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Men with Guts: Al Purdy, Robinson
Jeffers, and Geopoetic Influence

by Nicholas Bradley

In Deactivated West 100 (2005), a collection of essays, Don McKay pon-
ders the poetic and philosophical value of rock, praising not only limestone
but also basalt, granite, and sandstone. He suggests that trying to fathom
the almost incomprehensible age of the earth and the scale on which the
geological processes of fossilization, erosion, and plate tectonics occur
places us at the limits of imagination and language: “To think the connec-
tion between my introspective black companion”—a basalt rubbing
stone—*"“and those outcrop rocks taking the brunt of ocean—this requires
a stretch of the imagination, including what is perhaps the supreme stretch
test—geologic time” (16). The imaginative exercise precipitates both ter-
ror and fascination in the geologist-poet. “It isn’t just the fear of earth-
quakes that makes the idea of a fault zone frightening,” McKay writes, “but
the evidence it gives that earth forms and re-forms itself, that its basic m.o.
is slow catastrophe, not calm” (41). The “evidence” of the earth’s continual
reforming is for McKay an existential concern with which poets and other
reflective observers of the world must contend. The “geopoet,” to use his
term (42), is compelled to recognize the relative brevity of human exist-
ence, both individual and collective: pondering geologic time requires the
geopoet “to countenance our own erasures without rage or despair” (25).!
The poetic works of Al Purdy and Robinson Jeffers haunt this discus-
sion of geology, although McKay does not refer specifically to either poet:
the poems of Purdy and Jeffers explore the geological themes and existen-
tial concerns that so fascinate McKay in ways that prefigure Deactivated
West 100. Jeffers looks for moral truth in the physical world, turning to
“things and things and no more thoughts” for relief from the corruption and
pettiness that he sees in the contemporary human world (“Return” [1935],
Collected 2.409). His works focus on the captivating, inhuman beauty of
the rocky Big Sur coastline. Poems such as “To the Stone-Cutters” (1924),
“Rock and Hawk” (1935), and “Carmel Point” (1954) reveal a profound
attraction to what Jeffers terms, in his signature poem, the “Mysticism of
stone” (“Rock and Hawk,” Collected 2.416). An admirer of the American
poet, Purdy similarly searches for ways to understand the place of human-
ity in the world and in time, writing about fossils and rocks in an effort to
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discern a connection between the present and the prehistoric past. He dem-
onstrates throughout his body of work a deep curiosity about the vastness
of geologic time. The rocks and fossils in poems such as “The Horseman
of Agawa” (1973) and “Glacier Spell” (1994) prompt him to contemplate
an imagined past with which he has no other direct contact. He uses these
tangible but mute links to the past to speculate about the origins of human
history, the importance of the past to the present, and the possibility of
order in the universe; his visionary impulse, greatly indebted to that of Jef-
fers, is grounded in the physical world.

Purdy’s geological concerns, especially prominent in a series of poems
based on his travels in the Galapagos Islands in 1980, are strikingly similar
to those expressed much later by McKay in Deactivated West 100. George
Woodcock points to “a preoccupation with the implications of one sub-sci-
ence, palaecontology” as one of the most notable characteristics of Purdy’s
Galapagos poems (“Purdy’s” 180) and Sam Solecki suggests that the “visit
to the Galapagos Islands...may have been as important to the development
of Purdy’s later poetry as the 1965 stay on Baffin Island was to the work of
the decade that followed it” (Last 113). These two statements are closely
linked: what Woodcock identifies as the “preoccupation” of these poems is
precisely what makes the Galdpagos visit so important to Purdy’s “later
poetry.” Purdy uses his experiences in the Galapagos as starting points for
poems in his typically anecdotal mode, such as “Moses at Darwin Station”
(1981), “Iguana,” and “Adam and No Eve” (both 1984), but an attraction
to geology and the fossil record also leads him to contemplate the philo-
sophical and metaphysical significance of the long history of the planet. As
Solecki notes, “The almost unimaginable age of rock...offers the tempta-
tion of an origin that is also a substantial presence, while the fossil record
and our ability to map a movement of the continental plates...create the
illusion that there may be not only patterns and designs but an ultimate
designer and telos” (205). The allure of this illusion, as well as the rocks
and fossils themselves, becomes one of Purdy’s principal subjects.

Jeffers, Purdy, and McKay are linked by their common fascination with
geology and with the glimpses of our erasure that it offers. McKay ascribes
intellectual and ecological value to the study of geology, suggesting that by
thinking about the relative ephemerality of human life, we might develop
greater respect for the non-human world: “I thought such practice...an
antidote to our tendency to make places into permanent memorials of our-
selves, whether by monumental construction or unforgettable destruction”
(Deactivated 25). But he also suggests, characteristically, that the poet-
observer cannot turn away entirely from the human world. “I’m under no
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illusion,” he writes, “that we can dwell in that moment or even rest very
long in those icy waters, unless we’re candidates for some version of saint-
hood.” McKay’s remarks provide a fitting way into a discussion of Purdy’s
relation to Jeffers. (As a poet, too, he has something in common with both
of the earlier writers. His poems share the ecological orientation of Jef-
fers’s poems, but they are related tonally to Purdy’s. Although they are dis-
tinguished by elaborate metaphors, their speaking voice owes much to
Purdy’s distinctively Canadian vernacular.) Because his essays pursue
many of the ideas with which the earlier poets grapple, the geopoetic con-
cerns that he raises hover over my analysis of the connection between Jef-
fers and Purdy. McKay’s writing, in other words, represents an extension
of the related poetic projects in which Jeffers and Purdy were engaged.
There is also another major figure in this essay, Czestaw Mitosz, whose rel-
atively sympathetic understanding of Jeffers’s poetics and his belief that
“the poet dwells at the very limits of where human consciousness can
reach” are instrumental to my analysis of the geopoetic influence of Jeffers
on Purdy (Beginning 190). The four poets are each concerned in similar
ways with the function of poetry and with the relation of poetry to the
world. I will thus attempt to place them in conversation with each other;
the commentaries of Milosz and McKay offer insight into Jeffers’s influ-
ence on Purdy as it manifests itself in a shared interest in geological forma-
tions and geologic time.

In recent years the poetry of Jeffers and McKay has frequently been
examined in ecocritical terms; the poets respectively occupy central posi-
tions in the American and Canadian canons of ecologically oriented
poetry.? The same does not hold true for Purdy.’ By grouping the three
poets together, I hope to suggest that Purdy’s poems, like those of Jeffers
and McKay, can be illuminated by ecocriticism, a rubric defined by
Lawrence Buell as the “study of the relation between literature and envi-
ronment conducted in a spirit of commitment to environmentalist praxis”
(Environmental 430) but understood more generally as a critical approach
that asserts as fundamentally important the relevance of the physical envi-
ronment and of ecological awareness to literary meaning.* As Glen A.
Love claims in Practical Ecocriticism, “Ecological thinking about litera-
ture requires us to take the nonhuman world as seriously as previous modes
of criticism have taken the human realm of society and culture” (47). Love
observes that “A wave of new nature poetry has been a response to the age
of ecology, as the concept of an inexhaustible and constant nature is
replaced by one of vulnerability and of recognition that our cultural iden-
tity rests uneasily upon deeper responsibilities” (33); his examples of the
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“new” nature poets include A.R. Ammons, Pattiann Rogers, and W.S. Mer-
win. In his celebrated essay entitled “Baler Twine: Thoughts on Ravens,
Home, and Nature Poetry” (1993), McKay similarly suggests that his rela-
tion to the romantic tradition of nature poetry epitomized by Wordsworth
is highly ambivalent.> Although Purdy’s poems do not typically respond to
environmental crisis—a useful but limited way of defining environmental
writing—his preoccupation with his place in space, geological time, and
evolutionary history marks him as essentially concerned with the question
of environment in its broadest sense.

Environmental criticism insists upon the importance of place as a vital
aspect of literary texts and as a significant critical category, often conceiv-
ing of place in regional, local, or biogeographical terms, as in Buell’s
“watershed aesthetics” (Writing 243) or Laurie Ricou’s mapping of the
Pacific Northwest as a literary region defined by the distribution of botan-
ical species—Arbutus menziesii in The Arbutus/Madrone Files: Reading
the Pacific Northwest (1) and Gaultheria shallon in Salal: Listening for the
Northwest Understory (1). Purdy’s poetry, like McKay’s, demonstrates
that place is important not only for writers who are linked primarily to a
single region, as with Jeffers, but also for writers who roam widely:
Purdy’s sensitive poetic eye envisions the relation of the self to place in
various locales. His poems also show that an identification with place
derives not only from observation of the landscape but from literary mod-
els as well: Purdy writes about the Galapagos the way he does in part
because of his understanding of Jeffers’s poetry. His works suggest that
ecological attentiveness is not a capacity acquired exclusively by the
observer in the field, as it were, but instead one that can also be learned by
the poet through the careful study of his predecessors. Purdy’s environ-
mental imagination, to borrow Buell’s phrase, is inseparable from his liter-
ary inheritance.® In what follows, I hope not simply to remark upon the
extent to which Purdy was an avid reader of Jeffers’s poetry, but rather to
bring him into the purview of environmental criticism by emphasizing the
geopoetic lessons he learned from the earlier writer.

A discussion of the geopoetics of Jeffers, Purdy, and McKay thus links
the Galapagos, Prince Edward County, the Big Sur, and southern Vancou-
ver Island. Purdy’s geological poems in turn invite comparisons to other
Canadian poems that take geology as a primary subjects or as a source of
figurative language. Purdy belongs to a diverse group of poets who are
concerned with geology and evolutionary theory as ways of comprehend-
ing the world and their place in it. Although such comparisons lie beyond
the scope of the present essay, I would point to works as different from
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each other as Earle Birney’s “David” (1940), E.J. Pratt’s Towards the Last
Spike (1952), and Christopher Dewdney’s 4 Palaeozoic Geology of Lon-
don, Ontario (1973) as texts that also evince geological curiosity; certainly
there are also many romantic and Victorian antecedents to these poems,
such as, among others, sections XXV and CXXIII of Tennyson’s In Memo-
riam (1850), Erasmus Darwin’s The Temple of Nature (1803), or William
Blake’s Jerusalem (c.1804-15).

Jeffers provided Purdy with a model of poetic contemplation of the uni-
verse and of the place of humanity within it. If, as Russell Morton Brown
suggests (802-04), Purdy belongs to a tradition of visionary writing in Can-
ada, then Jeffers might well be recognized as a formative influence on
Purdy’s visionary tendency. Both poets link existential concerns to a near-
obsession with the physical matter of the natural world. But the relation
between the two poets is not suggested simply by similar themes in their
works. Although Purdy never wrote substantially about Jeffers—as he did
about D.H. Lawrence, for example—his writing contains several signifi-
cant references to the Californian poet.” In particular, Purdy’s letters reveal
both his great admiration of Jeffers and a sense that his appreciation waned
over time. “I once thought that Robinson Jeffers was God, and felt the same
about Dylan Thomas,” he wrote in 1996 (Yours 513). The next sentence in
the letter confirms the pastness of this sentiment: “I’ve changed my mind
in both cases, leaving me with a residue of only three or four poems.” He
likewise wrote in 2000 that “Jeffers was always rather smug. I liked him
but with reservations. But that’s true of everyone I like. You can’t be per-
fect all the time” (Yours 546). Earlier, however, Purdy was not reluctant to
praise Jeffers profusely. In 1965, he wrote to Charles Bukowski that “To
me he’s one, or perhaps the only, great poet in the last American 50-60
years” and that “when I think of a poet, I think of one who has something
to say to ME...And none of them mean a goddam thing to me except Jef-
fers” (Yours 106).2 In 1973, Purdy indicated that it was Jeffers’s tragic
vision that appealed to him: “many of Jeffers [sic] poems—which contain
a very black view of the world—hold a feeling of magnificence, of terrible
pity because this is the way things are, like Greek tragedy” (Yours 225).
And in 1982, he wrote that “Jeffers was a Cassandra, a disliker of the
actions and results of the worst side of human nature...to me, [he] is the
great American poet. A man with guts I’d like to have...I’d like to feel any-
thing the way he felt things” (Yours 350-51).
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Purdy uses the same term, “Cassandra,” to describe Jeffers in “Bestiary
[II]” (1984), his abecedarium of influential poets and one of his two pub-
lished poems that refer to Jeffers by name. Solecki describes “Bestiary
[II]” as “a combination of poetic homage, breviary, and a paying off of lit-
erary debts by a poet sufficiently established and confident of his own stat-
ure and authority to acknowledge them. It is also, as a handwritten note in
his papers indicates, an ‘ABC of Poets I’ve Loved’ (Last 61); Purdy’s
note echoes the ardour of the letters that praise Jeffers. In the stanza of
“Bestiary [II]” pertaining to Jeffers, Purdy describes the earlier poet as a
true visionary: “Jeffers, who was America’s Cassandra / ...glimpsed
another reality” (Beyond 395). Jeffers’s attempts to observe and understand
the world from a non-human perspective, Purdy suggests, grant the reader
a powerful, prophetic “glimpse” of the physical world that will survive
humanity. Purdy’s characterization of Jeffers as Cassandra presumably has
its origins in Jeffers’s poem of the same name (1948), which denounces
the “religion- / Vendors and political men” who “Pour...new lies on the
old, and are praised for kindly / Wisdom” (Collected 3.121). “Cassandra”
concludes with a note of sympathy for, and solidarity with, the titular fig-
ure and a defiant assertion of the speaker’s role as a truth-teller who, like
the Greek prophet, can foretell the future but whose prophecies are
ignored: “Poor bitch...you’ll still mumble in a corner a crust of truth, to
men / And gods disgusting. —You and I, Cassandra” (3.121).

In the other poem that refers specifically to Jeffers, “Planet of Fire”
(1976), Purdy casts himself as an inheritor of a tradition represented by
both Jeffers and W.B. Yeats. Solecki points out that Purdy’s manuscripts
contain two additional references to Jeffers: an unpublished poem entitled
“Recommended Reading: Joe Hill and Robinson Jeffers” (Last 225) and a
“‘proposed dedication’” of The Cariboo Horses (1965) to “‘Charles
Bukowski, A.E. Housman, W.H. Auden, Robinson Jeffers, Catullus and
Callimachus of Alexandria’” (232). As the “proposed dedication” sug-
gests, Purdy frequently thought of Jeffers and Housman together. In an
essay on Leonard Cohen (1965), he briefly compares Jeffers to Housman
and refers to Jeffers’s “nihilistic view of mankind” (Starting 200-01). He
links Jeffers and Housman again in a review (1973) of John Newlove’s
Lies (1972), writing that “Newlove is allied to all the verse pessimists who
ever lived because of [his] black outlook™ (Starting 343). And in his auto-
biography (1993), Purdy compares John Glassco to Jeffers and Housman
(Reaching 273), making the claim that “There are no great poets in this era,
but many who are excellent. Despite abiding pessimism, I think Housman
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and Jeffers came close with their large vision just slightly before our time”
(288).

Purdy’s considerable allusiveness has been well noted by his critics.
D.M.R. Bentley, for example, describes Purdy as “a scholarly poet and a
master of allusion whose poems are rich in deliberate echoes of writers as
diverse as G.K. Chesterton and D.H. Lawrence, T.S. Eliot and William Car-
los Williams” (5). And Solecki notes Purdy’s literary relations to, among
others, Yeats, Rainer Maria Rilke, Bliss Carman, Archibald MacLeish,
Earle Birney, Irving Layton, Milton Acorn, and, most notably, Lawrence—
“the single most important literary figure in his work and life” (“Al Purdy”
123). Solecki observes, too, that “In Purdy’s revisionist account of mod-
ernist poetry,” Yeats, Lawrence, Jeffers, Auden, and Dylan Thomas “are
the key figures” (Last 63). The poetic and epistolary references leave no
doubt that Purdy valued Jeffers’s poetry, his tragic sensibility, and his
visionary imagination. But the significance of the link between Jeffers and
Purdy has gone largely unexplored. And because Purdy himself did little
to point the way, the critic who would take seriously Purdy’s multiple ref-
erences to Jeffers as an indication of influence is left to speculate about the
character of the example that Purdy saw in Jeffers. It is no doubt impossi-
ble to ascertain the precise nature of Purdy’s inheritance, but it is my con-
tention that a significant aspect of the poetic influence can be seen in
Purdy’s recurrent interests in geology and oblivion.

In a 1992 letter, Purdy notes that Jeffers was an exception to the rule
that he “was influenced mostly by Br[itish] writers” (Yours 476) and in a
letter from the following year he indicates that he was probably reading
Jeffers as early as the 1950s (Yours 488). But this influence does not reveal
itself in Purdy’s style. His poems contain occasional lines that sound some-
what reminiscent of Jeffers, but it would be misleading to make too much
of any similarity between, for example, a line from Jeffers’s “Continent’s
End” (1924)—“It was long and long ago; we have grown proud since then
and you have grown bitter” (Collected 1.16)—and a passage from Purdy’s
“The Country North of Belleville” (1965): “But it’s been a long time since
/ and we must enquire the way / of strangers—" (Beyond 81).° For the most
part, when Purdy takes up Jeffersian concerns, he does so in his own voice,
one far removed from Jeffers’s oratorical tone. And Purdy’s lines are
almost always shorter than the extended, capacious line that distinguishes
Jeffers’s verse, although both poets’ works contain long sentences and
extended verse paragraphs; neither poet is particularly concise. As Solecki
observes, “Purdy’s poems, like those of Whitman, Jeffers, and Lawrence,
tend to flow” (Last xv). But Jeffers and Purdy do share a wariness of self-
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consciously poetic devices and a regard for plain speech—they demon-
strate the same urge to avoid “what is usually called poetic diction” and to
write in “the very language of men” to which Wordsworth refers in his
Preface to the 1800 edition of Lyrical Ballads (295). Jeffers writes, in the
foreword to his Selected Poetry (1938), that good poetry and prose are not
dissimilar, his claim that “poetry...must reclaim some of the power and
reality that it [is] surrendering to prose” (Selected xiv; Collected 4.391)
echoing Wordsworth’s avowal that “the language of a large portion of
every good poem...must necessarily, except with reference to the metre, in
no respect differ from that of good prose” (297). These statements could
apply equally to Purdy’s poetry. Nonetheless, Jeffers is more obviously a
philosophical influence on Purdy than a stylistic model. Just as Purdy
stands behind McKay as an example of a precursor who dared to enter the
“icy waters” of the contemplation of geologic time and “our own erasures”
(25), Jeffers demonstrated for Purdy one way of responding to the physical
landscape and to the existential crisis that landscape can provoke in the
observer.

In his poems, Jeffers depicts himself as a self-marginalized figure, a
solitary observer of the littoral wilderness of central California. The name
that he gave to the philosophy that his poetry espouses, Inhumanism, is to
some extent an expression of what McKay calls “anti-humanistic extrem-
ity” (25). In the preface to The Double Axe and Other Poems (1948), Jef-
fers explains the principles of Inhumanism, writing that the “burden” of
The Double Axe “is to present a certain philosophical attitude, which might
be called Inhumanism, a shifting of emphasis and significance from man
to not-man; the rejection of human solipsism and recognition of the tran-
shuman magnificence” (Double vii;, Collected 4.428). (Jeffers insists that
“This manner of thought and feeling is neither misanthropic nor pessi-
mist.” Purdy would seem to agree; he notes in a 1982 letter that “The Dou-
ble Axe, in my view, doesn’t make [Jefters] look bad at all” [Yours 351].)
The Inhumanist impulse is evident throughout Jeffers’s works, more so
than he himself suggests of his early poetry and certainly in the poetry that
followed The Double Axe. In “Credo” (c. late 1926), for instance, Jeffers
declares that “The beauty of things was born before eyes and sufficient to
itself; the heart-breaking beauty / Will remain when there is no heart to
break for it” (Collected 1.239). His body of work records his attempt to
observe this beauty, to apprehend its inherent, essential value, and to rec-
oncile himself to the fact that human achievements and failures are of no
consequence to the non-human world. Jeffers’s poetic persona is less con-
cerned than Purdy’s with a search for origins, but he keenly feels the sep-







