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Abstract 

 

This thesis, composed of a collection of poetry and a critical essay, explores the contemporary elegiac 

poem. Whereas traditional elegists focused on death, contemporary elegiac poems deal with loss in a 

broader sense. The challenge contemporary elegiac poets take on is to engage with feeling but without 

veering into sentimentality. In the critical portion of this thesis, “‘Comic self-consciousness’: Oblique 

approaches to the elegiac,” I explore how two contemporary poets, Billy Collins and William 

Matthews, approach loss indirectly to evade sentimentality. Specifically, I argue that Collins and 

Matthews, both of whom are noted for their elegiac orientation and their use of wit, engage with loss 

through three strategies: the postponement of acknowledging the loss central to the poem, the use of 

incongruities manifesting as humour and irony, and by gaining the reader’s complicity through the use 

of metapoetics. In the creative portion of the thesis, “Farewell, My Lovely,” I have drawn inspiration 

from the strategies modelled by these two poets to engage with at times light-hearted or ironic 

approaches to loss—via wit, irony and at times metapoetics—to produce a collection of elegiac lyric 

poems that approach loss indirectly. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iii 
 

Table of Contents 
 

 “Comic self-consciousness”: Oblique approaches to the elegiac........................................................... 1 

Postponement ............................................................................................................................. 2 

Incongruity ................................................................................................................................. 5 

     Complicity ............................................................................................................................... 16 

Farewell, My Lovely ............................................................................................................................. 23    

Cassio and Desdemona ............................................................................................................ 24   

Physics department, Avondale College ................................................................................... 25 

Maungakiekie ........................................................................................................................... 26 

A pirate once ............................................................................................................................ 27 

Scotts landing  .......................................................................................................................... 28 

Queen’s Day, Hilversum .......................................................................................................... 29 

Play it again, Sam  ................................................................................................................... 30 

Fireworks on a field by the Manawatu River ........................................................................... 32 

Eighty-four ............................................................................................................................... 33 

Farewell, My Lovely ................................................................................................................ 35 

Eden Park, Kingsland............................................................................................................... 37 

A box of Led Zeppelin cassettes .............................................................................................. 38 

I kind of thought the alpacas were a metaphor until we got there  .......................................... 40 

A campus at night, Palmerston North ...................................................................................... 42 

April in Paris ............................................................................................................................ 43 

Shortcut through a churchyard ................................................................................................. 44 

When the planes hit the Twin Towers ..................................................................................... 45 

Raspberry picking, Turitea ....................................................................................................... 46 

Back to the Future Day, October 21, 2015 .............................................................................. 47 

At a pub on the outskirts of Dublin .......................................................................................... 48 

Temp work, Bethells’s Beach .................................................................................................. 49 

Koshien Stadium, Nishinomiya ............................................................................................... 50 

The old Presbyterian church, Eketahuna  ................................................................................. 51 

Safeco Field, Seattle ................................................................................................................ 53 

This is it, Ruahine Range ......................................................................................................... 55 

Coastal Pacific Railway ........................................................................................................... 57 

Ko Maungakiekie te Maunga  .................................................................................................. 59 

Playing for keeps, Sausalito ..................................................................................................... 61 

Social network ......................................................................................................................... 62 

Smoko, Glen Road ................................................................................................................... 63 



iv 
 

Half-asleep on an airport bench, Kuala Lumpur ...................................................................... 64 

Cape Foulwind, West Coast ..................................................................................................... 66 

Curse of the Colonel ................................................................................................................ 67 

Park Road, Hamilton ................................................................................................................ 68 

A newsroom after deadline, Westport...................................................................................... 70 

Grace Cathedral, San Francisco ............................................................................................... 72 

Works Cited .......................................................................................................................................... 73 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 




