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By Dory Hulburt

W
ords like Iraq, 
Afghanistan 
and Gaza 
bear a heavy 
weight today. 

Poet Veron-
ica Golos has created a vocabulary 
to accommodate them. Her newly 
released book of poems, “Vocabu-
lary of Silence,” is not a collection of 
discrete poems, but poems intercon-
nected by a theme.

Golos will read from “Vocabulary of 
Silence” as part of the SOMOS Winter 
Writers Series, Friday (Feb. 18), 7 p.m., 
at the Mabel Dodge Luhan House, 240 
Morada Lane. She will be joined by 
Dana Levin, who will sample from her 
book of poems called “Sky Burial.”

After the terrorist attacks of Sept. 
11, 2001, many people turned to 

poetry because 
“poetry names it,” 
said Golos. “To 
name is to know.”

For her, “the 
impulse to do 
something is 
refracted down to 
the impulse to do 
a poem.”

“It’s a dif-
ficult thing to 
write about war 
— especially so 
the one you’re 
not really in, not 
in the dirty part,” 

wrote author Barbara Nimri Aziz 
about Golos’ book.  “Poet Veronica 
Golos takes the fragments, the bits 
and pieces that reach us from the 
battlefield, and weaves them with a 
morality and a sorrow, to make us 
understand both our helplessness 
and our responsibility.” 

“Vocabulary of Silence” was a 
means for Golos to investigate her 
own complicity and what it feels like 
to be a witness from afar. 

She includes in her book a two-
page bibliography of poetry and war 
books she used as research. Photo-
graphs from the infamous Abu Ghraib 

prison camp were for her emblematic 
of these modern wars, just as Nick 
Ut’s photo of naked and burned 9 
year-old Phan Thi Kim Phúc running 
from a napalm attack was emblem-
atic of Vietnam.

A photograph taken by Lynndie 
England’s lover and military superior, 
Charles Graner, Jr., of her holding the 
leash of a bruised, naked Iraqi prison-
er at Abu Ghraib raised questions for 
Golos on many levels: What she did, 
what he did, why they photographed 
it, what was the prisoner’s name and 
became “the pole around which a lot 
of the poems revolve.”

“They’re not all depressing,” said 

Golos about her poems. “A word often 
used is ‘powerful.’ ”

“I hope that I’m speaking what 
many people feel but can’t or won’t be 
able to express,” she said. “If art can 
change us, that’s what I would want 
for this book.”

She also hopes the people of Iraq 
and Afghanistan know “here’s an art-
ist who has them in herself and has 
written the grief that I feel.”

Golos was born and bred in a 
working-class family in New York, the 
first in the family to finish high school 
and attend college. She says she loved 
music and was a dancer for a long 
time. She is a self-taught poet who 

became involved in the civil rights, 
antiwar, and women’s rights struggles. 
She lived in the South for 10 years.

She came to Taos twice on 
Wurlitzer fellowships.

“We both at different points fell 
in love with Taos,” Golos said, about 
herself and her husband, author 
David Pérez.

“I don’t have that long pull a novel-
ist needs,” she said. For her, poetry 
“is a stilling of the moment. It can 
contract the moment. Contract and 
expand it.”

The title of her book comes from a 
line in the poem “The Speed of Dark-
ness” by Muriel Rukeyser: “Water goes 
down to tomorrow / making its children     
I hear their unborn voices / I am work-
ing out the vocabulary of my silence.” 

Dana Levin of Santa Fe comes 
to Taos for the second time to read 
from her newly released third book 
of poetry, “Sky Burial,” named one 
of Publishers Weekly’s top 10 spring 
poetry releases.

Levin turned to poetry after her 
father, mother and sister died in the 
space of four years. Only her father’s 
death was expected. Levin was 37 
when her parents died and 41 when 
she lost her sister.

“I refused to write traditional lam-
entations,” she said. “I don’t know 
why. I didn’t want to.”

Instead she researched cross-cul-
tural burial practices, including Tibet-
an Buddhism, Aztec human sacrifice 
and forensic anthropology, which 
form the basis of many of the poems. 
Others are drawn from her rich dream 
life at the time.

The intensity of writing helped her 
escape when she needed it.

Looking back now, Levin says, “It 
has indelibly changed me, that’s for 
sure. I like myself better. In that respect 
it helped me to roll with the punches.”

Tickets are $8; $6 for SOMOS 
members, seniors and students; and 
free to those under 18 years old.

For more information, call 
SOMOS at (575) 758-0081, e-mail 
somos@somostaos.org or visit www.
somostaos.org.
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younger
■ Information: (575) 
758-0081


