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Great Pasticheurs

Ian Rae, From Cohen to Carson: The Poet’s Novel in Canada. Montreal
and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s UP, 2008. x + 390 pp.

In a 2000 Globe and Mail review of Anne Carson’s Men in the Off Hours,
Carl Wilson asserts that “Carson’s writing is without precedent in Canada”
because of her exceptional ability to break down the barriers that have tra-
ditionally existed between literary genres (qtd. in Rae 260). In a New York
Times review the following year of Carson’s The Beauty of the Husband:
A Fictional Essay in 29 Tangos, Daphne Merkin echoes Wilson’s assess-
ment, referring to Carson as “one of the great pasticheurs” because of the
skilful blend of poetry and prose she uses to structure her works (qtd. in
Rae 260). For Merkin, this characteristic makes Carson’s work “thrillingly
new,” and she even goes so far as to recommend that Carson’s “fellow
poets” stand up and take notice of her unique and unparalleled achieve-
ment in contemporary Canadian literature (qtd. in Rae 260).

Disagreeing with this notion that generic hybridity is somehow brand
new to Canadian literature or the exclusive terrain of just one or two select
contemporary Canadian writers is Ian Rae, whose new study From Cohen
to Carson explores the poet’s novel in Canada, in particular its propensity
for “Blurring the boundary between poetry and prose” (3). Rae’s overarch-
ing thesis, articulated in the succinct Introduction, is that “a major reason
for the abundance of poet-novelists in Canada lies in the reciprocal relation
between the contemporary long poem”—of which Canadian writers are a
particularly significant exponent—*-and [the] novel” (3). From Cohen to
Carson subjects a number of works by Leonard Cohen, Michael Ondaatje,
George Bowering, Daphne Marlatt, and Anne Carson to a close structural
and thematic analysis to show that “long poems established the formal pre-
cedents for the novels” (6), and that certain of these authors’ novels derive
from and expand upon “narrative forms that they developed in their [ear-
lier] long poems” (4). .

Key to Rae’s argument is his tracing of his subject writers’ progression
from poetry to prose via “serial” (24) forms of writing such as the poem
sequence and other “episodic™ (24) writing forms. According to Rae, the
poet’s novel relies for its structure on the author’s skilful deployment of
serial devices rather than on traditional causal or chronological plot degel
opment strategies:







