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“Poets grinding teeth to powder:” 

Every Time I Die, Poetry, and Mosh Pits 

 

 I have a confession to make: I am a thief, but I’ve never been arrested or 

convicted. That’s because in my line of work, thievery is something entirely different 

than in the criminal justice system. I’m not ripping off stereos or yoinking peoples’ 

identities. Instead, I steal words—single words that never would have come to my mind, 

little words like “arrhythmic,” or “gnaw,” or “histrionics.”  

 These words have all served as jumping-off points for poems I’ve written that 

have turned out relatively well. Known as “borrowing”—probably to keep our 

skyscraper-sized egos in check and certainly to avoid negative connotations—poets do it 

all the time, and it’s a perfectly legitimate was to springboard into a new poem, accepted 

by almost everyone. But I don’t ever steal them from Robert Frost or Auden or Emily 

Dickinson. These come from a poet of an entirely different stripe.  

 Every Time I Die’s lead singer, Keith Buckley, and I couldn’t be more disparate 

people. He is covered in tattoos, parties intensely, and is the architect of his band’s lyrical 

direction—tongue-in-cheek, often humorous and nonsensical. For my part, I write poems 

and teach, am terrified of broccoli, and lead a quiet and relatively boring life in an old 

apartment complex with my cat about a mile from the University of Alabama campus. 

But we share a love of the written word and confusing people with it. So when I stumbled 

across his band’s music in 2002, it gave me a breather from what I consider to be bland 

and cookie-cutter rock that was on the radio at the time.  
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 But it also took the poems I was writing at the time in a brand new direction, a 

direction that eventually lead me to Tuscaloosa during the oppressively-hot summer of 

2007.   

 As a poet, it’s the lyrics I’m more interested in than the lightning-fast guitar riffs 

coupled with Buckley’s abrasive screams. When I first heard them—right at the onset of 

my often one-sided love affair with poetry—I was stunned by how much they resembled 

the poetry of my favorite poet, W.S. Merwin: off-the-wall, shunning conventional 

interpretation, never afraid to be risky (or risqué, for that matter). So when I wrote poems 

back then, during my freshman year of college, like most budding writers tend to do, the 

poems were heavily influenced by them. On more than one instance, some of my best 

work from that time period took direct inspiration from an Every Time I Die song, 

whether it was a single word that was used, or whether I misheard one of their lyrics.  

 So it was with some hesitation that I sent some of those poems in as part of my 

application materials for the University of Alabama. I could just imagine them saying, 

“So, this guy is influenced more by some obscure band than he is by Allen Ginsberg? 

What a weirdo.” But to my surprise, they accepted me and my work, and I have no doubt 

that, in part, some of the ETID influence that appeared in my poetry helped me curry 

their favor.  

 Before I listened to the band, the poems I was churning out were bland—as the 

cliché, sentimental poems that are often produced are. There were a lot of love poems, 

poems about bad family experiences, etc. But when coupled with the Merwinian 

influence, the band’s stamp on my writing was unquantifiable. I quickly learned that the 

more risks I took in my work, the more interesting it became—a trait in writing that is 
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essentially a must-have. Or, if a poem took on a cliché subject, the writing became more 

experimental to disguise meaning, shroud it in more secrecy, essentially eschewing 

conventionality.  

 So, needless to say, when I was able to see them in concert a few years ago, I was 

stoked to be able to meet the singer very briefly and ask him about his writing process 

after the show—and after I had been in the mosh pit for the entire set, resulting in my fair 

share of bruising for the next few days. A former middle school English teacher, I was 

pretty shocked to learn that he doesn’t think about the song too much when he’s writing; 

it’s more organic, more natural, of a process that way, he told me. Afterwards, I went 

home and wrote a poem and, surprisingly, it’s still one that I like to read even to this day, 

more than four years after I wrote it.  

 As recently as a few weeks ago I was in a poetic rut. My writing was stagnating, 

becoming stale, resorting to the same old tropes—never a good thing for a writer, 

particularly one is in the middle of writing his creative dissertation. Sitting at the 

computer was an arduous task when I just knew that whatever I produced would come 

out sounding like it was written by a 13-year-old. But thankfully I got out of my writer’s 

block.  

 So how did I remedy my writing woes? Well, I think you know the answer.  

 

Word count: 976 


