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Reviewed by H.K. Rainey
Perhaps the most recognizable trait of Meat Heart is its reliance on an environment that is intensely internal: a pure absence of nature’s elements.  This internal environment is forceful and violent: its only natural references surreal and imagined. In “The Mail,” the natural element is simply yearned for, but not fulfilled:

Just once I would like to reach in the slot

and come upon a stony hollow

or perhaps a tiny garden, 

a plot filled with pint-sized animals (2).
The narrator yearns for the natural world, but is merely given a sheaf of junk mail: maddening, random pieces of a life barely recorded. This life in bits and pieces echoes through the narrator’s desires to be, and yet isn’t, “Somebody who looks whole.” The disjunction and the opposing forces at play in the title Meat Heart carry on throughout the collection. Meat suggests something without personal value—something to be devoured and then forgotten—while heart suggests a deeper feeling. The heart remains, even after the meat has been digested. And yet, meat offers a kind of sustenance of the body, while heart offers sustenance for the soul. Even so, the collection seems to effectively hide the soul in a chrysalis of illusion: “I want to be  a child of happy illusion/ not sad illusion or truth.” Yet, the book’s attempted avoidance of the truth is a failure. Cracks begin to show in the narrator’s “blissful ignorance.” In “Steak Night,” the narrator fulfills the wife’s traditional role, but without soul:
In husbandland I am made

of hamburger, eggs and potatoes

and is left with the sadness of unfulfilment:

the husband is absent

my marriage dress hangs

by the stove (38).

Not only does the wife refer to her self as food, her “marriage dress” is an apron that is “hanging”: both a reference to sadness (as of a head hanging down) and of suicide. This poem reeks of desperate discomfort even as we smell the food odors emanating from the wife’s kitchen/prison. In the end, the narrator (or is it the poet?) decides that, though the heart is “meat,” it is also powerful, with the ability to end both life, and the desire to live:

but it would be a lie

if I said that the heart

is not made out of meat

a fat and fatal core (88).

If the soul is hidden in nature, an effective way of banishing it is to eliminate the natural world altogether. Thus, the narrator re-imagines a kind of soul-less nature in which the images are disjointed and unfeeling, free of any hypotactical arrangement. Parataxis keeps the reader from establishing connections between images through structure, and thus mimics our current life, bombarded as it is by the fast visual cuts of movie and television scenes, snippets of news, status updates and video game action. Through this fast-paced visual barrage, it becomes impossible to establish meaningful relationships with nature, opting instead for verisimilitude that can fool us into believing we have recreated the natural world. This is evident in Broder’s images of “ash fish” and “elemental octopi” (16) and of the “treehead girl” (28).  The fact that the narrator hasn’t, “seen a horse in three years,” requires us to assume that she must recall a horse from her memory, and would most probably recreate it as something it is not and in a form in which it has never existed. 

What this does to Broder as a reliable narrator is questionable. Is she, in this work, more truthful than a poet who tries to imbue certain images with meaning? Or is she less reliable because she imagines things as we know them clearly not to be? Broder does not answer this question with any clarity, preferring instead to leave this decision to the reader. Broder even goes so far as to suggest that the truth is unnecessary and overrated. The feelings behind the work are true, even if the story is not:
I do not know why

we cannot

make the whole

story up (88).
