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Tess Ezzy 

 
Form, like solidarity, is repetition with intention. 
 
This trilogy is composed through three distinct poetic architectures—villanelle, sestina, and 
golden shovel—each chosen not only for its constraints, but for its resonances. These are forms 
that return, that circle back, that resist erasure. They hold memory the way communities hold 
grief: through rhythm, ritual, and rephrasing. As Christina Sharpe writes in In the Wake, 
“repetition functions as a form of black annotation, redress, and mourning”—a structure not 
just of pain, but of presence (Sharpe 132). 
 
The villanelle, in The Work of Holding On, is a structure of insistence. Its repeated lines move 
like breath—steadying, mantra-like—reminding us that care is not a singular act but a daily, 
imperfect offering. Its circularity echoes the quiet labour of sustaining each other through long, 
shared aftermaths, echoing what Sara Ahmed describes as “the labor of holding on to the hope 
for something more just” (Ahmed 223). 
 
The sestina, in The Chain We Hold, mimics the interwoven nature of communal resilience. Its 
recursive end-words function like hands in a human chain—each stanza both echo and 
evolution, building pressure and tenderness stanza by stanza. Here, solidarity becomes tactile: 
held, passed, rusted, restored. The logic of the sestina echoes Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s idea of 
“beside thinking”—patterns that do not progress, but accumulate, fold, and reach laterally 
(Sedgwick 8). 
 
The golden shovel, in When the Weight Comes, is an act of homage and reclamation. This 
contemporary form, first invented by poet Terrance Hayes in 2010, embeds a pre-existing line 
of poetry into a new piece by placing each word of the source line at the end of successive lines. 
It creates a poem in conversation—each line reaching backward and forward simultaneously. 
My poem uses the line “we are the chain that doesn’t snap” as its spine, planting it in new soil 
and letting fresh language grow from inherited truth. In doing so, it reflects how resistance 
borrows language across generations—how we speak with our ancestors inside our syntax. As 
Hayes notes, “the Golden Shovel can be a celebration, a lament, a protest, or a prayer” (Hayes). 
 
Together, these forms do what all solidarities do: they bind, repeat, hold, adapt. They are not 
simply about collective memory—they enact it. They show how poems can become structures 
of survival.  
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I. The Work of Holding On 
 

The work of holding on is never done. 
We pass the fire slowly, hand to hand. 
No single light belongs to only one. 

We brace each other when the storms have spun 
the sky to ribbons we can't understand. 
The work of holding on is never done. 

The tide forgets us. Stars come all undone. 
The sea devours its own exhausted sand. 
No single light belongs to only one. 

We hum against the silence that has won 
so many names, though none it ever planned. 
The work of holding on is never done. 

A lullaby, a pot of rice, a sun 
glinting through glass we shaped from ash and strand. 
No single light belongs to only one. 

So when the dark unthreads what we had spun, 
remember what we carry, where we land. 
The work of holding on is never done. 
No single light belongs to only one.  
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II. The Chain We Hold (revised) 
 
We are the chain that’s taught to hold, 
even when we’re built to break. 
We rust in places carved by rain, 
but still reach out a hand 
when the world goes dark— 
when no one else guards the spark. 
 
We pass the kindling: a sleeping spark 
tucked into fingers that barely hold 
their own weight. Even in the dark, 
we keep the rhythm—never fully break. 
A cough, a coin, a clasping hand 
offered quietly beneath the rain. 
 
There’s no glamour in this rain. 
No hero’s arc, just fire from spark 
to stove to soul. A mother’s hand 
packs lunch for three she can’t quite hold 
in her budget. But she does not break, 
even when the fridge light flickers dark. 
 
Let others romanticise the dark— 
we know its cold teeth, its pounding rain. 
We know how woven things can break 
when stretched too far without a spark. 
Still, we carry what we must and hold 
what we can in a stranger’s hand. 
 
I have felt your trembling hand 
in mine when the night went dark. 
I have watched you fiercely hold 
your ground beneath relentless rain. 
Even when your voice flickered like a spark, 
you stood—refused to let the moment break. 
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This is not a story of a single break— 
but of a thousand joined by hand, 
of silence turned into a shared spark, 
of torches passed in the dark, 
of messages traced through rain 
saying: you are still see, and still I hold. 
 
Envoi: 
So let the spark be more than myth—let it not break. 
Even in the rain, I will take your hand. 
Even in the dark, we will hold.  
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III. When the Weight Comes 
 
Golden Shovel using the line: “We are the chain that’s taught to hold” 
 
When the sky forgets its fire, we become the heat we 
can find in gesture, voice, or silence. Still, we are 
unbroken—frayed perhaps, but threaded through the 
hours by hands that form an unseen chain, 
each one a bearer of breath, of grief. And that’s 
enough some days: to be the one who was taught 
how to gather what flickers, how to 
bind a moment before it slips, how to hold. 
 
Author’s Note: This poem is a golden shovel composed using the line “We are the 
chain that’s taught to hold”—the opening line of the sestina The Chain We Hold. It 
acts as both homage and echo, threading the voice of one poem into the bones of 
another to reflect the generational nature of resistance and care.


