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AGATE HEAD / STONE SOUP

Many have called Patricia Lockwood a wordsmith, but in the latest iteration of her life, she has become, quite literally, a metalsmith too. Stones, gems, metals, fossils—she forges them into bodies, faces, and, with her typical irreverence, vaginas. In these poems, a robot dog discovers the Lascaux caves in France. Jane Austen shoots a perfect game. A rock gets a girlfriend. The Pope blesses McLovin (kind of). Lockwood’s most indelible work of metal- and word-smithing yet is her blend of the internet world with the natural one, as she sifts meme references and literary echoes into evocations of geological time, explorations of organic bodies, and observations of youth. Both personal and provocative, Agate Head / Stone Soup brings together the intimacy of Lockwood’s memoir, the incisiveness of her criticism, the power of her fiction, and the mad genius of her poetry in an ambitious artistic masterpiece served in two slices.
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Read the rock, see where the dip lies, use all weaknesses and the agate will find you.

—LORD CROMARTIE, AGATES II
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Introduction

In the spring of 2025, I was writing an essay for the London Review of Books called “The Facets,” about Sylvia Plath and the problems of biography. Eight weeks earlier, with a fever of 101, attempting to read the news and realizing that it all sounded mad, I had exited what I had referred to in my novel No One Is Talking About This as “the portal.” There were good reasons to do so—searches no longer seemed to return real information, images were not trustworthy, the place was less populated by human beings—but the result was that, for the first time in a very long time, I was hearing my own voice in the morning, before it was crowded out by a hundred others.

The wave in the mind is music, the words on the wave are poetry, or so it has always seemed to me. For almost a decade, since around the publication of my memoir Priestdaddy, I had not been able to hear it. The poems that I wrote would not end. Their meanings would not mean. Poetry requires boredom, an empty box off to the side of the right temple. But too much was happening, there was a different kind of attention being paid, and we had entered a reality where it was impossible to be bored.

One Tuesday in metalsmithing class, I picked up a book by Edward B. Edwards called Dynamarhythmic Design: A Book of Structural Pattern, first published in 1932. It is about everything that can happen in a rectangle. The rectangle is the page. I thought of Plath’s poem “Stillborn.” I read “Nick and the Candlestick” in the courtyard of the coffee shop, where two students at the next table were having a loud conversation about whether it was ethical to bring children into the world. I wrote, very quickly, a poem called “Dynamarhythmic Design.”

I had been taking metalsmithing classes for the past few years, and my husband Jason and I had recently purchased a lapidary saw and a few boxes of rough rock to cut open. I had collected minerals and fossils since I was a child, but it wasn’t until I introduced him to the world of agate cutting that Jason showed any interest. From the first box we drew an orange nodule that had eyes and appeared to smile. I rescued it and named it Agate Head. This one will not be cut, I decreed—though Jason, now swept with enthusiasm, wanted to saw through everything he could get his hands on.

We had come out on the other side, through a period of severing and recuperation. In 2022, he had emergency abdominal surgery that went awry and he had to be cut open. He lost more than half the blood in his body. He very nearly lost his life. In my book Will There Ever Be Another You I had grappled with these events without really understanding. In a chapter titled “The Wound,” I observed how little my previous life as a writer, as a critic, had prepared me to care for him. Anything might have been better, I said—a philosopher, an acrobat, a collector of Fairburn agates. You know, there is a convention, out in the foothills of South Dakota, where people in possession of one half of an agate go looking for their whole.

All these things were in my mind when the wave reappeared. I had been working toward something I called “the all-genre.” I thought there was a form where everything could go in. I returned to Plath. There seemed to be rules, handed down by her. I followed them. Write them straight through, from beginning to end, don’t mess with them too much, and tell people you’re doing it. Longhand. I bought a red notebook to hold them, and I called it Rosarita. Two, three, four a day. The friends I told also began to write poems. Having had that season—even if you died, wouldn’t you still want to do it?

About the time that I was done with Plath, I thought back to that shelf filled with the touchstones of my youth. “Who else is that generative? Who else awakens that music, returns me to that initial impulse?” And for me it was Elizabeth Bishop, the quartz eye, the original rock rose. From there I sped to Herbert, Marianne Moore, Wallace Stevens, and the confessional and the New York School poets.

In the afternoons, we would cut agates. In the evenings, we would go riding on our bicycle built for two, me in a sort of baby carrier on the back, waving. There was something about that, too, the rhythm, the squirrel’s-eye view. We rode through banks of azaleas, which fairly boil here in Savannah in spring and sometimes again in summer. Occasionally lines would come—Not Cambridge but a real child marriage. I would chant them along with the sounds of the wheels, as long as the journey lasted, and then climb off and write them down.

That state cannot be maintained for long: to be borderless, exposed, porous. You are opening two halves and seeing conditions of formation: that even your time is geological; that in your shy husk you have grapes, caverns, cathedrals; that you are the product of one million years.

As I write this, I hold Agate Head in my hand, intact. He is not a figment; he is real. We will never know what goes on inside him. Or someone may open him after we die, and see the entire picture—lakes, volcanoes, palm trees, and sometimes an undeniable scene: one person, two people, in halves, together.

Tilt an agate back and forth, and if the bands are tight enough, it will appear to move. It is something like reading, when the lines come alive.

—PL, JANUARY 2026




Dynamarhythmic Design

The teacher and I breathed over the rectangle book.

Which one do you like, we tested each other.

From a distance, this one. Close-up, that one.

It seemed a rectangle could do anything,

Infinitely lengthen, recede into any distance,

Could repeat, step, move; eat its heart out forever,

Stamp out whole kingdoms, Celtic, Aztec,

That eyebrow of white. That dolphin billow.

You study it in portraiture, she said, right distances

Make what is beautiful.

A boy was asking about the koi, in the pond

Behind the coffee shop. They’re live and . . .

Raw, his father said. Goth class had just let out.

Chains were back—thank God, silver—

And the backs of black shirts were slashes, holes.

They were going to get things right this time.

That little shit didn’t ask to be born! The goth

Next to me squalled. She would revisit the question

When she was Thirty. You had to break down

Your body completely, had to want and keep

Wanting them every minute, otherwise you were

Giving them decades of trauma they didn’t

Ask for, BITCH!

She wore fresh vernix, as if floured by the poet.

I saw those lost decades as white squares.

That is the limit of biography, I had written above,

Not the glimpse of lit window we get in the work,

But a reconstruction of how they must have looked,

Sitting there—now an urn, now two people kissing,

Let me see that when you’re done,

The teacher said—sometimes
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