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Foreword

N

o one has ever written a book on Canadian prairie poetry—not until now, that is. We have books on Canadian poetry, and we have books on the Canadian prairie, but none
on the poetry from the prairie. Even essays on the poetry
are scarce. That alone would make Shaping a World Already Made a signal event.
It certainly is timely. Dozens of able and dedicated poets have been
writing out of and about the region for decades, and those numbers have
increased in the last 20 years. There are now scores of accomplished
writers, many of whom have gone unread. Carl Tracie’s bold and sensitive work will do its part to increase our knowledge.
Tracie, a geographer, has done what no other researcher of any ilk
has attempted. The result is an important and engaging document. It
summons a scholar’s care for evidence, and a poet’s desire for what can
be said. The book is informed by an intimate knowledge of the literature on land and landscape. What makes it new is its engagement with
contemporary understandings of language, cultural studies, and poetry. Tracie writes with special scruple and painstaking patience, but he
speaks also in the rhythms of his own kind of poetry. The book’s awareness of ethnicity and gender, of generational and cultural divergence, of
popular work and little-known writing devolves eloquently from prairie
landscape. A geographer’s interest in landscape is expected, but the foxi

SHAPING A WORLD ALREADY MADE

cus on poetry—that terrain of shifty meaning and fancied understanding—seems a wonderful new move. Yet there is nothing slight about
Tracie’s interest. He is intrigued by what it is in the writers that relates so
powerfully to a landscape that they carry intimately in their mind’s eye
and in their body’s pulse. He is at once careful to observe a language of
“truth,” and to respect a language of vision. The double move generates
striking readings of landscape.
Tracie has studied a large number of prairie poets, including many
authors only now coming into their own. He has read far more poets
than has almost any reader, I would guess, and he has done so with diligence and tact. To work with unstudied material, to be one of the first
into the field, is surely risky and demanding. Yet Tracie proffers analyses and advances arguments with clarity, his writing always nuanced
and allowing. Shaping a World offers insights without insisting on them
and balances the need for cogency with a reluctance to foreclose on an
argument. Tracie works with what can only be called humility. A true
student, he believes it is he who is learning.
The research that has come closest to what Tracie has done has also
come from another geographer. A quarter century ago, in 1988, Ronald
Rees published New and Naked Land: Making the Prairies Home, which
read the prairie landscape as it was induced through imported notions
of order, and as it later emerged in the counter understandings of prairie
painters. Tracie’s book turns to another art form. It considers the differences between the poetry of settler-invaders and their successors, who
have often responded to the land with fear or aggression, and that of
(especially) Aboriginal and female authors, who have sought and championed more reciprocal relationships with the land.
Reading the manuscript has been a special pleasure for me. I found
myself struck again and again by the power, the sheer sudden rightness
of the poets’ language in Tracie’s so judiciously chosen passages, and
Tracie’s own invigorating responses to that language, stirring in brevity
and grace. Yes, that’s it! That is how sunlight sits in the pasture, how the
creatures move through the grass and the parklands. Tracie finds and
shares with us what many of us have known without knowing, and what
it is we most need and perhaps want to know—how it is we might begin
to inhabit a place and respond to it with some glimmer of understanding. What Tracie says, and what the poets say as he selects and meditates
xii
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on their work, can catch your breath. Northrop Frye has spoken of an
imagination that occupies a land but does not love it. Tracie shows what
an educated imagination might discover and what it might movingly
celebrate.
Dennis Cooley
Winnipeg, Manitoba
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Introduction
THE GREAT PLAINS
Soil poor, herbage scanty, no wood except on Northern exposures.
Very Arid
Broken Country, rich soil & pasture, partially wooded.
Cree Ind. Camp
Blackfoot Camp
Great herds of Buffalo
Rich & beautiful country
Vast open undulating Prairie.1
settlers I have heard on the Canadian prairie
moved into a huge silence wavered
on air there like birds in a desert
& emptiness not to be believed
tumbled past2

T

he first quotation above is from a few of the many descriptive
phrases printed on various parts of the map that accompanied Captain John Palliser’s report on his scientific and resource exploration of the Canadian prairies in the mid-nineteenth century. The phrases record what they saw. The second quotation
is from poet Dennis Cooley, writing over a century later, imagining the
experience of pioneer farming settlers encountering prairie space. Why
1
2

John Palliser, A General Map of the Routes in British North America Explored by the Expedition under Captain Palliser, During the Years 1857, 1858, 1859, 1860 (London: Stanford’s
Geographical Establishment, 1865).
Dennis Cooley, “this only world,” in this only home (Winnipeg: Turnstone, 1992), 130–31.
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is a geographer such as Carl Tracie moved to write a book on prairie
poetry? These quotations help tell us why: there are many ways of perceiving a region, and the creative artist can provide new insights and stir
our own imaginations.
Here, I will briefly reflect on some profound transformations that
have occurred in the prairie landscape through human intervention
in the past two centuries—changes to the prairie landscape that affect
the lives of the poets who are from the prairie and who write about it.
Canada has two extensive treeless areas: the vast tundra across
the north and the prairie of the southern interior plains. Until the last
half of the nineteenth century, both regions were thinly occupied. The
tundra remains so today. Only a few small communities are scattered
widely in a land little changed by humans. By contrast, the prairie
has been almost completely transformed by farmers and ranchers, together with a widely spaced urban system that includes large cities.
A new landscape has been produced, and two foundational maps of
Canadian geography show the beginning of this profound revolution.
In 1865, just two years before Canadian Confederation, the Palliser
scientific expedition produced a great map of the land stretching from
Lake Superior to the Pacific Ocean. Of the prairies this elegant map revealed a free flowing land, the home of First Nations peoples. The gentle
curves of nature filled the region: rivers, a few small lakes, low hills, and
the limit of true prairie land. In actuality this was a land in motion—the
home of moving bison herds on which First Nations and Métis depended. The few trails shown on the map wind cross-country. A few trading
posts are marked, as well as Selkirk Settlement. People had made little
imprint on this land, hardly altering it since they had first arrived. A
remarkable harmony had been achieved. (See Map 1.)
The second seminal map, of the land extending from Manitoba to the
Rocky Mountains, is from just fourteen years later, 1879—twelve years after Confederation. Prepared by Engineer-in-Chief Sandford Fleming for
his wide-ranging Canadian Pacific Railway surveys, it shows a proposed
transcontinental railway route across the prairies. What makes Fleming’s
map imaginatively useful for us today is that, although Palliser’s earlier
map provides much of the background, it starkly superimposes on those
curving contours of nature two harsh, disruptive, straight-line geometric
intrusions—both harbingers of a new agricultural and commercial maxvi
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chine age that would destroy the existing society. The first is the stern, uncompromising gridiron of the rectangular land survey, commonly called
the section survey, shown spreading across southern Manitoba, heading
inexorably westward. This represents the new underlying industrial age
of property, section lines, homesteads, and farms that imposed a new face
on the open commons landscape. It looks as if the land is being caged.
The second, thrust right across the region, is the firm, unswerving route of
the coming transcontinental railway, marked in long, straight segments.
Adding to the railway’s heavy mark, placed methodically every 16 kilometres at right angles to the line, are the names of proposed villages and
towns, printed on the unsettled land from just east of Winnipeg to just
west of Battleford. Like repetitive hatchet blows, the names cut sharply
into the sinuous landscape, accentuating the fact that powerful new forces
are entering the prairies. (See Map 2.) In 1881 the route was significantly
changed, and when the main CPR line was built it went directly west from
Winnipeg through present-day southern Saskatchewan and Alberta.
Two worlds meet on Fleming’s 1879 railway surveys map: one of
movement across the commons of First Nations, Métis, bison, and a few
traders, and that of commercial cultivation, in which farmers are fixed
on their homesteads and it is their products that move on rails to distant markets. Once farmers, ranchers, villages, and towns arrived, the
commons quickly were gone. In this settlement process the most brutal
change of all was that nomadic Indigenous peoples were placed on reserves, not yet shown on this map.
This shattering revolution began not even a century and a half ago. A
new society, made possible by the Homestead Act, the new land survey,
railways, and an immigration policy inviting agricultural settlers to resettle the region, destroyed the existing society and created a new landscape.
Jan Zwicky describes this landscape as it appeared many years later:
you can see for thirty miles:
sheds, dugouts, the gridlock
of stubble and summerfallow, windbreaks
paralleling the section lines, and the road
like some edict of connection,
empty.3
3

Jan Zwicky, “Highway 879,” in Songs for Relinquishing the Earth (London: Brick Books,
1998), 75.
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Map 1. Palliser
Map, 1865. John
Palliser, A General
Map of the Routes in
British North America
Explored by the Expedition under Captain
Palliser, During the
Years 1857, 1858, 1859,
1860 (London: Stanford’s Geographical
Establishment, 1865).
Image courtesy of Peel’s
Prairie Provinces (peel.
library.ualberta.ca), a
digital initiative of the
University of Alberta
Libraries.
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It is true that pioneer settler life was difficult in this agricultural revolution, as grasslands came under the plough. One is never far from
nature on the prairies. Rainfall is not reliable. The drier sections are
areas of agricultural hazard, and many adaptations were necessary to
adjust to drier years. Yet, once the transcontinental railway was complete and branch lines were added around the turn of the century, the
region was rapidly settled. Canada’s greatest period of migration is immediately before World War I, when many immigrants, mostly from
Europe, came to this region. In the three years of 1911 to 1913, before
the war halted immigration, 1.1 million people emigrated to Canada,
401,000 in 1913 alone, a number that has never been exceeded. To put
this in perspective, Canada’s population in 1911 had been only 7.6 million. In 1901, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta combined had
only 420,000 people—by 1911 they had 1.3 million, and by 1921 they
had just under 2 million.
This new agricultural society, based on small-scale agriculture using
horse power on the farm, was barely in place by the 1920s when it was
brought to its knees in the decade following by natural and economic
forces. In the 1930s, the prairies were hard hit by years of drought and
worldwide economic depression, especially severe on a wheat economy
reliant on foreign markets. Eli Mandel describes the impact: “And the
country itself, drought for many years, the / cattle dying, and the food
rotten fish and decayed / eastern apples.”4 Mechanization brought further change as gasoline-powered machinery replaced horses. Farmers
cultivated larger acreages, farm size steadily increased in the years following World War II, and migration from rural districts to cities grew.
This land is changing still. Machine power continues to grow. Farms
continue to expand, forcing more farmers off the land. Farmsteads are
abandoned and disappear, and the spaces between those left are larger
and larger. Small villages are affected, and some disappear, too. Dennis
Cooley notes: “train drains the prairie / dries each town each day into a
cracker barrel.”5 Railway tracks, not a century old, are lifted. Slow, un4

5

Eli Mandel, “Mary Midnight,” in The Other Harmony: The Collected Poetry of Eli Mandel,
2 vols., eds. Andrew Stubbs and Judy Chapman (Regina: Canadian Plains Research
Center, 2000), Vol. 1, 312. All references to Mandel’s work are from this two-volume
collection.
Dennis Cooley, “in the garden,” in Country Music: New Poems (Vernon: Kalamalka,
2004), 124.
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obtrusive but potent demographic forces are at work on the landscape
as it continues to be subtly altered. You can sense that space has opened
up, but the land is no longer a commons.
During the twentieth century, new mineral resources, especially oil
and gas, brought about profound changes in economic well-being and in
time also raised serious concerns about environmental protection. Oil,
first produced in the 1910s near Calgary, then from great reserves found
in the 1940s near Edmonton, transformed the economy and propelled
the growth of major urban centres. In the 1960s, exploitation of bitumen
began in northern Alberta, north of the grasslands but closely associated with western prairie cities. Local environmental degradation and the
effect of bitumen processing on climate change, now causes great local,
national, and international concern. Di Brandt writes in furious dismay:
Who shall be fisher king
over this poisoned country,
whose borders have become
a mockery,
blowing the world to bits.6

Despite all these changes, nature’s presence on the prairies is undiminished. As in pre-contact times, one is always aware that life on the land is
governed by unpredictable natural conditions. One summer morning many
years ago, while filling up on gasoline at a Regina service station, I overheard
two local men from the city earnestly discuss the tenths of inches of rain
that had fallen the previous night. Their city’s livelihood depended on such
critical amounts. Lorna Crozier explains: “In the long dry heat everything
awaits / the gazelle-footed touch of the rain.”7 Bonds with the land remain
close, and in this precarious land, people remain careful observers of nature.
It is into this recently created and still visibly changing world that
the poets discussed in this volume were born, and it is about this world
that they write. Carl Tracie, too, is of this region, and he has studied it,
thought about it, and written about it as a geographer.
For many years, geographers have made use of landscape paintings,
novels, and music to help them understand and teach the geography of a
6
7

Di Brandt, “Zone: <le Détroit>,” in Now You Care (Toronto: Coach House, 2003), 13.
Lorna Crozier, “Angel of Tigers,” in Inventing the Hawk (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart,
1992), 53.
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region. Creative arts assist such educational endeavours by providing a
more profound sense of a region and the life of the people who live in it.
In Imagining Toronto, for example, Amy Lavender Harris portrays that
city through its literature, mainly making use of novels but including
some poetry.8 Tracie takes the bold step of devoting an entire book to
delving into what poets from the prairie region can tell us through their
poetry about where they live, or at least spent their formative years.
To write this book, Tracie has read prairie poetry comprehensively
and deeply, and has thought about how prairie landscapes have affected
the poets’ imaginations and what insights we can gain from their poems
about the prairie region and about life in this land. Where possible, he
has corresponded with the poets to gain further insight into their work.
Tracie makes a distinction between popular and literary poetry. This
study is mainly based on literary poetry, in which poets have a universal interest in ideas, in which they think and feel deeply, and in which
they strive for memorable expression. Tracie does, however, devote one
chapter to popular verse, and I cannot resist referring to one important
attempt at that kind of writing, even though it was not meant for the
general public.
The first written description of the Canadian prairies dates from
1690, composed in rhymed verse by the fur trader Henry Kelsey in a
report on his observations to his superiors in the Hudson’s Bay Company. His verse is important for geographical and historical reasons, but
the quotation below also helps us understand why Tracie distinguishes carefully between popular and literary poetry. Kelsey travelled from
York Factory on Hudson Bay to the prairies as the sole European with a
group of First Nations people as they returned to their home area after
trading at the Hudson’s Bay Company trading post. It is here that he
reports his first sight of that landscape, likely in present-day eastern Saskatchewan, south of the Saskatchewan River. Kelsey contrasts woodland and plain, mentions wildlife, especially the bison and the grizzly
bear, and notes the First Nations’ veneration for the latter. This is the
land shown almost two centuries later on Palliser’s map.
So far I have spoken concerning of the spoil
And now will accot. of that same Country soile
8

Amy Lavender Harris, Imagining Toronto (Toronto: Mansfield Press, 2010).
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Which hither part is very thick of wood
Affords small nuts wth little cherryes very good
Thus it continues till you leave ye woods behind
And then you have beast of severall kind
The one is a black a Buffillo great
Another is an outgrown Bear wch is good meat
His skin to gett I have used all ye ways I can
He is mans food & he makes food of man
His hide they would not me it preserve
But said it was a god & they should Starve
This plain affords nothing but Beast &grass
And over it in three days time we past
getting unto ye woods on the other side
It being about forty sixe miles wide
This wood is poplo ridges with small ponds of water
there is beavour in abundance but no Otter
with plains & ridges in the Country throughout.9

Kelsey was clearly a fur trader, not a poet.
Tracie, as a geographer seeking the insight of poets, centres his work
on the relationships between the specifically poetic imagination and the
prairie landscape. His analysis is organized by six major themes: reflections on natural elements of the prairies, factors that affect poetic responses, conflicting reactions to the region, inherent spirit of the land,
literary and popular poetry and their influence, and poetic and geographical imaginations in the prairie region. He selects the work of nine
poets for particular analysis, though he discusses many more whenever
appropriate. He brings together the voices of many poets on their feelings within the prairie landscape, the relationship that Indigenous peoples have to the land as expressed by both Indigenous and non-Indigenous poets, the vulnerability of rural and urban life in a difficult land
undergoing profound change, and the damage done to the landscape.
Some of the emotions expressed by the poets are distinctive to the prairies, although they are not exclusive to that region, such as responses
to openness and the limitless sense of space and the feeling of vulnerability in a hazardous climate for an agrarian society. Theme by theme,
Tracie carefully elucidates how the poetry gives us a fuller perspective
of the region. In these chapters, we as readers are given the essence of
9

Henry Kelsey, The Kelsey Papers (Regina: Canadian Plains Research Center, 1994), 2.
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many poets’ rich understanding of the prairie landscape, transformed
imaginatively into words.
Tracie is cautious about the influence of poetry on the public’s general perception of the prairies, mostly because of poetry’s limited circulation. He does note that there may be an indirect influence through education. Certainly, teachers in the humanities and social sciences, along
with others, will be grateful to have this sensitive and insightful study
of how some of Canada’s most perceptive poets have reflected on the
prairies. It is a landscape, in Tracie’s words, that is still shaping.
John Warkentin
York University
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C H A P TE R 1

Between Two Worlds:
Premises and Promises

T

he relationship between humans and the environment has
long been an important theme for poets. The same is true for
the geographer. In an exhaustive study of the development
of geographic thought, Clarence Glacken identified three
central questions that have focused geographic investigation since the
Classical period. Two of them deal with the effect of the environment
on humans and the effect of humans on the environment, questions that
continue to engage geographers as they seek to understand spatial patterns of land and life in various areas.1
In pursuing these ends in the prairies, as well as in other regions,
geographers have wrestled with combining science and art in their analyses. Some put more emphasis on physical factors or economic forces
that could be quantified. Some used the prairies’ plain-ness as the basis
for revealing regular patterns of economic decisions implemented by
rational people. Of course, many went beyond these quantifiable concerns to incorporate qualitative elements in their research. For them,
and for cultural geographers in general, the “imaginative turn” in geography, with its emphasis on the qualitative resources of imagination
1

The third question—Is the earth a purposefully made creation?—has little import for
this study. Clarence Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore: Nature and Culture in Western
Thought from Ancient Times to the End of the Eighteenth Century (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1967).
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and emotion, signaled an increased opportunity to examine the work of
artists of all sorts—painters, playwrights, novelists—to help illuminate
the rich texture of a region that lies beyond or beneath the lineaments
of the land.
In a seminal article from 35 years ago, the geographer Yi-Fu Tuan
addressed this tension between the two approaches by adapting Dorothy Walsh’s symbolic representation of the goals of scientists—a line
representing “conclusion”—and artists—a circle representing “completeness”—into a garden-and-path analogy.2 Scientific inquiry, like a
path, is bounded, constrained if you will, by well-defined and well-understood criteria. A garden, however, is an expansive richness of experience and imagination. The path cannot contain the garden, but the
garden can contain the path, and by choosing the latter, more inclusive,
approach, the geographer can develop the kind of vision that recognizes
the importance of both approaches.
Accordingly, geographers now stand with a foot in each of the two
worlds of scientific tradition, which provides some basic measures of
reality and understanding, and artistic tradition, which seeks realities
beyond that which can be quantified. One perspective adds rigour, the
other imaginative richness and depth. We seek to incorporate both in
a regional analysis that presents the region as a complete entity; a fully
realized whole. In our presentations, we want, as poet Lorna Crozier
wants, the words we use to be both tame and wild; domesticated by scientific precision but wild with artistic imagination and emotion.3 To do
so, we must first learn “the secrets of seeing double,”4 to echo Di Brandt’s
words; we must have “binary dreams”5 if we are to have the “luxury of
comparing landscapes.”6
Although originally used to help produce an “enhanced geographical understanding and description of landscape” by employing artists’
2
3
4
5
6

Yi-Fu Tuan, “Literature and Geography: Implications for Geographical Research,” in
Humanistic Geography: Prospects and Problems, ed. David Ley and Marwyn Samuels
(Chicago: Maaroufa Press, 1978), 194–206.
Lorna Crozier, “If a Poem Could Walk,” in Angels of Flesh, Angels of Silence (Toronto:
McClelland & Stewart, 1988), 41.
Di Brandt, “Heart,” in Now You Care (Toronto: Coach House, 2003), 88.
Andrew Suknaski uses the term “binary dream” in his long poem Silk Trail (Toronto:
Nightwood Editions, 1985), in which he twins East and West and the building of two
trails: the silk road and the CPR.
Brandt, “Heart,” in Now You Care, 88.
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skills in creating “simplified and clarified landscapes,”7 literature is now
examined by geographers for the multi-faceted, multi-voiced expression
of the experience of place. This is an important shift in the discipline
from a focus on description and simplification to an appreciation of
meaning and diversity; it is a critical shift from mimesis to metaphor,
which brings into the study of geography “a web of social processes and
intersubjective meanings,” as James Duncan and David Ley observed.8
Geographer Paul Chamberlain, in noting several reasons to use literature in geography, quotes Tuan to say that literature “mediates among
the contradictions and polarities of human experience,” adding that
“writers . . . have proven to be exceptionally adept at articulating the
ambiguities inherent in the human condition.”9 Poets have a particular facility in this regard, for, as Crozier says, poetry is the art form of
paradox.10 As they confront the paradoxes of prairie landscape and life,
poets can suggest to geographers ways of dealing with enigmas, ambiguities, and ambivalences. They can underline for the geographer the
need to search for the “between-ness” of truth about a region, to recognize that there is always a tension between knowing and not knowing.11
In seeking to understand place, then, geographers have found
themselves influenced by the two worlds of environment and culture.
Throughout the history of geography, different levels of significance
have been attached to one or the other, fluctuating between the two extremes of environmental determinism and cultural determinism. The
first emphasized the deterministic role of the physical environment in
explaining patterns of economy and life; the second came as a brief reaction to this extreme view, and emphasized culture as the determin7
8
9

10
11

C. L. Salter and W. J. Lloyd, Landscape in Literature, Resource Papers for College Geography, no. 76–3 (Washington, DC: Association of American Geographers, 1977), 3.
James Duncan and David Ley, eds., Place/Culture/Representation (New York: Routledge,
1993), 11.
Paul Chamberlain, “Work in Progress on the Dasein of the Shakespearean Landscape,”
Western Geography 3 (1993): 87. Tuan himself takes up this challenge in his recent
book, Romantic Geography: In Search of the Sublime Landscape (Madison: University
of Wisconsin Press, 2013), in which he deals with the polarized values of the sublime
experience with landscape.
Lorna Crozier, “Seeing Distance: Lorna Crozier’s Art of Paradox,” (interview by Elizabeth Philips) in Where the Words Come From: Canadian Poets in Conversation, ed. Tim
Bowling (Roberts Creek: Nightwood, 2002), 152.
Patrick Friesen, “Gathering Bones,” Poetry Canada Review 14, no. 4 (1994): 14–15.
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ing factor. Today, most geographers see the physical environment as an
important, rather than a determining, factor in understanding culture’s
inscriptions on the land.
Literary critics themselves acknowledge the “between-ness” of the two
worlds. As critic and poet Arthur Adamson points out, “we live not in one
world, but in at least two—the world as rational construct and the world
as imagination. Reason makes one world, art inhabits both simultaneously. Meaning does not consist in the isolation of ‘truth’ but in the tension
between two worlds.”12 Like the cultural geographer, writers also find
themselves grappling with the tension between environment and culture,
as perhaps best expressed by Eli Mandel: “What isn’t clear is whether the
prairies themselves are a form that imposes itself on the resistant self or
whether it goes the other way around: we possess these stories, not even
our own, and try to put their shapes on a world which resists fiercely.”13
The title for this study, borrowed from Louis Dudek’s poem “At Lac en
Coeur,” seems to me to encapsulate that tension.14 There is the natural
landscape— a “world already made”— on which cultural elements work,
“shaping [it] . . . to a form that I require.”15 Literary critics have also fluctuated between the extremes of environmental determinism—what was
called “environmentalism”—and a form of cultural determinism that undervalued the influence of the natural landscape on literature.
And like the cultural geographer, literary critics, too, have for the most
part arrived at an understanding of place as being comprised of both natural and human interactions. For instance, in Land Sliding, William New
opines: “Landscape is a place, but it is also a body of attitudes in time,
couched in the manner of speech and asking to be read in its own terms.”16
Elliott West, in a collection of essays on Wallace Stegner, notes, “a ‘place’
involves the meanings that humans have taken from an area and from
what has happened there, the perceptions and emotions of individuals re12
13
14
15
16

Arthur Adamson, “Notes from a Dark Cellar: Ruminations on the Nature of Regionalism and Metaphor in Mid-Western Canadian Poetry,” in RePlacing, ed. Dennis Cooley
(Downsview: ECW Press, 1980), 238.
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(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997), 130.
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sponding to their surroundings and to events.”17 In the same collection,
William Kittredge says, “There is no such thing as a landscape; there are
only the processes of nature, and those of location, which in humans derive so largely from our incessant storytelling.”18 Lawrence Durrell concludes, “Now, however, I am beginning to believe that the [human] wish
is inherited from the site; that man depends for the furniture of the will
upon his location in place, tenant of fruitful acres or a perverted wood.”19
As a geographer, my own attempt to make meaningful observations
about the interconnected themes of poetry, landscape, perception, paradox, and mystery on the prairies of the Canadian West reflects an attachment to this region’s geography and its literature spanning the past
five decades. My overriding feeling is one of respect: respect in the face
of a land without bounds and a sky without end; respect for the multitude of artists who by their attachment, passion, and art have given
voice to the enduring elements of this region, as well as to the unique relationships that people have to the prairie land. The interaction between
poet and landscape is complicated, involving many paradoxes and tensions, and the relationship between the two raises questions that probe
the roles of both geography and literature in understanding this region.
Poets do not shy away from these complexities, and with their art they
accommodate, if not resolve, these tensions. Some paradoxes, however,
remain in that realm of mystery beyond words—a situation that frustrates, but does not still, the poetic voice. An attempt to illuminate both
the commonalities within and the rich diversity of this prairie region by
studying its poets and its poetry is a challenging and exciting task.
Overall, this study is guided by two central questions: First, how
do the elements of the prairie landscape—land, sky, creatures, and
cover—affect prairie poets and their poetry? Second, what potential
17
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influence does their poetry and the way they re-present this landscape
have on the way residents and outsiders see the prairies?20 In exploring these concerns, I have been continually tempted by a reductionist
desire, to simplify what I increasingly found impossible to simplify; I
was engaged, in Robert Kroetsch’s phrase, with “effing the ineffable.”
However, I soon abandoned the idea of somehow distilling the essence
of the region from its poetry (a task for which poets and novelists have
been credited with special expertise)21 and accepted the need to accommodate the vast complexities and intricacies of the artistic perspective.
I want to honour the “enduring elements” that have characterized the
prairie region and that have continued to serve as grist for the poet’s
imaginative mill while also honouring the rich and detailed elements of,
and human reactions to, the variegated landscape of the prairies. I find
myself confronting the same paradox that poets face: a desire for both
individualism and universalism.22
There are other concerns that I need to address as well at the outset of
this study: What is the prairie region? What do I mean by prairie landscape? Why use poetry? Who is a prairie poet? Which prairie poets should
I include? Let me summarize my approach to each of these questions.
As a cultural geographer, I am concerned with region (the space
within which the interaction between poet and landscape takes place)
and influence. The concept of region assumes that spaces on the surface of the earth, both large and small, have some sort of coherence that
makes the region hold together in ways that are recognizable to a wide
variety of people and familiar to its inhabitants. A region may cohere as
a result of common features, such as a similar terrain or ecology, or as a
result of interconnected economic or political functions. People living
in the region may have a common mindset, a similar way of viewing its
physical and cultural components.
And yet, as Antje Schlottmann has articulated, one of the problems
of attempting to define a region is that one is always involved in the
20
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construction of the region while researching it.23 This becomes, as Ulf
Strohmayer notes, a circular task—the categories chosen for defining a
region are often treated as self-evident and thus end up as self-fulfilling
in any analysis.24 I have nonetheless limited the prairie region I reference to the grasslands of the largely forested, and hence inappropriately named, prairie provinces of Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta,
keeping in mind that the significant components of the prairie landscape—grassland, with its constituent inhabitants; awareness of space
and distance; and big sky—diminish in intensity from the core of shortgrass prairie to the parkland and forest on its perimeter. As a region of
the mind, however, this area deemed prairie is much less well-defined
and goes beyond the grassland core to include a portion of the parkland
and bush in the contact zone between prairie and forest.
Although I have used grassland as the formal criterion for limiting
the space I am considering, it is this last region of the mind that drives
my examination of the ways in which poetry both expresses that coherence and contributes to it. Still, this region of the mind is most certainly
rooted in the particularities and generalities of the prairie landscape.25
I use “prairie landscape” in the general sense of a field of view, the
totality of physical elements that one sees and experiences when living
on and moving about the prairies. The term encompasses not only the
elements of the land itself (configuration, components, creatures, and
cover) but also the elements of sky (appearance, weather, climate), the
expansiveness of space and distance, and the physical changes to the
landscape made by people living in the region. In geographic terms, I
am interested in both physical and cultural landscapes, although my
emphasis is on the physical. In the same way that the Ancient Greeks
23
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came to understand the human body as an indivisible union of body and
mind, a true understanding of the prairie as a region must involve seeing
it as an indivisible union of the physical and the human. The landscape,
in this sense, is not just “out there” but “in here,” as Crozier’s Inside Is
the Sky intimates. I have considered and set aside other possible terms:
environment (a term that comes easily to me as a geographer and that
succinctly encompasses both physical and cultural elements, but which
is freighted with an unhelpful connotation—environmental determinism—that suggests a particular emphasis that I do not intend), geography (a term that is much too general, as it encompasses both elements
and approach), nature (also too general), and terrain (too limited).
And why poetry? As I have noted, geographers and others interested in the way art and landscape are intertwined have most often used
the novel as a source of information and illumination.26 Chamberlain
points out several potential benefits of the novel: it may provide factual
information, it gives a perspective on how people experience the world,
and it may help to improve the literary quality of geographic writing.27
Novelist Rudy Wiebe is more forceful, claiming that poetry cannot encompass the epic nature of prairie stories.28 Whatever the truth of this
claim or the challenge of assessing the poet’s imaginative use of the prairie landscape, poetry, I believe, is well suited to exploring the variety
of human interactions with the prairie. Poems are concise; the poet’s
observations and insights are compressed and distilled by way of image
and metaphor. Poetic images evoke vivid representations of elements
or experiences of a region, while poetic metaphors imaginatively and
ambiguously, accommodate polarities.29 Poetry has a unique ability
26
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to startle the senses.30 Poetry, for all its brevity, invites us into the real
world—a world informed and transformed by imagination, a world of
emotion, conflict, and paradox. Poetry enriches our understanding of
what makes space place, and gives us a sense of region defined by resonances rather than by simplified similarities.
There are several challenges, however. I am foremost a reader and a
fan—not so much a critic—of poetry.31 Yet if this complicated interaction between poet and landscape is to be assessed, a certain degree of
critical attention is needed. This involves determining not so much what
is “good” poetry or “representative” prairie poetry, but how the content,
cadence, and vocabulary of the poetry reflect the prairie experience.
There is, of course, another dimension to this interaction—that of
time. In the introductory essay to their edited volume, History, Literature and the Writing of the Canadian Prairies, Alison Calder and Robert
Wardhaugh point out that “on the plains, geography, history, and culture are inextricably linked, and that only by considering all these facets
at once can we begin to understand the diverse cultural landscapes of
the place.”32 In the intersection of environment, culture, and time (or
as they call it, “history”), it is important to remember that “time” in this
trilogy is expressed as memory. Poetry emerges from past observations,
events, and emotions that have been not only re-imagined by the poet
but modified by time and intervening experience. Hence, memory complicates the exchange between poetry and the prairie landscape. Given that all poetry is, in fact, memory, one must determine in what way
the poet’s memory of their observations reflects the “truth” about the
prairie (or indeed, what kind of truth is being reflected), as well as what
criteria to use in assessing this relationship. As one author put it, “mem30
31
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ory is a complicated thing . . . a relative to truth, but not its twin.”33 The
relationship is fraternal, not identical.
Then there is the next challenge: Just who is a prairie poet? And is the
term “prairie poet” a legitimate description and not subtly pejorative?34
Should a prairie poet be defined by residence (present or past), content
(references to prairie elements), style (anecdotal), or voice (vernacular)?35 Residency, as Dennis Cooley points out, is an uncertain criterion,
as one may be resident in the prairies but write as if one were somewhere
else entirely.36 His ultimate criterion for choosing the poets for his anthology Inscriptions is one that resonates with me: “The writing in some
way or other had to show signs that it came out of the prairies or that
it engaged with the place.”37 Laurence Ricou, Lorna Crozier, and Gary
Hyland went a bit further in their selection of poets to include in their
anthologies, requiring in their choice of poetry a sense of the prairies
as home and as central to the writer’s life.38 I agree with this choice as
well. Without a visceral involvement with the prairie and its elements, a
poet can only write about the prairie, rather than from the prairie. Both
perspectives accommodate poets such as Crozier, Patrick Friesen, Tim
Lilburn, and Jan Zwicky who have moved from the prairies but continue to engage with that landscape. For these poets, home soil is portable.
Friesen, for instance, claims his original home environment as the base
layer, or basic “grid,” which is absorbed into his life and affects his poetic
process consciously or unconsciously; other layers or grids are built in
33
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