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E l i Mandel says of Al Purdy that he 
"has been more careful and precise in 
developing his personal mask or image 
than most Canadian poets."(1)George 
Bowering in a poem "The Red Hot Element" 
exclaims "Layton you old lech/ . . . I 
waited years to hear you/lambast the 
membrane covered ears."(2)Anyone who has 
ever met the huge framed Milton Acorn 
can ever forget him or f a i l to associate 
his poetry with his large person. Mar
garet Atwood's penetrating presence, her 
involvement in Canadian a f f a i r s , make 
her known to a wider audience. There 
can be l i t t l e doubt that good w r i t e r s , 
poets, a r t i s t s can be shown to the back 
seats of our minds unless they i n s i s t 
on t h e i r right to be considered for the 
front row. Modesty is no more an asset 
in the world of l i t e r a t u r e than in the 
world of business. Perhaps Elizabeth 
Brewster's career is ample proof of that. 

Born in Chipman, New Brunswick, she is 
less f a m i l i a r to Maritime audiences than 
she deserves to be. In recent years we 
have a c t i v e l y sought out our successful 
natives and brandished them l i k e gleam
ing swords above our heads to proclaim 
our equality i f not s u p e r i o r i t y to 
"Upper Canada." We have an impressive 
l i s t of w r i t e r s : L.M. Montgomery, 
Thomas Raddall, Ernest Buckler, Charles 

Bruce, Alden Nowlan, Milton Acorn, to 
name the best known. If Elizabeth 
Brewster is not in the l i s t i t is partly 
because she is not old enough to have 
achieved the eminence of, say, Thomas 
Raddall, and partly because she is not 
as vigorously present as, say, Alden 
Nowlan, or that she is too modest to 
"lambast the membrane covered ears." 
It is her modesty which, while i t 
produces some of her best poetry, at 
the same time deprives her of some of 
her potential audience. 

The three major c o l l e c t i o n s of poems by 
Elizabeth Brewster, Passage of Summer 
(1969), Sunrise North (1972) and In 
Search of Eros (1974), trace her grow
ing self-confidence both as a poet and a 



arson. Passage of Summer contains most 
f the poems from her Ryerson Chap Books, 
ast Coast, L i 1looet and Roads and Other 
aems published between 1951 and 1957-
l e r e is a curious combination in t h i s 
>lume of n o s t a l g i a , penetrating d i s -
l l u s i o n , s e l f - d e p r e c i a t i o n and sheer 
leasure in " c o n s i d e r i n g o b j e c t s " as 
le does in one s e c t i o n and of obser-
[ng people as she does in her w r i t t e n 
J r t r a i t s in another s e c t i o n . But 
rewster's i s e s s e n t i a l l y a l y r i c a l 
t y l e and one can e a s i l y miss the 
;pth of her f e e l i n g by succumbing to 
lat pleasant cadence that seems to 
j l 1 i n t e l l e c t u a l response. "Ling e r -
ig in shade/And so f t n e s s e s " ("Evic-
ion") with her, we forget perhaps 
lat she has a sharp sense of the ug-
iness and pain which can emerge sud-
snly from the protected world: 

The i d i o t with his slobbering 
mouth, h a l f shoved, 

Half led by h i s younger brother, 
slowly moved 

Across my childhood's A p r i l 
("The I d i o t , " p. 2) 

ie i s conscious that, l i k e the lovers 
l her "Poem f o r a Drawing by Bruno 
)bak," one 

Must now look out again 
At worlds of A r c t i c f r o s t 
Where w i l d beasts s n a r l for food 
And paradise is l o s t , 

j a i n s t the wish to "break the doors 
id smash the windows" ("I f I Could 
;cape") is a p e c u l i a r kind of r e s i g -
i t i o n in the face of her own f e l t i n -
lequacy. The "passage" of Summer in 

the t i t l e of the c o l l e c t i o n seems to 
suggest less a voyage than the actual 
passing of one's youth, the d e c l i n e i n t o 
ol d age and death. This tone of regret 
f o r l o s t youth i s r e f l e c t e d i n her un
c e r t a i n t y about her own c a p a c i t y to love 
or be loved. There i s almost a tone of 
s e l f - p i t y in the love poems, a c e r t a i n 
ty of defeat that makes one wish she 
would rage against the adversary which 
is h e r s e l f . Instead she is one 

. . . who must always t i p t o e over 
f l o o r s , 

Stand with r a i s e d hand and thud
ding heart o u t s i d e doorways, 

Linger embarrassed in the c o r r i 
dors of 1i fe . . . . 

("Alone i n the P u b l i c Room," p. 11) 
or, in another poem, she i s "of those 
who walk/In a qui e t and o r d e r l y manner/ 
to t h e i r own f u n e r a l s . " ("End of the 
World," p. I l l ) 

The poems in the next volume, Sunrise 
North, begin to r e f l e c t the new s e l f -
confidence of her outlook. The poems 
are less l y r i c a l , less n o s t a l g i c in 
tone and in some cases, I t h i n k , less 
i n t e r e s t i n g . I wish, f o r instance, 
that she had c a l l e d t h i s c o l l e c t i o n 
" I f necessary, scream," the l a s t l i n e 
of the l a s t poem in the c o l l e c t i o n 
c a l l e d "Advice to the Fearful S e l f . " 
Instead the t i t l e poem i s a rather i n 
s i p i d one about Winnipeg. But there 
is a l s o a more l i v e l y sense of humour 
in these poems. " I t must be l o v e l y 
to work in a l i b r a r y " i s an amusing 
thrust at the bourgeois complacencies 



which ends " I t i s always rewarding/to 
be part of a worthwhile e n t e r p r i s e ( l 4 ) . " 

There i s a gr e a t e r v a r i e t y of verse 
forms in t h i s second volume, too, a l 
though even in the f i r s t volume the 
v a r i e t y and complexity o f her v e r s i f i 
c a t i o n becomes more impressive the 
c l o s e r one looks. But there i s some
thing experimental about the f i r s t 
volume. There are too many echoes of 
well-known poets: Emily Dickenson, 
Robert F r o s t , T.S. E l i o t to name a few 
and the more obvious. In Sunrise North 
as in Passage of Summer many of the 
poems evoke the childhood that Brewster 
t r i e d u n s u c c e s s f u l l y to s t i r i n t o l i f e 
in her novel The S i s t e r s . The poems 
about her mother, f a t h e r , s i s t e r , 
country people, h e r s e l f as a sc h o o l 
g i r l , the n o s t a l g i a of the grown 
woman's return to her b i r t h p l a c e seem to 
penetrate l i f e more deeply than the 
landscapes or "watercolours" d e p i c t i n g 
P r a i r i e scenes at various times of the 
year. And w h i l e Passage of Summer is 
almost e n t i r e l y f r e e of love poems, 
Sunrise North has many f i n e poems a l 
most h e s i t a n t l y a s s e r t i n g an o l d e r 
woman's discovery of sexual love. The 
persona, now so f a m i l i a r i f one has read 
Passage of Summer, a woman conscious of 
her plainness ("But I was always a p l a i n 
g i r l " f o r "Recogn i t ion"),,aware of a long 
h i s t o r y of being " t e r r i f i e d of l o v i n g " 
("New Year's Eve") s l o w l y , c a u t i o u s l y , 
o f f e r s her love w h i l e f e a r f u l of re
j e c t i o n : 

Love, do you fear as I do 
the c o l d winds of winter 

the white weight of snow? 
("September T w i l i g h t , " p. 28) 

To understand 
And to be understood 
And yet to be loved 

Yet another person 
is an is land world 
A l i e n , dangerous. 
A l l around the shores 
Are p i e r c i n g rocks 
And on the branches of the flower

ing trees 
Are thorns that t h i r s t f o r blood. 

("November Sunday," p. 29) 

In "November Sunday" the use of images 
which have both a sexual and r e l i g i o u s 
dimension suggests, perhaps, the o r i g i n 
of much of the fear of her sexual being 
that the persona in the poem d i s p l a y s . 
The " p i e r c i n g rocks," "the branches of 
the f l o w e r i n g t r e e s , " the "thorns that 
t h i r s t f o r blood," i l l u s t r a t e the am
b i v a l e n t nature of the speaker's a t t i 
tude toward love. The nightmare land
scape removes that love to a safe d i s 
tance; the a b s t r a c t i o n provides s a f e t y . 

In a l l the love poems there i s a' sense 
of the precariousness of the love r e l a 
t i o n s h i p . Many things separate l o v e r s : 
age, d i s t a n c e s , language. There i s not 
one poem in which the poet gives her
s e l f up to love, now, in the present, 
without thought of h e r s e l f or the lo v e r . 
Even a love poem that begins rather 
l i g h t l y ends on a note of defeat and 
r e t r e a t : 



At noon I decided 
(Walking up the s t r e e t to do my 

errands) 
that I r e a l l y loved you, 
and immediately f e l t happy, 
as though Apri1 
were here again. 

Why, I wonder? 
Because a f t e r a l l there's no 

fut u r e in i t . . . . 
("Sunrise," p. 26) 

But s t i l l the love poem in Sunrise 
North d i s t i n c t l y l i n k s the three 
volumes Brewster has published. 
Passage of Summer with i t s suggestion 
of dying (the t i t l e poem i s a c t u a l l y 
on the death of the poet's f a t h e r ) , of 
the s p r i n g of one's l i f e being over, 
is challenged, i f ever so s l i g h t l y , by 
Sunrise North. The dawn comes even to 
the c o l d north; there i s a tone of r e 
newed l i f e and youthfulness. In Search 
of Eros contains something of the o l d 
re t i c e n c e but there i s a developed sex
ual awareness, a determination that 
sexual passion, eros, i s something to 
be savoured whether one is f i f t y or 
f i f t e e n . Nearly a l l the poems in t h i s 
l a s t c o l l e c t i o n are love poems or poems 
about love: poems about making love, 
being in love, the transience of love, 
i t s v u l n e r a b i l i t y and poems r e t e l l i n g 
the myths and f a i r y t a l e s about love. 
The s t o r y of Psyche's search f o r her 
Eros i s n i c e l y t o l d . It i s w i t t y , imag
i n a t i v e , and t o l d in an easy n a r r a t i v e 
s t y l e that even a c h i l d would enjoy. I 
am not at a l l c e r t a i n , however, that 

Psyche's s t r u g g l e s and triumphs are 
r e a l l y r e l a t e d to the themes that 
Brewster explores in her personal love 
poems. The myths are amusing and 
s p r i g h t l y but not p a r t i c u l a r l y r e l a t e d 
to Brewster's search f o r Eros. That 
search, the despair of success, is 
traced in the short love poems, "Poems 
fo r your hands," "Slow motion," "Tongue 
T i e d , " "Time Machine" and othe r s . 

In any c o l l e c t i o n of poetry the reader 
is bound to have her own f a v o u r i t e s . I 
f i n d Section II of the c o l l e c t i o n with 
the general t i t l e "In Search o f Eros" 
less i n t e r e s t i n g than the more personal 
poems found in "The Magic Rod" and 
" P i l g r i m . " There are poems about c h i l d 
hood, the poet's f a t h e r as f a t h e r and 
lo v e r , an amusing s a t i r i c poem on "The 
Gateway to the Golden West" and a poem 
"Earthquake" reminiscent of Fros t ' s 
"Desert P l a c e s " with i t s d i s c l o s u r e of 
the h o r r i f y i n g landscape of one's own 
being. The c o l l e c t i o n ends (but f o r one 
more poem), a p p r o p r i a t e l y , w i t h " D i s 
q u a l i f i c a t i o n . " The poet turns her 
apparent d i s q u a l i f i c a t i o n f o r poetry 
i n t o an a f f i r m a t i o n of her own i n t e g r i t y 
and power. This short poem convinces 
us that she has the r i g h t to be con
sidered "a t r u l y e s t a b l i s h e d poet" i n 
s p i t e of her tongue-in-cheek d i s c l a i m e r . 

I suppose that what I miss most in 
Brewster i s an i n t e r e s t in s o c i a l issues. 
O c c a s i o n a l l y there i s a glance at the 
world of chaos o u t s i d e her personal 
one, as in "Earthquake" where among 
the debris thrown up are "some faded 



f l a g s and uniforms/discoloured/war 
p o s t e r s " or in "The Seige of Troy" 
(70) where Troy, World War II and 
the Napoleonic Wars are a l l seen i n 
r e l a t i o n to the everyday events that 
continue in s p i t e of the horrors of 
war. That's about i t . The f i r s t 
poem in In Search of Eros i s e n t i t l e d 
"For P.K.P.," P.K. Page, and i r o n i c a l l y 
much of Page's poetry has shown her 
very c l o s e involvement i n contemporary 
s o c i a l a f f a i r s . In her acknowledge
ments to Sunrise North Brewster 
e s p e c i a l l y thanks Margaret Atwood 
and Dorothy Livesay, again two poets 
who have c o n s i s t e n t l y expressed t h e i r 
views on n a t i o n a l and i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l a f f a i r s in t h e i r 
poetry. Perhaps i f one i s s o c i a l i z e d 
in youth to be a p o l i t i c a l i t i s d i f 
f i c u l t in maturity to change that 
f a c t . One hopes, however, that having 
explored her own personal world, 
E l i z a b e t h Brewster can begin to look 
abroad. In " L i l l o o e t " she claims to 
be "unable to proceed beyond the per
s o n a l . " But that was w r i t t e n a long 
time ago. 
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Against our Will: Men, Women and 
Rape Susan Brownmiller. New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1975- Pp. 472. 

Susan Brownmi1ler's book Against Our 
Wi11 i s an important and long overdue 
study of rape. This work i s much more 
than a piece of d e s c r i p t i v e j o u r n a l i s m ; 
i t i s an exhaustive study in which the 
author's a p p r e c i a t i o n f o r h i s t o r y and 
her a t t e n t i o n to d e t a i l r e s u l t in a 
penetrating and thorough r e - e v a l u a t i o n 
of the whole issue of rape. 

Brownmi1ler's extensive research i n t o 
the c o n d i t i o n s and f a c t s about r a p e -
i t s v i c t i m s and i t s p e r p e t r a t o r s -
exposes the r e a l i t y of the s i t u a t i o n 
and challenges the long-standing 
f a u l t y assumptions which predominate 
the t o p i c i n our thoroughly s e x i s t so
c i e t y . However, t h i s important con
t r i b u t i o n is only h a l f of the task the 
author sets out f o r h e r s e l f . By exam
ini n g the p e c u l i a r dual nature of rape; 
i . e . , that i t i s at one and the same 
time a crime against property (pos
session of a woman) and a crime of 
a s s a u l t , Brownmiller searches f o r the 
underlying s o c i e t a l values and a t t i 
tudes towards women which are manifes
ted in such a crime. The idea of woman 
as property rather than person and the 
equation of rape with v i o l e n c e and 
degradation rather than e r o t i c i s m are 
themes which Brownmiller analyzes h i s 
t o r i c a l l y , in her attempt to explore 
the meaning of rape in contemporary 
North American s o c i e t y . 


