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Readers not coaditioned to McKinnon's postry
can find it evasive or smbiguous. However, if
HMcKinnon is shy of standard patterns of legic
‘and associstien, finding them automalic and
thus inaccurate, he is nol at ail evasive in
presenting the immediate details of
 consciousness and 3 complex but inevitably
conventional “message ™ He has a profound,
and very conservative, set of wvalues, an
2lmost primilive sttachment to home, family,
sand friends, and a3 concern for exact detail.
" McKinnon's perspective is that of the truly
conservative person, the perspective that
often leads to satire. McKinnon, however, is
not normally satirical; he seldom detaches
himself, to that degree, from the detaiis he
examines. Rather there is considersble irony
and (sometimes) a dark comedy in his writing.
it is this element of humor in McKinnon that
counters for readers the initial difficulties
they may have with the siyie and perspoctive
of his poems. L
McKinnon has no theories about the world.
He has instesd the most rudimentary concept of
right and wrong, an instinctive reaction Lo
anything phoney, a distrust of systems of
thought, a sharp wil, and a sitrong and
unquestioned sense of familisl, parental,
sexual and fraternal love. Every poem is an
encounter belween these essentials of human
natere snd some Llangible immediscy — a
classroom, a bar in the afternoon, a radio talk
show, & dsughier, a wife, 3 new itruck, =
bathtub race, s migraine hesdache. This world
beth comforts and scares McKinnon.
Domesticslly, it is 8 world of stress and

misundarstanding, but the domestic world is
bathed in the golden light of love —— the sense
of continuity, bslance and sacurity that only
love can provide:

Claire has 4 teelh
& can stand

high enouvgh Lo tura
ihe radio off

& throw my baby picture
off the sholf

what gquesiions can /
a2s5£ :

2bout these Lhings
! walch my gir/

grow. | am grown up
& musi bend down

Lo turn b’:e radgia back on
& pul my piclure back 7

Qutside the circle of family and friends,
sociely is 8 dark place. It may be represented
by the Ji{ Ffluorescent halls {85} of a
college, the dimly-iit interior of a bar, s
plastic suburb or shopping cenira, or the
gutted landscape of the interior of B.C. In all
of these places, people ars forced into soma
kind of compromise, and their personai
siruggles can lead to overt violence {in a bar)
or (worse) the covert violence that is
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propagated by outwardly responsible and
reasonable people. '

McKinnon, however, is ne social raformer.

He is the exact opposile. He does not believe
that people (including himself) can be much
better than they are. though they must try for
their own sakoes to be bettar, and he espaciaily
does not believe that some system can give
support to human nature and make it betler
than it really is. The shortcomings of any
political sysltem are. as the bible originally
pointed out, absolyte. The object is net to call
for reform but to remind pecple that seciety
can do nothing for them. it is simply the state
in which we exist. It does not stand against
Nature, though of course it protects us from
cortain aspacts of Nature that we consider
foreign. Rather it is itself the Nature of our
nalures. We were made to survive in a pack
and the rules of the pack have not changed and
will not change for us any mors than they can
change for wolves or termites. These rules
sre illusirated in what to ma is one of the
grealest, most painful, and funniest of
McKinnon's poems, “The Organizer:®

Jack the organizer musi

fook sober. (who cares ror any of this.
/ am as

sad as | can be —— think of our 15 billion
years —- how any

Iribe must dance and choose [heir gqueen
-~ Lthe slernasl

goddess (in this case, dressed in red,
pump shoes,

& corsage. kiss her Jack

Lhe band will play affer lhe walered
food. the band
is walered ~—— a2 part of the ritvsl Lo
think music is
regquired for dance. wasted days and
wasiod nights our
cheating hearls. kiss the music Jack

I am Jack lhe organizer. [ wear
elavalor shoes and

am responsible for everything -- the
Lrophies, the paper plates

must choose those who win. assume
#/] »ilse is

lost. 7 drint alone

poelry won't allow all to be told. This
is & fact. stew

s stuck Lo my panls. 60 cents 3 drink.
it's bard

to be humble when you're greal. in my
own way, [ love

you all. ithis must be my real purppse

you are the organizer and are
respoensible for paper plates.
you must be less drunk Lhan anyone.
who will clean
up -— who will see [he /a5l drunk home.
who will
care. you will Jack

Jack doesn’l know his own mind and is
Lhererore a kind of

powt. hHe Enows ihe unboarablo
pressures and /s Lherefore, #2/so
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auman. Jack can't think of tha right
Lhing Lo say -~ can't

get the mike to work. can't realiy do
anything but

be responsible. here's fo you Jeck

carnival drunks. carpnival dronks. the
boldest grab

these mikes/carry off the gusen or
ladfes in waiting, or

last years queen or anyone. you can
tell something in the way

# man will dance of what he says.
someans just safd

“tomorrow there will be no children's
bowling ~

do you bow? Jack —- are you bowled
over

/s your finger on the Nike Zeus.

one communist could push you over the
edge. but Jack you're

#lready there. you're through. you're
invisible. you

will disappear so

easity.

stack these chairs. youre nothing
Jack, in your

elevator shees. Lhey chose you for no
reason. but

ihoy knew you could do if. (67 - 68)

“The Organizer® is not a sad poem, though
it does state Lhe sad realities of politics more
clearly than any other poem | know. Jack
himself is a8 comic character; the incensistency
between whatl he is and what he tries Lo be is
evident, and the detachment necessary to
comedy is mainitained by the narrator. The
picture of the situation that Jack is in is
grotesque —— filled with caricaturized
humanity and lhe crassesi of coasumer junk.
McKinnon is fond of calling this style
“Woolcoce.™ We discover in the course of the
poam, however, that Jack “csres.” There is
no reason why he, in particular, was elected to
care, bul Lhey knew [he] could do it He
exhibits for all ef us the essentis] paradox: we
were made to survive only in a pack, and we
were made to think and feel as individuals,
forever alone, alienaled from the ritusis that
maintain us (How sny/tribe must osnce
2nd cheose Llheir gquesn). Our  lives,
consequently, find fulfiliment not in the laws
of sociely, but in the laws of socisly as we
want them to be. Jack is comically out of his
depth. The mike won't work. The drunks take
ever. The communists will push him over the
edge. Bul Jack exhibits the things we want
from our leaders. He shows us that fe £nows
the unbearable pressures and s
therefore, slso/human. He is one of us.
He is alsc willing to assume responsibility for
all those things with which we cannot cope. He
will care. KNothing else, finally, can be
expected.

“The Organizer™ aiso exhibits McKinnon's
characteristic style. The poem describes z
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scene in the most graphic and complete delsil

— the paper plates, the cost of the drinks, the

songs played by the band, etc. It aise contains
an onlooker's (the peet's) musings on the
scens. All of Lhis is done in “complete
sentences;” the delails are conventionally

clesr. But the larger units of the poem are not
complete or unified in any standard way. For
one thing, McKinnon rejeclts the grammatical or
phrase line that characlerizes the free verse

of the early Canadian modernists
(Smith-Souster). Grammatical and line units

are enjambed; this is a technique brought into

Canada by the Tish group. 2 McKinnon

characteristicaily lops adjectives from nouns,

adverbs from verbs, prepssitions from their
following phrases and clauses, subjects from
immediately following predicates and
predicates from immediately following objects.
This slows the reading of the poem. makes. it
hesitant, snd crestes a contrapuntal smphasis

en these words at the beginhings and ends of
fines. Also, the sentences uttered by the

narrator seem fragmented -~ are more

self-contained than attached tc a sequence.

The effect is like a jig-saw puzzie gradually

coming together bul (if it is a good puzzle)
making no sense until it is almost tegether:

the band will play sfter the watered
food. the band
is watered —- & parl of the ritus! to
think music is
regquired for dence. wasted days xnd
waslod nights our ;
chesling bearts. - kiss lhe music Jsck



in the larger contex!, too, the point of
view of the posm shifts. It shifls from the
narrator (/ am as/sad as / can be) to Jack
(/ am Jack the Organizer) and then back to
the narrator who addresses .Jack in the second
person { you are the organizer) and then the
third (#£e) and then the second again. The
narrator assumes many levels of invelvement.
in addition to telling the story, interpolating
Jack's thoughts and describing his own, he
gives instructions (4/ss fher, Jack), asks
questions (#re you bowled over), proposes
a toast (pere’s fo you Jack) repeals 3
public snnouncement { fomorroew therse will
be no children's bowling). He assumes all
possible angles of perspective, using a range
that might characterize a novei rather than 2
short lyric.

McKinnon, compared o most poets of his
generation, has not published much poelry. AH
of his poetry from the Seventies, the bulk of
his mature work, wilh Lhe exceplion of Lthe
long prairie poem | Wanted to Say Something,
is contained in the ninety-page The the
published in 1980 by Coach House. [L seems
that he puts little down on paper, finding in the
act of writing an unbesrable level of
pretension, and composes mostly in his head,
so that his poems need little or no further
refinement once they are on the page:

For me, wriling sorl of accempanies
what [ do. | do write very guickly and /
don't spend & Jof of physica] or literal
time on it. For me it’s & process of
wailing for if te happen. /t tsktes lime
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Lo make (he observalions and oulstalk
the poem or waif for if. 3

Because he is always laying for the poem,
fetting it come as naturally as pessible, he
. tends {like a jazz musician) to give his books
tentative or hesttant tities and subtities —— |
Wanted to Say Something, The the (fragments,
Death of 8 Lyric Poet: Ppems and Drafis, and
Songs and Speaches. Al of the poetlry,
however, Laken as a unit, tells a detailed,
compiete, and very profound stery. The very
definite {and unqualified} Litie of the Coach
House collection, The the, is no pretension.
McKinnon's first book, The Golden Daybresk
Hair (Aliquando Press, 1967} was printed
(very beautifully) when the writer was 22
yeoars old. The poems wers composed, for the
most part, when McKinnon was between the
ages of I8 and 22, living in Calgary and
Montreal. There are a few poems lhat stand as
griifacts ("My Father is an older man,”
“Grandmother,” and “For Joy™)} and the rest
are rather vague, but the book in gensrai
makes pleasanl reading. The poet comes
across as generally sad, alienaled from his
family, prone to silting in ceffee shops and
making midnight phone calls to the girl he

loves. There could be in this an element of .

teenage posturing, but even at this early stage
NcKinnen is rooted deeply in his sense of
- family, the need to conventionally belong to
father, mother, lover. He is saddened by, but
sanses 8 profound mystery in, the aging of his
parents. He Lries (o undersiand the
significance of the prairie farm that he knew
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as 38 child and that represents a rapidly
disappearing family past:

&Grandmolher

if I asked or the dust
that

blew on these plains
{during depressien years)

you would point

Lo the north reom of

your prairie house (where /| used to
sleep

a8d say

my longs are Lhe
4psigirs roems

yoeur grandrather
is dead

1his house is 2
monument.

my lungs are
Lhe upslairs rooms whers yau

gsed ta slteep. (11}

in his relalionship to his girifriend ("doy.” his
wife, o whom The the is dedicated in 1980) he
is both lover and father:

! tried te comforl
the pain of nighlmares as g palernai
geslure
ar salisly your tHirsi will

1!



23 offeriag of waler from
the kitchen tap (12}

There is a terrible. unsatisfied yearning in

The Goiden Davbreak Hair. It is not an obscura
yearning, hewever; the desire for 3 place (a
parson to be, paopie to love, something to do)
is & basic need fell very sirongly in our
teenage and eariy adult years, and the book
identifies it very clearly. The book aise
domenstirates McKinnen's knowledge of how it
is satisfied, and the difficullies implied in
satisfying it. There is a strength and
determination illustrated in this; McKinnon
understands 3 good deal. He knaows that what
he doesn’t understand may turn out to be very
painful. He sees his parents shocked by the
knowledge they have gained. His father, for
axample, is

quiet o sons
wendering
winler silence

an ofder
man (10}

Nevertheless, McKinnon is determined to be a
man {though nol necessarily, or enlirely, a
juiet one) toe. He will find out what it means
to tove:

!/ have not said 7 fove you
for over 3 month . . .

walking home my legs are

12

the sidewalk
my hand /s hoiding
you above my drowning

wnd ] am saying it over
and over (27)

in The Carcasses of Spring {Talon, 1967)
the message gets clearer. The terror
(carcasses} of love seems to overpower the
promise (Spring), but the promise is stiji
manifest. Carcasses goes over the same
territory as Golden Daybreak Hair, but in
infinitely more detail. The poel passes by the
carcasses, the coyoles, the grandmother
Qold/with many dealhs), and goes off into
tha fields

searching For
simple fiowers
in some simpls
earth
{“The Carcasses of Spring~)}

There is an overpower!ng sense of death and
dospair in the poems -~ fSe a/d mad man,
the dead/hanging limp aver frges,

and we relurn {8 our rooms
half mad
hoping that they arnt there
or that someone has pul flowers
near Lhe sink
And that “someone,” This lover who takes
care of his rooms,” usually does provide the
flowers. theugh not always dependably:
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and it should be mentioned that
children
run away lrom him

doraguse he Is
gentle

and his wife for the same reason

runs away
but is known to

relurn
because there is something
2bout him ("Short Story of a Gentie Man™)

“Letter II: for my wife.” anthologized in West
Coast Seen (Talon, 1969) and by Al Purdy in
Storm Warning (McClelland and Stewart, 1971)
and George Bowering in The Contemporary
Canadian Poem Anthology (Coach House, 1983),
epilomizes McKinnon's First twe books, Lhe
story of how love is found and of the wars

fought over ijt. The peem describes the
salf-conscious lovers walking down to the high
grass by the river to make love. The central
word in the poam is ps/n, but the outcome is a
victory:

buf it was nol seauliful
and the lies weore to my frisads

il wrs nof boaulifuf
byt I had come
to Jove you

In 1969, the McKinnons moved Lo Prince
George, Lo a8 job teaching Creative Writing in
the new college. “The Land,” at the end of

i4

the city and its surrounding area. Due to =

complex set of circumstances, this move had
great significance fer the communitly, for
McKinnon, and for Canadian literature. Prince
George had siready produced Robert Harlow
Brisn Fawcett, snd Sharon Thesan, but thess
writers had 311 lefl o do their work. Now ¢
yvoung bult meluring poct had srrived to work in
the place —~ and not simply, as it turned out,
ts work on his own wrilting and to teach
writing. Because of his experience 8s an
aditor with Talon in Vancouver, McKinnon had
developed an interest in printing:

I became obsessed with printing and Lhe
technalogy of it. Also, in the summers,
f wasn't vsed lo hsving big clumps of
time, and il made me nervous siltling
around. People would say, arent yovu
wrilting? !'m npelt 3 prose wriler and /
dida’t reguire /fols of time so [ [hink
the press provided & sifuvalion for # few
interested people Lo gelt logether. We
were slways pultling & monkey wrench
te an A B Dick. [t was & nice physical
scltivity and I think sise very crestive

because we gol info wierdo book designs

#nd experimenting wilth the lechnofogy.
4

These “weirde designs™ are now considered
classic. Many Caledonia Writing Series
chapbooks like Pierre Coupey’s_Terminal Series
and Four Island Poems and McKinnons own |
Wanted to Say Something, Sex at 31, and Songs
and Speeches as well as the broadside issues of
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poems by Birney, Purdy, Lane, Creeley. eic
ars “skate of the art™ publications that have
influenced smaill press Isyouls sacross the
country. S

McKinnon's student assistants in the early
years of the Caledonia Writing Serias included
Harvey Chomelsky and Bill Bailey. Later, Paul
Shuttleworth, an Irish-American poet and
editor of Aisling, joined the college faculty for
2 year, and worked with FMcKinnon. 6 The CWS
was Ltied in with a series of readings that
McKinnon, as an instrucior in Crestive
Writing, managed for the Canada Councii. Many
major Canadian writers (Atwood, Birney,
Page, Purdy, Newlove, Kroetsch, Lane,
Bowering etc) read at ome Lime or another in
Prince George, and most of these readings
were accompanied or immediately foliowed by
a pubtication — either a broadside (Lane's
Certs, for example), or a chapbook (David
Phillips” Snow Poems, Ken Beiford’s One Word
or Andy Suknaski's Phillip Well). The effect on
the visiting writers, Crealive Wriling
students, and the communily in general was
calvanic,” but as is often the case with
institutions the college, originslly supporting
twe work by providing simplie facilities and
sfficial encoursgement, gradustly withdrew its
support. The larger the college becama. the
less roem there seemed lo be for Crestive
Wriking, until finally the Printing and Crestive
Wwriling courses, though always filled to
capacitly with students, were cancelied.
McKinnen moved the operstion into the
basement of his ewn house, changing the press
name to Gorse St. Press. 7
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The most important thing that happened in
the course of the Caledonia Writing Series,
however, was thal McKinnons approach to his
own work changed. It seems evident now that
he began to visualize his own writings as
printed objects. The analegy thalt comes
immediately to my mind is William Blake,
though McKinnon is a designer rather than an
illustrator. McKinnon began to write with the
book design and accompanying visuals in mind
or taking shape in his mind. He aiso began to
write books, or book-jength poems. There is
more of a3 tendency, as he progresses, to
discard the lyric poem as a coherent unity and
deal in Lerms of the poem—cycle. It becomes
more difficult, as his work progresses, lo
isolate individual lyrics as “artifacis.” though
# poem like "The Organizer® is an exceplion. It
occurs in a book of “fragments.® It is
definitely, however, not a fragment, though it
could be srgued that it is made up of
fragments. It seems that analysis of
McKinnon's work must proceed sccording to the
iarger units defined by his chapbooks. As »a
result, his work of the Sevenlies is eonly
partially (though substantially) asvailsble in
The the. The feur chapbooks represented n
The the are alse langible artifacts. and the
reader pecessarily misses some of their
impact in the Coach House format. B

Lust Lodge, a3 satire, is McKinnon's only
work of prose fiction. It is a parody of a Celes
Notes edition of a stery of a young man's
encounter with a2 pornographic novel. The
book’s cover warns that fhose who remove
the plastic covers will hsve to psy for
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the book. The novel within the novel is itseif
2 brilliant parody of the style and content of
pornographic publications:

- .. gently he touched the cenlre of her
desire until fer senses exploded in &
crescendo of pleasure. "0 Tad, if it
could siwsys be fike this | wauld be the
Lappiest girl at this ski lodge.” “Don't
worry, Barbars, - Tad said, x5 his eyes
examinod her still srect aipples, “with
&7 love as Slrong as sers, sur Aappiness
will go pa Ferever 3t Lhis ski lodge. ”

HMarvin is the young man who has entered the
bookstore and ripped Lust todge out of its
plastic bag (McKinnen's book was sold in s
piastic bag). He is a “freak” wilh “broken
glasses, parlially held together by an old
bandaid.” While he reads pages 82 - 83 of Lusi
Ledge, he is walching "the most beautifu!
woman he had ever seen™ move down the
sgdo-masochism section towards him. The
.stery is cut short before we find out what
" happens either to him or te Tad., Barbara and
the nefarious Tim in Lusl lLodge itself. The
"Sluden! Guide™ and TEditor’s Notes,” dene in
the Coles typography and formal, ask
“pertinent” guestions aboul the story (/s 7ad
really Barbara's brother 2} and explain that
Lust Lodge was published in its incomplete form
because it is worth 25 much unfinished as il is
finished, s¢ why finish it:

Fhe embarrassing experience of being
caughl ripping luasl Lodge apari, if has
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been roporied, is worlh moere lhaa (b2
sclual confenis . . . .

On the lasl page there is a picture of "Rick
Torch,” the author, with a duck-1ail hairde and
molorcycle; ihe pholo was taken by Joy
McKinnon. The back cover contains. of course,
cover blurbs like HO7 SHIT (Calgary Cily
Starl.

Lust lodge is a wholly delightful little
satire. IL became an underground classic when
it was published {(soid out of Vancouver
bookstores wilhin a3 few days) and retains that
status to this day. it was reprinted {minus the
plastic bag) in The Pulp Mill: a Collection of
Local  Short Stories {Prince George:
Repository. 1977).

| _Wanted to Say Something (1975) was
compoesed in 1970 in the first years of -
McKinnon's residence in Prince George. The
poem is a search for rools, an attempt to
uncover the significance of the prairie past
that haunts McKinnon in_Golden Daybreak Hair
and Carcasses of Spring. It is McKinnon's
“birth of a3 poel,” and siates the commilment
illustrated in the chapbooks contained in The
tha. The book was reviewed (belatedly) by
torna Uher in_Essays in Canadian Writing in
1980.9 Uher's review was worth waiting for.
it points out the influence this poem had on
Andy Suknaski's_Wood Mountain Poems and on
Eli Mandel's Qut of Place, snd it identifies and
describes the poem’s central theme:

ekinnon's Dook is nmel 50 much
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concorncd wilh descriplions of [he
people and (heir oral/ slories which se
fascinstod Soknaski. McKinmon is meore
intarested in Lhe process of his own
telling . . . . Hence, the pesm is nol
onfy about McKinpon's family and their
past, bat slso sbowt the sct of wriling,
shout the growth of the poel himsell,
and sboul the imporlance of findiag 2
langusge of plsce and clarily, “speech
to lake ils messure/snd secure
the/mavement/aow.~ (107}

{her slsc points out that the book is = visual
artifact, a spacious, muted toxt located around
haunting photos Ffrom the IMcKinnon Family
album.

Part 1, the Legacy, describes [family
history on McKinnon's mother’s side, guotes
the maternal grandparents (Fred and Jessie
Dalton) recalling the past, and presents and
sxplains the photos. The poem moves both
chronoclogicallyand as s response to the photles
and recallections. ihe poem begins wilh the
album, the grandparents thumbing through it
and recsiling the names, places, and incidents
that accompany the piclures, the younger
mambars of the Ffemily laughing 7o [lhe
innocence -~ that ils all pasi that
nothing lasts once thes/dresm eads. (no
psge numbors) The Daltons came from
Hichigan, in 1908, fo [hA7s edgs. Llhis/Tand
with edsossions thal someowhers/you
coufd be fres. They 'wers [rom a tough,
working-class background, aboul twanly years
old, just married, and fhey conceived Llhe

2C

lend a5 enemy. Thair lives gained clarily as
they subdued the land to familiar patterns,
used roligion to cover lhe anger,
re-astablished the familiar, separate roles of
the men and women, Jearned how to use
machinery, drove out the indians:

Lhe indian walks away knowing more
than you think in just having
learned to walk

awey.

The deprassion accurs, and the war, the ead of
the dream. It ended in failurs, replaced ane
form of starvation for anothar:

that nobady slarves -~ mighl have
redeemed if

starvalion fakes ils Ferms=

in one of the descendenls, it becomes Lhe urge
to write poelry:

barn within g seasan
to counter the mechanical
accuracy: {a boysindianiposl
walts)

innacen! thre L&is field . . .

in the game he wore g red bandanaz,
and covered z beer bollle, for
water, wilh Jeather, & covered Ris
skin wilh ihin
drown leailer
and crawied lhry coufses in a
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. dream (tept
all the silence wilhin him, gnawing

as poeiry

Thus, the indian reluwrns to take possession;

the firs! cycle compleles itself in innocence. .

One dream of freedom leads Lo ansther.

Part 11, the ftoving Photograph, describes
the other side of ithe family — mainly the post
himself. Part il begins with the father, Ben,
disinkeriled, off the land, making 3 life in
the city, and then it coniinues the poet’s own
story. The growlh of the poet is part of the
cycle of the new dream of -experience or
self-awareness, lowards

poelrys
speech (o make 7ts measure
and sense lhe
mevemenl

The song, as he says in Bushed,” 75 a// that
will ga/anywhare:

! wanled {o say semelhiing
Is wreng and provide an

allsrnalive —— Lo roclaim the spirit

fram Lhe dust, and affow Lhe Sun

Lo appear cleariy en lhe horizon: o say

ihe animals are always holy —— Lo
rearrange

Lhe Fiedds in nalural

ecslacy

7he movemenl, however, will nol slay for
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the poel; the forces sel in operaltion by the
previcus generalion continue io ascceleraie:
my father —-- born of the decay, whe
moved Lo Lhe city: anolher
pramiseser dregm of gald, Lhal woeld
. secure
you inside the bankruplcy. The stories
coms
down:

benjamin, & farm boy . . .
he had his hand and what he'd
fearnl
and
gl purity
disinkeriled
F5 & man searched for
honest work aad had {o lie lo gel
174

teanwhile, the maternal grandpzrents have’
8ls0 come to the cily — bhe grandfather {with
grade 3 education) te become a real estate
salesman. The Families live nesr one Enother
on 8 city street lined wilth trees. There is
school and the young poel, in his basement
room,

fearns toe sing
before he disappears

That is where we leave him, singing to the end
of the beok, the edgesol the moving
pholo/graph. ‘

The discovery of rocls, then, of locale and
home, finally becomes a discovery of =
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language that can locate and give direction. |

Wanted te Say Something resoives some of the
insecurity expressed in Golden Daybresk Hair
and Carcasses of Spring; it locates the poet in
his craft, explains and justifies the life and
work that has gone bafors and describes the
difficulty and establishes the commitment to
what is to come. It is important to nole that
the commitment to poetry is nol taken as a
kind of absiraction, a dedication Lo ianguage
itself as a2 symbol system. The lznguage. of
poetry, for McKinnon, is “open™ —- it grows
out of the land, not out of itself:

sing lor the lend
te refurn wilth its gifits
af simplicily, siprg for its streogm that
it grew inside him 25 lhe Fluidity, Lhat
he grew inside il and bowed to its
Supremacy . . . .

e will sing before he dissppears.
the history, the poeopie sustarin him.

The voice taught
by birds, the mesdow lark

culiing the air
wilh 2 souvnd . . . .

Death of & Lyric Poel, Posms and Drafts
(1975) begins where Carcasses of Spring ends

up -- in Prince George. The poems written in
Prince George are much different from
anything preceding them. Most obviousiy in
this chapbook the original handwritlten versions
{drafits) of some of Lhe poems are raproduced
snd the reader is invited to view “work in
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progress.” to see the changes the poams went
through and compsre the drafts to the Final
versions which are in some cases themselves
‘not Final, but have corrections written inte
them. Alsc, many of the poems ("in the Face of
Iit.” “Bingo/Dance.” “Pesarl,” snd “Headache~)
are sprasd all over the page and “innovalively”
punctuated. - The poel’s meditation and
observations seem random, unformed; the
reader is invited Lo participate (in the whole
process from “draft” to “poem") in sorting out
the puzzie:

when does innocence end. Sheliey
desd 8t 29 zo. il is dealh
or
{/ast night, the wedding party
requesls & binge dence, some form
to
aflow Lhe innocent change of
pariners

innocence s . . . .

(whoese wife wid mind, or ses the

metgphor}
0171@7 dance . . . “lheres g storm across
the valley . . BINGO’
9l

Death of a Lyric Peel is, as the title poem
suggests, aboul living 2f fbe end of lhs
lime. The book is dedicated te 6 poets who
share the same space —— Ken Belford, Brian
Fawcetl, Brell Enemark., Bill Bailey, Harvey
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Chomelsky, and Paul Shuttleworth. in
particular, it answers the Orpheus series of
poems in Fawcell's Ffive Books of a
Northmanual. The idea of being al the end of
the line is explained by the initial response to
Prince George registered in “The Land” in
Carcasses and explained in an interview:

I've Lthought sl fimes what! would have
happened if I'd slsyed in Vancovver or
flonireal where somehow that edge isnt
thare . . . . | think thal Lhis is » good
town for x posl becsuse it keeps your
senses prelly keen. You keep obsarving.
you tesp seeing things thal don’t gquile
make sense. Vou're consianily reminded
rexlly what Lhis civilization came Lo, sl
Jeasl Lhe industrial part of il. 10

As McKinnon goes on io explain, the broader
patterns of our civilization are visible in a
smalllown. There is no escape to some highly
specialized world that might cater more to sn
individual’'s tasie. If you want to work st the
college you teach in Forestry Technology. If
you want io go o = cafe there's a cafe and you
go to it. If there's & piano lounge and =

country bar you go io them. If you have a

radio you listen Lo the local station. M you
dont like it you can stay at home and write
lyric postry.

The poems describe the situstion in
considerable detail — the desert of snow,
40 yoar/old midgel singer with the afro
- hair, the stripper, fer putic hair coerfed
#L the edge of & & string. the Problem
Line on locsl radio, # migraine at $7. .49
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dzy. the death of Giscoma, a mill town. The
poel’s reactions are alspo detailed. The
questions are immensa. Who owns the woeds?
Why won't the stripper’s enthusiastic admirers
perform the simple (snd, you would think,
pleasant) task of helping her put her dress back
on at the and of her act? What force can carry
the entire population of s town saway o2 one
monih’s nolice? What is the symbel for
the JI0th/anniversary? (20) The poat,
puzzling over thess matlers, is

ontartsined
foar the wrong
rexsons
my sense of myseil is
walcomed. [ walcome the absurd
(giving me one mors thing I kaow,
to explsin (21)

The sense of self duss emerge. Ken Belford
is quoted as saying “The worse it gets, the
better.” (11) The terrible absurdities produce
the pearl/, the poem, and the poem is nothing
mora than a game, a series of tricks, that can
help you locate yourseif:

The woalther has changed oulside. The
skaling rink has been emply

for thres monlhs yof ltodsy —~ F
childron skate Lhera, awkwardly

scraps Lhe ice, move over il, lost in
aclivity

but not Jost. (21)

Poelry moves nameisss -- j5 po mors
thansthe ari of lhinking of # wzy fo
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coase dislturbance. (22) It grounds itself in
the clear recognition of the needs of the heart:

what
has poalry, or ihe hearl come lo. What
wisdom cxn
be discovered. an howr age | bought &
cote for
F5 cenis, craved lhal 5 cenl swesl oF
my youlh & wantad
Lo leiimy wifae [ Joved her, out of the
bluw. (23}

in & couniry where there is no chancs for
perspeclive, whers it is hard to light s fire to
find warmth, poeiry “moves:”

There is Lhis situglion where love

wid mean nolhing. Lhe sky is

possibly begutiful, yef the specuialion

is impossible, X if you covld sing, lhe
sony

is all that wid go

anywhere. (12)

Death of = Llyric Poel is thus s book of
northern poetics. TMcKinnon, like Robert Frost,

finds in poelry "s momentary stay against
confusion.”

Songs _snd Speeches {1976) was written
during 3 one—year stay at Schooner Cove B.C.
(near Nanaimo), in 1975 - 76, when McKinnon
was on leave from the coliege, studying music
at Malaspins College. The book is printed in a
small offset format and the poems are

accompanied by drawings by HMcKinnon's
3-year-old daughter Claire. The poems
continue McKinnons characteristic theme -
the difficulties and importance of domestic life
(the drawings) in the context of the
absurdities of our “industrial™ civilization.

Nansimo proved to be at heart another
version of Prince George. McKinnon was there
the day before the Famous riol during the Bath
Tub Race in 1975:

in thae riol 78 wera arresied. broke
windows
wilh no revolulionary inlenl,
therefore stupidly enter
Jail.
attempt Lo run 5 polficeman down,
‘ the chargs
is attempted murder (33)

No obvious “cause™ turns the hundreds of
people, enjoying a holiday weekend naar ths
ocean, inte a mob, destroying and raiding
storaes in tho downtown srea. As Kon Belford
once said, in connection with a similar incident
in New Hazielon, “they're lonely:”

!/ undersland lhe spooked boy clutching
#is radio. I do not
andorstand those drunk af 10 ALY,
standing in double kanil trunks
on boals, young, wilh Ffu manchu
moustaches, yelling st
#l] whe pass, call me x queer . . . or
yell to some sex queen
horself the businessman's definition of
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beauty -- expected lo
lay down on yachis and receive them
one afler anolher. (33}

Our concepts of ourseives., or at least our
concept of where we are in the social arder, is

so absurd that aven poetry might be inclined
to silence: .

yal thay will
say of the simplest things

incompreohensible —— so 7

begin again
clear my parts
af spoach
finally would wish fo speak
only fo whales
whao do tricks for Ffood in
Stlanley Park (32)

Thers is a new absurdily in Songs sad
Speeches, and that concerns property, our
sense of whal we own and how we srs
meastred. McKinnon * exhibils an intense
intorest in the costs of items. In “The North®
it is # Akind of ownership/nat to care.
(11) The land is owned by the government, or
it is turned over for a fast profit. In the
south, however, property is a personal mattar.
Everyone wants a fair share of Eden, and
they're willing to Fight for it:
if you come any furlber you'd betlor
leave your names with next of kin

signe posied owiside of uclusiet b.r.
. (28)
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Real Esiale ads snd signs turn out to be “no
trespassing” signs; they can mean that the
property is definilely not for sale:

Ed wants $Z00,000 for 26 gcres.
FI00,000 down, he says
no one has Lhatl Eind of money. his
flowers sell al
IO cenls g r73f. fis teeth nicotined.
conslonl rolled
cigsrelle —- bis
prolest, fo know ne one
can buy his home easily, the price
fixed as arbilrarily
5 Lhe arbitrary air. )

(352

And, indeed, the genersl rules of Lhe
markelplace don’t seem particularly relevant.
A welder Jdresms/of monsy in metsl
sculpture (41) — to escape economics by
becoming an arlist. WNew Vork sieak is
$4.39/8 I, binoculars 7 x 35 ($35.00).

. {39) Strikes add new kinks to the system:

the sirikes. boor, svgar, tolophone,
broad, gas (cheap sf 68.9 cents
the phone calls are Ffree if you tell the
operstor yr having
troubie getting thru. {36)

In this context, McKinnon relies heavily on
his child and wife, and on the natural world.
The mayor sxplained that the rioters tried to
murder the policeman because Lhey were
“carried awsy” in » good Lime, mnd the poels
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response is to go homa:
/ #am carried sway
in langunge of snother time

& take my drughler home

‘where are we going -

bome

this time I only say it

once (34)
His wife interrupts him Lo say//ook &t the
mounlains or reminds him of the names and
needs of flowers:

I/ must

b laught again, given back my woman's

eye

iIt's spring I guess &
there is 2 key lo our selilude. she gave

Lhe purpie crocus waler & il opens
for awhile (43)

The deer can get thl"ough his fence to eal his
garden, and the moon determines when you can
swim anywhere on the beach:

I Enow
below Lhe [ide, anyons

ran swim {38)

32



Al the end of the book, McKinnon is back homs
in Prince George (cwf banks, fringed wilh
pine — 44) painling his house. The action is a
taking possession, being al home, legitimately,
scrape each board, each inch
now/familiar and surrounding me. (44)
A desired order exisits in the domeslic worid
only and McKinnon clings to it with tenacity.

Sex st 31 (1977 -- the Litle has inspired
responses and sequels by Ariie Gold and Brisn
Fawcelt) is s classic example of the
printer—poel’s sri. It was hand-sel on 6 x B
pages, siapled and glued inlo a wrap-around
cover. The classical cover design mstches the
fermality of the poom.

in the poem, McKinnon focusses on the
domeslic world that anchors him ‘in Songs and
Speeches. The Tinstitution™ of marrisge, the
foundstion on which the domestic world resis,
has proven shakey. The marrisge has reached
some kind of crisis of infidelily

! Lhink it was deswn, & 7
couldnt sleap for the thooght of
infidelity
io discever in you  whal is in me

we baven'l spoken
since  (61)

The “res!” or “outside” world has broken into
the circle:

how wo had forgetien, in this
2wtwardness
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thatl others exist ~- discoversd o
privacy best {o be
witheut. beyend il, is the
resl, yel il reguires decision —— sny
plagsurs we
seek. we ars Lhis old. Lo know. &
speechless,
witheu! sounds, Lo that exten!, & part.
! would wish
You fove. it wouldn'l matllar, you said,

whe
it was (48)

It wouldnt maiter whe il wzs he would
still wish her love? /£ wouldn't matier who
it was he fell in love with she would leave
him? “Leaving” is the threat. His response is
to 57t most of the [ime (49), to wait, to
assums {like Jack the Organizer)
responsibility:

! will held you. | will wash
lhose dishes. hesl up 1his food

bul where did pov go

[sko mon o5
the sarly going moon. imagine us
at F1 more in love than whal we thoughl

could
be. (63)

Once again, McKinnon's response is to hold
onto what he has. It is & mstier eof
imagination. Aphrodite, the desire Lo escape
the “reasl” world through sex, sometlhing
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simple & intonded, some kiss, slofen 7
Lthought (60} is in any womean. But the world
is pot a circus wilh plaséic/dJucks Eto
shoof #f. (49) it is a dangerous place.
McKinnon choosas te stay in the domestic
circle. His friends lhought |/ was sick in
love. Lo resch 31/& get pul fo someone
e/se’s wuse. (39) They dent want him
anchored to a conventional marriage. But,
McKinnon asserls, whaf we /Jook for is a
Joke. (57) Imagination doesn't push reslity
arosund very much, if at all. i

in The the McKinnon returned to a much
more introspective mode. Except for “The
Organizer,” the poems sre intensaly personal,
reminiscent of the poem in Golden Dsybraak
Hair but less tentative, more confidently

seif-aware. The background of the poet’s life
—— » taaching job, the cily of Prince George, is

almost uniformly dark. Deomestic life continues
to provide hopae but that hope sesms
threatened, a Flicker in the darkness. Wallace
Steven's weight of primary noon is
dominant. McKinnon is the man on the garbage
dump. faced with tooc much realily.

ftost of the poems are fragments, though
the book starts with the very Light “The
Organizer™ and concludes with three Tormal
“dedicalion™ poams, the last te the posl’s
newborn son, reaffirming the prominence of
the domaestic world, » gifl of/whai
language won't alfow. (81} 1t is important
to note. mgain, thal language. the poel’s raw
material, is a human construcl, and so suspsct,
broken off from the natural world of birth and
seasons, chained to “systems.”™ The poel and
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his language can be freed only by a raturn to
the natural worid:

# freshness, of how
7 dog barks, after
the baby romes home
the First day, & I'm tired enough
s /T & burden released,
momeonlarily thors is & gift of
what /language won't allow (81)

The Tragments allow an escape from the
system. allow the accurste fixing of the fallen
human world of The the:

from one part of the cily, you'd swear
civilizalion has ended, & that hare
wy stland
amidst invisible wires,
primevsal ——
very old & our life but an sulward
broath,
7 Jonyg conlinvance of The
ihe
(73 - 74)

There is no coherency lo this world, only
details of a siolen block heater, a job (7o
tnow, FE last/huoman  pressure.lo
conlinve/a _spia — 7T2), strippers in the
local bars (The Canada, The Hut). There are
those who accept this garbage dump world as a
fixed reference, who talk sboul “realily,” "the
real world™ elc as if ii were an acceplable
order. The peel rejects this "logic.” claims
kinship #cross the gap to D. H Lawrence:
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1 defy

whal olhers know, defy mysaslif in the
self conscious
wish nol 1o lis

#5 if anyone paid sllenilion. given thal
thare are
lhose who claim o real world & Lhal we
’ live fo
be given over in lhe process {o
sat our own shit (76)

Even the idyllic world of Earls Cove (on the
north end of the Secheli Peninsula, where the
McKinnons have a summer cottage) is infected
by Ths the:

Agamemaon channel.
Iingd with trailers on I acre lfols (78)

The last three poems affirmn a momenfary
pleasure -— in the simple acit of culling
firewged, in a mild Oclober wind, and in a
birth. Those moments, though, are, in the face
of The the, as lransilory as Tallen stars:

crazy brightl star beyond Lhe parch.
give your
J seconds of light before we go on fe
whaol
our lives become (71)

“Wired TMuosic was asver printed in

chapbook form bul appeared in Roolhog
{Repository, 1981). This long poem concludes
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The the with a more detailed analysis of the
fallen world. There is a sense of emargence
here, though il is faint. The poel is lacating
his reference poinis (Dante, Dahlberg, Li Po)
and finding a dirsctlion in the chaos, s swimmer
coming to the surface, levelling off. The
affirmation is there, 7o rspeat ands/go
against ail that diminishes. (B85) ~Hell”
is more detailed, personsl — for McKinnon, a
college (/if, fluorescent hails ) located in
the light industrial area of Prince George (/ o
in x gravel pit . . . wilh rows of
Indusirial shops — B6). The students ars
waiting Tor & Zidrary sxercise & search
for the unfatbomable. (B86) Oulside, the
mill towns, s/zg heaps, (g3 copper mine?
(88), the seasons pass, spring new.
pecaliar and porthern. (B9) There is the
cabin al Sechell (Aouse shatkes. the
ferry’s in) during summer holidays, listening
to CB.C. (grandmolhers tap/dancing) and
then sack insihese woods (91) in the
interior and finally, agsin, work: sapl
2780, the hand/& itfs shadow/scross
the page. (92) Continuance:

I'm alive
in the smakey image of one whoe
wails
n limbg

for the shadew of Virgil, ss gveryong
might (90)

And 50 we all wail for whalever redamplion
we imagine. McKinnon, like Dante, is a poet,
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and s ghosily greal peet will 1ead him through
experience to the Truth. McKinnon is & good
guide himself, his credibilily fixed in the
accuracy with which he depicts experience snd
gives it significance. He may seem
iconaclastic in his instinctive repugnance fer
rational systems, his view of our “progress”
as & societly may sesm loo conservative, and
his attachment to domestic life may seem
infantile. He is still, however, painfully
accurale in his descriplion and analysis of the
everyday world we all know, and his grasp of
the essenlials of redemplion is firm. In lyric
postry. ws sesk confrontstion with s unigue,
perceptive, and aliraclive person; il is in
facilitsting this confrontation thal poetry has
its effect in the world. It is this kind of
intsnsely and pursely personal confrontstion
thst we experience in McKinnon's poems.

NOTES

1. Page refersnces in the text are, unless
stherwise indicated by contaxt, te The the
{Coach House, 1980). This poem is on p. 23.

2. Debste over this technique is epitomized in
Louis Dudek’s rewriting of s Bowering poam in
Canadian Literature 34 (Autumn, 1967}, pp. 82
- 3.

3. Don Precosky. “Cinterview with Barry
McKinnon, May 1982." siated For publication in
the B.C. Writers issue of Essays on Canadian
Writing. See slse Tinterview with Canasdiasn
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Pest and C.N.C. Instructer Bsrry McKinnon,™
Generation ! andsiide *12 (April 1983), pp. 8 -,

4. Precosky.

3. In the Fall of 1982, McKinnon won Lhe
Naishat Review sward for broadside design.

6. See The Puip Mill: Stories (Repository 1977)
and The Pulp Mill: Poems (Repositery 1980) for
McKinnon's selection of writings by local posts
and prose writers, many of whom studied
Crestive Wriling at the College or worked with
FMcKinnon on some [Facets of the Caledonia
Writing Series. For a complate sccount of the
Caiedoniz  Wriling/Gorse Press  series,

inciuding & biblicgraphy, see Line {a Journal of

the SF.U. Contemperary Collection 11 (Fall.
1983), pp. 1 - 42.

7. in 1980, McKinnon orgsnized the
“Words/toves™ conference at CN.C_, fensturing
Robert Creeley. Audrey Thomas, snd George
Bewering. This influentisl conference was his
last public sct as s craative writing instructor.

8. For this reason, | will deal with the original
formxats of these books, while referring o the
toxt (there amre some small revisions) and
pageinstion of the Coach House collection.

9. *18 - 19 (Summer - Fall 1980), pp. 106 -
1.

10. Precesky. See slse  HMcKinnoa's
introduction to Yhe Pulp t1ill: Poems. '
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