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Michael Ondaatje - A Journey into Lyricism
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In the realm of literature, Michael Ondaatje stands as a luminary, renowned
for his evocative prose and lyrical poetry. His seminal work, The Cinnamon
Peeler: Selected Poems, published by Vintage International, is a testament
to his extraordinary craftsmanship and profound insights into the human
condition.

The Cinnamon Peeler is a collection of poems that spans decades of
Ondaatje's illustrious career, drawing upon his diverse experiences and
geographical influences. Born in Sri Lanka and having spent significant
time in both England and Canada, Ondaatje's poetry is deeply imbued with
the rhythms and cadences of multiple cultures and landscapes.
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One of the most striking features of Ondaatje's poetry is its lyrical quality.
His words flow effortlessly, creating a musicality that echoes the ebb and
flow of human emotions and experiences. Through the skillful use of
imagery, metaphor, and rhythm, Ondaatje evokes a vivid sensory world,
inviting readers to inhabit the spaces and landscapes he paints with words.

Memory plays a pivotal role in Ondaatje's poetry. His poems often delve
into the depths of personal and collective memory, exploring how the past
shapes the present and how the act of remembering can be both a balm
and a burden.

“In his poem "The Cinnamon Peeler," Ondaatje writes:

The cinnamon peeler's hands are like cinnamon
frayed at the edges, cinnamon colored
a soft cinnamon cloud above the knife”

Here, the act of peeling cinnamon becomes a metaphor for the unraveling
of memory itself, evoking the fragility and the tantalizing allure of the past.

The Poetics of Place

Another defining characteristic of Ondaatje's poetry is its profound
connection to place. His poems are saturated with the sights, sounds,
scents, and textures of the environments he has lived in and traveled
through. From the lush landscapes of Sri Lanka to the urban streets of
Toronto, Ondaatje captures the essence of distinct locales, using them as a



lens through which to explore themes of identity, belonging, and
displacement.

In his poem "In the Skin of a Lion," Ondaatje's evocative language
transports readers to the bustling streets of Sri Lanka, where:

“The air is thick with smells
of roasted nuts and spices.
Mango sellers spread their wares
on the roadside, their voices
like the cries of peacocks”

Through vivid imagery and sensory detail, Ondaatje immerses readers in
the vibrant atmosphere of his native land, creating a sense of immediacy
and intimacy.

Themes of Identity and Belonging

The Cinnamon Peeler also explores profound themes of identity and
belonging. As an individual who has lived across continents, Ondaatje's
poetry often grapples with the complexities of cultural displacement and the
search for a sense of home.

In his poem "The Lovers in the Museum," Ondaatje juxtaposes the stillness
of a museum's collection with the fluidity of human relationships, musing on
the tension between permanence and transience:



“In a museum of antiquities
a man and a woman
are making love lightly
in the arms
of a stone lover”

Here, the museum's artifacts serve as a backdrop against which the lovers'
fleeting moment plays out, highlighting the ephemeral nature of human
experience in contrast to the enduring legacy of history.

Critical Acclaim and Legacy

The Cinnamon Peeler has received widespread critical acclaim for its lyrical
beauty, evocative language, and profound insights into the human
condition. The collection has been praised for its ability to capture the
essence of diverse cultures and landscapes, while simultaneously
exploring universal themes of memory, place, and identity.

Ondaatje's work has had a significant impact on contemporary poetry,
inspiring countless writers and readers alike. His ability to weave together
personal narrative, evocative imagery, and historical context has
established him as a master of the craft, leaving an indelible mark on the
literary landscape.

The Cinnamon Peeler: Selected Poems by Michael Ondaatje is an
essential work for any lover of poetry and literature. Its lyrical beauty,
profound insights, and exploration of the poetics of place make it a timeless
collection that transcends geographical and cultural boundaries.



Through his evocative language and masterful storytelling, Ondaatje invites
readers to embark on a journey of the senses and the soul, reminding us of
the enduring power of memory, the transformative nature of language, and
the intricate tapestry that connects us to the places and people we
encounter throughout our lives.
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