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Abstract:  
 
This thesis is a creative and critical investigation of personal, social and cultural factors impacting the 

articulation of trauma.  The creative element, a collection of poetry, Sliced Tongue and Pearl Cufflinks, was 

published by Parthian in 2019.  This work seeks to surmount traumatisation’s wounding to self and 

language – using Georges Perec’s points de suspension and Gregory Orr’s position of the poem as 

‘suspended moment’ as principles from which the chaos and uncertainty of trauma can be reordered.  

Drawing on the work of ‘confessional’ poets such as Sylvia Plath and Sharon Olds, the poems examine 

fractured familial relationships and domestic disruption alongside wider social traumas.  Inspired by 

Pascale Petit’s surrealist poetics of ‘how art works on the pain spectrum’ the collection aims to negotiate 

the cogent tensions between language, silence and trauma and represent the reality of its uncomfortable 

and intrusive dynamics for the reader.  

The critical commentary discusses and contextualises my creative work in relation to Eva 

Hoffman’s ‘hinge generation’ and seeks to interrogate a range of ideas that currently prevail in trauma 

studies. These include the gendered and repudiated history of trauma; dominant Caruthian literary theories 

arguing the impossibility of linguistic representation; and controversies of memory in constructing 

identities and narratives of trauma. It also investigates the enduring critical landscapes of ‘confessional’ 

poetry, as well as institutional forces within academia.  The commentary argues the operation of 

compelling censorial influences within these arenas that impact personal recount and wider discussion of 

traumatisation.   
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A short poem about my mother, who could hear a pin drop on a motorway 

 
I'm trying to write a poem.  
It's about my mother.  
When I finish it, it will be so deep, so dark and dislocating 
spilling all the years of suffering so eloquently  
with a voice so suffused in beauty and truth  
that she would put down her  
gardening gloves, or paring knife, or knitting needles  
and her heart would break.  Instantly.   

 
My words alone would make her  
look over her life with fresh eyes, filled  
with such sorrow, she would despise  
herself for turning her back  
on the one good thing she never had.  
Or, it would strike her down dead, even –  
this poem I'm going to write.  
Even though she will never see it – still  
I keep trying to write this poem about my mother. 
 

Only when I write this poem  
will I be able to write  
all the other poems I have stagnating inside.  
Why, there's a whole stack. 
Keeping mum.   Holding back.  
It's just this poem about my mother I keep trying to write. 

 
I've tried beating it out of me  
starving it, stuffing it 
yelling, screaming, taking away its favourite things  
like shopping trips  
chocolate and lazy nights in with a film noir and a slim gin.  
But still, it won't spill.  
Still, I'm working on this poem about my mother. 
 

I've been working on this poem (on and off) 
since I started writing poetry. 
It's undergone many drafts over the years.  
Once, in a dream, I finished writing this poem about my mother.  
Then, in the yawn of morning  
I stuffed those pages somewhere I can't find.  
Though I know they exist.  
That’s why I keep trying to write this poem about my mother. 
 

I keep getting stuck on this one line.  
I think it’s a good line, with a quietly restrained half-rhyme.  
I know she'll never see it, but  
I want to follow it with something  
so touching, so tender, it would render  
her speechless.  And she would immediately be  
cleansed of all cynicism, resentment  
 
and other animosities that leave  



12 

a bitter twist on the tongue, get on a train  
and come show me her wounds.  
And it would be a miracle.   
 

Perhaps I should leave it out, but the poem  
I'm trying to write  
seems to want this one line.  
Peace comes when the hate is gone.    
Is that something she should know? 
I think it's from Thelonious Monk singing Five Spot Blues. 
Perhaps I wish she listened to the blues  
instead of Beethoven, Bach or Bruch.   
Or just listened even. 
 

I keep trying to write this poem about my mother. 
I want it to be something beautiful, something other. 
Something all those who have ever felt  
the ravening reflex of loving hands  
or knuckles, or broomsticks  
or dressing-gown chords  
will resonate with.  
Even though no one will ever see it. 
 

I keep trying to write this poem about my mother.  
I want it to be perfect.  
I want it to contain the word superciliousness.   
I'm just needing to draw this line. 
I'm just waiting to hear it. 
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Descent 

 
It was the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month. 
We were outside the Co-op in the rain on the parade, where you rattled 
hearts for change with your red collecting box.    (We’d been there 
every weekend since the spiders came in from the woods.)    It was 
still streaming knives and forks when we got the bus back home and 
after supper,    I stayed up and watched The Festival of Remembrance on 
T.V.   How the poppies tumbled in a titanic hush like squillions of 
silent sycamore seeds.   It was black and white.   But inside my head 
the poppies fell in colour.    Later, I noticed that some had fallen in 
our back garden.    They grew into the kind of deep, dark forest you 
find in fairy tales.   I remember,  because I was eleven  eleven  eleven. 
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My Father’s City 

 
To visit you, these days I wear the bridle and the bit. 
You could make an exhibit of my tongue  
place it alongside the crystal skull  
or the torture chair in the Horniman Museum. 
 
I had nightmares after your wife took me there. 
And mumps.  My throat puffed  
like the stuffed walrus, and I could not speak  
for weeks.   Afterwards, I dreamed  
 
you were an anteater – when I felt the deep  
strokes of your long, safe tongue I knew  
I could make a stable of my body for generations  
of War and Hate.  To celebrate, we rode 
 
on silver double-decker buses with blood- 
red carpets in the aisles, and you promised me a pony  
ride at Crystal Palace Zoo.   In the newspapers 
it was there in black and white –  
 
but all the queen's horses and all the queen's men  
wore such fine colours, it was easier to pretend  
to be asleep.  When I awoke, your gates were closed  
and an iron bar blistered my palate.    
 
It's been thirty winters since you showed me  
how empty a city can be.   At weekends  
you took me to football, wrapped me round your neck 
to keep the chill from your pharynx. 
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Portrait of the Family after the War   

  For me, the world as I knew it and the people in it emerged not from the womb, but from war - Eva Hoffman  

 
And if you saw it – propped between carved wooden clock  
and chipped china doves, perched on the over-mantel  
above the old gas fire; fogged with dust – it was just in passing.  
  
For there was much dust then between them and us.   
It gusted like bankruptcy from an un-named state  
and you were benumbed by stiff brushes and godliness.   
 
Perhaps the photographer’s young assistant –  
unseen in half-lit backroom behind velvet drapes  
touching-up phantasmagorias from trays of transparent tints – 
 
or some lingering studio apparition; a departed sweetheart  
heaving body and tongue from hot tungsten, caught the moment  
Father braced shoulders back, Mother reached hands  
 
to smooth skirts and settle restless children before the shutter  
sealed in wordless black and white the instant the light exposed  
the place they’d dreamed of calling home was nowhere. 
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Nachträglich 

 
(afterwardsness) 
 
only the clock  
on the mantel-piece  
could speak  
 
while all the hours  
of my life  
fell silent  
 
afraid of wanting  
and being found  
wanting 
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Photograph Albums of the Dead 

 
 
Thick pages separated with tissue 
embossed, yellowing sticky  
corner pieces, wings of dead flies.   
Always a child in a sailor suit,  
a stroll on the prom, a great rick 
of a harvest; sleeves rolled, hands  
on.  Time turning over – a wedding  
 
with a cake made of industrial 
promises and Polyfilla.  A dress  
stitched specially for the occasion  
from a tablecloth and net curtains 
by a woman who never spoke  
with a spit-soaked needle  
and an eye that pierces stone. 
 
Then the missing ones – black 
holes bordered by the bleach of time – 
that snitch and snatch like nursery rhymes. 
And always this darkness – 
It lived at the top of the stairs 
in the house where you were born. 
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Unspoken I 

  after Owen Sheers 

 
 
It was a school photo – taken in ’78 
the too-blue sky-scape  
still swirled in the background 
 
while the corners slipped 
under slender half-moon slits 
in the fuzzled cardboard frame. 

 
I’m wearing washed-out PE kit 
squashed beside my pig-tailed  
big sister with her head-girl eyes.  
 
She’s in her text 
book-black serge blazer; brilliant 
with badges for every school prize. 

 
I knew my grandmother  
would get it for Christmas – 
picture-perfect – tucked inside  
 
a newsy letter stuffed  
with snatches and slices of life 
snippets from Family Circle recipes and lies. 

 
I’d wanted to sharpen the focus 
put her in the picture. 
So I messed up my uniform   
 
lost my tie, mimed words  
my cast-off mouth could not disguise – 
turned down like an invitation. 

 
She never replied – 
until I found this photograph  
waiting among her dead things, 
 
then your face flashed at me 
 
though you were not yet my child. 
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The Magician’s Daughter 

In the fairy stories, the daughters love their fathers because they are  
mighty princes, great rulers, and because such absolute power seduces.  

– Carolyn Steedman, Landscape for a Good Woman 

 
He draws a silk scarf from a secret pocket in his trousers – snakes  
it around wrists, splits in two, twists it taut, like her vocal cords, 
places it over her eggshell eyelids, then offers his hand – white-gloved   
bowing low, he lets loose the stolen jewels lining his jacket. 
 
She accepts – blindly – curtseying into the citrine shaft  
of spotlight that slices the stage in half, then footsteps  
into the dead-flat chest, arranges herself – doll-like –  inside  
before he lays the wooden lid to rest.   
 
Until now he has kept her for himself, fed on a diet of sliced  
tongue and pearl cufflinks.  The ritual begins before the stage  
door, before the audience, the dressing room – where he inserts  
the knife into her velvet and feathers, plucks  
 
her hair into tucks and tresses, places a glass  
slipper on her pillow. Thus he enters without breaking 
and she slips seamlessly into the space conjured by his third wife  
who broke all his spells while he snored by the stove  
 
after Saturday matinée, stole the key to his best hat-box  
for her whale-bone combs and peacock frocks 
and vanished with a ventriloquist from Vladivostok.   
He feels the thickness of the blade like honey inside her  
 
and the strength of his heaving old magic.  Why, his wand  
can cut her in two – separate her bones from her meat 
like halving a peach.  She is ripe, now, for his next trick – 
Now he has her undone, he will make her disappear.  Now – 
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It was the same thing every Christmas 

 
Lying in a crumpled heap on the floor 
Say thank you again and again 
I must not forget 
Folds in half and in half again 
 
Say thank you again and again 
Mother presses out the creases 
Folds in half and in half again 
Repeating itself in my head 
 
Mother presses out the creases 
Now I send them to my nieces 
Repeating itself in my head 
The word ungrateful 
 
Now I send them to my nieces 
I must not forget 
The word ungrateful 
Lying in a crumpled heap on the floor 
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Separated at Birth 

 
By accident we found ourselves 
on opposite sides   so I turned 
myself into a paper bag to survive 
 
the war.  After all   what can a paper 
bag say   or do   but carry your many 
secrets and your outright lies 
 
and remain hidden – a perfect 
disguise.  When I thought 
it was safe   I revealed myself 
 
but you accused me of having 
an easy ride.  But here are your 
secrets and your lies   I kept them 
 
for you I cried.  I slipped under 
doors   I folded myself into the size 
of a cigarette paper   what more could I do? 
 
In the distance   a street light flickered 
and a bell rang three times   before you 
crumpled me into nothing in your empty hands. 
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Psylocybin and the Psymptoms of Psychosis 

 
 
I. 
How come, when I was a kid 
we were always having power cuts? 
On this occasion, I remember  
we were all sitting on the sofa in the dark 
apart  
from my dad who was lying 
down in the hall with his  
head inside the cupboard- 
under-the-stairs, looking for candles.   
How come the orange hum 
of street lights never went on power cuts?  
How come they always happened  
When The Generation Game was on?   
Pyyyummmmmm and the lights would go and the picture would 
shrink 
to a dot of white light  
that stayed for a minute or two, then 
disappeared? 
 
 
II. 
Don't look now, but that woman over there.  She keeps staring at me.  I told you not to look.  The one 
sitting over there.  Next to the woman who's wearing the same top as you.  What woman? 
 
 
III. 
How come drinking  
mushroom tea  
on a ferry 'cross the Irish Sea; don't 
pretend you don't know what I'm talking about 
when I say I was on a section three.   
I must confess you know my life's a mess  
that's right some days I don't- 
feel-like-cleaning  their signs 
of neglect and that bargain  
bin pathology – If you buy  
me you get me 
free 
 
 
IV. 
My mother, Erika, was shouting at  
my Dad, George, that he had the wrong  
colour 
candles.  Not to burn the red 
ones because she was saving then for Christmas. 
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V. 
I saw her again on the tube.  She was sitting opposite me, reading some trashy chic lit.  She kept crossing 
and uncrossing her legs and I could see sweat sticking in the folds of skin behind her knees.  That skirt is 
way too short.  She's been shopping for clothes.  NEW LOOK.  The carrier bag sagged at her feet gives 
her away.  I'd never buy clothes from there.  I'm forty-nine for Christ sakes. 
 
 
VI. 
My Dad is lying  
down in the hall. 
He has broken 
the mirror  
that hung next to the clothes-brush  
He is picking-up  
the bits and pieces of broken 
faces 
and hands being careful  
not to cut 
fingers.   
How come the mirror broke,  
I ask.  Don't Tell  
Your Mother, he answers 
 
 
VII. 
how come hearing  
visions seeing voices  
clear as a bell through the fog 
of Fishguard Harbour 2 am 
thought-I'd sleep-on-the-train 
automatic doors keep me from 
falling  
awake after a cup  
of Great Western  
Gnat's Piss  
doing the cross- 
word phat- 
phingered newspaper  
pholded in halph  
and then  
in halph again 
 
 
VIII. 
My Dad was lying down again in the hall 
with his head inside the cupboard-under- 
the-stairs.  He emptied the contents  
of the meter into his palm and held up a coin. 
This one was unusually shiny and new-looking.   
He rolled it across his knuckles 
flicked it in the air, then caught it against  
the back of his hand. 
Heads or tails?  He winked. 
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IX. 
I mean jeans are one thing.  Jeans are fine.  I live in jeans.  But these weren't jeans. Jeans are supposed to 
be comfortable.  These were cut so low you wouldn't be able to sit down in them without revealing half 
your arse.  And the top – so flimsy you could look through it. 
I tried them on.  Later.  When the girls were playing and I heard the bleep-bubble-bleep of Supermario 
collecting coins.   I tried them on.  Mamamia-bubble-bleep.  They fitted.  That Princess is a Peach bleep-bleep.  I 
clocked my rear view in the full length mirror.  Just as I thought.  Who does she think she is?  She's a 
shopaholic and an alcoholic and a workaholic too.  She is.  Bleep. 
 
 
X. 
how come the sensation 
the self-attribution 
broken  
replaced  
by a name sewn into a neck  
displaced  
by a zebra crossing 
the road  
to the self  
is closed  
while I stand on the other side  
of mind watching  
television with the light  
out in a house filled with rooms  
I dare not inhabit 
a tiny dot appears  
on the screen  I dare not enter  
the whites of your eyes circling the perimeter  
twisting  
me  
into bits  
or is it pieces 
the two of me 

fitting 
perfect 
enigma 

 
 
XI. 
Tails, I answered. 
He peaked at the coin under his palm,  
tossed it back up into the air, caught it, then put it in his pocket the rest. 
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My Milk Chocolate Grandmother 

 … the whole point of an inventory is not to write – Georges Perec 
 

 
My milk chocolate Grandmother 
My Kinder Surprise Grandmother 
My eins zwei drei Grandmother 
 
My guten Morgen Grandmother 
My Luton airport Grandmother 
My I couldn’t explain, even to myself Grandmother 
 
My Dumkopf Grandmother 
My pfifty pfenig Grandmother 
My Fröhliche Weihnachten Grandmother 
 
My memory moves inside me Grandmother 
My ich liebe dich Grandmother 
My like a second heart Grandmother 
 
My Kasper singt la la la Grandmother 
My try to remember the words Grandmother 
My der Teufel singt lo lo lo Grandmother 
 
My as if it we could ever forget Grandmother 
My Heil Hitler Grandmother 
My du bist ein böses Kind Grandmother 
 
My goes without saying Grandmother 
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Poem for a sister 

 
Did I never tell  
the story  of how I lost   my I  
in a bed of broken glass  
 
watching soot black tears  
slip   into the body of silence 
that lies in the gap   between  
 
the platform and the train?   
How I couldn’t say   mother    
because I had  let  that   word   go. 



27 

 

Unspoken II 

 
 
A secret fell from a seventh floor window – flung out in a frenzied exchange.  As it 
plummeted, incidents from its life raced across the face of the moon.  The secret saw 
its birth – small, insignificant, why – so small, it spent its first few years in a pocket.  
Then there was shouting;   being hurled at a door,  followed by a shoe,  then a bottle 
or two.  Being stamped on, stretched and twisted, hidden in the back of a drawer.  It 
remembered a warm welcome,  the ache of a young woman's  heart.   The brittle 
mystery of wintering there, before landing on its pants in the street.   Good times, bad 
times,  being woken at dawn,  dragged out,  slapped – still it lived on – voiceless, true 
to its word,   spending these last few years  folded between pages of  The  Complete  
Works  of  Oscar  Wilde.   The secret,  having held  its tongue  against the decades,  
decades of late nights and insults,  cried out at the cruel stab of the jabbering river.  
But the moon shrank from the shriek of silence, the spell broke, the secret sank and 
the river licked its heart – Its tears drowned by the sound of the watercourse, its soul 
aground against the bitter grit of the river's crooked-sixpence bed.  Later, a woman 
with no hair and a long name that everyone had forgotten, noticed its remains by the 
strand where, last summer, a child was found with its hand on the shore. The woman 
wept so openly – having no secrets of her own to hold, I was moved to give her mine. 
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II. 

 

So Much Blood 
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Loose Lips Sink Ships 

 
I 
Don’t you know there’s a war on? 
 
she was upstairs playing dolls  
in the box-room  
when fingers snatched handfuls of hair  
 
parsimoniously they plucked 
the raw chords still in her throat 
while she played  
 
dead to the thud of her head  
on the floorboards  
and the rasp of sheets torn into bandages 
 
 
II 
Hold your tongue. 
 
there was no blood –  
only the stump of her  
to slump into a shroud  
 
and a few silly tears to wipe 
from eyelids that rattled in a brittle  
oversized head  
 
and closed when she lay down 
as though she had  
been put to death 
 
 
III 
She never spoke about her family. 
 
when mother hoisted her head high  
the small square of silence 
swelled in the hollow of her mouth 
 
They drowned she said to the sea  
in her head  
while a troop of tin soldiers  
 
filed into the box-room 
to fill the space with nothing   
and no body to speak of 
 



30 

 

W or The Death of Me 

 
This morning, when I opened my mouth a black dog sprang out.  
Followed by a whole pack. Howling out of my mouth. Next came 
strangers in serge suits smelling of mothballs with eyes like market fish.  A 
slow succession of hearses.  An entire funeral procession.  Long,  drawn-
out.  Years of yowling, bestial grief.  When I opened my mouth.  There  
was  no place for this mourning  in the narrow streets  outside my house,  
so I nodded  at  the neighbours,  pulled my  lips into line,  hoped  the 
corners wouldn’t  crack;  spill  hordes of  wailing women,  one by one  out 
of my  mouth,  so  what  starts as  just  a  gentle hum  becomes a roar   
louder than a jet engine,  spewing bitter  black  smoke.   Out of my mouth.    
She wanted all of it.   Me.  The house.  All the furniture.   The car, too.   
All of it.  This morning,   I heaved an oil slick of sorrow.  I swirled about 
in it.  I drowned in it.   Feeling the stick  in  her throat,  finding  my  way  
in the  cellar of  her  gut  where earthworms  spiralled  from  the bloody 
walls  and  words became dust.   This mourning, when I opened my mouth, 
I swallowed hard as her fingers dug me up,  as she twisted  my tongue into 
a double helix and ate it. Out of my mouth. My mother. For her own story. 



31 

 

After the Führer 

Women’s hearts are like battles. They are not won through hesitation – Adolf Hitler 

 
Don’t stop my mother as she rocks  
around the clock in sky-blue satin  
twirling wordless renunciation  
like a stainless knife.  
 
Don’t speak when she sways  
her hush-hush hips at American soldiers  
who vow they’ll show her how  
to Jitterbug, Jump and Jive.    
 
Don’t ask for a taste of the man 
to share his sweetness before he crumbles  
as mutti presses shapes from dough – 
gingerbread men for the oven.  
 
Don’t pry into why she left 
the motherland as if white cliffs  
might ward off  
any sense of being  
 
implicated, connected to me.  
Don’t mention the absurdity, 
the mere suggestion,  
that in England  
 
with papers and scissors  
her attachment  
to the man himself  
would just disappear from memory.  
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Heirloom Recipe 

 
in the kitchen 
a stranger with my mother’s eyes 
says       i sift between scales 
       i strain 

the method 
i’ll lose you on purpose 
get you lost 
in these dark woods   

of memory – girl 
       thing, and then girl again – 
       a liquid 
she was wearing an apron 
kneading a yeasty 
dough       eye – a sleep, a slit  
       where mother’s love lies  
       in the pantry, in her pocket 
dusty specks of flour 
crumble in the cracks of her knuckles 
where the spiders crawl unanswered 
 each waking – a going-under 
 what does the body know 
at night, they spin and stitch  
while she whips me 
in the cold-room forgetting 
 is the secret ingredient 
 peel, pare, poke, poach 
my mouth – 
a gash in the burlap 
of her apron a measure of eye  
 a lid to tighten silence 
 prepare a whole from its holes 
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Don’t mention it 

Speaking is silver, silence is gold - German Proverb 

 
A new kitchen and a Kenwood Chef don’t make  
it better  I’m from London England and you’re  
not  but that don’t matter any longer  not  
to me  you in your fuming mad coat  
stamping and marching us and them  
and up and down them god-damned stairs  
and what did we know about what it was like for you.   
 
Dirty dirty everything was dirty just like you  
always said it was  filth fouling out of every brick  
and orifice every glass every bone every crack.   
And I have to agree  filthy fucking me scoured  
knees and under my chewed and spat out  
nails and all that Englishness to scrub  
and pick away at till it was sore.  Brat.  
 
It was just like you said it was you  
belonged some place else without all that  
soot from the Parkray rain and them squat  
squalid kids needing to be washed without  
waiting for buses without meat and two veg  
noisy nosy neighbours Pick of The Pops without  
 
me.  Like I said  it don’t matter.  You were  
just keeping mum  leaving layers of memory  
squished into a Clark’s shoebox under the bed  
where you said it belonged  shut up about all them  
dead men at the end of the pendulum who  
never swung home again when the clock struck ten  
you were angry like clockwork and I was a mouse 
child ticking inside  still you’ve not showed me  
 
his picture  never said his name once  the third  
time I asked you to love me like the motherland  
flames flared from your nostrils  scorched the walls  
of our house  you made me get down on my knees  
and scrape it off  but that don’t matter.  It was  
sloppy of me  another slip up and beg what  
happened to fascists after the war  did they stop  
 
 
being fascists and take up a hobby  do crosswords 
or did they not  it don’t matter anymore because  
they are former and we are informed  uniformed  
like terraced houses closed doors shut down  
shut up shops that sell everything cheaper for  
the price of silence  soon every home will have  
one and another free junk food for thought I’d say  
sorry thought I’d say it don’t matter  you know  
I know you were just following orders  un-doing  
the past like you were told  three times before  
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the cock crows and I don’t even know him  
in the story about the family after the war  
where the war is the eye and the heart  
and the tongue  there’s no need to speak about the un- 
 
Germans the truth lies in the actions  the rubble  
the bridges burned  that was the day you stamped  
your foot through the floorboards and made Daddy’s  
Girl come out from the fault in the wood  the slip  
up and I don’t blame you  she was born this way  
and assumes full responsibility for all your pain.  
 
London is so dirty these days  rowdy streets rattling  
with unclean kids  you were in the dining room  
listening to Beethoven’s 5th  Bach’s suite No.3  
in D minor  Schumann’s Traumerie  my throat  
changed shape trying to get my blunt English  
tongue to swallow the German word for dream. 
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What the magpie told my mother 

 
I 
Your daughter will be a scapegoat. 
She will know sorrow intimately, 
sleep naked in doorways, crawl under fences  
carrying your old linen in a suitcase  
 
tied with a rope braided from her hair, 
and a cenotaph on her back. 
Even her sisters will pinch the skin 
over their knuckles and call her a thief. 
 
II 
For her tenth birthday, you will give her  
to a soldier for a loaf of bread 
and teach her to keep a secret.  
When she is hungry  
 
you will spit over your left shoulder 
chop up slivers of her tongue  
bake them in a pie and make  
her sing for her supper. 
 
III 
When the memories come  
tell her to walk into a mirror 
and gather each shard behind a locked door  
in a darkened room in house made of shoes. 
 
I will bring a tiding of perfect black 
beaks, to pluck crushed berries from her heart  
show her how to liberate gold rings 
have the last laugh. 
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My Mother’s Hands 

 
For her fingers were fillets of salt fish  
her fingernails, the milk teeth of smothered babies 
and the whorls of her fingertips, blunted mill saws 
strangled with barbed wire. 
 
For her palms were quick-setting cement 
with fleshy mounds of tender Gelignite. 
For the crease of her Lifeline was The Lost City of Atlantis 
For her Headline was yesterday 
and her Heartline marked a gravel path to Beachy Head. 
 
For her joints were rows of crooked gibbets  
dressed with the flesh of rotting corpses, her ligaments – rigor mortis. 
For her wrists were pillars of salt,  
her thumbs, Hitler and Mussolini 
and her fists formed perfect punctuation marks for winning arguments 
 
For the spaces between her fingers 
were the telephone numbers of all the men who never called. 
For they were soft as mustard gas. 
For they were hard as my luck. 
 
For they were both left and right and had a mind of their own. 
For they belonged to someone else. 
For they spoke a secret language. 
For they were tools for telling the time  
and not telling. 
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My mother’s garden  

 
I still remember the last time I tried  
to tear down the tangled forest   
that had eaten the path to your house.  
All morning, I walked through the rain  
calling your name into the mouth   
of a manic storm as I hacked   
at thickets with the backs of my hands.  
Late afternoon, lacerated, I still remember 
how I lost my shoe as I cut a throat  
through your twisted clutch of thorns.   
I caught the washing line – where you hung  
our insides out to dry and I learned  
to walk – still taut six feet above ground.  
Darkness settled over trees like a flock   
of birds and I still remember when   
my heart was an orchard and one year   
in place of apple trees, you planted fear   
and told me to water it with tears  
ripen it with blood, that the little black   
berries were the bread of life.  Each night,  
after rations, I heard the moon  
 
drop into your pond like a stone  
when I swallowed my hunger for you. 
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So much blood 

 
The last time we saw you was in the hospital  
on a section three.  You lied to the nurses  
but were so convincing, one of them played  
mother and poured our tea, while another  
mopped up spilt milk from the tray.   
When we stop and think – it does sound dumb –  
Really, why would you come when  
you have the whole world to see?    
 
It was an accident.  We were at a crossroads.   
We should have looked.  
Longer.  Harder.   We always felt you were  
just around the corner, in the next street  
like neighbours who never speak.   For years  
we thought someone had taken you – hidden  
you under a stone, or a bridge, or a tree.  
   
When we played mother, we held on until  
we heard ringing our ears – anything to smother  
the silence.  Call it fate – the sun was in our eyes  
that morning, driving home      the empty road 
the collision of our common calling. 
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III. 
 

Bond 
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Everyone said it wouldn’t last 

 
Before it happened, I was just  
a victim of highway hypnosis.  Absent- 
mindedly mouthing the lyrics to some September  
love song, when November, with its body of bereavement  
and betrayal, leapt into the headlights like a crime photograph.   
 
I remember the radio –  
how it fizzed and died alongside  
The Six o clock News, and how hard  
I tried to hang on to the maps, as my brake-foot broke  
through the foot-well, when your words drove a hole in the world.   
 
It was a Friday.  
I’d bought bubble bath  
and a bottle of red to go with the steaks.  
Two days later they lie – severed from their intended parts – 
seeping blood into the salad drawer.  Safely removed, you let-go  
 
my name like a gunshot.   
I thought, she reminds me of  
my mother, makes me think of suicide 
bombers – the hopelessness trying rationalize 
the cut-and-run despair of it, as bodies collide like knuckles.   
 
Afterwards, I combed  
the blown-up image of the recent past  
for relics I could string together to explain  
the first day of the rest of life –  the hush post-detonation  
the ash-grey after-light haunting the hollow streets, abandoned houses.   
 
The vacant liberation. 
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A river runs through me, 

the obsession with suicide is characteristic of the man who can neither live nor die, and whose intention never 
swerves from this double possibility – Emil Cioran 

         
          crossing  
         through  
       my inner  
        landscape  
         like a pen.   
           I on one side  
            of this great  
             divide, on the  
               other, a strange  
                woman lives  
                in a house identical  
               to mine. Every day  
             she stands there  
           outside her house  
         staring.  I hoped  
        she might go  
       away one day  
       but, even at  
       night, when,  
       unable to  
        sleep, I  
         peep  
         behind  
        curtains 
       she is  
      standing  
     there still,  
   watching me.   
  Even when  
 sleep takes hold  
 and I go under 
 she is there on the  
 other side of mind 
  looking at me  
    with her yawning  
      eyes crossing  
        the water.   
         Sometimes  
          a river 
        sometimes  
        a stream,  
         but always  
           this body  
            between us,  
           this insistent  
         A to B idea, 
         nagging me  
          to change 
            the subject.    
        
         
         

        Every  
       morning  
     I rush out  
    of my house  
    in the hope  
     that she will  
       be gone.  But  
        even in the  
         pouring rain  
        she is there still  
      standing outside  
   her house.   I stand  
there too, not knowing  
what to do, 'til I am soaked  
 through, 'til my head aches   
   and it  feels  like my thoughts  
     no longer hold water.  I shout  
      across at her, I am losing   
     my mind go away 
    I have lost my mind  
 but she does not reply  
and my words flow  
down the river  
  like a long 
      illegible  
        note 
          I wrote 
           to my self 
          and lost 
         sometime ago.   
        In desperation    
      I set fire to my house 
    take off all my clothes 
  and throw my self  
 into the river.   
The current is strong.   
 It takes me all day long   
  to swim to the  opposite shore.   
    It is nearly dark when I reach  
     the riverbank.  I crawl out   
      exhausted, unable to speak.    
      I look for the woman  
     but there is no one there.     
  Only a different woman    
standing on the other side    
outside a burning house    
 watching – waiting  
   for some  thing  
    to happen.    
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Miss Edge  

  
She’d stepped out of a class at the arts centre.  
We had to pluck someone from the clutch 
of customers in the coffee bar queue, empty  
their pockets, cut a slice from their life –   
 
describe what’s inside.  I forget who wrote  
about the woman with no cash and a name  
to match; who housed her in a high-rise,  
gave her a love for the high life and a lover  
 
who was a low-life with a wife about to drop;  
who made her rock on the concrete ledge  
above the flyover in fuck-me boots, her up-do  
threatening to topple in the slip-stream  
 
from double-deckers; who put on her killer heels,  
turned up the volume, dressed her in red  
and left this silence hanging between her legs   
the day she went over the edge.  
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Bond 

In 1945, August DeMont drove to the Golden Gate Bridge with his five-year-old daughter, Marilyn; told her to 
climb over the rail and jump.  She did so without hesitation.  Seconds later he dived gracefully after her.  A note left 
in the car stated, “I and my daughter have committed suicide.” 

 
i 
For that was the fact of the matter. 
The fact of the matter in a sentence. 
A punishment.  The blunt force  
of its grammar.  Pragmatic 
punctuation precise enough to slice 
through time like a seam. 
 
That night, the rain fell in short, pattering  
clusters. Your clothes moaned in the closet.  
A dog slipped out into the dark. 
The quiet fact of the matter.   
Seven words for sadness.   
Words like stones. 
 
 
ii 
She never spoke.   Someone said  
the car seat was still warm when  
they found the note.  
 
The matter-of-fact fumbling  
at the rubble of my heart.   
A cigarette butt tossed into space. 
 
 
iii 
How to smother    a black  
hole   revoke    the  last     
wordless   slam  
of doors    annul    
the  unspoken bond     
deeper    than any    drop 
leaving me    done       
with life.   A sentence      followed by        
                                     
           a full stop. 
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traffic 

 
As harps for the winds of heaven, 
My web-like cables are spun; 
I offer my span for the traffic of man, 
At the gate of the setting sun.                 
 
Not a month since that blonde stumbled 
through the swingside doors and listed 
against the bar.  ‘What’s a nice girl  
like you …  ’ he’d chucked at her, tongue  
tacky with cheap scotch. Clocked  
the razor lines up her left arm. 
 
As harps for the winds of heaven 
 
They’d left for his after she’d got gritty  
with the bartender who’d groused about  
her foul mouth, called her a crazy bitch  
when she’d shattered a glass, held it  
up close to the skin of her throat.  He’d  
promised them both, ‘She’ll be alright now.’ 
 
My web-like cables are spun; 
 
Listening to her piss in the bathroom                                      
while he rolled a spliff, she’d garbled some  
hippy shit about finding a gateway, crossing  
a bridge, putting herself together again, he’d thought  
how she’s either crackbrain high or junkyard  
low.  No middle road. Only edges, thresholds. 
 
I offer my span for the traffic of man 
 
A note said she’d gone for cigarettes, a change  
of clothes.  That was a week ago.  The bartender  
mumbles, ‘Sorry about your girl.’ ‘Sorry, didn’t  
you know? A kid saw her jump feet first.’  
He slants his drink.  Orders another, chasing 
chinks in the passage of unbroken night. 
 
At the gate of the setting sun. 
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Postcard from Pwll Deri 

Dewi Emrys 1879-1952  
a thina’r meddilie sy’n dwad ichi pan foch chi’n ishte uwchben Pwllderi 
and these are the thoughts that will come to you when you sit above  Pwll Deri  

     
     
Easy to miss foot-falls  
in the twists of thrift 
to slip on loose stones –  
purple, like the sun's blush. 
 
I can almost make out my vantage point 
where the yellow gorse  
scorched every step – 
each one, a journey, a small death. 
 
The drop was delicious – 
hung over the poison-bottle blue of the bay  
a water-rush of clarity.  
Sharp enough to kill time.  Now  
 
families from the Nappy Valley  
between Wimbledon and West Dulwich 
hire the hostel for weddings and New Year.   
All they talk about is the view  
 
from the dining room – breath-taking  
like an asthma attack. 
Each greedy mouth marks a giant grey O 
for my dead body.   
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… suicide remains a courageous act, the clear headed act of a mathematician  

– Graham Greene, The Comedians 

 
Because of a shortfall in funds, the suicide prevention 
team at Beachy Head had to sell off their patrol cars, 
thermal imaging cameras and make four out of ten staff 
redundant.  Because on the London Underground, the 
only suicide preventive measures are Platform Edge 
Doors on the Jubilee line extension.  Because installing 
them elsewhere is seen as too expensive.  Because 
millions are spent on terror prevention at these very same 
stations.  Because certain parts of the NHS spend 6.6 
percent of their budgets on mental health when it 
accounts for 23 percent of their burden.  Because at 
Hornsey Lane Bridge, North London, the preventative 
measures consist of two-inch spikes and a rotating bar 
that even a small dog could step over.   Because a net 
would cost Haringey Council £95,000 plus vat.  Because 
English Heritage say it would compromise the bridge’s 
Victorian architecture.  Because after cleanup; emergency 
services; counselling for witnesses and families, plus tax 
not paid into the system, each suicide in England ends up 
costing £1.45 million.   Because roughly 1,600 people 
have perished at San Francisco's Golden Gate Bridge 
since it opened in 1937.  Because this figure only includes 
incidents in which a body was recovered or someone saw 
the jump.  Because the bridge offers a near-perfect 99 
percent success rate with almost every jumper exploding 
internally upon impact.  Because about 5 percent who 
survive the initial force drown or die of hypothermia.   

Because the official count ended on June 5, 1995 with the 
997th jump.  Because a shock jock offered a case of 
Snapple soft drinks to the family of the 1000th suicide 
victim.  Because the most suicides in one month occurred 
in August 2013, when 10 people jumped from the Bridge; 
one every three days.  Because the 1.5 percent who do 
survive the plunge strike the water feet-first and at a slight 
angle.  

http://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/jul/24/nhs-mental-health-second-class-service
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/jul/24/nhs-mental-health-second-class-service
http://www.nemhdu.org.uk/silo/files/economic-costs-of-suicide-march-2011.pdf
http://www.thefinalleap.com/the-death-toll.html
http://upstart.bizjournals.com/views/blogs/odd-numbers/2008/02/18/chart-of-the-day-suicides-and-the-golden-gate.html
http://upstart.bizjournals.com/views/blogs/odd-numbers/2008/02/18/chart-of-the-day-suicides-and-the-golden-gate.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Drown
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hypothermia
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IV. 

 

The Whole Thing Looks Like it could Collapse at Any Moment 
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Guilty by dissociation 

 
 
my  
name 
is a gunshot 
an accusation 
from this hook 
some long dead thing  
swings – rotting in its knotted  
clutch of consonants – a confidence  
trickster shuffling in queues  
my name is blood- 
stained stitched  
into the back  
of my neck 
shame  
mud 
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Wash dark colours separately  

 
 
There’s a poem in my washing machine 
 
See reverse for care instructions 
 
I must have left it there when  
I put down my pen to sort her drawers. 
 
Reshape whilst damp 
 
As if writing could make her whole  
explain the past, shape the future.   
 
Dry away from direct heat   
 
I thought she was gone for good  
'til I heard her death rattle  
 
Do not bleach  
 
like a belt buckle against the drum,  
watched her vanish into the fog of the spin cycle.   
 
Do not tumble dry 
 
As if writing about her  
could clear the fog  
that pushes and sighs  
against my pen.   
 
As if writing about her  
could move the mountain.   
The stack of dishes killing time  
the sheets to fold and hang.   
 
Always read the label 
 
My arms ache with the weight 
of wet washing.  There's the supper to pull  
out of a hat.  As if writing about her  
could stop the cycle in mid rotation.   
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The art of moving an upright piano into an upstairs flat 

 
 
In the time it takes to switch on my phone 
it’s already on Youtube. Mark, the JCB driver 
mimics my anxious face as he climbs into his cab. 
This morning he lifted a static caravan 
 
a rust-gnawed Renault Trafic  
and an old school bus before breakfast 
my husband says. I’m a worrier. 
I gulp as Mark nods him to slip 
 
two flimsy-looking loops  
over the front forks, felling  
the neighbours’ wall with a just a tap 
of those titanic tyres as he reverses. 
 
Passengers from the Poppit Rocket 
give up their seats as the Old Joanna puffs out 
two decades of dust, quavers, creaks then she’s up – 
Faltering at first the way a lilo fills 
 
after winter in the loft – then she wings 
over the bent-back heads of eyewitnesses 
aiming mobile phones, my screams swamped 
by the holiday traffic honking choc-o-bloc  
 
up and down the street as she soars – 
then snags her brass bun feet in telephone wires. 
I shut my eyes and try not to think 
about half the village with its Broadband down 
 
or what happens to those tacky soft toys 
swung from the crooked jaws  
of some sly fairground goody-grabber. 
I open them as a lorry driver leaps out 
 
shares a laugh about Laurel and Hardy with my other half 
while she hangs like a coffin rocking on air 
they take hold of my washing pole 
and length of two-by-two. 
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Romeo y Julieta 

 
A man and a woman are playing cards. 
It is as it should be – in a dimly lit room 
on a folding table with a green felt top. 
The whole thing looks like it could collapse  
 
at any moment.  She handles the hearts 
like a pro, dividing the deck with bitten  
lips, long sleeves and wounded nail-polish.  
He traces the presence of absence  
 
with a fat cigar and the weight  
of a single malt mixed with moonlight. 
What have they got to be smiling about? 
Later, on the table, matches are stacked  
 
and pennies, and at least thirty 
pieces of silver, like little leaning  
towers.  She wears the scent of long  
dead flowers.  He is afraid of heights. 
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On the morning of September 11, 2001  

 
Nineteen men tooled up with Stanley knives and fronted by a man 
on renal dialysis from his hillside hideout on the other  
side of the freedom-loving peace-keeping western world  
carried out the most sophisticated security breach in history – 
penetrating ultra-protected airspace while staying hidden – 
using only a laptop and mobile phones.  This man under question 
 
despite all the cutting-edge tech we’re told not to question 
evaded detection for decade and made 35 videos of a man 
who defied the laws of time.  Perhaps because he stayed hidden 
so long, dodging skin damage from the desert sun. On the other 
hand, some say he lived on the run and if you followed the story 
he always escaped – despite the military might of the world’s 
 
most powerful nation in chase.  Before holding the world 
to ransom, the 19 devoutly religious men in question 
were spotted downing beers, snorting coke and, so the story 
goes, hanging out with strippers.  One emailed his German  
mate with intimate details of the attack date, while another  
had flying lessons and hired a ‘plane but kept his ID hidden 
 
from authorities and instructors, who stated in no hidden  
terms that he couldn’t fly a Cessna and was the world’s 
worst pilot.  Still, he executed a corkscrew turn (as the others 
overpowered passengers and crew on four full flights); questioning 
the laws of physics and evading radar for hours.  The men 
then took out 3 buildings with 2 ‘planes (a first in aviation history) 
 
descending 8000 feet at 270 degrees, striking the first storey 
of the Pentagon finance office – bullseye (where news of a hidden 
or missing $2.3 trillion was announced by a budget analysis man 
only the day before at a press conference in front of the world). 
But the pundits and politicians didn’t have to ask questions; 
they knew all about the men within minutes of each other 
 
because they saw all the hallmarks and one or the other’s 
passport fell from the sky and miraculously survived the hysteria.  
Some folk in tin-foil hats began asking awkward questions 
about Building 7, dustification, Flight 93, the BBC, hidden 
drills with hijacked aircraft being flown into buildings, The World 
Trade Centre lease and trillion-dollar insurance scams.  Kinsman 
 
if you question this story or raise any other doubts about hidden  
agendas, secret weapons, psyops, false flags, or the new world 
order you’re a paranoid conspiracy theorist, a traitor – inhuman. 
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On paper  

 
I 
Isn’t that just what one does while the clock is ticking, the tap is dripping   
the bombs exploding on the other side of the fence?  One plays the role.   
One is born one lives one dies; another one afraid to tell the story of ones selves.  
 
II 
How else to survive the poison pressing our psyche like a doorbell?   
How else to snooze amidst the incessant sound of human heartbreak 
unaware that this is the situation in the daily administration? 
 
III 
There is always an other thing to do between tea breaks and traffic 
lights   It’s a slow process of sterilization; even without the needles. 
To care less and less, step by step until one believes one is happy. 
 
IV 
It’s just necessary now we have Automatic Number Plate Recognition  
and A.T.O.S.  Without it we wouldn’t be able to keep the traffic flow  
the paper trail; we wouldn’t be able to see suffering people. 
 
V 
We wouldn’t be able to see suffering people as inevitable  
victims in a world that is selfish and unfair.  We wouldn’t be able  
to swallow the story that says their stuff has nothing to do with us.   
 
VI 
It has no human cause.  It isn’t people who do that to people.  
It’s a divine bureaucracy we believe in more than God.  A paper  
construct that folds meaning into the municipality of misfortunes. 
 
VII 
It’s the end product – The commodification of a lifetime  
waiting for a train that never comes.  The coffee from the new 
vending machine is unspeakable, depressing;  but on paper – one is fine. 
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None of the above  

 

Stop beating yourself with this 
club. Maybe folk who can’t get 
from one end of the day to the other 
without drinking or drugs 
really do see the world differently. 

There was a knock at the door. 
I answered it. 
An old lady stood on the step. 
She told me they had not received 
my electoral registration form. 

Hello I said. 
She told me if I did not fill it in 
I would lose My Right To Vote. 
Can I help you? I said. 

You will find It Difficult 
To Obtain Credit, she read. 
I’m sorry, I said.  You’re committing 
a criminal offence and will be  

fined One Thousand Pounds. 
It’s The Law, she said.  I told her 
it must be in the post. 
I said that last year. 

I don’t want to lose 
my democratic right to vote 
for my dictator. 
I closed the door. 
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in    difference 

In memory of Angela Wrightson, who was murdered in her own living room by two girls aged 13 and 14 

 
not giving a shit about the effects of decades of social and moral decay  
is qualified by an inserted space   
an interim   a breathing place  a fag break or whatever  
happened between the hours of 11pm and 2am on 8th December 2014   
when Angela’s attackers left her bloodied and battered on her living room carpet  
then returned  to finish the job with a television set   
an add break   an intermission  or the space  
between the shutter being pressed and the image of Angela bruised and terrified  
uploaded on Snapchat  Nah xx  not that  
kind of space but maybe your parking space  
that your neighbour has taken up with his campervan marked auto sleeper   
as though it were automatic  going to sleep  switching off   
not giving a shit  maybe I need more of it    
sleep   space  maybe I need to stop  
joining dots filling blanks asking questions then I’ll be able to nod off  
automatically  
just distance myself from the events of the day  
as though it were as natural as breathing  
shitting   pressing the space bar between words  
so everything makes sense   everything is ordered  words  
are spelled this way not that way and have  
commas and semi-colons    hyphens and spaces between them  there are rules  
about these things we all need to follow in order  
to make the world a safe place for us to live in  
together without beating each other to death however  
different we are  
from the neighbour with his campervan in your space  
whom you believe is actually trying to make you feel inferior  
smaller  than average  like Angela  
who was five foot four and weighed six and a half stone  
maybe this has nothing to do with space and is just a numbers game   
like the national lottery  like the fact that her killers were 13 and 14  
had absconded from care 18 times in 30 days  
before inflicting 70 slash wounds and 54 blunt force injuries on Angela’s face  
and body   plus the 22 deflection injuries she sustained    
including three fractured fingers  as she tried to fend off blows during the six hour attack  
from as well as the television set   a kettle   
a coffee table  a coal shovel  a lump of wood  and a computer printer  
but that does not explain why they kicked her in the head  
until pieces of flesh flew off nor why they left her  
naked with dirt smeared over her vagina   
repeatedly  over and over again  
automatically  as though it were an automatic thing  
to blame the council  people slipping through  
the care system as though it were a net  
full of holes   dark spaces to fall into and get lost in  
like the rules of grammar  
repeatedly until it becomes an automatic thing  
blow after blow  again and again  
because you are stupid and don’t have a mind of your own  
and need to be told  
because you are stupid and you keep forgetting  
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that you are automatically stupid  
and deserve to be beaten to death in your own living room  
for being different  for caring  for sharing  for giving  
a shit  you need to obey the rules  
switch off and shut up  shut down automatically  
because Hartlepool Council Adult and Child Safeguarding Board 
have commissioned two independent Serious Case Reviews  
to determine whether any lessons can be learned  
for people like Angela who have no voice  police officer Steve Matthews says  
he is not sure if it is a police or a social services problem  
but authorities on Teesside say no  
stone will be left unturned   like it’s an automatic thing  
turning over stone after stone until the reason becomes apparent  
why people posted threats on Facebook protesting  
the death of one lost soul  
by calling for the deaths of two more 
Angela’ mother says she will never forget  
the images of her daughter’s mutilated naked body  
or the sight of Angela’s living room where her blood was found  
on all four walls  the furniture  the floor and the ceiling  
she says if any positive can be taken  
it is the kindness displayed by those who knew Angela best  
after all  what is a council if not a group of different people  
who have forgotten what makes them the same  
intoxicated by rules and regulations telling us where to go  
for help  where to sign our names  who is to blame  
what we have lost in the space between the decades  
has nothing to do with governments or social services failures  
and everything to do with how successful they have been  
convincing us we are all too stupid  
to be able to help ourselves. 
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Always read the label 

 
 

These shirts were tested on animals. 
They didn’t fit 

Into a large bowl 
Made by really really pretty blonde girls 

Inspired by deep fjords 
Cocktails and a grandmother with exquisite taste 

 
* 

Mix all ingredients 
Drag thru puddle behind car and blow dry on roof rack 

Be nice to snails, hamsters and gerbils 
The smaller you are 

The more room there is 
In your parents basement 

 
* 

Don’t be that guy 
Always wash your butt 

Tumble dry low  
Remove promptly 

And chill for several hours 
Or if you lazy as shit get mama to do it 

 
* 

Do not wear for sumo wrestling 
You can dance if you want to 

No bleaching or shits gon 
be fucked for real 

You wouldn’t understand 
I have dental pain 

 
* 

Zip with caution 
Contents may be hot 

Please handle with as much love 
As you would a 7 inch d*** 

Or give it to you mother 
She knows how to do it 

 
* 

Nous sommes désolés que notre président est un idiot. 
Nous n'avons pas voté pour lui. 
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Self Portrait with Onion 

 
I bury my selves 
under the chaff of seven separate veils 
silence the texture of memory  
in invisible ink  
 
a brown-papered womb 
I birth an heirloom of recipes  
a lifetime weeping  
and chopping   
 
knife in hand   I strip  
this shrink-wrapped ochre fist  
of its skins and sickles   
deliberate the innards of its dead weight    
 
grief tastes no sweeter  
peeled and scorched in a skillet   
its signature dish   
a scintilla  
 
nestled beneath nibbled nailbed 
feeds the aureole  
of sadness   
undressed 
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The presence of solitude 

 
One night, waiting for sleep   
another came to rest beside,  
another grown old and tired   
of clocks and days and numbers.  

 
I did not hear her soft step   
or feel her slip beneath sheets   
like a sleepless child.    
Motionless, we lie together   

 
listening to the faint rattle   
of a far-away train   
a vixen's shriek, a drunk   
in the street stumbling through  

 
Singing In The Rain. Immersed  
in the inverse jurisdiction  
of midnight and artificial light,   
we watch the moon untangle  

 
her hair before she floats away  
to find the next dressing table mirror  
to gloat in. I cannot see  
my companion’s face   

 
though I imagine her pale,  
silver-fox fair. Outside, I catch  
the slap of morning tide  
against fishing boat's side 

 
the spat of raindrops breaking on glass.    
I turn to take her in my arms.  
as morning cracks   
and the sky begins its pouring. 
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Thursday Afternoon at the Supermarket 

 
Somewhere between the lunch time rush and 
the after work crush, in the never never 
measure of foil wrapped wonder I forgot 
there was no room in my fridge for twenty 
four tubs of yogurt on BOGOF and filled 
my gondola, before floating off into another 
aisle with teenage mums mouthing the lyrics 
to muzak and toddlers arcing out of trolleys 
and rows and rows of powdered milk and 
pastel coloured plastic bottles perched on 
shelves   My hand reached for the swell of 
my belly.  As, in a clash of strip-lights and 
metallic hums and no frills special offers 
succumbed, I fell into the aisle of years long 
gone.  I forgot the dreadful flush of my 
empty stomach, the last part of myself,  
carried away. 
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Portrait of the self as All Day Breakfast 

 
The self is an unremarkable number. 
Its feet an institution – tasteless bulk-  

 
buys, deep-fried, cremated.  Its legs  
two fat sausages – stumped, fatigued. 

 
Forked with resentment they lard  
the lean earth.  Its baked bean belly – 

 
a bodge-job – fills the manyana  
like expanding foam – restraining  

 
empty slicks with Daddie's Sauce.  Its heart  
a tomato – severed, scorched aborted – 
 
floats on a raft of stale bread – soaking  
the leftovers of ritual sacrifice – tongue  

 
thick-sliced, discharged.  Its breasts 
suns once – now gobs of yolk and stuffing.   

 
Its thoughts form lingering crusts 
of grease and shame and nothing. 
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Ghazal for Carys 

 
Without her, roped in the nothingness 
between being and becoming – I am nothing. 
 
I am tied inside the mirror, splintered tongues  
tracing my skin in thin red lines – Really, it’s nothing. 
 
I am drawn into a one-colour drone  
where the argot of semi-tones is nothing. 
 
Without her, a part of the world departs the world  
like wetness leaving water leaving nothing. 
 
Her lips mark a crossing where alone will never find us  
where parting is choice, where pain is nothing. 
 
Her thread undoes the other-half of my heart  
stirs the you in me where once was nothing. 
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In Memory of Effie May Leah, 1922-2016  

  
And she is everywhere  
Reminding us we are all stardust  
Life’s a game spades and hearts, you said 
The endless food of love ad-libitum   
In our conversations outside the crematorium  
Like we’d been taken somewhere magical  
As Nick Drake sang ‘From The Morning’   
Your breath returning to the wind  
You walked with The Women  
For Life on Earth   
All the way from West Wales to Greenham Common  
A campsite, hash cookies, tarot cards racing through your mind  
Ten years with no electricity and no running  
Water  
Where the restless river finds the still body of  
A butterfly who loved a mole  
Then scratched a living from seven acres of windswept moorland  
For a woman who knew a life of servants  
A cardboard coffin bought in the summer of ‘76 
Held together with parcel tape, dressed in Holly and Ivy  
No tax, no MOT and two fingers to the funeral directors  
In Howie’s rusty red Renault Trafic  
You followed your own road 
The endless coloured ways  
 
The endless coloured ways  
You followed your own road 
In Howie’s rusty red Renault Trafic  
No tax, no MOT and two fingers to the funeral directors  
Held together with parcel tape, dressed in Holly an Ivy  
A cardboard coffin bought in the summer of ‘76 
For a woman who knew a life of servants  
Then scratched a living from seven acres of windswept moorland  
A butterfly who loved a mole  
Where the restless river finds the still body of  
Water  
Ten years with no electricity and no running  
A campsite, hash cookies, tarot cards racing through your mind  
All the way from West Wales to Greenham Common  
For life on earth  
You walked with the women   
Your breath returning to the wind  
As Nick Drake sang ‘From The Morning’   
Like we’d been taken somewhere magical  
In our conversations outside the crematorium  
The endless food of love ad-libitum 
Life’s a game of spades and hearts, you said 
Reminding us we are all stardust  
And she is everywhere 
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Double Figures 

 
Down the Netpool Fields  
before they built the new playground  

you tip-toed over the monkey bars  
like a tom cat.   
 
I halloed your lose limbs  
as the wind scissored  
 
your ruby fringe  
and the older kids  
 
who hung out there  stopped  
swigging Special Brew  looked up  
 
and cheered your light years.  
You were halfway across  
 
and the seconds swayed like hours  
when you paused  
 
and bowed to your audience  
of under-fives and underage drinkers  
 
so fluently 
I mistook your smile for the sunset.   
 
When you reached the other side 
the street lights whispered time 
 
then blushed in admiration. 
You called out to me   waving – 
 
your silhouette   bold  
against bare branches   
 
my heart  poised  
as a leaf before it falls. 
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moon in scorpio 

 
sour days under stone-dead sun 
ghosts of children in the park 
arcing the swing, vanishing 
only voices left to whisper 
lost, lost, lost 
 
in a frozen  
acoustic, autumn leaves  
bring their final, bloodless  
blaze, even birdsong bitters the sky  
with the sting of the long walk home 
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Last Impression 

 
who could sit in your chair 
the only thing left 
bearing any true likeness of yourself 
 
smelling of Navy Cut 
and old rope 
wearing the impact of chronic depression 
 
what good are photographs 
doorways to death 
they capture only the presence of yourself 
 
outside the first snow of evening falls 
covering the imprint of loss 
with another layer of memory 
 
I will not disturb 
the sagging seat pad 
of its dusty slumbering sway 
 
how else will we tell 
other than through this soft scoop,  
this last impression of your inner life 
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Portion 

after W. G. Sebald 

 
 
count chickens  
& remember the horizon  
has already eaten the dust  
 
break bread  
then build walls & ceiling  
from crumbs & crusts   
 
cover the hollow 
splendid hall   
mark your presence with a X   
 
swallow salt  
as a sign of loss          
do  not  look  back 
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How silent is it? 
 
 
it was my house  
but I was not  
my eye 
 
where do I hang  
 
my coat   
my keys 
my memories … ?
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Notes 
 
‘Five Spot Blues’ is an instrumental piece.  
 
 
The Stuffed Walrus has been on display at the Horniman Museum in South London for more 
than a century.  It is an unusual taxidermy specimen; appearing stretched and ‘over stuffed’.  It 
lacks the skin folds characteristic of a walrus in the wild because, over one hundred years ago, 
only a few people had ever seen a live walrus.  It remains one of the most popular exhibits in the 
museum today.  
 
 
The epigram for ‘Postcard from Pwll Deri’ is carved into a rock above this popular viewpoint on 
the Pembrokeshire Coastal Path. 
 
 
The phrase ‘O for my dead body’ is from the cockney alphabet.  
 
 
‘traffic’ engages with an ode by Joseph Straus, the class poet at Ohio University Class of 1891 
and chief engineer of the Golden Gate Bridge.  Straus wrote the lines to mark the occasion of 
the bridge’s opening, where he remarked to reporters, ‘Who would want to jump from the 
Golden Gate Bridge?’ 
 
 
All the events described in ‘The art of moving an upright piano into an upstairs flat’ are true. 
 
 
The lines ‘The endless coloured ways’ and ‘And she is everywhere’ are lyrics from Nick Drake’s ‘From 
The Morning’ from the album Pink Moon (Island, 1972). The Women for Life on Earth is the name 
of the women’s collective who walked from West Wales to Berkshire and established the anti-
nuclear peace camp at RAF Greenham Common in 1981.   Effie’s memorial was conducted 
without assistance from funeral directors; her body being transported to the crematorium in a 
cardboard coffin in the back of her son’s van. 
 
 
 

The lines comprising ‘Always read the label’ were all found on garment care labels. 
 
 
‘On paper’ was inspired by the poetry of Martin Glaz Serup 
 
 
Tattie howkers were seasonal migrant potato diggers, who came over from Ireland to harvest the 
potato crop throughout Scotland from the nineteenth century until the late 1980’s.   In 2014 the 
Scottish Parliament passed legislation to appoint a ‘Named Person’ or state official tasked with 
looking after every child’s “wellbeing” and “happiness” – terms which are not defined.  The 
data-sharing provisions on which the scheme relies have been declared illegal by the UK 
Supreme Court, with one judge commenting, “The first thing that a totalitarian regime tries to do is to 
get to the children, to distance them from the subversive, varied influences of their families and indoctrinate them in 
their rulers’ view of the world.”  
 

http://no2np.org/victory-supreme-court-strikes-named-person-scheme/?hp
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Parsing the Wounded Tongue: Articulating Traumatized 
Narratives and Identities Through Poetry, a critical commentary 
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Introduction 

 

This thesis is presented as a poetry collection followed by a critical commentary which is divided 

into two sections.   Part One considers the cultural, literary, historical, philosophical and 

existential discourses and spaces within trauma studies that informed my research and writing.   

These include changing ‘taxonomies’, perceptions and understandings of trauma (as far as 

trauma might be ‘classifiable’ given its mutable position); the centrality of ideas of memory 

within the topic of trauma; and the psychic and literary tensions between memory, articulation 

and identity.   

 The concept of trauma and the actuality of trauma as a recognised medical disease or 

disabling condition are manifold subjects that resist ready consensus and definition.  As well as 

examining different viewpoints and approaches to understanding trauma, this discussion places 

the creative work within an historical context.   Researching this historical framework formed an 

important step in understanding why linguistic representations of trauma are both problematical 

and political.  Studying the development of trauma as a topic of medical, social and hypothetical 

enquiry highlights an historically gendered response operating alongside repeated actions and 

agendas of silencing.   Tensions between trauma and linguistic representation are central 

concerns of my poetry collection.  Therefore, the accompanying essay examines historical, social, 

cultural and political connections between trauma and the suppression of narratives.   

 Trauma has been pronounced as ‘a pathology […] of history itself,’ due to the cumulative 

prevalence of incidences of military conflict and both natural and man-made disasters.  However, 

its development as a field of enquiry correlates with powerful political movements and their 

associated agendas which serve to reinforce the suppression of narratives from individuals and 
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communities with lesser social and political influence.1 Judith Butler notes that acts of violence 

expose ‘human vulnerability to other humans […] in its most terrifying way, a way in which we 

are given over, without control, to the will of another.’2  This idea affirms that power imbalance 

and the operation of forces outside of individual control underscore traumatic experience.  

Themes of control, fear, abuse of authority and vocal suppression can be seen throughout my 

collection and as such, this historical construction  of trauma is considered in some detail.   

 Literary theory and readings of trauma texts are also discussed against this backdrop of 

power dynamics and the rupturing of narratives.   From its roots in Holocaust studies, literary 

trauma theory has been dominated by models that reinforce unequal power structures.  Cathy 

Caruth’s standpoint has been of particular influence in both the field of trauma theory generally 

and in forming my personal understanding of trauma and the challenges of linguistic 

representation.  Her approach advances the role of the theorist and emphasises the notion that 

trauma is unspeakable due to the inability of the traumatised individual to be present as ‘witness’ 

to their own experience of trauma.3  As my creative work aims to counter these ideas through 

exploring how trauma might be articulated through poetic language, an examination of literary 

trauma theory is a key part of this thesis.   Studying a range of theoretical perspectives enabled 

me to evaluate differing viewpoints and clarify my own thinking about the articulation of trauma 

and its critical reception.   It also facilitated finding my creative voice within social, political and 

cultural structures in which inequalities are systemic. 

 The complex relationships between memory, identity and trauma are also discussed in 

this essay.  The recounting of trauma narratives is linked with historical positions that repudiate 

such accounts, charging survivors of abuse with accusations of fantasy and fabrication, thereby 

 
1 Shaoni Bhattacharya, 'Everybody Hurts', New Scientist (5 November 2014) 
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg22429941-200-the-lifelong-cost-of-burying-our-traumatic-experiences/ 
[accessed 18 June 2020].   
2 Judith Butler, ‘Violence, Mourning, Politics’, in Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence, ed. by Judith 
Butler (London: Verso, 2004), pp. 28-9. 
3  

https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg22429941-200-the-lifelong-cost-of-burying-our-traumatic-experiences/
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serving to further disrupt the articulation of trauma.  The essay considers the role of personal 

narrative in constructing identity and how actions of remembering and representing trauma 

inform this process.  It examines key literary influences, such as Georges Perec, Ronald Frazer 

and Caroline Steedman that inspired this project and considers how these authors acknowledge 

the roles of remembering and recounting in the process of fathoming their own identities against 

wider historical narratives of trauma.  This formed an important part of my personal writing 

journey, particularly my understanding of the relationship between ruptured narrative and 

fragmented sense of self and the impact this has on the process of linguistic representation of 

trauma.  This research enabled me to comprehend that the problems and challenges of finding 

an effective voice or medium to articulate trauma are more than a matter of literary skill or 

confidence and are deeply rooted in the location of the writing / speaking self within wider 

constructs and actions of historical remembering.    

 Part One of the commentary concludes with a short discussion of the intersect between 

neuroscientific research and trauma.  Because of the intangible nature of the concept of trauma, 

I elected to include an account of scientific study that proposes traumatization, and in particular 

its relationship with language and silence, can be recorded through neuroimaging techniques that 

register changes in the blood flow within the brain.   While both Abram Kardiner’s early research 

and Bessel van der Kolk’s neuroscientific study are focussed solely on veterans’ experience of 

trauma, it could be argued that this is due to the fluctuating position of trauma within history.  

There have been moments in history when trauma has been subject to much social and political 

debate, and correspondingly times when the existence of trauma has been refuted.  As any 

effective study would naturally require a recognised group of participants; military personnel 

constitute the first such significant group of trauma survivors whose experiences and accounts 

have been collated and studied.    

 Although van der Kolk’s work has been criticised for both the limited number of 

participants and the argument that blood oxygen can only serve as a proxy for neuroactivity, I 



 74 

contend that its inclusion within this essay is of value.4  My creative work directly addresses 

narratives of war, violent accidents and incidences of terrorism, my perspective as daughter of 

survivors of Nazi regimes and the powerful undercurrents of silence that surround this.   The 

discussion of van der Kolk’s findings serves to both counter the incorporeal nature of trauma 

itself and much of the discourse that surrounds it.  Further to this, I propose there is a strong 

cultural embodiment of trauma through film and television media depictions of mute ‘shell 

shock’ victims as well as increased societal awareness of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.5  

Researching a scientific perspective on the relationship between trauma and silence enabled me 

to enhance my understanding of wider cultural representation of trauma as well as the operation 

of this vocal suppression within my personal experience of writing poetry of trauma.   

 Part Two of the commentary discusses poetry as a medium to counter the challenges of 

articulating traumatisation.   It begins with an analysis of critical responses to poetic biographies 

of violence and abuse in order highlight further examples of the potent silencing forces that 

impact linguistic representations of trauma.  I discuss the origins of confessional poetry and how 

this movement challenged ideas of what is considered acceptable subject matter for poetry 

through candid explorations of domestic and personal violence and disorder.  Confessional 

poetry informed my earliest engagement with both reading poetry and starting to write. 

Therefore, some discussion of the genre and its reception is included here to explain my rational 

for initially rejecting poetry as a creative medium, as well as to offer my personal perspective on 

this mode.  However, I chose not to explore the topic at great length because the work of 

confessional poets and the discourses that surround this are already the subject of a large body of 

critical material, both popular and academic.  

 
4  C. Fred Alford, ‘Neuroimaging in trauma studies is bad science and worse understanding’, About Trauma Theory.com 
(18 June 2015), http://traumatheory.com/neuroimaging-in-trauma-studies-is-bad-science-and-worse-
understanding/ [Accessed 28 October 2021].  

 

http://traumatheory.com/neuroimaging-in-trauma-studies-is-bad-science-and-worse-understanding/
http://traumatheory.com/neuroimaging-in-trauma-studies-is-bad-science-and-worse-understanding/
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 The consideration of confessional poetry highlights gendered responses to poetic 

narratives of abuse and sexual violence as well as the impact these can have on writers’ voices 

and mental health.   The position of Sylvia Plath within this landscape is outlined as well as a 

brief discussion of Sharon Olds’ work.  Again, this thesis does not provide in-depth analyses of 

these poets because so much has already been written about both their creative work and their 

colourful biographies.  Additionally, as a poet, I strongly reject ideas of ‘performance’ associated 

with Plath’s ‘peanut-crunching crowd’ and the poetic articulation of challenging personal 

material.6  Instead, I consider how the links drawn between Plath’s writing and her suicide 

reinforce harmful cultural constructions and critical positions that continue to impact the writing 

of poetry of trauma, as well as the publishing landscape and reader responses to such personal 

poetry. 

 In recent years, the publishing industry has been radically altered by digitisation.  

Therefore, the influence of digital platforms and the popularity of Insta-poetry is considered 

against the collection’s central themes of language, unequal power structures and silence.  The 

roles and experiences of females within the phenomenon of Insta-poetry are examined alongside 

ideas of craft and professionalism.  There is also a discussion of the notion of poetry as therapy 

and how this can further serve to suppress or directly exclude voices of trauma survivors from 

the publishing arena.    

 This part of the commentary includes close readings of the work of Katrina Naomi, Kim 

Moore and Pascale Petit.  All three poets have influenced my own writing through their use of 

challenging personal biographical material and their deployment of varied poetic forms and 

techniques to navigate the problems of writing about domestic violence and familial abuse.  

Their work is analysed in depth in order to demonstrate the differing ways each of these poets 

engages with the tensions between trauma, language and silence in both their creative and critical 

 
6 See Sylvia Plath, ‘Lady Lazarus’, Ariel (London: Faber & Faber, 1965; repr. 1968, 1972, 1999, 2001), p.8. 
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writings.  Part Two closes with a discussion of some of the poems within my collection before 

moving into a concluding chapter. 

This final section of the commentary focuses on my personal journey as creative writer 

and PhD candidate and the connections between my experience of academia, my diagnosis of 

Dissociative Identity Disorder and the difficulties in discussing and articulating narratives of 

trauma and disability in professional settings.  It examines the topic of mental health within 

academia, which I contend remains a significantly under-researched area, and the operation of 

power dynamics through the suppression of marginalised voices.  Be that through conscious acts 

or a need to broaden understandings of mental health experience in social and working 

environments.   As society moves towards greater awareness of systemic biases and the impact 

these have on diversity and wellbeing, I argue that this is an important subject that academia is 

only beginning to acknowledge.  Since writing this thesis, I have continued my own research and 

engagement through my professional work in the fields of accessibility within higher education 

and community lifelong learning and have discovered that a number of other researchers are 

beginning to highlight ableism within academia and the effect this has on the mental health of 

both staff and students.7  The essay concludes with a discussion of some of the processes and 

strategies I explored in response to difficulties encountered during the writing of this thesis.   

Through addressing these challenges and how I negotiated them to produce the finished thesis, 

the final part of this essay reflects on my decision to reject further academic study for the 

foreseeable future.  Instead, it highlights the influences, ideas and interests I intend to carry 

forward into my future personal research and creative writing directions.  

  

 
7 See Ableism in Academia: Theorising Experiences of Disabilities and Chronic Illnesses in Higher Education, ed. by Nicole 
Brown and Jennifer Leigh (London: UCL Press, 2020), DOI: https://doi.org/10.14324/111.9781787354975 
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Background to the Project 
 
‘For me, the world as I knew it and the people in it emerged not from the womb, but from war’ 8 
 
 
The impulse to write about traumatization and familial relationships arose when a number of 

personal factors converged.   I had just completed my MA writing project, a poetry collection 

which sought to explore the experience of the ‘I’ through poetry. 9  Some of the poems used 

autobiographical material and although I was pleased with the work, I felt I had only grazed the 

surface of what I wanted to study.  For my PhD, I was seeking a deeper engagement with family 

and personal narratives against backgrounds of wider social and political landscapes.  I also 

wanted to consider the intersects with philosophical dilemmas and constructs of identity, 

language, memory, meaning.  

During my MA, I discovered Art Spiegleman’s Maus and I experienced a lightbulb 

moment.10  Maus’ biographical graphic novel format offered a fresh, imaginative perspective on 

remembering and representing personal, historical and cultural narratives and identities.  

Historian Eva Hoffman locates Spiegleman as a member of ‘the hinge-generation’ negotiating a 

crucial point between experience and memory of the Holocaust and how this perspective is 

represented.11  Hoffman uses the term ‘hinge generation’ to stress the transformative, pivotal 

position of such texts ‘in which received, transferred knowledge of events is being transmuted 

into history, or into myth.’12 James Young writes of  Maus, ‘like the second generation itself, this 

book – something between philosophy and memoir, spiritual autobiography and 

 
8 Eva Hoffman, After Such Knowledge: Memory, History and the Legacy of the Holocaust (New York: Public Affairs,  2003), 
p. 103. 
 
9 Kittie Belltree, Photograph Albums of the Dead: Imagining the Unsayable through Poetry (unpublished master’s dissertation, 

Aberystwyth University, 2012).  

 
10 Art Spiegelman, Maus (New York: Pantheon Books, 1991). 

  
11 Hoffman, p. xv. 

 
12 Hoffman, p. xv. 
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psychotherapeutic analysis  –  defies easy categorization.’13  I recognized something powerful in 

the idea of identities and texts that resist ready record and account.  I am also a member of this 

‘hinge generation’ seeking a more focused exploration and representation of traumatised familial 

and personal narratives and the transects between these and broader cultural, political and 

philosophical ideas.   

My mother was born in Wiesbaden, Germany in 1939 and grew up under National 

Socialism.  Her father, who was absent for much of her childhood while he served in the Deutsch 

Wehrmacht, died from cold and starvation following Hitler’s decision to advance his forces 

towards Moscow despite their not having sufficient resources to survive the oncoming Soviet 

winter.   News of my grandfather’s death was not conveyed to his family and in this long silence, 

my German grandmother wrote a letter to her deceased husband every day for three years 

without reply.    

My half Japanese father grew up in an orphanage.  He served in The Green Howards 

regiment of the British Army during WW2, largely in the middle east, where he was taken 

prisoner after his tank was destroyed by grenade attack, killing all the other operatives.  My 

teenage father lay wounded in the Syrian Desert for many hours before he was captured.  He was 

transported by truck to Turkey, then by ship to France where, after rudimentary medical 

treatment, he travelled by rail to a POW camp in Czechoslovakia.   During his three years in 

Stallag VI C, he witnessed extremes of violence, depravations and executions and was forced to 

work sixteen hours a day in a diesel processing factory under appalling conditions.  He managed 

to escape twice; on the first occasion, he made contact with Italian Partisans, all of whom were 

shot when they were discovered assisting my father, who believed that his prison uniform saved 

him from similar fate.   

 
13 James E. Young, ‘A Prisoner of Memory’ New York Times, 18 January 2004, p. 13.  
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Both narratives are marked by violence, loss, and unsettling and unspoken memories of 

the Second World War.  Neither of my parents ever spoke directly about their histories.  In 

addition to the profound silence that defined my family relationships, they were also coloured by 

intense feelings of grief, despair, rage, shame, love and confusion.  They were also conducted in 

a domestic environment tainted by anger and abuse.   I wrestled with their chaos, frustration and 

depression and felt unable to understand, own or ‘voice’ these feelings with any degree of 

authenticity; it was as though they existed beyond an indefinable language barrier. 

Personal writing involves risks and challenges.  These include: negotiating the 

multidimensional dynamics between author and subject; emotionality and excess; the nature of 

memories, identities and representations; ideas of literary and authorial ‘truths’; responsibilities to 

self and others; the role of imagination, craft and transformation; and considerations of impulse 

and anonymity.   I found myself locked inside the creative and personal challenges of finding 

effective voice to decode the difficult and disordered web of family narratives. Resolving the 

problems of how to creatively combine these, with highly conceptual concepts of memory and 

identity, to form a meaningful text seemed unattainable.  

As I researched the field of trauma studies, I began to consider whether the problem of 

effectively articulating my perspective was more than an issue of literary skill, an inability to 

interpret challenging philosophical abstracts or transform emotive material.  I began to consider 

how the problem of finding voice was deeply related to the politics of memory, experience and 

personal writing and to my own position within historical, cultural, philosophical and critical 

landscapes.  In other words, it was not just a matter of how I was writing or what I was writing 

about, but also where I was writing from.   The ‘situatedness’ of my self within these frameworks 

greatly impacted the process of researching and writing trauma. 
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Hoffman notes that the hinge generation author does not write as ‘a victim […] damaged 

by calamities that had been visited on somebody else,’ but writes instead about memory.14  This, 

she argues, differs from the memory of violent events in history and concerns instead the 

perspective of writing the memory and inter-relational circumstances surrounding survivors' 

wounded identities, selves and personalities.    In her analysis of memory and representation of 

the Holocaust, Marion Hirsch devised the term ‘post memory’ to describe the relationship that 

the ‘‘generation after’ bears to the personal, collective, and cultural traumas of those who came 

before — to experiences they ‘remember’ only by means of the stories, images, and behaviours 

among which they grew up.’15 Although her focus is the Holocaust, Hirsch argues that post 

memory is applicable to other historical traumas.16  She also defines how, despite being highly 

fragmentary and elusive, these memories have a profound effect on second generation identity 

and articulation:  

 

these experiences were transmitted to them so deeply and affectively as to seem to 
constitute memories in their own right.  […] To grow up with overwhelming inherited 
memories, to be dominated by narratives that preceded one´s birth or one´s consciousness, 
is to risk having one’s own life stories displaced, even evacuated, by our ancestors. It is to 
be shaped, however indirectly, by traumatic fragments of events that still defy narrative 
reconstruction and exceed comprehension. These events happened in the past, but their 
effects continue into the present.17 

 

This statement directly connected within my own experiences and difficulties as both writer and  

daughter of survivors of war trauma from Allied and National Socialist perspectives. It  

 
14 Hoffman, p. 15. 

 
15 Marianne Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture After the Holocaust  (Columbia University 

Press, 2012), p. 4. 

 
16 Hoffman, p. 3. 

 
17 ‘An Interview with Marianne Hirsch’ Columbia University Press, (n.d.) https://cup.columbia.edu/author-
interviews/hirsch-generation-postmemory [accessed 18 June 2020]. 

 

https://cup.columbia.edu/author-interviews/hirsch-generation-postmemory
https://cup.columbia.edu/author-interviews/hirsch-generation-postmemory
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enabled me to establish that the dilemma I found myself in regards constructing a literary  

representation was inextricable from wider cultural events and histories.   Hirsch  

stresses that this connection is negotiated not by memory per se, but is instead investigated 

through ‘imaginative investment, projection, and creation.’18  This gave me the encouragement to 

pursue this study as an artistic inquiry. 

I began wider research into ideas and intersects of memory, representation and identity.  

However, stepping deeper into these abstracted, philosophical arenas felt like entering a dark and 

dangerous forest.  Whichever way I stumbled in my search to find a linguistic path, I kept 

tripping over Wittgenstein’s words, especially his posits that ‘philosophy ought really to be 

written only as a form of poetry,’19 and that ‘what we cannot talk about we must confine to 

silence.’20   Despite my struggle to find effective linguistic form, coupled with Wittgenstein’s 

thoughts on the relationships between poetry, autobiography and philosophy and that of several 

other philosophers – all of which would suggest that poetry would be the natural choice – I was 

adamant that I did not want to pursue my PhD through this medium.21  I had originally enrolled 

for the MA to develop my prose writing and I was keen to return to prose after intense 

engagement with poetry during my MA.   

The adverse position that so-called ‘confessional’ poetry occupies within the arts was a 

major factor behind my decision.   As Lavinia Greenlaw explains, ‘No one wants to be called a 

 
18 ‘An Interview with Marianne Hirsch’, Columbia University Press. 

 
19 Ludwig von Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, ed. by Henrik von Wright (London: Wiley-Blackwell, 1980), p.24, 
cited in Marjorie Perloff, ‘Writing philosophy as poetry: literary form in Wittgenstein’, in The Oxford Handbook of 
Wittgenstein, ed. by Marie McGinn and Oskari Kuusela (Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 277. 

 
20 Ludwig von Wittgenstein, Tractus Logico-Philosophicus, (1922), in Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, ed. by G. 
H. Von Wright (in collaboration with Heikki Nyman), trans. by Peter Winch (Oxford: Blackwells, 1980), p. 24.  
 
21 See for example,  Heidegger, ‘The voice of thought must be poetic because poetry is the saying of truth, the 
saying of the unconcealedness of beings.’ in Martin Heidegger, ‘The Origin of the Work of Art,’ Poetry, Language, 
Thought, trans. by Albert Hofstadter (New York: Harper and Row, 1971), p.72.   
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confessional poet […] It suggests all you do is blurt your feelings.’22   There is also a gendered 

element to criticism of confessional poetry and its association with ‘the stereotype of indulgent 

femininity,’ while the history of trauma has a long association with narrow categorizations of 

femaleness.23    The link between symptoms of psychological distress and unfettered female 

reproductive organs endured until 1980, when the American Psychiatric Association finally 

changed the diagnosis of ‘hysterical neurosis, conversion type’ to ‘conversion disorder.’24  For an 

emerging female writer, struggling to find a balance between authenticity and creativity while 

working with challenging autobiographical material, these notions present significant obstacles.    

Having rejected poetry, while I was researching ideas of identity, memory, language and 

silence, I came across two books that prompted me to consider wider, more intersectional ways 

of approaching autobiographical trauma writing.  The first was Caroline Steedman’s Landscape for 

a Good Woman.25  This innovative amalgamation of socio-politics, oral history and autobiography 

examines Steedman’s 1950’s London childhood and her mother’s 1920’s upbringing in a 

Lancashire mill town against the changing social, political and economic forces that shaped their 

lives.   Steedman argues, ‘I think I would be a very different person now if orange juice and milk 

and dinners at school hadn’t told me in a covert way, that I had a right to exist, was worth 

 
22 Christina Patterson, 'Me, myself and I: How easy is it to write confessional poetry?', Independent, (23 January 2013), 

Arts and Entertainment <https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/features/me-myself-and-i-
how-easy-is-it-to-write-confessional-poetry-8463999.html> [accessed 18 June 2020].  

 
23 Zoë Brigley, ‘Confessing the secrets of others: Pascale Petit's poetic employment of Latin American cultures and 

the Mexican artist, Frida Kahlo', Journal of International Women’s Studies, 9 (2008), 20-28 (p. 22). 

<https://www.academia.edu/190172/Confessing_the_Secrets_of_Others_Pascale_Petits_Poetic_Employment_of
_Latin_American_Cultures_and_the_Mexican_Artist_Frida_Kahlo> [accessed 18 June 2020].  

24 American Psychiatric Association Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders III 3rd ed. (Washington DC: 
American Psychiatric Association, 1980).   

See Carol North, ‘The Classification of Hysteria and Related Disorders: Historical and Phenomenological 
Considerations’, Behavioural Sciences, 5 (2015), 496–517 <doi:10.3390/bs5040496>.  

Writing in the British Medical Journal in 1965, Elliott Slater cautioned against the use of the diagnosis ‘hysteria’ and 
said that ‘it was a disguise for ignorance and a fertile source of clinical error.’  Interestingly, despite this change 
regards the classification of hysteria , in DSM-III homosexuality was still classified as ‘sexual orientation disturbance.’  

25 Caroline Steedman, Landscape for a Good Woman (London: Virago, 1986).  
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something.”26 I was impressed by Steedman’s weaving of politics and life-writing and concur 

with her thesis that without exposition of wider social and political narratives that shape our 

lives, the autobiographical writer is rendered invisible.   

Georges Perec’s novel W or The Memory of Childhood, I read in one sitting.27  I was inspired 

by the oblique and ambiguous ways Perec confronts his themes.  Combining fiction, memoir and 

autobiography, and foregrounding the actions of ‘forgetting’ and of and constructing the self 

within history, to produce a startlingly original and haunting commentary on his personal identity 

plus events during and post-World War Two.   Echoing Steedman’s theory, Perec’s text asserts 

that these happenings form the crux of his identity.  He writes, ‘I have no childhood memories’ 

and describes how key aspects of his personal family narrative – his childhood, his mother, his 

father and his cultural identity as a Jewish person – have been consumed by ‘History with a 

capital H,’  such that to write autobiographically, exploration of these histories is unavoidable.28  

These authors’ creative visions affirm Hirsch’s argument regarding the role of creativity and 

imagination in mediating and representing this perspective.  They inspired me to address my own 

history and identity as a member of Hirsch’s ‘post-memory’ generation and the ways this has 

shaped the difficult relationships within my family, and the personal challenge to confront these 

elements as a writer.  

I began by taking inspiration from Perec’s use of parallel narratives, his manipulation and 

exploitation of letters as signifiers and the way W progresses by way of evasion.  I adopted a 

similar form, using dual narration, ciphers, marks and elusion to investigate both my own 

childhood memories and my growing awareness that, politically, the family as an institution is 

 
26 Steedman, p.122. 

 
27 Georges Perec, W or The Memory of Childhood, trans. by David Bellos (London: Random House, 2011). First 

published in France with the title W ou le souvenir d’enfance by Editions Denoel, Paris, 1975.    
The letter W is a more accurately a double V:  In French, a double-vie (life), and in Yiddish, a double-vey (a double 
‘woe’). 

 
28 Perec, W or The Memory of Childhood, p. 6. 
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under attack and under-valued.   The intention was to write a prose text with two alternating 

narrative strands: one using collage and memoir to form a fragmented memoir of my childhood 

and family relationships, running parallel with a second person narration.  This unnamed, 

ungendered, mentally unstable narrator recounted the story of how they were forced to take 

employment in what is gradually revealed to be a dystopian childcare facility.  The intention was 

for these two strands to merge, whereby it would become apparent that the dystopian position 

and the systemic abuse of children within socio-political systems was factual, and not based on a 

fiction.  However, my beliefs regarding executive forces attacking the family did not resonate 

with my supervisor, who also expressed concern for my wellbeing in writing about familial 

traumas.  About 18 months into my PhD, my supervisor left, and I felt myself further ‘silenced’ 

and unsupported in my search to incorporate these traumas and events into my writing.    

While I endeavoured to find form for what seemed ‘unsayable’, I found myself writing 

more poetry.   My new supervisor expressed his preference for my poetry and collaged writings, 

so I took his advice and dropped 30,000 words of prose.  Soon after this he retired, leaving me 

again feeling creatively ‘stopped,’ frustrated and without academic support.   I took a year out, 

during which I resolved to edit the patchwork of diverse writings I had amassed.  When I 

removed these texts – after having already deleted the earlier section of 30, 000 words of prose – 

I was left with just the poems I had written when frustrated by my lack of progress and my still 

unresolved search for a workable creative format.   I was shocked to discover that through this 

challenging and uncertain time – without academic supervisory direction, and where, many 

times, I experienced absolute despair at my inability to find ‘voice’ and frequently considered 

abandoning the project entirely – I had produced a full poetry collection.   

This discovery encouraged me to examine key contexts and theories surrounding the 

articulation and representation of fragile identities and narratives in more detail and raised some 

interesting questions about poetry and poetic forms.   Why is articulating trauma, and particularly 

transgenerational trauma, so challenging?   Certainly, the subject of traumatization itself presents 
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its own difficulties; and the creative dilemma of finding appropriate form present others.  

However, I was unable to shake off the significance of the ‘locatedness’ of myself in relation to 

these obstacles.   I was writing from the pivotal position of a ‘hinge generation’ perspective – 

where narratives of ‘memory’ are mediated through notions of ‘truth,’ and the present 

autobiographical ‘I’ who recounts and the ‘I’ that is recounted is held to question.29  I was also 

writing within critical literary, cultural, academic and historical contexts where writings and 

discourses about the subject of personal trauma are frequently interpreted through gendered, 

censorious and derogatory lenses.30 Additionally, I was balancing creativity and research while 

managing a trauma-based dissociative condition which, as LaCapra effectually explains, 

‘disarticulates the self and creates holes in existence.’31   

I was drawn to investigate these locations and use my personal creative writing practice 

as a form of enquiry.   Exploring my experience as writing subject within these frameworks 

offered a way of connecting the personal, the cultural and the creative, such that the investigative  

methodology – analysis and account of my personal research and writing practice – is both 

process and product:  an autoethnography.   This mode enables the enquirer to comprehend 

personal biography, wider histories and the relationships between the two by drawing links 

between personal experiences and the public spaces and constructs that shape and inform them.  

It is both result and process, assignment and elucidation as the writer seeks to further 

understandings of social phenomena through the practice of producing a text from their unique 

perspective within this social space.  Examining my locatedness as author in relation to these 

arenas would also facilitate consideration of some of the questions that had arisen regards the 

 
29 See Part One, Chapter 3., pp. 117-125 for a discussion of memory, narrative and identity in relation to linguistic 
representations of trauma. 
 
30 See Part Two, Chapter 5., pp. 131-144 and Conclusion pp. 213-220 for more detailed analysis of the impact of 
these constructs and spaces on personal biographical writing and the wellbeing of the writer.  

31 Dominick LaCapra, ‘Writing History, Writing Trauma’ in Writing and Revising the Disciplines, ed. by Jonathan 

Monroe (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), p. 179.  
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connection between form and subject.  I was interested in understanding how poetry had 

enabled me to find both voice and vehicle for the otherwise unspeakable and how I had 

unintentionally and intuitively produced a cohesive body of work concerning a subject that 

language had seemingly resisted.  I also wanted to explore the impact of key social, historical and 

literacy constructs and spaces in relation to this exercise.  

Sliced Tongue and Pearl Cufflinks and this accompanying commentary are written as 

responses to the dilemmas of articulating traumatized identity and narrative within critical, 

cultural, literary and historical frameworks.  Any understanding, rationalization or response to 

trauma is affected by the disparate and sometimes sensationalist approaches to both its existence 

and its treatment.  Therefore, an exposition of these factors, their influences and effects forms 

an essential part of the clarification and contextualization of the manuscript.  As such, this 

commentary examines discourses of traumatization, memory and identity and key themes, 

contexts and challenges concerning trauma as a subject within literary theory that I encountered 

during both the writing of the collection, and from research in the fields of trauma, literary 

studies and criticism.   

As a field of academic, cultural, medical, historical, legal and scientific enquiry, trauma 

has engendered widespread debate:  Conflicting theories proliferate within a diversity of 

disciplines incorporating politics, sociology, critical health studies, history, psychology, literary 

studies, philosophy and neurology.32 As traumatization itself brings together the mind and the 

body, the personal and the political, the individual and the collective.    It is beyond the scope of 

this study to respond to the many deliberations on the location of traumatization.33  In addition, 

the ongoing debate regarding the value of the varied psychoanalytic paradigms through which 

 
32 Roger Luckhurst, The Trauma Question (London: Rutledge, 2013), p. 15.  
 
33 Luckhurst offers a useful discussion on locations of trauma, considering whether is it an internal, psychological 
experience, an external event or a combination of the two.   Recent discourse includes claims of PTSD made by 
moderators of social media platforms.   See https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/05/31/facebookmoderators-
develop-ptsd-exposed-worst-content-internet/ [accessed 18 June 2020]. 

 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/05/31/facebookmoderators-develop-ptsd-exposed-worst-content-internet/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/05/31/facebookmoderators-develop-ptsd-exposed-worst-content-internet/
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trauma is analysed (and their Eurocentric and ethnic biases) is also outside of the range of this 

study’s focus.  In essence, the ideas and notions of psychological and behavioural theorists such 

as Freud, Jung and Klein remain just that – theories.  None of these ideas are proven, nor can 

they be factually determined.  This study acknowledges their existence and influence within 

considerations of traumatization and notes their relationships to language, literature, memory 

and representation but does not expound their veracity or authority.    

Instead of seeking answers to the profusion of arguments surrounding traumatization, 

this study acknowledges a plurality of theories and approaches and adopts LaCapra’s position 

that ‘no genre or discipline “owns’’ trauma as a problem or can find definitive boundaries for 

it.’34  In the context of writing Sliced Tongue and Pearl Cufflinks, traumatization is perceived and 

experienced as both linguistic and existential crisis.  Its enduring effects severely disrupt belief in 

the existence of a constant, secure or predictable world and thereby threaten meanings of 

humanity, self, relationships and existence which in turn, impacts language, identity, 

representation and communication.   

  

 
34 LaCapra, p. 96. 
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Part One: Articulating Trauma:  Contexts, Cultures and Controversies 

‘The dialectic of trauma is […] ‘doublethink’35 

 

This section considers cultural, literary, historical, philosophical and existential discourses 

and spaces within trauma studies that informed my research and writing.   These include 

changing ‘taxonomies’, perceptions and understandings of trauma (as far as trauma might be 

‘classifiable’ given its mutable position); the centrality of the concept of memory within the topic 

of trauma and the psychic and literary tension between memory, articulation and identity.    

  

 
35 Judith Herman, Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence--From Domestic Abuse to Political Terror, 3rd ed. (New 
York: Basic Books, 2015), p. 2. 
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Chapter 1. Traumatic Histories  

 ‘…from its inception the concept of trauma has been fundamentally unstable.’’36 

 

Considering the impact of violent histories of colonialism and slavery, the two World Wars, 

conflicts in Vietnam, The Middle East, Indonesia and the Balkans; the Holocaust, 9/11 and 

numerous other atrocities, it is no surprise that trauma has been described as ‘one of the West’s 

most urgent public health issues’  with leading theorists remarking that the entire twentieth 

century can be denoted as a century of trauma.37  Despite this universal magnitude, Judith 

Herman argues that the field of trauma studies has ‘an underground history,’  and as a result, 

researchers have been ‘cut off from the knowledge of our past.’38 She observes periods of active 

debate and periods of denial, remarking on the similarity of this position to that of people who 

have repressed their trauma narratives or have had their accounts negated.   Herman therefore 

stresses that any appreciation or investigation of traumatization ‘begins with rediscovering 

history.’39   

Trauma history incorporates the emergence of psychoanalytic / psychodynamic 

psychotherapies, including the work of Freud and his contemporaries;40 the expansion of civil 

 
36 Ruth Leys, cited in Jonas Knatz and Nuala Coamhánach, ‘The History of Trauma and the Turn From Guilt to 
Shame – Interview with Ruth Leys (Part I)’, Journal of the History of Ideas Blog (13 April 2020) 
https://jhiblog.org/2020/04/13/the-history-of-trauma-and-the-turn-from-guilt-to-shame-interview-with-ruth-leys-
part-i/ [accessed 30 November 2020]. 
 
37 See Shaoni Bhattacharya, 'Everybody Hurts', New Scientist (5 November 2014) 
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg22429941-200-the-lifelong-cost-of-burying-our-traumatic-experiences/ 
[accessed 18 June 2020].   

And Andreas Huyssen, Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 

2003), pp. 8-9. 
 
38 Judith Herman, Trauma and Recovery, p. 2. 

 
39 Herman, p. 2. 
 
40 The NHS defines Psychoanalytic / psychodynamic psychotherapies as forms of talking therapy based on the 
understanding that part of the mind operates outside of conscious awareness and that these unconscious processes 
can shape our behaviour and experiences.  http://www.awp.nhs.uk/media/424803/psychodynamic-psychotherapy-

 

https://jhiblog.org/2020/04/13/the-history-of-trauma-and-the-turn-from-guilt-to-shame-interview-with-ruth-leys-part-i/
https://jhiblog.org/2020/04/13/the-history-of-trauma-and-the-turn-from-guilt-to-shame-interview-with-ruth-leys-part-i/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg22429941-200-the-lifelong-cost-of-burying-our-traumatic-experiences/
http://www.awp.nhs.uk/media/424803/psychodynamic-psychotherapy-leaflet-082016.pdf
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law following industrial advances in the 19th century; the responsiveness of medical and military 

authorities and revenue organizations to wars and atrocities; as well as social, philosophical and 

cultural movements that offer new perspectives on discourses of knowledge and power in the 

wake of natural and manmade catastrophes.   Historic enquiry hinges on the central question of 

whether the trauma survivor’s account is given credence within both private spheres and those 

of wider socio-politics.  Herman stresses the repeated tendency to ‘discredit the victim or render 

her invisible.’41  She argues that trauma is inseparable from issues of gender and socio-politics 

and that any investigation or articulation of traumatisation is dependent on supportive social, 

political and cultural structures. 

From Pharaonic times and until the 19th Century, trauma was considered a female only 

malady.  Its incoherent and incomprehensible symptoms were believed to arise from the womb 

‘wandering in every direction through the body.’42  While Hypocrites use of the word ‘hysteria’ in 

5th century BC embedded this notion in language.43  There existed a long period of silence, 

during which female hysterics were charged with demonic possession, insanity and licentious 

 
leaflet-082016.pdf.  For further information see The UK Council for Psychotherapy: www.psychotherapy.org.uk  
and The British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy https://www.bacp.co.uk/  

 
41 Herman, p. 8. 
 
42 Plato, Timaus (360BC) in Benjamin Jowett, The Dialogues of Plato: Translated into English, with Analyses and Introduction, 

ed. by Benjamin Jowett (New York: Cambridge University Press, ), p. 585, digital edition 
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511698033 [accessed 18 June 2020].   
See also Henri F. Hellenberger,  The Discovery of the Unconscious: The History and Evolution of Dynamic Psychiatry, 1st ed. 
(New York: Basic Books, 1970),  p. 142. 
 
43 The word ‘hysteria’ from the Greek hystera – ‘uterus’, H. E. Sigerist, A History of Medicine, Volume 1: Primitive and 

archaic medicine (New York: Oxford University Press, 1951) cited in Cecilia Tasca, Mariangela. Rapetti, Mauro 

Giovanni Carta and Bianca Fadda, ‘Women And Hysteria In The History Of Mental Health’, Clinical Practice & 
Epidemiology in Mental Health, 8 (2012), 110-119, p. 110 
ihttps://benthamopen.com/contents/pdf/CPEMH/CPEMH-8-110.pdf  [accessed 20 June 2020]. 

 

http://www.awp.nhs.uk/media/424803/psychodynamic-psychotherapy-leaflet-082016.pdf
http://www.psychotherapy.org.uk/
https://www.bacp.co.uk/
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511698033
https://benthamopen.com/contents/pdf/CPEMH/CPEMH-8-110.pdf
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behaviour, as hysteria became a ‘medical metaphor for everything that men found mysterious or 

unmanageable in the opposite sex.’44    

As Herman observes, more recent enquiries are associated with the emergence of 

correspondent socio-political movements, all of which are coloured with agendas of silencing 

and the repudiation of the effects or even existence of traumatization, which in turn influences 

representations and interpretations of traumatic experience.  Herman outlines three key socio-

political events or stages in the development of trauma discourse and enquiry.  Firstly, the 

establishment of the French Third Republic in the late 19th Century, when emergent fields of 

neurology and psychoanalysis competed in claiming ownership of (hysterical) women from the 

Church.  Secondly, the combat neurosis seen during and after the First World War; and thirdly, 

the socio-political activity that followed the Vietnam War.45  During the First World War period 

that Herman outlines, poetry was exploited by official sources to supress servicemen’s accounts 

of psychological traumatisation and encourage a questioning of the moral character of 

servicemen; just as female hysterics had been regarded in previous decades.46   

In the wake of this complex history, popular cultural connotations associate trauma with 

mental or psychic scarring, diverse symptomatology and the condition Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder.  The American Psychiatric Association’s definition of PTSD embodies clusters of 

complex and sometimes contradictory symptoms.47  Contradictory symptomatology fuels a lack 

 
44 Mark Micale, ‘Hysteria and its Historiography: A Review of Past and Present Writings’, History of Science, 27 (1989), 
p. 319. 
 
45 Herman, p. 9. 
 
46 Ted Bogacz, ‘A Tyranny of Words: Language, Poetry, and Antimodernism in England in the First World 

War’, Journal of Modern History, 58 (1986), 643-668.   On p. 657, Bogacz writes that poets were ‘looked upon as 
public men who, true to their forbears, were expected to speak out on issues important to the nation, and as 
bards, whose pronouncements on the state of the English soul seemed to carry more weight than politicians or 
clergymen.’  

47 American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th edn. Revised 
(Washington D.C. American Psychiatric Association, 2013).    
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of consensus among professionals and across disciplines regarding what constitutes traumatic 

reaction.48   Further confounding the situation, Complex Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (C-

PTSD) includes all the indicators of PTSD plus additional multifaceted, confusing symptoms.49 

There is also dispute over the ‘stressor’ event. 50  While initially only thought to effect those 

directly involved, ‘secondary’ victim status now includes those proximate to the event, with 

reports of compassion fatigue arising from hearing first-hand accounts of trauma experienced by 

 
The contradictory nature of symptoms includes:  

Re-experiencing: nightmares, flashbacks, (‘repeated, intrusive hallucinations, dreams, thoughts or 
behaviours stemming from the event’) physical sensations, such as pain, sweating, feeling sick or 
trembling. 
Avoidance and ‘numbing’: dissociation, problems with memory and concentration, social 
withdrawal. 
Hyperarousal: hypervigilance, feeling ‘on edge’,  anxiety, irritability, insomnia and rage. 
Other symptoms: additional mental health problems, such as depression, anxiety or phobias, self-
harming or destructive behaviour, such as drug or alcohol misuse and other physical symptoms, 
including headaches, dizziness, chest pains and stomach aches.  

See ‘Post Traumatic Stress Disorder: Symptoms’, NHS, (n.d.) https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/post-traumatic-
stress-disorder-ptsd/symptoms/ [accessed 18 June 2020].  

48  For a framework outlining when a PTSD diagnosis should be considered on the basis of reported symptoms and 
experiences see ‘Post-traumatic stress disorder: When should I suspect post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)?’ 
NICE Clinical Knowledge Summaries, (January 2019)  https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/post-traumatic-stress-
disorder/diagnosis/diagnosis/ [accessed 18 June 2020].  

 
49 What is complex PTSD?’, Mind for Better Mental Health (n.d.), https://www.mind.org.uk/information-
support/types-of-mental-health-problems/post-traumatic-stress-disorder-ptsd/complex-ptsd/ [accessed 18 June 
2020].  Additional C-PTSD symptoms include: 

- difficulty controlling emotions 
- feeling very hostile or distrustful towards the world 
- constant feelings of emptiness or hopelessness 
- feelings of being permanently damaged or worthless 
- feelings of being completely different to other people 
- feeling like nobody else can understand what happened  
- avoiding friendships and relationships, or finding them very difficult 
- often experiencing dissociative symptoms such as depersonalisation or derealisation 
- regular suicidal feelings. 

 
50 For a gender-based criticism of PTSD diagnostic criteria and the ‘stressor event’, see C. Humphreys, and S. 
Jacobs, ‘Domestic Violence and the Politics of Trauma’, Women’s Studies International Forum, 27 (2004), 559-570  
https://minerva-
access.unimelb.edu.au/bitstream/handle/11343/34803/67485_00003770_01_dv_and_trauma3.pdf?sequence=1 
[accessed 19 June 2020].  

 

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/post-traumatic-stress-disorder-ptsd/symptoms/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/post-traumatic-stress-disorder-ptsd/symptoms/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/post-traumatic-stress-disorder/diagnosis/diagnosis/
https://cks.nice.org.uk/topics/post-traumatic-stress-disorder/diagnosis/diagnosis/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/post-traumatic-stress-disorder-ptsd/complex-ptsd/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/post-traumatic-stress-disorder-ptsd/complex-ptsd/
https://minerva-access.unimelb.edu.au/bitstream/handle/11343/34803/67485_00003770_01_dv_and_trauma3.pdf?sequence=1
https://minerva-access.unimelb.edu.au/bitstream/handle/11343/34803/67485_00003770_01_dv_and_trauma3.pdf?sequence=1
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another person.51   For example, Facebook agreed to pay $52 million compensation following 

claims that its moderators are used as ‘human filters’ for disturbing internet content.52  

The recollection of trauma underscores the processes through which many cultures and 

individuals locate themselves in relation to their histories, meaning trauma is now so imbedded 

in discourses of memory that ‘increasingly, memory worth talking about – worth remembering – 

is memory of trauma’ as trauma survival forms a privileged marker of identity.53   Roger 

Luckhurst observes that traumatic narratives have become cultural markers forming the 

foundation of a diversity of collectives and identities.54  Building on this observation, Mark 

Seltzer identifies the phenomenon of ‘wound culture’ within collective actions such as rushing to 

the scenes of accidents, mass attraction to atrocity exhibitions and cultish fascinations with serial 

killing.55  Trauma can form other perplexing connections between groups and individuals such as 

incidents of mass hysteria, contagions of shellshock  and ‘vicarious traumatization’ including 

transference between patients and clinicians, witnesses and listeners and ‘caregiver trauma.’56    

 
51  See ‘What is Secondary Traumatic Stress’, Disorders.org (n.d.), https://www.disorders.org/anxiety/post-traumatic-
stress/what-is-secondary-traumatic-stress/ [accessed 18 June 2020].  
 
52 See Anita Singh, ‘Facebook moderators ‘develop PTSD because they are exposed to the worst content on the 
internet’’, Daily Telegraph (31 May 2017), Arts and Entertainment:   
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/05/31/facebookmoderators-develop-ptsd-exposed-worst-content-
internet/ [accessed 31 June 2029].  
And ‘Facebook to pay $52m to content moderators over PTSD’, BBC News: Technology (12 May 2020) 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-52642633 [accessed 29 September 2020].  

 
53 Stef Craps, ‘Wor(l)ds of grief: Traumatic memory and literary witnessing in cross-cultural perspective, Textual 

Practice, 24 (2010), 51-68 doi: 10.1080/09502360903219808. 

 
54 Luckhurst, p. 1. 
 
55 Mark Seltzer, ‘Wound Culture: Trauma in the Pathological Public Sphere’, October, 80 (1997), 3-26. doi: 

10.2307/778805. 
 
56 For an account of the phenomena of trauma contagion see Alan C. Kerckhoff, Kurt W. Back, The June Bug, (New 

York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1968).  And Edgar Jones, and S. Wessely, who note the ‘clinical fluidity’ of 
shellshock reported in H. Wiltshire, ‘A contribution to the aetiology of shellshock’, Lancet I (1916), 1207-12.  Edgar 
Jones, and S. Wessely, ‘War Syndromes: The Impact of Culture on Medically Unexplained Symptoms’ Medical 
History, 49. 1 (2005), 55-78. doi:10.1017/S0025727300008280. 
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The miscellany of voices, definitions and experiences of traumatization fosters a lack of 

clarity about what constitutes trauma.  This in turn reinforces the challenges and complexities of 

articulating trauma.   I contend that this is particularly relevant when considering the 

representation of interpersonal narratives of traumatization, where the voice of the individual is 

readily obscured by that of more dominant influences and the dynamics of victimization and 

perpetration reinforce silence as a response.   If there is already some dispute in determining the 

subject, then the complexity of finding a way of articulating personal narratives of trauma in an 

arena where complex power dynamics are at work means the voice of child will not likely achieve 

any ascendancy. 

Herman adds a fourth element to the three socio-political drives behind discourses of 

trauma she identifies: namely, increased public awareness of sexual and domestic abuse 

underscored by the emergence of women’s liberation movements in the 1970s plus expanding 

human rights initiatives.   Herman argues the original designation of PTSD diagnosis 

encapsulated in the DSM-III57  that  required sufferers to have lived through something ‘outside 

the range of everyday experience’ to be a repudiation of women’s lived experience.58  She 

highlights how rape and sexual abuse are part of many women and girls’ everyday lives and notes 

that the frequency of wars also renders these occurrences to be within the range of common 

experience for people of all genders.      

Negotiating a space for authorial agency against this complex socio-political landscape, 

while living with C-PTSD and Dissociative Identity Disorder underscores a central problem 

surrounding discourses of trauma.  The writer of traumatic experience navigates conflicting 

drives to either reject or otherwise disown traumatic events, against the necessity to expound the 

 
57 The American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Diseases, which is the leading 
document used by health professionals to categorise symptoms and diagnostic criteria for different mental health 
conditions.  
58 Herman, p. 2. 
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reality of experience.  Compounding this dialectic is the circumstance that people who have lived 

through traumatic events often tell their stories in a highly emotional, contradictory or 

fragmented manner which undermines credibility and thereby serves what Herman terms, ‘the 

twin imperatives of truth-telling and secrecy.’59  For what all traumatized suffers have in 

common is a disruption to the functions of memory and remembering; how the stressful event is 

subsequently recalled, perceived or experienced.60 

This disturbance to recollection feeds personal, political and historical questioning of the 

validity of trauma narratives.   When confronted by traumatic events, Herman describes the 

‘universal desire to see, hear and speak no evil’ versus the difficult acknowledgment of the 

human capacity to inflict terrible violence as not only a problem for the survivor of trauma, but 

for wider society as witness to abusive actions.61  Again, there is an inherent inequality within this 

conflict such that the more powerful the voice of the perpetrator of violence, or the political 

body disputing the narrative of traumatisation, the more likely the result will be a continuation of 

silence when the survivor confronts this dynamic in isolation.62  Paul Fussell records the 

landscape of silence surrounding the experience of soldiers who returned from the Great War 

only to discover  ‘that no one is very interested in the bad news they have to report. What 

listener wants to be torn and shaken when he doesn’t have to be?’63  Through his therapeutic 

work with Vietnam War veterans, Bessel van der Kolk describes how their worlds became 

 
59 Herman, p. 1. 
 
60 See ‘Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)’, Mind: for Better Health, (n.d.), https://www.mind.org.uk/information-
support/types-of-mental-health-problems/post-traumatic-stress-disorder-ptsd/symptoms-of-ptsd/,[accessed 3 June 
2020] where issues with an inability to remember or the use of drugs and alcohol to avoid memories are listed as 
core symptoms of both PTSD and C-PTSD.  

 
61 Herman, p. 7. 
 
62 See Herman, p. 8. 

 
63 Paul Fussell, The Great war in Modern Memory, (London: Oxford University Press, 1975) p. 184. 
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divided into those who know and understood trauma and those who didn’t.64  In a further study 

of the experience of returning Vietnam veterans,  Shumm, Koucky and Bartel note a correlation 

between social disapproval and societal lack of acknowledgement and increased PTSD 

symptoms.65 

If the experience of venerated groups like military personal is subject to this disputation, 

with returning soldiers remarking family and friends’ reluctance to acknowledge the traumatic 

reality and impact of war, where does this leave the narrative of a less-empowered individual, like 

a child or disabled woman?   If powerful external forces define the actuality of their experience, 

survivors of trauma exist in a situation whereby the most disturbing events of their lives are 

positioned outside of socially sanctioned reality. As Herman asserts, their experiences are 

rendered unspeakable.66   Several poems in my collection engage with this dynamic, for example 

‘My Father’s City’, ‘Separated at Birth’ and the ‘self-portrait’ poems.67  In these texts, the speaker 

is dehumanised.  In ‘My Father’s City’ the child speaker describes how she must ‘wear the bridle 

and the bit’ to visit the father and, in the closing lines, remembers how the father ‘wrapped me 

round your neck / to keep the chill from your pharynx.’68  While in ‘Separated at Birth’ the 

speaker turns herself into a paper bag in order to be of use to the mother, only to recount how 

the mother then ‘crumpled me into nothing with your empty hands.’69  The self-portrait poems 

liken the self and / or its component parts to items of food, which must be ‘peeled and 

 
64 Bessel van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score: Mind, Brain and Body in the Transformation of Trauma, (London: Penguin, 
2015) p. 18. 
 
65 J. Schumm, E. Koucky, A. Bartel,  ‘Associations between perceived social reactions to trauma-related experiences 
with PTSD and depression among veterans seeking PTSD treatment’ Journal of Trauma Stress.  27(2014) 50-7, doi: 
10.1002/jts.21879. Epub 2014 Jan 22. PMID: 24452880. 
 

66Herman, p. 8. 

67 Belltree, Sliced Tongue and Pearl Cufflinks (Cardigan: Parthian, 2019), pp. 7, 15, 77, 71. 

68 Belltree, p. 7. ll. 1-2, 23-24. 
 

69 Belltree, , p. 15, l.18. 
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scorched’70,  ‘deep-fried, cremated’, ‘severed’ and ‘aborted’ while the tongue is ‘thick sliced, 

discharged.’71  In these texts, the speaker is dehumanised and dismembered, suggesting identity, 

and experience as disconnected from everyday language and familiarity as well as physical and 

emotional assault.   

 
 
  

 
70 K. Belltree, ‘Self Portrait with Onion’ Sliced Tongue, p. 71, l.15. 

71 K. Belltree, ‘Portrait of The Self as All Day Breakfast’, Sliced Tongue, p. 76, ll. 3, 10. 
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Chapter 2.  Literary Theory 

‘Elapsed time does not invalidate trauma; it helps make it.’72 

 
 
The unspeakable nature of traumatization is a core theme within literary trauma theory.73  The 

1980s-90s saw considerable expansion in scholarship concerning the intersects between trauma 

and literature following enhanced awareness of PTSD and the growth of Holocaust Studies.74 

Discourses are largely polarized around two chief concerns.   The first relates to linguistic 

representation; the second concerns the actions of memory and remembering.  These ideas 

produce conflicting opinions and controversies, most notably the argument surrounding ‘false 

memories.’  

At the forefront of literary trauma scholarship, Cathy Caruth argues that trauma exists 

outside of the limits of linguistic representation.  Her model uses the conceptual construct of 

aporia  –  a rhetorical and, more recently, philosophical state or expression of doubt, impassability 

or paradoxical perplexity  –  to describe temporal and linguistic belatedness in the assimilation 

and expression of trauma.75 Caruth’s theory builds on deconstructivist ideas concerning the 

inherently unstable relationship between text and ‘meaning,’ as well as Adorno’s consideration of 

the Holocaust and the impossibility for the writer to represent the unpresentable.76 

 
72 C. Fred Alford, ‘Using Psychoanalysis to Understand #MeToo Memories’, trauma theory.com (October 25 2018) 
https://www.traumatheory.com/psychoanalysis-and-metoo-memories/ [accessed 30 November 2020].  
 
73 See Michelle Baleav, ‘Trends in Literary Trauma Theory’, Mosaic: An Interdisciplinary Critical Journal, Vol. 41, No. 2 (June 
2008), pp. 149-166.  https://www.jstor.org/stable/44029500 [accessed 27 October 2021]. 
 
74 See Michelle Baleev, ‘Trauma Studies’, in A Companion to Literary Theory, ed. by David H. Richter (Oxford: Wiley & 
Sons, 2018), pp. 360-371. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118958933.ch29. 

 
75 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (Baltimore: John’s Hopkin’s University Press, 
1996), p. 4. 
 
76 Theodor Adorno, Prisms, trans. by S. and S. Weber (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1981). 
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Caruth also incorporates Freud’s principle of Nachtraglichkeit  –  a concept that has been 

translated as ‘deferred action’ or ‘afterwardsness’ – to support her theory of aporia.77   According 

to this model, memory inevitably involves an awareness of something that was not known at the 

time the traumatizing event occurred, which Freud perceives as a developmental delay.  Caruth 

interprets Nachtraglichkeit as a rupture of time and language, with incompleteness of memory 

stemming from the survivor experiencing or knowing the event ‘one moment too late.’78  They 

are then stuck in complex temporal structure in which trauma is ‘an event without witness;’ an 

event experienced before it could be known or represented through language.79 

Conceptualizing trauma as unknown, unpresentable and incommunicable raises 

immediate barriers for the traumatized writer.  It fuels notions of secrecy and disbelief, while the 

deconstructivist perspective that trauma as subject precludes its account as having any linguistic 

value other than the purely textually referential is profoundly disempowering.  Reading trauma 

through a lens that focuses on ‘linguistic indeterminacy, ambiguous referentiality, and aporia’ 

neglects to evaluate the core position of critical thinking skills within the creation of literary 

texts.80  In so doing, it fails to incorporate individual authorial judgement, interpretation, 

evaluation and inference in response to experience.  Considering trauma texts as an attempt to 

‘narrate the unnarratable’, risks making presumptions that the author has deployed certain 

formulaic or derivative techniques to recount trauma when this may not be the case.81  This 

theory also does not acknowledge the differing ways a writer responds to conceptual, 

methodological or contextual considerations upon which personal perspectives and creative 

decisions are founded.  Initially, I recognised something within Caruth’s theory of aporia and the 

 
77 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, p. 24. 

 
78 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, p. 61. 

 
79 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, p. 62. 
 
80  Michelle Balaev, ‘Literary Trauma Theory Reconsidered’ in Contemporary Approaches in Literary Trauma Theory, ed. 
by Michelle Balaev (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), p. 1. 
 
81 Anne Whitehead, Trauma Fiction (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2004), p. 4. 
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unpresentable nature of trauma that was useful in the early stages of my research.  However, 

while her standpoint offered some theoretical explanation for the difficulties in articulation, 

when I began to explore ways to represent trauma through language, I felt creatively and 

personally restricted by her ideas that trauma cannot be represented through language, only 

referred to by the use of quite specific textual devices.  

While the ability of language to fully trace the accuracy of experience engenders much 

literary, philosophical and critical discourse, the analysis of trauma texts through such a narrow 

lens is reductive.  Discussing what she terms the ‘cultural codification of trauma’, Kali Tal argues  

the existence of ‘a set of standard narratives […] written and re-written until they become 

codified and narrative form replaces content as the focus of attention.’82  She writes, ‘[t]here is a 

recognizable set of literary and filmic conventions that comprise the ‘Holocaust’ text. These 

conventions are so well-defined that they may be reproduced in endless recombination to 

provide us with a steady stream of additions to the genre.’83  Alvin Rosenfeld affirms the 

situation, suggesting the “Holocaust Novel’ may now be seen as an available subgenre of 

contemporary fiction, to be written by anyone who is on to and can master the ‘formula.” 84 

Phillip Tew observes a ‘traumatological’ aesthetic within much post-millennial fiction and Ulrike 

Tanke notes that in many such works, trauma moves beyond theme to become a stylistic or 

structural narrative device. 85   When writing my initial prose text, I felt constrained to either 

mimic traumatization through literary devices and effects (such as temporal changes, repetition, 

multiple or disrupted narrations or the use of alterations of consciousness), or to approach it as 

 
82 Kali Tal, Worlds of Hurt: Reading the Literatures of Trauma (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 6. 
 
83 Tal, p. 106. 

 
84 Alvin H. Rosenfeld, ‘The Problematics of Holocaust Literature’ in Literature of the Holocaust, ed. by Harold Bloom 
(Philadelphia: Chelsea House, 2004), pp. 21-47. 
 
85 Phillip Tew, The British Contemporary Novel, 2nd edn. (London: Continuum Publishing Group, 2007), p. 202. 
 
Ulrike Tancke, Deceptive Fictions: Narrating Trauma and Violence in Contemporary Fictions (Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 
2015), p. 12. 
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some sort of sacrosanct experience for which words would always be inadequate.   The latter 

raises an additional paradox, whereby as Ruth Leys explains ‘representing the very failure to 

process the overwhelming event paradoxically figures its success as a work of art.’86    

 For the writer of trauma neither Caruth’s assertion of aporia nor Freud’s conception of 

Nachtraglichkeit are particularly useful in navigating the problems of articulating traumatization.  

All significant life events are only ‘known’ and linguistically translated in retrospect; trauma is no 

more aporetic than any other in this regard.  Freud’s position that memory is present not once but 

several times over, informs much debate about the nature of time and experience which can also 

be applied equally to any life even, in that there is always the event, the memory of this event and 

then the writing of the memory of this event. 

The misperception that an inherent impasse exists in the representation of traumatization 

stems from a misunderstanding that many trauma theorists hold.  As Corsini argues, Trauma is a 

wound, not an occasion or event.87   Just like a physical injury, a wound to the psyche results in 

actual harm, not symbolic pain, disablement and distress.   I contend that any breach in effective 

translation stems not from innate structural, historic or temporal disruption as Caruth proposes, 

but instead arises from what Herman terms, ‘the ordinary social processes of silence and denial.’   

88  In other words, it is not theoretical concepts such as temporal breaks, issues with recall or any 

deconstructivist gap between language and experience that prevent people from speaking about 

trauma and abuse.   I concur with Herman’s position that it is the structures and dynamics that 

operate within and around both private and public realms – be they domestic, racial or global 

regimes of tyranny and subjugation – that impact the capacity to speak about events outside of 

normative understanding or experience.   Some of my poems aim to address the operation of 

 
86 Ruth Leys, Trauma: A Genealogy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000),  p. 6. 
 
87 Ray Corsini, The Dictionary of Psychology, 3rd ed. (London: Routledge, 2018) p.1019. 
 
88 Herman, p. 9. 
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such dynamics, for example in ‘My Mother’s Garden’ the speaker is forced by their abuser to 

swallow any need for parental love alongside their meagre daily food ration.’89  In ‘My Father’s 

City’, the speaker’s tongue is objectified, their body commodified and, in recollecting their abuse 

by authority figures, they recount how it was ‘easier to pretend to be asleep.’90   While in ‘W or 

The Death of Me’ following the speaker’s turbulent struggle to manage their grief, their tongue is 

taken, ‘twisted [ … ] into a double helix’ and then eaten by the mother, ‘For her own story.’91   

  Another issue arising from Caruth’s work centres on her notion of the ‘missing’ 

witness.92  If a traumatic event occurred before it could be represented or understood 

linguistically, Caruthian theory argues that trauma can therefore only be represented with the 

assistance of a third party.  Dori Laub writes that ‘the listener (or the interviewer) becomes the 

Holocaust witness before the narrator does’ (his italics).93  This suggests the listener has a superior 

role to that of the trauma survivor/writer and, by extension, the listener becomes a participant 

and co-owner of the traumatic event. 94  Caruth insists ‘there’s a double survivor situation [a 

survivor and a proxy survivor] and it’s the meeting of these two that constitutes the witness,’ 

thereby displacing the author from the centre of their own narrative.95 

 
89 Belltree, p. 36, ll. 22-23. 
 
90 Belltree, p. 7, ll.18-18. 
 
91 Belltree, p. 29, ll.16-17.  

 
92 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, pp. 4-5. 
 
93 Dori Laub, ‘An event without a witness: truth, testimony, and survival’, in Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, 

Psychoanalysis, and History, ed. by  Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub (New York: Routledge, 1992), pp. 75-92 (p. 85). 

 
94 Dori Laub, ‘Bearing witness, or the vicissitudes of listening’ in Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, 
Psychoanalysis, and History, ed. by Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub (New York: Routledge, 1992), pp. 57-74. (p 57).  
 
95 Cathy Caruth, Listening to Trauma: Conversations with Leaders in the Theory and Treatment of Catastrophic Experience 

(Baltimore, Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014), p. 18.   
 
In a discussion with Laub, Caruth examples this displacement of the trauma survivor: 

Caruth: And you speak about the listener having to be in the place of the survivor’s trauma, “waiting for 
her there.” Can you explain what you mean by that? 
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 I contend this position diminishes authenticity of voice whilst elevating the role of 

theorist.  The theorist’s / witness’s position is given parity with the survivor’s ‘testimony’ in 

linguistic representation of traumatisation.  Caruth’s suggestion that ‘we are all implicated in each 

other’s traumas’ likens critical reading of trauma narratives with the creative and personal actions 

underlying their composition; while Laub’s proposition that the listener becomes a co-owner of 

the writer’s trauma seems to disregard ethical and authorial boundaries. 96 Laub’s argument also 

contradicts his earlier assertion, made when referring to a contributor to the Fortuna archive of 

Holocaust histories, that he (Laub) remembers ‘listening to his taped testimony, and already in 

1946 he was able to give a full narrative.’97   

I contend that the existence of any ‘breach’ or ‘belatedness’ in experiencing and 

subsequently communicating traumatization stems from the fact that the traumatized person 

may well be acutely and unbearably present during the event to the extent that, to continue to 

manage daily life without becoming completely overwhelmed, some form of dissociative defence 

becomes necessary.    Not only does the writer retain personal agency to negotiate translating 

traumatization into a text, but this position also stimulates dialogues of identity and the 

disparities between the self who experienced the traumatic event and the self who later writes 

about it.   Charlotte Delbo, confirms the dissociation of identify in locating and recounting her 

Holocaust memories, noting ‘everything that happened to that ‘other’ self, the one from 

 
Laub: The Gestalt [shape] of the testimony isn’t simply there [prior to the listening], in the form of a 
record. I compare this act of listening to the work of a midwife. The listener to testimony is in a way like a 
midwife. He imagines the baby coming. 

Caruth: So are you saying that, as a listener, you make possible the testimony by imagining it taking place? 
Does your imagination, then, make that place that isn’t yet there? 

Laub: Yes.  
 

96 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, p. 24 

 
97 Laub in Caruth, Listening to Trauma, p. 50. 
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Auschwitz, doesn’t touch me now, me, doesn’t concern me.’ 98  In his autobiographical novel, 

Ronald Fraser depicts a similar fracturing of the self.   Describing his disturbing childhood, he 

writes ‘[t]he house was divided and so was I.’99 He references his quest to ‘recreate the searching 

‘I’ in order to construct his account of traumatisation.’ 100 

Further criticism of Caruth et al’s tendency to position the listener/literary critic as 

superior to the trauma survivor/writer comes from Geoffrey Hartman.  He offers the idea of 

‘memory envy’ to explain these critics’ appeal to participate in the traumatic memories of 

survivors.101  Hartman describes a ‘perpetual troping’ around trauma, while C. Fred Alford 

expands the notion of ‘memory envy’ to include how ‘those writing about [trauma] often write as 

though they have been traumatized.’102    LaCapra underscores this criticism of Caruthian 

theorists, noting their tendency to write in an ‘unmodulated, orphic, cryptic, indirect allusive 

form’ as though to imitate the dissociative and disabling effects of traumatization.103   

 

As trauma theory and the field of Holocaust testimony emerged at similar times, their 

influence on each other also has implications for the trauma writer.  Firstly, the language used by 

trauma theorists is polluted with constructions of subordination and fault.  The words ‘witness’ 

 
98 Charlotte Delbo, Auschwitz and After, trans. by Rosette Lamont (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), p. 13. 
 
99 Ronald Fraser, In Search of a Past: The Manor House Amnersfield, 1933-1945 (London: Verso, 1984; revised ed. 2010), 
p. 90.    

 
100 Fraser, p. xxi. 
For a deeper discussion of the idea of authors’ fragmented identities in relation to trauma narratives see ‘My Other 
Self: The Splitting of the Subject’ in Nicola King, Memory, Narrative, Identity (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
2000), pp. 70-76. 

 

 
101 Geoffrey Hartman, The Longest Shadow: In the Aftermath of the Holocaust (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1996),  p. 111. 
 
102 Geoffrey Hartman, ‘On traumatic knowledge and literary studies’, New Literary History 26 (1995),  537-564, p. 537,  
and C. Fred Alford, ‘The Imitation of trauma by those who study it’, trauma theory.com (2016) 
https://www.traumatheory.com/the-imitation-of-trauma/ [accessed 25 June 2020].  
 
103 Dominick LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma (Baltimor: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014), p. 106. 
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and ‘testimony’ embody notions of guilt and blame which already underscore the experience of 

surviving trauma, thereby accentuating the potent silencing effect of traumatization.104  Secondly, 

this terminology foregrounds the idea of ‘closure’ which may be the objective of legal trials but 

does not reflect the production or position of literature. Thirdly, the suggestion that traumatized 

people are unable to express their narratives without the assistance of a third party not only 

positions testimony as a form of literary text requiring deconstruction by a theorist for it to be 

known or understood, it also locates the traumatized person outside of their own experience – 

an act of denial which risks further traumatization. 

Laub’s notion that testimony is therapeutic because it enables the survivor to recover 

memory and to live more fully in the present is also questionable.105  Current phase-based trauma 

care emphasizes that the formation of an effective therapeutic relationship can take months or 

years. 106 Contributors to Laub’s archive who were later re-interviewed, stated that the original 

dialogue let loose something they were unable to manage.107 

 

 Opposing Caruthian ideas of the amnestic and unspeakable nature of traumatization, 

Richard McNally argues trauma is both memorable and describable.  He questions the veracity 

of delayed recollection, thus ensuring that the legacy of Freud’s concept of ‘false memories’ 

remains highly potent within the field of trauma studies.   In his ‘sceptic’s bible,’ Remembering 

 
104 See Konstantin Bub and Miriam J. J. Lommen, ‘The role of guilt in posttraumatic stress disorder’, European 
Journal of Psychotraumatology 8 (2017) < https://doi.org/10.1080/20008198.2017.1407202>. 

 
105  Dori Laub, ‘Reestablishing the internal “thou” in testimony of trauma’,  Psychoanalysis, Culture & Society, 18 (2013)  
184–198 (197) https://doi.org/10.1057/pcs.2013.  
  
106 Elisabeth Cronin, Bethany L. Brand & Jonathan F. Mattanah, ‘The impact of the therapeutic alliance on 
treatment outcome in patients with dissociative disorders’, European Journal of Psychotraumatology,  5 (2014) 
https://doi.org/10.3402/ejpt.v5.22676. 
  
107 C. Fred Alford, After the Holocaust (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), pp. 83-84. 
 

https://doi.org/10.1080/20008198.2017.1407202
https://doi.org/10.1080/20008198.2017.1407202
https://doi.org/10.1057/pcs.2013.
https://doi.org/10.3402/ejpt.v5.22676


 106 

Trauma, McNally presents the case that while survivors might choose to stay silent, this does not 

equate to their being unable to speak about traumatic events.108   

Joshua Pederson proposes a ‘new model of trauma theory’ based on McNally’s research 

which he employs in reading a selection of literary texts.109  McNally’s work seems an 

unconventional choice upon which to found a model for reading trauma texts.  The book is 

largely concerned with the legal position of PTSD; there is little discussion of traumatisation  

Indeed, McNally states ‘the very existence of the phenomenon is in doubt’ and, despite his 

position as Professor and Director of Training in Clinical Psychology at Harvard University, he 

uses the outmoded term ‘victim’ which LaCapra notes ‘is not a psychological category.’110   Most 

of Remembering Trauma is devoted to critique of what the author terms ‘Recovered Memory 

Therapy’, yet he presents no evidence of its process or actuality. 111 McNally also confuses 

repression of experience with amnesia for traumatizing events.  For a book published in 2008, many 

of his sources are from the 1980s-90s.    

Problems with memory are an acknowledged symptom of PTSD and as stated, issues 

with language, remembrance and representation of experience are not exclusive to accounts of 

traumatization.112  Disparities of memory can arise from the survivor’s need to detach themselves 

from the experience in order to function, such that it is more a case of if only the survivor could 

forget.  Nonetheless Pederson analyses, among other texts, Wilfred Owen’s ‘Dulce et Decorum 

 
108 Chris Brewin, Posttraumatic stress disorder: Malady or myth? (New Haven: Yale University Press; 2003), p. 140 

describing, Richard J. McNally, Remembering Trauma. (Cambridge (MA): Belknap Press, Harvard University 

Press; 2003).   

 
109 Joshua Pederson, ‘Speak, Trauma: Toward a Revised Understanding of Literary Trauma Theory’, Narrative, 22 
(2014), 333-353. 

 
110 McNally, p. 182, LaCapra, p. 79. 
 
111 See McNally, p. 3. Where the author states ‘recovered memory therapy undeniably applies to a set of assumptions and 
techniques about how to treat people who are presumed to be unable to remember their terrible experiences’ 
(author’s italics) but does not offer any further exposition of the process or practice.  

 
112 See American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 5th ed. (Washington DC: 
American Psychiatric Publishing, 2013), PTSD Criterion B, C, D . 
  

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/555653
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Est’ through the lens of McNally’s theory, asserting the position that readers and theorists 

should focus not on gaps or lacunae within a text, but rather the text itself.  He contends that 

‘theorists should seek evidence of augmented narrative detail’ within a text as this constitutes a 

signal that the author’s memory has not been impaired by trauma.113  Pederson argues that 

Owen’s multi-sensory description and his use of the conditional tense, seen in the lines: 

 

If in some smothering dreams you too could pace 

[…] 

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood  

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs114 

 

‘presupposes that the author has walked, has heard and has seen.  Rather than being locked in the 

recesses of a traumatized brain, the speaker’s recollection of his comrade’s slow passing is seared 

into his memory.115  This argument is overly focussed on the idea of ‘belief,’ positing that 

because the speaker is clearly recalling traumatic events, then his mental capacity has not been 

impaired, and he is able to effectively give voice to his wounding.  It disregards the fact that 

Owen is using the conditional to convey the fact that the reader cannot  ‘pace behind the wagon’ 

nor hear the tortuous sounds of the soldier’s demise.116 If the reader were able to do so then, as 

Owen’s speaker distinctively emphasizes: ‘My friend, you would not tell with such high zest[…] 

The Old Lie; Dulce et decorum est / pro patria mori.’117 

 
113 Pederson, p. 339. 
114  Wilfred Owen, ‘Dulce et Decorum est’, in Poems, ed. by Siegfried Sassoon (London: Chatto & Windus, 1920), 

p. 15.  ll.17, 21-22,  in Poetry Foundation < https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/46560/dulce-et-decorum-est  

[accessed 30 June 2020], and Pedersen p. 340. 

 
115 Pedersen,  p. 341. 
 
116 Owen, ll. 17-18. 

 
117 Owen, ll.25, 27-28.  

 

https://archive.org/details/poemsowenwil00owenrich/page/14
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/46560/dulce-et-decorum-est
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 Owen’s speaker is evidently describing his memory, not his trauma.  In my own reading – 

from the perspective of trauma as wound not as event –  the poem clearly asserts the struggle to 

communicate, not memory, but injury to the speaker’s psyche resulting from direct personal 

experience of the horrors of trench warfare.118  Line 23 makes direct reference to the enduring 

wounding to language as the speaker describes the  ‘[…] vile, incurable sores on innocent 

tongues,—’  The words of CBS Radio Broadcaster Edward R. Murrow, who was the first 

reporter on scene following the liberation of Buchenwald concentration camp on 12 April 1945, 

offer a further example of the struggle to communicate the atrocities of war personally seen and 

experienced.  Murrow closes his report, stating ‘I pray you believe what I have said.  I reported 

what I saw and heard.  But only part of it.  For most of it, I have no words.’119   While first-hand 

testimonies from WW1 military personnel affirm the lasting impact of trauma on memory.120 

     Pederson also comments that the speaker’s ‘Dim’ observation ‘through the misty panes 

and thick green light, / As under a green sea, I saw him drowning’ is ‘the result of peritraumatic 

 
. 
119 Edward R. Murrow cited in Stanley Cloud and Lynne Olson, The Murrow Boys: Pioneers on the Front Lines of Broadcast 
Journalism (London: Houghton Mifflin, 1996), p. 235. 

 

120 A military nurse who witnessed the death of a chlorine gas victim at The Battle of Neuve Chapelle, confirms 
the enduring impact of trauma on her memory, noting ‘He was sitting on the bed, fighting for breath, his lips 
plum coloured. He was a magnificent young Canadian past all hope in the asphyxia of chlorine. I shall never 
forget the look in his eyes as he turned to me and gasped: I can’t die! Is it possible that nothing can be done for 
me?’ Cited in Brig. J. E. Edmonds and G. C. Wynne, Military Operations France and Belgium, 1915: Winter 1915: 
Battle of Neuve Chapelle: Battles of Ypres. History of the Great War Based on Official Documents by Direction of the Historical 
Section of the Committee ofImperial Defence. I, (London: MacMillan & Co. / HMSO, 1927, London, Imperial War 
Museum Battery Press ed., 1995), p. 16.  

Private W. Hay of the Royal Scots also speaks of the enduring mental trauma following his witnessing the effects of 
chlorine gas attack at Ypres on 22nd April 1915: ‘We knew there was something wrong. We started to march 
towards Ypres, but we couldn't get past on the road with refugees coming down the road. We went along the 
railway line to Ypres and there were people, civilians and soldiers, lying along the roadside in a terrible state. We 
heard them say it was gas. We didn't know what the Hell gas was. When we got to Ypres, we found a lot of 
Canadians lying there dead from gas the day before, poor devils, and it was quite a horrible sight for us young men. I 

was only twenty so it was quite traumatic and I've never forgotten nor ever will forget it.’, ‘2nd Battle of Ypres’ 
Spartacus Educational, (n.d.) http://spartacus-educational.com/FWWypres2.htm [accessed 29 September 2020].  
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dissociation.’ 121 He asserts that the ‘green light’ arises from the tint of the gasmask’s glass and 

argues ‘for how can a man ‘drown’ on land?’122  Pederson supposes this ‘unreality […] may be 

the distortion wrecked by trauma’s mnemonic imprint.’ 123 But this argument fails to consider the 

use of metaphor and vivid, sensory language in poetry, nor the fact that the chlorine gas used in 

such attacks was tinted green.124 

An error that many trauma theorists, including Pederson, make is in confusing not only 

trauma with event or experience, but also in mistaking the exposition of memory for the 

articulation of traumatization.  They also eliminate emotional reaction and experience from the 

equation and how this impacts articulation.    Such perspectives diminish the cognitive and 

creative considerations that underpin the production of literary texts.  Synthesizing a psychic 

wound into a work of creative writing involves authorial judgements and decisions regarding 

methodologies, concepts, contexts and criteria.   In producing a text, an author is engaged in a 

dynamic process of analysis, evaluation and extrapolation regarding the effectiveness of language 

in translating trauma onto the page.  Readings of trauma texts that overly focus on linguistic and 

temporal ruptures neglect to integrate these crucial aspects of authorial decision-making into 

such understandings and interpretations.  They also overly emphasize the value of the concept of 

psychoanalysis in interpreting the relationships between trauma and language.  Using a model 

invented by someone who subsequently reversed his thinking on the actuality of every single 

 
121  Owen, ll. 13-15, Pedersen, p. 341. 
 
122 Pedersen, p. 341. 
 
123 Pedersen, p. 341. 

124 Captain A. O. Pollard, VC, MC, DCM writes of the chlorine gas attack deployed in the Battle of 

Gravenstafel Ridge (22–23 April 1915): ‘Dusk was falling when from the German trenches in front of the 
French line rose that strange green cloud of death. The light north-easterly breeze wafted it toward them, and 
in a moment death had them by the throat.’  Interestingly, he goes on to describe this demise as ‘a slow and 
lingering death of agony unspeakable.’  Cpt. A. O. Pollard, VC, MC, DCM, Fire Eater: The Memoirs of a VC 
(London: Hutchinson, 1932, Uckfield: Naval & Military Press reprint, 2005), p. 77. 
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account of sexual abuse given by his analysands is, I contend, at best questionable, and at worst 

harmful.125 

While Pederson asserts that, far from forgetting, authors are able to ‘record trauma in 

‘excessive detail and vibrant intensity’, his interpretation of Tim O’Brien’s war memoir, If I Die in 

a Combat Zone, Box Me Up and Take Me Home, appears to contradict this position.126  O’Brien 

offers a stark description of his unit being under fire: 

 

On the perimeter of the village, the company began returning fire, blindly, spraying the 
hedges with M-16, M-70 and M-60 fire. No targets, nothing to aim at or kill.  Aimlessly, 
just  shooting to shoot.  It had been going like this for weeks— snipers, quick little 
attacks, blind counterfire.  Days and days.  Those were the days.127  
 

 

Pederson supposes that this account records O’Brien’s experience of temporal distortion arising 

from peritraumatic dissociation, noting ‘[c]ivilians can only imagine the terror inspired by an 

invisible enemy raining down fire from origins unknown.’128  If readers can ‘only imagine’ and 

not actually feel for themselves, I would argue then, that O’Brien’s text does not directly convey 

his terror and his wounding.  His use of short, unambiguous phrasing and unembellished 

language is a result of careful artistic consideration and a rigorous editing process, rather than the 

unprompted distortion of time on his memory.  In his account, the passage of time is explicitly 

 
125 Seduction Theory: ‘In psychoanalysis, a theory propounded by Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) from 1895 to 1897, 
and then abandoned, according to which neuroses were attributed to repressed memories of sexual seduction in 
childhood. But in 1897 he ceased to believe that the fantasies were based in reality and propounded a theory of 
psychical reality to deal with the problem. In his article ‘On the History of the Psycho-Analytic Movement’ (1914), 
he wrote: ‘If hysterical subjects trace back their symptoms to traumas that are fictitious, then the new fact which 
emerges is precisely that they create such scenes in phantasy, and this psychical reality requires to be taken into 
account alongside practical reality.’ Andrew M. Colman,  ed., A Dictionary of Psychology, 4th ed. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2015) pp. 7–66, at pp. 17–18, DOI:0.1093/acref/9780199657681.001.0001. 
 
126 Pederson, p.342. 

 
127 Tim O’Brien, If I Die in a Combat Zone, Box Me Up and Take Me Home (New York: Broadway Books, 1999), p. 7. 

 
128 Pederson, p.342. 
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rendered as events are recalled sequentially and the protagonist explains how series of attacks 

unfolded in the same fashion (‘it went on like this’) over days and weeks.   

More recent responses to reading trauma texts consider the notion of un-representability 

expounded by dominant trauma theory alongside the rhetorical literary trope of the unspeakable, 

its links with the idea of ‘the sublime’ plus the mechanisms of recounting traumatization through 

a process of containment and symbology.129 Barry Stamplf argues the trope of the unspeakable  

is an ‘explicit admission of the inadequacy of language.’130  Naomi Mandel calls for its 

abandonment, citing ‘institutional reification,’ and its appropriation of experience as her chief 

criticisms.  131  Claiming a traumatic experience as unspeakable, Mandel contends, marks actions 

of abuse as inaccessible to human understanding.  This suppresses the survivor’s corporeal 

experience, while avoiding any suggestions of complicity within structures of violence and 

power.  Mandel asserts this avoidance enables critics to express unity with trauma survivors and 

thereby occupy ‘a moral high ground.’132 The theorist sidesteps ethical responsibilities to 

 
129 The idea of ‘The Romantic Sublime was first discussed in Edmund Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry (1757).  In The 

Sublime: From A Poet's Glossary,  Edward Hirsch refers to strong feelings or sensations that ‘take us beyond ourselves’ 

Edward Hirsch  "The Sublime: From A Poet's Glossary" cited in ‘The Sublime: Explore the glossary of poetic 

terms’ (n.d.) Poets.org < https://poets.org/glossary/sublime> [accessed 30/11/2020].  
 
See also, ‘The Romantic sublime’, in Nigel Llewellyn and Christine Riding (eds.), ‘The Art of the Sublime’, Tate 
Research Publication (January 2013) https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/the-sublime/the-romantic-
sublime-r1109221 [accessed 31 November 2020]. 
 
Dr. Chris Angelis writes, ‘The sublime, then, refers to an indefinable present moment, at which the ability to express 
and formulate an adequate depiction collapses’  ‘The Sublime in Literature: Meaning and Significance’, Home for 
Literature, (20 January 2020) https://blog.homeforfiction.com/2020/01/20/sublime-literature-meaning-
significance/ [accessed 20 October 2020]. 
 
Barry Stamplf, writes ‘The unspeakable is ancient highly serviceable rhetorical device classically associated with 
romantic love, the sacred and the sublime […] The lover insists that words cannot describe the beauty of the loved 
one.  The religious poet runs changes on the inability of language to do justice to the divine.  The magnificent 
mountain range cannot be adequately described in human speech.’  Barry Stamplf, ‘Parsing the Unspeakable in 
the Context of Trauma’ in Balaev, p. 15 

 
130 Barry Stamplf, ‘Parsing the Unspeakable in the Context of Trauma’ in Balaev, p. 15. 
 
131 Naomi Mandel, Against the Unspeakable: Complicity, the Holocaust and Slavery in America (Charlottesville: University of 
Virginia Press, 2006), pp. 100, 4, 5. 
 
132 Mandel, p. 100. 

https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/text/sublime-poets-glossary
https://poets.org/glossary/sublime
https://blog.homeforfiction.com/2020/01/20/sublime-literature-meaning-significance/
https://blog.homeforfiction.com/2020/01/20/sublime-literature-meaning-significance/
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acknowledge accounts of experiences outside of social or cultural norms and instead privileges 

the ‘problems inherent in speech.’133 

 

While I agree that the unspeakable has become reified within academia, I contend there 

is a further conflict within the trope of the unspeakable – between what Herman describes as 

‘the will to deny horrible events and the will to proclaim them aloud’ – that these theories do not 

address.134  Fraser affirms the operation of this this paradox when attempting to recount the  

trauma he endured in childhood, noting his contradictory desires to both ‘rub out’ his past and at 

the same time, to preserve it.135 Thus, the traumatized writer confronts multiple silences in 

negotiating:   

1. The tension inherent within the writing process itself – the blank page, the silence that 
forms the root of creative expression. 

2. The anxieties arising from the discord that Herman and Fraser identify above regards 
the human impulse to turn away from acts of violence versus the need to acknowledge 
these uncomfortable realties.  

3. The powerful external social and political constructions and undercurrents that 
influence the communication of experiences outside of normative structures. 

4. The breach between language and experience. 

5. Winnicott’s paradox between the psychological needs to both communicate and hide,  
and  

6. The disruptions in identities and experiences of speaking and remembering selves. 136 

 
133 Mandel, pp. 4-5. 
 
134 Herman, p. 1. 
 
135 Fraser, p. 182. 

 
136 W. D. Winnicott, ‘Communicating and not communicating leading to a study of certain Opposites’ in The 
Maturational Processes and the Facilitating Environment: Studies in the Theory of Emotional Development (London: Hogarth 
Institute of Psychoanalysis, 1965), 179-192 http://doctorabedin.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Donald-
Winnicott-The-Maturational-Process-and-the-Facilitating-Environment-1965.pdf [accessed 30 June 2020]. 
 
  

http://doctorabedin.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Donald-Winnicott-The-Maturational-Process-and-the-Facilitating-Environment-1965.pdf
http://doctorabedin.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Donald-Winnicott-The-Maturational-Process-and-the-Facilitating-Environment-1965.pdf
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A further difficulty within contemporary readings of trauma texts that I encountered 

during my research concerns the distinction between ‘trauma literature’ and ‘literature of trauma.’  

Tal cites the former as being literature with trauma as its subject while the latter  is ‘defined by 

the identity of its author’ as a survivor of trauma.137  In view of criticisms of poetry that 

addresses trauma (such as Pascale Petit’s work, which I will discuss later in this thesis) being an 

act of personal therapy,  I contend that this distinction is significant. Particularly, when 

considering the problems and challenges of producing a highly personal creative text in a 

professional context.  

Reina van de Wiel argues an essential relationship between modernist literary aesthetics 

and successful articulation of traumatic experience, noting how modernist writers are able to 

manipulate literary form to recount traumatization through a process of containment and 

symbology.138  She reasons ‘a danger resides in equating trauma narratives or ‘writings of trauma 

survivors’ with literature.’139  The form of this danger is not unpacked.  Instead, she offers a 

distinction between writing that reflects on trauma ‘rather than being compulsively driven by it,’ 

the difference hinging on the writer’s ability to ‘work through’ trauma towards a state of being 

whereby they are able to produce symbolic rather than symptomatic expositions of trauma.140 

However, elements of impulse and compulsion are necessary drives within creative practice, and 

I would argue all texts are propelled by their subject matter.   I suggest that such distinctions 

unconsciously indicate ableism.   A necessity for symbolization could readily exclude a 

 
137 Tal, p. 17. 

 
138 Reina C. van der Wiel, Literary Aesthetics of Trauma  Virginia Woolf and Jeanette Winterson (London: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2014). 
  
139 van der Wiel, p. 12. 
 
140 van der Wiel, p. 13. 
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traumatized writer with a cognitive variance such as Autism Spectrum Condition, in which 

language processing skills, including symbolization, are impaired.141   This marginalisation is even 

more pertinent for a writer with PTSD in which, as Vladimir Jovic et al insightfully note, ‘the 

capacity for symbolism is destroyed.’142  

Additionally, the practice of ‘working through’ is not defined.   Van der Wiel refers to 

Stephen Frosh’s idea that it involves ‘achieving at least some rational distance’ from trauma, 

stressing the necessity to counter ‘identification’ with trauma, and arguing that this indeterminate 

process enables the traumatized writer to ‘regain a sense of detachment.’143 However, with 

disruptions to and confusions about identity being recognized symptoms of PTSD, 

traumatization correspondently informs a significant part of identity.  This readily destabilizes 

the writer’s efforts to construct a narrative, as Ronald Fraser remarks, ‘How to write about one’s 

past without an “I”?’144  There remains much that is unclear about the premises of symbology, 

containment and rational distance.  Who makes such value judgments regarding what is 

‘rational’?  While references to ‘transcendence’, ‘cure’ and ‘recovery’ within the psychoanalytic 

frameworks upon which the concept of ‘working through’ is based, further evoke notions of 

ableism: reflecting the ‘magical cure’ trope, whereby a character is no longer disabled on account 

of some intervention, and disablement is symbolic rather than an illustration of human diversity.     

 
141 See Aïcha Belkadi, ‘Language impairments in autism: evidence against mind-blindness’, SOAS Working Papers in 

Linguistics 14 (2006), ed. by Thomas Doukas, School of Oriental and African Studies Department of Linguistics, 
School of Languages, Cultures and Linguistics, pp. 3-13 
<https://www.soas.ac.uk/linguistics/research/workingpapers/volume-14/file37813.pdf> [accessed 25 June 2020]. 
 
And Derek Ricks and Lorna Wing, ‘Language, communication, and the use of symbols in normal and autistic 
children’, Journal of Autism Development Disorder 5  (1975) 191–221 https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01538152. 
142 Vladimir Jovic et al. ‘Symbolisation and thought disorders in victims of war’, European Psychiatry, 12 (1997), p.11 

<https://www.academia.edu/3992072/Symbolisation_and_thought_disorders_in_victims_of_war > [accessed 26 
June 2020]. 
See also Van der Kolk, p. 198,  where a trauma survivor explains how ‘symbols related to the original trauma, 
however benign in reality, are thoroughly contaminated and so become objects to be hated, feared, destroyed, if 
possible, avoided if not.’   
 
143 van der Wiel, p. 9. 
 
144 Ronald Fraser, p. 90.  
 

https://www.soas.ac.uk/linguistics/research/workingpapers/volume-14/file37813.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01538152
https://www.academia.edu/3992072/Symbolisation_and_thought_disorders_in_victims_of_war
https://www.academia.edu/3992072/Symbolisation_and_thought_disorders_in_victims_of_war
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While I am critical of dominant literary trauma theories, they are useful in highlighting 

the many challenges of textually representing trauma.  I also found the idea of temporal and 

linguistic rupturing helpful in reading the structural dynamics of Perec’s, Steedman’s and Fraser’s 

autobiographies.145  Through devices that communicate aspects of narrative outside of the 

textual recount, both W.G. Sebald and Spiegelman effectively mediate the silences associated 

with relating individual and cultural trauma stories.146  Sebald through grainy photographs and 

uncertain narration and Spiegelman via a highly visual mode, with wide gutters between panels of 

text and images, plus layers of temporal and narrative switches.  

   However, trauma theories risk a perpetual ‘reading around’ the wound and an extoling 

of aporia, such that trauma and its representation is reduced to an unresolvable paradox.  This is 

further problematised by a ready lack of distinction between the absence arising from post-

structural perspectives on historical representation, and what LaCapra conceives as wounds of 

‘historical loss’ or ‘limit-events’ in history (like the mass genocide of the Holocaust).147 Non-

existence is a ‘transhistorical’ entity or idea whereas loss specifies a removal of something 

specific to a point in history, like loss of personal freedom when imprisoned or persecuted.  Loss 

always involves the absence of something, but not always vice versa.  So, the problems 

associated with literary representation of private pain such as the ‘lifelong sense of nullifying 

non-being’ Fraser refers to, are conflated with the wider challenges of embodying and 

understanding public historical events that give rise to trauma, such as war and enslavement.148 

While Caruth et al argue the impossibility of trauma narrative, the position of critics like 

Herman and Paul Ricouer supposes that ‘narrative heals aporia’ such that to recount experience is 

 
145 Perec (1975) uses dual narratives, Steedman (1986) recounts her own and her mother’s biographies alongside 

sociological analysis,  Ronald Fraser (2010) combines interviews, oral histories and transcripts of his psychoanalysis. 
 
146  See Spiegelman, (1991)  plus W.G Sebald, The Emmigrants, trans. by Michael Hulce  (London: Vintage Classics, 
2002),  Austerlitz, trans. by Anthea Bell (London: Penguin Essentials, 2011)  and The Rings of Saturn, trans. by Michael 
Hulce (London: Vintage Classics, 2013). 
147 LaCapra, pp. 47-48. 
 
148 Fraser, p. xiv. 
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to heal the wound.149  However, both Primo Levi and Jean Améry committed suicide despite 

their celebrated biographies, so recounting the story does not necessarily equate with healing the 

wounds.  Wounds are not aporias and trauma is not narrative.   It is part of the uncomfortable 

uncertainty of life and I would consider it a matter of common sense that different accounts will 

be produced from different perspectives and there is no singular ‘story’ or conceptualisation of 

trauma that is beyond literary understanding.   Thinking about trauma in terms of textual analysis 

and narrative alone risks reducing the reading and writing of trauma texts to the pursuit of 

meanings and signifiers that avoid confronting the realities of trauma. Regarding trauma as an 

out of reach philosophical, linguistic or existential impossibility both confounds the difficulties 

and challenges of living with trauma and risks these theoretical frameworks functioning as 

another way of not talking about it. 

 

  

 
149 David Wood, ‘Interpreting Narrative’, in On Paul Ricoeur. ed. by David Wood (New York: Routledge, 1991), p. 4 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203416815.  

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203416815
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Chapter 3: Memory, Narrative and Identity 

‘Memory is identity …’150 

 

This section examines the complex construct of ‘memory’ and its links with history, culture, 

narrative and identity.   Broadly speaking, memory involves two forms of recall: perfect 

recall encompasses a unification between memory of previous actions and memory of 

previous knowledge, while imperfect recall implies some knowledge deficiency within the 

ability to process information.151   Through historic and contemporary socio-political 

controversies regards ‘false’ or ‘recovered’ traumatic memories, this distinction becomes 

contentious.   

Disputes concerning the veracity of memory underline the nebulous relationships 

between bio-cognitive processes of memory and the self who is remembering.  This fuels 

debates surrounding notions of subjectivity, ‘truth’ and historical specificity in terms of literary 

representations and accounts.  Conflicting positions on memory also drive legal challenges and 

political enquiries concerning contested accounts of traumatization.   These complex issues 

confound the process of articulating trauma narratives as recollection and representation 

contend with the frictions between language, knowledge, time and semantics.  

There is a paradox for the writer of trauma to negotiate in that, in any present-time 

narration, the writer holds a ‘knowledge’ that they did not possess at the moment of traumatic 

experience.  This imbues the process of remembering with a nostalgia; a sense of something 

‘lost’ which can never be found; a longing for a time of ‘not knowing.’   What does this 

 
150 Julian Barnes, Nothing to Be Frightened of (London: Vintage, 2009), p. 140. 

151 Sumral et al., ‘A Review of Memory Theory’,  International Journal of Humanities and Social Science, 6:5  (2016), 

23-30 http://www.ijhssnet.com/journals/Vol_6_No_5_May_2016/3.pdf [accessed  9 September 2020]. 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/3012871
http://www.ijhssnet.com/journals/Vol_6_No_5_May_2016/3.pdf
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narrative loss imply for the writing self if, as cultural theorist Nicola King explains, ‘it is 

commonly accepted that identity and a sense of self is constructed by and through narrative?’152 

Is the traumatized writer’s identity then founded on this loss, inference and indeterminacy, 

creating a ‘dynamic of a self-presencing that is always, and of necessity, incomplete?’153   

While deconstructivist perspectives might argue that the author’s identity and text are 

unrelated, Pascale Petit observes that such discourses were conducted largely by male writers 

and critics before women’s narratives of abuse had much visibility, meaning the issue of the 

author’s identity is particularly significant within narratives of women’s experiences of 

traumatization.154 Steedman’s Landscape for a Good Woman centralizes the idea of the traumatized 

writer’s fragmented identity.155  There is an absence at the centre of the text as Steedman 

remembers and reconstructs the socio-political and domestic histories that shaped her, and her 

mother’s lives, as though her present self has been left out of the equation. 

Alongside these ruptures to memory, self and narrative there is an additional dilemma 

regards articulating transgenerational trauma, in that the writer is attempting to communicate an 

experience while located outside of the language of its geneses.  Nicolas Rand describes the 

existence of ‘the blocked expression of a memory trace which cannot tell the submerged history 

of its own origins.’156  While in Haunting Legacies, Gabriel Schwabb  reveals how ‘damages of 

violent histories can hibernate in the unconscious, only to be transmitted to the next generation 

 
152 Nicola King, Memory, Narrative, Identity (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000), Fourth Cover.  
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like an undetected disease.’157  Poet Roger Robinson also discusses the impact of traumas 

passed down through generations, noting  ‘[w]e’ve got so much fricking pain in us that’s passed 

down from our families, our grandmas, that we don’t really know. A genetic memory of pain.’158  

He explains ‘that pain has disappeared from history books, but is still present even though 

people don’t talk […] about it. […] You can forget the roots of trauma and continue to pass it 

down the generations.’159 

This idea of parental trauma buried within the memories, identities and consciousness’ 

of children differs from Eva Hoffman’s ‘hinge generation.’  Hoffman is doubtful regards the 

transmission of trauma across generations.  She writres, ‘for who, after all, wants to think of 

oneself as traumatized by one’s very parentage, as having drunk victimhood, so to speak, with 

one’s mother's milk?’160  However, many researchers argue the existence of genetic element to 

the transgenerational transmission of trauma;161  while others dispute the scientific validity 

regards claims of genetic alteration.162 Nonetheless, the question of trauma’s transmissibility 

presents yet another perspective on the enigma of traumatic recall and representation, with 
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more than four hundred papers having been published in the last thirty years concerning the 

transmission of trauma from Holocaust survivor parents to their offspring.163  

If, as many literary theorists contend, it is impossible to represent the trauma within 

one’s own lifetime, how much more of a problem is it to articulate trauma which has 

‘overwhelmed the interpolation of a previous generation?’164  Having grown up in household 

with two parents who never discussed the traumas they endured during and after WW2 or 

acknowledged the resultant long-term symptoms in their everyday lives, I am potently aware of 

the ways in which the unspoken existence of such traumas completely overshadowed these 

relationships.   I experienced these traumas as having a physical presence, a life of their own that 

dominated all other life; which I can only describe as the presence of absence itself; quite 

literally, an absence of words.    

Historian Andreas Huyssen remarks that trans-generational connection develops, not 

from factual recollection, but from image, behaviours and experience, while Hirsch refers to the 

significance of images and other non-verbal communications of traumatization and how this 

feeds an imaginative investment, projection and creation.  165 These insights connected with my 

readings of Perec’s work and encouraged my research of both primary and secondary critical, 

and creative ‘post–memory’ texts.    The commonality I found within texts such as Bernice 

Eisenstein’s I was a Child of Holocaust Survivors, W. G Sebald’s Austerlitz and Ronald Fraser’s In 

Search of a Past is that these authors all successfully engage with the problem of ways of telling 
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that which resists recollection while simultaneously negotiating ‘the belatedness of experience 

and the ‘otherness’ of the self in the wake of trauma.’166    

Fraser’ s text foregrounds the idea of autobiographical ‘writing under erasure.’167   There 

is a sense of a lack of clear beginning.  A constant search for a secure point from which to both 

write the text and construct the identity of the writer; as though the roots of the past and the self 

are relentlessly recoiling from the struggle to uncover them.   The structure of Fraser’s 

autobiography – consisting of interviews with former servants from the manor house he grew up 

in, dialogues with his brother and transcripts of his own psychoanalysis – references the 

instability of constructions of family and self and the fluidity and uncertainty of remembering.  

Reading about Fraser’s struggle to articulate the nullability of his childhood and the implications 

this had on his identity and writing, greatly encouraged me to overcome my difficulties in finding 

voice and form.   

Fraser speaks of enduring decades of ‘despair’ while endeavouring to write his text, 

originally titled The Hollow Man.168 He refers to his ‘avoidance’ and the repeated attempts to 

reconstruct events of his past into a workable autobiography, claiming ‘I couldn’t reach the 

fundamental understanding which would give meaning to it.’169 Perec also states that his 

autobiographical work ‘was organized around a single memory, which for me was deeply buried.’ 

170  This idea of something buried, something out of reach, reflected my own difficulties and 

ongoing sense that something remains unsaid as I grappled with a linguistic dilemma to uncover 
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a deep-seated narrative that continues to make its presence felt every day, but for which language 

seems incapable of comprehending or containing.   

Judith Herman writes ‘[a]trocities however, refuse to be buried. […] Folk wisdom is filled 

with ghosts who refuse to rest until their stories are told.’171   The restlessness within such 

narratives corroborates Fraser’s and Perec’s descriptions of their difficulties in uncovering the 

essential issue of their own recollections of traumatization.  It also substantiates my personal 

experience of the chaotic and disturbing dynamics of writing about traumatization:  the primary 

issue of where to begin, plus the constant anxieties surrounding the need to find both effective 

and affective voice for these buried narratives, coupled with the hesitation of opening up these 

confusing and redoubtable spaces.  Fraser references a similar paradoxical exigency.  The 

epigraph of In Search of a Past, quotes D.W. Winnicott to assert Fraser’s own ‘urgent need to 

communicate with the still more urgent need not to be found.’172    

 Illuminating this idea further, Abraham and Török argue the concept of ‘cryptonomy.’173 

They explain how ‘phantoms’ from the past move through generations within ‘crypts’ that 

remain unnoticed and unspoken, causing an unrelenting transgenerational ‘haunting.’174  Torok 

writes that ‘[i]n general terms the 'phantom' is a formation in the dynamic unconscious that is 

found there not because of the subject's own repression but on account of a direct empathy with 

the unconscious or the rejected psychic matter of a parental object.’175 In other words, children 
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extract unconscious crypts from their love objects, namely their parents, and incorporate them 

within their own psyches.  

Gerard Fromm emphasises the idea of intense disorder arising from such hauntings, 

noting that ‘what human beings cannot contain of their experience — what has been 

traumatically overwhelming, unbearable, unthinkable — falls out of social discourse, but very 

often on to and into the next generation as an affective sensitivity or a chaotic urgency.’176  I 

consider the idea that the inexpressibility of these hauntings relates not just to their intensity, but 

to their relationships with both language and time, highly relevant in understanding my own 

search to find literary form for what Nathan To describes as unspoken historical traumas whose 

‘sheer affective force […] persists, repeats, and spreads across generations in relentless affective 

hauntings.’177   I have aimed to express these ideas within some of my poems, which will be 

discussed in more detail in Section Two.  To give an example, the title of the poem ‘W or The 

Death of Me’ encapsulates Perec’s and Fraser’s notions of fractured and elusive narrative and 

identity.  The prose-poem form emphasises uncertainty while the narrative of a frenzied, 

anarchic funeral procession, burial, exhumation and consumption of the speaker’s tongue, 

underscores themes of enduring, entombed loss and disruption to linguistic representation.  

Abraham conceives that crypts act as burial sites for disavowed loss and trauma whereby, 

under normal circumstances, mourning takes place through introjecting the lost thing; whereas 

with unspoken trauma, the loss becomes incorporated and is thus kept ‘alive.’178  Crypts circumvent 

the process of mourning, as Ruth Klugar explains, ‘[w]here there is no grave, we are condemned 
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to go on mourning.’179   I began to consider the notion that my mental and practical difficulties 

finding literary form for something that seemed to exist outside of language could stem from the 

fact that, as Abraham and Török assert, ‘the phantom is not at all the product of the subject's 

self-creation’ and is, in fact, ‘alien to the subject who harbours it.’180  Maria Yasser concurs with 

the concept of a ‘psychic phantom.’181 She observes how the enduring nature of 

transgenerational trauma creates a ‘mute psychic zone’ whereby ‘[t]he  subjective  experience  is  

restricted to the sense of harbouring a foreign entity, a “something” that gives rise to 

inexplicable feelings  and  sometimes to psychic and somatic symptoms. Being radically foreign 

to the ego.’182    

This presented what looked like an impossible paradox. How even to begin to write 

about a thing which cannot speak about itself because its roots are both alien to the self and have 

been long buried?  As Olivia Harris comments in relation to In Search of a Past, such an exercise 

becomes an ‘investigation of its own evasiveness.’183  However, Abraham and Török emphasize 

that it is nonetheless the task of the second generation not to dissociate from the traumatic event 

and to find ways to write about their family histories.184  This is vastly different from Caruth’s 

assertion that the gap between experience and language can never be bridged.185  It encouraged 
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me to explore these ideas in more detail and look for ways to incorporate them within my 

creative work. 

The enduring nature of transgenerational trauma and its conception as a ‘crypt’ in which 

people entomb their disavowed histories, connects with Steedman’s and Perec’s statements and 

Fraser’s search surrounding the importance of excavating the wider histories that shape our 

identities.186  Discussing with his psychoanalyst whether writing could act as a means of 

‘recuperating what is lost’, Fraser notes a need ‘to make good all those broken and scattered 

tombstones inside myself first.’187 While Marc Caplan argues the existence of similar dynamics 

within Perec’s W.   He suggest the double ‘woe’ of missing Yiddish is a linguistic signal through 

which Perec both ‘disavows his own narrative voice’ and ‘indicates a return of the repressed’ 

aspects of his narrative and identity.188  Reading these poignant and inventive post-memory texts, 

it became clear that, despite the challenges, confusions and obstacles, if I wanted to find literary 

form for trauma, and in particular transgenerational trauma, I had to explore these haunting, 

mute spaces; open up the ‘crypt’, ‘talk about the war.’  As Fromm confirms, the main task of 

trauma transmission is to resist disassociating from the family heritage and ‘bring its full, tragic 

story into social discourse.’189  
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Chapter 4: Speechless Horror – Neuroscience and Traumatization 

‘Silences are a source of considerable information,’190 

 

Much debate surrounding the representation of trauma engages abstract concepts and theories.  

Popular discourse also conceives of trauma as a complex set of elusive psychological symptoms.  

However, almost fifty years before PTSD was officially recognized as a medical condition,  

Abram Kardiner, in his research on WW1 veterans, noted that ‘[t]he nucleus of the neurosis is 

physioneurosis.’191  He stressed that trauma has a physiological basis, with symptoms resulting 

from bodily responses to the original traumatic event:  Trauma therefore engenders a physical 

disarticulation; a literal incapacity to speak.  

 With the development of neuro-imaging technologies in the 1990s, brain scans of 

people with PTSD verify the somatic reality of traumatization’s wounding to communication, 

revealing that when survivors experience a flashback, there is an increased activation of the right 

half of the brain with a correspondent deactivation of the left.192 The two halves of the brain 

literally speak different languages.  The right is intuitive, emotional, visual; it develops before the 

left hemisphere and carries nonverbal communication between foetus and mother.  The left 

hemisphere is linguistic, sequential, analytical.  Its activity increases when children learn to 

speak.193  The deactivation of the left hemisphere in PTSD has a direct impact on the capacity to 

organize experiences into logical sequences and translate feelings and perceptions into words.194  
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Neurology also reveals a decrease in activity within Broca’s area, one of the speech centres of the 

brain.  As Bessel van der Kolk, President of the Trauma Research Foundation, who conducted 

these investigations explains, ‘without a functioning Broca’s area, you cannot put your thoughts 

and feelings into words.’195 He states: 

 
… trauma is preverbal.  Under extreme conditions people … shut down … sit mute and 
frozen …  “lose their tongues” […] Photographs of combat soldiers show hollow-eyed 
men staring mutely into a void.   Even years later, traumatized people often have 
enormous difficulty telling other people what has happened to them.  Their bodies re-
experience terror, rage and helplessness, as well as the impulse to fight or flee, but these 
feelings are almost impossible to articulate.  Trauma by nature drives us to the edge of 
comprehension, cutting us off from language.196 

 
 
Psychologist Tian Daley asserts damage to communication arises when the body’s fight or flight 

response takes over.  If escape or defence are not possible, the mind dissociates, detaches from 

the body, as a means of ‘fleeing’ from the event and is unable to process information.   Daley 

therefore argues that the inability to articulate trauma presents compelling evidence regards 

authenticity of accounts of traumatization: 

 
[I]t is the very nature of our human response to trauma that we defend against taking in 
the frightening experience in its entirety.  This inability to tell a clear trauma story can be 
seen by others as memory loss around traumatic events. It is in actuality, what I have 
learned to look for […] in order to determine veracity.197 

 
 
 

* 
 

Having studied the position of psychological trauma and its establishment as a legitimate field of 

enquiry through a historical lens, I conclude this has shaped a cultural environment in which 

accounts of traumatization are subject to potent forces of repression and denial.  Not only is it 
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then difficult to find language that effectively conveys trauma,  the politicised, gendered and 

dissociated history of traumatisation further disconnects the speaker from a society whose 

‘ordinary response’ as Herman explains, is to ‘banish’ such accounts from consciousness.198  

Literally, to render them ‘unspeakable’ with credibility held to question and the label of victim 

operating to stigmatise and suppress those who speak about that which is considered a violation 

of social order.  This feeds a landscape of secrecy and silence in which the continual question of 

‘belief’ operates alongside a dialogue of inequality between survivors and perpetrators, whereby  

more powerful influences can readily suppress the voices of trauma survivors.  Alongside this,  
 
the trauma survivor experiences conflicting psychological drives to pretend it never happened or 

to speak out loud a narrative coded within fragments, images, dreams and sensations rather than a 

straightforward linear recall, which further complicates the dilemma of effective representation.  

I also conclude that the differing theories that have arisen in response to trauma texts 

contribute to the already challenging issue of finding voice.  The dominant position affirms 

traumatisation as unspeakable, while other theorists promote notions of falsehood, disempower 

authorial agency and question the literary value of the ‘writings of trauma survivors.’ 199  The issue 

of finding voice is further problematised through the complex and uncertain dynamics of 

memory, recall and time and the impact this has on the construction of stable sense of identity 

through which to speak.   Transgenerational trauma presents yet another seemingly impossible 

obstacle in that the genesis of such experience is external to the survivor’s subjective reality.  I 

concur with Abraham, Török, Fromm and Yasser, that such trauma is experienced as a relentless 

sense of being haunted by an entity buried deep within consciousness and causing a continual, 

disturbing symptomatology of disarticulation, crippling despair, terror and chaos.200   
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Evidence from the fields of psychology and neuroscience affirms both the enduring 

mental disablement of traumatisation, and the physiological damage to functional speech, leading 

to a physical disarticulation that operates alongside feelings of helplessness, depression, fear, rage 

and confusion.   This evidence substantiates my position that traumatisation is not an event or 

experience per se, but is a wound experienced as a complex symptomatology and which makes 

the articulation of trauma a hugely challenging and painful experience.  I contend that, as a 

female writer, the gendered nature of powerful socio-political and theoretical constructs within 

the field of trauma studies greatly enhances the problem of representing trauma.  After immersing 

myself in this fieldwork, I conclude the existence of enduring social and cultural conditions of 

censure, such that to articulate trauma, I had to write with one hand on the page and the other 

over my mouth. 
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Part Two: Poetry 
 
‘I have nothing to say and I am saying it, and that is poetry.’ 201 
  

 
201 John Cage, Silence: Lectures and Writings, (London: Marion Boyers, 1978) p. 109. 
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Chapter 5. Confessional Poetry and ‘Risk’ 

 

The term ‘confessional’ was first used by critic Macha Rosenthal to categorize a form of poetry 

that emerged in late 1950s-early 1960s America.  According to Rosenthal, the intensely personal 

themes explored by poets including Robert Lowell, Anne Sexton, W. D. Snodgrass and Sylvia 

Plath, went  ‘beyond customary bounds of reticence and personal embarrassment.’202   While A. 

Alvarez, in his introduction to The New Poetry (1962), argued the existence of a ‘gentility principle’ 

–  ‘a belief that life is more or less orderly, people are always more or less polite, their emotions 

and habits more or less decent, and more or less controllable’ – which these ‘new’ poets’ work 

directly challenged.203 Although these comments were made over fifty years ago, in a 2006 

interview with the renowned critic, Todd Swift notes that ‘the force of Alvarez’s attack is 

undiminished by the years’ suggesting an enduring drive to counter such  uncomfortableness. 

 
It could be argued that the success of Sharon Olds – whose work is categorised by The 

American Academy of Poets as ‘Confessional Poetry,’ –  illustrates that personal life writing is 

not a bar to critical and commercial literary acclaim.204  Olds has been awarded The Pulitzer 

Prize, The T.S, Elliot Prize and sales of her National Book Critics Circle Award-winning volume, 

The Dead and the Living (1984) are in excess of 50,000 copies.205  Nonetheless, Olds has also drawn 

harsh criticism for her chosen material, attracting caustic remarks such as Denise Levertov’s  ‘I’m 
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certainly very tired of the me, me, me, kind of poem, the Sharon Olds “Find the dirt and dig it 

up” poem.’206    

 
In her study of the poet, Katrina Naomi observes Old’s work ‘focuses on acts of rape and 

violence that have been committed not against her but against other women and girls,’ and 

remarks that, when interviewed, Olds ‘was hesitant to use the word ‘abuse’ in relation to her 

childhood.’207  Much of Olds’ work is an intimate address to themes of marital breakup, sex, 

eroticism, childbirth, love, aging, death and political consciousness.  These are areas of common 

human understanding, not the events outside the range of everyday experience ordinarily used to 

differentiate trauma.   Indeed, The Academy writes, Olds’ work concerns ‘the minutiae of a 

woman's everyday life’ while a review of her collection Arias, describes Olds’ poems as ‘savvy, 

lyrical takes on ordinary experience.’   Adam Hirsch pronounces Olds work a ‘fetishism of the 

ordinary’ charging her with producing ‘pantheistic porn.’   Olds comments on the gendered 

element of criticisms concerning the alleged pornographic nature of her work: 

 

As I recall, pornography comes from ‘pornos’ – the writing, I believe it is, by men, 
about female prostitutes. I don’t think it is Greek men writing about beautiful 
Greek boys, I think it’s men writing about women. So I looked in my writing for 
any poems by men about female sex workers and found none.208 
 

 
Gender bias has informed critiques of so-called confessional poetry from the 

outset.  The term itself is charged with ‘patriarchal history’ underscored by Stephen 

Spender’s use of ‘hysteria’ to describe Plath’s  work.209  Reviewing Petit’s What the Water 

 
206 Nicholas O’Connell, ‘Levertov’s Final Interview: A Poet’s Valediction’, Modern American Poetry (n.d.) 
<http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/g_l/levertov/oconnell.html> [accessed 12 September 2010]. 

207 Naomi, Beyond Gentility, p. 55. 
 
208 See ‘Appendix D: Interview with Sharon Olds’ in Naomi, Beyond Gentility, pp. 112-113. 
 
209 See Irene Gammel, ed., Confessional Politics: Women’s Sexual Self- Representation in Life Writing and Popular Media 
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University, 1999), p. 3. 
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Gave Me: Poems After Frida Kahlo (2011),  critic Johnny Marsh remarks on the  

‘gynaecological’ content, despite the word ‘vagina’ appearing only once. 210  While Jehane 

Markam comments that poems in Petit’s The Zoo Father (2001) ‘show too much […] rage 

in her heart’ allude to gendered notions of acceptable emotional representation. 211  

Reflecting on the critical landscape of contemporary poetry, Petit observes: 

 

Poets are often discouraged from writing intense personal poems, especially about 
extreme emotions.  To do so is to court criticism for being self-indulgent or 
embarrassing.  It’s much more acceptable to be ironic than to be emotionally direct.  
Writing autobiographically on traumatic subjects such as mental illness, domestic 
violence, rape, child abuse, infidelity, parents, suicide and alcoholism is seen as taboo in 
this highbrow art form, but not in fiction, memoir, biography, non-fiction and the media.  
I find it hard to come to terms with an art that censors itself so severely.212 

 

In his review of Petit’s The Zoo Father, Robert Potts asserts the collection ‘asks that we participate 

in the gruelling ordeal of someone else’s therapy’ claiming that ‘poets who take suffering as 

subject matter do so knowing the risks.’213 Although Potts does not explain the nature of these 

risks, as well as associating autobiographical writing with personal therapy, his review draws links 

between the subject matter of Petit’s collection and her skill as a poet.   However, while lack of 

craft is a key criticism, the use of specific crafting is also levied as a reason for disdain.  David 

Yezzi describes a particular style of ‘rawness’ that can be ‘deliberately, even cynically assumed.’214  

 
And Stephen Spender, ‘Warnings from the Grave’, in The New Republic, 154 (1966) cited in Charles Newman, ed., The 
Art of Sylvia Plath: A Symposium (London: Faber, 1970), p. 202. 

 
210 Johnny Marsh, ‘Painting, Poetry, Music: The Images of Pascale Petit’, Agenda ,44 (2009), p. 105.   
 
211 Jehane Markham, ‘Review: Pascal Petit The Zoo Father’,  Ambit ,167 (2002) 59–60 in JSTOR, 

www.jstor.org/stable/44338333. 
 
212 Pascale Petit, ‘Private and Public Wars’, New Welsh Review, 72 (2006) 8-14, (p. 8). 

213 Robert Potts, ‘The Zoo Father, by Pascale Petit’, Guardian Saturday Review, (16 March 2002), p. 10. 

214  David Yezzi, ‘Confessional poetry and the artifice of honesty,’  The New Criterion, 16 (1998), in The Free 
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[accessed 29 September 2020].  
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He deems editing and shaping of poems an ‘artful simulation of sincerity’ arguing that the 

confessional poets including Snodgrass, Lowell, Sexton, and Plath, ‘lie like truth’ and 

incorporate ‘guilty personal detail for emotional effect.’215   

Poet and critic Claire Pollard affirms the enduring nature of the gentility principle, noting 

that reviewers of her first collection applied the term ‘Plathian’ in a negative context.216   She 

contends the label ‘confessional’ is ‘attached to the image of woman as hysterical harpy: 

disturbed, hormonal, her own muse before she is an artist.’217  While Deryn Rees- Jones 

highlights the operation of censorial gender politics whereby in choosing to write, female poets 

underscore patriarchal stereotypes of self-indulgent, disempowered femininity, whereas by 

choosing to restrain their expression, they confirm a position of passive and conforming 

femaleness.218  Clearly, the label ‘confessional’ is ‘a major stumbling block’ that writers of trauma 

narratives must negotiate.219   

From my own experience writing poems about sexual abuse, the undercurrents of 

Freud’s position on ‘false memories’ are also at play, engendering an additional, highly 

compelling silencing force.   Whatever one might think of recent widespread historic accounts of 

child abuse within the care system, Boris Johnson’s describing the investigation of these 

allegations as ‘all this malarky’ involving ‘60 million pounds [ …] being spafffed up against the 

wall’ clearly reveals authoritative attitudes to the validity and veracity of listening to these 

 
215  Yezzi, 1998.   
 
216 Clare Pollard, ‘Getting Poetry to Confess’, Magma 21 (2001), in The Poetry Library: Poetry Magazines 
http://poetrymagazines.org.uk/magazine/recordc7e5.html?id=4935 [accessed 29 September 2020]. 
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accounts.220  The use of the word ‘spaffed’ as in ‘ejaculated’ is particularly dismissive and 

disparaging in this regard.  Arguments surrounding ‘false memories’ also infer a necessity for 

candour and absolute veracity in creative texts.  Rees-Jones confirms this exigency regards 

notions of truth and realism, writing of a presumption that confessional poetry ‘demands a 

dynamic belief between reader or listener and poet.  The belief in the authenticity of the I that 

speaks the poem that exits both during and after the poem is read,’ an idea which is absent 

within other literary forms.221     

Considering historical associations of trauma with narrow categorizations of femaleness, 

the enduring use of the term ‘hysterical,’ criticisms of lack of skill, the connections drawn 

between personal biographical poetry, amateurism, therapy and female self-indulgence, and the 

demand for authorial truthfulness, it is evident that writing poetry about interpersonal violence 

both exposes the writer to powerful silencing forces and places them at difficult junctures.222  

Pollard contends that, to be taken seriously, contemporary female poets have increasingly been 

trying to break away from the ‘intimate, physical language of Sixties and Seventies feminism’ and 

notes their voices have become ‘less ferocious, impassioned and visceral’ as a result.223  She 

argues the popularity and influence of ‘poetry therapy’ has fostered an environment in which 

‘professional poets, wanting to distinguish themselves from this enormous mass of unpublished 

but heart-felt poetry, are perhaps doing this by ceasing to pour their own hearts out.’224   

Petit raises an additional censorial factor whereby writing about public incidences of  
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violence, like war and terrorism is admired, while writing about private ‘wars’ – which are, she 

argues, ‘so often the mistreatment of women and children’ – is deemed not a worthwhile subject 

for poetry.225  She contrasts critical receptions of violent imagery within her own poetry against 

that of poets whose work responds to more public incidences of violence: 

  

 If the subject is handled with imagination and flair the critics welcome it. It is permissible 
 to publish verse containing distressing graphic images: a headless rider (Ciaran Carson); a 
 face exploded flat into a wall (David Harsent); a bunker-ceiling hung with charred 
 children’s hands (Robert Minhinnick); a bagful of ears emptied on the floor. (Carol 
 Forche).226 
 

Thus, poets who write about personal experience also face criticism that their work lacks 

relevance to larger philosophical and existential problems amidst accusations of ‘solipsistic self-

advertisement’ and ‘mawkish self-pity.’227  Such criticism support a turning away from 

uncomfortable issues that continue to affect women’s lives so pervasively.228  Petit links 

accusations of self-indulgence to anxieties and shame about ‘what goes on in the supposed haven 

of the home.’229  She asserts that by removing the ‘masks of respectability and distance,’ the poet 

who explores personal traumatization reflects the continuance of wider incidences of social and 

cultural breakdown, abuse and exploitation.’230   Judith Herman also argues against separating 

public and private, highlighting a commonality between ‘survivors of vast concentration camps 
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created by tyrants who rule nations and the survivors of small, hidden concentration camps 

created by tyrants who rule their worlds.’231  

While much debate surrounding confessional poetry concerns work produced in the 

1950s-1960s, arguments have been reignited in the wake of the phenomenon of ‘Instapoetry.’232 

Enthusiasts praise practitioners’ ‘honesty’ ‘accessibility,’ and ‘spontaneity’,233  terms critic 

Rebecca Watts describes as ‘buzzwords for the open denigration of intellectual engagement and 

rejection of craft.’234 Lack of technical application is considered a virtue and editorial processes 

are eschewed because, according to one leading practitioner, such actions feel ‘like betraying the 

exact emotion of the time.’235   Broadcaster James Naughtie celebrates this idea, affirming the 

notion that the shaping of poems, the development of technical mastery, is somehow insincere, 

elitist or underhand.  He asserts audiences ‘want poems that don’t seem too artificial or 

contrived, that actually hit you in the solar plexus. […] With any good poetry there’s nowhere to 

hide for the poet.’236  This suggests that unfettered expression exempts Intsapoets from 
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accusations of superficiality and reinforces the belief that unregulated honesty is an essential 

aesthetic requirement within poetry.   

Instapoets style themselves as taboo breakers – as though they invented poetry about 

sex, self-harm or inequalities.  Rupi Kaur frames herself as an activist and ‘icon of diversity 

against hostile gatekeepers of literary prestige’ claiming ‘there was no market for poetry about 

trauma abuse and healing’ within a misogynist publishing arena that excludes the voices of 

women and particularly women of colour.237  Such notions confuse ‘established’ with 

‘establishment.’  Dealing with rejections and taking advice from editors is a part of any serious 

poet’s apprenticeship.  I suggest Kaur’s frustration in finding a traditional publisher examples the 

desire for instant gratification that social media platforms encourage, while her subsequent 

popularity and commercial success stems from intense publicity surrounding Instagram’s initial 

banning of an image Kaur posted featuring a menstrual bloodstain.238  

Commenting on her success, Kaur asks ‘[h]ow does a fifty-year-old white woman relate 

to this?’239 As a fifty-year-old white woman at the time of writing, I would argue that by raising 

such a question Kaur undermines her statement regarding marginalized voices and lack of 

market for her writing and examples the very attributes that key criticisms of confessional writing 

expound; namely that such work lacks significance regards broader debates about human 

experience, art and representation.    As director of the Complete Works arts diversity project, 

Natalie Teitler, comments ‘If you are a young(er) artist & your audience never includes 
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anyone over 35, you might want to ask yourself if you would be OK with an audience of no 

racial diversity, no working class, no disabled, no LGBTQI. Great art is ageless. Think about 

it.’240   

In querying the relevance of her poetry to mature women and embracing a platform that 

encourages the manipulation of representations of female identity, it would appear that Kaur 

verifies the absence of engagement with broader implications regards the politics of women 

writing the personal, bypasses the socio-economic inequalities inherent within the world of 

accessing and controlling digital information and reinforces constricted categorizations of female 

experience.   Far from promoting a more diverse range of female expressions that Kaur 

expounds, a wealth of research concerning social media – with its preoccupation with ‘likes’, 

‘ticks’ and sharing and the increasing market value of personal data – confirms the Panoptic 

effect of popular platforms.241  Users’ manipulation of content to attract praise and increase 

followers serves as a powerful form of identity surveillance, thereby encouraging ‘a continual 

self-conscious body monitoring in women.’242   

Claiming a right to speech via a platform dedicated to amplifying anyone who wants to 

be heard examples the dumbing-down effects of social media and its harmful impact on the 

ability to think critically.  Kaur could use her popularity to amplify Asian women’s writing, for 

example, by editing an anthology, or including marginalised voices within her readings, as poet 

Menna Elfyn has done.243  However, in a scroll-on-the-go culture, Kaur’s ‘fidget-spinner poetry’ 

 
240  Dr Nathalie Teitler, (@Natteitler 5 March 2019), (tweet) 
https://twitter.com/Natteitler/status/1102880967780458497 [accessed 06 November 2020]. 

 

241 Alberto Romele et. al., ‘Panopticism is not Enough: Social Media as Technologies of Voluntary Servitude’, 
Surveillance and Society, Surveil-lance Studies Network, 2017. hal-0145811 https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-
01458118/document [accessed 20 September 2020]. 

242 Margaret Duncan, ‘The politics of women's body images and practices: Foucault, the panopticon, and Shape 
magazine’, Journal of Sport & Social Issues, 18 (1994) 48-65. 

243 In a performance at Cardigan’s Cellar Bards held at The Cellar Bar in Cardigan, Ceredigion, Wales, on 25 May 
2018, alongside reading her own work in Welsh and English translation, Elfyn read a selection of women's poetry 
from Afghanistan translated from Dari and Pashto. 

 

https://twitter.com/Natteitler/status/1102880967780458497
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01458118/document
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr/hal-01458118/document
https://www.researchgate.net/journal/0193-7235_Journal_of_Sport_Social_Issues


 140 

texts, example a strategically-constructed commodification.244   Within such lines as ‘borders / 

are man-made / they only divide us physically / don’t let them make us / turn on each other’, 

extra-textual discourses of difference and subjugation are performed within a sanitized landscape 

of commercialised, post-millennial unreality that encourages superficial engagement with global 

issues.245  In this context readers can ‘like’ something then move on, convinced this equates with 

deepening connections, broadening understandings and furthering knowledge of discourses of 

discrimination.  Amanda Lovelace’s assertion that ‘people call us Instapoets as a way to 

differentiate us from ‘real poets’ – aka dead, white, straight, cisgender, males’ reinforces 

patriarchal stereotypes among her leagues of followers.246 It highlights lack of awareness 

concerning histories of women’s autobiographical writing and of  ‘real’ poetry landscapes, were 

at the time of writing (2019), in a small nation like Wales, the editors of all major English 

language journals and poetry book publishers are female.247   

The ease by which Instapoets expound their trauma narratives and the frequency of their 

postings contradicts evidence from the fields of neuroscience discussed previously and suggests 

that these expressions more closely resemble ‘angsty heartbreak poetry’ than fractured and fragile 

accounts of traumatisation.248  While Kaur might insist that this is because ‘people aren’t used to 

poetry that’s so easy and simple’,249  and fans assert that her poems are ‘real, because abuse is not 
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beautiful or pleasant, it’s harsh and cruel,’250 I contend that these beliefs reinforce the criticism 

levied at contemporary writers that, where in Sexton’s and Snodgrass’ era, ‘you had to have spent 

some time in a mental hospital to qualify as a poet, now you have to have been abused.’251 

I would argue the notion of abuse or mental illness as a creative passport not only 

constrains poets within narrow categorisations of American post-war middle-class disaffected 

experience, it also bolsters harmful constructs such as the poèt maudit.    This concept, translated 

from the French ‘accursed poet’ refers to poets who live outside of, or in opposition to, societal 

order.  It was popularised by Paul Verlaine in his work Les Poètes maudits (1884); a biographical 

analysis of the work of 19th Century Symbolist poets, including Tristan Corbière, Stéphane 

Mallarmé, and Arthur Rimbaud.252  The notion suggests that alcoholism, violence, crime and 

insanity underscore the creation of fine poetry, but alludes to the fact that, living as societal 

outcasts, poètes maudits likely do not receive significant recognition during their lifetimes and often 

die at an early age.  In his discourse on suicide, The Savage God, A. Alvarez asserts that Plath’s 

suicide ‘was an attempt to get herself out of a desperate corner her own poetry had boxed her 

into.’253  In directly linking Plath’s writing and her suicide to an identical origin, this position 

reinforces the connection between dangerous lifestyle choices and creativity. 

The suggestion that within such ‘murderess art’ poetry and the destruction of self are 

inseparable, propagates the cultural trope of the ‘mad poetess’ and places the writer of mental 

health narratives in a challenging position whereby, to continue to write, they may decide to 

forgo medical treatment.  In an interview with bphope, Kay Redfield Jamieson, who has written 
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extensively about the link between creativity and mania in relation to her own experience and 

that of Robert Lowell, affirms this ‘complicated’ dilemma.254  The magazine for people with 

bipolar conditions lists concern about loss of creativity as a key reason for non-compliance with 

medication, with one suffer commenting, ‘for a long time, I felt I had to choose between 

managing my illness and unleashing my creativity.’255 

Poet, editor and psychiatrist Richard M. Berlin’s research highlights that, for many poets, 

healing from illness is entwined with their paths as artists.’256 Nonetheless, the writers he 

surveyed reiterate that craftsmanship and skill are compromised during periods of mental 

distress, thus affirming that ideas and inspiration alone are not what makes great art.   This 

position does not equate with critical responses to these writers’ work being no more than 

therapy as Potts would have it, thereby excluding it from holding aesthetic value or significance.  

For example, while Yezzi comments that for John Berryman suicide was an inevitable 

consequence of his writing life,257  Berryman’s widow notes that, in the wake of the poet’s 

father’s suicide at aged forty, her husband’s critically acclaimed writings had given him seventeen 

more years than would otherwise have been the case.258   

Certainly, criticisms surrounding the poetic expressions of mental illness and 

traumatization can be reductive and can engender potent suppressing constructs that the writer 
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https://www.bphope.com/sticking-with-it/
http://media.podcasts.ox.ac.uk/humdiv/torch/Poets-Power-Health-Transcript-file.pdf
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who chooses to explore such subjects must navigate.  However, as the poets in Berlin’s study 

demonstrate, perfect health is a misconception.  It is not an endpoint for writers to achieve in 

order to produce their best work.  Writing and managing health are lifelong processes and 

considering them as separate aspects of the writer’s experience dismisses the courage and 

determination that writers who explore painful personal biographies embody.   Gwyneth Lewis 

criticizes the ‘fluffy image’ surrounding poetry practice, noting it is:  

 

extremely badly paid (if at all) and socially isolated. It requires self-questioning, 
rumination on difficult issues and large stretches of time when you have no idea of what 
you’re doing or whether it will be of any value at all. In this situation, I’d say that, far 
from being casualties, poets are the SAS of the written word.259 
 

Lewis concurs with the American modernist writer Wallace Stevens who called the poet’s work 

‘the stronger life,’ a position I also endorse.260   From my own experience, it is essential to 

confront both personal and public constructs that define traumatized people as powerless and 

subordinated.  Not only can poetry enable the writer to live with what might otherwise be 

unbearable, it is a means of inner resistance; an action asserting the liberty to express and remain 

true to oneself despite the trauma of living under abusive and authoritarian regimes, be they 

domestic, national or global. While social media might encourage individuals to imagine they are 

free from state control and mechanisms of establishment and authority, like all areas of our 

public lives, social media is subject to ever more regulation by global corporations and 

governance.  The silencing influence engendered through rules, regimes, authorities, 

managements and administrations may be subtle and unnoticed.  I would argue that the ability to 

stay true to one’s inner self amidst such forces can be the first casualty.  Telling the truth in this 

sense does not equate with narratives as literal truth, or with the Instapoets ‘honest’ outpouring 

 
259 Lewis, ‘That Way Lies Madness’.   
 
260 Wallace Stevens cited in Lewis, ‘That Way Lies Madness’.   
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of emotions as text.  It is the deeper truth that underscores the human capacity to make art, and 

in particular to make art after trauma.  

 

* 

 

In electing which poets’ works to analyse, I have chosen writers whose biographical material 

resonates with elements of my personal experience and whose creative and critical writings 

engage with the dynamics between traumatisation and linguistic representation.   As much has 

been written about Plath’s and Sexton’s work, I wanted to concentrate on contemporary female 

poets.  Petit’s writings about traumatisation, confessional poetry and her sexually abusive, 

violent, mentally ill parents are central to my own creative journey.  I greatly admire Kim 

Moore’s lyrical writings of domestic violence and working-class experience.  Moore also critically 

engages with ideas of language and silence in relation to sexism.261  While Katrina Naomi’s finely 

crafted poetry explores the politics of domestic and global dictatorships and engages with 

working class culture.    Naomi has also written critically about the ‘dreadful tag’ of confessional 

poetry in her thesis concerning gender and representations of violence in poetry.262 

  

 
261 Kim Moore, Poetry and Everyday Sexism, (unpublished doctoral thesis, Manchester Metropolitan University, 
2020).  

262 Katrina Naomi, cited in ‘Ali Lewis, The Bloodjet: An Interview with Katrina Naomi’, The Poetry School, (May 
2016) https://poetryschool.com/interviews/bloodjet-interview-katrina-naomi/ [accessed 10 September 2020].  
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Chapter 6. 

Katrina Naomi – Violence: Personal and Political 

 

In Naomi’s poetry, trauma is represented through a sharpness of language that merges intimacy 

with intensity.  There is also a strong visual quality, with distance, perspective and observation 

forming essential components.  Many of Naomi’s poems are peopled with eccentric, 

dysfunctional characters in bleak social landscapes.  For example, in her second collection, The 

Way the Crocodile Taught Me, the poem ‘Elsie’ recounts a dying grandmother who vehemently 

rejects family members and medical treatment, while ‘Bearskin’ presents an alcoholic, divorced 

father, alienated from his children and dismissed from the Bearskin Guards, who reflects on 

what he has lost.263  There is also a palpable sensation of claustrophobic intimacy, as noted by  

London New Poetry Award Judges, Daljit Nagra, Tamar Yoseloff and Adam O’Riordan, in 

response to Naomi’s first collection The Girl with The Cactus Handshake (2009).   Within this, her 

first full collection, the judges remark on Naomi’s ability to translate the ‘intimate codes of 

relationships.’264 Combined with the observatory perspective, intensity of language and uneasy 

intimacy, Naomi’s poetry has a darkly comedic edge.   This ‘edge’ is central to Naomi’s poetic 

representation of painful family history; it operates in the linguistic ‘edginess’ noted above, as 

well as within the detached visual angles and the disturbing biographies of people on the fringes 

of social and political discourse. 

Naomi’s background as a political rights worker is reflected in an early poem, ‘Pinochet’s 

Garden.’265 Here, Naomi conjures an intense, almost cloying sensation through her descriptions 

of Pinochet’s intimate relationship with his blooms, with their ‘gasps of bog cotton’ (l.1), 

 
263 ‘Katrina Naomi, The Way the Crocodile Taught Me (Bridgend: Seren, 2016), pp. 33, 40.  
 
264 See The Girl With the Cactus Handshake’, Katrina Naomi, (n.d.) https://www.katrinanaomi.co.uk/the-girl-with-
the-cactus-handshake/ [accessed 07 July 2020]. 

 
265 Katrina Naomi, The Girl with The Cactus Handshake (Matlock: Templar Poetry, 2009) p. 50.   
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gardeners dowsing plants that ‘droop’ (l.4) and ‘the sweat of his greenhouse, the heat forced to 

its limit’ (l.6).266   

More explicit indications towards violence are delivered through the poem’s opening 

word ‘punctured’ and the accounts of Pinochet’s childhood: 

 

As a boy, he’d snipped the heads off lilies, now  
he wanted beauty, found comfort in the red wounds of roses.  
One task he retained; no one was allowed to shoo the birds  
from the lawn. He hung his catapult from a hook.  
 
His blooms won prizes. His soil, rich. Bone meal rich. 267 
 
 

This closing line, constructed entirely from single-syllabled words, underscores a disturbing 

imagery with a quietly insistent rhythm.  However, there is a cool economy to the language; 

violence is kept at arms’ length – quite literally, beneath the surface, buried within the ‘soil.’268   

‘Bar Girl, Havana, 1954’ takes the linguistic economy a stage further as the speaker 

begins:    

It’s that time of night when 

my earrings pinch like clams, 

when my tulle net skirt itches.269  

 

Breaking the line at ‘when’ engenders a feeling of ominous presentiment, a violence just waiting 

to erupt from beneath the poem’s surface, as the speaker describes how ‘it’s 3 am and Ernesto 

waits / for me to finish this beer.’ (ll.9-10).  Personal experience unfolds against a backdrop of 

growing social and political unrest as the narrative continues with more urgency:  

 

My tab’s running over  

 
266 Naomi, Cactus, ‘Pinochet’s Garden’, p. 50. 
 
267 Naomi, ‘Pinochet’s Garden’, p. 50, ll. 10-14.  

 
268 Naomi, ‘Pinochet’s Garden’, p. 50 (l.14). 
 
269 Naomi, Cactus, ‘Bar Girl, Havana, 1954’, p.14, (ll.1-3) 
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I need to clean this dress  

find more lipstick, fix my hair 270 

 

The verbs suggest a call to action: ‘running’, ‘need’, ‘find’, ‘fix’.  The poem’s ending contrasts this 

urgency with the understated yet compelling closing line; ‘People say there’ll be a revolution.’ 

(l.16).  Both these poems are finely wrought, acutely perceived character studies, but I would 

argue that the violence is noted, nodded at: (‘people say’).   

Naomi again unites personal life with wider political unrest in her pamphlet exploring the 

lives of Suffragettes.271 Reviewing this work, Ellen Cranitch writes, ‘the challenge for the poet 

writing about violence … is to ensure appropriate poetic transformation of the material … 

Naomi’s poems meet this challenge triumphantly.’272   Naomi’s poems do address violence 

through her combinations of dark humour, charged lyrical intensity and her startling imagery.  A 

notable example can be seen in ‘For Eliza (My great-grandmother)’ where the poet uses visceral 

language to brilliant effect as she recounts the story of her grandmother, whom she discovered 

had been a member of The Women’s Social and Political Union.273 

 

 
For Eliza (My great-grandmother) 
 
‘Go home and darn the old man’s socks.’ – Popular anti-Suffragette insult 

You ran away to north London, 
never spoke of home, fled as a child 
from that gap on the form 
where your father would have been; 
a mother you rarely mentioned. You ran 
to a life of needles and silks, martyred 
your eyes for those who could pay, 

 
270 Naomi, ‘Bar Girl, Havana, 1954’ (ll.13-15). 

 
271 Katrina Naomi, Hooligans, (Presteigne: Rack Press, 2012). 

272 Ellen Cranitch, ‘What Makes It Necessary?’ (n.d.) Ellen Cranitch, http://ellencranitch.com/what-makes-it-

necessary/ [accessed 10 September 2020]. 

 
273 Katrina Naomi, ‘For Eliza (My great-grandmother)’, Hooligans, (Presteigne: Rack Press, 2012). p. 6. 

http://ellencranitch.com/what-makes-it-necessary/
http://ellencranitch.com/what-makes-it-necessary/
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embroidering a cape for the Coronation; 
never a dress for yourself. 

When you straightened up, 
out of the poor light, you thrust a pin 
through the crown of your best straw hat, 
worked among those with a larger vision. 
I can’t know what my Great-Grandfather said 
of your views as you patched his shirts, 
kissed him off across the Channel; 
or where you were when the telegram messenger 
came running, just days before you won the vote. 

 

However, considering Cranitch’s comment, I would question whether the poet is writing 

about violence, or whether she is writing a finely crafted, acutely observed, passionate account of 

someone whose life was marked by loss and trauma in many forms.   The phrase ‘You ran / 

to a life of needles and silks’ in lines 5-6 suggest the poem’s subject might have had some choice 

in the direction she took, almost as though she was in a hurry to get there and was relieved when 

she did.  While the unusual use of the verb ‘martyred’ to break line six seems out of place in a 

poem about someone who dynamically used their life to act against overriding beliefs about 

women’s enfranchisement (l.6).  It is a strong image, but did the subject compromise her sight 

for personal beliefs or because of socio-economic circumstances beyond her control?   The 

traumatization regards her illegitimacy, her socio-economic position and the loss of her husband 

are, quite literally, not spoken about:  The absent father is condensed to a ‘gap on the form’ 

while the narrative of her husband’s demise remains with the telegram messenger (l.3).  

This is certainly a striking portrayal of a courageous women at a pivotal point in history 

that crackles with energy and passion for its subject, as the poet uses references to needlework 

and potent verbs such as ‘thrust’, ‘patched’ and ‘martyred’ to recount her grandmother’s 

experience, but the violence that underscores this woman’s life is not unpacked.  Indeed, the use 

of the word ‘ran’ twice in the poem, the word ‘fled’ plus the messenger who also ‘came running’ 
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suggests a desire for both subject (understandably) and writer (less so) to distance themselves 

from this violence as fast as possible.     

In my own collection, the poem ‘Descent’ raises themes of post-memory, violent family 

history and social responses to violent acts with its direct references to Armistice Day and The 

Festival of Remembrance.  Like ‘For Eliza’ this poem also adopts detachment, distancing and 

linguistic economy through its short sentences and child-like perspective.  For example, in the 

lines ‘[…] How the poppies tumbled in a titanic hush like squillions of / silent sycamore seeds.   

It was black and white.   But inside my head / the poppies fell in colour.274  In contrast to 

Naomi’s ordered two stanza construction, ‘Decent’ is one of several prose poems in my 

collection.  This form offers a container-like construction to hold the theme of abuse, allowing 

the poem to occupy a limbic space of uncertainty and dislocation as it straddles the boundary 

between literary forms. 

 

Descent 

 
It was the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month. 
We were outside the Co-op in the rain on the parade, where you rattled 
hearts for change with your red collecting box.    (We’d been there 
every weekend since the spiders came in from the woods.)    It was 
still streaming knives and forks when we got the bus back home and 
after supper,    I stayed up and watched The Festival of Remembrance on 
T.V.   How the poppies tumbled in a titanic hush like squillions of 
silent sycamore seeds.   It was black and white.   But inside my head 
the poppies fell in colour.    Later, I noticed that some had fallen in 
our back garden.    They grew into the kind of deep, dark forest you 
find in fairy tales.   I remember,  because I was eleven  eleven  eleven.

 
274 Belltree, p. 6. 
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Just as the violence in Naomi’s poem is not directly confronted, the traumatic abuse is never 

made explicit and is instead suggested through the lines, ‘deep, dark forest you find / in fairy 

tales’ and ‘(We’d been there / every weekend since the spiders came in from the woods.)’ plus 

images of falling.  The use of brackets is intended to give the statement a sense of detachment – 

as though no one is really listening or even cares, and the distress contained within these marks 

of parenthesis is merely an afterthought, or some random childish nonsense – while at the same 

time mirroring depersonalization and dissociation symptomatic within traumatization.  The 

childlike voice also differs from Naomi’s ordered recount.  While repetitions of  ‘eleven’ at the 

beginning and end of the poem assert the experience and language of childhood innocence 

embedded within the body of poem being repeatedly and forever disrupted.   ‘Descent’ exploits 

absences and ‘unspokeness,’ leaving the details of traumatic abuse to the reader’s imagination 

and although ‘For Eliza’ also does not unpack the specifics of subject’s traumatic losses, I would 

argue the representation of the subject’s psychic wounding is more apparent in my own text. 

Naomi returns her attention to the volatile tensions of domesticity in her second 

collection, The Way the Crocodile Taught Me (2016).  Its three distinct parts both connect central 

themes of loss and isolation and sustain the reader in following what might otherwise be an 

intense and highly personal journey.275  The first section presents domestic landscapes charged 

with both nostalgia and disorder.  There are rented houses reeking of ‘fried egg sarnie[s] smeared 

with Daddies Sauce.’276 ‘The Sport and The People’ (ll.10) litter the couch and ‘the TV’s whine’ 

(ll.19) is like white noise in the background as Naomi recalls a childhood and adolescence – 

where ‘we were all hemmed-in by the giant sofa’ (l.5) – with vivid and intimate detail.277  

 
275 R. McCaffery, ‘Out of this world and back again’, The Compass (18 August 2016) 
http://www.thecompassmagazine.co.uk/rmrev/ [accessed 9 July 2020]. 
 
276 Naomi, ‘Poems after My Stepfather’ – ‘5. ‘Willpower’, Crocodile, pp. 14-20, p. 18, (l.1).   
 
277 Naomi, ‘5. ‘Willpower’, Crocodile, p. 18.  
 

http://www.thecompassmagazine.co.uk/rmrev/
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The constraining physical bulk of this omnipresent lump of furniture alludes to the pervasive 

presence of the abusive, overweight, cross-dressing stepfather, which ‘looms oppressively over 

the entire collection’.278 There is a palpable sense of claustrophobia.  

 ‘2 Edinburgh Walk’ depicts a childhood home with its ‘square of garden’ and ‘kitchen 

tiles / each one scorched / with the curved ship of an iron’ (l.3).  This is a ‘gift’ (l.7) left by a 

previous tenant that the speaker’s mother, ‘frenzied with a brillo pad’ (l.6), attempts to erase.279 

The poet describes this unsightly feature as ‘jilted art’ (l.8), suggesting the careless, casual wounds 

left by strangers she explores in the second section.  Claustrophobia is contrasted with a 

powerful sense of emptiness and unfulfillment: the hollow sounds of ‘Steam holes oh oh ohing / 

on the orange glaze’ (ll.4-5) echoing the void left at the end of the poem within the haunting 

image of a mother’s promise of a garden swing which never appears.   With the poem ending on 

the word ‘swing’ and the stark image of unfulfilled promise, the reader is left in a state of 

suspension, signifying the unspoken yet enduring effects of familial trauma. 

‘Memory (Margate 1969)’ suggests broken relationships through textual spacing, visual 

and physical separations and a dominant sensation of loss and suspension.280  The narrative 

opens at the moment before a photographic image is captured. The father / photographer  

repeatedly ‘shouts at the wind’ (l.7) , in an attempt to communicate to the speaker, who is poised 

above a cliff.    Separation is confirmed in the opening lines of ‘The Romantic’ as the speaker 

recounts ‘After father left, I grew / a battery of hearts.’ (ll.1-2).281  The final stanza is particularly 

moving: 

 

 
278 McCaffery, ‘Out of this world and back again’. 

 
279  Naomi, Crocodile,  p. 9. 
 
280 Naomi, Crocodile, p. 10. See the father ‘stands / away from my sister’ (ll.1-2); the sister is ‘far below me’ 

(l.10|); the speaker stands high on cliffs where she cannot catch the words her father ‘shouts in the wind’ (l.7).   
 
281 Naomi, Crocodile,  p. 11. 
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And the barbs of the heart that loved my father jut / 

    as if from a pike’s lower lip, 

the war of rust leaking; 

    a child’s heart, 

                          no larger than a grenade.282  

 

The use of the words ‘barbs’, ‘jut’ and ‘pike’s’ and the repeated, sharp consonants, effectively  

convey wounding.  However, the speaker remains at a distance from it, as the second and third  

stanzas reveal: ‘I rarely picture the razor wire heart  / Its zest and sting.’ (ll.7-8), as though there  

is a hesitancy to confirm the wounding, as the speaker states ‘its ‘not entirely true’ (l.11).  There  

is a ‘threat’ of explosion, as Alison Brackenbury notes, through the word ‘grenade.’283 But the  

speaker / poet clearly wants her ‘faults intact.’ (l.12). 

In Part II the reader meets a disturbing array of characters and uncomfortable 

narratives of violence outside the home.284  Echoes of the stepfather’s overbearing masculine 

authority can be seen in several poems.  ‘The History Teacher’ suggests a violent masculinity as a 

schoolteacher regrets not following ‘the saws of the abattoir that called him’ to his desired 

vocation as a butcher (l.25).285  He describes his students as ‘dumb animals’ (l.37), ‘admiring’ the 

‘rows of heads’, ‘beef of shoulder, the hefty plump of hip’ as they sit passively at their desks (ll.8-

9).  In ‘Concrete Overcoat’ the stifling impact of the father’s physical bulk is emphasized through 

the narrative of an associate of the Kray Twins recalling a favoured form of execution.286  

 

 
282 Naomi, Crocodile,  p. 11. 

 
283 Alison Brackenbury, ARTEMISpoetry (18 May 2017) cited in ‘The way the Crocodile Taught Me’, Seren Books 
[n.d.] https://www.serenbooks.com/productdisplay/way-crocodile-taught-me [accessed 10 September 2020]. 
 
284 See for example ‘The Woman who Married the Berlin Wall’,  ‘Concrete Overcoat’ and ‘The History Teacher’ 
Naomi, Crocodile, pp. 39, 46, 53. 
 
285 Naomi, Crocodile, p. 53. 

 
286 Naomi, Crocodile, p. 46. 

https://www.serenbooks.com/productdisplay/way-crocodile-taught-me
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The stepfather is glimpsed again in ‘Bearskin’ as Naomi uses gaps in the text to trace the 

unspoken, violent relationship between and alcoholic ex-bearskin Guardsman, his former partner 

and their children.287 This contrasts with representations of the biological father, whose ‘muffled’ 

presence is only noted at the very beginning of the collection, where he is portrayed from a 

distance, through the further separating and dislocating  devices of photographer, lens, memory 

and subject in a dreamlike, quasi-religious state.288  The mother also ‘appears, distant, glamorous 

as a film star’ in comparison to the grandmother.289  Like the stepfather, the grandmother is also 

represented with greater depth.  Across a sequence of nine poems, titled Poems after my Nan, 

the grandmother is characterized as both redemptive (a ‘star on the canvas’ whose ‘many tongues 

jangle in my apron pockets’) and rebuking (‘You’ve got ideas above your station’; ‘some of us 

have to work for a living’).290  

 Naomi demonstrates her keen humour and technical skill to its greatest effect within the 

two sequences that explore these central characters, exploiting structure and line and making full 

use of the page in formal variety. ‘Step Father Graph’ charts the poet’s diminishing ‘affection’ for 

her stepfather over ‘time’ by positioning these two nouns as axes on a bar graph.291  ‘Gin and Ice 

Cream’ captures the unspoken tension between the disparate perspectives of women from 

different generations through the narrative of a mother losing her child to cancer.292  It begins 

 
287 Naomi, Crocodile, p. 40. 
 
288 See ‘Memory, (Margate 1969)’ where the daughters are wearing ‘halos’ (p.10, l.3).   

 
289 ‘The way the Crocodile Taught Me’, Seren Books [n.d.] https://www.serenbooks.com/productdisplay/way-crocodile-

taught-me [accessed 10/09/2020].   

See also ‘Yellow Dahlias’, (Crocodile p. 13) where a honeymoon photograph captures the mother’s once hope-filled 
image emerging from an ‘impossible’ blue swimming pool and ‘Letter to my Mother’ (p. 24) where the narrative is 
more concerned with the stepfather’s abuse. 
 
290  Naomi, Crocodile, ‘Two Aprons’, p. 27, (ll.14, 13). Naomi, Crocodile, ‘What Nan Said’, p. 28, (ll. 2, 8).   
 
291 Naomi, Crocodile, p. 19.  
 
292 Naomi, Crocodile, p. 30. 

 

https://www.serenbooks.com/productdisplay/way-crocodile-taught-me
https://www.serenbooks.com/productdisplay/way-crocodile-taught-me
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with Naomi’s trademark dark humour in the subtle reference to Bogart’s legendary line from 

Casablanca: 

   

Even after all the gins, all morning, 
you still can’t say the c-word. 

Over a weekend, I try to discuss your daughter/ 
my mum, but your soft blue eyes fill.  (ll.1-4) 

 

As reviewer Matthew Stewart observes, ‘[t]he pivotal slash/line break here is, of course, where  

‘your daughter’ leads on to ‘my mum.’293  This woman and the impact of her loss are reduced to  

a strike-through as the speaker confirms ‘We won’t talk of this’ and raises ‘a silent toast’ (ll.8, 17). 

Discussing her thesis examining violence and poetry, Naomi argues that ‘one of poetry’s 

jobs is to reflect the world we live in;’ she notes ‘there can be that tendency to sidestep violence 

as a theme’ and urges the poet writing about violence: ‘[l]et us smell it, taste it.’294  However, 

some of her techniques could work against this objective.  While on the fourth cover of Crocodile, 

Vicki Feaver notes how Naomi’s ‘cool voice and fierce eye’ acutely survey a disturbing childhood 

landscape, the poet’s use of distance, detachment, opposition and textual gaps can leave the 

reader straddled between contrasting emotional and physical spaces, never fully located in 

either.295 Jay Moran asserts this enables Naomi to incorporate ‘a lot of light in these poems’ such 

that they don’t leave the reader ‘emotionally bludgeoned.’296  However, the separations can have 

the effect of distancing and objectifying traumatic experience rather than rendering it up-close 

 
293 Matthew Stewart, ‘Electric coherence, Katrina Naomi's The Way the Crocodile Taught Me’,  Rogue Strands, (16 
October 2016) https://roguestrands.blogspot.com/2016/10/electric-coherence-katrina-naomis-way.html [accessed 
10 September 2020]. 
 
294 Ali Lewis, The Bloodjet: An Interview with Katrina Naomi, The Poetry School, (May 2016), 
https://poetryschool.com/interviews/bloodjet-interview-katrina-naomi/  [accessed 10 September 2020].  
 
295 Vicki Feaver, Katrina Naomi, The Way the Crocodile Taught Me, (fourth cover). 
 
296 Jay Moran, ‘#Foyles Five: Poetry’, Foyle’s, (16 July 2017) 
https://www.foyles.co.uk/public/biblio/detail.aspx?blogid=1635c [accessed 10 September 2020]. 
 

https://roguestrands.blogspot.com/2016/10/electric-coherence-katrina-naomis-way.html
https://poetryschool.com/interviews/bloodjet-interview-katrina-naomi/
https://www.foyles.co.uk/public/biblio/detail.aspx?blogid=1635c
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and personal.  Gaps and sensations of dislocation and opposition effectively position traumatic 

biographies and experiences ‘on the edge’ but they also engender a sense of being on the cusp of 

something that doesn’t quite materialize.  Indeed, Naomi describes these poems as having an 

‘undertow’ of violence, proposing that the violence remains beneath the surface rather than 

being openly conveyed for direct sensual engagement, as her thesis expounds.297   

Although there is much up-close, domestic detail within many poems, the traumatization 

is further secreted from the senses through displacing violence onto inanimate objects such as 

the giant sofa and Christmas tree.  With this in mind, I do question whether the poet achieves 

her objectives to explicate personal violence for the reader.  Naomi remarks, how poems should 

‘capture an essence.’298   While I agree that a sense of violent potential resonates through 

Naomi’s prickly and foreboding language, I contend that, on its own, this linguistic economy and 

sharp language do not expound traumatization to the reader’s direct senses.   Something remains 

encoded.  The violence surrounding characters’ lives is extracted, distilled – an ‘essence.’     

Bearing in mind the notion of impossibility of representation expounded by trauma 

theorist Cathy Caruth, it is interesting to consider whether Naomi’s idea of capturing this 

distillation of traumatic experience reflects Caruth’s assertion regards the impossibility of 

representing trauma through language.  Alternately, Naomi’s purified and extracted account 

could suggest the social structures and processes which Judith Herman argues act as a form of 

censure regards accounts of events beyond normative experience. 

The final part of Crocodile consists of single long poem ‘Mantra.’299  Core themes of 

isolation and loss are skilfully brought together as the collection ends on an elegiac, redemptive 

high.  It is one of the few poems in Crocodile in which rhythm takes a central role.  Alison 

 
297 Naomi, in Lewis, ‘The Bloodjet’. 
 
298 Naomi, in Lewis, ‘The Bloodjet’.  
 
299 Naomi, Crocodile, p. 59. 
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Brackenbury describes how it’s ‘long pulsing lines’ and ‘energetic physical descriptions hint at 

rebirth,’ indicating that  ‘Naomi is no longer the child of ‘Memory’, trapped on the cliff top.300 

She descends: 

 
to sweet ginger tea. Mum stayed, 

repeating her mantra to the mountains, for six months, maybe a year, 
before the cord unravelled, and then she’d be free.  (ll.51-53). 

 
 

Vicki Feaver comments that, in this poem, Naomi ‘allows her emotion to pour out.’301 
 
There is a redemptive quality as the speaker releases her mother via letting go of the Himalayan  
 
lama’s blessing cord: ‘I left it whipping in the Annapurna winds, / way above the snow / it  
 
was safe to cry then, at having come that far.’ (ll.48-50).  But I do not perceive any outpouring of  
 
emotion that Feaver notes as being ‘all the more moving because of her previous reticence.’302 
 
Brackenbury also does not identify any outburst of emotion in ‘Mantra’, observing ‘Naomi keeps 

exceptional control over exceptionally distressing material.’303  The facts of the mother’s history 

of poverty, violence abuse are plainly and objectively expressed: 

 
           Her first husband  

went off with another woman, who didn’t have children, didn’t live 
in a council house, didn’t have to save to pay the gas bill in a red tin box (ll.36-38). 
 
                                                raped at the age of 17, who’d told no one 
apart from her husbands (who’d used this knowledge against her). 
And then she’d told me, just before she died.  (ll.40-42). 
 
 

The language is composed, recounting events almost as an inventory.  I appreciate that the poet  
 
could be using irony here, but that is not in keeping with the tone of this very personal poem.   
 
I want the poem to convey the trauma of enduring decades of psychological abuse and harm to  

 
300 Brackenbury, ARTEMISpoetry. 
 
301 Feaver, in Naomi, Crocodile, (fourth cover). 
 
302 Feaver, Naomi, Crocodile, (fourth cover). 
 
303 Brackenbury, ARTEMISpoetry. 
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personal identity and voice, but the mother’s silent biography is condensed into a shopping list.   
 
Ashley Owen’s reading concurs with this: 
 
 

There is always a gap between the mood of the captured images and the emotional 
response evoked in the narrator – and in reading, I often found myself wishing Naomi 
would push further into that space and offer a more subtle exploration of the scenes 
presented, rather than the straightforward narrations she tends toward.304 

 
 
My collection contains several poems addressing damaged mother-daughter relationships, the  
 
intention being to provoke an emotional reaction, be that humour or horror.   Reviewer Georgia  
 
Fearn writes that my poem ‘What the Magpie Told My Mother’ contains ‘real horror’ in the lines: 
 
‘For her tenth birthday, you will give her / To a soldier for a loaf of bread /And teach her to  
 
keep a secret’ and comments on the uncomfortable and intrusive nature within my poetry being 

‘what makes this so moving.’305   While Zoe Wells remarks that violence is ‘at the forefront’ of 

my collection.306 Although ‘Mantra’ breaks with Naomi’s trademark linguistic economy, the 

longer lines and stronger rhythm do not carry emotional freight.  In my own reading, her 

controlled retelling leaves me dissatisfied in terms of the poem’s success in sensually translating 

both violence and the enduring experience of wounding to language.  

 
Echoing Yezzi’s critique regards confessional poetry and ‘the incorporation of guilty 

personal detail for emotional effect,’ Feaver comments that Crocodile  explores ‘a childhood a 

lesser poet would have milked for its sob stuff.’307 I would argue that there is a censorial form of 

 
304 Ashley Owen, ‘Review: The Way the Crocodile Taught Me’, New Welsh Review, (1 April 2016) 
https://newwelshreview.com/the-way-the-crocodile-taught-me [accessed 20 July 2019]. 
 
305 Georgia, Fearn, ‘Review: Sliced Tongue and Pearl Cufflinks’, New Welsh Review, (29 January 2020) 
https://newwelshreview.com/sliced-tongue-and-pearl-cufflinks [accessed 04 February 2020]. 
 
306 Zoe Wells, ‘Only Blood and Sliced Tongue and Pearl Cufflinks Poetry Wales,  56, 3,  
https://poetrywales.co.uk/only-blood-and-sliced-tongue-and-pearl-cufflinks-reviewed-by-zoe-wells-poetry-wales-
56-3/ [accessed 03 June 2021].  

  
307 Yezzi, 1998 and Feaver cited in Naomi, Crocodile, (fourth cover).  
 

https://newwelshreview.com/the-way-the-crocodile-taught-me
https://newwelshreview.com/sliced-tongue-and-pearl-cufflinks
https://poetrywales.co.uk/only-blood-and-sliced-tongue-and-pearl-cufflinks-reviewed-by-zoe-wells-poetry-wales-56-3/
https://poetrywales.co.uk/only-blood-and-sliced-tongue-and-pearl-cufflinks-reviewed-by-zoe-wells-poetry-wales-56-3/


 158 

ableism operating when a critic attaches a hierarchy to a poet’s choice to write about emotive 

biography, particularly within the suggestion that a poet positioned lower down Feaver’s ladder 

might be exploiting their subject, rather than employing skill, to advance their work.   

Although Naomi uses gaps in the text, understated language and allusions to violence in 

many of her poems, ‘The Bicycle’ conveys the unspoken and enduring nature of traumatization 

most effectively.308  While the bicycle is a ‘code’ for an attempted rape, in this poem the subject is 

not viewed through a distilled and distanced perspective.  Repeated references (‘bicycle’ is used 

four times) sustain the metaphor, emphasizing the disabling impact of violent assault (the bicycle 

is too heavy’ l.13).  The image of its ‘spinning wheel’ (l. 21) – which Naomi explains, ‘keeps 

turning, like the narrator’s mind, going over the events again and again’309 – and the blunt, 

unsettled ending, ensure ‘The Bicycle’ presents no resolution: 

I was shaking    I was cold  
My dungarees wouldn’t do up  
I would be alright    it was just  
this bicycle    I needed310           

 
 

Through combined use of textual rupturing, implicit language, encryption, repetition, 

striking imagery and the potent lack of resolution, the poet effectively enables this text to express 

the long-term harm to self and language caused by traumatization, extending the harm beyond 

the isolated traumatic incident and forcefully conveying how the speaker herself is now broken.  

I adopt similar techniques in ‘Separated at Birth’ where textual spacing, sustained metaphor and 

unassuming language emphasize the sense of betrayal, while the sudden ending is intended to 

leave the reader in a state of shock without resolution. 

 
308 Naomi, Crocodile,  p. 42. 

 
309 Naomi, Beyond Gentility, p. 69. 

 
310 Naomi, Crocodile,  p. 42, (ll.25-28). 
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                          I slipped under 
doors    I folded myself into the size 
of a cigarette paper    what more could I do? 
 
In the distance    a street light flickered 
and a bell rang three times    before you 
crumpled me into nothing in your empty hands311  
 

 
 

Discussing Crocodile, Naomi comments that ‘someone said ‘I suppose these are 

all feminist poems?’ in a way that was clearly meant as a put down.  Male poets don’t get that sort 

of thing thrown at them.’312  While I agree that many responses to personal poetry are gendered,  

I question whether gender theory represent the fundamental ‘bind’ that makes writing about 

personal trauma challenging.313  Is there a problem with the poetry of someone who self-

identifies as a feminist being described as such?314  On the fourth cover, Gillian Clarke defines 

Crocodile  as ‘triumphantly female,’ while the work of poets ranging from Thom Gunn to Andrew 

Macmillan, whose writing engages with personal experiences of sexuality and identity,  is 

frequently described as masculine without implying that gender is censorial to their writing.315   

I would argue strongly that it is apprehension which restrains literary expressions of 

personal traumatic experience – particularly of sexual violence – stemming from anxieties regards 

how this writing will be judged by family, friends, publishers and critics.  Naomi refers to these 

concerns in her thesis, contrasting ‘The Bicycle’ with an earlier poem, ‘Fightback’ in which she 

 
311 Belltree,  p. 15. 

 
312 Naomi in Lewis, The Bloodjet. 
 
313 Katrina Naomi, Beyond Gentility, p. 16. 
 
314 Naomi, Beyond Gentility, p. 15. 
 
315 See Ben Wilkinson, ‘Physical by Andrew McMillan review – hymns to intimacy’, Guardian, (5 September 2015), 

Books https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/sep/05/physical-andrew-mcmillan-review-poetry, [accessed 10 
September 2020] and Ian Gregson, The Male Image Representations of Masculinity in Postwar Poetry (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 1997). 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/sep/05/physical-andrew-mcmillan-review-poetry
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tackles the attempted rape through distance and disguise, transposing the narrative onto a black 

male speaker: 316  

At the time, I believed that writing in my own voice would not have lifted the experience 
into poetry. I believed it was important to draw on my imagination, fearing that I lacked 
the skills to sufficiently transform my own experience. I also felt that I needed to disguise 
my own experience to make it more inventive and more interesting – and no doubt 

because, subconsciously, it was too difficult for me to write about …’317 

 

Naomi  references  ‘huge secrets’ within her family:318 How her stepfather’s violent and 

controlling behaviour was something she and her sister were ‘forbidden to discuss,’ and how her 

mother never spoke of his transvestism until just before she died.319  The poet reveals that 

writing about his cross-dressing felt like a ‘betrayal,’  ‘breaking a family code.’320   However, she 

does not dissect this key aspect of traumatisation within her poems.    Neither does she draw 

links between traumatization and its impact on expression in her thesis, focusing instead on the 

‘double gender and gentility bind’ within critical responses that constrain representations of 

violence in poetry.321  I suggest that the enduring harm caused by abusive family relationships is 

contained in the fact that the poet acknowledges her apprehension regards acting with disloyalty 

through writing about a now deceased violent figure who ‘controlled our lives through threats.’322  

My interest is in unpacking why this is the case.  What could a dead man possibly do to her that 

he has already not done?    

 
316 Katrina Naomi, Lunch at the Elephant & Castle (Matlock: Templar Poetry, 2008), p. 16.  

317 Naomi, Beyond Gentility, p. 66. 

 
318 Naomi, Beyond Gentility, p. 64. 

 
319 Naomi, Beyond Gentility, p. 63. 

 
320 Naomi, Beyond Gentility, p. 64. 

 
321 Naomi, Beyond Gentility, p. 16. 

 
322 Naomi, Beyond Gentility, p. 64. 
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My criticisms of Feaver’s reading, and of Naomi’s writing about violence, do not detract  
 
from Crocodile being a very strong collection.  However, it is impossible not to identify  
 
connections between Feaver’s critical landscape – where conclusions are drawn that associate a  
 
lack of poetic prowess with the utilization of personal traumatic narrative as subject – and 

Naomi’s acknowledged anxiety regards writing about her traumatic familial relationships.  What 

is it about voicing this ‘forbidden’ knowledge that risks ‘betrayal?’   I contend that it is likely 

shame and fear.   Feaver’s blurb perpetuates these negatives.  For a poet who ‘creates intimacy 

through distance’ there are facets of familial traumatization, severely disabling to language and 

communication, that remain unpalatable within a poetry ‘terse as the closing of lips.’323      

 
323 Stewart, Rogue Strands. 
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Chapter 7.   Kim Moore: The Fragility of Subject 

 

Interpersonal violence is a core theme in Kim Moore’s debut collection The Art of Falling 

(2015).324 The volume is divided into three parts, although repeated images of falling unite 

essential ideas of human inter-relational fragility.325   Poems exploring wider subjects, including 

music and Cumbrian working-class culture showcase Moore’s insistent engagement with 

language and lyric address, plus her ability to exploit sound, rhythm and line to brilliant effect.  

Their placement within the first and third sections acts as container and filter for the darker 

material of Section II.  Moore’s use of sections and meticulous structuring thereby enables a 

traumatic personal narrative to form the heart of her text.    

The title poem vividly centralizes the precarious nature of relationships with both self 

and others as it plays with the word ‘falling’:  

 

                      [ … ]  which is so close to failing  
or to falter or fill; as in I faltered when I heard  
you were here; as in I filtered you out  
of my life; as in I’ve had my fill of falling: 
a fall from grace, a fall from God, 
to fall in love or fall through the gap326 

 

As well as embedding themes of precarity within the collection, the locating of this poem at the 

close of Section I enables such ideas and images to foreshadow the violence and vulnerability 

encountered in Section II.  It effectively lays bare the tensions and risks of ‘letting go’ and ‘falling 

 
324 Kim Moore, The Art of Falling (Bridgend: Seren, 2015).   
 
325 There are scaffolders ‘balanced like tightrope walkers’ (‘A Psalm for The Scaffolders’, p.12,  l.1); an artisan ‘who 

cut the Motto Nothing Is Impossible / on the edge of a razor blade,’ (The Master Engraver’, p.62, ll.3-4); and a boy 
John Lennon ‘who dreamt each night of climbing / in a plane above Liverpool, circling higher / and higher until the 
city disappeared from view. (‘John Lennon’, p. 64, ll.16-18); while the poem ‘Chet Baker’ recounts how the jazz 
trumpeter, ‘leg dangling’, lost his balance’ and ‘dropped like a stone,’ to his death from a second-floor hotel window 
(p. 67, ll.3,4,6).    
 
326 Kim Moore, ‘The Art of Falling’, The Art of Falling (Bridgend: Seren, 2015), p.   (ll. 1-6). 
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in love’ as well as the fragility of everyday human experience in which ‘stairs and pavements […] 

are the agents of falling’ (ll.20,21).   Moore’s uncomplicated language in this poem differs from 

Naomi’s cool, detached voice where emotion is distilled and distanced, while repetition 

engenders an energy and urgency in which her vision is exigently clear.   As the poem ends, the 

speaker is unafraid to affirm the fractured, unresolved nature of both frenzied search and the self 

that is caught up within it: 

 

             […]    walking alone  
and not falling apart at the sound  
of your name, which God 
help me, sounds like falling.327   
 
 
The motif of falling runs through my own collection.328  The poem ‘Romeo y Julieta’ 

uses repeated images of precarity, uncertainty and betrayal to explore the undercurrents of 

unspokeness  in relation to interpersonal bonds:   

 
A man and a woman are playing cards. 
It is as it should be – in a dimly lit room 
on a folding table with a green felt top. 
The whole thing looks like it could collapse  
 
at any moment.329 
 

 

Just as Moore’s poem closes with the word ‘falling’, the ending of my poem pivots on the 

vertiginous nature of heights with the intension of leaving the reader in an uncertain and insecure 

location:    

 

 
327 Moore, ‘The Art of Falling’  (ll.35-38). 

 
328 See for example: ‘Descent’, p. 6; ‘Unspoken II’ p. 23; ‘Miss Edge’ p.43; ‘Bond’ p. 44; ‘traffic’ p. 46; ‘Postcard 
from Pwll Deri’ p. 48;  ‘The art of moving an upright piano into an upstairs flat’ p. 55; ‘Romeo y Julieta’ p. 57 ‘On the 
morning of September 11, 2001’ p. 58. 
 
329 Belltree, p. 57, (ll.1-5). 
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Later, on the table, matches are stacked  
 
and pennies, and at least thirty 
pieces of silver, like little leaning  
towers.  She wears the scent of long  
dead flowers.  He is afraid of heights.    (ll. 12-16). 

 

Moore’s inventiveness with ideas of falling and her use of poetic sequence to explore and 

contain challenging material informed both the ordering of my own collection and my poetic 

sequence, ‘Bond’, which addresses the topics of suicide and human attachment.330  The title 

poem of this sequence recounts the narrative of the youngest person to have jumped from the 

Golden Gate Bridge. 

 

Bond 

In 1945, August DeMont drove to the Golden Gate Bridge with his five-year-old daughter, Marilyn; 
told her to climb over the rail and jump.  She did so without hesitation.  Seconds later he dived gracefully 
after her.  A note left in the car stated, “I and my daughter have committed suicide.” 

 
i 
For that was the fact of the matter. 
The fact of the matter in a sentence. 
A punishment.  The blunt force  
of its grammar.  Pragmatic 
punctuation precise enough to slice 
through time like a seam. 
 
That night, the rain fell in short, pattering  
clusters. Your clothes moaned in the closet.  
A dog slipped out into the dark. 
The quiet fact of the matter.   
Seven words for sadness.   
Words like stones. 
 
 
ii 
She never spoke.   Someone said  
the car seat was still warm when  
they found the note.  
 
The matter-of-fact fumbling  
at the rubble of my heart.   

 
330 Belltree, p. 44. 
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A cigarette butt tossed into space. 
 
 
iii 
How to smother    a black  
hole   revoke    the  last     
wordless   slam  
of doors    annul    
the  unspoken bond     
deeper    than any    drop 
leaving me    done       
with life.   A sentence      followed by        
                                     
           a full stop.    

 
 

As with Moore’s repetition and playful manipulation of the word ‘falling’ to effectively express 

an unrelenting anxiety, experimental repetition of ‘fact of the matter’ / ‘matter of fact’ embeds 

ideas of inescapable circumstance and agony (ll.1-2, 10).  Aggressive verbs such as ‘slammed’ 

‘tossed and ‘sliced’ and the aural effects of repeated harsh consonants in the opening stanza 

emphasise this horrendous wounding.  While the pattering of falling rain and unobtrusive ‘night’ 

sounds are a counter to the shock surrounding both suicide itself and the nihilistic language and 

image used to convey this within the second stanza.  Here, a heart is described as ‘rubble’ 

alongside descriptions of a suicide note found moments too late and a discarded cigarette butt (ll. 

15-18).  In contrast to the tight vertical shaping of Moore’s ‘The Art of Falling’ the structure of 

this poem, with its visually contrasting sections, is intended to signify temporal rupturing and the 

collapse of meaning. The final stanza uses random textual spacing to highlight the breakdown of 

order, underscored through repetition of hollow vowel sounds and the finality of the visual 

representation of falling on which the poem ends:  

 

How to smother    a black  
hole   revoke    the  last     
wordless   slam  
of doors    annul    
the  unspoken bond     
deeper    than any    drop 
leaving me    done       
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with life.   A sentence      followed by        
                                     
           a full stop.    

 

Returning to Moore’s’ work, the three poems that directly proceed her title piece, ‘The 

Art of Falling’ also presage the personal violence within the collections’ central sequence.  These 

poems illustrate Moore’s use of startlingly dislocating imagery, as well as the motif of birds that 

she employs as counter to violent imaginings.  ‘After Work’ opens:  

 

              as dusk begins 

 its slow decent between the trees, 

the drift of leaves, the greyness in the air331 

 

 

These lines introduce the sense of danger and distortions of vision that the poet unpacks in the 

central sequence.   The speaker continues: 

 

and if there was a moment 

when I thought the body was a cage, 

I knew it then, watching the rooks 

 

take their message to the sky, 

how […] 

[…] we keep going, 

 

you on your path, me on mine, 

constant as the railway line 

ticking itself to sleep.       (ll.4-12)  

 

There is much menace within this imagery:  The speaker is confined by the experience of human 

interrelation to follow a relentless path, while the body imprisons a restless self, suggesting 

entrapment and an inevitability of anguish.  The vision of rooks underscores this torment, 

 
331 Moore, p. 24. 
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offering both familiarity and disturbing confusion.  The clashing pronouns have a dislocating 

effect, intimating the disruption to identities within relationships marked by threat and coercion.   

‘That Summer’ continues these ideas:332  ‘Whatever went wrong that summer / started 

with the redwings that fell from the sky’ (ll.1-2).  The image of falling dominates the poem, while 

the sense of displacement in the opening line, with its repeated ‘w’s and unequivocal statement 

that something erroneous has occurred, accentuates the sense of inevitable loss.   This is 

countered by extraordinary imagery that charges the narrative with a striking immediacy,  

embedding the slippery, ambiguous notion of remembering within the experience of reading.  It 

imbues the language with freshness while also denoting a necessary re-looking at the familiar 

territory of personal relationships.  The speaker accentuates predominant themes of suspension 

and fragility in the closing lines where dragonflies ‘froze in mid-air and sounded like spoons / on 

a flagstone floor as they dropped.’ (ll.15-16).   

In the sequence ‘How I Abandoned My Body to His Keeping’ Moore adopts the voice 

of a survivor of an abusive relationship.333 The first poem asserts the insistent damage of subtly 

manipulative mental torment as the speaker pronounces:  

 

And in that year my mind was an empty table  

and he laid his thoughts down like dishes of plenty.   

[ ... ]  

And in that year my tongue spoke the language  

of insects and not even my father knew me.’334    

 

The speaker is dehumanized -- ‘a pillar of smoke’, ‘an empty table’ – unrecognizable even by her 

own father, as her tongue – which, like the mind and the body, is considered a separate entity – 

communicates in an alien language (ll.1, 3, 8).  Although the images are attention-grabbing, the 

 
332 Moore, ‘That Summer’, The Art of Falling, p. (ll.1-2). 

 
333 Moore, ‘How I Abandoned my Body to His Keeping’, The Art of Falling, p. 29.  
 
334 Moore, ‘In That Year’, The Art of Falling, p.  (ll.3-4, 7-8).   
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idea of wounding to linguistic communication is not explored further, and while this is 

undoubtedly a strong poem, I would argue that it is weakened through the poet’s use of 

abstractions such as ‘the world’, ‘darkness’ and ‘sadness.’    

 ‘The Language of Insects’ examines injury to language and self more closely.335  The 

opening lines ‘This is the language of insects, this body / low to the ground’ (ll.1-2) allude 

to the biblical serpent’s curse such that the speaker is positioned from the outset as less than  

human, confirmed in line five by the phrase ‘this non-human logic […]’.336   Their voice is  

obstructed, diminished, dehumanised.  They are separated from expression, disempowered, as  

suggested by the repeated use of the determiner ‘this’ and the pleading narration.  In lines 7-8 the  

speaker implores ‘this language, this language, please I cannot / meet your kind again.’  But the  

language to which she begs is dehumanised.  It becomes a ‘movement’ of shrinking insects,  

devoid of essential human characteristics like ‘forgiveness’ which the speaker is nonetheless  

compelled to follow.337  Vocabulary and identity shrink further as this mutating construction  

pursues its unremitting course until it is ultimately consumed by itself, becoming ‘a black fist’ 

(l.16) that fills the speaker’s landscape, such that all that remains is ‘the buzzing, the buzzing that  

made it all begin’ (l.17).   

  The ‘black fist’ could represent the physical brutality of domestic violence as well as the 

reduction of language to a blunt instrument.   Short lines of hyphenated phrases and no stanza 

breaks, alongside the poet’s use of repetition, give the text an insistent, implosive energy as it 

hurtles towards its own self-containment.  There is nowhere for such fear and inhuman brutality 

to go; it can only get louder and louder, becoming ever more menacing inside the speaker’s head.  

 
335 Moore, p. 37. 

 
336 ‘And the Lord God said unto the serpent, because thou hast done this, thou art cursed above all cattle, and above 
every beast of the field; upon thy belly shalt thou go, and dust shalt thou eat all the days of thy life.’ The Holy Bible 
Containing the Old and New Testaments, Authorised King James Version (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1984) Genesis 3:14. King James Bible online ebook.  
 
337 See ‘this construction of fabulous structures’, (l. 4). 
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Despite the use of varied poetic techniques, it is a very economical poem that, in addition to 

illuminating the damage caused to language and self, underscores these aspects’ essential and 

dynamic interrelatedness. 

‘Body, Remember’ uses similar structure and techniques to confront harm to language 

and communication and highlight additional facets of traumatization:338 

 

Body, Remember 

Body, remember that night you pretended 

it was a film, you had a soundtrack running 

through your head, don’t lie to me body, 

you know what it is.  You’re keeping it from me, 

the stretched white sheets of a bed, 

the spinning round of it, the high wining sound  

in the head.  Body, you remember how it felt, 

surely, surely.  You’re lying to me.  Show me  

how to recognize the glint in the eye of the dog, 

the rabid dog.  Remind me, O body, of the way 

he moved when he drank, that dangerous silence. 

Let me feel how I let my eyes drop, birds falling  

from a sky, how my heart was a field, and there 

was a dog, loose in the field, it was worrying 

the sheep, they were running and then  

they were still.  O body, let me remember 

what it was to have a field in my chest, 

O body, let me remember the dog. 

 

From the outset, the speaker addresses the reader from a state of depersonalization, using an 

image commonly reported among sufferers of traumatization and dissociation.339 The poem’s 

focus on bodily sensations, sounds and images illustrates the symptomatology of PTSD as the 

speaker recounts what they are able, but is aware there are gaps in the narrative.  Memory is 

 
338 Moore, p. 32. 
 
339, ‘Dissociation and dissociative disorders’,  Mind for better mental health (n.d.) Mind.org.uk,  
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/dissociative-
disorders/#.XE3QPi2caHo [accessed 1 October 2010].  
 

https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/dissociative-disorders/#.XE3QPi2caHo
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/dissociative-disorders/#.XE3QPi2caHo
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clouded, slippery, disbelieving – a not wanting to believe (ll.3-4).  This reflects the paradoxical 

situation of unwanted, intrusive re-experiencing of traumatic memories which operates alongside 

the inability to recall aspects of traumatic memory and narrative.340 

The plea is repeated later in the poem (ll.7-8) as the speaker’s access to the traumatic 

memory is pathologically impaired.   This repetition and concurrent unresolvedness suggest the 

experience of a flashback (a ‘glint in the eye of the dog,’ l.9) causing a vivid reliving of the 

experience.341  The focus on the speaker’s body mirrors the situation whereby sufferers re-

experience the same emotions (fear, anger or shame, for example) that they felt during the 

traumatizing event.  However, ultimately, they are unable to understand or interpret the event 

wholly – ‘O, body let me recognize the dog.’ (l.18).   

The reiteration of this poetic apostrophe visually and textually represents  hollowness of 

self and correspondent blanks in narrative recall within traumatic dissociation; an experience 

which is widely viewed as a defence mechanism as aspects of self shut down in the face of severe 

stress or life-threatening situations.342  The repetition of the words ‘remember’ and ‘remind’ 

underscore the harm affected against the speaker’s narrative, while the ‘dangerous silence’ (l. 11) 

charges the flashback with emotion as the speaker imagines the moments before a violent 

 
340 See D. C. Rubin, A. Boals, & D. Berntsen, ‘Memory in posttraumatic stress disorder: properties of voluntary 

and involuntary, traumatic and nontraumatic autobiographical memories in people with and without posttraumatic 

stress disorder symptoms’, Journal of experimental psychology. General, 137 (2008), 591-614.   

The authors note that ‘because the integration of the memory of the trauma fails, continued attempts are made at 
integration, thereby keeping the memory active. However, because of the extremely negative nature of the trauma, 
processes are invoked to keep these integration attempts from consciousness.’ p. 592. 
 
And Anke Ehlers and David M. Clark, ‘A cognitive model of posttraumatic stress disorder’, Behaviour Research and 
Therapy 38 (2000) 319-342.   
The authors state: ‘The nature of trauma memory and its relationship to unwanted recollections is another puzzle of 

persistent PTSD. On the one hand, patients often have difficulty in intentionally retrieving a complete memory of the 

traumatic event. Their intentional recall is fragmented and poorly organized, details may be missing, and they have 
difficulties recalling the exact temporal order of the events (…). On the other hand, patients report a high frequency 

of involuntarily triggered intrusive memories involving re-experiencing aspects of the event in a very vivid and 

emotional way.’ p. 324.   

 

 
342  Maggie Schauer and Thomas Elbert, ‘Dissociation Following Traumatic Stress Etiology and Treatment’ Journal of 
Psychology), 218, (2010), 109-127 https://doi.org/10.1027/0044-3409/a000018. [accessed 12/10/2020]. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1027/0044-3409/a000018
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encounter and the fear embedded within both the event and the lack of ability to fully recount 

both self and experience.343   

However, I perceive a problem in relation to the poem’s title and the speaker’s plea to 

the body, which I would argue misrepresents a key difficulty of articulating traumatic experience.   

As trauma survivors frequently report, and as Van der Kolk affirms in the title of his text The 

Body Keeps the Score, it is commonly the body that does remember traumatization – through the 

often involuntary, unwanted re-experiencing of physical sensation, sound, smell and affect.   It is 

coherent linguistic, narrative recall that is absent or deficient.  

My poem ‘Unspoken II’ uses descriptions of falling, flashback, internal rhyme, 

alliteration and curious imagery to emphasise the impact against linguistic communication arising 

from both fear and traumatisation: ‘A secret fell from a seventh floor window – flung out in a 

frenzied exchange.  As it / plummeted, incidents from its life raced across the face of the 

moon.’344 Like ‘Body Remember’ this poem also uses domestic detail and a focus on bodily 

sensations; bottles and shoes are hurled at doors (ll.4-5) and the secret is ‘woken at dawn, 

dragged out, slapped’ (l.8), ‘stamped on, stretched and ‘twisted’ (l.5).  However, the violence is 

experienced by an inanimate entity, a secret.  This reinforces the sense of detachment from what 

the body does not want to remember and wishes to contain, while at the same time emphasising 

the damage to articulation resulting from traumatisation as the secret is forced to hold ‘its tongue 

against decades, / decades of late nights and insults’ (l.10 -11). The absence engendered through 

the poem’s ending underscores the enduring nature of traumatic loss and lack of closure: ‘The 

woman / wept so openly – having no secrets of her own to hold, I was moved to give her mine.’ 

(ll.16-17). 

All the poems in Moore’s central sequence engage with fragility, fragmentation,  
 

 
343 Van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score, p. 43, ‘Even years later traumatised people often have enormous difficulty 
telling other people what happened to them.  Their bodies re-experience terror, rage and helplessness as well as the 
impulse to fight or flee, but these feelings are almost impossible to articulate.’ 
 
344 Belltree, p. 23. (ll.1-2). 
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detachment and the gradual elimination of self-agency and voice.  In ‘I Know’, the speaker is 

located outside of their body from where they can state ‘I know the top of my head, I know my 

shoulders / can see how everything I knew is scattered / across the floor, like love and all the 

weight of it.’345 In this poem, the speaker describes the location and interior of a house where she 

was traumatized in intimate detail.346  Despite this knowledge, and their recalling the event ‘ten 

years on’ (l.13), the speaker cannot stop themselves from walking ‘backwards into it’ (l.23), 

leaving ‘my self / down there, kneeling, still alone.’ (ll.23-24).   

Ruptures to memory, communication and identity are made even more explicit in ‘The 

Knowing’ through the use of slashes and an almost fairy-tale-like recount, with the 

insubstantiality of memory emphasized through the  use of the word ‘story’ (l.1), while ‘the 

knowing settled at my throat / a clever raven/ it never left/’  – suggests blocked expression. 

(ll.4-5).347  The speaker struggles to maintain agency of voice as they straddle the impossibility of 

simultaneously recognizing and denying what they know, claiming  ‘this is really about the trees / 

which saw it all.’ (ll.9-10). 

 

Several poems in this sequence feature dogs and birds, particularly crows or ravens as  

symbols for both fear and the speaker’s traumatized narrative and self. 348 Gill Learner describes 

how: 

The ‘I’ in this section becomes feathered in fear. Language slips for this individual, 
becomes ineffective as a mode of expression because they are “translated by violence”, 
and so the experience is related through sounds, smells, or the insistent falling of snow.349 

 
345 Moore, p. 43, (ll.18-20).    
 
346 See the ‘green and flaking paint’ (l.1) of the bus stop in the street and the ‘seven steps’ (l.3) outside the door, 
which the ‘body’ opens ‘while the heart remains silent’ (ll.8,9).    
 
347 Moore, p. 36. 

 
348 See, for example, ‘Body Remember’, (p. 32); ‘He was the Forgotten Thing’, (p. 33); ‘When I Was a Thing With 
Feathers’, (p. 34); ‘The Knowing’, (p. 36) and ‘How I Abandoned My Body to His Keeping’, (p. 46). 

 

349 Gill Learner, ArtemisPOETRY (15t May 2016) cited in ‘The Art of Falling’, Seren Books (n.d.) 
https://www.serenbooks.com/productdisplay/art-falling. [accessed 10 September 2020]. 

 

https://www.serenbooks.com/productdisplay/art-falling
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The speaker can vividly and methodically locate themselves through objects and sensors, such as 

the smell of her abuser’s leather coat (‘Followed’) or the way he rolled cigarettes (‘Your Hands’), 

but not through language or conversations.350  In the latter text the speaker recalls, ‘I can’t 

remember a single thing we said / to one another’ (ll.9-10).    

Repetition is also used throughout the sequence.  Reviewer Steve Whitaker associates  

this with Moore’s approach to articulating the mutilation of language and memory, describing ‘a 

silence which is acknowledged as often as she strategizes the idea of repetition in an ironic effort 

to countermand it.’351   While I greatly admire Moore’s writing, have used repetition myself and 

feel that it works well in some poems, I could not help noting my desire for Moore to represent 

traumatization with more varied symbols and metaphors.  I acknowledge Whitaker’s argument 

that repetition could represent Moore’s schema for responding to and representing silence.  

However, I experience Moore’s frequent use of anaphora and the recurrence of stones, birds, 

dogs and wolves as lacking in freshness.   Sheenagh Pugh also perceives a negativity within 

Moore’s use of anaphora.352   She describes how ‘it starts looking less like a rhetorical device and 

more like a method of composition’ and notes, ‘It's awfully easy for poets to develop tics, to get 

into habits of automatically using the same ways of working [ …]  after the third or fourth time it 

cropped up, it was feeling predictable.’353  The repeated references to wolves in particular – 

which reviewer Rosie Johns observes ‘kept releasing odd mournful howls here and there’ – seem 

clichéd.354  While their use might suggest passive aggressive abuse through the idea of ‘a wolf in 

 
350 Moore, pp. 35, 39. 

351  Steve Whitaker, ‘A Language Of Insects: The Art Of Falling By Kim Moore’, Yorkshire Times VOICE OF 

THE NORTH, (24 March 2018)  https://yorkshiretimes.co.uk/article/A-Language-Of-Insects-iThe-Art-Of-

Fallingi-By-Kim-Moore [accessed 11 September 2020].  

 
352 Shenagh Pugh, REVIEW, (17 May 2015) cited in ‘Kim Moore: The Art of Falling’, (n.d.) Seren Books, 
https://www.serenbooks.com/productdisplay/art-falling. [accessed 10 September 2020]. 
 
353  Pugh, REVIEW. 

 
354  Rosie Johns, cited in ‘Kim Moore: The Art of Falling’, Seren Books, (n.d.) [accessed 10 September 2020]. 
 

https://yorkshiretimes.co.uk/article/A-Language-Of-Insects-iThe-Art-Of-Fallingi-By-Kim-Moore
https://yorkshiretimes.co.uk/article/A-Language-Of-Insects-iThe-Art-Of-Fallingi-By-Kim-Moore
https://www.serenbooks.com/productdisplay/art-falling
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sheep’s clothing,’ I reason that it risks collision with the monolithic feminist hypothesis of the 

wild woman archetype expounded within Clarissa Pinkola Estes’ fabled story collection and its 

associated Jungian, mythopoetic psychic constructions.355  Wolves  could reflect ideas of 

gendered passivity against empowered animal passion.  But I contend Pinkola Estes’ theory is 

ultimately limiting as inspiration for female expression through its over-identification with a 

mythological construct.   

I acknowledge that dogs and wolves can be potent metaphors.  My poem ‘Bond’ 

discussed above uses the image of a dog slipping out of a house at night to suggest both the 

surreal continuance of normative life after suicide and the despair that surrounds this.  ‘W or The 

Death of Me’ also adopts the idea of the ‘black dog’ to address grief and depression arising from 

abusive relationships.356  Although this metaphor is in common use, it is not mythologised, and 

these are the only references to dogs in my collection.  While ‘W or The Death of Me’ repeats 

the phrases ‘when I opened my mouth’ and ‘out of my mouth,’ this repetition is not restricted to 

the beginnings of sentences and follows no set pattern.  In this regard, my intention is to avoid 

the pitfalls of repeated metaphors, anthropological folklore and anaphoric address which can 

impact on the freshness and force of expression.  Moore argues that wolves ‘represent wildness, 

or something that can’t be controlled’ but also says she was inspired by the notion that ‘if human 

beings behaved more like wolves, there would not be so many problems.’357  The incongruity of 

the fusing of these two ideas is perhaps why I am not able to consistently relate to the poet’s 

voice and position. 

 
355 Clarissa Pinkola Estes, Women Who Run with The Wolves: Contacting the Power of the Wild Woman, (London: Rider, 
1992). 
 
356 Belltree, p. 29. 

 
357 Will Barret, ‘Meet the Digital Poet in Residence: Kim Moore’ Poetry School (2018) 
https://poetryschool.com/interviews/meet-digital-poet-residence-kim-moore/ [accessed 9 September 2020]. 
 

https://poetryschool.com/interviews/meet-digital-poet-residence-kim-moore/
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Moore’s use of repetition is most successful in the sequence’s title poem, ‘How I 

Abandoned My Body to His Keeping.’358  This sestina cleverly juxtaposes equivocality of 

language and memory with a form whose strength, according to Stephen Fry, is the ‘repetition 

and recycling of elusive patterns that cannot be quite held in the mind all at once’359  The 

restrictions and entrapments of language resulting from traumatization are embedded in the 

form’s strict construction.  Poet and critic Stephanie Burt observes the sestina ‘has served, 

historically, as a complaint’, its harsh demands acting as ‘signs for deprivation or duress’ – an 

idea that highlights its expediency in a narrative of abuse.360   

Moore’s stark imagery, descriptive power and lyric intensity are arresting as the speaker 

recounts: ‘I should tell the moon that his skin was like smoke, his hand a stone / that fell from a 

great height’ (ll.15-16); how ‘The birds / could have fallen from the sky like stones / and I 

wouldn’t have noticed.’ (ll.22-24).  The destruction of logic and language is asserted in the 

closing lines of the envoi, ‘and the moon sails on overhead.  You ask / about birds, but all I can 

talk of is stones.’ (ll.38-39). 

While I have great respect for Moore’s courage and artistry in writing about an abusive 

relationship and acknowledge The Art of Falling as an outstanding collection, there are aspects of 

Moore’s work I struggle to engage with.  In addition to her practice of repetition and recurrent 

references to wolves, I also experience her use of Biblical language and poetic apostrophe as 

somewhat akin to grandstanding.361  I would argue this stands in opposition to the damage to 

self-esteem and the fragility occasioned to traumatized voices and identities.    

 
358 Moore, p. 46. 

 
359 Stephen Fry, The Ode Less Travelled (London: Arrow Books., 2007), p. 235. 

 
360 Stephen Burt, ‘Sestina! or, The Fate of the Idea of Form’, Modern Philology, 105, (2007) 218–241, (p. 219), cited in 

World Heritage Encyclopaedia, Project Gutenberg, 
http://self.gutenberg.org/Results.aspx?PageIndex=1&SearchAuthor=World+Heritage+Encyclopedia&AuthorTyp
e=1, [accessed 10 September 2020]. 
 
361 See ‘let them be plagued’ l. 19 ‘The Trumpet Teacher’s Curse’ p. 14;  ‘A Psalm for the Scaffolders’ p. 12; ‘a pillar 
of smoke’ l.1 ‘In That Year’ p. 31. 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stephen_Fry
http://self.gutenberg.org/Results.aspx?PageIndex=1&SearchAuthor=World+Heritage+Encyclopedia&AuthorType=1
http://self.gutenberg.org/Results.aspx?PageIndex=1&SearchAuthor=World+Heritage+Encyclopedia&AuthorType=1
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Furthermore, while I recognize the foregrounding of lyric address within Moore’s poetry 

as central to her quest to bring to life and address that which is absent, there is an aspect of her 

reasoning which I find troubling.   Moore speaks of lyric poetry’s ‘long history of being socially 

engaged’ as fundamental to her interest in this mode.362  She defends her use of lyric address 

arguing, the ‘concept of the poet’ is that ‘she is endowed to speak for those who do not have the 

gift of language.’363  I find the belief that, as a poet, one might speak for someone else has 

disturbing implications with power imbalance, exclusivity, privilege and the suppression of 

individual narrative and experience and would argue that such ideas reinforce links between 

victimization and silence and the harm to linguistic communication caused by traumatization. 

  

 
362 Kim Moore, ‘Sunday Poem – Bryony Littlefair’, Kim Moore, (25 February 2018) 
https://kimmoorepoet.wordpress.com/2018/02/25/sunday-poem-bryony-littlefair/, [accessed 10 September 2020]. 

 
363 Moore, ‘Sunday Poem – Bryony Littlefair’. 

 

https://kimmoorepoet.wordpress.com/2018/02/25/sunday-poem-bryony-littlefair/
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Chapter 8.  Pascale Petit: Ekphrasis and Environments of Alienation 

 

The wounding to speech engendered by trauma and the correspondent potency of silence are 

concerns that Petit addresses across the entire body of her work in which rape, domestic and 

environmental harm and abuses of power are dominant themes.  This discussion will focus on 

individual poems from Petit’s collections Heart of a Deer (1998), The Zoo Father (2001) and What 

the Water Gave Me (2011), with reference to how the poet employs techniques of ekphrasis, 

masks, self-portraits, dialogues with nature and the interrogation of imagery and story from other 

cultures as frameworks to recount personal narratives of violence and harm to linguistic 

representation.    

In Petit’s first full collection, Heart of a Deer, wounding to language is a strong theme: 

‘Among The Sequoias’, details ‘a vast, silent system.’ 364 In the poem ‘Cloud Forest’ there is ‘a 

silence […] / like soft dust from the stars.’365 The long poem ‘Kanaiama’, references a ‘secret 

language’ with ‘no words’.366 While in ‘The Cachamy Rapids’,  the poet engages in a dialogue with 

nature and describes clouds `full of words, tropical storms of words / about to burst, held in a 

moment’  as she journeys to the ‘heart’ of the rapids which are perceived as ‘rooms of white 

silence / rooms of black silence’367   

The collection, explores the Venezuelan Rainforest and the icy mountains of Tibet as 

representations for parental figures, Petit describes how in writing about nature she is ‘trying to 

give voices for those who appear silent’ and remarks that ‘the plight of nature seems to be much 

 
364 Pascale Petit, ‘Among The Sequoias’, Heart of a Deer (London: Enitharnon, 1998) p. 31, l.13. 
 
365 Petit, ‘Cloud Forest’, Heart of a Deer, p. 34, (ll.33-34). 

 
366 Petit, ‘Kanaiama’, Heart of a Deer, p. 41, ll.5. 
 
367  Petit, ‘The Cachamy Rapids’, Heart of a Deer, p. 26, (ll.2-3, 17).  
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the same as the plight of women.’368  By challenging the idea that the speaking subject is 

exclusively human and proposing that silence itself can act as a form of communication, Petit 

both blurs the boundaries between nature and humanity and suggests the dehumanisation, 

alienation and estrangement resulting from abuse.    

The poem ‘Angel Falls in Love’ exemplifies this idea, transposing a narrative of power 

relations concerning humanity’s ‘possession’ of the natural world, with a story of sexual abuse.369 

The poem speaks in the voice of the world’s highest waterfall, confronting the claims of 

‘ownership’ made by its ‘discoverer’ James Angel.   Any opportunity for dialogue is denied 

through the explorer’s view of the falls as a spiritual manifestation of man’s last moments on 

earth as the poet writes ‘He thought / I was the last thing people see when they die.’ (ll. 1-2).   

Desire for dominance over nature is emphasised when the narrative positions Angel hovering 

above the source: 

His plane rose vertically until it reached the dot 
My three-thousand-foot-fall pours out of. 
Then he crash-landed on my mountain 
And called it Devil’s mountain.             (ll.3.6) 
 
 
There are obvious references to forceful acts of sexual penetration in these lines as the 

explorer rises to ascend the falls and seeks to penetrate the tiny font of its origins, while in 

naming the place as the site of the devil, any equal human interchange is again stopped.  Absence 

of communication is further emphasised through the explorer abandoning the falls to ‘the rare 

visitor’ (l.16) who ‘left and then there was this silence’ (l.21).  

 
368 Pascale Petit personal interview with Zoë Brigley (12 July 2006) cited in Zoë Brigley, Exile and Ecology: 
the Poetic Practice of Gwyneth Lewis, Pascale Petit and Deryn Rees Jones, (doctoral thesis, University of Warwick, 2005), p. 
144. 
 
369 Petit, Heart of a Deer, p. 23. 

 



 179 

Power, silence and the natural world are also central themes within ‘The Straight Jackets’, 

the opening poem of Petit’s fourth collection The Zoo Father.370      

 

The Straight-Jackets 

I lay the suitcase on Father’s bed 
and unzip it slowly, gently. 
Inside, packed in cloth straight-jackets 
lie forty live hummingbirds 
tied down in rows, each tiny head 
cushioned on a swaddled body. 
I feed them from a flask of sugared water, 
Inserting every bill into the pipette, 
then unwind their bindings 
so Father can see their changing colours 
as they dart around his room. 
They hover inches from his face 
as if he is a flower, their humming 
just audible above the oxygen recycler. 
For the first time since I’ve arrived 
he’s breathing easily, the cannula 
attached to his nostrils, almost slips out. 
I don’t know how long we sit there 
but when I next glance at his face 
he’s asleep, light from their feathers 
still playing on his eyelids and cheeks. 
It takes me hours to catch them all 
And wrap them in their straight-jackets. 
I work quietly, he’s in such  
a deep sleep, he doesn’t wake once. 

 
 

The poem’s slow, ritualistic unfolding has a heightened, visual quality,371  suggesting  an 

absence of dialogue, further emphasized though aural effects in references to the ‘just audible’ 

humming (l.14), the description of the sleeping father and the daughter’s silent work.   There is 

an insubstantiality within the words ‘slips’, ‘glance’, ‘light’, ‘feathers’ and ‘eyelids’ signifying the 

fragility of the natural world, the moribund father and the brittleness of the relationship.  Petit 

 
370 Pascale Petit, The Zoo Father (Bridgend: Seren, 2001), p. 7. 
 
371 See the birds’ ‘changing colours’ (l.10) which  ‘dart’ about the room (l.11), ‘their feathers / still playing in his 
eyelids and cheeks.’ (ll.20-21). 
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explains being inspired by an image of Brazilian Hummingbird fancier Augusto Ruchi’s method 

for transporting birds and notes how the poem’s ritualised narrative ‘somehow said what I 

wanted to say without words (conversation).  This feels like a poem without words. A mime.’372   

Commenting on the collection, Zoë Brigley remarks how ‘men are represented as 

patriarchs that reduce the complex cultures and biologies of the Amazon to a zoo.’373 Another of 

these ‘Zoo Fathers’ is the explorer and scientist Alexander von Humboldt.  In ‘Embrace of the 

Electric Eel’ Humboldt’s voltage experiment involving horses herded into a river full of electric 

eels is described as ‘such a picturesque spectacle of nature.’ (l.12).374  A language of inertia and 

unresponsiveness invites the reader to consider central themes of power, silence and violence as 

the speaker reflects on the memory of her father as a ‘numb-fish’ (l.1) but does not know what 

to call ‘the creature // that you are, now’ (ll.6-7) who summons her to his ‘stagnant pool’ (l.5) 

after 35 years’ absence.   Beginning with a description of the experiment as a ‘spectacle,’ then the 

horses whose, ‘eyes / popped out,’ while Humbold acts as a passive ‘witness’ – a strong sense of 

unspoken, detached observation builds as the poem unfolds.  

The use of couplets suggests a ‘coupling’, while words such as ‘clamped’, ‘voltage’, ‘jolt’, 

‘drowned’, ‘forced’, ‘threshing’, ‘press’ and ‘kill’ stress that this is a violent coming together.  At 

the poem’s end, Petit verifies the unwelcome nature of the father’s physical attentions as she 

likens his embrace to shocking of the ‘threshing horses’ (l.14), and the speaker describes the 

same immobilization within the horses’ demise, passively watched by Humboldt.  The speaker 

notes that it was not the father’s abusive act itself that put her life out of action, but the 

subsequent actions of being ‘stunned’ and ‘drowned’ when he presses his ‘entire length against 

my trunk.’ (ll.17, 19).  This illuminates the idea of long-term unspoken traumatization, 

 
372 Petit interviewed in Brigley, Exile and Ecology, p. 334. 
 
373 Zoe ̈ Brigley, ‘Confessing the Secrets of Others: Pascale Petit’s Poetic Employment of Latin American Cultures 
and the Mexican Artist, Frida Kahlo’, Journal of International Women's Studies, 9 (2008), 20-28, (p. 22).  
 
374 Petit, The Zoo Father, p. 8. 
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underscoring the poet’s key themes of power, silence and violence. Through comparing the 

father to Humboldt, Petit is able locate the experience of abuse outside of the confines of its 

original familial context.   She offers associations with other cultural and historical acts of 

violence and draws attention to the problem of impassive responses to abusive individuals and 

regimes.  She also finds a vehicle for reconsidering her father’s actions against similar operations 

of power dynamics, stating ‘[b]y placing my father in this . . . setting, I could better understand 

his behavior.’375 

The poems in this collection address violent acts more directly than those in Heart of a 

Deer, which Petit notes ‘has a lot of what I call ‘foliage’, obscuring abusive childhood traumas to 

a certain extent.’376  Many incorporate Amazonian tribal myth and culture which, to outsiders, 

might seem violent and ‘foreign.’  This enables Petit to combine themes of the endangered and 

the dangerous, forcing the reader to question traditional ideas of ‘otherness’ in locating abusive 

acts and allowing the poet to recreate her own narratives of empowerment to challenge 

traditional gendered ideas of victimhood and passivity.    

Poems in The Zoo Father have been described as ‘frightening’ and ‘violent’377 with some 

critics commenting on the poet’s ‘rage.’378   Clearly, the poet’s wrath against her father is revealed 

in ‘The Fish Daughter’ where the speaker describes the father as passively ‘flop[ped] across your 

bed / like a giant pirarucu’ noting how he has ‘caught / the biggest  prize in the Amazon’.379   

However, when she catches him in a moment of weakness ‘peeing into a bottle’(l.17) she 

 
375 Pascale Petit, ‘Private and Public Wars’, p. 13. 
 
376 ‘Danne Jobin Interviews Pascale Petit’, Poetry School, (n.d.)  https://poetryschool.com/poetry-in-
aldeburgh/danne-jobin-interviews-pascale-petit/ [accessed 01 October 2020].  

 

377 D. M. Black, ‘Hidden Abysses of Feeling; and a Private Area of Experience’, Poetry London, 41 (2002), p. 33.  

378 Jehane Markham, ‘The Zoo Father: Pascale Petit’, Ambit, 167 (2002), p. 60.  

379 Petit, The Zoo Father, p. (ll.2-3, 13-14) 

https://poetryschool.com/poetry-in-aldeburgh/danne-jobin-interviews-pascale-petit/
https://poetryschool.com/poetry-in-aldeburgh/danne-jobin-interviews-pascale-petit/
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transforms herself into ‘the most feared fish in the river (l.20), the ‘tiny candiru’ (l.19), enabling the 

speaker to: 

Swim up your stream of urine 
Into your urethra, Father 
And wedge my backward-pointing barbs 
deep inside your penis. 

 

The violence directed at the father is fantastical, with echoes of Alice in Wonderland in its imagery.  

While Petit vividly explores ideas of malevolence, she does not express graphic detail or 

description.  The starkest depictions can be seen in ‘Self-Portrait as a Dugout Canoe’ and ‘Self-

Portrait as a Yanomami Daughter.’380  In the former, Petit uses vehement language to sustain a 

single metaphor for violation: 

You ran your hands along my trunk  
 
deciding where to cut [...] You stood  
astride me, struck zigzag blows  
with your axe until I was hollow 
You packed me with palm leaves  
and lit a virgin fire inside me.  
 
 

In the latter, the speaker describes a tribal ritual: 
 
 
They told me to shave my hair 
and braid it into a belt 
 
bind it tight around my waist 
the way you used to hold me, Father,  
 
when you turned into a demon 
and tore me with your penis.  

 
 

 
380 Petit, The Zoo Father, pp. 43, 52. 
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These two poems example Petit’s frequent use of self-portraits.  Petit has described her 

personal difficulties with identity, stating ‘I place myself as an outsider …  outside my own 

roots.’381  Brigley’s reading of Petit’s use of self-portraits affirms this idea of alienation.  She 

argues that, although it ‘suggests the reproduction of an authentic self, […] Petit contradicts this 

idea by investing identity in inanimate objects, animals and foreigners.’382    Endorsing the notion 

of subversive self-representation, Katrina Naomi remarks Petit’s ‘Self Portrait with Fire Ants’ 

‘mainly concerns what is happening inside,’ –  a further action of displacement and estrangement 

as the mask in this poem, instead of concealing or protecting, turns to attack the speaker.383  

In my own reading, the adoption of exotic cultural narratives, extraordinary imagery, 

onomatopoeia and internal rhyme in the texts cited above imbue these poems with a fiery 

magnificence which effectively counters their sharp vocabulary and candid elucidation. Petit 

clarifies the dichotomy through her research into the Yanomami people, noting that although 

rape is imbedded within their culture, ‘they also happen to have a highly sophisticated and 

ritualised spiritual world.’384   This strategy enables the poet to confront ideas of ‘Otherness’ and 

subordination of developing countries by more dominant Western positions, effectively 

challenging unspoken acts of  violence and lack of civilization within Western society through 

intensely personal narrative.  

In my collection, the poems ‘My Father’s City’ and ‘The Magician’s Daughter’ both 

explore the theme of paternal sexual abuse.385  The former uses an identical title to Petit’s poem 

 
381 ‘Pascale Petit in conversation with Devolved Voices’, Devolved Voices Aberystwyth University, online film recording   
https://wordpress.aber.ac.uk/devolved-voices/media/interview-pascale-petit-2/ [accessed 10 October 2020]. 
 
382 Brigley, Exile and Ecology, p. 71. 
 
383 Naomi, Beyond Gentility, p. 45. 
 
384 Petit, personal interview cited in Brigley, Exile and Ecology, p. 176. 
 
385 Belltree, pp. 7, 13. 
 

https://wordpress.aber.ac.uk/devolved-voices/media/interview-pascale-petit-2/
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from her collection Fauverie (2014).386  Alongside other similarities, it deploys animal forms 

through which to address the distorted paternal relationship.  It was written following an exercise 

in Petit’s online course, Towards a Collection.387  Within this program Petit presents lines from 

myths and stories of varied cultures and encourages students to step out of their writing comfort 

zones by incorporating these lines within a poem.  I chose the opening line from Petit’s own 

poem, ‘Self Portrait with Fire Ants.’388 This offered a doorway for my own creative explorations; 

I was drawn to Petit’s use of exotic Amazonian imagery and the ways this enables her text to 

engage with terror and violence.  This encouraged me to experiment with the metaphorical 

anteater within Petit’s poem.  

 

Self-Portrait with Fire Ants  

To visit you Father, I wear a mask of fire ants.  

When I sit waiting for you to explain  

 

why you abandoned me when I was eight  

they file in, their red bodies  

 

massing around my eyes, stinging my pupils white  

until I’m blind. Then they attack my mouth.  

 

I try to lick them but they climb down my gullet  

until an entire swarm stings my stomach,  

 

while you must become a giant anteater, 

push your long sticky tongue down my throat,  

 

as you once did to my baby brother,  

French-kissing him while he pretended to sleep. 

 

I can’t remember what you did to me, but the ants know.  

 

 
386 Pascale Petit, Fauverie (Bridgend: Seren, 2014). 
 
387 Pascale Petit, ‘Towards a Collection’, (Poetry School, (n.d.) https://poetryschool.com/ (no longer available).  
 
388 Petit, The Zoo Father, p. 9. 

 

https://poetryschool.com/
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Petit’s use of the words ‘mouth’, ‘lick’, ‘gullet’, ‘tongue’, ‘throat’ and the phrase ‘french 

kissing’ force the reader’s attention to both yoric imagery and the tension between speaking and 

not speaking.  Throat, gullet and mouth are placed at the point where Petit breaks the line, 

signalling the disruptive paradox that speakers about trauma on some level prefer silence so as to 

protect themselves from the fear of being listened to – and of listening to themselves.389  In my 

own poem, this silencing is made even more explicit: from the outset, the subject of the poem 

must wear ‘the bridle and the bit’ in order to visit the Father, and in the second stanza, explains 

how they ‘could not speak for weeks.’390  The words ‘throat’, ‘neck’, ‘palate’ and ‘pharynx’ that 

feature in this poem, alongside this repeated use of ‘tongue,’ echo Petit’s use of similar language 

detailed above.   

The first stanza of ‘My Father’s City’ establishes the position of the speaker’s own 

tongue: ‘You could make an exhibit of my tongue / place it alongside the crystal skull / or the 

torture chair in the Horniman Museum. (ll.2-4).  It is an exhibit in an institution alongside 

objects of horror and fear, separated from the body and rendered entirely useless for its intended 

purpose, existing only as some strange artefact in a museum of antiquarian curios from faraway 

lands.  Thus, the speaker’s tongue has become a peculiar relic that belongs in the past and any 

‘hope’ of speaking, of being heard, must be abandoned.  Its only function in the present is as an 

oddity or knick-knack behind glass, something to be stared, pointed and laughed at by paying 

onlookers.   In the second and third stanzas, the reference to the Father’s wife positions the 

speaker as motherless, while the mumps and swollen throat underscore the inability to speak and 

the physical trauma of sexual assault: 

 

I had nightmares after your wife took me there. 
And mumps.  My throat puffed  

 
389 Herman, ‘Judith Herman Interview’, Conversations with History; Institute of International Studies, UC Berkeley, (n.d.) 
http://globetrotter.berkeley.edu/conversations/people/Herman/herman-con3.html [accessed 30 June 2020].  
 
390 Belltree, p. 7. (ll.1, 7-8). 

 

http://globetrotter.berkeley.edu/conversations/people/Herman/herman-con3.html
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like the stuffed walrus, and I could not speak  
for weeks.   (ll.4-7). 

 
 There is a childlike tone to the language in my poem; its innocuous narrative of a child’s 

visit to a museum with a parent; the playful rhyming of ‘puffed’ and ‘stuffed’ and the 

inexpertness of the overstuffed walrus on display.  In the 19th century, both taxidermists and the 

general public would likely never have seen a Walrus, leading to its being ‘overstuffed’ and 

lacking the skin folds characteristic of a Walrus in its natural state.391  The walrus also makes a 

link with Lewis Carroll’s children’s narrative poem ‘The Walrus and The Carpenter’, 

underscoring the childlike tone, and thereby placing the poem’s language and content in a 

disturbing and dislocating dialogue.392 This contrasts with the more violent language and imagery 

of ‘Self-Portrait with Fire Ants’ where the speaker describes the fire ants ‘massing around my 

eyes, stinging my pupils white until I’m blind.’  The ants, ‘attack’, ‘climb’,  ‘sting’ and ‘swarm’ – 

invading the speaker’s body both inside and out.   

 Petit’s inspiration is evident in my poem’s references to the anteater and actions of oral 

sexual abuse: 

   […] Afterwards, I dreamed  
 
you were an anteater – when I felt the deep  
strokes of your long, safe tongue I knew  
I could make a stable of my body for generations (ll. 7-10) 
 
 

The anteater, walrus (and horse that appears later in the poem) reflect Petit’s use of varied animal 

guises through which she engages with her father’s violence.   Enabling relationship between 

 
391 See ‘Walrus’, Horniman Museum and Gardens, (n.d.) https://www.horniman.ac.uk/object/NH.H.44/ [accessed 10 
September 2020]. 
 
392 Lewis Carroll, ‘The Walrus and The Carpenter’, Through the Looking Glass: and what Alice found there. (London: 

Macmillan, 1871), Kindle Edition, (2018) p. 73.  

 

https://www.horniman.ac.uk/object/NH.H.44/
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animals and humans have a long history.  Such ideas also bring into mind associations of 

children and pets and the strong bond between survivors of abuse and animal companions.393  

In Petit’s poem, the father ‘must become a giant anteater, / push your long sticky tongue 

down my throat’, an action which he has previously performed on the brother and which results 

in memory loss regards what occurred next.  While the speaker dreams of the father becoming 

the same creature in my poem, instead of being an instrument of force and revulsion, as 

suggested by Petit’s choice of ‘push’ and ‘sticky’, the speaker’s anxiety and nightmares are 

transformed by feeling the ‘strokes’ of a tongue which is described as ‘safe.’  The innocuous tone 

preserves the idea of innocence and trust detailed earlier as the child recalls a family day out to 

The Horniman Museum in South London (l.4).  Alongside this, the narrative makes direct 

references to oral sexual abuse and the notion of sadomasochistic suffering as the child speaker 

and father ‘celebrate’ the act of submission with a bus trip to the zoo (ll. 12-15), thus echoing the 

distorted power dynamics within abusive relationships.    

The intention is for the reader feel discomfort, through the stark and disturbing contrast 

between imagery and subject matter – something that may literally be hard for the reader to 

swallow – as the child speaker recounts the father’s oral abuse in simple and sympathetic 

language.  Instead of rejecting the father’s actions, the speaker is consoled by them, embracing 

the knowledge that she can make some useful gift of her body, transmuting it into a ‘stable’ and 

thereby enabling it to serve as container for the inhuman traumatization of violence across 

 
393 See for example, Linda Jean Nebbe, The human-animal bond's role with the abused child. (Doctoral Thesis, Iowa State 

University, 1997) https://doi.org/10.31274/rtd-180813-10665 [accessed 1 October 2020].  
 
And Rose Hackman, 'My dog is family': domestic abuse victims and the pets they can't leave’, Guardian, (16 June 
2016), Life and Style https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/jun/16/domestic-abuse-survivors-pets> 
[accessed 11 September 2020].  

Discussing the use of animals, Petit herself comments that ‘Maybe if I turn people into animals it makes them 
better for me and that might be really childish, or a childlike thing that I do, because animals were like friends 
when I was a child.’ Cited in Katrina Naomi – ‘Interview with Pascale Petit’, Appendix C, Katrina Naomi, 
Beyond Gentility, p. 91.  

https://doi.org/10.31274/rtd-180813-10665
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/jun/16/domestic-abuse-survivors-pets
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generations.  In contrast, the anteater in Petit’s poem is a ‘giant’ implying menace through both 

his enhanced physical size and the force of his tongue, which he must  force not only down the 

speaker’s throat, but that of the sleeping brother also.   Later within The Zoo Father, in the poem 

‘Self-Portrait as a Were-Jaguar’, Petit refers to her father’s rape of her mother.394 The father is 

thus presented as multiple abuser – a far more threatening figure; while in my poem, the father is 

portrayed almost as passive victim, as both consoling to the speaker and as a casualty of 

traumatization from ‘generations of War and Hate.’   

In ‘The Lungfish Father’ Petit presents a more nuanced relationship with her abusive 

father.395  In this poem he is portrayed as a sick man and the speaker describes how she would 

help, or even nurse him from her own body:  

I’d secrete bubbles of oxygen 
from my blood 
and waft them over your mouth.   (ll.37-39). 

 

This uneasy reciprocity in the daughter-father relationship can be likened to the speaker’s gift of 

her body as a ‘stable’ mentioned above in my poem.  This idea is reinforced in the closing lines 

as the speaker describes how the father ‘wrapped me round your neck / to keep the chill from 

your pharynx.’  (ll.23-24).   

Petit’s use of transformative animal guises and masks offers an innovative way to write 

about abuse.    Her art presented a way in, which allowed me to examine my own traumas 

through poetic language and imagery.  None of the selected poems of Petit compared and 

analysed alongside my own are directly or candidly ‘confessional’ in the sense of being exact and 

unembroidered accounts of abuse.   In ‘Self Portrait with Fire Ants’, the speaker concludes ‘I 

 
394 Petit, The Zoo Father, p. 22.  

 
395 Petit, The Zoo Father, p. 12. 
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can’t remember what you did to me, but the ants know’.  Similarly, in ‘My Father’s City’ details 

of the abuse are not registered by the stifled speaker, who instead describes how ‘it was easier to 

pretend to be asleep.’ (ll.18-19).   The pain recounted in these texts is neither symbolic nor literal.  

It is not represented or contained by references to external objects or entities, nor is it presented 

in stark factual detail.  The narrative of pain is expressed through the transformative language of 

poetry, through the process of finding innovative literary forms for wounding that exists outside 

of the language of everyday experience. 

Like Moore and Naomi, Petit  comments that ‘poets who write intimately about their 

families [. . .] are transgressing socially imposed silences, exposing what is concealed and 

uncomfortable.’396  Her critical writing confronts these notions of self-indulgence and lack of 

broader relevance as she explains ‘I don’t think my work is just about autobiography […] what I 

am really interested in is exploration and investigation of whether people are evil or good.’397  

Such investigation can be seen in ‘The Ant Glove’ where the poet uses tribal rite to examine 

themes of pain and self-agency.398 The speaker carries the knowledge that she is the ‘fruit of [her 

mother’s] rape’ (l.30) into a forest where she encounters a tribe who enable her to communicate 

with her father (‘write this letter’ l.5) through participating in a barbarous coming-of-age 

ceremony.   The speaker must remain silent while the ants attack.   Afterwards, she celebrates  

                    [...] with a feast 
 

biting off ant-heads to suck blood from their bodies  
        until my lips and tongue were numb.  (ll.20-22). 
 

 
There is a strong emphasis on the mouth and actions of communication within Petit’s  

 

 
396 Pascale Petit, ‘Private and Public Wars’, p. 11. 
 
397 ‘Pascale Petit in conversation with Devolved Voices.  

 
398 Petit, The Zoo Father, p. 24. 
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vocabulary and the underlying motif of exchanging letters. Through the transformative narrative 

of ritual, the ants, which initially represent the pain of abuse, become the words of the speaker’s 

letter to the father as the poet writes, ‘I hope you’ve sucked the blood from the words / that 

stung you.’ (ll.23-24). 

The Zoo Father’s powerful cover image of a horse mask and Petit’s use of masks within 

several individual poems offers ‘personas’ – alternate identities through which to voice otherwise 

unspeakable narratives.   Petit rationalises that animal masks are ‘very useful […] for saying 

things about humans without it having to be a human.’399 Speaking as an ‘other’ juxtaposes ideas 

of self-estrangement with notions of empowerment, of hiding with presentation, of suppression 

with creativity, effectively reflecting Petit’s description of her childhood survival technique in 

which she ‘hid [her]self in [her] imagination.’400 

The compelling ambiguity engendered through personas is central to Petit’s fifth 

collection What the Water Gave Me: Poems After Frieda Kahlo (2012) 401.  In this text, the poet speaks 

through the iconic Mexican artist, Frida Kahlo who re-presented her own disturbing biography 

through numerous self-portraits.    Andrea Ketterman argues these portraits subvert the idea of a 

face equating to a fixed identity and ‘suggest that the face shown is in fact a mask, behind which 

[Kahlo’s] true feelings are hidden.’402  This corresponds with Petit’s writing poems both as and 

about Kahlo’s voice to refract and confront her own identity and biography.   Petit explains she 

‘was not writing about myself but the Mexican painter, someone far from my cultural 

 
399 Pascale Petit in Naomi, Beyond Gentility, p. 96. 
 
400 Antony Huen, ‘Otherwordly Homes: An Interview with Pascale Petit’, The Compass, (n.d.) 
http://www.thecompassmagazine.co.uk/ppint/ [accessed 11 September 2020]. 
 
401 Hereafter referred to as WTMGM. 

402 Andrea Ketterman, Frieda Kahlo 1907-1954, (Koln: Taschen, 2003) cited in Zoë Brigley, ‘Confessing the 

Secrets of Others: Pascale Petit’s Poetic Employment of Latin American Cultures and the Mexican Artist, Frida 
Kahlo’, Journal of International Women's Studies, 9 (2008), 20-28. 

http://www.thecompassmagazine.co.uk/ppint/
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background. Or was I?’403  The ambiguity enables Petit to ‘both escape from myself and be more 

myself.’404   

The theme of escape through artistic transformation underscores the collection.  There 

are also obvious parallels between Petit’s own biography, her background in the visual arts, how 

Kahlo ‘escaped into this canvas’ and the poet’s use of this narrative to vividly address her own 

experience.405  The collection radiates with Petit’s visual sensibility, engagement with texture and 

colour, as reviewer Jackie Kay remarks, Petit’s poems are ‘fresh as paint.’406 

 

The Blue House  

My pelvis is a palette  
                         on which night  
is mixing day's colours.  
 

Yellow is iodine 
White is a sugar skull 
 
[…] 
 
Time is my orange womb, skewered  
on a cobalt trolley.407 
 

These multiple hues reflect Kahlo’s vibrant, yet painful biography.  The life-changing street 

accident she endured as a teenager colours her every waking hour, causing time to stand still, as 

the poet equates it with the ‘green bus where [she lies] at an angle, / pierced by a purple pole.’ 

 
403 ‘Pascale Petit, ‘Writing Poems from Rape and Abuse’, Women Writing Rape: The Blog, (12 April 2007), 
https://blogs.warwick.ac.uk/women-writing-rape/entry/pascale_petit_writing/ [accessed 11 September 2020]. 
 
404 Jack Little, ‘Interview: Pascale Petit’, The Ofi Press, 29 (2013) https://www.ofipress.com/petitepascale.htm, 
[accessed 11 September 2020].  
 
405 Petit, ‘The Wounded Deer’, WTWGM, p. 26, (l.23). 
 
406 Jackie Kay, ‘Books of the Year’ (n.d.), Observer, cited in ‘What the Water Gave Me: Poems after Frida Kahlo’, 
Pascale Petit http://www.pascalepetit.co.uk/what-the-water-gave-me-poems-after-frida-kahlo/ [accessed 11 
September 2020].  

 
407 Petit, ‘The Blue House’, WTWGM, p. 59, (ll. 1-5, 19-20). 
 

https://www.ofipress.com/petitepascale.htm
http://www.pascalepetit.co.uk/what-the-water-gave-me-poems-after-frida-kahlo/
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(ll.17-18).  The alliteration references a violent puncturing.  Wounding is further intimated 

through the words ‘skewered’, ‘pierced’ and ‘screeched.’  However, speaking as Kahlo, Petit 

emphasises that ‘nothing is black,’ accentuating how the dark and defining incident forms the 

foundation of art (l.8).   

Petit explains how using Kahlo’s biography offered a means to explore the enduring 

impact of sexual violence while avoiding uncomfortable feelings of guilt and self-exposure: 

She was raped by a chance accident, by an object. There are no notions of blame. 
So I was free to write about its repercussions throughout her life. “Telling it as it is” 
through a persona reduces the embarrassment factor. However raw or graphic the details 
of physical or mental distress, they are here under the guise of an icon who has already 
transmuted her suffering into art.408 

 

The accident is referenced throughout the collection, reflecting the artist’s lifetime of 

disablement as well as underscoring the collection’s core themes of pain, sexual trauma and the 

transformative power of art.  Petit reveals ‘The blue sting, the red ache, / how art works on the 

pain spectrum.’ as she charts Kahlo’s transmutation of trauma by literally painting herself into 

life.409  The opening poem, ‘What The Water Gave Me (I)’ uncovers the ‘nuclei’ of this journey as 

the artist ‘learn(s), // even before birth, / to doodle in the dark.’410  ‘Henry Ford Hospital (The 

Flying Bed)’ draws direct links between traumatic biography and artistic practice: 

 
After the third miscarriage 
what else could I do 
but erect the bed-easel 
and paint so furiously411   

 
The violent, stripped-back language used to express this painful transformation can be seen again  
 
In ‘The Two Frieda’s’ which also highlights a rupturing to identity:  

 
408 Petit, ‘Writing Poems from Rape and Abuse’. 
 
409 Petit, ‘What the Water Gave Me (V)’, WTWGM, p. 9, (ll.29-30). 
 
410 Petit, ‘What the Water Gave Me (I)’, WTWGM, p. 9. (ll.9, 12-14). 
 
411 Petit, ‘Henry Ford Hospital (The Flying Bed)’, WTWGM, p. 21, (ll.1-4). 
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The second Frieda sits next to me 
[…] 
Her palette is my heart sliced in half. 
[…] 
Strange how it keeps beating, 
turning blood into paint.412 

 
 

Both Petit’s poems and Kahlo’s paintings are fierce, vivid, mythical, unflinching in their  
 
explorations of the tensions between harm and healing.   Writing as Kahlo, Petit ‘had to keep  
 
stabbing / until the pain spoke.’413 And of her personal poetics, she explains: 
 

 
My poetry is a poetry of extremes, I’ve never been one for lukewarmth. Tension too […] 
I […] transform uncomfortable tension into highly charged art. Isn’t a lot of human 
experience unbearable? I find art is a wonderful release from that.414 
 
 

In ‘What The Water Gave Me (IV)’ the bald and vehement language Petit uses to list the 

artist’s traumatic biography forces the reader to confront both writer’s and artist’s painful 

biographies, while the words ‘craters’, ‘pierced’, ‘fractures’, ‘spewing’ and ‘cracked’ hint at both 

Kahlo’s accident and the idea of something emerging through trauma.415  Mexican writer Octavio 

Paz discusses the action of rising up against violent history when he explains the cultural 

phenomenon of ‘La Chingada’.416  He describes how the phrase’s multiple meanings include ‘an 

emergence from oneself’ and the ‘idea of breaking, of ripping open’417 and explains the language 

 
412 Petit, ‘The Two Frieda’s’, WTWGM, p. 42. (ll.20, 23, 29, 33-34) 

 
413 Petit, ‘A Few Small Nips’, WTWGM, p. 24, ll-6-7. 
 
414 Lidia Vianu, ‘Your definition of a Desperado poet suits me’, Desperado (2006), Essay-Interviews, Editura 
Universitatii din Bucuresti, http://lidiavianu.scriptmania.com/pascale_petit.htm [accessed 11 September 2020].  

 
415 Petit, ‘What The Water Gave Me (IV), WTWGM, p. 44. 

 
416 Octavio Paz, ‘The Sons of Malinche’, in The Labyrinth of Solitude and The Other Mexico. trans. by  Lysander Kemp, 
et al. (New York: Grove Press, 1985) http://chnm.gmu.edu/wwh/p/169.html]. [accessed 15 September 20].  
 
417 Paz, ‘The Sons of Malinche’. 
 

http://lidiavianu.scriptmania.com/pascale_petit.htm
http://chnm.gmu.edu/wwh/p/169.html
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used to infer La Chingada involves ‘projectiles or knives,’ which directly reflects Petit’s use of 

such imagery to signal how Kahlo was propelled into painting via her traumatic experiences.418  

 
Petit also uses animals, birds, fruit and flowers to suggest this uncomfortable impetus, 

effectively fusing the fruition and beauty of nature with brutality.  She writes of:  

… a woman running down the street  
with her intestines in her hands, 
holding them up like the fruits of the earth.419 
 

In ‘Prickly Pears’ Kahlo’s husband Diego Rivera ‘peels’ his wife ‘With his soft painter’s hands’.420  

Moments later:  

in one flash  
he becomes Diego the butcher 
 
whose third eye can see 
into the abattoir of my chest 
 
where my heart hangs 
from a meat-hook. (ll. 6-11). 
 
 

Although the collection has received criticism for its unwavering focus on the effects of violent 

sexual penetration, the overriding impression is one of remarkable and magnificent creative 

transformation. 421  Petit describes the fun and freedom she experienced writing in response to 

Kahlo’s artworks: 

 

I could write about myself, be ‘confessional’, without having to be embarrassed by it 
being about me […], but I was being myself, perhaps not the everyday self that people 
encounter socially!  A fictitious self that I might have become had I been less fucked up 

 
418 Paz, ‘The Sons of Malinche’. 

 
419 Petit, ‘Fruits of the Earth’, WTWGM, p. 53, (ll.13-15). 

 
420 Petit, ‘Prickly Pears’, WTWGM, p. 37, (ll. 2, 1), 

 
421 See for example Johnny Marsh’s comment that ‘The constant recurrence of gynaecological and anatomical detail 

[...] can become repetitive and too much of an effect,’ in Marsh, J. ,‘Painting, Poetry, Music: The Images of Pascale 
Petit’, Agenda, 44 (2009), p. 105.  
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as a child.  It was great fun to pretend to be her.  Perhaps the end result are poems that 
attempt to be half her and half me, which is liberating.422 
 
 

There is even humour amid the horror as the speaker reimagines the bathtub that is a  
 
‘sarcophagus’ in another poem.423 Referencing the fact that Kahlo frequently had to leave  
 
social occasions to relieve her pain through soaking in the bathtub, Petit writes: 
 

Let me tame you, my pet bathtub, and rest 
inside your smooth white belly. 
 
[…] 
 
while you raise yourself up on your claw feet 
and crawl into the cactus garden, 
 
delivering me to my dinner guests 
with a triumphant splash.424 

 
 
 

In conclusion, all three poets acknowledge a degree of reticence associated with writing 

about interpersonal and familial violence.  Naomi comments that she wrote her most recent 

collection ‘to break a few silences’ while Moore writes that her current work concerns the ‘not 

talked about’ subject of sexism.425  I contend that while both poets recognise the socially 

imposed element of this taciturnity, Moore’s poetry has a more immediate engagement with the 

idea of traumatisation itself as harming linguistic expression.  However, reading the work of all 

three poets, Petit both confronts and transcends the disruptions to narrative and identity caused 

by abuse with a deeper vision, a more passionate, visceral language and a diversity of techniques.  

The abundance of colours, textures, narratives and cultural references within her work carry 

 
422 Re: Regarding Ekphrasis - Pascale Petit in an email to Amy Dennis (02 June 2013), in Amy Dennis, The Sleep 
Orchard, (Unpublished Doctoral Thesis, Aberystwyth University, 2014)  p. 210. 
 
423  Petit, ‘What the Water Gave Me (IV)’, WTWGM, p. 44, (l.1). 
 
424 Petit, ‘What the Water Gave Me (III)’, WTWGM, p. 29, (ll.1-2, 5-8). 

 
425 Naomi,  Beyond Gentility, p. 77 and Moore, ‘Theory of the Lyric’ (8 January 2018), Kim Moore, 
https://kimmoorepoet.wordpress.com/tag/theory-of-the-lyric/ [accessed 11 September 2020].  

https://kimmoorepoet.wordpress.com/tag/theory-of-the-lyric/
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emotional as well as linguistic intensity, while Petit’s engagement with broader cultures and her 

use of masks and ekphrasis widen the scope of so called ‘confessional’ writing.  In blurring the 

boundaries between human and animal, art and literature, Petit undermines binaried notions of 

good and evil, civilization and barbarism and effectively brings narratives of marginalisation to a 

central position where tormented voices can be honoured and celebrated. 
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Chapter 9.   ‘Edges’ and Influences 

‘Trauma fractures comprehension as a pebble shatters a windshield.’ 426 

 

This section discusses ideas of poetic influence and examines some of my poems in more detail 

in relation to techniques that counter the challenges of re-presenting trauma through language. 

As noted in Part 1., Chapter 3., Abraham and Török argue that the inexpressible nature 

of traumatisation stems from its relationship with time and language rather than from intensity 

of emotion.   This idea was particularly significant in understanding my personal challenge to 

manage the ‘chaotic urgency’ and ‘relentless affective hauntings’ experienced in the wake of 

trauma, and to comprehend these insistent, disturbing emotions in relation to the struggle to find 

voice, particularly for traumatisation whose roots exist outside of subjective experience.427  It 

lessened my anxiety concerning lack of skill being the issue that made writing about personal 

experience so difficult and enabled me to recognise that the confusing and uncompromising 

nature of these difficult emotions was not a personal weakness.   Alongside historians and 

literary theorists, psychologists are increasingly beginning to respond to the notion of 

transgenerational transmission of trauma and its relationship to linguistic communication.  Peter 

Fonagy observes children of traumatised parents ‘have a gap there, a blank, a nothing.’428    While 

Perec affirms the existence of something outside of discourse, noting that ‘the unsayable is not 

buried inside writing, it is what prompted it in the first place.’429 

 
426 Jane Leavy, ‘An Open Letter to Mike McQueary: On the plight of the whistleblower’, Grantland, (28 November 
2011) https://grantland.com/features/an-open-letter-mike-mcqueary/ [accessed 30 November 2020].  

 
427 To, The Intergenerational Transmission of Trauma, p. 8. 

 
428 Peter Fonagy cited in Bibi van der Zee, ‘Is trauma handed down through generations?’ Guardian, (24 October 
2019), Society https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/oct/24/is-trauma-handed-down-through-generations-
ptsd-conflict [accessed 18 September 2020].  

 
429 Perec, W, p. 42. 

 

https://grantland.com/features/an-open-letter-mike-mcqueary/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/oct/24/is-trauma-handed-down-through-generations-ptsd-conflict
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/oct/24/is-trauma-handed-down-through-generations-ptsd-conflict
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Personally, I have been drawn to writing since my teens and initially focussed on prose.  I 

became interested in poetry as a reader, and personal poetry in particular, since discovering Plath 

while still at school.  This led me to the work of other ‘confessional’ poets, from which I 

developed a wider interest in reading poetry.  I found Petit’s work through picking up New Welsh 

Review when I returned to university in 2010.  However, during my MA I made concerted efforts 

to avoid writing poetry myself, fearing psychological exposure and vulnerability, and did not 

begin writing poetry seriously until 2012.  

 
While psychological harm does present seemingly insurmountable obstacles to 

expression, it can also be argued that traumatisation can act as a springboard for creative 

experimentation.  In Poetry as Survival, Gregory Orr argues writers who produce texts in response 

to traumatisation and life-threatening experience are uniquely positioned to explore the dramatic 

and dynamic edge where silence and language intersect with the thresholds between human and 

inhuman actions.  The recognition of this empowering position and its inherent creative 

platform formed a crucial part of the process of my journey from a place of linguistic and artistic 

uncertainty to my writing a full poetry collection. 

Orr considers the poem a ‘threshold’ or ‘suspended moment’.430  A threshold is a place of 

both danger and vitality, a point whereby a stimulus reaches a level of intensity sufficient to 

trigger an effect.   When disorder reaches such a point, the effect, Orr argues, is both an intense 

awareness of the inherent chaos within the human condition and the stimulus for the 

imagination to reorder it in response.431 Perec also emphasises the idea of suspension as a 

springboard for creativity.  He describes the points de suspension  in W (which appear in his text as 

 
430 Gregory Orr, Poetry As Survival, (University of Georgia Press, 2002.), p. 49. ProQuest Ebook Central, 
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/aber/detail.action?docID=3038932. [accessed 24 January 2020]. 
 
431 Orr, p. 51. 

 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/aber/detail.action?docID=3038932
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blank pages marked with three ellipses ***)  as ‘the original place where this book came from.’432  

These pages correspond with the moment Perec’s narrative shifts:  The ‘adventure story’ 

concerning the search for a deaf and dumb boy (whose disablement ‘could only be prescribed to 

some infantile trauma whose precise configuration unfortunately remains obscure’) suddenly 

switches to the allegorical tale of the island of W.433  This narrative itself changes from ‘a cool 

and happy countryside’ to a concentration camp.434  

Anne Roche’s reading of W argues the mute places of uncertainty equate to a ‘ground 

zero’ which triggers ‘the explosion of the universe which founds the text.’435  Perec affirms how 

the notion of suspension prompted the decoding of the unspoken trauma of losing his parents, 

coupled with his shattered sense of self.  He recalls the moment he last saw his mother who sent 

him to live with an aunt so as to avoid Nazi persecution.  His arm in a sling and, as she puts him 

on a train, his mother gives him a magazine with an image of Charlie Chaplin wearing braces: 

A triple theme runs through this memory, parachute, sling, truss: it suggests suspension, 
support almost artificial limbs. To be, I needed a prop. Sixteen years later, in 1958, when 
by chance, military service briefly made a parachutist of me, I suddenly saw, in the very 
instant of jumping, one way of deciphering the text of this memory: I was plunged into 
nothingness; all the threads were broken; I fell, on my own, without support.  The 
parachute opened. The canopy unfurled, a fragile, firm suspense before the controlled 
descent.436 

 

The overlapping para-text of a missing, mute boy assumed shipwrecked but never found, plays  

 
432 Perec in Paul. Schwartz, ‘The Unifying Structures of George Perec's Suspended Memoirs.’ The International Fiction 

Review 12 (1985), p. 72.  

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/2eb5/a44404307e856b9ae021cbd5fb5197beca94.pdf [accessed 24 January 2020].  

 
433 Perec, W, p. 23. 

 
434 Perec, W, p. 65. 

435 Anne Roche, ‘SouWenir d'enfance,’ Magazine Littéraire, March 1983, p. 27.  In Paul Schwartz, ‘The Unifying 

Structures of George Perec's Suspended Memoirs.’, pp. 72-73. 
436 Perec, W, p. 77. 
 

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/2eb5/a44404307e856b9ae021cbd5fb5197beca94.pdf
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with ideas of escape and abandonment.  While the only evidence of the boy’s mother are the  

‘deep scratches on the oak door’ of the cabin ‘made by bleeding fingernails’ in an attempt to  

escape the wrecked ship.437  Not only does this allude to the uncertainty of Perec’s own mother’s  

demise, it also represents the horror and chaos of death in the gas chambers and embeds the 

unresolved, unspoken trauma of a lost childhood and a wounded boy at the heart of his text.  

Perec’s plunging ‘into nothingness’ in order to discover a way of writing about trauma, 

suggests that acceptance of confusion and disorder are essential to its effective expression.  Orr 

argues it is the dynamic from which the self can first ‘translate its whole being into language’ and 

through language then re-stabilize itself in the patterned linguistic of the poem.438  It is notable 

that Orr stresses the idea of ‘translation’ of experience through personal lyric rather than notions 

‘transcendence,’ ‘healing’ or ‘cure’ suggested by psychoanalysis or religion.  As Robert Frost 

writes, poetry offers ‘a momentary stay against confusion,’ suggesting moments of clarity and 

creativity amid the chaos of traumatic experience facilitating some sense of stability for the self, 

rather than being a lasting remedy for psychological malady.439  This idea of remedial benefit 

offered by lyric poetry differs from the reductive notion of personal writing as therapy discussed 

in Chapters 3. and 5.440  I agree with Katrina Naomi who affirms that approaching writing as a 

form of therapy ‘raise[s] new, troubling questions’ and leads to a disappointing outcome.441 The 

personal lyric in itself is not healing; it serves as a way to establish order and make art, and in the 

 
437 Perec, W, p. 58. 
 
438 Orr, p. 4. 

439 Robert Frost, ’The Figure a Poem Makes.’ 1939. In 1972. Robert Frost: Poetry and Prose, ed. by Edward 
Larthem and Lawrence Thompson (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1972), p. 394. 

440 See Part 1., Chapter 3., pp. 103-105, and Part 2., Chapter 5., pp. 123-126. 

  
441 Naomi, Beyond Gentility, p. 72.  
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same vein, Anne Carson asserts ‘I do not believe in art as therapy.’442  My own position is that 

poetry can offer a re-perceiving of experience in which the act of writing is both source and 

resource.     

Historically, the personal lyric exists cross-culturally as a model of linguistic and 

imaginative expression which enables the self to both acknowledge existential crisis and establish 

mastery over its disorder through the dramatic, communicative powers of the lyric ‘I.’  Kim 

Moore’s work is a compelling example of the ordering power of lyric address.   As David Morley 

notes, Moore is unafraid ‘of the dark sounds speaking through her.’443    She uses the inherent 

instability of human interaction as the springboard for a linguistic and imaginative reordering of 

the disturbing experience of domestic violence.  The personal lyric of Moore’s verse orients the 

wounded self by making it ‘I’, an invented figure, or ‘organising principle’ through which the 

somatic reality of existential rupturing can be consolidated into language.444 

I concur with the idea that acceptance of uncomfortable realities is essential for 

producing successful poetic responses.  As Frost emphasises, ‘[n]o tears in the writer, no tears in 

the reader. No surprise for the writer, no surprise for the reader.’445  However, I was unaware of 

the dynamic working within my own poetry until I was mentored by the poet Samantha Wynne-

Rhydderch during my sabbatical year.  When reviewing an initial grouping of poems, Samantha 

immediately remarked on the recurrent motif of edges / falling which until this point I had not 

 
442 Kate Kellaway, ‘Interview. Anne Carson: ‘I do not believe in art as therapy’, Guardian, (30 October 2016) Books 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/oct/30/anne-carson-do-not-believe-art-therapy-interview-float 
[accessed 30 October 2020].  

 
443 David Morley, ‘Review: Kim Moore: The Art of Falling,’ Poetry Review, 102: 3 (2012).  
 
444 Charles Simic writes of the ‘I’ or speaker in his poems ‘“I” is many. “I” is an organizing principle, a necessary 
fiction.  Actually, I'd put more emphasis on consciousness: that which witness has no need of a pronoun.’  Cited in 
‘Domain of the Marvellous Prey’, interview with Richard Jackson, (first published in Poetry Miscellany, 1978), in 
Richard Jackson, Acts of mind: Conversations with Contemporary Poets, (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1983), p. 
19. 
 
445 Frost, ‘The Figure a Poem Makes.’ 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/oct/30/anne-carson-do-not-believe-art-therapy-interview-float
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noticed.446  Samantha’s insights enabled me to see that those ideas and emotions I had struggled 

to convey when initially working with prose for this study, were finding their way into my writing 

through poetry.   Her reading of my text enabled me to see that, through poetry, I had 

successfully negotiated the dilemmas and obstructions discussed in this commentary and found 

voice for both traumatic experience and the double-edged sword that marks the boundary 

between language and silence.   

In similarity with Moore’s recurring imageries of precarity, ‘edges,’ appear throughout my 

collection, within images and metaphors of fragility and suspension and through narratives of 

people and objects straddling precarious positions.447  Themes of falling and fragility are also 

embodied within the title of the final section, ‘The Whole Thing Looks Like It Could Collapse at 

Any Moment’ and are confronted more explicitly in the section ‘Bond,’  a poetic sequence 

concerning suicide.    As with Moore’s text, a number of my poems also adopt a lyric address or 

focus on autobiographical experience.448   

In addition to its ordering powers, whereas in prose texts the goal may be to convey the 

abundance and multiplicity of human experience, in lyric address there is a compression of 

language such that the central encounter of a poem may be structured around single scene, 

image, or object.449  The particular structure of poetic forms also offers a means to engage with 

the disorder of trauma as subject through the tension between the latter and the strict 

arrangements of rhyme, meter and repetition.   My collection contains several examples of 

 
446 Kittie Belltree, moon in scorpio, unpublished poetry pamphlet, shortlisted for the Venture Award, 2015. 

 
447 See ‘Romeo y Julieta’, ‘Descent’, ‘The presence of solitude’, ‘Unspoken II’, ‘Nachträglich’, ‘Poem for a sister’ , ‘On 
the morning of September 11, 2001’ and  ‘My mother’s garden’. 

 
448 See for example, ‘A short poem about my mother who could hear a pin drop on a motorway’, ‘My Father’s City’, 
‘Separated at Birth’, ‘Poem for a Sister’, ‘W or The Death of Me’. 

 
449 See for example Belltree, ‘W or The Death of Me’, p. 29, where the chaos of depression is recounted via the 
image of an unfolding funeral procession.  And p. 14, ‘It was The Same Thing every Christmas’ where 
transgenerational trauma is explored through a narrative of family Christmas Day rituals in repetitive Pantoum form. 
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formal poetic structures including Pantoum, Ghazal, Glose and Sestina.   The latter plays with 

the history of troubadour poets, as both tellers of news and inventors of confounding and 

convoluted ways of telling, to challenge the nonsensical official narrative of 9/11.  ‘Ghazal for 

Carys’ experiments with the repetitive structure of this Arabic verse form using couplets to 

express love and loss and explore the relationship between self and self-harming dissociated 

identity.450  The tension between form and content creates its own dialogue, giving voice to the 

essential conflict which underlies the poem, and which otherwise might resist linguistic 

expression. 

As already noted, Perec, Fraser and Steedman adopt unconventional forms to surmount 

the issues of writing narratives of trauma and loss.  Formal experimentation is in many ways the 

heart of poetic writing.  Through experimentation and discovery, I found the literary techniques 

and structures of poetry offered potent tools to translate the difficult terrain of traumatization.   

Line and stanza breaks, the freedom to distort time, place and identity, exploit page space and 

break rules of punctuation and grammar can effectively reflect the fragmentations and 

destructions of traumatization and the difficult margins between language and silence.    The 

inclusion of a variety of forms also allowed me to address my concerns about critical responses 

to my collection by emphasizing formal craft to counter any suggestions of scriptotherapy or 

lack of poetic skill. 

The discovery of the prose poem form was an important step in my writing evolution. Its 

contradictory label encapsulates uncertainty and liminality, making it a valuable tool for writing 

that explores the indistinct boundaries between ideas of self, identity, memory, language and 

experience.  Peter Johnson, editor of The Prose Poem: An International Journal, remarks, ‘the prose 

poem plants one foot in prose, the other in poetry, both heels resting precariously on banana 

 
450 Belltree, p. 72. 
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peels.’451  When I reworked my text ‘Unspoken II’ into a prose poem, I altered only its structure, 

the language remained unchanged.  Following this change, the poem was highly commended 

twice after having previously been rejected numerous times by journal editors.  One of several 

examples of prose poetry in my collection, ‘W or The Death of Me’ references Perec’s 

autobiography within its title alongside his ideas of maternal abandonment and the impact of this 

in the writer’s narrative and identity.   The poem engages with Yasser, Abram and Torok’s theory 

of cryptonomy and Klugar’ argument that without a grave to mark or circumscribe loss, the 

survivor of trauma is locked in a position of perpetual mourning.452  It combines surreal 

narrative, animal imagery, repetition and lyric address with this formal contradiction, to confront 

grief, loss and disturbing mother-daughter relationship.  

  

W or The Death of Me 
 

 
This morning, when I opened my mouth a black dog sprang out.  
Followed by a whole pack. Howling out of my mouth. Next came 
strangers in serge suits smelling of mothballs with eyes like market fish. A 
slow succession of hearses.  An entire funeral procession.  Long,  drawn-
out.  Years of yowling, bestial grief.  When I opened my mouth.  There  
was  no place for this mourning  in the narrow streets  outside my house,  
so I nodded  at  the neighbours,  pulled my  lips into line,  hoped  the 
corners wouldn’t  crack;  spill  hordes of  wailing women,  one by one  out 
of my  mouth,  so  what  starts as  just  a  gentle hum  becomes a roar   
louder than a jet engine,  spewing bitter  black  smoke.   Out of my mouth.    
She wanted all of it.   Me.  The house.  All the furniture.   The car, too.   
All of it.  This morning,   I heaved an oil slick of sorrow.  I swirled about 
in it.  I drowned in it.   Feeling the stick  in  her throat,  finding  my  way  
in the  cellar of  her  gut  where earthworms  spiralled  from  the bloody 
walls  and  words became dust.  This mourning, when I opened my mouth, 
I swallowed hard as her fingers dug me up,  as she twisted  my tongue into 
a double helix and ate it. Out of my mouth. My mother. For her own story. 
 

 
451Peter Johnson, ‘Introduction’, THE PROSE POEM: AN INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL 
Volume 1 (1992) https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/56325247.pdf  [accessed 20/10/2020].  

 
452 See Nicolas Abraham and Mária Török, The Wolf Man's Magic Word: A Cryptonymy, trans. by Nicholas Rand 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005) and Ruth Klugar, cited in Darrah Lustig, ‘The Task of the 
Survivor in Ruth Klüger’s «weiter leben» (1992) and «Still Alive» (2001)’ Studia Austriaca 21 (2013) doi. 
10.13130/1593-2508/3021. 

https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/56325247.pdf
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The black dog in the opening line directly signals depression, with the expression of despair 

deepening as an increasingly chaotic funeral procession streams from the speaker’s mouth.  The 

ending was inspired by the opening lines of Petit’s ‘My Mother’s Tongue’ where the speaker 

pronounces, ‘I have twisted a lightning bolt into a spiral and eaten it.’453  In contrast, within my 

own text it is the mother who exhumes then consumes the daughter’s tongue ‘[f]or her own 

story’, signifying suppression of self-agency through sadistic and narcissistic maternal abuse.   

Prompted by Perec’s assertion that ‘[t]he disease that eats words away is not inside words … The 

“crisis of language” is a refusal of the real.’ , through the frank, opening exposition of grief, the 

focus on ruptured speech acts, mutilation of the tongue and direct image of consumption, the 

traumatisation is rendered physical, tangible. 454 

Writing poems is more than a command of lyric address, the courage to embrace the 

reality if experience or the ability to experiment with page and form.  As noted above, the idea of 

‘edges’ was never a conscious stratagem for capturing a subject that is resistant to expression.  

My personal writing process does not embrace a specific intention or objective; poems find their 

form through being written and revised.  Although the theme of edges and the potency of lyric 

address clearly offer compelling approaches to translating vulnerability and symptomatology of 

traumatisation, poems do not ‘happen’ by following a stipulated scheme or direction.  There is 

always an element of the unknown.  As Elizabeth Bishop writes, ‘I really don't know how poetry 

gets to be written. There is a mystery & a surprise and after that, a great deal of hard work.’ 455 

Poems need space to develop.  There are ways to encourage that space.  I find the 

changing coastal landscape near my home offers an inspiring rhythm, while the cadences of 

walking or watching waves break can liberate the mind, stimulate the senses and open a creative 

 
453 Petit, The Huntress, p. 27, ll.1-2. 
454 Perec, cited in Bellos, 1993, p. 276.  

455 Elizabeth Bishop, ‘Letter to Miss Pierson’, in Elizabeth Bishop, One Art: Selected Letters, ed. by R. Giroux 

(London: Chatto & Windus, 1994) p. 596. 
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window in the midst of a busy life to capture impressions that, hopefully, may latter develop into 

poems.   Connecting with other poets is crucial to the processes of both writing and revision, 

while reading a variety of poetry recognisably inspires writing. However, I was concerned about 

the possibility of my poems appearing as imitations or simulations of those writers whose work I 

have found particularly inspiring or influential.  Bishop counsels the developing poet, ‘Even if 

you try to imitate it exactly — it will come out quite different.’ 456  Kartina Naomi discusses her 

use of other poets works as inspiration, noting ‘[i]f I am stuck for a subject, then I’ll read 

someone else’s collection until something clicks with me and I’m away.’457  While Seamus Heaney 

writes: 

 [Y]ou hear something in another writer’s sounds that flows in through your ear 
and enters the echo-chamber of your head and delights your whole nervous system in 
such a way that your reaction will be, “Ah I wish I had said that in that particular way.” 
This other writer, in fact, has spoken something essential to you, something you 
recognize instinctively as a true sounding of aspects of yourself and your experience. And 
your first steps as a writer will be to imitate, consciously or unconsciously, those sounds 
flowed in — ‘in-fluence.’ 458 

 

Petit’s influence can be seen in my use of Magical Realism and Surrealism to translate 

challenging personal biography.   The poem ‘The Magician’s Daughter’ in particular, was another 

breakthrough poem for me.  Using a narrative persona enabled me to speak directly about incest 

which in turn liberated me to play with opulent, Magical Realist imagery, colour and texture as 

ways of transmuting trauma into art.   

 

 

 
456 Bishop, ‘Letter to Miss Pierson’, p. 596. 

 
457 Katrina Naomi, ‘Five Minutes with Katrina Naomi’ Kendal Poetry Festival (22 April 2017)  
http://www.kendalpoetryfestival.co.uk/five-minutes-with-katrina-naomi/ [accessed 30 October 2020].  

 
458 Seamus Heaney, Preoccupations: Selected Prose, 1968-1978 (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1980), p. 44. 

http://www.kendalpoetryfestival.co.uk/five-minutes-with-katrina-naomi/
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The Magician’s Daughter 

In the fairy stories, the daughters love their fathers because they are mighty 
princes, great rulers, and because such absolute power seduces.  

– Carolyn Steedman, Landscape for a Good Woman 

 
He draws a silk scarf from a secret pocket in his trousers – snakes  
it around wrists, splits in two, twists it taut, like her vocal cords, 
places it over her eggshell eyelids, then offers his hand – white-gloved   
bowing low, he lets loose the stolen jewels lining his jacket. 
 
She accepts – blindly – curtseying into the citrine shaft  
of spotlight that slices the stage in half, then footsteps  
into the dead-flat chest, arranges herself – doll-like –  inside  
before he lays the wooden lid to rest.   
 
Until now he has kept her for himself, fed on a diet of sliced  
tongue and pearl cufflinks.  The ritual begins before the stage  
door, before the audience, the dressing room – where he inserts  
the knife into her velvet and feathers, plucks  
 
her hair into tucks and tresses, places a glass  
slipper on her pillow. Thus he enters without breaking 
and she slips seamlessly into the space conjured by his third wife  
who broke all his spells while he snored by the stove  
 
after Saturday matinée, stole the key to his best hat-box  
for her whale-bone combs and peacock frocks 
and vanished with a ventriloquist from Vladivostok.   
He feels the thickness of the blade like honey inside her  
 
and the strength of his heaving old magic.  Why, his wand  
can cut her in two – separate her bones from her meat 
like halving a peach.  She is ripe, now, for his next trick – 
Now he has her undone, he will make her disappear.  Now – 

 
 
The epigraph, encapsulating the disturbing dynamics of power within family relationships, is a 

nod to Caroline Steedman’s influence. Despite its title, the focus is placed on the abusive father’s 

actions, emphasising broader ideas of good and evil rather than individual narrative.   The 

daughter is stripped of any possessions; the ‘silk scarf’ ‘whalebone combs and peacock frocks’ do 

not belong to her.  She is entirely submissive and disenfranchised – ‘blindly’ accepting the 

deceitful father’s hand and ‘curtseying’ before she is incarcerated and abused.   I consider this 

one of my most successful poems.  Playful alliteration, eccentricity and humour counter the 

disturbing theme of sexual abuse as the poem recounts the departure of the Magician’s third 
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wife.  While reviewer Sydney Whiteside remarks how this poem  ‘makes whimsical diction 

dangerous.’459 

My use of self-portraits to confront traumatised identities is another aspect in common 

with Petit’s work.  ‘Portrait of the self as All Day Breakfast’ compares corporal identity with the 

idea of something inert and off-putting, yet iconic, to explore bodily shame and alienation.   This 

is another breakthrough poem on my literary journey.  Its original draft appears in my MA 

dissertation.  Traces of the ideas I initially struggled to find voice for when beginning this study 

can clearly be seen in the image of the ‘thick-sliced’ ‘tongue’ and the reference to ‘Daddie’s 

Sauce.’  These are visibly reflected in both the language and subject of ‘The Magician’s Daughter’ 

detailed above, although this was written more than five years later.  

 

Portrait of the self as All Day Breakfast 

 
The self is an unremarkable number. 
Its feet an institution – tasteless bulk-  

 
buys, deep-fried, cremated.  Its legs  
two fat sausages – stumped, fatigued. 

 
Forked with resentment they lard  
the lean earth.  Its baked bean belly – 

 
a bodge-job – fills the manyana  
like expanding foam – restraining  

 
empty slicks with Daddie's Sauce.  Its heart  
a tomato – severed, scorched aborted – 
 
floats on a raft of stale bread – soaking  
the leftovers of ritual sacrifice – tongue  

 
thick-sliced, discharged.  Its breasts 
suns once – now gobs of yolk and stuffing.   

 
Its thoughts form lingering crusts 

 
459 Sydney Whiteside, ‘The New Poetry Showcase at Cardiff Poetry Festival’, Parthian: CARNIVAL  
https://www.parthianbooks.com/blogs/news/the-new-poetry-showcase-at-cardiff-poetry-festival, [accessed 
30/11/2020].  
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of grease and shame and nothing. 
 
 
Despite its dark subject, as with ‘The Magician’s Daughter’, humour is woven through the 

unfolding lines as the metaphor is pushed and extended.  In both poems quoted above, violent 

verbs – such as ‘split’, ‘plucked’, ‘stumped’, ‘forked’, ‘severed’ and ‘scorched’ – alongside harsh 

consonants and repeated, hollow vowel sounds, for example the ‘peacock frocks’ and ‘tasteless 

bulk buys’, suggest annihilation.  While the endings of these two poems leave self and identity 

entirely dismantled to the point of non-existence.  

Psychologist Howard Gardner defines the self as ‘an invented figure of speech— a 

fictional entity of the mind.’460  While Orr argues it to be one of imagination’s most potent 

ordering powers in response to existential crisis.461  By juxtaposing the self with the inanimate, 

the invented figure can be constructed and surveyed objectively, thus diluting the uncomfortable 

exposure of direct confrontation with self and experience.  It can be compared and considered 

from varied angles and standpoints while the rejection of rational order and thinking through 

merging and envisioning subject and object enables the expression of the surrealistic idea of a 

‘super-reality’ a reality without censure; this is a constructive method for expressing 

traumatisation, literally an event beyond everyday experience.  

 

Following the challenges of finding voice, I struggled with the process of choosing a title 

and ordering the individual poems into a unified statement – particularly after my initial 

submission of the collection to publishers when I received comments such that it ‘contains 

astonishing amounts of hatred and violence.’462  Both Katrina Naomi and Kim Moore recount 

their anxieties incorporating poems of violent personal experience into a collection, with Moore 

 
460 Howard Gardner, Frames of Mind (London: Hatchett, 2011), p. 295. 
 
461 Orr, p. 38 

 
462 Private email communication 23 September 2017. 
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noting her concern that, on their own the poems would be ‘unremittingly dark.’463  To offset 

some of the darker material I adopted a technique used by all three poets whose work I have 

analysed.  Dividing the work into distinct sections enabled me to contain poems that confront 

personal experience and also to balance these with poems that explore wider ideas of trauma, 

chaos and disruption.  In these other sections I also included poems laced with comic absurdity 

and playful domestic detail such as ‘Always Read the Label’ and ‘The Art of Moving an Upright 

Piano into an Upstairs Flat’; the latter incorporating ideas of suspension and precarity alongside a 

Laurel-and-Hardy style physical comedic narrative.464  After multiple re-orderings and re-titling 

of my collection, I sought advice from the poet Helen May Williams.  She counselled that no 

amount of reshuffling would or should disguise the fact that the poems address challenging and 

sometimes controversial subjects and urged me to revert to my original title:  Sliced Tongue and 

Pearl Cufflinks, a line taken from a poem that deals directly with sexual abuse.465  This title 

embodies both traumatisation, wounding to language and the finely wrought individual poetic 

structures that expound this.   The collection’s epigraph acknowledges the inspiration of 

Georges Perec that founded the writing of the collection.  I wonder if Perec – with his literary 

twists, turns, tricks and sleights of hand; his complex and confusing structural arrangements; and 

his playfully brilliant irony – would find humour in the production of a literary creation that 

began as a piece of experimental dystopian prose fiction and metamorphosed into a poetry 

collection? 

 

One of my aims for this thesis was to respond to my locatedness as a member of the 

‘hinge generation’ with parents who directly endured the traumatising social and psychological 

 
463 ‘Guest Post: How I put The Art of Falling together, by Kim Moore’, Antony Wilson (29 July 2015)  
https://anthonywilsonpoetry.com/2015/07/29/guest-post-by-kim-moore/ [accessed 20 September 2020].  

 
464  Belltree, pp. 65, 55. 
 
465 See ‘The Magician’s Daughter’, ll.9-10. 
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harms arising from WW2.  This can be seen in poems that engage with ideas of post-memory 

and the unspokeness of intergenerational trauma, such as ‘Don’t Mention It’, ‘After the Fuhrer’ 

and ‘My Milk Chocolate Grandmother.466  While there is a body of literature and criticism that 

interrogates the social, cultural and political silence within post-war Germany, I am not aware of 

any consistent or cohesive movement or scholarship addressing or adopting a stance on this 

silence within the UK. 467   Lyricist, musician and performance artist Pete Townsend 

contextualizes much of his creativity as stemming from both the unsettling relationships within 

his family history and the wider social and cultural landscape of the post-war years.   In an 

interview with The New Yorker, he states: 

Trauma is passed from generation to generation [...], I’ve unwittingly inherited what my 
father experienced […]. Shame led to secrecy; secrecy led to alienation. For me these 
feelings coalesced in a conviction that the collateral damage done to all of us who had 
grown up amid the aftermath of war had to be confronted and expressed in all popular 
art—not just literature, poetry or Picasso’s Guernica. Music, too. All good art cannot help 
but confront denial on its way to the truth. 468 
 

 

However, despite this desire to express the harm of his experience, Townsend felt unable to 

write of his childhood sexual abuse.  In his rock opera Tommy, the lyrics addressing sexual 

molestation were actually penned by bassist John Entwhistle.469  

As a nation, the way we remember war and its victims is rooted in silence:  from the 

hushed two minutes of Remembrance Day, through the blankness of the enduring official 

responses to shell-shocked soldiers who were shot for cowardice, to the insane repetition of 

comedian John Cleese’s character, hotelier Basil Fawlty; culturally and collectively we ‘don’t 

 
466 Belltree, pp. 3, 2, 30, 21. 

 
467 see, for example, Thomas C. Fox Stated Memory: East Germany and the Holocaust (Studies in German Literature, 
Linguistics, and Culture) (London Camden House, 2001) and Ernestine Schlant, The Language of Silence: West German 
Literature and the Holocaust (New York: Routledge, 1999). 
 
468 Roland Kelts, ‘Pete Townsend’s War’, The New Yorker (9 October 2012) 
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/culture-desk/pete-townshends-war [accesses 20 October 2020].  

 
469 Pete Townshend, Who I Am (London: Harper Collins, 2012), p. 168. 
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mention the war.’   Familial trauma, and indeed much of family life, also occupies a vacuous 

space, presenting solid boundaries to any participant communication of these issues beyond the 

four walls that keep them secret.   For Perec, acceptance of the absences of losing his parents 

and his childhood are the trigger for a multifaceted and repeated imagery of suspension, fracture 

dislocation and disarticulation.  Through a fascination with enigmas, missing elements and the 

idea of coupure, the form of his text mirrors the subject of the traumatic and irreparable wounds 

of his childhood.470  Sliced Tongue and Pearl Cufflinks also aims to bridge the silence of 

traumatisation through unswerving acceptance of wounding to linguistic communication.   This 

acts as the dynamic for a poetic transformation and re-membering of childhood and family 

landscapes of physical and psychological harm.  Through images of falling; the interplay of forms 

and repeating structures, childlike reimaging, surreal narratives, self-portraits, chaos and comedy, 

the text is both acceptance of a shattered childhood and transformation of present and future 

experience and understanding through art.  

 

 

  

 
470 Schwartz, p. 73. 
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Conclusion 

 

Discussing the concept of autoethnography, Laurel Richardson observes, ‘reflection and writing 

about the process of writing and the context in which that writing occurred creates a “writing 

story.”’471  This final section concludes my writing story.     

My personal creative and research actions and experiences in relation to trauma history, 

literary theory, ideas of memory, narrative, self and identity, plus the construct of ‘confessional’ 

poetry, lead me to conclude that these arenas exert potent censorial forces against writings of 

personal traumatization.  As I have attempted to show, trauma history and categorization is 

profoundly gendered and subject to unequal power-dynamics that propagate denial and 

disputation of trauma accounts for political and economic reasons.  In addition to being founded 

on questionable psychoanalytic principles coloured by Freud’s notorious repudiation of 

narratives of sexual abuse, dominant literary trauma theory prejudges trauma writing through 

defining trauma as an unrepresentable event.  It further disempowers writers by advancing the 

role of theorist above writer and adopting a language of legal undercurrents that emphasises 

harmful notions of supremacy and guilt.  Opposing literary interpretations encourage a 

questioning of the validity and accuracy of trauma narratives and reinforce Freudian assertions 

that survivors of trauma are fantasists.   They also risk being prejudicial to people who are 

neuro-divergent or disabled. 

The undercurrents of trauma theory and literary criticism severely impacted my research 

and writing progress.  The former lead to my questioning whether I had the ‘right’ to write about 

traumatization, the latter constrained my writing within narrow frameworks of textural 

 
471 Laurel Richardson, ‘Writing: A method of inquiry’, in Handbook of qualitative research, ed. by N. K. Denzin and Y. S. 
Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA Sage, 2005) pp. 516-529, p. 516. 
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referentiality and the sublime. 472  They undermined my self-esteem and identity, causing me to 

doubt both my ability and the value of my writing to the extent that I came close to abandoning 

the project on countless occasions.   My engagement with literary trauma theory in particular, 

prompts me to argue it is more useful to conceive of trauma working through the writer instead 

of the writer ‘working through’ trauma and to assert a ‘reintegration’ of trauma rather than 

detachment from it, as a principle from which to write.  Detachment is a recognized symptom of 

trauma with many suffers spending years attempting to maintain a distance from traumatic 

memories through dangerous strategies such as dissociation, drug and alcohol use.473  To argue it 

as central to effective literary representation of traumatization discounts the symptoms and 

experiences of disability.   

Enduring negative associations with outmoded tropes of mental health representation 

and female experience within critical responses to confessional poetry also reinforce ableist and 

gendered thinking.  The word ‘confessional’ itself engenders notions of guilt and, initially, I 

completely rejected poetry on account of anxieties about my subject matter and my identity as a 

writer within this critical landscape.   Both Herman and Petit highlight the commonality between 

individuals who endure abusive relationships and wider incidences of political violence and 

tyranny, a link which criticisms of confessional poetry misses, while associations drawn between 

personal writing and the hypothesis of ‘scriptotherapy’ are highly reductive.  I contend the idea 

that the very process of articulating painful experience, especially in the written form, can itself 

prove therapeutic would surely apply to the articulation of any experience.  It’s hypothesis 

actively excludes the traumatized voices of disabled writers from spheres of professional writing. 

 
472  See footnote 100 for further details of the sublime in relation to linguistic representation. 
 
473 See ‘What is complex PTSD?’ (n.d.), Mind for Better Mental Health.  
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Autoethnography is a politically and socially conscious act.474  As such, I contend it 

essential to highlight my experience within a location that has significantly impacted this study, 

namely the academic landscape in which this project has taken place and the position of mental 

health narratives within it.   Considering the physical disarticulation associated with C-PTSD 

diagnosis and the powerful censorial impact of the constructs I have analysed; I would argue my 

struggles to find voice and direction are understandable.  I had therefore hoped for more 

academic advice and engagement with my research and creative material to assist me in solving 

problems and driving the project forward.   This statement is not directed at any individuals, but 

instead refers to wider problems that limit communication surrounding mental health in 

professional or work-based settings, including academia. I wish to emphasize that I was seeking 

dialogue, exchange of ideas and engagement with themes, theories and methodologies and not, 

at any stage, therapeutic support or intervention.  

It could be argued that it might have been a better option to pursue this project outside 

of academia.  However, I was attracted to the emphasis on openness, the discussion of difficult 

ideas and the inclusion of underrepresented perspectives that a university offers.  I acknowledge 

that a PhD requires the development of managerial, communication and problem-solving skills 

at individual level, and that encountering and overcoming complications and challenges is to be 

expected.  But there remains an elephant in the room outside of my personal capacity to 

overcome which I contend has had a significant impact on my ability to bring the project to 

conclusion and has made accessing debate and engagement immensely difficult. This highlights a 

problematical stance regards the production of literature by writers with mental health disabilities 

and the ongoing operation of Alvarez’ ‘gentility principle’ in response to writing about subjects 

and experiences outside of social norms. 

 
474 Tony Adams and Stacy Holman-Jones, ‘Autoethnography is queer’, Handbook of critical and indigenous methodologies 
ed. by Norman K. Denzin, Yvonne Lincoln, and Linda Smith (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2008) pp. 373-390. 
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Research on mental health literacy in the workplace confirms discussion and debate is 

perceived differently and not afforded the status of other protected characteristics.475    While 

recent initiatives have led to enhanced inclusion of divergent gender, sexual and racial interests 

and identities within academia, 476  in relation to the position of discourses about mental health 

and, in particular, personal mental health, I concur with Nadine Muller, who asserts, ‘we still 

have much distance to cover’ in overcoming communication barriers.477  While an anonymous 

researcher writes, ‘any attempt to even discuss the problem is met with, in my experience and 

seemingly that of others too, a wall of silence akin to people sticking their fingers in their ears 

and humming loudly.’478    

Discussion is largely limited to scattered anecdotes:  The Academic Mental Health Collective 

(a web-based initiative directed towards enhanced understanding of mental health issues in PhD 

and post-doctoral researchers) contains numerous accounts of researchers who feel unable to 

discuss mental health with senior colleagues or found themselves stigmatized when they did so.  

Dr Muller’s webpages and other platforms such as Academics Anonymous and Disabled Researchers 

contain similar accounts of academics being discouraged from talking about mental health.  Most 

commentators choose to remain anonymous, citing fear of stigmatization.  Muller argues, ‘[w]e 

have a misconception that people with mental health problems, such as depression and anxiety, 

 
475 ‘Mental difficulties remain a taboo Many are happy to discuss long-term illness but shy away from mental health 
discussions. This is not necessarily the fault of the individual, but rather the general context generated by the 
working environment.’ See Equality Challenge Unit, Understanding adjustments: supporting staff and students who are 
experiencing mental health difficulties (2015)  
 https://www.ecu.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/ECU_Understanding-adjustments.pdf [accessed 26 
October 2020].  
 
476 E.g. Athena Swan, Advance HE, (n.d.) https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/equality-charters/athena-swan-charter 
[accessed 30 June 2019].  
 
477 Nadine Muller, ‘A Confession’ Dr. Nadine Muller (19 January 2016) http://nadinemuller.org/academia-and-
mental-health/a-confession/ [accessed 26 October 2020].  

 
478 Anonymous Academic, ‘I wish we could talk more openly about mental health in academia’, Guardian (3 March 
2017) https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2017/mar/03/mental-health-academia-off-sick 
[accessed 26 October 2020].  
 

http://www.psychiatricnursing.org/article/S0883-9417(14)00122-8/abstract
https://www.ecu.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/ECU_Understanding-adjustments.pdf
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/equality-charters/athena-swan-charter
http://nadinemuller.org/academia-and-mental-health/a-confession/
http://nadinemuller.org/academia-and-mental-health/a-confession/
https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2017/mar/03/mental-health-academia-off-sick
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are incapable of undertaking high-quality work.’479  While an anonymous contributor to The 

Guardian writes ‘we need to start seeing mental health problems for what they are – illnesses … 

not sign[s] of personal weakness.’480  I concur with this position.  In my personal experience, 

living with and writing about mental health within academia, it is frequently perceived as 

something to ‘get over’ as quickly as possible so as to return to ‘normal’ functioning.  I consider 

this a form of ableism.    

Bearing in mind the haunting disablement encapsulated within Abraham and Török’s 

theory of ‘cryptonymy’ and the many references to the existence of the ‘psychic phantom’ in 

second generations, I consider the idea that one can simply ‘get over’ this trauma or to conceive 

its symptomatology of depression, terror, anger and confusion as being due to a feebleness in 

character, harmful and discriminatory.  Perec encapsulates the enduring devastation experienced 

by the second generation whereby such ‘grieving could have no formal beginning: what has no 

beginning has no end.’481  Would the personal and social damage and symptomatology of 

transgenerational trauma expounded by Roger Robinson or by political groups such as Black 

Lives Matter be met with such an indifferent, dismissive and discriminatory response within 

academia?   

 In this climate, the issue of mental health is placed firmly on the shoulders of the sufferer 

and not the institution or wider forces, leading to further caginess surrounding discussion and 

additional problems for the sufferer.   Accounts from early career researchers with mental health 

disabilities highlight self-doubt, questioning the validity of their research and feeling the need to 

overcompensate.482  Complex PTSD and Trauma-based Dissociative Disorders are recognized 

 
479 Muller, ‘A Confession’. 
 
480 Anonymous Academic, ‘I wish we could talk more openly about mental health in academia’.  

 
481 Perec, 1993, p. 17. 
 
482 Anonymous academic researchers share experiences such as ‘I often sensed that people thought less of me and 
would not take a chance on me – at stages I even got the impression that my colleagues did not trust my work. I 
have seen this in how others suffering from mental illness have been treated too, and these attitudes mean you also 
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mental health disabilities.  Therefore, this study embodies the articulation of a disabled identity 

plus the examination of factors that impact expression.  If mental health perspectives inform 

both critical and contextual methodology and creative text – as within this autoethnographic 

inquiry – then the issue of effective communication has additional relevance.     

Effective communication channels are essential to enhance understanding of issues that 

impact both the writing and inquiring subject and the surrounding contexts and spaces.  My first 

supervisor’s questioning of whether I ‘should’ be writing about challenging autobiographical 

material was no doubt offered in kindness.  However, in correspondence with the accounts given 

above, it was readily interpreted as querying both the appropriateness and validity of my choice 

of material and my ability to deliver results.   In the background to this project, I discussed how I 

felt creatively ‘stopped’ and frustrated by communicational and supervisory ruptures.  At one 

stage, I was without a supervisor for in excess of 12 months.  In effect, I was exploring a 

ruptured narrative within a space of ruptured narrative – attempting to research and write the 

experience of disarticulation in an environment of silence and miscommunication.   

One of the worst aspects of this ‘silence’, was my never being personally informed about 

my second supervisor’s departure, and my learning about this through overhearing discussion 

about his retirement party.   While administrative errors no doubt played a part in this 

miscommunication, the situation noted above regards academia’s problems with effective mental 

health discussions and the correlation between these factors, the production of my research and 

creative material and my position as a disabled writer is substantial.   In effect, my experience 

 
begin to doubt your work and capability.’   And ‘I feel always, the guilt of feeling like I am a burden, which does not 
come from anyone else apart from myself, but it makes me feel like I need to prove myself more and 
overcompensate for my condition.’  
 
See ‘Dark thoughts: why mental illness is on the rise in academia’, Guardian (6 March 2013) Blog: Universities  
https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2014/mar/06/mental-health-academics-growing-
problem-pressure-university [accessed 20 October 2020].   
 
And Anonymous Academic, ‘There is a culture of acceptance around mental health issues in academia’, Guardian (1 
March 2014 ) Academics Anonymous: Universities https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-
network/blog/2014/mar/01/mental-health-issue-phd-research-university [accessed 20 October 2020].   

 

https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2014/mar/06/mental-health-academics-growing-problem-pressure-university
https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2014/mar/06/mental-health-academics-growing-problem-pressure-university
https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/blog/2014/mar/01/mental-health-issue-phd-research-university
https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/blog/2014/mar/01/mental-health-issue-phd-research-university
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amounts to writing about traumatization within a space that is itself re-traumatising.   

Considering enduring and influential historical opinions that trauma is ‘a lot of noise over 

nothing’ and official enquiry into abuse is deemed a waste of resources, what does this silence 

communicate regarding an academic response to trauma writing, and more specifically, what 

does this response say to the writer of trauma?483  As philosopher and author Susan Brison, in 

Aftermath: Violence and the Remaking of the Self, explains, ‘it can be retraumatizing when people 

refuse to listen. In my case, each time someone failed to respond I felt as though I were alone 

again in the ravine, dying, screaming. And still no one could hear me. Or, worse, they heard me, 

but refused to help.’484  

It is saddening to note how lack of literacy surrounding mental health in academia has  
 
stifled my creative and academic voice and impacted my mental wellbeing.   Through my role as 

a Specialist Tutor for disabled students, I am directly aware of the escalating problem of student 

mental health.  However, within climates of chronic overwork where only 6.7% of UK academic 

staff who have endured mental illness have ever disclosed such, the dialogues and initiatives 

essential to forging supportive and inclusive learning and working environments will always be 

compromised.485 

My personal theory mirrors Muller’s stance that much of the problem is embedded 

within academic institutions who are ‘decades behind what they teach.’486 A university is a centre 

for creative, innovative thought; a place where the perspectives of marginalized groups and 

 
483 C. Goetz, ed. and trans. Charcot the Clinician: The Tuesday Lessons. Excerpts from Nine Case Presentations on General 
Neurology Delivered at the Saltpetriere Hospital in 1887-88 (New York: Raven Press, 1978), pp. 104-105, cited in Judith 
Herman, Trauma and Recovery, p. 11. 
 
484 Susan Brison, Aftermath: Violence and the Remaking of a Self.  (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2002), p.16. 

 
485 Susan Guthrie et al., ‘Understanding mental health in the research environment: A Rapid Evidence Assessment’, The Royal 
Society and The Welcome Trust (Cambridge: Rand, 2017)  
https://royalsociety.org/%7E/media/policy/topics/diversity-in-science/understanding-mental-health-in-the-
research-environment.pdf  [accessed 26 October 2020]. 
 
486 Nadine Muller, ‘Surviving in Silence: Child Sexual Abuse Survivors in Academia’, Dr. Nadine Muller (20 June 
2015) http://nadinemuller.org/academia-and-mental-health/surviving-in-silence/ [accessed 20 October 2020].  
 

https://royalsociety.org/~/media/policy/topics/diversity-in-science/understanding-mental-health-in-the-research-environment.pdf
https://royalsociety.org/~/media/policy/topics/diversity-in-science/understanding-mental-health-in-the-research-environment.pdf
https://royalsociety.org/~/media/policy/topics/diversity-in-science/understanding-mental-health-in-the-research-environment.pdf
http://nadinemuller.org/academia-and-mental-health/surviving-in-silence/
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individuals can be examined and evaluated from both traditional and alternate angles and 

experiences, with tolerance of difference and awareness of wider areas of impact.   Without the 

capacity for dialogue, institutions risk harming progress and advancement of knowledge as well 

as individual and collective wellbeing.   Muller confirms this, noting, ‘[w]hen I keep quiet about 

my early exposure to sexual abuse, I often feel that I am compromising the values that I admire 

the most about working in the humanities, and that I am actively preventing improvement.’487    

As such, I reason that it is essential for scholars and writers to develop robust and 

effective vocabularies that foster sensitive and thoughtful communication about mental health 

writing.  Educator Arnold Weinstein argues that difficult emotions are part and parcel of 

literature study.488  While Elizabeth Dutro affirms that allowing challenging experiences to enter 

educational dialogues cultivates ‘the kinds of relationships and stances necessary to challenge 

entrenched inequities and privileged assumptions about Others’ lives and facilitate engagement 

and intellectual risk-taking for students and teachers.’489    

Petit, Perec, and Fraser engage with the experience of ‘otherness’ arising from childhood 

trauma in their texts.   ‘Othering’ often arises from fear in response to a perceived threat against 

a favoured or powerful group or established order.  Its opposite could be considered ‘belonging’ 

or ‘inclusion.’  Consequently, I contend that it is not unreasonable to expect academic 

institutions to engage in thinking sensitively, creatively and positively about responses, 

representations and dialogues of mental health within their legal responsibility to operate without 

discrimination or exclusion.  Not only would this benefit those studying and working in 

 
487 Muller, ‘Surviving in Silence’.   

488 Arnold Weinstein, A scream goes through the house: What literature teaches us about life (New York: Random House, 
2004). 
489 Elizabeth Dutro  ‘Writing Wounded: Trauma, Testimony, and Critical Witness in Literacy Classrooms’ p. 6. 

Unpublished paper delivered at the 2008 American Educational Research Association Conference, New York 
https://www.colorado.edu/education/sites/default/files/attached-files/Dutro_Writing%20Wounded.pdf 
[accessed 26 October 2020].  

https://www.colorado.edu/education/sites/default/files/attached-files/Dutro_Writing%20Wounded.pdf
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academia, it could also inform research of broader mental health challenges in society.490  

Increased rates of suicide among students and staff, coupled with a lack of coordinated inquiry, 

indicates that further study of the factors informing the climate of silence surrounding 

articulations of mental health experiences in academia would indicate that such analysis is 

overdue.491 

It was my aim in writing the collection to discover ways to re-present trauma through 

language.  By this I mean, in effect, to use language to render the uncomfortable, unsayable 

feelings and associations of trauma present and apparent for the reader to sense, rather than to 

produce accounts or rememberings of traumatising events that have occurred in the past for the 

reader to reflect on.  I know I have been successful in this endeavour when I feel and hear the 

ripples of shock and discomfort arising from audiences at readings.  As with any collection, not 

every poem is a vehicle for the reader to experience shockwaves and disturbing sensations.  

However, the poems, ‘My Father’s City’, ‘The Magician’s Daughter’, ‘Descent’, ‘Separated at 

Birth’, ‘Unspoken II’, ‘W or the Death of Me’ and ‘Bond’ provoke particularly strong reactions.   

These poems are largely located in the opening sections of the collection to offer some 

contextualisation to the work as a whole and to give shape and structure to the overarching 

narrative of dislocation and disruption of identity, language, order and meaning.   After spending 

an inordinate amount of time reordering both the individual poems and the separate sections to 

mask the more disturbing elements expressed within some of these texts, I realised this approach 

was misguided.   I focussed instead on using the sections as platforms to bring order and pace to 

the unfolding narrative and thus, address the potential of overwhelming the reader with dark 

 
490 Anonymous Academic, ‘I wish we could talk more openly about mental health in academia’.  
 
491   See Samira Shackle, ‘The way universities are run is making us ill: inside the student mental health crisis student 
and academic suicides’, Guardian , 27 September 2019 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/sep/27/anxiety-
mental-breakdowns-depression-uk-students [accessed 26 October 2020].  
 
And,  Lindsay Bira, Teresa M Evans and Nathan L Vanderford, ‘Mental health in academia: An invisible crisis’ 
Physiology News Magazine, 115, (2019) Physiological Society https://www.physoc.org/magazine-articles/mental-
health-in-academia-an-invisible-crisis/ [accessed 26 October 2020].  
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themes.  The sections also provide a concrete framework for poems that reflect the 

fragmentation and disorder of trauma through multiple speakers, pronouns and personae, as well 

as variations of form and disruptions of place, time and subject.  Without separate sections to 

contain these conceptions of dislocation and confusion, the texts lacked the essential unity and 

cohesion necessary to work as a whole.   

In navigating the problems with ordering work, the emphasis on family relationships 

within the first section ‘Unspoken’, sets the tone of the collection.  The opening poem ‘A short 

poem about my mother who could hear a pin drop on a motorway’ uses direct address to 

introduce the speaker and engage the reader.492  The focus on domestic detail (gardening gloves, 

knitting needles, paring knives, broomsticks, dressing-gown cords) and the repetition of the 

phrase ‘I’m trying to write a poem’ announce the central themes of familial abuse and harm to 

language. Humour is also an important presence to engage the reader and counter the narrative 

of violence and loss, as the speaker reflects on the struggle to both communicate with their 

mother and to write poems, before the texts moves on to some of the more disturbing poems 

noted above.  In these pieces, I found the use of metaphor to be particularly effective in 

conveying the sensations of disturbance and discomfort I was seeking.  It is both playful and 

dislocating, with the subject being displaced by inanimate objects.  Used in conjunction with 

childlike narratives interwoven with violent language and imagery, the effect is to combine the 

quirkiness of family life with horrendous actions of child abuse.   In other words, to render the 

unspeakable present through language.   

Breakdowns of syntax also signal the destruction of language; for example, ‘pfifty pfenig’ 

in ‘My Milk Chocolate Grandmother’ and the lines ‘phat- / phingered newspaper / pholded in 

halph / and then / in halph again’ in ‘Psylocybin and the Psymptoms of Psychosis’.493 The 

 
492 Belltree, ,p.3. 

 
493 Belltree,, p. 21, l.7; p. 16. ll.16-19. 
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formal variety in this first section − including free verse, prose poems, a pantoum and two 

sequences − further reflects the idea of playfulness as well as suggesting the fluctuation and 

uncertainty of self and experience associated with trauma.  This section also contains more 

poignant poems to offset the potentially disturbing accounts of incest and domestic violence.   

In addition to the phonemic breakdown noted above, ‘My Milk Chocolate Grandmother’ adopts   

childlike reflection, repetition and fragmented German phrases taken from a German language 

children’s book to interpret an inexpressible loss from a child’s perspective.494   With its secret 

being ‘hurled at a door, followed by a shoe then a bottle / or two’ and its reference to a ‘crooked 

sixpence’,  ‘Unspoken II’ incorporates playful aural effects and fairy tale expressions in an 

attempt to counter the violent language of earlier poems.495 

The second section, ‘So Much Blood’ directly confronts the core theme of harm to 

language reflected in my own experience and encountered in my research.  It contains some of 

the most personally difficult poems to both write and publish.  I was anxious about including 

aspects of my family background relating to National Socialist Germany without alienating the 

reader and unsure how to construct meaningful texts from material that manifested in what 

Gerard Fromm describes as a ‘chaotic urgency.’496 But not incorporating these narratives served 

to affirm the unrelenting transgenerational ‘haunting’ discussed by Abraham and Török as well 

as the operation of Maria Yasser’s ‘mute psychic zone.’497  To address this dilemma and bring a 

sense of order to the chaotic forces that underscore the material, the poems in this section are 

 
494 Belltree, p. 21. 

 
495 Belltree, p. 23. (ll. 4-5, 14). 

 
496 M. Gerard Fromm, ‘Introduction’,. Lost in Transmission: Studies of Trauma Across Generations, ed. by M. Gerard 
Fromm (London: Karnac Books, 2012), p. xvi. 

 
497 Nicolas Abraham and Mária Török, ‘Secrets and Posterity: The Theory of the Transgenerational Phantom’, in The 
Shell and the Kernel, ed. and trans. by Nicholas Rand (Chicago University of Chicago Press, 1994), pp. 165-176.  
 
Maria Yassa, ‘Nicolas Abraham and Maria Török, —the inner crypt’, The Scandinavian Psychoanalytic Review, 25 (2002) 
82-91, p. 82,  https://idoc.pub/documents/abraham-y-Török, -the-inner-crypt-546gvy9kz7n8 [accessed 30 August 
2020]. 
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founded through a specific vocabulary and a sustained focus on actions of speaking / not 

speaking.   There is a deliberate violence within the language as scissors, knives, nails, gibbets, 

barbed wire, broken mirrors, mustard gas and mill saws populate deeply personal narratives of 

abuse and assert the wounding to communication.498  In these poems, ‘fingers snatch handfuls of 

hair’; vocal cords are ‘plucked’; knees ‘scoured’; nails ‘chewed and spat out’; skin ‘pinched’ and an 

heirloom recipe instructs the reader to ‘peel, pare, poke, poach // a measure of eye’.499   

Alongside this consciously violent vocabulary there is a lexicon of lips, mouths, tongues and 

throats.  This is combined with violent imagery as tongues are twisted and swallowed, chopped 

into slivers and baked into a pie; lips are pulled tight; and a mouth is described as a ‘gash’ in the 

burlap of an apron.500  

Although one editor remarked on being ‘astonished’ by the ‘amount of hatred and 

violence’ in these poems, I contend that the inclusion of violence is essential and concur with 

Katrina Naomi’s stance.  She argues that one of poetry’s jobs is to ‘reflect the world we live in.’ 

and, as noted earlier in Chapter 6, she urges the poet writing about violence ‘[l]et us smell it, taste 

it.’501  Although I understand this editor’s concern that violence in conjunction with the mother-

daughter relationship could deter potential readers, I reasoned that excluding violence from 

poems that address incest, abuse and transgenerational trauma would result in texts that lacked 

authenticity and potency.  Not including this material also serves to reinforce socially sanctioned 

silence in response to abuses of authority.  My research has highlighted that writing about what 

might be considered unacceptable facets of history and experience forms an essential part of a 

 
498 See for example, ‘After the Führer’, ‘My Mother’s Hands’, Sliced Tongue, pp. 30, 35. 

 
499 Belltree, ‘Loose Lips Sink Ships’, p. 27, ll.4, 5-6; ‘Don’t Mention It’, p. 32, ll.13-15; ‘What the magpie told my 
mother’, p. 34, l.7;  ‘Heirloom Recipe’, p. 31, ll..30-33. 

 
500 See for example, ‘W or The Death of Me’, ‘What the magpie told my mother’, ‘Heirloom Recipe’, Belltree, pp. 
29, 34, 29, 31. 

 
501Katrina Naomi, cited in ‘Ali Lewis, The Bloodjet: An Interview with Katrina Naomi’, The Poetry School, (May 2016) 
https://poetryschool.com/interviews/bloodjet-interview-katrina-naomi/ [accessed 10 September 2020].   
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poet’s development and identity. As Adrienne Rich argues, art is ‘curbed’ if it is separated from 

social experience and its practitioners rendered ‘useless and helpless.’502  Echoing Abraham, 

Török and Yasser’s ideas of being haunted by unspeakable biographical events, Eavan Boland 

writes that it is an ‘obligation’ for a women poet to ‘tell as much as she knows of the ghosts 

within her.’503 I also refute the idea that there is hatred within any of my poems.  ‘Ghazal to 

Carys’ is a direct love poem, while ‘Double Figures’ captures adoration and delight in watching 

my daughter grow in independence, and ‘In Memory of Effie Leah 1922-2016’ offers an 

endorsement of life enthused with liberty and joyfulness.504 

The focus on the domestic, both in this section and across the entire collection, offers a 

concrete base to counter the violent, sometimes-grotesque imagery while underscoring the 

subject of familial abuse.  It also enabled me to incorporate a subtle sense of playfulness within 

poems that confront the difficult hinge generation perspective through their narratives of 

childhood games, baking gingerbread and learning to speak German.  Repetition, alliteration and 

internal rhyme bring additional playfulness to counter the challenging topic of transgenerational 

trauma, seen in ‘After the Führer’, ‘Loose Lips Sink Ships’, ‘My Mother’s Hands’ and ‘W or the 

Death of Me’.  The narrative of frenzied funeral procession, exhumation and devouring of the 

tongue in this latter poem directly reflects Abraham and Török’s theory of incorporated loss and 

circumvention of mourning associated with transgenerational trauma.  It repeats the phrase ‘out 

of my mouth’ alongside multiple references to lips, throats and tongues, plus actions of yowling, 

wailing, choking, spewing and swallowing, to affirm the enduring state of loss alongside the 

collection’s core themes of wounding to language and identity.   After experimentation with 

 
502 Adrienne Rich, 'Blood, Bread and Poetry: The Location of the Poet', The Massachusetts Review, Vol. 24, No. 3 
(Autumn, 1983), pp. 521-540, p. 535. 

 
503 Eavan Boland, Object Lessons: The Life of the Woman and the Poet in Our Time (London: Carcanet, 1995), p. 249.   
  
504 Belltree, pp. 72, 75, 73. 
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stanzas and line breaks, I settled on the prose form as an effective container for the poem’s 

potentially overpowering account of bedlam and annihilation.  

The final poem in this section, ‘So Much Blood’, adopts a first-person plural address to 

signify identity disruption and confusion, a theme explored in more detail in the third section.505   

The first draft of this text used the straightforward ‘I’, which later evolved to ‘she’ and on 

suggestion from a workshop participant, was amended to ‘we’.  The result is a deliberate 

uncertainty.  While the unorthodox choice of pronoun in this poem and earlier pieces (such as 

the ‘eye’ used within ‘Heirloom Recipe’ and the ‘they’ in ‘My Mother’s Hands’) has the potential 

to alienate and confuse the reader, my aim is to underscore the fragmentation and dislocation of 

self arising from trauma.  Risk-taking is a vital component of creative exploration and discovery, 

particularly when pushing boundaries and seeking ways to communicate themes and ideas 

outside of normative discourse and experience which, by their nature, themselves resist linguistic 

expression.  

The poems in section three move away from a focus on language and extend the idea of 

harm to identity embodied by La Capra’s statement that trauma ‘disarticulates the self and 

creates holes in existence.’506 This section contains poems that directly confront the topic of 

suicide.  With such an intensely personal subject, there is a conscious sense of withdrawal, 

introspection and ambiguity in these poems to reflect inward-looking confusion, despair and 

ultimate annihilation of self.  The opening poem, ‘Everyone said it wouldn’t last’ continues the 

car crash narrative of ‘So Much Blood’. Experimentation with line breaks revealed an essential 

aspect that I found very challenging to express regarding my relationship with my mother, so I 

elected to italicise the key phrase within the lines ⎯ ‘I thought, she reminds me of / my mother, 

 
 
505 Belltree, p. 37. 

 
506 Dominick LaCapra, ‘Writing History, Writing Trauma’ in Writing and Revising the Disciplines, ed. by Jonathan 
Monroe (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), p. 179. 
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makes me think of suicide / bombers’ ⎯ as a way of expressing this material.507   Again, there is the 

potential for opacity and alienation when writing about something outside of normative 

experience and I found it immensely difficult to express this painful idea in more concrete terms. 

This is where I contend that the lack of any supportive critical input and encouragement to 

challenge these linguistic obstacles through creative experimentation is most notable in 

producing the creative portion of this thesis.   

Without this supervisory input, I resorted to approaching identity disruption and suicide 

less personally, through structural framing, shape and the use of poetic forms, as can be seen in 

‘Bond’, ‘traffic’, ‘A river runs through me,’ and ‘… suicide remains a courageous act, the clear-headed act 

of a mathematician’.508  All these poems use epigraphs as a way of grounding or framing the subject 

as well as presenting wider perspectives to counter the narratives of introspection and 

withdrawal.  The variations in form expose the risk-taking involved in writing about suicide, but 

I considered it important to demonstrate a degree of poetic prowess to avoid the possibility of 

appearing overly melancholic or sentimental.  The intention is to suggest identity and suicide as 

complex – both fluid and stagnant – and difficult to circumscribe with any degree of surety.  

It was one of my original intentions when I embarked on this project to respond to what 

I perceive to be the deliberate destruction of social norms, like the family and ownership of 

private property, alongside the unchecked advancement and imposition of authority into both 

private and public life.  These poems are largely located in the latter sections of the collection 

and include works such as ‘on paper’ ‘in difference’ and ‘On the morning of September 11 

2001’.509 This placement enabled me to move away from the personal, domestic locations and 

themes of linguistic disruption explored within the first two sections, and the inward-looking 

 
507 Belltree,, p. 41, ll.18-19. 

 
508 Belltree, pp. 44, 46, 42, 49. 

 
509 Belltree, pp. 60, 62, 58. 
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ideas of fragmented narrative and identity in the third section, to address broader perspectives of 

trauma. 

While the inclusion of poems that move away from personal experience to engage with 

wider dimensions of trauma risks weakening the focus of the collection, I reason that the tight 

family sphere against which many of these narratives take place would be overwhelming if this 

was the collection’s exclusive locus.   What unites these potentially disparate texts is their 

detached, observatory perspective and repeated imagery of edges, falling, failing, as well as their 

dispassionate violence, use of humour and offbeat juxtaposing of formal structures with 

irrational, chaotic narratives.  The idea is to create a tension between logic and meaninglessness, 

thus reflecting the destruction of order in the wake of trauma.  These poems prove popular at 

readings, counterbalancing the more directly disturbing personal narratives while underscoring 

the core themes of wounding and domestic disruption.   They represent what I consider to be 

my most experimental and animated writing, particularly my engagement with the ambitious and 

demanding sestina form in ‘On the morning of September 11, 2001’.  Reviewer Zoe Wells 

remarks that these are the collection’s ‘standout poems’, commenting on the aforementioned 

being:  

such a tense read I had to remind myself to breathe on finishing. It’s a masterful sestina, 
in that you would be easily forgiven for not noticing it was a sestina on first or even 
second reading.  The rigid form is there, but instead of being bridled by it, the content 
has supremely benefited: there are few things more unsettling than irrational anger 
presented in coolly rational structures.510 

 

I would argue that it is the unspoken energy between such contrasting perspectives 

that allows the unspeakable to find its way on the page, whether that be within individual 

poems or throughout the collection.  The tacit dynamic of these juxtapositions creates the 

‘suggestion of unease’ that Samantha Wynn-Rhydderch notes on the collection’s fourth 

 
510 Zoe Wells, ‘Only Blood and Sliced Tongue and Pearl Cufflinks’, Poetry Wales. Vol. 56 (3) Spring 2021, 
https://poetrywales.co.uk/only-blood-and-sliced-tongue-and-pearl-cufflinks-reviewed-by-zoe-wells-poetry-wales-
56-3/ [accessed 03 June 2021]. 
 

https://poetrywales.co.uk/only-blood-and-sliced-tongue-and-pearl-cufflinks-reviewed-by-zoe-wells-poetry-wales-56-3/
https://poetrywales.co.uk/only-blood-and-sliced-tongue-and-pearl-cufflinks-reviewed-by-zoe-wells-poetry-wales-56-3/
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cover.511  This edginess and unease reflects Gregory Orr’s argument concerning the dynamic 

edge and the ‘threshold’ or ‘suspended moment’ reached when silence and language intersect 

in the wake of trauma.512  In aiming to re-present trauma, I was not trying to create a dramatic 

explosion, but instead a chemistry.  As Orr, Perec, and Anne Roche argue, the ‘suspended 

moment’ of chaos and uncertainty triggers the (chemical) reaction that in turn gives rise to 

the text and allows the trauma to speak.513   Adrienne Rich also highlights the ‘tremendous 

energy’ arising from acceptance of the breakdown of order and the end of safety.514   This 

‘edge’ and corresponding energy can be present on many levels within poems: within sharp 

line breaks, such as in ‘My Father’s City’ and ‘Separated at Birth’;  in the tension between 

form and subject exampled in ‘traffic’ and ‘On the morning of September 11, 2001’ – where 

glosa and sestina forms are used to frame stories of suicide, monumental madness and 

destruction  and the within the narrative of edges / falling that can be seen across the 

collection.    

When this ‘edge’ interplays with humour, the effect is to create an additional dynamic 

that can work to either enhance the tautness or lessen the sense of anxiety within a poem. 

For example, when coupled with the comic absurdity of the official version of 9/11, the 

tension between rigid form and chaotic account is amplified.  The effect is further 

underscored by the narrative of aeroplanes falling from the sky, which reinforces the idea of 

implosive (chemical) reaction.   In ‘The Magician’s Daughter’, playful diction, rhythm and 

rhyme work alongside the account of violent incest to lessen the tension and present an 

element of surprise as: 

she slips seamlessly into the space conjured by his third wife  
who broke all his spells while he snored by the stove  

 
511 Samantha Wynne-Rydderch, Kittie Belltree, Sliced Tongue and Pearl Cufflinks, (fourth cover). 

 
512 Gregory Orr, Poetry As Survival, (University of Georgia Press, 2002.), p. 51. 

 
513 See Part Two, Chapter 9.  ‘Writing ‘Edges’ and Influences’, pp.197-199. 
514 Adrienne Rich, 'Blood, Bread and Poetry’, p. 535. 
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after Saturday matinée, stole the key to his best hat-box  
for her whale-bone combs and peacock frocks 
and vanished with a ventriloquist from Vladivostok.515   

 
Closing poems in this section, such as ‘The Presence of Solitude’, ‘Ghazal for Carys’ and 

‘Last Impression’ present a calmer perspective, which again contrasts with and counters the 

violent language and destructive imagery of earlier pieces.  The final poem ‘Portion’ offers a 

sense of composure and equanimity as the speaker sums up the themes of annihilation of 

identity, language and meaning in the wake of trauma and looks towards the future, stating:  

mark your presence with a X   
 
swallow salt  
as a sign of loss          
do  not  look  back516 

 

 

While I contend these less intense and immersive poems serve an important function in 

counterbalancing the more directly disturbing pieces, their inclusion alongside poems offering 

broader dimensions of trauma clearly has an impact on the overall balance of the collection.    

Without critical academic guidance, this essential shaping and ordering of the work was 

particularly challenging.  My research repeatedly stressed trauma as being resistant to linguistic 

representation.  Therefore, the writing and subsequent arrangement of individual elements into a 

unified, coherently speaking whole will likely create some degree of ambiguity or inconsistency.  

I would argue that the overall effect of this somewhat disorderly containment expresses the 

enduring uncertainty, sense of fragmentation and anxious foreboding concerning life in the wake 

of trauma.  Wells’ response captures the success of this objective as she remarks how ‘everything 

 
515 Belltree ‘The Magician’s Daughter’, Sliced Tongue and Pearl Cufflinks p.13, ll.16-20. 
516 Belltree, ‘Portion’, Sliced Tongue and Pearl Cufflinks, p. 79, ll.9-12. 
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is just about contained, though bubbling beneath the surface […] what exactly has set out teeth 

on edge, what is the source of discomfort and concern.’517    

Further to this, I conclude there is a dimension of trauma (be that personal or within 

wider society) that remains unstated.  Whether this is because trauma is unspeakable or because I 

have yet to discover an effective vehicle to express it is an interesting notion. Again, I would 

have welcomed the opportunity for supportive, critical discussion of this dimension while 

writing and researching this thesis and would argue that navigating this area without academic 

direction has amplified the complex and harmful interplay between trauma and a socially-

sanctioned silence.   

Since completing the initial draft of this conclusion, the topic of ableism within academia 

has grown in visibility, particularly in relation to mental health perspectives.518   Some researchers 

propose 50% of doctoral candidates experience psychological distress with almost a third 

developing a psychiatric disorder.519  While others argue PhD students face double the risk of 

developing a psychiatric disorder than the rest of the population.520   These figures are clearly at 

odds with the ideals professed by universities to inspire future generations and provide a space to 

nurture thinking and the freedom to explore new ideas.   

My current creative and professional work since completing this project, highlights the 

intersects of disability with socio-economic and cultural marginalisation.  This includes a comedy 

novella about medical marijuana, an extract of which will be published in a forthcoming Honno 

 
517 Zoe Wells, ‘Only Blood and Sliced Tongue and Pearl Cufflinks’, Poetry Wales, Vol. 56 (3) Spring 2021. 

 
518 See for example Ableism in Academia: Theorising Experiences of Disabilities and Chronic Illnesses in Higher Education, ed. 
by Nicole Brown and Jennifer Leigh, (London: UCL Press, 2020).  

 
519 Levecque et al, ‘Work organization and mental health problems in PhD students’ Research Policy, 
Vol 46 (4), 2017, pp. 868-879. 

 
520 Lindsay Dodgson, ‘PhD students have double the risk of developing a psychiatric disorder than the rest of the 
‘highly educated’ population’, Business Insider Australia, 5th August 2017,  
https://www.businessinsider.com.au/phd-students-could-face-significant-mental-health-problems-2017-8 [accessed  

 

https://www.businessinsider.com.au/phd-students-could-face-significant-mental-health-problems-2017-8
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anthology.521  I am also writing a sequence of poems in response to deaths and suicides following 

reform of the disability benefits assessment process, some of which have been published in The 

Brown Envelope Book: Poems  and The Morning Star.522 Professionally, I have co-presented a paper 

examining strategies and experiences of inclusive practice within higher education and have 

recently collaborated with Disability Arts Cymru and The Arts Council of Wales to deliver 

community-based projects addressing cultural marginalisation.523  I am keen to push further with 

a more politically conscious voice and to build on my work to enhance inclusion in learning 

environments both within and outside of University.  However, while I continue to work in 

Higher Education, my experience of academia prompts me to conclude that this is not a career 

path for me.  Trauma is universal, dynamic, shifting.  The lack of space to openly experiment 

and innovate with this material and freely discuss both the central ideas of this thesis and how to 

explore them through creative writing, constrained my expression and underscored the sense of 

being othered regarding my identity as a writer and potential academic.   Growing out of my 

recent work in schools, I am currently looking at how poetry might be used to help children 

understand, empathise and express emotions productively, to counter the potential harm that 

can arise when emotions are not acknowledged or effectively processed  

Just as poetry can present novel ways of addressing adverse issues, this autoethnographic 

evaluation offers first-hand account of negative experience. The account is partial as are the 

poems. However, my aim is to open up questions rather than provide answers to situations and 

 
521 Cast a Long Shadow: Welsh Women Writing Crime, ed. by Katherine Stansfield and Caroline Oakley, (Dinas Powys: 
Honno, 2022), p. 242. 

 
522 Kittie Belltree, ‘Stephen Carré, 2010’, ‘David Barr, 2013’, ‘Phillipa Day, 2019’, The Brown Envelope Book, ed. by 
Alan Morrison and Katy Jay-R, (Bristol: Caparison, 2021); pp. 95-98. ‘Austerity’, The Morning Star, 20 May 2020.  

 
523 Literature Wales, ‘Drawing the Word: a partnership project with Disability Arts Cymru’, Literature Wales, 21 Jun 
2021, https://www.literaturewales.org/lw-news/drawing-the-word-a-partnership-project-with-disability-arts-cymru/ 
[accessed 12 February 2022].  
 
Arts Council of Wales, Cynefin: Black, Asian and minority ethnic Wales, online video recording, YouTube, 14 Oct 
2021 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=td0aSYCHbA8 [accessed 12 February 2022]. 
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dilemmas I have encountered in this research. In closing, I would argue this academic writing, 

reasoning and conclusion to be more personal than the poetry.  The former exposes knowledge 

and experience to open, critical debate, while poetry transmutes experience and offers ways of 

re-perceiving what mistreatment and oppression can do to people.  As a written and spoken 

artform, poetry is an instrument, both agency and apparatus, to structure, articulate and share the 

otherwise unsayable pain and chaos of being.  Ultimately, it is the harm caused by lack of words, 

lack of spaces for open, honest discussion, exploration and account of the impact of trauma that 

I wish to emphasise.  Returning to the words of Shakespeare that title this essay, it is essential to 

‘[g]ive sorrow words. The grief that does not speak / Whispers the o’er fraught heart and bids it 

break.’524   

 

  

 
524 William Shakespeare, Macbeth (4.3.210-11) 
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