perugia

PRESS

PO Box 60364 / Florence, MA 01062
Www.perugiapress.org

READING COMPANION

Everything Has Been Moved, Even the Dead, by Jen Siraganian

Sample poem:

WALKING INTO ST. JAMES CATHEDRAL
AS IF WE WERE ALREADY GHOSTS

Armenian Quarter, Jerusalem

inside mosaics chant // lanterns half-tip from
silver chains // incense lifts tin // a crowned
Jesus blackened from smoke // gold reflects
gold // a bearded priest tells my father // to
uncross his legs // we leave before the final
prayer // snake along walls of peeled gray //
a square of olive trees // the cemetery door
rusted and locked // a half-asleep priest sits
nearby, his legs spread to a V // he says the
cemetery guard is away // my father points
to me and pleads // a tarnished key unveiled
// a white dog follows us // his nose tasting
sky // we can't find my grandparents’ graves //
too many gravestones layered with shattered
platters // rows of black crosses // vines heavy
with rotten grapes and chips of porcelain //
weeds splinter stone // everything has been
moved // even the dead



Questions to consider:

1.

The Armenian Genocide appears throughout this collection in poems that are
both political, responding to contemporaneous texts from the genocide, and
personal, exploring fertility, sexuality, grief, a family history of displacement,
and intergenerational trauma. What is the significance of the role that the
Armenian Genocide plays in these discussions? Can you detect allusions to it or
its lasting impact even in poems that do not mention it specifically? From that,
what can you gather about the ways in which the events of the Armenian
Genocide continue to impact the present?

Various poems in the collection, such as “The House in Jerusalem” (p. 9), “The
Toys Left in Jerusalem in 1948” (p. 15), and “My Father with a Soldier in Front of
His House in Jerusalem, 1947” (p. 65) are superimposed onto photographs taken
by, or shared by, the speaker’s father. In these poems, how do the text and the
photographs communicate with each other? What are some of the effects of the
different visual techniques that Siraganian uses?

In “Self-Portrait with Tea” (p. 26), the speaker’s husband describes her as
“conflict-avoidant.” This trait is consistently emphasized throughout the
collection, such as in “The House in Jerusalem” (p. 9) or “How to Use a Mouth”
(p- 29). Are there moments in the collection where the speaker subverts this
expectation?

In the final poem of the collection, “Holes” (p. 92), the speaker recalls, “the
woman’s fingers swam / in the dark ocean of my back. // I still sing from the
holes.” What does it mean for a person to “sing from the holes” in the context of
the forced silences that surround this collection?

In the “Notes on a Pomegranate” poems, the image of a pomegranate appears in
different contexts across the speaker’s life. In Armenian culture, the pomegranate
symbolizes fertility, abundance, and good fortune, as well as the country itself.
How does the recurring image of the pomegranate interact with the themes
surrounding fertility struggles and the Armenian Genocide throughout the
collection?

In “Armenians in Orphan City, Alexandropol, 1926” (p. 50), Siraganian provides
a photograph paired with just one line, five words, to create a poem. How does
Siranagian’s use of photography here enable one line to successfully convey
strong emotion? Furthermore, how does the visual aid interact with her
discussion on the next page in “How to Teach Atom Egoyan’s Ararat to Twelfth
Graders” (p. 52-53) about how Western history disregarded the Armenian
Genocide?



7. “The ‘Leave Our Kids Alone’ Protest Outside Saticoy Elementary, North
Hollywood, CA” (p. 61) highlights the ways in which Armenian culture and
identity interact with beliefs surrounding homosexuality. How do you see the
speaker's own Armenian identity interacting with her sexual identity? Compare
this poem with “Armenian Wedding” (p. 24) in your answer. Is there one aspect
of the speaker’s identity that takes precedent over another? Why do you think
that is? Further, what do you notice about the way that the other voices in the
poem view Armenian identity in the context of this protest? What is the
significance of how they consider Armenian identity in regard to their beliefs?

8. “Since the Start of the Harvest” (p. 73) contains the lines, “Twenty years for an
olive tree to regenerate. / Twenty more to bear fruit.” Consider what the olive
tree might represent based on previous discussions about Armenia, Palestine,
and Israel. What is the significance of this stanza in the context of the Armenian
Genocide?

Writing prompts:

1. Inthe poem “Imagine the Light Shining Everything False” (p. 86), the speaker
reacts with unease and deflection in response to headlines about conflict in
Armenia. Select a news article of your own to respond to via poem, and think
about what it means to address, or distract yourself from, current events.

2. In the series of short poems titled “Notes on a Pomegranate,” Siraganian explores
the shifting meaning and significance of the pomegranate, often in relation to
Armenian culture. Write a series of vignettes about a common object that is
important to you; you might focus on how the significance of this object has
changed over time, or the different purposes it serves.

3. “Odar, Defined” (p. 25) is a poem that takes the form of a list of dictionary
definitions that describe the feeling of being an outsider. Write a poem that
adapts the dictionary definition of a feeling of your choice using analogies.

4. Several poems throughout the collection feature photographs related to the
Armenian Genocide and/or the author’s lived experiences. These photographs
allow the poems they’re paired with to spend less time setting up background
information while working together to create emotional impact. Find a
photograph related to a significant event in your life and write a poem to pair
with it, focusing less on providing context for readers and more on using the
photograph’s momentum to create impact.



Other Perugia books that could pair with this collection:

Apostasies by Holli Carrell

The Book Eaters by Carolina Hotchandani

Daughter of Three Gone Kingdoms by Joan Kwon Glass
Through a Red Place by Rebecca Pelky

Areas of study in which to teach this title:

Creative Writing/Poetry

e Women’'s Studies

Ethnic & Gender Studies

Armenian / Palestinian / Middle Eastern Studies
Archival Studies

e American Social & Cultural History

Book orders and poet events:

e To order Everything Has Been Moved, Even the Dead, or any Perugia Press title, you
may do so through the bookshop on our website (perugiapress.org).

e For wholesale rates on course adoptions, check out our publisher portal at our
distribution partner, Asterism Books (asterismbooks.com).

e Toinquire about a desk copy, or Jen Siraganian’s availability for readings, book
talks, or class visits (in person or virtually), contact Editor/Director Rebecca
Olander at editor@perugiapress.org.



