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Nicelle Davis

Life in Zero

Walk circles until worn to dust.
Feet digging at the unseen sea
beneath. Every noon I birth a
new us and watch it die mid-
flight. It dives beneath my feet,
swimming circles where I walk.   
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Explain the Interior and there is Still the Exterior to Explore

The difficult work of giving up certainty.
The necessity of a vanishing line—
the collapse into a single point.
The suffering place—
the body.   The “I.”
The reference—
the proximity to pain.
The person’s non-human in comparison
to the torturer—
the “us” these two create.
The bullet’s exodus— the opening.  
The tattooed man in a neckless of skulls.
The mouth in a gaping O.
The womb-like hollow ready to swell—
the hole to be filled with what’s not there. 
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The Poem is Painful, Sure, but Not Torture.

In death there are other deaths. A man
dies who knew himself to be a woman.
The loss of one never diminishing the
other. We cry O at our start and end.
Multitudes of nothings—zeros—holes—                                                                                                                                           
                                                                  endless wholes. 
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Ryan Dzelzkalns

The Tempest (1979)

The sun gets all the good words:
zenith, analemma, perigee. But you wouldn’t think so
watching it lower itself to New Jersey. 

The sun’s movement through the sky is really our own
gradual turning away, twilight burning
up the spire of Riverside Church.

Another word for dusk is gloaming,
both creeping into Old English from the Germanic,
one describing the darkness and the other

the light. After the sun crosses the horizon, it will still
take an hour before full dark.  The lingering
sensation of light when there’s no sun up in the sky.

We watched Elizabeth Welch a dozen times
with all those sailors. The way she plods
through the party’s crepuscule, everyone transfixed

like sunflowers. Her train, her collar, the feathers
on her sequined bonnet. All that radiance
counterpoint to keeps raining all the time.

I am now in shadow, the top of the bell tower
still pink—what strange revolution, time—
the sun showing some brief mercy.

I run along the bluff because I’m afraid of missing
the final blanching and arrive just
as the spire deflowers, granite again. This

another definition of tragedy: we know
what will happen and have to watch it—                                            
                                            the sure rush of night. 
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The Living are Exhausting

I like this neighborhood, Yanaka. It’s quiet, heavy with the dead.
No matter which direction you go, you pass through a cemetery.
The bell on my keychain tinkles softly, announcing my presence  
                              to anything that would rather remain hidden.

There is so little that can be done, but I have brought chocolates.
If there’s something on a headstone I recognize,
I make an offering:    rose,    milk praline,    rum raisin.
I am so far away from my own life.

The incense makes it hard to see and the dead maintain
their biggest fib:    they all want to come home.

Wandering for hours through the rain, no more or less lost than usual,
I’m filled with an irreparable sadness: how did I not know I was in love?
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Paula C. Lowe

Creatures Great and Small
 
If I had to feed myself with my lips,
my mouth scratching the bony land’s stiff back,
scratching, scratching for any seed of hope;

if I had to nest in the cold in a barn
in a baled hay bed, my eggs trusting my
feathers to shield them from snakes in the dark;

if I had to walk on hooves and carry
my ton on my toe nails, call to my calf
to feed her the dried spring grass stored in milk;

would I love this earth as the creature I am,
head set on its pillow of thieving drought,
heart oathed to its rain for blood in my vein?
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Jessica Murray

The Book of Truth

Who knows how the hornets entered the house—        
         the slight hesitation of a screen door
closing. They flew up into the rafters, clicked against        
         the windows with their wings.
They died in the sunlight on the windowsill.     

          Who needs language when there is vision?                
                   In Lorrain’s drawing, the Sybil has led Aeneas
to the open mouth of Hades. The setting sun        
          is both swallowed by clouds and filtered through them.
For every descent, the gates of sleep return us to the living.
 
The hornets were trapped by the glass          
         between themselves and the garden. My mother and father
rose an hour or so after the mourning doves          
         to water hydrangea, pots of thyme,
freshly bedded ranunculus, red-stemmed begonias.     

         Sketch after sketch follow in Lorrain’s Liber Veritatis,             
                   copies to prevent other forgeries. Having no children,
he left his fortune to a niece and nephew.          
         What does it mean, to depict nature as it should be,
but to pay others to paint the figures?

In late spring, the wintering queen emerges.        
         The hornets prey on bees, defenseless grasshoppers.
They feed the pulp to the larvae,        
         whose sweet secretions are eaten by the adults
until autumn’s rotted fruits fizz open for them.

         Dear Claude, I too, have lain in a summer field                  
                     and watched the play of light as I dragged it through the trees,
         skipped it like a stone across the sky.                  
                     I have taken heart in the earth. Little flies buzzed near
         then landed in the sweet grass.

Does what we think of as nature thinks all is right and just,          
         even us? Only now, there is talk our universe
is no more than a pattern projected          
         from a computer somewhere in the future—
a flexible snow globe, a diversion.     

         



13

There was a summer, three years ago, four years ago,                     
                     now, my parents heard what they wanted     
         when I said I thought I was pregnant. I was sitting        
     next to my mother.     
         My husband read in their garden.

Not knowing was what we had then. My father was crying        
         or going to—out of happiness, at first,
then disappointment. A few hornets dozed        
         in the warmth of the rafters. I rose to join my husband.
Birds called and answered—a kind of light, the light’s shadow.
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Pest Control
    
Through slats in the blinds I looked up
to see hornets building their nest
between two rickety panes of glass.

—Irrational? I wanted
it done.

When the hornets were alive,
I took their presence
like a slight.
Unapologetically personal.
 
But dead, they brought no relief.
 
This made sense, for I now had
the feeling something was taking me personally.
 
As though I were responsible
for the way they clung to their doomed
little nest. How needless it seems now,
needless but unavoidable,
how they hang suspended,
swaddled in sunlight and chemicals.
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Jess Rizkallah

True Things

two mourning doves balanced on the branch of a fig tree                                       
                                                                                           (is not always a sad omen)
the squirming ribbon in your heart wants what it wants: someone  
to pick up on the first ring                     
                           (if not, then isolation. or, a steady diet                                      
                                                                                                    of nuts & raisins)
the slope of your nose is a telephone line. if you tap it in the right place
you will pick up government frequencies, the future, baseball statistics

oskar closes the bodega at 7pm, walks to the pier. he speaks to the water.                                                                                                                  
(this makes him family)
cellular memory is the body’s voicemail. always full. i am afraid to check it.

wind is just a really good algorithm                   
                                           (i told manvir about hawa, he told me                          
                                                                 about havā              )

the sternum is the panic button of the body (is yours stuck?)
 
as a child, damien saw dead people. when i sleep, i do too.           
                                                                        i dream about him, then google his name                                                                                            
                                                                   to make sure his obituary doesn’t come up.

there’s someone out there (probably in the midwest) with a jawline  
that could cut glass but they haven’t yet conducted the experiment                 
                                                            (it isn’t safe to cut without parameter)

when an elephant lays her head on your lap, she is trying to kill you.                         
                                                                       (i don’t like anyone playing with my hair)

studies show: elbows are tangentially linked to ivory                         
                                                                        (when you sit at the piano                           
                                                                         for too long do your arms                                                                                                                                            
                                                                                              lock up?)
both humans and chickens favor symmetry
(when you sing my name i do not sing back) i need to dig my nails into both thumbs  

memory is an alarm sounding in the thyroid, a hole  
at the base of your throat, opening for spare change
and bobbypins

beauty must be red string on a corkboard                         
                                                                        (i scratch behind my ear and the scar on my hip                                                                                                                                       
                                                                                                                                rings       )
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everything my mother told me not to do

the longest exhale in the world is a red carpet unfurling from the body
stretched over the earth like a canvas. similarly, i could bind a book
of shadows from the skin of a bruised peach. i could love any You
i meet at the speed of lentils, i could pass the joint, i could pierce my skin
i could train a raven for the apocalypse and when the end doesn’t come,
we moonstrike into the field and we wait for daybreak. a double yolk sun
escaping through a murmur, which up close is just a million ants
excavating an organ for string. specific one to be determined
when the colony clears. what am i if not my desire to know? if not that bitch
passing you love notes in traffic? if not the construction of a monday
trying to be christmas? here’s where once i would ask you to forgive
my confessions but now instead i show you my lesions and the way
my tongue splits in two, one half refusing you and the other half
filled with seeds.
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wardeh w zahrah

i didn’t know that rose bushes grow faster with a body underneath: abundant
knifey throated       scorch from the earth       to meet you with a question     do you think

the fresher the body the sweeter the rosebush?

roses want us to be bored by them & glamour so we don’t ask any questions about origin
or fertilizer   how best to hex a man   habibi that is so funny   ‘anjed    i still want grandkids

yes yeah sure you got it   so i wear them embroidered on denim or note them
rendered on faded salon signs in south brooklyn: this neighborhood is bananas
about roses     i’m talkin everywhere         it’s invasion of the sidewalk cracks

because everyone in the city has a mother who lives by the bay where the water rises
then lands first & eyes narrow at immigrants who come from where rose means warda
and zahrah means all the other flowers

which i always held against roses, like they thought they were hot shit
and had to be alone from other flowers.                          
                                                             i too like to be alone
(sometimes i don’t but my blades are always out)

on my nightwalks home     i stop at every rose bush     
to bogart petals for my archives

if i’m lucky, there is rainwater left over to slide down my cheek and into my mouth.
this is what rosewater is, not the other stuff soft hands potioned
for me when i was a little girl

an elixir hiding the fragrant want we don’t ask about
even when the earth gives it to us in bursts of fists and nails
 
which i want to press the way mama used to. i forgot if she said
wardeh or zahrah when she told me this story
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no one in my family writes down recipes or genealogy instead we point through windows

my mom would ladle the cow bone from the soup into my dad’s bowl & he would slurp the broth from it. an un-
regulated ritual. i used to imagine looking through the prehistoric straw
of my own bone & telescoping through to the other side. i never thought about the juice
keeping me alive inside all the straws i am like those straws of honey we’d suck on
at the topsfield fair, where the petting farm of warm creatures stood next to the line
for barbecued meat.                     
                                           i want to write a good soup and throw a cinnamon stick into it then 
listen for the bottom of the pot                                                                      

                                           i’m thinking a lot about origin, lineage, inheritance:
jido would scramble eggs in a special clay skillet
and fluff the concoction by adding water.                 

                                           in my replications, all i produce are runny eggs, deflated hiss                                                          
                                           pop  burn.     it takes five minutes to make the perfect eggs
so i notch each second
 
into the pad of my thumb
using the nail on my index finger.                  
 
                                           i deviate my prints in hopes the ribs
that spring from me will know everything i don’t                 

                              (i add the water at a different second until the specific one i need
is identified by my experiments)                      
                                                       that one there and now     look: golden unyolk                                                                                                 
                                                                        etymology of the When i seek    
 
that there is lineage, inheritance, this here is my kitchen    in it i survey the landscape
of an echo    and that roach, its antennae twitching from the corner, the size of a matchbook                           
                                  
                                   in a moment’s thought it comes to me and i execute:
i spray poison inside of a translucent container and place it like a dome
over the roach. when i hesitate, it’s not from remorse, but rather
 
the momentary inventory of my escape routes should the creature lunge.     it does not.
it doesn’t escape the rain of Raid i’ve made to claim it.  next i sprinkle cinnamon     
my potion: in need of protein        so i hold the raw chicken with my bare hands
and wonder which hands came before mine and how they extracted the marrow
for their records. i come from earth people who slaughtered with purpose

so probably farmers.     someone’s father held together by enamel and calluses, but i can’t know for sure. the tele-
scopes we are wrapped around were not made for time or teeth but we learn
to take        we break     we move our mouths        survival is a series of sounds
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Florence Weinberger

Words and Punctuation

I should compose my own ending before I’m embalmed
in bromides, misconstrued in inelegant prose.  I should

dope out the comme il faut approach: humble or sumptuous,
a Neruda hallelujah or a tenebrous Buddha.

Whether I’m frayed like a blazer in Dorian Gray’s closet
or spent like the work boots in a Van Gogh still life

the tenderfoot doctors will bray what their youth doesn’t get:
you’re doing fine.
 
What the good doctors mean is
I don’t have the afflictions that killed Keats

and Rimbaud, poets whose dying burned through
their epochs with green wine and shortened sentences  

while I am given a cruder vocabulary and extra decades,
more than my parents and certain trees.

Back in the seventies, when we smoked, confessed,
spoke in glossolalia, we wrote our own obituaries.

It was fun at forty-one or two flinging our lives
forty years into the future:

how many books we’d mothered, the good we’d done.
Now the veracious lyrics won’t come.  Maybe I stretched

an hour too thin, ravaged time when I should have been
rescuing elephants, healing in Afghanistan.

My granddaughter reads Tarot cards, but won’t do mine.  
She knows my life’s not found in the flip,

not in the Death or the Priestess card, but somewhere
in the cloud, written in longhand, and still unlived.
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Desert Floor 2, Encaustic Monoprint, Barbara Spiller
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Nathan McClain is the author of Scale (Four Way Books, 2017), recipient of fellowships from the Sewanee Writ-
ers’ Conference, The Frost Place, and the Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference, and a graduate of Warren Wilson’s MFA 
Program for Writers. A Cave Canem fellow, his poems and prose has recently appeared or are forthcoming in New 
York Times Magazine, upstreet, American Poets, Southeast Review, and Hunger Mountain. He is Visiting Assistant 
Professor of Creative Writing and African American Literary Arts at Hampshire College.

Encountering the Self:

An Interview with Nathan McClain

LH: I learned about you and your incredible debut collection, Scale, in a unique and surprising way. Though you 
and I have both had many mentors by this point, we have one in common who came into our lives, respectively, 
early on. How did you come to be in Greg Gilbert’s creative writing class at the smallest community college in 
California in the only recently popular Mojave Desert town of Joshua Tree? And how did your time in the desert 
help to shape you as a writer, thinker, and dreamer?

NM: Well, I have lived in Southern California for the large majority of my life, and I have lived many of my most 
formative years in the Mojave Desert. In fact my grandmother and youngest uncle still live in Twentynine Palms! 
After graduating high school in Benton Harbor, Michigan, I moved back to the desert to look after my mother. The 
only post-secondary education I was aware of was the community college we, coincidentally, share in common: 
Copper Mountain College.

I’d always enjoyed writing, even as a boy, actually fancied myself a fiction or non-fiction writer. I took a number of 
creative writing courses while in community college, many of which were taught by Greg. In one creative writing 
class, Greg challenged us to spend the semester writing the opposite of what we might normally write; as men-
tioned, I had always considered myself a fiction or non-fiction writer, so I tried my hand at writing poems. They 
were bad. I mean, really bad. Angsty. Unimaginative. Flat. But despite that, Greg urged me to continue writing 
them. I couldn’t see what he saw then. I couldn’t tell you what that was. And, as Frost put it, that has made all the 
difference.

In terms of how the desert shaped me as a writer, dreamer, and thinker, the desert certainly taught me a great deal 
of patience, how to work in and appreciate silence and solitude, how to begin thinking more expansively, how to 
broaden the imagination. Lessons I still carry to this very day. Living in the desert deeply enriched my process and 
learning.
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“Choosing to write a more unadorned 
poetry had to do with invoking presence, 
with establishing a real human speaking 
voice as opposed to a construct which, 
of course, the poem and its speaker is; I 
wanted to give some sense of the genuine 

within the constructed poem.”

LH: I have to tell you that Scale is the first poetry collection 
I’ve read in a long time where I sat and read all of it in one 
sitting. I had that feeling I get when I’m reading a really excel-
lent novel—I found myself wanting to know what was going 
to happen next. I found myself deeply invested in the speak-
er…his loss, loneliness, insights, and accrued wisdom. If this 
were a novel instead, do you think it would be a coming-of-
age story? Was it your intention to create a coming-of-age po-
etry collection?

NM: I’m glad the collection facilitated that kind of reading 
experience! Well, at least I think I am. Just so long as the po-
ems also invite re-reading and further study. I worried about

LH: Oh, yes, the poems demand to be reread for further study. Absolutely, Nathan. You mention your concern 
that the unadorned nature of the poems might result in a reader losing interest. I think that’s a thought-provoking 
concern. Some of my favorite and most inspirational poets are William Carlos Williams, Merwin, and Ai, all of 
which write poetry that might be described as unadorned. I find that I am much more moved by poetry that isn’t 
cluttered with loads of figurative language. Who are some of your inspirations? Also, do you feel that much con-
temporary poetry (poetry that is currently being published at least) is more or less adorned and to what ends? 

NM: I began studying the craft (and I emphasize the word “craft”) of writing poems more deeply when I returned 
to college to complete my undergraduate degree at UCLA. During my time at UCLA, my poems largely imitated 
(I hadn’t learned to read at a tertiary level) the poets I worked with and the poets I read. I read a lot of Elizabeth 
Bishop, who remains, probably, my greatest inspiration. I read a lot of James Merrill. I read a lot of Bob Hicok and 
B.H. Fairchild and James Tate and Terrance Hayes, and my poems, had you read them, would suggest as much. I 
knew nothing of counterpoise or counterbalance, what it contributed to a poem, or how a poet might use such a 
craft tool in his or her work. I mimicked and prized the language of these poets as best I could; I wrote towards 
Elegance and wanted my poems to sound pretty, and they did, I think, but they didn’t sound genuine or authentic. 
Choosing to write a more unadorned poetry had to do with invoking presence, with establishing a real human 
speaking voice as opposed to a construct which, of course, the poem and its speaker is; I wanted to give some sense 
of the genuine within the constructed poem. I use image, or figurative language, also, but more for the purpose of 
infusing a poem with further nuance and import, to allow  some access to a speaker’s emotional or psychological 
landscape. To that end, besides Bishop, I’ve been hugely influenced by Larry Levis, James Wright, Carlos Drum-
mond de Andrade, and Gwendolyn Brooks among others. 

To answer your second question, which is quite interesting to consider, I find a considerable amount of contem-
porary poetry much more heavily adorned than the poems that I read as student and burgeoning poet. As you 
suggest, so much contemporary poetry is image heavy or wildly associative, which is a huge credit to the vivid

So, I can understand how the collection might read as a kind of coming-of-age story, particularly as a reader learns 
to track the book’s narrative arc. I certainly intended to create a kind of narrative arc, one that was more so cycli-
cal and revelatory than chronological. But if this collection was a novel, I could see it as a kind of coming-of-age 
story. I think the speaker definitely grows through the reading of the collection, not simply in age but also, as you 
mention, wisdom.

how unadorned the poems often are, worried a reader might not find them very interesting as a result, but I like to 
think that the poems, one next to another next to another, built a kind of tension that sustains a reader’s attention, 
prompts the reader to read further to answer questions the poems raise inside the mind. I like to think a reader 
becomes invested in each poem’s, the book’s, speaker.
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and expansive imagination of today’s poets, and I believe that’s what these poems are meant to showcase. The pos-
sible downfall of this model, however, is the poems are structurally unsound and the poet’s/speaker’s credibility is 
placed in question because the images are random or not incongruous—they don’t seem to come from the same 
world or mind, so it becomes difficult to invest in the poem’s speaker because he or she or they doesn’t feel genuine; 
the speaker feels like a construct, so it becomes hard to establish empathy with or from the reader. Maybe part of 
the failing is my own, in that I am missing something about the poem’s subject matter that warrants the poem’s 
construction? I don’t know. It’s hard to tell sometimes, though I’d like to believe I’m a good reader.

LH: Would you say that there are poems in Scale that are distinctly meditations on solitude and those that are 
about loneliness? Something beyond loneliness? Is it possible to experience one without the other? And are there 
virtues associated with either one?

NM: That’s a good question. Short answer: yes. I would agree that there are poems that distinctly meditate on both 
subjects, though I’ll say, more often than not, the poems in Scale consider loneliness more so than solitude. Many 
of the ekphrastics in the book, such as “Landscape with Goats” or “Nighthawks” certainly meditate on loneliness, 
to be sure. “On Taking Alba Back to the Pound.” “Late-hour Poem.” A large amount of the book’s middle section 
thinks about or through loneliness, as much of that section narrates a series of failed relationships. There are fewer 
poems that consider solitude in the collection, but I find those quite important. The title poem is one. “The Short 
Age.” Perhaps the poem that closes the collection as well.

I do believe it is possible to experience one without the other. It seems that one often resists having to experience 
loneliness whereas solitude has a certain connotation of contentment attached to it; people don’t mind solitude, 
some deeply appreciate it. A person may be alone but doesn’t feel lonely, which has a far more negative connota-
tion. I personally think it’s good to be alone; it’s often when we’re alone that we discover important things about 
ourselves through confrontation—we learn to confront the self. That’s what much of writing this book forced me 
to do—to confront myself. To practice honesty. To admit what has been otherwise difficult to come to terms with, 
to give shape with language.

LH: As an only child and desert-dweller that recently cancelled her social media accounts, I have to say that I 
completely agree with you about the benefits of being alone.  I think that truly good art requires alone time. I’ve 
also always thought of writing, particularly writing poetry, to be a solitary, dare I say lonely pursuit; however, social 
media seems to be changing that. How do you think that social media has effected poets and poetry in general? Is 
there an urgency to always be sharing, to always be seeking approval from other poets? Furthermore, do you think 
a poet’s publishing career and/ or ability to network are at all in jeopardy by not having a social media presence?

NM: First, I would certainly agree with what you suggest about writing poetry: it is, more often than not, a solitary 
act or pursuit and can often feel very lonely. In terms of poetry and social media, I’ll begin by saying that I’m ter-
rible at it; largely, I’m inconsistent with posting and while, at times, I wish I were better at social media, because it 
does seem fun, I also know it’s a lot of work creating an online or virtual persona. I find it a challenge to talk about 
myself in general, let alone self-promote. Though I did feel primarily responsible for promoting Scale as the pub-
lication date drew closer. To that end, I created a website, a Facebook author page, a Twitter, and an Instagram. As 
earlier mentioned, consistency in posting was a main issue.

I will say I’ve seen many poets greatly expand their readership and writer circles through the use of social media. 
Sometimes the online persona and its subsequent popularity is more genuine and well-crafted than the poems 
themselves, if I’m honest. But I’m also a bit of a hardass when it comes to poems and craft. I, myself, have had 
experiences of editors contacting me to solicit poems through Facebook or Twitter, which has led to some lovely 
publications. Social media often grants an individual, at the very least, an opportunity for greater exposure. The 
downside to this upturn in social media presence considers another question of yours—that of the pressure “to 



25

always be sharing, to always be seeking approval from other poets.” It’s absolutely a trend I see with poets who are 
particularly active on social media—constantly uploading, commenting, posting, replying, tagging, hash-tagging, 
and so forth. We like to be liked, especially by the people we most respect and admire. That said, I don’t think a 
poet’s publishing career is in jeopardy by not having a social media presence; I do think some poet’s careers have 
benefited from their social media presence, though with as inconsistent as I am on social media, any success I’ve 
had in my publishing career couldn’t be as a result of my online presence. I couldn’t tell you what it is a result of, 
though.

LH: I’d like to transition here and tell you that I found your ekphrastic poems so refreshing. I love how the speaker 
sees himself and his family within well-known paintings such as Edward Hopper’s Nighthawks and Landscape in 
Red by Siqueiros. Admittedly, I’ve never tried writing an ekphrastic poem; can you share your process? 

NM: That’s so kind of you to say! Thank you! I’m so surprised you’ve not tried writing ekphrastic poems because 
they seem such a part of the tradition to me, but I also understand considering where you currently reside; the 
impulse and inspiration for writing would likely be far more influenced by the natural world, which is so beautiful 
in the Mojave Desert. But I digress. I’ve written a number of ekphrastics, as you know, many of which appear in 
Scale. “Landscape with Goats” was the first I’d written for the book, however, before I knew it would be for a book. 
I remember being mesmerized by that little German Expressionist penciling at the Los Angeles Contemporary 
Museum of Art (LACMA, you can probably still find thumbnails of it online) and I was curious about the figure in 
the background, walking down the winding road. I wondered about his interior life, particularly in what seemed 
a time of famine in the drawing. The sketch gave me the opportunity to investigate my own interior life; conjec-
ture is such a great tool in the poet’s arsenal in that it’s a subtle method of granting access to a poem’s speaker in 
the way image or adjectival modification can. So, my process began with being captured by a work of art, then I 
created a narrative from within the piece, which isn’t as common a method I’ve seen in contemporary poetry. I 
wasn’t necessarily attempting to do something different or new for the sake of being different or new, it was simply 
how I engaged the work of art; I approached the work from within rather than without. I’d be interested in seeing 
your attempts when, rather if, you decide to try ekphrastic poems. There’s so much one can learn about a speaker 
by tracking his or her gaze; what a speaker sees, what he or she is preoccupied with, often reveals said speaker’s 
emotional or psychological state-of-being.

LH: Ok, I’m going to address a big orange elephant in the room. How has life under 45th affected your writing 
practice? Do poets have an obligation to address bigotry, misogyny, environmental issues, and other forms of in-
justice in their writing? Are there any poets who you feel are explicitly addressing recent injustices in their work 
while also remaining true to language?

NM: Let me just say that I’ve deeply enjoyed thinking 
through your questions; they’ve been so thoughtful and 
thought-provoking, so thank you! But, to answer your 
question, life under this administration hasn’t exactly af-
fected my writing practice but has affected my writing. I 
understand the act of writing in and of itself is a politi-
cal act, to be sure, the fact that it demonstrates how a life 
is, or can be, lived, but I don’t know that I’d previously 
written poems that were so overtly socially conscious as 
I have since Trump was sworn in. I am painfully aware of 
my worth as a Black male to this country. I’ve witnessed 
people who look like me gunned down or beaten in the 
street. I have been stopped and frisked for being outside 
after dark. It’s unreasonable, really. And as much as my

“I am painfully aware of my worth as a 
Black male to this country. I’ve witnessed 
people who look like me gunned down or 
beaten in the street. I have been stopped 
and frisked for being outside after dark. 
It’s unreasonable, really. And as much as 
my writing obsessions are generally on 
different subjects, these circumstances are 

nearly impossible to ignore.”
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writing obsessions are generally on different subjects, these circumstances are nearly impossible to ignore. So, 
these concerns enter my work, but it is very new for me, which makes the subject matter both difficult and excit-
ing to navigate.

To your second question, I would answer yes, poets do have that obligation; I wouldn’t say every poet does, because 
a poet has to be true to his or her or they own preoccupations and language, but those who are given to approach 
these subjects through the opportunity afforded by syntax and music and language. The true strength of the poet is 
to pay attention, to see and frame in language that which others cannot see or choose to ignore. To call us to terms 
with ourselves. If James Baldwin is correct, and I believe he is, it is one of the ways of showing love.

Hmmmm... poets who are addressing recent injustices in their work? Cortney Lamar Charleston is writing great 
poems dealing with police brutality and injustice particularly in neighborhoods of Chicago. Kamilah Aisha Moon 
is another poet whose most recent collection engages recent injustices effectively. Robin Coste Lewis continually 
challenges how we encounter the Black female body among other things. I also think John Murillo is writing ex-
cellent poems that speak to our current political and literary climate. This is difficult, haha. I like a lot a people.

LH: Let me tell you what I love most about Scale, Nathan. The speaker isn’t jaded. Without ever verging into sen-
timentality, the speaker actually shows emotions and admits hurt. I find so much of what’s being published these 
days to be purposefully austere and unwilling to admit vulnerability to both sorrow and joy. But the speaker of 
Scale always returns to love. One of the best examples is “Love Elegy in the Chinese Garden, with Koi.” The speaker 
identifies with the koi in the pond who continue to kiss a boy’s palms even after his palms are emptied of the food 
pellets:

Because who hasn’t done that—
loved so intently even after everything
has gone? Loved something that has washed
its hands of you?  

Here is one of many instances of the poet confronting himself, to borrow your language from a previous answer. 
Here is real emotional honesty. This is probably a tough question, but do you have any advice for poets who would 
like to imbue their work with more honesty without falling into sentimentality? How does one develop a sense for 
where the line is? Do you think that a certain amount of restraint actually makes the emotional response in the 
reader all the more possible?

NM:  Thank you for saying such kind things regarding my work; I’m super pleased to hear these qualities of the 
collection’s speaker are so evident in your reading. When I began writing these poems, not thinking about a book 
of any sort, I wasn’t really sure what I was doing; I knew I needed to write a particular—my—narrative, but that 
was all I knew. You ask a tough question indeed, but a good one. One of the things that makes a poem like “Love 
Elegy in the Chinese Garden with Koi” work is the juxtaposing of lyrical diction and imagery with more colloquial 
diction. Without the instances of colloquial diction (i.e., “But who am I kidding,” “So dumb”), the poem could have 
easily devolved into sentimentality; those instances, I believe undercut the sentiment and provide the poem with a 
sense of counterpoise or counterbalance, something to tug against the poem’s structure. Counterbalance, I think, 
is key to infusing work with more honesty while resisting sentimentality, though it’s challenging to determine 
where that line is—it likely fluctuates from poem to poem.

I like that you use the word “restraint” because I like to think of my poems in that way—as restrained. It’s the dif-
ference between a poem that explicitly states, “Look at me! Look at this awful thing that happened to me!” and one 
in which the speaker’s imagination betrays him or her or them. I think that triggers an emotional response from 
the reader, translating the image, which reside in the reader, as opposed to the poem’s details, which only reside 
on the page.
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LH: Some people feel a bit of a letdown after the first book comes out.  What are you working on now? And more 
importantly, what does life look like outside of writing? What buoys you and gives you joy?

NM: Currently, I’m working on a few craft essays and also trying to write new poems; I don’t know what those 
poems’ intentions are just yet, but I hope they decide to play together. It’s difficult, after having a book, to trick the 
mind out of thinking of each new poem you write in the context of a larger project. I try, but it’s hard. Outside of 
writing, I’m preparing to start a great Visiting Professor of Creative Writing and African American Literary Arts 
position at Hampshire College this fall. So, I have syllabi to write. I’m also preparing a master lecture on Ellen Bry-
ant Voigt’s Headwaters I’ll present at St. Joseph’s College early November. What buoys me? Gives me joy? Aside 
from poems, good food and wine gives me great joy. Cooking gives me joy, as does a great cocktail. My wonderful 
partner, J.J. Starr, a tremendous poet in her own right, definitely buoys me. We recently went ring shopping. Of all 
things, she anchors me... brings me the most joy. 

You can read a selection of Nathan’s poetry here: https://www.nathanmcclain.com/publications

https://www.nathanmcclain.com/publications
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Jess Rizkallah is a Lebanese-American writer and illustrator. She is an NYU MFA graduate, a Kundiman fellow, 
and founding editor at pizza pi press. Her full-length collection the magic my body becomes was a finalist for The 
Believer Poetry Award and won the 2017 Etel Adnan Poetry Prize, as awarded by the Radius of Arab-American 
Writers and University of Arkansas Press. Find her at jessrizkallah.com.

To Garden a Poem, 

 To Poem a Garden:

An Interview with 

 Jess Rizkallah

The following interview was conducted by Aperçus guest poetry editor, Madeleine Mori.

MM: Firstly, congratulations on your gorgeous book, the magic my body becomes, which won the 2017 Etel Adnan 
Prize and was published last October. Something that has always struck me about your work, particularly the po-
ems in this book, is the lovely liminal space they inhabit and the buzzing energy that comes out of the often-con-
versational tone and associative images. I feel there’s much generosity in your writing and I’m curious who or what 
you think may have influenced the formation of that familial relationship between your speakers and audience?  

JR: Thank you so much for your kind words and reading. I was hella emo and journaled a lot for years before I 
ever wrote creatively, and I think that shaped how I write poems. I also find dreams fascinating for all the blur-
ring they do of our secrets, of our memories, of how we speak to each other when we recount our tender stuff. 
So I always record my dreams and sometimes maybe the pen gets stuck when I start a poem. I think my speakers 
always want to tell you about their dreams, even when they are resisting that in order to attempt saying something 
more important. I feel like we all live with or make with that tension: wanting to disappear into the mist but often 
the world around us demands our clarity. I think poems are often extensions of the earnest conversations we have 
in search of that clarity. Maybe what makes it familial is that we all have been venturing back and forth before we 
started calling it poetry. 

MM: I remember an early lesson on writing dream poems, in which a professor told us they work best when 
they have an “anchor” to reality. Similarly, I feel highly associative poems often work best when they have some 
constraint placed on them. What is your relationship with constraint and form? Do you ever create prompts for 
yourself and/or do you have poet friends that suggest prompts?  

JR: I definitely agree with anchors. They excite me because it lets me think I can do whatever I want for long 
enough to throw some paint around. I really enjoy starting a poem and figuring out how to make it make sense 
later. Like, I’m collecting all these random beads and rearranging them on the windowsill first by size then by color 
then at random whatever whatever and I’ll just worry later about finding a piece of string to connect them. In my 
poem “TRUE THINGS,” I did that. I had all these moments in my head that felt connected in the cadence of how 
I remember them, and later I had to figure out a word for that which unified them. The title became the anchor/

https://www.jessrizkallah.com/
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string/umbrella and the ambiguity about the different kind of truths shared suddenly felt allowed. As for form 
poetry, it still intimidates me, but I’m trying to figure out how to write my own in a way that works and doesn’t feel 
like I’m making macaroni art but using too much glue. I enjoy reading them, except for sestinas. I’m cranky about 
most sestinas. Is that okay to admit? I don’t regularly use constraint to generate as much as I use it for like editing-
myself-in-real-time. Like, why are you spending five lines describing a dent in an apple? Is the apple that impor-
tant? It’s not, please stop. I love creating prompts and trading prompts with friends. I love searching for prompts 
inside books I love. Like, Ada Limon has a poem called The Quiet Machine. So like, how do I write my own quiet 
machine? What are its moving parts? Hidden compartments? What do I hide there? Can I leave my machine out in 
the rain? What is the key? Where do I hide the key? I talk prompts pretty often with friends and I really appreciate 
the popcorn machine feeling of potential to these conversations. Me and one of my friends have a journal we pass 
back and forth inside which we write letters to each other (letters are actually poems though let’s be real) and that 
feels like a prompt that never ends. 

MM: Follow up question: what are some of the earliest “lessons” on poetry you remember and do you agree with 
them still, if you ever did?

JR: In high school I wrote a poem and in it I said “words can’t describe--” and Mr. Jennings said to me “No, words 
can describe. You just used words to describe.” and since then I always comb through my poems looking for place-
holders like that. I forget who told me not to use “I” but obviously that didn’t stick. I went on a tumblr rant about 
how women weren’t allowed to say “I” for so long that it’s like, my historical RESPONSIBILITY to talk about my-
self. College Jess had the time. I miss her. In college I had a professor who told me to stop referencing pop culture 
in my work and I took it to heart long enough that when I started doing it again, I think it was less on the nose? 
So I do and don’t agree with that lesson. I brought a poem into Aaron Smith’s class, also in undergrad. In it I was 
trying to write something personal in a surreal way. He asked me to explain what the hell was happening and then 
when I did he was like “that explanation felt more poetic than parts of the poem itself. Put some of that in there. 
sometimes it’s okay to just say it.” and that’s probably the gauge I use the most when writing. What’s this lump in 
the poems throat? Maybe here is where I need to Just Say It.   

MM: I also see your generous spirit enacted in the performance of your poems. What was your journey to be-
coming comfortable performing your work and what advice might you have for writers looking to develop their 
performance skills?

JR: Thank you so much. In college I found the Boston Poetry Slam and started sharing my poems on its open-
mic. The community there is very active and always crafting, always organizing, always collaborating, listening, 
echoing, giving feedback. I looked up one day and wasn’t scared anymore. But I still get nervous. My advice is to 
practice reading aloud to yourself in your room. To try memorizing some of your poems. To listen to spoken word 
poetry. To go to a regular open-mic and read your stuff. Listen to how other people perform, and also how they 
don’t perform. There are specific ways to perform lines that you really want to land a certain way, and those strate-
gic inflections or pauses are important and don’t make us fake bitches, because they serve to frame the moments in 
the poem where the duende lives, the part of the poem where there’s heat and you never know how it’s gonna come 
out of your mouth. That’s my favorite part of every reading, the way the poet and the poem take turns driving.  

MM: I understand Pizza Pi Press/Maps for Teeth came out of your work in college with literary magazines and 
the DIY/zine scene. Could you tell us a bit more of how, if at all, you think the culture of that scene has influenced 
your writing? 

JR: I think the energy of the scenes I’m part of in an organizational/editorial capacity keeps me inspired and makes 
me feel like I’m of service to the communities that gave so much to me. I meet a lot of artists across mediums that 
I wouldn’t have met otherwise and that pulls my writing in directions I probably wouldn’t have gone otherwise. I 
think poetry that only exists in the poetry world is boring. Or if it’s not boring, soon it will be boring. I guess I’m
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talking shit about the trap we’re all afraid of falling into where the aesthetic of what publishers want drives our 
writing. The culture of the communities you mentioned is one driven by social justice, cross pollination, and hon-
oring obsession and I’m really thankful to feel part of that.

MM: This question could be related to #5: what are your habits of research and note taking? Do you ever research 
extensively before writing, or do you find it happening as you require that new knowledge to continue the poem?  

JR: A lot of the time I find myself falling down wikipedia wormholes and making notes in my journal and obsess-
ing for a while until I’m using what I’ve learned in metaphors in conversations with friends and they’re like Okay 
You Like Whales I Get It and then it finds its way into poems and then I fill in the blanks as the metaphor spreads 
out. Over the past year though, I’ve been researching with intention and taking better notes and journaling about 
my research so that when I go back to my drafts, I have a birds eye view. I really want to be a more responsible poet 
since I seem to write a lot about people, places, events, in my family and culture that are very loaded with compli-
cated personal and political histories. I’ve heard people grumble about all the “project books” coming out but I am 
so floored by them and so grateful to fall down their wells.  

MM: Which excites you more: the depths of the ocean or the depths of space?

JR: Both equally because they are just upside down versions of each other. Am convinced whales came from space.  

MM: If humankind was forced to leave Earth, what are some things you think you would miss most? 

JR: Potatoes, the ocean, libraries, lamps, crows, trees, Lebanon, October, clouds, Dunkin’ Donuts, roses, liminal 
spaces, butterflies, cemeteries, the potential of finding more Frank O’Hara poems, Netflix

MM: We’ve spoken before about our shared fondness for Alexander Chee’s essay “The Rosary,” from his latest col-
lection, How to Write an Autobiographical Novel, in which he recounts his experience establishing a rose garden in 
the backyard of his Brooklyn apartment. First, how do you find non-poetic texts affect your poetry writing process 
lately? And a follow-up question, if the poems you have yet to write represent a garden space, what do you see 
yourself wanting to plant there, or what do you see naturally growing? What’s underneath the soil, acting as fertil-
izer for the next space you see yourself writing into?

JR: Non-poetic texts that influence my poetry most are ones that have hella world building going on. I find myself 
borrowing from their lexicons and aesthetics to step into however my concerns would be handled or unpacked in 
that world. Like, I find myself going back to Twin Peaks a lot, The Flash, Adventure Time, and even discographies 
of my favorite musical artists. As for the garden - If someone is familiar with my poetry it might seem like a re-
dundant answer, but whenever I picture a garden I picture my grandparents’ in Lebanon. There are trees planted 
by my grandfather and great grandfather. No one in my family writes anything down so these are the records I 
have: lemons, figs, walnuts. Tomatoes, beans, grapes, cucumbers, roses, jasmine. There are pieces of the original 
house scattered between the roots of all these crops because during the civil war it was blown up. My grandfather 
rebuilt because he wanted his kids and grandkids to come back, to make it their home too. To make poems from 
the ground. I think gardening was writing before writing became writing. I think I would add apple trees. I would 
watch out for snakes. I would figure out how to make butterflies feel at home there. A sanctuary. I would celebrate 
the way fruit grows and sustains us and I would dwell less on how it makes vinegar, contains cyanide, withers away 
when left too long. One day I’ll be an ancestor, I’ll be roots, I’ll be dirt, so I want to write everything down. I don’t 
want to be buried with my records still inside me.

https://www.jessrizkallah.com/

https://www.jessrizkallah.com/ 
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Seaskin, Encaustic Monoprint, Barbara Spiller
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Nicelle Davis is a California poet, collaborator, and performance artist who walks the desert with 
her son J.J. in search of owl pellets and rattlesnake skins. Her poetry collections include The 
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Literary Review, Tin House, and others. He received an MFA from New York University and a 
Bachelors from Macalester College where he was awarded the Wendy Parrish Poetry Prize. He 
has worked for the Academy of American Poets and is a Fulbright scholar. He is the tallest man 
in New York. Read more at RyanDz.com.
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