
16       Au Courant

CantoKentigerni

The poetry of a 
life that resonates

In 1999, I took early retirement from 
the firm with the expectation that 
I would finally have some time to 
devote to a book that I had long 
wanted to write about emotional 
intelligence. I had planned to explore 
the emotional base of decision 
making through a discussion of 
how people make daily choices, 
particularly in dilemma situations 
where we have to choose not 
between good and evil, but between 
two choices that are both good. I 
believe that the pattern of choice 
creates character, and once we 
are locked into certain modes of 
behaviour it becomes very difficult to 
change. 

I intended to present some typical 

daily dilemmas in the body of the 
book, while an accompanying DVD 
would show how these dilemmas 
had been presented by Shakespeare 
in a play, which I believe likely would 
have best articulated the dilemma; in 
a film, which would have a broader 
space and time to explore the issue 
than is possible in the theatre; and 
in an opera, which heightens the 
emotion through music.

I had only just started research for 
the book when I was asked to step 
in as interim CEO of Goodwill of 
Greater Toronto, Central and Eastern 
Ontario in 2000. Since I expected 
the appointment to last about six 
months, I shelved my book, thinking 
I would soon be able to get back to 

it. Six months, however, turned into 
12 years, and while I had always 
thought I would return to my book 
when I eventually retired, when that 
day came in 2012 I realized it was 
something I no longer wanted to do. 

In part, it was because I had 
changed – 12 years at a charitable 
organization was, among many other 
things, a major learning experience 
for me. In part, it was because the 
world had also changed, particularly 
since the 2008 financial meltdown 
and the subsequent revelation that 
so many financial sector leaders and 
politicians had acted corruptly, and 
most were seemingly immune to 
the consequences of their actions. 
The idea of writing a life skills type 
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of book about decision making 
for business people was no longer 
appealing.

After having spent much of my 
working life believing my retirement 
would be devoted to writing my 
book, the fact that that project was 
no longer of interest to me left me a 
bit at loose ends. 

One of my favourite writers is 
Manuel Castells, who is a sociology 
professor at the Open University 
of Catalonia in Barcelona, Spain. 
Castells is best known for his 
research on the information society, 
communication and globalization. 
His three-volume tour de force, The 
Information Age, is a comprehensive 
attempt to understand the impact of 
the internet on how power, culture 
and experience might develop in 
a network society. Through him, I 
decided that I should turn to the web 
and use it as the vehicle for whatever 
I felt my book might become.

My year with the Bard
Although I had put the idea for a 
book on moral dilemmas behind 
me, I still felt the need to write 
something. Whatever shape it took, 
I wanted it to explore the spiritual or 
essential self, but from a completely 
secular premise: no religion, no 
myths, just here we are. I felt the 
best way to determine how to do 
this, as well as giving me a chance to 
re-ground myself, would be for me 
to walk through the entire output of 
Shakespeare, from beginning to end 
in chronological order.

I had long been a fan of Shakespeare, 
having first encountered him seriously 
at school at age 16. My objective 

was to access all of his plays that I 
did not know, read all of the poems 
and sonnets that I did not know, and 
gain a better understanding of what 
Shakespeare was thinking when he 
wrote these masterpieces. So I set 
out on my journey, which was one 
of love and joy despite some obvious 
challenges.

For nine months in 2012, I immersed 
myself in Shakespeare and it was a 
marvelous experience. I chose the 
2002 Complete Pelican Shakespeare 
because there is a complete set of 
the works on compact disk based 
on this version. Thus, I was able to 
listen and read at the same time, 
while being able to stop at any 

word to check a footnote or look 
it up elsewhere, as well as replay 
any section I wished to experience 
again. I then watched the BBC/Time-
Life version of the play on DVD; 
these are largely uncut versions of 
the basic text of the play, uniformly 
very well acted though with varying 
degrees of directorial success. Finally, 

I augmented these viewings with any 
other filmed version of the play that I 
happened to have on DVD.

As I had hoped, my exploration of 
Shakespeare had helped me decide 
where to go with my writing. To 
me, Shakespeare is such a glorious 
poet, and my review of his works 
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My poem would be an evocation of the people, 
past and present, dead and alive, who had 
influenced my own decision making. All of the 
encounters I would write about would be ones 
that had been very meaningful to me.
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had elicited the poetic aspirations 
I’ve always had since I began writing 
poetry at age 20. Instead of writing 
a book, I decided to write my 
“Canto”— a poem in blank verse.

Shakespeare had also helped me 
determine what my poem would be 
about. I decided to put down my 
thoughts on how a person might 
want to live a life that included 
encounters with people such 
as Shakespeare. My poem 
would be an evocation of 
the people, past and present, 
dead and alive, who had 
influenced my own decision 
making. All of the encounters 
I would write about would 
be ones that had been very 
meaningful to me, and I 
wanted to pass on some of 
what I had learned to others 
who may share my views, 
and who might become part 
of this affinity group who live 
within me – a sort of network 
society who seek to create an 
art of living well and decently, 
or trying to find wisdom 
within the context of being 
required to work for a living, 
which doesn’t leave a lot of 
time for much else.

The Canto and the resonators
Now that I had a clear idea of 
what I wanted to write, I was able 
to sit down and write without a 
break, since a lot of the content 
was very familiar to me having first 
encountered it many years ago. It 
is a highly personal poem – it’s me, 
it’s my voice – and it provides my 
perspectives on the people who, 
either directly or through their works, 
have influenced and helped shape 

my beliefs. I soon found that I had 
written 72 stanzas (and I expect to 
continue writing new ones in the 
years ahead). I also developed an 
index of the stanzas that provided a 
brief description of my own thoughts 
on a particular stanza, in hopes that 
this might enhance the reader’s 
individual understanding of the 
poem.

When I finished writing, I asked my 
son to read the Canto and he, being 
a polite fellow, said that while it was 
very good, some who read my poem 
might have difficulty recognizing 
some of the people – I call them 
resonators – that the poem discusses. 
In fact, he said, many readers 
may not know who some of my 
resonators were at all.

Fortunately, there was a solution to 
this problem. When I had immersed 

myself in Shakespeare, I had written a 
lot of notes about the experience, my 
thoughts about each of his plays and 
other works, and their significance to 
me. “Why don’t you post your notes 
on your website,” my son suggested. 
I had made similar notes of some of 
my other resonators.

So much has been written about 
so many of my resonators, and the 

notes I have written are 
not intended to be another 
“Cole’s Notes.” Instead, 
I’ve selected from the best 
sources out there and used 
their voices in the notes not 
to justify, but to elaborate 
and expand on what I’ve 
said in the poem. The notes 
are intended to provide 
some rationale for putting 
these people – Shakespeare, 
Thomas More, Popper and 
others – forward as models 
for a life. The notes are 
intended to show that I have 
personally tried to tackle 
what they’ve said or written, 
and articulate why it is so 
meaningful to me.

More walk-throughs
After I had finished my walk 

through of Shakespeare’s work, I 
immersed myself in several similar 
projects with different resonators. 

Giuseppe Verdi has influenced me for 
many years but I had not understood 
how deeply until I had completed 
my walk through of Shakespeare in 
2012. I had struggled with Macbeth, 
Othello and Falstaff in Shakespeare, 
because Verdi’s music kept intruding, 
and it was by chance that I had a 
conversation on Verdi’s Manzoni 

This is the opening stanza of the 
CantoKentigerni. I am appealing to each 

person’s interiority where the creation of the 
self occurs. The opening lines paraphrase The 

Rule of Saint Benedict (“Regula”). It is very 
difficult to learn to listen to oneself and to 

others.

Listen

Listen to the voices present and past
Resonating in the ear of your heart

Turning then to new actions
To create anew the life within
Which seeks the sun of insight.

Lofty words. But where to begin?
Does it all depend

Even in our Network Societies
Still on gene and meme?
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Requiem in January of 2013 which 
led me to the DVD by von Karajan. I 
was overwhelmed by this experience. 
Verdi had completely captured my 
imagination and I felt obliged to 
absorb him as seriously as I had 
absorbed Shakespeare, by listening to 
and experiencing his entire output in 
a chronological walk-through, which I 
did between February and November 
of 2013.

I had always been a lover 
of Bach and, in 2005, I 
attended the International 
Bach Festival at the University 
of Toronto, which featured 
performances of Bach’s 
early cantatas, conducted by 
Helmuth Rilling. These were 
intimate sessions and I had a 
sense of involvement in the 
performance unlike anything 
else I have experienced. I 
also had the occasion to 
speak with Rilling. He was so 
passionate about Bach, and 
the cantatas in particular, 
which he considered a 
“mine” of extraordinary music 
which should be open to 
everyone. It was an encounter 
that had its own resonance 
for me, and retirement gave 
me the time to explore all 
of Bach’s approximately 200 
cantatas, which I did over a 
15 month period.

Another of my resonators is Picasso, 
and I attended the exhibition 
“Picasso: Masterpieces from the 
Musee National Picasso, Paris in the 
Spring” of 2012 at the Art Gallery 
of Ontario. The exhibition provided 
a bird’s-eye view of Picasso’s works 
from 1906 until his death and I 

used it as an opportunity to do a 
comprehensive walk-through of 
Picasso’s life and works. In a certain 
way, this walk-through has paralleled 
my walks through of Shakespeare. 
I feel Picasso lived out many of the 
issues Shakespeare struggles with – 
appearance versus reality, imagination 
and commodity, honour, gender, role 
plays in general, and the greed and 
avarice which is hard to escape.

And there are others from a variety 
of disciplines. There is the poet, 
T.S. Eliot; Japanese filmmaker Akira 
Kurosawa; the Russian author 
Boris Pasternak; and the German 
philosopher Martin Heidegger; 
and a management thinker named 
Jim Miller, just to name a few. In 

total, there are about 70 resonators 
referred to in the poem, and I’ve 
only developed notes on about 
dozen of them, so my main focus at 
the moment is on developing more 
background information on some of 
the other resonators. Where I have 
written notes, I’ve included them, 
which has changed the nature of my 
project since the notes have become 
a focus to rival that of the Canto 

itself.

Going live
In May 2014, I was finally 
ready to “go live” with my 
Canto. My granddaughter 
took all of my material and 
constructed my website, 
CantoKentigerni, which 
you can find at www.
kenconnelly.ca. Posting 
the Canto has been an 
interesting experience in 
itself, since I have received 
comments from several 
people – most of whom I 
don’t know – who came 
across my website and found 
it of interest.

Now that the website has 
“gone live,” I’m in the 
position of continually 
feeding it new content. Each 
day, I’m at my desk at 7 a.m. 
and spend eight hours each 
day developing new notes 
about resonators or writing 

new stanzas. Please visit the site, and 
I hope you enjoy what you read.

Ken Connelly can be reached 
at connellyken@gmail.com or 
416 323-9973. His website is 
kenconnelly.ca.

I came late in life to Verdi, as to opera. He re-
appears throughout this poem as a dominant 
force, linked in my mind with Shakespeare as 

a dramatic genius of extraordinary breadth 
and depth whose musical context pulls out 
emotions in a way the spoken word cannot.

Verdi I

Verdi whose tragic life
Finds full expression

In his tragic operas
Vocally so strongly moving

While so challenging
Shakespearean in his sense of drama

Moving the audience
Emotionally to its depths

Planting the seed of resonance
In every ear.

He assumes two Shakespearean plays
To create new masterpieces

And showcases Falstaff
In his only comedy
Written in old age

Still resonating.


