





THE THIRD POETRY

Len Gasparini

onsider these Japanese lyric forms:

Disturbed, the cat
Lifts its belly
On to its back.
Karai Hachiemon

A cicada shell.
It sang itself utterly away.
Basho

So sweet the plum trees smell!
Would that the brush that paints the flower
Could paint the scent as well.

Ranko

All three are vividly concise in their perception and expression of natural
imagery. They exemplify responsible vision, objective reality, intuitive insight, espe-
cially with regard to nature in poetry. Influenced by Ezra Pound and Amy Lowell, the
Imagists were fascinated with Japanese poetry. Their experimentation with image and
metaphor laid the groundwork for modern poetry. In the 1950s the Beat poets
(Ginsberg, Corso, Kerouac, etc.) contributed to the haiku’s popularity. Prison poet
Etheridge Knight nailed it down: “Making jazz swing in / Seventeen syllables AIN"T/
No square poet’s job.”

But how far did modern poetry go? From all the
poetry I've read, I think poets spend more time look-
ing at themselves than observing the natural world
around them.

To deal with nature in poetry is to deal with
nearly the whole task of poetry; for poetry is, to para-
phrase John Dryden, the “image of nature.” Yet there
are poets writing today who still make the egregious
error of attributing human feelings to birds, trees,
and other natural objects. It seems poetry has always
lived on this anthropomorphism. The so-called uni-
versal analogy stems from it. Even John Ruskin who
coined the phrase, “pathetic fallacy” sometimes made
a pathetic slip. So ingrained is pathetic fallacy in the
psyche, that Linnaeus misnamed the genus of the
chickadee — penthestes, which means grief, sorrow —
and of which Parus is a synonym — because of the
chickadee’s black cap.

The reasons for the morbid use of pathetic falla-
cy are manifold: urbanization, semantics, the mind-
body split codified by Christianity, the onslaught of
technology, romantic doubts about nature; that
“nature” is usually thought of by modern writers as
an ambiguous word. There is another reason too — a
pernicious one — which I will pinpoint later.

It was Thoreau who said: “How much is written
about Nature as somebody has portrayed her; how
little about Nature as she is.” Which brings me to my theme: “the third poetry” — a
term coined by Walter Anderson (1903-1965), a reclusive Mississippi artist, mystic, and
naturalist who spent most of his life painting and writing about the flora and fauna on
the Mississippi Gulf Coast and its barrier islands. He accomplished that third poetry
of which he wrote: “The first poetry is written against the wind by sailors and farmers
who sing with the wind in their teeth. The second poetry is written by scholars and stu-
dents and wine drinkers who have learned to know a good thing. The third poetry is
sometimes never written but when it is, it’s by those who have brought nature and art
together into one thing.”

The dominant note in Anderson’s “third poetry” is the judgment of egocentric-
ity, indeed of anthropocentrism. He believed that what wastes the beauty of nature is
the deflected eye of human subjectivity. In this era of high-tech gadgetry, few will

Walter Anderson
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understand Anderson’s homage to natural objects as few have any experience of objec-
tivity, and most deny the very possibility because of their indifference to the natural
world or their scant knowledge of it.

Several books of Walter Anderson’s writings and artwork were published after
his death. His Horn Island Logs (1973, 1985) is a worthy match for Walden — but with one
difference; he went beyond Thoreau in the relationship with nature, accepting its terms
more completely. He was nearly fatally snakebitten in May 1962. And he once lashed
himself to a pine tree in order to experience the full effects of a hurricane. (The only
poet I can imagine doing that is Hart Crane.) Anderson’s logs help us to see things with
anew perspective, above all to realize that we humans are just one species among many.

I read somewhere that American and Canadian poets tend to center their writ-
ings on themselves. Could it be that this tendency is not so strong in Europe, because
there it is counterbalanced by historical experiences. Robinson Jeffers said: “We must
uncenter our minds from ourselves.” He also said, I'd sooner accept the penalties, kill
aman than a hawk.” A prepositional phrase neutralizes the renark. I was once criticized
by a book reviewer for “depicting the seedy side of life in a painfully literal manner.”

Some years ago Canadian poet Salvatore Ala wrote a blank sonnet titled “Pathetic
Fallacy,” in which he announces: “Due to toxic levels of pathetic fallacy / Bookstores
have been closed by the Board of Health.” Would that it were true. Depending on how
words are used or misused, the most noxious landfill can be language itself. Of course
a child can be excused for saying a bird is sad or a flower looks happy; but an adult
poet — Never! As a figure of speech, it’s pathetic. An Eisteddfod ought to revoke his/her
poetic license. I'm also aware that Samuel Johnson, ever the ironist, advised against
numbering the streaks of the tulip. Granted; but if you're hunting for old Indian
arrowheads, you must look for a stone that wanted to fly.

Poetry imposes a certain order on thinking. Form is responsible for that, as well
as cadence. I must write a little poem about the white cat that sits on the windowsill
and looks out at the falling snow. Synecdoche makes possible intense condensation, as
art and nature are enjambed. Verlaine took rhetoric and wrung its neck. As regards
pathetic fallacy, I can’t recall Homer, Dante, Shakespeare stooping to such falseness.
Yet Burns, Blake, Wordsworth, Shelley, and Keats delighted in it. Dylan Thomas used
it with surrealistic effectiveness. Rimbaud colored the vowels; declared “Everything
we are taught is false”; and became a gunrunner in
Abyssinia. So, where does that leave “poetic truth”?

Poets have their own versions of “truth”; but it
would take an undaunted and discerning reader to
explore the relation of these truths to the truth of
actual reality. Which is why science and poetry since
the time of Plato have been at loggerheads over the
problem of knowledge. The error of poetry is one that
involves nature. It is analogous to the necessity of
hypothesis in science. Perhaps the only basis for a
mutual understanding can be found in the very sub-
stance of poetry: metaphor, which is a bridge from the
minor truth of the seen to the major truth of the
unseen. And, as I’ve already said, the haiku and the
urban pastoral might be examples. Nature is its own
metaphor. “Seek those images that constitute the

wild,” sang Yeats.

Like the mind-body split that defines
Western culture, the dualism between science and poetry, man and nature, happened
because of religion. And it originated in Genesis 1:26 of the Old Testament: “And God
said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion over
the fish of the sea, and the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and
over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth.” What arrogance! What anthro-
pocentrism! Small wonder that sea, earth, and sky are polluted, and that so many
wildlife species are extinct or in danger of becoming extinct. Perhaps the root of the
problem lies in our Latinized binomial nomenclature: Homo sapiens. (More arro-
gance.) What if the epithet sapiens, which means wise, consisted of only the first three
letters: Homo sap. Would that difference have changed our nature? We have a tenden-
cy to form our beliefs first and then go looking for evidence to support them, rather
than the other way around. How else can you explain the fact, which I read recently,
that more people believe in angels than in Darwin’s theory of evolution? Evil, after all,

Hart Crane
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A GARDEN IN THE WILDERNESS

Sheila Martindale

n 1795 John and Susan Dean, with their eight chil-

I dren, were en route to New York to start a new life,

when the American ship they were on was boarded

and commandeered by the British, and diverted to
Halifax, Nova Scotia.

For Susan this was a disaster; the daughter of an
English gentleman, used to a refined life with servants,
she was ill-equipped for the rough life of a pioneer.
Because of the war, getting to New York was an impossi-

bility, even if they had the means to do it. For her hus- [ —

band, it was an opportunity to acquire land and become
master of his own destiny. But first, there was the bush to
conquer ......

This fictionalized tale of Malcolm’s ancestors is a
wonderful description of the family’s difficult beginnings
in the hostile territory that was eastern Canada in the
eighteenth century. Surviving the weather, the wild ani-
mals, and the ever-present threat of the native population
are enough to make modern-day Canadians shudder.
From Susan’s pampered childhood, and even compared
with the family’s different circumstances following her

EDFANA MALCOLM

A GARDEN
I[N THE
WILDERNESS

A Garden in the
Wilderness
Edeana Malcolm
Borealis Press
2012. $19.95

romantic but ill-considered elopement, this was a rough life.
Susan fails to cope with such basics as cooking and laundry in primitive condi-

tions, to say nothing of making her own soap and spinning flax, which then must be
woven before it can become clothing. Her older children, however, are equal to the
challenge, and begin to grow and thrive as they learn to wrestle a livelihood out of the

untamed land.

Aside from the history, this book pro-
vides an interesting glance at the social
mores of the time — which emphasised the
superiority of the male in all matters, and the
harsh disciplining of children. We also get a
look at the restrictions of an inflexible reli-
gion — despite a desperate race against time
to accomplish tasks such as clearing the land
and building a dwelling, no work can be
done on the Sabbath.

Malcolm has woven fact and fiction
into an extremely readable story. She has
used some of the language of the period in
her dialogue, which works well for the most |
part; although some things, assumed as
understood, could be confusing — for exam-
ple the use of the word “impressed” meaning
coerced. But her meticulous research into all aspects of pioneer life has resulted in an
authentic and riveting historical novel.

Edeana (her given name is derived from her Dean ancestry) Malcolm currently
lives in Victoria.

Edeana Malcolm

Sheila Martindale is a poet and reviewer. She lives in Victoria.

LIGHTING THE GLOBAL LANTERN

Richard Stevenson

tional puffs publishers use to promote their books,

but I do this time: Marco Fraticelli, Canadian haiku
poet, musician, editor, educator; Shelly Smith-Dale, pro-
fessor, Taylor’s College, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia; and
Raffael de Grutttola, American haiku poet, educator,
musician, editor are spot on: this book really is a fine
resource that belongs in every educational library world-
wide, written by a leading voice in contemporary haiku
education. Indeed, for any haiku poet or English educa-
tor out there who has bemoaned the 5-7-5 syllable veg-o-
matic descriptive prose that passes for haiku in elemen-
tary — and some senior secondary — schools out there, this
is the book you wish the teacher had consulted before
generalizing on the much misunderstood genre of
English language haiku. It gets the history of the form
correct; it explains the adjunct genres of senryu, tanka,
kyoka, haiga, haibun, zappai, renku/renga, etc., and their
variations, accurately and succinctly; it provides excellent
examples of all the forms of both Japanese translations of
traditional and contemporary English language models;
and it provides student examples and exercises that will
keep teachers and their students delightfully engaged long
past the time span of any English class unit or lessons on
the subject. It also supplies a working bibliography of

I don’t often totally agree with the back cover promo-

LIGHTING THE
GLOBAL LANTERN

ATEACHER'S GUIDE TO HAIKU
AND RELATED LITERARY FORMS

Lighting the Global
Lantern: A Teacher’s
Guide to Writing Haiku
and Related Literary
Forms

Terry Ann Carter
Wintergreen Studios
Press,

178 pages, paper

journals, web sites, scholarly tomes, and historical/instructional laymen’s books suffi-
cient to attract both the teachers’ young charges and practicing, published poets to this

most popular of poetry genres.

I wish I had this book before I went searching for all the others, let alone started
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sending out poems and compiling col-
lections of my own work. In a word,
this book is essential. I mean that in
both senses of the word too: absolute-
ly necessary, and speaking quintessen-
tially to the essence of the craft, certain-
ly, but the art too. If you are a practic-
ing haijin yourself and always won-
dered how the waka became the tanka
or the the hokku became the decapitat-
ed, standalone haiku, or what the dif-
ference between a tan renga and a ren-
gay is, let alone what the terms renga
and renku refer to exactly, you need
look no further. You can find out in a
matter of minutes. If you’re troubled
by all the traditional Japanese nomen-
clature of the kigo (seasonal word), the
kireji (cutting word), and tonal varia-
tions of wabi (sense of beauty), sabi (),
yugen (sense of mystery, depth) and what they refer to exactly, and how to achieve
these subtle distinctions; if you want to know seven different techniques for compos-
ing English language haiku without all the malarkey or gobbledygook, Ms. Carter is
your woman.

Not that Ms. Carter is taking centre stage, walking the walk with the chalk here
either. The author functions as both author and editor, assembling lessons and prac-
tical advice contributing essays from the likes of some of the best haijin currently writ-
ing in English and other languages, including Roberta Beary, Randy Brooks, Garry

Terry Ann Carter
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FROM THE PALESTINIAN HEART

Gary Lawless

S harif Elmusa takes us on a journey, a journey of

many borders, a journey with no borders. He says
in the poem “Moons and Donkeys”

I want to cross borders POENS 1987 2008
unseen

like salmon

like contaminated wind

SHARIF 8. ELMUSA

His personal journey as a “father, poet, scholar, uni-
versity professor, political activist, airport regular” begins
with a childhood spent in a refugee camp, Al-Nuwayna,
in Jericho. He sees living in the camp as the “quintessen-
tial Palestinian experience, both actual and symbolic”,
and the first section of his collection of poems reflects | F: lawed Landscapes:

that idea. The title poem, “Flawed Landscapes”, begins: Poems 1987-2008
Sharif S. Elmusa

Interlink, 2012

And it came to pass

we lost the war, and became a nation of refugees.

If you spend your youth in a camp, where you are seen as a refugee, what is
home? Where is home? This question lingers in the poems in this book. The camp was
not a place where one had any desire to stay, or to acknowledge as home. Home was
Palestine. The poet says that even now “the refugee camp ambushes me anywhere, any
moment.” He says that a Palestinian exile lingers in a state of suspense, floats...”

To begin the poem “Roots”, Sharif quotes Attila Jozsef “Home is where people
can read your poem correctly on your tombstone.” The poem then follows the evolu-
tion of his names, as he crosses borders, from Sharif Said Hussein Elmusa through the
gatekeepers of various borders: Washington, Damascus, Rabat, Cairo, Amman, to the
gatekeepers of Israel. The poem ends

“Call me Sharif.” Sharif, who has traveled from the refugee camp to Cairo
University (where in 1967 he became a “displaced person”) to MIT, to teaching jobs

WARRIOR PAINTER

including the American University in
Cairo. There is even a poem called
“With New Englanders”, which finds
him missing his Boston dentist who
“paused,/and asked where 1 was
from./From Palestine, I
answered./”How is the weather in |
Palestine?”/ he wanted to know.”

The town of his birth, “The vil-
lage, Abbasiyya (not Abbysinia)/lay far
enough from the sea/ not to spawn
sailors/close enough to have horizon.”
He has returned several times to
Palestine: to Gaza, Jerusalem, Nablus,
Ramallah. Elmusa is Palestinian by
birth, American by citizenship, with a
wife and family of his own now. The
second section of the book deals with
family, with love. The poem “Dream
on the Same Mattress” begins
“Welcome/ to the tribe of the wed”
and ends “Drink from the same cup, I
say, and dream on the same mattress.”
This love and family brings some balance to the journey. In “Soliloquy” he says, “Alas,
there are always reasons for living. / I have now causes that lose/poems I've failed to
write/ a wife and children - a counterweight.”

He suggests that poetry can be a form of exile, saying that “reading and writing
poetry became my means to remember...to explore my estrangement.” He chooses to
write his poem, believing “a new language is a home that is not a home”—a place
where they know how to say your name.

He says that writing in English relieved him of the burden of being a spokesman

Sharif S. Elmusa

(continued on page 51)
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Fine Arts

LOOKING AT THE MOON MAN

Marina Parapini

e litmus test of the artist has always been his
ability to ignore the societal pressures and
trendiness of his time and stay true to his own

vision, for art loses its value without integrity and
authenticity. The role of artists is to question conven-
tion, to challenge the status quo and not follow blind-
ly in the steps of their predecessors. As Yevgeny
Zamyatin argues, “Every artist of importance creates
his own world, with its own laws — creates and shapes it
in his own shape and image, and no one else’s. This is
why it is difficult to fit the artist into a world that has
already been created, a seven-day, fixed and solidified
world: he will inevitably slip out of the set of laws and
paragraphs.” In this respect, B.C. artist George Fertig,
who laboured life-long at his craft without much pub-

1 F { A
GEORGE FERTIG

The Life and Art of George

lic notice or any financial support, yet who never | Fertig .
compromised his beliefs in himself or his art, was paid | Mona Fertig
the highest compliment by peer Leonard Woods. | Mother Tongue

Woods, a sculptor and teacher at the Vancouver | 2010
School of Arts, describes Fertig as having “a unique
sense of form...he handled colour in a highly individual way; in fact, his painting(s]
reminds one of nothing but his own paintings.” Now, finally, in The Life and Art of
George Fertig, this unwavering individualist has a comprehensive collection and inter-
pretation of his art made accessible to the public. Lovingly compiled and chronicled
by his eldest daughter, Mona Fertig, the work initiates The Unheralded Artists of BC
series from Mother Tongue Publishing. The result of fourteen years of research, inter-
views and correspondence, the book is a beautiful tribute to Fertig’s life not only in
respect to his journey as an artist, but also as a husband and father.

Often, artists are heralded for originality in their time with respect to history,
having challenged classical rules and notions of art. Art history is dedicated to detail-
ing linear trends of art and pinpointing when and who swayed the trends; it immor-
talizes and re-establishes the greats that are widely accepted as the standards of their
times. The more subtle struggle of the genuinely original artist, however, is to resist the
pressure of peers and contemporary critics, those with whom one must compete for
attention, funding and gallery space. Critic lan Wallace wrote of Fertig in a review
cited from the Vancouver Sun that, “The most difficult artist about whom to form any
kind of valid and meaningful critical opinion is the individual who chooses to work
outside the current styles and apart from the main artistic community... Fertig is a
minor artist who scarcely receives critical attention in the highly competitive market
that exists today.” This topic is handled by his daughter with tact and without bitter-

Pearl in the Fruit, 1977, oil on board, George Fertig
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George Fertig in 1975, photo by Marj Trim

ness, despite her father’s art having suffered from not being consonant with the pre-
vailing trends of the Vancouver art scene and from his avoidance of extravagant self-
promotion. This is detailed most clearly in the chapter “The Business and Beauty of
Art,” where the author speaks of the competitiveness of the art scene in Vancouver, of
the cliquey dynamics that inevitably control the politics of smaller communities.
There are references to the struggle her family faced in making ends meet: with the sac-
rifices her mother made working to support the family, and her father’s day jobs.

Fertig’s simple, reminiscent authorial style is perfectly suited to the part-memoir,
part-biography format. It’s a tribute to Fertig peére, both as an artist and as a person
who has clearly inspired his daughter. The first person narration of certain events is
written simply but eloquently, infused with the insight of retrospection and of research
while neatly sidestepping nostalgia. The tone and admiration present in every recollec-
tion reminds one of how Scout narrates the story of her father’s integrity in To Kill a
Mockingbird. Fertig’s prose blends events and opinions smoothly, and the many inter-
views and excerpts of letters about her father lend an intimate, conversational feel that
is appropriate for a man often described as quiet and contemplative, not unlike the
peacefulness that prefigures much of his art.

Of his painting, Fertig’s moon phase is fascinating. Living in the bigger, brighter
sun’s shadows, the moon is underrated. You can stare at and it looks gently back at
you. The sun scorches and blinds, whereas the moon softens, absorbs, reflects it and
redirects. Then every once in awhile, someone like George Fertig—the “Moon
Man”— comes along and we are reminded of the beauty of the things we once knew.
True visionaries transform what others take for granted, shaping into something
more.

Woods says of Fertig’s art that “it is born of the contemplation that goes with
quietude.” Still, there is something unsettling about the painter’s hard-shaped black
moonscapes. Pink Moon and Green Moon have their eye shaded in unthreatening
colours, but several untitled paintings from this series with their tentacle appendages
that reach up to a large glowing orb are reminiscent of HP Lovecraft’s cosmic horror.
Their stark stillness is frightening; they seem to represent eerie, broken worlds unaf-
fected by time. Even when reduced to book page size, they make one feel smaller. Paul
Wolf, a dealer who sold several of Fertig’s paintings, describes how one especially, a
black-and-white flower-like painting with the tell-tale glowing orb, was “so powerful
that [Wolf] would turn his back to it when he was alone with it in the basement and
run up the stairs when he turned out the light.” Wolf watched how the painting had a

(continued on page 50)
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THEATRE BETWEEN TWO LANGUAGES

Eric Spalding

ramatic Licence by Louise Ladouceur is the

translation of a book originally published in

French with the English title Making the Scene.
From my perspective, being bilingual would be an asset to
reading either version, as there’s so much of both lan-
guages in them. The book compares six English-
Canadian plays with their translations into French and six
French-Canadian plays with their translations into
English. As a consequence, Ladouceur includes many
excerpts from the plays in each language to show the [
reader what the translator has done. Moreover, she often
quotes from English-language sources and these quota-
tions appear untranslated in the French book.

From this perspective, one could argue that a trans-
lation of the book into English is redundant, especially
since being bilingual would be similarly helpful towards | Dramatic Licence:
understanding the many excerpts and quotations that | Translating Theatre
appear in French only in the latter version. However, in | from One Official
defense of Dramatic Licence, I should note that unilingual | Language to the Other
readers can skip the French-only passages and still be able | in Canada
to follow what the author is saying. Louise Ladouceur

Moreover, the translation draws renewed attention | Richard Lebeau,
to a work that, in its original form, won the Prix | translator
Gabrielle-Roy in Canadian and Québec literary criticism | The University of
and the Ann Saddlemyer Book Award for theatre research | Alberta Press
in Canada. These awards are deserved thanks to | 2012, 279 pages
Ladouceur’s careful prose and thorough research. In this
regard, I was impressed by some of the obscure references
that she found, including decades-old theatre reviews
from Canadian dailies and weeklies. Moreover,
Ladouceur’s comparisons between plays and their trans-
lations are meticulous. I can picture her placing the
English and French counterparts side by side and poring
over them to observe their resemblances and differences.

I must also mention the translator’s work.
Ladouceur rightfully observes that theatre critics and oth-
ers often overlook the person whose task is to convey an
author’s vision in a different language. Richard Lebeau
has painstakingly reproduced Ladouceur’s prose in pre-
cise English. It helps that the author was able to collabo-
rate closely with him. In her acknowledgements, she
writes, “The English translation remains very faithful to
the original despite my numerous attempts at revision” | Making the Scene: La
(xv). traduction du théatre

A central fact about translating for the theatre that | pyne langue officielle a
often comes up in Ladouceur’s analysis is that you cannot | Pautre au Canada
simply translate a play word for word (hence the title, | [ guise Ladouceur
Dramatic Licence). For instance, there are cultural allu- | Editions Nota bene
sions in the source language that the audience just won’t | ,405, 284 pages.
get in the target language. Hence, a reference to actor
Glenn Ford in an English play is replaced by one to Jean Gabin in the French adapta-
tion (152). At issue is the fact that you cannot interrupt a performance to explain a
passing cultural reference, although you can provide a few introductory comments
about the play and its translation in the playbill.

More substantial aspects of plays are harder to change. For instance, Ladouceur
mentions the florid style of Jovette Marchessault in her 1981 work La Terre est trop
courte, Violette Leduc (The Edge of Earth Is Too Near, Violette Leduc). Québec audiences
appreciated the play and made it a success. In Ontario, however, the audience was less
receptive. A critic for The Globe and Mail claimed that the translation was “over-
wrought,” with “a French lyrical verbosity that does not work in English” (99). But
how much of the original’s lyricism can a translator omit without betraying the
author’s intentions?

Ladouceur makes a similar observation in analyzing Michel Tremblay’s break-
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through play from 1968, Les Belles-Soeurs (“the sis-
ters-in-law”). A path-breaking element of this
work was its pioneering use of joual, the populist
Québécois dialect that incorporates many English
words. A translator can hint at Tremblay’s style
through the use of slang and coarse language, but
the effect is not the same: “Divested of joual, a crit-
ical component of the shock induced by
Tremblay’s writing, the play’s subject matter is
stripped of its subversive content” (89). In sum, an
important aspect of what made Les Belles-Soeurs so
influential in Quebec is lost in translation.

In her book, Ladouceur focusses on the var-
ied challenges related to translating theatre in
Canada. In the process, she explores how to make
a play connect with its audience. As a consequence,
anyone with a general interest in theatre could ben-
efit from reading Dramatic Licence. The author offers a unique perspective on efforts
at building bridges between the country’s two charter groups — however rickety these
bridges sometimes turn out to be (131).

Louise Ladouceur

Eric Spalding is a certified member of the Society of Translators and Interpreters of
British Columbia.

GEORGE FERTIG (continued from page 49)

similar effect over his customers, noting that “it hit some
kind of zone and made people feel very uncomfortable.”

The author recounts a friend of Fertig, Alan
Hawthorn, who explains “[George] was an artist of life
who was extremely interested in the ultimate questions
such as when and how the universe was created ... [he]
didn’t use mathematics to explore the universe. Instead
he used his intuition to paint the vastness, the profundi-
ty, the complexity of the cosmos.” I would argue that in
their obsession with form some of Fertig’s paintings do
have a feel of mathematics, especially the ellipsis that
slips into almost everything whether in the foreground
or in the shadow. Maths sometimes get a bad rap, seem-
ingly being synonymous only with formulas, predictabil-
ity and the lack of creativity or originality; but mathe-
matics is beautiful when it expands and collapses, folds in and out and simplifies. Art
and science are both different representations of the world of experience and the
author focuses this point in quoting Einstein how “The most beautiful thing we can
experience is the mysterious. It is the source of all true art and science.”

How do we deal with the mysterious? Leonard Woods remembers a conversation
with Fertig when the artist said of himself, “...If my wife didn’t take the broom to me,
you know what I would do, don’t you. I would just soar up there and live a spiritual
life. ” Great artists embrace and are inspired by the mysterious. The idea of science and
art being born in the mysterious leads well to another other famous maxim of Einstein
that, “The most incomprehensible thing about the world is that it is comprehensible.
The fact that it is comprehensible is a miracle.” Whereas science naturally leads to
explanations and a focus on the comprehensible, which can be defined as efficiently
using mathematics and physics to predict the future (however small a component of
it), art by contrast is used to probe the questions themselves and to explore the incom-
prehensibility of this ability to interact with and make sense of our world. In his pref-
ace, Peter Such describes this gift of George Fertig’s as being ‘shamanistic’ and his
work as being “a membrane, a thin veil between the physical and spiritual worlds.”
The more one looks at the art of this singular painter, the more questions one has, but
strangely, the more one is also satisfied with where they lead us.

George Fertig

June 1-July 11,2010

Recently returned from volunteering in Africa, Marina Parapini is a pre-med student
at the University of British Columbia.

page 50



THIRD POETRY (continued from page 46)

is only human. We’ve been shackled by the bible and by those who use it as a tool of
power. “How can I trust them,” wrote poet Gregory Corso, “who pollute the sky/with
heavens/the below with hells.”

Hart Crane has a fragile lyric, “A Name for All,” that epitomizes the fragmenta-
tion of the natural and human world:

Moonmoth and grasshopper that flee our page
And still wing on, untarnished of the name
We pinion to your bodies to assuage

Our envy of your freedom - we must maim

Because we are usurpers, and chagrined —
And take the wing and scar it in the hand.

Names we have, even, to clap on the wind;

But we must die, as you, to understand.

I dreamed that all men dropped their names, and sang
As only they can praise, who build their days

With fin and hoof, with wing and sweetened fang
Struck free and holy in one Name always.

Ecology has become a crucial eclogue. Ecologically, our feet are already stuck in
the lethal muck of our own making. As Farely Mowat said: “Not only are we a bad ani-
mal;, but we’re most inevitably a doomed animal.” Although hope lives in doubt, there
might be some hope. In 2009, Wilfred Laurier University Press published Open Wide
a Wilderness — the first anthology to focus on Canadian nature poetry in English.

Ah, the natural world of mammals, birds, reptiles and amphibians, fish, inverte-
brates, insects, trees and shrubs, wildflowers, nonflowering plants, and mushrooms.
Let us see them in the wild, not from our point of view, but from theirs.

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

WRITING HAIKU (continued from page 46)

Gay, Amelia Fielden, Penny Harter, LeRoy Gorman, Jim Kacian, Michael McClintock,
Naia, Cor van den Heuvel, Michael Dylan Walsh, Robert d. Wilson, and others whose
names will crop up the minute anyone checks out a web zine or a standard resource
or web site. All provide succinct, highly readable, useful, functional data. Then there
are all the delightful informed efforts of the students, in the event anyone is getting
ready to get intimidated here. And let’s be clear: it isn’t just the adult haijin or teacher
who is going to be able to read and mine this book; the information is presented in
succinct chapters most students are going to be able to follow with ease. Better yet: the
translations from the Japanese masters are good, readable, immediately accessible
English language poems. The reader will smile a lot and even chortle and guffaw occa-
sionally while reading this book.

When is the last time you had fun reading a book about imagist poetry, let alone
all the arcane byways of the haiku?

And were that not enough, the author provides advice on how to run a haiku
slam; what to do with a bilingual or ESL classroom of students; how to make fold and
flutter books; and offers techniques of writing a haibun, where students get to mix
journal text and haiku in an integrated work.

In short, there probably isn’t a teacher from grades K -12 and beyond who would-
n’t benefit hugely from even a partial gander at this book. My only quibble is the lack
of an index, but, really, the chapters are so short and the Table of Contents so detailed,
you won’t find you really need it.

Read this book, then seek out the author’s own haiku collections. Better yet, book
her through the Canada Council or League of Canadian poets, or, if you live in
Victoria and have a Facebook account, write her and ask her to show your students
how to make a flutter book. She’s one of Canada’s best haiku poets and will charm the
socks off you.

Richard Stevenson’s latest book, A Dog Named Normal, is now available from Ekstasis

Editions. He teaches — only p/t for two more years, mind you — at Lethbridge College in
southern Alberta.
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REISS (continued from page 33)

greatly demand, since what is dead is past. You excuse yourself with your dis-
belief in the immortality of the soul. Do you think that the dead do not exist
because you have devised the possibility of immortality?

And, as he further exclaims from the depths of his encounter with the Underworld,
“the dead produce effects, that is sufficient. In the inner world there is no explaining
away, as little as you can explain away the sea in the outer world.” In “Survival Rate”,
Reiss offers us such soul work. This seems exactly the news that Williams was refer-
ring to when he wrote in Asphodel, That Greeny Flower, “It is difficult/to get the news
from poems/yet men die miserably every day/for lack/of what is found there.” The book
is haunted throughout by central riddles of life and death in an age of terror. How is
it that each of us survives? Where do the dead live? Are we willing to carry them, and
if so, how might we do that?

With their often laconic clarity, each poem might be experienced as an invitation
to such an inquiry. I wish that in this review there were space to quote some of these
poems at length. But let me close with a poem addressed to the father of the poet,
“Second Hand Smoke”:

My father fell victim to second hand smoke
Decades before his condition had a name.

His distance from the chimneys didn’t spare him.
His distance from those smokestacks was his disease.

Bringing us into this smoke’s proximity, in this work, Murray Reiss, has given us one
hell of a luminous book!

Scott Lawrance has written several books of poetry. He lives in Victoria.

PALESTINIAN HEART (continued from page 48)

for his nation—perhaps an unavoidable tendency among Palestinian poets. He says
that it is a “political oxymoron, even if a privilege, to be from a tiny, colonized coun-
try struggling to rid itself of Israeli domination and, at the same time, to be a citizen
of an empire that is the principle keeper of Israel”. A journey of contradictions, inner
struggle and the work of poetry. In the third and final section of the collection, the
titles of the poems tell us the story: “Roots”, “Expatriates”, “How Things
Migrate”, “Aren’t We All Brothers”, “A Little Piece of Sky”, “Yearning”, and the final
poem “Homeward Bound.”

I come to poems for news of the world, to learn about other peoples’ lives, their
histories and cultures, their ways of being in the world, and the paths their journeys
take. Sharif gives us many insights into his life, sometimes broad views, sometimes
intimate details —here again from “Moons and Donkeys”

The ash colored donkey

was pregnant and flaunting it-
belly full, hanging low

like the night’s moon.

She stepped into the road
slowly, deliberately,

then balked. Turned

her head this way and that.
All the honking fell on deaf ears.
I watched from my stopped car
this mock checkpoint

this street theater.

In the same poem, Sharif says that

I go around
like an ancient Chinese poet
watching moons and donkeys. ..

It is a pleasure to read these poems, to follow Sharif as he travels a flawed landscape,
writing out the journeys of his heart, in a world of borders, refugees, lovers and poets,
of people who would try to erase the history, the names, the existence of others, and
of those who carry the songs, and keep on singing.

A poet and bookseller, Gary Lawless writes from Nobleboro, Maine. His titles include
the collection Caribouddhism (Blackberry Books).
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TO THE PAINFUL HEART OF AFRICA

Ralph Maud

This book represents an earnest attempt to get to the

GARY
GEDDES

painful heart of Africa, the hurt of its many civil wars
and their chief product, the refugee. Geddes takes
with him his own sensibilities:

When my mother died, I felt I had been orphaned. My
father lived thousands of miles away, married to
another woman. There was talk of family friends |
adopting me, but my father showed up soon after with |
the intention of taking my brother and me to live with
him. I sat at the piano, having had only twelve lessons,
but desperate to play well so my father would not
change his mind. At the time, I felt I was playing for
my life. (p. 166)

Drink the Bitter Root
Gary Geddes
Counterpoint

It is with such sensibilities that, descending on central Africa 304 Pages, $34.95

by jet plane, one tries to escape the accusation of
“voyeurism”. This is the word used by Emmanuelle from Lyon, a child protection offi-
cer of “Save the Children,” working in Goma, Democratic Republic of Congo, after
years in Chad, Yemen and Darfur. Gary Geddes does not say how he countered her, but
he makes clear to us his readers that his answer was there in his laptop computer: the
image of the bludgeoned face of Shidone Arone, the boy who had slipped into a
Canadian camp in Somalia, and after hours of brutal torture died, “the perfect symbol
of what the west had been doing to Africa for almost two centuries.” Geddes had delib-
erately brought that image with him to “help clarify my purpose and steel my resolve”
(p. 7). As a Canadian he felt tainted, and his trip was to be a cleansing of sorts.

What astonishes me is that one man in our time can feel that he could and
should—like Herodotus of old—go and find out for himself, not really to experience a
war—not that kind of frontline journalism—but to hear firsthand from those who had,
and then to write it up for us. 'm not saying that Gary Geddes is the only one to have
done this, but he is ‘our’ Herodotus. And who else has begun such a trip with a week
in The Hague, visiting the International Criminal Court? It’s that kind of move at depth
that clinches the moral point.

Geddes gets to his heart of darkness soon after leaving Emmanuelle and
meeting thirty-two-year-old Mbeda, “slumped onto the couch, arms wrapped around
her in a self-protective embrace”™

“There was a knock on the door;” Mbeda said slowly, each word hauled reluctantly
into the light. ““Who are you?” my husband demanded. When he opened the door,
eight soldiers burst into the room.” She hesitated, as if the effort to recall was more
than she could manage. They killed my husband. All but one of them raped me.”
I asked if she recognized the soldiers or knew what faction they represented, but
she was no finished recounting her story.

“I lost my whole family. The rest fled into the forest and my parents died there.
I dor’t know what happened to my brothers. I had to take care of their six chil-
dren, but I had no home, no work, no food. How could I keep them from stealing
to stay alive? I tried to have strength. One of my nieces went away to be a soldier
... A woman in the village had a room she let me use and a sewing machine. Seven
of us in one room. I could not imagine this kind of thing happening to me. Then
it happened again. Two more soldiers raped me ... They were Rwandan soldiers,
CNDB FDLR, what does it matter? I suffer high blood pressure, headaches. I'm
afraid all the time.” (p. 117)

Geddes is left to wonder what difference it would make to Mbeda if the Congo and
Rwanda war criminals were convicted at The Hague with life sentences, “eating three
good meals a day, sleeping in a warm bed, watching a twenty-seven inch television
screen and playing Ping-Pong with Radovan Karadzic” All he could finally do was to
make sure that a sewing machine would be given to Mbeda when she left the hospital.
What else could a visitor from British Columbia do?

Drink the Bitter Root ends with a sense of limited accomplishment:

From my third-floor balcony at the National Hotel (in Addis Ababa) I watched

the last rays of sunlight gild the tops of distant buildings. Near at hand, everything
was in shadow. All week, Id felt swamped by a tsunami of need; the stories Id lis-
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tened to were red-hot branding irons searing my
conscience. Yet when I was confronted by the belief,
the gratitude and, yes, the hope in some of those
faces, a strange peace had settled on me. Id come
away laden not with guilt, but with the sense of
having been blessed and challenged. Maybe Id
learned something, too; that there are moments
when it’s more important to tend the wounded than
to report the casualties (p. 168).

But it is something, too, to report the casualties. Writing
an important book is something, and Gary Geddes has .

done that. Gary Geddes
A world-renowned expert on the work of Dylan Thomas, Charles Olson, and the ethno-
graphers of the Pacific Northwest, Ralph Maud is professor emeritus at Simon Fraser
University and founder of the Charles Olson Literary Society.
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MUSE

Linda Rogers

ime traveler Mary Novik has the gift of overlay,

layering the transparencies of moments captured

by light and creating living, breathing history. Her
second novel, Muse, linked with the first in its acknowl-
edgement of narrative as metaphor or metaphorical
device, reinforces the notion that we are all conceit, cre-
ations or recreations of the one human story. Novik is a
magnificent storyteller, her tongue rich with the savory
and unsavory details that make history compelling as
analogue for the lives we continue to pattern after flawed
examples.

Muse, the second single word title an anonymous,
invisible noun, tells us as much about the story of the
visionary Solange le Blanc, and we won’t say alleged
Mistress to Petrarch and Pope Clement V because she was

"M USE

La

MARY NOVIK

so much more than that, as all the words within her com- Muse

pelling text. Mary Novik
Solange, the first person narrator of this story of the Doubleday Canada

Avignon Papacy with its sycophantic poets and sybaritic | $22-95

clergy, is as heroic a character as Joan of Arc, the feminist

warrior who was burned at the stake. Ironically Novik has chosen the great poets
Donne and Petrarch and their satellite women to describe the narcissism of ambitious
men. Perhaps “muse” is a word Novik wishes to erase from history, because her hero-
ic women, anything but the romantic embodiment of female inspiration, are engaged
in the rapture that transcends Adam’s rib.

Solange, illegitimate daughter of one pope and mistress to another, is a scholar-
ly scribe and prophet whose great intelligence is almost eclipsed by the men she men-
tored, but not by Novik, who makes her betrayal by Petrarch, the courtly lover,
painfully immediate and his succinct circumscription by his female issue immensely
satisfying.

I first heard my mother’s heartbeat from inside her dark, surrounding womb.
It mingled with my own heart’s rhythm, then changed to a harsher, more stri-
dent beat. It was then that I had my first and most famous vision of a man
kneeling in a purple cassock and biretta. I could see him as if I were looking out
a window made of glass.

Like Lady Murasaki, Heian courtesan and first novelist, Solange survives in a
world of intrigue and cruelty because of her superior intelligence and the comfort and
aid of like-minded women. Even Laura, Solange’s aristocratic rival and Petrarch’s fair

lady, is more than the cartoon the poet draft-
ed in the cruel expectation of Solange’s tran-
scription is transformed into a vehicle of
redemption. But Muse is not a polemic. Novik
makes all her characters understandable and
most of them, male and female, sympathetic.
They are momentary illuminations in
ephemeral, almost uncompromising frames
in the ongoing film of life.

Novik manages to write with light even
in her novel’s darkest moments. The Avignon
papacy was dictated by politics, as French
prelates lived like princes in direct rivalry with
Rome, which had outlived its greatest power.
Moving backward, or forward, to Novik’s
recreation of Seventeenth Century London in
her first novel, narrated by Pegge the daughter
of the powerful poet and cleric, rector of St.
Paul’s where the current Prince of Wales married his doomed bride, the novelist draws
the broader map of a power shift from Rome to Paris and London. Even today, the
Catholic Church, making its desperate bid for the Third World, is a Medieval Morality
Tale, light, currently abetted by tabloid journalism, wrestling with darkness, the cor-
ruptibility of men, especially men whose dogma is hypocrisy.

Mary Novik

Francesco had claimed his love for Laura was only spiritual. Why had I
believed every word he uttered while we lay in one another’s arms? He had
deceived himself most of all, believing the lies of his own poems.

The script for political power is still all about sex and death, which Novik illumi-
nates in colours saturated with sensory detail. Her reds rhyme with blood, her golds
with appetite. Her liturgy is a five-part harmony where the sounds of the street and
childbirth harmonize with the unholy descant of neutered men and abused children
and the death cries of the plague that precipitated the scientific, social and artistic
exploration of the Renaissance and Reformation.

The fertile bed of the age of discovery is made in the pages of Muse. We are priv-
ileged to lie between the covers with a woman of spirit.

Linda Rogers, recently awarded the Gwendolyn MacEwen Prize for Poetry, is the author
of Homing, poetry, and The Empress Trilogy, the story of three generations of women
living in the opium triangle.
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MAN IN BLACK AGAIN

Richard Wirick

Arkansas country singer’s as could be imagined,
was obsessed with the Johnny Cash song “Chicken
In Black” It was one of the singer’s most forgettable cre-
ations, embarrassing him so much in later life that he
tried to get Columbia Records to pull the recording. But
Freud saw in it [at least according to Greig’s new bio,
Breakfast With Lucian Freud] a sort of comic montage of
JOHNNY , | our deepest fears: death, abandonment, physical deterio-
CASH ration, loss and interposition of others’ personalities. To
Freud, Cash’s chicken was the Chaplin Animal, scaring us
into titters as it twirled its head like a cane, walking the
high wire of identity shifts above the abyss.
Cash was the sun at the center of many orbits.
[‘Johnny was the North Star—you could set your compass
by him, said Bob Dylan.] Freud may have been the Pluto

Lucian Freud, whose sensibility was as far from an

. ROBERT HILEURN

Johnny Cash: The Life

Robert Hilburn of that lot, the cold, outer periphery. As one moved
Little Brown toward the singer, the influences made more sense and
469 Pagess34.95 fell into place. All of country-western appeared to be

infused with his dark, gritty testaments to restraint, to
temptation resisted and succumbed to. T Walk The Line’
topped the charts in 1956, a hymn to fidelity that could only have been penned by a
philanderer. Cash created duets and foursomes as fast as a square dance caller, and the
ballroom floor was the very laboratory of 50s and 60s popular music and talking-blues
storytelling. It had the diversity that stunned Greil Marcus when he heard Dylan’s
‘Basement Tapes’ or Nash’s Smithsonian Archive—-it was that ‘Old, Weird America, an
‘Invisible Republic’ populated by the (always singing) drowned and saved.

Cashs first collaboration—-collaboration! From that most
isolated self-portraitist!—-was that of his family back in cot-
ton country Arkansas. Daddy sang bass, Mama sang tenor,
and all “the children would join right in there” But he saw a
largeness to his life, a feeling it belonged to the world, and so
he moved to Nashville and L.A., past crossroads as divergent
as gospel, country, folk and rockabilly. The first family of
Christian music, the Reverend and Mother Maybelle Carter,
would eventually take him in by way of a daughter to be his
second wife. But he first had to weather the Hercules tasks of a serviceman’s ennui, Tin
Pan Alley’s gatekeepers, and amphetamine addiction that made him feel ‘like the wad
of powder wrapped around a cannonball’

Collaboration by happenstance, by accident, was one of the Man in Black’s

specialties. Probably the best known was the 1956 evening in (his first producer)
Sam Phillips’s Sun Studios in Memphis, when Phillips’s other artists and recording
aspirants wandered in and strapped on instruments: Carl Perkins of ‘Blue Suede Shoes’
fame, Elvis Presley, and Jerry Lee Lewis, a contentious young bird-dogger with a head
of blond curls like Shirley Temple’s. It was called the Million Dollar Quartet, and while
bootlegs of it circulated for years, it was Floyd Mutrux (full disclosure: my friend and
client) who made it all cohere in his stage play of that name, now running in nearly
every theater district in the world.

Cash saw collaboration’s two poles in the cesspool of captivity (fox holes, pris-
oners) and the bright nimbus of the newly blessed (he was baptized perhaps three
times). He was fascinated by incarcerated populations, and in his legendary 60s prison
shows both took song fragments inmates had scratched out on napkins, and brought
them numbers hed especially written for the occasion. ['16 Minutes To Go' was a
Villonesque gallows ballad, and “‘Wanted Man, one of many collaborations with Dylan,
were standouts from the San Quentin concert.] His voice carried a deep, somnolent
anger, and burglars and murderers saw him as their twang-tongued Orpheus. The
night before Utah’s Gary Gilmore was the first man to be executed in decades in the
U.S., back channels arranged a phone call between the condemned man and his idol.
Ts this the real Johnny Cash, the prisoner asked. When the great voice assented, the
murderer, only hours from the firing squad, replied ‘Well, this is the real Gary
Gilmore!
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Johnny Cash

caliphate of Border Radio’s Carter Family. I was high up in the bleachers at the Ohio

State Fair. The stage lights were dim, and the figures they were trained on melded
into a yellowish, pulsing ball. Dust from the cattle barns drifted over us: church people
having seen him at Billy Graham crusades, fans waiting for Bob Hope’s show, pimpled
hippies like me in green velvet pants and tennis shoes.

Now this was collaboration, with the man in black walking around like a demon
among angels. Mother Maybelle, June and Carolyn sang in steady trios, hovering over
the flow of the old woman’s autoharp. Johnny’s voice was the anchor that kept the ship
from drifting off. His baritone throbbed through ‘Keep On The Sunny Side, ‘Pickin’
Time; ‘Wreck of the Old 97, and ‘Five Feet High And Rising Thinking back on my
father’s vinyl collection, I remembered Cash would do a few of these in rounds or echoey
step-downs with the sisters backing him. He sang ‘Were You There (When They
Crucified My Lord?); and when he recited the last verse-line of ‘SOME-times it causes
me to tremble; each of the sisters would take it into the bridge with pair-notes calling out
‘[T]remble, tremble . . . .. tremble] Then he would come back with a final, authoritative
‘TREM-BLE, and their voices closed around his like a winding shroud.

But there was rocking to be done that August night in *71. We youngsters
demanded he step out with ‘Mystery Train, ‘Get Rhythm, or “The Rebel (Johnny Yuma)’
Only he and his shadow filled the spotlight then, the boom-chicka-boom of the
Tennessee Two replaced now by the harmonies of his sisters-in-law. He sang ‘Giving
Good Weight, where the truck-driving narrator fools the truck scales reader with an
inventory of low-tariff goods like eggs and livestock, plastic and beans. When he drives
off the scales he leans out the window and strums louder and faster and confesses his
true cargo of ‘pig iron, pig iron, I got aaa . . . Il pig iron. “Thou shalt not lie’ was not a
commandment, and the narrator was an addled man trying to feed his family, so the
women behind him just giggled, swaying and snapping their fingers. The final flourish
had to have no holiness whatever, invoking just a single sinner, male type. It was ‘Big
River; which Bob Weir of the Grateful Dead would later cover in over 1,500 performanc-
es. The narrator chases the same skirt from St. Paul to the Louisiana Delta, coaxed south-
ward through the maze of waters by her long Southern drawl’

Iﬁrst saw Cash, in the flesh, in the presence of his almost-in-laws, the evangelical

recluses like Dylan and Joni Mitchell], and through numerous bouts of addiction
in the 70s and 80, Cash’s chances for pairing up with other musicians seemed to
evaporate. By 1982, The Blasters and the Stray Cats, along with a host of British bands
from Birmingham, gave listeners all the hillbilly rock it wanted. JC was beginning to take
on the weathered patina of a relic. There were tours with Waylon Jennings, Willie Nelson
and Kris Kristofferson, under the banner of The Highwaymen. They were a potent four-

! fter the demise of his ABC television show [featuring first TV performances by
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Johnny C-c;sh at the Mike

some, with especially effective duets by Cash and Jennings, a musician who, like
Merle Haggard (among the inmates at the San Quentin shows), probably never would
have existed except in the penumbra of the man who stood behind him.

But as time wore on and a new generation of country-rock performers—-
one being his daughter Roseanne—-were on the ascent, Cash seemed lost. His man-
agers and agents fished for large venues. But he traveled in lesser domains, mainly in
the Upper South and Sunbelt. They were small clubs, dinner theater, obscure festivals
that let him rest on his laurels for 50-something nostalgiacs. Columbia dropped him.
His wife fought off increasing bouts of illness, and so did he. Cash couldn’t sell out
even the most modest of auditoriums, and not even forty miles from his home in
Nashville.

Then came Rick Rubin, the rock producer who looked like a cross between
Zeus and ZZ Top’s Billy Gibbons. Against all advice, Rubin hatched a plan to commit
Cash to a series of studio dates that would consolidate into a smorgasbord of new
songs and covers. Against all advice, Rubin wanted to do it in his home studio out-
side Los Angeles. Rubin proffered the idea in a tremulous call to Tennessee, wonder-
ing if Cash would even take it or know who Rubin was. Cash’s wife June was making
movies by then, and the singer had shaken off his years of resentment at how badly
he had been treated when he lived in the San Fernando Valley in the late 50s and, like
Elvis, was trying to break into film himself. As T.S. Eliot said, ‘You only abandon
yourself to a new faith when you’ve got nothing else to lose’ Cash was not objective-
ly at that point yet, but he felt the industry to which hed given his talent was so pre-
occupied with new acts that he may never again have the chance Rubin offered with
his ingenious archive-new work hybrid.

phy, Cash: The Life, Cash drew a parallel between Rubin’s patient manner and

Sam Phillips’s easygoing approach in the tiny Sun Studios a generation before.
Rubin wanted to go back and mine Cash’s more sinister side, the messenger of dark
forces that made him so attractive to criminals, exiles, and young rockers. ‘Delia’s
Gone; a song this writer heard on his father’s Sears hi-fi hundreds of times, was an
old standard re-written by Cash in the 60s, a somber, Dostoyevskian study of violence
and remorse. This was the hook Rubin wanted, the vehicle that would return Cash to
the shadowy place he occupied before he became a symbol of goodness and family in
the 70s.

It’s opening has the prisoner singing to his block guard:

Early meetings were promising, and as Robert Hilburn notes in his new biogra-

Delia, oh Delia, Delia all my life

If I hadn’t have shot poor Delia

Id have had her for my wife

Delia’s gone one more round, Delia’s gone.

First time I shot her

I shot her in the side

Hard to watch her suffer

But with the second shot she died
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But jailer, oh jailer

Jailer, I can’t sleep

‘Cause all around my bedside

I hear the patter of Delia’s feet

Delia’s gone, one more round, Delia’s gone.

As Hilburn has it, the song had all the zest and confidence that allowed Cash
to push musical and cultural boundaries for decades, the “maverick tradition of his
best fifties and sixties recordings.” Cash brought out songs he had written during his
post-Columbia, Mercury records days that he had kept hidden until he could get
them into the right hands. Rubin said “I wasn't looking for songs that would ‘connect’
Cash to a younger audience. I was just trying to find songs that really made sense for
his voice. By that I don't mean baritone; I mean resonate with his character so he
could sing the words and have them feel like he wrote them” Over several days,
Rubin and Cash had nearly three dozen songs, and the producer felt hed gotten just
what he wanted. Cash left for a Branson, Missouri concert series with Wayne
Newton, despondent at having to open for Newton before an audience of unappre-
ciative blue-haired retirees.

The American Recording series of CDs turned out to be one of, if not the
great Second Act of an American musical giant. Rubin had Cash lay down primitive
treatments of new and earlier penned compositions, revival numbers he had sung on
Graham crusades, and, most ingeniously and importantly, somber tunes from rock-
ers than Cash could cover as if his own. He sang Leonard Cohen’s ‘Bird On A Wire,
and Neil Young’s bittersweet ‘Heart of Gold’ When Rubin suggested Steve Earle’s
‘Devil's Right Hand, Cash became ecstatic at the first few bars. Earle was one of
dozens of young acolytes who saw Cash’s TV show as the high water mark of the early
70s. Again, the prison angle presented itself: when Earle spent time on the inside for
cocaine and weapons possession in the mid-90s, Cash had been—-along with
Emmylou Harris and Waylon Jennings—-one of the .
few people who had written to him. '

On and on the sessions went. The albums were
described by Rubin as ‘[S]tarting from scratch and
introducing a new recording artist’ As Cash’s daughter
Roseanne said, “Rick came along at exactly the right
time, because before him, Dad was depressed, discour-
aged, and it was a powerful thing that happened
between them, and Dad was completely revitalized and
back to his old enthusiastic self” She went on: “I think
Rick saved his life at that moment” ‘Endless Highway’
and ‘The Man Comes Around, along with the final
‘Cash, emblazoned with a shadowy toddler picture of
Johnny from the thirties, were immensely surprising,
gratefully received masterpieces. Indeed, packaging was
part of Rubins brilliance. American Recordings’ cover was a black and white image
of a prophet, shot by the Dutch photographer Anton Corbin, who did U2’s ‘Joshua
Tree’ album. Cash stands in a high desert landscape in a ragged funeral coat and cane,
two dogs on leashes beside him. Randy Lewis wrote in the L.A. Times that ‘[CJash
has collected 13 songs that peer into the dark corners of the American soul. In that
respect, it’s akin to Clint Eastwood’s ‘Unforgiven, both in its valedictory, folklore-rich
tone and its wealth of characters who embody good and evil in varying proportions.”

These “aery populations” that had filtered out of Cash’s early records, into
those of Jennings, Ry Cooder, Dylan, Dave Alvin and others, had come full circle
back to the master who had conjured them. As Cash’s painful ailments increased, the
final ’Ain’t No Grave’ CD is filled with eerie, spectral short pieces like the Hawaiian
dirge ‘Aloha Oe, much of it sung a cappella. It is the voice and shifting register of a
man looking to cross the bar, to return to the Great Artist who had sent him. When
that happened, he gave new meaning, crippled as he was, to “finishing strong” He
finished mightily, beautifully, in songs that will be listened to, like Stephen Foster’s, a
hundred years from now.

Richard Wirick is the author of the novel One Hundred Siberian Postcards (Telegram
Books). He practices law in Los Angeles, where he is the LA contributing editor of the
Pacific Rim Review of Books.
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