
12 13

contemporary plaudits and dozens of Bellamy 
societies sprang up across North America to lobby 
the government for grand social change.

Yet at the same time, socialist, designer and 
printer William Morris presented a vision of a very 
different ideal world. News From Nowhere (1890) 
describes a romanticized, ecologically balanced 
society that challenges any belief in the perfecting 
power of science and technology.

William Guest, a thinly disguised appearance 
by Morris in the novel, awakes from his train 
ride home one night to find himself in the 
late 20th-century. But instead of a benevolent 
scientific paradise, he encounters a vibrant 
pastoral landscape where the River Thames 
runs free of industrial pollutants. This is no anti-
technological utopia, however. In Morris’ ideal 
society, “machines of the most ingenious and best-
appointed kinds are used…[but they] should be 
our servants and not our masters.”

With its environmental concerns and warnings 
against the blind acceptance of scientific and 
industrial innovation, News From Nowhere is 
hardly dated. But, as with most other utopian 
novels, the ideal society is less than liberating 
for women. They’re usually nothing more than 
the exotic love interest for the traveller from the 
author’s own time.

It took a novel from Charlotte Perkins Gilman, 
Herland (1915), to give women a break. Ironically, 
Gilman had to write for a distinctly masculine 
audience to get her message across.

Recently re-discovered, Herland reads like a 
Boy’s Own adventure as it documents the struggle 
of pre-franchise women. In the novel, three 
young American men discover a hidden society 
in South America peopled exclusively by women 
for 2,000 years. The women are able to reproduce 
parthenogenically (without men) and due to the 
absence of males in society, they live unlike any 
other women on earth. “We saw short hair, hatless, 
loose and shining; a suit of some light firm stuff, 
the closest of tunics and knee breeches, met by 
trim gaiters,” reports one of the visitors. Corsets 
were unknown.

Gilman’s novel shows how bringing up 
children without men creates a radically different 
social structure. Each child’s welfare is the direct 
concern of her mother as well as the entire 
society, and Van, one of the visiting men marvels 

at a system “calculated to allow the richest, freest 
growth, [which has] remodelled and improved 
the whole state.”

The theme of female liberation, this time 
combined with male enlightenment, continued in 
the 1970s with Ernest Callenbach’s Ecotopia (1975), 
where the women of Washington, Colorado and 
Northern California seek to separate the area from 
the U.S. and create a “stable-state” eco-society.

The female leader of the new territory leads the 
environmental utopia through the early stages of 
its independence, including establishing employee-
owned businesses, a twenty-hour working week, 
the elimination of pollution, and “mini-cities” 
organized to solve overcrowding. Callenbach’s 
prescient novel showed that utopian literature, a 
genre in existence for several centuries, remains 
a fertile vehicle for critiquing current society and 
discussing ideas for social transformation.

Still, if most utopian novels contain a few 
accurate visions of what an ideal world might 
look like, they more often describe societies 
most people would not care to inhabit. From 
the slaves and free-will crushing conformity of 
More’s Utopia, to the long arm of the state in 
Bellamy’s Looking Backwards and the pastoral over-
simplification of Morris’s News From Nowhere, 
utopias are never as perfect as their authors claim 
them to be.

But painting an accurate likeness of heaven 
on earth is rarely as important to the authors 
as attacking the failings of the real world and 
encouraging readers to do the same. That they do 
this in satirical and entertaining ways is the reason 
many of these works have endured as novels even 
when some of their political ideas have become 
obsolete.

• John Lee is a Vancouver writer with 14 Lonely 
Planet guidebooks to his credit, none of which 
help readers discover Utopia. His latest project, 
Walking Vancouver, will appear this fall from 
California’s Wilderness Press.
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Mona Fertig chose a fortuitous time for the 
metamorphosis of her (m)Öthêr Tøñgué 
Press into Mother Tongue Publishing and the 
appearance of her first two trade titles. The Life 
and Art of David Marshall initiates the series, 
Unheralded Artists of B.C., in an evolving art 
milieu more receptive than she dared hope. 
Rocksalt: An Anthology of Contemporary B.C. Poetry 
coincides with a British Columbian self-awareness 
spurred by the province’s 150th anniversary in 2008 
and the Olympics in 2010.

Thirty years ago Mona Fertig made herself 
forever a part of Vancouver arts, letters and 
counter-culture by opening her Literary Storefront 
in Gastown. A lifesize rag person – I would not 
call her a “doll” – presided from the window. In 
the tradition of West Coast coffee houses and 
underground bookstores, the Literary Storefront 
sponsored readings and workshops, lent books, 
offered members copying services and the use 
of an IBM Selectric typewriter, and published a 
newsletter.

Abandoning the city for Salt Spring Island in 
the late 1980s, Fertig and husband Peter Haase 
established (m)Öthêr Tøñgué Press to print 
limited edition letterpress chapbooks. Mother 
Tongue’s two inaugural works, though differing in 
intent and presentation, together carry on Mona 
Fertig’s very personal approach to the making of 
books.

Unheralded Artists grew from Fertig’s 
determination to showcase the work of her 
father, the painter George Fertig. In the course 
of her research she found a generation of artists 
who had slipped between the cracks of changing 
trends. When Vancouver’s international art 
presence came to depend more and more on post-
modernist installations and photoconceptualism, 

institutions and art schools had no room for 
outmoded modernism and traditional media. Or 
so it seemed.

As subject of the first of a planned 20 books 
in the series, Fertig chose not her father but his 
colleague, sculptor David Marshall. Marshall’s 
work is on show in Vancouver’s Van Dusen 
Gardens but The Life and Art of David Marshall 
puts the artist in his rightful context as an 
international figure in the Modernist tradition of 
Henry Moore.

Fertig can gloat over the volume’s success 
as a vehicle to showcase Marshall’s art and 
force attention to be paid. Printed on paper of 
just the right gloss to highlight the spectacular 
photographs, handsomely printed and bound by 
Friesens, the book has the heft Fertig desires for it.

Monika Ullmann, a freelance writer and editor 
with close ties to art and artists, tells the story 
of the man and his art from a viewpoint perhaps 
unjustly neglected but her insistent reiteration of 
grievances against the local establishment wears 
after a while. While choosing to distance himself 
from prevailing trends, Marshall was not adverse 
to activism and joined other groups as part of the 
“Pendulum” group that packed the Vancouver Art 
Gallery AGM in 1958 to counter the perceived “in” 
group.

Moreover, signs indicate that Mother Tongue 
could be less defensive in future volumes. Deborah 
Campbell, quoting art teacher Liz Magor (mocked 
by Ullman for her use of “artspeak”), notes in a 
recent issue of Canadian Art that students are 
shifting back to traditional media: “Since the 
shame veil has been lifted, you’re not ashamed to 
choose painting or sculpture…. I hope you’re not 
ashamed to choose photoconceptualism either. 
But no matter what medium you choose, you’ve 
got to be prepared to contribute something.” The 
Unheralded Artists series must emphasize the 
contribution and minimize the whining. A new 
generation stands ready to appreciate Marshall and 
his peers.

Rocksalt, perfect-bound and much less glossy 
than David Marshall, immediately attracts with its 
mysteriously gorgeous cover painting by Diana 
Dean. Rock for mountains and salt for sea, the 
anthology proposes a “snapshot of what B.C. 
poets are working on right now” and includes only 
poems not previously published.
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As the first anthology of British Columbia 
poetry since Fred Candelaria’s New: West Coast; 
72 Contemporary British Columbia Poets and 
Patricia M. Ellis’ Western Windows: a Comparative 
Anthology of Poetry in British Columbia (both 
appeared in 1977), Rocksalt could have been an 
encyclopaedia or a sampling. Mother Tongue 
opted for the latter.

While there are surprising omissions in the 
volume – Lorna Crozier, Brian Brett, Patrick 
Lane and Marlene Cookshaw, for instance – 289 
poets submitted work and 108 are included. The 
collection includes a poem from each, a short 
biography and a statement regarding their craft. 
The book would lose little from the omission of 
the statements (which border on the bafflegab of 
which Ullmann accused the art establishment), 
and gain from a more attractive arrangement of 
the poems themselves. Too often the last few lines 
of a poem trail sadly overleaf, losing visual contact 
with its body. Fertig’s own “Year of the Dog” is 
one of these. 

Both books suffer from the use of the 
abbreviation “B.C.” for British Columbia 
throughout the text and even on the covers. Will 
the abbreviation be immediately meaningful to 
those beyond our provincial borders? I quibble but 
these books are so close to real excellence that I 
lament such imperfections.

R e v i e w e d  by  P h y l l i s  R e e v e

• Pie Tree Press
By Jim Rimmer
(Gaspereau Press, 2008, $59.95)

• In Black and White
By Wesley Bates 
(Gaspereau Press, 2008, $59.95)

Gaspereau Press has stepped up to champion 
Canada’s private presses with two hard-back trade-
edition autobiographies by British Columbia’s Jim 
Rimmer and Ontario’s Wesley Bates. Both books 
are commercial takes on earlier limited editions 
by smaller presses; the Pie Tree Press’ Leaves from 
the Pie Tree (US$650) and Bird & Bull’s edition of 
Bates’ In Black & White (US$275). 

The Pie Tree Press presents what Jim Rimmer 
describes in his own conclusion as, “a scrap-

book rather than a proper piece of bookwork. 
But perhaps the apparent lack of direction is its 
direction.” It is an example of both the modesty 
and clarity evident in Rimmer’s account of 
his life in printing, typography, illustration 
and type design. Rarely does a career unfold 
in perfect order, and Rimmer’s book is a tale 
of a type designer’s working life, one with its 
own concentric patterns, its own unity. Part 
autobiography. part typefounding manual, part 
type sampler.

Rimmer takes us on a journey beginning 
in Vancouver with his youthful dissatisfaction 
with formal education, his apprenticeship to the 
typesetting trade, later a freelance typography and 
design career (still in Vancouver), and ultimately 
the establishment of The Pie Tree Press in New 
Westminster. He taught himself how to cut and 
found type, and he spells out his methods and 
techniques in detail. The book concludes with 
a parade of digital types Rimmer has created. 
The Pie Tree Press is beautifully written with a 
raconteur’s skill. Rimmer’s recollections form 
short stories with their own shape and he is a 
compassionate observer of the characters that 
populate his past. 

Wesley Bates rolls out a clever narrative with 
In Black & White that reveals the development 
of an artist through recollections and insights. 
Sometimes the narrative flow is a bit choppy, but 
my great discovery in reading Wesley Bates isn’t 
that he is a talented artist and accomplished wood 
engraver – I knew that already – but that he’s also a 
cracking good writer.

Bates begins with an early childhood 
connection to art that he forged through a set 
of wood engravings illustrating an edition of 
Wuthering Heights. Then he jumps ahead to 
the 1970s with his first interaction with wood 
engraving tools. As the book progresses, he 
draws a word portrait of the city of Hamilton 
in the 1970s and early 1980s, a vibrant urban 
environment full of artists and writers. He 
writes: “I wanted to illustrate texts that were 
proven and available, yet uncommon.” Many 
neophytes entering the world of the private press 
will relate to Bates’ own experience, such as the 
description of his early printing efforts, and the 
pile of waste paper nearly equal to the finished 
sheets. 

We follow Bates’ career as a commercial 
illustrator and his collaborations with some of the 
brightest stars amongst private presses in Canada 
and the United States. He also gives an account 
of illustrating books for authors such as W.O. 
Mitchell and Wendell Berry.

As for Wesley Bates’ illustrations, there is a 
feeling about them that he has one foot planted 
firmly in the grandest tradition of 19th century 
wood engraving courtesy of Thomas Bewick, and 
the other in the bohemian world of 1960s and 
‘70s folk movements and counter-cultures. The 
marriage of styles works. Music, dance, a love of 
storytelling and the bacchanale seem to be the 
underlying inspiration for many of his illustrations. 
Bates has a designer’s sense of space and 
proportion, but an artist’s sensibility. The careful 
arrangement of elements, a thoroughly practiced 
hand and an artist’s flourish do combine to create 
works of art in black and white. 

Gaspereau has composed both editions in 
standard proportions, hard bound in cloth with 
an embossed illustration on the front cover. The 
similarity hints at (I hope) an extended series of 
similar books on Canadian private presses. The 
margins are generous and the type set with care in 
attractive and appropriate fonts: Dante for Bates 
and Rimmer’s own Amethyst Pro for The Pie Tree 
Press. I like very much the simple and strong title 
page for In Black & White, classic all-caps in black 
and grey, which dances well with the engraved 
frontispiece. 

If I have any complaint with the design, it 
might be the utter lack of letterpress anywhere, 
save the embossed hardcover. For books that so 
enthusiastically describe the joys of letterpress, 
a letterpress printed dust cover, or perhaps a 
tipped-in hand printed illustration would have 
given the commercial edition, and its readers, a 
taste of the private press. One illustration – the 
cover of A Christmas Carol in Rimmer’s book 
– is slightly off-register, in my copy at least. For 
a private-press book that might be damning. 
However, given the cost of the fine press editions 
and their limited numbers versus the opportunity 
to read well-written words and see illustrations 
and designs by two of Canada’s best letterpress 
artists for $60 each – and you guess my point. 
In issuing these trade editions, Gaspereau Press 
is giving a greater number of private press 

enthusiasts the opportunity to read about two 
remarkable careers.

R e v i e w  by  L a r ry  T h o m p s o n

• Benét’s Reader’s Encyclopedia, 
Fifth Edition
Edited by Bruce F. Murphy
(Collins, 2008, $72)

When silverfish attacked the copy of The Concise 
Oxford Dictionary of English Literature (1939) that 
I inherited from my grandfather (who I never 
met, save through his books), I was devastated. 
The squat blue book was a quick reference when 
I was an undergrad at university, and always 
stood out as a paragon of what a literary reference 
book should be. Yes, it was old-fashioned 
and conservative, but it spoke form an earlier 
generation of what was possible in both its design 
and content.

When the publicist for the latest edition of 
Benét’s Reader’s Encyclopedia approached Amphora 
regarding the latest edition of a reference work 
famous, at least in U.S. circles, it seemed an 
intriguing concept. With the Internet offering so 
much information in an instant to curious readers, 
what could a new printed reference work do 
better? Priced at $72 for a hefty 1,210 pages, one 
would hope the answer would be a lot.

And truth be told, it does offer a great deal, 
particularly for the casual reader who doesn’t 
want to leave the armchair or sofa to Google some 
obscure reference in the middle of a book. The 
catholic embrace of Benét’s Reader’s Encyclopedia 
allows readers to shift from one book to another as 
they read.

The most recent edition offers entries on 
writers from the Asia beyond China, Japan and 
India, including the Philippines and Malaysia (but 
overlooks Singlish, one of the new varieties of 
English that gets a nod in volume’s introduction). 
Hispanic writers from Latin America are 
recognized, too, as is Alcuin of York (who merits 
seven and a half lines).

Canada figures in entries on Margaret Atwood, 
Northrop Frye and L.M. Montgomery, among 
others.

The design of the book is generally pleasing, 
with bold-face sans-serif type for the entry 




