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‘Alcohol dependency, the hunger for answers, the wish to know God, the erotic: these desires are all, for Akbar, analogous, though never identical. Each can overflow, each can reach excess, and that excess becomes by turns magnificent and ridiculous and dangerous … Akbar has what every poet needs: the power to make, from emotions that others have felt, memorable language that nobody has assembled before’

Steph Burt, Yale Review

‘Though loss infuses [Kaveh Akbar’s] work, he animates myriad human struggles – addiction, estrangement from one’s body and language, faith and its absence – with empathy, intimacy, and expansive vision … A breathtaking addition to the canon of addiction literature … Akbar’s poems offer readers, religious or not, a way to cultivate faith in times of deepest fear’

Publishers Weekly (starred review)

‘An outstanding book of poetry. I was particularly impressed by the imagery and deftness with language … every poem offers something compelling or strange or unknowable and always beautiful’

Roxane Gay

‘I love a poet who can talk of the stars and soot, who brings God to the ground without losing a burning sense of awe … How necessary and refreshing to see a poet truly wrestle with tradition … [Calling a Wolf a Wolf is] a gorgeous debut collection’

Nick Ripatrazone, The Millions

‘Akbar proves what books can do in his exceptional debut, which brings us along on his struggle with addiction … His work stands out among literature on the subject for a refreshingly unshowy honesty; Akbar runs full tilt emotionally but is never self-indulgent … an electric current runs through the collection that keeps reader and writer going … an important new poet’

Barbara Hoffert, Library Journal (starred review)

‘Calling a Wolf a Wolf tackles addiction, alcoholism, recovery, sobriety, and faith with brazen, intimate honesty … heartfelt and vulnerable … a stunning debut’

Jarry Lee, Buzzfeed

‘It’s rare for Iranian-American writers like Akbar and I to gracefully move past the tricky task of introducing and explaining our cultures (plural, as “Iranian” is about as diverse as “American”) … [In] Calling a Wolf a Wolf, more than any other lens of identity, the alcoholic steps into the spotlight. But the genius is his allowing all the many cultures that are contained and challenged within the identifier of addict to play well together. In this way gender, sexuality, ethnicity even, are subverted, bypassed, and somehow also honoured … John Berryman and James Wright haunt Calling a Wolf a Wolf, but Akbar also has a voice so distinctly his – tinted in old Persian, dipped in modern American, ancient and millennial, addict and ascetic, animal and more animal’

Porochista Khakpour, VQR

‘The struggle from late youth on, with and without God, agony, narcotics and love is a torment rarely recorded with such sustained eloquence and passion as you will find in Calling a Wolf a Wolf’

Fanny Howe

‘Akbar has crafted one of the best debuts in recent memory’

Eduardo C. Corral

‘An intensely inventive and original debut’

Frank Bidart

‘[A] stunning debut’

francine j. harris

‘Truly brilliant’
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Soot


Sometimes God comes to earth disguised as rust,

chewing away a chain link fence or mariner’s knife.

From up so close we must seem

clumsy and gloomless, like new lovers

undressing in front of each other

for the first time. Regarding loss, I’m afraid

to keep it in the story,

worried what I might bring back to life,

like the marble angel who woke to find

his innards scattered around his feet.

Blood from the belly tastes sweeter

than blood from anywhere else. We know this

but don’t know why – the woman on TV

dabs a man’s gutwound with her hijab

then draws the cloth to her lips, confused.

I keep dreaming I’m a creature pulling out my claws

one by one to sell in a market stall next to stacks

of pomegranates and garden tools. It’s predictable,

the logic of dreams. Long ago I lived in Heaven

because I wanted to. When I fell to earth

I knew the way – through the soot, into the leaves.

It still took years. Upon landing, the ground

embraced me sadly, with the gentleness

of someone delivering tragic news to a child.
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I. TERMINAL




‘All sins tend to be addictive, and the terminal point of addiction is damnation.’

– W. H. Auden
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