


There is such density in Tomas Tranströmer’s poet-
ry, and such a wide range of images and concerns.
It may be best to focus on several representative

selections from different poems in this fine collection of
poetry and prose from  to , a half century of his
work.

The first poem in the Baltics sequence collected in
The Great Enigma holds an arresting image. The stanza
containing this image bears reading aloud a number of
times. It is representative of the stirring perception and
mundane precision that characterize much of
Tranströmer’s poetry. In this poem he describes the work
of his grandfather, who was a ship’s pilot “before the age
of radio masts,” and ship to shore communication. At
that time a pilot was expected to know the topography of
the seabed like the back of his hand. His grandfather’s
ship sets out at night in thick fog, “half blind ahead”, nav-
igating until suddenly “At one single stride / the cape
emerged from the invisible and was right on them.” His
grandfather’s “eyes read straight into the invisible”:

The minutes passed.
Shallows and skerries he memorized like psalm verses.
And that feeling of “we’re just here” that must be kept, like carrying a
brimful pail without spilling a drop.

“We’re just here” is not sotto voce, or even a whisper, but surfaces in a vast silence,
almost prayerful. The Lord of those psalms may have been his grandfather’s co-pilot,
but he faced the most dangerous choices alone, and with perfectly balanced care for
the ship and everyone aboard. A precision and care that Tranströmer has inherited, or
come to on his own.

A few pages later, in the prose introduction to the fifth Baltics poem,
Tranströmer describes a strait “swarming with jellyfish today for the first time in
years”. Then he surprises the reader again with a sudden shift from the prosaic to the
revelatory: “if you take them out of the water their entire form vanishes, as when an
indescribable truth is lifted out of silence and formulated into an inert mass.” His
description of this process is the reverse of the transformation he has just presented.

The sixth Baltic opens with the story of how his great grandparents could not
care for his beloved grandmother Maria, and abandoned her to strangers after sailing
“from island to island” asking “Who can take Maria?” She becomes “an unpaid servant”
in a household where “the mask of piety cracks,” as false piety always will. However,
she develops the unusual gift of sharing precognitive communication with Tomas:

I remember her. I would press close to her
and at the moment of death (the moment of crossing?) she sent out a

thought
so that I—a five-year-old—understood what happened
half an hour before they rang. 

A five-year-old boy receives a message from his distant grandmother that she is dying,
a half an hour before a call from her hypocritical masters. In Tranströmer’s hands, the
miraculous lines are utterly true. 

In “Citoyens” from The Truthbarrier, he dreams of Danton and Robespierre. His
cautionary description of how “Robespierre spends a careful hour each morning on
his toilette” recalls the civilized manner Roberto Calasso describes, in which “The big-
ots of philanthropy had their neighbors’ heads cut off with extreme sensitivity.” (The
Ruin of Kasch). In Tranströmer’s poem, it is night, “And—as always in dreams—no
sun.” Is this true of everyone’s dreams? In the Parisian night of the Great Terror, a
rarely presented truth about the nature of human betrayal surfaces in the final unfin-
ished line of “Citoyens” . . . as unfinished, and true, and present as the terrible histo-
ry of  the th century.

“Schubertiana” opens with a view of New York City from above. The poem’s
final lines compress so suddenly that I stopped reading to put on a Schubert sonata,

“CARRYING A BRIMFUL PAIL”
James Edward Reid

and then read the poem again:

I know too—without statistics—that right now Schubert is being played
in a room over there and that for someone the notes are more

real than anything else.

A generous selection of Tranströmer’s prose also appears in The Great Enigma.
“How the Late Autumn Night Novel Begins” opens with the narrator’s edgy disem-
barkation alone from a ferry in darkness at an undisclosed location. He passes a night
that would try other men’s souls, hearing “someone knocking in a wall, someone who
belongs to the other world that was left behind here, knocking, wanting back. Too late
. . . The other world is this world too.” For a moment, it seemed as if Tranströmer
might be moving toward something eerie, like the risks Odin took in order to gain the
power of poetry. But in the morning, the narrator wakes to “A crawling stack of roots.
Stones with faces. The forest is full of abandoned monsters I love.”

Tranströmer’s favourite poem in the book is “For the Living and the Dead”. It is four
lines, and awaits the reader about three quarters of the way through the collection:

Female Portrait, 19th Century

Her voice is stilled in the clothing. Her eyes
follow the gladiator. Then she herself is
in the arena. Is she free? A gilt frame

strangles the picture.

It seems to be a quiet little poem on first reading. But, is only her voice stilled? Do the
eyes of another also follow the gladiator? Does the other follow her into the arena? Is
she free? Is the other free? Who is the other? Does the gilt frame strangle only the pic-
ture? Did the Nobel Prize Committee spend much time mulling over this poem?

The Great Enigma, like the most enjoyable enigmas, calls for rereading. I will be
rereading Robin Fulton’s translation until his  accusation is settled. He has claimed
that in another Tranströmer translation by Robin Robertson, “An excessively large
number of Robertson’s lines are identical to mine in my Transtromer translations.”
http://www.the-tls.co.uk/tls/public/article.ece

There is something grave, yet light in Tranströmer’s work. A peculiarly Nordic
light, and darkness. He’s plainspoken, yet intricate. Complex, yet accessible. I cannot
think of another poet like him. He has something of Dickinson’s capacity for deceptive
profundity. Muldoon’s fearlessness, without all the rest of it. William Carlos Williams’
clarity. Something like Milosz’s moral fibre, and Denise Levertov’s goodness.

James Edward Reid is a regular contributor to PRRB. He also publishes in The
Sarmatian Review and Vallum: new international poetics, and most recently published
“Inside the Glacier” in the Alaska journal Cirque.

PRRB Vol.  No.  page 

The Great Enigma: 
New Collected Poems
Tomas Tranströmer
Translated by 
Robin Fulton
New Directions Books
 pages,   .

Tomas Transtromer



Charles Darwin’s main legacy is unquestionably his
upheaval of the scientific world with the proposal
of evolution and natural selection, but his travels

aboard the Beagle still inspire anyone with their own
sense of wonder and adventure. It was during his trip
around the tip of South America and on into the Pacific
Ocean that Darwin gathered his data and began to ques-
tion what had been taken for granted for millenia. Winter
in Fireland: A Patagonian Sailing Adventure is a narrative
that follows in Darwin’s wake as Coghlan and his wife,
Jenny, set sail from Cape Town, South Africa to Patagonia
aboard their twenty-seven-foot sailboat, Bosun Bird. 

The story begins with Coghlan’s memories of being
stationed in Buenos Aires as a teacher. Applying for the
job was the first of many impulse decisions that eventual-
ly led him and his wife around the world. His first chap-
ter, ‘Far Away and Long Ago’, is the most engaging as it
gently weaves personal memories with historical facts and
charts a transitional period in Argentina’s history. It’s
during this time that Coghlan and his wife fall in love
with the “bright, fierce, and fickle South” and visit
Patagonia for the first time. The tale then fast-forwards
twenty-five years to the purchase of Bosun Bird and their
fitting of the vessel as they prepare for the titular adventure. It is a story by adventur-
ers for adventurers. For someone planning their own trip south, this book would be
useful as both a beginning resource and for its annotated bibliography that lists sever-
al books of sailing around South America. For others it will be an escape into worldly

A STORY BY ADVENTURERS FOR ADVENTURERS
Marina Parapini

travel urges likely to inspire fantasies of
visiting Patagonia for ourselves.

Coghlan writes with the crisp
syntax of a Captain’s log and peppers
his account with honesty and dry
English humour. The strength of the
narrative is in the parsimonious and
often hilarious descriptions of the
many minor characters along the way.
The one regret a reader has when fin-
ishing is the missed opportunity of
becoming better acquainted with
Coghlan’s wife, Jenny. She is only
revealed by snatches of dialogue, but it
is enough to suggest not only a prag-
matic partner and an able adventurer,
but a keen observer with wit of her own.  

All sailor stories are built on the power of the sea and man’s struggle to assert
himself against nature. Nature is never so close as when it is trying to kill you; the sub-
lime can only be experienced through the tremble of awe. Stories from the sea are sto-
ries of survival: Ishmael recounting the white whale and the ancient Mariner telling of
the mysteries that happen out of sight from land. Coghlan reminds us how adventures
are measured more by their mishaps than their successes, as well as how the greatest
adventurer is often just the luckiest. 

Marina Parapini graduated with a B.A.in English and Business and is having her own
adventure volunteering in Lome, Togo.
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Nicholas and Jenny Coghlan

River Road comes as the much-needed sequel to
Hillel Wright’s enjoyable Border Town. My only
complaint with Wright’s earlier work was that the

story ended too abruptly, and one’s investment in the
characters demanded more time with them. River Road
makes good on both counts, presenting us with the con-
tinuing adventures of Fumie Akahoshi, her daughter
Angelica, and a wide cast of supporting and intersecting
characters. As thoroughly engrossing as the first book, it
will, however, leave the reader confused if they have not
previously read Border Town.

As in the first novel, Wright interweaves plots and
influences from popular culture, current events, anime
and manga, and Japanese history. In the earlier book,
Fumie’s fictional illuminations on the use of Chinese
“comfort women” by Japanese soldiers hit too close to
home and put an assassin on her trail. The closure of that
story found Fumie either missing or dead, and the truth
of the conspiracy unresolved. Her child Angelica, now
newly the inheritor of two spectacular mansions and a
host of clues, receives telepathic messages from someone who may be her mother. And
so starts her investigation into her mother’s work and her disappearance.

Wright established complex genealogical connections in his first book. This time
around his narrative is more focused on characters and their actions. However, like
Border Town, this new work is not a straight-forward narrative. As one of his charac-
ters reflects, “Three examples make a pattern.” And so begins a seemingly disconnect-
ed tale linking encounters in a western-theme bar in Japan, a beggar repairman that
dies saving the lives of other homeless people in a flash flood, and a crying girl in a

post-tsunami shelter. All serve to weave
the threads of the narrative together. It is
a process that requires a clear, adroit
mind, but the payoff is satisfying. Loose
ends are brought together, mysteries are
revealed. By the end, we learn the truth
about Fumie’s fate, the connected destiny
of the surfer Jorge Luis, and the connec-
tions to Old Man and the Japanese crime
families. 

If there is a weakness in the book, it
lies in Wright’s thinly-veiled disrespect for
his audience. Instead of allowing the
strength and oddity of his story to carry
the reader along, he stops and interjects
frequently, as though to reassure the read-
er it will all make sense in the end. At one
point he uses almost those exact words,
asking the “dear reader” to please bear
with him, since the payoff is coming. At
other junctures, he simply stops the story for an almost-Shakespearean aside that lays
out the plot for the reader, then resumes its normal narrative. These breaks are neither
needed nor welcome, and they take away some of the fun in arranging these puzzle
pieces and connections for oneself. Like a Sudoku puzzle book with half the correct
sequences placed in already, the solution process is half the delight.

Perhaps Wright was concerned that his audience would lose patience with the
threads and seemingly-random stories he was arranging. He need not have been, espe-

RIVER ROAD
Martin VanWoudenberg
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“God is simply the name for our wonder.” So
says Alfred Kazin in a December  journal
entry from this new volume edited by

Richard M. Cook. I was long ago apprised of the wonder
present in On Native Grounds and A Walker In The City,
which met with critical praise unparalleled in epistolary
and diaristic writing. But I ignored the entreaties, just as
I ignored the reception given New York Jew, whose per-
sonal score-settling caused such a stir in the s. Kazin
was always one of those critics one had to get to, like
Wilson, Kermode, and Northrop Frye. He was rumored
to be the most accessible, the most peculiarly American,
the most optimistic and visionary. A transcendentalist,
the heir to Emerson.

So finally, after  years, Kazin’s Journals enabled me
to see what all the fuss is about. If Montaigne is correct
and memoir differs from autobiography by having an
outward focus – being about others – then the narrative
arc of these five decades of notes is definitely toward
memoir. Especially during the politically rich s, and
having been a Marxist true believer, Kazin’s prose falcon-sharp and keen, and he calls
his paragraphs back to his fist with snapshots of great figures, ominous social move-
ments and counter –movements, sparks and flashes of insight.

Kazin’s s are brimming with political theories and their refutations, eclectic
conjectures hatched by the mass man, the oppressed woman, the outraged, marginal-
ized and galvanized minority. Appalled by capitalism’s brutality, he trusted Lenin’s
diligent broom, “sweeping, sweeping it all away,” and stayed dazzled enough by social-
ism’s “immanence only in action,” its “methods, substance and form… encompassing
the highest promise of human life.” When Stalin’s horrors were revealed and huge seg-
ments of the American Left ran for cover, Kazin envisioned a “third group” that would
retain the doctrine’s essential vision while casting off its police-repressive machinery.

But for all of politics’ external tensions, there isn’t a paragraph here that doesn’t
reflect on the essential interiority of writing, its bracing challenges, the sometimes
morbid insecurity of its practitioners. And at the same time the awareness of that
makes for the magnetic, attractive tone of the writer, a mantle he sees coating Proust
above all others: “The tyranny of love in him; it fills all the spaces formerly occupied
by custom, law, religion. It is the private man’s last expression of his finiteness and
longing for the infinite. The irony implicit in his own suffering; his awareness of his
suffering, of its intrinsic greatness and triviality.” Kazin saw the writer’s loneliness
birthed in infancy, the “obsession with childhood” so foregrounded in Joyce and
Proust (and Sherwood Anderson), and which gave Kazin the conception and tech-
niques of “personal history” that would underlie his Walker in the City (). 

The success of Walker gave him new confidence in his casual assessments, seeing

KAZIN, PERAMBULATING
Richard Wirick

usefulness in every perception and its
notation. “Even the most banal and casu-
al observations have purpose,” he wrote;
journal composition redeems the long
string of “days that die so forgotten,” he
says – it is “pitiful…. Not to save what is
unsaveable, but [which can] define what
is peculiarly mine.” The diaristic impulse
constructs personality, bestows coher-
ence, battles back death.

The beauty of Kazin’s judgments
are that they do not come with the irrita-
ble certainty of those of, say, Edmund
Wilson, or, as was more common, art
critics like Clement Greenberg or John
Berger. Kazin had “negative capability,”
and one sees him questioning his assess-
ments even (like H. James) as he swoops
in on a work. His mind is a bird with its
wings spread, floating and circling, hov-
ering, questioning its decision; when he
settles on his prey the movements of his thought are as subtle as rustling wings. 

Yet there is no more forceful personality in the book than the author’s, who
holds his own with Mailer, Bellow, the young and combative Philip Roth. (All of them
craved his approval in the s—that tap of his wand, which, in its day, was indispen-
sable to citizenship in the Republic of Letters.) It is his snapshots of these other per-
sonalities that are so effortlessly perfect, so balanced and knowing. In his only meeting
with T.S. Eliot (a legendary intimidator), Kazin’s subject reveals convictions but lets
slip pretensions and diffidences, and, once again, that subject’s awareness of each:

He was extremely kind, gentle, spoke very slowly and hesitatingly, livened
up a bit when I pushed the conversation to literary topics. He looks like a very
sensitive question mark—long, winding and bent; Gives the impression his
sensibility is in his long, winding nose. He said things which just verged on
“You Americans,” but I grinned when he spoke of Truman and Missouri and
he grinned back! When I gave him [Harvard philosopher] Professor Spencer’s
regards, he brightened considerably and asked if I was a Harvard man.

If I knew his other work better I would say these diaries are a perfect introduction to
them. I’ll say it anyway.

Richard Wirick appears elsewhere in this issue. 
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In After the Funeral, a man wakes up
beside the lifeless body of a stranger. He
has no memory of his own identity or past.
Has there been a murder and is he, in fact,
the murderer? In this gripping first novel,
Al MacLachlan probes the paranoia that
leads to insanity, when everything familiar
suddenly becomes strange.

Set in coastal British Columbia, Murmurs
of the Dead explores a way of life that is
slowly disappearing. Central to the story
are the unsolved murders of drug dealers,
and when the young journalists discover
the cover-up it increasingly appears to be
the work of vigilantes. But how many
townspeople were involved, and how were
the murders kept secret so long?

E k s t a s i s  N o i r  f r o m  A l  M a c L a c h l a n
“This is a very
good first novel,
with plenty of
promise.
MacLachlan can
set action in a
place… we have a
writer to watch.”

Margaret Cannon
Globe and Mail



Something is happening in the Yukon. Despite hav-
ing a population of just ,, the territory has
produced three poets with first books in as many

years. Yukon’s capital, Whitehorse, has also now hosted
three biennial poetry festivals, bringing major Canadian
poets such as Don McKay, bill bissett, Karen Solie and
Michael Ondaatje north of the sixtieth parallel. Maybe it’s
something to do with all that daylight.

The territory’s latest collection is Kerosene by
Jamella Hagen, published last fall. I don’t usually read
poetry books straight through; I dip in and out, drawn to
a poem’s first line or its shape. But when I read the first
poem in Kerosene, I was compelled to keep reading, much
as if I had picked up a novel. Not only is there an unput-
downable quality to Hagen’s individual poems but I felt a
narrative thread leading me through the collection. I sim-
ply wanted to know what happened next. 

Kerosene is divided into three parts: the poet grows
up, she travels, she returns to reconnect and form new
connections. While these themes might not be too sur-
prising for a young writer, what is unexpected is Hagen’s assured handling of story, of
knowing not only how to hook the reader in but when. Her first lines are often allur-
ing: My father’s been married three times but never / to my mother (“Break On
Through”) and Impossible to cut a horse loose / from its history (“Crossings”).

However, I don’t want to give the
impression that Hagen is more suited
to writing fiction than poetry. Her rus-
tic and challenging BC childhood –
explored wryly in the collection’s first
section – doesn’t seem to have jaded
her perception of nature. Describing
willows, she writes: Only in the seeping
ice of winter’s end will they / extend a
bouquet of small gestures / soft as ear-
lobes, pale as moons (“Emma and
Rosemary”).

Hagen has a knack of putting the
reader right into Canada’s scratchy,
soggy, stunning outdoors, to the extent
that even when the poet travels to Salar
de Uyuni, the world’s largest salt flat,
the first image is of a prairie.

It is perhaps hard for poets living
in any vast, unpopulated region to leave
the outdoors aside, a tendency Hagen
shares with other Yukon poets includ-
ing Michael Eden Reynolds, whose first
collection, Slant Room, was published by The Porcupine’s Quill in , and Clea
Roberts, author of Here Is Where We Disembark, published by Freehand Books in .
The Yukon is also home to Erling Friis-Baastad, author of The Exile House (Salmon
Publishing) and Wood Spoken: New and Selected Poems (Harbour Publishing). Hugely
respected by the territory’s considerable arts community, Friis-Baastad may well be a
more fitting literary grandfather for the Yukon than the gold rush bard Robert Service.

They say things happen in threes but while Kerosene is the Yukon’s third recent
collection, I suspect that not only are new volumes coming from all these poets, but
even more northern voices are about to be heard.

Joanna Lilley lives in Whitehorse, Yukon, where she writes poems and stories and is on
the editorial board of the online magazine, Arctica. 
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Jamella Hagen

WATER GHOSTS
Samantha Marr

From the first line of Shawna Yang Ryan’s Water
Ghosts, a theme of mystery and Chinese mythology
pervades this tale set in the immigrant town of

Locke, California in . The quiet farming town is sud-
denly introduced to a piece of history when three women
arrive from China, two unknown, the third being Ming
Wai, wife of Richard Fong, owner of the local gambling
parlour. The presence of the women sparks curiosity in
principal characters Corlissa Lee and her daughter Sofia,
distracting them from their strained mother-daughter
relationship. Ming Wai’s arrival especially instills jealousy
in Poppy See, a brothel madam, and Chloe Howell, one
of her prostitutes: both have had relationships with Fong.
As the complicated dynamics between the women unfold,
Poppy experiences premonitions that grow stronger in
intensity, predicting danger for the townsfolk of Locke. 

Ryan’s narrative unfolds slowly. Interspersed with
flashbacks that enrich each character’s individual story,
the ripening storyline offers readers an opportunity to
sympathize, criticize or empathize with each character in
a recollected situation. Yet a haunting sense of the unknown permeates each page,
leaving the reader with a constant ache to know more about each character, their his-
tories, as well as of the town itself. It’s as if Ryan writes with a secret on the tip of her
tongue, and the reader turns each page waiting for it to slip out.  

As chaos and uncertainty intertwine each character’s life, Ryan’s tale unwinds
with confidence and calmness even as tension develops between characters: Poppy
yearns for Richard, while Richard desires Chloe. Corlissa yearns to understand her
daughter, while Sofia needs to understand her
place in the community. As we see each char-
acter exposed, readers gain insight into the
ache each feels – to be loved, understood, or
to gain self-understanding; and for Ming Wai,
to feel again what once was hers. Each has a
different heartbreaking story to tell, and each
must struggle with a secret that threatens to
overwhelm her. 

Meanwhile, the townspeople continue
trying to figure out why the Chinese strangers
have arrived among them. As relationships
deepen, confusion grows. Fuelling this is
Ryan’s choice to use very limited punctuation,
which creates a blur of words, thoughts, and
narrative. With little distinction made
between them, a pervasive sense of ambiguity
haunts the work. Whatever the author’s rea-
son in this, it does provide a parallel for the
mysterious presence of the Chinese women in
Locke. Just as we wonder why the women are
there, we wonder why the punctuation is not.

With its sense of empowerment projected by the female characters, Water Ghosts
will appeal to women readers. Navigating a labyrinth of emotional situations between
immigrant husbands and wives, mothers and daughters, friends and lovers, humans
and ghosts, ultimately it reveals answers to the questions posed by the arrival of the
three Chinese strangers. Despite her thick-with-mystery style, Ryan provides roots for
the beginnings of the Chinese immigrant community in America, and this is what her
novel is really about. Each of her characters symbolizes a different facet of that emerg-
ing culture; in their struggles to feel a sense of certainty and self-definition, they
prompt reflection into the conflicted nature of humanity: aren’t we all looking for
something similar? 

Samantha Marr writes from Langley, B.C. Soon to graduate from the University of the
Fraser Valley, she hopes to pursue graduate studies at Simon Fraser University with the
aim of a career in media and publishing.

Water Ghosts
Shawna Yang Ryan
Penguin, 
 p. . cloth

Shawna Yang Ryan



Ever since Salman Rushdie’s  breakthrough
novel, Midnight’s Children, the English-language
literature of South Asia has attracted increasing

interest and respect in the West, especially now that many
of the novelists, such as Vikram Seth, Anita Desai,
Amithav Ghosh and Rohinton Mistry spend all or much
of their time there. Considering that many such novels
explore the conflicts between western mores and tradi-
tional cultures that result from South Asian immigration
to, say, the United States, Canada or the UK, there is
clearly a large fictional field to be cultivated.

With the collection of stories The Meagre Tarmac,
Clark Blaise, presents a double vision of India: not only are
the protagonists of these stories, set in the United States
or Canada, either Indian or of Indian background, but
their author, unlike his wife, Bharati Mukherjee or
Jhumpa Lahiri (or, in a Canadian context, Anita Rau
Badami or Gurjinder Basran) is not himself Indian but
rather, like many of his protagonists, also an outsider. Yet
as those who have read Days and Nights in Calcutta or The
Sorrow and the Terror, both of which he co-wrote with

Mukherjee, will know, Blaise has shown himself to be a keen observer of the Indian
scene, and these interconnected stories are no less insightful. 

Although through the reminiscences of his various characters Blaise shows him-
self well aware of the poverty and squalor of, especially, Calcutta, his protagonists all
come from privileged, upper middle class backgrounds, have been educated in English
language schools, and have negotiated outwardly successful careers abroad . Socially

and financially they have arrived, but they all have secrets and regrets and have made
life-draining compromises. Thus the later life of Pronab Das Gupta, protagonist of the
last two stories, is haunted by memories of a passionate love affair, supposed to lead
to marriage, that was broken off by his father. The young woman leaves suddenly for
England, where she marries and later divorces a Muslim man and becomes a leading
feminist Labour MP. In London  years later, when trying to reconnect, he speaks of
wishing to write a memoir, whereupon his erstwhile fiancée recommends a former
female colleague, Connie da Cunha. Now a literary agent in Goa and protagonist of
one of the book’s most over-the- top stories, she already knows his whole life. 

So too with Cyrus Chutneywala, a Parsi, now living in Pittsburgh, who had pre-
viously rejected several possible wives as being “ plain living, plain thinking, goody-
goody schoolteachers, doctors and academics. High in state bureaucracy with secure
income. Life with any of them would be one long self-sacrificing commitment to social
progress” In the end he has to choose between an Indian-food loving Jewish waitress
and a divorced Bollywood actress who, when he visits her in Toronto, is rehearsing a
love scene with the gay protagonist of another story.

Both geographically and psychologically then, these stories cover a lot of ground,

but thanks to his seemingly effortless appropriation of Indian , and especially Bengali,
voices and attitudes, Blaise’s fiction allows us not simply to see but to see through his
characters. We watch as the self-deceptions of sociology professor Vivek Waldekar
regarding his supposedly pure and virginal thirteen year old daughter are revealed in
the next story from the viewpoint of that daughter, who turns out to be sexually expe-
rienced and totally alienated from her parents’ traditional Indian values. Likewise the
innocence of successful California-based ‘dear Abhi’, faced with the grasping, materi-
alistic corruption of his extended family back in Calcutta , matches that of his youngest
uncle there who has been cheated by, a succession of family members whom he had
selflessly helped through many crises. “Not for the first time did it occur to me that
poverty corrupts everyone in India just as wealth does the same in America“ but , like
many of Clark’s more successful characters, he too settles for ‘well-adjusted’ rather
than ‘happy.’ True, none of these contrasts between on the one hand the societal rigours
and expectations of ones upbringing, especially the oppressive sense of family, and on
the other, the apparently relaxed standards of American society, presents a new theme
for South Asian writers but, because Blaise’s protagonists, like himself, in his role as
commentator are always outsiders, exceptions to the rule, he manages them with par-
ticular finesse and is free also to critique western misconceptions as in ,say: ‘It’s my
experience that Indian men,, afraid to press their opinions or exert their presence, are
often perceived as soulful’. In short, these stories are finely textured, nuanced, and
complex in their understanding of the provisional and the transitional in eternal con-
flict with the rigid but welcome certainties of traditions. Indeed, perhaps the major
success of such fictions is precisely to keep us off balance, undecided or ambivalent.

Christopher Levenson’s reviews have appeared in many journals. He has published sev-
eral books of poetry and is the co-founder of Arc.
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PASSAGES FROM INDIA
Christopher Levenson

The Meagre Tarmac:
stories
Clark Blaise   
Biblioasis 
,  pp.  .

Clark Blaise with his wife, Bharati Mukherjee

Remembering John Newlove
a poem by Len Gasparini

Twice I met poet John Newlove.
The first time was in Toronto, at M&S.
He sat at his desk
in a nondescript room
messy with mss., 
looking grave but well dressed;
a young editor blest
with the curse of verse.
I had mailed him some poems.
Both of us knew that crabgrass grew
on the foothills of Parnassus.
His smile was a simile.
The second time was in Saskatoon,
in his hotel room, the morning after
a League of Canadian Poets party.
He looked a mess—other than how he saw himself
in his poetry, which reminded him how hard it was
to remain just one person.
He inscribed The Fat Man and backhanded it
to me, the gesture aggressive.
I caught it in midair. Was he wondering  
who’d win in a fight?
Poetry that takes you to the edge,

then gives you a shove.

Len Gasparini is the author of numerous books of poetry and five short-story
collections, including When Does a Kiss Become a Bite? (Ekstasis) and The
Snows of Yesteryear (Guernica).

John Newlove



Rain, naturally, like love, is a real beneficence to
those on whom it seasonally falls—but love, when
it runs the possible gamut of human emotions,

and cries out its implied mission is no less than verbal
cosmic detonation, becomes a thing unto itself, regardless
how entwined with its object of devotion. Such a singular
“love” is, at least, the theme that runs throughout Bill
Pearlman’s magnum opus, Brazilian Incarnation.

I only wanted
to be here on the earth
with you held
in a fresh dance
(p. )

he writes in “Cleopatra On The Verge,”

Sad bird. Distress
at so much that didn’t go well,
so much that fell apart.
I did want you so much
and then could not have you.
My thirst was endless,
my heart clouded with hopes.
(p. )

…Eros was our dark god
and we wanted so much to merge
forces of the living state
we almost stood within
(p. )

I am broken by all this
…wanting…
…just to be in the company of love
…I simply gave way
to something so utterly wild,
so crazily swept with pure indulgence
I could not help myself.
(p. )

He writes, near the end of the poem:

We needed to start further down
where there is simply yearning.
Where the part of the psyche less grandiose
comes through. Where a poor desire
stems the tide of all this
ecstasy and dominion,
world-conquest in exalted flesh.
(p. )

Well, while it is ostensibly Cleopatra addressing Antony, the voice of the poet is
not to be denied. Here, in his own words, from the introduction on the back of his
book of poetry is his explanation: “These poems were born of the borrowed insistence
that what psychoanalysis calls the ‘object’ is more than an illusion, that she is the
emphasis that makes the poems work. But on the other hand, since the muse seems to
take many forms, perhaps the crunch time of desire is to realize that you must wrench
the energy away from the ‘object’ and live with your own protracted subjectivity.”
Here the poetic ambition is defined.

In his vision there is, at least, a metaphoric “world conquest” within the improb-
able human confines of love.

Not to imply love in the book is anywhere abstract, i.e., not “real” love. In

“Cleopatra,” while it is a poem based on literary allusion, at the book’s beginning a
“real” love affair is charted throughout the country of Brazil; hence, of course, the
book’s title.

Something is shooting up in us—
the pool is green again,
the light endless
and yet there is everywhere
even in this midst of human voices
a shawl she wore overall,
a piece of history unadorned
and wanting to fill space.
…Seeds that were planted
…now stand disciplined in forests
…& the human body resurrects plentitude
and there is harvest fury.
(from “Agua Mineral,” p. )

On the next page, he writes:

I gave you my still laughing tale
and you embraced my domain,
all preconceptions I might have
about your hurrying light;
You were the evanescent pure
hypothesis of joy
and I loved you with a force goes further
than mere touching. This
was a great occasion for romance & mystery
for the driven shape of outrageous acts,
for this certain scope of so many hours
holding close the beauty and the dance

And so it continues. A kind of dervish of erotic reit-
eration that finally suggests a gestalt,a satori, of lingua
amore solely designed to capture the earthly enigma of
our transitory corporeity in its effulgent expression on a
canvas of the eternal, the transcendent.

Such a singularity of this voice is an appeal consis-
tent throughout the book ( pp.), making more of a
whole cloth of the collection, like breaths in a chain-of-
being.

It represents an unusual, singular accomplishment;
and one that requires such an intense and on-going focus
that there can be no doubt as to its integrity; it bespeaks
one who has dedicated himself to his vision for an indef-
inite period of his life.

“Would I were heaven,” he invokes near the end of
the book. Perhaps, one ponders, this is really what his
writing is about: to bring us a taste of what (his) heaven
is, would be, was. And he says clearly:

These songs I make I make as one who blames &
blesses the insistent heart that beats a billion
times told lovelier spearing the sanctuary so bright
the entrance, the wine flowing in the bittersweet
logarithm straying up back until one espies the
solid ground of things beginning Inzorbital firing
ceremoniously into its own rare ellipse, beautifying
round the careening appetite, dashing to breathe
deliberate warmth touching
(p. )
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A Brazilian
Incarnation:
New and Selected
Poems 1967-2004
Bill Pearlman
Rough Road Press

Bill Pearlman

A BRAZILIAN INCARNATION:
Bill Dodd

PEARLMAN (continued on page 38)
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reluctance to compromise upset the Board of Directors as well as the President, Hubert
Lacroix. Ultimately, in , the latter dismisses Stursberg, telling him “We are parting
ways.” (Stursberg’s response: “Really. Are you leaving?”)

Stursberg’s style is effortless to read, and even lyrical on occasion. His depictions
of people around him are frank and not always charitable. Indeed, I felt that the book
was so revealing that Stursberg was forfeiting the chance of ever being rehired by the
CBC or any other organization protective of its inner manoeuvrings. Other corporate
memoirs sometimes disappoint, as they rehash issues already covered in the press. In
The Tower of Babble, however, Stursberg follows his own adage for effective journalism,
“Tell me something I don’t know” (p. ). Indeed, I felt that I was let in on corporate

secrets – so much strategizing is laid open to
the reader’s scrutiny. For instance, in negotiat-
ing with the National Hockey League in ,
Stursberg emphasizes how essential it is for the
CBC to retain its rights to professional hockey.
He explains how losing them would mean the
disappearance of millions in ad revenue plus
the need to commission hours of expensive
programming to replace the missing hockey
matches. Yet the negotiations occur at a sur-
prisingly informal level, with Stursberg, NHL
commissioner Gary Bettman and a very few
others deliberating for hours in posh restau-
rants in New York City and elsewhere. 

Critics will say that Stursberg’s vision for
the public broadcaster is inappropriate. He
favours Canadian content, but he is not sup-
portive enough of public broadcasting’s
potential for promoting challenging and ele-
vating fare as an alternative to the consumerist

pandering of the private broadcasters. In this regard, for instance, he speaks favourably
of Kevin O’Leary, he of Dragon’s Den and The Lang and O’Leary Exchange, a personal-
ity better suited to the right-wing Sun News Network than to the CBC. Nevertheless, I
enjoyed the book. As I read along, I was curious to find out who Stursberg would dis-
turb next, while feeling that I was learning much about the inner workings of the CBC.

Eric Spalding writes from British Columbia’s Fraser Valley where he teaches
Communications and Media Studies. He is a regular contribtutor to The Pacific Rim
Review of Books

Little Red Berries, a more fulsome novel, still impressionistic but having the grav-
itas of a more mature narrator, appeared before India, India, which may have been an
afterthought cadenza intended to kick start the emotionally arrested Miliana. 

In Little Red Berries, the narrator Solange (alternately Solo) walks through the
minefield of a genetically cursed family. When her cousin/guardian is diagnosed with
schizophrenia in late adolescence, Solange is left to discern the difference between
delusional and empirical realities as she sorts out the meaning of sanity and madness.

A shadow emerges from my body, approaches the platform and leaps in front
of the train. Another one follows, then another - the movement fades away
before my eyes and I anticipate following onto the rails myself. At the very last
second, I call the shadows back. They rejoin my body: it hasn’t budged.

What makes Solange a more redemptive character than Miliana is her scholarly
absorption in Quebecois literature, the work that takes her sympathies beyond herself.
Miliana has a child to expand her parameters, but she fails to see her daughter Atalanta
as anything more than an extension of herself. Hers is an I rather than a We universe.
Solange the teacher’s objective is to sympathize and break out of the deaf world where
she was incubated. 

I was trapped inside my inner world, pierced by waves of neutrinos emerging
from the darkness of time, a distant solar storm, which, by some chance hap-
pening, had just reached me.

Novelist Carol Shields used to say that the best
characters define themselves by their work. That is not
to say they lack interior lives, but community is not cre-
ated by introversion. Miliana’s art is possibly nothing
more than a child’s attempt to get her mother’s atten-
tion, and that is not enough. When Villemaire twists the
androgynous Cirque du Soleil acrobat/contortionist
Ambroisine from Miliana’s story into the plot of Little
Red Berries, she affirms the function of coincidence in
human interaction. If Solange is a witness, Ambroisine is
a catalyst. They are both part of an ongoing dialectic
process.

Men, metaphorical and otherwise, fail Solange as
they failed historical Quebec; and the women still have
subservience in their genetic memory, no matter what
the feminist rhetoric proclaims. What men and women alike are left with is the cre-
ative activity of child’s play, the poetry, art and music that is the soul of a colony that
continues to colonize itself. 

Her translator, given the task of presenting the rhetorical/ self-referential style of
modern French and Italian writing to readers in English with barely a bump (apart
from the sexual kind), dials back the hyperbole, making her lateral pastiche accessible
to a more literal Anglophone audience, so they too can taste the redemption offered
by little red berries, the beauty that persists season after season. This secular sacrament
is the connection between the unreconciled polarities of a new Quebecois social and
cultural order. Beauty is still the only truth. 

Linda Rogers, currently short-listed for the Exile/ Carter Vanderbilt Cooper short story
award, has dinner with Anderson Cooper on her bucket list.

The earlier (younger) poems (-) are nearer the end of the book. He
shares several really “personal” moments out of his love of athletics and athletes—very
much in the Grecian tradition—in his poems about Steve Prefontaine’s running in
Eugene in the early ’s. I fault him only for failing to mention Dave Wottle’s outkick-
ing Pre in one of those pre-Olympic events. In all seriousness, however, these poems,
while still intense, do open a window to a “younger” poet still testing for his voice, as
we duly note such intensity only compounds as he advances in years.

Perhaps some small biographical note is necessary to shed light on what is a clas-
sic piece of American literature. Bill Pearlman grew up in Manhattan Beach, CA; his
father was a famous, early beach volleyball player there, and Bill was a “jock.” Injured
young, while playing linebacker at UCLA, it has always appeared to me he took that
great strength he possessed as a somewhat undersized linebacker and used it to intro-
duce himself to the emerging psychedelic world of the early ’s.

There is no attempt in the book made to masquerade the fact much of its imagery
derives from the psychedelic experience transcribed into its own unique poetic idiom.

At any rate, from this point-of-view, his early athletic experience was invaluable
in not only surviving the Vietnam years but to his earned development as a writer.
With such survival should come maturity both as a person and artist, and so it is in
Pearlman’s case.

I strongly urge anyone who hopes to understand if there is another definitive
level of development in the continuing history of contemporary American literature
to obtain this book—and read it with the marveling that is sure to come.

Bill Dodd was an American poet and longtime essayist on subjects far and wide. He
died unexpectedly in 2009, and is survived by his wife Dorothy and son, James, daugh-
ter Creeley, and son Quin. He published several volumes of poetry, including Stoked
Plains, June Christmas in Wales and In October Before the War.   

VILLEMAIRE (continued from page 7)

STURSBERG (continued from page 26)

cially for a second book in a series. If we have come this far with him, we are not pre-
disposed to bailing out now. His skill at crafting those mysteries and interjecting
unique characterizations is sufficient to render such hand-holding obligations in the
text unnecessary. Once I got a few pages in, he had me completely. 

River Road is a book that makes good on all the hints and intrigues suggested in
Border Town. As a concluding sequel it brings some unnecessary training wheels, but
provides a great ride through the slightly-askew world Wright has created. For those
who have read Border Town, Wright’s latest is a natural. For those who haven’t it is
likely prudent and delightful to recommend them as a pair. 

An author and educator, Martin VanWoudenberg has published three books. A regular
contributor to PRRB, he lives in Abbotsford, B.C. with his wife and four children.

RIVER ROAD (continued from page 33)

Little Red Berries

PEARLMAN (continued from page 37)



Reading Kim Clark is a little like turning compost.
There’s dirt. There are worms. And the deeper
you dig, the richer it gets. The Nanaimo poet and

fiction writer isn’t above inventing new words where old
ones won’t quite do. In Dis ease and De sire—the M anu
S cript, her new chapbook with the striking mottled red
cover from Lipstick Press, you’ll find words like “starva-
tious”, and the title of her first collection of short stories,
published in  by Caitlin Press, is Attemptations.

The MS in this chapbook is Multiple Sclerosis, and
she writes about it from an intimate vantage point; she
has it, and in Clark it’s found a formidable opponent. She
writes with objectivity, humour and perception, as in the
last lines of “Ghost of a spider poem”: 

the trouble with tender
is the small word contained there
enveloped in empty letters.

In “Lacuna” Clark brings you to a pub for some
laughter, banter/easy discourse, then hauls you out of both
your chair and your complacency to cross the room to the bathroom with her, cane
and deadwood leg notwithstanding.

She uses rhyme just sparingly enough for it to pack a serious punch when you
encounter it, never more so than in “Nerve”, with its Batman BLAM! POW! ZONK!
BANG! WHAM! stanza introductions and this, from the first one:

now it’s my nerves that blur me—
multiple scarring of my nerves,
black holes in my MRI brain,
message interrupt-us,
relentless sclerosis
a mess
MS. 

I read an earlier version of
“Nerve” in  at the Victoria
School of Writing where I met
Clark in one of the summer poetry
workshops. More importantly, I
remembered the poem, for the
clear, simple, devastating way she
plays with sounds—interrupt-
us/sclerosis/mess/MS.  

“Night bloom” is a deft riff on
the way air feels on bare skin: incit-
ing the bloom/of a quicksilver
shiver/to spread its long fingers. I
spent an inordinate amount of time
over several readings trying to
decide if “Night bloom” needed the
one-word line it ends with that
serves to provide information
already presented, beautifully and
precisely, in the poem. A minor
quibble, but I thought it could end
with savour brief thrill/of sensation, which led to a spirited what-are-you-doing-I’m-
writing-about-a-word discussion with my husband. (He liked it). And while I’m being
picky, Clark’s use of brackets can be distracting, as in “Untitled”:

a series of walking dreams
brings my body back to me
the distant fog

DIS EASE AND DE SIRE
Linda Crosfield

the darkness beyond
run poor interference

it would be too beautiful
a thing to capture
record, slow mo   tion

step away [hint]
memorize
alive.

Kim Clark, writes the kind of poetry you keep tasting to see if it’s really as good
as you thought, and it is. Her poetry (as well as her fiction) combines playfulness with
sensuality, mixing the serious and wistful in a way that invokes pondering and chal-
lenges the reader. To borrow a phrase from “Nerve”, if you’re voracious starvatious for
more of her poems, you’re in luck. A new book, “Sit You Waiting” from Caitlin Press,
comes out this fall. Visit Kim Clark online at www.kimclarkwriter.com.

Linda Crosfield makes books and writes poetry in Ootischenia, BC. She was featured
poet in the spring 2012 New Orphic Review.
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Dis ease and De sire—
the M anu S cript 
Kim Clark
Lipstick Press 
,  pages, 

Erin Morgenstern

Ekstasis Editions
Box  Main P.O. Victoria B.C. VW S

www.ekstasiseditions.com ekstasis@islandnet.com
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Poetry
 Pages
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Available now from Ekstasis Editions

two books from

Annick Perrot-Bishop

In Long, Secret Rivers

Woman Arborescent

ISBN ----
Poetry
 Pages
.
 x 

In Woman Arborescent four songs evolve, progressing from the

sufferings born of a child’s love and love lost to a young

woman’s liberating rebirth, from the torments of girlhood to

its integration in a flourishing adult, from the intimacy of

dream to the passionate vibrancy of life. Sensual, expressive

images lead us into symbolic worlds rich with the pains and

joys of being; where magic mingles with the voices of trees,

water and wind.

The waters of In Long, Secret Rivers express both vehemence

and serenity as they meld the minuscule and the cosmic, water

and air, exulting in the mysteries, pains and joys of flesh, spir-

it, life, light and hope. These exquisitely nuanced, compelling

poems awaken the senses with lush layering of sensuous detail

and mythic resonance. The writing is sure, lyrical, contempla-

tive like the very best of the solar eloquence of Valéry or the

meditative intensity of Saint-John Perse. In Long, Secret Rivers

articulates the deepest impulses of our humanity to praise and

reverence, and invites us to flow towards the sacred.

Annick Perrot-Bishop is a Francophone Canadian author of

multicultural background (Vietnamese, Indian and French).

A resident of St. John’s, Newfoundland, she has published

some sixty short stories and translations in literary journals

and anthologies as well as five books.  In Long, Secret Rivers is

Neil Bishop’s translation of Annick Perrot-Bishop’s En longues

rivières cachées, a translation for which he won First Prize in

the prestigious John Dryden Translation Competition (),

organized by the British Comparative Literature Association

and the British Centre for Literary Translation.
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