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Idolatry  
 
Listen, it was a premonition. It was November  
in the desert. Frost laced the exposed  
 
marigolds, the hard, cracked ground. In the rented yard,  
tiny birds—black throated sparrows, cactus wrens—pitched their shrill songs  
 
of warning. You would leave me in a week, but I pretended  
not to know. For once, I let the end  
 
come without trepidation. You had what you wanted.  
And as for me? I orbited  
 
the same tired question. You saw there were no children 
in my body. Though you took it upon yourself 
 
to promise them. As for my belief? I was altogether  
willing. Dog that I was, licking dry the  
 
last scraps from your plate. What more could I say?  
I wanted too much  
 
to be touched. The birds, their song wasn't sad, no— 
it was full-throated, brash. All morning 
 
we ignored them. I drowned them out, the way 
I bowed and I brayed. 
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What We Seeded 

years ago, dandelions now, perennial  
Morning Glory with a vengeance, tangle  
 
of root and dirt. Gone, the heavy heads  
of hydrangea, the blood red poppy beds. 
 
Gone too, the frantic bees, their low,  
baleful drones. Just brush, violent  
 
overgrowth, the sprawling  
bougainvillea unruly and unkempt.  
 
In time, I’ll love another.  
I’ll no longer wonder  
 
how the morning finds you—heaped  
atop the bed, chest-down,  
 
fists at last unclenched.  
Someday soon, I’ll clear the yard, unhang  
 
your clothes, discard  
the unused razors  
 
stashed under the sink.  
But because of you,  
 
I use honey, not sugar, 
that’s what you kept in the house, 
 
and its sweetness is velvet and pollen,  
spittle and dust,  
 
from small endangered beings. 
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Beginning the Journey 

is a strange name  
for the display of human  
fetuses in the Life Hall  
 
of the Oregon Museum of Science. 
Arguably, there was no journeying  
to be had, no beginnings  
 
that begun for those displayed  
here, the miscarried, the stillborn. 
Sequentially, the fetuses are lined up 
 
in ascending order of age,  
though this too seems an odd thing  
to say, for these fetuses never  
 
came “of age”.  
In stop-motion animation,  
the illusion of movement hinges  
 
on the illusion of continuity: any object 
can thus be animated.  
Shrimp/Pickled newt. 
 
Baby/Not baby.  
Little bell jars  
of the once-living. 
 
Some visitors look and marvel  
at the miracle of life 
but all I see is premature loss. 
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Ephemera 

Mostly, I’d like to do  
a little less, think  
a little more. About fireflies,  
for example, those luminous bugs.  
Lately, they’ve been in the news;  
they’ve been having a hard time.  
The City’s gotten too big.  
Our billboards, too bright.  
How can they compete?  
Girls! Our signs say.  
Girls! Girls! All that pink  
glare. Taking off  
from the City at dusk, the streets  
glisten like light dappled 
streams.  Squint and you might catch  
a clutch of queuing cabs— 
up and down the avenues,  
vacancy lights blink on. 
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Impasse  

Always now we circle 
the same tired question. 
  
You, 42, divorced, already a father  
to someone else's child.  
  
Me, 35, anxiously watching  
the months slip by. I wanted you 
  
to make me a mother. But the issue, you say 
is structural. Take for instance, 
  
this one room. Its immovable frame. 
The flush corners of these four walls. 
  
You point to a key and say let yourself in,  
or don't come at all. 
  
The problem, I say 
is imaginative. Here is a pen, a drafting table, 
  
blank sheets of Vellum and Bond. 
Let’s re-lay the foundation, 
  
assemble fresh rafters, 
build new rooms for us all. 
  
Who sees more clearly? 
  
You, pointing to the corner monuments 
marking the plot’s metes and bounds? 
  
Or me, at the drafting table, 
blueprints dotting the walls? 
  
We are aiming beings, I say. 
pointing to the moon, 
  
full and round 
in the sky. 
  
Yes, you say, but see where 
your feet are placed? 
  
Right here, with mine, 
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on the ground.  
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The Comeback 

“I am an invalid” my father declares from his wheelchair,  
a sudden moment of clarity, his left jowl sagging,  
his left arm limp. All day, he has been asking, repeatedly,  
for what he knows (or what I think he should know)  
he cannot have: A shave, for starters,  
his gray hairs bristling from his chin. He’s so hopped up  
on blood thinners, the smallest nick might end him.  
Never mind the hemorrhagic stroke, he wants an XL chorizo burrito  
with refried beans. A sausage and pepperoni pizza from Numero Uno. 
Kalbi from Soowon. A bottle of Hite to drink. “I want to book 
an Oceanview room, on the next cruise 
from San Pedro to Cancun! I want to have a Fatburger 
and celebrate life,” he says, then asks for the bed pan  
and his diaper to be changed. “This is not a life,” he says, 
as I spoon mashed carrots to his face.  
“No, but it’s one you got back.” I say,  
not altogether convinced. 
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 Evolving Circumstance 

- After John Ashbery 
 

Like a carousel, the blurred lights 
streak past and fade just as soon. Or like one 
at a bar who abstains, for she can’t quite pick 
between absinthe or gin. This roving eye 
is a metonym, and wayward as it is 
orbiting about from pole to pole, it is decidedly 
spectral and familiar. Weather,  
heels, heat, bright lit click bait  
on the periphery of a pixelating screen, 
the face you keep and steal away once belonged to me. 
In due time, I’ll confess how dissolute 
I’ve become in your wake, but for now, I’ll keep mum 
and put up. We’re all in on it, anyway, 
it occurs to me. But also, what more to this 
could there be? The County Fair? I suppose there is a place 
for cutouts and tasseled jeans, the Old Time photo strip 
hidden in your left coat pocket.  The olives  
are solemnly pierced. I see it now 
and yet the recursive thoughts come still 
at the oddest hours. I’ve tried fasting, 
ayahuasca, silent retreats in Joshua Tree.  

An email from the cousin of a Nigerian prince 
unmarked as spam. “Request for Assistance. 
The Venerable Abacha Tunde is stranded in Des Moines.  
The royal family’s funds are tied up in Lagos, pending  
your assistance. Needless to say, the trust bestowed upon you  
at this juncture is enormous. Be prepared for the reward 
of a lifetime. Act expeditiously but keep the strictest 
confidence.” I let it idle in my inbox. In the mornings, 
I’ve been reading about face serums, how best to emulsify  
one’s skin, fretting over whether worry  
lines ever really go away. My mother  
thinks I’m a lost case—a losing case, that is. 
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Luminous  

  
Traveling alone in Montreal, I wear a sleeveless red dress,  
bare shoulders cool in the Basilique Notre-Dame, 
  
with its ten thousand étoiles de feuille d'or.  
Cover yourself, my mother would have said. 
  
You’re so exposed. Little immodesties:  
I’ve rouged my jawline,  
  
bronzed my chest.  
Ten thousand gold leaf stars, ten thousand eyes. 
  
I’ve forgotten. What is it to be seen? 
A leer is unwelcome, but to look— 
  
At night, seated at the chef’s counter, I watch a stoic man 
prepare my meal—game hen, smoked butter, 
  
black currants, sweet corn. And I think fête, 
I think été. I think (in the imperative 
  
now): regardez-moi. S'il vous plaît.  
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Independence 
 
When your mother points to the red flag, 
bearing the white Bauhinia, absent the Union Jack  
 
and says, “one country” 
You say: “two systems.” 
 
When you say: “umbrella,” 
she says: “baton.” 
 
When you say: “protestor,” 
she says: “thug.” 
 
When you say: “slogan,” 
she says: “smear.” 
 
When you say: “assembly,” 
she says: “mob.” 
 
When you say: “idealist,” 
she says: “roach.” 
 
When you say: “state violence,” 
she says: “order.” 
 
When you say: “freedom,” 
she says: “peace.” 
 
When you say: “independence,” 
she says: “clearly, you didn’t live  
 
long enough  
under the Brits.” 
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狗改不了吃屎  

A dog can’t not eat shit. My grandfather used to say. As in, you can’t teach an old dog new tricks, 
but more crass. My mother says this about my father, the way he talks to us, like we exist to carry 
out his commands. Order this book. File my returns. Email the accountant on my behalf. I’m not 
your secretary. I said to him once. You’re right, he said. It’s worse. My secretary would never talk 
back. I might chalk these lapses up to his stroke, early onset dementia, but it’s not like he didn’t 
say these things in the past. Still, I order the books, file the returns, email the accountant, complete 
the tasks. Who’s the dog now? My mother asks.   
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Popa’a 
 

- After Gauguin 
 
Because it is easy to love what you don't know;  
whether composed in your mind, or from ground pigments  
and linseed oil. Better to imagine your idyll,  
all yours for the taking—these islands,  
their bounty and abundance preserved  
in cadmium yellow, red ochre, and Prussian blue.  
Let your failing eyes feast on all that's splayed  
before you-—the virginal land, the heavy heads  
of too-ripe fruit, and yes, the bodies of my sisters  
which you love to capture, crouching, brooding,  
prostrating ourselves belly down as we sleep.  
Syphilitic leper, in the story  
you tell yourself. and the world, we adore you.  
This couldn't be farther from the truth.  
Tehamana has many parents, sisters too,  
and each one of us is on a mission  
to castrate you. Watch where you lay your head.  
Watch what you gorge on as you feast, and where you  
so assuredly place your wretched, hairy feet.  
But I've said too much. We sit here under the shade 
of the mighty Banyan tree. We await your return  
from Copenhagen. I hold this giant   
mango in my hands. It's overripe 
and poised, ready to crack open 
your skull. 
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The Art of Misdirection 
 
In law school,  
I learned to bury the lede.  
 
The lede is buried  
with passives and jargon. 
 
The effect of using passives  
is to deflect. 
 
The effect of using jargon  
is to obscure. 
 
If the facts are bad,  
argue the law. 
 
If the law is bad,  
argue the facts. 
 
The law was bad,  
so I argued the facts. 
 
With passives,  
I buried the lede. 
 
I rendered it barbarous  
with jargon. 
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Oocyte Cryopreservation 
 
I. 
 
Prepare yourself, 
my doctor said. So dutifully I took my vitamins, 
collected the wine bottles, abstained from coffee, 
drank all manner of green juice.  
 
II.  
 
Everyday, I inject myself  
with Follistim and Menopur, I think 
I’d like a job naming pharmaceutical drugs. 
 
III. 
 
I fancy myself an incubator 
fostering just the right preconditions 
to make eggs grow.  
 
IV.  
 
It’s not that I was ever terrified of needles, 
it’s that I couldn’t imagine jabbing myself 
with one, on my own.  One can get used  
to anything.  
 
V. 
 
The first time I try, I pinch 
my belly fat between my fingers. 
The harder I pinch, the less of the needle  
I’ll feel. I draw my hand back, take a breath, 
and stick myself with the needle, and push 
the cool liquid in. When I release,  
the flesh around my belly is angry and red.  
 
 
VI. 
 
Getting pregnant naturally is decidedly more fun. 
I envy the tape worm and other parthenogenetic creatures 
who don’t need mates. How convenient to will  
your own eggs into embryos on their own! 
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VII. 
 
My mother keeps saying  
I’m trying to get pregnant. 
That’s only partially true.  
 
VIII. 
 
I bloat from the cocktail of hormones. 
I wear my jeans unbuttoned,  
let my distended belly bulge low. 
 
IX. 
 
What is a vacancy but a longing to be filled?  
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Pathologies 

 
To fret means to eat. 
Also: corrode, consume.  
 
I was thinking about insouciance, 
and here I am worrying.  
 
In French, a souci is a marigold.  
Une herbe melancolique.  
 
Though melancolie and tristesse belong  
to the same family, they are not the same.  
 
Melancolie produces black bile, Baudelaire. 
Tristesse, the daily dolor of the heavy heart.  
 
Was I preoccupied with loneliness?  
Perhaps.  
 
I did everything I was supposed to do:  
Wake up. Wash my face. 
 
When nostalgia was a disease, 
you could be manic with longing. 
 
Sickness of the heart, sickness for home.  
Its causes: coming from the mountains; 
 
a too lenient education; touching oneself; 
a never-discovered pathological bone.  
 
Loss, and the grandiosity of loss. Nostalgia is  
equal parts homecoming (nostos) and pain (algos).  
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Fortunes 
 
Daily, the habit of checking, 
of asking the internet oracle of the skies 
what the day has in store. 
 
Are you looking for love? 
Are you looking for luck? 
 
Yes. Yes.  
 
There was a time 
I didn’t care to ask. 
 
Each new day unfurled 
like a hypotactic sentence— 
 
multi-clausal, right-branching— 
What was the fun in knowing 
 
when the future could break 
wide like a window 
 
thrown open 
toward the ocean, 
 
glittering and vast? 
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Enough 
 
It’s true. In mid-life 
you no longer dream.  
 
Or forget upon waking  
what you’ve dreamt, bolting  
 
upright at the sound of your alarm,  
mind already ticking  
 
through the uncrossed to-dos, 
the unanswered emails 
 
flooding your inbox  
in sheets. Or, you dream, 
  
but it’s the same panic dream— 
the one where you cough up 
 
a fistful of teeth, then watch, 
frozen, as your one-year old 
 
totters from the sandbox 
then launches himself  
 
onto the wide-open street.  
Enough. On mornings like this, 
 
it is enough to put on socks, 
wash your face. It is enough 
  
that today, you managed  
a breakfast of grains and coffee. 
 
It is enough that you ate  
and were filled, and still again  
 
tomorrow you’ll eat  
and be filled.  Daily  
 
you take stock  
of what’s not wrong. 
 
This too is enough. 
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Topless Beach, Sa Riera, Spain 
 
It’s a party of pechos, a fiesta of tetas, which, I understand, 
is Spanish for teats, or tits, which, like boobies 
  
(red-footed, blue) are also birds.  (Fun fact, 
puffins mate for life, and like adult swans, scarlet 
  
macaws and whooping cranes, you won’t find one 
without the other.)  
  
See the long-necked women 
wading ashore, unabashed, their goods 
  
globular, golden, red from the sun. 
Oh, it’s a verifiable fruit salad: 
  
Cocos, swaying in the breeze, 
peras dulces, and for size, melones. 
 
See how suited the body is    
for metaphor. Mineral, vegetable,        
 
fruit, and animal. Dear reader,  
are you keeping 
 
abreast? How is it  
that some of us have nothing 
 
to hide? Why some of us plunge  
headlong into the waves, 
 
full throttle, full frontal, 
while others, like me, 
 
keep things strictly  
under wraps? As I sit in the shade, 
 
in my cover-up, I think about abandon:  
letting up, shaking loose (my hair) 
 
leaving a top shirt button  
undone. Then again, public nudity  
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doesn’t titillate, isn’t something 
I do for fun.   
 
But when we’re together, alone,  
though I home lowly sparrows,  
 
bear only plums, 
I trust I can love myself  
 
unadorned. 
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The Agreement 
 
Menses, the nurse calls them. I hear moon.  
A plurality of men. I’ve stopped  
counting. I’ve stopped marking  
each start with a fat felt dot.  
Lately, I’ve been hazarding 
guesses, often poorly.  
It came on Saturday. No,  
Wednesday. Sometime  
in between. The nurse looks  
at me sideways. 
I’ve become careless. No— 
not careless.  
Carefree. 
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Meanwhile 
 
Just as the news couldn’t get any worse, 
and I haven’t seen my ailing father  
at the nursing home in days—just as we’ve been shuttered  
indoors, keeping to ourselves, for a week,  
the sun’s been out, and I haven’t forgotten  
to water the bougainvillea now blooming  
once more on my roof. With all the cars gone 
down Pico, it’s suddenly still. Outside,  
birdsong, the sound of the neighbor’s toddler  
pedaling his trike, panting, laughing as he races  
his mother up the street. Meanwhile,  
the grocer’s shelves have been re-stocked.  
There’s milk for coffee, honey for tea. The oven’s on.  
I’ve baked a cake, with pecans and rum. Yesterday we made  
love on a Wednesday at three in the afternoon.  
Meanwhile, I’m composing this poem in my head  
while chopping onions and garlic  
for a most sumptuous stew.  
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Forecast 
 
One day, we’ll make it out 
and find ourselves once more 
 
sipping coffee in the park, 
admiring the gliding ducks 
 
in the wide green lake.  
The fountain will be on again, 
  
pennies glimmering at the bottom 
of the dappling pool.  
 
For a bigger wish, we’ll cast a dime. 
The farmer’s market will reopen.  
 
We’ll sample the Valencia orchard’s  
sweetest stone fruits.  
 
Jubilant peaches. Apricots. Pluots.  
Tangy and bright.  
 
Look, it’s summer. 
We’ll walk the length of the City 
 
to the Mermaid Inn—two dozen  
dollar oysters for the table,  
 
a round of crisp beers, 
a bench filled with old friends.  
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Carry 

He was dead, 
the whale calf. 
Was dead, 
had been dead, and  
after he died, 
his mother 
carried it 
for seventeen days, 
across the Salish Sea. 
 
But carry 
isn’t quite right— 
whales don’t have arms— 
more accurate 
to say she pushed 
him, with her forehead,  
his sinking body, 
bobbing along. 
 
Call it denial, 
a long goodbye, 
stupid hope, 
I don’t know. 
 
After the doctor said 
there was no heartbeat— 
just a misshapen 
fetal pole, I thought 
of the dead calf, 
how even in water, 
gravity exerts its final 
downward pull.  
 
For weeks, 
my body wouldn’t 
let go— 
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Lost 

- After Saeed Jones 
 

I wonder if my lost child ever thinks of me. I know  
I don’t know his new name. I don’t know 
 
that “child” is the word summoned  
in a stranger’s mind when she sees him 
 
galloping towards a field, swinging  
his long brown legs. I wonder  
 
if she swallows the last gulp 
of wine in her glass and thinks “I’d like to know 
 
where that man is headed, so self-assuredly,  
so fast.” I wonder if just a glimpse at this grown boy  
 
is enough to make a believer out of anyone. I wonder 
if I’m the sun warming his face as he runs,  
 
or if I’m the wind pulling him back. 
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Attends 

Attends is the brand of adult diaper my father prefers. Attends, meaning, present with, dealing 
with, as in she attends, he attends, the implied third party. I attend to my father’s care, deal with 
his diapers. There is a certain remove in the name, a coolness. Not like Pampers, which is to 
indulge with every attention, to spoil. My mother once remarked that newborns smell good, 
which makes you want to take care of them. Her father did not smell good and still she took care 
of him. The home health aide bathes my father every two days. I beat back the voice that says it 
defies the natural order of things, learning to change adult diapers before baby ones. 
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Marriage 

Last night, shelling crab for my husband 
I tell him this is love, as I pull forth  
 
the soft white flesh  
from the hard shell. Not so much 
 
the act of service, the work  
it takes to crack open and dig 
 
the morsels of meat out  
from the crab’s spindly joints, 
 
but the extraction, of something sweet  
from something brittle, calcified.  
 
I am a stone sometimes: tight-lipped,  
hermetic, green-eyed. 
 
What I mean to say— 
there is tenderness yet.  
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Inevitable 
 
Like me you like to be prepared. We speak 
of contingencies, deploy the conditional tense. 
 
Let’s say we have a falling out. Do we stay 
together for the children? 
 
Has someone been unfaithful? Who 
will you be to me then? For now, 
 
we play house. You’ll don your workman’s boots 
and tinker in the garage. I’ll busy myself 
 
in the kitchen, drumming up 
elaborate meals. Leisurely, we’ll eat. 
 
At night, you’ll turn your head 
to look at me, before the lights go out. 
 
On the nightstand, the alarm’s 
sliding numbers will cast 
 
their pale green glow. I’ll still be darling 
to you. Things will be sweet, as they are 
 
at the start. You have not learned 
to be weary of me. 
 

We have not exhausted  
one another yet. 
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Specter 
 
And what once seemed interminable will too 
reach its end. You will not remember us  
 
from this time, haggard, irritable, severely  
under-slept. All too careful to lift you,  
 
in your slumbering stupor out from under  
our arms, your small back flush against your father’s chest.  
 
There will be a time where we will miss  
the blur of these first nights. One day,  
 
your father and I will reclaim the marital  
bed, only to stay up too late, watching TV,  
 
or reading until our eyes droop, hooded,  
and our jaws gape, slack. 
 
And when you finally sleep, alone, 
in your crib, through the night—what then?  
 
My breasts will swell with milk, the house will settle,  
some errant noise from the street will jar me  
 
from sleep, and without the comfort of your small breaths  
quick and warm on cheek, I will slip  
 
from the bed, pry  
open your door,  
 
and in the soft glow  
of the blue light, will ask  
 
for forgiveness,  
for pardon,  
 
for all the ways  
your father and I  
 
might unwittingly  
wound you.  
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Empty 
 
What no one told you: to mother is to empty. 
You forget some days the sound of your name. 
 
Want makes itself known in your son’s bald cries. 
Hunger, comfort—his daily, unceasing desires. 
 
You let your son drink his fill from your breast. 
It is mostly joyful, to nourish. 
 
Still, an emptying nonetheless. No one prepares you 
for the hollowing. Once you were a person 
 
with your own thoughts. Once 
your body belonged to you and your wants  
 
alone. To mother is to be the most radical host. 
Somewhere your old self is strolling 
 
down Fifth Avenue. Riding the subway to Brooklyn. 
Dancing on a table. In line for a late-night falafel. 
 
On a redeye to Paris, letting your thoughts unspool 
as you watch clouds float past the window. 
 
Sometimes you look in the mirror, 
while brushing your hair. 
 
It is too easy to fault the body, 
insincere to extol it in praise. 
 
Most days, you forget to look. 
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Butterfly 

Because I don't know the word  
for moth or bee in Mandarin, I tell my son 
every fluttering insect is butterfly. The black stink beetle, 
the fat June bug, the ineradicable flies  
circling the kitchen sink. Is this not parenthood,  
to cast the world brighter than it is, insisting on beauty  
in places it isn't? And when the man on the street,  
hears my sing song Chinese and hisses  
“go back to where you came from,” 
I will tell my son—until he is old enough 
to understand, big enough 
to fight back—these words were merely meant  
to wish us safe passage. 
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Notes 

The line, “You saw there were no children in my body” in “Idolatry” derives from a phrase in 
Louise Glück’s “Horse”, published in The Triumph of Achilles, Ecco, 1985 (“but when I look at 
you I see/there are no children in your body”). 
 
“Evolving Circumstance” is after John Ashbery’s poem “Worsening Situation”, published in 
Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror: Poems, Penguin Books, 2009.   
 
Popa’a is Tahitian for haole or European. “Popa’a” was written as an ekphrastic piece in 
response to Eugene Henri Paul Gauguin’s painting “Whispering Words”.  
 
“Lost” is after Saeed Jones’s poem, “A Stranger”, published in The New Yorker on July 20, 
2020. 
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I. “Round and Round” 
 

 Grief is not a singular occasion, but an unfurling process. “For in grief nothing ‘stays 

put’,” C.S. Lewis writes in A Grief Observed (56). “One keeps on emerging from a phase, but it 

always recurs. Round and round. Everything repeats. Am I going in circles, or dare I hope I am 

on a spiral? But if a spiral, am I going up or down it?” (Ibid). Grief is an unwieldly, complex 

emotion—one not uniformly experienced by those it befalls. Contrary to the Kübler-Ross model 

of grief which envisions a linear, staged process for emerging from grief, my experience of grief 

in the aftermath of my father’s stroke has been more akin to C.S. Lewis’s—repetitive, cyclical. 

Whatever one’s experience of grief, research suggests that one’s ability to cope with a loss 

typically follows a jagged trajectory, a trajectory marked by oscillating peaks and troughs 

(Bonanno 21): 

 

Illness and death involve many smaller deaths. For a stroke survivor, one may be alive 

but a multitude of ancillary though no less vital things have died. Nerve cells. Motor function. 

Independence. Each sign of my father’s progress is also a reminder of the severity of his 
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impairment: the first swallowed morsels of solid food a celebration of his falling aspiration risk, 

the first twitch of his otherwise immobile leg a reminder of how much his body must re-learn in 

order to walk. To witness my father’s stroke recovery is also to acknowledge the reality of his 

decline.  

I did not know how to write about my experience of grief. At a time of uncertainty, I was 

hoping to find answers by turning to the page, but this meant that what I wrote felt static and flat, 

too readily arriving at proclamations or absolutes. Instead of opening to my grief—which I 

experienced as messy, jagged—my writing tried to contain it. Whatever I wrote, I struck, afraid 

that my lines were mawkish, melodramatic, sentimental. This essay tackles a recurring question 

I’ve had in the aftermath of my father’s stroke: how does one write about grief and loss while 

avoiding sentimentality?  

To call a work “sentimental” is to level a charge against it, Nathan Pritts writes in his 

essay, “The Sentimentalist – or – In Defense of Feeling” (1). While the word might have meant 

the quality of having or appealing to tender emotions in the 18th century, today, the word has a 

pejorative connotation. We say a work is sentimental when the emotion in the work feels 

unearned, cheap. But what exactly do we mean when we say a work is sentimental? What keeps 

the emotion in a work from feeling unearned and cheap? 

In a New York Times piece which posed the question of whether writers should avoid 

sentimentality, Leslie Jamison writes that the distinctive characteristic of sentimental art “is not, 

as is sometimes claimed, that it ‘manipulates’ (all art does this in some measure)” but rather that 

such art “manipulates by knowingly simplifying, Photoshopping or otherwise distorting the 

human experience it purports to represent” (Heller and Jamison). As poets of the Western 

tradition, our goal is to accurately represent the human experience in all its complexity. 
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Sentimentality then, is a flattening, a reduction. A sentimental piece tries to extract emotion 

while sounding a single note. “Sentimentality ignores complication and doubt,” Joan Aleshire 

said at a lecture she gave at Warren Wilson in 1995 (11:26-11:29). In that same lecture, Aleshire 

also named the following factors which give rise to sentimentality: 

Sentimentality can come from failures of objectivity, failures to represent 

complexity, or to ask questions. It’s possible to define it as the ability to arouse 

fear and pity without the corrective, complicating lenses of intelligence and 

thorough investigation. Sentimentality is conventional, grounded not in discovery 

of the surprising, but in the known, the predictable. (08:01-08:26) 

To avoid sentimentality, Aleshire’s words point to the necessity of a kind of self-

consciousness or objectivity on the part of the speaker. By “self-consciousness” I mean an 

awareness of the scope the subject matter at hand (how grand or miniscule it is, how grave or 

trivial), and where—how close or how far—the speaker stands in relationship to the subject 

matter. A speaker who stands too close to his or her subject matter is a speaker whose “passion is 

far more obvious than his discrimination and inclusiveness” (Dennis 42). This proximity doesn’t 

allow adequate room for reflection, expansion, and complication which results in “unmediated 

engagement”—raw, unfiltered emotion without editing or curation (Ibid). A poem might become 

a vehicle for solipsistic emoting, reading more like a personal diary entry than a piece of art from 

which more universal insights might be gleaned. The question of objectivity is really a question 

of why anyone (other than the writer) should care about what’s been written. An objective writer 

can see beyond his or her particulars and can convey truths that apply more generally to the 

human condition. To craft a work of art, as poets, we must: 
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divorce ourselves from the emotion we feel, which is tied to our deepest personal 

experience of the subject, and work toward making others feel, which must be 

accomplished through language, in the moment, without relying on previous ties. 

(Pritts 9-10)   

In other words, there must be a sufficient degree of distance between the speaker and the subject 

matter to create the necessary objectivity to prevent a work from becoming sentimental.   

While objectivity begs a certain degree of distance, complexity necessitates a certain 

degree of tension or friction. In “On Defamiliarization,” Charles Baxter describes a student’s 

story which “read itself too early” by “always and only [being] about one thing, with the result 

that all the details fit in perfectly. All the arrows pointed in the same direction” (Baxter 35). The 

work becomes “too meaningful too fast. Its meaning is overdetermined” (Ibid). 

Overdetermination is another way of saying that the speaker has oversimplified his or her subject 

matter. Overdetermination—like sentimentality—kills surprise and precludes discovery. If the 

purpose of art is, as Viktor Shklovsky argues in “Art as Technique,” to “impart the sensation of 

things as they are perceived and not as they are known” then we’d do well to “make objects 

‘unfamiliar,’ to make forms difficult, to increase the difficulty and length of perception because 

the process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself and must be prolonged” (2). To 

defamiliarize, Baxter sums up succinctly, is “to make the familiar strange, and the strange 

familiar” (Baxter 40). In other words, the arrows should point in opposing directions.  

This process of imparting the sensation of things as they are perceived avoids the 

flattening that accompanies sentimentality. The more a work of art can approximate a sensory 

experience or process, the closer it gets to capturing reality in its full complexity. What Aleshire, 

Baxter, and Shklovsky all seem to agree upon is that some degree of dynamism or tension must 
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be present to give a reader a more full and robust experience of a complex emotion. It seems 

almost counterintuitive that in order for a work to arouse an authentic emotional response, 

emotion cannot be the predominant focus. Instead, the work must engage the subject matter 

intellectually as well, in order to create the kind of dynamism that leads to discovery and 

surprise, which in turn better approximates an emotion’s full complexity. A poet can engage his 

or her subject matter intellectually in a number of ways, for example, by creating harmony or 

tension between content and form, modulating between more intimate (bodily) and more distant 

(heady) moments, deploying metaphors, or showing the evolution (or devolution) of a speaker’s 

thought process. In other words, the poem, through its intentional crafting of language, creates an 

experience of the emotion, and invites the reader to partake in that experience. 

Emotions—especially unwieldly ones like grief—are complex. The poet who 

successfully captures big emotions without verging into sentimentality allows room for his or her 

understanding of the subject to evolve. This evolving understanding in turn draws out 

contradictions and incongruities and enables new discoveries. When Aleshire says that 

sentimentality results from ignoring doubt or not asking questions, I do not think Aleshire means 

that a poem must literally or explicitly pose questions—rather, I think Aleshire is gesturing to a 

certain humility or considered quality a speaker has with regards to his or her subject. This is a 

variant of complication, in that a speaker isn’t purporting to have his or her subject all figured 

out. Allowing a speaker’s understanding to shift or evolve over the course of a poem facilitates 

revelations in both speaker and reader, fostering the discovery and surprise that makes art 

arresting and memorable.  

The three poems I’ve chosen to analyze for this essay—Forrest Gander’s “Beckoned,” 

Emily Dickinson’s “It was not Death,” and Victoria Chang’s “My Mother’s Teeth”—avoid 
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sentimentality by creating the necessary objectivity and distance from both subject matter and 

reader to allow for reflection and expansion. The poems engage their emotional subjects 

intellectually and feature speakers who refine and revise their understandings as the poems 

progress. The Gander and Chang poems grapple with grief and are found in collections written in 

the wake of devastating personal losses—the death of Gander’s wife and the death of Chang’s 

mother. Dickinson’s poem orbits around the subject of despair. All three poems enact the fact 

that grief and despair are not static or linear emotions, but rather dynamic, complicated, and 

ongoing. These poems highlight the circularity of grief, its jagged spiral of unraveling. By 

acknowledging the complex, oscillating nature of grief and despair, and by refusing closure and 

pat simplicity, these poems better approximate the real complexity of these emotions, thereby 

avoiding the pitfalls of sentimentality.  

The primary technique these poems deploy to create the experience of grief and despair 

as ongoing processes is the creation of a dynamic turning motion which fuels shifts in 

understanding on the part of each speaker. All three speakers lean into the messiness of grief and 

loss by taking the reader through their process of articulating what it means for them. We see 

each speaker “thinking aloud” on the page, revising initial understandings and upending 

established expectations. Their thoughts rove and churn, defying neat containment. In this way, 

all three poems contain the necessary tension which prevents the poems from becoming 

overdetermined, though through slightly different means. Each poem’s distinct craft elements 

drive the turning motion. These elements work in coordination with each another to create a 

sense of dynamism in each poem. In the analysis that follows, I will examine two main drivers of 

the turning motion in each poem. 



 42

In “Beckoned,” the two primary drivers of the turning motion are Gander’s use of 

anaphora and his modulation between a more heady, intellectual stance, and a more concrete, 

bodily one. The sonic repetition of the anaphoric phrase, “at which point” creates both echo and 

distortion, sameness and difference. By modulating between stances that are heady and concrete, 

Gander creates a sense of disorientation as the speaker grapples with the futility of hope of being 

united with his late wife. This variation is made even more stark by the use of anaphora, which 

underscores the poem’s oscillating progression as anaphora returns us repeatedly to the 

originating line of the poem, creating both continuity and rupture. 

  In “It was not Death,” Dickinson’s use of repetition, negation, shifting tenses, and the 

unraveling of syntax towards the end of the poem propels the poem’s turning motion. In this 

poem, Dickinson’s speaker is only able to land on the fact of her despair after first grappling with 

what despair is not.  The poem begins in a rhetorically tight way, with a series of repeated 

negations as the speaker attempts to name the heaviness she is contending with. Each negation 

sets up a comparison, and each comparison enables the speaker to recalibrate and revise her 

understanding of her condition. As she draws closer to naming the despair that haunts her, the 

poem shifts into the present tense and verbs disappear. In stark contrast to the formal, repetitive 

syntax at the beginning of the poem, the syntax unwinds and becomes increasingly disjointed 

and fragmentary towards the poem’s end. Rather than bring closure, arriving at the truth of one’s 

distress may instead amplify it, suggesting that understanding one’s condition does not always 

mean having control over it.  

As with “It was not Death”, the turning motion in “My Mother’s Teeth,” is also propelled 

by a series of revised or recalibrated understandings—moments where Chang re-examines and 

amends an initial thought or idea—and the manner in which the poem modulates between the 
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real and the surreal. Notably the poem’s very form entails a revised understanding—though 

ostensibly written as an obituary, the focus on the speaker’s mother’s teeth rather than the 

speaker’s mother is another source of dynamism and surprise.  

In all three poems, this turning motion prolongs our engagement with each speaker’s 

process of perception. As readers, we learn and discover as each speaker learns and discovers. 

The modulations and shifts in understanding in each poem create a sense of progression as we 

watch each speaker’s mind at work. While the word progression implies a linear trajectory, I use 

the word here to mean passage or movement. These three poems move in a roving fashion, 

thereby better approximating the lived experience of grief and capturing the unremitting 

oscillations which accompany loss. If sentimentality flattens, the dynamism of each poem’s 

turning motions add dimension and fullness. These poems do what Shklovsky says art should 

do—impart an understanding of the sensations of grief as the speakers perceive them, instead of 

being told what they are like as known.   

II. Anaphora and the Oscillation Between Mind and Body in Forrest Gander’s 
‘Beckoned’ 

 
While the elegy traditionally offers “a space for retrospection,” a space that “drives a 

wordless anguish towards the consolations of verbal articulation and ceremony” (Hirsch 197), 

Gander’s “Beckoned” offers no such consolation, but rather focuses on the speaker’s 

unfathomable, incomprehensible loss. The poem features a bereft speaker, likely a version of 

Gander himself, who drifts in and out of various states of consciousness, finding himself 

viciously attacked by a drifting swarm of bees, then trapped in a semi-comatose, somnambulant 

state, then abruptly in a hired car with a bone-flute playing driver before growing suddenly old 

and enduring the torture of the bees once more.  
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Gander opens his poem “Beckoned” with the line: “At which point, my grief sounds 

ricocheted outside of language.” A sound that ricochets rebounds one or more times off a 

surface. The term often describes the acoustics of gunfire. A shot is fired. In its wake, its sonic 

aftermath: sound refracts and reverberates as it travels and bounces off surrounding surfaces. 

Which is to say that the sound recurs, but each time slightly altered. There is a way in which 

grief ricochets in all three poems discussed—the turning motion of each poem aids in torqueing 

the tension and drama of each piece, layering complexity throughout each poem’s progression 

and unlocking new understandings, thereby avoiding pat simplicity and cliché—but of the three 

poems, Gander’s piece exhibits this quality most starkly.  

For Gander, grief is a relentless circle, a recursive loop that is both disorienting and 

sobering. Through its repeated deployment of the anaphoric phrase, “at which point,” a phrase 

which appears at the beginning of twelve of the poem’s eighteen lines, the poem mimics grief’s 

distorted reverberation. While anaphora is the primary driver of the turning motion in this poem, 

happening concurrently is the poem’s modulation between a more cerebral or heady stance, and 

a more concrete, bodily one. This oscillation produces a poem which teeters on the verge of 

reality and nightmare, belief and disbelief as the speaker grapples with the impossibility of being 

reunited with his late wife. Combined, these two drivers enact grief’s circularity—its orbital, 

dizzying spiral.  

A. Anaphora 

For a grief sound to ricochet outside of language suggests a sound that departs from the 

realm of conceivable reality. The speaker’s grief feels unspeakably heavy, incapable of 

articulation or coherence. Gander’s opening line sets up an expectation for the poem, an 

expectation that the events which unfold within it will fail to make strict linguistic or narrative 
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sense, thereby breaking with norms of comprehensibility. In this way, Gander’s poem resists 

sentimentality by enacting the senselessness and incoherence of his loss.  

Like a ricocheting sound, anaphora—the repetition of a word or phrase at the beginning 

of a line or sentence—creates echo and distortion, both. The word derives from the Greek, 

meaning “a carrying up or back” (Hirsch 27). I read this and I think of recursion, a running 

back—though two journeys may resemble each other, they are never exactly the same. “What 

recurs is also changed” (Hirsch 27-28).  Citing Robert Alter, Hirsch writes that anaphora is “a 

productive tension between sameness and difference, reiteration and development” (Hirsch 27). 

Before we take a closer look at the way anaphora creates dynamism in Gander’s poem, I will 

examine the repeated phrase itself.  

“At which point” is a phrase used to supply additional information about a preceding 

clause. It identifies a specific point among several possible points that an action in question 

refers to. Take for example, the sentence: “Forrest Gander stopped reading his poem aloud, at 

which point, I put my pen down.” In this sentence, the action of putting the pen down follows 

from the moment Gander stops reading his poem. “At which point” functions as a relative 

determiner, connecting the first action to the second. We expect that the phrase will help situate 

us, pinpoint an exact moment in time. The phrase implies specificity and exactitude and hints at a 

relationship of cause and effect between the first and second actions, thereby marking continuity 

but also contingency. Placing “at which point” at the beginning of a sentence and omitting the 

primary action from which the secondary action follows, however, has the effect of producing a 

sense of disorientation and dislocation. This in turn emphasizes the speaker’s disjointed 

experience of grief and underscores the idea that grief is a jagged process, a series of unremitting 

fits and starts. That the poem opens with “at which point” is also disorienting—there is no gentle 
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stage-setting. Instead, the reader is immediately thrown into the swirl of the speaker’s unfolding 

experience, which feels destabilizing from the outset.  

 The fact that “at which point” is not set apart as its own clause (other than in line 10, “at 

which point” is not followed by a comma) creates a sense of continuity between the phrase and 

the rest of sentence, which in turn emphasizes the sense of disorientation and dislocation.  

Compare, for example, the first line re-written here with a comma: “At which point, my grief 

sounds ricocheted outside of language” to its original form (“At which point my grief sounds 

ricocheted outside of language”). Rather than being set apart, the relative determiner blends into 

the surrounding semantic material, which gives the line a certain unrelenting quality.  

To show how anaphora is at work, let’s consider what the poem would be like without it. 

If we were to re-work lines 3-12 to remove the anaphoric phrase, the poem would read like so: 

In the tetric silence that followed 
 
I was swarmed by those bees and lost consciousness. 
 
There was no way out for me either. 
 
I carried on in a semi-coma, dreaming I was awake 
 
 avoiding friends and puking, plucking stingers from my face and arms. 
 
Her voice was pinned to a backdrop of vaporous color. 
 
The crane’s bustles flared. 
 
Coming to, I knew I’d pay the whole flag-pull fare. 
 
The driver turned and said it doesn’t need to be 
 
Your fault for it to break you. (3-12) 
 

The images are just as startling, but I feel the absence of the anaphoric phrase’s connective 

tissue.  The images present as impressions which float one to the next. To be sure, even absent 
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the anaphora, this is a disorienting poem—the “events” of the poem do not flow narratively, but 

rather follow a strange and surreal unfurling. The repetition of “at which point” provides a 

through-line, a familiar springboard from which these images launch. That the anaphoric phrase 

isolates specific moments in time also produces the sense that time is static, cyclical, and fluid—

at once standing still, recurring, and pressing forward. Repetition creates unity and cohesion with 

the lines that have come before: “Anaphora is a self-conscious and repeated turn back to 

beginnings, back to the origin of the line” (Hirsch 28).  However, this recursion also creates a 

sense of claustrophobia. By redirecting the reader repeatedly to the anaphoric phrase, the effect is 

to feel spun around, trapped in a relentless unending spiral, which in turn mimics the cloistering 

experience of grief. Sonically, the repetition of the phrase is incantatory, lulling almost, while 

also highlighting a sense of restlessness and obsession—three leaden syllables, on loop. 

 At the same time, the use of the anaphoric phrase also interrupts the flow of information 

from one line to the next. This interruption slows our perception, prolonging our engagement 

with it, thereby heightening the emotional impact of the information. While the phrase itself is 

meant to situate us in space and time and indicate causality, its repetition feels untethered due to 

its placement at the beginning of each sentence it appears—we are sprung into uncertain terrain 

without prior information or warning, jolted from one image to the next. Each instance of the 

anaphoric phrase is a “lurching commencement” for the introduction of new information. 

Anaphora “shifts the center of attention from the repeated element to the material that is 

introduced by the repetition” (Alter 77). This shift in attention causes the images to land even 

more emphatically—anaphora primes us to pay particular attention to when the poem deviates 

and when it adheres to its pattern of repetition.  
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An interesting thing also happens when a phrase is frequently repeated: alternate 

meanings surface—“at which point” assumes a relentless insistence which inflects the phrase as 

a question: “at which point?” imbuing the poem with a frenzied, searching quality. This too is 

reminiscent of the idea that grief is both stubborn and searching, the mourner locked in a 

recurring struggle of bargaining, resignation, and denial. As Alter writes, “the repeated word or 

phrase in anaphora never means exactly the same thing twice, that in each occurrence it takes on 

a certain coloration from the surrounding semantic material and from its position in the series” 

(Alter 78). This progression mimics the way in which the circularity of grief evolves. Though 

one might revisit one’s occasion for grief, each return also invites new meaning or 

understanding. 

Take for example, the way the meaning of the phrase evolves in the opening lines of the 

poem, and how its meaning assumes a leaden quality, suggesting resignation towards the poem’s 

end. Early in the poem, in line 1, “at which point” reads, given its position at the beginning of the 

poem, as a starting point, a point of specificity from which to launch. In line 3, “at which point” 

seems to indicate temporal causality, that the speaker is swarmed by bees following the “tetric 

silence.” In line 5, the phrase starts to take on a certain resigned quality, a futility or 

pointlessness as the speaker feels trapped—“At which point there was no way out for me either.” 

Having now been repeated three times, the anaphoric phrase lands emphatically as a deliberate 

formal device in this fifth line. Because it draws attention to itself as being part of an enduring, 

established pattern, this is when I perceive the phrase to assume a questioning or searching 

quality that then begins to color its subsequent use, imbuing it with this tension in meaning. The 

sense of urgency becomes unrelenting, panicky almost, the more the phrase is repeated. This 
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accretion of meaning further injects complexity in the poem—meanings are not fixed but 

contingent and iterative.   

The last and final time the anaphoric phrase is repeated is in line 17. Although line 17 

hints at hope, by opening with the anaphoric phrase, its resonance is now heavy and plodding, 

having been repeated so frequently in previous lines. “At which point” starts to take on a 

meaning more akin to “what is the point?” gesturing at futility, which has the effect of 

undermining the message of “some possibility” of reunification in the line.  

While line 17 is the last instance that the phrase “at which point” is used, it isn’t the last 

instance of repetition. Line 18 begins where line 17 ends, with the phrase “some possibility.” 

Because this represents a departure from the established pattern of repetition, there is both a 

release from the turning motion and an intensification of drama which makes the delivery of this 

final, gutting line even more emphatic. While the last two lines release us from the spiral of 

turmoil generated by the repetition of “at which point,” the repetition of “some possibility” at the 

end of line 17 and the beginning of line 18 incites a smaller counter-moving vortex which 

follows its own build and release of tension. In the same way that “at which point” takes on 

varied meanings, I hear “some possibility” a little differently when it opens line 18 than when it 

concludes line 17. As the concluding phrase in line 17, “some possibility’ still feels imbued with 

hope. Here, my attention is focused on the word “possibility”—a potential opening, a beacon. 

That the phrase is repeated at the beginning of line 18 however, renders the phrase more tenuous, 

more contingent, and less hopeful. In its repetition, my attention is directed to the “some” part of 

the phrase, which to me signifies the remoteness of the possibility, a narrowing of hope. This 

alternate pattern of repetition makes the devastation of the final line’s impossibility all the more 

resonant and profound.   
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B. Oscillation Between Mind and Body 

While anaphora is the primary driver of the dynamic turning motion in this piece, there is 

also a secondary driver of the turning motion, which is the way the speaker modulates between 

the more visceral sensations of grief to more abstract, heady considerations. Both of these 

turning motions capture the actual, lived experience of grief, which is marked by “recurring 

floods of ‘somatic distress’ lasting twenty minutes to an hour, comprising symptoms of 

breathlessness, weakness, and ‘tension or mental pain’” (O’Rourke). In The Other Side of 

Sadness, grief researcher and psychologist George Bonanno writes that “we can’t reflect on the 

reality of a loss and engage with the world around us at the same time, so we do that in cycles, 

too” (Bonanno 59). Grief is felt physically, bodily, but also mentally, with some of the cognitive 

pain arising in part from the dissonance borne from making sense of the loss while also having to 

cope with the demands of daily life. 

“Beckoned” is very much a poem that straddles the gulf of that dissonance. The poem 

captures the speaker’s struggle to make sense of his loss, before he is able to arrive at the 

conclusion that reunification with his late wife is nothing short of fanciful, even in the realm he 

conceives that is “more real than life.” As enticing as the thought is, reunification is ultimately 

impossible, or, perhaps more importantly for the speaker, no longer believed to be possible by 

the poem’s end.  

 The turning motion generated by the modulation between more embodied moments and 

more distant, cerebral ones enacts the speaker’s struggle to bridge the gap between knowledge 

and belief as he grapples with the impossibility of being reunited with his wife. The oscillation 

underscores the tension between the speaker’s belief and disbelief and the blurring of the 

speaker’s faculties as he moves between reality and a semi-conscious state. The process of 
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arriving at this conclusion involves momentary breaks with reality, where body and mind are no 

longer working in concert. This is especially pronounced in lines 5-12: 

At which point there was no way out for me either. 
 
At which point I carried on in a semi-coma, dreaming I was awake, 
 
avoiding friends and puking, plucking stingers from my face and arms. 
 
At which point her voice was pinned to a backdrop of vaporous color. 
 
At which point the crane’s bustles flared. 
 
At which point, coming to, I knew I’d pay the whole flag-pull fare. 
 
At which point the driver turned and said it doesn’t need to be 
 
your fault for it to break you. (5-12) 
 

Read in connection with line 4, line 5 suggests a bifurcation of mind and body, or at least a 

disjointed relationship between the two. While the speaker loses consciousness in line 4 after 

being swarmed by the bees, somewhat startlingly in line 5 the speaker states that there is no way 

out for him either, which begs the question of what else is trapped, implying some sort of 

disjunction between the physical body and the conscious mind. This idea is furthered in line 6, 

with the speaker detailing what his limbo state of half-consciousness is like. Here, the speaker 

presents a reversal in the polarities of consciousness, where the speaker dreams he is awake. 

However, this state of semi-lucidity brings no relief. In line 7 we learn about the isolation and 

physical torture of the speaker’s distress—“puking, plucking stingers from my face and arms”—

in tangible, bodily detail. What is imagined and what is metaphorical—the drifting swarm of 

bees the speaker’s grief sounds are likened to—materialize and become viscerally real. 

 Lines 8-12 mark an increase in the delirium the speaker experiences before regaining 

consciousness. From the intimate, bodily description of the speaker vomiting and plucking 
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stingers from his face and arms, the poem moves to a more cerebral or heady moment in line 8 

when the speaker describes his late wife’s voice being “pinned to a backdrop of vaporous color.” 

That the voice is at once aural, tactile, and visual gives this synesthetic moment a surreal, filmic 

quality. This sense of the surreal is extended with the startling introduction of the image of a 

crane’s feathers flaring. While this image is more concrete and tangible (and therefore more 

bodily), it is no less surprising given how randomly this crane appears. The closer the speaker is 

to coming to, the stranger the images seem to get. The poem’s introduction of sudden apparitions 

enacts the fragmentary nature of grief—the intrusive, startling way the mind finds itself thinking 

of the departed, while also being pulled in more fantastic, surreal places. The incorporation of the 

surreal is a theme we’ll return to when we discuss “My Mother’s Teeth.” This whole sequence is 

dizzying, as new developments are suddenly introduced, giving these lines a lurching sense as 

the speaker’s mind catches up with what’s happening in his body. Notably, this transition from 

being semi-conscious to “coming to” also coincides with the highest concentration of the poem’s 

successive use of the anaphoric phrase in lines 8-11. With four consecutive lines starting with “at 

which point,” this successive use of anaphora amplifies the disorientation experienced by the 

speaker in these lines.   

Although the speaker “comes to” in line 10, he does so abruptly, with the dawning 

awareness that he’s on a ride he owes money for. Even though awake, there appears to be a delay 

in the speaker’s faculties before the speaker is able to fully register what is happening to him. 

Just as suddenly as he’s realized he’s been on a ride, in line 11, the speaker also realizes he is no 

longer alone. Rather, the speaker finds himself in a car with a driver who proceeds in line 12 to 

dispense intimate, yet seemingly unsolicited advice. Reality assaults, battering the speaker as he 
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begins to bridge the gap between what he knows and what he believes to be true—that while the 

speaker may feel beckoned by his wife, there is no escaping the reality of her death.  

Throughout Gander’s poem, the turning motion enacted by the anaphora and the 

oscillations between mind and body creates a sense of restless panic. Both speaker and reader are 

spun around in space and time, in and out of real and hyperreal states. In this sense, the dynamic 

turning of the poem enacts the lived experience of grief—its circularity, its disorienting spin.  It’s 

only by going through this disorienting, dizzying process that the speaker can arrive at the 

devastating conclusion, and perhaps even begin to accept, that reunification with his wife is 

impossible. Far from being flat or predictable, in this poem, grief is relentless, multi-layered, 

incapable of simple articulation.  

III. Repetition, Negation, Shifting Tenses and Unraveling Syntax in Emily Dickinson’s 

“It was not Death” 

 While not, strictly speaking, an elegy, “It was not Death,” is a poem about despair. 

Despair, like grief, is an emotion of anguish and distress. In this poem, the despair that afflicts 

the speaker is similarly relentless, dizzying, and disorienting in its oppressiveness. Like the 

Gander and Chang poems, the Dickinson poem is striking for the way it creates an experience of 

this heavy emotion. Unlike the Gander and Chang poems, which remain more or less consistent 

throughout their progression in terms of their formal and syntactical characteristics, these aspects 

of Dickinson’s poem shift dramatically as the poem unfurls. The poem’s initial repetitive form is 

gradually unwound and undone. While the turning motions in all three poems create a kind of 

back-and-forth oscillation, the turning motions in Dickinson’s piece spiral towards a loss of 

cohesion, a loosening of form, temporality, and syntax. 
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 As with Gander’s “Beckoned,” the primary turning motion in “It was not Death,” is 

propelled by repetition. Both poems avoid sentimentality by using repetition to underscore the 

recursive tumult and relentlessness of the complex emotions they seek to portray. Anaphora in 

“Beckoned,” and repetition in “It was not Death,” serve to build tension and release throughout, 

mimicking the way strong emotions intermittently overwhelm and abate. In “It was not Death,” 

however, repetition is also initially coupled with Dickinson’s use of negation. In this poem, 

Dickinson’s speaker arrives at the emotion of despair only after first mentally contending with 

what it is not. Before she can begin to confront her despair, she must first intellectually prepare, 

as if to steel herself from the impact of her emotions. Even then, she does so in an oblique, 

indirect way. We arrive at the truth slant. Dickinson’s speaker is constantly revising her 

understanding of her experience, thereby complicating it.  

 In A Poet’s Glossary, Ed Hirsch writes that repetition “creates expectations, which can be 

fulfilled or frustrated. It can create a sense of boredom and complacency, but it can also incite 

enchantment and inspire bliss” (Hirsch 518-19). In Dickinson’s opening lines, it isn’t only a 

sense of boredom and complacency that pervades—as with “Beckoned,” the repetition also 

creates a kind of constriction, boxing the speaker in and producing a cloistering effect, an effect 

which is later undone. 

 This undoing or unraveling is the secondary driver of the turning motion in this piece—

the poem’s gradual syntactical dissolution, which is accompanied by a shift in temporality to a 

kind of tenseless-ness. In contrast to the tightly controlled, repetitive syntax of the first two 

stanzas, the syntax in the last two stanzas becomes increasingly fragmentary and disjointed as the 

speaker draws closer to naming her despair. This is accompanied by a shift to the present tense in 
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the penultimate stanza, and an absence of conjugated verbs in the final stanza. This loosening of 

syntax and temporality avoids sentimentality by portraying despair’s ongoing, oppressive nature.  

 Both Gander’s “Beckoned,” and Dickinson’s “It was not Death,” are in a sense, poems 

which enact a process of “giving up.” In both poems, the speakers undergo a process of 

devolution, enacted by the equivocation produced by each poem’s turning motions before 

landing on their respective sources of turmoil—for Gander, the impossibility of being with his 

wife once more, and for Dickinson, despair. While Gander opens his poem explicitly stating that 

his grief sounds ricochet “outside of language,” Dickinson’s despair is only arrived at towards 

the poem’s end after language has devolved. Both poems acknowledge the inadequacy of 

language to capture the enormity of their experience, though Dickinson’s poem accomplishes 

this in its gradual linguistic devolution. The closer Dickinson’s speaker gets to the heart of her 

despair, the more her controlled, measured intellect disintegrates. As despair unravels in this 

poem, language unravels too. 

A. Repetition and Negation  

Dickinson deploys repetition in “It was not Death” in two main ways: through the use of 

recurring refrains in the first two stanzas, and second, through the frequent use of the conjunction 

“and” in the fourth stanza. Each use of repetition creates a slightly different effect, though 

together, they enhance the poem’s sense of monotony and the stalled passage of time despair can 

cause one to feel, as if “everything that ticked – has stopped.”  

“It was not Death” opens with a repeated refrain—a series of negations. As if reasoning 

by process of elimination, lines 1, 3, and 5 all begin with the opening clause “It was not X” (not 

death, not night, not frost) then proceed to provide a reason for why X doesn’t fit the bill (I’m 

standing, noon bells are ringing, hot winds are blowing on my skin). These negations are 
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examples of apophasis, a rhetorical device where one brings up an issue by claiming not to 

mention it. By telling us what despair is not, Dickinson is also telling us what it is, a conceit 

Dickinson arrives at in line 9 (“[a]nd yet, it tasted like them all”). The negations serve as a kind 

of mirror, allowing the speaker to arrive at her experience obliquely through a kind of inverted 

comparison. Repeated, the turning motion of these negations layer complexity and nuance atop 

suspense, which builds a sense of intensifying mystery—if it’s not death, or frost, or fire, what is 

it? This rhetorical maneuver also allows the poem to assume Aleshire’s corrective lens of 

intelligence. Despair is investigated, reasoned through. This prevents the poem from being flat 

and unidimensional.  

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary also defines apophasis as “the practice of describing 

something (such as God) by stating which characteristics it does not have especially because 

human thought or language is believed to be insufficient to describe it fully or accurately” 

(emphasis added). I find this definition in keeping with the spirit of the poem—an active 

grappling with an unwieldly, complex emotion which ultimately defies language, ricocheting 

outside of it, as with Gander’s grief sounds. The despair itself is too immense, too large to 

describe outright. These repeated negations allow the speaker to approach what she wants to 

convey indirectly, while also creating a lulling soundscape which mimics the stasis of despair.   

In the fourth stanza, repetition makes a return, but this time negations are dispensed with 

and we see the repeated use of the conjunction “and”: 

As if my life were shaven, 
And fitted to a frame, 
And could not breathe without a key, 
And ’twas like Midnight, some – (13-16) 

 
There is an additive quality to the repeated use of “and,” a kind of piling on. Much like Gander’s 

use of anaphora, the repetition of “and” here creates a sense of cloistered relentlessness and 
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enacts the sense of suffocation described in line 15. As it does in “Beckoned,” this sense of 

relentlessness gestures at the strong grip of negative emotions—their binding spin. Like a 

stuttering record, the repetition of “and” generates a sense of anxiety by creating the sense of 

being stuck. This stasis foreshadows the lines which follow which describe the abyss of despair 

as existing beyond time and space (“When everything that ticked – has stopped -/ And space 

stares – all around –”).  In the last two stanzas, the conjunction “or” makes a repeated appearance 

at the beginning of each stanza’s third line. “Or” is also additive in that it seeks to include 

additional information but unlike “and,” the conjunction functions more like a hinge, including 

information that is not only supplemental but also suggestive of alternate possibilities. The use of 

“or” will be discussed in further detail below in connection with the poem’s temporal shifts.   

 Dickinson’s poem, like Gander’s, uses repetition to emphasize the relentlessness of heavy 

negative emotions. In both poems, repetition produces a sense of suffocation, an experience of 

feeling trapped. Unlike Gander’s piece, the pattern of repetition in “It was not Death” is not 

consistent, but rather varies from the repeated use of a negative refrain to the repetition of the 

conjunctions “and” and “or.” By moving away from the poem’s initial pattern of repetition, the 

poem creates tension by working against the expectations established by the poem’s tightly 

controlled opening. In the next section, I examine the secondary driver of the turning motion of 

this piece—the poem’s unraveling syntax. 

B. Temporal Shifts and Unraveling Syntax 

The gradual disintegration of formal structure in the last two stanzas stands in stark 

contrast to the formal rhetorical structure of the opening stanzas as reasoning and logic unravel. 

Stanzas five and six lose the tight coherence of the earlier stanzas, becoming fragmentary in 

nature as phrases and words are isolated on their own and set apart by dashes: 
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When everything that ticked – has stopped – 
And space stares – all around – 
Or Grisly frosts – first Autumn morns, 
Repeal the Beating Ground – 
 
But most, like Chaos – Stopless - cool – 
Without a Chance, or spar – 
Or even a Report of Land – 
To justify – Despair. (17-24) 

 
The fact of the Dickinsonian dash is well established. In this poem, the dashes prolong the 

introduction of new information, drawing out the speaker’s realizations. While dashes appear 

earlier in the poem, they appear with increased frequency in these last two stanzas, creating a 

sense of disruption and suspense. The speaker lingers on certain thoughts—the way time ceases, 

the emptiness surrounding her, and the unrelenting nature of chaos—as she attempts to wrap her 

mind around them. 

 The temporal stasis in these last two stanzas can be attributed to the poem’s tense shifts. 

In the first three stanzas, the poem predominantly deploys the past tense, with the exception of 

lines 2 and 8, which contain comparisons that shift into the present tense. In line 2 (“And all the 

Dead, lie down –”), the use of “lie” as opposed to “lay” creates a kind of ominousness, hinting at 

the ever-present specter of death. In line 8 (“Could keep a Chancel, cool –”), the phrase “could 

keep” arguably shifts the poem into the present tense as the speaker draws a comparison between 

her “marble feet” and a church altar. This shift from the past tense into the present tense suggests 

an ongoing leaden iciness. These temporal shifts from past to present foreshadow the poem’s 

eventual devolution into a kind of tenseless-ness in the last two stanzas.     

 The poem takes another step towards tenseless-ness at the beginning of the fourth stanza, 

where the poem assumes a subjunctive mood as the speaker makes the comparison to her life 

being shaven. This is a hypothetical consideration, one that exists neither in the past nor present, 
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which gives it a timeless quality. That this stanza also deploys repeated use of the conjunction 

“and” has the effect of prolonging this sense of being unconstrained by both past and present and 

creates the sense of stasis discussed earlier.    

  While the penultimate stanza begins in line 17 by utilizing the past tense (“When 

everything that ticked – has stopped –”), in line 18, the tense shifts into the present (“space 

stares”). The feeling of an enveloping void is amplified as the poem continues in the present 

tense. The use of “or” to elaborate upon the void by comparing it to “Grisly frosts” and “Autumn 

morns” feels like a portal, an opening to another possible reality, but is suggestive and 

exploratory rather than definitive (versus using the conjunction “and” which forecloses alternate 

possibilities), giving it an expansive quality.  The void is further amplified by the fact that there 

are no verbs in the final stanza until we reach the last line where “justify” appears unconjugated 

in its infinitive form.  

I can’t help but notice that these are the only two stanzas in which no personal pronouns 

appear, which has the effect of distancing me from the speaker and distancing the speaker from 

the subject matter. To me this highlights the sense that the speaker is consumed by her despair, 

so overcome by it that she, like Gander’s speaker in “Beckoned,” ceases being an active force in 

the poem. By opening with a tightly controlled, repetitive set of lines which deploy parallel 

syntax and sound, Dickinson is able to show the speaker’s gradual disintegration as she draws 

closer to naming the condition that ails her.  

Dickinson’s use of repetition and negation and the unwinding of temporal and linguistic 

structure in the last two stanzas showcase a mind at work. As with “Beckoned,” the project of the 

poem is not to tell us what the speaker is experiencing but rather to have us perceive it, thereby 

avoiding sentimentality by creating an emotional experience. The choice of formal structure 
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creates the scaffolding for these acts of perception by organizing the way information is released. 

Repeated negations, disintegrating language, and lingering in a tenseless state delay and prolong 

perception. They enact a sense of searching as the speaker attempts to understand what’s really at 

stake.   

As with the Gander piece, this loosening of logic and semantic tightness enables both 

speakers to arrive at the devastating truth that ails them. In the same way that Gander’s speaker 

becomes increasingly untethered to reality before arriving at the lucid conclusion that he cannot 

be reunited with his wife, Dickinson’s language becomes increasingly unmoored as words begin 

to break from the container of the sentence, tenuously held in place by thread-bare dashes, a 

marked departure from the tight plodding lines established at the poem’s beginning, before she is 

able to name the despair she experiences. Emotions are not always easy to name. Sometimes—

often—when one is in the throes of hopelessness, it’s easier to say what something doesn’t feel 

like than what it does. But this isn’t a simple matter of ease—these churning, roundabout 

investigations of emotion undercut sentimentality by rendering grief and despair as difficult and 

unrelenting. Far from being predictable or conventional, grief and despair are multi-dimensional 

and multi-faceted. In these poems, it takes an unraveling before grief and despair can be named 

and understood.  

IV. The Real and the Surreal and Echoing Syntax in “My Mother’s Teeth” 

 “My Mother’s Teeth” appears in Chang’s collection OBIT. Written five years after her 

mother’s death, Chang’s collection contains a series of obituaries for the objects, experiences, 

and phenomena that vanish along with the deceased. In an interview with Rachel Zucker 

recorded in the fall of 2019, Chang speaks about her mother’s gradual decline after being 

diagnosed with pulmonary fibrosis. When Chang’s mother died in 2015, Chang said she 
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experienced “all sorts of emotions as one can imagine—relief, sadness, deep, deep, deep, deep 

sadness” but Chang didn’t want to write elegies, for fear that they would be cliché (01:43:03-

01:43:28). It wasn’t until she overheard a segment on NPR on a documentary called Obit that 

something about the word, “the long O and the hard T,” “triggered” something in her and 

prompted her to write the obituaries which appear in her collection (01:43:54-01:43:59).  

 While “My Mother’s Teeth” is a poem about grief, and in particular, her mother’s death, 

Chang doesn’t open with her grief, or her mother’s death, or even her mother. Chang opens with 

an image of her mother’s teeth, teeth that die not once, but twice: “My Mother’s Teeth—died 

twice, once in 1965, all pulled out from gum disease. Once again on August 3, 2015.” The 

implication being, of course, that the mother’s teeth died the second time when Chang’s mother 

died, though this isn’t explicitly stated until later in the poem. To be sure, opening the poem in 

this way is disorienting. I am struck by the way this opening, like the opening in “Beckoned,” 

isn’t gradual or familiar, but instead begins some place strange. While the opening in Gander’s 

poem is disorienting for syntactical reasons, with the poem abruptly opening with the 

fragmentary anaphoric phrase “at which point,” the opening of Chang’s poem is disorienting 

because it doesn’t follow expectations for the obituary form.  

 We read a poem in a collection of obituaries and expect that it will begin by telling us 

about the deceased—when they were born, where they lived, who they are survived by. The 

obituary also has a way of glorifying the departed, extolling their accomplishments, and virtues 

while very rarely making mention of any vices. Obituaries present sanitized versions of people’s 

lives. They simplify, flatten. Instead, in Chang’s poem we are greeted by an image of the 

deceased’s teeth, which die not once, but twice, revealing a startling truth—that we are in a state 
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of constant decay, even before our full corporeal end. There is something destabilizing about 

this—the poem is behaving contrary to our expectations for it. 

 Initial surprise aside, this process of destabilization occurs throughout the poem in one of 

two main ways. The first is the way Chang blurs the line between the real and the surreal. The 

poem’s movement between the real and the surreal constitutes one of the turning motions in this 

poem. While the surreal moments in Gander’s piece tend to appear in connection with headier, 

more cerebral moments, the surreal moments in Chang’s piece are tied to more bodily or 

physical moments, where inanimate objects and ideas become anthropomorphized. The second 

driver of the turning motion in this poem is the use of what I’ll call “echoing syntax,” a form of 

repetition I discuss in further detail below. This form of repetition enables the speaker to revise 

and recalibrate her initial ideas and impressions, which avoids sentimentality by underscoring the 

speaker’s developing understanding of grief, an understanding that progresses more circuitously 

than linearly.   

A. The Real and the Surreal 

 Chang’s poem moves between the mundane and the surreal. This turning motion reminds 

me of the way Gander’s piece moves between body and mind as well as between moments of 

waking and semi-conscious dreaming. The surreal aspects of Gander’s piece are most prominent 

when the speaker describes being in and emerging from his semi-coma state. In Chang’s piece 

however, the surreal aspects are most prominent when the speaker interacts with concrete, 

physical objects—the fake teeth she touches, the mirror she sees herself in, and the orange tree 

she walks by. These mundane encounters become unexpected points of departure for the poem to 

enter a more speculative mode.  
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 Chang’s transition to the speculative realm begins gradually—the first time the poem 

turns from the mundane to the surreal, the speaker says she thinks she hears her mother’s 

dentures whimper. That the speaker merely thinks the dentures are whimpering (rather than 

declaring that the dentures are whimpering) suggests there may be a degree of plausible 

deniability to this idea—she could just be imagining things. Later in the poem however, the 

speaker’s discernment plays a less prominent role and metaphors become reality. Upon catching 

her reflection in the mirror, the speaker sees her mother’s words gather around her mouth, “like 

powder from a donut.” Her dead mother’s words take on a monstrous quality when they scatter, 

hunting for meaning as if following an enticing scent. Here, I am reminded of the way that the 

drifting swarm of bees in “Beckoned” which appear initially as a metaphor to describe the 

speaker’s ricocheting grief sounds, materialize and attack Gander’s speaker. 

 In these speculative moments, “My Mother’s Teeth” almost reads like genre fiction, a 

horror story where the inanimate things are suddenly very much alive, hungry, and on the prowl. 

Various parts of the body and ancillary attachments take on needs of their own. The dentures 

make animal sounds and incite hunger. The mother’s words don’t die, but scatter, “looking for 

meaning to attach to like a scent,” taking on a predatory quality. In the final lines, grief itself is 

animated (“it’s alive!”), as the speaker comes to realize that the word is “not actually a noun, but 

a verb. That it moves.” 

 In Sigrid Nunez’s The Friend, she writes that “the dead dwell in the conditional, the tense 

of the unreal” (3). When a loved one dies, our experience of them becomes untethered from their 

actual physical being, and instead moves to the realm of memories, fantasies, nightmares and 

dreams. It’s in this space where fact and fantasy blend that Chang’s “obituary” dwells. This 

blend of fantasy and fact undercuts sentimentality by making the familiar strange. Grief stuns 
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and saddens, yes, but can also cause mourners to use speculative thinking and imagination as a 

way to fill inexplicable gaps. Why the neat divide between objects and living beings? Can a 

person’s relics live and die as well? Where do a dead person’s words go?  

 Although Chang’s poem doesn’t pose these questions explicitly in her poem, the 

emotional effect of this turning motion is to emphasize the searching nature of grief—the 

yearning to understand what goes unanswered in the absence that follows a loved one’s death. As 

readers, encountering the strange and the surreal in a poem extends this searching quality by 

prolonging our perception of the speaker’s experience. This sense of extended searching is also 

furthered in the way the speaker revises and qualifies her thoughts, a process enabled by Chang’s 

use of echoing syntax.   

B. Echoing Syntax 

 In the Gander and Dickinson poems, repetition features prominently in the formal 

structure of both pieces and serves as the primary driver of the turning motion in each poem. 

While repetition isn’t as salient in “My Mother’s Teeth” as it is in “Beckoned” or “It was not 

Death,” it is another driver of the turning motion in this poem, albeit through the use of “echoing 

syntax.” I’m using the term “echoing syntax” to describe a looser form of parallel syntax—looser 

because the elements of each sentence aren’t replicated exactly (though they are in the second 

example I discuss below), but instead correspond to a high degree of similarity.  

 The first sequence I’d like to take a look at starts with the opening sentence: “My 

Mother’s Teeth—died twice, once in 1965, all pulled out from gum disease…When she died, I 

touched them, smelled them, thought I heard them whimper…When my mother died, I saw 

myself in the mirror, her words around my mouth, like powder from a donut.” In this sequence of 

sentences, the first sentence begins with a main clause (“My Mother’s Teeth—died twice”), 
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followed by two subordinate clauses. The next two sentences lead with subordinate clauses 

which follow a nearly identical structure (when + pronoun + died). That the beginning of these 

sentences are patterned similarly but vary slightly has the effect of making the differences 

between them more salient, reminiscent of the way anaphora draws attention to a poem’s 

reiteration and development in “Beckoned.”  

 Here I am attuned to the fact that between the first and second sentence, the object shifts 

from the mother’s teeth to the mother, and that between the second and third sentence, the switch 

to the possessive pronoun “my mother” is followed by the speaker’s description of her own 

reflection, emphasizing the connection between mother and daughter. The sentences become 

more and more personal, moving from the death of the mother’s teeth to the speaker’s personal 

experience. The repeated use of the verb to “die” also stands out. Poems about death so often 

deploy euphemisms, and the speaker’s unflinching use of the verb here strikes me as suggesting 

that the speaker is clear-eyed about the fact of her mother’s death, though this doesn’t mean she 

isn’t still grappling with it despite the passage of time.  

 A more obvious example of echoing syntax occurs mid-way through the poem where 

Chang writes: “Her last words were in English. She asked for a Sprite. I wonder whether her last 

thought was in Chinese. I wonder what her last thought was.” I find this sequence remarkably 

poignant, the way it begins with two simple, declarative sentences on the mother’s last moments 

(and her seemingly unremarkable last wish for a soda), before the speaker contemplates her 

mother’s last thoughts. 

 The repetition of “I wonder” here hints at the ongoing nature of these questions, 

suggestive of an inquiry the speaker returns to often, but also the inquiry’s un-answerability and 

the not-knowing that ensues. To me, the sequence also suggests a gulf between the speaker and 
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the mother, one owing to linguistic and cultural differences. The question of whether the 

speaker’s mother’s last thought was in Chinese is also a question of which language was most 

intimate to the speaker’s mother. That this language could have been Chinese, presumably a 

language less familiar to the speaker, hints at a kind of unbridgeable gap between the speaker 

and her mother. That “I wonder” is repeated in the following sentence (“I wonder what her last 

thought was”) prolongs the speaker’s speculation about her mother’s last moments and reinforces 

the sense of the unbridgeable and the unknown. This gulf makes the mother’s passing even more 

devastating by hinting at all the speaker cannot and will not know about her mother. 

 The poem closes with a series of sentences which utilize echoing syntax. In these final 

sentences, the echoing syntax enables “revised understandings” where the speaker offers up a 

fact or statement and later revises or qualifies the remark. A little over halfway through the 

poem, Chang writes: “I used to think that a dead person’s words die with them. Now I know that 

they scatter, looking for meaning to attach to like a scent.” Had the speaker simply described her 

new understanding, writing something to the effect of “I realized that a dead person’s words 

don’t die with them but scatter, looking for meaning to attach to like a scent” this loses much of 

the dynamism and intimacy of the original version—reading less like an act of discovery and 

more like a report. By being unafraid to contradict earlier ideas, Chang’s speaker facilitates 

revelations which nuance her experience of her grief.  

For Chang’s speaker, grief is very much a dynamic, active process. In the closing lines of 

the poem there is another revised understanding as Chang writes: “I always knew that grief was 

something I could smell. But I didn’t know that it’s not actually a noun but a verb. That it 

moves.” Not only is this revised understanding strange and surprising (grief is in fact both a noun 

and a verb—the speaker isn’t so much disputing this idea factually, but rather likening her 



 67

experience of grief more to a process than an object), it also takes the form of a double negative 

(“I didn’t know that it’s not”), which means that it requires even more work to parse. In other 

words, this revised understanding increases the difficulty and length of perception, which slows 

our engagement with the material thereby creating a more dynamic emotional experience for the 

reader.  

By modulating between the real and the surreal, and by using echoing syntax, Chang’s 

poem avoids sentimentality by highlighting the way grief can destabilize notions of what’s real 

and what isn’t, as well as our ideas about the nature of death and the bereaved’s relationship to 

the deceased. Far from being grounded in the known or the predictable, Chang’s strange and 

poignant poem blends fantasy and fact and deploys revised understandings to defamiliarize not 

only the form of the obituary, but our understanding of grief itself.   

V. Conclusion 

 Writing “has a responsibility to be an experience, not just to annotate it—to truly 

demonstrate and not just refer” (Pritts 8-9). While poems about death and grief are undoubtedly 

sad, “a poem about death must create its own sadness rather than simply rely on the subject 

matter itself to convey the feeling of sadness” (Pritts 9). “Beckoned,” “It was not Death,” and 

“My Mother’s Teeth” are poems that create their own sadness by leaning into the messiness of 

grief. By this, I mean they do not purport to offer any ready answers or pronouncements about 

the nature of loss or despair. Rather, they all lay bare the process of grappling with the enormity 

of these difficult emotions, rendering them complex, ongoing.  

 In The Other Side of Sadness, Bonanno calls bereavement a “stress reaction” and like any 

stress reaction, “it is not uniform or static” (Bonanno 59). Instead, grieving involves a “regular 

oscillation” (Bonanno 61). According to Bonanno, “[w]e move back and forth emotionally. We 
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focus on the pain of the loss, its implications, and its meanings, and then our minds swing back 

toward the immediate world, other people, and what is going on in the present” (Bonanno 59). 

The turning motions in each poem approximate the emotional oscillations that accompany grief. 

These poems are unafraid to revise or circle back on themselves, correct prior understandings, 

and highlight the ways in which the scale of loss can be so overwhelming that language itself is 

inadequate for the task. Rather than seeking to contain grief, these three poems expose its 

sometimes contradictory workings, thereby undercutting sentimentality.  

 We distrust sentimentality, Stephen Dobyns writes, because it represents “emotion 

imposed from without rather than arising from within” (Dobyns 162). Poems about grief and loss 

are at perpetual risk of emotional imposition because such poems tend to have an inherent 

intimacy built into them due to the personal nature of the subject matter in question. The result is 

that the reader can feel smothered, told how to think and feel, instead of discovering the emotion 

for him or herself. To write grief well, I’ve come to understand, is to facilitate the reader’s 

discovery of the emotion by embracing its messiness, its recursive, unrelenting nature. 

Examining these three poems by Gander, Dickinson, and Chang has shown me that to write grief 

well is to enact its jagged oscillations, its dizzying spin. 

 As someone who tends to write poems that are compressed and at times a little too tidy, 

I’ve learned that complexity and doubt are necessary components of an unsentimental poem. 

Looking back, it’s likely my inability to write about my grief unsentimentally was due to a 

premature attempt to impose coherence upon my work, driven by a desire to make things make 

sense when they did not. This desire meant the work I produced was overdetermined, not at all 

faithful to the fractured and fragmented experience of my nascent grief.   
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 When I sit down to write about my father’s stroke, I am now equipped with a few new 

inquiries to help me get started. Rather than become overly focused on what the poem will be 

about, it is worth asking how the poem will move, how it might break. Grief after all, is a verb. 

What is the poem’s progression? How will it turn? Will it oscillate? Unravel? Spiral? Devolve? 

Instead of thinking about the poem as a site for something I want to or have to say, can it be a 

site for what it is I can’t or am unable to say? Is language capable of holding the emotions 

accompanying loss, or will it need to break in order for my grief sounds to ricochet?  
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Appendix 
 

Beckoned 
By Forrest Gander 

 
1. At which point my grief sounds ricocheted outside of language. 

 
2. Something like a drifting swarm of bees. 

 
3. At which point in the tetric silence that followed 

 
4. I was swarmed by those bees and lost consciousness. 

 
5. At which point there was no way out for me either. 

 
6. At which point I carried on in a semi-coma, dreaming I was awake, 

 
7. avoiding friends and puking, plucking stingers from my face and arms. 

 
8. At which point her voice was pinned to a backdrop of vaporous color. 

 
9. At which point the crane’s bustles flared. 

 
10. At which point, coming to, I knew I’d pay the whole flag-pull fare. 

 
11. At which point the driver turned and said it doesn’t need to be 

 
12. your fault for it to break you. 

 
13. At which point without any lurching commencement, 

 
14. he began to play a vulture-bone flute. 

 
15. At which point I grew old and it was like ripping open the beehive 

    with my hands again. 
 

16. At which point I conceived a realm more real than life. 
 

17. At which point there was at least some possibility. 
 

18. Some possibility, in which I didn’t believe, of being with her once more. 
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It was not Death, for I stood up, (355) 

By Emily Dickinson  
 

1. It was not Death, for I stood up, 
2. And all the Dead, lie down – 
3. It was not Night, for all the Bells 
4. Put out their Tongues, for Noon. 

 
5. It was not Frost, for on my Flesh 
6. I felt Siroccos - crawl – 
7. Nor Fire - for just my marble feet 
8. Could keep a Chancel, cool – 

 
9. And yet, it tasted, like them all, 
10. The Figures I have seen 
11. Set orderly, for Burial 
12. Reminded me, of mine – 

 
13. As if my life were shaven, 
14. And fitted to a frame, 
15. And could not breathe without a key, 
16. And ’twas like Midnight, some – 

 
17. When everything that ticked – has stopped – 
18. And space stares – all around – 
19. Or Grisly frosts – first Autumn morns, 
20. Repeal the Beating Ground – 

 
21. But most, like Chaos – Stopless – cool – 
22. Without a Chance, or spar – 
23. Or even a Report of Land – 
24. To justify - Despair. 
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“My Mother’s Teeth” 
By Victoria Chang 

 
1. My Mother’s Teeth—died twice, once in 
2. 1965, all pulled out from gum disease. 
3. Once again on August 3, 2015. The 
4. fake teeth sit in a box in the garage. 
5. When she died, I touched them, smelled 
6. them, thought I heard a whimper. I 
7. shoved the teeth into my mouth. But 
8. having two sets of teeth only made me 
9. hungrier. When my mother died, I saw 
10. myself in the mirror, her words around 
11. my mouth, like powder from a donut. 
12. Her last words were in English. She 
13. asked for a Sprite. I wonder whether 
14. her last thought was in Chinese. 
15. I wonder what her last thought was. I 
16. used to think that a dead person’s 
17. words die with them. Now I know that 
18. they scatter, looking for meaning to 
19. attach to like a scent. My mother used 
20. to collect orange blossoms in a small 
21. shallow bowl. I pass the tree each 
22. spring. I always knew that grief was 
23. something I could smell. But I didn’t 
24. know that it’s not actually a noun but a 
25. verb. That it moves. 
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