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Picasso said Goya once framed it this way: The best art defines a quest to
“mediate the distance” between “this strange, hostile world and us” by “giving
form to our terrors as well as our longings.” The same claim could be made of
the best poetry being made today: In Longing Distance, Sarah Hannah probes the
possibilities of each “uncontested crevice,” from a nanosecond of childhood
glimpsed in an old snapshot (“The Disappointments of Photography” ) to a de-
liberate “flaw” in a villanelle (“Self-Portrait in a Cocked Hat”). In “Quincy
Quarries, Quincy Mass,” notice how the speaker, who enters a perilous excava-
tion site through a “secret fissure,” proceeds to uncover everything from the ob-
scuring scents of her lover’s shirt to the remains of those “gone missing,” in-
cluding the ironies buried in this phrase. The poet thereby reveals how
recovering entails re-covering, how holding on requires letting go. Absences are
implied by everything including a “kitchen sink,” literally.

Sarah Hannah's voice is protean: now recondite, now outrageous, circuitous,
forthright, celebratory, and now deadly. Her idiom can shift from the high
Anglo-Saxon strains of “forelock/and throatlatch” (“Horeshead Nebula”) to the
campy snappiness of “I passed my late teens belted/in snazzy Mazda.” These
multifold turns of phrase are all part of Hannah's distinctive music. The games
this poet plays with words are just as unmistakably surprising. In this book, a
“rock star” in “Marble Hill” becomes a geological phenomenon, and the
“asters” in “ Aster Hill” get re-rooted by their Latin roots to stars: “Lights from
a source long expired.” In “Apology for Sleeping Late,” our guide pulls out all
the stops, taking us by “Disorient Express” and “Frisco” streetcar through
“Pleistocene” stanzaic formations of inlayed half-rhymes: “Past phalanx and
loggia, paroxysm and/Quiescence” (all very “Delftly” by way of “Flanders,”
mind you) to “a lifel Low Country.” How’s that for a trippy outtake on the
netherworld?

Like her equally skillful work in syllabics, Sapphics, and the villanelle, Han-
nah’s free-verse and sonnet compositions are various, and she plays on the in-
fluence of poets as diverse as Plath and Sydney. Longing Distance centers on a
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sonnet sequence in which courtly Renaissance conventions are mated to killer
modern conclusions. These couplets in turn take jabs at one another. At the end
of one sonnet, the mock-courtly speaker rejects the role of Andromeda (the
mythic damsel in distress), asserting, “I'm the jagged rock you cling to.” As be-
fits the metaphysical conceit in the next sonnet, a comet does some talking to the
sun, retorting, “No sense clinging to it. The answer is annihilation. You first.” In
the following sonnet, Gorse addresses its Tennysonian synonym Furze, rhetor-
ically proposing, “Which cuts worse?/The claws that grab and cling, purpling
the skin,/Or the sudden spike that stabs and runs?” As the title of a later sonnet
affirms, “Run, Don’t Walk.” These poems have bite.

Whether they focus internally on local urban observations, colors, botany,
mythology, meteorology or astronomy, these poems also blend such themes and
fields, defining a greater cosmos of perceived interrelations. Indeed, Hannah
makes meteorological observations upon observatories, exemplified by the
“plumed horse head” of cloud that curls an ocean away from “my Greenwich
Mean.” This horse later reemerges as a cloud seen through clouds, a “Horse-
head Nebula.” Every shift in perspective defines one more way of seeing into
“the backward space of things—the air behind the air.” Any “Apology for Sleep-
ing Late” is also, by this account, a defense of the practice of poetry. These
poems outwit space-time, dissolving the frontiers between night and dawn, one
year and the next, childhoed and adulthood, Boston and New York, east and
west, the personal and the universal.

Behind it all, the “unperceived” persists. What lurks in the “intestines” of the
“mirror,” or in the lost “Dark Bookcases,” or “in the bowels” of the “Linen
Closet”? What do we make of that “unflagging question (past cure)” that has al-
ready lead us, say, past “bevel,/Slat, and dowel” to “jars of unknown solutions”
in father’s old art studio? One answer emerges in the author’s reflection on the
words defining a frame in a museum as a work of art. In their craft and their vul-
nerability, their erudition and their edginess, these poems reveal the limits of

perception and articulation as the only vital sites of being and meaning: “no
life/But on the rim, no word but on the lips” (“Cassetta Frame”).
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