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considered passion:

the poetry of diana brebner

In 1996, the League of Canadian Poets held its an-
nual general meeting at the National Library in Ot-
tawa. Amidst the string of poets launching their
books, each reading a single poem, a woman stepped
onstage; slightly stooped, neither short nor tall, in a
long, dark dress. Her hushed voice made us lean for-
ward a little. The voice strode and queried; it lulled
and awoke us. The poem, “The Green Canoe,” not
only transfixed but transported. “We are back, each in
a green canoe. Old Night / descends. Or do we as-
cend, touching the / stars?” The poem’s speaker
didn’t fear vulnerability. Nor did this woman, poised
and free of banter. There was no mediation between
poem and audience, no apology. Take it or leave it,
she seemed to say. If you find this too sentimental, too
elemental, that’s fine; there are other poets to come.

Even without her presence, Diana Brebner’s po-
ems radiate this assurance. In an unpublished essay,
“The Instrumental Case,” she described herself as
“an instrument for the Muses,” who felt their pull
“into the strange netherland of neither-here-nor-
there.” An ordinary woman with an extraordinary
calling, she chose no less than the giants as mentors.
If these were the usual choices – for a poet writing in
English (The Bible, Shakespeare, Donne, Vaughan,
Herrick, Hopkins, Dylan Thomas, Auden); for a
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North American poet (Whitman, Dickinson); for a
Northern poet (Brodsky, Heaney, Rilke); for a
woman poet (Plath, Akhmatova); for a Canadian
woman poet (Atwood, MacEwen, Hébert, Wadding-
ton, MacPherson) – their influence coalesced into a
distinctive poetry, alive with the tension between in-
tellect and emotion, between rhetoric and lyric.

This writer, who, according to Ann Diamond, “gives
the impression of being a visionary in her spare mo-
ments,” lived a life that appeared innocuous enough
(Arc, 1992). Raised in small towns and suburbs in
Eastern Ontario and Quebec, she discovered poetry
at a Catholic girls’ school (where she, a Calvinist an-
glophone, had been sent to learn French), earned a
ba in philosophy at the University of Ottawa, fell in
love, married, raised two daughters, wrote and taught
poetry. However, her challenges – among them abuse,
cancer, divorce, and the pursuit of financial suste-
nance – made urgent and essential her search for a
visionary state.

Though her first poem appeared in print in
1974, her book publishing career lasted merely six
years, from 1990 to 1996. Yet during this time her
work garnered almost all of Canada’s major awards:
the League of Canadian Poets’ National Poetry
Competition (1990), the Gerald Lampert Memo-
rial Award (1990), the cbc Literary Competition
(1992), the Pat Lowther Memorial Award (1993),
and the Archibald Lampman Award (1997). Her
voice, admirers and detractors agreed, was singular.
Her techniques, distinctive and transparent, began
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in her earliest surviving work – written in high
school – and varied little: the dramatic caesura, the
heavy initial stress, the comma splice, plain lan-
guage, primary colours, full rhyme, repetition. Tra-
ditional in the deepest sense, her subjects risked
appearing unfashionable: life and death, gods and
goddesses, art and nature. She fashioned her po-
ems of earth, fire, air, and water. God was there, but
not in the details; largely abstract, the language,
when concrete at all, tended to the general rather
than the specific.

Despite critical acclaim and a slew of prizes, Breb-
ner remained relatively unknown beyond the Ottawa
region and parts of southwestern Ontario, where she
had loyal supporters (among them, the editors of
The New Quarterly). Perhaps this is because her ambi-
tions were for her work only. For herself, she sought
simplicity. Though at intervals she advanced her ca-
reer strategically (reviewing for Books in Canada dur-
ing the late 90s in an attempt to renew her visibility),
the energy writing demanded left little for self-
promotion. Intense, mercurial, she resembled other
poets too much to find their company sustaining; most
of her closest friends were not writers. Even among
writers, she mingled with those whose company nour-
ished her, not simply those with connections. To my
knowledge, she never gave a reading west of Win-
nipeg, and even her Ottawa readings – dramatic
performances, often with musical accompaniment,
that left her drained – occurred rarely, particularly in
her last years. That she published with a small,
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specialized press, Netherlandic, which ceased opera-
tion in 1997, presented an additional obstacle.

Her predilection for traditional verse forms,
deemed retrograde by many Canadian poets during
the 80s and 90s, heightened her isolation. Yet her
perverse playfulness was such that one wonders if
she chose this path in protest – the “traditional” as a
daring opposition to the norm of free verse – and to
ensure the marginality that granted her indepen-
dence and privacy. Certainly she acknowledged
some degree of contrariness: “[W]hen I first started
writing there were definite limits put on what was ac-
ceptable – that’s why I started writing sonnets. There
would be little footnotes at the end of calls for sub-
missions saying ‘all submissions welcome. No rhyme.
No sentimental. No religion’” (The New Quarterly,
1993 [tnq]).

Brebner called structure “a nuclear containment
device” (tnq), a view her unpublished poem,
“Sylvia” (numbered 133 – she numbered all her fin-
ished poems – and dated 20 June 1984), advances:

Let all the madness be, but to the page
commit considered passion.

This tension between chaos and control spins at the
core of her work. She recalled that, “[E]ven as a
young child, I kept seeing contradictions. There
would be an inside and an outside. There would be
the clothes you wear to church, those pretty little
things, and then there was the reality of your life”
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(tnq). Conceptually, two crucial dichotomies were
art/nature and old world/new world. “The daughter
of Dutch immigrants,” as her book covers declared,
she spent vacations canoeing in Algonquin Park. Of
Canadian poets, she most resembles early Atwood,
cerebral yet attuned to the earth and prone to vacil-
late between the rarefied and the irreverent –
though Brebner’s irreverence veered toward goofi-
ness rather than irony. After writing, during cancer
treatment, “Eleven Paintings By Mary Pratt,” she,
along with a friend, performed a good luck dance
around the mailbox when she sent the poem to the
cbc competition.

Tension between the life of the mind and daily life
preoccupied her. Though she admitted, “[T]he chil-
dren and marriage and all the other things that I do
are a cover for what I really do; what I really do is
write and think most of the time,” she also claimed
to feel “very integrated ... the two ways of being are
so connected and give each other meaning – there’s
a sense of symbiotic relationship.” (tnq).

Brebner valued integration and connection, often
citing Margaret Laurence’s vision of a “tribe” of writ-
ers. Reliant on epigraphs, dedications, and bor-
rowed lines, her work frequently refers to other
media, particularly the visual arts. Exchange – literal
or imaginative – with these individuals and their
work opened a doorway out of the cloister in which
her poetry might otherwise have existed and situated
her within the tradition of ekphrastic poetry in Can-
ada. This doorway led to some of her strongest
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poems, including her League of Canadian Poets and
cbc competition winners. She likely felt as close to
the late Joseph Brodsky, a writer she’d never met –
whose words provide the epigraph to her poem
“Snow Angels” – as to her friend John Barton (a poet
who happened to have studied with Brodsky and to
whom the poem is dedicated).

The Ishtar Gate, for which she had written some
thirty poems at the time of her death at the age of
forty-four, was one of three planned collections (the
authors were titled Saffron Walden, and Starry Messen-
ger). Her last poems may be her finest – yet, dissatis-
fied with them, she told me that she hadn’t been an
active writer since the publication of Flora & Fauna,
celebrated on the evening we met at the National
Library. Beginning in 1996, with our participation in
a mentoring programme through the League of
Canadian Poets, she began to devote much time to
teaching, a new vocation which granted her compan-
ionship and a meaningful sense of agency. The fol-
lowing year, frustrated and disheartened by her lack
of professional recognition, distressed by her contin-
ued inability to generate income from her writing
yet unwilling to compromise that writing for mone-
tary gain, she decided to contribute to civic life by
running as a regional councillor in the Ottawa area
elections. Against two candidates with considerable
experience, she met with overwhelming defeat. After
the break-up of her marriage, she accepted a “day
job” and found some sustenance in independence.
Her last dated poems – two undated, unfinished
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poems were written afterwards – were completed in
1999, two years before her death.

These disappointments and compromises, and
her increasingly poor health, more than explain her
diminished creative momentum. But deeper issues
figured, too. In her heightened awareness of mortal-
ity, she sought happiness – she treated herself to a
baby grand piano in her last year – and writing did
not always bring her pleasure. Distrustful of her facil-
ity, she believed she needed to advance within her
poetry and confessed wearily that she could write
“Diana” poems in her sleep. Yet her list of future
poem-ideas teems with Diana subjects: lemons,
Welsh tunes, the work of van Gogh, Wallace Stevens,
and Gustav Holst.

Perhaps, had circumstances differed, she would
have transformed these ideas into poems. Perhaps,
in setting them down, she’d freed herself to move on
to other subjects, ones that would have surprised her
and her readers. Perhaps, for the time being (just a
month before her death, she referred in a note to
her “hopefully future writing life”), she’d said what
she had to say.

Just as it is tempting to exaggerate the darkness of
Brebner’s work, particularly given her early death and
the tragic accident that killed her younger teenage
daughter shortly afterwards, it is frighteningly easy to
ascribe a foresight to the poems – to believe that,
“visionary” as she was, she might indeed have been
granted devastating knowledge. After all, she planned
to write a series of poems drawn from Schubert’s song
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cycle “Die Winterreise” (Journey in Winter), which
the composer, already a loner, wrote in strict seclusion
the year before his death, while suffering from an in-
curable illness. Yet her final poem, “That Blue Is All in
a Rush,” is an affirmation.

One wonders if she believed that her work would
ultimately find a larger audience – that the qualities
that alienated some readers would allow her poems,
unlike much Canadian poetry, to transcend eras and
national readerships. She may have trusted that, as
was the case with John Thompson, with whom she
felt a kinship, her poetry would find its most signifi-
cant audience posthumously.

Diana Brebner understood that creativity, like the
fire that is such a central element in her poetry, both
generates and destroys. That she chose to make her-
self subservient to this work, as did many of those she
honoured with her words, was a gesture not of naïve
hope but of strength, not unlike that made by re-
ligious ascetics. She did not always possess that
strength, but when she did, her subjugation was con-
scious, if not chosen, and at once selfish and selfless.
It did not really matter what that National Library
audience thought of her work because the real
stakes were far higher.

Stephanie Bolster
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