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P.K. Page’s “Religious”
Homecoming: Writing Out of the
Mexican Night

By Margaret Steffler

PK. Page’s unpublished Mexican journal contains raw observations and
thoughts not accessible in her edited and retrospective writing. The dark
Mexican material functions as a contrast or shadow to the well known Bra-
zilian Journal, published in 1987, which documents what Page dreamily
remembers as a “golden, perfect, complete” period of her past (BJ241), the
years 1957-1959, spent in Brazil with her husband, Canadian ambassador
Arthur Irwin. The Brazilian years occupied the middle portion of an
eleven-year period abroad; Irwin held diplomatic posts in Australia (1953-
1956) and Mexico (1960-1964) before and after Brazil. Although the Aus-
tralian and Mexican years were recorded by Page in journals, they remain
unpublished except for short excerpts. In Brazilian Journal Page explores
the poetic “silence” that overcame her in this posting, along with her sub-
sequent shift to drawing and painting, speculating that these rather puz-
zling changes were the result of her lack of Portuguese and the attraction
of her eye to the vibrant imagery of Brazil’s landscape. The Mexican jour-
nal, in contrast, reveals Page’s struggle against what she thinks of as her
“seduced” eye/l, which had been overwhelmed and developed by the sen-
suousness of Brazil. In this paper I examine Mexico as the period and place
during which, after Brazil, Page resisted this insistent eye, an eye which
sought sensation at the expense of meaning, fragments as opposed to the
whole, and external imagery over internal insight. This resistance allowed
Page to write herself out of the introspective and sobering depths of the
Mexican “night” (“Questions” 37) when in 1964 she returned home to
Canada and to poetry, homecomings which reflected the “religious” shifts
that had occurred in Mexico.

“Have thought about the bull fight a good deal since last week. It was a
most tremendous and extraordinary spectacle,” writes Page in a journal
entry on 29 May 1960, two months after arriving in Mexico. She examines
in particular the difference between the response of her husband, Arthur
Irwin, who “by seeing it whole, by at no point being emotionally seduced
by the beauty, is revolted by so inhumane a slaughter” and herself, who
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“unable to see it whole, seduced as always through my eye, have moments
of pure rapture” (container 113, file 26: 1, 36).! Page’s Mexican journal
expresses concern about her inability or unwillingness to feel compassion
at the expense of aesthetic appreciation—to respond to the meaning rather
than the separate images of what she has witnessed. In a later entry of 7
October 1962, Page expands on the differences between her reactions and
those of Arthur:

I am compulsively drawn by the primitive. Arthur feels the primitive repre-
sents poverty and disease which he deplores and in the deploring cannot see
its beauty. We fall on the same sides of this line with a bull fight: I say I know
it is cruel, the killing is vile and the picadors horrible, but for all that it still
has an extraordinary beauty. A. says it’s barbaric and cruel and if there is
beauty it’s a beauty I don't want to see. The same re the badlands...the terrible
eroded high lands here. I say what beautiful forms and colors. A. says it’s a
terrible land, neglected and unloved, it gives the people who live on it the
minimum of food and a life of hardship. How can it be beautiful? (container
114, file 3; I, 7; ellipsis in original)

Brian Trehearne argues that in “Cry Ararat!,” “the first major poem of
Page’s return to her work™” (103) after Mexico, or more accurately to her
poetic work, Page conveys “a deep recognition of the I-ness of all percep-
tion,” and thereby resolves the troubling dilemma of an earlier poem,
“After Rain,” a dilemma that involves the speaker’s “awareness of the con-
tradiction between her sympathy for Giovanni and her visionary eye”
(104).2 “After Rain,” written by 1955, and “Cry Ararat!,” written by 1966,
indeed indicate changes in Page’s perception traceable to her experiences
in Mexico. The “I-ness” referred to by Trehearne was studied by Page in
the form of the “I principle” in Mexico. In 1962 Page copied into her jour-
nal a friend’s notes on lectures given by Indian philosopher Jiddu Krish-
namurti, which include the following definition: “This 'T', I call the 'I
principle'. The I principle is the back drop, or substratum against which our
apparent and thinking lives play themselves out. And it is this [-principle
which we are here to consider and realize” (container 113, file 26; I, 210).
This “I principle” plays a part in answering Page’s longing for an “unse-
duced” eye—a longing identified in her analysis of her response to the
bullfight in 1960, but clearly articulated five years earlier in “After Rain,”
before the seduction of Brazil or the resistance of Mexico:

And choir me too to keep my heart a size
larger than seeing, unseduced by each
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bright glimpse of beauty striking like a bell,

so that the whole may toll,

its meaning shine

clear of the myriad images that still—

do what I will—encumber its pure line.
(“After Rain,” CA)>

The speaker’s strategy in “After Rain” involves the separation of eye and
heart, based on the assumption that the heart must be protected from the
hopelessly “seduced” eye. Page worked with all that Mexico offered in
order to overcome what had become for her, after Brazil, a debilitating
hierarchy of eye over heart. Moving inward, below senses and surfaces,
Page deliberately explored the darkness of the “old gods” of Mexico
(“Questions” 37), along with the spiritual depths and possibilities of her
own darkness, as she riskily moved her heart closer to her eye.

In a 1987 interview with Eleanor Wachtel, Page claimed “I had an
extraordinary insight one day when I awakened and realized that I was not
the unreligious Christian that I’d always thought myself to be. I realized in
a sort of flash that I was a very religious non-Christian” (“That’s Me” 59).
This “extraordinary insight” is referred to in less certain terms by Page—
in bracketed questions—in her 1969 essay, “Questions and Images,” in
which she considers the night and dreaming worlds of Mexico as an “(Ini-
tiation? Into what? A non-religious Christian? A religious non-Chris-
tian?)” (39). Earlier still, in a journal entry of 21 October 1961, Page
records the raw and immediate event itself without any of the “insight,”
“flash,” or musing of the retrospective accounts. Within the Mexican jour-
nal, on a page entitled “Three Very Disconnected Things,” Page simply
writes that “after all my life thinking I was an unreligious Christian [ now
think I am a religious non-Christian,” and she comments that “this is a
comforting conclusion” (container 113, file 26; I, 166). In retrospect Page
noted a “very big change in me...when I came back [to Canada from Mex-
ico]” (“That’s Me” 58); this change was without doubt the result of her
immersion in a slow and painful process of spiritual searching in Mexico,
which consumed her from October 1961 to January 1964 as she pursued
the implications of her newly realized “religious” identity.

Page constructed her 1964 homecoming as a starting over, almost a
rebirth, and disparagingly referred to herself immediately after Mexico as
an indulged “imbecile” (“That’s Me” 57). With respect to her art, she care-
fully narrated a “closing”: “I had a small retrospective show shortly after
coming home, followed by the publication of a book of ‘retrospective’
poetry. The shutting of twin doors. Not necessarily on drawings and poems



41

but on those drawings and those poems” (“Questions” 40). Focusing on the
culture shock of a changed woman coming home to a changed nation, Page
described herself upon her return as “not understand[ing] what was going
in the world” (“That’s Me” 58). But just as the myth of the loss of the abil-
ity to write in Brazil was, to a certain extent, deliberately constructed, so
too these scattered references to the Canadian homecoming self-con-
sciously create a mythic story—in this case, one of new beginnings. In the
public story of how writing deserted Page, Brazil is depicted as exotic and
other; in the partner or completion narrative of how writing returned to
Page, Mexico is the dark night or subconscious. Emily Ballantyne and
Zailig Pollock have recently studied Page’s unpublished “Natural History
Museum” (container 27, file 5), which contains “material from the transi-
tional months of 1957 that mark the beginning of her time in Brazil and her
abandonment of poetry for painting” (forthcoming 2011). They demon-
strate that the unpublished material tells a private story very different from
the retrospective one offered to the public. Similarly, the Mexican journal
provides glimpses into the personal process through which Page returned
to writing or writing returned to Page—glimpses that complicate the public
narrative of external forces operating on the poet, doors opening and clos-
ing and an ingénue starting over as a stranger in a changed homeland and
world.

Page concludes the essay “Questions and Images” by referring to “the
handful of poems written recently,” claiming that she does not know if the
“writing has ‘started’ again” or if “there is an advance over earlier work”
(42). This “handful” of poems would have been written between 1964 and
1969 as Page made the transition to life in Victoria, B.C. The impulse of
these poems is retrospective in that Page deliberately works herself back-
wards and inwards in order to find a point from which she can launch her-
self into the desired new beginning she is narrating for herself as part of her
homecoming. According to Page’s account, as the light and colour of Bra-
zil dazzled her away from words, so the darkness of Mexico drove her back
to them. As the vibrant imagery of Brazil in its intricate detail drew her out
of herself toward the images, so the shadows of Mexico pushed her back
down into herself. In the story that Page constructs for herself and her pub-
lic, Brazil and Mexico, working with powerful agency, determine her
direction. Page’s own deep participation in the shadows of Mexico, how-
ever, suggests that she played a much more active role than she perhaps
admits or remembers, and that the force ascribed to Mexico is intensified
and augmented by Page’s receptivity to its pull.
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In my study of this “handful of poems” written out of Mexico, I argue
that their movement backwards and inwards clears poetic space that reso-
nates with the personal interior space resulting from Page’s spiritual
search, and that it is this clearing of space that allows the contradictory ten-
sion of image and meaning, clearly identified by Page in her response to
the bullfight, to be brought together. Page posits that “If Brazil was a
change of place, then Mexico was a change of time” where one is close to
“death and the old gods” (“Questions” 37). Page’s searching in Mexico and
her affinity with the “old gods” precipitated her realization that she was a
“religious non-Christian,” and the poems emerging from this period
employ metaphors that demonstrate this discovery. In considering the ety-
mology of the word “religion” in “The Sense of Angels: Reflections on
AM. Klein,” Page focuses on “ligare” (“to bind”), speculating that reli-
gion binds together “what is, in reality, bound; of what appears fragmented
only when seen through the prismatic eye of unregenerate man. Metaphor,
then, becomes religion’s handmaiden” (68). Page’s religious eye/I in Mex-
ico deliberately and with some difficulty begins to draw and follow lines
that create patterns and connect worlds through metaphor, struggling
against the sensuous eye/I that seeks or is “seduced” by individual frag-
ments and images.

The religious nature of this “handful of poems” lies in their liberating
tracing of what Page calls the “small design,” a movement encouraged by
an eye that has seen and sought the patterns of symbols in the “dark Mex-
ican night” (“Questions” 40), along with a mind trained by philosophical
reading and thought to connect the inner and outer, the small and large, the
intimate and grand. In “Questions and Images” Page notes that while in
Mexico she “raced back and forth among the Collected works of Jung, The
Perennial Philosophy, The Doors of Perception [both by Aldous Huxley],
Zen, C.S Lewis, St. John of the Cross” (39). During these years she was
also deeply influenced by Mary Anne Atwood’s work on alchemy, Peter D.
Ouspensky’s Fourth Way and In Search of the Miraculous, George Ivano-
vitch Gurdjieff’s All and Everything and Meetings With Marvellous Men,
Maurice Nicoll’s Living Time, and Jiddu Krishnamurti’s work on desire
(container 113, file 26; container 114, file 3; I and I, passim). The volume
and extent of this esoteric reading of psychology, philosophy, mysticism,
and the occult indicate the depth and extent of Page’s spiritual search. Reli-
gion in the etymological sense of relegere, to read over again, makes sense
here as Page literally rereads the world and word in a new way, but religion
as religare, “to bind together,” is more relevant as the eye and mind
actively seek connections. It is important to note, however, that this bind-
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ing is not limited to the functional union or constraint inherent in the Latin
religare and the rarely used English “religate” (“To bind again; to con-
strain; to bind o something” OED def. 3). The attention paid to the meta-
phoric lines that connect the small design with the larger one involves an
appreciation of the lines’ directions, textures and shapes, but moves
beyond their functionality in order to risk an arrival at the “religious”
meaning (the bound together whole) implicit in the poetics and aesthetics
of the pattern. The connecting lines, however, rather than simply pointing
to meaning, are embraced as an integral part of the meaning to which they
have led.

The “handful of poems” written out of Mexico includes “Brazilian
Fazenda,” “Cry Ararat!,” “Dark Kingdom” and “Blowing,” published in
Cry Ararat! Poems New and Selected (1967), as well as “Backwards Jour-
ney,” “Another Space,” “Fly: On Webs” and “Knitter’s Prayer.”4 The
movement in these eight poems reflects the physical movement backward,
inward, and downward initiated by Page in her spiritual searching, as well
as the movement between the internal and external world she both per-
ceives and creates during this process. The result is the binding together
through metaphor of what appears disparate to a non-religious eye but uni-
fied to a religious one. The magic, however, consists in holding simulta-
neously both the fragments and the whole, noticing and valuing the
individual lines that connect and the extraordinary power of separate
images even while taking in the overall pattern and comprehending its
meaning. Page is never able to discard the image or fragment in favour of
completion. Looking through a kaleidoscope involves the sensation of see-
ing the overall pattern with an awareness of the presence of the individual
pieces.5 After Mexico, Page is better equipped to let the pieces serve the
pattern, but she never forgets the pattern’s absolute dependence on the
existence of those pieces.

Several of the poems written out of Mexico focus on the literal clearing
of space. “Knitter’s Prayer,” using the metaphor of completed knitting as
developed self, is the most direct statement of the basic desire to get rid of
substance in order to go back to a blank beginning and start again:

Unknit me—

all those blistering strange small intricate stitches—
shell stitch, moss stitch, pearl and all too plain;
unknit me to the very first row of ribbing,

let only the original simple knot remain.
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Then let us start again.
(HR)

The fact that all elaborate stitches and patterns depend for their effect on
two stitches’ relationship and proximity to each other (plain and purl)
emphasizes the dependence of the whole on the part and the creation of
complexity from the careful and limited arrangement of simplicity. The
“original” knot denotes an anchoring strength when contrasted with the
“blistering” or raised stitches that seem to annoy in their whimsical intri-
cacy, but are demanded and expected because the plain are “all too plain.”
Even the ribbing, the solid and less complex basis, must be unravelled in
order to take the work back to its origin. Employing a rather imperative
supplication in the abrupt first line, “Unknit me,” the prayer/poem ends
with a confidently assured invocation in the appeal to “us” in “Then let us
start again.” With the stress on “then,” the line does not mean “allow us,”
but rather “we will.” Knitter, poet and supplicant are making a request that
seems to have already been granted as Muse and God are put in the position
of obeying the speaker’s lead in order to take the step that will swiftly
unravel the wool, undoing in a moment what has taken ages to create.

In her Mexican journal Page refers to a chaotic “undoing” rather than a
premeditated unravelling. On 30 May 1963 she writes “Have been going
through one of the blackest periods of my life in which I have felt that
everything I have done so far in life [has] been a waste of time or worse—
an ‘undoing’” (container 114, file 3; II, 86). She goes on in this entry to talk
about the impact of her reading, concentrating eventually on a picture of
“the atomic structure of the astral body” in The Projection of the Astral
Body (1929), by Hereward Carrington and Sylvan Muldoon. The picture
reminds Page of an unrecorded and obviously important vision experi-
enced during the early years of the war, in which a young friend, who had
died, appeared and disappeared to Page in the form of vibrating “grains of
rice.” This remarkable vision convinced Page that there was life after death
and drew from her the claim that she “was no longer unhappy about her
[dead friend]. From that moment on I felt quite at peace.” Years later in
Mexico, having seen this picture in Muldoon and Carrington, Page feels
“more convinced than ever” that a spiritual realm exists; she connects the
atomic structure with her interest in “vibratory forms” and the idea that
everything is “composed of just such a material of varying degrees of den-
sity” (container 114, file 3; II, 87). The next entry, two days later, talks of
Page’s own experimentation with astral projection and “almost ‘going
home’” (container 114, file 3; I, 87); and then a few days later, after refer-
ring to the importance of “the entire body rising through a minute aperture”
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(container 114, file 3; II, 88), Page turns to a consideration of the circling
soul and the attachment of the divinity to the centre as conceived in Jung’s
Aion. A journal entry beginning with the blackness of an “undoing” works
itself in a matter of days into a conviction of a coming together that moves
beyond the unified body composed of particles. And yet the vibrating
grains of rice remain the central image of the experience, highlighting the
transformation of pieces to something greater than themselves while
simultaneously emphasizing their fragmentation and never allowing the
whole to subsume the parts. The process itself, in conjunction with the out-
come, fascinates Page. She concludes with the query, “But if the signifi-
cance of the image for me stems from the memory of the ‘flight’ of the
astral body, what relationship does this flight bear to the God-image?”
(container 114, file 3; II, 88). Stopping short of taking the metaphor to a
conclusive profession of faith, Page remains attached to the process, to the
formation and disintegration, to the exact moment of transformation, when
vibrating grains of rice and solid human body exist simultaneously.
Page’s own attempts at astral projection were pursued within the Subud
movement, which occupied her during the latter part of her time in Mexico.
Founded by “Javanese mystic Pak Muhammad Subuh,” Subud is “a system
of exercises by which the individual seeks to approach a state of perfection
through the agency of the divine power” (OED). Page records her experi-
ences in the spiritual exercises or latihans held during Subud meetings:

A change in the latihans. At the last but one, I felt an incredible stillness upon
me and the change of vibration which precedes change of ‘place.” Unfortu-
nately I was unable to ‘move.” Some part of myself, afraid, resists and I find
myself as if reacting from the pull of a height. (container 114, file 3; II, 59)

Perhaps such resistance is not wholly based on fear but also on desire, for
the resistance prolongs the excruciating yet exquisite edge on which mov-
ing parts are poised for transformation, anticipating solidity and whole-
ness, but stopping just short of falling into them.

The unravelling of “Knitter’s Prayer” is also apparent in Page’s well
known poem, “A Backwards Journey” (PSN), which similarly converses
with earlier recorded thoughts in the Mexican journal. “A Backwards Jour-
ney” explores the process of penetration rather than undoing, but with the
same desired goal of clearing space through its response to “the very busy
Dutch Cleanser woman” who holds “a yellow Dutch Cleanser can / on
which a smaller Dutch Cleanser woman / was holding a smaller Dutch
Cleanser can/ on which a minute Dutch Cleaner woman / held an imagined
Dutch Cleanser can.” The eye moves beneath the surface into the interior






