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Fig. 12. Inside the back cover of L.M. Montgomery’s Red Scrapbook. 
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comet’s meaning primarily in relation to the items that surround it. “At the top half of the 

page,” Epperly writes, “the comet belongs to timeless romance; at the bottom, it may 

suggest human frailty. In a larger context,” she adds, “it may be a mature artist’s 

declaration of purpose and power” (166). Epperly’s hesitant approach is appropriate, 

given that the image remains tinged with mystery even as the items surrounding it modify 

and complicate its meaning. To the left, Ethel M. Hewitt’s poem, “An Epitaph of Egypt,” 

appears in contrast to the dark backdrop of Halley’s night. While it is certain that this 

published version of Hewitt’s poem appeared in the June 1910 issue of Harper’s 

Monthly, relatively little is known about the poet herself. A biographical note describes 

her only as “an English writer who has previously appeared in Harper’s” (130).17 In 

Hewitt’s poem, “An Epitaph of Egypt,” the “veil of sixty centuries lifts,” and the 

“weltering, western world” gives way to “sandy drifts” of ancient Egypt, where a solitary 

                                                
17 Hewitt actually published twenty poems in Harper’s Monthly between September of 1903 
and December of 1925; she also published three novels (The Heart of Sheba, 1890; In a 
Cinque Port: A Story of Winchelsea, 1894; and The Effacement of Oriel Penhaligon, 1894) as 
well as A Chaplet of Myrtle (1910), a book of devotional verse. Of these works, The Heart of 
Sheba may well tell us the most about “An Epitaph of Egypt,” described as it was at the time 
of its publication by one reviewer as “a tender romance” that “takes up a popular legend 
among Christian Ethiopians to the effect that the Queen of Sheba was their ancestress” 
(“New Books” 503). The appeal of Hewitt’s novel among female Victorian readers no doubt 
resided to a significant extent in its exotic storyline about a foreign land, one in which a 
woman of prominence has the power and agency to dictate, or, at the very least, to have some 
say in her fate. Recent studies have considered at length the relationship between feminism 
and Orientalism, as well as the ways in which Victorian proto-feminist novelists, poets, and 
painters imagined otherness visually and textually as a liberating territory in which to realize 
alternative white female subjectivities for themselves in nineteenth-century British society. 
Hewitt’s re-imagining of the Queen of Sheba narrative appears consistent with such motives, 
especially since her female protagonist, Balkis, is ultimately allowed to live out her days 
unwed (rather than having to share her love of Solomon with other women). 
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tomb keeps “Mena’s young daughter” (1-8). The poet’s insistence that she was “Sweet of 

heart” likely means to counter the biblical narrative of Solomon’s wife, the unnamed 

daughter of a pharaoh whose influence is understood to have led to her husband’s 

downfall. Reading the poem in this way establishes Hewitt as providing a romanticized 

end for an otherwise obscure, vilified figure by granting her a transcendent, eternal 

resting place beyond those male figures who otherwise enshroud her identity. Yet it is the 

final lines of the poem that make the connection between the image of Halley’s Comet 

and Hewitt’s figure most clear.  “The love that left thee with the stars,” writes Hewitt, 

“Still proves thee peerless in the dust: / More splendid than these gems which light / 

Death’s way for kings with quenchless flame” (27-30). Within the context of 

Montgomery’s scrapbook page, the comet could thus be construed – in relation to the 

poem adjacent to it – as either the tireless symbol of the daughter’s lasting “love” that is 

“splendid” and “peerless;” or, alternatively, as one of the decidedly masculine “gems 

which light / Death’s way for kings.” Given that the year of the comet’s appearance was 

also marked by the death of King Edward VII (6 May 1910) and literary royalty in the 

person of Mark Twain (21 April 1910), the latter of these interpretations seems just as 

plausible, especially considering the way in which Montgomery aligned her own 

fascination with Egyptian history with behaving boldly, and in such a way that defies 

male authority.18  

                                                
18 In a journal entry dated 16 September 1910, she recounts a dinner party in which she spoke 
quite “sassely” to a male guest on topics that included ancient Egyptian history. “At one end 
of the table,” she writes, “was a man I did not know and at the other, just at my right hand 
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 A similar boldness shows through the other clippings that make up the Halley 

scrapbook page. In the lower right corner, an envelope containing the wedding notice of 

Oliver MacNeill, a suitor Montgomery had rebuffed the previous year, appears just below 

a brief anecdote in which a young girl is baffled by a classroom activity. “As a slight 

diversion,” the notice begins, 

 the teacher suggested that each child in the class draw a picture from which she  

 could guess what the child wanted to be when grown. All sorts of articles were  

 illustrated: books for bookkeepers, hats for millners, etc. One little girl, however,  

 had a blank sheet.  

                                                                                                                                            

 

was a homely, red-haired, insignificant individual who, I had been told by someone, was a 
human being named Brock [. . .]. Accordingly, I held him in no awe and talked to him quite 
‘sassely,’ laying down the law on the politics of ancient Egypt (the history of which I have 
been studying lately) and the untimely fates of the British Empire, contradicting him flatly as 
to democracy’s designs and telling him the story of how I once got drunk on a medicinal dose 
of whisky. Later on I was somewhat horrified to discover that he was really Lord Percy, the 
A.D.C. [aide-de-campe] in waiting of the Earl’s suite” (SJ 2: 15). While Montgomery may 
have been “horrified” by her discovery, she nevertheless admires herself in the moment. It is 
telling, too, that she should be laying “down the law” on ancient Egypt just a few months 
after the publication of Hewitt’s poem, and just before she recalls her youthful spell of 
accidental intoxication, which, of course, had already inspired Diana Barry’s encounter with 
currant wine. In assembling these safely provocative elements – each suggestive of self-
assertion, well-read worldliness, and harmless rebellion – Montgomery characterizes herself 
as confident and at ease in the company of guests, even when they included a visiting 
Governor General and his aide-de-camp. This entry also makes clear the connection between 
Montgomery’s interest in ancient Egypt and a latent desire to be at ease in the company of 
men. Her casual refutation of evolving colonial self-governments in favour, presumably, of a 
strong monarchy that recalls “the laws and politics” of an ancient civilization indicates 
Montgomery was intrigued by a society where men and women both held power and were 
understood to have similar legal status. These topics of conversation, run together as they are, 
create a portrait of an energized Montgomery, her spirit and humanity both generously on 
display.      
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  ‘Why, Doris, don’t you want to be anything when you are grown?’ 

     ‘Yessum,’ said Doris; ‘I want to be married, but I don’t know how to draw 

  it.’ 

Materially, this “diversion” fills the space between the image of Halley’s Comet and the 

wedding notice that remains tucked out of sight. On the one hand, the comet appears fully 

visualized, a quality that renders the spectrum of its attendant meanings relatively 

accessible: independence, freedom, and “steadfastness of purpose,” as Epperly suggests, 

are all signified by this photographed body of light. Marriage, however, is more difficult 

“to draw.” Within this particular arrangement, the material signs of matrimony line the 

bottom of the page, while Halley streaks dramatically away from them. The Clinton 

Scollard poem that appears adjacent to this photograph also privileges the individual 

path, suggesting as it does that comets are transient messengers, guests “of the constant 

stars” “ that “burn and wheel” through time. As Epperly notes, Montgomery’s inclusion 

of Scollard’s “Invictus” on the facing scrapbook page further defines this image as a 

dramatic marker of personal agency. The presence of “Invictus,” furthermore, invites the 

realization of what already seems readily apparent, which is that “The Comet” is as much 

a poetic evocation of a celestial body as it is a veiled description of the late Edwardian 

subject who has mastered fate to become “the captain” of his or her “soul.” While it is 

important to stress that these elements are not necessarily conclusive in what they signal, 

they nevertheless indicate that the author of this page uses both the image and the idea of 

comets to conceptualize a past relationship, an instance in which she appears glad to 

privilege the romance of the individual over those synonymous with courtship.  
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 It is worth noting that the June 1910 issue of Harper’s Monthly in which Hewitt’s 

poem appeared also included a short story about astronomy and romance that may have 

caught Montgomery’s eye. George Weston’s “The Goddess of Love” tells the story of an 

astronomer named Hollis who, having fallen behind on his rent, finds himself subject to 

his landlady’s unwelcome advances. To earn his way out of his troubles, Hollis enlists the 

help of Thompson, an aging artist and sign maker who shares the top floor of the 

boarding house. Well aware that Hollis had been trying to make a living by charging 

members of the general public ten cents to look through his telescope, Thompson 

convinces him that he could “do a better business” with a few carefully-worded signs. 

The story continues in this vein, with the artist effectively selling the celestial wonders to 

the public while the professor sighs at his proclamations. “THE MARTIANS ARE 

DIGGING CANALS, TOO,” announces one sign, “WATCH THEM MAKE THE DIRT 

FLY ONLY 10c” (158). Topical references to the construction of the Panama Canal and 

to the cost of milk not only help the professor escape Mrs. Mansfield’s advances, but also 

earn Thompson a job at the Sensational Dry-goods Store, its owner having been 

impressed by the artist’s efforts. The story then ends with the predictable twist that 

Thompson has long pined after Mrs. Mansfield. The revelation of his affections and their 

happy ending is then followed by a final tableau of the professor, who, having set up his 

telescope in Central Park to sweep through the stars, remarks of the heavens, “Ah my 

lady, my lady [. . .] how brightly do you shine for me to-night!” (158). Whether 

Montgomery read Weston’s story or not, “The Goddess of Love” is worth recounting 

here because its treatment of the night sky – as well as the various relationships that 
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unfold beneath it – reflects the time in which these authors were writing. The professor’s 

understanding of the night is, of course, decidedly gendered; he takes it as his “lady,” 

and, in so doing, participates in the longstanding literary tradition that sees night as the 

idealized, unattainable female entity to which lonely poets and stargazers swoon.19 More 

than just muse, this version of the night sky prompts the expression of such desires and 

serves as the sympathetic entity whose movements have the potential to facilitate their 

                                                
19 Stephen Leacock plays with these tropes in his short story, “The Transit of Venus” (1926), 
a gentle satire that follows the courtship between “Little Mr. Lancelot Kitter, Professor of 
Mathematical Astronomy at Concordia College” and one of his students, Miss Taylor. 
Initially, the professor tries to impress her with his knowledge of the night sky, only to realize 
too late that the “astronomy had sunk in too deep” (364). With the science of the heavens 
presiding over their every exchange, the night sky itself seems to stall their union. This comic 
reversal is especially evident in the scene that plays out near the end of the story, where 
Professor Kitter walks Miss Taylor to her dormitory at sun down. “After hearing an extension 
lecture on the service of Babylon to the modern world,” the narrator recounts, “she stood a 
moment on the stone steps, her hand in his, to say good-night” (364). With snowflakes 
“glistening” around them, Professor Kitter appears ready to profess his love, only to lose his 
nerve once again:  

   ‘There’s something I’ve been wanting to say, Miss Taylor –’ He paused.  

   She looked into his face, her own illuminated beneath an arc lamp, and said: ‘Yes?’  

   He paused again, struggled, and finally added, ‘About the orbit of Halley’s Comet.’ (364). 
 
Leacock’s reference to “the service of Babylon to the modern world,” while comedic, is also 
laced with a playful sincerity. As Gerald Lynch has pointed out, Concordia College is one of 
those institutions in which Leacock imagined the best of the old brought forward, an aging 
building that nevertheless makes possible certain “historical associations that argue for the 
continuance and conservation of tradition” (Lynch 138). By virtue of its setting, Kitter’s and 
Taylor’s eventual union takes its place alongside the Pupkin-Pepperleigh romance of 
Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town (1912) one that Leacock took care to present as the 
triumph of romantic love over the corruption of greed and society. Since we learn in the end 
that Miss Taylor had kept Kitter’s “letter about the proper motion of the sun” because it had 
“seemed to her the sweetest letter she had ever dreamed of,” we can also say that the comic 
reversal is only a temporary measure to postpone the inevitable romance of the stars. In this 
way, Leacock’s story is not so different than Weston’s “The Goddess of Love,” where the 
night sky ultimately retains its authority over the lives that unfold beneath it. 
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realization. This understanding of the night is amply evident in depictions of Halley’s 

Comet that circulated in 1910 and that Montgomery would have encountered, many of 

which locate couples in close embrace under an enchanted sky. In such instances, the 

night heightens the couple’s affection and sanctifies their unity, just as the stability of 

their presence serves as a counterpoint to the ephemeral light that arches overhead. In 

many of these images, the pairing of white dress and black suit mark the traditional 

couple whose romantic concession to the night’s drama naturalizes their bond and 

underscores its appropriateness. Such depictions not only signal futurity, but also temper 

public response to the night’s sublimity by providing subtle instructions for how desire 

can and should be expressed. 

 Given how widely available these images were, Montgomery’s decision to 

include a realistic photograph of a comet does challenge the romantic ways in which 

Halley was imagined. Yet if Montgomery counters such conventionality in her 

scrapbook, she nevertheless puts it to good use in her fiction, where her alignment of 

courtship and comets would have resonated with a readership steeped in such 

associations. In her novel The Blue Castle (1926), the description Montgomery provides 

of heroine Valancy Stirling’s first car ride with a suitor, Barney Snaith, uses a comet to 

signal her protagonist’s new-found freedom. “She ceased to feel ashamed,” Montgomery 

writes of Valancy’s twilight adventure in Snaith’s automobile; “She ceased to feel 

anything except that she was part of a comet rushing gloriously through the night of 

space” (109-10).  In her assessment of this passage, Sasha Mullally writes that the “speed 

of motoring dissipates Valancy’s shame, symbolizing new possibilities of escape and 
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pleasure” (122). Snaith’s automobile is also, quite literally, the protagonist’s vehicle of 

rebellion against the social norms that would otherwise restrict her to spinsterhood and 

the domestic sphere. Within this context, the comet becomes synonymous with mobility 

and the awakenings it makes possible. Just as the automobile “encode[s] the tropes of 

courtship and sexuality,” the celestial metaphor Montgomery employs also deepens and 

broadens this meaning by lending an air of individualism and timeless vigour to the 

courtship episode (122). Even though the passage marks an important development in the 

relationship between the two would-be lovers, its real significance, as Mullally observes, 

lies in the nature of Valancy’s own awakening, and the way in which riding with Barney 

serves as the catalyst to imagine herself as something more. Not only does she cease “to 

feel ashamed,” but she also briefly understands herself as existing beyond the rigid 

boundaries of time and “space” (110). As a result, Valancy is able to achieve a sense of 

transcendence – both with Barney and on her own – she previously could not have 

imagined. Montgomery had, in fact, been thinking about the relationships that exist 

among cars, comets, and freedom for some time. “I like travelling by night in a car that 

acts well,” she remarks in a journal entry for 2 September 1922: “It always gives me the 

delightful sensation of being a comet, rushing through the darkness of space by my own 

light . . .” (SJ 3: 68). The assertion that she was travelling by her own “light” seems to 

emphasize how cars and comets have nocturnal mobility in common, their mutual ability 

to rush “through the darkness” granting those that accompany them a sense of agency and 

transcendence.  

 These twin vehicles are present in one later work of fiction, Anne of Ingleside 
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(1939), where the widow Mrs. Mitchell asks Anne to write “an obitchery” for her late 

husband Anthony that makes mention of the “big comet” that was on visible the day they 

were married (147-50). Again, Montgomery aligns comets and driving, further testimony 

to the way in which Halley’s appearance coincided with the emergence of automobile 

culture.20 “Well, we were married,” Mrs. Mitchell explains, “[t]here was a big comet that 

night . . . I remember seeing it as we drove home” (150). Prior to the recollection of this 

memory, Mrs. Mitchell describes Anthony in his youth as a determined, “good-looking” 

suitor who was “mad” about her “for years” (150). The widow also takes pleasure in 

characterizing herself as “[s]lim as a trout” on her wedding day, “with hair yaller as gold, 

and such a complexion” (149).  Not surprisingly, the fond portrait that the widow creates 

of their courtship is also tinged with a sense of loss, but one that the memory of the comet 

seems temporarily to offset. “It’s a real pity you couldn't have seen that comet, Mrs. 

Blythe,” she adds, “It was simply pretty” (150). The comet becomes the sign of a 

“simple,” idealized past, one in which Mrs. Mitchell’s young husband is able to tell her 

                                                

20 Montgomery may well have also been influenced by the early twentieth-century novelist 
Katherine Spokes, whose popular fiction tracked the adventures of the “motor maids,” a 
group of women enjoying the freedom that their automobile has to offer. Appropriately 
named “the Comet,” the trusted vehicle of Spokes’s novels is yet another of example of the 
way in which the simultaneity of comet and automobile culture resulted in the conflation of 
these two exciting signifiers of travel in the popular culture of the time. Yet some important 
differences present themselves between Montgomery’s and Spoke’s work, not the least of 
which is the American author’s tendency to lend animal-like qualities to the motor maids’ 
vehicle. More pet than machine, the Comet earns the affections of its passengers without 
engendering transgressive behavior. As Deborah Clarke has noted, “[w]hile the Motor 
Maids’ car, called the Comet, is gendered male, the relationship is basically maternal rather 
than sexual or romantic” (28). 
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again that she has “the ethereal charm of moonlight” (149). Anne’s response to her 

request to include the celestial body in the obituary reads somewhat cryptically: 

 “. . . I don’t suppose you could work it into the obitchery, could you?” 

 “It . . . might be rather difficult . . .” 

 “Well,” Mrs. Mitchell surrendered the comet with a sigh, “you’ll have to do the 

 best you can . . . ” (150). 

Anne’s difficulty is, in the most immediate sense, the product of a stilted politeness that 

grows more impatient by the moment. The novel, as a whole, is marked by unwanted 

visitors who overstay their welcome. Yet if Mrs. Mitchell’s expectations are unrealistic, 

they are somewhat endearingly so, since her simple request belies an innocence to the 

larger difficulty of putting such things in words. Anne’s task – namely, to articulate a past 

that is not her own – is challenging, and this explains the way in which Montgomery 

tinges this episode with animosity. Mrs. Mitchell’s continued use of the word “obitchery” 

is after all a coarse bit of satire meant to remind us of her lack of education and to call 

attention to her obnoxious nature. How this affects a reading of this comet is difficult to 

say, since Anne eventually does produce a poem, “The Old Man’s Grave,” for Anthony, 

whom she had met “once or twice” and “had liked” (155). Ultimately, readers are left 

with Anne’s anger at Mrs. Mitchell for adding a stanza to the poem before publishing it 

in the local paper. Concerned that Anne’s version does not mention marriage, religion, or 

his wife, the widow adds the following lines: 

   A wonderful husband, companion and aid, 

   One who was better the Lord never made, 
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   A wonderful husband, tender and true, 

   One in a million, dear Anthony, was you. (158) 

Its heavy-handedness aside, the final stanza also undermines the solitary resting place 

that Anne creates for Anthony – one where “pine boughs,” “starshine,” and “the murmur 

of the sea” provide him with peaceful company – by setting his legacy in relation to 

others. Anne’s romantic logic defies such gestures by locating him among “things [that] 

to him were dear,” which, for Anthony, included the “fields he reaped and trod” and the 

“Trees he planted long ago” (156). Anne’s frustration may simply be with Mrs. 

Mitchell’s presumptuous inclusion of her own stanza, and, in a more general way, with 

bad poetry. Within the context of the novel as a whole, however, this episode is also 

indicative of Anne’s underlying anxieties, principally with what she fears are Gilbert’s 

waning affections – all of which are made worse by the reappearance of another woman, 

Christine Stuart, from his past. Even though these worries turn out to be unfounded by 

novel’s end, they may explain why Mrs. Mitchell’s untroubled recollection are not met 

by Anne more enthusiastically. It is also possible that Mrs. Mitchell’s fondness for the 

comet is another sign that Montgomery has crafted a satirical portrait, one in which an 

aging, nostalgic woman remembers the past too fondly, the very heavens themselves 

having consented to her marriage. Yet her memory of the comet is also the redemptive 

charm that rounds out her character, Montgomery encoding her own affinity for the night 

sky within Mrs. Mitchell so as to soften the scene. The comet could then be understood as 

everything that Mrs. Mitchell surrenders “with a sigh,” its memory synonymous with lost 

youthfulness, desirability, and the enchantment of the past. If Valancy Stirling’s comet 
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signals such beginnings, Mrs. Mitchell’s celestial memory wistfully recalls them (150). 

Together, these novels represent the comet in its least troubling form, as a figment of 

nature whose power mirrors not only the technology of the age, but also the timeless 

rituals of courtship and romance.  

 Perhaps with these meanings in mind, the Frederick A. Stokes edition of A 

Tangled Web (1929) featured two comets on its cover whose collision course, 

Montgomery remarked in her journal, was “better suited to the book” than an earlier 

design (see fig. 13).21 While the novel itself does not contain any direct references to 

comets, Donna Dark’s desire to “soar to the stars” in an effort to escape “her smug, 

prosperous, sensible home-keeping clan” nevertheless defines celestial flight as a 

desirable, if impossible escape from stifling circumstances (75). The tumultuous 

relationships that span the novel are also aptly described as collisions, since exchanges 

between its characters are uncharacteristically heated for a Montgomery work, even one 

written for adults. For example, a scene that begins with Donna impatiently awaiting 

Peter Penhallow’s arrival ends with Donna calling off their elopement by telling her lover 

to “Go to hell” (194). Yet even as such exchanges gesture towards greater realism, the  

                                                
21 As Carolyn Collins has noted, Montgomery actually disliked the first of the two covers that 
Stokes had prepared of A Tangled Web. Montgomery writes in her journal that “the figure in 
poke-bonnet and crinoline on it will suggest a sentimental novel of the Victorian Era, which 
is the last thing I want people to think it” (Collins n. pag.; SJ 4: 146).  Two weeks later, 
Montgomery states her preference for the new cover in a journal entry for September 10, 
1931. “Stokes have got a new jacket for the book after all,” she writes. “They have gone to 
the other extreme and the design looks like a head-on collision between two comets. 
However, it is much more ‘striking’ than the other and better suited to the book” (SJ 4: 149). 
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Fig. 13. Combining the geometric shapes of Cubism, the clean lines and angles of the 
Constructivists, the bright colours of the Fauvists, and Futurism’s emphasis on speed and 
power, Art Deco was the popular face of high art from the 1920s to the 1940s (Duncan 
142-44). In his analysis of Tamara de Lempicka’s paintings, whose work is synonymous 
with the Art Deco period, Alastair Duncan has called attention to an “icy and enigmatic 
style in which contrasting angular images and bright colours predominated” (143). 
Montgomery’s preference for this cover design of A Tangled Web (1931) and its 
depiction of an Art Deco comet indicates that she, too, could appreciate the value of the 
“icy” and the “enigmatic” in Modern visual art. 



 

 

 

 

147 

happy resolution that the author provides for these characters, as Epperly has noted, 

ultimately locates its plot in the world of romance. Moreover, Donna’s concern that 

eloping with Peter will end her chances of receiving the Woolner jug – the object around 

which the novel’s various narrative strands develop – is at odds with what would 

otherwise appear to be an attempt on Montgomery’s part to make room for more realistic 

dialogue in her fiction. The elopement scene itself, even with Donna’s emphatic dismissal 

of Peter, is nevertheless presided over by Donna’s distinctly antimodern motivation to 

possess a relic from a previous age, and, therefore, indicative of the authority that 

Montgomery invests in the Arts and Crafts object. Not surprisingly, the night sky also 

figures in the scene. Donna encounters “dancing northern lights over the dark harbour” 

when she leaves home to wait for Peter; and then, when Peter finally arrives, he remarks 

that Donna is “as lovely as dark moonlight” (192). When Peter loses his temper at the 

mention of the jug, the narrator states that “Donna opened the car door and sprang out, 

her eyes blazing in the pale starlight” (194).  Even in its most heated moment, this 

passage still manages to define these characters as safely belonging to a world of 

evocative celestial signifiers. Such animosity is, in fact, only a precursor to their 

inevitable union and subsequent departure for Africa. In this way, Donna does manage to 

escape “her smug, prosperous, sensible home-keeping clan,” but does so through the 

predictable channels of courtship; her “soar to the stars” is actually an antimodern 

journey back into the world of romance. Given the association that Montgomery creates 

between Donna and celestial flight, A Tangled Web seems to provide further evidence 

that Montgomery associated such departures with the best possible fates, or at least those 
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idealized forms of self-realization that overcome conflict and lead to wish fulfillment.  

 These investments, however fanciful, did permeate the world in which 

Montgomery was writing. “Recently a new and exceedingly brilliant star arose above the 

literary horizon in the person of a previously unknown writer of ‘heart interest’ stories, 

Miss L.M. Montgomery,” Thomas F. Anderson mused in the 14 May 1911 issue of the 

Boston Daily Globe, “and presently the astronomers located her in the latitude of Prince 

Edward Island” (12). Faye Hamill has examined the article’s mix of praise and 

condescension at some length,22 but Montgomery nevertheless found it interesting 

enough to place it in the first of her Ontario scrapbooks. Given her interest in the night 

sky, the reviewers playful allusion to astronomers, even as it exaggerates the distance 

between Boston and Prince Edward Island and the supposed difficulty in locating the 

small province, may well have pleased Montgomery, the celestial metaphor providing an 

opportunity to picture herself, both figuratively and literally, as a newly-discovered star 

on the rise. What Montgomery could not have known at the time was that her writing 

would one day make a journey among them. One-hundred-and-one years after its 

publication, pages from her first novel, Anne of Green Gables (1908), were among the 

personal items brought to the International Space Station in 2009 by the Canadian 

astronaut Bob Thirsk. The CBC reported that Thirsk brought the selection “in honour of 

                                                
22 This “review” was actually just one section of a longer travel writing piece about the 
province of Prince Edward Island. Montgomery only includes the subsection entitled “A 
Literary Star” in her scrapbooks, which obscures to some degree the extent to which 
Anderson may have viewed her writing as local colour.     
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Koichi Wakata, one of his fellow space travellers and ‘our Japanese friends who are also 

big fans’” (“Thirsk Brings Canadian Mementoes” n. pag.). As a gesture of diplomacy and 

friendship, the eventual exchange of these pages in space represents a dramatic example 

of the bonds formed through the shared exposure to a single text, one whose presence, by 

virtue of its inclusion on an international mission to outer space, comes to signify its 

nation of origin. The inclusion of Montgomery’s writing among a select number of 

“Canadian mementoes” on board the space station makes clear its importance as a 

material signifier of Canada’s cultural memory. The essential supplement to its brief 

presence in Space is the knowledge that Montgomery would have appreciated the 

meaning of its journey towards the stars, and, as someone who had hoped to one day 

“peep through a telescope,” would have ultimately taken great pleasure in its travels.  

 

Going Home to the Evening Star: Astronomy and Age 

It is sadly true that the night sky was not always a comforting presence in Montgomery’s 

life. “I have had to drop my studies in astronomy for a time,” she writes in a journal entry 

dated 11 February 1910 (SJ 2: 3). “In my present nervous condition they had a bad effect 

on me” (SJ 2: 3). Such a statement, issued shortly after Montgomery’s first observation of 

the zodiacal light, heralds what would eventually prove to be her disappointment at the 

directions astronomy would take, as well as at her own inability to keep pace with such 

developments. “While convalescing this past week,” she recalls in one of many letters to 

Ephraim Weber,   

 I have snatched the chance to read Sir James Jeans’ The Universe Around Us and 



 

 

 

 

150 

 several more of that ilk. Time was when I loved books on astronomy – and 

 understood them. I can’t understand the new ones – they seem to require a new 

 language. When a scientist like Jeans tells me that a ‘quantum’ of energy can 

 ‘pass from one orbit of the atom to another without crossing the intervening 

 space’ I metaphorically turn up my toes. (After Green Gables 177) 

Recalling her fondness for books by the likes of Serviss, Montgomery finds the memory 

of these at odds with the “new language” of relativism and quantum mechanics. Even 

though Jeans’ study was based on public lectures and written with the non-specialist in 

mind, the language that he employs is clinical, at least in comparison to the styles of 

Serviss and Flammarion.23 While astronomy may not have always met with her 

expectations, the mention of it here nevertheless indicates that Montgomery’s interest in 

this branch of science stayed with her much longer than she once stated. If she felt, at 

times, “crushed” by “those dreadful, enormous distances between the stars,” she was also 

absorbed by a “great and indescribable fascination” with them, one that she would 

                                                

23 In her journal, Montgomery reports that she spent the evening of 4 January 1920 reading 
about an “astounding new discovery of the nature of light made by Einstein,” one 
Montgomery contends will “utterly revolutionize most of the beliefs held by scientists for 
two hundred years” (SJ 3: 364). She then goes on to describe Einstein’s breakthrough as 
simultaneously destructive and wonderful. “It is a curious thing,” she notes, “that this 
upsetting discovery should come just a time when almost everything else that made up our 
old world is being upset, revolutionized, or torn to pieces. The result will probably be in the 
end a very wonderful era of development in everything” (364). The difficulty for the reader 
here lies in determining whether Montgomery’s treatment of Einstein is earnest or ironic. On 
the one hand, Montgomery may have been genuinely enthused by what she read; or, she may 
have just wished her future readers to see her as such. The vagueness of the hyperbolic 
phrase, “a very wonderful era of development in everything,” however, does seem like 
Montgomery at her sarcastic best.  
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remember fondly for years to come (3). A letter to MacMillan in the fall of 192624 recalls 

the height of her astronomical pursuits as a period of “enchantment,” the signs of which 

are still present in the landscape around her. “After supper this evening,” she begins,  

 Stuart and I raked fallen leaves and had a bonfire of them. While they were 

 burning we prowled about star hunting. We re-found Aquarius, Fomalhaut, 

 Aquila, Corona, the Pleiades and the Hyades. I recalled the days of fifteen or 

 sixteen years ago when I roamed over the Cavendish hills and fields in spring and 

 summer and autumn twilights star-hunting. This evening I had one of those hours 

 where the enchantment of the past falls over me once more. I saw the gulf waters 

 silver under the moon. I saw old familiar red ploughed fields on a frosty autumn 

 night, gardens by the sea that have in them something no inland garden can ever 

 have, beautiful young eyes that once looked upon those scenes with me. All about 

 us, beyond the flickering light of the burning leaves was the strange deep sadness 

 of a dead landscape on a late fall evening. But its darkness was peopled for me 

 with the ghosts of a far land. (Mr. Dear Mr. M. 125-26) 

In this passage, darkness enables a figurative return to the preferred landscapes of an 

earlier time. The “enchantment of the past” reddens the soil, just as the “gardens by the 

                                                

24 A journal entry written two years earlier indicates that this description of star-hunting with 
Stuart actually recalls a much earlier episode. “The boys had raked up the fallen leaves,” she 
writes in the entry for 22 October 1924, “and Lily was having a bonfire of them outside the 
gate. But Chester and I prowled up and down the road star-hunting. We re-found Aquarius, 
Fomalhaut, Aquila, Corona, the Pleiades and the Hyades . . .” (SJ 3: 204).  

 



 

 

 

 

152 

sea” are, quite literally, recalled into an otherwise “dead landscape.” Under a tapestry of 

stars, signs of southern Ontario and the north shore of Prince Edward Island meet, the 

porous nature of the re-imagined night permitting distinct geographical regions to inhabit 

a single space, one in which the speaker can safely enjoy the “strange deep sadness” of 

the present while still embracing the ghostly comforts of the past (126). It is significant, 

too, that the “gardens by the sea” Montgomery evokes “have in them something no 

inland garden can ever have” (126). Not unlike the members of Stephen Leacock’s 

Mausoleum Club, who languish far from their roots in the Envoi of Sunshine Sketches of 

a Little Town (1912), the landscapes and waterways of youth supply forms of 

nourishment that have been lost in the long journey to the present. They are, in fact, only 

accessible through those channels of memory that appear most easily travelled in the later 

hours of evening. Montgomery’s stargazing in the fall of 1926 represents one such 

journey taken under the cover of darkness, one in which the landscapes of the past appear 

fertile and life-giving, while the present, with the exception of the company and the stars 

overhead, is by and large defined by decay. Its reverie, then, is not just a personal one, 

but also a literary evocation of the “strange deep sadness” ever-present in cycles of 

change.25 The presence of Montgomery’s son, Stuart, signals her distance from this past 

                                                

25 The very same phrase would, in fact, later appear in Emily Climbs (1925). “The snow had 
banished all the strange deep sadness of a dead landscape on a late fall evening,” 
Montgomery writes, “and the slopes and meadows of old New Moon Farm were transformed 
into a wonderland in the faint, early moonlight” (210-11). Even though terrestrial decay is 
lessened by what the skies have to offer in both instances, the air of enchantment that eases 
the transition between seasons is more pronounced in the novel. 
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and renders the passage subtly intergenerational, his companionship suggesting that the 

fondness Montgomery expresses for the stars is connected to a broader affinity for those 

around her, and perhaps even for previous (and possible) versions of herself. The night 

sky facilitates such instances of community, just as the act of recounting them in letter 

serves to maintain and to strengthen her connection with MacMillan. It was in this way 

that astronomy retained meaning for Montgomery, its evocations imbued with the mature 

awareness of “sadness” and enchantment alike.  

 Later that year, Montgomery would recall an excursion in her journal that in many 

ways encapsulates her relationship with the night sky. Following a description of a less 

than enjoyable United Church bazaar, where she “was whispered at hostilely by several 

Unionists” for being Presbyterian, Montgomery counters the memory with a more 

pleasant recollection of the outing that followed. “Then tonight,” begins a new paragraph, 

  I walked down the street to make a call. There was a half-moon over the 

 pines –  an old friend of mine – not too bright for stars. And under the stars the 

 shadows of  the pines on the snow. And the line of a poem read long ago came in 

 my mind, 

    ‘I will go home to the evening star 

    To the light on the edge of the world.’  

  So I went down the street hand in hand with delight. What a pity you can’t 

 photograph starlight! Yet – is it? Isn’t it just as well there is something that cannot 

 be caught? (SJ 3: 318) 

Just as Anne “sailed over storied seas [. . .] with the evening star for pilot,” Montgomery 
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takes a similar journey here “to the land of Heart’s Desire” (Anne of the Island 11). The 

passage begins with the common place, a walk “down the street to make a call,” only to 

dissolve into a description of the sky and the landscape around her. The sublime operates 

in reverse here: Montgomery begins with the half-moon overhead, and then gazes down 

to pines, and then to their shadow on the snow. The narrative subsequently moves 

inwards to lines from a remembered poem, an allusion that layers the scene by adding not 

only the time and place in which she first encountered it, but also the evocative sphere of 

the poem itself. The entry then returns to street level, where Montgomery walks “hand in 

hand” with “delight,” which we can understand to be the sum total of these reflections. 

What is masterful about this brief passage is the way in which the anapestic description 

of the exterior world (“of the pines / on the snow. / And the line / of a poem [. . .]”) 

anticipates the imagery in the second line of the poem: “To the light / on the edge / of the 

world.” The pairing of these anapestic sets creates a bridge between what Montgomery 

sees and what the unnamed poet imagines, and in such a way that the two visions 

overcome their distinct geographies and temporalities to infuse and to improve the single 

space of the speaker’s mind. All the while, the half-moon presides over this scene, its 

tempered light, by virtue of it being “not too bright for stars,” foreshadowing at the outset 

the eventual harmony between the realms – past and present, real and imagined – that 

Montgomery envisions in the landscape before her.  

 While the comfort that Montgomery finds here is, in part, a product of a literary 

process, the source of her solace likely lies more immediately in the meaning of this 

imagined journey to “the light on the edge of the world.” In its original context, the 
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phrase could well be an allusion to William Holman Hunt’s The Light of the World 

(1853-54), a devotional painting that depicts Christ in the doorway to a nocturnal realm, 

where, presumably, he serves as guide. Yet, in the enchanted world of Anne’s 

imagination, “the evening star is a lighthouse on the land where the fairies dwell” (Anne 

of Avonlea 146). As a result, when the evening star is adopted as a “pilot,” the light of the 

planet leads to a liminal place where the pressures of the world all but cease, and new 

forms of personal enrichment become possible. “And she was richer in those dreams than 

in realities,” Montgomery writes of one such journey, “for things seen pass away, but the 

things that are unseen are eternal” (Anne of the Island 11). In Anne’s world, the 

imaginative not only supplants “the cayenne speeches of malicious neighbors,” but also 

grants access to the unseen worlds of dream and myth. Montgomery valued these worlds 

and the imaginative celestial gateways that led to them, just as she recognized their place 

in the writings that would inspire her own.  

 In a journal entry for 10 December 1916, Montgomery reflects on the poetry of 

William Wordsworth, suggesting that the “classic calm and repose and beauty of his lines 

seemed to belong to another planet and to have as little to do with this world-welter as an 

evening star” (SJ 2: 197). By proposing that Wordsworth’s poetry not only has the power 

to elude this world, but also to quell her anxieties,26 Montgomery reveals her investment 

                                                

26 The entry in which this description of Wordsworth appears is especially fear-ridden, 
capturing as it does Montgomery’s emotional and mental state as she followed the events 
leading up to the Central Power’s victory in Bucharest on 6 December 1916. One of 
Montgomery’s characters, Miss Oliver, would later provide the same description of 
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in literature as release from worry and care. Its power to capture transformative moments, 

in turn, brings another medium’s potential to mind. “What a pity you can’t photograph 

starlight!” Montgomery exclaims in a lament that enables her to debate the relative 

virtues of lasting and ephemeral images (SJ 3: 318). The rhetorical question she asks here 

– namely, whether or not it is “just as well” that some things “cannot be caught” – invites 

some equally open-ended conclusions about the meaning that celestial objects held for 

her. In the case of Halley’s Comet, a photograph did enable Montgomery to capture the 

celestial visitor’s significance in her scrapbook, even if, as her fiction illustrates, its 

appearance in her writing left behind an equally impressive trail of potential meanings. In 

this way, the creative outlets that matter most to Montgomery – whether they be literary 

or photographic – are those that have the potential to grant access to worlds of romance. 

Equally present in each medium is the desire to evoke, postpone, preserve, and recall, a 

constellation of self-assuring practices that can supplement the present with the 

enchantment of the past. By putting these tools to use, Montgomery was able to envision 

in the night sky an unearthly imaginative terrain, which gave her a method of eluding, 

however temporarily, the “world-welter” in which she found herself. With its abundance 

                                                                                                                                            

 

Wordsworth in chapter 18 of Rilla of Ingleside, where speculation about the war dominates 
the conversation. Following Anne’s anti-Semitic description of “a German Jew pedlar” who 
sold her dye that turned her hair green, Mrs. Blythe sighs after “those Green Gable days,” 
wishing they no longer “belonged to another world altogether” (195). Miss Oliver reply to 
Blythe’s observation that [l]ife has been cut in two by chasm of the war” is that the poetry of 
Wordsworth now feels “ancient,” as though it were left behind in the divide, and, therefore, 
as distant as it is comforting (195).   
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of companion objects, the celestial sphere also provided Montgomery with a form of 

company that was most often untroubled, just as her tendency to revise the literary 

transcriptions of her observing sessions signaled both isolation and the desire to 

overcome it through the channels of her own memory. Even if she “never had time to 

resume the studies in astronomy which so fascinated [her] a year or two before [her] 

marriage,” it is nevertheless significant that she still managed to maintain, for a 

significant period of time, its presence in her life.  

 Seeing much in the night sky that fascinated her, Montgomery nevertheless 

remained a discriminating reader of celestial texts. In 1919, she waged a war of words in 

Toronto newspapers with the Canadian astronomer, poet, and spiritualist Albert Durrant 

Watson, who had just recently published his theosophical tract The Twentieth Plane 

(1919). Montgomery’s dismissal of its astrological themes as not only “absolutely 

unconvincing,” but also “exquisitely funny” reveals that there were limitations to the 

imaginative liberties that she was willing to entertain, even in relation to the night sky 

and its enchanting qualities (78, 79).27 At the same time, Durrant’s preoccupation with 

pink twilights and distant celestial planes was not so eccentric as it may now seem. 

Spiritualism, which the Victorian author J.M. Peebles defined as striving with “the soul’s 

higher senses,” played an important role in cultivating both visual and literary depictions 

of the night sky over Canada during the first half of the twentieth century (5). The 

                                                
27 Montgomery provides this description of The Twentieth Plane near the end of a letter to 
Ephraim Weber dated 26 May 1919. See “Letter 3” in After Green Gables: L.M. 
Montgomery's Letters to Ephraim Weber, 1916-1941. 
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spectrum of beliefs associated with occultism, Spiritualism, and Theosophy can, in fact, 

be traced to varying degrees through the works of the major poets and painters of a period 

that saw mysticism come to the fore as a popular source of intrigue and artistic 

inspiration. In few places, however, does the relationship between these new spiritual 

possibilities and stargazing come more clearly into view than in the work of William 

Wrightson Eustace Ross, a poet and geophysicist whose interest in the night sky was both 

personal and estoric at once. 
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            CHAPTER THREE 
 
      In Praise of Night: The Celestial Poetry of W.W.E. Ross 

                ______________________ 

W.W.E. Ross’s two poetry collections, Laconics (1930) and Sonnets (1932), both of 

which were privately printed, established a range of formal interests that later selections 

would only confirm. In addition to his verse experiments, he wrote prose poems that were 

modeled after the work of the French surrealist Max Jacob,1 whose writing he had 

translated; Irrealities, Sonnets, and Laconics (2003), the most recent selection of Ross’s 

poetry, sees many of these prose poems appear alongside the sonnets that he crafted over 

the course of his career. Ross’s appreciation for the sonnet form, his attention to its 

subtleties, and his eagerness to see it renewed is plainly evident in Sonnets. “There is 

present the Spenser-Sidney-Milton-Wordsworth elegance,” Marianne Moore remarked of 

Sonnets in 1933, “and an ingenuity with dactyls, which recalls the Melic poets” 

(Complete 297).2 As Moore was well aware, Ross’s poetry amounted to far more than a 

series of “simple imagistic notions” whose significance stems only from “their tentative 

                                                
1 Ross confirms his debt to Jacob in a letter of 20 March 1950 to A.J.M. Smith. Reflecting on 
Jacob’s work, he writes that his “prose pieces aroused my interest many years ago and it is 
improbable that without them I would have written, in that way at least, my own short prose 
pieces” (Ross qtd. in Darling 93). 
2 Moore’s review of Sonnets, “Modern Thoughts in Disguise,” appeared in the May issue of 
Poetry magazine in 1933.   
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modernism” (Mooney n. pag.).3 Rather than signifying a dramatic break with the 

traditions that precede it, his poetry carries forward a range of styles and techniques, and, 

in so doing, offers a sense of continuity between eras. For Canadian literary stargazers, 

Ross’s versatility serves as an important reminder that the vastness of the night sky, its 

timelessness, and the complex range of emotions it evokes necessitate an equally wide-

ranging repertoire.  

   Formal dexterity is, however, just one aspect of what Ross’s poetry has to offer. 

As Brian Trehearne has observed, “Ross’s openly subjective Imagistic poems, his 

subliminally subjective Imagistic poems, his spiritual, supernatural Modernist poems of 

death, and his traditional late nineteenth-century sonnets constitute a body of poetry 

heavily weighted towards the personal, the emotional, the reflective” (60). Evident in 

Trehearne’s remarks is the multivalent nature of Ross’s poetry: its debt is not only to 

modern poetics and to the traditions that precede it, but also to the personal, the spiritual, 

and to the experiential as well.4 Even when he contemplates distant planes, signs of 

                                                
3 See Jacob McArthur Mooney’s Globe and Mail review of Modern Canadian Poets (2010), 
a somewhat eccentric anthology of Canadian poetry, edited by Evan Jones and Todd Swift. 
Modern Canadian Poets includes Ross – a decision that Swift would later defend in The 
Winnipeg Review – but omits such poets as E.J. Pratt, Michael Ondaatje, and Margaret 
Atwood. The anthology also provides another sign that unsubstantiated claims about Ross are 
hardly a figment of the past. In its Introduction, for example, Todd Swift argues that Ross’s 
“two privately printed collections [. . .] made an impact few poets of his generation achieved” 
(5). As Zach Wells has already noted in his review of the anthology, Swift’s failure to 
provide any supporting evidence or even explanation detracts from the validity of his claim 
(Wells n. pag).   
4 Ross himself considered his poetry to be personal in nature. “To me,” he writes in a letter to 
Cid Corman in 1952, “poems, especially short ones, are simply a personal record of feelings 
and of use primarily to the writer, in enabling him to live his own life. As for other people, 
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engagement with the environment are everywhere present. Grounded in the world, yet 

nevertheless hinting at the possibilities that lie beyond, the best of Ross’s poetry is 

imbued with a sense of mysticism that is far more subtle than the occultist doctrines that 

otherwise held his attention.5 Indeed, a number of his poems about the night sky reveal 

the care with which he could balance the symbolic and the material; they also provide 

clear signs of a productive relationship between his powers of observation, his 

imagination, and his desire to see the affective dimensions of the night sky preserved 

through a body of poetry that consisted of both experimental and traditional forms.

 Ross’s fascination with Spiritualism is partially responsible for the number of 

celestial allusions that appear in his poetry. “In Praise of Night” (1935), for example, 

celebrates the night sky by advancing the inverted trope of darkness as a source of 

illumination. “Of night and dark I sing,” Ross exalts with an allusion to the delayed verb 

of epic, “significances barely seen / and glimmerings from hidden zones / I now attempt 

to note and bring / Some explanation, keen / examination of the way things move in the 

most strange of worlds” (1-7). The significance of these “glimmerings” within a number 

of mystical traditions would not have been lost on Ross. Theosophy, a system of esoteric 

                                                                                                                                            

 

sometimes these records prove contagious, sometimes they don’t. It is of course flattering if 
they do, in the case of people whose opinion one respects. But this mechanization of the 
process of ‘response’ etc. as if there was something automatic and necessary about it, I regard 
as an illusion of professors of English” (4 June 1952). 
5 Gavin Matthews has suggested that Ross’s “reading of occult and spiritual material seems 
to have begun in the late twenties or early thirties” (13).  
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beliefs that grew popular among Toronto artists, journalists, and intellectuals during the 

first half of the twentieth century,6 held as one of its principles that night constitutes a 

zone of absolute communion in which “every atom is resolved into one homogeneity” 

(Blavatsky 58). This state of totality, according to Helena Blavatsky’s influential text, 

The Secret Doctrine (1888), is consistent with the esoteric principle that darkness 

constitutes the “Absolute Light” of the spiritual and material universe. The midnight 

hours, for both Blavatsky and the theosophical societies that adopted her texts as 

doctrine, are worthy of praise for their sublimity, their mysterious qualities, and for the 

significance they hold in the tracts of divergent traditions. Blavatsky herself takes care to 

position this time of day as one held in high regard by Roman-Hellenistic religions, 

Gnosticism, Hermeticism, and Kabbalah. “Hence,” she writes in Isis Unveiled (1877), 

                                                
6 As Gillian McCann observes in Vanguard of the New Age: The Toronto Theosophical 
Society, 1891-1945, the TTS (Toronto Theosophical Society) was “a hothouse for incubating 
artistic movements and included in its ranks members of the Toronto literati and artistic 
community. In a marginal environment and in a country still struggling to develop its own 
identity,” McCann adds, “the TTS provided an ideological framework and a welcoming 
space for those who were articulating possible visions for the emerging nation” (5). Coming 
to terms with the precise nature of this “ideological framework” is, however, a difficult task, 
since Theosophy drew from multiple traditions at once. As McCann acknowledges, the 
boundaries between Theosophy, Spiritualism, the New Thought movement, Hinduism, 
Buddhism, and Christianity were “soft,” since many members of the TTS were churchgoers 
and theosophists at once (15). The overriding belief, however, was that in the wake of the 
Industrial Revolution Western epistemologies were in need of supplementation not only to 
counter the rise of materialism and rationalism that was bringing the world to the brink of 
annihilation, but also to realize a new era of social justice in its place. It was within this 
bifurcated culture of apocalyptic forecasts and hopeful pronouncements that Ross came to 
identify himself as a Spiritualist – a seeker of hidden truths in the broadest sense who read 
widely and who experimented with various forms of occultist observation. And while 
references to Theosophy in his personal papers are rare, a record of a séance from the spring 
of 1934 indicates that Ross shared his explorations of the supernatural with members of 
Toronto’s theosophical community (“Record of a Séance”).  
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“we may understand why the sublime scenes in the Mysteries were always in the night. 

The life of the interior spirit is the death of the external nature; the night of the physical 

world denotes the day of the spiritual. Dionysus, the night-sun, is, therefore, worshipped 

rather than Helios, orb of day” (xiv). Blending logic with myth, such syllogisms lend an 

air of authority to Blavatsky’s explanations. They also absorb and dissolve discrete 

traditions from the past into a holistic epistemology that mirrors the totality of the night. 

The diurnal cycle, meanwhile, dramatizes the occultist desire to see Dionysus eclipse 

Helios, the “orb of day.” As the world of daylight slowly becomes draped in darkness, its 

authority gives way to those possibilities that are less-readily discerned. Night becomes 

proof that even materiality can lose its shape and ultimately give itself over to 

imaginative speculation. The seamless nature of the nocturnal realm also serves as a kind 

of narrative model for Blavatsky’s writing, insofar as it diminishes all forms of difference 

in favour of a cohesive whole. 

 While such contextualization is important to understanding Ross’s interest in the 

night sky, any interpretation of his nocturnal poetry that maps Blavatsky’s investments 

directly onto it without acknowledging the possibility of other influences would 

ultimately be limited in its scope and understanding. “Summer Sky” (1925), for instance, 

is both plain-spoken and personal. The poem makes use of a number of conventions of 

celestial witness narratives, many of which locate the poem within the broader tradition 

of nature writing about the night sky. Consider, for example, its opening stanza: 

   And saw the Northern Crown;    

   Great Jupiter was riding high     
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   But the moon was nearly down    

   To the dark edge of the farther roof;     

   Her parting seemed a quiet one,     

   Serene and beautiful. (1-7) 

The locations of the Corona Borealis, the planet Jupiter, the setting moon, and Capella  –  

a star that the second stanza places “High in the middle heaven” –  all suggest that the 

speaker is describing the late summer night sky.7 What makes the poem distinct within 

the body of Ross’s work, however, is the allusion he makes to his daughters in the last 

stanza of the poem. As he shifts his attention from distant objects in the night sky to his 

immediate surroundings, the tone of the poem shifts slightly as well. Whereas certain 

efforts have been made to elevate the tone of the first and second stanzas, either through 

obvious rhyme or inversion, the third stanza trades in such loftiness for a diction that is 

considerably more direct than what precedes it, and yet no less effective in its 

progression: 

   Within a room, not far, they lay,     

   And both of them I loved.    

   I heard them talking, as I passed     

   The door. They talked, and moved,    

   And then were silent  –  as were the stars  –    

                                                
7 Capella is similarly positioned in late July at approximately three in the morning, but moon 
tables from 1925 provide no corresponding moonset. If Ross is, in fact, recalling actual 
sights, the most likely candidate is a late August sky past midnight. 
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   I loved them both. They were     

   The very centre of my life    

   As they lay sleeping there. (16-23) 

In this stanza, the unguarded moment relays an intimacy that emanates from the “very 

centre” of the speaker’s self. The one inversion that appears among these lines is 

considerably more subtle as well: “And both of them I loved,” Ross states plainly, “I 

loved them both” (17, 21). As William E. Engel has observed, a chiastic pattern phrases a 

central concept one way “only to play it back differently so as to imbue it with new 

implications” (22). In the first instance, the delayed verb presents his daughters 

syntactically as the object that precedes his affection, whereas the more conventional and 

more candid ordering of the second statement recalls the intensity of his love at some 

remove from the scene itself, as though the speaker were seeking to preserve and to 

commemorate the intensity of these feelings through a mnemonic device. The ending of 

the poem also succeeds through the understated quality of its conversational tone, an 

effect that Ross achieves by carefully controlling the cadence of this stanza. The caesura 

that slows “Within a room, not far, they lay,” for example, is without precedence in the 

poem; its pauses, while certainly helping to re-focus the reader’s attention elsewhere, 

actually set up the unrestrained statement of affection that follows (“And both of them I 

loved”) (16, 17). A similar pattern unfolds just two lines later. “They talked, and moved / 

And then were silent – as were the stars  –  / I loved them both” (19-21). Like the moon 

whose parting seems “a quiet one,” the speaker’s daughters only remain audible for a 

time, after which the speaker must internalize their presence in order to preserve them. As 
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Trehearne notes, Ross’s poetry has the capacity to “record moments of beauty and 

intensity that unfold onto personal horizons previously uncontemplated and then pass 

suddenly, leaving in their wake the pain of half-understood meanings” (24). This pattern 

of attachment and subsequent “pain” conveys how deeply felt are the subjects of his 

poems.  

 Judging from his journals,8 his letters, and his poems, Ross possessed a wide 

range of intellectual interests that included literature, film, music, mathematics, physics, 

and philosophy. While his exploration of immaterial planes is certainly captivating in 

retrospect, his own allegiances very much lay with family and with his writing. And even 

though he worked as geophysicist at the Dominion Magnetic Observatory in Agincourt 

by day, his interest in celestial sights seems to have had very little to do with his work as 

a scientist – except perhaps as a pleasing diversion from the often monotonous nature of 

                                                
8 While most of Ross’s personal papers are held by the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, 
the University of Toronto’s Archives and Record Management Services also has a small 
collection of items in storage. The maintenance of these separates files, while perhaps simply 
the result of two distinct archives evolving in isolation of each other over time, seems 
nevertheless to have kept a set of diaries more or less hidden from Ross scholarship. With 
entries dating from 1919 to 1938, these diaries describe, among other things, his experiences 
as a graduate student in the Department of Physics at the University of Toronto, his courtship 
of Mary Lowrey, and his search for meaningful work. They also provide insight into Ross’s 
early experiences as a scientist, his perception of himself as a young man, his aspirations, 
interests, and hobbies, his preoccupation with the stock market, and his relationship with his 
family. The personal nature of these journals, on the other hand, characterize Ross as a self-
conscious young man who found his research at the University of Toronto uninspiring and 
who was unsure which career to pursue. They also call attention to his “fits of depression” 
and his habit of spending his evenings alone at the “picture-shows” (89). 
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the tasks he performed there.9 Readily apparent from the poems themselves is the fact 

that Ross’s enthusiasm for the night sky had a significant influence on his writing, and 

that his interest in a variety of poetic traditions enabled him to capture its sights in ways 

both old and new.  

 

White and Dark Space: Ross’s Impressionistic Night Sky 

Ross’s interest in celestial sights has thus far received only passing attention. In her brief 

reading of the poem “Stars” (1927), Anne Compton observes that it strikes a decidedly 

different chord than F.R. Scott’s “New Names” (1926). “Whereas Scott would give new 

names to the stars,” Compton writes, “Ross would shimmy beneath the name to the thing 

itself, to what it is made up of” (71). “Stars” is distinct from “New Names” in that the 

imperative to invent a culture for Canada10 is set aside in favour of affirming a 

connection to a distant past. The apparent newness of the Canadian night sky, and its 

corresponding lack of mythology, may not be what motivate Ross in this particular 

poem.11 Yet he was not, as Compton suggests, always just interested in “the thing itself.” 

                                                
9 Annual reports submitted to the Dominion Observatory indicate that the work Ross 
performed was tedious and repetitive, consisting almost entirely of retrieving and tabulating 
data obtained from the various instruments at use at the Agincourt station.  
10 As A.J.M. Smith observes, “‘New Names’ develops in a personal and indeed almost 
rapturous way the old thesis that writers as different as Mrs. Traill and Mr. Douglas Le Pan 
have united in expressing – that Canada is a country without a mythology. Scott suggests we 
must make our own anew” (29). 
11  What Ross describes as “the sharper tang of Canada” in the Foreword to Laconics did 
influence his depictions of the night sky (Shapes 10). These scenes come under consideration 
later in this chapter. 
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A lifelong admirer of the stars, Ross was among the first Canadian poets to adopt the 

principles of literary impressionism, and the combination of these interests helped realize 

a new method of capturing the night sky over Canada.12 “Stars”13 is a case in point: Ross 

                                                
12

 As Jesse Matz has explained, the term “impressionism” was first coined in 1872 by French 
art critic Louis Leroy, who used it to satirize Monet’s “Impression: Soleil Levant” (1872), a 
painting that he considered to be incomplete (Matz 12). Five years later, Joseph Conrad 
employed the term no less derisively to describe Stephen Crane as “the only impressionist 
and only an impressionist;” in the same letter to Edward Garnett, Conrad dismissed Crane’s 
work as “concise, connected, and never very deep” (Conrad Letters 155). Ezra Pound was 
just as eager to distance poetry from what was then a popular trend in visual art: 
“impressionism belongs in paint,” Pound insisted in a review of Ford Madox Ford in 1912, 
“it is of the eye” (“The Book of the Month” 133). These complaints anticipated the extent to 
which impressionism would remain a contentious term in the years to come. In 1968, a 
symposium on literary impressionism that was held at the American Comparative Literature 
Association’s annual meeting came to the counterintuitive conclusion that the term 
impressionism should no longer be used in literary criticism, even though impressionism 
itself was ubiquitous in Modern literature (Matz 14; Howarth 41-42). Such advice went 
unheeded by Maria Elizabeth Kronegger, who argues in Literary Impressionism (1973) that 
novelists such as Gustav Flaubert and Edmond and Jules de Goncourt are best understood in 
relation to the Impressionist painters.  More recently, John Peters’s Conrad and 
Impressionism (1992) has argued against the idea that literary impressionism owes a debt to 
visual art by characterizing it instead as a movement that drew heavily from phenomenology 
in order to brace against the rising tide of scientific positivism (7-9). Richard M. Berrong, for 
his part, has argued that literary impressionism – a phrase first used in 1879 by Ferdinand 
Brunetière in his essay “L’Impressionnisme dans le roman” – draws from both philosophy 
and visual art (203). I second Berrong’s arguments here, not only because any line drawn 
between the phenomenological and the visual seems arbitrary at best, but also because Ross’s 
poetry is clearly self-conscious in its attempts to convey the experience of encountering the 
world and to capture “pictorial descriptions of shifting light and color” (Matz 3).  
13 Stars” appears in both Irrealities, Sonnets, and Laconics and Shapes and Sounds (1968), if 
in slightly different forms. In Souster’s and Colombo’s edition, “Algol and Alioth” are 
“shining,” whereas, in Callaghan’s edition, they are “flaming” (4; 4). Callaghan also changed 
the star name “Alezone” to “Alcyone” (9). Given that Ross refers to “Names Arabian those 
old / astronomers saw,” the likelihood that he actually meant to reference a star that does not 
exist (Alezone) seems unlikely. Alcyone (1899) was, of course, also the title of Archibald 
Lampman’s third collection of poetry, in which he regards man’s “little aims” and “half-blind 
toils” as inconsequential in light of a star that is “[i]mmeasurably old” and “immeasurably 
far” (28, 29; 2).  
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relays there an affinity for names that are both astronomical and ancient in origin, even as 

he embraces a new way of writing about the night sky that uses the page itself as a means 

of reimagining the scene. Helpful here is the definition of literary impressionism that 

Maurice E. Chernowitz offers in Proust and Painting (1945) and that Richard M. 

Berrong recovers in his essay “Modes of Literary Impressionism” (2006). Chernowitz 

describes it as a narrative technique that presents things “in the order in which we 

perceive them, rather than first explaining them in terms of their causes” (165). Maria 

Elizabeth Kronegger has argued much the same: “Impressionists,” she writes in Literary 

Impressionism, “state phenomena in the order of their perception, before they have been 

distorted into intelligibility” (37). Whereas the novelists that these critics examine were 

limited by the conventions of page, the typographic experimentations of e.e.cummings 

and Marianne Moore14 provided Ross with fresh means of recording and reenacting his 

perceptions in verse; true to impressionist form, he drew from these influences to develop 

his own method of evoking “a mind in the act of experiencing the outer world” (Bender 

39). By treating the page as a canvas, not only could he recreate the act of encountering 

the stars one by one in the sky, but he could also do justice to those moments when the 

stars seem to come into view simultaneously:  

                                                
14 Ross acknowledges the influence of Moore and cummings in a letter of 14 April 1944 to 
A.J.M. Smith (Darling “On Poetry and Poets” 83) and then again in a letter of 1 December 
1944 to Ralph Gustafson (Whiteman A Literary Friendship 22).  
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    I saw 

    the stars  Alderbaran 

    Algol   and Alioth 

       flaming 

 

    in distance 

    Suns 

     

    Names Arabian those old 

    astronomers  saw 

 

    Algol Alcyone 

    in the night 

    glittering afar 

    each point of light, each star. (1-12) 

Mallarmé’s “meaningful silence”15 reappears here as the white spaces that permeate the 

                                                
15 Michael Davidson ties the appearance of white space in Mallarmé’s poetry to an increasing 
awareness of materiality in an age of mechanical reproduction. “[W]hen newspapers, 
photography, and mass-produced popular novels threatened to destroy the ‘aura’ of a work’s 
originality and uniqueness,” he argues, Mallarmé turned “to the material resources of the 
printed page –  varying fonts, type sizes, white space – to disturb syntactic and semantic 
relationships” (10). This is certainly one possibility, although the poet’s own explanation 
seems more driven by aesthetics than political, social, or economic concerns. As Joseph 
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poem’s opening lines; as a typographical technique, these spaces treat the page like a 

canvas in order to establish the significance of certain images visually, while at the same 

time creating semantic pairings. Brian McHale has suggested that white spaces “function 

as semanticized figures for landscapes [. . .] or for non-visual or metaphysical referents” 

(278). In this sense, these absences either symbolize such things as “sea, desert, [and] 

sky;” or, they are attempts to visualize “silence” or “the void” (278). In both instances, 

the use of white space is mimetic. It is used to evoke physical space, or to capture those 

considerably less tangible states of emotional, psychological, and spiritual deliberation. 

Not surprisingly, in poetry about the night sky, white space sometimes achieves both 

effects at the same time. White space can also serve, in the Hegelian sense, as the 

invisible bridge that enables meaning to travel back and forth between distinct signifiers 

that are simultaneously held together and kept apart. To extend the metaphor further, this 

                                                                                                                                            

 

Acquisto has pointed out, Mallarmé’s theory of the page as landscape was not solely the 
result of his investment in impressionist painting, but also the product of his engagement with 
music as an art form that had important implications for poetry. In support of this point, 
Acquisto calls attention to an essay on Edgar Allan Poe in which Mallarmé makes clear his 
theory of typographical space: “L’armature intellectuelle du poème se dissimule et tient – a 
lieu – dans l’espace qui isole les strophes et parmi le blanc du papier: significatif silence qu’il 
n’est pas moins beau de composer, que les vers” (Mallarmé 659). The possibilities of the 
page appear here as sources of visual and aural pleasure for the French poet, a blankness as 
beautiful as verse itself. I recount this information here because Ross did, in fact, read 
Mallarmé in the original; his use of white space is not just a sign of his engagement with 
Imagist poets such as Hulme and Pound, who themselves drew from the Symboliste 
movement, but rather the result of his own ability to process a tradition that dates back to the 
nineteenth century (Darling 121). 
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particular form or poetic infrastructure can direct semantic traffic in more than one 

direction at once.  

 Serving a similar function to punctuation, the white space in “Stars” grants Ross 

another measure with which to control the pace of a given line, as well as a method of 

clustering particular words or phrases. While the effect, most immediately, is meant to 

appeal to the eye, these arrangements also play a part in determining the poem’s sound 

structure. In musical terms, the white space that appears between the phrases “Names 

Arabian” and “those old” can be interpreted as either a rest or a pause.16 The idea that 

such moments exist in typographic verse is certainly not new. Denise Levertov has, for 

example, gone to lengths to argue that William Carlos Williams’s objectivist concept of 

the variable foot “is not spatial (and thus visual) but temporal and auditory” (24). 

Levertov’s insistence on the “temporal” and the “auditory” is helpful here, since the 

white spaces in “Stars” appear as deliberate attempts not only to control the visual rate at 

which images progress, but also to dictate the poem’s phrasing.  

 The description of “Alderbaran / and Alioth / flaming,” for instance, is held in 

semantic and typographical stasis, its autonomy made possible by the white space that 

surrounds it. The prepositional phrase “in the distance” serves a qualifying afterthought, 

                                                
16 The difference between “rests” and “pauses” is worth considering. Rests, even as they vary 
in length, are nevertheless definitive; they are the measured silence in a musical phrase that 
constitutes a specific gap in the sound. Pauses, on the other hand, are more intuitive; while 
still transcribed, they remain open to interpretation. The difference would not have been lost 
on Ross, who, as his journals from 1921 indicate, was a skilled pianist; he played Beethoven 
and was fond of skipping Mass in order to stay home and practice.  
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while the isolation of the word “Suns” on the next line dramatizes the image of multiple 

suns alone in the vastness of Space. Just as important, however, the distance between 

certain words and phrases works like an exaggerated pause – both visual and aural – 

whose effect is not entirely unlike the medial caesura of Anglo-Saxon metre. This is 

perhaps significant, since “Stars” relies so heavily on alliteration in order to achieve 

unity. Aldebaran, Algol, and Alioth – while these bright stars are all visible in both the 

fall or winter sky, nothing in particular binds them, either astronomically or astrologically 

(see fig. 14). What Ross appreciates here instead is the sound of the names themselves 

and their shared origin in the Arabic language. The literary astronomy practised here is 

almost purely alliterative, where the [æl] sound cluster at the beginning of each name is 

more than enough to justify each star’s place in the poem. 

 The decision to pair Algol and Alcyone near the end of the poem does, however, 

mark a slight shift, since Alcyone’s etymology is Greek. Their close proximity may well 

be Ross’s subtle way of admiring both cultures at once while downplaying the 

differences between them.17 Certainly, both astronomy and poetry owe a profound debt to  

                                                
17 Ross may also have been aware that Algol and Alcyone are both eclipsing binaries whose 
brightness varies. “Eclipsing binary stars,” Dan Bruton explains, “are just one of several 
types of variable stars. These stars appear as a single point of light to an observer, but based 
on its brightness variation and spectroscopic observations we can say for certain that the 
single point of light is actually two stars in close orbit around one another. The variations in 
light intensity from eclipsing binary stars is caused by one star passing in front of the other 
relative to an observer” (Bruton n. pag.). Variable star enthusiasts regularly turn their 
attention to “the Minima of Algol,” a phrase that describes how Algol “fades and rebrightens 
like clockwork every 2.87 days” (Ashford and MacRobert n. pag.). Alcyone’s variations in 
brightness are not nearly as dramatic, however, and so it is somewhat unlikely that Ross 
would have paired these stars based on their shared status as eclipsing binaries. 
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each. Either way, their proximity marks the first time in the poem that two stars appear 

next to each other on the same line. In fact, the final four lines of the poem are distinct in 

that they appear as a unified stanza. Having done away with typographical intervention, 

Ross relies instead on rhyme (night/light, afar/star) to create sonorous pairings that 

further bind the elements of the poem. Despite the predictability of these, the sparse lines 

in which they appear prevent them from seeming too conventional; rather, by 

progressively lengthening the final three lines, Ross conveys language and imagery that 

is reminiscent of an earlier age through a distinctly contemporary pattern. What Moore 

refers to as “unemphasized rhymes” contribute to the “more fluent guise” of his work 

(265). Such subtlety is likely to appeal to stargazers as well. Because “Stars” is 

understated and observational, yet still carefully crafted to convey the impressive spaces 

and silences that govern the night sky, the overall effect is not unlike the experience of 

observing celestial sights in solitude. The absence of fellow observers does not render the 

poem impersonal; on the contrary, what resonates instead is a strong attachment to the 

scene itself and a corresponding desire to see it assume a more lasting form.  

 

Northern Lights 

Ross’s depictions of the night sky over Northern Ontario, many of which appear in 

Laconics, function in a similar fashion. These poems are, in a sense, emblematic of the 

collection as a whole, since they convey a fascination with the north that was fostered not 
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only by Ross’s experiences as a student assistant with the geological survey of Canada,18 

but also by what Renée Hulan calls, referring to the Group of Seven, a “conflation of ‘the 

Canadian north’ and ‘Canada as north’” (140). For Lawren Harris, in particular, this 

northern nationalism, while hardly new, was nevertheless essential to imagining a new 

spiritual plane built almost entirely on theosophical principles. In texts devoted to 

delineating occultist ideas, observations of the Aurora Borealis, in particular, give rise to 

questions about the nature of reality. “Would you call the sudden flashes of the aurora 

borealis, the northern lights,” Blavatsky asks, “a ‘reality,’ though it is as real as can be 

                                                
18 Relatively little is known about the summers Ross spent between 1911 and 1915 working 
as a field assistant in the geological survey of Northern Ontario. Occasionally, the 
voluminous published records that make up the Geological Survey of Canada do mention 
certain students who appear to have distinguished themselves in the field, but Ross is not 
among them. Given how rare these references to field assistants are, however, they bear little 
significance. More attention should be given to historical accounts of the Survey, such as 
Morris Zaslow’s Reading the Rocks: The Story of the Geological Survey of Canada (1975) 
and Christy Vodden’s No Stone Unturned: The First 150 Years of the Geological Survey of 
Canada (1992), which provide information that helps contextualize Ross’s experiences. As 
Zaslow points out, the process that enabled Ross to secure his student position in 1911 had 
undergone considerable change seven years before. “In 1904,” he explains, “when the 
universities added their complaints to those of the Survey against the system of political 
influence that had almost monopolized appointments to the field parties, a system of summer 
training was instituted from which the Survey expected to secure its staff needs” (286). 
Reginald Brock, Director of the Geological Survey of Canada from 1907-14, appears to have 
maintained this commitment to eliminating patronage from the appointment process. Vodden 
credits the new director as having “laid the groundwork for the Survey’s role as a training 
ground for the Canadian geoscience community. Students interested in geology,” she notes, 
“received guidance and practical experience through their employment as field assistants to 
GSC scientists” (23). According to Zaslow, Brock was meticulous in his selections. “Brock 
proceeded with such great care,” he remarks, “that it seemed almost as if each new employee, 
down to the typists, had been hand-picked for his or her position by the director” (289). 
Whether or not Ross had been “hand-picked,” these accounts do at least suggest that Ross’s 
achievements in school had earned him his place on the survey and that his work was 
carefully monitored thereafter.    
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while you look at it? Certainly not; it is the cause that produces it, if permanent and 

eternal, which is the only reality, while the effect is but a passing illusion” (58). The 

northern lights provide proof, for theosophists, that another reality encompasses this one. 

Their observation grants the spiritualist the opportunity to acknowledge “the only reality” 

that matters while, at the same, reversing conventional notions of the ephemeral. If the 

daylight world is “a passing illusion,” then the northern lights are lasting signifiers of the 

only reality that matters. 

 Yet Ross’s poems about the night sky over Northern Ontario amount to much 

more than poetic renderings of occultist doctrine. Evident in these as well is a complex 

poetic order that employs a number of techniques to recreate scenes that are themselves 

far more subtle than the northern lights. Consider, for instance, “Curving, the Moon” 

(1926), where the pairing of moon and pine is infused with a sense of mystery: 

    Curving, the moon 

    over the mirror lake; 

    the new moon 

    thinly curving 

    over the lake.  

 

    Below, the pine 

    standing dark and tall, 

    through its black 
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    topmost branches 

    the curved limb 

    of the new moon. 

 

    Rising, it leaps from the ground, 

    immobile – 

    the dark pine 

    moon-illuminated 

    on the shore 

    of mirror-lake. 

 

    Is it a breeze? 

    No sound from the pine, 

    but on the water 

    a long shadow 

    ripples.   

 “Ross invests his image with the transitoriness, or fluidity,” Compton observes,19 

                                                
19 In her otherwise impressive efforts to reconcile Imagism’s debt to Impressionism through 
Ross’s poetry, Compton does not entertain the possibility that Ross was simply an 
impressionist whose experiments in typographic verse had anything to do with Imagism 
itself. The bibliographic entry for Ross’s personal papers, which identifies him as an “imagist 
poet [. . .] whose writings from between the wars presaged the modern poetry movement in 
Canada,” is, in fact, misleading, since Imagism itself was a relatively short-lived literary 
movement that had all but ended years before Ross’s first poems appeared in print 
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“which is inherent in the object even as his poem fixes the image” (59, 60). The use of 

gerunds in “Curving, the Moon” (“Curving,” “Standing,” “Rising”) are connected to this 

impulse; as non-finite verb forms, they are well-suited to convey the paradox of implicit 

motion, insofar as they indicate action without establishing its beginning or its ending. 

Gerunds can also obscure their subjects, and, in so doing, introduce a sense of ambiguity 

that mystifies their origins. This ambiguity finds a counterpart in Ross’s use of an 

ambiguous pronoun. “Rising,” the third stanza begins, “it leaps from the ground, / 

                                                                                                                                            

 

(“Canadian Literary Collections” n. pag). In some ways, the inclination to label Ross an 
imagist is understandable, since he was, like T.E. Hulme and Pound before him,	
  seeking not 
only an alternative to the conventions of Georgian poetry, but also a fresh means of 
confronting modernity itself. Yet to describe Ross as such is to deny both the intensity and 
ephemerality of Imagism itself. While by no means a coherent group, the Imagists were 
nevertheless bound by a common dissatisfaction with poetry as it was written at the 
beginning of the twentieth century and a desire to “make it new” by drawing on – and by 
diverging from – a variety of sources that included Impressionism, Cubism, the French 
Symboliste movement, vers libre, Japanese poetry, and, in Ezra Pound’s case, Chinese 
Confucianism (Gage 5-7; Pound 265). John T. Gage describes T.E. Hulme as Imagism’s first 
theorist and Pound as its “chief publicist” (6). Indeed, while Hulme is generally credited as 
having fostered a shift towards vers libre as far back as 1907 under the auspices of his School 
of Images, it was Pound’s decision to publish Hulme’s work alongside his own in Ripostes 
(1912) that gave Imagism greater visibility, not only in Europe, but also in the United States, 
where Ripostes was published the following year (Gage 6). Even though a series of 
anthologies and manifestos would see their way into print before the movement more or less 
came to an end in 1917, arguably, Imagism gained its most important forum through Pound’s 
relationship with Harriet Monroe, the founder and long-time editor of Poetry, the Chicago-
based monthly that Monroe had founded in 1912. For Canadian writers such as Ross, Poetry 
not only provided exposure to new works by Pound, T.S. Eliot, and others, but also 
influenced Dial, the American literary magazine that would eventually publish Ross’s poetry 
under the editorial guidance of Marianne Moore. By the time Ross had absorbed these 
influences, Imagism itself had already faded into memory.  
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immobile – ” (12, 13). “It” may refer to the moon, the stand of pine, or to the scene as a 

whole. Without downplaying the sense of uncertainty that surrounds them, the lines 

nevertheless seem to provide self-reflexive commentary on the poet’s process of 

encountering – and then of registering – the overlapping imagery of moon and trees. The 

overall structure of “Curving, the Moon” supports this possibility. In the first stanza, Ross 

focuses on the moon “thinly curving” in the sky “over the mirror lake,” whereas, in the 

second, his attention shifts to the pine, and then follows their branches back to the sky (3, 

2). At this point in the poem, the moon and the pine are connected, yet nevertheless 

autonomous entities. It is not until the fourth stanza that the scene is distilled to just four 

lines: “the dark pine,” the speaker states, “moon-illuminated / on the shore / of mirror-

lake” (14-17). As the use of alliteration connects the “moon-illuminated” pine to the 

“mirror-lake,” these hyphenated phrases serve as epithets for the scene itself. Keeping in 

mind that reflections on the water are themselves impressionistic, “the long shadow” that 

“ripples” represents a significant shift in imagery: as the ripple spreads, the watery 

reflection of the moon and the trees presumably softens into less definite forms.  

Structurally, the absolute clarity that the first four stanzas work to achieve actually 

dissolves in the fifth, when the image is revealed to be more delicate than a breeze on a 

lake. Here, the faint wind signals the presence of the unseen: mysterious, intangible, yet 

nevertheless felt, the breeze is a reminder of those subtle forces that only briefly become 

apparent as they interact with the material world.  

 To consider the poem as a whole, the particular kind of literary stargazing that 

Ross practices in “Curving, the Moon” is one that appreciates how the apparent stillness 
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of bodies – both terrestrial and celestial – actually belies the subtlety of their movements; 

the poem’s alignment of a new moon and a “dark pine” also speaks to the subtle ways in 

which the features of a given landscape influence a stargazer’s impression of the night 

sky. This attention to regional detail – readily evident in Laconics’s recurring imagery of 

woods and lakes, of ice, moss, and lichen – evokes a distinct place where “the northern 

wind / is master,” and where northern lights are easily seen (“Island with Trees” 7, 8). 

Ross describes such light shows in two poems, “Aurora Borealis” (1928) and “Aurora” 

(1926), both of which celebrate the magnetic phenomenon as a “shifting, fantastic” 

spectacle of the “northern night” (“Aurora Borealis” 1, 22).  

 As suggested earlier in this section, these poems about the night sky over 

Northern Ontario are in part the result of a culture of northern nationalism whose origins 

date back to the nineteenth century.20 Certainly, as the Foreword to Laconics makes clear, 

Ross wanted to incorporate into his writing “something of / what quality may mark us off 

/ from older Europe, – / something ‘North American’ –  / and something of / the sharper 

tang of Canada” (11-16). Years later, in a letter of 23 September 1956 to Ralph 

Gustafson, he would write that “[his] own ‘Canadian feeling’ was most intense in the 

twenties” (Whiteman A Literary Friendship 36). However “intense” such feelings may 

                                                
20 In Canada and the Idea of North, Sherrill E. Grace traces this vision of Canada as a 
northern nation back to Robert Grant Haliburton’s The Men of the North and Their Place in 
History, a lecture delivered in Montréal in March 1869 to promote the Canada First 
Movement’s nationalist, yet ultimately Aryan vision of Canada. In response to Haliburton's 
description of Canada as a new Christian civilization “kindled [. . .] in the icy bosom of the 
frozen north,” Grace writes that “[i]f the United States was busy formulating its manifest 
destiny, Haliburton was not far behind” (58). 
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have been, the affinity that Ross conveys for Canada in his writing is still understated and 

carefully qualified. And even if “an evening’s discussion of Canadian nationalism with 

friends” did inspire the composition of “[p]ractically all the first section of that book 

Laconics,” as Ross claims, the resulting depictions of the aurora borealis far more closely 

resemble the paintings of Tom Thomson than they do those found in early twentieth-

century tales of the Canadian north (36).21 This is an important distinction to make, since 

the northern lights themselves deserve to be treated as something more than just an 

immediately recognizable symbol of Canada. For Thomson and Ross, both of whom 

observed the northern lights first-hand,22 such naturally occurring spectacles were 

remarkable in their own right.  

                                                
21 According to Hulan, stories such as Gilbert Parker’s Northern Lights (1909) imagine the 
Canadian north as a beckoning foreign territory where adversity and adventure lay waiting. 
Hulan distinguishes these boys’ adventure stories from those written for girls and women, 
where the north remains a far-off place that is only accessible through flights of fantasy 
(108). In Agnes Maule Machar’s Majorie’s Canadian Winter: A Story of the Northern Lights 
(1893), for example, the protagonist ventures no further north than Montréal; she relies 
instead on a fairy tale entitled “A Story of the Northern Lights” to experience the north from 
a distance (108). The northern lights in Machar’s story are, perhaps not surprisingly, 
described in decidedly Christian terms as signs of God’s lasting presence in the wilderness. 
Yet the appeal of the aurora borealis in such narratives may also lie in their capacity to help 
readers visualize the north who are otherwise discouraged from answering its call.  
22 A number of biographers have indicated that Thomson’s depictions of the northern lights 
are at least in part the result of first-hand observations. Joan Murray indicates that 
“Thomson’s first nocturne was done in 1914,” and that, thereafter, “the subject became a 
favourite with him. To paint night scenes,” she explains, “he would stay inside Mowat 
Lodge, the hotel in Algonquin Park where he sometimes lived, then go out as often as he 
needed to check the scene” (81). Sandra Webster-Cook and Anne Ruggles state that 
“Thomson stood contemplating the aurora borealis for a considerable time before painting a 
sketch in a cabin by lamplight” (141). Their assertion is based on the recollections of Mark 
Robinson, a park ranger who was interviewed for William T. Little’s The Tom Thomson 
Mystery (1970). 
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 In “Aurora Borealis,” Ross uses a combination of alliteration, repetition, caesura, 

and enjambment in order to depict the patterns of light:       

    The northern night, 

    a steely sky 

    with sparkling clusters 

    of sharp stars – 

    the black of the sky 

    is filled with stars – 

    There is no sound 

    upon the earth.      

      

    Not alone 

    are the stars tonight – 

    there is a glowing, 

    a shifting, dissolving; – 

    great fantastic 

    curtains of light 

    and long spears 

    that shoot high up 

  

    into the heavens 

    above our heads. 
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    No sound is heard 

    upon the earth, – 

    and away to the northward, 

    shifting, fantastic, 

    the northern aurora, 

    the northern lights! 

The repetition of words, sounds, and phrases is a mimetic device that conveys the way in 

which patterns of light not only repeat themselves, but also reflect off surfaces and 

refract. Images also reappear from stanza to stanza, if in a slightly different form, as 

though there were reflective surfaces in the poem itself. At all times, however, the focus 

is on conveying a sense of the night sky. In much the same way that the northern lights’s 

“fantastic / curtains” ripple and overlap as they shift overhead, aural and visual patterns 

vary as the poem progresses. As Compton observes, “[t]he repetition of images in the 

structures of nature – the silhouette of the tree repeated on the water surface, the shadow 

of the fish cast by the moving fish – is echoed in Ross’s poetic method of presentation 

and re-presentation of an object in successive stanzas” (59-60). Yet, as each object is re-

introduced, subtle shifts in phrasing, syntax, and description reveal these to be more like 

refractions than mere repetitions of the original. For example, Ross shortens his 

description of the northern lights in the second stanza (“shifting, dissolving; – / great 

fantastic”) to simply “shifting, fantastic;” in the poem’s closing lines; this instance of 

compression is consistent with the changing, at times intensifying nature of the aurora 

borealis.  
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 While Ross uses a variety of punctuation to control the rate at which these 

patterns unfold, his decision to employ no fewer than four em-dashes in “Aurora 

Borealis” is telling. Given the difficulty of conveying the sublimity of the night sky, these 

momentary pauses help to dramatize the scene by providing him, paradoxically enough, 

with another controlling measure through which to envision its grandeur. By prolonging 

the syntactic afterthought of an image, and by permitting it to exist as a moment of 

promise, the em-dash technique has the effect of highlighting certain affinities while 

granting brief stay to their suggestiveness. In his succinct assessment of Ross’s poetry, 

Trehearne has called attention to those “moments of Aesthetic arrest” in which “the 

speaker has been stricken with a keen sense of the world’s power and beauty” (24). If 

dashes help signal these states of arrest, they also call attention to the emotive 

sensibilities that reside just beneath the surface of these poems. In this sense, Ross’s 

dashes in “Aurora Borealis” can also be categorized as instances of affective delay whose 

austerity hints at an unarticulated subtext of feeling. 

 Yet it seem equally important to point out that it is actually the use of enjambment 

that makes these moments of arrest possible. In “Aurora,” for example, the second of 

Ross’s poems about the northern lights, a similar combination of caesura, enjambment, 

and end stop lines dramatizes the scene:       

    Behold Aurora! 

    Behold the dawn 

    in her rose-coloured 

    chariot drawn 
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    by white horses. 

    She comes, she comes 

    out of the feast. 

    Night flees before her. 

    And now she opens 

    with long fingers 

    the gates of the East 

    and pours the dew 

    on the quiet earth 

    that lies beneath 

    in still darkness 

    waiting, waiting. 
 

    And now she urges 

    her horses on – 

    They move speedily 

    across the sky. 

    The light brightens, 

    the stars fade, 

    the earth awakes, 

    and day is near. 

Before Aurora, the goddess of dawn, “urges / her horses on,” the scene is briefly 

suspended in a state of anticipation; the repetition of the word “waiting” and the 
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description of the “still darkness” suggest that the very Earth itself is captivated by the 

movement of light overhead (17, 18). Note, too, how Aurora’s epithetic “rose-coloured / 

chariot” evokes Ancient Greece and the red hues of the northern lights alike: Ross would 

have been well-aware of the significance of celestial bodies in Greek myth,23 and so his 

decision to locate the goddess of dawn in the night sky over Ontario is an attempt at 

registering the sublimity of the scene through the associative and ennobling powers of 

allusion. 24 In the process, Ross also categorizes mythopoeia and natural splendor as 

mutually compatible sources of delight. Tellingly, the speaker’s excitement fades towards 

the end of the poem, where both the syntax and line breaks become predictable: the “light 

brightens, / the stars fade, / the earth awakes, / and day is near” (21-24). The arrival of 

day brings an end to the brilliant light show, and, as a result, the world is robbed of its 

mythic potential.  

                                                

23 Researchers at the University of Aegean have determined that displays of aurora borealis, 
while rare over Greece, did influence the orientation of at least two of Apollo’s temples 
(Liritzis and Vassiliou 14). While this finding is relatively new, archaeologists were already 
aware of the influence of celestial bodies on Greek architecture by the beginning the 
twentieth century. The British archaeologist and astronomer Francis Penrose had, in fact, 
published an article on the influence of celestial bodies on the orientation of temples in 
Greece in 1892 (Liritzis and Vassiliou 14). 
 
24  In using Greek myth to describe the Canadian environment, Ross joined a long tradition of 
Canadian nature writing – from Charles Sangster’s The St. Lawrence and the Saguenay, and 
Other Poems (1856) to Tim Lilburn’s Orphic Politics (2008) – that has sought to “affirm the 
existence here of a mythic heritage that stretched back to the roots of Western civilization” 
(Bentley “Pan and the Poets” 64). While by no means as prevalent as Pan, the Greek god of 
shepherds and pastures, Aurora is nevertheless at odds with “the cacophonous world of the 
city;” in personifying the northern lights, she appears to Ross as “a vital force” in the 
wilderness that rejuvenates and inspires (68, 69).  
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 Evocative as they are of Northern Ontario, poems such as “Aurora,” “Aurora 

Borealis,” and “Curving, the Moon” all celebrate the remoteness of the region while, at 

the same time, making it more accessible. The appeal of the stars, the northern lights, and 

the new moon over a pristine northern lake suggest that Ross’s affinity for the night sky 

was to a considerable extent closely aligned with this territory. If the aesthetic complexity 

of “Curving, the Moon” is any indication, the features of this landscape also helped Ross 

realize his impressionistic style. These northern poems fuse not only the personal and the 

aesthetic, but also the mythic and the material as well. As such, they reveal the extent to 

which the northern night sky captivated Ross as a site of mystery and intrigue.  

 

The City Night 

Ross’s nocturnal world was, however, very much an urban one as well. Street lights, 

factories, and skyscrapers all populate his poetry, and his depictions of these cityscapes 

provide another perspective on the way in which Canadian cities such as Toronto were 

illuminated during the first half of the twentieth century. As further testimony to the 

diverse style and tone of his work, a number of his descriptions are as much a product of 

lingering Victorian sentiment as they are of urban topography; they are, in a sense, 

instances where poetic tradition encounters the relatively new realities of the city to 

produce lines that bridge the two eras. In “Hymn to Night” (n.d.), for example, Ross 

evokes the trope of the night as a restorative force that replaces “the day’s too garish 

light” (4). The poem itself is written in iambic tetrameter and adheres to a strict a b a b 

rhyme scheme. Ross’s diction – his use of the word “thee,” especially – is decidedly pre-
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modern, and yet from within the poem signs of modernism emerge. Reflecting on the day 

as a time when “noise prevailed upon the street,” Ross valorizes the darkness as an entity 

that “covers up each cruder light” (34). These descriptions, while perhaps unremarkable 

in themselves, do nevertheless set up the most memorable line in the poem. “Night,” 

Ross casually remarks, “grows stranger flowers at our feet” (35). While the image of a 

night flower is resonant enough on its own, Ross’s rhythm, his use of alliteration and 

internal rhyme, and his decision to include the adjective “stranger” together formulate a 

poetic conceit that is both sonorously and semantically suggestive. It is, as well, a product 

of two worlds: the sense of delight that the speaker takes in the offerings of night is 

nevertheless tinged with estrangement. These “stranger flowers,” then, even as they recall 

Edenic myths, are the growth of a new urban garden whose blooms are tinged with the 

uncanny. 

 Given that the city night was, for Ross, at times both attractive and alienating, 

only the most selective reading of his work could possibly support Don Precosky’s claim 

that Ross wished to convey only “disillusionment” with urban spaces through his poetry 

(22). Rather, Ross’s poems address both the positive and negative aspects “of city lights / 

on city streets” (23, 24). In “Night Lights” (1926), for instance, the artificially 

illuminated skyscape is unmistakably a source of intrigue and wonder; Ross describes it 

as “wistful / romantic and / hurting of mystery” (3-6). These lights “that are / seen to / 

extend all / along the / skyline,” he adds, “may / lead to the / searching of / hearts and the 

/ sharpest / desiring” (12-17). In this particular poem, the city fosters an atmosphere of 

longing in which distant lights become signifiers of the unattained. Similarly, in “Lights” 


