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Abstract

Open Secrets: Fetishicity in the Poetry of Gwendolyn MacEwen

In contrast to those critics who see Gwendolyn MacEwen’s poetry
as structured by a dialectical logic which seeks to create a
harmonious synthesis from the fusion of opposites, this study
contends that MacEwen’s poetry is more usefully understood as
structured by a logic of disavowal: the simultaneous concealment
and revelation of difference and the anxiety it generates.
Disavowal is most apparent in those poems which are
overdetermined by multiple fetish discourses -- particularly the
discourses of sexual, material, aesthetic, and spiritual
economies -- and endows those poems with a peculiar and
noticeable uncanny energy. In Chapter One, I review the migration
of the term “fetish” from its original use in the intercultural
spaces of trade relations between Europe and West Africa, into
disparate discourses, and drawing on Hal Foster’s work on
seventeenth-century Dutch still lifes, define the term
“fetishicity” as the simultaneous overdetermination, by multiple
fetish discourses, of a literary in contrast to a visual text.
Chapter Two explores the beginnings of fetishicity in MacEwen’s
work and its relationship to her mythopoeic method by focusing on
two groups of early poems: the unpublished series “Adam’s
Alphabet” and the “eden” poems from her first collections Selah,
The Drunken Clock, and The Rising Fire, in which fetishicity is
apparent in MacEwen’s interest in exotic alphabets and in
metaphors of eden, all of which are constructed using strategies
of disavowal which suggest a haunting secret that the poet
simultaneously desires to conceal and to reveal. Chapter Three
analyzes MacEwen’s use of a symbolic vocabulary derived from
fetish discourses in poems from The Rising Fire, A Breakfast for
Barbarians, The Shadow-Maker, and Armies of the Moon to satirize
North American consumer culture based on the production and
circulation of commodities and to explore the circulation of
desire and its multiple disavowals in the material economy.
Chapter Four continues the analysis of fetish discourses in an
example of MacEwen’s mature work, The T. E. Lawrence Poems, in
which a traditional Orientalism, again signaling the attraction
and repulsion of the fact of difference, is subverted by the
logic of disavowal. I conclude that although MacEwen’s oeuvre
frequently thematizes myth, alchemy, and the exotic, the poetry’s
real power derives from the fetishicity of her texts, their
embodiment of disavowal.
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Introduction
Mythopoeia to Fetishicity:
Gwendolyn MacEwen and Fetish Discourse
“To perceive the aura of an object we look at means to
invest it with the ability to look at us in return.”
-- Walter Benjamin
When an object “looks back” at us, whether it is a commodity
in the marketplace, a sexual fetish object, a primitive
amulet, or a work of art, it is its haunting gaze that gives
it, in Walter Benjamin’s terms, a sense of “aura,” of
luminosity and energy. But of course such an object only
appears to be gazing, because of the uncanny logic of the
fetish, which both conceals and reveals our most secret
fears and desires. Such a logic informs much of the poetry
of Canadian writer Gwendolyn MacEwen, in whose work images
of the eye, of seeing, and of the returned gaze are
significant. MacEwen is probably best known as a
“mythopoeic” writer, a categorization she did much to create

by her famous claim, “I want to create a myth.”! About her

own work Gwendolyn MacEwen has said:

In my poetry I am concerned with finding the

! Margaret Atwood reports this remark in her 1970
paper, “MacEwen's Muse” (Canadian Literature 45: 23-32), but
there is no earlier record of the remark appearing in print;
perhaps it occurred in private correspondence. MacEwen
repeats the remark in her 1986 essay “A Poet's Journey into

the Interior,” Cross-Canada Writers’ Quarterly 8.3-4 (1986):
19.
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relationships between what we call the “real” world and
that other world which consists of dream, fantasy and
myth. I’ve never felt that these “two worlds” are as
separate as one might think, and in fact my poetry as
well as my life seems to occupy a place--you might call
it a kind of no-man's land~-between the two.?

From the beginning of her career, MacEwen has been
recognized by her peers as an important Canadian writer, but
since her death in 1987 critical attention to her work has
focused on only a few individual texts. Jan Bartley’s
valuable introduction, Invocations: The Poetry and Prose of
Gwendolyn MacEwen (1983), is the only book-length study of
MacEwen’s work, but it does not consider The T. E. Lawrence
Poems or Afterworlds, MacEwen’s last collections of new
poems written before her death. Bartley's Invocations
explores MacEwen’s use of the western alchemical tradition
as part of her mythopoeic method. Bartley discusses
MacEwen’s work in terms of the poet’s vision of a “binary
structure of reality” and “desire to combine inherent

opposites into a harmonious unity,”?® and she explores some

of the recurring patterns of symbols and imagery in

? Gwendolyn MacEwen, statement, Rhymes and Reasons:
Nine Canadian Poets Discuss Their Work, ed. John Robert
Colombo (Toronto and Montreal: Holt, Rinehart & Winston,
1971) 65.

? Jan Bartley, Invocations: The Poetry and Prose of

Gwendolyn MacEwen (Vancouver: U of British Columbia P, 1983)
34.



MacEwen’s work, such as that of sun/moon, light/dark,
waking/dreaming and poet/muse. Gillian Harding, the only
critic to have published a scholarly article on the Lawrence
Poems, has discussed MacEwen’s development of an
iconographic strategy in the series.® She has identified
clusters of “icons” in the poems -- one is “water,” another
is the group “desert” /”stone” /“mirage”® -- and offered
possible interpretations of their meanings, relying for her
sources on standard dictionaries of symbols. Although the
critical methods used by Bartley and Harding have produced
useful insights, they are, however, inadequate for an
understanding of the extraordinary psychological depth and
complexity of MacEwen’s early “alphabet” and “appetite”
poems and the Lawrence Poems. For example, Harding’s study
of the Lawrence Poems concludes that “[t]he first section,
‘Dreamers of the Day’ [containing twenty-three poems], deals
with Lawrence as a self-assured child and as an idealistic
young man. . . .”% Although these poems do, indeed,
represent the young Lawrence’s idealism, iconographic

criticism misses what I consider to be one of MacEwen’s main

“ R. F. Gillian Harding, “Iconic Mythopoeia in
MacEwen’s The T. E. Lawrence Poems,” Studies in Canadian
Literature 9.1 (1984) 95-107.

> Harding 95-97.

¢ Harding 104.



purposes in writing this section, which is to highlight
areas of Lawrence's psyche about which he revealed very
little in his own public writing (as opposed to private
letters): his conflicts surrounding the issues of his
illegitimacy and his sexual orientation.

This study will take a different approach to MacEwen’s
work, showing how MacEwen augments her mythopoeic strategies
with a method, related to Freud’s discussion of “the
uncanny” in literature, which I term “fetishicity.” Freud’s
theorization of the uncanny in literature suggests that the
uncanny is related to, but also different from, the sexual
fetish.” Foster summarizes what Freud means by an
experience of the uncanny in literature: “animate and
inanimate states are confused, things are subsumed by
representations, once-homey images return as unheimlich, and
a whiff or whisper of death hangs over the scene.”® Both the
sexual fetish and the experience of the uncanny derive,

according to Freud, from the pre-oedipal boy’s fear of

7 Sigmund Freud, “The Uncanny” (1919), The Standard
Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund
Freud. Vol. XVII (1917-1919): An Infantile Neurosis and
Other Works, trans. James Strachey (London: The Hogarth
Press and the Institute of Psychoanalysis, 1955) 217-252.
Subsequent references to the Standard Edition will be
abbreviated as SE.

8 Hal Foster, “The Art of Fetishism: Notes on Dutch
Still Life, Fetishism as Cultural Discourse, ed. Emily Apter
and William Pietz (Ithaca and London: Cornell UP, 1993) 254.



castration and both simultaneously affirm and disavow the
presence of the maternal phallus; but the sexual fetish
gives the subject sexual pleasure, whereas the experience of
the uncanny does not necessarily do so. This thesis will
argue that experiences of the uncanny in literature and
popular culture are augmented when there are simultaneously
present in the work traces of multiple fetish discourses,
specifically the Marxian discourse of commodity fetishism,
the ethnographic discourse of the fetish as object in the
sacred economies of “primitive” societies, the Freudian
discourse of sexual fetishism, and modernist aesthetic
discourses which link the concept of the fetish to the
spectacle and to the gaze. What these fetish discourses have

in common is best articulated by Marcia Ian, who claims that

. . . whether used to name the overvaluation of certain
commodities, a type of primitive idolatry, a sexual
perversion, or a disingenuous confidence in the
materiality of language, “fetishism” describes an act
of idealization by means of which some “other” is
endowed with the transcendental wholeness, autonomy,
and power the self presumably lacks.’®

Cultural products overdetermined by fetish discourses can

appear, for example, in postcolonial spaces or in the

Marcia Ian, Remembering the Phallic Mother:
Psychoanalysis, Modernism, and the Fetish (Ithaca and
London: Cornell UP, 1993): 84.
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intercultural spaces which open up when societies organized
very differently in their material and sacred economies
encounter each other, or in works created by traditionally
marginalized voices. MacEwen’s poetry is articulated in
relation to fetishism in such a way as to problematize
western valuations of sexual difference and gender
relations, of spiritual economies, of spectacle, of race,
and of a commodity exchange which sees the refusal to
participate in capitalist market practices as primitive
and/or infantile. Throughout MacEwen’s work, this
intercultural encounter occurs between the Canadian
mainstream and MacEwen’s vision of exotic alternatives,
which can be lost edens or another Canada, “Kanada”; and in
The Lawrence Poems, between the British and Arabic societies
with their different religious, economic, and social values.
Derrida uses the term “metafetishism” in his essay
“Economimesis,” in which, according to Emily Apter, he
“evokes a mimetic and infinitely specular chain of
representations that refer in themselves to a libidinal
economy of representation.”!® Thus Derrida brings together
the Marxian commodity fetish and the Freudian sexual fetish

in a theory of representation. My use of the term

1 Emily Apter, Feminizing the Fetish: Psychoanalysis
and Narrative Obsession in Turn-of-the-Century France
(Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1991) 11.
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“fetishicity” expands on Derrida's metafetishism to include
the anthropological definition of the fetish as a prime
signifier in the discourse of the economy of the sacred
object, and the use of fetish theory in aesthetic criticism.
I use the term “fetishicity” to mean the overall effect of
combining traces of the several kinds of fetish--religious,
sexual, commodity, aesthetic--in one artistic production (a
painting, a film, a literary work, etc.).

Symbols of castration anxiety, the secret fear which
supposedly fuels sexual fetishism, have been present in
literature and visual art at least since classical times, a
presence that Freud acknowledges in his use of Greek
literature and mythology to illustrate aspects of his theory
of psychosexual development, such as the Oedipus myth and
the story of Medusa’s power to petrify her viewers. Since at
least the beginning of the modern period, other fetish
discourses have appeared as traces or symbols in the arts,
indicating a general social uneasiness about how values are
determined in a society’s various economies, especially when
a material object is made simultaneously to embody different
kinds of value that are mutually contradictory. But the use
of fetish discourses in the arts also has an uncanny ability
to infuse a remarkable energy into the artistic work, an

energy that has prompted critics such as Michel Leiris and



Hal Foster to investigate images of fetishisms in cultural
production.!’ In his discussion of seventeenth-century Dutch
still-life paintings and particular works of modernist
sculpture, Foster gives us the most complete analysis of how
a visual artwork can be overdetermined and thus energized by
its representation of multiple fetish discourses.

It is not surprising that traces of very different
kinds of fetish discourses should appear together in a
single artistic work, for an investigation of the growth and
development of fetish discourses shows that although the
signifieds of the sign “fetish” vary enormously in their
respective discursive communities, they all derive from the
same cluster of associated ideas. Thus we get Freud’s sexual
fetishism, which masks anxiety about castration; Marx’s
commodity fetishism, which describes how material things and
the labourers who make them are assigned value in the
marketplace of commodity-producing societies; the
ethnographic fetishism of objects that supposedly embody
magical or spiritual values in primitive societies;
modernist aesthetic theories of the art object as

autonomous; and the colonial stereotype, all of which share

1 Michel Leiris, “Alberto Giacometti” (1929), trans.
James Clifford, Sulfur 15 (1986): 38-40; Hal Foster, “The
Art of Fetishism: Notes on Dutch Still Life,” Fetishism as
Cultural Discourse, ed. Emily Apter and William Pietz,
(Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1993): 251-265.



certain key features: first, an emphasis on materiality;
second, the fixation in one material site of heterogenous
elements, not all of them material, and the repetition of
such fixation; third, society’s (and the critical
observer’s) consciousness that these values are socially
constructed, not somehow naturally inhering in the objects;
and finally, the power to influence the activities, desires,
and sense of subjectivity of people who identify themselves
primarily in physical terms, as bodies.!? Equally important,
all kinds of fetish both conceal and reveal anxiety about
various kinds of differences: sexual, monetary, spiritual,
aesthetic, racial, or ethnic. Especially at times when such
values are being socially contested and renegotiated,
writers, artists, and critics seem drawn to fetishism to
energize their work, particularly work, such as Gwendolyn
MacEwen’s writing, which is interested in exploring
boundaries and limits between cultures.

According to William Pietz, the concept of fetishism,
which derives from the pidgin term fetisso, was never an
idea developed by an individual society but has its
historical origins in the intercultural spaces opened up by

the sixteenth-century trade between Portugal and West

12 william Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish” Part I,
Res 9 (1986) 5-10.
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African coastal nations. Later European theories of sexual,
religious, commodity, and aesthetic fetishes all incorporate
the four characteristics which were present in the concept
of fetish from its beginning; however, as a strategy for the
negotiation of radical differences, the fetish’s most
salient features are its ability to fix in a material object
the simultaneous revelation and veiling of a difference or
perceived lack; its embodiment simultaneously of different
kinds of value, including spiritual, sexual, market, and
aesthetic values; and society’s overvaluation of this
object.

In contrast, “fetishicity” is a symbolic vocabulary
derived from the intersection of these various kinds of
fetish in one text. Unlike fetishes, however, fetishicity is
not a thing; it has no materiality except perhaps that of
the text in which it appears. But the accumulation of the
effects of fetish traces repeats, amplifies, and reinforces
the effect of any individual fetish reference. Because the
basic mechanism of the fetish is that of a signifier which
depends upon yet erases its signification,!’® fetishicity
forms a text which reverberates with a sense of loss or

emptiness and the simultaneous disavowal of that loss. This

13 Michael Taussig, “Maleficium: State Fetishism,” in
Fetishism as Cultural Discourse, ed. Emily Apter and William
Pietz (Ithaca and London: Cornell UP, 1993) 225.
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strategy is particularly effective for texts, such as the
Lawrence Poems and MacEwen’s “appetite” and “alphabet”
poems, which explore a subject’s personal encounter with the
Other, and the intercultural spaces of postcolonial
histories and questions of self-identity.

The art critic Hal Foster has shown how fetish traces
can appear in an artwork symbolically!*: for example,
castration anxiety is suggested in seventeenth-century Dutch
pronk'® still lifes as sliced-open, ripe fruits, together
with the sharp knives used to cut them, in the foreground of
the composition. This interpretation of the fruit is
reinforced by the presence in the same painting of other
kinds of fetish: Foster claims that the emphasis on glossy,
polished, reflective surfaces seen in the objects chosen for
the composition suggests commodity fetishism, as does the
depiction of raw materials from Dutch colonies. My thesis
will extend Foster's work to explore how traces of fetishes,
whether as explicit references or as symbols, can be used in
a literary text.

Beyond Foster’s contributions to criticism in the

¥ Hal Foster, “Art” 251-265.

15 “ pronken” is a Dutch word meaning “to display, to
show off” and these still lifes characteristically represent
an abundance of extravagant foodstuffs and finely made
objects informally displayed on a table.
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visual arts, other critics and scholars of literature and
cultural theory have begun to note how fetish discourses
shape and inform literary texts. Most useful for a
consideration of MacEwen’s poetry, perhaps, is Homi K.
Bhabha’s theory of the colonial stereotype, mimicry and
hybridity. Linda Saladin’s work on how authors construct
literary images (often of the muse or a dangerous Other)
which they then fetishize in an attempt to authorize their
writing, to imbue their texts with a literary authority they
fear to have lost, is also useful. Fetishizing a verbal
image may well have been a strategy used by MacEwen in
writing The T. E. Lawrence Poems, although MacEwen would
have reversed the gender relations theorized by Saladin, for
Saladin posits the writer as always male, and the muse as
always female. Lawrence is not the only figure fetishized by
MacEwen, however. Even in her earliest writing, when she was
exploring the western magic tradition and other esoteric
systems of thought and belief as her themes, MacEwen created
magic utterances and fetishized written signs from exotic
alphabets, investing them through her poetry with spiritual
and artistic power to change consciousness and create an
uplifted, “mythical” sense of everyday life.

The roots of fetishicity as a cultural discourse

illuminating the arts extend back to the early decades of
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the twentieth century. In the late 1920's, Michel Leiris was
the first art critic to associate fetishism with art
objects. He described fetishism as

the really loving love of ourselves projected from the
inside out and clothed in a solid carapace, thus
trapping it within the bounds of a precise thing and
situating it, rather like a piece of furniture for our
use, in the vast foreign room called space.!¢
Leiris believed that the rare creative works which would
fill the needs of this fetishism grew out of moments of
“crisis,” when “abruptly the outside seems to respond to a
call we send it from within, when the exterior world opens
itself and a sudden communion forms between it and our
heart.”! Thus Leiris has implicitly recognized that all
types of fetishisms grow out of an experience of gap, of
difference, of spaces opening between otherwise closed
boundaries, whether they be between consciousness and
unconsciousness, self and Other, sacred and profane,
capitalist and precapitalist modes of economic organization,
or constructions of gender and race. For Leiris, the
sculptures of Alberto Giacometti are precisely the sort of
art objects to spring from such gaps, and they evoked in him

an uncanny response by which he associated the “prodigiously

16 Leiris 38.

17 Teiris 38-39.
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alive” artworks with “a fermentation...of so many memories,”
hollowness, “emptied fruit,” movement between inside and
outside, a “hidden wind,” darkness, deliriousness, and an
ambivalence he labelled “that tender sphinx.”!¢ Leiris
implicitly links fetishism to the evocation of the uncanny,
of mystery, and of the play between the hidden and the
revealed in these modernist sculptures.

Foster has borrowed Leiris’ linking of fetishism and
the uncanny in Giacometti’s sculptures, a quality he
characterizes as producing “a glow” or sense of energy
surrounding the work, a “luminescence,” “uncanny” and
elusive,'® and he notes that the same quality is apparent in
seventeenth-century Dutch still lifes. The focus of Foster’s
discussion® is the sub-genre of Dutch still-life painting
known as “pronk” (from the Dutch verb pronken, “to
display”). After the more monochromatic, restrained

compositions of the 1620s and 1630s, pronk paintings began

18 Leiris 39.

' Hal Foster, lecture, Dalhousie University, Halifax,
N. S., Oct. 1991.

%0 Later published as “The Art of Fetishism: Notes on
Dutch Still Life”, in Fetishism as Cultural Discourse, ed.
Emily Apter and William Pietz (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1993)
and, in a slightly modified version with illustrations, in
Fetishism. The Princeton Architectural Journal. Vol. 4, ed.
Sarah Whiting et al. (New York: Princeton Architectural P,
1992). I will refer to the former as “Art” and to the latter
as Fetishism in subsequent notes.
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to appear in the 1640s, when the Dutch trading empire
prospered. Pronk still lifes include such works as Jan
Davidsz de Heem’s Pronk Still Life With Shells (1642) and
others, as well as paintings by Pieter deRing, Clara
Peeters, Francoise Ryckhals, Nicolaes Gillis, and Floris van
Dyck, which are characterized by their depiction of a lavish
abundance of goods usually overflowing the table surface. A
variety of foodstuffs, such as fruits, baked goods,
shellfish, and sometimes meat or game birds, are often
juxtaposed with exotic spices, tobacco, and other goods
obtained through the widespread Dutch trading empire, or at
least in the Dutch marketplace. The richness of the scene is
further reinforced with the placement of these goods on
tables covered with some of the best products of European
artisanship: fine linen or lace, crystal goblets or those
made of precious metals, and fine cutlery are also usually
present to indicate both the economic prosperity and the
good taste of the owner.

Foster believes that the uncanny luminescence or energy
he senses in these paintings is created by the
overdetermination of their images by fetish discourses, that
“the very dynamics of fetishism structure this art.”? He

finds in the paintings evidence of traces of three of the

2l Foster, Fetishism 7.
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major European discourses about fetishism: the
anthropological fetish as sacred object, the psychoanalytic
fetish tied to castration anxiety, and Marx’s commodity
fetish. The anthropological fetish, the fetish as object in
a sacred economy, is perhaps the least visible of the fetish
discourse traces in the pronks, but it haunts the paintings
as the inheritance of the Dutch takeover of the lucrative
West African trade from the Portuguese, the intercultural
spaces of which produced the European idea of the “fetish.”
The question of the status of an object embodying different
kinds of social values was first confronted in these earlier
mercantile relationships. The modernist concern with the
status of the art object as autonomous was mirrored in the
seventeenth-century Dutch still-life painters’ concern for
the first time with positioning their work in the
marketplace, as objects embodying both aesthetic and
commercial values at a time when traditional patronage
structures of artistic production were shifting and even
disappearing. Evidence of commodity fetishism is visible in
the way that the objects in the foreground of the pronk
painting are juxtaposed and arranged, suggesting their
interchangeability as commodities in the newly developed
mercantile early capitalist economic system. Moreover,

Foster sees the emphasis on shiny, glossy surfaces in the
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paintings as a return of the viewer’s gaze: “It is as if we
are seen as we see -- only it is objects that ‘see’ us.”??
Marx noted that a symptom of commodity fetishism is that
commodities seem to take on a life of their own, which
Foster sees in the returned “gaze” of the objects in the
pronk paintings. Castration anxiety, the root of sexual
fetishism in Freud’s theory, is suggested in the pronk’s
representation of the ripe fruits, shellfish, and baked
goods, which are usually not whole, but are almost always
depicted as cut open, sliced, peeled, or partially consumed.
Frequently the implement of cutting is in the foreground,
closest to the viewer, often with the handle pointing to the
viewer as if in invitation to take it up and complete the
meal, or as if implicating the viewer as the person
responsible for the cutting. Fruits, in particular, are
symbolic in Freud’s theory of the female genitals, and thus
the images in the pronks of fruit that is not whole suggest
maternal castration. Maternal castration is, of course, the
site of the male subject’s primal anxiety. Foster claims
that this kind of overdetermination of the images in pronks
creates a reminder of loss which haunts the subject. A

“ghost of a lack hangs over the abundance” depicted in the

2 poster, “Art” 264.
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pronks.? It is this ghostly quality, which operates
fetishistically in its simultaneous affirmation and denial
of loss, and its seeming interrogation of the very
materiality of the products represented, which is
responsible for the uncanny luminescence of the paintings.

The extent to which MacEwen made conscious use of
fetish discourses is not clear; however, she was certainly
aware of the symptoms of commodity fetishism identified by
Marx, especially the sense that in late forms of capitalism
commodities seem to become animated while people become
reified, and in her poetry and short stories she frequently
explored the subversive economies of non-productive
expenditure.? Moreover, she was intensely interested in
magic and spiritual values, in foreign cultures, and in the
relationship between the genders. Even though she relied in
her writing on a world-view which conceptualized phenomena
in dualistic categories, bipolar opposites, she always
searched for a way of dealing in her work with the
differences implied by such bipolar opposites. Not always
satisfied by attempts to represent the union or

transcendence of opposites as one way to heal the fissures

3 Foster, “Art” 264.

# MacEwen probably would have been familiar with
Marxist thought by virtue of her first marriage, to Canadian
poet and Communist Party member Milton Acorn.
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or negotiate the gaps, MacEwen found in fetishicity a
symbolic vocabulary for investigating the territory of the
discursive gaps or fissures in the dualistic imagination.
Fetishicity is apparent in MacEwen’s early poems in the
theme of desire for a return to an Eden-like state of
existence, in the interest in magic and transformation, and
in the collage-like collection of material objects which
appears in A Breakfast for Barbarians, all of which relate
directly to the intersection of fetish discourses seen later
in the Lawrence Poems. Fetishicity can be identified in The
T. E. Lawrence Poems through the numerous symbolic and
explicit references encompassing the full register of fetish
discourses. MacEwen suggests religious fetishism in
Lawrence’s unearthing, during an archaeological dig at
Carcemish early in his career, of an object which is played
with as a “toy” during the day but which seems to take on
sinister powers at night. MacEwen here implicitly locates
Lawrence as supporting the traditional European discourse of
Orientalism, as theorized by Edward Said, which sees the
East as Europe’s mysterious, irrational, dark Other. Sexual
fetishism is present in Lawrence’s emotional rejection of a
father he sees as castrated and of his phallic mother, and
their substitution in the image of a medieval crusader which

hangs on the ceiling above his bed. Commodity fetishism
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appears in Lawrence’s attempt to translate his experiences
into written text (and, by extension, in MacEwen’s own
rewriting of Lawrence's story), in Lawrence’s complaint that
he had been used as a pawn by the “0ld Men” in power, as
well as in his stated desire to bestow the result of his
labour on behalf of the Arab Revolt as a gift to a person he
loved and admired (but refused to identify). Commodity
fetishism is also implicit in Lawrence’s, and England’s,
veiled imperialist project in the Middle East, where their
support for the Arab revolt supposedly masked their interest
in gaining strategic control over the area’s transportation
links and oil reserves.

In order to establish how the idea of the fetish became
a term in several very different kinds of discourses,
Chapter One of this study, “Fetish Discourse and Fetishicity
in Literature,” will review how the term developed from the
medieval European discourse about witchcraft and the control
of women’s sexuality to become the term for the material
objects used by some West African societies in the swearing
of ocaths to cement trade agreements. From this early
discourse of trade located between societies which were
organized according to radically different material
economies, the term entered the developing European

Enlightenment discourse about the development of religion
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among so-called “primitive” societies, as a small but
important element in the definition of the primitive as
lacking a rational social organization. The fetish, now seen
as the material site of the fixation of contradictory
values, then entered the Marxian analysis of capitalist
material economies as “commodity fetishism,” the mystifying
logic by which labourers are alienated from the products of
their labour. The term also migrated to the developing
discourse of normative sexuality as Freud’s sexual fetish,
the logic by which the male subject disavows the possibility
of castration, and to Bhabha’s recent postcolonial discourse
and Saladin’s feminist discourse, already mentioned. In
aesthetic theory, the idea cf the fetish contributes to the
logic of the spectacle, in which the viewer’s gaze is
fixated on its object in a complex disavowal of difference.
Fetishicity, the symbolic vocabulary developed from these
widely varying fetish discourses, would emphasize their
commonalities, the simultaneous concealment and revelation
of a perceived lack or loss, a lack or loss which originates
at the moment of subject formation. Chapter One goes on to
explore how fetishicity as an aesthetic theory can be used
to read literary texts. Here I will review other work which
uses fetish discourse theories to read literature in order

to put my approach in context. I conclude Chapter One by
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contextualizing my research through an examination of how
fetish discourse theory can be used to examine literary
texts, such as Gwendolyn MacEwen’s poetry, that seek to
explore the Other and the spaces that open up between
subjectivities and between cultures.

The symbolic vocabulary of fetish discourses is
particularly evident in one of MacEwen’s earliest works, the
unpublished series of poems “Adam’s Alphabet.”?’ These poems
reveal MacEwen’s fascination with sacred economies as they
intersect with language, as the poet attempts to invoke the
magic or mythopoeic power of an exotic alphabet. Chapter
Two, “Sacred Alphabets and Lost Edens: The Phallic Mother as
Muse,” will show how this fascination portrays the exotic
written word as both artifact and reification of sacred
meanings, while it simultaneously reveals the veiled and
haunting presence of the phallic mother as index of the fear
of difference as it manifests itself in psychosexual

economies. This chapter begins by discussing MacEwen’s

* Gwendolyn MacEwen, “Adam’s Alphabet” (MacEwen
Papers, Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of
Toronto: Box 1). Several of the poems were published
posthumously in The Poetry of Gwendolyn MacEwen: Volume One:
The Early Years, Ed. Margaret Atwood and Barry Callaghan
(Ontario: Exile Editions, 1993) 17-26. There are several
errors in this printing of the poems, as changes that
MacEwen herself had clearly made to the manuscript were not
incorporated; a later printing of the volume corrects some
of these errors.



23

mythopoeia in such early works as selected poems from Selah,
The Drunken Clock, and The Rising Fire which thematize a
longing for lost golden ages, paradises, or edens, to show
that this longing is another form of the desire for and fear
of the phallic mother, the ultimate fetish object, which
further registers the poet’s deep-seated anxiety about the
fact of difference and the existence of the Other, and
anxiety about the implications of being a speaking subject.
This analysis will show that the logic of disavowal
structured MacEwen’s poetry beginning with her earliest
efforts, complicating her stated project to “create a myth”
by revealing the fissures and gaps within MacEwen’s poetic
discourse. In other words, MacEwen’s notion of myth was
itself fetishistic. The poet eventually discovered in these
poems that the synthesis or harmonizing of opposites that
+the she had been seeking is impossible, and thus the image
of the Mesopotamian bisected goddess of chaos, Tiamut, and
not eden, becomes MacEwen’s defining metaphor for human
experience. The territory of discursive clashes and gaps
suggested by the metaphor of chaos is fertile ground for
fetishicity. The “eden” poems link two fetish discourses in
particular, that of the sacred economy in which objects in
so-called “primitive” societies introduce the important

question of how a material thing can embody different kinds
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of value simultaneously (the sacred and the practical in the
physical sense), and that of the psychosexual economy in
which the sexual fetish caused by castration anxiety is a
displacement of the more profound anxiety about sexual and
other differences.

Chapter Three, “Uncanny Breakfasts: The Early
‘Appetite’ Poems,” shows that fetishicity continued to
structure MacEwen’s poetry as she matured as a writer. This
chapter continues the analysis of the early fetishicity in
MacEwen’s poetry by reading MacEwen’s poems on the theme of
appetite, “A Breakfast” from The Rising Fire, the poems
collected in A Breakfast for Barbarians, and others. These
poems incorporate a stronger emphasis on the problems of
value in the commodity marketplace than do the eden and
alphabet poems, by including in the symbolic vocabulary of
fetishicity more significations deriving from Marx’s
discourse of commodity fetishism. The “appetite” poems show
the poet maturing beyond a longing for an irretrievable,
idealized past by learning how to live in the present with
an appetite for all experience: rather than trying to create
a synthesis or harmony from opposites, the poet chooses
instead to consume metaphorically all experiences
indiscriminately. The poet discovers, however, that an all-

consuming appetite is not really a way to avoid the fear and
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pain of Otherness: this philosophy of appetite itself
functions fetishistically by revealing gaps and differences
in the various symbolic economies that it was supposed to
conceal. The metaphor of the all-consuming appetite implies
an endless hunger that must be acknowledged before it can be
filled. MacEwen begins with a satire of late-capitalist
consumer culture, but moves through the poems, using
metaphors of eating disorders, to problems of the sense of
gap or loss that haunts the subjects in late capitalist
societies and to a consideration of the less-sane dimensions
of an all-consuming appetite.

In her book-length sequence of poems, The T. E.
Lawrence Poems, MacEwen employs a more subtle, mature, and
artistically integrated fetishicity to explore the
twentieth-century Western male psyche as it confronts
difference and the Other on sexual, political, economic,
religious and aesthetic fronts. These poems extend MacEwen’s
interest in the desire for and impossibility of harmonizing
differences by making T. E. Lawrence her subject, a man who
apparently shared her belief in a world of meaning beyond
the surfaces of life when he wrote: “I never saw men's
features: always I peered beyond, imagining for myself a
spirit-reality of this or that.” In the Lawrence Poems,

MacEwen creates a “no-man's land” or “spirit-reality” where
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pairs of opposites cannot harmonize without often causing
anxiety and fear. In this “no man's land” she discovers, in
the unresolvable conflicts of life which produce religious,
sexual and commodity fetishes, a powerful energizing source
for her icons, symbols and imagery, and for her exploration
of a complex figure within history. Chapter Four, “Desert
Disavowal: Lawrence as Disguise, Lawrence as Muse,” explores
how in interweaving these and other traces of fetishes,
MacEwen constructs an interpretation of T. E. Lawrence which
reveals what she sees as key motivations in his career,
motivations about which he is suggestive but circumspect in
his own writings. She re-mythologizes a legend which has
already been rewritten a number of times in this century,
circulating as reportage (Lowell Thomas’s journalism), as
narrative (Lawrence’s writing) and as spectacle (the film
Lawrence of Arabia). This chapter suggests answers to the
questions of how and why MacEwen rewrote the T. E. Lawrence
legend in the form of a series of poems, by using
theoretical methods developed in Chapter One to identify the
role of fetishicity in MacEwen’s version of the Lawrence
legend, a version which reveals selected aspects of
Lawrence’s character while at the same time masking others.
An investigation of fetishicity in any text is

necessarily a matter of revealing the text’s multiple
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overdeterminations by fetish discourses. Fetishicity
functions accumulatively, each repetition from the symbolic
vocabulary of fetishism strengthening the effects of
previous ones. Overall, the simultaneous traces of multiple
fetish discourses in MacEwen’s “alphabet” and “appetite”
poems reveal a subtext of desire and fear, the ambivalent
response to the fact of difference, in MacEwen’s early
project of creating a sense of the mythic or sacred in the
everyday world, a subtext which the mature poet would
foreground in the Lawrence Poems in her re-creation of
Lawrence as an icon for the twentieth century, a fractured
subject constructed by multiple contradictions in the
personal and social spheres, coping, sometimes heroically,
with trauma; a man whose divided and fissured selves

“conversed in the void.”?2¢

% T. E. Lawrence, Seven Pillars of Wisdom: A Triumph
(London and Toronto: Jonathan Cape, 1936) 32.



Chapter 1
Fetish Discourse and Fetishicity in Literature
One day, though
the words will go on
by themselves
-- Dorothy Livesay,

“For Gwendolyn MacEwen”
The term “fetish” is most often understood today in its
psychoanalytic sense as “a thing abnormally stimulating or
attracting sexual desires”: The Concise Oxford Dictionary,
Eighth Edition (1990) gives this as its first meaning. In
psychoanalytical discourse the ultimate referent for the
fetish is the phallus; however, this conception of the
fetish, belonging to psychiatric discourses about normative
sexuality, was articulated only in the late nineteenth
century. The earliest fetish discourse, dating from European
medieval times, concerned not the phallus as ultimate
signifier but witchcraft and the control of female
sexuality.! The appropriation of the concept of the fetish
by psychiatric discourse was only one of a number of such

appropriations in Europe during the eighteenth and

nineteenth centuries, including those by historical,

! William Pietz, “The Problem of the Fetish” Part I,
Res 9 (1985) 6. For my discussion of the historical
development of the term “fetish” I am greatly indebted to
William Pietz’s extensive study, which is continued in “The
Problem of the Fetish” Part II, Res 13 (1987) 23-45; and
Part IIIa, Res 16 (1988) 105-123.

28
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Marxist, anthropological/ethnographic, and aesthetic
discourses, and in each of these the term “fetish” meant
something different. In order to understand how fetish
discourse theories have entered into, and continue to
influence, late twentieth-century cultural production, it is
useful to turn first to the historical development of the
term “fetish.”

The Latin roots of “fetish,” facticius and factitius,
from facere, “to make,” were words used exclusively in Roman
mercantilist discourse for goods traded in the marketplace.
The term had four distinct but related usages. First, it
indicated materials which were produced for trade using some
form of human intervention or manufacture, as opposed to
being naturally formed and merely collected; second, the
term could refer to the difference in appearance in such
artificial as opposed to natural varieties of trading goods;
third, this difference in appearance could indicate a
difference in the value of the goods, and thus the term came
to indicate this trading value itself; and finally, such a
difference in appearance as an index of value could be
artificially and fraudulently produced, and the term then

referred to such fraudulent goods.? This does not mean that

2 pietz, “Problem” II, 24-25.
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all artefacts traded in the Roman marketplace were
considered to be fetishes as we have come to construct the
term, because the “fetish” as a concept did not exist in
Roman times. The etymology of the word “fetish” is useful,
however, to an understanding of the development of fetish
discourses because these usages brought together concepts of
materiality, manufactured resemblance, fraudulence or
masquerade, and value (in this case, market value), all of
which would become important in the later development of the
idea of the fetish.

The term was appropriated in the Medieval period to the
early Church’s understanding of witchcraft, as opposed to
the concept of “idolatry,” as it was developed in Christian
theology and law.® The Latin facere re-entered medieval
Christian discourse when it became the Portuguese feitico,
feiticeiro, and feitigaria, meaning the objects, persons,

and practices of witchcraft.! In medieval times, witchcraft

3 Pietz writes: “The Christian theory of witchcraft,

as it related to fetish objects, was determined by
theoclogical explanations regarding the false sacramental
objects of superstition. These explanations were integrated
with only partial success into the church’s general theory
of idolatry, whose logic required that material ‘idols’ have
the status of fraudulent manufactured resemblances. The
descriptive inadequacy of the discourse of ‘idolatry’ led to
the development of a distinct terminology of witchcraft. . .
in the Middle Ages” (“Problem” II, 24).

% pietz, “Problem” II, 24.
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was understood in Europe to have to do with the misuse of
natural materials, but the definition of misuse was often
problematic for a culture which understood “natural”
properties of material objects according to a historical
logic or episteme based in principles of resemblance and
analogic correspondence.’

The idea of the fetish as it came to be formulated by
Enlightenment and nineteenth-century scientific discourses
“originated in a mercantile intercultural space created by
the ongoing trade relations between cultures so radically
different as to be mutually incomprehensible. It is proper
to neither West African nor Christian European culture.”$®
When Portuguese explorers and traders reached the Senegal
River on the west coast of Africa in 1436, they applied the
Portuguese word for objects involved in witchcraft, feiticgo,
to certain practices involving the use of materials by
Africans to invoke magical properties for protection, the
swearing of oaths, and healing.’ It is clear, though, that
the meaning of the word was changing rapidly, for the
Portuguese did not believe that the West Africans with whom

they had established trade relations actually practiced

> Pietz, “Problem” II, 35.
® Ppietz, “Problem” II, 24.

" Pietz, “Problem” II, 36.
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witchcraft.® There are no records detailing exactly what
these fifteenth-century Portuguese traders did understand of
West African spiritual economies, however; what we do know
about their views derives from later Dutch texts.

Dutch ships, belonging to a nascent mercantile
capitalist economic system, began to arrive on the West
African coast in the late 1590's, and encountered there an
intercultural space that was already very complex. A variety
of African societies, some Islamicized, some with a lineage
system of social organization, had been trading with the
Christian feudal Portuguese for one hundred and fifty years.
The Tangomaos, a group of Portuguese resistant to the feudal
system and in defiance of the Portuguese crown, had set
themselves up as middlemen in trading transactions between

Europeans and Africans. In this complex intercultural space

® Whereas fifty years earlier anti-witchcraft laws in
Portugal explicitly forbade a large number of activities
related to the magical arts -- including using herbal
potions, amulets, and incantations; summoning devils;
casting spells; interpreting dreams; working enchantments;
reading fortunes; and practicing divination -- when
Portuguese trade with West Africa began there was only one
law left on the books dealing with witchcraft, a law which
forbade the use of magical means in the hunting for
treasure. This reduction in categories of activities
forbidden by anti-witchcraft laws suggests that witchcraft
was no longer seen to be an important problem. Clearly the
Portuguese traders did not fear the feiticeiros (witches)
they encountered on the Guinea coast, for “one would not
have traded with ‘witches’ as this term was understood
during the witch craze” (Pietz, “Problem” II, 35).
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the Portuguese term feiti¢o had become the Tangomaos’ pidgin
term fetisso. It is important to understand that this term
was never part of the discursive communities either in West
Africa or in Europe: it was a term that evolved exclusively
in this space of intercultural trade. “Fetisso” described a
variety of material substances which seemed to be collected
and used by Africans for their magical properties. The term
was also applied to the oath-taking which involved the
consuming of foodstuffs or drinks containing these
substances. Traders found that this form of ocath-taking was
essential to the making of trade agreements with West
African societies, and it seems that the Portuguese
tolerated these practices much as the early Church had
tolerated “vain observances.”?® Accounts by the later Dutch
travellers and merchants, however, represent a shift in the
European concept of fetissos. Texts by Calvinist Dutch
writers Marees, Bosman, and others, as well as later English
and French texts, make for the first time the explicit

assertion of the identity between African fetissos and

® Before the “witch craze” in Europe, the early Church

had tolerated the use of herbal drinks and other “vain
observances” involving the use of natural objects to protect
health, ward off storms, and so forth, largely because
Christian theology and law had difficulty, in the absence of
rational science, in conceptualizing what were the “natural”
properties of materials. It seems that the Portuguese had a
similar tolerance in Africa for the fetisso.
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Catholic sacramental objects'® (although negatively
inflecting “fetisso”), which implicitly assigns to the
fetisso a higher value in West African spiritual economies
than it carried in the discourse of the Tangomaos.

Because the Tangomaos left no written descriptions of
the fetisso, we have to rely on later Dutch accounts such as
Willem Bosman’s A New and Accurate Description of the Coast
of Guinea, first published in Dutch in 1704 and in English
in 1705, for an understanding of what is meant by the term.
Bosman reports on the substances making up the fetisso in an
oath-taking ceremony:

...a great Wooden Pipe filled with Earth, 0il,
Blood, the Bones of dead Men and Beasts, Feathers,
Hair; and, to be short, all sorts of
Excrementitious and filthy Trash, which they do
not endeavor to mold into any Shape, but lay it in
a confused heap in the Pipe...!

Bosman’s account was of primary importance in the European

association of fetissos with worthless objects or trash, and

10 pjetz, “Problem” II, 39.

1 Wwilliam [sic] Bosman, A New and Accurate Description
of the Coast of Guinea: Divided into The Gold, The Slave,
and The Ivory Coasts (1705) (London and Edinburgh: Frank
Cass and Co. Ltd., 1967) 150. Bosman goes on to describe the
oaths taken and the remainder of the ceremony, which
consisted of the pipe’s contents being smeared on the
swearer’s head, arms, belly, and legs; then nail and hair
clippings were added to the pipe’s contents, whereupon the
cath was made “firmly Obligatory.”
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is one of the discourses that introduced into European
thought the important problem of how material objects can
come to embody different kinds of values (physical,
spiritual, social) simultaneously.

There was another reason why the fetisso began in the
eighteenth century to take on a negative connotation in the
discourses of Europe’s Protestant north. In an often-quoted
passage from his travel account, Bosman reported that an
African’s choice of fetisso or “god” in the land of “Fida”
on the African Coast was determined by chance enounter

alone.!? Based largely on Bosman’s account, Europeans came

2 *I once asked a Negroe, with whom I could talk very
freely, and whom I had also a good Opinion of...how they
celebrated their Divine Worship, and what number of Gods
they had?....He obliged me with the following Answer, That
the Number of their Gods was endless and innumerable: For
(said he) any of us being resolved to undertake any thing of
Importance, we first of all search out a God to prosper our
designed Undertaking; and going out of Doors with this
Design, take the first Creature that presents it self to our
Eyes, whether Dog, Cat or the most contemptible Animal in
the World, for our God; or perhaps instead of that any
Inanimate that falls in our way, whether a Stone, a piece of
Wood, or any thing else of the same Nature. This new chosen
God is immediately presented with an Offering; which is
accompanied with a Solemn Vow, that if he pleaseth to
prosper our Undertakings, for the future we will always
worship and esteem him as a God. If our Design prove
successful, we have discovered a new and assisting God,
which is daily presented with fresh Offerings: But if the
contrary happen, the new God is rejected as an useless Tool,
and consequently returns to his Primitive Estate: He went on
in these following Words, we make and break our Gods daily,
and consequentially are the Masters and Inventers of what we
Sacrifice to” (Bosman 367a-368).
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to understand the underlying motive for the selection of
fetissos to be caprice or fancy, and assumed that the entire
social order of the African societies in which Europe came
into contact was based on the element of caprice, which to
the eighteenth-century European, who placed the highest
value on rational thought, meant an absence of any social
order at all. This in turn helped to constitute European
notions of “the primitive.” This misreading of African
culture had far-reaching effects in European thought about
other cultures, the nature of religion, and the human mind.
It contributed to the conceptualization of Africa as the
site of the most primitive societies in the world, and
continued to influence anthropological discourses well into
the twentieth century.

What is even more important for my own use of fetish
discourses as tools of literary critical analysis is that
Bosman’s version of the fetisso came to him via an African
who was himself a figure who belonged fully to neither
African nor European society, but to a middle ground between
them. This informant actually ridiculed the practices of
other Africans, but whereas he had had some exposure to

Christian beliefs, he was reluctant to embrace them fully.!?

1 Bosman writes: “But having conversed with him for
some time, I observed that he ridiculed his own Country
Gods; for having in his Youth lived amongst the French,
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Thus Bosman’s source for information about African religion
was a doubly ambivalent and displaced subject, seeking at
various times both to affirm and deny his allegiance to “his
Country Gods” and to Christianity. Moreover, either Bosman
or his informant seems to have conflated spiritual and
material values when he would measure the degree of his
faith by the “Loss of Goods.” In order to function
effectively within the intercultural space of West African
trading, Bosman’s informant was forced into disavowal of his
religious and cultural beliefs, and in doing so became a
split subject. The subsequent development of the concept of
the fetish throughout European discourses, and especially in
psychiatric discourses about normative sexuality, saw the
term later reassume this sense of disavowal, the split or
fractured ego that arises from the simultaneous assertion
and denial of a loss or lack. Another interesting point is

that Charles de Brosses mentions an instance of the fetish

whose Language he perfectly understood, and spake, he had
amongst them imbibed the Principles of the Christian
Religion, and somewhat towards a just Notion of the True
God, and how he is to be Worshipped; to whom, and not to his
Country Gods, he ascribed the Creation of all Things:
Wherefore he no farther concerned himself with the Gods of
his Country, than as engaged to it for quietness sake, or to
make his Friends easie; to whom he durst not reveal his
Opinion, fearing (what would certainly have happened) the
falling into some dangerous Circumstances; for as strong as
his Faith was, it was not arrived to that Pitch as to oblige
him to suffer Loss of Goods on that account” (Bosman 368).
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being believed to have a Medusa-like power of returning the
viewer’s gaze, thereby striking the viewer dead.!® Although
this threatening gaze did not become an important component
of subsequent European Enlightenment theories about
fetishism, it does reappear later in Freudian and Lacanian
discourses about sexual fetishism, in the returned gaze of
the Other.

By the mid-eighteenth century, Europeans understood
fetissos to be neither deities nor mere charms or amulets,
but rather to represent a “natural propensity toward
nonallegorical personification of material powers,” ! which
prompted de Brosses to invent the term “fetichisme” in
1757.'°* In Du culte des dieux fetiches, de Brosses conceived

of “"fetishism” in contrast to polytheism, and proposed that

4 “There are men among them who out of respect and
fear abstain from ever seeing their fetish,” he writes. He
recounts the story, heard from other merchants, of an
African king whose “fetish” was the sea, and who therefore
refused to visit merchant ships for the purpose of trade:

“. . .the belief was widespread in that religion that
whoever set eyes on his god would die on the spot. . . .”
Charles de Brosses, Du culte des dieux fetiches, 1760.
Excerpted and translated as “On the Worship of Fetish Gods”
in Burton Feldman and Robert D. Richardson, The Rise of
Modern Mythology 1680-1860 (Bloomington and London: Indiana
Up, 1972) 174-75.

¥ William Pietz, “Fetishism and Materialism: The
Limits of Theory in Marx”, in Fetishism as Cultural
Discourse, ed. Emily Apter and William Pietz (Ithaca and
London: Cornell UP, 1993) 138.

'* de Brosses, “Worship” 170-76.
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fetishism existed historically prior to polytheism.!” De
Brosses (nicknamed “the little fetish” by Voltaire), claimed
that fetishism was the universal first stage of human
religion,'® and this idea later influenced Auguste Comte’s
formulation of the concept of a historically linear
development of human societies. In only a few pages, de
Brosses creates a nexus of terms which were to construct
Europe’s definition of “primitive” societies.!’ This very
negative misreading of African society continued throughout
European anthropological writing about the “Dark Continent”
well into the later part of the nineteenth century. In
proposing a “natural propensity” in human societies to
personify material powers non-allegorically in fetishes, de
Brosses wrote against eighteenth-century universalist views
of Christian theologians, who tended to interpret ancient

myths and cult beliefs as allegories of New Testament

7 In other areas this text extensively plagiarizes
Hume’s The Natural History of Religion (1757).

‘¥ “It is established that among the most ancient
nations of the world, those which were completely savage and
coarse forged through an excess of superstitious stupidity
these strange terrestrial divinities. . .” (de Brosses 172).

'° De Brosses characterizes African peoples as
“savage,” “coarse,” “superstitious,” “stupid,” “senseless,”
“ignorant,” “fearful,” “diseased with passion,” “infantile,”
“barbaric,” “deceitful,” in “perpetual childhood,” and
seemingly “never more than four years old”; he claims that
their beliefs and customs are “absurd,” “ridiculous,” and
“foolish.” (“Worship” 175-76).
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events, and against secular Neoplatonists, who saw in those
same myths and cults rudimentary forms of western
philosophical ideas.?® Pietz assesses de Brosses’
contribution to Enlightenment thought as important because
he proposed fetishism as a radically novel category, one
that “. . . offered an atheological explanation for the
origin of religion. . . [and] accounted equally well for
theistic beliefs and nontheistic superstitions.”?' Most
important, De Brosses’ concept of the fetish made people’s
relation to material objects rather than to God the key
question for historians of religion and mythology,?? an
important step in moving the discourse of fetishism away
from that of spiritual economies and toward that of
commodities.

The European Enlightenment’s development of the concept
of the fetish did not proceed in an ivory tower or social
vacuum. Just as the original use of the term by the
Portuguese had come from a complex and unstable
intercultural space, the further expansion of the term’s
meaning during the eighteenth century must be seen in the

context of what V. Y. Mudimbe terms an “atmosphere of

2 pjetz, “Fetishism” 138.
2l pietz, “Fetishism” 138.

2 pjetz, “Fetishism” 138.
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intense and violent exchange”?® which characterized African
societies and their intercultural trading spaces with Europe
and America.? This atmosphere of “intense and violent
exchange” underscores the rising stakes in these economic
exchanges. Although African societies differed in the
beliefs and practices related to fetissos, European
travellers and merchants tended to lump them all together,
and the conflation of the notion of fetishism with racist
ideologies became common throughout nineteenth-century
travel and settlement narratives of Europeans in Africa.
Thus in the nineteenth century, the term “fetishism”
developed “a much wider range of references outside the
anthropological, and comes in fact to suggest itself as the

word or concept most suited to describe the operations of a

3 vy, Y. Mudimbe, The Invention of Africa: Gnosis,
Philosophy, and the Order of Knowledge (Bloomington and
London: Indiana UP and James Curry, 1988) 10.

¢ Beginning in the eighteenth century, there was an
enormous increase in the slave trade, which contributed to
the profitable trans-Atlantic economy which involved most
western nations. This century also saw power balances change
in Africa, when in West Africa Dahomey became a strong
trading partner for Europeans, and the Ashanti empire
expanded into the east. Further destabilization occurred
during the period when Europeans encouraged the settlement
of freed African slaves and impoverished Africans in the
area known today as Sierra Leone. War broke out in 1729 when
Africans expelled Portuguese traders from their forts in
northern Mozambique, and the first war between the Dutch and
the Bantu people began in 1770. The end of the century saw a
turn-around in the slave economy as Britain declared slavery
illegal in 1772 (Mudimbe 10).
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misguided and miscreating society.”? Moreover, fetish
worship was still often associated with negative perceptions
of the so-called African character,? as the emerging
anthropological discourses continued to replicate concepts
of “the primitive” as inferior and even sub-human. Anthony
Shelton writes, “[s]o persuasive had the imagery and
significance of ‘fetishism’ become by the early twentieth
century that it assumed a rhetorical value that could impute
the sense of ‘savagery’ to whatever context it was
applied.”?” Thus “fetishism” became a small but important

component in a “clearly visible power-knowledge political

¥ pavid Simpson, Fetishism and Imagination: Dickens,
Melville, Conrad (Baltimore and London: John Hopkins UP,
1982) 9.

26 Monteiro describes the “negro character” as
“deficient,” and the “negroe” as having “an organically
rudimentary mind, and consequently capable of but little
development to a higher type”; “negroes” are “mere
peaceable, vegetarian, prolific human rabbits and guinea
pigs, in fact” and although “they may be tamed and taught to
read and write, sing psalms, and other tricks, but negroes
they must remain to the end of the chapter.” Joachim John
Monteiro, Angola and the River Congo, 2 vols. 1875 (London:
Frank Cass and Co. Ltd., 1969) 247.

27 Anthony Shelton, “The Chameleon Body: Power,
Mutilation, and Sexuality”, in Fetishism: Visualizing Power
and Desire, ed. Anthony Shelton (London and Brighton: The
South Bank Centre and Lund Humphries, 1995) 23. Shelton sees
a change toward the end of the nineteenth century, whereby
superstitious beliefs were not seen to be the product of
innate mental deficiencies but rather of ignorance, which
could be remedied by such European interventions as
missionary work (15-16).
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system”?® which rationalized European colonial expansion
throughout Africa, principally because the term was still
frequently negatively inflected, both as an index of evil
practices and beliefs and of the African’s supposed
inferiority.?

Despite the attempt during the nineteenth century by
historians of religion to preserve the distinction between
fetishism and idolatry, many nineteenth-century writers
mistakenly conflated fetishism and idolatry, so much so that
their descriptions of fetishes became fixated on the idea
that the representation of the human body or a part of it
(especially the head) was a defining characteristic of
fetishes. But as the century progressed, social scientists
were becoming increasingly sceptical of the concept of

fetishism. Emile Durkheim and Max Weber, for instance,

28 Mudimbe 16.

» An example is taken from an account by Joachim
Monteiro: “The negro has no idea of a Creator or of a future
existence; neither does he adore the sun nor any object,
idol, or image. His whole belief is in evil spirits, and in
charms or ‘fetishes’: these ‘fetishes’ can be employed for
evil as well as counteract the bad effect of other malign
‘fetishes’ or spirits” (247).

¥ Leo Frobenius, for example, noted that the term
“fetish” would often be assigned to a wide variety of
objects in his personal collection -- such as clubs,
pickaxes, pipes, bells, and snuff boxes -- merely because
they contained representations of the human figure (Shelton,
“Chameleon” 16). Frobenius was critical of such non-
discriminating usage of the term “fetish.”
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avoided the term, partly because they discredited Comte’s
work in sociology, and partly because the term was becoming
appropriated to new sexological discourses, and in 1906
Marcel Mauss finally rejected the use of “fetishism” in
anthropological and ethnographic study, preferring to
replace it with the new term “mana.”? Western social
science was beginning to understand that it had misread
“fetishism” and the societies where it was believed to
exist. Mauss wrote: “([Fetishism] corresponds to nothing but
an immense misunderstanding between two civilizations, the
African and the European.”?®? Throughout this development,

the concept of fetishism has taken on a spectrum of
meanings, from very particular substances used in prescribed
ways as part of a particular belief system, to all objects
used in religious practices in primitive societies. In
particular, whether or not “fetish” refers to human figures,
that is, “idols,” has been contested since the beginnings of
the term’s use. From the beginning the fetish was the site
of the problem of the status of the material object and its
capacity to take on different kinds of values -- social,

economic, sexual, religious, aesthetic. Pietz identifies

! Marcel Mauss, “L’art et le myth d’apres M. Wundt,”
Oeuvres, vol.2, ed. Victor Karady (Paris: Minuit, 1968) 216-
17.

2 Mauss 244-45. Quoted in Pietz, “Fetishism” 133.
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four features of the fetish as it has developed in this
discourse of sacred economies: first, the fetish is always
associated with an “unmitigated materiality”; second, the
fetish has “a fixed power to repeat an original event of
singular synthesis or ordering” of heterogenous elements;
third, the fetish points to the awareness that the value of
material objects (whether for trade, religious purposes, and
so on) 1is constructed by institutions and is therefore not
inherent in the objects, nor is this value universal; and
fourth, the material fetish exists in “an intense relation
to, and with power over, the desires, actions, health, and
self-identity of individuals whose personhood is conceived
(by them] as inseparable from their bodies.”? These are the
features of the concept of the sacred or magical fetish
which allowed the term to migrate into other discourses.
“For Marx, the term was useful as a name for the power of a
singular historical institution to fix personal
consciousness in an objective illusion.”?* The fixating
function of the fetish was also useful for Freud’s concept
of the sexual fetish, as was the fetish’s power to use this
fixation as the source of a repetition compulsion. For

modernist aesthetics, the idea of a unity forged from a

3 pietz, “Problem” I, 10.

3% pietz, “Problem” I, 9.



46

chance encounter of heterogenous elements is fundamental,
and is thematized, for example, in MacEwen’s “breakfast”
poems.

In aesthetic discourses, the idea of the fetish becomes
important during the early nineteenth century. Received
ideas inherited by the Romantic period from Enlightenment
philosophy included an emphasis on the choice of the fetish
as contingent upon the caprice or fancy of the fetish
believer. Nineteenth-century thinkers saw both fetishism and
idolatry as “the most reductive and inert extremes of a
habit of mind which in its higher manifestations was held to
be absolutely essential,” such as in poetic genius.3® This
of course presented a dilemma, in that one had to guard
against the dangerous tendency to become obsessed by or
absorbed in the seeming reality of the imagination’s
constructions, but one could not entirely repudiate the
imagination. For thinkers such as Coleridge, the problem of
the material object’s capacity for representation became
articulated in his aesthetic theory in the problem of the
human mind fixating upon the objects of its own creation.
Coleridge and Wordsworth believed that there exists in the
human mind a tendency to allow this fixation to overcome the

memory of the original creation of the representation; the

3 Simpson 13.
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mind forgets that it has given to the object in question its
“life,” its sense of correspondence to a living spirit
somehow existing elsewhere than in the material substance. 3
The mind then believes that the substance itself has divine
or magical properties. This belief among Europeans in the
contingency of fetish choice, and the apparent forgetfulness
of the believer who had given the fetish its powers in the
first place, were to be important elements in the conception
of the fetish as Marx inherited it and used it in his theory
of the development of commodity-based economies, and even
later, in Saladin’s theory of the “textual fetish,” the
figure of a seductive but dangerous Other created by writers
who fear the loss of textual authority in their texts. Such
a textual fetish both conceals and reveals the author’s
deepest fears even as it reassures the writer that he still
possesses the power and inspiration of authorship.?’

In his analysis in Capital of the genesis of the
commodity form in capitalist economies, Karl Marx introduces
the commodity as having a “mystical character”: “A commodity
appears at first sight an extremely obvious, trivial thing.

But its analysis brings out that it is a very strange thing,

3¢ Simpson 13.

’ Linda Saladin, Fetishism and Fatal Women: Gender,
Power, and Reflexive Discourse (New York: Peter Lang, 1993).
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abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological
niceties.”? Marx signals at the very beginning of his
discussion of the commodity form of exchange that he intends
to subvert common-sense notions of the commodity as a
simple, straightforward object; nevertheless, the
continuation of the discussion takes a startling turn, as
Marx imputes to the commodity its own brain capable of
evolving “grotesque ideas”:

The form of wood, for instance, is altered if a
table is made out of it. Nevertheless the table
continues to be wood, an ordinary, sensuous
(perceptible to the senses] thing. But as soon as
it emerges as a commodity, it changes into a thing
which transcends sensuousness. It not only stands
with its feet on the ground, but, in relation to
all other commodities, it stands on its head, and
evolves out of its wooden brain grotesque ideas,
far more wonderful than if it were to begin
dancing of its own free will,?¥
Now, more than a century later, when western societies have
become long accustomed to advanced forms of capitalist
commodity exchange, the image of a wooden table with its own
brain is far less startling than it was for Marx’s

contemporaries. We are used to seeing images of every

possible commodity animated on our television screens, for

*® Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy.
Vol.l. 1867 (New York: Vintage, 1977, trans. Ben Fowkes)
163.

¥ Marx, Capital 163-64.
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example, from “California Raisins” to bottles of cleaning
liquids to appliances. This proliferation of images of
animated commodities is a symptom, not, of course, that we
actually believe that a cardboard box of breakfast cereal
can dance on the table, but of a vague sense that
commodities -- and especially the “purest” form of commodity
exchange, money -- accrue value all on their own. “Commodity
fetishism,” according to Marx, does not mean that all
commodities are fetishes, so that in his theory, in contrast
to the discourse of the ancient Roman marketplace, it
matters little whether such objects are produced by hand or
machine. What does matter is that in this prcduction, the
specific social relations which made the production possible
are “forgotten” or veiled by the marketplace’s emphasis on
labour-time as itself a commodity, while at the same time
but more invisibly, labour-time becomes a use-value for the
capitalist, resulting in the exploitation of workers. This
process of forgetting resembles, in Marx’s view, the
process, imagined by eighteenth-century European
Enlightenment discourse, by which the primitive tribesperson
forgets that he or she was the agent who endowed a fetish of
his or her own manufacture or creation with supposed
spiritual powers, and thus supposes those spiritual powers

to be inherent in the object. What follows is a summary of
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Marx’s theorization of labour, time, and labour-time as a
use-value, perhaps his most important contribution to
economic and fetish theories.

In Marx’s theory of the commodity form of exchange, a
product becomes a commodity precisely when the social
relations which are part of its production become forgotten
by the society which produces it; in this case the social
relations involved in the production of commodities which
circulate in an economy governed by a general equivalent of
value (gold) seem “natural.” Those who are long accustomed
to capitalism arrive at a point at which their familiarity
with this economy persuades them that this cultural form is
ahistorical, asocial, not human, but natural, in the sense
of “thing-like” and physical.*’ The specific social relation
which becomes “forgotten” in the production of commodities
is that of labor in the life of peoples, which in commodity-
based economies becomes abstracted into “labour-time.” Labor
is an activity of life itself; there can be no life without
labor. Labor-time, in contrast, is an abstraction, just as
time itself is an abstraction. Taussig sees the example of
time to be a prime illustration of commodity fetishism,

“whereby the products of the interrelations of persons are

" Michael Taussig, The Devil and Commodity Fetishism
in South America (Chapel Hill: U of South Carolina P, c.
1980) 3.
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no longer seen as such, but as things that stand over,
control, and in some vital sense even may produce people.”‘!
Time in capitalist societies is first an abstraction, which
in turn becomes reified as a substance traded in the
marketplace for wages, and then animated, as if it had a
life of its own.‘? Quoting Evans-Pritchard’s account of how
the category of time is conceptualized by a non-commodity-
producing society, Taussig cites the Nuer*’ to support his
claim that time is indeed a social construct, the “product
of the interrelations of persons.”

In commodity-based economies, labor and time are at
first further abstracted into the concept of labor-time,

which itself then becomes a commodity which can be bought

1 Taussig, Devil 5.

2 “Time....For us...it is an abstraction, but also a
substance, it passes, it can be wasted, it can be saved, and
so forth....Moreover, it is animated: so we speak of
fighting against it.” Taussig, Devil 5.

3 Evans-Pritchard writes, “. . . the Nuer have no
expression equivalent to ‘time’ in our language, and they
cannot, therefore, as we can, speak of time as though it
were something actual, which passes, can be wasted, can be
saved, and so forth. I do not think that they ever
experience the same feeling of fighting against time or
having to coordinate activities with an abstract passage of
time, because their points of reference are mainly the
activities themselves, which are generally of a leisurely
character. Events follow a logical order, but they are not
controlled by an abstract system, there being no autonomous
points of reference to which activities have to conform with
precision.” E. E. Evans-Pritchard, The Nuer (Oxford: Oxford
UP, 1940) 103. Quoted in Taussig, Devil 5.
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and sold in the marketplace. Labor becomes abstracted from
the human being who performs it, because a person’s labor-
time may be replaced in the often automated or semi-
automated production processes of industrial capitalism by
another person’s labor-time, supposedly without affecting
the value of the commodity produced. Labor-time then appears
as a commodity to be “substantial and real,” no longer an
abstraction but something self-evident, commonsensical,
“natural” and “immutable,” “even though it is nothing more
than a convention or a social construction emerging from a
specific way of organizing persons relative to one another
and to nature.”* In capitalist societies, then, labour-time
is conceived as a quantifiable substance to be traded in the
marketplace for wages. One hour of labour time is equivalent
in wages to another hour of labour time, regardless of who
does the work.* This concept of labour-time contrasts
sharply with a peasant-based economy’s view of the labourer

and his or her relation to the thing produced, in which

% Taussig, Devil 4.

*For simplicity’s sake, I assume that the work is in
the same industry. In fact, in late capitalist economies
such as ours, there is considerable difference in hourly
wages paid for different “kinds” of work, as if the market
recognizes at least some portion of the worker’s creative
human input into the commodity produced by his or her
labour. The full value of this contribution is not
recognized in the form of wages, however, but accrues to the
employer as profit.



53

something of the unique character of the worker -- even in
some societies, a part of his or her own soul -- becomes
incorporated into the made object. In commodity-based
economies, however, it is only the labourer’s time which is
exchanged for wages in the marketplace. Workers are treated
as interchangeable parts, mere things, in the production
process, their humanity and uniqueness irrelevant, and thus
they become alienated, “sundered” from the products of their
labour.

For Marx, the problem with the supposedly common-sense
notion of labour time as a commodity is that it allows
another entirely different dimension of labour to be made
invisible, leading to the exploitation of workers. What is
not accounted for in the usual view of labour time is that
the employer uses labour time as a use value, to add value
to the materials used to manufacture the commodity. Labour
time is thus both a commodity itself, and a use value for
the employer, in the sense that it involves human
creativity, thought, skill, and so forth; but the labourer
is paid only on the basis of the exchange value of his or

her labour-time, and not on its use value (time being

**Taussig mentions the Maori’s notion of the life-force
or hau: the hau of the maker and the hau of the natural
materials from which a thing is made are both conceived of
as becoming part of the made object (Devil 28).
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directly exchanged for money). The use value of labour-time
is no* accounted for in the theory and practice of the
marketplace in which the labourer sells labour, but it
contributes value to the commodities produced. Because the
marketplace tends to make the use value of labour-time
invisible, it appears that commodities accrue value all on
their own, as a natural property of commodities. Marx called
this the “fetishism of commodities” because the process is
analogous to the attribution of life-like properties to
material things in the European discourse of the fetish as
sacred or magical object in primitive societies. A material
object appears to have a life of its own while the real
process by which that sense of “life” was created in the
human imagination is forgotten, elided. Marx writes:
The mysterious character of the commodity-form
consists therefore simply in the fact that the
commodity reflects the social characteristics of
men’s own labour as objective characteristics of
the products of labour themselves, as the socio-
natural properties of these things.?’

Therefore the “mysterious character of the commodity-form”

also reflects the social relation of the producers to the

sum total of labour as a social relation between objects,

which exists apart from and ouside the producers. “Through

Y7 Marx, Capital 164.
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this substitution, the products of labour become
commodities, sensuous things which are at the same time
supra-sensible or social.”*® Taussig explains that, of
necessity, a commodity-producing society produces a phantom
objectivity by which it “obscures its roots -- the relations
between people.” This process creates “a socially instituted
paradox with bewildering manifestations, the chief of which
is the denial by the society’s members of the social
construction of reality.”*®

A symptom of this paradox was noted by Marx in his
appropriation of the term “fetishism” from Enlightenment
discourses about the history of religion to the attitude of

pecple toward commodities:

In order, therefore, to find an analogy we must
take flight into the misty realm of religion.
There the products of the human brain appear as
autonomous figures endowed with a life of their
own, which enter into relations both with each
other and with the human race. So it is in the
world of commodities, with the products of men’s
hands. I call this the fetishism which attaches
itself to the products of labour as soon as they
are produced as commodities, and is therefore
inseparable from the production of commodities.®®

The eclipse of the real social relations of people involved

% Marx, Capital 164-65.
** Taussig, Devil 4.

¢ Marx, Capital 165.
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in commodity production evolves gradually from the simple
exchange of objects to the universal or money form of
exchange (gold), which Marx calls the “finished form of the
world of commodities,” and it is this form in which
commodity fetishism finds its mature expression. In the
“universal form” of commodity-based economies, the
monetarization of social life is complete: any and every
social value has an equivalent form as money. Pietz writes
that the “magical moment of fetish formation” in the process
of the monetarization of social life is the transition from
the general form of exchange into a universal form, with its
concomitant “modal shift from existence and possibility to
necessity.”®

A symptom of a fully developed economy based on
commodity exchange is the seeming exchange of status between
material objects and persons. Objects seem to take on a life
of their own, as in Marx’s example of the table evolving
grotesque ideas out of its wooden brain, a situation which
Taussig terms “deeply mystical.” Society confronts the
“phantom objects” which have been abstracted from social
life with a “schizoid attitude,” both cherishing these
abstractions as objects akin to inert things, and

simultaneously thinking of them as being animated by a life-

1 pjetz, “Fetishism” 146-47.
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force of their own, akin to spirits or gods. “Since these
‘things’ have lost their connection with social life, they
appear, paradoxically, both as inert and as animate
entities,”*® while at the same time persons become reified
when they seem to be mere interchangeable parts in the great
machine of the production process.

Commodity fetishism obscures or veils the real social
relations which produce commodities. Those who work in
commodity-based economies feel alienated because they are
treated as objects rather than as people. In this type of
economy, personified things, such as land, labor, and
capital, appear to have the person-like power to produce
value; particularly money, in its form as interest-bearing
capital, is the pure fetish form: “Capital -- as an entity
—= appears here as an independent source of value; as
something that creates value in the same way as land rent,
and labor wages....The transubstantiation, the fetishism, is
complete.”* Capitalist society’s view of the money form as
being somehow alive, and capable of accruing added value as
a seemingly natural property of this aliveness, has often

been noted as appearing in metaphorical descriptions of

2 Taussiqg, Devil 4-5.

>’ Karl Marx, Theories of Surplus Value, part 3, trans.
Jack Cohen and S. W. Ryazanskaya (Moscow: Progress, 1971)
494, 498, quoted in Pietz, “Fetishism” 149.
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money, beginning with Marx’s trope of money being like a
pear tree. It is nevertheless instructive (and amusing) to
glance at a random selection of newspaper business pages to
see the almost incredible extent to which this is still the
case, particularly with the more abstract form of the
universal equivalent, money in the form of stocks and bonds.
For example, the Globe and Mail’s business section (March
1996), yielded several sanguinary metaphors (“weekly fund
pulse,” “the fund’s returns are likely to remain anemic,”
“Jjunior stock...gets propelled to nosebleed levels”); many
references to money (and its equivalents) as having the
ability to propel itself through space (“assets climbed,”
“asset jump,” “stock takes a run,” “bank...should take a
breather,” “bond subindexes continued their roller-coaster
ride,” “factories regained their footing...after stumbling”)
and to money as sportsman (“the biggest loser,” “lost
ground”); money in all its forms as having sexual and
procreative abilities (“funds . . . have outperformed all
their peers,” “finds a home for its orphan goods,”
“[t]here’s nothing very sexy about Dupont,” “corporate
progeny”); as well as to being “lousy with cash” (having a
lot of it) and the usual vegetative symbols (“flowering of
the high-tech industry,” “venture capital investments take

years to blossom”). At the same time, people are perceived
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as reified identities that personify the factors composing
capitalist production: landlord, wageworker, capitalist.
Finally, that which mediates between personified things and
reified persons are forms of money-capital: rent, wages,
profits.’® Taussig shows how, when a pre-capitalist economy,
organized according to the circulation of goods based on
their use values, encounters a capitalist economy for the
first time, members of the “peasant” economy perceive that
the new kind of work robs them of their lives, turning them
into walking dead. The capitalist is perceived as evil.% In
contrast, those of us who have become accustomed to
capitalism perceive only a vague sort of alienation, because
we have come to accept the status quo as natural and cannot
conceive of an economy operating in any other way (except
for “primitive” economies to which we would not wish to
return).

I am interested in the symptoms of commodity fetishism
which appear in literature. Whatever one may think of Marx’s
theory of value, it is indisputable that images of things as
animate entities, and conversely of persons as reified

objects, appear in the public discourses of capitalist

societies. The proliferation of such images suggests a

% pjetz, “Fetishism” 148.

% Taussig, Devil, Introduction and Chapter One.
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widespread uneasiness or alienation or confusion about
subjectivity as it is construed by the market relations of
advanced capitalism. Gwendolyn MacEwen, although not an
avowed Marxist or even politically active in the usual
sense, produced work in which these symptoms seem inevitably
to appear, aware as she was of conditions of existence for a
western subject of twentieth-century capitalism. Moreover,
in her appropriation of the voice of T. E. Lawrence, MacEwen
creates a space in which to give voice to an awareness of
such alienation as it is first encountered by a pre-
capitalist society, that of the Arabian kingdoms as they
struggled for political independence from the Ottoman Empire
during World War I. MacEwen’s strategy not only intensifies
the depiction of the alienation which has come to
characterize twentieth-century experience, but it also
interrogates twentieth~century constructions of
subjectivity. Subsequent chapters of this study will show
how MacEwen’s work constantly arques for social relations
between people to be based on recognition of real, human
being-ness, not disguised as the objective or natural
relation between things, and in this sense her work
implicitly, and occasionally explicitly, questions
capitalist values.

Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism theorizes one form
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of subjectivity but need not be read as precluding other
forms, and indeed encourages subjects to question the social
constitution of the individual as both the effect of and the
precondition for market relations under conditions of
generalized commodity trade, and also as it is constituted
by non-economic factors such as gender, sexuality, and
family relations.®® Interestingly, the concept of fetishism
surfaces once again in the most influential work in theories
of the mind and of normative sexuality in the twentieth
century, the psychoanalytic theory of Sigmund Freud.

The late nineteenth century saw the growth of an
interest in developing a discourse of normative human
sexuality, and this discourse appropriated the concept of
fetishism both to describe a particular type of behaviour
and to assign that behaviour to the category of the
abnormal, aberrant, or deviant. Alfred Binet, in 1887, was
the first to use the term “fetishism” to describe behaviour
in which a part of a person, or a thing associated with that
person, rather than the person himself or herself, becomes

the object of sexual arousal for a lover.5’ Hair, feet,

® See, for example, Jack Amariglio and Antonio
Callari, “Marxian Value Theory and the Problem of the
Subject: The Role of Commodity Fetishism”, in Apter and
Pietz, eds., Fetishism as Cultural Discourse, 186-216.

>’ Robert A. Nye, “The Medical Origins of Sexual
Fetishism”, in Fetishism as Cultural Discourse, ed. Emily
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lingerie, and shoes are well-known examples of such sexual
fetish objects. The use of the term “fetish” for such an
object is apt because of the seemingly worshipful attitude
with which the fetishist approaches the object, similar to
the attitude of African tribespeople who, according to the
misreading of “primitive” societies by European theory,
worship material objects of their own making or discovery.

Sigmund Freud adopted Binet’s terminology, and his
subsequent theory of sexual fetishism is probably today the
most widely-known and influential of any fetish discourse
(although the theory of fetishism itself plays only a minor
part in Freud’s overall theory of human psychosexual
development). Freud’s theory of sexual fetishism has to be
pieced together from a number of essays written over a
considerable period.®® According to Freud, sexual fetishism
occurs because of a boy’s anxiety about castration (Freud’s
theory assumes a male subject). The boy child assumes that

the mother possesses a penis, just as he does, and his first

Apter and William Pietz (Ithaca and London: Cornell up,
1993) 13.

*® Freud develops his theory in “Fetishism,” The
Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of
Sigmund Freud, Ed. and Trans. James Strachey, Vol. XXI,
(London: Hogarth, 1955-74) 152-57 (the Standard Edition is
hereafter abbreviated as SE in the text and the notes);
“Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality,” SE Vol. VII; “The
Uncanny,” SE Vol. XVII, 217-52; and “Medusa’s Head,” SE
XVIII, 273-74.



63

glimpse of female genitals is supposedly horror-filled at
the discovery that her “phallus” is missing. According to
the theory, this glimpse introduces to the child the
possibility that he himself is at risk of castration, since
his mother has already experienced it. Most male children
successfully resolve the dilemma of the missing maternal
phallus through the oedipal process, in which the mother’s
(and by extension, all females’) sexual difference is
accepted. But a small number of boys cannot let go of the
mother as the primary object of desire, and they must
maintain, somehow, the fiction of the maternal phallus. For
them, the fetish object becomes a libido-invested talisman
which both obscures and reveals the “fact” of the mother’s
castration. The mother had previously been the object of the
boy’s sexual desire, but now he averts his gaze and invests
his desire in a subsitute object for the maternal phallus,
which both reassures him that the mother “has” the phallus
and paradoxically signals that she does not. This dynamic is
then repressed and only the sexual desire for the fetish
object remains in consciousness.

Fundamental to Freud’s theory of the fetish is his
concept of disavowal. Disavowal is a psychic defense
mechanism against the threat of castration which Freud saw

as particular to the fetishist. Disavowal allows the
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fetishist to “have it both ways”: to believe in the mother’s
phallus while simultaneously substituting another part of
the body, or a material thing, for its loss (which is
implicitly recognized). It is important to distinguish
disavowal from the other psychical defenses against
castration: repression, negation or denial, and repudiation
or foreclosure. Negation and repression are similar in that
both first register psychical contents, but repression
allows the subject to forget these contents as they are
shifted into the unconscious. These repressed contents then
become the source for neurosis. Negation or denial allows
the subject to consciously say “no” to the psychical
contents. Negation “allows a conscious registration of
repressed content and avoids censorship.”® Repudiation is
associated with psychosis and occurs when a subject fails to
register an impression which emanates from the external
world, rejecting or detaching from a piece of reality. It
takes a hallucinatory rather than a projective form.¢°
Elizabeth Grosz explains that repudiation is not the return

of the repressed, that is, the return of the signifier, but

*® Elizabeth Grosz, “Lesbian Fetishism?”, Space, Time,
and Perversion: Essays on the Politics of Bodies (New York
and London: Routledge, 1995) 147. This essay is a revision
of an essay of the same title which appeared in Apter and
Pietz’s Fetishism as Cultural Discourse, 101-115.

80  Grosz, “Lesbian” 147.
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the return of the Lacanian Real that has never been
signified.® Like repression and negation, disavowal
involves a psychical registration of an impulse, and like
repudiation, it refuses the contents of a perception or a
piece of reality, but it does not rely on or utilize the
unconscious, because it predates the separation of the
conscious from the unconscious. Like repudiation, disavowal
results in a split in the ego, but it does not involve a
failure of representation. Thus disavowal preserves the
fetishist from neurosis and psychosis.

Disavowal is fundamental to the functioning of all
kinds of fetishes, and could be added as a fifth feature to
the list of defining characteristics of the fetish, as
developed by Pietz. In the discourse of sacred economies,
disavowal appears in the fetishist’s apparent forgetting
that he or she created the fetish, gave it its life and

magical powers, at the same time that he or she is aware

' The “Real” is one of three key terms in Lacan’s
topology of subjectivity; the others are the Imaginary
(related to the mirror-stage of development, in which a
subject, enabled to perceive an image of itself, becomes an
object, internalizing a principle of otherness and thus
becoming enabled to form external relations) and the
Symbolic (the realm of lanquage). The Real is that which
cannot be symbolized or imagined; it is outside of
symbolization, outside of language: in Zizek’s words,
“something that cannot be negated . . . because it is
already in itself, in its positivity, nothing but an
embodiment of a pure negativity, emptiness.” Slavoj Zizek,
The Sublime Object of Ideology (London: Verso, 1989) 170.
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that this is the case. In commodity fetishism, disavowal
appears in the obscuring of the social relations,
specifically the use-value of labour-time, which contribute
to the surplus value accrued by commodities, even while
labourers simultaneously know that their labour is
responsible for this value. As Laura Mulvey shows, these
different kinds of disavowal are not directly linked, but
are “homologous psychic strategies” which are linked
topographically, “psychic mapping as spatial mapping.”*
Disavowal is a paradigm which proves far too useful to
discard merely because Freud’s theory of psychosexual
development has been under attack in recent years. Recent
feminist revisions of Freud make it possible to see some of
the more contentious of his theories, such as penis envy and
fear of castration, as themselves fetishistic displacements
in his writing of more primary anxieties about sexual
difference, and indeed, about difference altogether. Two
critics, using different theoretical perspectives, have
recently discovered fetishistic structures in Freud’s
writings about fetishism. E. L. McCallum deconstructs
Freud’s essay “Fetishism” and other texts on human sexuality

to read his analogy of the clitoris to the penis as

82 Laura Mulvey, Fetishism and Curiosity (Bloomington
and Indianapolis: Indiana UP, 1996) 7.
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sustaining “a fetishistic structure by both claiming and
denying difference.”® Marcia Ian presents a new feminist
reading of Freud’s theory of fetishism and castration
anxiety by turning psychoanalytic discourse back upon
itself, subjecting Freud’s writings to the sort of analysis
done in the dream work.® It is not surprising, then, that
Ian finds in Freud’s theory evidence that castration anxiety
is itself a displacement and that the emphasis on the
phallus in psychoanalytic theory is itself a form of
fetishism. She notes that there persists in fetish
discourses the determination to view the fetish as a mere
penis substitute. But Ian, extending Lacan’s logic, sees
fetishism as an embodiment of the denial of not just sexual
difference, but of the very possibility of any difference,
any uncategorizableness, of the “me and the you who may not
form a we.”% Ian further supports her argument by noting
that in The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud unconsciously
reveals the fact that castration anxiety is a displacement

of a more fundamental uneasiness: here he refers to the part

§ E. L. McCallum, “How to Do Things with Fetishism”
(Differences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies 7.3
[1995]) 34.

8 Marcia Ian, Remembering the Phallic Mother:
Psychoanalysis, Modernism, and the Fetish (Ithaca and
London: Cornell UP, 1993).

8 Tan 90.
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of every dream which resists interpretation as the “navel”

of the dream, which suggests that the part of the body from

which he must avert his gaze is not the mother’s genitals

but the site of the severed umbilical cord.% Ian explains:

Invoking the “navel” as the privileged figure of
the uninterpretable cannot fail to be significant
in the discourse that above all others finds
anatomical detail significant. Given the phobic
unknowability of the mother in psychoanalysis,
given the fishy silence on the part of these
erudite physicians concerning the organ that
connects mother to baby, it matters that Freud
chooses the “navel” as the figure of the
unknowable, the untouchable, the untranslatable
“spot” in the psyche. Even when Freud does not
know he knows better than anyone. He puts his
finger on the very spot he has spotted with utmost
clarity as unrecognizable: the spot where
psychoanalysis stares blankly at what it chooses
not to know.%

I believe that Ian’s work is of great importance in the

feminist project of critiquing Freud, and her resituation of

the phallic mother as “the archetypal object of all

desire”®® and the source of sexual fetish production is of

importance to my reading of fetish discourse theories and of

MacEwen’s poetry. For Ian, the phallic mother is a “symptom

of the compulsion to resolve ambivalence into a (specious)

€ Ian 39-40.

§7 Tan 40.

% Tan 1.
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equivalence,”® and the most compelling evidence that
Freud’s theory of castration anxiety is really a fetishistic
displacement of anxiety about difference per se.

An association between the anthropological and
psychoanalytic notions of fetishism is implied by Freud in
his essay “The Uncanny,” but he seems unaware that this
essay also reveals his own personal fear of and desire for
the phallic mother. Freud is concerned in this paper with
certain effects of experiences, including encounters with
works of art, which provoke an unusual affective response,
a sense of “uncanniness.” Freud provides extensive
quotations from Schelling’s dictionary, which lists several,
sometimes mutually exclusive, definitions for the German
unheimlich, for which there is no exact translation in
English, but which is usually rendered as “the uncanny.” He
writes that unheimlich “is the name for everything that
ought to have remained . . . secret and hidden but has come
to light.””® Freud unproblematically accepts his society’s
understanding of the “primitive” in social evolution as
involving belief in an animistic universe, a conception
which we have already seen is itself the result of

Enlightenment discourse’s interpretation of Portuguese

8 Tan 6.

® Freud, “The Uncanny” 224.
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traders’ encounters with the societies of the West African
Coast in the fifteenth century, and in particular, with
interpretations of those objects known as “feiti¢os.” Freud
associates the sense of the “uncanny” with that same kind of
animism:
It seems as if each one of us has been through a
phase of individual development corresponding to
this animistic stage in primitive man, that none
of us has passed through it without preserving
certain residues and traces of it which are still
capable of manifesting themselves, and that
everything which now strikes us as “uncanny”
fulfils the condition of touching these residues
of animistic mental activity within us and
bringing them to expression.”
Since these “residues and traces” of animistic beliefs
originate in “primitive” societies’ use of material objects
believed to contain magical properties, fetishes, we can
infer that fetish use produces a sense of the uncanny in
contemporary subjects. In fact, Freud specifically cites
“mana” (“the attribution to various outside persons and
things of carefully graded magical powers”’) -- the later
anthropological term for fetishes -- in his description of

instances of the uncanny as one of the several sources for

that feeling. Although Freud identifies several sources of

T Freud, “The Uncanny” 240-41.

2 Freud, “The Uncanny” 240.
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the feeling of the uncanny, including the sense of
“doubling” and involuntary repetition, ghosts and the fear
of the dead, a belief in the omnipotence of thoughts and the
consequent practice of magic, fear of the evil eye, and the
castration complex, he does not discuss in this essay how
the fear of castration results in feelings of the uncanny.
However, Freud’s association of repression with the uncanny
enables the reader to deduce the relationship, only alluded
to by him.

Even though Freud does not discuss the fear of
castration specifically in “The Uncanny,” his description,
cited by Ian, of his own personal experience which resulted
in a feeling of the uncanny sheds an interesting light on
Tan’s association of the castration complex with the phallic
mother. Freud relates an instance of “involuntary
repetition” in his own life, when he was lost in an Italian
town. As he wandered through it during a visit, he kept
coming back to the same neighbourhood, one deserted of
inhabitants except for the “painted women” hanging out of
their windows. The experience of uncanniness was intensified
by Freud’s fear that his repeated appearances on this street
were beginning to attract unwanted attention to himself.’

Although Freud’s emphasis is on the repetition of finding

3 Freud, “The Uncanny” 237.
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himself in the same street despite his attempts to move away
from it, Ian suggets that perhaps the real source of his
sense of uncanniness experienced here is not so much in the
repetition of the events as in the threatened encounter with
sexually attractive, and aggressive, women: figures for the
phallic mother, who excites both fear and desire, and who
reveals not only sexual difference, and thus the fear of
castration, but the more primal differentiation of the ego
from the mother, and thus the fear of parturition’™ and of
all difference.

Another essay important for understanding how sexual
fetishism and castration anxiety can appear in cultural
products is Freud’s “Medusa’s Head.”’ Here Freud writes
about an early mythological image of the phallic mother,
Medusa:

To decapitate equals to castrate. The terror of
the Medusa is thus a terror of castration that is
linked to the sight of something. The hair upon
the Medusa’s head is frequently represented in
works of art in the form of snakes, and these once
again are derived from the castration complex. It

is a remarkable fact that, however frightening
they may be in themselves, they nevertheless serve

74w, for it is the umbilical cord after all, and
not the penis, which constitutes the historic ‘locution and
link of exchange’ from which the subject must be ‘missing’
if he is to be a subject and not a permanent appendage of
the mother.” Ian 21-22.

5 Freud, “Medusa’s Head” 273-274.
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actually as a mitigation of the horror, for they
replace the penis, the absence of which is the
cause of the horror. This is a confirmation of the
technical rule according to which a multiplication
of penis symbols signifies castration.’®
Moreover, in mythology, the sight of the Medusa turned men
literally to stone. Freud comments that this, too, is
another indication of castration anxiety:
The sight of Medusa’s head makes the
spectator stiff with terror, turns him to stone.
Observe that we have here once again the same
origin from the castration complex and the same
transformation of affect! For becoming stiff means
an erection. Thus in the original situation it
offers consolation to the spectator: he is still
in possession of a penis, and the stiffening
reassures him of the fact.”
Medusa, then, is both an object of fear, threatening
castration, and a symbol of reassurance, reassuring the
subject of his possession of the penis, and thus she
operates fetishistically as an early image of the phallic
mother. She is also the original spectacle, paralyzing the
viewer who is unable, in his stony formation, to look
elsewhere but at her.

Medusa’s importance as a mythological, literary, and

artistic figure since classical times illustrates that ideas

6 Freud, “Medusa’s Head” 273.

7 Freud, “Medusa’s Head” 273.
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which were later articulated and organized in the various
fetish discourses were already appearing in artistic
production in times historically prior to the actual
development of these discourses. More recently, the
vocabulary and insights of the specialized fetish discourses
have been turned toward an investigation of a wide range of
cultural production, including Marxist economic theory,
Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalytic theory and their
feminist revisions, anthropology, ethnography, visual
culture, and literary and critical theory. For example, in
the area of postcolonial studies, Homi K. Bhabha draws on
fetish discourses to develop a theory of the colonial
stereotype. In his influential essay “The Other Question,”’®
Bhabha borrows key features of Freud’s psychoanalytic theory
of the sexual fetish to develop a theory of the colonial
stereotype as “a complex, ambivalent, contradictory mode of
representation, as anxious as it is assertive,”’
redeploying the notion of fetishism to subvert the very
colonial discourse to which it had contributed a small but

significant element.

% Homi K. Bhabha, “The Other Question,” Screen 24.6
(1983) 18-36. Reprinted in a revised form in Homi K. Bhabha,
The Location of Culture, (London and New York: Routledge,
1994) 66-84. Subsequent references are to the earlier
version of the essay, unless otherwise noted.

’ Bhabha, “The Other Question” 22.
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Bhabha contends that the view of the relationship
between colonizer and colonized, as seen by the ideologies
of colonizing nations, incorrectly assumes that their
relative subject positions are fixed, discrete, unchanging,
and, as binary opposites, necessarily in conflict with one
another. He believes that this view is too simple. He sees
that the colonial relationship is, in contrast, structured
on both sides by “forms of multiple and contradictory
belief.”® This is because it is not only the fear of the
Other that circulates in colonial relations in
contradictory, conflicting patterns, but also the desire for
the Other, creating complex crossings and re-crossings.

“The Other Question” shows that colonial discourse
mistakenly considers the identities and qualities of subject
peoples to be fixed, assumed to be stable and unchanging.
The most obvious form of this solidification of identity is
the colonial (racial or ethnic) stereotype. But, contends
Bhabha, such fixing of the colonial subject’s identity is
wrong, not only because no one’s identity is ever fixed and
solid, but because the logic of the sterectype points to the
contradiction at its root. The stereotype implies that the
colonial subject can be, and is, completely known and

knowable, but at the same time the compulsive repetition of

8 Bhabha, “The Other Question” 27.
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the stereotype’s use in colonial discourse points to a doubt
that the colonial subject is knowable -- the stereotype’s
validity must be anxiously reconfirmed through seemingly
endless repetitions. Bhabha gives the example of “the same
old stories -- of the Negro’s animality, the Coolie’s
inscrutability or the stupidity of the Irish” that must be
told again and again, each time seeming to be freshly
gratifying and terrifying.® What is believed to be known
about the colonial subject, then, is not really known, and
Bhabha claims that this points to a “lack” in the colonizing
subject’s psyche, to something missing in the supposed
ability of his system of knowledge to constitute or describe
the world. This “lack” is also seen in the colonizer’s
necessity to define himself negatively in terms of the
Other, in the sense that he defines himself against the
colonized Other, as that which the Other is not. Thus even
when the Other is threatening or confrontational, the
colonizing subject must depend on that supposedly negative
Other for his self-definition.

This dimension of the stereotype, that which
paradoxically signifies that the colonial subject both can
be and cannot be completely known/possessed/controlled,

relates to the role that the sexual fetish, according to

8. Bhabha, “The Other Question” 29.
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Freud, plays for the fetishist. In Bhabha’s theory, the
stereotype operates according to the fetish’s metonymic and

metaphoric structures of representation:

For fetishism is always a “play” or vacillation
between the archaic affirmation of
wholeness/similarity -- in Freud’s terms: “all men
have penises”; in ours “All men have the same
skin/race/culture” -- and the anxiety associated
with lack and difference -- again, for Freud “Some
do not have penises”; for us “Some do not have the
same skin/race/culture.” Within discourse, the
fetish represents the simultaneous play between
metaphor as substitution (masking absence and
difference) and metonymy (which contiguously
registers the perceived lack). The fetish or
stereotype gives access to an “identity” which is
predicated as much on mastery and pleasure as it
is on anxiety and defence, for it is a form of
multiple and contradictory belief in its
recognition of difference and disavowal of it.®?

Thus for Bhabha, the contradictory, ambivalent structure of
the colonizer’s relation to the colonized manifests in a
consistent pattern of conflict in colonial discourse: the
colonized subject is simultaneously considered to be
unknowable, beyond comprehension (the “inscrutable
Oriental”) and also completely knowable as the object of an
all-seeing colonial gaze.

Bhabha is careful to avoid the de-politicization that a

strictly deconstructive approach to the stereotype and to

colonial subjectivity would create. He wants to consider not

82 Bhabha, “The Other Question” 27.
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merely the tendency of textual meanings to slip, the effects
of repetition and differance, but also the very real
material effects of particular social and historical sites
and contexts of colonial enunciation and address. He focuses
on how the discourse of knowing the colonial subject becomes
grounds for the political control, surveillance, and
repression of the colonial Other, but also on how the
colonized subject uses strategically the fractures and gaps
within colonial discourse itself, to subvert the knowledge
and authority produced by colonial discourse for the
colonizer’s use. For Bhabha, colonial discourse’s claim to
be authoritative and unified is specious, owing to the
semantic slippage of meaning within a text and, moreover, to
the effects of “translation.” A discourse’s claim to be
unified, self-contained, complete, and authoritative,
according to Bhabha, is revealed as incomplete, fractured,
and contradictory when it is “translated” (repeated) in
another (colonial) context. This process produces
destabilization, a “lack” in the original discourse, and
therefore colonial discourse is always, in Bhabha’s words,
“less than one and double.”® In a vivid example of such

“translation,” Bhabha cites the Bible as such a text,

® Bhabha, “Sly Civility,” (October, Winter 1985).
Reprinted in The Location of Culture (London and New York:
Routledge, 1994) 97.
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perceived by Christians in the West as an originary,
unified, and authoritative text, but whose teachings on
Transubstantiation and the Last Supper seemed horrific to
the vegetarian Hindus who first heard Christian missionaries
speak in India.® When such master narratives are translated
and absorbed into the culture of the Other, they become
changed, “hybridized”: “There, the hybrid tongues of the
colonial space make even the repetition of the name of God
uncanny. . . .”% Thus “translation” and “hybridity” are
largely responsible for the semantic slippage within the
texts of colonial discourse, which then opens up, frees the
play of differences from the stereotype’s fixation. But
colonial discourse cannot transcend somehow the stereotypes
of its own construction: when the stereotype breaks down, it
reveals not a true identity of the Other, but the fractures
and gaps within colonial discourse itself. Bhabha creates a
riveting image of this dynamic:

Black skin splits under the racist gaze, displaced
into signs of bestiality, genitalia, grotesquerie,
which reveal the phobic myth of the

undifferentiated whole white body. And the holiest
of books -- the Bible -- bearing both the standard

of the cross and the standard of empire finds
itself strangely dismembered

® Bhabha, “Sly Civility” 99-101.

% Bhabha, “Sly Civility” 101.
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when it is sold as a curio or used as wrapping paper in
early nineteenth-century Bengal.?®

Another area in which the logic of disavowal
contributes to the complex construction (and deconstruction)
of the colonial subject is in the operation of a form of
self-definition for the colonized subject and control for

the colonizer which Bhabha terms “mimicry.” Bhabha writes:

. . colonial mimicry is the desire for a reformed,
recognizable Other, as a subject of a difference that
1s almost the same, but not quite. Which is to say,
that the discourse of mimicry is constructed around an
ambivalence; in order to be effective, mimicry must
continually produce its slippage, its excess, its
difference. The authority of that mode of colonial
discourse that I have called mimicry is therefore
stricken by an indeterminacy: mimicry emerges as the
representation of a difference that is itself a process
of disavowal.?’

From the point of view of the colonizer, mimicry is a form
of colonial control that operates according to the logic of

the panoptic gaze of power theorized by Foucault in

Discipline and Punish.® Mimicry occurs when the colonized

% Homi K. Bhabha, “0f Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence
of Colonial Discourse,” October: Anthology (Boston: MIT

Press, 1987). Reprinted in The Location of Culture 85-92,
92.

¥ Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man” 86.
% Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of

the Prison (1975), Trans. Alan Sheridan (Harmondsworth:
Peregrine, 1979).
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subject meets the expectations of the colonizer by adopting
the outward forms of the metropolitan centre and
internalizing its values and norms, thus repeating or
copying the imperial society. Mimicry is one of the most
subtle and elusive of the strategies to fulfil “the epic
intention of the civilizing mission” of the colonizing
culture,® by maintaining colonial control without relying
on overt violence. Bhabha further claims that, at the same
time, this disciplinary gaze of the colonizer is
destabilized by a crucial difference maintained by colonial
discourse between the colonizer and the colonized. While it
is possible, and desirable, according to colonial discourse,
for the colonized subject to become “Anglicized,” for
example, it is never possible, or desirable, for him or her
to become “English.”® Thus one side of colonial discourse
envisions the potential of the colonized subject to be re-
formed, gradually to become as “civilized” as the colonizer,
through the guidance exercised by the benevolent imperial
power, while the other side of the discourse conceives of a
fundamental, ontological difference of the colonized subject
that, because this difference signifies his or her supposed

inferiority, makes full reformation and civilization

** Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man” 85.

* Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man” 90.
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impossible. At the heart of mimicry, then, is a
destabilizing, ironic compromise,“the desire for a reformed,
recognizable Other as a subject of a difference that is
almost the same, but not quite.”*

The desire for a colonial Other who is almost the same,
who mimics the values and norms of the colonizer, is
analogous to the desire, in sexual fetishism, for the
fetish, that which stands in for the maternal phallus, the
reassuring metaphoric substitution which veils its absence;
but the ontological difference conceived in colonial
discourse between the colonizer and colonized points to the
fear of the recognition of loss and difference also seen in
sexual fetishism, in the metonymic dimension of aggression
that psychically registers the phallus’s absence. Bhabha’s
theory of the stereotype shows that the tendency of colonial
discourse to freeze or fix subjectivities in such bipolar

terms is “an arrested, fixated form of representation” which

disallows

that form of negation which gives access to the
recognition of difference in the Symbolic. It is
that possibility of difference and circulation
which would liberate the signifier of skin/culture
from the signifieds of racial topology, the
analytics of blood, ideologies of racial and

’* Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man” 86.
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cultural dominance and degeneration.®

Probably Bhabha’s most important contribution to
colonial and postcolonial theory is his insight that the
dynamics of mimicry, hybridity, and the colonial stereotype
do not work in only one direction, but that the relationship
between colonizer and colonized is informed by the multiple
crossings and recrossings of fear and desire on both sides.
These ideas are especially illuminating for Gwendolyn
MacEwen’s work when it is considered as situated at the
interstices of such crossings and recrossings of
subjectivities. As a writer originating in a Western nation,
MacEwen might at first glance seem to be aligned with the
side of colonizing power, but as a woman marginalized or
excluded from the site of writing, she uses mimicry and the
stereotype to both fetishize and subvert the artistic and
spiritual norms of patriarchal society and to establish her
own authority as a writer. In her earliest poetry, MacEwen
invokes, studies, and rewrites the sacred discourse of the
most stereotypically “Other” society she could imagine as a
young woman poet: the Caballa, an esoteric, Semitic, and
patriarchal text, mimicked but also revised /revisioned

/rewritten in her series of poems titled “Adam’s Alphabet,”

% Bhabha, “The Other Question” 27-28.
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disussed at length in Chapter Two. In these poems, MacEwen
seizes a form of Hebrew poetry for her own use,
appropriating the form but creating her own meaning. This
early work is transgressive, for she utters the supposedly
unutterable and in doing so enunciates and authorizes her
own subject position as a woman poet.

In addition to Homi K. Bhabha, another critic who uses
fetish discourse theory in a way that illuminates MacEwen’s
work is Linda Saladin, who, in drawing a tenuous
relationship between metaphor and what she terms “the
mimetic drive towards language used for human
procreation,”® attempts to show that literary images of
women function as textual “fetishes” for the author in
search of authority for his writing. Saladin considers only
a male author, but her theory, if valid, could prove
illuminating for teasing out the multiple and contradictory
patterns of belief that underlie MacEwen’s creation of an
image of a male -- T. E. Lawrence -- which then functions as
a textual fetish that authorizes her own writing. The
dimension of fetishism is further augmented or
overdetermined by MacEwen’s appropriation of Lawrence’s

voice in order to create this image.

3 Saladin means that we have a tendency to want to use
in other contexts terms that describe human reproduction.
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Saladin begins her discussion by asserting the growing
importance of metaphor for writers in a world devoid of
metaphysical certainties, especially in the post-
structuralist era, a time when we are
. no longer buttressed by an unerring belief
in nature as a universally fixed referent. As
theoretical questions about origins, centers, and
teleologies proliferate, the metaphoric elements
in language take on more significance than ever.®
Saladin claims that in this “conceptual morass” it is more
difficult than ever for a text to claim “authority,” and
thus language relies more heavily on metaphor: “The text
finds it necessary to rely on metaphors which give the
illusion of grounding and authority. One obvious choice is
to find tropes that evoke ‘natural’ creation,”® that is,
human procreation. Saladin asserts further that human
procreation is evoked whenever the artist calls upon the
muse for inspiration or represents an image of the femme
fatale in his text. Because female sexuality is so
frequently linked to intellectual creativity, these images
are “fetishized” by the artist, in that they allow him to

claim some textual authority for his writing.® Apparently,

% saladin 2.
% Saladin 2.

% saladin 5.
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such textual authority relies, then, on a metaphoric
relation between author and muse, or author and fetishized
feminine image, whose union or collaboration produces --
gives birth to -- the literary text. In claiming that
textual images can function fetishistically, Saladin relies
on Freud’s notion of the sexual fetish and assumes that this
hypothetical “textual fetish” functions analogously to the
sexual fetish. Just as the sexual fetish disavows
castration, the textual fetish both affirms an ontological
ground by granting the text an “authority,” albeit temporary
and illusory, while at the same time it represents the very
loss of ontological certainty, in the form of the
threatening feminine. “By shrouding the text’s origin in the
already mystified structure of femininity, the feminine
image defends the text against threats which take the form
of questions as to its authority or right to existence.”?
Saladin does not fully explain, however, who might ask these
questions, or what form the questions take. She also claims
that allegory and irony provide the best illusory grounding
for writers of the late nineteenth century. One problem is
that she does not account for the fact that allegory and
irony are both forms which have flourished in other,

presumably less uncertain times. For example, allegory was a

97 Saladin 30.
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principle mode for medieval writers, and irony for writers
of the European Enlightenment. Further, Saladin ignores that
images of women, from the muse to the femme fatale, have
been present in western literature at least since the time
of the Homeric poets. (One thinks of the invocation of the
muse at the beginning of The Odyssey, and of Circe, Calypso,
the Sirens, and others.) Saladin leaves unclear whether
these images served the same or similar functions throughout
history, or whether they have been adapted to the function
of fetishism only within the last century or so. I think
that it is doubtful that the Homeric poets suffered from the
kind of ontological uncertainty that Saladin claims for
writers of the more recent past; hence the ancient bards
would have had no reason to search for textual authority for
their accounts in exploitative images of woman.

Saladin uses the term “fetish” to mean “a displacement
of threatening elements which gives the illusion of control
since, in psychological terms, a fetish substitutes for
something feared lost or non-existent.”? Underlying
Saladin’s transfer of this process to the site of textual
production is the assumption that writing, or any creative
activity, is by nature threatening to the artist. Although

Saladin does not clarify exactly what the artist fears to

% saladin 27.
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lose in the creative act, and thus what he must compensate
for by fetishizing a textual image, in the case of MacEwen
one might hypothesize that it is not the creative act itself
which is threatening to the artist, but the possibility of
its loss, the loss of the writer’s inspiration and/or
ability to write. MacEwen experienced a period during which
she was uninspired for some time to write poetry,® but she
produced two new collections of poems after this seemingly
arid period: Afterworlds, which was published posthumously
in 1987, and before that, The T. E. Lawrence Poems in
1982, the collection in which MacEwen does seem to rely
for both inspiration and authority on a fetishized image
that could be her male muse. To read MacEwen’s work in this
way would require a gender reversal of Saladin’s theory,
however, because it is important that for Saladin, the
artist is always male: she takes the theoretical position

that woman, by definition, is excluded from the site of

* MacEwen said, “I find myself now more and more drawn
to prose than I am to poetry. In fact, I haven’t been
writing poetry for quite some time.” Bev Daurio and Mike
Zizis, “An Inner View of Gwendolyn MacEwen” (Intrinsic 5 &
6: 1978) 61. Although MacEwen wrote no poetry during this
time, her writer’s block did not extend to other forms of
writing, and she continued to work successfully on several
prose projects, dramas, and translations.

% Gwendolyn MacEwen, Afterworlds (Toronto: McClelland
and Stewart, 1987); The T. E. Lawrence Poems (Oakville,
Ont.: Mosaic Press/Valley Editions, 1982).
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writing,!o!

Saladin writes about “the feminine image” in a text as
if referring to a general representation, or any
representation of the feminine; however, her specific
examples are always of the muse or the “fatal woman,” as if
no other literary representations of women exist.
Nevertheless I would like to accept Saladin’s thesis that
fetishism and the construction of gender and power, as seen
both in texts and in society at large, are related, that it
is possible for writers to fetishize verbal images of their
own creation, and that they tend to do so in uncertain times
as an attempt to claim authority for their work. In relation
to Saladin’s analysis, one thinks of Pietz’s insight that
the roots of the term “fetish” refer to the social and legal
control during medieval times of women’s sexuality. Thus
Saladin’s discussion of the relationship between various

kinds of fetishism and the represention of woman in texts of

t9! Referring to Lacan’s interpretation of Freud,
Saladin writes: “Woman is positioned outside of language yet
she catalyzes it. Language has been a masculine prerogative
-- ‘the Law of the Father’ -- and constructed from one point
of view” (37). This is a misreading of Lacan, for it is the
father who catalyzes the entry into language or the
Symbolic, not woman. On the other hand, Lacan intends “the
Law of the Father” to be understood as abstract, and as
available to all humans. Woman is not excluded literally
from speech in his theory, although I agree with feminist
theorists that there are gender-biased ramifications in
making the phallus the universal signifier.
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the past hundred years directs us to the very origins of the
western concept of fetishism. Once one clears away the
problem of her acceptance of the notion that only men are
creators, and only women function as the muse or fatal
other, her theory could illuminate the praxis of a poet such
as MacEwen, who often invokes a male muse or writes of
seductive, dangerous males.

Saladin’s theory depends upon a gender differentiation
which excludes women from artistic production, always
instead relegating her to the subordinate role of muse. This
view is in accord with that expressed by the poet Robert
Graves in The White Goddess, a work that, at the time that
MacEwen began writing, was for poets both important and
controversial. Margaret Atwood remembers meeting in coffee
houses in the early sixties for poetry readings, when the
young women poets discussed Graves’ view that a woman could
not write poetry.!'°” A woman writer, according to Graves, had
only two choices: she had to take on the role of muse or
goddess. Atwood and MacEwen ultimately rejected Graves’
limiting vision of creativity as being a male prerogative.
They both seem to have been able to invoke a male muse

without fetishizing this figure (although Atwood’s muses

'2 Rosemary Sullivan, Shadow Maker: The Life of
Gwendolyn MacEwen (Toronto: Harper Collins, 1995) 105.
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were most often female). In her later career, however,
MacEwen certainly does fetishize the figure of T. E.
Lawrence.

As a verbal image of MacEwen’s own creation, Lawrence
functions fetishistically on several discursive levels. He
is a reminder that sexual difference became an obstacle for
MacEwen when she tried to study and travel in the Middle
East, but simultaneously the figure of Lawrence veils this
difference when MacEwen appropriates his voice and becomes
Lawrence -- a man who was able to study, live in and explore
the Middle East in ways that she, as a woman, never had
available to her. In another register, Lawrence the
Englishman who becomes almost but not quite Arabic
underlines racial and cultural differences between the West
and the Arabic world. As a man who could function in both
the British and Arabic worlds but, paradoxically, only by
never actually being fully comfortable in either one, always
inhabiting instead the intercultural spaces between them,
Lawrence conceals and reveals MacEwen’s own alienation from
Canadian society and her fears and desires to locate herself
in or between other cultures. As a man who had to veil
England’s true motivation for its intervention in the Arabs’
struggle against the Ottoman Empire -- an economic interest

in the oil reserves of the Middle East -- in the guise of
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rhetoric about Arabic independence, the figure of Lawrence
points to differences in economic values and customs between
a capitalist and a pre- or non-capitalist culture and seems
to value the idealized, pre-captalist culture, an impulse
similar to MacEwen’s idealization of a lost golden age in
her “eden” poems. Finally, by appropriating the voice of the
accomplished writer who created Seven Pillars of Wisdom, a
unique, genre-bending masterpiece of twentieth-century
literature, MacEwen both conceals and reveals her lack of
confidence at this time in her own poetic powers.

The overvaluation, fixation, and disavowal embodied in
MacEwen’s version of T. E. Lawrence as a fetishized literary
figure is only one strand (albeit one that signifies several
fetish discourses) of the fetishicity evident in many of
MacEwen’s poems. Not all of these poems fetishize a verbal
figure, but many reveal other traces of the fetishisms that
function in sexual, commodity, ethnographic/spiritual, and
aesthetic economies. MacEwen was always drawn to explore the
personal and cultural Other: the exotic, the lost ideal
society as figure for the phallic mother, the esoteric and
transgressive systems of knowledge such as magic and alchemy
as seen in the “eden” and “alphabet” poems, and the
subversive economies of expenditure as seen in her

“appetite” poems. These poems do the same sort of cultural



93

work for the second half of the twentieth century in Canada
as did the pronk still lifes for seventeenth-century Dutch
society. They originate in, inhabit, point to and illuminate
the discursive gaps and fissures everywhere opening during
this time of immense global social, cultural, and economic
change, and thus signify areas of social and personal
uneasiness, of the fear and desire that circulate between
and across these gaps. The energy that fetishicity adds to a
cultural product proved to be a useful strategy for
MacEwen’s earliest project to transform Canadian society
through poetry, to infuse everyday reality with a sense of
the sacred or mythic. As MacEwen’s interest in exotic
alphabets and lost edens, in gigantic, omnivorous barbarian
appetites and eating disorders, and in T. E. Lawrence as
intercultural and transcultural icon are explored, the
interplay between mythopoeia and fetishicity will suggest
the uncanny, sometimes haunting sense of enerqgy and life
found in MacEwen’s poetry, what MacEwen calls “the magical
power of language, of things being revealed and understood

through language and only through language.” 1%

'% Bruce Meyer and Brian O’Riordan, “Gwendolyn MacEwen:
The Magic of Language,” Interview, In Their Words:
Interviews with Fourteen Canadian Writers (Toronto: Anansi
Press, 1984) 103.



Chapter 2
Sacred Alphabets and Lost Edens:
The Phallic Mother as Muse

Language is haunted by myth, and the act of defining
myth is an act of something like exorcism.

-- Albert Cook, Myth and Languages

Gwendolyn MacEwen is perhaps best known as a mythopoeic
writer, a writer who draws on traditional myth as
inspiration for her writing, but who also envisions her work
as creating a new sense of the mythic in everyday twentieth-
century life. What is less understood about her work,
however, is that her mythopoeic strategies are often
fetishistic. Albert Cook’s comment that “[l]language is
haunted by myth, and the act of defining myth is an act of
something like exorcism”! is helpful in identifying the
similarities between fetishicity and mythopoeia. Even though
he does not use the vocabulary of fetish discourses, Cook
sees the relationship of myth to language in terms analagous
to the logic of fetishism. Myth is present and implicated in
language, in that it “haunts” language, but it is
simultaneously absent, in that it cannot be grasped and

defined; in other words, myth is both a haunting presence

! Albert Cook, Myth and Language (Bloomington, Ind.:
Indiana UP, 1980) 10.

94
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and an elusive absence within language, inhabiting a bit of
that slippery territory of difference concealed and revealed
by various fetishisms. He suggests that to define myth is to
“exorcise” it, to drive out its power; thus myth is most
effective when it remains undefined, “haunting” the writer’s
work in a sort of present absence that is fetishistic.
MacEwen was committed from the very beginning of her career
to mythopoeia and to the investigation of all aspects of
human consciousness and experience, and her early work,
haunted by a sense of the fissures and gaps behind dualistic
categories of thought, illuminates the fetishistic
dimensions of myth.

Fetishicity as I have defined it, in which several
fetish discourses appear together, overdetermining the
circulation of desire represented in an artistic work, is
apparent in Gwendolyn MacEwen’s poetry beginning with her
first publications, especially in the early collections
Selah, The Drunken Clock, and The Rising Fire, in which
representations of the circulation of desire appear most
often in her interest in exotic alphabets and in metaphors
of eden and appetite, all of which are constructed using
fetishistic strategies which suggest a haunting secret that
the poet simultaneously desires to conceal and to reveal.

Most prominent in the earliest poems are a fascination with
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sacred economies as they intersect with language, especially
the written word as artifact and reification of sacred
meanings; the veiled and haunting presence of the phallic
mother, representing the fear of difference as it manifests
itself in psychosexual economies, seen in the longing
expressed in many poems for a different geographical
location and/or time, especially “Eden”; a traditional
Orientalism, again signalling the attraction and repulsion
of the fact of difference; and the parody of North American
consumer culture based on the production and circulation of
commodities. Thus MacEwen’s earliest poetry is shaped by a
symbolic vocabulary developed from numerous fetish
discourses which both conceal and reveal, in different
registers, the poet’s anxiety about difference, signalled by
discursive gaps. In later writing, particularly The Shadow-
Maker and Armies of the Moon, MacEwen would seize on the
archetypal theory of Carl Jung as she moved to work more
self-consciously with symbolism to describe the psychic
journey in her poetry. Eventually, however, the mediations
of myth and Jungian theory were perhaps no longer congruent
with MacEwen’s vision, and by the time she was writing The
T. E. Lawrence Poems in the early 1980's, disavowal would
become the most efficient strategy available to her, and the

fetish discourses shaping the early poetry would become more
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evident and more artistically coherent than in the earlier
work. But more often in the early poems, she perceived
phenomena dualistically and strove in her poetry to unite
those dualistic categories, only to realize eventually that
a lasting synthesis that erased or subsumed their
differences is perhaps more difficult than her early
idealism would admit. A different strategy was needed to
account for the poet’s experience: disavowal, the impulse to
simultaneously deny and affirm difference in its many
guises, provoked traces of fetishicity to reappear in the
poetry as it developed. MacEwen’s early audiences seem to
have responded to the cumulative effect of all the fetish
discourses apparent in her work; these audiences seem to
have felt a peculiar power in MacEwen’s writing, analagous,
perhaps, to the “luminescence” sensed by Foster in modernist
sculpture and pronk still lifes. MacEwen’s early readers
associated this peculiar power not with fetishicity,
however, but with mythicity, mythopoeia, the creation of
myth through poetry. MacEwen’s first experiments with
mythopoesis were influenced by her reading of Frazer and
Graves on myth, and appear in The Drunken Clock in several
poems exploring Frazer’s monomyth of the ritual killing of
the king. In addition, the unpublished series of poems

“Adam’s Alphabet” and numerous other early poems employ the
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biblical myths of Eden and the Fall as underlying metaphors.
Both the longing for a lost eden expressed in these poems,
and the impulse to fetishize exotic alphabets, derive from
the same desire for the phallic mother as muse, a desire
which is the subtext for MacEwen’s mythopoeic strategies.
When Gwendolyn MacEwen wrote in the nineteen sixties,
"I want to construct a myth,”? “mythopoesis” was a familiar
signifier within the discourses of the Canadian literary
milieu. Because MacEwen claimed that she wanted “to create
a myth,” she was slotted as a “mythopoeic poet” -- a
category she made fun of in Noman and Noman’s Land, her
collections of short stories. Nevertheless, as a self-
proclaimed mythopoeic poet, MacEwen would seem to be an
obvious candidate for critics who practice myth criticism,
but mythopoeic strategies in the writing of poetry, and myth
criticism, are very different. The “myth” which MacEwen
wishes to construct through and in her writing does not
necessarily have to do with historic myths, either with
their retelling or with making parallels to them (although

this happens), as much as it has to do with communicating

 Atwood, “MacEwen’s Muse” (Canadian Literature 45: 23-
32).
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that sense of a sacred world, a “highly charged” everyday
world of “mythical proportions,” as opposed to the mundane.
Whereas some of her poetry does draw on traditional myth,
much of it attempts to create a new sense of the mythic in
everyday life: “For me, the smallest events can assume
mythic proportions--and conversely, the universe can turn
into a puddle of quicksilver in the hand....”3 The praxis of
a myth criticism intent on finding references, allusions, or
parallels to traditional myths is thus limited in what it
can understand of MacEwen’s work.

Nevertheless, most of the critical work published on

MacEwen is conditioned by the emphasis in the nineteen-

sixties on myth criticism. In fact, all but one of the
critical articles and books published about her work read

the poetry through the lenses of myth criticism. For
example, in the 1970's, critics D. G. Jones, Margaret
Atwood, Frank Davey, and Ellen D. Warwick all focused on the
mythopoeic dimension in MacEwen’s poetry, and this approach
was continued in the 1980's by R. F. Gillian Harding-

Russell.! When these early critics used the methods of myth

3 Gwendolyn MacEwen, interview, Poetry Canada Review
4.3 (1983): 8.

i See, for example, Margaret Atwood, “Canadian
Monsters,” The Canadian Imagination, Ed. David Staines
(Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1977) 97-122; Frank Davey,
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criticism to analyze MacEwen’s work, they were able to offer
valuable insights but did not take into consideration the
specific historical context of the poetry or its criticism,
particularly the problems inherent in finding universal
symbols and meanings in the work. Moreover, myth criticism
missed the underlying significance of the “eden” poems:
their fissures and gaps and the strategies used to conceal
them. And unfortunately, when myth criticism went out of
fashion with the advent of the various poststructuralist
theories, critical interest in MacEwen’s work seemed to
wane, as if the poetry could yield meanings only if read as
“myth.” The only scholarly article published on MacEwen’s
poetry in the 1990's is also the only critical work that
does not approach the writing using myth criticism: Thomas
M. F. Gerry’s analysis reads MacEwen, somewhat
unconvincingly, as a mystical writer in the tradition of
early Canadian mystical writers Henry Alline and David

Willson.® More useful, perhaps, is Gerry’s discussion of

“Gwendolyn MacEwen: The Secret of Alchemy,” Open Letter
(second series) 4 (1973): 5-23; D. G. Jones, Butterfly on
Rock: A Study of Themes and Images in Canadian Literature
(Toronto: U of Toronto P, 1970); Ellen Warwick, “To Seek a
Single Symmetry,” Canadian Literature 71 (1976): 21-34; and
R. F. Gillian Harding, “Iconic Mythopoeia in MacEwen’s The
T. E. Lawrence Poems, Studies in Canadian Literature 9.1
(1984): 95-107.

> Thomas M. F. Gerry, “‘Green Yet Free of Seasons’:
Gwendolyn MacEwen and the Mystical Tradition of Canadian
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MacEwen’s work as an original, feminist revision of the
thought of Jacob Boehme, but the evidence he offers is
scanty. Otherwise, the decline of myth criticism seems to
have meant the diminishing of critical interest in MacEwen,
whose subtle, outrageous, richly-layered poetry deserves,
and would richly reward, wider critical approaches.

A poststructuralist reading of the early mythopoeic
poems, with attention paid to their contradictions and
disavowals, opens up the methods of myth criticism to enable
the discovery, in the identification of MacEwen’s language,
themes, and images, of their underlying fetishistic
preoccupations, that is, their sense of gap and the
strategies of disavowal engendered by that sense of gap.
However, given MacEwen’s stated allegiance to myth and
dream, a structuralist analysis of her work in terms of the
insights of psychoanalysis into the operation of the dream-
work might seem like an obvious critical strategy. I want to
distance myself, however, from the universalist tendencies
of structuralist analysis. I would argue, rather, that the
particular overdeterminations in MacEwen’s poetry in terms
of fetish discourses is contingent on a particular social

formation and historic situation: the emergence in the mid-

Poetry,” Studies in Canadian Literature/Etudes en
Litterature Canadienne 16.2 (1991): 147-61.
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twentieth century of a “postcolonial” social consciousness
(or the social awareness of an emerging postcoloniality)
both in Canada and world-wide.

As the former colonies of nineteenth-century European
empires sought independence at this time, either through
violent or non-violent means, the world was becoming more
conscious of the discontinuities between the metropolitan
centres and the colonial margins, between the developed and
the developing nations, and between capitalist and pre- or
non-capitalist organizations of material economies.
Awareness of such discontinuities seemed to pervade nearly
all dimensions of social discourse, however, and not merely
the political and economic. In the realm of spirituality and
religion, for example, traditional Christian beliefs had to
compete seriously in the West with various Asian spiritual
traditions as well as many indigenous and tribal beliefs as
equal and viable religious systems widely accepted by the
populace. The “Sexual Revolution” and “the pill,” the
movement for gay and lesbian rights, and medical
breakthroughs in transsexuality brought competing values
regarding sexuality and gender to new social prominence. In
political discourse, fissures and gaps were seen in
perceptions of Canada’s identity as a nation, as it matured

and moved toward political independence from Britain, and
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were also seen in the controversy in North America and
abroad over the Vietnam War, to cite only two examples.
Aesthetic discourse saw a heightening of the clash between
so-called “high” and popular culture. In scientific
discourses, such gaps were apparent as citizens began to
comprehend the dangerous impact on the ecosphere of
industrialism and new technologies, and the new possibility
of the moon and planets as locations of human exploration
and even habitation. Psychology and philosophy introduced
new ways of perceiving the mind and consciousness, including
an awareness of the limitations of dualistic habits of
perception and thought.

Even though it would be impossible to summarize an
entire era in a few pages, and it is certainly beyond the
scope of this study to attempt to account for the influence
on MacEwen’s poetry of the vast social, economic, and
political forces at play in North America and globally
during her career, the preceding factors are mentioned
because I believe that it is hardly surprising, in such a
world, that fetishistic strategies of artistic production
should emerge, given the fetish’s primary function of
negotiating differences or mediating gaps between various
competing kinds of value. MacEwen’s location as a writing

subject attuned to her world was thus necessarily



104
determined, and overdetermined, by the intersections of
these discourses and by their inherent gaps. Elements of
fetishicity are implicated in, and contribute to, the
development of MacEwen’s poetry from the mythopoeic
strategies of her earliest work through to her last works. A
close reading of poems from the early volumes Selah, The
Drunken Clock, and The Rising Fire that identifies the
fetishicity of the work, creates a critical space for an
understanding of the later poetry, especially The T. E.
Lawrence Poems, as much more than a mere rewriting of a
contemporary legend or myth, but as a complex response to a
time of enormous change. Such a reading could invest new
cultural value in the work of a poet who is beginning to be
forgotten. First, however, it is necessary to define myth as
the term was understood when MacEwen began to write, to
establish a sense of the literary milieu of the sixties in
Canada and the intense interest it had in myth.

MacEwen has said,

In my poetry I am concerned with finding the
relationships between what we call the “real” world and
that other world which consists of dream, fantasy and
myth. I’ve never felt that these “two worlds” are as
separate as one might think, and in fact my poetry as

well as my life seems to occupy a place -- you might
call it a kind of no-man’s land -- between the two.¢®

® Gwendolyn MacEwen, statement, Rhymes and Reasons:
Nine Canadian Poets Discuss Their Work, ed. John Robert
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William Doty writes of myth that it is most often supposed
to take place in a “foundational time”, by which he means
“the primal times, the times of beginnings and creations;
times when new patterns are established and old ones
reformulated -- times that need not be chronologically
distant but usually are.”’ The social ferment of the sixties
made fertile ground for experimentation. In North America it
signaled a kind of mini-renaissance in the sense that as one
response to the rapid social changes taking place, a group
of writers looked to the past, to the worlds which created
myths, in much the same way that poets during the earlier
Renaissance looked to classical writings as inspiration and
models. Doty writes: “Mythic accounts, especially those that
relate beginnings, embody ideas of wholeness, of order
replacing chaos. Hence they may be emphasized strongly
during periods when fragmentation or attenuation threaten
social structures.”® The nineteen sixties were such a time,
and, as a young poet just beginning to publish her work,

MacEwen responded to the fragmentation and attenuation

Colombo (Toronto and Montreal: Holt, Rinehart & Winston,
1971) 65.

? William Doty, Mythography: The Study of Myths and
Rituals (University, Alabama: U of Alabama P, 1986) 8.

® Doty 26.
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threatening social structures with a strongly expressed
desire to establish order out of chaos. In an interview,
MacEwen claimed that she tried to read to audiences from a
“calm centre” in herself, the same “calm centre” from which
she writes, “because life is so chaotic and terrifying” for
the ordinary people in the audience.?

When MacEwen precociously began to publish her poetry
in her late teens, she burst upon a literary milieu in
Canada in which the practice of mythopoeia was well
established and had already sustained a generation of
writers, such as Jay MacPherson and James Reaney. The
mythopoeic practices of these writers ranged from the direct
retelling or use of classical and western and biblical
mythology in MacPherson’s work, to Reaney’s praxis of
“iconography,” the serendipitous juxtaposition of texts in
order to discern underlying mythic parallels, seen for
example in the small magazine which he edited, Alphabet,
which first appeared in 1960.!° MacPherson’s mythopoeia was
a very conscious use of mythic materials in her work,
whereas, in contrast, Reaney’s praxis did not suppose that a

writer had to be conscious of the mythic patterns in his or

? Bev Daurio and Mike Ziziz, “An Inner View of
Gwendolyn MacEwen,” Intrinsic 5-6 (1978): 57.

1 Alphabet (London, Ont., Sept. 1960-1971)
nos. 1-18/19.
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her own writing. Like MacPherson, MacEwen used myth
consciously, but she has said very little over the years to
explain exactly what she meant by “constructing a myth” and
her motivations for doing so; nevertheless, readers of her
early work were familiar with ideas associated with myth-
making in literature and were quick to identify the
mythopoeic dimensions of MacEwen'’s texts.

MacEwen desires to construct a myth because past
mythological traditions have no adequate myths to describe
or explain her contemporary experience. The myth she writes
strives to be entirely new. Words which may have been used
as symbols in historic traditions do indeed appear in her
work, but she has not retained their old meanings. For
example, one reason that MacEwen is generally considered to
be a mythopoeic writer is because her work employs imagery
and symbolism taken from the myths and history of Egypt,
Greece, Israel and other eastern Mediterranean regions, as
well as from the western magic tradition.!* In From There to

Here, Frank Davey writes that MacEwen’s work, “more than

! No critic, however, has yet commented on MacEwen’s
Orientalism: the cultural emphasis on mythopoeia seemed to
blind early critics to MacEwen’s seemingly unproblematic
assimilation of received ideas associating the orient with
the exotic and the irrational, with excess, passion, lack of
inhibition, childishness, and otherness. The positive
inflection she gives to these categories is directly in the
tradition of the surrealists.
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that of any other writer, has restored the value of
mythology to Canadian poetry.”!'? Significantly, Davey sees
this poet as actually living the myths about which she
writes, and thus her unique achievement is in uniting myth
with personal experience.!® Yet Davey does not make clear
exactly what he means by the term “myth.”

Generally, literary critics use the word “myth” to mean
the expression or embodiments of recurrent patterns or
structures, or of timeless archetypes. The Concise Oxford
Dictionary of Literary Terms (1991) defines myth when used
in a literary sense as “a superior intuitive mode of cosmic
understanding.”!* In this sense, myths may have a universal
dimension, that is, a meaning which crosses cultural and
temporal lines. MacEwen’s work is mythopoeic in the sense
that it resembles myth in its subject matter and themes, but
MacEwen also follows the Romantic poets in expecting her
poems will respond to, and in turn stimulate, such a
superior intuitive mode of cosmic understanding in her
readers. It is therefore not surprising that MacEwen’s work

has attracted the notice of the critics who, following

1 Frank Davey, From There to Here (Erin, Ontario:
Press Porcepic, 1974) 178.

'* Davey, From There to Here 180.

"' The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, ed.
Chris Baldick (Oxford and New York: Oxford UP, 1991) 143.
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Frazer, Jung, and Frye, attempt to see in her work elements
which connect it with a universal scheme or order, such as
the cyclic fertility pattern elaborated by Frye or the
western story of the Fall.

Even though MacEwen herself has said repeatedly, “I
want to construct a myth,” it would be a mistake to approach
MacEwen’s poetry with one of the “dictionaries of symbols,”
in order to translate her work into a re-telling of a well-
known myth or to decode her symbols according to perceived
universal meanings. MacEwen herself seems to oppose this

approach when she writes:

The truth is of course that poems mean exactly
what they mean -- in the same way that dolphins leaping
above the waves mean that they are leaping about the
waves. And poets are never trying to say something;
they’ve either said it in the poem or the poem doesn’t
get written. Nor is there, as we’re often tempted to
think, some secret hidden meaning in the poem that
we’re supposed to uncover after a lot of struggle. It’s
true that poets are more complex than others, but poets
have better things to do than to be deliberately
difficult and play hide and seek with the reader.!s

MacEwen has reinterpreted ancient symbols and invented new
ones in order to write a fresh, contemporary western woman’s
myth of late-twentieth-century existence.

A critical approach which attends to the mythopoeic

*> Gwendolyn MacEwen, “A Poet’s Journey into the
Interior,” Cross-Canada Writers’ Quarterly 8.3-4 (1986):
19.
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tendency of MacEwen’s poetry would be most useful, I
believe, if it were to regard myth in the poststructuralist
sense, rather than as the content of a system of
communication through virtually universal symbols such as
the elaboration of myth seen in the work of Frazer and Frye.
A structuralist approach to myth sees that “the properties
common to all myths are not to be sought at the level of
content but at the level of a structure necessary to all
forms of communication.”!® This view sees mythic thought as
being about “insoluble paradoxes of experience” which appear
as “gaps,” but it emphasizes the resolution of the paradox
through myth. Myth attempts to negotiate or mediate these
gaps, the most important of which is that between nature and
culture.' A poststructuralist view of myth, in contrast,
foregrounds such gaps between dualistic categories of
thought, which links mythopoesis with fetishicity, in which
multiple fetish discourses disavow, simultaneously affirm
and deny, all such gaps which signify difference. Traces of
multiple fetish discourses structure MacEwen’s earliest
poems which are written from and about the territory of the

gap, even when she is consciously employing elements of

¢ Michael Hollington, “Myth,” A Dictionary of Modern
Critical Terms. Revised and enlarged, ed. Roger Fowler
(London and New York: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1987) 154.

7 Hollington 154.
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traditional myths as a mediating strategy to negotiate such
gaps.

When MacEwen writes that she wants “to construct a
myth,” she is not announcing her intention to concentrate on
fiction: that is, on storytelling and make-believe. But the
meaning of the term “myth” has become so diluted over time
as to be almost meaningless. An etymological approach to the
term, however, reveals that its association with the fictive
or false has developed gradually. MacEwen’s use of the word
“myth” derives from its earlier meanings. The Proto-Indo-
European root of the word is “*ma,” an imitative root
meaning the cry of the child for the mother’s breast!®; the
implications of this fact link myth at least analogously to
the phallic mother of feminist revisions of psychoanalytic
fetish discourses, although the drives involved are not
identical. The roots for “mother” and “myth” are very close:
ma- and mu-, respectively, and thus the early Greek word
“mythos” came to be “a term for what was made as a sound
with the mouth,” that is, a word.!® It later came to refer
to a particular organization of words in story form, and in
the time of the Homeric poets signified “the ways words are

treated on the surface level of the text, i.e. the

18 poty 3.

19 poty 3.
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ornamental or fictional use, or the beauty of arrangement of
the words in a literary work.”?° This stress on the
ornamental or fictional use of words eventually pitted myth
against logos, at first the term for the use of words making
up doctrine or theory, and therefore science.?! Doty’s
overview of the historical development of our understanding
of myth notes that “later phases of a myth’s situation
within culture are marked by increasing rationalization.”?
Thus the usual approaches to myth now derive from the
tendency “to rationalize, to substitute abstract social or
philosophical-scientific meanings for graphic imagery of
narrative myths and performed rituals.”?3

MacEwen must have wanted to write against this tendency
toward rationalization, substitution, and abstraction of
myths in order to reinfuse poetry with a sense of the
sacred. In this she is an inheritor of the romantic
tradition within English poetry which values the imagination
above rational consciousness and the historical. MacEwen
means by “myth” something similar to Henry A. Murray’s

understanding of myth:

20 poty 3.
2 poty 3.
2 Doty 4.

3 Doty 4.



Myths are the instruments by which we continually
struggle to make our experience intelligible to
ourselves. A myth is a large, controlling image that
gives philosophical meaning to the facts of ordinary
life; that is, which has organizing value for
experience. . . . Myth is fundamental, the dramatic
representation of our deepest instinctual life, of a
primary awareness of man in the universe, capable of
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many configurations, upon which all particular opinions

and attitudes depend.?

MacEwen seems to confirm this understanding of myth. She

claims, “I write . . . in order to make sense of the chaotic

nature of experience, of reality.”? For MacEwen,
“constructing a myth” means that her writing would be a
bridge between ordinary reality and one which partakes of
the mysterious or sacred or dream or the unconscious: ",
I also write in order to construct a bridge between the
‘inner’ world of the psyche and the ‘outer’ world of
things.”?¢ She does not mean “myth” in the sense of “a
widely held but false idea” but as the way into an
apprehension of lived reality as sacred world. As a young
poet, MacEwen would concur with Robert Duncan when he

writes:

* Henry A. Murray, Myth and Mythmaking (Boston:
Beacon, 1968) 355-56.

¥ MacEwen, “Journey” 19.

26 MacEwen, “Journey” 19.



114

In myth we are close to the inventive primacy of
the imaginal, close to the poetic seizure of truth,
which as Martin Heidegger emphasizes is an aletheia
(the Greek term for truth that means literally an
uncovering, a disclosure) of what makes itself present
to us as significant.?

As a mature writer, MacEwen would learn that such seizure of
“truth” was highly problematic in a society which was
learning to be suspicious of all such hegemonic conceptions,
yet the notion of uncovering or disclosing what must already
be present, although secret, strongly links MacEwen’s
mythopoeia to fetishistic strategies of cultural production.

The most inclusive and insightful contemporary
definition of myth comes to us from William Doty, and it is
worth quoting in full because it illuminates several

dimensions of myth which are important for an understanding

of MacEwen’s work:

A mythological corpus consists of (1) a usually
complex network of myths that are (2) culturally
important (3) imaginal (4) stories, conveying by means
of (5) metaphoric and symbolic diction, (6) graphic
imagery, and (7) emotional conviction and
participation, (8) the primary, foundational accounts
(9) of aspects of the real, experienced world and (10)
humankind’s roles and relative statuses within it.
Mythologies may (11) convey the political and moral
values of a culture and (12) provide systems of
interpreting (13) individual experience within a
universal perspective, which may include (14) the
intervention of suprahuman entities as well as (15)

?7 Robert Duncan, The Truth and Life of Myth: An Essay
in Essential Autobiography (Fremont, Mich.: Sumac, 1968) 5.
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aspects of the natural and cultural orders. Myths may
be enacted or reflected in (16) rituals, ceremonies,
and dramas, and (17) they may provide materials for
secondary elaboration, the constituent mythemes having
become merely images or reference points for a
subsequent story, such as a folktale, historical
legend, novella, or prophecy.?

Three features of myth, in particular -- the value placed on
the role of the imagination in myth-making, myth’s
interpretive function, and its cultural value -- are all
important for MacEwen. When asked whether it is “the role
of the writer to identify, to describe, the mythic within
the realm of the everyday,” MacEwen responded “I don’t know
if it is the role of every writer, but it is my role as a

writer.”?® On the role of imagination in her life and work,

MacEwen has written:

I make very little distinction between certain states
of consciousness. I make very little distinction
between “this” reality and the reality of the dream,
the reality of what I’'d like to call the super-
consciousness. For me life is a dream, for me the dream
is life, for me reality is a multi-levelled
thing....What my imagination chooses to make out of
that reality is my world, my universe.?®

% poty 11.

¥ Gwendolyn MacEwen, “The Magic of Language,” In Their
Words: Interviews with Fourteen Canadian Writers, ed. Bruce
Meyer and Brian O’Riordan (Toronto: Anansi, 1984) 105.

*® Gwendolyn MacEwen, “An Inner View of Gwendolyn
MacEwen,” Intrinsic 5 & 6 (1978) 57.
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For MacEwen, then, an apprehension of the mythic within
every state of consciousness is fundamental to her lived
experience and to her work. Not only her subjective
experience of reality, but also her social role as artist
primarily derive their value from the making of myth from
the materials of everyday life.

Moreover, MacEwen believed that a fundamental role for
myth is to create meaning out of chaos: “I write, first of
all, in order to make sense of the chaotic nature of
experience, of reality”. This creation of meaning, order,
and pattern out of chaos has a therapeutic as well as
interpretive function, in the sense that it keeps the poet
and reader from “going mad,” a phrase which recurs
frequently in MacEwen’s writing and which has a profound
personal resonance stemming from the mental illness of her
mother, and the secrecy surrounding that illness during
MacEwen’s childhood. She writes: “Certainly in writing
you’'re gaining a sort of control over reality, and it is
that control that might keep one sane, keep one from
becoming neurotic.”?? Thus the need to create order and
pattern out of chaos registered in both social and personal

dimensions for MacEwen. If she believed that the control

' MacEwen, “Journey” 19.

2 MacEwen, “An Inner View” 57.
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which writing gave to her protected her sanity, she was
perhaps unaware that it also tended toward a fetishistic way
of apprehending the phenomenal world. David Simpson shows
that fetishism has a “double motivation,” that it is
“inspired by an aspiration toward control which is based on
fear: fear of the unpredictability of experience.”33 The
fetishicity apparent in MacEwen’s mythopoeia both conceals
and reveals this fear.

As well, for MacEwen the cultural importance of myth is
paramount to her writing. Doty notes that in many societies
the inspiration of the individual mythmaker or dreamer or
prophet is tested in public for its corporate significance
before it becomes widely accepted: “Living myths are marked
by their social consensus as to their importance and often
their implications.”? As Herbert Mason writes, “Instead of
leading us on a journey to self, as some believe, [myth]
leads us on a journey out of self. We leave the isolation of
our perspective and enter the larger if ultimately limited,

universe in which others see what is true to them.”3

3 pavid Simpson, Fetishism and Imagination: Dickens,
Melville, Conrad (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins UP,
1982) 32.

¥ Doty 13.
** Herbert Mason, “Myth as an ‘Ambush of Reality’,”

Myth, Symbol, and Reality, ed. Alan M. Olson (Notre Dame: U
of Notre Dame P, 1980) 16.
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Society affirms myth as culturally and corporately important

because

[(m]yth has this value: it unites rather than separates
or divides; it provides ways other than the purely
sequential to grapple with undifferentiated experience;
it preserves instead of eliminating unfathomed reaches
and the discoverable/decipherable spaces that make up
at least in part the totalities of our existence (i.e.,
there are mysteries after all; it is not “all
there”) .36
Of the creative process for an artist, Wellek and Warren
write that “[t]o speak of the need for myth, in this case of
the imaginative writer, is a sign of his felt need for
communion with his society, for a recognized status as
artist functioning within society.”? MacEwen seemed to
crave this affirmation by her community that her dreams and
myths, her poetry, had meaning and importance for society as
a whole, and on the whole, this affirmation was immediately
forthcoming. She entered into a writing milieu which
accepted and understood the mythopoeic impulse in an artist,
and recognized not only her individual talent but her

mythopoeic vision. Unfortunately this same affirmation

seemed to die away as the decades passed and poetry began to

% Doria and Lenowitz, Origins: Creation Texts from the
Ancient Mediterranean. A Chrestomathy (Garden City, N.J.:
Anchor/Doubleday, 1976) xix.

*” Rene Wellek and Austin Warren, Theory of Literature,
3rd ed. (New York: Harcourt Brace and World, 1956) 192.
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lose its importance as a major cultural discourse for late
twentieth-century western societies.

When MacEwen wrote of her desire “to construct a myth”
she may have been motivated by a need for a special
relationship with her society, but her journey had to be
double: the outer journey, out of self, ultimately had to
lead back to the inner journey, into the psyche, the
territory MacEwen most desired and most dreaded to explore.
Jan Bartley writes that for MacEwen “. . . knowledge is
discoverable primarily through inverse means.”?* Thus it is
not surprising that on a trip to a distant continent to do
objective research for a well-defined project (King of
Egypt, King of Dreams), MacEwen discovered instead her
darkest inner secret.® Doty writes that

. it is not easy to operate both within and without
the mythic perspective, to have additional and
alternative visions of what a culture says about
itself. This work is the analytic work of a critic --

but also the creative work of a poet, whose double
vision exposes, repositions the language through which

® Jan Bartley, Invocations: The Poetry and Prose of
Gwendolyn MacEwen (Vancouver: U of British Columbia, 1983)
46.

% MacEwen’s biographer, Rosemary Sullivan, discusses
MacEwen’s traumatic research trip to Cairo, including a
dream she recorded at the time and later analyzed, in Shadow
Maker: The Life of Gwendolyn MacEwen (Toronto:
HarperCollins, 1995), especially “Chapter 14: To Cairo” 186-
96.
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a culture speaks its meanings.*®

Thus as a mythopoeic poet MacEwen had to write from a double
perspective, both from within her culture as a spokesperson
or interpreter, and from without it, having a wider vision
enabling her to invent new contexts for society’s project of
creating its meaning.

Doty avoids mention of religion or the spiritual realm
in his definition of myth, but myth as a way into an
apprehension of the spiritual is essential to MacEwen’s
understanding. Her view that poetry should illuminate the
“sacred world” aspect of quotidian reality is similar to
Robert Graves’ view of the earliest function of poetry in
civilization, as a means to invoke the mysterious forces
which affect human lives. In a well-known passage from The
White Goddess, Graves writes, “The function of poetry is
religious invocation of the Muse; its use is the experience
of mixed exaltaticn and horror that her presence excites.”!!
MacEwen marked this passage in her own copy of the text,

as well as this one: “. . . a true poem is necessarily an

0 Doty 14.

i1 Robert Graves, The White Goddess (1948), amended and
enlarged edition (London and Boston: Faber and Faber, 1961)
14.

2 Gwendolyn MacEwen, Gwendolyn MacEwen Papers, Item
35, Fisher Rare Books Library, U of Toronto.
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invocation of the White Goddess, or Muse, the Mother of All
Living, the ancient power of fright and lust -- the female
spider or queen-bee whose embrace is death.”? The terms
“"Mother of All Living, the ancient power of fright or lust”
identify a certain aspect of the White Goddess, the Hecate
aspect, with the phallic mother of psychoanalytic theory,
and thus MacEwen was obviously aware of a view of poetry as
the attempt to fulfill desire for the phallic mother. She
would always strive to incorporate into her writing both the
light and the dark, positive and negative, as embodied in
Graves’ concept of the White Goddess.

Many of MacEwen’s most important early poems veil the
desire for the phallic mother as muse with the mytheme of
the biblical eden and humanity’s fall from divine grace, but
MacEwen was also strongly influenced by another important
text for writers of the period, Frazer’s The Golden
Bough.'* This text provides MacEwen with the mytheme of the
ritual killing of the king that is seen in a number of her
early poems, and an analysis of this mytheme as it appears
in her work illuminates MacEwen’s mythopoeic method, but

also the fetishicity of the poems. For example, “In Defence

i3 Graves 24.

# Sir James Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic
and Religion (1890; enlarged 1907-15), Abridged ed. (New
York: Macmillan, 1923).
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of Magic,” from The Drunken Clock,* figures this ritual
killing in the image of the “pineyed boy” “throwing silver
horseshoes / At the crucifix,” although the myth is further
complicated by the fact that this king, having been
crucified, is already dead. What is really happening here is
that the influence of the “myth” of Christ’s death and
resurrection is made a target; it is not literally a king
who is being killed, but his legacy destroyed, as the
congregation succumbs to the influence of the devil,
disguised as Bob Beezle. Here the ritual death moves from
the mythic plane to the personal as each individual achieves
the status and power of a deity:

we were happy, we controlled the world at last:

in the morning from our windows we puffed and blew

together and made the sun rise,

through our efforts, in the east.
This congregation’s problematic affirmation of the creative
power of the human imagination (science tells us that the
sun would rise in the east anyway, regardless of their
actions) complicates MacEwen’s position as a late-Romantic
poet. Here it is not the creative power of the human

imagination which is ultimately valued, but the creative

* Gwendolyn MacEwen, The Drunken Clock (Toronto: Aleph
P, 1961) n.p. Additional poems from this collection will be
cited in the text by title only.
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power of illusion. Another way to read this poem is as a
warning against the dark, evil, or demonic dimensions of the
human imagination -- or at least a reminder that such
dimensions exist.

The monomyth of the ritual killing of the god reappears
in The Drunken Clock in the poem “Bow Broken.” The
“beautiful bow,” associated with “princes,” is dead, and
with it, innocence: “but the wood as new / as new cut wood /
broke.” The poet moves from youth and innocence, as imaged
in the edenic “apple happy orchards” and “new cut wood,”
through an experience of the fallen world imaged as “iron
rain,” through the sheer force of an “iron shod will” to a
final transcendence, breakthrough, or resolution,
“armageddon.” “God with bellyful arrows” is killed and the
individual creative mind is all that is left, facing its own
implication in the god’s death, its own terror and guilt,
and the necessity of assuming the burden of kingship. i

The sense of violence or transgression, seen in the
“rape” of time in “Wristwatch and Nile Time” (discussed
below) and the blood and arrows of “Bow Broken,” which seems
necessary in order to recover lost time or lost memories,

continues in other poems from The Drunken Clock. For

 This poem also attempts to fix its meaning in
material form in the shape of the poem’s lines on the page,
which are indented to suggest the curve of a bow.
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example, it appears in “Explodes, For Instance” in imagery
of explosion, fire and loud sound, and in the “red electric”
wires which prop up the edenic “old rose.” Here the past is
the “old / slush of tradition” dragging dirt over “the
covers of all the books,” and the myth of eden is only
obliquely alluded to in the figures of the “old rose” and
“dead gardens”; intertextual play with other poems in the
collection allows these figures to take on their edenic
associations. The poet harbors an ambivalent attitude toward
the past and what it represents in this poem. When she
speaks in the first-person plural, as if a spokesperson for
her people, about recovery of the past or the unconscious or
instinctual life, the language used suggests that the new
people may wish to reinvigorate the past, or to destroy it,
just as the king was destroyed in the poems previously
discussed:

our blood fires them

through, explodes, for instance,

the critical mesh

of gone days,

for we are loud

and our lung-loud songs

call up dead gardens (inverted seed)

MacEwen continues to explore Frazer’s monomyth of the
ritual killing of the king or god, and the new king taking

his place, in “Certain Flowers.” Here the king is “some
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unthinking god” and is associated with a garden and flowers,
and the prince with rain. In “Bow Broken” the dying king/god
had exhorted the poet to recognize her own implication in
the slaying, but here the “unthinking god” requires the poet
to “chalk out the peril of beauty,” to “define a certain
fear in flowers,” to recognize the fear and danger of
creativity, of the urge to return to primal processes.
Further, in “Certain Flowers,” in which it is not the ritual
killing of the god itself, but the desire for this ritual
killing which is emphasized, a startling image of castration
appears:

some unthinking god
is made of towering flowers; his eye
in the tall blue tulip sky,

a profound petal there; I arrest its blooming.

'I want the flowers beheaded,

Again, having accomplished the ritual slaying, the poet is
left alone in emptiness: “I [. . . . ] stand in a garden of
void / applauding” with only the creative power of the human
imagination left to her: “capturing the moment of bloom / in
a cage of my own sunlight.” The poet has achieved a certain
connection with the edenic source of creation in the
unconscious, but the poetic imagination defines and limits
as much as it frees because it functions through language.

This poet’s “cage” of her “own sunlight” is reminiscent of
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Fredric Jameson’s description of language as a “prison
house,”*’ the fallen or corrupted version of the paradisal
languages which fascinated MacEwen in her earliest poetry.
In fact, for MacEwen one way out of the prison house of
language would be to fetishize exotic alphabets, in order to
infuse the inscribed letter or uttered syllable with highly
charged energy and meaning.

MacEwen was always interested in projecting in her
writing a certain quality of energy, a charge, a magical
power which would communicate to her reader that the world
as it is, the quotidian reality of everyone’s lived
experience, is really a sacred world. And many of MacEwen’s
first readers seem to have noticed this quality of energy.
Robert Kelly wrote to her: “. . . you discover the charge-
of-power in daily event in yourself, in your own body moving
outward to the eucharist of the Event.”*® And Frank Davey
addressed her work’s “obviously compelling energies” and the
way her “vision inside [herself] seems now to be successful

in opening up long vistas into reality itself.”*® MacEwen,

‘" Fredric Jameson, The Prison House of Language
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1972).

8 Robert Kelly, letter to Gwendolyn MacEwen, 14 Aug.
1964, Gwendolyn MacEwen Papers, Thomas Fisher Rare Book
Library, University of Toronto.

¥  Frank Davey, letter to Gwendolyn MacEwen, 21 Aug.
1969, Gwendolyn MacEwen Papers, Thomas Fisher Rare Book
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following Graves, explained it this way:

For me, language has enormous, almost magical
power, and I tend to regard poetry in much the same way
as the ancients regarded the chants or hymns used in
holy festivals--as a means of invoking the mysterious
forces which move the world, inform our deepest and
most secret thoughts, and often visit us in sleep.3°

She claims that, for her, the world is always this powerful:
" nothing for me is mundane. Everything is so highly
charged, everything is so exciting all the time that I can
hardly bear it. So I don’t know what mundane is.”>' This
sense of the world as highly-charged, powerful, includes all
that is negative and painful: “I write in order to
communicate joy, mystery, passion. . . not the joy that
naively exists without knowledge of pain, but that joy which
arises out of and conquers pain.”%? MacEwen often associated
this quality of energy or sacredness with myth in the sense

that “myth” refers to narratives from a past so distant that

their origins cannot be determined, from cultures with

Library, University of Toronto. Not every reader noted this
quality of energy, however: Louis Dudek wrote to MacEwen
that her poems “lack substance, relevance of any kind, life-
energy.” Letter to Gwendolyn MacEwen, 21 Sept. 1961.
Gwendolyn MacEwen Papers, Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library,
University of Toronto.

® MacEwen, “Journey” 19.
' MacEwen, “An Inner View” 59.

2 MacEwen, “Journey” 19.
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different sacred economies from our own, so distant
historically and geographically as to seem exotic and
mysterious. One of her important strategies for infusing her
writing with the sense of the sacred, then, is to “construct
a myth” in and through the writing. MacEwen’s experiments
with mythopoeia in both her poetry and prose became more
sophisticated and subtle as she developed as a poet, and
range from the direct use (almost the re-telling) of well-
known myths incorporated into her poetry, to allusions to
myths and to exotic locales in her texts, to the use of
western alchemical symbolism to infuse poems about quotidian
reality with a sense of what MacEwen sees as the mythic
dimensions of everyday life, to an acknowledgment of the
“gap” within language as the origin of the sense of mystery
and magic. Always more interested in questions than in
closure in her poetry, MacEwen gradually learned that a
prophetic voice or incantatory tone, or direct references to
magic or to the fusion of opposites, were not necessary to
communicate a sense of magic; the “gap” in language itself
could serve her purposes. But some of her earliest
experiments in poetry implicitly tried to bridge that gap by
fixing spiritual and aesthetic values on the material form

of the inscribed letter or the uttered syllable, especially
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in the series of poems titled “Adam’s Alphabet.”33

Early critical attention to MacEwen’s poetry was unable
to comment on “Adam’s Alphabet,” one of her most interesting
poetic efforts, because it remained unpublished (only
excerpts have been published posthumously®). “Adam’s
Alphabet” was written when MacEwen was only eighteen and
still a high-school student. At this time she had begun her
studies at a Hebrew cheder where she investigated the Hebrew
language and the mysticism of the Cabala. This interest in
Hebrew would be only the first of a lifelong fascination
with exotic languages, esoteric alphabets and paradisal
naming.® For MacEwen, both the inscribed sacred letters and
the uttered syllables of Hebrew mediate between sacred and
aesthetic values, and she seeks to recreate something like

this in her poems. Strangely, however, the poems seem to be

>3 Gwendolyn MacEwen, “Adam’s Alphabet.” Gwendolyn

MacEwen Papers, Box 1, Thomas Fisher Rare Books Library,
University of Toronto.

** Gwendolyn MacEwen, “Adam’s Alphabet,” The Poetry of
Gwendolyn MacEwen: Volume One: The Early Years, ed. Margaret
Atwood and Barry Callaghan (Toronto: Exile Editions, 1993)
17-26.

* Eventually MacEwen would become fluent in Arabic and
Greek (ancient and demotic) and would do translations from
these languages as well as from French. She also taught
herself the rudiments of Egyptian hieroglyphics and even
published two poems written in hieroglyphs, along with their
English “translations”: “Everything Remembers You,” Prism
International 6 (1966): 17; “When You Speak,” Prism
International 6 (1966): 18-19.
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invaded by images of blood, birth, and violence, fetishistic
fixations on and displacements of the primary scene of
terror and longing. The logic of fetishicity explains this
strange invasion, and “Adam’s Alphabet” becomes an important
first work in which the major fetish discourses intersect.
Fetishicity imparts to the poems an attractive energy,
despite the obvious weaknesses of these apprentice poems.
For example, Jay Macpherson found “Adam’s Alphabet” to be
“exciting,” having great “force” and “interest” and making
“a very strong impression,” although they seemed both to her
and to James Reaney to be “unfinished.” 56

In order to understand “Adam’s Alphabet,” it would be
useful to consult MacEwen’s Introduction to the work, in
which she explains the concept of sacred alphabetical
letters and Hebrew acrostics. “Adam’s Alphabet” comprises a
series of poems which reconceptualize, rather than merely
translate, Psalm 119. The genesis of the poems was MacEwen’s
discovery that the original Hebrew of Psalm 119 knit
together the psalm using not only the well-known rigid
acrostic structure, but also by linking the content of each
strophe with the meaning of its defining letter. A letter of

the Hebrew alphabet begins each strophe which consists of

% Jay Mcpherson, letter to Gwendolyn MacEwen, 23 Sept.
1962, Gwendolyn MacEwen Papers, Thomas Fisher Rare Book
Library, University of Toronto.
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eight verses, and each verse begins with the same letter
which introduces the strophe. MacEwen writes in her
Introduction to “Adam’s Alphabet” that she noticed that the
meaning assigned to the defining Hebrew letter echoed in the
content of the strophe. For example, in the strophe for the
letter yod, meaning “hand,” some of the verses refer to
hands: “--Thy hands have made me and fashioned me 78" [sic:
the verse is 73] (PGM1 19). This repetition of the letter
and its meaning imitates the creative power of the sacred
alphabet as it was understood in the Cabalistic teachings.
MacEwen’s rewriting of the psalm rejects the acrostic
structure but retains and expands on this echoing of meaning
of the title letters. She also retains the theme of praise
for the deity, and some of the governing images, but does
not include the praise for the deity’s law seen in the
biblical version.

Like the original psalm, MacEwen’s version contains
twenty-two strophes, but only six have been published
posthumously. The first of these is “Daleth / The Door”
(PGM1 21), in which the poet announces her desire for birth
using concrete imagery which emphasizes the colour of blood
and birth’s violence as a “split”:

for I wish width, the door of self

mouthed open. Let broaden,
let the heart groan its scarlet
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hinge-s

and split the red air wide
At a time when, according to patriarchal discourse, women
were supposedly unable to occupy an originary subject
position, this work from MacEwen’s juvenilia is
extraordinary, and points to the later birth poem when such
an originary position is announced even more emphatically,
“Child of Light” from Selah, discussed below. But MacEwen’s
claim of an originary subject position is complicated by the
fact that she takes a distinctly phallic position as speaker
in several of the strophes. She writes, “The whip’s /
affliction stiffened me / for things of a slippery eden,”
("Adam’s Alphabet: Teth / The Snake” PGMI 23) and “in my
hand a spear sleeps [. . . ] I quiver” and “thrust -- /
return with a slice- / d hallelujah singing” (“Adam’s
Alphabet: Gain / The Weapon” PGMI1 24). If MacEwen’s birth
poems can be read as claiming for women an origin as
speaking subjects, we must also read this speaking woman as
phallic. The subject position claimed by MacEwen here is
that of the phallic mother, her muse.

“Daleth / The Door” illustrates MacEwen’s association
of the discovery / construction / definition of a self with
images of blood and cutting, the birth scene which is the

origin of psychosexual fetishism. Such images are repeated
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in “Yod / The Hand” (PGM1 26), in which violent birth

inserts a new term in the chain of metaphors which includes

the biblical Fall:

== my structured self,
the molded embryo blinking
still was bludgeoned
with cain’s hand
before birth
Here the poet is “wombwounded,” and suffers “a torn head,”
but is soothed after birth by the deity’s comforting
fingers, whose “thumbs / smooth the stubble of brain.” Given
MacEwen’s “Introduction” to “Adam’s Alphabet,” in which she
draws the reader’s attention to the value -- we would say
the overvaluation -- of the written sign in sacred alphabets
and spoken syllables, we would expect to find lines such as
“the house / holds the word that guards a license / of
flight” (“Adam’s Alphabet: Beth / The House” PGM1 22) or
nor the silver serpent
count among riches --
only the fat light,
the goldgrain syllables

Your mouth imparts . . . (“Adam’s Alphabet:
Teth / The Snake” PGM1 23)

That vivid descriptions of the primal birth scene which
emphasize the cutting of something would erupt into a poem

ostensibly “about” sacred language, however, is evidence of
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the link between different kinds of value, and of the
anxiety that arises when we try to negotiate between
radically different kinds of value, especially when those
values appear to be invested or fixed in the same site: in
this case, material, aesthetic, and spiritual values fixed
in a letter, a syllable, or a word. Not coincidentally,
“gold,” the universal equivalent in commodity-producing
economies, is overvalued here as the sign of the most sacred
utterance, that made by the deity. Here the economy of the
marketplace intersects with sacred, aesthetic, and sexual
economies, making the poem a good example of fetishicity in
literature, but for the most part MacEwen’s engagement with
the fetishicity of the commodity marketplace would develop
later, in the “appetite” poems. Even as a very young poet,
though, MacEwen has discovered the treacherous territory of
the “gap” -- the fissure that opens between genders,
cultures, thoughts -- which will become her most fertile
area of investigation in later work.

Even though images of violent fissures recur frequently
in the early poems, “Adam’s Alphabet” is more concerned with
the exploration of sacred economies and their links to
language. The sacred and the secret are always linked in
these poems deriving from the esoteric teachings of the

Cabala: “the house harbors / the Unknown;” “I hid my 1lit
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mind here” (“Adam’s Alphabet: Beth / The House” PGMI 22). In

MacEwen’s later work, the secret would become an important
theme, inspired by her study of esoteric traditions.
Ironically, though, esoteric knowledge, by definition,
cannot be transmitted verbally. In the tantric and other
esoteric traditions, such knowledge is transmitted directly
from the mind of the teacher to that of the student, without
reliance on verbal languages® -- hence, this is one reason
that a person cannot travel successfully for long on the
esoteric path if he or she is alone. Nevertheless, MacEwen
sought in her first poetry to realize the sacred world
through the inscribed word. “Adam’s Alphabet” shows us that
she is attempting to see the inscribed letter and uttered
syllable as autonomous and powerful even as she realizes
that it is she herself who ascribes these qualities to them.
MacEwen’s work begins by treading some of the same
ground explored by earlier Romantic poets and nineteenth-
century theorists. David Simpson points out that Coleridge
often cited the Hebrews in the context of their conviction
that material representations of divinity should never be

allowed because of humanity’s supposed propensity toward

" Chogyam Trungpa, The Heart of the Buddha. Ed. Judith
L. Lief. (Boston and London: Shambhala, 1991) 81-82, 138-
39, 145.
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fetishism and idolatry.% Coleridge apparently approved of
the Hebrew strictures against representation, but Simpson
shows that Hegel was aware of another problem in using the
Hebrew as a model, because their tradition allowed for the
praise and exaltation of the deity through language. If the
deity is indeed imageless, however, then Hebrew poetry of
sublimity has a problem in communicating the deity’s
identity:

The poet [. . .] must use partial, limiting forms to
excite the mind of his hearer, but in such a way as to
demand reference back to the wholeness in which the
parts have their life and purpose. The question is, how
can this be done without incurring the risk of fixation
upon the part, which would then become a species of
idolatry or fetishism?%®
In this early stage of her career, MacEwen probably did not
fully understand the role of the poet in the Hebrew
tradition, or the problems with representation inherent in
this tradition of sublime poetry. She seems to have
understood the esoteric value of the Hebrew alphabet
fetishistically, as her comments on the Tetragrammaton
indicate; the inscribed letters and uttered syllables alike

were a kind of fetish for her, fixing a spiritual value, an

overvaluation, in a material sign. Yet she also strove in

** Simpson 18.

> Simpson 19.
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her writing to attain something like Coleridge’s “symbol.”
Simpson’s explanation of Coleridge’s concept of the symbol

is illuminating and worth quoting in full:

Coleridge’s idea of the “symbol” [. . .] is designed to
try to preempt the separation of part from whole,
letter from spirit, vehicle of meaning from act of
making meaning itself. The symbol is “an actual and
essential part of that, the whole of which it
represents.” It is “not a metaphor or allegory or any
other figure of speech or form of fancy,” but “a living
part in that Unity, of which it is the representative.”
Such emphasis on the living process means that any
contemplation of the symbol should also involve
awareness and experience of self-consciousness.
Coleridge’s use of this model as an ideal occurrence in
all modes of communication, from the perceptual to the
political, means that fetishism, or concentration upon
the mere image, is as far as possible discouraged.®®

MacEwen’s mythopoeia attempts to understand the poem both as
artifact and process, as a vehicle for meaning and the act
of creating meaning, resisting separation and difference.
MacEwen’s work, then, is located in the gap between
fetishistic impulses in her writing, and the resistance to
them in a transcendence that understands the awareness of
both part and whole as living creative process. MacEwen
seems to have been pulled both ways, sometimes with
fetishicity shaping the work, sometimes forms of
transcendence, and this dual impulse would continue

throughout her career.

8 Simpson xiii.
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Related to the problem of overvaluation in sacred
alphabets is the impulse to project images of our own human
awareness onto whatever is perceived by the senses,
including alphabets and languages. Walter Benjamin also
realized this fetishistic nature of idealized languages. He

writes that the

motif of endowing nature with an answering gaze is
prefigured, acoustically and metaphysically, in the
problem of translation, the disjunction between the
mute language of nature and the multitude of human
languages, and the fragmentary relationship of either
to a paradisal language of names. !
Miriam Hansen makes the explicit connection between the
answering gaze, with which the material object or sign is
invested, and the “daemonic,” especially Freud’s notion of
the “uncanny,”% that which arises out of and points to the
fetish. MacEwen’s fascination with Cabala, with “paradisal
languages,” with mystical naming, as well as with
translation, links her to this motif of investing “nature”
("the world”) with an answering gaze -- a foundational

fetishistic practice which is one equivalent in literature

to the glossy surfaces of objects depicted in pronk still-

! Walter Benjamin, “On Language as Such and the
Language of Man” (1916), quoted in Miriam Hansen, “Benjamin,
Cinema and Experience: ‘The Blue Flower in the Land of
Technology,’” New German Critique 40 (1987): 188, n.15.

62 Hansen 188.
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lifes. MacEwen shows she was conscious of this investment of
the inscribed letter of mystical alphabets with a returning

gaze when she writes in “Poems in Braille”:

they knew what it meant,

those egyptian scribes who drew
eyes right into their hieroglyphics,
you read them dispassionate until
the eye stumbles upon itself

blinking back from the papyrus

outside, the articulate wind
annotates this: I read carefully
lest T go blind in both eyes, reading with

that other eye the final hieroglyph®

This literal presence of an eye returning the reader’s gaze
is not, of course, present in the same way in the Hebrew
alphabet, but the Cabala ascribes to these letters functions
beyond the merely significatory. MacEwen writes in her
Introduction to “Adam’s Alphabet”: “. . . in the books of

the Cabala, the mysterious writing of the Jews . . . we find

¥ MacEwen, “Poems in Braille,” A Breakfast for
Barbarians (Toronto: Ryerson P, 1966) 4.



140

a sense of alphabet, a sense of letter which is a more
significant one. The 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet are
given definite interpretive function. . . the world was
created by these 22 letters” (“Adam’s Alphabet: Two / Psalm
119" PGMI 18). The elements of the fetish are evident here:
the inscribed letter as material sign, which both conceals a
secret truth and reveals it to the initiated; an embodiment
that becomes the locus for the fixation of previously
heterogeneous elements into singularities (such as the four
elements of creation: fire, water, earth, air; four
metaphysical categories: life, fire, truth, love; four
animals: lion, eagle, man, ox); the overvaluation of these
same letters in the spiritual economy as “creative” or
“sacred” in the form of the “eternal Tetragrammaton,” YHVH,
the name of the deity; and the material sign of the embodied
letter as mediating simultaneously both sacred and cultural
values over centuries of use of the Hebrew letters in Cabala
and later Christian Gnostic literature. On the latter,
MacEwen notes that “[i]t is perhaps only in the Hebrew
language that the value of letters is so extensively, so
intrinsically, a part of both religion and culture” (“Adam’s
Alphabet: One / The Cabala” PGMI 18).

As a poet, MacEwen views her relationship to the

esoteric nature of the Hebrew alphabet as transgressive: in



141

order to make use of the letters, in order to participate in
the sacred naming and to assimilate the paradisal language
altogether, she must reveal its secrets. In “Child of Light”
she writes: “And I am go on shouting ([sic?] / the name that
is forbidden -- / Yahweh! And Yahweh! And Yahweh!” &

In her later poetry, MacEwen seems to de-emphasize the
lure of the mystical with which she had invested exotic
alphabets. It is unclear, for example, whether the word
“Modrakhina,” from the poem of that title from A Breakfast
for Barbarians (41), is uttered seriously or playfully, is
sacred or satiric. Even though the poet has obviously
invested the word with high social, spiritual, and poetic
value -- a type of fetishistic overvaluation similar to that
seen in her work with exotic alphabets -- it is clear that
the word is a fabrication of the poetic imagination and it
is not linked to any mystical tradition or spiritual
discourse. In another poem from that collection, “Poems in
Braille” (BB 4-5), the speaker privileges the referent over
the sign, the body over language:

yet I do not read the long Cabbala of my bones

truthfully
-- I need only move to alter the design

8 Gwendolyn MacEwen, “Child of Light,” Selah (Toronto:
privately printed, 1961) n.p. Further references to poems
from this collection will be cited in the text by title
only.
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She speaks not of bones in the abstract, not of the truth of
the body, but of what the body can be bent to say. The body
itself becomes the sign in a physical language. Ironically,
to concretize her vision in images of the body and the
material world that impinges on it is not to free herself
from fetishistic fixations but to cultivate them in areas
other than that of the inscribed sign of the sacred
alphabet. In general, MacEwen found other interests to be
equally fertile ground for her exploration of desire and the
uncanny.

In later work MacEwen also takes the notion of

investing whatever is outside the poet’s mind with a
returning gaze -- whether it be nature or culture -- beyond
the sacred alphabet into her further explorations of space
and time. Eventually, the trope of the returned gaze
reappears in the poet’s inner journey into the psyche.
Bartley points to two later poems which share this image of
the returned gaze, in which the inner journey toward the
psyche is figured as diving into an ocean, “The Sperm King”
and “Eyes and Whales”®; in the latter MacEwen asks: ™ (how
often have I looked inward / to find my own bleary eye /

looking back out?)” (ABB 43,44). But in the earlier work,

6 Bartley 46.
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the eye gazes back at the poet from the farthest margins of
the physical universe. For example, she sees the eye “of
some unthinking god . . . in the tall blue tulip sky”
("Certain Flowers,” DC). And one of her two astronauts,
Nikolayev or Popovich,

.« « . Swims

through yellow yolks of total suns
towards the ultimate inquiry --

and finds at the end of the universe

not walls, but mirrors

reflecting the question mark

of his own face back in

to study it ironically,

like brothers, amazed

at their own similarity.?®
That MacEwen finds the returned gaze both when she glances
out into the world and also when she looks inward into the
psyche suggests that her earliest fetishistic fixation on
sacred alphabets and paradisal utterance has been displaced
onto other objects and experiences. There is much that is
uncanny in a vision that sees itself reflected back from all
directions: it problematizes the boundary between what is
alive and what is not, pointing to the desire and fear of

all difference embodied in the phallic mother, who is

MacEwen’s ultimate muse. As Hansen writes:

*¢ MacEwen, “Nikolayev and Popovich: The Cosmic
Brothers,” The Rising Fire(Toronto: Contact P, 1963) 11-12.
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The gaze that nature appears to be returning . . . does
not mirror the subject in its present, conscious
identity, but confronts us with another self, never
before seen in a waking state. Undeniably, this kind of
vision is not wholly unrelated to the sphere of the
daemonic, in particular Freud’s notion of the “uncanny”
67
Thus the universe functions more like a dream than a mirror
that reflects back the gazing astronaut to himself; rather,
he discovers another self, in the uncanny logic of the
fetishistic gaze.

The title “Adam’s Alphabet” alludes to the most

important motif to preoccupy MacEwen throughout much of her

early career, that of the biblical story of the Garden of

Eden and the Fall, the lost paradise, a lost Golden Age, all
of which represent the longing to return to an idealized
mythic past by recreating it in the present. Psychoanalytic
theory shows us that such nostalgia is related to the
concept of the muse, a relationship explored fully by
MacEwen. But her first explicit comments about her muse made
use of other myths.

One of MacEwen’s first mythopoeic strategies involved
her poems about the muse. Here MacEwen adopted specific
myths which provide her with analogies for the creative

process, or with allusions to exotic settings with

7 Hansen 188.
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mythological connotations or to biblical or mythological
stories, allusions which give her work a context from which
she can build her own contemporary myths. In “Icarus,” from
her first book, the self-published chapbook Selah, the poet
uses the first strategy by positing a parallel between the
writing of poems and the experience of Icarus, the mythic
figure from the Greek tradition. The story of Icarus’ flight
alternates in the poem with the poet’s musings on her own
situation as writer. She links herself to Icarus as her muse
through the image of the “feather” as instrument, both for
his “artful wings” and her “quill to write / white poetry
over sky.” The boy Icarus is a complex muse, for he embodies
not the transcendent experience the poet is striving for in
her poetry as much as the process of striving itself, as he
seeks his own muse, his father Daedulus. MacEwen’s
description of the myth’s “muscled flight” compares with her
“mindflight”; both Icarus and the poet achieve a
transcendence: “the boy loops up into tall cobalt, / his
hair a swirl of drunken light,” while the poet becomes
“drunk / with beauty.” But she strives for too much, as she
tries “to / slay the sunlight” and ultimately fails as
Icarus does when the sun, now figured as a female vampire
(juxtaposing the world of Greek myth with a very different

mythical world), “sucks the wax.” As Icarus plummets into
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the Regean, leaving behind “globules of wax, / strands of
wet light” the poet is left with

the lean poem’s

flesh tattered

by a hook of vengeful

fire.
The final line of the poem, “Combustion of brief feathers,”
recognizes that to invoke creativity is also to invoke the
possibility of destruction. Atwood sees this line as meaning
that the poem is “later burnt,”¢ but “combustion” can also
be read as positively inflected: a bursting into light, a
transcendence. After all, the poem we read has survived and
has been published. But even as the poem lives on to do its
work of communicating the sacred within the mundane, the
experience of writing the poem, the direct experience of
sacred world, is over. MacEwen knows that she is playing
with fire. This poem explores an early version of a theme
central to MacEwen’s work: that one must recognize and
accept the dark side of human experience, both “inner” and
“outer” experience, if one is to be creative. MacEwen is
more inspired by Icarus’ striving than by Daedulus’
brilliance, and Icarus functions for her as muse because of

the parallels she sees between them. For her, the muse is

% Atwood, “MacEwen’s Muse” 25.
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not a transcendent entity forever out of reach, but someone
reachable, with whom the poet can identify.

Another of MacEwen’s early approaches to developing a
mythopoeic strategy is to simply suggest myth by alluding to
exotic locales or to biblical or mythological stories from
the western tradition. She writes “Poet vs. the Land,” also
in Selah, on the dialectical principle but without
necessarily achieving a synthesis at the end. This poem is
in the form of a dialogue between the poet and her muse.
Whereas in “Icarus” the poet addresses the muse, this is a
rhetorical device; the poet neither expects nor receives an
answer. In “Poet vs. the Land” the relationship between poet
and muse is more than a matter of one (the poet) perceiving
a parallel in their work: the relationship has become a real
dialogue as the poet verbally wrestles with her muse. The
poet speaks first and addresses the muse, who appears in the
form of the land of “Israel,” personified as a “Queen” and
“the Jezreel woman.” What is significant in this poem is the
struggle between the poet and her muse for the right to be a
poet and for control of the poem. By naming the muse
“Israel,” MacEwen invokes rich mythological associations
which are reinforced by her diction: “thy skirts this night
are full / of fragrant folds,” “precious land,” “gilt

paper.” The muse has the last word in this poem, however, as
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she repeats, “Child, child, I / am the only poet / here
.” Ending the poem with an ellipsis rather than with a
synthesis, MacEwen manages to suggest both that further
developments including synthesis are possible, and that
conversely there is nothing left to say.

Later, in the manifesto-like “Poem,” from The Rising
Fire,® the poet has developed her voice enough to have
wrested control of the writing away from the muse. Rather
than a dialogue between muse and poet, this poem is
monologic; the muse is addressed but does not speak. The
phrase “I acknowledge you, I” is repeated five times in the
short poem, always with the word “I” positioned prominently
at the beginning or end (or both) of the line. The
acknowledgment of the muse is subverted by the assertion of
the poet’s own power seen in these repetitions. This
affirmation of the poet’s subjectivity and poetic role
contrasts sharply with the earlier poem, “Poet vs. the
Land,” in which the muse asserted, “Child, child, I / am the
only poet / here.” In “Poem” the poet frees certain of the
terms in her eden nomenclature -- “trumpets,” “elephant,”
“thunder” -- from their edenic associations, and attempts to

infuse them with a more direct mythic energy:

** Gwendolyn MacEwen, “Poem,” The Rising Fire (Toronto:
Contact Press, 1963) 15.
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I acknowledge you, I --

fearfully

in poetry or otherwise

and my voice involves trumpets --
an elephant’s trunk

or a trunk of a thunder tree --
look how we live --

with what

outrageous energy =-- (RF 15)

Thomas M. F. Gerry claims that in this poem the elephant’s

trunk and the tree’s trunk are vaginal, “tubular passages,”

tropes for the

birth canal, and that this poem claims for

MacEwen a discursive location which patriarchal discourse

sees as impossible for a woman writer: “a subject with an

origin.”’ This
intertextually
Clock that was
poem “thunder”
an obelisk and

it is the
the vocal

reading makes sense when considered

with “Eden, Eden,” a poem from The Drunken
republished in The Rising Fire.” 1In this

is an image that links the poet’s voice with

an elephant’s trunk:

thunder is
monument

to the death-wished rain;

or obelisk in a granite sky

that roarse ([sic] a jawed epitaph
through cut cloud (RF 28)

" Shirley Neuman, “Importing Difference,” A / Mazing
Space: Writing Canadian Women Writing, eds. Shirley Neuman
and Smaro Kamboureli (Edmonton: Longspoon/NeWest, 1986) 402.

"' MacEwen, “Eden, Eden,” The Drunken Clock n.p.:
reprinted in The Rising Fire 28.
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The obelisk is a strong image for the phallic power of the
poet’s voice, and this idea is reinforced when the thunder
is associated with the elephant’s trunk: “its trunk is
vertical and thick as thunder; / the elephant stubs down the
wrenched lightning.” But then the trunk becomes a birth
passage for a poem, “funneling a coughed verse.” Thus the
poem issues here from a source that is both phallic and
vaginal, male and female, the phallic mother. A haunting
sense of death is present in the images of “the death-wished
rain” and “the suicidal rain / in the morning.” This eden is
troubling, disturbing, with its “warped tree / with heavy
fruit falling” and “peaked rock fighting the ragged fern /
in the other storm’s center.”

I agree with Gerry that MacEwen claims her poetic voice
in “Poem,” but the poet herself claims her birth as poet in
the lines:

O |

acknowledge you, I

and the tunnels of our mouths

being strange passages. (RF 15)

Moreover, she struggles to wrest the speaking position from
the phallic mother / muse. It is a difficult passage through
the birth canal, represented in images of “sensual tunnels”
and “atrocious labyrinths.” In an earlier poem, MacEwen had

proclaimed her position as a subject with an origin, but
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without the difficult birth passage:

At nine months I was enlightened.

Under surgeon’s eye and from mother,

shifting, mountainous,

I walked straight out of the womb

and took my place in the land of no sunlight.

(*Child of Light,” S)
Not only does MacEwen claim here an originary subject
position, but she also claims a supernatural birth similar
to that ascribed to many great religious teachers and
prophets, roles she adopts in many poems. Wresting her
speaking position from the phallic mother/muse means that
she attempts to subvert or transcend, rather than to support
the gendered discourse that Gerry reads in her work and that
Neuman reads in contemporary Canadian feminist writers in
general. The phallic mother as muse is more complex as an
object of inspiration and desire than is the male muse that
Atwood sees in much of MacEwen’s work, and MacEwen’s
identification with the phallic mother as speaking subject
makes this poet’s utterances more active and powerful than
Atwood recognizes.

In the earliest published paper on MacEwen’s mythopoeic
strateqgy, Atwood claims that MacEwen’s

- - . informing myth . . . is that of the Muse, author

and inspirer of language and therefore of the ordered

verbal cosmos, the poet’s universe. In MacEwen’s myth
the Muse exists eternally beyond sense, but descends
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periodically as winged man, becomes incarnate for a

time as magician, priest-king, lover or all of these,

then dies or disappears, only to be replaced by another

version of himself.”
Although Atwood’s view is obviously influenced by the 1960's
authority on myth, Robert Graves’ The White Goddess, this
“informing myth” is hardly specific to MacEwen and has
little to do with the myth MacEwen herself wanted to
construct. Atwood’s view of the role of the poet is too
passive for MacEwen’s experience. Atwood writes, “The poet’s
function is to dedicate her life to the search for the Muse,
and the poetry itself is both a record of the search and an
attempt to reproduce or describe those portions of the song-
dance which she has been able to witness.”’”® But MacEwen
does much more than “search,” “witness,” and “describe” the
activity or being of the muse. She argues and struggles with
the muse and she herself experiences the transcendence which
the muse symbolizes, through the creative process of writing
the poem.

It seems quaint in retrospect to reread the critical
debate over the male-versus-female muse. When MacEwen first
began to do public readings of and to publish her poetry,

this was a “hot” issue among Canadian poets and critics

2 Atwood 31.

3 Atwood 31.
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alike. Rosemary Sullivan quotes Atwood reminiscing about the
early days when poets gathered at the Bohemian Embassy in
Toronto. Poets there were discussing Northrop Frye’s
lectures, Leonard Cohen’s Let Us Compare Mythologies, Jay
Macpherson’s The Boatman, and especially Robert Graves’ The
White Goddess, “a brilliant book that at first seemed to
offer something new for women poets like [Atwood] and
Gwendolyn.”’ But the ancient misogyny that inspired Graves’
book was obvious. Atwood, MacEwen, and other poets “were
involved in an important dialogue: sorting out the nature of
the muse for the female writer.”’® Atwood explained that
“[a]ll the propaganda had it that creativity was male

not even the artistic community offered you a viable choice
as a woman . . . Irving Layton informed everyone that women
were ‘genetically incapable of being writers and anyway it
was an invasion of men’s territory.’”’S Atwood further muses

about the nature of the muse for MacEwen:

I myself always thought the muse was female, but Gwen’s
way of handling it was to say, okay, my inspiration is
this and I have this sort of male person who is a muse,
not to be confused very much with real people, or at
least not for a very long time. Because her lovers/muse

™ Sullivan 105.
S Sullivan 107.

6 Sullivan 103.
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did come and go. But what she got from them was
inspiration. In other words it was a mirror reversal.
If the muse is a woman for the woman poet, unless the
poet is a lesbian, the sexual connection gets removed,
and it’s more like a second self, a twin, a mother, or
a wise old woman. It can be any of these things. I did
a survey of people and their muses, which was very
revealing, and most muses, for both men and woman, are
women. So it turns out. Probably if you want to be
psychological, it is the voice, and the voice is the
mother’s voice. That’s how we learn to speak, usually
from our mothers.”
Although Atwood did not make this connection explicit in her
article on MacEwen’s muse, she has obviously discovered the
possibility that the muse is the phallic mother, the source
and object of human desire. The phallic mother as muse may
manifest as one sex or another to different poets, but she
is the same muse. MacEwen was inspired by the phallic
mother’s phallic power and so her muse most frequently
manifested as male, but there are also female muses, for
example in “Poet vs. the Land,” and muses which do not take
an obviously gendered form, as in “Poem.”
Whatever the apparent fetishistic dimensions of the
attribution to a muse figure of one’s creative energies --
the projection, embodiment, and overvaluation of this figure

-= MacEwen, even at this early stage, was less confused

about the nature of her muse than was Atwood. In a letter to

" Atwood, Interview with Rosemary Sullivan (Toronto: 8
Aug 1993). Qtd. in Sullivan 107.
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Phyllis Webb in 1963, MacEwen wrote:

My main contention with the strictly occult writers is
that in their psychological wanderings, they forget
that the source of their “voices” and “ghosts” is their
own interior memory-experience bank. I mean that they
try to give their own writings an exterior reference,
and in this way deny the potential genius of man, and
credit his brilliance to astral beings. It’s like the
poet saying (that old absurd cry) =-- oh, I just write
what I hear, as though someone else is dictating. I
used to say that too until I realized that I and I
alone was the dictator.’®
The muse, as embodiment of a fixation and overvaluation of
aesthetic value, can become a fetish for the writer, and as
such, is both revealed in the writing and concealed by it.
The reader’s attention to the traces of multiple fetish
discourses in the text can help to uncover the veiled or
hidden muse and provide clues about the writer’s
relationship with her muse. MacEwen’s muse hides in the
early poetry in exotic landscapes and lost edens.
While the nostalgia for a lost Golden Age is nothing
new in English literature, the preponderance of this theme

in MacEwen’s work is remarkable -- it is present throughout
the poems in the early chapbook The Drunken Clock -- and the
sheer number of poems devoted to this theme is a signal that

something significant is going on here. For example, in The

" Gwendolyn MacEwen, letter to Phyllis Webb, 1963.
Qtd. in Sullivan 95.
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Rising Fire ten of the poems refer to Eden, and another
dozen or so to other exotic places or cultures. Such
nostalgia for faraway, idealized exotic places is, in
psychoanalytic theory, a displacement of the desire to
return to the mother’s womb. For example, in the first poem,
“All the Fine Young Horses” (DC, RF 17), MacEwen associates
eden with the young horses, and establishes a pattern of
imagery which links horses, dancers, fire, apples, and the
heart with eden as representative of the unconscious,
instinctual life. In dialectical opposition to “eden” she
places “clocks”, associated with the rational, conscious
life and the post-edenic, fallen world. The unconscious,
instinctual life of eden is threatening to erupt but is held
in check by the repressive forces of the rational mind,
symbolized by the clocks. MacEwen is solidly on the side of
the subconscious mind, and values the eruption of previously
repressed instinctual energy, seen in the “fine young
horses” and dancers, yet the problem is how to deal with the
effects of the rational. The horses “crumble when the clocks
leap / and clocks will not sleep / to let them pass.” Dance,
the celebration of instinct, is associated with childhood,
and then with life in the womb, and signals that MacEwen’s

solution to repression begins with a regression:

O my dancers (red and quick
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[ . . . ] run

where the sun is ten years old,

where your world is a foetus

in fire -- (RF 17)

Such a regression in time takes the poet inevitably back to
eden: “Where eden is eaten / in the bite of an apple.” The
synthesis of the dialectic between eden and clock time is
found in the image of the dance, which is a way of
expressing the instinctual energy of eden while
simultaneously taking time into account: the measured,
calculated clock time of the rational mind becomes the
rhythm of the dance. The transformation of measured time
into rhythm happens by surrendering, moving ahead beyond
hesitation:

my fine young horses, O

my dancers with the quick apples, 0

my young clocks, unused to timing --

give up and dance (RF 17)

In “Evidence of Monday” (DC, RF 27), eden reappears in
the image of a young boy who enters “with apples” into the
rational, post-edenic “room of the quick clean line.” He
originates from “the brief earth,” “the brief green world”
where he knows flowers “nude,” not painted or gilded as he

finds them in “the narrow vase” inside the room. Here

mystery enters explicitly into the poetry, but not as



158

associated with the remote and exotic eden, but with the
motives of contemporary life. The boy is “stumped / by those
who paint lilies / in a bright innocent science” -- innocent
because it does not know the extent of its own ignorance,
nor the extent of the “hurricane want / that outwipes / the
painted skin of each flower,” the human desire to return to
eden, either as the place known in the womb, or as
discovered in sleep or dream. The boy returns to “the most
old garden, / . . . eden under the tugging years, / . .

eden at the end of days.”

The dialectic between ancient and contemporary,
unconscious and conscious, instinct and rationality
continues. In “Wristwatch and Nile Time” (DC, RF 29), for
example, contemporary life is imaged in the wristwatch; its
emphasis on limits is seen in its “circumference” and
“structures,” and in its re-forming of time: “to condense
great snake time / to a face of glass and two tongues /
licking the hour in circumference.” “Nile time” takes the
place of eden in this poem, as the ancient, exotic setting
for a more organic life in which life’s rhythms are measured
by the cycle of flow of the great Nile River, where time is
a “great snake” and the edenic color green is emphasized:
the Nile has “snakegreen shoulders,” and “green nileblood.”

But unlike the psychic journey in “All the Fine Young
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Horses” and “Evidence of Monday,” in this poem the passage
back into the past, or rather a state of mind represented by
images of the past, is not easily achieved. To get back to
the “Nile,” violence is necessary: “But rape time ‘til the
structures ([sic?] shudders; / the frescoed skeleton turns
its hinges / like so many bone doors.” Such violence
suggests a struggle within the poet herself regarding her
apparent need to reject the ordinary world, and also speaks
to the violence and quilt which are a part of the creative
act.

In “Exploration and Discovery” (RF 6), eden reappears
as an idealized pastoral scene. The poet claims here that
“we” can “be bards ever / on green earth under / clear-cut
sun cutting yellow dolls of us.” This ideal garden suggests
a split as other edens have done, but here the split is not
violent, but part of an organic process: “All gay seeds are
split for primordial light / to enter.” This light, a figure
for awareness, a new level of integration with the cosmos,
is another form of union with the phallic mother, albeit
displaced, as if such a split is veiled behind an idealized
version of this world.

In her essay on Benjamin’s theory of the “aura,” Hansen
illuminates the connection between desire for distant,

exotic utopian worlds and the investment of the phenomenal
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world with the capability of returning the gaze.’ In other
words, there is a deep connection between MacEwen’s
nostalgia for lost edens and her interest in sacred
alphabets, and that connection is related to Freud’s uncanny
and fetishicity. All such expressions of desire for distant
and exotic places such as the edens and oriental lands of
MacEwen’s poetry, are, when read as informed by Freud’s
psychoanalytic theory, displacements of the desire to return
to the mother’s body, to the womb. But for MacEwen, such
desire is always complicated by the threat of madness --
that return to or identification with the mother would mean
becoming enmeshed in a madness like her mother’s. Her
biographer, Rosemary Sullivan, sees the young MacEwen as
resolutely deciding to reject any version of the world that
cannot contain her parents’ realities (madness,
alcoholism).® MacEwen was determined to stretch the limits
of experience in order to accommodate these possibilities;
she would face them.® But throughout the writing, the
multitude of references to madness in particular (every
story in Noman and Noman’s Land makes some reference to

madness) strongly suggest not only madness’s attraction for

" Hansen 213.
8 gsullivan 44.

81 sullivan 46.
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MacEwen, but her fear of it as well. Such longing to return
to the uterine existence of union with the mother’s body,
and thus to unify all opposites and resolve all differences,
was complicated for MacEwen by her mother’s early rejection
of her and later institutionalization for mental illness.
For MacEwen, then, the ideal of union with the mother was
itself threatening. The unconscious desire we all have for
union with the cosmos, as represented by the uterine
existence within the mother, the fusion of self and world
and the loss of all problematic boundaries between self and
other, always threatened MacEwen with possibility of the
simultaneous loss of sanity.

MacEwen was later able to make much more explicit the
desire for the mother’s body, which she recognized as a
figure for the phallic mother. In her dream journal she
recorded a dream on April 9 (probably 1969): “Later Mom & I
in bed -- I consciously think -- this is the phallic woman,
for we seem to be joined by a long phallus -- I regret it is
not a man or a lover -- I see 2 water wings suspended above
& she mentions I should have sea-wings.”® This account of

the dream provides corroboration of Marcia Ian’s contention

82 Gwendolyn MacEwen, “Dreams/Visions/Musings; the
sixties, seventies, and eighties,” Notebook and additional
notes. Gwendolyn MacEwen Papers, Box 1, Thomas Fisher Rare
Book Library, University of Toronto.
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that in castration anxiety the phallus is a displacement of
the umbilical cord, and that therefore castration anxiety is
really anxiety about separation at birth, the severing of
the umbilicus, and that this is, in turn, a figure for the
fear of all difference.®® MacEwen'’s dream, then, is of the
ultimate fetish object, the ultimate embodiment of the
disavowal of difference. However, the strength of her desire
for and fixation on such an embodiment eventually caused her
to seek beyond the biblical myth of eden for other sources
of myth to represent such a disavowal of difference.

The myth of eden defines humanity’s longing for
completion, for unity, and it promises the eventual
accomplishment of the longed-for union, figured as the union
of humans with the deity, in the afterlife of Paradise--but
only for those who are worthy. Western humanity’s propensity
for dualistic thinking is preserved in this concept of an
afterlife, in the supposed existence of hell as the polar
opposite to paradise. Such a metaphysics of promise of
fulfilment offers the poet a descriptive explanation for
human desire, but the promise is never fulfilled. MacEwen
uses the eden myth to account for the situation of the poet,

for whom the experience of successfully writing a poem is

8 Marcia Ian, Remembering the Phallic Mother:
Psychoanalysis, Modernism, and the Fetish (Ithaca and
London: Cornell UP, 1993).
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heavenly, but transitory. The myth cannot account for the
transitoriness of this fulfilment, for the necessity for
repetition, seriality. The poet must continue to strive to
write more poetry always, for the “loud songs” provide only
temporary relief from the hunger for completeness, unity,
and transcendence.

MacEwen turned away from the eden myth and looked even
further back into history to find a pre-biblical myth which
would account more accurately for her experience as a mid-
twentieth-century poet. She found the myth she needed in the
Babylonian genesis, the story of Tiamut and Marduk. Her poem
“Tiamut,” first published in 1961 in the literary magazine
Alphabet,® and later as the second poem in the collection
The Rising Fire,® becomes the informing myth of much of
MacEwen’s writing until the publication of The Shadow-Maker
in 1969. Early reception of this poem was mixed. Milton
Wilson, in his review of The Drunken Clock, recommends this
poem to readers, even though it is not as yet published in a
collection®®; but Ian Sowton, in an otherwise very positive

review of The Rising Fire, hopes that “Tiamut” will not be

84 Alphabet 3 (1961): 75.
8 MacEwen, The Rising Fire 5.

% Milton Wilson, “Poetry,” University of Toronto
Quarterly 31 (1961-62): 448.
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republished juxtaposed with the Same poems it appeared with
in that collection again, because of its “generalized,
violent, bare-assed anthropology,” which seems to him “quite
text-bookish and out-of-touch with the very personal
sensibility that presides over the rest of the
collection.”® Sowton seems to miss the value of the poem,

a poem which is, on the contrary, very much a part of
MacEwen’s personal sensibility as she tried to understand
the attraction of the phallic mother as muse.

The poem “Tiamut” refers to the Babylonian story of
creation in which Marduk bisects the body of the goddess
Tiamut, creating the earth out of one side of her corpse and
the heavens out of the other. MacEwen’s version stresses the
violence of this creation as it is constructed along
gendered lines:

Woman, she winced at the coming of Marduk;

his hands laid her flat and angry on a bed of void,

Marduk stretched her out, and Tiamut lay,

coughing up black phlegm.

and Marduk flattened her belly under one hand

and sliced Tiamut down the length of her body --

the argument of parts, the division of disorder --

and made the sky of her left side
and fashioned the earth from her right. . . (RF 5)

Both the biblical myth of eden and the Babylonian myth of

¥ Ian Sowton, “To Improvise an Eden,” Edge 2 (n.d.)
124.
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Creation depend upon the concept of a primal rift. In the
case of eden, this primal rift is figured as the expulsion
from the garden, the split between eden and the “fallen”
world, between good and evil, between the innocence of
eden’s inhabitants and the knowledge of good and evil
experienced by them after the expulsion. The rift is fiqured
both materially / geographically, and Psychically as a
difference in consciousness. In the case of the Babylonian
myth the primal rift is more literal: the goddess’s own body
is sliced in two. What makes this myth more workable for
MacEwen’s purposes is the important fact that Tiamut is the
goddess of chaos; it is chaos which is divided, not the
idealized pure, innocent state of unity and bliss which is
eden. Employing vivid imagery, MacEwen uses the first nine
lines of the poem to establish Tiamut as Chaos:

A woman called Chaos, she

was the earth inebriate, sans form,

a thing of ripped green flesh

and forests in crooked wooden dance,

and water a wine drunk of itself

and boulders bumping head-on the fool clouds.

Tiamut, her breasts in mountainous collision,

womb a cave of primeval beasts, thighs torn

greatly in the black Babylonian pre-eden -- (RF 5)
Although as Chaos she has no form, Tiamut is described as a

crazy collision of forms, but is always already not whole:

“a thing of ripped green flesh,” “thighs torn / greatly.”
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The myth accounts for the human desire for unity, for
transcendence, as the parts of the goddess strive to become
rejoined: “moon pulls sea on a silver string,” “earth will
not leave the gold bondage of the sun,” “all parts marry,
all things couple in confusion.” A final transcendence,
however, is not possible in this myth, for there never was
an order, a unified cosmos to begin with. If the parts of
the universe rejoin, as they strive to, the result will be
only chaos, not a return to an edenic state or paradise. A
feminist reading would see this myth as a description of
primeval male violence as well, emphasized in MacEwen’s
diction, especially her use of gendered pronouns.

This desire, expressed in “Tiamut,” for the two parts
of creation to rejoin, this desire for wholeness,
completeness, is nothing other than the desire for the
phallic mother in another guise. Ordinarily, we think of the
castrated boy as the opposite of the phallic mother, but
MacEwen has found in the ancient Mesopotamian myth another
reversal of the phallic mother, an “other side of the coin”
that does not require a gender reversal. As the phallic
mother represents an inhuman completeness, always already
whole, Tiamut represents the female goddess as split,
graphically cut, from the beginning of time divided. She

figures and embodies the possibility of castration and any
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other division that signals difference. The phallic mother
of edenic longing becomes obscured by the new figure of
Tiamut: MacEwen changes her focus and does not look behind
the veil that Tiamut becomes, as if the poet is averting her
eyes from the images of wholeness which the phallic mother
so graphically shows us. Simultaneously, though, Tiamut
represents the possibility that the primal goddess can be
divided. She is thus both the phallic mother, representing
wholeness, and a symbol of castration, as she figures
division and difference. Our reading of this poem has to be
fetishistic. Our attention on Tiamut disguises but also
reveals that the object of our desire is ultimately the
figure who signals the possibility of unity, and yet also at
the same time remains the source of our primal fear, the
figure who signals difference. The achievement of this poem
is that MacEwen looks more directly at the source of her
fear. The earlier desires for edens seem naive in
comparison. The phallic mother, archetype of all human
desire and also of the fear of difference, the unexpected or
the unknown, the ultimate fetish object, is thus everywhere
in MacEwen’s early poetry. She appears in many guises,
including that of Tiamut, and is sometimes hidden. Sacred
alphabets, lost edens, ancient myths, exotic geographies all

point to her. So do more displaced fetish discourses. She is
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muse, lover, demon, the reflection of the poet’s own mind.
Thus early evidence of fetishicity in Gwendolyn
MacEwen’s poetry provides an alternative or other reading of
the mythopoeia of her “alphabet” and “eden” poems, which are
among her first works. MacEwen’s mythopoeic praxis involves
not only the appropriation and revision of traditional myths
and the creation of new ones, but also the energizing of
those myths through the juxtaposition of multiple fetish
discourses. The energy of this poetry and its strange, even
exotic mystical allusiveness, qualities admired by MacEwen'’s
early readers, can be attributed to the cumulative fetish
discourses which shape and inform the work. From the very
beginning, fetishicity points to the simultaneous desire for
union with the Other and the fear of difference, which is
experienced as the absence or loss of that union. Beginning
with the juxtaposition of sacred, aesthetic, and material
economies seen in the poet’s overvaluation of the inscribed
letter or sacred utterance of paradisal languages,
fetishicity draws our attention to the sense of loss and its
disavowal which haunt these poems. This loss is always
figured as that of an ideal state, a paradise or eden that
symbolizes the transcendence of all difference in a
primordial unity like that of the infant in the womb with

its mother. MacEwen’s “eden” poems extend the representation



169

of this desire and its disavowal in more detailed imagery,
introducing the motifs of the poet’s longing for
geographical spaces and histories that are often specific,
but always remote. The motif of a biblical eden or its
substitutes eventually was too confining, however, not
adequate to represent the poet’s lived experience, and
therefore MacEwen sought a pre-biblical myth that could be
made to represent a sense of universality, of sacred world
amidst the social chaos of the twentieth century: the myth
of Tiamut, the bisected goddess of Chaos, who becomes an
important figure for the phallic mother, MacEwen’s muse.

The myth of Tiamut and Marduk establishes again for the
modern world the idea of the underlying instability of the
phenomenal world and human perception, experienced and
figured by the poet as a sense of loss, void, fissure, or
gap, and humanity’s futile but ever-present longing to
Create order and stability out of this fundamental chaos.
Such an understanding is a more sophisticated account of the
circulation of desire than is provided by the longing for
the perfection of a lost eden.

This desire for what seems to have been lost, figured
in MacEwen’s early poetry in its fetishistic fixation on and
overvaluation of the exotic inscribed letter or uttered

syllable of the “alphabet” poems as artifacts and



170

reifications of sacred meanings, and in the veiled and
haunting allusions to the phallic mother which underlie the
“eden” poems, is refigured in other poems as a perpetual
appetite for perceptions, experiences, and material things.
As MacEwen moved away from the focus on the yearning for a
lost golden age or paradise, she concentrated instead on an
investigation of other methods to negotiate the sense of
emptiness or gap left by the supposed loss of eden or the
recognition of chaos as the foundation of human existence
and perception. In particular, she began to parody late-~
capitalist consumer culture in her poems which take hunger
and appetite as their defining metaphors. These poems link a
new dimension of fetish discourses to MacEwen’s work: the
commodity fetish of material economies based in the
capitalist marketplace. The presence of the phallic mother
is still suggested in these later poems, which associate the
consumption-based commodity marketplace with the
psychosexual economy of the desire for the phallic mother
which veils but also reveals an anxiety about difference.
The “appetite” poems most frequently represent such anxiety
concerning difference through the reification of conflicting
ideas, philosophies, ideologies, spiritual traditions, and
material objects, all of which are equated as consumer items

for the hungry poet. Even though these poems are frequently
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spoken in a new satirical tone which pokes fun at western
consumer lifestyles, the fetishicity of the texts points to
MacEwen’s continuing representation of a concern for and
discomfort with the disjunctions in several areas of mid-

twentieth-century social discourse.



Chapter 3
Uncanny Breakfasts:
The Early ‘Appetite’ Poems

If myth seeks to achieve understanding, to reach an

unconcealed presence, to recover the numinous, to

locate the universal in the Beingness of beings, then

it must cope with the Nothing of the moderns.

-- Eric Gould

In his analysis of myth in modern literature, Eric Gould has
written that “([tlhe process of humanization cannot ignore
that words are not things, and that as we use words we are
psychologically decentred . . . in order to allow concealing
as well as revealing meaning to emerge.”! Ironically, the
very use of language itself is, on the most fundamental of
levels, threatening to the ego, the selfhood, of the
speaker, which risks becoming “decentred” when speaking.
Moreover, language itself is a kind of disavowal of the
concept that linquistically encoded meanings can be
retrieved, in the sense that some meanings are “concealing.”
In her poems, Gwendolyn MacEwen always resisted this view of
language. In MacEwen’s understanding of the vocation of the
bard, forging a poem out of words is a path to sanity in the
broadest sense, to spiritual wholeness and growth, and to a

way of living in the world. (That MacEwen also valued the

frenzy of divine madness even as she was haunted by the

' Eric Gould, Mythic Intentions in Modern Literature
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton UP, 1981) 39.

172



173

threat of insanity perhaps inherited from her mother -- “I
fear I shall go mad -- or not” -- is not a contradiction
because she believed that such divine madness is valuable,
even essential at times, to spiritual and artistic growth.)
At the same time, part of the affirmative power of language
is that it does allow for the “insight into absence as
central to understanding.”? MacEwen tried to cope with
these discrepancies in a series of poems which figure that
central absence as “hunger” and the desire to disavow that
hunger as “appetite.”

Gwendolyn MacEwen’s “appetite” poems are among the most
distinctive works of her early career. At the same time that
she was exploring a fascination with sacred alphabets and
paradisal naming in which the inscribed letter or uttered
word embodies different kinds of values as the disavowal of
a loss or difference, MacEwen began to work toward a praxis
of openness to all experience in her life and work that is
expressed metaphorically as an all-inclusive physical,
emotional, artistic, and spiritual appetite. MacEwen's early
poetry begins with a desire to include every aspect of
existence within the scope of her poetic vision, even those
"dark" aspects which are often hidden, marginalized, or

repressad: "I don't think myth and reality are separate, and

2 Gould 43.
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I have to see everything."?® The necessity “to see
everything” becomes expressed in poems from her second and
third major collections, The Rising Fire and A Breakfast for
Barbarians, in the metaphor of an omnivorous appetite.
MacEwen singles out breakfast in particular as the most
“sacramental” of meals, “because after all it’s the first
meal, it’s the pact you make with yourself to see the day
through.”? In her “breakfast” poems and others linked
thematically to them, the poet expresses her wish that all
objects, all experiences, be consumed and thus transformed
into poetic inspiration and the “sacred world” which she
longed so deeply to manifest in everyday life. But
paradoxically, appetite implies an absence, a gap, a void
that must be acknowledged before it can be filled.

This group of poems, in which appetite is the defining
metaphor, develops another strand of the fetishicity that is
the unconscious ground for so much of the early poetry, one
that contends more fully with the materiality of experience
and with the intersection already seen in the “sacred
alphabet” and “eden” poems of spiritual, aesthetic, and

sexual economies. The “appetite” poems add the commodity

’ Lisa Potvin, "Gwendolyn MacEwen and Female Spiritual
Desire," Canadian Poetry 28 (1991): 20.

! Gwendolyn MacEwen, A Breakfast for Barbarians
(Toronto: Ryerson, 1966) vii.
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fetish to the mix. They foreground material values as they
are determined in the commodity marketplace, and the clash
of material values of exchange as they compete with other
kinds of value. Consumption and transmutation are frequent
themes in the appetite poems, which are also haunted by a
sense of sacrifice and loss and the disavowal of that loss,
fetishistic strategies that point to the unconscious anxiety
about all difference. Just as the group of poems on the
theme of paradise and sacred naming links two fetish
discourses, the ethnographic discourse of the sacred object
in “primitive” societies and the psychoanalytic discourse of
castration anxiety as a displacement of deeper anxieties
about difference and differentiation, the “appetite” poems
most frequently link two fetish discourses as well, that of
the sacred object with that of the commodity in economies of
material exchange.

The title poem of A Breakfast for Barbarians®’ sets out
MacEwen’s appetite theme most directly of all the appetite
poems. MacEwen begins the collection with an epigraph from
Hart Crane, one of the poets whose work she claims most

influenced her®: “Thou canst learn nothing except through

> Gwendolyn MacEwen, A Breakfast for Barbarians
(Toronto: Ryerson P, 1966).

¢ The other poet was William Butler Yeats. Patricia
Keeney Smith, “WQ Interview with Gwendolyn MacEWen” (Cross-
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appetite,” a fitting motto for her philosophy in these
poems. The second epigraph, two passages from Lewis
Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass and What Alice Found
There,” posits a feast in which the foodstuffs and eating
implements converse, move about, and are capable of emotion,
much as Marx envisioned a wooden table as capable of
evolving “grotesque ideas” out of its “wooden brain,” a sure
signal that the feasting thematized in the title poem and
others must be understood in the context of commodity
fetishism. MacEwen’s satire of late capitalism’s consumption
of commodities in this poem links spiritual and aesthetic
economies to that of the material object, and thus the poem
is one of the best single examples of fetishicity in her
early work.

In “A Breakfast for Barbarians,” the poet identifies a
“hunger which is not for food” (BB 1) -- it is a spiritual
hunger, and its imagined object, “some fabulous sandwich,”
is “the brain’s golden breakfast,” an allusion to the

esoteric teachings of Jacob Boehme, the fifteenth-century

Canada Writers’ Quarterly 5.1 [1983]) 17.

7 “‘Make a remark,’ said the Red Queen; ‘It’s
ridiculous to leave the conversation to the pudding!’” and
“There was not a moment to be lost. Already several of the
guests were lying down in the dishes, and the soup ladle was
walking up to the table towards Alice’s chair, beckoning to
her impatiently to get out of its way.”
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Protestant mystic writer. Jan Bartley has identified
MacEwen’s “golden breakfast” as Boehme’s lubet, or “energy
of free will” seen in the “desire to seek salvation through
the union of opposites.”® This strong desire to achieve a
harmonious unity from the combination of opposite qualities
is certainly very apparent in much of MacEwen’s work; a
reading attentive to the fetishicity of the poems notes an
underlying unease, however, a recognition and at times a
disavowal of the precarious and provisional nature of any
such harmony, especially in works written after “Tiamut.” As
shown in the previous chapter, this pre-biblical myth,
unlike the edenic myths, teaches MacEwen that opposites
might strive to join, but their unity might not necessarily
be harmonious. MacEwen does not deny that the human mind
seems to structure reality dualistically, but her striving

to create or represent a synthesis from cosmic opposites

® Jan Bartley, Invocations: The Poetry and Prose of
Gwendolyn MacEwen (Vancouver: U of British Columbia P, 1983)
39. Her reading of the appetite poems focuses on their
references to Christian mystic and alchemical teachings in
order to show how MacEwen attempts to portray the fusion of
opposites into a harmonious whole. Bartley sees the metaphor
of appetite as a particularly apt representation of the
“basic connection between destruction and divinity,”
explored earlier by MacEwen in the novel Julian the Magician
(36) . Bartley finds in the “breakfast” poems the “desire to
combine inherent opposites into a harmonious unity” (34)
that she believes structures and motivates all of MacEwen’s
poetry from The Rising Fire (1963) to The Fire-Eaters
(1976) .
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becomes increasingly problematized as she discovers the
fragility and provisional nature of any such synthesis.
Bartley claims that the “breakfasts” of the appetite poems
hark back to their original meaning of breaking a religious
fast and are thus “reminiscent of the eucharist,”? but this
interpretation does not account for the elements of the poem
which undermine such an identification. If MacEwen wishes to
invoke the eucharist of the Last Supper, it is only to
parody it in her breakfasts. MacEwen’s barbarians “consume
their mysteries,” it is true, but these mysteries constitute
the entire western exoteric and esoteric traditions,
represented in the poem by “chimera,” “apocalypse,”
“arcana,” “the bible,” and “dictionaries.” Surely much of
this material is apocryphal, but the barbarians happily
absorb it along with all the rest: it is all merely food, or
fuel for some transformation or inspiration. In fact, the
connection to poetic inspiration and to breathing in as a
form of consumption is mentioned in MacEwen’s Introduction,
in which she writes,
I believe there is more room inside than outside.
And all the diversities which get absorbed can later
work their way out into fantastic things, like hawk-

training, IBM programming, mountain-climbing, or
poetry.

* Bartley 36.
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It is the intake, the refusal to starve.
And we must not forget the grace. (vii)

The barbarians’ identification with divinity is humourously
hinted at in the poem’s final line, “By God that was a
meal,” the kind of meal that, according to Bartley, can best
satisfy Boehme’s and the poet’s “golden hunger.”

The poem is best understood, however, as more than a
reflection of Boehme’s teachings. MacEwern positions her
images of Boehme’s esoteric knowledge within a consumer
culture devoid of spiritual values. She playfully figures as
foodstuffs images from the western traditions of knowledge
in order to question the universality and even the very
notion of spiritual value as it is embodied in material
objects in a late capitalist culture. After the image of the
“fabulous sandwich,” the poet imagines a number of possible
comestibles to “slake the gaping eye of our desires”:
“boiled chimera,” “apocalyptic tea,” “an arcane salad of
spiced bibles, / tossed dictionaries” (BB 1) -- all of which
confirm that the hunger experienced by the poet is a hunger
for knowledge and esoteric spiritual teachings. To figure
desire as a gaping eye is to ask what object would satisfy a
desiring eye / “I”: presumably light or vision, metaphors
for spiritual experience, would fulfill an eye’s desires.

Similarly, MacEwen deploys several of the meanings of
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“gape”: “to open (a mouth) wide, in amazement or wonder; to
gaze curiously or wondrously; to split or part asunder.” The
poet’s “gaping eye” desires to be amazed by the sacred
world, but at the same time the very words used to express
this desire hint at the split, sundering, or gap that
problematizes all desire. Fetishicity surfaces in the poem
in this hint at a sundering or break, and also in references
to the secret nature of this desire, to desire’s double
edge: its articulation and its interdiction. The poet is
advocating a non-discriminating consumption, as if any and
all teachings, any and all knowledge, could satisfy this
kind of appetite or appetites, which are “most unspeakable,”
literally unspeakable because they are unconscious desires,
but also figuratively because they are secret. The poet
knows that “[i]n the sense that fantasy is a setting out, a
staging, or a plotting of desire, part of that plot, in the
dynamic play of desire, is the prohibition of desire.”!0
Whether the desires of the poet and guests are unspeakable
because they are sacred or forbidden (or both), the poet is
non-discriminating in her choice of objects to fulfill her
appetite: all knowledge, all teachings are reduced to the

same status by the poet, as things to be consumed. The

® Jennifer Harvie, “Desire and Difference in Liz
Lochhead’s Dracula” [Essays in Theatre Etudes thédtrales
11.2 (1993)] 133-43.
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poet’s naming of desire as “unspeakable” also reminds the
reader of the poet’s fascination with sacrea alphabets and
unspeakable utterances in the “eden” poems: just as the
poet’s utterance of “Yahweh! And Yahweh! And Yahweh!” in
Selah’s “Child of Light” is transgressive, so too is her
attempt to name the forbidden desires of “A Breakfast for
Barbarians.”

The poet assumes a prophetic voice in this poem,
addressing the “barbarians” as “O my insatiates” (BB 1): the
term “insatiates” puns, of course, on the “initiates” of
esoteric traditions and thus further links this feast with
spiritual hunger. Moreover, although the term suggests that
for the poet’s interlocutors this hunger can never be
satisfied, the last stanzas of the poem indicate the
opposite: the feasters will “no more complain of the soul’s
vulgar cavities” but are “bursting, bleary” as they laugh
and celebrate the meal. This is a complex disavowal: the
hunger is acknowledged but also hidden or destroyed when it
is satiated.

Presumably, those called to this exotic feast must be
“barbarians” in the sense that they are outsiders, “friends”
who do not necessarily subscribe to any of the belief
systems of western civilization and thus are more apt to

find the non-discriminating consumption of all belief
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systems unproblematic. Or perhaps their status as outsiders
renders them more capable of seeing the inherent weaknesses
in these systems, for it would seem that only unbelievers
would be able to find every offering delectable, while only
those who desire to believe in something would even want to
attend this breakfast.

Even though Bartley reads the “barbarian” of the title
poem as double, as both a primitive, instinctual subject
and as a “civilized barbarian,” who is a “blind consumer in
an age of uncontrolled consumerism,”!' my reading adds
another meaning to the figure of the barbarian, one based on
the term’s etymology: MacEwen means the barbarian to be
understood as the outsider, a figure who can share her
critique of western consumerism, much as the barbarian
invoked by the surrealist Robert Desnos was an outsider to
mainstream French culture.!? In both MacEwen’s and Desnos’s
case, the barbarian is invited by the artist to help to
destroy the decadent mainstream civilizations of the time by
subverting their values. Thus “the instinctive barbarian,

sensitive to the rhythms of a mythical reality”!® is the

1 Bartley 35.

12 Maurice Nadeau, The History of Surrealism, trans.
Richard Howard (New York: Macmillan, 1965) 106-07, 113-14.

13 Bartley 35.
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perfect guest for the poet’s uncanny breakfast.

Bartley’s link of the book’s epigraphs with the title
poem is especially insightful. She identifies Hart Crane’s
“appetite” with “desire, a particular kind of hunger or
emptiness which man seeks to fill through knowledge or
experience,”!* exactly the kind of appetite figured in
MacEwen’s poems. The relationship of the second epigraph to
MacEwen’s appetite poems and particularly to “A Breakfast
for Barbarians” is even stronger: both MacEwen and Lewis
Carroll “create and sustain worlds characterized by a wise
absurdity” -- they are more than mere “delightful
nonsense.”!®* The barbarians invited to MacEwen’s breakfast
feast share with Alice a certain quality of experience, as
their simple expectations of sharing a meal are “exploded.”

MacEwen’s barbarians,

[a]lthough . . . not accosted by the food [as
Alice is], . . . are alarmed by an awareness of
their subjective starvation, of their inner hunger
which cannot be satiated by mundane objectivity.
Alice, at least, has the fortune (or misfortune)
to cross the barriers of time and space, to exist
momentarily in an upside-down world where
objective identity is confused, before returning
to the surface security on the familiar side of
the “Looking Glass.” Such an opportunity is
offered to the barbarians who partake of MacEwen’s
sacramental meals. Those who eat have a chance

4 Bartley 36.

15 Bartley 37.
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to experience deeper appetites, to imagine and
digest fantastic dishes, and then to return to an
objective world with a renewed subjective
strength.!®

But there is a profound irony, even a contradiction, in
Bartley’s view that subjectivity can be strengthened by
attempting to fill the sense of lack or loss with a feast
that only further deepens that lack by allowing the
experience of “deeper appetites.” Moreover, there is no
evidence in the poem that the feasters return to the world
with a “renewed subjective strength.” Instead, MacEwen'’s
barbarians complete their meal as split subjects. They may
superficially feel a sense of satisfaction, but the
fetishicity of the poem leaves readers with a profound sense
of the limits of any attempt to deflect consciousness from
the sense of gap. The barbarians, who may feel divine as
their appetite is temporarily hidden by a sense of fullness,
are surrounded at the end of the feast by images of
destruction and decay, indicating death: “bones,” “scrap
metal,” “the gigantic junk-heaped table” (BB 1), all of
which represent the barbarians’ vulnerability to further
ravages of appetite, to further experiences of being
sundered from reality. There is no transcendence here, but

only the problematized self-satisfaction of the poem’s final

16 Bartley 37.
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line; no transmutation, except for the spiritual foodstuffs
into the haunting presence of decaying material.

There are thus limits to what a reading of the poem
according to MacEwen’s interest in alchemy and Boehme can
give us. A more fruitful approach would read the appetite
poems against the economic theory of Georges Bataille, whose
theory of non-productive expenditure has much in common with
the disavowal that is central to fetish discourses.
Bataille’s theorization (discussed below) of a shadow
economy to that of the consumption of commodities in a
capitalist marketplace illuminates the fetishicity of
MacEwen’s “appetite” poems, but first the fact that these
poems are indeed overdetermined by multiple fetish
discourses must be established.

Fetishicity posits the sense of a haunting by an
underlying lack or loss that must be disavowed in whatever
discourse it appears. The “hunger which is not for food” (BB
1) of the second line of “A Breakfast for Barbarians” is a
strong image for this sense of lack or loss, later referred
to in the poem as “the soul’s vulgar cavities.” The poet’s
juxtaposition of several images of diverse objects of non-
discriminating consumption in this poem parallels the status
of objects in commodity-based systems of material exchange.

Marx identified the tendency in such societies for the
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values of all commodities to become interchangeable,
especially once a universal equivalent of value is
established. MacEwen’s barbarians are invited to consume
knowledge and esoteric systems in a parody of capitalist
consumerism. The notion that any and all knowledge, arcane
or otherwise, can satisfy the poet and guests raises the
troubling question of the value of individual systems, of
any knowledge, much as commodity fetishism raises questions
of the relative value or status of commodities and
labourers. Further, MacEwen’s feast leaves unasked, but
implies, the question of the nature of the “soul’s vulgar
cavity,” if any and all commodities can fill it (or veil
it). The hunger metaphor implies that whatever satisfaction
is obtained by this barbarian feast will ultimately be
temporary, and the experience and question of the nature of
this hunger, this soul’s cavity, this gap in the sense of
self, will recur and haunt the poet. The feast veils the
hunger, but the very tropes of hunger and feasting disavow
this gap in the self.

In her “Introduction” to A Breakfast for Barbarians,
MacEwen writes: “The particular horrors of present
civilization have been painted starkly enough. The key theme

of things is the alienation, the exile from our own
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inventions, and hence from ourselves.”!’ Bartley identifies
this alienation with “man’s perverse appetite for violence
and destruction,”!® which particularly makes sense
intertextually when the poems in this collection are read
with “The Breakfast” from The Rising Fire, which sees an
“atomic war” as a very real possibility in humanity’s near
future (see discussion of “The Breakfast” below). But more
than this, the alienation that MacEwen writes of is the
particular kind of alienation which Marx identified as
resulting from commodity production: it is an “exile from
our own inventions,”!® the sundering of producers of
commodities from the products of their labour which gives
rise to commodity fetishism and to the corresponding loss of
subjectivity as labourers are reified as interchangeable
parts of the production process. Moreover, MacEwen makes
explicit that the “exile from our own inventions,” from our
products, is also an exile “from ourselves.” MacEwen’s
“exile” is precisely the sundering of the relation between
producer and product in commodity-producing economies

identified by Marx. Thus MacEwen’s “appetite” poems

7 MacEwen, A Breakfast for Barbarians vii.
¥ Bartley 35.

' Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy,
Vol. 1 (1867), trans. Ben Fowkes (New York: Vintage, 1977).
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articulate an awareness of alienation and commodity
fetishism as the ground for contemporary life in developed
societies.

The title poem of A Breakfast for Barbarians fuses
images from the sacred economies of esoteric western
teachings with images of material commodities. The seeming
reduction of all esoteric traditions to objects which are
consumed by an undifferentiating appetite links them to
commodities i<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>