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Review: Love’s Lighthouse by Anna Yin
Reviewed by Susan McMaster
May 2020

Anna  Yin’s  new book  of  poetry  has

exac t ly  f ive  Eng l i sh  words  on  the

cover  –  her  name,  the  t i t l e ,  Love ’s

L ighthouse ,  and  the  ISBN i f  you

count  tha t  a s  a  word .  I t  i s ,  however,

covered  in  Chinese  charac ter s  in  red

and  b lack  p laced  in  both  ver t i ca l  and

hor izonta l  co lumns ,  to  love ly  e f fec t .

Thi s  e lement  i s  repea ted  throughout

the  book ,  60  poems  presented  f i r s t

in  Mandar in  and  then  in  Eng l i sh .

Nice ly  produced ,  Love ’s  L ighthouse

i s  a  p leas ing  book  to  look  through

and  handle .

There ’s  a  we lcoming  sense  o f  be ing

‘ l e t  in ’  in  Love ’s  L ighthouse .  Thi s

warm co l lec t ion  of  Anna  Yin’s
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Chinese  poetry,  pa i red  wi th  her  Eng l i sh  vers ions ,  i s  r i ch  wi th  v i sua l ,

cu l tura l  and  persona l  in t imat ions .  A l l  the  poems  were  wr i t ten  and

trans la ted  by  her,  some in  Eng l i sh  f i r s t ,  o thers  in  Chinese .  Thus  we

have  an  engag ing  in t roduct ion  to  two  ways  o f  th ink ing  about  l anguage

and  poetry,  through  the  percept ions  and  memories  o f  one  person  who

has  been  immersed  in  both .

There  i s  a  c lear  narra t ive  here :  memories  o f  Hunan  China ,  which  she

le f t  twenty  years  ago  to  come to  Canada ;  the  s low dea th  of  a  be loved

s i s ter,  which  drew her  back  to  China ;  the  pass ing  of  the  seasons  and

the  beaut ie s  o f  na ture ;  and  of  course ,  the  courses  and  many  forms  of

love .  But  the  s tory  e lement  i s  not  overworked .  There  i s  a  l i ghtness  o f

touch  throughout ,  gaps  be tween  moments ,  f ac t s ,  and  words  l e f t

unexpla ined  –  but  not  f rus t ra t ing ly  so .  And  a  dreaming  in t imacy  ye t

d i s tance  tha t  draws  the  reader  immedia te ly  in to  the  core  and  vo ice  o f

the  poem,  but  wi th  a  cons ider ing  mind .  For  Eng l i sh  Canadian  readers

l ike  me ,  we  become the  person  t read ing  these  faraway  pa ths ,  speak ing

these  words ,  and  re ferr ing  to  these  myths  and  h i s tor ie s  in  a  l anguage

much  more  anc ient  than  tha t  spoken  by  us .  In  what  may  be  a

suspens ion  of  Canl i t  va lues  for  a  d i f ferent  cu l tura l  s t ance  ( I  s t and

ready  to  be  correc ted ) ,  many  poems  re ference  such  we l l  known f igures

as  Van  Gogh ,  Leonard  Cohen ,  Octav io  Paz ,  Ted  Hughes ,  Gwendolyn

McEwen,  Mar ty  Gerva i s ,  I r i s  Chang ,  Margare t  Atwood ,  and  Yea t s  in  a

quie t ,  d i rec t  vo ice  tha t  br ings  them r ight  in to  the  conversa t ion .  The

book  i s  c lear ly  meant  more  for  Chinese  readers  than  Eng l i sh  ones ,  but

I  am g lad  of  the  generos i ty  tha t  has  prompted  th i s  poet i c  meet ing .

I ’ ve  known Anna  Yin  for  some t ime ,  and  watched  wi th  p leasure  her

work  deve lop  as  she ’s  exp lored  the  techniques ,  l imi t s  and  s t rengths  o f

Canadian  poetry.  Her  ear ly  poems ,  in  my memory,  spoke  lyr ica l ly  o f  a

s t rong  and  empathet i c  hear t  and  a  wide  v iewpoint ,  but  somet imes

s tumbled  on  mat ter s  o f  syntax ,  re ference  and  s ty le .  That  was  a  decade

ago .  In  th i s  l a rge  and  conf ident  vo lume,  220  b i l ingua l  pages ,  the

overweening  impress ion  i s  o f  an  in tense ,  thought fu l ,  percept ive  and

lyr ica l  mind  and  hear t  fu l ly  engaged  in  the  wor ld  and  a l l  i t s  e lements .

There  are  s t i l l  occas iona l  mis s teps  to  a  pedant ’ s  ear,  such  as  “not  for

increas ing  i t s  va lue”  ins tead  of  the  l ighter  “not  to  increase  i t s  va lue .”

At  t imes  her  imagery  and  word  choices  verge  on  the  expec ted  and  my

edi tor ’ s  mind  wants  to  ge t  out  the  red  penc i l  and  s t r ike  out  awkward  or

lax  phrases  so  tha t  the  s t ronger  ones  l ike ,  “ I  ca tch  my own shadow /

too  heavy  to  l i f t .”  can  s ing .  I  don’ t  know i f  these  mi ld  miss teps  are
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s tephanie  rober t s  — Mal l  o f  the  S i rens

caused  by  the  prob lems  of  rendi t ion  in  two  l anguages  and  d i f ferent

poet i c  t rad i t ions .  Evoca t ive  contrad ic t ions  l ike  the  above ,  and

surpr i s ing  but  gent le  turns  l ike  moves  in  a  dance  are ,  however,  a  mark

of  the  co l lec t ion .  Of ten  p laced  as  f in i sh ing  l ines ,  they  leave  the  reader

wi th  a  sense  o f  expans ion ,  beauty,  and  wor th .

And  the  above  minor  prob lems  are  about  the  wors t  th ing  I  can  f ind  to

comment  on !  Rev iewers  a re  meant  to  cas t  a  c r i t i ca l  and  judgmenta l  eye

on  the i r  sub jec t s ,  but  I ’ ve  been  charmed by  the  mus ic  and  unders ta ted

impl ica t ions  o f  Anna  Yin’s  words ,  by  the  in t r i ca te  t re l l i se s  o f  Chinese

graphics  tha t  adorn  the  pages ,  and  above  a l l ,  by  the  warm,  open ,

ce lebra tory  hear t  o f  the  wr i ter.  I  l i ke  th i s  book .  I  be t  you  wi l l  too .

 

Love ’s  L ighthouse

Chinese  /  Eng l i sh

by  Anna  Yin  www.annapoetry. com

ShowWe,  Ta iwan ,  2019  NT$ 290,  $ 15

Purchase  Love ’s  L ighthouse  here

See  more  books  f rom Anna  Yin

About  the  rev iewer :  Susan  McMaster ’ s  pub l i ca t ions  inc lude  books ,

antho log ies ,  and  scr ip t s ,  record ings ,  and  co l l abora t ions  wi th  ar t i s t s ,

dancers ,  dramat i s t s ,  and  composers .  Recent  co l lec t ions  are  Haunt  and

Lizard  Love :  Ar t i s t s  Scan  Poems .  She  i s  the  founding  ed i tor  o f

Canada’s  f i r s t  femini s t  magaz ine ,  Branching  Out ,  and  of  Vern i s sage ,

the  magaz ine  of  the  Nat iona l  Ga l lery  o f  Canada .    She  i s  a  pas t

pres ident  o f  the  League  of  Canadian  Poet s .  Vi s i t  Susan’s  webs i te
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