
As you can see, th a t poem s t a r t s as 
another "poem f o r an audience of one," 
a poem f o r a s p e c i f i c g i r l named 
Cathy w i t h whom I'd had a d i s c u s s i o n 
about biography and the poet. But the 
"you" who i s addressed a t the end of 
the poem i s probably not so much 
Cathy as another d i s t a n t anonymous 
reader who may read the " b r i t t l e wafer 
leaves" of my p o e t r y — o r someone 
el s e ' s poetry—some time i n the future, 
and f i n d h e r s e l f (himself?) encounter
in g the " r e a l presence" of the poet 
(myself? somebody else?) i n a ki n d of 
mystic t r a n s u b s t a n t i a t i o n of paper i n 
to f l e s h and blood. I t ' s something 
I've f e l t when I've read other poets: 
I guess I'd l i k e some people t o f e e l 
the same way about my poems. 

Margaret Atwood 
When I f i r s t s t a r t e d t o w r i t e poetry 
I had no audience, nor could I imagine 
one. I was s i x t e e n and i n f o u r t h year 
h i g h school. The year was 1956, the 
accepted stance f o r g i r l s was c o l l e c t 
ing china and w a i t i n g to get married, 
and although my immediate f r i e n d s d i d 
not conform t o t h i s mould—one wanted 
t o be a doctor, one a p s y c h o l o g i s t , 
one an a c t r e s s — n o n e of them wanted to 
be poets. The only Canadian poem I 
had ever heard about was Wilson Mac-
Donald' s, "The S c a r l e t Maple Tree," as 
Canadian l i t e r a t u r e was not taught 
much i n the schools. So I had some 
vague n o t i o n t h a t I wanted t o w r i t e 



but no idea t h a t I would ever be read 
by anyone. My f i r s t poems were f a i r l y 
impenetrable, even to me, which was 
probably j u s t as w e l l . 

By the time I began p u b l i s h i n g i n any
t h i n g other than school magazines, I 
was i n t h i r d year u n i v e r s i t y . I was 
now conscious of an audience. I t was 
s m a l l , to be sure, but i t d i d read 
poetry and i t bought and devoured the 
same " l i t t l e " magazines I d i d . There 
was not a l a r g e number of these i n the 
l a t e f i f t i e s and very e a r l y s i x t i e s : 
Fiddlehead, The Canadian Forum, 
Tamarack Review, D e l t a , Prism I n t e r 
n a t i o n a l and a few more. You could 
keep up w i t h them a l l , and those i n 
t e r e s t e d i n poetry d i d . I was not 
conscious of any "womens1 audience," 
but I r e a l i z e now t h a t my w r i t i n g and 
my gender overlapped at l e a s t two 
p o i n t s : I published under i n i t i a l s 
r a t h e r than a f i r s t name, to avoid r e 
j e c t i o n as a "lady w r i t e r , " which 
everyone knew was j u s t about as bad 
as a "lady p a i n t e r ; " and I was con
vinced I would never get married. The 
biographies of nineteenth-century 
authors and the l a d i e s ' magazines 
were very c l e a r : you could w r i t e and 
be c l a s s i f i e d as n e u r o t i c , or you 
could get married and be " f u l f i l l e d . " 
Being f u l f i l l e d sounded very d u l l t o 
me. I chose to w r i t e . 

G r a d u a l l y , during the s i x t i e s , my 
concept of my audience changed as the 
audience i t s e l f changed. With the 
growth of p u b l i c readings, indigenous 

Canadian p u b l i s h i n g houses and s a l e s 
f i g u r e s , i t became c l e a r t h a t there 
were more people i n t e r e s t e d i n poetry 
than the few bearded or b l a c k -
stockinged " a r t y " types who used to 
p a t r o n i z e the readings at the o l d 
Bohemian Embassy i n Toronto. 

I f e e l t h a t there i s a r e a l connection 
between what gets w r i t t e n and the 
,poet's idea of who she i s t a l k i n g to 
— a n d though you may be w r i t i n g f o r 
the i d e a l reader i n the sky, i t mat
t e r s who i s down here on earth r e a c t 
ing to the r e s u l t s . Canadian poets, 
because of the small s i z e of the popu
l a t i o n and the large per c a p i t a 
readership f o r poetry, have a much 
b e t t e r chance of being able t o f e e l 



they are speaking t o and f o r a com
munity than do, f o r instance, American 
poets. Poets i n Quebec have an even 
b e t t e r chance. Many woman poets have 
an increased sense .of speaking through 
a community th a t i s not confined w i t h 
i n n a t i o n a l borders, t h a t attempts a t 
any r a t e to transcend the usual bar
r i e r s , j u s t as the f a c t of being f e 
male transcends these b a r r i e r s . 
In 1960 I thought t h a t the I d e a l 
Reader i n the sky was t i n y , i n f i n i t e l y 

wise and knowledgeable, w i t h grey h a i r 
and a long grey beard. I thought i n 
f a c t t h a t he bore some correspondence 
to M i l t o n Wilson, the poetry e d i t o r 
of the Canadian Forum and was d i s 
mayed when I met t h a t gentleman to 
f i n d t h a t he was q u i t e young and 
q u i t e l a r g e . 
I s t i l l t h i n k the I d e a l Reader i n the 
sky i s t i n y , i n f i n i t e l y wise and 
knowledgeable, and grey-haired. But 
she's female. 


