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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 
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headings and a standard serif for the text. While 
the text type could be a bit heavier given that each 
page offers up two broad columns of text, it seems 
economical enough to pack in the wealth of dates, 
context and other information pertaining to each 
subject. One practical quibble that has less to do 
with the layout than the binding is that the review 
copy (perfect-bound) was already showing signs 
of weakness at the spine.

The real test of such a work is in the using, of 
course. While editor Bruce Murphy claims that 
the book’s “three-dimensionality … has kept it 
in print for more than half a century after Benét’s 
death,” the boast seems a bit like whistling in the 
dark. A book must endure physically, but also in 
the imaginations of those who use it. This, really, is 
what still earns my grandfather’s Oxford dictionary 
(among other titles) a place on my bookshelf. The 
best one could hope for is that this new edition of 
Benét’s book opens minds to all the possibilities 
literature has to offer – regardless of how that 
literature is distributed in the future.

R e v i e w e d  by  P e t e r  M i t h a m

• Books about Books: A History and 
Bibliography of Oak Knoll Press, 
1978–2008
Robert D. Fleck
(Oak Knoll, 2008, US$45)

Part publisher’s memoir, part press history, Bob 
Fleck’s history and bibliography of Delaware’s Oak 
Knoll Press should interest anyone who wants a 
glimpse of how this publisher works. To disclose 
pertinent facts up front, my interest stems from 
stories that visitors to the press’s bookshop passed 
along prior to Oak Knoll’s publication of my own 
work, Robert W. Service: A Bibliography (2000). 
My understanding – which deepened as dealings 
regarding the bibliography rolled along – was that 
the press was a typical small business with its share 
of colourful personalities and informal practices.

Books about Books confirms some of the 
impressions, with a raconteur’s touch.

Setting the tone for the book is Fleck’s candid 
confession on the first page that he hadn’t worked 
with an established bookseller prior to getting 
started in the book business, and consequently, 
“made all the usual mistakes of a novice in the 

field.” The final page of the history describes 
the press’s transition to a world in which digital 
media are often included with books and 
online ad campaigns are de rigueur – “unknown 
technologies when we started.” Then there are the 
stories of meetings with authors attended by the 
usual glitches travellers encounter, not to mention 
a few travelling mercies. Fleck tells his tale with a 
good humour that both entertains the reader and 
shows gratefulness for his own good fortune.

The bibliography in the second half of the 
volume is a helpful guide to Oak Knoll’s titles. 
While one might quarrel with the practice of 
providing separate entries for each edition of a 
title (printings of each edition are listed in the 
edition’s entry), a brief introduction outlines the 
idiosyncracies. A bigger issue, given what the 
press should know about its own operations, is the 
diversity of information provided in the notes for 
each title. Many titles include print runs, others 
add notes on typesetting, paper and the manner of 
printing. Some include a brief description of the 
title; others include what could be the blurb from 
the promotional material.

Nevertheless, the bibliography’s 320 entries 
provide an overview of the output of a well-
respected press in a volume that will be helpful in 
sizing up the contribution of Oak Knoll in meeting 
demand for books about books.

R e v i e w e d  by  P e t e r  M i t h a m

limited availability

A sampling of new limited-edition books 
from small and fine press publishers.

• Oneiric
Nyla Matuk with etchings by George Raab 
Frog Hollow Press,  2009

Two versions of this 64-page collection of poems 
are being offered: A deluxe edition of 30 copies 
case-bound in Japanese silk cloth-over-board, of 
which 25 copies are for sale at a price of $60 each. 
A regular edition of 60 copies Smyth-sewn in 
covers of mould-made Saint-Armand paper. Just 35 
copies are being offered for sale, at a price of $30 
each. The text, set in Mrs. Eaves with Lithos for 
display, is printed on acid-free, archival 80-pound 
Mohawk Eggshell paper. The covers are printed on 
bookcloth and mould-made papers.

Frog Hollow Press has been printing and 
publishing letterpress limited editions of Canadian 
poetry and short fiction in hard-cover, paper and 
chapbook formats since 2001.

• Diary of an Amaryllis
Maureen Steuart
Aliquando Press,  2008

A book of poetry with colour reproductions 
of seven drawings by the author. Set in ATF 
Baskerville and Latin Old Style type and printed 
on Canson Mi-Teintes, accordion-folded. French 
hand-marbled paper over board covers with a cloth 
spine. 16pp. An edition of 30 priced at $75 each.

• Tout passe: An Acadian Song of Exile
Anonymous (Translated by Donald Winkler)
Aliquando Press,  2009

Linocut by William Reuter. 3.5 x 12.8 cm., 
expanding to 1,230 cm. Set with types including 

Garamont, Codex and Duensing Titling. 
Handmade mura itaboshi utaban, kurotani chiri 
and yasu chiri, accordion-folded. Yamaguchi chiri 
paper over boards in a latte Card Linen slipcase 
with label. 12pp. An edition of 20, priced at $100 
apiece.

Will Rueter’s Aliquando Press displays a 
passion for well-written, challenging texts, and the 
pleasure in creating books by hand to complement 
the author’s words through the considered use of 
typefaces, paper, and binding.

• Music
Archibald Lampman

• Promise
Charles G.D. Roberts
The Grunge Paper s, 2008

These two recently released titles in the Grunge 
Papers’ Canadian Poets Broadsides Series measure 
approximately 8.5” x 5.5” and are priced at $7.50 
each. Both are letterpress printed; Music in 
12-point Deepdene on yellow cotton and gampi 
handmade paper and Promise in 12 point Typo 
Upright on orange cotton handmade paper. The 
edition sizes are 40 and 60, respectively. 

Previous series broadsides still available 
include,

 • Charles G.D. Roberts, “Unsaid” (letterpress 
printed in 12-point Deepdene Italic on pink 
handmade paper; 60 copies);

 • William Wilfred Campbell, “Sleep” 
(letterpress printed in two colours in 18 point 
Nephi Mediaeval type on orange handmade 
paper; 40 copies);

 • Archibald Lampman, “The Cup of Life” 
(letterpress printed in purple and red in 12 
point Deepdene Italic on yellow handmade 
paper; 35 copies). 

Grant Wilkins runs The Grunge Papers, and is a 
member of The Ottawa Press Gang. Grant does the 
majority of his broadside and chapbook printing 
on a Chandler & Price Pilot Press using cotton and 
abaca fibre based papers that he has made himself 
by hand.

• Publishers keen to inform Amphora readers 
of forthcoming or recent (within the past three 
months) publications may contact columnist 
Richard Coxford, proprietor of Bytown Books in 
Ottawa, at info@bytownbookshops.ca




