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ABSTRACT 

From Earle Birney's first books of poetry in the nine--
een-forties to the most recent in the sixties and seventies , 

his most basic continuing concern has been the re l ation 
" 
b e tween man and,_ nature. 

c..c :....::=----==-------- This one overriding theme may be 

s een to und~rlie ----h e_m~ o r.it y q f t~h:e:--:;i-;n:;--;:d:r:ir;yi;,~<ll'ITTa-=ra4-l- J-~nd 

it i s develope d in most effective detai l in the major poems , 

which I have chosen for study: "David" (1941), Trial of a 

City (1952), "November Walk Near False Creek Mouth" (1963) , 

and "what ' s so big about GREEN? " (1973). The theme has 

grown i complexity with_ the deepening of the poe t ' s under-

standing; and from the beginning he has found in ironic 

tec~nique the means with which to resolve the inte rpenetrat­

i~_dua 1 it X-;----.,cl,.....,'71-J.i_ ~ k, Lo o..- eo-- f'" _.J o .f ~o · 

C The conflict , as Birney se ~s it, is older than man ; it 

is_ the _struggl_g_ of life f2! survi v':1 J L TI:ia t strugg l ~ is 

iron·caHy conceJ._, ed , in that it seems im,l!lediately necessary 

while ultimate.ly: useless. ----- To make the situation worse , and -----------------
m~c, man t ~ ughout history h as continually oppressed 

and de~ - hi~ own kind as well as the n a ture tha t sus­

ta~, using the same technology and intel l ec t that has 
~ w-

brought him to the pinnacle of biological and cultural 

suc~essj It- is the responsibility of the poe t who realize s 
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the full dimensions of this complex paradox to sympathize 

with both nature and her human inhabitants. 

[ what Birney accomplishes, however, is even more diffi­

cult, and finally more fulfilling than a mere compromise. 

His method i s to present both sides of the argument of man 

for survival, and through aesthetic balance , to transcend 

the limits of a biased judgmen~ The poet describes each 

side in such revealing detail, to the point of caricature, 

that h e is able to s l ip away, unconfined by either position . 

Birney ultimately deserts both sides (that of man and that 

of nature , most simply) in order to enjoy an uncompromising 

freedom in detachment from the unending struggle . His poems 

reach a kind of secular spiritualism , which places highest 

£c1ith in the integrity oi: the creative consciousness . LBir­
ney ' s increasing emphasis on ironic form finally becomes 

more than a successful means of discussing survival; it 

becomes a means of achieving it , at least in the world of 

the psycheJ 

As the roots of Birney ' s growt(may be found in his 

pre-poetic career , the Introduction is concerned with the 

biographica l background and its relevance to the poetry. 

The main body of the thesis will not attempt to dea l with 

a ll of the poems involving irony and survival ; these aspects 

are included in the more general studies of a l arger number 

of poems in Peter C. Noel - Bentley ' s M. A. Thesis (1966) and 

in the established work of Richard Robil l ard (1971) and 
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Frank Davey (1971) . Instead, I h ope to focus the main cur­

rent of Birney ' s deve l opment around the major titl e-poem of 

each of hi s four d ecades of work . Each poem d e mands a 

present ation and r esolution of a theme that takes on ever­

e xpanding implications . With a detailed analysis of the 

i ronic method in each of t hese longer poems , the full extent 

of Birney's resources may be better appreciated . In addi ­

tion , I think that a brief explanation of Birney 's Concre te 

experiments wi l l help to highlight the extent of his ironic 

d etachment in terms of both theme and form . 

Birney's total and even infinit e application of irony 

to nature and man , to poetr y and poet , pres ents a view which 

is not only penetratingly accurate but hel pful in one ' s 

adaptation to the world . \vhat Birney traces is a path to \ 
___, 

surviva l in its most complete sense . 

Examiners : 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: 

IRONIC SURVIVAL: LITERATURE, COMMITMENT, AND CHANGE 

In studying the development of Birney's poetry, it is 

helpful to consider his personal background, especially as 

his first volume, David and Other Poems, was published in 

1942 when he was already thirty-eight years old. The poetry 

mirrors the critical change which marked Birney's earlier 

life and career. The movement in both cases is from a pre­

occupation with the physical world, action, and social values 

to a concern with poetry as a language art, and its ro l e in 

the assertion of the inner man. 

Birney was born in 1904 and grew up in Calgary, Banff, 

and the southern Kootenays . The economic background at home 

was bo :h rural and "proletarian ." He rela t es , 

"My parents were l argely self-educated; my mother came 
from generations of Shetl and fisherfolk and crofters; 
an immigrant girl, she was working as a waitress in a 
miner's hotel in the Kootenays when she married my 
father, who was the son of a small-town butcher . My 
father was by turns a cow-puncher , brakeman, prospec­
tor, paper-hanger, soldier , and unsuccessful bush­
farmer.111 

By contrast, Birney's own youth was spent between school and 

work. The work experience itself was spent in intimate , 

physically demanding c c~-act with the outdoor environment. 

He continues, 
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"I was doing heavy farm work with horses before I was 
twe lve; at sixteen, axeman ; seventeen , swinging picks 
and s l edgehammers on winter relief; e ighteen , oiling 
swamps with a forty-pound barrel pump on my back. 
Eventually I paid my college fees from such work and 
from earned scholarships.'2 

2 

Such first-hand experience provided objective substance for 

the poems of the first book . Undoubte dly Birney absorbed an 

intimate feeling for Canadian nature while growing up in 

this way, so that his poetic descriptions are unusually 

vivid. Both Margaret Atwood and Northrop Frye have drawn 

substantial examples f rom Birney ' s verse in characteri zing 

the environment in Canadian literature as indiffere ntly 

hosti l e. 3 The direct exposure to nature in a relatively 

primitive condition of survival must have impressed Birney 

with an essential irony: that man must s5multaneously depen~ 

upon and exploit nature . 

As the future poet became further involved with academic 

work, the distance from the ph 'sical world widened . Birney 

found himself more and more a member of the intellectual 

class rather than the working class. But in the thirties, 

class mattered l ess than it seeme d as nearly everyone faced 

an immediate problem of physical survival. The i rony in 

this c ase stemmed from the fact of securing a basic l ive li­

hood from the more abstract channe ls of academia. Birney 

has been accused of an intellectua l contradiction as h e came 

to embrace tl,1 e socialist rhetoric of the working classes . 4 

Yet his ~oots were there ; and while h e b ecame a Trotskyist , 

h e cannot re a lly be faulted for making a l iving with the 
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help of his mental tale nts. 

Frank Davey describes a swift conversion to Marxism 

upon Birney's reading the Communist Manifesto . 
5 

Soon after­

wards , he had n arrowed his new view to the position of the 

Trotskyist camp.
6 

And within two years , Birney was immersed 

in political activity . Davey relates , "In 1934 and 1935, he 

was a Trotskyist f unctionary in England , at work reconciling 

various factions of the party and organizing a party cell 

within the Independent Labour Party . 117 He even interviewed 

Trotsky himse lf in Norway and in November of 1935 published 

an ILP pamphlet recording the talk , under the pseudonym 

"E. Robertson , " entitled Conver sations with Tro tsky . 8 

Back in London , Birney found time in the British Museum 

to complete his dissertation , "Chaucer ' s Irony. 11 9 Though it 

is not established for certain that Trotsky ' s influentia l 

Literature and Revolution had b een read at this time , the 

finished study reads very much as a Trotskyist critique of 

Chaucer ' s a l oof stance as a class-bound courtier. Trotsky 

superimposes upon the individual' s artisti c needs a concern 

for the cultura l needs of a society at large : "even [ though ] 

a successfu l solution of the e lementary problems of food , 

clothing , shelter , and even of l iteracy , would in no way 

signify a complete victory of the n ew historic principle , 

that is , of Socia lism. . Culture feeds on the sap of 

economics . 1110 Birney agrees , and n arrows h is critical gaze 

on the figure of Chaucer , in the light of 



"the concept that history, or at l e a s t the history of 
great art, is basicall y affected by such 'common or 
garde n' things as the way by which the artist secured 
food, clothing and shelter for himse lf" (CI .V.22) . 
He began by defining irony as "unavoidably satiric, 
subtle , moral, mimic, a n d snobbish , ... " as "appeal­
ing primarily to bourgeois appraise rs of literature , 
to those who believe or encourage the myth of the lone 
artist's 'impartiality ', and g lori fy the presentation 
of the individual opposed to the masses" (CI . I.42- 43) . 11 

Apparent ly Birney is using Chaucer t o exercise his own dual 

inte rnal needs for literary apprec i ation and social criti­

cism. His method fo llows Trotsky ' s advice: 

One of the most i mpor tant t asks of criticism is to 
analyze the individuality of the artist (that is, his 
art) into i ts component elements , and to show their 
corre l a tions ... by the socia l conditions of educa­
t ion , of existence , of work , and of associations . The 
soci a l conditions in historic human soc i ety are first 
of all, the conditi ons of class affiliati on.

12 
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In Chauce r, then , irony is seen by Birney as a product of 

"'class doctrines, of the gentl emanly tradi t ions which expect 

the artist t o remain "above " the struggles of his day ' (CI .I. 

45) . 1113 But what is more deserving of Birney ' s attack , as 

h e se(:!S it, is Chaucer ' s expl oitive use of "'irony as . a 

mode of escape from , or a t l east of compromise with , the 

fundamental problems which confront t he t hinker in the life 

of his day ' (CI . IV . 1 2) . " 14 However , Birney was forced at 

the same time to respect the advantage of s uch artistic 

duplicity . 

Whi l e iro ny represents a form of escape in both a 

personal and poetic sense , the perspecti ve it provides may 

be put to constructive use . Its initial approach to thematic 

material is less direct than the more specific attacks of 



satire . But its ultimate motivation is positive. Birney 

distinguishes between the two methods: "Sa tire itself i s an 

emphasis upon contrasts and c ontradicti ons ; irony pretends 

5 

to conceal that emphasis. 1115 But although the techniques 

diffe r in degree of subtlety, the basic function of the 

ironic mode in genera l is common to both . Birney anticipates 

the social and human mission of irony when h e writes of " the 

ultimate service it performs of emphasizing the disparity 

between what might be and what is . 1116 It is in this respect 

that his poems may be seen as contributing to a more enlight­

ened survival . Their unified tonal composition becomes a new 

pattern of growth ("what might be") for a soc iety of men 

("wha t is") so obviously in need of spiritual rejuvenation . 

As a columnist and reviewer for the Canadian Fo rum from 

1936 to 1939 , Birney found an effective mixture of factual 

material and satirical flavor to express a commitme nt to 

socialist ideals. Davey r ecog.1izes only the partisa n content 

of Birne y ' s journalism, in c l aiming that 

Birney ' s artic l es and reviews throughout 1937 and 1938 
are uncompromisingly Trotskyist . His subjects are 
nearly always l eft wing writers and his comp l aints 
about them invariably concern their Stalinist l eanings . 
In addition h e writes under the p e n -name " Rufu s " a 
highly selective li sting of insta nce s of capitalist 
greed and Stalinist hypocrisy .

17 

But even at this point in his career , Birney was proficient 

in ironic techniq ue , on his way toward greater artistic 

a utonomy . 



As Birney himself was caught between action and art , 

h is thesis granted Chaucer a certain respect in r e cognizing 

t he need for personal survival: "he was compe l led to speak 

ironical l y in order that he might at the same time retain 

his wor l d l y position . i n the affairs of men , and yet 

6 

express the fullness of his creative genius . 11 18 But even 

more relevant than actual self- preservation , in Birney ' s 

case , is the attitude which coincides with such an ambiguous 

position . 

I n terms of the poetry itself , Birney learns to hold a 

cert ain distance between the surface action of words and 

events and the creative spirit of the writing . Even when a 

poem implicates the poet himself in its critical view , there 

remains a distance at which the reader and deeper poet may 

stand together and regard those l imitations . There they may 

sha r e an unde rlying sympathy with a transcende nt cultural 

value which redeems from an aloof stance the d a ngerous and 

non- artistic struggles of the wo rld . 

The problem of re l evant irony produces fruitful solu­

tions in the h a nds of a master . The demands of truth to the 

subject and truth to one ' s own position in the world require 

an unc ommon honesty of approach. The ironic method runs the 

risk of e vasion or even complicity in respect to the object 

of critic i sm ; but the double vision resulting from ironic 

self-consciousness i s bound to produce a hig her form of art 

than one-dimensional politica l satire . True art , after all , 



must please as well as instruct. Thus Birney recognizes in 

Chaucer "an irony not of the savage or gloomy sort which 

7 

would ultimately brand him as clearly as open partisanship, 

but one just sufficiently whimsical and ambiguous to satisfy 

the intelligence and amuse the culture. 1119 It is true that 

Birney criticizes Chaucer for this appeal to his upper-class 

audience. But he respects both the intrinsic survival value 

of such a compromise, and its artistic merits as a detached 

and more balanced perspective. Birney's ironic preference 

here, as clarified later in his own poetry, is exactly that 

taken by Rufus: a subtle but powerful presentation of social ' 

realities which spe·aks not to the political ear of the 

reader, but to his emotional center. 

The crucial perspective on the ideological wrangling of 

the thirties was provided by World War Two. If Rufus was 

already writing with the benefit of a qualified journalistic 

mode of attack, the war forced Birney to withdraw even 

further from action to art. Just as political commitment 

wa s expressed by means of ironic satire, even that kind of 

concentration on theme gave way to a growing interest in 

form. Juggling of facts became coloring of metaphors , and 

the protective pseudonym became the even more distractive 

persona. 

A detailed study of Birney 's body of poems reveals few 

overt jabs at the stubborn walls of t h e status quo. Most of 

the previous social idealism is turned inward to issue in 



ironic disaffection combined with r ealistic descriptive 

imagery. Birney thus may appear to have deserted his pro­

fessed ideals of vital social change. Yet the optimistic 

h umanism at the core of his work r emains strong through the 

years, though depressed at times by the course of events . 

8 

The development and experimentation of form is see n by some 

to b e trivial , clever , and point l ess; 20 the diction of early 

poems , on the one h a nd, may be read as artificia l and forced , 

or in l ater poems, as l acking true power or force . In 

defense, however , what Birney has continually tried to do in 

his poetry i s what Trotsky had hoped for the world: t o bridge 

the gap between culture and mass , to resolve contradiction 

with commonly unde rstood , spiritual ly unifying a rt. 

Birne y ' s poetic search has t a ken a similar course to 

his original development as a poet . That is, the journey 

winds ever inward . Theme relies increasingly on se l f ­

exprEssive form , until the form becomes a universa l theme in 

itself . Birney has found first that e v e n an imaginative 

confrontation with external nature is ultimately incomplete. 

Man is pitted in a continual struggle f or physical and 

psychological survival against a harsh or indi fferent 

environment ; and even in the early poems he grasps that the 

true source of the problem is not in n a ture itself but in 

man. He then seeks to resolve the inner h uman contradic­

tions, but stil l in an e xternal way . He first satirizes the 

social world around him , and finds only more of the same on 
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a global scale. Throughout the long search, the poetic self 

becomes more and more isolated , more existentially depressed . 

Yet the penetrating insight grows as well , and the problem 

within man is found to contain its solution. Birney develops 

a sense of self-parody which reverses his self- limitation . 

The satire turned inward becomes Romantically or transcen­

dentally ironic ; and the r esult is self-liberating expression 

in Concrete, self-mimetic forms. Beyond the Concrete phase 

is a further exploration of ironic applications , whereby the 

poetic persona contains both human and natural worlds, and 

the primary vehicle is the basis of speech itself, sound and 

tone. 

Friedrich Schlegel, writing in Germany at the inception 

of the Romantic era, was the l eading theorist in what is now 

called "Romantic Irony." His approach is most helpful in 

understanding Birney's methods and motivations . Schlege l's 

term for such ironic antics as Birney uses is 11 transce1dental 

buffoonery . . the mood which surveys everything and rises 

infinitely above everything that is limited, even above one 's 

t 
. . ,,21 

own ar , v i rtue , or genius . The "transcendental " quality 

of the writing has important effects both on the art and on 

the artist, as well as on the reader . In respect to the 

form of the work, a kind of transcendence is achieved through 

the "lice nse" of stylistic imag ination that lies at the heart 

of romance . He r e Schlegel finds 



a foundation for irony . The interest of the narration 
rests entirely on its f orm and treatment , which ought 
to be generally recognized as pleasing or remarkable , 
and the skill and art of the narrat or should soar 
proportionately highe r, because the charm of the 
narration depends on his style and treatment. 22 

10 

A major b l ow is struck for the emphasis on form, with a 

foundati on in centuries of r omantic art . Equally important 

i s the transcendence of the poetic spirit allowed in such a 

free relationship with the medium. At stake in t h e exercise 

o f such artful detachment i s nothing l ess tha n spiritual 

survival. G. G. Sedgewick (a former professor of Birney's , 

t o whom the satirical novel Turvey was dedicated) paraphrases 

Schlegel , "' Romantic Irony enables men to sweep free and 

unfettered over circumstance "'; 23 thus irony becomes the 

effective means for achieving the j_d eR l of transcendence. 

Through revelation in the formal mode itself , the artist 

is freed from the finite limitations of political battle in 

rhetoric or even satire , where his serious efforts are 

doomed to failure or compromise. But far from being a mere 

escape from conflic t, Romantic Irony signifies a real and 

meaningful approach to a solution , through an understanding 

of conflict as universal paradox and se l f - parody. Any com­

prehensive solution to ecologica l or socia l problems does 

not rest with concrete increments of change; it includes 

them , and includes a lso a perspective of the ir limitations 

from beyond . Meanwhile , the deeper, spiritual conflicts of 

the time are confronted ; and the approach of the Romantic 

Ironist a ims at a r esolution. Birney ' s emphasis on delight 
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and pleasure in the detached construction of his art indi ­

cates that man can learn to appreciate now, in this finite 

life, the infinite joys of creation, or the common struggles 

have no final purpose . 
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CHAPTER II 

"DAVID" : 

MAN AGAINST NATURE: THE DRAMATIC IRONY OF METAPHOR 

to concretize that theme of the dua l ity of mountains 
which I ' d already chosen, and also the duality of 
experience to be e ncountered by men who roam in them. 
A double doubleness .. 

- - Birney , The Cow Jumped Over the Moon , p . 16. 

Alt hough the central theme of Birney ' s first book of 

poems is his immediate concern with the Second World War, he 

embodies t hat theme most effectively in natural metaphor. 

He sees the outer conflict taking place in the world at the 

time as a n alogous to , and rooted in , a deeper substantial 

duality of man living in nature--already at war with a part ,.._v 
c..,'-

of his own being. "David" serves wel l as a title poem far v 

. l . f . 1 · ,.,.4-1-, • • OC' \ [,'\;) t his V\) ume by virtue o its al eg,QJ:..1.aea s..tr.en_~, pitting t' 

: n ~ainst Nature. This is the primal confr9ntation in the~ ~~('~ j 
, ~ ~ 
battle_ of survival , and_ th_e mosLe.@ental s...Q..urce of iron~ \ -
in a cosmos consisting of life and death . The particular 

tragic symbolism o f " David" h as archetypal relations with 

primitive myth , Biblical legend , Greek drama, Teutonic epic, 

and medieval and modern romance . The h eroic quest and sub-K sequent failure and return reflect as we ll the context of 

Canadian :1. i terature, with its syndrome of bleak adventure 

14 
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"David" both grows out of and expands away from Birney 's 

personal experienc e with the war . The f l edgling poet , 

already in his late t h irties , was fac ing a new problem of 

"natural '' death by aging, as well as attempting to exorcise 

an older adversary , the inhuman but a lluring mountains which 

overshadowed his early life. He relates , 

It was the dual ity of those Rockj_es-- like the war , 
both challenging and treachera.us--or better , it was 
the duality o f Man I was after . It ' s not stone that 
l_u r es and tiet t..,ays, but man the anim.a.L,- carx..y...ing_wj.t.h.in. 
him zest and grief, youth and age , !.2,V..§. and hate , _.Li.:fe. +-
ana death .. ~ciJ:ioK... 'ovf (Y\0...V'l ,-t? 4 c..JY-(").-l O{~ ()C> 1 b\°'-me., hi~~.;, pv+ n,c,....,+v-re- -lo, hi~ f'aiiur<­

The writing of "David," as Birney describes , was a way of 

containing these g reatest dualities in a unified framework , 

a d.i..s::.illalion into "some fo n n thal was concentra~2d and 

symbolic . 112 The quest and its c limax provide an initiation 

for the survivor-narrator into the ironic duality of naturewqlX)J 
. "),1.d 

which is found to l ead back to man . 

Through a metaphorical u se of dramatic irony, Birney 

makes it clear that his r eal purpose , as a poet , is to 

initiate the reader into the world of experience . The 

r eader has the aesthetic advantage of seeing first through 

the subj e ctive eyes of the poet, through the unconscious 
', 

(o<>-
c,v< "' \Y' 

vision of the narrator. With the shock of tbe sudden and -.1-i01 Q 
- C 

self-blamed death of his friend , Bob ' s subconscious world 

takes over. The reader must now share the narrator ' s illu-
'"--" -----
sions , wY.i c h are none theles s almost palpaUy r e al. - Here 

Birney's ironic v ision faces simi l ar peaks and depths. The 
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emotional ambiguity of his ending in "David" is character-

istic of his whole poetic work. " David" is unique in its 

use of metaphor in such a dramatic sense ; its irony works 

through the fund amental duali ty of its l a nguage . The · desired 

initiation is not just in to the world as the narrator e xpe r­

iences it, but away from it as well ; for ins ofar as that 

expe rience is subjective , it is l argely illusory . Thus th!;. 

moveme nt is throu~h e xperie nce to a d eeper intimation of . + 

reality. 

Just as the ghys icq].. guest for a higher vision is * reversed to end with the darke st kind of vision, the s earch 

for objective truth fails . David could read the language of 

nature , but on l y as metaphor : 

the scroll of coral in limestone 
And the beetle -seal in the shale of ghostly trilobites , 
Le tters de livered to ma n from the Cambria n waves . 

3 (IV.6-8) 

He t each e s Bob t o " r ead" these natural signs, but the reader 

• 

knows, as the climb a nd its narrative continue , that ~ -to ,deal,) 
S..fil! s , at best , nothing but geologic fact. The attemp t ed i • .o-J-v <'<! 

,n hvmi, 
trave l ogue r efl ects a ~eer blindness to the tragedy in 

sto~ . Bob's account is neutral and s traightforward in his 

literal eyes , but his lang uage a s poetic persona t e lls more . 

Where he sees innoce nt romantic b eaut y , his mind's e ye 

reveals more in his words: 

We crawled astride 
The pP-ak to f eas t on the ma rching ranges flagged 
By thE: fading shreds of t he s hattered stormcloud . . . . 

(III.7-9) 

-tt:v--ms 



Whe n his s ubconscious hor r or is f i nally r e l eased , h e i s 

similarly trapped into lite r a l vi sion. He has p r ogressed 

to unders t a nd metaphor, ye t now h e canno t see b eyon d it. 

The reader i s always a step ahead. 

17 

But as Davi d so s t o ical! =-=.,__...:. ts t h e necess i ty of h is - - --
death as i t i s written i n rock, so the reader must follow 

hi s guide , from 

the l arches ' edge , 
... a l ong green surf of j uniper flowing 

Away fr om the wi nd , 
(II . 15- 17 ) 

throug h t h e shock of the fall , a nd so back down 

and into the spectral larches , 
Al on e . 

(IX.13- 14) 

The t r uest g limpse _of ~he reality of nature to b e found in 

" David" is through t h e l anguage of the il!lagi~ tion , which is 

...!!@_n i inmost nature . If that feel i ng-charged vision is not 

t rue enough , then the reader must return , with Bob , frnm 

that " last " mountain of vision back to " t h e survey ," 

the ruck of the camp , the surly 

Poker , the wrangling , the snoring under the fetid 
Ten ts , 

(I.4-6) 

and dreams to be named later . Such dream-journeys need not 

b e form l ess ; as the poet f inds , t hey cannot . Birney proves 

with the stre ngth of his art that , as a kind of impression­

ist , " the r e j ection o f origina l participation [ in nature ) 

may mean , n ot the destruction but the liberati ons of images. 11 4 
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Thus the venture into nature and imaginative language is not 

meant to advocate r etreat , but r ather to represent a purga­

torial progression to psychic balance. 

Despite the dangers of presumptive pride, the poet must 

again venture forth from nega tion to speak to his fe llow man . 

Having learned from experience not to trust compl etely in 

gods, God, nature, or man , the artist does find one power 

that works. Harold Bloom f inds that 

The creative process is the hero of Romantic 
poetry, and imaginative inhibitions , of every kind , 
necessarily must be the antagonists of the poetic 
quest. The special puzz l e of Romanticism is the 
dialectical role that nature had to take in the 
revival of the mode of roma nce . Most simply , Roman­
tic nature poetry, ... was an anti-nature poetry 

[e.g ., in Wordsworth ], the healing function is 
performed only when the poetry shows the power of the 
mind over outward sense . 5 

The best examples of art of t h i s kind capture the essence of 

nature by shaping its spirit into a verbal harmony , by pour­

ing organism into organic form. The worst aE ists overdo it , 

so that excess emotion spil l s over . But in Bir ey's hands 

what Ruskin called the "pathetic fallacy " is intentional and 

ironic; so that when "violent feelings ... produce in us a 

fals e ness in all our impressions of external things, 116 we 

are made even more aware of the error . Birney al l ows the 

foreshadowed terror to be rel eased and to dominate hi s 

narrator ' s consciousness on the way down the mountain . But 

the snowballing effect remains controlled in the convention 

of - the persona. 
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Birney's control of his medium occurs at every leve l of 

technique : not only in the use of dramatic and metaphorica l 

irony, but in the metrical, even "Concrete" dimensions of 

the poem as linguistic artifact, or macro-metaphor. He 

admits of "David" that "the impulses behind it were 

only secondarily narrative. 117 Focusing directly on the 

printed page , Birney grants little to illusion: "what is 

offered is not the pain but the pleasure of the art of 

words." 8 
This fundamental a ttitude which stamps Birney as 

a Romantic ironist may be traced to his primary definition 

of the "nature of poetry" (in The Cow Jumped Over the Moon , 

a book about the writing of "David"): "a poem is an art 

object , something begun in persona l fancy and developed by a 

kind of serious play. 119 This attitude , in turn, is expressed 

perhaps most eloquently by Wordsworth , in his "Preface to 

the Second Edition of the Lyrical Ballads (1 800) ." He finds 

the consolation of poetic composition to be related to , 

perhaps even higher than, the joy of exper i encing nature , in 

giving 

an overbalance of pleasure. Now the music of harmon-
ious metrical language , the sense of difficulty over- . ,ij.Y~~~\ 
come, and the blind association of pleasure which has 0-->-\J"~-~r~­
been previously received from works of rhyme o r me tre ._,.;-1 ,._ 

of the same or similar construction , an indistinct -\JV" 
pe rception perpetually renewed of language closely 
resembling real life , and yet , in the circumstance of 
me tre , differing from it so wide ly--a ll these imper ­
ceptibly make up a complex fee ling of delight , which 
i s of the most important use in tempering the painful 
feeling a l ways found interming).ed with powerful 

- descriptions of the deeper pas~:ions . 10 
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The judicious use of me ter, r h yme, and more minute symbols 

of i mage and sound amplifies the power of the dramatic move­

ment, while a l so orchestrating it. 

First , the excessive alliteration and use of ~lJ,Qll!ld 

constructions, pr~ enningi) ("wing-broken ," "sunhot ," " frog ­

song") combined with the regular five-beat line, shows the 

work to derive from Birney ' s profess i onal knowl edge of 

Anglo-Saxon. Although a bea t has been added to the tradi­

tional four , his lines conform to the b asic two-measure 

division of stresses , with a flexible number of syllables to 

fit the flow of description . If Birney indeed exploits 

Wordsworth's "blind association, " _the poem will thus r e call 

the Teutonic world , where " the grim , the g l oomy side of 

earth predominates . 11 11 Yet this modern epic , in its total 

effect , is a unique blend of modern conversational diction 

within the rhythmic h eart of the English l anguage . 

J ohn Sutherland , in his a :_:,praisal of "David ," appreci­

ates the advantage of this modern idiom in meeting the 

challenge of modern life: " It widens in scope , it includes 

more of thought and emotion, as life in ge nera l and modern 

l ife in particul ar press and bear against it. It catche s 

and holds al l the complex elements in a great net.
11 1 2 

Language itself becomes a too l for survival . Specifically 

a pplied , Birney ' s l oos e but steady pace "is a pedestr i an 

1· y thm without any pretension . It seems inevitable for the 

description of mountain-climbing ." The effect is produced 
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by the use of anapestic and iambic feet, a rhythm "rising 

from one or two weak syllables to a strong stress.
1113 

This 

wilderness tre k is a fit setting for such natural dangers 

and joys as the Angl o - Saxons themse lves may have experienced . 

And the basic rhythm , as Suthe rland points out, can also 

absorb such element a l pitfa lls: "The rhythm has a recupera-

tive power. It invites falls and lapses, because strength 

is developed out of them , and more than the initial progress 

14 is made." Thus the new line iconographical l y bridges the 

gap between the differing problems of survival in ancient 

and modern times. Its driving spirit is a kind of linguistic 

adaptation with the symbolic power to overcome both . 

The combined effect of his formal skills r einforces 

Birney's ironic theme . He acknowledges his debt to poetic 

tradition in this respect: " if ' David ' does create moods of 

nostalgia and fatality , celebrating youthful heroism and yet 

elegizing its loss, it's part l y because of the sonorous 

cade nces these technical d evices produce .
1115 

His :dl..Y-me 

scheme , abba , is a key ingredient behind the above observa-

tion. So i s the s imple but e ffective t echnique of en ' a mbe-

1::_en!:_i which causes the reader t o gasp as h e reads , 

Without 

A gasp h e was gon e . 
(VII .24- 25) 

Such a modest beginning antic i pates Birney's l a t er adve ntures 

into the graphic wilds of Concrete form ; a nd it substantiates 

hi s ear ly awarene ss of the primacy of his form . -
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As Bob returns to the oppressive atmosphere of the 

survey camp , the sympathetic r eader is reminded that the ~ 
climb itself was a ques t for aesthetic exgerience . & neces­

sary for physical survival, indeed d e nying it for one climber , -
th~J.?urney undergone guarantees a stronger psychic survival 

for the one who lives through it7 Birney's own art i s an 

attempt both to r ender the painf2 experience valuable to 

readers, and to achieve the aesthetic vision that e luded his 

characters. 

One must not be dismayed , then, at the fa ilure of union 

with nature and its external beauty . Birney offers ironic 

solace for that fortunate failure, without which the more 

complete marriage of inner and outer vision would not h ave 

been gained. Bruce Nesbitt is reminded by "David " that "The -
-k'---¼'- Fall of Man was necessar:

6

for him to know good and evil , and 

thus t,,o be tr_u_~ h,um_filL. " Birney has translated the Bibli-

cal moral into an aesthetic l esson, which Bob conveys -- --
h e is temgted by the idolatrous apples of his eye : the -
romantic illusions of the climb, the distant but fatal view , 

a_:id the Satanic l andscape which follows, The Fa)) itse lf, 

allegorically speaking , is deserved by human pride , which in 

turn extends to man's whole history as he seeks to hold -
dominion over the earth. The narrator l earns__llie consequences, -
as he ..., 



turned t o look north 
At the glistening wedge of giant Assiniboine, heedl ess 

Of h andhold . And one foot gave . I swayed and shouted . 
(VI I. 19- 21) 

The n a rrator learns from hi s terrifying q uest a redemptive 

l esson about physical survi val and its dependence on clear 

and immediate , but also i maginati ve , vision. Such insight 
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would have allowed him to see in the natur a l signs, at l east 

in the most obvious " splayed white_ ribsL Of a mountain goat" 

(III.13-14) and the " robin gyrating/ In grass, wing-broken" 

(V.10-11), the danger which lay in wait; and it would like-- - - ---------wise have made his subconscious delusions after disaster 

unnecessa1:Y- . But such rear- vision is superfluous to the 

a l legorical necessity of Birney ' s story . The poet is not 

just concerned with a literal moral . Bob 's experience serves 

best as a l esson to the reader , and not about mountain­

climbing , but about imaginative vision itself . Birney ' s own 

journey through metaphor dramc.-ically demonstrates that the 

root of aesthetic experience grows from the psyche; that 

{;;;rvival depends on both objective c l arity and subjective 

interpretation ; that natural beauty may be felt most clearly 

in the balance and unity that art is made to capture . 

The unified organic form of " David" recalls the English 

exemplar of that ideal, especially as the poets find a com­

mon loss. Arthur o. Lovejoy finds in "Dejection , Im Ode " 

Coleridge ' s self-overcoming , much like Birney ' s fate and 

st-rength: 



as artist, h e finds a certain triumph i n defeat ; for 
he is able to derive, and to impart, aesthetic p l ea­
sure from the ve ry emotion a r oused by his inabi lity 
to experience aesthetic pleasure--or at a ll events , 
from the poetic utterance of that emotion. The Ode 
is a paradox among poems in that it not merely--like 
many oth er poems--makes melancho l y e n joyable , but / 
achieves beauty by the description of the loss of 
the f ee l i ng for beauty. 17 
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The modern romance must face the limitations of mortal man , 

just as Coleridge found 

I may not hope from outward forms to win 
The passion and the l ife , whose fountains are within . 1 8 

Through expression of the deepest imaginative links to the 

world of n ature , however far from objectivity that expression 

is, the soul itself finds release and visible union between 

nat ure a nd man, between man and man . Nor must man forget 

O ~ady ! we ~cccivc but w~at ~c 3ive , 
And in our life alone does Nature live . 1 9 

If Coleridge's romantic fountains are within , so are 

Birney ' s mountains . Though hi s narrator h as fallen , at least 

he has survived to t e ll his tale . Similarly , Birney h .1s not 

overcome the most pre ssing obstacles to his ideals . The 

world of social conflict h e finds to be deaf to pleas of 

r eason; and even Canadian nature may not be romanticize d 

easily . But he finds a way of compromise in the aesthetic 

medium. Here , and only here , may irreducible dualities be 

brought to union , however tense . The search for peace and 

~auty is r e conciled with all-Q_~RQSite force in the world ~ 

which fosters destruction and h orror . The dramat ic tone in - - -----
"David ," then , as expressed in th 3 dive rgent i mages man has 
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of nature, speaks for ironic survival . That is , Birney 

advocates neither path of outward vision , the ascendingly 

b eautiful nor the terrible descent, but an inner faith which 

walks leve l between the two . 
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CHAPTER III 

TRIAL OF A CITY: 

THE I RONY OF CI VILI ZATION: SATIRE AND SELF- PARODY 

Trial of a City ... marked a distinct advance 
on the s i mple and unified narrative "David ," mingling 
as it did the colloquial and the grand styles and the 
s atiri cal a n d the affirmative modes . It thus antici ­
p ates t he South and Central American poems of the 
s ixties and fuses perfectly for the first time in 
Bi r ney ' s work the two themes that Northrop Frye has 
n amed as central to Canadian poetry , " one a primarily 
comic t heme of satire and exuberance , the other a 
p r imar i l y tragic theme of loneliness and terror ." 

--A. J . M. Smith , "A Unified 
Personality : Birney ' s Poems ," 
(1966) , rpt . in Nesbitt , p . 149 . 

Introduction: The Ironic Comedy 

Earl e Birney ' s verse- p l ay Trial of a City highlights an 

expanrt~d field of reference for his central concern of sur­

vival. Birney no l onger l imits himself to the ruminating 

reflections of the individual locke d in mortal struggle 

against a hostile environment . With that early preoccupa­

tion , Birney attempted to come to terms with the wider 

problems of the society and the world as a whole . But it 

was n ecessary first to experience a process of growth out of 

a frustrated idealism . The overpowering imme diate presence 

of the war was the main obstacle to objective poetic detach­

ment , and to the indispensable free play of the ironic 

28 
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imagination . But with the coming of peace , and a more sub­

jectively fe l t cris i s of human survival, these artistic 

developments prove to be Birney ' s real strengths. 

I n dea l ing with personal survival in wartime , Turvey 

(1 949 ) overcomes the barrier of suffocating seriousness ; and 

Down the Long Table (1955) attempts to reconcile individual 

aspiration with a particular social milieu , the class 

struggle . Both novels are significant in their movement 

from intense personal lyricism and formal stylistics t o the 

prose medium, which is more ref l ective of the new thematic 

direction toward b road-humored parody and manifest survival 

on a mass pub l ic scale. But the volume of poetry and its 

versified drama offer assured evidence of the poetic medium ' s 

capacity to handle the more complexly realized problems . 

Although the novels articulate a wider vision than previously 

possible for Birney, they still center around the autobio­

graphical hero , the fictionaliz~d exploits of the author­

character in confronting a dehumanizing environment . Trial 

of a City makes use of the more eccentric lyrical mode , ye t 

distributes it effectively among various individua ls in 

order to fashion a composite view of the city in terms of 

its people . The result is more than equa l to the success of 

the prose in h andling the dilemmas of modern society. 

The actual plot of the play, though thematically one of 

universa l application , is necessarily limited to a workable 

human scale . In the same way t h at "David" carries meta-
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physical implications in the allegorical narrative of two 

mountain climbers, Triai of a City embodies ultimate concerns 

about civilization in a specific local context--Vancouver. 

The play may be aesthetically rewarding for its universality; 

but its primary subject is the city itse lf, which is quite 

specifically attacked, defended, ridiculed , and redeemed. 

From this elementary l eve l of satire, broader connections to 

the whole of Western, urban, commercial society are naturally 

implied. Finally, the concrete characterization holds up not 

only through these two l evels of reference , but as a real 

source of insight into the deepest roots of the problem--the 

essential traits of social man , containing the s eeds of 

civilization, destruction, and determine d survival . 

Triai of a City stands out as the most complete state­

ment of Birney's growing poetic sensibility in this second 

major phase of development. He summarizes and completes his 

previous themes , building them up to the l eve l of univ€rsal 

concerns: man ' s need to define a li fe that can be successful 

and meaning ful in a hostile wilderness , yet still compatible 

with its pree minent natural base; and his need to overcome 

his own self- destructiveness . Triai of a City succeeds in 

joining these two related problems into an artistic whole . 

The al l egorica l format extends and comple tes an identifica­

tion of n a ture ' s and man 's destructiveness which previously 

can b e s een only through metaphor, in personified or a nimated 

natura l imagery . Here the destructive nature of cosmic time 
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is a ligned with its h uman counterpart , the historically 

continuous and perverse desire of man to exterminate man . 

Human nature is the centra l i ssue, but surrounding it is the 

relentless first cause of '' Damnation" in the universe itself. 

This ultimate power is the unnamed '' client" represented by 

agent Gabriel Powers, its dictates issued b y the "Office of 

the Future .'' Such an allegorical frame work is an excellent 

method of combining comme nt on the tragic unfee ling nature 

of time , and on the face l ess bureaucr acies of man ' s own 

making. The l atter, represented by P . s. Legion , is of an 

obviously inferior order (if differing only in degree) , and 

therefore opens the huma n side of this double conspiracy to 

comic attack. 

I f Birney ' s play effectively fuse s his major thematic 

concerns , his poetic style is an equally comprehe nsive summa­

tion of his wide range of tale nts . At first glance, the 

juxtaJosition of such diverse speaking styl e s may s eem too 

stark , too artificial , a mere display of verbal virtuosi ty. 

Yet the language is a lway s appropriate to its speaker; and 

if the characters seem to be an arbitrary me lange of irre l e ­

vant types, it mus t be remembered that the play does not 

pre tend more than a farcical plot . The stylization of roles 

in such a fantastic comedy must be expect e d to b e extreme , 

if one starts from its panhistorical premise; in the hands 

of a poet it will be more so . The l ogica l fee l ing of clashes 

in tone stems from this extended stylization. Shakespeare 
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could use verse on the sta g e and mak e it sound na tura l, 

because his variations i n voices we re essentia lly based on a 

sou rce of tone t hat was unifie d , at l east , by a common his­

tori c a l conte xt . Birne y ' s chara cte r s come not only from 

vastly diffe ring socia l position s , a s d id Shakespear e ' s , but 

from an his t orical r a n ge t hat rea ches from Anglo- Saxon times 

to t h e near future (" f i ve years l a t er" ) . 1 St r i c t unity of 

t ime and p l a c e is s acri fi c e d for wider a l l egor i cal needs , 

and microcosm g i ves way to survey . 

Allowing a sympathe tic acc eptance of t h e fi c tiona l c o n ­

v e ntion at work , the p l ay ' s purposes freely unfo l d . The 

wide ly c ontra sting s t y l es of s peec h of t he var i ous wi tnes ses 

in the tria l serve bot h as sat iric ref l e ctions on t heir own 

r espective limitations , a nd as a c umulative comi c effect o f 

incongruity . Such a b a bble a nd conf l uence o f d iversity i s 

wha t builds a city ; a nd i n t his aspect the seriou s faults of 

Va n c o1ver are l i ghte ned . The emphasi s is c l early on real 

huma n r eaction s t o the i nhuman abs t racti on inherent i n urban 

e x istence . Th e i rony in t hei r speeches ref l e cts this p a radox 

o f human i t y liv i ng e n masse : t h ou gh al l of the wi t ne sse s s how 

li t t l e d e s i re t o protect t h e city on tria l , the y a r e a l l 

l ivi ng parts of i t , each in his own t ime and i n h i s own 

speci a l spi r i t . This i rony is apparent l y r e so l ved wi th t he 

f i nal a pp e arance of a n actually l iving witness (in contras t 

to t h e hi storical de ad ) , wh o , i n the ritua l style a nd fun c ­

t ion of t h e Gre ek chorus , s peaks for them a ll i n t he i r co~aon 
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enduring humanity. This "Mrs. Anyone" redeems the concept 

of city as human habitation, reducing to serious reality the 

otherwise comic spectacle of the city's damnation. Yet her 

role is in turn undercut as subtly as the rest, and the 

reader is thrown back to a tenuously suspended judgment. 

Birney calls the revised version of his play Damnation 

of Vancouver: A Comedy in Seven Episodes. First presented 

2 in 1957, there are only minor substantive changes in the 

later text; so that the original Trial of a City may also be 

rightly considered a comedy. The play includes several 

stock comic conventions in both plot and character; yet it 

must be qualified in the end as an ironic variation of simpler 

comic modes. Northrop Frye's analysis of comedy in The 

Anatomy of Criticism is the most useful for this discussion 

of archetypal patterns of form. 

"In the first place,'' observ~s Frye, 

the movement of comedy is usually a movement from one 
kind of society to another. At the beginning of the 
play the obstructing characters are in charge of the 
play's society, and the audience recognizes that they 
are usurpers. At the end of the play the device in 
the plot that brings hero and heroine together causes 
a new society to crystallize around the hero, and the 
moment when this crystallization occurs is the point 
of resolution in the action, the comic discovery. 3 

Birney's variation of this pattern recalls the irony of 

"David." Here also the movement is away from what Frye 

calls a "demonic" personification of the ''vast, menacing, 

stupid powers of nature," where "The machinery of fate is 

administered by a set of remote invisible gods" (the Office 
of ti,__,,_ 

--f ch ra, 
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of the Future) "whose freedom and pleasure.are ironic 

because they exclude man," and who "demand sacrifices, pun_­

ish presumption, and enforce obedience to natural and moral 

law as an end in itself. 114 As in "David," recognition comes 

when these inhuman "Powers" are seen as ultimately ·human in· 

origin. 

Again, Frye's formula works conveniently to describe 

Birney •·s Tria7,, As he characterizes it, "The action of 

comedy in moving from one social center to another is not 

unlike the action of a lawsuit, in which plaintiff and 

defendant construct different versions of the same situation, 

one finally being judged as real and the other as illusory. 115 

As Birney makes most clear in the testimony of William Lang­

land, author of Piers Plowman, Vancouver is really a human 

hell, not unlike Frye's demonic archetype, "the world. 

of perverted or wasted work, rnins and catacombs, instruments 

of torture and monuments of folly." And, Frye concludes, 

"Hence one of the central themes of demonic imagery is 

parody. 116 Birney's parody in this play is {nfinite, extend­

ing not only through but to Langland and finally to himself 

as poet. As "the social judgement against the absurd is 

closer to the comic norm than the moral judgement against 

the wicked," 7 this comedy applies to all men, shown by 

Birney's ironic characterizations to be more absurd than 

wicked. And the root of human absurdity is belief in illu­

sion. 



Wh at Frye considers as the most "intense irony" to be 

found in comedy may be found in Birney ' s play . It " is 

achieved when the humorous society s i mply disintegrates 

without anything taking its place. 11 8 Vancouve r does gain 
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a verdict of temporary salvation , but only after all of its 

people have been discredited. One is once again reminded of 

"David , " whose narrator is saved by the death of his only 

companion; and whose poetry works despite, even because of , 

its artful pathetic fallacy . Even Mrs. Anyone, the average 

living hous ewife, is not adequate to stand on her simplistic 

faith alone. Her function is allegorica l , as is Bob ' s; as 

a limited persona she beckons to reader and audience to fill 

the void left by the shattered illusions of the former 

society . This appeal to the ultimate witnesses , judges and 

jury of human r eality is in fact a central convention of the 

comic mode, essentially an " invitation to the audience to 

form part of the comic society . The resolution 0 i 

comedy comes , so to speak, from the audience ' s side of the 

stage. 11 9 In Trial of a Ci t y even the transcendentally artic ­

ulate Powers is forced to a draw, and the hero must be the 

author, who invites his gue sts to join him . 

The Principal Charact ers 

The analysis of comedy given by Frye highlights three 

principal characte r types: " the a l a zons or impostors , the 

eirons or self-deprecators , a nd the buffoons . 1110 These are 



to be recognized in Birney's TriaZ respectively as: "The 

chief spokesman for both the present and commercialism. 
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the city's counsel, Mr. P. s. (pseudo) Legion, whose speech 

is a catalogue of Chamber of Commerce and Tourist Bureau 

cliches,,. ll the mythical archangel Gabriel Powers, . "of Queen­

dom, Powers, Prince·and Policy," 12 and the blameless Minister 

of History, or "President" in Damnation, who "Makes a Pontius 

Pilate gesture of washing his hands. 1113 Yet the complexity 

of Birney's art is indicated by the fact that each of these 

characters is an impostor, an unwitting self-deprecator, and 

a buffoon. Indeed, these traits are shared by each of his 

six witnesses, in varying degrees. But for the sake of sim­

plicity, Frye's type-structu_re may suffice. 

"The contest of eiron and aZ~zon forms the basis of the· 

comic action, and the buffoon and the churl polarize the 

14 comic mood." If the "churl" may be seen to characterize 

the homely, puckish Mrs. Anyon2, the emphasis remains on the 

contest between Powers and Legion. Frye continues: 

The humorous blocking characters of comedy are nearly 
always impostors, though it is more frequently a lack 
of self-knowledge than simple hypocrisy that charac­
terizes them. The multitudes of comic scenes in which 
one character soliloquizes while another makes sarcas­
tic asides to the audience show the contest of eiron 
and aZazon in its purest form, and show too that the 
audience is sympathetic to the eiron side. 15 

Such overt confrontations emphasize the limitations inherent 

in every line of the aZazon's speech. But effective as such 

action iE on the surface, Birney's pervasive irony makes it 

impossible to rest with such an easy occupation of opposite 
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poles. 

Vancouver 's official defense is in the obvious l y dubious 

h ands of P . S . Legion, whose name implies both the urban 

multitude and its institutionali zed character (possibly 

r eferrin g to " Public School," a nd certa inly to the Canadian 

Legion) . It quickly becomes clear from his attitude a nd 

speech that Legion is an aZazon, or impostor , who obstructs 

true justice in his usurpation of the city ' s defense . The 

climax of the play comes with Legion ' s banishment at the 

hands of Mrs . Anyone; whereby the impostor himself is econ-

16 omical l y disposed of as a scapegoat , to appease the gods 

and make way for the new society . 

The stage is set for Leg ion ' s replacement , however , as 

soon as he opens his mouth . Though he speaks for a large 

number of active civic interests, he shows a proportionat e 

l ack of finesse : 

Really , Mr. Minister, this seems to me irregular. 
I don't know what you ' re pulling , but I hope it ' s 

not our leg you are . 
( T . p . 2) 

The tone of the ridiculous emerges from this very firs t 

speech, and continue s throughout . Legion stands firmly 

b ehind his one-sided approach to the end , whe n h e sumsup· nis 

bas ic be l ief a nd sensibility: 

Wel l a ll I need to say is, we ' ve got faith in B.C . 
Our motto ' s " We Prosper By Land and By Sea. " 
There ' s billions still to be made from our greenery 
And the mountains will always ·be there for scenery. 
We' re the hub of Tomorrow, t i1e Future ' s baby , 
We ' re here to stay , and I don ' t mean maybe . 

( T . p. 40) 
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This, obviously, "is -the doggerel of the ad-man, and is 

uttered with the assurance of a limited mind that completely 

believes its own cliches." 17 But it is doggerel admirably 

contrived for the very purpose of limiting the reader's con­

fidence in the speaker. 

If one's faith in Legion as a worthy representative of 

humanity is destroyed, there is the alternative of the 

Superman, Gabriel Powers. Birney balances his own negativism 

with a "proportion in which present man becomes the ape of 

his counterpart in the future, as in Nietzsche's Zarathu­

stra."18 Legion's unwitting doggerel is contrasted with the 

free-ranging linguistic wit of the personable eiron, whose 

controlled understatement is bound to capture the imaginative 

sympathy of the audience. Yet if the reader is taken in by 

Powers' oracular eloquence, he must deny allegiance to the 

cause of the earthly city. 

~;abriel' s dual role of destroyer and messenger is 

symbolically central in Birney's vision of the continuous 

challenge of human survival. More than symbolic,. Powers' 

language reflects the poet's most literal attempts to destroy 

illusion and replace it with concrete indicators of elusive 

reality. His use of words must be like that of history's 

first and most noted eiron, Socrates: that is, writes 

Schlegel, "both playful and serious, both frank and obvious 

and yet deeply hidden"; or as Hans Eichner adds, "profoundly 

·. 19 
ambiguous." 
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A simple example of the way in which Birney conveys his 

thematic ironies in such a compressed form may be found in 

Powers' second speech : 

Somewhen the Future will, and no why sooner , 
damn most god-naturely Vancouver. 

( T . p. 3) 

More to the point in his role as a comic foil to Legion , he 

has the advantage of hiding his snide asides in puns: "I 

should be gleed if Mr. Legion inter- raps whenever he lacks " 

(T. p . 36). And in answer to his most formidable challenger , 

the undaunted Mrs . Anyone , Powers quips , 

And though your smile is dew upon a mourning web 
Our snake has Eved the spider . 

( T . p . 42) 

These last lines reveal Powers ' paradoxical role once again ; 

for when he says " Our ," he speaks not only for the dreadful 

Office of the Future , but for humanity in the act of creating 

it. 

~hen Frye turns his critica l sights on Birney ' s work 

itself, he notes that this Gabrie l is more than (or l ess 

than) a simple divine agency . He commands more sympathy by 

virtue of his truthful subtle ty, but less in regard to his 

bleak message . For , as Frye concludes, " Powers , . who 

seems to be a messenger of the gods , is actually a projection 

of man ' s own death wish . 11 20 His role as an embodiment of 

human folly thus undercuts h i s surface superiority . As in 

"David , " man ' s personified gods are seen as se l f - delusions . 

And just as Powers has exposed Legion ' s role as a sham , 



40 

Birney may be seen smiling behind Powers ' back. In effect , 

Powers' ironic powers appear sha l low by comparison. 

The archange l indeed represents a superior self-know­

l edge, combined with an awareness of man ' s inevitable fate. 

But i n affirming that transcendent reality , one must deny 

humanity. Birney ' s paradox remains essentially unsolved 

until his common housewife completes the spectrum of imper­

fect mortal possibilities. She replaces Legion with a 

viable human reality , who can speak for Vancouver ' s salva­

tion. 

In terms of helping the cause of human survival, with 

the emphasis on preserving what is decently human , artistic 

prophecy need not be revolutionary ; it may even be fundamen­

tally conservative. Then Gabriel Powers ' oracul ar l anguage 

of the future is only superficially progress ive , as are the 

fast-growth public policies of Legion's Vancouver . Standing 

against them both is the hurnbl~ proud Mrs. Anyone , with her 

good-hearted, homely verse and traditional domestic ideals. 

Marshall McLuhan qualifies this function of the prophetic 

arts : "While the arts as radar feedback provide a dynamic 

and changing corporate image, their purpose may be not to 

enabl e us to change but rather to maintain a n even course 

toward permanent goals, even amidst the most disrupting inno­

vations. 11 21 Surviva l is Birney ' s most permanent goal ; its 

chief obstacle is mass de lusion, which sponsors both wars 

against n a ture and man; its hope lies in dispelling the 
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illusions which surround and mislead humanity. 

Along with the illusions of commercial representation 

and divine administration of fate, Birney focuses his ironic 

glass on the common subjection to the dictates of "History." 

The society as courtroom is seen first of all in the control 

of a somewhat bumbling, but competent enough, Minister of 

History. The reader/audience is expected to recognize that 

a regenerativ.e change of some kind is due. However, the 

Minister is not actually a prime cause of obstruction in the 

play. 

. . 
He is rather a benevolent 

a man of words rather than 

buffoon, or "miles glori·osus 

22 deeds." In contrast to 

the tangible obstructions which lie in the slogans of Legion 

and in the "death-wish" represented by Powers, the Minister 

serves to highlight the general illusion of "History" itself. 

But in the living presence of the historical dead, the 

Minister joins Powers and Legion as implicitly irrational 

and abstract figures, who dominate the courtroom struggl«, 

and who all must be replaced. 

Birney's characterization of the Minister makes his 

opinion of official history clear: the Minister begins by 

losing his gavel; he ends with the j.udgment taken from his 

mouth by Powers, after letting Mrs. Anyone push Legion out 

the permanent exit door. Yet he does keep a loose and 

humorous order in the court: "Everything's beautifully regu­

lar," (T. p. 2),he proclaims. His prbse style is sufficient 

only to carry the proceedings along smoothly; "History" is 
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more of an overseer than a vital, primary force. 

On the other hand, Birney himself has a deeper concep­

tion of history, beyond the provincial boundaries of even 

the "Freed State of Columbia" (T. p. 1). His ultimate view 

in this symbolic trial is of "a society confounded by its 

sense of its mortality, or of what Mircea Eliade, in Myths, 

Dreams, and Mysteries, calls a Western 'awareness of histor-

icity' which 'discloses the anxiety of confronting Death and 

Non-Being 1
•

1123 History must be successfully rendered into 

mythic entities, in order to keep the imaginative spirit 

active. Birney achieves such a subjective transformation 

with the introduction of historical figures from Vancouver's 

past into his play. Their versified speech adds a mythic 

dimension of vital immediacy to the flat ministrations of 

textbook history. This more poetic kind of historical sense, 

T. s. Eliot has observed, "involves a perception, not only 

of th:, pastness of the past, but of its presence"; to which 

the editor's note is added, "A sense, that is, of its rele­

vance now--of the extent to which the past is entering into 

the content of the present, creating and forming the present 

into what it is.• 24 It is an illusion to see time as a 

process of continual obliteration, or damnation. The reality 

that Birney seeks through his use of history is a freedom 

rooted in the facts of daily existence. Historical lives 

made real join with the life of the housewife, negating both 

the loss of the past to the present, and the loss of the 
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present to the future . 

Th e problem at hand , what W. H. New calls " the anguish 

of historicity, 11 25 is not so much a specific enchainment to 

the past, but of anxiety in confronting a threat e ning Future 

that the historical past i mplies . The solution may be 

appr oached through that movement of consciousness essential 

to comedy , "f r om a society controlled by habit , ritual bond­

age , arbitrary law and the older characters to a society 

contro lled by youth a nd pragmatic freedom"; that is, " from 

illusion t o reality." 26 El iade confirms the impo rtance of 

c onsciousness in facing the "anguish" of history: h e observes 

that the "state o f ignorance a nd ill usion i s not that of 

living in Hi s tory , but of believing in its ontol ogical 

r eality. 11 27 Hence Birney ' s approach to the problem by dis­

pelling the various illusions of individual and collective 

b e lief . The arti stic structure in t u rn stands , as a whole , 

for a lasting a nd living fai th in humanity . The inferior 

mythos of history i s s uppl a nted by t h e mor e fully human 

mythos of art . 

I rony dispels illusion by extending i t to its absurd 

limits . Frye ' s review of Trial itself makes note of Birney 's 

motivating ironic intention by typin g Legion's speech in 

t e r ms of the German knitt elvers. 28 Tur ning to h is general 

analysis , one finds that what Frye means i s "De l iberate 

dogge re l , as we have it in Hudibras or German knittelvers , 

[which] can b e a source of bri l liant rhetorical satire , and 



one which involves a kind of parody of poetic creation 

't lf 1129 
1 se . Legion is not alone as a v ictim of his own 

44 

speech . Powers a nd the Minister a l so represent human illu­

sion and self-limitation , as revealed through the ir manners 

of speaking. On its most ironic l evel , the comedy reveals 

its author's own sense of self-limitation. Presenting him­

self as a composite city , Birney is his own alazon ~ eiron 

and buffoon. 

The Witnesses: Ironic Understatement 

Though his satire is pointedl y negative, Birney ' s irony 

i s prophetically progressive . As Wayne Booth ' s study , A 

Rhetoric of Irony concludes, "The trick is in developing a 

h abit of g r eat skepticism about one ' s own hypothesis, and 

great flexibility in trying out alternatives. 11 3 0 All of the 

"witnesses " offer direct testimony for Birney ' s own beJ_iefs 

and poetic abilities . The first three use understatem~nt , 

and the l ast three overstatement , in advancing the flow of 

satire , primarily at Legion ' s expense . But Birney manages 

to override the understaters , and undercut the overstaters , 

in a simultaneous parody of his own poetic views and voices. 

He is e ngaging in what Schlegel l abels " transcendental buf­

foonery ," which is furthe r defined: 

I nternally: the mood that surveys everything a nd 
rises infinitely above a ll limitations , even above 
one ' s own art , virtue , or genius ; e xte rna lly, in 
its execution : the mimic style of an averagely 
gifted Italian buffo . 31 
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The poet is playing the dramatist , and so no character quite 

reveals the real Birney. In effect , every character becomes 

an impostor for t h e actua l poet, who stands as an eiron 

behind them all. 

The first three witnesses all r epresent points of view 

favo ring the side of nature in the case against the city . 

All are give n Powers' support in satiric a ttack on Legion 

and his narrow defense . And all speak for Birne y , though 

for the most part they are Birney ' s past voices , and only 

fac e ts of a mor e complex and mobile , and finally more bal­

anced sensibility. As witnesses for natur e ' s preeminence , 

these three use a n a tural tone of ironic understatement of 

their seemingly obvious c ase . Captain Vancouver , for 

instance , is able to use a pastoral nostalgia in a tone of 

classical moderation, drawing on nature i n both form and 

expanse of time . A fee ling of closeness to nature is seen 

as weLl to influence the metaphorical insight of the Salish 

t estimony ; a nd natura l reverence of a different sort is 

found in the archai c forms and the objective view of the 

scientist. Garnett Sedgewick has noted a genera l connection 

r e l evant to Birney ' s ironic method here , which may h ave been 

a direct influence on the writing of t he play itself--since 

Sedgewick was a t each e r of Birney's and received t he dedica­

tion of Turv e y . He has found , through hi storical study , 

that " the actua l trick of understatement , by whatever name 

it might go , was a form o f speech to whic h the Greek mind , 
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hating excess as i t did , naturally tended . And so , for that 

matter, did and does the mind of the primitive savage. It 

was a favorite and most effective device of Angl o-Saxon 

poetry . . ,, 32 It seems r easonable to conc l ude further 

that understatement is directly r e lated to intimate contact 

with primitive nature; and thus the ironic mode finds a 

natural · home with Birney in Canada , where the unca ring 

environment deflates man ' s ambitious concerns . In Birney, 

moreover , the use of understatement is not a simple t ool for 

satirizing man , but r ather one way of deal ing with a nature 

that must be defied as well as deified. 

The first witness cal l ed by the Court is Captain Vancou­

ver, who first discovered the inlet on which the city was 

founded. Birney gives him the speech of the poetry current 

in the Captain ' s time, which Frank Davey describes as "iambic 

pentarr.eter couplets suitable to the rationalism of a l ate 

eighb~e nth- century gentleman . 1133 The Captain is well-armed 

with modest rhetorical wit for the defusing of Legion ' s 

enthusiasm. But finally his shallow tone calls his own 

weight of " evidence" i nto question. 

The Captain ' s use of understatement is clearly his 

prime satirical value. The Minister interrupts, for instance, 

to ask how the Captain knew from the Indians ' eyes that they 

were the first whites to land in the region . Vancouver 

r eplies with scathing simplicity , "I saw no g lint of terror 

in their g l ance " ( T . p . 7) . For some reason Birney cut thi~. 



section in the l ater version , but the Captain is given 

anothe r chance to accompl i sh the same purpose . Legi on 

proudly b es tows upon him the l abel "Vancouverite ," whic h 

Va ncouver himself hastily denies in as tonishment , " No !" 
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(D. p . 170). As fo r the fame of discovery , he modestly dis­

claims responsibility: 

Did I b egin it? Faith , it was by chance. 
My orders were to c hart the n orthwest main 
And f ind i f any strai t l ed home again. 

Bemuse d with this I never , more ' s the p ity , 
Discerned along those shaggy cliffs a city . 

(T . p. 8) 

The Captain ' s modesty i mpl icates his whole race in his own 

self- effacement. Relating his encounter with the Salish 

chief (next to be called to testi fy) , Vancouver deflates his 

role with a n ironic use of the classical model : 

Their chief sat like Apollo bronzed , yet looked , 
Poor soul , on me as if I were the god. 
It seems hi s r ace are most l y unde r s od . 

(T . p . 9) 

Though his ironic simile prepares the way for the Chief ' s 

more noble defen s e , it is difficult to put much s t ock in the 

Captain . What the Minister calls the "decorous " use of 

Apol l o , combined with the formal diction , meter and rhyme , 

all put a cooling gloss on the ser i ousness of the issue . 

Vancouver ' s testimony is perfect as a foi l to Legion ' s his­

torical illusions , yet his language , like Legion ' s , is 

l imited in a technical sense . 

Whe n fina lly the captain is ~sked for his opinion of 

the city ' s fa te , he answers with ~haracteristic pre- Romantic 



p astorali sm . Of the city he never i n t ended to found , he 

con c l ude s , 

Tis big as my o l d London , and as d un , 
As planless , not so p l aguey , but l ess fun . 
I r ather liked the sweep of fi r and cedar. 
Your city , sir-- I cant think why I ' d need her. 

( T . p . 10 ) 
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Bi r ney fo l lows this testimony with a speech by Powers which 

s i mul taneously g i ves a taint of escapism to t he Captain ' s 

pos i tion, and absol ves him of guilt fo r the city n amed for 

h im. In short , h i s importance is practi cally disregarded : 

The Future then need ask the nimble Captain nowhat ; 
he cut and ran l ong since , and never planne d nor reeks 
t h is beaching , never c ares that we have come to 
bury Moby not appraise him. 

( T . p . 1 0) 

But wha t d oes become more significant i n retrospect i s t h e 

s i milarity of the Captain ' s attitude to that of Birne y him­

se l f . Through the persona Birney is mocking his own Roman­

ticism , his well- known personal preference for " fir and 

cedar" over the urban wilde rn0ss . He has also detached 

h i mself from his own sometimes faci l e sati ric method. The 

rhetorical wit whi ch Vancouver shares wit. Birney has the 

ambiguous nature of sharp accuracy with a corresponding loss 

of power . In this way , Birney at the e nd of the p l ay has 

precisely defined and skewered e very aspect of the modern 

city ; and whe the r h e , l ike Vancouver , should then be a llowed 

to sai l freely away is a matter requirin g furthe r evidence . 

The charac t e rs who offer the most substantia l arguments 

ag a ins t i:he city are the Sa l ish Chief and Professor E . O. 
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Seen . Both are treated kindly by Powers , for their t esti­

mony works as direct satire against Legion . Birney , too , is 

s ympathe tic to their speeches , which focus respectively on 

survival methods in a culture of n atural h armony , and on a 

more scientific appr oach to t h e life of the earth in geologic 

t i me . The language appropriate to each is allowed to work , 

the refore , in fairly straightforward fashion. 

Th e Ch i ef , " who eulogi ze s the freedom and simplicity of 

native life , speaks in a highly rhetorical free verse which 

tends to echo years of oration in tribal council , " to Davey ' s 

34 ears. The oral tradi t ion has always been close to Bi rney ' s 

hea rt , from his early re liance on Angl o - Saxon styles , through 

his increasing skill in mi micking vernacular and dialect , to 

the modern , Concrete idiom which treats sound as substantial 

content in itself . A language grounded in oral delivery has 

the i nherent advantage of vivid imagery; which stems on the 

one h 1nd from a need t o r each the imaginati on immediately 

and directly with the flowing passage of sound; and on the 

other hand, from a cultural lifestyle more vitally rooted in 

the palpabl e facts of daily survival i n nature . 

The close living contact with nature brings to the 

l anguage a fus ion of huma n and natura l terms in frequent 

animistic metaphor--a favor ite device of Bi rney ' s own poetry . 

In fact , Birne y himself has "borrowed " some of the Chief ' s 

actual imagery for use in a later poem o n the topic of Van­

c ouver ' s history , " the shapers : vancouver . " The following 



50 

stanzas have been extracted image by image.from a speech by 

the Chief, with only slight alterations: 

with saw of flame 
vice of thong 
jade axe 
the first builders contrived their truce 
with sea and hill 

out of high cedar slid the longboats 
out of sweet wood the windsilvered homes 
set tight against the rain's thin fingers 
a prose for endurance 35 

The last line, added later, has relevance here as a comment 

on the survival value of the primitive world-view which the 

metaphorical language reflects. The effect of such efficient 

concentration of meaning is understatement. 

The Chief's.speeches are simple, direct, and factual, 

even while implying a philosophy of su:c;rival. They offer a 

natural contrast to Legion's empty cliches exhorting the 

artificial values of Western society. The Chief explains 

the making of baskets: 

Red roots and yellow reeds entwined themselves within 
our women's hands, coiled to those baskets dancing 
with the grey wave's pattern or the wings 
of dragonflies you keep in the great cities now 
within glass boxes. Now they are art, white man's tabu, 
but once they held sweet water. 

(T. p. 13) 

Legion crassly retorts, "Give me an aluminum pressure-cooker 

any time." The Chief's speech is longer, but his position 

.is understated in a rhetorical sense; in dealing with facts 

instead of asserting a personal bias. Again, the Salish 

village was a model of harmony: 



We kept no men as warriors, we held no state on others. 
Each in his village had his work, and all made certain 

all 
were fed.·· 

Legion shows only his prejudice in the stock response, 

A village fit only for stone axes--
No state, no money, and--
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
It's taxes build a city, make a nation in the end. 

(T. p. 16) 
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Such a bias is typical, and ironically true in its own way, 

but here it is exposed for the narrow limits of its vision. 

The Salish view is more imaginative, in its marriage of myth 

to fact. The mythological approach to central problems of 

survival describes Birney's own artistic methodology, espe­

cially as seen in this play. Faith in the favorable endur­

ance of the human spirit (though secular rather than super­

natural) forms the core of Birney's continual grasp of 

meaningful human survival. 

But Birney backs off slightly from full support of the 

Salish position by editing out, in the later Damnation, the 

explicit discussion of military defense. He must have 

realized that as admirable as the Salish culture was, it is 

not a completely adequate alternative to the facts of the 

modern world. This unresolved conflict between ideals and 

reality makes up an important part of the play's whole ironic 

dimension. Birney is forced by his own ideals to stand fully 

behind the Salish Chief; but in doing so he is set at odds 

with his twentieth-century self, with his ultimate approach 

in the play to a more viable sense of human spirit in the 
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context of the modern community. 

E. o. Seen, a u.B.C. professor of geology facetiously 

named after the prehistoric epoch, follows the Chfef to the 

witness stand. His message, like that of the previous wit­

ness, penetrates to the heart of the issue at hand; and as 

Powers urges him on, he appear·s to speak almost totally for 

Birney. His testimony. forms a kind of earth-epic, whose 

hero is the "geo-logic" (T. p. 23) of cosmic time, delivered 

in the Anglo-Saxon style. But Birney adds an ironic touch 

to this character's contribution, despite the seemingly 

clear-cut nature of his message. 

The use of the Anglo-Saxon alliterative measure recalls, 

first of all, Birney's poetic roots. The thrust of the 

argument is also familiar to Birney in his early work, with 

occasional lines ringing sharp echoes. The ''Prof'' observes, 

"Though life leap to Mars it is lost in thii fury," (T. 

p. 25) which recalls the earlier "Remarks for the Part of 

Death": "Did you think you could lose me on Mars?·"
36 

Bir­

ney' s increasing concern with the central theme of the 

earth's mortality, so humbling to proud man, expands the 

treatment to many more poems after Trial of a City. 

Especially anticipated are the intimations of apocalypse in 

"November Walk Near False Creek Mouth" (1964), "The Mammoth 

Corridors" (1965), and "what's so big about GREEN?" (1973). 

Again, ''the shapers: vancouver" borrows its first stanza 

from E. 0. Seen's thesis, indicating Birney's thematic 
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support. 

The Anglo-Saxon mode is meaningful not just in terms of 

technical comparison: the tradition from,which it sprang is 

a source of ecological, historical, moral and metaphysical 

relationships crucial to the use of Seen's language by 

Birney. The Anglo-Saxon metric, of course, contributes to 

the theme of the earth's aging simply by being the oldest 

English form, one which has survived centuries essentially 

intact. On a deeper level, the language is rooted in a more 

primitive conception of experience, and, like the speech of 

the Salish, is consequently filled with "frequent and varied 

37 metaphors." Informed with the primitive freedom of the 

imagination, science and history return to myth: 

Here incubus ice arcs over all, 
presses the shore's bones into the seabed, 
licks out fjords, levels the lean peaks 
and glittering, humps over the globe's round head·. 

(T. p. 24) 

But unlike the Salish view, the Anglo-Saxon spirit is Colder, 

the vision grayer, a natural outgrowth of harsher, more 

threatening surroundings. This more negative emphasis 

describes the darker side of Birney's nature. Davey charac­

terizes its embodiment in Seen's stark unflinching prophecies: 

"Given the overwhelmingly elegaic tone of extant Anglo-Saxon 

verse, these are a brilliant choice to convey the grim mes­

sage the scientist must inevitably read from the indifferent 

rock." 38 (One is again reminded of·"David.") It is diffi­

cult to pinpoint any one cause for such pessimism, whether 
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in c limate and geography , in imagined spirit b e hind those 

natural forces, or in social and historical circumstances . 

Certainly all of these factors had a combined impact on the 

Old English mind, as they have even today on the modern 

Canadian sensibility. 

Northrop Frye has written extensively on the "natural" 

connection between Anglo- Saxon and Canadian verse . The link 

is essential to Birney ' s use of the poetic form for the theme 

of survival in Trial of a City , as it was also in " David " and 

other earlier poems . Although Canada as a society is obv i ­

ously more highly sophisticated than the semi- tribal Anglo­

Saxon way of life , this difference is balanced by a corre­

sponding increase in the relative vastness of the "hostile " 

geographic element ; and the challenge to the spirit'.s 

survival persists . Canada "is a country in which nature 

makes a direct impressio n on the artist 's mind , an impres­

sion of its primeval l awlessness and mora l nihilism , its 

indi fference to the supreme value placed on life within 

human society , its face l ess , mindl e ss unconsciousness , which 

fosters life without benevolence and destroys it witho ut 

malice. 1139 It may seem strange that a country sufficiently 

equipped with technology to overcome substantially the age­

old hardships of physical survival could still be afflicted 

with such "moral nihilism. " Yet Frye is able , with convinc­

ing evidence , to characterize the tenor of the mainstream of 

Canadian literature in this way. Perhaps only r ecently can 
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the benefits of technology be felt; but at .the same time, 

its dehumanizing character only adds to the unfeeling vast­

ness of nature still predominant in the Canadian vision. 

Nature should not bear the whole blame for the human 

predicament. The Salish, it seems, were far better adjusted 

spiritually to a life similarly beset with problems of both 

a physical and military nature. The difference between the 

integral mythological faith of the West Coast tribes and the 

intimations of meaningless immortality held by the fictional 

geology professor and the real Anglo-Saxon scholar (Birney) 
, 

in the halls of U.B.C. may possibly be traced to the Chris-

tianizing of the Norse tribes. Belief in redemption in the 

world to come could not help but throw a harsh light on an 

already difficult worldly struggle. The Old English poem 

Sermo Lupi exhibits the overbearing influence that the 

literature of Revelation had upon an already world-burdened 

soul: "In this impassioned homily Wulfstam places the demor­

alization of English society, afflicted by Viking invasions, 

within the dramatic context of general deterioration in a 

world hastening towards its preordained end."
40 

The inevi­

tability of doom is reflected in a similar way in Langland's 

role, as well as in Seen's and Powers', and in a large por­

tion of Birney•· s whole body of poetry. But Birney' s 

particular feeling is a post-Christian reaction to that more 

primitive sense of redemption. For the end result of such 

religiom; doctrine is a disillusionment with both the 
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transcendent gleam of salvation, and the comforts of the 

more organically relevant, mythological world-view which it 

replaced. Birney, for instance, is left with the finite 

optimism contained wholly within man, with the bare fact of 

life itself in a universe lacking God or gods. ~ythology, 

and true faith, consists for Birney in poetic revelation: 

"What Sun brings after is Sun's business only" (T. p. 25). 

The scientific objectivity of the geologist's speech is 

still another variation of understatement. Its subordination 

of human value to higher, more lasting natural truth is per­

haps Birney's most powerful presentation against Vancouver's 

survival. But however close to his conscious belief, this 

inevitable apocalypse (as he makes evident in "November 

Walk") is met with equal force by a deeper personal convic­

tion that man must still live while he can. So E. O. Seen's 

flawless position must be undercut in some way, as BirnEy 

asserts his own positivism. The result is once more a type 

of self-parody, to be found here in the excessively archaic 

and moralistic language itself, from which Birney nimbly 

moves on. 

As a means of balancing his own view of nature, then, 

Birney undercuts his own representatives. In an elementary 

sense, they balance each other. The Chief is a much more 

satisfactory asset to the native position than his respectful 

but. aloof white visitor, Captain Vincouver. In turn, E. O. 

Seen offers an irrefutable supplem2nt to the Chief's more 
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s u bjective faith i n the powers of nature . According to 

Davey , Birney moves even closer by 1 965 , in "The Mammoth 

Corridors , " to Seen ' s position in relation to a more ideal 

conception of nature (such as that he l d by Captain Vancouver) . 

As Davey sees it , " Once the l and was to Birney synonymous 

with nature; now , in his growing pessimism, he appears emo­

t ionally convinced of E . O. Seen ' s realistic view of the 

p l anet as being at the mercy of cosmic fate. 1141 What Davey 

does not appreciate in its true proportion is Birney ' s 

i ncreasing freedom in ironic method , even from h is most 

b i tter insights . In Trial of a City , despite the frightening 

spectre of inevitable doom , made as convincing as possible 

with the oldest and most basic forms of the English language, 

Birney still escapes complete submergence in this yet dis ­

tant view. 

By way of final reaction to Seen ' s dominant truths, 

Birne_, deftly steps in to soften the blow to the reader . He 

has the professor sent off to the wrong exit, to be surprised 

by a death ironical ly closer than even he foresaw. However , 

having thus highlighted both the professor's own mortality 

and the undesirability of his nihilism, Birney yanks him 

back just in time. The reader is l eft , then , both with the 

import and the immediacy of a future oblivion, and with a 

compassionate perspective necessary to live within that 

knowledge . 



58 

Birney's handling of his first three witnesses shows 

where the real power lies in this play--in the unencumbered 

hands of its author. His attitude toward the problems of 

man's urban existence is not easily categorized; in fact it 

is best seen as beyond all possible categories, save that of 

the transcendental ironist. The detachment of which he is 

capable is all the more striking considering the very per­

sonal nature of the themes and forms being handled .. For 

Birney, as Raymond Immerwahr says of Schlegel, "life is an 

ironic play, a chaos of incongruity and paradox. Where the 

poet chooses to remain completely hidden behind his own 

creation he must still project the irony of life and human 

nature into his own poetic world." 42 There is a curious 

balance in TriaZ of a City between authorial support of and 

detachment from each position; and where the witnesses are 

very real representatives of Birney's own self, the problem 

becom•,~s more acute. This Romantic Irony, as in Schlegel, 

has a dual nature consisting of subjective and objective 

aspects: "we may legitimately term this irony objective'in 

so far as it is expressed in the portrayal of an ironic 

world, and we may term it subjective when the poet, however 

subtly, communicates to us an ironic attitude toward his own 

t . . . ,,43 ar istic creation. Birney's objective irony finds its 

strength and its frustration in perfect balance. Unable to 

favor one side or the other in the archetypal conflict 

between man and the universe, he turns his irony inward to 
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leave his whole work of art in limbo, so that he and his 

reader may be saved from the limitations of any finite con­

clusion, or any binding judgment. 

The Witnesses: Ironic Overstatement 

With the final three witnesses of the play, Birney 

turns to the techniques o.f caricature, and overstatement. 

The arguments· are still thrust against the city; but now 

they speak for man against man's own evils, rather than for 

nature against man in general. The issue comes to a social 

context; and history, myth, and science give way to the more 

immediately relevant concerns of man in communal relation to 

man. All three of the final witnesses are spokesmen for the 

common man, and Legion is once again the prime target as 

false counsel. The roles of these three, then, are vitally 

important to Birney's main theme; and yet, they are all 

clearly inferior to the poet t:imself. They are directly 

limited by caricature and by overstated language, by their 

own extreme satirical positions. Here lies Birney's true 

irony: that in proportion to each character's contribution 

to the objective irony (or satire at Legion's expense), the 

opinion is undercut from behind by Powers, himself focussing 

on the limits of language, ultimately a product of Birney's 

subjective detachment from the whole fabric of the play. 

There remains a question of the degree to which_that ultimate 

ironic de,tachment on Birney' s part is consciously contrived. 
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Objectively his last resort is belief in a common life 

spirit, opposed to both commercialism and fatalism. He 

finds that he must favor individual human reality against 

these general forces, but also accept the limited language 

by which that faith is expressed. In this conclusion is an 

obvious dilemma for Birney, to which he submits and which he 

transcend·s, simultaneo_usly, as his ultimate faith resides in 

the work itself. 

The figure of Gassy Jack, after whom the skidrow section 

of Vancouver ("Gastown") took its name and inspiration, is 

defined as a character by his purely colloquial dialect and 

personality. More evasive even than Captain Vancouver, his 

speeches are long-winded, irrelevant to the lines of ques­

tioning, and inescapably charming. His value as a witness 

lies not, as in the previous testimony, in the substance of 

his arguments, but in his social vitality. 

After five pages of anecdotal digressions, Jack is 

finally brought back to the point of discussion, which is, 

Legion reminds him, "the fate of a city!" (T. p. 31). Jack's 

provincial reply shows the obvious limitations of the com­

placency of a bygone era, and its unabashed perspective is 

consonant with Captain Vancouver's underlying escapist 

sensibility. In honesty and relative directness, he 

observes, 

But it seems to me, why all the worry? Big ports, 
._ why t1ey' re a dime a dozen; when a sailor' s young a 

port's a place to get drunk and make love in, and 



then to set sail out of, fast. When he's old and 
tired· of the sea, what he wants is a place like old 
Gastown, a place that's, well, small, with clean 
water around it yet, and great thurnpin trees, and 
deer wanderin in at night. Or even supposin he's 
set on a city, as I say, I dont like violence. 
Supposin now you get Mr. Powers to agree to move all 
your friends out, the folks you warit to keep, scatter 
em up the coast maybe,· startin new places? You and 
him splice hands on it. And let the rest go down to 
Davy Jones. 
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His point of view is curiously ambiguous. It is hard not to 

sympathize with the romantic love of freedom within society 

that Jack represents; but the final implications of its 

cliquish discrimination are unacceptable. 

When pressed to resolve _this dilemma expressed by 

Powers, "O Judgment Deighton, whom would you sheep from 

goats?'' Jack's characteristic reply carries far-reaching 

satirical impact within its digressive drift: 

If it were me I'd just ship out the pretty girls (them 
that work spry and help a man), and the folk that 
really laugh and have fun; the rest dont matter. 
The,:e's an awful lot of hippycrites in cities, you 
knc,w, mates--card-sharps and slick traders and land­
sharks and psalm-singers. I never liked most preachers, 
for example, and it puts me in mind of a story. You 
genm'n ever hear the one about the missionary and the 
bosn's girl? Seems they were shipwrecked together, 
see, and--

This speech comes to the point of Birney's own objective 

aims against the urban "hippyci:ites" represented by Legion. 

But the tangential eccentricity of the personal style makes 

it less fully convincing. When Jack finally exits reluc­

tantly, Powers appropriately observes, "There goes the. very 

gas the city swelled from" (T. p. 32). Birney reinforces 

his burlesque through caricature in this way; Jacki~ fully 
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self-confined form. In this respect he, too, reflects the 

artist's own sense of self-parody. 
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Within Jack's free-ranging personal charm is an inherent 

counterbalance to the characters which follow, "Long Will" 

Langland and Mrs. Anyone. His anti-clerical bias has an 

ironic effect against the missionary spirit of the author of 

Piers Plowman; while the preference for "his own relatively 

healthy vulgarity and vice" 44 runs counter to the more con­

servative domestic morality of the housewife. At the same 

time, his essential humanness, in contrast to Legion's arti­

ficial sloganneering mentality, works in support of that 

deeper quality common to both Langland and Anyone. Birney 

additionally draws the contrast between this living spirit 

and the outdated verse of the Captain, the lost mythology of 

the Salish culture, and the archaic, death-bound revelations 

of Seen. These presentations vere all, in effect, "Remarks 

for the part of Death," as it looms over the modern city. 

The historical character of Gassy Jack, on the other hand, 

is nearly allowed to escape in Damnation through the "live" 

anteroom (D. p. 195), in direct reversal of Seen's wrong 

exit. Langland, whose reforming spirit, manifest in the 

power of poetry, is still crucially relevant to the social 

ills of today, ''enjoys a form of life as potent as, let us 

say, Mr. Deighton's," (T. p. 33) according to the Minister 

of History, who should know. Powers concurs, affirming 



Langland's living presence in Vancouver: "He walks her 

streets and straits unseen each day." And Mrs. Anyone, 

finally,makes a cameo appearance for the truly living folk 

of the human community. 
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The entrance of William Langland to the play comes 

closest to active participation by Birney himself. The 

primary link is the role of the poet, which both distances 

the seer from his surroundings, and brings to full expression 

the passionately felt spiritual needs of the ''field full of 

folk."
45 

The symbolic ideal of the plowman central to Lang­

land's poem is finally adapted by Birney to the archetypal 

housewife, but is also connected to the downtrodden of the 

.cities, represented by Gassy Jack. Piers Plowman may be 

seen as a rough model for Birney's play, especially consider­

ing his professional familiarity with the original literature 

and its social context. The continuous humanitarian message 

is clear, whether in Birney's post-Marxist terms or in t~e 

Christian idiom: "the plowman is ... especially in the 

fourteenth century, the figure of the poor and the exploited. 

The true peasant is the symbol of Christ and all that he 

implies--the salvation and the perfection of man." 46 The 

change in this theme that occurs in the secular treatment by 

Birney detracts somewhat from the full power of the original 

work. But his presentation of Langland minimizes the ortho­

doxy of belief in what actually is a·proper concentration on 

the··~ocial, rather than the formally clerical, aspect of the 
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Christian ideal. Piers is truly a more primitive and demo­

cratic treatment of Christian values than its rhetorical 

framework may imply. And so Gassy Jack's aversion to 

"preachers" does not seriously damage Langland's role, but 

only gives it a necessary "plowman's" perspective. The 

rambling, almost ranting, visionary chant is thus almost 

totally an expression of Birney's own views; but it is 

slightly undercut by its own self-indulgent negativism, 

leaving the last word to the more modest housewife. 

Piers Plowman is a suitable prototype for Birney's pur­

poses in its redeeming humanitarian spirit within an apoca~ 

lyptic framework. Again, the Christian element of the poem 

may be interpreted in its older, universal sense applicable 

as well to the modern human condition. Likewise, the fact 

of impending apocalypse serves equally well as a moral 

revelation; whether it implies the salvation of man in God's 

·new reign on earth, or merely dampens man's false self-. 

importance. Morton Bloomfield sees Piers in this revelatory 

sense, in his introduction: 

Piers Plowman is concerned with the subject of Chris­
tian perfection rather than with salvation. The former 
is the creation of the monastic tradition and is the 
older and more social Christian world view. This 
tradition was still alive in the fourteenth century and 
in England. . It finds its natural expression in 
the apocalyptic frame of mind and in corresponding 
literary forms. Piers Pl,owman can be best understood 
as an apocalypse that reflects this older Christian 
tradition. 47 

Th.at basic humanitarianism in the realization of Christ's 

teachings in the earthly life is revived throughout Birney's 
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work as an agnostic humanism. The specific social spirit 

which he sees as a link between the spirit of both philoso­

phies is found to be akin to pure communism, especially in 

the primitive sense of classless brotherhood. Birney in his 

study of Piers observes; "the religious exaltation of the 

role of the peasant which we find in Piers Plowman was 

really an adaptation to peasant thought of the primitive 

communism found in the teachings of Christ." 48 In Trial of 

a City, one finds the expression of Birney's particular 

blend of these principles; in which there is neither God nor 

State to dominate the human spirit; in which man stands 

alone, together, to face the threatening void. 

Birney remarks in his dissertation on the subject of 

Langland's irony, which comes close to his own: "His irony 

is either the proverbial and very simple but pointed under­

statement, .•• or it is allegory become, for the moment, 

subtle or even fiercely comic. The richest profundity of 

his fable is the search for Truth." 49 Examples of irony are 

therefore to be found in Langland as character, too, as he 

embodies an artistic quest of a sort for a means of salvation. 

Will's wholesale social criticism has for its ultimate 

motivation a desire to see love, truth, and justice estab­

lished in practice on earth, with the alternative of eternal 

damnation. His last speech finds the spiritual core of 

Vancouver's deserved doom, with its one possible hope for 

reprieve: 



Nay, but lacking love, all this living's lifeless, 
love, too, of truth, and for our children's children, 
joy in giving joy, and gaining love by loving, 
lust of peace and fair thoughts, and loyalty to man. 
Though many walk fat and proud thy folk are sick 

with fe·ar, · 
taking the time's toys and trashing all the future, 
lunatic in laughter, lost in mere getting, 
and haunted by a skydoom their own hates have dealt 
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(T. p. 40) 

A gentle irony is found in such figures of speech as· "lust 

of peace" and in the alliterative ease of expression; and 

Langland also makes clear Birney's central ironic theme-­

that the damnation does not come merely from an external God, 

but from the source of the allegorization itself as well as 

the source of evil, within man's own heart. It is there 

that Piers contains its ultimate hope for love and justice, 50 

and there also that Birney finds hope. For "Fundamentally 

Piers PZowman is about social regeneration"; 51 Birney's play 

also is concerned not only with love and justice as ideals, 

but w::. th their realization. 

Effective as his satire is, however, Langland must, 

like the other witnesses and like Birney himself, realize a 

degree of self-limitation inherent in the very process of 

detachment. The most subtle barb at Legion's expense comes 

as a pun on his name, in the following visionary catalogue 

delivered by Long Will: 

Then I looked eastward, saw a legion more 
of harried eyes hurrying down the hill for wages, 
makers of brassieres, business cards and bowling pins, 
mild folk or merciless, maidens clean and clabbered. 

(T. p. 35) 
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But such an all-encompassing vision gathers even the "mild 

folk" of the common housewife variety into the same "legion," 

all subject to doom. This indiscriminate enthusiasm, again, 

is both the strength and the limitation of Langland's 

artistic personality. Ultimately it works for Birney, just 

as Piers Pl-owman itself is "a great poem embodying his. 

craving for Christian perfection and evincing a sense of 

·apocalyptic urgency." 52 But it cannot work without a corre­

sponding sense of ambiguity. 

Langland is clearly superior to Legion in both satirical 

method and self-perspective. But Powers is given the keenest 

perception, which is really a subtle undercutting on Birney's 

part. Powers had already noticed the rambling style of 

Langland's unending condemnation, with such comments as 

"Please continue, Mr. Longlast. You were about to descry 

the wastern view," and "Mr. Alackland? North now?" (T. 

p. 36). His final parody of Langland comes with the mildly 

derisive name, "Master Wail," (T. p. 40) and here, as before, 

the jokes serve to give at least a minimal distance to the 

genuinely serious role of the impassioned seer. 

In terms of Trial of a City as a whole, the city is 

damned on the one hand and redeemed on the other, with both 

positions substantiated with factual evidence and stylistic 

support. In its dual nature the play reflects the apoca­

lyptic traditon of Christian literature from which Piers 

arose: 



The monastic and indeed the Christian view of man is 
ambiguous in its polarity; for i_f the world is con­
temptible as an evil temptati·on and as a transitory 
state, it· is also admirable as the work of the Crea­
tor. Man is tarnished and stained, but underneath · 
is the image of God, which can be uncovered. 53 
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As if this fundamental but structurally objective irony were 

not enough, Birney's use of it carries a further subjective 

dimension caused by the deletion of God. The world (or city) 

on the one hand is "contemptible" and "transitory," but on 

the other is "admirable" by virtue of the endurance of its 

living humanity. 

The ending of Birney's play gives it the quality of 

what Frye calls "the art of the analogy of innocence," which 

"is largely concerned with an attempt to present the desir­

able in human, familiar, attainable, and morally allowai:>le 

terms. 1154 The poetic speech of Mrs. Anyone, though senti­

mental and homely in a way, comes closest to an unpreten­

tious, straightforward presentation of positive values. Her 

language reflects some of Birney's own shortcomings as a 

poet and playwright, as he cannot be wholly detached from 

her crucial role. Yet even in the context of the play 

itself, she offers a relatively convincing solution. 

Mrs. Anyone, as a symbolic heroine, must denounce and 

dispose of the obstructing ala2on Legion, a task highlighted 

in Damnation with added ritual emphasis. She offers a final 

summary satire and liquidates him with one magic spell: 

Pots and pans and Chamber of Commerce, 
Roosters, boosters, chisel and cheese-cake-­
SHOOO! 

(D, p. 208) 
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This witch-like function is archetypal, as Frye observes, 

"Comedy often includes a scapeg·oat ritual of ·expulsion which 

gets rid of-~ome irreconcilable character."
55 

But ironi­

cally,.Mrs. Anyone as an average housewife is implicated in 

the very way of life Legion claims to represent, and which 

she supposedly banishes. The difference is indicated by the 

respective language of the two, however. Leg.ion himself 

mistakes the lady's position as an aid to his own. He even 

congratulates her, 

Why listen, lady, you're practically a poet, I can see. 
If you can keep this up and cover all the region 
We'll have the Tourist Bureau print a million copies 
They'll never damn us then or my name isnt Legion. 

(T. p. 44) 

Legion mistakes her fundamental spirit of human survival for 

his empty commercial interests. She expresses the true 

integrity of Vancouver in her boundless affirmation, not in 

self-serving slogans. She can answer him in proud defiance, 

Your name isn't Legion--mine is. . . . . . . . . . . . 
And only in your absence can I speak. 

Though perhaps overly artificial and naive, her own verses 

have the advantage of real faith and honesty. These redeem­

ing qualities comprise an antidote necessary to replace the 

absurdities of Legion's rhymes, and to give more substance, 

if still flawed, to the city's human character. 

Frye draws a distinction between an ironic comedy and a 

more straightforward type, with the following relation: "The 

more ironic the comedy, the more absurd the society, and an 
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absurd society may be condemned by, or at least contrasted 

with, a character that we may call the plain dealer, an out­

spoken advocate of a kind of moral norm who has the· sympathy 

d
. . ,.56 

of the au 1ence. This basic character contrast accura_tely 

describes the confrontation of Legion and Anyone. Absurdity 

is replaced by honesty; but Birney does not stop with this 

objective formula. He -adds the further ironic dimension 

even to the honest figure herself. 

Mrs. Anyone's speeches tend to be, aesthetically con­

sidered, "painfully formal, pedantically complicated, or 
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overtly rhetorical," according to Davey .. As evidence he 

quotes her first long speech, and his judgment seems to be 

accurate: 

Whether the record mutes me 
Or my child unloose me to sorrow, 

Whether the glaciers glide 
Or the sun scream down tomorrow-­

I woke today with my husband 
To the bronze clas!,ing of peaks, 

To the long shout of ,;he ocean, 
And the blood alive in my cheeks. 

Though the jetplanes drew their chalklines 
Over my blackboard sky 

The eraser sun undid them 
And a mastering hawk walked high. 

Two flickers knocked on a cedar's door 
Three finch ran fugues through the wind. 

And the scent of primula moved in my world 
However my world had sinned. 

(T. p. 42) 

But Davey does not realize Birney's ironic intention in con­

sciously making use of such overstatement. Powers immediately 

provides the necessary perspective, with his eironic retort, 



O pett aful l ady , is t h is a l l your she l l and 
s h e lter from t he b l ast? 

The future hedonizes not these s insualiti es 
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and Mrs . An yone ' s a llegorica l powers are e q ual ized . Her 

f unction i s somewhat like that of a Chorus , which speaks 

e l oquentl y in sympathy of natura l and social spir i t , but 

which cannot ful l y placate the gods . In the quick i nterplay 

of the dial ogue which fol l ows , however , she holds her own , 

disposin g of the l esser personal iti es , a nd i nvoking a stub­

born Greek humanism capable of standing up to the arbitrary 

dictates of cosmic fate . 

In t he process of disposing of "Mr . Pseudo- Legion ," 

Mr s . Anyone likewi se disarms the i llusion of History . She 

acts in defiance of t he orde r in the Court , futile ly wie lde d 

by the Mi nister , who is only , she says , "Presiding , but you 

c annot interfere . You ' re only history'' (T . p . 44). She may 

be acting for society ' s benefit as a dea e x ma china , c oming 

from the l ive audi e nce onto the stage . But he r "provid~n ­

ti a l" entrance is justified by i ts truth- restoring function . 

· She replaces the myth of ordered history , as we l l as the 

i llusions of the ad- man , with a more universal human reality. 

The mythic structure within which she a cts is the art itse lf , 

a form which for Birney speaks highe st truth . 

History , with the inevitable doom it i mplies , is 

counte racted with individua l human f a ith in the rege ne r a tive 

power o f time on a finite sca l e . The irre conc ila ble c on­

trast be tween time l ess d ea th a nd l iving faith r esults in a 



suspended judgment reflective of mortal fate. Marshall 

M<:;Luhan expands the significance of Birney's device, which 

otherwise might be seen as too easy an escape: "It was 

Bertrand Russell who declared that the great discovery of 

the twentieth century was the technique of the suspended 

judgment." 58 ·Russell's remark presumably referred to pro-

72 

cesses of rational ~hought, which imply a freedom in intel­

lectual detachment from commitments of a finite nature. 

McLuhan extends the technique to a social and cultural scale, 

where art is a vehicle of imaginative foresight. The bal­

anced perspective provided in Triai serves the vital function 

of· a kind of preventative prophecy. 

Birney applies the value of the suspended judgment to 

the literal level of social improvement, just as Piers PZow­

man was written.for.~ real.moral purpose. But more primarily, 

Birney broadens the reader's awareness of his own situation 
' 
in life; as foresight gives birth to th~ insight which bore 

it. This humbler purpose more realistically begins any pub­

lic conception of truth, and it properly defines the limits 

of the play. The theme of hope within awareness of its 

denial forms the basis of Birney's art, which serves to 

enlighten, if not to improve directly, man's modern predica­

ment. 

The closing stichomythia between Powers and Mrs. Anyone 

may perhaps best be summarized with the following extract, 

which illustrate Birney's eternal detente: 



POW- -Me? 
and 

WOM- -But 
POW--And 
WOM--No . 

Ho ! I'm allwise just beyond 
yet I hold you . 
ever I am loosed by hope . 
lost , in this unhopey world . 

My mind's unconquered. 

your reach--

By all the past we know our freedom is renewable 
each moment. 

POW--By all your past the Future has condoomed you . 

WOM--No! Never! I am mistress over you, my Master 
Powers- -The only future's what I make each hour . 

POW--But lady, lady , I threaten everthelease . 
WOM--How could I know, without the threat of death , 

I lived? 
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It ' s my defiant fear keeps green my whirling world. 
POW- -Brave -0, my wise madmadam . . . Come, we ' ll lock 

away , and mate again on Judgment Day. 
WOM- -Conte nt- - but I shall keep the key . 
POW--Content-- but I ' ll have the skeleton. 
WOM--And I--a life. 

(T . pp . 45-47) 

Each character S?Caks irrsfutablc t ru~~ - T~c co~r~room 

battl e ends with Powers as an ironic anti-hero , as the cham­

pion of fate and holder of language's full powers , but with 

the heroine equal l y strong in 1er persistent faith . Birney ' s 

judgment must be suspended , indefinitely, and so the city 

once more struggles on. But now it lives with full connota­

tions of its l imits and powers , as a wider embodiment of the 

humanity living within . And Birney can stand b e hind a bal­

anced vision , the poet and his art together forming a symbolic 

testament to the human capacity for i ron i c endurance. 



FOOTNOTES 

1TriaZ of a City, Trial of a City and Other Verse 
(Toronto: Ryerson, 1952), p. 1. 

2vamnation of Vanaouver, SeZeated Poems Z94O-Z966. 
(Toronto: -McClelland & Stewart, 1966), p. 213. 

p. 

3 Anatomy of Critiaism 
163. 

4Ibid. , p. 147. 

5rbid. , p. 166. 

61bid., p. 14 7. 

7Ibid., p. 168. 

8Ibid., p. 178. 

9rbid., p. 164. 

lOibid., p. 172. 

11 Davey, pp. 97-98. 

(New York: Atheneum, 1970), 

74 

12TriaZ, -p. 3 (hereafter noted as T in the text). 

13vamnation, p. 163 (hereafter noted as Din the text). 

14 Frye, Anatomy, p. 172. 

15Ibid. , p. 172. 

16 Ibid., p. 148. 

17 Davey, p. 100. 

18 Frye, Anatomy, p. 155. 



19Eichner, p. 72. 

2 °Frye, "Letters in Canada, 1952," Univ. of Toronto 
Quarterly, 22 (1953), rpt. in Nesbitt, p. 102. 

75 

21rntroduction to the 2nd ed., Understanding Media (New 
York: Signet, 1964), p. xi. 

22 Frye, Anatomy, p. 172. 

23w. H. New, "Maker of Order, Prisoner of Dreams: The 
Poetry of Earle Birney,'' Articulating West (Toronto: new 
press, 1973), p. 263. 

24 ••Tradition and the Individual Talent,'' (1917), rpt. 
in W. J. Bate, ed., Criticism: The Uajor Texts (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace & World, 1952), p. 525. 

25 New, p. 26 5. 

26 Frye, Anatomy, p. 169. 

27 
New, p. 263. 

28
Nesbitt, p. 103. 

29 
Anatomy, p. 277. 

30A Rhetoric of Irony (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 
1974), p. 225. 

31
•critical Fragments,'' No, 42, in Peter Firchow, tr., 

Friedrich Schlegel's Lucinde and the Fragments (Minneapolis: 
Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1971), p. 148. 

32sedgewick, pp. 7-8. 

33 
99. Davey, p. 

34 rbid., p. 99. 

35 •the shapers: vancouver," what's so big about green? 
(Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1973), n.p. 



76 

36 "Remarks for the Part of Death," Now is Time 
(Toronto: Ryerson, 1945), p. 4. 

37Palgrave, p. 108. 

38 _Davey, p. 99. 

39 11 h · d' . . 1 · h d. Frye, Te Narrative Tra ition in Eng is -Cana ian 
Poetry," (1946), in The Bush Garden, p. 146. 

40 Peter Clemoes, Rhythm and Cosmic Order in Old English 
Christian Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 

.1970), p. 21. 

41 Davey, p. 112. 

4211 The Subjectivity or Objectivity of Friedrich Schle­
gel's Poetic Irony," Germanic Review, 26 (October 1951), 183. 

43 Ibid., p. 191. 

44 Frye in Nesbitt, p. 102. 

· 45william Langland, The Vision of Piers Plowman, tr. 
Henry W. Wells (1935; rpt. New York: Sheed & Ward, 1959), 
p. 3. 

'16Morton Bloomfield, Piers Plowman as a Fourteenth­
Century Apocalypse (New Brunswick: Rutgers Univ. Press, 1961), 
pp. 106-07. . 

47 Ibid., p. vii. 

48 "chaucer's Irony," II. 41. 

49 Ibid., II, 50. 

5 0Bloomfield, p. 130. 

51Ibid., p. 4. 

52 Ibid., p. 97. 

53Ibid., p. 29. 



54 Anatomy, p. 157. 

55Ibid., p. 165. 

56 rbid., p. 176. 

57navey, pp. 100-01. 

58 . 
McLuhan, p. 68. 

77 



CHAPTER IV 

"NOVEMBER WALK NEAR FALSE CREEK MOUTH": 

COSMIC IRONY: CHAOS AND CREATION 

For irony everything becomes nothingness, but 
nothingness may be taken in several ways. The spec­
ulative nothingness is that which at every moment is 
vanishing for concretion, since it is itself the 
demand for the concrete, its [creative impulse). 
The mystical nothingness which yet is as full of 
content as the silence of the night is eloqueni for 
one who has ears to hear. 

--S¢ren Kierkegaard, The Concept of Irony, p. 275. 

"November Walk Near False Creek Mouth"l (1963) repre­

sents a clear ~xpansion of Birney's thematic vision and 

stylistic talents during the eleven-year span from Trial of 

a City. Having treated survival metaphorically in a physical 

context (in "David") , and dramatically in a social con'·ext 

(in TriaiJ, the poet moves on to a more purely lyrical study 

of survival in the widest context conceivable. Nature has 

previously appeared as a personified, monolithic entity hold­

ing allegorical judgment on man; but now Birney presents a 

more comprehensive view. Nature shows a life of its own; 

more aloof than a mountain or archangel, its meaning is 

self-contained. As such, nature's independent status serves 

best as a model and complementary context for meaningful 

human life. 
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Birney's trave ls around the world betwee n 1953 and 

1963 2 l ed direct ly to most of the poems in Ice Cod Bell or 

Stone (1962) and Near Fals e Creek Mouth (1 964 ) . Even his 

" November Walk" back in the l oca l context of Vancouver 

reflects and contains a broade r and deeper c apacity for 

vision. The poem itsel f was , in effect , growing within 

Birney during his " grand tour"; and the resultant free ­

ranging irony characterizes Schlege l ' s ideal poem: "It 

should have trave l ed through all the t hree or four contin­

e nts of humanity , not in order to round off the edges of 

individuality , but t o broaden its vision and give its spirit 

more freedom a nd inner versati l ity ; and thereby g r eater 

independence a nd self- sufficiency . 11 3 The value of an art 

strengthened in this way is in its demonstration of the 

i mprovement of personal , and by extension , human survival . 

Birney has expanded the limits of both his outer and 

inne r vision , as h e realized man ' s exploitation of man and 

n ature everywhere , a l ong with the alienation faced by the 

j i tinera nt visionary . His ironic aptitude was catalyzed 

especi a l ly by his own rol e as a privileged North American 

tourist- - one whose c oncern about pover t y and squalor was 

shadowed by what Birney felt as his own passive implication 

in the problems of "Third Worl d " peoples . This deeply per­

sona l sense of irony surfaces in " November Walk " in the form 

of a cosmic a lie nation of the aging poet from the cha o s o f J 
h uman a nd inhuman nature , but a form which leads to and 



exhibits new creation . 

The Salish Chief in Trial of a City speaks in a meta­

phorical manner which reveals his strengths and weaknesses 
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in terms of survival: his world-view , partially shaped by 

hi s own subjective language , directly reflects his living 

r e lation to nature . Birney has developed this same particu­

lar kind of treatment of nature through language in " David ." 

It is an essentially ironic relation the poet is handling, 

especially as he finds identity in his protean persona ' s 

continual ly incomplete striving for harmonious survival . In 

"November Walk " the precarious interplay between man and 

nature (or subject and ob j ect , for the poet) is envisioned on 

a scale earlier heard in the speech of E. O. Seen, professor 

of geology : a message close in both theme and form to that 

of articul ate nature in "David ." In all three works, as in 

the whole of Birney ' s poetry , man is warned of the limited 

survi Jal value of historical human pride , while hope is 

found in the more creative , mythologized pride of the poetic 

craft . 

Only an infinite irony such as Birney employs can fuse 

so perfectly the human necessities of pride and humility . 

The art itself represents such a fusion , for " the ironist , 

to be sure , is lighter than the world, but he still belongs 

4 to the world." Survival in the physical world is insured, 

as it were , by the balanced reinforcement which ironic art 

provides for the psyche. More directly , the poet , enjoying 
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his own p r actica l tra n scendence , adapts t o his linguistic 

e nv i ronment . He succumbs willingl y to h i s own i mmediate 

fo r m, thereby becoming part of a metaphor shared by his art , 

a reconstructe d concrete mode l for survival . 

Once again the critical judgment of Birney is incomplet e , 

espec i a lly in Frank Davey ' s study , the major single published 

treatment to date . Davey acknowledges Birney ' s primary 

satire , which in "November Walk " recalls Trial ; both are 

" about the destruction of Vancouver . 11 5 Davey also h as made 

note of Birney ' s equivocal ending i n the first work , but 

wi thout f u l l appreciation of the conscious handling of form . 

As Birney ' s personal sense of crisis widens, Davey ' s judgment 

narrows , and he observes , [ " By the time of the writing of 

' November Walk ,' ... Birney ' s humanism h a s failed and his 

pessimism about man ' s future grown complete . 11 6] Davey goes 

o n to substantiate an even more direct statement : '" November 

Wa l k ' is the poem in which this optimistic huma nism dies . 

The death is evident in the verbs of the poem , in how the 

old verbs of violence , toil , and aspiration h ave bee n 

r epl aced by verbs of stasis and slow motion ."
7 

Davey 's 

observation has only l i mited truth; it is an evaluation which 

fai l s to take account of Birney ' s overriding irony and misses 

the poem ' s more central intention . Birney yet posits behind 

h is wastel and a personal life force more vital tha n the 

lingering wreckage of human history , and more me aningful 

than the abstract throbbings of sea and star . 



In effect, Davey neglects t o appreciate Birney ' s dis­

tance from the poetic persona in " November Walk ." His 

d etailed examination i s correct when conducted within the 
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forest of words , yet he acknowledges no forest. 

only that 

Davey finds 

the poem is overwhelmingly descriptive , and contains 
little action , motion , or excitement . It possesses 
the same langour that Birney finds culpable in the 
people of the poem, but , whi l e this congruence of 
mood may be theoretically desirable , the result is 
weak art . The poem ' s three most frequent verbs are 
to be , t o sit , and t o wait . The remainder are domi ­
nated by walk , come , lie , stray, stare , c rawl , wande r , 
cling, s lip , and nudge - -not an energetic group . Moved 
by these , "November Walk " is a poem of regret and 
resignation by a poet ostensibly as dejected and 
moribund as his fellow citizens .

8 

But Birney is clearly more "dejected and moribund" than his 

" fe!low citizens '' ; fo= h e is a p8etic tou~ist a lic~ated eve~ 

from his own society. In realizing hi s plight , relating it 

to the situation of mankind in a hostile world and an alien 

unive rse , and extending it to .ts physical and psychological 

limits , however , Birney seeks to overcome it. Though he 

finds himself in a situation much like the narrator of "David ," 

the poet has an advantage in the creative power of detach-

ment. He may even portray his own r eal suffering, but it 

fills an aesthetic form which simultaneously saves him from 

it. Peter C. Noel-Bentley ' s view of Birney ' s artistic pro­

gress penetra tes deeper than Davey ' s in its respect for this 

primarily subjective the me : "instead of the struggle being 

against in epic and physical force symbolized by nature , the 

struggl e i s to face reality, to accept responsibility for 
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the state of things, and then personally to do something 

about it." 9 Birney takes recourse to his art, which by 

growing frqm and mimicking universal paradox, shows man how 

to live with it. 

"David" and Trial of a City took care of most of Bir­

ney' s concern with naming obstructions to human survival. 

Both contained objective ironies focusing on external nature 

and "civilized" folly, but pointing deeper. "November Walk" 

still applies Birney's ever-needful satire on a worldly 

level, but now extends much further his subjective irony, 

which approaches the meeting of nature, man, and language. 
( 

,. 

In essence, Davey's critic ism is valid to a point, !;Y,t 

limited by its appeal to traditional values found in 

straightforward narrative, epic, or passionate lyric modes. 

When he finds no positive commitment by Birney to any fixed 

faith in his own society, in human civilization in general, 

nor indeed in any more metaphysical notion of progressi.ve 

life, Davey finds no vocal power: 

Birney makes no myth take root in his measures, not 
even his myth of indifferent but dynamic nature. 
With the gods dying, ... his tenacious optimism, 
and its likely corollary, his vigour and sureness 
of language, are totally lacking. 10 

This value judgment is suspect in its own terminology, sug­

gesting that Birney's former beliefs lay in his own mythical 

"gods." Actually "November Walk" is perhaps the closest 

poem yet to Birney' s "true voice· of feeling," allowing for 

some ironic exaggeration of his own predicament. And even 
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in this case, the positive poetic f eeling can only be found 

behind the actual "voice" of the lines. The kind of value 

Dave y looks for i s itself mythica l in most of Birney' s work , 

and usual ly subj ec ted as such to a pervasive ironic attack. 

Birney ' s highly individualized brand of "optimistic humanism" 

is ironic to the cor e , leading not only through satire to a 

universa l disorientation , but through persona l and aesthetic 

i rony to an even more comple te " se l f - disorientation . 1111 What 

serious commi tment r emains in his work by the writing of 

" November Walk " is, by Kierkegaard ' s definition of irony , 

" the seriousness with nothingness insofar as it is not the 

seriousness with something . 1112 Schlegel agrees , with a more 

positive but equally transcendental view : " Irony is , as it 

were , the demonstration of infinity , of universality , of the 

feeling for the universe . 1113 And in the terms most relevant 

to Bir.n e y ' s exercise of art in the face of the barest sur­

vival, Kierkegaard qual ifies the dual character of irony in 

confronting an ambiguous cosmos: " Irony is the infinitely 

delicate p l ay with nothingness . 111 4 

No doubt Birney found in his world travels that the 

prospec t of saving the world in any direct fashion was more 

and more remote , even impossible . It is u nderstandable that 

the poet would desire even more to channel his hopes for 

mankind into a symbo l ic worl d , perhaps with the idea of 

indirect influence , certainly with the idea of interpersona l 

en lightenment . But obviously the r esulting art would not 
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r epresent a utopia . It must reflect both the bleak dilemmas 

of the co l d war world , and the ongoing creative life force. 

The l ogic that is missing from the contradictions and 

paradoxes of the world and the cosmos at large is found only 

in the return to the microcosm . Birney ' s poem as a whole 

forms a meaningful logos , in a spirit central to his modern 

Romanticism. Morse Peckham finds that "the logic of Roman ­

ticism is that contradictions must be included in a single 

. . b . h d · l · · 11 15 orienta tion, ut wit out pseu o - reconci iations . Birney ' s 

metaphorical manipul ation of myth , history and objective 

fact neutralizes their respective , limited values. He aims 

to forge , by a kind of alchemical synthesis , a higher va lue, 

a stronger faith , a truer myth--in short, a new identity . 

The price of such a recreation of the self is the initia l 

estrangement from both self and cultural matrix . As Peckham 

explains , 

Hence the social alienatioi. which accompanies the 
cosmic isolatio n , or los s of r e latedness to the 
perceived world. The first step at reconstituting 
value , t hen , i s to strip bar e the self , or more 
accurately , to invent the self , t o conceptualize the 
sense of identity. To survive, one asserts pure 
identity as the basic datum . . to assert the self 
a s real and the world as a symbol of ... the self , 
and order and value as projected upon the world by 
the self . 16 

Of course the f alse projection of value has been satirized 

by Birney throughout his poetry . Ih "November Walk ," how-

ever , he r eaches t he crisis of denying all value , and at the 

same time finds himself nevertheless compelled to project a 

new v alu,~ outward . The mythic image final ly approaches its 
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destined truth , in b ecoming simultaneo u s ly so universal and 

personal that the poetry must stand for the poet. And as in 

the pre vious works , the prime truth rests not in particula r 

metaphorica l images , but in the whole poem as a symbol . 

" November Walk" represents the creation of the new se lf out 

of the d e struction o f t he o ld self. Rather than having old 

myths take "root in his measures , '" as Davey would suggest , 

Birney chooses instea d a ne w, freer measure; which more in 

the manner o f Ezra Pound ' s Cantos , is a way of making things 

new , t a king root in the wre ckage of the o ld , e xplode d, 

measur e d myths . 

It is only s uc h a hidden glimmer of hope that has mean­

ing for a future wo rld. Birney g i ves his own poems a mean­

ingful e xtens ion of va lue in their v e ry character as " e nds 

in themse lves ." He expl ains , in his introduction to Selected 

Poems l940- l966 , 

That I go on so stubbornly to publish my incantatio~s , 
in a world which may no t last l ong enough to read 
the m, and h as shown little nee d for them so far , might 
be construed as mere vanity , o r again as proof that 
the oute r me is as abnormally c ompulsive as the inner . 
I prefer to believe , rathe r, that my poems are the 
best proof I can print of my humanness , signals out 
of the l oneliness into which all of us are born and 
in which we die , affirmations of kinship with the 
othe r wayfarers , and above all with you , my Not 
Impossible Reader , who will go on from here . 1 7 

The organi zing metaphor of "November Walk Near Fal se 

Creek Mouth" i s that of a voice and its echo . The title 

itself suggests that the poem is an echo of False Creek ' s 

voice , which in turn only echoes the true voice of the sea . 



The very essence of irony is that falsity is an echo of 

truth. Davey makes the understandable error of mistaking 

the echo of Birney's voice, though a close approximation, 

f0r the real thing--which is to say, he intuits no real 

voice at all. The poem is in effect a living echo of the 

poet's real misgivings, but an ironic chord which includes 

87 

as well his feelings of an enduring life force. The meta­

phor is revealed on a thematic level as the cosmos and the 

society share a mutual organic impulse, which also grows in 

the poet's lyric rhythms . Birney is caught between a devil­

ish society and the alien beauty of a proverbial "deep blue 

sea," but he makes the most of the predicament. Particularly 

fruitful is the common foundation of time, which governs 

universe, history, and walking consciousness with echoes of 

itself. Time is really a continuous, oscillating echo of 

the voice of eternity. On the most concrete level of the 

poem, the language itself, Birney exploits the organic char­

acter of time . Through open but steady rhythms, echoing 

negatives , and lyrical repetition of key sounds, words, and 

phrases, the poem forms an echo of evolving time , both self­

negating and self-perpetuating. Finally, the visua l image 

o f the poem as a typographical entity is a "Concrete '' echo 

of the private experience: particularly on the undulating 

left-hand margin, a graph of the shoreline walk itself. 

The mission of Garbiel Powers was one of apocalyptic 

prophecy. His role is taken up anew by a more human and 
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personally poetic voice in "November Walk," as that mission 

becomes more immediately urgent in the cold war world of the 

early sixties. In fact Noel-Bentley sees the latter poem, 

not Trial, of a City, as "the exemplar of the ambiguous ·.warn­

ing-hope theme. 1118 The ironic message is embodied in the 

poem as a whole, as.well as in its separate images. Birney's 

consciousness of nuclear holocaust is reflected early in the 

sun (the earth's "burning father"), and in the lonely indi­

viduals "stranded as nations," who are forced into alienation 

from their still-doomed metropolis: 

. the refugees 
from the slow volcano 
the cratered rumbling sirening vents 
the ashen air the barren spilling 
compulsive rearing of glassy clif 
from city 

they come to the last innocent warmth 
and the fading 
before the unimaginable brightness 

One notes as well in these meta,:ihors a more constructive, 

because more immediate, criticism of the slow death that is 

taking place already: of the alienation caused by urban 

existence in general, manifested particularly in pollution, 

which takes the form of noise, smog, sewage, and high.-rise 

construction. 

Birney's form echoes his theme, just as his theme is an 

extension of form: they are fused perfectly in the emphasized 

lyrical fragments, which concretely echo the sea: 

The theme 1-ies in the 7,,ayers 
made and unmade by the nudging 
apira1-7,,ing down from nothing 

1-urahing 



down through the common explosion of time 
through the chaos of suns 
to the high seas of the spinning air 
where the shelves form and re-form down 
through cirrus to clouds on cracking peaks 
to the terraced woods and the shapeless town 
and its dying shapers 
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Here the connection is complete between "no th i ng " and every­

thin g, between "chaos" and creation , between the cosmos , the 

earth , man ' s works , and man himself ; just as between the 

chaos of poetic theme and the creative order of its form . 

The eternal dua l ity takes living form as a universal 

tide, as an unchanging flux which permeates every phase of 

being , and every phase of the poem . This is 

The beat bea ting is t he so f t cheek 
nudging of t he s l y shoving almo s t 
immor t al ocean at wor k 
on t he ccrtk 'z !iq~~~=ticn 

Symbolically, the sea is only " almost " immortal. Deeper even 

than the deat h - beat of the beating sea , 

... down to the ocean ' s abyss 
and farther down thrJugh a thousand seas 

lies the c e ntral image of ironic survival , fusing at once 

the leve ls of cosmic , earthly , and huma n li fe , in a unified , 

inherent paradox . This is 

. the d e n se unbeating black unapproachable 
heart of this world 

which Birney not only approaches , but holds in his hands . 

Noel-Be ntley sees Birney's use of the sea primari ly as 

a symbol for the past, which 

in onE 
life . 

s e nse can be s een to be rejuve na ting man ' s 
Or , as later u ses of the sea indicate , time 
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can become the consumer, the eater of wha t little i s 
l eft of the histo ry of man. . History , too , can 
rejuvenate man, or c an be seen as the eater of man . 19 

There does not see m to be any direct e videnc e in the poem to 

support the disti nction between ear l y and "later uses of the 

sea." The real difference lies between the t hematic use , 

which is as a destructive force throughout , and. the forma l 

use , which is most evident as the impelling force behind the 

lyricism . Thi s juxtaposition is the basis of the poem's 

Romantic irony . 

Birney ' s use of history in " November Walk ," exploiting 

its mythic possibilities , echoes Trial of a City . The 

advance c omes with the widening of scale , so that Legion ' s 

ritual sacrifice expands t o the role of the entire contem-

porary world. The Office of the Future h a s been incorporated 

into all Time , which demands a sacrifice of the present to 

both past and future. Kierkegaard's view of this " evolution " 

of time as a whol e is ironic : "The past shows it is st: 11 

justified by demanding a sacrifice , the ne w by providing a 

. f . 11 20 s acri ice . It reca l ls Powers ' mission of negative pro-

phecy , in turn echoing John the Baptist, l ooking back at a 

condemnabl e " actuality" in order to revea l and c l ear the way 

f ' b'l' 21 or necessary ne w possi 1 ity . 

Birne y ' s revelation contains no Second Coming, except 

that of the col d "winds " to come after our " last o f warmth ." 

Bu t still " the highest s helf of ever" is "washed by the 

curve of time l ess r eturnings, " which is redemption in its 

most absolu te s e nse , the se l f -redemption of the cosmos . 
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Only man's art has the cyclical and organic capacity for 

such self-sufficiency, and self-justification. And it 

derives that capacity as both an external and internal model 

of the macrocosm. ' 

In such an embodiment of eternal meaning, time is 

reduced to human history, which in turn is distilled into 

myth. The active agent of such a transformation is irony, 

which allows the poet and reader to extract truth from an 

illusory solution of images. As Kierkegaard comments, 

Insofar as irony should be so conventional as to 
accept a past, this past must then be of such a 
nature that irony can retain its freedom over it, 
continue to play its pranks on it. It was there­
fore the mythical aspect of history, saga and fairy­
tale, which especially found grace in its eyes. 22 

What is concerned,' for the moment, is the objectiv9 use of 

actual human history and mythology. But the irony which 

combines fact and fancy immediately departs from its own 

imaginative surfaces. 

Birney relates in the beginning, 

I walk as the eart_h turns 
from its burning father 

a primary mixture of simple description, scientific fact 

(which compares ironically with what we call "sunset"), 

pagan creation myth, and Christian personification. Soon 

after comes a "juxtaposition of England.' s heroic past with 

the unheroic present of Vancouver's very British English 

1 t . th . t 't. ' f · · n 23 popu a ion; e JUX aposi ion is, o course, very ironic; 



and the barren end of the ancient English 
who tippled mead in Alfred's hall 
and took tiffin in lost Lahore 

drink now their fouroclock chainstore tea 
sighing like old pines as the wind turns 

The beat is the smaii siap sZapping 

The irony noticed by Noel-Bentley is further compounded by 

the natural metaphor, itself leading into more concrete 

organic harmony in the form of language more musical than 

the Old English measure. 
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Further examples elaborate what Noel-Bentley sees as 

"the.ambiguity of the earth's turning 'from its burning 

father': ..• from God-Buddha-Thor, the mythic progenitor, 

and hence from the epic quality within man? 1124 If so, in 

answer to his question, it is a turning to the lyric quality 

whose mythic image is the music of language. The "epic" 

religious myth is meaningless in the present context. It is, 

unequivocally, 

not this wrinkled triad of tourists 
strayed off the trail from the rank zoo 
peering away from irrelevant sea 
seeking a starred sign for the bus-stop 
They dangle plastic totems a kewpie 
a Hong Kong puzzle for somebody's child 
who waits to be worshipped 
back on the prairie farm 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Nor for certain the gamey old gaffer 
asleep on the beach like a local Buddha 

nor for certain is the son of Thor "Carl Thorson" of Winni-

peg. 

Natural and human history and myth collide in the 

destruction of the past by the present. But that very 
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destruction i s a kind of p rogressive c r eation , s hared by sea 

and poet: 

Through pi l ed backyards of the sculptor sea 
I climb over discarded hemlock saurians 

Medusae cedar- stumps musc l ed horsemen 
Tartars or Crees sandsunk forever 

a nd past the raw sawed butt 
t ellta l e with brands 

of a buccaneered boom- log 
whisked away to a no- question mill 

All life is similar ly destined for the re l entless mi ll of 

evolution ; of which man here appears as both chief agent and 

eventual victim . 

The final complexity of "November Walk ," thematically 

speaking , is discovered by Noel- Bentley , who hints at its 

formal foundation : 

Whatever the narrator sees sends his mind to analogies 
tha t exist in the various myths of this earth . These 
myths are seen as one , but do not necessarily form a 
statement of unity . For they are a l so ironically con­
trasted with a modern reality . They do not form a 
damnation of modern man , either , for these myths are 
part of modern man, and he can use them to create nE~ 
myths. A total ambiguity exists , which then reflec~s 
on every poem in the volume of Near False Creek Mouth . 25 

But the ambiguity is most satisfactorily resolved by letting 

irony take its full course , which Birney does . If any new 

myths may be created , and through them a meaningful future , 

the poet takes the task as his own. He onl y begins with 

history, and e nds with new creation . Thus "at one moment 

h istorical actuality has absolute validity for irony , at the 

next moment none at all , for irony has itself assumed the 

momentous task of providing actuality . 11 26 The burde n of such 

poetry is absolute respons ibility for man ' s situation . Its 
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reward is absolute freedom; for its new myth is created from 

the chaos of the imagination,. where "its actuality is sheer 

'b'l't ,,.2? poSSl. l. l. y. 

The historical relevance of Christ is metaphorically 

negated by Birney, in terms of past, present, and future. 

The mythical or symbolic value of Christ's self-sacrifice 

reaffirms highest truth, however, especia•lly in an aesthetic 

sense. Birney as a truly "Romantic poet thus takes upon 

himself the role of Christ; he becomes Christ, and he is 

himself his own redeemer and .the model for the redemption of 

mankind. Eventually this task of the artist is extended to 

every human being." 28 Even literally speaking, man in the 

nuclear age is preparing for his own self-sacrifice. But it 

is in that literal sense that any redeeming purpose is lack­

ing. The irony of it is that man still "knows not what he 

does," in unconsciously following Christ's martyrdom. It is 

the poet's job to create such awareness, and with it, !lean­

ing. Human pride presents the chief obstacle, which must be 

overcome.· Birney faces this problem personally and most 

effectively in "November Walk," where the basis of pride is 

utterly washed away, the search for external meaning fails, 

and yet the poem succeeds with an internally meaningful 

effect. Birney is thus a Romantic poet in the most implicit 

sense: "Professing an art which is 'eternally becoming' and 

never perfect, he knows that he is·doomed to perpetual fail­

ure; but by the ironic.admission of failure within the work 
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itself the failure is ~ullified.•
29 

His resignation to the 

necessary sacrifice required by cosmic time and universal 

life serves as a sign of humility, which brings grace. 

Poetic humility is found throughout "November Walk" in 

that scarcely ironic "pretence of self-depressions" that 

shapes its theme. It is most evident in the finding of 

lyrical sense in the sound of the sea, and in Birney's giving 

of his own talents to the more abstract rhythms of •time 

itself: 

SZowZy scarcely sensed the beat 
has been quickening now as the air 
from the whitened peaks is faZZing. 
faraway sliding pouring down 
through the higher canyons and over 
knoZZs and roofs to a oneway urgent 
procession of rhythms 

The real channel of communication represented by the lines 

of "November Walk" takes place behind the words, as an inner 

voice SJ.'eaking to the reader's inner ear. Especially the 

italicized stanzas comprise what R. A.Brower has described 

as ''The Figure of Sound'': "In the inner ear we record all 

those nameless but wonderful modelings of the spoken word 

that take place under the pressure of feeling and that 

express it better than any words can do"; "the accumulation 

of like sounds," especially, becomes in the inner ear ''par­

ticularly expressive sounds," with a subjectively felt 

"relationship of appropriateness" deeper than the onomato­

poei~.30 :!:n "November Walk," as in most of Birney's Concrete 

poems which follow, the "figure of sound" takes advantage of 
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both a surface corresponde nce to theme and an inherent capa­

city of well-chosen words for musical self - expression. Thus 

it is n o surprise that Birney ' s Concrete experiments grow 

directly out of the earlier experience of his " November 

Walk. " The relationship is c l ear , as Mary Ellen Solt finds: 

"The concrete poem finds itself isolate d in space to make a 

significance of its given materials as contemporary man 

finds himse l f isolated in space to make a significance of 

h is life. " 31 

In spite of history's greatest threat to survival , out 

of the chaos tha t is l eft of human reason, Birney keeps an 

unhindered faith in the process of crea tion. His ironic 

method brings about not only a universal exposure of folly 

and illusion, but the profoundest intuition that art is the 

only meaningful act of survival in a cosmos whose only 

redemption is creation itself . Birney's most personal and 

subjective irony remains in his view of the artist , as 

revealed in 1955 ("The Wri ter and the H-Bomb--Why Create? " ): 

If he loses faith in the validity of art, it won ' t 
matter about H-Bornbs . The act of artistic creation 
is itself the stronge st blow he can deliver for sur ­
vival, · an assertion of his belief in a human future 
too wonderful to name .

32 

Here he reaffirms his original departure from the Trotskyist 

33 priority of political struggle before culture. It is most 

interesting that Birney ec hoes Brower ' s description of the 

inner dimension of poetic sound , " nameless but wonde rful . " 

The "humc1n future " is much like the primary sensibi li ty of 
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the poet himself, then. Both are banished from any realiza­

tion, or even imperfect naming, of Eden past or future. 

Birney is left with his readers in the only human position 

possible, in medias res, between the word and the wonder, 

between chaos and creation. 
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CHAPTER V 

"WHAT ' S SO BIG ABOUT GREEN?" : 

ORGANIC RESPONSIBILITY: THE CONCRETE BLUEPRINT 

natural objects are . . themselves only imitations , 
and ... the arts do not simply imitate what they see 
but r eascend to those principles from which Nature 
herself is derived . 

--Plotinus, quoted by Barfield in Bl oom , p. 43. 

By the late sixties, Birney ' s theme and form have 

b ecome near l y indistinguishable . His original concern with 

h uman survival h as been channelled into a personal career of 

dedication to the evolution of poetic art . Meanwhile , the 

irony which first proved so valuable in handling the duali ­

ties of man and nature has only grown to cosmic proportions , 

a nd become the major theme itself. In short , revoluticn has 

given way to evolution, and survival in life and poetr~ has 

come to depend upon creative involution. Nature i s inter­

nalized and r esu rfaces , by organic projection , in Concrete 

patterns of visual and aural mimesis . 

The ironic persona as used by Plato a nd Chaucer has 

become in the twentieth c e ntury a symbol of human identity , 

more literally and universally appropriate than ever before. 

In this state of critical and deeply personal alienation , 

Birney finds that subjectivity and .objectivity are one. His 

100 
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own personality becomes his only persona in "November Walk" ; 

but that character ' s poetic articulation reflects a quite 
. ( 

l iteral worl d-vision . Birney ' s r etreat into persona lity is 

so complete as to constitute what Eliot cal l ed an "escape 

from personality, 11 1 an aesthetic dissolution into a t rans­

parent persona. The waste land which inevi tably emerges is 

treated with complete objectivity because it quite clearly 

speaks fo r itself. At the same time , the poet ' s active 

faculties are still at work behind the scenes , selecting, 

arrangin g , and composing fragments in the lingering Romantic 

hope of experiencing at l east a r econstructed feeling of 

natural communion. 

The Concre t e phase serves as a crucial transition in 

Birney ' s caree r, which h e l ps him through the depression of 

a justified paranoia about the fate of the world and hi s 

role in it, and brings him intc a new identification with 

his poetic materials . Thi s is not to say that he loses 

sight of his serious theme s, or tha t he chooses to ignore 

the m; rather he reassures himself tha t the most viabl e 

personal course of action remains in the fie ld of a rt . He 

feels more d eeply than ever that the only weapon , however 

effective , to use against death and destruction i s life ' s 

power of creation, and r ecreation . The Concrete poems them­

selves reflect t hi s faith at best implicitly and indirectly-­

in accord~nce with the ir pures t forma l raison d ' et r e . 
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"what ' s so big about GREEN?" , on the other hand , speaks 

out so directly that it might be mistaken for the voice of 

Rufus reincarnate. But Birney retains the same careful dis­

tance from this most personal persona , as that characterizing 

"David ," Tr ial and " November Walk ." A l ong life of personal 

ironic survival has narrowed the difference between ideal 

and real to the tones of a common voice. Yet the distance 

between those tones sti ll s eparates life and death . So one 

might call this l atest narrator the Concrete persona: the 

absolute range of the human voice , objectively speaking , 

which is yet detachable as me re form from the ongoing human 

spirit . 

Th e Organic Arc hitec t 

Concrete form stands in r e lation to content as an echo 

to its voice. This r e lation is especially clear in poems 

makinJ use of the "figure of sound ," which is less onomato­

poeic tha n indicative of the musical nature of language 

itself . Poetic the me becomes l ess specific and more univer­

sal, as form become s Concrete and s elf-sufficient . The u se 

of form becomes , in effect , the poet ' s primary theme . In 

visual Concrete form , the entire image d oes not so much indi­

cate a particular natural object , as it represents the 

transcendent symbolic power of words in print , as graphic , 

as well as linguistic , artifacts . In thi s c e ntral paradox 

lies Birney ' s forma l irony: that on the surface , Concrete ' s 
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objective form hides subjective content ; but in the deeper 

motivation of composition , the form stems fr om an ove rriding 

subjective conception of the very role of l anguage , while 

the matic conte nt is distill e d to the va l ue a nd essence of 

objectivity . Further , Birney ' s experiment ation itself 

implies an objective detachment from the practice of his own 

craft, which enables him to adapt to a wor l d in change . 

Two of the most memorable images in Birney ' s more tra­

ditional verse a r e as "concrete " as possible , in the more 

traditiona l sense . Both are in Near Fa l se Creek Mo u th 

(1964) , the l ast volume of new poems until Rag & Bone Shop 

(1971 ) , dominated by typographical Concrete . And both illus­

trate the irony that subjective meaning faces when forced t o 

an objective p r oof . The first is in "Cartagena de Indias ," 

where Birney finds the r are solace of "brotherhood" in a 

monument to the shoes of poet Lui s Lopez: 

the shoes are concrete 
and ten feet long 

and pliable enough to fit the de l ighted Birney , who proc l aims 

t o hi s city , the reading world, 

I love the whole starved cheating 
poe try-reading lot of you 
for throwing me the sho es of deadma n Luis 
to walk me back into brothe rhood 

The doubl y concrete i mage is clearly the most effective and 

universa l means of communication that Birney finds here . 

The othe r image , howeve r , ends t his pivotal volume with 

a darker note . " It was the hand that caught in me ," Birney 
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begins " Arrivals ," which reveals the ironic underside of the 

positive value of the concrete image . Like the " shoes of 

deadman Luis," the h and of the l awyer f r ozen in snow ser ves 

as a focus for "brotherhood": 

We too anonymous one to the other 
but our breaths write on the air 
the kinship of being alive 
surrounding the perfect stranger 

Bi rney ' s ironic doubt about the positive spirit surrounding 

the image of death is evident in the pun (a sort of "dirty" 

Concrete) "perfect ." This malaise infects the survivors: 

The rest of us circle about 
as if for somewhere to put down the guilt 

but t he l ogic of the courtroom is l ost , as usual, to nature's 

indifferent ears . Even though the train is superficially to 

blame , the concrete "longfingered hand" speaks of a more 

metaphysical predicament , 

stretched in some arresting habit of eloquence 
to the l ast irrational :udgement 
roaring in from the stcrm 

Birney wonders if only he can appreciate the mute "e l oquence " 

of the concrete gesture- -

Or is it only in me that the hand hooked 
and I who must manage it now like a third? 

But the negativism of this final question mus t be answered 

by the success of the poem , by the poet ' s achievement of a 

"kinship" with reade rs . Birney ' s taking on of the "third " 

hand b ecomes a kind of macabre mutation , a biological meta­

phor expi7essing the very rol e of art in furthering human 

survival . 
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Me anwhi l e , Birney h a d actua lly begun hi s e xpe rimen ts in 

Co nc r e t e form p r oper, in a series acc ompa nying ne w building 

desi gns i n the Journal , Royal Architectural Institut e of 

Canada, 35 (April 1 958 ). Thu s h e h e l ped pioneer the inter­

nationa l mov ement in Concr ete wh ich o nly began i n earnest 

in the early f i fties . This particular series of poems was 

r evi sed a nd reprint ed in 1 969 for an edition of grOnk (a 

Co nc r e t e p eriodical ), wi t h the special support of noted 

Canadian Concretist bp nichol . 2 It is noteworthy as a study 

o f the c ontinuity of Birney ' s craft . The outstanding image , 

a s found in the fina l version (entitled '' Buildings " i~ R&BS)
3 

i s 

1 s 
0 l 

g 1 
wa 
h a 

0 n 
1 d 

d s 

Though a " c h ildishl y " simple image , as several critics have 

noted in genera l of t he Concrete , it expresses immediate l y 

the e n tire thematic imagery of the earl ier "Hands ," in David 

and Ot her Po ems. Other sections of the Architecture series 

were revised in either "Buildings " or " the shapers : vancou­

ver ," the l atter ( in what's so big abo ut green? 1973) an 

i nteresting blend as we ll of highly concrete images taken 

from the speeches of the Salish Chief and E . O. Seen in 

Trial. ~~his evolution of Birne y ' s form is organic , in that 
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even his radically new Concrete architecture builds with 

materials recycled, as it were, from his old word-hoard. 

The prime importance of the experimental phase thus r esi des 

not in the traditional effects expected from individual 

poems, but in the exemplary pattern of the poetic growth 

itself. 

Judith Copithorne, who later collaborated with Birney 

and two other Concrete poets in a collection of shape-poems 

(Four Parts Sand , 1972), appreciates Birney's adaptation of 

new forms t o old, and its relevance to the cultural context . 

4 Her view of Rag & Bone Shop finds that "Birney represents a 

living traditon'' in contrast to "the traditions dying around 

us." Birney seems to have found a practica l solution in 

pure objectivity to the problems encountered in the intense 

subjective crisis of "November Walk." And yet in such form 

the personal and national l ife is wholly contained. Copi­

thorne e l aborates : 

The Rag & Bone Shop reflects Earle Birney's life and 
it also reflects a common life we canadians lead , 
shattered almost to schizophrenia, held together more 
by will than by j oy . Yet alive , still connected to 
the mounta ins, the sea , still capable of those hard 
pragmatic pioneering skills which some day soon may 
be what we most need. 

Birney Concre t e ly d epicts the fr agments comprising the myth-

ical Canadian "ide ntity" in "up her can nada " (R&BS ). Yet • 

through an ironic mixture of enduring will and j oy Birney 

composes a map which unites the dispara te e l ements of his 

country. The blend of colors , ty:i;,e sizes and visua l 
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patterns is both chaotic and creative; such linguistic art 

truly imitates the life it signifies , and on this most 

Concrete l eve l manages to convey an identity . As in "Novem­

ber Wa lk," Birney depicts the Canadian identity as a surface 

chaos containing an underlying potential for creative order 

apd life. 

One l ast example of Birney' s Concrete , "University" ~ 

( R&BS ), should serve to show the power of association con­

tained in such simple form. The central dialectic of his 

whole body of ironic poetry , especially as seen in the major 

works , is reflected most clearly in the use of black and red 

ink (indicative of death and life) , which highlights a mani­

fold contrast. The word - forms created in red are " UN ," " U," 

" ERR ," and " SEE. " The pattern applies to the ironic process 

itself, by which error negated brings true vision (UN-ERR-

SEE). Such a movement also takes p l ace on a simpler level 

from +:~1e negative "UN" to the positive "U," and from the 

public " UNIVERSITY" to the individual " U. 11 In such poetry 

Birney fuse s p l easure , instruction , and sheer visual music. 

Its disarmingly simple mechanism hides a subtl e r balance and 

proportion in the move me nt of the poet ' s mind , as he attempts 

a most intimate mimesis of natural harmony. 

Copithorne ' s appraisa l of the pressing need for c ultura l 

identity, survival and growth is well-placed in Birney. Most 

·1.•1portant of al l is he r recognition that to appreciate the 

e x a mple of harmonious growth in the s e emingly self-e nclosec 



108 

wor l d of t he Concrete poem is actual l y the most pragmatic 

of s k i lls i n t h e task of constructing a meaningful " common 

l ife. " Birney both l earns and teaches, by his composition , 

revision and growth, that "Living art, l ike anything el se , 

stay s al i ve only by cha nging . 11 5 

The Concrete Persona 

"what ' s so big about GREEN?" , the title poem of Earle 

Birney ' s latest book of new poems (1973) , works with a 

renewed s i mplicity of style , on the surface , with double 

l ayers of irony informing the underlying tone . It is at 

once Birney ' s most explicit attack on human exploitation of 

a once -natura l world , and his most implicit and personal 

r ecognition of an ultimate human shortcoming. The first and 

most obvious veil , the speaking persona , utte rs a dramatic 

monolog ue on behalf of abstract Man and Nature , against 

organLc ''Life . " Below this overt surface bias, t h e voice 

sounds false to living humanity for taking such a stance . 

But neither level of irony is wholly consistent; each gives 

way to an undertone of Birneyan self- reflection . In the 

surface tone , the persona l apses at times into a neutra lizing 

objectivity which negates its own bias and in effect falsi ­

fies its pos ition . The auditor/reader hears an e cho of true 

satire coming from the author himself , whose more "organic " 

sympathies are clear. But a t the same time , the persona is 

at least an accurate (and " true " in that literal sense) 
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characterization of humanity in the historical act of sur-

vi val. The source of this voice is meant to be not Birney 

as he would like to hear man or himse lf , but Birney as he 

has found man and himself : false to the welfare of "Life ," 

but true to his own survival . Man ' s r e lation to Nature is 

one of both conflict and communion ; and both are echoed in 

Birney 's ironic voice. 

The immediately apparent satiric tone of "what ' s so big 

abou t GREEN? ", inevitable as a weapon of self-defense against 

one ' s mechanistic surroundings , carries a freshness reached 

only after the l ong and serious struggle preceding it . 

Birney has transcended the subtle but tragic dramatic irony 

of " David ," both foreshadowing and nostalg ic, and surpassed 

as well the almost c ynical, though lyric, bitterness of 

"November Walk Near Fal se Creek Mouth . " He has c l early 

profitted from his Concrete phase of e xper imentation ; his 

language is rejuvenated , and \'ith it, his approach to the 

theme of survival i s more vigorou s than ever. The poet 

returns to an origina l comic faith found in Trial of a City : 

and now underlying his far-ranging criticism of the progress 

of civilization is a d eeper , more personal awareness of the 

greenness of the old human spirit . 

The movement in Birney 's style may be compared with the 

ironic t e ndency of Romantic poetry in the nineteenth century . 

The most obvious e x ampl es would be the cha nge from Words­

worth to Byron , or from Shelley to Browning , from e l egaic 
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rapture to the fully controlled ironic persona of the drama­

tic monologue. In an attempt to confront the issues of a 

dehumanizing society, Browning found that a more detached 

perspective allowed an objective treatment of subjective 

material which might otherwise deepen into a personal crisis. 

Technically, the change is reflected, as in Birney, by a 

personalization of language, from sublime or formal poetic 

elevation to a more democratic reverence for linguistic 

personality. The colloquial persona of "what's so big about 

GREEN?" allows Birney to escape his inherent human guilt 

against Nature by the act of projection. The redeeming 

irony of his detachment, however, as in Browning's, lies in 

the necessary acceptance of that projection as a true part 

of the artist as man. 

Birney creates another dramatic situation from which 

conflicting tendencies arise in relation to the reader-­

those of sympathy and judgment. The lowering of formal 

poetic style to the rhythms and diction of everyday speech 

recalls the characters of Gassy Jack and Mrs. Anyone, espe­

cially, from Triai of a City. And as in all the previous 

narrators, speakers and witnesses (conceivably including 

even Legion), an ironic tension in theme and style holds the 

reader in limbo while setting the poet free. The difference 

here lies in Birney's more transparent authorial role: trans­

parent first in his obvious initial distance, or absence, 

but again in his clear periodic support, and finally in his 
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consistent tonal irony-- a subjective presence simultaneously 

expressed in and detached from the poem as a whole vocal 

artifact . In "what's so big about GREEN? " Birney effectivel y 

trans l ates the choral message of Trial of a City into the 

persona l mode of "November Walk ," with a positive delight in 

Concrete construction of form . 

Birney ' s thematic purpose continues , as before, to con­

centrate on breaking the illusion of simplicity in judging 

man ' s conflict with nature . He still satirizes man ' s willful 

departure from a natural state of being ; but here his ironic 

acceptance of that fall , as a requirement of the wholly 

natural law of survival, becomes most convincing. 

Through the persona Birney creates an i llusion of a 

clear- cut delineation of responsibility for man ' s exploita­

tion of nature . Man in the modern abstract is allied with 

primal forces of both chaos and order , against the inter­

mediate , organic blend of these principles which is "Life " 

itself . The real problem , however , is more complex . If one 

is to believe the persona, then the age- old conflict is 

academic and we must side with Man . Conversely, if we recog­

nize the obvious poetic irony of the dramatic monologue , one 

must disagree with the speaker and side with his enemy , 

" Life ." However , in light of Birney ' s sophisticated but 

basic sympathy with humanity and nature , one must discard 

the conflict itself as a simplistic illusion. His deeper, 

subjective irony undercuts the surface of satire , exposing 
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both sides of the issue to the light of an underlying unity 

of interpenetrating connections . In th i s way it becomes 

increasingly c l ear to the "bystander 116 that Man ' s attack on 

Nature contradicts his own true nature . 

The complexity of the p roblem of survival , both thema­

tically and stylistically , reveals itself in the inconsis­

t e ncy of the persona's tone . Birney finds even in his 

handling of the poem that a simple ironic perspective is not 

effective enough , that the persona cannot be simply right on 

his own terms, wrong on the reader ' s , or even both on the 

poet ' s . Instead , the speaker himself must be victim to self ­

contradiction, must exhibit a truly organic composite of 

va lues even in his apparently one-sided stance . In this way 

h e r eally reflects the paradox of his creator , a bundle of 

organic sympathies ordered by their opposite , human detach­

ment from nature, into apparent consistency . If one gives 

Birney the credit for full consciousness of his creati''c 

process , then there is a double irony at work . First , the 

speaker ' s explicit position is exposed by intuitive reading 

to be false . But more on the leve l of his " unconscious " use 

of l anguage (again assuming c onscious use by Birney) , tha t 

is his medium b e low hi s message , lapses in tone reveal con­

sistency itse lf to be the more significant illusion . Thus 

the doubt and ambiguity implied in both the title and ending 

of the poem is justified and intentional . Birney r eso l ves 

in the writing of the poem that s .~mpl e consistency o n e ithe r 
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side of this question of survival is neither possible nor 

desirable. He finds the irony of the classic Romantic , 

freedom o nly in incompletion , r esolution onl y in unre solv­

able paradox . 

To begin with , howeve r , it is possible to go as far as 

Birne y has in offering tenta tive arrangements of opposing 

points of view . His satiric persona is obviously not Bir-

n ey ' s rea l voice , or anyone ' s on the surface . But that 

first easy judgment is too easy- -in fact the voice must be 

Birney ' s and everyone ' s , the loud voice of historic human 

actions . The poet ' s initial , objective overstatement tempts 

a r eaction against it , and the n Birney ' s s ubj ective irony 

turns against the reaction , r evealing hi s ove rstateme nt to 

be closest to truth. 

" On a first reading , " Brower has written , "continually 

ironic poetry often seems to expl ode in a ll directions a t 

once ; but by looking for exprtssions that exhibit similar 

uses of language a nd similar oppositi ons , we may d iscover 

continuities not who lly unlike those to be found through 

studying recurre nt images and metaphors . 11 7 Birney blends 

colloq uia l figures of speech , me t aphors t a k en from mythology , 

history , geology and chemistry , and rhetorical d e vice to 

produce a clear di vision : "Us " against " ' Life ' . " 

The fir st four stanzas make this opposition clear . 

" Something went haywire ," Birney begins , in reference to 

what he :~ate r calls "the Original Plan . " Against this 
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seemingly predetermined empire of ice is the random element 

that causes "A tilt," in the earth as pinball machine; as 

the shift in the earth's axis ends the Ice Age. Already man 

is aligned with the order of the icecap; for "without Us 

there to stop it," the disintegration begins: th~ "drip & 

rot all over again." Feeding upon this degeneration of the 

frozen lock, the·comparatively anarchic forces of "'Life'" 

can begin their regeneration. The fish slide "Up from the 

stinking seas/ the corrupt South;"
8 

accompanied by "The 

stubborn grass," and creeping mice. But "Our good old lava" 

boils up "a rash of volcanoes" to fight Life's own tiny, 

sloshing "hydrocarbons." Finally, sulphur springing from 

the still "faithful magnum" remains "holding off even the 

algae/ something pure/ perfumed with primal chaos." 

There is an apparent contradiction even here, however, 

between the ordered reign of the icecaps and the "primal 

chaos" of volcanoes, in their common alliance against 

"'Life'." Birney also ambiguously employs the term "stink" 

to refer both to the life-bearing seas and to the deadly 

sulphurous lake. And "'Life'" itself proceeds by means of a 

"truce" between elements in internal conflict: 

a saw-off between berries & birds 
& those First Men 
the Chehaylis 
inching up the outlet stream 
to follow sperming salmon 

Such simplicity of style obscures the dynamics of ecological 

tension in balance. Life-and-death struggle for survival 
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takes place not only "between berries & birds" but between 

these elements of nature, including the salmon, and "those 

First Men.'' Thus Birney's clear-cut duality suddenly 

becomes a muddled illusion. _Man may be seen, not in separate 

opposition to Nature, but as part of an integral pattern of 

organic tension and harmony. 

The primitive Chehaylis, like the Salish who replaced 

them and whom Birney championed in TriaZ of a City, were 

armed with the vital "chemistry of belief." Their survival 

was aided by the "holy water" of the "Lake of Healing," and 

by an essential spiritual consciousness making that magic 

meaningful. In contrast, the present museum offers only 

sterile "snaps" cif the area's past scenery, "taken before We 

started the quarry." Birney takes an objective view in these· 

stanzas (5, 6, and 7) which presents the more serious con­

tradiction of his own persona's style. The rhetorical pre­

judice is neu~ralized, and in ~ffect reversed to a romantic 

sympathy with what "We" have destroyed. Birney's dilemma is 

similar to the problem of identification with the Salish 

testimony in TriaZ. He is compelled by his personal senti­

ments to stand by the primitive world-view, while also forced 

by modern reality to detach himself from it. There is then 

a deeper comic bitterness in the return to his initial voice: 

They all went when We came 
just a couple of centuries ago 
--the whites the End Men 
arrived to set things straight 
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Such an alternation of objective and subjective tone, of 

covert sympathy and overt bias, brings an increasing inten­

sity to the progress of the poem. 

The new western explorers shed their "faiths on the 

rivers," rather than gaining it there. They did manage to 

bypass the primal chaos of "Hell's Gate," but only to build 

an ice-like "fort/ on the Place of Healing." With this new 

stronghold of nature's original anti-life force, the ''pines," 

"the game & the Indians," and "everything wearing fur" were 

destroyed. All these events were manifestations of a sur­

vival force in itself, but one opposed to the proliferation 

of other life forms, instead of respectful of the common 

harmony. These "End Men" set out not only to succeed as a 

species, but to remake their surroundings in their own white, 

furless image. Having restored in effect the blankness of 

ice, they "moved on from the silence they made." 

Life in its full flowering was not to be kept dow1·., 

however, and once again, "rain & new bush/ dissolved the 

fort/ The Lake almost won." The counterattack quickly 

resumed, too, but this time with a fatal mistake: "They 

rushed up to eat the gold/ & died of it." It seems that 

alchemical magic does not work without true faith in natural, 

"holy water." Attempting to transmute the natural gold into 

human substance was the wrong way to survival; and the 

result proved that organic necessity comes first. 
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With the coming of another "truce ," this time merely a 

"lapse/ into a sort of quiet ," Birney returns to his mock 

bias against "the slimy chlorophyll ." The tone of the poem 

once more shifts from that of the original persona to a more 

objective account of human history . Again it ma y seem as if , 

faced with the reality of man ' s exploitation of his environ­

ment, it is difficult for Birney to support his persona 

wholeheartedly. But his craft deserves more credit. The 

satiric tone, once e stablished, is able to color the contrast 

which follows, of modern man against p r imitive life . Since 

that description is unbiased even in i maginative metaphor , 

the substance of man ' s actual role is made clear ; his actions 

speak for him . Thus the facts compleme nt the na rrator ' s per ­

iodic sympa thy with an unde rlying picture of truth; the 

juxtaposito n aids the ironic technique by a subtle penetra ­

tion of the illusion of bias. 

In the satiric context of the poem, Man is ide ntifie d 

with the cosmic dime nsion of nature which is alie n to e arthly 

life . Such a standpoint is pe rfectly possible , yet limite d 

by its denia l of inte rme d i a te identification with na tural 

forms . The delicate truce o f which li f e cons ists is con­

sidered as lesser than such transcende nt entitie s as 

. our r a ging Sun 
that swims in t h e r e al peac e 
s e ething away with the Othe rs 
unheard & unhear a ble 

But more importantly, Birne y ' s detachment from s uch direct 

statement: l e ad s to mo r e c omp l e t e truth . His bias is simply 
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A railway really gets 
a wilderness by the throat 
sends fingers in 
to rub the green skin off 
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Birney reveals his real position with a switch from first­

person to the use of the subject "They," who 

multiplied that old mephitic stink 
into a general sulphite wind 

Such detachment from his own persona provides the crucial 

perspective for the reader, who may join Birney in a feeling 

of total ironic freedom. 

Kierkegaard investigates the ironist's deepest motives: 

When an ironist exhibits himself as other than he 
actually is, it might seem that his purpose were to 
induce others to believe this. His actual purpose, 
however, is merely to feel free, and this he is 
through irony.

9 

The process is reminiscent even of Birney's earlier major 

poems, especially Trial. It involves an illusion of poet:ic 

identification with statement made overtly for satiric 

effect; followed by an intuition of ultimate denial of each 

stated position. The intuition comes from a pervasive 

ironic tone consciously intended by Birney. Again Kierke­

gaard finds that in such poetry "Irony is not present at 

some particular point in the poem but omnipresent in it, so 

that the visible irony in the poem is in turn ironically 

mastered."lO The result is a three-dimensional depth to the 

work that elicits a creative respor,se on the part of the 

reader's judgment. Thus in "what's. so big about GREEN?" one 
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sees with Birney's eyes the ironic truth stated by Schlegel, 

that rational Man need not be opposed to the organic chaos 

of Nature, that "Man is.Nature creatively looking back at 

. "t lf 1111 
i se • · 

What brings about the feeling of unity through detach­

·meht is Birney's self-consciousness. His critical self­

awareness in the natural world as well as in society and in 

his own composition is evident as early as "David,u and 

expresses the most balanced resolution in the tone of this 

latest poem. Birney has undertaken the quest of the modern 

Romantic, who like his best nineteenth-century predecessors, 

turned away, not from society to nature, but from 
nature to what was more integral than nature, within 
himself. The widened consciousness of the poet did 
not give him intimations of a former union with 
nature or the Divine, but rather of his former self­
less self. One thinks of Yeats's Blakean declaration: 
"I'm looking for the face I had/ Before the world was 

d II ma e. 12 

Birney J'.inds that face in "what's so big about GREEN?", with 

a voice to go with it; finds that it is made in Man's image, 

and that it must be his own mask as well. 

With the progress of time to the present, the ironic 

identification in "We" becomes more immediate and inclusive 

of Birney as modern man in a very real sense. His satire is 

forced to turn directly back on himself, by association with 

the 

... ulcerous burghers 
from the northamericities 
to be dunked in the pool 
before color tv & sedation 
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Actually, then, the purpose of pos i ng behind the mask "We" 

has a double function. It first i s a means of revealing 

the true nature of man ' s attitude toward his habitat ; but 

secondly , it confesses and thus relieves Birney of the 

responsible guilt felt as a very real member of what he 

calls "my generation ." The narrator here, as in " David" and 

"November Walk," finds himself victimized by environmental 

circumsta nces beyond his control . By confessing his plight , 

he partly escapes it, and reestablishes a degree of inno­

cence. 

Birne y cultivates a tone of levity , then, as he recog­

nizes that he has no choice but to accept a world committed 

to "oil & shit ," " new instant- blasticrete .. for a new 

rocketport ," and napalm (itse lf an ironic compound of p l astic 

and fire) . Organic ma n is doomed, part of life which is 

"only science fiction/ a nightmare soonest over ." In the 

midst of this starkest themati~ contrast, Birney r e tains a n 

a l most innocent spirit of linguistic play: "Green : gangrene ." 

He has long ago accepted man ' s predicame nt in a situation of 

"double doubleness ," and as early as 1955 revea l ed the poet ' s 

special occ upation in such a world : "You can even pick up a 

quick dollar out of your despair writing about what we'll do 

to the outer galaxies after we've blown up Earth. 1113 Even 

i n such candor Birne y shows a feel ing of ironic responsibil­

ity in the use of the pronoun "we ." 
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The irony of "what's so big about GREEN?" is preci se ly 

tha t implic it i n t he survival of life itse lf, intensified by 

human sel f - consciousness . What Birney calls "organic death" 

is only life itse lf; but its natura l continuity is threatened 

by man' s conception of i t as a n "Original Plan ." Thus "We" 

have made organic b a l a nce ''an irreversibl e reacti on ," because 

we have overextended our power of surviva l. Simple coexis ­

tence has given way to intolerant domination of "lesser" 

life forms , in the interest of a mythical appointment with 

transcendent destiny. Responsibility for following these 

imagine d orders from on h igh rests sole l y with "p r oud " man , 

ironically joined by Birney , and ultimately by his readers-­

who in reality h ave all helped "Ourselves " in the sterile 

quest to get "back/ i n step with all the other planets ." 

The final image in green print , "Our kids ," highlights 

the crux of the problem , which carries i ts own solution . 

The technologica l progress for physical survival was n=ces­

sary for continuance of the species , and thus undertaken in 

large part , even if instinctively, for the benefit of "Our 

kids. " Such justification becomes misleading when turned 

into an absol ute sanction for violence done to the p l anet , 

and an outright illusion when attempts at provision for a 

d ecent li fe for future generations neglect destructive "side­

effects ." The final irony stems from the fact of the kids ' 

graphic greenne ss , Concretely explicit on the black-and­

white page of historic account: they themselve s are a part 
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of the very organic substance whose death they required . 

* * * 

Birney's hope has progressed from its tragic clothing 

in an al l egorical episode ( " David") to the ironic colorings 

of the wider allegory that is history . In each major poem 

the aspiring human sensibility must struggle for an existence 

that transcend s mere survival , that finds purpose in an 

otherwise meaningless world . Life in each case, that of the 

individual or that of the human race, has taken on the 

nature of a quest. The quest is Romantic in its manifesta­

tion as the creative process itself . Bloom writes that "the 

man prophesied by the Romantics is a central man who is 

always in the process of becoming his own begetter, and 

though his major poems perhaps h ave been written, he has not 

as ye t fleshed out his prophecy , nor proved the final form 

of his love . 1114 Birney l ends support to Bloom's character­

ization with the explicit admission , "The only poems o': mine 

I wholeheartedly like are the ones I'm still hoping to write . 

. I ' m grateful e nough to have appeased one of my ghosts. 1115 

The ironic quest proceeds with continual resolution despite 
--, 

ultimate irresolution. In Birney's work the central analogue 

is b etween the creative struggle of life to survive against 

its own backwash of death , and the poetic struggle to r e tain 

a redeeming faith in creation despite the context of a seem­

ingly hopeless and destructive reality. Each part of this 

analogue is ironic in its own right , and Birney ' s work finds 

I 
I 
I 
I 
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its central irony, as well as its elan vital, in the fusion 

of the two. 

That life can be made more successful and meaningful by 

conscious and self-conscious direction is the central ethic 

and aesthetic of Birney ' s poetry. He sees a paradox in the 

uniquely dual power of human "creativity ," which underlies 

both his objective uses of irony and his ironic view of 

himself and his work. But he finds a reconciliation and 

salvation in the power of art . Ultimately, Birney states 

his own fundamental "Reasons and Unreasons for Poetry": 

We live in a western society deluged and bedevil l ed 
by the products of our disordered inventiveness , and 
in a total world equal l y swamped by the fundamental 
(and also uncontrol l ed) creativity of people , making 
more people. And there is the par adox that this 
increasingly creative world of ours is increasingl.y 
conformist , negative, and destruction- bent. Only ~ 
two forces continue to operate , it seems to me , 
clearly in the direction of peace and relative happi ­
ness . And these are love, and art. And only art has 
within it the principle of order . 16 / 
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CHAPTER VI 

EPILOGUE : DELIVERANCE 

And I looked out , on the mindlessness and the beauty . 

--J ames Di ckey , Deliverance , p . 1 52 . 

I n Survival , Margaret Atwood traces the problem of 

survival , as seen in Canadian literatur e , to its source in 

the psyche . Sh e f i nds that 

at some point the failure to survive , or the failure 
t o achieve anything beyond survival , becomes not a 
necessity imposed by a hostile outside world but a 
choice made from within . Pushed far enough , the 
obsession with surviving can become the will no t to 
survive (p . 34 ) . 

Such is the irony of human survival as developed throughout 

Birne~· • s work . Atwood outl ines a series of four "Basic 

Victiin Positions " (pp . 36 - 39) , in which Canadian literary 

c haracters find themselves forced to play allegorical "games " 

with antagonisti c environmental forces . Atwood ' s progres­

sion suggests , as Birney ' s poetic growth supports , a growth 

o f consciousness for t he Canadian reader as victim. In fac t , 

each of his major poems is di r ected increasingly inward 

t oward a constructive enlightenment ; and each poem becomes 

more effective with the poet ' s own increasing vision and 

t alent . 

1 26 



127 

Position One, Atwood proceeds, is "To deny the fa ct 

that you are a victim." The "Basic game" played by charac­

t ers in this position i s thus 111 Deny your Victim-experience '." 

"David " is the story of a coming to full realization of man ' s 

fate as a victim of circumstance--which includes bo th natural 

and human causes--but which ultimately lies beyond finite 

causal ity . At the beginning of the poem the c limbers are 

unaware of their impending doom. But the reader i s supplied 

with metaphorical portents of danger, a dramatic irony in 

which the char acters are ingnorant only because they are 

inside the language of the poem . Their innocence is a denial 

of experience , which by the e nd can be denied no l onger . 

Thus Bob ' s run down the mountain colors the landscape with 

hi s own recently horrified imagination , and the nature so 

recently idealized is implicitly blamed for his friend ' s 

death . This brings him to a further stage , but with the 

reader still a step ahead . Fer Birney has consciously used 

the pathetic fallacy for ironic purposes , for the reader 's 

intuition of ultimate blamelessness. 

The human characters of Tr ial of a City fall, like 

Bob ' s subconscious imagination , into the trap of Position 

Two: " To acknowledge the fac t that you are a victim, but to 

explain this as an act of Fate , the Will of God, the dictates 

of Biology (in the case of women , f o r instance) , the necessity 

decreed by History, or Economics, or the Unconscious, o r any 

other lazge general pow erful idea . . The basic game in 
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Position Two is Viator/Viatim." All of these abstractions 

are absorbed .into the menace of damnation by decree of the 

"Office of the Future" acting through its virtuoso agent 

Gabriel Powers. The theme is as universal as mortality and 

as specific as urban ecology in Vancouver. But Birney turns 

the courtroom battle into a language game, in which. the 

object is mutual "displacement" (in Atwood's terms) of the 

cause of victimization. The result for the reader, as usual 

with Birney's poetry, is a more general placement of the 

cause of damnation everywhere, which is nowhere. 

This process of enlightenment leads to Position Three, 

"To aaknowZedge the faat that you are a viatim but to refuse 

to aaaept the assumption that the roZe is inevitable. 

I can stop seeing myself as a fated Victim." The victim now 

is in a position to make a more positive response to his 

situati,n; "The basia game . is repudiating the Victim 

role." Here Atwood is mainly concerned with positive iden­

tification of oppression--''dynamic anger'' and "constructive 

action." Birney's "November Walk" includes these positive 

steps but is more complex in retaining a cosmic nihilism as 

well. Birney cannot really feel safe in ''repudiating the 

Victim role" altogether, as Atwood suggests. As his own 

character now, he has grown beyond merely pointing fingers 

at institutional or natural causes for human suffering. In 

thi_s sense, then, he does come to possess Atwood's essen­

tially neutral quality in Position Three. Though naming anc,. 

i 



d escribing the wreckage of civi l ization, the poetic tone 

is tempered by an existe ntia l acceptance--not of a finite 

victim role , but of an eternal l y dual character of the 

universe , both destructive and creative . 
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What Birney has found as well in " November Walk ," how­

ever , is more redeeming than the abstract consolation of 

infinity . He shows a positive personal commitment to poetic 

form as viable means of sel f - expression, even self-creation . 

The visual pattern and the lyrical sounds of the poem both 

closely anticipate the Concrete experiments which follow . 

Thematic irony has r eached its limit and passes into the 

pure irony of form itself , where the theme is the creative 

interplay of form and formlessness . In the s eventies , Bir­

ney ' s senses of self- parody and se l f - celebration come to 

comprise one most human voice . By the time of "what ' s so 

big about GREEN?" , Birney h as brought the attentive reader 

to what Atwood cal l s "Position Four ," that of " a creati,e 

non- victim." 

In this position , "Victor/Victi m games are obsolete ," 

because the idea of play and the idea of life are merged 

into one: into art , or into life lived creatively . One is 

no longer a victim because one no longer feels that one is 

a victim ; or one can accept e xternal victimization as a 

necessary part of organic existence . By shouldering that 

l atter responsibility , o ne contains victimization a nd thereby 

is free to transcend it , to continue despite it . The 
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achievement of "what 's so big about GREEN?" is a li fe like 

transcendence of the deadly game of s urv ival being p layed 

out so skil l fully on its own synthetic surface. Below the 

persona's disagreeabl e voice an internal agreement may be 

heard, where the reader's conscien~e joins Birney , Man and 

f erti l e "Mother" Nature in sharing responsibility for life ' s 

comic tragedy. In the absence of God or abstract gods , a ll 

natura l beings and things play the rol e of God. Birney has 

t ak e n u s to a mystical Position Five only "postulated " by 

Atwood. There are no separate victors or victims , only 

Ironic Survival. 
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