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Sic: A Palindrome Series

Author’s Note
echnical mastery alone can give us pleasure from a poem—a sense
I of completeness, the click and hum of a warm, halogen circuit. This
is true whether we’re admiring those old, marmoreal forms (a Keats
sonnet) or a more provocative cut (a Terrance Hayes sonnet). In her 2019
vade mecum on the subject, Don’t Read Poetry, Stephanie Burt puts it well:
“[W]e can admire a particular animal for its pearlescent shell; we can
admire poets, no less than athletes or musicians, for their technique as well
as their heart,... for the way that they accomplish something determined by
constraints...” There is as much value, then, in the perfect jump-shot as in
the perfect bounce of a Sapphic stanza.

If this is true, then the palindrome can be considered poetry based solely
on the merits of its formal play. A palindrome embodies the rigor of the
chisel—the way you flake it into being, one letter at a time, with the care
of a whole hand’s weight. But it is capable of even more than this. Wordplay
poetry (or “logological” poetry, as some tight-knit groups of palindromists
and anagrammists sometimes refer to it) can give us more than just the
pleasure of mechanical skill. It can touch the heart. Dora Malech’s Stet is
a case in point. In it, Malech uses the anagram to explore motherhood,
sexuality, and deep pains of the body:

Sweet meter, I'm a soft sum. Hone thy mark. Mark
Why monsters must make meat of their maker.

Only an anagram can perform such aerial feats. The letters flutter and
rearrange like a swarm of starlings before a hawk—our finger that tries to
pin a word in place.

If the anagram expresses volatility of language, the palindrome yearns for
stability. It is the complement to the anagram. Both see the string of let-
ters—but the palindrome sets them in place, while the anagram sets them
aloft. If the anagram is the dispersal of the starlings, the palindrome is the
gravity that captures their pattern. And, like the anagram, the palindrome
is equally capable of beauty.

Sic is a project expressing that beauty. There is a living, looping quality
in this form—Ilike a .gif, like a sacred glyph. And, hopefully, something
to admire.
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