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Bowering's Lines 

FRED WAH 

I WOULD LIKE to extend the notion of the line, that basic unit so 
predominant in the minds of twentieth-century poets, to its effect on 
the larger unit of the poem. What I hope to make evident is how 
George Bowering's awareness of units called "lines" extends 
throughout his poetry. Sometimes this sense of line and its scope can 
be seen simply as a particular kind of rhythmic line unit, sometimes 
as a pun, and also as a growth in the writer's consciousness that 
informs his art and his life. 

It doesn't take much reading of Bowering's poetry to discover the 
"me's" and "I's" that operate as a centrifugal motion in the writing. 
Though some readers might feel offended at the egocentricity this 
prevalence of personal pronouns conveys, it appears as a necessary 
flux in the interaction between the writer's life and his writing. The 
"I" is there to be measured, according to the measures of the poem. 
In the early "Radio Jazz" the focus is upon the lonely "me alone in 
the big house" (Selected 29), sucking in the distant jazz connecting 
up over the Okanagan plateau from the States into Canada. Such 
singularity of attention gathers insistently through Bowering's 
poems and comes to inform their actual making and reading. 

When Bowering reads his poetry out loud he uses one hand, and 
usually one finger from that hand, in a paralanguage that underlines 
and points at the stress and juncture in the poem, as well as at the 
stress and juncture in the mind's choices in making that poem. Such 
particularization arises, I believe, from Bowering's awareness of an 
intense singularity of focus. One of his root poems is "Wattle)" [sic], 
and in that poem he transfers the ''I'' to second person for the power 
of the address. But the "you" in the poem indicates his awareness of 
the connections between the words on the page and the ''sticks and 
stones" (Selected 29) of one's self or, atleast, one's work. The "you," 
in fact, is reflexive here; the mask of the "I" is sed as a precise 
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Descent," a long poem in which Bowering uses the triadic stanza 
espoused by Williams, is the first of a series of poems that investigate 
family ties. This 1963 poem is about how the poet sees himself 
reflected in his father: ''When I think of him I it is me-(Selected 3 5). 
The phenomenal placement of the persona in someone other (par
ticularly someone older) alerts the poet, at the end of the poem, to 
the possibility of another double - "wisdom & despair-'' (Selec
ted 40). In "Grandmother," the poet's projection is to the woman's 
"palsied elbow" (41). Such drawing out of images and self-con
sciousness of the literal through words is an intentional actualizing 
of a line that will give shape to the author's life. 

Such biographical writing is serious and can be dangerous, how
ever. Bowering finds, or, rather, we can find in reading him, the blind 
casting of the word-images turning up an architecture of the self that 
is physically potent, metaphysically real. This is simply to say that 
the line of the "I" in his poetry turns up certain images as traces of 
who he is. In June 1971, Bowering hit the nail on the head in "That 
Way, In Words": 

I once thought I was Christ 
come back, so later became a man who writes 
because I came on him that way, 
in words. (Selected 104) 

At the roots of such personification is the obligatory gathering of 
one's life's images, some simple enough, others impinging on death 
and dying. In his thirties, Bowering said: "To think that for thirteen 
years I was completely convinced that I'd die at twenty-nine" (Selec
ted 13 ). 

"Desert Elm" is, so far, Bowering's major statement concerning 
this connection to his lineage. The ten-part poem is a moving and 
sombre probe into the images surrounding his father. Bowering 
structures the poem around images of a "rock,'' "earth,'' and "A 
tree, growing downward,'' among other things. The last stanza of 
the poem comes to a sense of what it means to measure. 

In the ocean light of the ward window his 
eyes are barely blue & deep in his head 
like my daughter's. He woke again to see 
me smiling at him, his head straight in 
the pillow, a rock nearly round. In the 
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Bowering ends the poem by countering the finality of any such 
measuring process, however: 

Let us say 
this is as far as I, George, 
have travelled. 

the line 
obscured still, the coast 
I mean, toucht, sighted, 
mapt to some extent, 
the islands 
noted. (Selected 84-8 5) 

The geographical for Bowering has taken a peculiar shift in his 
writing. It has come to occupy less concern in his poetry, and more in 
his fiction. Burning Water (1980) and his latest novel, Caprice 
(1987), both take up the imagination of place. His poetry, around 
1972, shifted to a more spiritual and metaphysical address. In his 
preface to In The Flesh, Bowering explains some of the change: 

So what of that period just before the long poems. At about 
the same time I turned thirty I moved from the West to 
southern Ontario. I found it difficult to keep on writing lyrics. I 
found it difficult but I did it, I kept on writing lyrics. But the 
poems were different from those that had come before. In my 
twenties in the West I'd been learning to write lyrics by finding 
my voice as it sounded according to my sense of place, in 
Vancouver, by the sea, the mountain valleys of B.C., the snows 
of Alberta's crumpled plains. But in southern Ontario there is 
no place. At least not the kind you can get lost in & find your 
way in. So I didnt quite know what I was doing, but I began to 
look elsewhere, inward, as they say, & into my personal time, 
around me in dreams, over my shoulder at the approach of the 
dentist & his friend the man in alligator shoes. (8) 

Shortly after this 1972 statement, Bowering was at work on his 
brilliant long poem, Allophanes. Notice how he opens the third sec
tion still showing a concern to measure the "I": 

Fold the page before the ink dries 
& read before you pass on. 
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