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BOOK REVIEWS

Riverfall
by Sinunons B. Buntin (Salmon Poetry / Dufour Editions, 2005)

In "The Best Time for Reading Poetry," early in Simmons B.
Buntin's first book, Riverftll, the author makes the deft and risky move
of identifying his primary poetic forebears: Mary Oliver,James Galvin
and A. R. Ammons. The move is risky in that it invites comparison
with three formidable poets working in a mode similar to Buntin's, but
it succeeds by ingenuously aligning his work with theirs while forestall­
ing any criticism about its derivation. In fact, many of the best poems
in Riverftll are those that most audibly echo the voice of another poet.
Ammons in particular is a rich vein for Buntin to mine; the bare, ex­
istential "I," bereft of history or context, becomes a powerful tool in
Buntin's constant interrogation of the engagement between the human
and the natural world. Like Ammons, Buntin expresses the Romantic
urge for an ecstatic union with nature, while acknowledging that such
a vision must necessarily be informed, and perhaps even curtailed, by
the exactitudes of science and the cynicism of modern life. The end
result is a poetry that never shies away from hard particulars while
still managing to affirm the position of human beings in the natural
order.

This precarious balance between humans and the natural world
is most strikingly addressed in the first poem of the book, 'Y\.Body
of 'Vater." Buntin explores the double-meaning inherent in the title,
systematically using simile to compare natural botlies of water with
his own embodiments - "mind," "soul" and "breath:"

Look, I said,
my mind is like a riverfall:
it crashes over boulders,
persuaded
by smoothing silt,
ecstatic in the swirling
rhythm of itself.

Buntin's simile is important here because it compares human attributes
with natural ones while resisting the outright equivalence of metaphor;
in asserting that his mind is "like a riverfall," the speaker also forcefully
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