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Every time I read work by K. Alma Peterson, I say to myself, “She’s a poet’s poet.” I mean something highly complimentary but also highly specific when I say it. Peterson’s verse is styled is such a way that it asks unpacking because of its richness and depth. If she uses a Finnish theme or motif, it isn’t the point of the poem. The Finnish theme is to her work what an American theme is to Walt Whitman—a fact. So Finnishness for Peterson is like air to sensate life—the two are not separable.  
Thus, it’s no surprise that she writes of nature and birds, of lakes, boats and water. But the verse is the essence of what makes a Peterson poem, and it is thus what I want to explore here. Let me quote:


From a Scarlet Tanager,


If Ever a Guilty Bird


In its plunder a scold of blue jays blames


its lust on our color
worked up and with hornet


the rapacious they say in excess of their berries


are forgiven for wanting none of the rupture and all


of the blaze
Glory be! carp the crows who know


by hearsight we’re olive in winter
say to the jayworld


in red-green blindness the merlins are with us so take off


your miters
remove masks and own up


the conniptions are flying tangent your tantrums


trump up your claims

bite down on the wax

tongues say the grackles
we speak open-beaked


for those nearest the nest
it was spilled it was purple


they were fragile and spotted

olive drab uniform turns 


choler in summer

The layout on the page suggests a duality, two lines in stanzas, lines broken in two, the doubling of meaning, half a line at the end.  The bird in question, the guilty one, is he who is olive in winter but red in summer, but the female is always yellowish underneath and olive-brown on top. The pair of birds operates in duality, not one more lovely than the other as the drake of the mallard family out-dresses the hen, but rather the male sometimes out-dressing the hen; thus, he “turns / choler in summer”. Yet one more duality, this one in name: once categorized in the tanager family, the scarlet tanagers have been reclassified as belonging to the cardinal family. Has this duality some comment upon human kind or is it only of the flighted ones Peterson speaks?
I include another selection below because I like it, and I think it helps us to see how that Finnish air, the stuff sustaining life works in Peterson’s poetry.  In “Inner Ear Math,” the finely detailed description of the natural world is an intrinsic expression of Finnishness, one used by many Finnish-American authors and poets, but in Peterson’s work it is merely the setting, lovely, immediate, alive, but the setting. It is the beginning of the work and not the end. There is much more than place at work here. 
Inner Ear Math


1


I fished with him on Rainy Lake
in a rented aluminum boat


he was always yelling can someone give us a shove 


sometimes she came running to push us out
into the water


the cabin’s flimsy screen door shutting quietly behind her


woke me clinging to the boatlip like a snail  soft underside


of the self in dreams
a warm maroon aura not on the charts


bathed my stringer full of rock bass
I can still feel the strikes

2 

Pulling late into the harbour of resentment
the current dearth

of croon and lilt as much a given as the tarnish on our morning tongues
rankled the days
your tender jabs intermittent wince

and trifle on a far and silent field red as Mars
flags every inch

could never cover the necessary ground
sold as swamp before

the first shoots of cautions slurred the air
we waded out

into smugness

dropped the subject off the oar 

At work is the setting, the interplay among the pieces, the noisy boat, the quiet cabin door, fish smells and the texture of the underside of a snail; yelling, rankling, and then resentment; then jabs and slurs, waded outward and then dropped. Who was struck? The setting participates in the construction of meaning—it is meaning. It is air. 
K. Alma Peterson’s mini-chapbook, Befallen, is available from Alternating Current. Find it at alt-current.com. It is very much worth the read.
