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JAAN —E- DE -LE- SH'ER:. Edges Of Poetry

Edges of Poetry'
(A book Review on the “Edles of Poetry’)

Esmail Kho’i, Edges of Poetry: Selected Poems of Esmail Kho’i (A
Bilingual Parallel Text in English and Persian), trans. Ahmad Karimi-
Hakkak and Michael Beard, Santa Monica: Blue Logos Press, 1995.
Pp. [xxxv] + 350, $10.00 pb. (2005-C Oak St., 90405)

Edges of Poetry, the title of this selection of poems
by Esmail Kho’i, is intriguing. “Edges” signify
borders, boundaries, that is, lines of demarcation. In
short, they draw contours of a specific “ordinary
local space” and its time coordinate as classical
physics, say, may conceive it. Since boundlessness
or transcendence, by definition, constitutes the
realm of poetry, the title at first glance presents a
contradiction and a paradox. It suggests seizing the
unseizable in an imaginary margin, as it were. In
this aporetic sense, the title acquires considerable
provocative power and opens a window onto the
understanding of the poems in the selection. The
selection’s epigraph, “a momentary pause at the
edge of a poem,” constructs a bridge between two
seemingly unbridgeable literary activities: the
poem’s characteristic atemporality and the act of
reading’s inescapable temporality in the here-and-

' This review was contributed to JAAN E DEL E SH’ER by the author
himself
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now. Perhaps one may consider the former as a
privileged moment of the latter. The effect of this
transitory fusion of two temporal planes resonates
in the poem “The Explosion of Autumn.” This
poem provides the epigraph as an answer to an
Immense cosmic question:

What is it about standing
in this series of explosions

of autumn

of time
of the Universe—
except
a momentary pause
at the edge of a poem, short or long
an opportunity, as short or as long as a sudden sigh
in the land of smiling sighs beyond the how and the
why? (138)

The poem’s space-time coordinates recall the
contention of contemporary theoretical physics that
“we have a local ‘space’ which may be ‘locally
explicate’ but which gradually enfolds as we move
along the locally ordered lines. To picture this we
can say that ‘wherever you are’ may represent this
‘ordinary local space’ but there will be a horizon in
which this space ‘dissolves’ into an implicate order”
(Bohm and Hiley 377). On the plane of the
imaginary, the “implicate order” coincides with
what phenomenology justifiably designates as the
imaginal horizon of the poem. This imaginal
horizon creates a zone of indeterminacy. The poetic
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imagination dwells within this potentially infinite
imaginal zone. Correspondingly, to adapt jazz
musician Max Roach’s definition of the drum as a
musical instrument, the poetic imagination makes of
poetic language “an instrument of indeterminate
pitch” (Talking Jazz 80).

I would say that Edges of Poetry is a happy
title to the extent that it squarely locates Kho’i’s
poetry at the intersection of special modes of space
and time. These spatio-temporal modes essentially
and properly belong to the realm of poetic language.
Consequently, the appreciation of Edges of Poetry
demands that the reader comprehend the unique
qualities of its poetic language. It is, above all,
within the opaque folds of his poetic language that
the poet’s more discernible preoccupations and
insights are widened, deepened and, finally,
occulted. This process of occultation renders
Kho’i’s poetry of great significance and value
beyond its topicality—historical, political, or
otherwise.

In a general and somewhat arbitrary way,
one may divide Edges of Poetry into three parts:
youthful poems (I 96 1 - 1968), poems of personal
and social concerns and their interconnections
(1969-1984), and poems written in exile, which
primarily reflect the experience of displacement
(1984-1994). Their thematic range covers a wide
spectrum of lyrical, philosophical, metaphysical,
social, and political poetic concerns and
meditations. For me, the youthful poems, which the
French language so aptly designates as oeuvres de
jeunesse, manifest much charm and significance. It is
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so because they provide the reader with models of
poetic language and form, in my view that the poet
later extends to far more expansive, more
ambitious, and more abstract domains of poetic
expression. Consider the most compressed poem in
the selection, translated as “Sketch 1.” It offers an
apt example of the poetics of Edges of Poetry as a
whole:

The joy of a rain drop
and its sorrow in a swamp. (40)

The poem’s title in Persian is Tarh (1), which,
translated literally, means “Pattern (I).” In its
original meaning in Persian, I find the title revealing
and consequential. To discover at least some of the
revelations and consequences it contains, one has to
pose a double question: What are the constitutive
aesthetic components of the poem and how do these
components serve as a foundational stylistic and
thematic prototypical pattern, Tarh (1), in the later
poems? The most manifest aesthetic characteristic
of this poetic Tarh is no doubt its radical economy.
The poet would have found it inordinately difficult,
if not indeed impossible, to further radicalize this
economy without falling into silence. The poem
inclines toward an absolute minimalism, which
approximates silence. The poet has stripped away
all but that which is most elemental and essential to
his own unique vision. He considers what he does
not say as necessary as what he does say. All that is
ornamental and decorative has been ruthlessly
excised from the poem and given over to the silence
that precedes its utterance, from which the poem
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issues forth and to which it presently returns.
Silence serves as the poem’s fertile womb, its point
of conception and departure. Each act of reading
resurrects it in the realm of poetic utterance and
signification(s) and redirects it eventually to its
resting place that is primordial silence. The silence,
which constitutes the beginning and the end of the
poem, invests the poem with its temporal
dimension.

The spatial counterpart of this generative
silence is the invisible or the void from which the
images of “a rain drop” and “the swamp” spring up
and then quickly disappear, leaving their vivid
outlines in the imaginal space. Nevertheless, in
conjunction with the reading act and by implication
and extension, they create a universe, whole and
entire unto itself. The horizon of this poetic world
limitlessly stretches backward and forward in space
and time. It is a world whose genesis is reenacted in
each reading in which its intuitive and conceptual
disclosures are recognized.

It is of interest to see how, representing
different themes, this prototypical pattern repeats
itself in a slightly enlarged form in the following
two poems, “Child”:

Between you and me there are a thousand valleys. |
remember a secret overhead— you resemble a poem
not yet composed. (42)

And “Song™:

The sky’s nocturnal splash is beautiful as is the
desire

of a glow worm
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seeking its own sky in dirt.

But I like my own lantern better. (44)

This meiotic strategy evidences an extraordinary
development in the 20th-century Persian poetic
discourse. I would suggest that Kho’i follows this
aesthetics of meiosis even in his long poems in
which the prototype serves as a primary poetic unit.
I would suggest that these units in their aggregate
act in Kho’i’s poetry as short modal pieces known
as gushe-ha operate as basic ensembles in various
modes of traditional Persian music (dastgah-ha). It
would be fair to say that even some modernist
Persian poetry often suffers from overly-refined
scroll-work. They are as dense and elaborate as the
floral and geometric designs that characterize the
dense tapestry of the classical Persian decorative
arts. Kho’1’s poetry places itself on the other side of
such works of poetry-not sheerly as an act of
defiance and refusal but rather as a matter of
individual style.

In their helpful introduction, the translators
appropriately place Kho’i’s poetry in the modernist
tradition established by poets such as Nima Yushij,
Ahmad Shamlu, Mehdi AkhavAn-Siless, and
Forugh Farrokhzad (the young poet who would
have been Kho’i’s coeval had she lived), whose
death he mourns in “From Forugh’s Grave” (48).
Behind them all stands the towering figure of
Hafez, who, like Shakespeare in English-speaking
countries, stalks every Persian poet in dreams as
well as day-dreams. Kho’i acknowledges this
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inevitable preoccupation with Hafez in “Return to
Borgio Verrezi” (256).

To the degree that the minimalist structures
of Kho’i’s poems, even the long ones, anchor them
squarely and permanently between primordial
silence and the void, one may situate them within
another sphere of poetry as well. Since I designate
the ensemble of these minimal structures as the
aesthetics of meiosis, for me, they are reminiscent
of the poetry of William Cabs Williams in the
United States and of Guillevic, Francis Ponge, Paul
Eluard, and Jacques Prévert in France. Other
readers of Kho’i’s 5 poems may decide to what
degree his poetry is reminiscent of poems in their
own particular culture of poetry.

I say “reminiscent” because I liken Kho’i’s
poetry with the poetry produced by other poets in
cultures other than his own. The questions of
influence and comparison, as attractive as they may
seem, properly belong to the more rigorous field of
comparative literature. One may legitimately
undertake such work in due time. For now,
however, Kho’i’s poetry confronts us with enough
exigent complexities on its own ground. For
instance, in his shortest and simplest poem, the
paradigmatic “Sketch I,” the poet creates a delicate
but holistic world in which the subject- object
dichotomy tends to be dissolved in the joy and
sorrow ascribed to a drop of rain. The poet affects
this dissolution by using objects as affective or
mnemonic correlates of human subjectivity in his
poems; for example, the kite and mulberry tree in
“Getting Adjusted” (34). This poetic operation is
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not, strictly speaking, coincidental with a mere
practice of poetic animism, with which the reader
may already be familiar. It operates at once more
narrowly and more broadly than poetic animism in
as much as it does not attribute a soul to objects. It
poetically endows them with an affectivity that is
the “objective correlative” of the feelings of the
poet in the poem. In an unusual reversal of this
process, in the last poem in the selection, “Pine
Lady,” the poet integrates the arboreal into the
human and completes his total vision of the human
and the nonhuman. The two processes lead to a
dialogue between the material, vegetal, animal, and
human worlds that are permanently in a state of
improvisation, change and transubstantiation. As
Ben Sidran observes about jazz, at the heart of
Kho’i’s poetry one comprehends the profound
contradiction that “nothing is what it appears to be,
but everything is exactly what it is. There are no
secrets and that, of course, is the secret” (Talking
Jazz 6). There are no secrets, but there is a constant,
mysterious, and universal process of
transubstantiation. There is subtle differentiation to
be made here between a secretive universe of
deceptive appearances and a dynamic universe of
transformation in the process of becoming—
however counterintuitive that may seem.

As Claude Levi-Strauss has pointed out, this
mode of dialogue, now lost and forgotten as a vast
dwelling place of knowledge, is the very source of
mythology. This loss is immeasurable because, as
Levi-Strauss points out, “no situation seems more
tragic, more offensive to the heart and mind, than
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that of humanity coexisting and sharing the joys of
the planet with other species yet being unable to
communicate with them” (139). It is in this sense
that one may claim that Kho’i has resuscitated the
ancient mythological sources in his poetry and has
given them novel forms. His poetic myths restore to
us the ancient “joys of the planet.”

One of the consequences of this communion
and transubstantiation is that it considerably
augments the connotative range of Kho’i’s poetry
on the philosophical, metaphysical, and social
planes by enriching their semantic fabric. This
enrichment, in itself and alone, results in a poetic
discourse that distinguishes itself in multivocity or
plurality of signification that comprises the ever-
receding horizon of lasting poetry. Human
subjectivity and a type of poetic quasi-subjectivity,
vested in the nonhuman in its various
manifestations, make up the two poles of an
intricate dialectic in Edges of Poetry. This dialectic
gives the feel of an enormous depth and mystery
one feels in reading most of the poems in the
selection. Even in the droplet of a poem, “Sketch
1, the poet speaks of the “joy of a raindrop” and
“its sorrow in a swamp.” He surrounds the raindrop
with an inner-world in itself, what Martin
Heidegger appropriately calls Innenwelt. Thus a
raindrop is capable of experiencing the joy of purity
before it reaches the world of innumerable other
drops of rain in a swamp, or its own particular
Umwelt. Tt then experi- ences the sorrow of
contamination, stagnation, and putridity in fetid
waters of a swamp—a “mordab” in Persian, with its
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poignant suggestions of watery death, decay, and
decomposition. And yet the whole operation goes
beyond the limits of traditional animism in Persian
literature and provokes wide expanses of abstract
thoughts. Here, again, one imagines hearing echoes
of the French poet Jean Follain with an equally
imagined Persian accent. I must, however,
emphasize again that I do not mean to imply any
direct influence whatsoever in this comparison. I
merely wish to convey that the associative range of
Kho’i’s poetry is enhanced by its deeply rooted
adaptation that makes it receptive to a general
reader-response reading.

On the lexical and syntactic planes, Kho’i’s
poetry in Persian discloses a quality that I can only
describe, by extension, as “Persianophone.” I
borrow this term from Jean During, who applies it
to Persian traditional (sonnati or asil) music (19).
As in the case of Sadegh Hedayat’s fiction and
Nima Yushij’s poetry, Kho’i’s poetry appears to be
intentionally divested of words that do not have a
Persian etymology. His poetic diction has a Persian
“ring” to it, so to speak. It is a diction that gives the
poet’s voice a certain timber, specificity, and,
therefore, discernible oral nuance. He sounds
Persian. I believe this is one of the principal
elements of Kho’i’s style. To put it somewhat
differently, how Kho’i relates to Persian as a
language and what he does and does not do with it
are essential to his poetry and poetic style. The
reverse of this formulation is also equally true:
What Persian, as an enormous symbolic reality,
does to him and to his poetry characterizes both.
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Here 1 differentiate between Persian
(historically pertaining approximately to the
provinces of Mazandaran, Teheran, Kashan,
Esfahan, and Fars) and Iranian. I would also add
that Kho’i’s diction belongs neither entirely to the
demotic nor the traditionally poetic spheres in
Persian. He has forged his own particular language.
His is a language of intense and gripping aural,
visual, and multivocal features. The Persianophone
lexical and modernist syntactic elements of his
language mostly permeate Edges of Poetry in its
Persian text. These elements modify, transform, and
often bypass most of the accepted poetic norms of
both traditional and modernist Persian poetry.
However, through the alchemy of his poetic
enterprise, Kho’i brings together the old and the
new aesthetics in Persian poetry in a regressive-
progressive movement. It is a contradictory and yet
fruitful  dialectical movement. Breaks and
connections with the past clash and burst forth in
Kho’i’s poetry like shooting stars in a clear night
sky—a sky that is both ancient and forever present.

The reader who reads Persian may react
intensely to the Persianophone musicality of Edges
of Poetry. It is a delight to recite some of the poems
aloud. They sound highly musical and pleasant to
the ear. Their recitation brings to mind the title of
Mohammad Ali Jamélzadeh’s story Farsi Shekar
ast (“Persian Is as Sweet as Sugar”). This musical
quality reaches fullness in many poems in Edges of
Poetry such as in “Moments More Bitter Than
Khayyam’s” (I 16), which may well have been
called “Edges of Sorrow” or “Translated from
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Sorrow.” The poem evokes aural impressions of a
well-articulated, precisely-phrased melody. Like
notes in the traditional Persian musical scale
naghmet, its sonorous qualities are arranged with
the help of the ear. Accordingly, it conjures up the
auditory sensations of a tune hummed in Shur, that
fundamental mode in traditional Persian music that
is the repository of the reedy music of the human
condition. A poem such as “Love” (148) is a
veritable invitation to sing it in the manner of
traditional vocal Persian music (avaz). The
vocalization of the poem in the avidz mode will
allow the poem to take on its full spectrum of
conscious and quasi-conscious hues in the dark
mystical atmosphere that avaz so richly produces.
One can hear it given life by the unforgettable,
inspired voice of the Persian singer Parisa. Given
this new life, it resounds in the imagination with an
overwhelming sense of desire and the death of
desire beyond which nothing but oblivion resides.

The musicality of the poems in Edges of
Poetry, considered concurrently with their lexical
and semantic qualities, may be regarded as an
aesthetic organizational principle as well. The open-
ended improvisations and amplifications of such
units and their thematic variants create a valuable
repertoire that gives birth to a poetry of exceptional
wealth which rarely repeats itself. One may
compare it to the radif, the art of traditional Persian
music, which “applies the principle of nonrepetition
in the heart of a repetitive system” (During 17). 1
should think that this mode of approaching Edges of
Poetry would be most useful to readers who read
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Persian and may be familiar with traditional Persian
music or the art of improvisation in jazz.

It is not at all my intention to reduce the
poetic depth and thematic profundity of the poems
in Edges of Poetry to a few aesthetic responses and
theoretical remarks. Commentaries on a poem such
as “In the Explosion of Autumn,” “The North Too,”
or each of the “Lyrical” poems may require the
space of essays, which the publication of this
selection may encourage in time. In the meantime,
my brief introduction to this large body of poems
attests to the considerable poetic virtues of Edges of
Poetry. For that reason alone, Edges of Poetry
offers a discourse of great potential value for further
appreciative reading, meditation, and serious study.
One hopes that it may also engender other
translations of Kho’i’s poetry.
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Outlandia?

An Introduction on the “Outfandid’ Selected
Poems of Esmail Kho'i [A Bilingual Parallel Text
in English and Persian], Selected and Translated
by Ahmad Karimi-Hakkak and Michael Beard.)

This collection of poems by Esmail Kho’i
radicalizes the concept of poetry’s irreducible
originary absence. It provides an occasion for a
general meditation on the language of poetry itself.

More specifically, one may consider it as an
invitation to contemplate language as the
omnipresence of absence. To put it somewhat
differently, my own reading of the poems in this
collection elicits the question: Where are we
precisely when we are in the presence of the
immense reality that we call language in a literary
text? While the answer is in no way obvious, it is
clear that are primarily in the presence of absence.
Except in its most limited demonstrative ground as
ur-language, absence is the primordial generative
ground of language. Within the infinite interstices
of absence language evokes the presence of the
unnamed and the as-yet unnameable objects that
make the horizon of our psychical and physical
world. It does so as a system of signs that represents
them symbolically through oral and scriptural
processes.

2. This text was contributed to JAAN E DEL E SH’ER by the author

himself
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In our experience, all origanary grounds partake of
the dimemsions of the mysterious and the sacred,
that is, of Being and Nothingness. Absence and its
coextensive silence in relation to Being in language
are no exception to this experience of the occult
nature of origins. Absence and silence demarcate
the site where language creatively surges forth,
doing its God-like work and plunging us deeply into
mysteries. In this collection, the poem “A Boast”
clearly bears witness to this fundamental truth as
being self- evident:

Is it not true that, in the beginning
The word was God
that, in the end
the word is God?
I don’t see why you are surprised

surprised at what?

What justifiably surprises is the omnipotence of
magic circles drawn by language around Being, of
language laying the foundation of the “dwelling”
place of Being, to wuse Martin Heidegger’s
terminology. Therefore, the work of language in its
many forms, including mathematical languages,
properly delineates the human reality in its
asymptotic brush against the infinite and the divine.

Now, the inescapable economy of literary
language generally deepens the unlimited creative
potential of absence as nonpresence in the standard
language. This economy clearly presents itself at
first glance as an impossibility and yet an
unavoidable necessity in poetry, because poetry
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requires that a mere few words conjure up a world
whole and entire. It further demands that this world
provide riches in new patterns of perception and
signification. What we experience in the language
of poetry is, then, a form of absence and silence that
may be so acute as to intimate not only Being as the
fullness of presence but also, and particularly,
Nothingness as absolute absence and ground zero of
presence. One may consider a poem as an
invocation of the originary absence and silence that
is invested in language as a heuristic and epiphanic
principle. It is such an exigent poetic enterprise that
its pragmatics compel the poet to say:

The way I spill over the throbbing vessel of my soul,
the way I butt my antlers
so madly
against the fortress of language
I don’t see why why you are surprised
to see that at times
an air-hole seems to open
through my words
and through it a shaft of light
shines forth from my soul
onto your world
such that in its ethereal glow
your skies
assume form

and meaning.
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Thus the double undertakings of writing and
reading a poem force us to be attuned to this world-
making linguistic operation of the poem as it makes
itself manifest as “a shaft of light,” which shines
forth at the crossroads of Being and Nothingness. It
is then that our skies “assume form and meaning.”
We catch a glimpse of ourselves in the poem as
being suspended between the radiant skies and the
dark earth, between knowledge and nonknowledge,
between past and present, between our future and
our death and disappearance. It is a highly
privileged moment of epiphany and prophecy that
resonates in its plus and minus values in the
registers of the calculus of the poem’s presence and
its absence. What is present to the reader is the
poem in its symbolic scriptural form as a
shimmering and indeterminate reality. What is
absent is the text’s repressed absence, its unsayable
or its unconscious - which is considerably vaster
than the horizon of objects it evokes in any given
reading of it.

Kho’i’s exilic poems further intensify the
repressed dimension of poetry’s absence. Some
poets, truly authentic poets, by the very nature of
their absenting craft, are already outliers or
outlanders in an “outlandia” or hinterland of their
own choosing. They work devotedly at developing
experiential and poetic outposts. They do so either
suddenly (as was true, for example, of Forugh
Farrokhzad in Iran or Nerval and Rimbaud in
France) or slowly, deliberately and meticulously (as
did Baudelaire, Mallarme, Holderlin). Such poets, if
successful, may manage to be homeless even in
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their own homeland, to feel like a stranger, an
enfant terrible, or a “bad boy” or “bad girl.” Briefly
put: they become perpetual aliens, displaced
persons, misfits. It is in the nature of their art to
defy borders and boundaries that confer a sense of
belonging.

Admittedly, the situation of poets in
voluntary or involuntary exile is, objectively, more
complex. Away from the nurturing fountainhead of
the primal resources of their mother tongue, such
poets constantly find themselves coinciding with the
absolute absence preceding a poem’s birth - a
moment that will forever remain a desire for Being
in absence. Such moments of poetic conception are
simultaneously one of authenticity and extreme
torment at the end of a series of ontological and
poetic reductive absences. So absence becomes a
painful hyper-reality that permeates everything in
their surroundings. The corresponding spatio-
temporal dimensions to such a moment are long
expanses and of memory whose capital I would call
“creative nostalgia.” In creative nostalgia the
trauma of awayness and of non-presence that cause
homesickness may provisionally be alleviated or
healed. It allows musicians, fighting cocks and
mulberry trees to float around ill a mnemonic and
phantasmagoric Gestalt that often delights poets as
much as painters such as Marc Chagall, Salvador
Dali or Joan Miro. In creative nostalgia -- away
from the motherland and, above all, the mother
tongue - the poet’s soul or psyche avoids
disintegration through the marvelous (in the
etymological sense of that adjective) syncretic
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means of sustaining itself in an “inlandia” of
memories, so to speak. This “inlandia” is the
counterpart of “outlandia,” in which a poet in exile
may indeed survive in an imaginal homeland:
creative nostalgia.

For the poet, this new homeland may be no more
than a primeval dream, an ever-receding horizon of
yearnings for a paradise lost, which is now only
recuperable unconsciously and is dimly recognized
as such. It may reverberate in the archaic melody of
the mother’s soothing words to her child, which still
remains dormant in he lattices of lexical and
syntactic structures of poetic language. This
haunting melody breaks through “infantile amnesia”
and allows t he poet to rediscover the oceanic
oneness and wholeness with the mother in the
mother’s voice as music and poetry of childhood. A
specifically geographic motherland only presents
the objective pole of this paradise that we all
experience as lost forever except in its unconscious
traces in the lengthening shadows of our memories.
In that crepuscular world the mother’s voice and
body and the motherland and the mother tongue are
indistinguishable. So creative nostalgia reproduces a
true psychical motherland, where all space and
time, past and present, may be restored,
reappropriated, redeemed. I would simply add: the
past and present, however subliminally, constantly
project themselves toward the future in creative
nostalgia as a deep-running river of hope. If one
believes in this restorative concept of creative
nostalgia, as I do, it refuses to incorporate its doxa
as a regressive phenomenon, which makes us all
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inmates in the prison house of a fixation or
obsession that borders on the pathological. To the
contrary, in this new formulation of it, creative
nostalgia lays claim at once to the pastness of the
past and the presence of the present as well as the
futurity of the future. And it does so in a subtle and
intricate integrative constellation of seemingly
contradictory inner and outer realities.

In Outlandia, as a whole, one may locate a
generative metaphor for creative nostalgia, as I have
defined it, in “Spring Cleaning.” I would suggest
that the poem in its entirety evolves and finally
realizes itself as such a metaphor. It begins with the
autumnal sadness of, say, Edward Elgar’s “Cello
Concerto,” with its eloquent but inescapable
revelation of nostalgia in all its ordinary and well-
known significations. This concerto in its splendid
and magisterial sonority fills our senses with the
feeling that “everything good and nice and clean
and fresh and sweet is far away, never to return,”
and so does the poem:

I straighten the dark chamber inside
in preparation for the joyless festivity that is mine

at the anniversary of so many years at the threshold
of old age.

Now the Iranian rite of spring cleaning is a
preparation for the new year’s feast (Nowruz). In
the poem, it anticipates “the anniversary of so many
years” - albeit that it will be a “joyless festivity” in
exile and an anniversary “at the threshold of old
age.” Rut still and all, it remains a ritual of
cleansing and purification in anticipation of a
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redemptive future. At the very moment when all
“memory and desire” appear to have vanished and
nothing but “hollow emptiness” remains, the poet
preternaturally partakes of the wondrous by his
reliance on the “non-beings” and “imagined
realities” of his poetic world of presence in absence
- his own unique kind of sorcery that is creative
nostalgia. He makes an appeal to the coming of
spring as the womb of a cyclical rebirth, of a
repository of benign and consoling memories of
seasons past and desires renewed. The upshot of
this sub-conscious prayer is that it imperceptibly
seems to heal, outwardly and inwardly, the poet’s
wounds, mend his broken world and restore to it, at
least momentarily, its lost but inextinguishable
bright light:

And now
in the end
my fruitless effort
enlightened by your eager, knowing smile
a path to my heart’s crevices, like soul

or like a shaft of light in a cold, grave-like
catacomb

has put a golden butterfly on the palm of dark
dampness.

That “golden butterfly on the palm of dark
dampness” is the poetic

correlative of the salutary psychical process which,
for me, designates

creative nostalgia and constitutes the matrix of all
creative activity.
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The poet further attests to this miraculous healing:
And suddenly my awareness:

lightning laughing at the innocence of my
soul

and the roaring laughter of my yielding
overjoyed
Wishing that you were there to see me
this minute
how I find myself
in the dappled chiaroscuro of this confusion
broom in hand
working on a spot of light

on the rug.

“Spring Cleaning” is a hard diamond of a
poem that inscribes itself on the body of the poet’s
language as a metaphor of hope within a nostalgic
vision. He works, broom in hand, “on a spot of
light.” The transformative alchemy of this hope-
diamond yields itself only after a fierce hand-to-
hand combat with the language of despair.
Simultaneously tragic and joyous, the poem etches
the reader’s mind as an act of Sisyphean triumph,
that is, a going - beyond, an admirable, transcendent
effort. In so doing, it distinguishes itself from all
that is excessively sentimental and maudlin the
current exilic Persian poems. The maudlin, the
sentimental and the topical, as comforting as they
might be for the the poet, rarely, if ever, stand the
test of time.
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Any poetry worthy of its name demands that
its hermeneutics be open-ended. For my part,
however, I would reiterate and emphasize that, in
one way or another, all the poems in this collection
bring me to the following conclusion: Creative
nostalgaia repeats itself in the nuances and
complexities of its variants in Khoi’s songs of exile,
working its poetic cure with greater or lesser
success in all of them. For example, it splendidly
succeeds in a poem such as “Gift,” in which a
package arriving from Iran, smelling of

herbs and camphor, of the shroud and death, can
still “set to flights t he birds/ of sudden
recollections/ in the air over my homeland.” or in
the first of the two “Lyrical” poems, where the
poem’s persona requests that his beloved raise
herself higher and “grab a lump of sugar/ out of the
sugar-cup that is the moon/ and sweeten/ the black
coffee of my cares”; and in the second one, in
which the poem’s persona declares that “where the
hollow that marks your head/ revives in me balmy
memories of my one-time sojourn in the valley/ that
was my paradise.”

The creative principle of nostalgia, however,
falls short of ushering in a potentially shining new
horizon in some of Khoi’s (exilic poems. A certain
viscous despair in them seems to totalize itself as a
vision of unsparing annihilation. The messianic and
phantasmagoric appearance of the last Imam (the
Absent Imam), on judgment day, at the heart of
“Return to Borgio Verezzi” offers an almost
counter-model to the valorized and privileged
moment of creative nostalgic transcendence. It
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rushes forward in such a torrent of unbound
violence and pessimism in the child’s ironic vision
in the poem as to be soul-numbing — not only to
the child’s grandmother, whom he intends to
frighten and who is understandably frightened, but
to the reader as well:

“I dreamed again the last Imam had come.
He came without a head
and his neck was a fountain jetting blood.
I recognized his horse Zoljenah,
and his sword Zolfeqar
and it seemed

of all his countless
followers

he didn’t find a single one

upright or honest.”

And this visionary annihilation of the human world
continues to grow in its dark and bloody intensity.
The child’s hallucinatory image of the last Imam,
himself a victim of gruesome violence in an utterly
corrupt world, delineates impossible salvation. In a
general sense, “Return to Borgio Verezzi” is a
negation of the apocalypse. It is tantamount to a
hellish return to the “tunnel-mouth darkness” where
“the train becomes a coffin” speeding toward
complete alienation and loss of self in “Outlandia.”
The “tunnel-mouth darkness” seems to imply a
journey back to the womb, but not as a prenatal
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paradise lost but instead to the unthinkable
nothingness of preconception and rebirth into hell.

It is a part of the frightful nature of
“Outlandia” that its very paradisiacal quality serves
as a mnemonic device that dredges up such archaic
fantasies of decapitation as metonymies of
deracination. These metonymical operations are no
doubt psychical avatars of the loss of self for the
exile. They are fearsome to such an extent as to
compel the poet “to say farewell/ to this paradise”
and wish to “go back to [his] hell -- / T[his]
homeland.” Yet, in the end, it is on the other side of
the despair of “The Soul Oppressed by Exile” and
the chilling admission of “What a Sense of Being
Lost!” that the nostalgic yearning leads to
enchantment of memories and enables the poet to
say, in “By Memory Window””:

This window won’t stay closed.
So what if

the weather outside

is cold

cold and wet from heavy breathing in this dense
forest

and brown from the intensity of all this autumn.

And it is indeed because “this window won’t
stay closed” that a view of immensities of hope
shapes up as a horizon of possibilities This hope
appears as the “clearing” where human aspirations
may be regarded as potentials to be fulfilled. In
short, it is all a matter of being lost and then being
found, of being destroyed and then rising Phoenix-
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like from the ashes, of being homeless and then
being lodged somewhere between the ever-
darkening earth and the sunny sheltering sky.
Salvation resides in all that as a real possibility,
because this hope has the prerequisite courage to
put itself in question.

The demotic and inordinately multivocal
Persian title of the final poem, “Outlandia”
(“Bidarkoja”), which provides the collection “with
its title, interestingly poses an implicit question to
which there be no answer, even a provisional one.
The poet’s choice of an interrogative word-
combination in the title — which suppresses the

question mark it implies — intimates on a quasi-
unconscious level that he is aware of putting a
question to us that defies answers. But he dares to
pose this question anyway, in words that roughly
translate into English as “exiled from where?” “far
away from where?” or “homeless?” It turns the very
notion of exile upside down and negates any
possibility of an adequate response. Poised between
the paradise of “Outlandia” and the “hell” of his
“homeland,” the poet discovers (a “nowhereland” -
- a permanent purgatory.

Heidegger is said to have once movingly assured us
that, “is the piety of thinking.” Khoi, too, seems to
have finally embarked on a drastic interrogative
poetry that amounts to one may characterize as the
“piety of poetry.” Through the agency of his own
poetic questioning, he may have arrived at the
troublinig truth that the exilic condition, as
displacement and dispossession, comprises a
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purgatory that is in itself an unavoidable constituent
of the human condition itself. Khoi’s poetic
meditation in “Bidarkoja” is reminiscent of T. S.
Elliot’s “East Cocker,” where the poet reminds us
of an equally disquieting truth:

There is only the fight to recover what has been
lost

And found and lost again and again: and now

under conditions

That seem unpropitious. But perhaps neither gain

nor loss.

After all is said and done, Khoi sees all of us as
exiles — living on isolated islands and outlands,
surrounded by the infinities of time and space,
hoping to survive as well as we can as transients in
the lee of our protective imagination — poetic or
otherwise. In this light, human history may be no
more than the recorded narratives of the long,
lonely sad sagas of living on such islands and
outlands. Outlandia exemplifies a collection of
sparse narratives of such a survival and the reedy
music of its longings for absolution and communion
— and a fine collection it is.

Erik Nakjavani
University of Pittsburgh

259



JMAN —E- DE -LE- SH'ER.. Qutlandia.

Jaan e Del e Sh’er is a collection of critical reviews of
Esmail Khoi’'s poetry written by several Iranian writers
and scholars .

Esmail Kho'i is a major voice of the Iranian Diaspora.
Born in 1938, he was educated in Iran and England, and
returned to his country as a lecturer in philosophy. In the
1960s and 70s, he was opposed to the monarchical
state in Iran, and in his poetry he advocated
revolutionary change for his country. After the Iranian
revolution of 1979, however, he found himself faced with
an even more oppressive system of government. In the
early 1980s, as a leading member of the intellectual
opposition to clerical rule, he spent close to two years in
hiding before fleeing his homeland. Over the last decade
or so he has emerged as a most articulate chronicler of
life in exile, and a fierce defender of political freedoms
and human rights the world over. Courageously, even
fearlessly, he has continued to speak out for the rights of
Salman Rushdie, Saidi-Sirjani, Taslima Nasrin and
others. Kho'i's poetry bears eloquent testimony to his
experience and thought, and to his lifelong quest for a
more humane world.

Samsum Kashfi is a poet and writer, born in 1955 in
Estahban, Fars, Iran. He was educated in Iran and
Canada. He has been living in Canada and the United
States of America since 1987. To date, he published
three collections of poems and contributes to a variety of
Persian publication on a regular basis.



