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LOST LIST






INTRODUCTION

A BOOK THAT WE LOVE haunts us forever; it will haunt us even when we can no longer find it on the shelf or beside the bed where we must have left it. After all, it is the act of reading, for many of us, that forged our first link to the world. And so lost books—books that have gone missing through neglect or been forgotten in changing tastes or, worst of all, gone up in a puff of rumour—gnaw at us. Being lovers of books, we’ve pulled a scent of these absences behind us our whole reading lives, telling people about books that exist only on our own shelves, or even just in our own memory. This is what was on our minds one rainy afternoon in Toronto, as we sat around a dining-room table where the four of us, every few months, make manifest a sporadic but long-lived magazine called Brick: A Literary Journal.

By 1998, when we conceived of the “Lost Classics” issue, Brick had become a neighbourhood, full of essays and interviews that in turn became an international conversation: writers caught weeding, caught chatting over fences, full of chagrin and sometimes surprised to recognize each other after a season’s quiet. So it felt natural to begin by asking some of our longtime contributors to tell us the story of a book loved and lost, books that had been overlooked or underread, that had been stolen and never retrieved, or that were long out of print. We wanted personal stories and they began to pour in.

“Back in 1983, the novel received a fair amount of well-deserved attention …” John Irving wrote of The Headmaster’s Papers, with a note of premonitory despair. Margaret Atwood described a Swedish novel, a tattered paperback found in a secondhand bookstore. “On the back of my copy are various encomiums, from the Observer, the Guardian, the Sunday Telegraph, the Glasgow Herald—‘a masterpiece,’ ‘the most remarkable book of the year,’ and so forth. Still, as far as I know, Doctor Glas has long been out of print, at least in its English version.”

Helen Garner recalled meeting the author of a beloved childhood book, unknown by anyone she knew but that she remembered vividly. “A real Australian person had written it!” she noted triumphantly. “We corresponded. I asked if she had a spare copy. She said she had only one left, but would lend it to me if I promised to return it. In due course it arrived. I hardly dared to open it. But when I did, out of its battered pages flowed in streams, uncorrupted, the same scary joy it had brought me as a child, before everything in my life had happened.”

Before everything had happened. Before even the beloved book was entirely lost. The “Lost Classics” issue, as we called it, struck a chord that kept sounding long after publication. Essays continued to pour in on longed-for books of poetry, children’s stories, travel diaries, novels. Why not a book of lost classics? More stories. More lost love.

Some of the newer essays describe a child’s love affair with literature that is the beginning of a writerly discipline. The young reader discovers a place to enter another world and uses it as escape. Or refuses to come out. As Robert Creeley says, “When young, I longed for someone who would talk to me and, often as not, that person was found in a book.” If childhood stories are where we learn about plot, rhythm and narrative, they also teach us morals, while explaining the darker side of human nature. We read them when we are most susceptible and over the years they continue to inhabit and sustain us.

The essays we have selected for this collection are such memories of reading: they are that dialogue with the mind of an absent other, that conversation both silent and shared, that moment when a reader seems to have found the perfect mate. But loving is a unique torment if the beloved isn’t known to friends, family, the unwilling listener who must be convinced. Many versions of lostness are investigated here. There is the book that disappears from the house during a divorce, and a lost manuscript that becomes a cult classic. There is the writer who commits suicide after finishing his work, and a reader who exhumes it from the remainder bin. There are the missing libraries of India and a book that survived in spite of the odds. The essays we’ve chosen come from all over the world and the books are of every kind. But lost books are like dying languages: the fewer the people who remember them, the greater the risk that they will disappear for good. When, for whatever reason, a book that means much is lost, there is the need to write a eulogy, an explanation, a defence.

Perhaps this anthology maps the inner lives of its contributors. Perhaps we are set in our ways through the books that we’ve loved. The book mentioned to a young Harry Mathews at a grown-up cocktail party, for example, infected his imagination so seriously that many years later, he tracked it down. And stole it. The primer called I Want to Go to School, published by the People’s Publishing House of China, set Anchee Min in the direction of her writing life. One book enumerates a system of imaginary knowledge. Another causes a journey. There are lost survival manuals and lost warnings.

Like the magazine itself, our anthology is a conversation. Michael Helm remembers a book of poetry by Philip Levine, while Levine remembers another book of poetry. Eden Robinson writes about awakening to science fiction as a teenager in Kitamaat Village. Others write of Shangri-La and Islandia. Rudy Wiebe describes the strange foretelling of his sister’s death. Russell Banks discovers a lost companion to Graham Greene’s Journey Without Maps, and Cassandra Pybus writes of a lost partner to Elizabeth Smart’s By Grand Central Station I Sat Down and Wept. Caryl Phillips conjures Orson Welles; W. S. Merwin digs up an archeological classic; and Nancy Huston recalls a knell unheard. And, reminding us of the whole enterprise of writing in the first place, Laird Hunt quotes Borges on “a certain class of objects, very rare, that are brought into being by hope.” A perfect description of this anthology about books we have loved and lost and loved again.

—The Editors, Brick: A Literary Journal


Margaret Atwood

Doctor Glas—Hjalmar Söderberg


Now I sit at my open window, writing—for whom? Not for any friend or mistress. Scarcely for myself, even. I do not read today what I wrote yesterday; nor shall I read this tomorrow. I write simply so my hand can move, my thoughts move of their own accord. I write to kill a sleepless hour. Why can’t I sleep? After all, I’ve committed no crime.



THIS SHORT, ASTONISHING NOVEL arrived in the mail a couple of years ago, sent by Swedish friends who ferret in secondhand bookstores in search of Swedish books in translation which they think I might like. They were spot-on with this one.

Doctor Glas was first published in 1905 and caused a scandal then, in Sweden, for reasons that had to do with its handling of those two scandalous items, sex and death—not to mention their subsets, abortion and euthanasia. The version I have is a tattered paperback from 1970, a reissue of a 1963 translation—published, I suppose, to coincide with a film based on it, directed incidentally by Mai Zetterling. On the back of my copy are various encomiums, from the Observer, the Guardian, the Sunday Telegraph, the Glasgow Herald—“a masterpiece,” “the most remarkable book of the year,” and so forth. Still, as far as I know, Doctor Glas has long been out of print, at least in its English version.

The narrator of Doctor Glas is Doctor Glas, a thirtyish man whose journal we hypocrites lecteurs read over his shoulder as he composes it. His is the remarkable yet unnervingly familiar voice we follow in its reflections, its prevarications, its self-denunciations, its boredoms, its wistfulness, its lyrical praises or splenetic denunciations of the weather. A romantic idealist turned solitary and sad, afflicted with fin-de-siècle malaise, pestered by thoughts of Darwin and duty, Baudelaire and escapism, the longing for love and action, and the sceptical inertia of his age, unable to fall in love except with women who are in love with someone else, infested by his own unconscious—of which he is fitfully conscious—he offers both the candid transparency and the narcissism his surname would suggest.

However, it’s no accident that his second name is Gabriel, for he is tempted to play Angel of Life to a beautiful woman who arrives at his surgery one day begging for his help. Ignorant of what marriage entails, she has allowed herself to be pawned off on a “respectable” but morally and physically loathsome clergyman. The help she wants from Glas is freedom from this troll’s sexual attentions, which she finds repugnant in the extreme—especially since she is having an affair with another man. Doctor Glas takes pity on her and invents a disease for her, and lies to the husband about it for her sake. Thus it begins. Angels can of course be angels of death as well as of life, and doctors are very conveniently situated for this role. I won’t spoil the plot by telling what happens next, but it’s a cunning triple-tied knot.

Doctor Glas is deeply unsettling, in the way certain dreams are—or, no coincidence, certain films by Bergman, who must have read it. It moves from the sordid to the banal to the anxiously surreal to the visionary with economy and impressive style. A few years earlier and it would never have been published; a few years later and it would have been dubbed a forerunner of stream-of-consciousness. It occurs on the cusp of our century, opening doors we’ve been opening ever since.


And now, as I sit at my open window, writing this by a flickering candle—I detest touching oil lamps and my housekeeper is sleeping too soundly after her funeral coffee and cakes for me to have the heart to wake her—now, as the candleflame flutters in the draught and my shadow shivers and flutters like the flame on the wallpaper, as if trying to come to life—now I think of Hans Andersen and his tale of the shadow. And it seems to me I am the shadow who wished to become a man.




Murray Bail

The Fish Can Sing—Halldor Laxness
Frost—Thomas Bernhard
The Private Diaries of Stendhal—Stendhal

ANY NOVEL WHICH HAS as its first sentence “A wise man once said that next to losing its mother, there is nothing more healthy for a child than to lose its father” immediately stamps the author as one above the ordinary. From those words, enough to make all good people blink, or at least sit up and think, Halldor Laxness’s The Fish Can Sing (Methuen, 1966) grows, and turns deeper and deeper, leading the reader into a new, entirely convincing world—a small world, mostly on the outskirts of Reykjavik, as if that matters, where memorable events unfold, concentrating on a small group of indelible characters. It is a novel (a world) that transmits something of the wonder of life, its strangeness, its goodness, occasions for stubbornness, and the stoicism of people—of people everywhere—at times very funny, which further deepens the “human-ness.” It is written in a calm manner, to just the right length. The Fish Can Sing has been out of print for about thirty years. Perhaps the title is the trouble—a publisher’s stumbling block? Is there a slightly frosty condescension towards anything written in a place as small and sparse as Iceland, better known for producing cod? Inevitably though, such a work of wonder will, as this small recommendation shows, attract readers, and give this work of art its “second life.”

I would like to see Thomas Bernhard’s 1965 first novel, Frost, translated and placed on the shelves of bookstores everywhere. Of course I haven’t actually read it—it’s in German—but by now it must be plain to even the most casual page-turner that anything by Bernhard is worth reading. There will always be something there. He is fearless, far from trivial, very strong and urgent in what he says. Although Bernhard writes in the first person, his novels are mercifully not self-confessional, let alone melodramatic or breathless, and that’s refreshing enough. He also is appallingly funny. The one weakness is that after putting down a Thomas Bernhard book most other novels seem feeble and unnecessary. It would be interesting to see in his first work, Frost, how it all began.

If this survey is confined to the twentieth century, Stendhal does not qualify; yet his self-obsession (although he was extremely wary of the first-person “I”) is peculiarly modern. Besides, it is a scandal that The Private Diaries of Stendhal (Gollanz) has been out of print for verging on fifty years; to my knowledge there has never even been a paperback. As always the reader is quickly involved in Stendhal’s happiness, or rather, his quest for it. In part, this explains the marvellous intimacy of style, a tossed-off quality, as though he is confiding, not really composing, a book. And it is as if we readers are actually looking over his shoulder.

The diaries begin:


“I’m undertaking to write the history of my life day by day. I don’t know whether I’ll have the fortitude to carry out this plan, which I already started in Paris. There’s a mistake in French already; there will be a lot more, because I’m making it a rule not to stand on ceremony and never to erase …”



He is forever scrutinizing his emotions. Much of his diary is spent analyzing his progress in seducing such and such a woman in society, usually where he went wrong. And there is an amazing scene in Moscow, with Napoleon, looking on as the old city is torched by the retreating Russians, and Stendhal interrupting his description to record a toothache.


Russell Banks

Too Late to Turn Back—Barbara Greene

IN 1936, BARBARA GREENE, a twenty-two-year-old, slightly ditzy, naive, and utterly charming Londoner, a socialite some eight or nine years younger than her dour, somewhat secretive, literary cousin, Graham, agreed to join Greene on a walk from Sierra Leone across the vast uncharted jungle of Liberia. While drinking champagne together at a London party, Greene had confessed that he could find no one to join him. “I agreed at once. It sounded fun. Liberia, wherever it was, had a jaunty sound about it. Liberia! The more I said it to myself the more I liked it.” She never says why Greene was making this months-long walk through a trackless equatorial jungle, nor does he, but we can guess that he was on a British espionage mission to observe the movements of Germany’s colonial and military operations in West Africa. They brought plenty of quinine and several cases of Scotch and many cartons of tinned meat which they came to loathe. For her, it began as a lark, but soon it was too late to turn back—thus the title. She kept a journal and made herself into a shrewd, careful, compassionate observer of both her cousin the writer and Liberia. When she returned to London, a much wiser woman than before, she wrote her modest book, which is an intimate, brilliant portrait of Graham Greene as a young, angst-ridden, Catholic adventurer. Not incidentally, it is also a firsthand, first-rate description of a people and place that had not been described in detail before by any European. She turned out to be surprisingly tough, both physically and mentally, and the trek turned out to be nightmarish and cruel. She also happened to become, in the process, a fine writer of English prose, although I don’t believe she ever wrote another book. Graham Greene wrote his own version of the trek, Journey Without Maps, in which he mentions his cousin by name only once and, as Paul Theroux points out in his introduction to Too Late to Turn Back, refers to her in passing as “my cousin” barely eleven times in three hundred pages. His book is still very much in print (Penguin). As far as I know, Barbara Greene’s much better book was last published (with Theroux’s fine introduction) in 1981 by Settle and Bendall (UK) and is now out of print. The great pleasure is to read them in tandem, his first, then hers.


Christian Bök

Codex Seraphinianus—Luigi Serafini

THE CODEX SERAPHINIANUS BY Luigi Serafini is an otherworldly encyclopedia—an incunabulum, bequeathed to us by some monk from a fantastic monastery in an alternate dimension.

Steve McCaffery, the avant-garde poet, introduced me to this marvellous catalogue years ago during one of my visits to his private library. This book enthralled me more than any of the other illuminated manuscripts in his collection. The cover of the black folio depicted a mattress, upon which two lovers, embracing, fused slowly together, until they formed a crocodile, crawling off the bed. I opened the book to discover a florilegium of pastel images, all of them captioned by an alien genre of cursive writing—meticulous arabesques, vaguely reminiscent of Sinhalese alphabets. I saw numerous diagrams depicting a variety of surreal objects in cartoonish landscapes: eyeball eggshells hatching into eyeglasses; serpent shoelaces latching onto ankleflesh—even an automobile melting into a white sticky gum, covered with house-flies. I had never before seen such a wilfully quixotic picture-book—and I spent hours thereafter, poring over the colourful menagerie of mutant animals and hybrid devices.

The Codex is a work of natural history, more bizarre than any treatise by Linnaeus or Alembert, since the Codex functions as a pataphysical extravagance, describing an arcane system of imaginary knowledge (not unlike a genre of science fiction, which shows science itself to be a fiction). The Codex summarizes the secret wisdom of a mythic empire: its alchemy, its zoology, its physics, its poetics. The book depicts an eerie world of oneiric madness: yarnballs walking on two legs through sunny gardens; umbrellas walking on two legs through rainy streets. A pedestrian, seemingly acephalic, steps onto a leopardskin rug, only to explode into the form of a jaguar. A man, whose head is a weathervane, turns his gaze to follow a leaf blown away upon an autumn breeze. A skywriting helicopter spray-paints the clouds with a knotted rainbow. A crystal galleon sails upon a tradewind generated by its own bellows. A reader of such a lavish volume quickly embarks upon a tour of exotic wonders and poetic marvels.

The Codex calls to mind the enigma of the Voynich Manuscript—a treatise attributed to the medieval sorcerer Roger Bacon, who appears to have drawn pictures not only of unknown flora and bizarre fauna, but of amoebic bacilli and stellar nebulae—phenomena depicted by him long before the invention of magnifiers and telescopes (and to this day, not even the most renowned cryptographers with the most advanced supercomputers have deciphered this ciphertext). Like the Voynich Manuscript, the Codex invites cryptanalysis. The signs used in the nonsensical calligraphy do demonstrate a statistical recurrence, whose patterns evoke a sense of grammatical rationalism. The book provides an image of a Rosetta Stone that might aid in translation, yet the accompanying, hieroglyphic text is itself untranslatable. The book implies that language itself acts as a wanton entity, its graffiti engraved everywhere throughout a protean reality (be it in the twists of a root or in the cracks of a wall)—and under magnification, the cursive writing on the page reveals itself to be a current full of fish or a highway full of cars. The letters of the text float away on little dirigibles or float down on little parachutes.

Douglas R. Hofstadter (in his Metamagical Themas) has remarked that the unearthliness of this book instills unease, if not terror, in many of his friends who peruse it, since the book appears to suggest that our quotidian existence may dissolve at any moment into something monstrous. The Codex calls to mind the story by Borges about the fictional cosmology of Tlön—an unreal domain that steadily replaces the actual cosmos, as more and more people, reading about the universe of Tlön, forfeit their memories of the Real: “Already a fictitious past occupies in our memories the place of another, a past of which we know nothing with certainty—not even that it is false.” The Codex aspires to convince us that its psychedelic dreamscapes are far more substantive than our own environment, and I often feel, when I flip through this book, that I risk looking up to find myself teleported to the twilight zone of Dementia Five—unable to return.

I have looked everywhere for a copy of this rare book, but I have never found it in stock at any of the antiquarian booksellers in town, and I think that, among my friends in the avant-garde community, no other literary treasure has grown to become so coveted a possession.


Roo Borson

Glimpses of World History—Jawaharlal Nehru

“I DO NOT KNOW when or where these letters will be published, or whether they will be published at all, for India is a strange land to-day and it is difficult to prophesy.” Thus begins Glimpses of World History, a volume of collected letters written originally for a single reader, the daughter of Jawaharlal Nehru, by Nehru himself, though it is also easy, with a figure like Nehru, to imagine him writing intimate letters to his daughter all the while feeling History looking over his shoulder—just as it is hard to imagine Virginia Woolf setting down her neat turns of wit in the diaries without Literary History in mind. Nonetheless these “glimpses,” being addressed to a single reader, are in effect addressed to every single reader: Nehru takes you by the hand on every page as though you were his little daughter, and shows you the wide world bit by bit, beginning with the beginnings of life on Earth and ending near the ends of the earth, or at least one of its endings: the fearsome politics leading into World War II. The letters were written from various prisons, where Nehru was allowed almost no contact with his family, which accounts for some of the intimacy of the tone; the rest is accounted for not only by fatherly feeling but by Nehru’s situation: he was one of the rare figures who, by predilection, intellect and position, was able—literally in the world as well as in words—to compose world history and hand it on to his daughter. He lived, unlike most of us, in a society that he had a hand in shaping; so-called “current events” were intimate to him, and their being so made all of the past, and all possible futures, personal affairs.

The collection of letters was revised for publication, but retains the mood of being spoken lovingly to one person. It is remarkable as a “history” in part because it presupposes no historical knowledge on the part of the reader—meant, as it was, as an educational introduction to the political history of the world for one who had only recently entered it, told in the form of true stories by a father to a daughter. The preface to the original English edition is dated January 1, 1934; the copy I grew up with was published in the U.S. in 1942, bought used, and bears the inscription “Happy New Year, 1947” from my mother to my father, as my family was beginning its postwar life, when I was not yet born, and in a time when “today” was not yet written as a single word.


Robert Boyers

Malina—Ingeborg Bachmann

FOR ALMOST A DECADE I’ve been recommending and teaching a book that remains in print but is read by almost no one in the English-speaking countries. Neither is it available in bookstores: not in Cambridge, Massachusetts, or Greenwich Village, not in Toronto or Berkeley, California. The “lost classic” is a novel called Malina, by the Austrian writer Ingeborg Bachmann, who died in 1973 and is remembered, if at all, as a short-story writer and poet.

Malina is a first-person novel told by an “unknown woman,” a writer who is more than a little bit mad and more than a little bit brilliant. She lives with a man named Malina on a nondescript Viennese side-street which happens also to be the address of her sometime-lover Ivan. Nothing she tells us about herself quite explains how she came to be what she is, but we are tempted throughout the novel to suppose that her problems have much to do with men. What makes the novel so refreshing and chastening and surprising is that it never permits us to be comfortable with such a reading. For every suggestion that the unknown woman is a victim of particular men—her father, a lover who bites her shoulder—or of various patriarchal institutions—language, the postal service, pervasive spectres of violence—there are other indications that the woman herself is too smart to blame what she is—or not for very long—on clearly identifiable persons or on one-dimensional “impersonal” factors. When the woman herself says that “Fascism is the first thing in the relation between men and women,” she quickly reminds us—and herself—that she says many different things without committing fully to any of them. Often her assertions are so sweeping and hysterical, so exaggerated and without qualification, that it is impossible to suppose that she intends us to believe them. No doubt there is a sense in which she does truly believe that men are a “disease,” but she also loves particular men, and we are not surprised to learn that the man named Malina offers her consistently sound advice on how best to defend herself—not only against men, but against her own relentless delusions of weakness and victimization.

Malina is not an easy or comforting book. It is rife with anomaly and grievance, with paradox and hysteria. When it is determined to be positive, to renounce perversity and malice, it mistrusts its own tender sentiments and reverts more or less inevitably to its characteristic accent: a compound of the desperate and the accusatory. Occasionally fabulistic and escapist, the novel is more usually apocalyptic and prophetic.

There are those, in German and Austrian literary circles especially, who think Malina a feminist novel, and it does surely have more eccentric and provocative things to say about women than most other books any of us can name, though it gives no support to any position, and advances no ideological premise on which any clear-sighted reader would rely. It seems that Bachmann intends to speak of women generally; her character does attribute to men the things that men do, and to women the propensity to receive and suffer. But the book is full of thwarted dreams and many varieties of sensory assault, and there are compelling passages in the novel that assert the anomalous character of this particular woman’s experience, the obvious unreliability of her insights. If Bachmann intended her unknown woman to speak for women in general, we wonder, why did she take pains to make her hysterical and repellent, a figure unable—though by no means unwilling—to participate in the ordinary, consoling affairs of her world?

Of course, with a novel like Malina there are no easy or certain answers. Bachmann writes with the ferocity and subversive self-doubt of a person who feels herself to be going under and wishes somehow to hang on, though she mistrusts even her own instinct to stay afloat. Her unknown woman subjects everything she touches to mockery or to corrosive disbelief. When she imagines herself—briefly, plausibly—contented, she thinks of her condition as “happy, happy, happy,” which is to say absurdly, impossibly, idiotically deluded. Every thought of freedom is immediately associated with the prospect of subjugation, as pleasure is associated at once with suffering, intimacy with dependence. When her friend/lover/protector/tormentor Malina seems to her most intimidating, which is to say, most powerful, even “omniscient,” he is also most apt to offer her what she needs to survive. Encouragement, when there is any, comes usually in a form that bespeaks menace, or at least protracted suffering, as in “Here there is only war” or “Just learn a new style of struggle” or “You should now go neither forward nor back.”

We are amazed at how deeply these formulations seem to us, quite as they are intended, both terrifying and consoling: terrifying because they eliminate any possibility of a hopefulness based on delusion, and consoling because they derive so entirely from an understanding of the person to whom they are addressed. The unknown woman has spent much of her life wishing to be other than what she is, and has blamed the world and men and “universal prostitution” and herself for her own failure to achieve an equilibrium that, in her most lucid moments, she knows to be spurious and, for her at least, neither possible nor desirable. It is the great achievement of Bachmann’s novel to suggest that hope sometimes looks like despair, that the ability to stop willing what cannot be willed is often the most important step in the restoration of sanity and the reassertion of strength. There is nothing in the least programmatic or therapeutic in these discoveries, but they come upon us with the force of genuine revelation. Part “love story,” part “detective novel,” “epic poem,” “opera” and, as one astute critic has observed, “psychoanalytic case study,” Malina is a singularly rich and troubling work.


Brian Brett

Classics Revisited—Kenneth Rexroth

WHAT IS A CLASSIC? This is a question considered decades ago by the former vaudeville actor and poet Kenneth Rexroth, in a series of essays begun in 1964 and continued until his death in 1982. The essays were finally compiled in Classics Revisited (and its sequel More Classics Revisited).

Cheeky and loopy, opinionated and diverse, these brief sallies are the most delicious outline of a literary canon I’ve ever encountered—mostly because Rexroth didn’t intend to outline a canon. Instead, they are an appreciation of the human condition, including everything from the Kalevala to Stendhal to Gilgamesh to Sei Shõnagon. Rexroth was a self-educated man (he called universities “fog factories”) who’d broken out of the Eurocentric vision long before the term was invented.

What makes the book so different, so delightful, so unpompous, is Rexroth’s crusty common sense and knack for metaphor, as when he discusses Julius Caesar’s style: “The simple nouns and verbs carom off each other like billiard balls,” or his legendary remark on the prose of Tacitus: “a style like a tray of dental instruments.”

Classics Revisited, though now reprinted, is seldom mentioned by today’s more academic critics, and good translations of several of the works discussed are also still difficult to find. Outlaw books, old standards, they remain lost in the worst sense.

I first stumbled upon Classics Revisited when I was twenty-two years old, broke and brokenhearted, on my way home in the winter of 1972, having fled a doomed love affair in Oaxaca. I arrived in Santa Barbara. The hitchhiking was bad; clusters of hippies were stranded on a road still blooming with sixties strangeness and wild rumours about Route 101, tales of rednecks seeking longhairs to beat up, or victims getting acid slipped into their food and being used for weird sex. And everyone was searching for Nirvana, or at least fun. The full lusciousness of life lay ahead on that road.

Then I saw the phone booth and remembered that the fabled mountain-climbing anarchist poet Kenneth Rexroth lived in Santa Barbara. To my amazement, I found his name in the phone book. I dialled the number. A gruff voice answered: “Hello.”

“Hello, is this Kenneth Rexroth?”

“Yes.”

“My name is Brian Brett. I’m a poet from Canada and I just wanted to phone and tell you I’ve read your work and admire it.”

There was a deadly pause, an embarrassing silence. Finally, that bear of a voice said: “Waaallllll, c’mon up then.”

I stayed for a week. We discussed T’ang dynasty poets, potato peddling, Hermes Trismegistus, vaudeville techniques, Ezra Pound’s looniness and brilliance, Kropotkin’s theories of mutual aid, Ono Komachi’s love life and the failings of the counterculture. Nearly everything he addressed in Classics Revisited.

I left with my head in the clouds. So this was literature. Sure, he could be a terrible crank with a hiatus hernia and a tendency to grumble, but behind him was a dream, a world literature full of dignity and indignities, surprises and horrors and magic. An elegant dream, indeed.

My first copy of Classics Revisited is long gone now. Dozens borrowed it, anyone with the hunger. I bought several more copies and gave them away. If I was going to define how to look at literature, Classics Revisited would be that definition—it’s a great core, maybe with the addition of a few translations of aboriginal literatures to round it out. It should be given to every first year university student in every discipline. Freely, the way I was given the generous grace of his home, the chance to sit alone on his porch one night—reading earlier versions of those essays—the doorway to a thrilling world.

At the end of my visit I stood skinny under an overweight backpack, more than a thousand miles ahead of me. I was still full of desire for a lost woman named Goodheart. Rexroth’s last, rueful words as he recognized my sadness caught me off guard. “There’s love on every trolley car.” He winked at me and shut the door. It was a typical Rexroth line—open to all kinds of interpretations, some ugly and some beautiful, and I certainly lingered on them.


Natalee Caple

Capital of Pain—Paul Éluard

CAPITAL OF PAIN IS A BOOK of surrealist poetry by Paul Éluard. It’s a tall, narrow white book that never fits on my shelves properly. I found it in the woody sanctuary of Annex Books on Bathurst, in the winter that my Grandy was dying. The title of the book is lettered in fuchsia over a black line drawing of Paul Éluard’s head by Pablo Picasso. Monsieur Éluard bears a resemblance to one of Señor Picasso’s ex-wives. The book was printed in Japan and when I first opened the pale, narrow cover I was startled to see the crimson double endpapers beneath the milky French flaps. The endpapers are printed with a bookplate design made by Max Ernst as a gift to Éluard. The bookplate depicts a black entanglement of doves, clashing with opened wings in the centre of the red page between the handwritten words Apres moi le sommeil. I held the pages open for minute after minute. It cost too much and I was poor. So I bought it because it was beautiful, to cheer myself up. I took it home and read it for the first time in bed. I was wearing my green pyjamas. My black cat lay asleep on my chest with her head on my shoulder, and my tortoiseshell cat lay over my legs. It was the middle of the afternoon.

In his preface to the book, translator Richard Weisman describes an “oneiric world” in the middle of Paris dreamt
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