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“Resurrection in Adonis’ Garden”:
The Life-Long Poems of Louis Dudek
and bpNichol

by Medrie Purdham

the i dies finally
merges with the land’s scape
scope increases
the folded page
writes its way into
the longed for
beginning
(bpNichol, Martyrology 4)

In a recent review of Ken Belford’s Decompositions (2010), poet rob
mclennan names Canadian poets who have charged themselves with writ-
ing a “poem as long as a life”: a continually-composed poem that cannot
be completed but for the poet’s death. mclennan constellates Belford,
Gerry Gilbert, Robin Blaser, bpNichol and Robert Kroetsch as poets
engaged in similar, life-long projects (mclennan, “Ken Belford”). Else-
where, in an introduction to a never-published long poem anthology, he
considers many others, including Fred Wah, George Bowering, Daphne
Marlatt, Dennis Cooley and Lynn Crosbie (“Penultimate™). mclennan
rightly puzzles over the question of whether continual compositions could
be considered to have an “open” or a “closed” form: Kroetsch, for exam-
ple, finished and republished his Field Notes as Completed Field Notes but
Dennis Cooley, in mclennan’s view, may be continually contributing to a
“single, open-ended and unfinishable project” (“Penultimate”). What is the
difference, mclennan asks, between a long poem that is simply unfinished
and a long poem that is “open” by design? Is it possible to make a mean-
ingful distinction between open and closed forms at all within the aesthet-
ics of the life-long poem (“Penultimate”)?

The life-long poems of bpNichol and Louis Dudek, each coloured by
the poet’s immediate awareness of his own mortality, illuminate the valid-
ity of mclennan’s question by foregrounding, movingly, the paradox of
“d[ying] finally” in and through poetry (Nichol Martyrology 4). They sug-
gest that the openness of the poem is, if anything, a matter of continual clo-






