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“I think poets more and more these days conceive of 

writing projects and and then write poems to fulfill 

those projects, as opposed to writing poems and later 

attempting to discern what projects, if any, the poems 

have made manifest.” 

-Joel Brouwer 

 

 

“I’m not arguing that a stylistically unified book doesn’t 

present its own joys–a pleasure derived from the 

fullness of a well-developed project, the novelistic 

depth that can be achieved with a tighter focus, the 

confidence and psychological comfort we feel as 

readers in the hands of a writer with a stable, practiced 

voice.” 

-Beth Ann Fennelly 

 

 

“It’s easier and faster to get a handle on someone’s 

project when there isn’t a wide range of style 

happening in it.” 

-Joy Katz (qtd. in Fennelly) 

 

 

“For me putting a manuscript together is a reductive 

process, somewhat the way I write a poem. I’m always 

flinging poems aside, once I’m convinced that they ‘do 

not get along well with the others.’ The chosen poems 

form some sort of association.” 

-Elaine Terranova (qtd. in Sajè) 

 

 

“It’s a tricky business in doing sequence because I 

want [each poem], in some ways, to have a stand-

alone quality and I don’t mind if the meaning shifts a 

little bit when you put it back in the sequence. There is 

a way in which I want all of them to be stone: I’m 

building this stone wall and I want every one to be a 

stone, but there’s a point at which some of them 

become the chinking, some of them become the 

mortar, and those I’m never as happy with because I 

think, ‘Oh, I’ve got to write this one so that these other 

two will fit better.’” 

 - Claudia Emerson (Interview) 

 

 

“Though they clearly fit into various points along the 

outline of a story, Emerson’s new poems transcend 

narrative.” 

-Henry Taylor (Back Cover of Late Wife 
 

 

 

 

Typically, the phenomenon known as the concept album in music revolves 

around the idea of one album having a point, or a theme. Often, concept 

albums experiment with the idea of having no breaks in the music from the 

beginning of the album to its end. This way of putting together an album is 

in direct opposition to the more typical idea of the album as simply the best 

twelve or so songs that a band has written since the last album. Obviously, 

not all musical albums fit neatly into one category or another. Some contain 

elements of both, and most of the time bands try to maintain a consistency 

in the songs that make up their albums: they usually won’t record the polka 

song that they happened to write in the middle of their rock album.  

 

This idea transfers nicely to poetry. Most books of poetry fall somewhere in 

the middle of the continuum of which one end is the project book and the 

other end is the collection of recent poems. However, the trend of the 

moment seems to be towards the end of the spectrum at which lie books 

such as Atsuro Riley’s Romey’s Order, and even books of poems that 

merely represent a poet’s best work since the previous book are usually 

carefully ordered to draw out patterns and themes that naturally occur in the 

poems. 

This creative thesis consists of two parts: a critical preface and a chapbook of original poetry. The critical preface to 

this creative project will examine the phenomenon of the project book in poetry by examining the range of types of 

poetry books. For the pure project book, the preface will examine Atsuro Riley’s Romey’s Order. For the opposite 

end of the spectrum, the preface will discuss Robert Hass’ Praise, a book that could be termed a collection of poems 

with obsessions. The preface will also look at Claudia Emerson’s Late Wife and Sylvia Plath’s Ariel and Other 

Poems to fill out the spectrum. How closely do the poems in a book of poetry have to be bound up in a theme, 

including narrative and poetic voice, in order to justify putting the poems in a book? Poets seem to be writing more 

and more to put together a project book, or, to put in another way, a concept book. Is it enough that the poems were 

written by the same poet in around the same time, or does the reader need more? The creative section of this thesis 

will experiment with the ideas discussed in the critical preface by involving poems that have disparate speakers and 

subjects but interacting themes. 
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Romey’s Order is a classic project book. All of the poems share the innovative voice of the boy named Romey 

along with Romey’s specific geography and fascination with ordering the world around him. Late Wife contains a 

three-part narrative of grief that begins with a divorce, moves to the death of a grandmother, and ends with the grief 

of a widower for his late wife and the way that the speaker, the widower’s new wife, participates in and observes 

that grief. Though there is a clear narrative, the frame of Late Wife is far less constrictive than the frame of Romey’s 

Order, and the poems seem able to stand on their own more. In Ariel, Sylvia Plath charts a course from the word 

“love” to the word “spring.” The sequence is also heavily autobiographical. Nevertheless, the poems that make up 

the sequence are still freer from the constraint of a frame than the poems in Late Wife, thanks to Plath’s wild 

variety. Robert Hass’ Praise brings up the far end of the collection. It is intentionally further from the right end than 

the furthest left book is from the left since it could more accurately be called a book with obsessions. Certain 

images and themes repeat: the uneasiness of language in the face of reality, a deer by the water, blackberries. It is 

possible to trace these obsessions through the book, meaning that it has more structure than a true collection of 

poems would. 

The Project Book The Collection of Poems 
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WHERE MY WORK FITS 

My creative work fits at the end of the continuum closer to collection of poems. Like Praise, my collection will be 

carefully ordered to draw out themes. However, there is no overarching narrative, nor is there a consistent speaker 

or voice or form. Instead, the “I” speaker is different for every poem, despite recurring themes of childhood, 

relationships, mythology, and sound and silence. It is a sequence ordered based on the common themes that arose 

in the poetry as it was written, as opposed to a sequence ordered based on a preconceived “concept.” 


