
Signaletics

a k r o n  ser i es  i n  poetry

Copyright © 2016 by The University of Akron Press. All Rights Reserved. 

https://www.uakron.edu/uapress/browse-books/book-details/index.dot?id=46682afa-b3b8-4a70-aa9b-368babc77dc4


akron series in poetry
Mary Biddinger, Editor

Emilia Phillips, Signaletics
Seth Abramson, Thievery
Steve Kistulentz, Little Black Daydream
Jason Bredle, Carnival
Emily Rosko, Prop Rockery
Alison Pelegrin, Hurricane Party
Matthew Guenette, American Busboy
Joshua Harmon, Le Spleen de Poughkeepsie
David Dodd Lee, Orphan, Indiana
Sarah Perrier, Nothing Fatal
Oliver de la Paz, Requiem for the Orchard
Rachel Dilworth, The Wild Rose Asylum
John Minczeski, A Letter to Serafin
John Gallaher, Map of the Folded World
Heather Derr-Smith, The Bride Minaret
William Greenway, Everywhere at Once
Brian Brodeur, Other Latitudes
Jeff Gundy, Spoken among the Trees
Alison Pelegrin, Big Muddy River of Stars
Roger Mitchell, Half / Mask
Ashley Capps, Mistaking the Sea for Green Fields
Beckian Fritz Goldberg, The Book of Accident
Clare Rossini, Lingo
Vern Rutsala, How We Spent Our Time
Kurt Brown, Meg Kearney, Donna Reis, Estha Weiner, eds., 
  Blues for Bill: A Tribute to William Matthews
Sharmila Voorakkara, Fire Wheel
Dennis Hinrichsen, Cage of Water
Lynn Powell, The Zones of Paradise

Titles published since 2003. 
For a complete listing of titles published in the 
series, go to www.uakron.edu/uapress/poetry

Copyright © 2016 by The University of Akron Press. All Rights Reserved. 

https://www.uakron.edu/uapress/browse-books/book-details/index.dot?id=46682afa-b3b8-4a70-aa9b-368babc77dc4


Signaletics

Emilia Phillips

The University of Akron Press
Akron, Ohio

Copyright © 2016 by The University of Akron Press. All Rights Reserved. 

https://www.uakron.edu/uapress/browse-books/book-details/index.dot?id=46682afa-b3b8-4a70-aa9b-368babc77dc4


Copyright © 2013 by Emilia Phillips 
All rights reserved • First Edition 2013 • Manufactured in the United States 
of America. All inquiries and permission requests should be addressed to the 
Publisher, the University of Akron Press, Akron, Ohio 44325–1703.

17 16 15 14 13   5 4 3 2 1

i s b n :  978-1-937378-54-7 (cloth) 
i s b n :  978-1-937378-55-4 (paper) 
i s b n :  978-1-937378-56-1 (ePub) 
i s b n :  978-1-937378-57-8 (ePDF)

l i b r a r y  o f  c o n g r e s s  c at a l o g i n g - i n - p u b l i c at i o n  d at a 
Phillips, Emilia. 
 Signaletics / Emilia Phillips. -- First edition. 
  p. cm. —  (Akron series in poetry) 
 ISBN 978-1-937378-55-4 (pbk. : alk. paper) — ISBN 978-1-937378-54-7 
(cloth : alk. paper) 
 I. Title. 
 PS3616.H4553S56 2013 
 811’.6--dc23 
                2013014443

∞ The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of 
a n s i  / n i s o  z 39.48–1992 (Permanence of Paper).

Cover: Mug shot of Thomas Bede, photographer unknown, 22 November 
1928, Central Police Station, Sydney. NSW Police Forensic Photography 
Archive, Justice & Police Museum, Historic Houses Trust of NSW, Sydney, 
Australia. Used with permission.

Signaletics was designed and typeset in Baskerville by Amy Freels and printed 
on sixty-pound natural and bound by Bookmasters of Ashland, Ohio.

Copyright © 2016 by The University of Akron Press. All Rights Reserved. 

https://www.uakron.edu/uapress/browse-books/book-details/index.dot?id=46682afa-b3b8-4a70-aa9b-368babc77dc4


Contents

Subject in the Position of the Soldier with No Arms 1

I 

Teratoma 5

Vanitas (Latent Print) 7

Entra Tutto 8

Latent Print 12

Triptych: Automata 14

Bertillonage Fragment, I: Taille  17

Blues Dream 19

II 

Diaspora 23

Cross Section 26

The Study Heads 28

Bertillonage Fragment, II: Buste 37

Sublimation 38

Ghost Sonnet 44

III 

In vacuo, Universal Studios 47

The Speech of Monkeys 50

Post 52

The Ear: General Form & Separation of the Internal Windings 54

Bertillonage Fragment, III: Longueur de la tête & Largeur de la tête    61

Latent Print: Interrogation Helix 62

Cuspis 63

Copyright © 2016 by The University of Akron Press. All Rights Reserved. 

https://www.uakron.edu/uapress/browse-books/book-details/index.dot?id=46682afa-b3b8-4a70-aa9b-368babc77dc4


IV 

Ars Poetica (Latent Print) 67

Latent Print: Indicia 68

Skin Mags 70

Niedecker’s Iron 72

Reading   Joyce on U.S. Flight 2309 73

Bertillonage Fragment, IV: Oreille droite 75

Latent Print: Pale Suits 76

Mourner with Cowl, Hands in His Sleeves 78

Notes 83

Acknowledgments 85

Copyright © 2016 by The University of Akron Press. All Rights Reserved. 

https://www.uakron.edu/uapress/browse-books/book-details/index.dot?id=46682afa-b3b8-4a70-aa9b-368babc77dc4


for Jeremy & in memory of Nick

“the recidivist, without daring to contest his present personality, denies 
his past identity, and repudiates the previous arrests and sentences 
which are attributed to him, seeking to put them on the back of a 
brother or cousin who has disappeared, or else of some unknown 
person resembling him exactly.”
—Alphonse Bertillon, Signaletic Instructions including the theory and 
practice of Anthropometrical Identification

“when you placed one of these incomprehensible, monstrous objects 
so that it was reflected in the incomprehensible, monstrous mirror, a 
marvelous thing happened; minus by minus equaled plus, everything 
was restored, everything was fine, and the shapeless speckledness 
became in the mirror a wonderful, sensible image; flowers, a ship, 
a person, a landscape.”
—Nabokov, Invitation to a Beheading
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1

Subject in the Position of the  
Soldier with No Arms

Fill out your frame. Balancing is an act of forgetting.

Here are stones for your pocket and lead for the toe

of your shoe. Here, for an ear, a halved shell 

and calf leather for a stopgap tongue. My father kept 

the jar that rattled with the slug tweezed from his thigh—

metal on the X-ray like blood inside a mosquito 

locked in cretaceous amber. Here’s the missing finger

of the porcelain Christ—delicate as an eyelash, a blue

flake of paint from his robe. Don’t ask where the teeth are 

you exchanged for coins as a child. Your first lesson 

in compromise. And what was next—Discipline?

Duty? In the mouth of my mother, a molar dissolves

like soap. Here’s a shackle for your ankle, a pin to hold 

your elbow together, three screws for a broken heel.

You must hold still. There’s a storm in the western sky.

Beneath god’s empty shoulder socket, you’re a hailstone

of nerves, the fist clenched at the end of a phantom arm.
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5

Teratoma

a benign tumor that often develops other recognizable  

features of the body

A lump above her hipbone M. had me

touch in the girls’ bathroom as she lifted

her uniform Oxford, size of an unripe

peach, as hard, she mistook for a knot

from a volleyball fall. The doctors gave her

the jar to hold when she came out from under—

three teeth, fully formed, a tuft of black hair, 

a lung, peanut-sized, that trembled like a yolk 

when she raised it to look. No one was to know. 

Her desk empty for a week. We began each Bible class

with a prayer & nominated our requests

as if for awards. I was silent. She was gone

so we prayed for her. We prayed for all 

the absent—the girl who went missing

for a month at the end, near graduation.

The word was mono. But once we ripped into

summer, we saw her out with the baby & he was

beautiful, as secrets go. Touch here, 

my friend told me. Be easy. Over her right kidney 

the teratoma hovered. She cried when I pressed

it with my thumb. I made my first boyfriend
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6

fuck me through silk panties as if this would keep 

me pure. But then I didn’t care about being pure. I wanted to be

nothing, to come out 

of my uniform, hipbones shrugging off

the grey skirt, I wanted to rise through the collar

like blue flame from a Bunsen burner,

leave so that no one knew, my clothes holding 

the shape I gave them in the desk. They’ll fall

off, she said, when I looped my fingers 

with rubber bands until blood starved, white—

I was a stranger to myself. My one Hindu friend shoved

her books to the floor when our world

religion teacher said her many gods with their many arms

would dissolve like salt. Here, we lifted one another, our voices

scalpel-edged. We began with a prayer, & there we ended it.
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7

Vanitas (Latent Print)

The nurse’s ink would not do: so heavy it flooded

the ridges to smudge the white paper my father

pressed each of my brother’s fingers to. A record

wanted, the made engraving like shoe-tread on the steely 

moon & into a pendant for his wife, N.’s mother—

this, the last dotage, son to father. How impossible 

creation was then, watching from my corner, as he bent 

over the bed, my child-sibling paling in 

lips & cheeks & hollowed chest, & darkening finally 

across his backside, crown of his head, as the veins fractaled

indigo toward the empty ears. How long will you break me

in pieces with words? When my father, shaking & saying

over & over, This will not work—it’s too heavy, & wept again

as the ink wept from the sponge, the nurse at my request

brought an aluminum can to which we pressed the hands

for prints my father, unfathered, would lift later with dust.
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