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Cards on the table, I am a Jaan Kaplinksi fan.  Since The Same Sea in Us All (Harvill, 1990) and The Wandering Border (Harvill, 1992), his books are ones I look forward to for a completely different sense of what it means to be alive:

There was winter’s cold and moisture

in the bedclothes, in the walls and floor,

our bodies tired from a long day’s work.

At night I dreamt I caught the two yellow ducklings,

and struggled to keep my hold. 
(‘There was winter’s cold and moisture’, from The Wandering Border).

Always susceptible to plainly laid down domestic detail, it’s the sense of struggling to ‘keep hold’ of both dream and reality in Kaplinski’s work which I prize, a real awareness of life’s precariousness and preciousness.  In one of my favourite poems from that book ‘an imbecile boy’ pours petrol on and sets fire to a neighbour’s three-year-old.  The poem ends: ‘The evening star/ was shining above the storehouse.  The boy survived,/ probably maimed for life.  The night will bring frost./ Plentiful dew.’  You are never far, in a Kaplinski poem, from tragedy taking place, either on a personal or global scale, while being reminded of the wider, sometimes cosmological picture.  How well he keeps these elements in balance and in tension with each other is what the poems, for this reader, stand or fall on.

The poems in this new book bring together three collections of poetry, previously unpublished in English, the title sequence, an autobiographical prose-poem sequence, Ice and Heather, and the closing Summers and Springs.  Each has their own strengths and weaknesses, where the tension between concrete detail and questions of wider significance is sometimes lost.  It might be that collecting such a lot of Kaplinski’s work in one place ultimately diminishes his force and his quiet insistent music.  Where the poems work best, there is still the same alchemy of public and personal used to create everyday magic:

In the morning I was presented to President Mitterrand,

in the evening I weeded-out nettles under the currant bushes

begins one poem, with characteristic relish for inhabiting different worlds.  The poem closes with a deft pen-portrait, almost off-the-cuff in its delivery:

He had bottomless night eyes

with something mysterious in them

like the paths of moles underground

or the places where bats hibernate and sleep.

I like the precision of this, and the sense of risk one feels that the poem ends on a deliberately downbeat note, when the temptation must have been to go for something more grand.  This is true of the following poem in the book (‘The radio’s talking about the Tiananmen bloodbath’) which ends not in statement but the ‘whispering’ of young men at hotel doors: ‘exchange money exchange money exchange change.’

This refusal to judge and to rely instead on observed fact remains Kaplinski’s great strength.  For my money the opening sequence of the book is worth the admission fee alone, in poem after poem of wry, quizzical meditations on art, poetry, God and identity which intermingle with stunning natural descriptions, and embody the ‘inspiration’ they search for:


      Through the bird cherries

I see something light close to the water,

and somehow it is hard to believe it’s anything other

than just a spot of bright evening sky

reflected on the still surface whose peace

is disturbed only by some water insect

or a line drawn by the dorsal fin

of a carp  (‘This other life begins in the evening’).

