Michael Lesher's Surfaces (book of poems, 2019)
A review by Jonathan Ofir

I do not feel it is right or fitting to write up a review as one usually would - referring to the book's content and judging it with reasons and seasoned language. I have to start somewhere else.

I have known Michael for some years now, and we have conversed occasionally on various issues. Actually, a wide range of them. We happen to find each other on several fronts. The one which has probably caused us to exchange in the first place, is our writings about issues pertaining to Palestine-Israel. Michael is a gifted and sharp writer on these matters, and commands facts as he conveys them and channels them into clear and powerful moral messages, at times admonishing the Jewish Orthodox society which he is part of (or at least per his religious practice) for its nationalist fervor and corruption.

Yet we have also discussed much else. It turns out that Michael's interest in music is passionate, and we have discussed intricacies of classical pieces with passion. Michael regrets not having more musical skill, which he appears to envy me for. I opine that it's really a matter of practice, and am sure that if he had more time to invest in it, he could no doubt play that Chopin Nocturne on the piano.

But there's more. Michael is also a lawyer, and we have discussed cases where I merited from his legal perceptions - including from his experience in the area of sexual abuse, a subject which he authored a whole book about.

There's even more, and this is where the poetry comes in. I try my luck at it occasionally, but I know it's a rather limited occupation. When it comes to words, I usually apply them in factual articles. But for Michael, poetry is actually very close to heart. He says it's closer to him than the non-fiction.

So I delved into his recent book of poems, Surfaces. I am a slow reader in general. And despite my ability to write rather prolifically and with sufficient linguistic virtuosity where English articles are concerned, English is not my native tongue - Hebrew is. And so I was immediately confronted with my inadequacy when reading Michael's poems, and it took me several months to get through the whole book. I found myself looking up various words, usually several ones in each poem. Even when I understood the word, the meaning of the sentence would often evade me. I applied patience, and despite the majority of the poems leaving me puzzled as to their actual meaning, I did manage to connect with a few of them, for example this one - which is in relatively plain language https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=10157679060029342&id=771374341
Despite my feeling that I wasn't grasping the meaning of most of the poems, I could sense the musical flow that Michael seemed to be attempting to convey - and at a point I was thinking that this is what he is doing: he is often avoiding the obvious meaning of words and plain logical meaning of sentences, and carrying the reader into the cracks between the walls of our consciousness - to convey a sense, a feeling, sometimes a dream, unhindered by plain logic. I began to understand that I did not need to understand it all, that I needed to let it soak, like music.

After all, I thought, I could be listening to music hundreds of times, music without words, and be hypnotized by it without it necessarily containing one single word. If I were to describe what it was really about, I would often be at loss - I could describe the technical aspects of the theme, its development and so on - but what is it really about? There, I would often have to resort to the abstract and the imagination.

And so Michael's poem's often caught me as music, and I kept reading them like they were. They haunted me, and sometimes I understood one more than the other.

It was only the other day, as I was almost done with the book, that I bothered to read a praise from the back of the book, written by Neal Storrs, who was editor of Oasis 1992-2005, an outlet where some of the poems had appeared in earlier:

"Most of the poems in this volume are elusive in meaning and challenging in structure; only four of them will I say with confidence that they yielded their full import upon a first reading", he wrote.

"That's exactly my feeling", I thought. I immediately felt relieved that it was not my English language incompetence that was the cause of this feeling, or at least I was not the only one feeling this way.

"Which is a good thing", Storrs continued. "Plumbing the depths of a well-crafted verse is its own reward".

Indeed, I have benefited from reading several of these poems several times through, slowly.

And Storrs added the final, immensely rewarding point:
"Incidentally, one of the aforementioned quartet ranks among the most poignant love lyrics I've ever read".

Michael's poems are sensual, often erotic, and at times serving as a bridge between the body and the world of politics. Only rarely is there a direct allusion to actual political matters, and it sometimes comes as a hint. The bulk of it seems to circle around deeply personal emotions, dreams and sensations.

Surfaces is a work of art, which challenges the reader to unearth the meaning inside it, which is often hidden beneath the surface of the words and phrases, peeking like a Daisy through the cracks in the mud of human existence.

