
 
 
Transcontinental Delay, Simon van Schalkwyk (Dryad Press, 2021) 
 
I wish I had the actual book in my hands, 
instead of this eye-straining screen. I want to 
run my fingers along its spine, a cord of nerves 
connecting the poet’s epigraph, his “inner 
workings”, to the outer workings that constitute this remarkable 
collection. It reminds me of another young poet from this part 
of the world, Togara Muzanenhama. He, too, celebrates the 
precariousness of not-belonging. These are new voices, no longer 
rooting for Mother Africa’s tit or insisting, unnecessarily, that 
they are sons of the soil. They venture out to where “ice-green 
floes scud from the glacier / into thawing elsewheres” (‘London 
Orbital’). 
 
But that workshop! “It was a place of scrap, / of bits and parts”, 
a “disappearing world” (‘Inner Workings’). There’s Bob working 
on a car (Australian, nogal), which will bob him into space; and 
there’s Lyle working on a watch, which will tick him into time. Bob 
seems to represent the body, and Grandfather Lyle the mind. Are 
we inside the poet’s brain where thoughts are “Spread carefully 
across the dark matter / of folded velvet”? Or is it nothing more 
than a tenderly recalled memory? Whichever it is, the poet needs 
to move on. 
 
So, he moves in space and time, chronicling his life in four 
stages: the Cape from 1977 to 2001; the West Country from 2002 to 
2004, centring on Bristol; back to South Africa, now “a Deadzone”, 
from 2005 to 2014; and a salmagundi entitled ‘Floating Points 
(2014 to 2020)’. With the rapt attention of a toddler following an 



ant’s progress, and the vocabulary of a polymath, Van Schalkwyk 
takes us to three continents, Africa, Europe, and South America, 
and enthrals us with the verbal precision of a watchmaker and the 
structural craft of a coachbuilder. With the limited space available 
to me, I’d like to look briefly at a poem from each of these stages. 
 
There is only one flower poem in this collection, ‘Foxglove’, 
an invasive species, poisonous, from Europe and therefore 
an appropriate trope for the poem’s viciously beautiful intent. 
Furthermore, the poem has a sonnet-like appearance, an invasive 
form. The deictic word, “they” points to white Afrikaners, others 
them as they once othered people of colour in the past. The dull 
repetitive landscape is an objective correlative for the people 
living there. They are presented as unimaginative and tyrannical: 
 

Here, in the space between wind pump and wheat field, 
 
where flatlands are overflown with quarrelling sparrows, 
the still lives of silo, mill and thresher 
 
remain unpainted, and the Cape Dutch house 
sets a Calvinistic jaw against the hills. 
 
This is their soul’s country… 

 
The eponymous poem, ‘Transcontinental Delay’, occurs at the end 
of stage II. As so often in this collection, the poet is in a time 
and place which occurs just after or just before other times and 
places. It is a threshold, a “latency”, a “meantime”, like midnight 
in temporal terms, and a beach in spatial terms, where the poet’s 
creative imagination transforms nature into art. He is in what 
appears to be a hotel, not home, on his way back to South Africa, 
excited about but also dreading “arrival”. The occasional iambic 
rhythms—“when dawnlight calls for excise, door to door” and 
“Outside, the light continues, day for night”—and the regular 
quatrains, half-rhyming in places, are pleasing to the ear and eye. 
 
‘Underneath the Paving Stones’ in the third section is one of my 
favourites. I love the bathos in the line, “And look: someone has 
lost a shoe.” We are not told what has been discovered underneath 
the paving stones but, judging by the surging crowds, the arrival of 



buses, and police, and helicopters, it must be something shocking. 
The poem is in two parts that juxtapose each other. In the first 
part, “The wait is over”; in the second part it’s not: “Hey, wait 
up!” In the first part, “Flash-Bang. History in the making”; in the 
second part: “…my heart is not in it. / It never is. / Perhaps there 
is another way / of looking at things.” The urge to be involved has 
a counter urge to not be involved. The poem is written. 
 
Finally, a poem set in Argentina, ‘Villa Miseria’. This is one of 
the most restless poems in the collection: 
 

…but I must be on my way. 
The bus climbs silently; the frozen Andes, 
and cacti slide down the hill. 
 
The moon leans against a cloud 
like a man in a black leather jacket, smoking. 
Now, I am moving North, into the thin air of the Andes, 
 
towards the border of Bolivia. 
I understand why I was told to come here: 
the border is a magnet that attracts 
 
the unreconstructed traveller; 
it repels in equal measure. 
The mercury plummets and I think of continuing. 

 
I like to think that the man in the black leather jacket, smoking, is 
the poet himself taking South African poetry to a different place, 
perhaps to what Manfred Steger coined as the global imaginary. 
 
JOHN EPPEL 


