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judgement. The question becomes unanswerab
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was often asked, and my answer for both
must. Yes, there was something inherently futile
did so stubbornly, thinking of what Mordecai Rich
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undertakings of his novels, writing hundteds of pa;
swath of detailed, world-building, narrative prose.
comparable to other Canadian writers of his era st
Robertson Davies. Each novel, Richler said. Well, ez
with the example of Gunnars, my own sense
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Review of Marginalia Drawings by Joe Devlin (Timglaset, 2022)
Jane Leonard

Amongst all my many recent international book mail deltveries, .n}y faVO}lﬂt.e
visual poetry/art book purchase of the last year had to be Joe Devlin’s Marginalia
Drawings, published by Timglaset Editions. . A
The bfolf contains iJS of gDev]jn’s works (digitally printed in black & white)
bound into a small volume with a simple grey cover made from rfacycled
cardboard and nothing but an unassuming label in one corner announcing the
title and authet name. ‘On first glance the volume could be sOmf? k_md of
bureaucratic ledger, but contrary to austere appearance, the Wo_rks inside are
both visually and conceptually rich, and ate anything but just ‘drawings’.

Initially comptised of many hand-copied jottings, scrawls, lines and notes .found
in vatious libraty books, the annotations gather themselves together in f.he
printed drawings in ovetlayed clusters and clumps that hum with meaning like
some form of magnetic static you can almost heat and feel coming off the pages.
The once separate raw ingredients are barely discernible in the final drawings,
merging together to create something powerfully new and whole that takes on a
collective life of its own. Looking at the pages is like witnessing a tiny textual
version of those massive flocks of birds you see majestically swooping in random
formations, or encountering whole hives on the move as the bees separate and
mass on top of each other around some central branch. Like these phenomena,
the effect of Devlin’s creations is to produce a deeply satisfying and very
beautiful kind of chaos. Yet a chaos that it pulled together by concept.

Just as much as I love how the Marginalia Drawings look, I am also very moved by
what they express about what’s important in life to me. One of the things I find -
most sustaining in the wotld, especially in these last years, is reading and looking
at books, that process of engaging with text and images on the page to seek
meaning, information, entertainment, distraction or a deeper understanding. The
Marginalia Drawings capture so wonderfully the essence of this act. With no clue
given to the specific words that bore the annotations, or to the readers who did
the annotating, what we are left with is a pure representation of people’s
engagement with text or subject on a page. Each drawing provides a powerful
piece of collective evidence of countless anonymous interactions that had
provoked in some way, whether negative, positive, passionate, bewildered or
indifferent, readers to make a mark on a page. We will never know if the
individual notes, lines and scrawls, singled out content that was loved, hated, that
resonated, seemed important, was to be questioned, didn’t make sense, ot
represented some other reader reaction. But it doesn’t matter, because by bring-
ing them together in his drawings, Devlin offers a brilliantly evocative visual
survey of the very essence of reading, one that affirms what I feel to be deeply
true: one way or another, books matter to people. : :
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