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ABSTRACT 

 

The Saturn and Sphinx Moths of the Upper Midwest is a collection of original 

Metaphysical lyric poems. While its subjects and themes are various, the collection 

reflects the continuing relevance of the techniques and characteristics most readily 

associated with the seventeenth-century Metaphysical poets, but which in truth can be 

found throughout the history of lyric poetry to the present day. The poems in The Saturn 

and Sphinx Moths, with a few variations, follow a trajectory from poems rooted in 

memory and experience to poems engaged with the ineffable and the spiritual.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Many affecting wit beyond their power 

 Have got to be a dear fool for an hour. 

 

George Herbert, “The Church Porch,” (245-246) 

 

   * * *  

 

 

The Saturn and Sphinx Moths of the Upper Midwest arises from a number of 

compositional approaches and thematic interests. While all of these poems could be called 

lyric in the broadest sense, there are poems that might be labeled ekphrastic, narrative, 

surrealist, dramatic, or confessional; similarly, the poems speak through forms ranging 

from rhyming couplets of found text to a number of sonnets, with many stanza and metrical 

variations in between, including free verse. However, in the process of composing these 

poems, an overarching tendency towards paradox, wit, and discordia concors emerged 

that aligns the poems in this collection with Metaphysical poetry.  

The risk in applying the term “Metaphysical” to these poems stems from an 

ambiguity inherent in the definition. The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy defines 

“metaphysical” as “any enquiry that raises questions about reality that lie beyond or 

behind those capable of being tackled by the methods of science.” This sounds like a 

working definition of not only a wide range of philosophy and theology, but most, if not 

all, great art. Today, as ever, there is no lack of philosophical “metaphysics” taken up in 

contemporary English poetry: from Mary Szybist to Franz Wright to much of Karen 

Solie’s recent work, poems invoking metaphysics will always have a place in poetry 

because poetry, in its constant striving to articulate the ineffable, speaks its language so 

well.  However, I am concerned with the branch of “Metaphysical” poetry most readily 
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associated with the 17th century that includes, among others, George Herbert, Richard 

Crashaw, Henry Vaughan, Andrew Marvell, and most notably John Donne. More 

specifically, I am interested in how this mode has continued to have an influence on 

contemporary poetry.  But what distinguishes a Metaphysical poem from one that 

primarily trades in metaphysics?  John Dryden and Samuel Johnson used the term 

“metaphysical” pejoratively to describe the branch of 17th century poetry that favoured 

displays of learning over depth of feeling or quality of thought; Johnson went as far as to 

declare that “they are not poets…they are wits” (qtd. in Williamson 7). In his chapter on 

Cowley in The Lives of the Most Eminent English Poets, Johnson offers up his definition 

of “wit” that he views as the defining characteristic of the Metaphysicals: 

 

Wit, abstracted from its effects upon the hearer, may be more rigorously and 

philosophically considered a kind of discordia concors; a combination of 

dissimilar images, or discovery of occult resemblances in things apparently 

unlike. Of wit, thus defined, they have more than enough. (13)    

 

We might be surprised at Johnson’s lack of foresight into the influence this group of poets 

would have, but his definition of “wit” as applied to the Metaphysicals remains useful, 

particularly as we begin to look for signs of it beyond the 17th century.  

In fact, to talk about Metaphysical poetry today, one has to go through T.S. Eliot, 

and his own wrestling with the term sheds some light on how I’ve come to adopt it in my 

poetics. In his highly influential essay “The Metaphysical Poets,” Eliot realized that “[n]ot 

only is it extremely difficult to define metaphysical poetry, but difficult to decide what 

poets practiced it and in which of their verses” (59). In the first of eight “Clark Lectures” 

that he delivered to Trinity College in 1926, Eliot addresses this ambiguity and goes as far 

as to say, 
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the invention and use of the term “metaphysical poetry” sprang from what for us 

is hardly better than an accident. To this race of authors, Dryden and Johnson, 

neither fully qualified to judge, conceded profundity of thought and learning; and 

thought and learning, dressed in outlandish and difficult imagery, seemed to 

Johnson metaphysical. (47) 

 

Eliot’s comment is helpful in disentangling the notion of metaphysical poetry from 

“metaphysics” by pointing to the former term’s origins in Dryden and Johnson’s 

generalities. Ultimately, Eliot follows critics before him and says he will continue to 

deploy the term “metaphysical” because it “has been consecrated by use” (“The Clark 

Lectures” 61). T.S. Eliot, for whom the Metaphysicals were not only poets but 

exemplary ones, makes a key point at the end of “The Metaphysical Poets” when he 

says, “by wit [Johnson] clearly means something more serious than what we usually 

mean today” (67). Ultimately, what distinguishes a Metaphysical poem is its use of wit 

in this more “serious sense,” a sense that is encompassed by the notion of “discordia 

concors” highlighted by Johnson.   

One of the primary reasons I feel confident in looking at The Saturn and Sphinx 

Moths in the context Metaphysical poetry is that discordia concors is not confined to a 

particular historical era. The phrase itself comes from the 4th century BCE Pythagorean 

philosopher Philolaus’s notion of “harmonia est discordia concors (harmony is discord 

concordant)” (Donaldson 391). In her book-length study of the concept, Melissa C. 

Wanamaker begins by establishing an equivalency between an earlier conception of “wit” 

and the use of discordia concors:  

By the early 1600s “wit,” derived from the Anglo-Saxon witan, meaning “to 

know,” encompassed a man’s entire mental powers, his imagination as well as his 

intellect; fancy combined with judgment to forge with great verbal dexterity new 

relationships that startled men of lesser mind. But once that sense of harmonious 

unity and correspondence symbolized by the Circle of Perfection began to 
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wane…it was no longer possible to regard wit as comprehending both judgment 

and fancy…It consequently became mere wittiness. (3) 

 

Wanamaker’s conception of wit as discordia concors maps onto Eliot’s comment about 

Johnson’s “more serious” understanding of the term: to harness wit is to demonstrate an 

ability to amalgamate discordant aspects of experience, both the abstract and concrete, into 

concordance.  

Wanamaker proceeds to trace the concept of discordia concors to the Ancient 

Greek cosmology of Heraclitus and Empedocles, a cast of mind that finds its clearest 

expression in Pythagoras’s notion that, despite its discordant variety of materials, “the 

entire universe itself is one number” (7), which is how it came to be connected with music 

by Philolaus; more recently, Wanamaker asserts, the concept of discordia concors came 

through the medieval and Renaissance periods via The Apocryphal Book of Wisdom in 

theologians’ attempts “to bring classical theories of musical harmony within the compass 

of a Christian god, who ‘[has] ordered all things in measure and in weight’” (7-8). Turning 

more specifically to poetry, S.L. Bethell asserts that, although there are “general” 

distinctions to be found in the writing of the 17th century Metaphysical poets, it is quite 

wrong to regard metaphysical wit as only to be found among the so-called 

“‘Metaphysicals’…there is wit, too, among the Elizabethans, though it is usually more 

obvious and traditional, and it can be traced back before that through Petrarch to the dolce 

stil novo1, especially Calvalcanti and Cino de Pistoia, and behind them the troubadours” 

                                                        
1 The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics: “A term used to designate a group of late thirteenth 

century love poets and to describe the special character of their lyric production. The term first appears in 

Dante's Purgatorio (24.57), where the poet Bonagiunta Orbicciani of Lucca uses it to refer to the wide 

chasm separating Dante's poetic style from that of the Sicilian and Guittonian poets and to define its 

characteristics as audibly and intellectually pleasing (dolce) and new in concept (nuovo).” 
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(137). Bethell goes on to suggest the use of wit and conceit is also found in “Medieval 

Latin hymnody” and writings of “the other great age of wit under Imperial Rome”(137). 

Whether it is characterized as wit, or it takes the form of a conceit, or it involves a direct 

engagement with paradox, discordia concors of the sort found in Metaphysical poetry 

remains transferable between ages and “schools” of poetry and is as much a part of the 

mutable poetic tradition as the language of the elegy or the love sonnet.  

This raises the question as to why the discordia concors found in the poetry of the 

Metaphysicals struck Johnson and subsequent critics as innovative. Harmonizing the 

discordant elements of human experience is evidenced in various branches of poetry across 

the ages, and this is why Eliot sees the Metaphysicals as inheritors and progenitors of “the 

direct current” (“The Metaphysical Poets,” 59) of poetry. However, Eliot proffers the 

suggestion that the Metaphysicals of the 17th century, and Donne in particular, had a 

marked ontological bent towards discoridia concors after Dante’s and Petrarch’s great age 

of “ordered” religious thought known as the trecento: “[Donne’s] is a mind of the trecento 

in disorder capable of setting down many super-sensuous feelings, only these feelings are 

of a mind in chaos, not of a mind in order” (Varieties 133). Given the chaos of the times 

in which Eliot lived and in which we are in many ways still living, it is easy to see why he 

found in the Metaphysicals a model for a strain of Modernism that has a tendency towards 

fragmentation, a “yoking by violence” of intellect and feeling, the fusion of unlike ideas 

and images, and the use of objective correlatives. What would Eliot have made of our own 

chaotic culture further fragmented through social media and selective news feeds that have 

given rise to the current political climate in the US and beyond? Or one of our several 

digital selves responding to news as it unfolds in real time as we wait to cross the 
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intersection? The Saturn and Sphinx Moths and the contemporary poetry that influenced it 

reflects the fact that we are still living in a Metaphysical age, perhaps even more so than 

poets of the 17th century could have imagined.  

 Discordia concors is not a curiosity of the 17th century that I’ve resurrected for 

my own purposes, but a mode that retains a currency, however understated by critics, in 

contemporary poetry. Paul Muldoon is a contemporary Johnsonian “wit” and a master of 

discordia concors who is a major force in the nexus of influence that has informed The 

Saturn and Sphinx Moths.  Perhaps this should come as no surprise given that, in his 

introduction to his own Selected Donne, Muldoon says, “John Donne is, for many of us, 

the greatest English poet” (1). Like Bethell, Muldoon considers “Metaphysical wit” a 

transhistorical mode and gently chastises Johnson for not “trac[ing] the form of wit he 

called discordia concors to Catullus’s smartass musings from the 1st century B.C.” (3).  In 

her dissertation, “Modernism, the Metaphysical Poets, and the First World War,” Tara 

Christine devotes a chapter to positioning Muldoon as a direct inheritor of Eliot’s notion 

in “The Metaphysical Poets” that “modern poets, like the Metaphysicals, must be difficult” 

because we live in a difficult age (65).  Indeed, Muldoon says as much in an interview 

with The New York Times Magazine when he says, “It’s hard to make a poem these days 

that’s absolutely clear and direct—if the poem is to be equal to its era” (McGrath).  She 

goes on list several points of contact between Muldoon and the 17th century Metaphysicals 

that I believe can be applied to considerations of contemporary Metaphysical poetry in 

general: 

 

(1) its unrelenting use of discordia concors 

(2) its embrace of outlandish and extended conceits 
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(3) its ransacking of art and nature for poetic material, resulting in poems that are                 

 highly cerebral, complex, and often difficult to follow 

(4) its ingenious, witty, and audacious use of riddles 

(5) its "startling, jarring, [and] arresting" poetic diction 

(6) its probing into the themes of love, sex, religion, and death. (262) 

 

“Hedgehog” is an early, if often anthologized, Muldoon poem that fuses the animal with 

the divine, skirting between profundity and audaciousness through discordia concors. 

The poem opens with the image of a “snail [that] moves like a/ hovercraft” (1-2) 

followed by three quatrains that initially seem to consider how, unlike the inquisitive 

snail, the hedgehog “Shares its secret with no one” (6). However, its metaphysically 

charged final stanza subsequently infuses the entirety of the poem with double meanings:  

 

We forget the god  

Under this crown of thorns.  

We forget that never again  

Will a god trust in the world. (18-21)     

 

This is an example of how one might have to read the entire poem before its discordia 

concors becomes evident, thereby inflecting future readings. Now when we read, “We say, 

Hedgehog come out / of yourself and we will love you” (7-8) earlier in the poem, 

interpretive questions about divine revelation begin to stir.  Yet, despite this “violent 

yoking” of animal and divine, which might in another context strike one as highly 

discordant, Muldoon is able to harmonize the two worlds. Granted, this early poem is much 

more accessible and less “audacious” and “hard to follow,” in Christine’s words, than 

Muldoon’s more recent work, but it suggests the degree to which a Metaphysical approach 

has been a part of Muldoon’s poetics since the beginning.  

By the time we reach Muldoon’s 2006 collection Horse Latitudes, it is difficult to 

find a poem that does not employ discordia concors. “Turkey Vultures” fuses inventive 
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observations of the roadkill-hunting predators that hover above America’s Interstate 

Highway system with Muldoon simultaneously coming to grips with the process of his 

sister’s dying. In “Turtles,” the titular reptile “acting the bin lid/by the side of the canal” 

(1-2) opens up a portal in the speaker’s memory to frightening “Belfast nights” (3) of 

violence in which “lid bangers gave the whereabouts / of armored cars and petrol bombers 

lit one flare / after another” (5-7). The speaker’s articulation of the memory throughout the 

poem is inflected by the initial “turtle/bin lid” image: “The water, for example, has the 

look of tin” (10).     

Similarly, my poem “Visiting the Farm” fuses the abstract and the concrete, here 

figured as the reality of firing a handgun for the first time and the fantasy engendered 

through action films. The poem begins by conjuring a childhood obsession with famous 

action heroes, namely Arnold “Schwarzenegger” (1) and Steven “Seagal” (2), and the 

language of the remainder of the poem evokes a discordia concors between the idea of 

the action hero and the memory itself.  The description of the speaker’s first time holding 

a handgun is associated with “Harry Callahan” (7) (otherwise known as Dirty Harry) and 

the abandoned car the boys shoot becomes “typecast” (11) in the same way that action 

heroes and the actors who play them often are.  At the conclusion of the poem, the firing 

of the gun is described as a “punch through a false/ door—a stunt upstaged by the flash/ 

between the recoil and report” (14-16). There is a micro discordia concors at play in the 

fusion of the dual meanings of “recoil,” which suggests both the action of the gun and a 

feeling of disgust, and “report,” which intimates both the sound a gun makes after firing 

it and the “reporting” of the event that the poem enacts. In this poem, the initial 

recollection is inflected by the concept of the action hero and the concept becomes fused 



 

 9 

to the language used to describe the memory: there is a significant disjunction between 

the scene being recounted and the extended metaphor used to describe it as a 

Metaphysical conceit that fuses two “worlds” together.  

According to the Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, there are three 

types of conceit: 

1) the “idea” informing a poem or play 

2) an esp[ecially] elaborate metaphor or simile like those in Petrarch’s     

Canzoniere 

3) a figure of thought, typical of baroque and metaphysical poetry and prose                              

which ingeniously compares dissimilar things and ideas, cultivating thereby 

surprise, followed, ideally, by admiration and insight (289) 

 

My poems are particularly invested in the third category that echoes the definition of “wit” 

as discordia concors highlighted by Wanamaker, which arguably encompasses the first 

and second. The PEOPP gives Donne’s “A Valediction Forbidding Mourning” and its 

deployment of the extended “stiff twin compass” (26) metaphor that unfolds in its last 

three stanzas as a primary example of the Metaphysical conceit. Here, the departing lover 

uses the compass as a means of expressing to his beloved that despite their separation, 

their fidelity to one another keeps their love true. Donne’s poem concludes:  

Such wilt thou be to me, who must,  

     Like th' other foot, obliquely run;  

Thy firmness makes my circle just,  

     And makes me end where I begun. (33-36) 

 

Given its ubiquity on syllabi, one hardly need mention “The Flea” and its extended and 

humorous “violent yoking” of the insect to the idea of a “marriage bed” as a means for 

the speaker to woo a woman. Donne is the master of the conceit, but George Herbert’s 

poem “The Flower” offers another excellent 17th century example. The speaker praises 

God and feels himself to be in a second “spring” after a “Grief melts away / Like snow in 
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May” (5-6). The newfound inspiration the speaker feels is yoked, though perhaps not as 

violently as in Donne’s more wonderfully ostentatious conceits, to the concept of the 

flower:  

       And now in age I bud again 

 After so many deaths I live and write; 

                   I once more smell the dew and rain; 

 And relish versing: O my only light, 

          I cannot be  

           That I am he  

 On whom thy tempests fell all night. (36-42) 

The vibrant wit of the poem itself is evidence that the speaker-poet is indeed “in bud 

again.”  The delight one takes in this poem is from the “wit” through which Herbert is 

able to stretch the vehicle of the flower across five septets. And this is what is 

remarkable and useful about the conceit: whereas many lyric poems are “grounded” in 

the real and the imaginative leaps they contain come in the form of individual vehicles to 

grounded tenors, in poems that use conceit in the way Herbert does here, the imaginative 

vehicle becomes the fixed ground and the tenors, often some aspect of the real, are 

invested with the poetic charge usually reserved for vehicles.  

In a career-spanning assessment of Michael Donaghy’s work following the poet’s 

passing at age 50 in 2004, critic David Mason points not only to Donaghy’s 

“Metaphysical” tendencies but his repeated use of Metaphysical conceit in poems such 

as “Machines.” The poem begins: “Dearest, note how these two are alike: / This 

harpsichord pavane by Purcell / And the racer’s twelve-speed bike” (1-3). Through the 

use of the conceit’s discordia concors, Donaghy ingeniously proceeds to lash the idea of 

a particular “pavane”—the music that accompanies a “grave and stately court dance” of 
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the same name (OED Online) —by the composer Henry Purcell to the  “machinery of 

grace” (4) found in a racing bicycle. The poem’s conclusion—  

So much agility, desire, and feverish care, 

As bicyclists and harpsichordists prove 

 

Who only by moving can balance, 

Only by balancing move.  (14-17)  

—marvelously echoes the final lines of Donne’s “A Valediction.”    

 While I am humbled before Donaghy’s powers of technique and concordance, my 

own sonnet “Barding” springs from a similar fusion of concepts while reaching a 

conclusion that deconstructs the conceit it has deployed:    

Like a barrel fire in a roofless warehouse 

or an armored medieval warhorse 

out of step and in too deep, 

that red shopping cart has been  

 stuck in the schoolyard’s snow bank 

for nearly a week. Though Target 

folded up its tent last year, the one 

who broke the cart from the rank 

and file has now led it to water from  

which it can’t be made to drink. Streetlights form 

a scattered search party. Torch beams  

glance off the monkey bar’s net 

of polished steel. Spray painted on 

the wall behind it all: Shit’s about to get real! 

The title “Barding” contains within it its own discordia concors in the fact that it 

consciously puns on the fact that the word means “the warlike or ornamental covering of 

a horse” (OED) while simultaneously verbing the act of being a bard. I came to use this 

title because the central drama of the poem is the very act of “yoking by violence” (or 

hitching!) together discordant concepts; this is a poem that wears its Metaphysical wit on 

its sleeve. The first line is meant to draw attention to the enjoyable artifice of metaphor 

making in that the “barrel fire” is subsequently, if arbitrarily, discarded as the vehicle to 
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the shopping cart’s tenor in favor of the “medieval warhorse” that ends up functioning as 

the conceit for the remainder of the poem. The late volta that occurs in the last two lines 

tellingly points to the real while withdrawing from it: nothing here is real but it is 

“about” to be after the concors of the poem has ended. Other poems in this collection in 

this vein include “Wrestling with Rachid” and “The Locusts of 1988.” 

Perhaps an even more surprising example than Donaghy or Muldoon of a 

contemporary poet using the conceit can be found in John Ashbery, a poet who is less 

readily associated with traditional aesthetic approaches to English poetry.  In an exchange 

with Paul Muldoon on the New Yorker Poetry Podcast, poet and critic Michael Robbins 

points to Ashbery’s use of the conceit in “Myrtle,” which, after its initial appearance in the 

New Yorker, was published in Ashbery’s 1994 collection And the Stars were Shining. 

While “Myrtle” is an atypical Ashbery poem in light of the poet’s tendency to avoid 

narrative coherence in favour of “parataxis and disjunction,” Robbins posits that this 

“really is a Metaphysical poem...it follows an extended conceit.” Robbins’ remarks are 

meant as a cursory introduction to “Myrtle,” but his insight is borne out upon further 

investigation:  

How funny your name would be 

if you could follow it back to where  

the first person thought of saying it, 

naming himself that, or maybe 

some other persons thought of it 

and named that person. It would 

be like following a river to its source, 

which would be impossible. Rivers have no source. 

They just automatically appear at a place 

where they get wider, and soon a real  

river comes along, with fish and debris, 

regal as you please, and someone 

has already given it a name: St. Benno 

(saints are popular for this purpose) or, or 
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some other name, the name of his 

long-lost girlfriend, who comes  

at long last to impersonate that river, 

on a stage, her voice clanking 

like its bed, her clothing of sand 

and pasted paper, a piece of real technology, 

while all along she is thinking, I can  

do what I want to do. But I want to stay here.  

 

At the risk of locking onto a theme in an Ashbery poem, I suggest that “Myrtle” is 

ostensibly a meditation on the origin of both the specific name that the poem takes its title 

from and the act of naming itself. The notion that such an exercise would render the name 

“funny” initially suggests the humorous quality of the name “Myrtle,” but by the time we 

read the entire poem we can also intuit the sense of “funny” that indicates something is 

strange or unsettling. The conceit comes into play in line 7 with the idea that tracing the 

name backwards in time would be like “following a river to its source.” Though the 

speaker concedes that such an exercise is “impossible,” Ashbery proceeds to deploy the 

river conceit for the remainder of the poem as a means of casting the nature of names, 

naming, and the nature of time in a new and surprising light, and the single sentence that 

makes up lines 9 to 22 enacts the flow of a river on a grammatical level, and the repetition 

of “or, or” (14) complements the notion that this, or any other, river of language can split 

off at unexpected and/or arbitrary places. Ultimately, the metaphysical conceit of the river 

converges with the theme and the poem ends on a note that suggests an existential tension 

between the necessary movement of time and our desire for permanence of place. The fact 

that “one of the most influential figures of late 20th and early 21st century American 

literature” (Orr and Smith) employs a Metaphysical technique in this poem suggests its 

continuing durability as an important mode for poets.     
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Turning to my own collection, “The Netherlands” is nominally a confessional 

poem that recounts the dissolution of the speaker’s marriage, but the emotive narrative 

content of the poem is interrupted by a conceit that attempts to consider the idea of 

“divorce” in a way that “fuses thought and emotion” (PEOPP 871) characteristic of the 

Metaphysical conceit:  

  …Besides, we both wanted to see  

Bosch: The 5th Centenary Exhibition  

at the Prado, itself a site of irreconcilable 

differences after the Prado withdrew  

its Bosches from Jheronimus Bosch— 

Visions of Genius in the Netherlands 

because they assessed that the Prado’s 

prized Extracting the Stone of Madness  

is not by Bosch but one of his disciples. 

In response, the Prado turned away 

from Bosch’s birthplace and put on 

the largest display of his works ever,  

giving center stage to The Garden  

of Earthly Delights, even though it’s 

also available everywhere, including  

leggings poems pencil cases…(36-51) 

 

One of the themes of “The Netherlands” is the ways in which imagination and art can 

distract from the “real” by providing the space in which “parallel lives” can play out. My 

hope is that the description of the conflict between the Prado Museum in Madrid and 

Norrdbrabants Museum in the Netherlands over the Bosch paintings serves as an 

extended metaphor for the nature of the relationship between the speaker and his wife, 

while at the same time drawing attention to itself (in the way that Johnson criticized the 

overuse of “wit”) as a means of suggesting that the writer of the poem has once again 

become distracted from the real by art.  

As Wanamaker suggests, a Metaphysical poem that uses the wit of discordia 

concors, this “yoking together” of seemingly unlike concepts or words, is highly 
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paradoxical in nature. The question for the poet becomes how to bring such discors into 

concors.  In The Well Wrought Urn, Cleanth Brooks argues that poetry is paradox. Of 

course, Brooks does not mean that poems consciously present paradoxes to the reader in 

the fashion of Zeno, but, positioning himself alongside Eliot, Brooks highlights that 

paradox is inherent in the language of poetry:    

The poet must work by analogies, but the metaphors do not lie in the same plane 

or fit neatly edge to edge. There is a continual tilting of the planes; necessary 

overlappings, discrepancies, contradictions. Even the most direct and simple poet 

is forced into paradoxes far more often than we think… (9)  

 

How can this observation be put into use by the poet? It is here that the title of Brooks’s 

book comes into play. A successful poem is volatile by nature because it is brought into 

being through the unwieldy, multifaceted language of paradox and yet somehow able to 

“contain” it. The “well wrought urn” of a poem is able to bring into “coherence” (259) 

its various paradoxes, it is able to achieve discordia concors in Philolaus’s sense.   

For the poet, this notion of cohesiveness has bearing on the arrangement of the 

poem. It has been my experience that most genuine poems arise from the unconscious in 

a state of humility and unknowing: the joy of writing, and reading, poetry comes from the 

surprising connections made through metaphor and musicality, and this process happily 

remains mysterious. However, Brooks’s model is useful as the poet’s task becomes one of 

finding the “solution” to balancing the disparate elements that arise, once the poem is ready 

for the conscious, editing mind to step in, through an “ordering of the material” (178), 

material that because it has no allegiance to rationality is often paradoxical in nature. 

Wanamaker highlights the two types of discordia concors that stem from Johnson’s 

famous characterization of it and also echo Brooks’s notion of unity: “the first pattern may 

be called ‘unity in multiplicity,’ an overarching harmonious blend of dissimilars. The 
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second is a violent yoking of two opposites that logically contradict each other” (6). She 

goes onto explain that the first pattern involves a variety of elements of varying degrees 

of dissimilarity being brought into “harmonious unity” whereas the second type is a more 

explicit and therefore “violent” placing together of opposites (6). Wanamaker notes that 

this very distinction between the two types of discordia concors “blurs” in many 

Metaphysical poems (13), which suggests one type has no more claim to Metaphysical 

poetry than another.  

While the initial impulse driving the poem arises from the unconscious, editing is 

an attempt at achieving the well wrought urn of this “harmonious unity.” In his discussion 

of Tennyson’s uncharacteristically ambiguous poem “Tears Idle Tears,” Brooks states, 

“When the poet is able…to analyze his experience, and in the full light of the disparate 

and even apparent contradiction of the various elements, bring them into a new unity, he 

secures not only richness and depth but dramatic power as well” (162). While I may not 

have articulated it as such before encountering Brooks, achieving a poem’s maximum 

“dramatic power”—through an intensification and distillation of language—is one of the 

central aims of my work  

Another contemporary poet who has bearing on my metaphysical poems is 

Frederick Seidel, a master of harnessing this dramatic force. While most of the poets I’ve 

previously mentioned use discordia concors as an overarching mode in particular poems, 

Seidel uses paradox more explicitly on a line-by-line, even word-to-word, basis; he is 

less interested in overarching conceits than in exploring paradox itself. In his formally 

exact verses, Seidel has developed an often-sinister persona that encapsulates the most 

frightening aspects of the American psyche, and his poem “Darkening in the Dark” 
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showcases a typical Seidelian construction in its first stanza: “I was a tornado funnel 

spinning across / The American Midwest in the center of France, / In the dark with my 

jet lag and my childhood” (3-5). In the first two lines quoted, we have a surreal image of 

the speaker as “tornado funnel” that is paradoxically located both in the “American 

Midwest” and “France” simultaneously. It isn’t until we parse the poem that we can see 

how an “American” tornado connotes both the speaker’s roots (Seidel is from St. Louis) 

and a type of foreignness, and how there is something darkly comic in evoking the cliché 

of “wild” America disrupting European decorum. The subsequent line is likewise 

charged with paradox: we are both in the present of the speaker’s “jet lag” and the past 

of his “childhood.” Yet, this too makes sense if we think about the nature of memory 

itself; in our capacity to live in the present, remember the past, and project ourselves into 

future, we exist in a state of paradox, a kind of permanent “jet lag.” The Metaphysical 

quality of Seidel’s poem accumulates line-by-line and the dramatic force is palpable by 

the time we reach the poem’s final line, which is itself another instance of paradox: “And 

now it is time to start” (35). To suggest that a beginning is about to occur after the end of 

the poem reinvests “Darkening in the Dark” with a dramatic charge stemming from a 

sense that the poem we have just experienced exists in some kind of non-time that 

nonetheless unfolds in time. As in so much of his work, by charging his poem with 

paradox while simultaneously unifying its apparent discordances, Seidel is able to offer 

us a forcefully entertaining and disturbing experience.  

At this point, it might be beneficial to attempt an application of Brooks’s methods 

to my own work. As its title suggests, my poem “The Cathedral-Mosque of Cordoba” 

has direct engagement with paradox in a manner reminiscent of Seidel. Touring the site, 
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I learned that the mosque was built by the Umayyad Muslim caliphate in 784 (supported 

by repurposed Roman columns!) and converted into a cathedral after the Christians re-

conquered Spain in 1236. The building itself is a discordia concors, and the poem 

seemed to necessitate taking in account, if not amplifying, its paradoxical nature as I 

began to write it.  

 Yet, despite its overabundance of paradox, the poem shows evidence of the sort 

of cohesion and dramatic force of which Brooks speaks. The unity in the poem is not 

achieved in spite of the poem’s paradoxes, but because it creates the conditions in which 

to contain them. Its first line, “Time collapses between the columns,” holds in tension the 

abstract, ineffable, omnipresence of “Time” and the concrete, locatable, specific 

“columns.” Here, I want to achieve simultaneous contraction and expansion through the 

language, and in reassessing it now I can see that this first line set in motion my 

approach to the entire poem.  

Perhaps the most overt use of paradox in the poem is when the speaker shifts 

from reflecting on the historical resonances of the Cathedral-Mosque to more 

contemporary connotations, namely the Syrian refugee crisis: 

Somewhere, Syrians in a holding center 

wash their feet. I can’t imagine it 

but I do. The dripping water, the silent call 

to prayer, Mecca in the direction 

of a coffee machine. A machine gun 

in the hand of a soldier on the other side 

of the wall. They fall to their knees and see 

an unreal sunrise over the Mecca in their minds. (32‐ 39) 

 

When the speaker says, “I can’t imagine it / but I do,” my hope is that it expresses 

reservations about my privileged position while simultaneously allowing me to press 

forward, however tentatively, into writing about the Syrian refugees the speaker 
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envisions, an envisioning that was prompted by the tenor and tensions of the poem up to 

this point. It enacts the sort of paradox that we find in Donne’s “Air and Angels” when 

his speaker says, “Some lovely glorious nothing did I see.” It also echoes the Seidelian 

sentiment that we find in his “December”: “I don’t believe in anything, I do / Believe in 

you” (1-2). Similarly, I hope that the paradoxical “silent call / to prayer” suggests the 

conditions of the displaced Syrian Muslims as well as their absent‐ presence in the 

Cathedral-Mosque. The “unreal sunrise over the Mecca in their minds” is meant to 

reinforce this notion of absent‐ presence through echoing the description of the columns 

in the fifth line of the poem, an echoing that conjures the spaciousness of the Cathedral-

Mosque sonically. The drama of this poem is intensified through the cumulative effects 

of these paradoxes.    

 Another poem that uses this approach is “The Move.” At twelve lines in length, I 

have included it here in its entirety:  

That morning she awoke among 

the things she did and didn’t own 

and felt the light pass through  

 

each limb, though her body seemed 

made of stone. She couldn’t tell  

white ceiling from open window, 

 

alarm clock from ringing phone. 

Was she the lone riser in a world  

asleep, or had the world slipped 

 

out as she slept? The voice that  

woke her to herself said wherever  

she was, she wasn’t there yet.  

 

The thematic scope, dramatic action, and general movement of this poem are nearly the 

inverse of “The Cathedral-Mosque.” “The Move” seeks to capture the drama of an 



 

 20 

isolated, private instance in the second person speaker as opposed to the broader range of 

associations that gather around the first person speaker of “The Cathedral-Mosque”; the 

expansion here is much more quiet and inward. Brooks describes paradox as “a device 

for contrasting the conventional views of a situation, or the limited and conventional 

view of it such as those taken in practical and scientific discourse, with a more inclusive 

view” (230). In the case of this poem, the “light” and “stone” paradox in lines 3 to 5 

attempt to invoke the disorientation one feels upon waking while at the same time 

signalling the dramatic tensions underlying the entire poem: is the woman alive or dead, 

is the title literal or metaphorical? After the reader encounters the “light” and “stone” 

paradox, the second line becomes charged with additional metaphorical resonances and 

becomes paradoxical itself: does the woman both own and not own the “things” she 

wakes to in the literal sense or because she has moved out of the material world and 

ownership no longer obtains? Paradox helps the poem to resist becoming conclusive and 

permits these metaphorical and ultimately metaphysical resonances to play off of one 

another. In doing so, the poem achieves a level of unity and coherence and becomes 

inclusive in Brooks’s sense. 

Finally, one of the most overtly Metaphysical poems in this collection is “The 

Saturn and Sphinx Moths of the Upper Midwest.” The title comes from the name of a 

pamphlet I picked up while visiting a nature preserve in Iowa, and simply Googling it 

reveals that it is easily available for purchase from online retailers such as Walmart. 

While the pamphlet itself may not be as exceptional as I initially believed, what I found 

in both the language of the title and the names of the moths was an organizing conceit. 

For example, the poem wanted to begin with a muted Homeric invocation because 
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“Saturn” and “Sphinx” suggested Classical mythology via the riddle of the Sphinx and 

Saturn, the Latinized name for Cronos, that Greek god who swallowed and regurgitated a 

pantheon: “Let me speak of The Saturn / and Sphinx Moths of the Upper Midwest” (1‐

2). Later, this thread is picked up when Odysseus in the guise of “Nobody” appears:  

The Polyphemus moth has four 

 

eyes yet is named after the Cyclops 

Odysseus blindsided by calling 

 

himself “Nobody.” A four-eyed 

Cyclops moth is nobody, too. (20-24) 

 

The notion of a conceit might suggest that the course of a poem is fixed from the start, 

but I found the opposite to be the case. While I might have predicted a return to Classical 

myth, I had no way of knowing until I arrived at this place in the poem that Odysseus as 

Nobody would conjure Emily Dickinson’s poem “I’m Nobody! Who are you?” (#260). 

Similarly, the visual “O” of “Ovid” (31) when combined with the image of the “moon” 

(34) drew into it the auditory “O” in “Li Po” (34), who drowned while trying to embrace 

a reflection of the moon.  

I discovered that the poem’s shift from the moths to the image of an “empty 

parking lot” (45) at the end of the poem might suggest how we are often guided by 

sudden, unconscious trips to the distant lights of memory, dreams, and spiritual 

dimensions. The conceit created a generative feedback loop: the “ground” of the idea of 

a variety of moths and their attraction to a single light source brought forth a discordant 

collection of references, but simultaneously brings these diverse references into 

concordance. The conceit is in the nature of the moths and not in solely the names of the 

moths themselves, which is how the conceit carries beyond the overt “moth” section of 
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the first two-thirds of the poem. Along with the poem’s formal elements, this grounding 

in conceit gives the reader a point of orientation. While the experience of reading the 

poem may send the reader in several different directions, from “The Silence of the 

Lambs” (15) to “Wikipedia” (35) to “an empty parking lot outside Fargo” (45), the 

conceit of the moths works in concert with the structure of the poem to contain all of 

these things. That is, in the face the wild metaphorical resonances that the moths evoke, 

the “taxonomy of moths,” however various, is a unifying concept through which the 

reader can keep her bearings, and in doing so the poem achieves a sense of discordia 

concors.        

Ultimately, this poem became important for my thinking about the collection as a 

whole because the moth conceit seems to offer something that speaks to the approach I 

took in assembling it. While there are clusters of shared themes and formal approaches 

that can be traced throughout, The Saturn and The Sphinx Moths of the Upper Midwest 

attempts to bring an array of lyric poems and the numerous meanings they generate into 

a type of concordance. One of the ways I’ve done this is by entering into a conversation 

with the Metaphysical strain of lyric poetry that both includes and transcends the 17th 

century poets typically associated with it. I hope that the poems presented here—

flittering, moth-like emissaries of the unconscious—briefly cohere in this light.     
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VISITING THE FARM 

 

At the apex of Schwarzenegger 

and Seagal’s recurring roles  

in age eleven fantasies, my distant 

cousin put his .44 Magnum  

 

in my hand.  Shining like a prop 

nickel-plated in the aura 

of Harry Callahan, it weighed 

more than a movie but less 

 

than a man. That windshieldless 

Oldsmobile stalked us, the animal 

or archenemy we’d typecast as target  

in the grass beyond the crop. 

 

I pulled the trigger. I broke  

the air like a punch through a false  

door—a stunt upstaged by the flash  

between the recoil and report. 
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PERMANENT PRESS 

 

I’ve learned the difference 

between regular and delicate, 

but haven’t yet come to terms with 

setting the dial at permanent press, 

which sounds both business 

 

casual and fatalistic as if there 

were a setting that determined 

not just the presentation but 

the quality of our lives. The reality 

of such a setting reminds me 

  

I was once more attuned to 

the inner life of the dryer, 

for what child could resist such 

 a place to hide while others seek  

as a Whirlpool resplendent with  

 

 the danger that made it less 

obvious, having been told by my mother 

 it was a space I should never  

try to occupy. Her description 

of a make-believe kid like me  

 

spinning among the separated 

cottons was vivid enough to turn 

the Whirlpool into a hole in the house 

that always led to an image  

of nonexistence in a way that was 

 

more real and specific than   

the deadlier but secure hazards inside 

 the locked tool shed where one  

might try to spin the mower’s  

blades and separate themselves 

 

forever. No one ever found me  

inside the Whirlpool, the hide  

and seek having long fizzled out  

because it was and is a game 

that has no beginning or end 

 

just interested parties. I think 

I’m still playing a version of it  
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with those people I thought I’d 

grown out of, a chance encounter 

sure to end with “your turn,”  

 

betraying the lapse in my grasp  

 of the rules of the game the way a slip  

of the hand on the dial this morning 

  has again shrunk my delicates 

 into clothes I struggle now to fit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 27 

BONNERS FERRY, IDAHO 

 

An antechamber ornamented by glass-eyed bucks 

colludes with a rack of angling magazines  

to create a front for the backcountry where 

the creature comforts of survivalists 

come with the complimentary breakfast. 

 

Our room’s bigger than we bargained for. 

An undergrowth of pink carpet releases 

the dust of those who couldn’t afford  

the Best Western a half-mile down the road, 

ringed traces on the table where high schoolers 

 

enacted rites of passage at affordable rates  

and long-haul truck drivers got drunk with 

the highway patrol. Where some paid, others 

collected the toll. Now that everything’s outlined 

in oak veneer, we can see that we might’ve 

 

been here before. I lift the mattress, you check 

the sheets, but at some point we enter 

into an accord. Let our resistance to being 

where we are calcify like a pair of antlers 

we rattle together to attract the living thing. 
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MOVING BACK TO THE BAKKEN PLAY 

 

Oil derricks on the outskirts of Estevan gesticulate   

like dawn-risen monks bowing at unseen shrines. 

Around here, everybody’s working overtime. 

The new Ford dealership keeps our oil patch 

 

kids, barely off their bicycles, in custom F-550s, 

the higher the chassis, the closer to whatever it is 

Linkin Park fans like. Jet Skis. Suzukis. Christ. 

We’ve returned to a time zone of twelve hour  

 

shifts, a boomtown kept afloat by hard-earned 

cash blown on mortgages or coke. After dark,  

fleets of roughnecks stir like stagehands between  

acts on the Bakken play’s black expanse, methane 

  

flames lighting sections of sunless sky clear into  

North Dakota. We all want to believe we’re here  

and here to stay. The difference between a have 

and a have-not province is night and day.   
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CORALVILLE DAWN 

 

School buses begin making their rounds 

like nondescript suns orbiting our too- 

 

short commutes.  Applebee’s is less mythic 

than it was last night when the morning  

 

absorbs its interior light. Starbucks Drive  

Thru. Psychic and Tattoos. A riding mower’s  

 

imprints disappearing into the median’s  

middle distance, the hour of the sparrow  

 

sounded by a Slipknot song 
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DO IT YOURSELFER 

 

Opaque planets with security cameras 

at their cores orbit every unattended 

Home Depot door. I’m here, yet moving 

through an unseen room across a bank  

of monitors, monitored by people paid  

to watch me shop. My presence  

is evident the degree to which I fit  

a known profile. In these aisles where  

the present constructs the future tense,  

our residences always need renovated. 

Look at me in Electrical, acting as if I knew 

the red wire from the blue, or passing 

through Paint, my head full of unforeseen  

color schemes. I just have to gain purchase 

on what it is I should fix next before 

I take my leave and they know I’ve left.  
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MILD ANAPHYLACTIC SHOCK  

 

To feel the sting of a wasp, then awash 

in a darkening domesticity as breath 

becomes a tongue I no longer speak. 

I’m coiled on the lawn. The daylight leaks. 

 

My ladder segments the wall into instances  

of air and paint while down the eave 

the hummingbird feeder’s cylinder of clear 

nectar hangs like a wireless IV.  

 

Is this what a still life of death looks like? 

Lethal insects, coated in gold, sparkle 

in the corners of this world. Someone drives 

me to Emergency. I heard no buzz when I  

 

thought I’d die.  The doctor telling me 

to open wide is too vast to comprehend. 

That’s why they wear masks during surgery. 

But this, for her, is routine. 
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TENANCIES     

 

Our sliding gate hesitates to close 

the curtain on a view of melted siding, 

uncertain about what it’s dividing 

us from. The ex-tenant’s kids exposed 

 

enough of the interior to reframe  

their discontent as deconstruction.  

Was it revenge or fire’s pure seduction 

that fused the spray-paint to the flame? 

 

I only knew them by that clumsy 

pentagram they tagged on stop signs 

to invoke attention from minor crimes. 

Arson was their bluntest point of entry. 

  

No one lives beneath that new roof now. 

Tonight, the landlord’s mowing the lawn 

to conceal the fact that the family’s gone 

from the life he gave them and disavowed 

 

with an eviction notice and change of locks. 

Our gate clicks shut. I hold the weightless 

weight of my house key like a breath. 

Would you let me in if I had to knock? 
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PIGEON POEM 

 

We sleep on the other side of the pigeons’ 

inner eyes as they sit like twin griffins 

 

on the beam below our window to winter. 

Homeless or homing, they’ve splintered 

 

off from their kit to roost in what we see 

as we wake from dreams we take to be 

 

the day’s deliverance. The pigeon chatter 

at dawn is the song of an owl under water, 

 

a sedated soloist. This morning the silver spine 

of Solie’s Pigeon on the shelf marks time 

 

like a taxidermied piece of cognition 

I animate when the poetry’s in remission. 

 

She has seen farther and written further. 

She circles overhead. I’m a scavenger 

 

listening to pigeons from my featherless bed. 

The stoop is splattered with their undead  

 

white shit, those messages on liquid paper 

issued from the front. I rise to read the vapor 

 

before it freezes into a frieze of this prairie 

town’s inner city or an open concept aviary. 

 

I chip the frozen shit off steps with a chisel,  

chipping myself into a splattered statue indivisible 

 

from what these immovable forces defecate. 

I hold the line so that it doesn’t break. 
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LIKE CARRYING OWLS TO ATHENS, MN.   

 

In the north-Midwest, the FM’s intermittent 

and the AM’s all Good News. The baby 

on the billboard tells us to choose, 

 

but the exits are few. I decelerate to  

decipher the Jesus in a convertible   

that a car dealership has risen above I-35,   

 

PSALM 46:10 spray-painted on its side.  

Here, everyone holds fast to belief.  

The interior of the usual Super 8, 

 

inexact as a medieval map, is indicative  

of a place where the idea of sleep takes 

a degree of conviction. I look up into turned- 

 

off screen reflecting us and our travel-sized  

accessories. The distant thunder of the ice 

machine decrees a world of convenience.  
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THE LOCUSTS OF 1988 

  

The black spit of grasshoppers filled 

the cracked teacups of small hands.  

After recess, a suite of Mötley Crüe 

t-shirts drifted down the hallway 

as we scattered off to the assembly, 

swarming the gym in June’s glandular 

heat in the condensed air of speculation. 

Some of us knew that the two dead  

brothers weren’t coming back, some 

of us had to ask. The principal adjusted  

his principal mask and faced the equation:   

What had the accident subtracted from  

the locus of seventy wide-eyed youths?  

Our questions sprang forward like a truth.  
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A NOTE FROM YOUR HOUSESITTER 

 

A house requires surveillance to be a home. 

At night, I phone in enough of your life 

to keep illusory thieves from staking new 

claims of ownership against your absence. 

I keep the sleepers from passing through 

the ever-awake door that never dreams. 

Everything appears to stay as it seems.  

Only the feral cats are outside and alert   

to the inner-workings; their apathy sees 

how you begin to disappear as daybreak enters 

to steal you from yourself. Sees the robin  

that builds its nest above the porch light 

you instructed me to always leave on 

like it’s warming up to the idea you’re gone.   
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THE NETHERLANDS  

 

A year ago today we arrived in Madrid, 

even though our flight was delayed eight 

hours, the length of a dayshift we didn’t 

work inside of which you told me our 

marriage was over and had been for some 

time, a moment not of surprise but 

recognition of what had been staring 

us in the face. But rather than part 

ways, we decided to use the extra 

time that Air Canada had given us 

to take a cab back into the city 

we thought we’d left and get food  

at a Vietnamese-Taiwanese restaurant,  

an establishment for sophisticated 

yet conflicted enough palates to eat 

the cuisine of an imaginary country.  

Shouldn’t we have hated each other?  

We laughed at the thought of not going 

to Spain at all and staying instead  

at a local hotel in separate but adjacent 

rooms for six weeks without telling anyone, 

enjoying the ordinary and uncanny  

pleasures of a parallel life, promising  

to deny our identities to friends  

and family if we happened to run 

into them. We’d meet at happy hour  

for cocktails in the lounge, though I don’t 

think either of us ever used the words 

“cocktail” or “lounge” before.  Steeped 

in the scent of pad Thai and tofu pho, 

we agreed to go to Spain together  

familiarly estranged from each other 

because our accommodations were already 

booked and both of our bank accounts 

empty enough to not base decisions  

on. Besides, we both wanted to see  

Bosch: The 5th Centenary Exhibition  

at the Prado, itself a site of irreconcilable 

differences after the Prado withdrew  

its Bosches from Jheronimus Bosch— 

Visions of Genius in the Netherlands 

because they assessed that the Prado’s 

prized Extracting the Stone of Madness  

is not by Bosch but one of his disciples. 
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In response, the Prado turned away 

from Bosch’s birthplace and put on 

the largest display of his works ever,  

giving center stage to The Garden  

of Earthly Delights, even though it’s 

also available everywhere, including  

leggings poems pencil cases…As they 

called both of our names to board 

the flight, part of me believed the precise 

chaos of Bosch, authentic or not, could 

bring us back together, as if we might 

see ourselves somewhere in the Garden’s  

center panel and return to whatever  

state we were in before we began 

to forge our ideas of one another  

with a technique so skillful we fooled 

ourselves. In the Prado, in the Reiner 

Sofia, in Plaza Mayor; that is, in  

the tourist’s version of Madrid, it seemed 

possible, but we had to get to our 

Airbnb in Toledo, and in Toledo  

the illusion closed itself like a triptych 

in transit. You left by that same night 

for Toronto via Barcelona, while I left 

for a series of temporary leases   

via Salamanca via Porto via Malaga 

via Seville via Granada on trains  

we’d pre-booked, meaning I always 

had an empty seat next to me in 

the crowded cars, an image I return  

to again and again that isn’t and wasn’t 

a painting or poetry or pure absence but 

somewhere to set this notebook down.  
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THE FLAMENCO MUSEUM OF SEVILLE 

 

The audio guide says in Flamenco 

the music becomes a statue. 

 

I'm staring at the wire-framed dress  

of the dancer Cristina Hoyos  

 

worn by a spotlight like a bonsai  

in the center of a bullring.  

 

This is the red fabric that separates 

the living god from her myth— 

 

a visible music slips into it. On  

a motion activated screen, Hoyos 

 

flicks open her fan in 1973 

and its me who’s beside himself 

 

in the inanimate glow of history. 

If the body’s an arena for the slow 

 

violence of becoming its own 

absence, who am I to the moment 

 

Hoyos forever releases into movement, 

her face a tragic mask in this 

 

cerebral comedy that can’t contain 

the stillness of her dance?  
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THE CATHEDRAL-MOSQUE OF CORDOBA 

 

is a space I enter and occupy. 

I’ve no claim to it, as I’ve no claim 

to my body’s scaffolding of genetics 

or the circumstances upon which it stands. 

Marble secretes light from its glands 

as people pool at the mihrab taking  

selfies next to the unspeakable. 

Security guards form an armed Holy 

Order that patrols the border between what  

the human hand can and cannot touch. 

 

Abd-al Rahman was the eighth century Syrian 

refugee who built the Mosque after the Abbasids 

assassinated his family. Beneath the Mosque 

is the Church he bought from the Visigoths, 

beneath it is the Temple of Janus, God 

of beginnings and endings, of doorways... 

Adb-al Rahman was also called al-Dakhil, 

“the Entrant.” Every threshold entrances. 

What am I holding onto here? 

What is holding onto me? 

 

I pass between the Roman-Muslim columns, 

between people who all seem to have 

a kind of power, though the tour guides 

lead secular sects divided by language. 

Somewhere, Syrians in a holding center 

wash their feet. I can’t imagine it 

but I do. The dripping water, the silent call 

to prayer, Mecca in the direction 

of a coffee machine. A machine gun 

in the hand of a soldier on the other side 

 

of the wall. They fall to their knees and see 

an unreal sunrise over the Mecca in their minds. 

Here, the battery-powered candles are flickering 

overhead. The cold and undead Cathedral 

inserted at the center of the Mosque 

is whitewashed in Baroque. I want to ask 

the woman mopping the floor at the foot 

of Saint Mary’s statue what has spilled over 

from the Assumption, but I can’t speak Spanish. 

Assumptions have spilled over inside of me.  
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THE THEATRE OF EPIDARUS 

 

Even with our backs against the wall, citizens  

of the outmost bleachers, we can still hear 

a coin of unknown currency drop to  

the altar stone at center stage, or a tour 

 

guide’s metallic Richard III ricochet.  

Acting the part of audience, we clap 

at anything at a remove from itself.  

The buses pulling up are portable 

 

doors through which school kids  

and retirees enter and exit tragicomically.  

Is that blind Oedipus with a selfie stick 

emerging from the cypress trees? 

 

We can’t afford to be here, but here we are. 

Back in Athens, the Golden Dawn plants 

another bomb. We’re too far away to tell 

whether it goes off or if it goes on.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 42 

THE COLISEUM  

 

The stately Triceratops doesn’t wince 

when the famous gladiator sprints  

towards its unsheathed horns of ivory. 

We watch the live feed on a video loop. 

The crowd of clapping Roman troops 

is secretly on edge—the Mastodon’s on fire 

and the mission to Mars is under review. 

All bets are slightly off key.  

The gladiator just wants to be “free.” 

The last Triceratops lifts his eyes to the sky  

and splits the famous gladiator in two. 

The last Triceratops sees right through you. 
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THE FORUM  

 

We’re watching a dubbed sitcom in Rome. 

We eat what we please. 

Last night it was Sushi. Tonight: Sushi.  

It’s just like not being at home. 

 

This morning, the Forum opened  

and we paid to enter it. Such is entertainment. 

What remains of it all went 

the way of rabbit-ear antennas, which lends 

 

a degree of uncertainty to the way forward. 

Or is it the way back? 

All day, we’ve looked for wolf tracks 

in the stone paths, but there’s still no word 

 

for it, whatever  it was or is or is about to be. 

But all of that’s ancient history.  
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TRANSMISSION 2014 

 

Ebola is the Enola Gay On Air tonight. 

A nurse in Kansas rinses twice. 

 

Your symptoms become you. 

The United Nations zips into a HAZMAT suit 

 

because Mercury’s in retrograde.  

At the airport, I think I heard someone say 

 

I’m sorry to have missed you, please leave— 

the cells inside a cell phone, diseased. 

 

I have heard in parts of Africa there 

are still tourists circling around the square: 

 

Excuse me, but would your mind  

take a picture of us by the fountain? You’ll find  

 

Kurtz at the end of Congo. 

That is, an impersonation of Marlon Brando 

 

done at the cellular level. 

I speak of the devil. 

 

The Devil appears. 

I am afraid of what I do not fear.  
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THREE POEMS AFTER FUKAMI SUEHARU 

 

1. COSMOS III 

 

I’m an inverted shade in the qingbai glaze 

of a stemless chalice so finely slipcast 

 

its rim seems to swallow itself whole. 

Water in a cup isn’t water in a bowl. 

 

We can’t contain ourselves. Once I was offered 

Communion and took it to taste the brim 

 

of who I was and found the wine had more 

body than my blood. Enter the desert. 

 

Enter the flood. Now, I’m looking for a sign 

of Sueharu’s hand in a Cosmos formed  

 

like the horn of a futuristic phonograph 

issuing a song that’s been here all along,  

 

or an ear attuned to its own silence.  

To insert myself is a kind of violence.  
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2. SCENE II 

 

Though it’s too early in the play to know 

where Samurai #1 is going to go, 

 

a sword of air rises out of me as it enters 

and severs as it holds the center. 

 

Scene II translates all of Song Chinese 

into a single breath of  Japanese 

 

as Sueharu reflects “A Dialogue of Self 

and Soul” back at its self— 

 

Montashigi refashioning Yeats 

out of the poem they consecrate. 

 

A wind young Sueharu felt fifty years ago 

cuts through the tower’s shadow 

 

and erects a Kyoto temple inside 

a Tokyo sky scraper of sky. 

 

I soar to Australia online to get into 

its ancient elevator made of see-through  

 

steel and go up Down Under. 

A lightning rod that captures thunder 

 

is the lone prop in this Noh where the worldwide 

house lights never dim to hide 

 

us from the actor bowing to the mask. 

Scene II is the final act.  
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3. SERENE 
In memory of John Ashbery  

 

Rumrunners from 

Byzantium who’ve honed 

their craft in Area X 

 

of Area 51 might deflect 

our questions with 

answers that sound 

 

as if we’ve run aground 

even though we’re still 

holding course 

 

on our round trip 

to the source of what 

we might be capable of.   

 

Yet, the distance travelled 

into a future unraveling  

just as we arrive 

 

means Serene devastates: 

in love enough with 

flight to remain  

 

motionless, there is no 

corporeal name 

for what holds it in 

 

our gaze. Part stone,  

part particle wave, 

it’s of this earth enough 

 

to want to leave it long  

enough to haunt  

its own engineering.  

 

Does it ever return 

to Sueharu as it endeavors  

to return to us?  

 

Did the child in him 

fold old dreams into 

a paper-thin 
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memory and throw it 

through the glaze the dead 

and decades accrue 

  

to land in his open 

palm? Did he close it  

to protect the bomb 

 

from the devastation 

left by one seamless  

act of creation? 

 

There it sits. Encased. 

I disappear without a trace 

aboard it, Serene’s  

 

contraband, a body 

spirited away by the hand 

of a man whose 

 

absence is his touch. 

Serene is taking me 

for as long as my 

 

unsure footing 

can stand its ground 

up there. It’s here 

  

but it’s almost air. 
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NEW HORIZONS 

 

Milton’s Satan is hurtling through outer space. 

The New Horizons space probe sends back 

the first ever close-ups of his face. 

When you look up into the New Horizons, 

 

the New Horizons looks back at you. 

The photos it takes of the lake of frozen 

flames are exquisite and insane. 

Man cometh into the dark. 

 

The icecaps on Pluto disembark. 

Orbiting the dwarf planet inside of me that used to be Planet Earth, 

I record myself giving birth 

to Planet X. Planet X attacks 

 

the language first, and then the art. 

New Horizons transmits the inhuman human heart.  
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BEHOLD A PALE HORSE  
Found text remixed and adapted from conspiracy theorist William Cooper’s book of the same name.  

 

Before reading this I advise you to play at least two complete games of chess.  

Twenty-five years ago I would have believed otherwise—but twenty-five years ago 

 

I was also sound asleep. The one thing that I find most difficult is to write 

about myself while there exists a great army of occupationally orphaned children. 

 

The wolf is at the door. Twenty years ago that would have been a compliment, 

but today it implies sleaziness. Like it or not, this is it, stark reality. 

 

Rather than let that get in the way, I want you to believe everything bad  

that you ever hear about me: one of my ancestors was a horse thief in Texas,  

 

my great aunt’s sister owned a photo of her father. When we were lucky they got out 

the projector and showed Kodachrome slides.  Sometimes they showed us strange  

  

things called foo fighters or UFOs. Seasick or not I made up my mind to follow 

my dream, but my submarine was nowhere to be found, so I hailed another cab.  

 

When I finally got there, Sgt. Meese told me that he had been on one operation that 

transported a saucer so large that a special team went before them, lowering all 

 

telephone poles and fence posts. Another team followed and replaced them.  

In the end, I had seen and heard of my assassination, but my mind was not 

 

accepting it. I am not starting a church—there is no cult, and I am not a cult leader. 

The wolf is at the door. No one camps out around my house. 
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THE APOLLO PROGRAM   

 

The coke bottle rolling across 

the corner of the moon 

only proves that NASA  

faked Kubrick’s oeuvre.  

The shadow Armstrong casts  

is a bit too long. You know 

it’s all about Kennedy  

and the Vietcong.  

You can totally tell it was 

an interior shot…that’s why 

they’re called astronauts!  

And even if it’s all true  

you’ll find they’ve lied 

about the hammer and sickle 

chiseled into the dark side. 

There’s a cover-up behind 

each smokescreen. In space,  

nobody can hear me scream.  
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UNIDENTIFIED                  

 

He and I stole my mom’s Impala, 

the sort of car you call a “boat,” 

 

and found ourselves adrift  

in the wheat field that encircled 

 

a city defined by its expansion 

into it.  At fourteen, it’s easy 

 

to mistake the gas pedal for  

the brake, so we just parked  

 

for a view of the ordinary 

made new through the charge 

 

the illicit windshield contained. 

Uncertain if we should spin 

 

the tires or try our first kiss,  

we fell into the sort of silence 

 

that befalls young men whose 

desire has begun to outstrip 

 

the fear of being caught. It was 

then that a craft cut through 

 

the dark and swept the ground 

with a white light, stopping   

 

to hover above us as if its mission 

were complete or just about  

 

to begin. We looked into each  

other’s eyes and found a terror there 

 

we recalled years later when we  

met as strangers in the glare   

 

of a Safeway’s halogens. We 

spoke of how we sped away 

 

and never spoke of it again 

as if to speak of it again would  
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take us back and summon  

the craft that split our capacity 

 

for certainty in half. No one 

would believe us, though we knew 

 

and know exactly what we’d seen. 

Why were we both at a loss  

 

to say why keeping in touch  

is the hardest promise to keep?  
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WRESTLING WITH RACHID 

 

We were twin Macho Mans 

reenacting a rerun of Summer  

Slam, our trash talk tag teaming 

a body language that recalled 

 

giant men snapped into Slim Jims.  

In a title match of pure delivery,  

the fix is always in. Expanding the ring  

to the limits of our ability to imagine 

 

it, we bought into one another’s  

oversold clotheslines and flying elbows. 

We fell to the mat to the applause 

of every ghost we knew to raise. 

 

Such sleeper holds took hold of us 

until somewhere a bell rang. 
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SPHINXES 
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TOO ALIVE TO TOUCH, 

 

the tent caterpillars 

descend like a swat team through 

a skylight of sky. 

 

The season is used to it. 

I am used to it. 

Give us this day 

 

bound by wind and the mind 

that incubates  

the moths they will become 

 

as on earth. Omnipresent   

as us, they leave 

a trail that looks 

 

exactly like themselves.  

Visible camouflage. 

Things of the root. 
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DRIVING THROUGH LATE-BREAKING NEWS 

The flash of eight-minute-old sunlight 

bouncing off the glass is blinding  

 

but nonetheless a part of the commute.  

On the radio, the hourly update 

 

occurs hours after the instance it  

describes. Some Syrians have reached our  

 

border. I think I’m in what is now  

called a sanctuary city. How does one 

 

offer asylum? I’ve laid no bed of straw  

nor delivered any bread. In other news, 

 

seven “earthlike” planets were discovered 

forty light years away in a habitable 

 

zone. Like a desert or a prairie, my 

potential to be hospitable depends on   

 

our orbital position. Despite the fact  

that traffic is delayed while this truck 

 

sprays sand across the snow-covered 

street, something fast approaches 

 

oblivious to the speed limit. A vast  

paralysis. It will take us at least 300,000 years 

 

to get there with today’s technology. 

Maybe I will arrive here soon.  
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NOT IN LONE SPLENDOUR HUNG ALOFT THE NIGHT 

 
In March, 2017,Jan Larson, the influential Norwegian jazz musician turned amateur geologist and 

micrometeorite collector, was featured in The New York Times under the headline: “Flecks of 

Extraterrestrial Dust, All Over the Roof.”    

 

As he gathers stardust 

from the dirt of 

our rooftop gardens 

 

like a Buddhist 

deleting a conceptual   

Sand Mandala,  

 

the Big Bang begins 

to appear smaller than 

it really is. Or was. 

 

There’s a soundtrack 

in this debris.  

Some of those flecks  

 

skimming the patio  

down below have been 

background noise 

 

to the solar system  

for centuries. The rest 

we’ve brought  

 

upon ourselves. To see 

us as final destination  

to a micrometeorite’s 

 

13-billion-year long 

red-eye flight takes 

a degree of negative 

 

capability, but we’re 

exactly there upon 

closer inspection. Take 

 

these black snowflakes  

he’s been sliding onto  

this microscope’s  

 

backlit stage with  
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a grain of salt, but  

remember the craze 

 

for all things Tibet 

in the mid-to-late 90s, 

including that movie 

 

staring Brad Pitt, 

likewise contained  

a kernel of Truth in 

 

the sieve of our sense 

of where this all 

might be going. I’ve 

  

forgotten the plot, 

but I can still hear  

those movie Buddhists 

 

blowing their horns 

across the blue Himalayas 

of two decades 

 

and four versions  

of myself: the sportsman, 

the public solitary, 

 

the labourer,  

and the fearful one. 

There’s a long note 

 

in the lotus position 

floating on the surface  

untransformed. 
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THE FALL OF RAIN 

 

Altogether elsewhere, vast 

Herds of reindeer move across 

Miles and miles of golden moss, 

Silently and very fast. 

 

-W.H. Auden, “The Fall of Rome” 

 

A man straps on the invisible. 

There is something wrong with the rain. 

Auden’s reindeer run towards us. 

It is raining men once again.  

 

A skull made of meat weeps pink tears 

into the porcelain sink, the white 

part of himself that never sleeps.  

Over the checkpoint’s barbed 

 

wire, Auden’s reindeer leap. Auden’s 

reindeer leap into the cockpits 

of our fleet of F-35’s. They leap 

into the Eiffel Tower like a needle 

 

that pierces our eyes. They leap 

into the pools of the Beverly Hills 

that Hollywood made in our youth. 

They leap over our bulletproof  

 

blood moons, the clock that never 

stops. They leap into the church, 

the bed, and the syllabi. They leap 

into a glass of ice without spilling 

 

a drop. Auden’s reindeer leap  

into the pink rain of an exploding man. 

Altogether elsewhere, a statue 

is assassinated in the sand.  
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VANITAS 

 
“Pull down thy vanity,/ I say pull down.” 

Ezra Pound, Canto LXXXI 

 

A lash in the eye. An unwarranted splice 

in the continuum like a still life knifed 

by a disinterested dissident. My flare 

 

for the dramatic flares up and I flip 

down the visor in my truck to remove 

the lash with accuracy in the vanity 

 

mirror, but there isn’t a mirror where  

it would be if this were a fully-equipped  

vehicle and not a Ford Ranger’s 

 

exercise in utility. For the idea of a vanity  

is a luxury they’ve refused to manufacture.  

I blink it out. Something else cuts into 

 

my mind’s eye: not flowers hourglasses 

skulls violins, but a thought so thin 

I can’t see where it ends and I begin.  
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THROUGH REFLECTIONS IN A CHAPEL WINDOW AT DUSK 

 

Translucent black leaves. 

Parking lot lights. Pink sky. 

 

An altar made of mahogany 

in the shape of an I.   

 

                * 

 
Jeff Bridges channels the Dude, 

that arch-pseudo guru, and advises us 

 

to meditate: “Two mirrors pointed 

at each other, man, is the ideal state…” 

 

I try to close my eyes but fear 

what I might see through.   

 
  
       * 

 
There’s one hotel left near the center. 

I’m checked in under an assumed name. 

 

I’m laying in its bed of smoke,  

a new man burning in an old flame.  

 

 

       * 

 
Buddha’s tooth.  

The Prophet’s footprint.  

Ordinary stone— 

 

key chains dangling from doors 

to the other world.  

Nearly home.  
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THE MOVE 

 

That morning she awoke among 

the things she did and didn’t own 

and felt the light pass through  

 

each limb, though her body seemed 

made of stone. She couldn’t tell  

white ceiling from open window, 

 

alarm clock from ringing phone. 

Was she the lone riser in a world  

asleep, or had the world slipped 

 

out as she slept? The voice that  

woke her to herself said wherever  

she was, she wasn’t there yet.  
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BARDING 

n,: the warlike or ornamental covering of a horse (OED) 

 

Like a barrel fire in a roofless warehouse 

or an armored medieval warhorse 

out of step and in too deep, 

that red shopping cart has been  

stuck in the schoolyard’s snow bank 

for nearly a week. Though Target 

folded up its tent last year, the one 

who broke the cart from the rank 

and file has now led it to water from  

which it can’t be made to drink. Streetlights form 

a scattered search party. Torch beams  

glance off the monkey bar’s net 

of polished steel. Spray painted on 

the wall behind it all: Shit’s about to get real! 
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DANIEL DAY-LEWIS ON WHY HE LEFT THE STAGE 

 
The famously committed character actor’s last appearance on stage was a 1989 production of Hamlet at 

the National Theatre in London during which he collapsed after seeing the ghost of his own father, the 

poet Cecil Day-Lewis, appear in place of Hamlet’s.  

 

A poisoned prop won’t properly kill you 

unless you’ve got a self-inflicted mind  

and enough prep-time to think it through. 

I’m a student of the method not a mime 

constricted by the script. I get into it.  

If you haven’t noticed that I’m not here,  

maybe I’m not making myself clear:  

to be self-evident you must intuit 

the dancer in the dance, become a victim 

of another’s circumstance. So don’t ask 

me who I met out on the grief-stricken   

battlements and force me to unmask  

this recollection. It wasn’t my father’s 

ghost I fled but my self-reflection.  
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WILLIAM H. MUMLER, SPIRIT PHOTOGRAPHER (1832-1884) 

 

The flash bulb shattered inside of me 

as the idea developed in my mind’s  

 

chemical bath. You do the math.  

Our Civil War dead subtracted from  

 

this age of advance have to be  

taken into account somehow. Squint 

 

through your flares of grief and gather  

around my pay-to-play spiritus mundi. 

 

This image of their image will never die. 

When I disappear beneath the camera’s 

 

black hood like a druid before a flame’s 

fluid clockwork, stare into the lens. 

 

Air your regrets. Make amends. Though 

the ghosts appear in postproduction,  

 

some sitters feel a familiar before I 

pull the cord. Who am I to deny 

 

their claims? Sit still. Stay neutral.   

And remember to remember my name. 
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EILMER OF MALMESBURY 

 

He had by some means, I scarcely know what, fastened wings to his hands and feet so 

that, mistaking fable for truth, he might fly like Daedalus, and, collecting the breeze 

upon the summit of a tower, flew for more than a furlong. 

 

William of Malmesbury 

 

 

The votive candles flicker but do not go out 

 

as I sew the fabric of the devout to a skeleton  

 

of pine I’ve hewn from out-of-service pews, every 

 

thread a tether between design and air, prayer  

 

and machine. For the foreseeable future, I’ve  

 

turned from my star maps that I might craft  

 

a form of ascension I can strap to my back, wings 

 

taut as a crucifix bound in a Book of Hours.  

 

But even the angels have their memento mori, 

 

and the tower’s stones are woven into the same  

 

weightless dream. How long I’ve looked to the skies 

 

for a sign of myself in You and felt You in 

 

the nothing that is everything there. Why do I 

 

hesitate to touch your face?  The Brothers grow restless, 

 

suspecting I’m no longer Daedalus, but Penelope 

 

undoing the night’s loom work. They don’t see 

 

the guide wires disconnecting from my thought’s 

 

black box—there’s something  faithless in this leap.  
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ANDRIEU D’ANDRES IN THE CORNHUSKER STATE 

 

How many eons of acculturation have led 

this exiled Burgher of Calais to Omaha? 

Of the Rodin bronzes set like defused  

flares in half  the civic centers of planet 

earth, this one must be the most divorced 

from the Master’s hand. A sacrificial lamb 

in permanent limbo, his ratio of despair 

to sheer body mass goes comically  

astronomical as he looks across  

the Missouri by recoiling inward,  

glossy fingers gripping his oxidized 

face.  He doesn’t know his sentence was 

lifted by an expectant queen’s superstitious  

whispers into her husband’s obedient ear. 

That the unborn have power over us. 

That he isn’t really here.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 69 

DENTAL PLAN 
after Paul Muldoon 

 

Like a nonbeliever in possession of a fragment 

of the one true cross, I’m completely at a loss 

to explain the weight of this new figment 

of my imagination arising from the fact that “floss,” 

 

so I’m told, is the silk of a silkworm’s cocoon, 

a silk one might use in order to embroider a scene  

so light on its toes the Bayeux tapestry itself might make room 

for a buzzard to pick a dead king’s bones clean. 
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A POEM FOR MOON RIBAS 

Moon Ribas has a vibrating chip implanted in her left elbow that’s synched with online seismographs. In 

her performance pieces, her movements are based on the intensity of the earthquake. If there is no 

earthquake during a scheduled performance, she remains motionless.   

 

Dear earth, Dear vibration, Dear aftershock,  

Dear Moon Ribas fastened like a silver 

rivet to the spot-lit stage, the sliver 

of seismograph under your skin 

like an invisible tattoo of plate tectonics  

or a rhyme memorized for the tremor of the tremor. 

 

Flexing the foundation of your spine,    

you collapse into the exact shape of your body.  

Slave to your own mastery, you replicate 

the planet’s inertia in the static rapture 

that is you, Moon, at a standstill until you feel 

the synaptic flash of the Oracle:  

 

Your shoulder rises like a fin in a photo.  

Your ribs retract like claws into a cloud. 

Your twin heartbeats are immaculate conceptions conceived 

by the human machine.  

Moon, you believe 

our empathy is due for an upgrade via biotech— 

 

sounds grafted to sight, skulls equipped with chips 

pulsing to the sea level’s shifts,  

our fingers tapping out distant death tolls.  

But could we receive those signals 

as you receive them? They won’t move 

us as they move you, Moon, so far beyond yourself 

 

you’ve become both the needle trembling across 

the Richter’s paper drum and the town 

staking its final claim to futurity.  

You’re the concrete and the concrete dust 

settling like snow  

on Italian windshields. You fall to the stage 

 

with Kwanju, Ferndale, Gisborne, Norcia, Pawnee,  

Yelizovo, Zwanda inside 

of your falling. Moon, you are the magnitude, 

the rupture, and the fault. When you rise 

like an eclipsed crescent, we 

look to the epicenters of your eyes for survivors.  
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ACTION AT A DISTANCE  

 

With a largesse of cantaloupe on tiny plates, 

we’re all coming to grips with yesterday’s emphasis 

on Realizing Growth Potential. Talking points pointing 

  

to nowhere in particular accrue: “Synergy is who we are.  

Value-added strategies is what we do.” Although name 

tags hang from our necks like toy birth certificates 

 

in a room best described as anonymous, we’re here,  

breakfasting on company time as if it were our own.   

We’re teambuilding a client-centric approach. Maximizing  

 

mind share. Bargaining with ourselves. Besides Rick 

from accounting, most of us have lives. By which I mean 

I know to manage my deliverables. The 9 AM presentation 

 

begins with an inside joke about streamlining our portfolios.  

We’re inside of it because we know how it goes.  
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THE AUTOMATA OF PIERRE JAQUET-DROZ  

 

1. The Draughtsman  

 

Turn the key in his spring-loaded spine 

and the wind-up boy begins to sketch  

Louis XV or a butterfly. In this 

precision telegraphed as novelty,      

the draughtsman’s arm arcs a pendulum between 

Lascaux’s prehistoric handprint and the last 

emoticon. By the time the automaton 

finishes his portrait, I’m reminded that 

my grandfather plied the same lifelong trade.  

Though he’d say he was just another cog 

in the machine, his compass and ruler 

crossed the blueprints for the Gardiner  

dam. Even kitchen renos and birdhouses  

arose from master plans. When dementia 

burst through his cortex, a child appeared  

who couldn’t hold back the flood of tears 

as the popsicle stick cabin he’d designed  

came apart at the seams. The draughtsman 

will never draw the watchmaker’s key.  
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2. The Musician 

 

Just as Donne had one-hit after one hit wonder 

the Musician manages to steal the thunder 

 

of her counterparts. In three centuries,  

will the differences between “The Flea” 

 

and “Blurred Lines” be as apparent  

as the rift that separates the escapement  

 

mechanism from the water clock ? 

We were wild for drip drip before tick tock.  

 

Every machine orchestrates a live tune.  

While vinyl’s made a comeback, the cune- 

 

iform on which the “Hurrian Hymn to Nikkal” 

is scratched is the band’s sole major label 

 

release. You can download it from Damascus. 

Disconnect the Musician from her apparatus 

 

and she continues to lip-synch our refrain: 

A hundred billion stars.                   One name. 
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3. The Writer 

 

The History Channel looks to the future  

as the team taking the Writer apart  

proves it’s the first programmed computer.  

A mechanic holds up its detached head, 

 

an amateur troupe’s last-minute Yorick, 

and moves its painted irises by hand 

before my glossed over and backlit 

gaze. They activate each rotary joint 

 

and radius like a biology  

textbook’s crosscut exposé of a drawn 

and quartered man. The imaginary  

body is still unbelievably exact… 

 

…no matter how imprecise my device, 

the Writer’s still revolving gear teeth   

begin to bring something in me to life. 

For the fusion technology of the Muse 

 

or a rogue synapse’s shot in the dark 

can’t account for the crack in the mirror: 

what the Writer must write hits its mark 

because it was etched and engineered  

 

not by Jaquet-Droz, but his waking dream 

of how he might start an advertising 

campaign for Swiss watches and Byzantine  

mechanical birds. Now he’s the hub 

 

to the spinning hands of my own timepiece.  

It’s the dream that’s the centrifugal force  

predestined to play at catch and release 

with us all. Yet I can’t deny the backwards 

 

step into it I’m forced to take in front  

of this collection of wide-eyed readers  

fashioned from the ether and, let’s be blunt, 

the meter out of which you first arose. 
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THE SATURN AND SPHINX MOTHS OF THE UPPER MIDWEST 

 

Let me speak of The Saturn  

and Sphinx Moths of the Upper Midwest.  

 

It’s a map-sized Pocket Guide 

laminated in a formaldehyde 

 

of plastic that I’ve kept between my 

Handbook to the Projectile Points 

 

of Iowa and The Selected Lyrics of Háfiz. 

Goes to show that we’re all a bit  

 

edited. Even The Saturn and Sphinx 

Moths of the Upper Midwest is 

 

cut to its completeness. The Vashti 

sphinx moth flies to the light 

 

bulb over our heads. The Death’s 

Head Hawk moth surfaces 

 

in the Silence of the Lambs, alights 

on the lips of Jodie Foster.  

 

The Spiny Oakworm. The Honey 

Locust. The Virginia Creeper.  

 

That Gothic moth’s an imposter. 

The Polyphemus moth has four 

 

eyes yet is named after the Cyclops 

Odysseus blindsided by calling 

 

himself “Nobody.” A four-eyed 

Cyclops moth is nobody, too. 

 

Saturn moths are not a single species, 

but moths swallowed by what 

 

a system accrued. The “eyes” on 

the wings of the Io moth are equal 

 

to the widening inner aperture that  

asks what kind of insect is prayer. 
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Close your eye, kid, and stare into Ovid.  

Zeus transforms Io into a heifer 

 

to hide her in plain sight. The cow 

jumps into the moon like Li Po.   

 

Anonymously carved into Wikipedia’s  

temple of light is the maxim: “there 

 

are over 160, 000 kinds of moths, many 

of which are yet to be described.” 

 

The Abbot’s sphinx. The Achemon. 

Multimedia Lepidoptera. The Pink moth 

 

denudes as it detaches from the synaptic 

flash that cocoons it, ingesting 

 

the muslin over its origins as Saturn 

consumes the Sphinx. I once saw 

 

an empty parking lot outside Fargo 

deified by falling snow. I recall  

 

the Upper Midwest as a system 

of riddles and gods present 

 

in the fluorescents of gas stations lit 

like ashrams in which we might 

 

dissolve our transverse orientation 

to the things of this earth.  
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NOTES ON THE POEMS 

Harry Callahan in “Visiting the Farm” is better known as Dirty Harry. 

Lines 12-13 in “Mild Anaphylactic Shock” evoke Emily Dickinson’s “I heard a Fly 

buzz—when I died.”      

 

More details of the dispute between the Prado and the Noordbrabandt’s museums 

described in “The Netherlands” can be found at https://artsbeat.blogs.nytimes.com 

/2016/02/17/prado-explains-decision-to-withhold-works-from-bosch-show/.  

 

The individual poems that make up “Three Poems After Fukami Sueharu” are each titled 

after the sculptor’s works of the same name. “Scene II” has Yeats’s “A Dialogue of Self 

and Soul in Mind,” particularly the following lines:  

 

 The consecrated blade upon my knees 

 Is Sato’s ancient blade, still as it was, 

 Still razor-keen, still like a looking-glass 

Unspotted by the centuries (9-12) 

 

Inflecting all of these poems, and “Serene” in particular, is the story Sueharu tells of the 

inspiration behind all of his work: “I felt the pleasantly painful breeze while on the shore 

of a beach during winter. I had never felt such a sensation before, and have not since. All 

the senses in my body felt the pleasure of the strange wind as it stabbed my cheek. This 

tactile experience is at the heart of all of my creations.” More available at http://www.e-

yakimono.net/html/fukami-sueharu-jt.html. 

 

“Not in Lone Splendour Hung Aloft the Night” takes its title, and spelling, from the 

second line of Keats’s “Bright star, would I were as stedfast as thou art.”     

 

The almost accurate quote from Jeff Bridges in “Reflections Through a Chapel Window 

at Dusk” was taken from an interview on Marc Maron’s podcast WTF. 

 

Line 9 in “Daniel Day-Day Lewis on Why He Left the Stage” deploys “the dancer from 

the dance” in the final line of Yeats’s “Among School Children.”   

 

According to Wikipedia and others, the “Hurrian hymn to Nikkal” in “The Musician” is 

the name of the oldest complete piece of notated music. Also, the final line of this poem 

riffs off of the final line of Don Paterson’s poem “Parallax”: “The moon was in my 

mouth. It said / A million eyes. One word.”   

  

The Saturn and Sphinx Moths of the Upper Midwest is the name of a pamphlet available 

at interpretive centers in the region and online from Wal Mart. The poem touches on 

incidents from the Odyssey and Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and Emily Dickinson’s “I’m 

Nobody! Who are you? / Are you—Nobody—Too?” (poem # 260) is directly sampled in 
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line 24. Lastly, according to legend, Li Po drowned in the Yangtze while trying to 

embrace the reflection of the moon.  
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