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plasma. This interweaving implies the question: if 
both descriptors are correct, which is more true? 

Fossils often operates in this friction — 
between poetic truth and post-Enlightenment 
scientific truth, between intuition and logic, between 
ideal and brute fact — sparking images, statements, 
and questions: 

After our skin sheds
after the sea recedes
after moss turns gray and tongues of birch
peel into silence after
analogy breaks its logic
of a is to b as b is to c
who will wake to a world unmade in our 
   image

A sense of being simultaneously aware of 
various truths runs through the book. At times, even 
the poetic line forks in two directions, allowing the 
reader to read two possible words in the blank space, 
enacting doubt, making the reader weigh both:

              world
        This is the            that ends in inches

             self
that regards the            and cringes
              body

In writing poetry on such a high-stakes subject, 
some interesting risks surface. 

For one thing, apocalyptic narratives can 
become romanticized to the point of fetish, which 
would compromise this work’s conviction. The 
antidote to this tendency, it seems to me, is the 
awareness of a great irony: that the natural world 
we have attempted to master and possess becomes, 
because of our efforts to master it, newly beyond 
our control. This is tacitly understood throughout 
Fossils.

Another risk comes from undertaking a 
newsworthy or trending topic in a book of poetry: 
It can seem like a project of merely poeticizing 
received content. If we accept certain dominant 
presuppositions about the worth of poetry, such 

as the indivisibility of form and content, it should 
follow that the search for content be as complex 
and interpenetrating as the search for form. Fossils 
weathers this risk through its refusal to discuss itself 
in overly self-conscious terms: it doesn’t attempt 
to market itself as a climate change narrative, nor 
does it take itself as a metaphor for something else. 
Form and content gesture toward the total, the 
universal. The eternal human topics are discussed 
— death, birth, love — in novel ways because of 
our unprecedented circumstances. The eschewing 
of the particular self behind these poems is one 
way this book is different from its contemporaries, 
which tend to be dominated by a confessional 

inheritance; unlike Bagdanov’s work, these try to 
make urgent political statements by expounding on 
the particularities of one or other type of self. 

Another risk for poetry on newsworthy 
content is that it risks instrumentalizing art as part 
of an agenda, blurring the line between artwork 
and propaganda. Not an antidote to this, but a 
reality is that it seems unlikely that climate change 
deniers will find themselves perusing the pages of 
Fossils. The audience for poetry, especially small 
press poetry, is largely uniform when it comes to 
political opinions (a topic for another time). But the 
non-deniers, those who know that climate change 
is happening but ignore it in thought or action, may 
find themselves altered by this book if they allow 
themselves to enter its space. 

But there’s a complication here. What 
happens if we start to dispatch art as a strategic 
narrative for sociopolitical change? Do we end 
up demanding real-world impact as an attribute 
of meaningful art? Do we marginalize art all over 
again from a utilitarian perspective? To demand 
that art have a purpose is to kill art-making before 
it even begins. Perhaps there is an exception to be 

made for a subject that is the necessary basis for 
all others, a subject that lends itself to existential, 
metaphysical, and political concerns all at once, a 
subject that takes on the very continuation of human 
life on Earth.

Not a weakness but perhaps a missed 
opportunity lies in the book’s overall tone, which 
strikes a narrow register. Perhaps this helps us 
appreciate the fragmentations and elisions we 
increasingly hear toward the end, but given the 
multiple voices who could be speaking about the 
Earth right now, this could explored, especially for a 
writer who doesn’t shy away from experimentation 
— perhaps for future work. 
 If many of us are not producing work that 
helps us imaginatively understand the most pressing 
existential and political issue of our time, at the 
very least it is worth asking what is preventing 
us from trying. There is a nascent area of social 
scientific inquiry that has popped up in recent years 
which studies climate change narratives. It seeks 
to understand why some narratives have failed to 
create the public buy-in necessary to literally save 
human (and animal) life on Earth. It is striking — 
given the long friction between science and the 
humanities, philosophy and poetry — that portions 
of the scientific community are turning toward 
studying narrative at this crucial moment. Perhaps 
poetic truth will inform this urgent new narrative. 
Hopefully something will. If nothing succeeds, our 
failed narratives may be among the last we clever 
animals in our corner of the universe ever tell. 

Sarah V. Schweig is the author of Take Nothing 
with You (2016). Her poetry and criticism has 
appeared in BOMB, Boston Review, Granta, 
The Iowa Review, The Literary Review, Public 
Seminar, Slice, Tin House, The Volta, West Branch 
and elsewhere. She lives in New York City, where 
she works as an editor and studies philosophy at the 
New School for Social Research.

Vrajitoru Andreasen keeps ideas 
present and real after the spectacle of 

reading and debating is over. 

Oh, to be the poet Daniel Shapiro! The 
whimsical narrative poems in Child with a Swan’s 
Wings, bring forth such things as mermen in 
showers, the deepest thoughts of an Incan rodent, 
the history of a brick, even the emotions of a shadow. 
To read through the five sections of this book (and 
a “coda”) is to time travel, bounce between seen 
and unseen worlds, and slip into other dimensions. 
Each poem opens a door to imagined realms of the 
vastest dimensions. Honestly, it is how I imagine it 
would be to go on an ayahuasca retreat, if such an 
experience could be distilled into poetry. 

Shapiro, who has authored two previous 
books of poetry published by Dos Madres and won 

accolades for his translations of Chilean poet Tómas 
Harris, and Mexican short story author, Roberto 
Ransom, traverses a cataclysmic range of material 
here. Everything from a poem about a fart (“They’ve 
been with us / since the first Tyrannosaurus / blasted 
a mastodon with gas”) to a farcical poem about a 

murder (“When they stuffed him in the hamper, / his 
oily fingers slid against hers / but she quickly broke 
each one. // It was over.”).
 As you might deduce from these examples, 
these are poems spiced up with a strong sense of 
levity and folly, yet do not think for a second Shapiro 
is not serious. For even when he rhapsodizes about 
a little Dutch girl who “laughs at a puddle” in the 
poem “Rhymes,” there is another layer of meaning 
that emerges, one of longing and sheer beauty: 
“She’s the child I’ll never have, / emerald flicker 
through a screen of leaves.” And the seriousness 
is not merely a patina; the poem, like many in the 

book, is formal, a collection of rhymed couplets so 
artful the rhymes can sneak right past you at first, 
even with that title. It manages to accomplish the 
mammoth task of being slight and heavy, amusing 
and sad, formal without drawing attention to form.
 While I enjoy a good fart joke or artful 
rhyme as much as the next person, it is this 
deeper longing and sparkle that moves me most in 
Shapiro’s poems. Even in “Tinklestein Lullaby,” 
perhaps the silliest poem in the collection, about an 
imagined town where mice chortle, pig’s whistle, 
and a woman “sings between burps,” longing and 
sparkle make a breathtaking appearance, complete 
with braided and clever internal rhymes:

The moon rounds the Tinklestein 
   sun in a wild goose chase. 
And at midnight, crosses its face, they 
   become one. 

Shapiro, while wildly original and 
phantasmagorical, also travels through familiar 
poetic pastures. A number of these poems are 
ekphrastic, and a good amount, including the first 
poem in the collection and the title poem, are ars 

open Your ears
Elizabeth Cohen

To read through the five sections of 
this book is to time travel, bounce 

between seen and unseen worlds, and 
slip into other dimensions. 

chilD With A SWAn’S WingS

Daniel Shapiro

Dos Madres Press 
www.dosmadres.com/shop/child-with-a-swans-

wings-by-daniel-shapiro/
108 Pages; Print, $17.00

Cohen continued on next page



American Book ReviewPage 20

Cohen continued from previous page

poetica. In that poem, “Ars Poetica,” in addition 
to describing the power of poetry itself as a genre, 
it appears as Shapiro lays forth his own poetic 
intent for this book. “Open your ears and build a 
language,” he declares. And “shout names for new 
things.” And this open invitation, “Let’s go for a 
ride into language, / circling round and round. / 
Where a poem will explode from its center.”
 Explode, these poems do. Perhaps the best 
example is the poem “Netherland” which considers 
in-between places, for example, the “space between 
the lightning flash and thunder”; the “space between 
the shot and its recoil”; “[b]etween the siren and its 
arrival,” etc.  
 This is for me, the most ambitious poem 
here, for in these in-between moments, Shapiro 
finds everything from an ethereal icicle wind 
chime to a “sea [that] unwrinkles into calm” to a 
dead child, to an ambulance arriving too late, all 
netted in in-between places. Lovers, in this poem, 
“trade their vows and limbs in burning rooms,” and 
“[m]ushrooms blossom in the peat of canopy firs.” 
He delivers up a gorgeous montage of sorrow, fury 
and light. 
 The eleven-page title poem, “Child with a 
Swan’s Wings,” the book’s anchor poem, combines 
the ekphrastic with the ars poetica, comprising 
section five of the five-part book. The section title is 
“A Poem is Born,” and it comes with three epigrams, 
one by Mexican poet Rosario Castellanos, one by 
Chilean novelist Jorge Edwards, and the last by 
Wallace Stevens, with each epigram more quixotic 
than the former. “The Child with a Swan’s Wings” 
is itself an intersectional poem, it turns out, and one 

in which Shapiro personifies his own poem in many 
ways, including as “a child with two daddies”; “a 
gay male writer”; “a black dread dyke”; and “a 
transsexual dancer,” to name a few.

We hear about this poem’s many adventures 
from itself; it is the poem speaking about the poem 
here, in a self-reflexive mirroring exercise that 
might even make Jacques Lacan dizzy. 

“The poem is flying to Singapore,” the 
poem tells us, and “The poem stares at the red slash 
across a canvas / It will dance like that painting,” 
which comes with footnote number four (yes, 
this poem comes with its own page of footnotes) 
referencing Martha Graham’s response to a Wassily 
Kandinsky painting, paraphrasing a memory from 
her autobiography, Blood Memory (1991).

This is a heady poem and I had the thought at 
several moments that I simply am not smart enough 
to fully parse it. It references, among other things, 

the lost city of Atlantis, Mahatma Ghandi, and the 
kidnapping by avant-garde Chilean poet Vicente 
Huidobro of his girlfriend, Ximena Amunátegui. 
The poem also references the movie Casablanca 
(1943) and namedrops Camille Paglia, whom I am 
certain is smarter than me.

I am not sure about poems that namedrop 
and footnote and are multiple-epigrammed, nor 
which refer to themselves in the third person, and 
while certainly impressive, this poem was not my 
favorite and really felt like it got tangled up in itself.
 My favorite poem here, the “coda” poem, 
is one of the purely ekphrastic exercises and 
delightful. While extremely brief, it accomplishes 
so much, artfully capturing and personifying a 
painting, as well as the role of the viewer:

“Chagall’s Horse Speaks”

You offer me
  a sprig of fancy grapes.

 
I offer you my gaze.
 
I spent a long time with this poem, even 

looked up Marc Chagall paintings in search of this 
particular horse. Who is offering the grapes here? 
The horse that the title tells us is the speaker? The 
viewer? Does this poem imagine the subject of the 
painting viewing outward at the viewer? Whose 
gaze are we talking about here?

I went to everything from Google images to 
my many Chagall books. (I am a Chagall devotee.) 
I looked at as many Chagall-horse paintings as I 
could, and yet found none with a sprig of grapes. 
In the end, I decided that it is actually the viewer 
offering the grapes to the painted horse (maybe). But 
what a poem, to, in three lines, open up the whole 
question of the roles of the viewed and viewer, the 
real and the surreal.

I came away with an appreciation of both 
a) Chagall’s numerous and fanciful horses and 
b) Shapiro’s poetic bravado. I discovered in this 
exercise that Chagall and Shapiro are actually 
kindred spirits. In the Chagall-horse oeuvre, horses 
sprout wings and fly, they pull sleds through 
the deep blue cosmos, they frolic with stars and 
violinists, they carry acrobats standing on their 
hands and dancing ballerinas. And that, it seems to 
me, is exactly the kinds of things Shapiro’s poems 
do in this book. 

Explode, dance, frolic with stars. Repeat.
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