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NGV as notation 

Number grid verse is a mode of writing which mixes numerals and words, 

as in this example from I begin with counting: 

9 the 

9 write 

women are 

people, 2 mussolini 

supposed, 3 and 

dedicated 5 to 

by 7 the 

as 4 such 

the 6 government 

government 8 for 

government. What 

tatiana 2 schucht 

thought 3 of 

brother-in-law 5 nine 

years 7 in 

that 4 took 

gramsci 6 ten 

prison 8 to 

Numerals and words are mixed together so that the eye will create vis
ually groups of words for the ear to recognize. If this poem were written 
without its numerals, the ear wouldn't recognize the process of count
ing which had governed the writing: 

women are people, mussolini supposed, and as such dedi
cated to the government by the government for the govern
ment. What tatiana schucht thought of that took brother-in-law 
nrno gramsci ten years in prison to write. 

The process of writing went as follows. First the numerals 1 to 9 were 
arranged in a grid: 

slot slot 

slot 2 slot 

slot 3 slot 

slot 4 slot 
slot 5 slot 

slot 6 slot 
slot 7 slot 

slot 8 slot 
9 slot 

This grid has seventeen word slots, two for each of the numerals 1 to 8, 
and one for the termina l numeral. 9. The poem was written by inserting 
words into each of the seventeen slots. One word, government, was 
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left over. Another grid was set up to take care of this left-over word and 
the remaining words of the poem. When this poem is read silently, the 
numerals indicate a slight asymmetry, a near balancing of two sets of 
words, and a slight pressure in the second set to make them fit the sec
ond grid. When the poem is read aloud, the grids act as a notation indi
cating this asymmetry and pressure (though of course the numerals 
aren't pronounced). One thing needs to be recognized: the poem as 
heard is only an approximation of the poem as seen on the page. Further: 
the seen poem relates to the heard poem in a way which isn't accurately 
indicated by the relationship of a musical score to a performance of that 
score. The poem on the page isn't simply a notation for the poem vibrat
ing in the air. The performed poem is a transformation of the seen poem. 

The NG poem just quoted would seem to justify the common criticism 
that, if the numerals were omitted. the poem would be indistinguishable 
from ordinary prose The piece doesn't maximize all the possibilities of 
NG verse writing. Its minimal employment of literary resources does 
make it a useful starting point from which to discuss two features of NG 
verse: its relationship to traditional verse and its relationship to tradition
al prose. Of course, if we omit the numerals from this poem, what is left 
is a prose residue. If we omit the Bushmill's from an Irish-on-the-rocks, 
all we have left is ice. It is the union of numerals and words that provides 
NG verse with its radical novelty. This has two edges. First, because the 
numerals re-start the process of counting words, NG verse re-opens 

the experiment with metrics which traditional verse began hundreds of 
years ago, an experiment which modernist verse put an end to. Some 
would argue that this experiment died long ago-but I'm not so sure of 
that. Secondly, because its numerals establish its identity as verse, NG 
verse can approximate to prose, can avail itself of prose techniques, 
can act as an analysis of prose structures and rhythms, in a way not pos
sible to modernist verse with its identity problem. Because NG verse 
doesn't have to be hysterical or compulsive in order to distinguish itself 
from prose, it can celebrate the experiment in that calm reason which 

prose is best at. 

In short, NGV combines an extension of traditional verse with a respect
ful, distant friendship to traditional (standard?) prose, and is dissatisfied 
with that modernism which (in theory at least) confuses verse and prose, 
form and content. creation and performance, life and art. 

NGV and haiku. The NGV experiment began with an attempt to help 
readers and writers of haiku in English count out the 17 or 13 syllables 
defining this imported form. Japanese architecture with its frankly 
exposed structural elements suggested a solution. Why not, I asked, 
simply combine numerals and text? I tried draping words around the 

numerals 1 to 9, like this: 

momently following 

a 2 readimlx 

concrete-mixer 3 over 

the 4 high-level 

bridge 5 and 

below 6 the 

north 7 saskatchewan 
river 8 falling 

9 

I re-wrote this as follows: 

momently following 

a 2 readimix 

concrete-mixer 3 over 

the 4 high 
level 5 bridge, 

and 6 below 
the 7 north 

saskatchewan 8 river 
9 falling 

At first I w~s more interested in the way in which this poem treated 
mov~ment in space-I was fascinated at this time by the canvases and 
dra~1ngs of .Norman Yates in which the experience was almost entirely 
sp.at1~I. In this seventeen-word haiku, motion in space was nearly every
th1n~. the mo~ement of my car over the bridge, whose beauty as a struc
ture m space it had taken me a long time to appreciate. The movement 
over the bridge, the rotational motion of the drum of the concrete-mixer 
the implication of a different species of motion in the nsing structures of 
~he city which the concrete-mixer fed, the springing up of high-rise build
ings everywhere counterpointed by the flow of the river downwards: all 
these things articulated with an economy of words constituted the sort 
of Yatesian spatial treatment I so much admired. The attempted haiku 
was only a pseudo-haiku, since it had seventeen words, not seventeen 
syll_ables. The new verse structure, which I named a number gnd, could, 
I discovered. be easily adapted to notation of the seventeen-syllable 
haiku. Thus: 

9 alone 

the moon 

sets 2 and 

the 3 

time 5 

me, 7 

4 p1eiades ... 

passes.. 6 and 

lie 8 

xi 



By the time I'd found a notation for this adaptation of Sappho's lyric 

as haiku (it may have been a few days or a few weeks, I forget which), 
the possibilities of the number grid made me lose most of my interest in 
the haiku. The grid both counts and arranges verbal materials on the 
page. It counts words. It counts syllables. lt counts groups of words. 
Or it can be used with its counting function switched off, as a species 
of free or nearly free verse. It can also be used 1n a contrapuntal mode, 
to re-inforce the need poetry has to be re-embodied. performed and 

heard, as well as perceived by the eye in silence. 

NGV and transformation: poetry as a transformation from visual 
to auditory space. Very early in my experiments with the seventeen
word grid. I was assisted by two groups of actors who, workmg inde
pendently, explored the process by which words on the page were trans
formed into words in performance. Almost immediately 1t became 
obvious that the grids were not simple notation. A musical score 1s pre
scriptive. A playscript. however. comes off the page in a way that is 
sometimes prescriptive transformation, sometimes what might be called 
procreative transformation. The nature of the transaction between 
the mise-en-page and the acting area became very clear when I started 
to write stacked grids for several actors to speak contrapuntally. One 
of the first of these stacked grids was " Putting one envlfonment around 
another": 

xii 

the 

interrogation 2 of, 

2 
2 
2 

the 3 torture 

3 

3 

3 

murder 5 of, 

5 

5 

5 

of, 4 the 

4 

4 
4 

9 to ... 

9 

9 

9 

at, 7 the 

7 
7 

7 

the 6 gawking 

6 

6 

6 

military 8 helping 

8 
8 
8 

Here is this stacked-grid, four-voice poem with only the first voice writ
ten in. And here is the piece with the other three voices added: 

the 

the 

the military 

the victim 

interrogation 2 of 

victim 2 whether 

standing 2 around 

as 2 pop 
the 3 torture 

jew, 3 or 

as 3 midwives 

art 3 

murder 5 of, 

vietnamese 5 man 

5 

of, 

japanese, 

the 

one 5 environment 

the 

woman 

becoming 

around 

4 the 

4 or 

4 military 

4 putting 

6 gawking 

6 or 

6 human .. 

6 another ... 

xiii 



9 too .. 

9 

9 the-birth-of 

9 art 

at, 7 the 

woman 7 with 

the 7 military 

the 7 victim 

military 

child 

standing 

as 

8 helping 

8 

8 around 

8 pop 

To read this piece prescriptively, as a musical score is read, wouldn't 
work. But there are all kinds of ways to perform it, if 1t 1s recognized as a 
form in visual space which must be translated into a form in auditory 
space (which is really the same thing as acto(s space). The creative art
ist, the metteur-en-page, prescribes a great deal to the metteur·en
scene. and his prescriptions are as rigorous as those of the musical 
composer. But an enormous amount of freedom 1s left to the perform
ing artist, on whom the ultimate success of the work rests. What the 
experimental writing and performing of this and other pieces showed 
us was that we were dealing with two distinct forms and two distinct 
sorts of space. In the 1argon of the art critic, one form was a treatment 
of visual space, the other form a treatment of auditory space. Which is 
the real form of the poem? Neither. The auditory form changes from per
formance to performance and the visual form when eye-read conceals 
most of what rehearsal and repetition expose. The total poem, its poetry. 
consists of its transformatio ns from its visual to its auditory forms. This 
unfolding is like procreation, with an important difference. The poem 
after each performance folds itself up into its original visual form. It can 
then be opened again in new periormances. It 1s this re-opening of the 
visual form which proves its vitality. My thinking about space here owes 
much to Marshall McLuhan, but McLuhan supposed visual space to be the 
space men think in and auditory space to be the space we llve in. I think 
of visual space as being the space into which we write, paint pictures. 
build monuments; and of auditory space as the space into which we per
form-not quite the same thing as the space we live in. which I think of 
as the aggregate (in toto, virtually unthinkable) of all the spaces we deal with. 

Wilfred Watson/1981 
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letter to marian engel 

they invented wd be 

woman 

2 new totally 2 inadequate. 

2 2 

woman. 3 they 3 invented 

One 3 for 3 They 

4 a 4 new 

whom 4 the abolished 4 love 

5 woman. 5 They 

slogan 5 abortion by 5 changing 

6 invented 6 

on 6 demand the 6 meaning 

7 new 7 woman, 

wd 7 be of 7 the 

8 They who 8 transformed 

meaningless 8 battlecry. word. 8 They 

9 invented 9 marriage 

9 They 9 invented 
new from sexual 

invented 1 a 1 new 
woman. 2 eat-together 2 to 

new 2 woman. woman 2 
3 One adversary 3 pleasure, 
3 3 

for 4 whom they 4 invented 
4 4 for 

the 5 wild a 5 new 
5 whom 5 the 

body 6 and woman. 6 
6 male 6 was 

magical 7 mind 7 
7 they 7 perpetual 

of 8 irving 8 
invented 8 disappointment, 8 an 

9 layton 9 
9 new 9 inverted 

2 3 



They in an 

mirror, an invented 

invented 2 emptiness 2 without 

agony 2 of new 2 woman 

new 3 woman any 3 constraint 

infinite 3 regress. they 3 invented 

What 4 sort they 4 invented 

They 4 invented 4 new 

of 5 liberation 5 new 

5 new woman. 5 

is 6 this, woman. 6 

woman. 6 6 would 

she 7 cried 7 
7 rather. 7 she 

out, 8 to 8 
8 They said, 8 be 

9 be 9 They 
9 invented 9 ajax's 

tigered up invented 

1 new bondswoman 1 or 
in 2 new 2 woman 

woman 2 the 2 bourbon's 

freedom 3 emptied 3 
3 sex·queen. 3 They 

of 4 all In 4 fact, 

4 invented 4 
companionship 5 except they'd 5 invented 

5 new 5 woman. 

my 6 own the 6 supreme 

6 6 
emptiness, 7 to male, 7 whether 

7 7 
be 8 caged her 8 name 

8 8 They 
9 up 9 is 
9 They 9 invented 

4 5 



margaret this 

new own 1 eyes 

or 2 margaret 2 

woman 2 they 2 invented 

that 3 or 3 They 

3 for 3 her. 

margaret 4 whatever invented 4 

4 4 

or 5 wherever new 5 woman 

5 5 

or 6 whether What 6 she 

6 They 6 invented 

she 7 goes sees, 7 eye 

7 They 7 new 

by 8 some to 8 eye, 

invented 8 woman. 8 

9 other 
9 is 

9 new 
9 

name, they their eyes 

woman. 

invented 2 eyeing 2 their 

2 It 2 was 

new 3 woman, eyes. 3 

3 They that 3 cannibal 

in 4 fact, in 4 which 

invented 4 potlatch 4 

they'd 5 invented the 5 father 

new 5 woman, 5 

the 6 supreme ate 6 the 

she 6 stares 6 

male. 7 son 7 in 

into 7 their 7 and 

8 the 8 dish 

eyes 8 with the 8 son 

9 
9 

9 their 
9 in 

6 7 



re the blue jays of april fifteen 

kyrie kyrie 

the 1 belly blue jay 

2 kyrie 2 crying 
ate 2 the blue 2 jay 

3 crying 3 crying 
father 3 standing blue 3 jay 

4 crying 4 crying 

at 4 the kyrie 4 kyrie 
They 5 invented crying 5 crying 

table. 5 kyrie 5 kyrie 

6 new crying 6 crying 

6 kyrie 6 blue 
woman, 7 they kyrie 7 kyrie 

They 7 invented jay 7 blue 

invented 8 kyrie 8 crying 

8 new jay 8 eleison 
9 new 9 crying 
9 woman 9 eleison 

waking up 

years 2 ago 

2 
in 3 

3 

now 4 deserted 

4 
shipyard 5 

and 5 the 

6 
tomorrowing 6 sun 

7 

crashing 7 through 

and 8 the 

transparent 8 gantries 

9 welders 

9 wet 

8 9 



a/possum deconstruction/sophoclea 

cemeteried beside we 1 all 

with 1 april know 2 sophoclea, 

drowned 2 ships no 3 cat 

morning 2 more 4 cattish, 

their 3 flaming kitten, 5 miss 

3 and 6 mrs, 

flaring 4 torches divorced, 7 re· married, 

and 4 the now 8 re· separated, 

quenched 5 9 ms. 

honking 5 cry sophoclea has 

6 2 sick 

of 6 the female 3 mind, 

7 none 4 sicker. 

blue 7 jay it's 5 not 

calling 8 blue that 6 she 

8 from hates 7 males. 

9 jay oh 8 no, 

9 tree 9 this 

shecat loves 

to 1 tree them 2 (and 

2 of 3 all 

and 2 over species) 4 as 

my 3 roof much 5 as, 

3 and even 6 better 

4 than 7 her 

the 4 gender-swapping 8 betters. 

5 9 it's 

blue 5 jay that 1 she 

6 blue hates 2 herself 

honking 6 blue for 3 loving 

jay 7 blue them 4 and 

jay 7 in their 5 himness 

jay 8 blue with 6 an 

8 deserted intensity 7 equal 

9 jay to 8 the 

9 shipyard 9 intensity 

10 11 



with which of self-consuming 
she 2 does fire, 2 her 
so. 3 Poor voice 3 is 

Sophoclea, 4 self-love"s reedy-throated 4 with 
5 natural self-anguish. 5 I'm 

passion 6 as not 6 her 
reasonably 7 unreasonable psychiatrist 7 although 

as 8 daylight she 8 leans 
9 or 9 into 

night"s moon. my words 
But 2 this as 2 if 

self-hateful 3 passion 3 were 
sophoclea 4 feasts what 4 

on 5 is would 5 shrink 
quite 6 morbidly from, 6 yet 

unlovely. 7 The 7 try 
magnificent 8 fur to 8 make 

9 body-stocking 9 her 
she wears see what 

which 2 strokes an 2 inverted 
the 3 eyes narcissus 3 she 

of 4 all is, 4 drowning 
who 5 cherish herself 5 in 

her 6 she her 6 own 
despises 7 with image. 7 Yes, 

8 contempt 8 am, 
9 of 9 she 

self medieval-puritan says. I'm 
in 2 its just 2 what 

purblindness 3 to maledom's 3 metaphysical 
the 4 joy incursions 4 have 

that 5 lustrous induced 5 in 
skin·covering 6 arouses. female 6 counterparts, 

Her 7 eye-delighting contra 7 naturam. 
eyes 8 are And 8 then 

9 full 9 she 

12 13 



a/possum deconstruction/bauxite 

laughs her Bauxite's 

laugh, 2 more cat 2 you 

like 3 an may 3 not 

ontological 4 shudder love 4 and 

than 5 an very 5 few 

implosion 6 of are 6 known 

wit 7 or to. 7 But 

humour, 8 ugh-ugh-ugh when 8 he 

9 ugh .. 9 tells 

you of 

his 2 life 
you'll 3 weep 

4 little 
and 5 may 

even 6 groan, 
too, 7 may 

even 8 groan, 
9 too. 

His 1 bitter 
smile 2 puts 

you 3 on 

guard, 4 and 
ought 5 to, 

certainly. 6 Hardened 
by 7 

hard 8 youth, 
9 

cruel 1 claw 
indeed, 2 he 

scratched 3 his 

way 4 up 
to 5 

maturity 6 quite 
unselfpitying 7 but 

undoubtedly 8 without 
9 compassion 

14 15 



for weaknesses of Bauxite's 

of 2 soul, heart 2 dnlling 

mind, 3 body, out 3 biography' 

sex, 4 Not 4 many, 

lack 5 which for 5 It 

some 6 might goes 6 on 

call 7 brutality, and 7 on 

B kind and B on 

9 of 9 and 

brute 1 humanity. on 1 and 

This 2 strength will 2 go 

brought 3 friends, on 3 and 

and 4 if on 4 until 

not 5 love, he 5 ends 

better 6 than up 6 even 

love, 7 as 7 he 

loyalty B unswerving tells B It, 

9 almost 9 intolerably 

until the 

end, 2 the 

sharp 3 decline 

into 4 
desperate 5 garrulity. 

Then 6 Bauxite 

weakens, 7 re-iterates, 

greedy B to 

9 be 

heard out, 

his 2 story. 

But 3 who 

has 4 time 

to 5 be 

so 6 bored 

to 7 tears 
with B every 

9 detail 

16 



deconstruction chez flahiff 

portrait of didn't. Portrait 

Ired 2 flahiff of 2 Ired 

meditating 3 on flah1ff 3 looking 

deconstruction 4 In sad 4 lost 

terms 5 of frustrated 5 inconsolably 

the 6 demolition human 6 consptred 

of 7 the aga 1 nst 7 1n 

devonshire 8 hotel fact 8 inexplicably 

9 vancouver, 9 d1m1nished 

iune 1 twentyn in th, 

nineteen 2 e1ghtyone .. 

well, 3 said 

eternity .. 4 Everything, 

explained 5 FF, 

starts 6 with 

the 7 plans 

of 8 the 

9 building, 

so that 

the 2 demolition 

crew 3 can 

present 4 the 

television 5 crew 

With 6 an 

icon 7 of 

history 8 collapsing 

9 in 

upon itself 

and 2 nothing 

falls 3 into 

the 4 streets 

except 5 dust. 

Eternity 6 might 

have 7 shed 

8 tear 

9 but 

1 b 



re Phyllis Webb & Wilson's Bowl 

their real essence time past 1 moves 
1s a tombstone 2 with into 2 the future with 

the 3 1nscnpt1on, angular 3 motion. the 
was. 4 tiny worms eat dumb angels scream 4 at 

my bone, his 5 bones us the 5 cry 
consume her flesh. 6 their of birds, heron-speech. 6 this 

flesh 7 chaws up stone, loss 7 found 
our minds, our mind 8 devours and lost, found, to 8 be 

9 their 9 lost 
soul. her 1 mind 

feeds on his 2 words, 

what they 3 see, 

or hear, smell, 4 taste, 

touch, feel, 5 heft, 

estimate, the seven 6 senses 

or so. 7 but 

these sit by a 8 blind 

9 man·s 

tin, reciting 1 thank-you·s. 

his soul is 2 extinguished, 

her mind·s 3 lost. 

their flesh 4 and bones 

rot, nothing 5 remains 

but stone 6 this stone 

drinks down 7 my 

name with the words, 8 
9 was. 

L 1 
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meditation on the godfathers 

seigneur thief 4 

4 
1 les of 4 dread 
2 help 5 

les 2 launers 5 
laurrers 2 sont induces 5 in 

3 6 
sont 3 coupables 6 

coupables 3 new the 6 private 
seigneur, 4 you seigneur 7 ayez 

4 7 rapacity 
technology 4 turns sector 7 les 

were 5 beset p1t1e 8 seigneur 
5 organized totally 8 without 

old 5 environments laurrers 8 sont 
with 6 only 9 seigneur 

cnme 6 IS 9 shame 
into 6 art-form 9 coupables 

two 7 thieves 

computerized 7 into 

7 

8 help 

art-form 8 
the 8 banks 

9 help 

9 the 

9 have 

help stop 

fin a nee ministers 

become 1 the 

thief 2 help 

have 2 absconded 

bank 2 robbers 

help 3 stop 

3 
the 3 neutralization 



re pemting by numbers 

portrait of how 4 to 
at 4 

4 
my 2 father pray 5 

eighty 2 two 5 
2 portrait hos 5 favorite 
3 6 

years 3 6 
of 3 my subiect 6 was 

4 7 
painting 4 painting 7 

father 4 7 saohng 
5 8 

by 5 numbers on 8 full 
5 painting shop 8 you 

6 one, two 9 
6 9 sail 

by 6 numbers 9 could 
7 

three four 7 
7 five, SIX hear 1 the 

8 2 
8 2 

seven. eight 8 nine, sailors 2 shouting 
9 painting 3 shouting 
9 3 
9 nine 3 

by numbers at 4 the 

4 
nme nme 4 

my 2 father sea 5 one, two 
2 5 

nme 2 5 
never 3 knew 6 

3 three, four 6 
3 6 five SIX 

seven. eight 7 
7 nine 

7 



you 8 could 4 
nine 8 nine lie 4 under 

8 has 4 he 
9 hear 5 not 
9 nine 5 tombstone 
9 gone? 5 

the sailors to 6 lie 
painted IS 6 all 

6 
2 under 7 a 

by 2 numbers very 7 well 
2 shouting 7 IS 

3 tombstone 8 
3 8 

at 3 the all 8 very 

painted 4 by 9 Where 

4 you 9 
sea 4 9 well 

numbers 5 has my 

could 5 hear one 

5 1 

sea 6 father 2 sailed 

the 6 sea two 2 

6 2 

at 7 my to? 3 

shouting 7 3 three 

7 3 Where 

father 8 4 

shouting 8 Where four 4 

8 shouting has 4 he 

9 5 

9 has 5 five 

9 shouting gone? 5 
6 

my father SIX 6 

where where 6 has 

2 7 seven, eight 

sailed 2 to? seven 7 eight 

2 where where 7 has 

3 
Not 3 to 

28 where 3 where 



re counting 

seven, eight 8 seven, eight one two 

seven 8 eight 

he 8 gone? three 2 four 

9 nine 2 

9 nine five 3 SIX 

9 3 

seven 4 eight 

4 one 

ntne 5 
two 5 

6 
three 6 four 

7 
7 five 

8 
SIX 8 

9 
9 seven 

one 

eight 1 

two 2 1hree 

nine 2 

four 3 four 

3 
ftve 4 SIX 

4 
seven 5 eight 

5 
nine 6 seven 

6 
eight 7 nine 

I 7 begin 

seven 8 eight 

8 with 

9 nme 

9 counting 



onetwo 
begin 

threefour 
begin 2 with fives ix 2 

with 2 counting 2 sevenetght 
counting 3 nine 3 

3 count 3 nine 
4 Count 4 seve ne1ghtn1111· 

my 4 fingers 
nine 4 

your 5 blessings seveneightnine 5 
toes 5 eyes 5 nine 

said 6 my sevene1ghtnine 6 
ears 6 my 6 nine 

mother 7 and 7 
vanished 7 teeth nine 7 nine 

8 count 
8 seveneight111111 

the 8 hairs 
nine 8 nine 

9 them 9 nine 
9 of 9 nine 

one by 

my 1 head 

one 2 
my 2 kinspeople 

3 all 

friends 3 

the 4 years 

all 4 the 

5 begin 

years 5 of 

with 6 counting 

my 6 age 

and 7 the 

7 
years 8 to 

begin 8 with 

9 come 

9 counting 



re ducks 

male ducks. and hreed1n9-plurn-1gecf 
souls 1 their 

toons and grebes_ are ho/div palferr (/ unextended 2 souls 

wtule fen121/e duck.'> and wmrer-plurnaqed you 3 can 
our'.- and grebes a're c ad If n ad r say 4 quack 
browns and grays FI· t1 ( l I ii to 5 them 

It 1 IS and 6 they 

easy 2 when laugh 7 at 

drawing 3 ducks you 8 as 

to 4 get 9 If 

their 5 beaks you 1 had 

and 6 webbed some 2 sadness 

feet 7 and you 3 were 

feathers 8 and trying 4 to 

9 the 
forget 5 and 

slant 1 of were 6 trying 

their 2 necks very 7 hard 

and 3 the to 8 be 

glint 4 In 
9 funny 

their 5 eye quack quack 

how 6 they quawk 2 queck 

stare 7 at quack 3 quack 

you 8 with quark 4 quuck 

9 their quack 5 quack 

one eye queck 6 quack 

only 2 quuck 7 quark 

dead 3 duck quawk 8 quck~quck· q1H k 

has 4 two 9 quack 

eyes 5 what the foregoing 

is 6 difficult applies 2 to 

IS 7 how ducks 3 only: 

to 8 draw with 4 tufteds 

9 their ring necks 5 lesser scaups 

greater scaups 6 redheads 
canvasbacks 7 northern shovelers 

mallards 8 oldsquaws 

9 mergansers 
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butfleheads 

scoters 

european 

teals 

better 

9 souls 

1 goldeneyes 

2 harlequins 

3 or 
amencan 

5 pintails 
or 

7 try 
for 

4 wigeons 

6 gadwalls 

8 their 



re maelstrom and vortex 

the summer 
the ezra pound 

solstice 2 and 
vortex 2 is 

as 3 this 
3 structure 

of 4 energies 
long-drawn-out 4 summery 

the percy 5 wyndham lew1s 
day 5 drams 

vortex 6 IS 
light 6 out 

of 7 the 
7 structure 

of 8 enmity 
lagoon, 8 

9 think 
9 by 

of 1 edith 
which 1 the 

sitwell's 2 "still 
artist 2 holds 

falls 3 the 
up 3 the 

rain" 4 and 
dead 4 world 

of 5 F.T. Prince's 
to 5 its 

living 6 shame-
"soldiers 6 bathing' 

Still 7 falls 
the 7 mcluhan 

blind 8 as 
vortex, 8 as 

9 our 
9 beautiful 

loss the 
with concupiscence 

hammer 2 of 
of 2 ergo-sum 

as 3 the 
the 3 developer 

parabola 4 descartes 
upon 4 man's 

fell 5 1n 
body 5 nailed 

to 6 the 
love 6 with, 

writes 7 an 
god 7 upon 

equation 8 for 
the 8 cross .. 

9 Xt's 
9 the 

maelstrom 1 versus 
blood splashes 

the 2 firmament 
the 2 maelstrom .. 

but 3 In 
yet 3 still 

the 4 maelstrom 
despite 4 of 

this 5 and 
hurls 5 stars 

of 6 the 
against 6 men, 

terror 7 of 
men 7 against 

stars .. 8 It 
god's 8 peace 

9 still 
9 IS 



still rides 
the 2 bronco 

buster 3 the 

chain-saw 4 maelstrom 

to 5 
phantasmagoric 6 success 

without 7 any 

substance 8 or 

9 duration. 

his 1 hands 

reaching 2 towards 

the 3 bird-

mocking 4 sky 

an 5 arm's 

length 6 or 

less, 7 and 

howling 8 his 
9 name 

out at 

obllv1on, 2 yesterday's 

soft 3 cunt. 
which 4 like 

tomorrow's 5 sun 

forgets 6 today 

what 7 tonight's 

moon 8 has 
9 done .. 
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re mcluhan to diane bessai 

Harold tnn1s unconscious 1 which 

IS 2 always IS 2 the 

3 structuralist, darkness 3 created 

wrote 4 marshal I by 4 the 

mcluhan 5 to pnme 5 figure 

diane 6 bessa1, as 6 It 

(letter 7 of stutters 7 into 

october 8 third, clich8, 8 the 

9 MCMLXXIV) 
9 situation 

always keeping implodes into 

his 2 eye 2 black 

on 3 the hole 3 which 

law 4 of admits 4 no 

s1tuat1on, 5 always law. 5 La 

studying 6 the bocca 6 m1 

figure 7 In bacib 7 tutto 

its 8 interplay tremante. 8 breathless 

9 with 9 unbreathmg 

its 1 ground, Francesca tells 

always 2 watching fourteenth 2 century 

closely 3 the dante, 3 terrified 

changing 4 structures kissed 4 my 

of 5 each terrified 5 mouth, 

situation 6 as she 6 says 

its 7 components revealing 7 herself 

interlace 8 with incompletely. 8 remorsed 

9 each 
9 dante 

other. But falls, 1 fainting 

when 2 the away, 2 as 

simple 3 painting the 3 soft 

complicates, 4 and mouth 4 of 

ground 5 becomes lust 5 hardens 

figure 6 and into 6 hell's 

articulates 7 the lion 7 mouths' 

archetypes 8 of lion 8 mouth 

9 the 
9 accusations 
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Construction, April, 1975, for four voices, 3 male, 1 female 

wait whitman marshal I mcluhan 

2 2 

to 2 the and 2 the 

2 2 

2 2 
3 3 

dark 3 tower flower 3 children, 

3 3 
3 3 

4 wait 4 
came 4 what 4 fun! 

4 wait 4 
4 4 fee 

wh1tman 5 to 5 
5 5 

whitman 5 to 5 
5 fi 5 fo 

the 6 dark 6 wait 

6 6 wait 
the 6 dark 6 wait 

6 furn, 6 
tower 7 came whitman 7 to 

7 our wh1tman 7 to 

tower 7 came whitman 7 to 

7 7 
8 the 8 dark 

first 8 thoughts the 8 dark 

8 the 8 dark 
8 8 

9 9 tower 

9 were 9 tower 

9 9 tower 

9 9 

4l 



came! 

camel 

came! 

god 

2 
2 
2 

IS 2 bushed, 

3 
3 
3 

earle 3 birney 

4 
4 
4 

sang 4 into 

5 
5 

5 
the 5 vancouver 

6 

6 
dead 6 n1etzsche's 

rain 6 
7 

7 

ghost' 7 

7 fl 

8 
8 
8 

f1 8 fo 
9 
9 
9 
9 furn, 

































beds 

our faces 
1 to 
2 
2 

'" 2 cat 
hide 2 our 

3 to 
3 

Shit 3 to 
hves 3 in 

hrde 4 our 
4 

hide 4 our 
btrds 4 nests 

hves 5 '" I 5 love 
5 
5 

birds 6 nests 
you 6 I 

In 8 birds' 
6 

a®pe 7 agape 
love 7 you 

nests 7 
7 

agape 8 
I 8 love 

8 agape 
8 agape 













re abortion 

It october 1 ten 

1 nineteen 2 eighty-one 

mult1phes 2 cells portrait 3 Shirley 

2 neuman 4 pmk 

hke 3 a shin 5 blue 

3 jeans 6 white 

disease 4 SOX 7 1mpersonatmg 

'" 4 the femme 8 de 

5 who 
hijacked 5 bady ans •. tomorrow 

Will 6 maintain 2 shall 

of, 6 be 3 myself. 

such 7 a she 4 sang 

guilty 7 as and 5 tu med 

kidnapper 8 has Into 6 a 

we 8 all shore-bird 7 possibly 

9 rights? a 8 sea-rail 

9 are-
It 1 hke 

we 1 are with 2 a 
2 long 3 curved 

all 2 guilty beak 4 

3 asl<ed 5 Well, 

of 3 this she 6 piped 

4 lllJackers the 7 feathers 

Innocent 4 1:rime are 8 something 

aM 6 kidttappets 
5 

of 6 the r 
6 

bod ills 7 
7 extortioners 

thieves 8 aga nst 
coercing 8 extortionetS 

9 th1e11es 
9 



































8 3 
8 IS 3 everyone 

valleys 8 of 3 
9 Why 4 are 
9 screaming 4 for? 
9 death 4 

Listen! they 5 screaming? 
5 Why 

is 1 screaming. 5 
2 They 6 
2 They art 6 thou 
2 They 6 Why 

are 3 screaming 7 
are 3 screaming screaming? 7 
are 3 screamrng, IS 7 he 

4 8 cant 
4 8 

quietly 4 screaming! screaming? 8 
5 9 hear 

Thou 5 art 9 
5 9 

He 6 is myself screaming 
screaml119 6 

6 
sce~ ng 7 can't 2 you 

$ha 7 s 2 
7 2 

8 stop 3 that 
soreamng 8 3 Why 

We 8 are 3 
9 screitming? 4 
9 can't 4 she 
9 screamrng 4 

l,.1sten We 5 
do 5 someth1hg 

5 
are 2 sc!eam1ng 6 

ii!. What about 6 th lit 
2 6 Cant 
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egr 
1 
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e 2 
2 
3 

ulty 3 
hve 3 

wr 
y 

of 
m 

g 

4 
t e 4 wrong 

4 th 





9 us 
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Most of the poems in Mass on Cowback are to be found in a series of notebooks that 
Wilfred Watson has kept since June 1980, shortly after moving 10 Sandpiper 
Lagoon on Vancouver Island. The notebooks are of 9 X 12 inch sheets of construc
tion paper, in fourteen colours. bound into green cardboard. The entries are usually 
headed by the time (ohen between 0530 and 07 45 hrs) and the date: they frequently 
open by noting the tide, the weather. the birds. the seas. ln a deliberately random 
manner. they record conversations with visitors. a continuing dialogue with the 
ideas of Marshall McLuhan. responses to reading and to CBC programs. dreams 
and analyses of them. daily walks around the spit. They include "fictions" of an 
allegorical and autobiographical tendency. ideas for and drahs of plays. excerpts from 
lellers (often unsent?) to frierids. pages from a 1980 calendar giving. each day.th'i" 
etymology and definitions of a different word. They also include successive drafts 
of number grid poems and felt-pen drawings, collages. af".d pastels, usually o• 
recurring themes. The drawings and poems in Mass on Cowback are taken 
the first 22 of these notebooks. Wilfred Watson writes about his number 
poetry in this collection's "Afterword: NG'./ as nota tion'" of Lhe drawings, t1e s1rnf)!V 
observes. in the notebooks themselves. that "The technique of these dra ~ 1 

{8 la Matisse) is to keep at them until something happens." 
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