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Dedicated in memorium to Maggie Estep, John S. Hall, and Matthew Courtney. 

I feel honoured and gratefull to have performed with you in NYC in 1987. 

 

I was surprised earlier this month, when rob mclennan proposed publishing a 20th 

anniversary edition of my illustrated poetry chapbook Tribeca. He requested that I write 

this Afterword. 

 

Most of my Tribeca poems were written in New York City in Fall 1987, 30 years ago, 

while I was a curatorial intern at the New Museum of Contemporary Art as a chosen 

part of my Nova Scotia College of Art and Designõs final year of BFA studies. 

 

 in tribecañthe triangle below 

 canal street between broadway and 

 

 avenue of the americasñin nscadõs 

 walker street loft   exterminator 

 

 chili on the corner   storefront 

production of anton checkovõs the cherry 

 

orchard a few doors down   twila tharpõs 
current or former dance studio upstairs  

(Casemate Poems (Collected) p 41) 

 

I worked several under-the-table part-time jobs, including in PS 122 Gallery, and as an 

assistant to a sculptor in that former school, because my awarded off-campus 

scholarship had not arrived. I also became a petition target for local social activists 

whenever I wore an òIllegal Alien Residentó T-shirt bought at a market booth in SoHo.  

 

My poems written in situ, along with art I made, and all that I photographed there, were 

the base for my required monthly reports on my art + activities to my academic 

supervisor, and they also contributed to the initial three issues of New Muse of 

Contempt, my instant poetry and art zine, and to other publications. In the Poetry Halifax 

Dartmouth issue of April 1988 I wrote:  

  

Joe Blades 



 

 

 

òé if Tuesday afternoon you went the Greenwich House Seniors Center 

Writing Group, you would then have to decide whether to go to The 

New Press Open at 116 & Broadway, or go over to Maxwellõs in 

Hoboken, that evening. And at either one, youõll meet poets that might 

also be at Centerfold Friday night, at the Back Fence Sunday afternoon, 

or at ABC no rio Open Mic/Cabaret marathon Sunday evenings éand 

donõt forget about Caf® Bustelo, Circle Arts Performance Nights, Caf® 

Elysian, Saint Markõs Poetry Project, PS 122, Barrow Street Poets, The 

Ear Inn, Knitting Factory, etc éó (p 2). 

 

Looking at these poems now, as well as related ones, I keep returning to the Delany 

quote at the front of this chapbook. I believe these poems contribute to a portrait of 

New York in 1987, and that they still share a story of that place and time. More people 

dream of going to New York than actually do. I have done some edits to some of the 
poems herein but essentially they remain the same. What has changed is not even 

mentioned herein: fall of the towers, waterfront condo(m) developments in Halifax, etc. 

Twenty years is considered a generation. Wow! Time enough for so much to change. 

What will anyone think or feel about these poems today? Except for my ongoing use of 

manual typewriters, this piece excepted, what do I do now?  

 

Joe Blades 

Fredericton, NB 

August 2017 

 

THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 2, 2017 

new from above/ground press: Tribeca: Twentieth Anniversary Edition, by Joe Blades 

http://abovegroundpress.blogspot.ca/2017/11/new-from-aboveground-press-tribeca.html 
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For reasons unfathomable to me, rob mclennan has been holding space for my poetry 

for over twenty years. He is and has been one of the most dedicated community 

members I have ever encountered. above/ground press cherishes the writers published 

ð gifts them with affection and brings them to the party. robõs indefatigueable 

production of writing across numerous genres has earned him awards and attention 

over decades, all of which are well deserved. Equally, but for far less gain, rob has 

reviewed, anthologized, interviewed and published hundreds of his peers. He takes with 

him wherever he goes a magnanimous welcome to others. 

 

These decades that we have been friends and colleagues passed like a fireworks show, 

bright and loud years, arresting news after arresting news, and then all in the past, in the 

dark, at such speed. I am very grateful for robõs request to republish these poems and it 

does feel like looking through a family photo album. I feel nostalgic about the Natalee in 

these poems, her sadness at the end of a marriage, her fears laid delicately across lines 
that remain devoted to evading confession. Her adoring of people who hurt her, her 

unambiguous love of Surrealism, her tics ð references to birds, horses, hope. Was I 

really that gentle once? Was I really so sure I could keep love from disappearing even if I 

could not stay in-love? What a dope. 

 

Still, there is something unfettered in our earliest works, something in the boldness of 

just trying to do something to see if you can ð can I write a poem ð a short story ð a 

novel? There is something wonderful in the lack of skill ð a kind of openness and 

enthusiasm and something else . . . what is it? I can see here some of the traits that 

would become characteristic of my work ð moving from the macro (I donõt believe in a 

soul) to the micro (I believe in coat buttons / the pushing them through buttonholes). 

My faith in the camaraderie of animals be they black cats or red spaniels -- that remains 

unchanged. I see the superstitiousness I long denied in myself ð how I look for òburied 

good luck signs,ó and traces of who was here before me. This Natalee seems 

tremendously sweet to me, though I remember that she was not always sweet, she was 

also depressed and hurt and angry and there were deep fissures in her confidence that 

still ache from time to time. 

  

Natalee Caple 



 

 

 

What more is there to say when you put down a memory? That was a long time ago 

and now I live in a house with my books, children, my husband, two dogs (the old dog is 

dying). I remember the earliest days of my career through these poems. Some nights 

when I was up late drinking on a rooftop with new friends I felt like I was at the 

beginning of really becoming someone I wanted to meet. Other nights I lived with a 

mean stranger. Maybe I still have the best of that Nataleeõs uncomplicated gentleness 

somewhere in my work. I sort of hope never to see her again. But then, dope that she 

was, she gave me everything. 

 

 

Natalee Caple 

November 2017 

 

 
 

From the chapbook The Appetites of Tiny Hands: Twentieth Anniversary Edition 

(above/ground press, November 2017).  

 

https://abovegroundpress.blogspot.ca/2017/11/new-from-aboveground-press-appetites-

of.html  
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Interview with Gil McElroy: Conspiracy & Community  
 

 

April 15, 2015 | White Water Gallery 

 

Doyali Islam curated and hosted North Bayõs Conspiracy of 3 Literary Reading Series from 

March 2013 to April 2015. A live conversation, which took place after series-founder Gil 

McElroyõs featured reading, was recorded and has been transcribed below. Conspiracy of 3 

acknowledges the Canada Council for the Arts funding that it received for 2014 and 2015. 

Conspiracy of 3õs current curator and host is Laurie Kruk. 

 
Doyali Islam:  Gil, can you tell me how and why Conspiracy of 3 was founded? 

 

Gil McElroy:  Itõs actually about White Water Gallery, oddly enough, I suppose. Not 

oddly enough, but, my involvement with White Water Gallery goes back to 1979 when 

Ié Ken Stange and I were approached byé Ken actuallyé I was just on the periphery 

then; I was involved with Nebula Magazine, helping Ken with the magazine. He was 

approached by White Water Gallery to do literary things at the gallery and developed a 

reading series there. I was eventually hired on by White Water to do public relations 

and non-visual-arts events like the literary reading series. So that was my first occasion 

for that, in becoming involved in organizing literary readings. And I wrote for the North 

Bay Nugget doing reviews of things ð of shows at the gallery and the literary readings we 

had there.  

 

The series ð after I got turfed from the Gallery ð a series was developed at a place 

called, upstairs at, Rosenbergõs, if anyone remembers Rosenbergõs Menswear downtown. 

Second floor, large space, was given over to doing activities, and I developed a reading 

series there. bp ð I brought bpNichol up for a reading, which was absolutely amazing and 

which was life-changing for me, because he became a presence in my life after that.  

Eventually Rosenbergõs folded, and in the late 19[8]0s ð probably 1988, I think ð at the 

Lionõs Heart Pub over on Worthington Street, the owners of the pub wanted to have 

something going on in the pub upstairs, on the second floor, so I took it upon [myself] 

to organize literary readings. And they were interested enough in this to actually 

contribute money to it, so they gave me money which I was able to give to the readers 

and used to do things like posters, but most of it went to the readers.  

  

Doyali Islam 
 

https://www.facebook.com/the.conspiracy.of.three/
http://canadacouncil.ca/
http://www.nipissingu.ca/about-us/people/Pages/Laurie-Kruk.aspx
http://www.bpnichol.ca/


 

 

 

I originally called it ôGang of Four,õ and the very first reading was ôThe Gang of Four,õ and 

as soon as it happened, I knew right away that four was too many people, one right after 

another. But four was too many. And I thought, three would work. And as I was 

standing there, we were listening to the last writer finish. Sharon Wright was then the 

director of White Water Gallery, was sitting beside me. And I wondered, òWhatõs a 

ôthreeõ? Itõs a ôgangõ of four. Whatõs a ôthree?õó So I leaned down and asked her, and she 

said, òItõs a ôconspiracy.õó So we have Sharon Wright to credit for the name of the 

series.  

 

We got Canada Council funding, and we brought in outside readers, as well, but it was 

always about the writers in the community. And it was always about the fact that you 

should get paid for your work. It wasnõt very damn much, but it would buy you a beer, if 

not a couple. But it was something. And like I said, the owners of the pub believed 

enough in the seriesé Well, they made money on this for Godõs sake, so they gave 
some of it back. They were very gracious that way. And in September of 1990, I left 

North Bay to move to Halifax where my then-wife was going to school at Nova Scotia 

College of Art ad Design, and I passed along the reins to Ian McCulloch, and that was 

where I ended my involvement. 

 

DI:  So thatõs interesting that now, in 2015, weõve kind of come full circle, and weõre 

back at the White Water Gallery ð albeit, in a different location, but ð  

 

GM: Absolutely. Absolutely. White Water Galleryé I donõt know how many 

incarnations weõve seen it through. Good lord. Itõs been around the block. But itõs still 

here. Thatõs a great thing.  

 

DI:  Very Interesting.  

 

GM: Actually, it was in what had been the Lionõs Heart Pubé It was there, long after 

the pub had closed. 

 

DI:  So could you tell me about the early days of Conspiracy of 3. What was the 

atmosphere, the mood, the energy? 

 

GM: It was great. It was very casual. I would do up a really simple collage poster which 

looked like one of the stereotypical ransom notes, you knowé assembling letters. I 

liked that. I did a number of artworks based on that. I had a standard template, and I 

would just throw the letters in and run it off on a photocopier and throw them around 

town as best we could.  

  

http://whitewatergallery.com/


 

 

 

All the readings were taped, with the consent of the readers, and some were at the 

North Bay Public Library. There was an archive of the tapes and some of the 

correspondence, including bpNichol ð which Iõm really sorry I gave to the library; I wish 

I still had it. Thereõs an archive of paper and of audio tapes of both Canada Council-

invited readers and local readers. I still have some tapes of my own at home that I kept, 

but most of them are at the library somewhere. God, I hope so. 

 

DI:  Thatõs amazing. Weõll have to track them down.  

 

GM: Yeah, that would be great. Iõd love to know if theyõre still around, if you can find 

anything to play them on! [audience laughter] 

 

DI: So speaking about early readers, who did the series feature? I think, I think you 

recall telling me Tim Lilburn was one of the readers? 
 

GM: Tim Lilburn ð that was my favourite. It was a great reading. There was a magazine 

which I subscribed to called Writing, and I just adored. It was a great, great, great 

magazine. And one day there was this poem by a poet Iõd never heard of, Tim Lilburn, 

and it just blew me out of the water, and I started calling the operator trying to find 

someone named ôTim Lilburnõ and eventually tracked him down in London, Ontario, and 

he came up to do a Canada-Council-sponsored reading.  I felt veryé In retrospect I was 

very embarrassed. I said, òAre you in the Canada Council? Are you a Canada-Council-

sponsored reader?ó é [He said,] òYes, Iõve got a couple books out,ó which I didnõt 

know at the timeé There was no Google then, and literary books were hard to findé 

But oh, that poem was an amazingé I just had to have him here. And I would love to 

hear the audio tape again, because I asked him to read the poem that was in Writing that 

I had fallen in love with. And I saw him years later at St. Maryõs university in Halifax, and 

I was thrilled that he remembered me. He recognized me in the audience. He 

remembered the reading. That, that was my favourite.  

 

Ageé Iõm forgetting names of writersé Ottawaé Thereõs an Ottawa writer whose 

name ð oh, Mark Frutkin ð Ottawa-based writer of literary non-fiction and poetry ð was 

another one of the writers we had [that] Canada Council brought in. But mostly the 

focus was oné It was always nice to have the outside reader come in, but it was also a 

really important community, like youõre still doing now. Thereõs a literary community 

here. So, it was important to reflect that and have people from the community 

participating. Couldnõt pay them Canada Council money, but we could buy them a beer 

for doing that. 

 

DI:  Do you have any other anecdotes that youõd like to share ð relevant ones?! 

  

http://www.bpnichol.ca/
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http://www.markfrutkin.com/


 

 

 

GM: I went for a walk with Dermot before the reading and somebody mentioned 

something that had happened. I think it was the second literary series I ran. I invited a 

writer up from southwestern Ontario, I believe. I think it was southwestern Ontario. 

He was gonna fly in, and Ken Stange and I went up for the afternoon flight and he wasnõt 

on it. So there was another flight a little later on in the day. Ken had a car; I didnõt. We 

drove back up to pick him up again, and he wasnõt on that flight either. At that time you 

could actually ask Air Canada to give you some information about people, and we did. 

We found out that he wasnõt on the flight, and there was no record of him anywhere. 

We ended up eventuallyé The short version was heõd flown to Thunder Bay. It was a 

huge stink. We called his wife. We did find out that somebody by that name had flown 

to Thunder Bay. We called his wife and said, òWhat the hellõs he doing there?!ó So she 

knew where he was supposed to be, and he had received written correspondence 

saying where he was supposed to be, and I guess he hadnõt read things carefully enough, 

and heõd flown to Thunder Bay. [é] That may have torpedoed that series. I canõt 
remember. We might have gone on after that, but it certainly put a major nail in the 

coffin of the reading series. So that was the one I remember the most. And someone 

else remembered that, too, and brought it up while we were walking along the lake. 

òUh, I heard this story aboutéó òYes, it happened. Itõs true. He did fly to Thunder Bay.ó 

That was the most embarrassing.  

 

DI:  So, Gil, Iõm about to hand over my curatorial and hosting duties, but what do you 

hope for the Conspiracy of 3 looking towards the future into hopefully more decades? 

What do you hope? 

 

GM: Look at this. Look at what youõve got. Look at whoõs here. Look at all the people 

here. John, this would have filled up the room at the Lionõs Heart. é Thereõs no way all 

of you could have fit in that. So look at this. This is great. Thereõs a literary community 

in North Bay. [é] This reflects well on the literary community in North Bay of which I 

was once proud ð very proud ð to be a part, and which I miss very much. 

 

DI:  Well, speaking of great distances, I think Iõll just close by saying thank you for 

coming here tonight, and on behalf of Canada Council, which is funding this reading, and 

on behalf of everyone here, just a huge thank you for coming and for sharing part of 

your history with us. 

 

In loving memory of Ken Stange (1946 - 2016) 

  



 

 

 

 
  



 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Gil McElroy is a poet, visual artist, and critic currently living in Colborne, Ontario. 

 

  

https://doyalifarahislam.com/
http://talonbooks.com/authors/gil-mcelroy


 

 

Review: Kaveh Akbar, Calling a Wolf a Wolf 
 

 

Alice James Books, 201 

 

Kaveh Akbarõs first book of poems, Calling a Wolf a Wolf, is so consistently dazzling and 

full of wild delight that a reviewer overwhelmed by its beauty can crack the book open 

to any page, jab a finger inside, and be rewarded with a fireworks display of all the 

reasons why Akbarõs poetry is counted among the best being produced anywhere today. 

 

ôReadingõ the book this way is a bit like fishing where the salmon spawn, or being a 
primate in the Brazilian rainforest when the air suddenly turns into a swarming termite 

buffet.  

 

The goods are everywhere. 

 

To test this theory, I close my eyes and end up on p. 35, midway through òWhat Seems 

Like Joyó: 

 

      Iôve been so young for so many years  

itôs all starting to jumble together    joy jewelling copper 

its plink    a throat    sometimes I feel beautiful and near dying 

like a feather on an arrow shot through a neck other times 

I feel tasked only with my own soreness      like a scab on the roof 

of a mouth     
 

Although not particularly representative of the major themes of the book, almost 

everything that seems to make a Kaveh Akbar poem a Kaveh Akbar poem is here: The 

brilliant clarity, energy, and playfulness of his opening gambits (òIõve been so young for 

so many years/itõs all starting to jumble togetheró); the quick, self-mocking allusions to 

his own physical beauty, often as a prelude to a more sustained interest in themes of 

grace and humility; and his nimble production of new verb forms and sound shapes (òjoy 

jewelling copper,ó òits plinkó), among other examples of Akbarõs prodigious gifts for 

poetic invention. 

  

Lee Parpart 



 

 

 

It is humbling and joyful to keep reading and to know that one really can open this book 

to any page and find some equally bravura display of formal and rhetorical precision, 

spiritual searching, and nimble beauty, all working just as organically as this passage does 

in relation to some other set of interests.  

 

Ben Purkart points to Robert Blyõs observations about speed. For Bly, a poet who is 

òleapingó is one who can jump quickly òfrom an object soaked in unconscious substance 

to [one] soaked in conscious psychic substance.ó With this in mind, Purkart asks: òIs 

there a faster mind in American poetry today than Kaveh Akbarõs?ó The answer is 

pretty clearly no.  

 

Speed, of course, can be intoxicating. And it is easy to get drunk not only the book 

itself, but also on the world surrounding Calling a Wolf a Wolf.  

 
As Akbarõs followers on Poetry Twitter well know, this extra-textual world is one of 

daily displays of warmth and support between Akbar and what often seems like the 

entire rest of the contemporary poetry community. It includes Akbarõs daily links to 

other sites, to his own interviews with other poets on Divedapper.com, and a steady 

stream of photographs of Akbar hugging readers in long lineups during his 17-city tour 

for Calling a Wolf a Wolf. For close followers like myself, this surrounding edifice even 

includes fascinating ephemera, such as the wildly affectionate but not even hyperbolic 

Tweets of letters from Akbarõs six-year-old niece (òI love you I love you Everyone in the 

whole world loves youó) and pictures of Akbarõs partner, the superb American poet 

Paige Lewis, of their many poetry friends, of the poetry carnival they host in 

Indianapolis, and of their famous poetry cat, Filfy.  

 

This book and its surrounding infrastructure ð its moat ð induce a kind of ecstasy in 

many a reader and reviewer. 

 

One reader Tweeted that Akbar is òan actual ray of light,ó while the American poet 

Danez Smith has called him òholy.ó  

 

Josh Roark has argued (in Frontier Poetry) that Akbarõs first book òwill stand as a 

defining moment for a new generation of poets,ó who will òlearn to guide themselves 

across the frontier of language by the landmark, tall and bristling with crooked limbs, of 

Calling a Wolf a Wolf.ó 

 

That sounds about right.  

 

On its surface, and in its clear depths, this book explores drunkenness. It investigates 

what happens when a person decides to be drunk or high all the time, and how, at some 

point, that decision ceases to be a decision at all, and becomes an ugly obligation.   



 

 

 

Kaveh Akbar learned about these things the hard way, and Calling a Wolf a Wolf is, on 

one level, his brilliant and heroically honest attempt to chronicle his own odyssey from 

addiction to sobriety. 

 

Like his debut chapbook, Portrait of the Alcoholic (Sibling Rivalry Press, January, 2017), 

Calling a Wolf a Wolf brings a devastating clarity and urgency to the subject of 

addiction. With loping, playful, and self-referential titles like òPortrait of the Alcoholic 

with Home Invader and House Fly,ó òEvery Drunk Wants to Die Sober Itõs How We 

Beat the Game,ó Akbarõs poems explore the losses and isolation associated with 

addiction alongside the spiritual and psychological work of recovery.  

 

The poems make subtle art of their surface narratives, exploring the subject matter of 

chemical dependence and alcoholism through catchy but provocative excavations of 

language and form. Never reductive or utilitarian, this book approaches addiction as a 
complex personal, interpersonal, familial, and theological phenomenon, and understands 

it as a state of being that produces, among other things, acute loneliness.   

 

This impulse to explore the social and cosmological ôworkõ of addiction and recovery is 

powerfully evident in òPortrait of the Alcoholic with Craving,ó a kind of epistolary poem 

that is addressed to the speakerõs own desire for drink and drugs. A type of trickster, 

this craving is willing to òbe anything in the worldó in order to survive within the addict, 

and can hang around for decades, unfed, like bed bugs riding out the apocalypse. In this 

stunning poem, Akbarõs speaker stays alive by striking a fragile détente with an 

embodied craving that continues to dwell inside his brain, treating it òlike a child/put in 

the corner,ó and even acknowledging that the tune it hums is òhalfway lovely.ó 

 

Although confessional at its core, Calling a Wolf a Wolf never lapses into solipsism. This 

book is dedicated to breaking apart ontological certainties (including the will to enact a 

stable self through tropes of recovery) in the act of exploring and renewing the language 

we use to talk about addiction.  

 

Far from a simple cure for a fractured self, sobrietyõs deeply ambiguous compensations 

include the ability to see oneõs own flaws and problems (and the damage one has 

caused) more clearly than the addict could while he or she or they were still drinking 

and taking drugs. Working against the faux stability of its own title, the poem 

òRecoveryó argues (inasmuch as poems ever argue) that sobriety is an òunsteady boató 

that òdrifts awayóña place of uneasy (and unending) reckoning, where òAngostura, 

agave,/elderflower, ryeñ/the whole paradisal/bouquet spins apart,ó leaving the speaker 

ògraceless./No. Worse than that.ó 

  



 

 

 

Stylistically and thematically, Calling a Wolf a Wolf stands as a dazzling entry into the 

rich field of contemporary American poetry, distinguishing itself in a moment that Akbar 

has referred to as òa golden eraó for the form, and speaking to antecedents and 

influences that range all the way from John Berryman to Frank Bidart, and that include 

W.H. Auden, Ellen Voigt, Robert Olin, Franz Wright, Kahlil Gibran, Akbarõs close friend, 

the late poet Max Ritvo, and a wide array of others whom Akbar refers to, collectively, 

as òall the é voices in the choir.ó  

 

Form is central to this bookõs exploration of the fragile states of being at play in 

addiction and recovery. Akbarõs embrace of restricted punctuation draws on the work 

of Voigt and Olin, among others, and in Akbarõs hands, these familiar attempts to 

control for momentum and emotion read like a generous form of call and response, 

reaching out to readers and carrying them along, often at breakneck speed, through 

wildly unfamiliar terrain. One of Akbarõs greatest achievements in this book is to have 
allowed readers access to a set of experiences that most of us, we hope, will never 

encounter. He is a brilliant guide, leading the reader through his own òdecade / of bliss 

of brilliant dime-sized rapturesó without soft-peddling the harshness or the disorienting 

wonder attached to his experience of chemical dependence. This is a world of strange 

and harsh realities and illusions, where a pet housefly is kept on a string and fed with Tic 

Tacs, and where a knife wielded by a home invader pushes through the speakerõs cheek, 

a crisis made beautiful by Akbarõs description of the scene as òcast in lapis and spinning 

light,/like an ancient frieze in Damascus.ó 

 

Many of the poems in Calling a Wolf a Wolf reveal Akbarõs genius at combining the 

pleasures of aphorism with wild and sometimes puzzling leaps of logic. At some point in 

almost every poem, Akbar seems to throw a life preserver to the reader, letting them 

bob on the surface of transparency for a while, before pulling the flotation device back 

in, or letting it become a weight around the readerõs ankles. These detours into 

obscurity keep Akbarõs poems a little dangerous, and maintain them as spaces where 

you might pray, or puzzle over some mystery for the first time, or feel for a moment 

like youõre drowning.  

 

Akbar adopts a troubadoreõs sense of himself as an artist who is obligated to deliver 

pleasure along with complexity. He has explained that he believes he owes the reader a 

gift in exchange for any attention paid to his work, and that this gift should include at 

least a modicum of òdelightó. His algorithms for producing delight resemble those found 

in the best-made pop songs: they work through a relay between highly charged, 

accessible riffs and complex fields of wonder. His poems balance familiarity and 

estrangement, hooking the reader with crisp juxtapositions and dizzying leaps of logic, 

and working within a field of play that includes passages of rhetorical clarity, accessibility, 

and delight, on the one hand, and moments of deliberate obscurity, often tied to a 

prevailing sense of wonder about the unknown. (Writing this, it suddenly makes sense 

that Akbar counts the Los Angeles band Liars as his favourite musical group: their blend  



 

 

 

of dirty fuzz alongside the crisp workings of a strong narrative through line feels like the 

musical equivalent of what Akbar is doing in many of his poems).  

 

Again and again, Akbarõs poetry aims for, and produces òthat little sob in the spine of 

the artist-readeró that Nabokov viewed as the ur-effect of all great writing. The imagery 

is so consistently alive, and the metaphors are so carefully poised between haunting 

unknowability that whole passages persist in the memory long after a first reading. 

These astonishing constructions keep coming, each one as resonant as the last, none of 

it straining credulity or feeling piled on.  

 

In òPortrait of the Alcoholic With Home Invader and Housefly,ó we learn that òIt can be 

difficult/telling the size of something / when itõs right above youñthe average / cumulus 

cloud weighing as much // as eighty elephants.ó Elsewhere, and just as unforgettably, the 

speaker explores the impossible weight of his own desire: òThe things Iõve thought Iõve 
loved/could sink an ocean liner, and likely would//if given the chance.ó  

 

Any one of these lines would, in itself, make for a good poem. One has the feeling that 

Akbar, who spends all of these lines in the space of one short poem, has unlimited 

poetic resources, and is just getting started.  

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

  




















































