
The Water Reasons with Me: A Sisterly Reading of Michelle Alexander’s NDR Folio 
By: Madeline Alexander​

[Yes. I am Alexander’s sister. But more than that, I am here to ask you:]  
What does speculative poetry mean? Is it a wish or a wonder? Is it just another word for possibility? Or 
is it a powerful dimension that thrives in the imagined? 
Are we, as readers, whispering, "tell me about the future or the past"?  
Tell me about a time you never lived.  
Tell me about a time you stole yourself away. 
Tell me about a time you led the armies of your mind to victory.  

Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers’ Association defines “Speculative poetry itself is ancient and exists 
as the poetry of possibilities that centers the imagined as real.”1 And I would say by making the 
imagined real, we can experience reality for the what-if. And not what if that happened, but what if we 
could feel a past, what if this is philosophically true, what if…  

You, an oracle of these passages, “Redman,” you know one way 
by opening your eyes, one more, by land than by sea.  

— “But, I can teach you our third way to 
“Delphi.”  The water  

The water 
 reasons with me. 

What if I am standing on the dock with Loan, a Haitian rumrunner, of Michelle Alexander’s Libation 
Bearers? And we are damp from the spray as Anacortes comes into view. Where he, through us, 
prepares to tell a lost story, one that never happened, but happened in many ways, a bricolage of the 
1920s in Seattle that is stitched together by magical realism. Loan guides the others who wear our skin 
to a new reality in Libation Bearers. I would contend that the speculative is the first wave guiding 
Alexander’s selected works in the Notre Dame Review; it knocks against the sides of the boat, resetting 
our navigation of the small collection.  

1 “Introduction to Speculative Poetry,” SFWA: The Science Fiction & Fantasy Writers Association, December 16, 2024, 
http://sfwa.org/other-resources/speculative-poetry-101/introduction-to-speculative-poetry/. 
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With this reset, we are given to understand that the speculative opens the philosophical. (I say boldly.) 
“... when we call something "philosophical" we are saying that it has a speculative nature, that is, its 
activity is speculative.”2 The philosophical is the second wave, alerting us to the impending emotive 
storm in Alexander’s work. The seas are choppy and have forgotten they are ruled by the moon.  
 
Let me show you. What if you were with me over the course of the decade that I heard the 
philosophical-literary-historical term "Trauerspiel" or Mourning play?  Alexander had told me weekly 
about the genius of its reading by 20th-century thinker Walter Benjamin. Its layers, its secularization, 
and the dispersing-collecting dynamic of such mourning. I understand it as a story in which history 
takes on the cycles of nature3, and the death of its author provides another reason to dislike Adorno. 
With mourning in mind, I slipped under the covers of allegory and found it in this collection of poems. 
As Alexander’s sister, though, I didn’t have to speculate: During the dissertation years in our house, 
there was a spiral of sense. Where writing became stale and stained like the piling of coffee cups on the 
dresser. During these years, there was diagnosis and rebirth. After the Funeral | Unborn Dissertation 
Fragment is asking what is passing down from these years of psychiatric distress and fervent reading of 
Benjamin.  
 

Pomegranates’ necklace, my baby’s baby  
 wandering around the block, searching me out, asking the lamps.  
Like another inner lining, do wounds and blood grow thicker? 
What is passing down?  The sickness kept underground, the clarity of the mad?​ ​

How will we break?  
Become pried open. 

 
When I read this stanza, I can see these years fold like origami into a shape that she drinks from, where 
the dissertation years have become the philosophical backbone of her work. Each poem in this 
collection carries the distinct mythopoetic task of the tragic. But behind the tragic, holding it up, is the 
underpinning of philosophical wonderings. And so we leave the foyer of the speculative to walk deeper 
inside, finding that her poetry is entwined in philosophical sites of mediation/meditation through 
exploring conditions of possibility (i.e., musings).  In Creatures of Gauze, we approach such an activity: 
 

As the lullaby-stinging uncovered wounds, 
their breath curling like deepwater waves, that I’ve 

3 I.e. the rise and fall of princes, the course of nature, a cadence.  

2 Patricia Altenbernd Johnson, “The Speculative Character of Poetry,” CEA Critic 49, no. 2/4 (Winter 1986–Summer 
1987): 18–24. 
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Been 
I wonder: would you recognize me as such? 

 
In Alexander’s work, philosophy is hoisting a flag, saying, "Here we understand the world through a 
specific cultural/ontological framework." And like the many instances in Neil Gaiman’s Sandman, 
where Morpheus (Dream) sits next to his sister, Death, we sit and wait with the “I,” struck/stuck by the 
struggle of what is human and what we believe. In Creatures of Gauze, where the world is between 
worlds, the subject(ive) is lingering in the liminal foreshadowing of what is carried, broken things 
sticking to our backs, leaving a trail where the reader finds the conditions of their persistence.  
 

In the wake of a ship, I seek your conversation.  
When I was the red earth 

I sought your mind. 
​ You are telling me in silence as we sit on the stone bench. That to speak now, to language us 
would disturb 
the wait for the beginning.  
 
The final wave in this collection, and frequent in Alexander’s oeuvre, is the psychohistorical, using the 
psychological and emotional motivations to wrench us closer to imagined-real and foreclosed histories. 
In After the Funeral, the central question, ‘What is passing down?’ is the anchor for the collection, 
boring a hole to the emotive center. What is passing down? Can it be genealogical, cultural, historical, 
or is it a trace, a belief, a disorder, the unbearable? This question surfaces in Held, awake against the 
stream:—, another poem in Alexander’s folio, where Pocahontas, as a historical actor and not a Disney 
princess, is fighting for the passage of culture, autonomy, and perspective.  
 
Father, I’m barely reading these revenant tracks… 
 
and, as they vanish, I can already hear your voice say, Pocahontas, look 
            who is not     here but implied? 
You? Or them? Or so many little tracks traveling with me gush… an acoustic minimum.  

   Father, I’ve been taken 
for war.  
 
[...] 
 
My glance bites my future… 
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Winds fringe the rain, pinning colons, another colony 
grammar, 

 ​ ​ to your neck 
 
We are glimpsing into Pocahontas’s emotional past, where Alexander situates historical traces alongside 
the speculative, the philosophical, and now the psychological interior.  
 
As we carry the emotional past alongside Pocahontas, Libation Bearers fugitively transports historical 
construction. Alexander and I collaborated on a 2019 screenplay that germinated this world that 
appears in the poem. Taking the table of contents of The Travels of Sir John Mandeville, we plotted our 
own characters, renaming saints and sites, and remaking Mandeville’s journey. This mechanism we 
defined with a structural metaphor, a historical “tracery,” in the sense of the architectural device 
sectioning stained-glass windows. Thus originating as a screenplay, the poem you will read in the Notre 
Dame Review borrows from the labor struggles of the IWW, prohibition, the Chicago race riot in 
1919, and the Second Caco War. And functions like a spiritual, shepherding the reader through loss 
and resilience. It enmeshes all of these flashbang historical moments and sets them to the mourning 
songs of her Trauerspiel.  
 

Like a music, 
     shivering as if to sink, I am also what has been looted/loved, and left out to sea.  

[...] 
 
The factory's slaughter scrapes the sky 

When poverty wears the haunt of prostitution, let me guide you 
 during the days 

 of doom  
without my sisters, there,  

 
who nursed the great fires back to sleep. 

 
Libation Bearers differs from the other poems in this folio because, as an epic of many sorts, the poem 
and character journeys. Borne out of the Greek tragedy of the same name, this poem evolves from the 
mythic tragedy to the historical “tragedy” (i.e., Trauerspiel). Not only does it traverse time and space, 
but it also enacts historical epic memory. Epic (ancestral) memory a la Langston Hughes (The Negro 
Speaks of Rivers), where psychohistory is a palimpsest, tying emotions and experiences between death 
and distance in what has been pried open. For example, the character Redman in our screenplay is 
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retroactively modeled in Wesley Everest, an IWW member and WWI veteran who was lynched in the 
Centralia Tragedy—intermixing epically with the loss of the Second Caco War in Haiti.  
 
Since our revolutionary Cacos burned 
 I’ve kept their ash like a prayer  

on my lips, my “Redman” Everest… 
 
Again, each wave we have ridden is adding to the depth of the poetry. After the Funeral brings the 
tragedy into the home, where this poem contemplates familial transference and the pains of disavowal 
that don’t linger only in a specific history but in so many.  
 

Is it the many voices, polyphonic wrestlers spitting schizophrenic, unraveling  
 
as truth?  
​ as truth crawls out of the  
Weight of my heart. The way I wrote to you… requires forgiveness. 

 
In contrast, Creatures of Gauze juxtaposes the enduring historical through its ephemerality, like water 
in a palm, it can’t be held very long. The third wave of the psychohistorical crashes us on dry land, 
where emotions, epic memory, fantasies, dreams, and wishes play in the sands.  
 
What if— 
What if!  
The speculative in this folio is a mournful and emotional stretch of possibilities, carried out in these 
poems by the philosophical and psychohistorical respectively. And enacts the mournful, epic, and 
nearly unending task of re-reading and its ongoing transformations.  
 
The folio is caught, like the Mourning Play, in the cycles of naturalized history; again, almost 
perennially, we find Pocahontas reading the tracks and Loan scarred from war as he intervenes in the 
Temperance and labor movements of the 1920s. And, conversely, in the suspension of the cycles where 
Creatures of Gauze is holding the liminal, and After the Funeral | Unborn Dissertation Fragment rests 
while forging a dichotomy of what is to be/come.   
 
What if our last question is: What is being lost, being passed down, carried, and persisting?  


