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of language. Canadian
women Dpoets, such as Jay Facpherson, F.K. Pags. Margaret
Ortwood, Jan Corn,; Lorna Crozier, and Beitsy Harliand, are
resxamining the language and images associated with male
myithologies in order to seek and redsfins personal
mythologies that are "not destructive.” but rather
*livable,” reflections of self. The way these poets find
alternate symbolic imporitance — "new patterns® — for the
=nake sungesits that meaning is open and cnntextwél= By

i

T

]

oan

e
e

resyanining a sign

rr
ot
=
u
I
m
-y
i
]
L
jul
e,

the writers working

in phallocentric languaqe — such as the snake - these women

e

wiriters separaite the image from its phallic associations and
2nable themselves to write an smpowsring personal mythology.
The smphasis on non—visual responses to expesrience is a way
for women writers to de-phallusize the vision of their

cultura. Another way these poets alter the vision of their

culiure is by revising the dominant myihs of the patriarchy.

it black, red; forked, or Tlicking — is especially
significant because of its link to language as a tool of
expression, and also because it is a model for women poets

sesking & new tongue; 3 new dialect; 2 language of ths body
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in which to communicate their experience. In the poetry of

these Canadian women, the snake provides a language in which
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these poets not only imagine lost
find a communiity of mothers, they
the schoes and allusions indicate,
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Urnwriting Eden: Contemporary Canadian Women

and the Snake Poem

In her essay,; "Conversations with the Living and the
Dead."” multilingual Canadian poet Mary di Michele analyzes
her relationship to the English language:

My relationship to the language, English, in which 1
write, is doubly distanced. I am aware of the s2xtent to
which that written language is patriarchal. It is
patriarchal to the extent that it has been appropriated
and dominated by the male voice, but it is nbt
patriarchal in its grigins. 5o I use an sitvmological
dictionary. It is an essential tool when I am writing
to probe and study the history of the words I want to
use (as they use mel, to recover lost meanings, to
anter time in the language as a field,; as a journey and
not just a destination. Women writers are rewriting the
language by their growing presence in literature.

{1035)
For di Michele, as for many women poets, the issue of
finding an appropriate language is a thorny one. English
literary history is dominated by male writers who use
phallocentric and logocentric language as they create and
perpstuate mythologies for their subject, women.
Concluding an interview with Margaret Kaminski,
Margaret Atwood comments on the significance of mythologies:
I am very interested in mythologies of various kinds,
because I think most people have unconscious
mythologies. Again, 1 think there is a guestion of
making them conscious; getting them out in the place
where they can be viewed. 6nd I don’t believe that
people should divest themselves of all their
myithologies because I think, in a way, evervbody needs
one. It's just a guestion of getting one that is
livahle and not destructive to you. {(Kaminski 32)
A personal mythology is necessary, Atwood believes, but it

must be one that defines, not destroyvs: people. The guest
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for a "livable® mythology is particularly significant fTor
women poets because, for the most part: women have been the
subject of and source of a male—oriented myithology which
originates in the masculine postic tradition.

Until recently,; women have been the object for study by
male writers, but women poets are now becoming writing
subjects creating thelr own mythologiss, thereby breaking
down the stereniypes perpeituated by the male-oriented
literary imagination. These women poesits examine the language
and images associated with male mythologies in order to sesk
and redefine personal mythologies that are “"not
destructive,” but rather "livable" reflections of self.

The feminist study of Canadian women’'s postry is a
relatively recent area of discussion. There are a Tew
anthologies, such as Shirley Neuman and Smaro Kamboureli's A

Mazing Space: Writing Canadian Women Writing (198B6),. in

which editors collect feminist essays, some of which are
concerned with the issue of language for women poets. But 1
have discoversd that for a community of Canadian women
poetis, the snake image is a significant one for talking
about language. As yet no published criticism documsnt=s the
remarkably high incidence of snake poems in women s poskry —
at least twenty—two poems,. including a book—lenogth snake
posm, by eight posts.

In this study I examine Canadian women posts’ rewriting

of an image tvpically used as a symbol of male power. For
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axample, Jay HMacpherson, Hargaret Atwood, Jan Conn, and
Lorna Crozier sexamine the snake image as it is used by male
writers to perpetuate phallocentric 1anguagE= Fhallocentric
language is a foreign language for contemporary women posts
who find it iﬁpﬂssible to define themselves using a language
which was, and often still is; a tool with which they were
and are imprisoned in destructive myvthologies — the madonna,
the whore, the angel in the house, the temptress. the muse.
By reexamining a significant image used by writers working
in phallocenitric language — such as the snake — these women
writers separate the image from its phallic associations of
power and snable themselves to write an empowering personal
hythalﬁgy.

Canadian women poets have chosen specifically to
unwrite the versions of the snake image which appear in the
dominant mythologies of patriarchal society. They reexamine
the depiction of the snake and of Eve in the biblical myith

of Eden. 6s Kim Chernin notes in Re-—inventing Eve, there is

another way to read the biblical myth by seeing "Eve as
rebel, the Tirst woman to challenge the subjugation of women
in the patriarchal garden” {(#vi). This rebelliocus Eve is a
model for women poets who challenge the patriarchal versions
of the Eve myth in order to create a personal mythology
which truly defines them. By reexamining the Biblical mvih
of sin and the sxpulsion from the Garden of Eden, FP.K. Page.

Atwond, and Crozier retell the story from a non—patriarchal



viewpoint. They reevaluate the relationship between the
snake and Eve to suggest another way of seeing the story —
Eve becomes a model of rebellion and creativity who opits for
what the snake offers: change, divine knowledge and self-
recognition. These speakers are attracted to the snake not
because of phallic desire. but because the snake image is a
miryror that snables women to rediscover their selves and
their creative power.

Once the snake is disassociated from its phallic
significance and from patriarchal mythologies that make
women culpable for all that is wrong in patriarchal society,
ftwood, Crozier, and Betsy Warland use the image of the.
snake as a way of talking about writing. They dismantle
logocentric language in order to discover their selves: they
explore a new dialect through which they can sxpress this
sglf-realization. The speaksrs of these snake poems observe
the snake s movemenits and note that the snake traces
letters, thereby creating its own non—conventional language.
Because of this bold act of self definition. the snake
becomes an emblem of empowsrment through which women can
create a2 language that is not entraﬁpiﬂg -~ & language of the
body. By using a non—conventional language, these women
posts gain authority and create a “tongue" with which to
express their experience.

Atwood, Crozier, and Warland do not invent a completely

new language, however. In fact, when interviewer Karla
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Hammond mentions Miller and Swift's observations that there

is a need for an unsexed tongue

because many texts, like Charlotte’s Web which by its
‘male orisntation and use of subsuming masculine teras®
no longer reflects reality,"” Atwood responds by saving,
"nfortunately, we're stuck with language and, by and
large, it determines our categories.” (112)

Atwoond schoes Kristeva, who develops a theory of
communication which suggests that language is a
"heterogeneous signifying process located in and between
speaking subjects... [It is] the study of specific
linguistic strategies in specific situations® (Hoi 154).
Atwood also sxamines the use of language in specific
situations when she ocbhserves:
A word isn’t separate from its context. That's why I
say language is a solution, something in which yvou're
immersed, rather than a dictionary. There are little
constellations of language here and there, and the
meaning of a word changes. according to its context in
its constellation. The word woman already has changed
because of the different constellations that have been
made around it. Language changes within our lifetime.
5 a writer vou ' re part of that process — using an old
language, but making new patterns with it. Your choices
are numerous. (112}
The way these womsn poets find alternate symbolic importance
—— "new patterns’ —— for the snake suggests that meaning is
open and contextual. The snake,; as an image of the tongue,
creating its own non—patriarchal language. becomes an emblem
of the possibility of sxpression in a female—-oriented
language. Snake posms by Canadian women writers celebrate

the freedom women poets have to sexpress themselves in a

lapguage of the bodys; freed of patriarchal language, these



posts create a myithology of self that does not perpetuate

the destructive stereotypes of women.
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“The Frimitive Tonque '
Unwriting Fhallocentric Language

Literary women "lack that blood congested genital
drive which energizes every great style® - Gass

¥Yet while the snake retains its hold on the
imagination as a phallic symbol, apparently not
sveryone is consciously aware of its significances
*IT we teach sex sducaition in the schools;” said a
Toronto clergyman recently, “"we will stir up a
nest of snakes." — Beryl Rowland

Canadian writer and critic, Janice Kulyk Keefer, in her

sssay, "bhender, Language, Genre," describes the distinctions

within language which inhibit women writers:

Howe -

Literary as opposed to everyday language poses special
problems. As a number of feminist critics have pointed
out, among them Sandra Gilbert and Susan Bubar, common
speech has long been the particular domain of women, as
the term "mother tongue’ suggests. Literary language,
on the other hand, derived from classical models and
was the exclusive preserve of men, since with rare
exceptions in most Western countries, women were denied
any education in the classics. (1&64)

then, do women who fesel compelled to write find a

language in which to do so? For, as Keefer continues,

Two

===L11t is indisputable that contemporary women writers
are still marked, and in some ways marred by the
traumatic sxperiences of previous generations of
"literary mothers." Morsover, what Aritha van Herk has
termed the "erectocentric imagination®” is still alive
and well and living in the Academy and Publishing House
as well as in the locker room. (147)

French feminist theorists concerned with the "feminist

debate about the nature of women’ s oppression, the

construction of sexual difference and the specificity of

women s relations to language and writing” (Moi 94), HEléne

Cixous and Luce Irigaray, point out that the phallus has

7
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iong been the symbol of power in the male—oriented wéstern
culture. The phallus is, for that reason, an enormously
powerful primary signifier in the patriarchal literary
imagination. Concerned with the implications of this primary
signifier for them, a community of Canadian women poeis are
resxamining the power of phallocentric language. They are
interested in accomplishing what Moi describes as Cixous’'s
aoals

= «t0 proclaim woman as the source of life, power and
energy and to hail the advent of a new, fTeminine
language that ceaselessly subverits these patriarchal
binary schemes where logocentrism colludes with
phallocentrism in an effort to oppress and silence
women. {(105)
For these Canadian women poets, the task, as KeeTer observes
of

writers who remain true to their vocation[.,] is to ‘

achieve the kind of mastery which involves a specific

use of power: not power over language, exploiting and
manipulating words so as to trick them into saying what
one wanits to be true; or just expedient. But rather,
the power to perceive, make new, alter or sxtend what

we take to be reality. {1468}

In an effort to expose phallocentric language and its
limitations for women writers, Jay Macpherson, Margarst
Atwood, Jan Conn, and Lorna Crozier use a powsrful image for
writers of the patriarchal tradition, ithe snake. By
separating the snake image from its phallic associations,
these women poets begin to find a way to create a personal
mythology and an appropriate language through which they can

discover the nature of women’'s expression.

One way that these poets explore the naturse of women’'s



expression is by identifying the female speakesrs of their
poems with the snake. Far from being an image of male power
used by the patriarchy to perpetuate phallocentricity, the
snake is an image of women. These women poets resvaluate the
gmphasis on rigidity, stiffness, and verticality seen in
works by male poets such as Irving Lavion and Jos Rosenblatt
and they choose instead to Tocus on the fluidity and
liguidity of the snake s motion which signify the femals
body. The women posits continue this new discourse by
describing the snake not in terms of what it looks like, but
in terms of how it fesls to touch it and to be tuuched'by
it. They resvaluate the patriarchal emphasis on vision — the
notion that seeing is believing — in order to valorize
touch. Irigaravan theory illuminates the significance of
seeing to Freudian theory. Toril Moi sxplains:
- Freud starts by posing the question "What is woman?®
His uze of light/darkness imagery, Irigaray argues,
already reveals his subservience to the oldest of
"phallocratic” philosophic traditions. The Freudian
theory of sexual difference is based on the visibility
of difference: it iz the eye that decides what is
clegarly true and what isn’'t. Thus the basic fact of
sexual differsence for Freud is that the male has an
obvious sex organ; the penis, and the Temale has not:
when he looks at the woman, Freud apparently sees

nothing. The female difference is perceived as an
absence or negation of the male norm. (132)

Through his insistence on visibility and presence, Fraud
defines the phallocentric shaping of the western male
imagination.

For contemporary Canadian male posts, such as Layton

and RDSEﬁblatt; the snake is clearly an image of phallic
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power. Their male speakers define what they perceive as
their imaginative supsriority in terms of their sexual
power. The association of the snake with the phallus
snpowers not only the snake but also empowers the male
speakers who see the snake as an embodiment of their sexusl
sslves.

The speaker of Layton’'s “A Tall Man Executes a Jig®
sees the snake as a symbol of male power. The snake is a
phallic power triumphant even in its victimiration because
of its injury. Describing the wound as something the snake

must carry around like a "valise" ar "satchel." the speaker

notes the snake s movements as he

watched the grass-—snake crawl towards ths hedge,-

Convulsing and dragging into the dark

The satchel filled with curses for the sarth,

For the odours of warm sedge, and the sung

A blood-red organ in the dving sky. (73-77)
iz he2 watches the ailing snake convulse and drag itself
across the grass,; the man witnesses the figurative death of
the phallus. Whether it is the setting sun or the red
satchel-bearing snake that the speaker is modifving with the
description "blood-red organ,” the speaker uses language
charged with male sexuality to describe his world.

It becomes clear as the poem progresses that the
speaker sees the world as a3 man's world and describes it in
a male—oriented language using masculine images of

sexuality. The man and the snake develop an association

based on what they have in common: their sexual prowess. The



iy

speaker uses phallocesntric language to describe the bond of
male sexuality betwesn the man and the snake. He describes
the last spasms of the dyving snake in this male—oriented
language:

And then it stiffened to its final length.

But though it opened its thin mouth to scream

A last silent scream that shook the black skv,

Adamant and fierce;, the tall man did not curse.

(81-84)

The speaker figuratively envisions the snake as a phallus
emitting its last mighty ejaculation, one powerful snough to
shake the sky before it dies. The tall man sympathizes with
the snake anﬁ, the speaker notes, "[bleside the rigid snakse
the man stretched out” (85). GAssociating thezsnake with his
own sexual identity., the "tall man,” a ﬁhallic image
himself,; mirrors the snake by lying beside it. He measures
hié life in terms of the phallus, using the snake as a
sexual vardstick.

The speaker interprets the man’'s movemenits as an act of
"fallowship in death” (86}, but thizs is more than an act of
*fellowship” with a snake; the snake enables the man to
engage in a fellowship with the patriarchs. Layton’s snake
is asspciated with a patriarchal vision of human history.
Ruskin, one of the fathers of the literary tradition,
observes that " The Penetrative Imagination’ is a
possession—taking faculty’ and a “piercing...mind’s tongue’
that seizes, cuts down; and gets at the root of experienée

in order to throw up what new shoots it will’" (Bilbert and
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Gubar 5). Ruskin’'s consideration of the imaginative muse is
described in a male—oriented language which describes the
tonguespenis in terms of its violent capabilities. The
speaker in Lavion's poem describes the live snake as
"garth s vivid tongue that flicked in praise of earth" (70).
The man, identifying himself with the dead, phalliic snake,

sees "his mind tunnelled with flicking tongue 7/ Backwards to

1"

aves, mounds, sunken ledges® (B9-20). Like a snake moving
through the hollow, females, womb-like spaces of caves,
mounds, and ledges, the man allows his imagination with its
flicking snake’'s tongue; to slither through the memory of
humanity. OFf course, his perception of the history of
humanit? has a patriarchal slant, established and
perpetuated by the "fathers" named throughout the poem:
Donatello, Flato, HMoses, and Joshua. "#& Tall Man Executes a

Jdig." peppered with male-oriented language and the phallic

m

image of the snake, is evidence that Layvton is a writer of
the "Penetrative Imagination.” In Lavion’'s poem, this
patriarchal memory of humanity is couched in terms that
suggest the phallocentric view of sex as 2 game of hunt and
conquer. Memory. in this poem, is represented by a phallic
snake slithering through the female spaces of "caves,
mounds, and sunken ledges® (91).

&t the poem’s conclusion; the old man clearly perceives

the phallic snake as a male god figure. In the final stanza,

the speaker describes the snake as it "crept upon the sky, 7
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Huge, his mailed coat glittering with stars that made /7 The
night bright® (F4-%56; emphasis mine}). This specifically mals
snake is; in this moment of transcendence, a god-figure. 1t
iz a male god-like TfTigure that, with its halo-like form
"ropiled above his head” {(98). is able to "transform” bthe nldA
male speaker by reaffirming his belisef in his own male,
phallic powear. The dying snake. with all the rigidity and
giaculatory powsr of the phallus; remains turgid in its
death. When it is resurrected,; it "crept upon the sky" {95),
ascending to the position of a god. The snake enacts the
speaker’s own phallocentric view of the world: the phallus
rules — it is god.

In "There are Bnakes Bevond Our Myth," published
fifiteen years after Lavion's poem, Jo= Rosenblatt’s speaker
also describes a male—affirming power through the phallic
image of the snake. The pronoun "our” in the opening line,
“"there are snakes beyond our myth"” {1}, doss not refer o
all of humanity but only to a porition of it. Fart of
humanity is pursﬁed by snakes "who Tollow us thru the vapour
/ into thes narvow bedrooms of the skin” (2-3). Men are
pursued by snakes as they perform their sex acts, "tremibling
under those cool shests" (4). As the snake follows the
speaker Yinto the narrow bedrooms of the skin®” (3), it is no
longer a creaturs "beyond our myth®; it is a phaliic images -
men and snakes are allies. The speaker’'s phallic association

with the snake. and the casting of the woman as the hunted



victim of the conquest are suggested by his use of the
architectuwral metaphor of "bedroom of the skin-" In
Rosenblatt’'s poem, men are figureﬁ as penises, which are
represented by snakesi women, the bedrooms of skin, are
meraly containers, a space to occupy and fill.

The stanza break and the opening line of the second
stanza, "& there are snakes who carry a luxurious poison®
{6), seemingly offer a contrast to the "snakes heyond our
myth” of the opening section. The second stanza, however, is
really a continuation of the first five lines., in which
Rosenblatt’'s speaker brings his hunt-—and—conguer theme to
completion. The men of the first stanza no longer merely
collude with the snakes following themi they are these
snakes which carry the "luxurious poison.” The phallus; a
metonymy fTor "men," is represented as a snake. But
Rosenblatt’s snakes: like Layton’'s, traverse Temale spaces.
Rosenblatt uses geographic terms to describe the femals
anatomy and to emphasize the conguest theme. The snakes make
a territorial gain, "slithering over a hill to a trough”®
{7). Like Laviton's snake, too, Rosenblatt’'s snakes have
their sjaculatory moment when they "empty a milky poison /
from their hot mouths® (8-%9). The speaker’'s use of the word
"poison" to describe the ejacrulate suggests that men are a
dangerous predator of helpless women. Besides the milky
poison which issues from their hot mouths, the snakes also

emit language, "whispering: beguiled... beguiled... * (10).
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While Laviton’'s snake transforms the old man by Qreathing him
in its phallic power, Rosenblatt’'s snakes rejoice at their
congquest over women and language, sven if that victory is
gained through deceit. The hunt is over when the snake has
marked its territory — the phallus scores again. The lack of
closure marked by the three—dot ellipses suggests that the

beguiling and these conguests will continue ad infinitum.

They cannot, however, continue forever. Women writers are
compelled to respond to the male-biased language in which it
is impossible for them to define themselves and to
mythologies which relegate them to a passive role as ohiecths
to be conguered ;nd beguiled. Canadian women posts are
resdamining the images patriarchal poets use to create those
unlivable myvthologies and are recasting them.

In the phallocentric language of the patriarchal
imagination, the connection between the signified "phallus®
and the signifier "snake” seems to be an easy one to make.
Meaning, however, is not a closed system and Canadian women
posts such as Jay Macpherson, Margaret Atwood, Jan Conn, and
Lorna Crozier provide aliternative ways to vread the signifier
"snake.” They reexamine the image of the snake and
deemphasize the poetic tradition thalt writes of conquests
over women. These women poets not anly remove the phallic
aspect of the snake but; in some poems, they identify the
snake with the feminine world and with themselves. In order:

to speak the female language of the body. the women poets
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strip the snake image of its masculinist associations.

In Jay Macpherson’'s second “"Burynome,” the speaker
subverts the implied phallic image of the snake. "Come all
nld maids that are squeamish / And afraid to make mistakes,.®
the speaker direcits, "Don't clutiter your lives up with
bovfriends: / The nicest girls marry snakes" (1-4). There is
something tidy about marrying the snakez; it doss not
*clutter” up one’'s life. The snake will try to be attentive
"Tilf vou don't mind slime on yvour pillow / And caresses as
gliding as ice / —Cold skin, warm heart, remember” (5-7).
In addition to being clean and attentive, the snaks is
useful since, as the speaker points oulk, "they ksep down the
mice——" {(B8}. In her sliightly flippant tone. the spe=aker
concludes her argument for the snake: "If vou're really
sgrious—minded, 7/ It's the best advice you can take: / Mo
rumpling, no sweating, no nonsense,; /7 Oh who would not sleep
with a snake? ¥ (?-12) A& relationship with a snake is
uncomplicated, the speaker argues. 4 phallacentri: reading
of the poem suggests that the snake is a phallic substitute
for the penis, but the speaker defends the snake by
emphasizing attributes other than its sexual prowess.
Macpherson’s esarly snake poem subverts the phallic image of
the snake by focussing on non—physical aspects of the snake.
She denies a masculinist response to this snake image.

Atwond, too, refutes masculinist interpretations of tho

snake image. For example,; the speaker of "Snake Woman” turns
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the tables on Rosenblatt when she describes a man’'s response
to a snake in the bedroom. She confesses that she has always
been fascinated by snakes and she describes how she would
caﬁch snakes and bring them into the dining room. 8he guotes

the violent reaction of the fearful man: "Put that thing in

my bed and 17131 kill vou®™ {(19). Atwood lets us hear the fear

in the man’'s response to the snaks in the bedroom that we
never hear from any of the women in the bedrooms of skin in
the Rossnblatt poem. Atwood’ s poem echoss the sentiments of
Hatphérsnn's "Eurvnome 117 when the speaker concludes in an
ironic tone, "MNow 1°'d consider the snake” (21). Her speaker
is not interested in a man who proiects his phallic self
onto a snake. S5he is not interested in the phallic
projection, that image of the hunter and the father; she
would consider the real thing: the snake, on her own terms.

“Bad Mouth” opens with the speaker unwriting the hunt-
and—congquer theme evident in patriarchal writing, such as
the Rosenblatt poem. In the first stanza, the speaker poaints
out the difference between the snake as hunter and
Rosenblati’' s poestic hunter:

There are no leaf-eating snakesg.

All are fTanged and gorge on blood.

Each one is a hunter’s hunter,

nothing more2 than an endless gullet

pulling itself on over the still-alive prey

like a sock gone ravenous, like an evil glove,

like sheer greed, lithe and devious. (1-7)

Unlike the hunter, who hunts game mostly for sport, and the'

poetic hunter, who courts women Tor sexual sport, the non—
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phallic carnivorous snake hunts in order to survive. It is
dangerous, "greedy," and “devious” — like the phallic snakes
we have read about — but this snake is this way because it
must be in order to exist. The speaker uses language such as
"fanged," "gorge,;" "evil," "poisoning,." "venomous,"
"syringes," and "radar” to suggest the dangerous aspects of
this true hunter. Lacking any human associations, this
hunter is the "hunter’'s hunter? - it is a model for the
fwman hunters who learn to be devious, to be greedy, and to
use yadar and any other tools they need to catch their
female prev.

Perhaps the innocent snakes have taught the poetic
hunter another lesson. At the end of the poem, AGtwood’'s
speaker describss the seemingly asexual mating activity of
snakes. "Even their mating is baresly sexual,” she notes. It
is "a romance bstween two lengths / a cyvanide-coloured
string. / Despite their live births and squirming nests /
it’s hard to believe in snakes loving®” (36—40). By
describing the mating riites of the snake in terms of colour,
the blus—green colour of cyanide, and as inanimate obiects,
lengths of st}ingﬁ the speaker complstely removes the image
of the snake from any sexual; or even human. asseociations.
As a poem such as Rosenblatt’'s indicates, a poem in which
the hunt themese cloaks the need for sexual dominance, many
poetic hunters have learned from the snake that sexual

activity nesed not have anyvthing to do with such human



aspects as love and caring.

ftwood s speaker completely dismisses the phallic
associations of the snake in the witty opening of "Eating
Snake." She begins by confessing, "1 too have taken the god
into my mouth, /7 chewed i1t up and tried not to choke on the
bones” (1-2). Aware of ithe phallocentrism that pervades some
readers’ textual interpretations; she elaborates:
*Rattlesnake it was, panfried / and good too though a little
aily® (3-4). For those masculinist readers who insist on a
phallocentric reading, she instructs them to "(Forget the
phallic symbolism: / two differences: / snake tastes like
chicken, / and who ever credited the prick with wisdom?}"
{5-8). This posm challenges and corrscits the phallic
associations of the snake and the speaker emphasizes; by
using parentheses, that a phallic, or Freudian,
interpretation must be bracketed, forgotten. or unlearned.

In "fBQuattrocento,” Atwood’ s speaker describes a
fiftesnth—century painting of the snake in the Biblical
garden of Eden. In her descriptions of the Michelangelesque
representation,; the speaker notes that the artist identifies
the snake wiith women; the snake is "vertical and with a head
/ that’'s face—coloured and haired like a woman’'s® (8-2). The
artist’s association of the snake with women does not
suggest a nnn—pﬁallncentric interpretation of the snakes
rather it aligns the sinner,; Eve, with the evil force, the -

snake. The artist’'s smphasis on verticality confirms that
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this is indeesd a phallig image of the snake — and of women.

In "Lies About Snakes.” the speaker implicitly demands
that we reexamine the patriarchal meaning of the signified
srake. Adopting th2 tone of an educator, the speaker
declares, "1 present the glass snake 7/ which is supposed to
break when stepped on 7/ but doesn’t. One more lie about
snakes" (1-3). The glass snake, however, is not even a
spacies aof snake; it is a lizard. The lesson in "Lies About
Snakes” is that meaning is never a closed system ruled by
the patriarchs. In women’'s eyes, the patriarchal ideology is
a lie; hence, like the speaker of Atwood’ s poem who
compellingly reveals these lies about snakes, these posts
nesd to untell patriarchy’s lies — they need to tell women’'s
"truths.”

The speaker goes on to describe the motion of this
snake which is not a snake as it "undulates over the sand, /7
a movement of hips in a tight skirt” (4-7)}. The snake’'s
movenents are described without the phallic thrusts and
territorial gains of Layton and Rosenblatt. Instead: there
iz a femininse gualiity in this snake’'s motions — a wave—-like
fluidity. There is a sensuality;, and perhaps a sexuality, in
this snake’'s movemenis that exists witﬁaut any phallic
associations.

As an alternative to removing all human context from
the snake, as she does in "Bad Mouth,” Atwood’ s speaker

provides both male and female images fTor the snake in
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*Metempsychosis.” In this poem, the snake is "[slomebody’'s
grandmother” (1), "a dancer" {(3); "yvour blunt stripsd uncle®
{7}, o "vour lost child” {Z21). The souls of humans, both
male and fTemale, inhabit these snakes, yvet these snakes are
not described in terms of sexual imagery. The movement of
these snakes is not rigid but fluidi one “glides through the
bracken, / In widow’'s black and graceful / and sharp as
gver" {(1-3) while another is "a green streamer waved by its
own bresze" (5-4&). These snakes move in a graceful, gentle
motion that suggests nothing phallic. A distinctly male
snake, at least in his former life, "your blunt striped
uncle [has] come back /7 to bask under the wicker chairs /7 on
the porch and watch over you" (7-91. This snake; in spite of
its male gender, acts in a female wayj; it is comforting,
protective, and that most motherly of characteristics,
nurturant.

Throughout her snake poesms, Atwood deemphasizes and, at
times, boldly prohibits é phallic interpretation of the
snake. Instead, it is simply a snake, or not even a snake,
or somstimes a snake with very human, often feminine,
characteristics. The snake poems by Jan Conn and Lorna
Crozier were published later than Atwood s snake poems and
Atwood s influence on these poeis is evident in their choice
of language and themes. These poets are also interested in
separating the snake from its phallic associations in order

to express: themselves in a non-phallocentric language.
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in his review of Rosemary Sullivan’'s anthology Poetry

by Canadian Women, Jo= Rosenblatt barely hides his surprise
at discovering Conn’s non—patriarchal, non-phallocentric use
of the snake image in her poem, "All Women Dream of Snakes®:
Being an animal lover generally {(baboons, frogs, cais,
snakes, and abused and much maligned toads...) I am
partial to Jan Conn’'s society and landscape. "All Women
Dream of Snakes' struck my undulous curiosity. Here was
a potentially controversial poem. Dare she mention
snakes (an obvious penis symbol) and "Freud in the
background” and survive in a feminist atmosphere?
{Rosenhblatt, Books 34&)
Rosenblatt’'s "undulous curiosity"” rises and falls like the
phallic sxpression of self in his poem. His firm grounding
in phallocentric language shapes his reading. Rosenblatt’s
use of the parentheses implies his assumption that all
peaple see snakss as he and other patriarchal writers do; as
a phallic symbpl. In "All Women Dream of Snakes,” however,
Conn =slaborates on the images from Atwood s poems in order
to unwrite the phallic imagery patriarchal writers have
attached to the snake.
The poem provides an 2xample of how a male uses a frog
as a sexual exhibit. The speaker recalls how
f1Jate one night coming home on the streetcar,
2 boy with a white styrofoam box
told two girls beside him
there was a frog inside,
hoping for admiration,; later,
convarsation. Z0-35)
The boy, a product of phallocentric thinking, uses the

amphibian as a sexual tool to impress and flirt with the

girls. The frog becomes, for the boy. an image that empowers
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him sexually. For the speaker, on the other hand, the frog's
appeal is not as a tool Lo boost her sexual appesl. "With
frogs I'm more sympathetic,” (22) she claims. While the
speaker’'s relationship with things “green and slimy® (44} is
different from that of the boyv s, a representative of the
dominant patriarchal ideology, her relationship with the
snake is especially significant.

Conn’'s "All Women Dream of Snakes®” opens, like Atwood’'s
"Eating Snake.," with an allusion to Freud. The speaker(
declares, "All women dream of snakes, / 1've been told,
Freud in the background — / his reductionist view of
sexuality" {(1-3). By referring to Freud’'s interpretation as
"reductionist,” the speaker,; like Htwood, makes it clear
that patriarchal visws of snake images and of women must be
unlearned. Conn’s speaker’'s blunt statement, "Personally, I
prefer snakes to men” {(4), is a much stronger assertion than
the ironic comment, '"Mow I'd consider the snake™ (21) in
Atwood s "Bnake Woman.” Conn’'s speaker specifically opts for
the snake over men and the view of the fathers which they
perpetuate.

ne reason the snake appeals to Conn’'s speaker is "the
texture of their skin / (belis, purses, shoes}” (&-7). This
speaker doss not rely on her sight alone o sxperience the
snake. She knows what it feels like to touch it. To see the
snake as a phallic symbol is to value vision over the other

senses,; since the penis is a more readily visualizable
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sexual organ. The phallocentric interpretation of the snake
ignores other senses such as the sense of touch. For this
speaker the sense of touch is as important as vision fTor
validating her experience.

The speaker prefers the snake not only because of its
appeal to her senses, but also because of the way it moves.
Like the speaker of Atwood’'s poems,; whn notes the fluidity
of the snake’' s motion as "a muvement of hips in a tight
skirt" {(“Lies About Snakes" 7), Conn’'s speaker comments on
this snake’'s movement. The snake has "the lack of legs / so
every movement is a sort of dance —— / grace they slide in
and out of / like a hand in a glove® (8-11). The description
is sexually suggestive; yet the activity is not described in
terms of rigidity, Erectnesssbejaculatiuns, and conquests.
There is female grace in this snake’'s dance.

PEveryone has a primitive brain" (38), the speaker
concludes and it was

Only vesitsrday the baby brontosaurus

curled at the base of my skull

went out for a walk,

dragging me along into the swamp.

I had to wait around while it ate

sverything green and slimy in sight.

Foed me, it said. Feed me. (32-435)

The speaker’s brain, perhaps more primitive than the reptile
with which she opens the posm, fesds on things “slimy and
gresn-" For her, snakes and amphibians are not the same
slimy and green creatures that many women, trapped by

sterentyped mythologiss, are conditionsd to fsar



{inexplicably} as young girls. Rather, her brain feeds on
the myviths of these creatures éﬁd ruminates on them.

Crozier, too, is interested in re—viewing patriarchal
perceptions of the snake. In "Slesping With Snakes" {see
Appendiul, éhe speaker usses deflation to undermins the
phallic interpretation of the snake. She begins by
describing the snake as "[tlihick as her arms, 7 all skin and
muscle 7 and hidden bone" (1-3). After suggesting a
resemblance bebtween the snake and thEvphaIIUEg she deflates
that interpretation by associating the snake with Dthef
animals. The snakes "nuszle her 7/ like a horse’s mouth /7
feeding from her palm 7/ or bunt her / with their flat. blunt
heads 7/ like cats® {(4-%). The speaker continues to unwrite
the phallic associstion of the snake with Turther
descriptions of the snakes which "lie still 7 as the gresn /
on the underside of ice" (10-12) wuntil spring when "they 11
begin 7/ to stivr like water 7/ close to the boiling point”
{(15-17). Like the speskers of Atwood’ s and Conn’ s poems.
this speaker describes the snakes in terms of their
fluidity, but this fluidity is fervent and sxuberant. The
woman in the poem satisfies herself with these snakes, as
the spsaker chssrves: "Strange / how she can warm hersglf £
at such cold fires" {(25-27). The snakes clearly aﬁpeal to
her. perhaps sexually,. but not as a phallic image. Instead,
the snake becomes an image of the woman. The female body

awakens from a dormant state and comes alive to celebrate



her own sexuality.

at the opening of “"Mother Tongue,” Crozier provides
another reason Tor Pacpherson, Atwood, Conn, and herself to
consider the snake over the man. The snake’'s tongue, Crozier
suggests, is "the first sseducer” (2) which

entered

every orifice

long before Adam,

touching every parit of her

inside and out,

tasting sverything. (12-17})
This snake, which satisfies Eve — who was Yliving as she did
with a man / who wouldn't touch her,” (6-7) — with oral
gratification, is not a phallic image. Its activity is
described in sexual terms, but its form is not peniles
rather, "its whole body [is] a primitive tongua" (25).

The use of the word "primitive®™ by both Conn and
Crozier suggests not a slightly-evolved being, but the
first, the original; being — a being closely associated with
nature. By using the word "primitive,” the poets defy the
patriarchal binary opposition of cultuwre/primitiveness.
H&lene Cixous lists such oppositions in which the
characteristics considered feminine are given less values

Activity/Passivity

Sun/Moon

Culture/sdNature

Dav/pMight

Father/Mother

Head/Emotions

Intelligible/Sensitive

Logos/Fathos

(FMoi 104)

The feminings side of the opposition is considered to be
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powerliess and negative, particularly when more than one so-—
ralled positive attribute can be paired with the negative,
feminine one:

Mature/History

MaturesArt

Mature/Pind

FPassion/Gction

(Floi 104)

The snake, an important image for thess writers, is defined
as primitive and it is linked to nature. But rather than
perpetuating the cultuwresnature opposition, Conn and Crozier
redefine nature. The women speakers of these poems link
themselves to the natural or primitive snake. In spite of
the patriarchal binary oppositions which render naturs as
valueless, the link of women and snakes to nature is

positive. As Alicia Ostriker notes in her study of American

women poets, Sisaling the Language, "The Temaleness of
B ! age

nature has manifested itself in a creaturese that responds and
is responded to .... LWle have recognized, in nature,
ourselves” (1i8). The snake, once it is stripped of its
phallic symbolism, becomss an emblem through which women can
recognize themselves and communicate that recognition in a
non—phal locentric language.

The femals speaker in Crozier’'s "Fear of Snakes®
unmistakably recognizes herself in the snake. The title of
the poem indicates that this is a poem about the speaker’s
own fTear of snakes but the poem is also about the fear the

snake experiesnces. The speaker associates herself with the



snake when she says, "1 remember 7/ when my fear of snakes
left for good, / it fell behind me like an old skin®” {(4-4).
6= the snake sheds its skin; so the speaker sheds her fear-.
What causes her to shed her skin—-like fear is not the

cyclical patterns of the seasons but a deeper association
with the snake. Bhe remembers a neighbourhood boy, Larry
Moen, carrying a snake "likes a green torch® {8). Like
Layton’'s speaker who seeé the snake as a green flame and is
empowered by its phallic presence, Larry Moen becomes
powerful when he carries the snake because with it he can

frighten and victimize little girls. "Drop it down her back”

(2}, Larry’'s friends urge him and the speaker recalls her
fear of "its sliding in the runnel of [her] spine” (10).
Croziser uses parentheses in this poem to sxpand on the
character of Larry Foen and to describe further the

tyrannical nature of patriarchy:s

’ (Larry;

the one who touched the inside of my legs on the swing,

an older boy we knew we shouldn't get close to

with our little dresses, our soft skin) {(10-13F).
It is Larry, with his prepubescent sexuality, who is
threatening to the speaker: it is the threat of Larry’'s
phallus,; not that of the physical snake, which is dangerous
to the young girl. Larry, wielder of power, victimizes those
who are "other," those who are powerless. The intervention
of the speaker’'s brother, a male who has a connection to the

yvoung Temale, is what prevenis further victimization of the

young girl and Larvry finds another obiect, the snake, to



victimize: "... my brother / saving Let her oo, and I
crouched behind the caraganas.: / watching Larry nail the
snake to a telephone pole” {13-15). When the snake becomes a
wictim — "twisted on twin points of light,; unable to crawl /
out of its pain, its mouth opening, the red / tongus tasting
its own terror® {16—1B} ~ the speaker is able to associste
herself with the snake. instead of perceiving it as an
implement of victimization. Her feelings toward the snake
are different from a Layvitonesgue speaker’'s tendency to see
the snake as a mirror Tor his own sexuality. Crozier’'s
speaker declares, "1 loved it then. that snake” because in
that snake she sees aspecis of herself — another victim of
the patriarchal system which allows those in power to
oppress any “other” which the dominant powser perceives as
wealk.

By rewriting the snake as a non—phallic image. these
women poets discover non—patriarchal ways to describe
society. These poeis challenge the idea that phallocentric
language provides universal truths Tor all ﬁf tumanity. More
important, these poets find non—patriarchal ways of
describing women’' s experience. Women poets have learned that
zeeing is noit the only way of knowing something is there.
The use of other senses, particularly touch, éan verifty the
presences and absences around them. Women are rediscovering
that they must trust the response of their bodies. Gnd, as

Irigaray explains, there is much about their bodies to which
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women Fespund:

A woman “touches herself” constantly without anvone

being able to forbid her to do so, for her sSex is

composed of two lips which embrace continually. Thus,

within herself she is already two — but not divisible

into ones — who stimulate each other. {Floi 143)
The female—associated snake which knows the woman’'s body
better than a man does suggests the woman’s own familiarity
with her body. The speakers in these poems declare their
preference of the snake over men {the phallic entitvy)
because the snakes are images of women themselves. The snake
iz not a phallic image that penstraites women’ s bodies but is
an emblem of women’ s sngagement with their own bodies. In
fact, in "My Mew 0ld Man,; He's So bGood.” Crozier’s speaker
identifies herself sexually with the snake as she describes
her actions with her lover:

or best when still

I move over him

my slippery skin, snake

zwalliows mouse, he dies

inside me often, I breathe

him into life, lick him

from darkness, his and mine

or just the night (6—13)
The association of the snake and woman is an empowsring ons
for women,; not only ¥for the speakers in Crozier’'s poems,. but
for the Speékers af many Canadian women’ s snake poems. The
response of the flesh to nature becomss a way for women
posts to exupress their own feminine libido. And the
association of women and the snake — the de—-phallus—izing of

the snake — enables these women poets to create their own

feminine discourse with which they can meld their own



mythologies.

Women still; however, are not compleitely free of khe
phallocentric,; patriarchal shackles of language. For
centuries the dominant ideology has defined women as “other®
and placed them on the negative, powerless side of binary
oppositions. The mythologies created by the male poetic
tradition continue to kesp wamen in that position of
subjugation. The story of Eve's fall is an excuse to
subordinate women and women continue to be maligned becauss
they must live out the blame placed on Eve by male—oriented
societv. As I shall explain in chapiter two, Canadian women
posts examine the patriarchal mythologies of the Eden story
through their snake poems. By fiﬁding new contexiks, new
*ronstellations® of language, as Atwood puls it for the
patriarchal image of the snake, women poets are revising the
dominant myithology which insists on making women culpable

for the Taults of the world.



Revising the Revisions?: Revisionist Mythmaking

in Canadian Women' = Snake Foems

Do yvou know that each of vou is an Eve? The
sentence of God on this sex of yours lives in this
age; the guilit must necessarily live too. You are
the gate of Hell, yvou are the temptress of the
forbidden tree:; vou are the first deserter of the
divine law. — Tertullian

A woman musi be a Isarner,; listening guietly and
with due submigssion. I do not permit a woman to be
a teachsr, nor musit woman dominesr over mang she
should be guiet. For Adam was created first, and
Eve afterwards; and it was not Adam whD was
deceived; it was the woman who, yvielding to
deception, fe2ll into sin. —I Timothy 2:11-14

Because Eve’'s story has been every woman’ s story since
the svolution of the patriarchal myviths, it is vitally
important that this story undergo the process of revisionist
myithmaking. As Ostriker Exﬁiains, through this process
revisionist poems

treat existing texis as fenceposts surrounding the

terrain of mythic fruth but by no means identical to

it. In other words, they are enactments of feminist
antiavthoritarianism opposed to the patriarchal praxis
of reifving texts. As Adrienne Rich declares in her
definition of women’'s "writing as re—vision," "Re—
vigion - the act of looking back, of seesing with fresh
geves, of entering an old text from a new critical
direction — is for women more than a chapter in
cultural history: it is an act of survival.” ({235
Revising patriarchal myths allows women poeits to draw
attention to subverted meanings or to recast the myvih by
making the ohiscts of the patriarchal mvihs the subiects of

these revisionist myths. But it is also a dangerous act; it

means drawing further attention to those myths.

"
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Feminists debate the usefulness of revisionism as a way
of responding to the mythologies perpetuated by the mals

literary imagination. In Feminism and Poetry. Tor sxample,

Jan Montefiore argues that revisionism is counterproductive
to the feminist cause:

Alicia Ostriker sees such "revisionary myvithmaking® as a
projsct to raid "the sanctuaries of sxisting language,
the treasuries where our meanings of ‘male’ and
*female® have been pressrved.” But just because this
material is both traditional and powerful; it is i
resistant to recasting. Folitical interpretations can
deflect but not alter ils meanings, which either return
to haunt the posm that overtly discards them, or vanish
into witty analysis. Strategies of storyitelling are
not; finally, effective in overcoming the paradoxes of
exclusion. There is truth as well as optimism in the
claim that women nesd to make their own tradition.

{54}

Aocording to MontefTiore, revising existing myths only

empowers them: revising myths draws attention to the

]
ot
t

ensive politics embedded within those myths without
altering those politics.

But for the French theorist, Héléne Cixous, the realm
of biblical and classical myth is extremely rich soil in
which to cultivate new mythologies. As Toril Moi explains:

Cixous’'s predilection for ths 0ld Testament is obvious,
but her taste for classical antiguity is no less
marked. Hevr capacity for identification seems endless:
Medusa, Electra; Antigone,; Dido; Clsopatra — in her
imagination she has besn them all. In fact, shs
declares that I am myself the earth, evervithing that
happens on it, all the lives that live me there in my
different forms" {(VE, 532-33): This constant return to
biblical and mythological imagery signals her
investment in the world of myth: a world that, like the
distant country of fairy tales[.] is perceived as
pervasively meaningful, as closure and unity. The
mythical or religious discourse presents a universe
wherse all diftference. struggle and discord can in the



e2nd be satisfactorily resolved. {114}
Revisionist myithmaking cannot be discarded as nonproductive
or accussed of actually abetiting patriarchal vision by
spotlighting it. As Cixous has discovered, revising
patriarchal mvihs is & way of creating texts in which women
are fairly represented.
To begin with, Cixous, herseslf, guestions the validity
of patriarchally—created mythologies:
What would become of logocentrism, of the great
philosophical systems, of world order in general if the
rock upon which they founded their church were to
crumble? ,
I¥ it were to coms out in a2 new day that the
logocentric project had always been, undeniably, to
found (fund) phallocentrism; to insure for masculine
order a rationale esgual to history itself?
Then all the stories would have to be told differently.
the futurs would be incalculabls, the historical forces
would, will, change hands, bodiesi; another thinking as
vat not thinkable will transfors the functioning of
socisty. (Ostriker 210)
Cixous is not the only woman who has doubts about the
patriarchal world vision. Women posits are creating news
mythologies by recasting existing patriarchal myvthologies.
*Most of these poems,” Ostriker points out,
involve resevaluations of socisl, political and
philosophical valuss,: particularly those most enshrined
in occidental literature, such as the glorification of
conguest and the faith that the cosmos is — must be —
hierarchically ordered with esrth and body on the
bottom and mind and spirit on the top. (235)
Women have inherited a myth that sxcuses patriarchy’'s
demsaning treditment of them. Thesse issues are important to

anadian women poets who are interested in dismantling the

higrarchical vision of the patriarchal imagination.
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It is important for women poets to address the issue of
mythology because the patriarchal versions are not the only
mythologies for women to try to fit into. As Elaine Fagels
explains, the Gnostic Gospels coexisted with the myths that
appear in the Bible until the time of Constantine when
religion becames an institution. The Gnostic bospels tell
many of the same storiss as the patriarchal scriptures but
from a different point of viem= For example, in.some of the

Gnastic Tales, a femals spiritual principle snters the snak

m

in the Edenic garden. Merlin Btone argues in When God HWas a
Woman that the biblical version of the Edenic myvih is really
a patriarchal revision of a number of existing mviths,
designed to discourags goddess worship — designed, in other
words, io legitimize patriarchal society. The snake is an
important svmbol because of its historical significance. as
Stone explains:
It seems that in some lands 211 existence begins with a
sarpent. Despite the insistent, perhaps hopsful
assumption that the serpent must have been regarded as
a phallic symbol: it appears to have been primarily
revereid as a female in the Mear and Far East and
genserally linked to wisdom and prophetic counsel rather
than fertility and growth as is so often suggested.
{197
In their snake poems, P.kK. Page, Margaret Atwood. Lorna
Crozisr, and Jay Macpherson often link the snake to a figure
of wisdom or even to a god/goddess figure who sxercisss
hissher power through knowledgs and creativity. Through

their use of the snake image, these poeis resxamine soms of

the patriarchallv—crested scripts in the Bible, classical



myth, and the Tairy tale.

Fage, &Stwood, and Crozier reconsider the version of the
Edenic myth told by the patriarchal fathers. As Gilbert and
Gubar observe,

[Tlhe story that Milton, "the first of the

masculinists," most notably tells to women is of courss

the story of woman’'s secondness, her otherness, and how
that otherness leads inexorably to her demonic anger,
her sin, her Tall;: and her pxclusion from that garden
aof the gods which is also, for hsr, ithe garden of

postry. (171}

These Canadian women posis revise the biblical mvith of Eden
by reevaluating Eve’'s actions, the snake’ s role, and the
relationship betwseen the snaks and Eve. By rewriting ths
patriarchal version of the Edenic myih, thess women posts
create for themselves an inspiring women’'s mythology.

In Page's sarly revisionist poem, "The Gpple.” Eve
deflects the bhlame for the sin from herself. "Look, look,®
she points out,; in the spring "he took me straight 7/ to the
snake’s eye / to the striped Tlower / shielding its peppery
ront® (1-4). Adam leads Eve through the orchard to the
infamous tree; the fruit of which they are not tﬁbeatn The
snake is represented only by its eve, but it is the snake’s
presence which indicates to thase schooled in the
patriarchal version of the myth that this is the forbidden
tres. The apple blossom and the snake’'s presence are linked
as biblical images signifying knowledge. In accordance to

the Father ' s decree, "You may esat Trom every itree in the

garden, but not from the tree of knowledge of good and evil;
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for on the day you eat from it, you will certainly dies"
{Genesis 2:16-17), Eve declares. 1 shall never go back”
({3).

. But again. Eve is l=d back to the tree:; this time,
though, it is not & walk straight to the tres: "At harvest,
he led me round and about® {(4}. Adam leads Eve on a
serpentine trail that takes them back to the tree to which
she swore she would never return. In the biblical version
’Evég’ﬁﬁﬁ?iﬁﬁéﬁ'h? the snaks, Ysaw that the froit of the tree
was good to eat, and that it was pleasing to the eye and

tempting to contemplate. [and] she took some and ate it. Bhe

m

iso gave her husband some and he ate it® {Genesis JF:b). In
Fage’'s revision, Eve never names who actually pickesed the

"Tolne apple only hung like a heart in air® (10}; but she

does explain how they ate that one apple. *Togsther, bite by

i

bite / we ate,” Eve recalls, "mouths opposite. / Bit clean
through core and all to mest: 7/ through sweet juice met®
{11-13}). It is not that Eve esats the fruit and then gulls
defenseless, nalve fdam into =ating as well. FPage revises
the myth so that Adam and Eve are equally responsihle
becauss they ate the apple together, mesting at the middie.
This eating together of the “heart,” created by the Father,
is an act of communion. After this sacrament, Eve repeats,

"1 shall never go back®

(14} . Having esaten the forbidden

fruit; Eve is supelled from the garden, according to the

patriarchal myth:; she can nsver go back; she can never
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return to that state of innocence in the garden. Eve leaves
silently in the paltriarchal version, but when Fage's Eve is

cast out, she claims her voice and defiantly announces her

In the patriarchal myth, the Father condemns her as he
casts her out of the garden: "I will increase yvour laboour
and your groaning, and in labour you shall bear children®

{Genesis 3:lé). In He—inventing Eve Kim Chernin suggests an

alternate reading of the Father's asct:

By expelling Eve, the arrogant male Authority {read
gither text) restores to Eve her original power as
creator of life, thereby reestablishing her hidden
identity with the Great Mother. Read like this, the
gxpulsion allows Eve’s return to her true natures the
Fall brings aboult her rise to creative power. (1732}

According to Chernin, the Father s attempt to discipline Eve
fails because this so—called punishsent actually permits Eve
to identify hsréelf with thz Goddess and thereby explors her
own cr2ative capabilities. In Page’'s version, Tor example;
Eve iz redesmed through the labour of childbirths

BFut someons let an angel down
on a thin string.

It was a rangey paper thing
with one wing torn,

horn of a child. ({(17-21}

This is no gloriously perfect Messiah who saves Adam and
Eve. Instead; the existence of this tattersed paper angel

born of her own creative power allows her to end her storys

that harvest grew” (22-23). The repetition of the closing

lines suggests a great deal of activiity: this repetition of

"Mow, now, we coms and g3, wWe come and go,; / feverish wherse
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activity which she describes as "feverish®” is indicative of
the sexual energy which infuses her. The curse of God in the
patriarchal version becomes a releass for Eve's creative
power in Fage’'s revision-

In "Buattrocento," Atwood also revises the patriarchal
varzsion of the biblical myth; but unlike Page who focuses
her revision on Eve’'s point of view, Atwood concentrates on
ihe role of thes snaks. The pogsm apens with ths spéaker
sxplaining how patriarchal myths are ﬁerpetﬁated: *The snake
enters vour dresams thirough paintings” {(1). HMale artists>may
perpstuate mythologiss which the patriarchy uses to maintain
its position of perceived superiority and to disempowser the
"DthE§=“

The speEakser ' s description of the unnamed painting in
*HBuattrocenito® suggesits that the depiction of the Genssis
tale is of the kind Michelangelo painted in the Sistins
Chapel. The painting. the speaker tells us; is "of a formal
garden / in which thererare always three” (Z-3). The
recurrence of three figures (a8 significant number in
Christian mythology) and the meiticulous order pervading this
garden suggest that this is the patriarchal vision of
Paradise. But as she describes the painting the speaker
reveals her displeasure with this representation of

Paradise:

Evervone looks unhappy.

sven the few zoo animals, stippled with sun
even the angel who' s like a slab

of fTiaming laundry, hovering

3
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up there with his sword of fire,
unable as vet to strike.

There' s no love here,
Maybe it's the boredom. (10—-17}

Faradise is boring. the speaker suspects. The fact that in
the Biblical story nothing happens to Eve bhetween her
creation and the spisode leading to her expulsion from the
garden, iz indicative of no action in Faradise, and hence,
no narrative — or at least none the patriarchy considers
worth telling. For Eve, Faradise is a place of stasis. The
opportunity to know evil as well as good, and the
opportunity to experisnce death as well as life, is the
possibility of recognizing difference and alleviating
boredom. But in this depiction of the patriarchal mvth,
Faradise is a world of inaction where the weather is always
ide=al and where the somewhat domestic male angel in his
“flaming laundry® is impotent; there is no one to strike
with his phallic sword. In this garden of inaction, the
angel can only hover:; he cannot act. The speaker sativizes
the patriarchal wvalorizing of power, order, and "the man of
action” through thié immobilized Faradise.

There is, however, mors than one truth: there are a
number of myths and the patriarchal version is clearly
unsatisfactory. The speaker notices "that’'s no apple but =

heart 7/ torn out of somsone 7/ in this myvith gone suddenly

Aztec” {(iB8-20). Alluding to Page’'s "One apple only hung like

a heart in air," Atwood’ s speaker finds other myths — Page’'s
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revisionist poem and fAztec mvths — from which to create her
own story. Clearly the patriarchal story of Genesis is not
the only creation myth, and Atwood s speaker draws on other
versions, such as the Aziec myths, in order to create her
OWN FEVisSion.

In reevaluating the other versions, the speaker
examines the significance of the snake as she creates her
oy myth. What the snake offers, the speaker observes, "is
the possibility of death /7 ... / death upon death sgqueezed
together, /7 a blood snowball” (20-24). The Fageian apple—
turned-heart becomses in this myth a "blood snowball.” The
snakse offers the possibility of death. but it also offers
phvsical reality, an alternative to boredom:

To devour is to fa
af the still unending noon
to a hard ground with a straight horizon

and vou are no longer the

idea of a body but a body,

vou slids down into vour body as into hot muad.  (25-F0)
This is a fall from the ideal to the concrete, and it
entails learning about darkness. To be the Flatonic ideal is
less sxciting than being 3 "copy" becsuse being pesrfect
implies stasis while being a copy allows the opportunity of
action, even if ithat action means there is the possibility

of error-

e The fall al

]

o _means experiencing disease, history, and

space. But it is the presence of darkness, the absence of

light, that makes the fall wvaluable. The speaker, addressing
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the reader, teaches us that we carvry the darkness inside us,
like that tasted apple—heart—snowball, and "iit's the death
you carry in yvou / red and captured; that makes the world /
shine for you /7 as it never did before” (38-41). We lsarn to
appreciate the light when it is taken from us. This does not
mean we want the light back forever: do we really want o
return o "unending noont? |

In the brilliant garden absent of love, how could Eve
not choose to =at the fruit when "[{ijlove is choosing, the
‘snake said" (43). Eve chose — that is, she loved — and she
learned. The speaker concludes her myih, like Page, with the
lanouage of communion. The snake says, “"The kingdom of god
is within vou / because you ate it" (44-45). Eve eats the
gdom of god — and now knows
the darkness as well as the light. This revisionist myth
ends before the sypulsion scene of the patriarchal version.
Iin this static Eden, which is no Faradise for her. Eve
chooses — she opis for action.

The speakers of DthEFAﬁtNDDd snake poems sugaest that
the snake is nolt a devilish figure offering dark. Torbidden
knowledge. In "Eating Snake,” "Psalm to Snake,” and “&fter
Heraclitus,® fTor sxample;, she likens the snakese to a deitv.

In Re—inventing Eve, Kim Chernin summarizes s Gnostic tale

in which the snake is percsived differently from the way
patriarchy has cast it. The snake "who comes to counssl

disobedience is an enlightenment figure, an Instructor. It
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iz not the snaks in the grass, the vile serpent,; the fallen
Lucifer. This snake is a wisdom teacher,; the form in which
fhe female spiritual principle now presents herself® (170).
Far inagd’s speaker; the snake is a god figure and it
becomss an image of herself.

Atwood ' = speaker completely dismisses the phallic
associations of the snake in the witty opening of "Eating
Snake"” in order to examine religious rituals. She instrucis
her phallocentric detractors to “{Forget the phallic
symbholism: / two differences: / snake tastes like chicken,; 7/
and who ever credited the prick with wisdam?f" (548), Having
discouranged the phallocentric reading of her poem. the
speaker can now proceed with what this poem is really about:
gating snake.

The speaksr begins by confessing, "1 too have taksn the
god into ey mouith, 7/ chewed it up and trisd not to choke on
the bones® {(1-2)}. "All peoples are driven 7/ fto the point of
eating their gods /7 afier a time® {(9-1il1})., EhE‘thEﬂ ohserves.
The religious ritual of symbolically eating the body and
dirinking the blood of one’'s god is a cross—cultural
ocourrence, according to the speaker. The reason peopls
partake in this ritualistic sating is

=== the old greesd

for a plateful of outer space, that craving for
darkness,

the lust to feel what it does to you

"when yvour teeth meeset in divinity, in the flesh;
when yvou swallow it down

and you can ses with its own cold eves
look out through murder. {(11-17)
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This speaker gains knowledge and understanding as she
swallows her portion of the god. By consuming the divins
flesh, she becomes,; to some extent,; divine herself. Recall
the snake’'s words in "Quattrocenio®: "The kingdom of god is
within you / because you ate it" {44-43). This metonymic
transfer explains why people participate in this ritual.

¥et after her speculation on the significance af this
cross—cultural act; the speaker dismisses her own
participation. "This is a lot of fuss to make about mere
lunch: /7 metaphysics with onions” (18-1i%9}, she observes: "It
was only a snake atter all” (Z24). While the snake has
significance as a deity for the speaker, she is very careful
to downplay her gating of it. For her, this act is not a
sacrament. The snake is not to becoms a new Logos in the
patriarchal vision of religion. It is her god and she
honowrs 1t in her own way.

The speaker honours her deity by creating & song for it
in "Fsalm to Snake.” Praising her god/goddess, the speaker
lists the marvelous paradoxes of the snake:

a shift among dry leaves

when thers is no wind,

a thin lins moving through

that which is not

time, creating time,

a voice from the dead, obligus

and silént= (3—2)

This is a deity which is there sven when it is not there,

that speaks sven when it is silent. The speaker’'s use of
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paradoxes to describe the snake is also evident in a Gnostic

poem called the Thunder, Ferfect Mind in which the speaker

is a feminine power describing her own paradoxical nature:
I am the first and the last. 1 am the honored onese and
the scorned one. I am the whore, and the holy one. 1 am
<the mother> and the daughter....l am she whose wedding
is great and I have not taken a3 husband....I am
knowledge, and ignorance....l am shameless:; I am
ashamed. I am strength; and I am fear....I am foolish,
and I am wise....I am godless, and I am one whose BGod
is great. {Fagels, Gnostic Tales 46)

In order to describe the nature of the god/goddess Tigure,

both speakers find conventional language impreciss; they

resort o paradoxes in order to communicate the slusive

gquality of the fTigure. Womsn are not “"Woman”. They cannot bs

categorized into simple constructs, in spite of patriarchy’'s

efforts to do just that. Confined to patriarchal language,

these speakers try to define their existence and find the

fo]

only way to do so is to say, YI am pneither this nor that;
am both this and that" because patfiarchal definitions
oversimplify.

The speaksr in "Psalm to Snake” continues to sing of
the snake’'s god/goddess—like power. It is a "[plrophet under
a stone. 7/ I know vou're there / even when I can't ses you®
{(i1-13). In her experience of the world: this zspeaker has
learned to rely on more than just her vision. When she does
rely on vision, she can see not only what is present; but
also what is abaent:

I see the trail you make
in the blank sand; in the morning
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I ses the point

of interssction,; the whiplash

across the eve. {14-18)

This speaker's ability to perceive absence challsnges
patriarchal vision which focuses on the perception of that
which is present, as 1 observed in my discussion of
phallocentricity. Her god may be subordinated to the
higrarchical wvision of patriarchy which values only thne
Father, but she still sses the traces of her deity and
writes this sacred song to it.

"After Heraclitus® begins with the speaker’s
recollection of an instructor who guoted one of the
patriarchs whose primary concern was presences and absences:

The snake is one name of God,

my teacher ssid:

All nature is a fire

we burn in and are

renewed., one skin

shed and then anothesr. (1-6)

For Heraclitus, things exist and then they are gone; nothing
lasts — there is no permanence in the universe. The
implication of this philosophy is that things must be
visible to exist. For God to sxist, he must be visible: the
snake is one name of God.

But for the speaker, the snake as god/goddess has
power . She explains: "This is the voice / vou could pray to
for the answers / to vour sickness" (14-16). "You do ngt

pray;" {(1%) she observes of the patriarchal “"vou,” "but go
for the shovel. /7 cld blood on the blade" (19-20).

Heraclitus may be right, to the sxtent that patriarchy fails
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to recognize the deity around iit, and kills it - it exists
and it passes away. There is no permanence. Yet, like the
sﬁake in "Buattrocento,” this snake knows the secrets of
knowledge: it understands darkness. The speaker explains
these powers to the patriarchal "vou®s

CBut pick it up and vou would hold

the darkness that vou Tear

turned flesh and embers,

coal powsr coiling into vour wrists

and it would be in vour hands

whers it alwavs has been. (21-24)
Still, the listener is skeptical and unwilling to yvield the
power he perceives he has, not only in his hands, but also
in the phallus. He refuses to acknowledge that the power has
always been in his hands. vet it is with his hands that he
can kill this godfogoddess that is flesh and embsrs combining
to form Cool power. The speaker’s only recourss is to point
out its flaws to the patriarchy.

In Atwood’' s poems, the snake is a powsrful,
knowlaedgeable fTigure much malioned by the patriarchal
version of the Edenic myth. Through a series of poems. she
revises a mythology for the snake; an emblem of woman
herself. The patriarchal version has conflated the sin and
the sinner; Eve listensd o the snake so they are both
condemned. Atwood restores both in her snake posms.

In "Mother Tongue," Lorna Crozier reevaluates the
patriarchal myvih of Eden by examining the relationship

hetween Eve and the snake: "It was the snake she wanted /7

not the apple / though she bit into its hard flesh, /7
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finding the star at the centre” (8-11). Eve’'s curiaosity
about the snake is partially a sexual desire because its
tongus “flicked across the woman’' s skin /7 and she'd have
done anvthing,; 7/ living as she did with a man 7/ who wouldnt
touch her” {4-7}). As I sxplain in chapter one, senses other
than vision, particularly touch,; are importanit to women
posts. The snake, unlike the man, intuits Eve’'s need and
responds. |

It is not merely sexual attention that Eve nesds from
the snake,; howevar. As Kié Chernin points out in her

pgychnlugical-revisign of the Eve story,. Re—inventing Eve,

Eve, our rebel, has besn Torbidden two things in the
Garden of Eden. One of them is knowledge. The other is
food. She knows the risk involved but goes ahead anyway
and consumes knowledge. Therefore, we ask: what kind of
knowledge is this,; associated with food, for which this
first woman was compulsively hungering? Could it be
knowledge of her capacity to become something far
different than the Father God, creating her in his
image, intended her to be? (xvii)
Like &twood s speaker, who consumes knowledge — the kingdom
of god — in the form of the snake, Crozier’' s speaker recasts
Eve: her act of defiance against the patriarchy is an act of
self discovery. In Crozier ' s revisionist poesm, the snaks has
touched "esvery part of her [Evel / inside and out, 7/ tasting
severything” (153-17). This snake’' s knowledge of BEve is ons
that engages the senses — the snake touches her, it tastes
her. The speaker suggests that the snake’'s knowliedge is

regarded as a threat by the patriarchy and

ftihat' s why we ' ve been taught
to fear them-
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It isn't the snake itsslf,
its sudden areen or orange flame,
but what it knows. (18-22)
The snake knows Eve; and can impart to her its knowledge of
har. Through the snake image. then, women become familiar
with their own bodies and with their selves. In Atwood’s

lesson on Snakes” we hear echoes of “The Apple,” in which
Fage' s speaker notes the similarity between the snake’'s eve
and the striped flower. Atwood s speaker also likens the
snake to a flower:
=== this one

opens itis]l moukth as wide as it can

showing fangs and a throat

like the view down a pink lilvy,

double tongue curved out like stamens.

The lilies do it to keep
from being saten,; this dance of snakes

and the snakes do it to kesp from being
2aten also. (1-9)

fis Alicia Ostriker observes in Stealing the Language, “The

identification of woman with flower is at least azs old as

the Homan de la Rose" {(i0B). The flower, which Atwood’' s

speaker associates with the snakes, vrepresents the female
body. Az women become more adventurous and more asseritive in
the s«ploration of their bodies, and of their selves, how
could the fathers not view this knowledge as a threat to
their position of power? If women knew their selves, they
would no longer alliow themselves to be subjugated as the
patriarchal myviths prescribe.

It is not only the Edenic myth which Canadian women
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poets rewriite through their snake posms. While the Bible is
probably the most powerful tool patriarchy has to subjugate
women by perpetuating oppressive mythologies, there are
other non—-religious mythologies which the patriarchy also
deems universal texts. Classical myths and fairy tales also
need to be revised by these women posits because these hexis,
too, have been accomplices in patriarchy’'s creation of
destructive mythologies for women.

In Jay PHacpherson’'s fTirst "EBEuryvnome" poem, it is clear
that women are the victims of patriarchal revisionary
mythmaking. The goddess, stripped of her creative power, is
relegated to the role of mers childbearer for the god’'s
wills

in the snake s embrace mortal she lies,

Dies, but iives Lo renew her torment,

Under her. rock; night on her eves.

In the wall around her was set by One

Upright, staring, to watch for morning

With bread and candle; her little son. {i—-6)

Mo longer is this snake the "great serpent Ophion" (Graves
27} which Eurynome created from the north wind,; Boreas, and
which she wills to impregnate her. No longer doss BEurynome
lay the Universal Egg which, when it hatches, spills out the
sky,. water, earth and all their inhabitants. Instead, this
is 5 woman bersft of powsr, fTorced to submit herself to the
progenitive wills of the Father, the "One," in order to
perpetuate the patrilineal line — she bears him "a little
son® {&),.ﬁs Russell Brown and Donna Bennett observe,

"Macpherson here shows how matriarchal myths are altered by



subsequent patriarchal cultures; with the universal
progenitrix displaced by a male creator and becoming simply
the bearer of his progeny” {(2790). The patriarchal culture,
by ravising classical myihs, creates a destructive mythology
which women are now exposing.

In her more playful poem, the second "Eurynome,®
Macpherson’'s speaker invokes the classical creative goddess
and her powsr by advising women to reclaim their right to
choice. Recognizing that there are women afraid to submit
themselves to the "mistake® of patriarchal vision. she
declarez: "Come all old maids that are squeamish / &nd
afraid to make mistakes, 7 Don’t clutter vour lives up with
boyfriends: 7/ The nicest girls marry snakes” (1—-4}). By
invoking the mythical goddess, Eurynome, though her title,
the speaker suggests that like that first female creative
goddess who chose her mate and thus her mode of creativity.
contemporary women who are heaitaat to participate in
patriarchy s oppressive role for them can make their own
choices, including decisions about their sexual partners.
Macpherson's first "Eurynome" poem ssriously points to the
dangers of allowing the patriarchal revisions of female
mythologies to predominate. In her second "Eurvnome;: ™ she
revises the patriarchal revision, thereby recovering women’' s
mythology. By associating old maids with their Temale
creator—ancestress, she empowers women and shows them how to

bresak free of the shackles of patriarchal mythologies.



Instead of revising a patriairchal myth in order to
snpower women, in “The White Snake” Atwood s speaker revises
a Tairy tale in order to warn the patriarchy of the dangers
of mythmaking. The modern souwrce for "The White Snake” is
one of the stories collected by the Grimm brothers. In the
story, & wise king maintains his wisdom by eating a secret
dish at the end of his dinner. His curious servant sneaks

some leftovers to his room ons evening and discovers that

an

his secret dish is a white snake. The servant,. too, sats of
the s=nake,;, and immediately hears the language of animals.
Because of this ability, the servant learns that the GQueen’s
ring, which he has been accused of sisaling; has been
swallowed by a duck. He is rewarded with a horse and money
and ssts out as a travelsr who, during his sojourns, saves
some animals which promise, in return, to remsmber him-. He
falls in love with a Frincess, but must first prove his
worth to her by completing a task that is almost impossible.
When he accomplishes the first feat, through the help of his
animal fTriends, the fickle princess ssts him off on other
tasks. In a strange twist on the Edenic story: the last
request of the Frincess is that he bring her the apple from
the Tree af-Life, The servant is again helped by the animals
he befriended and the story concludes:

The youth, Tull of joy; set out homewards, and took the
Golden Apple to the King's beautiful daughter, who had
nowWw no more excuses left to make. They cut the Apple of
Life in two and ate it togethesr: and then her heart

became full of love Tor him; and they lived in
undisturbed happiness to a grsat age. (74)
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The fairy tale has besn revised by more than one

contemporary Temale post. Anne Sexton, in Transformations.

revigses the story in a somewhat idealistic —— man—from—the—
wrong—class—gets—the Frincess —— vyelt ironic telling. The
marriage of the traveler and the FPrincess is described as “"a
kind of coffin, F a kind of blue funk® {117-11iB). HMarriags
may not he all that it is made out to be in fairy tales iv
the confines of the coffin are proof - vet these two appear
to be happy. fAtwood’ s revision of ihe tale, sitripped of the
wise king,; the finicky princess,; and the happilv-—-ever—afiter—
ending is a warning against patriarchal vision.

The posm opens with a description of the rarity of the
white snake:

The white snake is to be found,; says legend,

at the dark of the moon,

by the forks of road; under three-leaved treess,

2t the bottoms of unsounded lakes.

It looks like watsr

freszing. It has no sves.

It lays guaritz eggs and fTorelslls the future. (1-7)
Sitwood s spgaker describes a mythic snake which can only be
found through a guest. "I¥ yvou can find it and =at it," she
sexplains, "then vou will wunderstand 7/ the languages of the

animals" (8-1G¢). When a man finds the prophetic snake and

gats the "sacred body of living snow" {(13). he is no

lns

flooded with glorious sounds and knowledge which will
smpower him. Insiead, the speaker says, the “sound poured
over him / like 3 wall breaking,; like a disaster”™ (15-14}.

in spite of his new—Tound knam}edges the man is rendered



blind and mute.

"Bewareg of the white snake,” the poem concludes,
"Choose ignorance” {(25-24). Yet the spesker does not leave
the revision there. She parentheti;ally remarks that
"{Ltlhere are no white snakes in naturel}" (27). If this is
the case, why tell the story? This snake posm is perhaps
less about the snaks énd morz about the man. The posm speaks
to men’s presumptuous belief that they have the right to all
Lnowledge of all kinds. Yet men’'s consuming guest for
knowledge from the snake is centuriss old, as Merlin Stone

gexplains in Mhen God WHas a Womans:

In the writings of Philostratus,; he cleimed that it was
guite common for Arabians to wnderstand divine
revelations, especially the sounds of birds, sxplaining
that they had acguired this ability by feeding
themsslves the heart or liver of serpents. (212)
By neqgating the sxistence of the white snake;, Atwond’'s
speaker suggests that the issue is not whether or not snakes
have divine knowledge or prophetic abilities. What she feels
compelled to comment on is the view of the patriarchy that
it has a diving Fight to that knowledge.
Fage, Atwood, Crozier, and Macpherson are all engaged

in revisionist mythmaking in these snake poems. What becomes

clear is that this process of revisionist mythmaking is

wfy

actually an act of reconstitution or recovery. It is the
male literary tradition which is guilty of revisionism, as

the Biblical scriptures, classical myths, and fTairy tales

reveal. These women posis retwn the snaks image to an
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earliser symbolic meaning Tound in the Gnostic Gospels, and
classical and pre-Biblical myths.

The

"y

atriarchal version of the Edenic 311 has had
enormous impact on the male imagination, and hence. on the
mythology of women. These women poets object to the
patriarchal version, as Crozieser remarks in an interview with
Doris Hillis: "Perhaps ong of the reasons the Edenic mvih
dossn’t work out here [in western Canadal] is because our
gardening season is a very short one” (Hillis 112).
Underiying Crozier' s practical observation that the Edenic
myth is inappropriate because of geoography is the
implication that the patriarchal myvih is inappropriate as a
universal truth for all of humanity.

In her own revisionist myth, Chernin obssrves that
*Ielorn in a patriarchal garden, Eve still knows Ennugh>£a
pay atiention to dreamsms and listen fto animxls when they come

by to chat. We have forgotten thait dreams bring guidance.

'

snakes wisdom” (xxi). Just as Eve listens to and, iﬁ fact,
identifies herself with the snake;, so these Canadian women
poets also Tind knowlsdge in the snake. For them, the snake
is an smblem of their ability to create their own myths by
revising dominant mythologies. As we shall sese in the next
chapter, the snake also becomes an emblem of femaie
language. The snake, an agent of non—conveniional language,

becomes a model fTor these posts who wreite in a non-—

logocentric, female language of the body.



*Speaking the Flesh": Canadian Women Fosts Create

Mon—logocentric Language

I used to write diaries when I was voung but if I
put anvihing down that was under the skin I was in
terror that someone would read it and ridicule me;
50 I always burnt them bhefore long... I wonder why
wWwe are always ashamed of our best parts and try to
hide them. — Emily Carr

All we can do is write our way home. — Beisy

Warland

Throughout this thesis I have besn examining women’'s-
efforts to claim their own mvihology by revising patriarchal
myths which are destructive and which do noit truly refiect
WOmEn ' S Experieﬁce= These poets arse also concernsd with
language and with removing it frnﬁ its male—oriented,
phallocentric connotations so that it can be used to record
women ' s gxperience. The fact that language is male-orisnted
does not escape Betsy Warland who in her posm—essay "the

breasts refuse” observe

ut
un

Hehbster s Condensed Dictionary of the English Language
Twantieth Century Edition {(1904)

egstablishing the correct

spelling, pronunciation, and definition of words

based on

The Unabridged Dictionarv of Noah Webster

same bBlack bumpy—-leather cover

as the Bible

pages edged with red

not af her curse

but of his victory. (I.Z1-31}
It iz not surprising that the Bible and diztinnary resemble
each other; both are patriarchal tools used for ascribing

and defining universal truths or meanings. Indeed, language

545
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is not only phallocentric, it is logocentrici that is; as
Toril HMoi explains the Derridian term, “the mainstream of

Western thinking [is] logocenitric. due to its comsistent

priwvileging of the Logos, the Word as a metaphysical
presence” (17%9}).
The danger of logocentric thinking is svidenced in

Erich Neumann's Jungian study, The Origins and History of

Consciousness, in which heumann makes assumptions about the

western cultures:s

Although from antiguity right down to recent times we
see a new and differently patterned canon of culture
continually superceding the previous oneg; the West has
nevertheless succeesdad in achisving an historical and
cultural continuity in which sach canon graduoally came
to be integrated. The structurs of modern consciousness
rests on this integration; and at each periocd of its
development the £go has to absorb essential portions of
the cultural past transmitited to it by the canon of
values smbodied in its own culture and syvstem of
gducation. {xviii}

Meumann., blind to his own patriarchal biases, fails to
acknowisdge that values within western culture vary
according to gender,; cClass, race; and religion-. The “canon
of values" he documents are patriarchally defined; and hence
he finds their countesrpart in patriarchal versions of
myvithology.

The Tirst myth Meumann describes is that of. the
Uroboros, the snake with its tail in its mouths

4z the Heavenly Serpent, the wuroboros was known in

ancient Babyloni in later times, in the same area, it

was ofiten depicted by the FMandaeans; its origin is

ascribed by HMacrobius to the Phoenicians. It is ths

archetvpe of the é&%r%ic&fa the All One, appearing as
Leviathan and as Aion. as Oceanus and also as the
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Frimal Being that says: "1 am 4lpha and Omegsa.” (10}
In his logocenitric description of the snake, MNeumann defines

= i

it as an image of the round,; as a symbol of sternity. As

Bervl Rowland explains in Andimals With Human Faces. the

image of the snake as round continued to be common in
patriarchal culture: "There are numerous examples of the
serpent appearing alones as the symbol of prudence, and
probably for this reason it was adopted as a device by many
garly printers. Sometimes the serpent of prudence is in the
form of a circle® (147}). The significance of the round
snake and its association with printing, language, the word,
cannot be undersstimated. Neumann links the round snake and
the word to the original (patriarchal) creation:s
Understandably enough, the creative principle that
brings the world into being is derived from the
creative nature of man himselif. Just as a man - our
figures of speech say the same thing today — brings
forth his creations from his own depiths and “"expresses®
himself, so do the gods. In liks manner Vishnu the Boar
scoops the sarth out of the sea and the god ponders the
wnrld in his heart and sxpresses it in the crsative
word. The word, speech, is a highsy product,; the
utterance af one sunk in himself; in his own depths.
(21}
Meumann explains the evolution of patriarchy’'s valorization
of the word. Because of the creative capahilities he

possessas through language, man is able to emulste his god's

creativi

pt
rt
|~<

oy writing. Logoceniric language sxists becauss
the patriarchy believed that this creative manipulation of
language belonoed te the realm of men.

In the introduction of her religious/ philosophical/
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archenlogical study of myths, When God Was & Woman, FMerlin

Stone points out the patriarchal biases of logocentric
language:

Faving close attention to semantics, subtle linguistic
undertonss and shades of meaning, I noticed that the
word “"cult,” which has the implicit connotations of
something less Tine or civilized than "religion.” was
nearly always applied to the worship of the female
deities, not by wministers of the Church but by
presumably objective archaenlogists and historians. The
rituals associated with the Judeo—Christian Yahweh
iJdehovah) were always respectfully described by thess
same scholars as "religion.® (x%)

In spite of, or rather, because of this patriarchal culture
which privileges certain kinds of religion; and a specific
canon of values, it is important for women writers to put
the words back in women’'s mouihs and hands.

I say "back" in women s mouths because, as Stone
discoversd, language may not be the invention of men,
despite patriarchal claims to the contrary. Stone documents
a number of so—called pagan goddesses with whom language is
associateds

In India the Goddess Sarasvati was honored as the
inventor of the original alphabet, while in Celtic
Ireland the Goddess HBrigit was sstesmed as the patron
deity of language. Texits revealed that it was the
Goddess dMidaba in Sumer who was paid honor as the one
who initially invented clay tablets and the art of
wiriting. She appeared in that position earlier than any
of the male deities who later replaced Her. The
official scribe of the Sumerian heaven was a woman. Bul
most significant was the archeological svidence of the
zarliest examples of written languags sao far
discovered; thesse were also located in Bumer. at the
temple of the2 Gueen of Heaven in Erech, written thers
over five thousand vears ago. Though writing is most
often said to have been invented by man, however that
may be defined, the combination of the abovs factors
presents a2 most convincing argument that it may have
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actually been woman who pressed thoss first meaningfual
marks into wet clav. {3)

Although the patriarchy has appropriated language, women
pocsis arse seizing it back. Margaret Atwood, in her essay "I7
¥ou Can’t Say Something Mice: Don’t Say Anvihing a4t ALL,"
explains the difficulty of being a woman in a gat%iarchal
world which operates in logocentric language: "We spent a
1ot of time wondering if we were "normal.’ Some of us
decided we weren t. Romadyv—io-wear did not guite it us.
MNeither did language® (14). By reclaiming language. womsn
posts no longer Tind themseslves trying to make male-oriented
language fit:; instead,; they are rediscovering a language
suited to them — a languages of the body-

Some writers have already sxperienced a patriarchal
bBacklash against writing in this sexuallyv—infused language.
Lorna Crozier, one poet who has sutffered this backlash,
explains the naturs of the patriarchal gripe against her
poRtyry:

It isn't a girl masturbating, or carvots "fucking the

sarth,” or a tongus fTinding peas clitoral "as it slides

up the pod." that makes some people go berserk. It is
women writers saving — hey here’s ancther way of
iooking at things you thought were wrappsed up, tied
with string, storsed in the basement. We’'re going to
open the packages and surprise you. We'vye going to tell
vou soms secreis and expose some lies. We're going to
peel some vegetables and show you what’'s underneath the
skin. (%3]

Az Crozier observes, the patriarchy is threatensd by this

new language of the Temals flesh. In their snaks poems,

Margareit Atwood, Betsy Warland, and Lorna Crozier uncoil the
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snake from its patriarchal, logocesntric associations in
ogrder to find a way of s:xpressing women 5 sxXperi=nce through
a language of the bodv. Thes snake’ s tongue — described in
various poems as black, red, or forked — is significant to
these poets because the tongue is an implement of language
and expression, and also because these poets Tind themselves
speaking in tonguss — they crzate a non—-logocentric, fsmale
language of the body which is unfamiliar to the patriarchy.

In many of Atwood = snaks poems, the snake is
associated with language:; 8twond’s snakes handle language to

varving degreses. For exampla, in YBad Fouth,” the snake doss

ok communicate. The speaker notes: YBetween us thers is no
fellow feeling, 7/ as wiiness: a snake cannot scream® (24—
27}. This snakes is completely incapable of oral
comnunication. "Alone among the animals /7 the snake doess not
sing® (4i-4F), the speabksr obsserves. This is a snake which
cannot scream, na? can it sing: vet; as the last two lines
suggest, perhaps there is an explanation: YThe reason Tor
them is the sams 7/ as the reason for stars, and not human®
(4544} . The gap beitween snakes and humans may not be the
snake’'s failure to communicate, but the result of human’'s
inabilityv to comprehend things not human. Humans are guilty
of valorizing human thought:; that is, the patriarchy
privileges the Western lLogos, and thus fails to comprehend

things that are "othsr."

While there is 3 mysterious communion between the snake
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and the human in “"Bad Mouth,” there is no sxpression they
can share. Although the snake in “Lesson on Snakes" does not
speak, thers is communication betwesen it and humans. The
spzaker observes that
fslince they canncit talik:

the snake is a mute
except for the sound like stsam
sscaping from a radiator

it makes when cornered:

something puncitured and leaking. (7—-14)
Although the snake does not communicate in verbal language,
the human speaker is, nonetheless, able to register not only
the sound the snake makes when it is threatened, but also

the meaning of that sound.

In the mythical posm, "The White Snake.® the snake

T

oasssses powers that have to do with language. "I vou can
find it and sat it." the speaker sxplains.: "then you will
understand /7 the languages of the animals® (B-i0). The human
yvearns to learn a different kind of knowledge. a differsnt
kind of language. But when ﬁe finds the snake and esats it,

[hluman speech left him.

For the rest of his life, emptised and mute

he could do nothing but listen

to the words, words around him sveryvwhsre like rain

falling-

{21-24}
Not only does the man lose his abhility to use conventional
ianguage, but he is wunable to sxpress himself in this new
language. Just as women are victimized by the deluge of

patriarchal language, he is Tlooded by language which doss

ot fit him.
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The speakers of Atwood s snake poems make it clear:
thare are different kinds of language and trving to make
conventional, patriarchal language fit women is senseless.
In "Eating Snake.” the speaksr is highly critical of the
assumption that logocentrism is grounded in Truth. The
speaker deacriheé the snake she was served Tor lunch:

The énake Was not sEEvEﬂ with its tail in its mouth

as woulid have been appropriats.

Instead the cook nailed the skin to the wall,

complets with rattles,; and the head was mountsd.

It was only a snake afier all. (20—24)

The speaker deflecis the significance of her lunch, orFr as
she calis it, "metaphvsics with onions” (191, in ordsr o
deflate the importance of logocentric Truths. She responds
Epeﬁifically to the patriarchal thinking we sse in the
writings of such fathers as Neuwmann.: particularly when she
parenthetically concludes: "{Nevertheless: the authorities
agreed: / God is round)" (25-326). Opposing the closed Tixity
of logocentrism, the speaker notes that this snake is not
like Neumann’ s Urobhoros which svymbolizes the etsrnal
privileging of pairiarchal power. While this snake is a
*god® {1}, it is not the god of the Logos: it is not the
never snding Alpha and Omega. This god does not imposs
Tinity.

The snakes in Y"Fsalm to SBnake® is not merely an image
the speaker uses in order to talk about and criticize
logocentrism; it is language. The speaker begins her

invocation to the snake by saying: "0 snake, vou are an
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argument / for postry® (1-2). Certainly,; her veneration of
the snake, her need fTor its presence, is sufficient reason
or ocoasion for a poem. But the snake itself is an argument,
or "discourse meant to persuads” {Webster's). The snake is
discourse, it is exgreésiens it is language. Morse than that,
‘it is a means of communicating meaning — it is 3 word. The
speaker concludes her psalm by praising the snékez " long
word, cold-blooded and pesrfect? (1%). This god whom the
speaker praises doss not desm itselfd Logoss rather, she
bestows upon it the title of a Ylong word.® The speaker uses
no punctuation at the end of her psalm. Perhaps her psalm is
not compleie and this open texi suggesis a lack of fixity.
This long wordfssnake iz not clossed — it is nﬁt easily
defined. Meaning is an oopen system.

In the surrealistic "The Blus Snake.” the snake is
actually able to communicate in verbal language. The poem
opens with a comparison of the body to architecture: "The
snake winds through your head 7/ into the temple which stands
on a hill / and is not much visited now" {(1-3). In chapter
one I noted the denigrating uses of the architectural
metaphor by mals posts, particularly by Rosenblatt. In Y"The
Blue Snake.” however., the metaphor denigrates no one. Unlike
Lavion's snake which; at the end of *A Tall Man Executes a
Jig,*® coils around and wreathes the man's head; fTorming a
closed circle, this blus “snaks winds through your hsad®

and, the speaker puns, "into the temples.®
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The blue snake paasesées knowisdge which it can
cammunicéte5 as the speaker sxplains: "What doss it know /
that it needs to tell you? / What do vou nesed to be told?”
{10—-12). This snake is capable of articulation. and as the
speaker obssrves:

You are surprised to hear it spesk.

It has the voice of a flute

when you first blow into it,

long and breathless:; it has an old voice,

likte the blus stars, like the unborn,

the voice of things beginning and ceasing. {(13-18)

Its "pld voice...like the unborn, / the voice of things
beginning and ceasing” may suggest that the snake is
associated with Logos, buit the non—circular movements of ths
snake which "winds through vour head,” (1) “"swims towards
vou" {3) and reveals its “many palrs of delicate ribs /
unrolling like a feather® (2Z25-24) remove the bluese snake from
logocentric associations.

In spite of the snake’s ability to communicate in
verbal language, it is through non—conventional language
that the snake guides the "vou” Tigure to whom the speaker
addresses the posm. The speaker describes the events

following “"vou s rajsction of the snake:

Behind yvou the snakes [sic] dissolves
and flows into the rock.

On the plain below you is a river
vou know yvou must follow home. {Z0-33}

This snakes which swims Y"dry in the dry air® {4} and
"dissolves / and flows into the rock” {30-31)} becomes,

instead of a distant, fixed I Am, the guide this "vyou®
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nesds: it is the river "you® fullags home. Like the snaks-—
flower of chapisr one which is an ombklem of women’'s selF
recognition, this snake guides "vou® to a place where “you®
ie comforiable: bhome.

In "After Heraclitus.® the speaker again describes a
snake which smbodies langquage. She observes:

To talk with the body

is what the snake doss, letier

atier letter formed on the grass,

itself a tongue, looping its earthy hisroglvphs.

{710}
This snake creates its own non—conventional language as it
loops and talks with its body. “"Itseld a tongue” (10), the
snake becomes language. This snake then names itself in Bhis
self-created language: *This is the nameless one 7/ giving
itself a name; / one among man / / and your OwWn name as
well? {27-30). This snake which creates its own language

attains powesr. As Toril Moi, guoting EKramarae, observes:

*Feminists have consistently argusd that " those who have

e+
e
i}

power to name the world ars in a position to influence
reality’™® {158). The snake is empowered by this act of sslf-
naming. By naming what it is; it also names what it is nots
hencs, by acknowledging difference, it names “"vou.”

Just as logocentric language does not Tit Atwood, so
spoken language often does not fit the snake: yet something
about language can be learned from the snake. The snake
adopts non—conventional language; it becomss a tongue, a

language and it names itself. The snake, thersforse; becomss
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a model for women posts sesking a way Lo express women’ s
experience in a non—logocentric langoage. In the poetry of
Warland and Crozier, too; the association of the snake with
langquage is a significant image of empowerment.

Betsy Warland ' s book—lsngth snake poem,. serpent
{wirite. may be influenced by modernist poets such as
Marianng Moore. whose positry is inundated with guotations.
But HWarland’ 'z poetry might betier be describesd as Toril Mol
defines the work of the French feminist critics who "have
preferred to wark'an problems of textual, linguistic,
semictic or psychoanalytic theory, or to produces texts whers
poetry and theory intermingle in a challenge ito established
demarcations of genrse” (7). Heavily peppered with
guotations, Harland' s texit is boih poetry and thsory.

Like Atwood, HWarland negates the circular svmboliss of
the snake image when the speaker notes:

WHERE ARE WE?

surroundesd

waves rising )

*0ld cartograpbers used to put 5 snaks biting its £ail

Hall
in the cormer of the map to mark the placse where the
unknown began, where the sea streiched into an

unbroken horizon.® {(4.17-23)

The very structure of Wariand’ s poem defies the patriarchal
significance of the snake as vround, as eternity. The poem is
divided into sight sections or "twrns"® — Turn one, Turn Dwo,
Turn three.-.. This snake poem winds through its materials

it does not coil itself around it

&=

e
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he work of cartographers suggests, the patriarchy



has always been concerned with naming. Warland s speake
points to the precedent for this activity: Y"OSdam s words
nams / Eve' s words repsat / {lip servics) 7 sﬁe tunk the
pwonrds right out of His mouth" {1.2ZB7-3F0). Adam’ s naming was

tool of powsr in the garden and he maintainsed that power

i
-

r which

e
e

aftter his expulsion. Even in the GBnostic gospels,
Eve is zsignificantly more smpowered than she is in the

1 maintains power through

|....a

naming. Elaines Pagels sxplains the nature of th=ir
relationship:

ABocording to the gnostic text called Beality of the
Aulers, when fAdam fTirst recognized Eve, he saw in her
not a mere mariial pariner but a spiritual power:

frid when he saw her. he said, "It is vou who have given
me lifes: yvou shall be called Fother of the Living
[Evel; for it is she who is my Fotbther. It is shs who is
the Physician, and ths Woman, and She #ho Has Given
Birth." {44}

Whiis Eve may hold some spiritual powsr in the garden, Adam
ultimately holds the powsy bacauses he is the one who names
Eve, and in doing so. he names and empowsrs himself. As

s

spsaker obssrves, it is throuogh the patriarchal

ut

Hariland

activity of naming that we acguire language
i s how we acguired languags

ligion or myth is our narrative
our incessant story line
o cut, separate, Scripturs. manuscript,
riddlie, discriminate., sscrete, crigsis. (Z221-2935)

gesis, it is imperative for
women to break free of patriarchal naming.
Like Atwood, Warland finds a new language in which to

frese herself of the shackles of patriarchal scripting.
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Alluding to the patriarchal version of the Edenic myth,
Harland s spzaker finds her model for a new language:

signals on tree Tiber

this is my body (ieks. teui) tissue
sniff out vour lost nesds

the word mads flesh

icst flesh makes words

the serpent. serp—. crawls

cursed to the dust

*upon your belly vou shall go Ganesis
and dust yvou shall sat”

crawls in the dust

from which we were made

(éérebh—g grammar., paragraph crawl

serpent languags {(1.105-117)
in thé\serpent‘s crawl, the speaker finds serpent language -
a laﬁguage of the body — and a model langusge Tor herself.
The snake’'s language is not only a sodel tesxzt for the
speaker’'s language: it is a model for how we receive texts
as readers. The séeaker ?bserves:

;

this is how we read

;"

,/! )

I/ movemsnt
serpent movement. {3.15-183}

In ouwr guest for language, we becoms snake—like both in the
way we receive the text,; and in the way we create the text.
A= we becoms snake-like, we becoms the texit. Ws

figures of speesech we leave our marks

hunt ouwur absentminded selves

snitf the scentences of

one an Others’ wordprints

tongues our auxiliary organ of smell

flick at sach word. ({(8.147-1354&})

How, though, do women writers get to this point? Can

women writers simply assums the postures of an author and



Create a new language in a world clouded by patriarchal
vision? 45 Gilbert and Gubar point out, the realm of
literary creation has long bslonged to men:
Though many of these writers use the metaphor of
literary paternity in differsnt ways and for different
purposes, all seem overwhelmingly to agrese that a
literary text is not only speech guite literally
embodied, but also powsr mysteriously made manifest;
made flesh. In patriarchal Western culture, therefore,
the text’s author is a fTather, a progenitor, a
procreator, an assthetic patriarch whose pen is an
instrument of generative power like his penis. (&)
in a logocentric cultuwre, the word is made flesh, but only
by the literary fathers. The Fathers maintain the power to
name,; to script, because creative capabilities originate in
the pen—penis. Gilbert and Bubar point out the frustration
of thiz patriarchal view for women: "Wheres doss such an
implicitly or explicitly patriarchal theory of literature
leave literary women? IT the pen is a metsphorical penis,
with what organ can females generate texts?" (7).
HWarland s speaker,. too, ponders this guesstion of
generating texis and finds a way to give the words back to
WOME 3
He [Adam] writes with penis, pes—, pencil
Eve (wlrites with nipples, nadjia—. nib
She {(w)rites two

not opposite but diffesrent
speaks both sides of Her brain

A—dam speaks leTt — fesls ileft
Eve

the second hand the "second sex®
ambidextrous- {B.110-118)

Warland' s speaker places the authority of language with
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women by giving them the tools, the nibs, the mestaphorical
organs needed to write. Eve’'s {(wiriting is ritingg it is =2
ceremonial att; a celebration. By acknowledging Eve’'s use of
both sides of her brain, the speaker validates all kinds of
{wiriting: she opens the boundaries of the canon by not
privileging. as the patriarchy does, IEft*miﬁgEﬁﬁ logical

writing that fits into specific genres. The phallic pen of

-

the Fathers becomes. in Harland’'s text, the nippley nibs of
the Mothers with which they claim thsir voice of “"author—-I-
tw" (B.284). Once these women writers take up their nibs,
becoms snake—like in their approsch to langusge, and find
their voice ﬁf author—I—-ty, they become, like ths snaks, Yan

open circle / word without end® (8.209-210).

The subtitlie of serpent {(wirite is (3 reader’s gloss) .

The text is a commentary on or explanation of the
acquisition of language for women. In this contexi, "gloss”
iz a significant choice of word because of its associations
with "tongue.® The serpent’s tongue has been important in
this discussion of language, and through this text,
Warland s speaker speaks in tongues, creating her own
language. The speaker summarizes her activity:

the scenss of opposition

dis—cover

languans, lingua, tongue

has many sides

dialecis

a variety of languages ithat with other varietise

i

a2
constitutes g single lanquage of which no sing
variety is standard- (B.231-238}

i

Warland s text is the creation of a new dialecit; a femals
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language of the body and through it, she encourages other
womnen to discover their own dialect as well.

Lorna Crozier is alsoc concerned with the issuss of
language and naming. The poem "Fear of Snakes” ends with an
acknowledogement that there are differsnt kinds of language.
The snake pinned to the telephone pole twists and the
spesker sees “the beautiful green 7/ mouth opening, a
terrible dark O 7/ no one could hear® {(20-22). No longsr fres

to move, fres to creats its own language, this snake spsaks

o

he silence of its tervror and oppression. The speaker, a
victim of patriarchal oppression., comprshends the snake’'s
non—verbal language.

At the conclusion of “Sleeping With Snakes.” the
speaker also mentions two kinds of language — those of thse
snake and the woman. Although they do not speak the sams
varbal language.; there is communication and union betwsen

them

un

in the pauss

between Seasons,

hetween two languages
she sleeps among snakes,
the smell of her

on every listless
dreamy tongue. {28-34)

Like Eurvnome, the woman chiooses to mate with a snake, and
together they overcome language barviers.

In "Mother Tongus," COrozier’'s spsaker explains the kind
of language the free-moving snake is able to express as it

crawls over Eves



The sibilant syllables
’ speaking the flesh.

its whole body a primitive tongues
sliding over us,
spelling itself as it moves,
what it is and what it says
inseparahbhle,

womb—words,
the secret names that Eve knew

before Adam lined up a1l the animals
and carved his cold hard alphabet
beginning with the first

istter

of his own name. (24-354

o
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hat primitive tonguse — which knows its

i

languane, moves in its language, and is its language, is a
model for women posts — it spesaks ths flesh. It speaks a
language that-Eve bnows but does not articulate as Adam, who
rigidly lines up the animals,; begins the patriarchal process
af naming in a most solipsistic manner. We can get back to
that language if we listen to our own primitive tongues, 1T
we, like the snake,; speak the Tlesh.

The fezxr preventing women poests from speaking the fTiesh
is one of patriarchal backlash. The patriarchy defines and
categorizes, and anyihing that does not fit into that closed

circle of msaning is disregarded. Hitness: of the

i

ight
Canadian womsn opoets whom I mention or discuss in this
naper, anly three, Macpherson, FPage and Atwood, are
considered in the canon, and Crozier ﬁay he on the periphery
of that tigﬁt circle. Fosis such as Crozier have esdperienced
the patriarchal backlash first hand because of the sexual

£

energy of her work. In “Speaking the Flesh,” shz considesrs
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the sources of the patriarchal opposition:

There would be outcriss about other feminist poems and
novels that do not deal so explicitly with sexuality iF
those who shout Y"obhscenity" could find a way of
expressing their criticism. They can’'t with anvy
legitimacy (even in their own minds) cry, "Ban this
because it's new, because it upsets the balance of
power-" So they hook their protest on the sexual
imagery bscausese they have a precedent and a vocabulary
for doing so. They can cry, “Tilth." "diri,” smut,” and
not have to face what is really upsstting them — that
feminist writers are challenging the very way we sss
and live in the world. (22)

Feminist poesis musi continuese to challesnge the logocentric
vision of the patriarchy because, as Warland sxpresses it in
her poem—essay, “the breasts refuse,”

it we continue to accept language as a

given., ghabh—, malady

we must ask ourselves

are we then accomplices

of our White Fathers’ Honopoly Game To End #11 Monopoly
Dames

pur White Fathers® Haster Haces 7/ Space FPlan
our White Fathers® Big Bang. {(I1.98-104)

I¥ women posts continue to wre

ot
rr

te without sxamining the
medium in which they work, thay aré complicit in theisr own

victimization. The role of the fTeminist poet then is to

sgizre her own language. As Atwood acknowledges, “Feminism

-

as done many good things for women writers,; but surely the
-most important has besn the permission o say the unsaid. to
encourage women to claim their full humanity, which means
acknowledging the shadows as well as the lights" ("IT You
Can't Sav..." 24). The snake has bheen considersd a shadow in
patriarchal myithology. but these women are bringing it into

the light, and thus fturning the spotiight on themselves as






*The Flesh—Made bWord”: A Community Froject

For these Canadian women posis, the snake image is an
emblem of possibility. It suggesis the possibility of
gxpression in non—phallocentric languagE, it offers the
possibility of rewriting oppressive patriarchal myths, and
it offers a model of a non—logocentric, fTemale language. of
the body.

These Canadian women poesits disassociate the snake from
the phallic symbolism imposed by the male literary
imagination by emphasizing the imporitance of non-visual
sexparience. In her posm—essay,. the bireasts refuss." EetsyA
Warland articulates the significance of the sense of touch
to wWomen:

Eeﬁtenceq sentire, to feesl

over & over she’ s caught red-handed
feseling her way

with her own

sense, sent—, sentence

her own
lznauane, linoua, tongue. {I1.46-12)

Mot only is the sensese of touch imporitant to women, it is
significant in women s writing. Women poets sxpress their
sexperience of the world in terms of how the world feels, how

the world responds to their touch; how it fesls to he

Ing

ouched by the world. This emphasis on non—visusxl responses

i}
(wa
(u ]

to sxperience is a way Tor womeEn writer de—phallusize
the vision of their culture.

Another way thess writers alter the vision of their

74
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culture is by revising the dominant myths of the patriarchy.-
Lorna Crozier, in her esssy YSpesking the Flesh,® describes
the impact of feminist writing on the predominantly
patriarchal canon:

Feminism is. after all, a revolution. It has sitormed
the bastille of our literature as well as other
fortresses in our society. It is upsetting the
tradition, the patterns; the litsrary canon. It has
changed what is being written about;, and how, and by
whom. It has changed the oldest of stories, revised
what many thought were unitouchable texts. (F3)

In Feminism and Fostrv, Jan Montefiore opposes revisionary

3. 3

myithmaking becsuse it appears to be a couniterproductive
gnterprisse which only draws further attention to the
patriarchal texits. SBhe suggests another approach:
The work of creating a2 woman—centred discowrss in
poetry is not only a matter of imagining lost
matriarchiss. Egually important is the effort to
rethink history in predominantly female terms,
retrieving from oblivion not a lost matriarchy but a
community of WOmeMNa.s.. (85}
In the postrv of these Canadian women, the snake provides a
language in which these poets not only imagine lost
matriarchies (as the Eurynome poems and the many Eve pooms
suggestl; but also find a community of women. They Tingd a
gensration of mothsrs, they find themselves, and; as the
pchoses and allusions indicate, they find =ach other.
The image of the snake in thess poems is that of a
creator making and living its own language. The nscessity of
this creation of a new tongue, a new dialect, or a new

consiteliation of meaning, canncot be overemphasized. In

aling the Languags Hlicia Ostriker comments on the

m




dangers of the pervading patriarchal language:

Though the language we speak and write has been an
encoding of male priviliege, what Adrienne Rich calls an
"oppressor’s language” inadequate to describs or
sxpress women s sxpeErience, a "Law of ths Father" which
transforms the daughter to “ithe inwvisible woman in the
asylum corridor” or the Ysilent woman” without access
to authoritative sypression, we musht alsg have it in
our powsr to “seize speech® and maks it say what we
mean. More: there is a2 desire o make Temale spesch )
prevail.: to penstrate male discourse. o cause the sar
of man to listsn. (211}

The nesd for language which truly reflscts womsn’'s

.

sexperience is significant and it is also important that this

be a language that is heard by the patriarchal

x

sctablishment. Perhaps like the snake’'s tongues which licked
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m
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hilosophers of ancient eras to bestow

wisdom upon them, the snake’s tongus of Temals languags can

s

pensetrate the ears of the fathers of western cultiure.

Ferhaps the fathers will be wiss enough to listen and to
iparn, and then to begin the task of unwriting their own

destructive mythologiss which hav

m

kept women, like ithe
snake nailed to thes telephons pole, stuck in one place.
While ideslly Teminist women posts may write in order
to illuminate the patriarchal sstablishment; they also write
to satisfy their own need to communicate their frustrations
and celebrate their triumphs. The act of witing thess
snake posms is nét marely personal; these writers contribute
to and participate in a Canadian community of women posts.

Ostriker observes one difference betwesen the poetry of men

and women: "If the desp truth discoverable in men’s posms is
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that all men arse gach oither’ s rivals,; the squal and opposite

truth discoverable in women’'s poems is that we are all

dl

wh

alliss and poritions of ons anothesr® (i73). One of the grsat

discoveriss to arise from the poestrvy of a women’ s community

is, as Htwond obssrves in YIT You Can’t Say Something

Women are not Woman. They come in all shapes, sizes,
colours, classes, ages and degress of moral rectituds
They don't all beshave; think or el the sams; any more

than they all take SBize Eight. All of them are real-

Some of them are wonderful. Some of them are awful. To
deny them this is to deny them their humanity and to
Featrict their arses of moral choice to the sizse of &

teacup. (22
What comes out of postry of 38 community is not only
similarity, but differsnce simply beEcause women are

gitferent. Macpherson, Fage, &twood, Conn, Crozier. and

Warland form an interesting communiiy of women writing snaks

I'"I

poems. Certainly there is similarity sin

g they all have an
interest in experimenting with the snake image. But thers
are significant differences as well. For instance, can Jday

Macpherson, a dedicated adherent to Mortherop Frye's rigid

nln

ructuralist concepts of mythological patterns; really be
considered a feminist poet? Perhaps, if we examine her
positry Tor subversive subiext;, she is a feminist post. There

P

his community who

rt

are pther poets on the periphery of
should be mentioned. Diane Keating, a lesssr known poest,
concludes her snake posm, "Bottom of the Garden,.® with an

invocation: "0 Mother of Stones 7 ksach flowers to moan. 7 L

igarn to write 7/ with chalk of bones" (146—-1%). While her




posm i= not a5 sophisticated as others discussed here,

e
"8

mOast

v berause it is unclear who the speakers of various
stanzas are, Keating doss sxpress an interest in language
and uses a snake poem to do so.

If ths snake poem by Harlene Mourhese Fhiiip iz

indicative of her postry in genseral. she should b

resxianined because her message is valuable and she cxpresses

it in 2 sophisticated manner. The speaker of “Testimony

-t

inding

o}

n appropriate language, Tor not only is this

speaker & woman, she is black. Taward the end of the poem,

she Tinds a way of creating this appropriate language:
I shall
iie
with th=m

hed them with silesnce
thoge snakecs

wisdomed
with the 2vil

of words
to breed the again and
again

in breed

new bhresd
new race
Wwarrior race

|
!
]

i
1
W

of words
-— a nest—egg
that waits
hatch the sver
in wait. {(V.1B8—36)

Ixy
]

Recognizing the evil of the words of the dominant whits

culture, the speabker sxpressss her need for anothsy langusage

80,

to reflect her experiesnce. She proposes, like BEurvnome who

silseps with Ophion and hatches the nest—sgg that becomes ¢
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world, breeding a new languags by mating with the snake. As

Fhilip makes clisar, the problems of patriarchal language are
not diminished when issuss of gender are reconciled. The
patriarchy has assumsed it is superior nobt only because of
its gender, but also because of its colour, and this issue

too must be addressed by a communiity of feminist writers.

The imporitance of belonging to a community of posts

Ol

cannot be undersstimated. As Mary di Hichels confesses: Y1

nesd these women writers to make me feel at home in the act

[n]
ey

writing” {104). For this community of posts, the snsks is

& significant imsge ithrough which they address the problems

o

of language and naming in paitriarchal culture. Th

Iy
]
m

snake’'s

bt}

"

tongus — be it black, reﬁ; forked, or flicking — i1
pspecially significant bscause of iits link to language. as a
tool of expression, and also bhecauss it is a model for women
posts sesking a new tongue, a new dislect; a3 language of the

body, in which to communicate their sxperisnce.



APPENDIX

SLEEFPINMG WITH SMAKES

Thick as her arms;

211 skin and muscls

and hidden bons,

they nuzzle her

like s horss's mouth

fesding from her palm

or bunt her

with their flat, blunt heads
like cat=s.

Mostly they lis still
as the graen

on the underside of ice,
barely breathing,
drugged with cold

In the spring they 11 begin
to stir like water
close to the boiling point.
A change of heart,
a changs of skins.

For now
they ars tolerant,
insouciant,

as they putf and snors,
their vellow svyes

old as amher. Strangs
how she can warm herself
at such cold fires.

in the pauss

betwesn SEasons,

betws=en two languages,
she sleeps among snakes,
the smell of her

on every lizstless
dreamy tongues.

Crozisr; Lorna. Toronto: M&5, forthcoming Fa
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