
What we’re reading
Love’s labours found within these tales of nature, nourishment & myth

illustration Carissa Tanton  

New and Selected Poems (Volume One)  
by Mary Oliver
Reviewed by arts and culture writer  
Lara C Cory
This is the perfect point of entry to the 
world of the American poet Mary Oliver. 
Containing poems from 1963 to 1992,  
the book includes highlights from her 
most beloved collections including 
Dream Work, House of Light and 
American Primitive. 

Growing up in rural Ohio, the natural 
world was always ‘right there’ for Oliver 
and easily accessible whenever she 
needed respite from a troubled 
childhood. Later, when she moved to 
New England, the natural landscapes, 
flora and fauna provided the spark that 
stimulated most of her work; hiding 
pencils in the trees on her favoured 
walking routes, Oliver was always 
prepared for the moment inspiration 
struck. Pleasing the critics and public 
alike, Oliver won many national awards, 
a Pulitzer Prize and is, to this day, one of 
America’s best-selling poets.    

The seemingly banal titles that 
reference the natural world like ‘Rain’, 
‘The Waterfall’ or ‘Morning’ belie 
complex emotional themes, abstractions 

and confessionals. Oliver uses the 
physical matter-of-factness of nature  
as a symbol to mine the depths of the 
human condition, dealing with death 
and emotional pain but also the sublime 
– rejoicing in the simple gifts that come 
from being alive. While Oliver isn’t 
afraid to confront unpleasantness,  
she never wallows in misery or defeat, 
preferring to acknowledge, accept  
and transcend.

It’s an over-generalisation to  
suggest Oliver’s work fits neatly into  
the ‘Romantic nature’ tradition when  
the influence of Rumi and Hafez flows 
much thicker than her obvious forbears, 
Emmerson, Whitman or Thoreau. 
Abstracted yet earthy and accessible; 
personal yet relatable, Oliver knew 
instinctively how to describe the  
grace and labour of loving and how  
to celebrate the privilege and 
preposterousness of being alive. 
@LaraCCory

Tiny Moons: A Year of Eating in Shanghai  
by Nina Mingya Powles
Reviewed by Julie Vuong, journalist  
and author of literary newsletter,  
Written Approval

To sum up Tiny Moons, I’ll defer to 
George Bernard Shaw, whose famous 
line, ‘There is no sincerer love than the 
love of food,’ sprang to mind when 
reading this. A wonderful collection of 
essays, so slim yet so satisfying, it is to 
be gulped down over and over.

Nina Mingya Powles, a poet and 
writer of Malaysian-Chinese heritage, 
documents the year she studied 
Mandarin at a university in Shanghai 
through what she ate. Living away  
from her family in New Zealand and 
struggling with loneliness, she finds 
comfort in food. 

For me, Tiny Moons felt like a 
heavenly dim sum: a steady flow of 
delicious pocket-sized stories whose 
flavours linger on. Mingya Powles’s 
palette and cultural background is one  
I can relate to. In fact, it was powerfully 
nostalgic for me. I’m accustomed to the 
‘thick, sweet smells of yum-cha 
restaurants’ she describes. I’m a deft 
hand at ‘peeling pieces of rice paper 
from steaming charsiu bao’, and have 
been a regular slurper of full-to-the-brim 
noodle soups, eaten beneath a late 
night diner’s fluorescent lights. 

Tiny Moons is not to be mistaken for a 
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simple food diary, though. It’s about how 
our lives are shaped by what we eat and 
how the rituals and people associated 
with food stay with us for ever. On every 
plate (or takeaway container) there’s a 
story Mingya Powles feeds us. Whether 
it’s a blurred childhood memory in her 
mother’s steamy kitchen, or how the 
relationship between women and food is 
historically steeped in ‘shame and 
madness’. As she points out: ‘To enjoy 
food as a young woman, to opt out 
every day from the guilt expected of me, 
is a radical act, of love.’ 

Enjoy Tiny Moons for Mingya Powles’ 
tales of eating sticky, savoury buns and 
sizzling ginger & garlicky pork 
dumplings; for the sense of escape to  
an unknown city while we’re so rooted  
at home; or for the lyrical beauty of her 
prose. And whilst I devoured all of these 
aspects, above all I found a mirror in her 
experiences in Shanghai with my own in 
London. A reminder of a universal truth: 
that food is woven tightly with our 
identities, and has the ability to recall 
the comforts of home and those we love, 
with a single bite.
@JulesVuong

Love in Colour – Mythical Tales from 
around the World, by Bolu Babalola
Reviewed by freelance writer,  
Paul Rushton
Through Love in Colour, Babalola 
reminds us that our storytelling is 
extremely powerful. Story is what brings 
us to each point at which we arrive; the 
stories we tell about ourselves, about 
others, those we elevate and those we 
diminish. Who is made central and who 
is erased. Our stories are our history, our 
folklore, theism, ancestral wisdom and 
legacy. Our times make relevant those 

stories that point towards awakening 
and re-imagining; that help to dismantle 
the hollow, divisive myths that have 
furthered ownership and oppression; 
that subdue and drain other lives of 
their vibrancy. By limiting love, such 
crimes have limited the beauty and 
scope of the wider human story.

 Yet there is nothing limiting about 
this collection. Babalola delves deeply 
into love stories from around the world, 
drawn from history, folklore and 
mythology – from Ancient Egypt, Greece 
and Mesopotamia, China, Persia and 
most captivatingly, from West Africa.

She does so in the spirit of celebration 
– beginning from stories of romantic love 
as beautiful and poignant as they are 
often (in their original renderings) thick 
with misogyny, violence and patriarchal 
archetypes, and re-shapes them into 
tales that dissolve the falsities and 
hierarchies at their centre, replacing 
them with hearts that truly beat, that 
illuminate human strength, beauty and 
nuance. The women portrayed are 
celebrated and central; they bravely 
wrest back control of these narratives, 
of their identity and their destiny. And 
it’s a sight to behold. 

Babalola’s tales are transporting and 
tantalising, richly clothed in colours bold 
and subtle; vivid, talismanic prints widely 
drawn from time and place, culture and 

community, copper and wire. They both 
honour and blur these boundaries, 
summoning something essential and 
unifying from their diversity; the notes 
with which to harmonise; music to be 
made; facets to reflect: something that 
breezes easily through their lines. 
Something remembered. 

They explore the contours and 
textures of romantic love, its spectral 
magnitude; the joy, sadness and magic, 
the disarray and desire, its quiet and 
intensity; they breathe warmth and life. 
The stories are earthed, opened, lifted 
and infused with incisive humour, which 
is welcome medicine, too.

Stories, like our ancient landscapes, 
our borders, like culture and 
consciousness, are both rooted and 
fluid, ever evolving, as there is no life or 
potential in stagnation or homogeny; 
change is our only constancy. 

Tales are made to be re-told with 
fresh inflection – to be allowed to live 
their own life. Babalola gives them voice 
and flight, new truth in their folds. 
Outdated ideas of nobility are inverted 
with a sigh of relief and return. Within 
these stories, we find love that is rich, 
brave and authentic. Self-love merging 
with love for another. Love is simply 
loved – its opposite relegated to the 
peripheral shadows.     
@mrpaulrushton 

A reminder that food has the ability to  
recall the comforts of home and those  
we love, with a single bite


