
marie howe what the living do

marie howe what the living do is a poignant and deeply reflective poem that explores
themes of grief, existence, and the everyday experiences that define human life. This work,
by the acclaimed poet Marie Howe, is often celebrated for its emotional depth and
simplicity, capturing the essence of what it means to live fully in the aftermath of loss. The
poem invites readers to consider the significance of ordinary moments and how they shape
our understanding of life and death. Through vivid imagery and contemplative language,
Howe offers insight into mourning and the resilience required to continue living. This article
delves into the background of the poem, its thematic elements, stylistic features, and its
impact on contemporary poetry. Readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of marie
howe what the living do and its relevance in literary and emotional contexts.
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Background and Context of the Poem

Marie Howe’s poem what the living do was written in the wake of personal tragedy,
specifically the death of her brother. This loss profoundly influenced the tone and subject
matter of the poem, as Howe reflects on mourning and the challenge of continuing life amid
grief. The poem is part of Howe’s broader body of work that often deals with themes of loss,
memory, and the human condition. Her poetry is known for its accessibility and emotional
clarity, qualities that are prominent in what the living do. Understanding the background of
the poem helps illuminate its heartfelt exploration of mortality and the persistence of
everyday life.

Marie Howe’s Personal Experience

Howe’s brother’s death was a pivotal moment that shaped much of her poetic output. The
intimate nature of her grief is expressed in what the living do, where she contemplates the
mundane activities that continue despite profound loss. Her personal experience lends
authenticity and emotional weight to the poem, making it resonate with readers who have
faced similar experiences.



Publication and Placement

The poem appears in Marie Howe’s collection titled What the Living Do: Poems, published in
1997. This collection marked a significant point in her career, earning critical acclaim and
establishing her as a powerful contemporary voice in American poetry. The poem’s place
within this collection underscores its thematic importance and connection to the broader
narrative of life and death.

Themes in Marie Howe’s What the Living Do

At its core, marie howe what the living do addresses universal themes such as grief, the
fragility of life, and the persistence of ordinary moments. These themes are woven together
to provide a nuanced portrayal of how individuals navigate the space between loss and
living.

Grief and Mourning

The poem intimately captures the emotional landscape of grief. Howe explores how the
death of a loved one reshapes the living person’s world, yet does not halt the progression
of daily life. Mourning is portrayed not as a linear process but as a complex experience that
coexists with routine activities.

The Value of Ordinary Life

One of the poem’s central assertions is the significance of everyday actions and moments.
These seemingly small experiences—such as eating breakfast, walking outside, or engaging
with others—become profound when viewed through the lens of loss. Howe highlights how
what the living do is essential to healing and continuing human connection.

Mortality and Existence

Underlying the poem is a meditation on mortality and the nature of existence. Howe’s
reflection on life’s fleetingness encourages an awareness of the present and an acceptance
of life’s impermanence. This theme invites readers to contemplate their own lives and the
inevitability of death.

Stylistic and Structural Analysis



Marie Howe’s poetic style in what the living do is characterized by simplicity, clarity, and
emotional directness. The poem’s structure and language choices contribute to its powerful
impact and accessibility.

Use of Free Verse

The poem is composed in free verse, allowing Howe to express thoughts and emotions
without the constraints of traditional rhyme or meter. This freedom mirrors the
unpredictable nature of grief and the flow of daily life, creating a natural and conversational
tone.

Imagery and Language

Howe employs vivid yet straightforward imagery to evoke the sensory details of living and
mourning. The language is plain but evocative, emphasizing the rawness of emotion and
the beauty of ordinary experiences. This approach enables readers to connect deeply with
the poem’s message.

Repetition and Emphasis

Repetition is used strategically to underscore the persistence of life’s routines and the
ongoing presence of loss. Phrases are revisited to create a rhythm that reflects the cyclical
nature of living and grieving, reinforcing the poem’s contemplative mood.

Impact and Reception

Since its publication, marie howe what the living do has been widely recognized for its
emotional resonance and literary merit. The poem has influenced both readers and poets,
becoming a touchstone for discussions about grief and the human experience.

Critical Acclaim

Critics have praised Howe’s ability to articulate complex emotions with simplicity and
grace. The poem is often cited in academic and literary circles as a significant example of
contemporary American poetry that deals with loss in a profound yet accessible manner.



Influence on Contemporary Poetry

What the living do has inspired many poets to explore themes of mortality and everyday
life with similar emotional honesty. Howe’s style and thematic focus have contributed to a
broader movement toward poetry that values personal experience and emotional clarity.

Key Passages and Their Significance

Several lines in marie howe what the living do stand out for their thematic depth and
emotional impact. These passages encapsulate the poem’s core messages and offer insight
into Howe’s poetic vision.

“What the living do is make a life.” – This line emphasizes the active role of the1.
living in creating meaning through daily actions despite loss.

“We wake to a world that doesn’t care.” – Reflects on the indifference of the2.
external world to personal grief, highlighting isolation.

“The body is a house of many rooms.” – A metaphor for the complexity of human3.
experience and emotions.

“We keep on, eating, drinking, sleeping, breathing.” – Illustrates the4.
persistence of life’s basic functions amid sorrow.

“To live is to be slowly born.” – Suggests that life is a continual process of5.
becoming, even through hardship.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Marie Howe, the author of 'What the Living Do'?
Marie Howe is an American poet known for her poignant and reflective poetry, including the
collection 'What the Living Do.'

What is the central theme of Marie Howe's poem 'What
the Living Do'?
The poem explores themes of grief, loss, and the struggle to find meaning and continue
living after the death of a loved one.



How does Marie Howe portray grief in 'What the Living
Do'?
Marie Howe portrays grief as a deeply personal and ongoing process, emphasizing the
small, everyday actions that help the living cope with loss.

What literary devices does Marie Howe use in 'What the
Living Do'?
Howe uses imagery, repetition, and a conversational tone to create an intimate and
relatable depiction of living with grief.

Why is 'What the Living Do' considered an important
contemporary poem?
It resonates with many readers for its honest and compassionate exploration of mourning
and the human condition, making it a significant work in contemporary poetry.

How does 'What the Living Do' reflect Marie Howe's
personal experiences?
The poem is inspired by Howe's own experience of losing her brother to AIDS, which deeply
influenced her reflections on life and death.

In what way does 'What the Living Do' offer comfort to
those grieving?
The poem acknowledges the pain of loss while highlighting the persistence of life and the
small, meaningful acts that sustain the living.

What is the tone of 'What the Living Do' by Marie
Howe?
The tone is contemplative, tender, and honest, capturing the complexities of sorrow and
hope.

How is daily life depicted in 'What the Living Do'?
Daily life is shown as both challenging and essential, with ordinary moments serving as
anchors for those who are mourning.

Can 'What the Living Do' be used in grief counseling or
therapy?
Yes, the poem is often used in grief counseling as it eloquently expresses the feelings of
loss and the process of moving forward, providing solace and understanding.



Additional Resources
1.


