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PART I 

CRITICAL PREFACE: PHOTOGRAPHY AND POETRY
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Worth a Thousand Words 

 While photographs are based in sight and poetry in sound, and while the processes of 

rendering and reading a photograph or a poem are different, both mediums claim a kind of 

accuracy.  Photographs, though always mediated, are deemed accurate when they are 

independently verifiable.  Poems, though at least equally mediated, are deemed accurate when 

emotionally resonant.  The difficulty—or near impossibility—to both verify the facts of an event 

as well as the emotion, typifies post-modernity.  These conflicting claims to accuracy, in poems 

about photographs, acknowledge and destabilize easy binaries. In general terms, fact and 

experience conflict.  The spirit of lived existence and the materiality of the world do not quite 

match.     

 By “spirit” I mean a vital presence akin to breath, and by “matter” I mean the substance 

out of which a world is constructed.  Spirit is vital, and matter inert.  Art destabilizes this binary 

by creating the sense of matter containing spirit.  As a result, art allows us to commune with the 

dead.  However, the binary of spirit and matter cannot fully be deconstructed.  That is, in 

addition to the inherent difference in language, there is a physiological difference between the 

dead and living.  The living can contemplate death, and art cannot actually resurrect the dead.  

The illusion of resurrection remains an illusion.  Art is futile, nevertheless it is vital.  Matter can 

bear the imprint of life, akin to a fossil, yet portray thought, emotion, individuality.  The 

simultaneous sense of futility and vitality in art offers poems about photographs the opportunity 

to scrutinize an exchange between animate and inanimate.  Rather than rendering a pure element, 

these poems enact a conversation between spirit and matter.   

 In poems about photographs there is typically play between spirit and matter, play 

whereby spirit animates matter, and matter, spirit.  This play propels poems to consider a fraught 
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notion of a middle ground.  In differing degrees, this middle ground is treated with skepticism.  

Though summoning the dead is not the typical work of a skeptic, that imaginative leap in a poem 

need not be naïve.  A skepticism of poetry and photography's powers to capture spirit can still 

paradoxically suggest a sense of spirit captured in matter.  Even though treated with scientifically 

cold skepticism, poems about photographs still play with a notion of spirit haunting the 

inanimate.  In differing degrees, poems about photographs offer room in the poetic imagination 

for matter and spirit to coincide, interact, and catalyze.  While deconstructing matter and spirit as 

separate states, poems about photographs contemplate something that eludes language, some 

imagined contact between the animate and the inanimate.   

 Photographs in particular offer poems the opportunity to contemplate something that 

eludes language because they are indexes.  Indexes stem from immediate contact with the 

material world.  For example, a thermometer measures temperature.  The relative abundance of 

radiant solar energy does not depend on subjectivity.  Similarly, there are elements of 

photographs that do not depend on subjectivity.  Though photographs may be artistic, posed, 

even doctored, they still in some respect are made by light that bounced off the material world 

and was collected to produce an image.  As such, poems that address photographs are challenged 

to render what language cannot.  As a system of signs, language has a mediated symbolic relation 

to material causes.  Yet the abstract meaning that language can create renders what photographs 

cannot— voice and context.  Photographs are inert, in that, without context they bear no 

meaning.  Without someone to identify the body, it is just another John Doe.  Even given context, 

some photographs picture little more than anonymous dead bodies.     
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House of Breath 

 Larry Levis' poem, “Garcia Lorca: A Photograph of a Grenada Cemetery” associates a 

photograph with matter, the inert skeletons with what pictures them. 

The men who killed poetry  
Hated silence... Now they have plenty. 
In the ossuary in Grenada 
There are over four thousand calm skulls 
Whitening; the shrubs are in leaf 
behind the bones. (62) 

 
Though the photograph has some context, in that we are told elsewhere they were people that 

died in the Spanish Civil War, their identities have been effaced.  Both photographs and poems 

cannot undo that effacement.  Not even people that knew them can identify them or name them 

by name.  The plentiful silence emphasizes the absence of identity, and presence as matter, and 

matter deteriorating.  The bones weather away and bleach.  The inert, nameless bones contrast 

with the vitality of the shrubs' growing leaves.  The calmness of the skulls, though attributing 

emotion to what has none, reveals the lack of movement and identity.  The skulls just sit there in 

the ossuary.  They are the dead in the house of the dead.  By associating matter with inert bones, 

and the bones with photographs, Levis creates an uncompromising representation of genocide.  

The dead cannot be recovered or redeemed. 

 The problems of representation are particularly great when it comes to mass murder.  

Levis' treatment of a photograph of four thousand skulls acknowledges its incompleteness, the 

material left that does not fully speak for the spirits of the dead.  “Poetry” can be read as 

metonymy for Lorca, and perhaps the other victims of the mass murder.  This ambiguity calls the 

stability of representation into question.  The loss of stability dramatizes spirit as elusive and 

incapable of being captured by material representation.  The quantity of skulls overpower a 

simple memento mori.  Photographs that portray mass murder without context are relatively 
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mute.  Yet even given context, this photograph cannot restore the identities of those that were 

murdered.  Neither can poetry.  Poetry is dead, in the sense of dead silent.  Or rather, the poetry 

we hear is both killed and audible, dead and alive. 

 In spite of the resistance of Levis' subject to representation, the resistance animates rather 

than silences his imagination.  We now see spirit projected onto matter.  Levis writes, 

Once, I gave you a small stone I respected. 
When I turned it over in the dawn 
After staying up all night, 
Its pale depths 
Resembled the tense face of Lorca 
spitting into an empty skull. (62) 

Unlike a photograph, the image in the stone might only resemble Lorca to Levis.  Paradolia is the 

phenomenon in which humans see faces in clouds, wood-grain, rocks: in short, inert natural 

patterns as images.  Humans are predisposed to see images, even ones that are not there.  This 

projecting is a vital function of the poetic imagination when treated with skepticism, and futile 

when naïve.  Though Levis calls the stone an amulet, whereby suggesting that projecting images 

onto objects has a kind of spiritual power, he is skeptical of that power.   

 Though the image is Levis' projection, it represents Lorca as defiant.  By spitting into and 

empty skull, Lorca defies death, and the genocide of the Spanish Civil War.  The significance of 

this imaginative defiance contrasts the inertness of the skulls with an animating power.  Levis 

imagines more than an ossuary as a means of contemplating the mass murder.  He imagines 

Lorca caught in inanimate matter, and the stone as a conduit for a formerly animate force to 

manifest himself.  He has turned from a skull into a stone.  Although no longer nameless, Lorca 

is still inert matter.   

 Lorca is animated by the poem, following through on the Levis' defiance.   

And here is the one light we have kept on all year 
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For no one or Lorca, 
And now he comes toward it— 
With six bullet holes in his chest, 
Walking lightly  
So he will not disturb the sleeping neighbors, 
Or the almonds withering in their fail husks 
Above us. (62) 

 
Part of what makes Lorca uncanny is that he is both dead and alive.  Even though Lorca is dead, 

he shows consideration for sleeping neighbors and dead almonds.  The poetic imagination has 

limits, and Levis' representation of someone that died in a mass murder, and is anonymously 

housed in a mass grave, respects that boundary.  Levis deftly considers the limits.  The six bullet 

holes in Lorca's chest suggest that he is still dead, the considerate silence for sleeping neighbors 

suggests his personality, and the withering almonds suggest a relation between Lorca and the 

inanimate.  Through contradiction and paradox, Levis suggests that matter can bear the imprint 

of a person, though maybe only an imprint.  

 Imprinting spirit in matter is perhaps the goal of the poetic imagination, and art.  Levis 

offers three orientations: photographs, amulets (the stone), and poems.  Each bears a different 

relationship between spirit and matter.  In rough terms, photographs most conspicuously bear the 

imprint of matter, amulets of imagination, poems of voice and breath.  Levis examines and 

exposes flaws in each.  A haunting limitation with photographs is that even with context, they 

suggest the nameless.  A flaw with amulets is that they might only bear the imprint the 

imagination projects upon it. A flaw with poetry is that even though it connotes breath, the spirit 

is not there.  All three participate in a form of conjury.  This conjury is premised on a sense of 

loss.  If you are aware of the flaws, you are aware regaining the loss is an illusion.   

 Levis' poem balances a sense of wonder and skepticism.  Addressing Lorca and lauding 

him, Levis writes, “Snow, lullabye, anvil of bone / That terrifies the blacksmith in his sleep, / 
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Your house is breath” (63).  Lorca's house as “breath” can be read as both quickly fleeting and 

vital.  Levis associates Lorca with snow, being sung to sleep, and a peculiar image of resisting 

the strike of a hammer with bone.  Anvils are surprisingly resistant given the beatings and heat 

they take.  Blacksmiths know this, and so for one to be terrified in his sleep at such resilience 

suggests an extraordinary and sublime resistance to matter.  The anvil forms matter under the 

hammer. If Lorca's house is breath, he is also the bellows.  Lorca melts metal.  Equally, “breath” 

can be read as ephemeral.  For all it's power, poetry is futile, only breath.  The house of breath 

echos back into the ossuary and Lorca's unwillingness to enter Levis' house. 

 

The Grace of Accuracy 

 Robert Lowell's “Epilogue” dramatizes the inability of matter to be imprinted with spirit, 

yet resists complete skepticism about the powers of poetic imagination.  Through feigning an 

inability to create, the poem contemplates the flaws in poetic, painterly, and photographic 

representation.  While each form of representation is flawed and incomplete in its rendering, 

acknowledging the flaws produces accuracy.  Easy categories are inaccurate.  Accuracy blends 

categories of animate and inanimate, while creating an illusion that corresponds to the perceived 

world.  The occasion of Lowell's poem is radically different than Levis'.  While Levis 

contemplates genocide, Lowell his own career in retrospect, both consider basic questions of 

representation evoked by photographs and poems.  Though vastly different in scope, both 

consider some middle ground between animate and inanimate that coincides.  By so doing, 

Lowell contemplates what has passed and what will.  His own mortality and perceived failings 

fuel a skepticism about the accuracy of representation.     

    “Epilogue” stems from a sense that the ideals of art and recollection cannot be equally 
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honored.  Whereas art stands in for the imagined, photographs stand in for the recalled.  The 

poem opens,  

Those blessèd structures, plot and rhyme—  
why are they no help to me now  
I want to make  
something imagined, not recalled? (127) 

 
For Lowell, the material world is oppressive, the imagined free.  The feigned inability to write 

belies the structure of the poem.  The “blessèd structures” are there, and follow through the 

poem—it is mostly tetrameter and diameter with variation.  The structure of the poem belies the 

content.  In the same way, matter belies spirit. The recalled is structured, the imagined, free.  It 

fits that the poem at a material level is structured yet the content tries to free itself from rhythm.  

The spirit tries to free itself from matter.  

 Spirit artificially heightens life, while matter paralyzes.  Lowell complains that his 

writing is like arranged snapshots, “heightened from life, yet paralyzed by fact” (127).  

Snapshots are recollections that are often arranged to imitate art.  Snapshots are typically 

personal, formulaic, and sometimes inscrutable without context.  They often commemorate an 

experience that later can be recalled, the details and context filled in, in order to evoke an 

emotion.  Lowell writes against this sentimentality.  For as much as sentiment heightens our 

emotions, it paralyzes the imagination, and imbues routine events with undo significance.  

Through this flaw with representation, Lowell suggests that our imagination is limited or 

impeded by what we recall.  The matter of which we are made appears in opposition to spirit.  

Matter may be the inert state to which we return when we die.      

  Lowell associates the past with the inert and the imaginative with the vital.  Yet the 

concluding move of the poem hints at some value to recollection. 

 We are poor passing facts, 
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warned by that to give 
each figure in the photograph 
his living name. (127) 

 
What Lowell formerly called snapshots are now photographs.  Rather than paralyzed facts we are 

poor and passing.  The shift in diction suggests a shift in mood.  The formerly restrictive facts 

turn into a strength, if accepted and incorporated into the imagined.  The recalled when made 

into a poem can restore to the living, though not the dead.  A “living name” might be read to 

reinforce that the person is dead, and the dead have no names.  On the other hand, a living name 

suggests a historical restoration too.  Though the dead are dead, they once had living names.  

Little more than their name might be restored.  Giving the dead back their names does not restore 

them to more than a figures. By portraying the dead in vague terms, Lowell keeps them at a 

distance akin to Lorca not entering Levis' house.   

 In a similar fashion, Lowell reveals as much about himself as he conceals. Lowell 

dramatizes thought, first laying out an argument and then contradicting it, revealing a qualified 

combination of matter and spirit.  Akin to a volta in a sonnet, the question, “Yet why not say 

what happened?” (127) draws into question a binary between Lowell's terms, “imagined” and 

“recalled.”  On a logical level, Lowell's question seems surprisingly obvious, as he has laid out 

an argument for imagination animating and matter paralyzing.  Saying what happened concedes 

that recollection restricts the imagination.  By striving to honor two contraries, the question takes 

on a tone of exasperation, or perhaps hostility.  Perhaps the question is rhetorical.  There is no 

reason not to include the recalled. The self questioning longs for a middle ground, in a state 

where the recalled can be included in the imagined.  It is easy to forget Lowell's poem is a poem, 

highly imaginative, and crafted.   

 Vermeer's paintings offer a paradigm for Lowell of combining the recalled and the 
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imagined into a transparent surface.  Using Vermeer as an example of representation, Lowell 

suggests a union between the imagined and recalled.   

 Pray for the grace of accuracy 
 Vermeer gave to the sun's illumination 
 stealing like the tide across a map 
 to his girl solid with yearning. (172)    
 
The natural blends with the represented.  The natural force of the tide steals across the 

representation of its own shoreline, and equally the girl that is a representation is solid, almost 

made of matter, though only yearning.  Unlike photographs, the painting blends competing 

definitions which, though an illusion, appears accurate.  Accuracy ideally blends artifice and 

reality, so that while both may become apparent through scrutiny, neither is easily separated.  

 This blending of categories becomes especially apparent in Lowell definitions of poems, 

photographs, and paintings as a triad.  

 I hear the noise of my own voice: 
 The painters vision is not a lens 
 it trembles to caress the light. (172) 
 
None of these categories is easily defined.  Lowell's poetry via his own imaginative judgement, 

is not poetry, but noise.  On the other hand, the painter's vision is neither eye, nor camera.  

Ideally, the painting is not made of paint, but caressed light.  The passage can be read to admit 

the artificiality of accuracy requires blended categories.  By extension, accuracy insinuates there 

is something to which one can be accurate.  If blended categories create accurate art, and if art is 

accurate to life, then blended categories are accurate to life.      

   

Artifacts of a Lost World 

 James McMichael's book Capacity investigates deep historical trauma.  Using 

photographs as a departure point, the poems contemplate geological rifts, the Great Famine, and 
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World War II, all of which contributed to our current geopolitical moment.  By examining 

representations of what these traumas effaced, McMichael suggests a fraught relationship 

between past and present.  Both poems and photographs have no sense of metaphysical spirit.  

The poems imagine presence captured in the image as matter, though once alive.  There is no 

reanimation.  Overlaying another's experience over one's own is empathy, yet overlaying one's 

own experience over another's is the opposite.  McMichael's poem is both indifferent and yet not 

without empathy.  The poems weave and unravel threads of history in an attempt to divest the 

poem of ego.  Perhaps the only possible empathy in representing trauma stems from 

acknowledging the impossibility of empathy for experiences beyond our scope.   

         When representing trauma, attempts at empathy are insufficient.  McMichael's solution to 

this dilemma is to estrange the reader.  The surface features of the poem enact a reaction to 

trauma, obscuring meaning in convoluted syntax and abrupt enjambments.  The sense that can be 

made is distant and incomplete.  Single lines are nearly impossible to quote as emblematic of a 

guiding philosophy of the poem.  Yet there is one.  McMichael guides the reader sifting through 

his poems in the same way history and photographs are sifted through at a yard sale, or paged 

through in a book.  There is a kind of respect in the cold detachment—that is, the dead are not 

puppets in the author's sentimental regard.  The poem repeatedly reminds the reader that the 

subjects are not alive.  Though they may appear, their appearance is an illusion.    

 The human figures in the poems are revenants appearing in material form via 

photographs. The following passage gives the title of a photograph, describes a moment of 

animation, which turns back into the inanimate. 

 "A Quiet Corner" 
 
 A trading-wherry is about to tie up.  
 Full sunlight has  
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 to itself again for the afternoon 
 the bench 
 an East End child had jumped from for her 
 
 sprint from the canal.  She had seen that 
 ropes needed securing.  Having 
 called to her up the slope, 
 the bargeman was mindful that at 
 
 that same lock last spring 
 a man had asked to take his picture. (18) 
 
The still photograph leads to a moment of animation when the girl runs to help.  When 

describing the girl's actions though, the poem switches from present tense to past.  The girl is not 

in the photograph, but in the mind of the bargeman.  McMichael fills in details that are not in the 

photograph, and that are instead imagined by the figure in the photograph.  An imagination 

within an imagination.  As soon as the poetic imagination starts to take over, it turns back on 

itself.  As soon as the bargeman thinks of his picture being taken—his own representation—he 

turns back into a photograph.  This passage is indicative of the larger project of the book in 

miniature.  By both animating and then undoing that animation, McMichael highlights that 

photographs and the poetic imagination are constructed.  Due to their construction, they are 

insufficient at both representation and empathy.   McMichael's poetic imagination is a 

contrivance, and in that sense has no empathy.  Yet the poems evoke empathy in that they portray 

anything at all.   

 Though skeptical, McMichael's portrayals are sensitive to register the moods of his 

characters, though not presume too much and “empathize” with them.  In a scene of a man 

courting a woman, the woman is anxious.   

 To address him  
 puts her at risk of what might follow 
 straightaway 
 He would be sure to answer.  It would be 
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 colloquy then. Irrecoverably 
 past thereafter would this mute 
 
 present time be. (32) 
 
Though the rendering is indifferent, that indifference is qualified by the poem registering the 

emotional state of the woman, as well as her status as a woman who is at risk of what might 

follow.  The possible subservience to a husband might follow, the bodily danger of childbearing, 

but also the possibility that there could be a conversation.  The indifference with which 

McMichael renders his figures allows uncertainty in representations of what surely had 

uncertainty, yet which we retrospectively see as certain.  The hyper-aware narrator seems as 

interested with the material construction of the world as with the human subjects it portrays.   

 Portraying the matter of which humans are made humanizes, rather than dehumanizes, the 

figures in his poems.   By focusing on matter, the poem stretches the reader's imagination to 

consider depths that we do not typically apprehend in history.  The process of hearing, for 

example, is described in molecular detail.  The process is the same now as it was then. 

 Airborne at the middle ear, 
 molecular  
 each damped and stronger sound prompts its allied 
 
 hair-cell to fire.  No more than a 
 smear at first, 
 the spell each sound is there for has its 
 
 onset and rise, 
 its temperings whose 
 play across the membranes no one 
 other repeats. (34)  
 
In poetic terms, the poem describes the process whereby sound waves enter the ear, the eardrum, 

vibrating the hair-cells, which turns into electricity, which begins to create a smear of an image 

as the ear and brain interact.  Considering this process applying to an unnamed character in the 
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mid-19th Century lends a strange immediacy to long ago decided events. It renders the sense of 

hearing akin to a sense of touch.  When considered in these material terms, the process of hearing 

bears a striking resemblance to photography.  Though poetry cannot claim to be an index, the 

sounds of its words do materially come into contact with us.  As with fingerprints, ear canals and 

eardrums are unique to the person.  While cameras are measurably different in lenses and 

exposure times, human perception is not.  No one other than the person hearing can experience 

their life.  Matter and spirit, in this way, cannot be divorced from one another.    

 While McMichael's poems do not commune with the dead spiritually, they commune with 

the dead though matter.  In the same scene of a man courting a woman, the woman refuses to 

speak in order to hold power over time.  Described with a similarly scientific way to hearing, the 

woman refuses to speak, then speaks. 

 From its hollow up from  
 the open glottal cords, 
 
 the next column of  
 
 breath she issues still gives 
 nothing away. 
 Not so 
 
 The column after” (33) 
   
Breath is the biological process from which language developed. Akin to hearing, breath allows 

the poem to indifferently commune with something that both eludes language and does not.  The 

breath before the woman speaks is more expressive than what she might say, and something a 

photograph cannot capture.  The moment a photograph is taken the living person is stopped in 

time.  Yet there was a moment before the photograph was taken, and this poem portrays a similar 

moment.  The poem does not speak for the woman, nor give dialogue, as these would fix her in 

time.  Instead of empathizing with the woman, the poem respectfully renders her emotions at a 
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distance.     

 History is an arbitrary force that categorizes.  In tandem to communing with the material 

existence of people in the past, the poem suggests that meaning exposes a person, akin to a 

photograph, and fixes them in the past.  Once the woman speaks, she has given herself away to 

the past.  Once the man hears her words, and “He has made them out” (35), the woman has been 

categorized.  The poem ends, much like the instance with the bargeman, with an imagined 

vitality ending in representation.  The bargeman disappears because he thinks of his photograph 

being taken.  Then woman is recognized and categorized, at which point she becomes transfixed.  

McMichael suggests that being alive entails uncertainty.  All that is certain is dead.       

 Levis is less skeptical than Lowell—their difference one of degree—whereas James 

McMichael's skepticism is scientifically cold.  That deep skepticism fuels his poetic imagination 

to travel beyond the scope of humans to reveal us.  McMichael attempts to treat the otherness of 

the dead as other, to encounter them not as sentimental recollections, but on a material level that 

is the same experience living body to living body, however different.  For McMichael, the 

greatest act of empathy toward the dead is not to feign to reanimate them, but to acknowledge 

how futile any attempt might be.  Approaching the inanimate with respect might find intimate 

contact by keeping its distance. 

V:  Light from the Past 

 Levis, Lowell, and McMichael, each with different stylistic approaches, regard 

photographs with a similar fascination for what is exposed and what is not.  Their poems seek to 

honor the fact of the photograph, as well as imagine aspects of the past life the photograph does 

not reveal.  Though showing skepticism of how much this imaginative task restores of the dead, 

each poem seeks to commune with some past element, whether spirit or matter.  Photographs 
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offer poems an object with direct contact to light from the past, the imprint of light on paper, 

sometimes, of a face.  Given even a little context, the face in the photograph begins to seem like 

the manifestation of a person, and not just a picture.  The imagination fills in the details.  In this 

way, photographs offer poems the occasion to contemplate some of the intricacies of the human 

impulse to make art, as well as contemplate what makes us human.  
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Burden 

I am walking in an empty field. 
It is night, and the grass is wet. 
I turn around and the field is on fire. 
I turn around and the fire is out. 
In the embers there is a stone. 
Turn the stone over and a word is there. 
It is night and the day is night. 
I was a field and dreamed a stone. 
Unlike a stone, I can't set words down. 
Like a stone I pick them up again. 
I turn around and I'm still in the field. 
Turn a word over and a word is there. 
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Autumn 

Forget all you know of winter. 
 The father who disappears 
 
as he walks across the field into cedars. 
 Forget all you know of walking  
 
on the moon—drifts, dunes, the wading. 
 Wadding up paper and unfolding it. 
 
White mountains. White oceans. 
 Forget that.  As a child I watched 
 
my father lie in bed, hands crossed  
 over his chest and white sheets 
 
as if he were practicing for a grave. 
 Under white oceans, white snow, 
 
the moon is stone and will not hatch. 
 When my father could hardly stand 
  
but stood and sat a whole day with us. 
 He said forget spring, forget rebirth. 
 
All you have is all you have to lose. 
 Forget forgetting, forget reprieve.  
 
My turn to feel the swing of the moon.  
 That ax cuts no shadow down.  
 
Just me. I aim to give you what you  
 cannot keep—a blue twice as true. 
 
Autumn is the well from which you sing. 
 These the stones, the knee deep water. 
 
This well is my well and yours.  
 You are the child beneath the ax. 
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Glaciers 

I grew a beard to my stomach 
 because I like John Muir 
 
abandoned my family for cedars.   
 
It was his nature and mine 
 in which some fern answers 
 
your furled questions as they unfurl. 
 
Why does the lone conifer grow  
 from a crevice of ice? Or crevasse? 
 
Which is it? How wide is the gap 
 
with no depth of white on white? 
 What do you know of places 
 
you have yet to abandon?  
 
Loss is knowledge, but it's also loss. 
 A fissure out of which to climb. 
 
At the pine's top you are the storm 
 
as the tree sees it, sway, hail  
 and strike.  You stand on your head, 
 
until one star is below, the earth above. 
 
That gulf no child can follow you over  
 and still be a child, still follow. 
 
Nothing except nothing is immortal. 
 
Except you ask the dog like a son, 
 if he wants to be left out on the ice. 
  
And what you leave? A framed 
 
photo tracing a gray glacier  
 and eastern slope that is the shadow 
  
of the dog that shadows you. 
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Six Voices for Starlings 

1 
If you speak you speak. 
 You are the cavity 
following an oar as it passes, 
 fluent in waves. 
Wind without sail 
 sail without wind. 
You don't keep a ship afloat. 
 It does that by itself. 
 
2 
Rage lies where it always does. 
 In your hand. 
A brick this time. 
 It is night again 
and this street is blind. 
 The last door  
locks from the inside. 
 In the alley a cat steals 
the voice of a sleeping girl 
 who wakes 
and can't ask why. 
 
3 
Through what else but absence 
 can a bird fly? 
What else but an absence of that bird 
 can the sky find? 
Besides the absence in some sky, 
 what else is a bird? 
 
4 
Waters turn to sour milk. 
 A salt cured breeze 
hints of fish and a freeze-dried smell. 
 No moon, no star, no tide. 
What do we jettison? 
 I pick me, you pick you. 
The drift of a boat 
 without the boat to drift. 
 
5 
I have an appetite for sugar 
 and hands with nothing in them 
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but other hands, to be 
 see-through and see through you. 
The shadows that pass through me 
 are not even birds. 
 
6 
When your eyes turn white 
 you are not standing in the dark. 
You are surrounded by figments 
 and a blind world of lefts, 
the days walk in circles into months. 
 You speak if you speak. 
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Strings 

As if another's hands 
were a blueprint for the violin, 
for which my hands and I 
 
were poorly framed 
but I always longed 
would make me more  
 
than me.  What do I know 
of how I am strung. 
Hell, even a single line 
 
knew I'd never be  
the grace the world  
gives and no one denies  
 
as a breaking storm,  
waves, gulls and land, 
pressing your strings  
 
against nothing but skin  
its whole length. Frayed  
bow of the ocean. 
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Mouse 

Hit the “I” key so many times  
 it falls off your keyboard. 
  
Throw your salt in the ocean. 
 
Waves shoulder the drowned to shore. 
 And what sirens?  Who do they call  
 
back from the ocean, ships  
 
burnt down to the waterline? 
 Anywhere you walk is a backdrop, 
 
a graph-paper, in which birds 
 
inscribe trajectory, velocity, feathers. 
 You too are the backdrop, a dot 
  
in a ten story mirror of a hotel side, 
  
lost among other dots. Such sad turns. 
 Is there anything worse? Lonely, naked,  
  
finding every hidden thing hidden still? 
 
Gray and grainy in security footage, 
 each second lapse, elapse. 
  
Psst. Listen. Come back. Look here. 
  
In this clip you walk in on your wife 
 on her hands and knees in the corner 
 
whispering into the ear of a mouse. 
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Adultery 

I thought I broke all the rules 
 until we broke one together. 
 
And now I have things like hands  
 and a face. Lips and possibility  
 
that can be held and hold you. 
 Just like that and I'm not a ghost 
 
looking you dead in the eye. 
 As dead.  As the dead are naked. 
 
As we are now. We're screwed. 
 50 years from now this life ends 
 
and we only know the start. 
 This now. This terrifying now. 
 
500 years ago you were the boy 
 and I was your field of tulips. 
 
500 years from now I am a girl 
 and you are made mostly of bees. 
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Statue 

The gesture of her right hand, half upturned, 
a handshake almost, wavering, reaching 
 
down a dark hall.  She is a blind hall 
and her hand guides her. Walk in this door 
 
I hold open and follow like a ghost. 
She holds a hand to me from a river 
 
and the ice she has fallen through. 
Her eyes are still open, still stone. 
 
She bleeds water and grains of an hourglass. 
Morning protracts the horizon around me. 
 
The valley creaks below half a day. 
From here, the river curves northwest 
 
into gray mist perturbed hydraulic force. 
Reverse the flow and the water  
 
runs together as it ran apart. 
Reverse the flow and she follows it home. 
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Valleys 

1 
Even the sun is an echo, 
 wind the blueprint of birds. 
No language of bees  
 speaks to the flower. 
Silence calls itself an orchard. 
 As a child I ate an apple 
seeds and all and a tree 
 grew out of my mouth. 
That's a lie. It was an almond. 
 
2 
November roads turn 
 to barcodes of shadow 
and light the silence 
 it takes to hear a fly. 
These fingerprints stick 
 to my fingers, the empty jar 
on the shelf nothing fills, 
 nothing empties,  
nothing to spoil or eat.  
 
3 
Read the star stitched to the sleeve. 
 Read the sleeve. 
Read the arm underneath. 
 Meaning is trauma 
and the fields beyond.  
 The light is whatever it is. 
It shines on half the planet. 
 The aftereffect of words  
What the valley wants from the hill,  
 the cloud from sky. 
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Mockingbird 

Something killed it. 
 I didn't see what happened, 
 
only the aftermath 
 and messy crown  
 
of feathers on the lawn. 
 A bird, on the carport, 
 
looks at the dead, at me. 
 “Look, bird,” I say, 
 
“this isn't how it looks.” 
 The bird doesn't speak. 
 
An implicit yes. 
 I take the shovel 
 
in hand, and the bird 
 dive-bombs me. 
 
“Look, bird,” I say, 
 “Is it that death 
 
must mock the living?” 
 The bird doesn't speak. 
 
An implicit yes. 
 I tie three balloons  
  
to the body and let go. 
 I say to the bird, “look.” 
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New Harbors  

Pour out whiskey for the dead 
 and the night drinks it. 
  
Light a candle because  
 fear will take flame. 
  
The dead return as roaches 
 and eat what's left on the table. 
  
The voice in my mouth 
 aims at no one exactly 
  
and speaks.  For me this is prayer. 
 No child thinks twice. 
  
Blue when she sees blue, an ocean, 
 a rock breakwater— 
  
in short endless when endlessness 
  is ocean, house, mouth. 
 
New harbors flood her mind. 
 And when you shave 
 
your reflection draws the razor 
 through sink-water, 
 
and some warm awareness 
 cuts your daughter in half. 
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Dahlias 

At times my mind snaps  
 open into a parachute, 
but nuance is a wake,  
 fingers creasing paper,  
the disarray of diaries, 
 of laying things out  
around you on the floor. 
 In the evening I sit  
in the park scanning contours 
 hills lift westward, 
and then I read awhile.   
 I’m looking for one  
passage about all the gray  
 the Hudson divides 
as the grass coats in a film. 
 When I look back down 
I can’t make out the words.  
 A blue streets leech out of, 
the blue a pine turns to static, 
 paper to blueprint. 
 



32 

II
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Momentarium 

1 
Books, songs. This book. 
Throw them off the 10th floor. 
Nothing better than a trap. 
No one is original  
falling in or out of love. 
Everything original falls. 
It's the gravity of things 
that fly that I question. 
One summer a girl wrote 
on 100 paper airplanes 
and threw them off the roof 
before she threw herself. 
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2 
Each second, each leaf, never  
means to fall, but does. Branches form.  
These wild peach trees eat light, 
breathe out. I breathe in.  
On a few days open 
blooms are surgical pink 
but never bear fruit, 
just fuzzy green stones. 
They are too young. 
And bees are going extinct. 
Squirrels sit in the shadows 
of their tails, eating pits.  
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3 
A mother holds her daughter's wrists 
and spins her laugh around  
until one shoe flies off. 
All this summer a dizzy heat 
I have no room for. I don't  
design light and joy. I play 
with dust and ideas of dust. 
A mountain of it falls from the sky 
each year. Moons mean  
to destroy their planets, 
planets fall into suns, 
black holes swallow galaxies whole. 
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4 
Silence fills me and I am not full. 
Words arrange air, concrete, blood 
and spill through parking garages. 
Office buildings and 4 am   
pregnant with echos. 
I have lost more fingers 
than people I can count 
so I like empty buildings— 
the taller the better— 
wax light cleaning the halls. 
When will I feel full? 
When the stillborn voice? 
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5 
Rain ribbons the buildings. 
A siren turns the corner south, 
and five blocks north I sit  
at my desk and put it on paper. 
A school desk from 1945, 
Texas skilled ironwork and oak, 
blue blown glass ink well 
and artless, usual graffiti. 
The wood wears a word, an M  
and K in a heart, to have and have not 
and a scrawled iron cross 
I can almost cover with my hand. 
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6 
I tide myself over with salt. 
Spill it. Toss over the shoulder. 
It doesn't cure me. It cures me. 
There is no end to taste. 
The structure is too vast 
to see with two eyes. To see alone. 
But I see with one eye closed 
the vein, the violence,  
run through the marble. 
With both eyes closed I smell 
iron, blood, cinder and steel. 
Life without life or parole. 
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7 
I sit in the middle of my body 
and my body does not fit. 
Go ahead. Take my mask off. 
You can keep it.  It's yours.  
Why give anything but a gift? 
I mean to give you what 
I cannot.  A blue twice as true. 
You sit in the middle of my body 
and my body does not fit. 
Go ahead. Take my mask off. 
You look better in yours. 
I can tell my own secrets. 
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8 
There is play in the orbit of Earth. 
The same is not the same 
when it is falling through space- 
time around a falling sun. 
You spin me out of myself. 
When I play with the idea  
of you I long for an empty cup. 
When I play with you I am full. 
The horizon is flat. 
A cow skull in the grass 
on a hillside in the quiet 
over which feathers rattle. 
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9  
A daughter holds her mother's wrists. 
A daughter become mother 
to her mother living with cancer 
as if to give gave away. 
We lead lives our parents never led 
and blame them for it. 
Matter flows in one direction 
down a bend, over a cliff.  
We carry spirits back from the river 
with water in ten gallon jugs. Who  
will hold you when you are bald  
and toothless? Who when you are not? 
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10 
At the edge of the desert 
sand knows nothing of hides 
and oil and electrified fences. 
Nothing of the flower 
and thorns of a mesquite tree 
that you, witless, take in hand. 
Nothing of beer on the porch 
as you nurse those punctures. 
After all, night is a swarm of insects. 
After all the spilt moon is milk. 
The ceiling fan with one blade left 
will tear free from the ceiling. 
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11 
The bones of wings are hollow 
so they can carry air  
and air in turn, them. 
I say to the airplane please 
pass over the moon and hide it. 
I know I am plain for asking 
inanimate things animate things. 
I am petrified. 
I tell wild peach trees 
that the bees are not alone. 
I tell the hawk not to eat. 
The forest it is stone. 
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12 
I have no fingers left to count 
and so I count their traces. 
I am a cat that thinks 
it was born a dog or a goat. 
Little me. Little sassy me. 
I never looked in a mirror before. 
I wrap myself in the blanket 
my mother knit for me. 
Each stitch a prayer for warmth 
that passed over her needles. 
One garment and one thread. 
One mother and one child. 
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13 
Put your ear to the ground.   
You aren’t listening for horses 
although that’s what you hear 
at first. A funny thing—static— 
we mistake for crickets.   
Highways.  Throbbing pain.   
I went deaf for 13 days 
and what I heard wasn’t static, 
and what you hear isn't the ocean 
in a shell. Turn the dial over.  
The radio predominantly echoes  
the universe tearing itself open. 
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14 
When I think about suicide 
I think corpse, question mark. 
I pick the rope and the tree, 
kick the stool from under my feet. 
I must learn to be cruel 
to others.  Not myself. 
Let the noose be around your neck. 
Let the gargle be in your throat. 
You ghost me in public. 
I ghost you back. 
Laugh at me once more. 
I will eat the words. 
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15 
And what do I know 
of places I have not abandoned? 
This cove.  This pool.  Zip. 
I want both of your hands. 
Nucleotide, fluke, left and right. 
This is an inland sea. 
This is a confluence of tongues. 
You can keep your diamond 
unless it lures in fish. 
Lay me in honey headed clover. 
Now you are a pilot light. 
Now I am a pilot light. 
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16 
Restart. You wake me up 
stirring your body in my arms. 
It's been so long since I was human. 
Since I was fire. You gave me  
a gift you didn't know you gave 
and so freely.  As free 
as the living are free from death. 
As we are now, eternal, 
caught in Polaroid holding  
each other. We had bodies. 
I wake you up stirring yours  
with my arms. Start again. 
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17 
The moment before I was 
I was but a moment. 
As the circle, so the cycle. 
I was never the center 
but believed otherwise. 
As I did so I do now. 
How did I see with eyes 
other than my own? 
How did I see with eyes 
when all that divides us is light? 
When all that divides us is dark 
how did I not listen? 
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18 
I talk and talk and no one hears me 
over the sound of my own voice. 
Someone cut a swan's wing off. 
They took flight away as an option. 
From the start we bear within 
a seed that grows until it eats us. 
Kids bike up and down the street, 
hands raised in surrender 
to play at the edge of balance. 
There is always a new hole to fill. 
Always something to harbor. 
I will float on my back. 
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19 
Take up the carpet. Bare the concrete. 
Drag furniture into the yard. 
I want to know someone else 
was here, at least their scratches, 
at least their holes in the wall. 
They're there. Their compass 
with no needle and no North. 
A clock that has no hours. 
I read its gears. I want something 
worn down, worn out by hands. 
A gift. What else comes in a box? 
What else comes in ribbons? 
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20 
A girl throws herself off a bridge 
because she was born a boy. 
She sat in the middle of her body 
and her body did not fit. 
She blamed herself for it. 
We blame ourselves for fire, 
for life and this system 
of ostracism and shame. 
Don't turn it on yourself. Dress  
in a dress, ribbons and rainbows. 
If anyone tries to stop you,  
ski mask and Kalashnikov.  
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21 
He'll tell you things wrong 
the whole time his lips are moving. 
But I am here, another voice. 
Even if he speaks this moment, 
he does not voice my voice. 
In one scenario he's a soft target 
and in another I wash my hair. 
I am a spoon, winter oven and glue. 
He is an iced over sidewalk. 
I was left standing behind my mouth. 
I admit, at times I confuse 
the echo for the bird it leaves. 
 
  



54 

22 
I bruise as easily as plums 
asleep in a clenched fist. 
My ax loses its handle 
and so I swing it like a heart. 
Offer me moths and I will speak you 
silkworms, an oyster and a pearl. 
Under a loose floorboard 
I keep old lenses  
a jar of napalm, a jar 
of bile. I keep them apart. 
I keep them in the same place. 
I offer the owl mice. 
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23 
We drove out for pumpkins and cider 
because we knew it was over 
and the leaves were going  
to rust and sinew and suspicion. 
Having hands was a sign of guilt 
and that this was just a horror flick, 
duct tape, car trunk, and underworld. 
I'd watch her do her hair. 
I'd watch her sleep. The ingenue  
in black wants me to burn. 
I find her like a wet newspaper 
and pull arm-length, page after page. 
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24 
You don't know how to be vast. 
Mind at a four way stop made up 
to take all the roads.  And none. 
To be the stones water touches 
and the ones it doesn't. Land can't swallow. 
Take a minute. This wave will pass. 
Talk to walls when the ceiling  
won't listen. Who am I to talk?  
Who listens? Who sleeps in my bed? 
The dead know, and don't,  
we are the ones alive. 
Every door in the house is open. 
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Camera 

I thought from far enough away 
 I would see myself.   
 
If only as far as I am to my eye,  
 that eye to the camera, 
 
that camera to a harbor— 
 I thought I'd see myself 
 
in the gray and blue if only 
 as posed and fixed, 
 
the angle from whence I look. 
 But no.  The longer I look  
 
the stranger my longings look,  
 my looking looks, I look. 
 
I look through my father's eye. 
 A camera.  His father's. 
 
Crossing the border East to West 
 Berlin, early 1960s. 
 
A Praktica.  A camera.  An eye. 
 He is stopped by customs. 
 
No exports, unless damaged. 
 He keys the embossed label. 
 
It is damaged.  Look. 
 The customs official shrugs. 
 
Isn't this how photos work? 
 What appears and what does not. 
 
I thought from far enough away 
 I would see myself.  
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Graffito 

I wear my body  
as an act of vandalism 
each time a song  
 
passes through it. 
A homing pigeon warns  
me to duck and cover, 
 
that all I have 
is all I have to lose. 
The millet and water  
  
I leave for an empty sky. 
Here the pigeon is sacred. 
Here are the words  
 
written around its foot. 
This is not a sentence. 
A part of the bullet 
 
known as the slug. 
The bird I breathe into  
until it breathes again. 
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Interlude 

A friend turns her hand into a fish 
 to show me all that swim are waves. 
  
Then a running mammalian spine—  
 same waves, only horizontal. 
 
She says the darnedest things. 
 Know the word peristalsis? 
  
How our intestines like earthworms 
 inch the food along within us. 
 
How we fill with waves. Frequencies 
 only a fish can hear. 
 
I turn my left index finger into a sun 
 and my right into a planet  
 
that spirals falling through space-time. 
 These waves.  We have gone off topic. 
 
We need to talk about trauma. 
 Shockwaves, aftermath and tree  
  
that flowers as others burn.  
 That tree not made of wind. 
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The Human 

Looking at “The Falling Soldier, 1936” again. 
 I read it was staged. The hillside 
 
thirty miles out from the battlefield. 
 
So I'm looking for tells, spatter behind  
 the head of blood and gray matter, 
 
at the body falling back and rifle  
 
and rifle's shape in the opening hand. 
 So what if it's fake? All photos are. 
 
The light standing still. Time isn't real. 
 
So what if in a hail of bullets one  
 imaginary one cuts this one down? 
  
Everything comes apart into pieces. 
 
Article. Adjective. Noun. Date. 
 But I want to know the human. 
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Terminal 

You ask if one wing shears off  
 if the plane would fly and I say yes. 
 
You ask if both wings shear off 
 and I say let's not think about this. 
 
As you lay out your clothes on the bed 
 I could mistake you for a light switch. 
 
As you pack your suitcase with silence 
 I'd swear you were arming a warhead. 
  
While I guess at which wire to cut 
 the city below is a circuit-board. 
 
While I guess at the words to disarm you 
 you keep ticking down to zero. 
 
Umpteenth time you have me red handed 
 you don't even take off your headphones. 
 
Umpteenth time I have you wholehearted 
 you pull a straight razor. 
 
If you jump without a parachute this time 
 it is because your body is paper. 
 
If I go down with the plane this time 
 I'm scribbling the spaces between words. 
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Sisyphus 

Balance a black stone 
 on a much smaller one. 
 
Do not put your back into it 
 nor hold your breath it falls. 
  
Sit down.  I have a confession. 
 I've got my own stone 
 
and I've been working it 
 toward a perfect sphere 
 
rolling it to work 
 and around the park at dusk 
 
wearing shame down to nothing. 
 When we go to buy scallops 
 
a woman leads her stone 
 by the hand. It looks at me 
 
as if I were a woman who has 
 no stone, no child, no future. 
 
The monger rings me up. I pay 
 for three portions of the sea 
 
in bags inside paper bags. 
 The stone inside my stone 
 
is round but it could be rounder. 
 It looks at me like a child 
 
on the bottom of the sea. 
 At the bottom of a hill 
 
like she doesn't know what a hill is, 
 like I only know how to push. 
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Quilt 

I am a needle passed through cloth. 
 Through skin. Without a thread 
 
I leave no hole. I can't tell the whole story. 
 I can't tell the whole world  
 
it is wrong because there is light 
 and I am walking on the seafloor. 
 
Down here the dark crushes. 
 You have to stop breathing 
 
to balance a needle on its point 
 and feel the back of your head 
 
and the cross-hairs on it. 
  I know the threat of betrayal 
 
sewed into the lips of the dead, 
 the words they can't speak 
 
light or dark, the stories they tell 
 and can't, their one thread. 
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Tremor 

A woman explains Heisenberg's uncertainty 
 principle to me as if I've heard it before. 
 
That we don't know how atoms behave 
 
when we aren't looking. This photo for example 
 of collided neutrinos spinning off 
 
is her hand taking mine, mine taken. 
 
This beat I can't swallow is stone. 
 This stone I can't swallow is a heart. 
 
Things get exquisite when you let them. 
  
This woman for example, smiling, 
 is tremors of subatomic particles 
 
which in turn are made of strings of light. 
  
And she is smiling like she likes me. 
 And she is shivering. And I. 
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Delta 

I draw a diagram, free-hand, crude,  
 of the orbit of Pluto and Charon. 
 
How the two fall through space-time 
 like an ax. One over the other. 
 
Me and my moon lie in bed 
 with pennies on our eyes. 
 
Above me, my nightmare: a ceiling fan 
 wobbling.  I can't see it 
 
but I can hear the wire tapping. 
 My moon tells me from experience 
 
the dead can't see through the ceiling. 
 The darkness outside the darkness 
 
the eyelid capture in your eye. 
 Me and my moon never look away. 
 
I make a promise to the window 
 each morning it is the sky 
 
and I will take a brick to it. 
 And each morning the sky  
 
breaks. The brick break. My hand. 
 Never the glass.  Never the frame. 
 
Never what I actually want. 
 Never the boat alights. 
 
  



67 

Oregano 

This window no window 
 but a study of a hand 
 
I have never seen except online.  
 
In Two Plants by Lucian Freud 
 I think it is oregano 
  
in the overgrown scene. 
 
Distraction spreading 
 into every corner. 
 
The peace lily heavy leafed  
 
in the left corner, 
 how it exists even. 
 
The last thing the father sees. 
 
His last wish to undo it all.  
 This is how a fire cleans. 
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Curses 

A word rests on my tongue like a stone. 
 I open my mouth and it is still a stone. 
 
I can write it out for you in cursive. 
 The way a ghost inhabits an outcrop of stone. 
 
In a fever dream as a child I reached 
 toward a shut door and my arm was stone. 
 
A field scatters into a flock of starlings— 
 pewter wings, inset bands of iridescent stone. 
 
I was still until I knew I was 
 all that was still.  I heard extruding stone. 
 
If you lose your hand, make dice 
 from your knuckles and bet with stone. 
 
When the sky zeros in on me 
 I rub my eyes now that they aren’t stone. 
 
Clear insects and clear lives drink darkness 
 dripping from dark ceiling stones. 
 
You don’t know my name.  You don't know 
 what I sweep across whetstone.  
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