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Editorial 

Editing my recent me…
thOn 12  March, my elder daughter got married.

It is an old notebook I'm writing in. it belongs to my daughter when 
she was in X standard. A few initial pages are filled up with some 
mathematical problems and solutions, I seem to bypass as they read 
Latin and Greek to me. I myself was a very, very poor student of the 
science of numbers. With all candid shamelessness, I must say that the 
problem with numbers I did then face and have been facing ever since 
is that my eyes and my mind, too, cannot distinguish between 8 or 5, 
or 3 or 7: the all look similar and always seem to play some mysterious 
trick upon my soul. Some notorious trapping thus played upon me 
leaves me embarrassed and insulted. I feel small, bowed down—as I 
used to be in my Maths class when I was in High School 
myself—before each digit: each of them looks like a ferocious giant 
and I trembling like a Lilliput! The fear of numbers quite often has 
told upon my matrimonial harmony as well, especially when I'm 
snubbed for not being able to tell exactly as to how much I'm having in 
my thin wallet or in my so-called fat bank account. I love spending 
and spending, spendthrift as I am. But when I'm asked a 'how much' 
(spent or left), the very belittling question slashes upon my spirits and 
I remember, again and again, my most fearsome Maths teacher with a 
neem-stick banging my infantile and innocent rumps!
All said and beyond this autobiographical agony—I seek no 
sympathy, nor any consoling though—I must confess that mankind 
needs numbers, mysterious though they are, to unravel the mysteries 
of existence, of time and space, of the universe, of life that is and is 
with all its prefixed befores and suffixed afters. We need them for 
systems, for chronology, for definitions and demarcations and even 
God—the Great Zero needs them for the System.
But do we really need the craft of counting?
Perhaps yes, perhaps no. Yes, because human mind has a latent love for 
limits, what though we ve not yet mastered the art or black art of 
setting final limits. The beyond bully and boggle the human mind. 
Perhaps no because, since all said be so, the human soul seems prone to 
dwell and revel in transcendence.
And yes, I had begun by saying that my daughter was married on 
March 12. And hardly a couple of days after, Stephen Hawking 
breathed his last. The two departures—the one of my daughter for a 
new home and the other of the author of A Brief History of Time for 
his Eternal Home—let me somewhat depressed and run-off: a void-
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filled zero tumbled within and our home felt like a black-hole 
devouring all its emissions of gaiety gone by. My lone pen wept out the 
lines:

Darwaze ki chaukhat par
Mahandi ke haath chap kar
Mutthi bhar anaj peeth pichhe
Ma ke anchal main uchhal kar
Yun tera jana
Jaise koi beet jaye baras
Chuk jaye koi udhar
Magar phir bhi aate-jaate rahna
Meri bachchi
Tareekhon ki tarah baar-baar…
 
( Having your hina-painted palms
Printed upon door frames,
Having a handful of grains
Thrown backwards in the 
mother's lap
Your hagira this time
Like a year gone by
Or some debt paid off!
But then, my child,
Keep coming
Like dates in a calendar
Again and again…)

And I consoled myself:
Parinde urr bhi jayen to kya
Aasmaan ho jaye veeran to kya
Jab bhi uthenge haath
Poron par mahsoos loonga
Parwaaz ke uks…
( Birds do fly away what though
And the sky lies deserted what though
Whenever I raise my hands
Would sense upon my finger-tips
The trailing clouds of flights taken off….)

And the news of Hawking's demise compelled me to pen down:

                      If he be one who fondled with the stars
of here and now crossing the bars,
then his way and vision
look akin
to the one of the sages of old
the rishis who hold
all times are one
all spaces within.
Romancing with a meta-life
He transcended the is-ful ah-ness
Of eehaloka with un-bowing strife.
Limits last and beyond lies the oracles poetic
Mumbled, not minced
Whimperd, not winced.
A callous corporeal frame
Rotated upon a pivotal soul
Centrifugal-ing a black-hole.
A fluffy gossemere flew
In the deep blue.
Its floating shadow
Illumines the trajectory so
A hyperbola turned into a parabola, lo!

 
Groping his way in the maze of mathematics, Hawking at the same 
time—as he lived and lived and finally left—was trying to understand 
the trigonometry of human relations and human existence. The 
algebraic equations of life have outlived Stephen. Or should I say that 
I seem to feel his presence in the foregoing leaves of this notebook I'm 
continuing with.
Dear Stephen, are you really gone?
My child, have you really left, leaving blank pages for me, for so many 
I's to come??

Anuraag
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Is this of whatever source
the voice
which murmurs mantras
or any other psalm
between the lips
of the river's bank?
Out of silence 
emerges the well 
 and becomes a stream
pure water
loaded with shadows
flowing to the night
- or who knows
towards  a track of light.

THE SHADOWS of the night
set out their tentacles
unravelled the light
thieved the oil
the twilight of hope
which late summerbird
defies the silence
takes from the mind more
than the unrest alone?

•
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So close to heaven
flies the eagle
lonely
as the poet
who patiently waits
the arrival of a verse
till the pen
scratches finally a few a few lines
still doubting
the sense
the idleness
of naming.

Writing 
Writing is weighing
gathering words
with a candle-light
poetry
is silence
becoming audible oil
on the river of time.

Searching For Light
Although the roots
searching for water
embrace each other
and the branches
searching for light
draw apart
the branches 
will encounter the light
but the roots 
nothing but darkness.

•

•

•••

Eagle

This Christmas
There's a sadness in the sky
And a desolation in my heart  - 
Once the day was a season of joy
When I was a little boy:
Playing in the green fields
By the river's riparian banks
Where things  grew in wildness
The edges were stippled,
 Rippled with waves
And fishes dived and flew, 
Breadfruits like loaves of bread,
Floated: there was enough for all
And we were all fed:
 Living with the living
And dying with the dead.

Children swam together,
Though  the river was small
And the palm trees were tall
Shimmering like siblings in the sun
Our streams were full of dreams.

All that ,of course, is gone
And the mangers are now full
I see it every day from here to Bethlehem
Among the dry rocks of Jerusalem
In the dust of Damascus and more
On many a bitter, littered shore:
In darkness of the stars
And in the flashes of the night.

SATENDRA NANDAN
(Fiji)

A Remembering at Christmas
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 How overnight we became strangers 
 Between the closing and opening of our eyes
 Between a golden sunset and a blood-red sunrise
We, too, lost a paradise.

—

But a star was born before us - 
It moved and the wise followed it
With their gifts when He was the gift -
To change the destiny of the world
A child had done this
And it was bliss
Among cows, the dark, morning mist
 There was a Rising;
On the straw bed
He lay knowing all
The things to come: what'll become of Him
 And us?
 But he smiled at his virgin mother's touch.

Such miracles were possible
Once upon a time,
When graves were ghostly
 And the nights were holy;
Though the hamlet was cold and wet,
 And a purer rain fell on rain-trees.
Many breaths kept Him warm
And His breathing gave life to all.
From bosom to bosom He grew
 Like a child without a home
A stranger in the land
 Who knew more than you and me.
He grew into a man

And often walked and prayed alone,
Many measured their lives
In that single life's span:
He did the miracles
In alien places
Dined in many a stranger's hut
 To save the dying from the dead.

—

The snow was white and deep
But he couldn't go to sleep:
Let this cup pass from me, O my Father!
How cruel was the human fate?
Before the next dawn 
In the garden he was betrayed
By one he'd loved
Who stood by his side
Now barren like the fig tree
That stood alone
Waiting for the kiss of death
Or was it Life?

Another denied him thrice
Before the cock had crowed.

When all thought all was darkness
A star shone in the griefless sky
Its light bowed to the Light
And the sea was blue and bright
And the night had vanished
A new dawn was breaking 
Over the blue mountains 
And craggy hills of a distant island
Like cracks in the human heart
Where all life must forever start
And you and I live
To learn to love and forgive.

That's all He said.
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His head, with a crown of thorns,
Was uplifted over hate
Small men had crossed His fate.
There was silence in the torn sky
As the blood began to heal
The wounds within and without:
The Christmas Star came out
And shone: radiant and beautiful
 Like a mother's blessings:
This is Christmas JOY - 
Jesus, Others and Yourself!

Bhola Sadhu

•

In London  the snow fell heavy
On cobbled streets -- 
The arteries of my heart became cold.
I walked alone--stiffened by memories
On the paths my girmityas had made
From obscure villages through a dark wood
Where you and I could have lost our way.

But they found  Destiny
Waiting at a hidden railway station.
Ambushed.

Thence to Calcutta
The capital of an Empire
The second largest city
The like of which the world had not seen:
 Where they sang 'God Save the Queen!'

Where the sun rose golden, brilliant;
They claimed it never set 
On the fluttering Union Jack
Under which my ancestors sailed 
To their darkness across the kalapani
In ships with sails like sharks' fin
To the South Seas of salvation and sin.

Their world was made with toil and tears
But not without so many fears.

Bhola and I grazed our cows by the two streams
That flowed in the Natabua hills:
Today
 My heart with memory fills,
Darting like little fishes,
He gave me many dreams
Of many worlds in between.
 But I left him in the Old People's Home
Alone. 

Now I  roam
The streets of new cities
Paved by the sweat of my grandfathers
With the children of my grandmothers.
How grand were they?

What more than one's life
One's children and wife
Can you give to these islands of exile.

My grandfather was young - 
He broke stones, planted trees,
Made fields glow green and fruitful
Built himself a humble hut
With battered tins, broken roots 
Of trees , stones and cane-tops.
And those memories across blue-black seas.
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They loved and lived, with bits of gold,
 On the edges of a rainbow -- 
Or so now I'm told.

We grew in hurricanes and floods
And ate what we'd planted
And bought food cheated by many:
The sirdars,  the shopkeepers, the coolumbers,
The natïve zamindars, many racial prisoners.

But we grew.
Like birds under a foreign sky.
Yet  my mother's bountiful earth
Was really the place of our birth.

Like birds that flew over our heads --
The souls of my grandparents became stars.
I forgot all their many sacred scars .
They died: buried and burnt
On the alien shores
Of a vast, cyclonic ocean 
That cannot contain my soul's emotion.
They never did return -- 
How their old hearts must burn
To see the little village
They had left: no history, without geography,
Except the two feet on which they walked
Half the world --
 Now old, decrepit, destitute
They lay in the Natabua Old People's home:
Looking at the evening sky
Wondering if it will rain
To wash away this undying pain.

My grandparents couldn't read
But they told me stories
Of many wondrous things
Of flying monkeys, earth-shaking elephants

Birds on glorious wings
I had not seen
And places I had never been.

Then I travelled,
Returned.

But by then they had died
And elephants had become small
For I had seen cruel men and women
 As if we lived in a zoo with daily Amen!

Bhola Sadhu was my grandfather.

He had crossed the Indian ocean.
I'm sitting by the Pacific
Watching the sun sinking across the Harbour Bridge

He'd walked  under the shadows of the Howrah 
And crossed the Ganges on foot
Prayed to gods on the Himalayas.
He could sing the epics
And talk of great and noble wars
Where gods were men, men were gods.

Now look at me : how small is my world.

Bhola Sadhu is no more
And the sea is wild
And the stars are no longer bright
 I sit by my mortgaged window
And see the universe --
Is it a blessing or a curse?

Faces in an Old People's Home
Haunt my memory
On an island  : who remembers?
My heart is full of embers
 Of Bhola Sadhu's funeral pyre
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Burning like my heart's desire
To tell his story:
Its grief, its glory --
For me the deepest epic
Of a small people in a small country
Who have left many a relic
So that we may never grieve
For loss, for life, for death.

Bhola Sadhu  lives in my breath.

I'll never walk alone.

His was a gift of a sacred soul
A grace that makes my life whole.

•••

VALERIA MELCHIORETTO
(UK)

Divine Venetian Blind                 

I was taken to this place after the Fourth Crusade in a shrine large as a stall 
not unlike the one next to left-luggage that flogs that famous carnival mask
reproduced a thousand times to fool tourists that constantly keep getting lost 
in the labyrinth of these lagoons, the sightseer go astray in broadest daylight. 
This train station was once a cloister intended to be my final resting-place 
as I was a venerated saint, gave my eyes to uphold faith and thus went blind.   
 
My bones were the destination for pious pilgrims fated to be robbed blind. 
 I lay where today trains loudly sigh at the end of the line while the choir stall 
used to be crammed with prayers where now pigeons flatter about the place.
The scent of cheap cologne, foul water and engine grease hangs like a mask 
in the air where once frankincense veiled the abyss to infinity and twilight 
opened the senses of bards and seers, exposing truths otherwise eternally lost.
 
One loyal pilgrim was that exiled poet whose eyesight was very nearly lost    
due to much reading by candlelight and weeping in childhood and his blind
love for his sweet Beatrice made him walk through life as if it was alight 
with inspiration that filled centuries. His restless efforts helped to install
a vernacular style and change how people wrote. He lifted the obscure mask 
made of jargons to reveal heaven and hell could dwelled in any earthly place.
 
Twenty scientists were said to have invented artificial light. It's not my place 
to judge the benefits that came with bright bulbs of limitless life but night lost  
its true face while Edison was rightly named a hero. Sadly, no one did unmask 
Enlightenment as it turned out to be just another cult that made people blind 
to what really counts. They tore down the old world-order; tore down my stall
in a humble church to give way to a railway terminus where travellers' alight. 
 
So I was moved down the road where I now rest in a box lit by electric light. 
Worshippers with eye-troubles still seek a cure and patently take their place 
in the queue to glimpse a holy martyr trapped like a specimen in a glass stall 
overseen by CCTV, the all-seeing eye, to which nothing is hidden; nothing lost.
But only few understand the real miracle made possible by the Venetian blind 
permitting us to see without being seen as if living permanently behind a mask.
 
Not so long ago Pope and Patriarch John XXIII honoured me with a silver mask 
which he set upon my dead face in a bid to protect me from dust and harsh light. 
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I wonder, was he shielding me from the evil eye cast by believers prone to blind 
rage as prayers remain unanswered by our Lord that sits in that hallowed place?
A thousand years have passed since I was snatched from Constantinople like lost  
property in need of a owner as my spirit was harnessed like a racehorse in a stall. 
 
What can be done about that blind-spot in the heart that threatens to replace
love itself? It's a hard task to remove fear's mask in order to embrace the light.
Famously I'm the patron of salesmen still, true bliss cannot be bought at any stall.

Hölderlin's Sadness

No one should have to see oneself expire  
            in the eyes of a beloved, abandoned
                        by approval,  left dry as a dead moth.
 
Nor should one witness one's own self alter
            until mirrors capture a familiar stranger
                        so sorely lonely it calls itself  Scardanelli
 
or a stranger name comparable a sore sigh
            a shell more than a name, an empty shade
                        hidden beneath a silent Autenrieth mask.                   
 
This new man, mad or maddeningly displaced
            was shelled painfully from his straight jacket
                        doused by cold water as if that old sorrow
 
could be washed to resemble poet's blank page
            in the asylum on the ridge between rivers
                        where two identities drift towards the Sea.
 
At times he might have waited for his own return
            in dyer rooms that became ever darker stanzas
                        too small a dwelling for Zeus's loyal disciple.

•

 
But Greek Gods have strange ways to give thanks
            as if humiliation could make man more human 
                        as if there was a point to such disappointment.
Belladonna and digitalis tincture shrank him down
            until he slip underneath the asylum's front door
                        and spent his life's latter half in a tower
 
high above the riverbank to witness 'bare earth'
            that can only ever rhyme with 'bare earth'
                        where verse can hardly bloom or take roots.
 
Yet  mild despair can grow impressive wings
            no lark or swallow darts through insomnia
                        the way a hapless bat might soar at night
 
a bird so closely allied to prolonged grief
            that might have made him loose his perfect lyre
                        after thunder spent all accord in his mind.
 
He waited a lifetime to receive his birthright
            how it would have soothed his fragile nerves
                        and sadly never realised the rich legacy he left.

 
•
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Covering Letter
 
Please find enclosed my latest poem: 'Cicada'
Bukowski reckoned this one word was enough
to persuade and get any work printed on paper.
 
I dedicate it to the great master: Guru of Tarmac.
This poem 'Cicada' is totally reworked and edited
It shows no resemblance to 'Grasshopper' which
 
If you remember I submitted to you not long ago
This time I won't enclose a picture of my two cats
Which have inspired countless odes such as this.
 
I was tempted to send chocolates and a reference
from my doting mother but both are bound to melt
in the largesse of you kind palm, besides I'm only
 
human behind the disguise of too many cunning words.
Please note, I have avoided all awkward associations
and stayed well clear of any four-syllable mutterings.
 
It is a very short poem containing one thought only.
It is as much as I can possibly muster at this time
when 'dulcet daffodils' are as despised as old doilies.
 
You see Bukowski knew 'thee' and 'thou' are out
While the word 'Cicada' is in season even if there
Is no real reason except a craving for exotic sounds.

•••

She dreams in Chamicuro
but remembers to speak
in Spanish or no one
will understand her.     

The lake that floats 
near her village — a deeper azure 
than the sky — without her words,
no one will fully know it:

what poisons and obscures
cannot open the shining leaves.

She dreams in Chamicuro, as her 
ancestors did, but she is the last 
to feel this tongue in her mouth   
the last for whom exact meaning   

can not be expressed in Spanish.     
Who is this grandmother but the lost 
soul of Peru and the Amazon   
unwilling to vanish?  

In her thatched hut, she can swing 
her grandchildren and laugh 

but she can't keep out the pulse 
of salsa or stop the Spanish sun
from entering like a powerful vine   
that winds around her throat.     

CHARLES ADES FISHMAN
(USA)

A Lost Language
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She will be next to die, to wither 
into brittle twigs of imagery.     
Her grandchildren will recall a lake   
but it will have no name  in Chamicuro.

From In the Path of Lightning : Selected Poems (Time Being Books, 2012)

No birth without blood
No angels without torn wings
without cries of desolation    
ripped from their hearts

No blood without thought —
that green fire bursting    
from a trillion stalks    
from the galaxy of torches

No love without death
No death without music
pulsing at the temples
No chord without fingers

No light without tongues
No faith without words
blazing in darkness

From In the Path of Lightning : Selected Poems (Time Being Books, 2012)

•

•••

Desire of Angels

Under the street lamp
Beams of light shines
Through taken breaths past 
Fogged Steamed
Forged in this cool winter's breath.
Under this street lamp
Scenes of life past
Hands gloved
Chilled
Warmed by Earth's woollen nature
Blessed.
Under the street lamp
Arrays of streaked beamed glows.

Don't let the thistles grow

Don't let the thistles grow from deepening cracks of woe,
or let those words of hate, fester feasting upon your woes.
Sticks and stones may break some bones 
and words may hurt the soul...
but hearts are strong with each new beat
and flows forth to grow the soul.

So please spare an ounce of kindness
and an ounce of loving too.
Or simply send that message– you know the one I mean 
the one that shows how much you care  
by saying 'it's okay to be you, just breathe'.

So now, whenever you see a thistle grow
with thorn-like daggers to a soul...

•

SHARON ELIZABETH WALKER
(USA)

Under the Street Lamp
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Please spare a thought, or two
For all who suffer silently, from acts of woe
For inside their soul still beats a heart.
and with seeds of kindness, blessed, 
too shall grow in daily strength and prayer.

In His Eternal Care

I came downstairs to have a chat, with you today,
But upon hearing how you were 'not at peace' 
with the world, and her inhabitants once again
upon painful feet and ankles, did I turn and go
away from much needed comfort, solace.
As shunned away from me impressed
Upon my heart, lonely once again.

I came down the stairs though, as each sad 'n painful step 
took I, impressions upon my heart, I felt ---
that solace sought, not I would gain.
Although, but still with painful steps, took I, perhaps
This time will a difference in my effort make 
to help each other smile, for each other's sake
and conquer all life's ills?

I tried to call so you could hear (with your ears, from deep within 
Your heart
Your soul
Outpouring with hearts that hear
In turn, with each rhythmic beat 
announcing how you are loved one's near.
No singular, rhythmic heartbeat felt I
Heard I, none.
So heels in slowest retreat did make without great haste.

With each retrieving step made I, it felt as though 
my footsteps light

•

made possible by my Saviour's love for me.
A Higher Solace was offered there, without a cost
A care
And all it took was faith and trust---
In His Eternal Care.

I Long for YesterYear

I long for yesteryear as you held me tight 
Enveloped about my frame, loved and safe. 
Entrusted all around me, breathed
Where little birds were heard aloud, 
full vocal chords awakening dawn's new Spring.

I long for yesteryear, as we merrily skipped 
around the cherry blossom tree, 
'1-2-3 I'm coming, ready or not', 
Voices hushed and stilled, whilst our picnic laid 
open-invitation to God's creatures, small.

For in yesteryear did we sleep, and lazily lay, 
Upon the sun-kissed, fresh cut blades of grass so green
Warming, tanning without singular, a thought 
as we caught the noonday rays of yester sun.

I long for yesteryear as children's laughter, full of glee
Were heard all day, yet safe and sound, outside in play.
'It's time for tea. Come inside now wash your hands, 
and scrub those knees; where have you been?
Goodness me', was heard with kindness in her voice
As  now was mentioned, 'manners please!'

In yesteryear, walked did we hand-in-hand
with cheeks caressed by each wind's breath
Touched by soft, sensual golden sands
Of yesteryear.

•

•
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The Song of the Blackbird

The song of the blackbird echoes around
Calling to all who hears her sound
Beckoning souls, tranquillity brings
Gifts of joy softening spirits, on blended wings.

The song of the blackbirds beckons us come
United in pure harmony of sound.
Majestically honours each new day brings
As hearing, and blending her melodious calls.

So thankfully, full of begratitudes come
Yet, sharing her beauty, without going astray –
To anyone, everyone who comes her way.

Thank you, dear God, for pleasing of joy,
Please now we ask Thee –
Please bless us to share these moments of joy?

•••

After a walk around the lake
we feel brighter than the air.
This optical exercise stretches

our universe in all directions,
the lake's big eye querulous
enough to endorse the spirit-wind

of which we're two minor gusts.
Hepatica and gentian gone by,
a rummage of goldenrod toasted

by frost. The pines look down
with boredom they've suffered for years.
When the next hurricane arrives

they'll flop into the lake and sink,
despite their buoyancy, with shame.
But that won't happen for a year

or two. Meanwhile our options
remain open. Our dingy clothes
belie our inner emblazoning.

Our flat expressions conceal
distance we've leapt unaided.
The lake smacks its shore-lips, grinning.

The pines tuck their roots and sneer
that once-notorious autumn sneer
city dwellers have forgotten.

WILLIAM DORESKI
(USA)

An Optical Exercise
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We climb from the lake to the store
where locals buy cigarettes and milk.
The woman behind the counter

assumes her usual Buddha stance
to confront our little purchase.
She knows we've walked around the lake

and self-enlightened in pastels
more suitable for summer heat
than for the rigors of November.

But she accepts our coffee money
with a brown and neutral shrug.
The lake sighs that bottomless sigh

that acknowledges ice coming,
and the pines look to the heavens
where a favorite silence dwells.

•••

between
the sky and earth
rain
and it is evil

to lift a stone
to leave a stone
it is evil

between
rain and
blossom

for

august is over burnt
from rains and
shadows

the grass is low
only for
the blind cricket

train station

people arrive and depart
(sometimes and forever)

the pigeon stays
to cut the time

•••

BOZHIDAR PANGELOV
(Bulgaria)

*** (between)
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She dipped her pen in blue and wrote of the song of doves
and of the silent clouds rambling through the morning sky.
She wished she were as eloquent as the birds at dawn.

She dipped her pen in white and wrote of sea's surf that sprays
the jutting rocks, the rumble and crash of waves, and from the 
depths
she thought she heard an oyster turning sand to pearl.

She dipped her pen in green and wrote of blades of grass
on which the angels sit, commanding them to grow.
She dreamed she heard their voice: it sounded like a candle's glow.

She dipped her pen in red and wrote of the melody of a rose
unfurling petals, like fingers, to grasp a new day's sun.
She wondered how much magic every petal contained.

Laughter

A sea of sparkling laughter
reflecting light,
laughter of my grandchildren,
overflowing from the purest souls
infecting others to laugh as well.

Laughter bubbles,
pushes away heaviness 
and anger,
opens doors to love.

•

•

RUTH FOGELMAN
(Israel)

She Dipped her Pen in Blue

Jerusalem Light Festival 2016

While music drowns the waters' voice
at Jaffa Gate, near the City's turreted walls,
colored water shoots heavenwards
as if rockets heading for planets and stars.

The colors cascade into a lake –
fountains and waterfalls
of blues, deep pinks, purples, reds –
a crescendo of color against the night sky.

With music and light
Jerusalem celebrates
the miracle
of our return.

Separations

as the oceans and land, as the heavens and earth
as the planets and stars in their orbs
as lions and snakes, as wolves and sheep
as red and white, as wrong and right
as man and beast
as two-year-olds from their mothers
as children from their parents
as Tagalog from Dutch, as nation from nation

may peace reign through our separations.

•

•
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Balls of Pain

she threw the orange ball of pain across the mountains,
into the ocean, and in the pure waters
that heave and ebb and flow, it dissolved.

she tossed the blue ball of pain over the treetops
and the winds carried it up to the swelling clouds.
a cloud caught it and within the moisture it dispersed
and the cloud broke, its rain fell and watered the thirsting earth.

she took the green ball of pain and buried it near an olive tree.
it decomposed and fertilized the soil and in the olive grove
it nourished the trees and fruit.

before she gathered the balls
they broke her heart
open
and she became whole.

•••

Peel back a pomegranate shell,
reveal the lush seed clusters:
a model of globules of blood
packing the chambers of your heart.
Next separate the seeds,
let them fall onto your plate, 
staining it red; maybe too 
your white shirt when the juice 
drips through your hands.
Fingertips stained, examine
each seed the way G'd will
examine each deed and sin 
in a man's brief life. Pop one
in your mouth and suck 
the sweet pulp around the pit.

•

STEVEN SHER
(Israel)

Revealing Faith
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Existential Threats   

There's the man who puts 
his thumb on the scale 
when no one's watching

so the lies carry more weight, 
the abuse that's heaped on us 
will have due cause. 

*

He's tossed a burning match 
among the brush and shrubs
beside the highway to Jerusalem—

thick smoke stopping traffic,
spreading hill to hill the way the torches
once signaled a month's arrival.

*

Someone let the angel of death into the house
while we were sleeping and no one knows
how to show him out.

•

Cat And Dove 

A cat in the winding alley sneaks, 
first light, along cool stones,
stretches and peeks inside each gate.
A dove alights upon a roof, coos 
raining on the stealthy stalker. The cat 
scavenges inside the bin at the alley's end. 
Someone leaves a bowl of milk and horns 
of bread torn from old loaves. 
Drawn to our door, the dove is slow 
to scoot out of the way of our feet,
retreats in shadow, eyes its rival warily.
One good pounce and the one
would eat the other alive.
The other dreams of pecking out
the eyes of its watchful foe.
Master of stealth, master of air,
is there no end to your contending?

•••
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I've known this room in light.                  
Outside the shadows graze on sea holly.
At any moment the May sun will leap across
the field to steal a glint from beds of aster.
There is little time to fill the ceiling panes 
with night or peel the darkness off the shades.
The thinking here is gold in hue.
Rays that flutter through the blinds,
sheer as scrims, are kaleidoscopic,
latticed down between the light outdoors
and the slats of books within. There is no black
or white into which the mind need go.
I would think the sun might want the curtain
nearer, and of a kind that shimmers,
to show how vast and infinite are the whims of color:
emerald, sienna, indigo. All day their palette
reflects the bold insurgence of the writer's soul.
I could leap into the flow of it, barreling like a thought
down the Cliffs of Moher or along the Aran shoals,
a phrase shifting here or there, a syllable revised
like dunes or waves in poetry or prose.
All day the night imagines how in passing 
through the shade of only half the world, 
the light has lost what essence of a soul 
the room still knows, how the mind inspired, 
with all its memory echoed, like these words, 
might endure beyond their telling.

•

JAMES RAGAN
(USA)

A Room on the Coast

Jump 

through the mind's ennui, 
through the dizziness of possibility, 
through any doubt unwilling 
to restore the lost inspiration to a song 
or a symphony's creation.
Jump to free invention, 
past the ignorance, past the ignominy 
in all acts forgiven, past the repetitions 
of a slap long forgotten.  
By whatever means, settle on the will
to jump clear of the liar's kingdom, 
free of spite, into the sovereignty of conscience
where a thought can breed a bud of truth 
out of mediocrity into genius. 
Begin by dancing, 
aligned with purpose, over all objection. 
Jump out of step with the whole 
of your blindness, until you see.  
If you see, you can know. If you know, you will be
like the cricket that rubs its wings 
to create a night's song of joyful stridulation.
Jump into the joy, into the imagination 
with a passion most will leap without. 
Sing out your anthem to the universe 
like a warbler on a wire with the will to fly.
Learn no limits to your thoughts, and rise.

•
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Buying a Print of Van Gogh's Irises 

When you own this,
you will sleep in the color purple
and think it is the leaf of an iris
or a highway of membranes growing
out of an orchid's flowering stems.
When you own this,
you will taste the fleur-de-lis 
in a wash of lavender
and think it is your blood
pumping the heart of a river
through the whole of your body.
When you own this,
you will hear the river raging
in the leaf of an iris or the stem of an orchid
or in your mind's blood,
and begin to think the canvas
into perfumes of angelica
or a symphony you seed
in every last breath of your pores.
When you own this
you own this and nothing more.

•

The Swans 

They gather each Sunday, arching white
like bowing acolytes beneath the locks of the bridge,
as if the barge passing with its flatbed car
had drawn them in to ride its sifting waves, 
or their play of wings against the willowed shade
had promised them a painter's paradise.
Perhaps, my eyes alone directed them here 
for the comfort of clouds low along the skycape, 
seducing them to stake a fire in the dark.
Their flight now lights the heart of the river,
giving the sun its cue for lying down to seed the hills, 
giving it the shade it needs for night to pass,
giving me the eye to stare across the wide grove of thistles 
to where the swans swill their way along the spires,
reflected from the castle fields. And seeing
their immortal glide rise and fall
like snow sweeping out the stains of autumn,
I watch their soft turn on the river  
wind to where all vision fails, and knowing how
in my shoes' feeble lift of walking on ground,
one sole leathers thin without the other,
I would want to round the bend or scale a hill 
to free my nature, how each step like a swan's flight 
must dream a continent to hurdle,
not by force of habit, but force of will.

•••
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 “In bed, moonlight all around
 Must be frost on the ground
……”
Local accent grown old
and feet now calloused,
dust-laden for years now.

Tonight
the sanguine precious mirror in the sky
wiped clean and bright with mercury
a cornucopia of quicksilver
on the fifteenth day of the eighth moon
is poured all over the earth

the eternally shy and embarrassed moon
brushes the hazy gossamer from her face
Pure brightness bathes crisscrossing paths
letting us walk down midnight lanes
with no need to carry lanterns,
no need to collect fireflies

The big round bright super precious mirror
hangs in mid-air
The passions amassed by the Qiantang River
for thirty, no, more like three thousand years
are finally discharged
with no holding back!

This century's pledges of alliance
have come too fiercely,
not like the mythic lovers' annual reunion 

across the Milky Way
not like the touching transformation

WILLIAM CHAN
(Canada)

“Soul of a Full Moon”

  of lovers' souls into butterflies,
perhaps like the love of a man and a ghost

  in the Peony Pavilion,
or the spiritual entanglement with a serpent

  in the Legend of the White Snake
It's a variation of fire,
a violent rendezvous
sour, sweet, bitter, spicy, salty – 

  all five flavours.

Suddenly the sound of the Lingyin Temple bell
provokes the Bodhi tree on Mount Tiantai
to draw out a thousand years of metaphysics:
“Substance is empty; emptiness is substantial
……”
Freud's pale dream world,
Socrates' mumbling somniloquy,
or Nietzsche's dashing madly

with a whole heart in hand
or Shakyamuni's meditation

  on the power of transmigration
or Lao Zi's mind like still water
or Zhuang Zi's soul soaring out of body?

The trumpet's big mouth
blows out breathless river water
blows out the yo-heave-ho

  of river boatmen
counterattacking the flood tide
punching at the call of conch and pirate
breaking out ---
bursting in ---
what spews forth from the Qiantang super tide
is a volume of Modern Chinese History.

Can do you hear it?
The barking of the Hound of the Heavens

    comes rolling in from far away.
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An extraterrestrial space ship
from the age of Pan Gu the Creator
is inserted into future starlit skies.

“The sky is black and the earth is brown,”
“Sun, moon and stars all change with time,”
and all exist in profound and primal chaos.
Magnetic force draws both tides

and prostaglandins on the kidneys 

guiding lives, emotions and all passions.
Magnetic fields grapple with reason,
said to be a battle with no end.
Amid all the dimness
everything is in order,
all of it is empty,
and life and death are infinite.

•••

In the hideout
I understood
That normality is when
You lie when you want,
and not when you have to.

When else?
When from the sea of mists
bodies do not emerge.

Normality is when
people do not harm people,
and children do not play killing!

Dada, what are you thinking about?
About war.
Why? It's over.

My dear,
in us
it will remain forever.

•••

ELIZA SEGIET
(Poland)

Sea of Mists
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TAWNYA RENELLE
(USA)

For Grandmother
A Poem She Will Never Read

I date women
I date men
I have always loved all people
but it doesn't change my love
for you to not know

Our bond is not dependent on your knowing
I do not believe in god
but I wonder what would happen if I did
Would the death of my friends make more sense?
Would I understand a plan?
       Would I find the peace           you want for me?
I will try to understand death someday on your terms

when you die
and will read the book you have asked me to

I prayed to god as I drove to take you to the Emergency Room
I prayed because you believe in Him
I prayed because you believe
You worry about using a handicap placard that is not yours
I tell you not to worry because you have never committed a crime
I have committed crimes
I have bought and sold drugs
I have stolen
I have driven after drinking
I jaywalk
I run red lights
I have vandalized
but

Our bond is not dependent on your knowing
I worked at Planned Parenthood
for  3 years of my life
I told you I worked at a clinic

I assisted with Medical abortions
I counseled patients about pregnancy options
I taught young women and men to become sexually responsible

The one time we talked about abortion 
You cried           when I said I thought life was not at conception

I drink
but not in front of you
I pass on glasses of wine at family occasions

while some nights at home I drink a bottle to myself
I don't feel hidden

or closeted
or ashamed

or that I needed to
Our bond is not dependent on your knowing

•••
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Today we can tremble
we can whisper
all the pain of waiting
and narrate how we drank the ocean
                                 To find us

Before living in this white room
Were we just a number on this sleep-walking land?

Now we are a city that vibrates with laughter
                                     with the heart in the hands
and our breaths very close.

We can not believe
that today we can tremble
one
inside
of the other.

•••

MARIELA CORDERO
(Venezuela)

The White Tremor

I don't believe in an accessible deity that responds to petition, too busy 

running the Universe to be involved in daily human dramas. Recently 

I heard she had cancer, full-blown, spreading. I promised her mother, 

old friends, I would try to get God's attention. I prayed to the God 

who loves this woman, wondering who I was to make such an appeal. 

How awkward asking Him to answer my plea, while wishing for a 

reprieve without need of my feeble intercession.

Winning the battle left her frail, exposed. She lost the struggle and He 

took her away. And I wonder what all this was about.

•

ROBERT (BOB) FINDYSZ
(Israel)

To a God Who Loves
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Jerusalem Stone

Known as Jerusalem marble,
though it's really limestone,
looks pink sometimes, gray
at others, white at midday

when summer light blinds. Mottled
texture to the touch, what on earth
shaped this rock? Hammer 'n chisel,
or perhaps divine will?

If I cracked it open, might I
find dunes of shifting desert
or dark, sharp, Sinai peaks?
Veins of earthy autumn hues

or maple syrup, natural and pure?
Caves in a rugged mountain hillside
or a smooth pebble-strewn wadi  
bed? This ageless product of nature,

chunk of hardened earth, dormant,
waiting to be noticed or kicked aside
into the shadows. Is it inanimate
or simply patient?

•

Not Just Another Starry Night

After a seemingly ceaseless bus ride barreling down deserted asphalt, 
hints of silver light on a ragged eastern horizon, piercing the coal
dark of a cold winter night in the bowels of a crater
called Ramon. Slowly slivers of glittering  gold 
invade the cloak of sleeping desert.

Suddenly a fully exposed orb of blinding fire illuminates our still 
slumbering bodies,
aching and tired, hunched up against the bone-wracking chill that 
always 
precedes the welcomed warmth accompanying  the sun's dawning.
Our souls struggle to greet this new day and grasp this chance
to better understand what drives us in our search for meaning.

The sky fades into a clean, pristine Carolina blue, punctuated by 
cotton ball
puffs floating above the rugged moonscape that envelopes us. 
Bright 
ochre yellow and matte beige compete with iron-rich red, dull
black and muddy brown.  We embark on our journey, hike, 
stumble, climb and claw, breathless by the time we crawl 

to the summit of a rampart, only leading us further down along 
paths 
of jagged-edged rocks and stones and pebbles that tear at our
poorly-prepared footwear and sleep-deprived patience, down
into the barren belly of this collapsed dome,  where we sit 
to consider who we are, or strive to be .

Endless trekking brings us to nightfall and a campsite clutter
of pup tents, foam mattresses and cooking paraphernalia
scattered on the sharp, inhospitable wasteland floor
inviting neither appetite nor respite from the
day's draining demands;

yet, the skies above, cloudless and crystal clear, celebrate the 
culmination of our
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ordeal with fireworks of twinkling spots and slashes swirling in 
every direction. 
The heavens are awake with a universe so wide  and high and far 
away 
that one cannot but gawk at this silent composition. 
Just another starry night for those who dwell here.

But, for me a rush of awe and humility at my insignificant presence 
in this
mute concert. Does it really matter who I am, or want to be? This 
must
be how Van Gogh felt as he filled his canvas with twirling white
and yellow, green and blue, red and black, dwarfing
the dark foreground into irrelevance.

Two steps forward, one back

one step forward, two back.
A novel take on the Cha Cha,
Yemenite Step, Hora, 
Debka? A Mideast twist on
swing, rock 'n roll, jive, jitterbug?

Making such great leaps forward once
the cast was sawed off, first on one
crutch, then taking baby steps solo,
like Chester of "Gunsmoke" days,
I'm now back to navigating in a wheelchair,
shuffling along on two crutches or a walker.

They call it a temporary setback, a reversal: removing
two metal screws put into my ankle when smashed
bones were set, to strengthen a torn 
ligament. Minor surgery, they say. 
But a major turnaround for me.  A fortnight 
of unwelcomed sick leave, renewed immobility.

•

•

Dancing a Fox Trot

Easing my way down,
I help her descend the slope
to go back to camp.

Dropping  my pack on 
the ground at our pick-up point,
I go to find some shade.

Sprawled in the shadow 
of a huge red boulder, we
see a small beige fox

go behind a rise.
Grasping that it is my food
he is after, I stumble

back to the crossroads. 
He chews a hole in my bag,
grabs one of my rolls 

in his mouth, no room 
there for two at the same time.  
Our dance continues.

Chasing after him 
with pebbles in hand, limbs waving  --
all quite futile  --

I finally toss him
my other sandwich and go 
to protect Hila's

knapsack left under 
our shady stone canopy.
He sits nearby me

waiting and watching,
eating the rest of my lunch.
Our dance is over.

•••
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Taming the divide at closed
angle the long blade
makes its way through the molten ice
of painful flesh
while the left hand's fingertips
slash the hard pools and steer
canted gravity out of the frozen curve.

Luger

Supinely supreme
metal-blue
skinned speed
with
dark bulging mental eye
feet first
through
high-definition air
so silently cool
as the minimal physical expression
of style
inside 
an albino boa
way down 
before 
the end.

•

•

STÉPHANE D'AMOUR
(Canada (Québec)

Short Tracker

Long Tracker's Threesome

The three skaters skate
in a row
smoothly overlapping
poised on three arms
dangling on the outside
and move with
the symmetrical forwardness
of a teamwork squeezer
between 2D and 3D.

Curler

The uncompromising sub-muscular
concentration of style
releases
granite's atomic silence
on its closed-probability course deep into coldness
and slowness' stellar
intuition of a six-sided principle
that can only be fretted
on the surface by sheer
domestic strength as the blond girl's eye
bumps the planets and
meets its sun on the surface: she's a team
again.

•

•••
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NAMITA RANI PANDA
(India)

Blistered and parched is my skin,
The cause of which are my children.

My green robe is ravaged and torn
And my bare body is exposed to the scorching sun.

Smokes from industries cover my sky
That chokes me and makes me cry.

My scarred body cries for a shower of rain,
My shore is black with oily slik and no more pristine.

My crystal clear so sweet milky rivers
Are poisoned with chemicals and turn so bitter.

To price out minerals they dig holes on my bosom
But are too indifferent to leave the sores open.

There is no limit to my torture and exploitation,
My whole body is scarred with concrete constructions.

They care too much for their wealth,
They don't have time to think about my health.

With a troubled soul I pain painfully sob
As they go on digging their own tomb.

•

To My Scars

My Only Wish

I am a dainty dandelion
Popped up in the darkest corner of your heart's lawn
That looks cheerful in every season,
Scattering the warmth and power of the sun.

As a weed of curse I'm pulled out again and again
But I keep on flourishing decked with flowers like the yellow sun
And my undaunted confidence and hope outshine
Your consistent efforts to put me down.

My only wish is a pitch of soil or dirst
Beside the sidewalk of your heart,
My heavenly bliss is to kiss and soothe your feet
And your wish granters are my puff balls in their flight.
\
You may trample or treasure it doesn't matter
I can thrive in difficulties as an invincible fighter
And will remind you of summer
With dark or bleak be your world over.

•
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My Promise

When your body is battered and decayed
Like the to0rn branches in a savage storm,
When your passions are withered and fallen
Like the brown leaves of autumn,
When your moments over flow with killing loneliness
Like Antarctic's snow-clad mountains,
When your life is full of insufferable silence
Like an anechoic chamber of Orfield Labs
As to a born-blind light and darkness,
When you're dead tired of life's long struggle
With wobbly knees, hollowed cheeks with crisscross wrinkles,
On the path of life you're an overburdened lonesome traveller
To your sleepy soul I do promise I do promise to lend my shoulder.

•••

Where ever you go
there is a window
with a tree just beyond 
even ifyou can't 
see it at the time
_______

Immortality

A poet sent me a book of her poems
with an inscription to me
and out of a misplaced sense of duty
I kept them on my shelf for a few years
but really had little use for them
so one day I went to the library
and when no one was looking
tucked them between some books
and quietly left them there
___________________

Guru Suttnerji
sits on a podium
giving satsang
I come before him
to ask his blessing
and to share his light
I mean
our light
I mean
my light
___________________

IMMANUEL SUTTNER
(Australia)

Endings
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Divorce 

come to me ceiling
and let me embrace you
come to me silence
and let me embrace you
come to me air
with your jasmine and myrrh
with your tender touch
and become my breath
fill and empty me
into the beyond 
that's arrived
____________________

An Australian funeral

I will make a list of things to do
to stave off the emptiness
no
I will stand aside
and let 
the emptiness
fill 
the emptiness
_________________

Per Ardua ad Astra*

Today I took
a 79 year old
with terminal Leukemia
I'd not met before
or would again
to the hospital 
in Avoca Street 
for a blood transfusion
his wife kissed him
then I wheeled him to the car
his face was thin, but kind,
he spoke very little English
and I no Russian
but we communicated well enough
port he told me
indicating left 
and then starboard
showing right 
into Avoca 
I was the helmsman
and he was the captain
and together we sailed 
our ship between
the good earth 
and
the stars
_________________

* "Through adversity to the stars" or "Through struggle to the 
stars" is the motto of the Royal Air Force and other 
Commonwealth air forces such as the RAAF, RCAF, RNZAF, the 
SAAF, as well as the Royal Indian Air Force until 1947.
_____________________
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Where the hell are we?

In this place zombies
watch endless cooking shows
listen all night 
to call centre music 
that is changed 
only once 
every called has died
write novel-length self-
reflective journals 
to achieve professional 
development points 
for the plumbing trade
and wish each other 
"have a good day"
before disemboweling
their neighbour

•••

Never mistake her tears to weakness nor equate her serenity to 
dumbness
A woman is but a deep well of goodies, a deep mine of the most 
exquisite gold only fit for royalty
It takes a warrior with a golden heart of princes to decipher what 
thoughts brew beneath that beautiful soul
Only a wise, curious and enduring masculine knows not to 
undermine a quiet woman because still waters run deep

She is a lovely creature indeed, too exceptional in our eyes to behold
What a beauty!
Even under the veil of her tears she is still as marvelous as the regal 
daughters
Her tears are beauty because her tears are courage
Through the glistening shine of her tears we behold the mark of her 
courage
Her tears are the sign and evidence of prevalent courage
She cries because she has ample courage within her enough to 
acknowledge she is pained
This pain like the previous, though it presses hard on her soul she is 
sure to defeat it witout failure.

Even if her endless flow of tears may spark repulse to you, still don't 
hate, it's a clever strategy.
When all wailing is done and dusted you will notice she was only 
creating little pea shaped streams of theraupetic wells through her 
tear ducts, just so she could swim away from pain and healing may 
overflow.
After she drenches away the healing waters from her pretty face she 
will slam that door of hurt hard behind her, move on and smile 
again.
Now that's absolutely no weakness. It's strength. Peculiar strength
It's beautiful

KOZIBA PHETOGO
(Botswana)

Feminine Fierce
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She is delicate and beautiful.
And, no she is not weak.
She is simply feminine fierce
Next time get the term right.
Feminine fierce.

•••
Time is closing to us
Suddenly we're waken up by J-alert*,
As if an air-raid alarm,
The day, North Korea's missile flied over our sky

Neither join in NPT** nor take Peace Treaty
A clock holding a bomb
The hands had meandered since 1953

Time is closing to us

Suddenly a curtain opened,
As if to breathe the spring air,
For the peace between South and North Korea

“If being in peace, no necessary of Nuke.”

The victory by a Copernican change of the word,
Awakening and the two hands matching the time, 
Their meeting on the Bridge of Foot***like a peaceful day

Neither wind back the time nor getting crazy
Time is closing to us
Record its certain passing moments for peace
To believe we are closing to the time of Good-Will

th*Japanese alert for emergency, by the missile of North Korea in 29  
August 2017
**The Treaty of Non proliferation of Nuclear Weapons
***The blue bridge for peace named The Bridge of Foot is there in the UN 

thzone of the 38  parallel line

A Clock on the World Table

KAE MORII
(Japan)
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Broomfield Park, March

A moorhen busies herself,
rocks this way and that
on a wave-washed nest. 

Swans float in late afternoon chill
shadows lengthen,
chestnut buds swell. 

Forsythia trembles the breeze –
pastel-green willows barely move,
dipping branch-tips into the lake.

Every year I wait for this –
first flowers, trees leafing
on sculpted branches,

reflecting in the water
their steadfast 
cascades of green.

•

KATHERINE GALLAGHER
(UK)

Cameo

She's the kind of woman you sometimes meet
in a shopping mall, head forward, shoulders slumped,
thinking of the money she doesn'thave,

sloping towards the exit
wherebuses and taxis gather.
She's fifty now,

wondering which wayto go,
as though she's wrappedthe bones of her life
into a parcel almost too heavy to carry.

Early Morning, Lake Monte Generoso

No one is washing in the pure lake. All is still
except where a fisherman throws in his line.
He winds back the reel again, again –
a fish leaps behind him as if it were a game.
And now the day scoops out its usual place,
as first shifts of sun slip over the mountain,
flushed, clearing, fresh.

I am in love with the lake and this calm
that I cannot pocket or hide in my sleeve,
as engines rev up, the first campers leave,
and a steam-train pulls around the lake's rim,
smoke coiling and lifting over the road
that runs alongside houses – burnished, doubled
on the water's fine skin.

•

•••
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On Thanksg iv ing  Day,  the i r  Ye l l adog  d i ed .
At 6:00 am, they had a house full of family, a fridge full of 

food, and a large yellow dog, dead on their kitchen floor. 
Yelladog breathed in, and breathed out, leaving their lives in 

the same way he had entered them.  Unassuming and fixed, as if he'd 
always been there and she'd just noticed the monstrous dog. He was 
part Great Pyrenes part yellow Labrador Retriever, weighing 120 
pounds; his feet and muzzle resembled nothing so much as the great 
black bears famous in the mountains around them. 

He appeared one sunny afternoon by casually lumbering 
onto their property, to the side of their cottage, nestled in a thin valley 
of the Great Smoky Mountains. Becky had been concentrating on 
stringing green beans in the garden when she first noticed him. Her 
grand dad died two winters before and she had grown adamant about 
coaxing vegetables to life in what once was his flourishing garden. 
They had left Texas to live in his old cottage, renovating it between 
desperate attempts to flee it. Daily they felt the strain of its 1938 
chestnut beams, creaking in response to the gurgling of the 
foundation's river rock.  

Living in the cottage had been attractive in the beginning, 
allowing Becky to be closer to her father, but it had been breaking 
them with its steady stream of stress in its joints, unease in its bones, 
and disquiet in its soul.  The doctors were clear that her father would 
not live long, so they agreed to remain in the misery of this mountain 
pass until his final day. After he is gone, we will move on with our lives, 
Paul reassured her. In the meantime, Becky asserted, we're planting 
that half acre garden. The cottage lodged its complaints of summer 
abuses and winter neglects while Becky resurrected rows of tomatoes 
by driving wooden stakes into their hearts.  The beans, also violently 
staked, and trussed with rough hemp twine, were likewise starting to 
propagate under Becky's disciplined hands.  

That first summer, the river rock of the cottage was arrogant; 
it stood cool and detached as they tore down walls, swinging sledge 

VICTORIA SHROPSHIRE
(Scotland)

Yellow Dog Garden

70 Prosopisia

sthammers into its guts, their sweat and soreness willing it into the 21  
century.  Washing the dishes in a large Rubbermaid tub with 
Palmolive and the garden hose, Becky felt the Yellow Dog watching 
her from the shade of the carport.  He seemed amused at her struggles, 
and she left him a mixing bowl of cool water when she was done.

In the kitchen, she was horrified to find the ceiling crawling 
with hundreds of ladybugs, milling about in waves on its surface, en 
masse, like the starlings of autumn.  Paul, standing on a chair 
grimacing, vacuum extension in hand, sucked them up without 
remorse.  To combat aphids, the U. S. Forestry Department had 
released hundreds of thousands of them onto Cold Mountain, just 
beyond their back yard. The vacuum would inhale the poor little 
things for weeks, the cottage having its petty revenge by finding new 
ways to let the aphid-eaters inside.  Just survive, Paul repeated their 
mantra; then we'll move out of this plaster dust and ladybug refuge 
and get on with it.  

They folded in on each other, buckling down 
through the dark mountain nights, trying not to choke on the dew-
soaked mornings.  Becky planted a garden too big for one woman to 
tend, determination weighing on her back, urging her on. She argued 
with the mountain, tears and sweat often falling in equal measure into 
the rusty clay.  Becky felt gravity was somehow stronger here, and 
often she stood to stretch in order to defy it.  But always back down 
again, close to the earth, a distinct pulse there making her powerful 
and dangerous.  It was a bitter intersection, this thrumming that 
drummed between the clay holding her up and gravity pulling her 
down.  Becky felt the sun on her shoulders, and prayed for relief, 
hoped for redemption in the row of corn, peppers, tomatoes, 
zucchinis, and beans.  And all the while, the Yellow Dog watched.

At first, the Yellow Dog gazed from a thoughtful distance, 
adjacent to the garden, being careful not to frighten Becky, often 
sitting in the shade of the porch or a car. By July, every time Becky 
went in for a drink, she would refill the clunky metal mixing bowl with 
water for him, its sides and bottom already rough from its new life in 
the driveway. He no longer waited for her to walk away before 
approaching it, his great yellow coat a burden in the summer haze, and 
Becky's chest trilled when he licked her hand. 
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Often, Becky would not feel him slip away, and when she 
noticed he had gone without her notice, her throat would tighten. She 
didn't mention him to Paul, enjoying this special secretive comfort. 
The Yellow Dog would visit on lazy afternoons, padding kindly 
opposite her as she knelt in the clay.  Up and down the garden rows, 
never interfering, never begging, simply keeping Becky in his steady 
brown gaze and slightly tormented expression; he listened to her 
laments and prayers and shared private jokes about her in-laws.  She 
came to guard the Yellow Dog like a fierce secret that she feared would 
lose its magic and power if anyone else were to know. 

After hours of sincere observation, the Yellow Dog would 
depart, his old hips clearly stiff and needing a slow long stretch before 
he lumbered off into the twilight. There was a staccato to his walk and 
often he grunted slightly when he rose to his feet.  By the time the 
tomatoes were fully ripe and the start of fall was looming, Becky had 
ventured to touch him, routinely patting his head, gently grabbing 
and tussling the scruff of his neck, folding his silky ears between her 
palms like a meditation.  The garden became a wonder, producing 
vegetables that filled her crowded the counters, her nights filled with 
the vapor of the pressure cooker suffocating the last of the ladybugs as 
it piped away contentedly.  A batch of her sadness sat each night, in 
neat rows of steaming mason jars on checkered kitchen towels, 
glowing bright red and green under their metal caps. 

Every now and then, late at night, from their bed in the loft, 
Paul and Becky would hear a POP and know that the cottage, in its 
passive aggressiveness, had burst one of the jars.

The Yellow Dog became Becky's constant gardening 
companion. She would talk to him softly, ask him questions that had 
no answers, and he would contemplate her as she moved about, 
sometimes singing show tunes, sometime hurling creative curses at the 
sunflowers (who would not grow) and at the morning glories (who 
would not stop).  He had a vicious weathered scar that ran the length 
of his right cheek, belying a time when there was no trust in him, and 
her joy was always tinted with some regret at the understanding that 
the comfort she took from him seemed to easily outweigh the 
affection the Yellow Dog was receiving from her.

She grew to love him, becoming irritable and withdrawn on 

n i g h t s  w h e n  h e  h a d  b e e n  a b s e n t  f r o m  h e r  d a y.  
It was August before Becky openly told Paul about her garden 

confidant, and the two men of the property met properly one 
afternoon.  Each of them stood with soft brown eyes and exchanged 
silent claims on Becky, on the garden, on the mountain, on each other. 

There was no denying the precipitous world-weariness and 
kindness in them.  Paul's scars were difficult to locate, his bitterness 
deeply masked, where the Yellow Dog had visible knots of dried mud 
and blood in the fur folds under his chin and the crooks of his legs. 

A torn ear and a few cracked teeth clearly indicated the Yellow 
Dog's tenure in these mountains, much like the stories of the moon 
shiners that carved the old trails.  He was of the old earth wisdom in 
the fall foliage that draws people here, the woods make charm of 
horses in the fields that pulls them to stay.  We don't need a damn dog, 
said Paul. May be he thought this dog belonged to the mountain 
because no one other than the mountain had claimed him.

One week later, Paul was on the back deck grilling when 
Becky got home from work. She noticed Yellow Dog calmly lounging 
at Paul's feet as Paul calmly s hut the grill over the burgers, the savory 
plume coating her in October Indian summer heat. The orange and 
rust hues in the crisp mountain distance became visible again in a 
moment; the smoke, the mountain, the grill, the dog, the 
conversation all being avoided.

“I love your homemade burgers,” Becky said, giving Paul a 
kiss. He raised a single eye brow.  “Uh huh.”  “Do I have time for a 
shower?” Bait and switch, switch and bait.

“Sure,” Paul handed her a sweating glass of wine and turned 
back to the grill billows.  “Dinner is on the counter.  Can cook it 
whenever you're ready.”

Inside, she noticed salmon filets marinating in a Pyrex on the 
kitchen counter. Through the screen door, she looked back to the deck 
to see a plate with two perfectly cooked burgers, gingerly being moved 
towards the Yellow Dog. The big beast's nails scratched awkwardly to 
give his aged hips traction to pull himself upright in order to properly 
accept the juicy medium rare gifts. Together, the two men reveled in 
the grilled perfection. Paul had not been allowed a dog growing up, so 
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trepidation bubbled just under the surface, an additional 
responsibility to add the anxieties of their lives, but it was clear the 
Yellow Dog from the garden was now the Yelladog of their home.

Yelladog's thick tale thumped out their hearts' rhythms as he 
chewed greedily, mightily, fearlessly. Yelladog felt Becky's eyes on him 
through the screen, and shifted to meet her gaze, never slowing his 
burger consumption, his tail never slowing its drumming joy. And 
Becky recognized that Yelladog would teach Paul how to love again, as 
only a canine can do.

That night was one and only bath they would ever give 
Yelladog themselves. It revealed big hunks of missing fur and tender 
freckled skin that would bleed worryingly, knots under all four legs, 
and cuts on his pads.  The entire episode resulted in seven ruined 
towels, one whole bottle of Suave shampoo, a half bottle of Pantene 
conditioner, the disposal of all the clothes they'd been wearing along 
with a ball of fur large enough to constitute two dead cats (or maybe 
four rabbits), and demanded a total renovation of the downstairs 
bathroom by the time they were done.

The next day, Yelladog happily allowed Paul to load him into 
the backseat of their old Volvo wagon, and rode into town with his 
wide Labrador smile out the window.  Becky watched his puppy joy 
and confidence in her side mirror, ruminating on both his smile and 
the sun-drenched mountains over his head in the distance.

At the vet, it took three grown men to get Yelladog through 
the doors, as he shivered and shook with terror.  Becky sat in the floor 
with him and he tried to curl into her lap, crushing her hips into the 
tile floor and straining her shoulder to point of dislocation. She was in 
tears when Paul drove them home again, the brilliant mountains now 
in center view of the windshield. Paul sat and stared at the garden; he 
watched the ripe peppers bounce with small invisible gusts, ready to 
be plucked and grilled, but did not go to them.  Becky sat on the back 
deck, watching the horses come down from their paddocks in the 
temperate breeze, all the while clutching her cell phone. The vet called 
three hours later, asking to keep Yelladog overnight, to run more tests.  

Paul and Becky barely spoke, barely ate, barely slept. The 
cottage felt asthmatic, the nightly highland air seeming to strain the 
ventilation without Yelladog's filter.  Beckys at in the parking lot of the 

vet the next morning, willing her heart to unclench. She was on her 
second cup of coffee and third cigarette, listening to Led Zeppelin and 
staring emptily at the door without seeing it when it finally opened.  
Yelladog was bright and clean, albeit shaved in spots, and presented 
with a smile. 

Witnesses could not testify as to who was happier to see 
whom. The vet, a formidable woman with green eyes and strong 
slender fingers, also presented thirteen pages of catalogued abuse 
about Yelladog, including cigarette burn scars on his forehead and 
scars where hot oil or fire embers had been thrown on him, burning 
his back and haunches.  Becky scanned through the top two pages 
then met her eyes; she was clearly eager to prosecute someone, but 
who?  Becky felt weak as she stumbled to assert that Yelladog literally 
just appeared one day.  

He can sit, stay, come, all on command, the vet argued.  He is 
neutered.  These things don't happen in nature; the scars on him speak 
to long term abuse and the state of his teeth speak to long term neglect. 

On that day, Yelladog was (best guess) 9 or 10 years old, and 
after Becky negotiated his unconditional adoption, he was never more 
than two yards away from her.  Despite all predictions, he lived for five 
full years.  He was rescued.  He was loved, and every now and then 
bathed and trimmed by a professional.  He taught Paul how to cheat at 
lawn bowls. He was given chew toys for Christmas, bones for his 
birthday, car rides with Paul whenever possible, and home-cooked 
burgers at every opportunity.  

Witnesses could not testify as to who was domesticating 
whom. The cottage complained markedly less upon Yelladog's return, 
as well, and the mountain seemed to recede slightly from their lives, 
though its shadow never moved. Every day that Becky ventured into 
the garden, Yelladog resumed his vigil opposite her row, ever watchful, 
his concentration on the tender of the soil.  He observed without 
judgement as Becky exhausted her physical limits battling chickweed. 
Becky's heart grew stronger as she felt her father's receding, and in 
steady accompaniment, Yelladog and the garden breathed in and 
breathed out.  The tomatoes ripened, the peppers bloomed, the corn 
soared, and the asparagus propagated well beyond the bounds of 
decency. And when Becky came in from the garden, so did Yelladog.
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Reclaimed from the mountain, Yelladog never again passed a 
moment in fear, a day in hunger, a night outside. 

Then one Thanksgiving, Yelladog left their lives just as calmly 
as he had entered.   

Becky's heart contracted and she awoke in the early morning 
hours, racing downstairs knowing in advance what she would find.  
He was lying calmly on the cream colored tiles.  She wept and cradled 
his still warm core, willing him to stay.  But he had breathed in and 
breathed out his last.   

Paul was devastated. Gently, he wrapped the large form into 
an old blanket and loaded it into the old Volvo wagon and drove to the 
emergency clinic, who tearfully and dutifully cremated his beloved 
dog. Paul's shoulders slumped with a deep sadness they had both 
almost forgotten.  Yelladog had come into their lives when he and 
Becky had been mourning Texas, the empty nursery spaces, the loss of 
jobs and a life they adored, and were embittered by hard-etched 
winters that plodded on to the contrived pulse of echo cardiograms. 
Only when he handed Yelladog over to the strong slender fingers of 
the green-eyed vet did Paul collapse under the weight of memory.

For weeks, Paul leaned on Becky, jealous that she had been 
hurting and healing all this time, and yet full of admiration of her 
falling apart in the beating sun only to reassemble herself in the shade 
of the corn stalks and tomato stakes.  She'd spent all that time on her 
knees, in the dispassionate red clay, eye level with a big yellow dog.

Soon after, Paul memorialized Yelladog with a garden marker 
which read, simply, JOY.  Joy had shepherded them through to better 
places, better faces, better ways, better days.  All with his silent brown 
gaze and loving ways, transforming them into a house of rescues, 
where all residents have scars, have catalogues of abuse and neglect, 
but are all equally capable of redemption, of healing, of compassion 
and laughter.

Becky slipped to her knees beside Paul as he pawed at 
the clay, pulling weeds from the around the marker's small base.  We 
will always have Joy, Paul assured Becky.  Sometimes, Becky reassured 
Paul, we just have to pick our heads up out of the green beans to see it. 

•••

David Alexander
(USA)

The Tower

He could not claim to have built the tower. It had been there, 
many years before, when he had first come to the desert to fast and do 
penance and to purify himself in the eyes of God. He still recalled his 
name from the time before he had become a hermit. Joshua, he had 
been called then, which meant "beloved of God" in the tongue of his 
people. 

How misnamed he had been! He had been a blasphemer, 
whoremonger and cheat, and after that, a killer who had fled his native 
Jericho for one of the cities of the plain, those called cities of refuge 
whence murderers could not be taken by force. It was a rough place, 
populated by men and women such as himself, a place of corruption 
in the sight of the Lord, and yet it was there that the scales fell from his 
eyes and he saw the way to salvation. By then years had passed since his 
flight from Jericho and his crime had been forgotten. 

And so he left the city by night and passed into the wastes of Sinai 
where he wandered for many days beneath the burning sun, until he 
was caught in the midst of a sandstorm and sought refuge behind 
some rocks. When the clouds of yellow dust cleared, he saw the tower 
and he knew that God had sent him to this place so that he might 
make find deliverance in sight of the Lord. Giving thanks, he ate the 
last of his provisions and mounted to the top of the tower and sat 
beneath the baking sun. 

In time travelers through the wasteland brought to their 
destinations reports of the holy man who had taken up residence upon 
the pillar in the Sinai. As word spread, parties from caravans, Bedouin 
nomads and residents of nearby villages came to his tower, bringing 
him alms and asking his blessing. When they did not come he ate 
locusts and wild honey, or ate nothing for days on end. 

Years passed, and beneath the merciless eye of the sun his flesh 
grew emaciated around his bones. His reputation as a miracle worker 
also grew, until it was known that the Hermit of the Sinai -- for that is 
what he was called -- had found favor in the sight of the Lord and had 



https://www.arawlii.net/

78 Prosopisia 79Prosopisia

been granted the power to work miracles. 

Had they but known the anguish Joshua felt they would have 
believed otherwise. For although many of those who sought his help 
received it, Joshua himself did not. He knew that it was through the 
Lord alone that the miracles had been worked. He had nothing to do 
with them. For his years of atonement had availed him nothing, and 
far from finding salvation, his sins multiplied with each day that 
passed. 

In the day, beneath the blistering rays of the sun, his mind was 
tormented by visions of his failure. Demons of Satan flew around him 
on leathery wings, mocking him as a sinner who would be snatched to 
hell, there to suffer eternal torments. In the night, Satan's minions 
filled his thoughts with all manner of evil thoughts. They sent down 
succubi to entice him to commit acts of lasciviousness, and though he 
tried to resist, in the end he succumbed, copulating with them by twos 
and threes as they flew like huge, mating wasps about this pillar. 

Wishing to die, yet fearing the terrors that awaited him on the day 
of his death, Joshua cast about for a means to escape the certain 
damnation that awaited him. It was then that he chanced to hear, from 
members of a passing caravan who had stopped to ask his 
benedictions, about another holy man who lived in a cave in the 
Golan, many miles from his tower. It was said that this anchorite had 
healing powers exceeded only by the awe in which he was held by his 
supplicants. Because he was of fierce mien and harangued those who 
came to him in harsh, ringing tones, he was called by the name of 
Hammer. 

Fearing that one more night spent on his tower might see him 
spirited to hell by the victorious spawn of the devil, Joshua climbed 
down from his perch in the heat of the afternoon. Eating the meager 
alms that had been left him, he refreshed himself and began his 
journey eastward across the Sinai to where it was said Hammer would 
be found. Making his way on foot, begging for his food, and sleeping 
wherever he could find a place to lay down his body, it was many days 
before he reached his destination. 

And yet he knew that he had not made his journey in vain, for one 
night he dreamed a dream in which he saw his tower in the Sinai. In his 
dream, the tower extended to the roof of heaven itself, and upon the 

tower the angels of God were ascending and descending. And as the 
angels went up and down the length of the tower, Joshua heard a music 
of such sublime beauty that no mortal ear had ever heard before. And 
the number of the angels he counted as three hundred and twenty, 
which was a number deemed of great portent in the eyes of the Lord. 

He awoke from this dream refreshed, and walked throughout the 
day without stopping. Presently he came to a small wadi, lined with a 
few date palms, where he washed his face and ate of the dates lying 
plentifully on the sands. In the midst of his eating, Joshua looked into 
the pool of water in the wadi and saw the reflection of another traveler. 
Raising his head, he knew a moment of shock, for the face of the man 
was fierce, and the long beard and gaunt cheeks marked him as an 
anchorite like himself. 

"I am called Joshua," he said to the traveler. 

"And I Nehemia," the other man replied. "Where are you 
bound?" 

"I seek the one called 'Hammer,'" he replied. "Have you any 
notion of where he may be found?" 

"Why do you seek Hammer?" asked the other man, his eyes 
glittering as he studied Joshua's face. 

"I wish to become his disciple," he said. 

"I see," replied the other man. "As it happens my path lies near to 
where Hammer dwells. Come then, if you would find him who you 
seek, for the day is growing hot." 

And so they went out together and sojourned in the desert. In 
time they came to a village where the older man was recognized by the 
townspeople who asked blessings of Nehemia and gave him and 
Joshua alms and places to sleep. In the morning they again departed. 
By evening, they had temporarily joined a caravan where Nehemia's 
counsel and benedictions were also sought. In the heat of the 
afternoon of the following day, they finally reached a cave on the 
heights of a mountain overlooking the valley of Megiddo, where 
Nehemia bid Joshua to take his rest. 

"Then it is you who are called 'Hammer,'" Joshua said to his 
companion. 
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"Ask fewer questions," was the only reply the old man made. 

It seemed that Joshua had slept only for the space of a few minutes 
when he was awakened by Nehemia and told to come outside. The 
night was dark but a short distance from the cave a patch of ground 
glowed a fiery orange. 

"Walk upon the coals," Nehemia told Joshua. 

Joshua obeyed the older man unhesitatingly. Without uttering a 
word, he stepped barefoot across the first of the coals, feeling the 
searing heat scald his flesh. Crying out in agonizing pain, Joshua 
succeeded in crossing the burning carpet, only to collapse upon the 
ground. The old man placed a jar of honey by his side. 

"Rub these on your feet, and when you can walk, return to the 
cave." Saying that he turned his back on Joshua. 

Joshua lay crying out in his agony, finally succeeded in rubbing 
honey on his badly burned and blistered feet. The honey attracted 
insects which ate the flesh and made his wounds fester. For several 
days, he lay unmoving where he had fallen, unable to get up. From 
time to time Nehemia came by and looked at him but did nothing, 
nor gave him any food nor drink. 

When he was finally able to walk, he limped back to the cave on 
his burnt feet to find Nehemia sitting eating bread dipped in honey 
and drinking from a pitcher of wine. Nehemia offered Joshua 
nothing. 

"Do you still wish to continue?" he asked. 

"Anything is better than being condemned to an eternity 
suffering the tortures that await me in hell." 

"So be it, then," Nehemia said and tossed Joshua a scrap of bone 
on which a few shreds of chewed meat hung. Though his hunger was 
ravenous, Joshua did not fall to his scrap but ate as slowly and as 
sparingly as possible while Nehemia filled his stomach, belching and 
farting loudly as he became more and more drunk with wine. 

Days passed, in which Nehemia asked nothing more of Joshua 
than the performance of simple chores. He fetched water and swept 
the floor of the cave, or brought kindling from the foot of the 
mountain and tended to the cooking fires. Slowly his feet healed and 

the small amount of meat he was provided by Nehemia made the 
strength return to his limbs. 

Then one morning, Nehemia told Joshua to prepare to 
accompany him on a journey into the valley below. This he did, 
helping the older man descend the steep and treacherously rocky 
slopes of the mountain, until they came to a place of salt marshes and 
fenny bogs filled with a nepenthic stench of malign gases. Nehemia 
told Joshua to wait and walked ahead a little, probing the ground with 
his staff. Presently, he stopped and Joshua could see him turning over 
some rocks. Nehemia gestured for Joshua to approach him. When 
Joshua drew near, he saw that Nehemia had found a pit full of vipers, 
on the edge of which he stood. 

"Go down into the pit and walk amidst the serpents," he 
instructed his disciple. 

Joshua did as he was ordered and almost immediately was bitten 
upon the feet. As the poison took effect he felt an excruciating pain in 
his heart, followed by a wave of intense cold. His last sight before 
blacking out was of Nehemia's face above him, dispassionately 
regarding him. How long he had been unconscious or how he had 
emerged from the pit, Joshua did not know. But it was night when he 
returned to the living once again, and he was lying on the edge of the 
viper pit while wet, slimy things crawled over his body and insects 
swarmed around his nose, ears and mouth. 

Although Joshua believed that he would die, he did not. Days 
later he found the strength to sit up, and in doing so he knew why he 
yet remained among the living. The slimy things he had felt crawling 
upon his body were blood-sucking leeches. He was now covered with 
them from head to foot, their bodies fat with the blood they had 
sucked from his veins. With the blood had come much of the 
otherwise deadly poison from the vipers' fangs. 

It was much of that same day before Joshua had the strength to 
rise and go to where the salt marshes had formed small pillars of white, 
caustic matter, chunks of which he broken off and rubbed upon the 
blood-gorged bodies of the leeches. Soon they dropped off and Joshua 
made his way back up the mountain again, reaching the cave of the 
anchorite by nightfall. Within he found Nehemia eating and 
drinking. The older man did not even acknowledge Joshua's presence 



https://www.arawlii.net/

82 Prosopisia 83Prosopisia

as he crawled into a corner and fell into an exhausted slumber. 

When he awoke again some time later, it was morning, though 
the morning of the next day or of the day after the next day he could 
not say for sure. 

"Do you still wish to continue?" Nehemia asked him. 

"Compared to what awaits me in hell, these torments are as 
nothing," he replied. "I will do as you command." 

Again, the older man threw Joshua a few scraps of food and 
allowed him to perform simple, menial chores for a few days while he 
regained his strength. And again, soon thereafter, he subjected Joshua 
to tests of endurance from which he could not possibly emerge alive, 
and yet somehow managed to. Time passed in this way, and the weeks 
spent with Nehemia became months and the months became years. 
Eventually the older man's tests became a matter of indifference and 
he was content for Joshua minister to him as a servant. 

And then one day, as Joshua accompanied Nehemia into one of 
the villages in the valley below, Nehemia bid Joshua wait while he 
entered into consultation with the leaders of a caravan of merchants, 
one of whom approached him, looked him up and down, asked him 
to open his mouth and show his teeth, and then returned to his camel. 
Joshua saw the merchant cross Nehemia's hand with silver coins, and 
was soon bound from head to foot and forced to march alongside the 
caravan, tethered to one of the camels. After having sold his 
companion into slavery, Nehemia had taken the money and wandered 
off, not even giving Joshua a backward glance. 

After several days of ceaseless marching, the caravan brought 
Joshua into the road leading to the Nile, and then into Egypt on the 
banks of the river. Clapped in irons, he was immediately put to work 
in a gang constructing the jubilee monument of the reigning Pharaoh. 
Fed nothing but a thick gruel of turnips or leeks and crusts of 
unleavened bread, many of the men died and were buried within the 
huge edifice. During the months of Joshua's captivity, he saw scores of 
his fellow slaves die in this manner, their broken bodies disappearing 
beneath hundreds of tons of massive granite slabs. How he survived, 
he did not know. But survive he did. 

One day, in the fifth month of his captivity as a slave of Pharaoh, 

he heard his overseers discussing the dream that the Pharaoh had 
dreamed on a night long before. It was said that the dream had so 
frightened the Egyptian ruler that he offered a king's ransom to 
whosoever could interpret it for him. 

Risking a severe lashing, Joshua reached out and touched the 
overseer as he passed before the bars of the slave pen he shared with 
dozens of other workers. As the overseer raised his whip and prepared 
to strike it across Joshua's face, Joshua spoke quickly. 

"Stay your hand," he shouted. "For I alone among the Egyptians 
can interpret the Pharaoh's dream." 

The overseer's hand remained raised, but the whip was not 
brought down. In another moment, it would strike the cur who had 
spoken, but not until the Egyptian made answer. 

"How would a lowly slave such as you interpret that which mighty 
Pharaoh has dreamed? Answer well, for if you do not, you will surely 
die by my hand this day." 

"It is true that I am a slave in Egypt," Joshua replied. "But before I 
was a holy man known as the Hermit of the Sinai and was deemed 
from near and far as one skilled in the interpretation of dreams." 

The overseer regarded Joshua a long moment, and then nodded. 
Lowering his whip, he unlocked the bars and roughly pulled Joshua 
out of the slave pen. Before long, newly bathed and dressed in clothes 
suitable for presentation before Pharaoh, Joshua bowed reverently 
before the throne of Ra upon which Pharaoh sat. 

"Rise and approach me," he was told by the king. Joshua stood 
and approached the throne with head bent, as Pharaohs' men at court 
had counseled him. Pharaoh looked him over. "I am told you claim to 
be able to reveal the significance of my dream. Is this true?" 

"Yes, sire," Joshua said. "It is true." 

"Then sit beside me and I will tell it to you." Joshua took a seat at 
the feet of Pharaoh and listened as the king began the recounting of his 
dream. "I dreamt that I walked along a path in the desert and came to a 
parting of the ways. From the left fork, a beast of many colors bearing 
the head of a lamb approached. 

"From the right fork, an angel with the tail of a fish and the wings 
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of a dove approached. I sought to run back the way I had come but 
from my loins sprang a serpent which first devoured the beast of many 
colors and then swallowed the angel and would have devoured me had 
not a swarm of bees suddenly appeared which sent it disappearing 
back within my loins. Upon this, I awoke in a fear and trembling. 

"Explain this dream to me, and I will make you rich beyond your 
wildest imaginings." 

Joshua composed himself for a moment, and then replied as 
follows. 

"Sire, there is no cause for fear, for in truth the dream you have 
dreamed is one betokening a great joy and triumph. The beast of many 
colors stands for those of the tribe of Amalek who would make war 
upon Egypt. The angel with the tale of a fish stands for those of the 
kingdom of Ur of the Chaldees, who worship the fish god Bel, and 
who would strike on the right while Amalek strikes on the left. 

"But the serpent which springs from the loins of mighty Pharaoh 
shows that the might of Egypt will annihilate her enemies even before 
the setting of the sun on the first day of battle." 

"And the bees, what of them?" asked Pharaoh. 

"The bees, oh king," replied Joshua, "stand for the heads of 
Pharaoh's enemies, as numberless as a swarm of those which populate 
the aviaries of the Nile, which shall be laid at the feet of Pharaoh on his 
day of victory." 

And as Joshua had spoken to Pharaoh, so it came to pass. And the 
tribe of Amalek, striking on the left, and the tribe of Ur of the 
Chaldees, striking on the right, smote Egypt. But Egypt smote them 
twice, then thrice and routed them into the Nile and the heads which 
were laid at the feet of Pharaoh were indeed as numberless as the bees 
in the aviaries of the Nile. 

And Pharaoh rewarded Joshua for making the significance of his 
dream known to him on the eve of battle, and Joshua grew rich and 
powerful and took the daughter of Pharaoh to wife. And from the 
loins of the daughter of Pharaoh sprang the sons and daughters of 
Joshua who were the fruit of his loins and the flesh of his flesh, and 
Joshua was content in the land of Egypt. The years passed in this way, 
until the old Pharaoh, reaching the age at which his ka ascends to 

heaven, made ready to venture to Ra, and with his dying words 
anointed Joshua as his appointed heir to the throne of Egypt. 

The funerary rites that Joshua arranged for the departed Pharaoh 
were outshone only by the coronation rites inaugurating his own 
reign. A vast treasure pyramid was constructed for the old Pharaoh, 
and his entire palace retinue, including harem girls, wives, councilors 
and retainers drank from a poison cup before the crypt was sealed, so 
that they could accompany their ruler to the kingdom of Ra and serve 
him ever after. For the coronation of the new Pharaoh, a thousand 
prisoners from Amalek, Ur and other nations of the plain were 
beheaded and their corpses fed to the crocodiles of the Nile to sanctify 
the new reign with their blood. So did all of Egypt understand that a 
new and powerful king ruled over heaven and earth. 

Time passed, and one day word came to Pharaoh that a slave 
working in the salt mines had begged to be permitted to be brought 
into his presence. This slave was said to be an old man named 
Nehemia. Pharaoh summoned Nehemia before him and saw that it 
was the same anchorite who had sold him into slavery long years 
before. He smiled at the old man who cowered before his throne, 
beseeching him to spare his life. 

"Rise, old one," Pharaoh commanded him, and ordered his 
servants to bathe Nehemia and anoint his flesh with fragrant oils and 
put pomade scented with myrrh in his beard and hair, and attire him 
with robes of finest silk and shod his feet with sandals, and bring him 
to dine with Pharaoh that evening. 

So it was done, and old Nehemia sat on cushions before a banquet 
of choice viands, and lacked for nothing to eat and drink. Pharaoh and 
he talked of many things, and shared many a jest. 

"And now, I have a surprise for you," Pharaoh said and clapped 
his hands and two of his guards seized Nehemia by both arms and 
bound him tightly to an iron chair whose legs were sunk in a huge 
brazier full of coals. At Pharaoh's command the coals were ignited, 
and soon the chair became red hot, searing the flesh of the old man 
whose cries of agony echoed through the palace. 

In the midst of his agonies, Pharaoh caused a crown of bronze to 
be heated over another brazier, and, holding it by heavy tongs, placed 
it upon Nehemia's head, hearing the flesh sizzle and watching it form 
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bubbles as it split and bled over the bone. Before the old man was 
dead, Pharaoh drew his own dagger and cut the entrails from 
Nehemia's stomach, forcing them into his mouth upon the point of 
the blade and watching the life go out from him. Then he ordered the 
corpse thrown to the crocodiles in the dead of night and was no longer 
troubled by thoughts of the man who had sold him into bondage. 

One night, after the passing of several years more, Pharaoh was 
troubled by a dream of strange portents as had the Pharaoh before 
him. Unlike his predecessor, however, the new Pharaoh upon 
awakening required no assistance in determining the meaning of the 
visions that had visited him during sleep. The seven-headed locust 
which devoured the jackals of Set mounted upon the back of the 
crocodile, Sebek, betokened the coming of a plague year, one so severe 
that countless of his subjects would die and Egypt would grow 
desolate and a prey to its enemies. 

So it came to pass, despite every precaution and every effort to 
propitiate the gods, and in the process the Pharaoh's queen and his 
boy child and his girl child were all struck down by the plague. In his 
hands Pharaoh held the limp body of his queen before the idol Neter 
and begged the goddess to remove the pustulant blisters that covered 
her flesh. His pleas were to no avail. So it had been decreed and so it 
would be done. The bodies of Pharaoh's wife and children burned on 
the funerary pyres as did those of humbler subjects all over the city. 

Yet there would be no sumptuous funerary rites for his queen and 
his progeny, there would be nothing but continuing death and greater 
destruction. For as the plague ravaged Egypt from Luxor to the 
cataracts of the Nile, so her enemies, grown stronger over the years, 
knew the time was ripe to attack. They did so without mercy, 
overrunning the kingdom and toppling the altars of its gods as they 
put the temple priests to the sword. Amid the carnage, Pharaoh cast 
off his robes of state and put on the humble attire of a beggar. 

In this way he wandered in a delirium through the smoke of battle 
and the flames of carnage. Days or possibly weeks later, he found 
himself alone in the wastes of the Sinai where he had started years 
before, and before him stood the tower from which he had come down 
from the torments of hell. Exhausted from his travails, Joshua fell into 
a deep slumber at the foot of the pillar. When he awoke, he found that 

someone -- perhaps Bedouins or other dwellers of that region -- had 
placed honey and dates nearby. He ate ravenously, filling his belly, and 
then, without thinking further about it, ascended to the top of the 
tower and sat down beneath the blazing sun. 

In the night, the old demons beset him once again. In the day, he 
was visited by devils heralding the eternal damnation that would soon 
be his lot. And again at night, as they had done half a lifetime before, 
the succubi came and mocked the hermit, offering themselves to him 
for coupling. But this time Joshua laughed at the devils of the day and 
the demons of the night, and at the succubi as well, and offered 
himself to them all, and on the next day and the day after that he still 
sat beneath the blazing eye of the sun and thought of nothing and was 
nothing and wanted nothing and knew he would become nothing for 
he cared nothing for nothing in the nothingness of the world he had 
finally and forever become in the nothing of the nothing of the 
nothing that was the nothing of nothing, forever and forever and 
forever again. 

•••
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   I arrived in Buffalo from The University of Michigan in 1967 as a 
new member of the suddenly famous and, to some, infamous English 
faculty, someone who would be called a “hire” in today's corporate 
terms
as if one were a junior executive and not a  literary apprentice. If I had 
been asked to give a “job talk,” I might not have applied for a  
position.     
   Only rarely does a new department appear like a comet in the 
academic firmament and stay in orbit; it usually burns out as its 
“stars” get offers from traditionally prestigious institutions, or it 
becomes another mid-range orbiter. UB was one of those comets. 
   UB's English Department was the “Falcon 9 Heavy” of literary 
study in America at that time with psychoanalysis, film, 
anthropology, French “theory,” structuralism, anarchism, and Jewish 
American studies, on the launch pad, to name some of the boosters. 
   This exciting and innovative Department of English had sprung 
from the forehead of the legendary Albert Spaulding Cook, our Zeus, 
who was at once a traditionalist and a modernist, scholar and poet, 
professional and innovator, the author at age twenty-four of The Dark 
Voyage and the Golden Mean: A Philosophy of Comedy, a precocious 
work of enduring value.
   On arrival, I assumed he was the Anglo-Saxon scholar, another 
Albert S. Cook, annotator of The Dream Of The Rood: An Old 
English Poem Attributed to Cynewulf, and asked him about that 
work at a reception party. 
   “I know his work,” he said, “but you're in the wrong kitchen, we do 
nouvelle cuisine in our shop on Bailey Avenue, welcome.” 
   It's a tribute to his literary and administrative genius that I can write 
about him now, a half century later, as if he just had launched his 
literary starship Enterprise. Every now and then, an extraordinary 
person inaugurates what will become a tradition, though it usually 
takes a few centuries for one to develop. 

HOWARD R. WOLF
(USA)

Shadowing Boxing in the Ivory Tower
(A Writer in the University)

   No department in America at that time was more open to poets (ten 
or more when I arrived), especially those who had a learned side (with 
or without a doctorate) in the tradition of T.S. Eliot. That Al Cook, a 
polymath, had been a Classics major at Harvard, later a Junior Fellow, 
and a poet made a difference. He respected all poets, even  
hallucinatory Beat ones, but he admired, in terms consistent with 
those of the prevailing New Criticism, writers with academic 
credentials. 
   In the end, he favored those writers who were allusive, indirect, 
philosophically sophisticated, at ease in several languages, including 
Greek, Hebrew and Latin, faculty who were, above all, productive and 
published. Productivity was for him what “tradition” is for Tevya in 
Fiddler On The Roof.” 
   It took me about a decade to see that these attributes might be a 
limitation for the kind of writer I wanted to be. If I pursued a career as 
a Professor of Literature, I would become what I came to call “a writer 
in the university,” someone who would write years later the self-
conscious “Ludwig Fried” stories, not Pearl Buck, Hemingway, 
Maugham, Steinbeck, not a writer who was immersed in raw 
experience, the slice of life school.
   I had made a fateful choice without being aware of its implications 
for an American writer, a country in which a graduate education in 
literature hasn't always been an asset for a literary person.  
Hemingway didn't go to college, Fitzgerald didn't graduate from 
Princeton, and Kerouac hit the road, not to mention two pillars of 
American literature, Frederick Douglas and Mark Twain.
   The real “Al” Cook, as I came to call him after a year or two, 
managed in his three year tenure (1963-66) as chair to transform UB's 
pre-SUNY English department from a standard one – in which major 
authors and established “periods” were taught by faculty who were 
specialists in those areas – into one in which all faculty were 
encouraged to follow their ideal interests, even if this meant that five 
Shakespeare courses were offered and none on other English 
Renaissance authors.
   Interest and insight took precedence over coverage for Al Cook.  He 
had been let go by Berkeley at the start of his career because he hadn't 
been seen sufficiently, in the eyes of their chair, Mark Schorer, as a 
specialist.  

88 89



https://www.arawlii.net/

Prosopisia Prosopisia

   He sometimes would repeat with an ironic sneer what Schorer had 
said at his dismissal, “We respect you, Al, but we don't know what you 
do.” 
   He told me how years later an elevator door in the lobby of a hotel at 
an MLA conference opened, and there he was face to face with Schorer 
who extended a hand in collegial friendship, “Too late, Mark, too 
late,” Al said, as he exited.  He never would forget Schorer's rejection, 
and my generation at UB benefitted from his revenge motive.  
   There was no pecking order in the matter of course-selection. An 
untenured assistant professor didn't have to stand in line to wait for a 
senior member to relinquish some corner of the field as was the case 
with my wonderful Amherst College professor C.L. Barber 
(Shakespeare's Festive Comedy: A Study of Dramatic Form and  Its 
Relation to Social Custom) 
   Professor Barber had been held in check by the academic 
territorialist, Theodore Baird, who taught generations of Amherst 
College students that experience and literary convention were 
inseparable. It never occurred to him that literature could be, as 
Kenneth Burke puts it, “equipment for living.” Baird's  style of 
thinking was more instructive than what he thought.
   Some courses remained traditional, most were reasonable 
transformations of orthodox procedures, and a few, given the cultural 
atmosphere of the 1960's, were bizarre. One was called “further 
studies,” but it wasn't made clear “of what.”  It was enough in those 
heady days of the love-generation to be “far out.” 
   And when it came to tenure, no distinction was made at that time 
between creative work (especially poetry) and scholarship (today 
called “research” in order to gain the status of science).
   When Al Cook left UB's English Department in 1978 for a position 
in Brown's Department of Comparative Literature, UB's department 
never would be the same. Some might say it became better, some 
would say it got worse; but no one would say that it remained as 
creative or ever would have another chair so aware of and interested in 
the work of all his colleagues. 
   He knew not only what you had published, but where it had 
appeared. Once, clam digging with him in Maine in the summer of 
1971, I lamented the fact that I wasn't a better known writer (one of 
my leit motifs or broken records), and he said, charitably, “But I've 

read one of your stories, “A Brief Life,” in the Mediterranean Review.” 
   Few colleagues in the years to follow would say anything 
comparable. This lack of fellowship became one of my major 
disappointments. Feigned indifference to the achievement of 
colleagues may be a common failing in academic corridors, but it 
didn't diminish my sense of isolation.  
   All serious writing is a reaching out of some kind, a quest for a 
connection between self and other, psyche and community, polis, 
Whitman's “A Noiseless Patient Spider,” Emily Dickinson's “This is 
my letter to the World.”  Actors seek applause, writers want 
affirmation. As Holmes says to Dr. Watson  in “The Crooked Tree” 
(1893), “Elementary.”     
   One former colleague asked, when we met a conference some years 
later, if I was a “mature graduate student.” I recalled this the other day 
when I noticed a new category of psychological diagnosis as reported 
by The Wall Street Journal – “post-traumatic embitterment disorder.”  
   Another colleague, a distinguished poet, said to me after Al 
decamped for the Ivy League, “the department has lost its soul.” That 
comment would have surprised many people in the department, 
especially those who had been on the premises before his arrival in 
1963 and were subjected, as I learned later, to what seemed to them, a 
Stalinist purge or scorched earth review of credentials and 
performance, a review that cost several untenured faculty their 
positions. 
   I'm not sure what I would have felt if subjected to that review, 
probably  intimidated and angry,  maybe broken, but the result, when 
I arrived, was a department that had what I took then to be a creative  
soul, a department in which imagination and scholarship could join 
hands and walk together. 
   That conjunction meant more to me at the time than the history, 
anguished for some, as I understood it, that had preceded my arrival. 
Self-interest usually trumps empathy for others, at least in the short 
run. Had I been chair, I wouldn't have looked for deadwood, but I 
wouldn't have been an effective chair whose legacy would be sustained 
for half a century to date. 
   UB's English Department is not as creative, in my terms, as it once 
was; but it still has the creative spark that Cook ignited, though the age 
of Digital Humanities and devaluation of the literary humanities may 
snuff it out.    
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   I must add as a qualifier that my judgment is shaped by what 
attributes I take to be “creative” and “imaginative.” I joined the 
department at the beginning of the end of a humanistic period and the 
beginning of a postmodern one, a period when, to use some 
Deconstructive language,  “signifiers” still were attached to what they 
“signified”: a palpable world with real properties, statues, not 
shadows, bodies, not wraiths. I've written about this in an essay on 
Somerset Maugham (“The Matter of Somerset Maugham: A World 
With Properties,” Aspects of Contemporary World Culture, Ed. P. 
Bayapa Reddy. Chennai: ATLANTIC, 2008).  
   Although Al Cook was himself interested many forms of late 
modernism (and had hired some leading lights in that area (Charles 
Olson, Robert Creeley), he remained open to any accomplished form 
or expression and recognizable “-ism.”    
   After his departure,  the department, to the extent that it remained 
committed to creative work, turned significantly towards literary 
“theory” (mainly imported, like wine, from France) and against the 
kind of  somewhat realistic fiction that I was trying to write. 
   To put it simplistically: the department and the profession of literary 
study (MLA) turned against an imitation of life and most forms of 
verisimilitude. The notion that life created possibilities for literature 
and literature for life was consigned to the dustbin of history. M.H. 
Abrams's “mirror and the lamp” (neoclassicism and romanticism) had 
given way to the broken mirror and kaleidoscope.
   Creative writing and academic research  would now be more closely 
linked. English Departments on their creative side, via MFA 
programs, would train writers to teach other writers in MFA 
programs; creative work would be published more and more in small 
and oddly named academically funded journals; and writers, 
including me, would look to writing retreats such as VCCA and 
MacDowell, not Paris or London, as enclaves in which to find muses 
with degrees and paltry royalties.
   It should be added, in the name of fairness and balance, that the 
general market for creative writing, especially short fiction, had 
shifted from one in which many  popular magazines published short 
fiction to one in which today only The New  Yorker really serves as an 
outlet in which the publication of one story can upgrade a career.  
   Whether or not the department had lost its soul or turned away from 
deeper and richer forms of expression (from Carl Dennis to Charles 

Bernstein, Mac Hammond to Raymond Federman, Irving Feldman 
to Susan Howe), I felt increasingly sidelined and marginalized as a 
creative writer. I didn't abandon my intentions and ambitions, but put 
them on hold or on the back-burner.  
   I felt increasingly that writing what D.H. Lawrence calls the “bright 
book of life” no longer was central, if ever it was, to the life of UB's 
English Department. It's possible, of course, that my illusion, or small 
delusion, simply had given way to current professional realities after 
Al Cook's departure.      
   Although I had been interviewed at an MLA conference in 
Manhattan and had submitted a couple of articles for review by a 
departmental committee, a “job talk” wasn't required. One was a 
negative review of a book call Nil. Had I been aware that “nothing” 
was becoming fashionable, I might not have submitted it for review. 
   I also submitted some published poems and stories. Having spent six 
years in graduate school, as a preparation for a career in “higher” 
education, I was looking forward to more than a job. I had left behind 
a few of those nine to fives on Madison Avenue and thought of 
graduate study and then teaching literature as my manumission. 
   But I am getting ahead of myself in order to look back with greater 
understanding:  I had met a graduate of  Buffalo's elite Nichols School 
my first year at college, and a roommate had a cousin (Oscar 
Silverman),  who had been a well known UB faculty member. I knew 
him as “O,” and that was what I knew about Buffalo, naught. 
   So I arrived alone in an unknown city on a frontier I never had heard 
of. I thought the only real one was west of the Mississippi; and I 
couldn't have told you why and where the Falls fell. Moreover, I 
couldn't have told you then or now how to spell “Chautauqua” and 
many other wonderful Native American names without googling. It 
felt for a while as if I had come to Huck Finn's fabled “territory 
ahead.”
   And yet, here I am today, among some friends and many colleagues, 
half a century later, and I am grateful to share some ruminations about 
the complex role of a writer (at least this writer-teacher) in a university 
with an audience who has such an intimate knowledge of my 
academic “home.”  
   Home is a key word for me, one that has shaped, to a large extent, my 
thoughts and feelings about a subject, writing, the center of the circle 
of my identity.
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I have written about “home” in many contexts, including a play, 
Home at the End of the Day: An American Family Drama in Three 
Acts (Prestige International Book 2017).    
   Had a door not opened for me to speak to you today, I might not 
have reflected as deeply on what it has meant for me to have spent now 
fifty-six years as a teacher, forty of them as a Professor of English at UB 
where I worked for many years in the shadows of some better known 
writers and in a profession where real creativity tends to be a marginal 
interest, except where it garners prestige for a department and the 
institution. 
   “Prestige” is the coin of the realm in the academic currency 
exchange. If you're not precious metal, you may not be a base one, but 
your cross-rate will be negligible.  
   “Shadows” is an important word for me as I review my history as a 
writer in the university. I often felt as if I were under the canopy and 
within the thick vines of some giant banyan trees. 
   Leslie Fiedler, the department's luminary at the height of his fame 
then, was one of the banyans; and I often felt like a dwarf bonsai plant 
when I entered his veritable mansion when he hosted the department 
on his annual July 4th party where he might have been mistaken for 
Count Leo Tolstoy entertaining his students at Yasnaya Polyana 
during a harvest festival. 
   Most of my early years at UB were spent in a department at a 
generational moment when the terms of literary criticism -- what 
came to be called “theory” or “postmodernism”— displaced, as I have 
said, the claims of experience as understood in naturalistic and 
realistic terms, terms that were consistent with my interests in writing: 
literature as a reflection of life, not life as a mirror of art (Oscar Wilde), 
one of the major aesthetic principles of the Aesthetic Movement.  
   If this sounds obscure to the non-specialist, well, it is. That's part of 
my story. Writers were not, as I understood it, meant to represent 
experience in obscure terms. That understanding was shaped, of 
course, by the authors I was reading as a high school student in the 
process of discovering literature and becoming someone with literary 
aspirations:  Pearl S. Buck, Fitzgerald, Hemingway, James Hilton, 
Somerset Maugham, Edna St. Vincent Millay, E.A. Robinson, 
Steinbeck, Robert Browning, Tennyson, and, importantly for me, 
Thomas Wolfe. I knew that Joyce was a genius, but not a 

representative one.  
   We may take it for granted that writers have a rightful place and 
flourish in institutions of higher learning within their privileged 
enclaves, happily removed, to a large extent, from the harsh 
economics of the market-place, as much as they may long, futilely, for 
its royalties. 
   But we would do well to remember that writers holding positions of 
tenure in universities is a fairly recent phenomenon in America. 
Robert Frost was one of the first, if not the first, taking a position at 
Amherst College in 1917 and the University of Michigan in 1922 
before returning to Amherst in 1926; and, given Frost's fame as a poet-
professor, we may assume that it was an untroubled alliance for him. It 
wasn't. To abbreviate one of his lines, it was a “lover's quarrel.”
   Let me tell you about some of my queries, quarrels, self-accusations, 
ruminations, silent rages, piques, puzzles, ambivalences, to say 
nothing of resentments, aspirations, and, yes, “embitterments.” If you 
ask me, “Where, finally , do you stand?” I may have to say -- what 
Chou En Lai is said to have replied to the question, “What do you 
think of the French Revolution? -- “It's too early to tell.” But I hope I 
can come up with a better answer. “Hope” is the key word.      
                             ***    
   But I need to rewind and edit somewhat my narrative reel since the 
act of writing itself revises what one is writing about. When I left Ann 
Arbor for Buffalo in the fall of 1967 to join UB's English Department, 
I had every expectation that I would be able to keep my creative fire 
burning, even as I taught and wrote critical articles from a 
psychoanalytic point of view, my interest at that time, to secure tenure 
in order to make me feel, well, more secure.
   Having just won a Hopwood Award for fiction at The University of 
Michigan, I assumed that my creative interests would merge with 
those of the department as they had been defined by Al Cook. I even 
thought it possible that I would be able to write my way out of the 
university in a few years. 
   A former graduate student, who became a Jungian therapist (part of 
the story of his 60's generation) wrote me recently and said that I had 
used the word “escape” in 1975, as if I had been imprisoned. I had 
forgotten the urgency of my impulse to exit through the sally-port of 
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the Ivory Tower. One begins to forget one's ambivalences as the 
financial benefits of retirement become substantial. 
   I should qualify the phase, “as they had been defined by Al Cook.” 
Although Al Cook had masterminded the creation of the new English 
Department, he had surrounded himself quickly with faculty who 
were sympathetic with his goals.
   And it was also true that his spirit of innovation was in touch, 
however indirectly, with the ethos of the 1960's, not that he would 
have been sympathetic to any of the anti-intellectual or anti-literary 
impulses of the period, a period when even a punctuation mark
defined repression for some colleagues. One such person once told me 
that the “period,” the “end-stop,” as he referred to it, was a Fascistic 
gesture. 
   So, in identifying Al Cook as the main player in the foundation of 
the new English Department and in saying that I expected my core 
interests to be consistent with his, I am referring to something 
broader.
   I am looking back to a generational moment in American culture 
and higher education when scholarship and creativity were a 
reflection of mainstream issues (or so it seemed!), when university 
campuses were where the action was, when they were one of the keys 
to understanding America at large.  
   From Berkeley's FSM to the cordoning off of UB's Hayes Hall in the 
late 1960's, writers in the university could believe that they had a 
privileged access to the trends and struggles that were remaking 
America, including the anti-Viet Nam war movement, civil rights 
struggle, and war on poverty. If not on the barricades, though there 
were some of those, academic writers were at the crossroads of the 
future, or so it seemed.
   There would be cutting-edge material to write about, and I hoped 
that having more time to write than I had had working nine to five in 
publishing (Doubleday & Co.) for a few years would be helpful. 
   But it didn't take me too long to discover that it wouldn't be all that 
easy for me to flourish as the writer I wished to be in the university, 
though I did get a collection of essays out of the period 1967-1987:
The Education Of A Teacher: Essays on American Culture.
   I had an unexpected chance to teach creative at the end of my first 
year at UB. John Barth, one of America's most famous experimental 
and meta-fictional authors at that time (The Sot-Weed Factor), 

generously asked me if I would help him out by teaching a section of 
creative writing, given the number of interested students.   
   It never occurred to me, given the somewhat traditional and realistic 
fiction I tended to write, that he thought I was a good writer. I merely 
assumed he wanted a helping hand. Many years later, I ran into him in 
2008 at an F. Scott Fitzgerald Society conference in Baltimore where 
he remembered me as a former student, so my judgment may not have 
been mistaken.
   In retrospect, I didn't think about all the implications of this offer. I 
thought, perhaps too hastily, that I hadn't published enough fiction to 
earn the privilege, that I might be obliged to teach the kind of “new 
fiction” that had made Barth popular (“Lost in the Fun House”) and 
that teaching creative writing would be less likely to earn me tenure. 
   I could put off writing fiction and get back to it later, a mistake many 
people make about other issues in their lives.  Many Americans find at 
the end of the day that they have missed irretrievably all the trains they 
meant to catch, as  James Agee says, in effect,  somewhere: the unlived 
life.
   It's possible that I would have seen myself more as “a writer only” 
(Fitzgerald, “Handle With Care,” The Crack Up) if had accepted his 
offer. It's also possible that I would have tried to imitate his kind of 
self-reflexive writing about writing (like UB's Raymond Federman, 
Double or Nothing), a move that would have been fatal for me. 
      At the same time, the expenditure of time and energy in the service 
of creative writing probably would have prevented publishing enough 
critical material to earn tenure, since I didn't believe that I was going 
to make it big-time as a writer. I made what I thought was an 
evolutionary decision: survival.
   Tenure can feel like a yoke that confines, if not strangles one; at the 
same time, it gives a life and career a direction and stability. Needless 
to say, I didn't think about all these tortuous turns when John Barth 
generously asked me to help him teach creative writing. I made a quick 
and intuitive decision and consoled myself with the thought that 
summers always would free me up for writing.  
   And there would be many summers, though I taught in many of 
them in order to make enough to send my daughter to summer camp, 
I thought, in which to write freely, away from the pressures of 
academic life. 
But being a “summer writer,” I came to understand, is not unlike the 
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“Sunday painters” I used to see from the window of my family's 
apartment setting up their easels in Upper Manhattan's Fort Tryon 
Park.     
   I got a small SUNY stipend at the end of my first year at UB and 
went to San Miguel de Allende, Mexico, an enchanting and historic 
hill town, where I wrote two short stories and gathered material, some 
of it disturbing, that I worked into a memoir a decade later: Forgive 
The Father: A Memoir Of Changing Generations. This publication 
that changed my career and made me feel more like the writer I wished 
to be, but not “the” writer I dreamed of being.
   That was what writers were supposed to do, I thought: go to a 
remote town in a faraway place, have a few dramatic experiences, and 
then work them into a story that one could place in a good magazine 
that would advance one's reputation.   
   As long as one could get away from an institutional setting and have 
those experiences, close and deep encounters with non-academics 
(who prefer theories to raw experience), one could claim to be a real 
writer.  
   As long as one could get away from literary critics who, in 
Wordsworth's phrase, “murder to dissect” (Preface to Lyrical Ballads), 
one had a chance, I thought, to stay emotionally alive and open in way 
that I assumed writers had to be in order to be authentic.    
   Authenticity was in the air. Sartre and Lionel Trilling had made the 
word “authentic” fashionable from opposing points of view. For 
Sartre, we were condemned or liberated to be free only when we 
“chose” to act as independent thinkers; for Trilling we were the 
products of history, within and beyond ourselves, that shaped and 
limited us.
    As it turned out, given the profound influence mainly of abstruse 
French philosophic and linguistic criticism (Barthes, Derrida, Lacan) 
during the period 1970-2000, it became harder and harder for me to 
remove myself from an atmosphere of neo-nihilistic dissection.  
   It became difficult to make a claim for an authentic representation of 
reality when authenticity was viewed as a form of bourgeois 
humanism. One well-known French-style writer-critic read 
something I had written and said wittily, “I'm confused, it makes 
sense.”
   As it turned out, there weren't to be many free summers, given 
domestic responsibilities, and my immersion in academic life at many 

social and intellectual levels made it increasingly difficult for me to see 
myself as Hemingway with a Ph.D. That Ph.D. made all the 
difference in the long run. 
   It was a mixed blessing, I thought, to arrive in a department with so 
many writers, permanent and visiting: poets, novelists, playwrights, 
literary journalists. There were days when WWII surplus Annex and B 
on Bailey Avenue, the department's offices, felt like an outpost of Paris 
or Greenwich Village in the 1920's.   
   Even Rene Girard, the distinguished French literary anthropologist, 
felt at home there for a while until he decamped for Stanford. Where 
UB's President Martin Meyerson had seen UB as the Berkeley of the 
East, Stanford had become the Harvard of the West. 
Where student rebellion of the 1960's had rolled across the country 
east to west, academic prestige had drifted east to west.     
   We even had a café across the street. Well, it wasn't a café, it was a 
delicatessen, but it was, for us at the time, our Deux Magots or Russian 
Tea Room, the later a hang-out on vacations in New York City for one 
senior writer in the department of some reputation, a 1930's New 
York style “intellectual assassin” who confused somehow the New Left 
with Stalinism.   
   It took me some time, however, for me to recognize his heart of 
darkness, just as it took me many years to discover shadows of 
discontent, like a toxic spot on an otherwise healthy lung, about my 
place in the department.
   A  motley group of us would amble from the Quonset huts in which 
we taught down a narrow path between some fallen columns (relics of 
the old university) across Main Street to “Humble Bill's,” as one 
supercilious young Turk called it.
   If two or more of the “eagles” (the better known writers, as they were 
called) were in a group of five or six, conversation would tend to 
revolve around their work and interests. Despite the non-hierarchical 
atmosphere of the department, the young hires deferred to the talk  of 
the elders and celebrities: Lionel Abel, Donald Barthelme, David 
Bazelon, C.L. Barber (for a short period), John Barth, Robert Creeley, 
Raymond Federman, Irving Feldman, Leslie Fiedler, Angus Fletcher, 
Rene Girard, Dwight Macdonald, Norman Holland, Irving Massey, 
to name some of the high-flyers.
   As a rule, one or more of the eagles had clutched in his talons an 
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article or book that had come out in a top journal such as the Partisan 
Review, Dissent, or the inaugural issues of The New York Review Of 
Books.  Although I had published a book review in The Nation and a 
short short story in, improbably, The Negro Digest, I didn't feel like a 
contender and doubted that I would become one.  
   As much as I enjoyed the New York-style pastrami sandwiches, I felt 
like a side of psychological cole-slaw and usually had a mild stomach 
cramp by the time we headed for the annexes to teach afternoon 
classes.   
   But this cramp was nothing compared with the one that doubled me 
over in a paroxysm of pain when I accidentally ran into a senior 
colleague in Vermont at the end of my first summer in Buffalo after I 
returned from Mexico. That constriction was doubtless a symptom 
and symbol of my apprehensions about my place in the department.
    One mid-level colleague tried to sum up one of my deepest 
apprehensions when he whispered into one ear at one of these noon 
noshes, “It's tragic you don't have a book, I know how you must feel.”  
Having read a book of his wholly academic poems, I was tempted to 
say, “It's tragic that you've published one,” but the lure of tenure, if 
not decorum, buttoned my lip. Ironically, he later switched 
departments because he felt undervalued in English.           
     As we trooped back to the offices like a pack of Japanese snow 
monkeys, without the prospect of a hot mineral spring at the end of 
the trek, I usually found myself at the back of the pack as if I were a 
cub-scout among eagle-scouts or, in the drifts of a Buffalo winter, 
among the rear-guard of Napoleon's army during the retreat from 
Moscow.
   Needless to say, I had chosen this rear-guard position in the line, as  I  
had made other choices, and I have no one to blame but myself for this 
kind of sulk and self-defeating behavior; at the same time, only a few 
of the big boys paid much attention to my writing in the years that 
followed. 
   By that time Humble Bill had been humbled by bankruptcy and the 
failure of New York to deliver top-quality pastrami to the hinterlands, 
Lionel Abel, the intellectual “assassin,” had returned to the real 
Russian Tea Room on W. 57th Street, and I had, for a decade or so, 
given up creative writing.  
   There were, of course, some gestures, if half-hearted, of support. 
One older colleague, a survivor of the Cook-purge (they had been 

childhood friends in Utica, New York), who had more writing desks 
than publications, said after he had read an Op-Ed piece of  mine in 
The Buffalo News, “Well, you do seem to know something, even if it's 
journalism.” This person never gave a public lecture, so I never 
learned what he knew.
   As someone who had learned his craft writing for the Horace Mann 
Record and Amherst College Student and who had loved the romance 
of the “lobster shift” of the defunct Hearst-owned New York Daily 
Mirror as a copy-boy one college summer, I was unprepared for the 
general dismissal of journalism by academics.
   I was somewhat unnerved when I overheard Al Cook say at a party 
that Edmund Wilson, one of my culture heroes, was a “third-rate 
journalist.” I wondered then if I should pack immediately and leave 
town. 
   One senior colleague, who became a close friend soon after my 
arrival, when we discovered that we shared similar feelings towards 
father-son relations, liked my writing about education (The 
Education Of  A Teacher), but he paid scant attention to my creative 
side.  
   On his deathbed more than two decades later, when he read a 
memoir I had written that dealt importantly with my father (Forgive 
The Father: A Memoir Of Changing Generations), he shed a tear and 
said, “I  should have paid more attention to you as a writer.” I said that 
I forgiven him because he was a poet and poets held a special status for 
me.    
   It was more important to preserve the good feeling between us, 
especially at that sad moment, than for me to give expression to any 
regret about a component that had been missing in our friendship. 
   This was an example of a choice I made through the years of keeping 
in check feelings of resentment about being considered a minor writer. 
I wanted to preserve a meaningful  social  life.
   To be kinder to myself, I should say most writers in  universities are 
minor scribblers. A quick look at the writing staff of just about any 
university, except a few, will confirm this judgment. The list of staff in 
ads for MFA writing programs in Poets & Writers makes the point. 
   This became dramatically clear to me recently when I saw a list of at 
least fifty former Hopwood Award winner (The  University of 
Michigan) of whom I recognized only a handful of names. In its 
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almost century long history, only one name, perhaps, rises above all 
the others of Hopwood Winners – Arthur Miller in the 1930's.  
    Many other good writers have been winners, and some have solid 
reputations, but it's likely that, so far, only Miller's will echo in the 
pantheon of American culture. Needless to say, it takes a community 
of writers to produce a few great ones (as it takes a lot of history to 
make a little civilization, as either Henry James, T.S. Eliot, or both 
say), but that is an issue separate from how it feels to be one of the 
community and not the recognized “greats,” a somewhat taboo 
subject and one of my main points. 
   For this reason, writers do best when they work alone in a cottage on 
a lake, a renovated lighthouse on the coast of Maine where the mail 
comes once a week on a  lobster trawler, or in a Portuguese seacoast 
town like Ericeira where no one knows who they are. 
   A café in Paris might work if it were in an obscure quarter or an 
anonymous delicatessen in Brooklyn -- for then these writers could 
imagine that they were alone in creating the only world worth 
making.     
   Milan Kundera gives vent somewhat satirically to the plight of the 
writer who rubs elbows with other writers (in my case, colleagues, 
some of whom were writers) in his Book of Laughter and Forgetting 
where he refers to “graphomania,” a world in which everyone is a 
writer and each believes that his words should be the only ones that 
represent reality. He is either “all” or “nothing,” and if “nothing,” 
Kundera writes, the writerfeels “ignored, jealous, and deeply 
wounded.”   
   What does Sartre say in No Exit? “Hell is the other.” The antidote is 
Martin Buber's “I-Thou” (an interaction of subjectivities) and Rilke's 
“a meeting of solitudes.” 
Few writers, to say nothing of people in general, can overcome the 
desire to be uniquely  self-important. 
   I might mention that I published fifteen or more Op-Ed. columns in 
“My View” of The Buffalo News during the 2000-2017 period and 
more than twenty pieces in The Buffalo Jewish Review. 
   Only one or two colleagues ever acknowledged the existence of these 
journalistic efforts, though I received more than enough kudos from 
the postal carrier, people I would meet at Buffalo Philharmonic 
intermissions, and gym companions at the Jewish Center of Greater 

Buffalo to lift my spirits This work was only the pickle on the side of a 
large menu of my writing, but it still was pleasant and, as we say,
“supportive,” to have some positive local response.
   Were colleagues, including some of my best friends, intentionally 
indifferent or in a permanent state of denial about my efforts, or was it 
simple a professional deformation?  I don't know. It would have been 
and still may be too embarrassing, possibly masochistic, and 
seemingly narcissistic to ask. 
   There are so many ways in which we live in ignorance about 
ourselves and others because of internal defenses and social taboos. To 
make public one's vulnerability puts one at risk for exposing too much 
about one's inner life.    
    One great friend, an arc on the inner circle of my life in Buffalo, 
refused, without giving an explanation, to attend an opening of my 
archival papers in the Frost Library of Amherst College in 1996, a 
collection that included some of his own publications.
   I assumed he believed that he, not I, deserved a collection of our life's 
work, but found it easier to negate me than to assert his own 
ambitions, lest he be accused of self-promotion, a quality his mother 
had suppressed in him, as he often had told me.  
   I should have confronted him and tried to push through a barrier 
that would separate us until he died, tragically, of ALS in 2011. But I 
chose the barrier rather than risk the end of a long term friendship and 
bond that had been formed during the anxiety filled years when we 
both were untenured (a powerful basis for fellowship among young 
academics).
   I befriended him in bad faith until the day he died, preserving as 
much good feeling as I could, but I couldn't overcome a feeling of 
betrayal. 
   Only now, as the quest for self-acceptance becomes more important 
than the approval of others, a daily struggle, does the loud echo of his 
mute denial of my achievement begin to fade into the distance.
   In general, colleagues were more indifferent and self-absorbed than 
hostile or aggressive. Some didn't recognize one's existence in ordinary 
social terms, a failure of upbringing, perhaps; some didn't quite 
believe in social life as it I would have defined it.
   Most, probably, were simply too involved in their own  struggle for 
recognition to pay attention to those around them.  One British 
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colleague told me he thought the Self was a bourgeois illusion, so why 
pay attention to it? I was tempted to ask him if he included himself. 
Instead, I wrote something satirical about his comment for the Orwell 
Newsletter. 
   Only one (I hesitate to call him a) “colleague”  tried continuously to 
conduct a General Sherman type march across the department's 
landscape so that only his work would remain visible on the scorched 
earth. 
   But he was held in contempt by most faculty, although nothing was 
said, so I felt some sense of solidarity with these silent colleagues.  
Years later I wrote a story about this person in which I tried to imagine 
the possibility of some kind of reconciliation, the “alchemy of art,” as 
Henry James calls it: Something Like a Rebellion of a Florida Evening.

 ***   
   I now try as much as possible to think of the good times during those 
early years at UB when we thought we were part of a unique 
department in the historic transformation of a private and municipal 
university into one with national and global reach at a moment when 
university campuses were theaters of protest and futuristic thinking.
    I've touched on an apparent paradox here.  I've said that writers do 
best when they work alone; and I've said as well that they want 
recognition and approval. Well, we are two-sided (binary): male-
female; conscious-unconscious; secular-sacred; left-brain-right-brain; 
left-handed-right-handed; selfish-cooperative; “tender-minded”-
“tough minded” (William James, Pragmatism); civilized-barbaric; 
courtly-libidinous, to name a few polarities.
   I began to come close to my ideal of a writer's life – given my 
institutional role as a Professor of English and a writer  in the 
university (keeping the second role sotto voce) -- when I had an 
opportunity to teach overseas as  a Fulbright Scholar at Ankara  
University, Turkey (1983-84), a part of the world I knew virtually 
nothing about, but which I wrote about later in two books: The 
Education of a Teacher and Far-Away Places: Lessons in Exile. 
   Given the fact that I had raised my daughter myself during her grade 
and high school years, it made sense for me to try to get out of Buffalo 
just as she was going away to college. I didn't want to spend those first 
winter nights in Buffalo, when you can be house-bound and feel that 
you're alone on a lonely planet, waiting for her to come  home.

   My instinct was right, but, to some extent, for a different reason. In 
making the application, a complicated process in which one asked 
others to give stamps of approval to one's academic credentials, I 
presented myself pragmatically first and foremost as a specialist in 
American Literature, not as a writer.  
   That word “specialist” is important when one is seeking an 
appointment (or lecture opportunity) overseas, especially in Asia. I 
gave a lecture once in Seoul, Korea in 1992-93 on Henry James and 
told the audience that I was a “semi-expert.” 
   At the end of the talk, a student came up to me and said he liked the 
talk, “but didn't know whether to believe me because I said I was a 
'semi-expert.”  He looked puzzled.  
   I smiled and told him to believe “half” of what I had said, but never 
said anything whimsical like that again. I learned quickly to respect 
the expectations and customs of other cultures and  didn't want to act 
like another “ugly American.”  
   It took me a while to realize that I had come to Turkey not only to 
share the riches of American Literature with foreign students or to see 
the jewels of Topkopi, but to try to leave behind the hames and 
shackles of academic life, even as they were attached to perks and 
privileges, including a generous annuity at retirement. 
   One doesn't have to be a believer in the Freudian unconscious or any 
other model of mental life to know that there are hidden and 
unknown depths that can emerge in surprising ways. Our quest to 
explore our inner spaces may prove as elusive as imagined journeys to 
the far reaches of the universe and “multiverse” (where we may meet 
ourselves looking for our origins). 
   These depths can surface in a dream at home or a night-train from 
Ankara to Istanbul. Dreams and travel have something in common 
For me, travel has been the more successful road towards self-
knowledge, even as I have spent a king's ransom on many couches 
trying to follow  Ariadne's thread to the origin of my  conscious life.   
   Even though I was lecturing in the British and American Literature 
unit (Dil Tarih) of Ankara University, it was easy for me to believe that 
I was on my own; and I was by myself often enough, especially during 
the first phase of my overseas adventure.
   “Adventure” is an important, if somewhat melodramatic, word 
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since I associated my role as a visiting lecturer with a tincture of risk-
taking and saw myself, if not on a safari with Hemingway, as following 
in the footsteps of writers such as Richard Haliburton, Freya Stark, 
and Paul Theroux. 
   And it was easy, on certain days, to sustain this partial chimera of 
free-lance and independent travel experience. On days when I wasn't 
teaching near the hub of the city, Kizalay, all I had to do was walk over 
a hill near my apartment in the Cankaya district to find myself in a 
village so self-contained that its rugs have a special coloration and 
design. 
   I could believe, in those moments, that I was a lone traveler with no 
resources but my own to draw upon.       
I'm not sure why this rage for self-sufficiency has cast  such a shadow 
across my path. It may be the fate of a younger brother to long always 
for the spotlight in a one-person play. 
   But these moments of augmented, if not heroic, selfhood occurred 
on non-teaching days when I was living abroad as an overseas teacher 
in Turkey and other countries with a good income. 
   There would be many other countries as there would be as many 
returns to UB and my muted role there as a writer in the university.  It 
wasn't Starboard Out, Port Home (POSH), but the illusion of free-
lance independence out, secure job at home (FISH).
There would be was my psychological safety-net.   
   I would teach in Turkey (1983-84), Malaysia (1988), Hong Kong 
(1991-94), and South Africa (1998); and I would travel out from 
those countries to lecture elsewhere. Over the years, thanks in many 
ways to support from the State Department, I would lecture in 
Germany, Israel, Slovakia, and many other countries.   
   All told, I would give a hundred or so lectures in twenty counties, 
including China, Finland, India, Japan, Korea, Philippines, Taiwan, 
Thailand; and some of my work would be translated into Finnish, 
Japanese, Mandarin, Oriya (India), Portuguese, Slovakian, and 
Turkish.
   There was an element of redemption and revenge in this because I 
had been, after passing all the tests, denied a security clearance in 
1960, which if granted, would have landed me a post in the USIA 
(Foreign Service). Because three of my uncles had been Left Wing in 
the 1930's, one at least a member of the CP, I presume someone (X) 

had stamped, without explanation, “not suitable” on my application. 
   Those two undefined words had denied me a career that I had hoped 
would lead to one in journalism in which I would be a Foreign 
Correspondent like some of my adolescent heroes: Edward R. 
Murrow, Ernie Pyle, Harrison Salisbury.
   I'd like to think that my overseas experience as teacher, lecturer, and 
writer made up for the Cold War era rejection of my application, for I 
wrote travel essays about many of the countries in which I had lived, 
and I gathered material for short stories that  I would come to write. 
But one can't revise the life that one actually has lived in order to find 
out who one might have become. 
   When I returned from a Fulbright assignment in Turkey, I assumed, 
mistakenly, that the perception of my role in UB's English 
Department would change. I would be seen, I thought, as much as a 
writer who was addressing himself to an audience beyond the parapets 
of the Ivory Tower as someone who was serving the department's 
educational needs.
   I applied for a modest “merit increase” (500$) and assumed blithely, 
but not quite so much as  Noel Coward, that the department would be 
pleased to award it, given that I had raised the department's flag  in 
Ankara, Istanbul, and Izmir, by serving as a Fulbright Scholar.
   I was somewhat surprised when the then chair wrote with cordial 
regrets, to inform  me that, given the department's priorities, some 
hard  decisions had to be made, and “Your interests, admirable though 
they be,” he said, “are not central to the concerns of the department.”
   He didn't define what “central” meant, but I assumed it had to do 
with the rage for “theories” imported from France that dealt with 
language, not experience. For these critics, language was experience; 
and neither were to be  trusted. Radical skepticism had become the 
new authoritarianism. Critics now became experts in revealing the 
failure of meaning where previously they had been avid for it. 
   I wanted to tell the chair that a good literary department needed to 
include faculty whose interests were both inner-and outer-directed, 
centripetal and centrifugal, interests that were specialized and 
professional as well as general. Good departments needed a few 
bridges over the moat that separated professional preoccupations 
from the main currents of life in America and the world.
   We had done best, it seemed to me, when the department could 
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contain without a sense of contradiction a Renaissance scholar such as 
Angus Fletcher and a literary journalist such as Dwight Macdonald, a 
New York intellectual such as David Bazelon and psychoanalytic 
expert such as Norman Holland.   
   There were excesses on both sides: too many footnotes on one side 
(pedantry on parade); too many airborne abstractions on the other. 
Moliere would have had a field-day with those who regarded the 
Guide to the MLA Documentation Style as a sacred text and  those, 
like some of the characters in my story, “At the Edge of the West,” for 
whom the far country of the unconscious was a Rorschach test  
projection of their own inner lives. 
   The character of “Holland Murray” in this story is an imagined 
conflation of two former UB colleagues who might at their most 
jargon-filled moments have been mistaken for carnival barkers by sons 
and daughters of the Kansas soil who rely on wheat threshers for a 
sense of well-being, not European versions of introspection. Needless 
to say, I have not been guiltless in this area.
    The foreground observer, “Ludwig Fried,” tries to find a way to 
bring together these two positions. He ends suspended rather than 
defeated, more like a James Thurber character from the Bronx than 
one of Hemingway's broken heroes.       
   But I didn't think any argument would slay the dragon of theory and 
persuade the chair of my merit. My intuition was confirmed a decade 
later when a dean, about to give me what he thought was a belated 
raise, said, “Well, I don't do theory either, I do footnotes.” 
   I told him that I didn't do many footnotes, but admired them, and 
was tempted to send the former chair, now retired to Arizona, a 
postcard telling him that his short-sighted vision had been corrected, a 
removal of a professional cataract. 
   But I had nothing to gain by disturbing his golf game on  the 
outskirts of Phoenix (leisure of the theory class?); and sometimes self-
interest and civility go together. 
   I tried then and now to turn my resentments, petty rivalries, 
jealousies, and assaults upon my selfhood to creative ends as a teacher 
and writer.  I claim only partial success. 
   Like many people I think I may suffer from what now is called “post-
traumatic embitterment disorder,” but I resist its toxic symptoms. I 
had seen too many colleagues walk over bridges they had burned that 
they every now and then wanted  to walk back over.   

   Many academics would prefer to go up in flames over a difference of 
views than to see the world from someone else's point of view and to 
reconsider their  own positions. 
    Instead of welcoming an opposing view against which to refine and 
strengthen one's world-view, many academics would prefer to retreat 
to the privacy of their offices and the comfort zone of coteries and 
circles where others can be negated through simple avoidance.

***   
   As I've mentioned, I would voyage out from Buffalo (no Vasco  da 
Gama, but a traveler nonetheless),  especially during the 1980'a and 
1990's, but then return to UB's English Department about a year 
later: home and away, away and home, my circumnavigations. I didn't 
drop anchor in any one port of safe call.
   After the second voyage out (Malaysia, 1988), having suppressed my 
response to my previous overseas experience (Turkey 1983-84), I 
imagined I would be greeted like a mini-Odysseus after his long 
absence. 
I wanted to think, in a state of semi-denial, that a laurel in the form of a 
merit increase would be set upon my well-traveled brow. But I soon 
was disabused of this illusion.
   When I told the new chair (there's always a lot of furniture in any 
academic department), no Penelope, that I had I had lectured widely 
in Asia, she said, “Well, many faculty travel.” Somewhat puzzled, I 
said, “Of course, but a vacation in Key West isn't the same thing as a 
lecture in Hong Kong or Beijing.”
   She just looked at me in silence.
   “And I write about other cultures,” I added.
   “Many faculty write articles and books and discuss them at the 
annual MLA (Modern Language Association) conference.”
   When she mentioned the “MLA” (the tribal gathering of the those 
carrying the prevailing banners of the profession), I knew I was 
doomed, and it occurred to me a few weeks later that, possibly, I had 
been “liberated,” or at least was on the road towards a deeper sense of 
selfhood and its  relation to creativity.
   Her lack of response was a catalyst, if not an inspiration, but it took a 
while to see that. I began to explore the path towards writerly 
liberation in a  personal essay I wrote during a two month stay at 
Wolfson College, Cambridge just after retirement in 2007: “On 
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Retirement: Toward Selfhood.”
    In many ways, this exploration took me and continues to take me 
towards the enigma of my impulse to become a writer. For writers, this 
impulse precedes, I believe, any notion of what they might write about 
or any clear sense that they possess the means to express themselves in 
a persuasive way, to say nothing of finding an audience and making a 
living.
   One begins to write in the same way that an infant cries out for 
attention or a teenager might say to a friend, “I want to be a writer.” 
It's a leap of faith, psychological bungee jumping, that may have some 
origin in our genetic and neurological makeup, an early trauma or 
primitive pleasure, an inexplicable identity theme that we don't yet, 
and may never, understand. George Orwell has insightful things to say 
about this genesis in a short essay, “Why I Write.”
   We make the decision to become writers with the same mixture of 
uncertainty and conviction that we bring to the title and first line of a 
new story, not sure where the words, each a prompt and echo, will take 
us, or to a new love relationship.
   Writers have the necessary belief that the beginning of a narrative 
foretells an end as well as the unwarranted conviction that the 
surprising end of a story already may be lodged in us waiting for a 
telling  and re-telling in which, looking back, there were no surprises. 
The origins of a creative idea remain a labyrinth of ambiguities.
   And even when a work is finished and seems to possess aesthetic, 
dramatic, and intellectual wholeness, writers know that their work is 
incomplete. Every opening implies a previous conclusion, and every 
conclusion suggests a continuation and revision, Looking for the 
definitive circumference, we keep re-creating the circle of our lives.
   Writers may come to an end of a beginning, to echo Winston 
Churchill after the Battle of Britain, but there's never an end.  Every 
now and then a genius comes along (Proust, Thomas Wolfe, Gertrude 
Stein, Faulkner, Joyce) who believes that everything can be put into 
one book, but we can see how impossible that project is in the 
indecipherable, if brilliant, Finnegans Wake.   
   My journey towards becoming “a writer only” led through the 
invention in 2004 of a character, “Ludwig Fried,” toward a renewal of 
my interest in writing short stories with the conviction that they had 
depth and mattered and a belief that I would be able to do so in the 

context of having lived a life within the ivory tower (bricks at SUNY-
Buffalo, but a “safe” enclosure nonetheless).

***
   I wanted to use my retirement as a period of  discovery, not a chance 
to say “goodbye to all that” or “good riddance,” as one colleague said 
to me as he took the Down elevator for the last time and disappeared 
into the anonymity of his private life where he may be happier. 
   He had been humiliated publicly during the years of campus protest 
by the “intellectual assassin” who called him a “sedulous ape” in a 
public debate. He had  no reason to feel humiliated, his opposition to 
the war was justified, but he stammered  and collapsed into his seat. In 
some sense, he never got up again. For some people, one comment can 
be a coup de grace.  
   Some of my colleagues discarded on retirement gift-copies of books 
they had been given when relations were friendlier. They piled them 
up outside their doors like empty milk bottles. This always upset me, 
and sometimes, late at night, I would “save” the books before a janitor 
disposed of them. Much to my regret,  I was able to build up a small 
library in my office over the years. 
   I eventually wrote a short story about these “lost” books, “Library of 
the Lost.” It became the first of a series about my semi-comic 
character, “Ludwig Fried,” who lives in the shadows of the Holocaust 
and lesser penumbrae.  
   Ludwig's birth changed the meaning of writing in retirement for me. 
I wrote about this transformation at the MacDowell Colony in the 
early Fall of 2016, “The Timely Birth of a Semi-Comic Hero.” 
   In writing about Ludwig, a re-creation and imagined version of 
myself, someone who lives in the shadows, especially the shadow of 
the Holocaust, I found a way to make use of my experience as an 
academic who felt that he had lived a too sheltered life.
   I realized, when a Fulbright visitor from Slovakia in 2004 informed 
me that a great uncle, Ludwig Fried, had perished in a Nazi death-
camp, that my plaints, sense of neglect, embitterments, lamentations 
(call them what I will)  were all minor afflictions, however real for me. 
My experience was both diminished and enlarged against the 
background of a larger history.
   I had been deeply aware of the Holocaust, but it always had felt like a 
distant experience of horror.
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Even when a survivor told me many years ago in a life-changing 
sentence for me that he had extracted an undigested morsel of food 
from his excrement in Dachau, I had not felt as if I had a right as a 
Jewish American to touch upon the Holocaust in my writing.  
Ludwig's birth made me, in part, a Jewish American writer.    
   I now could juxtapose the trials and travails of academic life, comic 
and poignant, against the background, wear and tear of everyday life, 
the brutalities of raw experience, and, in extreme, the nightmares of 
history: genocide, ethnic “cleansing,” torture – the list is too long. 
   I could make semi-comic use of academic self-enclosure (mine and 
others), a world of words, Swiftian “projections” of reality, and 
unwarranted self-importance. I could write in some way about 
Wordsworth's “sad music of humanity” and the sorrow and the pity of 
modern history as an insider-outsider.
   The academic world has provided a life for some very good and a few 
great contemporary fiction writers (John Barth, John Coetzee, 
Raymond Federman, William Gass, Leonard Michaels, Robert Penn 
Warren), but few have confronted directly the great issues of the day. 
   Poets are different. They are, typically, embedded in personal 
experience and don't need to pay too much attention to newspaper 
headlines. You won't find too much recognizable history even in so 
public a poet as Robert Frost.  W.H. Auden is an exception. There 
always are exceptions.
    I had had been gifted, tragically, a real person, a murdered uncle, 
whom I could reinvent as a version of myself, whose burdens I could 
try to reflect within the limits of my experience. To date, I have written 
seventeen stories about Ludwig. I have dramatized his experiences in 
Buffalo, Florida, Kansas, Hong Kong, and Myanmar, to name a few 
locales. 
   I plan to write at least one more, “Of Brief Loves and the Equal 
Sign.” The time has come, I hope, to stop boxing with the shadows of 
indifferent  colleagues on the walls of the Ivory Tower, many in their 
final resting places, and to thank them, finally, for giving me a 
character who would make my retirement years ones in which I had 
arrived at last as “a writer only.”
   The challenge is, of course, to accept myself as this kind of writer. 
Years ago, a woman who would be a life-partner, I thought, said to me 
on the point of departure, “If you become famous, maybe I'll regret
what I'm doing.”

    That remark cast a shadow too often on the wall above my writing 
desk. The time has come to see that she was reflecting her own 
uncertainty about becoming a writer. As m late mother, Marian Fried 
Wolf, used to say, “If you have a problem with me, it's your problem.” 
   My ex-flame needed to see that she was talking about herself; and I 
needed to learn that only I could accept myself as the kind of person 
and writer that I had become as one unique person who looks at the 
world from a particular point of view in the context his lived 
experiences.  

  ***     
    A decade of retirement in which I have written to a large extent 
beyond the ramparts  of the ivory tower has allowed me to come full 
circle, with a difference. The phrase, “to a large extent,” is important 
because one can't, or shouldn't, try to delete  one's former history. 
   One can try to pay, in Robert Frost's phrase, a “tribute to the 
source,” but it turns out usually to be a “recognition” of it if one is 
honest with oneself.     
    I cannot ignore the fact, nor try to lament it, that my “pilgrims,” my 
cast of characters, those whom I have observed, absorbed, and written 
about (including versions of myself ) have been mainly academics. 
   I have tried to represent the depth of the human condition through 
them and the less privileged people I have been privileged to observe 
in my overseas experiences.  I hope I have been able to record, however 
indirectly, some of the great issues and struggles of our uncommon era 
through the lives of people I have known and  lived among.  What 
other choice does a  writer have? 
  If I am too hard on myself, that may be an academic affliction and 
deformation of a certain kind, the sense that one feels guilty by 
commenting about the failures of one culture and the state of the 
world from a safe vantage point. 

•••
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Elisavietta Ritchie
(USA)

The Ultimate Swan Watch, January

I must quickly hang out the wash on a line three yards from the cove 
this icy dawn—
Oh! The cove is a swan-yard! Two mounds of floating snow in the cove 
melt and meld into two whistling swans somersaulting through 
reflections of the leftover scarlet, gold and cinnamon trees around the 
frozen shore. Feathered angels, whistling swans from Canada pause in 
our warmer bays.
The two swans dive and wash, dive and wash, over and over, near our 
sickle of beach revealed when winter tides retreat from the cove. Then 
the swans will move out to the river. 
Am I Leda wringing out not laundry but her golden locks? Could 
Zeus change me, like Leda, to a swan?
Before he does, I must find the road but it is invisible beneath the 
snow—
A late start but I was reading a New York Times article concerning 
numerous apparently-perfect, perfectly-healthy, women in Western 
Canada with oddly-low sexual desire, something neither the swans 
nor I have experienced so far. These two monogamous swans dive, 
surface, and shake out and ruffle their feathers, like those models on 
television writhing in pleasure spreading the sponsor's silky body 
lotion, is this evident pleasure in preening tantamount to sexual joy?
Should not anthropomorphize as preening the behavior of two swans 
up-ending so only the cones of tail feathers show, then shaking out, 
ruffling their feathers in front of three large newly-landed black 
birds—
Birds too big for crows. Vultures. I've never seen vultures landed on our 
beach. They seem to sniff the icy air, but for what or whom? No road 
kill here. 
No road beneath the snow. But I must find the road for the 
hospital—After I've hung up the wash.

Almost beak–to-beak at the edge of the beach, the three 
vultures wait—for me to expire, become their breakfast? Am I meatier 
and tastier than swans? 
Do vultures swim? Could Leda? 
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Are you three big dark birds not vultures after all, but swans 
caught in an oil slick beyond the cove, desperate to wash oil from your 
wings? Our muddy shallows are not the way to go. Come ashore, I will 
shampoo you—

Or are you three big dark birds not vultures but black swans 
born out of season in Australia but voyaging and visiting our marsh?  
The two white swans could be urging you to dip your leathery toes in 
the water. But after all your foraging, your bellies must be replete. 
Somersaulting and sexual pleasure on full bellies I'd not encourage. 
Had Leda eaten? 
The NYTimes article concerns a study from a sexual-disorders clinic in 
Vancouver. Do the women in western Canada have lower sexual desire 
than their sisters south of the border? Yet we all need snuggling on 
frozen nights. 

Less frequent in such a cold climate could be their desire to 
wash sheets. 

Must not spook the swans in the cove, but I must hang these 
wet sheets on the line if they are to dry in the stingy sun before they 
freeze into shrouds of ice.
A hospital secretary phones: I must fill in pro-forma forms before I go 
under the knives. Her wingless questions regard numbers, insurance, 
allergies, blood type, next of-kin. Her last question: Do you have final 
directives, a living will? 
Toe surgery could kill me, I suppose. The handsome surgeon does not 
know me intimately enough for grudges, but his flashy scalpel might 
slip, slit my throat.
My living-to-the-hilt will is: Once swans and I are replete with visual, 
gustatory and sexual pleasures, if we cannot insure our further 
survival, then let this sight of leftover scarlet, gold and cinnamon trees 
reflected in the cove remain our vision for eternity. 

 T'hell with hanging the wash. Everything/everyone 
will anyway freeze stiff.

•••
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CLAUDIA PICCINNO
(Italy)

The pedagogical value of poetry

As a teacher of  inclusion (so some colleagues call me), I have  always 
encouraged every expressive medium, allowing my students to use any 
language: iconic, mimic, gestural, putting them on a same level with 
the verbal one.
This is because I firmly believe in the pedagogical, relational and 
cathartic value  of each art form.
Poetry in particular intervenes where faith and reason do not find a 
way out, and it becomes like Ariadne's thread in the labyrinth. She 
saves us from the homologation to which the global society of our 
times forces us, so  it gives us the limits and the potential resources of 
each of us, it  is a necessary  mean to rediscover our uniqueness.
Art and poetry help us in the inner search, reconcile us with our 
instincts and intuitions, they purifies us from the conditioning and 
while they bare us, they show our human finitude and our infinite 
desire to improve ourself.
Poetry helps us to reconcile ourselves with slow pace of introspection 
and it makes itself Maieutica.
Poetry feeds introspection, but even more she spreads questions and 
promotes critical thinking, she teaches us how to enjoy the beauty and 
the joy of little things, as well as to reach out to those who suffer, 
developing emphaty and sharing.
So Poetry becomes a bridge between peoples, it weaves relationships 
and brings us closer to our “sacred little” (to allude with Pasolini,to  
the inner wealth of every individual), without dwelling on the mask, 
on the stereotypes that make the person and imprison him in social 
categories.
Oratio, a great latin poet, said “Aut insanity homo, aut versus 
facit”..the man becomes crazy if he doesn't write poetry……even a 
single verse…

Otherwise poetry is a useful device to teach a foreign language, indeed 
it provides mnemonic aids because pupils have to memorise rhytm 
and rhyme: rhytm is a pleasant singsong ease, it is an hypnotic 
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repetition, rhyme when used as a ritual is an expression of the 
classroom community.
Furthermore some lines of poetry, especially poetry for kids, provide 
linguistic patterns in a contest , so that grammar is not isolated.
Harley in 1998 wrote “ Young children acquire second language 
through a memorizing lexical approach, in contrast to a more analytic 
approach”.
Poetry is a multi-function and a multi-sensorial approach, it can help 
learners to use their imagination, it can open a window on a new 
landscape.
Poetry can appeal to learners with different learning styles.
It can help children to practise the four skills: listening, reading, a bit 
of speaking, writing.
It can help learners to use their imagination and to develop their 
awareness of other culture.
Rodari said that imagination serves to make the full man. If a society 
founded on the myth of productivity (and profitability) needs mid-
executives men, playful diligent, docile tools without will -it means it's 
bad and you have to change it. To change it requires creative men, who 
can use their imagination.
There is always a form of subjection of the imagination towards logic 
and notionism in occidental school, but already the English poet and 
philosopher Herbert Read in "Educating with art" insisted on 
developing an integral and organic way of thinking in children where 
perceptions have equal dignity of logic.
Indeed, he argued that in order to develop logical thinking, it is not 
necessary to sacrifice the imagination. Schiller also stated that man is 
fully man only when he plays, thus recognizing an important role for the 
creative gesture. 
The poet performs a creative act, takes insights and brings us back to 
the archetypes of the language. Poetry, according to my humble 
warning, is rooted in the universe's perception of the universe, but it 
provides the lenses to look at the details. And here it becomes  a 
testimony, a memory, a vibrant warning to avoid muddle ...

•••
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God has another face: it is violence. I do not mean to say that 
He is a two-headed Janus nor do I think that His is a case of Dr. Jekyll 
and Mr. Hyde. Far from it, I seem to believe that there is a para-
physical Isthmus between what He thinks, dreams and performs and 
what violence achieves and obtains. What we call force or energy is the 
hallmark and a pre-requisite for creativity which is yet another name 
for Godhood and of destructive payoff and consummation of 
violence. Though, not fully sure but still I seem to hold up that all 
energy is violent: if not so, then it is not energy and creativity be it of 
the Creator or of His creations is anchored on this energy variously 
called Force, Will, Propellant or Inspiration.

It is violence which is at the root of literary creativity be it of 
Valmiki or Vyas or Milton or Dante. The story goes that Valmiki 
suddenly became a poet when he happened to see a wounded swan 
shot by some hunter – the incident which is so poetically referred to by 

thone of the major Hindi poets of 20  Century:

Viyogi hoga pehla kavi

Aah se nikla hoga gaan

Naina se nikal kar chupchap

Kavita bahi hogi anjaan

 (The primeval poet be one woe-begone

Of his sighing a song be born

And surreptitiously eyes might mourn

Weep out a poem – an untitled one.)

The great epic Mahabharata by Ved Vyas is but a violent saga echoing 

MOIZUR REHMAN KHAN
(India)

A Pre… to Out of Darkness
(A proposed comparative study of selected poems of 

Satish Verma and Charles Fishman)
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the din of the Great War between the two warring armies of Pandavas 
and Kauravas. Milton's Paradise Lost again reads like a poetic cry 
smothered by the elder John Milton and the traumatic circumstances 
he as a politician had to undergo during the reign of Charles II and 
under the reign of the Roundheads. And the poet of the Divina 
Commedia too had passed through personal and impersonal agony 
and the anguished times. And down the centuries Dylan Thomas 
realizes “Light breaks where no sun shines….” All berths are violent, 

thaccidental too. When we browse through the literary history of 20  
Century, especially the first half, we find that almost all the great 
writers and poets were bitten by the sting of violence. The tumult and 
the vehemence of the two wars and the sporadic battles, inter and intra 
at micro and macro levels went down there skin and rent their souls. 
The murderous frenzy struck their creativity hard. Zev Barbu in his 
article “Violence in the Twentieth Century Literature” seems to sum 
up what is being discussed: 

…violence as a destructive mode of feeling, thinking, and 
acting constitutes an important theme in the literature of all 
times. Indeed, the literary phenomenology of cruelty, horror, 
and death is so rich and varied that it deserves a study by itself. 
As far as Western literature is concerned one can start with 
Homer and the Bible and follow it in an almost 
uninterrupted development punctuated by a series of peaks, 
such as the heroic epic, the picaresque novel, the gothic novel 
and so on up to the contemporary literary of protestant 
violence. Furthermore, it constitutes the core of drama as a 
literary genre, from Greek tragedy to the present-day theatre 
of Cruelty. In a word the phenomenon is so central to literary 
creation of any times – the Bible is also “apocalyptic”. The 
Divina commedia includes such terrifying episodes as the 
story of Ugolino…

And again Barbu seems to sum up when he say “…violence, as the 
term has just been defined, is closely and essentially connected to the 
process of literary creation itself.”

It was Nietzsche who once said “If you want to create a 
heaven, create it out of the hell that is in you” and the Twentieth 
Century that shadows of which seemed to have loomed large and 
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stfallen canopied upon the 21  Century, provided a hell tossed upon a 
“…

has a smothered and repressed pinch of violence and agony. Violence 

fiery Deluge, fed

With ever-burning Sulphur unconsum'd…” No wonder, the 
poet during the past few decades took upon himself the dual task of 
recording the history of times and of acting as “a deviant and a 
destroyer of established values and patterns of behavior. In a 
psychological sense, he represents a prototype of violent action and 
style of life, a professional structure-breaker, at least in terms of 
feelings and language.” (Zev Barbu, Pg 85)

T. S. Eliot called Hamlet an artistic failure, only for the reason 
that he failed to find a perfect and adequate objective co-relative to 
Hamlet's anger but the great critic seemed to have failed to notice the 
brooding silence of the Prince of Denmark as a potent objective co-
relative to his so-called procrastinated violent action. Similarly the 
apparent introspection and escapism of the New Romantists of 1940s 
and 50s may be considered as an objective co-relative to what these 
poets found all around and within. There is a pinch of poetic violence 
in the repeated words of Gertrude Stein's famous line “A rose is a rose 
is a rose”. A refrain or a repetitive expression like “London Bridge is 
falling down, falling down, falling down” covertly expresses some 
agony caused by uncontrollable ruckus. Even the Eliotian art and 
technique of condensation or the symbolic deliquescence in a poem 
like the following one of John Nyte – 

Bread
B r e a d

B  r  e  a  d
B   R   E   A   D

Red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red
Red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red
Red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red
Red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red, red

Bread
B r e a d

B  r  e  a  d
B   R   E   A   D
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and reaction/retaliation to it can have numerous manifestations and 
modes of expression. If one reads between the lines about the history 
of various art and literary movements of last Century, one may find 
that most of them were either reactionary to the then existing norms 
and paradigms of society or were in themselves violent and wild in 
setting up their own manifestos and charters. Movements like 
Dadaism, Futurism and Cubism had Dionysian dynamism about 
their very birth. So much so that one of the Dadaist poets Tzara wished 
“Words should be replaced by screams, phrases by gestures, pastiche 
by parody and (literature) writing by stage.” No wonder, “A dramatic 
or rather theatrical style was deliberately used to shock, scandalize and 
enrage the audience” – rightly concludes Barbu. 

The great epics both Oriental and Occidental ones, longer 
poems and the small masterpieces of world literature are thus built on 
a tumult of some historical or mythical war. The Song Celestial – the 
Gita was sung on the battlefield of Kurkshetra in the midst of two 
warring armies and the Twentieth Century, as it passed through the 
turbulence of two wars and the following apocalypses and the 
Holocaust also, was the most fertile ground to produce works like The 
Wasteland, The Second Coming, The Ulysses, The Theatre of the 
Abusrd, The Angry Young Man, and the Beckettian Lost Ones. 
Somewhere as a kindergartner of the History of Twentieth Century 
Literature, I seem to disagree with Jacques Barzun's statement that 
“there cannot be any song during times of revolution.” As regards 
literary creativity, the snubbing remark of Lear to Cordelia that 
“Nothing will come out of nothing” may well be reversed as 
something great will come out of anything turbulent.

The Protean nature of violence makes it a trite concept to be 
defined. Violence has both the positive and the negative nuances. 
Quite paradoxically, if it is used in positive sense, then it ceases to be 
violence. It is all plasmic and mercurial. It has, however a latent 
potential to create and construct.

There is a mysterious relationship between violence and 
creating. Violence breeds pathos and misery which in most cases are 
the founding stones of great poetry. No wonder, the harbingers of 
wide-spread violence, like Hitler are regarded by Les Murray as the 
creators of 'poemes', not poems, though. The very notion of the 'extra' 
is seems to have some sort of violence about it. It may once again be 
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recalled that poetry, as per the Murrayesque definition is 
metaphorically the 'thirteenth banana in a dozen'. To be the thirteenth 
banana or the fourth angle of triangle needs the potential and a pinch 
of violence.

With Violence is associated the Dionysian paradigm of 
creativity. It is violence which fires the imagination of the creative 
writer and he under the spell of an undefined creative violence seems 
to retort and rebuff in words the very fountain head of his creativity 
which is a knowledge of violence. In one sense all poetry is reactionary 
and the greater the action, the deeper the reaction would be.

Violence is all pervading – be it nature or human nature or 
the annals of humankind. The pages of human history are besmeared 
with bloodshed and atrocities.  There is deep incepted violence in 
nature as well. It may be realised that one of the severe criticisms of 
Wordsworth as a poet pertains to his partial approach to Nature. For 
as poet, he failed – so the critics point out – to see Nature red in tooth 
and claw. The storms, the quakes, the cyclones and the landslides are 
just Nature's gush of anger and sheer violence. And Wordsworth 
closed his eyes to them all.

But not so the other poets. To them, the force behind this 
violence becomes a sine qua non for all creativity in words and images. 
It goads them, inspires them and makes them create poems of 
perennial importance. It is in this way that a redefining and re-
analysing of violence and evil is done and culminated which 
ultimately seems like a re-reading of the history of the mankind. The 
past is looked at with a different perspective and the annals are re-
interpreted. It is a different way to canonise literature and creative arts.

A contemporary Hindi poet has written:

Halal hota hua
Koi murga achanak
Chhoot gaya hath se kasai ke
Deewaro par chhitra gaye
Lahu ke chhinte….
Meri kavitaon me khoon ke qatre
Bilawajah nahin aate….
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[A cock being butchered
Suddenly gets free of the
Knife and its shadow,
Flies amok and besmears
The walls around with sanguine drops
In my poetry, the blood stains
Are there and there not
Without reason…]

Yes, violence only half-finishes the cause it is erupted from. Fear just 
breeds fear and the cause remains unconcluded. It needs a poet or 
creative writer to reach to the conclusion and to creatively rein in 
violence. Only art and imagination have the potential to curb and kill 
it, perhaps!

•••
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Yesterday I'd been to a children's park. The evening had descended. 
And under the crimson-hued canopy, some children were playing 
'Ringaringa roses' and tipytipy top. A few of them were vying with 
each other for thier turns to take rides on a couple of slides and swings, 
installed thereat. I watched them and was filled with a mysterious 
sensation rinsing all boredom and a day's weariness. Alone and lost as I 
was, the very chirping and shouting of those kids filled me up with 
some inexplicable joy of covert sharing. I watched and watched and 
recalled to myself what I once had scribbled:

A swing is a hermit's mode.

On winged meditation as he rode

to touch the threshold of His abode

and come back with enlightened load

to tell people in symbolic code

how he drank the ethereal lode

and his soul was blessed and grace bestowed.

Soon the crimson shades of the dying day began to get mauv-ed as the 
black of night was blanketing the whole park. Suddenly one sharp call 
of an elder boy—'get back to our homes…it is getting dark' and in a 
short while the park was emptied of all playing noises. Thy 
dismounted the slides and the swings as well and went home.

But the very swing was still swinging, gradually slowing down, though 
and unoccupied and waiting—almost dying in wait—for yet another 
push-off till evening next day.

A somewhat similar experience I've also undergone while watching 
the soft pastel drawings of Vijay Bagodi. The very medium he has 
chosen bespeaks of transience desiring for and self-creating a perennial 

ANURAAG SHARMA
(India)

Swinging Between Immanence And Transcendence: 
The Soft Pastel Drawings of  Vijay Bagodi
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paradigm of permanence and transcendence. His creative mode is that 
of a swing, oscillating immanence and transcendence. Not ones of a 
quest and discovery, his masterpieces rather pertain to invention. He 
himself says, “My works are based on situations and environs…(and) 
depict the changes in human values”. And out of the 'maujood' 
(existence), he invents the 'vujood' (essence). Soft pastels—be they 
what they are and quoted with fixatives—do not long last but the 
effect and the aroma created through them live on like the shadow of 
some wistful longing, the presence-in absentia of some imp no longer 
on the swing in the park. The pendulum-ed swing moving to and fro 
renders a deepening chasm in timelessness. The convexed space leaves 
a concave in the shallows of eternity. Bagodi calls his paintings 
'narratives of desire and disappointment, love and longing, pain and 
joy'. But the type of paintings he has created, are more of asides than 
narratives for a narrative presupposes a narrator—what though 
hidden. The creator has become the creation which in turn is oned 
with the onlooker: it facilitates a lofted empathy between itself and its 
watcher. Moments of 'desire and disappointment, love and longing, 
pain and joy', caught in artistic spaces, become spaced timelessness, if 
not eternalized. However, this spaced timelessness, thus created, is not 
a static absolute but a dynamic vector moving in universal frames. Fir 
Vijay, the sheet of paper is sans all margins and he seems to work as if 
on an illimitable sky—un-horizon-ed!

A painting like the following—Untitled—with a boat carrying little 
temples –emblems of gods and goddesses—and being pushed by a 
male figure is both referential and contextual. (Painting No 1) Not 
representational or illustrative, it is indeed symbolic and/or 
metaphoric standing for the temporary visits of gods to the human 
world. Gods come and go: are invoked and bid adieu, as they leave a 
promise to return again and again. The cycle of such divine visits hints 
at the perenniel-ity of a gyrical accent and descent. While Noah's Ark 
sheltered the Creation, the boat in this painting homes the Creator. 
And the calm waters underneath seem an artistic objective co-relative 
to the otherwise turbulent 'bhavasagar'.

In yet another painting—again Untitled—Bagodi metaphorically 
narrates the famous fairytale of the Princess and the Fool. (Painting No 
2) The lady figure riding a donkey and peeping like a clairvoyante into 
the eyes of the male figure—the Fool—symbolises the universal 
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theme of mis-matched marriages so precisely enshrined in Hindi 
proverb, 'chhailkobel, ganwarkonari'. Once again, there seems a latent 
or half-hidden objective co-relative in the donkey figure, 
emblematical as it is of the Fool—the male image and the Lady's 
riding on the animal suggests her intent and disposition to husband 
the would-be partner.

Vijay's pre-concerns and pre-occupations with the mundane human 
tragedy in society have resulted in such creations as the following. 

(Painting No 3) As he says, “communal violence shifted my focus on 
socio-political issues”. This said, however, his rendering of the whole 
experience is again symbolic and impressionistic. The dominant red 
and black in such paintings suggest the very bleakness in human 
existence caused by violence and bloodshed. As such, they catch up 
the gruesome aftermath of an urban dwelling torn in riots and brawls. 
The scattered images—a heap of broken institutions and fallen 
values—create a Waste Land-like impact, obnoxious and grim at the 
same time. The very paintings, hushed up as they are, recall to one's 
mind the lines from T. S, Eliot:

This is the way the world ends

This is the way the world ends

This is the way the world ends

Not with a bang but a whimper….

A catastrophic artistic whimpering is all such paintings give voice to.

Stepping in the shoes of such masters of soft pastels as Edgar Degas 
and Eugene Delacroix, Vijay Bagodi's artistic oeuvre has not come to a 
full circle: he is still growing. The swing has not stopped. The kids will 
come back. The park, after all, is neither Vladimir, nor Estragon. 

•••
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GUMAN SINGH
(India)

Kathernie Gallagher's Acres Of Light : 
A Macro-ed Micro…

(A First Reading)

Perhaps it was in one of his letters that John Keats wrote, 
“Poetry should surprise us by a fine excess.” And more than Keats, 
more than any other contemporary poet it is Katherine Gallagher who 
seems to justify the 'fine excess' as enshrined in the Acres of Light – the 
recent volume. Her poems are simple and straight, at the same time 
graphic and suggestive. The reader finds himself entrapped and 
enamored with her poetic credo while going through her exciting 
experiences of traveling through Europe and realizes that the poet 
seems to dance along with her creativity , at the same time performing 
herself and/or recreating the Katherine that was and may be again. 
Under such poetic trance she gives voice to her childhood experiences, 
displacement, identity and belonging. She writes with dexterity in the 
forms like Japanese Haiku and Indian Ghazal. Her subjects of poems 
range from Bees to Boeing 747, from Rings to Horses, from Stillness 
to Retrospect and many more.
She celebrates life in her poem “Quotidian” and starts it with 'We love 
life whenever we can' and in her another poem titled “Odyssey” there 
seems a sense of alienation in Europe and she reminisces her schooling 
in colonial Australia:

Europe 
rocking backwards and forwards on rundown heels,
still mourning its dead: London, stitched into her brain
from childhood, an Australian – British schooling
when the Empire stretched a scarlet blanket across the 
globe…

She gets nostalgic about her mother (land) “chasing history and 
voices” and considers herself lucky enough having a “dress-ring” and 
“a Ponte Vecchio souvenir” gifted from her mother. We notice her zest 
for life in the poems like 'Ghazal: The Fire' and in 'Haiku' as well. She 
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keeps herself engaged with Nature in poems like 'The Dream is the 
Ocean',  'Lemon Gums', 'Bees' and is concerned about environment 
in the poems like 'The Mountain'. Her restlessness and fears while 
travelling are shown in 'The Brief of Travelling', in 'Ode to the Boeing 
747' and in 'Coming into Zurich'. 

Alison Brackenbury writing for the blurb of this volume 
sums up the thematic range of Katherine thus..

The poems of Acres of Light offer a joful rinsing of the senses. 
Katherine Gallagher's lines are rich with flowering almonds 
and eucalyptus, with exciting exploartion of Europe and 
powerful memories of her Australian Childhood. As she faces 
time and bereavement, there is humour and heroism in 
Gallagher's warm enthusiasm for sexaphones, robins, the 
Boeing 747 and the Beatles…

This is the book poetry lovers will enjoy reading again and 
again. She has contributed greatly to the poetic world of her native 
land and to the land of her adoption. She writes with genuine poetic 
sensibility and her poetry manifests the density and volume of her vast 
range specially so in dealing with human relationships. As a poet 
Katherine is equally a lover of men as a result of which her landscapes 
are not just open pastures and flowing creeks and mountains and 
oceans but are also inhabited by human figures. She seems to swing 
between the simple linearity of nature and the maze of human 
relationships. In between her poetics sensibility musically sways like 
Rag Jaunpuri.  The little volume exemplifies a macro-ed micro.
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