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                                                           presenter: Kevin Spenst  
 
Why unicorns? A couple reasons. The first personal. For me 2019 was lousy with unicorns. At a 
literary event in Vancouver last summer, the Philadelphia-based poet John Wall Barger read his 
poem “Urgent Message from the Captain of the Unicorn Hunters,” which was funny and weird it 
stayed with me for quite some time. A couple of months later, I came across a Phyllis Webb 
poem about unicorns, which was also striking for its uniqueness, and then the year ended with a 
total of three more unicorns, which I spotted in Sonnet L’Abbe’s mind-shattering Sonnet’s 



Shakespeare, a book of poetry that’s very much of this moment. Connecting these coincidental 
dots led me to think a little more seriously about the role of the unicorn in poetry. While the 
general concept of unicorn holds many conflicting connotations (it’s a plush toy for children, it’s 
a serious symbol for the LGBTQ communities; it’s ancient, it’s post-post-modern, et), there’s 
also a lot of conceptual space within and around the body of the unicorn. I think within this 
realm of the imagination, we see reasons why poets have been drawn to working with the image 
of the unicorn. This fantastical creature holds potential to create through an exploration of 
difference, and in these times of rising nationalisms around the world that resemble, if not 
outright exemplify, fascism, I think the unicorn is the creature to lead the charge against far-right 
extremism.  
 
Today, I’m going to take us through some ideas and lessons that you can use in your English 
classes. My focus will be on three unicorn poems and some activities that you can use in your 
classroom, but I’ll begin with a broader look at unicorns, then fascism, and a very brief look at 
art against fascism. I have a presentation prepared and also a PDF which contains everything that 
I’ll be covering. You’ll be doing a bit of creative writing yourself in response to prompts. I’ll 
also stop from time to time to take any questions that anyone might have and there’ll be two 
break-aways one for you to play the role of students and the other to reflect and bounce ideas off 
of one another.  
 
By way of an introduction to myself: I’ve been writing poetry my whole life, but it was after 
graduating from UBC’s MFA in Creative Writing when I started to publish in journals and 
magazines. My third full-length book of poetry will be coming out in a couple weeks with Anvil 
Press and I’m also interested in smaller collections of poetry called chapbooks and I have a 
column in subTerrain magazine where I review Canadian chapbooks. Over the past six years, 
I’ve given workshops and lectures at high schools around the province, and high schools, 
colleges and universities here in the Lower Mainland. I’m interested in poetry and how to most 
effectively convey its potentialities. For the purposes of today, I’m a poet and in the words of the 
poet Damian Rogers “It’s taken me a long time to think of myself as a poet. It felt like an absurd 
thing to call myself — like telling people I was a unicorn. But gradually over time, I grew into 
my horn.”  
 
THE VERY BRIEF HISTORY OF THE UNICORN 
 
The unicorn traipsed eight times through the King James Version of the Bible. It often stood as a 
symbol of strength in the Old Testament. For example: Numbers 23:22 God brought them out of 
Egypt; he hath as it were the strength of an unicorn. 



 
 
 
We can find it bounding and lounging throughout European art.  

 



 
 
 

 
 
The unicorn has made its magical presence felt on the royal coat of arms for the United Kingdom 
(a symbol which you can see in numerous places downtown Vancouver).  



 
 
From the past to the present, unicorns are clearly in our midst. According to an article in the 
Guardian, unicorns have become the emblem of our times. The article states: “The values of a 

unicorn – as rare and magical – have seen the word used in various connotations. Now a 

unicorn can be a start-up business valued at more than $1bn. A unicorn is also an 

elusive or unobtainable woman – or a bisexual woman depending on your source. When 

Scottish Tory leader Ruth Davidson told the Conservative Party Conference a fortnight 

ago that people “tire of being offered free unicorns”, it was a put-down to Jeremy 

Corbyn’s policies. But Davidson couldn’t have been more wrong. Right now, people 

bloody love unicorns.”  
 
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/oct/15/return-of-the-unicorn-the-magical-

beast-of-our-times 

 
 
 
 
 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/oct/15/return-of-the-unicorn-the-magical-beast-of-our-times
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/oct/15/return-of-the-unicorn-the-magical-beast-of-our-times


 
 

Writing Prompts around the topic of Unicorns:  
 
Complete any one of the following in a free write. Don’t think, just let your pen or fingers move ahead 
with whatever is on your mind, heart, or the sinews of your wrist and arm. You will have five minutes to 
do nothing but write.  
 
1.Unicorny. The stupidest way to _______ a ________ is by … 
 
2.Scientists have discovered that the keratin of the Elasmotherium sibiricum can be used to cure…  
 
3.In those days, Unicorn soup was a delicacy served for ... 
 
4.Unicorns can represent…  
 
5.The remains of a unicorn were found yesterday in…. 
 
6.The dank meme of the unicorn caused a stir because…. 
 
7.The unicorn impaled the… 
 
8. The tusk of a unicorn can cure…  
 
9.I dreamt last night that a unicorn told me to... 
 
10."The absence of a unicorn in the modern world should not cause us to doubt its past existence." After 
all, one might argue, many animals of the past are extinct and no longer with us, so…  
 

 
 
 
If you’re reading this and not writing, just remember that there is no wrong answer, and this is an 
opportunity to drift, to daydream, to escape, to mull something over, to make connections, and to as many 
mistakes as you want which in fact might emerge as a pattern of something quite excitingly new.  
 



What is fascism? 

Apart from the obvious symbols of swastikas and Hitler moustaches, how can the 

ideology of fascism be identified? Please type a word, phrase, or idea that you 

associate with fascism.  

With the rise of egotistical leaders boasting about their disregard for law and order, 

we seem to be entering politically uncertain times. Are these current leaders 

fascists? There are some striking similarities between some of the most 

outrageously vocal men who govern countries and the fascists dictators of the past. 

According to novelist and scholar Umberto Eco (who lived through fascism in Italy 

in the twentieth century), fascism involves any of the following fourteen points.  

I want to pull out four points as they relate to unicorns:  

1. The cult of tradition. “One has only to look at the syllabus of every fascist 
movement to find the major traditionalist thinkers. The Nazi gnosis was 
nourished by traditionalist, syncretistic, occult elements.” 

2. The rejection of modernism. “The Enlightenment, the Age of Reason, is seen as 
the beginning of modern depravity. In this sense Ur-Fascism can be defined 
as irrationalism.” 

3. The cult of action for action’s sake. “Action being beautiful in itself, it must 
be taken before, or without, any previous reflection. Thinking is a form of 
emasculation.”  

Unicorns do bound, but as we saw earlier they also lounge. They are ready to chill. 

4. Disagreement is treason. “The critical spirit makes distinctions, and to 
distinguish is a sign of modernism. In modern culture the scientific 
community praises disagreement as a way to improve knowledge.” 

There are many interpretations for what a unicorn stands for.  



5. Fear of difference. “The first appeal of a fascist or prematurely fascist 
movement is an appeal against the intruders. Thus Ur-Fascism is racist by 
definition.” 

The unicorn is a symbol of difference. Even in this presentation, it’s hard to tell if 
I”m being serious or trying to be funny. That’s fine. We’re in between zones of 
certitude and there’s potential for meaning to be made.  

6. Appeal to social frustration. “One of the most typical features of the historical 
fascism was the appeal to a frustrated middle class, a class suffering from an 
economic crisis or feelings of political humiliation, and frightened by the 
pressure of lower social groups.” 

7. The obsession with a plot. “The followers must feel besieged. The easiest way 
to solve the plot is the appeal to xenophobia.” 

8. The enemy is both strong and weak. “By a continuous shifting of rhetorical 
focus, the enemies are at the same time too strong and too weak.” 

9. Pacifism is trafficking with the enemy. “For Ur-Fascism there is no struggle 
for life but, rather, life is lived for struggle.” 

10. Contempt for the weak. “Elitism is a typical aspect of any reactionary 
ideology.” 

11. Everybody is educated to become a hero. “In Ur-Fascist ideology, heroism is 
the norm. This cult of heroism is strictly linked with the cult of death.” 

12. Machismo and weaponry. “Machismo implies both disdain for women and 
intolerance and condemnation of nonstandard sexual habits, from chastity to 
homosexuality.” 

While historically, the unicorn represented strength, it has also been associated 
with beauty and preciousness. If it is a symbol of strength, it’s not a macho one.  

13. Selective populism. “There is in our future a TV or Internet populism, in 
which the emotional response of a selected group of citizens can be presented 
and accepted as the Voice of the People.” 

14. Ur-Fascism speaks Newspeak. “All the Nazi or Fascist schoolbooks made use 
of an impoverished vocabulary, and an elementary syntax, in order to limit 
the instruments for complex and critical reasoning.” 

http://www.openculture.com/2016/11/umberto-eco-makes-a-list-of-the-14-commo
n-features-of-fascism.html 

http://www.openculture.com/2016/11/umberto-eco-makes-a-list-of-the-14-common-features-of-fascism.html
http://www.openculture.com/2016/11/umberto-eco-makes-a-list-of-the-14-common-features-of-fascism.html


Can art fight fascism?  

 
 



 
 

 
“Woman with Cannon (Dots)”, from the “House Beautiful: Bringing the War Home” 
series, 1967–1972, Martha Rosler, Nagel Draxler Gallery; source: MSN 
 
Not only does art fight fascism, it helps create conditions that prevent the rise of 
populist leaders who have easy answers to complex problems.  



 

 
“In our culture, it’s a radical act to commit to living in a state of attention. I think 
poets work very hard to stay awake, and to speak with integrity, to sing their own note 
as clearly as possible.” - Damian Rogers 
https://www.poetryinvoice.com/poems/poets/damian-rogers 
 
What does it mean to “live in a state of attention”? How might living in a state of 
attention be anathematic (a loathful problem) to leaders of fascist movements? Today 
we’re going to examine, respond, and pay attention to three poems which incorporate 
unicorns. 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.poetryinvoice.com/poems/poets/damian-rogers


First Poem about Unicorns:  
John Wall Barger’s  
“Urgent Message from the Captain of the Unicorn Hunters”  
 
This first poem takes a somewhat gory approach, but I think in its visceral tackling of 
the subject matter, it gets us wincing and squirming over a horror that does have a 
connection to our real world. Barger has said that he had a Trump-type figure in mind 
when he wrote this poem. Like Trump, the speaker, the Captain of the Unicorn 
Hunters, is a demagogue who has dreamt of absolute power, but unlike Trump he 
realizes the error of his ways.  

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



John Wall Barger’s “Urgent Message from the Captain of the Unicorn Hunters” 
 
Questions for Discussion in Pairs: 
1. Why have they been hunting the unicorns? 
2. Where do you imagine this speech taking place? Why? What lines support your 
interpretation? 
3. From the context of the sentence, what do you think “tholed” means? 
4. What’s your favourite line? What’s your least favourite line? Why?  
5. What is meant in the last line: “And then we wait?” What would they be waiting 
for? How is this action of waiting unlike the previous behaviour of the Unicorn 
Hunters. 
6. What’s a question you have for your partner about the poem? 
 
Creative and Critical Writing Prompts:  
1. Answer one of the questions above. 
2. Write from the perspective of one of the Unicorn Hunters, start with “I couldn’t 
believe what I was hearing that afternoon. Our Captain was…” 
3. Write a description of the release of the unicorns. Are they angry? Where do they 
go?  
4.Create a dialogue between two friends who disagree over the treatment of the 
unicorns. One thinks it’s cruel and the other thinks it’s fine.  
5.How many of Umberto Eco’s fourteen points describing fascism relate to the world 
of this poem? 
 
Additional Activities Beyond the Page:  
1. For filming: Imagine there are a number of captains and this isn’t a monologue for 
one voice, but a dialogue for a number of speakers. Rewrite this for three or four 
voices. Everyone memorizes their parts and then it’s filmed. 
2. How can the situation described in the poem be compared to what is happening in 
the world today? How is the personality of the speaker similar to other leaders around 
the world who are using their power for cruel ends? Research an autocratic world 
leader and compare their real actions to any of the imagined cruelties in “Urgent 
Message from the Captain of the Unicorn Hunters.” 



Second Poem about Unicorns:  
Phyllis Webb’s  
“The Days of the Unicorns”  
Our next poem has a far more gentle approach. “The Days of the Unicorns” was 
written by Phyllis Webb for her 1980 collection Wilson’s Bowl. Phyllis Webb is one 
of Canada’s uniquest personalities. At twenty-two years of age, she ran for the CCF 
(the early incarnation of the NDP) in BC’s 1949 provincial election. Later, she 
worked in radio broadcasting for the CBC where she helped create the program Ideas. 
She went on to publish and teach poetry at UBC, but over the past twenty years she’s 
lived in relative silence on Hornby Island. This poem is interesting how it seems 
simple and yet most every stanza holds some mystery.  

 
 
 



The Days of the Unicorn 
 
I remember when the unicorns 
roved in herds through the meadow 
behind the cabin, and how they would 
lately pause, tilting their jeweled 
horns to the falling sun as we shared 
the tensions of private property 
and the need to be alone. 
 
Or as we walked along the beach 
a solitary delicate beast 
might follow on his soft paws 
until we turned and spoke the words 
to console him. 
 
It seemed they were always near 
ready to show their eyes and stare 
us down, standing in their creamy 
skins, pink tongues out 
for our benevolence. 
 
As if they knew that always beyond 
and beyond the ladies were weaving them 
into their spider looms. 
 
I knew where they slept 
and how the grass was bent 
by their own wilderness 
and I pitied them. 
 
It was only yesterday, or seems 
like only yesterday when we could 
touch and turn and they came 



perfectly real into our fictions. 
But they moved on with the courtly sun 
grazing peacefully beyond the story 
horns lowering and lifting and 
lowering. 
 
I know this is scarcely credible now 
as we cabin ourselves in cold 
and the motions of panic 
and our cells destroy each other 
performing music and extinction 
and the great dreams pass on 
to the common good. 
 
Phyllis Webb’s “The Days of the Unicorns” 
 
Questions for Discussion in Pairs: 
1. What is happening in the present tense of the poem and what happened in the past? 
How are those situations different?  
2. What is the overall tone of this poem? What lines lead you to feel that way?  
3. Why might be meant by “as we shared the tensions of private property and the need 
to be alone”? What is meant by “they came / perfectly real into our fictions”? 
4. While this poem doesn’t rhyme, it does have phrases and lines that resonant in 
vowels and consonants. What is a phrase or line that holds alliteration or assonance? 
How does that relate to the meaning of the line?  
5. What is meant in the last line: “and the great dreams pass on to the common good”? 
6. What’s a question you have for your partner about the poem? 
 
Creative and Critical Writing Prompts:  
1. Answer one of the questions above. 
2. What is the greatest freedom you’ve ever felt or imagined? How would you 
describe it? Write from that feeling but also try to include as many details as you can 
along the way.  
3. I remember when the ________ 



roved in herds through the meadow 
Start your own poem with the above blank filled in with any creature (real or 
imagined)  
4. Does anything in the poem reflect Phyllis Webb’s political position?  
 
Additional Activities Beyond the Page:  
1. For filming: do an audio recording of several people reading the poem with one 
image for every stanza. What is a political or environmental image that might express 
the ideas in each stanza?  
2. Phyllis Webb has spent her life with a passion for freedom and a profound interest 
in anarchism, the ideology of absolute freedom. Phyllis Webb is specifically 
interested in the Russian anarchist, Peter Kropotkin. Research the ideology of 
anarchism and explore how it relates to this poem.  
 

[Partner discussion from poem one or two and some writing: 
imagine you’re students in a class responding to the questions to 
whichever poem appeals to you most. After you’ve discussed the 
questions, spend the rest of the time writing your creative or 
critical response to the text (ten minutes).]  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



third Poem with a Unicorn in it:  
Sonnet L'Abbé’s  
“XCLII”  
 

 
 



 
The entire project behind Sonnet’s Shakespeare is ambitious and remarkably unique. 
Each of L'Abbé’s poems uses the full text of a Shakespearean sonnet, but what 
L'Abbé does is insert her own words and phrases between Shakespeare’s words. For 
example, Shakespeare’s first sonnet begins: From fairest creatures we desire increase, 
That thereby beauty's rose might never die…” L'Abbé includes these words and letters 
but writes her own way through: “Seed, where are you from? The fairest face wins. 
Some creatures we desire, and give nice presence and some we make threat. The reign 
of blue eyes is at stake in the beauty game.”  

 
 



Unicorns are mentioned a couple of times through the collection of poetry, and they’re 
never a central theme, but they are there. I wanted to focus on the following poem 
which thinks through the notion of how we mark our skin. The Shakespearean sonnet 
begins: “Love is my sin, and thy dear virtue hate, Hate of my sin, grounded on sinful 
loving” L'Abbé turns sin to skin and this is what we get:  



 
 
 
 



Sonnet L'Abbé’s “XCLII” 
 
Questions for Discussion in Pairs: 
1. What’s the worst tattoo you’ve ever seen? What sounds like the worst tattoo in 
L'Abbé’s poem? 
2. What image is presented in the first line of the poem? The writer Hannah Arendt 
through her notion of the “Banality of Evil” argued that the former nazi Adolf 
Eichmann, who was on trial in Israel for war crimes in 1963, ‘far from being a 
"monster," as the Israeli prosecutor insisted, was nothing more than a thoughtless 
bureaucrat, passionate only in his desire to please his superiors. Eichmann, the 
unthinking functionary capable of enormous evil, revealed the dark potential of 
modern bureaucratic man.’ When does thoughtlessness lead to harm and/or even 
worse? Are there any connections between these ideas and L'Abbé’s poem? 
3. What tone do you hear in the above poem? What lines suggest that interpretation? 
4. What’s the difference between a cliché and a line of familiar poetry from 
Shakespeare? How does the above poem engage in Shakespeare’s language and 
clichés? 
5. What unknown word above intrigues you most? Why? What does your partner 
think it might mean?  
 
Creative and Critical Writing Prompts:  
1. Continue the following: The tattoo told the tale of… 
2. Take any line from the poem above and insert your own words between the letters 
and words.  
3. The poet Susan Howe writes “Connections between unconnected things are the 
unreal reality of Poetry.” Start a poem with a unicorn, but in your next stanza jump 
into a completely different topic. In your third stanza find a way to reconcile them.  
4. Start a poem or story with a unicorn galloping through an unlikely place. How do 
people react to it?  
 
Additional Activities Beyond the Page:  
1. For filming: film phrases from Shakespeare’s original, but read Sonnet’s revamped 
version overtop.  
2. Write an essay comparing and contrasting Shakespeare’s original with L'Abbé’s.  



[Partner discussion about all three poems: as teachers which 
poems, activities do you imagine working best in your 
classroom. Why? (ten minutes discussion).]  
 
 
Other Unicorn Poems:  
 
The Unicorn by  Rainer Maria Rilke 
 
The saintly hermit, midway through his prayers 
stopped suddenly, and raised his eyes to witness 
the unbelievable: for there before him stood 
the legendary creature, startling white, that 
had approached, soundlessly, pleading with his eyes. 
 
The legs, so delicately shaped, balanced a 
body wrought of finest ivory. And as 
he moved, his coat shone like reflected moonlight. 
High on his forehead rose the magic horn, the sign 
of his uniqueness: a tower held upright 
by his alert, yet gentle, timid gait. 
 
The mouth of softest tints of rose and grey, when 
opened slightly, revealed his gleaming teeth, 
whiter than snow. The nostrils quivered faintly: 
he sought to quench his thirst, to rest and find repose. 
His eyes looked far beyond the saint's enclosure, 
reflecting vistas and events long vanished, 
and closed the circle of this ancient mystic legend. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Invocation of the Unicorn 
                                                                                             —Cassidy McFadzean 
As hunters enter the woods, 
we enter the room of tapestries. 
Medici’s horn in the corner 
 
casts a gleam that seizes our vision, 
a narwhal tusk masquerading 
as the unicorn’s tapering wand. 
 
The tapestries spin enchantment. 
They snatch us towards the start 
of the hunt,to a hundred species 
 
of plants and beasts. We identify 
daffodil and periwinkle, perceive 
witch’s broom, lady’s mantle. 
 
Meld, madder, and woad’s 
pigments of red, blue, yellow, 
an artist’s bed of dyes. The tapestry 
 
depicts origins of its own making. 
The lymerer collects scant droppings 
as a scout signals from behind 
 
a walnut tree to the extant hunting 
party. The unicorn is found. We see 
sage leaf and orange tree, antidotes 
 
hinting that the unicorn purifies 
the fountain’s poisoned stream 
from which a pair of pheasants sip. 
 
But the unicorn can’t be disturbed 
when conducting his magic. 
The tree blossoms and bears fruit 
 
in a single instance, a paradox 



of fertility. Twelve hunters surround it 
in conversation, their dogs in wait. 
 
Goldfinches, a stag, and rabbits 
lay before the flowing pillar spout 
and the cypher AE. We puzzle over 
 
what the enigma means. Pot marigold 
under the hyena’s chin signals 
disaster. Man watches animals 
 
gather around the fountain. Ten 
hunters approach the beast. The 
unicorn leaps out of the stream. 
 
An oak tree stands at center scene. 
AE glowers from four corners 
as elsewhere aristocratic initials 
 
utter invocations. A castle looms 
in the background. A partridge 
cheeps of thievery, the hunters’ 
 
spears brandished and thrust 
at the unicorn’s torso, enclosing 
The beast is surrounded 
 
by men, dogs, and greenery, 
forcing the unicorn at bay. 
It defends itself well. Horn 
 
dipped, it gores a hound as it 
kicks a hunter. Has the fruit 
of ripe orchards turned sour? 
 
The heron, known for lofty 
flight and unperturbed by such 
melee, is here made serener. 
 



A single drop of blood trickles 
from a slit in the unicorn’s coat 
as spears strike from all sides. 
 
We’ve heard only the purest 
virgin can subdue a unicorn. 
Otherwise, it remains invincible. 
 
“Hail queen of the heavens.” 
If the unicorn appears as Christ, 
the hunter as Gabriel, the maiden 
 
motions to Virgin Mary. We see 
the mystic capture of the unicorn 
in two fragments. The handmaiden 
 
distracts from the only cameo 
the virgin makes on the scene: 
a glimpse of sleeve, her slender 
 
fingers linger on the creature’s 
mane, the three enclosed within 
the garden as menagerie. The scout 
 
blows a horn from below an apple 
bough, behind the gate. The spell 
is broken, the unicorn captured. 
 
The unicorn bestows one last glance 
to the absent maiden that fans 
his coat, missing from the frame. 
 
Stabbed by lances, echoing 
Christ’s passion, the unicorn 
is killed and brought to the castle. 
 
The scout catches blood drops 
in his drinking gourd. A party 
of men and women parade 



 
the unicorn to the fortress, 
its corpse slung over a horse’s 
saddle, one hunter fingering 
 
its spiralled horn. The unicorn 
is depicted both in the moment 
of the sword blade’s deathblow 
 
and in the procession carrying 
his corpse. His trophy bears 
a crown of thorns. In an instance 
 
we see the unicorn in captivity, 
the beast fenced in, wounds 
replaced with pomegranate 
 
seeds, blood with juice, 
captive but seemingly content. 
A woven chain around 
 
his neck, secures the unicorn 
to a wooden pen, seated therein 
amidst white irises and Madonna 
 
lilies, carnations and clove, 
orchids and bistorts, dragonflies 
dashing over the wallflowers 
 
and white thistle, the cipher’s 
tasseled cord hanging from a tree, 
bearing its riddle mysteriously. 
 
—Cassidy McFadzean 
 
Cassidy McFadzean is the author of Hacker Packer (McClelland & Stewart 2015), winner of two 
Saskatchewan Book Awards and a finalist for the Gerald Lampert Memorial Award.  


