TRANSLATING LIGHT: BRAZIL AND SENSUALITY IN WORKS OF P. K. PAGE

by

DESIREE JUNG

A THESIS SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF

THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

n

The Faculty of Graduate Studies

(Comparative Literature)

THE UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA

(Vancouver)

September, 2011

© Desirée Jung, 2011



ABSTRACT

This dissertation gives a reading of the Canadian poet P. K. Page. What especially
interests me is how Page engages with being in the world through language. I inquire into how
she articulates the body and its qualities in words; her different relationships with the embodied
life and her reflections on sensuality. From selected literary works, I argue that she approaches
lived experience primarily through visualization, an approach which creates a sense that
something is missing, due to the transformation of sensuality into visual representations. My
argument is that the writer, despite her successful strategy of translating the world into images of
light and colour, also searches for the additional participation of her other senses. I explore her
difficulty in finding ways to express other senses than the visual, her struggle to relate embodied

sensations to one’s ownership of a physical body.

To support my argument 1 focus on Page’s books Brazilian Journal and Hologram: A
Book of Glosas. My aim is to retrace examples of visual sensuality as key elements that allow
one to understand her quest for the world of the senses and the physical body, while fleshing out
the natural elements of particular environments in contexts that are both human and non-human,
urban and natural. My intention is to demonstrate how the writing of physical bodies and their
sensorial qualities in Page’s work is urgent and vigorous, beginning from Brazilian Journal,
where she constantly battles with her own defences against her desire to feel the world and
translate its light. Her struggles continued into Hologram, where the visual poetics take over all
other possibilities of exploring sensuality. My point is to show that the representations of

physicality demand a corporeality and vigour that P. K. Page consistently sought in her work.
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Introduction

The Sensuous and the Writing of P. K. Page

My relationship with P. K. Page began with my arrival in Canada, as my physical being
in the country was reinforced by my contact with her writing. In the following years, I decided to
attempt the translation to Brazilian Portuguese of a few of her poems from her collection of
Hologram, as well as some excerpts from the book Brazilian Journal. This experience increased
my interest in learning more about Page’s writing sensibilities and led me to the challenge of

writing this dissertation.

My main desire was to prove how the contact between this talented writer and the blank
page presupposes a sensuous connection that is established through a perceptual field embodied
in words; a need to identify, through examples collected from P. K. Page’s work, how this
dynamic is constantly affirmed through, often, visual metaphors. I affirm that the poet, while
creating presence out of initial emptiness and void, consistently searches for other senses that
could increase the experience of being in order to address the lack and anguish that this very

engagement implies.

Two main works by the Canadian poet P. K. Page — Brazilian Journal and Hologram: A
Book of Glosas — 1 chose them particularly because of their relationship with the foreign —
support my argument and intention: to identify examples whereby the encounter of physical
bodies are constructed within a visual narrative that searches for other ways to testify the very

experience of being in a body; how these excerpts affirm the existence of embodied worlds, yet



also struggle to incorporate the feeling of living in an unpredictable organic matter such as a
body through other senses. Personally, the task of writing this dissertation is my singular attempt
to address three of my passions: poetry, P. K. Page, and the place of Brazil in my life. Being
Brazilian, and having spent twelve years in Canada, both subjects attracted and incited my
curiosity. More than an intellectual endeavour and a critical exercise, this project tries to express
my individual relationship with literature, poetic spaces, writing in general, and the relationship

between Brazil and Canada.

Having met P. K. Page a number of times, and saddened by her recent death, this
enterprise has taught me a number of lessons, particularly in relation to the delicacy and
attentiveness that are involved in the poet’s creative powers and urges. Beyond my intention to
contribute to the scholarship that converses with Page’s work, my project is also a personal
journey into Brazil and its endless possibilities of articulation; how I see Page as a translator of
Brazil, and how I identify in writing elements that speak to my own experience of growing up in

the country.

In addition, my life in Canada has contributed and led me to reflect back on my own
origins, and a number of questions which I try to evoke here are a result of that: from how the
body is manifested in writing, and how Brazil becomes a place of narrative and sensuality to
Page’s intuition. | am critical of Page’s work, but I also try to show my admiration and respect in

regards to her voice and energy when writing.

The importance of embodied language, I argue, is to connect both reader and writer to the
physicality and consciousness that writing is able to provide, to make language an instrument of

experience, and to address sensuously the life in the body.



I present an example from Brazilian Journal that shows how Page negotiates her
emotions in regards to her trip to Brazil, refusing to accept her destiny. In the narrative of

displacement, she compares her desire with that of an edible plum, in an ironic move:

“Brazil,” A. repeated.

“Oh, no,” I said. I wonder why it seemed so impossible?

“Send a letter to Jules,” I offered, “refusing. I’ll draft it:

For some

It is surely a plum

Give it to thum.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 1)

The section explores a playfulness regarding the subject of Brazil. One notices how Page
jokes about Brazil and cloaks it as unknown while hiding her anxiety about being in a place she
knows as a tropical thing, in this case a “plum.” She wants to deny this fruit, to say the desire to
travel is “impossible,” so she prefers to “give” it to someone else. The impossibility described in
this passage is softened by an understanding that gives up on any human desire, even though its
flesh is included in the perception of a plum. There is a clear understanding of Brazil as
something distant from her, as though her words could not yet permeate this new territory of
being. Another example where one can find a struggle between her emotional feeling and ways
to embody it occurs in Hologram: A Book of Glosas: “It was astonishing, larger by far than we
could imagine, larger than sight itself but still we strained to see it.” (Page, Hologram, 1994: 14)
In this case, words seem to ask what lies beyond this vision, how could one address the present

sensation of wanting to know more?



The efforts are contained in the act of perceiving the event as something “larger by far
than we could imagine.” (Page, Hologram, 1994: 14) In the case of P. K. Page’s writing, these
moments explore the visual presence which constitutes the possible embodiment predominating
in the narrative. Usually, as I try to demonstrate in this dissertation, the narrative is a quest to
find other means to experience sensuality beyond the sight and the eyes. It is as though the writer
feels and elaborates the world through her vision, often an elaboration which echoes the same
thoughts she has about those feelings. It is a mastery accomplished by delimiting the perceptual
field and the very sensuous aspects of the surroundings through visual representations, which
become her working tools, yet also limit the atmosphere, since the movement, and the actors that
she is orchestrating in order to complete the enactment, sometimes beg for other means to

express their emotions.

P. K. Page, in both works, tries to be in control of this self-imposed task, in the first case,
by creating a journal out of her personal letters and diaries, managing the urge to explore
sensuously the very subject that drives her to write it: in this case, the monumental task of
addressing Brazil, and secondly, by creating a set of poems out of excerpts of poems by poets
whom she admires, changing them into a glosa form, while expanding on thoughts and concepts
she visually reinstates. The reflection on ideas becomes her metaphysical goal, the urgency of the
flesh and of the words embodied addressed as her main challenge. I show here a passage from
Brazilian Journal that demonstrates this naming of a Brazilian scenario. The passage struggles to
connect one’s embodiment to the presence of reality, utilizing superficial considerations

regarding the familiar in relation to her sense of belonging.



The aim is to create a sense of mystery, of anticipation of the life ahead, conveying an
intellectual frustration and impotence towards the fact that Brazil, at that moment, dissolved into

a collection of gramophone records and the Portuguese language’s challenges.

This passage reveals the preparations that Page makes before departing to Brazil, and her

knowledge about it:

During the preceding weeks we had tried, not very successfully, to shop for cottons and
learn the rudiments of Portuguese from gramophone records. In spite of books, the post
report (a confidential report on conditions in the post), and endless talk about “the
residence,” I could form no very clear picture of the life ahead. Leaning on the rail of the
S. S. Brazil and watching the skyscrapered skyline of New York recede, diminish, fade
into the horizon, I felt that everything familiar was receding with it. (Page, Brazilian

Journal, 1987: 2)

The feeling of the narrator is her lack of understanding of a particular reality. Her
perception attunes to an imagined sensation of what recedes, disappears, and cannot be
verbalized. She lacks the knowledge of Brazil and knows it. The alternative is to delimit it into a
self-made scenario, as though the sensation of separation were simply a boat departing a shore.

The reader can sense her intimidation before that which she cannot yet visualize.

On the other hand, metaphysics and the naming of realities are part of her mastery. In my
reading, Brazil for Page is this place where the possibility of the visual enters into contact with
the other senses, which she aims to achieve yet self-consciously seems to claim as an impossible
task. Writing is the place of work where feelings occur and are acknowledged through the body,

Page seems to say, despite her apparent complaint of an inability to accomplish the task fully.



Likewise in the poem “Hologram” the narrator sees Frank Kafka’s castle in a “dream of
wonder,” and this fantasy is related to an “astonishing” view experienced when witnessing the
scenario of a citadel, and the light being reflected from it. The narrator feels everything being
transmuted. This sensation is felt by the narrator, who cannot help but to watch and perceive the
moment, transfixed: “...and we, watching it, interlocked in a strange dimension — that neither

your heart nor mine could have invented.” (Page, Hologram, 1994: 14)

It is a sensation that sometimes language doesn’t seem to suffice to express all feelings,
the notion that what the eye can see cannot always be explained. Expressions such as “dream of
wonder,” “citadel,” “Kafka’s castle,” are forms to address this sophisticated and introspective
reality, yet aim only to reside within an intellectual body. It is clear that emotions are explored
by their impossibility of being fully addressed. What the reader witnesses is a passage that
acknowledges the limitations of writing, at least on the level of vision alone. At the same time,
what Page seems to want is precisely this impossibility of the world of feelings. Connections can
be, for P. K. Page, one way in which sensations can be perceived and become transformed, and
evolve from one state to another. The strength of her writing lies in this imagined existence, as
though thoughts were one’s best protection, “as though one could simply take a line for a walk.”

(Page, “Questions and Images,” in Canadian Literature, Summer 1969: 17-22).

This illustration of this imagined world is echoed in the essay “Traveller, Conjuror,
Journeyman,” (Page, Canadian Literature 46, 1970: 35-40) where Page foretells her deep desire
to find crucial connections between painting and writing. The path, she believes, is to go to a
“dimensionless point,” in order to bring out any feeling that can be associated with that point.
(Page, Canadian Literature 46, 1970: 35-40) Page is concerned with how intersubjectivity

occurs, how spontaneous behaviour and associations evolve, a strategy to work through life and



feelings. These trials of imagination are noticeable in the book of glosas, Hologram, where the
reader can see Page’s expertise for dealing with the demands of a foreign form such as the glosa

while knowing how the very words cloak a lack of understanding.

While Hologram, a book of glosas, brings, as does Brazilian Journal, the perceptual
experience Page manages to create from her experience, both of these works demonstrate how
Page’s effort is to become an observant, never challenged by the extremes of her own body,
fleeing from pain and allowing for simplistic explanations to appear as though they were
associations which were intuitively conducive. Hologram is an attempt to give her thought a

body, rather than her body a true voice.

It is a book that explores ideas, rather than placing feelings into embodied scenarios. And
it is this ability to move from ideal worlds to reality, to explore each event as though it were
unique, that constitutes Page’s tool to work her feelings through words, as though, when placed
in a phrase, they were to have simply two possible directions: towards one magnified picture of
an idea represented in a poem or in a short story, or, directed to selected regions of a poem or
short story, which, then, would act as a set of pillars that allows the reader to understand the

capacity of words to regenerate life and energy by association.

This ability to feel the world through visual and written language is reflected in the essay
“Questions,” where Page explains how she began to suspect that drawing and writing were “not
only ends in themselves, but possibly means to an end” — a method, perhaps for tracing “a small
design.” In a poem, she says, questions or answers should not be addressed. Her choice is to use

the medium to “expand and create space, moving furniture.” (Page, Canadian Literature 46,



1970: 35-40). In Hologram, Page constructs a kaleidoscopic world that is never flat and where

the effort to find places that echo her thoughts in the world are constructed.

Page’s commitment to the written page as a perceptual world is demonstrated in the
following passage, whereby the writer’s desire is to establish a sense of belonging, despite her
being “appalled” by it, as though, once again, her intention was masked by an avoidance, a
delicate politeness that refuses to emit her own felt sensations about things related to this new

world she does not know:

. . . I was appalled by the grandeur of the house we were to inhabit. As it had only
recently been acquired by Ottawa, we were to be the first Canadians to occupy it. We
learned that it was beautiful, that it had been built by a wealthy Portuguese and modelled
on his palacete in Portugal; and that its private chapel had been deconsecrated with the
intention of leaving it empty (although Brazilians in Ottawa complained they had heard

we were going to use it as a bar!) (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 2)

It is important to address Page’s interest in knowing, even if that implies not
acknowledging her inner wisdom, and thus approaching every possible subject with a rational
mind, in this case, the size and dimension of the house as a criticism regarding Portuguese

colonization and culture.

The whole episode is directly related to this immersion in Brazil, setting up a relationship
that is not without a certain distance, perhaps suggesting a colonial view, or even a fear of the
tropical when she addresses the initial horror of learning about the size of the house. She is

“appalled” and horrified, but we don’t know why from the passage, we can only infer.



From Brazilian Journal, there is another example that relates to her arrival in Brazil. It
seems to produce a mix of emotions that begin to attest to her uncertainty about the future, her

disconnected approach to it, and her historical additions to enliven the sensation of not knowing:

Further intelligence: there would be workmen in the house when we arrived; the embassy
had hired a Spanish couple to keep the place clean until we could hire staff; the gardener
who worked for the original owner was still in charge of the grounds; and — crowning
touch! — Brazilians were so fashion-conscious that when the ladies of the Portuguese
court had arrived in Rio in 1808 — heads shaved because of the lice they had caught on
the voyage out — the ladies of Brazilian society, thinking it was the latest European

fashion, had lost no time in shaving theirs! (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 3)

Although everything seems to surprise her in nature, she does not necessarily address
why, except by its cultural or historical quality and the differences this new world brings to her
life, while at the same time avoiding feelings, despite her remarkable capacity to identify ideas

relating to her being a foreign inhabiting this new space.

Her death in 2010 is a sad opportunity to inquire into these subjects, since, despite her
difficulties in addressing issues of the body, her work offers endless entries to the subjects she
struggles to achieve, since her curiosity, I believe, is one of her greatest strengths. It was this
insistent passion for the world, demonstrated in Brazilian Journal and Hologram, which made
me begin this investigation, particularly because of her capacity to expand on life’s occurrences
and its manifestations. In this passage, Page’s first impressions of Brazil reveal these interests:

the temperature, for instance, in Brazilian Journal: “...although midsummer, it was overcast the



day we arrived. From the ship, Rio lay before us like a dog’s vision of it — monochromatic — the

grey light making it two-dimensional.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 5)

In this excerpt, the poetics of Page is to paint a landscape that is inert and still, without
words, passive and raw, as though her vision was animal-like, simple, unsophisticated and non-
imaginative; a complexity not possible to be aimed at or recreated, perhaps due to a type of
intimidation before Rio. It is a simplistic rendition of the scene which lacks an instinctual
perception of this place, for what one gets from the passage is a commonplace feeling of arrivals
and departures that this moment would try to reproduce. It is a poetic version of Brazil in her
thoughts, which could only be translated as the liveliness of the moment experienced through
imagined concepts and light and colour. The same suggested universality can be seen in the
poem “Hologram,” and what connects the narrator to the essence of the experience is
“unscrupulous,” as the light that reveals it but is not possible to be lived, since the passage does
not indicate the steps that one needs to engage in order to survive these emotions. She writes:
“...but that was later, after we had made the passage/from the faint light of morning star and pale

moon/to unscrupulous noonday with its major chords...” (Page, Hologram, 1994: 14).

Often, criticism of Page’s work also take various life events too much into consideration,
her marriage to Arthur Irwin, her trips to Brazil, Australia, and her return to Canada, and not
enough of Page’s attachment to sight as the entry to other aspects of the body. In my view,
critical reflection on her work simply echoes her own sympathy for this visualized world, not
acknowledging her effort as a writer to materialize the real through other means. I argue that
perhaps Page holds a strong intuition of the lack that accompanies the beauty and desire she
strongly felt manifested in Brazil. As though, ultimately, through her, the flesh feared its own

embodiment.

10



For John Orange, Page’s prose became more colloquial as she reached her middle age,
very attentive to the emotions she conveys through physical narratives and their concrete verbal
expressions. (Orange, P. K. Page and Her Works, 1989: 15)" In this section of Brazilian Journal,
one notices the concreteness of her vision, and how this awareness of buildings and the city of

Rio comes at the price of how she feels in the face of this new place.

The various images enact Page’s effort to write her own prospect of beauty and harmony
into a country that does not adjust to her standards. The dirt and the ugliness, the unsophisticated,
become for Page a marginalized line at the end of the excerpt, when she compares the
astonishing buildings with the shanty towns at their feet. One cannot tell her emotions, except by

her stylistic observations; the city is simply an image, and not a lively entity. She writes:

We had been told that Rio is the most beautiful city in the world, and it is beautiful. As
tropical as New Guinea or Singapore, with carefully tended parks. But mildew and wet-
rot eat away at its modern buildings — more modern than anything at home — buildings
which rise, daring and astonishing, pastel or patterned, into the soft air. Often, too often,

from shanty towns at their feet. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 5)

It is a frustrating experience for her to be shown something and have it called beautiful
and not, in effect, feel it experienced as beautiful. It is an aesthetic reaction, an experience simply
visual, and not organically felt. There are no visceral reactions, simply the observations of a

writer/painter who sees this new world as a painted canvas ready to be depicted in words.

! Perhaps this justifies one criticism that John Orange applies to Page’s reliance on too many images, which, he
argues, is fitting to the restlessness present in her earlier poems and the proliferation of images that merge into one
another in unexpected ways (Orange, P. K. Page and Her Works, 1989: 26).

11



Along the same lines, the book Brazilian Journal addresses the question of naming
Brazil, whereby Page exercises her mastery of writing by playing with sounds, images and
portraits of the country trying to allude to and to incorporate the sense of the foreign, the exotic
and the unusual in the reader. However, the irrationality and the naturalness of the landscape, a

pair one often encounters in her writing about Brazil, appear from a visual perspective in general.

Often, when the inexplicable emerges in the writing, Page manages to organize the event
into a comedy, something to be laughed at, an effort to recognize one’s incapacity to control a
given scenario wilfully, as one can notice in this example from page 8, which demonstrates her

uncertainty over being in this place:

But we did have one eventful night when we were wakened by what I thought were pistol
shots ringing out in the garden. Silence. Then they rang a second time. As no voices were
raised and there was no further noise, we presumed the revolution had not really begun.
But about five we were wakened again by another volley, and this time I could see
flashes through the curtains. Peering over the balcony, A. reported that our personal
policeman was marching imperturbably up and down the terrace. Then we heard the
drums and strange singing in the nearby hills and realized, with a mixture of relief and
disappointment, that pistol shots were the fireworks of a festa in the neighbouring favela.

(Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 8)

Either Page is extremely confident about her surroundings and faith of being in the world,
or she is completely detached from the event that is actually happening. The occurrence only
affects someone out there, not the writer, who is indifferent to what her body is feeling. This

argument is not a forceful demand for more emotional reactions, but rather a reflection on how

12



sparse and rare the body is in these passages, how difficult it is to read the above passage and not
feel, in one’s body, the feeling of being lost, perhaps preoccupied, and extremely tense from the

beginning and the ending of all these circumstances.

Even if Page were completely unsure about her life in this foreign country, it is reassuring
to see her body inserted in the action, as the sounds, the facts, and all the surroundings call for a
more incisive drive to open and reflect on one’s emotions. When corporeal absences populate
Brazilian Journal and Hologram, we see Page dealing with a narrator who is face to face with an
unidentified language that she sets out to uncover, though not often successfully. At the
beginning of the Brazilian Journal, even though she claims space and abundance in her new

inhabited house, there is often a separation between the paradisiacal vision and her emotions:

Our palacete — and it is indeed that — is in one of the city’s western suburbs on Estrada da
Gévea (Street of the Square Sail), on a valley slope facing two mountains known as Os
Dois Irmaos (The Two Brothers). For three days after we arrived, low cloud and a
relentless rain made it impossible to see over the tops of the trees at the bottom of the
garden. But now, like a backdrop, the two blunt brotherly peaks are unveiled against a

blue sky. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 5)

The effect of the trees covering the mountains, the smells of the air, the new temperature,
and the new house; all these elements trigger Page’s visual perception, everything is described as
if projected on the screen, the other aspects of the body become a challenge for her to construct
in the scene. In Hologram, Page creates unidentified territories and new worlds, which, in turn,

accentuate even further how her body visualizes the scenes, as though visual thought could fill

13



the shape of poetic narratives. She utilizes a precise conceptual argument, and develops them

into light, translating the images onto the page.

Even though the scenarios are full of darkness and light, which, as conditions of space,
allow for the narrator to include the body in her emotions, it is not enough to experience them
fully. She accentuates the brightness of a room, the darkness of a shadow, positioning herself in
space, yet does not incorporate the nuances that aren’t visually composed, for example, the
heaviness of weather and how that affects one’s perception of place. As an event is displayed, we
are introduced to the conception of a feeling rather than the touch and the nearness of one’s skin.

One example is in the following passage, from the poem “Hologram™:

Brave of us to begin in darkness. Or was it wisdom

That made us prepare ourselves for that radiance

Little by little? A Jurassic age must pass before even colour

Could enter the scene — dawn’s grey being so infinite... (Page, Hologram, 1994: 15)

All one can infer from this passage, despite the poetic and visual impact Page obtains by
working with themes such as courage, wisdom, and the expression of colours, is the sense that
this narrator is deprived of light and finds knowledge out of disembodied air. There is a sensation
of free flight, which, in turn, makes it even more difficult to enter into the text. With Brazilian
Journal, Page attempts to trust her emotions in new ways, in different situations, and tries to
cope with unexpected sensations, while with Hologram the scenario is already predisposed and
predicted by the writer, a very visual poet, who sets out to build another major poem. The poem

is about visual experience, as the title suggests. In both works, Page is constantly placing her

14



vision at our disposal, arguing on presence, home and of foreign places. The mystery and the
choice of the experiences remain open, they create a sense of intimacy and trust; yet the
experience of the reader is that of an onlooker who is not invited to feel but to participate in the
reproduction of images into thoughts and ideas. Above all, it is an intriguing and beautiful

visual-conceptual work.

In Hologram, the norms of the poem delimit the content of the page, while in Brazilian
Journal the unknown country is transformed into a narrative as if photographed from afar.
Similarly, Page explores her desire and passion for the word in action, as a manufacturer of
visions and images, yet distances herself from the other possibilities of verbalizing emotions,
such as taste, smells, and particularly touch. In both works, Page obscures her sense of anxiety

and instinct; her disconnection is evident in what relates to embodied partnerships.

This contrast between full presence in the text and complete distance from the language
utilized in the process of naming and perceiving spaces is one of P. K. Page’s most important
characteristics to deal with as a reader and a critic. In the poem “Hologram,” (Page, Hologram,
1994: 15) Page creates a split between the colour green and its effect on the body; she makes the
colour feel as though it “pierced us like a spear,” (Page, Hologram, 1994: 15) creating a
sensation that is synesthetic in the depiction of the real world. The violence of the act forces the
reader to understand the narrative as intense and fully embodied, the word “pierce” connects the
effect that the green light might truly produce in the body, as though the universality of this
narration required a particular tone, a subjective stance, in order to produce a fuller description of

how this piercing effectively works itself into the body.

15



What comes from her writing is the sensation of a natural placement, as though this type
of emotion and the quality of the light on the body were a normalcy to be described and felt:
“..but to the cones of our eyes that green was shining/and pierced us like a spear.” (Page,
Hologram, 1994: 15) This exercise echoes the particulars of working with words and considering
how the reader feels the writing in her own being, it is an attempt to elaborate on how space is
inhabited by the poet. In the essay “Traveller, Conjuror, Journeyman,” in Canadian Literature
46, 1970 (35-40), Page suggests one should go to a “point, dimensionless, in the centre.” “One
longs for an art that would satisfy all the senses,” she writes. (Page, Canadian Literature 46,

1970: 38)

The statement reinforces her search for a synesthetic realm in writing and how the senses
could aid the search of embodiment, as David Abram’s book Spell of the Sensuous: Perception
and Language in a More-Than-Human World, explains: the environment is one of the main
reasons why the relationship between writer and reader is conflicting, and how the perceptive
field can be controlled by the writer as a consequence. In this work, Abram reinforces how the
process of physicality, or embodiment, in texts is an essential element to enter into the world of
any writer. Abram suggests that one of the most important characteristics of the sensuous world
created by a writer is the perceptual entrance that the reader can physically experience, in other
words, how he can feel that environment through language. (Abram, Spell of the Sensuous, 1996:
49-52) In the case of P. K. Page, in the entry dated “January 21*,” from page 5, in Brazilian
Journal, the house and the landscape reveal her sense of disorientation and discomfort in the

country, particularly in her relationship with others and their mutual interaction.

While Page plays with the reader’s perception by evoking the landscape and its various

details, she also manufactures harmony. Yet out of this effort, there is also a sense of separation,

16



a connection with the environment that is alien because of her inability to access other sensuous
aspects. Page makes Brazil a world of unmoving objects and constructed landscapes, not ready to

be physically felt; an aesthetic experience, like a painting or a wallpaper:

From street level, the house is hidden behind a high wall — hot pink, and stained with
continents of mildew and mould which flourish in this steamy climate. Approaching from
the city, if you drive in through the second of the two street gates you pass the gatehouse
where the gardener lives; peer through the garden’s fretwork of tree ferns, the ruler-
straight trunks of palm trees, and the intense black of their shade; cross a little stream
over a bridge; and there — beyond a lotus pond and a stretch of quite extraordinary lawn,
stands the equally extraordinary house: rectilinear facade, hot pink again with chalk-
white trim, three-layered, with two tiers of rounded arches. (Page, Brazilian Journal,

1987: 5)

Expressions such as “hot pink,” “continents of mildew and mould,” “steamy climate,”
and “intense black of their shade,” portray a physical interrelationship that Page masters in the
book Brazilian Journal by alluding to the senses visually, and searching, in the meantime, to
include the very body that feels these images. In this passage, the reader is invited to see the
house and its entrance, thereby establishing a relationship that is cinematic but somewhat
disconnected from feelings. Page’s sensuality is grounded in the writing of things that are
beautiful for their aesthetic quality rather than their embodied being: the previous words and
sentences recreate Page’s relationship with the house as a visual construction that expresses her

insertion within the environment.
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Similar experiences can be found in another excerpt from the book Hologram: *. . . and
yet in a flash, from infra-red to ultra-violet/we saw the hologram glittering above us/glistening
the air...” (Page, Hologram, 1994: 14) In this passage, expressions like “the hologram,”
“glistening the air,” create a perceptual field for the reader to experience and feel, the
“ultraviolet” lights sensually connecting the writer’s point of view with the reader’s perception,
the air and the colour recreate this visual field and a subjective reality where Page tries to situate
herself in the poem. Page, in Brazilian Journal, sublimates the natural, the raw, and the
instinctive quality that permeates everything called “Brazil.” Her strategy is to slide quickly into
intellectual renditions of instinct. For Page, the sensation in the body is always suspected because
it leads one to unexpected emotions, unpredictable. Page’s focus is an elaborate philosophical
conceptualization of the world, and I would argue, one of her greatest strengths. It is perhaps this
predominance of the intellect, or conceptual thinking in writing, which leads to the absence of

the sensuous, or else she seeks to use the intellect to make sense of sensuality.

It took me this entire project to be able to read through Brazilian Journal and Hologram
in order to identify the difficulty presented by the world of the sensuous, and how Page struggles
to produce it. Spell of the Sensuous, by David Abram, is a critical reference that has informed my
method while reading P. K. Page’s works. Through the concepts from Abram’s study,
particularly in regards to the lack of the sensuous in exchange for a rationalization of the world, I
learned to analyze Page’s texts and notice how the sensuous was often replaced by a detached,
descriptive view of what the intellect is seeing, rather than what the narrator, and her physical
body, might be feeling. The inclusion of tastes, smells, of even skin touch seems to be an
articulation that is sought by Page, through her visual insertion, but not usually encountered, due

to her preference for images.
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In this process I found ways to interpret, in Page’s writing, how the present moment and
the sensuous intersect in embodiment through visual metaphors that allude to other senses; the
physical experience Page engages by crafting a body that aims to feel what she is thinking, yet
lacks ways to address her sensations in writing. It is an ongoing learning of how to touch the
world, where we are led to interact with the possibilities of inhabiting a body that has colour,

shape, and sensation, even if only for a moment.

According to Abram, every phenomenon we do not explain rationally is called
“supernatural,” due to our difficulty in accepting unknown forces of the universe or mysteries we
cannot explain. Consequently, he says, “humans have effectively detached themselves from their

sensual capacity and also from their relationship to life and the living earth.”

For it is likely that the “inner world” of our Western psychological experience, like the
supernatural heaven of Christian belief, originates in the loss of our ancestral reciprocity
with the animate earth. When the animate powers that surround us are suddenly construed
as having less significance than ourselves, when the generative earth is abruptly defined
as a determinate object devoid of its own sensations and feelings, then the sense of a wild
and multiplicitous otherness (in relation to which human existence has always oriented
itself) must migrate, either into a supersensory heaven beyond the natural world, or else
into the human skull itself — the only allowable refuge in this world, for that is ineffable

and unfathomable. (Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous, 1997: 10)

For Page, this relationship with the earth in Brazil is discovered through her desire to see
more and more, to explore the world before her, and to attempt, through her gaze, to describe the

materiality of this realm, sometimes only alluding to other senses.
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Brazil seduces Page with its colours, and the response is a sophisticated rendition of an
ever-present sensuous environment, a constructed narrative that appeals and magnetizes the eye
with embodied qualities that try to unite the narrator and the reader with “the sound of water —
running, dawdling, or rushing, depending on the rains.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 6) The
same method occurs in Hologram, where the occurrences of the sensuous are tempting, and
enclosed in intimate moments, yet mixed with felt impressions described by the narrator,

conducive to sensual attempts that call for the body, even if separated from the living earth.

For example, in the following excerpt from “Hologram,” the poet is not sure when she

13

feels pain or joy, but she knows it hurts her somehow: “. . . but to the cones of our eyes that
green was shining/and pierced us like a spear. (When joy is great enough)/how distinguish it
from pain?).” (Page, Hologram, 1994: 15) In the book Hologram, the multiplicity of realities

suggests a perceptual world embodied by the metaphor of the hologram, demonstrating Page’s

engagement with visual exchanges which calls for a body that is hidden and veiled.

The poem “Hologram™ shows the aspect of being and of living in the world in search for

LR I3

a body. From descriptions such as “the sea, green without brilliance,” “Kafka’s castle,” “cloud
and azure,” (Page, Hologram, 1994: 14-15) Page begins to expand her kaleidoscope of images,
trying to recreate a disembodied world as effective as the physical reality it contains, in a visual
depiction. Abram, quoting Edmund Husserl, suggests that “the roots of our detachment from the
unpredictable dynamic world begin with a separation from the thinking mind, the subject, and
the material world of things, or objects.” He advocates a turning toward “things themselves,” as
they are felt in their immediacy. “It would not seek to explain the world but rather to describe it

thoroughly,” in particular the way the world makes itself evident to awareness, “the way things

first arise in our direct, sensorial experience.” (Abram, Spell of the Sensuous, 1996: 35) This
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transition between mental images and articulated constructions that derive directly from our
sensual experience is Page’s ultimately difficulty; hers is an attempt to achieve the sensuous

contextually, without the need of a body.

Page writes about Brazil indirectly, relying, perhaps, on historical facts to justify some of
her observations. She is not discovering Brazil within it as she lives in it; it is rather a pragmatic
and quite methodical approach to the environment. Likewise, in Hologram, the reader inhabits
Page’s multiple and endless worlds that exist only in poetry. At moments in the Brazilian
Journal when Page is commenting about her difficulties in dealing with the routine of hiring and
firing employees, as well as with her lack of the Portuguese language, one notices how these
situations contain an internal narrative that is defensive and negative, perhaps because of her
inability to fulfill her desire to articulate a body that is fully present in language, or perhaps due

to her understanding that language may not be capable to capture it all.

These are the conditions she enunciates as she turns to matters of fact and polite
digressions on how to make her experience of Brazil workable. Due to these restrictions,
particularly the official ceremonies she has to attend, the text is also populated with moments of
intellectualization and the disappearance of the natural and the supernatural, along with any form

of surprise or awe.

The actual interaction between these two worlds, the sensuous and the rational, is always
imbalanced. The present moment, the immediacy of an event, is not allowed to be sampled or
felt. In an entry from February 18”‘, 1957, in Braczilian Journal, she debates whether the house is
controlled by a poltergeist. Things are disappearing and breaking down. There are lost keys,

elevators being mended, and lights suddenly failing to work. We do not know how she feels
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about these situations, nor do we know if they ever get fixed. We only assume these problems

are something the mind cannot accept, perhaps through anxious commentaries.

She describes an appointment with a plumber and the amount of time it takes to show
him the jobs that need to be done. This is not the first time she had to do this, and she is not
pleased. She writes, in a pragmatic, knowledgeable and masterful voice, superior and more
effective than the males she is trying to address: “I am amazed at the number of times I have
demonstrated the deficiencies of a bidet for the edification of strange men!” (Page, Brazilian

Journal, 1987: 14)

There is no escape from the problems of the house, yet she manages to control the
situation. Page is there to attest that this world is imperfect. The descriptions confirm her
impatience towards the cultural and social characteristics of the place, and her voice aims at
constructing an argument that wants to file and organize this environment into a categorized
existence. The strangeness of all types of figures and entities, of colors and smells, of sounds and
silences, shows how Page sees Brazil but cannot risk inventing ways to recreate it fully
embodied, making preconceived thoughts part of her life, which accentuates Page’s impatience
from these events; her writing is attuned to the very urgency and presence of her needs in her

world.

It is as if her body were a voice searching for other ways to represent her very feelings, a
speech filled by a stacked compilation of rights and wrongs, sometimes disavowing the very
supernatural and sensuous element she likes to cite and colour the pages of the Brazilian Journal.
At the same time, the supernatural is part of her daily life. Constantly, she is challenging the

forces one can’t explain but feel. In an entry of February 18" in Brazilian Journal, she mentions
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the firing of a laundress who has a rare condition. She writes: “...Today I fired the laundress with
elephantiasis. Hated doing it but she was not a very good laundress and eighteen sugar bananas
and five kilos of beef unaccountably disappeared on Saturday. Unfairly, perhaps, I suspect her.

Yet I am sorry to see her go.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 14)

For the first time, her emotions are sharp and clear, despite the rudeness of the decision:
she hates, she suspects and she is sorry to see the maid go. The laundress with elephantiasis
occupies the same realm as the sugar bananas and the five kilos of beef; she is out of sight,
unpredictable, unknown. It is a “sad situation,” she says, being without a laundress is
intermingled with the fact that she has an emotional and physical attachment to the situation. The
laundress disappears, just like the food in the house. Page addresses this scene according to her
own senses and sensibilities, her feelings of disappointment. It is felt, and she finds ways to

express her emotions through the contact and intimacy of another body.

She adds: “It is unlikely that I shall ever again employ a grotesque: elephantiasis of the
legs and breasts and a strange little beard which hangs straight down under her chin and curls
only at the end.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 14) An ordinary event, the dismissal of an
employee, is transformed into the naming of the grotesque, and we are introduced to a moment
when a body appears and the sensation associated with it is explained in detail: “It is unlikely
that I...” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 14) Immediately we can grasp the rationalization of the
supernatural, the shape, and the reality of this woman named Lourdes, along with the irony of the

physical impact with which the appearance and presence of this body affects her writing.

As Abram argues, “it is the immediacy of how an event makes itself into awareness,” and

particularly the awareness that this new situation brings to the senses, that produces the vivacity
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and presence in a text, and unites the writer and reader in the experience of the sensuous world,
so denied by the rational mind. (Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous, 1997: 74-75) In itself, the
scene is a promise for an open window of sensations and perceptual possibilities. It carries a
level of bodily awareness that allows readers to understand the associated neglect between the
subject and this other body, which is not frozen in the rationalization Page often makes, and is
alive on the page, despite the writer’s superior stance towards it. Abrams, quoting Merleau-

Ponty, writes:

Communicative meaning is always, in its depths, affective; it remains rooted in the
sensual dimension of experience, born of the body’s native capacity to resonate with
other bodies and with the landscape as a whole. Linguistic meaning is not some ideal and
bodiless essence that we arbitrarily assign to a physical sound or word and then toss out
into the “external” world. Rather, meaning sprouts in the very depths of the sensory
world, in the heat of meeting, encounter, participation. (Abram, The Spell of the

Sensuous, 1997: 74-75)

I believe Page searches for this encounter between flesh and the word, yet is not always
satisfied with the result, perhaps preferring to explore the visual aspects of language. Firing the
laundress recalls the grotesque sense that this fact produces, and the gruesome tone increases
through Page’s description of the laundress’s body in full detail. She writes how, “ready for the
clothes-line, her great brown arms full of white sheets, rows of clothes pegs clipped to her dress
like rows of nipples on some gargantuan sow, she was a truly awesome figure.” (Page, Brazilian
Journal, 1987: 14) This embodiment is, as Abram attests, referring to Husserl, the place of
interaction amongst the bodies, one’s own and the other’s, and by “an associative empathy, one

comes to recognize these other bodies as other centers of experience, other subjects.” (Abram,
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Spell of the Sensuous, 1996: 37) “The life-world is thus the world as we organically experience it
in its enigmatic multiplicity and open-endedness, prior to conceptually freezing it into a static

space of facts.” (Abram, Spell of the Sensuous, 1996: 40)

Page’s encounter with the grotesque reveals the writer’s ability and sensibility to depict
an awareness of dealing with the phenomenology of this rising event. Page cannot help but to
embody the laundress: since the feeling of the grotesque demands embodiment, it cannot exist
without a body. She explores the sensuous more deeply in this section. Different from previous
passages, it is the embodiment that increases this Brazilian experience of the grotesque,
subsequently transforming her narrative into a full-body experience. In Brazilian Journal, Page
describes many subjective encounters that try to recreate the sensuous and enigmatic world of
Brazil through her own experience. In turn, characters come and go, as, for example, the German
housekeeper who speaks seven languages. Similarly to the case with the laundress, Page controls
her feelings, and they do not follow an unsettling line of emotions. She says, “I can see that she

will have to go.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 7)

Page cannot rely on fate, so all she can do with this situation of having too many
employees, is to organize her wish rationally as that belief that “the correct manner of staffing
the place will, I hope, sort itself out in time.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 7) The uncertain
nature of this knowledge is demonstrated by a rational thought that justifies her intense need to
organize everything according to her pre-acquired knowledge, when she speaks like a true
scientist, since she relies on previous and empirical experience. Page states that “considerably
more staff is needed here than in non-tropical countries, partly because the heat slows everyone
to a crawl and partly because, with the high humidity, everything has to be aired and brushed

every day.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 8) She cannot cope with the heat on her body, it is
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often someone else’s body that is affected by it; hers is just a voice observing the whole scenario,
abstracting and avoiding certain feelings, rejecting the reciprocity Abram suggests, quoting
Merleau-Ponty, as being “an ongoing exchange between the body and the entities surrounding
it,” constituted in a kind of “silent dialogue.” (Abram, Spell of the Sensuous, 1996: 52) Page’s

qualities are that of an observer, a voyeur, and a spectator, like a photographer of the mind.

Following Page’s effort to capture the Brazilian experience of the grotesque in the
Brazilian Journal entry of February 18", the reader is presented with the writer’s relationship
with this tropical environment, of how the vegetation in Brazil seems to have a force of its own.
The garden she describes “has four sprays of tree orchids growing from it — white with purple
centres; another has a yellow orchid with a rust centre; still another, an indescribable flower of
bright cerise with cerulean blue tips on its large heather-shaped flowers.” (Page, Brazilian
Journal, 1987: 15) Hers is a sensuous view, simply painted. Page’s sensuality, I argue, is visual,
like a painting, and one-dimensional: “Every tree puts forth some flower in clumps or sprays or
showers of yellow, purple, pink, white, or red — and almost every trunk bears orchids.” (Page,

Brazilian Journal, 1987: 15)

Her exploration of the experienced world is a picture of it: Page seems surprised by her
lack of words, she states that she is without words. The difficulties in addressing smells or tastes,
and how they affect her, are clear in the writing. The experience of meeting and encountering
these new objects, when it is met by an emotion, creates body on the text: “Nature doesn’t seem

to know how to control itself!” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 15)

It is important to mention that she does address the colours, the visual spectacle of Brazil,

yet is shy in incorporating the life-world one cannot explain or grasp intellectually, what would
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require an engagement that incorporates the embodied senses. This labour is related to what
Abram calls, quoting Merleau-Ponty, a “perceptive attunement” or “synchronization” with our
rhythms and the rhythms of things themselves; “a sensuous dance between the carnal subject and
its world; an active voice, alive.” Citing Merleau-Ponty’s main work, Phenomenology of
Perception, he writes, about the book: “The sensible world, in other words, is described as
active, animate, and, in some curious manner, alive.” (Abram, Spell of the Sensuous, 1996: 55)
Remarkably, on the other hand, Page attests her ability as a writer by grasping the sight of nature
in its full embodiment, as a separate entity, knowing the truth of nature by seeing it in its

liveliness, and reflecting on it conceptually and intellectually.

Page’s words exist within this context; her struggle with language in Brazil produces a
country that searches for its embodied language. Her carnal voice and the world she encounters
in Brazil sometimes are mixed with judgments that replace the physical perception of the
environment, leading the reader to experience these trees, this vegetation, and this emotionally
indescribable Brazil up to a point. This naming, because of the very impossibility of being
named, becomes stiff and unrealistic; as though Page could not find herself before so much

vivacity and joy immersed in the nature that is everywhere, and does not seem to control itself.

In Brazilian Journal, while attending a Brazilian party, Page observes Copacabana beach,
glistening with “the lights of a distant shore” while “thirty people sat down for dinner.” (Page,
Brazilian Journal, 1987: 7) The interaction restates the connection between the city and nature;

the lights go off and Page writes:

Half-way through dinner all the lights of the city went out. Darkness everywhere — inside

and out — except for the myriad points of light on the bay, floating now in so vast a night.
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But how afraid we still are of the dark! At once all footmen fumbled through the
blackness in their white gloves and returned with lighted candelabras. Beautiful too.

(Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 9)

Slowly, something begins to change in Page’s relationship with Brazil: natural events
have their effect on her body, she feels afraid, the reader is able to interact to this scenario that is
at once embodied and mysterious. Page introduces the reader to her feeling of insecurity
provoked by the natural world. For her, this beautiful darkness brings fear that is also beautiful.
It is this notion of a dialogue between evolving ecosystems, between the writer and the reader’s
common landscape, which strengthens the impact of this narrative in comparison to previous
ones. In a later passage, Page discusses her neighbours, who sing “their Aves in the totally dark

convent.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 9) She goes on:

The other night we heard the giggles of a host of small girls, and leaning on the
balustrade in what must surely be the classical Brazilian pose, found — instead of a
children’s party as we had thought — the Sisters themselves, those whom we have seen at
dusk, silently reading their breviaries under the cassia trees, now swinging on the swings,

black robes flying. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 9)

The same feeling of adventure can be found here, where the reader’s landscape becomes
populated by the joyful description of this world, this darkness which, slowly, like nature, is
transformed. Day becomes night; darkness and dusk are suddenly illuminated. The previous fear
is no longer there, and now we hear the laughing, the child-like activity of these “Sisters.” Page
escapes and denies us her feeling about the event, yet the embodied language is involved; the

99 <.

“Sisters swing,” “their black robes flying.”
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Page is being playful through observation, interacting with other subjects in the
environment. In Hologram, it is harder to find a sense of naturalness in the narrative. Light is
often present, and it seems to give birth to several reflections. In the poem “Hologram,” the gold
sun is the metaphor addressed, when Page asks “how to rid the gold sun of all its otherness?”
(Page, Hologram, 1994: 19) Another beautifully depicted example, from Brazilian Journal, begs
for some feeling, for some reaction, for some calling that interacts with this urban and rural
intimacy that the vision of the narrator brings but that her writing, lacking embodiment, avoids

engaging with:

Around and around the driveway the armed guard in his sand-coloured uniform strolls
like a succession of men. In the darkness between the pools of light shed by the lamps he
is totally lost. The frogs sound like dogs, like hens, like drums, like strings, and when
they stop — which they do occasionally, as if obeying a conductor — one hears other

drums and the weird singing of the favela. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 10)

Here nature and the urban landscape intersect, demonstrating Page’s ability to notice and
narrate the closeness between the two. Yet one cannot escape being affected by that which is not
in the text: the magic, the brilliance, and the energy that the noise of the frogs, like music,
creates. This absence, one could argue, is stylistic; it conveys something that is left for the reader

to create alone. Page’s style is to follow the rhythm that she sees nature exhibiting, and how that

> In the introduction of Ecopoetry, a Critical Introduction, J. Scott Bryson attempts to differentiate nature poetry
from ecological poetry, the first often being associated with nineteenth century Romantic poets, who saw poets as a
manifestation of the divine, and the second to twentieth century poetry, who saw poetry as rhetoric for social
change. I will not comment on the understanding of nature poetry and the context of nineteenth century poets, since
it addresses a subject that this dissertation does not approach. At the same time, it is important to mention how Page
occupies a certain place in the writing of ecological poetry, when she deals with natural events in her writing of
Hologram and Brazilian Journal.
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rhythm leads the armed guard from darkness into light, as well as new sounds to a supposedly

quiet landscape.

In Page’s Brazilian Journal environmental transformation gains momentum throughout
the book, even though it was set in the fifties, and published in the eighties, examples such as the
alarming temperatures that “soared above the century and no breeze, moved among the smallest

leaves of the maidenhair.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 11) She writes:

But, dramatically, Sunday night, a storm blew up and the house seemed to rise like a
flight of wooden eagles, wooden wings flapping, as every shutter banged and swung. You
could almost see the cooler air as it streamed through the rooms overturning photographs,

riffling papers — a manic housekeeper on the loose. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 11)

The house embodied in this passage appears to embody a feeling of disorientation, of
fear, transposed and transfigured into the shape of on an eagle, which impersonates the chaos
that the passage is trying to convey, added the inclusion of a mad maid who acts as the loose
element in this scenario, violent and urgent in its natural conditions. In Brazilian Journal,
another common subject is the relationship between progress and the natural landscapes. The

following passage provides a good example of this:

Last Sunday, a day as sunny as looking through a topaz, we set off for Corcovado (The
Hunchback) — one of the highest peaks in Rio — to which we climbed through forested
mountains by a series of switchbacks. Brazilians are great road-builders. They think
nothing of going up mountains, down mountains, or even through mountains, where

necessary. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 11)
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Page does not mention ecology in regards to Brazil. Instead, she creates passages about
nature that reveal her enthusiasm when near natural landscapes. There are only a few moments
where concern about the natural is revealed, which I won’t focus on here. In Brazilian Journal,
Page avoids discussing the environment, or our internal relationship with the movements of the
natural world, and how that affects our consciousness. Perhaps her avoidance of the environment
is also a search for the environment, as with her treatment of the body, an absent presence in the

selected works here discussed.

In this Introduction, I demonstrate how John Orange’s remarks on Page’s writing give a
gentle overview of her work. I introduced David Abram’s approach to the relationship between
embodied language and writing, and how the reader, through this sensuous connection with the
written page, becomes connected to the living earth, the act of writing and the feeling of this
immediate life-world. Another important topic of this section is the neglect of an organic
awareness in P. K. Page’s work, from inside out, including her own body in relation to the
natural world, as well as the “associative empathy” and “silent dialogue” that is necessary to
address when relating to living entities; when, for example, Page engages with the reader in her
reading of Brazil in Brazilian Journal, as well as of poetry in Hologram. 1 also want to stress
Page’s careful eye when observing Brazil, carefully placing her words in contexts which allow
the reader to visualize and almost touch this new territory she inhabits. Through conceptual
arguments and painted descriptions, Page recreates this foreign place as though she were

experiencing it for the first time.

On another note, I think it is relevant to give a brief overview about the methodology I
use in this dissertation, since I am aware that this project doesn’t utilize the usual structure
applied in a conventional literary criticism manuscript. Instead of producing a dissertation with
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an overview of the scholarship involving P. K. Page, and the historical implications and
references to her writing, thus aiming for a specific Canadian literature audience and readership,

I opted to fill a gap that I understood as being lacking in the research regarding this writer.

My intention, ever since I began my work, followed by many meetings with P. K. Page,
was to be faithful to my relationship with the writer and how she saw her work, which thus
echoed also how I perceived her writing. Page never saw herself as an academic, having verbally
expressed surprise and curiosity towards those who would be interested in her works with pure
academic purposes. With that in my mind, I began my research focusing in my interests, Brazil,
language, poetry, and embodiment, always taking into consideration what I thought was lacking
in the scholarship I read about Page. I felt that there was an important aspect of Page’s work that
wasn’t acknowledge by recent criticism, and my goal was to work with concepts such as

language and embodiment to make my claim.

I also didn’t feel comfortable in labelling Page in any one school, since it felt
counterintuitive to Page’s own thinking. I felt new scholarship was necessary, and thought my
project could open up new possibilities of seeing her work. John Orange is a specialist on Page
that I quote in this dissertation and who also argues about the difficulties in categorizing the
writer in any particular school. However his work contextualizes and informs the reader on
Page’s several inter dialogues with Modernists, Surrealists, among others, and how that might
have shaped her writing. I think such scholarship is important, and relevant, but I felt I needed a

different type of discourse in order to articulate a dialogue with P. K. Page.

Being part of a department such as Comparative Literature allowed me to express my

concerns and my questions towards the work of P. K. Page. In this environment, I was able to
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write a dissertation whereby my own subjectivity was also at stake, which allowed my own
phenomenological experience of Page’s writing to be represented in my work. I think this
department allows one to relate and converse with different types of subjectivities, and that was
essential to the development of my argument. Overall, I hope my dissertation can contribute to
the realm of Page’s scholarship, and allow of a new type of dialogue to occur, in particular where

the body and language intersect.
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Part I: Chapter 1: Bragzilian Journal and the Writing of Brazil

As 1 have discussed in the previous section, P. K. Page’s writing is an attempt to
experience a perceptual world, rather than a simple recording of facts. Part I, Chapter 1, of the
dissertation is an investigation into this exercise, focusing on how the physical body is featured
in this process of revealing the world through sensuous circumstances; what I intend to show
here is how Page, through Brazilian Journal, attempts to reproduce the experience of physically
living and feeling Brazil on its pages. In the Introduction I provided a few examples regarding
Page’s arrival in Brazil, which was filled with surprises and unexpected visits by unfamiliar
insects, weather, and employees.

Even though she controls her behaviour like a prepared tourist, the scenario is often a
challenge for her writing. She wants to understand everything, and in one way, writing down the
experiences is a concrete method for providing or assessing some of the questions. She writes, on
February 6", about a bird in the garden: “Notes on flora and fauna: in the garden a bird like a
yellow-bellied flycatcher. Trying to find it in the inadequate bird books we have acquired, I
discover Brazil has a marsupial duck! Why baby doesn’t drown while mother swims, I don’t
know.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 11)

Birds populate Brazilian Journal, as though the novelty of them incited Page’s curiosity
and desire to replicate them into images. Also, Page finds pleasure in discovering the country
through books, as though the natural, with its immensity, wasn’t possible without official
knowledge. Thus she expresses her initial interest in Brazil and its nature and how she has been
approaching it so far. She sees a bird in the garden and immediately associates it with a

flycatcher. Yet what really informs her about this reality is contact with a book, as a form of
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mediation with the land. She still has questions about the birds: she does not know how they
survive without their mothers in nature.

This scenario is a perfect representation of how, metaphorically, the passage could
suggest the despair and loneliness of the writer in being alone in an unknown country, and like
the birds, not knowing how to survive without some guidance, without the help of their mother,
showing how both instinct and survival are two important topics in the new world she is about to
discover. What this country seems to require of her is an internal reflection of the sensuous
embodiment she is witnessing and that she slightly acknowledges; her survival depends on this
self-questioning, which she only theorizes.

Page’s intentions to name Brazil according to her own tastes and impressions grow more
intense as her time in the country grows, which causes her incorporation of more historical
details. Moreover, her curiosity about the feeling this country provokes in her comes with an
inability to access her own truth in regards to the meaning that “sprouts in the very depths of the
sensory world, in the heat of meeting, encounter, participation” which, according to David
Abram, quoting Merleau-Ponty, should occur in the writing of the sensuous world. (Abram, Spell

of the Sensuous, 1996: 75)

By avoiding this encounter, Page refuses to accept what she is witnessing as a reflection
of herself, and despite addressing Brazil as a place that could be found anywhere, the
embodiment of her own self is lacking. In another example that introduces this curiosity between
human and non-human elements, one notices, instead, a type of silent dialogue between herself

and the Brazilian experience, when she writes:

Yesterday, when Maria, the Spanish maid of all work, was cleaning the veranda, she

found a very blond frog asleep on the lintel above the door to the sala. Giving it a good
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peasant swipe with her broom — the kind she would in affection give to her husband — she
brought it to the marble floor with such a resounding smack I’d have thought it dead.

(Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 12)

Page describes the mastery of the Spanish maid over a non-human being, and how these
skills and embodied nature echo in her. She thinks the frog might be dead, after such a “smack.”
The absence of her own voice is noticeable, and the interaction between this scene and her being
remains unsaid. Often, in these Brazilian exchanges, Page resembles a child, as though the world
were a quiet surprise and not perceptible through inner associations in which embodied language,
subjective writing and the sensuous intersect. Such possibility seems impossible for Page, which,
in turn, restricts the participation of the reader in the aesthetic rhythm of things-in-themselves

and the writer’s visual sensibility.

Page’s interest, though, is present, one can tell she wants to know more about the violent
act that drives the maid to hit the frog, yet she adds: “Instead it leapt through the door to the
sitting-room and straight onto an upholstered French chair, with all the authority of a
transformed prince. Finally, finding Maria’s persistence with the broom too much for it, the poor
thing clung with both forearms to a veranda railing and gave a great wail like a Siamese cat.”

(Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 12)

Her interpretation of the event is Romantic, almost literary, transforming the frog into a
“prince,” and losing the connection between this sensuous, lively world, and the world of her
body; what does the very body feel, seeing that natural being fighting for its life? Page still

resists the natural world with intellectual fantasies; her own survival in this environment is an
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impossibility of speech. She finds it nearly impossible to embody her own experience in

language, and that’s why the body appears absent in its presence throughout the narrative.

In the beginning of the Journal, passages like the previous one are very common, and
Page admires the skill of those who live in the house with her. She is shy to include herself near
this Brazil she is curious about; she does not seem to recognize inside herself the world of the
sensuous, the naked body, the unpredictable sensations of desire and want and lack. Page revisits
this theme frequently in the beginning of her Journal, especially because she is trying to find

ways to cope with her own circumstances. She writes:

For the first and quite unforgettable time, we have seen a Brazilian blue butterfly — as
large as a flying hand — the upper surfaces of its wings an iridescent Mary-blue, the
underside soft as the colour of snuff. And these are the butterflies that are made into

pictures for souvenir hunters! (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 12)

As with the frog’s episode, Page is ironic and versatile in giving citations or comments
about what she sees in reference to intellectual matters: butterflies as artifacts for hunters, rather
than an expression of the living world. Her eyes search for this intellectual reference, which the
text itself seems to negate, as the butterfly is expressed in full colours and embodied language.
Page, on the other hand, tries to describe the scene not only as an event experienced with a
physical, emotional response but rather as a scenario that could be painted. She translates the
light which surrounds the event and frames it into images, inserting herself conceptually in the

context.
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She is enchanted by the colour of the butterfly, and knows the type of blue it has. She
also compares the colour and its light with a material element; the butterfly has an underside soft

“as the colour of snuff.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 12)

Despite her artistic observations, the reader does not have access to what she feels when
experiencing all these colours, the language of the image visualized cannot translate the feeling

she might be experiencing.

The predominance of the visual in Page’s work, I argue, is an impediment to the way the
language can be embodied, particularly with Brazil and sensuality, a pair that brings a
synesthetic experience to the surface. Instead, the supposition is that, by expressing the quality of
a perceived object in comparison to another, it would force the reader to experience the feeling

of the butterfly, and not just imagine it, with both colours and entities.

This tendency interrupts the act of embodiment, which would truly take the reader back
to his or her own body, lacking and witnessing presence and absence, creating a layer of meaning
that is beyond superficiality and aesthetically conducted expressions. For Page, there is often an
act of redemption and happy endings before the incompleteness of life and art itself, and that is
why, perhaps, she is interested in the rendition of harmony in the natural world. It is an idealized

world of framed moments which she crafts and observes in Brazil.

In her quotidian life in Brazil, particularly upon her arrival, she has to deal with several
common-place obstacles, which accelerates her desire to learn about the country, while on the
other hand, driving her close to her own fantastical Brazil, more literary than natural or urban.

She writes:

38



Reports received before we arrived told us that the water pipes are corroded and that
there would be “inconveniences as regards hot water and the use of toilets on the third
floor.” Too true! Also, as Canada was moving in with more electrical appliances than had
been used previously, the electrical wiring was overloaded and would be another

problem. Still is. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 12)

The contrast between a progress-driven country like Canada, with an abundance of
resources, and the undeveloped world encountered in Brazil is clear in this passage. It is also
suggestive of how Page brings with her a whole array of changes that force this house to be
transformed into something of her liking. All this is written, but she doesn’t seem to have a

critical view of the forceful impact her arrival has provoked on this natural environment.

Measurements need to be taken, at any cost. In nature events resolve themselves often
with a great deal of violence, while in the urban and human environment challenges also have to
be dealt with a different type of force: for example, the electrical appliances and the whole make-
over the house is undergoing. For Page, the obvious is that her presence in this world needs to

find a pattern in the house, and that is order, and new conditions. She continues:

The lift containing our pictures, books, objects d’art — sent from Canberra, via Durban —
arrived before us and was unpacked to prevent its contents from mildewing. I have been
finding a place for them in this vast green and white house. Thank goodness we have the

paintings. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 12)

Page describes how she establishes her place in the house through the act of unpacking,
and how, despite the diversity that this natural world provides, she is thankful to have her

paintings. Her body is perhaps too vulnerable in this new environment; she needs her material
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artifacts to keep her safe. And she seems to be thankful for everything that brings a sense of
belonging. It is a fearful experience, for everything needs to be watched over, since in this
environment, the powers of nature are merciless. In this case, she has to unpack her things to
prevent them “from mildewing.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 12) She writes about the
patience required to move into a house of fifty-seven rooms, and her life is orchestrated by the
equipping of the house, and the materials she has to acquire. Another aspect of this new life in

Brazil is her relationship with language; the frustration that speaking brings forth. She explains:

Then there are the difficulties of language. I spend an enormous amount of time trying to
communicate with the servants and an almost equal amount trying to disentangle the
misunderstandings I have created. “Don’t buy any more young girls,” I say to the cook.
Hours later I realize I meant magas (apples), not mogas. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987:

13)

The confusion with words is one of the elements of Page’s experiences in the country.
The very act of speaking, of interacting with this world of Brazil, seems to require the mastery of
a language that would go beyond Portuguese. Even though she does not say it clearly in the
passage, claiming her mistakes are related to the idiom, it can be inferred from previous
moments how these resistances come from an experience that goes beyond purely visual
expressions. Perhaps she is defensive and anxious in dealing with an aspect of life that is

unknown, and not easily articulated by her, such as other senses.

It is an effort to communicate sensuously through the embodiment of one’s self, as the
very language that feeds these obstacles as they cohabit with her in the country. It is not an easy

task, she writes, to communicate with the servants as she counts on them for everything. At the
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same time, she is trying to define what Brazil means to her, even though she is pessimistic and
filled with apprehension. She conceptualizes what her body can feel and perceive in contact with
the environment. In Page’s description of her experiences in the Brazilian Journal, one notices

her effort to write about these others. She writes:

I wish I had been able to see the ceremony. I was only allowed a second-hand view,
as it were. At 10.30 a.m, four members of the embassy staff assembled at the
residence, not unlike a comic chorus in their variously tailored morning-suits. Having
not yet acquired a copeiro (waiter), we hired one for the occasion, and he arrived
handsomely attired in white jacket and Mickey Mouse gloves. (Page, Brazilian

Journal, 1987: 13)

Page finds this other ironically by explaining how the embassy staffing appears and how
the hired waiter is perceived in reference to a cartoon character. The contrast is forced, and it is
an attempt to humanize this self-created Brazil between a recognizable natural world, real and
enigmatic, and the urban, residential environment, which becomes a performance turned into
irony by her narrated perception. Just like the previous section, where she compares Brazil to a
plum. This linkage is created, and it is the representation of the form that she can grasp of this
place called Brazil. By dressing the scene with irony, she catches the attention of the reader and
places herself as the sarcastic narrator who dwells between the inanimate and the fantastic that

this natural realm possesses.

It also appears, I argue, that Page prefers writing through visual impressions, which, in

Brazil, seems to be reinforced by the overwhelming presence of nature. Brazil, I believe,
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threatens her own ability of embodiment. In this passage, Page elaborates on the act of writing,

from her verse memoir Hand Luggage: A Memoir in Verse: >

And poems. The pattern of vowels in a poem,

The clicking of consonants, cadence, and stress —

were magic and music. What matter the meaning?

The sound was the meaning — a mantra, a route

to the noumenon, not that I’d thought

that through absolute pitch I’d repattern myself.

What I’d thought? What I’d felt. For me feeling was thinking.

I thought with my heart — or so my heart thought. (Page, Hand Luggage: A Memoir in

Verse, 2006: 10)

In this excerpt, Page argues that feeling is thinking, and embodiment of sensuality not an
emotional labour but an intellectual task. At the same time, she reinforces how her heart thinks,
understanding feeling in alliance with conceptual thoughts, as though one depended on the other.
In this dissertation, I defend the idea that feeling is not thinking, and that Page, by thinking what

she feels and bringing that to writing, separates the reader from the emotion she is trying to

* Published in 2006, the verse memoir Hand Luggage was well received by the critics. Stan Dragland writes, for the
back cover of the book, how the piece is a “wonderful long poem nobody else could have written,” which “carries a
plenitude of penetrating observations and probing questions arising from richly varied cultural experience frankly
and lovingly examined.” The memoir, besides registering her permanent feeling of “a borderland being, barely
belonging, one on the outskirts, over the perimeter,”according to Stan Dragland, also narrates her becoming a
woman, her becoming her own voice and writer, her aging, or, in sum, her being in “preparation for a life of
paradox”. On the same subject and in contrast, in Brazilian Journal, Page addresses the Brazilian women as the
personification of beauty, refering back to herself as inapropriate and lazy. Being a woman, in this case, requires a
new stance in regard to what the feminine and landscape writing can truly signify, or which she never comes to
address in Brazilian Journal, neither in regards to her own embodiment as a woman and a writer.
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convey through visual images. On the other hand, I believe that Page knows how to highlight her
emotions through her words, since her ability to conceptualize her feelings are what captivated
me as her reader in the first place. Even though it is a limited way to perceive the world, it is her
way, and one that is very successful. The only aspect of it which can be noted is its limitation

towards certain aspects of representation.

Page is fascinated with sound, but does not explore how she feels it in this passage. For
her, the experience of listening is a given. The meaning does not resonate back on her being. It is
the thought that counts, not how the sounds reverberate as embodiments. The thought of the
sounds becomes the center of the poem. That is her way of thinking, yet another possibility the
text seems to address is how does that reverberate in the body, in the reader’s body? This
transition between word, sound, and body is what seems to trigger Page, even though she argues

that her focus is the thought of feeling.

For Page, the process that reveals a poem is not only constructed by consonants, vowels,
music and magic alone, but above all, and prior to all, to the questioning that occurs before it
begins to happen. What does the meaning matter, she asks; or, perhaps, implicitly, what among

all forces can disturb the perfection or shape of a poem?

From this particular point of view, which makes feeling into thinking, Hologram, a book
of glosas, exceeds its formal attempt by establishing Page’s poetic identity in her ambition to
translate the essence of another poet’s voice into a structured form. Long and sometimes
overwhelmingly wordy, the book succeeds in the production of well-engaged images, yet avoids

grounding these very images in a fully embodied matter. Page, in an often surrealistic manner,
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tells the reader how this or that object, when placed under a specific scenario or background, can

be remade into a new thing.

The result is a multi-layered world of possibilities which go from the conceptualization of
life to the nuances of sentiments; of how they converse with a particular place, character or
object. Once again, the question of feeling is taken for granted, and assumed as thought. Several

critics, in fact, praise her intellectual capacity to produce visual imagery.

When Linda Rogers writes in the essay “P. K. Page, The Alchemist,” that Page’s mastery
is that of a “jeweller because of her ability to craft poems taking into consideration their every
angle, individually carrying a brilliance that is only comparable to light and precious metal,” it is
clear that the reader can feel this precious jewel purely through the visual appearance. The
magnificence of a precious stone is also intimidating, or: “crystallizes human experience.

“Reflection, in her poetry,” affirms Rogers, “is insight;” “images are randomly picked, it exists

in the phenomenal world for poets to examine.” (Rogers, P. K. Page and Her Works, 2001: 15) *

A similar view is held by Barbara Colebrook Peace and Kelly Parsons in their essay,
“Seeing with the Eyes of the Heart: Praise, Shadow and Dimensions of Eternity in the Poetry of
P. K. Page.” (Peace, Parsons, P. K. Page and Her Works, 2001: 43) In this essay, the authors
consider Page to be a “visionary,” who sees deeply into the heart of things; someone who sings
praises, after the poets of ancient Greece. For Peace and Parsons, above all, in order to
understand Page’s writing it is necessary to incorporate her need to write the “shadow,” or rather,
her ability to deal with all kinds of loss by acknowledging the relationships between things. They

believe that Page’s vision of the world is interconnected; her writing carries an interior

* For more, see P. K. Page and her Works. Edited by Linda Rogers and Barbara Colebrook Peace. Toronto:
Guernica, 2001, pg. 15.
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luminosity “reminiscent of certain medieval women mystics.” (Peace, Parsons, P. K. Page and
Her Works, 2001: 43) The essay also calls attention to Page’s “spiritual ecology,” an awareness
that opens one’s eyes and induces the reader to see beyond the surface. “Page does not turn away
from suffering, grief and loss;” she has a “heart that knows that tears are part of love,” affirms
Peace and Parsons. (Peace, Parsons, P. K. Page and Her Works, 2001: 47) Yet the meaning of
spiritual ecology, and its relationship with the matter of the bodies, is never addressed. Another
characteristic of her poetry, they write, is her ability to extract “a thing only felt” from
invisibility, and transpose it into a “seen thing, a heard thing;” (Peace, Parsons, P. K. Page and
Her Works, 2001: 54) an understanding that acknowledges the transmutation of an idea, a
thought, or even a spectre of light, yet does not transit into the very embodiment this verbalizing
proposes, the communion into word, of making this perceptual reality and fantastic realm into an
integral element that embodies her world as a poet. What Page’s oeuvre does accomplish is an
entry into open spaces; as if, by reading her verses, one is able to feel the atmosphere of a

particular place.

In the poem “Autumn,” from her book of glosas Hologram, Page takes an excerpt from
Rainer Maria Rilke’s poem “Autumn Day,” and reworks it within a new structure, the glosa. It is
a controlled exercise, poetically creative, and the Spanish form it produces carries within it an
accordion effect: it expands and contracts as it goes, allowing the theme of time and seasons,
once explored by Rilke, to be revisited by Page under a new light. Part of the struggle with

2% ¢

poetry, Page affirms, is to have the poem itself become an “awakening,” “surfacing, presenting
my small sea-dreanched island to the sun.” (Page, The Filled Pen: Selected Non-Fiction, 2007:

6) Page’s role in this challenge equals her desire “to emerge,” to comprehend a stonecrop, a

vegetable marrow, a grove of palms. “How could I foresee the use I would put it to?” she asks.

45



(Page, The Filled Pen: Selected Non-Fiction, 2007: 6) The actual battle, Page explains, occurs
within one’s mind: “...from this vantage point, I would say that the right hemisphere of my brain
— the dreaming, intuitive, creative hemisphere — was battling with a system of education intent
upon developing the rational, logical, lineal left.” (Page, The Filled Pen. Selected Non-Fiction,

2007: 6)

While the body is still absent in Page’s work, it is important to acknowledge how the
writer desires to fight her rational mind, and becomes detached from academic interpretations for
that reason; her entrance into public life as a poet happened after her return to Canada in 1967,
when she began to re-emerge in the publishing venue and share her experiences after years
abroad. The process of spending “roughly ten years in a Latin culture,” (Page, The Filled Pen:
Selected Non-Fiction, 2007: 15) and how she reacted to her return in North America, are
explained in the essay “A Writer’s Life.” There she details the impact of a reading in the life of a
writer; in her case, with initial joy and easiness despite her “terrified” (Page, The Filled Pen:

Selected Non-Fiction, 2007: 16) sensation.

She writes, on page 16: “I loved the chance to meet fellow-poets, talk to students, and
make new friends. On the debit side, I was disappointed by the academe I had so greatly
respected partly, I suppose, because I had not been to university — it was often inflexible and
doctrinaire.” (Page, The Filled Pen: Selected Non-Fiction, 2007: 16) In this passage, one notices
that, at least from Page’s point of view, the academic world is associated with final and rational
arguments, while for her poetry writing has nothing of that quality, reinforcing her interest in
matters of feeling and intuition. Her insight into the makings of poetry is demonstrated in
Brazilian Journal by her ability to sense the environment and paint her impressions on daily

entries during her two years of stay there.
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Hers is a method that incorporates the poetic experience of writing as a trial. This fits her

life in Brazil, due to the uncertainty of her daily routine and everything she experiences there. As

Page explains, it is necessary for the poet to take everything into consideration, including

dreams. This aspect — to include the implausible and indefinable sources in her work — should be

accepted despite the temptation to conduct a scientific analysis or psychoanalytic interpretation

of her vision. She details, in “A Writer’s Life,” the poet’s capacity to filter the increasingly

incongruous influences of the world and predict what is already evident but unspoken.

I wrote a long short story, “Unless the Eye Catches Fire” based on a dream. Or was it?
Some of it was. It is a story of an ordinary woman who suddenly sees her world
transformed. At the same time, barely noticeable at first, the temperature is increasing.
My short story was written in the late 70s, before any talk of global warming had reached
the press. I am not trying to suggest that I have prophetic powers. I haven’t. But it does
make me ask myself something about dreams. What are they? Where do they originate?
Surely they are not merely the garbage pails of our lives, as some psychologists would
suggest. | suspect that all of us here know the qualitative differences between dreams.
Some are patently rubbish. But others . . . 2 How can one help but wonder. Are they
perhaps an escape hatch to a higher realm? (Page, The Filled Pen: Selected Non-Fiction,

2007: 18)

In this passage, Page associates global warming with the destiny of a woman, attempting

some kind of embodiment that would intersect both conditions in the same environment,

constructing an associated empathy between the two. Moreover, she explains that she does not

know where her stories come from. She follows her intuition and that of her characters. Page

pays attention to what is going on in the world and this is the perceived world that is exposed
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through her stories. She trusts dreams, and they become part of her perception of reality. One can
never assure that the other knows what is real and what is not, and her creative process is to be

opened through these mediums as well as through the writing itself.

P. K. Page explains, in “A Writer’s Life”: “The beauty of folk/fairy tales is that — like
poems, or like anything, when it comes right down to it — what you see in them is what is in
them for you. I try to tell students this — and so run counter to the prevailing analytical methods
of teaching.” (Page, “A Writer’s Life,” in the Filled Pen, 2007: 19) Even though Page does not
necessarily apply this thought to her writing of Brazilian Journal, she argues for the principle
that what goes on inside the writing is a reflection of what goes on inside of you. Like many
other writers, for Page the body is only a thought, and not a corporeal quality expressed in
writing. One could argue that Page sees the body as how she understands the inexplicability of
poetry, a series of found images; a saying that, since as it is shared by many poets, from many
ages, becomes ingrained in one’s collective understanding of the craftsmanship; the composition
and effort needed to construct a poem and thus to articulate feelings in a body. While in Brazil,
she would not write, and behaved like a mute observer, an inarticulate listener; drawing replaced
writing, as though her life were revealed by it. Drawing embodies her world in Brazil, as Page
tried to make peace with each blade of grass or tree, to give them a life of their own. (Page,

“Questions and Images, in The Filled Pen: 37)

Page’s narrative exposes this conflict, between embodying the world in writing and
painting it on a canvas. The efforts of the writer remain on learning how to translate the
quotidian, while the perceived world constitutes an entry for Page’s embodied experience, as we
see in the following passage, where Page confesses her apprehension of staying in the house,

keeping her body still. She writes:
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During the day sometimes I feel I am under house arrest. Our personal car has not yet
arrived and first thing in the morning A. leaves for the Chancery. Despite its formal
name, it is in a modern office building in downtown Rio on Avenida Presidente Wilson.
It houses the embassy’s political, trade, consular, and cultural offices. At this particular
period it is also, in effect, a properties office, trying to cope with the problems of the
residence — problems which range from contaminated wells and malfunctioning pumps in
the basement to leaks in the roof, not to mention the more domestic matters which are my

responsibility. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 15)

The narrative demonstrates how Page does not see herself outside the problems of the
house, as though they were a necessary distraction from what is going on in her body, in this
intimate contact between herself and Brazil. What we witness is the narrator’s frustration in the
face of the problems in the residence and the ongoing fixing and readjusting, as though the
house, with its concrete problems and solutions, were a necessary diversion from her own
transformation. The challenges of the house create an embodied condition and this ongoing
constraint makes her feel “imprisoned,” under “house arrest,” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987:
15) as though tied to her own body, forcefully. It is a physical sensation, which is also affected

by the amount of responsibilities she has regarding the very house she cannot leave.

It is a cumulative feeling, as though the fact that there are a lot of broken and damaged
materials in the house consisted in her own feelings about her body. The sense of mounting
frustration is clear, and it consumes much of her life in Brazil. Her duties, she describes, are

firing and hiring. She writes:
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They come and go, an itinerant population, moving beautifully and dreamily through my
house, my life, often leaving chaos behind them. One black-skinned boy we employed as
a cleaner was so affected by my difficulties with Portuguese that he became totally mute
— able only to point and gesticulate. The first day that he actually did understand
something I said, he underwent a vocal catharsis — releasing a great flood of mellifluous
speech. This was accompanied by a kind of ballet in which he mimed — of all things — his
love for the Canadian flag! He hung his duster from the top of a closed patio parasol, then

saluted it with immense gravity. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 16)

Despite her ordinary daily life, of hiring and firing, Page experiences strong interactions
with the locals, as portrayed by the writer in this passage. This description explores the embodied
feelings of another being, and how these affect her. The fact that the young Brazilian becomes
mute in front of her difficulties with Portuguese reaffirms the primacy of the body in intimate
exchanges and how it reacts to communicative struggles. He becomes fully expressive when he
does understand something she says, and that, she narrates, provokes an immediate reaction,
embodied through a flood of “mellifluous speech.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 16) It creates
an entire scene, and one can feel his apprehension by the manner Page embodies the character

and her own being in face of this exchange.

It is an important moment in the narrative when compared to other features in the
Journal: we notice the importance of the body in her writing, and how it constitutes the core of
her experience of Brazil. When she associates the events of the previous passage to her own
being, however, she describes them “beautifully and dreamily,” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987:
16) as though not being able to disassociate herself from the ideal of harmony and perfect

shapes; orderly, as though these moments weren’t extraordinary for the efforts of language, but
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rather, a given, something that she herself was experiencing yet felt constrained by their

emotional impact.

The fact that someone was able to have an embodied reaction to her imperfections of
language doesn’t seem to resonate with her as a response to her own struggle as an embodied
being, which might have affected the other who was in contact with her. She does report the
occurrence yet does not reflect back on herself, or how this very impossibility of speaking and
interacting is in itself a learning experience of negotiating the body and the words that we
produce in a different and challenging realm. The body is a thought and events are perceived by
Page, words describe her sensation, but the relationship between the bodies remains separate,

delicate, beautiful and dreamy, not chaotic or unpredictable.

The effort of the employee to communicate demonstrates how linguistic challenges are
part of Page’s life in Brazil, yet remain off the page. Others notice her struggle, and they make
an effort to communicate with her. She reacts to these encounters with astonishment and admires
other people’s efforts to speak and express themselves; exactly what she, herself, is having
trouble doing. What occurs, instead, are unemotional moments on her part, like the one she
describes in the following passage, between the second cleaner, Andre, a Russian, and herself.
She writes: “Yesterday, when he arrived for duty, he rushed at me and kissed my hand! Today he
is getting about his business. He and Guillermo working together are a comic act.” (Page,

Brazilian Journal, 1987: 16)

Page remains a passive receiver of constant emotional responses from the staff in the
house, which she constantly complains about and worries over. In the meantime the workers

seem to be enjoying life, discovering her presence, trying to interact with her. All she reports in
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exchange are surprising responses, as though liking another human were an unthinkable
condition, as though everything became an irony to be analyzed rather than actually felt, and
reciprocated. She observes every sentimental expression through a comical stance, she uses irony
to distance herself from the situations, in a common defensive argumentation before an
emotional situation, perhaps because she is unable to react naturally or differently, perhaps

because the behaviour of the employees does appear out of place and too instinctual to her.

In any case, this laughing matter becomes a challenge of interaction, and probably
triggers the staff’s behaviour even more, since they don’t let her go, as though forcing a reaction,
somehow uniting her to the house and these characters, even if unconsciously. What one can
infer from the passages she describes in the Journal is that she cannot control the behaviour of
others in the house and deals with them in writing, embodying them without the self-knowledge
of her own disembodiment, which is evident on the page. This immediacy of feeling, I argue,
was her biggest obstacle while living in Brazil. Most of her attempts to make emotional progress
in herself come masked by the continuous repairs in the house, whereby she feels something but
does not reflect upon her internal changes. As she explains, in the following passage: “So we
continue our one step forward, two steps back. Lavatories, record-player, telephones ndo
trabalham — don’t work yet. But is it all lovely and, praise be, we have had a reprieve from the
heat.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 16) It becomes, instead, a challenge filled by machines
that no longer work. Consequently, she is constantly frustrated, sorry, questioning herself,
acknowledging her inability to know the right way to conduct or behave in this scenario. She

writes:

What a terrible fate to have no interior interest or conversation other than with servants.

For the time being it seems to be mine — although I have made a solemn vow not to talk
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about them unless asking for specific advice. But it is exactly like having a house full of

monkeys. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 17)

The anger and the dismissal of the employees as a bunch of “monkeys” demonstrates
Page’s unconsciously colonial attitude in this situation, as though she were the master, trapped in
this world of ordinary emotions, of simplicity, that she refuses to accept. She wants her order
back, she wants the functioning of the house in control, she cannot be the hostage of her own
embodied feelings, let alone have exchanges with other fellow beings. It appears as though being
in a house surrounded by employees was a fate she could no longer stand, as though it posited a
threat to her well-being, as though speaking with them again were a forceful act, as though the
embodied exchange were not to be experienced or enjoyed. She is alone in this house, and the
animal and instinctual qualities of others’ behaviours annoy and destroy Page’s ability to
perceive and explore the realm fantasized in regards to perceptive occurrences. All she knows is
that she cannot avoid others in Brazil; unfortunately it becomes her own fate in the country, and
that appears to challenge her existence at this moment. She feels observed, and somewhat

constrained by the very employees that she dismisses as funny and comical. She explains:

Maria, the Spanish girl who now looks after the upstairs, has been told, every day since
we arrived, to do my room as soon as I am out of it, so that I can get back to my desk.
Yes, she understands, finish it first. But she is there all day. Short of locking my door, 1

cannot keep her out. She returns like smoke. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 17)

Page is not pleased with the way people, or more specifically, her employees, behave in
Brazil. She cannot describe them except in the way they execute their duties, and in this case the

maid becomes smoke, as though she were some unavoidable air Page had to breathe. She has no
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privacy, and she has no sense of personal space in the house. There is only the sensation of
others around her, surrounding her life. It is an enclosed sensation, which makes it difficult to
perceive other possible realms. Page is constantly thinking of her language in relation to her
body as a thought, as if she needed to be alone and separated from Brazil and Brazilians, as

though feeling the company of another being were a constant nuisance.

The resistance to the physical and sensuous articulations on literary texts is an important
reference in the work of Elaine Scarry, which helps us understand part of the challenges
encountered in the interaction between physical bodies and their sensorial qualities in the works
of P. K. Page. In her book The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World, Scarry
elaborates “on the challenge of expressing physical pain in writing and the perceptual
complications that arise as a result of that difficulty, pointing out the nature of this verbal
expressibility or human creation.” (Scarry, The Body in Pain, 1985: 3) Usually, she argues,
“when one hears about another person’s physical pain, the events happening within the interior
of that person’s body may seem to have the remote character of some deep subterranean fact,
belonging to an invisible geography that, however portentous, has no reality because it has not

yet manifested itself on the visible surface of the earth.” (Scarry, The Body in Pain, 1985: 3)

“Pain resists language, and contemporary philosophers,” Scarry explains, have argued
that “our interior states of consciousness are regularly accompanied by objects in the external
world, that we do not simply “have feelings” but have feelings for somebody or something, that
love is love of x, fear is fear of y, ambivalence is ambivalence of z.” (Scarry, The Body in Pain,
1985: 5) Similarly, this is what happens to P. K. Page in her descriptions in Brazilian Journal,
where she is frustrated with the employees but not only frustrated. She is also in conflict with

this place that she inhabits and that never seems to find its own balance. The sheer abundance of
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Brazil drives her to silence. She sometimes draws, and finds distraction in that experience. Also,
she continues painting Brazil in her annotations, which, despite her frustration, is filled with

notes on flora and fauna. She writes:

Notes on fauna: yesterday, flying over the lotus pool, dragonflies of bright cerise with
blue wings. A friend once said that cerise was hideous and not a true colour. When I
asked what she meant by “true” she said it was not found in nature. She had certainly not
observed nature in the tropics, where bougainvillea and dragonflies deck themselves with

it. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 18)

Once again it is the aesthetic qualities of the natural world that resonate in her writings,
the quality that distinguishes the wings of the dragonflies, the colour; it becomes a whole subject
for Page. The discussion almost becomes a philosophical one; Page and her friend discussing
whether the colour cerise could be found in nature, and this experience, suggest that the reality of

the tropics was the proof of their existence.

It is this encounter, the mystery of it, that Page takes for granted, even though she

acknowledges it with aesthetic observations. Scarry argues that:

...physical pain has no referential content. It is not of or for anything. It is precisely
because it takes no object that it, more than any other phenomenon, resists objectification
in language. It, instead, begins to approach the realm of physical pain, and pain is
transformed into an objectified state. A great deal of effort is done, then, to invent
linguistic structures that will reach and accommodate this area of experience normally so

inaccessible to language. (Scarry, The Body in Pain, 1985: 5-6)
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What often occurs, she says, particularly in literary texts, is that physical pain is usually
associated with psychological suffering. There is not, per se, physical pain in the narrative of
Brazilian Journal. On the other hand, there is a type of psychological, perhaps even

philosophical, pain that Page explores in this passage. She writes:

Curiously, 1 speak of the house as public, at the same time I wonder about its
“emptiness.” For it is empty, psychologically. Built for de Braga, reported to be a cousin
of the King of Portugal, on a dramatic site, with imported marble for the floors, imported
artists to paint the ceilings, it is architecturally beautiful. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987:

18)

Despite the aesthetic observation, Page still feels as if it were empty and it produces a
type of psychological pain, or emptiness. Yet does she feel the emptiness? Or is it a visual

observation? She fills this emptiness with historical facts, and adds ghosts to the house:

Here in this palacete, set in a jewelled garden, de Braga lived with his beautiful wife until
one day she was missing, then found dead. Sometimes Maria, eyes large, says, “The
senhora walks tonight, Madammy.” And occasionally, when I’ve been wakened by the
heat and unable to sleep again because of the drums from the favela or the frogs or the
tree-toads, I wonder if the senhora does walk. But I have never felt her presence. If
anything, it is her absence that I feel — a sense of having walked out, taking the essence of
the house with her. And it is this emptiness that the walls guards, as if it were a trust.

(Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 19)

Page is captivated by the history that surrounds the house, as though the memories of

previous tenants took hold of her and became part of her own being, even if through a
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supernatural condition. It is striking that Page can connect with historical data but not with the
living employees who surround her in her own time. It is the absence of time, of existence, of
death, that seems to attract her. As though that character, in her time, with her own life, knew
what to expect from the house. It is a matter of presences and absences, Page writes, of
reconnecting to someone who is only there through memories. She wakes up and feels the house,
this world, the heat, the frogs, the drums in the favela, yet she reconnects with a disembodied
being, a dead person, who has walked out of the house but is no longer here, as though
acknowledging states of mind such as absence and emptiness could only occur through
supernatural beings, both of which she believes are part of the house’s treasures. Therefore, the
house Page inhabits in Brazil becomes the source for her creative ideas and perceptions of the
world, rather than her own body. She enjoys making notes about it, and the next passage
demonstrates her enthusiasm towards the magnetism and the dynamics of this tropical world. She

writes:

Fauna continues to be interesting. Tonight a small lizard, five inches from nose-tip to tail-
tip, scurried about importantly with a green leafed insect in its jaws. The lizard was naked
and pale as a plucked chicken. Yesterday, out of our jungle, walked an altogether
different fellow — a lizard too, but two to three feet long, black and green, with a head so
shiny it looked armoured, and perhaps was. Large insects shaped and coloured to
resemble leaves — flat and brilliant green — join us after dinner. And the other morning a
long, pale green slug — three inches of suction — clung to the wall over the chesterfield.

(Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 19)

The difficulty of addressing issues of beauty, of the natural, of the unpredictable, of life,

in writing is clear in this passage. Even though one gets the sense of easiness and magic from it,
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the insects and reptiles, all from a place that is “our jungle” appear and disappear, as though from
a surrealist realm, yet Page cannot address how she feels, only what she sees, and the diversity
she witness. The appearance of the lizard in this passage reinforces a certain type of interaction
with the environment that is mostly cinematic, and how she watches this spectacle from a
distance. She does not belong to the jungle, along with the large insects that, in their appearance,
resemble leaves and somewhat enchant her eyes. This interconnection between non-human and

human elements is something that Page attempts to construct aesthetically in her writing.

When Page writes about the act of writing, she is always negotiating this characteristic
present in the craft. The fear of addressing the body is in itself a challenge that would take her to
question whether it is possible to embody certain feelings, rather than understanding why she
stopped writing when in Brazil. The matter of interacting with language is not an easy one to
address, particularly when it is a foreign language and she has the experience of living in one, as
she did in Brazil. She says that there are changes in the personality that accompany it. She

explains that one feels like a doll, or a toy, then a child.

The same, one could argue, can be applied to the craft of embodiment, which, I argue,
makes the whole idea of language possible, no matter where one resides. Embodiment, then,
would become the means for change, for understanding one’s subjectivity and overcome these
terms, identity and personality, which would lose impact, since language would find its place,
evolving into expressive means. One’s means to articulate the body implies, in my view, turning
the body into matter, rather a simple thought or a conceptual idea. It is a process often taken for
granted, and which consists in slowing down our understanding of the world, not taking the

senses for granted. In Page’s view, though, the way one deals with the opposite spectrum, where

58



wordlessness could lead, is through insight, shock, and astounding sudden barriers. (Page,

“Questions and Images,” in The Filled Pen, 2007: 36)

In other words, the lack of writing or embodiment would lead to a deeper reflection of
this very state of mind, even if it did not necessarily mean embodying them. Brazil forces Page
to deal with these spaces, even if by denying them through a refusal of the very embodiment and
the real feelings that beg to be symbolized. Language enters her Journal in several ways, she
attempts to describe the culture in detail, observing and experiencing it as an outsider, sometimes
a master, someone who is always curious about the meaning of national behaviour, community,
and nation, but is also in control of that knowledge, commenting on it constantly. As, for

example, with the Carnaval, which Page engages in the following passage:

All of Rio is sleeping off the orgy of Carnaval. Nothing now but hangovers and fatigue —
hospitals and prisons bulging. For the rich there was a series of balls, all fancy dress — a
ball a night, we are told. The Municipal Ball had a mere 7,400 attend! Many thousands of
cruzeiros are spent on costumes and the dancing goes on all night. For the poor in the
favelas, this is the event of the year. Months in advance they join “samba schools” and
practice night after night. Just what they practice I am not sure, because their “dances” to
the samba beat are a kind of mass walk, arms in the air. Each school has its own group
attire — one group of about forty were all in diapers and bonnets, and sucking bottles.

(Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 19)

Page doesn’t seem to attend to any of these local, cultural events, as though they were a
community interaction and expression of nationality that she did not share. She uses data, and

qualified information about the events, to digress on her incongruity in relation to the event. She
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doesn’t have a subjective view on the event, except by the end of the passage, when Page
criticizes the dance and the practice of carnival, which she sees as a mass walk, as an expression,
perhaps, of joy, which she cannot feel. It is a very direct, detached, and somewhat incongruous

feeling one can sense from this passage.

Overall, this is how Page learns about Brazil, through her own preconceived and perhaps
prejudicial view in regards to life, and how her feelings relate to living in general. That is how
she evaluates her Brazil, never questioning that, perhaps, her own beliefs might come from a
judgmental, defensive and uncertain place. Nevertheless, she seems to enjoy the exercise of
naming Brazil, for as she goes on living in the country, everything seems to catch her attention,
from the jungle to the urban events. The previous passage expands on the meaning of Carnaval,
which, for Page, is translated as a cultural enigma, as though she couldn’t share the humanity or
the feelings involved in its practice, where people dance every night prior to the event. She
writes about how everyone virtually dresses up for it, carrying “the golden spray bottle of
scented ‘ether’ which is said to provide the energy to keep going.” (Page, Brazilian Journal,
1987: 20) She writes on people’s behaviour in a way that addresses her perception of that world,

as we see in the following passage:

Below, one of the most extraordinary sights I have ever seen: a wide river of people
samba-ing up and down the Avenida Rio Branco, thousands of them moving in such a
way that if you half-closed your eyes you lost entirely the sense of them being people at
all. A great illuminated multicoloured pattern, pulsing to the beat of the samba. As far as
we could see, there was nothing but people — the tropical night sitting fat and black on
herds of zebras, families of leopards, tiny ballerinas no longer on their points, and other
enthusiasts who had done nothing more than sprinkle talcum powder on their heads. One
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indefatigable equilibrist whom we had seen in the afternoon, standing on a narrow
sloping ledge and knitting a red woollen garment with frantic speed was still there three

hours later, knitting with the same frenzy. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 20)

Page’s experience is more mundane, more down to earth, and she actually places herself
in the scene, as it was one of the most extraordinary events she has ever seen. We don’t know
what the scene provokes in her, once again an inability to translate the emotions conveyed from

29 ¢

the “river of people,” “moving together.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 20) The intensity of the
passage is in the carefully constructed scenes Page elaborates, proving her talent for reproducing
images in a very crafted manner. However, the lack of the passage stays in her absence of the
scene witnessed, as though all those people, pulsing to the beat of the samba, didn’t bring her

insights into her feelings. Instead, the event recreated by her directs our attention to the unreality

of the moment, with the form and shape of the episode, the power it might have in the first place.

It is a deep experience, and the reader feels what Page doesn’t say. Nevertheless, her
embodiment is essential since it implies a stronger subjectivity and personal emotions to the

writing, allowing the reader to identify or compare.

Her phenomenological world lacks body, lacks representation of the physical body, as
Scarry critiques in her book. Page is not able to make this transition; if at all, only through
drawing. Yet it is through this exercise of denial and allusion to sensation felt in the body that
Page elaborates the country in Brazilian Journal, in an act of reflection, on meditation, on all
things Brazilian. She is always surprised and gratified by this world, despite the everyday

obstacles and the fear of the embodied other. She writes:
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Nature notes for the day: after one of the worst days domestically I have ever been
through, I went out to get flowers for the dinner table and something moved in the high
branches of the trees. I promised to forgive the whole day if it was a monkey. And it was!
But the wretched little thing swung away from me into the jungle. It was small, only

slightly larger than a squirrel. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 20)

What appears to be another nuisance in her day reveals itself as an unexpected visitor.
This passage demonstrates how Page is curious, and always hopeful to experience new events in
her daily life in Brazil, and to be surprised by the country. The perception of the world around
her is always her primary interest, and what she witnesses is what matters and regulates her
emotions. In this case, there is surprise, and the need for a closer contact, as one can infer from
the passage. She is blessed by a natural event that makes her forget the domestic nuisances, as
though this house had two different worlds: the natural and magical, and the urban and complex.

In the following passage from Brazilian Journal we see more of the same:

Trees: in the garden there are varieties of what the Australians would call rain-trees —
with composite, finely fretted leaves, and clusters of flowers, pink, red, white or yellow.
There are numerous palms: one with a pointed, bladelike leaf and a massive tower of
white blossoms; one like a feather duster, which throws its old leaves down — feathers
shed from a giant bird. We have the elephant-ear tree, of which no more need be said, and
one that grows smooth and straight as a young telephone pole, no branch below twelve
feet. Then there is the dense and darkly massed foliage of the jack-fruit tree, and a
spreading tree with large, deeply indented leaves and green fruits which look like
mangoes. Feathery stands of susurrant bamboo. And both nearby and, as it were, echoing

off into the jungle-clad hills, the quaresmas (the name means Lent, which is the season
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when they flower, blooming now with vibrant purple. And beside them, trees of pure
silver, broad-leafed, and others with small clusters of flowers as yellow as gorse. (Page,

Brazilian Journal, 1987: 21)

Beyond the diverse and detailed description of the natural world, through details that
stretch from colour and shape, to the dimension of the trees and the vegetation, one does not
know how Page feels to experience all these trees, alive, full of presence, in her life. It is a well
written and carefully thought out narrative, yet one wonders what Page wants from it, what can

the reader draw from it beside the diversity of colours?

The long passage demonstrates how varied this world turns out to be, and how Page is
impressed by its heterogeneity. The growth and magnificence of the trees enchant the writer,
who likes to accentuate the green foliage and the density and profundity of each type of
vegetation. It is a report on the complexity of this world. Sensation does not stand in the place of
experience; the pure impression of this perceptual experience is unachievable, but suggested just

as it is avoided.

Page tries to disentangle the world of trees by discovering their properties, by signifying
their colour, by weighing their appearance, and by creating a perceptual field for the trees
without embodying her own sensation by bringing life to the materiality of the vegetation. The
connection, the missing link between the two realities, remains missing. In trying to understand
P. K. Page’s writing from the challenge of embodiment, I attempted to introduce and
demonstrate her inability to overcome the unknown path that this very practice implies, since her

feelings in Brazil tend to resist representation.
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For Page, her two-dimensional being lives on a sheet of paper, and it has length and
breadth but very little body thickness. She is always attentive to a description that will better
convey certain objects, but not her own body. This is where I try to bring Page’s writing into the
spotlight, to demonstrate how she deals with perception, but overlooks the body, its emotion, and

its discovery through the insertion of language.

The way Page deals with the sensation is the same as the way she questions her practice
as an artist: aesthetically and detached from the raw world of emotions. Instead, the world is
there for her to describe. In the case of Brazilian Journal, the annotations become a register of
her activities, of how she sees but not how she feels. Thus she translates light, and fleshes it out

with the experiences of those years lived in Brazil.

The novelty of the experience is empirical, since each day she seems to become a master
of her own emotions in this unpredictable world. Perhaps that is why it is so difficult to trace the
sensuality and its qualities in the work of Page. This section contains my attempt to introduce the
subject and begin to point out the reasons why Brazil, in its physicality and sensuality, appears so
impossible to render, either because of a resistance to representation, or due to an absence of

verbal articulations that take feelings and their immediacy into consideration.

Despite the lack that the embodied world might produce in her writing, it is her curiosity
for all things of the body, and her quest for articulating it, which makes her writing a pleasure to
read and imagine. The passages are so well pointed and developed, that one undergoes the
sensation of being within a process of transformation, where images are developed and

demonstrated by the writer’s capacity to filter light into represented images. Her works points to
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the place where her body would meet the world, but she translates this into light. The body

disappears into the play of light and shadow.
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Chapter 2: Exchanges Between a Disembodied Narrator and the Quotidian of Brazil

In the previous section, I discussed how Brazil enters P. K. Page’s world and her
relationship with her own human body, and how this encounter with the physical and natural
realm is characterized by visual illustration. Her effort to describe Brazil becomes a cultural and
intellectual endeavour, as though Page’s struggle was transformed into a search for a knowledge
that would give her safety in this house and in this environment, safeguarding her experience in

the country.

Her life among the employees is mixed with displeasure and indifference, while she
seems to enjoy describing her separateness in relationship to them. Her perceptual capacity does
not include touching, but rather depicting the scenarios as though they were an aesthetic piece of
art, as if the here and now were to be revealed through ordinary order, rather than more sensuous
awareness. It is this disconnection between an embodied language that connects one’s flesh with
that of the world lived and the thought of this in action which distresses Page’s writing in the

country. She chooses then to draw.

Corporeality and movement are two of the most important themes of Brazilian Journal,
since it is with her body that Page seems to experience the country in the first place, even though
she does not embrace that experience. Most of the first scenes and annotations negate this notion,
as though she participated in the scenes only with her artistic, philosophical and intellectual
attitude or point of view. In a section titled Foretaste, we read about a body lying in bed, nothing
else moves in the room but the heat. The other person in the room is Arthur, who seems to be
able to focus on his work, while Page surrenders to the daily activities, pressing a dress, and

resting, listening to the new noises in the room.
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Even though the body is lying on the bed, as though to allude to a certain intimacy, it
does not seem to react when her husband announces “we’re posted to Brazil.” Does it sound
exciting? No, “give it to someone else,” she briskly says. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 1) Page
has preconceived ideas about the tropics, prejudices that accumulate and become obvious as one

follows her depiction of her Brazilian experience.

Page’s need to express everything in terms of her rational mind leads to the hiding of the
physical body, as though its perception had a limit and an order. In this case, the narrator is
disembodied and challenged by the liveliness of Brazil; it traverses moments where it stands as a

separate entity that observes and represents.

What threatens Page’s discourse but doesn’t quite make her change her narrative
throughout the book, I notice, is usually the relationship between one’s skin and the surrounding
world, as though she knows about the captured feelings of each lived moment in the country, yet
acknowledges it by disembodying them through sayings that reinforce how difficult it is to

embody feelings into language.

A good example is found in the passage that follows: “There is a flavour in Brazil [ have
not yet touched on — let alone come to terms with it! It might be called drama. Newspapers report
libellous stories, seemingly with no fear of charges being laid. Police officials are accused of
corruption and perjury, and a note of despairing mockery is directed at persons in authority.”

(Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 21)

Page is aware that Brazil has a flavour, yet she admits she does not know how to
represent it. She questions and imagines how one could interpret its sense of drama, which she

understands as part of the Brazilian’s constitution. Drama is on the newspaper pages, yet the
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descriptions are not enough to recreate the experience of this world. At the same time, she
doesn’t explore deeper what this flavour could be outside drama, and how that resonates in her.
Page is a disembodied narrator, without answers about her own emotions in reference to the lack
of language that expresses her. The next passage touches upon the same theme, a search for the
meaning of drama as an embodied word, which is part of the culture and the people’s expression

in Brazil. She writes:

There has been another type of story in the papers lately, too — about falling skyscrapers.
According to one report, a ten-storey office building collapsed in a mass of rubble six
hours after an engineering professor from the University of Rio inspected it and professed
his certain belief that, despite its fissures and cracks, the building was completely safe.
His assurances, however, meant little to the occupants — all but five who vacated at once.
Since then various other buildings have come tumbling down, and some hopeful is
predicting the downfall of twenty-three more! When I spoke to a Brazilian lawyer about
this he said, “Why do you expect a beautiful thing to last? Do you ask a flower to live

forever?” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 22)

The previous scenario could be described as dramatic and fantastic, according to Page’s
description of drama in Brazil. Yet, when one reads the passage carefully, the excerpt has more
to do with greed and corruption than anything else. It is sarcastically depicted, with a touch of
irony, yet it is not simply dramatic. The fact that it engages in a sense of drama, making it more
unrealistic if it were not supposedly true, is what increases the theatrical qualities of it. Page

describes the absurdity of the incident, and the resolution of the problem of falling skyscrapers
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from the point of view of a lawyer. One does not know how Page feels in these moments besides

a sense of awe, which can be inferred, since it is not expressed.

The same passage demonstrates how Page tries, through different sources, to find
meaning for the drama inherent in this reality. The assurance of the engineering professor, who
guarantees that the buildings are safe, is an example of the challenge within the dramatic
language of Brazil, which she must learn to decipher, even if it does not resonate in her. She is
still disembodied, producing passages that are outside and separated from her own being. Page
admits not enjoying talking about herself, being more interested in immersing herself in

Brazilian culture, even if that means not addressing the impact that the culture has on her:

Shortly after our arrival, I was interviewed by a young Brazilian reporter who is also a
writer of short stories. I am not much good as an interviewee, | fear — due partly to
inexperience, | suppose, but mainly to the fact that I am much more interested in learning
about Brazil than in talking about myself. However, at pen-point I did manage to tell him
that I had worked as a scriptwriter for the National Film Board, where A. had been Film
Commissioner after years of being editor of Maclean’s, and that I have published poetry

and short stories. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 23)

Page confirms her reluctance to talk about herself, which reinforces her interest in Brazil
and what it represents for her outside her embodied experience. The conversation includes her
life in Canada, as she tries, even if shyly, to conceptualize herself as she is interviewed. Page
reinforces her eagerness for new learning experiences, and her description of life in Brazil points

out how the country is a source of inspiration for her ideas, rather than feelings. Ever since her
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arrival in Brazil she writes her thoughts, and the place enables her mind to explore this

intellectual aspect of creativity to be manifested, as the following passage shows:

Over a cafezinho, he told me that in Brazil national’s anthem there are words to the effect
that the “giant is resting.” “Once,” he said — indignant and nostalgic both — “there were
Brazilian heroes. Now, they are resting.” And I saw famous generals resting on their
swords, explorers resting mid-landscape, politicians resting in Congress — and all in that
position of upright rest so noticeable here: solitary figures quite simply leaning on air, as

if propped by it. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 23)

Page is unable, in this passage, to elaborate further what the journalist says about the
Brazilian anthem, its lack of heroes, and the depreciation of nationality in a general sense. The
passage becomes a play on words, rather than an exploration of how these words affect her
feelings and what these symbols portray. What Page can see and echoes in this section, is a
mental image of a Latin American ideal, of a series of “generals resting on their swords,” (Page,
Brazilian Journal, 1987: 23) losing their battles, bureaucratically arrested in their own sense of

power.

In sum, discussing the Brazilian national anthem creates for Page a fabulous image of the
country: “famous generals resting on their swords, explorers resting mid-landscape, politicians
resting in Congress.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 23) These conceptions only reinforce
Page’s consciousness regarding Brazil as a disembodied entity, as though she were trying to
conceptualize Brazil through historical symbols. She focuses on pictorial or sculptural

representations to capture her sense of the country.
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The narrative is very descriptive, overall, in the book. She writes about how her departure
from Canada takes place on a “bright, sub-zero morning, in snow-packed streets, with friends in
attendance, serving as an audience.” She writes in Brazilian Journal about the exaggerated
garments to block the cold, the hidden bodies. “We seem to be inhabiting a Russian novel,” she
says. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 3) Despite all the preparatory effort of shopping for
Portuguese language instruction records and books, she still is unable to picture anything of her
life ahead, displacing its experience to preconceived ideas of the tropics. At the same time, even
though she doesn’t explore this feeling personally, with subjectivity, she does know that all that
“she thought she knew began to recede”, as though a new life, devoid of form or pretence, were

to be expected. “Did she fear going to Brazil?” No, she says. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 2)

She had doubts, especially with regards to the language. But what exactly were the
doubts? How did they develop during the journey? She never returns to these questions. And
there was the issue of the residence, another entity that occupied her consciousness in the first
hours of her journey to Brazil. Beauty, wealth, luxurious interior decorations, a large staff, and a
fashion-obsessed culture seemed to be what Page considered mentally, before departing for the
country. It is difficult to try to find out what Page truly feels during her stay in the country, since
she seems to avoid questioning or even considering a sense of despair during the narrative. At
the end of the book, the experience of the country has to do with the fact that language is unable

to describe it all.

Page appreciates historical notes. While she informs readers about the actual conditions
of inhabiting this particular space, her narrative struggles to locate meaning in the telling of this

particular story, about this foreign place, since she never reflects on how these images resonate
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in her. It is a battle which recalls the difficulties that Elaine Scarry faces in the resistance of
representation in verbal articulations. One salient aspect of Page’s narrative is that she is not able
to move successfully between having a body and experiencing the environment, to being

disembodied and possessing a narrative voice that is informative but also inclusive, participant.

Page delivers a performance that, while it still allows for an appreciation of the
environment she experiences and describes, is filled with absent spaces which allude to the

difficulties of representing the body in language. She writes:

Went, for a treat, to the Museum of Modern Art — one room only! — and found, to our
disappointment, a show of European non-objective painters. Disappointing because of our
hunger for knowledge of Brazil. There is a new building under way which should be
completed while we are here. Maybe then we shall see. All was not lost, however, as we
bought a book on Portinari, probably the most famous Brazilian painter, containing good

reproductions. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 23)

At first, one can suggest that her hunger for Brazil is a physical desire to incorporate the
country within her own mental experience. In this passage, Page explains how her knowledge of
Brazil, initially, came from -cultural expositions and events not without some type of
disappointment. Here, she describes her surprise visit to the Museum of Modern Art, which
turned out to be one room only and her subsequent frustration at not finding as much as she
expected. Page enjoys to observe what others have or have not, how they behave, and to inhabit
“a body of land struggling to emerge from an infinite surround of ocean.” (Page, The Filled Pen:

Selected Non-Fiction, 2007: 5) It is a contingency of sorts as defined by Michel Serres, a writer

72



who is critical of narratives that lack the embodiment of the senses and fear the presence of

contact, since skin considered by him the sixth sense:

Contingence veut dire tangence commune: monde et corps se coupent en elle, en elle se
caressent. Je n’aime pas dire milieu pour le lieu ou mon corps habite, je préfere dire que
les choses se mélent entre elles et que je ne fais pas exception a cela, je me mélange au
monde qui se mélange a moi. La peau intervient entre plusieurs choses du monde et les

fait se méler. >

This embodiment, which consists of seeing the world and the skin as one possibility, as a
caress and a watchful sentiment that is always in question, is a way of challenging P. K. Page’s
world of poetry or fiction as idealized and intellectual. Even if she tries to evoke this mingling
between the reader’s skin and the writer’s through concepts, it lacks the physicality to enable the
reader to engage with a humanity that attempts to address this synesthetic world or its
materialization in word. It is an effort for words to elicit physical sensations, where the skin is
the ultimate and common border between one’s body and the written world, or according to

Serres, a necessary effort for the acquisition of knowledge or a threading together of tissues.

P. K. Page’s poem “The Dreamer,” from a collection of her poems entitled The Hidden
Room: Collected Poems, Volume I, is an important example to demonstrate how the poet’s mind
is always in control of one’s hand, and how the character’s feelings are interpreted before they

are felt, making the transition into an embodied body an impossible yet ongoing act. In this

> “Contingency means mutual tangency: in it the world and the body intersect and caress each other. I do not wish to
call the place in which I live a medium, I prefer to say that things mingle with each other and that I am no exception
to that, I mix with the world which mixes with me. Skin intervenes between several things in the world and makes
them mingle.” (Serres, The Five Senses: A Philosophy of Mingled Bodies, 2008: 80) Also, see Michel Serres in Les
Cing Sens. Les cing sens / Michel Serres. Paris: Grasset, 1985, 82.
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example, she narrates the story of a dreamer and his stage, his interaction with the stage and the

chair, the surroundings. She writes:

The dreamer walks like a conjurer onto the stage,

He promises a formula,

Sleight of hand

Silvers the air and the band

Sounds like a piper band —

Different and sharp and near. (Page, Hidden Room, 1997: 94)

In this excerpt, Page does not offer a contingency or interaction between bodies but
instead a contact between the dreamer and stage that happens at once, as though time were a
magical construct, with no ambiguity, or uncertain notion of space. There are no uncertainties;

there is only a masterful hand with a disembodied knowledge. She adds:

Nothing is hard but the present chair —

The tricks

Click and snap and float like ballons and fill

Nebulous eyes with colour

While the band

Plays in the pit of the inner and outer ear. (Page, Hidden Room, 1997: 94)
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It is supposed to be a dreamer’s reality, where nothing is embodied, except, in this
excerpt, the said chair, which gains consistency by being hard. Yet in this section, one can
observe how Page flees from finding a body with her characters and their sentiments, into sounds
and abstract ideas: “click and snap and float.” (Page, Hidden Room, 1997: 94) At the same time,
there is the realization of a mental space that is populated by new words and music and how they
can, somehow, suggest this abstract interplay between the reality of body and matter, a chair and
its hardness. It is a vain attempt, where one disassociates from the body of the dreamer and its
reality on stage as the narrative continues. “The Dreamer” ends with the actor in question, the

dreamer, being exposed to his extreme form, which is thin as a string:

Strip him, audience,

Turn out his pockets, tear

His crazy clothes from his back

While the band continues

Fainter now in a tent of paper streamers.

Expose his tricks

And the muscles of his hands

And see him, pink and blue as litmus paper,

Clutching at cardboard or a piece of string. (Page, The Hidden Room, 1997: 94)

The insistence in comparing the dreamer to a litmus paper creates a surrealist realm that

perhaps suggests a feeling of presence. But “presence” here is not as a human body; rather, the
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dreamer is transformed into paper. Page wants to see the body there, but only sees paper. The
relationship between the audience and the dreamer is not at all clear, and one does not know how
to find this dreamer sympathetic except by what Page says of him. Hers is the orchestrating
voice, which somehow limits and controls our access to her notion of a dreamer. It is a difficult
narrative to explore, since one cannot get away from her metaphors and suggestions regarding
his position on the stage and what he is doing there in the first place. In this excerpt, Page
stresses that what occurs in this dynamic of being a dreamer, with stage and audience, is merely

constructed to allude to an intrinsic quality of being, the poet’s.

Matters of the world are often constructed ideals in Page’s works, contrived scenarios
where an intrinsic world of connections are conjured: Page very rarely addresses the alienness
that she suggests when describing separate beings from the gardens, from the landscape, from the
cities she visits. In Page’s reading of the world, a sense of separation is never addressed as part
of this world but replaced by an outside source, which can be traced from a single point that
reveals itself, completed, recreated by the poet in her conceptualized images. This illusion or
totality does not necessarily explain its meaning. In a poem titled “From Uncertain Ground,” in

The Hidden Room. Collected Poems, Volume I, Page writes:

And though all this was nowhere there were planes

Above that flew upon a course

And drew our eyes to them,;

Some, swooping low, sailed over our flat faces

And gave us sound, like a present;
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In some we saw the daring pilots’ profiles

Different from ours.

It was a tense and visionary moment when they came

For those of us who did not sleep or run

Back to the womb. (Page, Hidden Room, 1997: 36)

Page elaborates on several issues here, yet one that is important to address is the return to
the womb, and how all the other elements revolve around this ideal, this union. In this poem, one
perceives how Page’s world is always searching for this “visionary” place or “moment” which
will allow us to see better, to comprehend better. And the discovery of this world, the first vision
of the sky and space, in this poem, demonstrates P. K. Page’s insistence on finding unity and
separating from the decay of the body, the ongoing feelings that work within: the origins and the
womb. In the poem “From Uncertain Ground,” we get closer to the unknown through abstract
conditions that are supposed reflect an ideal place where music and sounds will bring us a vision

of certainty. Page writes, in the second stanza:

Lately they must have found a shorter route

From where they started from to where they went

And now the skies are a disappointment, more

Endless and open like ourselves. But one

Among us thought the problem out,
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Declares we are to follow; from above

The certainty of east and west will come. (Page, The Hidden Room, 1997: 36)

Page once again sees a solution for the problem of life, as though there were ways out of
suffering which could be thought rather than felt. The main characters in her poems often know
what to do, and if they don’t, they are rescued by an ideal world, which is given, rather than
struggled for and experienced. In the poem “From Uncertain Ground,” one gets the impression
that the world has a predictability that is able to be understood through thought and history, the
possibility of interpretation beforehand. In the last and final stanza Page seems to suggest that the
answer, or alleviation, for this feeling of loneliness, must exist in the interaction between you and
the other. Yet when she writes about this touching and feeling, it only happens in a future action,
to occur outside the page, as though the knowledge were the goal of this experience, rather than
the feeling. On the other hand, her knowledge allows her to question her own feelings, even if

she doesn’t know how to articulate them. She writes, in the third stanza of the same poem:

Two figures beautifully entwined,

Who withdrew as we approached

And left us behind.

But now,

The knowledge imminent, we must

Stand close and touch each other,

Lean upon
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Each other’s shoulders gently. (Page, Hidden Room, 1997: 37)

It is easy to notice how this unity and union, of being “firmly as one,” is a pattern that
never gets completed, since it remains in the impossibility, in the reality that never gets revealed,
since it is often presented as an idealized fantasy evident in many of her works. “Knowledge is
imminent,” (Page, Hidden Room, 1997: 37) and her ability to identify the absence of it — often
associated with the understanding of the very meaning of origin and its subsequent emptiness —
only reinforces how embodiment is in her search. Yet it is lacking, since that one thinks in order
to feel. In this poem, the connection of bodies which asks for subjectivity never occurs or is felt
by the reader. In an essay titled “Question and Images,” from The Filled Pen, she explains, with

regard to why she stopped writing in Brazil:

Why did you stop writing? I didn’t. It stopped.” “Nonsense, you’re the master.” “Am [?”
Who would not, after all, be a poet, a good poet, if one could choose? If one could
choose. Most of one’s life one has the illusion of choice. And when that is removed,
when clearly one cannot choose . . . Blank page after blank page. The thing I feared most
of all had happened at last. This time I never would write again. But by some combination
of factors — coincidence, serendipity — the pen that had written was now, most
surprisingly, drawing. (Why did you start drawing? “I didn’t. It started.” “But why start
something you know nothing about and chuck up all the techniques and skills...?””) Why,

indeed, why? (Page, The Filled Pen: Selected Non-Fiction, 2007: 36)

Page talks about herself, pondering her experience of not being able to write, about how
that feels. At the same time, through this passage one hears Page say that poetry and writing are

uncontrollable mediums, which she cannot master, and that happens also with life. Wouldn’t this
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unexplained event, which leads Page to abandon writing and to switch to drawing, have
something to do with her own body, as an embodied entity, and how she relates to the country as
a human being? Wouldn’t her incapacity to express herself or even feel Brazil have something to
do with her sudden halt in writing? She never seems to think of herself beyond a conceptual
body, or question where that parallel between not writing and Brazil comes from. On the other
hand, her experience of the senses seems to initiate in her a visual capacity to understand the

world, which would explain her shift to painting and the skill and strength of her poetic images.

She admits that one cannot predict what will happen; she seems to imply that in this
passage. One can only speculate on the kind of feelings not writing could have produced in her
body, and how they might have affected her embracing the world through painting. Even more
important would have been to know how Page felt regarding the writing itself, its lack, these

unpredictable forces that acted on her while she was in Brazil.

Not being able to do that which one thought one could is a tragedy that becomes part of
Page’s life, but we don’t hear about it through suffering, only through a peaceful and somewhat
forceful acceptance that she does not complain about. She simply accepts, as though not wanting
to delve into the mystery of her own self and why she was facing this situation. Page’s need to
engage with the uncertainties of a chaotic and creative world is present in her philosophical

response to such ideas, which she does with precise ability and confidence.

In Brazilian Journal, it is true that Page wants to learn more about Brazil, and she wants
to learn how to transfer these impressions to the page. However, her sources for her
enlightenment, mentioned often in the pages of the Journal, are books — in this instance, a book

on Portinari, a Brazilian painter. It is difficult not to want more absences and presences in her
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work, to demand for the writing of the body on the page which does not claim to be right or
wrong and that could be felt in many ways. This displacement from the world can be
troublesome in Page’s case. Nevertheless, her writing seeks to transform her embodied

experiences into knowledge, history, and textual sources.

P. K. Page’s account in Brazilian Journal is mostly disembodied, containing a body that
feels and perceives the world through thinking. Often, nature is present, but as a place of
meaning, not so much as space for touching and recognizing the world through the hand or the

body. Page writes:

Two beautiful red finches — I think — in the garden yesterday. Like two ripe fruits on a
tree. A beetle, dead on its back among the leaves, larger than a humming-bird. Humming-
birds in the orchid like blossoms of the hoary old tree near our balcony — such an old
grandfather of a tree, so covered with parasitic growth, I would not have thought it had

the heart or the energy to flower of itself. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 24)

One gets a strong sense of Page’s connection with the life of the vegetation, yet she does
not reflect that energy back onto herself, and what all this flowering means to her. What one
notices is her amazing capacity to describe the environment, to paint it in its intricacies as though
with a magnifying lens. Hers is a visual poetry, idealizing, and a sublimation of the world.

Perhaps she might want to avoid talking about herself in order to make the world stand out more

sharply.

The relationship established between writer and the narrative does not occur between an
embodied voice, an object and the skin, but rather between the eye that narrates the scene and the

image it perceives. It is an act of visual, perceptual expression, not necessarily an interactive
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event, as Serres points out in regards to literary texts and the absence of embodiment. Page’s
writing aims to establish the very distance between the parts, as though their beauty did not
provoke other experiences besides an aesthetic sense of wonder. It is a conceptualized type of

experience.

For, in the previous passage, “two beautiful red finches rest” by themselves “in the
garden,” and are seen as “two ripe fruits on a tree.” Page’s description is visual and it does not
lack astonishment and completion, since the birds are associated with two beautiful ripe fruits on
the tree and beside them, “a beetle, dead on its back.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 24) And
she goes on, describing a natural landscape, which she does not touch, but only paints with
words and perceptual qualities. Even what Page mentions as an old tree “covered with parasitic
growth,” which manages to gather energy and produce flowers, does not impress her or make her
feel any different before such natural events, as though the conjunction between bark and flower

did not move her in any articulated way.

Page continues her description of the red finches in the natural landscape; she writes
about waking up in Brazil, and her perception of it. The old tree is once again the main subject of

the scene. She writes:

Awoke this morning to an immense chittering in its branches and struggled from sleep
onto the balcony. Through the field glasses saw, among the cerise flowers, six different
kinds of small brilliant birds: one pair, finchlike, of every conceivable shade and colour
from turquoise through the jade - and yellow — greens to yellow. (Page, Brazilian

Journal, 1987: 24)
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Though Page is supposedly present in the passage above, her relationship with the
environment is that of a distant viewer, a sleepwalker. She sees “through the field glasses,” as
though she needed to be precise about her vision, in order to watch the birds in the garden. One
can only wonder what she feels when witnessing this population of birds at her balcony. The
words, “every conceivable shade and colour,” indicate that she is mesmerized by the variety
brought forth by the event, yet we don’t know how she receives this message from her point of

view. She observes it, watches, notes it, like a biologist, an observer, and a note-taker.

The relationship of contigency that Serres describes, (Serres, The Five Senses, 2008: 80-
81) between one’s hands, the skin and the universe, between that which knows and is trained to
know, and that which does not and discovers through the condition of touching and not touching,
between one’s left and right hands, between one’s self and the world, is absent in this passage,
even though Page uses the glasses to interact with what she sees. It is the act of desire, of moving
towards something, that leads her towards the balcony. Yet we don’t know, for instance, if
listening to the birds or watching their various colours means something to her, if she wishes
something out of that encounter. Also, it is necessary to highlight her desire to see, to know

through sight. She wants to see, perhaps to be a voyeur, simply.

According to Serres, it is this ability to move between places and conditions which
constitutes a possibility to deal with contingent events that surround oneself and the world.
(Serres, The Five Senses, 2008: 80-81) In Page’s writing, we don’t know how she gets what she
desires, what we know is that she does things in Brazil in order to get acquainted with that
reality, yet often what appears to be underlying her motivation is a sense of duty, rather than an

ability to deal with her own emotions and what appears before her.
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In Brazilian Journal one witnesses a constant process of attempting to conceptualize the
five senses, of exploring them through perception, yet the consequences for the body are rarely
discussed. Page is always ready to meet new objects, and interact with them through the
narrative, but separately from them. In the next passage, for example, she is confronted by a new
scenario, and once again, her understanding of drama, and how it can be embodied, is segregated

from her own experience:

Yesterday, on the swimming pool terrace, we found a huge moth which one of the
cleaners pounced upon, claiming that it was muito perigoso (very dangerous). When
asked why, he replied that if the powder from its wings got into your eyes . . . ! An
Englishwoman to whom I was later talking suggested he was having me on but, having
seen no evidence of a propensity for teasing in Brazilians and every evidence of their
great sense of drama, I am prepared to think he believes it. (Page, Brazilian Journal,

1987: 24)

This passage reveals how Page is unable to differentiate or integrate her own beliefs with
those she experiences in the other, in this case, the cleaner’s preoccupation with the danger posed
by a moth. We don’t know whether Page believes in it or not, she asks for the opinion of an
“English woman,” who then has a view of the event. Page herself does not mention whether she
believes the moth is indeed dangerous, if she fears or if she believes it a superstition; what she
wants to know is how to read the other, yet she is unable to do it. Her efforts are often towards
this aim, to read the other, to understand what his or her beliefs are, and often she turns to

English speakers to interpret Brazilians for her.
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There is a separation between herself and the other, which is clear in her writing. Yet we
don’t know how this culture affects her and actually challenges her own truth, whether it is
through what she calls “dramatic” or for the difference the country offers her. She tries to locate
this drama in Brazil, and she transforms it into knowledge. Whether or not the presence of the
moth is dangerous to one’s health, Page is unable to tell, though she suspects it is not. But the
lack of irony and sarcasm in Brazilian culture, overrepresented in dramatic expression, argues
Page, makes the scene an important piece in her quest for the meaning of drama in the country.
Serres posits that language alienates us from the body and its sensation (Serres, The Five Senses,
2008: 154) a claim that echoes Scarry’s argument of the difficulty of physicality in
representation (Scarry, The Body in Pain, 1985: 5). The point is revealed in Page who doesn’t
even engage in the battle, admitting she is unable to write. She intellectualizes her experience,
and copes with the strange by transforming it into knowledge. It is as if she were practicing

cultural anthropology.

Instead, she searches for other ways to cover this lack, this cultural disembodiment and
the reality of the world, as though it were an intellectual challenge. She writes about the diversity

of the environment:

Two additional bird events. One, the arrival of a pair of robins — larger than ours, and
different in that the upper breast is grey. And two, the incredible sight of jumping birds.
Four not very distinguished, large, sparrow-like birds with striped heads, stamping about
on the lawn in the manner of robins, suddenly began jumping quite high into the air,
beaks upraised — I suppose for low-flying insects, but it looked absurd. (Page, Brazilian

Journal, 1987: 24)
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Page’s view of nature is clearly expressed in this passage, as though the expression
“looked absurd” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 24) could reveal what nature, in itself, in the
embodied bird, could not, in itself, explain. Page does not question the freedom of these birds, or
their behaviour, she quickly makes a rational observation to convey, perhaps, her feelings. She is
clearly obsessed with registering every new event that the natural world offers her, yet one does

not know how these notes reveal part of herself, or her journey in such a diverse world.

Page constructs this scene carefully observing the properties of each bird, qualifying their
colours, as being different from the kind she is used to see in Canada, with a grey upper breast
instead of a red one. She is practicing cultural anthropology, like a field-worker or a bird-
watcher. The “culture” is embodied in the “birds,” and she watches them. It is appealing for her
eyes to do this, and she goes on describing other birds, with a sense of aesthetic pleasure, mainly
intellectual and visual. She recounts their dance, and the way they move and jump in the air is
explored in the narrative; their motivation for jumping is considered absurd, as she tries to
understand the mysterious scenario before her as though she were a painter with the reflective

mind of a writer, or a biologist collecting specimens.

Page’s task is not to discover the world through bodies or to try to interpret the sensation
that arises from their awareness. Nevertheless, the impact of her impressions of Brazil is vividly
and extraordinarily narrated. She does finds herself more in love with the country as time goes

by, and her voice aims for the most graphic design she can create. She writes:

The house continues on its immensely complicated course. One thing is solved and
another raises its head. But for all that, I adore it here and hope the Conservatives don’t

decide that somebody else would like the post; they so easily mightn’t. I am one of the
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few diplomat wives who do. Most get swamped with the problems. Heaven knows, I do
too, but some indefinable element in the air gives me a happiness I have never known

before. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 68)

It is a dramatic shift from the beginning of the book, when she compares Brazil to a plum,
and makes fun of the idea of being sent there. Even though she cannot name the reason why she
likes the country, after being there for a while, she addresses it as being in the air, as something
unnamed that gives her “happiness” that she has “never known before.” (Page, Brazilian
Journal, 1987: 68) It is an intriguing and captivating passage, for it reveals how her body has
never felt these sensations before, and how, directly, this addresses her relationship with Brazil
as that of a place of inauguration, of the birth of a desire for living that she hasn’t encountered

before. “Living,” for her, may mean to “observe,” to “watch,” and to take notes.

She admits having difficulty with problems such as the lack of order and the heat, yet we
don’t know how she incorporates these feelings or how the coping worked. All we know are the
challenges, which she describes carefully throughout the book, yet the process of transformation
is left out and we only meet it again when she has it resolved inside herself, already incorporated

in her routine.

In other words, we are told that her perception of this world has changed, and her intimate
self does not detest living there anymore. It is interesting to observe how, similarly, her writing
becomes more attuned to the sensuous qualities of the country, even if she does not include
herself in the descriptions. Her sense of feeling at home in Brazil increases and her self-
discovery becomes a veiled translation of how challenging it remains for her to pursue her own

embodiment in writing.
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The fact that she finds Brazilians warm and physically affectionate, loving, yet who have
no recollection of it the next day, reveals her interest in physical contact, though she never asks
for it or places it as part of her subjective desire. Still it is very noticeable how Page’s happiness

spreads throughout her life.

She draws cestas. She sees the favelas and shyly realizes their social implications, while
admitting that she is more concerned with their aesthetic beauty. There is not often a feeling of
mutual contact. Her goal is to materialize her impressions on intellectual renditions of her
perception of this world, confirming the primacy of her vision, of her capacity to see, in her
being in the world: “My eye operates separately from my heart or head, or at least in advance of
them, and I saw, first, the beauty”; or “I grow to love Brazil more each day, even the wide flat
corner with some rather awful houses and no vegetation but grass cover.” (Page, Brazilian
Journal, 1987: 70-72) It demonstrates how her eyes, often, take precedence over her emotions, of

any other aspect of her being, which is demonstrated in her writing.

Page’s love for the country appears one day, and all of a sudden it is realized in her, as
though the sentiment didn’t grow or become engaged through a process of embodiment. This is
the crucial problem of Brazilian Journal: the feelings Page wants to convey about the country
suddenly become words associated with the narrator at one point in the narrative, as though there
were no process that the reader can witness by perceiving their natural growth inside the writer’s
body. It is rather an evolution of the mind’s observations about the world and how that translates

into feelings and words.

Instead the feelings are embodied through intellectual argumentation, in a state of mind

that is summarized as being in love with a country. It is like a mental game for the narrator, who
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insists, often, on perceiving the world with a positive attitude that is acceptable to her mind. The
other side of it is the rejection of naming sensations that might unsettle the body and its sensorial
qualities; she is not often challenged by the physical realities of the world around her.
Reinforcing the idea of the outside world as the source of feelings, everything she loves she
wants to draw. For example, an Ipe amarelo, in Teresopolis; “Words cannot describe it, which is
perhaps why I draw.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 75) For her, words break off, they are
insufficient, not capable of embracing all that her eyes see. And so the limits of words, for her,
create an inability or unwillingness to articulate the body. And they lead to the disappearance of
words, literally, into pictorial space. Her eyes want more than words can give, so she turns to

pictures instead.

The collection of essays entitled The Language of Poetry, by Philip Wheelwright,
revalidates the importance of nature for the construction of a poetic discourse. ® The desire to
know viscerally how a poem works is directly associated with the desire to transcend the
meaning of a word, perhaps embodying it fully from within. In Brazilian Journal, Page is able to
describe the birds, lawn and insects while still doubting her Portuguese vocabulary. It is
noticeable how Page’s concern with language goes hand in hand with her difficulties in adapting
to Brazil, as though the knowledge of an idiom would guarantee her entrance in the country. It is

as if conceptual, observational knowledge shaped her experience.

She does not question her own feelings of uncertainty or segregation, instead blaming it
on the language. Her two years in Brazil display a selection of activities that require her personal

adaptation, either through a desire to find the right word to describe the new natural aspects of

® The Language of Poetry, by Philip Wheelwright. Edited by Allen Tate. Princeton, Princeton University Press;
London, H. Milford, Oxford University Press, 1942.
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this new world or her appearance and performance in official affairs. The other challenges, more
internal, of loneliness, separation, and distance, sentiments used to describe her personal
feelings, are rarely discussed with deep attention. Her complaints are constant, since she doubts

the functionality of this new place.

On March 14, 1957, she writes: “Our lawn has sprouted, here and there, tall grass stalks
with seed heads. Are the birds jumping for the seeds? Ricardo is scything the lawn. We shall
see.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 26) In this passage, Page is learning how to witness
nature’s desires while considering the passage of time, the movement of the seasons. Yet she
does not acknowledge this movement in herself, often it is someone in the house who takes care

of the natural elements that by reflection makes her wonder why things are the way they are.

This demonstrates how Page is always an outsider, and does nothing to investigate the
motives of her desire on nature; she simply watches it. In Brazil, and in her house, this sense of a
viewer seems to increase every day; while it might represent her curiosity, it also demonstrates
her growing separation from things felt and touched. Despite her sense of constant surprise and
awe before the Brazilian social world, nature’s events and personal opinions about life are
always a point of reference in Brazilian Journal. She learns from these outside sources. She
never seems to describe how this learning occurs. All she does is to repeat what others’ have
said, while sometimes echoing their opinions. Her interior, deep, emotional self remains a

mystery.

Bit by bit, this process translates into a confidence that Page begins to feel about this
Brazilian culture which is slowly integrated through observation and familiarity; all the codes

and strategies that lead her in this foreign land are materialized by her imagination into a
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narrative that oscillates between emotions she can recreate through someone else’s voice. She
becomes a ventriloquist for herself. Both the poetry and the painting works as mirrors, surfaces

for her to articulate her experiences to herself.

At the same time, Page’s perceptual experience leads the reader further from her own
sensibility and how she interacts with this unfamiliar Brazilian tropical world, as though her state
of otherness is imbued with a separation that fights with the sensuality of language which
Octavio Paz also alludes to in his writings. In his book The Double Flame: Love and Eroticism,
Paz, eager in establishing a relationship between love, sex, eroticism and poetry, writes on the

importance of feelings and embodiment.’

For him, sexuality is the original fire that raises the red flame of eroticism and the blue
flame of love. Poetry, on the other hand, is the testimony of the senses, allowing us to see
palpable, visible, and audible images which show us the impalpable. It is a fusion of seeing and
believing: “...aquello que nos muestra el poema no lo vemos con nuestros ojos de carne sino con
los del espiritu.” (Paz, La Llama doble: Amor y Erotismo, 1993: 9) Or: “What the poem shows us
we do not see with our own carnal eyes but with the eyes of the spirit.” (Paz, Double Flame,
1995: 2) He believes the senses are servants of the imagination, and they let us hear the inaudible
and see the invisible, which is similar to an erotic encounter, “abrazamos fantasmas.” (Paz, La
Llama doble: Amor y Erotismo, 1993: 9) He explains: “Nuestra pareja tiene cuerpo, rostro y
nombre pero su realidade real, precisamente en el momento mas intense del abrazo, se dispersa
en una cascada de sensaciones que, a su vez, se disipan.” (Paz, La Llama Doble, 1993: 9) Or:

“the person is there but their real reality, as the most intense moment of the embrace, disperses in

7 Paz, Octavio. La Llama doble: Amor v Erotismo. Barcelona, Espana. Editorial Seix Barral, 1993.
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a cascade of sensations which disperses in turn.” (Paz, Double Flame, 1995: 2) For him, poetry is
a bridge between seeing and believing, where “los sentidos, sin perder sus poderes, se convierten
en servidores de la imaginacion y nos hacen oir lo inaudito y ver lo imperceptible.” (Paz, La
Llama Doble, 1993: 9) Or: “imagination is embodied and bodies into images.” (Paz, Double

Flame, 1995: 2)

He sees the relationship of poetry with eroticism like so: eroticism is the poetry of the
body, while poetry is the eroticism of language. Language names the sensation while the body,
through eroticism, represents or performs the sensation. And the key to connect these elements is
the imagination. Poetry for Paz eroticizes language, and it is erotic because of the senses.
Sexuality, for Paz, is related to procreation, eroticism with pleasure. For him, it has everything to
do with imagination. The embrace is not of physical bodies, of the contingency of the hand
Serres alludes to when he speaks about the importance of the skin and the relationship between
touching and being touched. For Paz, we embrace phantoms: the bodies aren’t present in
language in their full physicality. What is concrete are the images, which are embodied by the
imagination. The sensations, for Paz, dissipate in this encounter promoted by the senses, in this
revelation made truth in poetry. It is all contained in the image, in the language that names the

sensation. Language transforms the body into images.

For Paz, poetry enables a different kind of communication and it uses everyday language
to say things out of the ordinary. Poetry is the other voice, and always confronted with the social
aspect of its expression.® For Paz, poetry a testimony of a poet’s sensibility, a testimony of her or

his senses, which wants to be authentic and go beyond the social and cultural codes of one’s

¥ Therefore, for Paz, poetry and eroticism originate in the senses but do not end there. The meaning of the erotic
metaphor always speaks of death and pleasure; it is a desire and a “thirst for otherness.” (Paz, Double Flame, 1993:
15)
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place in the world. The voice of the senses that Paz argues for is what lacks expression in
Brazilian Journal, for what we have there is an oscillation between knowledge, information and
experience, not sensuality and presence; Page reports to the reader that Rio is a tropical place and
how she has been affected by it aesthetically: everything is ornamented, the churches are elegant
and colonial, “delicately symmetrical,” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 5), and are all set among

forested mountains. Her feelings remain covered, hidden, undisclosed.

Later she writes about a night in Rio, at a small party between several authorities,
amongst them Chateaubriand, a newly appointed ambassador to London, a prime mover in the
Sdo Paulo Museum of Art, and a senator and owner of a chain of thirty newspapers as well as

numerous magazines and radio stations:

When the party broke up, Chateau asked A. and me if we would care to see the Cruzeiro
Palace, the plant where O Cruzeiro, Brazil’s most widely circulated magazine, is
published. It seemed obvious that we should and so we drove off through the rain and
darkness (nights seem doubly dark in Rio by virtue of a by-law forbidding the use of
headlights; only parking lights are permitted) down into the old city, where the streets are
narrow, and the buildings warchousey and undistinguished, to come at last to an
enormous multi-storeyed cube, as light as foam rubber and glowing as if phosphorescent.
Designed by Niemeyer, probably the leading Brazilian architect, the building is raised on
pillars and the glass of its external walls is protected by a brise-soleil pierced with a
repetitive pattern of punch-holes two to three inches in diameter. (Page, Brazilian

Journal, 1987: 25)
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Page recreates the interchange between herself and the Brazilian Chateaubriand. Her
description is once again embellished by brush strokes of urban reality, drawn with precision yet
detached from any feeling, except, perhaps, her observations about the dark nights in Rio. In this
scene, Page distances herself from what Paz encourages, in reference to one’s testimony of a
poetic sensibility, a testimony of the senses, which seeks to be authentic and go beyond the social
or cultural codes of one’s place in the world. Her aim is to translate the sensual into light, images

of light, which compensate for her lack of embodiment.

The satisfaction Page has to paint the light she sees in Rio is shown in the images of the
rain, how she describes it, and the darkness as it is felt by her, affecting her, giving special
attention to a particular building which she says is “glowing as if phosphorescent.” (Page,
Brazilian Journal, 1987: 25) Hers is an observant but quite enclosed examination by one’s eyes,
impressed by the darkness and light in this foreign scenario. Her visual attention is that of a
photographer. Later on, in a disembodied manner, this time comparing herself to a character in a
movie, Page continues describing this scene, and how these men impressed her, and what she

learned from them. She continues:

As I think of the three of us — the two men black and white in summer dinner jackets, me
in black and white dress with streaming black ribbons — Chateau small, stocky, ill-
tailored, talking execrable English, pulling us by force of will across the cobbled streets
in the black rain to the cool martini of a building — it seems more like a sequence from a
black and white movie than an actual experience. And Chateau talking on, yawning
through his yawns, of his masters — Caesar and Nietzsche — of the ugliness of the world,

of his great marble hall in Sdo Paulo “for the people.” The photo of him in the front of the
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book about the Sdo Paulo Museum is a wonderfully good portrait. It is a snapshot of a
small, squat man in a crumpled suit, wearing on his head a child’s newspaper hat. The
accompanying wooden sword is not there. He doesn’t use one — of wood. (Page,

Brazilian Journal, 1987: 26)

Page does not say what she truly feels in regards to this Brazilian character; instead, she
associates herself with a movie scene, and how the actor portrayed himself through ideas and
thoughts. One does not know how she engaged in a conversation with them, or how she might
have desired to be seen as a woman between two other men. Instead, she describes her night out
and the interaction among these three individuals, herself included, through mental and
intellectual argumentation. The darkness, the rain, the riding through Rio at night, in spite of
being so well described and detailed, still appear to Page like a scene outside of reality. It
resembles a movie. This is part of her perspective as an observer, as a voyeur, as a spectator of

life. She pictures it with a description of the man himself, and how authentic he appears.

Once again, this reality fails to secure a real body for Page, presenting this man within a
surreal landscape that is difficult to define or interpret. Within this passage, Page brings us closer
to her own perceptions as they are directly reactive to the environment, and do not grow from a
process of internalization. The subsequent examples in the Brazilian Journal echo this same type
of immediate emotion, which are sudden realizations depicted from another’s action, used to
qualify this world by constantly readdressing it in space; how the light of the city is manifested

also on the beach, in the buildings, and in everything she walks by.

Her depiction of embodiment does not attune itself with what is really occurring in

herself, within her desire to know tropical places more intimately. It becomes the other’s voice
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and their know-how, and not her need to feel and know. The space becomes the goal of the
narrative, which explores how the palacete is situated in a valley, facing two opposing mountains
in a quite private space. The illustration at the opening of the book, featuring the mountains

known as the Two Brothers, is an example of this space. She writes about her life in the house:

Manuel, our gardener’s assistant, has planted a new lawn at the side of the house. This is
done in the manner of planting seedlings: a little hole is made in the earth and a small
shoot of grass popped in. The effect, at this stage, is of a candlewick bedspread, brown

with green tufts, the whole as if measured and ruled. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 26)

Manuel, the gardener’s assistant, treats the land which becomes occupied, filled in,
through Page’s narration. The use of metaphors is carefully placed, as though her most important
affect in this passage is to demonstrate her careful eye in relation to the world lived. It is an
observing, translating eye. She describes the activity of the gardener as though she had a movie
camera in her hands, explaining to the reader what he is doing. Through the act of description,
she learns about this new world, and she embodies it through her eyes, rather than her feelings.
Slowly, as one gets to know Page and her life through the narrative, it is possible to notice how
the house gains the sole attention of the reader, for it implicitly begins to translate her feelings of
absence lived with her employees and the difficulties with language. It is a worded silence, for
she talks about it through the eyes of others, as though she cannot address her isolation embodied

in herself. She continues, in another passage, about her difficulties with language. She writes:

How crippled one is by the lack of language! Not only do I talk a kind of baby talk, with
an appalling accent, but the things I actually say are often quite different from what I

meant to say. This confuses the household no end. I give orders to the staff and yes, yes,
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they say, and I feel fine, on top of things, in control. Then nothing happens. Yesterday,
listening to A. talk to the mordomo, 1 began to understand some of the reasons. With
great thought and care A. said, clearly and slowly, “Salvador, I think I have been two
keys,” And, “Yes, Excellency,” said Salvador solemnly. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987:

27)

This exchange, revealed in this passage, demonstrates how Page wishes to be in control,
but also feels like a child, out of control. And how she embodies this sensation in this section, as
she narrates her difficulties with her lack of language. The purpose is to give orders, to be
understood by the employees, which she fails to do. The same happens to her husband, and from
that dialogue Page infers that it is because of the submissive behaviour of the employees that
nothing gets done, since they don’t seem to understand what is being told and don’t seem to be
as concerned about it as Page would have wished. At the same time, the humour plays an

important part in this articulation of events.

One learns how Page feels frustrated with a language that serves no purpose, as though
the perception of this lack embodied an even more difficult task: to let go of the wish to maintain
control, as though the house and its functioning depended on that ability. The “kind of baby talk”
(Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 27) causes nothing to be accomplished. The employees use
language differently than Page, trying to escape from her orders, while she, trying to be
functional, exercises her desire to control by blaming it on language; while they, in turn, do

whatever is in their bodies and hearts.

What this passage reveals is how the Brazilian culture intersects with and torments Page’s

existence in the country from the level of communication to the unspoken feelings of her body,
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with anxiety, frustration, anger, among other negative emotions that may be inferred from this
passage. Irony, as well, is a constant. It is known that she receives formal Portuguese instruction,
three times a week, and it continues to be insufficient to cover her need to grasp Brazil and
explain it to her readers through language. In another trip to the Museum of Modern Art, on a hot

day, she writes how she:

Went, in intense heat, to see the Museum de Arte Moderna in the process of construction.
It is being built by private subscription and will cost in the vicinity of three million
dollars. The building committee consists of Senhora Bittencourt, wife of the owner of one
of the largest newspapers; Ambassador Nabuco, whom we met at dinner, the elegant
young chief of the Department of Tourism; and Henrique Mindlim, architect and editor of
an interesting and well-produced book about modern architecture in Brazil. We know his
book, and I had noticed among his acknowledgements the name of Elizabeth Bishop.
When 1 asked him if she was still in Brazil, he said yes. The next thing is to meet her.

(Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 27)

We gain an understanding of how Page spends her day and the ways she learns about
Brazil, not only through her description and interaction with natural and urban sites, but also in
terms of the social events she is asked to attend. One knows how she values books and
everything that they teach her. She also desires to meet Elizabeth Bishop, who was also living in
Brazil. The two never met, and their similarities of shared appreciation for Brazil, their
embodiments, require a deeper study, though in terms of their writing and sensitivities about the
country they will be later analysed in this dissertation. The incorporation of Portuguese words in

the diary is an example of how she finds in language a solace for her difficulty in embodying
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Brazil in feeling. In this passage, the actual theme is how she has felt during the week, and she

reveals very little, as though she were observing herself from outside herself.

“Have felt mais o menos for a week but now have managed to keep going and today, I
think, I am on the mend,” she affirms, in another example of her feelings and her focus in Brazil
as being the body of her narrative, even if avoided. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 66) A
contrast to her perception is how the North American community perceives Brazil, as if they had
no eyes for the country or even noticed the smell of the streets and its people. Page writes, on
page 67, in Brazilian Journal: “Very, very tiresome. It’s as if they have no eyes. For them Brazil
is nothing but a series of smells — all unpleasant!” Even though Page does not like the dismissive
comments about the country, she does not realize that these comments also belong to the same
scenario she describes as beautiful and amazing, for it is through the contrast between the two

realities that Brazil can be found.

Yet Page seems to have difficulty in recognizing the polarities of good and bad, of life
and death, of clean and dirty, within one’s narrative. I am not suggesting that I agree with the
North American’s comments about Brazil, yet it is interesting how she does not question herself
whether there is some truth in those very comments, or even the prejudicial qualities embedded
in them. Everything is extraordinary, almost too large for her eyes to grasp. Everything, from the
palm trees to the hot in the pink coloured walls of the house, has an impact on her being, even
though it is not there completely, embodied in the writing. She does not write from the position
of a being who feels, but rather from a writer’s point of view who observes in order to lament a
lack of control, a disorder of sorts, a disconnection, which is also a type of feeling, even if
translated as criticism. It is not that Page does not feel entirely, she does in parts, and she

believes she has only to be conscious of being ‘hot’ or ‘cold’ in relation to some unseen center.
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(Page, The Filled Pen: Selected Non-Fiction, 2007: 44) Sometimes, the narrative appears like a
higher voice, as though she were talking to herself, or at least to someone very close, who
follows her, and is constantly making sure things are in order. This detachment, or doubling of

perspective, allows her to maintain order in her descriptions.

It is, I believe, a habit acquired in her civilized Canada and her ancestral England;
walking around the house, sightseeing in Rio, all these activities gain a functional purpose other
than the feelings of the body; they gain an intention based on a sense of direction, of future and
construction, which detach Page from the contingency between hand and the skin that Serres

mentions in regard to the relationship about our being and its sense of embodiment:

As you proceed up the U-shaped drive, you round the now empty chapel at the corner of
the house and arrive at the main entrance of the front door, if a door at the back can so be
called. Only the width of the driveway away, a forested mountain rises steeply. Its trees
we have never seen before and its floor is covered — the way an English bluebell wood is
covered — with a low, red-flowering plant, Maria sem vergonha (Shameless Mary — for it

will grow anywhere). (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 6)

This is a very lonely passage, where the house locates and embodies the absence that all
these natural elements try to cover and illustrate, as though Page were trying to explore how this
vast space could be expressed in writing. She is also detached from the passage, as though her
body could not participate in the description of this world, of this house, of this vegetation that
represents her home, and her location in Brazil. Not much is said about this subject, though; most

of it has to be inferred by the reader in relation to her feelings.
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We don’t know how her body is feeling; all we know is that by moving around, she is
able to describe what she sees from a place of silence. All we can understand from the beginning
of her experience is that, by listening to nature, as well as by tasting the food in this part of the
world, P. K. Page attests to her difficulties of expressing herself in a place which is at once
lovable and exciting, but also mysterious in its variety — which at once frustrates and challenges
her to write about these moments of uniqueness in the quotidian and to explore the singularity

and emptiness of unknown spaces.

Every phenomenon we cannot explain rationally, David Abram argues, we label
supernatural, due to our difficulty with accepting unknown forces of the universe or mysteries.
(Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous, 1996: 10) Page is often struggling with this concept, even if
it is through others, by watching her Brazilian employees delivering another note of the
inexplicable. In her Brazil, she demonstrates wonder before trees or even feigns surprise at
Brazilian mountains. Page’s phenomenology, however, fails in finding a body that differs and
echoes what Abram suggests as being the roots of our detachment: the separation of body from
mind. In the case of Page, she becomes more conscious of Brazil as a visual experience that must

be written with all its nuances:

The furniture consisted of a small two-seater Victorian sofa and matching chair,
occasional chairs and a glass cabinet of spindly gilt, and a flowered rug with a table in the
middle of it. All flat surfaces, cabinets, tabletops, were covered with badly made plaster
casts of the Virgin and Christ Child, and the walks with ugly oleos. Propped against one
wall was a wicker basket containing some rather formal greenery and two large evil-

looking purple orchids. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 29)
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One can infer how she is displeased with the visual scenario that is displayed before her
through the words “badly made plaster” and “ugly oleos.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 29)
Yet she is very superficial and detached from her own feelings, not exploring what a word like
“evil-looking purple orchids” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 29) could be suggesting in such an
excerpt. This visual disenchantment that turns into embodied displeasure knows no process, it is
all in the passage yet the reader has to interpret it on his or her own, just as in previous passages
where the love of Brazil was made visible but through visual commentaries and compliments. It
appears that, in the same way the country enchants her, it also causes her a great sense of anxiety
and displeasure, as this passage attests. In this excerpt, Page goes to an appointment and arrives
at this ugly decorated apartment without knowing who she is about to meet or how her feelings
will be, since she doesn’t appear to have any expectation. She only knows the wife of a senior

Cabinet member who does not speak English.

Page’s attention to the fabric, to the patterns of the rugs, and to the room’s furniture
translates how she might be feeling inside. These are aesthetic qualities which catch her
attention, demonstrating how contrived she feels. She describes this concrete world, and without
any easiness, tries to argue in favour of her displeasure by showing how contrasting cultures and
tastes integrate Brazil and its society. As she says later on in this passage: “All this was contrary
to everything I have come to expect. The Brazilians we have met all have been chic and
contemporary and their houses — whether modern or baroque — elegant, so I was totally
unprepared for this tasteless apartment.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 29) Page has created a
mental prejudice about how Brazilians must be, and is in shock to find difference and otherness

in this regard.
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In this same event Page carefully explores her surroundings, and we learn that the host is
“pear-shaped,” or speaks with a voice like “wind in pine needles — high and soughing.” (Page,
Brazilian Journal, 1987: 29-30) Page’s comments are demeaning and similar to how she sees the
apartment: ugly and without taste. The same disembodiment she feels in relation to Brazilian
employees, she employs in her analyzes of this host, as though the aesthetic ugliness affected her
emotions to an extent that couldn’t be expressed without a sense of horror. Page does not admit
it; it is another visual rendition where the narrator tries to be indifferent while dealing with
cultural nuances at every instant. She dismisses the situation and never questions her own
reasoning, as though her opinion was the only and right one. She describes this defensive quality
of being in the next excerpt, where a hug is offered and rejected by Page in an awkward moment
which demonstrates how embodied language is presented in her writing through dismissive
affects that are quite aggressive towards others, as though her own being could not stand being

touched or felt. She writes:

We left with great protestations of thanks and appreciation. As I shook hands, our hostess
gave the kind of tug that precedes a kiss. Unprepared, my mind rejected the possibility,
and my body the tug. With Henriette, who I had not met her before either but who is an
older hand at Brazilian ways, the kiss was exchanged. This too is a language. (Page,

Brazilian Journal, 1987: 30)

As one notices in this passage, her mind is always alert, always protecting her body from
her feelings with a shield of intellectual defences. What Page calls language, or how bodies
communicate, can also be translated as an exchange of emotions, of affects, that the writer seems

to lack in this passage. She is prepared to analyze that the emotions, when they rise naturally as
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in this passage, are seen with sudden shock or surprise. She says the mind rejects the possibility
and the body refuses it consequently. Yet what is noticeable is the dismissal of feeling. Page

seems to believe that feeling is inappropriate, mediated by thought.

What occurs in this excerpt is a translation of her feelings into depicted thoughts,
whereby the sensations get lost and the gestures are artificially embodied. In this passage, Page,
for the first time, addresses her difficulty in exchanging physical contact, particularly in social
situations. The physical contact in this case appears to be a natural thing to do; it does not appear
to be cultural or social but rather a human comfort. Yet, for not having a reason to be, the act
becomes difficult for her to feel or engage in, since it is simply based on emotions. She does not
feel like hugging the other person, let alone kissing them. And she is conscious of this emotion,
she depicts it. With that in mind, I want to close this Chapter 2, by reinforcing how Page, when
close to her own feelings and emotions, resists presenting them in writing. Perhaps she even

resists having them.

As the earlier Chapter shows, this Chapter aims to reveal how Page’s Brazil remains
primarily visual, through observation and analysis; a name and a place that avoid the sensuous
affects of the body. Page’s solution is to name this world from the point of the view of the mind
and its conceptualizations, detaching itself from the entity that Michel Serres promotes and lies
in the hand that is a function of contact, or of feeling. Also in this Chapter, I address how
Brazilian Journal features a narrator whose embodiment is sacrificed by her visual and mental
organization of the landscape, as though through order her embodiment and naming of Brazil

would become clearer. Instead, I conclude that Page’s writing of this country is anxious,

104



uncertain and separated, despite her colourful renditions of the tropical world, of her experience

of the country’s daily living and habits, and what it means to her.

On the other hand, Page’s achievements in this book are pointed and well-depicted
moments of her experience as a foreigner in an unknown language. Her ability to translate into
images what she sees, and to touch the environment through her revelation of shades, darkness,
and light takes the reader closer to her impressions and feelings. She is also curious about
everything that relates to Brazil, and this spectator’s gaze is what transforms all her observations

into anthropological knowledge.

This Chapter demonstrates how Page struggles with oppositions, between sensually
embodying the world in writing and neglecting her voice and sensibility at the same time, tends
to cultivate the eye of the other instead. In Page’s writing of Brazil, there is rarely space for
discovering feelings, or for not knowing how to name them precisely because they are unknown,
enigmatic, and perhaps suggestive for that reason. There is an ongoing preoccupation with
naming the feeling of Brazil, without actually exploring the sensations the writer feels when
being in the country, except for the visual imagery of nature and culture. At the same time, one
gets to know in detail how to live in a foreign country: the methods, the routine, and these
become translated as “the experience of Brazil.” This Chapter concludes by addressing Page’s
avoidance of sensations and feelings in regards to the unknown mystery of human beings,
particularly in a foreign situation. The vulnerability, the fear, the impotence of not knowing is
masked by the self-sufficient and organized methods of survival in a distant land, which
introduces the reader to a very colourful and visual world, but also separates them from the

actual physicality of being in a place called Brazil. We get the feeling she is there, but we rarely
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glimpse who or where she is. It is as if she were a disembodied vision in a disembodied place.
She translates the experience into light and dark, learning to reveal herself a bit through this

mysterious combination.

106



Chapter 3: Journal Writing and the Painted Description of the Lived World

Brazilian Journal, as the previous Chapters have argued, is an attempt by P. K. Page to
explore Brazil according to her own perceptions and subjectivity. One of her constant subjects is
the Portuguese language in the context of her life. In this Chapter 3 I further explore and expand
on the last section of Chapter 1 and 2, and how the writing of Brazilian Journal materializes the
body in a narration that is visually perceived, worded, and allegedly painted from a bare canvas

into its primary and secondary qualities.

In the case of P. K. Page, I want to show how she oscillates between being an
anthropologist, who believes that every experience contributes to her consciousness, where she
can perceive and create, and an empiricist who is governed by her rational mind, whereby the
world gains structure and experience through its verifiable and constructed word-image or
picture. She is a kind of geometrist of the imagination, for whom life can be clarified in shaped

images.

From this perspective, Page gathers colour, shape and sensation as she continues her
descriptions. It is a disembodied perception departing from the world that is seen, and not felt;
without the contingency of the senses that Serres alludes to and the sensibility that lives, as Paz
argues. In the following passage, one learns about the Portuguese language through a play of
words and concepts that neglects the cultural implications they imply. Her subjective views

remain outside meaning, as she relates the drama of Brazil. She writes:

Portuguese is fascinating. In a country which, to us, seems to place small value on life,
there is little difference between “to live,” morar and “to die,” morrer. So far I have been

unable to find any expression for “how funny” — perhaps because the Brazilian finds
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everything funny. One learns muito bom — “very good” — immediately; it is used about
almost everything that is not muito bem, “very well,” or muito mau, “very bad.” And the
ubiquitous muito is said with such feeling that the most ordinary events become dramatic.

(Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 30)

Page does not elaborate on her play of words, hiding her own opinion behind pluralized
examples of drama and idiomatic expressions of Portuguese. She stresses the fact that there is
barely any difference between the expressions for “to live” and “to die.” The comparison is
obscure and witty. She enjoys commenting on a joke about how Brazilians find everything
funny, as though the happiness they possess was the antidote for the supposedly low status of life
in the country. It is clear from this excerpt that too much feeling for Page is translated into
drama; thus the capacity Brazilians have to embody feelings is reduced to the word “drama” for

the writer. She is not affected by it.

Her reactions are pragmatic and objective. In this passage, language is the tool Page
employs to suppose an entrance into the world of reality, when in truth what she says exposes her
inability to understand Brazilians on a human level, beyond culture or social constructs. The
maximum emotion she can express is that she discovers that Portuguese is fascinating, for it can
express so much drama. She doesn’t explain how she reaches the comparison between the
expressions “to live” and “to die,” and her line of argument leads her to associate Brazilians with
amusement and entertainment. One can feel her distancing herself from the people, and from her

own feelings.

Through this process she makes a philosophical assertion, and also a cultural one, about

the meaning of life and death in this country, and how that knowledge has affected her, taken her
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back to the source, to language. If living and dying have any meaning in Brazil, being funny is
not the answer to this condition, but rather a capacity to embody and live the emotions Page calls
drama. Yet again, the writer insists on depreciating one’s capacity for feeling by labelling it as
drama; how everything seems to be played out for Brazilians as though in a staged scenario; how
acting has the power to transform one’s reality, making the most ordinary events dramatic. Yet

she fails to acknowledge precisely the contrary and does not offer an alternative. She adds:

Interesting the differences between language texts and the spoken language. Servants are
no longer criados — a word originating with slavery, when a small child would be brought
up in the house of the master and, in effect, “created” — but empregados or “employees.”
But they are still addressed as vocé, the second person, as a child or an intimate would be,
and not with o senhor or a senhora, the more formal third. As to the small value placed
on life, one has only to read the newspapers to learn of the number of people who carry
guns and fire them. Just the other day a member of the Chamber of Deputies fatally shot a
traffic policeman who had stopped him for speeding. This is but one of many such
incidents. If one can believe what one is told, the law itself places a low value on life. In a
traffic accident, for instance, responsibility for the injured lies with whoever calls an
ambulance or obtains medical help — with the inevitable result that a victim may lie

neglected in the roadway for hours. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 30-31)

In this section, Page embodies the judge herself, analyzing and interpreting Brazil from
the point of view of the law, and how its reality is violent and oppressive. In the beginning of the
section, she also elaborates on the usage of the word employee, once again focusing on language

and how it possesses its own history. Page’s view of Brazil is linguistic and connected to social
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and cultural elaborations. She exhibits her deductions of language: how a spoken word can mean

something entirely different than when written; in this case, employees are no longer servants.

Bluntly, she adds that the meaning of life is a nonexistent reality in Brazil, offering an
example that would reflect this displacement in the country at large. She goes on to draw large
conclusions from small examples, which appear to embody all that Brazil conveys to her, as
though it were an entity, rather than a place of endless possibilities that might resonate in her
bodily contact with it. Page is intrigued by the ways culture manifests itself in this country, and
in this manner, makes large claims about matters that, perhaps, are too complex to be explored
from the point of view of newspaper clips. At the same time, she has her own life and
responsibilities, which gives the reader the impression of a detached view. Her Brazil is “other”

in comparison to this country she reads from the news.

The world of feelings, which enlives the body, is detached from both realities. In fact,
these are several realities without a body, a grounded feeling, to justify the narration and the
exploration of the emotions embodied in words such as “living” and “dying.” She writes on a
completely different subject, demonstrating how her life is entirely separated from that world she
draws from the paper: “There are more than fifty diplomatic missions in Rio and we have to call
on all of them — A. on the ambassadors, I on the wives — nor can they entertain us until we have
so announced our presence. Then they have to pay return calls!” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987:

31)

Page’s duties, she writes, consist of maintaining contact with the diplomatic missions in
Brazil to socialize and receive return calls from them, emphasizing how getting in touch with

several embassies and letting them know about their activities in the country is referred in her

110



daily living. This entrance into Brazil through diplomatic exchanges is P. K. Page’s experience
of the country, which in turn, informs her experience of the knowledge that crystallizes her
concept of the country. The perception of this world in the narrative is transformed into a
generalization of what Brazil is, linking this idea to what the writer reads in the paper and

witnesses from a distance in sightseeing trips through Brazilian cities.

Her process of gathering data in order to know becomes a common habit in the Journal,
as though this diverse world of peoples and nations from the diplomatic missions, all foreigners,
could make it real for her. On the other hand, she goes on avoiding the exchanges with real
Brazilians, with the exception of a few friends who offer her the experience of closeness to the
so-called Brazilian drama, better translated as feelings. Two parallels can be quickly drawn from

her practice of acceptance or avoidance of the felt world as word.

Page, in her quest to understand Brazil, conceptualizes wilderness and nature, giving
attention to its parts in the process of shaping this Brazilian personality she wants to develop
within herself; yet the process of embodiment fails to be conceptualized outside the world of
ideas. For that reason, she surrounds herself with art, literature, and artifacts. My purpose with
this dissertation, so far, has been to demonstrate how Page plays with the sensual world in order
to reaffirm her thoughts rather than her feelings. Yet Page’s treatment of Brazil also does not
recall the idea of Latin America and its culture, as Walter Mignolo writes in his book The Idea of
Latin America. (Mignolo, The Idea of Latin America, 2005: 7) In his account, Walter Mignolo
questions the geopolitical structures concerning the notion of Latin America and its territory for
the past 500 years, which, he claims, come from Christianity and St. Augustine’s concepts

articulated in The City of God about the division of the world. He affirms how the Americas exist
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today only as a consequence of European colonial expansion and the narrative of that expansion
from the European perspective, the perspective of modernity. The perspective of modernity

derives from the perspective of Europe and its narration when creating the idea of America.

This is something that Page only briefly alludes to when she mentions Portuguese
colonization through her travels throughout the country, her visits to the Amazon and other
nature-surrounded areas. Overall, what she overlooks is how the new paradigm of knowledge is a

de-colonial paradigm that takes into account narratives from peoples without history.

In this context, coloniality is constitutive of modernity, and so is the discovery of
America. Mignolo affirms that this colonial matrix of power originates in the sixteenth century
and is a component of the discovery paradigm and European modernity. He argues for a utopic
dialogue, a double movement composed of a critical take on the past in order to imagine and
construct future possible worlds. “Dialogue can only take place once modernity is decolonized
and dispossessed of its mythical march toward the future,” he says. It is not a claim for
despotism but a call for the end of rule by one civilization. (Mignolo, The Idea of Latin America,

2005: 7) Moreover, he says that:

discovery and invention are not just two different interpretations of the same event; they
belong to two different paradigms. It is the same line that distinguishes the two
paradigms: the line of a shift in the geo-politics of knowledge; it is the changing of the
terms and not only the content of the conversation. The first presupposes the European
perspective of world history, its modernity, while the second reflects the critical
perspective of those who have been left behind, who have the feeling of not belonging.

The very idea of America cannot be separated from coloniality: the entire continent

112



emerged as such in the European consciousness as a massive expanse of land to be
appropriated and of people to be converted to Christianity, whose labour could be
exploited. Coloniality, as a term, is much less frequently heard than modernity and many
people tend to confuse it with colonialism.” (Mignolo, The Idea of Latin America, 2005:

7)

“Colonialism,” for Mignolo, refers to specific historical periods and places of imperial
domination, while “coloniality” refers to the logical structure of colonial domination and which
attempted to control and manage almost the entire planet. (Mignolo, The Idea of Latin America,
2005: 7) Another consequence of this modern/colonial expansionism is the conditions for border
thinking created in the twentieth century, shifting previous structures of knowledge: theo-

politics, in the sixteenth century, and the ego-politics of knowledge, in the nineteenth century.

In other words, this was a type of thinking that could not be suppressed by theology.
“Border thinking is exploding now in the Andes under the name of inter-culturalidad and all over
the world as well, including the parts of Europe that are becoming the dwelling place of African,
Asian, South American and Caribbean migrants” (Mignolo, The Idea of Latin America, 2005: 9).
Another aspect of the idea of Latin America and the discovery of the territory is the
marginalization of certain knowledge, languages, and beings, according to the idea of “the
barbarians” and the ranking of humanity into races and ethnicities (Mignolo, The Idea of Latin
America, 2005: 15); those who, as Mignolo attests, “lacked literal locution, and the study of
letters, of poetry, rhetoric, logic, history and every aspect of knowledge called literature.”

(Mignolo, The Idea of Latin America, 2005: 18)
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Page, in her Brazilian Journal, is not interested in the inferiority complexes and
disadvantages that certain groups and communities carry in the country, as discussed by
Mignolo. In addition, it is possible that because of the restrictions present in the genre, the
journal writing is often filled with short prose and events of the day. Also, hers is not a social
analysis; she is more interested in the aesthetic aspect of the country than in its origin. Disparities
and injustices populate the narrative but are never addressed as such, perhaps only with a trace of
irony and detachment. Parallel to her own development in this Brazil, there is also the
construction of a new capital, Brasilia, with the new government of Kubitschek, during the

1950’s. She writes:

Arrived in Brasilia to a brilliant day — blinding sun and the red earth of Brasilia orange in
the light. Deplaned into that great heat and waited endlessly with no idea as to why.
Various people had referred to Nossa Senhora de Fatima during the day, but it was some
time after our arrival that it dawned on us we were waiting for her. Finally an air force
plane arrived from Belo Horizonte and Fatima, life-size and looking as if made of plaster
— actually she was made from Brazilian wood carved in Portugal — was removed from the
body of the place and placed erect on a large float decorated with bunches of everlasting
flowers and streamers of crepe paper. A group of children began to sing, voices were

12

raised in “Viva Nossa Senhora de Fatima, viva!” and there were flags and people dressed
in their best and the wonderful, warm, friendly, good-natured quality of a Brazilian

crowd. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 152)

In this passage, Page sees the sun, the religious artifacts, and addresses her feelings in
regards to the other, the “warm” Brazilians. We can infer from the passage that she is enjoying

the brightness of the day, and that she is watching the scene evolving, yet we are not so sure
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about how she feels in relation to this event. What occurs, in regards to the reader, is a type of
guessing game, where one supposes that she feels a sense of integration through association as
she notices the warmth of Brazilians at the end and opens the section with a beautiful sunshine.
The warmth of a brilliant day can act as a barometer of what is to come: the wait, the arrival of a
saint made of wood, Nossa Senhora de Fatima, “life-sized, as if it is made of plaster.” She
rectifies and explains that it is actually “made from Brazilian wood carved in Portugal.” (Page,
Brazilian Journal, 1987: 152) All this is detailed and surrounded by the voices of children and
the “good-natured quality of a Brazilian crowd.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 152) In this
excerpt we see how Page takes possession of the sounds and her sense of hearing in order to
illustrate a type of happiness she actually feels. It starts with a blasting vision of a brilliant sun,
the arrival of a wooden saint, and certainly these seductive passages produce a sense of liveliness

which only occasionally occurs in the Journal.

Like Page, with her translating aspects of representing reality, Gilles Deleuze, in
L image-temps, explains how neo-realism tried to reproduce the perceptual environment of a
live-action as something not to be represented but envisioned, to be deciphered and ambiguous in
its roots. For some, neo-realism is the art of the encounter — fragmented, ephemeral, interrupted,
and failed. In similar ways, Page avoids physical encounters through her ongoing trials and
attempts, which reveals the nature of her perception, in itself afraid of failures, sending the
message that one never knows how she truly feels when confronted by another body. At the
same time, the tactile becomes rejected; hers is a given and premeditated sensorial image,
satisfying itself through pure visual pictures and intellectual exchanges. In the following passage,
one learns about how this dynamic of encounters affects Page personally, and what her

impressions are. She describes making and returning calls:
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The first one on my list — for no particular reason — was the German ambassadress. (A
misnomer, this; she is simply the wife of the ambassador. But it’s a Brazilian custom to
make us all embaixatrizes!) She is Swiss, I think, and prettyish. She speaks English quite
well but I suspect understands it less well, as she looked deaf whenever I spoke and made
a point of doing most of the talking herself. I know the signs. (Page, Brazilian Journal,

1987: 31)

One can grasp from this passage how Page quickly creates personal thoughts about
others, and how the behaviour of another affects her personally, though she doesn’t say how that
makes her feel and only that she knows the signs of the other. She is not satisfied by how the
German ambassadress addresses her, and complains about it in the text. She is focused in her
speech, she argues, about the woman in question. In this excerpt, whatever the other limitations
are, Page interprets it against herself, as though the other were actually avoiding the exchange

with her.

Here there is a call for embodiment, since she says she knows how to read the other, yet
does not addresses her own feelings, only the understanding of this other as someone who avoids
listening because she lacks knowledge of the language. In this passage, the very language is the
subject of communication, and Page emphasizes once again the struggle of exchanging with
others, particularly in private conversations. Page is attentive to the visual appearance of this
woman, who is “prettyish,” and that she does not listen to English very well; these clues inform
Page about how to behave and why; in her mind, this conversation is imbalanced. She does

partly embody a sense of dissatisfaction, but does not simply express it, arguing and complaining
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about the other, who acts and forces her to feel something she can’t address in herself, only in

relation to the other’s behaviour. In another moment, she writes about the same meeting:

The German embassy is large, with attractive gardens and patios which overlook the
harbour. They employ fourteen servants, and when I asked what they all did her cynical
reply was that each was employed in watching the others to make sure they did not work.
They keep three dogs who sleep by day and roam all night, as they don’t trust the guard
supplied by the Brazilian government, and — more to my taste — a toucan with an electric
blue eye, a bill like an idealized banana, a body of sculpted soot set off by a white onyx

collar and gorgeous red drawers. Splendid fellow! (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 31)

Page is confronted by the discourse of another woman who, like her, complains about the
situation of the employees in Brazil, their slacking at work, and how that translates into a feeling
of mistrust in relation to the services provided by the Brazilian government. Page qualifies this
woman’s commentary as sarcastic. These reflections are rare in Page’s narrative, she does not
separate herself from her own vision of herself, and the behaviour of others doesn’t act on her as

mirrors. At the same time, she is always surprised by the other’s life.

From this excerpt, one sees the similarities of perception in regards to the understanding
of Brazil, and wonders whether this is a truth or an inability of both women to see the country for
what it is: different in colour, taste, and behaviour. In this passage one cannot doubt Page’s need
to reaffirm herself in Brazil through the eyes of the other, another ambassadress living in the
country in a large house with many employees. After the first year in the country, however, her
complete immersion is evident. She writes about an evening in Rio de Janeiro, in an entry dated

August 19th:
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This wild Rio wind is tearing at the house again. Last night it blew and blew and blew.
Blew through my dreams. Awakened as if | had been tossed about all night. It dropped in
the morning and I drew with Helena, after lunch, in her garden. Did a view of the lagoa,
mountains and palms and apartment blocks visible through an opening in the trees. And
then I looked through a ravine and saw a tile-roofed house with shutters and banana trees
and a jacko towering overhead. Helena’s style is quite different from mine — curlier. Her

house and grounds still astonish me with their beauty. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 73)

One sees that Page is interacting with a friend from Brazil, Helena, also a painter. In this
excerpt, she is affected by the night storm in Rio, its winds, and feels the aesthetic beauty of the
landscape through painting. Even her friend’s house seems to have an impact on her in relation
to its beauty, one of the few sentiments that seem to provoke feelings on Page. She draws the
lagoon, the mountains, and the palm trees, demonstrating how her perceived world is constituted
of brushes of colors, shapes, and forms which she then recreates in her writing. And while

writing about drawing, she reveals more of herself than otherwise.

In fact, beauty and intolerance are among the few sentiments that get embodied in her
narratives about Brazil, the first in relation to the natural scenario and the second in regards to
the employees and their behavior. It is clear in the previous citation how slowly the elements of
this scene come to fruition: the violence of wind breaks through the routine of another day; the
wind is “tearing at the house” again. It is dramatic, and we are introduced to the sounds of the
wind, implicitly, in the movement the verb “tear” suggests, as well as the effects it has on the
house. In a few phrases, we understand that her ears are dominated by this sound, by this unseen
intruder that has interrupted the normalcy of another day. Her body is affected, she cannot sleep.

Yet all of a sudden we are taken to a different scenario, to the garden, where she draws with
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Helena. Her presence is captured in snapshots of images which reveal how the body feels, even if
its mediate through pictures of natural events, which are reproduced in her interaction with

Helena.

Through an opening in the trees, she is able to make her drawing a reality. In the end, we
are not sure if she is happy with the drawing; it is still the world around her that seems to be the
most beautiful, and it is what makes Page feel astonished. The scenario and its ambience make
an impact on her, to the extent that she is always carefully attuned to the landscape and the
weather conditions, which are part of the way she is able to experience in order to portray and
draw. On the other hand, it is as though she does not embody anything outside her orderly
processed thoughts, even if she says that “beauty” astonishes her. She is prepared for beauty, and
she seems to control that sentiment with tools such as drawing and writing. The contrast is also
true, since she reacts very negatively when in the presence of an ugly surrounding, feeling
unsettled. What is lacking in this dynamic, however, is a sense of presence, whereby Page is able
to separate herself from what she does in relation to the world, and really experience it as a living

entity, in her body.

When Page first arrives in Brazil, she struggles with writing. Beauty becomes
overwhelming; smells intriguing. Brazilian Journal is an answer to that sense of awe, a type of
description which, slowly, reveals the impact this world of sensation has had on her, even if
outside the body and purely visual. She does not discover emotions, she discovers objects and
aesthetic forms. We do not know how she feels when her body interacts with the wind, but we
know she has been tossing around in bed, demonstrating that she is present, doing something in
that world, but not living it as a carnal being. Carnality, like sensuality, is only barely glimpsed,

rarely shown.
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Page attempts to comprehend the depth of every object, and to allow us to be inspired by
the qualities they produce in her. This results in a mechanism that allows for the sensorial to
enter writing as a disembodied but revealed quality, an aspect of Page’s writing that is rarely
discussed yet it is more accentuated in Brazilian Journal, since she strives to capture many

objects and situations while separating herself from them at the same time.

Page’s annotations in Brazilian Journal reveal sudden openings in the tropical world, yet
her easy-going attitude towards bodily things, such as nudity and tanning, along with other
sensual interactions such as eating and smelling, give a superficial sense of feeling and touching
the world. My objective so far has been to identify where these gaps occur due to the writer’s
technique of reproducing feeling as though visually experienced rather than bodily constituted,
and the weight that this ability constitutes by leaving a sense of separation in the narrative. Page
recognizes her detachment from the social and intimate scenario. She may simply have chosen to

show a different aspect of Brazil, which is not so focus on sensuality.

Her meeting with ambassadresses continue, and she visits Argentina’s. Her social
commitments are many and she is very critical of these encounters, as though the writer in her
couldn’t accept the role performed outside her artistic competence. She calls on the Argentine
embaixatriz, whom she describes as an attractive, intelligent, “rather brittle American who met
her husband when she was en poste in Washington. Their residence is a square wedding cake,
icing-white and very formal. Inside are marble statues, gold leaf, and tapestries. I am incapable
of knowing whether or not I like it — probably not. Our house is a bare shack compared with this
museum.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 31) Clearly she compares herself with the others,

perhaps even competes with them, steadily.
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In this passage Page begins to address her feelings, which, once again, like her inability to
write Brazil, are lightly shown. Page continues her exposition on meeting the Argentine
ambassadress and comments on how the woman has found Brazil to be one of her hardest posts,
partly because she cannot find good servants. The thematic of the subject returns to the question
on employees, and how they behave; these women revolve around the same universe of tidying
up and maintaining order in the household. In her case, we learn, she has twenty employees,

including the police guards.

These characters populate her narrative with news about life in Brazil and how difficult it
can be to live there. One of the major complaints is about staff and the other is the houses
themselves, which are often in need of repair. These reports, somehow, appease Page’s anguish
with the country, even though she does not address it. In another passage typical of Brazilian
Journal, Page offers the reader a description of the atmosphere: “Many calls and muitas
dificuldades since last writing. The temperature has been in the eighties, the humidity close to a
hundred for weeks now. Everything is mildewed, damp and smelly. Shoes, books, gramophone
records suffer most.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 30) Page uses description to capture her

emotions; the outside world acts as a kind of projection of her internal experience.

One can infer that Page is not pleased with the damage caused by the weather, and one
can understand from the passage that she is suffering with difficulties, though we don’t know
what they are. Indirectly feelings begin to arise in face of the lived reality and the impact it has
on her being; they surface through small commentaries in the narrative. In an encounter with
Greece’s ambassadress, the only means of communication between the two is the Portuguese
language, and they exchange notes on how to be a better housewife. These daily activities,

though apparently trivial, ground Page in Brazil, and her reaction is a mixture of confusion and
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displacement. For that reason she writes about them, even though she does not often know how

to embody them. She adds:

Two nights ago we gave a dinner for the air minister, who is about to leave for Canada —
all Brazilian guests, with the exception of an embassy couple. I was apprehensive of a
hundred things beforehand. Various diplomatic wives have told me of their first dinners,
when they sat down eleven at a table set for twenty-four. Brazilians often don’t turn up or
bother to let you know. On the dot, however, the guest arrived: the air minister and his
entourage, the economist, the banker, etc, - everyone, in fact, but one man from the
Protocol Division of the Foreign Office, who turned up punctually at 8:30, twenty-four

hours late! (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 32)

This light note of apprehension over hosting an event for the air minister demonstrates the
degree of etiquette and ritual she has to undergo in order to perform and engage the social
activities that comprise her life in Brazil. Very different from the natural and sensuous world
described in previous passages, in this excerpt Page talks about her own uneasiness, particularly

when compared to others’ experiences about the same subject.

The fear of not having the right house to receive and welcome these guests would
provoke a sense of failure that Page would not seem ready to accept. Moreover, she rarely sees
herself in the role of an ambassadress, only referring to her duties in relation to others. Yet she
often performs her duties quite well, while not acknowledging them. The lack of a subjective
voice that incorporates both characters, the writer and the ambassadress, is a very important
element in the Journal. Nevertheless, a consistent perspective emerges: detached, ironic,

detailed, aesthetic. Hers is the eye of a photographer.
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The reader is informed that Page’s life in Brazil consists in getting to know the country
through the Brazilian society, and through these dinners, fulfills her duties as a housewife and
ambassadress; at the same time how, as a writer, she does not know how to negotiate them very
well. She is pleased with the experiences, even if it all appears overwhelming, or “apprehensive.”
She gathers impressions, as she writes: “Called this morning on the Israeli ambassador’s wife.
She is young and pretty. She said she found Rio difficult at first, but now, after nine months, she
finds it easier. (Like a pregnancy?) Her husband is a painter — Arie Aroch. And a good one.”
(Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 34) Once again, it is the other who echoes her difficulties,
emphasizing a type of bond she seems to desire to have with the other women who live in a
similar reality. In this same entry, she questions herself about the destiny of her writing, whether
it is dead, and if she would ever go back to it. Like Brazil itself, she never gets to find the
answers about her own silence: why does she feel the way she does in the country, why do these
experiences affect her life so intensively? Through absence, these dilemmas are reflected in her
intimate relationship with the body and its manifestation; Page’s understanding of Brazil comes
from literary sources, from art expositions, and from visual trips to museums and cultural events.

It is as if she did not trust her own body to tell her how she was doing.

Several events are documented in Brazilian Journal, and this knowledge fills the lack
Page engages when talking about Brazil in her writing. She writes: “Went with A. to see some
contemporary tapestries by a young man from Bahia — Genero de Carvalho. Very sharp, as if
seen through some medium other than air — in glass perhaps. Colours brilliant. A great sense of
the flora and fauna of Brazil, abstracted.”(Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 33) In this passage, the

reader is presented with her aesthetic appreciation of the work of art, which matches her own
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knowledge of the flora and fauna in Brazil, another one of her intellectual interests in the

Journal. Other events she participates in are literary ones. She writes:

Just returned from a luncheon where we met a number of press, radio, and theatre people,
plus one poet — Cecilia Meireles. A biggish party, and enjoyable. The men and women
were seated separately at the table. Not a bad idea as the sexes will not mix — they are
worse, if possible, than Australians. I had thought, at previous parties, it was perhaps
because the women had no intellectual interests, but in this group that was not the case.
Odd that in a country where sex plays so large a role, there is this kind of segregation.

(Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 34)

Page indulges in the pleasure of parties, and this one seems to please her intellectual
interests, since it was filled with artists and writers. However, she does mention a light note
about sex at the end of the excerpt, regarding the “segregation” of genders in the event, but does
not explore it further. One does not know what she means about Brazil and sex, or how these two
ideas mingle together. She also does not explore the feeling that this segregation has on her, she
simply accepts and acts on it. In this excerpt, Page compares Brazil with Australia, in the manner
in which men and women behave at societal events. Her relationship with the foreign is
accentuated in this excerpt, and how, through trial, and experience, she learns about herself

through the other.

At the same time, she also observes everything from a detached point of view, and the
personal tone this note could possess is left outside the narrative. It is a passive form of writing
that informs rather than gives a testimony of feelings. She transcribes the event onto the page,

like a faithful reporter. She writes, also about Brazilian culture and sexual behaviour:
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Likewise the other night, at an immense dinner for us given by the Gallottis — he the
senior executive in Brazil of the Brazilian Traction Company — all the women sat together
before dinner. I am told that this group is the very cream of Rio society and I can well
believe it. The women are a cross between flowers and jewels — beautifully made,
perfectly groomed, extravagantly dressed. “But where,” one asks, “are their handsome

brothers?” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 34)

Page’s style echoes her feelings about the event; she seems impressed at the beauty of
this group of women, embodying them as “flowers and jewels.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987:
34) The neatness of the excerpt equals her impression of the society that participates in this
gathering. Page is easily touched by the social world she encounters in Brazil, yet she does not
include herself in the picture, as though she were simply observing the whole event unfolding in

front of her. She is an observer, gathering date for her report.

What she feels near these women is not said, yet one notices a separation between her
view and the event, as though she didn’t initiate any contact with these women who appear so
attractive to her. At the same time, she seems to desire this interaction with the women from
Brazil, and in several passages like the previous one she mentions their appearance. There is a

need to be close to beauty, and to search for perfection in her observations.

Brazilian Journal gathers a number of phrases about what Brazilians think of themselves
in order to convey an embodiment of the country for Page. She needs to define the people, and

the resource is Brazilians themselves. She writes:

They tell me there is no point in trying to get to know Brazilians — that the rich live in a

rarefied world that is out of reach and all the others within a bourgeois concept of family
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that is impossible to penetrate. When I say, “But...,” I am met with ominous noddings and

“You’ll sees.” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 35)

She seems to feel separated and detached from the others as a result of her status, her
position in society, as the wife of an ambassador, appears limiting. Yet, she wants to know
Brazilians; she does not know how to discover their intimacy naturally. Everybody else becomes
her source, and in this passage Page reveals her struggle to penetrate a culture that appears to her
detached and indecipherable. She doesn’t seem to trust her own intuition, and in this passage, the
superstition about the natural and the supernatural, the horror and the threat of the jungle,

become the truth of Brazil for Page. Page writes:

On the other hand, her Highest Serenity the Princess Mechtilde Czartoryska, resident for
seventeen years, tells me that she adores Brazil and that its people open under your
approval, like children. She also offered me a piece of advice — everyone who has been
here a day longer than I is full of advice — which was never, never to pull up plants in the
jungle “because your fingers will be painful, filled with pus, and next day you will find a
beast under each fingernail.” Shades of Gulliver! I shall take her advice, certainly! (Page,

Brazilian Journal, 1987: 35)

She uses literature to keep herself apart. Page writes about other people’s knowledge
being more accurate than hers, as though her own body couldn’t feel the truth about what she
experiences, as though the next one’s opinion were always better than hers. This uncertainty
populates the Journal, and in this excerpt, she seems hostage to the terror about the jungle told
by this woman and her understanding of Brazil. And for the sake of the narrative, Page says she

believes everything she hears about the country.
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As Page arrives in Brazil, everything appears large, excessive. It reminds us of the
saudade of Claude Lévi-Strauss in Tristes Tropiques and his depressing conclusion about the
current state of our society and its prodigious mass of noxious by products which now
contaminate the globe. Page’s vision, however, is not terminal, but merely detached: Rio de
Janeiro is still “a cidade maravilhosa,” its sugar mountains covered by a silver plate, its avenues
full of high rises and cars. For Page, the country is a daily mystery waiting to be depicted in
images, not feelings; or rather, the images are meant to capture and hold the feelings she can’t

yet express.

Her house is another world waiting to be discovered: exotic, strange, inciting, with the
marble-floored patio, the changing rooms, their length, the kitchens, the cloakrooms, the storage
rooms, and the servant’s bedroom. The first room is described as cold, and white-walled. It is
expansive; it contains beautiful glittering chandeliers, and French chairs covered in green silk.
Upon her arrival, the room was filled with so many flowers that, she says, she “couldn’t help
looking about me for the coffin” (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 6). Flowers become fluorescent,

artificial-looking flowers, unnatural, forcing their way to the light.

The arrival of the flowers brings back memories of her childhood signs of deathly
entombment, from her observation of their artificiality. The description of the house continues,
and her writing takes us through three open French doors; everything becomes pale green, a
library, two washrooms, a pantry, all as though we are carried by a moving camera through the
hallways of this marble-floored house. She seems not to miss anything, and upstairs she informs
us that the only ugly thing she found here was the family sitting room, which was dark and
furnished rather in the manner of a second-rate German liner. Once again Page’s sensibility opts

to focus on the outside world, yet it doesn’t resonate in her, as though she were capable of
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looking but not of interacting with what she is looking at. It is an oblique gesture, indirectly she

is wearing a mask, or a pair of binoculars, to observe this world.

It is above all a painted world that fills the book until the end, when Page is finally
comfortable but still intrigued with the discrepancies of this place, between the natural and the
urban, the real flowers and the artificial flowers, the lit rooms and the dark rooms, that create in
her unnamed, oblique, barely felt sensations she describes in this narrative. The form of the
Journal is also limiting, and does not allow Page to expand her impressions on the body. If, as
Lévi-Strauss posits, our own “filth” replaced the sixteenth century visual and olfactory surprises
of Brazil-woods and pepper carriers, Page’s impressions are unnameable outside the
preconceived notions and judgments she hears about the country. (Lévi-Strauss, Tristes

Tropiques, 1997: 38)

Whereas the first seems to reflect a saudade for a paradisiacal and abundant time, Page
finds herself lost in naming her own feelings; whereas Lévi-Strauss misses the “genuine
primitive encounter” and regrets the future and new age of communications, Page is afraid to
touch this place in order to make it concrete within. The country of Brazil featured in Brazilian
Journal is alive yet separated from the inside, not felt in one’s body. The diary begins with a
description of the house, which has many staff, at least seven or eight workers. She often uses
irony to fill the emptiness and maintain the separation in relation to this world she does not know
how to engage directly. Like a child, a voyeur, before the unknown, she is afraid of Brazil, does
not touch things, only looks, and rarely initiates a moment where touching could occur. Page

experiences with this uncontrollable world, in a September 24th entry from Brazilian Journal:
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Our little river is suddenly a river of blood. Unnacountable and extraordinary. The
swallows are here. We can’t keep them out of the house. They fly in and out of the
bedroom and bathroom windows before we are awake. Looking for a place to nest, they
talk it over between themselves perched on top of doors — arguing, rejecting. (Page,

Brazilian Journal, 1987: 83)

One notices the liveliness of Brazil through the birds, through the river, through the
pulsation of nature. There is a closer intimacy between Page and the country; one can feel this
passage as though a potentiality for feeling, yet Page does not include herself in the scene. Only
her eyes seem to tell about the extraordinary. In the end she uses a metaphor to relate to the
insistency of the birds in deciding to stay inside the house. It is true, in fact, that this quality of
sensuality authenticates P. K. Page’s works, yet the feeling of separation between herself and this
world somehow affects the complete engagement between the reader and the written page. There
is a distinctive kind of engaged detachment in her writing, though. Some would disagree with

this commentary.

Several opinions about Page’s works praise her artistic talent. In “The Alchemist,” in P.
K. Page: Essays on her Works, by Linda Rogers,” Page is considered a “jeweller” because she
sees her poems being crafted from every angle, exhibiting a brilliance that is only comparable
and resonant to light and precious metal. “Reflection, in her poetry, is insight,” Rogers affirms. '’
She adds that images, for Page, are there in the phenomenal world for poets to select. In both

works analyzed here, Page uses this method as a way of conceptualizing the body into her visual

images.

°In P. K. Page: Essays on her Works, edited by Linda Rogers and Barbara Colebrook Peace.
10 11,
Ibid, pg, 15.
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In the beginning of Brazilian Journal, Page informs the reader about her preparations for
the trip she is about to take; and has many preconceived ideas about how to live in a foreign
country, though not this particular society. In my view, her distance from Brazilian history and
her closeness to Brazilian society misinformed her own self-discovery process, distracting her
original voice from becoming established spontanecously; what she lacked was a capacity for
feeling the many levels and realities that are present in the experience of living in Brazil. Her
lack of language, I assume, drives and detaches the bodies, the daily quotidian, the small
accidents of life in Brazilian Journal into her personal phenomenology narrated through a world

of appearances.

99 <C

P. K. Page is constantly in touch with “o jeitinho brasileiro,” “the Brazilian way,” as
described in Sérgio Buarque’s de Holanda’s Visdo do Paraiso (“Vision of Paradise™), a very
controversial theory that ended up in the concept of the luzobrazilian colonial experience. In this
book, Holanda comments on the material quality, the concrete aspect of the first Portuguese
accounts about Brazil, which theoretically Page would have experienced by dealing with
Brazilians themselves. This concreteness, for Buarque, means an “adhesion to what is real and

immediate,” which, he affirms, is a mentality still connected to the Middle Ages, already in

progressive decay (Holanda, Visdo do Paraiso, 1959: 3).

“These were not very imaginative men,” writes Buarque. Instead, they possessed a
“pedestrian realism,” typical of the medieval tradition — and it kept their thoughts close to the
ground and allowed them to have the “immediate experience of “the man of the sea,” isolated
from everything else and the center of its own reality (Holanda, Visdo do Paraiso, 1959: 8).
Page, like the Portuguese in their descriptive abilities, allegedly has contact with the real material

world, and like them, explores emotions through the visual images, mainly.
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As for the first Portuguese who arrived in Brazil, Buarque argues, the image of a
paradise, of Brazil as an island, is challenged by a new textual concept: “olhos que enxergam, as
maos que tateiam,” (eyes that can see, hands that can touch) and who, consequently, gain their
knowledge by physically relating to the land. (Holanda, Visdo do Paraiso, 1959: 14). It was a
scientific approach to the Brazilian experience that Buarque associates with being Portuguese, a
qualification which sets the ground for what would be known as the “lusobrazilian theory.”
Page’s approach is similar to them in the aspect that her language in the Journal explores the
possibilities of what is touchable in Brazil through the description and veil of what is primarily

visible in the land.

Buarque affirms that the Portuguese colonization and experience of Brazil were different
than from other colonizing attempts, precisely because of their capacity to “understand” Brazil
better than other colonizers, and for being tolerant to mixed races due to their African and Arabic
roots. This theory, contested and criticized, perhaps indicate what Page negotiates as she deals
with the citizens and the actual land, during the 1950s. She writes, in an October gth entry, about

a trip to Minas Gerais and its present situation:

We did manage to get off to Minas Gerais (General Mines. Imagine Ontario being so
named!) Left on Sept. 29th. And now we are back. Flew to the new capital of the state,
Belo Horizonte (Beautiful Horizon), population 550,000 — 270 miles north of Rio — in
a Convair. The hotel, also new — indeed what is old in so young a city? — is modern
with the kind of ugliness to be found in Australia. Hard to understand in Brazil, where

there has been a long tradition of beauty. (Page, Brazilian Journal, 1987: 85)
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Like many Portuguese writers, Page accentuates the beauty of the Brazilian landscape,
and finds it strange to encounter dissimilarities and ugliness in this world. In this passage, Page
compares Brazil and Australia in order to understand this subject, since she seems disturbed by
the contrast she finds in Brazil, lacking words to describe the ugliness inserted into the beautiful
landscapes. A few instances later, she comments on its people, the “mineiros,” or literally

miners, the inhabitants of Minas Gerais:

How easily one jumps to generalizations! Even accepting the fact that one cannot know
Brazilians on the basis of knowing a few, I find I continue to assume that I do. Why,
otherwise, was I so surprised by the people we met in Belo Horizonte? My mental picture
of Brazilian women perfect as jewels, smart as Parisiennes, was badly damaged when, at
the governor’s banquet, I met twenty Brazilian women — fat, frumpy, and full of
imperfections. Like bourgeois Belgian or Dutch. But all charming. (Page, Brazilian

Journal, 1987: 87)

Here she reflects on and admits her own tendency to generalize, to see Brazilian women
as “jewels.” But then her idealizations are offset by more realistic encounters, or more varied
ones. She is learning by experience. Page admits her own inability by naming her fear of
embodiment as a basis for generalizing Brazil; for how is it possible to know Brazilia