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The Intercourse of Poetry and Prose:

Exploring Kim Jensen’s Creative Act

When Kim Jensen was asked about her novel The Woman I Left Behind, she said, “My primary and most important objective was to create a work of art” (handout).  The act of creation, in creating a piece of literature, and the idea of a creative act are two different things.  Jensen, clearly, does the first.  She has created an intimate portrait of two lovers from two very dissimilar backgrounds and woven together a complex story of their relationship, two histories, and the issue of power and gender.  The act of producing this novel is a kind of literary creation.  However, the latter kind of creation, the creative act, is something else that Jensen successfully does as well.  The theme of the creative act can be interpreted many ways, though her creative act, or choice, of the inclusion of poetry within her prose is not only unique, as it is gripping, but beautiful, as it is striking.  She uses the intercourse between poetry and prose to express the relationship between her two main characters, Khalid and Irene, and their clashing ethnicities.


What is poetry?  Jensen’s female protagonist, Irene, defines it neatly.  Irene says, “What happens is that my thoughts unfold, my words and spirit are released.  It’s called poetry” (195).  Throughout the book, Jensen uses poetry as a tool and as a creative action in composition.  In this unconventional form where she layers poetry on prose and prose on poetry, the story reads as a work that is all together more creative than a typical novel.  She uses the characters in three ways in relation to the poetry: readers, creators, and interpreters.  For instance, there is a scene where Irene and Khalid are walking together through redwood trees.  Jensen writes, “The two of them stood wide-eyed… and pretended to be woodland sprites in a fairytale.  Leaning against the inside of a tree, Khalid quoted a poem by Robert Louis Stevenson: ‘Tis the season now to go/ About the country high and Low,/ Among the lilacs hand in hand,/ And two by two in fairy land” (104).  Here, Jensen is integrating poetry into the characters’ discourse to express in a more powerful way their connection to nature and to moments with each other.  The poetry helps frame the sweet, and possibly otherwise insignificant, scene.  This creative choice is poignant and striking, helping the characters relate to one another, as the reader is able to view Irene and Khalid’s relationship as intimately as they do.


It is true that relationships, especially love relationships, deal with affairs of the heart that can be difficult to express in common, standardized phrases.  The saying words don’t express the way that I feel comes to mind.  However, throughout literary history, writers and poets have turned to the genre of poetry to express and explore the feelings and layers of love that somehow find freedom in the rhythmic words.  Within the complexity of this novel, Jensen presents dual oppositions that add to the tension, both historical and sexual, in this work.  Beyond the more apparent dualities, such as East verses West or Man verses Woman, are subtler dualities that Jensen expresses through the use of poetry.


One of the most striking comparisons is the expression of their love and the expression of their frustration with this kind love.  When Irene and Khalid are in the beginning of their relationship, she asks him to recite poetry for her, since he claims that he is a writer of poetry.  He says, “My love, you are blue ocean,/ light upon waves./ You are the fish and seabirds flying/ You are the unknown next,/ the joy of songs, the tears of the unsayable…” (65).  It is a very intimate moment between the two characters.  Irene asks if he wrote the poem and he says that he just made it up for her.  The act of creating out of love and emotion is imbued through the poetry.  Though, later in the novel, Jensen uses poetry, this time to express Irene’s frustration, insecurity, and sadness in their kind of love.



“She began to contemplate other love arrangements.  She imagined that she had 


been mistaken all along, that this love was not unique after all.  A tour of ruins/ 


The color or everything is the color of mourning/ A tour of the house of al-



Andalus/ The forgotten paths to the gardens/ In the dream of defeat/ delicate 


creations are thrown to the sea./ Was it me who left last night/ or did you leave 


me?/ Or was it the stranger in each of us/ Slowly taking leave, step by step, before 

the final farewell?” (91).

There are a number of interesting things taking place within this poem.  Firstly, Jensen does not outwardly state that this is a poem.  She simply suggests it through Irene’s consciousness and the poetic form that is written as in the book.  The idea of Irene’s thoughts as poetry is moving.  It is her way to express the doubt and darkness that complex love can often bring.  One symbolic motif that stands out is the use of water, as the sea and ocean.  In Khalid’s poem to Irene about their love, he says that she is the “blue ocean, light upon waves” (65).  In Irene’s poetry-consciousness, the “delicate creation” of their love “is thrown out to sea” (91).  The water metaphor is now dark, layered with love, angst, and fear.  Jensen’s merging of poetry as a thought is one of the many uses and ways in which her creative act (the intercourse of poetry and prose) is brought to life.  


Another aspect of Jensen’s structural creative choices in writing this book was that she chose to put all the dialogue in italics, rather than in quotation marks.  The poetry was also distinguished in the text by italics.  Assuming that this was an intentional choice in her writing, it says two things in particular about this work and the author.  Firstly, since the author is portraying the dialogue between the two lovers in the same way that she presents the poetry, Jensen is communicating to the reader that dialogue and poetry are entwined, or at least she wants her reader to read the text in such a way.  Secondly, it tells the reader that the way in which the two lovers speak with one another is in a poetic way.  This could mean that their dialogue is filled with honesty or free flowing thoughts.  In a creative sense, it adds a dimension of beauty that is often associated with the genre of poetry.  Their dialogue can be read containing something sensual and emotional, rather than separating their speaking and their poetry with one another.


The thematic element of the creative act is used by Kim Jensen throughout her novel, as she distinctively weaves her words of prose and poetry together in composing a complex and intricate love story.  This creative choice is moving and can be recognized by the reader, however, the subtle ways that Jensen’s uses poetry adds meaning, depth, and explanations of her two protagonists and their love affair.  Irene and Khalid’s complicated love is able to be explored and expressed in a far more intimate way with the reader, had Jensen simply used prose as the only genre in her book.  The intercourse of Jensen’s prose and poetry is arguably the most powerful and creative act of the novel. 
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