
facing it poem analysis
Facing It is a powerful poem written by Yusef Komunyakaa, an American poet known for his
evocative imagery and profound engagement with themes related to war, memory, and identity. This
poem, published in his collection "Dien Cai Dau" (1988), reflects on the poet's experiences as a
soldier during the Vietnam War and his return to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington,
D.C. The poem's exploration of trauma, memory, and the intersection of the personal and collective
experiences of war makes it a poignant piece that resonates with many readers. In this article, we
will delve into the themes, structure, imagery, and overall significance of "Facing It."

Theme of Memory and Trauma

One of the most prominent themes in "Facing It" is the exploration of memory and trauma. The poem
captures the speaker's emotional journey as he confronts the physical representation of his past
experiences—the Vietnam Veterans Memorial. The act of facing the wall serves as a metaphor for
confronting the memories of war, both painful and haunting. The speaker's reflections reveal how
trauma can linger long after the events have passed.

Confrontation with the Past

The poem opens with a vivid depiction of the memorial, which functions as a blank slate for the
speaker’s memories. The polished black granite reflects the names of fallen soldiers, including those
who were close to the speaker. This reflection brings forth a confrontation with the past, as the
speaker is not only reminded of his own experiences but also of the lives lost during the war.

- The memorial serves multiple purposes:
- A site of remembrance
- A space for personal reflection
- A place that evokes collective grief

The Weight of Guilt

Throughout the poem, the speaker grapples with feelings of guilt and responsibility. The act of
remembering is not passive; it is laden with emotions that can be overwhelming. The speaker's
encounter with the names etched in the wall prompts questions about survival and the morality of
war. The guilt associated with surviving while others did not is a significant element in the poem,
illustrating the burden that many veterans carry.

The Structure and Form of the Poem

"Facing It" is structured in a series of short stanzas, which contribute to the poem's overall sense of



immediacy and intensity. The fragmented form mirrors the disjointed nature of memory and trauma,
allowing readers to feel the speaker's emotional turbulence.

Use of Imagery

Komunyakaa employs vivid imagery throughout the poem, creating a rich sensory experience for the
reader. The contrast between the starkness of the memorial and the speaker's internal struggle is
palpable. Some key images include:

- The wall itself: A physical representation of memory and loss.
- Reflections: The act of seeing oneself in the wall symbolizes self-examination and confrontation
with the past.
- Names: Each name represents a life, a story, and a personal connection to the speaker.

Language and Tone

The language in "Facing It" is both simple and profound, allowing for a universal understanding of
the complex emotions associated with war. The tone of the poem shifts between somber reflection
and raw vulnerability, encapsulating the speaker's internal conflict. The use of enjambment gives the
poem a flowing quality, mimicking the continuous nature of thought and memory.

Personal vs. Collective Experience

"Facing It" also explores the tension between personal and collective experiences of war. While the
speaker's journey is deeply personal, it is set against the backdrop of a collective memory shared by
veterans and society at large. This duality invites readers to consider how individual experiences are
intertwined with broader historical narratives.

The Role of the Memorial

The Vietnam Veterans Memorial is not just a physical structure; it serves as a cultural artifact that
represents a collective memory of the Vietnam War. The wall holds the names of those who fell, but
it also embodies the grief and sorrow of families and communities. The speaker's experience at the
memorial underscores the importance of remembrance in healing and confronting the past.

Connection to Other Veterans

Throughout the poem, the speaker's reflections evoke a sense of solidarity with other veterans. The
shared experience of war creates a bond that transcends individual narratives. The acknowledgment
of fellow soldiers reinforces the idea that trauma is not only a personal burden but also a shared
experience that requires understanding and empathy.



Symbolism in the Poem

Symbolism plays a crucial role in "Facing It," as various elements carry deeper meanings that
enhance the poem's themes.

The Wall as a Symbol

The wall itself is a multifaceted symbol representing:

- Memory: It serves as a repository of memories for veterans and families.
- Grief: The etched names signify loss and mourning.
- Confrontation: The wall compels the speaker to face his past and the realities of war.

Water as a Symbol

Water appears in the poem as a symbol of cleansing and renewal. The imagery of water may suggest
the possibility of healing and the fluidity of memory. However, it also evokes the idea of washing
away the pain, which is not a simple process. The speaker's struggle to reconcile his memories with
the desire for peace highlights the complexities of healing from trauma.

Significance of the Poem

"Facing It" stands as an important work in contemporary American poetry, particularly in its
exploration of war and its aftermath. The poem's emotional depth and nuanced portrayal of trauma
resonate with readers on multiple levels, making it a vital contribution to the discourse on war and
memory.

Impact on Readers

The poem invites readers to reflect on their understanding of war, loss, and memory. It challenges
them to confront uncomfortable truths about the past and consider the implications of collective
grief. By sharing his personal narrative, Komunyakaa encourages empathy and understanding for
those who have experienced the ravages of war.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Yusef Komunyakaa's "Facing It" is a poignant exploration of memory, trauma, and the
complex interplay between personal and collective experiences of war. Through its evocative
imagery, fragmented structure, and rich symbolism, the poem invites readers to confront the
realities of loss and the enduring impact of trauma. As a reflection on the Vietnam War and its



aftermath, "Facing It" serves as a powerful reminder of the importance of remembrance and the
necessity of grappling with the past in order to move forward. The poem not only captures the
individual experience of the speaker but also resonates with the broader narrative of veterans and
the communities that bear witness to their struggles.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of the poem 'Facing It' by Yusef
Komunyakaa?
The central theme of 'Facing It' revolves around the interplay of memory, trauma, and the process of
confronting one's past, particularly regarding the experiences of African American soldiers in the
Vietnam War.

How does the imagery in 'Facing It' contribute to the poem's
emotional impact?
The vivid imagery in 'Facing It' enhances its emotional impact by evoking the stark realities of war
and loss, as well as the visceral connection between the speaker and the Vietnam Veterans
Memorial, allowing readers to feel the weight of grief and remembrance.

What role does the Vietnam Veterans Memorial play in 'Facing
It'?
The Vietnam Veterans Memorial serves as a powerful symbol of memory and reflection in 'Facing It.'
It acts as a physical and emotional space where the speaker confronts the pain of loss and the
complexities of identity and history.

How does the structure of 'Facing It' affect its reading?
The structure of 'Facing It,' with its short lines and fragmented thoughts, mirrors the chaotic nature
of memory and trauma, creating a sense of immediacy and allowing readers to engage more deeply
with the speaker's emotional journey.

What significance does the speaker's identity have in the
interpretation of 'Facing It'?
The speaker's identity as an African American veteran adds layers to the poem's interpretation,
highlighting themes of racial injustice, the unique experiences of Black soldiers, and the broader
implications of war on marginalized communities.

In what ways does 'Facing It' explore the concept of healing?
'Facing It' explores the concept of healing by illustrating the struggle to come to terms with trauma
and loss. The act of visiting the memorial serves as a catalyst for reflection, suggesting that facing



one's pain is a necessary step towards healing.

What literary devices are prominently used in 'Facing It'?
Prominent literary devices in 'Facing It' include imagery, enjambment, and metaphor. These devices
enhance the poem's emotional resonance and help convey the complexities of memory and the
impact of the Vietnam War on the speaker.
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