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I n t r o d u c t i o n

Imagine you’re invited to a party. You arrive at the venue, slip past security, 
and Margaret Atwood is there; so are Michael Ondaatje, Anne Carson, and 
Dionne Brand. CanLit’s luminaries surround you, and having never brushed 
elbows with so many prominent writers, you turn paparazzi and start taking 
photographs in earnest. Point and click—easy to tell who monopolizes the 
spotlight and who falls back. It’s only once you focus manually, looking for 
an unconventional angle, that you begin to notice others: a younger, more 
anonymous crowd pushing at the margins, trying to bypass the guest list. 
So you raise your camera to include them too, at least those close enough to 
see clearly. Some of the shots will turn out perfectly—balanced composition, 
candid expressions that capture the palpable energy of the event. Some won’t. 
The blur of time will seep in, poor exposure rendering the photographs 
unusable.

You might think I’m describing a Griffin Poetry Prize gala. I am, of 
course, but this is also the plight of prospective anthologists. Working without 
the benefit of hindsight, anthologists are responsible for scouting talent in 
little magazines, hard-to-find books, and critical periodicals. Canonization 
is a gamble, and time and time again Canadian editors have either gone all in 
or hedged their bets, offering up both generation defining compilations and 
remixed versions of established texts. With New Provinces, F.R. Scott curated 
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the first essential anthology of Canadian poetry in 1936. Providing a platform 
for future icons like E.J. Pratt and A.M. Klein, New Provinces opened the door 
for the litany of volumes that followed, including A.J.M. Smith’s The Book of 
Canadian Poetry (1943), Raymond Souster’s New Wave Canada (1966), Gary 
Geddes’s 15 Canadian Poets (1970), Al Purdy’s Storm Warning (1971), and 
Margaret Atwood’s New Oxford Book of Canadian Verse in English (1982). 
Despite the relative homogeneity of the writers and work chosen for these 
anthologies, they were all landmarks in their day, minting names that pushed 
the country’s poetry to commercial heights. 

Though CanLit is no longer conceived as the national project it once was in 
the mid-20th century, the mythology of that era persists. The books mentioned 
above loom large in the Canadian literary imagination, and it’s important 
to acknowledge that, even in the canon’s more recent incarnations, women, 
Indigenous authors, writers of colour, those with disabilities, and members of 
the LGBTQ+ community are underrepresented. Slow to evolve, and endemic 
enough to prevent meaningful change, many major Canadian anthologies are 
therefore bogged down by the very same books that once propped the nation’s 
literature up. As Shane Neilson asserts in “Canon Confessions,” today’s poets 
are hesitant “to acknowledge the value of the canon because of its exclusionary 
history,”1 and after the canon wars of the 1980s and 1990s—as well as more 
recent debates waged over literary nationalism, cultural appropriation and 
intersectionality—the idea of a single canon does seem prohibitive, if not 
antiquated. If one were to gather the poets in F.R. Scott’s New Provinces 
for example—in the same spirit as Scott himself while satirizing an earlier 
generation in “The Canadian Authors Meet”—the diversity of the playing field 
would evaporate, revealing a who’s who that remains characteristic of Western 
literature.

Still, despite skepticism among new generations of Canadian writers, 
anthologies persist. This is due, in part, to the rise of counter-canons, which 
provide present-day anthologists with an opportunity to offer alternatives to 
the country’s formative texts. Though representation continues to be uneven, 
volumes devoted to geography, ethnicity, and sexuality mean that more voices 
from historically excluded communities are being heard on a national level, 
contributing to an ever-expanding range of tastes. This upturn is evident 
in several anthologies published in the new century, from Native Poetry in 
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Canada (2001), to Seminal: The Anthology of Canada’s Gay Male Poets (2007), 
to the first ten volumes of the Best Canadian Poetry in English, all of which 
reflect an intrepid, boundary-crossing wave of Canadian hopefuls. These 
hopefuls are also wading into international waters, as the recent publication 
of Modern Canadian Poets (2010) by Carcanet, a major UK-based publishing 
house, attests. 

The reasons for optimism about the future of Canadian poetry do not 
end with its pluralism. Breathing Fire 2, The New Canon, and Open Field—
three of the most lauded Canadian anthologies of last twenty years—all 
arrived between 2004 and 2005, staking claims for what Carmine Starnino 
called an “alternative present.”2 Gathered primarily on the basis of the age of 
the poets included, these surveys use birth dates to consider overarching shifts 
in subject matter and rhetoric. At the time, a wealth of talent competed for 
inclusion—over 300 poets submitted work to Breathing Fire 23—and Canada’s 
poetry scene has only grown in the years since. Indeed, as of 2016, a greater 
number of poetry books are being published on a yearly basis than at any 
point in the country’s history.4 The twenty-first century has ushered in more of 
everything—MFA programs, small presses, online literary journals—tacitly 
bolstering Canada’s publishing infrastructure and ensuring that this surge of 
new writing will continue for the foreseeable future. 

So why The Next Wave? For one, more than ten years have passed since 
the last major survey of early-to-mid-career Canadian poets was published in 
Canada. The intervening decade has been a period of rapid change, and The 
Next Wave is designed to bridge the gap by summarizing and expanding the 
national conversation around poets who now form a distinct, and increasingly 
accomplished group of writers. Before this happens though, that group needs 
to be defined. For the purposes of The Next Wave, the poets included are:

•	 Those who have published between one and three trade collections of 
poetry 

•	 Those who published their first books after 2001

•	 Those published on all available imprints besides Palimpsest Press
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These conditions make The Next Wave an output-based anthology, favouring 
recent work over age-related productivity. They also reward patience. Writers 
who’ve held out for quality over quantity—like Sonnet L’Abbe, who has released 
one full-length collection of poetry since her debut marked the millennium—
are represented alongside some of Canada’s most essential emerging authors. 

In “Canadian Poetry’s Unlikely Renaissance,” Russell Smith writes that 
“there hasn’t been so much challenging work around – so much that is playful, 
amusing, dazzling or simply exasperating—for as long as I can remember.”5 
While editing The Next Wave, I pursued poems with these qualities, insisting 
on both formal and aesthetic engagement. I also prioritized detail: attention to 
structure, sonic acuity, and emotional resonance. As an editor who has spent 
years promoting Canadian poetry, first in Misunderstandings Magazine, and 
more recently at Anstruther and Palimpsest Press, I have seen the skillset of 
Canada’s finest practitioners sharpen. On the ground floor, the gap between 
form and content has closed, slowly allowing the nation’s poets to experiment 
in ways that were unheard of in the 1980s or 1990s. Take Shane Book’s 
staccato, rhythmically-lineated “Mack Daddy Manifesto,” which plays on the 
conventions of modern hip-hop. This is poetry that relies on improvisation, 
hammering out a filigreed “gold leaf history” that sounds discordant when 
placed beside Amanda Jernigan’s exacting lyrics, or Ian Williams’s nimble, 
pronoun-rich villanelles and triolets. Discordance, or more pointedly, the 
vigour of difference, is what connects the poems in The Next Wave, revealing 
contemporary Canadian poetry to be a sort of catch all, extemporized medium.

Although the above might suggest that post-millennial CanLit is still 
in a transitional phase, the new century has kindled verse that parallels, and 
draws upon current trends in film and music. It’s easy to see the jump cuts 
in Liz Howard’s “Terra Nova, Terraformed” for example, or hear the pop 
song playing behind Nick Thran’s “Earworm.” While the diversity of the 
work available for the anthology made curation difficult, it also forced me to 
consider each poem within the tradition of the canon as a whole (Canadian or 
otherwise), rather than holding out for systematic indicators of merit. Sonnet 
L’Abbe explains her own approach to this challenge in her introduction to The 
Best Canadian Poetry in English 2014:
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The kind of curation I want to practice, here and elsewhere, is 
less about holding new work up against a set of performance 
indicators and measuring, and more about being able to 
recognize and celebrate the way new work takes up values 
indicated by the genre’s conventions. Genre is the frame that 
allows us to talk about writing without simply saying, “It’s 
all poetry! Ergo it’s all wonderful”… Calling a work a poem, 
then, guarantees nothing about its form, suggests little about 
any rules of execution it might follow, but rather invites us to 
appreciate the writing for doing, or consciously challenging, 
things that poetry has traditionally done well.6

New Canadian poetry is not easily characterized, and the members of The 
Next Wave both draw on, and demur against poetic tradition. One need 
look no further than Jordan Abel, who opens the anthology with fragments 
of verse repurposed from American western novels, to see this concept in 
action. Technically, Abel’s work can be classified as found poetry, but his 
redeployment of colonial language is also sui generis, emphasizing how racism 
is used as justification for the theft of Indigenous land. The texts featured here, 
Un/inhabited and Injun, are complex and disorienting, positioning Abel at the 
forefront of Canada’s evolving literary landscape.

Within that landscape, those selected for The Next Wave represent the 
selfie generation. Both self-possessed and self-styled, the majority of the 
writers in this group harness the echo chamber of the Internet into a malleable, 
impressionistic music. Scroll through the anthology and you’ll find poems like 
Daniel Scott Tysdal’s playful, MAD Magazine-inspired “A▶◀B” shifting shape 
alongside formal masterworks like Linda Besner’s “Villeneuve Villanelle.” 
You’ll also find self-portraits selected from the surfeit of existential poems 
underpinning twenty-first century CanLit. These include Aisha Sasha 
John’s “Self-Portrait Cemetery,” Evan Jones’s “Self-Portrait with Argus the 
Hundred-Eyed,” and Sheryda Warrener’s “Self-Portrait: Cassiopeia 1” and 
“Self-Portrait: Nimbus II, 2012,” all of which expose enigmatic personas in a 
way that modern technology has refreshed. In James Arthur’s “Distracted by 
an Ergonomic Bicycle,” he writes:
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I felt not only not myself,
but that I’d never been… that I

was that man I hardly saw, hurling myself
into the blast, and that everything
I passed—dog, rain, cold, the other guy—
I left in my wake, like afterbirth.

This description of being born anew, of hurtling into a blast catalyzed by 
everything that the author passes, exemplifies how Canadians are redefining 
themselves. The early 2000s were a time of empiricism, with artists feverishly 
evaluating their ideals in relation to evolving cultural trends, and the pervading 
sense of disaffection from that period has only grown stronger. When Michael 
Prior states “I am all that is wrong with the Old World / and half of what 
troubles the New,” touching on the racist tendencies that linger not only in 
Canada, but also worldwide, he challenges the status quo. Others, like Leah 
Horlick, Sachiko Murakami, and Soraya Peerbaye bolster that ars poetica, 
answering back with poems that confront and defy structural violence and 
discrimination. 

In his groundbreaking collection of essays, A Lover’s Quarrel, Carmine 
Starnino asserts that “any poetry intending to make a case for its importance 
beyond its own borders needs to show some ability to travel.”7 Like Michael 
Prior, several of the poets in The Next Wave are ex-pats, living and publishing in 
the United States and overseas. Suzanne Buffam, Chad Campbell, Evan Jones, 
James Pollock, and Johanna Skibsrud are among those who currently live and 
work abroad, and several others have published work in major international 
periodicals like The Believer, The New Yorker, The Nation, Poetry, and PN 
Review. Canadian poetry is undoubtedly extending its reach, due in part to the 
cosmopolitanism of its practitioners. Historically, cosmopolitanism has been 
used as a marker of national ambition, famously advocated by A.J.M. Smith. 
In The Book of Canadian Poetry, Smith proposed that: 

Some of the poets have concentrated on what is individual 
and unique in Canadian life and others upon what it has in 
common with life everywhere. The one group has attempted 
to describe and interpret what is essentially and distinctively 



I n t r o d u c t i o n

19

Canadian… The other, from the very beginning, has made 
a heroic effort to transcend colonialism by entering into the 
universal.8

The difference between today’s Canadian poets and those discussed above 
is that prevailing notions of cosmopolitanism are no longer tied to national 
identity. In an environment where technology is ubiquitous, it is impossible 
to ignore how widespread access to information has made global concerns 
more immediate. Accordingly, the polarities that Smith posits between artists 
invested in “Canadian” virtues and those looking outwards for inspiration 
are now anachronisms. While the desire to publish abroad is not new, as The 
Book of Canadian Poetry makes clear, the poets in The Next Wave do so with 
greater consistency (nearly every author in the anthology has been published 
or reviewed internationally) and less solipsism than in the past. Thanks in 
large part to new media, Canadian poetry travels on its own terms, free from 
the notion that it is inextricably tied to the place where it was written. 

As a result of CanLit’s current global mindset, the poems in The Next Wave 
have an empathy and intelligence wrought from engaging with the world at 
large. Consider Jacob McArthur Mooney’s “The Fever Dreamer,” a monologue 
from the perspective of Robert Baden Powell, a British-Army officer who 
formed the Boy Scout Association in 1910, or Alexandra Oliver’s haunting 
childhood tale about a former Nazi party member, “Party Music.” While both 
are dialectic meditations on inherited trauma, these pieces succeed on their 
cultural awareness and adaptability. Then there’s Nyla Matuk’s “I Declared 
My Ethnicity,” which links personal ancestry to broader social concerns:

My origin story involves merchants plying
between ports of call across the Mediterranean,
one more arousing than the next. I looked into a mirror
and saw the Portuguese girl. I declared 
my ethnicity on my latest biographical note, only
to reap what I so forthrightly did sow. 
Do I look artificial in this mask, I ask.
You’d mention it in the 1970s, and they’d say terrorist. 
You’d mention it in the 1980s, and they’d say terrorist. 
You’d mention it any old time and they’d assume 
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a portion of white where there was none.

History is fluid in this passage. Highlighted by the poem’s temporal elasticity, 
Matuk’s protagonist adopts multiple selves, mostly from a dissociated 
viewpoint. All of this clouds the setting in “I Declared My Ethnicity,” as if place 
is amorphous—everywhere and nowhere, simultaneously. Reviewing Matuk’s 
first book, Sumptuary Laws, Stewart Cole praised her as “a true citizen of the 
world” due to “her subjects, settings, and even diction,”9 and this speaks to 
the flexibility of her poetics. It also speaks to how Canadians have embraced 
a global outlook in their work—not as a reaction against literary nationalism, 
but on the assumption of talent and ability.  

Matuk is one of eleven poets from The Next Wave who also appeared in 
the “New Canadian Poetry” portfolio in the December 2017 issue of Poetry 
magazine. Like many contemporary publications, Poetry is available free of 
charge on the web, and resources like the Poetry Foundation’s digital archives 
give instant access to aspiring writers looking to research their craft. Content 
is pervasive on the Internet, and this has not only altered how information 
is vetted and shared, but how it is being created. One need only look to the 
click-bait headlines and fake news sites overtaking traditional news outlets 
for an example of this type of change in action. Whether from cause or effect, 
attention spans have diminished, and successful writers have evolved to 
exploit the urgency of the net—poets included. Poetry relies on associative 
movement to distinguish it from other forms of writing, and the digital age 
rewards poets who have learned to leverage lexical devices to supercharge 
their work. Speed is of the essence, and the poems in The Next Wave often 
break down in the midst of complex thought before reforming with altered 
internal logic. Though there are pitfalls to this strategy, Canadian poets are 
willing to sacrifice continuity if synergistic shifts mean breaking new ground. 

For better or worse, the speed at which information travels has led to a 
heightened appetite for discovery, and what often amounts to the fetishization 
of the new—new media, new technology, new poems. Jeff Latosik captures 
the ambivalence of this mindset in “The Internet” when he writes: “Its aims 
seemed as elusive as the stock ticker / or why some people stayed in marriages.” 
This is illustrative of the way lively associative movement, here between stocks 
and marriage, enriches the connective tissue of present-day poetry. Moreover, 
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the poem’s restlessness mimics the hermeneutic nature of the net itself:

Then, as if an indigenous strain moving beyond a range map,
people started getting it, birdsong calling up from basements,
the pink noise, hiss, and crackle of a connection made.
And somebody already had some pictures: the body,
pixelated, bare, with the feeling you were overseeing it,
moving along the conveyer belt of banner ads.
Days went by like they were being dragged into a bin.

In this stanza, Latosik channel-surfs between images (a range map, basements, 
the body, the conveyor belt of banner ads) in an attempt to nail down an 
experience that’s almost ethereal. Many have freighted poems with this kind of 
lexical uncertainty in the past, but it is the syntactic fluidity of “The Internet” 
that makes it stand out, enlivening a machine that has taken on a life of its own 
in popular culture. 

Poets like Latosik, who are locked in to the cultural and technological 
zeitgeist, have helped CanLit settle into a sweet spot where mainstream media 
meets art. Read on and you’ll catch Raoul Fernandes riffing on email etiquette 
in “Attachments,” and Suzanne Buffam listing trendy (and often satirical) 
annoyances in “First World Problems A to Z.” Moreover, you’ll notice how 
the use of simile and metaphor among Canadian poets has become almost 
telescopic, with multiple levels of meaning spring-loading language. Linda 
Besner is the epitome of this approach, applying a torqued vernacular, layered 
analogies, and sudden shifts in momentum to reinforce her subject matter and 
tone. Here’s the opening of “Feel Happier in Nine Seconds”:

I learned the secret of serenity
by waterboarding daffodils.
My Buddha is landfill.
My mantra choked

from a bluebird’s neck.
It’s ruthless, the pursuit
of happiness. Eighteen
seconds have elapsed.
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My happiness is twice
your size, gold-chained
to the lamppost. It strains
its waistcoat as it grows.

Flog a sunbeam, harness
a cloud. You should be feeling
five times happier now:
the world is your Kleenex.

The capricious charm of Besner’s diction is a willed construction rather than 
mere idiosyncrasy. While tallying the time between rapid-fire metaphors, 
“Feel Happier in Nine Seconds” seesaws, perpetually amending its central 
theme. Serenity is found when waterboarding daffodils; happiness grows, 
and after the reader is urged to “Flog a sunbeam,” Besner advises that they 
“should be feeling / five times happier now.” This technique finds its origin in 
repurposed cliché—the likes of which Jason Guriel similarly exploits when 
he begins the poem “Less” by claiming that less “—cooked by crooked / 
math—is more / than enough.” Both Besner and Guriel, along with Sadiqa de 
Meijer, Ben Ladouceur, and Johanna Skibsrud, have pioneered poetic practices 
underscored by an elevated rhetorical intricacy that has become much imitated 
in Canadian letters.

If The Next Wave’s poets are indeed members of the selfie generation, 
then rhetorical intricacy is akin to a photographer’s quest for depth of field. 
Strikingly, many of the anthology’s poems have a photographic quality, with 
mnemonic language and shape-shifting syntax providing nuance to otherwise 
common subjects. For example, when Dani Couture’s speaker observes the sky 
from an airplane window in “Contact,” describing “Cloud cover like a badly 
made bed, ruched in sections, rushed,” she establishes a secondary reality. 
Not finished with this comparison, Couture boldly runs with the opening 
image, trusting the reader to drill deeper until “The gathered duvet sometimes 
mimics you, / makes double.” Personifying the outside world as an “escape 
route” from the plane, the poet constructs a sort of safe space before depicting 
a distressing encounter with a fellow passenger. Without its initial analogy, 
“Contact” would be much less urgent. Instead, as the poem’s action moves 
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outwards, Couture’s voice intensifies until the moment the aforementioned 
passenger lifts “his shirt to show you where his lungs had been punctured and 
once / collapsed.” “Contact” is actively cinematic, and one of many instances 
in The Next Wave where an author’s signature style results in genuine fervor.

Despite the individual accomplishments that stood out while editing 
The Next Wave, the most surprising aspect of the project is how it evolved 
over time. I began selecting poets in early-2014; over three years later less than 
half of my initial picks remained. Shuffling, trading, and re-examining both 
poems and poets, I became aware of how seamlessly my choices were tied to 
the moment I made them. This was compounded by The Next Wave’s selection 
criteria, which forced me to select a finish date so that candidates would no 
longer be able to write themselves in or out of the project. Ultimately, the line-
up was locked down in September 2017. In the years the anthology remained 
in flux however, poets like Darren Bifford, Brecken Hancock, Rachel Lebowitz, 
Cassidy McFadzean, Robin Richardson, and Moez Surani all stood alongside 
the authors you’re about to read. On any given day, these writers belong in 
discourse with Canada’s best. 

Curatorially, The Next Wave casts a wide net. Deliberately crafted 
to break away from the conservative tradition of the canon, the anthology 
strives to represent the multi-faceted and increasingly changeable state of 
the Canadian literary community. Accordingly, the poems within are meant 
as an introduction—a primer that will spur dialogue around the current 
state of Canadian poetry—not a definitive statement on who’s in and who’s 
out. I’m a firm believer in the flexibility of taste, and The Next Wave is, at 
its core, a personal canon. In an interview with the Montreal Gazette in 
2005, Sina Queyras observed that “a healthy writing community has a lot of 
different scenes, not exclusive or divisive scenes, but distinct ones, with a lot 
of crossover.”10 That crossover is where anthologies have the opportunity to 
intersect, as is already evident by Suzanne Buffam and Joe Denham’s presence 
in The New Canon and incarnations of Breathing Fire as well as the pages that 
follow. 

Flip forward and you’ll discover that the poets in The Next Wave now 
populate the party where this introduction began. Nearly twenty years since 
the dawn of the millennium, the spotlight that I initially described has turned 
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into a strobe light, touching on a generation currently unsettling the formula 
for writing “Canadian” poetry. There is a sleight-of-hand to the poems in The 
Next Wave, a legerdemain marshaled by poets attuned to the coincident and 
strange. Speaking to Amanda Jernigan in The Partisan in 2014, Alexandra 
Oliver praised poetry’s ineffability, saying: “Topic doesn’t make [a] poem. 
There has to be the inner rattle, the resonating essence that makes the act [of 
writing] very urgent.”11 The Next Wave celebrates this exigency, establishing 
a dance floor for writers ushering in a new poetic consciousness. Soon, those 
who fell outside of the inclusion criteria will find themselves on the verge of 
crowding in; ready to join the flood of poets in these pages galvanizing the 
future of Canadian literature. 

    Jim Johnstone
Toronto, 2017


