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Drinking with Sir John A.: Stephen
Cain’s New History of Canada

by Owen Percy

|

In her review of Stephen Cain’s American Standard/Canada Dry, Kim
Minkus inadvertently highlights the often-perceived fissure between the
avant-garde and Canada’s more mainstream poetry. Discussing the closing
lines of “Canada Dry,” the last poem in Cain’s 2005 collection, Minkus
suggests that

[m]ore so than other poems in this collection..., ‘Canada Dry’ would appear
to be a nonsense poem, a jumble of found language except for the last two
sentences:

For whatever else, poetry is free and dumb
And we have acquired the ways of strangers

The final line of this poem is the final sentence of the book, and it resonates
with the question, ‘what are we and who are we?’ (par.11, my ellipses)

While Minkus pursues this question to a reasonable conclusion about Can-
ada-US relations, her failure to recognize (or at least acknowledge) the
poet’s overt allusions to canonical Canadian verse undermines her other-
wise engaged reading of the book. Cain’s borrowing from Irving Layton’s
“Whatever Else Poetry Is Freedom” and from the last lines of Al Purdy’s
“The Country North of Belleville” (“we may go back there / to the country
of our defeat...But it’s been a long time since / and we must enquire the
way / of strangers” (80-81) is indeed found language and structure, and
although personal opinions may differ, it is just as nonsensical as the rest
of the poem. I employ the term “nonsensical” here not to further trouble
Minkus’s review but to draw attention to the fact that the poem is made up
almost entirely of appropriated material (Leonard Cohen lines, company
names, place names, an array of popular expressions) and that to label it a
nonsense poem is to ignore the possibilities that Cain has suggestively fos-
tered therein. The particular problem here is, as always, that of a subjective
reading, but it is indicative of a larger seeming incommensurability






