
THE NATURALIST 
 

Elizabeth A. Harvell, B.A., M.A. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dissertation Prepared for the Degree of 
 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS 
 

August 2004 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
APPROVED: 

 
Bruce Bond, Major Professor 
Corey Marks, Committee Member 
John Robert Ross, Committee Member 
James Tanner, Chair of the Department of English 
Sandra L. Terrell, Dean of the Robert B. Toulouse

School of Graduate Studies 



Harvell, Elizabeth A., The Naturalist. Doctor of Philosophy (English), August 

2004, 68 pp. 

The Naturalist is a collection of poems with a critical preface. In this preface, 

titled “‘Death is the mother of beauty’: The Contemporary Elegy and the Search for the 

Dead,” I examine contemporary alterations and manifestations of the traditional genre of 

elegy. I explore the idea that the contemporary mourner is aware of the need to search for 

meaning despite living in a world without a centrally believed mythology. This search 

exposes the mourner’s need to remain connected to the dead and, by proxy, to grace. I 

conclude that the contemporary elegy, through metaphorical figuration, personal 

memory, and traditional symbolism, simultaneously employs and denies the traditional 

elegiac conventions of apotheosis and resurrection by reconceiving them as methods not 

of achieving transcendence but of embracing desire with an acceptance of the inability to 

transcend. The poems of The Naturalist are a collection of elegies that reflect many of the 

ideas brought forth in the preface.  
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PREFACE 
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“Death is the mother of beauty”: The Contemporary Elegy and the Search for the Dead   
 

Wallace Stevens’ vision of modern poetry stems from a belief that, as a society, 

we are not informed by a centrally believed mythology as we once were. Our loss of this 

mythology, our loss of God, Stevens says, should be and is compensated for through art, 

through which we create our own mythologies or “supreme fictions,” fictions that we at 

once believe in and know are only constructions. This act of creation and of belief, for 

Stevens, is compensatory:  

[. . .] in an age in which disbelief is so profoundly prevalent or, if not 

disbelief, indifference to questions of belief, poetry and painting, and the 

arts in general, are, in their measure, a compensation for what has been 

lost. (171) 

 Art as a compensatory act is certainly not a new idea; however, when Stevens couples 

that act with his vision of a Godless world and asks himself and other artists alike to 

create new realities, he redefines the method of gaining consolation through poetry: No 

longer should the poet accept the traditional belief system of the culture as reality; the 

poet should create the system anew again and again.  I oversimplify the process here to 

bring forth a point: Certainly, as Stevens well knew, it is not possible to recreate without 

working within the “lost” tradition itself.  

While Stevens’ view of poetry as compensatory encompasses his notion of the 

function of all modern poetry, I use it as a lens through which I examine contemporary 

elegy. The tradition of deriving compensation from the dead through the act of creation, 

specifically the creation of poetry, is the tradition I am focusing on, the tradition of elegy. 
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I am not alone in this desire. Countless poets and critics have worked to define elegy in 

its changing form from age to age. The relationship of the elegy to its age changes as 

quickly and as often as the ages it accompanies. Because of the plasticity of the genre, I 

am not presenting a definitive definition of elegy in every age or even in our age; rather, I 

am working to bring to light one particular direction that many contemporary elegies 

have taken from both traditional and modern elegy. For the purposes of this essay, I use 

the terms “contemporary elegy,” “contemporary elegist,” and “contemporary mourner” to 

discuss this specific direction. My definition of the “contemporary elegy” encompasses, 

then, not all elegies written today but those that assert their difference from tradition by 

registering an epistemic shift, both skeptical and reverential.  In this shift, elegists alter 

the traditional relationship of the dead with God.   

The contemporary elegy, through metaphorical figuration, personal memory, and 

traditional symbolism, simultaneously employs and denies the traditional elegiac 

conventions of apotheosis and resurrection by reconceiving them as methods not of 

achieving transcendence but of embracing desire with an acceptance of the inability to 

transcend. Contemporary poets such as Kathleen Peirce, Li-Young Lee, and Gjertrud 

Schnackenberg, among others, use these traditional conventions to enact a search for the 

dead, who, like Stevens’ lost God, are inaccessible. The contemporary mourner moves 

beyond a modern idea of resignation and is less indifferent to these dead, less indifferent 

to questions of belief than the modern mourner. At the same time, the contemporary 

mourner is aware of the need to search for meaning in something, the need to remain 

connected to the dead and, by proxy, to grace.  
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By enacting a search for the inaccessible dead, contemporary poets make gods of 

them in a whole new way. They do not elevate them to an idealized god-like status but 

instead allow them to occupy the same space as the lost God, where they are, like this lost 

God, bodiless, unreachable, unspeakable, impossible to locate. The impossibility, 

however, does not stop the contemporary mourner from enacting the search. The search 

for and, in turn, the desire for the dead becomes the consolatory function of the 

contemporary mourner. Consolation, as a contemporary function of the elegy, differs 

from consolation as a traditional function in that the mourner in the contemporary elegy 

tends not to reach a point of recovery but instead remains with loss permanently by 

embracing the never-diminishing desire for the dead, for grace, and for meaning. 

Peter Sacks highlights the consolatory function of the traditional elegy when he 

traces it to what he believes are its classical roots in the Metamorphoses, where Ovid 

gives his account of Apollo and Daphne and his related account of Pan and Syrinx. 

Elegy, Sacks asserts, has its very roots in these versions of the myths, where consolation 

is derived through a process of metaphorical figuration of the dead. Through this process 

of figuration, he explains that “Apollo and Pan are successful mourners”:  

For unlike others, they accept their loss and can retain their identities by 

what we may call a healthy work of mourning, a work that, as Freud 

points out, requires a withdrawal of affection from the lost object and a 

subsequent reattachment of affection to some substitute for that object. (6) 
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Through figuration (an idea that I will discuss more fully in later paragraphs) and through 

the process of healing, these traditional mourners are able to reconnect with or “retain” 

their identities and therefore complete the task of mourning.  

Contemporary elegiac poetry, on the other hand, often gives us a mourner whose 

identity is intricately connected to his or her relationship to the dead. If the mourner has 

an inseparable connection to the beloved, his or her identity is forever corrupted by the 

loss of the beloved. Mourners must continually work to redefine themselves in relation to 

loss and the lost. In this work of rebuilding the self—a self who ceased to exist as it was 

before the loss—the focus of the contemporary mourner shifts from the traditional work 

of resurrecting the dead through art to the work of continually resurrecting the self 

through loss.  By remaining in connection with the dead through the relationship of the 

dead to the self and through the desire for what has been lost, the contemporary mourner 

turns from a deification of the dead to a deification of desire itself. Eternal desire, then, 

takes the place of an eternal God, providing for the mourner a means of consolation. 

While certainly different from the traditional idea of consolation as an act of 

recovery, this contemporary idea of consolation as an act of desire nonetheless grows out 

of tradition. This traditional consolatory function of the elegy, however, was also altered, 

according to Jahan Ramazani, in the poetry of such modern poets as “Hardy, Yeats [. . .] 

Lowell, Berryman, and Plath” to name a few. In his discussion of these poets, Ramazani 

claims that the modern poet’s elegiac verse displaced consolation (as an act of total 
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recovery) with melancholy1: these are “poets whose elegiac verse is more ambivalent, 

conflicted, and ironic than are earlier elegies” (“Elegy and Anti-Elegy [. . .]” 569). 

Stevens, then, with his mock elegies of Harmonium, fits into this description of the 

modern elegist: 

The mock elegies direct much of their scorn at the genre of elegy itself, 

with its codification of grief and its programmatic translation of the dead. 

[. . .] Some of the elegiac poems in Harmonium seem to reject the 

traditional consolation at the heart of the pastoral elegy; the pathetic 

fallacy. (“Elegy and Anti-Elegy [. . .]” 569). 

Stevens, like the other modern poets Ramazani discusses, finds consolation in a rejection 

of the traditional outlets for grief that no longer work in the modern world.  

In this modern world, the elegist’s chief complaint about social mourning, that 

death “[. . .] has become obscene, meaningless, and impersonal—an event almost 

stupifyingly colossal [. . .] or clinically concealed somewhere behind the technology of 

                                                 
1 According to Jahan Ramazani, “ [. . .] modern elegists tend to enact the work not of 

normative but of ‘melancholic’ mourning—a term that [he] adapted from Freud to 

distinguish mourning that is unresolved, violent, and ambivalent. They are like the 

Freudian ‘melancholic’ in their fierce resistance to solace, their intense criticism and self-

criticism. [. . .] Unlike their literary forbearers the ‘normal mourner’ of psychoanalysis, 

they attack the dead and themselves, their own work and tradition; and they refuse such 

orthodox consolations as rebirth of the dead in nature, in God, or in poetry itself”(Poetry 

of Mourning 4). 
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the hospital and the techniques of the funeral home” (Sacks 299) still holds true in the 

contemporary world. We are still living in a society that expects mourners to keep grief 

private and does everything it can to conceal the very fact of death on a personal level. 

The contemporary elegist still seeks an arena for grief, but unlike the modern elegist, the 

contemporary elegist seeks consolation through desire rather than through “melancholic 

mourning.” The mourner finds solace in desire itself rather than in recovering from and 

releasing that desire, as in the more traditional elegy. Furthermore, this conception of 

desire as consolatory is more hopeful than what we find in the “anti-consolatory” modern 

elegy, what Ramazani refers to as anti-elegy:   

In becoming anti-elegiac, the modern elegy more radically violates 

previous generic norms than did earlier phases of elegy: it becomes anti-

consolatory, anti-encomiastic, anti-Romantic and anti-Victorian, anti-

conventional and sometimes even anti-literary. (Poetry of Mourning 2) 

Contemporary elegy breaks from this modern, more pessimistic turn away from 

consolation and embraces as it alters the more traditional compensatory function of the 

elegy that Ramazani claims was absent in the modern elegies.  

 Where the modern poet rejects and mocks elegiac convention, the contemporary 

poet utilizes it by reconceiving it. The convention of apotheosis serves a consolatory 

function in traditional poetry by connecting the dead with God. When centrally believed 

in, God and mythology provided a place for the dead. Traditional elegists provided 

comfort for their mourners by giving the dead a home with God through apotheosis. In a 

modern world that has no centrally believed in mythology, elegists denied this equation 
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of the dead with God in the same way that they denied or remained indifferent to belief. 

Elegists could not provide solace for their mourners in the act of elevating the dead to a 

god-like status when such a status was largely disbelieved. Thus, many modern elegists, 

according to Sacks and Ramazani, abandoned apotheosis as a consolatory act.  

Contemporary elegists do not deny an equation of the dead with God but instead 

refigure that equation by recasting apotheosis. In this recasting, they enact a search for 

the dead in which they demonstrate that the dead are, like God, lost and unattainable. 

This return to apotheosis is not, then, merely a return to tradition. The contemporary act 

of apotheosis loses its traditional relationship with encomium. We do not make gods of 

our dead through mere praise or through elevation; we make gods of our dead by placing 

them in the same space that God occupies culturally. 

 Li-Young Lee apotheosizes his father in Rose, Lee’s book of poetry that, as 

Gerald Stern states in his foreword to the book, is characterized by a search: 

[. . . a] search for wisdom and understanding—but more like a sad than 

desperate search—a willingness to let the sublime enter his field of 

concentration and take over. [. . .] a moving and personal search for 

redemption, which takes the form of understanding and coming to peace 

with a powerful, stubborn, remote, passionate and loving father. (9)  

Lee, in his lyrical search for the dead, utilizes the type of apotheosis that breaks from 

tradition via an alteration of the placement of the dead and a resulting transformation of 

encomium. He does not elevate his father like a central god but celebrates him through 

his desire to remain connected with him despite his inaccessibility. Lee’s mourner is not 
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the angry mourner we find in Plath or Berryman but is rather the hopeful mourner 

resigned to desire as a means of consolation.  

In “My Indigo,” one poem in Rose, Lee conducts his search in an unyielding 

nature. Here, the beloved is reborn not in nature or in God but is reborn in the mourner: 

  It’s late. I’ve come 
  to find the flower which blossoms 
  like a saint dying upside down. 
  The rose won’t do, nor the iris. 
  I’ve come to find the moody one, the shy one, 
  downcast, grave, and isolated. 
  Now, blackness gathers in the grass, 
  and I am on my hands and knees. 
  What is its name? 
   
  Little sister, my indigo, 
  my secret, vaginal and sweet, 
  you unfurl yourself shamelessly 
  toward the ground. You burn. You live 
  a while in two worlds 
  at once. (31) 

 In the first two lines, “It’s late. I’ve come / to find the flower which blossoms,” we 

encounter a hopeful seeker, a seeker who seems to believe that the flower, or nature, will 

yield to him (1-2). A Romantic nature comes to mind here, a nature that will allow the 

seeker to transcend. The flower in the poem “blossoms”; it is promising.  

The remainder of that second sentence of the poem, however, tells a less hopeful 

story as it breaks onto the third line of the poem: “I’ve come / to find the flower which 

blossoms / like a saint dying upside down” (1-3). The flower does not face upward in a 

traditional posture of transcendence, but faces downward toward the earth. Through this 

posture and through the simile that compares the flower to a dying saint, the poem shows 

doubt in nature’s ability to provide a connection to the dead and to God. This doubt, 
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however, does not cancel out the initial sense of hope we see in the first two lines nor 

does it stop the seeker from continuing the search. While the flower does resemble a 

dying saint, it still blossoms. 

 In the remainder of the stanza, the seeker works to further identify what he seeks: 

“I’ve come to find the moody one, the shy one, / downcast, grave, and isolated” (5-6). 

This mourner has definitively “come to find” what he is looking for. He has not come to 

possibly find or to simply look for the beloved. The list of adjectives that follows this 

declaration illustrates the tension between hope and despair in the speaker. The beloved 

he seeks, like a lost god, is not readily available but is “moody” and “shy.” Beyond these 

first two adjectives, he grows more and more difficult to reach; he is not just “shy” but 

“downcast, grave, and isolated.” 

 Soon after the mourner identifies the state of the beloved, he begins to lose his 

vision in relation to his search. The speaker’s brief moment of hope is countered by a 

state of metaphorical blindness as “blackness gathers in the grass” where he seeks the 

beloved. Despite this obstacle of blindness, the mourner remains hopeful. His position in 

the grass demonstrates this hope in addition to a sense of desperation and determination: 

“Now, blackness gathers in the grass, / and I am on my hands and knees” (7-8). The 

position of prayer evoked here shows the seeker’s devotion to his search and his 

inclination to believe in the possible success of the search; at the same time, the posture is 

that of a desperate seeker, a beggar on his “hands and knees,” who clings to the search 

despite its failure to yield a resurrection of the dead in nature.  
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At the end of this stanza, despite the “blackness” that has overcast the search, the 

mourner reiterates his desire to search for the inaccessible beloved when he asks, “What 

is its name?” (9). At this moment, the seeker seems to have lost all connection to the 

beloved except his desire to identify it and thus to ultimately connect with it. Through the 

process of enacting the search, defining the beloved’s elusive qualities, conducting the 

search, and, finally, losing his sight, the seeker undergoes a figurative death. He moves 

from a figurative point of lateness in the day to the end of the day; the day, like life, 

closes on him. At the closing, however, he is not completely resigned to his loss, but 

remains hopeful that he can rebuild himself through his connection to what he seeks. 

“What is its name?” he asks. He does not allow himself to stop searching despite the 

figurative death that the search has yielded. Instead he reinforces his need to identify the 

beloved and, in that identification, himself. 

 The mourner, through his hopeful desire to identify the beloved, moves beyond 

the search in the second stanza of this poem. The flower that was at first an unyielding 

figure is now a yielding figure. The flower does not yield a rebirth of the beloved, 

however, but a rebirth of the speaker. In the lines “Little sister, my indigo / my secret, 

vaginal and sweet, / you unfurl yourself shamelessly” (10-12), the mourner joins himself 

with the loss through the now imagined object, and he is able to name it: “my indigo,” or 

blue, meaning his grief. (As we know from the first stanza, the mourner did not find the 

object he sought, so he must imagine it.) On the next line, we see what his connection to 

his grief yields: “my secret, vaginal and sweet.” The flower is now likened to a birth 

canal rather than a dying saint. “Vaginal and sweet,” the flower yields not the dead but 

 11



 

the beauty of the speaker’s own grief. This object becomes a tool for the mourner to 

reestablish his own identity in relation to his loss. Through this figurative rebirth, the 

object itself is a yielding object; it lives “a while in two worlds / at once.” The two worlds 

are those of the mourner and of the dead. By connecting to his own grief and his desire 

for the dead, the mourner has recovered himself through the beloved or lost god, if for 

only a moment, by accessing not the beloved but his desire for the beloved. In this eternal 

desire, the mourner finds comfort. 

 Unlike the classical elegy, the contemporary elegy seems less about 

demonstrating that the poet has earned the right to poetry itself and more about the ability 

of poetry to reconstruct the mourner through the experience of loss.  Kinereth Meyer 

reinforces this idea of a compensatory rebirth of the mourner when he writes: 

[. . .] through myth, the poet undergoes a self-imposed death and catharsis, 

achieving a reconstruction of the self through the construction of the 

poem. The mythology of modern death, one may say, represents not a 

radical shift away from elegiac tradition, but rather a further 

intensification of its basic concerns: the “I” and the other, the 

contemplation of death and the celebration of life, the fragmentation of the 

self and its reconstruction through art. (24-25) 

It is for this act of resurrection of the self that the poet/mourner must constantly 

reexamine and contemplate loss. The mourner must and does establish his or her identity 

through the loss that he or she has suffered. Meyer sees this process as one that is “often 

beset by great tensions and ambivalences” but nevertheless as one that results in a “final 
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healing” (25). I would argue, rather, that this process is always incomplete, insofar as the 

loss is permanent and, therefore, the mourner never escapes the ever-changing need to 

understand and replace the self in relation to the lost beloved, which, of course, is just 

that—lost, unattainable.  

 In what Peter Sacks considers the classical model for the elegy, the myths of 

Apollo and Daphne and of Pan and Syrinx, the mourner enacts a process of metaphorical 

figuration of the dead that leads to the production of the art object or the poem and that 

ultimately leads to consolation: 

As was true for Apollo, Pan’s pursued object changes to a form in the 

natural world, a form that, like the laurel tree, must be further altered to 

yield a consoling sign or instrument. [. . .] Both episodes portray a turning 

away from erotic pursuits and attachments to substitutive, artificial figures 

of consolation. (6) 

The use of these ‘artificial figures’ to achieve consolation through the production of 

poetry has certainly not disappeared from the elegy. How contemporary elegists use 

metaphorical figuration, though, has changed. The figure of the loss does not help the 

mourner overcome the loss but remains a constant reminder of the desire for what has 

been lost.  

 In the case of Lee’s “My Indigo,” we do not see the initial process of figuration 

but instead are immediately introduced to a metaphor or a figure for that loss: “the flower 

which blossoms / like a saint dying upside down” (2-3). Lee, like many contemporary 

elegists, begins his poem with the dead already refigured. In the classical model, we see 
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the transformation of the dead into the figure and the transformation of the figure into a 

symbol for rebirth—Daphne becomes a laurel tree and laurel becomes a symbol for 

rebirth through poetry just as Syrinx becomes the reeds and the reeds become pipes that 

yield poetry and thus become a symbol of that act. Where in the classical model, this 

process of figuration yields a rebirth of the dead, serves to console the mourner, and wins 

the poet the right to poetry, in contemporary elegy, the figure yields a rebirth of the 

mourner and serves as a reminder of the mourner’s desire for the dead.  

 The frequent absence in contemporary elegy of the initial process of 

transformation of the dead into symbols for rebirth turns our attention to a new function 

of the refigured dead or the symbol. Contemporary elegists invoke and deny traditional 

symbols of rebirth and transcendence in an effort to conduct the search for the dead that 

will inevitably fail. In this process of enacting a failed search, the contemporary mourner 

derives consolation from the inability to quench the desire for the lost beloved. Without a 

centrally believed mythology that places the dead, the mourner is left with the search and 

the desire as his or her only means of comfort. To quench desire would end the mourner’s 

connection to the dead. In “My Indigo,” Lee’s mourner goes so far as to create a new 

symbol while rejecting more traditional symbols of transcendence: he searches for the 

beloved in a flower named Indigo, a name that equates the flower with grief, while 

denying the more traditional symbols, when he asserts, “The rose won’t do, nor the iris” 

(4).  

 Kathleen Peirce similarly begins her poem “Elegy for Marion Peirce,” not with 

the dead but with a metaphorical figuration of the dead. The movement from the dead 
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infant in the title to the figuration of that infant takes place subtly; it is implied more than 

overtly stated or focused on. The mourner moves from this figuration to a focus on the 

figure itself: 

  Elegy for Marion Peirce 

—drowned at birth, June 30, 1949 

A small beating in the basement, then 
a stunned swift in my hand, light as 
light. Grief in the form of a hand 
with a sick bird in it. No, not sick, 
beaten against a wrong dark side, the inside, 
then, exactly the length of my barely cupped hand. 
In this way, things fit, says the brain, 
flinging memory at the true. It had  
a little squat whale-head, the wet 
eyes low in the sides, dull whale-colored 
feathers all over, as if the fastest possible 
passage were beauty enough. It had a common 
swift’s legs; exquisite, rubbery bones still 
snarled in pulp brought from the other side, clutching 
and clutching and clutching. In this way things tire, 
says the body. Even the open hand gets tired, tired even 
of grief, even of the dry light you waited for 
to wake you with its beating. (13) 

The title and epigraph of the poem alert us to the human loss that the mourner 

compensates for in the elegy. Peirce’s placement of “then” at the end of the first line of 

the poem asks us to recall the epigraph: “drowned at birth, June 30, 1949.” This subtle 

move connects the action of beating with both the swift and the infant and serves to 

remind us of the metaphorical relationship between the two. The “small beating in the 

basement,” when connected to the date in the epigraph by “then” at the end of the line, 

calls to mind the heartbeat of an unborn infant in the womb. In the next line, which reads 

“a stunned swift in my hand,” the figure of the dead is born as a dead bird. The implied 
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relationship between the stillborn infant and the dead bird allows us to see the speaker as 

someone who at once holds the dead bird and receives the stillborn infant from the body 

of its mother. The mourner is left with the symbolic swift, a replacement for the missing 

body of the dead infant.  

The poem almost immediately leaves the implied process of figuration of the 

dead, though, and focuses our attention on the symbolic swift. It is in this image of the 

bird, a common symbol for the spiritual, that the mourner enacts the search. The swift in 

the poem serves as a symbol of both loss and transcendence at once. This dichotomy is 

evident in the juxtaposition of the word “light” at the beginning of line three with the 

sentence that assigns meaning to the swift: “Grief in the form of a hand.” The swift acts 

at once as “light,” which reminds us of God, and as “grief,” which reminds us of absence. 

The complexity of the symbol’s referent points to the complexity of the mourner’s search 

for the unattainable beloved. The juxtaposition of seemingly opposing definitions of the 

figure sets up the tension in the poem between the mourner’s need to turn to the symbol 

for comfort and the inevitable impossibility of the symbol to yield the dead. The swift 

remains a swift and a dead swift at that. The process of grief yields a mourner who grows 

tired of grief but not a mourner who moves beyond a desire for the beloved. 

The mourner’s initial comparison of the stillborn infant to the dead swift and the 

dead swift to light shows a hopeful mourner. This mourner begins a hopeful search by 

enacting a hopeful symbol of transcendence. However, the symbol fails to yield a 

resurrection of the dead or to allow the mourner to transcend and to recover: “Even the 

open hand gets tired, tired even / of grief, even of the dry light you waited for / to wake 
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you with its beating.” In this final statement of the elegy, the mourner demonstrates that 

the resurrection did not take place, that the “light” never regained “its beating,” that the 

infant was never reborn in God.  Here, we see not only a failed resurrection of the 

beloved but also a failed symbol. The traditional function of the refigured dead, to 

produce consolation, only sustains “grief.” The dead swift/infant occupies the same 

unreachable space as the “dry light” that never yields to the mourner. What the mourner 

is left with is desire, the eternal desire for the dead, the eternal desire to conduct the 

search despite its inevitable failure. Where the modern elegy shows the failure of the 

traditional figuration/recovery process of grief through a conscious mockery and denial 

of conventions like apotheosis and resurrection, the contemporary elegy transforms those 

conventions and appropriates traditional symbols to show a similar yet hopeful failure. 

The search for the dead in contemporary elegy is not always conducted through 

an appropriation and denial of traditional symbols. Poets often conduct the search within 

their own memories. The common use of the personal in contemporary elegy is not a 

confessional act set out to paint a “shocking” autobiographical portrait of the artist or to 

uncover an emotional truth (Perkins 410-11). The process of evoking personal experience 

is a process of constructing unreliable memory and not a process of discovering absolute 

truth. As the mourner in “Elegy for Marion Peirce” claims, memory is not reliable and 

cannot yield truth: “In this way, things fit, says the brain, / flinging memory at the true” 

(7-8). In the process of constructing personal experience, the mourner displaces truth with 

memory. The mourner accepts that “truth” is, like Stevens’ lost God, unattainable. This 
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inaccessibility of the truth, of God, of the beloved, however, does not stop the 

contemporary elegist from seeking it or, more pointedly, from desiring it. 

Gjertrud Schnackenberg, in many of the poems in her collection, Portraits and 

Elegies, apotheosizes her father by placing him in her reconstructed memories. In these 

poems, she often recounts events in her life since her father’s death only to find not her 

father but remnants of him. We see such remnants in “There Are No Dead” when the 

mourner says,  

Here, lying on your desk, are your reading glasses,  
And random bits of crimped tobacco leaves,  
Your jacket dangling its empty sleeves— 
These look as if you’ve just left for your classes. (5-8)   

Similarly, in “Winter Apples,” the mourner recognizes the absence of the father in the 

memory: “Sisters, it’s time that one of you takes down // The dead man’s clothes blown 

stiff upon the line. / He isn’t here. And now his laughter stops” (4-6).  These lines mark a 

rediscovery of her father’s absence. While the speaker knows that her father is dead, she 

relives this death each time she searches for him in his surviving and enduring belongings 

and spaces. “He isn’t here,” she asserts. And only after this assertion does his “laughter 

stop.” We’re left with the understanding that this will happen again and again as the 

mourner is constantly reminded of her father’s death by what is left behind. Each time 

she will look for and desire a connection, and each time, she will fail to obtain it.  

In many of the poems of Portraits and Elegies, the mourner conducts a search for 

her father not in recent memories since her father’s death but in memories of their life 

together. Schnackenberg most often ends these poems by calling attention to the fact that 

the memories are constructed and quickly diminish in their capacity to gain access to her 
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father. In “Returning North,” Schnackenberg recalls a trip she took with her father to visit 

his dead mother’s relatives in Norway. During this trip, she and her father are together on 

his search for some connection to his mother:  

You ask shepherds directions as you drive. 
Above the Arctic Circle 
Norway’s sun rises all night 
On you bringing your family on your search  
To meet your background face to face. (3-7) 

In the beginning of the poem the father invokes the conventions of pastoral elegy for 

assistance with his search, when he asks “shepherds for directions.” This seems a useful 

invocation when we see him arrive at the house of his dead mother’s relatives, where he 

sees his mother for a moment in his aunt: “You see your dead mother, / Her hands, her 

face, her raven hair, her eyes, / You see her hesitate” (18-20). She leads him and his 

family “up through a hole in the ceiling” (26) of the barn “Above the pigs and geese” 

(27). Here, elevated above the animals and seemingly above the earth in a symbolic 

posture of transcendence, the mourner/speaker in the poem believes for a moment that the 

search will yield a connection and a sense of recovery: “We have arrived, / And there, 

lying upon a bed of straw, / A man stares, fever-eyed, then turns away” (28-30). In her 

moment of belief, her connection is cut short, when she likens the sick man to Jesus by 

placing him in a “bed of straw” in a barn. This Jesus does not, however, give her comfort 

but “turns away” in a symbolic gesture of failure. The pastoral tradition and God fail to 

produce consolation for the mourner. They are unable to locate the dead in this place of 

the mother’s past, in tradition, or in God.  

 19



 

The symbolic point of failure in the sick man’s turning away marks a point of 

acceptance by the mourner’s father. He gathers his family and leaves the tubercular 

household. This physical disease has metaphorically taken over the idyllic pastoral setting 

we first see in the poem. His corrupted search cannot yield a connection to his mother but 

only to a poverty-stricken, tubercular family. The speaker has not learned the same lesson 

as her father. On the drive away from the diseased family, she continues to look for her 

father’s mother. This time, she looks in the manmade churches of the landscape. She 

seeks and imagines the dead in a physical manifestation of the Christian God: “Lutheran 

chapels stark, narrow, and pure, / And small, and white, / So like your mother’s face” 

(59-61). The description of the image moves from “stark” and “pure” to “small, and 

white” as if it is diminishing, and it lasts only for a moment before her father tells her that 

the search is futile.  

At this point, the speaker has taken over the search entirely even though her father 

tells her to forget:  

You said lightly, Forget this incident.  
But, Father, here tonight,  
It comes to mind 
Or my mind comes to it [. . .] . (62-4)  

The conversation Schnackenberg enacts between the mourner and the father serves to 

expose the memory as a construction. In this conversation, we see the mourner become 

aware that her exploration into this memory of her father’s search is really her search for 

her father. As her father tells her to forget, she moves from the memory to the place from 

which she tells of the memory. The memory comes to her mind as “A waterfall 

suspended in white frost / And stands amazed and lost” (68-69). The memory is frozen in 
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time but separated from time. It does not allow the mourner to go back but instead yields 

a mourner who, like the memory, is “Lost remembering” (70). The lost mourner of 

“Returning North” turns out to be the speaker in the poem and not her father, her actions 

mirroring those of her mourning father. However, where he gives up on an unyielding 

search, she continues. She does not allow her search to fail her the way her father’s has. 

She instead calls attention to the failure and embraces the desire she has to connect to her 

father.  

Amid Schnackenberg’s memory-evoking poems, she places several poems 

entitled “A Dream.” In these poems, she seeks her father only to find that he is, even in 

her dreams, unattainable. The juxtaposition of the dream poems with the memory poems 

further highlights the inaccessibility of the father. Not only is he unreachable in her 

conscious constructions of the past, but he is also unreachable in her unconscious dreams. 

In one of these poems, she emphasizes the disconnection between herself and her 

imagined father: 

 But when you turn to me, I find 
 Being alive is being left behind. 
 And being dead comes to the same. 
 Your pathway closes in the water [. . .]  (14-17) 

In this moment of discovery, the mourner resigns herself to the permanence of her loss 

and equates herself with her father. They are both “left behind,” making them both 

“dead.” His death is literal while hers is figurative. Despite her recognition of this 

figurative death and the impossibility of a reunion with her father, the mourner here 

continues the search. She remains in connection to the desire for her father. This desire 

provides consolation by allowing her to continually evaluate her identity in relation to her 
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dead father, leading to her continual rebirth through the reconstruction of memory and 

dream. She does not find “truth,” but she does find desire and, in that desire, consolation. 

 The idea that desire provides consolation is admittedly paradoxical. Unrequited 

desire for the dead is certainly the source of pain in loss. How, then, can it also be a 

source of comfort? How can a seemingly unyielding search provide solace? The comfort 

comes from the hope that desire provides. For one to continually seek the unreachable 

despite the apparent impossibility of resolution, one has to hold on to hope, hope for 

connection and hope for comfort. In a culture that so vehemently fears death and denies 

grief, a mourner needs a means of embracing and feeling fully the grief that accompanies 

loss and does not disappear. Many contemporary elegists embrace grief and desire by 

allowing their dead to remain on the same plane as Stevens’ lost God, wherein the search 

for the dead becomes a search for grace and beauty. The living need the dead to provide 

this grace and hope.   

 

 22



 

Works Cited 
 

Lee, Li-Young. Rose. Rochester: BOA Editions, 1986. 

Meyer, Kinereth. “The Mythology of Modern Death.” Genre 19.1 (1986): 21-35. 

Peirce, Kahtleen. Mercy. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1991. 

Perkins, David. A History of Modern Poetry: Modernism and After. Cambridge: The  

Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1987. 

Ramazani, Jahan. “Elegy and Anti-Elegy in Stevens’ Harmonium: Mockery,  

Melancholia, and the Pathetic Fallacy.” Journal of Modern Literature 17.4  

(1991): 567-582. 

---. Introduction. Poetry of Mourning. By Ramazani. Chicago: University  

of Chicago Press, 1994. 1-31. 

Sacks, Peter. The English Elegy: Studies in the Genre from Spenser to Yeats. Baltimore:  

The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985. 

Schnackenberg, Gjertrud. Portraits and Elegies. Supernatural Love: Poems 1976-1992.  

New York: Farrar, Straue and Giroux, 2000. 1-56. 

Stern, Gerald. Foreward. Rose. By Li-Young Lee. Rochester: BOA Editions, 1986. 8-10. 

Stevens, Wallace. “The Relations between Poetry and Painting.” The Necessary Angel:  

Essays on Reality and the Imagination. New York: Vintage Books, 1951. 157- 

176.

 23



 

PART TWO 
 
 
 

THE NATURALIST
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Litany 
 
 
Three of us dipped our hands into the pool 
of light, one already dying. And waited. 
We waited for the goldfinch to form 
 
from the light, to show us its eye, open 
and pull from us the last of the sickness.  
When it turned its head, we reached,  
 
hoped, for one look,  
one round pool of iris and pupil 
to absorb what we could not say.  
 
But one of us fell from the circle, broke 
her body from the sight of the bird,  
and cast her falling eye on the point  
 
of light that held us together,  
fused us there, pinwheel of silence, 
each of us a crux, a wing. 
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One
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Red Tattoos 
 
 
Outside, the redbuds list to the cruel sun, 
clothe their branches with false blooms— 
reminders. Each year they bleed differently. 
 
Spring was on time the year my sister injected 
her vein with winter. It paused 
only for a funeral of light rains. Redbuds, 
 
mocking Judas trees, cut me  
with their ruby eyes. I watched buds break 
chalky skins, turn themselves into flowers 
 
and fall. Down I ran to the rocks 
to plant myself in red-littered earth. 
I bought a redbud tree. 
 
It sat in a rough brown bag. Unplanted, 
it dropped its eyes and unfolded its hearts  
into Christmas ornaments on skinny branches. 
 
Thirsting veins grew yellow with cold. 
She wears the roots of redbud trees in her hair, 
petals tattooed on her skin. 
 
I cannot rinse the soil from my nails, 
the winter from the ground. 
The sun forgets to order the seasons. 
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Winter Cardinals 
 
 
If I could make glass, I would put you back 
together, reverse movement of your fingers  
snapping ampoule—skin  
tearing slightly as it scrapes the jagged edge. 
 
Instead, I feel the weight of liquid 
fill your syringe and remember  
Easter 1978, your hand pulling me  
across the field to the hidden  
 
place in the bottom of a black tire 
heavy with rain, your hand  
placing my fingers on the smooth shape of a glass 
egg, the kind with a world hidden 
inside. I break it open.  
 

* 
 
I think of your vein, dreaming of an end  
as you scribble your goodbyes  
with your piercing point, slide the smooth  
open mouth of the needle in,  
and push, the liquid quickly paralyzing 
 
your heart, and my chest opens, bleeds cardinals—  
I feel the wings beat. 
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Spring Calendar 
 
 
I 
 
 
March 
 
She fell in with a crowd of oaks,  
laced them, skinned them over— 
white lichen crust. 
 
Into their roots she settled, 
shaped herself around that stationary waltz 
of sun over rough ashen bark, over seams, 
 
cracks in the skins of trees. 
She knotted her hands. Gnarled tips, 
her fingers were over me, reaching. 
 
And I stood still, ate from the branch, 
knew her, white lichen, skin, tree, 
and me. I felt her tear at my chest, let her 
 
break me open, fault me, and bleed. I let her 
crack the bone and eat from the marrow. 
Let her drop me there, half eaten, fallen 
 
fruit, black bloody seeds. And now 
I am wide and rootless. 
Flat, I am covered with ink. 
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II  
 
 
May 
 
My hand has worn a groove 
in the earth, a line broken, breaking me. 
I am the torn-through-flesh of a tangerine 
 
turned blood orange. I am your groove in the earth, 
worn down, parted. Your teeth burst against my pulp. 
I gather enamel splinters, build an urn. 
 
My language is dwindling, so I burn it, 
sweep the deliberate remains into piles, 
sort them, name them, place them  
 
in your urn. Again 
blended, revised, new. 
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My Sister Turns to Blue Agave  
 
Years go by uneventfully, an agave grows large and vigorous, until with startling 
fanatical abandon, one season, it produces a towering flower stalk. . . . It’s a flower 
you’d want a chainsaw to cut. Pollination is done by insects and bats; seeds drop. And 
down below, shriveled and brown, the agave itself is already dying, as though stabbed 
through the heart by its own flower stalk. 
       —David Quammen, “Love’s Martyrs” 
 
 
She stands in the desert, measures herself against the imagined 
blooming, and the tile turns to sand beneath my feet. 
 

Steam turns to water on the mirror. 
 
She stands in the desert, watches as the spines hold back  
her entry, waits for the days when the weakening will let her climb  
into the center. I press my skin to the edge of the taught arm,  
close my hand around the spine, and break.  
 

The towel slips from its rack.  
I lift it to the mirror.  

 
I stand in the desert, watch as the plant yields to her,  
as she slips into the space where stalk meets body. She follows  
the dying agave: I see her rise as if she’ll leave  
herself in the waterless air. 
 

I wait for the image to dry on the mirror. 
 
But she breaks into platters of yellow and dies.  
I slip from the space where the body had no choice but to open. 
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Wild Canaries 
 
 
If I stripped the feathers 
from the face of the bird, I imagine 
I would uncover blue flesh 
pressed with the number we used 
to identify her. Instead I lift her 
from the earth and smooth each red 
feather back into place, curl my finger 
around the curve of the head as if 
restoring order to the body 
will erase the fact of the fall. 
 
At my feet, I see so many others. 
Each chest shows the rise and fall  
of my voice—it wants to return, 
wants to make the round 
trip, the same flight the bird  
in my palm will never make. 
 
Tonight I will dream of her feathers 
spread across the desert—another 
tongue for understanding her role 
in the descent of the birds, her body 
the first to drop from flight. 
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Still Life with Oranges and Hummingbird 
 
 
I drop the last orange  
into the cobalt dish.  
  
Each time the shutter seals  
the image in silver, breaks 
  
the silence of the skin,  
I move back to the setting 
 
of porcelain and velvet,   
adjust the bodies to pull light 
 
from the lines that separate  
them, to draw the sharpest curves  
 
of shadow, silhouettes that mock  
oranges. It’s the crescent  
 
not the fruit I’m after: the crisp  
half moon of nothing. 
 
I want to avoid  
a reflection, to minimize  
 
confusion for the viewer  
who drifts from frame  
 
to frame looking for a way in. 
It’s like a hummingbird, 
 
when it hovers for a moment 
just before flying 
 
into the reflection of a paper 
birch imposed on glass,  
 
when it hopes to light  
on a branch but instead stops  

 
 

[new stanza] 

 33



 

short of understanding. 
When it hits the ground, 
 
it simply takes the place 
of another fallen body.  
 
I remember the first time 
I knelt to the earth and lifted 
 
a red-throated bird close to my lips. 
I mourned it like a child. 
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Luna Moth 
 
 
My father built a small window in the back of the barn 
where I wandered as a child, drawn to the faint 
light in the dark structure around me. His chalk lines 
still marked the walls long after he scaled down  
the opening, cut and framed the glass. I didn’t know 
that moths lived only a week when I pressed her wings  
together and lifted her from the sill, her body 
the white color of surrender. I fed her sugar water 
from a bird feeder and kept her in a cage in my bedroom, 
let her out when her wings had healed because I wanted 
to hold her. I pressed my wrists together and formed 
a cage with my fingers around her body.  
When she slipped from my palm,  
she left a stain of powder.  
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The Quiet of Thistle 
 
 
Before I understood  
that butterflies didn’t give birth  
 
to butterflies, I saw a mother with her  
babies in the barn. Small wings circled  
 
her tired body. I watched her sink  
to the windowsill, settle, and close  
 
her wings in prayer. When her breath stopped,  
the others vanished and she fell  
 
to the ground, became a spot  
of color on concrete, a drop  
 
of paint, then nothing—dust, hair,  
framework. I moved to the window-  
 
light, looked out on the small square  
of earth. Beyond the glass 
 
stood a thicket of honeysuckle and thistle.  
I sat at its edge to listen  
 
for something new, something I couldn’t see, 
a world of sound and falling. 
 
I thought birds wept in there.  
Their bodies sank below  
 
scent and thorn. I broke into blossoms 
to sip the honey and borrowed  
 
my mother’s pinking shears to cut  
the stalks. Each year I’d wrap them  
 
in fabric and lay them in a pile.  
Strange I would find them 

 
 

[new stanza] 
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 beautiful, she would say.  
When the last winds of summer would lift  
 
the pink bristles and carry them away, I’d yearn 
for the butterfly, for a body I would lose again and again,  
 
the absence of honey and thorns,  
the cold ground and the quiet of thistle.   
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Martin Houses 
 
 
A water that disappears behind 
its frozen surface reminds me 
of purple martins, 
 
the way they demand to live 
in white houses that float  
above everything like sky.  
 
The way they want to slip 
behind a wall of cloud, vanish 
behind the curtain of a hand- 
 
painted façade. Before I built  
these tall homes, they must have nested 
somewhere just as invisible.  
 
A lake reflecting clouds  
might have fooled them, drawn them  
into water, to a slit in the surface.  
 
After each bird entered the body  
of clouds, the water would return  
to glass, close the open space  
 
as if the bird had never really been there.  
Or on cold nights  
when a woman’s mouth bloomed 
 
clouds of breath, the martins  
might have mistaken the frozen blossoms  
for sky and slipped behind them 
 
into the open cavities, like words  
waiting to be born or the flow 
of a glacier before the pressure  
 
splits it into bricks of ice  
that choke the river,  
like foreign forms of water.  
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The Naturalist 
 
—after David Quammen’s essay, “The Swallow that Hibernates Underwater”  
 
 
The birds left him every autumn, launched themselves  
from reeds and water, and still he believed in Aristotle  
and Berger’s mistake, still he believed the swallows  
 
buried themselves in the banks and beds around him  
to winter, to sleep beneath the surface. His one 
eye framed with the microscope should’ve revealed  
 
the answer to his question, should have seen  
in their opened bodies that they couldn’t  
stay and keep him company each winter.  
 
As if closing an eye could keep the swallows  
from flight, he imagined they shared his desire 
to defy what is real and replace it with what 
 
offers solace. He needed only to believe they were near  
him, waiting beneath the surface for the ice to thaw 
and give them back, but instead, they took from him 
   
the silence of wintering swallows. He was not alone.  
I bring my own lens to the essay that reveals him 
through birds he could not let go, not even for a season,  
 
and as he names their possible resting places,  
the next church, ruin, chalk-cliff . . . lake or pool,  
I think of my own desire. To keep the swallows close,  
 
I have to remember them the way they came to me— 
in glass, in flight, their small faces stained  
with the blood of Christ or paint from my childhood  
 
barn where swallows nested, where I studied 
them with my sister. At her funeral I wanted the birds  
to follow her body, singing Svala, Svala.  
 

 
 

[new stanza] 
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Instead they sat high in the rafters  
like common barn swallows not funerary  
birds announcing her promised return. 
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Two 
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Goldfinch after Rain 
 
 
Where the gold of your feather, pulled  
by flame, lifts from its surface and bleeds  
 
into the water drop, domes above the body,  
I see an iris bead, flatten, and slip  
 
like an eye’s final closing. I remember  
your history: a string tied to your leg  
 
tethered you to some wanting child, kept you  
close to the ground yet somehow flying 
 
low enough to entertain. But your body was  
more than that—a tongue for what  
 
the mouth could not form. How many men  
painted you clutched in Christ’s hand,  
 
your feathers spilling from the child’s  
fingers. How many needed to confine  
 
your wings in the palm and silence you— 
no song reflected in your eye. I lift you  
 
now from the ground outside my house,  
brush the water from your face, and force  
 
my candle closer. I hope to see a need  
to keep you here; I bury you in the dark. 
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The Swallow Descending 
 
 
When the first feathers broke from the mud, I tried to 
imagine what the sleep must have wanted.  
Or before the sleep. 
How the descent must have felt. Silver breaking 
over the red-faced bird, the awkward joining of wing to water, 
and finally, the bottom, the bed of clay, 
the burial. I tried to imagine the scene just as the birds broke 
the surface, their heads turned away from the light,  
the wind blurring their reflections until thirty birds appeared as one 
and each believed the others had gone under. 
Then, as one body, the birds disappeared below the silver, 
leaving the surface stippled with the curved light of their absence. 
 
I tried to imagine the song of the swallow, her sweeping plea 
for rest, for a womb just below the watery clay.  
I imagined how I would lift her to my mouth and breathe,  
how I would dip her into the marsh 
to free her wings from the cage of earth and send her soaring. 
But the weight of her silence brought me back 
to her body, and the bird 
lay earth-encrusted beyond my reach. 
 

 43



 

Prayers for December 
 
 
I 
We search the dark for the fall, the coming of a break, 
lean down, listen— 
depression of glass, reforming 
sand. 
 
 
II 
 I take my eyes from the hand I imagined, 
turn them over to the act of not seeing, and your shape 
opens before me. 
 
  Body slips from the frame. 
I stand cold, skeletal. 
 
 
III 
We knelt before rosewood, singed our fingers, and lay 
together, shared the same hands, the same skin. 
 You’d look back if you hadn’t forgotten. 
 
 
IV 
I bend down, fill my palm with your yellowed glass, 
clutch the remains of the lead, and find nothing. 
 
 I search for my eyes. 
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Peacock Diptych 
 
 
I 
 
 
Peacock Mosaic 
 
I found your body confused with feathers 
and water, a mosaic, communal, lit  
by the candles of historians. I collect bits of tile  
whenever I can, store them in jars, and label them:  
green, thistle, eyes, feather. They claimed your flesh  
was unchangeable but insisted on building your image  
with glass. When they buried you in stone and hoped  
for preservation, they left behind traces of a fear 
that even the invention could not hold the body.  
 
I pull the lids from the jars and pour glassy shapes  
first into my palm and then onto my sister’s grave. I trace  
her outline with my finger and begin to order the tiles:  
head over head, neck, torso, foot. Each image another  
unspoken piece of my memory. In the dark, the last tile  
slips into place and I lift my candle to her figure to find  
the many eyes of your feathers buried in thistle. 
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II 
 
 
 Peacock in the Catacombs 
 
I press the image with my finger, let the oil seep 
into plaster, and try to imagine, as the lime and water 
fastened to pigment, the loss of the painter, 
each stroke a permanent image, each line adhering 
fast to the wall, no longer a part of his body 
but an emblem, a death. I trace the outline 
of the bird, let the oil of my body erase 
the symbol, undo what the painter knew 
 
was eternal. I hope to absorb it. The bird. The fresco. 
The separation of my sister’s body from the sign 
buried deep in the earth. Yesterday, I bent to recover 
a peacock feather from a river and traced its outline 
in water. I watched the contour disappear 
in the movement. A solitary eye lost in the shimmer. 
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Child with Goldfinch 
 
 
The child wrapped up in the body of the bird 
textures the surface. Limned in oil, the eyes look 
the most in bloom. His mother, caught  
in a glare of light, dips her head  
in prayer, and white petals  
speckled in round, orange dust  
float to the ground. The water on her  
lips must be hallowed where oil splits 
into feathered strokes. The child  
cannot see her, his eyes steadily watching  
the miracle of his own painted hand.  
 
One white petal worked by the brush  
distracts my eye from the body  
of the mother, holds something that must  
reveal her—water, oil, the scent lost  
to the core of the lily. Each stroke shows itself,  
worries my sleep long after  
I’ve left it. The slight hint of robin’s egg  
that gives depth to the whiteness, or the yellow  
laid down in wisps that makes the petal seem to glow.  
 
I wish I could see myself in this  
woman, in the line that connects her  
to the first mother and the last,  
in the line that pulls my eye from her  
lips to the bird in the child’s palm.  
But I see myself in the hints and wisps,  
the one stray hair sealed in the paint, 
in the evidence that a brush touched  
the weave of the fabric,  
that a hand, not a god, forced me  
to dream of oil and worried whiteness. 
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Matins 
 
 
I 
A small and languid woman by the river 
made a silence our mouths closed around. 
We didn’t find her before the strangers 
 
II 
found her or read her words before 
they were fully investigated. We came in 
to the wake after her collapsed body. 
 
III 
We drank in the smoke of incense and opened 
our palms to a token of communion. We walked away 
and came back to find lilies carved in stone 
 
IV 
and a name that would always mean desire. 
The first time the nuns taught me to cup my hands, 
they told me to think about the woman 
 
V 
with bleeding palms who hid the body 
of Christ instead of taking it in 
to her body. They told me to remember 
 
VI 
that the mystery of bread could not be found 
in the bread but in the consumption. We practiced 
placing our hands and eating unhallowed 
 
discs from a sandwich bag. I thought the blessing 
would make the wafer glow the way it made the light 
come on in the tiny house on the altar. 
 
VII  
When we walked like brides toward the man  
who smelled of smoke and flowers, 
nothing happened to the bread, 
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VIII 
and I hoped it wouldn’t 
begin to bleed in my mouth. When we walked, 
as mourners walk, toward the man who closed her 
 
casket and opened our mouths to communion, 
I could only think of the river, how it continued 
to move away from her like tears or beads 
 
IX 
of mercury quietly joined as one body. The flow  
of water next to her missing form still copies the silence 
that rolled like oil into the corners of our mouths. 
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The Dead Art of Needlework  
 
 
I 
 
 
I almost didn’t see the egg-shaped body, 
the oval-curve of the unborn baby 
bird, its legs drawn up against the nature 
of living. I looked for a sign of birth 
 
on the wet surface of the walk, a hint  
of shell or even a heartbeat, something 
to indicate a passage. A misplaced bird  
 
with no shell can’t break my monotony  
of prayer. The body must have surfaced 
from nowhere. Or cold needles of gray rain  
threaded the sky only minutes before 
 
I woke and stitched this still reminder, round 
and quiet, into the ground outside my home. 
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II  
 
 
I lift the smooth cloth to my lips, pull it 
across my open mouth; nothing can draw 
the scent of lily from my breath, unstitch  
its body, even, from this handkerchief  
 
I carried at my sister’s funeral, 
and now as I move my eyes across each  
thread, try to trace it from a beginning,  
I am lost in a maze of needlework— 
 
a white curve of petal or oval turn  
of body to feather. It is missing  
the water that filled in the thin fabric. 
I arc my body toward the earth, oppose  
 
the posture of the tiny bird, its neck  
broken, mouth flung back against a passage. 
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III 
 
 
I need only to believe a mother  
took my sister far from the flat gray stones  
near the river, knelt, and breathed into her  
rigid lungs, left her alone only when  
 
she failed to revive her. I want her  
still to see the water, but I found her 
without eyes. Or I found her with her eyes  
buried in flesh. I need now to remove  
 
the bird from the walk, sew it in the seam 
of my dress, feel the weight of its almost  
born body tap my thigh with each step away,  
but instead I reach for the cool water,  
 
dip my hand, touch it until it settles 
into each line of my fingertips. 
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IV 
 
 
My clean white handkerchief has worn so thin,  
so threadbare that light cuts through and makes lace  
of it. Like the neat round veil that would lay 
on my mother’s dresser, the smooth turned thread,  
 
warm and intricate, indelible like  
her touch on the back of my neck, my cloth 
sits slowly disintegrating in light 
until finally I have nothing to  
 
cover the body. I would watch her shape  
her black hair with a comb then lift the veil 
above her head before it fell, settled  
as light settles, filling in every curve,  
 
every movement traced. I always held her  
hand as I dipped mine into water. 
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V   
 
 
As if releasing water from the lines 
might bring some relief to my tired hand, 
I press my fingertips first to my head  
then to the bluing flesh above your heart. 
 
I cross us from shoulder to wing and back  
again, letting go every drop that won’t 
be absorbed. I move as my mother moved  
with a veil on her head and a child’s  
 
hand in her hand. I imagine we are  
walking from the pink stone dish of water  
to the side of a smooth wood pew where we 
will kneel together in prayer and wait.  
 
I find myself alone with your body.  
I search for a new place to bury you.
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Three
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Vespers 
 
 
The light marks the procession  
with a blue haze, a strange glow  
reflecting from the wings of swallows  
that pave the walk to my sister’s funeral.  
 
We step around them. We think we can stop  
from bruising their fallen bodies.  
I fall back from the line of mourners,  
reach to lift a swallow from the ground.  
 
In my palm is not a bird but a stone  
with a slight discoloration, a red spot 
I mistook for the mark of Christ 
on the face of a swallow. I slip  
 
the stone in my pocket. 
By the end of the service, I can’t move  
from the plot, my dress heavy  
with bodies I’ve collected along the way.  
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Rain 
 
 
In the field where the robins lay 
limp and piled, I saw for the first time 
my brother’s sorrow. The new death 
of three red-breasted birds. It paled 
 
next to the blanket of bodies his friend  
left—torn threads of blood and feather— 
smoke still curling the air around the barrel. 
My brother must have watched, wordless, 
 
must have appeared to his friend 
inadequate, as he dropped only three, 
pausing for miles between shots. 
I never heard the sound of robins 
 
raining, or I never heard the sound 
leave the air, of birds that had simply become 
a background, music that coupled 
with my every thought, my every word. 
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Flight  
 
 
We limn the wings in water,  
and for a moment, the limpid forms  
take flight across the surface.  
 
When they vanish into widening circles,  
we nearly slip away. We could’ve written them  
in stone, but we knew they would only leave us 
 
with the same solitude we’ve grown to resist.  
Light fills in the lines on the water the way  
it fills in a name etched across granite.  
 
No matter how we write, these lines  
mark the distance between us. I watch 
as a flock of birds is swallowed into air. 
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Two Birds 
 
The rain seeps slowly to the core of grief. 
It could not change its sorrows and be home. 
—Derek Walcott, “Return to D’Ennery; Rain” 
 
 
The open wings and turned head of a crow 
float in the water. A duck attends  
the body, watches closely as if at any moment 
 
flight will return. Concrete lines 
the edge of the water like the stones 
where my sister made her own grave. 
 
I stood there in her absence, in the rain, 
stared at the joining of earth to body, 
and now it’s only in the marvel 
 
of the bird that the water admits  
many mourners. I move beyond  
the coupling as a current beats  
 
the wings against a concrete shore,  
forms a drift of feathers and felled limbs. 
I only see the image in passing: 
 
Two birds, one open, one closed.  
Spread wings on water  
turn to an oily sheen, then a pearl, 
 
a white eye on the duck’s wing, disappears 
from the spill. And the birds part,  
a disintegration like sugar in the rain.  
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The Dead and the Water  
 
 
It was the water that had kept us  
whole. Kept us from dissolving right  
there in the copse of redbuds where, 
hours before, her body  
had covered the rock and collected the falling  
petals, where now only rain feeds the trees.  
 
It was the water that had kept us from slipping 
into the center. The green of lichen, 
the breath of rock. Stopped us. 
Our swollen knocks on the blue-gray. We searched 
for any sign of her, candled the stone to find 
only stone.  
 
We set our minds to chisel what we knew,  
to find the hidden crystals, the occasional  
cavities that must have been there. We split  
the surface. Broke the elegy. 
Turned to the water, 
dead in the druse. 
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It’s Our Solitude 
 
 
At the end of the day before the light has settled 
for good, I sweep the bedrooms  
of moths and birds that cut through  
our windows to escape the heat only to fall 
 
like dust to the wood. They gather in corners,  
build dams in our throats. It’s our solitude  
I map, our measure of words or the distance 
we’ve traveled, closing in on itself 
 
like a circle or a migration—a bird  
taken from flight, then a woman, 
stomach emptied in the emergency 
room. We keep taking back  
 
who wants to leave. We can’t let go the limp 
hand or sew shut one more body left behind. 
I bend at the waist then the knees then the neck.  
I am moving into the rattle that slips from her throat.  
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Orchard of Pomegranates 
 
 
I 
 
 
My mother’s fingers curved string  
around the thin body of one nail then another. 
She worked the thread as my brother  
and I slept and my sister pulled apples 
from a paper bag and sat with her legs 
crossed. In secrecy she would weave 
a robin’s red breast, gray wing, yellow foot.  
One color then another then the end.  
I remember the bird hanging in our hallway, a grief  
for a daughter she had not yet lost. Only it wasn’t a bird  
I remember but the boat my brother strung as a Cub  
Scout or a burnt orange tree woven with yarn  
that must have been a wedding gift  
or something from a baby shower.  
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II   
 
 
My mother lifts tiny ornaments to a limb  
near my sister’s grave, a bride, a baby, emblems  
for an unlived life. They hang in the branches  
like prayers or artificial fruit. Cold pomegranates.  
I find them after she’s left, finger them,  
and see her hopes for my life are still  
unrealized. I lay my body on the ground—  
my head over her head—as if I can close  
the space of earth that lay between our griefs.  
The robin must have been there all along. 
She could only wait for the blood to drain  
from its chest, for the rain to rinse the body,  
for the white wings to take over 
and become the ground between us. 
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III 
 
 
In the light rain, my shovel breaks the earth. 
I drop a withered globe into an unfinished grave 
and begin to scoop the soil with my hands.  
I cover the body of the dead waterless bulb,  
mark the site with a stone, and hope to return. 
When the first leaf breaks the surface, I don’t  
know what it will carry, a lily, an iris, 
a pomegranate? Some emblem of my sister’s  
death and mine. I think of the catacombs,  
the cells of the dead adorned with the same plants  
I cling to. Each artist must have wanted a body 
that wouldn’t die when it was covered, 
a desire to be kept. I clutch a body of fruit in my palm  
and wait for my mother to split it between us. 
I wait for the return of the withered bulb.  
I am left near the rain, without an opening. 
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IV 
 
 
When the shadow broke over the uneven ground,  
split in two down the cracked earth, I expected  
the fruit above it to spill its seeds, break  
the silence. I hold the bulb of leathery fruit  
in my palm and wait for it to follow its own  
gray reflection, to open and reveal its sea  
of taut garnets. But the pomegranate is still,  
unopened, a body. Now, I can only try  
to remember the bed of small red ovals  
my brother and I would share with my sister 
when my mother would break the fruit each winter,  
divide it among her children. I’d pluck the seeds 
in silence, try to keep the white 
in one piece and the red from breaking 
the thin-skinned orbs. I always failed.  
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V 
 
 
At the edge of the orchard, outside the rain, five 
robins settle on a surface of water, and I stand,  
still holding the fruit in my palm. This time, it has  
no shadow, no connection to the earth or the past. 
I try to peel the skin, but instead, I crack  
the globe and reveal the pith, a veil of cells that hold  
the tiny spheres, a wedding of bodies broken  
from hiding. I rush to piece it together, to mend  
my mistake, my opening of a circle that cannot  
bring a return but floats and waits for a child  
to swallow each watery seed, each sweet  
body heavy with the liquid of memory. 
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Migration 
 
 
The way light falls, 
coats each wet feather, 
each drop more 
 
blue, more separate 
from its surface, is the same 
way feathers drop, 
 
fall from the body 
like rain, lightly brush 
the air, and land 
 
contrary to the earth, 
then simply become 
a part of it, another 
 
element of ground, 
another fleck of color. 
Each flight reveals 
 
the birds’ desire 
to remember suffering. 
Or more than memory, 
 
to become what they were 
when last the weather 
grew icy. Each flight 
 
reveals a circle, 
a tireless return 
of voice to body. 
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Blue 
 
 
On the ground I find a robin’s egg lost 
in the grass like a stone. I can almost see 
through it. The most delicate layer of pale 
 
blue holds fast to the shell 
like an unbroken membrane 
of seawater. Is it the light 
 
and papery egg I carried 
to my door as a child, 
my hands paired 
 
and bent into a communion cup, 
careful not to interrupt it? I can still 
feel the hollowed quality of the egg, 
 
how it nearly floated in my hands, 
how a slight wind could have carried it 
from me, as if first my body and then  
 
the air had been ripped clean of its presence, 
the orphaned egg fusing with the sky 
just above a blue horizon. It reminds me 
 
of baptism: water beads on the oiled skin 
and falls into a pool, interrupts  
the surface for a moment then stills. 
 
Or it reminds me of dying. 
Frail and curved, a woman 
lets go of the last breath 
 
in her body before she becomes 
motionless, her voice lost in an arc 
of dry light that settles on every surface. 
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