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Fire and Poetry, two great powers
That make the so-called god’s world OURS

Tony Harrison

Imagine a boy, dreaming whilst still awake before the coal fire in this family’s home. Staring into the fire, with its ever-changing 
flames, shifting coals, falling ash, and what some call ‘strangers’ – skins of soot flapping in the grate – all of this ignites the first 
spark of poetic imagination in the child. At the domestic hearth, staring into the flames, a poetic meditation is liberated.

It has been proposed by Gaston Bachelard that it is from meditation before flames that early humanity developed an inner life. The 
fire that humanity gazes into and, in this flame-lit reverie, is prompted to harness yet seek harmony with, is a major source of 
inspiration for Crossfiring. In addition to being a product of toil, the bricks and other ceramics, born of the fire, are also a product 
of the imagination. The Latin word for hearth is focus, and by the fireside of a kiln, the transformative force of fire will be a 
primary focus of this project.

The myth of Prometheus, who brought fire to humanity, spans centuries of poets, story tellers and dramatists; the myth keeps 
entering history at significant moments. From the Prometheus Bound of Aeschylus (5th century BC) through to the early 19th 
century and the Prometheus Unbound of Shelley; from John Lehmann’s Prometheus of the Bolsheviks, based in the Caucasus of the 
1930s to Tony Harrison’s Prometheus of the closing Yorkshire coal mines at the end of the twentieth century, Prometheus is the 
symbol of the struggling worker, the “patron saint of the proletariat,” according to Karl Marx. While the fire-bearing Titan has 
become the symbol of the worker, the theology of Thomas Merton reminds us that there are two opposite interpretations: the 
version of Hesiod, in which Prometheus is a villain, and the version of Aeschylus in which he is a hero. The difference in these two 
versions lies in the differing attitudes toward the implacable, absent father figure, Zeus. In one interpretation this outside, 
omnipotent power is the master of life rather than its giver. In the one, Prometheus, the son of the Earth and Ocean, is a threat to 
the static order established by the master; this is an oppressive, guilty view that to seize the force of life is somehow a punishable 
crime. In the world picture of Hesoid, life is nothing but a wheel upon which man is broken. In the vision of Aeschylus, 
Prometheus is in harmony with the earth. It is Zeus, not Prometheus who is sick with hubris. Prometheus is driven by desperation 
beyond wise limits, but his rebellion is of life against inertia, of mercy and love against tyranny, of humanity against cruelty and 
arbitrary violence. He calls upon the elements to witness his suffering, and the Earth hears him. The Earth promises her son a 
deliverer. Herakles will come and break his brother’s chains. Zeus will be appeased, transformed, and he will see things in a new 
light. The struggle will be reconciled to harmony and the reconciliation will be the victory of Prometheus but also the victory of 
Earth, that is to say of mercy, of humanity, and trust.

The two sides of Prometheus exist in the industrial history of Claybank in so far as the men who toiled for decades in this 
remarkable brick plant celebrated fraternity and the cooperative support of one another in their hard work and craft. Our 
performance will draw upon aspects of the poetry of Aeschylus, Trevor Harriet, and interviews with the workers themselves, to 
reflect the story of the lives of these men. The physical score of the work in the factory; the transformative process of clay to brick, 
from sifting to pressing to firing, will be explored through the use of Vsevolod Meyerhold’s biomechanics. This physical theatre 
technique celebrates the efficiencies, geometry and power of the workers’ bodies, and will provide a physical subtext to the 
Promethean story of harmony with the earth and elements. Alas, Claybank has been shut down as a brick plant, and the fire of 
industry has all but gone out. In this part of rural Saskatchewan, there is a feeling of being burned, of being punished by the 
omnipotent, outside forces of global capitalism and colossal markets controlled from afar. Claybank is a monument to a vanishing 
industry, and in this sense the spirit of the implacable power-figure from afar haunts the site. The physical score of the performers 
will in part reflect this doomed battle with endurance and gravity.

As the materials of the Claybank factory are slowly returned to the earth, there is harmony. In the hills that once were scared with 
clay cut, plant life has begun to thrive; bricks returned to the site misshapen from demolition elsewhere, now sit in rounded piles 
among the coulees. The rounded kilns reflect the natural geometry of the Dirt Hills, the angular and linear shape of the factory 
reflects the mark of the agriculture left upon the prairie that meets the hills. The stolen fire has been identified with reason and 
knowledge, but it is probably best representative of symbolic imagination. The myth of Prometheus makes possible the imaginative 
enhancement of experience, the metaphorical distinction between what happened to us and what we make of the happening. That is 
to say, Prometheus has provided humanity with the illumination of consciousness and the transformational grammar of experience.

In Crossfiring we hope to animate the Promethean qualities of the Claybank historical site; both the destructive and the 
harmonious, the meeting of industrial and natural, the European and the Aboriginal, the male and female. We aim to explore and 
illuminate the transformational power that humanity has drawn from the earth’s remarkable clay bounty in this area.
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