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the subtle ease with which he welcomed abuse into his 
relationship vocabulary, while conveying the sadness 
and melancholy which resulted, Bezner discovered 
through literature a way to a new self. His story mirrors 
my own which is one reason Particularities moved me so, 
but I think Bezner has captured a right sense of place 
and time, and succeeds in communicating complicated, 
debilitating, and eventually rewarding self-examina-
tion, into a coming-of-age wisdom with which any 
reader can identify.

Despite its uncovered rage, Particularities is a beauti-
ful and lasting work. Bezner lives wholly in its pages and 
one can anticipate forthcoming books with pleasure. He 
can mend your heart as quickly as he can break it. This 
book should be required reading for alienated youth. 
Psychologists, priests, and parents should read it too. It 
should be written in stone within an oak grove. 

* * *

Ravishing DisUnities: Real Ghazals in English.
Agha Shahid Ali, editor.
University Press of New England, 
Wesleyan Poetry Series, 2000.
196 pages. $14.95 (paperback)

Having written ghazals (pronounced “ghuzzle”) myself 
I was immediately drawn to this anthology of English 
language poems in this ancient Arabic form. Formed 
of couplets that have no apparent thematic connection, 
a ghazal builds an eerie aroma of meaning from its 
“ravishing disunity.” Original ghazals remain “melan-
cholic and amorous.” The opening couplet sets up the 
rhyme scheme which must follow at the end of each 
couplet’s second line. Traditionally, the poet closes the 
final couplet by invoking his or her own name. Poets 
of note such as Heather McHugh, John Hollander, 
W. S. Merwin, Forrest Gander, Stanley Plumly, J.D. 
McClatchy, and Maxine Kumin give their voices to this 
work of 107 poets. Mr. Ali offers an animated discussion 
of the history of the ghazal, and a polemic against the 
less strict ghazals (like my own) which resulted from the 
1971 Ghazals of Ghalib (edited by Aijaz Ahmad) which 
versions allowed much more freedom from the strict 
traditional form. Mr. Ali claims not to be too rabid about 
exorcising less resolute ghazals from the canon, but his 
words are pretty strong. It seems, however, he mainly 
wants to strike a balance — and articulates an excite-
ment about the freedom in structure which the form 
allows — while celebrating the form’s pure capacity for 
amusement. 

This anthology eschews any but the most formally 
strict ghazals, and it is a pleasure to discern a wild aban-
donment hidden within the poems. The ghazal allows 
for any subject although it seems many of the poets here 

avoid the melancholic and amorous for a more jocular 
approach. This seems to me the real danger. Such a 
strict form lends itself easily to caricature in American 
hands — which would be a worse fate than poems that 
might somehow break the form. I admit I haven’t read 
the whole anthology yet, but I’m eager to dip into it 
regularly to see what treasures may hide therein. Ravish-
ing DisUnities can only serve to add another tool to the 
poet’s toolbox, one which, I know, we Americans will 
find ways not only of honoring to the rule of law, but also 
to its spirit.

* * *

Blackbird Dust.
Jonathan Williams.
Turtle Point Press, 2000.
243 pages. $16.95 (paperback).

No one writes like Jonathan Williams, and why should 
they? The world would be a frightening place with more 
than one huffed word-conjurer to upset our applecart of 
conventions and pretensions. His words are conjugal — 
marrying sense and nonsense, brightness and dismay, 
wisdom and foolhardiness with ease and splendor. His 
essays, poems, and photographs (of which examples of 
all appear herein) chisel and sizzle. They hide the sun 
only to reveal the harvest moon. Whereas most critics 
entreat us to welcome those they champion into the quiet 
fold of the accepted, Williams, as always, encourages his 
readers to pay attention to the deliberately wayward, or 
the chronically offbeat. This is a good thing for he fer-
rets out gold from seemingly humdrum bad art allowing 
us to see the work of experimenters and discoverers on 
Art’s ripe edge — where interesting things happen and 
can be buried by the more copious dross.

The essays in Blackbird Dust, a companion volume to 
The Magpie’s Bagpipe published in 1982 by North Point 
Press, are perhaps less substantial, more ephemeral, 
than those of the previous collection, but they are no 
less artful. Williams, himself, works in the same alien 
landscapes he defends, oftentimes misunderstood 
because of his determination not to be corralled into 
any school, camp, academy or posture. He eschews 
traditional academic aesthetics in both poetry and 
prose, opting for a prose that is friendly, eccentric and 
yet always beautiful. His most recent poems, frequently 
bawdy and always satiric range from works as disturb-
ingly anti-status quo as:

at the senate hearing
senator thurmond then asked
well judge thomas just
how big is it
well said judge thomas


