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 This dissertation contains two parts: Part I, which discusses the methods and means by 

which poets achieve originality within ekphrastic works; and Part II, Recklessness and Light, a 

collection of poems. 

 Poets who seek to write ekphrastically are faced with a particular challenge: they must 

credibly and substantially build on the pieces of art they are writing about.  Poems that fail to 

achieve invention become mere translations.  A successful ekphrastic poem must in some way 

achieve originality by using the techniques of the artist to credibly and substantially build on the 

art. 

 The preface discusses three ekphrastic poems: W.H. Auden’s “Musée des Beaux Arts,” 

John Ashbery’s “Self-Portrait in Convex Mirror,” and Larry Levis’ “Caravaggio: Swirl and 

Vortex.”  In order to invent, each of these poets connects time within the paintings to time within 

the poem.  The poets turn to techniques such as imprinting of historical context, conflation, and 

stranging of perspective to connect their work with the paintings.  I examine these methods of 

generating ekphrastic poems in order to evaluate how these poets have responded to one another 

and to consider emerging patterns of ekphrastic poetry in the twentieth century. 
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PART I 

PAINTING OUTSIDE THE CANVAS: WRITING THROUGH AND AROUND THE 

EKPHRASTIC LENS 
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Just as so few painters are able to bring light and darkness to life like Caravaggio or paint 

landscapes and peasant villages with the palpable vision of Brueghel, so few ekphrastic poems 

are able to animate paintings in substantial and credible enough ways to add value to (or even 

eclipse) the inspirational work.  While a poet is in conversation with a piece of art, he is also in 

competition with that art for originality.  He must add to the work of art by expanding and 

rewriting it in ways the artist might not have imagined or perhaps could have conceived of in the 

artist’s own time.  However, the poet must also produce work that is faithful and does not let the 

painting become simply a source of reference or an aside.  As a result, translation alone is not 

enough to compete. A successful ekphrastic poem must transform by substantial and credible 

addition, reimagining the techniques, complications, and vision of the painter from one medium 

to another.   

If a poet simply reproduces a work of art, even successfully, his work falls prey to a 

problem that Walter Benjamin notes in his essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction,” “Even the most perfect reproduction of a work is lacking in one element: its 

presence in time and space, its unique existence at the place where it happens to be” (Benjamin 

1233).  An imitation of a Shakespearean sonnet, even a nearly flawless one, is unlikely to be as 

notable as an actual Shakespearean sonnet.  Similarly, an ekphrastic poem that merely describes 

its subject will fail because of the subject’s prior position in history.  However, the ekphrastic 

poem in this case will also fail because, unlike the imitation of the sonnet, it is simply engaged in 

an act of translation—from the canvas to the page.  A weak ekphrastic poem will attempt to 

simply replicate narrative or extend story, while an ekphrastic poem that achieves invention will 

replicate, extend, and complicate technique, relationships between artist and art, and even 

overwrite existing historical contexts.  In his essay “Ekphrasis and the Other,” W.J.T. Mitchell 
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describes this urge to achieve invention as an effort to overcome “otherness,” to in some way 

triumph over those “semiotic ‘others,’ those rival, alien modes of representation called the visual, 

graphic, plastic, or ‘spatial’ arts” (151). 

Thus, while the production of ekphrastic poetry might seem to ease the task of a poet 

since he can always turn to the image for inspiration, this method of production actually adds an 

extra complication.  Where once the poet was responsible solely to write a successful poem, the 

poet engaging in ekphrastic writing must write a poem that succeeds in its own right and displays 

at least some level of invention outside the painting itself.  By invention, I mean that the poet 

must produce material that arises from experiencing the painting and engages with the painting 

in such a way that the reader finds the addition credible—congruous with the existing work—and 

substantial—meaningfully expansive of the existing work.  

The methods by which poets have undertaken to invent are various.  This paper will seek 

to define and categorize some ways that ekphrastic poems seek originality by examining three 

notable ekphrastic works: W.H. Auden’s “Musée des Beaux Arts,” John Ashbery’s “Self-Portrait 

in Convex Mirror,” and Larry Levis’ “Caravaggio: Swirl and Vortex.”  Through this 

examination, I hope to discuss particular obstacles to each poet, delineate and investigate the 

uses of various methods for reaching originality through close reading of the poems, evaluate 

how these poets have built and responded to each other’s methods of ekphrasis, and, based on 

this examination, consider patterns in twentieth century ekprastic poetry. 
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“Musée des Beaux Arts” 

Consider the ambition of Auden in undertaking this project: write an inventive poem 

about a thoroughly critically-investigated painting that recreates a myth, a myth which was 

already so codified and combed over at the time Brueghel painted it, that the painter minimized 

Icarus’ role in the painting by relegating Icarus to the right of the focal point of the painting.  As 

evidence of the myth’s already expansive wake, James Heffernan, a scholar of ekphrastic poetry, 

makes these comments on the painting’s title—Landscape with the Fall of Icarus, “Consider for 

a moment what we could make of this painting without its title.  Even if its three standing figures 

should remind us of book 8 of The Metamorphoses…could we recognize the splashing legs as 

that of Icarus?” (148). Brueghel had to find his own angle within the story of Icarus, and because 

the myth already had so many appropriations, Brueghel used only the title to point to the myth.  

Auden inherits this obstacle from Brueghel, except now the difficulty of credibly adding to the 

story is intensified because Auden can’t swerve in the same way as Brueghel and substantially 

add to the painting.  

As if the field of play wasn’t full enough, Helen Morales, a noted Classicist, writes in her 

book Classical Mythology: A Very Short Introduction that working with myth is always 

complicated by how myth is rearticulated over time, “Each new creation positions itself in 

relation to previous articulations of the myth.  Each work of art is not only influenced by its 

predecessors, but in turn impacts and changes upon them” (Morales 38).  In the same way that, 

according to Eliot, poetry morphs as a result of reappropriations and omissions by the living, 

myth morphs according to its reappropriations as well (111).  As Morales puts it, “…the 

meanings of a myth – its energy and impact – are very much dependent on its context” (32).  The 

story of Icarus has been a morality tale, a mythological addendum to Heracles, even a warning 
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about the dangers of scientific advancement.  So, Auden has to establish originality not only 

within the painting, but within a myth that had already been repurposed multiple times over 

thousands of years.  

Through “Musée des Beaux Arts,” Auden effectively rewrites the existing Icarus myth 

and Brueghel’s vision of the myth by imprinting his own historical context and relocating the 

painting’s subjects from private settings to public settings.  This rewriting substantially and 

credibly layers another history and successfully extends Brueghel’s technique of amplifying 

public aspects of the myth to reframe and complicate the myth’s message.  In addition, Auden 

subtly incorporates the experience of the museum-goer into the poem by detailing multiple 

paintings in relationship to one another, as though one were wandering through a gallery. 

Auden’s historical context is critical to the poem.  In 1938, Auden had already been 

witness to Britain’s unwillingness to assist the Austrians, then the Czechs.  He had heard news of 

the Kristallnacht and was still in Europe when it happened (Carpenter 248).  Increasingly, Auden 

had moved from being the “court poet of the left” to being the critic of liberalism’s weakness in 

the face of encroaching fascism (Heffernan 245).  With this context in mind, these lines resonate 

quite differently than without: 

About suffering they were never wrong, 

The Old Masters: how well they understood 

Its human position; how it takes place 

While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along; 

How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting 

For the miraculous birth, there always must be 

Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating 

On a pond at the edge of the wood (Auden 87) 

While the first eight lines of the poem take the reader into Brueghel’s The Census at Bethlehem, 

they also take a biting jab at Western European neutrality.  Auden begins with The Census 

because the painting “evokes the position of Jews in the Third Reich” (Fuller 206).  While 
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someone else is “opening a window,” a German is shattering the windows of a Jewish store.  

While someone else is “walking dully along,” Jews are under forced march to the dead man’s 

land outside of Poland and later to the camps where they will be executed.  

The prosody and syntax emphasize the casualness of this horror.  After three lines of 

nearly perfect pentameter, Auden chooses a longer line by adding “just walking dully along.”  

Because the parallelism within the list in the fourth line is choppy—certainly all the items 

contain gerunds, but none are syntactically congruous—the gerund seems casual, an 

afterthought.  The overmodification of “walking” and the preposition which ends the sentence 

create a cadence more reminiscent of speech than verse.  And Auden, in 1938, had plenty of 

experience with indifference.  In that year, he ran from Socialist Clubs to training colleges giving 

lectures on the rise of fascism in China to audiences more interested in what would be served 

with tea than with taking action.  How could Auden not begin to feel how other’s suffering had 

become idle banter? (Heffernan 245)   

Auden also generates invention by amplifying Brueghel’s technique of moving from 

private to public.  The first stanza is built around two separate pieces of art which Auden refrains 

from referencing by name.  The first is The Census at Bethlehem mentioned above, but the 

second, which is perhaps even more telling, is The Massacre of Innocents, a painting which 

depicts the slaughter of Jewish children by Herod the Great (Heffernan 147).  Critic John Blair 

accurately describes what Auden is doing when he writes, “Auden’s attempt is to reestablish, by 

allegorical means, the relation between the personal and the public which has been lost to so 

many in the modern world” (91).  Without diving too deeply into what could be a bottomless 

question, I find it important to ask: what does Blair view as “public” and “private?”  He writes 

further, “Allegory, with its reliance on the intellectual and rational, focuses poetic attention on 
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general ideas which can apply to a wide group of human individuals, and, in that sense, achieve 

public status” (91).  The syntax is somewhat ambiguous, but, in essence, Blair argues that art 

moves from personal to public when the ideas the work expresses move from individual 

application to group application.  In this view, both Brueghel and Auden are increasing the 

“public-ness” of the Icarus story.  

However, isn’t Auden doing more than that?  Brueghel takes the story of Icarus’ fall, a 

morality tale about hubris and familial obedience, and places it in a context where the public now 

interacts with a child’s death.  Brueghel shows the danger of public indifference to individual 

suffering, suffering which occurs outside the public vision.  Auden extends this movement from 

private to public by suggesting a link between Icarus and the Jewish population, the ploughman 

who “may/have heard the splash, the forsaken cry” and the German listening to the destruction in 

the streets or the Englishman listening as “peace in our time” is declared in the midst of clear 

indications of war.  By indirectly pointing to this (through the subtle use of paintings which 

evoke this tragedy), Auden’s poem suggests the tragedy that lurks when the public is indifferent 

to the suffering of a whole segment of itself, when one can fully detach the self from others.  In 

this world, the only things of value are inhuman: the “somewhere” one must get to, “the 

expensive, delicate ship.” 

Auden ably navigates the myth and painting, but what is original is the historical context 

that Auden imprints writing this as an Englishman in 1938 and leading the audience into new 

historical allegories.  Auden makes new these allegories by extending Brueghel’s transformation 

of the myth of Icarus from a story of personal tragedy to a story of the dangers of public 

indifference to suffering (even its own suffering) and the inhuman materialism of such a world.  

Benjamin highlights the dangers of ignoring this historical linkage when he writes, “Since the 
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historical testimony rests on the authenticity, the former, too, is jeopardized by reproduction 

when substantive duration ceases to matter.  And what is really jeopardized when the historical 

testimony is affected is the authority of the object” (1236).  A poem cannot exist fully outside 

time, and the authority of a poem in so many ways depends on its ability to faithfully capture 

some part of the history it inhabits.  Like Brueghel, whose work seems incomplete without its 

title, Auden writes a poem that demands and subtly gestures toward its own historical context 

and links that time to the time within the painting.  The historical testimony of Auden’s poem, its 

place as a pre-WWII text which casts light on the horrors already unfolding on the European 

continent, is more than simply an interesting aside; it’s an act of invention that redefines the 

existing myth and painting.  
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“Self-Portrait in Convex Mirror” 

Even as the twentieth century American poet with the strongest ties to art (with perhaps 

the exception of Frank O’Hara), John Ashbery faced a multiplicity of obstacles particular to his 

poetry in approaching the task of writing an ekphrastic poem.  As Heffernan puts it, “…Ashbery 

is surely the premier combination of art critic and poet in our time.  He has probably written 

more about art—especially twentieth century art—than any other American poet ever has” (169).  

However, the challenge for Ashbery has less to do with his expertise and more to do with his 

style: in particular his expansiveness as a poet.  

In his book on Ashbery’s forms of attention, Andrew DuBois begins by noting, 

“[Ashbery’s] fabled ‘difficulty’ which in critical literature has become a cliché, is not made less 

opaque by his prodigious output.  The amount of writing that Ashbery has produced cannot be 

separated from another fact about him: he is an encyclopedic writer; he contains multitudes…” 

(xi).  Ashbery is expansive not only because he allows the poem to swerve away from the task it 

began, but also because he allows those swerves to lead to further swerves.  A poem’s original 

occasion may never emerge again in Ashbery’s hands.  However, ekphrasis demands that the 

writer focus on art, which certainly is a restriction to poets who seek to be expansive.  If the 

piece of art is not “imposed” on the poem, the piece of art simply becomes an aside, and the 

work ceases to be ekphrastic.  If a poem deviates too far from the painting, it begins to become 

incongruous to the painting and ceases to be ekphrastic.  Unlike Auden’s challenges, Ashbery’s 

challenges are endemic to his mode of writing.  How could Ashbery, whose poems consciously 

resist anchorage in their expansiveness, write ekphrastic poetry that inherently demands a 

particular type of restraint? 
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While Ashbery may roam across the range of figures in the painting as he writes “Self-

Portrait in Convex Mirror,” he largely remains faithful to the ekphrastic task through the entirety 

of the poem.  In an ars poetic moment for the poem, the speaker even notes, “My guide in these 

matters is your self.”  One critic, impressed with Ashbery’s restraint, even goes so far as to add, 

“It is a poem that many critics are likely to be able to approach with intimacy, since its methods 

of citation and description are not unlike those of their profession” (DuBois 53).  No doubt, 

Ashbery’s ranginess is visible, but he consistently returns to Parmigianino’s image as an anchor.  

Beyond this change in methodology, the solution to achieving credible invention is 

actually in Ashbery’s struggle to balance expansiveness with the restrictions of the ekphrastic 

poem.  Though he may anchor himself to the painting, Ashbery does not cease to swerve and 

magnify the range of references.  Instead, he invites more into the poem, but, to avoid the 

difficulty of squelching credibility by forgoing continuity, he invites in the painting Self-Portrait 

in Convex Mirror’s own twentieth century context along with his own experience of the painting.  

Auden opened the door to the museum to his audience in his poem “Musée des Beaux Arts.”  

Ashbery widens the ekphrastic poem to include not only the physical painting, but also the 

experience of finding this artifact, of viewing the painting alongside “the long river of ekphrastic 

prose” (Heffernan 172).  

Ashbery begins by establishing a synchronous time across the poem to bring the 

painting’s total context into the conversation. 

As Parmigianino did it, the right hand 

Bigger than the head, thrust at the viewer 

And swerving easily away, as though to protect 

What it advertises. A few leaded panes, old beams, 

Fur, pleated muslin, a coral ring run together 

In a movement supporting the face, which swims 

Toward and away like the hand 

Except that it is in repose. It is what is 
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Sequestered. Vasari says, "Francesco one day set himself 

To take his own portrait, looking at himself from that purpose 

In a convex mirror, such as is used by barbers . . . 

He accordingly caused a ball of wood to be made 

By a turner, and having divided it in half and 

Brought it to the size of the mirror, he set himself 

With great art to copy all that he saw in the glass," (Ashbery 67) 

Heffernan considers the opening “as” to be a comparative, the opening phrase a comparison 

whose obvious referent is Ashbery (174).  While this has the virtue of immediately turning the 

convex mirror back on the speaker, I would strongly argue that the “as” functions as a 

subordinating conjunction, that the opening phrase is a dependent clause.  By doing so, Ashbery 

opens by placing his vision of Parmigianino creating his master work beside (or perhaps against) 

Vasari’s narrative of the same vision.  The dependent and fragmentary nature of the first three 

lines and the alternation between the past in the first line and literary present in the seventh 

disorder any clear sense of time so that the criticism, Vasari’s speech, seems synchronous with 

Parmigianino’s creation of the self-portrait.  From this vantage of synchronicity, Vasari’s 

criticism inhabits the room where Francesco is painting and reflects this act.  The criticism 

becomes the convex mirror, reflecting, stretching, stranging the scene from the outset.  To write 

about the convex mirror, as Heffernan notes, is inherently to be caught up in it (174).  

To further bolster this idea, twice in the poem time is equated with weather—in the 

speaker’s reference to “les temps” and when Ashbery writes, “So the room contains this flow 

like an hourglass/Without varying in climate or quality”—and both instances highlight the 

holistic nature of weather and, by extension, time.  If a museum offers the viewer a chance to 

experience criticism through guidebooks, labels, and technology at the same time that the viewer 

experiences the art, why not mirror this synchronicity of experience through ekphrasis? Ashbery 

asks.  Why not play out the danger of a world where the painter competes with his own critics 
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and there is “a past that is forever overtaking the present and devouring its uniqueness?” 

(Heffernan 172).  Through this synchronization, Ashbery invents by doing what no ekphrastic 

poet had done in the same manner: expanding ekphrasis to bring art into conflict and 

conversation with its own criticism.      

While I’ve mentioned it above, I’ve yet to detail how Ashbery draws the reader into the 

actual experience of the museum.  While “Musée des Beaux Arts” does utilize the title to remind 

the reader of the way Auden experienced the painting, especially in its context among other 

Brueghel paintings, “Self-Portrait in Convex Mirror” more directly conveys the concerns of the 

museum-goer worried about closing times and the idea that art is cloistered and one can be 

expelled from or invited to the art.  In the poem, the speaker directly states his experience of the 

painting, “I saw it with Pierre in the summer of 1959; New York/Where I am now, which is a 

logarithm/of other cities,” before plunging the audience back into the present.  But hasn’t the 

poem already highlighted how time breaks down throughout the poem?  John Koethe, author of 

“The Metaphysical Subject of John Ashbery’s Poetry,” is helpful in addressing this seeming 

paradox: 

At this point we might be tempted to conclude that the moral of Ashbery’s work  

is that the whole concept of self is a delusionary.  This would be a mistake.  It is  

true only to the extent that by “I” one understands an individual psychological ego 

or personality; the referential and temporal vagaries of his poetry are simply  

incompatible with the speaker’s being a real person in the world, with a particular, 

individual biography.  What is striking about Ashbery’s work is that despite these  

distortions and pressures to which his “self” is subjected…one never loses the  

sense that a perfectly definite consciousness is behind the whole enterprise. (93) 

In the same way that the speaker can interchange his “self” with other selves throughout the 

poem but is forced to face a certain moment where there is a real speaker in a tangible world, 

perhaps the speaker is also forced to face the fact that there is a temporality in which not 

everything is “outside time,” that he must concern himself with “the dread of not getting 
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out/Before having seen the whole collection.”  In a poem where the final word itself is “time” 

this seeming disjunction is critical.  

Ashbery extends Parmigianino’s point-of view.  Parmigianino stranged the typical mode 

of portraiture by altering one basic premise—its point of view.  Ashbery co-opts Parmigianino’s 

point of view, and turns this perspective on his own work to produce, as the poem says, “No 

longer…an objective truth, but a bizzaria.”  DuBois hints at how Ashbery recreates 

Parmigianino’s stranging when he writes, “Rather than being a narrative itself, Ashbery’s poem 

uses the suggestion of a narrative to suggest the clash of narratives” (47).  This “clash” or 

intertwining of narratives is consistently readjusted through apostrophe in “Self-Portrait in 

Convex Mirror” for the purpose of remaining tethered to the painting while maneuvering through 

different points of view around and in the piece: viewer, critic, artist, author.  After a discussion 

of Parmigianino’s historical context which weaves in and out of critical voices, self-reflection, 

and historical detail, Ashbery writes: 

Francesco, your hand is big enough 

To wreck the sphere, and too big, 

One would think, to weave delicate meshes 

That only argue its further detention. 

(Big, but not coarse, merely on another scale, 

Like a dozing whale on the sea bottom 

In relation to the tiny, self-important ship 

On the surface.)  (Ashbery 69) 

Have we entered into a space of discussion, advisement, or criticism?  The apostrophe functions 

to put the speaker in a space to talk with the painter, rather than to the painting, and what the 

speaker offers isn’t critique, but observation, an observation of scale and the dangers that it 

presents, which, in light of Ashbery’s own expansiveness and that ever-present danger of 

overextension in the poem, could be read as ars poetic.  
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While the apostrophe suggests one position, Ashbery quickly undermines that position.  

Who is the parenthetical address intended for if not Francesco?  Who is the speaker in relation to 

Francesco now?  In a painting where distance and the observation and ambiguity of distance are 

essential, Ashbery plays with the speaker’s distance from his subject to credibly build on 

Parmigianino’s technique of utilizing a distorted, shifting perspective.  By doing so, Ashbery 

illustrates how “In frustrating the poet’s quest for a core, the painting not only stifles his capacity 

to speak about it but also disperses his concentration and turns his field of vision into a 

centrifugal whirl” (Heffernan 184).  Ashbery returns the speaker to a space of observation after a 

stanza break, but then thrusts Parmigianino back into the position of interrogative subject.  

Through this dance of position, time, perspective, Ashbery reveals not just the physical painting 

itself but the effect of experiencing the painting in all its mediation and distortion.  In this way, 

Ashbery comments not just on the painting itself, the criticism that surrounds it, and the 

experience of encountering the painting, but also the experience of turning the painting’s own 

tools back on himself (Herd 107).  

In writing “Self-Portrait in Convex Mirror,” Ashbery found a way to explain his writing 

to readers who up to this point had not fully understood him (Herd 161).  As Douglas Crase, who 

examined Ashbery’s prophetic qualities, notes, “And what better way for Ashbery to describe his 

own work than by reference to this Mannerist painter whose work is in many ways a tantalizing 

parallel to his own?” (43).  While Crase perhaps understates the difficulty Ashbery faced in 

tethering himself to a painting in light of his own expansiveness, Crase is correct in observing 

how Ashbery ably parallels his own work with Francesco Parmigianino.  By synchronizing time 

and shifting his speaker’s relationship to Parmigianino through subtle changes in positioning, 

Ashbery creates a context for his poem that is as fluid and strange as the painting itself.  This 
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synchronizing also allows him to incorporate voices at once in conversation with the painting but 

outside the frame: critics, docents, the life which the painting cannot depart from.  
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“Caravaggio: Swirl and Context” 

I have my doubts that Larry Levis set out to write an ekphrastic poem.  Instead, he was 

inspired by a face he’d lost and found again in a piece of art and wanted to use the techniques of 

that artist, Caravaggio, to tell his story.  Levis said in an interview with Michael White in 1990, 

“Just now I doubt that the world is in desperate need of another poem about a painting, and mine, 

I’m glad to say, isn’t about one” (269).  However, while the poem is not about a painting (if one 

takes that to mean that the painting is not the central subject matter of the poem), it still credibly 

and substantially builds on the painting.  In fact, Levis’ poem is a testament to the fact that a 

poem need not be about a painting precisely to be ekphrastic.  The poem simply must 

congruously grow from the painting and then substantially build on what the painting already 

does. 

Larry Levis’ challenges in writing a poem with Caravaggio’s David with the Head of 

Goliath as a central axis are not wildly different than those previous writers had faced.  Like 

Auden or Ashbery, Levis is faced with the prospect of discussing a work with a significant 

amount of existing critical attention.   Like Brueghel’s Icarus, the painting is based on a story 

which has been remolded for various purposes over time: first, to show David’s kingship, then to 

exemplify the victory of Judaism over paganism, then, by Christians, to exemplify Christ’s 

victory over sin and death.  Levis’ task is complicated further because Auden and Ashbery’s 

poems already existed in the world.  While he has access to these two examples of ekphrasis, 

Levis’ must avoid solely recreating the ways they achieve originality.  Registering his lateness 

and the number of poems about paintings already in the world (as he notes in his quote), Levis 

must innovate even more than his predecessors.  Also, as Levis notes elsewhere in the interview, 

his poem is much more about Vietnam and the death of his friend Zamora than it is about the 
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painting (White 269).  How to combine these historical contexts in a credible and substantial way 

that does not simply recreate what Auden and Ashbery have already done?  

In David with the Head of Goliath, Caravaggio conflates himself with his subjects, the 

murder he committed with the slaying of Goliath and, through these conflations, embeds himself 

in his own art.  Levis substantially builds on Caravaggio’s relationship of artist to art, and how 

destructive and cathartic that relationship can be, by doing exactly what an ekphrastic poem must 

do: superimposing relationships.  Levis conflates Zamora, the speaker, Caravaggio, and David.  

This combination of figure with figure and place with place extends Caravaggio’s technique of 

conflation through Levis’ use of syntax and, eventually, demonstrates the danger of this 

combining, of the swirl of history.  

Like Ashbery’s “Self-Portrait in Convex Mirror,” Levis’ poem begins with the painter 

and the painting itself.  Levis identifies his first conflation, one that Caravaggio admittedly 

invites, when he writes, “In the Borghese, Caravaggio, painter of boy whores, street punk, exile 

& murderer,/Left behind his own face in the decapitated, swollen, leaden-eyed head of 

Goliath…” (Levis 34).  Here, the painter is David and Goliath, “If you look closely you can 

see/It is the same face, & the boy, murdering the man, is murdering his own boyhood…” (Levis 

34).  Levis identifies the painter with both David and Goliath and reinforces the connection 

between all three subjects by showing how David might have fit in the scene of the murder 

Caravaggio committed in 1603, which earned him banishment (though it was later evidenced that 

Ranuccio died from a botched castration rather than some sort of fall, information Levis did not 

have). 

Critic Alexander Long chooses an apt word, “weaving,” when he writes in regard to The 

Widening Spell of the Leaves, where this poem originally was printed: “The primary obsession 
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involves a weaving of the image through a dissection of history.  Rather than extend history, 

Levis prefers to weave stillness over it” (387).  Long points out how rather than fictionalize 

history, Levis stills that history for observation.  Long sees history as singular and the images in 

this poem as singular as well, as items that move in and out of history.  I would go further and 

say that Levis doesn’t merely weave image through history, though the verb is apt; he weaves 

histories with images.  Images, like Caravaggio’s painting, the crowd, the open eyes of Goliath, 

transcend and connect historical narratives.  This generates not a stillness, but a swirling history.  

Often, as in the discussion of the anti-war marches in the second section, the histories, like 

ghosts unable to maintain themselves, deflate over time: 

Once, I marched & linked arms with other exiles who wished to end a war, & . . . 

Sometimes, walking in that crowd, I became the crowd, &, for that moment, it felt 

Like entering the wide swirl & vortex of history. In the end, 

Of course, you could either stay & get arrested, or else go home. (Levis 35) 

Prior to the stanza break, the diction seems so grand and hopeful, but the stanza break leads into 

a deflation of that energy.  Levis often utilizes stanza breaks to highlight divides between 

chronologies and to play those chronologies against and into each other.  

Levis also amplifies conflation by using complex syntax.  He follows his insertion of 

Caravaggio’s history with a series of questions which appear unanswerable because of the 

purposeful ambiguity of the pronouns.  “Wasn't it like this, after all? And this self-portrait, David 

holding him by a lock/Of hair?” (Levis 34).  Is “this” the crime or the painting?  Levis follows 

these two seemingly rhetorical questions with one which reveals the conflation which is already 

beginning within the text, “Couldn't it destroy time if he offered himself up like this, 

empurpled,/Bloated, the crime paid for in advance? To die before one dies, & keep painting?” 

(Levis 34).  The clear referent of “he” would seem to be Caravaggio, but the last subject 
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referenced was David.  If “he” is Caravaggio, the question would seem to be—Wouldn’t it 

destroy time for the painter to give into his guilt and take his own life as penance for a crime he 

already committed?   But how has Caravaggio paid for the crime in advance?  By slaying 

himself, who is the perpetrator and the victim of the wrong?  

If “he” is David, the question is wholly different—Wouldn’t it destroy time for David to 

castrate himself, as Levis suggests is a danger, effectively killing himself like Goliath, and 

cutting off the royal line that leads to Christ?  The subsequent sentence seemingly resolves this 

ambiguity in favor of the first interpretation, but what is the function of the comma after “dies?”  

There are an insufficient number of items for a list, so the comma and conjunction seem to 

suggest a compound sentence, in which case the second clause is either a command or a 

fragment with an unclear subject.  The last possible antecedent was “one,” not David or 

Caravaggio, so I’m not convinced that the line is intended to clarify that ambiguity.  The syntax 

of the poem itself clearly directs toward a confusion that demands combination.  

The conflations even seem to become a strain for the speaker himself in section four.  

Here, Levis writes, “I had a friend in high school who looked like Caravaggio, or like Goliath—” 

(Levis 35).  The confusion leads into recollection and where that memory must eventually go: 

Zamora’s death in Vietnam.  

In the unfinished suburb bordering the town, because, in the demonstration models, 

They finished the pools before the houses sold. . . . Above us, the lush stars thickened.) 

Two years later, thinking he heard someone call his name, he strolled three yards 

Off a path & stepped on a land mine. (Levis 35) 

Suddenly we are reminded of the grave danger in this dissection of history, of letting memory 

spin similarity into congruity.  One could lose their identity completely in such numerousness.  

Couldn’t it not just destroy teleological time to revise and connect, if Caravaggio is Goliath or 
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David is Goliath, but also drag the speaker back to “one of the styles/of Hell,” that mass grave of 

history from which he’d already emerged?  To look for familiarity is to find it, even among the 

dead.  Long points out the danger in “being numerous” is also being anonymous (389).  One 

walking the crowd, who becomes the crowd, can become the confiscated clothes, a victim of the 

indiscriminate whirl of history whereby one thing becomes another. 

By the end of the poem, Levis has conflated Zamora, Caravaggio, David, and Goliath, so 

thoroughly, that Levis desires to walk up to the painting and “close both those eyelids” as an act 

of compassion to all of them.  The museum echoes the memorial wall, but here touching is 

impermissible.  Yet, this is the place that Levis is finally able to find Zamora.  In the museum, 

there is something impermissible about trying to act on this identification of connection, about 

losing oneself in the swirl of history, because to connect is to forget the proper distance between 

the self and time.  The poem documents something ruinous done to those transformed by history:  

Levis’ inclusion of the story about the “whistlers” makes me wonder: who are they equated to?  

Perhaps we are the survivors of violence who the wind still whips through, but just not as “high-

pitched as a coach’s whistle.”  Those who can recall are most in danger of becoming 

synonymous with what is lost, of joining the dead. 

One could argue that of the three poems presented, Levis relies the least on art, that he 

uses the painting as an occasion that bookends the poem.  However, to make this argument, one 

would need to undervalue the web of conflations that Levis entwines from the beginning of 

“Caravaggio: Swirl and Vortex” and how essential these conflations, originating from 

Caravaggio, are to Levis’ restless poem.  The poem credibly adds to the painting, in much the 

same way that Ashbery adds to Parmigianino’s work, by using the painter’s own technique, in 

this case conflation, to reappropriate Caravaggio’s attempts at catharsis from the canvas to the 
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page.  By doing so, Levis substantially imprints and conflates historical contexts and characters, 

playing on Caravaggio’s tropes of violence and identity. 
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Conclusions 

Ekphrastic poetry has changed dramatically in the twentieth century.  Mack Smith, in his 

book on ekphrasis in realist literature, describes the use of Pre-Modern ekphrasis in this way, 

“One of the most typical instructive uses of ekphrasis is as the description of a work of art 

graphically representing figures from mythology, history, or everyday life to provide an implicit, 

didactic commentary upon the narrative within which they are incorporated” (11).  The writers of 

the twentieth century have challenged this relationship.  In their efforts to achieve invention, 

Levis, Ashbery, and Auden all incorporate and extend techniques from the art itself, thereby 

amplifying these techniques and extending the range of the artists’ visions while questioning 

some basic strategies of ekphrasis.  Ekphrastic poems, if they ever truly were, are now more than 

mere commentary, and what the poems speak to and through the paintings could rarely be boiled 

down to the didactic.  Ashbery’s relationship with Parmigianino is complicated and multifarious 

because of the fractured nature of Ashbery’s identity on the page.  Levis, far from instructing, 

seems to be in sympathetic confusion with Caravaggio.  Auden’s poem intertwines with the 

painting and its underlying myth  in an effort to overwrite Auden’s historical context on the 

painting itself.  None of these poems are didactic because, at its core, invention is more than 

commentary or instruction.  It is the expansion and revision of a painting through a poem by 

combination of times within a poem and painting. 

Not only have these authors fashioned new possibilities for ekphrastic poetry, but also 

they’ve built on each other’s ideas.  Heffernan identifies one of these lines of construction, 

We have seen that the museum begins to play a part in ekphrastic poetry at least as early 

as Keats’s sonnet on the Elgin marbles in 1817, but its part remains silent until Auden’s 

“Musée des Beaux Arts” of 1938.  And likewise silent—up to Self-Portrait—is the role 

played in ekphrasis by art-historical commentary and reproductions. (171)  
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Auden subtly incorporates the viewer into how he experiences Icarus in its context in the 

museum, and Ashbery extends this experience to include the wider array of the contemporary 

museum-goer able to put the art in conversation with its context.  In the process, Ashbery creates 

a synchronicity of time that links criticism and creator.  Levis takes this synchronicity and uses it 

to imprint new historical context, much like Auden does.  However, Levis takes this idea further 

to show the deleterious possibilities of the swirl of history, how this conflation denies teleology, 

which to those who’ve survived is essential to healing. 

Ashbery, Auden, and Levis are not content to simply speak to the paintings themselves.  

Their poems certainly speak to the subjects of paintings but also speak to the painters, critics, 

historical contexts, and the techniques of the poems themselves.  This desire to achieve an 

originality that extends beyond figures and comments on the whole context of the poem while 

often imprinting the author’s historical context has changed the whole nature of the ekphrastic 

vision.  Perhaps this has put a greater onus on writers who want to write the next great ekphrastic 

work, but, as in all things in poetry, these poems also offer the writer a tool box for achieving 

this invention.  
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RECKLESSNESS AND LIGHT 
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Section I 
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Lesser Evil 

Museum of the Occupation of Latvia, 2012 

In the display case 

rills of script fill the open ledgers— 

Liga, Dzintra, Janis, 

Oskar, Sandra— 

a codex for the Nazis’ victims, 

tome after tome for Stalin’s. 

Tap your hand lightly 

against the opaque 

as though some knuckle 

branded by frostbite 

might echo, 

a phantom the boxcars 

ferried from 

Yuhnov or Vyatka. 

Let their names 

slick your lips— 

names which could mean 

what to you? 

Syllables pulled from survivors’ 

sure and cold as a projector 

gumming film. 

Imagine choosing 

between two butchers, 

your brother’s murderer 

or your other brother’s murderer. 

Your tour huddles 

around a steel terminal, 
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the great leader 

in his admiral’s cap. 

Consider 

his Georgian brow— 

stern, confident 

or the toddler who returns 

his gaze, mouths a slur 

of vowels. 

Many Latvians greeted 

the Nazis, a tour guide adds, 

at least they killed 

more discriminately. 

Behind her, a lithograph: 

the limp bodies of nationalists, 

hung from 

a fruit stand. 

Here, you think, it’s always 

one evil you know 

then another. 

Imagine the cobbled square 

beyond these walls, 

the onyx stallions  

lining its rooftops. 

Your choices now are simple:  

celebrate this statuary 

under hunger moon, 

or mourn the dead. 

Is it a choice? 

Before you: a violin 

molded from soup bones, 

strung with horse hair. 
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Will you play it tonight, 

wanderer, and 

if so, for whom? 
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Gentle 

Driving Bill to the airport, 

he pointed out the window. 

Cormorant, he said.  And I turned 

long enough to catch a glimpse— 

the bird 

above a smokestack, 

above the discount mattress store, 

where I’ve never seen a single car. 

The sky’s auburn star 

flared russet on its back. 

It was beautiful, Lydia, 

the bird, 

but also the way he named it, 

like he couldn’t hold the word’s weight 

once he’d spotted it. 

Only a night since Bill 

opened his book  

in the bar haunted by smoke 

to read about his daughter.  

Uhte, he said, unhemlich. 

And later asked  

could one of the dogs stay  

with him, the corgi 

named for a lover of nightingales. 

He’s a man who knows his bedfellows, 

you said.  I’m an oar held 

in streams of dawn. 

Now only 8 a.m., and the stars 

already cleared, my hands  

newly anemic. 
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To crave  

language 

is to love another thing, 

my friend not the many faces 

I can no longer conjure. 

Sweet one not you 

eyeing a curler 

as it coils you to helix. 

Watched you naked 

before the mirror 

and what word 

a match for you. 

My amaretto.  My star- 

bitten bird. 

Bill removes his glasses, 

rubs his eyes. 

Swallow-tailed Kite, how amazing, 

he points, 

and means the bird— 

or, tell me, 

can he mean the word  

it slowly becomes? 
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Portrait of Vincent in Nuenen 

After The Potato Eaters, 1885 

Isn’t he happy here, 

easel set toward the cottage, 

bank of bluing clouds 

scalded at their brink? 

No boys hocking nests today, 

no Margot lounging on the lawn. 

Yes, it might have been pleasant 

to trace roosts of her hair, 

taut skin of her brow 

serious  

as he is young. 

But instead hours  

are mustard, dun,  

dark mahogany 

for varicose branchlets.  

DeGroot’s wife 

is a Levenslied, a life-song, 

as she shuffles  

candle to candle 

in the windows of the hut. 

He watches her  

fill them with wisps,  

watches her wash floors in ember. 

He’d like to paint fire, 

smolder;  

the hut as flame 

floods everything.  

But how to detail ruin? 

Its strokes unlike 

the paced work of seasons, 

the wrinkles lengthening 
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DeGroot’s gravedigger’s hands. 

They remind him of roans 

he watched last spring, 

how their dark hides matted 

with exhaustion. 

How their bones shook 

beneath a thunder  

of muscles,  

an elegance  

so hideous it made him sick. 

How could he amputate 

those manes feathered  

against gaunt snow? 

How to paint beauty  

that heedless? 

To them, he’s no master, 

another beast 

howling  

  to a second sky. 

A shade turning in for tubers, 

black tea. 

Hard to tell wife from daughter, 

hard too  

to tell workhorses 

from roans scattering  

poppies. 

Left to their incivility, 

they’d swallow potatoes whole. 

Surely, 

they’d snap the wind’s neck. 

34



Aubade for the World in Miniature 

After Katrin Sigurdardottir’s Haul, 2005 

The broadleaf and birch 

rendered in polymer 

darken  

below 

plaster Fjällen, 

unpeopled alpines, 

which bound 

Sigurdardottir’s 

Swedish wilderness. 

The docent shows me cam locks, 

hinges that fold the landscape 

turn fjords 

to clouds, 

meadowland  

to verdigris bulwarks. 

They arrive just like that, he says. 

No cottages 

and no smoke 

of ashen flower-wire, 

just permafrosted expanses 

and the Ljungan— 

the dreadful in Old Norse— 

twisting off 

into nothing. 

Look in my eyes, 

and you’ll see a man in love 

with the miniature. 
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I want to sleep 

on the moon 

of that ice cap. 

Smoke 

a pipe in the river’s 

shallows. 

Come, be my house god, 

I want to say. 

In the rose garden, 

walk with me where ice dies 

on the stone monoliths, 

muscular arenite eggs. 

Those cairns so disproportionate, 

the cherry plum, 

what must be the caretaker’s house 

beyond.  

Run your hand 

along the sculpture’s bulk. 

Aren’t the cirri riders, 

their detritus wispy hooves? 

Couldn’t we be one being 

at so great a distance? 

Everything below 

pale,  

indistinct. 

Why refuse 

this world  

our music, beautiful, 

all we have? 
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Poem Beginning with a Lesson and Ending with a Curse 

I close my anthology: 

Utamora’s model 

distracted, 

daubing a cheek. 

The students have passed 

to other classes. 

I told you how they convinced 

themselves that when the exam 

asked about Chinese poetry, 

they should write about Bashō, 

that pilgrim whose haiku were angry 

culls of crows that winter.  

Don’t ask the questions 

you could, you said, because 

some of their fault is yours. 

Yes, on this earth cruelty 

does not better us. 

In one journal 

from the Fuji River, Bashō 

approaches a choking  

three-year-old. 

 Bashō’s clothes rain-heavy, 

he stops to compare 

the currents to a mother. 

How distant we are, Lydia.  

Distant in the ache 

of our child-less winter 

when Bashō directs the boy 

37



in the proper way to suffer 

and leaves him to starve. 

The story is omitted by the editors— 

the orphan, whose bones 

dogs picked raw. 

They include 

the Hall of Light, 

where Bashō writes, 

The seven precious substances 

were scattered and lost; 

the pillars of gold rotted in the snow. 

What could be so precious to him? 

I asked the students. 

But I didn’t want to question. 

I wanted to hurt 

the author I couldn’t show them— 

his copper statue 

punished teal by drizzle. 

I wanted to scoop up 

the schoolchildren 

pictured with him, 

to forgive them what 

they couldn’t know. 

But how to recapture 

verses already loosed?  

Like crows on the wing, 

they scatter, echo their bodies over a woman 

in her garden crying for all 

of what won’t grow. 
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How to Fall in Love with the Prairie 

After Courbet’s The Cliff at Etretat after the Storm, 1869 

In the meth dealer’s farmhouse, 

the windows glow like lanterns. 

No tiki torches, 

no comforting smoke, 

only a barn light 

blinks  

and crackles. 

In the farmhouse, 

daughters barter 

breaths of sleep. 

Their mason jar of fireflies 

emits distress, 

but better you rejoin the path 

past the witch hazels 

and trumpet creepers. 

Better not to wander 

this robber’s highway, 

which would lead you where? 

Another acreage, 

another parsonage 

resident  

to elements. 

You can stay if you like. 

Run-off mimes 

the play of phantoms, 
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plinking, 

bumping 

the rotten paneling. 

In the expanse beyond the ridge 

could be anything, really, 

even Courbet’s cliffs at Etretat. 

A swim, 

in the rough foam 

of the sky, 

would do you good, 

a stroll by the shoals. 

You can wash grit 

from your countenance, 

you can scour skeletal 

talc  

from your jeans. 

The sea possesses a voice too. 

You had to know that. 

Consider your aberrance, 

it calls, 

how unlike the waves, 

no shock of land can hold you. 

How long 

until the Grecian door opens? 

Some Norman woman, 

jagged  and lovely 

as the cliffs. 

And as years 

 pass, your children poach 
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 feathers from goslings, 

take for themselves 

gods in white dresses. 

Listen 

to the way they call curses 

on the icy chop.  

Then one day, 

the boat stands are gone, 

only a lemon 

rind, a map,  

the flotilla now black flies 

swarming a horizon.  

What have you done 

lingering here? 

You should have left long ago.  

Musk thistle clamors 

over the path, and the stars 

are keyholes in the cloud mass. 

Oh, to see the ruddy 

faces 

of the daughters now! 

But over the hill, 

you smell wild 

mustard and quack grass. 

You hear cries like a child’s 

like a loon’s. 
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Triptych with Burning Branches 

After Hopper’s Nighthawks, 1942 

It feels strange 

to find you 

in the Texas heat: 

man in pewter fedora, 

redhead.  

Your shuttered lids 

betray a distance, 

a distance tangible 

as the cherry 

wood counters. 

I’ve never liked your server 

how he’s caught in 

his innocence, 

an unwitting extra, expression 

memento mori. 

* 

My father hung you 

in his office.  He knew 

your homage  

to Hemingway’s killers, 

perched you above 

rows  

of law reviews, 

only a seam 

divided his painting. 

A range of wrinkles 
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disfiguring the stranger. 

Hours alone, 

I’d stare 

you down— 

diner on one side, 

vacant corner 

on the other. 

Easy for vision to divide, 

but if art fashions 

foreign to 

familiar, tell me 

how to trust. 

But one learns 

estrangement like 

any other vocabulary— 

sulfur, lamp, 

dilettante, butcher 

cleaver, cleaver. 

*  

Yes, years bleached 

you to parchment.  

At a party in Aarhus 

lightning stitched ash, 

scarring the maple 

between a doctor’s house 

and mine. When she grabbed 

my hand, 

I was glad to leave 

the tree’s teeth 

lengthened in the dusk. 

She slurred words 
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as she pointed 

to the print. 

Only the corymbs 

flowering 

my father’s canvas 

were absent. 

A little of home, she said 

and leaned to kiss me, 

her lips familiar 

and alien 

as the painting. 

In the gallery, 

I didn’t think 

of your mannequin digits. 

In the gallery, 

clouds 

the color of turmeric.  

Have you witnessed the sun 

set in our country? 

she asked, 

relishing what novelty 

she could lay 

before me— 

the martini-blue garments, 

the yard’s unset bone 

horribly charred, 

holding up the sky. 
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Poem with Sky Cradled in Shrunken Limbs 

I woke to the black tree 

Bill posted: 

the honey locust’s 

three withered tusks 

piercing 

a blue aurora. 

The ground was a slaughter floor 

its featureless white, 

frozen— 

everything dead or asleep,  

branchlets 

like dark capillaries 

exploded  

on snow.  

Hadn’t I seen the image 

when I would drive 

the I-90 corridor, 

coming down 

the incline 

to Rock Cut, 

Pierce Lake? 

The year I was asked 

to leave  

the dorms, 

year I slept 

in the backseat.  

Forgotten it 
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but retained  

the incision of light 

through the windshield, 

the not-sleeping. 

Sleep debt  

medical professionals call it, 

the gap between the circadian 

clock  

and what the body needs 

to wake. 

To whom 

do I owe 

what? 

I wondered.  

To the hypothalamus 

erasing the images, 

which in waking  

become ghosts 

of another attention. 

To my parents 

who mailed a box of cans 

the year I locked arms 

with Marxists 

against a war we’d never see. 

Feathers for mangled limbs. 

Flag-draped boxes 

for graves. 

And didn’t they carry love 

out of me,  

brick by brick 
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the year the snow-worn branches 

were snipers. 

And in the dorms 

where I wasn’t welcome 

a deflated god hummed 

every hymn he knew. 

Year I boiled noodles 

in old china. 

Year the microwave counted 

backward,  

hynopompic 

to insomnia. 
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Pastoral in the Voice of Dead Man’s Curve 

You have known me forever: 

where I peel from the city, 

a razor across a horizon  

If you must find me again, 

follow the fox run.  

Count the sutures of power lines 

Weren’t you once a bike stealing gold 

from headlights, out to the barn 

where a cook cut 

a boy’s hand down the middle? 

Remember it. 

Remember how the blade sang 

to its sacrifice a tune 

of silver water. 

Why come back now? 

Tonight, slacktide gusts brush 

a neighbor’s columbine— 

flip your collar, 

but make no move to button your coat. 

May this night wear you round 

and green as the river’s stones.  

If you’ve come to swallow your youth 

like a mouse, you yet may.   

If you’ve come to raise the dead, 

they speak in gravel, skid. 
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Your life in the valley—do you remember it? 

The highway denuded,   

its star posts and rails 

rotted to nubs. 

Wend your way past the ball yard 

to the river. Below  

the rail bridge, the land’s logy 

consumption— 

changing, swallowing  

what’s too weak to hold.  

You take no pleasure in its hunger. 

Which is why you wander 

in search of what grips tighter. 

Why I cannot let you stay. 
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First Course in Demonology

When you finally live alone, 

even the curtain  

printed with tube stops 

will loom. 

The tracks circle eerily—  

Queensbury transfer 

to Wembley only to link  

to Mudchute, Queensbury again. 

Don’t be afraid. 

At night count drafts 

pulsing the vent, 

then the morning 

songs of mimids. 

* 

If you spy the baberek, 

beat a spice platter. 

If the specter huntsman 

finds you, sing,  

“Bring us their hearts,” 

because ghouls starve 

for admiration. 

For everything there is 

a rule— 

grimoires and icons 

you cannot cross, 

edicts devils  

dare not defy. 
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When summer spins out 

in half-gestures,  

let it— 

the river’s indifference, 

her hands kneading, 

passionate  

and sure. 

* 

If I tell you the hands 

hold no power, will you listen? 

That the hands tell 

the boldest lies. 

Name what binds one body to another. 

Not iron bands, not devil’s 

traps, brick dust, 

even that pull 

which attracts hands  

to the heat of the back 

where she’d inked birds 

of paradise  

bright as souls. 

Think only briefly of how she 

loved your digits 

as you traced  

crown and scapulae,  

rounding curves like rosaries. 

of how she gasped your name, 

your common name. 
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August 5, 2012 

On August 5
th

, 2012, white supremacist Wade Michael Page entered a Sikh temple in Oak

Creek,  Wisconsin.  Wade killed six members of the temple before police were able to 

respond.  In the gun battle that followed, Wade injured an officer before fatally 

shooting himself in the head. 

There’s a picture of me 

Traci took 

on the rocks 

in Whitefish Bay. 

It looks like I’m walking on 

the ivory water 

past the darkest part 

of the corona 

settling 

on the gnash of waves. 

The waves are muted 

and methodical 

like a child  

pushing a prayer 

from his breath to his palm. 

I set the picture down. 

Since the groundskeepers  

reaped the field north of town, 

I hear a din 

of cicadas, their thrum 

a subtle crack 

in the silence my parents keep. 

My job is to listen 

to the insects, 
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to the gunfire 

from the alley where boys 

stipple Sprite bottles. 

Stretchers 

pass on the news. 

One policeman stops, 

takes off his helmet, 

the other turns. 

In the photo it looks like I 

want to step 

over the horizon with its last light 

unfolding. But I would miss 

the babble of water, 

the yips 

of my dog racing across a field. 

I don’t know. 

Do I want the strength to accept 

what Job had to, 

what God gives back— 

the new wife’s soft hands, 

the children  

listening for the trample 

of their father’s herd? 

At night, they collect 

the lives 

of insects in jars. 

They spread 

their bodies 

on the meadow, 

laying their ears 

to the dirt. 
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Self-Portrait Ending in Uncertain Fire 

New York City, 2009 

She cranes her neck 

like a child drinking in 

her first field of fireworks, 

surveys the panorama 

on the vaulted ceiling— 

muscled, 

grisaille bodies 

entwined, 

burning 

in the room’s false twilight. 

Rivera’s ruined fresco— 

tender, almost sexual,  

her teacher had said. 

And made the girl smile. 

What did Rivera expect? 

her boyfriend interrupts. 

To paint Bolsheviks 

in 30 Rock? 

You can buy the artist’s 

time, not the art itself,  

the woman hisses, and the argument 

is lost.  A storm of voices 

swelling out. 

And it isn’t until 

they reach Prometheus 

that she turns, tells him 

about the other man 
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the one in Rome, 

in Tuscany. 

The boy can imagine the palazzo 

where the other man made love to her 

his neck smelling 

of gamberi, 

calcified earth 

they’d sifted. To steal fire is 

one thing, 

desire,  

another.  How can the boy 

not feel this, though? 

He’s emptied himself into her 

till he’s the bike  

buried by snow. 

Thought he’d never 

wake from their poverty 

in the windowless apartment, 

hoped the daylight might 

never turn to exhume 

the grass. 

Now the woman stands to walk, 

celestial fire 

striping her dress. 

Clutch, distant brightness, 

but light, 

and let go. 
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Elegy for the Deodand 

Was it the hawthorn 

scratching the plate glass 

that made Bill think of the elk? 

The sharp wind off Coralville Lake 

loud as coeds dashing  

empties on asphalt. 

Remember the story— 

how the bull elk  

happened into his neighbors’ 

garden, what signal 

warned them. 

Picture neighbor and wife sheltered 

in the bathroom when the elk  

charged.  The glass portico crashed 

then a rain of sparkling 

hornets, a god gashed 

and bleating. 

Remember no one transcends  

the miracle of muscle and nerve, 

not even the one 

who believes he is chosen to. 

What happened next 

is what often happens: 

the beast mewing 

beside the loveseat, 

lost in the world of his blood. 
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Then the shot like the crack of  

a bone giving way beneath a boot. 

Punished for what  

he couldn’t understand, 

or is punishment 

the word? 

Think Deodand— 

that principle of law 

where the rain-soaked bough 

that crushed the ox driver’s spine 

must be splintered, 

the waterwheel whose paddles 

drowned the bather burned.  

A thing forfeited 

or given to God, the text says. 

If you believe this, 

you must imagine the world 

as two natures. One where bulls 

lock antlers over harems. 

The other a foreign code 

under which the bull suffered. 

Why the authority of one 

over another, you might ask? 

Glowering at his own posture,  

could the creature think there is 

one type of beauty we must break 

through to find another? 

That we might die 

trying to reach it. 
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Section II 
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Disciplining the Body 

What emerged from the cellar 

of the abandoned summer house 

was a fox cub, 

    alive 

and mewing, though motherless. 

It cried, unheard, while we shot 

the Glock.  And when Thom 

threw open the hatch door, 

I wasn’t thinking of the farm dog. 

It rushed down the stairs, 

throttled 

a blur of scarlet. 

The pup’s bones 

twisted, snapped, 

not a significant noise, 

not what I’d expected. 

Then it happened like this: 

we were quiet, 

and you walked past 

the dogbane to where 

the pup lay heaving,  

slipped the safety and fired. 

Not solemnly, 

but suddenly steeled. 

And after the recoil, 

you let that stiffness 

slide off you 

as if the crack 

echoing the fallow acre 
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toward the silo, 

its grain door 

rusty, eddying with the wind, 

cracked you too. 

The living too 

leave their ghosts behind. 

And later, we walked 

through the turnrows. 

And later, Thom married Kayla. 

The day of the rehearsal 

the wedding party 

practiced Thriller 

in the church’s basement. 

Vine left, said Thom, 

now upper body rock, 

cross step left. 

Thom said to watch you. 

He restarted the song, 

and you shambled forward, 

head ticking: one, five, seven.  

Your shoulders, 

a yolk, 

     bobbed 

in perfect phrase 

to the double-beat of the chorus, 

when Michael glides 

backwards 

    on the soundstage 

in what 

must have seemed 

an impossibility, 

pure  

muscular alchemy, 
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some unthinkable level 

of control. 
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Portrait of Daughter as Eurydice 

Because he wouldn’t tear the barn down, 

you quickened back 

because feed lofts conjure murders 

even buffeted by floodlights. 

Because your father was practical, 

before he taught you numbers 

he took a hammer  

to the tack room to rip off the sigil 

—Room 606— 

the middle number’s beak amputated. 

I can’t explain away  

the bestial, rouge lights 

your mother saw—descending, 

vanishing 

like a radio station picked up, 

then static. 

I can understand why  

she never told you because 

doesn’t order want  

bargains with the inexplicable? 

Because early summer birthed 

seasons of raspberries, 

your mother and sister picked  

and licked this sweet from biscuits.  

You let seeds perfume your nails, 
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decided your first would be 

beside those brambles, 

and pushed my hands  

to the moonlight of your hips, 

the gravity of your heat matching my heat. 

Because your mother had said 

only for the right reasons, 

the next day, you argued— 

me asleep by the brambles, 

you saying love, your mother 

saying youth. 

She had no strength 

to break such bargains. 

Because all summer she 

culled thicket grass  

from spoonwoods, 

spurned what bred in the barn, 

you tanned to empress 

beside the river. 

Turned leaden water 

to strands of gold. 

Biting hot sand 

you could endure—heels 

brazen red, red as the soles 

of the girl prudent enough, 

proud enough never to turn. 
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A Prayer for Anesthetics and Illusion 

Pluck me from these prairie grasses, 

this armageddon 

of withered Dutch elms. 

The ditches are painted 

with carcass and scorched oil. 

The sunset’s flush remnants 

enflame a farmhouse 

and dissolve. 

Tonight, I have so much 

to say to you. 

Tomorrow, 

surgeons will slice 

my father’s knee,    

severing 

to reveal tendons 

in need of rewiring, pins. 

I know material life 

is the illusion, 

the burden. 

I know my onus is a stale hamburger, 

radio spinning to  

no station.  Nothing for miles. 

I count hours to the fireworks 

separating south from 

blank canvas.  To a needle. 

A sponge. My father’s galaxy 
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of fragile nerves. 

Will you be the scalpel 

dividing the veil of skin? 

Or the germ? 

Will you be the nerves 

stung to disconnection?  

To retain the onus 

he needs no tenderness, 

only nerves parlaying 

baffled language. 

You have heard me 

in the abyss, 

the batter of my mallet hands 

on wheel. 

You have sent me the green 

tongues of saints, 

the muted rain on glass. 
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Nocturne with Missing Metacarpus 

After Whistler’s Nocturne in Black and Gold: The Falling Rocket, 1875 

Pretend the wars haven’t changed you; 

it makes no difference. 

Tonight, a familiar feeling 

crossing the blueprint of roadways. 

Willowing flowers pinching from  

the earth sunned by lights of those left living. 

You’ve been here before. 

In fact, wasn’t it you  

who swore to protest till 

the war ended,  

then never to fight again? 

Didn’t you measure the heft 

of the brick in your hand 

before you tested it 

against the city manager’s window? 

Replanted his garden 

later that summer 

and buried the pamphlets, 

crisp and white as finger bones, 

buried them and didn’t wonder what grew. 

Asters, you see now.   

You’re thinking of graves shallow as garden 

plots, deep as ocean trenches— 

it makes no difference. You’re thinking 
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of Whistler’s Falling Rocket, 

its sparked minarets, gossamer 

avalanches skulking mudflats. 

You studied it, looking for peace in 

the phantasmal jonquils blooming 

beneath paint and canvas. 

You studied the physical beauty  

of that city reveled in incendiary spirals. 

What was that beauty, what were  

those marches to the boy buttoning 

his coat with one hand? 

Impossible to know. 

The lapidary gems of streetlamps 

culling shades from fountains. 

Listen to the water whir  

like a voice sounding lovers, owners. 

Will it sing to you the names 

of the lost?  No, just vows of some other life. 
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Portrait of Rossetti Among the Dead 

Elizabeth Siddal, wife of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, died of an overdose of laudanum 

in 1862. Rossetti painted her likeness over and over, including in his famous 

image of Dante’s Beatrice. Two years after completing this work, Rossetti had a 

nervous breakdown and committed suicide.  

The dead are still with us. 

They finger lockets from 

dressers.  They sing 

waltzes to the bells 

shrieking in my head. 

Imagine how it hurts: 

to render the covert 

of each cadmium wing. 

Imagine a plum glade  

guarded by murderers. 

I will show you: here is my  

beloved dressed as perdition’s. 

Bathe in her hair’s immolation. 

Let death eat from your palm. 

At times, can’t you hear it, 

each susurration of your blood 

like a mad horse throttling 

his load toward hell?  

Listen to the rain clopping  

cobbles, toucan turning gyres. 

The world is a tiny orb 

tossed in this trembling. 
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Are you Virgil here to lead me? 

Charon here to drown me? 

I am Rossetti, painter of 

the frocks of saints, 

my love damned by laudanum, 

me by chloral hydrate. 

Because man must sleep, 

and nothing does not suffer. 

Give me harrowed lips. 

Let me whiten the loaves of her fingers. 

If you’ve come to offer me 

viperous wind, viperous wind, I choose it. 

Show me the squalling river 

and take my rusty coins. 

But I will ride in the mad 

carriage of my own blood. 
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Self- Portrait with Water Blooming Fire 

After Gauguin’s Le Christ juane, 1889 

To the steps I said,  

I will mount you if I must. 

To the shadows, kill if you want, 

spill your innards on walls.   

And when I exited the stairs, 

I was not me anymore. 

I was salmon light 

cast weary on the Seine, 

incautious as Gauguin’s brushstrokes. 

I was his ferocity  

as he rendered fruchtshale  

und zitronen in Prussian blue. 

You hate Gauguin.  His brash 

and selfish life. 

What would you have made 

of me then, Lydia? 

My beard a breath of industrial smoke, 

my life a tattered bag I shouldered. 

How many flexes of muscle was I 

from crushing the subway thief’s wrist, 

a thief I was sure.  The riptide 

of my strength and anger 

breaking in me even as he pulled away. 

Below the apartment— 
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cars threw shades into suicidal marches, 

grubby tables gilded. 

I’d lived reckless that summer, taking 

the bus to Valencia.  

The quarry there so clear and cobalt, 

it could have been another sky. 

You should have seen it. 

The blue-lit ghost of Barcelona, 

the glow of the city like the juane 

hillsides Gauguin brushed. 

And couldn’t forget the man’s face 

contorted into a pain I wanted, 

wanted to goad that pain into song 

like a guitarist hungering up a neck. 

I drank Spanish rum on the beach, 

and let what was wild run, run  

until its wind became heaves. 

I watched the waves, relearning 

gentleness from the shore’s firm embrace. 

To the bag I said, I will shred 

you like a flayed animal. 

To the river, you are a spine the juane light presses 

like a boot kicking and kicking  

until there is not a single breath. 
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Burning and Getting Burnt 

Exhaustion  

overtook me in my dream. 

And when I woke, it was still there. 

A mild dark was dissipating 

through the blinds. 

The way it begins to burn 

in rose or violet, 

its uniformity, 

tells me darkness  

is one thing 

and not a multitude. 

I’ve seen wildfires 

smoke away a sky in Utah— 

I can’t get any closer 

to what happened. 

This New Year’s, I vowed not to work 

for less than what a job is worth. 

Then I never asked how much 

the college wanted to pay 

until the three hundred dollars 

appeared. Still bedroom, 

I am angry at you 

every morning, 

your dog sounds 

and mellow warmth. 

No, not you,  

what I must do 
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to keep you. 

At the bathmat deadpan 

in the shower. 

Angry at the many faces 

of darkness and the lilies 

threatening to emerge. 

Early in the season, 

they must break 

the weighty earth, 

then crack the shell. 

I want to be there 

when they do. 

I want to go back  

to Utah where the river 

empties its anger 

over and over, rowing 

against something, 

toward something: 

a splintered precipice, a shore. 
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Pentimento 

After Tissot’s Abraham and the Three Angels, 1902 

Abraham watches the men 

pass out of view. 

Or are they men at all? 

Mal’akim or messengers of a God 

so holy his name is a thousand bees. 

In Tissot’s vision,  they’re not winged, 

no weltering locks, 

no blood-rusted swords.  

Their cream thawbs veil 

human features— 

thick eyebrows, 

old men’s jaws.  

One bevels his chin, 

his face worn. 

How tired the messenger 

must be—opening 

his satchel of pestilence, 

unsheathing the sky’s fiery wrack. 

How they must have expected 

the old man’s terror, 

knew he’d scramble— 

three seahs of flour, 

the tender calf. 

Now they pass the field 

of brambled monk’s pepper 

like the roe deer 
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emerging 

to eat morning’s tender grass. 

And Abraham 

who’s cleaned his nails 

remains  

on the mesa. 

And feels what when 

God turns his paniym 

to the aged shepherd 

to haggle slaughter? 

Humbled?  Vindicated?  

Who can know? 

No classical painter captured this, 

especially from below 

where the murderers went 

on with their grisly work. 

And saw what? 

An insane hermit 

hunched in his robe. 

So different   from the holy men, 

they must have thought, 

who cut open the children’s 

bellies. 

The sun nesting behind 

a vellum of hills, 

its flicker fighting, 

chiaroscuro on the crags 

as in Caravaggio. 

Caravaggio, 
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thousands of years later, considers 

the castrated boy, 

the lute player.  

After the first layer, 

begins to trace 

with his handle 

image of a lute, 

image of a carafe, 

then pauses, 

then changes his mind. 
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Soviet Film 

Let the professor turn off the projector. 

 Let the students file out. 

A Spruce Grouse 

bellows from the maw of the river, 

but this Wisconsin town 

is disappeared. 

The campus’s conical mounds— 

now Siberian slopes 

glazed 

cinereal. 

Snow shining 

the color of starvation, 

intense enough to make a man 

kill his friend. 

You are there 

in the window 

watching them, some rubbing 

palms, 

some bartering cigarettes. 

One hums, one runs 

a nervous hand across a shoulder. 

Where to go 

but back to the bunks? 

What to speak to frostbitten stars 

pricking the sorority roof, 

to fingers 

too famished to point? 
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Let the students ford ditches 

glutted with cadaverous 

silver.  You are busy. 

You are watching your visage 

in glass, backing up, 

like Vertov, you’re an image  

recording an image, dredging 

lakes of your pupils. 

What dead you find there 

you cannot save. 
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Self-Portrait as Hunters in the Snow 

After Brueghel’s Hunters in the Snow, 1565 

I was terrible at things,  

of course.  When the snow 

came to cocoon, I was, for this 

reason, rounding the school  

track in gym shorts. 

A sky like Brueghel’s, 

a sea of muddy glass. 

I watched the coach  

in the window count  

my laps— five per missed 

free throw. He’d been rehired 

by the new principal a month 

after battering a ref  

with a chair.  Not just a story. 

No, the ref dragged his 

left foot like a cripple, 

the coach told us,  

a California faggot. 

Sang the national anthem  

as he ran us through frost- 

 

stricken forests. 

What were we doing 

wandering woods where  

elders say a man swore a pact 
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with the devil for a strong  

horse, for a glass of brandy? 

Brueghel’s hunters 

must have asked.  

Those hunters, Bavarians, 

saw the thickets bereft  

of piebald does. Crossed 

frozen tidewaters  

of the Rhine,  

jutting  spires 

of rock, dead furies  

bursting the permafrost.  

What but necessity  

kept them trundling, 

nearly dead among the dead? 

What need kept me running? 

You have to master at least 

one thing, the coach said. 

I understood how dawn 

practices, his chair  

he’d proudly hobbled 

mastered him. 

But how to explain what 

weakness kept me?     

How to understand 

what a voice 

echoing through the wood 

needed to say,  
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but get up, son,  

get up and walk away? 
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Dürer in the Valley of Oleanders 

After Arco, 1495 

One wastes time 

loving anything 

this much: the foliage 

won’t still, 

shuttering and trading 

shadows 

in the coronary earth. 

The pigment 

and sugar get it wrong, Agnes. 

Like my language 

in the Venetian’s mouth. 

To translate 

tires me—oleanders to forks, 

cliffs to decapitated 

generals.  It’s the errors; always 

the clumsy tool 

in the clumsier hand.  I am 

so much a man 

before this makeshift easel.  Agnes, 

on the outskirts 

of Arco there is little to traffic. 

Laughter of women, 

one muscling a wheelbarrow, 

others basketing 
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oranges: all indifferent as the cries 

of pelagic birds. 

Don’t fear when I tell you I love 

this monotony. 

I’m coming home.  Because 

what is this love 

wasted on vineyards and watchtowers 

haunted by owls?  

Down the Alps—a rumble 

of horned deer.  

I swirl the pigment, add the tarred road. 

The deer grow louder.  

I feel mad with the rush of it. 

A craftsman of hares. 

Carver of blood-hungry steeds. 

Do not name me a god. 

 I am not.  I am those animals, 

reckless and ragged. 

Speak my name, and I will tear 

this mountain to your will. 
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Politics of the Afterlife 

The wasp nest the drones built 

is finished, 

and at night I hear them 

suckling nectar 

and hemolymph from victims.  

I strip the porch boards, 

fumigate— 

pyrethin, 

which scorches innards, 

rages like a house fire 

before it kills. 

“They can go to hell,” 

I tell Thom. 

Gehenna—a valley 

where the sacrificed are stacked, 

where I ferry the nest 

after I’ve turned it 

to a grey tomb safe 

for children. 

I want to be bigger. 

Unconscionable life, 

where I must kill 

more than I can save, 

I want to love you.  You 

and Rob Bell, 

who wrote that Ghandi 
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wasn’t in hell. 

A thousand parishioners 

left his church. 

An article said people got uncomfortable 

with the idea others 

didn’t have to suffer  

when they should suffer, even if 

its horribly, with extreme 

instruments of torture for good. 

We need a God 

capable of wrath 

one Pastor wrote as if God 

were his echo. 

The article doesn’t indicate 

what the pastor did after this, 

but I imagine him 

turning from presbytery 

to nave, 

reluctantly 

into the spring 

where ferns and flowers 

the color of persimmons 

swatched the lawn. 

And he thought 

how greedy the flowers 

look, jockeying for an angle 

on unclouded sky. 

Yes, and how survival 

made them cruel 

at times. 

85



Thick malaise coming, 

anvil clouds 

coaxed 

into obscurity. 

I have coveted, 

and I have been coolly vengeful, Lord. 

But you are much larger, 

much kinder than me. 

You can be like the clouds 

who when they rain 

sound like wings  

beating and beating 

the dark. 
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Three Trees for Lydia 

After Rembrandt’s The Three Trees, 1643 

Some believe the hill is Golgotha, 

the trees 

two thieves and a God. 

Then who are the fisherman and his wife? 

Peasants who bowed 

to cairns and goby, 

idols  

of thrashing fish? 

Or it’s Saskia 

with Rembrandt, 

patiently awaiting 

what’s pulled 

from the riverine darkness. 

I imagine husband and wife 

seated 

before kindling. 

They’re so small, Lydia, 

amidst the magnanimity 

of the flats, 

the fingerprint sky smothered 

by steam. 

As I turn the print, your hair 

hangs lithe as the lines 

of Rembrandt’s échoppe. 

A sliced lemon,  
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almond light 

dapple the cutting board. 

There are roses, 

rain smoking 

from the forest. 

But not one of the maples 

resembles a cross. 

No messiahs, 

no thieves, 

just what asks 

to be stolen, what demands. 

For so many years, I’ve heard 

this unspoken voice. 

Take each other jealously, 

it begs, 

with fingers, 

then tongues 

and every measure 

of what we can’t give 

back. 
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