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April is the cruelest month . . .

         —T. S. Eliot
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Foreword

This is a small book that packs a very large punch, and then 
another equally large punch, and then another. It takes on a very 
large emotion-fraught subject, then it takes on a second equally large 
emotion-fraught subject, then it weaves the two together so that 
each becomes an analogy to, and commentary on, its counterpart. 
To belabor the metaphor a bit, the final knock-out punch is the 
extraordinary panoply of skill and technical dexterity with which 
the whole intricate conglomerate of emotion and subject matter 
is presented to us.

It’s difficult to talk about the book and not risk spoiling some of 
the startling effects that are in store for any first-time reader of it, 
so I must necessarily be a little sketchy about what is to come. The 
book opens with a sequence of poems on the sinking of the Titanic. 
Like the fateful voyage itself, we begin with celebration and lists 
of wonders; then we are given hints of what is to come, including 
a lovely vignette of a woman traveling on the ship who is reading a 
novel about the wreck of the largest passenger ship yet built, called 
The Titan, published fourteen years before the Titanic’s maiden 
voyage (this novel really exists). The anecdote almost sounds like 
one of Hardy’s Life’s Little Ironies, and sure enough a homage to 
Hardy’s “Convergence of the Twain” is waiting for us further in the 
sequence. Because we know what is to happen, the hints resonate 
ever more grimly, until we are in the midst of the disaster itself.
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Then, and I hope this is not giving too much away, we have 
an extraordinary transition poem called “A Meditation on Loss” 
which begins by commenting on the difficulty of mentally 
grasping the immensity of a disaster like the Titanic’s sinking and 
the subsequent largely needless loss of life, and ends, startlingly 
enough:

These deaths don’t move me more than any other,
but every day I live, I miss my mother.

This is a huge risk, as we have heard nothing about the poet’s 
mother previous to this moment, and in isolation, in the way it 
can seem almost uninterestedly dismissive of the book’s subject 
matter to this point, it can only read as perilously close to bathos. 
But the poem introduces the second major subject of the book, 
which is the journey the poet’s mother took in her last illness, 
and the circumstances of her death. Once we read these poems, 
and then go back and reread the Titanic poems, we see how the 
book’s first half is not there only for itself, which it triumphantly 
is, but as a preparation for the much more searing and intimate 
personal loss described in the second half. And the second half 
not only gives us the story of the poet’s mother’s death, but also 
interweaves it with the reality of the disastrous voyage that is the 
first half ’s subject, so that the transition is not merely a turning 
to a new subject but a deepened elaboration of the first half ’s 
themes, which themselves become a public historical analogy to 
private grief experienced in the present. Structural complexity 
like this is not easy to bring off, and it is a remarkable tribute 
to the poet’s skill that she manages these dual focuses so deftly 
and substantially, so that they complement and comment on 
each other rather than get in one another’s way.

This is skill on the macro level, but the skill evident in these 
poems on the micro level should also be noted. Many of the 
poems are sonnets, and the whole sequence ends with a crown 
of sonnets, an almost impossibly tricky technical feat. Besides 
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sonnets there are a number of forms that repeat lines (a villanelle, 
a rondeau, a paradelle,) or phrases (a beautifully turned ghazal), 
and there is an eighteen-line poem in monorhyme, and as if that 
weren’t enough there is also a pastiche blues and a dexterous 
parody of the whole of Auden’s “In Memory of W. B. Yeats.”

But despite the great accomplishment of these technical 
tours de force, it is not admiration for technique that is the 
main feeling that stays with a reader once the book is finished; 
rather it is the undeniably powerful emotional force of what is 
being said. Perhaps paradoxically, there can be no higher praise 
for technique than this—that it becomes incidental for us as we 
register and respond to what the poems are saying, since it is 
precisely through technique that the saying is happening, and 
in its happening moving us.

—Dick Davis
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It seems to me that the disaster about to occur was the 
event that not only made the world rub its eyes and 
awake but woke it with a start keeping it moving at a 
rapidly accelerating pace ever since with less and less 
peace, satisfaction, and happiness. To my mind the 
world of today awoke April 15th, 1912.

               — Jack B. Thayer, Titanic Survivor
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Sister Ships

What an experience—traveling on the Olympic!
She is the flagship of the White Star line.
Compared to other ships she looks gigantic—
the epitome of luxury in design.
Her first class cabins are spacious and opulent.
She has a Turkish bath, a swimming pool;
many passengers are prominent
in high society. She is a jewel!
This is a truly marvelous time to be rich.
(It isn’t quite so comfy in third class)
and if by chance the voyage hits a glitch,
an iceberg, say, nothing will come to pass.
She is unsinkable. No need to fear.
Look at her, waiting at Southampton pier.

Look at her, waiting at Southampton pier.
She is unsinkable. No need to fear
an iceberg, say. Nothing will come to pass,
even if the voyage should hit a glitch.
(It may not be so comfy in third class).
This is a truly marvelous time to be rich
in high society. She is a jewel.
Many passengers are prominent.
She has a Turkish bath, a swimming pool.
Her first class cabins are spacious and opulent—
the epitome of luxury in design.
Compared to other ships she is gigantic—
the perfect flagship of the White Star line.
What an experience, traveling on the Titanic!
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Attempting the First Six-Day Crossing

Captain E.J. Smith ignored or discounted a total 
of seven iceberg warnings from other ships and his 
own crew.
         —History of the Titanic

Under the stars this cloudless night,
the sea lies smooth as a marble tomb
that the ship cuts cleanly, all decks bright
under the stars. This cloudless night
the iceberg looms like a work of spite
by a god, contemptuous when men presume.
Under the stars this cloudless night,
the sea lies, smooth as a marble tomb.
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Titanic Bill of Lading (Partial)

A Found Poem

Wakem & McLaughlin, 42 case wines
Spaulding & Brothers, 34 case athletic goods
Maltus & Ware, 8 case orchids
Isler & Guve, 4 bales straw
Rawstick Trading Company, 28 bags sticks
Dujardin & Ladnick, 10 box melons
Tiffany & Company, 1 cask china
American Express Company, 1 case Edison gramophones, 1 case 

speedometers
Strohmeyer & Arpe, 75 bales fish
Wright & Graham Company, 437 casks tea
Brown Brothers & Company, 76 case dragon’s blood, 100 case 

shelled walnuts
Stechert, G.E. & Company, 12 package periodicals
Vandegrift, F.B. & Company, 63 case champagne
Downing, R.F. & Company, 1 case iron jacks
Sanger, R. & Company, 3 case hair nets
Pape, Chas. & Company, 1,196 bags potatoes
Simon, A.I. & Company, 1 case raw feathers
Broadway Trust Company, 3 case coney skins (rabbit)
Acker, Merrall & Condit, 75 case anchovies, 225 case mussels
Bernard, Judas & Company, 70 bundles cheese
Knauth, Nachod & Kuhne, 107 case mushrooms
On order: 4 case opium, 2 case grandfather clocks, 12 case 

ostrich feathers



8

Futility, or the Wreck of the Titan

The Titan and its sinking have been noted to be 
very similar to the real-life passenger ship RMS 
Titanic, which sank fourteen years later.
         —Wikipedia

The first-class ladies have their reading room.
We have the library—that’s where I repair
after dinner. (My husband, I assume
is smoking with the other men.) The chair
I like is snug and in a well-lit nook.
I finished Ethan Frome the other night.
Today I found the most unsettling book
by Morgan Robertson—it tells the plight
of an ocean liner just like the Titanic
except it hits an iceberg and then sinks!
Imagine how the passengers all panic.
I had to ask my husband what he thinks.
He said I shouldn’t worry my pretty head—
it’s only fiction. No one’s really dead.
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Distress Signals

The Titanic was not the first ship to send an SOS
despite what the legend says. Still we believe
there is a certain glamor in distress.
First Radio Officer Phillips sent CQD times five.

Despite what the legend says, we believe
the Californian could have saved more lives.
First Radio Officer Phillips sent CQD times five
but there was no one left awake to receive.

The Californian could have saved some lives
if she hadn’t been at a dead stop, beset by ice
with no one left awake to receive
when Second Radio Officer Bride added the SOS.

Both ships lay at a dead stop, beset by ice,
the Titanic holed and sinking, sending up flares,
when Second Radio Officer Bride added the SOS
with the Carpathia already answering his prayers.

The Titanic, holed and sinking, sent up eight flares,
tapped out Morse code: “CQD, SOS.”
The Carpathia was already answering her prayers
while the nearer ship did nothing at all because
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the Morse codes tapped out, “CQD, SOS,”
weren’t acronyms, just coded signals for help.
The nearer ship did nothing at all because
the men who could have understood were asleep.

Not acronyms, just coded signals for help.
The disaster meant the rules changed forever
because the men who should have understood were asleep.
Humans learn from failure because we’re clever.

The disaster meant the rules changed forever.
After the Titanic it was Save Our Souls, SOS—
humans learn from failure because we’re clever
and there is a certain glamor in distress.


