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The Illusion of Falling: Eileen Myles’ Snowflake/ Different Streets

I saw a rose

in the heart

of the 

year two thousand one

everything

turning

rose

dog head

a wheel of

love

but I was so mad



— Eileen Myles, “Snowflake”

One Halloween, when I was a teenager, my boyfriend and I went to a haunted factory. In one section— amid all the glow in the dark, Jackson Pollock-style splatter paint— a bridge spanned the middle of a rolling tube. Our imperative was to make it through the tube upright, without tumbling over and making asses of ourselves. Undaunted, I stepped onto the bridge. Immediately, the tube started rolling. I grasped the bridge’s railing, trying in vain not to lose my balance as the rolling tube threatened to send me spiraling end over end. The only way I could make it to the other side of the bridge was to pull myself along the railing until I reached the solid landing at the end of the tunnel. 
As soon as my feet were on solid ground again, I turned to look at the rolling tube I’d just crawled through. To my surprise, the tube was not rolling at all! It was as solid and steady as a stone. Not movement, but the illusion of movement, had made me feel as if I were going to fall. To my horror, one of the fright factory’s workers stood at the end of the tube, watching us chumps fall all over ourselves against the railing of a bridge that never even moved a fraction of an inch. To this day, a hot ball of emotion clenches in my guts at the thought of this worker’s smug expression. A hot ball of embarrassment, foolishness and even anger. The people who masterminded that haunted factory created that disorienting illusion just to get the better of us. 
In many ways, Eileen Myles uses the same illusions in her newest book, Snowflake/ Different Streets. This principle— that the brain can be tricked into feeling movement that doesn’t exist— forces the mind to lose all perspective and forfeit control of itself. And perhaps, it is only in this way, that we can even begin to understand the method behind Myles’ madness. If, in fact, Snowflake/ Different Streets is such a bridge, the first book, Snowflake, would be the illusion of the reader’s movement through this bridge. The reader has the distinct feeling that she, not the words, are moving. The words form the setting through which the reader is propelled, and the poems themselves are the stable structures through which she passes. How does Myles achieve this illusion? The key lies in the book’s title poem, “Snowflake.”  First, the poet must set up a certain stability through which the reader and the narrator can move. Consider:
There’s no female

in my position

and 

wow

there’s a raccoon

on the tail of the plane.

Myles uses words such as position  and plane to suggest simultaneously both stability and movement. Position gives one the feeling of a sphere circling a pole, or of something steady by which other movements within the poem can be measured. Plane has two different meanings: the first, obviously, is the airplane, which has a raccoon on its tail. But also, a plane suggests the geometric idea of a stage or level dimension through which we can view, and interact with, our world. Even the raccoon has a role on this stage. Its wildness and its tendency to be less afraid of people than other wildlife (and thus more domesticated) makes the raccoon an ideal symbol of both freedom and stability. 

There are other words in “Snowflake” that provide a solid structure through which the reader can move. Words such as buildings, bricks, furniture, storage and restaurant are solid images that we imagine even if their placement within a poem may not make visual sense. Once a word such as building is suggested, our minds create unbidden an image of such a structure. Once those solid ideas have been suggested, Myles then creates movement within the poem that causes the reader to feel as if she is being propelled through space:

drawing

stripes or buildings
the bricks
of the world
I wonder

what I’ll say about Sadie

and I wonder

if they are still
living in that state
and if they hate

me for moving
her furniture
out and putting
it in storage
I walked past that restaurant
where I was so mad

I could have broke

the glass (emphasis mine)
The bold words suggest stability and structure, while the italicized words show movement: either through active –ing words or actual movement. These words, alternating between stillness and movement, make it possible for the reader to move along with the narrator in the poem, while the reader zooms through her surroundings like a train passing through villages. Is it the train that is moving through the world? Or is it the world that is zooming past a train that never moves at all?

In “Snowflake,” Myles also uses another tactic to create the illusion of movement and change. The secret lies within the snowflake itself. Snow is merely one of the three properties of mutable water. There exists water in its liquid form, constantly flowing and shifting its position; water in its vapor form, structureless and without mass; and water in its solid forms of ice and snow. Snow, also, is not a constant. It is a delicate piece of change, threatening at any moment to melt: to change its form. It could fall alone and lie still, then become a part of a greater whole. This greater whole can be given more power when joined with like forces to become the snowball that fell,

against the 

glass

and scared

me in my seat

so hot

with rage

why am I dry

freezing

I want to go

home

And here is the real power of what Myles is doing. All this movement, all this constant ebb and flow, makes the reader long for the stability of home. In home, we find a place that is solid and immovable: a place where we can stop, once and for all, to rest. 
In Different Streets, we finally get our chance. The second book (accessed by flipping Snowflake over and turning it upside down) gives us a chance to sit in one place while it is the world that is moving. The very first poem of this collection sets up the scene, shows us that we are “home.” In “Caesarean Toothbrush,” the very first line of the entire collection is, “I left it outside.” In this simple line, we are given the image of the poet, returning to the stability of her home and leaving whatever it was she was holding outside. The object itself is unimportant. What matters is that by leaving the object outside, we know the poet (along with the reader) is going inside and that we are now safe within a non-moving structure, closing the door against

those that we know

who may never come

in

but riding by they’ll

know what I’m 

doing

Myles narrator—convincingly Myles herself— speaks of those things that are commonly found inside a dwelling:

My cat’s name is Marco

Polo. His severe profile

gazing into the 

dead end

of the apartment.

Further poems mark the appearance of the bed, a shoe, a window, the shower, the dog. These entrances on the unmoving stage of home convince us further that at last, we can be still. The poet introduces other structures as well, giving them the stability of a home: the body, the clock, the voice, the poem. All take on the attributes of unchanging buildings, adding to the illusion that it is no longer the poet who is moving, but the world:
listen to that someone

getting arrested. Someone

else holding the bag.

I wrote something else

about the day holding me

and me holding you. A car

passes like a big breath.

Perhaps, in the end, the reader will sense that through these two competing views— constant travel and constant stillness— we can achieve some sort of lasting peace. Are stability and peace the ultimate goals? Or are these carefully crafted illusions of movement meant to teach us that there is no such thing as constant stillness? Does the poet mean to suggest that by moving the body into a structure that resists change, we can achieve a “home” that travels with us, regardless of our circumstances? If this is true, like turtles, we can carry our homes on our backs through all the changing currents of time; or like snow, vapor and water, we can move fluidly through all the different manifestations of ourselves. Whatever the intent, it is comforting to know that  today,

it’s a strong day

that can withstand change.

