13

STUDIES

A Preference for the Classical:
Notes on the Art of Don Coles

by W. J. Keith

I

Don Coles has now published eight volumes of verse (nine, if one
counts Someone has stayed in Stockholm, his selected poems pub-
lished in England) that extend over a quarter of a century from
Sometimes All Over (1975) to Kurgan (2000). The time is clearly ripe
for a detailed consideration of this oeuvre, which has not received
the critical attention it deserves. The reason for this neglect is not,
however, difficult to discover. Coles is a poet of obvious quality, but
one who does not fit easily into the accepted patterns of Canadian
literary history. He is, in many respects, a loner. As Cary Fagan has
pointed out in a useful article-cum-interview: “Unlike some of the
poets of his generation, he has not become a performer or a public
character, nor has he waved the banners of liberation or Canadian
nationalism to win our attention. Instead, he has simply written his
poems and published them without fanfare” (22).

But precisely who are “the poets of his generation”? Coles was
born in 1928, but did not publish his first volume until 1975, when
he was forty-seven. After completing his university education (B.A.
and M.A. Toronto, M.A. Cambridge) by 1955, at a time when most
of his writer-contemporaries would be beginning to publish their
early work, Coles, who had already spent two years in England,
spent another ten years wandering around continental Europe, not
returning to Canada until 1965. True, he had begun writing in
Europe, but this involved the production of several unsuccessful
plays and two abortive novels; he realized extraordinarily late that,
if he had any talent at all for writing, it was as a poet. By his own
testimony, he didn’t begin to write poetry until “around 1966 or ’67”
(Carbert 118), and it was another eight years or so before Sometimes
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All Over eventually appeared. His, then, is an unusual case, and,
given the historical period in which it occurred, it had unusual
repercussions. The point is best made, perhaps, by observing that,
while technically a poet of the generation of James Reaney, D. G.
Jones, and Jay Macpherson, and while the new Canadian poets
when he began to write were Margaret Atwood, Pat Lane, and
Michael Ondaatje, he made his poetic début in the company of Rob-
ert Kroetsch (as a poet), Daphne Marlatt, and Christopher Dewd-
ney.

I suggest that a main reason for Coles’ somewhat ambiguous
position as a Canadian poet is to be explained by these biographical
circumstances and their subsequent effects. First, he began working
out his creative destiny in Europe rather than in North America,
and within a curious hiatus between two literary-historical periods
and two poetic modes. Thus he is old enough to have lived his for-
mative years in a cultural atmosphere in which high modernism
(Pound, Eliot, etc.) was still in place but showing signs of decline.
Although he may have derived from these writers his deep-seated
respect for the cultural monuments of the past, he did not find them
poetically congenial. “I can feel the odd fondness for Pound,” he has
remarked, “but Eliot was someone I was over-exposed to in univer-
sity and never have felt any warmth for” (Carbert 120).! In addition,
the poets he was reading at this time had begun reacting not only
against the modernists but against “the inflated Dylan Thomas-ish
sort of Fifties poetry” (120), while Coles’ own instinct took him else-
where to modes of writing that were, in some respects, more tradi-
tional. These included what he has called, when reviewing a book
of poems by Christopher Wiseman back in Canada in 1982, “the
Hardy-Larkin line of descent, not much acknowledged in these
parts, yet one which I commend” (“Hardy-Larkin” 36).

Moreover, there were other complicating factors. Inspiring and
crucial as his “wander-years” (Little Bird 10) may have been, the
period from the mid-fifties to the mid-sixties was, one might think,
a little late for such Hemingwayesque ventures, and he returned to
a very different Canada: the Canada of Expo and the beginnings of
an aggressive nationalism. For good or ill, the cultural lure of
Europe had faded: rightly or wrongly, the younger poets, if they
looked abroad at all (many of them felt the urgent need to concen-
trate on Canada and their own roots), turned their sights south of
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the border rather than east across the Atlantic. It was, as they say, a
different ball-game.

As aresult, Coles found himself in a unique but anomalous posi-
tion. Many attitudes and approaches that might have seemed fresh
and challenging in the fifties and even the early sixties, were tame,
even quaintly old-fashioned by the 1970s. This was nowhere more
evident than in the areas of sexual mores and literary explicitness,
and the changes can be illustrated readily enough by reference to
the numerous love-poems that make up a considerable percentage
of the contents of Sometimes All Over. The nature of this material
might well lead us to forget that the volume was written by a man
in his late forties, but its tone and language are different matters.
Unimaginable as it may seem today, even a title like “Your Body
Before Winter” could in some quarters have produced a frisson of
excitement if it had been written and published when Coles was in
his mid-twenties. It is instructive at this point to recall the opening
lines of what is probably the best-known of these love-poem:s:

It is a more than common privilege
to be allowed to enter
your body

which is so unarguably
whiter & warmer & softer
than mine
(Something 87, Landslides 46)2

A reader of these lines in 1975 would, I think, have noticed first a
seemingly outmoded dignity and reticence—shades of a romantic
courtliness that poets like Irving Layton and his followers had long
since labelled, damningly though not necessarily justly, as prissy
and “genteel.”

Coles’ poetic world, then, is one of divided allegiances, and it is
in the attempted reconciling of various dichotomies—both in his
age and in himself—that so much of the tension and effectiveness of
his art resides. Here, for instance, is a remark he made to Cary
Fagan in 1992: “What I want poetry to be about has to do with the
kinds of things that Henry James and Flaubert talk about—the need
for impersonality” (22).> And two years later, to Michael Carbert, he
spoke of a move in his own poetry “from a more personal to a less
personal stance” (124). The relation of the personal and the imper-
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sonal is certainly important for Coles, and it is a topic that will pre-
occupy him throughout his work. In the early poems about
marriage, parents, and children (several of which I shall be examin-
ing in the next section), the personal is decidedly prominent, but it
is almost invariably offered as representative, not uniquely private.
The particular instance is so treated that it will be recognized by
readers as universal in its application. This applies also to a fine
poem like “Landslides,” which first appeared in The Prinzhorn Col-
lection and concerns the poet’s visits to his mother in a geriatric
ward.* Deeply personal emotion, though undoubtedly present, is
reduced by a concentration on the mother rather than the speaker-
son, the whole experience offered to those who have experienced,
or will experience, similar situations. Later, however, the relation
between personal and impersonal becomes increasingly more com-
plex, as the connections between art and the personal are explored
in depth. As we shall see, Joseph Grebing’s horrendous private pre-
dicament in “The Prinzhorn Collection” is itself presented, disturb-
ingly, as an art-object; in K. in Love, the personality of Franz Kafka
and that of the poet become subtly interwoven, while in “Forests of
the Medieval World” a personal love-affair is juxtaposed—even
enveloped—by the impersonality of the great forests.

Coles’ views on poetry are conveniently summarized in an
unusually polemical press-release produced by his publisher, Mac-
millan, when The Prinzhorn Collection appeared in 1982. In it Coles
is quoted as making statements that constitute a poetic manifesto.
Since this document is not readily accessible, I shall quote it at some
length. Coles begins:

It’s my hope that my book will be one that can be read by a good
many people who normally don’t find poetry welcoming. Not that I
picture my poetry as welcoming, exactly!—but I think it is accessible
to serious readers, I think there is something like a transferable con-
tent to it.

This is a subject that Coles returns to more than once. In the inter-
view with Michael Carbert, he laments “the gap between poetry
and the average reader” (120-121), a situation for which he lays
much of the blame on Eliot. As a practising poet he is naturally con-
cerned about the decline of poetry-reading—and poetry-buying—
in the last twenty years or so. (Significantly, shortly after The Prin-
zhorn Collection appeared, Macmillan abandoned its poetry list.) It
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is tempting, of course, to point out that, while lamenting this devel-
opment, Coles was writing more and more poems that drew
heavily on literary and artistic allusions and references that were by
no means familiar to general readers. But he would not recognize
this as an inconsistency. “[A] poem that’s accessible,” he asserts,
“does not have to be shallow or superficial or simpleminded” (Car-
bert 121).
The 1982 press-release continues as follows:

I have no respect or admiration for art that insists primarily on its
“otherness,” its remoteness from a recognizable human place, e.g.
through an esoteric vocabulary, structural self-indulgence, or, as is
now commonplace in Canadian poetry, a contorted straining after ex-
treme images—mutilations in every stanza, suicides and fetuses on
facing pages; a posture which is, in these decades, embarrassingly de-
rivative, so many Sylvia Plaths writ tiny, these homunculi Ted Hugh-
eses.

This is a subject that still worries him ten years later. “I’'m not inter-
ested in the huge spate of confessional poems that we’ve been inun-
dated with,” he told Fagan (22), though he is somewhat troubled by
the confessional element in the just-published Little Bird, a matter to
which I shall return. Here again we are confronted with tensions in
Coles that seem to pull him in two directions, and more are to be
found in the Prinzhorn press-release. After taking his stand against
the “embarrassingly derivative,” and rejecting “open-field poetry”
en passant, he goes on to complain about “innovation for its own
sake in poetry, since it usually represents an attempt to disguise the
fact that one has not been able to think of anything substantial to
say.” The same point is implied in the later Carbert interview when
he criticizes some of his early published poems that he did not col-
lect into his first volume: “These poems have some verbal interest
perhaps but they didn’t investigate much of anything” (18).

At this point we might legitimately ask: what does Coles himself
offer that could be described as something “substantial to say”?
Clearly, he is concerned about “transferable content” or what he
calls, again in the Prinzhorn press-release, “a comprehensive and
usable piece of content, maybe even a ‘dark morsel of contempla-
tion’.” Reviewers and commentators have not, in fact, found much
difficulty in identifying his major themes—at least, those most
prominent in his early verse. His most characteristic poems may be
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described as “temporal meditations” (in Susan Glickman’s useful
phrase [156]), and they tend to visit and revisit a narrow but rich
range of subject-matter dominated by continual explorations of the
relentless effects of time and the inevitable dislocations that these
bring. This leads naturally to a focus on the relationships between
parents and children—parents who have once been children, chil-
dren who will eventually grow up to become parents themselves. It
also leads to a fascination with photography, the art that has the
capacity to freeze time and so to cross the awesome divide between
“then” and “now.” In addition, of course, there are the poems, more
common in his later work, stimulated by works of art and literature
that act as eloquent mediations between past and present. In brief,
Coles is concerned with the human ramifications of the strange
experience of living in time.

These are important but traditional topics that have been the
subjects of countless poems through the ages. His choice of “trans-
ferable content” is certainly in no danger of leading to “innovation
for its own sake,” but how, one may be tempted to wonder, can
Coles produce anything that is not pallidly conventional? The
answer, of course, is that innovation, if fraught with danger so far
as subject-matter is concerned, is essential in terms of treatment. In
this respect, phrases like “transferable content” and “usable piece of
content” can be misleading in that they suggest an excessive
emphasis on thematic issues. Coles is, however, too good a poet not
to know that content and treatment are inseparable, that the intel-
lectual content of any poem can only become meaningful if embod-
ied in appropriate words and rhythms. Coles’ poetry, like all
legitimate poetry, depends for its effect on his command of all those
literary devices that are subsumed under the term “style”; his
capacity for poetic thought can only exist within a vibrant language.
I now wish to focus on those stylistic qualities, as manifest in some
of his most successful poems from his first two volumes, that make
even Coles’ early work so remarkable.

I1

The relation between poetry, educated speech, and the contempo-
rary vernacular has been a matter of controversy for centuries. One
thinks immediately of Thomas Gray’s “The language of the age is
never the language of poetry” (192) and of William Wordsworth’s
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“language really used by men” (115), or the uneasy friendship,
strained by fundamentally opposed poetic assumptions and pro-
sodic principles, between Robert Bridges (author of The Testament of
Beauty) and Gerard Manley Hopkins. In Canadian poetry, we
remember Raymond Souster and Irving Layton rebelling against
the refined gentility of their poetic forebears, and the extraordinary
way in which Al Purdy developed from his Carman-influenced
early years into his mature and compelling demotic style—which,
it should be acknowledged immediately, though suggesting an
aggressive vernacular, itself constitutes a carefully wrought poetic
diction.

Because he spent a number of impressionable early years in
Europe, Coles became conscious, more than most of his Canadian
contemporaries, of the importance of an established cultural tradi-
tion, and his mature verse is peppered with references drawing
upon the art and writings of the past and the biographies of those
who produced them. At the same time, he is acutely aware of the
need to reflect current linguistic patterns and to reproduce the
cadences of modern, living speech. His practical challenge has been
twofold: to forge a poetic language that can contain his learned
(though not “academic”) attitudes within an acceptable colloquial
tone, and to find a way of communicating subject-matter that draws
upon the cultural experience and achievement of the past to a con-
temporary readership in the process, so it seems, of losing both its
awareness of history and its ear for poetry.

It is my belief that Coles committed himself to a rigorously dis-
ciplined apprenticeship in the art of verse that can be discerned in
his early poetry and leads ultimately to the assured rhythms and
cadences of his mature writing. The following discussion will there-
fore place a heavy though not exclusive emphasis on technical mat-
ters (and I have to admit that readers may find themselves in
difficulties unless they have copies of Coles’ work open in front of
them), but it is important to insist at the outset that I am well aware
that such matters should not be separated from what is being
expressed. Like Coles, I know that any poetry worth writing (and
writing about) ought to be, in the words of F. R. Leavis, both “the
agent and vehicle of thought” (97). But technical poetic dexterity
needs to be emphasized at this time. A poet’s vision of life can only
be conveyed in a distinctive and appropriate language, and in an
age of countless specialized languages—those of computers, the
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sciences, the professions, etc.—poets must create their own means
of expression if they are to communicate their individual vision.
Coles, I argue, has paid profound attention to the rhetorical
resources of verse, and this is reflected in the unique flavour of his
inimitable poetic style.

It is convenient to begin with “Photograph” (Sometimes 14-16), a
poem Coles has chosen to reprint twice in subsequent volumes
(including Landslides 39-41). Its opening lines read as follows:

This photograph shows a man

who is smiling

standing beside a woman whose smile
may in this moment be just coming

or just going

in a path between a cedar tree

on their right

and unidentifiable bushes on their left
in bright sunlight

Coles has his eye firmly on the photographic object, which he
appears to be describing in impersonal, almost clinical terms. Yet
this is assuredly not mere “sliced prose,” and although it may qual-
ify as irregular verse it is certainly not “free.” We notice first the
careful balancing of phrases—"“a man . ..a woman,” “just coming /
or just going,” “on their right . . . on their left”; we may also note
traces of alliteration (“smiling / standing,” “bushes . . . bright”),
assonance (“beside . . . smile,” “between . . . tree”), occasional regu-
lar rhyme, both internal and external (“right . . . bright sunlight”),
and what is sometimes described as “concept-rhyme” (“coming . ..
going” and “right . . . left” at the ends of lines). Such effects continue
throughout the poem, and several of the dominant images in the
opening lines duly reappear at the end to create a formally struc-
tured close.

“Photograph” is especially significant because it raises themes
and issues that are going to preoccupy Coles throughout his career.
Since, after the formal opening, he reveals that the couple in the
photograph are his “30-year-old unencountered / grandparents” on
his mother’s side, the poem represents an early instance of the sub-
tle blending of the personal and the impersonal. Moreover, it is, by
Coles’ standards at this time, a relatively long poem (74 lines), yet it
contains only four sentences. The poem thus reproduces the sense
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of an exploratory mind in the very process of thought, piling up
details and qualifications, and constantly moving ahead towards
fresh insights. In addition, the poem draws attention to Coles’
remarkable capacity (frequently evident in his subsequent verse) to
make the simplest of words appear meaningful. The photograph
recovers “a space in time” which that long-past summer would

continue to offer so that
it might one day be acknowledged,
as I would acknowledge it now,
so that they are still there,
or here,
and may be encountered now

If one has not yet become accustomed to Coles’ idiosyncratic style,
such lines may appear loose, drifting, undisciplined—until one
notices the careful placing of space-time words (there, here, now) at
the end of the last four lines quoted: basic words that, by their jux-
taposition, skillfully embody the emphasis on *“a space in time.”

The inevitable separation of parent and child is the subject of two
resonantly personal poems in Sometimes All Over. In “For My
Daughter, Now Seven Years Old” (Sometimes 30-31, Landslides 43),
the child unthinkingly exclaims, “*Someday I will fly away—Ilike
Peter’. .. / meaning Peter Pan,” and the remark elicits in the father
a moving awareness of the pathos and relentlessness of time. It is
built appropriately around the importance in childhood of repeti-
tion, implying continuity: a continuity ultimately doomed to be
broken. Certain words and phrases—“Daddy,” “you said,” “like
Peter,” “space,” “then,” “I wonder,” “you will go,” “thirty years
ago”—recur like the patterns in a child’s kaleidoscope; again we
encounter unostentatious internal rhymes—“Someday I will fly
away,” “flight somehow, in bed at night”—and the creative employ-
ment and placing of “now,” “then,” and “once,” subtly reinforced by
the repetitions of “time” and “space” throughout the poem.

Not all the poems are as artfully crafted as these, but the experi-
ence of writing them made other less formal but no less eloquent
poems possible. “Divorced Child” (Sometimes 48-9, Landslides 37),
for example, is more relaxed and free-flowing. A father is again
thinking about a daughter, who this time has experienced a poten-
tially traumatic severance because of the parents’ divorce. Here the
effectiveness depends upon the contrast between the father’s sense

LT
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of loss and the parallel awareness, through imagination, of the
daughter’s resilience and capacity to make a new start. The child is
presented as

surely happy often

at most sometimes
indirectly watchful
of friends’ unaltering homes

or still, aloof a minute
from little-kid storyhours that
mention permanence

Here may be noted such inconspicuous yet meaningful words as
“often . . . sometimes,” “a minute . . . permanence,” which attain
added importance by being placed at the ends of lines. Even more
effective, elsewhere in the poem, are the common but, in context,
peculiarly effective adjectives (“warm meals,” “crisp dresses,” and,
in the Landslides revision, replacing the “unaltering homes” just
quoted, “reliable addresses” [my emphases]) and the skillful manip-
ulation of line-breaks to point important words (“a better / new
grown-up,” “hands holding on / both sides,” “sometimes / indi-
rectly watchful”).

One more related poem demands some brief attention here.
“Sampling from a Dialogue” (Anniversaries 27, Landslides 63) is
another poem about the break-up of a marriage, and at a first read-
ing it may well seem rambling and irregular. Closer inspection,
however, reveals that, although the line-lengths vary drastically,
and despite the violent vernacular language and rhythms (“God /
Damn it Marge”), the poem begins by following the traditional pat-
tern not merely of a sonnet but of a Petrarchan sonnet, as the rhyme-
scheme indicates. (We may be assisted in realizing this by the medi-
eval references to “Roland, at Roncesvalles,” and “Horsemen, bright
lances,” where the suggestion of romance and ancient chivalry con-
trasts so dramatically with the modern and colloquial tone of the
rest.) Yet at what should be the final line, the traditional structure
collapses, and the poem spills over, “Breaking the rhyme,” and con-
tinues beyond the sanctioned fourteen lines. Moreover, the poem
eventually ends, with one of Coles’ hallmark phrases, “The catas-
trophe of time,” on a rthyme with “rhyme” itself. “Sampling from a



23

Dialogue” is an astonishing achievement with its ever-shifting
moods and cadences, its staccato rhythms playing against the
expected iambic pentameter, and the wit of the combined pun and
line-break in the phrase “let’s have a new / Line.” Only a poet who
has served an intensive technical apprenticeship could have pro-
duced it.

Before proceeding to some of Coles’ later and maturer poems, I
would like to end this section by drawing attention to another, less
conspicuous feature of his style. “Photograph” is lightly punctu-
ated, with commas and periods where necessary, but it ends with-
out any final punctuation, as if the poem is left syntactically—and,
perhaps, intellectually—open. In the case of “For My Daughter,
Now Seven years Old,” the only punctuation-marks are commas,
the beginnings of sentences indicated only by capital letters. Each
stanza contains three lines, all sentence-units, half of which open
with the simplest of connectives: “And . . .”. In “Divorced Child,”
even the capital letters are dropped, so that, although “and” occurs
three times at the beginnings of stanzas, there is no means of telling
whether it indicates a new sentence or the continuing of a seem-
ingly endless free-association interior monologue. This is a feature
of many of these early poems; as a result, the narrator emerges not
as a pontificating bard speaking ex cathedra, with the end of the
poem established before the opening lines are written down, but as
a sensitive, thoughtful, and often puzzled human being attempting
to work things out. A rapport is established between poet and
reader. Coles’ divided allegiances remain here in the sophisticated
use of art to achieve a naturalness that seems the reverse of sophis-
ticated, but he has succeeded in moulding a style of remarkable
range and flexibility which will enable him to find the perfect
medium in which to convey the more complex “transferable con-
tent” of his later work.

111

Having evolved a flexible and appropriate poetic style, Coles now
found himself ready for more ambitious creative projects. It is
doubtless not coincidental that the phrases “transferable content”
and “usable piece of content” emerge at this point. These phrases
are, as I have already suggested, open to misunderstanding, and I
have perhaps performed a disservice to Coles in resurrecting them






