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REFLECTING THE POEM THAT NEVER ENDS

phoenix kai

ABSTRACT: This paper critically examines the themes, details, language, and processes 
in Silvina López Medin’s book Poem That Never Ends. Investigating personal lineages 
of motherhood, Poem That Never Ends navigates the complexities of writing about 
shared family history. Looking closely at the many thematic layers and the discussion of 
process into the book itself reveals insights into contemporary discourse around poetics, 
imagination, and form. 

Researched Literary Analysis

Silvina López Medin’s Poem That Never 
Ends is a haunting matryoshkai of 

motherhood. A nesting doll is a perfect visual 
representation of the book, a layering of 
experiences and stories through generations 
of mothers. Poem That Never Ends is an 
infrastructure of absence—paradoxical in a 
way—in that Medin writes around that which 
is missing. Specifically, she investigates the 
matrilineal gap passed down to her in her 
childhood, digging into the silence associated 
with “mother” and “mother’s mother.” Hoping 
to disrupt that cycle of silence, Medin critically 
reflects on her own position as a mother and 
searches for severed threads and fragments 
in her family’s past so that she might stitch 
together her intergenerational maternal void. 
This book serves as a contemporary excavation 
into processes of thinking and exploring one’s 
own poetics. Examining the content and themes 
in Poem That Never Ends reveals how a work 
of poetry can simultaneously act as a statement 
of poetics. It is important to distinguish 
poetics from poetry; in this context, poetics 
refers to an author or creator’s motivations 
and understanding of their own processes of 
creation. It reflects on the reasons why we write 
what we write, the intention of the work, and the 
context in which the work is situated. This paper 
seeks to unravel the many layers in Medin’s 
work by dissecting the thematic throughlines, 
the stylistic devices, and the multiple poetic 
mediums; doing so reveals Medin’s personal 

poetics as well as the challenges of narrating a 
shared familial history. 

Because Poem That Never Ends has so many 
interwoven literary principles, it is difficult 
to categorize; however, I would define it as 
experimental documentary poetics. It utilizes 
dated and timestamped locations alongside 
poems within poems within stories woven into 
her family’s source materials: photographs, 
messages, orations, and letters. In examining 
her own upbringing, her maternal lineages, and 
her experience as a mother, she confronts the 
reasons why she writes and to whom she writes. 
Or perhaps the inverse: to whom she writes and 
therefore, why she writes. As she follows the 
thread of her poetics, it leads to her mother and to 
her mother’s mother. By journeying back through 
her family’s long lineage of seamstresses, she 
explores the immense intergenerational trauma 
that informs her writing. 

Silence haunts this book. Medin pulls the 
reader closer and closer to the void that is 
her childhood, describing in vivid detail her 
mother’s deteriorating ability to hear and her 
grandmother’s vacancy that somehow grows 
larger with every added piece of information. 
These seemingly oppositional forces work in 
tandem, creating a throughline of tension where 
paring layers reveals more emptiness, and more 
content only seems to create more absence. 
This aspect of holding space for seemingly 
dichotomous forces exists not only in the craft 
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but recreates itself in the content as well: the 
conflicting will Medin experiences as a child, 
where she is both abused by her mother yet 
driven by the innate need to protect her and—
as all children must do—preserve the parental 
bonds for her survival at any cost.

She is isolated in her childhood, forced to 
act as the bridge between her mother and the 
world, which grows her mother’s resentment 
toward her. She describes later grappling with 
the question, “What did your mother look at the 
most?” (43). Medin vividly depicts the tangled 
ties between silence and her mother:

“My answer: my mouth. My mother needs 
my mouth. Needs my lips to read what I say 
through them. To read me. She doesn’t need 
the sound, just the movement: the opening, 
the closing, the shaping of words. Yet she 
despised my mouth. Scene: my mother and 
I in front of an elevator mirror, her hand 
covering my mouth. To see what I would 
look like without it. Without the piece of me 
she needed most.” (43)

Visually segmented in the book, this excerpt 
highlights the silent violence—and the violence 
of silence—pervading her childhood, a quiet 
trauma. There are nesting thematic layers in the 
mother’s fade into silence as she loses hearing, 
the mother’s weaponized silence against 
Medin, the familial silence surrounding her 
grandmothers, and the silence she faces in the 
process of writing the book itself: the mother’s 
refusal to acknowledge Medin’s experience and 
her right to tell a story that they share.

Layering appears across modes throughout 
Poem That Never Ends, emotionally, poetically, 
textually, thematically, as well as visually. This 
multi-layering provides a conceptual imagery to 
the content around fabric, seaming, and sewing. 
Using bold to highlight phrases within lines, she 
creates additional visual seams in the text—as 
well as layered, multiple meanings. Take the 
bolded phrase, “I keep: a stitched version of a 
house” (68) as an example. Notably, house is not 

bolded; this creates a shifting, dual emphasis, a 
tension between the emphasized phrase suddenly 
ending unresolved, or inversely, “house” as 
the sole un-bolded word, drawing a secondary 
focus to all of the possible meanings of a house 
that is deemphasized or shrunken or made 
small. It also calls into question the importance 
of wording: “house” vs. “home,” a physical 
place vs. an emotional place. Medin’s delicate 
precision in placement, text, and language act 
as an intricate stitching to the narrative that 
could easily go unnoticed. This is representative 
of many of the subtle stylistic mechanisms. 
Reading through—and through again—is like 
following threads that weave an architecture of 
recovered fragments stitched together to create 
her story. 

Throughout the book, dashed lines serve to 
visually break sections, sentences, and thoughts. 
Given the many themes of seaming, the lines 
also act as textile portraits of the metaphorical 
seams that sew together the fragmented traces 
of her mother’s mother assembled in this story. 
In other words, the themes—the threads—of 
stitching are visually represented: 

— — — — — — — — — — — — — — 

—and used as a poetic device. Not only do 
they reinforce the book’s throughlines, but they 
serve as images that simultaneously divide 
and tie disparate moments, a literary darningii 

of the holes in Medin’s family story. Multiple 
meanings and embracing contradiction are key 
facets on which poetry is built.iii Consider how 
poets utilize foundational poetic devices like 
juxtaposition, putting two oppositional things 
close together to embrace contradiction—or 
enjambment, specifically placing line breaks to 
create multiple meanings. Medin’s use of dashed 
lines is an experimental form that remixes and 
overlaps multiple foundational elements of 
poetry. Even more brilliant is that the dashed 
lines also tie back into Medin’s poetics.

The physical lines seam the literary lines 
which seam the conceptual framework. She 
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writes, “Clothing is the most intimate inhabitable 
space... architecture is an expansion of that” 
(68) and goes on to describe how the artist 
Do Ho Suh recreates rooms and places he has 
lived out of fabric. It points to the importance 
of process and how it informs the emotional 
weight of creating—drawing a parallel to the 
process of stitching her own architecture in 
words, once again peeling back the fabric of 
her investigation into poetics. In a way it is a 
poetics of poetics; examining why she writes 
what she writes necessitates writing—as well as 
confronting the factors that push her to examine 
her poetics. There is a history of debate in poetics 
about whether the ideas being communicated 
dictate the form the writing takes or if the form/
style it is written in takes precedent over the 
ideas themselves.iv In this case, neither form nor 
thinking precedes the other. It is a simultaneous 
process; form mirrors thought, where themes, 
poetry, and poetics are all nestled in overlapping 
layers like bundles of fabric. 

This book is composed of layers upon layers 
of motherhood in many different mediums. She 
tells the story of a maternal haunting, of her 
mother, of her mother’s mother, of her father’s 
mother, but grounds it in her own experience. 
It lays bare the stitches that weave her story, 
transparently incorporating processes, barriers, 
and failures in gathering the information to 
write the book. The honesty, vulnerability, 
and sincerity convey the challenges of writing 
about family and about histories that are shared. 
Poem That Never Ends writes between genres 
by incorporating multimedia, documentary, and 
poetry elements interwoven with discussion 
of poetics and process. Poetics is largely a 
conversation by writers about writing, so the 
audience would generally be other writers; 
however, Poem That Never Ends takes a creative 
approach to documenting its own creation, 
offering a unique bridge between content, form, 
and analysis.
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