Karen Mulhallen on 

The Pillow Books
There are three important experiences that helped me to The Pillow Books. The first is the artists’ retreat on Toronto Islands. Life at this particular place on the large archipelago called Toronto Island is very elemental—the sky, the water, the foliage dominate. I lived on the eastern tip of the archipelago many many years ago and even then it held a magi for me. This is one of the places where I feel most in touch with the environment and with myself as a poet.

Two other experiences which led to these poems have been trips to what I call hither Asia—in particular to Turkey and to the Italian city of Venice. Both of these places are what I call hinges, which bridge the east and the west, the orient and the occident. I have spent a lot of time in both Istanbul and in Venice. That sense of the way the Orient and the Occident are so reflective of one another helped me to see how similar the world of the Japanese court is to our own time. 

The Pillow Books is influenced by the work of an 11th century Japanese court lady.  Sei Shonagon purports to be creating a private document—after all her book is a diary—the kind of book we often lock up—or keep under a pillow or secrete in some other way. But since she was clearly addressing an audience in her text she was testing the boundaries between the private and the public I think this line or blur between the public and the private is one of the great urges and dilemmas of our time. 

I am not simply thinking of Facebook and Linked In and Twitter but of the fundamental nature of creation which comes out of the self, and one’s own biography—emotional or historical—and presents tropes which insist they are not personal but whose emotive power is so often rooted in the emotional life of the creator. This fascinates me and I found Sei Shonagon, whose contemporary was the more famous author Lady Murasaki,, the  author according to Northrop Frye of the very first novel, I found Shonagon much more readable and evocative.

With this and all of my books I am trying to bring poetry into the forefront as a medium which is readable, accessible, and also highly metaphoric. All of my books are organized as novels, with beginnings, middles, ends and characters and dramatic climaxes and settings and so forth. I would hope readers learn from this not only that there is craft but that there is artistry and there is something of our common lives. One friend wrote to me after reading the book that he found it full of excellent instruction. This was from a well known author of prose and I was delighted to feel there was something to be learned from my book.

