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Here they fly again, unfurling like fritillaries, but frigid.  Fingers: locked in a 

windowed box.  Behind glass, bone shards pale in place of wings, cast with wood and wax to 
appear as hands.  Palm to palm.  They rest in a nest of cloth.  The cloth is useful, nestled in 
the urn for unction: corpus incorruptum.  Indirect blessing: medieval means of divine 
relativity.  Visible through glass, the graceless grasp conjures saintliness and a thousand 
intercessions.   

 
Pilgrims process.  Stained glass and candles shroud shadows with light.   
 
The eye is essential here.  With the soul: coordinating correspondences, attuning to the 

butterflied box.  Strikingly silent, the “speaking image” is shaped with five-pronged 
recognition: thumb, index, middle, ring, pinkie.  No full-fledged imago (statue) or caput 
(bust) confronts the gaze, just the hands, unable to touch or be touched—(taunting ours?)—
frozen in flight at this variegated threshold, as a rousing throughput between visible and 
invisible realms. 

 
Losing my ability to see, I watch figures.  Wandering shadows: deforming and 

reforming.  Candles; stained glass; pera peregrinatorias. 
 
Although much is lost, no relic is lost on a pilgrim.  Pilgrims peregrinate like falcons, 

supplanting prayer for prey.  Hungry for reverence, they seek out Catherine’s head and finger; 
Teresa’s arms and heart.  A jaw, foot, rib.  Vial of Christ’s blood; Shiva’s manifold arms; 
Islamic geometries that hide the face of God.  It’s less about seeing than being.  Many faces, 
reverential and referential.  Reliquaries, sarcophagi, urns, stupas, and other containers feign—
with faith—to hold and maintain the life of the dead.  

 
A sidebar, too, feigns to hold and  

maintain the life of once-or-future dead 
(words): tiny tombs within this tomb- 
like room, reliquaries for past beliefs and  
practices resurrected.  Let me pray. 

 
Habit, homage, healing: many  

motivations keep the Pilgrim peregrinating  
toward or away from lands of milk and  
honey.  Varanasi, Mecca, Jerusalem, and  
Rome swarm like hives—destinations— 

 bee n. 1: a social colonial hymenopterous 
(“winged membrane”) insect often kept in 
hives for the honey that it produces; any of 
numerous insects that undergo complete 
metamorphosis, differing from related wasps 
esp. in the heavier hairier body and in having 
sucking as well as chewing mouthparts, that 
feed on pollen and nectar, and that store both 
and often also honey 2: an eccentric notion: 
FANCY 3. [perh. Fr. OE bēn prayer—more at 
BOON]: a gathering of people for a specific 
purpose <spelling~, quilting~>—bee-like 
adj—bee in one’s bonnet. 



less urgent than the convoluted, confounding paths.  A pilgrimage through the Dhammapada 
finds: “As the bee takes the essence of a flower and flies away without destroying its beauty 
and perfume, so let the sage wander in life.”i  Processing through the Koran: “Then comes 
there forth out of [the bees’] bellies a drink / of diverse hues wherein / is healing for men, / 
Surely in that is a sign for a people who reflect.”ii  And so, in the Bible, “he put forth the end 
of the rod that was in his hand, and dipped it in a[n] honeycomb, and put his hand to his 
mouth; and his eyes were enlightened.”iii   Through the Upanisads: “The honey of the gods, 
clearly, is the sun up there.  The crossbar for it is the sky itself; the hive is the intermediate 
region; and the larvae are the glittering specks….the bees being the secret rules of 
substitution, and the flower, the formulation of truth (brahman).”iv 

 
Let us join hands, then, with winged bodies: mouths gagged with pollen, resurrected 

from recycled reliquaries.v  Seeking flight.  A corpus cannot help but be corporeal. 
Transubstantiated, any object can become sacred.  (Consider the cow.)  All parts of the whole 
can signify the holy, with enough conviction and contrition—or contrivance, as Luther 
cautioned (condemning two feathers and an egg purportedly from the hen-like Holy Ghost).  
Watch closely amid these wings.  And listen (echoing): hands may yet grace the air like birds.  
Taking flight.  Imagine the fluttering: that singing.vi  The sound of one hand… 

 
Flapping, defying expectations.  Deforming and reforming in order to fly.  (A story 

gets told and refolded.)  Faith involves a suspension of disbelief, even when appealing to 
order, alphabetically and otherwise.  Reliquary falls somewhere between relinquishing and 
relishing.  It’s easier to imagine what can be heard (singing) and touched (stinging)—
deforming and transforming to connect our meager lives with meaning.  Out of cocoons and 
eggs come fritillaries, peregrines, bumbling.  “We behold the face of nature bright with 
gladness,” Darwin writes, but “we do not see, or we forget, that the birds which are idly 
singing round us mostly live on insects or seeds, and are thus constantly destroying life.”vii   
Singing and destroying: 

 
Where does that leave me in the Great Chain?  Should I relinquish this archaic art of 

the relic and discover something else to relish?  Is there a way to bind the two—three, four, 
more? 

 
Seeking further between relinquish and relief, I try to dissect the hidden ligament 

(tough band of tissue connecting the articular extremities of bones) within religion.  
Articulating further: joint by joint, word by word.  Hear.  My.  Prayer.  Consult Gray, who 
quoted Cleland, “[I]f neighboring joints be united by ligaments, the amount of flexion or 
extension of each must remain in constant proportion to that of the other; while, if the union 
be by muscles, the separation of the points of attachment of those muscles may vary 
considerably in different varieties of movement, the muscles adapting themselves tonically to 
the length required.”viii  Adaptation and evolution: Let us prey and pray.  Before we lose all 
sight, let us relinquish our desire to literally see and, instead, learn to relish what lies between 
and inside.  Ligare: at the root of binding and being unbound: 

      



 
                                                
NOTES 
 
i The Dhammapada, trans. Juan Mascaró (New York: Penguin Books, 1973) 42. 
 
ii The Koran Interpreted, trans. A. J. Arberry (New York: Collier Books, 1955) 293-4. 
 
iii A Reader's Guide to the Holy Bible: King James Version (Camden, NJ: Thomas Nelson, 1972) 344. 
 
iv  Upanisads, trans. Patrick Olivelle (New York: Oxford UP, 1996) 118-19. Elsewhere in the 
Upanisads, a thumb-sized being resides at the heart of the matter: “A person the size of a thumb / 
resides within the body…. // The person the size of a thumb / is like a fire free of smoke; / The lord of 
what was and what will be; / the same today and tomorrow” (242). 
 
v Hélène Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa,” The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism, ed. 
Vincent B. Leitch (New York: Norton, 2001) 2042. The phrase is posited (italics mine): “We the 
precocious, we the repressed of culture, our lovely mouths gagged with pollen, our wind knocked out 
of us, we the labyrinths, the ladders, the trampled spaces, the bevies.”   
 
vi See Exhibit U. 
 
vii Charles Darwin, “Struggle for Existence,” On Natural Selection (New York: Penguin Books, 2005) 
1. 
 
viii Qtd. in Henry Gray, “The Articulations of the Vertebral Column,” Gray’s Anatomy: The Classic 
Collector’s Edition (New York: Bounty Books, 1977) 222. 
 
* “Exhibit R” first appeared in Black Warrior Review 35:2. Please send this “Exhibit” back to the 
Undertaker in metamorphosed form: difformite@gmail.com. For further instructions, see 
http://difformite.wordpress.com/. 
 


