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Preface 

Contemporary 
Saskatchewan Poetry 

Fred Wah (1986) 

The dilemma in preparing to write this essay has been to 

determine who is a Saskatchewan poet and what is a Saskat­

chewan poem. I always su pected Saskatchewan poetry could 

be qualified by the number of three- and four-letter nouns (wind, 

dust, sun, bone, snow, et cetera), but I was a little confused about 

who, precisely, I hould comment upon. I write poetry and I was 

born in Saskatchewan but I wouldn ' t dare lay claim to that 

geographical identity for my poetry. Or should I? Pat Lane was 

born in British Columbia, where I've spent mo t of my life, yet, 

since he's been working in and out of Saskatchewan for the past 

six or even years, he's readily identified now as a contemporary 

Sa katchewan poet. And John Newlove, born in Saskatchewan, 

wa in Vancouver in the early day , Toronto later, and stopped 

off in Saskatchewan on his way back to B.C. Eli Mandel gave a 

reading here in outheastern B.C. a few years ago and ap­

propriated the Sa katchewan identity for him elf. I was shock­

ed. I alway thought Eli wa from down east. I've hunted through 

uch recent es ays and commentarie as Dennis Cooley's incisive 

urvey of prairie poetry and the en uing foofaraw from Mark 

Abley, Dave Arna on, and Anne Szurnigalski published in Grain1, 

but I have been unable to ferret out any sure ense of boundaries 

within which I could describe contemporary Saskatchewan 

poetry. 
A few months ago I read a poem in Grain by Derk Wynand 

entitled "Late Entry ." The first few tanzas of the poem contained 

enough of what I considered "typical" prairie references (sheaf, 
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grain , \\' ind, hu k , field, un, er p , d him 

(he li in ict ria, B. .) · h \\ fr m katch w n. H i n ' t. 

I' e had imilar e perienc r ading thr u h n1 n­

th 1 gi . Dancin Vi ioll i a w nd rful c 11 ti n f th thirt -

e en po t Thi tled wn Pre ha pu li hed. I find I ha et p 

lo king at the auth r n te to d termin wh r th p ti fr m. 

In other word , I can' t be ure from the p m it lf f it 

author' geographical id ntit . 

onethele , there ha e been and ntinue t b 

attempts from the prairie writer..., and ritics th m 

the regional character of the writing. Th de ir 

regional identity in creativity is certain! not uniqu t the prairi . 

There are notable instances of it through ut anada r th pa t 

twenty years. I suspect it is a predictable phenom non in th 

growth of any culture. In fact, it seem to me, wh r th r i 

trong writers ' guild or federation ther i a proporti nat ly r­

ticulated need to define the regional conte t. The a k t h w n 

Writers Guild has been a model to oth r pro incial tt mpt t 

organization and it till is, in my opini n, on f th tr n t 

w riters' organizations in the country. And Grain, it m t publi 

face, ha consistently engaged in the dialogue f c nt t: 11 
••• th 

be t Saskatchewan writing amid t the best Can dian writing'' 

proclaims a 1980 blurb for a Grain anth 1 gy. S th a tualiz -

tion of an identity i very appar nt; but th r ar f 

invisibilities. 
C n ider the e option . 

1. There i no " Sa katchewan "po try. A Ann zumi al ki y 

in her reply to Dav Arna n , m ntion d c b v , " F r m th r 

is n such thing as / prairie po try. ' Th r i th pr iri , nd th r 

is the poetry b ing w ritt n by p pl li ing in th r i n ." (Grain , 

May 1981). 

2. Sa katch wan p try i indi tingui h bl fr m pr iri p lr . 

3. a ka t h wan p try i n p try writt n r it b ny n 

w h ha r liv d in a katch w n. In th rk W -

nand' p m, b ca u it ap 

4. katch w n o try i p tr n r u numb r 

o rt in h p) m . 

. It i imp 
II k th w n ." Jt 
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might be any of the above. It might be something unique, but 
elusive. 

6. "Contemporary" Saskatchewan poetry is poetry written in 
Saskatchewan during my lifetime. Or, better still, within the last 
several years. 

7. There are particular aspects of poetics that can be said to be 
suitable in describing contemporary Saskatchewan poetry. 

The contemporary landscape of Saskatchewan poetry will 
help qualify any of the above options. But it is apparent, with 
all this concern over identity, that a poetry that is vital and 
energetic has been emerging. This essay surveys, literally, about 
seventy recently-published books of poetry with the intention of 
apprehending the terrain rather than comprehending it. 

The Lyric 
The lyric poem is still the standard poetic form in English. 

Its main formal characteristic continues to be the line as the basic 
unit of composition. It is still, of course, the prototypical poem 
of feeling, of emotional reaction. But the lyric has also come to 
provide a point of condensation for story-telling, a narrative of 
relationships, profiles, daily lives, iconographies, world-views, 
et cetera. It is frequently the catch-all form for the anti-literary 
or naive poem since the lyric poem is seen as the traditional form 
for personal poetry. There are, perhaps, regional tendencies to 
be noted, but mostly the contemporary Saskatchewan lyric poem 
typically fits into lyric patterns (almost formulas) similar to 
anywhere else. The best of these poems demonstrate a skillful 
magnification of rhythm, narration, and reflective thought. 

Elizabeth Allen's first book of poetry won the 1980 Gerald 
Lampert Memorial Award from the League of Canadian Poets. 
A Shored Up House tentatively balances the lyric voice with the 
hard, concrete nouns of place. The lyrical prediction of the 
"I/you" syntax is treated in a clean and uncluttered way. And 
in Allen's poetry this syntax is usually rooted in things. For ex­
ample, the last stanza in "jade" (13): 



_QQ ah 

I tou h 
the mall jade tiki 

on m throat 

m th r unded 

warm fr mm b d 

like the t uch t ne 

in our po k t 

ou d n t h w m 

Thi i typical of th "I/ u" 1 ri ith it lin h r. 

It i good, ba ic lyric poetry, irnilar t th up n thou nd 

of 1 ric poem written in contemporar En Ii h. Th 

"Sa katche an" about it i that it happ n t b ritt n b m -

one who li es in askat hewan. 

The "II ou" lyric, hen it work f 

olitary, ometimes lonel , reflecti n. It i rld 

to one elf hile ever one else Ii ten , th ti 

the private a public. It e m mo t ati f ing h n th p t n­

chors the ingular voice in thing and image . On of th m t 

killful 1 ric poets from Sa katchewan i Lorna r zi r ( h ha 

pre iousl publi hed under the name Uh r). H r lat t b k, The 

Garden Going On Without Us, wa hort-li t d for th 1 5 

Go ernor-General' Award. An ther bo k, The Weather, 

winn r of the askat hewan Writer uild' 1 n f r 

poetr . It c ntain a range r m tl 

g n rated fr m the fir t-p r on p n1 lik '' Ridin 

the Bord r of th Land" (30-31) u r m.n nt "I h Id" , nd 

"I think" in hat i e ntiall a d rip ti n f "Liz," h f 11 

"fr m w Z aland, writ p m , and h " i h 

I the land in f ur dir tion I w · th 

aim t-out id ft n Lh ~ 

d ripti po m m a m r 

p m b m 1ma -building nt . 

"Mid- bru r " (17) illu trat h w th pn 

th thing of th urr unding ffl to t ng l 

m thing t ngibl for II f u : 



Through flowers I watch 
your red mitts following 
the axe, the image of the bird 
held in glass. I cup 
the colours to my eyes 
to wash away the hours 
when I couldn' t show my care 
or feel the simple joy 
of flowers and a bird. 

As you pile wood 
in the crook of your arm, 
the bird stretches its wings. 
Up from the warm throat 
its song rises in the snow, 
in the slow heart . 
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One of the most powerful books of lyric poetry to be publish­
ed by Saskatchewan poets is No Longer Two People, a series of 
poems by Patrick Lane and Loma Uher (Loma Crozier). The series 
is collaborative and juxtaposes a dialogical build-up of poetic flora 
and fauna, extensions of both a literal and metaphorical relation­
ship. The " I" becomes almost emblematic, de-personified; we 
aren' t sure which voice is which . The craft illustrated by these 
poems, however, i mo t impressive at the formal level of the 
line . The lines are short and notate the play of breath and syn­
tax. In one exchange (25-27), the poets establish some bird-like 
homogeneitie : 

And gee e wing into ilence 
away from the cold that crawl 
toward u , levelling mountain 
into prairie. Our fear lie 
in recognition . For once the thing is 
named, it will not leave 
but hang around your neck 
like every bird you killed 
and track my scent like every wound 
I left behind in snow. 
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u '"ill find me 
lik thi h n u return; 

head e n int b 11 , 

back broken, and the fle h 

zippered with needle , 

black titche 
track of mi ing bird . 

The line a a unit of c mpo ition her i 1 ar and ur . tr n 

verbs and noun occupy the important end-line po iti n whi h , 

in turn, breaks up and syncopates the nta f th nt n . 

In his recent book, A Linen Crow, A Caftan Ma pie, P t Lan 

points to his own awarene s of the importance f th lin : 

As the line move . The leap! 

Thra hing there . 

This is an engaging book of poetry, though it i n t nti ll 

lyric in form. It is, in fact, "rather a composite f th haiku nd 

ghazal ... , '' using a two-line stanza in a play f nta nd im­

age. I mention it here in the conte t of the lyric b au Lan h 

become an extremely adept poet of the lyri and mo t f hi 

writing is pre ented in that form . A Linen Crow, A a/tan Ma pi 

i a welcome exploration into omething n w . It i a fa in tin 

and well-written book that extends tr atm nt f th uth r ' 

ob essive bird image . Though Lan i fr m B. ., h h 

the prairies and Sa k tch wan h m to m t f hi p tr 

the pa t seven or eighty ar . or a I k t hi m r u u l l ri 

fin s and at work ompl t d nth pr iri , th r r h uld 

hi b k Old Moth er. 
An th r writ r wh ha a hi v d 

n j lizab th Br w t r. H r p m 

iv qualit and th d p nd tr ngl c:i ntr r 

th f th ubtl n lur f th rh thm < f 

lin -br ak 11 w , in h r r nt p tr , th u f 

h rt Jin (S lecled Poem , 1977-84, - 7): 



I taste life and death together 
in anything I eat or drink 

Success, old Carman said 
is in the silences. 

othing I've said here 
exactly what I wanted to say. 

or did you say it exactly either 

Somewhere all words trail off 
the paper 
invisible in margin 
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Most contemporary Saskatchewan poetry seems content to 
use an inherited, modern English, lyrical line; that is, a breath­
line (pause at the end of the line) pushing off from the left-hand 
margin. But there are ome notable exceptions. Anne Campbell's 
"Prairie" (93) from her book, o Memory of a Move, works nicely 
in its quick, syllabic movement: 

I am nati e 
poplar 

no longer earching 
for olid oak 

satisfied with small 
leave qui ering 

breeze 
quickening 

my heart 
is prairie 

wind 
principle 

Brenda Ni kala and Victor Jerrett Enn al o tend to be uneasy 
with the regularity of the line. In Ambergris Moon Niskala often 
breaks the expected line length with extra mid-line space (32): 



..... 04 i ah 

~raze here 

h tand 

h r 1 

ankl 

v\ atchincr until th m i t 

Jerrett Enn ' e nd b 

h a lot of pla with line, 
k f p em , arr t in thi 

11 bl , and pa - p 

11/tur , 
in " Fur-

th er Inland'' (13): 

in 

e can't ee 

ur el e 

urrounded b 

lightning 

ilhouette 
nothing but 

bone 

in the 

du t 

de il 

on all ide 

du t unearth 

only the agony a fall 

of the lo t 

gard n 

Ther i , to b ubstantial am 
a kat h 

it im gin 

b tw n 

fl h 

th fl min 

rd 

turn 

full 

ir I 

n 

r lifi pubh hin r nd 

b H . ill w n w1 H rn illu lrat ti 
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continuing strength of the traditional twentieth-century lyric 
when it is handled with skill. 

A number of other writers have also published strong collec­
tions in the past several years: Gertrude Story, Barbara Sapergia, 
Doris Hillis, Thelma Poirier, Jean Hillabold, Elizabeth Philips, 
Gerald Hill, Terrence Heath, Garry Raddysh, and Nancy Senior. 
Some of these poets sometimes manage to engage a singular 
voice. There are some hauntingly poignant pieces in Garry Rad­
dysh' s White oise, for instance: 

lV. 

birds drifted 
on the horizon. 
in the distance they were 
merely black bird , flying. 

they did not dream 
and you did not dream 
about them. there was no longing 
to kill them, to take them 
out of their leaden sky. 

(41) 

Of course, the poems I've pointed to o far can be qualified 
as more than simply lyric in form. Though they are usually 
characterized by being personal, they are also poems about a sub­
ject, they are referential. The great majority of them have 
something to ay, they tell a story. 

Vernacular and Anecdote 
Any narrative tendency in Saskatchewan poetry in the past 

five years can best be een in the continuation of what Eli Mandel 
describe as "the main trend ... toward vernacular and anec­
dote ... " (ECW, Nos. 18/19, Summer/Fall 1980, 88). The poems 
written in this trend are still lyric in form ( ~hart breath-line, stan­
zaic, centered on the ''I'') but, rather than a soulful outpouring 
of feelings and images as the prime content, they describe events, 
situations, and characters. And the voices are mostly male. 
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pr lifi fi ure in thi n d tal tr nd in at h 1 n 

p etr i Glen re tad, a o-f und 1.. f Thi tl d . H 

ha publish d b k f p tr in th pa t t n r , in ludin 

a ne,, and el cted p n1 , Hold the Rain in our Hn11d . In r -

ent review of thi b k, Stephen bi de crib d 

''a minor writ r in a minor mod (th infamou 'pr iri n d tal ' 

hool, hich an be terminall b ring) ... " r t d' p tr , 

particular! the more recent, i a fairl balan d mix f th di ur­

i e and the de cripti e. The language f th p n1 i impl 

and traightfor ard, a in thi tanza fron1 " Ritual ": 

One Saturday night on th " a t a edding dan e 

it turned o er it hundred thou andth mil . 

The occa ion demanded it moment of re pect, 

an impre sive string of zero on th od met r. 

So we stopped there on that countr r ad, 

brought the world to a complete tand till 

hile the old Che y r ted, maybe dr am d 

of rolling off the as embl line in 1946. 

We knew nothing of ritual th n , 

but ensed the hi tory of the mom nt, 

knew som pecial ceremony wa d mand d. 
( 0) 

Thi i fairly typical of the common anadian t r t llin 

poem that might alma t b pro but f r the lin br ak . 

Other writers in this m de includ Rob rt urri , D n K rr, 

Denni Gruending, Jim McLean, t ph n n r, nd r 

H land. In a rec nt int r i w, H land talk d b ut h in " n 

ar f r colloquial p h .. . " 4 Thi int r tin r th r-

nacular m 1 ly ti d with 

H land' po m ar in ariabl 

f haract r , notati n f p 

Kr ki" (S treet of Dream , 21) : 

d hi rn h n er it politi 

wz-b 1-ban-rusalin-diL- orn?" h ' d II , 

o 1r, r. Kro k1. " 11 oo l- 0 1 - I - pr ' d-h ' r all- 11-

ilr1ani 11 
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Stephen Scriver' s book, All Star Poet, is entertaining in its real­
life snippets of playing amateur hockey. The voice most used is, 
of course, the vernacular: 

Well, Dickie goes down to block 
and for a second there ' s no puck 
till he spits it out 
right on the blue line 
with about a dozen teeth 

Latourneau? Hell, he takes that puck 
stick-handles through them teeth and scores 
while we stand there crotch-bound 
like a buncha decoys 

(72) 

A poet such as Jerry Rush, who is more concerned with 
language and formal considerations, can make the use of the ver­
nacular in a poem a bit more interesting. Though he has only 
published one book of poems, Earth Dreams, Rush's awareness 
of rhythm and syllabic possibilities show him to have a sensitive 
ear. Here's "Hill Talk 1" (9): 

whole damn hill a jesus forest once 
see them pockety holes clean from 
his coyote head to hi slumpin tail-end 
burnouts - all across this grass 
hundreds years ago, some big jesus fire 
took the whole mess - wiped him clean 
smoldered all them big trunks 
down into their own graves 
damnedest thing - not one tree left 
here to the cypress hills - nothing except 
those pockety burnouts - raise hell with a horse 
don't go riding none up there 
come nightfall 

Some of the collections of storytelling poetry nearly take on 
the shape, it seems, of a collection of short stories. Robert Cur­
rie's book Yarrow, for example, is a series of vignettes directed 



... 0 i ah 

n th rairi . Th ima I th bu t, th fi ld, 

ra , " Th half-t n 

r, n gi w 

t nu u uh the l n p 111. 

The Long Poem 
A major mode £Canadian po tr in th p t t n t fi£t n 

ear i th long p em. It i u uall narr ti , fr q u ntl 

hi torical, documentar , or biographical, and, £ rmall , wid 

open. Certainl the majorit of po tr produ d in the i hti 

in Sa katchewan has been of the kind di cu dab , th lyrical. 

But I belie e the mo t intere ting work that ha b n d n r ntl 

i in longer poetic tructures. Th re ar multipl a p t t th 

pra tice of th long poem5, and eral ont mporar a k t-

che an poet have worked in the form. Th primar thru t i 

to play off of and again t the sense f finality and n 1 ur f 

the horter lyric poem. Hence, length. 

The major long poem voice in Saskatch wan i Andr 

Sukna ki. Though he i certainl capabl f writing h rt r 

poem , his ongoing formal cone rn in p try i mor t n i 

form that will provide for th mapping £ plac nd oul. H d 

thi in legiac bur t and ummation f in i ibl g gr phi , 

family and ethnic ane dote , p r nal c m l gi . Hi int r t 

in tor i fundam ntal (hi tory a 'i tor ne, t find ut f r 

ur elf). Hi po m bridg d cum ntar and on . Th 

f Whitman and Gin b rg ar n t f r ff. 

ukna ki ' Wood Mountian Poem , publi h din 1 7 , i 11-

known and h b n a m j r influ n on th rn ul r nd 

an d tal t nd nci on th pr iri . But th p 

th nt t f th ti n f pl 

f th l t r p 

di at i n m thi b k f n t ju t n th r tor 

r f 
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in the nearby willows 
a phea ant ' s rusty cry rasps the silence 
while i walk on this high hill -
ioux cemetery markers lean like signposts pointing 

to distant constellations 
names read like haiku: 

brown eyes 
held at bay 
yellow leaf 

wood mountain descends along heat waves to fade 
where pinto horse butte begins 
in the west 

wounded horse 
1ame wounded hor e who taught me how to play pool 

("Poem to Sitting Bull and His Son Crowfoot," 66) 

More recently, Suknaski has allowed his poetry an expan­
siveness that better accommodates his energetic explorations. 
Four of his last five books have u ed specific contexts of time and 
place . East of Myloona (1979), for example, is a series of poems 
that document his observations and imagination arising from a 
trip to the north. As with most of his poetry, the book is full of 
voices and stories. The poems don' t cling to the left-hand margin 
but tend to expand across the page, sometimes in a scatter in­
dicative of a layering or collage method of composition. 

ORTH of no south 
dreaming of intangible answers 
regarding HOPE 
and HOME 
abandoned 

listen to THE KING OF THE RAVENS scowl 
" Man ... don't ask o many questions!" 
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th ld man al n 

f 1 nel ff 

the old man i tfull ''at hin 

a irl and b 

holding hand 
... do they realize 

that the e are the be t year 

of their Ii e? 
(17) 

ukna ki i not the pa i e ob erv r r int rpr t r f 

Hi po m are full of energ b cau e the nact hi lif . Th n 

three book (In the ame of Narid, 19 1; Manta e For An Inter tellnr 

Cry, 1982; Silk Trail, 1985) ar similar! ntrifugal - th hon 

in on the poet's obse ion ith the u of 1 nguage m di um 

through which a world can be known. He a , in a blurb u t d 

on the la t page f Silk Trail, he i "mo tl con rn d ith find ­

ing a cipher that will decode a f urfold dream ... '' Hi 

1 hi poem, ''a canning of I the w rld line I ... t glimp 

I oul. .. " where " Light" 

rule all 
co-ordinate 

of heart 

ar th 
and rdinar 

thing -
( ilk Trail, co_ 1) 

Thi 
b au 

g nurn 

b 

rnn 

I rum 

ith ital it and I ki nn 

ur f hi P r ti on n b a u 
II egative Capability, th t i I h n m n1 

t ri ,d ubt I ith ut n irri t, 

h h, w rk d in long fo rm . 

, m u Ii h d tril g ([x erpt , 

11 Anunymou Lt e, Alleged Refle tio11 s, :in Foregone um/11-
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sions) which uses a mixture of monologue and personal letter in 
what is a rather oblique "poetic fiction." The third part of the 
trilogy, the most recent, becomes more rhythmically interesting 
when the poem moves off a set margin and uses the notation of 
the page. Helen Hawley's Grasshopper is a singular book. It is one 
of the most linguistically active collections to come out of the 
prairies recently. Hawley has a sharp ear for precise syllabic con­
nections and line-play that results in a playful, yet reflective, im­
agery. Working off of an under-rhyme on the word "hop," part 
of the poem reads: 

I was born near here Swift Current why now 
do I speed/split my birthright hills/hope 
in this bus enthralled? why did I go away so 
for so long: " that 's all" is everything! to go 
so far for so long means I may never return again 
may never again bear blood 
through all that waiting grass 

out there 
(6) 

One of the interesting poetic minds at work in the long form 
is Ed Dyck. The method he uses is serial. That is, he contextualizes 
a subject, idea, or shape and composes around it. Odpoems con­
sists of thirty-two parts that play on the logic and physics of the 
"vaguely Norwegian" Od's mental travels. The Mossbank Canon 
is sixty-four stanzas based on the I Ching, which i used to pro­
vide "a resonance ... otherwise lacking from my telling of a par­
ticular story." The poem engages its reader not only because of 
that "resonance" but also becau e of the narrative of the 
chronologically parallel careers of a Chinese-Canadian immigrant, 
Jong, and the revolutionary Mao Tse-tung. Each stanza is a 
fascinating coalition of possibilities: 

38. Defeated in Changsa :annihilated in cities 
the Red Army disproved the red star's theory 
Lure the enemy :Penetrate deeply 
Jong's boat steamed on through the ruby sea 
to a broken market :to departing whores 
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t turnin p ropell r :in th \ hite D af 
(5 ) 

The Prose Poem 
The tenden to r i t lo ur , t 

re ulted al in a return t th pro e p n1 . Th u r ar 

man ubtle po ibilitie i i n r d a th b i 

ub tance of the riting event, th pr po n1, at 1 t it h 

operated in recent Canadian writing, ha bee me a ignifi ant 

perimental form . Quebecoi riter icol Bro ard, f r ampl , 

e chew the formal di i ion in fa our, impl , f th t t. 

Though the pro e poem i not limited to a femini t p ti , that 

ha eemingl been a moving factor in the recent hift t thi f rm. 

Two Saskatchewan women ha e hown parti ular adeptn 

Brenda Riche ' Dry Media i a palpable ju tapo iti n ft t 

(journal, poem, dialogue, and o forth) . Th bo k i intri uing 

in how it gathers oblique connection and po it th mat th 1 1 

of the image. Riches subordinate r ference t th pra .tic f 

phanopoeia, " throwing the object (fixed or m ving) n to th 

imagination. " 7 She allows fragmented percepti n , omethin 

ea ily admitted into a poetic tructure, t o cup th n rmall 

me age-centred pro e entence and paragraph : 

Snow i falling; it thin fl ak are ashe bl n fr m 

burning p aper . Grey again t a pale r gr hit , 

only when I lo k down at hi hallow d \ int r fl r, 

where his marks lie cover d and bird ha p n ill d 

th ir f otfa ll with thin trok . 

I mu t b alon w ith m wa lking. I mu t avoid th 

t i g print of bird . 

Ann zumigal ki ' Doctrine of ignatu re, hort-li t 

n n 
ukn ki' , h 

n r I' Award f r 1 n ut t ndin 

riting i n ti 

f b ing ali 
r . h r 

p tr . ik 

prio pti ; it 

h o m ar m 

a I t of pl in th minut 

(45) 

ti n 
I kn, ki, 

fr m 
th n 

li e bi 
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rhythms of the language, particularly in the lyric poems. Her 
prose poems extend the intensity to narrative, the minute rhythms 
she registers in a prose tongue: 

albert is haranguing his mother about his name 
complaining as usual about how unsuitable it is she 
knows that then why for godsake? she tells how once 
there was a royal prince but when he came to be king 
he was suddenly george like the rest 

(76) 

Rather than extending out to the referential, using the 
language to refer to the world out there, these prose poems draw 
the energy and attention to themselves. Certainly the writing is 
"about" something (motherhood, war, the imagination, and so 
forth) but what makes it so engaging is the interplay of narrative 
detail in the poem. It's not just the connections and image­
building that stand out in the first stanza of "Fennec," for exam­
ple, but the speed and compactness of the juxtapositions brought 
about by a disjunctive syntax: 

my nibs and quills arranged before me on a stained deal 
table I am designing the alphabet for a new language 
called in that tongue speech of the foxes becau e the 
consonants fall on the ear like the yipping of reynard in 
the henrun becau e when a woman enunciates the 
vowels they sound the human cry of a vixen in heat 

(23) 

One aspect of Szumigalski' s writing that makes it so vital is 
its potency to generate further material. Prior to Doctrine of 
Signatures there are two books that show her pushing beyond the 
limits of the lyric form in her earlier poems. Risks (1983) is a nar­
rative poem that fractures the narrative by serializing the story. 
Wild Man's Butte is a collaboration with Terrence Heath, "writ­
ten for stereo radio." Her most recent book is Instar (short-listed 
for the 1985 Governor-General's Award), a collection of poems 
and stories. Here, in an exploration of the psychic arena, she uses 
a mixture of stylistic approaches to narrative . The distinction be-
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tween the pro e and the p em get l t in the range of i e 

zumigal ki i able to e plore; first and third per on, narrat r 

in/narrator ut, normal concern f stance in fiction, ar a im­

portant a the pla of nta and image: 

the girl think about thi for ome time your i111a inatio11 

i your own he tells the man at la t but don ' t f r et that 

ou are bound to let me know all ur dreams and 

conjecture the rule i that I can ee e er thing but I 

am not allowed to change it this seem fair and th 

man agrees 
(21) 

Publishing 
How the writing is made public, how it is shared within the 

community, is usually a good indication of the writing lif . In the 

past ten years Saskatchewan has supported one f th m t 

substantial literary publishing programs in the countr . The shelf 

of contemporary Saskatchewan poetry I have been working with 

measures nearly a metre. 

Most of this writing is from several small writer-originated 

presses. Besides Turnstone Press in Winnipeg, the maj r nati nal 

literary press on the prairies and a significant presence for a 

number of Saskatchewan poets, and Longspoon Press in Edm n­

ton, there are two prolific publishers of contemporary po try in 

Saskatchewan. One is Coteau Books. Suitably, C teau B k i 

part of the Thunder Creek Co-op of Moo e Jaw, ' ' r gist r d with 

the Saskatchewan Department of Co-operation and Co-oper tiv 

Development. " The other press, Thistledown Pr , l cat d in 

Saskatoon, began publi hing chapbook in 1975, at th am tim 

as Coteau tarted up . Another press that has r p nd d to th 

recent surge of prairie writing i Fifth Hous , al lo t d in 

Sa katoon . 
By far th m t ignifi ant publi hing v nt t m ut f 

th prairi in th pa t d ade ha b en th magazin Grain . hi 

magazin i a ignp t of prairi n ibility t an dian writin . 

inc it inc pti n in 1973 Grain ha had ral dit r : K n Mit-

h lt ar lin H th , d D Ri h 

Publi h d y th uild, it i 
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a non-polemical, consistently 51/2" x 81/2 ", well-designed, now 
quarterly, that has provided a solid base for western Canadian 
writing and a shining possibility to other provincial writing 
associations. Grain has provided a context for dialogue, shown 
a variety of Canadian writers to one another, showcased a broad 
and tasteful editorial window, and been " crucially instrumental"8 

in the development of contemporary Saskatchewan poetry. Two 
other prairie periodicals important to a view of this poetry are 
Prairie Fire, a Manitoba literary review, and Ne West Review publish­
ed out of Saskatoon. As well, Andy Suknaski's magazines, Elfin 
Plot and Three Legged Coyote, have had some influence. 

Coteau and Thistledown have also been responsible for 
several anthologies that reflect some of their poetic concerns. 
Coteau has published Number One Northern, an anthology of "resi­
dent'' Saskatchewan poets, and a collection of humourous poetry 
and prose, 100% Cracked Wheat. Thistledown published two an­
thologies in 1985: Dancing Visions, "new poetry by poets publish­
ed during Thistledown's first decade of literary publishing,'' and 
No Feather, No Ink, a collection of poetry "evoked and provok­
ed" by Batoche and Riel. 

A couple of lyricists have published more of their work in 
self-published poetry chapbooks. Mildred Rose has put out 
several slim volumes of light verse through Music House Press. 
The last two have been mainly haiku and other short Japanese 
poetic forms. Though not self-published, another and much­
published writer of poems in Japanese verse forms is Catherine 
Buckaway. A very prolific chapbook publisher is Mick Burrs. His 
Waking Image Press has distributed sixteen titles in the past fif­
teen years at farmers' markets and arts and crafts shows around 
Yorkton. He has also had published three books, the most re­
cent of which, The Blue Pools of Paradise, was a winner in the 
Saskatchewan Writers Guild poetry competition. His poetry is 
a mild mix of first-person lyric and anecdote. 

Finally 
Finally, the boundaries of contemporary Saskatchewan poetry 

do extend beyond the horizon and, perhaps, are not as much a 
dilemma as I first thought. There are also those of us poets who 
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h e appr priated m thin a t h wan b au w Ii d 

th re n and be au e' e en unt r th pirit f that pla 

in t the urfa e f an imag or din ing t the r t f w rd 

now and then. And there are al th n w p t f 

oung writer te ting the raft thr ugh th nurturing f num r u 

teach r and w rkshop . 

A I ugge ted at th tart f thi e a , th r ar 

writer who might be con idered on th p riph ry f kat-

chewan writing. Lala Koehn Ii ed in Sa kato n f r tw nt ar 

and he ha publi hed a number of bo k in t Vi -

toria in 1977. A major Manitoba-le landic p t, Kri tjana un­

nars, lived in Regina for a time. Denni ooley, an th r Manitob 

riter of consequence, has firm ro t in Saskatch wan. Hi 1 n 

poem Fielding is an e pansive meandering te t that '' pl r th 

two essential geographies of place and blood a h r p nd t 

the death of hi father" (back cover blurb). Cooley, a -f und r 

of Turn tone Pres , has al o been an acute critical pr n f r 

prairie writing through hi editing RePlacin , a c 11 ti n f riti al 

e ays on prairie writing, and Draft, an anth 1 gy f pr 

poetry. 
Two major Canadian p et who have tie to a kat h n 

are Eli Mandel and John Newlove. Both of th e po t ar m r 

a presence in prairie writing than active participant in it, at 1 t 

during the la t few year . Though Mand l wa b rn and r w 

up in E tevan and peak with authority ab ut prairi writin , 9 

and though some of hi poem locat th m 1 m k t­

ch wan, his poetry ha ranged through a vari t f mat ri 1 nd 

f rmal concern not that widely r c gniz din th nt t f n-

temp rary a katch wan po try pt by f w f th 

p rim ntal poet . Mandel ' po tr i imbu d ith 

f m th po i nd imag that i m r in Jin 

u f p a p y hi pl r ti n than imp! 

thing . wl v h n u part 

anada nd r turn d t Ii m 

in 19 2 h h ntl h 
n '' n 

t-kn n pr m p m in th 

tr i nti II , m I f th fin I h n nd 
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crafted lyric, full of feeling and soulful honesty. 
That New love ' s presence is still considerable in the contem­

porary Saskatchewan poetry community is indicated in a poem 
b eleven-year-old Leo Havemann of Regina in the most recent 
issue of Grain (May 1986, 56): 

To start at the end, 
arriving at the start, 

doesn ' t make the end 
the beginning -

(from " Yellow Bear" by John Newlove) 

Opposing Force (a re pon e to the above fragment) 

tart at the beginning 
the end i behind you 
end at the end 
the tart i before ou 
thu i the la 

you ha e man thing to learn 
oppo ite are relati e , the clo e t kind 
end of the dark to tart the light 
tart the forward to end the backward 

a pu h on one ide i a pull on the other 
thu is the la 

to go up you ma push down 
to go do n you mu t pu h up 
to go left you mu t pu h right 
to go right you mu t push left 
or you may pull 
thi not physic , on ly the law 
thu i the la 

In this i ue of Grain, editor Brenda Riche ha included a number 
of poems by Sa katchewan children. The young poet how 
the u ual children' openne to play and experiment and, if th y 
are to be the new generation of Sa katchewan poets, they show 
ome new directions for Saskatchewan writing. References to 
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place and t ry ha gi en' a t im gin ti fi m nt , ab tra -

ti n , and ncern with f rm . Th re ar rh n1 , lim ri k , 

illanelle , ent red lin , and, ' ith kn " 1 d m nt t Pat 

Lane' A Linen Crow, A Caftan Ma L , 1 t f h z l . H 

a triking one by eil Kap r, age ight: 

Jump to God 
our b ne fall dm, n. 

(4 1) 

Conclusion 
In surveying the landscape of ont mp rar Sa kat h wan 

poetry I realize I have defined, now, a particular vi w . I ha tri d 

to focus on the writing of them t rec nt te t . Ind ing I m 

to ha e defined /1 contemporary" a r ughly within th p t t n 

years. I also see that I have given mor c nsiderati n t th p t 

who actually participate in th c mmunit f S kat h wan 

writing than to tho e on the periphery (th s who n r ha 

or no longer do participate) . These two param t rs ar , b i u -

ly, relative and are not meant to be exclu ive. So /1 c nt mp rar 

Saskatchewan poetry" has turned out, in thi e ay, t b n n 

of the options listed at the start but a compo it f th m. 

The poetry itself is varied in form and c n t nt and n t 

qualified by the landscape as I fir t thought. m fit, particul r-

ly the anecdotal, is derivative and repetiti us . m f th 1 ri 

poet ( ewlove, Lane, and Crozier, f r example) ha pr id d 

ma terful models for that form much beyond a r gi nal u . Th 

most engaging poetic nergy to have come ut f Sa kat h w n 

is the more experimental one of th 1 ng and pr p rn (1 t m 

ugge ta Mandel-Szumigal ki- ukna ki tr k) . Th r i n 

qualification of th rang f po try b ing writt ninth pr in . 

Th r i a lot of it and, what r th t 1 , it h n irr i tibl 

itality. 

r full r inf rm ti on n a k t h wan w r iting r f rr d t in th i ar t i­

i , o n ult th bibliogr ph . 
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1 Cooley's e ay, " RePlacing," is the introduction to a special "Prairie 
Poetry Issue" of Essays on Canadian Writing (Nos. 18/19, Summer/Fall 
19 0). Mark Abley ' s " Laying Down The Law" is a reaction to that issue 
published in Grain (Vol. VIII, No . 3, November 1980). Arnason and 
Szumigalski extend the reaction with letters to the editor in the February 
and May issues (Vol. IX, os. 1 and 2). 

2 See E.F. Dyck' " Workshop Poetics - Where Art Thou?" m 
FreeLance, Vol. 14, o . 8, April 1985. 

3 The Malahat Review, o . 73, January 19 6, p. 126. 
4 eWest Review, February 1986, p. 6. 
5 The most important, and sugge tive, survey of this form is an essay 

by Robert Kraetsch, " For Play and Entrance: The Contemporary Cana­
dian Long Poem," Essays, Open Letter (Spring 1983, Fifth Series, No . 4). 
See " The Proceedings of the Long-liner Conference on the Canadian 
Long Poem, York Uni ersity, Toronto, May 29-June 1, 1984," Open Let­
ter (Summer-Fall 19 5, Sixth Series, o . 2-3). 

6 The Selected Letters of John Keats edited by Lionel Trilling ( ew York: 
Doubleday, 1956), p . 103. 

7 Ezra Pound, A BC of Reading ( ew Directions, 1960), p . 63 . 
8 Patrick Lane, " The Sa katchewan Pres es," Grain Vol. IX, o . 4, 

ovember 19 1, p . 53 . 
9 See the " Interview w ith Eli Mandel, March 16/7 " in the RePlacing 

ue of Essays on Canadian Wri ting ( o . 1 /19, Summer/Fall 1980) . 
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