
books

6 | Saturday, 12 February, 2022 Otago Daily Times

Such abundance
of distractions
stealing attention
By CLIVE TROTMAN
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Possibly one reason people report
having difficulty paying attention
and staying focused on a task, is
there are somany simultaneous
demands on our attention.
Technology has greatly increased
the burden, with numerous
systems demanding a response,
phones, texts, emails, and pings
from socialmedia addicts who
cannot somuch as buy lunch
without circulating a photo of it
worldwide.

Some can remember a single
black and white TV channel.
Today with countless stations and
internet services offering
thousands of ondemand choices,
viewers can be tempted to flick
the channel at the slightest
impatience with what they are
watching, ormore likely just
gazing at.

Even the ability to read a book
properly, to project oneself into a
fictional scenario and extract
insights into people and society,
appears to be a dying art. The
tendency is to read a few pages
then try something else, a habit
made all themore tempting by
electronic readers loaded with
options.

JohannHari’s inquiry into this
problemhas been
comprehensive, including a
sojourn at a relatively isolated
spot in NewEngland to read and
write, doing without smartphone
and internet but well supplied
with books and a word processor.
Themental readjustment to the
experiment was surprisingly
difficult.

As a journalist, Hari has
interviewed and sought answers
from experts worldwide in
behavioural psychology and
related fields. The answers are
multifactorial, asmight be

expected. He identifies a dozen
deserving of their own chapters,
ranging from the terrifyingly
sophisticated tracking of our
preferences and purchases, to
modern diets and the effects of
pollution.

The section on ADHDhe found
‘‘the hardest to write, because it’s
the topic about which serious
scientists disagree themost.’’ He
explains why, but nevertheless
sets out to unravel the intricacies
with considerable delicacy. Is the
condition partly inherited, or
environmental? Ismedication the
best answer? The relevant
medication industry being ‘‘worth
at least $US10 billion can induce
dark thoughts.

The drugs do work, but a focus
on cause rather than cure has
been remarkably successful in
treating young people by pinning
down the underlying stress
factors in their lives. It may take
months of psychological probing
to get to the root cause in a single
individual, which can be very
satisfying, but imposes
considerable demands on scarce
resources.

Humans evolve imperceptibly
slowly and our brains are unlikely
to have changed in centuries. But
society and technology have
changed dramatically and the real
difference is there are now so
many distractions to switch
between.Multitasking is OK,
provided you do not omit the
tasking.

Clive Trotman is a Dunedin scientist
and arbitrator.

Love in a struggle for independence
BEASTS OF A LITTLE LAND
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Described as a Tolstoyesque
epic of love, war and
redemption, Koreanborn author
and advocate Juhea Kim’s
entrancing debut novel explores
the tumultuous history of her
homeland from the earliest
phase of Japanese rule to after
partition, painting a vivid, three
dimensional portrait of the
Korean struggle for
independence through the lives
of ordinary people.

The prologue takes place in
the winter of 1917, when a
hunting party of Japanese
soldiers lost in themountains of
PyongAhn come across a man
lying in the snow, nearly dead
from starvation and exposure.
Identified by their local guide as
NamKyungSoo, a tenant farmer
and former soldier in the Korean
Imperial Army, he is revived and
ordered to lead the group out of
the forest.

Not only does he do so, he
saves the group from an
attacking tiger along the way, an
act of bravery for which the
officers spare his life.

The connections— inyeon—
formed during this brief
encounter play out over decades
and across generations, shaping
the fate of a diverse cast of
characters whose lives intersect,
directly or indirectly, over the
course of the novel.

At the centre of the story are
KyungSoo’s son, JungHo, and
the woman he loves, Jade Ahn.

The pair first encounter one
another in 1918, shortly after
moving from their provincial
villages to Seoul in an attempt to
escape the famine gripping the
countryside.

Jade, who is apprenticed to a
highclass courtesan, is kept in
well appointed and highly
restrictive conditions while
JungHo, the leader of a gang of
streeturchins, knows the city
insideout. He introduces her to
Seoul’s many hidden delights,
while she does what she can to
make his hardscrabble life more
bearable and, despite the
disparities in their station, they

maintain their friendship over
the years.

Woven through this narrative
spine are stories from perfumed
courtesans, highranging
Japanesemilitary officials,
Korean labourers and landed
gentry. Their connections with
and through each other bind the
novel together and add nuance
to the complex social, cultural
and political landscape against
which the action takes place.

The physical setting is just as
subtly evoked, from the shifts in
fashion asWestern influences
increase to the changing of the
seasons and the sky (a central,
stabilising force throughout the
novel).

Beasts of a Little Land is not a
fairy tale or a romance in the
traditional sense and its
characters reflect a shared (and
flawed) humanity. People act out
of selfishness and selfinterest
as often as from loyalty or
conviction; goodness and virtue
are as likely to be punished as
rewarded and love is more often
a source of grief than joy. Indeed
women are, for themost part,
valued only in so far as they
serve a useful purpose to the
men in their lives.

Despite this, the novel’s tone
is of hope rather than despair.
Many of the characters meet
their death with remarkable
equanimity and even Jade, who
loses everyone she has ever
cared for, eventually finds peace.

‘‘Life is only bearable because
timemakes you forget . . . life is
worthwhile because love makes
you remember.’’

Cushla McKinney is a Dunedin
scientist.

Questions arise in oasis amid chaos
A SKY OF WRETCHED SHELLS
Mark Blackham
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By JESSIE NEILSON

This book is the third in The Cuba
Press’ novella series and has
come out of theWhitireia
publishing programme. It is set on
aMicronesian atoll. On the
sparsely populated island of
Woleai the people are largely
isolated and selfsufficient.
Traditions and gender roles are
firmly established. There are
overarching spiritual beliefs that
dictate behaviour and boundaries,
and thus the people know that the
nearby island of Paliau is off
limits.

Similarly, the lagoons are
taboo at their centres, with an
unknown force thought to lurk
within. The exact nature of the
force is not to be investigated but
simply accepted, as that is the
territory of Nareau, the creator of
Heaven and Earth, and if these
rules are obeyed then the delicate
harmony of the island will hold.

WhileA Sky ofWretched Shells
has a realistic setting, it soon
delves into the world of
speculative fiction. It is set in the
present or a close future, and the

world is close to collapse.Woleai
stands alone as an island of
superabundance, where the
people do not want for fresh crops
and animals.

Outside this location the world
is rapidly dying. In the radio hut,
young localmanMala tunes in
surreptitiously to weak
broadcasts fromGuam, America
and Australia, in the hope of some
objective reports. He conducts his
own experiments, measuring the
motions of the waves and
currents and the depth of the
lagoon. Fromwithin come
mysterious swellings of waves and
underground shadows. However,
the real threat arrives with two
Western scientists, pale and sick,
who seek the reason for the
island’s abundance.

Tensions increase as do new
questions.Was the studying of

this island destabilising its
perfection?What is going wrong
with the wider world, and how
can this be slowed? The island is
a complete unknown, and so too
the threats, as curious
happenings stir.

LowerHuttbased author
Mark Blackhamhas spent time
on this island and has drawn on
the people’s belief systems in
this work. Furthermore, he
weaves into his story references
to war history; remnants of
Japanese fighter planes remain,
signs of earlier destruction and
death. However, this time
around the threat is larger, and
the battle fiercer, for climate
change is wreaking complete
destruction. These
environmental concerns are a
strong undercurrent, while the
main attention is on the
supernatural and inexplicable.

This is a tale of strange
dynamics, wheremore questions
are asked than answered.
Blackhampaints a picture of a
peaceful island about to tip over,
and with its fantastical elements,
this quiet and thoughtful work
could be enjoyed by both adult
readers and teens.

Jessie Neilson is a University of
Otago library assistant.


