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STUDIES
William Douw Lighthall and the
Poetics of Imperial Canada

by Daniel O’Leary

How strange it is that, in the after age,

When Time’s clepsydra will be nearer dry,

That all the accustomed things we now pass by

Unmarked, because familiar, shall engage

The antique reverence of men to be;

And that quaint interest which prompts the sage

The silent fathoms of the past to gauge

Shall keep alive our own past memory,

Making all great of ours, the garb we wear,

Our voiceless cities, reft of roof and spire,

The very skull whence now the eye of fire

Glances bright sign of what the soul can dare.

So shall our annals make an envied lore,

And men will say, “Thus did the men of yore.”
—William Douw Lighthall,

Praeterita ex Instantibus

The critical disregard of Canadian modernist critics, literary historians and
anthologists like A. J. M. Smith, Ralph Gustaffson, and Carl F. Klinck after
World War Two has done much to obscure the poetic reputation of a Vic-
torian Montreal poet whose earlier acclaim and associations should have
ensured him a more prominent place in the literary history of Quebec. In
fact, few intellectual figures in nineteenth-century Canada contributed to
as many literary and scholarly discourses as poet, novelist, critic, antholo-
gist, antiquary, archaeologist, First Nations activist, feminist, barrister, and
Westmount mayor, William Douw Lighthall. With the possible exception
of Edward Hartley Dewart, more than any other Canadian critic Lighthall
was responsible for preserving the memory of the earlier generations of
Canadian poets, and for gaining an international audience for Canadian
poetry. In 1889, when Lighthall’s Songs of the Great Dominion: voices
Jrom the forests and waters, the settlements and cities of Canada (also
printed with the title Canadian Songs and Poems) was published in Lon-






