world into active practice. By using the example of others to put our own 
water-management house in order, North America can possibly avoid the same kinds of problems 
other countries are facing with respect to the protection of water resources.” More...

The Forgotten Explorer: Samuel Prescott Fay’s 1914 Expedition to the Northern Rockies by Samuel 
Fay

Genre: Exploration memoir
ISBN: 9781897522554
$29.95
Released: Fall 2009
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“Fay and his party set out from Jasper on June 26, 1914 […]. [T]he journal in its entirety, with all his 
day-to-day observations, struggles and concerns, has never been published. Similarly, his maps, 
photographs and wildlife records have been preserved in various Canadian and US archives but never 
exhibited to a wider audience. Brought together for the first time in book form, they provide an early 
and dynamic record of an area that remains little known to this day.” More...

Live Green, Calgary: Local Programs, Products and Services to Green Your Life and Save You Money 
by Lauren Maris

Genre: Sustainability guide
ISBN: 9781897522578
$9.95
Released: Fall 2009

“The purpose of this book is to boil down the information that is out there into one complete 
package of environmentally sensitive products, services and programs available to Calgarians.” 
More...

The Incomparable Honeybee & the Economics of Pollination by Reese Halter

Genre: Environmental studies
ISBN: 9781897522608
$16.95
Released: Fall 2009

“From Dr. Reese Halter comes a remarkable, concise account of the honeybees that have profoundly 
shaped our planet for the past 110 million years.” More...

Denying the Source: The Crisis of First Nations Water Rights by Merrell-Ann Phare

Genre: Sociology; sustainability
ISBN: 9781897522608
$16.05
Released: Fall 2009

“Over the last 30 years, the courts have clarified that First Nations have numerous rights to land and 
resources, including the right to be involved in decision-making. This book is a call to respect the 
water rights of First Nations, and through this create a new water ethic in Canada and beyond.” 
More...

RONSDALE PRESSRONSDALE PRESS
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From a Speaking Place: Writings from the First Fifty Years of Canadian Literature edited by W.H. 
New, R. Beaudoin, S. Fisher, I. Higgins, E-M. Kröller, and L. Ricou

Genre: Essay anthology
ISBN: 978-1-55380-064-4
$24.95
Released: September 2009

“From a Speaking Place brings together 63 essays, notes and interviews from 50 years of 
contributions to Canadian Literature, Canada’s foremost journal on the country’s writers and writing. 
[…] From a Speaking Place invites you into a conversation (in both English and French) about what it 
means to be a reader and a writer in Canada. This Canada speaks: of Inuit voices and Al Purdy’s ‘rock 
gothic,’ of Bombay and Trinidad, of ‘great traditions,’ urban findings, laughter, Acadia, nation, 
translation, theatre, exploration, life stories and more, from official languages and le monologue 
québécois to Marshall McLuhan and ‘Hollywood Not.’” More...

TURNSTONE PRESSTURNSTONE PRESS

Fatted Calf Blues by Steven Mayoff

Genre: Short stories
ISBN: 9780888013415
$19
Available now

“In ‘Forgiveness,’ an encounter with a hawk on a beach causes a suicidal man to reflect on 
forgiveness versus the weight of the stones in his pockets. In ‘New Glasgow Kiss,’ an ex-con flies 
across the ocean in the hope of reconciling with his estranged daughter.” More...

UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA PRESSUNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA PRESS

The Technological Imperative in Canada: An Intellectual History by R. Douglas Francis

Genre: History; cultural studies
ISBN: 9780774816502
$85
Released: June 2009

“This wide-ranging, engaging book examines the ideas of Anglo Canadian theorists who saw 
technology as a new imperative that would either enhance or threaten the moral imperative and 
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Canadian identity. From the mid-nineteenth century onward, advocates argued that technology, as a 
moral force, would strengthen the ties that bound Canada to Britain and Western civilization, while 
opponents saw technology as a source of American power that threatened Canadian independence.” 
More...

Leviathan Undone?: Towards a Political Economy of Scale by Roger Keil and Rianne Mahon

Genre: Political economy
ISBN: 978-0-7748-1630-4
$85
Released: May 2009

“Leviathan Undone? brings together leading theorists of scale and new scholars from a variety of 
disciplines who develop a new language to discuss scale, space, and topology in critical political 
economy.” More...

VÉHICULE PRESSVÉHICULE PRESS

Animals of My Own Kind by Harry Thurston

Genre: Poetry
ISBN: 978-155065-258-1
$18.95
Released: October 2009

“Animals of My Own Kind is an outstanding introduction to the poetry of one of Canada’s best nature 
poets. […] Incorporating selections from his last six books, together with new work, these are poems 
made of bone, rock and water.” More...

WILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY PRESSWILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY PRESS

The False Laws of Narrative: The Poetry of Fred Wah by Fred Wah, edited by Louis Cabri

Genre: Poetry
ISBN: 978-1-55458-046-0
$16.95
Released: October 2009

“The False Laws of Narrative is a selection of Fred Wah’s poems covering the poets entire poetic 
trajectory to date. […] Louis Cabri’s introduction offers a paradigm for thinking about how sound is 
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actually structured in Wah’s improvisatory poetry and offers fresh insights into Wah’s context and 
writing.” More...
(top)
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