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“The carnation is probably native to the Mediterranean region but its exact range is unknown due to extensive
cultivation for the last two millennium.”—New World Encyclopedia
(http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Carnation)

i.

Carnations get something of a bad rap on Sex and the City. On an episode that aired during season six, Charlotte
escapes from her dinner date at a Chinese restaurant to Carrie and her boyfriend Jack Burger’s table. She complains
to both of them that she knew it would be a bad first date. Why? Because he gave her a bouquet of carnations.
“They’re filler flowers,” she laments.

But what Charlotte dismissed as a filler flower has become my focal point for understanding love, lust, and faith.
Carnations are one of those childhood markers that litter my memory, they are something of a constant: not good, not
bad, but an important vessel for meaning-making.

I have had to dislocate my faith, and how I imagined I was allowed to love and lust from patriarchal spaces like the
mandirs I grew up attending on Sunday mornings—spaces where worshippers prayed with carnations and other
flowers. I have grappled with these questions while watching television shows like Sex and the City—a show that I
knew even as a high school student was problematic, was not about my New York, that did not reflect what I, or the
women around me, looked like, or sounded like, but that still sparked moments of alternative imaginings of how and
who I could love.
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My job when my family holds a jhandi is to
string together seven red carnations with a
needle and thread to create a mala. Credit:

Nadia Misir

My commute each day from Lefferts Boulevard on the A train in deep Queens, in roti-shop-and-Guyanese-Chinese-
restaurant-bar Queens, to my high school located near Broadway-Nassau, the financial hub of the city, taught me that.
My New York, my journey with faith and love is a series of culturally dissonant moments. And they all seem to hang off
the delicate jagged petals of the carnation.

 

ii.

Carnations have long been vessels for meaning-making by all sorts of
people: poets, lovers, children, parents, royalty, florists, mourners,
worshippers, bodega owners, Hallmark card creators. I am no expert, but
carnations do have a better reputation than Charlotte led me to believe all
those years ago. In thirty-eight words Oxford Reference online sums up
the flower as being “slender-stemmed,” and possessing “narrow leaves,”
“swollen stem joints” and “several dense blooms with serrated petals”—a
definition that reads like poetry. It is of the family Caryophyllaceae and the
species Dianthus caryophyllus.

Gjertrud Schnackenberg has used the carnation as a motif of grief in the
haunting elegies she has written about her father. “The Latin blossom,”
she calls it, invoking the Latin meaning of carnatio: flesh. Schackenberg
too locates faith in the flower. The speaker of “Supernatural Love”
(https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/47547/supernatural-love)
identifies carnations as “The flowers I called Christ’s when I was four,” and
describes their clove-like scent as “Christ’s fragrance through the room.”
Here, carnations become a symbol of Christ’s crucifixion and recall the

belief that carnations grew where Mary’s tears fell.

 

iii.

I cannot reconcile how I choose to love and lust with the faith that is taught in the spaces I was told to pray in growing
up and that is okay. My faith lives in my mother’s hands before she prays at her altar. I make the ritual of watching her
prepare carnations for prayer my religion.

On some Sunday mornings she lifts bouquets of carnations bunch by bunch out of white buckets filled with water
lining Liberty Avenue. She inspects each head, looks for wilted petals and debris. Sometimes, if I’m home, it’s my job
to unwrap them, detach the flowers from the green stems, gently wash each with cold water and fill a metal tari with
the blooms.

The stems remind me of a crane with green legs. Sometimes my mom prays with these carnations. Each bloom is a
prayer I turn into a sin. My religion is not praying at the altar in a language I cannot understand. My religion is washing
each carnation head, feeling the water catch between the petals like parted lips. My religion is reveling in reaching a
point in my relationship with my mother where I can be transparent about who and how I love, and she does not
shame me for it.

The shame I have internalized comes from my community, from what they teach us about how to be a Good Indian
Girl, from Bollywood movies that glorify the Good Indian Girl, from conversations where girls are shamed for “wilin’
demself out,” from conversations where girls are shamed for “not knowin dem limit,” from conversations where girls
are forbidden from dating Black men and women, from the pandit who told me it is forbidden for a woman to attend
mandir or perform pooja while on her period because it is unclean. I wanted to say what you describe as unclean
allowed for your waste of a birth.

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/47547/supernatural-love


I hoard a friend’s purple carnations at dinner
and pretend they are mine. Credit: Nadia

Misir

A space for prayer during a jhandi is set up with flowers
and other material objects. Credit: Nadia Misir

A male relative of mine was a pandit—a man I was not close to, someone
who I never saw smile, always in a fedora hat, always, it seemed, mildly
annoyed, a man I thought of as being the embodiment of patriarchy. I
asked him when I was 7 or 8 about why all pandits I knew were men.
“Can’t I be a pandit if I really wanted to?” I remember asking. Memory is
often cruel. I remember the emotions and what I might have said, less
often than I remember the other party’s words.

I internalized that it
was a sin for me to
feel pleasure at the
hands of another
person. I internalized
that it was a sin for
me to feel pleasure
at my own hands.
Shame makes its
home in the most
unexpected places
and carnations, for a long time, signaled that. I have cobbled
together a patchwork kind of faith rooted in mundane material

objects and motions of the hand, in feeling pleasure. Let my God, if there is one, be a fairly compensated gardener
and flower cutter, a wielder of sharp shears, a being who can grow, but also cut down.

 

 

iv.

When I think of carnations I think bodega, I think of those Sunday mornings when we double parked outside of a West
Indian grocery store to buy bunches of carnations to take to mandir as offerings, I think of the statistics that illuminate
unfair labor practices in the countries the United States sources its fresh cut flowers from: Colombia and Ecuador. I
think of these headlines: “Where Do Bodega Flowers Come From?” and “There’s a 1 in 12 Chance Your V-Day
Flowers Were Cut by Child Laborers.”

I think of the history of cultivation, the imperial nature of gardening, of cultivating a garden and how unnatural it is
unless it all runs wild and the insects are allowed to eat holes into leaves. When I think of carnations I think of my
Chinese-American aunt’s horrified facial expression when my grandmother brought a bouquet of carnations to the
party hall on Atlantic Avenue for her wedding reception—carnations were reserved for funerals in her family.

I think dyed petals: electric blue and Gatorade green. I think petals that resemble crumpled up tissue paper and
jagged edges that look sharp but feel soft. I think of all the ways that it is both outlandish and not to dye flowers colors
that do not occur in nature.

When I think of carnations I think of the  woman who sold them with two young children under the tracks of the 7 train
in Jackson Heights. Laid out on the concrete were individual carnations, cellophane, wrapping paper and rubber
bands. Prune, bunch, wrap, repeat—a labor we do not see, but that exists in every white plastic bucket outside of
every bodega and flower shop.



A worker sells flowers and carnations in Kadıköy. Credit:
Nadia Misir

 

v.

But what does it mean to turn to metaphor? To explore questions of the body and pleasure figuratively? Am I hiding
behind the what ifs that wrap similes and metaphors and idioms in a confectioner’s sugar instead of saying explicitly I
am not a virgin, I enjoy sex, I take birth control, I am not married, I have no interest in being a Good Indian Girl? I write
about intimacy and personal experiences in a very specific way: shrouded behind lofty imagery and lyrical lines. I am
afraid of writing simple sentences using concrete language to describe how I love, how I hurt, how I have been loved
and been hurt, how I am vulnerable. I cannot write how I have transgressed, so I lean on metaphor, on images like wet
carnations between my mother’s hands. What does it mean to turn an image of patriarchy into an image of
resistance?

A corner store in Jackson Heights sells
carnations and other flowers. Credit: Nadia

Misir

 

vi.

By the end of that season six episode, Carrie Bradshaw’s boyfriend Burger breaks up with her on a post-it note. After
waking up next to an empty spot on her bed, she gets up and flings the vase of pink carnations he brought for her. It is
a spectacular act of rage. For everything else that is problematic about that show, that scene

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VHhKpOyeqk4


 Modern Vampires Of Yesterday: Vampire Weekend Before Their Hiatus
(http://qcvoices.qwriting.qc.cuny.edu/maggie123/2019/03/05/modern-vampires-of-yesterday-vampire-weekend-
before-their-hiatus/)

If Green Books Could Talk  (http://qcvoices.qwriting.qc.cuny.edu/meganpindling/2019/03/10/__trashed-31/)

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VHhKpOyeqk4), devoid of all sound except for the water of the vase running off
the table and dripping down to the floor, and the lone carnation hanging haphazardly by its head from the table, is
something I carry between my ribs.

Filler flowers only, please. Credit: Nadia Misir 
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QC Voices is a collaborative publication featuring writers from Queens College, both undergraduate and graduate
students.
Our writers are as varied as the people of Queens. We believe their voices represent the future of this country—and
some of the best of what it has to offer: passion, compassion, curiosity, talent, and determination.
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