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ABSTRACT 

This study is a textual journey of the kinship of poetry and nursing, which yields a poetic 

pedagogy. A rendering of a poetic pedagogy, and its possibilities for generating rich 

learning experiences, are the heart of this research study. 

This research study is contextualized, primarily, by conversations with particular 

nursing students and professors within the Faculty of Nursing, at the University of 

Calgary, Alberta, Canada. Conversations were held with two nursing professors who 

informally offer poetry by Canadian poet, Bronwen Wallace, within their nursing classes. 

Conversations were also held with undergraduate and graduate nursing students in 

nursing, who had experiences of the poetry within the nursing classes. The interpretation 

was guided by philosophical hermeneutics. 

The students' experiences of the poetry are interpreted as unique and lush 

experiential understandings. The research study suggests that the possibilities for a 

pedagogical space in professional education may be characterized by adventure; 

remembering; self-encounter; imagination; emotion; paradox; and the importance of 

particulars. 

Poetic pedagogy will continue to take its shape through its possibilities. This 

research is not a final word on the meaning of Wallace's poetry finding its way into the 

lives of nursing students and professors; rather, this research study intends to gently and 

deliberately open the meaningfulness of poetic pedagogy with the hoped for consequence 

that the importance of poetic experience becomes a part of practical reasoning and living 

well amidst the contingent and complex messiness of life. 
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PROLOGUE: 

A POETIC MAP 

Some Notes To The Reader 

You may be surprised to turn to this first page of a hermeneutic research study 

and find the word map. Such a word and what it denotes are taboo in hermeneutics. 

However, that may all depend on your idea of what a map is and what it means. If you 

think the map I am about to offer you is intended to mark out the paths and highways you 

are supposed to travel, to only see what I see, then that indeed would be taboo. Rather, I 

offer you a map, borrowed from its etymological definition, which is "a sheet of the 

world" (Hoad, 1996); a world created through a hermeneutic interpretation of nursing 

students' experience of poetry by Canadian writer, Bronwen Wallace. This sheet of a 

world I give you now is full of markings that make a map what it is, pointing to and 

marking things you may want to see and experience on your travels: the rivers; the 

farmhouses; the valleys; the truck-stops; the open-fields; the intersections; the bridges; 

the gas-stations; and the overpasses. I offer you this map now as an accompaniment, to 

orient you, to tease your anticipation without telling you everything, yet without sending 

you somewhat unprepared into the teeming and burrowed landscape of this thesis. 

"Into The Midst Of It" 

In 1985, Bronwen Wallace wrote the poem, "Into The Midst Of It." This poem 

would mark a pivotal transition in Wallace's writing as she struggled for many years in 

trying to find an ordinary voice in her poems. She wanted to write about the ordinary 

things around her. She wanted to write about the landscape she lived in, how it lived 
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around her, and how it was filled with people she knew and loved. Once she recognized 

this, she found her voice: 

• .that tells its stories in the same meandering and magical way that highways move 
through southeastern Ontario, until you understand that what happens in the story, 
like the landscape around you is a metaphor for an inner journey, a journey that 
takes you to the centre of the speakers and to the mystery that lies there, always. 
(Wallace, 1992, pp. 165-166) 

I want this journey to take you to the centre of my research study, which is also 

then taking you to the centre of my voice; at the centre of this study is a kind of mystery 

that will always be there, alive, and waiting to be encountered and read in different ways. 

The map I am giving you is made up of stanzas, which literally and metaphorically, will 

help prepare you for traveling through the thesis. I called on Wallace to help me write 

this map, as I weave each stanza from her poem, "Into The Midst Of It" with my own 

narrative mapping. Together, she and I offer a poetic map. 

What you are about to travel through is a landscape of intertwined meanings, a 

choir drawn from my own voice and those of writers, theorists, researchers, nursing 

students, and nursing professors. I cannot map out your meaning for you, but I can share 

mine with you. I give you now my sheet of a world of the possibilities of poetic 

pedagogy; my hope is that from this many more maps can be drawn and re-drawn. 

Stanza 1 

You'll take a map of course, and keep it 
open in front ofyou on the dashboard, 
though it won 't help. Oh, it'll give mileages, 
boundary lines, names that sort of thing, 
but there are places yet 
where names are powerless 
and what you are entering 
is like the silence words get lost in 
after they've been spoken. (Wallace, 1985, p. 20) 



3 

My thesis begins with a story about a brief conversation I had in 1999, which 

opened into the slow discovery of my topic. You are invited into the thesis through this 

story that really started it all. It would likely be here, at the beginning, that you would 

have your map "open in front of you on the dashboard / though it won't help." 

Hermeneutic inquiry asks for a certain kind of map, one that becomes a map as you read 

through this; one that you can keep open to see where you have been, to know what you 

have read, and to look back on places you entered, where "names are powerless." As you 

move through the first chapter and the story of how this topic came to be, you may realize 

that what you are about to enter are places and meanings that become a silence that you 

may get lost in. What you are entering is, I hope, more than I could ever prepare you for. 

Stanza 2 

It's the same with the highways. 
The terse, comforting numbers 
and the signs that anyone can read 
They won't be any good to you now. 
and it's not that kind of confidence 
you're after anyway. (p. 20) 

After you travel through the story that started it all, you enter a landscape in 

Chapter Two that has the most guideposts and travel markers of all the chapters. This 

chapter contains a description of hermeneutics and why it is a fit with the topic. This is 

the "comforting sign" that was my guide while traveling through this thesis. The 

guideposts of hermeneutics: language, effective history, and experience are all posted 

here for you to read. Given that hermeneutics is about many-layered meanings, I wonder 

if the guideposts will be any good to you once you start to drive the "highway" of this 

interpretive study, as you read "the signs that anyone can read." When I started into the 

interpretation of the meaning of the experience of Wallace's poetry, I realized that the 
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guideposts that I knew of and could read, really did not matter much now in the act of 

interpretation. The posts became blurs as I drove past them with the stirring discoveries 

of interpretation. I realized that, indeed, the need to read the guideposts is not the "kind of 

confidence" I am after, rather it is a confidence that dissolves into the act of interpretation 

as I come to know the roads by heart. 

Stanza 3 

What you're looking for are the narrower, 
unpaved roads that have become 
the country they travel over, dreamlike 
as the spare farms you catch 
in the corner ofyour eye, 
only to lose them 
when you turn your head. The curves 
that happen without warning 
like a change of heart, 
as if, after all these journeys, 
the road were still feeling 
its way through. (p.20) 

This is where the real traveling begins. Not that you are not always, already 

traveling within hermeneutics, but this is the chapter in which the transcribed 

conversations become text and can be read and re-read for possible meanings. It is here, 

as a writer, I look for the "narrower unpaved roads I that have become the country they 

travel over." The narrower roads were found, and created as I wrote myself into them, 

and what emerged was the primacy of the nursing students' surprise and remembering of 

Wallace's poetry. The nursing students encountered themselves as they leaned into the 

"curves that happen without warning." Their sense of surprise set off an adventure out of 

and back into nursing curriculum. The surprise is much like the tender and terse 

farmhouse that pops into your view when traveling, surprising you along the stretched 

flat highway. Your eyes return to the road, differently now, with the memory of the farm. 
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It was in the midst of this chapter, that I began to see the beginnings of what a poetic 

pedagogy may be and what it may allow. I knew I had not arrived there yet, but I began 

to see the slant of the horizon. 

Stanzas 4 and 5 

A man comes up on your right---blue shirt 
patchedfrom the sky---solid and 
unsurprised. He doesn't turn his head 
at your passing and by the time your eyes move 
to the rear-view mirror, the road has changed 
but it's then you begin to notice 
other people: women hanging clothes from grey 
porches, a clutter ofchildren on the steps. 
Like the man, they do not move 
as you go by and you try to imagine 
how you must look to them: metallic glimmer 
on the bright rim of their sky, 
disturbing the dust 
that settles behind you, slowly, 
through the day's heat, 
while in your mind's eye, theirfaces 
form and change with the rippling patterns 
sun and cloud make on the fields, 
like the figures that swim below your thoughts 
in the hour between dream and waking. 

It makes you think of the people you love, 
how their faces look when they don't know you're 
watching them, 
so that what you see there 
forces you to recognize 
how useless your love is, how little 
all your hopes, your good intentions 
can ever do for them. (p. 21) 

These two stanzas are interconnected, just as the chapters on heart and emotion are. 

They need each other, give life to each other, give blood to each other. At this point in the 

interpretation, I encountered myself through my resistance to see a given within the data. 

Much like the man in the blue shirt that appears to Wallace in this poem, the word "heart" 
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appeared in my research. The nursing students spoke often of how it was their heart, 

aroused, that yielded the experience of Wallace's poetry. In the first few readings of the 

transcripts, I scribbled tiny notes in the marginal pages of the text, to mark the references 

to heart. I read, and passed over these tiny-penciled notes for months, until one day I 

realized that I could no longer pass over them. One day, my eyes moved to the "rear-view 

mirror, and the road had changed." I noticed and attended to heart as a metaphor and how 

it was integral to the understanding and interpretation of the nursing students' experience 

of the poems. The slant of the horizon became wider. I began to understand that heart 

may be a part of poetic pedagogy. 

Unfolding the interpretation of the literal and metaphorical heart, extended into the 

next chapter, titled after a poem by Wallace, "Thinking with the Heart." This title evokes 

the dichotomous ways of being and knowing. Within the nursing students' experience of 

Wallace's poetry, it was their thinking, with and from the heart that helped create their 

emotional experiences with the poetry. To see this, requires an inverted understanding of 

emotion as included in deliberative thought. The nursing students expressed that 

Wallace's poetry "gets to the heart of the matter." Getting to the heart of the matter for 

some students was a holding and a resistance to emotion. Whether the emotion was held 

or resisted, it deepened their understanding. 

Stanza 6 

Only now, this doesn 't hurt any more, 
becomes part ofyour love, in away, 
just as the dry-weather drone of the cicada 
belongs to the heat, to the dust that sifts 
like an ash over the shiny leaves, 
this country you're traveling through, 
where the farmlands draw their nourishment 
from an ancient mountain range, 
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and houses rise, insistent 
as the rock and almost as indifferent, 
making all your questions 
about why people came here, 
what they liked about it, 
why they stayed 
as meaningless as questions you might ask 
of the trees or the earth itself (pp. 21-22) 

Meaning belongs to conversation, and both belong to a poetic pedagogy, "just as 

the dry-weather drone of the cicada I belongs to the heart, to the dust that sifts like an ash 

over the shiny leaves." Chapter Six explores the importance of the conversations that 

emerged from nursing students' encounters with Wallace's poetry. It was here, in the 

after-words of the poetry, where some nursing students garnered a meaningful and 

changed understanding. The conversations become the "the country you're traveling 

through"; the conversations drawing their nourishment from the "ancient mountain 

range." The "house," and the "rock" exist, just as the characteristics of a poetic pedagogy 

rise, "insistent" in the conversations. In the conversations that ensued a poetic encounter, 

I realized that not only is the actual conversation important, but also what happens "in-

between" words, the sinews that behold the conversation. 

I explored, then, how what is found within the poetry itself, such as the unsettling 

and lived paradoxes, might have inspired the after-words among nursing students, 

initiating and deepening their conversation in unique and imaginative ways. Their 

conversations, like the poetry, contained a polyphony of voices, perspectives, and 

experience, all of which are shaping characteristics of a poetic pedagogy, a pedagogy that 

shapes nursing students' understanding to prepare them for the unanticipated moments 

and tough particulars that are a part of nursing. At the end of this chapter, I realized that 

the horizon I had been traveling towards was no longer just a certain slant of light 
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(Dickinson 1959), rather, I stood within it, bathed in its full rich colours, its subtle mist 

and echoing skin. I could see it, and all else that stood within it. 

Stanza 7 

You, who have lived your whole life believing 
fyou made enough plans 
you wouldn 't need to be afraid, 
driving through a countryside 
only the road seems to care about, 
to rediscover every time it enters 
with that kind of love that's partly tenderness 
and partly a sort of confidence 
you can 'tput words around. 
Like the look 
the people at home will give you 
when you get there: nonchalant and almost too deep 
for you to see, as they turn back 
to whatever held them 
before you came. . 22) 

After traveling all the roads of interpretation, I finally arrived at the lush 

countryside of poetic pedagogy. Throughout the interpretation, I had hints and glances of 

what I thought it might look like, based on the roads I had traveled thus far. It is here, in 

the final chapter, that I was finally able to look at poetic pedagogy as it looked at me, and 

the struggle became frying to "put words around" something that words seemed to defy. I 

felt as if I had touched the limits of language, even though this "sheet of the world" was 

created in language. I thought, perhaps, poetic pedagogy is without a language. Whatever 

it holds, draws, offers, and inspires may just be "too deep" for me to see. The meaning of 

all that has come before, as contained in the previous chapters, is rendered in this 

"nonchalant" climax. I had to believe that all the meanings that had come before meant 

something, a hermeneutics of affirmation (Kearney, 1991). With interpretive acts, you 

cannot believe if you make enough plans, they will get you through the process. In fact, I 
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believe it is just the opposite. You may need the confidence afforded by a map to get you 

started, but the confidence you gain and sustain is by forgetting about the map, and 

mapping as you read and write. 

A rendering of a poetic pedagogy was possible because of all that was created in 

the research study thus far. What my interpretive travels brought me to is the final 

chapter. I had read the surprise, remembering and adventure signposts and I kept driving; 

I had read the heart signpost and kept driving; I had read the emotion signpost and kept 

driving; I read the conversations thatfollowed the poetic encounters, polyphony, and 

paradox signposts and kept driving. When I glanced in my rear-view mirror, I realized 

that all that I had read and passed remained with me, and the signposts became part of the 

place I arrived at, not because they told me where to turn, or when to stop, but because 

they "had become / the country they travel / over." The country I arrived at is poetic 

pedagogy. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

EVERY TOPIC HAS A STORY 

The Meaning of an Instance: A Topic Begins 

There are some instances in our lives that compel interpretation, those moments 

when something strikes us as different and mysterious. Wilhelm Dilthey, philosopher and 

hermeneutic theorist noted, "it is the experience of strangeness that makes interpretation, 

the work of hermeneutics necessary" (Rickman, 1976, p. 78). In being addressed by 

something we have a moral requirement to respond, to try and make sense of that which 

we do not understand (Gadamer, 1989). It becomes a kind of mission. We send ourselves 

into the interpretation to understand more fully the meaning of a mysterious event that 

carries us as much as we carry it. 

I invite you then into a story, generated from a conversational instance. A story, 

born out of a brief moment, that would grow into a large and lush habitat where I learned 

that professors and students in the Faculty of Nursing, at the University of Calgary, were 

drawn to the poetry of Canadian writer, Bronwen Wallace. Some nursing professors were 

reading the poetry to students, and having students read the poetry among themselves. In 

the encounters with the poetry, students were experiencing meaningful changes of 

understanding. 

I stepped into the midst of the fabric of Wallace's poetry being thread among 

students and teachers in nursing. My original, yet familiar, discovery of this kinship of 

poetry and nursing occurred within a conversational instance in 1999. I met Adrienne, a 

doctoral student in Nursing during my first year of doctoral studies in Educational 

Research (Hurlock, 2003). We were taking a class in interpretive inquiry. The class was 
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filled with intellectual arousal, vigorous conversations about 'what is interpretive work' 

and what kinds of knowledge are generated from interpretive work; perhaps the very 

kinds of conversation you would expect in a graduate class. Then there are the 

conversations you have during the break. That small space in time in which you leave the 

class to fetch a coffee, muffin or a juice, something to replenish, to appease lingering 

appetites. The walk to the Education cafeteria is an important one. It is the path in which 

people fall in place beside one another, haphazardly, people seem to come together in an 

interest to know someone differently than how they know each other in class. It always 

seemed by chance with whom you would end up walking and continuing a different kind 

of conversation than that which was started in class. 

Adrienne and I entered into a conversation through an exchange of niceties, the 

kind of conversation you have in the face of politeness, when you ask questions such as 

"so what do you do?" and "what are your research interests?" It was then I learned that 

Adrienne was a first year doctoral student in the Faculty of Nursing. I then took my turn 

in the conversation and tentatively shared that I had studied the poetry of Canadian 

writer, Bronwen Wallace for my Master's work in Literature. I was tentative in my 

response because in my academic, and general life experiences thus far, no one was 

aware of who Wallace was. Admittedly, I offered my civil and somewhat plain exchange, 

led by my prejudice that someone in nursing would not be familiar with poetry, and in 

particular, Bronwen Wallace. Suddenly, my prejudice was bared and had begun to come 

back to me differently. Baring my prejudice is what gives "the hermeneutical problem its 

real thrust" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 270). Within the exchange of words between Adrienne 

and me, the quiet formality of our talk was interrupted. Bronwen Wallace boldly entered. 
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In this instance, there was a silence that yielded the tips of Hermes' wings. The silence 

transformed into a habitual and fervent conversation as Adrienne's voice began to rise 

and crackle as she announced her love of, and attraction to, Wallace's writing. She 

eagerly talked about how she has noticed the resonate effect of Wallace's writing and 

poetry on people studying and working in nursing. Adrienne emphasized that something 

mysteriously "rings true" about Wallace's work. At this point, I was still experiencing the 

disorientation of having my prejudice read back differently to me. I was spinning and 

stirring from finding Wallace, again, in a place and with a person I could never have 

imagined. I was faced with the choice now to have the courage to make use of my own 

understanding and misunderstanding (Gadamer, 1989). 

Our conversation continued. Adrienne explained how she had recently facilitated a 

seminar for a variety of professionals in nursing, and she was astounded by what had 

occurred in the seminar. She used part of a short story by Wallace, titled, "Scuba Diver in 

Repose" (1990). Each person attending the seminar read a piece of the story aloud. In 

reading and experiencing the story, she claimed something happened, something was 

opened. Adrienne pointed out that she did not do much with the excerpts she used, as she 

added, "I did not need to" (Gadamer, 1989). The story stood within itself and the 

seminar participants were so evoked by the story that they were weeping out loud, and 

entering into conversations by sharing stories of their own personal experiences within 

nursing that resonated, for them, as a true experience. Wallace's story evoked other 

stories and opened a space for learning and meaning that Adrienne had never witnessed 

before. 
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Connie, a professor from the Faculty of Nursing, was at the seminar to grade and to 

mark Adrienne. Ironically, Connie herself was marked in a lasting way, and from 

witnessing the stirring experience with Wallace's writing, she then carried Wallace's work 

into her own nursing classes and has since used the story with her students as a way to 

generate unique openings that she too describes as a "mystery." 

Hermes was now in full body; not just the wings were visible, but a hermeneutic 

claim had happened. Granted, it seems Hermes soon flew away, being the trickster and 

the allure that he is. The "messenger-god Hermes" arrived with the message, and my 

work now was to interpret the meaning of this message (Palmer, 1969, p. 13). His visit 

became an invitation to begin to understand the meaning of the generative kinship of 

people within nursing and Wallace's writing. The interdisciplinary instance of falling into 

conversation with Adrienne has since weaved into more stories from professors and 

students in nursing of how they too experience Wallace's work deeply and resonantly. 

Every Instance has a History 

The idea of an instance is that it is a moment in which something "strikes" you 

(Gadamer, 1989). Often it is temporal, and appearing only momentarily. It is a quickness 

with which it strikes; it can be disorienting, meaningful, fleeting, exciting and sufferable. 

Sometimes it can be all these things at once. Within hermeneutic inquiry, the concept of 

the instance is important for many reasons, but most of all, it is because it resounds and 

requires a kind of urgent tending. The meaning of the instance is a mystery to be lived, 

and, hence, the attraction begins between the one who is struck, and the question of what 

strikes you. 
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An instance carries with it the demand to be present, a willingness to be attentive 

and aware in the moment. The etymology of instant is "present of time" (Hoad, 1996, p. 

238). The juxtaposition on which hermeneutic inquiry thrives now enters, for it requires 

the ability to recognize an instance when it strikes, while at the same time recognizing 

that it is made possible because of the history, tradition, and context that it was born out 

of. Yet, to further the juxtaposition of the instance, the "what will be" is also important--

the horizon of the instance, the transformation and the learning that is generated from it. 

My history and Adrienne's (Gadamer, 1989) made the conversational instance 

possible, and hence my research topic. My research study "does not wish to literally and 

univocally say what this instance is. Rather it wishes to playfully explore what 

understandings this instance makes possible" (Jardine, 1998, p. 41). Because of my fore-

understandings of Wallace's work and my prejudice of the lived value of poetry, the 

showing of the instance was made possible. What it might mean, the intrigue of the 

possibility of understanding the mysterious kinship led me into more conversations with 

other nursing students and professors. 

Wallace and I 

My history with Wallace is long and literary. It began with an unbridled desire in 

1995, during the second year of my Master's program at Lakehead University, to uncover 

and give voice to a Canadian female poet. This desire is not without its history either. I 

was living and studying in Thunder Bay, Ontario the 'gateway to the West.' This is a 

place where you learn to live with the constant song of the white whistle of snow, a place 

where you come to know the sound of freezing, while the steady "valved hum" 

(Whitman, 1973) of a furnace, breathes its heat throughout the house, becoming the most 
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soothing sound. Thunder Bay is the crass and barren northern shield of Ontario, yet is 

also spacious, and alluring with the greenest of trees, everlasting and growing out of the 

hardest of ground. The landscape is raw, undone, and fierce, and I was reminded of this 

every time I sat on the shores of Lake Superior, or the mornings that my car would 

disappear under pounds of snow, impossible to see through the frost shutters layered by 

nature from the night before. 

In the summer of 1995,1 was looking for a female Canadian poet about whom I 

could write for my thesis. I took from the library every book of poetry by a Canadian 

female poet. I read through them, with a searching, waiting for something to claim me. 

The books I had read were stacked high on my desk when I read a poem titled, 

"Intervals" by Bronwen Wallace. It changed my life. My eyes were pulled to her page, 

and when I lifted my eyes, I have never seen the world, and myself in the same way. 

Finding Wallace here was equally about finding myself as I hungered to understand and 

to live feminism, to make more full the presence of women on and in the page. I 

hungered to understand myself. What I know now is that irony is poignant and luminous 

as I now realize that Wallace already had her own voice which found its way into places 

and people I would never have thought possible. Just as Wallace became my study in 

1995 - 1996, she was simultaneously being delivered, two provinces away, into 

classrooms and conversations among nursing students at the University of Calgary. 

Every Instance Starts Another Story 

because what happens to one in a conversation is really without an end 
(Gadamer, 2001, p. 60). 

I continued to be drawn to the mysterious impact of Wallace's poetry in nursing. At 

this point, my intrigue was not explicit to me yet as a research topic, however, I felt 
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fiercely attracted to what I thought was an uncanny kinship between poetry and nursing 

students. Since that first conversation with Adrienne in 1999, our appetite for 

conversation seemed insatiable, fueled by our mutual interest and intrigue in Wallace's 

work. Our classroom conversations quickly extended into e-mail exchanges as we 

continued to question the question of Wallace's poetry and its meaning in nursing. Our e-

mails were a hermeneutic play in which we were losing ourselves in the dialectic working 

out of the question. Intuitively, I created an e-mail folder, and tenderly packed away these 

e-mails, saving them for something I was not sure of at the time. I only knew I needed to 

save them. Three years later, saving them makes sense now: 

From: Debb 
To: Adrienne 
Date: Wednesday, November 01, 2000 4:26 PM 
Subject: Alot of thoughts.... 

Hi Adrienne, 

I keep thinking of our conversation at Higher Ground and you asking, "What 
happens through Wallace's poetry?" I wonder too what it is. All understanding is 
self-understanding, and in understanding my wondrous and inevitable draw to 
poetry I may possibly open an understanding of others' movement by poetry. 

Do you ever think about events, instances, or conversations that are life changing? I 
know for myself, you would think it would be the 'big' things, like separations from 
lovers, loss of life in someone we love, falling in love, giving birth (though I 
haven't done that yet). What I do remember of life changing moments are the 
seconds that pass when we read a poem and finish reading and digesting the last 
word, and feeling ... different. Opened. Courageous. 

So, I was wondering if you have moments like that when you read something..have 
you ever read something that has changed you in some way....? 

Cheers, 
Debb 
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From: Adrienne 
Date: Wed, 1 Nov 2000 5.'20 PM 
To: Debb 
Subject.' Re.' Alot of thoughts.... 

Funny Debb -- it isnt the reading of the written word that has changed me in so 
many ways... but more of my experiences in relationships with people, through 
speaking words, and sharing words with others, co-evolving meanings in a 
moment ... and moving me in a physical, almost cellular way. If language captures 
something that reminds me, takes me back, or forward into something 
meaningful ... then it triggers a memory for me, an experience. I do not always 
remember the words contained in the text.., the words seem background to me and 
a piece of the whole... but I notice the affect that is stirred, I love the stirrings, the 
tensions, the connections to others, the experience in my body.... does this make 
sense?? I think that's what Wallace does for me is to capture the experience-- the 
invisible-- the pieces of relationships, or of my thinking that I want to notice, or 
that I might have missed. I read her differently everytime... is that because I have 
changed, or that I read the words differently? To be continued... 
Adrienne 

Now, three years later, the saving of the e-mails became a rescuing of sorts as it 

deepens my understanding of how my research topic came into being. What I see now is 

how "the human play" becomes "transformation into structure." Our conversations were 

evolving into my topic, as "transformation means that something is suddenly and as a 

whole something else, that this other transformed thing that it has become is its true 

being" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 110). The conversations transformed into my research topic 

and the transformation of the conversation into the structure "means that what existed 

previously exists no longer. But also what now exists, what represents itself in the play of 

art, is the lasting and true" (p. 111). Thus, the conversations that Adrienne and I had still 

show themselves in my topic now, they remain still, yet have been transformed from their 

original appearance. 

We continued our play of conversations and more stories were born. I learned that 

not just Adrienne was struck by Wallace's work, but there were other people who were 
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teaching in the Faculty of Nursing who were also deeply affected by Wallace's work and 

were using the poetry in their teaching. Other kinds of stories waiting to be told. With the 

birth of these other stories I then recognized that I had found my research topic. 

Deciding to Travel the "Unpaved Roads": The Topic Takes Shape 

By recognizing and attending to the fabric and the connections that the 

conversational instance existed within, I discovered that Adrienne was one of several 

people in nursing who had been captivated by Wallace's poetry and was using it in their 

teaching and in their own learning. I did not sever the "original familiarity" (Jardine, 

1998, p. 36) of the conversational instance from its history and interconnections, for these 

are what made this conversation possible. The original familiarity was nurtured by 

noticing and tending it, and I knew that to understand the delicacy and the contingency 

that the fabric was spun out of, I needed to let the story of the presence of Wallace's 

poetry unfold. 

Such unfolding required me to dwell with uncertainty, to be able to "live the 

questions" (Rilke, 1992) of which this original instance was a part. Questions are an 

inherent characteristic of hermeneutic inquiry. Hermeneutics is not a "mastery of 

methods" (Gadamer, 2001, p. 42) that guides my desire, rather it is led by a hermeneutic 

imagination, which is a "sense of the questionableness of something and what this 

requires of us" (Gadamer, 2001, p. 42). Discovering that Wallace was being read by 

nursing professors and students awakened a desire to more fully understand the meaning 

of this. This something did not just fall from the heavens (Gadamer, 2001, p. 50). Rather 

it was awakened amidst my own history of Wallace and literature, and a belief in the 

formative nature of poetry. My literary history traversed Adrienne's own history of 
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nursing, family systems therapy, and her struggle with the colonization of science 

(Flyvberg, 2001). 

Thus, 

at the very beginning of every effort to understand is a concern about something: 
confronted by a question one is to answer, one's knowledge of what one is 
interpreting is thrown into uncertainty, and this causes one to search for an 
answer. In order to come up with an answer, the person then begins asking 
questions. (Gadamer, 2001, p. 50) 

Much of the fervour of this question was because it challenged my ideas of where poetry 

would be found and by whom. I did not think it would be found in nursing. 

This unique kinship of nursing and poetry is yielding formative pedagogic 

experiences for some students. The poetry is not a formal part of any curriculum, rather it 

is being read in classrooms spontaneously, yet deliberately. Since 1996, Wallace's short 

stories and poetry are being read periodically by certain nursing professors for reasons 

known and unknown. Sometimes the poetry, or short story, is a way of ushering students 

in at the beginning of a new term, readying them by reading poetry. Sometimes the work 

is read as a ritual near the end of the term. Whenever and however it is delivered, there is 

a resounding effect. The students are reading the poetry aloud in classrooms, 

photocopying poems for each other, gifting (Hyde, 1979) each other with a book of short 

stories by Wallace, and quietly and urgently saying to one another, "you must read this 

work." It is as if an informal curriculum is being created, not in the margins of nursing, 

but within its centre, its "walls." Adrienne Rich describes this as a "women's university-

without-walls" that exists "in the shape of women reading and writing with a new 

purposefulness. ..all with a truly educational mission" (Rich, 1979, p. 126). This reading 
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was happening without a spoken explicitness. My research study is a way of speaking the 

"purposefulness" into existence. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

ANSWERING THE CALL WITH HERMENEUTIC INQUIRY 

I'd better just acknowledge the question, and let it breathe (Lee, 1998, P. 196). 

Hermeneutics allows a topic to breathe. It draws on imagination and thoughtful 

interpretation to keep a topic alive and re-generated through what the topic of study might 

possibly mean. Hans-Georg Gadamer's (1989) conception of philosophical hermeneutics, 

particularly his significant work, Truth and Method, is what guided my research. 

Gadamer clearly submitted that philosophical hermeneutics, as a research approach, is 

not intended to "elaborate a system of rules to describe, let alone direct the 

methodological procedure of the human sciences" (Gadamer, 1989; Wallace, 1987). 

Rather, hermeneutics is "the art of reaching an understanding---of something or with 

someone" (Gadamer, 2001, p. 79). Hermeneutics invites a way of doing research that 

unfolds the "objectives of knowledge" (Gadamer, 1989, p. xxix) as a condition that 

enables understanding, while maintaining a goal to understand differently (Altenbernd 

Johnson 2000; Gadamer, 1976, 1986, 1989, 1992, 2001; Hoy 1978; Koch 1996; Palmer 

1969). 

Understanding differently through the interminability of experience is the axis of a 

philosophical research approach. "In our experience we bring nothing to a close; we are 

constantly learning new things from our experience" (Gadamer, 2001, p. 3). As I 

practice understanding through unfolding the meaning of Wallace's kinship with nursing, 

there is a reflexive reflection that occurs, with the hoped for consequence that I, those 

who participate in my research, and those who read this thesis, will continue to be in "a 

better position to practice the art of understanding" (Altenbemd Johnson, 2000, p. 15). 
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The practice of philosophy is constituted through reflection, awareness of self-

understanding, and the transformation that occurs in relationships with others. Ultimately, 

a philosophical hermeneutic approach is concerned with action. It is concerned with 

showing and offering possibilities for practical reasoning, living well, and as best we can 

amidst the contingent and complex messiness of life (Babbitt, 2001; Flyvberg, 2001; 

Smith, 1994). 

Key principles that identify hermeneutics as an approach is attending to the 

historical consciousness, tradition and language in which we live. Within a hermeneutic 

approach, "humans are essentially involved in the historically situated and finite task of 

understanding the world, a world encountered and inhabited in and through language" 

(Moran, 2000, p. 248). One of the major distinctions between traditional hermeneutics 

and the more recent philosophical hermeneutics is the definitive turn from understanding 

as purely epistemic to understanding as ontological because "understanding always 

includes self-understanding---indeed, self-encounter" (Grondin, 1991, p. 115). 

Ileidegger's attention to ontology was evoked by his critique of Husserl's conception of 

intentionality (Moran, 2000). Husserl's development of phenomenology in the early 

1900's emphasized the need to "turn toward the things themselves" (Abram, 1996, p. 35), 

a shift that would recognize our "practical engagement with the world" (Moran, 2000, p. 

231). Through Heidegger's critique of intentionality, he conceived the idea of Dasein, of 

being-in-the-world. Heidegger felt that "by treating intentional acts as 'psychic acts' robs 

them of their connectedness with the person" (p. 231). Thus, hermeneutics was 

introduced by Heidegger in the 1920's, proposing that it is because of our fore-

understandings of the world, that we are already in the world, that understanding is even 
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possible. We cannot bracket out our fore-understandings in order to know an experience 

(Gadamer, 1989; Grondin, 1991; Moran, 2000; Palmer, 1969, 1976). 

An experience of Wallace's poetry, in the context of this research study, is 

perceived hermeneutically as an "event" or an "encounter" and that the poetry "has its 

true being in the fact that it becomes an experience that changes the person who 

experiences it" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 102). In using the approach of philosophical 

hermeneutics for this study, the focus is thus on nursing students' and teachers' 

experience of Wallace's poetry; this emphasizes the focus on the subject of the 

experiencing of poetry, and not on the subjectivity of the person who is experiencing it. 

Experience then is not an object or quantifiable time spent doing something; rather, it is 

something that is undergone. The words understanding and experience are particularly 

important in this research study. All understanding within hermeneutics is self-

understanding, and a truly experienced person, is someone who is open to the next 

experience. For, "being experienced does not mean that one now knows something once 

and for all and becomes rigid in this knowledge; rather, one becomes more open to new 

experiences" (Gadamer, 2001, pp. 52-53). Understanding and experience define each 

other, and are inextricably connected in that understanding enables an experience to 

happen, and the event of an experience transforms the understanding, which then affects 

and makes possible more experiences. The definition of an experience in this paper 

speaks to the immediacy of an experience as "something becomes an 'experience' not 

only insofar as it is experienced, but insofar as its being experienced makes a special 

impression that gives it lasting importance" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 61). 
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Aesthetic as the Essence of Hermeneutic Experience 

The concept of experience in this research study is eriebnis, which "means 

primarily 'to still be alive when something happens" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 62). Gadamer 

wrote extensively about the experience of art as something that changes our self-

understanding (Gadamer, 1976, 1980, 1986, 1989, 1992, 1994, 2001). In doing this, he 

rehabilitates the concept of aesthetic from the modem definition of aesthetic, in which the 

work of art is simply the perception of it, art exists only to be beautiful. This objectifies 

the work of art, thus spawning the modem aesthetic phrase, "art for art's sake" (Abrams, 

1993, p. 3). 

Gadamer criticized modem aestheticism because it separates and makes the 

experience of art discontinuous from other types of experience that involve changes in 

understanding. Modem aesthetic consciousness is not seen as temporal or relating to the 

self-understanding of the person. (Altenbemd Johnson, 2000; Gadamer, 1989; Palmer, 

1969). Gadamer argued, rather, that "aesthetic experience is not just one kind of 

experience among others, but represents the essence of experience per Se" (Gadamer, 

1989, p. 70). 

Gadamer's rehabilitation of an experience of art is pivotal to this research study 

because it takes Wallace's poetry as a lived dimension of experience for particular 

nursing students during a particular time in their lives. It is the very momentous and brief 

encounters of Wallace's poetry that become dissolved and re-integrated into the evolving 

self-understanding of the nursing students. Gadamer emphasized that understanding takes 

place in the encounter with art, and I would contend that understanding begins with the 

encountering of Wallace's poetry by nursing students. Their understanding, however, is 
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deepened and fused with their current understanding of themselves in such a way that it 

becomes an experience that shapes who they are and who they will be as practicing 

nurses. The experience is not about understanding the content of the poetry, or 

contemplating its literary fashion and form, a "grasping by a subject of something 

objective" (p. 20). Rather, it is about how the nursing students and the poetry belong to 

each other and create a rich pedagogic experience. 

Experience as SelfEncounter 

Through the experience of the poetry, the self is encountered, recognized and 

understood differently. This is an important premise that underlies my research study. It 

is why I believe that encounters of Wallace's poetry by particular nursing students and 

teachers are fiercely pedagogic and generative. "The experience of art is an experience of 

meaning, and as such this experience is something that is brought about by 

understanding. To this extent, then, aesthetics is absorbed into hermeneutics" (Gadamer, 

2001, p. 70). Being able to encounter ourselves in the experience requires a way of being 

with poetry that does not divorce it from our own world. Rather, it is a part of our world 

because it is able to speak to us. "In an encounter with a work of art we do not go into a 

foreign universe, stepping outside of time and history; we do not spare ourselves from 

ourselves or from the nonaesthetic. Rather we become more fully present" (Palmer, 1969, 

p. 169) [My emphasis]. 

The submission that an experience of art creates unique modes of understanding is a 

call for the need of poetic experiences in all kinds of professional education. This way of 

seeing the value of poetry is needed in order to see the formative roles of Wallace's 

poetry in nursing, such that it can "expand our own particular understanding" and in the 
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process of expansion that "we also come upon a knowledge of ourselves that could be 

gained in no other way" (Nussbaum, 1990, P. 252). The act of rehabilitation is prevalent 

in hermeneutics, and my working out of the value of a poetic pedagogy is really a looking 

back in order to look forward. This is an act of "re-visioning. . . of seeing with fresh 

eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical direction" (Rich, 1979, p. 35). It is an act 

of looking back to understand the assumptions we live in, and until "we can understand 

the assumptions in which we are drenched we cannot know ourselves" (p. 35). 

With the view that "to understand a work is to experience it" (Palmer, 1969, p. 

231), this research study involved discerning aspects of experiencing poetry that make it 

meaningful. This might mean the nursing students and teachers who encountered 

Wallace's poetry, experience a "liberation into the open" (Scheibler, 2001, p. 156) that 

allows for ways of being and knowing that are uniquely important to how we are in the 

world. This called for seeing Wallace's poetry as having "its true being in the fact that it 

becomes an experience that changes the person who experiences it" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 

102). 

Effective-History/Historicity 

Why does history matter? Why know it?... The present seems too deranged, too 
fragmented, too incoherent, unless you have a sense of the past... .But about history, 
its contours are always changing, the way a landscape changes in snow or fog or 
sunlight, as new explorations uncover new truths---or untruths. (Rich, 2001, pp. 
142-143) 

The principle of effective history is recognizing that we all exist within a history, 

that "we are conditioned by effective history" (Grondin, 1991, p. 114). Recognition of, 

and insight into, the effect of history requires alacrity to language. Smith (1994) wrote 

that the first, and I would add, the fundamental requirement of hermeneutic inquiry is to 
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"develop a deep attentiveness to language itself, to notice how one uses it and how others 

use it" (p. 121). In tracing the etymology of certain words, meanings point to a larger 

history. Through an understanding of such histories, I am able to situate myself in this 

interdisciplinary mystery of poetry and nursing because I put into action my self-

awareness that is contingent on my own past, and the history I stand within. 

In trying to understand the importance of nursing students' experience with 

Wallace's poetry, it is essential to understand my "location of self' in this process (Hertz, 

1997, p. viii). Further, my situatedness will continue to change and evolve because as 

new meanings emerge my self-understandings and consequently my horizon will change. 

Horizon 

Horizon is "the range of vision that includes everything that can be seen from a 

particular vantage point" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 302). Thus, the horizon is temporal and 

changes as the situation or the vantage point of the person changes. Each nursing student 

and professor that I interviewed had an experience of Wallace's poetry within their own 

horizon, as I came with mine. Thus, my understanding, in the interpretation of my 

research is the fusion of our horizons. The fusion of horizons does not necessarily mean 

reaching agreement, but rather it is the meaning that gets created through the "coming 

together of different vantage points" (Koch, 1996, p. 177). 

Conversation 

Gadamer's (1989) analogy of conversation as play emphasizes the importance of 

participating and being fully present in conversation. Not having a conversation, but 

being in a conversation is an important distinction. Conversation, like game playing, is 

sustained by the buoyancy of the players/conversants who are absorbed within it (Linge, 
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1976). "Conversation is a process of coming to an understanding" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 

385). Coming to an understanding about the subject matter takes place in language, 

through conversation, writing and reading. Understanding and interpretation are 

synonymous in hermeneutic inquiry. One of the inherent paradoxes of being a researcher 

in philosophical hermeneutics is that I am to be aware of the need to be absorbed in 

conversation, to be "theoria: which is true participation" (Linge, 1976, p. 124) while also 

being aware of what is happening in the conversation. Thus, as a participant in the 

conversation, I am present at something and this kind of being present requires a "being 

outside oneself.., this kind of being present is a self-forgetfulness" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 

126). This is a hermeneutic requirement: to be led by the topic of the conversation, while 

at the same time being able to fall into the conversation. Such falling requires a self-

forgetfulness. 

Conversation in hermeneutics is premised on the possibility of a hermeneutic 

conversation or a genuine dialogue. This means that the conversations between myself 

and students and professors within nursing "involves equality and active reciprocity. It 

presupposes that both conversational partners are concerned with a common subject 

matter---a common question---about which they converse, for dialogue is always about 

something" (Linge, 1976, P. xx). Thus, the understanding of the experience of 

experiencing Wallace's poetry means to not refer to its "past life but rather its presence 

and active presentation in what is said in the poetry and through conversations (p. xx). 

The active presence of the poetry is its "contemporaneity" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 126). The 

contemporaneity belongs to the being of the work of the art, and that this is "not a mode 

of givenness in consciousness, but a task for consciousness and an achievement that is 
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demanded of it" (p.127). Thus, the presence of Wallace's poetry in the experiences, is not 

formed through our consciousness, but appears in a striking way to claim us, and it 

requires, or demands interpretation. This then involves participating in the 

"communication which the text makes to us" (Linge, 1976, p. xx). 

Breathing With the Topic: Keeping Conversation Alive 

I believe that poems are made of words and the breathing between them: 
That is the medium (Rich, 2001, p. 113). 

Keeping questions open and alive throughout this research study is critical to the 

richness and sustenance of the interpretation. "Questions always bring out the 

undetermined possibilities of a thing" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 375). Questioning is inherent in 

hermeneutic inquiry, and the "essence of the question is to open up possibilities and keep 

them open" (p. 299). In the interpretation of the data, I kept open what experiencing 

Wallace's poetry may mean and its implications for understanding, nursing, and poetry 

and other implications discovered in the process of the research. The dialectic process of 

question and answer is not to validate answers I may have wanted to verify, or to have 

suspicions confirmed, rather the questioning "involves a laying open and holding open of 

possibilities" Linge, 1976, p. xxi). "When Gadamer talks about dialectic, however, it is 

talking about conversation, dialogue; for Gadamer, all genuine dialogue is inherently 

dialectical and, as such, takes on the structure of a game" (Coltman, 1998, p. 52). It is 

essential then to keep the orienting question of unfolding the meaning of Wallace's 

poetry among students and teachers in nursing, for it is the dialectical structure, the 

process of "give and take" that is important for meaningful conversation (p. 54). 

To let a question breathe means to infuse it with other questions; to breathe in 

conversation, and to breathe in the reading of the poetry. The etymology of breathe is to 
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inspire, to breathe something in, thus the life of the question sustains the inspired 

possibilities of understanding an experience of Wallace's poetry in a particular way 

(Hirsbfield, 1997; Hoad, 1996). Thus, hermeneutic inquiry does not focus on what 

actually happens, but the possibility of understanding an experience in a particular way. 

To see possibility is to employ the imagination (Bogden, 1990; Frye, 1963) which 

contrasts seeing through the means of "methodological sterility" (Linge, 1976, p. xxii). 

Imagination also plays an important role in being able to understand others and ourselves 

differently. Kearney (1999) suggested that the "paradigm for the hermeneutic imagination 

is the poetic text that invites us to enter into its otherness and recognize ourselves in it, 

putting ourselves into question, losing ourselves in order to find ourselves" (p. xvi). 

Keeping alive the conversation means dwelling within the possibility of deeper 

understandings coming forth. A "conversational weave" (Bennett, 1991, P. 71) is 

sustained as all the conversations that took place in and outside of the research, are 

thread together, much like the webbed experience of hermeneutics being a final tapestry 

"in which every thread is guided by an unspeakably tender hand, placed beside another 

thread, and held and carried by a hundred others" (Rilke, 1992, p. 23). Attention to the 

fabric of hermeneutic inquiry is an act of threading, for it is not an attempt to search for 

themes or commonalties, rather, it is an "attempt to bring forth general impressions, 

specific and recurring ideas, and perturbing and distinctive resonances, familiarities, and 

echoes" (Monies, 2000, p. 46). 

The Nestling of Hermeneutics and the Topic 

we nestle in each other's lives 
like spoons the touch ofthem 
not quite so solid perhaps 
butjust as definite (Wallace, 1983, p. 63) 
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Hermeneutics is a natural fit for an interdisciplinary study of nursing, education, 

and poetry. Hermeneutics nestles with my topic, like two spoons, so close that it seems 

each takes on the other's shape. Hermeneutics is interdisciplinary given its evolvement 

from its older disciplines of theology and law. Hermeneutics is primarily known as the 

theory and practice of interpreting texts, which is one of the main activities of literary 

studies (Moran, 2002; Palmer, 1969, 1980, 1999). Within the last two decades, 

hermeneutics has become a prevalent research approach within the social sciences 

(Flyvberg, 2001). The interdisciplinary evolvement of hermeneutics as a research 

approach brings a contextual richness and interpretive intimacy to my research that other 

approaches might not. The copious character of hermeneutics simultaneously deepens 

and yields the intersections of poetry, nursing and education and allows for generative 

and haunted readings, as the ghosts of all the disciplines of hermeneutics may be heard in 

the creation of new understandings of a poetic pedagogy. 

In the study of hermeneutics, the topic has something to say about how it will be 

taken up or studied. Hermeneutics is the act of interpreting, which all poems call forth in 

the creation of meaning. "Interpretation in inevitable" (Hoy, 1978, p. 100) in 

understanding the affective arousal of Wallace's poetry among students and professors in 

nursing. It is not the interpretation of the poetry that occupies the topic, but the 

interpretation of the nursing students' experiences of the poetry. 

Wallace's Poetry as Hermeneutic 

Wallace's poetry is deeply hermeneutic, characterized by its narrative form, and her 

teeming use of voice, stories, and conversational tone. At the heart of Wallace's poetry 

are the stories she listened to all her life. She offers stories mostly about the lives of 
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women, and some of men, that are testimonies of the unwritten aspects of their lives 

(Hurlock, 1996). Her writing is about the particulars of place, and the ordinary people 

who live in those places: friends, fanners, lovers, prison guards, and shelter workers. 

Dennis Lee offers a riveting description of Wallace's poetry that rings true, and also 

serves as a testament of why her writing is also so deeply hermeneutic: 

A recent poem may be two, three, even four pages long, packed with narrative 
detail. And it rambles. It's a lopey, loopy canter through domestic vignettes, 
childhood memories, snatches of yarning and yack with women friends, plus 
alternate takes and regressions, all hopscotching through lives and generations 
linked in a rich random tapestry, maybe punctuated by notions picked up from 
neurology or prehistory, with the whole lit up by passages of luminous musings on 
the workaday mystery of being human. (Lee, 1998, p. 104) 

Her poems always begin in the midst of something or somewhere as her plots consist 

mainly of "unresolved middles" (p. 108), and the stories are never really completed once 

and for all. The conversations always break off, just where they should, to be picked up 

by another, at some other point in life. Her poetry is deeply human as it attends to the 

ordinary particulars of the lived experience. There is a voice in her poetry that is 

confessional in tone, leaning closely to us, whispering, gesturing, and sometimes arguing 

"the stubborn argument of the particular, I right now, in the midst of things, I this / and 

this (Wallace, 1987, p. 111). 

"Other Conversations Eager to Begin": Context, Place, and Research Participants 

Context and Place 

Context is a slippery word in hermeneutic inquiry. The etymology of context 

denotes the "connected structure", that context is what comes "before" and "after." 

Context evolved out of the word contezere which means, "weave together" (Hoad, 1996, 

p. 95). My research study becomes what is woven together. I discovered that, although 
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context is integral to this work, so too is place. The place of this research is nursing. The 

context is always shifting, as it is co-created in conversation with both students and 

professors, in nursing. Each person has a different context, a different story, even though 

all are within nursing. 

In this topic, poetry has found another kind of home in nursing, and in poetry 

nursing has found a home. There is a kind of cross-inhabitance occurring, for 

etymologically, habitual is "to introduce the place of occurrence of a species" (Hoad, 

1996, p. 207). The place of the occurrence of poetry is nursing, and even more 

particularly, within the lives of certain students and professors within nursing. There is 

something habitual about the poetry. The occurrence of the species is the habitual 

appearance of Wallace's poetry in the Faculty of Nursing, University of Calgary. 

The Characters That Keep The Story Going 

A story ofyours got this one going 
So I'm sending it back now, changed of course 
(Wallace, 1987, p. 80). 

There was a deliberateness in choosing participants for the study. They are 

characters who keep the story going. I wanted to talk with students and professors in 

nursing who had resonate experiences of Wallace's poetry. I wanted to find and talk with 

students who have been sitting in a nursing class when they first heard Wallace's poetry, 

and were struck in some way by it. I warted to hear the stories of their experiences. 

Finding participants was not difficult. The one common characteristic of the research 

participants is that they are all, in some particular way, affected by Wallace's poetry. 

The research participants varied in age and race, and all are women. I was not 

surprised that they are women given the predominance of women in nursing, and that 
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much of Wallace's poetry is about different women's relationships. However, this is not 

to say that it does not also affect men, as it was a male professor from Educational 

Research who introduced Wallace to the two nursing professors who participated in 

interviews for this study. Each person I spoke with had all, in different ways, formative 

experiences of Wallace's poetry. 

Nancy (Nursing Professor). Nancy is an Assistant Professor in the Faculty of 

Nursing at the University of Calgary. Nancy is a unique research participant as she is also 

a member of the supervisory committee for this research study. She first discovered 

Wallace's poetry in 1996 when she was a graduate student taking a class in Qualitative 

Research in the Faculty of Nursing. A professor from Educational Research was invited 

to her class to give a talk on interpretive inquiry. It was here that she would first hear 

Wallace's poetry as the professor read three poems by Wallace. Nancy was struck by the 

poems. She literally left the class and rushed to the university bookstore to buy any and 

all books of poetry by Wallace she could find. Nancy's experience of Wallace's poetry is 

unique and multidimensional as she first heard the poetry as a student, and now as a 

professor in nursing, continues to read Wallace's poetry to her students. 

Connie (Nursing Professor). Connie is an Associate Professor in the Faculty of Nursing 

at the University of Calgary, and she first encountered Wallace's poetry as a graduate 

student. Connie was taking a graduate class in Interpretive Inquiry in Educational 

Research at the University of Calgary. The professor of this class would occasionally 

read Wallace's poetry aloud in class. It was during this class that Connie first noticed the 

interpretive nature of Wallace's poetry. Connie was also the professor who attended the 

seminar in 1999, in which Adrienne, a doctoral student in nursing, facilitated a seminar 
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on truth and used a short story titled, "Scuba Diver in Repose" by Wallace (1990). 

Connie was there to grade Adrienne, and what happened was Connie herself was marked 

as she witnessed the profound affective arousal of the short story, and now as a professor 

in nursing, continues to use the same short story at the beginning of each term when she 

teaches a graduate level course in nursing. 

Adrienne (Doctoral Student in Nursing). Adrienne is a Ph.D. Candidate in nursing, and 

teaches occasionally in the Faculty of Nursing at the University of Calgary. It was in 

conversation with Adrienne in 1999 that I first learned that Wallace's poetry was 

attracting and affecting people in nursing. Adrienne also offers both Wallace's poetry and 

short stories within her teaching and her own writing. 

Vanessa (Bachelor ofNursing Accelerated Track BNAT); Christine (Bachelor of 

Nursing, Accelerated Track BNAT); and Kate (Masters ofNursing Student). Three 

individual conversations were held with students in nursing: Vanessa and Christine are 

in the Bachelor of Nursing Accelerated Track program at the University of Calgary, 

which means they have previous degrees from other Faculties. Vanessa and Christine 

were in a nursing class where I gave a guest lecture in November 2001 on Wallace's, 

"The Cancer Poems" (See Appendix B). Vanessa and Christine were also in a class in 

January 2002 in which their professor, Nancy, read the poem, "Into The Midst Of It" by 

Wallace (See Appendix A). Both students then wrote about the poem in their on-line 

journal postings as part of their class. 

Kate is in her second year of the Nursing Masters program at the University of 

Calgary. Kate had two different experiences of Wallace's work as she was part of a 
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graduate class that read the short story, "Scuba Diver in Repose" and she was also part of 

a class in which Nancy read the poem, "Into The Midst Of It". 

Graduate Class in Nursing: Barbara (Graduate Student); Jodi (Graduate Student); 

Dheepa (Trinidad Exchange Student); and Norah (Graduate Student). I met with a 

graduate nursing class in "Advanced Study of Biopsychosocial Phenomena: Specialty in 

Family Systems Nursing." There were four women in the class of varying ethnic races 

and age. I came to the class to read three poems from "The Cancer Poems" titled, 

"Diagnosis", "Remission", and "A Stubborn Grace" and then we held a discussion 

afterwards about their experience of hearing and reading Wallace's poetry. 

All interviews and the class discussion were audiotaped. The data gathered for all 

the research involved audiotaped and transcribed interviews with all research 

participants. I transcribed the interviews myself, which allowed for another level of 

interpretation to occur. The act and process of understanding the data was a 

"multidimensional enterprise" (Smith, 1994, p. 156), as I would write immediate 

reflections after the conversations, reflections while transcribing, and the overall 

noticings in reading and re-reading the transcribed text. The hermeneutic circle is used to 

describe the "experience of moving dialectically between the part and the whole" (Koch, 

1996, p. 76). Reading and writing interpretively require that I attend to the vacillating 

connections and the repeated instances that eventually become an idea (Van manen, 

1990). 

The transcribed texts were read individually, as parts, and as whole. Each time I 

read a transcript, and then another, different contexts were created, thus rendering 

different readings. Moules noted (2000) that hermeneutic analysis involves "a repeated, 
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careful, and detailed reading and rereading of all the text, separately and side by side" (p. 

45). The data is webbed and attending to the connections means understanding what 

makes the connections possible within the larger web of data. This allows for a 

generative reading of the data, which contrasts "linear induction because not only do the 

parts lead to an understanding of the whole but there must also be an understanding of the 

whole prior to any examination of the parts" (Weinsheimer, 1991, p. 14). The metaphor 

implies that understanding within this research study has a circular structure (Gallagher, 

1992). Understanding is recursive as particular parts of the research shed light on the 

larger context of the research and vice versa; this "interplay of part and whole in the 

process of interpretation" (p. 104) is one of the major tenets of hermeneutic inquiry. 

Inviting Myself to the Dance: The Role of Researcher within Hermeneutic Inquiry 

In the Torah, the Hebrew, 'to know often used in a sexual context, is not about 
facts but about connections. Knowledge, not as accumulation but as a charge and 
discharge. A release of energy from one site to another. Instead of a hoard of 
certainties, bug-collected, to make me feel secure, I can give up taxonomy and 
invite myself to the dance; the patterns, rhythms, multiplicity, paradoxes, shifts, 
currents, cross-currents, irregularities, irrationalities, geniuses, joints, pivots, 
worked out over time, and through time, to find the lines of thought that still 
transmit. (Winterson, 1998, p. 85) 

A pivotal tenet of my research study is my awareness of how I, as a researcher, 

belong to this topic. Understanding how I belong begins by revisiting the etymology of 

belong. The word itself holds much of the basis of why understanding the relationship of 

myself to this study is important. The prefix "be" includes multiple meanings, but the 

common meaning is that to 'be' is about place, to "dwell, remain" (Hoad, 1996, p. 36). 

The suffix, "long" etymologically, is to "arouse desire; have a yearning desire" (p. 271). 

To belong within the context of this study is paradoxical as there is a need to dwell in a 

place of longing, to be in a place of projected desire, without deciding what that desire 
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means. To further the paradoxical presence of belonging to my topic, belonging requires 

that I let go in order to be able to dwell with the mystery of my longing to understand the 

meaning of Wallace's poetry in nursing. Belonging then is also a kind of falling into this 

mysterious journey, and to be within uncertainty, something Keats offered as the shaping 

quality of great writers. I now think it also shapes great researchers and teachers. 

Negative capability is when one "is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, 

without any irritable reaching after fact and reason" (Keats, 1967, p. 1209). A century 

later and such capacity still fits in research. 

The process of understanding howl belong to my topic is re-positioned with each 

transmutation of my own self-understanding in relationship to my topic. There is a 

"double hermeneutic" (Flyvberg, 2001, p. 33) in the act of interpretation. There is the 

interpretation of the people involved in the research study, and then there is the second 

aspect which involves my own self-interpretation as a researcher. "The researchers' self-

understanding and concepts do not exist in a vacuum, but must be understood in relation 

to this context. Context both determines and is determined by the researcher's self-

understanding" (p. 33). 

I could not anticipate when such changes in self-interpretation would occur, yet 

most often they occurred within the act of writing and interpretation based on my 

conversation with research participants. There is a level of shifting understanding that 

occurs in conversation with research participants, yet in the writing I did following the 

conversations, I would experience textured and ardent understandings. The act of writing 

in philosophical hermeneutics is not just of expression, but is creation. "There is, then, an 

art of writing that comes to the aid of thought, and it is to this that the art of 
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understanding---which affords the same help to what is written----is allied" (Gadamer, 

1989, p. 393). Writing is one of the ways I belong to, and I am connected with my topic. 

Belonging to my topic is not just a philosophical relationship but also an ethical 

one. There is an ethical responsibility beyond interview protocols in this research that 

involves an awareness and tracking of my own transformative positions in relation to my 

topic. There is also the ethical need that my study and this thesis is not all about me, but 

that it is about poetic pedagogy, a research and pedagogy that is multi-voiced. I want my 

research study to be a kind of conversation, the way in which pbronetic research is 

dialogical because it includes, and as such, will be included 

in a polyphony of voices with no one voice, including that of the researcher, 
claiming final authority. Thus, the goal of phronetic research is to produce input 
into the ongoing social dialogue and praxis in a society rather than to generate 
ultimate, unequivocally verified knowledge. (Flyvberg, 2001, p. 139) 

Heightened self-awareness as a researcher is essential for establishing and enhancing 

credibility and dependability in interpretive work (Koch, 1994). The topic requires 

something of me; it requires a sensitive detailed, contingent reading and interpretation of 

its presence (Jardine, 2000). It requires that I be open, and willing, to understand 

differently throughout the process, that my own moral growth (Babbitt, 2001) is equally 

important as the moral and ethical implications of this work. 

There is a Muse at The Door, Will You Let Her In? 

What you risk reveals what you value 
(Winterson, 1987,p. 91). 

Writing my own self-interpretation into understanding is one of the luxuries and 

risks of hermeneutic inquiry. Within hermeneutics, all understanding is self-

understanding, thus with each new understanding something of myself changes, and there 
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is the risk of a loss of self. The risk of losing oneself is an inherent part of hermeneutic 

inquiry, yet there is also the possibility of "the recovery of a sense of self that is different 

than the one with which we begin such inquires" (Jardine, 1998, p. 49). Babbitt (2001) 

furthered this idea of risk by characterizing understanding as involving "moral risk." 

"The moral risk has to do with how I understand myself, and how I can act and be 

understood as a result" (Babbitt, 2001, P. 4). That in letting go of what I know, or as 

Gadamer would purport, to make bare my presuppositions and prejudices, (Gadamer, 

1989)1 risk the ability to return to previous ideas of myself and what I experience as real 

and good (Gadamer, 1986). 

It is in writing that I risk the most because I bare the most. There is a raw, yet 

gentle intimacy that happens in writing, and is required in hermeneutic inquiry. Such 

risks, losses, and recoveries I will thread throughout this study, not so that it becomes 

solely about my subjective interpretations, but rather to show the shift in self-

interpretation through the research process, that then creates a different context for how I 

engaged in conversations with research participants or interpreted data. The act of 

engaging in this research is not only to understand the meaning of a poetic pedagogy for 

nursing students, but it is also to heighten my own awareness of the shifting experience of 

self-understanding. Because understanding happens with something or someone, some of 

my understandings happen, metaphorically, in conversation with a muse. There were nine 

muses in Greek mythology whose role was to delight the gods and inspire poets. "They 

favoured communication and gave birth to dialogue" (Comte, 1994, p. 135). The muse 

becomes the stimulus for my self-dialogue. The threading of conversations begins here as 
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I write about a significant shift in my own understanding of the role of writing poetry as a 

way of sense making within my research. 

Prior to beginning my research interviews, I sat one night and reflected on the 

uncanny connections within this study. I was pondering the habitual kinships of nursing 

students and professors with Wallace's poetry, and how these kinships can be interpreted 

in such a way, that they can be re-interpreted, that meaning is created and not simply 

reported (Smith, 1994). I then returned to Wallace's poetry, to read softly and intently, to 

imagine this reading as my first time, to imagine what it is that resonates with nursing 

students, and to re-imagine my own fierce stirring the first time I read Wallace's work. In 

the midst of reading, I turned a page and it fell loose from the book. I felt saddened at the 

page splitting from its spine, yet the page had been turned and re-turned so many times it 

needed to fall away. In this moment, the kinship of Wallace's poetry and nursing, its 

connections came into a new light. I fumbled for my silver-ringed note book, opened to a 

new page, and felt a surge of researcher elation at what I was about to write. I was going 

to finally express on the page what has been rummaging in my mind as field notes. Pen to 

paper, I started to write. A few lines, and more lines, and then more spaces between 

words, a word on one line, and then a drop to the next line as if to ask the reader to hold 

that word longer, to feel the descent of movement from one line to the next, wanting to 

mimic in form what I was experiencing in my making sense of an idea. Time passed, and 

when I looked at what I had written, I realized that it was not the tight, compact, 

sometimes wandering thoughts ofjournal or field notes. It was a poem. I was excited 

with a writer's urgency to have written something poetic, yet I immediately thought I 
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would tuck this poem into my poetry manuscript folder and re-visit it again when my 

study was complete. What was rendered in this event was the following poem: 

That Page in Place 

I put my first bit of tape on your spine tonight, Wallace, 
page 41 
a poem called "Woman at the Next" 
that first time of needing to tape a page back into its place is monumental 
don't you think? 
I think you would agree if you were here. 
That holding in, a keeping together 
with just enough faith and fate 
putting that page back into its place, 
it doesn't fit perfectly any more 
the pimpled spine keeps pushing through years of corn yellow glue 
a worn page too, you see, makes for a not-so-perfect, but still, 
perfect fit. 

This taping together is really a ritual 
a spot in time, 
to mark that this page has been turned and carried and passed 
and read with thumbs and memories 
in offices and classrooms 
read on patios at parties with women whose children also gather to sort-of listen, 
all the while still working out the sentiment of this moment 
perhaps for the rest of their lives. 

Tape to hold that page in place, 
a rescuing of sorts 
so the book can bear more reads 
it's worn now 
these things wear out 
only to be worn in a different way 
through much of what we are willing to bear again. 
I think I'll take this newly fitted page in this tired book 
back into my hands 
to turn and turn 
until time holds again 
to tape another page 
back to its spine. 

The event of writing this poem lingered for a few days in an unsettled way. I began 

to realize that my unsettledness was rising from my own participation in widening the 
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cleft between poetry and pedagogy. I did not think that the two should inform each other. 

Ironically, in my research I am interpreting the experience of poetry as a unique and 

valuable pedagogic experience for students studying within a dominant scientific 

paradigm. What I began to understand differently now was that writing poetry is a way of 

making sense of my study; it is a part of the research (Richardson, 1993). Through 

writing the poem as a sense making process, I experienced the initial, yet inherited 

impulse to move poetry away from the process of understanding. I learned that by 

intending to write in an expected academic (non-poetic) fashion, I momentarily embodied 

the dilemma that makes my research possible. 

Serendipitously, I was reading a book of essays by Di Brandt, (1996) a poet, 

essayist, and Ph.D. graduate around the time of my evening of self-understanding. In one 

of the essays, she confessed that while writing her dissertation, she had kept her poetry 

writing separate. In fact, she described the experience as pushing the poetic "muse" out of 

the room and keeping her locked out until she was finished writing her thesis. She 

described an experience of how, when writing her dissertation she would work out 

dilemmas of thought by writing a poem: 

I was in the throes of finishing my dissertation and every time I came upon a 
particular knot in the argument I wrote a poem to resolve it. This was great for the 
poems but it was lousy for the dissertation. So I made a deal with the "little poet," 
my little tyrant muse figure. I said, listen, I know I've promised never to send you 
away, or stop listening to you, again, but this is really important. (Brandt, 1996, p. 
120) 

The same familiar desire for separateness that Brandt experienced, echoed my own 

reconciliation of writing poetry as a way of working out the "knots." Brandt's desire, like 

my own, to have the critical academic writing on one side of the door and the poetry on 

the other, is enacting the very practice of dichotomous thinking that my study is trying to 
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contest. Brandt talked and wrote often about her desire and ability to "pop out" both 

poetry and critical writing as the same time and that she, too, felt "compelled to hold 

these things together, dialogically, instead of hierarchally. Body and mind" (Brandt, 

1996, p. 115). 

Interestingly, despite all the yelling Brandt claims the muse did remain outside the 

door, she did not let the muse in until she finished her dissertation. Here Brandt and I 

differ. I am letting the muse in while writing my thesis. I need the muse. By letting her in, 

I am honouring that poetry is not only what I am writing about, but is also how I write. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

LETTING THE MUSE IN AND FINDING OURSELVES 

Even those women we dread 
sitting next to on buses or trains, 
their bodies swelling with messy secrets, 
the odour of complaint on their breath, 
maybe prophets. Whether we listen or not 
won't stop them from telling 
our story in their own. 
(Wallace, 1987, p. 80) 

I was surprised when I let her in, at the muse that is. You would expect something 

like an eternally young woman, .a lily-like Keatsian muse, in which her long golden hair 

caresses her figure, her bands waving in cadence, her feet made of light. My muse is the 

kind that swells with "messy secrets" that are yearning to be whispered, stories to be told 

and heard. Her presence as a frayed and historically laden muse is still to inspire learning 

and conversation, to appear as needed for this continued interpretation of the experience 

of poetry for nursing students. 

I am going to ask you now to join me in imagining a story. I am not a nurse, or a 

nursing student. I have not been in the midst of nursing class when Wallace's poetry is 

unexpectedly read. I can only imagine it, so I will ask you to do this. Imagine you are 

Christine, the young woman in her mid-twenties in the accelerated track nursing program, 

with a previous degree in literature and philosophy. Or perhaps you are Kate, the first 

year Masters nursing student who had been a practicing nurse and has now returned to 

graduate school. Or perhaps you are Vanessa, a woman in the accelerated track nursing 

program, approaching mid-life who left her career as cartographer to study nursing. 

Whoever you are, imagine you are she sitting in a nursing class. You are in a class 

called "Family Labs", which involves the study and development of skills to work with 
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families. Family Labs, within the context of nursing, howls with contradictions. The 

crown this class wears is oxymoronic. The word "family" is a chest of ghosts. It is a word 

that denotes people living together, related in some way: blood or not, flesh or not, but 

living and dwelling in a deep kinship. Family can mean many things from a complex and 

traumatic web of relationships we try to cut ourselves out of, to a webbed lineage that 

helps us belong in the world. "Lab" in its current definition is a "room or building used 

for scientific experiments and research (Hoad, 1996, p. 408). In tracing the history of the 

word lab, its affinity with "labour" is found. Lab grew out of labour, and labour into 

laboratory. In the etymology of labour, we come face to face with its meanings of 

"toil.. .exertion; suffering"; it is the "burden under which one staggers" (p. 25). Within 

the context of this nursing class, the idea of suffering and being under the burden may be 

interpreted in many different ways. Perhaps the burden is the humanness of human 

sciences suffering under the burden of science. Perhaps it is a silence, an unspoken 

yearning filling this classroom to understand how the question of validity applies in a 

profession that works with the invalid (Jardine, 2000). 

Now, imagine it is near the end of the term, and you have almost completed your 

work in Family Labs. You have new understandings of relationships, families, and 

systems of care. You may be thinking ahead to your next class in anatomy, or quiver with 

the anxious need to understand the discourse of charting and labs.. Without warning or 

notice, you are ushered out of the class in a different way than you expected. Nancy, your 

nursing professor, pierces the restless climate of an end of term nursing class as she 

announces she would like to read something to the class. You see her slowly draw out a 

few sheets of white paper from her tattered leather bag, slip her glasses on, pause, and 
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look momentary at all of you. It feels like hours with which she is looking at you. She 

smiles intently, and says she would like to read you a poem. You can tell by the way she 

smiles, the way she holds words now, and the full breath she takes before she gently 

caresses and lets loose the first word, that there is something different about what she is 

about to read. 

You hear the title of the poem. "Into The Midst Of It" and you feel p1z7led, but you 

still listen. She reads the first few lines: "You'll take a map, of course and keep it / open 

in front of you on the dashboard, though it won't help." Suddenly your puzzledness 

becomes a near dis-orientation. You wonder why a poem is being read in a nursing class, 

here and now. You think, why now, at the end of the class term. Especially, at the end of 

the term, you should have your map, that will guide you, direct you where to go in the 

study of nursing, direct you in how to work with people. Now, Nancy is reading this 

poem, and it has an affect. It seems to be a way of reading the entire Family Labs back to 

you differently. This budding realization opens like a slant of light slicing out from a 

cracked door. In this sliver of light, you begin to see that what you are entering, as a 

student and nurse to be, may not just require a confidence in and knowledge of a map, but 

that you may need something else to get you through. Coming face to face with this 

poem, surprisingly, here in this class, you are opened into something else. What you 

were really expecting was simply the neat wrapping up of an end of term nursing class. 

Rather, a whole new adventure begins here. 

The Curves That Happen Without Warning: The Adventure of a Poetic Encounter 

What you're lookingfor are the narrower, 
unpaved roads that have become 
the country they travel over, dreamlike 
as the spare farms you catch 
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in the corner ofyour eye, 
only to lose them 
when you turn your head. The curves 
that happen without warning 
like a change of heart, 
as if, after all these journeys, 
the road were still feeling 
its way through 
(Wallace, 1985, p. 20) 

In my conversations with Christine, Vanessa, and Kate, all of them at some point in 

the conversation recalled and reflected on the poem, "Into The Midst Of It" that was read 

to them in one of their nursing classes. Christine and Vanessa were in the same class in 

which Nancy read some of Wallace's poetry to them. Kate was in a different graduate 

class taught by Nancy the first time she heard the poem. Yet, all of the women remarked 

that they initially felt surprised that poetry was being read within nursing, which for them 

had been dominated by a scientific discourse. When they first heard the poem by 

Wallace, they were not surprised by who delivered the poems, but rather that poems were 

being delivered in nursing. 

Christine's Surprise 

In my conversation with Christine, she talked considerably about her feelings of 

surprise; a surprise that initiated the event of experiencing Wallace's poetry. Wallace's 

poetry is "an event that 'appropriates us' into itself. It jolts us, it knocks us over..." 

(Gadamer, 2001, p. 71). Christine described in our interview, that she was "jarred" out of 

her current reality of nursing, reminding me of what Gadamer describes as the "jolt", that 

would yield Christine's adventure of understanding. The surprise she experienced in 

Wallace's poetry being presented in a nursing class, is created through her presupposition 
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that poetry as art, was something that did not enter into a nursing curriculum that was 

primarily scientific: 

Debb: Did it surprise you that there was poetry in the class? 

Christine: I guess I was surprised because the focus up until then had been science. 
And it was our first year, so we were just learning the basics.. .how to give a bed 
bath, how to chart, you know do all these skills. That it wasn't yet to the point 
where we contemplated nursing as a discipline, as a scholarly activity. 

It is the surprise of the poetry, the unexpected event that catches Christine, stirs her, and 

sends her on an adventure that breaks from the "customary" curriculum of nursing, as the 

event of the poetry becomes a kind of adventure: 

• . .[that] interrupts the customary course of events, but is positively and significantly 
related to the context which it interrupts. Thus an adventure lets life be felt as a 
whole, in its breadth and in its strength. Here lies the fascination of an adventure. It 
removes the conditions and obligations of everyday life. It ventures out into the 
uncertain. (Gadamer, 1989, p. 69) 

Although the adventure is exceptional, it is possible because of its relationship to nursing. 

The possibility of a meaningful adventure is hinged on returning to the everyday 

curriculum of nursing (kisser, 1997). "Thus the adventure is 'undergone,' like a test or 

trial from which one emerges enriched and more mature" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 69). 

Christine and I continued to talk further about her understandings after she experienced 

the surprise of poetry in nursing: 

Debb: Does poetry help you to understand nursing? 

Christine: It helped me to remember, to put myself outside of nursing, and to look at 
it from a more human way. It took me out of the role of nurse, and lets me look at 
nursing as a different sort of thing.. .do you know what I mean? When I came into 
nursing I thought all about the intersubjectivity of nursing and howl could come to 
know another person's reality, and that's why I wanted to go into nursing, so I 
could really get to know you as a person and work from your worldview. And then 
once you get into nursing it gets really routine, and you are doing stuff over and 
over again, but the poems help you to remember.. .the poems, jar you out of your 
familiar routine. 
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Debb: In a way, do they remind you of why you came to nursing? 

Christine: Ya, exactly. 

Christine: Because within poetry there are multiple meanings, and just seeing those 
multiple meanings, whether or not they have to do with nursing, but just 
recognizing that there are multiple meanings throughout the world, gives 
you.. .reminds you that there are multiple meanings in nursing. And you think, "oh 
ya, there's that other thing I was thinking about." Even though they are not directly 
the same. That conflict reminds you that there are all kinds of other views. Does 
that make sense? 

Christine's encounter with the poetry is an adventure that returned her to her own 

life. It is the very power of Wallace's poetry that "suddenly tears the person experiencing 

it out of the context of his/her life, and yet relates him/her back to the whole of his/her 

existence" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 70). Christine noted that the poetry helped her to put 

herself outside of nursing. Poetry has something to say to those who encounter it. If the 

poetry can say something to us, it is confronting us with ourselves. "That is, [the poetry] 

expresses something in such a way that what is said is like a discovery, a disclosure of 

something previously concealed. The element of surprise is based on this" (Gadamer, 

1976, p. 101). 

Christine can now see herself and nursing in a different way. Ironically, she spoke 

in the interview of how she now sees nursing in a "more human way", that the poetry 

enables a more humanistic rendering of nursing. Nursing can become flattened over time 

with its standardized routine ways, and for Christine, the poetry, did "jar" her out of the 

"routine" of nursing. Greene (1973) wrote about a breaking that occurs in an experience 

with art, and that through this, we begin to see experiences and ourselves in different 

ways. There is a breaking from the current understanding and routine of nursing for 

Christine in order for her to move out beyond where she is. Through the surprise and the 
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adventure of the poetry, Christine is reminded of why she wanted to become a nurse. The 

context of nursing resounds again. She begins to see herself and her course of study in a 

different way, again. 

The adventure of Christine's encounter with Wallace's poetry included a kind of 

remembering, a recovering of herself as she returned to what she once knew, but also 

knows differently now. It is also a genuine experience that "connotes a sense of 

adventure" (Field & Latta, 2000, p. 889). Her jarring out of the "routine" study of 

nursing, also required that she return back to her desire to study it, as the adventure of 

seeing nursing in a different way was taken out of the continuity of her experiences of it 

thus far, yet at the same time related to the whole of her own life. It is this very idea of 

the adventure, the enriched learning and the way it is preserved and dissolved back into 

Christine's life that begins to create a poetic pedagogy. As she noted, the poetry helped 

her "to remember", it helped her remember why she wanted to study nursing, what is 

meaningful and personal about the profession to her. Through the adventure of poetics, 

Christine remembered what was important to her about nursing. 

The experience of the poetry became a part of her learning, which she then returned 

with into the whole of her life. The movement of understanding is continually negotiated 

from "the whole to the part and back to the whole" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 291). It is the 

unity of the particular and temporal moments, as in this case, of Christine's encounter 

with Wallace's poetry that are both temporal and transcendent. Christine's experience 

was grounded in the particulars of Wallace's poem being read in the midst of  particular 

class in nursing that took her, "outside of nursing." She re-entered nursing with the 

reminders of herself and what is important about nursing care to her. She unified this 
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particular experience with the whole of her life. This "harmony of all the details with the 

whole" is true understanding (Gadamer, 1989). 

Loving the Surprise Perfectly: The Poetry "Feels Like It Is Yours" 

Not often does poetry convince us that it not only needed to be written, but also that 

it needed to be read Wallace's poetry does this; she is one of these poets (Hurlock, 

1996). In my interview with Nancy, the nursing professor who read, "Into The Midst Of 

It" to her nursing students, she talked about her inexplicable need to read the poem to her 

class: 

Nancy: I kept using it [the poetry] in a couple different classes, not terribly aware of 
the effects that it had, but really just finding, that I need to read it. I don't know 
what that's about. I think I wanted to see other people as moved by it as I was. Last 
year, I taught a group of BNAT, which is a Bachelor of Nursing Accelerated Track. 
Now, here's a remarkable kind of unusual situation, because they all have prior 
degrees, many of them have graduate degrees, so they are kind of the 'crème de la 
crème' of nursing students, older for the most part, more mature. Some experience 
around learning in a different way. And I was doing Family Skills Labs with them, 
and ended up reading.. .1 read a couple of these poems throughout from The 
Stubborn Particulars of Grace and then I read them, at the very end, "Into The 
Midst of If'.. .."you'll take a map of course" and, the reason that I read that is 
because here we were giving them an assessment model of how you can assess 
families, the Calgary Family Assessment Model, but I wanted them to understand 
that it was only a map, and that it wasn't "the" truth and that it can only show you 
partly where to go with families, and partly where not to go. There was a couple of 
responses to the maps.. .those students really responded. See, we were doing that 
course that you had to post perceptions on WEB CT, as part of their assignment. 
And I was getting all these writings about it and what they were reacting to was the 
poems. 

Nancy's need to read these poems had an affect on some of the students. Not all of the 

students, but some, like the students, Christine and Vanessa who posted responses to, and 

reflections of, the poetry in their on-line journals. It is compelling and mysterious that 

Nancy's need and yearning to read the poems is without explanation. The surprise of 

meaning that happens in Nancy's need to read Wallace's poetry, is as equally important 
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as the surprise in meaning found when one experiences the poetry. There is an intimacy 

with which the poetry affects and dwells, yet, it "touches us at the same time in enigmatic 

fashion, a shattering and a demolition of the familiar" (Gadamer, 1976, P. 104). 

In our interview, Nancy spoke about her sense of surprise with Wallace's work, a 

surprise not yielded from poetry's uncanny presence in nursing. Rather, her surprise is 

yielded by the fierce resonance of how the poetry affects her. Nancy reflects on the first 

time she heard the poem, "Particulars" and the following stanza of that poem, which 

moves her physically each and every time she hears and reads it: 

To begin to see, a little, 
what they taught me 
of themselves, their place 
among the living and the dead, 
thanksgiving and the practical 
particulars of grace, and to accept it, 
slowly, almost grudgingly, 
to come downstairs this morning 
as the paper slaps 
the front porch, look up, catch 
the paper girl with her walkman on 
dancing down the street, red tights, 
jean jacket, blonde hair, making me 
love her, perfectly for ten seconds, 
long enough to call out 
all my other loves, locate each one 
precisely, as I could this house 
on a city map or the day I found 
my son, swimming within me. 
(Wallace, 1987, pp. 110-111) 

Nancy: And, when I read that part of the son swimming within me, when I think 
about it now, I don't think I have ever read it without having to touch my heart. 
Touch my chest, like, am I going to get through this one? Because that's just it, it's 
an incredible experience to discover that you have a human being swimming within 
you. But the way she pops that in there, about seeing the beauty of a girl in red 
tights. It catches you off guard a bit. You didn't know that was coming. She gets at 
that mundane, this kind of day today, you know, happening. Then all of a sudden, 
something profound sneaks in, and kind of takes you, it sweeps you off your feet. 
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You didn't expect that she was going to recall for me the day that I discovered I was 
pregnant. Like she knew it, and I didn't. 

Debb: So there is that unexpected surprise, taken aback.. .but is there a familiarness 
to it though? 

Nancy: Ya! It's like somehow, somebody you never knew, somebody who is dead, 
knew something about you before it even happened. She would have written this 
before I found my son swimming within me. So, of course, one would say it's a 
common experience, you could put it down to, it's about a familiar 
experience.. .people can recognize themselves in it, but that's not what it feels like 
when you are reading it. It feels like it is yours. 

Nancy reaches for her chest every time she reads, "Particulars." She is swept off her feet, 

as if unable to resist where the poetry is taking her. Nancy attempts to hold something, 

the way in which she reaches for her chest, to quell the ecstasy and ache that she feels. 

Perhaps she is holding what it is we live among and do not notice, until it is given shape 

and presence; a world coming forth in language (Gadamer, 1989). The poetry gets at 

Nancy because it "grabs" her formidably, tightly and accurately, that what is shown in the 

language of the poem, belongs to Nancy, as she claims, that it feels like the experience in 

and evoked by the poem, is hers. 

Like Christine's experience of the poetry, and for Nancy, it is not about recognizing 

herself in the poetry; rather it becomes a way of recognizing herself that is different than 

any other way. It is the particulars within the poem that speak to Nancy, the ordinary yet 

magical moment of realizing that her son is swimming within her. The recognition of this 

particular is a valuing of it. It is the prioritizing of the particular (Nussbaum, 1990). 

Nancy's recognition carries a familiarity, yet there is the sense of newness being created 

each and every time she reads this poem and others. It is as if something in her is let 

loose, but at the same time becomes rooted. The poetry, 
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• . .puts down its roots into the deepest hiding places of our nature and that its action 
is akin to the action of certain delving plants, comfrey for instance, whose roots can 
penetrate far into the subsoil and unlock nutrients that would otherwise lie out of 
the reach of shallower bedded plants. (Winterson, 1997, p. 35) 

As for Nancy, she promises to me, and herself, to keep reading Wallace's poetry to 

nursing students. She has faith in its profound ability to continually affect students: 

Nancy: I don't have enough experience of knowing their reaction, but I trust it 
enough that I am going to read it anyway. I want them to hear that. And even if it 
stops them in their tracks, and says, what the heck is she doing reading poetry in 
class, and maybe they will go back to it another time.. .maybe it won't be that 
poem.. .maybe it will be something else. I want them to know that that's just as 
important for them to hear in class as it is about whether or not, you know, what the 
lab values. 

This faith in reading the poetry, that something will happen, now or later for the students 

is a faith in teaching and aesthetic experience. Nancy will keep giving the poetry for the 

possibility that students will generate "new ways of effecting connections, new patterns 

of meaningfulness" (Greene, 1980, p. 22), and decipher their own openings, to become 

finely aware of what moves them, and what brushes up against their boundaries. 

Kate 's Surprise 

The etymology of surprise points to the ways in which it shows up in Christine and 

Nancy's experience, such as the swift and unexpected nature of the encounters with the 

poems. In medieval Literature and Latin, surprise means to "seize" and to "affect with 

surprise" (Hoad, 1996, p. 475). The Latin roots of surprise are present in the varying 

experiences of surprise found in Nancy and Christine's encounters with Wallace's poetry. 

The surprise means different things, yet the surprise seemed to seize them, in one way or 

another. They were affected because of what the surprise opened, and the affect became 

part of a meaningful experience with the poetry. 
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For Kate, a student in the second year of the Master of Nursing program, the 

surprise of the poetry was made possible partly because she herself is a poet and a nurse, 

and because she has kept these two parts of herself separate. Her surprise was made 

possible by discovering Wallace's poetry, as Kate had never encountered Wallace's 

work. She is not surprised that Wallace's poetry fits with nursing, yet Kate was surprised 

at the degree of stirring the poetry generated within her. The following excerpt from my 

interview with Kate happened within the first few minutes of the interview, as she shared 

with me her memory of hearing Nancy read Wallace's poetry in class: 

Debb: Were you surprised? 

Kate: Yes, I was surprised actually. Because I never tell anybody that I write 
poetry.. .well, I tell people, but not related to nursing. Like, I dont share that with 
people. 

Debb: How come? 

Kate: You know first of all it really just doesn't come up. Because you go to work 
and you have twelve hours ahead of you, and basically everyone is scheduled. And, 
we tell stories all the time, and we laugh, and I think a lot of what we do is very 
narrative, and a lot of story-telling, but, umm. ..  it's very fast paced, not necessarily 
respecting a story in the middle of it, and I think nursing is very hands on and 
practical based, where is poetry is sometimes more, it's a bit slower. 

Kate: The writing of it, but even the reading of it, the savouring of it. You know, 
the kinds of ideas that it brings up. 

Debb: Has it ever helped you make sense of nursing in a different way? 

Kate: For me it does, oh ya, definitely. Some things I write about are around work 
and some of things aren't, but umm. .. I've been actually doing some reading, I'm 
writing a paper for school and it's just really influencing my thinking around some 
of the work I am doing here with families. She is a family therapist in New Zealand 
and she really believes that part of our responsibility of, you know as professionals, 
or people entering into therapeutic relationships is to try and understand a broader 
experience of people, of experience of humanity, and a part of the way she wrote 
about that, and how she does that in her own life is to read and appreciate literature, 
and see films, and art, and poetry, and that is part of what she believes is what 
makes her more a more ethical practitioner, and that really resonated for me 
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because I just never really thought when I entered into graduate studies, I never 
really thought poetry, or writing and nursing would really be together in any way. I 
was surprised by that actually. 

Debb: I was surprised too when I discovered this topic. 

Kate: And even when I look back on my undergraduate program, I actually still 
have a text book, that is poetry and literature related to nursing.. .and so, I'm 
surprised that I never took that further in any way, but I didn't at the time although 
I still like that textbook, and I still have it. 

I think part of the reason, I thought perhaps, that the two were not compatible, or 
that they didn't share the same space in my life is just around.. .1 say this 
with.. .behind this is a love for nursing, and a respect for my colleagues, 
that.. .nursing can at the same time, in every way that they create space and open 
space for new ideas, they also shut down space and close off ideas for people. 
Especially when, I think, when people are in an institution for a long time or, see 
one type of clientele, and become disillusioned in some way around the health care 
system, or with, people, their clients that don't, that they don't see responding. But 
people, I guess, in any profession, people can be open and they can be closed. And, 
I guess often it's easier to have more of a kind of.. .our society supports more of an 
objective scientific view, and nursing is very easily pulled into the medical 
biological model, and you now, some of that is necessary knowledge and some of it 
is kind of negates or neglects working with other people. 

Debb: So then, Wallace's poetry is being used in the Nursing Faculty, does that 
surprise you at all? 

Kate: No, that doesn't surprise me, particularly because of her style of writing, and 
the kind of stories she has to tell, some of them are around illness, and also, I think 
perhaps because she is a woman, I mean nursing is predominantly women, and that 
it is very narrative, and particular, and I think that, I mean I am biased because my 
own interest is in more of a qualitative relationship with nursing and people, and so 
I enjoy stories about particular experiences, or particular ideas that people have. 

Debb: So you were drawn to that aspect of her poetry, and do you remember.. .any 
parts of the poetry resonate with you? 

Kate: I'm trying to remember, because it would have been a year ago, so it's hard 
for me to recall exact emotions around it. I think initially what I experienced was 
surprise, a pleasant surprise. Actually I had never heard her work before then, and 
then after that I actually went to the library and ordered up all her books. And, I did 
read quite a few of her books of poetry during that term, just on my own. So, I 
mean it did stir something in me, it did resonate. And, now I have to do it again, 
because I didn't photocopy any of it, and I thought, oh I'll just get them at the 
bookstore, and then I realized I can't get any of the books. 
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Even though Kate was a poet and a nurse, she still believed that poetry and nursing 

occupied separate spaces, and she was surprised to find them together in her graduate 

work. She spoke of how nursing is "pulled into the medical biological model" and, in 

doing this, something of nursing gets covered up. The poetics of nursing becomes 

silenced. Kate's surprise in hearing Wallace's poetry in nursing emerged from that 

silence and spoke to Kate in ways that surprised and stirred her because Kate was living 

and learning through dichotomized ways of seeing. Her experience of Wallace's poetry 

challenges this. Students would often ask me if Wallace was a nurse, thinking she might 

have been a nurse to write so deeply about the particulars of nursing. Wallace was not a 

nurse. But she nursed her writing; she tended to it by writing about relationships, the 

ordinary and particular moments that happen in relationships that can change a 'life for 

keeps.' She wrote of illness, friendships, lovers splitting, loss, violence, shelters, prisons, 

and gardens. My hope is that Kate, as a poet and a nurse, will see the poetry in nursing, 

and the nursing in poetry. 

Finding and Losing Maps: Remembering Where, We Are and Why 

The nursing students I interviewed, Vanessa, Christine, and Kate, all poignantly. 

remembered their experience of hearing the poem, "Into The 'Midst Of It". They 

remembered the poignancy of experiencing the poem, and it is important to note that at 

the time of our interviews, it had been a year since all three women first heard the poem, 

"Into The Midst Of It." Encountering the poetry is an interpretive experience that 

involves and invokes memory, and personal history, while simultaneously creating new 

meaning. Vanessa, Christine, and Kate's encounters with the poems have dissolved into 

their understanding in such a way that they can call up the memory of their encounter, 
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differently then from the first time they encountered it. Such ventures in returning and 

recovery create meaning through the dialectic movement between past and present. This 

also occurred for Nancy and Connie, the two women, who are now nursing professors, as 

their first hearing of the poems was during their graduate studies, and since then the 

poems have remained with them. Both Nancy and Connie remember hearing Wallace's 

poems for the first time, yet do not remember much of the content of the class. 

"The One That Stayed With Me ": Connie and Wallace 

In my interview with Connie, she described why she remembers what she calls "a 

striking kind of experience": 

Debb: I was wondering how you discovered Bronwen Wallace's work? 

Connie: Actually, I remember it well, because it was David Jardine's Interpretive 
Research class, back in about 96 maybe.. .that he brought in Bronwen's writing, of 
course he loved her work, and has probably everything she has written, and he 
brought it into class and there was a reading of The Stubborn Particulars of Grace 
and he read to us, and I haven't been a person who has read a lot of poetry and 
prose, I recognized it as s000 ... interpretive. . .and I mean I'm sure that's why he 
brought it to class,. .that it's about speaking to the everyday of experiences that you 
could recognize.. .and that... .she was pointing to things, she was pointing to 
particular things in the midst of the ordinary stuff, and it was just kind of an eye-
opener for me as a way to enter into writing interpretively, and thinking 
interpretively about the world, like the way that she,. .she noticed things that 
showed up in her writing in a different way than some of the phenomenological 
writing in nursing. 

Debb: So, were you a student? 

Connie: Ya it was during my doctoral studies. 

Debb: So you were a student in a class, and then he came in and read some of the 
poems... 

Connie: And, for me, it was an eye-opener about, not only interpretive writing, but 
almost to see her thinking in a different way about.., about.. .those ordinary 
everyday things ... she was shedding different kinds of light on it. 
Anyway, so that was my introduction. 
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Debb: So you got all of that out of the class? [laughter] 

Connie: Well, no, that is a good point because it was a striking kind of experience, 
that I recognized something is different, and it may be that some of this has just 
kind of played out over collecting a few of her books overtime, and then I read 
pieces that I really loved, and I found them really helpful to take up in my own 

teaching. 

Connie: I don't remember a single other piece, you know, reading from that class 
that stood out in the same way.. .that's the only piece I remember as.. .I'm sure we 
read other things, we did.. .but that was the one that really stayed with me as 
different. 

The poetry was the only piece that "stayed" with Connie from her class in Interpretive 

Inquiry; it remains with her because she recognized it as "different." There was 

something about the way Wallace pointed to the ordinary things in her poetry that Connie 

was drawn to. At the time of the "striking kind of experience", Connie did not yet fully 

understand the intense resonance of the poetry. Because the poetry has stayed with her, 

she has continued to offer it in various ways throughout her teaching and writing. A 

hermeneutic circle of meaning is possible for Connie, because the poetry "as such still 

speaks to us in an individual way as the same work, even in repeated and different 

encounters with it" (Gadamer, 1986, p. 29). With each return and remembering of the 

first encounter with Wallace's poetry, it becomes different, as the meanings of it are long-

fused with the whole of Connie's being. 

A Cartographer Throws Her Map Away 

"Remarkable, memorable" were words Vanessa, calmly yet, intuitively folded into 

our interview as she described her initial encounter with Wallace's poetry. Vanessa, who 

had left her career as a cartographer to study nursing, was "reminded" of why she took 

this risk of leaving her settled career to start an entirely new one. The poem re-affirmed 

for her why she chose nursing, and she was able to link her own experiences of map-
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making and nursing together in ways that were unimaginable to her before. We talked 

about her experience of hearing the poem, "Into The Midst Of It": 

Vanessa: Here I am, the geographer and here [Nancy] was talking about [a] map. 
That's what I did, I made maps for.. .1 was a cartographer ... so for me it was like 

.it seemed like the perfect fit, because in the midst.. .1 can't remember all the 
poem.. .but, I come off my paper maps, and you know, you never get into the 
human feeling side of the things when you are mapping the new road through the 
forest type of thing.. .but I'll just pop off and have a look. 

Debb: How did [Nancy] introduce the poem in class? 

Vanessa: It was our last class I think. I think it was our last lab together.. .and I 
think it was almost like the termination of our time together as a class. It was near 
the end I think.., from what I recall.. .we had to post journals every week, we had to 
respond to other people's writing, I think we had to write five of our own and we 
had to respond to so many ... which is an interesting way of doing it. And multiple 
people, they had responded to the same one. 

Debb: My guess too is that she read the poem aloud.. .Did you have any sort of 
immediate impressions..? 

Vanessa: Well I think that was tweaked (mapping), but the initial, you know, 
everybody was sitting there absolutely enthralled, and I think it really touched your, 
you know, once again, back to the why are you here sort of thing, then that one 
line, tweaked for me. 

Debb: It sounds like to me it provoked some other thoughts, helped you think about 
nursing in a different way? 

Vanessa: I think it helped put my thoughts in perspective. I've gone from the 
scientific side; you know, I've crossed over the line into a, you know, dealing with 
people pretty intimately.. .both physically and mentally. And, so, it's like a 
major-for me I should put that up on the wall, it was such a perfect poem for me. It 
was all like a huge change for me, but I have gone off the map, and you know.. .it 
was a huge move... 

Debb: Do you think you would have thought about it that way, if you would have 
not heard the poem.. 

Vanessa: Nope. For me it was beautiful, because you know, I wish I had thought of 
that [the poem] 
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The poem was "perfect" for Vanessa, as if Wallace wrote it for her. "It was beautiful." 

The poem is about many things, yet centrally it is about having your map ready, to guide 

you through a landscape, yet once you start to travel, the map is really quite powerless. 

When Vanessa left her career as a cartographer, as she poetically mentioned in our 

interview, she had "gone off her map", to draw a new map in nursing. Vanessa's 

experience with Wallace's poetry created a different self-understanding for her. She 

mentioned repeatedly how the poem was a perfect fit for her, it became an emblem of 

words of a language she did not know yet, but was feeling. The metaphor of a map 

created an immediate sense of intimacy between Vanessa and the poem. This intimacy 

creates a rich and deep pedagogic experience, an intimacy that yields new meanings. 

Vanessa encountered herself in the experience of the poetry, which in part, is how 

poetic pedagogy is created. The poetry was speaking to Vanessa, and it had something to 

say. Similar to the experience Christine had with the poem, Vanessa too was reminded of 

why she chose to study nursing. Vanessa is unable to name what it is the poetry 

"touches" as she notes, "I think it really touched your, you know, once again, back to the 

why you here sort of thing." The poetry aroused and re-awakened her desire for nursing, 

and in doing so, awakened herself, and why she chooses what she does as premised on 

her beliefs. What is said is created out of the intersections of Vanessa's experience, the 

content of the poem, and the place and temporal context within which the poem is 

encountered. 

I wonder why Vanessa and Christine seem to forget themselves in nursing? Their 

original desire for nursing seemed to become lost within the study of it. Their experiences 

of the poetry re-awakened why they chose to study nursing, it redefined them by pushing 
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at their boundaries, shattering the "palings that guard [their] heart. Strong texts work 

along the borders of our minds and alter what already exists" (Winterson, 1997, p. 26). 

Their experiences with Wallace's poetry not only help them remember why they chose to 

study nursing, and what is important about it, but also redefines them as they continue on 

through their nursing studies. 

The Rise of Bildung: Becoming Who We Are 

Just as I dance on a Saturday afternoon 
in an empty house, for hours sometimes, 
all the selves Jam ambiguous 
and incomplete, as always, 
as the same old rhythms rise 
and change and relocate themselves, 
keeping it up, keeping on 
for as long as I do. 
(Wallace, 1987, p. 109) 

Early in Truth and Method, Gadamer writes about the "guiding concepts of 

humanism" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 10). Among these concepts, one in particular holds 

special relevance and import in this research study. The guiding concept of "Bildung 

(culture)" has a laden history, yet Hegel's interpretation of Bildung, which moves it into 

the realm of "educating or cultivating oneself' (p. 10) is most relevant to my study. Thus, 

the rise of the word Bildung takes on a different shape most similar to its Latin 

equivalent, which is formation, similar to the related word, "form" in English. Formation 

then becomes a way of describing the process of becoming. Within hermeneutic 

understanding, we are always becoming who we are, as each new understanding shapes 

us differently and dissolves into who we are. Bildung involves a kind of learning that 

does not separate understanding from application to oneself. Experiencing poetry enables 

the cultivation of a person through on-going understanding; learning becomes a "form of 
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self-encounter and encounter with what is other and different" (Gadamer, 1992, P. xi). 

The space afforded in an experience of poetry, allows the nursing students to be present, 

to be self-reflective, and to become who they are, and who they will be. 

In Christine, Vanessa, and Kate's experience of becoming, Bildung is not achieved 

in a technical construction, "but grows out of an inner process of formation and 

cultivation, and therefore constantly remains in a state of continual Bildung." (Gadamer, 

1989, p. 11). Bildung is critical in education because it does not separate what is learned 

from the person; rather, one applies what is learned to one's self. Learning is a form of 

self-encounter and an encounter with what is other. In this way, learning is moral and 

ethical; moral learning emerges in the valuation that the student engages in, the action of 

reflective thinking and questioning. Ethical learning emerges as the nursing students 

foster deliberativeness, a thoughtfulness that occurs within the context of an awareness of 

how they are connected to others, engaging in a sense of community and tradition. 

Kearney (1999) contends that poetics is ethics, and within a poetic pedagogy, I too 

submit that because an experience of poetry brings forth what is meaningful and what is 

possible, it indeed is a kind of ethics. Within Bildung, ethics and poetics are combined, 

manifested, and put into action. 

In order to recognize that one is becoming, it is essential to be able to remember 

who one was. Memory presupposes the ability to forget oneself in the journey, yet, in 

order to have a sense of return and recovery there is a need to remember. Memory is not a 

"general talent or capacity" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 15), it is something that belongs to the 

"historical constitution of man/woman and are themselves a part of the history of 

Bildung" (p.15) Bildung becomes present through the use of memory as a form of 
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dialectic movement between loss and recovery, forgetting and remembering. Whether it 

was Connie remembering the first time she heard Wallace's poetry and began to see 

nursing differently, or Vanessa remembering why she chose to study nursing, or 

Christine's adventure of being able to get outside of nursing, only to return to it 

differently, all involve moments of remembering, of ventures, and returning. In these 

ways, Christine, Kate, Nancy, Vanessa and Connie are forming themselves. 

Hearing Her Sing Like That 

Hearing her sing like that, my chest tightens, thick with all the voices I 
cannot name and never acknowledge. How I take whole lives in an afternoon, 
sitting around listening, drinking coffee, watching the light driftfrom the pine trees 
to the garden, touching each thing it rests on freely, as we, sometimes, are able to 
touch. 

How it was wanting brought me to these poems. Wanting them to embrace 
that voice as I embrace my lover's body, to be shaped by everything they meet, the 
way lam shaped by my son, even now, as he grows taller than me into his own life. 
The obvious, unavoidable weight of it, how we fill each other briefly, but perfectly 
and then uncurl, form arms, wombs, lungs, as carelessly as smoke uncurls across 
the sky. Even the dead, whose dying goes on and on. (Wallace, 1991, pp. 36-37) 

With each and every reading of this passage, from a poem by Wallace, called 

"Hearing Her Sing Like That", I am left with ecstasy and ache. As I read, I feel my breath 

get heavy; I sit in a silence filled in and up by a past. I hear everything that is being said 

and not said in this passage, as if it were written on my body. It moves me every time. 

What moves me most is the simplicity and the ordinariness of Wallace's use of the word 

"that." "Hearing her sing like that. I realize in this one word that there is a certain way of 

hearing someone or something, a particular way that is dripping with the fullness of the 

movements of which a life gets lived. To hear them like that, means to also hear within 

them our own lives, and all the lives we have within us, those we have shaped, and those 
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who have shaped us. It is the presence and absence of knowing all of who we are and 

what we understand. 

Wallace is writing about a song by Emmy Lou Harris in this passage. It is Emmy-

Lou that Wallace hears, sing like that. Being able to hear that kind of singing is what I 

think it might mean to hear Wallace's poetry. Before the poetry can sing anything to us, 

we have to be able to hear it like that. I think Nancy, Connie, Adrienne, Christine, 

Vanessa, Kate, and numerous other students I have encountered in guest talks in nursing 

classes, just may hear Wallace's poetry like that. 

Hearing as Noticing 

The ability of poetry to speak to us is premised on hearing. For example, being able 

to hear what the poetry had to say to Vanessa, means she was ready and needing to hear 

something. The idea of belonging cannot be defined without taking into account "the 

particular dialectic implied in hearing" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 462). Vanessa heard the 

poetry differently than the other nursing students, because each student has a different 

context and horizon of being. Vanessa's particular history of being a cartographer crossed 

with her swaying uncertainty of starting a new career in nursing was amplified in the 

encounter of Wallace's poetry. It had a cadence she had not heard before, yet she still 

recognized it as hers: 

Poetry's work is the clarification and magnification of being. Each time we enter its 
word-woven and musical invocation, we give ourselves over to a different mode of 
knowing: to poetry's knowing, and to the increase of existence it brings unlike any 
other. (Hirslifleld, 1997, p. vii) 

Vanessa noted that the poem was a "perfect fit for her." She belonged to this encounter in 

ways she knew and ways yet to be known to her. 
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This is reminiscent of Nancy's interview as she spoke of how the encounter of the 

poem is so intimate, yet shocking, that it was as ifthe poem was written for her. This is 

the essence of being addressed by the poetry. As Hirshfleld writes, we do not go to 

Shakespeare's sonnets to learn about his life, rather we go to them to learn about our own 

lives. Nancy saw and experienced her own life in the poem, "Particulars." In recognizing 

her own life, as if for the first time, the poetry replenishes the ordinariness of our lives, it 

"fienses the dulling familiarity from words, allowing them to gleam as they did when first 

made" (Hirshfleld, 1997, p. 35). They gleam, for Nancy, as if written for her, as if they 

are hers. Again, as Nancy said "It's like somehow, somebody you never knew, 

somebody who is dead, knew something about you before it even happened... It feels like 

it is yours. "The nursing students and professors who experienced Wallace's poetry were 

ready to hear and in being able to hear what the poetry was saying to them, they were 

addressed. 

Hearing A New Map 

I return to the story of Vanessa again, as I find her experience particularly 

compelling because of her rare exposure to poetry, and yet there was a veracity of which 

the poetry spoke to her. She heard and garnered a new understanding and meaning of a 

map, literally and metaphorically, and not only its role within cartography, but also 

nursing. Prior to the encounter with the poetry, Vanessa had not made or understood the 

interconnected role of maps in her previous and new career. She now sees and hears the 

multiple meanings of maps, which helped re-locate her in nursing, reminding her why she 

left her landscape of map-making, to enter a new field, which for her, is uncharted 

territory. 
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Vanessa now sees her role and her fit within nursing differently because she 

understands the connection between her previous profession as a cartographer and her 

new study of nursing. Even though this connection is an ironic one, what is required of 

her now is a different kind of language, as she will not only need to read charts, but also 

people, families, and the particulars of their illness. An entirely different way of seeing 

and reading the world is not only required, but is available to Vanessa, and not 

necessarily through the certainty of a map, but rather through the openness to the 'curves 

that happen without warning.' 

Experience is always a part ofsomething, and points toward the whole (Gadamer, 

1989). This momentary experience Vanessa recounted in our interview points towards a 

larger whole in her life. She expressed in our conversation that "it's nice to hear these 

things [the poem] to remind me that, yes, I am on the right track." Ironically, a poem 

about the inability of a map to guide us in life, rendered a meaningfulness for a once 

mapmaker, helping to relocate herself in nursing. 

Vanessa's experience of Wallace's poem, "Into The Midst Of It" can be understood 

as a hermeneutical aesthetic experience. Aesthetics is the essence of experience, because 

the aesthetics is like "pointing into the infinite" (Gadamer, 2001, p. 66), for the meanings 

of the language, within the context of the students' experience of it, is many, each word 

contains, "an inner dimension of multiplication" (p. 67). Vanessa, during our interview, 

reflected more on the poem "Into The Midst Of It": 

Vanessa: It was big-time emotional, and the "Into the Midst of It" one was not only 
emotional, it was helping me to cope. I thought, "oh, there's me." It was a good 
affirmation of why I was here. 
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The poetry has something to say in nursing, it has something to say to the students, but 

whether or not it will be heard cannot be said with certainty. The poetry "has something 

to say to us either through the added questions it awakens, or the question it answers" 

(p.70). The aesthetics of Vanessa's experience heightens the acuteness of her lived 

experience of nursing, and the changes in her life she made to come to nursing. The poem 

enacted in words for Vanessa the presence of what she lives among (Lee, 1998). Vanessa, 

was 

affected by what was said by the work, and being forced to reflect again and again 
on what was said here, in order to make it understandable to herself and to others. I 
therefore continue to maintain that the experience of art is an experience of 
meaning, and as such this experience is something that is brought about by 
understanding. (Gadamer, 2001, p. 75) 

In an on-line journal posting as part of her Family Labs class, Vanessa shared with 

me something she had written in response to her experience of the poem. Vanessa used 

the following line from the poem, and then continued to write about how the line showed 

up in her own life. She wrote, "What you're looking for are the narrower, unpaved roads 

that have become the country they travel over." Perhaps I have left the world of drawing 

maps, to look for the country they trace over." This is a significant shift in Vanessa's 

understanding of nursing as well as an understanding of her own decision to leave 

cartography. There is meaning in the reminder of why she left, of why she threw out the 

maps to travel in the new land of nursing. 

Hearing and Remembering 

Kate is a graduate student in nursing and in our interview she too recalled the 

moment that she was in a nursing class and heard the poem, "Into The Midst Of It." Her 

experience of the poem "constitutes itself in memory" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 67). Because 
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the poem was read at the beginning of the graduate program, it deepened the meaning for 

her. Again, the idea of a map not fitting with the lived world made sense to Kate because 

she felt disoriented at the beginning of the graduate program. Kate had other experiences 

of hearing Wallace's work read aloud in other nursing classes, but this particular moment 

stood out for her. She shared her feeling of the acuteness of her memory of the poem 

being presented in the class. We talked about how and when she first encountered 

Wallace's poetry: 

Kate: [I first heard Wallace's poetry in] Families and Illness, and also in Nursing 
611, with Nancy. It was poetry and short stories. 

Debb: So what do you think about that? 

Kate: Well I mean I definitely have come to that with some experience around how 
I prefer to learn and what kind of information that I find useful, and for me, nursing 
is a very contextual experience.. .umm..people's experience, and nursing experience 
and trying to gain a better understanding, I think sometimes poetry gets to the heart 
of the matter a little bit better than another kinds of texts. I find it very useful in that 
way. Also, it invoked emotion, and I think that's something that umm ... 1 think 
nursing evokes emotions because you work so closely with people, so to hear texts 
that are related to what we are doing that doesn't evoke emotion sometimes doesn't 
fit. And to hear texts that are related to what you are doing that evokes that 
sensation or those emotions I think it is closer to home. 

Debb: okay.. .did the poetry evoke emotion in you? 

Kate: I'm trying to remember exactly which ones she read to us, and.... 

Debb: Did she read one about a map? 

Kate: Yes! And that was I mean, especially at the beginning of our program, that 
was..it made a lot of sense for me because I think in an undergraduate program you 
enter into unknown territory. But in the graduate program you actually thought you 
knew the map, and then you are entering into it again and so, there is this whole 
other sense of, " I thought I knew this" and this is really something different, and I 
don't know, and you really are ripping up the map you thought you had, and tossing 
it out the window. And I did like that one, especially for the beginning of the 
term... It was our first term, and I think all of us felt like we were treading water, 
and drowning a little. 
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Kate's sense of re-knowing, or questioning what she thought she knew, is creating more 

possibilities for having a meaningful pedagogic experience. The poem helped her to see 

that undergraduate work is not really a map for graduate work, rather she learned that 

much of what she learned may now be learned differently; something no map could ever 

predictably outline. Kate's horizon of understanding changed with the experience of 

Wallace's poetry; it opened her to seeing the role of undergraduate and graduate work in 

nursing differently. Kate recognized that she really is in the midst of her program, and as 

she learns something new, she changes. Understanding the meaning of an experience 

with Wallace's poetry is important because it deepens our understanding of ourselves, 

putting to question what we thought we knew, not to doubt it, but to see the possibility of 

other meanings in it. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CONVERSATIONS WITH THE MUSE: 

"SHE SAYS WORDS THAT SPEAK MY HEART" 

Some Notes on Accepting the Heart 

I wanted to ignore the metaphor of heart. I admit this. As a hermeneutic researcher, 

I am to make known my prejudices, and mine in this research is my disenchantment with 

the heart because it is, for me, a cliché metaphor. As much as I wanted to not see or listen 

to this metaphor, it was still spoken. It arrived in almost all conversations with the people 

I interviewed, and also in the class discussion I had with four nursing students. I thought, 

somehow, if I did not pay attention to it, it would not dwell within my noticing. However, 

each time I read an excerpt from the transcripts, reading, and re-reading them, there it 

was, the word heart being spoken in many different ways, by different people. It kept 

coming back to me, wanting to read itself to me differently each time. So, I decided to 

indulge my Muse, to be hermeneutic in this research, and be open to what the other has to 

say, for the possibility that the other may be right (Gadamer, 1989). The other in this case 

is the heart. 

I am suspect of the literal and cliché meaning of heart. Maybe I wanted a more 

complex metaphor, maybe one not so seemingly simple. But it is important to recognize 

and attend to what is given in this research. This is a return to the things themselves 

(Jardine, 1998); to attend to the "basic givens" of the heart in this research. What is 

needed when I interpret the heart, literally and metaphorically is "a more adequate way of 

thinking" that will "ponder and sift" (Lee, 1998, p. viii) why I might see and consider 
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heart in the ways that I do. As a researcher, I am always already existing within the 

history of who I am, inherited through the history and evolving shape of language. 

Interpretation begins and renews when we try to understand something. I am trying 

to understand what heart means in the experience of nursing students' and professors' 

experiences of Wallace's poetry. I am not surprised that this was discussed often by 

people in interviews. I, too, have felt the touch of Wallace. My heart has been aroused by 

her poetry. I have felt her words lay heavy and light on my chest, as if at times slowing 

the beat of my heart to notice the fissures in my own life and, at other times, it is as if the 

words are hands that tighten around my heart, hastening the beat, as if reassuring itself 

that it must beat again, each time faster, so I do not notice things that would not be of 

help to me now in understanding myself. I am also writing this on February 13, 2003, one 

day before the day of the year to show and celebrate love. I do empathize with the people 

in their research interviews and why, as one student uttered in the space of a breath, as 

she squeezed out words between her tears, that Wallace "speaks her heart." Maybe I was 

looking for something more ordinary, yet more spectacular. A more mundane, yet 

complex, given thing that would spawn infinite possibilities of meanings of why 

Wallace's poetry is resonate. Now I am beginning to ask, what could be more mundane 

than the heart? And, yet, what could be more complex? 

Questioning and Accepting The Heart 

Hermeneutics is rife with paradox. In this case of interpreting the heart, I am to be 

guided by the thing itself, yet also, I need to see within this openness, to become self-

conscious of the task at hand. I see one of the core tasks of hermeneutics being: 

.the interpreter to let himself/herself be guided by the things themselves is 
obviously not a matter of a single, "conscientious" decision, but is "the first, last, 
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and constant task." For it is necessary to keep one's gaze fixed on the thing 
throughout all the constant distraction that originate in the interpreter 
himself/herself. A person who is trying to understand a text is always projecting. 
He/she projects a meaning for the text as a whole as soon as some initial meaning 
emerges in the text. Again, the initial meaning emerges only because he/she is 
reading the text with a particular expectation in regard to a certain meaning. 
Working out this fore-projection, which is constantly revised in terms of what 
emerges as he/she penetrates into the meaning, is understanding what is there. 
(Gadamer, 1989, p. 267) 

Working out my own fore-projection of meaning begins with re-orienting myself to the 

notion of heart, and what it might possibly mean in this research study. This means 

returning to the etymology of heart. At the same time, I recognized that I live in and 

through a time that I have inherited a cliché, almost suspect notion of the place and role 

of heart in this study. Recognition of and insight into the effect of history requires alacrity 

to language. 

"The hermeneutic task becomes of itselfa questioning of things and is always in 

part so defined" (Gadamer, 1989, p. 269). This is a dialectic that begins with a 

questioning that is not absolute, but is a "preliminary way of seeing" (Palmer, 1969, p. 

233). The intent of dialectic in hermeneutics is not to take my own fore-meanings and 

prejudices as absolute, but rather to put them in motion with the possibility that they may 

change. This is not about understanding better, but differently. However, each 

understanding may just be an increase of Being. Palmer emphasized that 

interpretation is a dialectical questioning which does not simply interrogate the text 
but allows the things said in the text to interrogate back, to call the interpreter's 
own horizon into questions and to work a fundamental transformation of one's 
understanding of the subject. (Palmer, 1969, p. 234) 

This also does not infer that I will abandon any of my fore-meaning of the notion of 

heart. Rather my fore-meaning will become fused with the new meaning that is both 

found and created (Gadamer 1989; Palmer 1969). 
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Earlier, I extended Gadamer's position that poetry has something to say to us, 

which is hinged on whether or not it is heard. What we hear, as researchers, changes with 

each reading. Thus, hearing what is said is as equally important as hearing the unsaid, to 

go back and revisit a piece of transcript, a poem, to listen to a taped interview again, to 

hear what can be heard now, but not possibly said before. My interpretation of how the 

nursing students heard the poem, and how it is speaking to them is akin to how I hear the 

students' and professors' words, and what is said to me in the transcribed text. I am 

beginning to "re-hear" the original mark of the word (Lee, 1998). In seeing and hearing 

what I did not first see in reading and interpreting the research, I realize that "[b]y how 

much is left out, we may measure how much is there" (p.115). Hirshfield wrote this in 

reference to the experience of poetry, yet, it fits with the research study of understanding 

the students' encounter with the poems. It also appeals to me as a researcher, and a poet, 

as I read the text and the conversation similar to how a poem needs to be read and 

experienced. It involves "wandering and indirection: to read a poem well, we must travel 

through its words but also pass through its silences, into the unlocked storehouse of self' 

(p.115). I am attending to what was said in the research, yet perhaps not truly heard until 

now, until this point of interpretation, as I experience an inexplicable gravitational pull 

towards the hearing and understanding of heart in poetic pedagogy. This was silent to me 

for a long time. Perhaps my fore-meanings of heart silenced the appearance of it in the 

research. Yet, after many readings, and re-readings, I am beginning to hear the heart's 

beat. Dennis Lee best expressed this paradoxical feeling of recognizing something that 

was perhaps already there. It beckons a desire to dance with the thrill of newness at what 

is found, while grieving what I passed by for so long: 
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It is the moment in which something becomes overwhelming real into two lights at 
once. An old person whose will to live and whose mortality reach me at the same 
instant.. .A table, at once a well-worn companion and a disregarded adjunct. Each 
stand forth as what it is most fully, and most preciously, because the emptiness in 
which it rests declares itself so overpoweringly. We realize that this thing or 
person, this phrase, this event need not be. And at that moment I reveal its 
vivacious being as though it had just begun to exist. (Lee, 1998, pp. 22-23) 

I hear its heart beat now, and I wonder what it might all mean. 

Re-Hearing the Heart's Beat 

The heart is defined as a "bodily organ"; it is "regarded as the centre of vital 

functions"; the heart is "the seat of affections"; the heart is the "innermost part" (Hoad, 

1996, p. 217). Part of my research included a discussion with a Master's Level, Nursing 

611 class. In this class, I had read a selection of poems from Wallace's, "The Cancer 

Poems." One of the students in this class, Barbara, was very tearful after hearing the 

poems. Not only did she continue to repeat the phrase, that Wallace "speaks her heart," 

but she would return to this phrase, as if she needed to, as if it were the only thing she 

could say. Hearing with heart invoked a moral engagement, not just with the poetry, but 

also with nursing. I did not think Barbara's repeating this phrase was a matter of 

emphasis, but rather a matter of need. 

Part of my research involved a class discussion with a group of four nursing 

students. I came to the class, and read three poems to them: "Diagnosis" "Remission" and 

"A Stubborn Grace". Many things struck me about the students encountering the poems, 

yet at that time, I did not see that the poetry was evoking their heart. The class discussion 

was emotive; it was also quiet, and serene, but still moving. In my journal notes, I 

reflected on this class immediately after our discussion of Wallace's poetry: 
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October 17, 2002 (Research Journal Notes) 

This was the first and only "in class" discussion that would be included as part of my 
"research. " There were four students in the class and Nancy, the professor was in 
attendance. They were a quiet group, yet were poignant in their discussions. One of the 
students wanted to set more of a mood, and dimmed the lights for the reading of the 
poetry (which is... interesting). I read three poems aloud, and indeed it was one of the 
worst readings ofpoetry I have ever done. I had trouble breathing in this class. Which, is 
contrary to the reading I didfor a large group offirst year students the week before--the 
rhythm then seemed much easier to keep, the breathingfitting into the words as it should 
as if to breathe life into the words, enough to lift them off the page and into the room, to 
be inhaled, in whatever way possiblefor the first year students. 

One of the most unexpected voices in this graduate class was one of an exchange student 
from Trinidad, who was even hesitant to sign the consentform because she thought she 
would not have anything to say, or that her lack of English would hinder the offering of 
her thoughts. Interestingly, what she said about the experience ofthe poetry was 
profound and intimate, as she tried to express how the poetry seemed to cross another 
boundary, notjust nursing but in some ways, language itself I was eager and hungry for 
her words as she talked. Not everything she said was understandable to an English ear, 
but some words and phrases struck me, like "the words have a soul." 

There were four students in the class, all were of different cultural races: Trinidadian, 
Asian, Aboriginal and Anglo-Saxon. Yet, the poetry did not seem to be so djfferentfrom 
anyone that it did not speak to them in some way. In fact, the poetry threaded itself 
through the diversity, creating even more of a tapestry of experience, geography, and 
language. There were different kinds of language and people present in this room. 
Poetry seemed comfortable in them all, thriving in its "different kinds of reading. " 

I read three poems to them, "Diagnosis ", "Remission" and "A Stubborn Grace "from 
Wallace's set of "The Cancer Poems." There are 12 poems in total, but I chose to share 
just three with the class today. The intent was to offer them pieces of the journey of the 
poems themselves, something at the beginning, middle and end. They did not read along 
with the poems, but rather wanted to sit back and listen. Some of the students closed their 
eyes, andjust listened to hear what might meet them. None ofthe students had heard any 
of the poems before. They were aware of Wallace though as they had read, "A Scuba 
Diver in Repose" and "Into the Midst ofIt"previously in their class. 

As I read, I also listened to my voice, each word crackedfrom my mouth, rather then 
from my belly. Suddenly my fourth year poetry professor was also there in the room with 
me. He used to exclaim to me, "readfrom your belly, and not your throat." I think he 
appeared now, because his reminder was needed, but it did not seem to matter, or help. I 
still readfrom my throat. The words did not "sound their barbaric yelp ", or sing out, nor 
did they drip from my mouth, as poetry you think should, because I have lived with these 
poems for so long. Instead, they came out as ([riding on the wind of my trembling 
exhaling. A weathered and tired exhaling, unsteady as it carried whatfelt like, the 
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unbearable weight of the words. Why this weight? Why now? I didn't know these people, 
I knew Nancy, but have read poetry with her many times. I wanted the words to come out 
stronger, to vibrate in the room, instead Ifelt as if they arrived almost apologetically. But 
by the last poem, Ifound a stronger breath, not a hardy fit breath, as there were still 
small troughs within the words. It's funny how, like a runner, when you read poetry ifyou 
lose your pace early, ifyou start it seems with the weaker leg, or start with whatfeels like 
a spliced breath, then the rest of the run seems staggered, andjutted. But you still finish. 
I did read the poems. And they still landed somewhere in that room. 

When the reading was finished there was a resonate silence. This always seems to 
happen after reading Wallace's poems. And, even though it happens each time, I never 
know how to break that silence, knowing it will always be me who wi/follow the words 
of Wallace. 

Funny, when listening to the tape from that class again, I realize that it was notjust 
silence thatfilled the room. What does pierce the silence before any words, are the 
sounds ofBarbara, sitting at the corner of the table, blowing her nose, and the sound of 
her Kleenex crumpling, which at that time of being in the class, was not heard, yet in 
listening to the tape it is so loud It is a sharp static-like crumpling on the tape. 

It is significant that on that day the references to heart by the class did not strike or 

resonate with me. I did bold them in the process of transcribing, and in the initial 

interpretation, I noticed the bold type again through the transcript. I noticed it, but did not 

hear it. The striking of this metaphor became bolder as I engaged in the interpretation of 

the data. 

The Class Speaks With Their Heart 

After I read the poems in the class, the silence took its place for a time, and then we 

started into a group discussion. Barbara was one of the first to speak early in the 

discussion, she was also the most visibly stirred by the poems, to the extent that she was 

so tearful at times, that it was hard for her to speak. When the discussion first began, 

there was a descent into the poetry itself. The group began to interpret the content of the 

poems, talking about the affect of Wallace's use of weather and tone. As the discussion 

continued, the students seem to move outwards from the poems, ascending into a 
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dialogue about different kinds of meanings that the poetry opened for them. It was at this 

point that Barbara first made reference to the poetry speaking her heart: 

Barbara: That was interesting how the metaphor of the snow, weaves through each 
of those poems, and the whiteness.. .it's sort of like a parenthesis on the whole 
thing. Especially the poem, "Diagnoses".. .everything is white, and the sense of 
being lost in the swirling snow.. .like a disorientation... 

She's a wonderful, wonderful poet. I mean the words just ... kind of grab your heart 
and kind of uggghhhh ....because what she's saying, I mean she can paint pictures 
in your mind, and draw on feelings of... she says words that... .she says words that 
speak my heart [At this point it is hard to hear Barbara because she is crying] 

Nancy: When you were saying that, I thought you were going to say she says words 
I didn't even know I have. 

Barbara: I found that, well, I just closed my eyes while you [Debb] were 
reading.. .and you would read a phrase, and it would be just like.. .mnun, ya..that 
was my..oh ya, that's exactly it. [Still crying] 

This was the first time in the discussion that Barbara spoke of the poetry grabbing at her 

heart. This grabbing becomes a way of engaging her in not just the content of the poems, 

but in what is evoked and opened as a result of her encounter with the poetry. Barbara's 

comments about heart became a pivot that the rest of the conversation with the students 

hinged on. Barbara, speaking about and from the heart, ushered the other students into the 

discussion. Talking about heart became a kind of permission that opened the gates of 

meaning and personal experience for the rest of the students, as they all too took their 

turn then in sharing how the poetry spoke to their heart. 

Imagining What Lies In The Heart 

Imagination lies at the very heart of our existence (Kearney, 1991, p. 1). 

Barbara took her turn, and again, further into the class discussion she re-presented 

heart. The echo of the etymology of heart was heard here, as she referred to 
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understanding "what is happening in the hearts of people", to see heart as representing 

something "inward," as vital and central: 

Barbara: I think that she gives us a view into her suffering. In a way that helps 
nurses to understand.. .that the person who is dying, or who is ill, is suffering, but 
the people who love that person, are also suffering. And, unless nurses understand 
what's happening in the hearts of the people who are attending, they aren't able to 
care for them in meaningful ways, or acknowledge their suffering. And so I think 
for nursing students, who perhaps have never had the experience of losing 
someone, in this way, it's a way of opening their understanding to a place that 
people who are outside the patient, may also.. .you know, just the disorientation 
after she dies, in the fourth part; and she says, I look out at this other world, and the 
meanings of the objects not making sense, and we send people home from the 
hospital after a death, and I think, "are they going to be able to drive?" And, they 
feel that this place.. "now you are dead, and my grief feels a place I feel I lived in 
always"—that just sends.... 

And as nurses, I think it's profound that we understand, that those people who care, 
that's what happens. And in a nursing situation, people aren't going to share, 
what's deep in their hearts, so how are we going to understand what it's like, and so 
this gives a window into that, I think, not that everyone experiences the same, but 
certainly, I mean, she certainly is speaking my heart. [Barbara was hard to hear 
sometimes because she was often crying while speaking, her words laden with 
emotion].. ..and just helping people, working through that whole process ourselves, 
so that we aren't uncomfortable with speaking words that need to be said, and 
allowing people a place to acknowledge their grief and their pain. 

Barbara talked about not just her own heart now, but that of the patients with whom 

nurses work, and that to truly understand a patient means understanding what may 

possibly be happening in their hearts. I would contend that not only is an experience of 

poetry a "window into their hearts" but what is released and fostered is imagination, the 

ability to imagine what the patient, and his or her family may be thinking and feeling. In 

imagining what may be in the hearts of patients, nurses are able to care for them in the 

"meaningful ways" of which Barbara spoke. 

Experiencing poetry may invoke students to imagine the possibility of what a 

patient and his/her family may be experiencing (Frye, 1963; Greene, 1980, 1995; 
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Kearney, 1988, 1991, 1999; Nussbaum, 1990). To be able to imagine what someone else 

is experiencing, first means to have the capacity to know oneself. The central image of a 

compass in John Donne's poem, "A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning" pulsates as I 

write. Although it is a love poem, I see it differently now. I see knowing oneself as the 

foot of the compass, and the expansion of the compass as the imagination: 

If they be two, they are two so 
As stiff twin compasses are two; 

Thy soul, the fixed foot, makes no show 
To move, but doth, if th' other do. 

And though it in the center sit, 
Yet when the other far doth roam, 

It leans and hearkens after it, 
And grows erect, as that comes home. 

Such wilt thou be to me, who must 
Like th' other foot, obliquely run; 

Thy firmness makes my circle just, 
And makes me end where I begun. (Donne, 1987, P. 601) 

The foot of the compass is the recognition and knowing of where and how one is located 

in the world. It is the fore-understanding that the nursing students have of themselves 

prior to their experience of poetry. I see the other point of the compass as the 

imagination, as it is moving, drawing, reshaping, measuring, and pointing. It is the 

capacity between the foot of the compass and its imaginative point that creates the open 

horizon. The ethics is the gesture to imagine someone else. It is the desire and the 

capacity to want to see someone differently. It is the always expansive point of the 

compass, reaching and re-drawing. The experience of the poetry: 

[i]nvites us to enter into its otherness and recognize ourselves in it, putting 
ourselves into question, losing ourselves in order to find ourselves. Poetics thus 
serve ethics by enabling each of us to be beyond ourself, to be with the other and to 
come back to ourself as if to another. To imagine the other is to imagine differently.  
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It is, in itself, an ethical gesture of welcoming what is different. (Kearney, 1999, p. 
xvi). 

The experience of Wallace's poetry cultivates the nursing students' imagination. It 

makes, as Kate said in our interview, for a more "ethical practitioner." It is the value and 

importance of the possibility of seeing their patients and their families in different ways. 

To imagine, in concert with the real and the given of situations, is to respond and treat 

their patients in the best way possible. 

An experience with poetry requires students to bring themselves into it, and above 

all this, is the need for them to bring their hearts to it, just as Barbara did in the class 

discussion. The heart, with its many different rhythms, can be experienced in many 

different ways, just as the beat of Barbara's heart changed from the poetry speaking her 

own heart, to the heart being a way of "grabbing" nursing students. It is the grabbing and 

arousal of the nursing students' heart that may provoke their "imaginative compassion" 

(Nussbaum, 1995), to understand the complexities and feelings of the patients and 

families with whom they work. It is the arousal of the heart that releases and sparks the 

imagination. 

Suffering Without Heart 

In suffering we are provoked, solicited, opened (Caputo, 1987, p. 287). 

To oppose the metaphor of heart, as a way of engaging students to understand the 

experience of a patient, is also the denial of, or resistance to, encountering the poems and 

entering into a discussion with heart. Connie, a professor in nursing, invited me to give a 

talk to her first year nursing class on "The Cancer Poems." This talk was not part of my 

research study, yet, my experience with these students shaped me in such a way that it 

affected how I interpreted my data. 
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The intent was to invite students into different ways of thinking about experiences 

of illness and care from different narratives, such as poetry. The students certainly had a 

response to the poetry, which was an overt rejection of, and resistance to it. This talk took 

place two weeks after having the discussion with the graduate class in nursing in which 

Barbara yielded the infinite metaphor of heart. Interestingly, the students in that graduate 

class had noted at the end of the discussion that first year undergraduate students should 

read the poetry, not solely for the poetry itself, but for the meaning that comes from the 

discussion that follows the poetry. Serendipitously, I had the opportunity to take the 

poetry then to first year undergraduate students. What happened stunned me. After giving 

the talk to a class of first year nursing students, I felt as if I had stained their innocence in 

some way. They found the poems depressing, angry, and not reflective of nursing. Most 

students asked, "What does this have to do with nursing?" This question resounded and 

was raw because it was a stark contrast to my previous experience with graduate nursing 

students who expressed that the poetry had opened something meaningful for them. I had 

found that what I was witnessing thus far, in terms of nursing students' experiences with 

Wallace's poetry, would be a meaningful and inspirational encounter for new nurses. The 

first year nursing students were stirred indeed, but not like I had expected. I had 

wondered: even if there is a resistance, are we still creating a poetic pedagogy? Is poetic 

pedagogy only possible if the experience is one of a meaningful affective arousal? What 

if the stirring is a rejection to the poetry? 

These were some of the questions that guided me into some notes that I made after 

my talk with first year nursing students. I knew that this class was technically not a "part" 

of my research, but with hermeneutics we are always, already in the midst of our research 
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(Jardine, 1998). There are no clear boundaries. My experience of this first year nursing 

class became a part of me that would affect how I would read and engage with the 

remainder of my research. 

October 31, 2002 (Research Journal Notes) 

The Nursing 210 class offirst year students was not what I expected. The students seemed 
to resist the poetry, described it as "sad" and "hopeless. " Ifelt as if they had a desire to 
want to tidy the poetry up, to not see death as messy, but, ironically, wanted to see death 
as clean, as the white bed, and white sheets Wallace satirizes in the poem. Ifelt a sort of 
staining of their innocence, that I had an ethical responsibility, and perhaps contributed 
in taking away their innocence. They didn't much see how illness and death was apart of 
nursing, and that death could be like this. They still believed as nurses-to-be, they can 
cure all. Heal all. 

In conversation with a professor who lam working with in an unrelated project, I talked 
with him about what happened and he believed that I had raised the consciousness of the 
students, that the troubling encounters were in fact a kind of learning as the nursing 
students begin to realize that their work and that life, for that matter is filled with messy 
encounters, experiences, and relationships. Yet their desire for the clean, hard-core 
sciences was explicit. What could a "fluff" class, as they described it, possibly have to do 
with nursing? What could poetry have to do with nursing? What do emotions have to do 
with nursing? This is not to say that this was the experience of all students butfor the 
ones who spoke out loud, they found the poems to be pessimistic, depressing and 
provided them with hopelessness. That as nurses to be they wanted to act, to be saving, 
curing, and yet I offered to them that the best saving we can do sometimes, for someone, 
is be in the midst of the mess with the person. 

One of the students asked me: "How do you provide hope then for families andfriends 
who may be losing someone who is dying?" Her focus was clearly on, well, how do you 
not talk about death, and illness, how do you let the patients know everything is going to 
be okay? There seemed a desire to take the characters out of the poems. To take death 
out of experience. My response may not have made agreeable sense to them, but my 
response was that life is messy, and the poems are about the limits and learning how to 
see and attend to those limits, about what can come from learning to love those limits, as 
Wallace would say, or in acceptance of them. This may mean being with someone in the 
midst of his/her pain, or in times of moral rough ground, that to just share that space 
with someone becomes a kind ofhope, becomes a kind ofsupport. I suspect, this response 
may have been fluff or cynical, but indeed, I may have been the experienced, the stained 
teacher. The one who starts a poetic pedagogy that is never innocent. 

Interestingly the third andfourth year nursing students described the poems as opening a 
different way of understanding, or that the poems brought them to their own experiences. 
Yet, the first year nursing class seemed to resist, did notfind themselves in the poems, 
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and yearned and desiredfor hopefulness, a kind of hopefulness that does not include 
death, hardships, or the realities of illness. They seemed to express a desire for neatness, 
to tidy up the messiness of relationships, and one student also talked about how it didn't 
relate to nursing because his patients would be people he didn't know, so he could not get 
attached; like Wallace is in her poems. But, indeed, they will be people he knows, and 
they will be people who trust him, as the nurses become the people we trust our lives to in 
uncertain times of living, illness, dying and healing. 

Perhaps the professor 1 spoke with was right in some way. Perhaps their consciousness 
was just beginning to be raised A kind ofraising that begins with the first breaking of 
innocence of what it may mean to be a nurse. Troubled by poetry, perhaps they were acts 
to further resist poetry's entrance into nursing. Or perhaps it was a kind ofwelcoming, 
an ushering in that is different than the resonate emotive responses to the poetry by 
students in later years. At the very least they began a resistance to something, and in that 
resistance is a desire to be against something, and to not know something, andfrom that 
comes the possibility of moving through that resistance to come to a different  
understanding of themselves, and what it is they are resisting. They may learn that 
nursing is not as antiseptic as it appears to be, that at times, they will be in the midst of 
the nursing mess, and they may just begin to love the invalids (Jardine, 2000). 

There would have been a time, a few years ago, when I would have turned away from 

this. I would have avoided reading poems that people seemed to suffer or resist. I am able 

to see this now because in one of my doctoral courses, I did a presentation on "The 

Cancer Poems" and again, the weight of the poems was formidable in that class. I felt 

guilty in seeing people become emotional or saddened. They seemed to descend into the 

poetry and not come out. I am beginning to realize that when we read with heart, when 

we allow our heart to change beats in a class, an ontological dimension of pedagogy 

occurs. This is one of the ways a poetic pedagogy takes its shape. Prior to engaging in my 

research interviews and class discussion for my research, I had even considered not using 

"The Cancer Poems", thinking that if I used a different set of poems that people would 

not be so 'moved' or would not 'suffer' so much through the reading of the poems. I now 

have a different understanding of the pedagogic possibilities that arise from the 

'suffering' of the poetry. 
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Suffering With Heart 

In my research study, experience is understood as something that is undergone, not 

something we possess. The experience belongs as much to us as we belong to the 

experience. Suffering is inevitably woven into experience, for suffering, pathei mathos, 

means, "through suffering learn." The kind of knowledge that is acquired through 

suffering is not "a scientific kind of knowledge, nor even merely the kind of knowledge 

which will enable me to 'know better next time' in some similar situation; rather through 

suffering one learns the boundaries of human existence itself' (Palmer, 1969, p. 196). It 

is the awareness of these boundaries of human experience, the finitude of our experience 

and being that is the paradoxical requirement for being open to an experience, to the 

possibility. Echoes of Wallace's favorite quote by Flannery O'Connor, "possibility and 

limitation mean just about the same thing" can now be heard. Barbara, the graduate 

nursing student, expressed suffering of some kind in the class the day we read and 

discussed "The Cancer Poems." I also think, in reflecting on my experience with the first 

year nursing class, that they too suffered. It is perhaps, a different kind of suffering, and 

consequently, a different kind of learning. 

Deanne Bogden (1990) explored the concept of suffering in relation to undergoing an 

experience of literature in which there are some works we are forcibly positioned to 

suffer, perhaps one of the dangers of suffering literature. As educators, ethical decisions 

may need to be made as to what students can suffer, what they can bear and tolerate, and 

what becomes a kind of silence and shattering of some students. Bogden wrote that 

"[l]iterature is something that exists not to be understood, but to be undergone (p. 129). It 

is through the "suffering" of the literary experience---"through literature's imaginative, 
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emotional appeal, as well as its intellectual import---the reader becomes liberated from 

psychological and social conditioning" (p. 129). I would contend that literature is less of 

a 'liberation', that it does not necessarily liberate us; rather, it lays open the complexities 

of our lived experiences when we undergo an experience of poetry. Rather than being 

liberated we find ourselves in the midst of living, seeing the familiarity of it in new ways. 

When I reflect on my doctoral course in which I presented on "The Cancer Poems", 

I see now that suffering may be one of the ways in which poetic pedagogy shows itself. I 

wonder now why I initially experienced discomfort when people would respond 

emotively to the poems. Is this not a part of the formative experience of poetry? Is it 

naive to think that suffering could be avoided within the experience of poetry? Suffering 

is a 

part of life, a moment in its total output of energy, a phase of its movement, part of 
its overall momentum. Suffering belongs integrally to life and cannot be excluded. 
Consequently there is not question of protesting suffering, for that would be to 
protest life itself. (Caputo, 1987, p. 282). 

Perhaps my initial response of not wanting to use "The Cancer Poems" in my research 

study, because of what emerged in people, was myself protesting life, the very life into 

which my research is intended to delve. The pedagogical function of poetry, and how it 

can be used as a way of experiencing ourselves differently, is unique to learning. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

"THINKING WITH THE HEART" 

How else to say it 
except that the body is a limit 
I must learn to love, 
that thought is no dfferentfrom flesh 
or the blue pulse that rivers my hands. 
How else, except to permit myself 
this heart and its seasons, 
like the cycles of the moon 
which never seem to get me anywhere 
but back again, not out. 
(Wallace, 1985, p. 59) 

On March 14, 1986, Bronwen Wallace read her poem, "Thinking With the Heart" 

on CBC radio as part of a telephone interview with Peter Growski. He asked Wallace if 

she would read this poem and Wallace, of course, agreed. Before reading though, she 

shared two quotations that she used to start the poem. One is from Diane Arbus, an 

American Photographer, who said, "I worked from awkwardness. By that I mean I don't 

like to arrange things. If I stand in front of something, instead of arranging it, I arrange 

myself." And the other quote is from a police officer in Kingston, Ontario, who said, in 

reference to women experiencing domestic violence: "The problem with you women is, 

you think with your hearts" (Wallace, 1992, p. 18) Wallace read these two quotes 

without explanation, and they ushered her into the reading of the poem. When Wallace 

finished reading the poem, she and Growski continued their fervent on-air conversation, 

and drew it to a close on what some would describe as a jovial note, both laughing, as 

Wallace playfully argued for the need to look at things as they are, to know them as 

'givens' and to respond to them as such. In reply to Wallace's need to look to the things 

themselves, Growski asked her if change, then, is the hope within her poetry. If we could 
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have been in the room with Wallace, I think we would have seen a familiar and heavy 

nod of her head, and exhalation of agreement as she says, "Yeah. The fact that we have a 

cerebral cortex and a heart" [my emphasis]; to know and experience the world with our 

mind and heart. What we are left with, as listeners, is the lightness of her laughter, sifting 

through the radio speakers, despite the weight of her poems. A laugh that is as familiar 

and nonchalant as the way in which her poem points to things, knowingly and gently. 

"Poetry Gets To The Heart of The Matter" 

The nursing students that are a part of my research were already thinking with their 

mind, they entered into a curriculum that asked them to rationalize, theorize, and 

generalize. Because nursing is situated within a medical paradigm, I would submit that 

most students come to nursing with the expectation of dwelling primarily within 

scientific ways of knowing. However, with the informal deliverance of poetry amidst this 

curriculum, they are being asked to think and act in different ways than they may have 

anticipated. Their understanding and perception of the role of rationality is being 

expanded. 

Encountering Wallace's poetry becomes a conceiving of rationality as including 

"deliberative desire" (Nussbaum, 1990, p. 78). The students cultivate, through their 

experiences with poetry, the ability to partake of both the "intellectual and passional" 

nursing experience (p. 78). They may learn to think with their hearts; to draw from both 

evocation of heart and intellect, as a way to decide how best to act and respond within 

their practices and lives. In doing this, whether it is thinking with their own hearts, or 

trying to understand and imagine the heart of another, they are recognizing and attending 

to particulars of care in ways they might never have been able to imagine before. In my 
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interview with Kate, she addresses this very idea that, through the experience of poetry, 

nursing can be accessed differently. I asked Kate what she thought about Wallace's 

poetry and short stories being read in nursing, and she replied: 

Kate: Well I mean I definitely have come to that with some experience around how 
I prefer to learn and what kind of information that I find useful, and for me, nursing 
is a very contextual experience.. .umm..people's experience, and nursing experience 
and trying to gain a better understanding, I think sometimes poetry gets to the heart 
of the matter a little bit better then other kinds of texts. I find it very useful in that 
way. Also, it invoked emotion, and I think that's something that umm ... 1 think 
nursing evokes emotions because you work so closely with people, so to hear texts 
that are related to what we are doing that doesn't evoke emotion sometimes doesn't 
fit. And to hear texts that relate to what you are doing that evokes that sensation or 
those emotions, I think it is closer to home. 

For Kate, Wallace's poetry gets to the heart of nursing care. The heart embodies the 

particulars, relationships, paradoxes, and the complicated and sometimes contradictory 

moments that nursing care entails because it is about people and relationships. Just as 

Adrienne reminded me in our interview, the poetry embodies and expresses "these 

dilemmas we see all the time in nursing." Reading something that gets to "the heart of 

the matter" invokes emotion; it is an engagement with reading that invokes and calls forth 

a relationship with both the cerebral cortex and the heart. Such a union may be described 

as emotion. An experience with Wallace's poetry both requires and creates an emotional 

relationship, something the students seem to embrace or resist. The emotions of the 

students show themselves in many different ways, sometimes in tears, in long stares, or in 

courage to share a personal experience. However, it is important to also remember that 

the emotions poetry draws upon "are fundamental and not always available to the ducts 

around the eyes" (Winterson, 1997, p. 58). 



91 

Some Notes on Emotion 

What is emotion and what does it mean in creating a poetic pedagogy? Emotion 

and poetry are no strangers to one another. Immediately, the words of Romantic writer, 

William Wordsworth (1967), come to mind as he described poetry as the spontaneous 

overflow of powerfiul feeling. Nussbaum (1990) also writes, "{l]iterature is in a league 

with the emotions" as readers find themselves led by poetry to fear, grief, pity, anger, joy, 

delight and love (p. 53). Emotion is not only a response to the poetry but emotion is built 

into the very structure of poetry and other dramatic texts, and it is this very structure of 

inherent emotion that elicits attention to poetry. 

A friend once described to me that poetry for her involves the image of a novel, in 

all its complexities, being wrung out like a sponge and what drips out is poetry, the core 

of what matters. Wallace's poetry gets at our core. It is our core. As Wallace once wrote, 

what she likes about poetry "is the economy of its communication, the way it uses 

surprises of an image to say what it takes most of us paragraphs to say" (Wallace, 1992, 

p. 188). In my interview with Adrienne, she described the encounter with Wallace's 

poetry as "affective arousal", because it is the emotion that rises and swells and makes 

possible the poignant connection to the charged understanding that is meaningful. 

The Agitation of Emotion 

The etymology of the word emotion shows itself in many ways in the nursing 

students' experiences of the poems. The etymology of emotion is an "affection of the 

mind" as well as "tumult" and "agitation" (Hoad, 1996, p. 146). In most interviews with 

the nursing students and with the graduate class in nursing, emotion was both shown and 

talked about. The encounter with the poems is emotional. Christine, Vanessa, Kate, 
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Adrienne, and Barbara all described the evocative and emotional experience of the 

poems. For Vanessa, the invocation of emotion in the encounter with poetry was an 

agitation because, initially, the stirring was something strange. Vanessa, through her 

emotive experience of the poetry, rediscovered her fit with nursing again, and why she 

chose to study nursing. She reflected on her experience of Wallace's poetry, and 

Wallace's poetic style: 

Vanessa: Well, the way she writes.. .1 don't know what it is, but she kind of 
reads-the whole personal. It is the mundane.. .it's like a real world, everyday 
experiences that she pointed out.. .the humanness behind it all kind of thing.. .it's 
very.. .she just kind of puts it in such a way that you can put yourself right where 
she is talking about and, it gets at your heart. You know, it makes you so 
uncomfortable, you don't want someone reading to you from Bronwen Wallace if 
you are sitting at a cocktail party, because, you know. You will probably start 
bawling your head off. 

The experience of the poetry is "uncomfortable" and tumultuous for Vanessa. She 

pointed to the discomfort of the poetry because it "gets at your heart." The poetry gets at 

Vanessa's heart because it is about the everyday "humanness" of being in the world, the 

mundane experience that Wallace notices and points out. In doing this, Vanessa can 

imagine herself there, in the midst of what Wallace is pointing out. And it is in 

imagination, where emotions are evoked and Vanessa feels "uncomfortable." However, is 

this not what nursing is about: the ordinariness of illness and care in people's lives? 

Working with people in ways that get at your heart? Understanding this may be critical to 

being a moral and ethical practitioner in nursing. The poetry interrupts the familiar 

comfort in nursing, established by scientific paradigms. The experience of the poetry jars 

this familiarity, stirs it and creates, for students like Vanessa, a discomfort. Dennis Lee 

would describe this discomfort as vibration from a disorienting sensation "because it 
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collapses our familiar categories of inner and outer, subject and object. You don't 

perceive a vibration; you vibrate" (Lee, 1998, p. 6). 

I recall, in my interview with Kate, her describing the poetry as resonate because it 

gets "to the heart of the matter" or Barbara who claimed that the poetry "speaks her 

heart," and that in the encounter with the poetry, nursing students can begin to know the 

hearts of their patients. For Vanessa, the poetry, too, gets right at her heart, however, it is 

the very grabbing of her heart that makes her uncomfortable and agitated. It seems that 

getting at the heart is not something that is a part of nursing studies for Vanessa, at this 

point in time. However, with her experience of the poetry, she is beginning to see that 

emotion is a part of nursing. 

Re-conceiving Emotion as Sensuous Cognition 

IfI read a book and it makes my whole body so cold no fire can ever warm me, I 
know that is poetry. IfIfeel physically as if the top of my head were taken off, I 
know that is poetry. These are the only ways I know it. Is there any other way? 
(Dickinson, 1959, pp. 19-20) 

Emotion is apart of the students' experience of Wallace's poetry, yet it is also a 

response to it. It is part of what constitutes the experience. Nussbaum (1990) maintained 

the need for a recovery of the Aristotelian understanding of emotion as not wanting a 

"split between the cognitive and the emotive. Emotion can play a cognitive role, and 

cognition, if it is to be properly informed, must draw on the work of the emotive 

elements" (p. 78). Again, the etymology of emotion, and more specifically emotive, 

means "to move the feelings of' (Hoad, 1996, p. 146), implying that a movement of 

feeling is a kind of change. Recognizing and attending to the change may require 

cognitive reflection, a deliberation on the movement of feelings. Thus, the deliberation, 

spawned from an emotive movement, exits "on the borderline between the intellectual 
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and the passional" (Koch, 1996, p. 78). In the deliberation, which includes the emotional, 

we then give importance to, and mark the event, just as the event has also marked us. 

To say that the experience of Wallace's poetry is either cognitive or emotional 

would only further the debate of the dichotomy of body and mind knowing. Perhaps the 

poetry is able to do both; perhaps it is a "sensuous cognition" (Gadamer 1986; Nussbaum 

1990), at once cognitive and bodily. Lee (1998) furthered this as he described poetry as 

being able to think in two different ways at once. Hirshfield also wrote that 

because [poetry] thinks by music and image, by story and passion and voice, poetry 
can do what other forms of thinking cannot: approximate the actual flavour of life, 
in which subjective and objective become one, in which conceptual mind and the 
inexpressible presence of things become one. (Hirshfield, 1997, p. 32) 

The presence of poetry in nursing reminds us of the "primacy of language" and the power 

and presence of it in formative learning experiences. Abram (1996) wrote of this power 

of words to shape and form who we are, and the power of words to evoke our body: 

Only if words are felt, bodily presences, like echoes or waterfalls, can we 
understand the power of spoken language to influence, alter, and transform the 
perceptual world... To  neglect this dimension---to overlook the power that words or 
spoken phrases have to influence the body, and hence to modulate our sensory 
experience of the world around us---is to render even the most mundane, 
communicative capacity of language incomprehensible. (p. 89) 

Like the mythical Hermes' ability to cross boundaries, so too can the experience of 

poetry. It is not one way or another, of either the mind or the body; rather, it dwells and 

evokes among the cross-borders of mind and body. 

There seems to be a secret and objectively inherited expectation to keep embodied 

learning and experience outside of the classroom, outside of learning experiences. 

Wallace's poetry appears in classrooms where nursing students may expect science. 

Perhaps, this breaches the implicit boundaries to keep emotion out. Perhaps this 
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challenges the idea of what science is. The emotion of some students is a part of their 

experiencing Wallace's poetry. It may be what makes the experiences indelible, that they 

can disappear and re-appear in their lives. Vanessa, recalled being a student in one of the 

nursing classes last year in which Adrienne, who was teaching a course in nursing, asked 

me to come for an afternoon to give a talk on Wallace's, "The Cancer Poems". Vanessa 

shares with me her memory of that class, and the striking emotional resonance of the 

poems: 

Debb: So, given that we had part of the class on Bronwen Wallace's "The Cancer 
Poems"..so then after that, when Nancy brought Wallace's poems into the class 
were you familiar with the poems? 

Vanessa: Ya 

Debb: So, what were your thoughts around that? 

Vanessa: I thought, oh no, I'm going to start crying. 

Debb: Why's that? 

Vanessa: Because the poetry, it's so emotional ... especially when you are talking 
about something like "The Cancer Poems." 

Debb: What I remember, or what stood out for me is the poem "A Stubborn Grace" 
about her [Wallace's] best friend who died of cancer ... the poem was about what 
that was like. I remember that had a few people in tears. 

Vanessa: And I think there were a lot of people like me, when you were asking us 
for comments, it's like I couldn't have opened my mouth because I would have 
started crying. So, that's what I think it was like for a lot of people. 

Debb: And does that happen often? With any kind of poetry? 

Vanessa: Probably not as much, I think she really touched something. I used to read 
a lot of poetry, but probably not so . . .Iike, I don't know if I would have picked up a 
poem about cancer. I'm trying to think.. .1 can easily cry with a book... .but most 
poetry wouldn't make me cry. 

Debb: Does crying have a place in nursing? 
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Vanessa: I think so.. .like we try to be stoic and strong for your patient, and we are 
taught here that it's fine to cry, I mean, don't start bawling your head off, so that 
the patient has to console you, but it's not necessarily wrong to show some 
emotion. 

Debb: That's definitely something that keeps coming up in conversations with 
people, is that there is something so emotional about her poetry in particular ...and I 
remember, when we were in this class, because someone had requested that 
Adrienne and I read the poetry aloud, and I remember my first response was, I 
definitely can't read it aloud because I'll cry. So, it's like some immediate idea that 
this doesn't belong here. But maybe it does? 

Vanessa: It's like getting passed that not being able to cry. 

I realize, now, that both Vanessa and I were attempting to work out the place and 

belonging of emotion within the classroom; allowing space for emotion to cultivate who 

we are in the world. If, as Nussbaum contended, the inclusion of emotion within our 

understanding helps us to discern better, to perceive better, and to live better, then why 

would we deny the role of emotion as seeded by Wallace's poetry in learning? Emotions 

are "modes of vision, or recognition. Their responses are part of what knowing, that is 

truly recognize or acknowledging, consists in" (Nussbaum, 1990, P. 79). Vanessa's 

surprise and agitation of emotion being called forth in her, was equally as stirring for me. 

Ironically, when I asked Vanessa about her thoughts on that class, her response was "I 

thought, oh no, I'm going to start crying..." Ironically Vanessa uses thought and emotion 

in the same sentence, as if unknowingly attempting to bring these two dichotomous 

positions together, yet, each consists in the other to create a formative experience. Her 

reference to "oh no", implies that she did not want to cry, a forewarning of some kind. 

Vanessa did not want to be emotional in the class, however, the poems were 

evoking something in her, and even though she wanted to "open her mouth to speak", she 

feared if she did, it would be crying that would come out. Crying is a kind of language. It 
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is a way of speaking that, like language itself, is not a fixed or ideal form, rather, it is 

always evolving, spun of its own mysteriousness to include vast gestures of what 

language is and may be (Abram, 1996). 

Vanessa was not the only person who did not open her mouth for fear of what 

would fly out. Vanessa confessed, "there were a lot of people like me, when you were 

asking us for comments, it's like I couldn't open my mouth because I would have started 

crying." The primal, instinctual move to cry in response to the poetry is apart of why 

Vanessa acutely remembers this experience. She remembers the initial agitation of not 

wanting to cry, of not wanting to "open her mouth" because she would cry. The richness 

and bodily experience of the poetry is why the experience of the poetry was something 

she underwent, possibly even suffered, rather than possessed, a suffering yielded from 

Vanessa's resistance to be emotive. It shaped Vanessa's understanding of nursing. She 

discovered her own resistance, yet belonging to nursing. She experienced her belief of 

what should be allowable in a classroom, and what constitutes a learning experience. 

Vanessa noted, "I don't like being made emotional in a crowded classroom" as if she had 

no control over the poetry invoking her emotions. She tried to resist the feeling of letting 

go and falling into the poetry, yet even though she tried, the experience of the poetry still 

vibrated in her life. 

Written on The Body 

Written on the body is a secret code only visible in certain lights; the 
accumulations of a lifetime gather there. In places the palimpsest is so heavily 
worked that the letters feel like Braille. (Winterson, 1992, p. 89) 

The heart of the matter in nursing is often what the body shows. This might mean 

that the heart of the matter is "a woman, coming to you I her face full of blood, the night! 
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spilling out from her hair / to the street"; or maybe it will be a woman named "Sylvia I 

who is deaf! and whose teeth are totted to the gumline, I stumps in the foul swamp of her 

mouth I where the noises she makes at us I only her children understand"; or maybe it 

will be a moment when you run your fingers over stitches as if you are reading brail, 

trying to feel what you cannot see, as you follow 

a gash marked out by the doctor's stitches, 
which I follow now 
applying the ointment to the dry, stretched 
and healing skin, beneath which there is only 
a thin plate of bone between them 
and her brain, where everything happens at once 
(Wallace, 1987, pp. 62-63) 

The pivotal question is: will the heart of the matter be recognized? Can we read what is 

written on the body? And further, what kind of pedagogy can help nursing students to see 

that the blood spilling from a woman may just be more than blood, or that Sylvia, who is 

deaf, has an unspoken language with her children that only they can hear, or the 

recognition that stitches are not the only healing that may be required for a patient. This 

is not to say that nursing is about knowing everything about someone, but rather it is 

about a way of being with these people that recognizes the contingent, contextualized 

history that each person lives within and out, and that the particulars of their wounds can 

tell us much about the particulars of their lives. Seeing this, knowing this and loving this 

becomes the work of poetic pedagogy. 

Ghosts A Haunting: The Body Chooses and You Attend the Choice 

"The body chooses its own death "you told me once 
and what I saw was the two of us 
gathering purple hepaticas in a spring wood 
or pulling carrots dark earth 
staining our hands something that lyrical 
that easy 
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neither of us knowing 
what you meant 
till now your words taking root 
in this room in your eyes 
that draw me 
to your bedside and your warm hands 
growing into mine 
(Wallace, 1987, p. 103) 

These are the first two excerpts from Wallace's poem, "A Stubborn Grace." I return 

to this poem often, as much as I return to the transcription of my interview with Vanessa, 

and in doing so, I encounter myself in her emotive struggle. I remember well the class 

that Vanessa was in, and I remember the students asking me to read the poem, "A 

Stubborn Grace" aloud to them. This is the final poem from the section, "The Cancer 

Poems." The poem has a way of lingering in you. It evokes sadness. It leaves you with 

traces of ache so deep that the twinges are felt in bone and skin, yet there is also a stirring 

lightness, because you see, feel, and understand the beauty of the lived life, in all its 

limitations and possibilities. They wanted to hear it. The students were asking for 

something that they could hear. Ironically, my initial response to Adrienne, who was co-

facilitating the class with me, was that I did not want to read it out loud because. I may 

cry. Often when I read Wallace, tears well in my eyes, a tangible witness to the full 

presence and weight of who I am. All my ghosts, hurts, healings, elations, voices, and 

songs are there, still present with me waiting to be freed only to return again. I wondered, 

with a slight worry, "would the students see this?" Now, at this point in my research, I 

answer my own asking with, "I hope they do." 

In my interview with Adrienne, she and I reflected on this moment, in which I too 

momentarily feared showing the emotional resonance of the poetry. I bumped up against 
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myself. I was asking the students to engage and participate in the experience of the 

poems. Yet, for a brief moment, I too had an initial response of resistance, until my 

interaction with Adrienne read my prejudice back to me differently. In my interview with 

Adrienne, she and I talked about this moment in the class in which we co-facilitated a 

discussion of Wallace's poetry: 

Debb: We read "A Stubborn Grace" the final poem of the section, and I remember 
my hesitance was to not want to read the poem aloud because I always cry when I 
read.. .not wanting to allow that in the classroom, but meanwhile I was asking that 
of them. And they asked that of us. 

Adrienne: And I remember you said "I might cry" and I said, "so what!" And here I 
was saying I started out being surprised by the emotion in the room. What is that? I 
mean there is this kind of idea that one shouldn't, and I think that is one of those 
things that Wallace's writing does, somehow you can't say, you can't dictate to 
your body that it won't cry. They [students] cried a lot through this when we read it 
to them. 

So the whole way she [Wallace] talks about, "I always thought dying made a clean 
sweep of it" the use of... I  think for the students they were in the hospital seeing 
people dying, and you know in our culture, we whisk people away, I know 
hospitals, and now there are other ways that people can die at home, and a lot of 
them were around people. ...see, some of it is the content, but it isn't just.. .1 mean 
you could have a nice text that says dying is a process. 

See, it's the whole way it is so unpredictable, and that probably the other piece of 
what they experienced. It's one thing to say death has an unpredictable course with 
this disease, unpredictable and well maybe you have three months.. .there is a kind 
of flattening of the whole.. .okay a student can read on the page about mortality 
rates, but it's another thing to hear and see this because this rings much more true 
to what they experience when they are in the hospital. It is not that flat, suddenly 
they see a person's body is being ravished by a disease. 

I think it also rang true, talk about the truth thing, I think it rings true to their 
experience.. .that their experience is not the tidy anatomy and physiology texts, 
where.. .1 often think it is a bit like we think how the human body should look and 
even the anatomy, the text shows us how our body and organs look, and you can 
conjure up the image with the lines.. .but if you talk to anybody in O.R., or you see 
people get opened, people never look like that on the inside. 
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Indeed, there is an unpredictability of the experience with Wallace's poetry. There is 

surprise, shock, jolting, and jarring. Suddenly, students are asked to engage in a practice 

of interpretation within their learning that invokes their emotions, their body, and their 

mind. They engage with a text, as Adrienne says, in which the nursing students read 

something that "rings true" to their own experiences of nursing. The textured, full-bodied 

content of the poetry, contrasts the "flat" texts that the nursing students may generally 

read. It is important to note that the surprise is not just reserved for the students. 

Adrienne, too noted that she "was surprised by the emotion in the room." And she 

continues to ask herself and me, what is that? Why is it she is still surprised? Is it that we 

think emotion should not be part of a learning experience? 

The experience of the poetry may bring up the students' histories, their struggles, 

and their morals. Within a scientific medical paradigm, they have not been asked to bring 

themselves into their learning. They traditionally have not had to write or read themselves 

into what it is they are trying to understand (Brodersen, 2001; Gregory, 1998; Olson, 

2002.). Poetic pedagogy asks them to do this. This is a new, yet familiar learning 

experience for the students, new because they have never had the space of poetry created 

in nursing, yet familiar because the students bring themselves and their desire for nursing 

into it. The hope of this research, and attention to a poetic pedagogy, is that such 

experiences will cultivate an openness and passionate attentiveness to the particulars of 

situations and relationships that these nursing students will encounter. 

"I've been holding my breath, one way or another, it seems, for a long, long time  

Exhaling Affective Arousal 

I return again to the story that started this research study: my conversation with 

Adrienne. It was the story about a seminar she facilitated that was attended by clinical 
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nurse specialists, psychologists, and nursing professors and how she brought the short 

story, titled "Scuba Diver in Repose", to the class. The short story is unique in that it is 

technically not poetry. However, its impassioned prose, fused with peoples' experience of 

nursing, also creates a poetic pedagogy. The reading of the short story started in the 

middle of it, not at the beginning. Adrienne asked each person to read a section and pass 

it on. She remembers that everyone read a piece. No one refused. In my interview with 

Adrienne, she began by reflecting on this experience again, of using Wallace's work in 

her seminar and the unanticipated "affective arousal" of the story. Adrienne, herself, had 

been drawn to and affected by Wallace's work. However, what "struck" Adrienne is 

when she presented Wallace's short story, she did not expect such profound emotional 

responses. It was the affective arousal that surprised Adrienne. The following excerpts of 

our conversation are of some length, yet important to include in their entirety to show the 

movement of Adrienne's reflections. This seminar is different than the other nursing 

classes in which students were affected, because the people who attended this seminar are 

not nursing students, but are practitioners in the field of nursing: 

Adrienne: 1999 is when I, in my first semester was doing a course in the nursing 
faculty, called nursing philosophy, and I had to choose a topic. I think this is where 
I remember talking to you because it was in that first fall, 1999, and I had to teach a 
class where I had to take some concept, like some philosophical concept, and it 
could be anything anywhere. It was a bit loose, I had to develop it. And, at that time 
in a lot of our readings we were looking at the whole idea of truth. What is true, 
what is truth? So I decided to take the topic of truth, and because I had come out of 
a context where the whole DSM IV had taken hold, we were having to diagnosis 
people in order to have funding, or to have them in a program they had to be given 
a label, and then labels became a kind of a truth. I had started to become 
uncomfortable with that, and I thought, there are other kinds of truth in our work. 
Because the idea of the diagnosis was deciding how one would go on and treat a 
person. 

Debb: And by your work, meaning... 
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Adrienne: Marriage and Family Therapy, so doing therapy. The part of this team I 
was a part of, we had already been in debates about diagnoses, and is it the only 
truth, and if you have the diagnosis then you know how to treat someone, you know 
the truth of the matter... 

So, in this course I had decided to go back and do something different. So, I kind of 
talked about the history of the whole term, and the concept and the meaning of 
truth. And, I had been given the book, People You'd Trust Your Life To, and I had 
read it.. .1 think through the summer probably... .maybe even a year before. And I 
loved, "The Scuba Diver in Repose" and I loved that one line right, [Adrienne reads 
from the story].... "I've been holding my breath, one way or another, it seems for a 
long, long time." At that point, I always stop breathing when I read 
this.. .anyways. ..I thought.. .and this whole section of this piece.. .these were 
nurses, physicians, psychologists, that came to this workshop, and so I decided to 
do something different in the seminar, and I used this story, and I didn't even use 
the whole. I decided that we didn't have time to read the entire story, so I chose 
very carefully.. .these dilemmas that we see all the time.. [she reads from the 
story].."he wanted to die in the home, not this hospital, so once that was clear, 
everything else fell into place." So, I started here, and I got people to each read.. .(it 
wasn't a lot), and I had the first person read a paragraph and hand it on, and you 
could just pass it on, and nobody passed it on; everybody read. And, I used this just 
to try to open up, and then I thought I'd take, this sounds so simplistic, but this 
would be a way to say "What is the truth in this piece we just read about this idea 
of relationships and death and loss?" I thought this would be a springboard in, and I 
think I had coffee with you at our class, just after I had to teach this, and I had a 
professor there to grade me, and I did cover all sorts of different philosophical 
positions around truth. It was just interesting, and of course why I was so struck is 
this started to go round and by the time I was through that little section of people 
reading, everyone was crying.. .everyone was crying. 

In nursing practice, how do you get, as Adrienne says, to "the truth of the matter?" 

Ironically, Adrienne's seminar was about different theories of truth, yet what occurred is 

a showing of different kinds of truth in peoples' encounters with the short story. Truth 

within hermeneutics is not a fact, but it happens. It emerges or is unconcealed 

(Heidegger, 1971; Moran, 2000; Palmer, 1969, 1976) in the dialectic process of 

conversation among people. Adrienne, herself, submitted that she included the short story 

within her seminar because she wanted "to try and open up" a discussion about truth. 

Within the emotional responses, or what Adrienne describes as "affective arousal", truth 
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was emerging. There were different kinds of truth happening (Watson, 1994). There is 

the truth within the short story itself, the truth that emerges and merges in people, the 

truth in the experiencing of the short story, and there is truth in the larger discussion that 

takes place after the reading of the story. 

The conversations about the story move out, ascend into the open, into the space 

that becomes poetic pedagogy as people engage in meaningful discussions about the short 

story. What the story invokes and what poetic pedagogy allows is personal meanings, 

which then resonate within the larger context of their professions. Something rang true 

for the participants, as they were involved in creating a meaningful experience among 

themselves, and with the short story. Adrienne talked further about this in our interview: 

Debb: A few things I wanted to ask you -- you were saying that you had everyone 
read a piece of it, and so, how was that? I wonder would it have been different if 
you would have just handed it out, and they would have read it? 

Adrienne: Maybe, I mean I had this idea, I still have this idea that speaking out 
loud around the story would somehow.. .it keeps people there.. .listening, and 
attentive and involved in the story somehow, more than a passive, they have to 
actively participate in the story. But that's something I've done in different 
teachings, and different contexts that I've found useful. 

I didn't expect people to be in tears. I mean I know I was probably in tears. 

Debb: Do you remember the first time you read this story? 

Adrienne: Well I had read it more than once at that point in time.. .yes I remember 
reading it... 

Debb: You were quite familiar with it then? 

Adrienne: Ya, and I had gone through it all looking for something. I don't think I 
wanted affective arousal or anything, that wasn't what I was after. I wanted 
something that I thought spoke a truth, that didn't speak a truth in the traditional 
way. 
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Adrienne experienced another kind of claim with Wallace's writing, different than 

her previous encounters. Adrienne was not intending "affective arousal," yet it happened 

and this surprised her. She did not expect people to be in tears. Poetic pedagogy is about 

being open to that which is unanticipated. People's experiences of the story were invoked 

and simultaneously validated (Chinn, 1994). Their emotions were part of a learning 

experience. In my conversation with Adrienne, she spoke of the people's responses as 

crying. This is not to say then that there is nothing being learned because there is 

emotion. Rather, the notion of rationality is showing itself and what gets cultivated is 

an education that cultivates fancy and feeling through works of literature and 
history, teaching appropriate occasions for and degrees of response. They will 
consider it childish and immature. not to cry or be angry or otherwise to experience 
and display passion where the situation calls for it. (Nussbaum, 1990, p. 82) [My 
emphasis] 

Adrienne, who herself is affected by Wallace's poetry, was still shocked at other 

people's tears. Perhaps because they are professionals, perhaps because some were 

colleagues she has known for years and had never seen them express emotion so freely. 

What remains though, is the surprise of the emotion in the seminar, yet it is the very 

emotion that opened and sustained such a fervent and fruitful learning experience. 

Connie, a professor in nursing who was there to grade Adrienne, was so moved by what 

she witnessed in the seminar that she began to incorporate the same short story into her 

nursing classes. Thus, challenging our sense of rationality and what is 'appropriate' in a 

learning experience or within a particular discipline, such as nursing, can create an 

attention to the meaningfulness of living with, and learning from, the complexities 

inherent within the field of care and poetry. 
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Adrienne asked a question in the interview that she continues to ask herself still, as 

she tries to understand why she was surprised, especially given the resonance of emotion 

she feels when she reads Wallace's poetry and stories. Yet, she recognizes the nursing 

profession is complex, and messy, and therefore calls forth the need for literary 

experience within the study of nursing that embodies and invokes that messiness, the 

contingent webbed nature of truths. Adrienne, in some ways, wanted to use the story to 

show a different kind of truth in it, however, a hermeneutic experience swept in and 

claimed the moment. In using poetry, we begin the separation of it from us, it becomes an 

object, and we, as subjects, attempt to use or control it. Not using poetry is a critical 

aspect of hermeneutics. Rather belonging to it, allowing a world to come forth through it, 

and in the experience of it, is what makes poetic pedagogy so unique and rich. The short 

story, although intended to be a tool, resisted. It became part of the language within 

which a formative experience of people attending the seminar was made possible. This is 

a critical distinction, particularly when looking at poetry within therapy and other nursing 

curricula. The poetry becomes a tool, to control and possibly manipulate the experience. 

However, the surprise, the unanticipated characteristic of many people's encounters with 

the poetry and short story is what makes this a poetic pedagogy. 

A Kinship of Truth and Affective Arousal 

Adrienne explained to me that she was not after "affective arousal", rather she 

wanted something "that spoke a truth." Indeed, truths were happening within the affective 

arousal. What makes the affective arousal even more surprising for Adrienne was the 

people she witnessed as affected by the short story. They were people she has known for 

years in her work, and has never seen them express emotion in their work. In this 
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seminar, as Robert Frost would say, truth broke in (Frost, 1972). It emerged, and was 

unconcealed in the relationship of people and the short story, and then amongst each 

other: 

Debb: I have to ask you, for you, what is it about this story that resonates truth, or 
different kinds of truth? Is there something about this story that rings true for you? 

Adrienne: Yes.. .1 guess it speaks to how messy, and how there is not "a" 
truth... .that's the whole thing, there isn't one truth. 

Debb: So what is it about.. .is it within the stories, is it literature in itself, what is it? 
Like why not use a more theoretical piece or... 

Adrienne: I think what I was trying to do, when I said I wasn't after affective 
arousal that's exactly what happened. In fact people were, a few people that I've 
never seen cry, after 10 years of working with them.. .were crying. You could have, 
outside of the sounds of a few sobs, and Kleenexes, you could have heard a pin 
drop. In fact, I was kind of so shocked I didn't know what to do, in that class, in 
that moment, and then I thought, well this is what it's about and then what I did is, I 
mean engaged in conversation, but when you ask what is it, maybe it's because it is 
an emotional level, it's not an intellectual exercise, this isn't a truth, we deal with 
suffering in my work. Pain, suffering, death, all kinds of messy situations that we 
try to always put in some kind of order, that really often there isn't order in, and I 
think that's what she [Wallace] does well, is captures the complexity of it, and it is 
something that resonates deep in your guts, your heart, not just in your 
head.. .just. . .to imply that we can cut off our head is a bit odd, but I guess it's a 
whole body kind of experience. 

But the real meaning for everyone in that group was around the story that started it 
out, and our conversations about what did this actually say, what was this? So we 
were actually interpreting, trying to interpret the story. 

Debb: So, with the people there you had a conversation about the story. 

Adrienne: Ya, and it was about 15 people. And they hadn't read the whole story. 
Just the piece. 

Debb: Do you remember anything of it? Why were you shocked? 

Adrienne: Well, these are clinical people who hear powerful stories all the time. 
Real life stories like this, and this to me is a real life story. This is it. 

People started to talk about more of their own lives too, not just clinic work—that I 
do remember. Some of the people there, one nurse, began to talk about her own 
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brother's death. This is not a woman who discloses anything about herself in most 
of her work, she's quite.. .the ideas that she practices from are quite hands off. We 
spent a lot more time just talking about the complexity of the work that we did, and 
how did we know what is true, what or wasn't. 

Perhaps what Adrienne witnessed were the people at the seminar encountering 

themselves in their learning. The learning experiences afforded by poetic pedagogy are 

"...an exploration of the deepest and most intimate experiences, thoughts, feelings, ideas" 

(Bolton, 1999, p.11 8). Given that one of the women at the seminar never "discloses 

anything about herself in most of her work", the surprise was intensified because she was 

encountering herself and expressing herself. This woman usually practices from ideas 

that "are quite hands off." Now, in this seminar, she is hands on. 

Responses to Wallace's short story invoke, evoke, and enable opportunities to 

discern and explore their own experiences that are called forth by the short story. The 

short story interrupted the familiarity of the work of these people, as Adrienne noted that 

they hear "powerful stories all the time." Yet, the power of Wallace's short story invoked 

particulars and personal experiences for some people, and opened them into a discussion 

that involved themselves and what truth means within their complex work (Scheibler, 

2001). The evocation of the short story amplified particular experiences in people's lives, 

providing the resonance to move the people at the seminar into an openness, into a 

discussion of different kinds of truth: 

Debb: Do you think this story made a difference in their work, or how they go on? 

Adrienne: Well I would hope.. .I'd like to believe none of these things are isolated. 
I think I leant the book to a few people. I left the book there for a few people to 
read. I think it's those conversations ... that it opens up a kind of conversation that is 
just different then the professional.. .the professional conversation.. .the kind of 
professional ease.. .that kind of comfortable way of talking about people in 
situations and, ya actually people were still talking about it a year later, you know 
"oh the one where you made everyone cry." It wasn't me, it was Bronwen Wallace. 
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Debb: So you knew of Wallace's work before this right? 

Adrienne: I had heard of her work before then, and I had read... poems, but the 
reason that I heard a lot about that was through Nancy and Connie, through David 
Jardine really. I think David had introduced them to Bronwen Wallace's work a 
few years before then. They said, "Oh you got to read this" and I borrowed books 
from them. 

The art of nursing is kind of slipping away a little bit. What is a good nurse? It isn't 
just about good technique for an injection, it's much more about dealing with 
human bodies and people and getting all that messiness, again, it's that there isn't 
one truth and it's messy. And human beings with health problems are messy, and 
complicated and that's what she gets at, and I think that's why nurses like, are 
attracted, it speaks, her writing speaks to.. .1 think they are attracted to her writing 
because it captures something... speaks to them. 

Debb: Do you remember any of your initial experiences with Wallace's poems? Do 
you remember your reaction or no reaction at all? 

Adrienne: I always cry. So why would I be surprised when other people get 
emotional. The poetry I had read first, I remember finding some of that just, not 
always tearful, but it just, it just captured so much.. .just the use of her language 
and there is something about the way she writes, you know, that, this sounds like a 
weird thing to say but, nursing and health care is full of smells, if you go to some 
place and its neutral, there is no aromas, there is no smells, there's nothing ... but 
you know what it's like to go into a hospital.. .the smell, I think as a nurse you lose 
that, you don't notice when you walk in, a physician wouldn't notice the smell ... but 
whenever people first start to come into a hospital I overhear them, they always say 
"oh the smell" first it's that aseptic.. .antiseptic.. .but it's more then that when you 
are with people, human beings, who are dying, their smells.. .and I don't think I 
remember reading poetry that stirs up visual images, but there is something about 
her writing, that stirs up olfactory responses, that I can smell, that you can feel 
things when you read her writing... 

Adrienne's inclusion of Wallace's work is not the kind of experience with literature 

that is a flight away from the messy and complex world within which we live and work; 

rather, the short story is about, and brings us into this messiness. It is about particulars of 

emotion, and the sometimes limitations of living and dying. The people reading 

Wallace's short story are drawn to the particulars within it, and there is an emotional 

connection with those particulars that invoke other personal and particular experiences 
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for the one encountering the short story. This is not to say that the experiences in the 

short story are the same as those who encounter the work, the particulars may be 

different, allowing for a plurality of experiences. Directing attention to such particulars, 

becomes an inclusion of emotions as the source of "ethical insight" (Nussbaum, 1990). 

And the Address Goes On and On: Emotion Evolving 

Connie was at the seminar on truth. She was one of the professors teaching the 

course, and was there to grade Adrienne. Adrienne received her mark, and so too did 

Connie. What Connie witnessed through people's encounters with the short story she 

wanted to carry on for herself. It was after that seminar that Connie began to include 

Wallace's short story in the graduate level nursing classes she taught. For Connie, the 

story opens something that often felt inexplicable to her. In our interview, Connie 

describes being present for Adrienne's seminar, and how she too started to include "The 

Scuba Diver in Repose" in her classes. We entered into this discussion as Connie 

reflected on her first encounter with Wallace's poetry in 1996 when she was a graduate 

student: 

Debb: So 1996, that was a few years ago.. ..so did you go out and read more of her 
work.. .or let it rest...? 

Connie: Actually no, I was always looking for them in bookstores, and of course 
most of them are out of print.. .it's not very easy to get your hands on these days. I 
ended up going through a clearinghouse in the States that actually put them on 
order and have them tracked down ... so I came across Stubborn Particulars of 
Grace that way, I came across Signs of the Former Tenant here in town just 
flipping through bookstores, down in Kensington, so I was watchful for her work, 
and ended up finding a few different pieces. But the one I hadn't seen before and I 
hadn't used it in my teaching, until I came across People You'd Trust Your Life To, 
and it was Adrienne using "The Scuba Diver in Repose" in teaching a class at the 
Family Therapy Training Program, and she was... .1 can't remember the topic of 
why she was doing that presentation, but she was presenting to a group of 
colleagues, we worked together down at Outpatient Mental Health and she used 
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that piece from "The Scuba Diver in Repose" with that group, I realized that I could 
be doing that, by then I was teaching, right.. .myself... 

Debb: Okay..so this was when Adrienne was a doctoral student.. 

Connie: Ya..can't remember exactly when that was-maybe 99...? 
So by that point I was here as a Faculty member, and I hadn't used Bronwen in my 
teaching, but I saw her [Adrienne] use the Scuba Diver Piece, and umm ... it was 
huge.. .and that was like a light bulb going on about because that's about a man 
dying at home right.. .and it was like a lighbulb going on about thinking how much 
that could open up some other kinds of discussions with students, about 
experiences of illness, and in particular, I was teaching right around that time, a 
Nursing 681, which "Families and Illness" is the focus of the course and I was 
trying to invite students into reading first person accountants, and narratives, as 
another way of accessing.. .what's it like for people, as family members, 
individuals, to live out these experiences in a different way. I found that the course 
had previously focused a lot on the scholarly literature, while there had been some 
attempts in the previous offerings of the course to focus more on narrative, stories, 
that.. .well, I don't know what happened.. .1 really wanted them to have 
conversations and to stay focused in class about multiple ways of being informed 
about people's experiences of different kinds of illness, as they practice with 
families, and every step of the way, in addition to thinking about the professional 
literature, to be thinking about first person accounts, about literature, about the 
media, as coming together around ways of informing about what it's like, and then 
what does that mean for our practice. 

So, then I tried using Scuba Diver over a couple offerings of that graduate class, 
as.. .actually, on the first day of class with students as a way to invite them in. 

Most often, those who integrate Wallace's work into their teaching, describe it as 

Adrienne did, as a way to "open something up" and for Connie it was a way of inviting 

students into discussion, and different ways of thinking about the experiences of nursing. 

There is no pattern or trend to how Wallace's poetry and short story is introduced in 

nursing; whether it is Nancy reading a poem at the end of term, or myself, giving a talk 

mid-term, or Connie including the short story as a way to usher students in at the 

beginning of a class. The timing is connected to the meaning created by the students in 

relationship with the work. However, the differing times of introducing exemplifies 

Wallace's writing as being true in that the work stands within itself at any given time or 
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moment (Gadamer, 1976). Wallace's work is "durable" (Arendt, 1958) because it is 

memorable, a testament to a true work of art. 

Connie is aware of the juxtaposition of literary texts with scholarly texts in her 

teaching, and offers literary texts with the intention that the juxtaposition ripens the 

creation of a morally meaningful experience for nursing students. The students encounter 

and bring themselves to the literature, as they open into a discussion of particular 

personal experiences, which as Connie noted are "echoed" in the short story, or perhaps 

invoked by it. Greene (1980; 1995) conceived of this as a gap. The gap provides a fertile 

space in which students engage imagination, emotion, and personal stories. It is a 

response to the story that is highly charged with imagination, creative thinking, and 

discernment of an experience. This fruitful encounter that the student has with the short 

story brings the student's own life into the fold, to then unfold with compassion, passion, 

and identification, and ultimately self-understanding. 

Different Kinds of Reading 

As the interview with Connie evolved, I became increasingly intrigued with how 

the short story was included in the class: 

Debb: How did you do that.. .did you read it, did they read it...? 

Connie: Actually, it's really funny because I think the groups would be about 
15...15 - 18 people, so I would just say I want to hear everybody's voices this first 
class as a way of getting to know you, so I want you each to read a paragraph, and 
read it out loud with each other around the table. And some people were more shy 
than others. Some people really got into it. There is a part in it, early in the reading 
there is a swear word, the "F" word comes up, so.. .1 remember in most instances 
they would rather say it with gusto [laughter]. ..it was funny.. .but for me it was 
partly about wanting them to know that I needed to hear their voice, I wanted them 
to participate in a group in reading it. But then as the story progressed the emotion 
around the reading would build with the story and it really.. .by the time the story 
itself was read, people were in a different space to talk about what it means for 
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family members, and to start thinking differently about the legitimacy of other 
ways of knowing about illness experiences, other than the scholarly literature. 

As the students read on, the emotion swelled, which, similar to Adrienne's experience, 

Connie did not fully anticipate. Her intent of including the story was to invite the students 

into different ways of reading and interpreting illness. Wallace's work, in particular, 

arouses hearts and spawns tears. It is this very swelling of emotion that the students 

experienced that enables them to think differently about the ways in which they can know 

an experience of illness. Literary texts require a different kind of reading. Reading is 

about participating; it is not as Adrienne said in our interview, "passive." The experience 

of reading the poetry or short story asks the students to be with the story, to not stand 

over and against it, but to sit side by side with it, to create an experience together. 

In Wallace's poetry and short stories, some lines are rife with paradox, some are 

just a few words taking up a signal line. This means there is a need to shift our reading 

flow, the literary texts require different kinds of engagement than the "scholarly texts" 

that Connie refers to. However, if Nussbaum were listening to our conversation, she 

would contend that the discernment and practical wisdom gained through an exercise 

with a literary text is a kind of rationality. The imaginative and emotional response that 

Wallace's poetry and short story tells and asks for plays a guiding role in the 

development of students' perception and vision that will be in part constitutive of the 

moral knowledge that they continue to generate and act on (Nussbaum, 1990). 

Openings and After-words 

The opening and the afterwards are what I refer to as the words that come after the 

experience, literally the "after-words." These are referred to often when I talked with 

Adrienne, Nancy, and Connie, all who have included Wallace's poetry and short story in 
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their teaching. They would often say that they read the poetry or short story because it 

opens something. What it opened they were unsure of, yet they were sure about including 

Wallace's work as a way of opening. Connie and I explored further this concept of what 

gets opened: 

Debb: you had talked about emotion, evolving... 

Connie: yup.. 

Debb: How did that show itself? 

Connie: I think in the tone of voice, you could bear it coming in the voice of the 
reader that people were.. .that people were into the story, that people were into the 
emotion of the story, in a different way than kind of reading.. .again. . .contrasting 
that with how people might read a scholarly piece of literature, and the kind of an 
intensity of focus, people were with the story.. .so that was probably the way I've 
used Bronwen the most is around that class, that particular piece, as a way of 
beginning, as a way of opening 

Deb: Because something gets opened...? 

Connie: Well I think, ya, something gets opened.. .absolutely, that was the intention 
behind doing it though, was to create a space where they knew that those kinds of 
stories, matter to us, that they are not inconsequential, they are not entertainment, 
that they are as salient as the professional literature, and I wanted to introduce that 
right up front I wanted them to read that kind of literature, and think about that 
kind of work, during that course as well. 

Debb: So why do you think it's that kind of literature that is able to open.. .some 
students.. .what is it about the short stories? 

Connie: Ya, I think it helps, it helps them to connect with stories in a different way, 
but in terms of taking a personal meaning away from it, that story would invite 
them to think about instances in their own lives. The discussion we would have 
afterwards would be about a particular patient that they have encountered, that 
echoed for them in reading through the story, or personal experiences in our own 
families that echoed, and I think that was the opening, is that relevance to me, that 
opens up a different kind of understanding then, and that gives a different kind of 
legitimacy to personal knowledge as relevant knowledge to living out nursing. 

The poetry and short story opened a space for students to engage and integrate their 

personal knowledge into their learning and changing understanding of nursing. Emotions 
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stay close to home and within this contain a first person reference (Nussbaum, 1995). The 

personal knowledge is that which is within the poetry and short story itself, and it is also 

the personal knowledge that the students then bring into the reading. It is as if the first 

person narrative accounts of Wallace's work open the students to, as Connie noted, a 

"different kind of legitimacy to personal knowledge." This "first-person reference" brings 

the students into the encounter; in fact, they cannot keep themselves out of it if they are to 

experience the poetry. 

A poetic pedagogy is made possible because of the recognition and honouring of 

the personal. It is about what one knows about ourselves and the world, and stepping 

forth with that knowledge, with an openness to the possibility that one's standpoint 

(Haraway, 1988) may be altered. Keeping ourselves in, reading and perceiving from a 

first person reference is what makes poetic pedagogy uniquely lush. In reading the story 

aloud and in the discussion that follows, just as in Adrienne's seminar, the students 

engage in a dialogue that calls forth, sustains, and exchanges personal knowledge, the 

encounter with poetry becomes ofthem. It comes from them and all their personal 

experiences, echoing a primary sentiment of this research study of students encountering 

themselves in the experiencing of the poetry. 

A poetic pedagogy becomes a moral education; it becomes a learning experience 

connected by morals, imagination, particulars, and emotion. Perhaps it is precisely the 

inclusion and integration of the personal knowledge that initiates the emotion, allowing 

for a reading that is an affective pedagogic experience for the students. The students' 

encounter with Wallace's poetry or short story is not only about connecting them to 
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nursing through poetry, but also re-connecting nursing students to narrative literature in 

ways that ask them for different kinds of reading. 

There is a need for pedagogic space and dialogue that includes the recognition and 

value of rational emotions (Nussbaum, 1990; 1995). In order to ask for emotions to be 

included in deliberation, there is a need to first question why emotions have not been 

included in deliberative experiences, particularly for positions that involve public 

deliberation, such as nursing practice. Nussbaum (1995) explained that emotions are 

isolated from deliberative thought because they are perceived as "too much concerned 

with particular and not sufficiently with larger social units" (p. 59). The very objection 

that emotions are too concerned with particulars is precisely why they are needed in 

poetic pedagogy. It is the hope that nurses will not solely draw from the larger social 

units of understanding they have about care, illness, treatment, healing, but also include 

within their deliberation, attention to particulars. 

"The Complex Possibilities of Common Things" 

the windfrozen people on the street 
emerging from the December light 
figures in a stereoscope 
a moment like the one 
when you realize that magic 
is not the trick itself 
but the magician's hardworked skill 
with coins and handkerchiefs 
the complex possibilities 
of common things 
(Wallace, 1983, p. 101) 

Common things. Particular things. The concept of the particular involves attending 

to the individual, to context sensitive seeing, and to noticing details; to understand that 

the context of a situation may shed different lights, colours, and shades on each 
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particular. The humanness of nursing is what Vanessa talked about in her interview and 

how the humanness within nursing is made up of the mundane everyday things. Seeing 

this, noticing this, becomes part of the work of poetic pedagogy, for emotions are ways of 

perceiving and seeing. It is in the evocation of the emotions that the nursing students 

notice things, because of the value with which they associate them. In my interview with 

Christine, she talked about the "simple things" which are the particulars that are 

important to attend to when nursing patients. The experience of the poetry is a part of the 

whole experience of nursing that, perhaps, cultivates students to see the simple things. 

Christine had brought "The Cancer Poems" with her to our interview. At one point in the 

interview, we were looking at them again together, and this revisiting is what 

contextualized the following excerpt: 

Debb: Did any [poems] in particular stick out for you? 

Christine: I think the poems as a whole.. .they go through the whole illness 
trajectory. It's good to have them as a whole, but I think it was "A Stubborn Grace" 
that really got me. I guess all of them.. .the one about the magician... "the complex 
possibilities of common things".. .you know, nurses do these common things 
everyday, but it means so much to your patient. Even the simplest thing, getting a 
warm blanket for someone. You do that everyday, but that could mean so much to 
someone else, it's "the complex possibility of common things".. .and how the nurse 
is the magician, she does all these things, and she makes it look easy, and she 
makes it look... .routine, but it's not. And it is done with thought, and it should be 
done with thought every time. 

Debb: Nursing can become routine, mundane? 

Christine: And that's why we need poetry and all of these things to jar us out of 
that, to get us out of that, to get us out of the routine. 

Debb: So the poetry can get rid of the routine? 

Christine: Ya, because it's a new way of thinking about it. 
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The simplest thing, like getting a blanket for someone, may make a difference for that 

patient. Imagining that something so simple might make such a significant difference is 

what is important. The poetry as Christine noted, is needed for nursing students, to "jar" 

them out of the routine ways of nursing so they can see the particulars, and attend to the 

complex common things that they notice. In routine, the role of imagination and 

emotional engagement become lost. Poetry bumps up against all of this, and reminds the 

nursing students to be alert, imaginative, and attentive to the particulars. 

Christine also noted in the interview that she was not emotionally affected by the 

content of "The Cancer Poems" because she had not had anyone close to her die of 

cancer. Yet, there was still something that "got her", as she said. The last poem of the 

collection, "A Stubborn Grace" is what jarred her into recognizing the simplest acts of 

nursing are just as important as inserting IV tubes. Christine still brought her personal 

knowledge into the reading of the poetry that enables her to imagine what it might be like 

to be one of the characters in Wallace's short story or poems. There is a pity, an 

empathetic suffering that the nursing students have for the characters. It is the imagining 

that our own possibilities might be similar or the same as the ones suffering in the 

narrative literature that creates emotion. The nursing students are able to witness the 

emotionality of the characters. Thus, there is a learning for the nursing students of how 

emotion guides the characters in the poem and the story. Further, the students link their 

own emotional experience with the characters, which helps them recognize and attend to 

the role of emotions in their deliberation and practice as nurses. 

For some nursing students then, there is such a strong identification with the 

emotion contained in the poem, an identification so deep that it feels like it is "theirs." 
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For some students, like Christine, it is what the poems simply evoke in her, not just the 

personal experiences. The poems evoke her emotions and her sentimentality such that she 

sees the importance of attending to the simple things in nursing, knowing that it may just 

make a pivotal difference to the patient. The ability to imagine is necessary for nursing 

students to begin to feel what it might be like for the people in Wallace's poetry and short 

story; in doing this they can cultivate a way of being with imagination that they then 

carry into nursing practice. Thus, with the characters they meet, they might always begin 

to imagine what it is they might be experiencing and feeling. 

Some Notes on the Inescapable Realm ofEmotion 

This chapter ends for me with a recollection of the excerpt from Wallace's poem, 

"Thinking With The Heart" that started out the chapter. How permitting herself the heart 

and its season, the cyclical and patterned movement of year to year, never really gets her 

out, only back again. I feel those lines. In the interpretation of emotion I feel as if I return 

again and again to different students' experiences of emotion in the encounter with the 

poetry. Each is a different place, yet I feel I never really get outside of what all of this 

means. I have this harassing desire to want to move out of the interpretation of the 

emotion, to say the emotion is about this or that. Yet, I never do. I do not think I am 

supposed to. It is about staying within the emotion. I realize that my own interpretation of 

emotion, like the cycles of the moon, like the heart and its season, do not get me out, but 

only back again. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

WHAT THE MUSE HAS BROUGHT US TO: 

THE MEANING WE MAKE AND GIVE AWAY 

Indeed, something gets opened in the experience of Wallace's poetry. In my interviews 

with Nancy, Connie and Adrienne, all spoke of why they integrated Wallace's poetry and 

short story into their teaching. They are all intending for something to be opened for the 

nursing students, from affective arousal, to seeing the poetry in nursing. What becomes 

opened for the nursing students cannot be predicted with any accuracy, what we can do is 

trace the remains of what is left after the openings have come and gone. 

In the previous chapters, I explored the eclectic experiences of openness of nursing 

students. Such openness is the nursing students encountering themselves, or perhaps it is 

the emotional experience of the students, or the imaginative possibilities that are 

recursively intertwined with emotion. Something else also gets opened in the 

encountering of Wallace's poetry: conversation. The conversation yielded from the 

experience of Wallace's poetry can also be described as an ethics of dialogue, as students 

reach for meaning and each other in dialogue (Kearney, 1991). Remember Adrienne's 

seminar and how she witnessed the conversations that grew out of the short story, or the 

graduate class of nursing students with whom I met, and how they pointed to the meaning 

that was created primarily in the conversation after the poems. It is here, in the ascent of 

the poetry, that some nursing students found the greatest meaning and value of their 

encounters of the poetry. 

The Poiesis of Conversation 

The poems aren't about what happens but about what's discovered The narratives 
in my poems are like guide posts towards a mystery at the center of any story, the 



121 

mystery of our existence or the mystery of our personality. In the poems, the voice 
is trying to discover this as it moves though the poem. (Wallace, 1992, p. 210) 

Voice. Mystery. Discovery. Much like the voice that moves through Wallace's 

poems, towards the mystery within any story, so too are the voices of the nursing students 

as they weave amongst each other, feeling their way through, hands outstretched, as if 

following the mystery of meaning as if it were a labyrinth wall. The after-words, the 

conversation created out of the experience of poetry, enacts the core of the conception of 

"poiesis," which is creation, and for the Greeks, this included the involvement of any 

meaningful activity that had a value or end beyond itself ( Heidegger, 1971; Hoad, 1996; 

Kearney 1991). There are a plethora of meanings created in conversation among nursing 

students as they each, in their own context, work out the meanings of their experiences of 

the poems. As they do this, their meaning intersects with others, and new meanings 

emerge. Not only do nursing students garner a sense of other through the encounter with 

the poetry, and the characters within the poetry, they also garner a sense of other in 

conversation with their peers. They co-create meaning through sharing their 

interpretations of their poetic experiences. 

In the class discussion with graduate nursing students, Barbara, Jodi, Norah, and 

Dheepa,, they affinned that the meaning, for them, was in what follows, it was the poiesis 

of conversation: 

Debb: any final thoughts... 

Jodi: It may help a new beginning nurse to understand that a person is not just their 
disease. 

Nancy: Should they be read to new nurses? 

Jodi: Yup. 



122 

Barbara: I agree too, because you know what, dying is a part of living, and we have 
to learn to help people die, as well. And if we don't look at dying we miss a huge 
piece of learning.. .it's the background in which we live. 

Norah: I don't necessarily agree, I think there is merit in having anyone in first year 
nursing read this, but I don't know how much meaning it would have. 

Jodi: . . .cause then once that discussion comes up... 

Nancy: ..Maybe it's in the discussion afterwards that there is meaning, not just in 
reading the poems. 

Barbara: I would agree with that. I don't think the reading in itself.. .umrnm. . .the 
meaning is dependent on what your experiences are, and what brought it out. 

Debb: Does it open something, that we may not be able to access otherwise? 

Jodi: It opens the door to actually letting the emotion come out, and being okay 
with talking about it. I know from my experience, getting that door open has been 
a hard part, and if reading a poem opens that door then... 

The women in this class moved the experience of poetry outwards from not just being 

with the poem, but the meaning found in the conversation that follows. Interestingly, this 

came from Norah not agreeing with the other students that there is meaning in having 

first year nursing students read the poetry. She is careful in her choice of words, as she 

affirms it would have "merit" but might not necessarily have "meaning" for all the 

students. Jodi followed Norah's comments with the possibility that the meaning comes in 

the conversation that follows, which the rest of the class agreed with. Not only does the 

encounter with Wallace's poetry open emotion, but so too does conversation. Jodi links 

both of these together, submitting that the conversation yielded from the poetry is a way 

of letting the emotion come forward in conversation. Emotions are weaved through the 

conversation, creating a fleshly language (Hurlock, 1996). In doing this it offers a 

validation of the nursing students emotions' within the experience. The conversation is 
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textualized with emotion such that it "gets that door opened" to let the emotion come out, 

and, as Jodi notes, to be okay with it. 

The Meeting of Wallace and Hermes: Spinning A Web 

In my interview with Christine, she spoke often of the fundamental role of meaning 

that is created in experiencing the poems, as she emphasized to me, "you can't find 

meaning unless you can apply it to yourself." For Christine, the relevancy of the meaning 

of the poems within a person's life is made possible primarily in the discussion that 

follows afterwards, particularly, she noted for people who are not open to poetry or may 

feel that they will get nothing from it. Christine excitedly offers the idea that it would be 

interesting to talk with everyone in the classes to find out what the meaning of the poems 

was for them. She said: 

Christine: I think it would be interesting to find out the meanings in it from all 
those people, and then maybe that will inspire other people who don't find meaning 
in it. 

I think that it is valuable in tons of ways. The first one being that nursing school is 
sometimes monotonous, and imagine if you have a class where you could just read 
poetry, and relate it to nursing, you get out of the monotony of nursing school. If it 
were a discussion class, or even if in part of the class you got to discuss poetry, I 
think that discussion opens people up, because you hand me a poem, and you read 
it, and they don't discuss it, then they don't tease out those meanings. I remember 
when I said those things in class about the sounds of nursing, after class people 
were coming up to me and saying, ya, that really made sense, and saying, "you 
really got me thinking".. .and I said something about the underpinnings of nursing, 
and people were c-mailing me and saying that was really great and thanks for 
sharing that. Because I was able to take what I thought and show it to other people. 

Debb: Wow, that's huge. 

Christine: And they were people who had never studied poetry before. That's why I 
was saying, if you could see other peoples' meanings, then maybe you could find 
one for yourself. That's why it has to be a discussion, and it has to be interactive. 

Christine: One thing I wanted to say is that I think nurses, and nursing students 
need to be reminded to look at poetry and experience it.. .Because this is like the 
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second time I looked at it [The Cancer Poems] and I'm all inspired, and I'm like 
yes, I love poetry and I love relating it to nursing, but from that time to this time I 
got so bogged down with school I just didn't even think about it. And, if you had a 
class, or just something, a reminder to do it, it would be really valuable. 

Christine is opening up some key reasons for reading Wallace's poetry in nursing. 

Christine is unique in her class, as she has a previous degree in philosophy and literature, 

she noted in her interview that she feels equipped to explicate and interpret poetry 

because of her literary background. Ironically, she finds the explication of poetry to be 

"boring", that it objectifies the poetry and reduces it to pieces through analysis, 

ultimately, murdering to dissect (Wordsworth, 1967). However, experiencing poetry 

within nursing, for Christine, is a very generative and organic experience, yet she is also 

aware that many of her peers within nursing do not have the 'training' to interpret the 

poetry. It is important to remember that poetic pedagogy is not about explicating poetry, 

but rather is about allowing a meaningful experience to take shape through what is 

created in the students encounter with poetry. Christine emphasizes that for some people, 

who are not aware of how to create meaning with the poetry, find meaning in the 

discussion with their peers. Perhaps some students gamer no meaning in encountering 

only the poetry, yet in the larger discussion afterwards, a meaningful web is created as 

the stories are spun and conversations weaved. 

Gfting 

What remains 
are no remains 
but the gift of what we give away. 
(Hurlock, 2003) 

The need for conversation after hearing or reading the poetry echoes the need for 

risk, and to give away what we feel or think about the poem, or how the poem reminds or 
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resounds something of our own lives, our own pasts. I remember, after the class that 

Adrienne and I co-facilitated about "The Cancer Poems", Christine approached me to talk 

further about the poems. In fact, this is how I met Christine and how she came to 

participate in this study. She-wanted to talk more about the sounds of nursing that the 

poems had opened up for her. Christine gave the gift of this meaning to the rest of the 

class and interestingly, people after the class had approached her to say that Christine's 

idea of the sounds of nursing from the poems resonated with them. The sounds of nursing 

came from the first line of the second poem within "The Cancer Poems." The poem is 

called, "Exploratory" and it begins, "The anesthetist slips something silent / through her 

veins" (Wallace, 1983, p. 85). This line evoked Christine as she thought about how, 

during her practicum placement, that there is a slithering sound within the hospitals, there 

is the smooth constant sounds of a snake-like tongue that can be heard when putting a 

tube into a patient. Christine had not recognized the sounds within the hospital before, 

until her encounter with the poem. She also talked about how the poems reminded her of 

the importance of the different voices that are heard in the hospital, especially the voices 

of patients and families, and how important it is to listen and hear them. She experienced 

the familiar, yet new, feeling of discovering the sounds, which she shared with her peers 

in class. 

The Substance of the In-Between 

I believe that poems are made of-words and the breathing between them. 
(Rich, 2001, p. 113) 

Conversation absorbs and creates space; it is temporal and concrete. The 

conversations happen among particular people, in a particular classroom, at a particular 

time in all of their lives. As much as the conversation is bound to the context in which it 
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occurs, there is also something freeing about it. Doors are opened as Jodi noted, in the 

class discussion, doors that could not have been opened before or in any other way. 

Wallace's poetry opens up particular doors. Greene believes, and I would agree, that the 

engagement with poetry creates a sense of the importance of being grounded, while 

posing questions from a particular point of view, from the first person reference that will 

open into a webbed space of meanings, co-created by the nursing students. Amidst the 

webbed connections is the "in-between" that exits between and among people, helping to 

bind them together. It is also this being together that allows for a plurality of meanings to 

emerge, to be contested, to be questioned, and to be awakened. This in-between, as 

conceived by Arendt (1958), is not tangible, yet is no less real than that which we can 

see, feel, and touch. This experience that is created among the nursing students is what 

she would describe as the "web of human relations" (p. 182), a kinship of meaning made 

possible and spun out of the engagement with Wallace's poetry. 

Hermes and Poets: Dwelling in Thresholds 

It is in the webbed, intangible reality of in-betweens, that Hermes becomes most 

visible again, in his uncanny ability to dwell in the in-between, to not only cross 

thresholds but to hold them, to sustain them, to live in these tempting and somewhat 

tortuous spaces of indefinable boundaries. This indefinable and definable essence of 

Hermes gives credence to his mythological reputation as the trickster, as not being always 

what he seems. This is not about decision, but rather, about the work of interpretation. 

When he arrives, we are to listen to what exactly he brings and says, but also there is a 

needed ability to interpret his presence and his message. His arrival means there is 

something happening, something is changing, and for the nursing students, it may be their 
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self-understanding, and, consequently, their understanding of nursing, poetry, and 

personal knowledge and experiences. It is no surprise that Hermes has a long kinship 

with poetry. Both are about contingent messiness, and the ever possibility of meaning: 

The story of Hermes, like his character, is filled with complication and multiplicity. 
In the paradox that so often holds Greek truth, the messenger god is a trickster. He 
lies, he jokes, he speaks by indirection as often as he speaks clearly. Tricksters spill 
with the energy of creation, and true to form, Hermes loves sex: when the other 
gods retreat in horror at the sight of Aphrodite trapped aloft in a net with her lover 
Ares, Hermes only desires her more. Like language, like unsocialized sexuality, he 
can travel between realms freely---what he wants, he goes after. And it is in his 
playfulness, irreverence, and disdain for the rules that his capacity for seeing things 
new, for invention, also reside. He is in many ways the opposite of Mnemosyne, 
whose power, though it rises in a spriglike freshening, is primarily in the service of 
conservation and continuance. The power of Hermes is that of change. (Hirshfield, 
1997, p. 186) 

Hermes has a way of inhabiting a region where different beings are traditionally and 

perceptually not supposed to be together. He was the messenger of the men and the gods. 

Hermes could bring dichotomous beings together; he could give his messages in both 

realms. His message here becomes the meaning made by the nursing students in 

conversations. Hermes can be there, in the space of conversation, in what is opened 

through an encounter with poetry, in the story of science and art; and he can be here, 

delivering his message. 

Not only can Hermes be in this in-between place, but I would also submit poets can 

too, hence their ability to render poems about the in-between and inexplicable spaces of 

life that we take for granted, that shape and form who we are. I also wonder if nursing 

exists in this space, between science and the powerful stories of human rendering. I 

remember meeting with one of my supervisory committee members to discuss my 

research. Similar to the experience that some of the nursing students shared with me 

about hearing a poem and remembering the vivacity of the poem, yet nothing of the 
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content of the class, this too happened to me in conversation. In talking with her, I only 

remember one thing, as if, like a lightning bolt, its strike, blinding me to the rest of the 

conversation. Some might say our conversation had little to do with my research. 

However, I think it is my research. 

In the conversation, she shared with me that she would like her young son to grow 

into a poet. This struck me for many reasons. First, the uniqueness of it. I have heard 

people say they would like to see their children become doctors, lawyers, teachers, or 

nurses, all professions generally known for their compassionate and intellectual roles. 

Not often have I heard of someone hoping her child would become a poet. I thought this 

was the most beautiful thing I had ever heard. I also thought that this would be so hard; 

he will always, as a poet, be living in that "in-between space." He will live with a 

rawness, he will carry, always, a depth and light sensitivity to the world that will be 

manic-like; it will elate him, and torture him. Few writers are immune to this. I learned 

much about my research that day through her comment about her son. I learned and was 

reminded about the in-between that poetry exists within and creates. Similar to the 

situation early in this research study when I worked out a "knot" by writing a poem, I 

found myself engaging in the same practice as I started to write reflective notes after my 

meeting with her, and what was rendered was a poem. This happened only twice in my 

research process, yet both times carried some of the most meaningful learnings about 

myself and the topic: 

Raising a Poet 

You said 
"I want to raise my son to be a poet." 

And I thought 
sorrow 
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beauty 
a sorrow that rehearses itself out of what beauty can always be, 
and within this moment 
the stilled harvest of everything I have ever wanted 
blessed this moment. 

And then you said 
"How do I do that?" 

And I thought 
I do not know 

if 
anyone could know how to raise a child to be a poet. 

And then you said, 
"Maybe it's about living in-between?" 

And I thought 
Yes, the in-between, 
a rise and vanishing of cadence 
accommodation with the undanced and the danced. 
How do we do this? 
to bare and to not-so bare. 

And then you said 
"Is it possible?" 

And I thought 
of living with damage that heals and ruins 
of living with the hands of a lover long gone still wrapped around my bones 
of unraveling the sheets of my parents, while growing into my mother 
of being here in conversation with you, and thinking, when I get in my car I will drive to 
my past's door, and wait for her to answer, to see the look on her face, and then wonder, 
should I have come? 
Possibly. 

Paradoxes and Polyphony 

Do I contradict myself? 
Very well then I contradict myself 
(Jam large, I contain multitudes.) 
(Whitman, 1973, p. 88) 

Poetry contains unresolved contradictory meanings. Poetry holds paradox without 

the angst-ridden desire to unify it into a singular higher meaning. It can point out the 

contradictions and complexities of life without having to resolve them. This paradoxical 
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aspect of poetry is fecund because it contains multitudes. Multitudes of voices, of ways of 

seeing, of ways of being, and of ways of knowing. Paradox allows a polyphony of voices 

to be heard and said, meanings to be created, and experiences to be deciphered. 

A Return to the Poems Themselves 

I write from what lam given. Notjust images, words, sounds, voice. But a 
particular life, as a woman, in a particular family and community, at this time in 
history. I can explain how I write---and in this essay I have tried to explain---by 
telling you some of the story of my life. But I can 't explain all of it. I do not believe 
that any story or any theory can. There is always that mystery---that "slightly 
surprising range of the possible "---to which I can simply gesture. Testt5.'. And that, 
for me as a writer---and as a reader----is, for now at least enough. (Wallace, 1992, 
pp. 178-179) 

Wallace's poetry is made up of a complex landscape of interconnected 

relationships and things. Her poetry is considered personal and political as it explores 

different ways of knowing and being that are possible and secondly, it explores how we 

might come to understand ourselves differently through the tensions between the 

particulars and the larger paradigms of lived experience. Poetry has a way of existing in 

two different ways at once (Lee, 1998) and Wallace's poetry exists in this way. It 

requires something different from traditional dichotomous ways of knowing. In this 

research study, when I would give a talk to a nursing class that was, or was not, part of 

the research study, it was always Wallace's "The Cancer Poems" that I would bring with 

me to open discussion. I bring these poems for many reasons: because the poems are 

about a particular woman's experience of cancer from diagnosis to death, and the poems 

are also about the particulars of a woman's life that are woven through her living and 

dying. I bring the "The Cancer Poems" because I think experiences are made possible 

because the poems contain paradox, or what Phelan refers to as "poetic dialectic" 

(Phelan, 1994; 2001). My tending to the paradox that inhabits Wallace's poetry, is not to 
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arrive at any final interpretation of the poetry, but rather to explore how paradox might 

generate complex and concrete thoughts and conversations among nursing students. 

A generative approach to understanding is made possible by looking at how poetry 

might hold tightly, and gently, the mass of contradictions without an unsettling desire to 

resolve them. Rather, the contradictions are about forging connections between previous 

dichotomized ways of perceiving and understanding. Contradictions in "The Cancer 

Poems" are created though a multitude of ways, yet I want to focus on a few aspects of 

the poetry that, I believe, bring forth the rich and sensual body of the ghostly paradox. 

"The Cancer Poems" 

"The Cancer Poems" are made up of 12 separate poems that chronicle Wallace's 

best-friend, Pat Logan's, journey towards death, a narrative yet disorderly journey that 

mimics the inherent movements of the lived experience. The poetry is conversational, 

opening with a poem about diagnosis, and then threading Pat's experience of cancer 

throughout the remainder of the poems. The poems are deeply human in their 

confessional-like tone, as if she leans into us, whispering and gesturing with her hand, to 

look at this part of life, or that. As we listen to, and read, the poetry, we hear and see 

something of ourselves. She invites us into the midst of a conversation that she has 

started and is eager to have continued. She invites us to share in Pat's lived experience of 

cancer from diagnosis to treatment, to living with cancer, to dreaming herself out of it 

and back into it, to remission, to returning to the mundaneness of life, to the moments 

that weave into her death, and to the moments after her death. This experiential 

conversation is a journey, a story, and, as Wallace inscribes this particular story into a 

poem, it becomes history. This experience of living and dying, of a particular woman, in 
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a particular town, during a particular time, evokes our own particulars and how they 

connect to larger discursive public worlds and discourses. 

In the poem, "Treatment" a tension is created out of the particulars of Pat's 

experience with cancer and the larger dominant discourses and ideologies that shape her, 

such as the medical/technological discourse, and the patriarchal discourses of 

motherhood and wife that play out in the poems: 

• . .And somehow it was 
all familiar the white tiles 
and bright paint of the clinic 
not unlike the kitchen 
where her mother stood 
and the doctor's voices 
reminiscent easy now 
there's a good girl no tears 
now big girls don't cry 
or yell. 
(Wallace, 1983, p. 90) 

Poetry takes up the contradictions and interconnections without attempting to eliminate 

them, but rather to preserve the burden, thereby restoring life to its original difficulty and 

its lived complexity (Caputo, 1987). 

There is a primary paradox to the poetry that echoes the primary paradoxes inherent 

in human experience and how we come to know and understand. Traditional and 

objective ways of knowing have engendered us to eliminate the paradoxes and 

contradictions as we encounter them, to level them with a subjective or objective way of 

knowing, and in doing so we overlook and neglect the richness and complexity that the 

paradoxical event is offering us. Because poetry 

thinks by music and image, by story and passion and voice, poetry can do what 
other forms of thinking cannot: approximate the actual flavor of life, in which 
subjective and objective become one, in which conceptual mind and the 
inexpressible presence of thing become one. (Hirshfield, 1997, p. 32) 
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"The Cancer Poems" are suspended in a space that is neither subjective or 

objective; one of the ways in which they exist in a space of paradox is through the 

descent into the ordinary, concrete, gritty particulars found within the story of the lived 

experience of Pat and the movement of ascension to connect to the larger influences and 

conditions that are at play politically and personally in our world: 

• . .not unlike her own kitchen 
smells of breakfast and 
her hands clenched around 
her coffee cup 
as the voices of her children 
husband pulled at her 
claws against her skin 
till she shaped herself to 
the good mother 
the perfect wife rising 
to find mittens neckties 
her smile stitched across 
whatever rose in her throat 
and the coffee in her cup 
thickened. 
(Wallace, 1987, p. 91) 

Pat's experience in this poem, "Treatment" exemplifies the connection between the 

particular experiences in relation to the dominant discourses and ideologies. Her hair falls 

out in handfuls from the medical treatments, yet, there is also another 'treatment' at play; 

one of being a woman and the treatment of the larger dominant discourses that shape her 

and manifest in the engendered role of mother and wife: the "smells of breakfast" and the 

smells of the medicine "dripped into her veins;" the voices of her children and husband 

pulling at her, and the condescending voices of the doctor attempting to shape her back 

into a "good girl" who does not cry. Pat's particular experience of 'cancer treatments' 

connects to the larger technological/medical discourse, the power of the institution, and 

the way patriarchy is played out in the lived experience of such spaces as the clinic and 
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the home. The discursive movement between the particular and the general ideologies 

shape and condition what we know and how we experience our lives: 

Wallace's poems both take as their metaphors and narrative material the ordinary 
words and things in women's lives and interrogate the possibilities (and limitations) 
of them. They locate, by examining the implications of the ordinary, the material 
results of ideological assumptions. (Dorscht, 1991, p. 104) 

And further, the poems do not comment or refer beyond what they locate, but rather keep 

open the possibilities and limitations of what is located. 

For the nursing students who have an experience of "The Cancer Poems" a space is 

created where tension is played out, thus a reflexive poetic dialectic approach is required 

to move between the particular and the general, to embrace the tension. In doing so, 

perhaps the nursing students might be more able and ready to live and practice within a 

field that shifts between the reading of charts to the reading of an instance within a 

person's life. 

Learning and Living With the Paradox 

in these last few weeks your hand 
grew whiter than the snow on your windowsill 
and beside them mine 
even in their pasty winter paleness 
blushed I was almost ashamed to touch you 
Iwas so alive 

but in the end it was our hands 
that mattered obdurate fact 
of them their colour like the last 
word between us 
that and the touch 
yours gave before it was withdrawn 
leaving mine still curved 

all any of us have perhaps 

the shapes a hand makes 
when words are no longer enough 
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and the depth of what can 't be said 
reaches 
to the bone 
(Wallace, 1983, p. 109) 

Every time I read the poem, "A Stubborn Grace" to a nursing class, someone 

always notices the hands. It has begun many conversations. Often students burst with 

words, that sound out an emphatic empathy, that indeed, they have felt this way in their 

nursing practicum. Their hands are so alive amidst an infirmary of ill and that sometimes 

they too feel ashamed for how alive they are, but have never been able to articulate this 

feeling. In the class that Adrienne and I co-facilitated, with a Bachelor of Nursing 

Accelerated Track students, was when I first noticed the students' perception and 

discernment of particulars, that they notice the things within the poetry, such as hands. 

This class was not part of my research, yet I saved my written reflections on co-

facilitating this class. The learning and roaming of this class still lingers with me today 

and influenced my thinking in this research: 

November 23, 2001 (Reflection Notes) 

A fitting silence seem to happen after reading Wallace's, 'The Cancer Poems ". I write 
'fitting" because it comes as no surprise, almost appropriate and anticipated; yet there 
is still the surprise of students' words breaking the silence. Students read the poems 
silently, and they read them in small groups to each other. The students also asked that 
Adrienne and I read some of the poems aloud to them. Adrienne shared with me the 
reading of "A Stubborn Grace." While reading I raised my headfrom the text and saw 
the poetry taking its place, evoking the personal particulars ofsome students as their 
eyes swelled with tears and teeming emotions. They sat, listening, fastened to words yet 
to fall in the classroom space. My eyes kept going to a laminated chart on the back of the 
classroom wall, directly across from me. It read "Neuroscience Research ", and itfaced 
me, while I stood across from it, reading poetry to this class ofyoung nurses to be. And I 
thought, does this make sense: poetry, and neuroscience? 

Border crossings Adrienne and I called it, as she, a nurse, therapist and student, and I, 
consultant and student, weaved our meanings ofpoetry and nursing together, baring our 
assumptions. The students shared stories with us about how the poems brought forward 
for them the feelings and particulars of their experiences in nursing thus far that seemed 
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without a language. One student referred to this piece about hands in the poems. A 
particular gesture of the hands of a person, alive andjuxtaposed with those of the hand 
of a dying person, and the swell of the blush hand against the pale whiteness of another. 
The student noticing this extended into a conversation among more students in the class 
about the importance of hands within nursing, the importance of touch and the guilt they 
experience as they are always alive, tending at times to those who are dying. 

There were other conversations, but the students' attention to hands, and how they then 

wove the significance of body, touches, and hands throughout the discussion rendered me 

somewhat speechless. I could not have imagined such an attentive interpretation, a way 

of taking up the poetry as a living text. I had not seen the poem in this way, or the role of 

hands. I had a whole new interpretation. However, the very positioning of contradictory 

images, the juxtaposition of the bands, alive and dying, opened the discussion. Something 

this simple, this ordinary, yet profound for the nursing students as they make sense of 

their own hands, and their own bodies in practice. In the classroom conversation with the 

graduate students (which was part of my research), Barbara also noticed this image of the 

hands and opened the interpretation differently, yet equally as powerfully: 

Barbara: I loved the way that she, she talks about her hands next to her friend's 
hands, and how she felt almost apologetic for being so alive. And, that, difference 
between life and the children, you know biting and taking out of the day, and yet, 
she was.. it was a whole different sphere, yet they were intruding on each other, 
and how it was growing into the whole thing, and somehow it become normal in 
that dying period. For people to be eating, and noisy and carrying on, everything, 
and yet it, you know, she dies, I thought it would be different, almost like it's 
so.. .profane.. .that living goes on while dying is happening... 

Indeed, living goes on amidst dying, yet when I spoke of this with the first year 

undergraduate nursing class, they struggled with it. They wanted to save Pat in the poem. 

They wanted to offer hope, they wanted the neat thread of dying to be tied up, not 

dropped. Wallace's poetry is filled with contradictions inherent in lived experience. 

Wallace would call these our limitations, which when we see them as such, open into 
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possibilities. The messy, ordinary details of the poetry validates the nursing students own 

messy experiences, and sometimes, like the living that happens within dying, like the 

juxtaposition of our hands, the best we can do is understand the dropped threads of life, 

and have faith that these threads will, in different lights, manifest a tapestry. 

The honouring of paradox within the poetic experience is critical to the creation of 

a poetic pedagogy, because when nursing students encounter contradictions, or tough 

moral and ethical dilemmas, they may always launch into a desire to unravel, to figure 

out, to solve, to categorize, to simplify, or to cure. Honouring the paradox teaches them to 

tarry (Gadamer, 2001), to be in the moment or to be in what it is they are experiencing, 

rather than moving through it with haste and without thought. The nursing students may 

encounter a desire to want to try and explain everything they meet in nursing, rather than 

to trust what they encounter and let the meaning of it open slowly from within (Wallace, 

1983). 

Poetry resists the desire to solve, and in fact maintains negative capability, or a 

willing suspension of not-knowing in order to be open to what will be known (Bogden, 

1990; Keats, 1967). In this way, poetry invites a dialectic approach to understanding in 

which we recognize our own contradictions that we live in and live out, such as our 

private and public worlds, our limitations and our possibilities. It is a fecund source of 

self-understanding that comes from engaging and playing with the contradictions, turning 

our "attention to a poetic dialectic" as a way of garnering knowledge and understanding, 

{r}ather than conceive of contradictions as a flaw to be eliminated, poets find in 
paradox a chance to make new connections. A person who can live with 
contradiction and exploit it can simply see and think more as well as act in more 
ethical ways. (Phelan, 2001, p. 49) 
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For example, in "The Cancer Poems", death is presented as contrary to the Western 

traditional ideas of death as something we learn to live from in that it chooses us; the 

body "chooses its own death" as the mind is not the only home of rationality. Seeing 

death in this way may create a contradiction for some nursing students, and rather than to 

dismiss it, the pedagogical value comes from attending to it, playing with it, and 

attempting to understand it. 

"A Stubborn Grace" the 12th and final poem of "The Cancer Poems" is not only 

about the finality of death, but also the life that forms from it, taking what may be 

perceived as a limitation and transforming it into a possibility, a life made stronger, 

intensely graceful through the recognition of one's own finitude. Dying is seen as 

something within the body, that it is not something outside of life, but something that 

happens within life. The narrative assent of the poetry, the woven yet disorderly flow of 

the story involves 

wandering and indirection: to read a poem well, we must travel through its 
words but also pass through its silences, into the unlocked storehouse of 
self. Not everything will be given---some part of a poem's good weight 
will be found outside the poem, in us. All images in this way involve the 
mind of metaphor: it is only tasted and understood when carried into the 
self. (Ilirshfield, 1997, p. 115) 

"The Cancer Poems" are a generative energy in the learning of nursing students. 

They are invited into the story as readers, and then further invited to experience and 

partake in the conversation begun in "The Cancer Poems." In undergoing an experience 

of them, we are evoked, invoked, and inspired to carry on more conversations about what 

is learned through undergoing the poems. 
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What the Paradox Makes 

The paradox of meaning comes down to this: we are driven by the structures of our 
culture, by our history, by our innate desire for emotional coherence and 
intellectual order, towards meaning, but as we approach meaning we discover it 
renders us meaningless. The knowledge of a paradise makes a mockery of our 
mortal experience; the achievement ofwisdom makes the procedures to 
enlightenment trivial; the attainment of artistic perfection makes art irrelevant; 
mastery of language drowns out the silence of illimitable discourse; meaning 
makes meaning redundant. The critic must confront meaning as a moral issue and, 
morally bound, must abjure the temptations it offers. This is not an argumentfor 
ignorance, but rather for engagement. The critic who has ceased to listen, who has 
answers not questions, who has displaced emotion, displaced thinking, with 
thought, is no longer a critic. (Moss, 1999, p. 52) 

There are a few reasons why this quote resonates for my research study. John Moss 

writes in a variety of mediums from poetry to essays. In an essay, "The Paradox of 

Meaning", Moss argued for the necessity of moral engagement by the literary critic. I 

would submit that this can be applied to the importance of poetic pedagogy in that it 

requires moral engagement of the nursing students in their own learning. It is the very 

experience of poetic pedagogy that allows the possibility of moral engagement. I like this 

passage by Moss because it is about the importance of listening to what the work has to 

say, it is about coming to something with questions and not answers; all of these ideas are 

central to this research study and the creation of a poetic pedagogy. Finally, I like what he 

says about paradox, and how the traditional and cultural structures we live within support 

meaning created through a desire for coherence and order, the very things that Wallace's 

poetry contradicts. In fact, I would even argue that Wallace's poetry finds order in the 

messiness of the world, order and meaning that can be found by dwelling with the 

contradictions, the messiness, and the polyphony of meanings that we rummage through 

when having to make a choice. 
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In the experience of the poetry and talking about it, the nursing students may learn 

to participate in a self-reflectiveness that originates from situated life and they may learn 

to see other lives in this way too. They may learn to see the "life of a person in their 

plurality, open to one another in their distinctive locations, engaging with one another in 

dialogue" (Greene, 1995, p. 126). 

In my interview with Christine, she spoke about the multiple meanings contained 

within Wallace's poetry and that the very form and content of the poetry itself can 

become a guide for learning and being comfortable with diversity of meaning without the 

irritable desire to only agree with one, but to be able to hear the polyphony of meanings. 

Christine spoke of how the poetry 'jarred' her out of the routine of nursing to see its 

magic, and then followed this idea with the importance of attending to the multiple 

meanings found within the poetry: 

Christine: Because within poetry there are multiple meanings, and just seeing those 
multiple meanings, whether or not they have to do with nursing, but just 
recognizing that there are multiple meanings throughout the world, gives 
you.. .reminds you that there are multiple meanings in nursing. And you think, "oh 
ya, there's that other thing I was thinking about." Even though they are not directly 
the same. That conflict reminds you that there are all kinds of other views. Does 
that make sense? 

What the conflict can remind us of is important. Christine does not have a desire to unify 

conflicting meanings within the poems; rather she takes them as a guide. The inherent 

multiple meanings of poetry ask the nursing students for different kinds of reading. They 

must read for inductive ideas, connections, particulars, not just theories, generalizeable 

statements, and summaries of ideas. This is not to say that one way of reading is better 

than the other. Rather, I am arguing for an equal legitimacy of both. The poetic 

experience and what is rendered from it is an "essential ingredient of an ethical stance 
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that asks us to concern ourselves with the good of other people whose lives are distant 

from our own" (Nussbaum, 1995, p. xvi). In my interview with Nancy, she also put this 

question to herself, trying to understand what it is she is asking for through the inclusion 

of Wallace's poetry within her teaching: 

Nancy: I'm just wondering then if it is about, if you are asking that a space be 
created for poetry in nursing, maybe that's what I am doing by reading it.. .that I'm 
trying to create a space where poetry has legitimacy, and maybe not equal 
legitimacy, because maybe it can't.. .cause at the end of the day, if I am going to 
choose a nurse to work with me, am I going to choose a nurse who appreciates 
Bronwen Wallace's poetry or am I going to choose the nurse who is a good 
technician.. .hmmm. . .that's a toss up for me. I'd probably choose the one who likes 
her poetry. But if I were in a medical crisis, you might want the technician, you 
know, you want the blend. And so, I would argue, it is an equal legitimacy I am 
asking for. Not a better one though. 

Indeed, in the end, we would want the blend. We may want the nurse as poet and 

technician. We may want a nurse who can read in multiple ways when needed, who can 

recognize an experience for what it is and respond and act as best she or he can amidst 

the complexities of nursing. 

This idea of different kinds of reading that poetic pedagogy asks for, could 

cultivate within the student nurses a way of rendering their practice that enables them to 

read in different ways. In my interview with Connie, we talked about this idea, which I 

first discovered in conversation with her: 

Debb: I never really thought if it, but perhaps the reading of the poetry itself begs a 
different kind of reading of the students, than they are used to, particularly. if they 
have a science background.. .all of sudden words are spaced out differently on a 
page, there is rhyme to it that you don't necessarily get in a scholarly piece, and it 
requires a different, or I think it invites a different kind of reading. 

Connie: It does. Absolutely it does! And I think the challenge for students and 
especially maybe for undergraduate students, that you ran into with that class, is 
that they go from one class to the next, and the disparities in the kind of thinking 
they have to do aren't.. .they don't.. .1 don't think we help them figure that out.. .so, 
they'll go from their zoology class, right.. .to their Introduction to Nursing class 
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that I teach to their pharmacology class.. .right. . .umm..and so we are asking them 
to think in totally different ways, you know, simultaneously, and to make sense of 
what's going on.. .and so I think that's part of our challenge as educators is helping 
people to appreciate, not that theirs is, that either one of those ways of thinking, or 
approaching a topic is the right way, that we need to be able to move from one to 
another, and that's what you encounter in practice. You've got lab tests to interpret, 
or to argue a case with a physician around something that needs to be done for the 
patient, right.. .and so you need to be able to read the technical diagnostic test, you 
need to be speaking the language to the physician that will speak to what he needs 
to hear about symptoms and diagnosis and not to agree with what you think needs 
to be done, and what you are arguing for is hopefully based on what you know of 
the particulars of this patient's situation and what in fact needs to happen there. So, 
I think that that's part of the difficultly in learning to be a nurse, is that you need to 
be able to speak or interpret multiple languages to be able to practice well, to think 
interpretively about the particulars, but also to be able to interpret how do I need to 
speak in a certain way with the physician, how can I take the scientific data and 
relate that to what should happen. 

Being able to "speak and interpret multiple languages" in nursing means there is a need 

for nursing students to learn how to be "questioners," to learn how to practice nursing as 

an interpretive discipline and to realize that they are a part of "constructing and re-

constructing" their reality that is around them, their patients, and all those they work with 

(Greene, 1995). It is important for the students to learn that the reality they practice in is 

made up of many different perspectives, it is a polyphony of voices that is never once and 

for all, but always shifting and changing. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

POSSIBILITIES OF A POETIC PEDAGOGY 

As I near the end of this interpretive journey, I think of the narrative map that 

introduced this thesis. I have traveled, and arrived at a destination in which.its beauty and 

meaning feels beyond words. I recall, again, the final stanza of the poem, "Into The Midst 

Of It" and how Wallace writes of discovering a "countryside", and how such a discovery 

is made partly with love and partly with confidence, something that she "can't put words 

around." I, too, feel this, the countryside, the poetic pedagogy that is discovered and 

created, seems to defy words, even though its existence is made possible in language 

(Froment-Maurice, 1996). I search for more words now, to offer you what I believe are 

the possibilities of this lush countryside. 

Gestures ofPoetics: Movements and Spaces That Can Change a Life for Keeps 

Remember that day you taught me 
how to lookforfour-leafclovers? 
"Don't try so hard, "you kept saying, 
"just peekfrom the corner ofyour eye, 
like this, "running your fingers 
through a patch and coming up with one 
every time, surprised as I was 
and with no more faith, but opening 
your hand out anyway, that gesture 
which belongs to any gamble, 
no matter how crazy, the movement 
by which a life gets changed 
for keeps, a reach 
for what we only hope 
is there. 
(Wallace, 1987, p. 55) 

Creating a poetic pedagogy is a gamble, but we must open it up anyway, a gesture 

of faith that a life may get changed for keeps. Much of what happens is made possible 

because of the faith, because of sweeping our hands through the clover patch. The hand is 
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the teacher, the clover patch the poetry, and the desire of professors and students in 

nursing to give each other the poetry. It is faith in what will be found, what students will 

come up with, what meanings will be made, and what kinships will be forged, the act of 

giving poetry within education, particularly practice-based education is critical. Nancy 

and Connie, both professors in nursing, spoke in this research study about why they will 

continue to give this poetry. It is about their need as much as it is about faith in what will 

be opened. Connie explained why she will continue to give Wallace's poetry and short 

story to nursing students: 

Connie: I think it's partly about just bringing them in, even if they don't know that 
it makes a difference right now for them, that hopefully at some point they will 
come across something else that takes them back to a piece of poetry ... or they come 
across something and it reminds them to think in a certain way.. .1 don't know. I 
have to trust partly that, well, that some of the ideas that we are trying to have them 
take up will be useful to them down the road. 

The implications of this research are not about arriving at generalizeable theories; rather, 

it is a return to the generative act of an instance. It is a return to faith in teaching, to the 

rehabilitation of poetry in education. 

The delivery of Wallace's poetry into nursing classes at the University of Calgary 

is not about how often and how much, nor is it a case to have a course in poetry or 

narrative literature offered in nursing. I think there are other possible conversations 

waiting to happen, in all the classes. I learned that Wallace's poetry is offered in 

moments and instances. The horizon of students' understandings may have changed from 

an encounter with Wallace poetry. The encounter becomes an experience in that it 

changes the students' horizon. 

Connie was the last person I interviewed as part of this research, and she 

knowingly, and unknowingly chose to end the interview with intimations to trust, and the 
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importance of letting the poetry go, to give it away so that it might come back differently. 

As she noted: "so, again, about trust, you know when you encounter that, in your 

teaching, that there is something that matters here, that it invites trying again." These are 

gestures that we need to keep making, if only for the hope of what might be there. We 

need to keep making them. 

"People You'd Trust Your Life To 

Once an inner gift has been realized, it may be passed along ... [aJnd sometimes this 
embodied gft---the work—can reproduce the gifted state in the audience that 
receives it. Let us say that the "suspension ofdisbelief' by which we become 
receptive to a work of the imagination is in fact belief, a momentary faith by virtue 
of which the spirit of the artist' gift may enter and act upon our being. Sometimes, 
then, if we are awake, if the artist really was gifted, the work will induce a moment 
ofgrace, a communion, a period during which we too know the hidden coherence 
of our being andfeel the fullness of our lives. (Hyde, 1979, p. 151) 

A gift is only a gift so long as it continues to be given away. It is the very act of 

giving, the desire to share, the longing of someone to revel in what we may have 

discovered and they to discover for themselves differently. This is the essence of a gift. In 

all my interviews it was impossible to ignore that each person casually spoke about how 

someone gave them a collection of short stories by Wallace, People You'd Trust Your 

Life To. There is no coincidence here. Nancy bought copies of the book as she found the 

book on sale at some colossal chain bookstore. It was piled high on the "reduced price" 

table for anyone willing to give a few dollars for the book. Nancy instinctively bought 

three copies: one for herself, one for Connie, and one for Adrienne. In my interview with 

Kate, she shared with me how one of the women in the class bought each person a copy 

of People You'd Trust Your Life To. Perhaps to keep the stories going. Kate ended our 

interview sharing this gifting moment in which everyone was given the book of short 

stories, and she ended our interview by talking about this gift: 
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Kate: I think just that whole idea, people you trust your life to, in some ways, 
people are trusting their lives to us, and also we, I think, nurses really put their lives 
in each other's hands because of the intensity of the work we do with each other. 

Putting the book in each other's hands is a way of putting their lives in each other's 

hands. 

Knowing When to Wake Grace: Cultivating Deliberative Knowledge and Imagination 

I was reading an essay by Adrienne Rich, and something inexplicably resonated 

with me. In time, in returning to the address of her words, understandings imploded like 

an internal lighting strike, illuminating all I have thought thus far in this work. Rich wrote 

that "every real poem is the breaking of an existing silence" (Rich, 2001, p. 150). What 

silence did Wallace's poems break in nursing? In what ways was and is nursing silenced? 

The poetry, formed out of a silence, speaks something in nursing that was unsaid, and 

needed to be heard. The "matrix of a poet's work consists not only of what is there to be 

absorbed and worked on, but also of what is missing, desaparecido, rendered 

unspeakable, thus unthinkable" (Rich, 2001, p. 150). Much of what is unsaid in nursing 

becomes spoken in the experience of poetry, and much of what is unsaid in the poetry 

becomes spoken in nursing. The surfacing of silence is truth happening, it is in the laying 

bare, in the unconcealment of the idea and the understanding of it ( Coltman, 1998; 

Gadamer, 1976, 1986, 1989, 1992, 2001; Heidegger, 1971; Palmer, 1969, 1999; 

Scheibler, 2001). 

Wallace's poetry may have connected with nursing to open something, to create 

possibilities of noticing things and ways of working within nursing that might not have 

been possible before. A way of working that engages and sustains the poetics of nursing. 

In my interview with Nancy, she affirmed that she does not think someone can be a good 
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nurse without having a poet's soul. She illuminated this notion by sharing a personal 

story of helping a friend of hers, Grace, who was nursing her dying husband. She shared 

this story to show how her own poet's soul helped her to know, to discern when to wake 

Grace to be with her dying husband. There is no technology, no generalizeable theory 

that can teach this: 

Nancy: We tend to think Bronwen Wallace was brought as a way to educate 
nursing students. Because when we teach our students we teach them some very, 
very, traditional models in nursing, and there is all these facts they have to 
learn.. .hard core subjects they have to have. But, see I don't think you can be a 
good nurse without having a poet's soul. Because so much of working with.. .here's 
an example, uimn .... a couple of years ago a friend of mine, her husband died of 
lung cancer, he died at home.. .Grace nursed him at home, took care of him. I had 
the privilege of being there the night that he had died, because she was really tired, 
and she was sitting by the bed and she needed to sleep. She didn't want him to die 
when she was asleep... so she wanted me to watch him. And so I wrote her this 
poem called "Watching My Friend's Sleep." Well, the other day, a friend of mine, a 
colleague of mine in Montreal wrote me that she was giving a keynote at a 
palliative care conference. And it was called.., something about creating a space for 
families in palliative care. Do you have any little bits of advice? Or words of 
wisdom for your experience of having worked in palliative care.. .well, I wasn't in 
palliative care, but with kids with cancer. And I said, my experience has always 
been that it is not about us as nurses creating space for families, but families 
creating a space for us. Because at those moments, at those very graced moments, 
of when they say good-bye, they are saying good-bye to their loved ones, that they 
actually let us in to be a part, witness to that, is an incredible privilege. 

I don't think you can be a part of those of moments, without recognizing the poetry 
in them. I don't think you can be a good nurse to just know technical things, to 
know what to do with the oxygen tank at that moment, to know when to pronounce 
them. What you needed to be able to give, to be part of a poem.. .you have to have 
that artistic soul, for those moments. You have to be able to know when to wake 
Grace, and know what she's going to do to say goodbye to Wade, which is 
something she needed to say to him, and I knew that.., and if you don't teach 
nurses, like young nursing students to open up that part of themselves, that part.. .to 
realize the privilege of being involved with families. And being involved with 
people's lives and life and death. The whole huge experience of being a part of 
people's lives. You are just going to have good technicians; you are not going to 
have good nurses. So, I want them to appreciate the poetry. I want them to get teary 
around something like that. I want them to know what it is like to hold someone in 
your arms, until the head falls, finally, back. 
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Poetic pedagogy helps students see the poetry within nursing that is always, already 

there. So much hinges on seeing and discerning it. By engaging in poetic pedagogy, 

nursing students may just develop a technical and poetic way of working within their 

practice. They may notice particulars, and prioritize them, they may call forth their 

imagination when they need to envisage what might be best for a patient today, in this 

moment, at this very time. "The role of the imagination is not to resolve, not to point the 

way, not to improve. It is to awaken, to disclose the ordinary unseen, unheard and 

unexpected" (Greene, 1995, p. 28). You have to know when to wake grace. You have to 

be able to read the situation, and to know yourself and what to listen to in order to know 

that the precise time to act will be the best action within the particular situation. You have 

to know when and bow to see alternatives in a moment, and to embrace the new position 

"with its constraints and possibilities" (Gadow, 2000, p. 95). The nursing students may 

need to shift and read multitudes of charts, reports, wounds, and relationships in a day. 

Through a poetic pedagogy they may learn that their work exists within the weeded, 

contingent, and contextualized meanings, and that their time and action is to not solely 

unify or make coherent all the different and needed ways of reading, but rather to 

interpret them, and to respond and act as best they can within, and from, their own 

discernment and deliberation. 

The nursing students may learn a way of working that keeps them in their work, 

that they choose to be awake, to participate in each day fully and richly. They may work 

with an awareness that is as much about them as it is about their patients. They may learn 

to possess a practical wisdom, or phronesis, "a knowledge of how to behave in each 

particular circumstance that can never be equated with or reduced to knowledge of 
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general truths" (Flyvberg, 2001, P. 57). Phronesis requires experience, and poetic 

pedagogy attunes nursing students to the importance of experience, calls forth and 

magnifies their own personal experiences, connecting their own lives to their choices 

within nursing, or ways they may have already nursed or cared for someone before 

entering into the nursing program. Nussbaum (1990) and Babbitt (2001) also submitted, 

and I agree, that the poetry offers experiential understanding, which engenders nursing 

students to see, and attend to particular situations and experiences as felt and represented 

through the poetry. 

One Last Story: Imagination in Action 

I have one last story to share from my interview with Connie. The story is of some 

length, but critical to include in its entirety. Connie spoke of the importance of narrative 

literature in nursing, as she believes it enables students to understand situations that they 

are and will be in. I would submit that poetic pedagogy cultivates an ability to see 

contextualized situations, particulars, and to imagine possible responses to the situations. 

Connie recalled an experience of a nurse who embodied and enacted this very idea of the 

living and working out the poetic possibilities of nursing: 

Connie: To me, that's all about being able to understand the situation enough to 
know the possibilities, to be imaginative about what is possible here, given this 
circumstance, and how to be creative then about what you might do differently in 
this situation because of intensely understanding what's going on here. And so the 
example.. .that I use with students... students have trouble with this too about an 
"art of nursing, an aesthetics, what is that about!" I'll never forget this situation, I 
was teaching at the Foothills Hospital School of Nursing, and I was supervising 
students in ICU, and there was this nurse there who was a really amazing clinician, 
she worked in critical care for a lot of years, and she was taking care of this fellow 
who was post-op heart surgery and he had had an infection in his chest wound, and 
it ... he head this gaping wound right down the middle of his chest, just gross.. .he 
had had every complication going, he's been infectious.. .septic with infection. He 
had been in intensive care for over a month at this point, post-op, and he was 
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becoming really, really depressed. He was beginning to believe he was not gonna 
get out of there. 

He was still intubated to help him breathe, he had central lines all over the place, he 
had tubes probably four, IV's, a catheter.. .you know.. .multiple, multiple tubes 
really complex, really had been unstable, he had just reached a point where his 
blood pressure and vital signs were at a level that umm. . .that they had been stable 
for a couple of days, but he had been pretty much bed-ridden for this entire time, 
and the nurse had... she knew him well. She had taken care of him a lot over that 
month, and she was really worried about him losing hope, that was the biggest 
worry she had on the day the student was working with her---that he was 
beginning.., she was worried that if he continued to lose hope, he's not going to be 
able to recover, and yet she knew that he had been stable enough that maybe now is 
the time to show him that it was worth hoping for something else yet... she had 
decided that day, for the first time in weeks, that he was going to get out of bed. 
And, that is a feat in itself, I mean, it's absolutely artful to watch a nurse 
coordinating all these tubes, everywhere, cardiac monitors, ventilators, the works. 
But, coordinating him moving from bed to sitting up in a reclining chair, and to be 
able to look around the room and see, what the heck all is going on, and just to be 
in a different space, and so her ability to recognize the possibilities, that today 
might be the day when I can help him see that there may be a future, if he can just 
hang-on, and to know that she had.. .that she knew the physiology of what he had 
been going through well enough to trust that he was stable enough to do that, to be 
able to convince the physicians that he should get out of bed that day, and then to 
be able to do it, the technical competence around doing it, I mean to me, it is an 
absolute art. First of all to be able to imagine that this was the time, and to 
recognize the possibility and the need, in this instance. 

You know to me, those are the examples of, I mean in its extreme, around artful 
practice, that you cannot do if you don't know the patient, like if you didn't pay 
attention at all, to who he was, and how he was responding over time, and to see 
him slipping, to see him edging away, and to know there would be a point where he 
wasn't going to be able to get back from that if something didn't shift. 

Debb: That story really shows the importance of imagination.. .you had mentioned 
that a few times, but to imagine the possibility that this is the right day, this is the 
right time. 

Connie: So, there is that piece around artfulness of the imaginative possibilities. 
But, hand in hand with the competence and the knowledge of the physiology, and 
the risk, and the.. .to be able to know that she wasn't going to recklessly get him 
out of bed and jeopardize his status right.. .there is a huge competency piece behind 
that, it's not separate. 
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As Connie spoke, I could feel tears clouding my eyes, mostly because I could feel the 

poetry in the moment in which the nurse knew it was the right moment to move the man 

from the bed to the chair so he could see differently, maybe see the room differently, see 

people passing in the hail. This gesture, this simple movement, saved his life. Can 

imagination become silenced at times in nursing? Is one of reasons the poetry breaks 

silence is because it is asking nursing students to release and tend their imagination? 

Poetry always points to other possible worlds and meanings, yet, it also points to our own 

lived world, and what we live among. Wherever it points, it is always to a world where 

"nothing is outside the human imagination" (Frye, 1963, p. 33). 

In Connie's story, if we were to read it with literary structure we would see the 

climax of the story is also one of the main themes. Connie noted that the nurse was able 

to perceive and discern (Nussbaum, 1990), because the nurse had an "ability to recognize 

the possibilities, that today might be the day when [she] can help him see that there may 

be a future, if he can just hang-on." The nurse was able to see the concrete details of the 

patient, see his web of tubing holding him, see his septic heart wound, and yet she waited, 

attentive to his details, yet imagining when might be the best time to move him from the 

bed to the chair, possibly knowing that this would be an act of saving. This ability to 

perceive and discern and to act is an ethical ability and action (Nussbaum, 1990). An 

ethical ability is "the ability to discern, acutely and responsively, the salient features of 

one's particular situation" (p 37). Poetic pedagogy is asking something of ethics; it is 

asking for ethics to include an on-going cultivation of perception and discernment in 

nursing practice. This means to prepare nurses to not only draw from the knowledge of 

textbooks and scientific truths, but to embody them with a practical wisdom from which 
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they will draw the "necessary resourcefulness" (p. 37) when confronted with 

unanticipated events in their work. 

The perception and discernment enacted by the nurse in Connie's story are 

inherently linked to the role of the imagination. This is not a transcendental imagination, 

but imagination that is derived from "the capacity for letting new worlds shape our 

understanding of ourselves"(Keamey, 1991, p. 134) and to see possible worlds and 

particulars within a situation. Imagination becomes a way of seeing, for the nurse in 

Connie's story is responding to the need for new meaning, new ways of seeing how the 

patient might be able to better heal, what action may make a difference in his healing. 

Responding and engaging with the imagination is about being with the questionableness 

of something, to ask of it all the different ways it may exist. 

What the poetic pedagogy asks of nursing students is to practice practical insight, 

to hold lightly and intently both the imaginative realms, and the concrete particulars. 

This is not easy, but necessary for living and practicing well. For "a person of practical 

insight will cultivate emotional openness and responsiveness in approaching a new 

situation" (Nussbaum, 1990, p. 79). It is important to attend to the particulars then by 

imagining that the moment that is recognized may just be the one that calls forth action, 

and to imagine what the action is. To generate a way of being in which attention to 

particular circumstances are noticed and centered on, a way of perceiving that "is a 

process of loving conversation between the rules and concrete responses, general 

conceptions and unique cases, in which the general articulates the particular and is in turn 

further articulated by it" (p. 95). This may be one of the most important consequences of 

this research, that nursing students carry into their practice: both techne and phronesis, 
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and to enact the knowledge of being able to behave in each situation (Dunne, 1993; 

Flyvberg, 2001) that comes from the recognition of the variable and reflexive ways of the 

world and our interconnected nature that also opens and closes the particulars they work 

among (Hertz, 1997). 

The shadow of ethics follows the movement of poetic pedagogy (Kearney, 1991). 

The shadow is most visible when seen and heard under the broader Aristotelian question 

posed of "How should a human live?" This question is intimately tied to how one acts 

and understands in the world, and imagination has an ethical task, it becomes a guide to 

how we live, and live well. Poetic pedagogy for nursing students cultivates a way of 

being in the world and practicing that prioritizes the particular, elevates the importance of 

memory, adventure, imagination, emotion, and paradox as shaping characteristics that 

may enable nursing students to engage meaningfully in their practice and in living; it may 

enable students to have symmetry not with the complex messiness of life, but rather with 

the knowing that their ways of working are informed by the paradoxes of general and 

particulars, of a truth and many truths, of science and poetry. It is not about choosing one 

or the other, but having an ability to live with both, and the synergy that is created by 

living with and living out polarized ways of knowing and being. 

The Creation of A Poetic Pedagogy 

A whole new poetry beginning here. (Rich, 1978, p. 76) 

Poetic pedagogy are two words that embody a multidimensional idea. There is a 

recursive relationship between these two words. They have been placed together with the 

intention to recognize and build on the recursive and interdisciplinary relationship of 

experiential understanding. They need one another. Poetic pedagogy becomes what it is 
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first by the introduction of poetry within nursing. Once introduced, poetic pedagogy takes 

its shape through the experiences that happen as a result of nursing students' 

experiencing Wallace's poetry. In this research study, poetic pedagogy makes space for 

the characteristics that constitute it. What this means is that just by offering the poetry in 

nursing, the familiarity of nursing is interrupted and recognized, and space is created. 

What happens next cannot be easily predicted because the understandings garnered by a 

nursing student in this space will be dependent on his or her own context and history. 

In this research study, I learned that to create poetic pedagogy, the following are 

needed: nursing students; Wallace's poetry; adventure; surprise; memory; encounter with 

self; recovery of self; emotion; imagination; paradox; and conversation. It needed to be 

heard and it needed to be felt. Poetic pedagogy creates space and possibility. It is always 

becoming through the very questionableness of its allure. It is an interwoven space of 

experience that is constituted by all its particulars, as we have witnessed and been 

allowed to move through by coming to an understanding of the meaning of nursing 

students' experiences with Wallace's poetry. The students are free to roam and rummage, 

to fall and fly within this space. 

Poetic pedagogy is not a thing; it cannot be made into a structure. It "is not simply 

there, as an external feature.. .it exists more like the structure of a conversation, unfolding 

from the process of engagement" (Field & Latta, 2001, p. 889). Poetic pedagogy allows 

and asks for an orienting of oneself that continually shifts and re-shapes with each new 

learning. Poetic pedagogy is something that can shape teaching and learning, and is 

offered with the hope of not necessarily recreating what is learned in this thesis, yet with 

an openness to new ways of enacting it that may yield understandings that are different 
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than what was experienced in this study. Poetic pedagogy is a way of being with 

ourselves and others that may allow for rich, lush, generative and fearful ways of 

learning. We must be present with poetic pedagogy for it to have its full effect, we must 

participate in its energy in order for there to be an experience. 

Poetic pedagogy is also a kind of action (Rich, 1979), and, by inhabiting it, the 

students develop a new way of being in the world in which they enact practical wisdom. 

There is change. Different kinds though, tiny and grand, but often some kind of change 

that re-shapes the nursing students' self-understanding. What is learned and rendered 

through poetic pedagogy is a way to be with ourselves and others, to encounter and know 

ourselves in such a way that we can make decisions to the best of our ability. 

The appearance of Wallace's poetry within nursing conceives poetry as a living 

language; poetry has its place in life, it can live in between and in the midst of 

conversation. Its life in books, on shelves, in classrooms, and as an object of theory has 

its place too. Here, it inhabits and becomes an interdisciplinary being; it crosses 

disciplines, slips away from theory, and finds itself in conversation with people in the 

field of nursing. Wallace's poetry found its way into nursing classes in which there may 

be a need to understand how the particulars of care or nursing fit into the whole of 

practice. Holmes and Gregory (1998) claimed "poetry is a powerful way in which nurses 

regain, restore and remain intimate with their experiences, feelings and image" (p. 1193). 

The experience of poetry "is a way of seeing and knowing the core of nursing practice" 

(pp. 1193- 1194). 

Poetry can be a porthole into our own world, subsequently shaping and affecting 

how we go in the world. The central aspect of an experience with poetry is the "spiritual 
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geography" that is created, a place and space in which students learning is of an 

ontological dimension that creates ways of knowing that are experientially and 

contextually based. This place is an experience of poetry in which we learn to be "on the 

lookout for the extraordinary in the so-called normal---a healing knowledge" (Ventura, 

2000, p. 43). This idea of a healing knowledge is akin to a kind of moral knowledge that 

we have when we attempt to know something and do not stand over and against a 

situation, but that we recognize that we affect and are affected by the situation. Such 

knowledges are the implications of my research study. Poetry itself takes a new shape in 

poetic pedagogy as it can be understood as a "kind of action.. .placing itself in a dialogue 

with others out beyond the individual self' (Gadamer, 2001, p. 181). Poetry is recognized 

for its capacity to spur relationships, stoke connections among people, and bring to light 

that which we live among, and that which we can imagine. Poetry, as a living language, 

points to the grace of the particulars in which we resonate, as we "bear witness to those 

smaller choices / we all have to make" (Wallace, 1987, p. 48) and to the common 

unanticipated rhythm of living here. 

Knowledge is something that people weave together, particularly in conversation, 

such that the boundaries and distinction between 'knowers' and 'knowledge' are no longer 

distinguishable, just as Hermes is capable of moving between worlds, and crossing 

boundaries and thresholds with ease (Palmer, 1969, 1999; Thayer-Bacon, 1996). Poetry 

brings connections to life, allows uncertainties to sometimes be a guide, enables us to 

swim in "dark waters" (Babbitt, 2001, p. 23), for poetry's work becomes a kind of 

"clarification and magnification of being" (Hirshfleld, 1997, p. vii). In understanding 

what experiencing Wallace's poetry means for the nursing students, there is a giving over 
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to "a different mode of knowing: to poetry's knowing, and to the increase of existence it 

brings, unlike any other" (p. vii). Knowledge is that which we come to live with as it 

dissolves into who we are, to then come forward again as an experience that will enable 

other understandings. 

Poetic pedagogy is about possibilities and change. The experience of it can contain 

many moments, characteristics, and aspects. This research is not to say this is all there is 

and ever will be of poetic pedagogy. Rather, poetic pedagogy will continue to take its 

shape, turned and tuned for the possible. It is not an object or a thing that can be re-

created; it is always an on-going creation of meaning making, itself a space in which 

students can dwell, to take in and become, to only shed its changing skin later. Poetic 

pedagogy is its own hermeneutic with its "horizon of an open future and an unrepeatable 

past" (Gadamer, 1986, p. 10). 

When I graduated with my Masters degree, armed with my newfound knowledge of 

Bronwen Wallace, I never could have imagined that her work would or could be 

extended in this way. I had thought the interpretation of her poetry was complete. This is 

one of the beauties of this research, that "beauty is truth" (Keats, 1967) which is found by 

an entirely different way of seeing and knowing Wallace's poetry and the meaning of it. 

Such beauty shone most subtly, yet drew me to it with an "indeterminate anticipation" 

(Gadamer, 1986, p. 31). My surprise of finding Wallace in nursing was an experience of 

beauty because "truth and beauty live most happily amid complexity and paradox" 

(Hirshfield, 1997, p. 102). My understanding that poetry and nursing were separate 

spaces has now changed. I had spent most of undergraduate and graduate experience 

"fortifying English as a discipline" (Moran, 2002, p. 29) yet what I have come to learn 
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and experience is that poetic pedagogy is a part of "encouraging [literature's] productive 

cross fertilization with other subjects" (Moran, 2002, p. 29). I believe now in the lushness 

of the crossing of disciplines to create rich pedagogic experiences. This research study 

embodies a dialogue of interdisciplinary possibilities. 
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CODA: 

SAYING GOODBYE TO THE MUSE 

What your work brings you to, Isee now, 
not the past. Each site, a threshold 
into this slow discovery, 
the random testimony gathered 
as best we can, each of us down 
to essentials, as the failed are 
and the dead, who bear us forward 
in their fine, accurate arms. 
(Wallace, 1987, p. 49) 

What I have loved about Wallace's poetry in this research study is the seemingly 

perfect fit of the poems with my interpretation; it was as if the poetry were written for 

this research. What your work brings you to; I love to read this line over and over. It is 

very difficult to discern in a hermeneutic research study "what your work brings you to." 

What this research study brings me to are many thresholds of meaning, many sites I have 

stood within, gathering and sifting random testimonies and implications of poetry for 

pedagogic practice. With all the gathering and sifting done, finally I am left with, and 

offer back to the world, the worth of creating and nurturing a poetic pedagogy that 

cultivates rich and meaningful experiences for students. 

My intent is not to offer a final word on the meaning of Wallace's poetry finding its 

way into the lives of nursing students and professors; rather, I want to gently and 

deliberately open the meaningfulness of it with the hoped for consequence that the 

importance of poetic experience becomes a part of who we are. I want a way of learning 

that creates opportunities for students to encounter themselves within nursing. I want a 

pedagogical realm that allows students the space for struggle, fear, resistance, tears, 
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imagination, possibility, conflict, and coming together. I believe there is a need for this in 

education. 

Since this research study began, I have held a yearning to see my topic in its full-

body. To see its shapes and contours, how it fits and is shaped by its relationships, that is, 

to see its habitat, where it dwells, where it thrives and creates. At the beginning of this 

thesis, I.held a yearning to see the data as a full map, a sheet of the world in its entirety. It 

is in this ending, and continued yearning, that my muse visits again for one final visit 

before she departs. She has shared many messy secrets with me through this study, the 

odour of complaint and grace waifs off her breath, and rolls off her tongue. She has sat 

with me, read with me shoulder to shoulder, never really correcting, just simply teasing 

out more conversations, teasing the ghosts out of every word. I trusted she would know 

when it was time to go. 

Because this research was about many things, it required me to be with many 

things. I learned to perceive and recognize the yielding of the intricate, delicate, messily 

woven body of data as it continually shared itself with me, arriving when I would most 

and least expect it. It had neither regard, nor politeness of how or when it enters; it just 

knew it had to inevitably yield itself. 

I often experienced the data as metaphor. A visual image would befall me each 

time I would write, aroused with the desire to move thought to page, or to still frame the 

image in my mind. The metaphor of a map started out this thesis, yet another took shape 

as I neared my arrival of drawing this interpretation to a close. The metaphor I 

experienced is uncanny, and overused, but sometimes we do not get to pick our 

metaphors or muses. A metaphor of a whale appeared, present in its largeness, its 
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awkwardness, sliding though dark waters and emerging for brief, but necessary times to 

release, and to let go of breath. I never did see the whale in its entirety, but I would see 

pieces of its iridescent skin, its filmy watery grayness, and septic like lumps. It seems 

unfathomable that such a large mammal is also filled with grace when it breaks water, 

when it shows itself curved in the air, filling up a space with intent and contour; the way 

it curves gently in and holds both air and water, skimming, and rising in glimpses. 

This is what the data felt like to me through this research study. I would see it 

ascending from the dark waters to share itself with me. I would see it break water, and fill 

the blank air with a texture made of its own connections of experiences, past and present. 

The ecology of the whale and how it dwells and dives so intuitively and naturally, so too 

is the process of interpretation at times. In fact, as a hermeneutic researcher, you need to 

dive like this into the deep mysterious waters, to emerge into the light of day to see 

differently each time. To see not only poetry and nursing, but also a myriad body of data 

that is coloured and inscribed with different veins that Wallace perhaps has entwined us 

in, or maybe it was Hermes. The inability to pinpoint is lucrative; it is germane to the 

possibilities of what all of this means. 

In this final act of writing, research is a luxury. Not in the sense that it is a fleeting 

indulgence, a result of frivolous choices. Rather, it is in watching the graceful glimpses of 

an obtuse whale, showing just enough so that we realize that it is a luxury to see even 

this. The recognition that what we have witnessed was a part of something bigger, maybe 

even bigger than us, but something we can imagine because we have seen and noticed 

only a part of it. Perhaps it is because it is only a piece of the whale that is witnessed, as it 



162 

descends to its deep watery home again, that we can begin to imagine just how beautiful 

and full the whole whale may be. 
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Appendix A 

The following poem, "Into The Midst Of It" appears in Common Magic (1985). 

You'll take a map of course, and keep it 
open in front of you on the dashboard, 
though it won't help. Oh, it'll give mileages, 
boundary lines, names that sort of thing, 
but there are places yet 
where names are powerless 
and what you are entering 
is like the silence words get lost in 
after they've been spoken. 

It's the same with the highways. 
The terse, comforting numbers 
and the signs that anyone can read. 
they won't be any good to you now. 
and it's not that kind of confidence 
you're after anyway. 

What you're looking for are the narrower, 
unpaved roads that have become 
the country they travel over, dreamlike 
as the spare farms you catch 
in the corner of your eye, 
only to lose them 
when you turn your head. The curves 
that happen without warning 
like a change of heart, 
as if, after all these journeys, 
the road were still feeling 
its way through. 

A man comes up on your right---blue shirt 
patched from the sky---solid and 
unsurprised. He doesn't turn his head 
at your passing and by the time your eyes move 
to the rear-view mirror, the road has changed. 
But it's then you begin to notice 
other people: women hanging clothes from grey 
porches, a clutter of children on the steps. 
Like the man, they do not move 
as you go by and you try to imagine 
how you must look to them: metallic glimmer 
on the bright rim of their sky, 
disturbing the dust 
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that settles behind you, slowly, 
through the day's heat, 
while in your mind's eye, their faces 
form and change with the rippling patterns 
sun and cloud make on the fields, 
like the figures that swim below your thoughts 
in the hour between dream and waking. 

It makes you think of the people you love, 
how their faces look when they don't know you're 
watching them, 
so that what you see there 
forces you to recognize 
how useless your love is, how little 
all your hopes, your good intentions 
can ever do for them. 

Only now, this doesn't hurt any more, 
becomes part of your love, in a way, 
just as the dry-weather drone of the cicada 
belongs to the heat, to the dust that sifts 
like an ash over the shiny leaves, 
this country you're traveling though, 
where the farmlands draw their nourishment 
from an ancient mountain range, 
and houses rise, insistent 
as the rock and almost as indifferent, 
making all your question 
about why people came here, 
what they liked about it, 
why the stayed 
as meaningless as questions you might ask 
of the tress or the earth itself. 

You, who have lived your whole life believing 
if you made enough plans 
you wouldn't need to be afraid, 
driving through a countryside 
only the road seems to care about, 
to rediscover every time it enters 
with that kind of love that's partly tenderness 
and partly a sort of confidence 
you can't put words around. 
Like the look 
the people at home will give you 
when you get there: nonchalant and almost too deep 
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for you to see, as they turn back 
to whatever held them 
before you came 



174 

Appendix B 

The following 12 poems comprise the section titled, "The Cancer Poems" which appear 
in Bronwen Wallace's, Signs ofthe Former Tenant (1983). The poems most often read to 
the nursing students as part of the research study are: "Diagnosis"; Treatment'; 
"Remission"; and "A Stubborn Grace". 

Diagnosis 

Later she would remember the day 
as white snowdrifts piled by the roadside 
drifting across her windshield 
and the doctor's crisp white paper 
words piled on his desk 
tissue lymph nodes white blood cells 
piled and drifting 

Exploratory 

The anaesthetist slips something silent 
through her veins 
and the light above grows large 
as the sun swirls and shatters 
little lights behind her eyes 
"Just relax now 
there's a good girl" 

And there is a little girl 
who had a little curl 
blond curls blue eyes 
fat red cheeks 
such a pretty little girl 
cried tha ladies 
pretty on the outside 
sniffed  her mother but 
a bad girl underneath 
handsome is as 
handsome does 

Later awake in the darkened room 
she imagines the bright laboratory 
the microscopes 
hears again her doctor's 
talk of cells his 
cautious optimism 
but closing her yes 
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sees still the place 
where blood swirls 
matted hair around 
a face shaped 
to her mother's words 
drumming 
the face 
etching itself 
still 
deeper 

Corn-Husk Doll 

In the days that followed 
she watched them 
a curious onlooker 
in the x-ray room the lab 
where they checked her blood 
saw the scars from 
their exploratory operations 
etch themselves across her flesh 
and how even crowsfeet 
wrinkles seemed to deepen 
her body cracking around 
whatever was loose within it 
like the corn-husk dolls 
she'd seen in craft shops 
silk hair and jeweled eyes 
gay red cheeks but 
no mouth 

a brittle doll 
in a pale-blue nightgown 
the silence rising 
through the pores of her skin 
her sequined 
eyes 

First Dream 

In an old section of the city 
in the window of an empty shop 
a book 
draws her 
in bells tinkle 
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at the door 
she reaches but 
the old man refuses to sell 
and just as 
their voices rise 
another tinkle of the bell 
brings what she knows 
before turning 
has been following 
faceless and cold 
touch of fingers on her wrist 
eyes 
black tunnels 
draw her to 
their edge as 
with the other hand 
he offers the book 

"but it was mine all along" 
she struggles too late 
to say before 
the opening 
of his eyes 
stops her 
fills her mouth 

Second Dream 

A house with arched windows 
spiral staircase 

In one of the rooms 
something waits 

Corners shape themselves 
to arms reaching 
out she races 
up the staircase 
along halls footsteps 
follow pounding her heart 
pounding opens a door 
the wrong one her way 
blocks 
as something 
reaches for her turns 
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a man's soft face 
and hands 
offering biscuits 
wine 

Treatment 

For the doctors it seemed 
simple as an old war 
even the drug they used 
mechiorethamine 
a derivative 
of mustard gas dripped 
into her veins 
as she lay 
arms outstretched 
the chemical burning into her 
an older ritual 
given a new name 
demons to be exorcised 
a witch in need of cleansing. 
And somehow it was 
all familiar the white tiled 
and bright paint of the clinic 
not unlike the kitchen 
where her mother stood 
and the doctors' voices 
reminiscent easy now 
there's a good girl no tears 
now big girls don 't cry 
or yell 

not unlike her own kitchen 
smells of breakfast and 
her hands clenched around 
her coffee cup 
as the voices of her children 
husband pulled at her 
claws against her skin 
till she shaped herself to 
the good mother 
the perfect wife rising 
to find mittens neckties 
her smile stitched across 
whatever rose in her throat 
and the coffee in her cup 
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thickened 

So she told no-one of her dream 
witch dream where he shrank to the size of a snail 
and journeyed the warms seas 
of her blood found her womb 
fragrant with moss and ferns 
or how in her chest beyond 
the place where her heart 
shone like a blue jewel 
something dark and 
colder than silence 
unfolded its death scent 
mingling with the smell 
of ferns 
didn't tell didn't tell 
how she rushed out 
through her mouth and 
forced it shut around 
this double blossoming 
while the doctors talked 
of healing her flesh 
loosened and her hair 
came away 
in handfuls 

Snow White 

Days grew liquid 
light from her window 
flowed around her bed 
where it hardened 
brittle as glass 
Snow White in her glass coffin 
while overhead like pale blossoms 
faces bob and press 

does it hurt 
are you getting better 
are you alright 
alright ALRIGHT 

She watched their mouths 
gasping as they thrust 
the word at her 
sees how their eyes 
glide anxiously toward 
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the dark forest shapes 
prowling the edges of their vision 
the possibility of other answers 
than the ones 
their mouths demand 
she thinks of Snow White 
was there a moment (the sound 
of hoofbeats in the distance 
the prince arriving) a moment 
when she felt the things 
forced down so long rise 
in her throat imagined 
shattering the glass 
into the dwarfs' faces 
with her fists beating 
as her step-mother did she 
imagines this just 
before the prince reached 
down and gathered her to a safer 
more familiar 
ending. 

Third Dream 

She sits fishing 
in a boat at the centre 
of a grey lake 
hooks and reels in 
a dead body 
vomit rising 
chokes her screams as 
the thing twitches 
twists into 
a monkey in cap and jacket 
turning cartwheels 
on the bow 
and on a silver flute 
blows notes to 
silver bubbles 
float and loom 
along the shore 
lights of a magic city 
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Fourth Dream 

An old house again 
or prison 
her fingers white slugs 
feel their way long damp walls 
toward music voices 
a dance she must attend 
but in the garden 
just as she comes in sight of 
paper lanterns 
an old man under a bare tree 
stops her 

She sits with him 
on cold ground 
leans toward the music 
he is trying to tell her 
something but she cannot 
hear "here" he says 
"here" and she turns to 
his face blazing 
and the tree above their heads 
all sudden crystal 
shines with leaves and fruit 
flashing like prisms 
birds of blown glass 
song and 
radiant as the tree 
she spins all night 
in the brilliant shapes 
of their song 

Sorceress 

Dying made everything possible 
the way the morning sun 
tipped her breakfast tray 
and the day rose slowly 
shaped to her hands like fresh bread 

below her the house moved dreamlike 
through its own waking 
the sounds of breakfast 
voices of husband children 
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lapped gently against her closed door 
and receded 
left her to herself 
neither wife nor mother 
no adult 
she lived like the first inhabitant 
of a new city and gathered 
its own magic for her own 

she wore her dying 
like a sorcerer's cape 
and powerful with wishes 
disguises she became 
the mad wife in the attic 
the heartless step-mother 
explored again 
the pure anger of childhood 
cups shattered at the wall 
the pieces swirling 
in her screams 

Daily she was child and sorceress 
clothed in forbidden shapes of herself 
and daily she learned 
the source of her magic 
saw in the mirror how 
she grew more beautiful 
grew vast and complex 
become the city 
she inhabited 

And returning to the house 
laid out for her like a holiday 
she saw for the first time 
exactly how the light lay 
on the kitchen table 
how the beauty of her children's faces 
felt sharp as birth pains 
and the days then glistened 
with games 
the stories her children brought 
their wishes lay in her hands 
like the bright dreams 
of circus monkeys 
and sometimes in the evenings 
watching the warm shape 
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of her husband's hands 
as he pored wine 
she would spin again 
in her radiant dance 
and breathless see 
across the water-shimmering room 
the wine's ripe crystals fruit 
held like a wish 
at the delicate tip 
of her reaching 

Remission 

Slowly the days took shape once more 
separated themselves 
into hours minutes 
friends called less often 
and when they did they talked about 
the weather or the government 
she began to do her own housework 
and finally 
smiling over the latest lab report 
the doctors gave her a schedule for 
three-month checkups and for the moment 
let her go 

outside the clinic 
she sits in the parking-lot 
as the first few snowflakes 
gather in the late afternoon 
on the street figures 
clench themselves like fists 
around the cold 
and watching them 
she imagines how 
the flat winter light 
lies on the top of her kitchen table 
the edges of chairs 
the faces of her family 
almost apologetic in the way 
it hardens on the surfaces it touches 
as if to shape them in its own cold 
and she herself stands 
at the stove preparing supper 
familiar as milk 
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as if the radiant witch of her dreams 
the mad wife the cruel step-mother 
even death itself were houseguests 
departed now for trains and airports 
unable to enjoy themselves here 
among carrots and apples 
the piles of laundry on the washer 
and the family sits in the last light 
as families do after company departs 
the presence of strangers 
so that in a month---days even---
husband or children pausing 
over some familiar occupation 
will mention a name 
vaguely almost questioning 
over their shoulders 
and she will cleanse herself 
around the names the shapes 
forced down again until 
they fester burst 
within her 

In the rear-view mirror 
her face in series first 
her hair curling again 
complacently around her 
forehead where wrinkles 
erase themselves 
and her eyes seem 
to reflect the window light 
like bits of glass 
only the mouth refuses 
its former thin-stitch 
expand over the edges 
of the mirror as she tilts 
her head sounds fly 
up from her throat 
and in the blurred moment 
of their rising she sees 
herself again grow 
multiple and magic lanterns' shimmering 
the windfrozen people on the street 
emerging from the December light 
figures in a stereoscope 
a moment like the one 
when you realize that magic 
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is not the trick itself 
but the magician's hardworked skill 
with coins and handkerchiefs 
the complex possibilities 
of common things 
then silence 
the rough weigh of her duffel-coat 
the cold circle of the steering-wheel 
and the bare patches of pavement 
as she drives slowly home 
through the first snow 
of the year 

A Stubborn Grace 

I 

"The body chooses its own death" you told me once 
and what I saw was the two of us 
gathering purple hepaticas in a spring wood 
or pulling carrots dark earth 
staining our hands something that lyrical 
that easy 

neither of us knowing 
what you meant 
till now your words taking root 
in this room in your eyes 
that draw me 
to your bedside and your warm hands 
growing into mine 

hands I have watched so often stubborn 
grace of them lifting a child or reaching 
for food at your crowded table 
shaping the pots you made and mining 
that crazy house you lived in on the coast 

stubborn grace of them now insistent 
fingers trembling with the effort 
to wipe your own face adniinster 
the medicines that keep your mind 
above the pain like a swimmer 
swimming alone in a steady current 
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the body chooses 
and your hands attend the choice 
while we who are helpless in the face of it 
wince from your swollen abdomen your bedsores 
bruises on your arms that won't heal now 
it's you who demands music 
and pretty nightgowns visits from your friends 
dividing your days among us 
like the ring and necklaces you press 
into our unwilling hands 

it's not that you wanted to die 
death wasn't some exotic fruit you stretched toward 
it's not that kind of choosing that you talked of then 
unable to explain what you meant 

how could you 

your body chooses its own death 
and the meaning of it opens slowly 
from within like any change 
stubborn as your hands their bones 
like the bones of the earth 
when they thrust the snow aside 
with the coming of a different season 

2 

I always thought dying made a clean 
sweep of it imagined you high 
and white on a narrow bed 
scent of roses organ music in the air 
but here you are 
in this tumult of orange-peels water 
jugs children's paintings flowers 
books and cans of ginger-ale 

I always thought dying was crisp 
and abrupt as the telegram the late-night 
phone-call I thought they had a special place 
for it to happen in remote and antiseptic 
but here where you are people come and go 
with presents and news and unfinished business 
the room fills up with whatever they bring 
like the gifts the ancients placed 
in the tombs of the dead 
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believing they carried the things 
they loved in life 
into the new land 

a little like that and not 
like that at all as long as you're alive 
the gifts we bring are used and put aside 
the business stays unfinished we can only give you 
what's at hand for now whatever we were doing 
just before we came you do the same 
for us and your dying weaves 
through the muddle of our days 
a single thread 
in the cloth of another colour 

I always thought death 
was something you came up 
against and entered 
with deliberate ceremonies formal words 
but here where you are my own dying 
enters me 
like the song a friend might sing 
in the last moments of a party 
watching quietly through laughter whispered 
conversations gradually gathering us up 
until the last notes drop 
into the still pools 
the song has made in each of us 
rippling through us as we reach 
for our coats murmur "thank you" and "goodbye" 
drift out onto the street 

3 

In the house everyone is hungry 
each morning your children's eager fingers 
tear into the day they eat 
the heart out of it cramming their mouths 
with sunshine nothing can stop 
the noise our mother clatters pots 
in the kitchen and the house is stuffed 
with food we heap our plates 
as if this sadness were an empty 
stomach we could satisfy 
like Christmas every day 
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there are salads crisp 
and singling in the wooden bowls 
two kinds of pie whipped cream and coffee 
the talk is of holidays an summer 
we grow fat on it sated 
with ocean beaches trips to the mountains 

when I sit by your bed these nights 
and you mutter dreaming half delirious 
I am greedy for you words as the woman 
who wakes to her lover talking in his sleep 
hovers above him jealous 
of the conversation he is sharing somewhere else 
I want you here again 
and lean toward you calling 
but your name is just another word 
you've put aside for the ones 
you are learning in the country of your dying 

Your mother stands at the doorway 
folding her arms across her breasts 
she cradles the absence of the child 
she can't protect 
and sometimes these nights it seems as if you are 
a child again a child sent on an errand alone 
for the first time so eager 
in her need to prove herself 
beyond the anxious borders of her parent's care 
that nothing can harm her 

these nights in the house 
where everyone is hungry you are moving 
far beyond our help with the same 
eagerness the boldness the tenacious 
beauty of it all the benediction 
that you need and when I leave you 
for the night outside I am hungry 
enough to eat the moon make snowballs 
with my bare hands and toss them at it 
bite of them in my palms 
as pieces of moonlight start 
falling around me 
in a bright rain 
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4 

and sometimes words are not 
enough they don't even matter 

now you are dead and my grief 
becomes a place I feel 
I've lived in always 
looking out at a world 
where people come and go 
with confident expression on their faces 
as if their plans for the day were solid 
as the streets they walk on secure 
as the house they return to every night 

I look out at this other world 
and the names of the objects in it 
their uses fall away from me 
like the names and faces of the people 
who stand outside my borders now 
saying "sorry" "sorry" 

in these last few weeks your hands 
grew whiter than the snow on your windowsill 
and beside them mine 
even in theory pasty winter paleness 
blushed I was almost ashamed to touch you 
I was so alive 

but in the end it was our hands 
that mattered obdurate fact 
of them their colour like the last 
word between us 
that and the touch 
yours gave before it was withdrawn leaving mine still curved 

all any of us have perhaps 

the shapes a hand makes 
when words are no loner enough 
and the depth of what can't be said 
reaches 
to the bone 
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Social Work 29 
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