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definition (n.) late 14c., "decision, setting of boundaries," 
from Old French definicion, from Latin definitionem  

 

In logic, meaning "act of stating what something means" is 

from 1640s; meaning "a statement of the essential nature of 

something" is from late 14c.; the special focus on words 
developed after c.1550. Meaning "degree of distinctness of 

the details in a picture" is from 1889. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

“Someone I loved once gave me a box full of darkness. It 
took me years to understand that this, too, was a gift.” 

 

  -Mary Oliver 
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 I was always very sensitive and emotional, easily brought to rapture or sorrow with a few 

words, a glance, a song. And yet, I've always kept everything inside. Talking about my thoughts 

and opinions often seems pointless—the full range of my thoughts, their diversity and nuance 

and color, never comes out quite right, or in the right order. I can only convey them to my 

satisfaction in writing.  

 This made going to therapy in my teens and early 20's a terrible nuisance. I'd either make 

the session end with my awkward silences or somehow convince the therapist that I was cured so 

that I could get out of there and back to my writing.  

 So my first struggle in life wasn't my mental health. I struggled with definition itself—

how to perfectly define various emotive experiences. And over time, I realized that both spoken 

word and prose are too sequential, too logical for all that definition requires. The human brain 

indulges in experience with or without time, at the junction of color, eddies of thought, physical 

sensation, sound. It is only through poetry that I can translate all of these intangibles into a form 

that comes close to conveying the original experience.    

 I understood very early that my tendency towards silence was a problem. My teachers 

gave me straight A's, but commented on my lack of participation in repo rts and called me out in 

class. This marked me and caused some teasing among my peers—a common experience for 

many kids, but a very difficult one for a child already predisposed to hypersensitivity, 

depression, and anxiety genetically.  

 And then remarks were made about my body, my lingering puppy fat; normal and healthy 

for a girl of eleven or twelve, but our society begins stifling women's bodies at an early age. 

Everyone had started to define me, and it was then that I, too, desired definition for myself. I 

turned my observing eye, which had previously looked out upon the world, inward. And the 

definitions that I formed were biting, critical.    

 Not long after, the body dysmorphia began, hours spent in front of the mirror, trying on 

and taking off clothes. Who am I if I wear this skirt? And who am I, once I put on this jacket? I 

often had, and sometimes still have, dreams of being in a room filled with piles of clothing, and I 

explore the anguish, hope, and longing clothes have represented to me in the poem, 

"Persephone's Wardrobe." The dysmorphia was followed by severe chronic skin-picking disorder 

at about fourteen years old. Disordered eating started around nineteen, but I'd had episodes of 

binging, starving, or obsessive food management years prior. Who would I be, if I were ten 
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pounds lighter? Who would I be, if I skipped breakfast and lunch? I was depressed and anxious 

in my skin, my body. I wanted out. And thus began the very long road towards destruction, and 

the longer path towards healing, or at least some state of functioning and normalcy.  

 Naturally, poetry was my therapy, my true voice and mode of expression. To write was 

the only way I could make sense of what was happening to me. But as I navigated the rough 

terrain of SSRI's, anti-psychotics, and therapy, not to mention the cyclical nature of my illness 

and its very physical side effects, I found myself going through dry spells. My writing suffered, 

or else it seemed broken and haphazard at times. Every day I woke up with the same thoughts on 

my mind: How will I look today? How will I interact with the world, and how will the world 

perceive me?  

 Not surprisingly, I had no patience for editing, no patience for looking up alternate verbs, 

nouns, and adjectives, and a shortening attention span for researching etymological origins. With 

its haphazard line breaks and awkward phrasing, the below piece illustrates the frustration I was 

feeling one particularly trying summer, experiencing dead-ends with prescription medication and 

horrible relapses with skin picking after the premature passing of multiple family members:  

 
 

 

there are corpses/mouth an O/i know you/are not a part of this/how can i/tell you i 

don't/wanna be like daisy/rapping at their door/lab results in hand/asking what can i 
do/what have i done/what did i do/wrong/or right/can you give me/a little bit of your 

sweet/glucose sugar/stable of the/result/the oblong capsule/sky blue in every way/the 

muddy pill/the pinpricks struck/like constellations/across my body/can you give me/any 

of this and will it/keep the structure running/or will it run out/i have tried/to find refuge in 

the numbers/the mg’s/and they have returned/on white paper/apathetic/at twenty-two you 
are fifty-five/at fifty-five you are eighty-one/his face seventy-four/years ago did not 

know/i would find the tablets next to his body 

 

 

 

 Frequently, too, I had the habit of utilizing second or third person to disconnect myself 

from situations and experiences I didn't want to own. I so detested being in my body, especially 

during the long decade I spent mutilating my skin, that detaching via another point of view 

seemed my best escape route. Especially if I was going to send something out for publishing, I 

made sure to change those pronouns.  
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 But besides distancing myself from the immediate situation, changing pronouns served 

another function: to bring me outside of myself. I was irritated that my writing focused so muc h 

on me, that each poem was so unrelentingly self-centered. Me, myself, and I. Still, I couldn't 

think of much else. Managing my various illnesses filled every waking hour, and sleeping—

which I did a lot of—was a necessary respite. I was very aware that the poems revolved around 

their author, and changing around pronouns or inventing names for the characters in my poems 

made me feel that if someone else read the poem, there might be the slight chance that they'd 

believe I was a person capable of writing about topics outside my immediate circle of self-

interest—even if the reader couldn't immediately comprehend the subject matter.  

 My poem "Glass" is one of eight poems published in an anthology about mental health. 

Seven out of the eight poems published were written in either second or third person.  

 

 
 

Glass 

 

is it true, what you said— 

that glass has memory? 

that every time it hits 

the floor and doesn't 

break, it still recalls  

how it should have 

shattered? 

 

this is what you have left: 

dignity (maybe). a sun-scrapped  

morning, a song on the radio 

tepid enough to warm 

your blue nails. regenerative cells.  

la virgen, smiling from the dash.  

courage. 
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 Another way to displace my emotions was to completely invent new characters or tell 

their stories through my poetry. During high school I created a few archetypal characters—a 

flamenco dancer, a mermaid, a queen bee—and held conversations with them, wrote about them, 

dreamed of them, composed songs for them. At the time of their invention I believed that these 

characters somehow lived separately from me, in a sort of parallel universe, with their own pasts, 

futures, and aspirations.  

 Now I understand that these characters are a part of me and emphasize aspects of my 

personality that I have difficulty expressing. I’ve since created other characters—a shaman, a 

wild boy—and live with them by my side. Befriending these characters allows me to stretch the 

definition of myself, to help me redefine who I think I am, as in the following prose poem: 

 

 
 

...At the new moon I dream of a parakeet with long blue feathers, singing merrily 

in a golden cage raised above my bed. I let it out to fly around and it turns into 

you. No longer a small, helpless thing—you're a toddler, rambunctious and 
crawling on all my things. Your skin is tan and you have stout little muscles. You 

are wild. I can see you live under the sun. My family says they want you gone, or 

back in the cage, but I protest. Boys like you should never be kept in cages. Boys 

like you are meant to live and play and laugh inside women like me.  

 

 

 

 My health slowly improved over the years. Not without relapses or breakdowns, but it 

seemed like a normal, healthy life was just around the corner. I started going to acupuncture 

regularly and taking herbal remedies instead of prescription medication. It was explained to me 

that prescription medication is too harsh on my sensitive system, and to this day I am without 

prescription medication for my mood. My metabolism increased and my hormones balanced out. 

I started working at an internship I enjoyed, and felt that things were falling into place when they 

hired me on for the summer.  

 I soon discovered, however, that there were some shady things going on within the 

organization, including verbal and emotional manipulation. My supervisor clearly struggled with 

anxiety as well, though her way of coping with it was to lash out cruelly at others, namely me. 

After several instances of this abuse, I quit.  
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           I relapsed again, except this time turned to food management instead of skin picking. 

Disordered eating is a full- time job. I rarely left the house, and when I did it was only to restock 

my supply of diuretics. I knew full well that starving myself was futile, knew that losing water 

weight doesn't equate to weight lost—still, I was in a great deal of emotional pain, and it felt 

good to focus on my food intake rather than my thoughts or feelings. I had been so hungry for 

recognition for my work, so eager to further my career, that I hadn't obeyed the warning signs of 

an abusive relationship—something that I thought I knew well, given that I had left another 

abusive relationship only four years prior. The notion that I somehow repeatedly attract bullies 

and abusers left me absolutely distraught.  

          I plunged myself into the myth of Persephone and Hades. It’s one of my favorite myths, 

and one that I have taken heart in time and time again. In the myth, Persephone, the goddess of 

spring, is stolen by Hades, the god of the underworld, while she is out picking flowers. Demeter, 

the goddess of the harvest and Persephone's mother, searches the world over looking for her 

daughter, and her grief is so strong that, as a result, all the plants, flowers, and trees on earth die. 

When she finally finds Persephone, it is too late—Persephone has already consumed food from 

the underworld. She must stay with Hades as his queen for six months out of the year, or one 

month for every pomegranate seed she has eaten. During that time every year, winter reigns.  

            The idea that food could cause grief was an inspiration. I wrote epistles to Hades and 

Demeter from the perspective of Persephone: a woman following love, no matter the form it 

took, to the ends of the earth.  

            Not all of the epistles are publishable, of course. Many of them were written at low 

points, quickly, and in states of exhaustion or hunger. The below poems, which I always felt 

should be read together, don't read like epistles at all; more like frenzied incantations. The only 

techniques I used here were free association and free writing. I didn't have the energy to do much 

else, as illustrated by the stark brevity of the poems: 
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I. 

 

carved trees     caged bees   honey sour    chicken sweet     kush fresh     tooth taste  

 

          hare's dead                          thigh waste              

 his name is blood 

(it's not my name) 

his name is blood 

(that's not my name) 

 

 

 

II. 

 

 
 

don't leave don't stay 

don't linger in dreams 

where you still touch my waist 

don't tell me to pórtate bien 
or to fuck up my face 

don't beg me to swim to you 

when you swim away 

don't feed me benzodiazepines from 
the palm of your hand 

don't ask me to drop you, 

you know that i can't.  

you know that i can't.  

you know that i can't.  
 

 

 

 

 Healing from that last relapse took a full year. I had to admit I had a problem. I had to put 

the scale away, toss out the diuretics, and stop abusing senna tea. Meanwhile, I had another 

internship, I had graduate school, and I had my whole future in front of me. That prospect, more 

than anything, helped me get better. I put together a dream board of all the things I desired—

magazine cut-outs of food and honeybees and gardens—and placed it on my desk where I could 
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see it every day. I went to acupuncture treatments and never missed an herbal dosage. I saw a 

shaman who sang over my body during a healing ceremony and I cried the entire time. And my 

dreams, my dreams which had once been full of closed buffets and dinner plates full of wriggling 

worms started to change. I dreamed again of flowers blooming in the dark.  

 Naturally, my writing evolved. I read books about our society's obsession with beauty 

and thinness, educated myself on the full spectrum of body-focused repetitive behaviors and their 

obsessive-compulsive counterparts. The poems just came pouring out of me.  

 My poems are more honest now. Whereas before I veiled the true meaning of the poems 

behind complex sentence structure, gaudy verbiage, false pronouns, or just plain nonsense, now 

I'm focused on making the core of my poetry as easily accessible as possible. My poem "Here is 

the truth," written while I was in recovery, is a solid example of this change.  

 

 
 

Here is the truth 

 

 

that nobody, not my best friend, 
not even my therapist, wants to hear:  

I liked it better when I was hungry 

 

because it was easier to wake 
to a morning full of soft, gray fog 

and two certainties, kept to myself  

 

like the most sacred of promises. The first  

was coffee, lots of it, a full-bodied dark  
Peruvian blend, strong, strong enough to kick  

 

my senses into gear and keep my body  

humming, heliotropic, a mechanical flower  

composed of pistons and cylinders,  
 

engineered to turn, to follow the sun's  

slow trek across the slower day. 

The second certainty was emptiness:  
 

no burden of food, which coiled  

like a rusted spring in my stomach.  

No unwanted episodes of anguish  

 



9 

 

 

or depression or love—just a clean,  

apathetic slate of hours necessary to fill 
or fritter away. But nobody wants  

 

to know this, nobody wants to hear  

how easy it was for me to remain  
in a perpetual state of numb fear,  

 

a stupid deer gone blind from  

its own hypnotized stare into the semi's 

headlights, how easy it was  
 

to forgo whole lexicons made up of words  

like wish want desire need relish 

and remain agreeably mute, 

 
to slip from my body as if I could be  

woven from filaments of light,  

 

as if I could glow brightly, brighter still 
with just the right amount of air.  

 

 

 

 What's more is that I now have the energy to extend my writing outside of my inner 

world. I still write about disordered eating and mental health, but my poetry features flesh-and-

blood characters, people who have left an impression on me in one way or another.  

 My poem "Undines" is about the expansive dream-self in every single one of us, the 

potential we carry, from the homeless person on the street to the executive staying late at the 

office on a Friday evening. Just using the pronoun "we" in this piece was liberating; despite the 

years spent in isolation and loneliness due to my poor mental health, I finally felt connected to 

people, and to a community much larger than myself. 
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Undines 

 
 

It's never our choice, of course;  

we're forced to linger in dreams  

 
of ringing phones, of hallways 

bare and kindling with static buzz, 

 

faces, alight with words, 

friendly and strange and changing. 
 

And the noise—it's almost-noise, just-noise 

not-quite-white noise—it is the dull 

 

omnipresent hum to which we may 
easily set the tune of our entire lives.  

 

But when the fogs lift—when lucidity 

is no longer an option—when the sharp 
 

shape of words and hands collide to conjure  

more meaning than meaning's usual worth,  

 

step outside. Choose then to devolve into whatever  
you once were—make the mirror move 

 

with your reflection, make the edges of your face  

melt into that of a stranger's on the bus. We are all  
 

staring out one window, we are all watching  

and waiting, waiting to wake up. 

 

 

 

 These days I feel like I have a lot to offer the world. I feel human and whole. But I also 

know that body dysmorphia and body-focused repetitive behavior are lifelong disorders. I have 

my dark days, and I have to monitor both my thoughts and actions to make sure that I'm 

receiving the love and nurturing I need to grow. I have to mother myself. I have to say to myself, 

"Did you eat enough for lunch? Make sure you put on that extra sweater before you go outside. 

Take your vitamins now." Some days it's exhausting, but most days it's worth the effort.  
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 So, in case you're wondering: no, madness has not fueled my poetry; anxiety, depression, 

and obsession hindered my growth as a poet. Whereas before I would beat myself up if I didn’t 

finish a draft of a poem right away or produce work for a couple weeks, now I feel okay about it. 

I’m aware that my energy levels rise and fall depending on my mood and hormone levels, and I 

give myself permission to close out of my Advanced Diary software or Word doc and watch a 

TV show instead. I trust that the right line, word, or idea will come to me at a later point in time. 

 Nevertheless, I will say this: while managing my illness has not been easy, the success 

I've had with my health has given me a passion for mental health advocacy, and it's completely 

renewed my love and appreciation of what the written word can accomplish. These days I write 

for hours into the evening, and on weekends I wake up as early as 8 a.m. to edit my drafts.  

 I still write about language, I'm still concerned with definit ion. But now I write with the 

knowledge that definit ion, as dictated by human thought and language, has its limitations. We're 

more than human. We are breathing beasts and ghosts living in uncertain, changing realit ies. For 

us, certain definition is impossible.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 2015 All Rights Reserved. The material in this document is the original, intellectual property of the 

author, Genevieve Salazar. This content is protected by copyright and other intellectual laws and may not 

be reproduced without permission from the author. 


