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Tolstoy 
 
 “I can hear anything quietly,” 
 
I long to tell you I am reading your favourite author, 
like you had so easily done with mine. 
 
Yet in thinking of ease I feared commitment, 
which I speculated into my small shame. 
 
Simply, your Tolstoy has been irresistible—perfect 
and shorter in length, thin pages bursting with clarity, 
 
Masha and Sergei, love in the country and city, 
illuminations, winter sojourns, third endings 
 
And decorated so beautifully!  
I am trying to memorize lines for you. 
 
At worst I will have them just for me, 
though I think you would say, that is no worse. 
 
 
  



Relieved Burdens  
 
Chinese parents will talk about anything 
between tea and sunflower seeds.  
 
Ayi recounts her own yi, 
a woman who made a career as a poet.  
 
Made a career and consequently a life, 
“an inevitable one of inevitable pain.” 
 
Mama asks me to bring down one of my poems, 
and I grab a pink review which shushu flips 
 
More carefully than I envisioned, 
finding my name, exclaiming his discovery. 
 
Later mama tells me Ayi 
is a mystic who can sense the future.  
 
She trained for years with her shifu, 
mastering feng shui, yijing. 
 
Mama tells me how Ayi predicted 
that I will have no issues, 
finding a boyfriend.  
  



In Life, Like In 
 
In life, like in dreams, like in life, 
my parents laugh from downstairs, 
my mom’s sweet face, sweet eyelids, 
like a child’s, a twenty-year-old’s.  
 
The curtains are shut, as they like them, 
and the yellow glow spreads,  
warming the granite counter, lighting  
my dad’s yellow, freckled face. 
 
Chinese freckles are large brown spots, 
Chinese eyelids twice smaller. 
The watermelon my dad brings out 
will be cold and inviting. 
 
In life, like in dreams, like in life, 
my parents call me from downstairs: 
“Little cow!”, “Big treasure!”, 
it’s time for fruit, it’s time again! 
  



The Rise of Life on Earth 
 
There were a few days of rain. 
The muddy river saw offerings, 
and deer by banks grazed green mist, 
readying to give birth. I waited 
on the other side under two intertwined trees 
and counted leaves: he loves me, 
he deplores me, he loves me, he forgets me… 
 
White flowers were just blooming  
and I watched waterdrops 
slide into their closed petals. Beside, 
purple flowers neared their end, 
drooping heads and slanted stems— 
I gathered and crushed them,  
regretting never learning their names, 
regretting touching them at all. 
 
The rain continued 
and the earth rose current. 
I watched the forest canopy dance 
and brush shade on my face, 
rustle truths I had wanted to forget. 
It was summer not yet, 
and my knees buckled as a fawn’s. 
 
 
 
  



Book List: 
 
Family Happiness, by Leo Tolstoy 
 
A New Index for Predicting Catastrophe, by Madhur Anand 
 
Watch Your Head (anthology) 
 
Complete Poems, by Emily Dickinson 
 
Collected Works 1903-53, by Juan Ramón Jiménez (trans. Eloise Roach) 
 
Call Me By Your Name, by André Aciman 
 
  



Transcript: 

Alexander: Hello and welcome back to Endnote, a literary affairs podcast from the Hart 
House Literary and Library Committee at the University of Toronto. I’m 
Alexander Lynch. Before we begin, I’d like to acknowledge the land on which 
Hart House and the University of Toronto operates. For thousands of years, it has 
been the traditional land of the Huron-Wendat, the Seneca, and most recently, the 
Mississaugas of the Credit River. Today, this meeting place is still the home to 
many Indigenous people from across Turtle Island, and we are grateful to have the 
opportunity to work on this land.  

[pause for music] 

Alexander:  This episode is the next installment in our Next Generation series, where we’re 
speaking with emerging writers in the Hart House community about their work 
and influences. Today, you’ll hear a conversation I had with Grace, a student poet 
and environmental activist. To begin, here’s Grace reading four of her short 
poems. Enjoy! 

[The full text of Grace’s poems can be found at the top of this document]. 

Alexander:  I’m joined now by Grace Ma. Grace is in her fourth year at UofT, double 
majoring in English and Environmental Science. She is the former Editor-in-Chief 
of the Trinity Review, an Associate Editor for the Hart House Review, and co-
President of University of Toronto Environmental Action. Her interests lie in 
poetry, environmental advocacy, and sustainability theory. You will likely find 
Grace biking towards a quiet spot in the city. Hello, Grace! How are you doing? 

Grace:  Hello, hello. I'm pretty good, Alex. Mid–October, so you know how it’s like.  

Alexander:  Yeah, for the both of us, I'm afraid. If it's okay with you, I'd like to jump right in. 
So let's start with the first poem that you read for us. ‘Tolstoy,’ this is a poem, 
quite obviously, that engages with Tolstoy, and—as long as I'm not mistaken—
with his novella Family Happiness, in particular. For those that might not be 
familiar with the work, can you tell us a little bit about Family Happiness? And 
then, how is Family Happiness woven into the work and what does it come to 
mean there?  

Grace:  Right? So Family Happiness—and just say that I'm no Tolstoy expert—but 
Family Happiness is this beautiful, brilliant and subdued story about a young girl 
named Masha and, and an older man twice her age named Sergei, whom she falls 
in love with and she marries. And Sergei showed many apprehensions about 
marrying her because he knew the age difference, knowing how young Masha 
was, but she was very persistent. And she was very happy to marry him. However, 
as they settled into the marriage, Masha grew to be discontented for many 
different reasons. And that's the maybe middle of the story. I don't want to give 



too much away. So, yeah, I also regret leaving my notes about the book, because 
that's back in Winnipeg, or else I might have more intelligent things to say, but I 
did read it around two years ago. And I just remember being very enchanted by it. 
It was so nimbly written, and it touched upon like a really grand and mundane 
topics, like love and falling out of love. And that's how it's woven within the 
poem, I would say,  

Alexander:  And is that where the epigraph comes from? I couldn't figure it out.  

Grace:  Yes, yeah. ‘I can hear anything quietly.’ I forget, again, no notes where it was 
specifically in the book, but I love the phrase, because I think there's a tentative 
yearning to it. You're able to hear anything but quietly, it's almost like a statement 
that is desired to be proven. So I thought it reflected the sentiments of the speaker, 
well, who's expressing this unspoken, but obviously spoken within the poem, 
desire to basically know as much as she can have of this romantic interest, who 
happens to love Tolstoy.  

Alexander:  And I'm just thinking because just towards the end of the poem, there's this 
interesting internal dialogue, where she sort of internalized the voice of the love 
interest. And she says, ‘I'm trying to memorize lines for you. At worst, I'll have 
them just for me.’ And then that line, one of the lines, at least, then reappears in 
the epigraph. So there's a sense there, and correct me if I'm wrong, in which the 
poem kind of tells you what's going to happen in a certain sense, or it tells you 
what has happened.  

Grace:  I did not think about that, but that is very true. Like the poem is trying exactly to 
prove what it's trying to say.  

Alexander:  One of the other things that I just wanted to remark upon with this poem, one of 
the ongoing interests of Endnote this year is what it is that books do for us. So in 
my conversation with Veronica Spada, another emerging author, for instance, we 
discussed a piece of hers wherein a Madame-Bovary-esque character, tries 
unsuccessfully to work through her relationship with this idealized Beau, using 
her knowledge of the ways in which literary character think and act. And I think 
ultimately your piece has similar concerns, right? Because the speaker is trying to, 
in that fifth stanza or fourth stanza, trying to work out their relationship in terms 
of Family Happiness. What do you think? What kind of conclusion do you think 
the poem comes to there? Does it say that this is a successful thing? Does it, given 
what we were just chatting about, suggests that it's actually ultimately 
unsuccessful? Can books help us puzzle out life?  

Grace:  Well, first of all, that sounds like a very interesting poem. Madame Bovary was a 
very formative book during my first year at UofT. I feel like the books you read in 
first year, they've been ingrained in my mind since. Some interesting questions. So 
can reading books help us puzzle life, I think, definitely. But I think it probably 
mostly enlarges the puzzles. And I think, in this case, the speaker does, in some 



ways try to work out the relationship or the lack of their relationship, the 
unreciprocated nature of it, which I'm sure like audience members can relate to, I 
mean, hopefully not many, in Family Happiness, but I think it's honestly more 
idiosyncratic. And it's kind of more selfish in some ways, than what the book is 
giving out because it's more about what the novel means to the love interest, or 
what she thinks it means the love interest. So it's almost like she's taking the book 
as this aesthetic object. And luckily, Tolstoy is super beautiful, right? So it just 
happens to work out. So it's very indulgent. So in that way, I feel like the poem 
doesn't generate as much meaning as it does sentiment. The novel could have been 
any other novel—but also, you could argue that what if it wasn't Tolstoy? Like, 
what would this poem be? It wouldn’t even have the title. So I'm not sure. It's 
interesting, because there's so much to analyze from poems, but I feel like 
oftentimes, when poets write them down, they're kind of just like writing 
sentiments, and maybe fictionalizing them a bit, but I don't know for me, because 
the speaker's voice is often like very close to my own. It's just like, I don't think 
that deeply about it. But then, looking back, you feel like there's a lot of things 
that connect.  

Alexander:  Yeah. How long ago did you write this poem? This is one of the things I'm 
curious about as well, with all of these.  

Grace:  Yeah, so this poem was written in the summer of 2018. And then—we'll be 
talking about the other poems. 

Alexander:  We can return. But the dating is interesting. It's one of the difficult things, I think, 
because I'm trying to draw you in here as a reader, which—I can't write for my 
life—but if I could, it would just be a deeply uncomfortable experience, I imagine 
because there's a sense in which you're made to objectify the sentiments past the 
point which you already have, right? Because you've already written them down. 
One of the other sort of lines that maybe gives a clue to this question that I wanted 
to hear your thoughts on was that line about memorizing poetry. There was an 
article I read some time ago that suggested that the best way to go through life is 
to memorize a poem and, in some sense, let that poem shape the rhythm of your 
life, in a very abstract kind of way. Is there anything to that? I'm curious what you 
think there. Is that maybe playing into this kind of absorption of certain authors 
that we read? And then that, in turn, shapes what we think and do?  

Grace:  Yeah, definitely. And I think there's something incredibly poetic about 
memorizing poems. And I think I've said this in the past: I feel like being a poet, 
the way I see it is, trying to live your life poetically and see life through poetry. 
And I think the speaker in this poem is definitely trying to do that. And she's 
trying to reassure herself right at the end that even memorizing it just for herself is 
not in vain, because there's value in that and I think she should be reassured in her 
reassurance because I think it's true. And I am very interested in your point about 
objectifying in poetry, and I think that's so true. And I think even more about more 
so than the speaker objectifying themselves is the objectifying of the other, 



especially, I think, at least nowadays, poetry is often very personal, right. So it's 
very much based on one's personal life. And it's so difficult negotiating how to 
bring these other people that are not yourself in your real life into your poetry and 
giving your authentic voice but not trying to sort of mold them or shape them in a 
different way. And I think it comes with romantic interest, friends, and family, 
too.  

Alexander:  Harold Bloom, I think, it was talking about Shakespeare and the way that 
Shakespeare is able to create characters that are so decidedly not Shakespeare and 
so decidedly different from one another. There really is a talent in that because as 
you point out, to apostrophize certain people in poetry, it's very difficult to still 
have them be dynamic people and not just objects that you're speaking at. You 
brought up something else interesting that I am going to very selfishly use to 
move to ‘Relived Burdens.’ Talking about the poetic life and the way in which 
poets attempt to live their lives as poetry, in a certain sense. I think, like ‘Tolstoy, 
‘Relieved Burdens’ is concerned, at least on one level, with poetry and with the 
poetic life as we might refer to it, at least on my reading is a consistent linkage 
drawn between the speaker, who's becoming a poet, and their ayi—and I hope I’ve 
said that correctly—who has made a career as a poet, as the poem says, but the 
speaker notes though that the life that results from this career is ‘an inevitable one 
of inevitable pain.’ That doesn't sound great for some of the things that we're 
talking about. I'm curious as well. So I guess two questions there. The line, 
obviously, listeners can't see this, the line is in quotation marks. So I'm curious: 
first, where does it come from, if it does indeed come from somewhere? And 
second, what does this suggest about the lifelong pursuit of poetry more broadly?  

Grace:  Okay, so first of all, surprise, surprise, this poem is based on a real life experience 
I had. So, just to give a bit of context, so the ayi is a family friend, or like a friend. 
And then the shushu is the ayi’s husband? He appears very briefly, so it's okay if 
we don't know exactly who he is. And it's the ayi who says that her own yi—her 
own aunt—is the one that was a poet. And then she said in her own words, ‘it was 
an inevitable one of inevitable pain’: obviously, paraphrase because it was spoken 
in Chinese and perhaps I wrangled a bit with it. Again, back to that idea of 
distorting or perhaps objectifying. What does this suggest about poetry? I think it 
generates a very capital R, romantic and very canonical perception of what it 
means to pursue poetry, like the suffering poet, right? Which, I suppose, surprised 
me when I heard this. The way I grew up learning poetry, and where I grew up, is 
I've learned mostly about Western poets, and the great suffering poets like Keats 
and Shelley—Yeats suffered, right? But when I look at China, which, by the way, 
obviously has like a very, very extensive history of poetry, but which I know like, 
very, very little of. When I look at china, I think of more of an industrial image, 
especially like modern China, where I grew up in a family that really pushed 
careers in STEM. So it was kind of pleasurable and shocking, and not really 
pleasurable because it was sort of painful to hear about like this Chinese person 
and a woman, who, first of all, was a poet, which I thought was so cool. And then 
even though it was something that was very not great to hear about that she lived a 



life of pain, the fact that they had this conversation so seriously, about a poet was 
very new to me, because I feel like poetry was often addressed more in like, 
‘Okay, this is your hobby.’ And that's it, you know? So, okay, that was a really 
long-winded answer, but yeah, the connection or the tension between that 
canonical idea of the suffering poet, but the fact that it actually also exists  in real 
life and in this culture I didn't expect it to spring out from. 

Alexander:  I'm thinking just on that parallel that's drawn between the yi’s past and the 
speaker’s present/future. Importantly, I think, this happens in the context of a 
culturally-particularized families, as you note, especially towards the last couple 
of stances, the discussion of a shifu and feng shui and yijing—and I hope, again, 
I'm terrible with any language at all, including English, so I apologize if I’ve 
butchered those. So there's a sense of continuity, I think, that's produced by this 
interest in a culturally-preserved spirituality. To you, how does these treatments of 
time, of the family, of cultural tradition interact? Do they strengthen one another? 
If so, how? Does the poem complicate these things in some way? I think you 
touched on that, but I'm just curious to maybe get a bit more specific. 

Grace:  Yeah, there's a lot of different interactions, as you've noted, in the poem. The first 
thing that I thought of is how the poem has interacted externally with different 
people. So when I wrote this poem, I meant it to be pretty humorous. Like, near 
the end, I guess, because it speaks of like really grand and mysterious topics. And 
like these words like feng shui, yijing, which sound even fancier because they're 
in Chinese, but it ends with this very non-sophisticated claim about the speaker 
not having to worry in the dating department. But when my mom read it, she 
didn't perceive the humor. I didn't actually ask her why because I feel like it's 
sometimes just awkward talking about my own poetry, especially because it feels 
quite intimate, so I let her just explain, and I didn't really probe too much. But I 
found it interesting how she didn't perceive the irony or the humor, and I thought, 
maybe she had taken it more seriously, because she better felt the weight of all 
these claims than I did. Maybe finding a boyfriend just has more weight to her 
than me. I think ultimately this differing reaction externally to the poem reflects 
almost exactly one of the running tensions of the poem, which is between 
anecdotes and unbearable truths, between one generation to another, something 
that's an unbearable truth, then just becomes this anecdote to tell. Or the tension 
between the past that's long gone, but also past that forever leaves a marks. So 
definitely lots of interactions within the poem and outside of the poem.   

Alexander:  I think the first couple of lines really get at that breadth. Personally, I'll say, just 
bracketing it, I maybe read it a bit in the middle. There were some funny parts, but 
I wasn't sure what to make of that line because it strikes me as quite foreboding in 
a certain sense. If the speaker is indeed following this path, then there's danger 
there in a certain sense, even if it maybe ends on a lighthearted note.  

Grace:  Yeah, I think that obviously, there's nothing that really suggests humor until 
maybe the end and maybe even the end can be seen, more darkly where this 



speaker then has to find a boyfriend. That's the destiny of being unionized with 
somebody else.  

Alexander:  I actually hadn’t seen this sort of darker angle, you're right, there are, 
interestingly, multiple ways of reading it. But I think maybe the family point is a 
good one to jump off of, because ‘In Life, Like In,’ as you noted during the 
reading as well, is a poem similarly concerned with family, so maybe to broaden it 
in a certain sense, and I think you've already touched on some of these things: 
how does family as a concept or as an image feature in your poetry, and in what 
ways would this be significant to?  

Grace:  Family, the big f-word. Yeah, it's funny, I'm doing scholarship applications and 
one of the essays that I need to write is such a very, very open-ended question. 
And it's, ‘How have the influences in your life shaped you?’ And it was one of 
those questions where I just squirmed in my chair for full day, I had to go out to 
take a bike ride. It's a very emotional question for me, because others have 
completely shaped who I am. I always say, from this philosophy book I didn't 
really understand, but I really liked the sentence, ‘The smallest human unit is 
two.’ Family is part of everything in my life. I mean, obviously, because they, 
they gave birth to me—that was such an obvious sentence. But I tend to write 
most of my poems in the summer, because that's when I have the most time and 
that's when I go back home to live because I'm from another province. So it can be 
a weird place, because I perceive myself in a certain way, in relation to my family, 
almost in this weird oppressed way, I don't know where I got it from, maybe from 
cultural narratives about being a first-gen or second-gen child. And I don't feel 
like I'm a very independent thinker when I'm at home. But I also get these very 
unspeakable moments of gratitude when I am home, which is what this poem tries 
to express. And at that point, it's those times where I really don't care how much 
agency I have or not—though, obviously, with this poem I hold all agency to tell 
the narrative. Another way family features in my poetry is how I try to write it. I 
try to write accessible poems, in the sense that hopefully my poems don't require 
too much searching in the dictionary or too much literary background, though, I 
really appreciate those poems as well. I try to write as clearly as I can, so that my 
parents can hopefully understand them. They're from China, and they came to 
North America in their 20s, and 30s, they can obviously speak English, but often 
they don't understand the nuances of the English language. My parents would 
disagree, they say that they really don't understand my poetry. 

Alexander:  One of the other really interesting images in the poem that I think really reflects a 
lot of what you're saying and that I wanted to touch on is this persistent warmth in 
the poem that I get. This is, by far this really deeply, deeply warm poem, 
especially in this second stanza, where there's this yellow glow, and the warming 
of the counter and the lighting of the father's face. There's a sense of a homeliness 
or a comfort there. And that's contrasted, actually, quite interestingly, with the 
cold of the watermelon. So I'm thinking to myself, man, this is such a warm poem, 
I can see like the glow filter or whatever it is that makes all the reminiscences in 



TV and movies. This is just the mental image that I have. And so I'm not sure 
what to make of that contrast and I wanted to ask you.  

Grace:  Yeah, that's interesting. I was workshopping this poem in a class last year. And I 
think the professor brought it up as well. And like I said, way back when, when 
somebody writes a poem they often don't think that much, at least for me. I write 
often very descriptively. So I didn't even think about that. I think it’s trying to 
hold both ideas at once, because obviously, when contrasted with warm, the cold 
feels more like emotionally distant. But I think in this case, when I wrote it, it was 
in the summer, so I think the warmth of the summer is heightened by this 
freshness of the watermelon. So maybe a better word would have been ‘fresh,’ 
right? Because maybe that would have just associated with cold. But also, in 
China at my grandparents’ place, they didn't have fridges, right? So the 
watermelon would be kept outside. So it would be not lukewarm, but just not cold 
when you ate it, which wasn't very inviting. So in this case, cold is actually a very 
positive thing. To speak on the warmth: yes, this is definitely my most wholesome 
poem about my family. I've written some more emo ones, but this is a very 
wholesome one. And I think what makes it wholesome is that oftentimes, living in 
the suburbs, which is wonderful—I'm not complaining about living in the 
suburbs— but it's very isolating. Living in a family that doesn't specifically 
belong in Canada. so we don't have that many ties—I often spend a lot of time at 
home. And in the past, I felt very isolated in that way, like extremely isolated, and 
my high school was far away, etc. And I think in this poem, I/the speaker sees the 
positive side. There's something so warm and homey in something that used to be 
seen as isolating, right, the curtains are shut—I often didn't like how my parents 
shut the curtains, because they're like, ‘Oh, we don't want the neighbors to see us.’ 
And I was like, ‘Why can't we just keep the curtains open for a bit longer,’ right? 
But in this poem, it's a positive thing, and I think this poem really tries to 
capitalize on this wholesomeness.  

Alexander:  And there’s that last line, ‘It's time again,’ and the exclamation point, I think, 
really does it—there's a sense there that there's a new beginning here, in some 
sense, a re-evaluation of what might have already been. The last thing in this 
poem that I'm really interested in is the title and the first line by extension, ‘in life, 
like in dreams, like in life.’ I read it as a consideration of the ways in which lived 
experience and our fictionalized imaginings of it mutually inform one another, 
because there's a sense there that one feeds off the other feeds off the other. Can 
you tell us a little bit more about the poem’s title? And how, if at all, does the 
politicization of these kinds of ‘small experiences’ change your perception of 
them?  

Grace:  No, I don't think your interpretation is wrong. This cyclical nature between reality 
and fiction or, you know, this sense of unreality within reality. And yeah, I think 
the meaning and the vocal atmosphere, like pronouncing ‘in life, like in life,’ you 
know, the assonance of it, complement each other. It's this movement between 
feeling so full of life and so full of dream, like when you're incredibly moved by 



something or someone. It's so moving, you don't know whether it's life, or if it's 
dream, and which one is better. Although you know, that it is life and that it 
definitely is dream because it can't just be life, or it can't just be dream—you 
know, on and on and on. And actually, I think like, when one is within one of 
these moments where you're really full of gratitude, you almost don't think of 
yourself as poeticizing experience because it feels like there's just something 
inherently poetic about the experience. Or perhaps that's like a very poet thing to 
claim. isn't. I remember this day very distinctively. I wrote this poem, basically, in 
one feverish stroke. I just discovered Phoebe Bridgers’s song ‘Motion Sickness’ 
the same day, and I just was so happy to have found such a cool song. I scored 
well on a practice I was doing and the evening was nice, I knew there's 
watermelon coming. So it's just a swelling, a swelling of emotions. But I guess 
that came out in a more calm way.  

Alexander:  I'm going to steal this title. I'm going to use this at some point. I'll attribute it to 
you.  There is really a deep swelling there. Man, I love that. I want to go, finally, 
to ‘The Rise of Life on Earth,’ which is, I think, interestingly, a tonally different 
poem from the other poems that we've been discussing so far, most obviously, 
because it's set in and concerned with the natural. And I'm really curious: we 
mentioned this, of course, at the very top of the show—as someone that works 
with the natural world academically, in Environmental Science, how would you 
say those ways of seeing influence your writing about this sphere and in this 
poem? 

Grace:  I think in terms of my writing, I'm more writing about sustainability, prose pieces, 
or something more non-fictional—it obviously influences it a lot, because that's 
what I learned, and so I know a bit more about the science and such. But I think, 
in my poetry, actually, I feel like the depictions of the natural come from an 
extremely literary viewpoint, almost completely separate from what I pursue in 
environmental science, which brings me a lot of great dissonance in my life, 
honestly, which if you read my personal essays for my applications you will learn. 
Studying environmental science—and specifically, I'm focused climate change 
and environmental policy and such—it’s very existential, right? It's very 
philosophical, but it's complete, in a way that's completely different and a lot more 
urgent, than the nature I engage with in my poetry, there's just much less at stake. 
I guess it's the only natural sort of poem I read today, but I write definitely, quite a 
few more naturalistic ones, and it lacks politics and it speaks to my privilege of 
living a stable life in a in a location and country that's very resource-rich. And in 
some ways, my poems hold very conservative, old notions of this nature, of nature 
as this entity that can infinitely restore its own balance, if disrupted. A very 
wholesome image of nature, which I think is good to have. Obviously, one does 
not want to always just speak about the terrible destruction being wrought by 
nature, but it's a very limited, very Emily Dickinson-esque nature. So it's 
definitely something I'd like to explore more. And if I can recommend a few more 
topical poets and poems for ecological poetry. Madhur Anand. She's a published 
poet, who's also a professor of Environmental Science at Guelph University. So 



she delves really intimately between poetics and environmental science. I 
remember one of her poems took lines from a scientific research paper. Also, 
Watch Your Head is a Canadian poetry anthology, they started last year. It's 
started by Kathryn Mockler. And they have a bunch of poets dealing with climate 
change and environmental justice and such. So those are my two 
recommendations.  

Alexander:  I'll have to get some more on that. And that will also be in the notes. I think that 
there is a politics in this poem. I think it's a consciously-limited one. There's a 
desire, I think to preserve, I think that that's the thing, that's maybe where the 
where the politics comes in, it's, you're right, maybe not urgent in the sense of 
foregrounding destruction, but I think it's nonetheless cognizant of what is lost, 
perhaps, or what can be lost, right? There's the image of the second stanza of the 
speaker, crushing flowers and, and that's a very striking image. There's this sense, 
on the one hand, that the speaker is regretting never learning their name, so 
regretting having never incorporated them into their worldview, but at the same 
time, is regretting having touched them, i.e., incorporating them into their 
worldview. So there's a weird tension there. Which is to say, I think there is a 
politics. I'm curious to hear what you think there, though.  

Grace:  I think sometimes working in the field of climate activism, it's a very radical field 
and it needs to be radical, you hear from local to international stages of this need 
for transformative change. We need to dismantle the linear economy, we need 
these huge, huge things that often makes you forget, right about where it all 
began, ecological preservation and just, you know, preserving a flower. So I think 
that's a really good and essential point. It’s a very unconscious, and perhaps just 
because it's so integrated within the speaker’s feeling. There’s a respect or at least 
an awareness, right? I think with any sort of poem about nature, that writes about 
it perceptively, there's an inherent awareness and acknowledgement that the nature 
is there, and that it is an entity. It's a kind of crazy that I speak about nature, like, 
‘Oh, that is nature’—we are nature as well. I think that's something about poetry: 
oh, the poet of the natural. Are we not part of that as well? So, another one of 
those topics that that could be delved into. 

Alexander:  Maybe to move from that slightly, I think that natural poems written now, 
unconsciously or not, are forced to engage with the level of change wrought on it 
by human activity. And I'm curious, to get your take on this, because I think that 
this does play into the politics of it: what does it mean to be writing poetry about 
the natural world at a time when that world is increasingly treated, as you pointed 
out a little bit earlier, as a collection of resources to be extracted for monetary 
gain? Are there difficulties that you might face that wouldn't be faced in a pre-
industrial era? Perhaps, the most difficult question, and the one that I was mulling 
over when I was reading this poem, initially, what can poetry do, if anything to 
help us regain a healthy relationship to the natural? 

 



Grace:  Okay, very good questions. As I said earlier, I think the nature in in my poems, 
though, you've kindly noted that they might have a little political consciousness, 
they are definitely more wholesome and more indulgent. So it's something that I'm 
cognizant of I that I haven't been criticized over so far. So that's nice. I think, 
definitely, what's different is the awareness for sure. I mean, in Keat’s time, 
colonialism was already happening for a long time. There's a lot of arguments 
when the Anthropocene—where humans have started to alter Earth’s systems—
when did it actually start? Did it start with the Industrial Revolution? Did it start 
with the atomic bombing? Did it start with colonialism? Or has it not started at 
all? The term Anthropocene was coined much later, so, then, there was no 
awareness of it. And so now there is, so I think that is a difference. And I am 
curious to engage more perhaps with climate change poetry, but I think, in some 
ways, I feel as if I would need to know where I stand in the space. More and more, 
the focus, and it should be, is on environmental justice, about vulnerable 
populations, populations that are most vulnerable to climate change, who are often 
and if not all the time the people that are socio-economically disadvantaged, 
though no one is immune to climate change. So it would be more political poetry 
for sure. So that would be something that I would have to really learn more about. 
And I think in terms of what poetry can do to help us regain a healthy relationship 
with the natural—Man, that's interesting because if you can already see what a 
healthy relationship means on an individual level, the poetry can greatly help, 
because you're already aware of your own pursuit. But for somebody who isn't—
my parents can tell me something 1000 times and I won't understand or absorb it 
until I experienced it myself. That said, I do think there's great collective poetry 
that is being done, like with Watch Your Head, that can speak more to how poetry 
can incite more systemic changes. And I think for now, what poetry can help 
create is a sense of community. Within these communities, the poets that you meet 
are going to be coming from a lot of different backgrounds, and I think that's 
exactly what we need, in terms of the climate movement, the environmental 
justice movement, sustainability movement, whatever you want to call it, 
environmentalists are very confused, we got our terms confused, this is one of the 
big issues. Anyways, I digress. So I think there are individual benefits and also 
collective benefits to what poetry can do. But when I think about making a change 
in climate change, I personally don't think about poetry. I think about policy. But 
again, the poetry is essential as well. So I don't know, it might just be a bias of me, 
or me thinking more career-oriented. 

Alexander:  No, I think you're absolutely right. And that's really why I'm quite hesitant to 
endorse this, ‘poetry is going to save the world’ thesis, because I think that it reeks 
of privilege, for starters. There's a deep sense, I think, that to be able to suggest 
that poetry is capable of in any way, beyond a certain very limited point, effecting 
change is something that I'm just really hesitant to endorse. So I wouldn't say 
necessarily that it's attitudinal, I'm right with you there. I would like to broaden 
slightly, and think just about writing more generally. We touched on some of 
these poems, when they were written, but when did you first start writing, at the 



very beginning of this saga and what sort of drove you to that? That sounds awful. 
What pushed you?  

Grace:  Well, let me tell you, I started writing in the womb—I could write English, French 
and Chinese as well. I think around six, like my first diary that I can find is around 
five, six. And like when I began writing, it was to keep memories. As a six year 
old, I wrote, ‘Today, my brother and I had a Kinder Surprise,’ who knows why 
child does that? Right? I always wanted to keep a journal, so must have been 
something where I wanted to log my experiences. Obviously back then I didn't 
have any of the aesthetic conceptions of writing. And then I was on Goodreads, I 
started writing book reviews, I honestly copied a lot. I kind of wrote what other 
people wrote. And then the people on Goodreads all had blogs, like my friends on 
Goodreads that blog. So I started writing on a blog. And then in my teenage years, 
I got emo, and I turned to poetry. So, I started writing in different mediums like 
that. It's always been to preserve, though, to try to preserve the memories and 
experiences, so I have a chance to look back on them, and maybe not explicitly to 
learn from them, like ‘oh, I'm writing this down so I can learn a lesson from 
them.’ But it's self-preservation, right? Maybe it's just a very artist. A selfish 
narcissism kind of thing. Who knows? 

Alexander:  I find that every time I ask ‘why did you first start writing,’ everybody says all 
these very valid things—to preserve, to think about life and to reflect on it—but 
all of these people, of course, started writing when they were quite young, and so 
they're like, ‘Well, I certainly wasn't thinking about that when I was young.’ I'm 
curious, was that sentence, ‘My brother and I ate a Kinder Surprise,’ is that 
verbatim straight from the very first journal of Grace Ma that will be anthologized 
and dissected by scholars?  

Grace:  No, I just made it on the spot. Because my mom definitely wouldn't allow us to 
eat candy. That would have been like a Halloween thing. So no, I made it on the 
spot. It was what I wished I wrote in my journal.  

Alexander:  Poetic ability. You'd mentioned that you wrote a lot of poems during the summer. 
Of course, it's a consequence of being a student, and we don't really have time to 
do much at all during the year, but I'm curious: I think time constraints are part of 
it, but beyond that, how does a student impact your writing? Is it just these 
practical constraints? Are there different kinds of inspiration? I mean, you touched 
on Environmental Sciences, as a way of thinking about the natural world and the 
way that that works its way into poetry, and in, perhaps, covert forms. What do 
you think the impact there would be? 

Grace:  Yeah, I think being a student at U of T, has developed me as a writer, because I'm 
taking courses in writing, and having professors there and students and literary 
arts publications, it's a very rich place to be. And I think, for me, at least, because 
I don't expect to pursue like a professional path in poetry, it's been a good space to 
learn a lot. And it's nice being a student first, because you have a goal to 



accomplish so that if a few months of the poems don't go really well, that's okay. 
Because you have to be a student, right? That's kind of how I've seen it. It's not 
my bread and butter, but maybe that's just me trying to reassure myself because 
maybe I care a lot more about poetry than I want to admit. But yeah, being student 
has been definitely very positive for my poetry, though it definitely has made my 
poems very disproportionately skewed towards summer poems. Heck, the mind, 
it's a dark cave at that point.  

Alexander:  No, forget the winter months exist. That's my approach to life. Maybe this is a 
similarly difficult thing: what kind of authors are you interested in? You've 
mentioned a couple that I will put in the notes, but I'm just curious to see who else 
it is that's had a strong influence on your writing or on your thinking about these 
sorts of things.  

Grace:  In poetry, my two main influences have been this Spanish poet—this Spanish 
poet, he's a Nobel Prize winner—Juan Ramón Jiménez. Hopefully I pronounced 
his name right. And Emily Dickinson, I think I mentioned her. Jiménez’s work—I 
was in the library, maybe like 14 or 15. I may have just started writing a little bit 
of poetry. And I was just browsing the shelves and I saw this book and I was 
drawn to it, I grab it—his Collected Works, and that was really the first collection 
of poetry I've really thoroughly read and probably one of the only ones, but please 
don't tell that to anybody else. And I just love that dreamlike atmosphere that a lot 
of 20th-century Spanish poetry creates. And then Emily Dickinson because her 
mind, her mind is just insane. Her poetic mind. She's able to write so universally, 
yet so idiosyncratically and it's such beautiful and quite accessible language I find 
and it's just, it's wholesome—not wholesome like the rated PG, but just, it's so 
whole.  

Alexander:  And one more influences question before sort of a fun, light-hearted question to 
round it off. What's a book fiction or nonfiction that you read—and it can be the 
Jimenez collection if you'd like it—that's changed the way that you thought about 
writing.  

Grace:  I think I’ll go with the Juan Ramón Jiménez. I don't know if I should call him 
Juan, like, first name basis. You know, we bros now. I literally made my dad go to 
the American border to pick this book up from me because it was like shipped 
from America. When I read it—this was before I really knew about any literary 
techniques—I was moved in a way I did not understand and I think that's what 
poetry does, right? And so he was the first writer, I think, that made me realize 
how writing could evoke beauty, could evoke something aesthetic, even though I 
didn't really know what aesthetic means. And obviously, that's not just what 
poetry is about. I think for a long time, I went really with only sentiment and 
didn’t think too much about structure or anything else. But it started off my career 
for sure, because I realized there is something that I could not grasp in poetry, but 
that made sense. I just leaned towards that when I wanted to write. Again, I think 
more classical perception of what poetry is, but definitely how I started.  



Alexander:  I think that there's still certainly value to that. Maybe just a light hearted question 
to end the conversation: if you could, which literary universe would you inhabit? 
And why?  

Grace:  Well, you know, I feel like so many literary universes, and maybe this is just the 
stuff I consume, are really sad, and so full of suffering. I’ve read a lot of Alice 
Monroe, but I certainly would not want to be in any one of her literary universes. I 
guess I could just drive a few hours from Toronto and go to the Ontario 
countryside, but it's too dark, and it’s a time when women were more oppressed. 
This is going to be a really basic answer, but maybe Call Me by Your Name. It's 
this love story between a teenage boy and an older man—that's already sounds a 
little creepy—but anyways, it's set in somewhere in northern Italy, in the 1980s. 
So it's got a very beautiful nostalgic vibe. So that would be nice, because they also 
have a very beautiful summer house, where they have fresh apricot juice and fresh 
fish. So yeah, I wouldn't mind living there.  

Alexander:  Especially right now. One of the other trends I'm noticing with the literary 
universes that people are interested in is sunshine, nice breeze going, and I 
honestly couldn't agree more. Terrific. It's been great to speak with you. Thanks so 
much for joining me.  

Grace:  Yeah. Thank you so much, Alex. 
 
Alexander:  Thanks again to Grace for joining me! You can find the full text of Grace’s poems 

on our website, hhlitandlib.ca/endnote. Before we end the episode, I have just one 
announcement from the Literary and Library Committee. If you haven’t heard 
already, Lit and Lib is hosting a workshop series called "Lingua Fantastica: How 
to Construct a Fictional Language" - Sienna Tristen, fantasy author and linguist by 
training, is back with her partner Avi Silver for a brand-new workshop at Hart 
House. In a two-part series, they’ll discuss the benefits and pitfalls of building a 
language from scratch, and how to effectively use a fictional tongue in your 
science fiction and fantasy stories. Whether you speak Klingon or Elvish, 
everyone will understand their excellent instruction. (Two workshops held on 
October 22nd and 29th.) And that’s all for this episode! As always, you can find 
the full list of works discussed on this episode, and all episodes of Endnote, on our 
website, hhlitandlib.ca, along with literary events, opportunities, and news from 
the rest of the Lit and Lib Committee. Endnote is a podcast of the Hart House 
Literary and Library Committee, and I’d like to thank the committee for their 
ongoing support for Endnote. Our theme music is by Cameron Lee. Our next 
episode will be released on October 2nd. If you enjoyed this episode and want to 
hear more, you can subscribe to Endnote wherever you get your podcasts, or visit 
our website at hhlitandlib.ca/endnote! I’ve been Alexander Lynch. Thank you for 
listening, and bye for now! 


