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PART I 

“ANOTHER INSCRUTABLE HOUSE”: (IN)STABILITY, MASTERY,  

AND PERFORMATIVE VULNERABILITY IN  

ELIZABETH BISHOP’S “SESTINA”
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The title of my creative dissertation, Inscrutable House, comes from the last line of 

Elizabeth Bishop’s poem “Sestina.” The phrase has stuck with me for many years because it 

captures so succinctly the instability within the notion of home—of just where and what exactly 

home is. The places we think of as home never seem to stay that way, and some places we have 

never been before feel homelike from the moment we first arrive. Helen Vendler gets to the heart 

of the paradox when she points out that “[o]f all the things that should not be inscrutable, one’s 

house comes first,” and that Bishop reveals to us “[t]he fact that one’s house always is 

inscrutable, that nothing is more enigmatic than the heart of the domestic scene” 

(“Domestication” 23). In Inscrutable House, there are many poems that, at their core, wrestle 

with this idea from Bishop of a familiar yet utterly unknowable home. Though most of the 

poems in Inscrutable House bear little stylistic or tonal resemblance to Bishop’s work, all of 

them have grown out of the sense of wonder and terror Bishop awakened in me when I saw my 

own questions and struggles at the heart of her work. How is it, her work asks, that the things we 

know most intimately and hold the closest—our families, our bodies, our souls—are also beyond 

our full understanding? Were it not for the poems examined in this critical preface, I don’t 

believe I would have known to ask these questions, or how to ask them, or wondered why it 

matters. 

Over and over in her poetry, Elizabeth Bishop returns to the subject of home: where it is, 

where is used to be but has gone away, where and what it might have been if things had been 

different. Though taking on a subject that so often evokes in readers and writers alike a strong 

emotional reaction, Bishop’s approach is always measured. “Sestina,” the poem upon which this 

study will primarily focus, displays the poet’s characteristic emotional restraint in considerations 

of home and history and how to remember. Colm Tóibín understands Bishop’s work as “led by 
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clarity, by precise description, by briskness of feeling, by no open displays of anything, least of 

all easy feeling.” For him, her work “bore the marks, many of them deliberate, […] of things that 

had been said, but had now been erased, or moved into the shadows” (2–3). Bishop’s poems are 

indeed characterized by an ostensible coolness of feeling and an attention to detail in creating 

concrete descriptions of the world. But from time to time there is a strangeness, an 

otherworldliness, a ghostlike ability to see from multiple perspectives at once that surfaces in her 

work, transforming her realistic, often domestic world into a more surreal place, yet all the more 

true to lived experience for its strangeness. It is in these moments when the otherworldly breaks 

through into her world that she loses—or rather, performs the loss of—her emotional distance 

and allows strong feeling to bubble to the surface. 

The three critics whose work I most heavily incorporate into this preface all use in their 

studies of Bishop’s work the sort of spectral, speculative language I have employed above. Colm 

Tóibín writes about “the shadows” into which Bishop pushes that which she does not want to 

reveal (3); Bonnie Costello uses descriptors such as “demonically” and “uncannily” to describe 

the way repressed notions of loss find expression in “Sestina” (198); and Helen Vendler adopts 

from Bishop’s “The Moose” the term “otherworldly” when describing “the perpetually strange 

and mysterious” world that lies “[b]eyond or behind the familiar” (“Domestication” 28). All of 

these critics recognize that in Bishop’s work, the poem is a cite where we are aware of inclusion 

and exclusion. There is always an inside world made up of that which is known, included, 

familiar, and domestic; and an outside world comprising that which is unknown, excluded, 

unfamiliar (or strange), and undomestic (or otherworldly). The term that I add to the critical 

lexicon of this conversation is “ghostliness,” which I use to describe that which seems to come 

from outside the world created by the poem to haunt and disrupt the normal domestic order of 
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things, defamiliarize the familiar, wrest control away from the speaker, and allow the hidden 

trauma to be revealed. 

Bishop is commonly read and taught as a poet who strives to master and control her 

world through her poems—pushing emotional trauma into the shadows, to use Tóibín’s 

metaphor—but ultimately fails to do so, which results in moments where emotion, under the 

pressure of Bishop’s attempt to control it, bursts unbidden into the poem in a cathartic turn or 

interjection. This reading sets Bishop up as a foil to the confessional poets, especially her friend 

Robert Lowell, against whom she is often contextualized; while Lowell’s confessional work sets 

out from the beginning to expose the poet’s emotional trauma—“I hear / my ill-spirit sob in each 

blood cell, / as if my hand were at its throat” (“Skunk Hour” 32–34)—Bishop’s work sets out to 

suppress that emotion but ends up losing control, or so goes this common reading. This is how I 

was taught Bishop. Yet concealment, I have found, is only one layer of Bishop’s project.  

It is not the concealment, but the intentional failure to conceal that is the fulfillment of 

Bishop’s project. This is what Tóibín refers to when he asserts that the “marks” of Bishop’s 

failed concealment appear “deliberate” (3). She performs failure; she very deliberately arranges 

for us to meet the Bishop that seems to force her way through the controlled surface of the 

poems. It is the tension between the control of the poetic mechanism and the undercurrent of 

destabilization that so often becomes Bishop’s subject. A brief look at the frequently 

anthologized “One Art” and “The Moose” as case studies in her performed failure of mastery 

may prove useful in illustrating this tendency in Bishop and serve as a base from which to 

consider the case of “Sestina,” which does the same work as Bishop’s better known poems, but 

at a heightened and perhaps uniquely complex level, which will be illustrated below. 
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“One Art” is probably the most widely known of Bishop’s poems, so much so that 

Bonnie Costello begins her influential monograph Questions of Mastery with an obligatory nod 

to “One Art,” borrowing the language of mastery from its iconic refrain “[t]he art of losing isn’t 

hard to master” (1, 6, 12, 15) before moving into the lesser known poems of Bishop, never to 

return to “One Art.” The poem “confronts [Bishop’s] reader,” argues Costello, “with a paradox 

central to her work,” the tension between mastery and loss—between known and unknown, 

domestic and otherworldly. The speaker of the poem employs a “sardonic” tone in “enumerating 

losses” (1). In the last stanza of the poem, however, we find another, more vulnerable voice 

breaking through the speaker’s cynicism by way of parentheticals. Between where the cynical 

speaker says “[e]ven losing you” and “I shan’t have lied,” the vulnerable speaker—the authentic 

Bishop? we wonder—lets slip the tender phrase “the joking voice, a gesture / I love” (16–17). In 

the final line, we find the vulnerable, authorial speaker finally breaking all the way through, 

parenthetically commanding herself to “Write it!” (19), drawing attention to the artifice of the 

poem because she is unable to maintain control any longer. “Even her meter,” Costello writes, 

“almost yields to the pressure of personal loss at the end” (1); indeed, line 16, the site of the first 

parenthetical intrusion, breaks the iambic pentameter of the poem by introducing a line of 

hexameter. These two perspectives—the controlled, sardonic first-person speaker and the 

emotionally compromised authorial Bishop—enact Bishop’s “strong urge for order and 

dominance confronting a recalcitrant world and volatile inner life,” but the confrontation is 

performed. Bishop does not lose control in her poem; rather, she uses the artifice of the villanelle 

to create for us the experience of losing control, illustrating the tension between the desire for 

“control and unity” and the reality of “flux and variety” (2). 
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“The Moose” performs the breaking through of the hidden authorial presence by subtler, 

more complex means that utilize another common Bishop strategy: a shifting sense of 

perspective in a moment where the line between the domestic and the otherworldly becomes 

blurred. Helen Vendler insightfully tracks the movement of “The Moose” into three discrete 

sections: 

The poem passes from adult observation of a familiar landscape to the unending ritual, 
first glimpsed in childhood, of human sorrow and narration, to a final joy in the 
otherworldly, in whatever lies within the impenetrable wood and from time to time 
allows itself to be beheld. Beyond or behind the familiar, whether the visual or the human 
familiar, lies the perpetually strange and mysterious. (“Domestication” 28) 

 
The distant, seemingly omniscient perspective of the first movement—intent on describing for us 

the “narrow provinces / of fish and bread and tea” (1–2)—shifts into a fuzzy first-person limited 

perspective in the second section, where we overhear snippets of other bus passengers’ 

conversations begin to blur into and intertwine with the recollections of the speaker and what is 

perhaps an authorial Bishop. It is a “gentle, auditory, / slow hallucination” (89–90), one “not 

concerning us, but recognizable” (93–94)—the first use of a first-person pronoun that seems to 

include the speaker—reminiscent of “[g]randparents’ voices” (96), voices that seem strangely 

familiar and recall “the way they talked / in the old feather bed” (121–2).  

Here, in this drifting into memory, the vulnerable Bishop rises to the surface but doesn’t 

fully emerge until the third section of the poem, the arrival of the eponymous moose. The moose 

bursts into the poem as a “grand, otherworldly” presence (153). It penetrates the “impenetrable 

wood” (134) to enter the speaker’s narrative and “looms” there (135), larger than life, 

“Towering, […] high as a church” (139–40). Even the time that elapses here is “her time” 

(151)—the moose’s time. The speaker, who seems to have been fighting off connection and 

trying to hold onto a posture of cool detachment throughout the poem, finally relents. It’s an 
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epiphanic moment in which the otherworldliness of the moose seemingly shakes the speaker into 

losing all control of her detachment and allowing a sense of wonder and connection to break into 

the poem. “Why, why” the speaker asks, “do we feel / (we all feel) this sweet / sensation of joy?” 

(154–6). There is a connection here to the other human actors in the first-person plural pronoun, 

and a connection even to the moose in the language of domestication. The moose looms “high as 

a church,” yet at the same time is it “homely as a house / (or, safe as houses)” (140–2), both 

otherworldly and domestic, the same paradox that Costello points out in “One Art” and 

extrapolates to Bishop’s body of work. And as in “One Art,” the shifting perspectives in “The 

Moose” allow for a performance of faltering mastery that illustrates this paradox. Moving from 

“One Art” to “The Moose” and finally to “Sestina” reveals an increasingly complex and nuanced 

approach to the performative nature of Bishop’s loss of control through shifting perspective, as 

we will see below. 

“Sestina” describes an ostensibly calm domestic scene: a grandmother making tea while 

her granddaughter draws pictures with crayons. The poem allows the reader to interpret the scene 

from multiple vantage points. Unlike other of Bishop’s multi-perspective works—such as “One 

Art,” which we saw introduces a second perspective in the final stanza, or “The Moose,” which 

begins with one detached perspective and slowly builds in complexity and multiplicity as the 

poem develops—“Sestina” assaults the reader with perspectives from the beginning. On an 

initial reading, the grandmother dominates the first half of the poem, while the second half is 

dominated by the granddaughter, or, rather, more properly, “the child.” As Vendler points out, 

“the child, in the folk-order of the poem, is of indeterminate sex” (“Domestication” 23). Yet I 

understand the child in “Sestina” to be the granddaughter because, though the poem utilizes a 
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third-person point-of-view, it’s easy to superimpose Bishop herself onto the figure of the child, 

assuming an autobiographical intent on the part of the poet.  

There is certainly precedent for reading the child autobiographically so that she becomes 

a juvenile Bishop. Many scholars, such as Ramazani, Ellman, and O’Clair of The Norton 

Anthology of Modern and Contemporary Poetry, number “Sestina” specifically among Bishop’s 

“writings about her youth” (16). Like the child in the poem, Bishop spent her childhood under 

the care of her grandmother and other relatives because of the absence of her mother and father. 

Unlike the child’s in “Sestina,” the details of Bishop’s circumstances are available to the reader. 

“In Nova Scotia, after Bishop’s father had died,” writes Vendler, “her mother went insane; 

Bishop lived there with her grandparents from the age of three to the age of six.” Later, she was 

“raised by an aunt in Massachusetts, but spent summers in Nova Scotia till she was thirteen” 

(“Poems” 828). Just as Bishop’s parents were absent from her life, the child’s parents in 

“Sestina” are absent, save perhaps for a memorial to the lost father in the crayon-drawn “man 

with buttons like tears” (29). 

The death of her father no doubt affected the infant Bishop later on, but the absence of 

her mother must have proved especially glaring; her mother had been “diagnosed as insane and 

permanently institutionalized” when Bishop was five, and “though her mother lived another 

eighteen years, she never saw her again” (Ramazani 15–16). In a sense, her mother was both 

present and absent during her childhood: not absent in the final sense in which her late father was 

absent, but nonetheless not present in, nor able to access, Bishop’s life. The mother’s forced 

absence from her daughter’s life colored the way in which Bishop characterized her sense of 

control over her own life. Bishop used the word “kidnapped” to describe being removed from her 

grandmother’s home in Nova Scotia and relocated first to her father’s family’s home in 
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Worchester, Massachusetts, and then to her mother’s sister Maud’s, which was near Boston 

(Ramazani 16). Like her mother, Bishop was taken from her home—taken away without her 

consent. Allowed to visit Nova Scotia in the summers but living in Massachusetts the rest of the 

year (“Poems” 828), Bishop was only semi-present in the place she had first come to know as 

home. The remainder of the year, she was a living ghost in Nova Scotia, just as her mother was 

in her daughter’s life. 

 It is perhaps no surprise, then, that the perspective of Bishop the poet functions as a 

ghostly presence in this sestina depicting a scene from her childhood. The poem is haunted by 

biography, and in response we find ourselves looking for her authorial, self-conscious presence, 

which is unusually strong despite the uncharacteristically detached and unadorned third-person 

perspective of the narration. It is a perspective that seems to look in, commenting from outside 

the world of the poem. We find none of the first-person interjections or parenthetical corrections, 

qualifications, or clarifications (as in “One Art” and “The Moose”) characteristic of so much of 

her work, which Tóibín argues she includes “in her poems […] almost as a duty or a ceremony” 

in order to “[attend] to the truth of things” and to enact her “mild, distracted, solitary unease in 

the face of such truth” (5). Bishop’s authorial presence in “Sestina” instead bleeds through 

predominately by way of autobiography and, more importantly, by way of a proliferation of 

surreal, personifying metaphors and an instability of perspective. 

 Instead of commenting directly, as she usually does, on the scene she has created, in 

“Sestina” Bishop inserts her commentary through her choice of metaphors. Despite the 

emotionally neutral tone of the poem, grief and loss permeate every stanza. One of recurring 

words is “tears,” which appear in the poem as literal tears, but more commonly as metaphor: the 

“September rain” (1) that “must dance on the house” (16), drops of condensation from the tea 
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kettle that “dance like mad on the hot black stove” (14), the “dark brown tears” filling a cup of 

tea (22), the “buttons like tears” on the clothing of the man the child has drawn (29), the “little 

moons” that “fall down like tears / from between the pages” of an almanac’s lunar calendar (33–

34). Along with this permeating grief comes a tendency toward surrealism. Bishop grants agency 

to the inanimate objects in the room: the “[b]irdlike” almanac “hovers half open above the child” 

and “the old grandmother” (19–21). Many objects are personified: an “iron kettle sings on the 

stove” (11), raindrops and drops of condensation “dance” (14–16), a teakettle cries “tears” (15), 

an almanac is “clever” (18). Beginning in the antepenultimate stanza, the objects even speak 

lines of dialog: “It was to be, says the Marvel Stove. / I know what I know, says the almanac. / 

[…] Times to plant tears, says the almanac” (25–26, 37). It is Bishop’s ghostly authorial 

presence, by way of the third-person speaker, that energizes these metaphors and these inanimate 

objects and transforms them from purely domestic artifacts into strange, otherworldly figures; 

and it is these metaphors and the way in which they are transformed that reveal the authorial 

presence. 

The domestic and the otherworldly, as we have seen, go hand-in-hand in Bishop’s poetry. 

Vendler writes that Bishop’s poems in the vein of “Sestina” serve to “put into relief the 

continuing vibration of her work between two frequencies—the domestic and the strange.” 

Vendler continues, asserting that “[i]n another poet the alternation might seem a debate, but 

Bishop drifts rather than divides, gazes rather than chooses” (“Domestication” 23). This shifting 

from domesticity to otherworldliness—and the otherworldly pressing into the domestic—through 

the use of imaginative, personifying metaphors is not a poetic move unique to Bishop; what may 

be unique to her, however, is the way in which these metaphors combine with erratic shifts in 

perspective to create a fully realized, three-dimensional psychological event out of what seems 
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on the surface to be a simple narrative scene. Martha Marinara picks up on Vendler’s use of the 

concept of the gaze and argues that Bishop’s “gaze reveals the social contradictions often hidden 

in domesticating acts, rather than presenting an aesthetic resolution of them” (2). The poet’s 

gaze, when literalized, is perspective, the point-of-view from which the poem is spoken. In an 

essential way, it is the poet who sees through the poem, not the speaker or character. To use 

Marinara’s language, Bishop in “Sestina” assumes multiple, contradictory perspectives in order 

to reveal the trauma that is hidden in the calm domestic scene of the poem, denying the reader an 

easy resolution. 

The poet in “Sestina” sees from the perspective of the child, from the perspective of the 

grandmother, from the perspective of the impersonal third-person speaker, and from Bishop’s 

own ghostly authorial presence. We follow the child’s gaze as she “is watching the teakettle’s 

small hard tears / dance like mad on the hot black stove” (14–15). We follow the grandmother’s 

thoughts as she “thinks that her equinoctial tears / and the rain that beats on the roof of the 

house / were both foretold by the almanac” (7–9). We get a perspective exclusive to the 

impersonal third-person narrator who knows that “secretly […] / the little moons fall down like 

tears / from between the pages of the almanac” (31–34) and who alone hears the dialog of the 

stove and the almanac (25–26, 37). Vendler attributes the perception of all these tears to the child 

alone, arguing simply that “the child senses the tears unshed and displaces them everywhere” 

(“Domestication” 23), but it is this ghostly Bishop the poet that I argue sees through all three of 

these perspectives to add a fourth; it is the presence of the poet, the personality who lived this 

scene in her actual life, that allows the trauma of lived experience to permeate the poem and to 

bubble up to the surface by way of the artistic motif in which object after object—tea, rain, 

buttons, condensation, moons—is figured as tears. In a sense, the ghost of Bishop possesses the 
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speaker and characters and even objects in her poem, speaking her painful truth through their 

voices. 

Bonnie Costello describes the otherworldly dimension of “Sestina” in similarly 

supernatural terms. In her words, the poem depicts “domestic objects” that are “uncannily 

animated to suggest not only a child’s fantasy but a psychically charged situation.” And “[t]he 

poem,” she argues “presents objects which, along with a child’s crayon drawing, demonically 

express a repressed awareness of change and loss” (198). To reformulate my argument in 

Costello’s language, it is Bishop’s “demonic” expression through “domestic objects” and 

possession of multiple actors’ perspectives that allows the poet’s “repressed awareness” of the 

trauma of “change and loss” to surface in the poem. Without the domestic taking on otherworldly 

dimensions, this wouldn’t be possible; Bishop the poet—the vulnerable perspective that Bishop’s 

work so often strains (performatively) to conceal—would be invisible, subsumed under the 

erratically shifting perspectives of the actors in the scene. 

That Costello links domesticity with the notions of the uncanny and of psychological 

repression in her description of “Sestina” reveals the Freudian basis of her thinking. In his 1919 

essay “The Uncanny,” Freud explores the causes, effects, and implications of certain 

unconscious processes of simultaneous orientation and disorientation—of familiarity shot 

through with unfamiliarity—that he names unheimlich, or “uncanny.” It is interesting in the 

context of a discussion on domesticity to consider that a literal translation into colloquial English 

of the word heim and the suffix   -lich might be “home” and “-like” and thus “homelike,” or to 

use its Latinate counterpart, “domestic.” Freud begins his essay by examining a variety of 

German dictionary entries to investigate the shades of meaning the word heimlich can take on. 

“What interests us most in this long extract,” he concludes in the first section of the essay, “is to 
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find that among its different shades of meaning the word heimlich exhibits one which is identical 

with its opposite unheimlich. What is heimlich then comes to be unheimlich” (420). Freud finds 

that the word contains, quite literally, its own opposite, its own negation, and yet it contains more 

than just negation. 

Freud continues, “[i]n general we are reminded that the word heimlich is not 

unambiguous, but belongs to two sets of ideas, which without being contradictory are yet very 

different: on the one hand, it means that which is familiar and congenial, and on the other, that 

which is concealed and kept out of sight” (420). Here the passive voice of Freud’s (or the 

translator’s) sentence construction hints at a key factor in the relationship of these two ideas to 

one another: agency. While “familiar” and “congenial” are descriptors that seem well enough 

explained in their current form, “concealed” and “kept out of sight” beg the question of agency. 

If we consider “concealed” and “kept out of sight” on the same terms as we do “familiar” and 

“congenial,” in which the only force acting upon the observer is the observer’s own recognition, 

then we might conclude that it is the observer who conceals and keeps the thing removed from 

his or her own sight. The observer acts to defamiliarize and put out of sight what is already 

familiar because it is uncongenial. Freud, too, reaches this conclusion—or a version of it—when 

he asserts that “this uncanny is in reality nothing new or foreign, but something familiar and 

old—established in the mind that has been estranged only by the process of repression” (429). It 

is the fact of concealment or repression that makes the familiar unfamiliar, and the recognition of 

that fact that refamiliarizes and makes manifest the experience of the uncanny. 

Bishop, the primary observer of her own life, defamiliarizes through otherworldly images 

the familiar domestic reality of her childhood in order to performatively repress the uncongenial 

trauma of parental abandonment, and yet that very defamiliarization contains its own negative in 
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that it makes plain to the reader the familiar trauma of domestic reality. It is a textual enactment 

of Hegel’s dialectic in which our image of Bishop the poet “is the negative, but the negative of 

the positive, and includes the positive within itself” and yet “is the other in its own self, the other 

of an other” and therefore “includes its own other within it” (Hegel 648). We see her uncanny 

Freudian double, but we also see her exterior other. In the shifting perspectives of “Sestina,” the 

trauma of Bishop’s lived reality is both obscured and made plain to us—both domestic and 

otherworldly—because in this moment of the uncanny our entry as into the scene makes it so. 

We see here, to use Hegel’s language, “the positive resulting from the abolition and preservation 

of the negative” (649), the double and the singular at once, the single perspective and multiple 

perspectives at once. 

For Costello, Bishop’s use of shifting, multiple perspectives in “Sestina” (in fact, in much 

of Bishop’s work) and the uncanny effects of those perspectives on the experience of the reader 

are both the necessary result of Bishop’s unique postmodern sense of realism as well as windows 

into her complicated psychology. The single, static perspective is too narrow for her, as in this 

poem where “[t]he simple present of the child cannot accommodate what is hidden or past or to 

come, so these become mystically invested in the objects: the annunciatory, birdlike almanac, 

and marvel stove” (200). Bishop requires a broader, more flexible point of view to capture what 

she understands to be the truth of real, realist experience. Prior to the modernist movement 

Bishop’s work ultimately transcends, “[t]he invisible basis of [the unity of nature in art] was the 

static position of a single, impersonal beholder. The modernist challenge to such illusions of 

mastery had become doctrine by the time Elizabeth Bishop began writing” (14). “Sestina” pushes 

the envelope further by actively displacing perspective.  
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“Against the paralyzed gaze,” argues Costello, “her active displacements of perspective 

keep the mind open and affirm the presence of a creative subject. Mastery by perspective gives 

way to engagement by constant readjustment” (14). The creative subject here—that ghostly 

presence of Bishop that possesses and speaks through all the perspectives of the poem—both 

necessitates the displacement of traditional perspective and is made possible by way of that 

displacement; it is Hegel’s “positive resulting from the abolition and preservation of the 

negative” (649). “The self,” writes Costello, “which has neither transcendent identity nor 

grounding in the present achieves, through the rhetorical force of memory, a principle of 

continuity. This remains true even when the memories are disturbing or dislocated from their 

origins” (11). The unstable, shifting, blurred perspective Bishop employs in “Sestina” empowers 

her speaker to maintain a sense of self-continuity while simultaneously making room for the 

intentional expression of performatively repressed trauma. 

Costello argues that, while “Bishop is well known for her unusual perspectives,” those 

perspectives “have not been fully interpreted. Sometimes they portray the inevitable solipsism of 

human awareness. But taken together, they amount to a critique of the single vantage point of 

integrated, timeless subjectivity.” Bishop’s perspectives, which Costello calls “multiple, angled, 

liminal, and inverted,” often have a “different outcome” from similar “symbolist and surrealist 

techniques,” as Bishop’s “[lead] away from abstraction rather than toward it” (9). This is why the 

complicated, muddled matrix of perspectives in “Sestina” is necessary, and why those 

perspectives reinforce the realism of Bishop’s work rather than diminishing it. There is no 

“integrated, timeless subjectivity” observing dispassionately the workings of a human life; there 

is only the messy experience of lived reality, which is exactly that: messy. To acknowledge that 

mess does not lead to abstraction; rather, the acknowledgment that our subjectivity is both 
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disintegrated and time-bound allows for greater verisimilitude to a particular lived reality than 

could any single perspective. “Bishop’s realism,” Costello confirms, “not only allows the world 

to make an actual, recognizable appearance; it makes the poet-beholder,” that ghostly authorial 

presence made manifest through the instability of perspective, “an essential, dynamic part of that 

appearance rather than a mere vehicle of ideas.” Bishop the poet does not speak through her 

characters as a mere side effect of authorship, but as a reflection of the multiple, layered facets of 

human consciousness. To use Costello’s language, “the abstract element of her poetry—its 

metaphor and mind play—never abandons its engagement with the real” (15). 

“Sestina” and other poems about Bishop’s childhood “are best understood not as portraits 

of childhood awareness or simplified versions of adult problems,” in Costello’s view, “but as 

literary depictions of memories, inherently iconic in their mode of representation. These poems 

imitate the scanning of a mental image from an early period in life” (193). I agree with Costello 

here, but she doesn’t go far enough. The mental image from young Bishop is only one layer of 

the situation “Sestina” creates. Costello later expands and complicates her notion somewhat. 

“Between the third-person narration and the childish form of the perception,” she asserts, “it is 

impossible to fix a single subject who is seeing the scene, unless we understand it as a memory 

in which an adult removed from the scene recalls a more immediate point of view” (198). This 

hits closer to the mark. There is one layer of the poem in which the perspective is that of the 

child; there is another in which the perspective is that of an adult remembering and commenting 

upon the experience of the child. In fact, I would argue there are multiple layers of both adult and 

child perspective looking through and upon the scene. 

Earlier I briefly stated the case for reading the figure of the child, through 

autobiographical similarity, as an avatar of Bishop. In this reading, it is logical to follow that the 
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figure of the grandmother would most likely represent Bishop’s memory of her own 

grandmother. This is accurate but incomplete, as would be any simple one-to-one correlation one 

might draw in “Sestina.” In this poem we can always find the ghostly Bishop possessing 

whatever figure we may focus on; but in this particular case, the case of the grandmother, we 

happen to have corroboration from Bishop herself. In a 1970 letter to Robert Lowell, Bishop, 

calling herself “domestic,” describes her home in Brazil: 

I also have a “cannon-ball” stove, I brought two—the other’s a Franklin, for the sala,—
burning away, and I just realized last night as the lights failed in the kitchen and I fried 
myself an egg by the light of the oil lamp, that probably what I am really up to is 
recreating a sort of de luxe Nova Scotia all over again, in Brazil. And now I’m my own 
grandmother. (Bishop and Lowell 676) 

 
In this moment of reflection, when Bishop sees herself as her grandmother, she takes on the 

nurturing characteristics of her grandmother, and projects upon her housekeeper the role of the 

child when she writes: “I have told my 18-year old maid that she shouldn’t be frightened when I 

laugh to myself (at my own witticisms) and talk out loud.” Though Bishop describes herself as 

laughing, the letter is written in the context of great personal pain for Bishop. The house she 

describes to Lowell is her house in Ouro Preto, Brazil, presumably the one she shared with her 

longtime romantic partner Lota de Macedo Soares, who had died three years earlier. She 

indicated to Lowell that she had been considering selling the house but had recently changed her 

mind (676). In the letter she also discusses the recent psychological breakdown of her former 

lover Suzanne Bowen, another obviously painful situation (677).  In the scene described above, 

Bishop finds herself protecting her maid from pain and fear through laughter and her 

reassurances the way the grandmother in “Sestina” protects the child from fear by hiding her 

tears.  
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Through the use of shifting, unstable perspective, Bishop is able to inhabit the memory of 

the child, the memory of the grandmother, the perception of the impersonal third-person speaker, 

and the adult Bishop whose memory makes possible the scene in the first place, creating for the 

reader a multidimensional experience that comes closer to the reality of the memory that could 

any narrative from a single perspective. She employs “modernist techniques of fragmented, 

distorted, and multiple perspective to break up illusionary space and emphasize the limits of the 

central beholder,” and yet she moves beyond the modernist version of mere fragmentation, 

“resist[ing] both the movement toward perspectiveless abstraction and movement toward 

perspectiveless presentation of things for themselves.” Indeed, as Costello points out, “Bishop 

achieve[s] her greatest strength as a realist poet” because “her particular realism portrays the 

instability of her point of view, the challenges to her mastery” (15).  

Poems like “Sestina” dramatize, perhaps, the way in which trauma and loss are domestic 

in the Freudian sense: they are heimlich and unheimlich in both senses, both known or “familiar” 

as well as “concealed” or “kept out of sight” (418–20). Once again we see Hegel’s “positive 

resulting from the abolition and preservation of the negative” (649); the poet maintains control 

over the emotional situation by dramatizing both the suppression of that emotion and its bubbling 

through to the surface. This again is what Tóibín refers to as “marks, many of them deliberate, 

[…] of things that had been said, but had now been erased, or moved into the shadows” (2–3). 

The third-person speaker maintains a neutral tone while the ghostly authorial Bishop transforms 

everything into tears. It is an extension of the same performative mastery she employs in “One 

Art,” where the authorial presence can be seen peeking through the tension between the ironic 

coolness of the speaker and the desperate, uncontainable emotion of the parenthetical interjection 

“Write it!” (19) in the final line.  
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In Bishop’s work, home is always a complicated notion. In “Sestina,” her child draws us 

a house that is both knowably “rigid” (27) yet ultimately “inscrutable” (39). Her domestic 

spaces, of which there are very many in her poetry, always come with a strangeness, a wariness, 

and a sense that pain, though not always in evidence, is not far away. “[I]n so many poems,” 

writes Costello, “Bishop reminds us that a house is no shelter from pain and loss, that it may in 

fact be the scene of anguish” (199). Vendler wisely articulates, in a passage quoted at the 

beginning of this critical preface, the domestic paradox the reader of Bishop’s poetry senses but 

may not be able to pin down. “Of all the things that should not be inscrutable, one’s house comes 

first,” she writes. “The fact that one’s house always is inscrutable, that nothing is more enigmatic 

than the heart of the domestic scene, offers Bishop one of her recurrent subjects” 

(“Domestication” 23). Bishop’s paradoxical poetry of places and homes and houses lost, so “full 

of resigned tones and half-resigned undertones,” as Tóibín writes, often appear simple on the 

surface, and yet, as Tóibín also observes, “there is always something else there in the space 

between the words, something that is controlled but not fully, so that the chaos or the panic held 

in check is all the more apparent because it is consigned to the shadows” (14). Bishop offers us 

all of this: the pain, the paradox, the panic in the shadows and shadows to obscure it. It is the gift 

of her genius that we can experience all of it almost without realizing it—that we can glide safely 

along the placid surface while watching the drama of the hurricane beneath the surface. That 

image is itself a paradox. She would write a better one. 
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PART II 

INSCRUTABLE HOUSE  
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Time to plant tears, says the almanac. 
The grandmother sings to the marvelous stove 
and the child draws another inscrutable house. 

—  Elizabeth Bishop, “Sestina” 
 
 
 
He said, Go, and tell this people, Hear ye indeed, but 
understand not; and see ye indeed, but perceive not. Make 
the heart of this people fat, and make their ears heavy, and 
shut their eyes; lest they see with their eyes, and hear with 
their ears, and understand with their heart, and convert, 
and be healed.   

—  Isaiah 6:9–10
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Autobiography 

By the time our youth feels good it is already almost over. 
Between the steering wheel, a skillet, and an LCD  
my life begins, snake-like, to eat itself.  
I live in Texas and think sometimes of places 
far from Texas, where Texas is a funny word. 
All day I listen to the heater and the neighbor’s ceaseless dog. 
Patience is a resource I was taught to horde. 
 
I like the predawn interstate 
with its dark and chill and dearth of eyes 
and intellects; I like the shifting weight 
of unrolled quarters as they warm my palm 
then spill across the floor. 
Beneath the floor a colony of ants construct 
a mausoleum for their queen.  
 
I admit that I love staring into mirrors, 
my own face like a tintype on the cold, flat silver. 
I dislike dreams, especially those remembered, 
and happy dreams, the cool skin of a lost beloved, are the worst; 
I prefer the common, unjust persecution. 
 
Sometimes, awake, November, in a silent wood, 
I can forget the meaning of loneliness. 
Every week I nearly walk into a church. 
Twice a month I call my mother, 
which assuages, for a while, my guilt. 
 
I have never, barefoot, walked into the ocean 
and floated off the sand, suspended like a hanged man, 
but I have split the stems of fragrant sassafras 
and sucked them till my mouth felt clean again 
and my words at last seemed—for a moment— 
something worth not idly letting out. 
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Broken Body 

Pallid, blue-veined, tall: a synagogue 
for years unentered. Cobwebs in the halls.  
Forsaken, kudzued country church—split log— 
no congregants to pray it never falls. 
 
Porous rafters, brittle I-beams fat 
with brokenness and bolts. Titanium. 
Nerve-strands bunched and knotted: my cravat 
of faulty wiring. Shorted, sparking, numb. 
 
This temple I live in is just a shack 
with too much insulation, busted locks, 
shutters off their hinges. Infested: louse 
 
and starling, cockroach, weevil—windows black 
with bile. Unholy, wrecked confession box. 
I live alone in my inscrutable house. 
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Ode on the Skull of Moses 

Through the high-arched windows of this house where once his brain had lived, spiders traffic 
silk-bound corpses gripped fast in their pedipalps, their bright white nidus hanging like a 

birdcage in the nose. 
 
Somehow still the beard remains, arranged about the mandible like fescue fallen before the 

plow— 
his mouth was just as sharp with its pronouncements: vatic, chiding, sorrowful. 
 
This prophet who turned stone to bread is now unmade: meat turned dust, bone turned rock,  
time turned varnish, crystalline. The tomb unsealed, the skull sits ringed with rat dung, 
 
tender as the ground in which his armies laid their thousands, in which the prophet as a young 

man 
laid the cruel Egyptian master—whip around his neck—whose prize for wickedness matched the 

prophet’s own. 
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Metaphor 

I returned to the church house when I couldn’t grieve, 
and between the rows of empty pews I found 
a hollowness that I could never leave. 
 
The place was dim, but I could still perceive 
the spots worn in the pews—lighter, round. 
I returned to the church house when I couldn’t grieve 
 
and found the air so still one might believe 
no soul had ever been there—not a sound— 
a hollowness that I could never leave, 
 
though desperately I wanted to. Receive 
salvation mocked the books stacked all around. 
I returned to the church house when I couldn’t grieve 
 
but found I couldn’t grieve there either. Relieve 
my suffering begged Jesus, thorny-crowned. 
The hollowness that I could never leave 
 
ballooned so large I hardly could conceive 
of it—pressing on me, pound by pound. 
I returned to the church house when I couldn’t grieve 
this hollowness that I can never leave. 
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Home 

The green-furred slope of Pigeon Mountain 
rises over Harrisburg  
like the knee of the lost Rhodesian titan— 
colossal, solemn as a dirge.  
A band of stone bleached white by sunshine 
runs below the upper tree line, 
the rock a rough-drawn grid of cracks. 
In the valley, between abandoned tracks 
and the rubble that was once a depot,  
the Broome boys keep their chicken pens— 
just fighting cocks; there are no hens. 
From Center Post to Burgess Hollow 
to the shacks that flank the county line, 
there’s only chickens, hemlock, and pine. 
 
Someone might have called it a village 
once, or perhaps a town, but now 
that it exists is arcane knowledge 
no one really cares to know— 
the black dot to denote its being 
is gone from maps, its people fleeing. 
The towns of Southeast Tennessee 
take most in like refugees. 
The rest pack up and head for Atlanta, 
where Harrisburg is just a place 
in Pennsylvania. The only trace 
of home they’ll carry in their banter, 
the slushy snarl of foothill speech— 
more mountain lion than Georgia peach. 
 
Harrisburg—the Land of the Steeple, 
Jewel of Duck Creek, Promised Land 
for a minor god’s Unchosen People 
who never seem to understand, 
as I do not, that living faster 
need not speed one toward disaster. 
Our great great granddads left Inverness 
and settled the Georgia wilderness 
for reasons no one there remembers— 
if any ever knew at all. 
Perhaps they’d heard the sirens’ call 
of empty hills and mild Decembers. 
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The smallest reason’s enough for some 
to slip the tightening noose of home. 
 
Now I too live there no longer, 
though for me the noose was not so tight 
yet tight enough for the marks to linger: 
the amphitheater of night 
and cicadas swelling like a chorus; 
my father’s workshop thick with paint dust; 
coyotes’ too-human cries that chill 
the heart; the blood that all beasts spill; 
the Broome boys’ truck, stacked high with cages, 
parked outside the Baptist church; 
the soggy days when low clouds perch 
on Pigeon Mountain’s crown; the ages 
winter always seemed to last; 
this always looking toward the past. 
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Crash Site 

The engine ticks and whirs 
as its purr 

becomes a snarl, then a rasp, 
then the hiss of an asp 

before it dies. 
The car lies 

heavy on the boy 
trapped inside it like a toy 

crushed in its box. 
The dashboard clock 

blinks twelve, blinks dots and eights, 
then hesitates. 

The digits fade to green 
and all is calm in the machine. 

 
The boy opens his eyes 

to the hunger of flies 
swarming on the blood- 

sprayed wood, 
the wet, black metal. 

He pumps the dead brake pedal. 
Between the car and tree 

twisted inextricably 
together, 

he lies two hours, two forevers, 
wears a fallen scrub-pine wreath. 

He gasps for breath, 
air sweet with gasoline, 

each gasp a hollow rattling. 
 
Inevitably the sirens come 

with jaws to cut him from 
the trap of steel. 

The boy can feel 
the air stir once again 

on his sweat- and blood-damp skin 
as they scrape him, broken, drunk with shock, 

from the upholstered butcher’s block. 
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Fable 

Nothing ever happened in the thick-vined forest  
his heart became, nothing save the freak flash fires,  
the stammer of the winds the tree mass broke, 
 
nothing save the vines not native choking out 
the smaller saplings horned already with disease, 
nothing save the beetles eating everything not beetle. 
 
Nothing ever pierced the green-black canopy 
that blocked out light and air and kept the final fauna 
blind and weak and hungry to the point of silence. 
 
Nowhere sweet, nowhere many-colored, nowhere 
anywhere not ending. Not a leaf not curled 
and withered everywhere on every split-bark branch. 
 
And then at length there came one black-aired day 
a lioness with white fur lying flat who padded 
lightly through the border’s thorn and shadow, 
 
always heavy, though sliding off her hide like water. 
Every bramble, every stunted stem against her fur  
or curled about her tail or flattened by her paws 
 
went stiff and gray and blew away as dust 
upon the breeze that streamed in through the trail 
her body made. Gray too were her eyes that peered 
 
straight past the sickened wood and banking swirls 
of dust to somewhere deeper at the forest’s core.  
Slowly as she pressed that way all things until then tainted 
 
fell to dust around her, and when at last she reached  
the heart of the forest of his heart that heart was barren. 
Bare gray earth. Bare gray stone. Bright, clean, and cold. 
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The Beech Tree and the Crone 

Crone to Reader: 
 

The Beech, he draped me gingerly in moss, 
 

a shawl to keep my shoulders ragged, fringed 
 
with berry bugs. My feet the brambles shod 
 

and bade me bleed the red clay red across 
 
dead deer trails, paths until then unimpinged 
 

now bloodmud, bogged, a red-black promenade. 
 
Did you not see me bend the cedar bough 
 

into a fragrant crown? Could you not smell 
 
the air I conjured—rooster, kid goat, sow 
 

upon it heavy? Hemp and asphodel? 
 
Should not the hemlocks twist their branches down 
 

to hold my head half-hearted hard between 
 
the dirt and cloudless sky? Should I not drown 
 

their roots in nightshade, larkspur, castor bean?  
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Beech to Reader: 
 

My wood slopes down into the Land of Sheep, 
 

and, slow, the Holy Crone draws tight her shawl 
 
and, bent low, crawls and claws along the path. 
 

No sheepkind in the valley stir from sleep 
 
though lupine creeps the Crone between them all.  
 

O crafty crook, O ancient polymath! 
 
And look now as she crests the hill and springs 
 

up from the dirt. And look, her shawl falls back, 
 
her face pure light, a scouring sun. It sings 
 

loud light like laughter, nova, thunder crack. 
 
And look, the sheep whip, waking, round to see 
 

what star, what god burns, white and alien, 
 
but find there just the dawn-red rising sun, 
 

light filtered through branches of a tree. 
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Crone to Beech: 
 

O Brother, save me from whatever ails 
 

the farmer with his phone grown to his skull, 
 
the preacher with his lacquered fingernails, 
 

the doctor dim, his pockets overfull. 
 
O friend of windless waters, lord of lichen, 
 

hang me from the rafters of this shack 
 
before they drag me from my wood. I frighten 
 

less at nothingness than going back. 
 
Sweet Brother, I’ll be satisfied as long  
 

as airplanes skitter past unknowing high 
 
above this wood, my hut, my patch of beans. 
 

As long as what I reckon right or wrong 
 
suits you, it suits me, too. As long as I 
 

am matriarch of all my in-betweens. 
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Beech to Crone: 
 

Whenever was your brother, Sister, half 
 

the tree your daydream offered—undergrown 
 
and sickly, an abandoned winter calf. 
 

All prayers and blessings owed you, Holy Crone 
 
festooned with sage and silk—who blew into 
 

the babies’ mouths and cured them of the thrush— 
 
could never hush your brother’s bugaboo, 
 

his druthers lonely more than love can crush. 
 
Ought not your wishes fix the knotted heart  
 

these scrub-pine hillocks pilfered lovingly 
 
as oak regards scrub-oak? And what dark art 
 

will bid your brother sing the open door— 
 
the song that drives the sailor out to sea,  
 

the song that holds his vessel close to shore? 
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Crone to Reader: 
 

An outstretched hand does not itself assume 
 

beneficence, just as, for instance, worms— 
 
however split the Beech’s trunk, with room 
 

enough inside—may not be offered terms 
 
for habitation, yet may habitate 
 

therein and nonetheless be grateful, while 
 
the Beech himself—as ever obstinate— 
 

insists they are unwelcome, loathsome, vile. 
 
Which comes as no surprise. Long years beneath 
 

his heavy limbs my hut hid, hardly me 
 
inside it ever, though I hung my wreath 
 

upon the door: white sage to purify, 
 
alyssum leaf to calm the soul-sick tree 
 

who nightly prayed the tree gods let him die. 
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Blessing 

If you do not listen to the sea 
on Sunday mornings fragrant with coffee, 

or to the chatter of water on rock, 
the air almost white with sunlight, 

or to the ping of hammers on steel 
somewhere not far to the east 

and the reverberation of a single laugh, 
 
but listen instead to children 

as they clomp like little centaurs 
in the cul-de-sac and gather dandelions 

and clover blossoms into bunches, 
and as they terrorize each other with love, 

the greatest terror they don’t know they know, 
and as they end with their sneakers 

the tyrannical cricket and his music 
and send the rubber ball from earth 

to heaven and back to earth again 
until it disappears forever in a gutter, 
 
then I have come to find you, 

and to offer you this blood-red orange 
with its pitted, bitter rind 

and juice so surely thick with sugar 
one doesn’t feel the acid burn the tongue, 

and to call you mother, 
and to love you terribly as I am able. 
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Northerners in Tennessee 

Once I took them to a grocery store 
and the speakers started blaring—what do you know— 
“Dueling Banjos” on the radio 
the second we stepped through the sliding door. 
 
There was a kind of nervous comedy 
in my northern friends’ expressions—something between 
disgust and satisfaction, splendor and spleen. 
But that’s Monteagle Mountain, Tennessee. 
 
There’s pastureland and country churches, sure, 
and quirky, postcard-worthy mom-and-pops, 
but right beside them: Guns & Ammo shops 
and battlefields—our monuments to war. 
 
There’s bougie enclaves, gated cul-de-sacs 
packed full of Cadillac, Mercedes Benz. 
Down the road: a meth lab, chicken pens— 
tweakers, cockfight hawkers, smoky shacks. 
 
There’s soul food joints with fat folks—folks like me— 
gravy-drowning heaping stacks of meat, 
while frightened, bone-pale trailer kids don’t eat— 
their dads cracked-out in front of the TV. 
 
I was born here. Some days I am proud—  
others, shamed. I tell my northern friends 
You’ve got it wrong! But then, Well, it depends… 
and my confidence evaporates like cloud. 
 
Tennessee is nothing. It’s everything. 
It’s Eden and Gomorrah with a twang. 
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LaFayette, Georgia 

A too small, too full room without a door. 
A box of snakes.  
          A tower of Jenga blocks. 
A pharmacy with sawdust on the floor. 
A pack of bloodhounds circling a fox. 
 
A wind-up pocket watch.  
               A fax machine. 
A diesel humming in the parking lot. 
A sack of dimpled, bruising tangerines. 
A crib.  

An axe.  
     A cut that will not clot. 
 
A brass bed frame.  
                A window rusted shut. 
A thicket webbed in poison ivy vines. 
A hunter with a bullet in his gut. 
A blooming hyacinth.  

An unpaid fine. 
 
An aging preacher drunk and sick with doubt. 
A newborn star.  
       A wildfire burning out. 
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Swan and Turtle 

The turtle watched the bird peek  
delicate from the egg, 

welcomed him to the reeking 
world of mud at the pond’s edge. 

 
The turtle let the slimy cygnet 

ride on his back 
for months until the bird’s black 

beak grew bright, his body ornate. 
 
The swan and the turtle loved each other— 

they were brothers. 
 
They loved the quiet ripples of the pond. 

Then one day the hand  
of instinct shoved  

the swan upward.  
 
He sang goodbye 

from the sun-shot sky 
 
as his turtle-brother shrank 

below him to a speck. 
The turtle nestled in the pond mud rank 

as life, the sky against his back. 
 
Pond after pond 

passed beneath the swan 
 
and he found quiet waters each night, 

but every morning  
he knew he couldn’t 

deny his nature anything. 
 
He flapped 

into the day as the sun watched, rapt. 
 
The turtle took a wife 

and they made an egg together. 
His swan-brother’s flight  

pushed him always further— 
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teeming marshland waterholes, 
lakes hours wide, 

the waters glinting in the gaps of misted hardwood vales. 
His body promised things—his body lied. 

 
One night as the swan  

bobbed on  
 
a forest lake 

he found himself 
disturbed, awake 

suddenly as if 
 
something brushed 
 against him in the water. 
What shook him from the hush 
 
of sleep 

came from somewhere deep 
 
inside him, deeper even than his body. 

It felt like crashing heart-first 
into a pond’s taut surface, 

the water muddy 
with a tinge of rot, the glare so bright it hurts. 

From water there can be no solace. 
 
The swan rose, framed by the moon, 
 and flew hard south against his instinct 
as against a stiff wind. Alone 

he drifted as stars winked 
 
up at him from the water below 

and slowly 
 
faded into dawn— 

the stars had always loved the swan. 
 
The turtle with his turtle wife and hatchling 

didn’t see the slip of white 
float in from the north. 

The three were happy in the mud, basking—  
more than beautiful, more than right. 

Watching them, the swan couldn’t breathe. 
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How desperately he envied 
his turtle-brother’s happiness— 

the sanctuary of his stony shell, 
the life-giving mud in which he wallowed, 

the largesse 
of affection the swan had only almost felt. 

 
The turtle knew every underwater frond, 

every muddy cavern from the inside. 
The swan could only glide 

along the surface of the pond. 
 
In the sky above,  

the swan twirled 
so long he could have  

flown around the world. 
 
He could have sunk 

through the air, 
alighted on the bank, 

and nested there. 
 
He could have—one last time—looked his brother in the face. 

But that was no longer his place. 
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Exegesis 

Judges 3:31 
 
The illustrated books for children never 
show the dark blood slicking Shamgar’s staff 
or his face contorted, maddened, the oxgoad half- 
buried in flesh. His dead will rot forever— 
 
six hundred Philistines—but in Sunday School 
the slaughtered oppressors kindly disappear, 
Shamgar leaning cool-eyed on his spear 
that isn’t one—a blameless farmer’s tool. 
 
I relished every word my teacher read 
from her picture Bible, memorized each face, 
each judge, each tyrant’s form held fast by paint. 
 
With God on their side, no one counts the dead— 
Dylan, years later, taught me that. Erase 
the blood, you’re left with mythos: Hero. Saint. 
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Red Letter Edition 

Like blood. 
Like rust, 
pure lust, 
deep mud. 
 
Like fire. 
Like Mars, 
old stars, 
hot wire. 
 
A hard 
year’s last 
bright leaf. 
 
No car 
bomb’s blast. 
Belief. 
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The Dying Words of Balaam the Diviner to His Devotees 

Numbers 22–24 
 
I. 
 
While Moab’s gods were brass and some just wood— 
those I praised at home or on the hill 
and which sat silent as termites ate their fill— 
this new one spoke the way no others could. 
 
It rippled through the walls and shook the floor— 
the new god’s voice like wind inside a cave. 
Though not a Jew and sure to be their slave, 
I did as their god told and nothing more. 
 
The Jews camped on the plain and raised their tents. 
The king of Moab shook. His servants came. 
They begged me to raise the gods that I controlled 
 
and dole out curses in Moab’s defense. 
My gods were dirt. Israel’s god was flame— 
was wind and flesh.         
 
                    I did as their god told. 
It said to be a message—to leave my home 
and escort the king’s men back from where they’d come. 
The words weighed down my heart like bags of gold. 
 
Though I was weak, in weakness I obeyed. 
I couldn’t know its anger—the smoldering god— 
my ear to heaven just a lightning rod, 
my mind of ash too frail to be afraid. 
 
How often this will happen. Again and again 
a man will follow gods and still displease them. 
Down on our knees, we’re bruised by words we prayed— 
 
believe we’ve planted virtue but harvest sin. 
Tree of life? No—a withered stem. 
This god spoke fire. 
 
            In weakness I obeyed— 
climbed astride my donkey and steered her east. 
I was much the same—an obedient beast— 
riding in file with the Moabite parade. 
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The road we followed split the land in two 
as we rode on toward King Balak’s royal palace. 
It must have been from spite—some hidden malice— 
that Israel’s fiery god sent me in tow. 
 
The god was of two minds, or changeable, 
or sick of me and my mystic avocation. 
Or else the god loved chaos in placing blame. 
 
Perhaps my heart grew deaf—became a rebel— 
heard what it wanted in the new god’s elocution— 
was still unbroken. 
 
          I was much the same. 
My faith was in the air—in gods, not men— 
in thunderheads and wind-song, not scribe or pen. 
The voices I gave ear to none could tame. 
 
But then—three times—my donkey cast me off. 
I beat her without mercy—staff to flank 
and about the head until she couldn’t think, 
so instead she spoke, voice ragged as a cough. 
 
She begged me to stop—to tell her what she’d done. 
She quivered haunch to hoof. Her long ears shook. 
I wished to die or never to have been. 
 
My guilty spirit scorched me like the sun. 
I wouldn’t know, until I turned to look, 
where to place my fear: in gods, not men. 
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II. 
 
An angel barred the road—its sword pure heat, 
its breath hot wind. I shuddered at the sound. 
My head was brass that pulled me to the ground 
and struck me dull, face buried in the street. 
 
My donkey stood and licked an oozing gash, 
then nodded at the angel. It nodded back. 
Its scorching blade and robes of white and lilac 
shimmered in the air like light through ash. 
 
It had no wings, but rode a cloud of mist 
that swirled and pulsed with each breath the angel drew. 
Its exhalations withered reeds and grass 
 
and dampened me with sweat. It flicked its wrist, 
rent the day with thunder as lightning flew 
in sheets across the sky. 
 
          My head was brass 
but I labored to my feet, wiped my brow, 
sobbed for everything I couldn’t know— 
for every act of faith, every trespass, 
 
each god that promised bread and gave me stone. 
My wooden gods, with nothing more to give, 
all failed me gently. Them I could forgive. 
Israel’s living god—this god alone— 
 
had gripped my heart and moved me bodily. 
Why then, I mourned, should it wish me dead? 
Why set its hand, its murder, in my path? 
 
What lack of certainty, what scarcity 
of hope we’re faced with, we who—where we’re led 
by gods—follow. 
 
              For every act of faith 
gods give us poison—a staff’s ungiving edge. 
Just as I taught my donkey, who’d suffered ridge 
and valley for me, so this god’s bright wraith 
 
was sent to teach. Was that the god’s design— 
to have me strike the beast who saved my life 
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and then open my eyes? To tempt my knife 
with the blood of she whose heart was fully mine? 
 
That’s all my mind of dust could make of it. 
Is that enough? But our human rhetoric 
would limit gods, cripple them with reason. 
 
They won’t wear our feeble rein and bit. 
Our temples fall and crumble brick by brick 
just as our bodies must. 
 
       Gods give us poison, 
and though the cup is bitter we must drink. 
What else do we have? Dare we think 
the world should work some way that we have chosen? 
 
You, perhaps—not me. The angel spoke 
with the voice of Israel’s god. I chose to hear. 
I swallowed every word, denied my fear, 
and gave my heart as though it never broke. 
 
The angel’s sword vanished into air 
as the god’s voice swelled and softened like a hymn. 
I swore I’d follow, even to the grave. 
 
All roads, I knew, would one day take me there. 
We men whose work is heeding gods must heed them— 
Else, we’re nothing. What else do we have? 
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III. 
 
Listen, friends—you who follow me 
now gathered around my bed to watch me die. 
I won’t thank you while you shake and cry 
as though I were a god. What you see 
 
dying here is meat. That’s all I am. 
You’ve wasted your lives just as I have my own— 
drawing circles in soil, carving bone 
and timber into gods, all that flimflam. 
 
Do I sound bitter now? It’s just as well. 
Our divination is a game of dust and shadows, 
is it not? So very little depends 
 
on us—our work. We read the Jordan’s swell— 
find new waters by pointing sticks toward meadows— 
what we do is nothing. 
 
     Listen, friends. 
We’re powerless. The heavens hold a power 
that could consume our land in a single hour 
if it so desired. Beginnings and ends 
 
are its alone—that god of Israel— 
but that god cares not at all for meat like us. 
Maybe that’s a lie. Well, I guess 
I’ll never know. The mush inside my skull 
 
can barely understand the rain, the way 
a flower grows, the mystery of fire. 
How arrogant that I should purify 
 
my own ignorance and pass away 
feeling justified when I’m a liar 
just like the gods. 
 
              Maybe that’s a lie. 
I don’t know the difference anymore. 
But where was I? I’ve wandered awfully far 
from the story I was telling and I may die 
 
before it’s over. Perhaps that would be better. 
There’s no happy ending. I’m not too old 
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to be ashamed. Listen—when it’s told 
to those who never knew me, make the letter 
 
of my life’s story differ from its law. 
Say that I rode on to Balak’s court 
and the king couldn’t tempt me with all his gold. 
 
That I looked on Israel and blessed what I saw. 
That the god of the Jews had made me strong of heart. 
That Balak despaired. 
 
    Listen—when it’s told, 
say I didn’t fold at Balak’s command. 
Say I didn’t raise a trembling hand 
to pray that Israel would be expelled 
 
from Moab forever. Please—say I didn’t 
rub some sticks together, dance a bit, 
chant some nonsense, swill some wine and spit 
it on the fire—didn’t do as I was bidden. 
 
Friends, I die ashamed. Let my shame— 
my sin of spinelessness—die with my body. 
All my life, I’ve preached that we prophets mustn’t 
 
resist the will of gods though it be random. 
I die a hypocrite. That’s what they’ll call me. 
I failed you, friends. Please—say I didn’t. 
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Namesake 

A white marble slab stacked 
high on vine-slashed brick, 

monolithic. 
 
The headstone furred in pollen,  

crowned in desiccated leaves, 
the husks of locusts dun and milky. 
 
And yet my namesake always somehow  

visible, as though no leaf nor locust 
dare fall near and die. 
 
The sacred name,  

my great-grandfather’s, 
at the middle of my own. 
 
An altar to a godhead 

unremembered but by those 
who struggled in his shadow. 
 
In mirrors I can never find him, 

just my own round face 
recalcitrant, unremembering, relieved. 
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Fishing the Black Warrior with Adam 

We’re north of Tuscaloosa on the bank, 
the churning river calm in our green cove 
this time of day. The channel cats outflank 
us, snatch our bait, predict our every move. 
 
There’s nothing in the water here we can’t 
go home without, and we’ve got Diet Coke, 
two folding chairs. The water’s impeccant 
in holding out on us, and so we soak  
 
our hooks and lines and let the bullshit flow 
the way all country boys are raised to do. 
Mosquitos bite. The sky and water glow 
the same unblinking shades of white and blue. 
 
On the dock, our bait—a pack of chicken liver— 
leaks through the slats into the blood-tinged river. 
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Abecedarian with Meth Lab 

Always going down 
behind the tree-stripped hills, 
crumbling factory towns, 
decrepit carpet mills 
 
enshrined in asphalt, the sun 
fuses to the black- 
green earth. Everyone 
has turned all attention back 
 
inside themselves. Nothing 
jars them anymore: 
killings every evening, 
leukemia, the poor 
 
meth-addled neighbor’s children 
next door in the alley. 
Only the explosion 
pulls the townsfolk finally, 
 
quizzically to their windows. 
Rank black smoke boils out, 
spreading as the wind blows 
toward the sunset. Without 
 
understanding why, 
vigilantly slack-jawed 
women and men with black-eyed, 
Xeroxed faces thaw, 
 
yearning for—the sun gone— 
zeniths of the moon. 
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Clean 

Dad looped a chain about a young buck’s rack 
of spikey antlers and—the chain cinched tight 
around the front-end loader—climbed behind 
the tractor’s wheel. He pulled a lever, raised 
the carcass from the dark barn’s hay-strewn floor. 
The headlamps fluttered, weak, then flared to life. 
Suspended now, the deer swayed back and forth— 
swayed gently, almost imperceptibly— 
its double cast in black upon the wall. 
Hooked blades in hand, my father and my brother 
set about their work. The blood streamed black 
and violet on the straw as stroke by stroke 
they hacked the belly open, spread it wide. 
I looked on, frightened, tentative, enthralled. 
Inside the deer’s dank husk there grew an absence— 
empty flesh, all empty but for light, 
for air, for blood and membrane, empty but 
for emptiness, for sound though it was silent. 
Still empty then of suffering, I turned, 
I looked away. The world had not yet filled 
me up with fear of losing anything, 
had not yet burdened everything I saw 
with metaphor. But I was ten years old. 
The sounds of cutting done, I turned to see 
my brother scoop the organs, hooves, and head 
into a barrow, lean the shovel slicked  
with blood against the wall, and wheel the offal, 
steaming still, out through the moonless dark 
into the woods—coyotes yowling, hungry. 
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Rifle 

The wooden parts are known as furniture, 
as though a rifle were a room and the stock 
a place to set a bowl and pull a chair 
up to; or a bedside stand to hold a clock 
 
that we’ll watch flashing through the afternoon 
as we lie sleepless, set apart from time; 
or the bed itself, from which, though our cocoon 
of blankets smothers us, we will not climb. 
 
Because we can’t. Because the bed is not 
a bed at all, but a rifle, or part of one, 
and not the part that kills—the bolt hand-wrought, 
the barrel blued and glinting in the sun— 
 
but rather it’s the lovely part we hold 
against our cheek. Once the sap-soaked heart 
of a walnut tree—now polished, stained, and cold— 
it is a tool, a terror, a work of art. 
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Night Nurse 

Rosalie, sweet Rose, was from 
Samoa. Each hour she’d float through 
to check the screens and hum 
some Air Supply. A bar or two 
 
would lull me back to sleep. 
“Lonely Is the Night” felt apt— 
the silence between each electric beep 
still as the meat that held me trapped— 
 
though Dad dozed there in his chair. 
When I would moan and whinge, 
the throbbing more than I could bear, 
Rosalie had her syringe. 
 
I loved her voice like cream, 
her chemicals that sang me into dreams. 
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Dolphin Tattoo 

On her neck, right side, and just below her ear, 
as though the creature’s swimming toward her brain 
from somewhere lower: liver, gut, or spleen,  
which ancient Greeks thought of as something near 
 
to heart the way we say the kid’s got heart 
or have a heart, and this girl does have one, 
tattooed above the dolphin’s dorsal fin, 
as intricate as any objet d’art. 
 
The dolphin and the heart are perfect there: 
right side, right brain, toward imagination. 
The Greeks believed pure souls could mount a dolphin 
bound for paradise. For her, that’s here; 
 
her body is her heaven and the star 
that guides her there. Held captive on her skin: 
the beast the gods—should she be pure—would send. 
Oh, let them judge. She really doesn’t care. 
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The Fatso King 

Judges 3:12–30 
 
Twelve years old, in the church’s creaking, rearmost pew, 
I sat dumbstruck as Reverend Jay read of Ehud’s plan 
to kill the king and free God’s people. My stomach knotted 
 
when Ehud leaned close to the king as toward a trusted friend, 
then plunged his dagger hard and deep till the fat closed over the hilt. 
The fat king soiled himself and died. The stench hung in my nose. 
 
I looked down at my own belly—the buttons pulling apart  
on my Sunday shirt, pale skin peeking out between them. 
Big boy, fatso, chubby-wubby—those names had merely hurt. 
 
But the only fat man in the Bible—and for years I’d look for more— 
died a tyrant glazed in filth, laughed at, jeered, disdained. 
The world rejoiced as the fatso king lay rotting in the dirt. 
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The Fat King Eglon Murdered 

And Ehud said, I have a message from God unto thee. And he arose 
out of his seat. And Ehud […] took the dagger from his right thigh, 
and thrust it into [Eglon’s] belly: And the haft also went in after the 
blade; and the fat closed upon the blade, so that he could not draw the 
dagger out of his belly; and the dirt came out. — Judges 3:20-22 

 
Eglon must have shuffled toward the door 
and sunk down on his chamber pot 
when he had the strength to go no further— 
must have smiled in his delirium to die 
safe in his privy, the pot so close at hand. 
 
He must have seen his hairy belly through the gape 
sliced in his robe, the wound dark and plump 
like parted lips—must have felt his innards clasp 
the dagger blade to hilt as it settled in his bowels. 
 
He must have gasped at his final pleasure, 
the shit and piss like a spirit 
pushing free of his body—heard the hollow slap of it 
on the bottom of the blood-damp pot. 
 
He must have heard his servants, nervous, 
shuffling in the hall, remembered hours he’d spent 
luxuriating in the thrill of relief— 
how often an embarrassed servant’s knock 
had broken the spell. 
 
He must have died there, squatting heavy on the pot, 
a breeze through the open terrace window 
stirring his robe about his ankles—must have reveled 
in the freedom of his solitude: 
alone, unwashed, unjudged, unfettered. 
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To the Praying Mantis 

Where are you going  
with your stately hands upraised,  

O emperor?  
Why do you hide your face with them?  

 
When you pierce the cricket’s side 

to drink the sweetness of his glands,  
can you taste his music?  

Tell me: does he sing inside of you? 
 
How many of his brothers 

have you cast, exsanguinated,  
from your throne? 

Did God make you in His own image, too? 
 
  



   

60 

Christian Economics 

After He died and the guards dragged Him away, 
the watchers pulled the cross down like a goal post, 
split and splintered it right there—a host 
of grieving termites. From Vatican to eBay, 
 
the fragments of the One True Cross persist— 
one prayed toward to heal a dying kid, 
one still waiting for the highest bid 
to roll on in. So many shards exist, 
 
it’s said, that one could build a church from them, 
whole rows of houses, entire suburban blocks, 
a Dairy Queen or two. Just what is it 
 
we want from wood we can’t get from a hymn? 
Yet neither cross nor song will stop the clocks 
from ticking as we pace, and brood, and spit. 
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Saul of Tarsus on the Seed of Conversion 

Even after      Stephen’s laughter 
 

turned to shrieks,      it burned for weeks 
 
beneath my unkind      wreath of mind— 
 

a pinewood ember.      I should remember 
 
more the wails.      They tore like nails 
 

through wood out there,      the blood-wet square, 
 
the City of Peace,      where gritting my teeth 
 

still could not drown      the good-night sound 
 
of stone on skull.      My own head full 
 

with doubt, he poured      his out before 
 
the crowd of us,      aloud: blind trust— 
 

the lore we killed      him for, distilled. 
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Sermon from a Golden Tower 

Matthew 5–7 
 
I have come to abolish the law, 

to abolish heaven. 
Not one letter,  

not one stroke of the law  
is accomplished.  
 
Be perfect, therefore. 

Be praised  
by others. 

Beware of sheep, 
the lilies thrown into prison. 

Give what is holy to dogs,  
and throw your pearls 

before swine. 
 
Is there anyone among you who,  

if your child asks for bread,  
will give a snake? 

You know how  
to give good gifts  

to children.  
Truly I tell you,  

you will have  
the last penny. 
 
Blessed are the children 

who are persecuted  
for the kingdom. 

Blessed are the comforted, 
for they will  hunger and thirst  

for mercy.  
 
We have forgiven the evil one. 

The earth has lost its saltiness— 
it is trampled under foot. 

A city on a hill cannot give light to all.  
 
Pray for your Father in heaven,  

for he makes his sun rise  
on tax collectors, even. 
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Whenever you pray,  
shut the door  

to your Father, 
who is empty.  

Your Father knows  
what you need: 

 
Our Father in heaven, 

give us this day our daily debts. 
Your heart will be the lamp of the body,  

but your eye is full of darkness.  
How great is the darkness! 

Judge, so that you may be judged, 
you hypocrite. 
  
If you forgive  

others, your Father  
will not. 
 
You have heard it said, 

Whoever murders  
a brother or sister  

will be a gift. 
You have heard it said,  

An eye for a tooth.  
I say to you,  

Hate. 
You have heard it said, 

Throw your whole body into hell.  
It is better for you. 
 
People revile you  

and persecute you  
and utter, Rejoice and be glad. 

Whenever you look dismal,  
they disfigure you,  

they put oil on your face  
so that moth and rust  

consume and thieves  
break in and steal.  
 
Everyone who says to me, Lord, Lord,  

will enter through the narrow gate 
to destruction. 

There are many. 
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Everyone who hears these words  
will be a house.  

The rain, the floods, and the winds  
beat on that house,  

but these words of mine  
will be like sand. 
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Clearing the Path 

The thicket, choked in poison ivy vines 
and briars, shudders feebly with each stroke 
of Daddy’s axe. The thorny web that binds 
the trees together—cedar, water oak, 
 
Virginia pine, and sweetgum—falls away. 
He inches forward, breathes, and starts again. 
The axe goes up, the axe comes down. All day 
the axe, a metronome, arises then 
 
comes crashing back to earth. A deer path once 
cut through the thicket here—the ground shows this: 
the moss worn through to clay beneath the black, 
 
damp bed of leaves. The deer in aberrance 
took other paths, or died. The vines resist 
remembrance. Daddy, clear-eyed, pares them back. 
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The Grandfather Tree 

On a cliff above the bay there stands a tree, 
and on the tree, a face of knotted vines 
with eyes set back so deep no one can see 
what form they take, just shadows. Even when 
the low sun slants between the bramble spines, 
it cannot touch the eyes shrouded therein. 
 
Below, the nose, a branch stump disarrayed 
by lichen, slopes down, steep, into a hook. 
And then the mouth, lips greener than a blade 
of barley grass, the thin vines braided, twined 
and ancient, never mind the tender look— 
nor mind the scowl, as old as any mind. 
 
And hanging low, a long grandfather beard, 
the moss fronds dry and pale and rustling in 
a wind too rank with salt to go unfeared. 
As wind, so tree. Beside the sea, this place 
is unassailable, though innocent 
as yet of war, watched over by the face. 
 
Yet nothing that can be cannot be, and so 
the tree, the great grandfather tree, will wait. 
The cliff may soon erode—the tree outgrow 
its shelf—but even if it does not stand, 
these eyes one day will see blood drawn in hate, 
though they gaze up through the water from the sand. 
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What Profit Hath a Man of All His Labour 

And then there came a storm 
that scattered roofing tin across the pasture, 
dragged us out into the fields and stained our hands with rust. 
The barn sagged open to the sky. 
 
One can still frame with folded hands 
the lost, squared shoulders of the farm. 
They bleed by way of dark pines into other farms. 
Every family violates its borders. 
 
What use here is love with empty forests, 
no one left to call in from the freeze? 
The barbed wire strung around the tender maple 
tightens its garrote with every rain. 
 
It still is terrible to hear the cast-iron bell 
ring out across the deer trails sheened with frost. 
The patriarch is dust and silk 
beneath his pitted obelisk. 
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