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Claudia Serea 

Christopher Plummer and the Quark Particle Theory 
            

Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.
—John Keats, “Ode to a Grecian Urn”


Iheard about the existence of quarks in my second-year philosophy class. I was studying chemical engineering
 at the Polytechnic Institute in Bucharest. The teacher was a short, handsome
 man in his late 40s or early 50s with blue eyes so cold they could cut you. He
 reminded me of Christopher Plummer in his role of a stereotypical Nazi officer
 who recites poetry and enjoys fine art.


He walked between the desks and told us the quark model was invented in 1964.
 The quark is a type of elementary particle and a fundamental constituent of
 matter. Quarks combine to form protons and neutrons, the components of atomic
 nuclei. They live in colour confinement, never found in isolation. There are
 six types of quarks, known as flavours: up, down, strange, charm, top, and
 bottom. The bottom quark is also called beauty. The top quark is known as
 truth. 
            

Think about it, he said. A particle called beauty! Beauty, charm, and
 strangeness make up our own atoms, our flesh and bones! Through centuries, art
 and philosophy have defined beauty in various ways, but now it’s proven to exist as a particle. That’s how Christopher Plummer started his philosophy course. 
            

He talked about Aristotle, Plato, and Descartes, and the evolution of the ideal
 of beauty through history. We were a class of girls, hushed as mice. He talked
 to us about nudity and the woman’s body in art—and we blushed. He told us that beauty, charm, strangeness, and truth are within
 us. He didn’t follow any book, so the only way to pass was to use our brains, he said, and
 take really good notes. Some girls decided to sleep with him for a good grade.


It was the spring of 1989, and sun was pouring through the windows. Beauty,
 truth, and strangeness were winds rattling Eastern Europe. Our classroom was
 grey and cold, its windows closed. By December, they would blow open.


They say the new particles got their name from James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake where a character shouts: Three quarks for Muster Mark! In 1989, history, the great physicist, replaced “Muster Mark” with “Mister Marx,” and had a good chuckle—Joyce’s verse still held true:





Three quarks for Mister Marx! 

Sure he hasn’t much of a bark 
            

and sure any he has it’s all 
            

beside the mark. 

The following year, in 1990, it was announced on tv that the newly-appointed director of the Romanian Information Service had hired
 his adjunct: Well, well, well, it was my former philosophy teacher, Mr.
 Christopher Plummer himself. How does one become overnight the second in
 command of a national spy agency? The successor of Securitate, no less. In
 1990, the Romanian Information Service took over the infamous secret police,
 and the new directors were very busy. It was a tumultuous year: the students
 realized the revolution was stolen; the old party guard was replaced by the
 second-tier; mass demonstrations continued; secret documents were burned by the
 truckload in the Berevoiesti landfill; thousands of miners were brought to
 Bucharest to beat up the opposition and the protesters; and Ceausescu’s foreign bank accounts vanished.


In 1990, Joe Klaas had said, “The truth will set you free, but first it will piss you off.” Although the scientists already knew it existed, the truth quark was the last one to be found in 1995 at Fermilab. It was much
 larger than previously expected, its mass almost as large as the gold atom.
 Discovered last, as large as gold, the truth still pisses everyone off. I emigrated in ’95 and didn’t think about quarks for a long time.


Thirty years later, I found my philosophy course notes, yellow and brittle, in a
 box in my mother’s attic. I Googled my teacher’s name and found him on YouTube, an older, charming Christopher Plummer. He’s a retired general specializing in the psychology of the masses and has a new
 book out. He’s had a prodigious career as a philosopher and teacher, and served as the
 president of the Information Academy. He was fired from the spy agency in ’94 for having sex with a female student. Some say he was set up and fired when
 he became inconvenient. He’s talking about his book, smiling. His eyes are so cold they cut the screen. 
            

Up, down, and sideways, snow is beautiful and true. So are all things—but not all ideas. Your love is beautiful and true. Freedom is beautiful and
 true. How strange that freedom is not a particle, but God is. But Grandma, how
 big and strange your eyes are. To better see you, my dear. 
            

Each day, the world is new, its particles always colliding. The quarks spin and
 change colours. They charge, discharge, and decay. Up, down, strange, charm,
 beauty, and truth are strung like Christmas lights inside each thing. On the
 computer screen, Christopher Plummer talks about history and philosophy, beauty
 and truth. He’s elegant and charming, his eyes cold and strange. 
            






Two poems by Zackary Sholem Berger 
            

New Year’s Fireworks in Howard County 
            

I wasn’t scared this year. 
            

It was all one strand of Mardi Gras 
            

twirling heedlessly through velvet 
            

with someone, no one, slowly 

pounding a table off stage. 




I wasn’t scared. This was war 
            

accessorized. Splendid mandala 

defeat of some foe 

to be named later. Fear but no hurt. 
            

Rainbow missiles in the after-Xmas. 
            




No one even lost their gloves. 

The swirls curled up and were finished.






Notes on Contributors 

zackary sholem berger writes and translates in Yiddish and English. He is physically in Baltimore
 (where he works as a physician) and virtually, far too often, on Twitter
 (@ZackBergerMDPhD). 


diana fitzgerald bryden lives in Toronto, where she writes fiction, poetry, and essays. She is author
 of two books of poetry, Learning Russian and Clinic Day, and a novel, No Place Strange. She has recently completed her second novel, Wet Dogs. 


zella christensen lives in Wisconsin. Her poetry has appeared in Star*Line, Strange Horizons, and elsewhere. 


tim fab-eme has given us new forms of poetry: musical, deep and serious at once. He writes
 about nature, exploitation, intimacy and identity. He lives in Port Harcourt,
 Nigeria.


hannah hackney has writing published in The Rotary Dial, Poetry Quarterly, The Puritan, Raintown Review, and Lemon Hound. She is a visual artist and co-creator of Dyad Press, which publishes small
 handmade books of art and poetry. She is currently pursuing a graduate degree
 in Chemistry in Edmonton.


susan haldane lives, writes, and worries on a farm in Northern Ontario. Her work has been
 published in The Malahat Review and is published or forthcoming in The Fiddlehead, Grain, Room, CV2, and The New Quarterly. 


erina harris is a Canadian poet. A graduate and Fellow of the Iowa Writers’ Workshop, her book The Stag Head Spoke was short-listed for the Canadian Authors’ Association Poetry Award. This excerpt is from her forthcoming collection Persephone’s Abecedarium: An Alphabet Play (An Ecopoetical Adaptation of the “Hymn to Demeter”).


todd hopkins lives in Ottawa. His work has appeared in Arc Poetry Magazine, The Antigonish Review, stonestone, and some American literary journals. 


katie jordon is a graduate of Guelph University’s mfa program in creative writing. Her work has appeared in journals such as Poetry is Dead, Contemporary Verse ⁠2, Carousel Magazine, and The Puritan. She lives in Toronto. 


donna kane’s poems, short fiction, essays, and reviews have been published widely. Her most
 recent book, Summer of the Horse, was published by Harbour in 2018. 
            

ben ladouceur is the prose editor of Arc Poetry Magazine and the author of Otter (Coach House Books), which won the Gerald Lampert Memorial Prize for best debut
 poetry collection in Canada. His follow-up collection will be published in
 2019, also with Coach House Books. 


gordon lonethunderis a member of the Sagkeeng First Nation. This is his first poem  accepted for publication.  
            

Carin Makuz  is a writer, small-time litter warrior, and workshop facilitator at a women’s shelter in Southern Ontario. She is also the creator of The Litter I See Project and upholSTORIES. Most recent work appears in the anthology gush: Menstrual Manifestos of Our Time (Frontenac House, May 2018).


johnnie manson is a member of the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nation and a PhD student at the
 Institute for Resources, Environment, and Susatainability at ubc. Johnnie has a love for poetry, Indigenous culture, and academic thought, all
 of which are synergized in his various writings. 
            

carol matthewshas published a collection of short stories and four works of memoir. Minerva’s Owl, her recent book on bereavement, appeared with Oolichan. 
            

carolyn nakagawa* is a poet and playwright whose poems have appeared recently in Canthius, Poetry is Dead, and prism international. A fourth-generation Japanese Canadian, she calls Vancouver home. 
            

john nyman’s debut poetry collection, Players (Palimpsest, 2016), was shortlisted for the Gerald Lampert Memorial Award. John
 recently completed a PhD on Jacques Derrida’s writing under erasure and erasure poetry. He lives in Toronto. 


barbara colebrook peace’s poetry books are Kyrie, and Duet for Wings and Earth. She lives in Victoria, B.C.


heather ramsay is a journalist and creative writer living on unceded Sto:lo territory in the
 Fraser Valley. She recently received an mfa in creative writing from ubc. 


amy reiswig’s “Coastlines” column has featured in Focus magazine for over eight years. Other reviews have appeared in Quill & Quire and The Danforth Review. Her nonfiction has been published in The Walrus and The Utne Reader.


jade riordanlives in northern Canada.Her poetry has appeared or is forthcoming in Bywords, Contemporary Verse 2, The Dalhousie Review, and elsewhere.


linda rogers is a past Victoria Poet Laureate and Canadian People’s Poet. Her most recent titles are Crow Jazz (Mother Tongue) and Hello! Wiksas!, a book for children, with UVic Audain scholar Chief Rande Cook (Exile
 Editions).


claudia serea’s poems and translations have appeared in Field, New Letters, Gravel, Prairie Schooner, rhino, and many others. She has published four poetry collections, most recently Nothing Important Happened Today (Broadstone Books, 2016). Claudia is a founding editor of National Translation
 Month. 


kevin spenst is the author of Ignite and Jabbering with Bing Bong (both with Anvil Press) and over a dozen chapbooks, including Surrey Sonnets (Jackpine Press). In Vancouver, he is one of the organizers of the Dead Poets
 Reading Series. 


dean steadman’s second poetry collection, Après Satie – For Two and Four Hands (Brick), was nominated for the 2017 Raymond Souster Award and the Archibald
 Lampman Award.


john stintziis a Canadian-American artist and author of the poetry chapbook The Machete Tourist. John currently lives in Kansas City and is completing a first novel.


anny tang’s writing was shortlisted for the 2016 pen Canada New Voices Award, and appears in The Literary Review of Canada, Room, and Prairie Fire.


rob winger’s first book, Muybridge’s Horse, lost some of Canada’s most prestigious literary prizes. He’s also the author of The Chimney Stone and, most recently, Old Hat. Rob lives in the hills northeast of Toronto, where he teaches at Trent
 University.  


*carolyn NAKAGAWA’s poem “Horses and men” appeared in #202 (Spring 2018), but her bio did not. We regret the omission.  
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Savour the summer sun while reading Novella Prize winner Samantha Macpherson’s “Tattoo” set in rainy Vancouver. Sit down for lunch with Johnnie Manson’s “Lentil Soup” or Carin Makuz’s “What We Write About When We Write About Avocados.” Quench your thirst with “A Glass of Water” by Susan Haldane. Bask in “Sunlight” by John Nyman, and lounge on “Big Island” by Ben Ladouceur. Sit at the piano in Gordon Lonethunder’s “Branches Fleuries d’Amandier”; swim up to the boundary in Jade Riordan’s “The Buoy Line”; travel to London and France in Diana Fitzgerald Bryden’s “The Hedonists.” Cool down with reviews of books by Irena Karafilly, Tom Wayman, and Brian Bartlett.
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