
Obscured
in semi-darkness, crouched 
head bent to bony knee
eyes of landed � sh. Nothing
can surprise him now. He is halfway 
to star.

� e poems in Night’s Glass Table are tight and emotionally 
powerful, and deal with themes such as death, grief and 
love. Zelas chooses her words with care, and her poems 
are always eloquent and evocative. She demonstrates a 
sound use of conventions, and her writing is well-cra� ed 
and technically excellent.

… the mot juste to characterise these poems is the word meticulous: 
meticulous invocation of place, of nature and of the human heart; meticulous 
choice of word, the arrangement of words and of their e� ects; and, ultimately, 
meticulous in the way the poems contribute to the architecture of the book 
… � is is a rich and evocative set, resonant with other readings, with travel 
and memory, but above all with Karen Zelas’s carefully wrought language and 
imagery, so o� en surprising and memorable.
– James Norcli� e

… a beautiful collection. Karen Zelas o� ers a sharp eye for detail, a skilful 
sense of cadence, an adept command of poetic possibilities and an astute 
engagement with life’s biggest question. � e result is a striking yet acces-
sible � rst book of poems … lucid yet edgily dark.
– Siobhan Harvey

It's that play between head and heart that really does typify Karen's Zelas' 
best poems.
– Joanna Preston 
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Karen Zelas lives in quake-struck Christchurch. A former psychiatrist 
and psychotherapist, she returned to university, taking creative writing 
papers at Canterbury University in preparation for giving up her day job. 
Since 2004, her poetry has been increasingly widely published within New 
Zealand, including in Landfall, Poetry New Zealand and Takahē, 
and broadcast on radio. It has also appeared in Australian ezines Snorkel 
and Eclecticism and recently been blogged by Interlitq (UK). Several 
anthologies contain her work. 

Having an interest in the visual presentation of poetry, Karen participated, 
in April 2007, in an exhibition entitled feathers unfettered, featuring 
her series of poems about native birds of New Zealand. The exhibition was 
mounted with artist Galina Kim and quilter Sue Spigel, in Christchurch. 
In 2009, she was the recipient of a Creative Communities grant.

Karen is editor of the anthology Crest to Crest: Impressions of 
Canterbury, prose and poetry (Wily Publications, 2009). 

Her fi rst novel Past Perfect [view at www.KarenZelas.com] was published 
by Wily Publications in 2010, and is to be released in ebook editions by 
Interactive Publications this year. 

For the last fi ve years, Karen has been Fiction Editor of Takahē literary 
magazine [view at www.takahe.org.nz] and chairs the Takahē Collective 
Board. She is married with children, grandchildren and child-substitute: a 
miniature poodle.
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My House Has Many Rooms

in which I wander. It will take a life
to complete the circuit. Refuge 
where least expected, inspiration in a hook,
a nook, a look through tinted glass or eye. 

Deep in the womb there is a room for you
and you and whomsoever I choose
to shelter. Sink into downy clouds.
Sip on evening’s fruity brew. 
Admire the view. 

The study’s full of fertile loam I tend. 
Words come to feed, flit and hover, 
beat wings on one another, poise sometimes
upon the page, dusting colour; filamentous 
legs and pulsing thorax.  

The gallery’s as long as many lives. 
We glide through time, examine sepia faces,
sounds trapped in vinyl, pink leather 
baby shoes, grandpa’s opera hat and glasses, all
dimly lit, yet vibrant. 

For reflection, enter bathroom calm. 
Still pool or steaming fall. The colour sky
in all my moods; mountains
I must climb, chasms that yawn,
by which to mark my stride. 



In the bedroom, shadows scud 
across a counterpane of tussock; 
silhouette of hip and rib and thigh.
I lie alone where the hawk ascends. Below
the valley’s dam is full, begins to overflow.



… through tinted glass or eye



Lemon Tree 

It thrived in the Garden of Eden.
Fig and date and pomegranate, sweetmeats 
in the cradle of man. Succulent flesh 
to suck from teeth, between 
boredom and self-stimulation. 

A spare rib changed all that. 

By the time Lucifer kicked down the wall 
so all might enter, innocence had flown,
a white, scented petal on the hamsin. 
He tainted the flesh to celebrate
so none who tasted could smile. 

Come with me, whore. See 
how the lemon tree lifts its head, 
yes, here. With camel gaze, dares 
fingers to pluck its fruit. Even the oil cuts. 
Don’t temper the juice with honey.



Awakening

He sat high on a branch, bare 
legs dangling above her head 
so she couldn’t look up  
in case she saw what she was not 
supposed to. She was in the dark 
and he those few years older. 

Bet you don’t know what ‘fuck’ means 
he laughed a laugh that conjured up
all those scary stories
those cautionary tales 
grownups read to children.

She dipped the comb into the rusty can 
of water, ran it through the forelock 
of her russet calf, curled a cowlick, 
stared into its liquid eyes wishing 
it could always stay this way.

Do too she said 

although she didn’t 
know the meaning of the word 
she realised things 

could never be the same again. 
Even calves were made somehow.
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