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ACCIDENTAL NOCTURNE

The one in bed while the world dreams
itself into being. The one

who sleeps like a knocked-over jar,
moonlight scouring forests,

statlight blowing holes in wintet's airs,
darkness issuing its evictions and writs.

The one undressing after a long journey,
a seven-decade gadabout in life's jalopy.
In one ear, the vox angelica.

In the other, wind behind a hallowed hill.
In his heart, a tiny cataclysm,

the drums of war, the petitions for peace.

Another old soul leaning against the tide,
bemused by its oceanic properties.
Former hellion. Prior Akkadian prince.
A child in the full drag of a man.

The golem without text or purpose.

A light comes on in the mind's back narrows.

It's the darker side of midnight,

night reinventing the owl, planets skywriting,

and the one who's searching for the proper word,
the latest utterance in his boney parable.

He opens the book of the hand

and reads what needs be written.
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ALL IN

The great chain of being includes

the soul of the fly and American oligarch.
Night music and black thunder.
Indecipherable scribblings in the margins.

There are animalcules and the platypus
taking up their rightful stations.

Dead men spouting fustian badinage.
A bowl of fruit. A psychic's cellars.

To wobble is human, to stumble divine,

the great chain of being

including chicken bones and all-seeing eye.
You're being dragged along —

willingly, unwillingly, it little matters.

You're witness to the universe, a stat imploding,
a drunk in a ditch, the victimless crime.

Death is sewing its pretty party dress,

light and water inventing the pear tree,

rain and soil in harmony.

Operas and atrocities are coming with us.
The noble elk and lowly earthworm.

The Glowing Eye and Bow Tie Nebulae.
The broken toys and final Christmas.

“Oh great chain of being” —

it's often been said or read aloud.

With its jazz fusion and cosmophobia.

Its dreadnoughts of disillusionment.

Its twenty-one hells and Maundy Thursdays.
The candy hearts. The iron bedsteads.

There are families at zoos and circuses.
Hydrophobes and animists.
Thigh bones and arrows. Any number of heavens.
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There's always some bloodied rag to chew.
There's always a bad joke, a tight squeeze,

a bit of theatre, a red rocket landing

in the snow, a rat set loose in a charnel house . . .
I can't keep up with it.

In the storybook of the untold
are salamander-dreams and disconsolate horseflies.

Brief interludes of lucid conversation

are followed by long periods of moody silences.
Tommy guns, appleseeds, gunsmiths, pigweed —
it's all being written with a well-versed hand.
Mule trains, cat flaps, boxcars, angels —
everything is happening,

everything is coming into being.

Ladies and gentlemen, the Universe,

in all its mind-jarring magnificence.

Filled to the brim with allegories, simony, bagels, spars.
Its dancing bears, its cavalcades and carnivals,

its rapturous cadences, its thistles and thorns.

You could speak all your life and not say it all.

You could sleep a thousand years

and never dream your existence into being.

Of course I'm in on it,

the winnowing, the harrowing, the hypothetical
ever-after that we promise the ill and children.
King Crowbone out of Norway,

he's here too. The guttersnipe.

And the symphony's blinding crescendo.

I could write every atom on Farth

and still not be wholly satisfied.

I could list all the corners, describing each molecule,
and not fit it all in — the cosmos's heat death,

the collapse of gravity, light's thankless task.

I could live and die each moment

and not contain you.

BUTTONHOOK PRESS




MY CRAFT AND SULLEN ART...

A LIST OF SHADOWS

“The shadow of your sorrow
hath destroy’d the shadow of your face.”

The shadow of a wheel

coming back around on itself.

The shadow turned inside-out,

then back-to-front, then upside-down.

The shadow in league with cupidity,

grown stout and cat-lazy.

The one where you can hear rain falling
and angels mewling and doubting voices.
Shadows comprised of nothing but frost.
The moon’s shadow, walking across the Earth,
Sol’s silent partner in intrigue.

The shadow as dangling black fruit

and whomsoever eats of it forever corrupted.
Shadow-puppets, their dioramas in flames.
The hand-shadow, now a stork,

now a silhouette of a timberwolf’s jaw.

The sun, with its cast of shadows.

Mobs darkening by the hour.

Whole navies driven under a black water.
And finally, the shadow of the Self,

life’s ghost a shade rummaging in the roses.
The other you nobody talks about.

Not worthy of a mention.
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THE WRETCHED HEART

The poet's heart, a pathetic fallacy
central to love's storyline,
his beloved walking lost in a storm.

A heart like an abandoned nest

of some great and feathered creature
said to represent courage

or the ineffable workings of the soul.

A heart like a metaphor
of twisted tree branches in the rain,
the wind a simile for I-don't-know-what-anymore.

The poet's heart: a twisted rope;

a sun-sweetened raisin; a fluctuation in reality.
And exquisitely useless.

Like a rose on fire, say,

or the dark that lathers our eyes

when trying to peer beyond the obvious.

Heart. Which could mean anything,

nuance hard to come by in this frozen land,
the poet's version a bold display

and never far from mocking ridicule,

in love and altogether oblivious

to truth and other matters.
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VISITANTS

I've been entertaining angels.

Really? And so early in the morning too.
Intoxicants wete not a facto.

Nor sleep, nor madness, 1 wonld suggest.

Cross my heatt, I've spoken with angels.
These angels, are they with us now?

Of course not, foolish thing; angels

are hardly invisible and far from light.

Then how did they appear to you to be?

Frankly, more homely than I'd surmised

A visitation of unsightly angels. Ob my.

We spoke for hours, and of many things.
And their purpose? What great necessity?

They've come to calm the waters of the world.
And have chosen you to be their instrument?
Indeed, some good change must be inevitable.
Further discussion will only guide the way.
So, these ngly angels of yours, they have

no mandate, no shared consensus?

Well, yes. Something along the lines

of 'try to be kind' and 'love your patents'.
Perbhaps these angels are not as they seen.
Apparitions, you mean? Subconscious spectres?
1 was thinking along the lines of those

who would divest you of your interests.

My angels are charlatans, you say?

Perhaps you are too well-meaning of them.

Yes, they did seem to shift their language,
their hands in a flurry, their voices tightened.
You may want to take advice from wiser folks

than those purporting celestial status.

My astrologer agrees. We live among wolves.
Who are always famished.

A toast! To the good of the all and every.
Lift your glasses to the utterly divine.
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LISTEN TO MY VOICE

A composite of First Nation quotations.

“We gave the corn-thieves the medicine

that cured them from our healing tree.

We showed the black-robes hospitality,

they told us that our gods were false.

Their mouths are of sugar, their hearts are gall.

They rain their pieces upon us.

The steel road has chased our game off.
The singing wires repeat their lies.
They force us to wear their raiments
and speak to them in their vile tongues.

We are punished for defending our homes
the treaties have stolen from us.

He has come to live on our lands

when we have not invited him.

Our animals have been taken from us.

The white man traded firewater for fut.
Our warriors were then made mad.

If one of them was to be killed

they'd blame it on his drunkenness

then show no respect for the one lain dead.

They call us the Red Indian.

They've given us blankets of their small-pox.
They have left our children to starve

after butchering their mothers

then dare call us barbarians.

All our ancient customs, disregarded.

The treaties made by our fathers, broken.
The murdered spirits cry out for revenge.
We're driven from the council fire,

our hunting and planting grounds, spoiled.

My brothers, this land is ours, and not yours.
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Must you wonder why we make war
when you would murder my people?
You are many, and we are few,

but we will fight with our bare hands.

Our hearts are sick and rain like the black clouds.

We lived after our manner and fashion,

a thing which enrages our enemies.

For the white man is not a friend;

our kindnesses were thought as weaknesses.

The white man has poisoned us by their touch,
I pronounce them to be black-hearted dogs.
The white man's disease, strong liquor,

their two-faces of religion . . .

These are the sorrows that we beat.

Look. Our children are slaughtered in their sleep.
Our women are raped and our homes are burnt.
Our chief has sent us to know why

you have killed his people, who have

never laid a straw in your way.

We sing prayers to our Great Spirit;

then why has he abandoned us?

The long-coats look upon us as heathens.
They pray the bullets through our hearts,
more depraved in their morals than we are.

Our ancestors came from this very ground,
the ground that holds their bones and blood.
Our leaders are hunted like deer.

Our people that remain, enslaved.

A very few escaped across the ice.

Now they give us reservations,

as if it was the Great White Father's gift.
They say they will build us houses

and make us medicine lodges,

but I refuse to settle there.

Can you think we have no feeling?
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We have submitted to indignity.

Once I moved about like the wind;
where can we go that they do not follow?
My heart breaks. Now I am ready to die.

BUTTONHOOK PRESS
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THIS POEM IS BANNED

For saying what needed to be said

when nobody wanted to hear it said.

For telling stories out of school,

naming the names, pointing the fingers.

This poem has been banned because

powerful people were made to feel uncomfortable.
Banned for eschewing protocol.

Because someone important insisted.

While reading this poem

you might conclude it’s right

that you act and think for yourself.

Having this poem in your house

suggests you may be harbouring certain leanings
others would consider unacceptable.

You don’t want soldiers kicking in your door
over a silly poem. Do you?

You don’t need a veil of threats

or your mouth smashed in with a rifle butt.
Be reasonable . . .

This poem is absolutely forbidden,

like counterfeit currency or certain truths.
It might instigate a rebellion

or a national debate. There may be
peaceful protests, which could lead to
(very possibly) rioting.

Reading this poem is strictly prohibited,
every other word blacked out,

its author lying low while on the lam.
Shadowy figures from shadowy agencies
are standing over you, declaring,

“This poem is taboo.”

Little outlaw, this poem is contraband.
Of course I didn’t write it. But whoever wrote it,
they wrote it for you.
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DEATH SENTENCES

Death is knocking, hide the silverware.

Death divides the monsters from the morons.
Scream faster, the dead can't hear you.

Death, said the daredevil, is a state of mind.
Bone tired, we sleep the sleep of the dead.
The dead, quite frankly, are rather boring.
Death's diaties are being ghostwritten.
There's very little difference between the dying and the dead.
Death's eyes are as dull as ditchwater.

Raising the dead is not your wisest option, friend.
Death's handguide for the woebegotten.

The dead are confronted by the living.

She's the Angel of Death and loves me deatly.
Simmer down, death, and bite your finger.
Death, the ultimate in indolence.

Death's opera includes the song of the gun.
The dead maintain a sham society.

Death, belonging to, or inhabiting, darkness.
My death has gone largely unreported.

The dead shall dine on death's insistence.

The dead aren't finished with all their dying.

Not dead yet, I'm contemplating my humanity.

The dead reside on Ganymede; a poor man's heaven, a rich man's hell.

Eventually death beds and weds us, one and all.

The dead are an embarrassment to the Masters of Creation.

BUTTONHOOK PRESS

16



MY CRAFT AND SULLEN ART...

Sleep is death's undressed rehearsal.
The dead can't whistle to save their souls.

Death in the house of the trembling hand.

Death in a forbidden corner, its various theories yet to be disproved.

Death's bread is heavy with bones and butter.
Death's sweet tooth will be the end of me.

The dead aren't dead, we've simply forgotten them.
Ars moriendi, the art of dying.

What is it that death dreams about?

Death, the myth. And death the legend.

The dead called round this afternoon, enquiring into your wellbeing.

Along came death in his crimson chariot.
Half-dead, I'm in the front row of mortality's musical.
I write because my death has yet to be written.

Death, you beautiful thing, you're a long time coming.
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TOOLS OF THE TRADE

Shovel

It’s what I lean on
in the heat of day.
The goon spoon.
The old banjo,

it’s what I play

and who I am —

a mover of things:
coal, earth, snow,
nothing shall remain as is.
How else do I make
a hole and fill it?
What other way

can the gravedigger
marry the dead?

L adder

Without a doubt

a ladder goes both up and down.
Most certainly,

a ladder takes us and all

to where we’re going:
web-riddled attics;

highest deadwood;
unwashed windows.
Absolutely, dear customer,
you can climb

the hatchways into heaven
or cellars of hell.
Wherever you most desire.
However you’re destined.

Saw

I’'ve never seen
what the saw has seen.

BUTTONHOOK PRESS
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I’ve never spoken aloud
its secret name

or passed a comment
on its toothy grin.

O bloodless tragedy,
I’'ve never lopped off
the heads of dolls

in a cold sweat.

There is no tree

I haven’t considered
cutting down

to the ground.

No forest offends me.

Mop

This is no ordinary mop, my starlings.
This is a wand for warding away evil.
It’s a thin man in search of his head.
This is how we divine for well water.

Not just a mop, a consolation prize

in a contest no rational mind would contemplate.
A lever in a mechanical heaven.

A stick you heave at the darkness.

A mop, if only to the unschooled eye.
It’s possibly the last oak on the planet.
1t’s the one I love. A comely dancer,
wherever I lead she reluctantly follows.

Hamimer

The hammer doesn’t know it’s a hammer.
The hammer has never heard it’s been said
‘every tool is a possible weapon’.

Round nails. Brain pans. Piano wire.

It’s much the same when you’re a hammer.
Gallows. Mansions. A tall ship’s decking,.

A hammer doesn’t weigh up potential

or adjudge the concerns of carpenters.

It’s we who make things and take things apart.
That’s our blood that holds us together.
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THE LAST DAY OF THE WORLD

The phone rang. My mother answered.

“It's the Prince of Darkness,” she shouted

up the stairs, “He needs to speak with you.”
“Tell him I'm busy,” I yelled from my room.
And indeed I was, battling entropy

the foremost task of the human condition.
“He's being very insistent,” mother replied.
“Take a message,” I answered, tuning my banjo.
I could hear a mumbled convetsation.

“He says it's something about the fall of Man,”
my mother shouted back, obviously annoyed.
I shook my head, that pernicious little git,
always with the questions, the sly remarks,

the desperate need for verification.

“Tell him I'll call him back,” I replied,

with no intention of ever doing so,

my mother gone quiet, the day turned cold,
something dread on the horizon rising.

BUTTONHOOK PRESS
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CRAFT ESSAY
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MY CRAFT AND SULLEN ART ...

An autodidact, I've never considered writing as a science and have approached
it organically, over a period of decades. A songwriter initially, and still, I didn't
begin to write for the page until I was in my mid 40s, after several years in the
90s treading the boards on London stages attempting what they call
performance poetry. I screwed up my courage and began submitting poems in
'97 and received immediate positive feedback, and then have spent the past 30
years reading, writing, revising, submitting and publishing poems. Over that
time my homely methods have remained much the same, if not as involved
now. Insomnia was a driving force.

Looking at the ceiling at 3 a.m. I began writing and reading poems, sometimes
up to 10 hours a day, and for years. I now write only in the morning, nursing a
coffee, the world still in bed and keeping quiet, which is a requirement for me,
utter silence, even when typing. I write frechand then type the poems, revising
over time. Now I only write 3-4 months a year, but every morning during that
stint. And it's as straightforward as that, for me. So, let's talk about the ten
poems I've chosen for this seties.

We start at the beginning, “Accidental Nocturne,” a poem addressing my
chronic sleeplessness, which is the source of all my inklings, that phrase 'you
can sleep when you're dead' reverberating in my inner ear. Living under
Heathrow's flight path in the 90s, check by jowl with the masses, I began
writing in the night, the wee hours the only time the majority of London was
asleep. It soon became a habit, and then a fruitful practice. Even as I write this
it's 5:30 a.m. You do find yourself asking some Big Questions in the dark, the
voices of the angels urging you to examine every and any thing which comes
to mind.

The second poem, “All In,” attempts just that, with me trying to jam the whole
world into one poem and of course, falling short. There aren't enough words
for places to put them, apparently. I do recall this poem being much shorter
the first time round, but yours truly needed more world, more words, more
time. A list in disguise, I'm not sure where the term 'great chain of being' came
from, but I'm just a single link, and my purpose is to hold fast.

“A List of Shadows” is a list of shadows, somewhat surreptitious, but a list,
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nonetheless. Anything about shadows is rife with cliché, but try you must, and
the shadows listed are not what usually comes to mind, perhaps influenced by
the song lyrics 'the shadow of your smile'. I begin the poem with an epigram
from Shakespeate. You can't go wrong quoting the bard of Stratford, and it
seemed quite suitable.

The next poem up is “The Wretched Heart,” a slight comment on the over-
sensationalising of emotions. Once upon a time emoting was a thing to be
avoided in poetty, and 'the heart' is the height of a hackneyed allusion especially
so in songwriting. Poets are a handwringing lot, but I've been desensitized to
confessional poetry and tales of families and love affairs et cetera. Kitchen sink
melodrama, I feel, is cloying. One can write about such issues, but I prefer to
skirt around 'the self'.

With “Visitants” I've employed a favourite trope, the dialogue, to entertain the
supernatural. It's an inner conversation between one who wants to believe in
the otherness of things, and the skeptic who pursues a more pragmatic
approach to existence. When it comes to the unknown, surely there is much
the senses miss, the spaces between realities vast. It's what we don't know we
don't know that encourages curiosity.

“Listen To My Voice” was supposed to be in my latest collection of poems but
the editor asked me to remove it lest it offend. It's a montage of statements
made by various North American natives despairing and angered by the white
man and his treatment of the indigenous peoples, a piece I feel is both
harrowing and poetic. I do wish I'd kept track of the individuals quoted, but I
wasn't as thorough when I compiled the quotes as I am nowadays. So, none of
the words are mine, I'm just the messenger, the curator of this poem.

The next poem up is “This Poem is Banned,” a response, in a way, to the
previous piece, and a backhanded comment on censorship and being silenced.
Many younger editors are quite nervous about publishing anything remotely
controversial. However well-meaning and often anti-censorial they purport to
be, the end result is much the same as that which they claim to resist. It's not a
surprise this poem has been rejected again and again.

“Death Sentences” wants to have a little fun with death and dying, each line a
statement about or skirting around the non-act of being not-alive. Other than
poetic ennui, Death has to be the most popular of subject matters, if ‘popular’
is the right word. And that's the thing about us so-called poets; we're always in
search of the right word, even in the darkest of rooms.

In “Tools of the Trade” I reflect upon the implements of labour. A mendicant
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poet, I've had more jobs than hot dinners, whatever work I could get to pay
the rent. I've wasted my life doing jobs even a robot would want to forego, all
in pursuit of I-don't-know-what-anymore. So, I'm a deft hand with a broom
and am put in mind if Seamus Heany's poems where he refers to his pen as a
tool for digging potatoes. Alas, all my pen has ever dug is my own shallow
grave.

The last poem is “The Last Day of the World,” a tragicomedy skit, the
protagonist apparently acquainted with the Devil himself and fed up with his
deviltry. Still living at home, his poor mother is the go-between for good and
evil, an onerous task on the best of days. If only the narrator had spoken with
his pal, we could have avoided this whole apocalypse thing being foisted upon
us.

So, in ten poem we've gone from a rough night's sleep to the end of humankind.
Not too shabby, for a man armed only with a pen in the dark of night.
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INTERVIEW
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Associate Editor Jeff Streeby

INTERVIEW WITH BRUCE MCRAE

BRUCE MCRAE, a Canadian musician, is a multiple Pusheart nominee with poenrs
published in hundreds of magazines such as Poetry, Rattle and North American
Review. The winner of the 2020 Libretto prize and author of four poetry collections and
seven chapbooks, his poems have been broadeast and performed globally.

Bruce McRae doesn’t spend much time theorizing about poetry—and he’s
happy to tell you why. In this interview, he talks candidly about how he came
to writing, what keeps him at the desk, and why he’s more interested in clarity,
momentum, and enjoyment than in fashion or literary posturing. Self-taught,
sharp-tongued, and deeply committed to revision, McRae reflects on influence
(from Emily Dickinson to Bob Dylan), the practical mechanics of making a
poem work, and the pleasures—and irritations—of a long writing life. Along
the way, he discusses WOLF, his use of recurring figures, his skepticism toward
contemporary poetry culture, and his enduring belief that poems should
entertain first and explain themselves second.

The O:JA&L interviewer adopts an open, craft-centered approach, using clear,
generous questions to invite reflection rather than argument or theory. The
emphasis is on practice, habit, and lived experience, giving McRae room to
speak in his own idiom while gently guiding the conversation across influence,
composition, poetics, and audience.

ON THE MATTER OF ARTISTIC LINEAGE

Streeby for O:JA&L: Which writers, artists, or composers have most
shaped your ear—even through disagreement or resistance?

Bruce McRae: I'm not sure how interesting my influences would be to the
casual reader-- Chatles Simic; Don Domanski; Chatles Wright; Kenneth
Patchen; Billy Collins; John Ashbury. They all seem to tickle my fancy. I've not
read fiction in a long time but if I did, I'd want to write books like Kurt
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Vonnegut or Kafka. My taste in art is fairly unsophisticated: Kandinsky; Dali;
Picasso, Warhol; Basquiat. As for songwriters, I'm all rock and roll, the Beatles
and Dylan, Elvis (Presley and Costello); many things from the 60s British
invasion or 70s punk era. Bowie, of course. I find music of the 2020s to be
fairly bland, and Al is destroying what's left of it.

Streeby for O:JA&L: How did your formal education intersect with your
poetic development, if at all?

Bruce McRae: Zero. I was thoroughly bored with school, so I'm in the 'if at
all' camp. School was nothing but a nuisance. I suppose I did need a babysitter,
but I was a troublesome little so and so. The class clown, most of my teachers
probably wanted to drown me in my own sputum. As it was, I didn't start
writing poems until my mid 40s, school by then just a bad dream.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What informal experiences or artistic communities
were most formative for your work?

Bruce McRae: The Poetry Library in London was a wellspring I returned to
again and again during the 2000s. My favourite library I made sure a few of my
books were on its shelves. The performance poetry scene in the 90s also helped
encourage this madness I've been pursuing ever since.

Streeby for O:JA&L: Looking back, what do you recognize now as a
decisive influence that you couldn’t see at the time?

Bruce McRae: You know, if I had to think about it, and apparently I do, I'd
say it was the first poet I ever fell in love with, the enigmatic Emily Dickinson.
I think I was about 11 when I first read one of her poems. I found her approach
captivating. Good old Mr. Bob Dylan affected us all, the crossover between
music and poetry to the front.

CONCERNING INVENTION AND COMPOSITION

Streeby for O:JA&L: Describe your drafting conditions: what do you
protect when a poem is beginning, and what do you invite?

Bruce McRae: I write by hand, revising along the way. I then type the poem
into that yeat's writing file, with more revising on the wing, re-reading and re-
revising over the months. If I can't save the poem I may recycle ideas, lines,
phrases, titles, but that duff poem is never seen by anyone. The temptation for
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writers is to fall in love with their own voice. 'If thy right eye offend thee, pluck
it out.'

Streeby for O:JA&L: How do poems typically enter the work—through
image, sound, statement, or disruption?

Bruce McRae: It can start with a single word. That word becomes a sentence.
More sentences follow, and hey prestol A poem. Image, sound and statement
are factors which figure, but distuption, not so much. I don't write to change
the world, or even myself. The world is too much with us.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What does revision mean to you at this stage:
clarification, resistance, escalation, or erasure?

Bruce McRae: Heaps of erasure! Which leads, one hopes, to clarification. As
those who are interested in literature we forget that many, if not most, people
don't read that well or easily, if at all. There's no sense in telling a joke if it's in
ancient Sumerian. What's that line about muddying the waters in order to

appear deep?

Streeby for O:JA&L: Is there a recurring craft problem you wrestle
with—tone, endings, abstraction, momentum—and how do you
approach it?

Bruce McRae: Endings are tricky. The whole poem can be ruined by an
unsatisfactory last line, or even an errant comma on some days. I can start a
poem on a whim but the ending has to resolve itself.

Streeby for O:JA&L: In what ways has your background in music shaped
your sense of rhythm, pacing, or sonic pressure in the poem?

Bruce McRae: Music has helped with pace, momentum and beat, I reckon.
With musicality. Each line I write has a little drummer in my ear, though that
may just be tinnitus. Song lyrics and lyrical poetry are twins, though I find
poems that rhyme rather old fashioned and limited in scope. I put much more
time into poems than I do a song's lyrics.

ON A PERSONAL POETICS

Streeby for O:JA&L: How do you understand “voice” in poetry: as
signature, mask, method, or a set of permissions?
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Bruce McRae: I’'m not even sure I even understand that question. I'm self-
taught and don't approach writing from a scholastic point of view. Heaven
forfend. I do it solely for enjoyment and write what first comes to mind. Poems
are instigated by a word or memory or what I'm reading, that sort of thing. I'm
an entertainer.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What do you want contemporary poetry to do that
it often resists doing—formally, ethically, or perceptually?

Bruce McRae: I would like contemporary poets to stop writing about
themselves, unless they're a very interesting person. The 'I' in my poems isn't
even me. I'm trying to escape reality, not wallow in it. As for publishers I wish
they'd drop the whole themed issue kick they've been on since covid. It makes
for monotonous and dull reading. Poems should be chosen for merit alone.
Trust the poem and not the poet.

Streeby for O:JA&L: How do you think about lyric intensity in your
work: where does it come from, and how do you pursue it?

Bruce McRae: I never think about lyrical intensity and won't even attempt to
comment on it. That sort of approach is beyond me. I do know you have to
read if you're going to write. Read up on grammar, syntax, tense, sentence
structure, that sort of thing. There has to be some need to 'say', and if not
maybe you're dabbling in the wrong art form. Yeats once said "We are too many'
when referring to poets. He'd swallow his tongue if he were alive today. I never
think about lyrical intensity as such, and any attempt on my part to comment
would just be me waffling.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What formal habits or strategies do you find
yourself returning to, and what do those habits help you avoid?

Bruce McRae: I'd call them 'practices'. I need utter silence. I need books and
coffee. I need to write first thing in the morning, and in bed. I need to revise.
Then revise again. Then some more revising. After that, I'll revise again.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What role does risk play in your writing now,
compared to earlier stages of your career?

Bruce McRae: I've always written what I've wanted to write, as and when, so
little risk has ever been involved, other than working up the courage to submit
poems. Just barrel on through, do your 10,000 hours and remove as many

THE O:JA&I POETRY MASTERS SERIES 29




BRUCE McRAE

imperfections over time as you can. Also, that word, 'career’; it's not one I'd use
when I speak of writing. That would imply there's some sort of payment
involved (be still, my heart). I write for love and not for money.

ON
Click on the title to excplore or download the PDF poetry chapbook.

We see WOLF as a chapbook-length lyric sequence in which you mobilize the fignre of the
wolf as a site of formal and philosophical inguiry—a destabilizing energy rather than a
consistent emblem. As you move skillfully across human, animal, and mythic registers, we
watch the wolf signifier resist an available conventional allegory in favor of an unexpected set
of intellectual and emotional impressions that rises from tonal accumulation, declarative
pressure, and associative logic. These formal and thematic pressures give rise to the following
questions, with which we invite you to reflect on the sequence’s evolution and methods.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What drew you to the wolf as a sustained poetic
figure in WOLF?

Bruce McRae: I live on the edge of the wilderness, with bears on the porch,
cougars in the yard, elk, deer, whales, seals, otters, eagles and of course wolves
gallivanting all over the province. So, thete's that. But at the time I was reading
Vasko Popa's collected works and was inspired by his sequences. I also have a
number of characters like Wo/fI've employed in the past. I suppose someone

might suggest the wolf represents man's more primal aspects.
(For a detailed discussion of WOLF, )

Streeby for O:JA&L: As the sequence developed, how did the wolf’s
function or meaning shift for you?

Bruce McRae: Not, not as such. The whole premise was rather steadfast.

He'd just keep popping up.

Streeby for O:JA&L: How conscious were you of shaping WOLF as a
unified chapbook rather than a gathering of individual poems?

Bruce McRae: The Wolf poems came about during a writing session of over
400 poems. It was only after writing enough of them that I considered putting
them together as one sequence. There are many Wolf poems that didn't make
the cut, revisions be damned.

Streeby for O:JA&L: Several poems employ declarative, dialogic, or
interview-like frames—what do these forms make possible for you?
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Bruce McRae: Dialogue is a great way to debate an idea while displaying more
than one point of view, often in a humourous fashion. Plato used them to
explore philosophy, while for Virginia Wolff, no pun intended, it was all about
emotion and consciousness.

Streeby for O:JA&L: How do you prevent metaphor from becoming
static or illustrative when working with a recurring figure?

Bruce McRae: By going to extremes and using varying images. The more
outlandish the better. I've never metaphor I didn't like.

ON THE INFLUENCE OF AUDIENCE

Streeby for O:JA&L: How do you imagine your reader, if at all, while
writing?

Bruce McRae: I'm the 'audience’, so I imagine what I'd prefer to hear, or not
hear. I try to make my sentence as easy to read as possible and rarely write of
current events. I like the idea of a poem that's not of any one time and place.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What kind of reading do you hope your work
encourages—slow, unsettled, amused, resistant?

Bruce McRae: Amused. I like that. Bemused? If the reader has to go over the
line time and again I'd say my sentences wasn't as comprehensible as I'd wished
them to be. Some of my poems can get pretty ugly.

Streeby for O:JA&L: Across your books and chapbooks, what feels like
the most significant shift in your practice?

Bruce McRae: I take longer now with a poem than when I first started. And
much more revision. But honestly I go at it much as I always have, writing for
fun. Remember fun? At this stage of my life though I think I'll put poetry on
the back burner and try other avenues, like plays and non-fiction.

Streeby for O:JA&L: Which project currently feels most essential to you,
and why?

Bruce McRae: I have 19 unpublished poetry manuscripts, of which 9 are
currently with publishers waiting to be rejected. The system is so clogged up

THE O:JA&L POETRY MASTERS SERIES 31




BRUCE McRAE

with writers of all ilks that I'm considering self-publishing for the first time in
my life, just to get my poems out of the house. All the publishers complain now
about being swamped with submissions.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What questions or pressures are driving your work
now?

Bruce McRae: The only question I can think of is "Who is going to publish
my book?' There's little pressure as I'm not competing with anyone but myself.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What has sustained you through the long arc of a
writing life?

Bruce McRae: The fact that I enjoy doing it. I've been wordy since day one.
It's a form of play and I'm just a big kid at heart. Rampant insomnia has played
a major role. I guess I get my REM period in while writing.

CONCERNING CURRENT PROJECTS

Streeby for O:JA&L: Are there forthcoming books or chapbooks you’re
currently preparing or thinking toward?

Bruce McRae: Presently I'm writing a daily short essay every morning of
2026. I'll be submitting poems till the end of time as well, it seems. I think I'll
have more work read in magazines and the like than I'll ever have with books.

Streeby for O:JA&L: What stage is your next major project in, and what
questions are guiding it now?

Bruce McRae: Day 78 of 365. 1 do wonder if I have the resolve to continue
to the end of the year, but it’s been enjoyable so far. I’'m learning a lot. If I can
entertain someone as much as myself ’'m on to something.

Streeby for O:JA&L: Do you have any upcoming readings or public
appearances scheduled in the near future?

Bruce McRae: Living on a small island, every reading elsewhere requires 2
ferries and a motel and thusly 500 dollars, so readings are rare and generous
patrons are in short supply. Myself, I don't really enjoy poets reading their own
works. Writing and oration are two different skill sets. In a perfect world I could
send out avatars to do the grunt work for me.
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Streeby for O:JA&L: How do live readings factor into your relationship
with the work once it leaves the page?

Bruce McRae: Only when I put them to music do the poems alter in any way
for me. I've had many of these played on radio stations and podcasts around
the world. I like that, the two disciplines going hand in hand.

Streeby for O:JA&L: Will there be opportunities for readers to encounter
your work through book launches or signings?

Bruce McRae: No, not in the foreseeable future. I think there are more
writers of poems than readers.

Streeby for O:JA&L: Where can readers best follow news about your
publications and appearances?

Bruce McRae: A throwback to another time, I don't dally much with social
media, other than a facebook page and The Bruce McRae Channel on Youtube.
Much madness ensues there.
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BUTTONHOOK PRESS CHAPBOOK SERIES
2020

Flash Fiction: A Primer
A writer’s resource by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

Poetry: Three Essays on Craft
by O:JA&L Featured Writers

Ray-the Roo
Experimental Discourse by Associate Editor WJP Newnham

2021

Just Willie Please: Eight Flash Fiction Tales
A flash fiction sequence by Don Robishaw

The Imp of the Perverse: Edgar Allan Poe’s Misplaces Youth
An essay from a longer academic WIP by Anne Whitchouse

The First Annual O:JA&L Prize for Flash Discourse
Selected and with an Introduction by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto
The 10 Best Flash Narratives 2017-2021

Here Comes Herodotus, Again!
Flash Discourse by Wayne Cresser

2022

Funny You Should Ask
Prose Poetry by Brad Rose

Hunger Pains
Flash Discourse by Mark Blickley

Comedy Hour
Poetry by Bruce Robinson

Delta Notes
Haiku by Jianging Zheng
Scaring Crow
Haiku by Adjei Agyei-Baah
Dust and Rust
Haibun by Taofeek Ayeyemi

A Sweater for the Tayfel
Irish/English Haiku by Gabtiel Rosenstock

Zen and the Art of House Painting
New and selected flash fiction by Wayne Scheer

The Selborne Haibun
Irish/English Haibun by Gabtiel Rosenstock, featuting passages from THE
NATURAL HISTORY OF SELBORNE by Gilbert White (1720-1793)
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023

School Songs
Haiku & Senryu by Hassane Zemmouri

Being Ruth Aswawa
Poetry by Anne Whitehouse

Soldier, Sailor: Edgar Allen Poe and His Brother Henry
Academic Nonfiction by Anne Whitehouse

Tales of the Kite
Haiku by Adjei Agyei-Baah

How the Mayfly Got Its Megaphone
Prose poetry by Hekkei Huotari

Jackhammer Poems
Poetry by Ben Jacques

Six Coffees with a Madman
Experimental Fiction by Blossom Hibbert

Drops of Water
Haiku by Yuko Otomo
Irish translation by Gabriel Rosenstock
Scots translation by John McDonald

Just Looking
Haiku Sequences on the Mississippi Delta region by Jianquing Zheng
Qualm (Before a Storm)
Poetry by Bruce Robinson

Eye of the Fish
Haiga (or EKPHRASTIC HAIKU) with photography by Debiprasad Mukherjee
and with Haiku in English and Irish by Gabriel Rosenstock

Experimental Storytelling: A Timeline of Complementary Realities
Experimental Discourse by Jim Meirose with an essay
and with an interview by O:JA&L Associate Editor Warwick Newnham

2024

TATTOO: A Collaboration
Haiga by Hassane Zemmouri (Haiku) and Magali Bretou (Photography)

SEEDS OF STARS
Flash Fiction by Richard Stimac

Topology
Poetry by Richard Stimac

Wolf
Poctry by Bruce McCrae

THE O:JA&L POETRY MASTERS SERIES

35


https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-styleshaiku-senryuhassane-zemmourischool-songs/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesanne-whitehousebeing-ruth-asawa/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriesprose-discourse-nonfictionacademic-writingissues-of-aesthetic-meaninganne-whitehousesoldier-sailor-edgar-allan-poe-and-his-brother-henry/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-styleshaikuadjei-agyei-baahtales-of-the-kite/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesprose-poetryheikki-huotarihow-the-mayfly-got-its-megaphone/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesben-jacquesjackhammer-poems/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2023-chapbook-seriesexperimental-discourse-fictionblossom-hibbertsix-coffees-with-a-madman/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-styleshaikuyuko-otomodrops-of-waterirish-trans-by-gabriel-rosenstockscots-trans-by-john-mcdonald/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2023-chapbook-seriesamericanapoetry-all-forms-styleshaiku-sequencesjianqing-zhengjust-lookinghaiku-sequences-about-the-mississippi-delta/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2023-chapbook-seriespoetry-all-forms-stylesbruce-robinsonqualm-before-a-storm/
https://ojalart.com/wp-content/uploads/Rosenstock.Mukherjee.Eye-of-the-Fish.pamphlet-2.pdf
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2023-chapbook-seriesan-ojal-writers-portfolioexperimental-discourse-xp-fictionjim-meiroseexperimental-storytellingthe-timeline-of-complementary-realities/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2024-chapbook-seriesmixed-forms-haigahassane-zemmouri-haikumagali-bretou-photographytattoo/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2024-chapbook-seriesan-ojal-writers-portfolioflash-fictionrichard-stimacseeds-of-stars/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press-2024-chapbook-seriesan-ojal-writers-portfoliopoetryrichard-stimactopology/
https://ojalart.com/buttonhook-press2024-chapbook-seriesan-ojal-writers-portfoliopoetrybruce-mccraewolf/

BRUCE McRAE

Pareidolia
Haibun by Paresh Tiwari

There Is a Season
Haibun & Short Poems by Steve Gerson

Everyday Life
Haiku by Hassane Zemmouti

Full Bright Autumn
Haibun & short-form Japanese poetry in English by Erin Castaldi

Overland Geometry
Haibun and tanka prose hybrids by Jacob Kobina Ayiah Mensah

Cosmic Crasher
Poetry by Sean G. Meggeson

Optimal or Not
Prose Poetry by Heikki Huotari

Letting the Light Work
Poetry by Larry D. Thomas

Dawns On Me: A Country
(Americana) Poetry by Lynn Potts

2025

One More Thing Without You
Haibun and Tanka Prose by Joshua Michael Stewart

little prose
Prose poetry and flash fiction by David Person

AS IF THIS LIGHT
Experimental fiction by John Repp

Antiphony/Anti-Phoney
Oulipo Poetry by Ben Egerton

My Life Is a Film I Haven’t Yet Watched
Flash Discourse by Colin Dardis

BUTTONHOOK PRESS SERIALS

Part 3: The Imp of the Perverse: Edgar Allan Poe’s Misplaces Youth
Issues of Aesthetics and Meaning: Academic nonfiction by Anne Whitehouse (2021)

Part 4: Soldier, Sailor: Edgar Allen Poe and His Brother Henry
Issues of Aesthetics and Meaning: Academic nonfiction by Anne Whitehouse (2023)

Part 5: Edgar Allen Poe: A Gentleman's Education
Issues of Aesthetics and Meaning: Academic nonfiction by Anne Whitehouse (2025)
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O:JA&L’S BUTTONHOOK PRESS MASTERS SERIES

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Brian Clements on Prose Poetry
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Mark Budman on Flash Discoutse
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Ray Gonzalez on Prose Poetry
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Master Series: Michael Martone on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Master Series: Roberta Allen on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Master Series: Peter Conners on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Maxine Chernoff on Prose Poetry
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Pedro Ponce on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Tom Hazuka on Flash Fiction
With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto

The Buttonhook Press Masters Series: Kent Dixon on Flash Fiction &
Nonfiction

With an Interview by Associate Editor Pamelyn Casto
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2023

THE DEPLORABLE
A novella by Mick McGrath

2025

People with Whom I Am Quite Pissed
Fiction by Mick McGrath

HAVE NOT
Haibun & short works by Steve Gerson

Nuance Singularity Triptych: Appendix ITI
Experimental fiction by Lukas Wood

Julie Anne Cullinane

Fiction by Samantha Isasi

Poetry by Cory D. Cart
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RITES OF CALIBRATION: Images & Excerpts
Fine Art Photography by Rex Wilder

NEW MEXICO Deconstructed
Fine Art Photography by Natalie Christensen

IMPERFECT VESSEL
Painting and drawing by Anne-Marie Brown

BY LAND AND BY SEA: Awakening the Sensual
Sculpture and Installation by Mark Yale Harris

LAYERED LIGHT
Painting and drawing by Bette Ridgeway

ESSENCE & ATMOSPHERE
Painting and drawing by Kathleen Frank

TANGENT & INTERPLAY
Painting and drawing by Catherine Eaton Skinner

Implications of Energy
Attist portfolio of Dr. Ernest Williams 111
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BRUCE McRAE

AVAILABLE NOW FROM O:JA&L’S BUTTONHOOK PRESS

PAMELYN CASTO

“Pamelyn Casto’s Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker is insightful, comprehensive,
and brimming with inventive prompts and exercises to make your flash truly
leap off the page.”

~ Dinty W. Moore
co-editor of the Best of Brevity: Twenty Groundbreaking Years of Flash Nonfiction

“Pamelyn Casto has been the most useful person in flash for years. This
“portable workshop” proves it. Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker is an amazing
flash compendium of everything for anyone who is interested the form. It’s
also a writers’ workshop from prompts to where to send flashes. What’s not to
like?”

~ Robert Shapard

co-editor of many Flash and Sudden Fiction anthologies, the latest are Sudden
Fiction Latina: Short Stories from the United States and Latin America (2010) and Flash
Fiction International: Very Short Stories from Around the World (2015)

“Pamelyn Casto’s valuable book Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flickeris an astonishing
illumination—a total history of the form with essays, strategies and exercises;
lessons, examples, how-to’s, markets, marketing, contests, anthologies,
prompts, advice from pros, new directions (flash film!), reader psychology
even—it is all here, with hundreds of internet links. There will never be a fuller
single resource, with a good teacher’s encouraging tone about it, to boot. You
can say flash fiction begins with Aesop; with Casto you can begin anew.

~Kent H. Dixon
translator of The Epic of Gilgamesh (2018) and co-editor of Stone Wall Book of Short
Fictions (1970)

“Pamelyn Casto is a deep font of flash knowledge, and this portable workshop
is a thorough, indispensable resource for writers and instructors who want to
know morte about what this thing called "flash" is, how to write it, and more
important, how to read and understand it.”

~ Tara Lynn Masih
editor of The Rose Metal Press Field Guide to Writing Flash Fiction (2009) and
founder of The Best Small Fictions (founded 2015)
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Buttonhook Press titles on Amazon

available now

“Like a flash of lightning between the clouds, we live in the flicker.”
—Joseph Conrad

FLASH FICTION
ALIVE IN THE FLICKER

APORTABLE WORKSHOP

PAMELYN CASTO
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BRUCE McRAE

AMAZON REVIEWS
for Pamelyn Castos’s FILASH FICTION: Alive in the Flicker

Daniel J. Nicholas
Reviewed in the United States on August 26, 2024
Verified Purchase

If I were to teach a class, this book would be required reading or a course outline
for discussion. Bravo, Pamelyn! In addition, I look forward to your monthly blog
to start up again.

David Lignell

Reviewed in the United States on November 23, 2022
Verified Purchase

Pamela Casto's new text, Flash Fiction: Alive in the Flicker, is a must have "portable
wotkshop" workbook for anyone who desires to learn and practice the many forms
of flash fiction.

W.R. Rodriguez
Reviewed in the United States on October 5, 2022
Verified Purchase

An authoritative overview of the genre, combined with practical advice on the
writing process and an abundance of writing prompts.

Norman Jensen
Reviewed in the United States on April 2, 2024

Reading is great but hands-on prompts are even better.

A\
4

BUTTONHOOK PRESS
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Supporting artists and writers worldwide

O:JA&L CHAPBOOK Series

$17 (USA) $21 (Canada)
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