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ing the past fifteen
rs, something new in the
ory of English literature

appeared in North

or the first time ever, we
now have a poetry about
‘daily work and the working
life that is written from inside
the jobs that are described.
~ Previously, poets were
largely from a social class
which ensured that if poets
sidered work at all, they
wrote of it from the outside:
they did not participate them-
‘selves in what they were at-
tempting to depict. Work, a
central and governing aspect
of human existence, was
ignored in favor of the sup-
posedly-sublimer themes of
love and death.
~ Where writers were mem-
bers of the working class they
were most often moved to
‘write by events or emotions
connected with the struggle
for unionism or socialism.
_Hence they saw no reason to
describe the conditions of
‘their own daily life except in
most general terms. They
‘wrote with an eye on the
future, not the present; they
wanted to exhort others to
action, to praise a victory or
‘mourn a defeat, but always in
terms of the millennium to
come. Due largely to a lack of
education, working poets
wrote in an artistic style that
was antiquated. They seemed
‘unaware of, and certainly

d I ‘ l&m‘tm age-

'ﬁt‘navimrk poets of the
iltﬁneen years or so repre-
sent a radical departure from

this. Their presence apparen-
ﬂ] parallels the spread of
mass public education
beyond secondary school, for
‘many of the work poets have
had some exposure to
*'4‘;5 dern verse either in an en-
lightened high school class,
at a community college,
‘ersity or technical in-
e. But their own writing,
’ ew work poems, is some-
entirely unprecedented,
ish language poetry.

, this poetry seems

e on the planet. Even
€ ““proletarian’’ poets of
he various Communist
nes write rather of the
of the Party or the
than of the conditions
r own daily working
In other nations, the
between those with much
n education and the rest
r countrymen is still
. Left-wing writers,
wmpatheuc to their
g compatriots, mostly
work themselves at

nary jobs. So these poets
ot a worker s life

) appear in North
C m:r«l in little

s and anthologies,
few poet’s own

m@nopmin. the ordinary

‘‘Speaking clearly about the conditions of daily life. .

are young, as might be ex-
pected, and many are
somewhat familiar with, or
take part in, the ordinary
literary life of our time. But
all contributors write their
poems about jobs or the
working life from inside their
own experiences at these oc-
cupations, whether blue- or
white-collar, paid or unpaid
labor.

To me, the presence of
these poets and these poems
reflect developments in the
work force in North America
today.

About a third of the work
force in most industrial enter-
prises. can be considered
“‘long-hairs.’’ These young
people have no particular
commitment to staying in one
job forever, and so work as a
means to pay off debts and/or
amass capital towards further
enjoyment of life in the con-
sumer world of long vaca-
tions, cars, stereos, drugs,
further schooling, etc. About
two-thirds of the work force
might be considered *‘lifers.”’
These are people of all ages
who for various reasons must
work for longer periods of
time at one job, whether
because they are supporting
families, or are paying off
vast mortgages, or to give
their lives shape or meaning.
Many, but not all, of the
work poets are long-hairs:
their senses are still finely
tuned to the differences bet-
ween wage slavery and the
comparative (even if short-
lived) freedom of not being
employed, and to the effects
of any particular job on
human dignity, life off the
job, interpersonal relation-
ships, etc. Gwen Hauser’s
poem reproduced here about
life in a glass factory is a good
example of this. The usually-
older lifer poets contribute a
sharp sense of the absurdity
of long-term industrial servi-
tude. The work of Marty
Glaberman, a 20-year veteran
of the Detroit auto shops,
will serve as an example of
this. But all the work poets
concentrate on presenting
specific details of the writer’s
present life. As in the work
force at large today, there is
little sense in these poems of a
better life just around the

sentative’’ to speak for us—
whether a union bureaucrat,
a politician of any stripe, or
any form of writer, journalist
or poet. And when we clearly
articulate conditions at the
core of our daily existence—
our work—we demonstrate
one more time our awareness
that real social change must
start here and must bring

effective change here, not at:

city hall or the union hall or
in some provincial or federal
legislature.

lessons in the new work
poetry.

For some time it has been
assumed that the avant-garde
in the art must be concerned
with formal experimentation:
developments out of Ezra
Pound’s dicta, or concrete
poetry, or surrealism, or
dada, or some other holdover
from the artistic life at the

beginning of this century. But
I believe that the new is
always new, and that what is
new in poetry in our time is to

working poems, written from
inside the job, the first time
in the history of the language
such “material has been
produced.

New Realism

These poems strive to
speak clearly, precisely,
luminously about the con-
ditions of daily life of most of
us. What is new is that it is us
speaking of these realities in
our own lives; this is what
makes it a New Realism. In
Canada, however, besides the
endorsement of formal exper-
imentation as the road to the
future there has been much
critical insistence on dragging
poetry into the service of
myth. I believe the new work
poetry stands against this
too. So much of humanity’s
history has been a slow, pain-
ful struggle to free ourselves
from the spider-web of myth,
superstition, and the whole
range of elaborate meta-
phors, allegories, and verbal
puzzles all of which obscure
the realities of our condition.
Not that the work poets
eschew metaphors entirely: as
has been shown, words them-
selves (our artistic medium)
may be considered metaphors
for the objects they describe.
Also, as the Preamble of the
Industrial Workers of the
World reminds us, the new

of the old. But the contem-
porary work poets try to use

words to make our lives
clearer to us. They resist the
urgings of academics to make
our lives even more con-
fusing.

After all, what could be
more mysterious, hidden,
than the myriad technologies
and the hundreds of other
human lives that in a complex
industrial society such as ours
are necessary to bring us the
simplest of objects we use in
our daily life? But there is

-nething mythological in this.

Just human work, and the
lives, loves, deaths that work
affects.

The more we understand
all this complexity—and we
are helped in this under-
standing by the careful depic-
tions of the New Realist poets
—the more we understand
the great human solidarity
that unites all our daily
working lives. And this is the
solidarity we must have as a
weapon to defeat the masters
of this life.

Tom Wayman is a Vancouver
based poet whose most recent
book is Free Time, published
by MacMillan of Canada,
1977.

A GOVERNMENT JOB AT
LAST is available from
MacLeod Books, 350 West
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Drum Ernie
(Poem for a Sweat-Shop Foreman)

boom

That’s a helluva way Ernie, the foreman,

to welcome a buddy never sweats.
Boom T i he is cool and sweet-smelling

- who’s just a few minutes in any weather.

lare standing beside Ernie
BOOM y is like standing beside

trying to sneak by the foreman a flower-scented refrigerator

to avoid an argument with the door open.
BOOM

banging on a steel skid why does Ernie

with a steal hammer lead hammer copper hammer never sweat?
BOOM _ no, it’s not because

rythmically, louder and louder he doesn’t work.

all work stopping to escort me to my machine he appears to work
B-O-O-M from time to time.

qu when I get there maybe it’s because

it just as suddenly he has ice-water in his veins
STOPS

ALL EXCEPT THE MEMORY OF THE FOREMEN
STANDING AROUND LOOKING STUPID
AT SOMETHING THEY CAN‘T CONTROL

—Marty Glaberman

Thirty Below

Men on the pond

push logs through constant ice.
Faces stubble with frost.
No-one moves beyond the ritual
of work. Torment of metal

and the scream of saws.

Everything is hard. The sky
scrapes the earth at thirty below
and living things pull into pain
like grotesque children

thrown in the wrong season.

Someone curses.

Pulls his hand from the chain.

His skin has been left on steel,

blood frozen into hard balls.

He is replaced and the work goes on.

Everything is hard.

Cold lances the slow dance
on the pond. The new man trembles

instead of blood
like ordinary humans;

why does Ernie

when we’re all sweating to death

& almost dying
because the company

is too cheap to give us a fan?
it must be that Ernie

is a God not a man.

Some Jobs Are Not So Boring, O

when I was waitressing,

(running my ass off for $80 a week)

Jo, the cook, was a champion

of the working classes.

‘‘Are they giving you a hard time,
honey?’’ he would ask, as I stood
in the kitchen in tears telling him

how rude Station Four was.

Then he would grandly run his hand

through their food,

Backwards & Forwards,

never sweat

—Gwen Hauser

corner. out of control.

He can’t hold his pole.
Someone laughs,

handsomely spreading germs,

The work poems do, how-

ever, show once again that before 1 took the dainty dishes back

it wi i : before the king.
ﬂﬁted a second, people are perfectly capable says it will be spring . T
hology ‘called A of speaking for themselves before they shut this damn mill down. Nellie McCl
Job at Last about the conditions of their ~Patiane T By
the poems here lives. There is no need for any
Most of the poets sort of professional “‘repre- L




